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PART I










One


I learned of Samuel’s death two days before Christmas while standing in the doorway of my mother’s new home. She lived fifteen minutes away from the airport in a Virginia suburb twenty miles south of Washington, DC, that had become popular with retired middle-class immigrants like her. We hadn’t seen each other in almost five years, and the cab ride from the airport was the last chance I had to indulge the fantasy that at any moment, Samuel might call to say he was running late but had every intention of meeting me at the airport. The trip was supposed to have been both family vacation and reunion, a chance for my wife, Hannah, and me to introduce our two-year-old son to his not-quite American grandmother and almost-grandfather. Instead, as the cab pulled up to my mother’s new home, Hannah and my son were more than three thousand miles away in Paris and Samuel had been dead for several hours.


 


My mother told me the news of Samuel’s death as soon as I dropped my suitcase at the bottom of the half-spiral staircase that led to the four bedrooms and two bathrooms she was so proud of. I had felt lightheaded walking up the driveway, having barely slept the night before, and might have collapsed from exhaustion as soon as I reached the banister had my mother not taken me in her arms and whispered, even though we were alone, “Yenegeta. I know you’re tired, but something terrible has happened to Samuel.”


Even though I’d known for years that Samuel was my father, neither he nor my mother had ever expected me to treat him as such. For most of my life he was my mother’s close childhood friend who, when I was six, had shown up at our apartment in Chicago in search of a place to live. He had only one suitcase and was wearing a brown leather jacket that was too thin for a Chicago winter. When my mother opened the door and found him on the other side, she seemed more resigned than alarmed to find him there, as if she had always known it was only a matter of time before he showed up at our door unannounced and with nowhere to go.


“We did everything together when we were younger,” my mother told me when I first met him. “My father worked all the time. My mother was very quiet and liked to be by herself. On most days there was nobody at our home but us and the servants. I would have been completely alone if Samuel wasn’t there.”


According to my mother, that made Samuel something like an uncle to me, although I never called him that either—only Samuel, or sometimes Sammy. She never shared how and why she and Samuel had left Ethiopia, nor did she ever say why, years later, he followed her to Chicago and then the suburbs of Washington, DC. Not long after he arrived, though, it seemed as if Samuel had always been an integral part of our lives. In Chicago Samuel slept on our living room couch and, except for one long absence, was there most mornings when I went to school and was often the first person I saw when I came home, something he often reminded me of when he thought I wasn’t listening to him.


“I’m not some stranger,” he would tell me. “I hope you understand that. I know you better than anyone, maybe even your mother.”


Two years later, when my mother and I moved to the DC suburbs, Samuel found a one-bedroom apartment in the same building as us; he shared it with as many as six other men who, like him, drove cabs in the evenings and worked in parking garages in the mornings and afternoons. At my mother’s insistence, Samuel still came to our apartment on the weekends to sleep, one of the many things she worried he wouldn’t do if left on his own. Whatever friendship they’d had in Ethiopia had evolved into something far more guarded and yet protective. They barely seemed to speak directly to each other but every night my mother made sure there was a blanket and pillow at the foot of the couch. It wasn’t until Samuel met and then married Elsa that my mother began to relinquish her obligation to tend to him. I was eleven at the time. On the day Samuel and Elsa moved into a new apartment, Samuel gave me my own key. Elsa put her hands on my shoulders and insisted I come and go as I please.


“You don’t have to call, Mamushia. You act just like it’s your own house. You understand me. You’re like a son to us.”


Among family and friends, I had always been known simply by my nickname, Mamush. It was what my mother called me; it was what my grandmother had uttered over the phone on the few occasions we spoke before she died. When Elsa or Samuel said it, however, they always added an extra syllable of affection at the end—so that Ma-mu-sh became Mamushi-ia. Or Mamush-eeaa. During the first year of their marriage, the three of us practiced what it would be like to be an all-American family without ever mentioning the reasons why we would never be. On the nights my mother worked late, Elsa picked me up from school and fed me in their home.


“What do you like to eat, Mamushia? Hot dogs? You want me to make you?”


I spent the summer months after their wedding reading novels at an empty table in the back of the restaurant where Elsa worked. If my mother had any doubts about the amount of time I spent with Samuel and Elsa, she kept them to herself with one exception. “I don’t want you going there unless Elsa is at home,” she said. “If she isn’t, you come back right away. Do you understand?”


Even though we all lived in the same Maryland suburb, it still took two buses and at least thirty minutes to get to Samuel and Elsa’s—a circuitous route through a poorly planned maze of apartment complexes strangely isolated from one another, as if someone had drawn circles on a map and said these people will live here, and these here, and never shall they meet. Once I arrived at Samuel and Elsa’s apartment, I was free to stay as long as I wanted so long as there were no deviations along the way.


“You get on and then off the bus. You don’t talk to anyone you don’t know unless they’re Ethiopian.”


That was my mother’s second rule and the only one that I followed. The other—to never spend time with Samuel alone in their apartment—was broken the same day I agreed to it. My mother knew that, just as she knew there was little she could have said to stop me. I was attached to Samuel, who, in my mind, had magically arrived one day and, as a result, seemed just as likely to suddenly disappear. I had studied him carefully when he slept on our couch and suspected, even after I was old enough to know better, that he was secretly capable of walking through walls and appearing on the other side.


For the first two years of Samuel and Elsa’s marriage, Samuel was a model husband and potential father. He slipped money into my hands whenever my mother told him not to and was quick to praise me in front of anyone who might have wondered what my mother was doing in America with a child and no husband to claim him. While working, he texted Elsa multiple times a day to tell her two things: where he was and that he loved her.


“I’m on Sixteenth Street. I’m going to stop at the store by the church to get injera and then thank God for bringing you to me.”


“Do you know who I think about when there’s traffic?”


He continued sending those messages to Elsa even after it became clear that he wasn’t sitting in traffic or on his way to any grocery store or church. By the time I was in high school, I had grown accustomed to seeing him nod off at the kitchen table and knew better than to knock on his bedroom door when it was closed. On the afternoons Samuel stayed in bed, or on the evenings he came home hours later than expected, Elsa pointed to Samuel’s anxiety about money, bills, family in Ethiopia, fighting in the north of the country, unpaid taxes, interest rates on his credit card, debts that he was unlikely ever to pay off as an excuse for his behavior.


“Try and understand, Mamush, how much stress he’s under,” she said, to which I always replied, “I do.”


It wasn’t until Samuel came home one evening high on something that made him angry and paranoid and said I had no reason for spending so much time in his home that Elsa and I stopped pretending that was true. By that point I was only a couple of months away from moving to New York to start college. It was from that detached position that I watched Samuel pace around his living room, muttering about the various threats people like me posed to him, knowing that when I left that evening, it would be easy for me never to return.


The next day Elsa called to apologize and to tell me how important it was that I stay in touch after I left. It was the first and only time she referred to what was happening to Samuel as a “sickness,” one that came and went at different times of the year like a cold that had to be endured until it was over.


“Samuel’s going to miss you,” she said. “It’s very good for him to see you. You understand he isn’t himself these days. He’s sick. He’s in pain all the time. His back. His hands.”


She listed the pills he had been taking for pain and sleep, while ignoring the bottles of scotch under the couch and whatever it was he kept hidden in the glove compartment of his taxi. At the end she added, “You know, Mamush, he’s like a father to you,” hoping it might move me to see him before I left.


 


There were dozens of reasons why Hannah had been reluctant to make the trip to Virginia. Rather than acknowledge the diminishing odds of our marriage surviving a weeklong separation, Hannah and I had debated whether it was safe for our son to sit in an air-pressurized cabin for so many hours, whether he would be able to bear the hour-long drive to the airport in Paris, and the long lines to pass through security. In the end Hannah won by noting that because there was so much we didn’t know about our son’s condition and what was at that point an unknown virus spreading in a still-distant corner of the world, the one certainty we had was that it was far too easy for something terrible to happen to him. “It could be very small,” she said, “and for him it could be terrible.”


I didn’t point out that if something terrible were to happen, it was just as likely to be in Paris, and in particular our immigrant-heavy quarter in the north of the city, which the police and gendarmes had cordoned off with increasing frequency. When it came to our son, Hannah’s defensive instincts were well-placed and all the more necessary because it was hard from the outside to see their origin. Up close, our son looked like any other beautiful child. Over the course of the past year Hannah and I had developed a habit of staring at him. He would discreetly turn his head to meet our gaze; or if sitting up, he would eventually grow tired and begin to slowly tilt until his body was flat against the ground. An hour could slip past during which there was hardly any movement or sound in our apartment, and I imagine from the outside it would have looked as if we were living in some state of suspended animation. We had to force ourselves to remember that for the first nine months of his life, he seemed primed to run, early to stand, and quick to crawl. When he began to sit up on his own, we joked that one day, when we weren’t looking, we’d find him perched on top of a windowsill, ready to take flight. According to Hannah he was more bird than mammal. “Un oiseau,” she said. “Très fin. Très délicat,” which I insisted was proof that he was more cat than bird—predator not prey. “When he sleeps,” I said, “he sounds like a cat purring.”


For his first birthday I held him on my shoulders, while Hannah pointed out the window onto the open square and boulevard just below and said, “You see that. All that is a part of your domain.”


It was impossible to know when exactly that stopped, but in the months after his first birthday it was obvious that he was moving less and less, as if the energy required to stand was no longer worth it. We had been told by three different doctors to prepare for his condition to worsen. They had yet to name it, but it was obvious to them that something inside him was slowing down. His legs had been first, and then his arms and upper body. A month after his second birthday, his fourth pediatrician told us there was no way of knowing what might come next. “It could continue like this, or it could end tomorrow.”


“Isn’t that true of everything?” Hannah pointed out.


The day before that doctor’s visit, the police sealed off the metro station closest to our apartment. A device had been left somewhere in the station but had failed to detonate or perhaps was never intended to. No lives were lost but just as much terror followed. On the news the possible death toll increased hourly, and every day that the station remained closed meant another block in our neighborhood was cordoned off in what the government said were preventive measures to discourage any further attacks. There were speeches and debates on both sides of the Atlantic in which the attack that never happened became proof of a larger event still being scaled. The only things that could be done, it was said, was to lash out in rage or hold our breath until it was impossible to do so.


 


Before Hannah committed to remaining behind, she called the airline a half dozen times to ask, politely, if we could change our flight without any extra costs. In the days before our scheduled departure, she told operators in France and in America that we would fly during the darkest, coldest days of February if only we didn’t have to leave on that particular December morning. When her requests for a free-of-charge alternate date failed, I suggested that she find a story tragic enough to spur the sympathy of the airline agents in a way a simple request never could. She would later joke that I was the one who suggested our son play the starring role in the story. According to her, I instinctively “sought the easiest solution to any problem,” and in this case, an injured child was the most immediate path to sympathy.


“You can’t help it,” she said. “You’re impatient. You run straight to the obvious.”


Whatever I might have suggested, I insisted that the story of a two-year-old child with a broken arm was her invention entirely.


“I would have never created a story with so much potential liability,” I pointed out. “How did he break his arm? Who was watching him? Where were you and what was his mother doing?”


Hannah decided on a slightly tense, borderline-hostile tone to sell the story to the airline because, according to her, “They need to be scared, not sad.” As far as I knew, she had never acted in anything, but she believed in having convictions, and so for the duration of that conversation, she became, even to me, the mother of a two-year-old son who had fallen and fractured his arm. She described to the operator how the trauma kept him howling through the night. She avoided the disingenuous sigh most liars would have called upon and described instead how difficult the cast made him. “Not just difficult,” she said, “but at times impossible.” Hannah concluded by claiming that above all, she was thinking of the other passengers—tourists, expatriates like her husband, already tired and burdened with the long journey back to America carrying Christmas gifts that couldn’t be wrapped.


“What if there’s something in his cast that makes the metal detector go off?” she asked. “Can you imagine how difficult that would be?”


It was as close to pleading as I had ever heard her come, and when she sensed that wasn’t enough, she went on to describe how a two-year-old in a cast wasn’t that different from a monkey with a club—both were dangerous and neither, as a result, should be allowed on a plane. “He can’t help it,” she said. “He swings his arm and someone gets hurt.”


Her sorrow over her imaginary, injured monkey-child became real at that moment, and I’m sure had I not been in the room, a trickle of all the dammed-up grief she’d privately stored would have found some measure of relief.


There was a brief silence, during which we both imagined that she might have won her argument for an alternate flight. Had the silence lasted five seconds longer, I might have seen something approaching a smile on her face, something I hadn’t seen in so long that later that evening, I would imagine calling back the airline and requesting the same operator from that morning so I could tell him what a terrible person he was for not having shut the fuck up just a little longer. What would it have cost you to say nothing, I wanted to ask him.


Hannah dropped her phone into her purse. The way she let it slip from her fingers made it seem contaminated.


“What was their response?” she repeated. “He said the airline doesn’t allow animals in the main cabin.”


We both knew the dangers that came with dwelling on any defeat. Hannah and I had only recently come to the table of adult-sized problems laid out specifically for us. In doing so, we had learned to stop asking ourselves if we were living the lives we had imagined, if we were happy with who we had become, whom we had married. Our jobs grew dull, our rent went up, but it was only after our son was born that we understood the possible scale of things to worry about lying in wait. Six weeks earlier, our son had lifted himself off the ground and walked across our living room to pick up a book left on the floor. The next morning, I said I wanted us to go to America for Christmas. Since then, neither Hannah nor I had seen him attempt to even stand.


 


The day before my flight, I lifted my son to my chest so we could enjoy the oddity of having spring weather in December. His body felt substantial suspended in my arms, but that wasn’t enough now. We turned right at the first intersection and walked until we were a block away from the metro station. A few months after he was born, I spent seven days in Calais in the north of France reporting on what was supposed to be the last large migrant camp in Europe. It was the first story I’d been commissioned to write in two years and Hannah insisted on saying goodbye at the train station with our son.


“I want him to get used to traveling,” she said. “He’s going to spend so much of his life on planes and trains.”


We walked to the station with our son asleep in his stroller. There had been an immigration raid in our neighborhood earlier that morning. It was the second since we’d moved into that apartment, whose two bedrooms we would have never been able to afford had they been almost anywhere else in the city. The first raid had been a near-riotous affair, with armored cars and policemen swatting through the neighborhood. The second was far more subdued. Three policemen had emptied the market just outside the metro station in less than fifteen minutes. There were scattered boxes of men’s socks and children’s sandals, a few overturned crates of fruit that had been destroyed.


“If I were you,” Hannah said, “I would write about this. Not the police coming, but this.”


She stretched out her arms to make clear there was something unnatural about the emptiness around us. Later that afternoon, she would put our sleeping son in a stroller next to our bedroom window so that she could take pictures of the square in the hours after the raid.


“He slept for hours,” she wrote me, “like he wanted to give me a gift.”


She added a note with the last picture: “I want someone to look at this picture and know something is missing, even if they don’t know what it is.”


 


[image: A photo of a street in Paris, with tall apartment buildings and trees.]


 


When we reached the station, I shifted slightly in the direction of the soldiers so my son could see them. They had become a constant presence in our neighborhood and would most likely continue to be in the years ahead. I whispered into his ear, “You see that. That’s why we need you to be able to run.”


 


Early the next morning, I said goodbye to my wife and son. I kissed Hannah on the forehead, pretended to take a bite out of the band of fat roped around my son’s wrist, and promised to call as soon as I reached my mother’s home in Virginia. Roughly twenty-four hours later, Samuel quietly unlocked the front door of the two-bedroom, two-story town house in Virginia he and Elsa had lived in for the past five years. While Elsa slept, he climbed upstairs to the bedroom, slipped a car key into a dresser drawer, and then quietly disappeared into the garage.


“Elsa didn’t know he’d come home,” my mother told me after she had led me to one of the large white couches in her living room that she said had cost her a fortune but were worth every cent. “She didn’t know he was there until she found him in the morning.”










Two


I called Hannah from the airport in Paris even though barely an hour had passed since we had said goodbye. I had made it through security and, according to the signs, was five minutes away from Gate 47. Hannah would later tell me that as soon as she saw my phone call, a part of her suspected that I might not ever make it to Virginia.


“I hoped you might turn around and come home,” she said, “but I knew that was even more unlikely.”


Early in our marriage, before our son was born, when it was still possible to argue that there were no real victims of our mistakes, only minor injuries that would heal or could be forgotten, I’d missed a flight to Rome, where Hannah was waiting for me. She’d left two days earlier to take pictures of apartment buildings on the verge of collapse for an architecture magazine based in Berlin.


“They want semi-ruin,” she said, “not old ruins, or partials ruins. Semi-ruins. Buildings that haven’t collapsed but probably will soon.”


My only task was to join her on the third day at the end of her shoot for what we knew would most likely be our last trip alone. She’d sent me her favorite pictures at the end of each day, none of which had anything to do with damaged buildings. Instead of semi-ruin there were multiple portraits of laundry hanging from balconies and windowsills, pants that appeared to be smiling as they hung next to a blouse the same shade of yellow as the wall behind them.


 


[image:  A photo of an apartment building in Rome, with laundry hanging from balconies.]


 


On her second day in Rome, I asked Hannah to send me photos of fountains—specifically ones in parks or squares that you had to cup your hands underneath in order to drink out of. She sent me half a dozen, which I studied while sitting in an empty bar in a quiet corner of the 11th popular with the kind of addict who needed a discreet place to drink in before work. Before meeting Hannah I’d spent many afternoons and evenings there with a notebook perched next to me that I would occasionally scrawl in when I remembered I had supposedly come to Paris to write. From my usual table in the back, I decided over the course of several hours that of all the photos Hannah had sent from Rome, my favorites were the ones in which the fountains were barely even visible and hovered on the edge of the frame, as if to put them just out of reach of the person searching for them.


By the time I made it back to our apartment early the next morning, my flight to Rome was ready to begin boarding. I tried to send a message to Hannah telling her I was too sick to fly but struggled to open my phone and fell asleep with it in my hand. When we spoke later that afternoon, Hannah was at the hotel overlooking the Tiber that she had reserved for us. “I knew this about you when I met you,” she said. “That’s why I wanted you to meet me here. You look for ruin. And if you can’t find it, you make it.”


Not long after we’d begun living together, I showed Hannah the opening pages of the novel that I had supposedly been writing in my spare time. It consisted of four pages, describing in minute detail the diminishing odds the narrator would make it to lunch sober. After she finished reading, she closed the laptop and handed it back to me. She was sitting at her desk in what doubled as our living room and office, trying to edit a portrait she had recently taken.


“Is it like that for you?” she asked me.


We were just beginning to understand that we communicated best through oblique angles—through images, similes, metaphors, when something was like us, but not us.


I pretended to continue working. I exchanged periods for semicolons, added commas where none were necessary.


“For a time yes, but not always,” I told her. “Until I met you, I never woke up before noon.”


“And now?”


“And now, look at me. I wake up happier than ever.”


 


There had always been soldiers on patrol outside the airport, but this was the first time I had seen them guarding each gate. I had to get as far away from them as possible before calling Hannah; I wanted to hold my phone above my head and slowly pan over the terminal so my son could see the airplanes on the tarmac and the holiday lights that seemed to drip like snow from the ceiling. I wanted him to see the long lines of holiday travelers spilling out of the stores and I wanted Hannah, who loved airports, to regret not having come. If there was a hint of camouflage in the background, then the airport was no different from the streets near our apartment. I walked until I found a nearly empty, unguarded gate at the end of Terminal 2E. The last flight that had been scheduled to leave out of that gate had been canceled, and the only people there were solo travelers who had converted the empty seats into makeshift beds.


There were no planes on the tarmac, and the rising sun pouring in through the wall of glass would have made it impossible for my son to see them had they been there. I stood by the windows regardless and held my phone above my head in search of the right angle. As it rang, I adjusted my position so my son wouldn’t see the man lying on the floor with his suitcase for a pillow.


I let the phone ring six times before hanging up. It was difficult to know if there was a proper connection, and so I moved closer to the windows and called again. When that failed, I walked closer to the gate, and then decided against it and returned to my original position. I kept calling and hanging up as I walked—a simple series of taps made with just my thumb—a modern-day signal of distress. When I looked again at my phone to check the time, I saw that I had called Hannah fifteen times, and that my flight had departed five minutes ago. I knew it was most likely pointless, but I began to sprint toward my gate, shouting apologies to a largely hostile crowd.


The gate was closed by the time I reached it, and passengers for the next flight had already begun to position themselves as close to the entrance as possible. The best thing to do at that moment was to beg my way onto the next available flight, but instead I took one of the last remaining seats next to the gate agent. From there I could see the plane I was supposed to have been on make its way toward the runway. It was 8:05 a.m., which was more or less exactly what had been promised. I watched the plane glide onto the runway, where, I had once explained to my son, planes took one long last deep breath before sprinting into flight.


(“That’s why they call the tip of the plane the nose,” I had told him. “It breathes through there.”)


Once the plane had vanished, I took my phone out of my pocket and waited for it to ring. Ten minutes later, my flight was safely in the air. Fifteen minutes later, my phone rang. If Hannah was surprised that I answered, she hid it well.


“I’m glad you called back,” I told her.


“Where are you?”


“At the airport.”


“On the plane?”


“No. I’m at the gate,” I said. “There was a problem with the airplane. My flight was delayed.”


“A problem?”


“Yes. Something with the engine, I think.”


“They said there was a problem with the engine?”


“I think so. It was hard to understand over the speakers.”


“So, when does your flight leave?”


“Soon, I think. Everyone is waiting at the gate.”


I held up my phone so she could see the crowd of travelers with their suitcases and bags sprawled around them, covering every chair at Gate 47.


“I’m sorry,” she said. “I hope the flight leaves soon.”


“What can you do?” I told her. “You were right not to come.”


She brought the phone closer to our son so I could see him better. He took the phone and pressed it against his face so all I could see was the smooth surface of his cheek and then what was most likely the slight indentation in the middle of his top lip. Whether he was looking at me or not didn’t matter, nor did I care that I could see only these fractions of his face. Hannah and I no longer studied him whole but instead took one finger, one palm, one cheek, one eye at a time. The night before I left, while he slept in our bed between us, we scrutinized his ears, which were long and rugged and detached at the lobe.


“He still has your ears,” I told her. I measured the length of one with my fingers and then held that distance against her head. According to my measurements, they were more or less the same size.


“You two are like rabbits,” I said. “It’s not fair. I bet you he can already hear things miles and miles away.”


She agreed with me. “Yes. I think so. He has too much to hear.”


“Do you think he can hear us now?” I asked her.


We both looked down at him. He often slept on his back, his arms bent at ninety-degree angles.


“Of course he’s listening,” she said. “Look at him. He’s thinking: What is wrong with these people? Why do they keep playing with my ears? Why don’t they go to sleep?”


“What else can he hear?”


“Everything,” she said.


“The mouse in the kitchen.”


“Of course.”


“The people upstairs?”


“Upstairs. Downstairs. Across the street.”


“We should let him sleep, then,” I said.


“Yes. We should. It’s hard being a rabbit.”


I toured the airport for a few minutes with my son’s eyes intermittently popping in and out of view. His entire face came into the foreground when I told him that he could see the plane on the tarmac, and even though I could no longer see him, I imagined some expression of curious wonder on his face. He was already attached to anything that floated, hovered, flew above the earth, regardless of how high, and even though the plane was on the ground, I knew he understood its potential for flight, and that was enough to captivate him.


An announcement was made over the intercom for the passengers to begin boarding. Hannah came back on the screen, and I knew that was most likely the best moment to study her closely without arousing suspicion, but I had a hard time looking directly at the phone and continued to hold it slightly askance so she could see only a quarter of my face.


“Is that your flight?” she asked.


According to the monitors angled directly above me, the flight that was boarding was bound for Miami. There were men and women in sandals and short-sleeve shirts, a couple in matching Bermuda shorts.


“Yes,” I told her. “That’s my flight.”


She said something about how fortunate I was that it was only a brief delay, and that there was probably never anything wrong with the plane to begin with.


“It’s what they say to keep people from complaining,” she said.


She tried to get our son back on the phone one last time, but he kept his hands in front of his face so the phone couldn’t touch him: like a boxer, I thought.


I promised I would call as soon as my flight landed, but Hannah assured me there was no reason to.


“Enjoy being back home,” she said. “Your mother will be happy to have you.”


And that was how we ended the conversation. I took my place in a line I didn’t belong in, and even after I hung up, I continued to shuffle slowly toward the gate with my passport in hand. Briefly I told myself that I really was going to Miami, and I even began to wish I had packed better for the occasion. Just before I reached the boarding agent, I opened my bag and said out loud for the people closest to me to hear: “Oh shit, I can’t believe I forgot that,” before slipping out of line and walking briskly toward the nearest convenience store. I wanted to make a convincing performance; I stocked up on travel-sized toiletries: lotions, mouthwashes, painkillers, and toothpaste. If one of the guards asked for my ticket, and what I had been doing in the airport in the hour since my flight had departed, I could, at the very least, point to my white plastic bag as proof of both my intention to travel and what I had left behind.


My flight at that point was nearing the Atlantic. It was too late to beg my way onto a different one, nor did I have any desire to do so. I had paid for seat 32E, and whether I was on the plane or not, I was certain a version of me was there, floating forty thousand feet above the earth, heading safely to Virginia.


I tore my boarding pass in half and threw it in the nearest garbage. I wound my way back to the upper levels of the terminal until I reached the airline counters where complaints were made and tickets were sold. I walked to the counter nearest the entrance and asked for a one-way ticket to the United States.


“Excuse me? Where in the United States, sir?”


There were flights for Detroit, Los Angeles, Boston, Chicago, Denver, Atlanta, Houston, Washington, DC, and New York, all departing in the next two hours.


“Chicago,” I said.


I handed over my passport and credit card. When the agent told me the final price, with taxes, fees, and the extra surcharge for making the purchase in person, I gave a slight, solemn nod of consent. It was three times what I had initially paid, and more than what I earned in a month. It was important to appear perfectly ordinary in the face of the extraordinary, and so before handing over my credit card, I asked, “And how much would a seat at the front of the plane cost?”


I wouldn’t have remembered what the ticket agent looked like if she hadn’t smiled at my question and revealed an unusually small yet perfect row of teeth.


“It would be much, much more,” she said.


I remained calm. I gave her permission to run my credit card and when she handed me the ticket, I strode purposefully away. I was on the right track now. I was moving ahead. I had one hour and twenty minutes to reach my gate, and I was determined this time to make it.










Three


It was a thirty-minute drive from my mother’s home to Samuel and Elsa’s, a straight shot east on a new four-lane highway connecting the endlessly expanding suburbs of Virginia to the capital. Before I left, my mother told me that Elsa believed there was more to Samuel’s death than might be obvious, and that after talking with Elsa, she also had reasons to be suspicious.


“More, how?” I had asked her.


“There are many things we don’t understand,” she said. “Where did he go? How did he get home? He had no car, so who drove him? When Elsa talked to the police, they wouldn’t tell her anything. Why would they do that? It is her husband. I don’t trust them. They said they would investigate, but what have they done? Nothing.”


She turned her attention to the large picture window of the new house she was most likely struggling to afford. I had wanted to assure her that there was nothing for the police or anyone else to investigate, that if any death lacked mystery, it was one like Samuel’s, where there was no accident to rage against, no speculating over why someone turned left instead of right, looked up instead of down, but my mother lived in a world of minor doubts and suspicions, and there wasn’t a fact that she didn’t consider specious. There were no government cover-ups like the ones Samuel had been so fond of, but there were plenty of smaller conspiracies that troubled her, from the frequency of lost mail to the oddly high interest rates she was paying on her mortgage. “I don’t trust . . .” had long been one of her favorite sentences, and it seemed only inevitable that it was extended to Samuel’s death.


I had been in her home for less than an hour at that point, and hadn’t noticed the window, or the marginal expanse of unnaturally bright green grass on the other side of it.


“Do you remember my friend Hiwot?” she asked me. “She used to visit that apartment we lived in sometimes when you were little. She even watched you two or three times when I had to work late.”


I didn’t remember, but as soon as she mentioned Hiwot I had an image of a woman older than my mother, with thick black hair and a thin white shawl draped over her shoulders.


“Yes,” I said. “I remember her. It’s been a long time.”


“She used to call me every time she saw you on TV or when she read about you. She was very proud of you. She told everyone she knew you. She had an older brother in Chicago. Teddy or Daniel. He was a lawyer, I think. I don’t remember.”
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