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Gabriel Bump speaks about his debut novel, "Everywhere You Don't Belong," at the Seminary Co-op Bookstore Feb. 17.
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SOUTH SHORE — In his debut novel, author Gabriel Bump brings the
complexities of South Shore to the national stage while giving a voice to the
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quiet kids with a lot on their minds.

“Everywhere You Don’t Belong” is fictional
protagonist Claude McKay Love’s coming-of-age
story. After his parents abandon him at age five, he
moves in with his grandmother and her friend Paul,
who live in Jackson Park Highlands.

The first half of the story follows Claude as he
attempts to “do normal kid things when society and
family is pressuring him to be something else — to be
extraordinary,” Bump said.

“Claude isn’t a person you hear from a lot in society — he’s a quiet, anxious
kid prone to depression,” Bump said. “It was important to get in the mind of
that person and see how these exceptional qualities can show themselves in
non-traditional ways.”

The back half of the book sees Claude leave the neighborhood behind to
study journalism in Missouri. In college, he faces pressures likely to
resonate with any person of color at a predominantly-white institution.

“He’s expected to speak for his entire race; to be this voice and be this
standard that he is not necessarily up for,” Bump said.

The turning point of the story is a riot that engulfs South Shore after a
neighbor boy is killed by police. It brings to the fore a central theme in the
book: Claude’s constant desire to belong.
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“There’s a traumatic experience that happens, and he just decides, ‘Maybe
this isn’t the place for me; maybe I should go see if some place else can be,'”
Bump said. “If that place actually exists — if there is any place — is kind of
questioned in the book.”

Bump said he finished writing the riot scene well before the fatal shooting
of Harith Augustus in 2018 by Chicago Police officer Dillan Halley. The
scene was inspired by the fatal shooting of Mike Brown in 2014 and the
subsequent uprising in Ferguson.

Even so, Chicago writer Audrey Petty said she sees parallels between the
events of the novel and Augustus’ killing.

“It really did feel like [the protests that followed] could be the moment …
there were clashes, there was violence against the protesters, and it felt like
it could very well escalate,” Petty said to Bump as they discussed the novel
at the Seminary Co-op Bookstore last week. “Reading your novel and seeing
what plays out, it felt eerie to me.”

“That’s one thing that’s still strange to me, like why Chicago isn’t up in
flames,” Bump responded. “You could probably say that about a lot of places
in the country.”

https://blockclubchicago.org/2019/10/03/5-shots-on-71st-street-new-investigation-challenges-police-narrative-of-harith-augustus-death/
http://www.audreypetty.com/about
https://blockclubchicago.org/2018/07/15/barber-killed-by-police-in-south-shore-shooting-prompting-neighborhood-outrage-video/
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Writer Audrey Petty (left) hosted the “Everywhere You Don’t Belong” book talk at the Seminary Co-op Bookstore.

MAXWELL EVANS/BLOCK CLUB CHICAGO

Filled with heavy topics like violence and family separation, Bump balances
the book’s seriousness with humor and tenderness.

“Everywhere You Don’t Belong” “becomes absurd and fantastical in a lot of
ways, which is how the South Shore in my mind looks,” Bump said. “It’s just
this place I love and [was] my childhood and was really important to me.”

The novel’s focus on South Shore is a nod to Chicago writer Stuart Dybek,
who “portrayed people as humans, just doing the best they can in
somewhat-misunderstood sections of the city,” Bump said.

In depicting the neighborhood as a “complex and fleshed-out place,” Bump’s
novel aims to give a voice to its residents, much like Dybek’s work does for

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/stuart-dybek
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Pilsen and Little Village.

“Everywhere You Don’t Belong” comes as outsiders are beginning to change
their perception of the South Side, Bump said. That’s due in part to
likeminded authors who are telling stories that break from tired narratives
about the area.

Bump said his novel is “in conversation” with Carlo Rotella’s deep dive into
South Shore’s social climate, “The World Is Always Coming to an End.”
There’s a personal connection, too — the Bump family purchased their
Jackson Park Highlands home from the Rotellas.

Rotella’s book is “the first thing I’ve seen that laid out the disparities and
the disconnects” between South Shore neighbors, while “Everywhere You
Don’t Belong” imagines those neighbors uniting despite their disconnects,
Bump said.

The efforts to protect affordable housing in Woodlawn and South Shore are
“a good example of something I imagined in the book — people across
socio-economic divides coming together and fighting,” Bump said.

Since moving away from the neighborhood, Bump said he hasn’t kept a
close eye on it. He’s aware of big developments like the plans for the Obama
Presidential Center, but plenty has flown under his radar since he left in
2014. He now lives in Buffalo, N.Y.

In fact, he told the Seminary Co-op crowd last week that the book was his
“Chicago novel” — he’s unlikely to write another set in the city.

http://cosmopolitanreview.com/stuart-dybek-writing-chicago/
https://blockclubchicago.org/2019/10/02/lee-bey-sets-out-to-end-chicagos-civic-amnesia-about-the-south-sides-architectural-beauty-in-southern-exposure/
https://blockclubchicago.org/2019/12/04/jesse-binga-chicagos-first-black-banker-who-refused-to-let-bombings-stop-his-ambition-profiled-in-new-book/
https://www.chicagotribune.com/entertainment/books/ct-prj-south-side-natalie-moore-20160330-story.html
https://www.press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/W/bo37806017.html
https://blockclubchicago.org/2020/02/11/groups-pushing-for-obama-center-cba-stage-sit-in-at-mayors-office/
https://blockclubchicago.org/2020/01/16/city-releases-revised-report-addressing-obama-centers-impact-on-jackson-park-stakeholders-to-give-feedback-next-week/
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“Everywhere You Don’t Belong” “seemed natural to write when I started,”
Bump said. “Returning to the city and writing about it from a distance when
things have changed so much — I’m not sure I could do it justice.”

As his promotional tour winds down, Bump is editing his second novel; it’s
based in Massachusetts, where he went to grad school. A third novel, set in
Buffalo, his current home, is on the way.

Bump’s work traces the places he’s lived, and he likes to give his characters
his personality traits, but the real-life similarities end there — his day-to-
day life of writing, reading and teaching “is kind of boring,” he said.

“Fiction — one of the things that makes it exciting is you can imagine these
events and people responding to these events,” Bump said.

Yet “Everywhere You Don’t Belong” is undeniably personal. At the novel’s
end, Claude has a vision where he talks to the people in South Shore he’s left
behind to attend college.

As Bump finished reading a passage from the final chapter, “Where We
Belong,” to the Seminary Co-op crowd, he started to tear up.

“Seeing high school friends and teachers come out, it’s something I don’t
think I’ve necessarily processed yet,” Bump said. “Being back home after
being gone for so long, that’s what made it particularly emotional.”

Paul Horton, Bump’s high school history teacher at the University of
Chicago Lab School, was at the book talk. Horton hasn’t read the novel yet,
but he isn’t surprised at its sentimental subject matter — or Bump’s success
as an author.
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“He’s just really sensitive and empathetic and he’s going to make a great
novelist,” Horton said. “He’s translating his different experiences to a much
broader audience. I’m extremely proud of him.”

Gabriel Bump wipes away tears after reading an excerpt from the closing chapter of “Everywhere You Don’t Belong.” He said it
was the first time he had cried while reading the book.

MAXWELL EVANS/BLOCK CLUB CHICAGO

Bump is 28, with a positive review in the New York Times and attention
from numerous local publications. A high point came as he left Phoenix
after a speaking engagement this past weekend and bought a copy of People
magazine.

He’s not an avid People reader — actually, he’s never bought the magazine
before. But he said he had to get the most recent issue; his book was
recommended in it.

https://lit.newcity.com/2020/02/14/urban-insight-a-review-of-gabriel-bumps-everywhere-you-dont-belong/
https://www.chicagoreader.com/chicago/everywhere-you-dont-belong-gabriel-bump/Content?oid=77888161
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It’s just one of many new milestones that’s come during the 28-year-old
author’s “strange and surreal” debut on the national scene.

“My life is still pretty young,” Bump said. “I’m just starting off on this
adventure.”

“Everywhere You Don’t Belong” is available now through Algonquin Books.

Do stories like this matter to you? Subscribe to Block Club Chicago. Every dime we
make funds reporting from Chicago’s neighborhoods.

Already subscribe? You can make a tax-deductible donation to support our
nonprofit newsroom here.
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