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TO MY FRIENDS,

NEW AND OLD,

THE ONES I HAVEN’T TALKED TO IN A WHILE,

AND THOSE I HAVEN’T YET MET




Praise for Sky Daddy

‘Audaciously imagined. Slyly executed. Surprisingly tender. Deliciously weird’

Rachel Yoder, author of Nightbitch

‘This is the craziest, funniest book I’ve read in a while. And I read a lot of crazy, funny books. Get your boarding pass out and get ready for some turbulence. Sky Daddy is insane’

Gary Shteyngart, author of Our Country Friends

‘This book is a dog whistle for the true freaks – never have I felt so seen! I loved it’

Rita Bullwinkel, author of Headshot

‘Breathtakingly audacious, Sky Daddy lifts off and swiftly accelerates, breaking the barrier of your preconceptions and disbelief, taking you to utterly new places’

Ling Ma, author of Severance

‘Exhilarating, addictive … not to mention strangely tender, deeply compassionate, and with pin sharp prose’

Lara Williams, author of Supper Club

‘Hilarious, refreshing, and perverse, Sky Daddy is a soaring portrait of modern obsession, of knowing exactly what you want and trying to wrestle it from the jaws of our ridiculous world. Kate Folk’s sharp sentences and side-splitting characters sparkle with glorious cringe. Do not miss this flight’

Henry Hoke, author of Open Throat

‘As arresting as g-forces during take-off, Kate Folk’s Sky Daddy is excellent … A captivatingly original and uproarious love letter to the strange forces of desire and destiny that drive and connect all of us’

Gina Chung, author of Sea Change




Praise for Out There

‘Out There is for readers who consider body horror to be a love language. True romantics will swoon either despite or because of the gore that accompanies these sharp, affable stories … Folk’s stories have been compared to Shirley Jackson’s, and this is most apparent in the way Folk balances her horror with humour’

New York Times Book Review

‘Kate Folk’s short stories are wonderfully weird; playfully pushing the possibilities of plotlines towards the uncanny, creepy and off-kilter, they have a seam of dark humour that illuminates the grotesquery with an unnerving beauty’

Daily Mail

‘Explores a gendered territory somewhere in the borderlands of magical realism, weird horror, sci-fi and literary fiction about jaded relationships’

Los Angeles Times

‘A wonderful absurdist collection that explores the vagaries of human connections’

Publishers Weekly (starred review)

‘Tightly constructed and spectacularly mind-bending stories that ingeniously pair everyday challenges and outlandish predicaments, ranging from hilarious to terrifying. Folk writes with unnerving matter-of-factness as she veers into Poe- and Shirley Jackson-like horror or turns to the poignantly fantastic in the mode of George Saunders or Kelly Link’

Booklist (starred review)

‘Wonderfully weird and weirdly wonderful, Folk is a dazzling talent’

Karen Joy Fowler, author of We Are All Completely Beside Ourselves

‘Kate Folk’s stories inhabit otherworldly realms where exquisite language and beguiling characters excavate the very nature of love and existence’

Adam Johnson, author of The Orphan Master’s Son

‘The lucid, unsettling landscapes in Out There bring our own world into chilly focus through an exquisitely distorted lens. Each one of these amazing stories is a masterclass in eeriness and perception. Kate Folk’s imagination is on fire’

Ayşegül Savaş, author of White on White

‘One could fancy Kate Folk as the literary love child of Kafka and Camus and Bradbury, if Kafka and Camus and Bradbury were penning episodes of Black Mirror, but that still wouldn’t capture the blazing originality and exhilarating weirdness of her writing. Wondrously perverse, often creepy and hilarious, and always sneakily heart-breaking, from the moment you read these tales you’ll know you’re in the presence of a singularly brilliant vision’

Chang-Rae Lee, author of The Surrendered

‘Disturbing, alluring, dazzling and creepy, Out There is a riveting collection that keeps you enthralled with every page’

Claire North, author of The First Fifteen Lives of Harry August

‘An assortment of stories so sharp and ingenious you may cut yourself on them while reading, like a drawer full of the most beautiful knives’

Kelly Link, author of Get In Trouble

‘Wry, riveting, and ambitious, Out There is one of those rare collections that manages to be both brilliantly inventive and emotionally resonant. Folk’s tilted worlds are hilarious and unsettling – they sit squarely in the spaces where anxiety and exhilaration collide’

Kimberly King Parsons, author of Black Light




All men live enveloped in whale-lines.

—HERMAN MELVILLE, Moby-Dick

Planes are the whales of the sky.

—LINDA




PART I




1

Call me Linda. My tale begins in January, when I was invited to a Vision Board Brunch hosted by my coworker Karina Carvalho. According to Karina, the vision boards, crafted from common drugstore materials, could be used to manifest anything a person wanted in life. I was receptive to the idea, as I’d always subscribed to the notion of an intelligent universe, a web of predestination in which we all were tangled. Only such a cosmic force could bring about my dream of marriage to a plane—what others vulgarly refer to as a “plane crash.” I believed this was my destiny: for a plane to recognize me as his soulmate mid-flight and, overcome with passion, relinquish his grip on the sky, hurtling us to earth in a carnage that would meld our souls for eternity. I couldn’t alter my fate, but perhaps, with the vision board’s help, I could hasten its arrival.

Karina had told me about previous VBBs, which her friend group convened at the start of each quarter, but this was the first one she’d invited me to, and I took it as a sign she wanted to deepen our friendship. I was so excited to see the evite in my inbox, I RSVP’d “yes” before considering the risk of revealing my dream to a gathering of normal women. I suspected Karina’s friends would balk at a vision board comprising only photos of planes, or worse, crashed planes strewn in postcoital debris. The imagery might offend Karina most of all, as she was fearful of flying and had vowed never to set foot on a plane again. It was this quality that first drew me to her when I came to Acuity, where we both worked as content moderators for a video-sharing platform. I’d found her trembling in the break room, and learned that she’d just witnessed gruesome footage of plane wreckage in her queue of flagged videos. I comforted her, resisting the urge to inquire about the specifics of the wreckage and whether it could be viewed elsewhere on the internet. I’d always considered aerophobes my spiritual comrades, their fear and my desire flip sides of the same coin, and from that day forward, I knew Karina and I shared a special bond.

As the VBB approached, I’d reached an impasse. I couldn’t truthfully present my vision, nor did it seem wise to craft a fraudulent board. I didn’t want to give the universe the wrong idea, which might cause it to mix up my destiny with another person’s, as when a traveler picks up the wrong suitcase at baggage claim. I began to think it was safer not to attend, though I knew Karina would be disappointed.

On Thursday, Karina and I went to our usual happy hour at the sushi place on the ground floor of our office building. The VBB cycled venues, with a different member hosting each quarter, and this Sunday, it was Karina’s turn.

“I’m making three types of mimosa,” she said, her brown eyes gleaming beneath fluffy mink lashes. “Celia will be at work, so we’ll have the whole house to ourselves.” Karina lived with her fiancé, Anthony, at his mom’s house in Daly City. Like me, they lived in a room off the garage, though unlike mine, their room had a window. I’d never been, but I’d seen pictures of the space, and it looked cozy: tile floor, tulip wall sconces, Scarface poster, Anthony’s immaculate sneaker collection lined against a wall.

“Will Anthony be there?” I asked.

“Probably, but he’ll stay downstairs.” Karina frowned, setting down her sake cup. “Don’t you like Anthony?”

I recalled previous happy hours during which Karina had expressed dissatisfaction with Anthony, always for good reason. There were the flirtatious Instagram messages she’d discovered between Anthony and his coworker at the fast-casual pizza restaurant. There was his novelty T-shirt business, into which Karina had sunk large sums of her earnings, with little promise of her investment ever paying off. There was his habit of forgetting important dates, such as Karina’s birthday and their anniversary. I’d learned to be cautious when speaking of Anthony, to discover exactly where Karina stood on the subject of the man on that day before voicing any sentiment.

“I’ve only met him a few times,” I told her now. “I like whoever you like, Karina.” I was impressed by my own diplomacy. Perhaps I’d overheard someone saying this on the bus.

“Well, he likes you,” Karina said. “He’s always asking, ‘What’s Lindy up to?’ ”

“That’s nice of him.” I was surprised to hear that Anthony held any opinion of me. I took a sip of sake. “I’m not sure I can make it on Sunday,” I said carefully.

Karina’s eyes narrowed. “Why not? I thought you were coming.”

“My landlords are having a garage sale,” I lied. “They want me to help out.”

“You really don’t want to miss it,” she said, gnawing an edamame shell. “The Q1 VBB is always the most powerful. It sets the tone for the whole year.”

I told Karina I’d try my best, though I’d already decided against going. While it pained me to squander an opportunity to nudge the universe on behalf of my destiny, the risk of exposure was too great. I could not do anything that might compromise my position in society—my job and my housing—which in turn would threaten my prospects of marriage to a plane.

From happy hour, I took BART to SFO, hoping the AirTrain would boost my spirits. I planned to ride the Red Line’s loop for an hour or two, my typical routine when I hungered for connection with my loves but couldn’t afford to take a flight. The train rounded a bend, approaching Terminal 3. Through the window, I glimpsed many fine planes resting at their gates. Jet bridges nuzzled their temples, their rear ends pointed provocatively toward me. A beefy Boeing 777 pulled back from F4, pivoting on his slender ankles with surprising grace for such a big fellow. Parked at F12, I spotted an old friend who went by the tail number N78823, an Embraer 175 bound presently for Phoenix, according to my flight-tracking app. I’d accompanied N78823 to Salt Lake City a few months ago, and found him to be a playful lover, teasing me with a round of turbulence as we descended into SLC.

At the Terminal 3 stop, the doors opened and a pilot boarded my car. I was shy in his presence, as I always am around pilots, granting them the level of respect others extend to doctors and members of the clergy. This pilot was stout and snub-nosed, his face resembling that of an Airbus A350. He was around fifty, with silver hair protruding from his pilot hat. He wore his uniform of black trousers and a jacket with four stripes on each cuff, indicating he was a captain, a pilot in command. He settled onto the seat across from me. As the doors closed, our eyes met and he smiled in the polite but distant manner of a celebrity. I wouldn’t dare to disturb him, though I wished I could ask him many things, such as which model of plane was his favorite, and whether he felt an emotional attachment to the planes, as a farmer loves the horse that assists his labors.

The train rumbled on. As we approached Terminal 2, I was struck with an idea for how I could attend the VBB after all. I could place a pilot on my vision board as a stand-in for my goal of marriage to a plane, claiming I wished to marry a pilot instead. If the universe took my request at face value, and supplied me a pilot husband, I’d make the best of it. I would have access to discounted flights, and a companion to talk about planes with. Though I’d take no pleasure from sex with this pilot, or any person, I would submit to the act to please him, and remain in good standing as his wife. I’d be caressed—infrequently, I hoped—by fingers that had recently touched the most intimate parts of a plane, and been anointed.

Of course, I’d prefer to skip the middleman, launching myself directly into the aluminum embrace of my soulmate: whichever plane would finally recognize my worth and claim me as his bride in orgasmic catastrophe. But I’d recently turned thirty, and perhaps it was time for compromises.

I leaped from my seat and stood impatiently by the doors until they opened to the BART station. Normally, I’d have remained on the AirTrain for another five or six revolutions, but tonight, I couldn’t afford to linger. I had a vision board to craft!

Since I’d moved to San Francisco a year and a half ago, my life had attained a pleasant stability, in contrast with the waywardness of my twenties. I worked in the Hate & Harassment vertical at Acuity, scrubbing comment threads of hate speech and death threats in accordance with the parent company’s terms and conditions. It was the first job I’d ever been good at, and I was proud of my status as H&H’s top-performing mod. I was paid twenty dollars an hour, a large chunk of which went toward nine hundred dollars’ monthly rent on a windowless in-law apartment in the Outer Sunset that I rented from the Chen family, who dwelled in the house and did their best to ignore my moldering presence in the room built inside their garage. Karina was my only friend, though I knew she had many friends besides me. I was grateful for the drippings of companionship she offered, in the form of our weekly happy hours and occasional mall excursions.

Though I enjoyed spending time with Karina, I’d been careful not to reveal too much of myself to her. As a rule, I avoided forming deep connections with other people. I knew my fate could manifest upon any flight, and I didn’t want to burden additional loved ones with grief. I kept in touch, sporadically, with my family in Southern California. My mom remained in my childhood home in Irvine, from which she sold patterned leggings through a multilevel marketing scheme. My brother, Al, worked in fracking in Bakersfield. We texted sometimes, our relationship having improved since the two years I’d lived with him and his then-girlfriend, now-wife, Denise, along with another couple, Brenda and Roxy. My dad had died four years ago—colon cancer—which was unfortunate, as he’d been my favorite family member, the only one who’d indulged my interest in planes, though I’d never revealed to him its full extent.

I believe I was born loving planes. As a child, on the rare occasions my family flew, I felt a thrill unmatched by anything else I’d experienced. No roller coaster, video game, or bouncy castle could compare to the exhilaration of takeoff. I begged my parents to fly more, and my dad, always up for adventure, compromised by taking me plane-spotting. We’d park on an access road behind John Wayne Airport and spectate through the chain-link fence. I sat on my dad’s shoulders, peering at the planes’ handsome faces through binoculars. Together, we made up stories about where they were headed, and which important people were on board. As I aged into adolescence, my love for planes took on a sexual dimension, and I felt I had no choice but to reject my dad when he tried to bond with me over what had long been our shared interest. My desire for planes, alongside an awareness of the fate for which I was bound, crystallized on board a flight to Chicago when I was thirteen—but more on that later.

When he died, my dad left me his beloved boat, a 1989 Sea Ray Sundancer named Wendy. I sold Wendy for nine thousand dollars, far less than she was worth, and spent the money on a monthlong flight binge. In my grief, I was desperate to unite with my soulmate plane, whoever he turned out to be, but I learned the planes couldn’t be pressured into choosing me before they were ready. My binge left me penniless and demoralized, and I’d turned to Al for help, which was how I’d wound up living with him in Bakersfield for a regrettably long interval. I had vowed to never again put myself in such a position, establishing rules to forestall another binge: I adhered to a strict budget; I allowed myself to fly only to a single destination and back; I lived in a windowless room, from which I could not view the sky’s traffic. Hearing the cry of planes above me as I lay in bed, while not being able to see them, added to the romance of our separation.

On the last Friday of each month, I flew wherever was cheapest, usually a regional hub, such as Salt Lake City, Denver, or Phoenix. I preferred to fly near a mountain range, whose choppy airstreams, I hoped, would embolden a plane to yield to his lust for me, as alcohol primes a human lover for intercourse. The city surrounding the airport was irrelevant, as I never left the secure sector. It was all about the flight itself, a date I’d purchased with a plane—preferably a variant of the 737, though like most deviants, I couldn’t afford to be picky. Like dating, death by plane crash was a numbers game. Such an event was vanishingly rare, with odds of one in eleven million. Still, those were far better odds than winning the Powerball, a chance of one in three hundred million. The people I saw buying lottery tickets at 7-Eleven would surely think my dream was insane, but theirs was thirty times less likely, so who was the madwoman, really?

Of course, I believed my connection to planes transcended raw statistics. With the vision board, I hoped to persuade the universe to deliver my fate sooner rather than later, while I was still young enough to enjoy it.

From my pilot sighting on the AirTrain, I returned to my cube in the Chens’ garage. I sat on my bed, my flight map looming on the wall behind me, routes I’d traveled sketched in crisscrossing red string. I consulted the grimy screen of my laptop, a hand-me-down from Al, seeking photos I could print out and glue to my board. Images of planes climbing to cruising altitude, in clear skies or against sherbet-hued sunsets. Lewd shots from below, that long stretch of belly, fish-smooth and flanked by testicular engines. I amassed dozens of juicy plane pics in a special VBB folder on my desktop.

Next, I searched the term “pilot” and found an image of a white man with a crew cut and aviator sunglasses, tan arms crossed over his chest as he stood in midday sun near the nose of a 747-400. I wondered if this man was really a pilot or merely a stock model, the bottom of the food chain of professionally attractive people. I imagined his hardscrabble life in Los Angeles, waiting tables at night and auditioning for reality shows and pharma ads during the day, struggling to distinguish himself in a field of blandly handsome men. But even if he wasn’t a pilot in real life, he sufficed as a symbol for my board. I found another image, of a pilot similar to the first one, but this time, an action shot. The pilot peered into a jet engine, one hand placed suggestively along the inlet lip.

In addition to the pilots, I secured an image of Guillaume Faury, the CEO of the Airbus corporation and one of my personal idols. Faury posed in a gray suit on a runway, next to a lovely A220-300. The plane’s windscreen betrayed no hint of nervousness. He seemed not to mind the presence of his boss—indeed, the biggest boss of all—a man who could, with an email, condemn the plane to a repair facility in El Salvador or a boneyard in New Mexico, from which he might never emerge. I admired that plucky A220 and resolved to mimic his confidence in my own work dealings.

I closed my laptop with a sense of accomplishment. I would save the images to a thumb drive and print them the next day at a copy shop I’d seen from the bus. I was excited for what my vision board would set into motion—though I didn’t know then how powerful it would be.
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