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PART ONE

Telling the Truth



PROMISE

I was born with a light covering of fur.

After three days it had all fallen off, but the damage was done. My mother stopped trusting my father because it was a family condition he had not told her about. One of many omissions and lies.

My father is a liar and so am I.

But I’m going to stop. I have to stop.

I will tell you my story and I will tell it straight. No lies, no omissions.

That’s my promise.

This time I truly mean it.
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AFTER

When Zach isn’t in school Tuesday morning I am worried. He said he’d call me Monday night. But didn’t. Friday night was the last time I saw him. That isn’t usual.

Zachary Rubin is my boyfriend. He isn’t the best boyfriend in the world, but he usually does what he says he will.

If he was going to skip school he’d have taken me with him. We could’ve gone running in the park. Or ridden around on the subway all day laughing at the crazies, which is mostly everyone.

Once we walked from the Staten Island Ferry all the way up to Inwood, right next to the big hospital and the bridge that leads to the Bronx. It took us all day. We’d get sidetracked, checking things out, looking around. Enjoying the novelty of walking instead of running.

Broadway was our path north through the island. Zach said it used to be an Indian trail, which made it the oldest street in Manhattan. That’s why it twists and turns, sometimes on the diagonal, sometimes straight like an avenue.

Me and Zach had an argument about what the water under the bridge to the Bronx was called. Was it the Hudson or the East River? Or did they meet in the middle under the bridge? Whatever it was called, the water was gray brown and nasty-looking. So it could’ve been either one.

That was our best day together.

I hope Zach isn’t doing anything that cool without me. I’ll kill him if he is.

I eat lunch on my own. A cold steak sandwich. The bread is gray and wet, soggy with meat juice. I eat the steak and throw the rest away.

In class I stare at the window, watch the reflection of my classmates superimposed in mottled glass over gray steel bars. I think about what Zach looks like when he smiles at me.
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AFTER

The second day Zach isn’t at school, I wear a mask. I keep it on for three days. I forge a note from my dad to say I have a gruesome rash and the doctor told me to keep it covered. I carry the note with me from class to class. They all buy it.

My dad brought the mask back from Venice. It’s black leather painted with silver and unfurls at each corner like a fern. The silver is real.

Under it, my skin itches.

They tell us Zach is dead during third period on Thursday.

Principal Paul Jones comes into our classroom. He  isn’t smiling. There are murmurs. I hear Zach’s name. I look away.

“I have bad news,” the principal says unnecessarily. I can smell the bad news all over him.

Now we all look at him. Everyone is quiet. His eyes are slightly red. I wonder if he is going to all the classes or just us seniors. Surely we would be first. Zach is a senior.

I can hear the minute hand of the clock over the whiteboard. It doesn’t tick, it clicks. Click, click, click, click. No ticks. No tocks.

There is a fly in the room. The fan slices through the air. A murky sliver of sunlight cuts across the front of the classroom right where the principal is standing. It makes visible the dust in the air, the lines around his eyes, across his forehead, at the corners of his mouth.

Sarah Washington shifts in her chair and its legs squeak painfully loud across the wooden floor. I turn, stare at her. Everyone else does, too. She looks away.

“Zachary Rubin is no longer missing. His body has been found.” Principal Paul’s lips move into something between a grimace and a snarl.

A sound moves around the classroom. It takes me a moment to realize that half the girls are crying. A few of the boys, too. Sarah Washington is rocking back and forth, her eyes enormous.

Mine are dry. I take off the mask.
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BEFORE

The first two days of my freshman year I was a boy.

It started in the first class of my first day of high school. English. The teacher, Indira Gupta, reprimanded me for not paying attention. She called me Mr. Wilkins. No one calls anyone Mr. or Ms. or anything like that at our school. Gupta was pissed. I stopped staring out the window, turned to look at her, wondering if there was another Wilkins in the room.

“Yes, you, Mr. Micah Wilkins. When I am talking I expect your full and undivided attention. To me, not to the traffic outside.”

No one giggled or said, “She’s a girl.”

I’d been mistaken for a boy before. Not often, but enough that I wasn’t completely surprised. I have nappy hair. I wear it natural and short, cut close to my scalp. That way I don’t have to bother with relaxing or straightening or combing it out. My chest is flat and my hips narrow. I don’t wear makeup or jewelry. None of them—neither students nor teachers—had ever seen me before.

“Is that clear?” Gupta said, still glaring at me.

I nodded, and mumbled in as low a voice as I could, “Yes, ma’am.” They were the first words I spoke at my new school. This time I wanted to keep a low profile, be invisible, not be the one everyone pointed at when I walked along the corridor: “See that one? That’s Micah. She’s a liar. No, seriously, she lies about everything.” I’d  never lied about everything. Just about my parents (Somali pirates, professional gamblers, drug dealers, spies), where I was from (Liechtenstein, Aruba, Australia, Zimbabwe), what I’d done (grifted, won bravery medals, been kidnapped). Stuff like that.

I’d never lied about what I was before.

Why not be a boy? A quiet sullen boy is hardly weird at all. A boy who runs, doesn’t shop, isn’t interested in clothes or shows on TV. A boy like that is normal. What could be more invisible than a normal boy?

I would be a better boy than I’d ever been a girl.

At lunch I sat at the same table as three boys I’d seen in class: Tayshawn Williams, Will Daniels, and Zachary Rubin. I’d love to say that one look at Zach and I knew but that would be a lie and I’m not doing that anymore. Remember? He was just another guy, an olive-skinned white boy, looking pale and weedy compared to Tayshawn, whose skin is darker than my dad’s.

They nodded. I nodded. They already knew each other. Their conversation was littered with names they all knew, places, teams.

I ate my meatballs and tomato sauce and decided that after school I’d run all the way to Central Park. I’d keep my sweatshirt on. It was baggy.

“You play ball?” Tayshawn asked me.

I nodded because it was safer than asking which kind. Boys always knew stuff like that.

“We got a pickup going after,” he said.

I grunted as boyishly as I could. It came out lower than I’d expected, like a wolf had moved into my throat.

“You in?” Zach asked, punching me lightly on the shoulder.

“Sure,” I said. “Where?”

“There.” He jerked his thumb in the direction of the park next to the school. The one with a gravel basketball court and a stunted baseball diamond, and a merry-go-round too close to be much use when a game was in progress. I’d run past it dozens of times. There was pretty much always a game going on.

The bell rang. Tayshawn stood up and slapped my back. “See you later.”

I grinned at how easy it was.

Being a boy was fast becoming my favorite lie.
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SCHOOL HISTORY

All the white kids sit together. All the white kids with money, I mean.

Our high school is small and progressive and costs money. Not expensive like the uptown schools, but it’s not free. Except for the scholarship kids who mostly  aren’t white. They’re here tuition free, only having to pay for their books. They mostly don’t go on field trips.

Most of the white kids don’t believe in God; most of us black kids do.

I’m undecided, stuck somewhere in between, same way I am with everything: half black, half white; half girl, half boy; coasting on half a scholarship.

I’m half of everything.
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AFTER

We are all sent to counseling. There are individual sessions and group ones. The group session is first. It’s a nightmare.

Jill Wang (yes, really) makes us move the desks and arrange the chairs in a large circle. I’ve been forced to see Wang before. She is achingly sincere. She believes most everything you tell her. Even my lies.

We sit in the chairs with no desks to hide behind. I wish I were in the library studying.

Brandon Duncan stares at the boobs I barely have.

Sarah Washington turns to look at me, too. Her gaze rests somewhere below my eyes, but not so low as Brandon’s. “Why do you lie all the time?” she asks softly.

“Why do you?” I say, though I’ve never known her to lie. I say it quiet as her, staring right back, fierce as I can, pushing my gaze through the pores of her dark skin. I imagine I can feel the blood moving in her veins, the sound of breath in her lungs, the movement of the synapses in her brain. She is all buzzes and clicks. “Everyone lies.”

“We’re here to talk about what’s happened, about how we feel,” the counselor says. “Is there anything you want to share about—”

“Don’t say his name!” Sarah shouts.

Now everyone is staring at her. Her heart pumps faster, pushing the blood through her veins.

“I won’t,” Jill Wang says. “Not if you don’t want me to.”

Counselors always say stuff like that. I’ve seen lots of counselors. Psychologists, shrinks, therapists. They’re all the same. They’re supposed to stop me lying, yet they believe everything I tell them.

“We don’t,” Sarah mumbles.

“I haven’t met most of you before. Tell me about yourselves. Let’s go around the circle. Say the first word you can think of to describe yourself.” Jill Wang nods at me.

“Fierce,” I say.

Sarah shivers.

“Cool,” Brandon says. Several people laugh.

“Hot,” Tayshawn says. He’s the most popular guy in school so there’s laughter. But I’m pretty sure he doesn’t mean it that way. Not sexy hot. More like prickly hot. Like he needs to loosen his collar. Mine itches at me. The heat is up too high. The steam pipes clank and groan, shouting their own words.

Each student says a word. None of them is right.

The door is behind me, less than six feet away. I imagine vaulting out of the circle, over Sarah in her chair, glaring at her own knees. I can run away.

I will run away.

“Gray,” Sarah says, closing the circle of words. A tear eases down her cheek to match it, clings to her chin for less than a second before falling onto the wool cloth of her pants and disappearing.

“Does anyone want to talk about . . .” Jill pauses, swallowing Zach’s name. “I hear he was very popular.”

“You should ask Micah,” Brandon says. “She was his girlfriend.”

There’s laughter. They are all staring at me now, everyone except Sarah. Her head is bowed further, her breaths shallow as she tries to stop crying. She is close to losing control. I hope she will.

“Very funny,” Tayshawn says, glaring at Brandon. I can see he doesn’t believe it. Tayshawn is Zach’s best friend. Has been since the third grade.

I want to kill Brandon. I know why he told them: to  make trouble. That’s what Brandon does. But how did he know?

Everyone is still staring. I hold my chin high and stare back at them. When people look at me my skin crawls. But I never let them see it.

“Do you want to say something, Micah?” Jill Wang asks.

“No,” I say.

“She wasn’t his girlfriend,” Sarah says. “I was.”

Tayshawn and Chantal and others agree with her.

“You were his at-school girlfriend,” Brandon tells Sarah. “Micah was for after hours.”

Sarah goes back to her crying. Tayshawn looks like he might kill Brandon. I’d be happy to help.

Jill Wang looks from Brandon to Sarah to me. I can see her weighing what to say.

“I have a question,” Alejandro says.

She nods for him to continue.

“Everyone’s talking about grieving and all that shit—sorry, stuff. Whatever. But no one’s saying what happened to him. We keep hearing rumors and there are cops and that. But no one’s saying what’s up. Not really. So is the rumor true? Was he murdered?”

The counselor spreads her hands wide, makes eye contact with all of us, to reassure us that what she is about to say is true. “I know as much as you do. The police are investigating to determine whether a crime has taken place.”

Alejandro doesn’t say anything else. But he doesn’t look satisfied. No one does.
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AFTER

When the counseling session ends I go into one of the stalls in the bathroom, lock the door, lower the lid, and sit down, thoughts beating loud in my head, drowning the noise of toilets flushing, faucets turning on and off, air dryers louder than a generator, and, more distantly, the sound of steam in the pipes, traffic. I hold my head with my hands to keep it from exploding. My thoughts are all Zach—all about him being dead. No air in his lungs, no blood in his veins.

Or would it still be there? But not moving? Stale air, congealed blood.

Zach is dead.

I will never see him again. Never hear his voice. Never run with him. Never kiss him.

He is gone.

“I know you’re in there,” Sarah Washington calls, knocking on the stall door. “I saw you come in.”

“What do you want?”

“Is it true?” she calls.

I open the door. Sarah steps back from me, her eyes wide—she’s afraid of me, I realize—and accidentally sets off one of the dryers. She startles. I go to the sink, squeeze soap out of metal onto my palms, put my hands under the tap and, when no water appears, go to the next sink. This time the sensor works. I wash my hands thoroughly. Under fingernails, between fingers, backs of my hands, wrists. Then rinse until each sud is gone and the slimy feel of soap erased.

Above the sink are windows. Opaque with wire set into the glass, nailed shut, with metal bars on the other side, facing the street. My hands hover over the sink dripping.

“You should be in class,” Sarah says.

“So should you.”

“Study period. So is it true?” She’s come to a rest by the door, leaning against it, staring at me. The question is eating at her. She’s much prettier than I am. Why would Zach spend time with me?

“Is what true?” I ask. Why is she asking me about the truth? She knows I’m a liar. They all do.

“Were you and him . . . ?” She stops, takes a few steps toward me and then away.

“Why don’t you ask Brandon?” I ask. “He seems to know everything. Why ask me?”

“Because,” she begins, takes another step, and then pauses. “How does Brandon know about you and him? How would Brandon know and me not? Zach was my  boyfriend. He told me everything,” she says, but her voice falters. No one tells anyone everything.

I stick my hands under the nearest dryer, wincing at the noise and hot air. Back, front, wrists, palms. It’s better than listening to Sarah.

“So is it true?” she asks, raising her voice to compete with the roar.

“Why would I tell you?” I say softly. There’s no moisture left on my hands, they are starting to roast, but I keep turning them back and forth.

“He was my boyfriend,” she says. “Everyone knew that. Why would Brandon say that you were?”

“Why don’t you ask him?”

She shakes her head. “I did. It didn’t help. He’s still dead.” She slumps, wavering between me and the door, her eyes heavy with tears. I wonder how there can be any water left in her. “Brandon loves to make trouble.”

I step away from the dryer, ignore the stinging of my hands. “True,” I say.

“After-hours girlfriend?” she says, echoing Brandon’s tone of voice. “I never even saw him look at you. Not once.”

“There you go then.”

“He didn’t come to school sometimes. And you—you’re always skipping class, skipping whole days. Is that where he went? Was he with you?”

“No,” I say. “He wasn’t my boyfriend.”

“I don’t believe you. You never tell the truth.”

“Then why ask?”

She steps away, leans against the wall again. As though standing is too hard, too much effort. She cries harder. “I want to know what happened to him. His parents won’t even let me see his body. How do I know he’s dead if they won’t let me see?”

I can’t imagine her wanting to see a dead body. She won’t even cut up rats in biology. “Well, I heard he was shot,” I say, even though I haven’t heard any such thing. “That can’t look good.” I try to imagine. But I can only see the whole Zach. Smiling at me, laughing.

“I saw my grandma dead,” Sarah says. “She was lying in a coffin, all bundled in white silky fabric. Her hands around this big bunch of white lilies. Open casket, they call it. All I could think of was how much she hated flowers. Cut ones, I mean. Always said they were pointless and a waste. ‘What are they gonna do?’ she’d ask. ‘Rot. That’s what. Best leave ’em growing.’ That’s what happens when you die—you rot.”

Sarah doesn’t bother to wipe away her tears. “I can’t believe he’s dead. Everyone liked him. Who would kill him? Who would hate him that much? Do you know?”

I don’t, but I want to know. I never saw Zach hurt anyone. Not on purpose. He preferred things to slide by, for everyone to be easy. He didn’t like to argue or fight or even mildly disagree. He’d shrug and say, “Sure. Whatever.” It wasn’t that he was a pushover. He mostly got things to bend his way, but without any obvious effort.

His kisses were sure and easy, too. I put my hand to my mouth, remembering what he tasted like.

“You were with him,” Sarah says, staring at my mouth. “Weren’t you?”
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AFTER

The day I find out Zach is dead is the longest day of my life. School has always sucked. Now it’s hell.

Everyone is staring at me. Not just Sarah, not just everyone from the counseling session, but every student in the entire school, even the freshmen, the teachers, the administrative staff, the janitors.

It’s much worse than when they found out I wasn’t really a boy.

Zach is dead.

I cannot make sense of that. How can he be dead? I saw him Friday night. We climbed a tree in Central Park. We kissed. We ran. Principal Paul must have it wrong.

I wish everyone would stop looking at me. They think they know something about me and Zach, that we were—whatever it is that we were—that somehow they have something on me.

They don’t.

I keep my head down. Try to block my ears to the  “slut” coughs. Try to focus on my remaining classes. Distract myself studying in the library. Try not to think about Zach. Try not to think about anything other than my studies.

Brandon mouths a word at me as the final bell rings.

Killer.

At least I think that’s what it is.

I push my way out of class, down the corridor, down the front steps, quick as I can with backpack slung over shoulder, hands gripping the straps tight, away from school, from people I know. When I turn the corner onto West Broadway I take off.

I run all the way to Central Park and once I get there I run harder and faster, lifting knees high, pumping arms hard. I run distance at a sprint. I pass even the fastest joggers. No one is as fast and fevered as me. I’m going to run all the poison and whispers and grief out of my veins.

I don’t go home until I’m run into the ground and taking another step would kill me.
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FAMILY HISTORY

You probably think I’m weird with the mask and the sort-of-but-not-really boyfriend who’s dead and all the lies.

Past lies, I mean. I haven’t lied to you and I won’t. Saying that Zach was my boyfriend when he was mostly Sarah’s is not a lie. He was mine. Like Brandon said—after hours.

You want to know why I used to lie?

Let me tell you about my family:

My parents are still together. Living in the same house. When they aren’t arguing, they’re doting. I can never decide which is worse.

My dad’s name is Isaiah Wilkins. He’s black like me. My mom is Maude Bourgault, or was, she’s Maude Wilkins now. She’s white. Though Dad doesn’t believe it. Dad can see the black in anyone even when it isn’t there. He tells the world the way he wishes, not the way it is. Dad says Mom’s hair is near as nappy as his own and doubts that her full lips came from anywhere white. Mom laughs. How would she know? She’s adopted and hated her family. She ran away.

I’ve never met my mother’s family. Just Dad’s.

Dad’s dad was black, but his mom is white. Grandmother’s our whole family. She and Great-Aunt Dorothy, and, when he was alive, Great-Uncle Hilliard. The oldest ones left are Grandmother and Great-Aunt. I call them the Greats.

To say the Wilkins are reclusive would be to understate it. They take keeping to your own a long way past crazy. They stay on their farm. All two hundred acres of  it. They are self-sufficient. They don’t understand why everyone doesn’t do the same thing. Grandmother has never been down to the city.

The Wilkins came to New York State more than a century ago: all the way from Poland or Russia or the Ukraine. One of those. They’re from the Carpathian Mountains. Where they lived for generations, going into town as seldom as possible, living far from other families. Mountain people: long-lived, rail-thin, cranky, and taciturn.

They brought that mountain chill all the way to America, to upstate New York, where they live and breed, getting older and crankier and skinnier.

That’s my family. All of them much weirder than me.
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BEFORE

At the end of the second day of my freshman year, Sarah Washington found me out.

Nothing dramatic. I didn’t slip up and go into the girls’ room.

I laughed. Sarah heard me.

“You’re not a boy,” she said.

We were in the hall. Brandon Duncan slipped—I am  not making this up—on a banana peel. I laughed. Lots of people laughed. But Sarah was walking past me. She heard me laugh, she turned.

“You’re not a boy,” she said again.

“Huh?” I repeated, continuing toward the exit.

“Boys don’t laugh like that,” she said, walking beside me, her voice rising.

“He what?” Tayshawn said, sliding across to join us, standing in front of me, blocking my escape. “We played hoops yesterday. He—” He was staring at me now, moving in close. I was forced toward the wall. “She?—shoots like a boy. You are a girl, aren’t you? Look at her cheeks. No fluff.”

“I’m only fourteen,” I squeaked, my voice betraying me.

Now Lucy O’Hara was staring. Will Daniels, too. And Zach. All of them crowded around me.

“You’re a girl,” Sarah said. “Admit it.”

“I’m a boy,” I declared, wanting to push through them, to run.

“Let’s pull off her clothes,” Will said, laughing. “Know for sure that way.”

I hugged my schoolbag to my chest.

“Girl!” Tayshawn shouted. “Boy would’ve guarded his nuts. Hah! You fooled us good, Micah.” He nudged Will. “A girl beat you, man. A girl!”

Will looked down, saying nothing, and kicked his shoes into the floor.

I fought an urge to cry. I’d loved playing hoops with them. Tayshawn and Zach were so good. Especially Zach. When you play with the boys and they know you’re a girl they either won’t pass to you or treat you as if you’re too fragile to breathe or they’ll try to beat you down. Whatever way it goes it sucks. Playing as a guy had been so great. They’d passed to me, guarded me, blocked my shots, bodychecked me so hard my teeth rattled. But now Will wouldn’t look at me. Zach had already gone.

“Freak,” Lucy said, walking away. Sarah stared at me a second longer before walking after her.

Then there was me, alone, leaning against the wall, bag still clutched tight, as more and more students flooded by. I waited till they were all gone. Looking back, I saw the banana peel, trampled, broken into bits, but still identifiably a banana peel.
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AFTER

I come into the apartment fast as I can, zooming through the kitchen without glancing at Dad, who says hi, looking up at me from his work on the kitchen table.

I lock myself in my room. Collapse on the bed. My eyes are sharp and burning. Without tears.

Slut.

Killer.

Zach is dead.

Through the wall I can hear the thud thud thud of the stupid girl next door’s music. There’s five of them in there. College students, but the loud-music one never seems to go to classes. Never seems to do anything but stay in the apartment and deafen us.

I wish she was dead and Zach was alive.

I hate music. It hurts my ears, my brain. Even the membranes in my nose. Any music. All music. I can’t distinguish between hip-hop and hillbilly ramblings, between symphonies and traffic noise. All of it hurts.

The best thing about going up to the Greats is that there is no music there. No noises to make me grind my teeth. Only wind through trees. Foxes burrowing. Deer running. Ice cracking. Mockingbirds singing their never-repeated three-note sequences, each note clear as rainwater. Wood thrushes trilling.

Beautiful sounds.

Zach loved music. He couldn’t understand my hate.

Zach is dead.

I wish I had my dad’s noise-reduction headphones. He wears them on planes. I like to sneak them from his room, put them on, plugged into nothing, dulling the thud through the walls. If I could, I’d wear them all the time, but I can’t afford a set of my own. I’ll ask for my birthday or Christmas or something. Not that my parents have  much money. The only reason Dad has the headphones is because he had to review them for a magazine and never gave them back.

He gets many things that way.

Someone knocks at the door. Dad probably. Mom’s coat wasn’t hanging by the door.

“Micah,” Dad calls. “Micah! Are you alright?”

I have no idea how to answer him.

Zach is dead.
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AFTER

The Greats are keener than ever for me to come up to the farm. Dad says they’re worried. They think I need fresh air. They want me to be able to run free. I’m wishing Mom and Dad didn’t know about Zach.

Ever since Zach went missing the Greats have been calling. This, despite them not even having a phone. They have to ride all the way to the gas station and call from there. Grandmother hates phones. She says they make her ears itch.

It used to be she would only talk to Dad and keep it as short as possible. Barking calls, Dad said. Now she only wants to talk to me.

“Micah?” she says loudly. Then she starts telling me what I should do. Go upstate and spend time with my family. I don’t point out that I’m already with my family. Mom and Dad are right here.

She says coming upstate, staying on the farm, running in the forest is the best cure for a broken heart.

I tell her I don’t have a broken heart. It’s still beating, the blood still moves around my body; it only aches when I remember to breathe.

Grandmother isn’t listening. “A broken heart can make you pine away,” she says. “Till there’s hardly anything left to bury.”

I swallow. Zach will be buried. I can’t imagine him in a box, six feet under.

“You’ll be much happier up here, Micah,” she said. “The forest is good for you.” I go into my room with the phone against my ear and shut the door.

“I’ve got Central Park,” I say, holding the phone lightly, too tightly. I’m willing it to fly out of my hands. Central Park is where Zach and me truly met. It’s our place.

“Too tame for you, my love.”

I hate it when she calls me that. It doesn’t suit her tongue. My grandmother is not very loving. She orders, she doesn’t cajole. Besides, Zach was not at all tame. Neither is Central Park.

“There’s so much more for you to learn up here. We miss you, Micah.”

I didn’t say anything. I never miss them. I miss Zach.

“I wish your uncle Hilliard was still with us. He’d talk sense into you.”

The Hilliard I remember was taciturn and gruff. He didn’t spend time talking sense into anyone.

“Your aunt wants to talk to you now,” she says. I listen to the phone going scratchy. Muffled voices. I put my nose to Zach’s sweater, breathe him in. His scent is fading.

“Micah?” Great-Aunt Dorothy shouts at the phone. “That you?”

“Yes.”

“We want you to come up. Don’t have to stay. Just a week or two. Get away from all the trouble.”

“I’m not in any trouble,” I say, kicking my desk. The metal clangs.

“Well, I suppose not. But your father thinks you need time away. Death isn’t easy. Especially not when you’re young.”

I sigh, making sure she can hear it. “Then why would it be any easier upstate?”

Zach’s still dead no matter where I am.

“You know it is, Micah. We’re closer to nature up here. Nature fixes everything.” Great-Aunt Dorothy always says that.

Nature also breaks things into a million pieces. Storms destroy, winds erode, and everything rots.

“I have school.”

“You’re young—that’s not so important. Besides, we can help you study if that’s what you want.”

I’m a senior! My whole future is being decided. How will two high school dropouts help me study? They’re crazy if they think I’m going to go live with them. How will they help me prepare for college? They call jeans “dungarees.” They don’t know anything.

They talk as if I’m not going to college. They don’t think I’m smart enough.

I know I am. My favorite teacher, Yayeko Shoji, says so.

“You’re much happier up here, Micah.”

They always say that, too. But it’s not true. They think I am made of country, with forest in my veins. But I’m a city girl: sewers, rats, subways—that’s what’s in my veins.
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SCHOOL HISTORY

Our school is progressive. We call our teachers by their first names. No mister or missus or miz. They’re Indira and Yayeko and Lisa. The emphasis is on ideas and learning and encouraging the students to reach “their full potential.” Sports are not a big thing. There are teams, but no specialist coaches, just teachers taking it on ’cause they love basketball or football or softball.

Not all our classes have normal names.

We’re not channeled toward the SATs.

But we do get into good colleges. Even if we don’t test well. They like our “depth and breadth.”

And our integration.

We’re independent thinkers. We volunteer. We don’t discriminate. We recycle and care and argue about politics.

In class, anyway.

Out of class it’s the same as any other school. Except with money. And toilets that work and heating that doesn’t shut off. We have all the textbooks we need. Computers, too. Bars on every window to keep the badness out.

Real-life forensic scientists come in to talk to our biology class. Real-life writers come to talk to us in English.

Our school looks after us.
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BEFORE

The first and second week of my freshman year were bad. Really bad. After Sarah Washington and the banana peel, everyone knew who I was: the girl who pretended to be a boy.

So much for being invisible.

I was called into Principal Paul’s office and forced to explain.

“My English teacher thought I was a boy,” I said. “I thought it would be funny to go along with it.”

He said it most decidedly wasn’t. Then lectured me about the danger of lies and erosion of trust and blah, blah, blah. I tuned him out, promised to be good, and wrote an essay on Why Lying Is Bad.

“So why’s your name Micah then?” Tayshawn asked me. He was the only one who agreed that me pretending to be a boy was funny. He even asked me to play ball with him again. Will was less happy. Zach ignored me. I didn’t go. Though I played H-O-R-S-E with Tayshawn a couple of times.

“It’s a girl’s name, too,” I told him. “Just not as often.”

“It’s as if your parents knew you was going to look like a boy.”

“Well.” I paused, feeling the rush I always get when I begin to spin out a lie. “You can’t tell anyone, okay?”

Tayshawn nodded, bracing himself.

“When I was born they didn’t know if I was a girl or a boy.”

Tayshawn looked confused. “How’d you mean?”

“They couldn’t tell what I was. I was born a hermaphrodite.”

“A what?”

“Half boy and half girl. You can look it up.”

“No way.” His eyes glided down my body, looking for evidence.

I nodded solemnly, figuring out how to play it. “I was a weird-looking baby.” (Which is true. I like to thread my lies with truth.) “My parents totally freaked.” (Also true.) “You won’t tell anyone, right? You promised.” In my experience those words are guaranteed to spread what you’ve said far and wide. I liked the idea of being a hermaphrodite.

“Not anyone. You’re safe.”

Tayshawn never told a soul. I know because days later there still wasn’t a whisper about it. Turned out that he’s good that way. Trustworthy.

I figure the rumor finally spread all over school because I told Lucy when she was hassling me in the locker room. I went for the sympathy card: “You keep calling me a freak. Well, guess what? I am!”

She looked more grossed out than sympathetic.

Or it could have been Brandon Duncan, who overheard me telling Chantal, who wanted to know how I managed to fool everyone on account of she wants to be an actress and thought it would be useful to know. She had me show her how to walk like a boy. I taught her how to spit, too.

Or maybe it was all three of them. Most likely. Hardly anyone’s as tight-lipped as Tayshawn.

However it spread, it reached Principal Paul, who  contacted my parents, who told him it wasn’t true, and there I was in his office again, explaining how I had no idea how the rumor got started and was hurt and upset that anyone would say anything so mean about me. “I’m a girl. Why would I want anyone to think I was some kind of a freak?”

Because I wanted them to pay attention to me.

Something like that.

Mostly it’s the joy of convincing people that something that ain’t so, is. It’s hard to explain. But like I said at the beginning, I’ve quit the lying game now.

But that’s now, back then it was:

“Why did you want everyone to think you were a boy, Micah Wilkins?” Principal Paul looked at me without blinking. I returned the favor.

“You don’t know?” He sounded unsurprised. “Perhaps you will find out when you visit the school counselor.”

I didn’t let him see how much I hated that idea. There have been way too many counselors and shrinks and psychologists in my life. I mean, I know lying is bad, that’s why I’m giving it up, but I’ve never understood why I had to see shrinks about it.

“You’ve been at this school less than two weeks, Micah Wilkins, and already you have a reputation for telling falsehoods and making mischief. My eye is on you.”

I didn’t ask him how that affected him seeing anything else.

My second essay for the principal was on the virtues of honesty. I ran out of things to say on the first page.
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AFTER

At school the word “murder” has seeped into everything. We look at each other differently. People stare at me. At Sarah. At Tayshawn. At Brandon. At all the guys on Zach’s team. At anyone who has ever hated, or loved, or hung out with him.

We are all made of broken glass. The school grinds along on grief and anger.

I track Brandon down.

He is under the bleachers in the park, smoking. I creep up quiet and stealthy like the Greats taught me.

“Brandon,” I say softly in his ear.

“Jesus fucking Christ!” Brandon screams, startling and dropping his cigarette. “What’d you do that for?” he asks, stepping away from me and scrabbling for his cigarette. He picks it up and takes a long drag. “Freak.”

“I’m not the one under bleachers smoking a cigarette that just fell in a pile of dog shit.” Brandon spits the cigarette out and looks down at where there isn’t any dog shit. I laugh.

“Bitch,” he says.

“Why’d you say that about me and him?” I ask, taking a step toward him. He backs away. “It’s not true,” I say, firm as I can.

He laughs this time. “Sure it is. I saw you and Zach together.”

“There was nothing to see.”

“Right,” he says. “So I hallucinated you running together in Central Park. Him picking you up and swinging you around and then”—Brandon pauses to lean toward me and lick his lips as loudly and grossly as he can—“definitely lots of tongue action.”

Now it’s me backing away. “Wasn’t me,” I say, strong as before, but he knows I am lying and I know that he knows.

“Sure it was,” he says. “There’s no other girl on the planet that looks as much like a boy as you. Maybe Zach was secretly a fag.”

“You’re a dick, Brandon.”

“Whatever.” He pulls a pack of cigarettes and a lighter from his pocket, lights one, and deliberately blows the smoke at my face. “Need a new part-time boyfriend, do you? Now the old one’s dead. I could volunteer. I don’t mind slumming.”

“Fuck you,” I say, stalking off, annoyed at how defeated I feel.
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AFTER

The only teacher who’s okay is my biology teacher. Yayeko Shoji doesn’t coat things in sugar. She explains what meat is and how it works. How we are all meat. How meat gets into the vegetables we eat. She doesn’t modify her words for the vegetarians in the room.

Meat is cells.

Meat is flesh.

Meat is muscle.

Meat is 5 percent fat.

Meat is 20 percent protein.

Meat is 75 percent water.

Zach was meat. Meat decays.

“Yayeko,” I ask, “how long before a body begins to rot?”

I can hear the sudden intake of air.

“Gross, Micah,” Brandon says.

“Do you have to answer that?” Sarah asks, her eyes filling with water again.

“Decay, decomposition, are natural processes,” Yayeko explains. “The same basic things happen when anything dies: a flower, an ant, a dog, a human, anything.”

“But do we have to talk about it now?” Sarah asks, speaking more firmly than I’ve ever heard her before. Especially to a teacher.

Now is especially when I want to know. Now, with Zach in the morgue.

“I understand that you’re all upset, but for some people understanding the processes involved can help with grief,” Yayeko says, and I find myself nodding. I am desperate to understand. “We are all of us subject to the same laws of nature.”

“And of God,” Sarah says.

“The first thing that happens after death,” Yayeko says, “is that blood and oxygen stop flowing through the body. Gravity causes the body’s blood to drain from capillaries in the upper parts and to pool in the lower blood vessels. So that parts of the body seem pale—those upper surfaces—and parts seem dark.”

“What if you’re already pale?” Tayshawn wants to know. The class laughs but I’m not sure he meant to be funny.

“Pale is a relative term, Tayshawn,” Yayeko says. “The lower parts of your body become darker than the upper parts.”

“What do you mean upper part, then?” he continues. “Like your head?”

“It depends on how the body is positioned. If it’s lying supine—on its back—then the blood pools there. In the heels and calves and buttocks, the back, the back of the neck, the head. The face will be pale.”

Tayshawn nods to show he understands now. I wonder how they found Zach. Which parts of him were pale, which dark?

“Next, the cells cease aerobic respiration so they can’t  maintain normal muscle biochemistry. Which means what?”

Only two hands go up. Mine and Lucy O’Hara’s.

“Lucy?”

“They stop making energy.”

“Out of what?”

“Glucose,” Lucy says. “Oxygen.”

“Yes.” Yayeko continues, “And when that stops, calcium ions leak into muscle cells, preventing muscle relaxation, which causes rigor mortis.”

“When the body goes all hard?” Tayshawn asks. There are more giggles, but he ignores them.

“Yes,” Yayeko says. “The cells begin to die and can’t fight off the bacteria, which causes the body to decompose and the muscles to become soft again. As soon as the body dies, flies are attracted to it. They start to lay eggs in open wounds and orifices. The eggs turn into maggots—”

“No,” Sarah says, holding her hand over her mouth and running from the room. Two girls get up and follow her. I’m also imagining maggots eating Zach. Maggots in his eyes, maggots between his toes, maggots all over him. Wriggling, feeding, tearing into his body. I have to concentrate to keep from joining the other girls in the bathroom.

On the way out of class Brandon hisses at me. “You’re not normal,” he says.

Tell me something I don’t know.
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AFTER

“I bet you killed him,” Brandon says on the way out of biology. “You probably got your dad to make him disappear.”

“I heard it was you,” I tell him. “That you read somewhere if you kill and eat the brains of people who are better than you then you get to be like them.”

“That makes you safe,” Brandon says. “And everyone else in this school.”

I laugh and almost tell him touché. He walks away. I follow. “How come you’re always hissing at me on the way in and out of class?”

“Are you kidding? I can’t have anyone see me voluntarily talking to a murdering freak like you. I wish you’d go back to wearing that mask. That way none of us has to see your freaky face.”

“Shut up, Brandon, or I’ll have my dad take care of you.” Briefly I imagine what it would be like to have such a dad. Ready at a moment to kill all my enemies.

Brandon’s eyes flick at me as if he’s trying to assess whether what I said could be true, but doesn’t want to contaminate his eyeballs by actually looking at me. “Like your dad took care of Zach?”

I want to hurt Brandon. Slap his face, kick his nuts, spit in his eyes. “You’ll never be as good as him. No matter how hard you try.” It’s true, but that doesn’t make it sound any less lame.

Brandon laughs and moves away from me as quick as he can. He knows he’s won.

[image: abc]
HISTORY OF ME

Sometimes I am still for hours.

It’s like I’m waiting. Watching. Biding my time. When I’m ready, I’ll leap.

Sometimes my whole life feels like that.

I never said that to Zach but I think he would have understood.

There’s a lot I didn’t tell Zach that I should have.

Sometimes thinking about him stills me, shuts everything else down.

Other times I have trouble sitting still.

I pace.

Mom hates it. Dad looks at me nervously.

When I pace, the apartment is so small I don’t understand how the four of us can fit in it.

Four? you ask.

Yes.

Four.

Me, Mom, Dad, Jordan.

My brother. My younger brother. My ten-year-old brother, Jordan.

He has the opposite effect on me. He is the opposite of Zach.
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BEFORE

My next big lie of freshman year, after passing first as a boy and then as a hermaphrodite, was getting them to believe that my father was an arms dealer.

I still can’t believe anyone bought it.

It started when Dad came to pick me up in a long black limousine. Not just long, but ridiculously long. Almost as long as the block. He was reviewing a new luxury limousine company and had to test all their services, including the champagne and flowers and their promise to drive you wherever and whenever.

So he picked me up from school, wearing the tuxedo he was married in, looking like James Bond. The chauffeur was at once respectful and jokey with him. They “hey man’d” and “brother’d” each other. Discovered they were both named Isaiah and made jokes about their super-strict religious parents. (Parents Dad does not have. The Greats never go to church.)

“Who’s that?” Chantal asked me as Dad waved. I could see Sarah and Zach looking at my dad and then back at me.

“My dad,” I said.

She looked at me sideways as if she could see the truth better from that angle. “No way,” she said.

I smiled.

“He’s so cool. What’s he do?”

“Stuff,” I said.

“What kind of stuff?” Chantal asked, watching Dad walk toward us.

“I gotta go,” I said, and walked up to Dad. He kissed my cheek.

“Hurry up,” he told me, sweeping me into the limo. I was relieved to see the brat wasn’t already in there. I enjoyed Chantal and the others watching us.

“Who else are we picking up?”

“No one,” he said. “I thought we’d cruise for a bit.”

“And help the planet warm up some more. Climate change not quick enough for you, Dad?”

“I don’t see you getting out and walking.”

“Can’t,” I said. “They’s watching.”

“Are watching,” he corrected. “This is Isaiah. Yes, same name as me. He had a shot at the world middleweight title. Back in the early nineties. Isn’t that right, Isaiah?”

We both climbed up closer to Isaiah. Dad repeated the stuff about Isaiah and boxing.

“It is,” Isaiah said, nodding. “You must be Micah. Your dad says you’re a handful. That right?”

“Nope,” I said. “It’s my brother who’s the bad one.”

“They’re both bad seeds,” Dad said, patting my head ’cause he knows I hate it.

“Dad!” I protested.

“I am cursed,” he told Isaiah, who nodded back at him.

“Who’d have children? Other than the two of us,” Isaiah said, laughing. “Mine are more than a handful. But none of them in jail yet. That’s the blessing I’m counting.”

Then they started talking boxing. Dad told Isaiah about his career as a lightweight. Lightweight was right, but only if you left out the boxing part. Dad liked to say that he was “averse to violence.” As far as I knew he’d never hit anyone. Not even me. Though, trust me, he’d wanted to.

“I got out before it was too late,” Isaiah said. “Wanted to keep a few of my original smarts.” He tapped his left temple to demonstrate there was still something in there. “I can add up and read and I know who the president is. That’s a lot better than some of the brothers I went through with.”

Dad nodded wisely.

“Dad got out after his nose was smashed up,” I said, and Isaiah peered at Dad’s nose in the rearview mirror. The crooked lump in the middle came courtesy of his oldest cousin, Cal, up on the farm. Or, at least, that was the story I’d heard most often.

Dad nodded again. “ ’Course,” he said, “I was never going to be a contender. Nose was broke in my fifth bout.”

“You did right,” Isaiah said. “Look at you now! Riding around in a limousine.”

Dad laughed. “Just reviewing it.”

“Good enough,” Isaiah said.

Next morning at school without saying anything directly I let it be known that my dad was a man to be reckoned with. By the end of the day it was Micah’s dad, the arms dealer.

I neither confirmed nor denied.
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AFTER

The police interview all the seniors. The art room becomes the inquisition room. I am one of the first they call. I wonder why. I am a Wilkins so it can’t be alphabetical.

When the officer says my name I stand up and walk slowly out of English. Everyone looks at me. The teacher, too. I lift my chin a little higher, threading my way through the desks, trying to close my ears to the whispers, but my hearing is too good.

They talk about me and Zach. Disbelief echoes around the room and follows me out into the hall. How could he? With her?

I hate English. Even when no one is whispering about me.

The police officer smiles at me. “I’m Officer Lewis.”

“Micah,” I say, even though she already knows that  since she asked for me by name. I wonder if she heard the whispers.

“The art room is this way,” she tells me, making it even. I told her something she knew, now she’s telling me something I know.

She’s shorter than me. She looks young. Like she could still be in high school. Her uniform is neat and she has a gun in a leather holster on her side. I wonder if she’s ever fired it.

“Don’t worry,” she says. “One of your teachers, Ms. Yayeko Shoji, will be there. We just want to ask a few questions. You might be able to help us find out what happened to Zachary.”

“Do you have any ideas at all?” I ask her. “Was he really murdered? Everyone’s saying so.”

“I’m sorry, I can’t answer that. The investigation is ongoing,” she says, still smiling. “Was he a good friend of yours? It’s hard when someone you care about dies.”

“No,” I say, feeling weightless for a moment. I skid on a tile. The officer puts her arm out to steady me. “Slippery,” I say. “He wasn’t a friend of mine. It’s weird. You know . . . someone you’ve seen around.”

She pats my shoulder. “I understand,” she says.

I hope she doesn’t, and follow her along the empty hall into the art room.
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AFTER

“This is Micah Wilkins,” Officer Lewis says.

Two men nod. One of them, tall and thin, is leaning up against the wall. His elbow rests against someone’s painting of a cow exploding. At least, that’s what it looks like. The other man is sitting in a chair that’s too small for him. It looks as if it might collapse under his weight. He’s much fatter and more gray than the man standing. Neither of them wears a uniform and if they have guns I can’t see them.

Officer Lewis gestures to the chair next to Yayeko Shoji, who turns and nods at me. Under the table she squeezes my hand briefly. For a moment I think I might cry.

Officer Lewis stands by the door. I am perched on the edge of my seat, toes flexed. I haven’t been in the art room since the tenth grade. I hated it then; I hate it now. The smells of paint, paint remover, clay, glue, chalk, pencil, dust are overwhelming.

I sneeze. Yayeko blesses me.

Why is the art room never clean? I look around at the messy paintings, the sculptures, the cabinets and desks and chairs in every imaginable color.

“Micah,” the older-looking man says, turning from his notes to me and then back to his notes. “Micah Wilkins. I’m Detective Rodriguez.”

“Hello,” I say. I wonder if they picked the art room  on purpose, hoping that ugly art will make us want to confess.

The other man looks down at me, bares his teeth, and says, “Detective Stein.”

I smile but it’s a little smile. I glance at Yayeko; she nods.

“We’re going to ask you a few questions. That alright with you, Micah?” Detective Rodriguez asks.

“Okay,” I say. It’s not okay. I don’t want to answer questions. I don’t want to talk about Zach. I want to run.

“Anything you can think of, even if it seems kind of irrelevant to you,” Rodriguez continues. “It might help us with the case. We need you to think hard. Tell us everything you can remember.”

“Okay,” I say again.

“Did you know Zachary Rubin well?”

I shake my head.

“Did you know him at all?”

“We were in some of the same classes.”

“Which ones?”

“Biology,” I say, glancing at Yayeko. She smiles. “English, math, Dangerous Words.”

“Dangerous Words?” Detective Stein asks.

“It’s a class about censorship.”

“Interesting,” he says, but I can tell he means weird.

“When was the last time you saw him?” Rodriguez asks.

“Friday, I guess. In class.” Friday night sneaking around in Central Park. “The Dangerous Words class.”

“Did you notice anything about him? Did he seem different?”

“Different?” I ask.

The man nods.

“I didn’t really look at him,” I say. “He’s—he was—popular. I’m not. I stay out of his way. I don’t think he’s ever said a word to me in school. Or me to him.”

“I thought,” says Detective Stein, looking down at me, “that this school wasn’t like that. Isn’t this one of those alternative schools where everyone’s happy and no one gets beat up at recess?”

“Does that question have anything to do with your investigation?” Yayeko asks.

“I was just wondering, Ms. Shoji,” Stein says. “I didn’t think a hippie school would have popular kids.”

“Wherever there are people,” Yayeko observes, “there are hierarchies.”

“True enough,” Stein says. “And Zachary Rubin was high in this school’s hierarchy? Is that right, Micah?”

“Very,” I say. “With students. With teachers. He was good at everything. Especially hoops.”

“Hoops?” Stein says with a smirk to his voice. “I thought schools like this didn’t have much of an athletics program.”

“We don’t,” Yayeko says. “Not compared to more  traditional schools. But some of our students are very athletically gifted.”

“Like Zachary?” Stein asks.

“Like Zach,” Yayeko confirms.

“Was he ever mean to you, Micah? Popular kids often are.”

“No.”

“Where are you in the school hierarchy?”

“Not very high.” I prefer being invisible. Not that I am anymore. Thanks to Brandon.

“Micah is one of my star students. She’s popular with me,” Yayeko says, and I wish she hadn’t. Detective Stein smirks some more.

“Do you think other students resented Zachary’s popularity?” Detective Rodriguez asks.

“I don’t know,” I say. “Probably.” Brandon Duncan certainly does. Did.

“You say Zachary was popular,” Rodriguez says. “Did you like him?”

“Sure,” I say. “I certainly didn’t not like him, you know? He seemed like a nice guy. He never did anything mean to me. Or anyone else that I saw.”

“But some other students have?” Stein asks.

“Have what?” I ask.

“Been mean to you.”

“I can take care of myself,” I say, crossing my arms. I bet Detective Stein was as unpopular as me. More even. I bet being back in high school makes him tense. Even a “hippie” one like this.

“I’m sure you can,” Stein says. “And which students have forced you to take care of yourself?”

“No one in particular. I mostly get left alone.”

Stein stares at me. I can tell he doesn’t believe it.

“Well, if you think of anything that might help our investigation,” Rodriguez says, glancing up at Stein and then back to me, “you let us know.”

I nod. “I will.”

“You can go back to class now.”

I don’t. I go into the bathroom and hide in one of the stalls until the bell for next period. I don’t want to hear any whispering for a while.
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BEFORE

It’s true that Zach never spoke to me in school. He didn’t look at me either. Not before, anyway. After, he would sometimes catch my eye when he was sure no one else was looking at him or at me. Easy to find a moment when there were no eyes on me, difficult to find one for himself.

We met for the first time in Central Park. Under a  bridge hung with icicles. Winter of our junior year. Middle of the day. A weekday. A school day.

I say “we met” even though we’d been in school together since we were freshmen. We exchanged a few words during the one game of hoops. But we’d been in classes ever since without so much as saying hi, how you doin’. He spoke to the cool kids. I spoke to no one, not even my teachers—except Yayeko—if I could avoid it.

Under the bridge he spoke to me.

“Micah, isn’t it?”

I was staring up at the icicles. It was warmer that day and they were dripping. I wondered how long before they fell, which one would be first.

“You like icicles, huh?”

I turned to look at him. I knew who he was from his voice. I am better at voices than faces. His was deep. The kind you want to hear sing or read a sermon. So that you can float away on the words blurred together. It was too deep a voice for a sixteen-year-old boy. It was deeper than my dad’s.

This time, I really looked at him. I never had before. I have learned to let my gaze slide over the surface of people without retaining anything or resting anywhere. That way no one calls me “freak.”

I saw that he was beautiful. Not weedy like he’d been in our freshman year, though still lean. Taller, too. Much taller. I guess we both were.

“I’m Zach,” he said, even though he knew I knew that. “I like them, too. Icicles, I mean. Only good thing about winter.”

We stared at each other. I saw how smooth his skin was, how fine the pores. Then we looked up at the icicles. Fifteen of them. Each one dripping.

“You think they’re going to last the day?”

“No,” I said. Surprised that I could find my tongue. “It’s too warm.” Why was he talking to me?

He took a step closer. “We’re in biology together, aren’t we?”

I nodded.

“That Yayeko is weird, don’t you think? Smart though. She’s probably the smartest teacher we got.”

I nodded again. No boy had ever stood this close to me before.

“I like those classes,” he said, moving even closer. He didn’t mention that if we were in school where we were supposed to be, Yayeko Shoji’s class would be starting soon. “Cells and glycolysis and fast-twitch muscles. I play ball better from learning all that stuff, you know?”

I nodded. I wasn’t sure I could speak with his breath misting so near my own. But it was true. Yayeko taught us about life, broke it into its components, so that our movements through space made sense. When I ran I thought about the movements of my muscles and joints, the glucose and oxygen making energy together.

He brushed his lips gently along my cheek.

I didn’t move. The shock of it froze me. Why had he done that? He’d never looked at me that way. He’d never really looked at me any kind of way.

His lips were dry and warm. No other part of us touched. Blood moved faster through my veins and capillaries. Without willing them to, my lips parted slightly. An “oh” escaped from me.

“Biology is probably my favorite class,” he said, letting his lips slide toward my ear, gently pressing his teeth into my lobe.

“Mine too,” I said, glad to be able to speak again. Because it was true: biology is the only class I like.

The smell of him was curling into my nose and mouth. Sweat, meat, soap, and something else I didn’t have a word for. My pulse beat faster. I felt it in my throat. The skin all over my body tightened.

Why was he kissing me? How many other girls had he kissed like this?

“No one else notices. But I seen how pretty you are,” he said. “You got the biggest eyes.”

He kissed the corner of each and the tip of my nose with his dry, soft lips.

Something crashed beside us.

We turned.

The largest of the icicles lay shattered into hundreds of slivers of ice. I bent and picked up one of the  largest pieces. Cold, and the broken edge sharp like a knife.
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FAMILY HISTORY

Dad grew up with two crazy white ladies who worried about the family illness, how to increase apple and hay yields, how to keep the farm animals living longer, and whether their children were running too wild or just wild enough.

Grandmother had the one child. Great-Aunt Dorothy and Great-Uncle Hilliard had six. If he hadn’t died it would probably have been more. Four of them with the family illness. Because of that they homeschooled all of them. Not Dad, who didn’t have the illness. He went to a boarding school in Connecticut on a scholarship, where he was one of only five black students. None of whom he liked. He kept to himself, proving himself to be more of a Wilkins than he cared to admit. He studied French and everything he could about France, especially Marseille. Because all he knew about his father was that he was a French sailor from Marseille.

Dad went to France when he was eighteen. Worked his way over as a merchant marine, which he hated. He didn’t  find his father. But he did find lots of pretty French girls. Including my mom. He brought her home, though not all the way upstate. He stopped in the city and stayed there.

Mom’s never gone back to France. When I ask her if she misses it, she laughs.

Here, she is a schoolteacher. Teaching French, while Dad writes. He’s a professional liar, Mom says. Even his journalism is lies. Travel writing. Appraisals of hotels, spas, and resorts. If they pay him enough he’ll say whatever anyone wants him to say.

He’s away a lot. When he’s away they don’t fight so much.

I never tell anyone about my family. Especially not counselors like Jill Wang.

I never talk about the family illness and how Dad passed it on to me.
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AFTER

Sarah is following me home from school. She thinks she’s being stealthy.

She’s managed to stay a block behind me since we left school. But the blocks between school and my home aren’t that crowded even after school on a weekday. So at  every corner, as I turn, I glance back and see her. Finally I’m around a corner waiting.

Sarah turns and there I am staring at her.

“Oh,” she says, taking several steps back, looking away. “Oh.”

“Hmmm,” I say.

“I,” she begins, looking at me briefly, slipping her hands under the straps of her backpack, resting her left foot on the curb.

“You,” I say, mocking her. She blushes and looks down.

“I was . . .”

To increase Sarah’s discomfort I continue to stare at her.

“I was going to . . . ,” Sarah says. “I was just . . .”

Sarah hasn’t found the rest of her sentence yet, so I give it to her: “You were just following me?”

“Yes,” she says, incurably honest. “I wanted to see where you live.”

“Why?” I ask. She’s still not looking at me.

“I heard that he’d come visit you.” She slides her right hand out from under the backpack strap, wipes it on her skirt, and then slips it under again. “I wanted to see.”

“To see what? Him with me? He’s dead, remember?

Sarah shakes her head, her heavy loose curls swaying.

She’s still looking down.

“What did you want to see, Sarah? The outside of my apartment building? The inside? My bedroom?”

She looks up. Her eyes are wide and wet. “Yes,” she says. “No. Maybe. I don’t know. I didn’t think it all the way through.”

“Come on,” I say, turning on my heel. I am tempted to run flat out and leave her in my wake. Instead I march fast up Second Avenue. She has to scurry to keep pace.
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AFTER

“Your desk is so big,” Sarah Washington says, looking around. “It’s bigger than your bed.”

It’s not that the desk is big, more that the room is small. In any other city in America it would be a closet, not a bedroom. The desk, the chair, the bed, the crate beside it are the only furniture. I sit down on the bed, cross my legs underneath me. I prefer to sit on the floor, but Sarah is standing on the only floor space.

She picks up the silver packet of tiny pills by my bed, holds them in her hand and stares at them, then holds the packet out to me. Her eyes are too wet. A tear leaks out and then another. I wonder what it’s like crying so easily.

“You were sleeping with him, weren’t you?”

“They’re for my skin,” I tell her.

“Your skin?” She drops them back on the crate as if they might contaminate her. “You take birth control pills for your skin?”

I nod. It’s odd how often telling the truth feels like lying and lying like the truth. “I have acne. When I take those pills I don’t have acne. You can look it up.”

“So you never slept with him?” she asks, emphasizing each word.

I hadn’t said that. “No,” I answer.

“Then why do you have his sweater?” she asks, much louder this time. She squeezes past my bed to where it hangs on the back of my desk chair. She holds it to her nose. She can smell him, too. Her eyes leak more water. She better not cry on the sweater.

“I was cold.” I am never cold.

I only let Sarah into my room to stop her from bothering me. She’s one of those people who cannot let things be. I thought about hiding the sweater. I thought, too, about wearing the sweater. But I don’t want to lose his smell.

“Put it down,” I tell her.

She does. I can smell salty fear on her. She is afraid of me. She is afraid of everything.

“I don’t have anything of his,” she says. “Not one thing.”

“What about the chain around your neck?” It’s thin and gold. It would be easy to break. “Or that ring on your finger. He gave you those.”

“He bought them. They don’t . . .” Sarah trails off, glances at the sweater again. “They weren’t ever his.”

She means that they don’t smell like Zach. Sweat doesn’t soak into metal. Jewelry doesn’t have the fragrance of where it’s been; only of what it is. Besides, he never wore them. He bought them for her to wear. He never bought anything for me. I think about telling Sarah this, but it will only confirm that me and Zach were together.

“When was the last time you saw him?” she asks, sliding away from the sweater, her back against my desk.

“Why is everyone asking me about that?” I know why. Ever since Brandon told about Zach and me, everyone has been staring, whispering. But I want to hear her say it, to admit that she suspects me of killing him, too.

I miss Zach so much. The thought of him makes my breath hurt. I’m afraid I’ll choke. His death, his absence makes everything tighten, thicken, break.

“We’re all trying to figure out what happened. Who did this to him. Why.” She doesn’t look at me directly. Her hand reaches toward his sweater again. She stops herself before she touches it.

“Who killed him, you mean?” It’s what everyone’s saying: Zach was murdered. But no one knows who or how or why. The why is huge. Zach is a good guy. Was. I cannot imagine a reason to kill him.

“Last time I saw him was Saturday night,” Sarah says. Her voice wilts on “Saturday.”

“Me, too,” I say, though I didn’t. I don’t know why I say it. Those two words mean I’m admitting to seeing Zach. To being his—his whatever I was.

“You’re lying. I was with him Saturday. We were at Chantal’s party. You weren’t invited.”

As if I would want to go. So much noise. Not just the music, but their voices all loud and raucous from drinking. I never drink. None of the Wilkins do.

“The party didn’t go all night,” I say. “He saw me after.” I cross my legs the other way, stretch out my spine.

“At 5:00 a.m.?” she asks. “When he was so drunk Chantal’s older brother ended up helping him get a taxi home?”

“He wasn’t that drunk. I climbed in through his window.”

“Through the window? Of a seventh-floor apartment?”

I nod. I’ve climbed into higher windows. “I went up the fire escape. His bedroom’s right next to it.” Not true.

The kitchen is. I have to climb across ledges to get to Zach’s room. Sarah’s not the kind of person who’d notice where the fire escape is. “He always leaves the window open a crack. He used to anyway. He was snoring. I crawled in next to him. He woke up.” I can see it clearly though I know it didn’t happen. Not that night.

“I thought you said you never slept with him?” She’s  crying again. It amazes me she can do that even through her questions and her anger.

“I didn’t. There are other things you can do.” Sleep for instance. He had been drunk. He’d woken up, grunted “Micah,” then rolled over, and gone back to snoring. Or at least that’s what would have happened if I’d been there that night. It had gone that way before.

Sarah takes a long look at me, without any fear for a moment. “You,” she says, at last, “are nasty. I don’t believe a word you’ve said. Can you even describe his bedroom?”

“Lots of trophies.”

“What jock boy’s bedroom doesn’t have lots of trophies?” She shifts against my desk. It’s hard and metal, even with the cloth draped over it. She can’t be comfortable. “What color are the walls?”

“At night? Dark.”

“Very funny. What’s the rest of the house look like?” She’s sneering.

“I told you. I get in through his window.”

“What’s—?”

“Why am I answering your questions?” I want her to go. I want her to stop interrogating me. I want her to leave me alone.

“Why won’t you tell the truth?” she asks, glaring at me.

“Why won’t you?” I ask, even though she is an incorrigible truth teller. I glare right back.

“You’re not even pretty!” Sarah shouts, pushing off from the desk, past the bed, opening the door. “You look like a boy. An ugly boy! What did he even see in you?”

She slams the door behind her.

So she doesn’t hear me say that I have no idea.
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HISTORY OF ME

“Did you take your pill?” is the first thing my parents ask me each morning. Well, mostly my dad.

It annoys me. It annoys me a lot.

Especially when Jordan echoes their question. It’s too icky to have your ten-year-old brother ask you that. It doesn’t matter that I don’t take the pill for that reason. It’s still not something he should be thinking about.

It’s not something I want to think about.

I hate the whole thing: menstruation, pills, blood.

So. Much. Blood.

I don’t take the pill just for my skin, it’s to fix my periods, too.

They used to be awful. Lie-in-bed-sobbing-with-pain awful and an ocean of blood: instant anemia once a month. The first time I got my period I thought I was  going to die. The pain was so bad. The bleeding wouldn’t stop.

My doctor cured it by making me take a birth control pill every single day. No fake sugar pills—I take the real ones every single day of my life. Now I never get my period. I never have that awful pain. My blood stays in my body, keeping me upright.

My mom freaked out a bit. She was worried that it wasn’t natural. She thought having your period was what makes you a woman.

I wish I was a man.

I asked my doctor to explain how it worked, but what he told me about cycles, and uterine lining, and elevated risk didn’t make any sense, so I asked Yayeko Shoji. She’s a biologist, I figured she would know.

She did.

She told me that women used to have so many babies they hardly menstruated at all. But now women have only one or two or no babies, and they have them when they’re already old, which means they have too many periods. All that bleeding puts a strain on their wombs.

I try to imagine being a woman in the olden days, being pregnant over and over again, having a dozen children. But I can’t imagine being pregnant even once.

Yayeko says that taking the pill to stop bleeding is more natural than bleeding all the time. She does the same thing. She hasn’t had a period in two years.

Yayeko talked to my mom, explained it to her, and Mom felt better about it, but she still wasn’t happy. “You are my daughter,” she said. “It is difficult to be happy for you to take these très adult pills.”

Dad didn’t have to be persuaded; he’s against anyone suffering when they don’t have to. Especially him.

For the price of remembering to take one little pill every morning of my life I get good skin, no blood, no pain, and, according to Yayeko, less chance of cancer. It’s a fair bargain.

I really don’t understand why my parents don’t trust me to take a pill every morning. I’m the one it hurts if I forget. I’m the one with incentives. Strong incentives. But, no, every morning it’s the same question: “Did you take your pill?”

“Yes, Dad, I took it. Okay? Like I did yesterday and the day before. I’ll take it tomorrow and the day after that and so on, forever.”

I take the pill and I don’t complain about their nagging. Well, not as often as I could.
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BEFORE

That first time, after that first kiss, after the icicle fell and I picked up a broken shard, felt it cold and knife-sharp in my fingers—after that—I dropped the ice and ran.

That’s what I’d been doing before I paused under the bridge to look at the icicles, before Zach Rubin saw me—I’d been running.

That’s what I liked to do in Central Park: run and run and run and run as hard and fast as I could.

Zach took off after me. He caught me, breathing hard to keep pace. I ran harder. He accelerated, too, but was struggling. “Wait up,” he gasped.

I slowed.

“You’re so fast,” he gasped, matching my stride. “I’m fast. But you’re faster.”

“Yes,” I said. I’m faster than anyone I’ve ever run against. Too fast, my dad says.

To really show Zach, I took off, ran as hard as I could. All the way up and over Heartbreak Hill. Then I stopped at the first empty bench and waited for him.

He got there at last, dripping with sweat, collapsing beside me.

“How?” he panted. “You’re not even on the track team.” The school’s track team is as crappy as all our other teams. “I run. I run all the time. How can you be so fast?” He wiped the sweat from his face with the sleeve of his sweater. It was synthetic and not very absorbent. “Do you train out of school?”

I shook my head. “I just run.”

“I heard a rumor,” Zach said, more evenly, his breath starting to catch up with his words, “that you were born  a boy. I don’t think you look like a boy. But you sure as hell run like one. You should be going to the Olympics. You’re crazy fast!”

I laughed. Crazy fast. That’s how it felt sometimes. Good crazy. There’s nothing I love more than running.

“Do you ever compete?”

“We just did!” I was still laughing.

“Real competing,” Zach said. “Races. Medals. Ribbons. All that stuff.”

I shook my head. “Too much fuss. Too many rules.” I wished he would kiss me again. I wondered if I should kiss him.

“Who are you?” Zach said. He straightened up, wiped his face again. “You’re not even sweating.”

“I run a lot,” I said. “The more I run, the less I sweat.”

I leaned forward, wiped the sweat between his upper lip and nose, and then I kissed him.
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AFTER

Climbing someone else’s fire escape is as easy as climbing your own. They’re all basically the same: the only differences lie in how recently painted they are, how bad  the rust, how loose the bolts holding them to the brickwork, how much laundry hangs from them, how many potted plants.

The higher you climb, the more likely a window will be open. Most often not directly by the fire escape, unless they’ve left one open for you on purpose. Like Zach used to do for me. When he was still alive and waiting for me.

This time the kitchen window is firmly closed and the grate pulled across and locked. I crouch on the escape, looking in. Even with no lights on, through a dirty window and the gaps in the grate, I can see that it’s a mess. There are things all over the floor, the kitchen table is piled high with stuff, the sink full of dishes. I don’t think they’ve cleaned anything since Zach disappeared.

I bet it smells worse than it looks. Even through a closed window I can tell. The place is thick with grief and dust. And emptiness. The kitchen is the heart of Zach’s home but there’s no one in it.

I swing to the outside of the escape, then step across to the first windowsill. Zach’s brother’s room. Mostly a storage room now that he’s in college. Or has that changed? Has he come home to be with his parents? Wherever he is, there’s no light on in the room. No sounds of movement.

One foot on the staircase, the other on the sill, I lean forward and grip the bricks with my fingertips,  transferring the weight from my right foot to my left. I crouch down to try the window.

Locked.

I wipe my fingers on my pants and step across to the next windowsill. I don’t look down. Not for fear of falling but because in the dark my balance has to stay on the horizontal, not vertical axis. I need my eyes focused on here, not there.

The bathroom window is also dark. It’s open a crack, but it’s too small and too high for me to get through. No one in there either. I step to the sill in front of Zach’s room. The window’s a fraction open, barely enough for me to slip my fingers under. I ease it open, swinging my right leg, then my left, then the rest of me through, dropping to the floor on a pile of Zach’s clothes.

I wipe my grimy hands on my pants. Bird shit, too, I’m fairly sure. I can smell the phosphate. Though not as strongly as I can smell Zach.

Even without turning on the lights I can smell that they haven’t changed a thing. Haven’t stripped the bed or changed his sheets. Haven’t moved anything. It’s like Zach is still here. I’m almost afraid to breathe for fear of replacing his breath with mine.

My eyes adjust, my ears, too. I can hear traffic from the street below. A helicopter overhead. Someone shouting in the apartment next door. But there’s no one but me in this one.

The pile of clothes extends into the middle of the floor. From the smell they are gym clothes: salty and rank and Zach.

I step past the bed, not looking at it because I don’t want to think about what’s there, what’s not there, what was there. I knock over water bottles. They’re all at least half full. Water trickles across the floor. I bend down and start righting them, my eyes on them, not the bed.

My eyes sting. I swallow. I’m here for a reason, I remind myself, but I can’t bring myself to stand up.

The desk is cluttered with notes and books. I should look at those. My throat feels tight. I haven’t been in this room since before Zach disappeared. I swallow again, stand up, close my eyes, willing them dry. I concentrate on the smells. On the Zach funk. Zach stink. Zach sweat, Zach dirty socks, Zach meatiness. I cringe from the word. Meat is what Zach is now. Meat is a word for a person once they’re dead.

I’m not entirely sure why I’m here. I was sure when I started climbing the fire escape. I try to recapture that certainty.

Was I hoping to find him?

He’s not here. There’s only the smell of him, his sloughed-off skin and hair cells, clothes that were once pressed against him, bottles he’s drunk from.

A hundred signs of what he used to be, how he used to be, but not him.

Not Zach.

I open my eyes, move to his desk, treading carefully over the clothes.

I turn the desk lamp on and blink at the brightness. For a moment black spots play across my eyes and then I’m looking at a pile of books. The nearest one has a plain red cover with the word TRAINING printed in caps in black marker. Zach’s handwriting. His training log. All the guys on the team have to keep one. It’s a record of their progress, what they’ve eaten, how many calories, how much they weigh, how many extra hours training they’ve done, how many games won, by how much, and all his own stats.

I pick it up, turn the first page, it probably won’t tell me much. It occurs to me that the cops must have seen it. Seen this room. Have they taken things away, examined them? The thought appalls me but I’m not sure why.

I point the lamp toward the floor next to the desk and sit there, with my back to the bed. I turn the pages, trying not to think of it in Zach’s hands, him scrawling these numbers and words. It’s exactly like any other training log. Calories, pounds, reps, points, wins, losses. His weight stays steady. He increases his calories. His weight doesn’t budge. He writes his frustration at his lack of bulk: Shit. Still 170. 171. 172. 169. 170. Shit.

The pages are all the same. Calories up. Weight steady  or down. Wins and losses. Points and rebounds and steals. Starting. Not starting.

A punishing inconstant heart.

More than thirty pages in. It’s scrawled on the left-hand side.

I don’t know what that means. It’s not anything Zach would say. It’s not even something he would think. I never heard him say those words. Well, “heart” maybe, possibly “punishing,” but definitely not “inconstant.” That word seems so old-fashioned. Who would say that? Or write it?

I peer closer. It’s definitely not his handwriting. Too spiky.

I think about tearing the page out. Comparing it to Sarah’s handwriting. She’s poetic and overwrought. It’s like something she might say.

Does Sarah think Zach had a mean heart? That she does? Is it a message for me?

I keep turning the pages, but those are the only words that aren’t about his weight and the games he’s played.

I search the rest of the room, but I don’t know what I’m looking for, so I don’t find it.

I take one of his dirty jerseys. The number 12 on the back. It reeks of him. I plan never to wash it.
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AFTER

The rumor that Erin Moncaster is missing rustles through the school. From student to student, classroom to classroom. The teachers, too.

I’m not sure who Erin is. I don’t recognize her name.

I hear about it in English, struggling to read a poem about an icebox. Chantal whispers to Sarah.

“No,” Sarah says.

First Zach, now Erin. Is she dead? Did they know each other?

She a freshman, he a senior. It seems unlikely. They look at me. I can hear them thinking how unlikely Zach being with me was. So why not Erin? It couldn’t be a coincidence. Two kids from the same school going missing so close together. How often does that happen?

Does someone out there hate this school? Will it happen again?

I can smell the fear. Chantal already carries pepper spray. By the end of the day other girls are saying they will, too. That or a loud whistle. The boys talk about knives.

I’m not afraid. I sit in Dangerous Words, failing to learn about some code our teacher, Lisa Aden, seems to think we should know. Rules for Hollywood in the olden days. Who cares?

I won’t be arming myself. The Greats say you should  never carry a weapon if you don’t know how to use it. I know how to hunt with a knife. Grandmother’s taught me how to use a slingshot and bows and arrows. Neither of them are as effective as traps. But there’s a world of difference between killing a rabbit, or even a deer, and defending yourself against a person. Besides, I can’t imagine anyone attacking me. I’m too fast.

“Micah?” Lisa says loudly.

I look up. “Sorry,” I say.

“Do you know the answer?”

“Um.”

“Do you know the question?”

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I was thinking about Erin Moncaster.”

She nods. “Many of us are. But we have to go on with this class. My question was, What are some of the words that are generally acceptable to use now that were forbidden by the Production Code?”

“Um,” I say again. I have no idea. I try to think of a word that might have been bad in the olden days but isn’t so much now. “Damn?” I ask.

“Sort of,” Lisa says, and begins to explain. I tune out.

I’m trying to remember which one was Erin. Was she black or white? Kind of a white-sounding name. I don’t pay attention to the freshmen except to be glad that I’m not one. A few more months and I’ll be out of here; they have years to wait.

I’ll be honest: I don’t really care about Erin. Maybe that’s why I’m not afraid? Erin isn’t Zach. Her going missing isn’t going to bring him back. Part of me is mad that people are talking about her. As if she’s as important as Zach. As if they’ve forgotten him.

I hate them. By the end of a day filled with talk and speculation, not to mention rumors that she and Zach were together, I start to hate Erin, too.

Zach hasn’t even been buried yet.
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BEFORE

I only did the DNA testing because the results went to our homes, not to the school. Because Yayeko promised that we didn’t have to share the results with the class if we didn’t want to. I probably shouldn’t have done it. I was curious.

But when the results came, I hid them in a drawer unopened. I didn’t want to see the proof of the family illness in black and white. I certainly wasn’t going to share the results with my biology class.

But I was there for the day everyone—except me—shared their results.

No one was 100 percent anything.

I could have told them that without the expensive testing.

The whole class buzzed with it. Calling out their results. Laughing. Only a few of us sat quiet. Me, one. Zach, another. He was in back. I was toward the front. But I could hear his quiet.

Brandon didn’t believe it. Or said he didn’t. But his 11 percent African made him happy. He started joking about basketball. As if a drop of African DNA would suddenly give him a crossover dribble.

“Oh, please,” Tayshawn said, looking at Brandon as if he were something foul stuck to the bottom of his shoe.

“Eleven percent!” Brandon said.

“Which makes you 89 percent dickhead,” Tayshawn said.

Everyone laughed. Brandon started to respond but Tayshawn was louder. “Says here I’m 23 percent white. That mean I’m gonna be a stockbroker who can’t dance? Please.”

Brandon laughed like it didn’t bother him. But it did. The look he gave Tayshawn was savage.

“What do you think these numbers mean?” Yayeko Shoji said into the brief silence.

No one put a hand up.

I knew what it meant: that no one is exactly what they think they are. We all have every kind of DNA floating in us: black, white, Asian, Native American, human, monkey, reptile, junk DNA, all sorts of genes that do not express.

I have the family illness. My brother doesn’t, nor my father. But who knows what will happen if Jordan has kids? His genes are as tainted as mine.

“You think these numbers are meaningful?” Yayeko looked around the room, making eye contact with each of us.

“Well,” Lucy said tentatively, “I guess not. Because even though it says here 10 percent Asian and 3 percent African, when I fill in the next form that asks for race I’ll still write ‘white.’ ”

There were murmurs of agreement around the classroom.

“There’s no space on those forms for percentages,” Tayshawn said. “You only get to be one thing.”

Yayeko nodded. “Indeed. Additionally, these tests are not currently reliable.”

The murmurs got louder. Brandon squawked. “Why’d we do it then?”

Yayeko held up her hand. “The test’s ability to identify your DNA is dependent on what DNA is available to the company.”

She turned to the board and started drawing a DNA spiral. The light caught particles of chalk floating in the air. I could smell it, taste it on the tip of my tongue.

“This test was done,” Yayeko said, “by comparing your DNA”—she pointed to the spiral she’d drawn—“with the DNA in that particular company’s database. What percentage of the world’s DNA do you think they’re likely to have? Five percent? Ten? Fifteen?”

Brandon looked at Will. No one said anything. I couldn’t imagine it would be a very big percentage. The world is so big. There are so many people in it.

“Less than 1 percent,” Yayeko said at last. “Considerably less. So they have a very small database of DNA. A database that does not contain the DNA of everyone in the world.”

She waited a moment as we digested that. I was wondering how they could tell us anything at all about ourselves if they had so little data. I still wasn’t going to open my results.

“They take their DNA from ‘pure’ sources—African, European, and Asian groups where there’s been relatively little marrying into different groups. But there are very few ‘pure’ people left in the world. Many people argue that these tests work from a faulty premise.”

The class was silent. What was Yayeko saying? That the test couldn’t tell us anything? That there was no such thing as race? I looked around the room and saw lots of frowning faces. All except Brandon, who was doodling on his hand.

“The company looks for markers in our DNA that they have identified as African or Asian or Europe an or Native American. But with so little of the world’s DNA mapped, the odds that they are correctly identifying the  markers in your DNA are not high. Say they identify one of your markers as African. It may be that they are identifying your unmapped marker from another part of the world with their mapped marker from somewhere in Africa.”

“Does that mean if the test says you’ve got no African DNA, it’s wrong?” Sondra asked. She’s very light-skinned. Lighter than Chantal even, several shades lighter than me. White people usually think she’s white, despite her relaxed curls and full lips. She’d been still since reading her results. Like me and Zach she hadn’t said a word.

“Definitely,” Yayeko said firmly. “If we did the test with a different company using a different database your results would change. Biologically speaking, the so-called races have more similarities than they have differences. There is only one race: the human race. Sickle-cell anemia is sometimes called a black disease because it is more common in people of African descent, but it is also relatively common in those of Mediterranean, Middle Eastern, and Indian descent. We are one race.

“Right now, what you know about your ancestry and cultural heritage is likely to be more true than anything a test like this can tell you. That may change if we ever get to the point where all the world’s DNA is mapped. But right now, you are what you think you are.”

I thought about my family and found myself nodding. Sondra was, too. I’ve seen her parents. Unlike mine they’re both black. I wondered what my DNA test looked like, but I still didn’t open the envelope that night.
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FAMILY HISTORY

Jordan and me?

We hate each other. He thinks I should be locked in a cage; I think he should never have been born.

You think I exaggerate? That siblings often say they hate each other, but don’t mean it?

You’re wrong. We hate each other. Like Cain and Abel. Siblings fight and kill each other all the time. I read about brothers who fought on opposite sides of the Civil War. Fought and killed each other.

Jordan’s worse than that. It’s not that we believe different things, it’s that he doesn’t smell right. There’s something wrong with Jordan. I think he’s a bad seed, but Mom and Dad won’t believe me. He steals from me. Sneaks into my room and takes things. I told him I’d kill him next time he did it.

So he took Zach’s sweater.

[image: abc]
AFTER

I love my mom more than my dad, though sometimes the fractured un-American way she talks is embarrassing. She doesn’t nag me the way he does. She doesn’t always take Jordan’s side.

At breakfast Dad starts in again about my going upstate. We’re all squeezed into our tiny kitchen, around the table that’s not a whole lot bigger than a school desk. There’s barely enough room for our plates. Our bikes are hanging upside down over our heads ’cause there’s nowhere else to put them. If I get up too quickly I forget they’re there and bash my head. Unfortunately Jordan’s still too short to get clobbered. He’ll grow.

If I stretch out my right arm, reach past Jordan, I can almost touch the fridge. When we sit at the kitchen table you can no longer open the pantry door. My feet are tucked up under my chair because the food processor, coffeemaker, and toaster live under the table.

“I hate the Greats,” I tell Dad, shoving bacon into my mouth. “Don’t,” I snap at Jordan, who’s just elbowed me in the process of twisting to pick up the toast he dropped. “Brat.”

“Leave it, Jordan,” Mom says. “I will clean after. You do not want to be late for school.”

“Yes I do!” Jordan says, sticking his tongue out at me.

“I do not want you to be late for school. Stop with these wriggles! Eat your breakfast. You have ten years, not two!”

“No, you don’t, Micah,” Dad says, ignoring Jordan and Mom. “You always have a wonderful time up there.”

“No, I don’t. I always run away and hide so I don’t have to be anywhere near them. Or my stupid cousins.” I’m keeping my elbows firmly by my side so I don’t whack into the wall or Jordan’s sticky mouth. Not that I object to hurting him, but I don’t want slimy syrup all over my elbow.

“Jordan! Stop!” Mom takes the maple syrup away.

“But I don’t like bacon without sweet.”

“Your bacon, it drowns! You have ten minutes to finish. We must go. Vite!” Mom walks Jordan to his school on her way to the posh one where she teaches French. Every school day she battles to get him out the door.

“I think it would be good for you to get away, Micah. With everything that’s been going on. Fresh air—”

“You mean with . . .” I falter. “With him being dead?”

Dad nods. “Yes. Zach was your friend. You’re taking it hard.”

“She mourns, Isaiah,” Mom says. “We must allow her this.”

“Zach’s a fart!” Jordan says. I am tempted to strangle  him right there at the kitchen table. I would love to watch his head fall into his syrup-drowned bacon.

“Quiet, Jordan. You must act your age,” Mom says, squeezing out of her seat, avoiding the bicycles, putting her plate in the sink, and the maple syrup in the fridge.

“There’s much more space upstate,” Dad says.

“There’s more space in a coffin than there is here!” I imagine Zach stuck in one. The bacon loses flavor. I’m chewing dust.

Dad turns to Mom. “She belongs there.”

I force myself to eat the rest of my bacon.

“She should be put to sleep,” Jordan says.

“Quiet,” Mom tells him.

“You should be flushed down the toilet,” I say, without even looking at him. “With the alligators.”

“Mom!” Jordan wails.

“Quiet, please. You know she doesn’t mean it.”

Dad looks at me. He knows that I do.

“You do not have to go where you don’t want,” Mom says, her back against the kitchen sink. “But perhaps you could think about it. Things have been so . . .” Sometimes she struggles to find the right English word. “So . . .” She pauses again and notices Jordan pulling his bacon to pieces and then pushing it through the lake of syrup. “Stop, Jordan! Either you eat or you don’t.” She turns her attention back to me. “Foul. Things have been  so foul. Perhaps it would help to get away? It does not have to be with the Greats.”

“Where else would she go?” Dad says. “Are you proposing we send her to Club Med?”

“Well, couldn’t you take her along on your next assignment?”

Dad and I look at each other. “No!” we say at the exact same time.

Mom starts laughing. “You two could not be more alike.”

Dad is wearing the same scowl I can feel on my own face. The sight of it makes me scrunch my forehead even more.

Mom leans forward over Jordan’s head, ducking to avoid the bicycles, and kisses my cheek. “You do not have to go anywhere you do not want.”

“Did you take your pill?” Dad asks.

I don’t bother answering.
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AFTER

“I don’t think he loved me,” Sarah tells me.

I am sitting alone. She slides in next to me as if we’re friends. How can she have forgotten how much  we’re not? Why is she talking to me about whether Zach loved her?

“Did you?” she asks.

“Did I what?” I don’t want her to sit next to me. I want to eat my lunch alone, undisturbed, unobserved. Ever since Zach disappeared—no, ever since Brandon blabbed—people have been watching me, talking about me. But me and Sarah sitting together for lunch? That’s too weird. Everyone in the cafeteria is watching, leaning forward, trying to overhear.

“Did you love him?” she asks, lowering her voice.

I roll my eyes so I don’t have to say out loud how stupid I think her question is. “He’s dead, Sarah,” I say quietly. “Thinking about him, talking about him all the time, that’s not going to make him come back to life. You do know that, right?”

She flinches but her eyes don’t fill with tears. “I just asked you if you loved him. Why’s that such a hard question to answer?”

I sigh. “It doesn’t matter. He’s dead.”

“You’re scared of answering,” Sarah says. “That means you loved him.”

“If you say so. I suppose you think you loved him.” I don’t want to talk about Zach with her. I don’t want to talk about Zach with anyone. Saying his name hurts, thinking it . . . I realize then that neither of us has been saying his name. We say “he” or “him” or “his” but never “Zach.”

“Of course,” Sarah says.

“We weren’t together, Sarah. Brandon was lying. And I’ve been messing with you. We’d run together sometimes. There wasn’t anything else to it.”

“You have his sweater.”

“I was cold. He loaned it to me.” I wasn’t cold. My head was in his lap. He was stroking the tiny curls on my scalp. All I could smell was him. I said I liked his sweater. He took it off, gave it to me. It stank of him. Zach reek. I love that sweater.

“I’m not stupid,” Sarah says, and I don’t laugh. “You think you’re so good at hiding things but I can read you. I know you were together. You can’t keep the way you think about him off your face. I know you loved him. You did, didn’t you?”

I shrug. Sarah starts to cry again. Quietly, but it doesn’t matter. Everyone is staring. They can see. I wish I could cry.

“Why are you so cynical?” It’s not an angry question. I think she really wants to know.

“Trying to be like my dad,” I tell her, which isn’t even close to true. But she’s seen my arms-dealing daddy so she probably believes he’s all tough and cynical and worldly-wise. Dad isn’t cynical at all. Not really. He’s chock-full of hope and optimism.

I suspect my cynicism comes from pretending to be what I’m not; covering myself in lies makes me cynical. I  know I’m not trustworthy. How likely is it that the world is true if I’m not?

But my dad lies as much as I do and he’s not cynical.

“Do you think he loved you?” Sarah asks, wiping her eyes discreetly. I wonder who she thinks she’s fooling.

“Who? My dad?” I ask, even though I know exactly who she means. “Of course he does. He’s my dad.”

“No, Zach. Do you think Zach loved you?”

I have a strong urge to punch Sarah in the face.

She said his name.

Instead, I turn to my cold BLT, peeling away the damp bread, pushing the wilted lettuce aside. The bacon is burned. I have to chew hard to get it small enough to swallow.

“As much as he loved any of his running partners, I suppose,” I say at last, hoping that I never have to speak to Sarah again. But June is so far away.
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FAMILY HISTORY

The family illness isn’t just acne and excessive blood. There’s more to it than that—yet another reason I take the pill every single day of my life.

Remember the fur I was born with? The light coat of hair all over my body?

It came back.

Along with the usual puberty horror, I got hair in all the wrong places.

No, you don’t understand. In the wrong places.

Like my face and back and stomach.

My face.

Yeah.

So the pill. It keeps the hair away, as well as my period, and acne, too.

Without it, I’m a freak.

Though, according to the kids at school, even with it my freakishness is not well disguised. But there’s no pill for that.

I blame my family for contaminating me with their weirdness and their tainted hairy genes. The family illness, they call it. If I were from a different family—a normal family—I wouldn’t have it.

To my grandmother’s credit, she did try to dilute the family disease. Instead of marrying her cousin Hilliard, she left the farm to find a father for her baby. Grandmother was convinced that too much cousin-marrying was responsible for the family illness. She was going to have a child whose father was as unrelated to her as she could find.

Grandmother went to San Francisco and got pregnant  by a black sailor. She said they spent a week together and that he loved to gamble. He was from Marseille, she said. His English wasn’t very good. That was all she could remember. She was relieved that Dad hadn’t inherited the gambling love.

Or the family illness.

That was left for me.
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BEFORE

One time I was walking along Broadway playing dodge the crowd. Which is me testing myself, moving as fast as I can, weaving through them all without accelerating into a run, and without touching anyone or having them touch me. Any time I make contact I have to go back to the beginning of the block.

It’s a game.

I’m really good at it. When I play it I don’t think about anything else. Not Zach, not anyone.

I only ever play it on crowded streets and avenues. Broadway works. But Fifth Avenue’s okay as well. Times Square is the best.

This time it was Broadway. A Sunday.

I was weaving, concentrating on the muscles of my  body, on the air around me. It was like those few inches of air above my skin were part of me, too. An extra layer. Antennas. Me, stretching into space.

When I spread like that I can go for miles and miles untouched and clear.

I could feel everyone as they moved through air, feel them and their clothes and their bags, swinging arms, hands clutching cell phones, sodas, other hands, closed umbrellas for the rain that wouldn’t come even though my nostrils prickled with the smell of it.

Then there was someone looking at me as I slid past them. Looking straight at me. A stare more direct than my mother’s. Like how the Greats stare.

I twitched and stopped and turned to look back at the person with the staring eyes.

Two people walked into me. They swore. I said sorry.

It was a white boy. Same age as me, I thought. Maybe younger. He was smaller than me, skinny.

He was standing and staring at me standing and staring.

Then he took off the way I would. And there was me, too befuddled to follow. How did he do that? How did he see me first?
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AFTER

I force myself to go to school.

I regret it almost immediately. The first words I hear as I walk up the front steps: “I heard they were killed with an axe.”

The school is floating on rumors about what happened to Zach and Erin Moncaster. He’s dead, so she must be, too.

An axe murderer did it.

A serial killer.

Her father’s religious. He caught Erin and Zach together. If Zach went with that Micah girl he’d go with anyone.

Her boyfriend did it.

This, despite Zach and Erin not knowing each other. Despite no one knowing if she has a boyfriend. Or a religious father.

They were both locked in a basement. The serial killer tortured them and then dumped the bodies in Times Square. Or was it Rockefeller Center? Only Erin hasn’t been found yet. And no one at school knows where Zach’s body was found.

Maybe she’s still in the basement. So are Zach’s ears. The killer kept souvenirs.

The worst rumors are the ones about me. Some are saying that I killed him. That I killed them both. Everyone  talks about me. Even the teachers. They stare. Some are not talking to me. Cutting past me on line. Averting their eyes, whispering: We know she’s a liar. A slut. Killing’s what comes next.

Liar. Slut. Bitch. Murderer.

Always whispering.

It doesn’t matter that there are also whispers about Brandon. (Though not nearly so many.) And Sarah and Tayshawn. Were they sleeping together? Did Zach find out and Tayshawn accidentally kill him? But that doesn’t explain Erin. Maybe Brandon killed her? A copycat killing and now he’s waiting till he gets someone alone to do it again.

Doesn’t matter that none of this stuff is true. The less we know, the more ferocious the talk gets.

All we have is a dead boy, a missing girl, and rumors.

How can they say those things about Sarah and Tayshawn? They’re the most popular kids in school. Yet now, while they grieve, they have to deal with these stupid rumors?

The school is nastily off-kilter. Everyone’s gone nuts.

Teachers stutter-step their way through their lesson plans. Students keep drifting back to talk of Zach, of Erin. (Of me. Of Tayshawn. Of Sarah. Of Brandon.) They try to talk about school, games, TV, their boyfriend/girlfriend, regular gossip. But they can’t stay there. Zach. Erin. They have to talk about it, speculate, imagine, scare themselves  so bad that no one’s walking or riding the subway home alone anymore. Despite the crazy traffic some parents are sending their children to and from school in cars.

All of them worry about who’ll be next. I’m hoping Brandon. But right now they can all go to hell as far as I’m concerned. Especially the ones calling me Liar. Slut. Bitch. Killer.

I can’t imagine this ever ending.

I will always be at school. Skin tight, head high, acting like I don’t care. Avoiding everyone. Avoiding everything. Only when I’m running in the park does my head stop throbbing.

It will be like this for the rest of the year. I bet they’ll still be talking next year, too, when there’ll be a new set of seniors and we’ll all be off to wherever it is we go next.

I’m hoping hell for most of them.

I’m not sure where I’m going. I’ve filled out applications, sent them off, but I’m not optimistic. CUNY is my best chance. Though I’m not sure we can afford even that. Part of me would be happy to wind up somewhere no one’s heard of Zach or what happened to him. Somewhere far from the city.

Wherever I go, I doubt I’ll be with anyone from here. Sarah will be at some Ivy League school: Harvard or Yale or Princeton. Or at the very least, Vassar. Tayshawn will be at MIT. Brandon will be in jail. I’ll never see any of them again.

I’m glad.

I think.

I don’t want to talk about Zach. But how will it feel not to be able to?

I try to imagine myself at college. I fail. I want to keep studying biology but I’m not sure why. If all else fails then I guess I can work up on the farm.

A fine way to spend the rest of my life.
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AFTER

At the second group counseling session Jill Wang asks us to tell her what we think about Zach.

“Are we going to talk about Erin, too?” Kayla asks.

Everyone starts talking at once. I close my eyes and wish I could shut my ears.

“Why would we talk about Erin?” Brandon shouts over the top of everyone else. “She’s a freshman. Do you even know who she is?” I dislike agreeing with Brandon, but he’s right. Looking around the room, I can see others agree.

“As a matter of fact, yes, I do,” Kayla yells back. “Her sister and me have been friends for years. I’ve known Erin since she was a baby.”

“Well, I haven’t,” Brandon says.

“Just because you—”

“Erin’s disappearance,” Jill Wang interrupts, raising her voice, letting us know that she’s the boss, “is disturbing. We most definitely can talk about it—”

“Yeah, like, who’s next?”

“You really think that?” Tayshawn says. “She could have run away. I heard she was fighting with her mom and dad a lot. Maybe it’s got nothing to do with Zach.”

“Erin’s a good girl,” Kayla says.

“Sure,” Tayshawn says. “I’m just saying it doesn’t seem like the two things are connected. He’s Hispanic, she’s white. He’s a senior, she’s a freshman. He was on a scholarship, she’s from money. They don’t even live in the same part of the city.” Tayshawn talks as if he didn’t know Zach, as if they weren’t best friends.

“He was Hispanic,” Brandon says. “He was a senior.”

“We know he’s dead,” Sarah says. “You don’t have to go on about it.”

“Isn’t that what we’re here for?” Brandon asks, sneering. “To go on about it?”

Jill Wang holds her hands up, palms out, reassuring us, but all I can see are the calluses where her fingers join her palm. I wonder how she got them. “We are here,” she says loudly and clearly, “to try to cope with what happened. A senior, Zachary Rubin, who you all knew and many of you cared about, is dead. We all have a lot to say  and a lot we don’t know how to say. That’s why I’d like us to do this exercise. What did you think of Zach? What did he mean to you? Sarah?” she asks, lowering her voice. “Do you want to go first?”

“No,” Sarah says. “Yes.” She pauses to look anywhere but at our faces. “He was gentle,” she says, and Brandon snickers so loud it ricochets around the room.

“That’s enough, Brandon,” Jill Wang says. She’s giving Brandon her evil eye.

“I meant,” Sarah says, “that he’s—he was—a gentle person. Kind. He never said anything mean about anyone.”

That’s true, too. He was both kinds of gentle.

“Thank you, Sarah. Brandon, since you’re so eager to speak, what did you think of Zachary Rubin?”

Brandon shrugged. “He was alright. I didn’t have nothing against him.”

“Anything against him,” she corrects. I don’t think counselors are supposed to do that. Her dislike of Brandon is leaking out. Happens to all of us.

“Not that neither,” he says, grinning at his own wit.

“Do we have to say different things?” Lucy asks. “Because I was going to say he was kind but Sarah already said that.”

“You can say whatever you want.”

I want to say that this is bullshit and everyone should shut the fuck up, but I suspect that’s not what the counselor had in mind.

“He was kind, then,” Lucy says. “And funny. He made me laugh. I liked him.”

He wasn’t kind. Gentle, but not kind. They are confusing his easiness with kindness. A kind person goes out of their way to do right by people. Zach wasn’t like that. He wanted smoothness. A life without agitation.

“All the girls liked him,” Brandon says, then he lowers his voice to a whisper. “But you were no chance, Luce. He liked dark girls. Really dark girls.” He smirks at Sarah. “Micah was barely dark enough.”

“It’s no longer your turn, Brandon,” Jill Wang says.

I wonder if she heard all that he said. Sarah did. She’s glaring at Brandon like she wants to smack him. I’d like to kill him.

I’m next. The counselor looks at me and nods.

“I don’t know,” I say. “I pass.”

“You can’t think of anything you’d like to say?” Jill asks. “Even something small? The exercise works much better if we all contribute.”

I can think of many things I want to say: the taste of his mouth. The smell of him after he ran. How it felt to run my fingers along his flank. Sarah is staring at me.

“Micah?” Jill Wang prompts.

“Like Lucy said. He was funny.”

“Andrew?”

He shrugs. “I didn’t know the guy. I don’t even know why I have to come here.”

“You were all in the same year as Zachary. Such a  violent, unexpected death is shocking whether you knew him well or not.”

“I guess,” Andrew says, sounding bored, not shocked. “I try not to think about it, you know? Zach was okay, I guess.”

“I can tell you one thing,” Alejandro says. “No one but teachers called him Zachary. To everyone else he was Zach or the Z-Man.”

“Z-Man?” Brandon laughs. “How lame is that? Who called him that?”

“Me,” Tayshawn says. “The other guys on the team. It was respect. You wouldn’t understand.”

“I thought he was cute,” Chantal says, smiling at Sarah. “I was kind of jealous of Sarah. You know, ’cause she was dating the cutest guy in school. Sorry, Sarah.”

Sarah gives a tight smile in return. Everyone else is looking at me.

Lucy nods. “Lots of us thought he was cute. We’re all sorry.”

Sorry about what? That Zach’s dead or that they didn’t get to date him before he died? I never heard Lucy say anything about Zach before he died. She’d always been pining after Tayshawn. Did being dead make Zach cuter?

They continue to go around the circle. Each person says something meaningless. By the end of the session none of us knows a single thing about Zach that we didn’t already know.

He’s still dead, and we don’t know how, or who made him that way.
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FAMILY HISTORY

One time, I almost killed Jordan. I can’t remember what he’d done. It could have been the time he told about my sneaking out at night down the fire escape. Or the time he drew all over my favorite running shoes. Telling, stealing, destroying—that’s Jordan’s standard m.o.

But one day the heinous thing he’d done pushed me over the edge. I stood looking at the broken fragments, or the ashes, or whatever it was, and glowered over him, clenching my fists, ready to throw him against the wall, smash his skull in. Have the shards of it pierce his brain. Watch the blood sprout from his nose. His eyes flutter, all whites, jaw loose, tongue lolls. Him falling, shuddering, stilling.

I could see from his eyes that he knew I was ready to do it. He was frozen and trembling. He didn’t scream or cry. Or he knew it wouldn’t make any difference. Even if Mom and Dad were home, which they weren’t, they wouldn’t get to us in time. They wouldn’t stop it. Who  knew if they could? I’d been stronger than them for years.

I drew back my right arm, ready to smash his nose across his face, drive him into the brick wall.

But I didn’t.

I drew back from my rage. I didn’t tear him apart limb from limb.

I wouldn’t get away with it. Even with Mom and Dad away—the walls between apartments are not thick: if he’d screamed someone would have heard him.

I went into my room, shut the door, sat on the floor with my back against my metal desk, and decided to poison him instead.

I didn’t want Mom or Dad to suspect.

He was still little back then. Four or five. Stupid enough to drink Drāno. I decided to put it in his path. Tell him not to drink it. Then walk away.

I didn’t do that either.

Not for Jordan’s sake, but for my mom’s. Killing him would hurt her.

And me, too. If I was busted. Sitting down, thinking it through meant that I would never do it.

I had to hope for an accident.
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BEFORE

Me and Zach, we were put on library duty together.

That’s another thing about our school: you have to contribute, give back to your community. Community starts with the school, which is very clever ’cause that means we students save the school money by doing their work for them. Mostly you volunteer for tasks. I always volunteer to pick up the trash in the park and on the sidewalk outside the school. Anything that gets me outdoors.

But they also like to stretch you. Get you to do stuff you would never do otherwise. Like for me and Zach—neither of us readers—they make us work in the library. Shelving and all that.

That first time it was me, Zach, Chantal, and Brandon. A quartet of nonreaders stuck together. At any other school that would be no big deal, but our school is full of readers. Didn’t surprise me that Brandon doesn’t read, he can barely talk—but Chantal wanted to be an actor. I always thought actors read a lot. It’s their job, isn’t it? Reading words, memorizing them, saying them out loud.

Not Chantal.

I don’t read, but I do like libraries. I like order, and libraries are all about order. Every book has a place. It’s quiet, too: no music.

I watched Zach at the other end, framed between shelves, gathering up books left on desks, on couches, on the floor. Brandon helping. Though not really. He kept trying to talk. Zach would say “yes” or “no” or grunt. He likes quiet. He likes that I talk as little as he does.

My job was to scan the shelves for books in the wrong place. Of which there were many. I was doing fiction. Chantal, nonfiction. I looked for numbers where there should be letters; she looked for letters where there should be numbers.

“My cart’s full,” she called out to me. “Time for you to shelve them.”

Mine wasn’t, but it wasn’t far off. I wheeled it over to her. Hers was less full than mine. This meant she wanted to talk. Chantal is so afraid of silence she will even talk to pariahs like me.

We swapped carts. I pushed hers in the direction of fiction.

“Did you hear that Zach and Sarah split up?” Chantal asked, to stop me from going back to fiction.

I hadn’t. I hoped it wasn’t true. I looked over at him. He didn’t look any different. Maybe it wasn’t true. I looked at Chantal. She nodded. “Happened yesterday.”

We were both staring at Zach. I was willing it not to be true. Him and Sarah being together was what made me and Zach possible.

“They’ll be back together in seconds,” Chantal said.

I hoped she was right.

“Pity. He’s gorgeous. But those two can’t live without each other.”

Zach was on the ground reaching for a book under the couch. Tables and chairs obstructed my view, but I could see his legs, calf muscles clenching and unclenching, and the top of his head. Brandon was telling him something. I heard the words “class” and “shit” and “no.” Brandon liked to talk, I decided, as bad as Chantal.

“He’s cute, isn’t he?” Chantal said.

“Brandon?” I asked.

She laughed. “No! Zach. I’d date him in a heartbeat. Wouldn’t you?”

I wouldn’t. I liked our secret. If he and Sarah really were broken up that meant our secret would be broken, too. I couldn’t think of anything worse than Chantal and Brandon and the whole school knowing about us.
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AFTER

Halfway to school I turn around and head home. I was planning to go, but as I’m crossing Broadway I lose heart. The strength that’s been holding me together slides away. I can’t take another day of being stared at. Of listening to  rumors and innuendo. Of Sarah interrogating me. Of classes that I cannot follow. Of Zach everywhere and yet nowhere.

Of stupid talk about Erin.

I’m not sure I can ever go back to school.

Dad is flying out this morning on assignment to Jamaica to stay in Ian Fleming’s house. It’s 8:15. His flight is at 9:00. Even with his love of close calls he should be gone by now.

I don’t remember the last time I was alone in the apartment.

Every step I take toward home is lighter than the one before it.

I turn the corner and there’s Dad getting into a cab.

I step back.

Just like Dad to be crazy late. How’s he going to make it? Well, if—really, when—he misses the plane, surely they’ll put him on a later one. It should still be ages before he turns up. But I want to throttle him. It feels like he did it on purpose to thwart me.

Once I’m sure the cab is gone, I climb the stairs to our apartment. The only time I like it is when it’s empty. Especially after Dad has gone on one of his trips. He says he can’t pack unless the apartment is neat, so he cleans and polishes and tidies. That’s how he likes things: clean, shining, orderly. As unlike the farm as possible.

It is the only thing we have in common.

I walk in and shut the door behind me. Lock it. The stupid girl next door has her music up loud.

I go directly to the brat’s room. It’s not clean or orderly. There are dolls and trucks everywhere. Though the brat calls them action figures. It drives him crazy when I call them dolls. So I do. It’s what they are. Fake people that you can dress and play with and accessorize. What else would you call them?

I start with the toy boxes, going through each one. Then his chest of drawers.

And there it is, in the second drawer, underneath his pajamas.

Zach’s sweater. I hug it. Press it to my nose.

It doesn’t smell like Zach anymore. It smells like the brat.

Doesn’t matter that I also have Zach’s jersey, which reeks of him; I stole that. The sweater, Zach gave me. It’s a direct connection between us.

I’m going to kill the idiot boy.

I take the sweater into my room and put it in the one place I know the brat will never go, even if he’s stupid enough to brave my room again. I push back the cloth over my metal desk, lift up the lid, and put it inside.
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AFTER

When Brandon follows me after school he is much more stealthy than Sarah. Which isn’t hard. For a while I don’t notice him because I am lost in playing dodge the crowd, floating in the movement of air currents. Me and my backpack in space, weaving around everyone, listening to the rhythms of feet on sidewalk. Forgetting anything that isn’t weaving and dodging. For whole seconds at a time I am not thinking about Zach.

Part of me must sense Brandon following because I am jangled. I am off my game. I keep misjudging the distances—narrowly, the merest touch—the corner of someone’s coat grazing my backpack, the clip of the back of a heel. Stupid. Annoying. Back I go to the start of the block.

It isn’t till we’re in Central Park that I spot him. If you can call it that. He wants me to see him.

I’m going through one of the stretch routines Zach taught me. My heel resting on a low fence, I lean forward till I feel it along my hamstrings. My skin prickles, not from the stretch, from something else. I look up.

A couple are making out on a blanket under an elm tree. There’s a family with four kids and one mother picnicking on a much larger blanket. The kids are laughing. The oldest, with braids, is tickling the youngest; the  mother is moving the cake out of the way of the toddler’s flailing feet.

Then there’s Brandon sitting on the grass, staring at me, smirking. He stands up, walks toward me, sits on the fence.

“Stretching, huh,” he says, as if there’s something sinister about it.

“What do you want?” I say, and immediately wish I hadn’t. I should ignore him. He wants to get me riled. But I want to know why he’s here. He doesn’t like me. I don’t like him. We have nothing to say to each other.

Half a dozen runners stride past. I watch them go. They’re wearing the same shorts and T-shirts. Yellow and green. I wonder what kind of team they are because they’re not runners. Their technique is all wrong. Barely lifted knees, arms swinging all over the place, heels pounding flat-footed.

Zach taught me to run more on my toes. To strike only lightly on my heel and have full flexion through the foot. It made me even faster.

I resume my stretch. Brandon pulls out a pack of cigarettes, lights one, inhales, blows smoke at me.

I lean deeper into my hamstring stretch. I’m thinking about how much stronger I am than Brandon. I doubt he realizes that. Boys never do. He should be scared of me. Because I really don’t like him and I’ll hurt him if I have to.

A single runner pads past. A real one this time. I don’t have to turn; I can tell from their stride: no drag, no pounding of heels.

“You do this a lot, don’t you?” he says. “Especially here.”

I switch legs, ignoring the foul smoke, ignoring Brandon.

“ ’Cause I heard they found the body in Central Park. Not far from here actually—and I thought, shit, Micah’s always here. What are the odds? Specially with her and Zach being so . . .” He pauses, takes a long drag on his cigarette, blows the smoke in my direction.

I have to stop myself from looking up. From telling him that Central Park is not exactly unpopulated. Hundreds, no, thousands of people are here all the time. Night and day. Is he blind? Does he not notice the kids on blades who just floated by? All the runners? What about the family on the blanket and the couple making out not six feet from where he was sitting on the grass? There’s hardly an empty patch in Central Park this time of year. Even in winter there are people out in it, tromping through snow, past leafless trees, seeking a respite from concrete and steel.

I want to ask Brandon how he knows where Zach was found. Was it really here? Where exactly? What else does Brandon know? But if he knows, then someone else at school does, too. Maybe I can find out without asking Brandon a thing.

I take off at top speed, knowing he couldn’t keep pace even if I went at a slow trot.
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FAMILY HISTORY

I wouldn’t mind going upstate so much if my family went with me. Well, okay, they take me up—Mom and Dad and idiot brother—but they don’t stay. Just me. Sometimes I’m afraid they won’t return. I’ll be stuck there forever.

My parents have excuses for not staying but it feels like they want to be rid of me.

Dad says he can’t work there. Not without electricity. His laptop has at most four hours of life. He has to go into town to work. Mom hates it. “I can never get clean,” she says. “The water is so cold.”

Jordan would stay but the Greats don’t want him. He doesn’t say anything in front of me but I know he’s jealous. I’ve heard him whining to my parents about wanting to play in the woods. “Why doesn’t Grandmother like me?” he asks. Because you’re a sniveling useless brat, I want to tell him. But I’m not supposed to have heard. Our apartment’s so small that we always pretend we can’t hear the things we’re not supposed to. It’s a good rule.

I’m happy the Greats don’t want Jordan, but I wish my parents would stay.

The Greats have a thing about the oldest child.

Which is me.

The Greats teach me woodcraft—tracking, hunting, skinning, how to find my way in the forest, how to find food, make shelter. It’s more work than school. But if the world ends we’ll be ready. That’s the idea: survivalism.

Some of their neighbors are that way. They have basements full of canned food, dried beans and fruits, secret wells, bows and arrows.

The other neighbors are sheep farmers who think the survivalists and the Greats are crazy. But then they’re always complaining about coyote taking their sheep. Coyote bigger and tougher than any coyote previously known to the universe, Grandmother says. “I’ve never seen one,” she always says. “Man with coyote-skin jacket, maybe. What would Hilliard have said about that?”

I never saw any coyote either. Not on our property. Black bears occasionally, but never coyote.

Or deer. Not like on some of the neighbors’ places, where there’s more deer than flies. Though we have more raccoons and foxes, and our forest is much more foresty. Without all the deer chomping away, herbs and shrubs and saplings have a much better chance. We have taller, stronger, healthier trees and birds and insects everywhere you look. In spring there are more kinds of flowers than I can name. Their fragrances float on air, making breathing a plea sure.

It’s beautiful. I can admit that.

While I hate music, I like birdsong. Their bells and flutes don’t hurt my head.

The Greats aren’t happy when I call them survivalists. They didn’t know the word when I first brought it up. When I described it to them they sneered. They hate their neighbors. But what they say sounds the same as all the crazy survivalist sites about hunting and tracking and building your own shelters and knowing what’s edible and what’s not. How to survive when the end-times come.

Grandmother doesn’t talk about end-times, though she does say that the world is off-kilter. Everything, she says, is hotter and colder and more extreme than it used to be. She prides herself on having stuck to horse and buggy. On growing her own food. On needing hardly anything from outside.

The Greats think I’m like them.

I’m not. I’m a city girl. I like electricity and running water. I don’t want to know how to ride a horse, how to slaughter a calf, how to set a trap, or any of the other things they teach me.

I do not belong there.

Though sometimes it is fun.

Because of Hilliard.

Now I must confess to a lie. Everything I’ve told you  so far has been completely true except for the tiny matter of Great-Uncle Hilliard. Hilliard’s alive.

But it’s not my lie, it’s the family’s. Hilliard’s in hiding on the farm. I don’t know what it was he did or who he’s hiding from, but to everyone other than us Wilkins, Hilliard’s dead. Grandmother and Great-Aunt hiss at me if I slip up and talk about him in the present tense. Idiot Jordan doesn’t know. Only Dad and me.

I love Hilliard.

He taught me how to track and, when I was little, how to run. We run in the forest together. He’s not as fast as me—he’s old, after all, but it’s still fun. He may not be fast but he’s better at running through the woods. I still stumble, sometimes I fall. Hilliard knows the woods: every old stump, every tree root, every shrub. He never even gets spiderwebs in his face.

When something warm and breathing and edible is near he goes stiller than a rock. Sees it long before it sees him.

I wonder how it would have been if Grandmother had married Hilliard. If Hilliard was my grandfather. If I’d grown up in the woods. If there was no city in me at all.

I’d never have met Zach.

Would that have been better or worse?

I think some—maybe most—of what Zach liked about me was the country parts, not the city. When I showed  him how to find food in Central Park. How to hide. Really hide. Showed him red-headed woodpeckers and chipmunks, too. He hadn’t thought there was any wildlife in the city—not anything that wasn’t a rat or a pigeon.

He thought I was wild.

He liked the wild in me.
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BEFORE

I didn’t do it to show off.

We were running, Zach and me, slow, four or so miles in, halfway up Heartbreak Hill, when I smelled fox. I knew they were there. I’d caught their scent before. But not this strong. They were close.

“Want to see some foxes?” I asked Zach, slowing my pace to barely running at all.

“Foxes?” he asked, looking at me odd. “What do you mean ‘foxes’? Hot girls I didn’t notice? Other than you, I mean.” He stopped, looked around.

“No, foxes. Actual foxes.”

“Does it mean something I don’t know about? ’Cause you can’t mean the red animals with the big tails, right?”

I laughed. He was balanced on one leg, staring at me as if I was about to do something weird.

“Yes, doof. Foxes. The animals.” I wrinkled my nose, brought my hands up to my face. “Red. Tricky. Eat rabbits. Foxes, you know?”

“Okay. Foxes. The animals. What about them?”

“Do you want to see some?”

“Here?” Zach looked around. “In Central Park?” A Mercedes drove by. Four bikes with riders tricked out in dazzling fluorescent zipped past.

“Yes, here. C’mon,” I said, taking off at a slow trot. “Follow me!” I breathed deep, sucking in fox scent, weeding out all other odors. Mine. Zach’s. Car fumes. Rubber. Urine. Rain getting ready to fall. I left the path and headed deeper into the park.

Zach followed.

When we came to the den, I led us upwind and crouched down on rocks behind bushes.

“Now what?” Zach asked.

“Now we wait.”

“But I don’t see anything.”

I pointed at the brush a little downhill from us. “In there is a fox den.”

“That’s just bushes.”

“And a fox den.” I couldn’t believe he didn’t see the trampled grass. Or smell the sharp meat-eater odor. “See those white and brown things lying there?” I pointed.

Zach nodded.

“Bones.”

“Fox bones?” Zach asked.

“No, bones of stuff they’ve eaten. Probably chipmunk or rabbit. Though mostly they get into the trash cans and eat our leftovers.”

“You’re really serious? That there are foxes in there?”

“Yes! Shhh, now. Wait. You’ll see.”

Zach blew air through his teeth but he hunkered down lower, his thigh brushing mine.

When the first fox emerged it was dusk. Its snout was in the air, orange and white, black tip glistening, tongue hanging out.

“No shit,” Zach whispered. “A fox!”
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AFTER

“When we interviewed you last Tuesday,” Detective Stein says, “you said you’d never spoken to Zach.”

“Yes,” I say, because that’s what I’d said. I don’t like them calling him “Zach.” They didn’t know him. They should call him “Zachary” like all the other clueless adults.

This is a house visit. Even though we live in an apartment. A tiny apartment. We are in the kitchen. My dad leans against the fridge next to Detective Rodriguez, who’s  leaning against the sink. They are mere inches from where me and Mom are seated side by side on the other side of the kitchen table from Detective Stein. I hope one of the bicycles falls on him.

Mom has offered both of the detectives coffee and tea and juice and water. They’ve rejected everything. She offers Rodriguez the seat next to Stein. He says no, he prefers to stand. At the last interview he sat and Stein leaned.

I figure they reject all forms of hospitality to make it clear that they don’t trust me and thus, by extension, my parents. It feels petty. I wish I could ask them questions. Where did they find Zach? Who killed him? Why?

“Now, we hear that Zach’s your boyfriend,” Stein says.

I look down at my hands. I want them to think that I am shy and afraid of them. Not that I am pissed that I have to talk to them. Mom takes my left hand in hers and squeezes it. Like Yayeko did at the first interview.

“Is that correct?” Rodriguez asks.

“What?” I ask. Maybe if they think I’m stupid they’ll leave me alone.

“Is it true that Zachary Rubin was your boyfriend?”

“He was Sarah Washington’s boyfriend.”

Stein shifts in his seat and accidentally kicks the toaster under the table. There is a loud clang that echoes around the tiny kitchen.

“And also your boyfriend,” Detective Stein says, as if he hasn’t just hurt his toes. “Or was every student who told me that lying?”

He leans across the table. I can smell his breath. He’s a smoker. He’s tried to cover it up with something peppermint flavored, but the nicotine is stronger. Three of his fingers are stained yellow. “I hear that it’s you who tells lies. Is that true?”

The unanswerable question. So I don’t. I stare at my fingers interlaced with Mom’s. My nails need trimming. Mom squeezes my hand a little tighter.

“You’re a liar, aren’t you, Micah?” Stein hisses at me.

“Is your rudeness necessary, officer?” my father asks in his calm tone of voice, which means he’s really angry.

“Detective,” Stein and Rodriguez say at the same time.

“Detectives, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t yell at my daughter. We agreed to this interview because we want to assist with your investigation. I don’t want to call my lawyer, but I will.”

As far as I know Dad doesn’t have a lawyer.

“Sorry, Mr. Wilkins,” Stein says, not sounding even slightly apologetic. “We’re trying to get to the truth.”

“We’re very sorry, ma’am, sir,” Detective Rodriguez says, looking first at my mom and then my dad, and sounding more sincere. “But we have to ask these questions. We can also conduct this interview at the station. We don’t want to insist on that, but this is a criminal investigation.”

Dad opens his mouth to object and Stein talks across him. “Was he your boyfriend, Micah?”

“No,” I say. We never used that word. Well, okay, sometimes I did, but in my thoughts, not out loud. Zach never called me anything but Micah. I glance at Dad, who gives me half a smile, but he is not happy. Mom’s squeezing my hand again. I’m glad for the comfort of it, but I don’t think it will continue after this interview.

“He wasn’t your boyfriend?”

“No.” I think about telling them that it’s a lie Brandon has been telling. He says he saw us kissing in Central Park. We never kissed, I could tell them. He’s such a liar. It is dawning on me that I am a suspect. Not just at school but with the police.

“Did you see him outside school?” Stein’s cheeks are red. He looks like he wants to shake me. I glance at Rodriguez. He’s harder to read, but he doesn’t seem kind.

They really believe I could have killed Zach. I move my head—something that’s half nod and half shake. They take it as a yes.

“Why didn’t you tell us last time that you knew him outside of school?” Stein asks.

“It was a secret. I promised I wouldn’t tell anyone.”

“I’m sure,” Detective Rodriguez says, “that Zach wouldn’t have meant the police.”

 Well, he’s dead, isn’t he? None of his wishes mean anything now. My promises are as dead as he is. I still don’t want to talk about him. Not with them.

Detective Stein is leaning across the kitchen table, staring at me. It’s creepy. I wish the table was wider. I wish the kitchen was bigger, too. Or that there was a living room. Instead of it being Mom and Dad’s bedroom and where we watch TV.

“What did you do together outside of school?” Stein asks, in a tone of voice that implies we must have been doing something he didn’t approve of.

I look at my mom. She squeezes my hand tighter. Dad nods and smiles.

“We ran,” I say. “Training. I like to run.”

“She’s very fast,” my dad says, sounding proud.

“Where did you run?” Rodriguez asks.

“Central Park mostly.”

“When did you last see him?”

“Friday night.”

“You ran at night?” Rodriguez says, as if that’s unusual.

“Lots of people do,” Dad says, in a tone that says he thinks Rodriguez is stupid and from the sticks. It’s one of Dad’s favorite tones. Stein briefly transfers his glare from me to Dad. But then he’s back to glaring at me. I want to tell him he’s not getting to me but that would probably prove to him that he is.

“So you ran together? You didn’t chat or go get a malted?” Stein asks.

“We ran,” I say. I wonder what a malted is. I know it doesn’t matter. I don’t want to think about them believing I killed Zach.

“What time did you stop running that night?”

“I’m not sure,” I say. “Maybe 9:00 or 9:30?”

“Was it any different from your normal running sessions?” Rodriguez asks.

“No,” I say. “We stretched. We practiced sprints. Then we did distance. A bit more than ten miles.”

“Ten miles?” Stein asks. “What time did you start?”

“Must’ve been by 8:30.”

“You started your ten-mile run at 8:30 and were done by 9:30? What? You’re running six-minute miles?” he asks. He thinks I’m lying. I never lie about running.

Six minutes? I am tempted to tell him that I go sub-five all the time. But Dad hates it when I show off. Besides, if they know how fast I run maybe that will make them suspect me more. “We were running for a long time,” I say.

“I told you she’s good, didn’t I?” Dad says.

“We were building up to twenty-six,” I add.

“That’s the length of a marathon,” Dad explains, to show them how stupid he thinks they are. “Twenty-six miles, 385 yards.” He is not helping me.

“When you were done training that night,” Rodriguez says, “what did you do?”

“Went home.”

“Did you go home together?”

“No,” I say, even though we did. “He lives—lived—in Inwood and I’m all the way down here.”

“And that’s the last time you saw him?” Rodriguez asks.

“Yes.”

“Did he seem upset?” Rodriguez asks, trying to sound concerned.

“No.”

“Did he say he was going to meet with anyone?”

“No. He said he was going home.” Didn’t just say it. I ran with him every step of the way from the park to Inwood.

“Did he ever tell you he was afraid of anyone?” Stein wants to know.

“No. Never. I don’t think he was afraid of anything.”

“Or anyone?”

I shake my head. He wasn’t even afraid of me, which made him different from almost everyone else at school. Most of them are too scared to look me in the eye. It’s like they think my lies are contagious. Or that looking at me will turn them into as big a weirdo as I am.

“What was his frame of mind when you last saw him?” Rodriguez asks.

Frame of mind? I want to mock him, but he is a  policeman who thinks I might have killed Zach. “He was tired. Beat. But he seemed happy. I didn’t think it would be the last time I’d ever see him.” I have to concentrate to keep my voice steady. I can’t cry in front of them.

“Was it the last time?”

“Yes,” I said. “Like I told you.”

“We have an account from another student who says you saw him late Saturday night. Or rather, early Sunday morning.”

Sarah. Had to be. Why had I lied to her about that? Because I wanted her to feel bad, wanted her to think I was the last one who kissed him, not her.

“No. You can ask Mom and Dad. I was here all of that Saturday. Sunday, too.”

Rodriguez turned to Dad.

“Yes,” Dad says. Mom nods. “Micah was grounded that weekend.”

“Why?” Rodriguez asks.

Dad pauses. Mom and Dad look at each other. “No,” my mom says. “It is not for us to say.”

They grounded me because they caught me kissing Zach. One of their many rules for me is no dating until after high school. There’ll be no such rule for Jordan; he doesn’t have the family illness.

“It is a private matter. For the family only,” Mom says.

Stein and Rodriguez don’t look convinced or  impressed. “We can continue this at the station. Sounds like we might have to interview all three of you.”

“Fine,” Dad says. “Micah stole money from my wallet and then lied when I asked her about it.”

Great, I think, now Dad’s lying about my lying and calling me a thief. That will really help. Mom shoots him a soul-chilling glare. “Isaiah,” she mutters.

“How do you know she did it?”

“I saw her,” Dad says. “We wanted to see what she would say when we said the money was missing.”

“So you both agree that your daughter is a liar?”

Well, they walked into that one.

“Sometimes,” Dad says, as if it’s no big deal. “Aren’t most kids? We’re trying to teach her better. Hence the grounding.”

“Have you been telling us the truth today, Micah?” Stein asks.

“Yes, sir,” I say. “I have.”

“Because if we find out you’ve been lying, the consequences will be much worse than being grounded for the weekend. Do you understand?”

I nod. “Yes, I understand.”

Rodriguez coughs. “I suspect we’ll be talking to you again,” he says. “In the meantime, if you think of anything else—no matter how small—let us know.” Rodriguez leans over to hand me his card. I put it on the table, staring at it. Maybe they don’t suspect me after all?

Stein stands up and bangs his head on Dad’s bicycle. He swears.

Dad looks down and Mom bites her lip. Rodriguez smiles briefly. I’m the only one who’s not tempted to laugh.
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AFTER

“I’m sick,” I tell my dad, who’s slipped into my room to see why I haven’t gotten up yet. I’ve been holding an ice pack in my hands and overheating my face by holding it too close to the radiator. The sheets and comforter are pulled up to my chin. I’m hot and cold and sweaty.

I can’t face school. I bet they all know that the cops were here. The rumors about me and Zach and what I did to him are getting out of control. Today I can’t deal with the whispers.

“Sweetheart,” Dad says, sitting down on the bed, “I know it’s all been a shock. You need to take time off. Go upstate.”

I have an urge to tell him how bad it is at school. To beg him to let me finish the school year at home. Stay in my room and send in my assignments. But I’m afraid  he’ll pack me off to the Greats. No finishing the school year, no college. Just the farm for the rest of my life.

Faking sick is my compromise. I want to have a legitimate absence from school. Maybe I can fake a serious illness long enough not to have to go back and yet still finish the school year.

“Dad,” I say, weakly, worried I’m trying too hard. It’s hard to fake regular sick when you’ve almost never had a cold or flu. Only the family illness. “I’m really sick.”

He puts his hand on my forehead. “You do feel a bit hot. Is your throat sore?”

I nod. It feels like it’s full of razor blades, but not the way he means.

“Give me your hand.”

I do.

“Cold! Clammy, too. That can’t be good. Maybe I should take you to a doctor?”

I look at him. Dad knows how I feel about doctors. There have been way too many in my life.

“Okay, not a doctor. But if you’re still like this when your mom gets home you might have to. I’ll get you some water. What do you want for breakfast? Scrambled eggs okay?”

I nod. For once I’m glad he works from home.

He stands up. “Did you take your pill?”

I don’t groan, just nod weakly. When he closes the  door behind him, I pull the covers up over my head, close my eyes, and fall asleep.

Sometimes I can be very still.
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“Why’d you tell that lie about being born messed up?” Zach asked me, his mouth tickling my ear.

We were at his place, curled together on his bed. His parents were out of town visiting family. The window was wide-open and we could hear all the traffic noises from the street seven stories below. Sometimes even snatches of conversation from people walking by. I hear people talking all the time at my place, but I figured that was ’cause we’re only on the fourth floor. Seven stories ought to bring some quiet with it. Especially here in Inwood, so much less congested than downtown.

“C’mon, Micah, why’d you lie like that?”

“Wasn’t a lie,” I told him, turning so that our faces were barely an inch apart. “I was born messed up.” I was tempted to tell him about the hair. I was tempted to tell him the truth.

Zach leaned up on his elbow, looked at me straight. His eyebrows unmoving. His mouth still, like he didn’t approve, but wasn’t going to show it.

I leaned up, too. “My parents don’t like to admit that I was born funny. They’re the liars, not me.”

“Born with boy parts and girl parts?” He stared at me, trying to read my face. “You know that’s gross, right? If I believed you there’s no way—”

“Really?” I asked, shocked. “It would change how you think about me?”

I don’t know why I was surprised. I was brought up my whole life on the belief that telling people the truth leads to disaster. I’ve done it, too. Told the truth and watched everyone freak out.

“Are you kidding me?” Zach said, moving a little farther away from me. “Bad enough that you’re a liar without thinking about you being all messed up down there.” He shuddered.

“Fine,” I said. “Think what you want to think.”

“I think that you’re a mess. But not that kind of a mess. I like you. But I wish you wouldn’t lie to me. You don’t have to. You can tell me true things. You can tell me nothing at all. But I don’t like you lying.”

“You want me to tell you a true thing? Okay, and I never told anyone this before.” I truly hadn’t. I could feel myself holding my breath, getting ready to let it out. But Zach laughed.

“Never told anyone before? Tayshawn said that’s what you said when you told him about being a girl and a boy.”

“Tayshawn told you that?” I asked, leaning against  the wall, making myself smaller. Talking was making Zach not want to touch me. I wanted us to stop talking and start kissing.

“Tayshawn’s my boy. You told him you’d never told anyone before, but then you went and told Chantal and Brandon and I don’t know who else.”

“Well, they were giving me grief for pretending I was a boy. I wanted to shut them up.”

Zach didn’t say anything but I could tell that he didn’t believe me. Fair enough. It was a lie: I told them for the attention, for the pleasure of fooling them, for the look of shock on their faces.

Zach put his thumb to my mouth like he didn’t want to hear it. My lips felt warm and tingling.

“How long you been lying for?” he asked. “Tayshawn thinks you don’t know how to tell the truth. Why is that?”

“How come you and Tayshawn talk about me?” I asked. I didn’t want to answer his questions. “I thought we were a secret!”

“We’re guys, we don’t talk about nothing. Not like girls do. I never told him about you and me. We’re a secret. It was before, when everyone was talking about you.”

“Great.”

Zach laughed. “Well, you pass for a boy, you lie inside out—people talk.” He held my face in both hands and then kissed me, a short closed-mouth kiss. Not the  kind of kiss I was longing for. “How long you been lying?”

“All my life,” I said, because he wanted honesty.

That’s the truth. I don’t know if Zach believed me, but I hope you do. Because you’re the only one I’ve never lied to.

“What?” Zach asked, pulling his hands away. “When you were a baby in your crib sucking on your pacifier you were telling lies?”

“Okay, so maybe I haven’t been lying always. But from the time I started talking. I learned it from my parents. Well, my dad mostly. My mom’s lies are white ones. ‘You look fine.’ ‘Oh, is that what time it is?’ You know.”

“Regular lies.”

I agreed. “What about you? What kind of lies do you tell?”

“Regular ones. And as few as possible. I don’t like ’em.”

“Why not?”

He shrugged. “It’s not right.”

“What do you tell Sarah when you’re with me?”

“White lies. The kind that don’t harm anyone. But your lies are crazy. Why would you pretend you was a boy? That you were born messed up? Why do you lie all the time?”

“If you’ve got a big secret it’s best to paper it over with lots of little ones.”

“So what’s your big secret, huh?”

The moment had passed. I wasn’t going to tell him about the family illness. “I can’t tell you.”

“I’ll tickle it out of you,” he said, going for my armpits.

“No!” I yelled, trying to roll away, but I was against the wall. “You will not!”

I grabbed for his wrists. He twisted away. He was on top of me and then I was on top of him and we were going around and around and there was less tickling and yelling and mouths were close and hearts were beating faster and I forgot what he was asking. Lost it in the taste of his mouth. The feel of his tongue and lips against mine.

“Micah,” Zach breathed, “I don’t care what you are.”

I did.

Do.
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HISTORY OF ME

You’re wondering if we slept together, aren’t you?

I know you are. It’s what everyone wants to know. Did they?

Then there’s me telling you about us in bed together. With no mention of whether our clothes are on or off. And we’re doing what?

Talking.

You don’t believe that’s all we did, do you? Not with all that tickling and kissing and stuff. You want to know what else we did together. How far it went. First base? Second? Third? All the way home?

You know I’m on the pill so it’s not like I’d get pregnant. You know I’m old enough. It wouldn’t make me a slut, would it? He was my only one. But then there’s Sarah—Zach’s real girlfriend. She’s allowed to think that I’m a slut, isn’t she? I mean, it’s her boyfriend we’re talking about. If she’s allowed, then everyone else can think it, too. Sleeping with someone else’s boy is the definition of slut.

Except that, as it happens—and not that this is any of your business—we weren’t.

We didn’t.

It was kissing and holding and hugging. Lots of kissing. But we never took our clothes off. Never got past that very first base. He didn’t touch mine; my fingers got nowhere near his.

See?

I am a good girl after all.

I didn’t kill him either.
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AFTER

For the first time in my life I want to be up at the farm, out of school, and out of the city. I want to go running with Hilliard. Have him show me some new tricks.

I know that after a few days up there I’ll be longing to be back home, but right this instant it’s what I want.

School is too much.

But I make myself go anyway.

A day in bed was more than I could stand. Dad worrying over me was too much. Everything is too much.

In the hall, Tayshawn nods at me. I nod back. He’s always been nice to me. I don’t know why. I’ve heard that the police have been interviewing him at home, too.

No one else greets me. They stare. They talk about me, but not to me.

I eat my lunch in Yayeko Shoji’s room. She’s not one of the popular teachers. It’s not one of the popular rooms. I can sit in bio, eat, look at the diagrams and posters on the wall, think about evolution and fast-twitch muscles, entropy, death, and decay.

Zach.

All right, the biology room is not such a good idea. But what doesn’t remind me of Zach? Of what happened to him. What place in this school, this city, is safe for me now?

Nowhere.

There are seven more months of school left. I don’t think I’m going to make it.

But if I go upstate now I might not ever finish school.

Worse, if I go upstate now I’ll miss the funeral.
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AFTER

I haven’t been entirely honest. I mean, I have been about the facts. About Zach and the police. How awful it was at school, at home. My family history. My illness. How I showed Zach foxes. How everyone suspects me, if not of killing Zach, then of something.

I haven’t made myself out to be better than I am. Or worse.

But I haven’t been entirely honest about my insides. How it is in my head and my heart and my veins.

Let me come clean:

This is what it felt like when the principal strode into the room to tell us that Zach was dead:

Sharp and cold and wrong.

Like the world had ended.

I thought I knew what the principal was going to say. I thought I knew that Zach was dead. Zach had been missing since Saturday. If he’d been found alive he would  have texted me. The principal didn’t drop in on classrooms, not unless something was seriously wrong.

But I’d been hoping. I’d been praying that I was wrong, that Principal Paul was going to say something else. That Zach had been found and was coming back to school. He could have lost his cell phone. He could be in the hospital with a broken leg. Hurt but nothing serious.

I sat there staring at the principal, thinking about everything Zach had ever said to me. That he needed me. That he depended on me. That the smell of me could keep him going all day.

Or did I say that to him?

Him being dead confuses things.

I know he told me that what we had wasn’t love. It was something stronger. Me and him weren’t like him and Sarah, or him and anyone else. Or any two people together ever.

Zach said that.

Then he went away. He didn’t come back.

I thought he would. I was sure he would. Even now, I’m waiting for him.

I wore the mask to keep my face unmoving and unseen. To keep everything inside where it belonged.

When the words were leaving Principal Paul’s mouth—in that moment—I wanted to leap at him. Hold his mouth shut. Or tear out his throat.

Keep the words in.

Because maybe then Zach would be alive.

And I wouldn’t be so alone.
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BEFORE

One of the true things I told the police was that Dangerous Words was the last class I had with Zach before he disappeared that weekend—before he was murdered. It’s not nearly as good as bio but it’s the only other class I don’t actively hate. Partly because Lisa Aden is a blusher and partly because she’s pretty smart and sometimes it’s kind of interesting hearing about what gets banned, how the meanings of words have changed, censorship. All that stuff.

We need signed permission from our parents to take it. Because in Dangerous Words we’re allowed to use any dirty words we want. But none of us does. It doesn’t feel like we really can. It feels like a trick.

The only time we say dirty words in that room is when we’re reading out loud. Some of the assigned books have them. But it feels awkward and forced and we stumble over the same words that, outside the classroom, flow from our mouths easy as lies.

Most of our mouths. I’ve never heard Sarah swear.

No one said any of the words we were supposedly allowed to say. Not until the teacher, Lisa Aden, invited a guest the Friday before Zach was killed. A writer. A foreign writer, from England or something. I wasn’t paying attention when he was introduced or when he started talking. I didn’t listen to a thing until he picked up a piece of chalk and wrote all the worst words on the board. One by one. Then everyone was paying attention to the chalk in his hands and the words he made.

He wrote each word up on the board, then he said each as if it weren’t any different from saying “yes” or “no” or “pie” or “sky.” After each word he wrote a date. Really old dates. Every single word was hundreds of years old. From the 1300s or 1400s or 1500s. I tried to imagine people in the olden days saying them, but I couldn’t.

“These dates, of course,” he said, “refer to the earliest written records, but it’s very likely the words themselves are much older. Much. But they were not written down. This is often true of taboo words. Until very recently written language has tended to be more formal than spoken.”

He stopped and looked at us like we were supposed to say something. I noticed Lisa Aden had changed color. Even whiter than usual, except for her cheeks, where all the blood in her body seemed to have gathered.

“Of course, some of these words weren’t always taboo. And the way we use them now is not necessarily the same as how they were originally used. Words change. I’m sure your teacher has mentioned how the word ‘girl’ originally meant a child of either sex.”

She hadn’t.

“This is my favorite.” He tapped the worst word on the board and underlined it. The red in Lisa’s cheeks spread. “Here in America it’s probably the most shocking. But back home, where I come from, there’s little force behind it. In fact, it usually gets used as a synonym for ‘lad’ or ‘bloke.’ ”

“What’s a bloke?” Zach asked. His voice buzzed in my ears even though he was at the back of the room.

“A guy. A fella. A man.”

“So you wouldn’t say, ‘those guys over there’?” Zach asked. I didn’t turn to look at him. “You’d say, ‘those—’ ”

“Yes.” The writer nodded.

Lisa Aden was starting to sweat. I could smell it on her.

“What if they’re your friends?” Zach wanted to know. “Or you weren’t mad at them?”

“Wouldn’t matter,” the writer said, and I wondered what kind of books he wrote. Probably not travel guides. My dad never even said “shit,” let alone wrote it. “Angry has nothing to do with it. Friends, enemies, acquaintances. They’re all—”

“Um,” Lisa Aden said, then faltered.

“What about girls? Women?” Kayla wanted to know.

“Just men. If you say it of a woman it means the same thing it means here. So you don’t. Unless you’re really angry.”

Zach looked fascinated.

“So, um, that word doesn’t mean the same thing here that it does where you’re from?” Aaron Ling asked.

“That’s right.”

“Like the way English people don’t use ‘erasers’?” Aaron Ling asked. “Or say ‘lift’ instead of ‘elevator’ or ‘flat’ for ‘apartment’?”

The writer nodded.

“Can you tell us a little about how you came to write a book about taboo words?” Lisa Aden asked.

The writer laughed. “Well, you could say it was a lifelong interest.”

Half the class laughed, too.

“This is my first book about language. Before that I mostly wrote true crime, which grew out of covering the crime beat in Glasgow. The kind of people I write about, they’re not clergymen, you know? Not even close. Rough as guts, more like. I got interested in the words they used so often, and so, er, colorfully. Then I started looking stuff up and before I knew it I was writing a book about so-called bad language.”

“So what’s the worst swear word where you come from?” Zach asked.

“You know, that’s a hard question to answer. The more research I’ve done on this, the more it seems to be that it’s not the words so much as the force behind them. I think people get too caught up in whether a word is or isn’t offensive and lose sight of what’s actually being said. I mean, is it more offensive for someone to advocate the killing of Arabs or the killing of ‘fucking Arabs’? Either way, that’s racism, pure and simple.”

There was a moment of quiet.

“Do your books ever get banned?” Kayla wanted to know.

“Not that I know of. I don’t think books about language or true crime attract the book banners. Not sure why. Isn’t it mostly books for teenagers and children that get banned? Like that one about the two boy penguins who fall in love?”

The class laughed again. I wondered if that was a real book or if he was making it up.

“What do you think?” Lisa interjected, addressing the class. “What is it about writing for teenagers that leads to so much censorship?”

I knew the answer to that one but I didn’t raise my hand. It’s because grown-ups don’t remember what it was like when they were teenagers. Not really. They remember something out of a Disney movie and that’s where they want to keep us. They don’t like the idea of our hormones, or that we can smell sex on one another. That we walk down halls thick with a million different  pheromones. We see each other, catch a glance, the faintest edge of one, that sends a shiver through our bodies all the way to the parts of us our parents wish didn’t exist.

Like the glance me and Zach exchanged just then. I shifted in my seat. All nerve endings buzzing. Making me itch. Making me have to run. Run far and fast and wide. With Zach beside me, matching me stride for stride.

Not long after the class ended that’s what we did. Ran and ran and ran.

But after that night I never saw him again.
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FAMILY HISTORY

When Mom and Dad told me I was going to have a baby sister or brother I wasn’t upset. I wasn’t happy either. I didn’t really think about it much, to be honest. I had other problems: dealing with doctors, school.

I was seven years old and covered in hair. There were lots and lots of doctors. I was pulled in and out of different schools. Each one worse than the one before. When the medication wasn’t working I wore pants and long-sleeved shirts. (We’d tried waxing, electrolysis, laser. The  hair always came back within a day or two.) Sometimes I had to wear scarves and gloves as well. Even when it was ninety degrees. The other kids thought I was weirdo religious or covered in a dreaded skin disease. They weren’t far off. They didn’t want to go near me.

The growing bump in my mom’s stomach wasn’t much on my radar.

I was shocked when Jordan was born. Us racing to the hospital. Dad yelling at the taxi driver. Then hours and hours waiting with Mom’s friend Liz, who insisted that she hold my hand, before I was finally led in to see my dad tired and sweaty and beaming, and Mom, even tireder, holding a tiny blue bundle.

“Hallo, my darling,” Mom said. “You must meet with your brother.”

I looked up at Liz, who smiled at me. Dad nodded. “Check him out, Micah. Your brother, Jordan.”

“Do I have to?”

Mom laughed. A tiny laugh. She looked ready to sleep for a month.

Liz gave me a little push and I took a step closer to the bed.

I took another step and put my hands on the edge of it, standing on tiptoe to peer at the baby.

It was hate at first sight.

Jordan was grayish blue and uglier than sin. His hair pointed in all the wrong directions, but at least it was  only on his head. No family illness for this Wilkins child. His eyes were puffy little slits. “Why’s he that weird color?” I asked.

Dad reached down and took the bundle from Mom. “You want to hold him, Micah?”

I shook my head.

“You won’t drop him. See?” he said, demonstrating.

“It’s easy. You make sure you have one hand under his head and one under his body. Isn’t he tiny?” Dad passed the bundle into my arms. I got a whiff of something not right that made the hair on my arms stand on end. Not poop or anything like that. A wrongness. The blue baby didn’t smell right.

I held him, making sure my hands were where Dad said, though now I wish I’d dropped him. He opened his little beady eyes to look at me. I don’t like you, I could almost hear him thinking. I didn’t like him either. Right away he started screaming.

It’s been like that ever since.
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AFTER

The funeral goes on forever. I’m uncomfortable and irritable and not just because it’s so hot. Nothing anyone  says about Zach bears much resemblance to the Zach I knew.

Everyone is lying.

Everyone is creating an ideal Zach with their words.

A Zach in their own image.

It’s a Catholic church. I’ve never been in one before. Light comes in colored by the stained glass windows.

At first I stand at the back, not sure where to sit. I watch people filing in. Most of them people I’ve never seen before. Do they know who Zach is? Was?

There’s organ music. Heavy and somber like an old horror movie. It hurts my head. There’s incense, too, as heavy and dense as the music. It doesn’t do much for my head either.

His parents walk by. They’ve shrunk, fallen in on themselves. Grief makes gravity even stronger. His older brother’s face is blank. Looking at them makes my eyes sting. They sit at the front near the flowers and the coffin. I’ve been trying not to look at it, but there it is, dark wood with golden handles. The shape and size are wrong. It doesn’t seem long enough. Zach was tall.

Almost all the seniors walk past, teachers, too. The guys wear suits; the girls, black dresses. They don’t look like themselves. I’m in the same black-dress disguise. The ones who notice me look away, disgusted. Only Yayeko and Sarah say hi. I lose track of Yayeko. Sarah sits down in front with Zach’s family.

Detectives Stein and Rodriguez walk past me. For a moment I am afraid that they will arrest me. They don’t nod. I’m not sure they see me.

The church is approaching full. While there’s still somewhere to sit, I slide onto the edge of a pew two rows from the back. I don’t recognize any of the people near me. That’s a good thing. None of them will whisper and point. The dress I’m wearing itches.

I wonder why I’m here. Zach knew I liked him. It doesn’t matter what any of these other people think of me, or of me and him.

I wonder what Zach would think.

But Zach doesn’t. Not anymore. He’s going into the ground. Or into the flames. I’m not sure which.

I try to remember the last time we saw each other. Once again. I try to pull together every detail. What he looked like. What he wore. I don’t really remember. The details are blurring. It hasn’t been that long and already I’m forgetting things.

The preacher drones a welcome and starts talking about Zach as if he knew him. But I can tell from what he’s saying that he didn’t. It’s easy to block the preacher out. An older man stands up a few rows in front of me and moves up to the podium.

“Scoot over.”

I look up.

Tayshawn. Wearing a suit. I almost laugh even though  he looks good. I’ve never seen Tayshawn in jeans before, let alone jacket and tie. He’s always wearing a tracksuit or shorts and jersey so that he can transition into playing ball at a second’s notice. He’s not nearly as good as Zach but he loves the game way more.

There isn’t a lot of scooting space. I turn to my neighbor, a fat old white lady in a black cotton dress. I wonder how she knew Zach. She glares at me, but turns to her neighbor, and they make more wooden pew emerge. Tayshawn squeezes himself onto the last few inches, trying not to press into me, as I try not to touch my neighbor.

“I hate funerals,” he whispers to me.

I nod. Though it’s my first one. They can’t all be like this.

“Some of us are going to hang out after. Drink and stuff. At Will’s place. You wanna come?”

I don’t drink—one of the many things doctors have forbidden me—but I don’t tell him that.

“Not sure,” I whisper back. The woman beside me shifts her body in an I-disapprove-of-you-whispering-at-a-funeral way. I lower my voice. “I don’t think I’m welcome.” Not here. Not at Will’s place.

Tayshawn looks at me. I can see him thinking about lying, then deciding not to. “I guess not,” he says. He smiles at me. “So you know—I don’t believe any of that shit about you.”

“Thanks,” I say. I mean it.

“Hush,” the lady next to me hisses. “A young boy died.”

I almost tell her that he had a name and if she actually knew him she wouldn’t be calling him “a young boy.” I want to tell her that Zach was my—my what? What noun comes after “my”? Running partner? Friend? Best friend? No, that’s Tayshawn’s. Boyfriend belongs to Sarah.

“You wanna go?” Tayshawn asks. “I really hate these things.”

I look at him, at the cranky lady next to me, at the old guy leaning into the podium, talking about Zach’s unfulfilled potential, his brilliance on the court. Must be his coach, I guess.

“Sure,” I say.

Better to be anywhere than here.
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AFTER

Sarah is sitting on the church steps. She does not look all right but Tayshawn asks her if she is anyway.

“No,” she says, looking up at us. “But I’m not going to be sick if that’s what you mean. It was too much in there.”

She’s also wearing a black dress. It makes her look  older. Mine is my mom’s. I wonder if hers is too. Her eye makeup is smeared from crying.

Tayshawn shifts his weight from one leg to the other and back again. I clasp my hands and stretch my arms out behind my back.

“Where you two going?” Sarah asks.

“Dunno,” Tayshawn says. “Away. I don’t like funerals.”

“Who does?” Sarah asks. “I can’t go back in there.”

Tayshawn nods. I bite my lip, wonder what to say.

“Can I come with you guys?” she asks.

“Sure,” Tayshawn says. “We wasn’t going to do anything much.” He shrugs.

The plan was getting out of there. I haven’t thought beyond that. I think about the time Zach and me walked the whole length of the island. We started down at Battery Park and wound up here in Inwood. Well, not this here, this church, but farther up, on Broadway, at the bridge to the Bronx.

“Micah?” Sarah asks.

“Yeah?”

“You don’t mind if I come along?”

“No,” I say, realizing that I don’t. She knew Zach better than I ever did. Tayshawn has been best friends with Zach since the third grade. They are the two people who knew him best. They are who I want to be with. “Sure,” I say.

“We could walk,” Tayshawn says. “Down to the park.”

Sarah nods, standing up slowly. She has a tiny black sparkly purse looped over her shoulder. “You live around here, too, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” Tayshawn says. “This is the neighborhood. Me and Zach, we used to, you know. . . .”

For a moment the weight of Zach’s death is too much. I feel my throat and chest tighten.

“I could show you. I guess.”

Sarah blinks back more tears. “Please,” she says.
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FAMILY HISTORY

One time when Dad was blue he told me that his father wasn’t French after all.

Mom was with the brat at soccer and Dad was sitting at the kitchen table trying to work. When his writing didn’t go well, he got sad.

I’d gone into the kitchen to get some juice. I was thinking about going for a run. Dad looked up and I knew immediately he was going to unload.

“I went all the way to Marseille,” he told me, without any word of greeting. “I was trying to find him. I knocked on the door of every black family in the city, which is way more than you’d think.”

Okay, I thought. He’s talking about his dad. I wondered how he knew he’d knocked on all their doors.

“My mother lied to me,” he said. “Again.”

I leaned against the sink. “Maybe he moved?”

“Ha!” Dad looked at me like I was being crazy. “I found a letter. Upstate. It was in English, not French—American English. Addressed to ‘My darlin Hope.’ Your grandmother’s name is Hope,” he told me unnecessarily. “The letter was asking after their child—after me. It was all about how much my dad missed my mom. How much he wanted to hold the baby—to hold me!” Dad’s eyes are welling. “It was signed, ‘All Yers Always.’ There was no other name unless my dad’s name was Always or Yers Always. There’s no way a Frenchman wrote it.”

“Oh,” I said.

“I waved the letter in Mom’s face. You know what she did?”

He was looking at me. I shook my head.

“She told me not to be so melodramatic. She told me to act my age. I was twenty-two! I was acting my age.”

“Did Grandmother say why she lied to you?”

“She said, ‘You had a good time in France, didn’t you, Isaiah? Found yourself a good wife.’ She wouldn’t tell me who my father is. She said I didn’t need to know. That it’s better to keep the past muddy. That’s her all over, isn’t it? I don’t think my past could be muddier.

“I still haven’t gotten anything out of her. She’s back  to acting like my dad was French. So I do the same. Push the truth out of the way. Go on acting like the lie is true. Don’t tell your mom. She doesn’t know.”

He grinned, gave me a wide-open smile that made his eyes crinkle. Dad’s teeth were shiny white. “Just another family secret to add to the pile. This one’s between you and me. Like Hilliard.”

“Right,” I said. Dad opened up his laptop. I got myself a glass of orange juice. The end of our father-daughter bonding.

Is it any surprise that I turned out the way I did, with so many family lies?

I’m at least a third-generation liar. Though I bet it goes back earlier. If I could get Grandmother or Great-Aunt Dorothy to talk about it. I wouldn’t bother asking Hilliard. I don’t think I’ve ever heard him say a whole sentence.

I wonder if there is a lying gene. If so it runs strong in my family. Which makes me wonder about Dad’s story. Was there a letter? Is anything he said true? The only story I’ve ever had out of the Greats is the one about the French sailor. Maybe Dad lied to me about the letter? Maybe he lied about having gone to France?

No, that has to be true because my mother really is French. Marseille is where they met. Sometimes I think she’s the only part of the story that’s true. I stick to the French sailor story because I’ve heard it so many times  before. Because Dad only told me about the letter once. I have no idea which version is true. Maybe neither is.

“Keep the past muddy.” I believe my grandmother would say that. It was something the whole family lived by. Dad, too, whether he admitted it or not.

It leaves me feeling unanchored.

Telling you the truth is my attempt to anchor myself. It’s all I’ve got.
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BEFORE

The next time I saw the white boy was in Central Park.

Me and Zach were running. Lockstep. Not talking. Just breathing. My thoughts weren’t anywhere but in the feel of my feet hitting the ground, my elbows at my side, the breath in and out. Zach beside me: feet to ground in unison. Breath in and out at the same time.

The boy came from the other direction. Running toward us in jeans and a T-shirt and beat-up pair of boots. Not regular running-in-Central-Park clothes. And so skinny the clothes flopped around him, engulfed him, slowed him down, almost tripped him. He was still fast though. Even with his elbows askew and his heels hitting the ground.

Zach nudged me. But I’d already seen. Already recognized. The boy was looking at me, too. I didn’t have words for the expression. Intense. Almost like he hated me.

Then he was past us.

“Ha,” Zach said. “Freak.”

I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t help thinking that Zach thought the same of me. Or used to. I imagined him in school, watching me walk past, then turning to Tayshawn to spit out the word: freak.

I had more in common with that boy than I did with Zach, running with his high-knee lift and elbows tucked tight at ninety degrees. No one ever called Zach a freak.
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AFTER

This is how it feels now.




Blankness.

Numbness.

Nothing.




Without Zach I’m nothing. I’m not even half of anything, not even the in between I was before. Not girl, not boy, not black, not white.




It’s all gone.




I’m gone.
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AFTER

Tayshawn shows us the court where he and Zach first played ball together, the court where they first dunked, the spot in the park where they first got drunk together. He shares a whole series of firsts.

It feels as if Tayshawn’s telling us that Zach was his. That we could never know him the way he did.

I don’t care. I know he belongs to them more than he did to me. Sarah’s been with him—on and off—since freshman year, and Tayshawn and Zach go back to the third grade. I shouldn’t be here.

He takes us to a little cave deep in Inwood. Their firsts here were playing truth or dare with neighborhood girls and smoking pot.

It’s dank and musty. My nose wrinkles. There are lots of cigarette butts, empty beer bottles.

“Classy,” Sarah says.

Tayshawn laughs. “You’re probably the only one of his girls he never took here.”

Sarah stiffens. I don’t. I’m not even offended that Tayshawn clearly doesn’t think of me as one of Zach’s girls.

He sits down a little bit in from the cave’s mouth, where it’s still light enough that we can see each other but not so far forward that people walking by on the path below would know we’re there. Sarah crouches next to him, unwilling to get her dress dirty. She clutches her  purse. I sit cross-legged on Tayshawn’s other side, letting the skirt of Mom’s dress pool in my lap.

“I’m honored,” Sarah says. “Clearly he only brought his trashy girls here.”

“You should be.”

“He never showed me this place,” I say, though we’d run past it. Sarah looks at me quickly and then away and I regret saying it, asserting that I was one of his girls, too. I don’t know either of them. Not really. I’m only here because I miss Zach.

“You and him . . . ,” Tayshawn begins, staring at me.

Sarah nods. “How’d you two . . . ?”

Neither of them can say what they want to say. The frame of their question is broken.

“It just happened,” I say.

I’ve been asked this question so often but finally I want to answer.

“I guess. We were both in the park. Central Park, I mean. Not here. We said, you know, ‘Hey, how you doing?’ We’d seen each other in class. Never spoken though. So we got talking. Turned out we both loved running so we started running together.”

“You really ran together?” Sarah asks. “You’re not lying? I never saw you run.”

“I’m not lying. I like running. We ran together. It wasn’t the same as you and him, Sarah. Honest. He wasn’t my boyfriend.”

“What was he then?” she asks. “For you.”

Tayshawn holds up his hand. “None of our business, right?”

“I’m not sure,” I say. “I guess it is your business, isn’t it? You were his best friend. You were his girlfriend. The two people who knew him best.”

“I don’t think I knew him that well,” Sarah says. “I didn’t know about you.”

“Like I knew!” Tayshawn says. “But I thought something was up, you know? Been a few months. He wasn’t hanging around as much. I noticed. Asked him about it. But he was all, ‘What do you mean? Nothing going on.’ Made me think there was. Now I know.”

“I didn’t even suspect,” Sarah says. “I had not clue one.”

“We mostly ran.” I uncross my legs, pull the dress over my knees and hug them, resting my chin. I haven’t talked about this with anyone but the cops.

“But you didn’t only run,” Sarah says.

“Zach’s fast. How’d you keep up?”

“I’m fast, too,” I say, relieved at Tayshawn’s interruption. He looks skeptical. So does Sarah. “We ran in the park. Sometimes we’d run up there all the way from school.”

“What else d’you do?” Sarah asks. “I mean, me and Zach, we talked about stuff, hung out with friends, went to movies. Stuff like that.” Her eyes fill with water but  she doesn’t start crying. I know how she feels. This talk of Zach is making the rawness inside me swell.

“That all?” Tayshawn asks. “ ’Cause, you know, talking and going to the movies, that is not the main thing I do with my girl.” I wonder who his girl is. She’s not anyone at school.

“You want all the details? Pervert!” Sarah laughs. “Sure. We made out. He was my boyfriend. He tell you about that stuff?”

Tayshawn smiles but he’s not saying anything.

“He did, didn’t he? Shit. And everyone says girls are blabbermouths!”

“He never said a word about Micah.” Tayshawn is having fun. He winks at me.

“Great,” Sarah says. “He keeps her sex life private but not mine.”

I don’t say anything for the moment, but then I think, why not? We’re all being honest, aren’t we? “He was too ashamed. Why would he tell anyone about me? You saw what everyone said when they found out. First they didn’t believe it. Then they acted like they felt sick. ’Cause Zach and me? No way!”

“I believed it right away,” Sarah said. “I heard it and I knew.”

“Really?” I ask. “I thought you said I was too ugly for him. I’m like an ugly boy, you said.”

“Harsh,” Tayshawn says.

“I was mad,” Sarah says. “I’m still mad.” She’s not looking at me.

“It’s what everyone was thinking,” I say. “Is thinking.”

“Not me,” Tayshawn said. “I don’t think you’re ugly. I mean, you’re not beautiful or anything, but ugly? Nope.”

“Thanks,” I say, smiling. It feels strange on my face. The muscles almost don’t know what to do. Sarah and Tayshawn laugh. “It’s not me not being pretty. I know that. It’s what a freak I am. I mean, look at me, look at you. You wear makeup and walk and talk right. Anything I say, people stare. You got your hair all pretty and relaxed and long. I’m cropped short.”

“I wish I could do that,” Sarah says. But I know she’s lying. She’s proud of her hair. “You got any idea how long this takes?”

I do. I can’t imagine spending that many hours every morning combing my hair out. But I like the way it looks on her just as much as she does. Loose curls that tumble to halfway down her back.

“What do you think happened to him?” Tayshawn asks.

I don’t know what to say. I’ve thought about it. I’ve wondered. But I know so little.
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FAMILY HISTORY

I remember my first visit to the Greats. I was very small. Too small for coherent sentences, but already walking around.

My father hadn’t been speaking to them since his first baby—me—was born. He wasn’t answering their calls and returned letters unopened. That was until my mother wore down his resistance and made him take me up to see them for the first time. She didn’t join us.

I remember being in the front seat, even though I should have been in back in the car seat. I remember wriggling out of the straps that held me to the seat, so I could crawl in front and see over the dashboard and out the windows to the trees bending in over the car as it went up the bumpy road. I remember green leaves as far as I could see, the sunshine blurring blades and veins and stems together, so that all those branches and leaves swaying in the wind became a green, almost golden, glow.

It must have been summer.

I remember laughing at the sparkling gold green light and my dad shushing me and cajoling me to sit down again but I wouldn’t: I wanted to see.

Then we were almost at the house.

Dad stopped the car. We got out and Dad pulled me up onto his hip so I could see as good as he could from  almost as high. We pushed through trees until we were at the house that was right in the center of them. Trees leaned in so close they were almost pushing in through the windows. The only clear space was the veranda that wrapped around the house.

Five adults were sitting in rocking chairs. There were children in their laps and at their feet. A few as little or littler than me, but mostly bigger. They were tugging and nipping at one another.

The adults stood up when they saw us, but they probably heard us before then. All the Wilkins have good ears. Even Dad.

I don’t remember which adults it was, probably Grandmother and Great-Aunt and Hilliard, maybe two of Dad’s cousins. Mine were the children on the floor. They were who I was looking at. They weren’t like the children from day care.

One of them hissed at me.

Like a monkey on a nature show. I pressed in closer to my dad, rested my head against his shoulder.

“It’s okay, sweetie,” Dad said. “They’re your kin.”

I’d never heard him use that word before. Even little as I was I didn’t trust it. Kin. It sounded dangerous.
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BEFORE

“Do you love me?” Zach asked, panting between each word. We were going up Heartbreak Hill. Zach always liked to talk during the hardest part of the run.

“That’s not a question boys ask.” I was not panting nearly so hard as Zach.

“How do you know? I’m your first.”

“Just do.”

Zach’s expression said he didn’t believe me.

“Do you love me?” I asked.

Zach slowed way down. “That’s definitely a question girls ask.” The sweat dripped into his eyes.

“I know. So, do you?”

“I never answer.”

“Never?” How was that fair?

“Nope,” he said, slowing even more. “This hill gets bigger every time we climb it, don’t you think?”

I didn’t, but I grunted in a way that could be a yes or a no. “So what do you say when they ask you?” I wondered how many theys we were talking about.

“I say . . . Can we stop for a second? Need breath for this.” He staggered to a stop, bent down, and put his hands on his knees, took long gasping breaths.

I halted beside him, standing on my toes to stretch a little, before letting my heels touch the ground for the first time in many miles. My calves clenched and then unclenched, thanking me for the consideration.

“Thanks. Damn, girl. I wish you’d sweat more.”

“I’m sweating.” Though not nearly as much as him. “I can’t help it if you’re not as fit as me.”

“Well, I’m not whatever it is you are. So, you know, I pant and sweat.”

“And bitch and moan.”

He grinned. “ ’Cause I’m regular people.”

I punched him.

“Shit, girl.” He rubbed his arm.

“You’re so regular,” I said, “you’ll probably get a ball scholarship to college. I heard there are scouts watching every time you play. Then there’s you not even going to a high school with a real team.”

Zach shrugged. “I’d rather get a scholarship for my brains. But we’ll see. Imagine if they saw you run! Wouldn’t be a college in the country that wasn’t throwing money your way.”

“Shut up. Tell me what you tell all your girls.”

“Well, you know, that. I said it to you, didn’t I? How sweet you are.” He touched my cheek with his fingers. I rolled my eyes. I wondered if he said it to Sarah, too. “How about that,” he said. “You do sweat!”

“Everyone sweats. But you haven’t answered my question. When they ask you if you love them,” I said, “how do you answer?”

“I say”—he leaned into my ear and started whispering—“ ‘you’re so sweet. Just the way you look and taste. Well . . .’ And then, like I can’t control myself, I kiss them—”

He leaned in, I leaned away.

“Don’t be that way.”

“What’s with the ‘them,’ anyway?” I asked, moving still farther away. “I thought you were only dating Sarah.”

He laughed. “There’ve been others.”

“I’m sure.” I was. Girls often looked at Zach. I didn’t think he was that good-looking. His skin was clear and his eyes bright, but his nose was kind of big and some of his teeth crooked. He wasn’t straight-up handsome like Tayshawn.

“We’re both sure then,” he said, kissing me.

I pulled away. “Why’d you ask me? If you never say it yourself.”

“Keeps things uneven. Get the girl to say it, but never say it to her.”

“That’s nasty.” It was but he didn’t say it in a nasty way. “What happens if you fall in love?” I didn’t think I was in love with Zach, but I was happier when I was with him than when I was with anyone else. But best of all was being alone. Do you want to be alone when you’re in love?

“Then I’ll say it. But not till then.”

I wondered why it didn’t hurt me that Zach was telling me he didn’t love me.

“Okay, that’s fair,” I told him. “I’ll do the same.”

“So that’s a no, then?” Zach asked, grinning so wide his face was about to split.

“A big fat no,” I said, taking off up the hill at a pace I knew he couldn’t match.
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AFTER

“The cops asked me how he seemed. You know, last time I saw him,” Tayshawn says. We’re still in the cave, sitting, with the echo of Zach’s funeral in our heads. I have no desire to be back there.

Sarah nods. “Me too. They came to my house. Dad was freaking out. He doesn’t like cops. Doesn’t trust them.”

“Mine too,” I say. “Dad says they’re looking to bust a black man at the first opportunity. Specially when he’s got an education.”

“Your dad and mine should meet,” Sarah says. “Seeing as how they say exactly the same things.”

“Not mine,” Tayshawn says, and I remember that Tayshawn’s grandfather was a cop. I think an uncle is, too. He has firemen in the family as well. I don’t remember ever seeing a black fireman. His mom, though, is an  accountant and his dad’s in business. Not a very successful business. They’re as broke as my parents. But I guess they still count as a cop family.

“These cops were a lot meaner than any of your family, I bet,” Sarah says. “The younger one—”

“Stein?” I ask.

Sarah nods. “He kept trying to make me and Zach going out sound nasty. He wanted to know if I was jealous of you, Micah. Didn’t believe me when I said I didn’t even know about you.” Her voice changes tone, drops. “Not until after.”

“Yeah,” Tayshawn says. “They wanted to know if me and Zach ever fought. I mean, what if we had? Everyone fights. Doesn’t mean you’re going to go kill someone. Just ’cause you’re mad at them. I don’t think they have any idea what happened. Whatever it was, it was . . .” Tayshawn pauses, trying to find the right word.

Sarah and me both lean toward him.

“I heard it was done with a knife,” Tayshawn says. “That his face was so cut up they didn’t know who it was.”

Sarah covers her mouth.

“If that’s true, how did they find out it was Zach?” I ask.

“The DNA test we did in class,” Tayshawn says. “It wasn’t so useless after all.”

I think of that class. When everyone was looking at a  piece of paper to tell them how black or white they were. I think of how Zach hadn’t said a word. I shiver, imagining that somehow Zach knew his test results would be used to identify him one day. Mine were still sitting in my drawer.

“What else do you know?” Sarah asks.

Tayshawn shrugs. “They’re working on it. He doesn’t tell us a lot, my uncle, I mean. He’s not homicide. But he hears stuff. He met Zach a few times. Knows he’s my best boy. He tells me what he can.”

“Such as?” Sarah says louder. “I’m sorry. It’s because I don’t know anything. His parents won’t talk to me. His mom just cries and his dad says he doesn’t know. I offer to help but they say there’s nothing I can do. I know he’s their son. I can’t imagine . . . But, I mean, I can.” She’s crying now. Mascara-tinted tears run down her face. “I lost him, too. I thought we were going to be together forever.” She sniffs, wipes at her face, smearing makeup. “I know. I’m seventeen. I know most people don’t stay with their first boyfriend forever, especially if he’s cheating on them. But, I really thought that. I still think that. I didn’t know he was cheating on me. I didn’t know there were all these other girls.”

“Not girls,” Tayshawn says. “Just Micah.”

“How do you know?” she demands. “You didn’t know about Micah! There could’ve been tons of other girls.”

“Well, let’s figure it out then,” Tayshawn says. “How often did you see him, Sarah?”

Sarah gulps. “Pretty much every Saturday and Sunday night. Most Fridays, too. After school when he didn’t have practice.”

“And at school?” Tayshawn asks.

Sarah nods.

“What about you, Micah?”

“On the days we skipped. Sometimes after school, but not often.”

“So how many times a week then, Micah?”

“Two or three times. Sometimes only once.”

“And, me,” Tayshawn says. “I saw him at practice and most Saturday or Friday nights if there was a party. How many days you think that leaves?”

He was staring at Sarah. She was still crying, but slower, not sobbing.

“I think we got him covered,” Tayshawn says. “No way could he’ve had another girl.”

I know he didn’t have another girl. I would have smelled her on him, but I only ever smelled Sarah. I don’t tell them that. I’m smelling them both strongly right now. The cave is getting warmer, more closed in.

“Makes sense, right?” Tayshawn asks Sarah. He touches her cheek briefly.

She nods. “It still doesn’t feel good, though. I’m sorry, Micah, but, well, how could you?”

She’s staring at me. Angry like she might hit me. I know I’m stronger than her but I wouldn’t stop her. She’d be right to hit me.

“Why, Micah?”

I don’t know how to answer. I can’t tell her that I didn’t really think about her. Because I did, but not like that. I shrug. Sarah’s face gets tighter. “It just happened,” I tell her. “I wasn’t thinking. I don’t think Zach was either. If it wasn’t for the running it wouldn’t have happened more than once. Honest, Sarah. He didn’t think about me the way he thought about you. He thought I was a freak.”

“Well,” Tayshawn says, “you kind of are. You don’t hardly talk at school and when you do it’s a whole bunch of bullshit. I know your daddy isn’t any kind of arms dealer.”

“He isn’t?” Sarah asks, letting go of her purse to wipe her face some more.

Tayshawn laughs. “Doesn’t even sell switchblades. He’s a magazine writer.”

“How’d you know that?” I ask.

“I got my ways.”

“You saw one of his articles?” Sarah asks.

“My mom subscribes to a million travel magazines,” Tayshawn says. He grins.

“Don’t you think being a travel writer would be the perfect cover for an arms dealer?” I ask.

Tayshawn laughs even harder.

“Why do you lie so much, Micah?” Sarah asks. She’s still staring at me. I remember when she was afraid to. I’m not sure I like her lack of fear.

“I always have. I don’t know. It’s a habit.” I’m not about to tell them about the family illness.

“A stupid habit,” Tayshawn says.

It’s gotten a little darker outside. I wonder what time it is. It doesn’t feel that late. Might be dark clouds.

Sarah is still staring at me. Tayshawn, too. The air has gotten even warmer. The air smells like musk.

I hug my knees tighter. If Zach hadn’t been killed we wouldn’t be here. Sarah never would’ve talked to me so much. Tayshawn neither. Though we’d shot some hoops a few times. Almost four years I’d known them. Without knowing them at all.

“I miss him,” I say. Even though I know Sarah might slap me for saying it. Who was I to miss her boyfriend?

Instead, she leans toward me. I think there’s something on my face and she’s going to wipe it off. She doesn’t. She kisses me. The shock of her lips against mine travels from the nerve endings in my scalp to my feet. Her mouth is opening. I feel her tongue lightly press into mine. She tastes clean and faintly pepperminty. Her mouth is warm and her lips smooth. I feel hot and then cold. I’m kissing her in return.

Tayshawn stares.

Then, when Sarah pulls away, he leans forward and presses his lips against mine, which are still damp from Sarah’s. His mouth is a little cooler. He presses harder, but his lips are as smooth. He puts his hand to my cheek, both hands, opens his mouth wider, kisses me harder.

I’m shaking. So’s he. I have no idea what’s happening but I wonder if Zach can feel it.

When Tayshawn lets go I fall back blinking and watch as Sarah and Tayshawn kiss. My heart is racing. I’m not sure what I think except that I want them to kiss me again.

I know that none of us killed Zach. We don’t have it in us.



PART TWO

Telling the True Truth
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