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			Chapter 1

			Heartless

			First victim.

			Imagine his eyes when she came at him, wild and unholy with disbelief and terror. Imagine the pure evil rushing through her as she raised her blade and then thrust it into him, ignoring his screams and pleas. Imagine her cackle as she hacked into his neck a gaping wound like a distorted second mouth. Next, sliced into his chest. Left a raw and glistening hole, left him to die, his lower body as naked and exposed as the day his mother bore him.

			No one in town disputed the terrifying details of what happened late at night in the alley behind the Murad family’s twenty-­four-­hour corner store. Whoever the murderer was, she stabbed her victim over and over, carved out his heart, and wrote a note on his forehead in lipstick:

			 

			“Love kills.”

			 

			It would take a week to clean up the blood, feces, and guts that had transformed the alley into a grisly butcher-shop scene, and longer to even begin to erase the neighborhood’s memory of what she had done to a man right outside the store where most people shopped daily.

			

			She. The murderer had to be a female, Mr. Murad said, because the scent of ambergris and jasmine in the alley was stronger than the stench of rotting banana peels or death, and her coral lipstick was smeared on the poor man’s body, along with all that blood. She had to be an outsider, too, someone passing through with a vendetta, because no God-­fearing person in town, whatever their faith, would murder someone. Not like that.

			His certainty was somewhat strange. Even stranger was that he swore to God he’d found a set of bloody, Pepsi-­y, hoofprints on the sidewalk tile, and had shooed three emaciated stray cats away from the victim’s pulsing heart, which had been wholly removed from his body.

			The cutting out of his heart was simply vile. But no one knew what the hoofprints could mean. A marauding donkey? A murderer on horseback?

			“Half-­woman, half-­jinn,” whispered Mr. Murad’s father, a man of ninety. No one latched on to the idea, because who believed in those old-­timey stories anymore?

			The corner-­store owner claimed he hadn’t retched at the sight of the naked and mutilated corpse. He hadn’t even gagged. He’d seen everything and served everyone, he said. Rich, poor, and everything in between. Nothing in the neighborhood got by him—except this murder, it seemed—and nothing surprised him. He was up at dawn to serve coffee to the early risers. After school, he stopped secondary school children from stealing snacks. In the evening, he sold milk for tomorrow’s breakfast to busy mothers with just a few bills in their purses.

			

			Most people were good, he said, but he watched satellite news all day on a little television behind the counter. He’d seen horror films. He knew the evil in the world.

			 

			The truth of what had happened when Mr. Murad found the body was different from the tale he told. He’d opened the back door, a trash bag in one hand, and stopped at the sight in front of him, as though he had been transported to another, more violent place, a place inside a screen. One where men were carved up, their hearts served for dinner.

			The murderer, whoever she was, had set the heart on top of the green dumpster. It throbbed, and the corner-­store owner’s live, hardworking heart nearly skidded to a stop. Then his heart sped up, beating faster than he ever thought it could, pounding against his insides, as though it wanted to escape his chest. He fell to his knees, sobbing, unable to move, unable to escape the alley, a wave of fear nearly drowning him. Nearly killing him right there.

			That could have been me, he thought. That could have been me.

			 

			The municipal workers in their green suits scrubbed away the blood, bit by bit, washed it away with soapy water, imagined how it had all got there. They were told, “Keep quiet. Don’t share the gory details.”

			Their silence went unnoticed. No one else wanted to contemplate, for longer than they had to, the awfulness of how the body in the alley had met its end.

			Still, people had many questions. Questions about how to avoid a similar fate, about why it had happened to him, about how he’d ended up in that alley.

			

			No one could say. The victim’s family hadn’t seen him since lunch the day before—he was thirty-­five, divorced, living in his parents’ block of flats, the pink one on Green Forest Road. His friends who got coffee with him every day said they’d wondered where he was the morning Mr. Murad found him. His boss at the plastics factory said he’d been regularly tardy for work, on his way to losing his job.

			No one in the neighborhood wanted to tell his mother he was dead. They especially didn’t want her to know how gruesomely he’d died. They’d never heard of a death so terrible! Not here, in this semi-­rural town, in this neighborhood. They didn’t want to watch as the mother’s escalating worry over her son’s disappearance transformed into shrieking grief. Everyone, her distraught husband and other grown children included, let her believe her son was merely missing. In a cheek-­by-­jowl neighborhood in a small town, everyone could rally together, even as devastated as they were with terror and sorrow. Keeping the man’s mother in the dark was not hard. For days folks hid the truth from her, and for days she insisted her boy must have gone to the city to look for work. He’d talked about that a lot. Then one day, his oldest sister sat their mother down and said, “People are coming to mourn my brother.”

			Passersby on the street that day paused to stare upward as the mother nearly threw herself out the third-­floor window and the daughter yanked her back by the waist, both screaming in agony like goats.

			Of course, people blamed the victim for his own death. “What did he do to deserve such a thing?” And they blamed the victim’s family—especially his mother—for raising a man who would give into who-­knows-­what temptation and be murdered for it.

			

			No one in the neighborhood or the town wanted to believe the killer would return. Some came to agree with Mr. Murad. She had to have been a malevolent, vengeful stranger. She had to be long gone. She couldn’t possibly strike again. No one deserved a death like that—and if anyone did, well, he was gone now. They pushed fear away, bit by bit, day by day, and went on with their lives.

			Still, those who prepared the desecrated body for burial, and those who heard their first-­person accounts, woke up night after night, shaking and sweating from nightmares that looped through their minds and followed them throughout their days. They saw the murdered man first from above, as though they themselves were the killer, saw him shrinking back from them as though he could escape down, down through the concrete. Then, they were him, cowering in the alley, with some monstrous creature hulking above. A veil or blindfold over their eyes kept them from seeing her, but the searing pain, the nauseating smell of a perfume that had once been whale excrement, the gallop of fear in their chests—

			They knew they were dying.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Donkey of Donkeys

			Seven-­year-­old Layla meets a beast. Adults begin to fear.

			My name is Layla and here is how I come to be: I grow up in a neighborhood on the edge of town, in a town on the edge of the hilly countryside, on the edge of change, on the edge of time.

			How do I come to be?

			How do I come to be that is different from how you came to be?

			I start as a little girl with hopes, just like anyone’s, but all my own. Earliest memory: When I am seven, I ask my father for a donkey, fully believing that because he loves me, he will say yes.

			Since I can remember, I’ve wanted more than anything to be self-­sufficient. To think for myself, walk on my own two feet, get myself wherever I’m going. So, I convince myself that trotting to school on a donkey would suit me much better than taking the bus or riding in Baba’s white pickup truck with my brothers and sisters.

			Baba loves his truck, and often tells me I should grow up to be a teacher. Why in God’s name, he must think, does Layla want a beast of burden? It isn’t a normal thing for a little girl in our town to want. Riding a donkey is a vestige of the past unless you’re a farmer. And fewer and fewer people in our region farm anymore.

			

			Most of my parents’ generation have moved to town from the country, looking for better jobs, more reliable electricity, modern plumbing, even though our little town has few industries and few resources, unlike the port city a few hours away. When one family member moves to town, others follow, often settling in the same neighborhood or the same building and working in the same professions or selling the same goods and sharing one car or truck among several branches of the family until everyone saves up for their own.

			That’s how my family got here. The animals that prowl or scurry or strut around our neighborhood are stray cats with patchy fur, geckos with missing tails, and pigeons with French fries in their beaks. Not donkeys.

			None of that matters to me, a child who stares out the open window for hours a day. A child who speaks her mind. I have thought long and hard about the benefits of a donkey. My reasoning goes like this:

			I am too young to drive a car.

			I really, really want a pet.

			My brothers are allergic to cats.

			Baba is always late to pick us up from school.

			No one else in my second-­grade class has a donkey.

			Also, in my young imagination, a donkey’s life represents freedom. A donkey, I imagine (though as an adult I’ll realize it’s not all true), can go where he or she wants, pull a heavy cart, eat when she wants, be ugly, be smelly, never bathe, live alone. If a donkey is late, it’s because the donkey wants to mosey, wants to sniff the world around her as she goes. When a donkey is sad, she eats clover.

			

			As much as I want to have a donkey, I want to be like a donkey, too. Want my ears to grow long and sensitive to the sounds of crickets and birds, want my nostrils to widen, my teeth to thicken, my hands and feet to harden into hooves. I want a tail to shoo away flies.

			That such a transformation can never happen leaves me with the same bone-­deep sadness as not getting to eat sweets every day, never being able to be the eldest child, or knowing no human has ever learned to fly.

			“Layla, Layloula,” my father says when I tell him I want a donkey. He smells like the smoky incense he burns every morning in a shiny incense burner he plugs into the wall in my parents’ bedroom. The incense annoys my mother, who prefers cleaner scents—perfume for her, cologne for him, bootlegged French and American brands.

			I love his smoky smell.

			“Baba,” I say.

			I rub my forehead on his goatee and kiss his cheek. When I perform these small affections before I ask him for things, he almost always says yes.

			On the topic of a donkey, he’s skeptical. “Why do you want a donkey?”

			“I told you why.”

			“Who will take care of this animal?”

			“I would take care of my donkey. I would never be late for school.”

			“Where will we keep the donkey?”

			

			“Tie her up in the alley!”

			“How about your bedroom?”

			“She’ll poop in there and my room will stink.”

			“What if someone steals the donkey from the alley?”

			“Baba! Stop teasing!”

			My father will not give in, but he never wants to disappoint me. One weekend morning soon after I ask for the donkey, Baba packs thickened cream and jam sandwiches, two bananas, two clementines, and a thermos of Lipton, straps me into the passenger seat of his pickup on top of several volumes of the dictionary he inherited from my grandfather, and sets out for a farm twenty minutes outside town. The cab of his truck is like a tiny home for the two of us. Outside my window, the balconied five-­story buildings of town give way to cute little brightly colored houses and date and citrus farms, greenish hills crisscrossed by low stone walls, and a trickling stream that arrives only once or twice a year after the rains. In all other seasons, there is a dry, rocky bed. Today is a warm winter day, not hot like summer and not chilly enough for a sweater like it will be later this evening. The inside of the cab heats up like a greenhouse and smells like vinyl. I press down the window button so the breeze can touch my face; I breathe in the scents of greenery and loamy soil. It’s a treat to be out with my father without my two younger brothers, my two older sisters, and my mother, who usually sits in the cab while we children ride dangerously in the truck bed, the boys on my sisters’ laps. Without cousins or aunts and uncles in a caravan behind us, probably gossiping about us, finding fault, conjecturing, even though they love us as they love their own parents and children. No, today it’s me and Baba, on our way, I believe with all my heart, to buy a donkey.

			

			At the farm, Baba’s friend, whom I call Uncle, waits in the dirt yard wearing an old-­fashioned cotton robe. He has a little knife on a belt, the kind all men used to arm themselves with in the old days. Behind him are a chicken coop and a goat on a long, fraying rope tied to a fencepost without a fence. A hen and a rooster roam around, kicking up their feet like Spanish dancers. A duck and its babies sleep in a cozy circle. An orchard of palms stands to the left, ahead of us a small barn, and in the back, rows and rows of spindly bushes. On later trips to the farm, I will see and smell these plants in full bloom: roses.

			I’m disappointed. There are no donkeys in the yard. On the barn’s roof, a white, brown, and orange cat dozes with its belly offered to the sun.

			My father and Uncle kiss each other on both cheeks. Then the farmer bends his knees, as grown-­ups do to come face to face with a child. He shakes my hands with both of his.

			“Donkeys are misunderstood,” he says. “Most people think they’re worthless, smelly animals, but we know they’re beautiful and useful in their own way.”

			“Thank God for donkeys,” I say. “I’m going to ride mine to school.”

			Uncle laughs and puts his arm around my father. “Your father won’t let me sell you my donkey, and to be honest, I don’t want to lose my strong beast. I grow wheat back there, and watermelons. Tomatoes. Fig trees over there. And my wife grows ginger, for stomach ailments, and flowers and herbs for perfume: roses, lavender, lilac, sage, basil. We need our donkey.”

			There’s a kernel of anger in me ready to unfurl itself and grow. My father has betrayed me.

			

			“I’ve got a lot of birthday and holiday money,” I say. “I can pay for the donkey myself.”

			The men laugh. They think I’m being cute. My father asks if I want to pet the donkey, Bumbo. Uncle sweeps his arm toward the barn, inviting me forward. I rush ahead. I’ll figure out a way to take Bumbo home!

			Behind me, Baba and Uncle’s conversation sounds like wiss, wiss, wiss, wiss, wiss. Their voices are too low for me to make out the words at first, but then Uncle starts to sound agitated. He struggles to keep to a whisper. I pretend to ignore them, taking in the smell of manure, the scritch-­scratch of hay under my jelly sandals. A high-­pitched braying comes from the far corner of the barn. I follow the sound.

			Here is something most children know how to do: Pretend they are invisible to adults when they are right in front of them. It works half the time. On this day at the farm, the more the two men talk, the less they remember—or care—that I’m underfoot.

			“Horrifying,” Uncle says. “My wife and I can’t sleep at night. We’ve told our older sons to stay away from town. I’ll run the errands myself. The other children only go for school. No visiting friends anymore.”

			“God protect us, I think it’s safe in town,” Baba says. “Only one incident. We shouldn’t exaggerate it into more than it is.”

			“If I lost one of my children—to that. No one could console me. God protects us, and we have to tie up our animals to keep them from being stolen. We have to keep our children under our watchful eyes.”

			“Sure,” Baba says. “Protect your children and your possessions. But don’t lock them away from the sun. They’ll wither.”

			

			“More people think like me than you’re aware, Dr. Sami.”

			While they talk, I find Bumbo, his chin resting on the door of his stall as though he’s been waiting for me. I rub his long gray-­brown forehead, his white blaze, his velvet nose. His lips grab my fingers and his tongue licks between them. He’s hoping for a taste of sugar that I don’t know to offer. The wet, sloppy tongue on my skin makes me giggle—and yearn even more for my father to listen to my wishes.

			“Look, Baba,” I say. “He’ll fit in the pickup!”

			My father’s distracted, already telling me it’s time to go when we just got here. I’ve hardly spent a minute with Bumbo, hardly had enough time to admire his fluffy ears and pet his scraggly mane, or to work on Baba and beg him to take Bumbo home. I want to tell my father he’s being mean and unfair. But Uncle is standing right here, and my father won’t put up with disrespect in front of another adult.

			I growl. I blink long and slow, hoping the men don’t see my tears.

			“I’m hungry,” I say.

			“We’ll eat in the car,” Baba says.

			Uncle points to a stump and tells us we can sit and eat there. He has a field to mow. His son brings sodas and sweet biscuits to round out our meal.

			We eat our sandwiches and fruit in the sun with our backs to each other, bees buzzing at our knuckles and in our ears, while my father thinks about a dead man and God’s plan and mortality, and I fantasize about stealing a donkey, about independence, about leaving and never coming back. How far could I get? How fast could Bumbo go?

			Baba turns on the car’s air conditioner on the way home, and I fall asleep with the seatbelt pressing into my cheek. When I wake up, he’s carrying me upstairs to our flat. My head is on his shoulder. I lift it, because I’m still angry, but I’m too sleepy to try to get down from Baba’s arms.

			

			“You fell asleep,” he says, as though I might not remember that the last moment I was awake, we were in the truck.

			Mama is at the open door at the top of the shadowy stairwell. “Thank goodness! I was worried you wouldn’t get home before dark.”

			Baba puts me down. I stumble inside.

			“It’s not even four o’clock,” he says, kicking off his slides, in a rush to be home. “This one met a donkey today.”

			Mama kneels and hugs the air out of me. “You’re the donkey of all donkeys,” she says. “The goat of all goats.”

			Stubborn, she means.

			“The eye of our eyes,” Baba says.

			“Our moon,” Mama says.

			Beloved, they mean.

			I keep thinking about Bumbo, about roads, about the world outside.

			My parents worry about murder, about safety, about things I cannot yet grasp.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			‘The Devil Is Male’

			Second victim.

			On the mirror on the lift’s back wall, in the aging block of flats across from where the corner store used to be, a message had been scrawled in blood or nail polish—no one was sure which at first. It said:

			 

			“Lust kills.”

			 

			One year had passed since the murder in the alley, and most people had gone back to spending their days and nights as they had before, feeling safe again. But now, on a cool fall night, a man had been sliced in two.

			The ingenious killer had pilloried her new victim with the tarnished brass grate on the building’s rickety lift. The horrific killing was difficult to believe unless you saw it with your own eyes. And if you saw it with your own eyes, you could never forget. The body, somehow, miraculously, remained standing, hugging either side of the grate, stiff and motionless as a wax statue. With a knife or sickle, she’d carved deep trenches into the victim’s cheeks and back.

			

			Up and down the building, the dying man’s screams had violently severed residents from their dreams, but only Zaynah, a seamstress and mother who lived and worked on the third floor in the flat nearest the central stairwell, heard the clop-­clop-­clop of hooves. For the rest of her life, she would keep the sound a secret, convinced it was a hallucination, the trick of a terrorized mind.

			While the screaming went on and on, everyone huddled in their beds, frozen with fear. When the screaming stopped, mothers and older sisters held young children close as fathers and older brothers opened their doors, peered into neon-­lit hallways, and carefully investigated the scene, wondering who among their neighbors they would soon be mourning and what had brought the monster back. Soon, some people let their consciences overtake them and propel them downstairs, though in their hearts they wanted to hide in a wardrobe with a flashlight, their spouses and children, and their elderly parents. A scream like that, torn from the soul, could only be caused by murder, could only be caused by a monster of a human being, these dwellers of the upper floors told each other as they tiptoed down the steps toward the ground floor.

			“I saw a stranger loitering about, a woman with silky black hair,” someone whispered.

			“Like any woman here who hasn’t gone gray or dyed her hair?” Zaynah said.

			“She held a sharp, curved blade.”

			“You lie. You didn’t see a thing!”

			“What if the killer is still among us?”

			

			They had not arrived at the body in the lobby yet, but they’d had twelve months to speculate on the reasons behind the monstrosity of the Corner Store Killer. To stare across the street at the alley, full of shadows, and imagine her triumphantly standing with a human heart in her cupped palm. Mr. Murad had moved the corner store around the block, and the old place was empty, its metal gate vandalized: “Leave our neighborhood alone.”

			Uncountable theories had circulated in the beginning, like incense being fanned into a pitcher of water. A spurned woman, a jealous husband, a maniac, the secret service, a business or romantic rival, religious fanatics, an overseas gang. One of the Murad sons made fun of his grandfather’s superstition by weaving a spooky tale to scare his younger siblings and their friends: The murderer was a cunning, vengeful jinn who had once been almost human and so yearned for human flesh!

			No one had said “serial killer” over the past year, though a few had wondered, Could it happen again?

			Now, the neighbors were in the lobby, a new victim before them. The body was starting to slump, its innards to ooze out. The neighbors looked away, looked back, retched loudly, ran upstairs or into the night, believing they could forget by running away from a sight that had, already, etched itself into their brains. Those who stayed covered their faces. A few people muttered prayers, even some who weren’t much for religion. Then they peeked, breathing rhythmically to try to keep from gagging.

			They knew the halved man, of course. He lived on the second floor. A father with young children who would grow up without him now.

			

			The threat of a serial killer bloomed in the neighbors’ minds like mold. Could this happen to them? Someone they loved?

			Someone breathed deeply and said, “Smells like Chanel!”

			A stifled laugh. More retching. The retching was contagious. Someone was sobbing.

			“She’s back among us. The murderess from the alley.”

			“He angered her somehow. Angered the monster.”

			“The Devil and most murderers and abusers are male,” said Zaynah. “But you’ll blame a woman for the worst crimes.”

			No one debated Zaynah, but everyone could smell the counterargument, the feminine scent emanating from inside the lift.

			And then another scream that could have cut out your appendix, from the lungs of the victim’s wife, who appeared as though from nowhere brandishing an antique sword. She looked fearsome, rageful, ready to kill every bystander before her. They wrestled her to the ground and the sword skittered to the victim’s feet. If only, when alive, he’d been armed, warned, vigilant enough to escape.

			At last, the dead man’s father and sisters, who lived next door to him, arrived, convulsing with grief. To spare them, a group of nightgowned and pajamaed women stood side by side in front of the corpse, forming a human screen.

			At their center, Zaynah held the sword high and proclaimed, “Keep vigilant! Whatever monster killed him is on the loose. Don’t let it get you, too.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			‘She Prowls at Night’

			Best friends. A parent’s death. Mourning. Changes at school. A late-­night plan.

			For the past year, since my first visit to the farm with Baba, I’ve been telling my best friend, Susu, about my donkey. About his soft face, his funny donkey smile, his love of sugar cubes and alfalfa, his donkey smell.

			We’re in third grade, and since kindergarten we’ve walked to school together every morning. Now that we’re a little older, my sisters—who are twelve and thirteen—and the other older kids walk ahead, waiting for us to be distracted by our conversation with each other and not notice they have turned a corner and left us far behind. Sometimes, they pop into Murad’s Corner Store, which switched corners a year ago and is now on our route to school, away from where our parents can spy on us. Mr. Murad has retired, and his sons will sell children anything—even cigarettes, but not in the morning, only after school. Sometimes Susu and I go in there, too, and buy candy bars for breakfast.

			

			Whenever I bring up Bumbo, Susu makes a raspberry sound with her tongue.

			“We could ride him to school,” I say.

			“Gross,” she says. “Stop talking about the donkey.”

			I’m beginning to understand that other people don’t love all the things I do. That to keep a friend, you have to try not to bore them. I try to limit my donkey talk to once a week, but it’s hard because even though I’ve only gone back to visit Bumbo a couple of times, I constantly go on imaginary adventures with him. Bumbo takes me to school, the grocery store, the mountains, the beach. Bumbo nuzzles my hand when I’m sad. Bumbo is my other best friend. To prevent myself from annoying Susu too much, I let her lead the conversation. If I love what she wants to talk about, I jump in and talk about it too. We talk about jelly shoes, bananas, which cartoons and video games we like and are allowed to play, which ones our older siblings have sneakily let us watch, our favorite dragon books and jinn stories, hedgehogs, guinea pigs, elephants (you can ride them, like a donkey, but much higher so you can see the world!), cats, dogs, ice cream. Susu and I talk to each other about everything. I will never again have a friend like Susu, but I don’t know that. Like any eight-­year-­old, I haven’t yet learned how precious a single friendship can be, like a flowering plant that blooms once a decade, bright purple or white or red, for a day or hours, and then dies.

			And then, one morning a month or two into the school year, Susu’s not at the corner when I arrive. I’m late because my sister Rana hid my lunch box. I couldn’t find it, and ended up leaving home without my lunch. I will never understand why she chose this day, of all days, to be mean to me. I will wonder if it was a blessing that she did or a curse.

			

			I lean against the sandstone façade of the building on the corner. I’m mad at myself and at Rana, and Susu’s not here to make me laugh and forget how annoying Rana is. I rub my back against the wall, trying to get the right angle to relieve an itch on my shoulder blade. I turn my face to the sun and a sky as blue as the swimming pools I’ve seen in movies but never in person.

			Maybe Susu gave up waiting on me. If I don’t leave now, I’ll miss the late bell.

			I start walking. I’m hesitant and vigilant. I’ve never walked alone to school, or anywhere else. I watch out for bulges in the sidewalk that might trip me, older children who might be hiding round a corner to leap out and shock me, tree branches low enough to flick my face, pigeons on power lines readying themselves to poop on my head. I look up, down, and all around, which of course slows me. I look both ways five times when I cross the narrow street toward Murad’s market. A calico cat named Biss crosses the street with me, trotting with purpose. Biss usually expects bits of turkey and cheese from our lunch sandwiches, but I have nothing to give her today. When we reach the curb, Biss looks up at me, then back behind us, her eyes round and questioning, her ears twitchy, her whiskers taut. Where’s Susu? she seems to ask.

			“Sorry, Biss. I don’t know where she is, and I don’t have anything to feed you.”

			Biss meows at me, her green eyes shining like marbles. She’s too cute not to stop for. My mother told me never to touch Biss because strays bite and they might have rabies. Biss would never hurt me, though. I hunch down and touch the top of Biss’s head. She leans into my fingers to get me to scratch her. I give her a few scratches, and it feels as good to me as it does to her. She purrs and I hum.

			

			I tell Biss I really do have to go. Susu is probably at school waiting for me.

			I get going at an unhurried pace, backpack bopping. Past blocks of flats packed one after the other in jumbly rows. Our classmates live in these buildings, but I don’t see anyone coming out or going in. This route avoids the main road. I don’t detect any strangeness, but in my memories, many years later, I will see things more clearly, and notice that something seems off. The sun too bright. The air too clean-­smelling and fresh. The traffic quieter than it should be at this hour. A bicycle bell tinkles in the distance. Since I started walking, I haven’t heard a horn honking or a motorcycle vrooming. Maybe long-­ago me does sense some quiet, vague threat, because I decide I should get more of a move on. I jog, holding on to the straps of my backpack. What if I’m late? Mama will kill me!

			Biss jogs along beside me, sweet as a donkey.

			No one is going into Murad’s, ringing the little bell on the door, or coming out with their cups of coffee and cinnamon buns and bottles of orange juice and breakfast sandwiches and chocolate bars. I notice, in my memory, as I hurry past, that this is another thing different about today. I’m worried about being late for school, but I’m easily distracted. There’s a little yellow flower in the crease between the sidewalk and the brick of the store. I stop to contemplate this lone bloom, and my worries evaporate like beads of sweat off my arm. Biss sniffs the petals, nibbles their edges, sits on her haunches, and stares at me. We start to walk; we hustle along. The sun warming my scalp feels good. The freedom of walking on my own starts to lift me, as though I’m floating a few centimeters off the ground, gliding along.

			

			Much later in my life, I will I hold on to that memory of floating. I will see myself doing it, my sneakers walking on air. I will think, In my childhood, there was this moment of freedom. If I could, I’d return to that day and snap a Polaroid of my freedom. I’d shake the photo until it developed, greenish and smudgy, and slide it into an envelope, to keep with me.

			I go past a park that smells like the sewer water the town government uses to irrigate the patchy grass and leggy bougainvillea and spindly palms. Biss doesn’t normally come this far, and here is where she turns around. There’s a whole family of gray cats living here. Unlike Biss, they’re feral and hostile. I see them and count them: Mama, three babies, a tom that may or may not be the dad. There’s a skinny yellow dog with no collar that gets loose and chases the cat family. Without Susu to hold my hand, I’m afraid the dog will come for me. I rush past the park and up the hill.

			For a child, even a walk to school is filled with fears, with dangers.

			Past my school, I see the bright white school building my older sisters go to, bigger and boxier than my school, and across from it the boys’ upper school. There’s no one outside. As usual, Rana and Lajwa have left me far behind, failed to do their duty of dropping off me and Susu. If something has happened to Susu, it will be their fault. The idea of tattling on them to Mama and Baba cheers me up.

			Never mind that my parents hate tattling. Telling them what happened this morning won’t be snitching. It will be the truth. They won’t punish me for telling the truth.

			

			In front of my school, The Lower Garden of Knowledge for Girls and Boys, are two spindly evergreens with peeling bark. Behind its outer wall, the school is made up of two former residential buildings with little outbuildings around them. Our classrooms have balconies and flocked wallpaper. From the third-­grade balcony, you can see into the other neighborhoods beyond ours, their white villas with walls hiding gardens and, probably, swimming pools. My classmates and I can only imagine the lush green and sparkling blue.

			If I were on time, the doorman would be standing at the open gates to the schoolyard, arguing with one of the parents about nothing important or telling a child to stop crying and get inside. He’d be surrounded by gaggles of families, walking caravans of children who live in the same buildings, the littlest ones holding on to ropes with loops on either side. And there’d be the little white shuttles that transport students from the borders of the neighborhood. The mothers and fathers would be hurrying to say goodbye and head to work or back home to care for the younger children strapped to their stomachs and backs.

			This is the last time, for many years, that I will be able, be allowed, to walk through the neighborhood alone. Or even in a pair. This will be the day, if I trace events backward, that everything starts to change.

			I’m late. The front of the school is empty and quiet, and I am alone. The doorman is nowhere to be found. If someone snatched me or attacked me or threatened me or stared at me with evil intent or touched me, no one would know. I try the gate. It’s locked. My stomach tumbles. Where is the doorman? He never leaves his post. He’s been snatched, probably. My liver and kidneys throb with fear. I wonder where Susu is, where the other students and the teachers and the head of school are. I tell myself, You are brave, Layla. You will knock on the door and they will let you in. The doorman is probably using the toilet. I need to use the toilet, too. I hope someone will let me in soon.

			

			I knock a few times more, wait a minute, knock again. The steel door sounds hollow when I bang on it. I plop my backpack on the sidewalk. No one comes. I knock. “I need to pee,” I shout. Mulish grass pushes up through cracks in the dirty gray concrete blocks. Black blotches on the sidewalk mark the spots where bad children spat out their wads of gum, and some other unsuspecting child stepped on them, flattening them, and then dirt and grime colored the flattened gum wads and unstickied them. I walk on the black splotches. I sit on the curb and lean back to look at the sky for the first time since I left the street corner where Susu was supposed to meet me. A dark-­brown bird, a hawk or a kite, floats lazily. Can it see Susu from up there?

			Just when I think no one is ever going to come and I will have to walk back home alone, my sisters come running, panting, from the direction of their school. My parents walk briskly behind them. Why are they here? School is closed, my sisters say while my parents catch up, and all the children have been sent home, and they were worried silly about me. I should never have gone off like that.

			“I was walking to school,” I say. How can they be angry at me for doing what I was supposed to do? “I need to pee. Can we go inside?”

			“Everyone went home,” Lajwa says. “School is closed.” Her face is red and wet; her eyes shine with tears.

			“Susu, too?” I ask.

			

			My parents have arrived, and we repeat the conversation: School is closed, why did you wander off, where is Susu.

			“Susu . . .” Mama starts to say.

			I want to be closer to my mother; I want her comforting smell. I sidle up to her, and she puts an arm around me.

			“Susu is home today,” my father says.

			Rana throws herself at me and hugs me. My ribs squeal. My bladder shudders and threatens to empty. I shove her away. I’m still mad she stole my lunchbox.

			“Is Susu OK?”

			“Yes,” says Baba.

			“No,” says Mama.

			“What happened to her?”

			“Don’t scream.”

			How can Mama say that? I walked all the way to school, unaware anything was wrong. How could they let that happen to me?

			Baba stoops to hug me and hushes me. He’s the only person who could possibly calm me right now. They’re not going to explain any more than what has been said so far. I’ll have to ask my sisters when we get home.

			The sky has gone dark in an instant, like a storm is coming. We squeeze into Mama’s little car, and Baba drives, and the things no one is saying are in the car too, crowding us. We go past the park, the cat family. Rana hums; no one talks. At the flat, I rush to the bathroom and let everything out of my bladder. When I join my family in the living room, my parents are gathering up their work things, getting ready to go back out and leave us here. Our little brothers, Fadi and Bassam, are at my grandmother’s flat, a few blocks away.

			

			My parents whisper to my sisters: “Don’t say anything yet. It’s rumors and gossip. Don’t turn on the TV or the radio. The news will scare your little sister. Don’t go outside. Don’t even play in the stairwell or on the roof.”

			I ask if I can call Susu. Mama says no. Baba looks like he wants to say yes, like he’s about to dial for me, but Mama pulls him toward the door. She tells Rana she’ll call at noon. Don’t answer the phone any other time. Our parents leave us, in the prison of our home.

			I aim the remote control at the TV. Rana smacks it out of my hand. Whatever happened to Susu and her family must be very bad, if it’s something I could find out about on the news. I yell, “You know what happened, but you won’t tell me, and Susu is my friend.”

			I kneel on the couch, which sits against the wall, under a window. I slide the window open.

			Rana and Lajwa debate whether they should let me look outside. Or would Mama say that was off limits, too?

			“We should tell Layloula what happened,” Lajwa says. “She deserves to know.”

			Rana makes a face and practically shakes her whole body. No. She looks like a monkey. Eee, ee, ee, I think.

			“Come on. Tell me.”

			Rana locks her mouth with an invisible key. She glares at Lajwa. “You, too,” she says, twisting the invisible key. “Lock your trap.”

			I stand on the sofa cushions and bounce. “You talked! You talked!”

			Lajwa stands in the doorway, like she’s about to leave the room. “I can’t deal with you two. Tell her, Rana.” She thinks they should tell me, but she’s not the one who’s going to crack. Lajwa can keep a secret. And she lets Rana be the leader, does what Rana says, like walking ahead to school and leaving me behind. Rana isn’t concerned about protecting me. She likes to be in control. Lajwa is older, but Rana is bossier. We rarely beat her at her game. Rana is also a huge tattletale. She tells my parents when I don’t make my bed or sweep up after dinner, which is my job while Lajwa and Rana do the dishes; our brothers are too little to help. Rana tattles on children at school, and teachers love her because she points out the cheaters while they’re copying an answer off someone’s sheet or the insides of their forearms. Skirting the rules is only OK when Rana’s the one who decides which rules to bend.

			

			I badly want to outwit her. Maybe today will be my day. Maybe I can guess what happened, and she’ll give it away. I start with a wildly incorrect guess: “Did their building burn down?”

			Lajwa laughs and points at me, like she’s declaring a winner in a game of soccer.

			Rana groans. “Of course not, you can see it through the window, right there.”

			I look. Since earlier this morning, someone has put up yellow tape in an X across the building’s front door, which is outlined in a brass-­colored metal and mirrored, like many of the doors in our neighborhood. People who live in the buildings can see out, but passersby can’t see in. I look closer. The shades on all the windows are drawn—that’s normal. People like their privacy.

			Then I notice that the balconies are empty. Days I’ve stayed home from school with a cold or the flu, my neighborhood’s balconies were full of activity. The grandmas and stay-­at-­home mothers and aunties and retired grandpas and out-­of-­work fathers and uncles smoking on the balconies, drinking coffee or tea, hanging their laundry, chatting with neighbors who loiter on the street below.

			

			Today is different. There are no boxer briefs and T-­shirts and dresses and scarves drying on racks or lines strung from the walls or between potted ficus plants. Everyone’s taken down their laundry, or not hung it up. No one’s sitting on a plastic chair reading a paper with a cup in their other hand. No one’s loitering on the street today, either.

			The emptiness of the tableau makes me panic.

			I turn around and step onto the coffee table, knocking over the Kleenex box. I’m not supposed to stand on the coffee table, but Mama and Baba are not here to see me, and I ignore Rana when she says, “Get down!” She retrieves the box of Kleenex and shakes it in my face. It’s in a fancy crocheted tissue holder my aunt made. She makes them in her flat and sells them to her neighbors. I don’t care that I knocked it over. I close my eyes so I can’t see Rana shaking it in my face. The yarn smells like my auntie; the tissues inside smell papery and clean. In the future, when I think of my sister, I will think of those smells. Middle-­aged lady smells, even before she was a middle-­aged lady. I open my eyes and push Rana away, then stand with my knees bent, my hands at my waist, like I mean business. I’m driven by a sense of urgency to know what happened. What if they’re all gone? What if everyone in that building disappeared into thin air?

			“Did her grandma die? Her sister? Her mother?”

			I grab the tissue box and beat my sister with it. Asking so many questions at once is a terrible strategy, but the words rush out of me. I’m powerless. Rana’s calm has returned. I think she might push me back, but she doesn’t. She tugs the box away from me and sets it on the table, next to my foot, like she’s daring me to kick it. She looks as satisfied as Biss did this morning when I rubbed her head.

			

			Lajwa is suspended halfway up the doorway, like an acrobat, hands and feet pressed against the doorframe’s sides, watching me and Rana face off. She does both things often: climbs the doorjambs and observes me and Rana. Even later, when she’s a grown-­up, an architect, a mother, too old to climb the walls, she’ll seem to me like she’s suspended in air.

			Rana purrs. She is going to best me. “Susu’s grandma is already dead. She died last year.”

			“Did her Mama die?”

			Rana locks her mouth, smiles a thin, immoveable smile, and walks toward the doorway. She stares at Lajwa, who jumps to the floor. Rana leaves the room, knocking Lajwa’s shoulder as she passes through the doorway.

			“Sorry, little sister,” Lajwa says.

			The battle is not over. I can be patient—that is my power. I get a piece of paper, a tin of colored pencils, and a hardback book and start to draw a picture of Bumbo for Susu. I lie on my stomach on the couch, one leg in the air, and dream about him as I draw. He is plain brown and gray, which is boring, so I draw a green field and orange flowers and blue sky and a tree with red apples. I give Bumbo a purple bow around his neck. I hope Susu is OK. I draw a sun. I draw dark clouds, black and gray with a bit of mustard yellow, like pee.

			Lajwa sits on the sofa and reads a comic book till Rana comes back, her hair brushed and curled, eyes kohled, lips glossed, as though she’s going out, not stuck here with her sisters all day. My sisters play Concan, their favorite card game, on the coffee table, and when they’re done and Lajwa has won the most points, I ask if we can go to the playground.

			

			“Stop it,” says Rana. “Mama said don’t go outside.”

			“Not till Mama and Baba come back,” says Lajwa, kindly. “Be patient, Layloulie.”

			“I hate you,” I say. “I’m hungry.”

			My sisters heat up leftover rice and lamb for lunch. The meaty lamb aroma fills the house. We eat at the coffee table, and I get bits of lamb between my teeth. While I’m worrying the stuff out with my tongue, I spill my juice by-­accident-­on-­purpose.

			Rana yells at me and tells me to get a paper towel to clean it up.

			I’m ready for her. “Not unless you tell me what happened to Susu.”

			“Come on, you pest. Clean up your mess.”

			“No.”

			Apple juice cascades onto the carpet. Lajwa looks like she might climb the wall like a gecko or a spider and cower in a corner of the ceiling. Rana groans and goes to the kitchen, and comes back with a roll of paper and a sponge. She wipes the table and scrubs the carpet and says I’m a brat.

			“I’m sorry,” I say. “This is the worst day ever.”

			“We should tell her,” Lajwa says. She’s cracking, after all. I’m proud of myself for getting her to give in. “We should tell her what happened.”

			“No.” Rana is holding the wet sponge and a wad of yellowy-­damp paper towels. I smell the mildew of the sponge, the sweet-­tart apple juice.

			“It’s about her best friend. She should know.”

			

			“No. Let Mama and Baba tell her.”

			“Right. She’s going to find out when Mama comes home. Why can’t we tell her? We’re her sisters. We should tell each other things.”

			“Fine,” says Rana, leaving for the kitchen, hands dripping. “Whatever. I don’t care. You do it.”

			The whole room smells like apples now.

			Lajwa says, “You’re sort of right. Someone died.”

			“It’s too awful to talk about.” Rana is back. She can’t help herself. “Someone murdered Susu’s father.”

			Until now, I have never heard the word murdered used about a person I know. Murder only happens inside a newspaper or a television or a computer or a phone or the mystery novels Mama reads. Murder is not something older people talk to little children about, unless they absolutely have to.

			“Murdered him dead?” I say.

			How does an eight-­year-­old hear the word murdered, hear the word dead? If the person who’d died were someone I didn’t know or who didn’t matter much to me, I would picture a death in a movie. An actor writhing on the ground, and when the cameras turned off, getting up and heading home. Movies are not real. But my best friend’s father is dead, and that means a person I know is truly dead, never coming back. A best friend’s father is a shadow of a person to a little girl, but he’s real to her friend, as real as the little girl’s own parents. The friend—me—grasps his realness, and his death extends the circle of death to the friend’s friends. In other words, for me, Susu’s father’s death suggests other deaths—not mine; that still seems unlikely. My life has barely begun. But someone I love dying, my mother or father, my sisters or brothers.

			

			What if it were my father, not Susu’s, who’d been murdered?

			Rana says, “Yes, you donkey, he’s dead.” Now that she’s decided I can hear what happened, she’s all in. And she wants to scare me. She spooky-­whispers: “Whoever killed him left him in pieces. Hacked him up!”

			Hacked. The word sounds violent, especially the way Rana spits it out, but its full meaning is out of reach. I imagine Susu’s father’s arms and legs detached from his body, his head lolling to the side, chin pointing to the floor. No blood. Clean cuts, like a carrot or potato sliced into chunks.

			“Shut up,” says Lajwa. “We don’t know if that’s true. Don’t scare her.”

			“She should be scared. We should all be scared. I heard the headmistress say he was cut into pieces, so it has to be true.”

			“Did the person kill him in the alley?”

			“He, or she, killed him in a lift,” Rana says. “You’re lucky we don’t have one in our building, or the murderer might get you, too.”

			“Don’t make things up,” says Lajwa. “I heard he was killed right in his bed.”

			“The point is, Layla better watch out, better watch where she goes. There’s a murderer out there. A murderer who could get you.” She presses her finger right on my chest, so hard I feel my breastbone give.

			My face flames with tears. Lajwa shoves Rana away from me. She lets me sob into her shoulder.

			“It’s horrible, so horrible, like that other guy who died,” Rana says.

			“What other guy?” No one has told me about a guy dying before.

			

			Lajwa gently lets me go and sets me on the couch. “Shut up, Rana, or I’ll stuff a sponge in your mouth.”

			We hear a clap of thunder, and the sky dumps rain onto our building and our neighborhood. The rain on the roof is like a stampede of elephants. The smell of wet dust obscures all other smells. In five minutes, the rain peters out, turning into a drizzle. The drizzle subsides, and the sun comes out and dries everything, in less than an hour, and I start wishing I could go out.

			 

			The rest of the day passes slowly, second by second, minute by minute, in a gray-­beige blur of boredom punctuated by excruciating worry. What if the killer is still lurking in the neighborhood? Will my parents come back from work? Will they die today? Will they die one day? What will I do then?

			When my parents come home, they deduce right away that my sisters have told me. They’re exasperated, but not angry.

			Baba says, “Don’t believe everything you hear. The police are still figuring out what happened.”

			Mama says, “We have to be strong for Susu and her family. We can’t spread gossip because that will hurt them.” At dinner, I beg my parents to let me see Susu that evening. I think for sure Mama will say no, but she says yes. She tells me to put on a nice dress and brush my hair and teeth. She explains that the family is sitting in grief. Neighbors stop by to give their condolences.

			I wear a yellow dress with tulip sleeves. I braid my hair. I look at myself in the mirror on the wardrobe and think I look like a princess.

			As we’re getting our shoes on, my mother lectures me.

			

			“You have to be polite. Don’t say a word.”

			“Why?” I’ve been to Susu’s dozens of times.

			“This kind of grief is worse than regular grief,” Baba says. “It was a terrible death.”

			“All death is terrible,” Mama says. “All death is the end. All death rips love away from us.”

			“You know what I mean. The way he died.”

			They seem to have forgotten I’m sitting on the foyer floor beneath them, putting on my socks and shoes.

			Baba will go to the men’s open house, at Susu’s uncle’s flat, and we will go to Susu’s auntie’s place, upstairs. Lajwa and Rana stay home to take care of the boys.
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