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To the ones we lost too soon.









 


 


 




Now hollow fires burn out to black,


And lights are guttering low:


Square your shoulders, lift your pack,


And leave your friends and go.


Oh never fear, man, nought’s to dread,


Look not left nor right:


In all the endless road you tread


There’s nothing but the night.


—A. E. Housman, from
A Shropshire Lad













CATALOG OF TRUTHS
TAXONOMY OF LIES
GLOSSARY OF INTANGIBLE THINGS





Fact: Something that has a concrete, provable existence; an actual occurrence; an objective reality.


Alternative fact: A disguised falsehood presented as true. See Orwell, George, doublethink: the simultaneous acceptance of two mutually contradictory “facts” without a sense of conflict or cognitive dissonance.


Truth: A quality or state in accordance with reality; the actual or true state or nature of a person, place, thing, or event. Fidelity. Honesty.


Lie: A false or misleading impression. A deception you tell yourself so you can sleep at night.












[image: Illustration]










SAFIYA



JUNE 1, 2023




Fact: The dead can’t speak.


Truth: Sometimes the dead whisper to you, in the quiet: Don’t let them forget I was here once. Alive. Young. I was like you. I believed I would live forever.





You never forget the first time you see a dead body.


It was warmish for a Chicago winter. If the temperature hovering around freezing is warm. (In Chicago, it is.) There was the sickly sweet rotting smell of leaves that had fallen from trees, mixing with mud, never totally drying up before the first snow. The odor filled the air around the sloping embankments of a crumbling stone culvert that was lined with steel. The pipe was hidden by overgrown limp grass, deep in Jackson Park, in the part where no one ever goes because there are stories of ghosts and Mothman sightings. It’s not the restored part of the park—the blooming Japanese garden, the shiny metal sculpture of giant petals, the bike paths, and the Illinois prairie popping with blue cornflowers. It’s the neglected area by the abandoned arched bridge that leads to nowhere. No one ever went there because there was absolutely nothing to see. Until the time there was.


The first thing I saw was a shoe.


A charcoal-colored canvas sneaker. It was damp, and there was a curved winter salt stain along its side, where the shoe had gotten wet and then dried. And another, higher water mark. Then another. Like the rings in a tree trunk that tell you how old a tree was, how long it lived before it was cut down. A passing of time. Three rings of storms. Three rings of floods. Weathering them all alone.


I remember thinking that canvas sneakers were not a good footwear choice. They weren’t warm enough, even for a mild winter day. Your feet would be cold. It was too wet. Silly Safiya. The cold and wet don’t matter if you’re dead.


That’s when I should’ve stopped. Right there. Right then. Literally. In my tracks. Called the police, moved backward and not forward into a crime scene. Would’ve saved me a lecture from the police. Would’ve saved me from the image etched forever in my mind. Would’ve saved me. Period.


But I didn’t stop. Couldn’t. I’d made a promise to a dead boy. And I was going to see it through.


I could say it was solely the hodgepodge of clues and half-baked theories that had led me there. Or my desire for justice. Or my needling curiosity that my friend Asma called nosiness. But I’m not that good a liar. There was a voice. His voice. The voice of a dead boy. I didn’t want to believe it. But it was there, pulling me forward, reeling me in, asking me to find the true story. And to tell it.


I shined my light into the steel-lined culvert.


The shoe belonged to a body that led to a face I’ll never forget.


When you see a dead body, you freeze, a layer of ice forming under your skin. You stare one second longer—too long—and that ice shatters, and the truth of what you’re seeing cuts you in a million places. The body you’re looking at was a person who lived and breathed and was part of this world. And even though your brain can’t form a single clear thought, one idea burrows its way into your bones: This body—this person—is now part of you, forever. Not merely the memory of those empty, dark-brown eyes, or their crooked blue fingers, or the rigidness of their jaw, half-open in a silent scream. No. It’s not what they looked like that you never forget. (Even though you never forget that, either.) It’s that they never leave you. They are a part of your air. Your sweat. The blackness behind your eyes when you try to sleep. They were young. Too young. And now their too few memories are yours to protect. To hold. Their entire life was a beginning rushed to an end. They never got a middle. They never got the heart of their story.


At first you ignore it, the echo. But it never goes away. It’s quieter at times. The voice. And then louder. Pleading. Plaintive. Angry. Sometimes it doesn’t feel like a metaphor. Sometimes the voice sounds like your own.


I’m more than lawyers’ exhibits presented at trial.


I’m more than the stenographer’s click-clack.


I’m more than the sum of small facts.


I’m more than a body.


My Journalism Ethics professor tells me that I can’t report on this story—I’m too close, even now, sixteen months after I found the body. He says my job is solely to find the verifiable, immutable facts. But those facts don’t give you the whole story. They don’t distill the truth of how it all happened, of why it was him. Of why it was me. Of what we owe the dead. Or how one death can change the way you look at the entire world.


Some facts barely scratch the surface of the truth.


Some facts obscure it.


Some facts are lies.


Some lies are necessary.


One fact that is the truth: Jawad Ali was fourteen years old when he was killed. And I’m the one who found him. One day he was a ninth grader. Then he was accused of being a terrorist. Then he was murdered. This isn’t my story to tell, not exactly. But I’m here, trying to gather the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. Tugging at tangled threads of memory while the jury is still out. I could claim to be objective. But that would be a lie. And lies are what got us here in the first place.






News/Crunch Online Magazine


October 20, 2021




MUSLIM TEEN ARRESTED ON SUSPICION OF TERRORISM FOR BRINGING HOMEMADE JET PACK TO SCHOOL


When Jawad Ali arrived at school Tuesday morning, he was excited to show off a cosplay jet pack he’d put together in an after-school class. But things didn’t go exactly as he’d hoped. His English teacher mistook the costume accessory for a bomb and alerted administrators, who called the Chicago Police Department.


In the transcript of the 911 call released by the police, English teacher Patricia Jensen can be heard frantically describing Ali as “an Arab student” who was wearing “something like a suicide bomber vest.”


“We’d been working on building new things from scraps and discarded items in the makerspace,” Ali, the son of Iraqi refugees, told reporters after he was cleared and released from custody. “So when I finished the jet pack over the weekend, I was super excited to show it to my teachers and the other kids, even though it wasn’t Halloween yet.” He continued: “I’m sad my English teacher thought I’d bring a bomb to school. Maybe she thought I was a terrorist because of my religion. Or because I’m Arab American. Why couldn’t she see me as a good student, though? A good kid.”


Chicago Police Department spokesperson Jim Leary told reporters, “Police attempted to question the juvenile multiple times, but all he kept saying was that it wasn’t real. He declined to give further details.” Ali was taken into custody to ascertain that he wasn’t “a sleeper, taught to blend in or distract,” Leary went on to say.


Upon the teen’s release, the police said he would not be charged with any crime for bringing a “suspicious object” to school.


Commander Phillip McCarthy said Ali should have been “more transparent and forthcoming” rather than repeatedly describing the device as a “jet pack.” McCarthy continued: “The department is cognizant of his age and, at this time, will not be charging him with any crimes, including a possible felony count of planting a hoax bomb.”


Ali is pleased he was cleared of all charges but remains suspended from school until Friday. “I don’t get it,” he said. “If the police cleared me, why can’t I go back to school? I have an algebra test this week.”













JAWAD



I made a jet pack. And they killed me for it.


It wasn’t even real. It was plastic and tubes, glue and paint. I wanted to be a steampunk inventor for Halloween because I’d seen this awesome old anime called Steamboy about a kid who liked to tinker and create stuff, kinda like me.


In fifth grade, some of the kids started calling me Contraption Kid because I loved inventing things. Because someone gave me a stick of gum, two paper clips, and a string, and I invented a tool to sneak Starbursts out of the bowl on the attendance secretary’s desk. It definitely wasn’t as quick and easy as walking by and pocketing a candy when her head was turned, but it was way more fun. She only bought the original flavors. But that was fine by me because orange was my favorite anyway. I wish I could taste orange now. I wish I could taste anything.


For our elementary school engineering contest, I made a bridge out of Popsicle sticks and tape that held 150 pennies! Twenty pennies more than anyone else’s. The trick was to turn the bridge upside down to hold the cup of pennies, to work against its natural bend. I got a ribbon for it and won a book about how to make cool stuff out of recyclables, called Hey! Don’t Throw It Away! My parents were so proud. Baba always used to say that flipping your thinking was sometimes the best way to come up with an answer to a tough problem. Building that bridge was the first time I understood what he meant. My dad used to say a lot of stuff that went over my head.


Then this fall, right after I started ninth grade, the physics teacher organized an after-school club in the makerspace where we could work on our own projects. When I decided I wanted to build a jet pack for my costume, Ms. Ellis was totally into it. Recycle! Reuse! Repurpose! she’d always say. She knew exactly what I was doing. Saw my sketch and approved it. We’d been taking apart old electronics, like radios and TVs with dials and antennas, and Ms. Ellis said I could use any materials I could salvage. I was so excited, I took the whole project home to finish two weeks before Halloween.


My jet pack turned out so cool. I built it from two empty plastic soda bottles that I turned upside down and glued together, then linked with black plastic tubes—the stretchy kind you sometimes see on a vacuum. I added a TV knob and a dial from an old radio that had numbers from 88 to 108—its little needle was stuck on 96. Glued the whole thing to a ripped backpack I found in the trash.


[image: Illustration]


I painted the pieces bronze and silver with leftover paint Baba kept in our building’s basement, the same colors we used to upcycle the old pink bike our neighbor gave me when I was seven and we didn’t have money to buy a new one.


I couldn’t wait for Halloween to show Ms. Ellis the jet pack, so I took it in early. She loved it. “Being creative takes courage,” she told me. “Never forget that.” She had that look in her eyes that teachers sometimes get when you surprise them in a good way. I had the jet pack with me in English class, but when Ms. Jensen saw it, she said it looked like a bomb. I thought she was joking at first. I mean, it was painted soda bottles! I didn’t even know what a real bomb looked like. But she kind of freaked out. Not the yelling kind of freaked out. The real quiet kind. The kind that’s so much scarier. Her face turned gray, and she started stepping away from me. I shrugged and headed to my next class.


[image: Illustration]


They walked me out the school door on a bright October day in handcuffs. Hands behind my back, like I was a criminal. I told them over and over that it was a jet pack for my Halloween costume. But it was like they didn’t understand English. I was trying so hard not to cry. All I kept thinking, kept saying, was It’s not real. It’s a jet pack. It’s not real. It’s not real. Please. Kids were in the hallway taking pictures, livestreaming, whispering.


I thought that was the worst day of my life. Turned out, I was dead wrong.
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JAWAD



The news reports kept calling us Iraqis. Eye-rack-eez. That’s how they said it. Like we weren’t Americans at all. Like my parents and I didn’t have US passports. Like my mom didn’t protect them like prized possessions. But that wasn’t the story the reporters wanted to tell. This was:




CHILD OF IRAQI REFUGEES ARRESTED FOR BOMB HOAX


ILLINOIS STATE SENATOR QUESTIONS LAX NATURALIZATION POLICIES IN LIGHT OF ALLEGED BOMB THREAT


POLICE: IRAQI IMMIGRANT STUDENT ARRESTED FOR HOAX BOMB HAD RECORD OF TRUANCY





In my real life, on my first day back from my three-day suspension for the “bomb hoax,” someone had taped a shooting target—the kind that looks like a bull’s-eye—to my locker. Then someone yelled at me. Others started yelling, too. Like a chant: Bomb Boy. Bomb Boy. Bomb Boy.


At that moment, right then, it felt like I was dying inside. Turns out, that’s not what dying feels like at all. Dying was fast, but also slow. And cold. And hard. I barely had time to scream for help before it all ended. Before all my words were ripped away from me.


When I went back to school after the bomb hoax suspension, my parents told me I couldn’t go to the after-school makerspace club anymore, at least for the rest of the quarter. Even though I’d been cleared. Even though I promised not to make anything else that could seem suspicious. When I went to tell Ms. Ellis, I thought she was going to cry.


“Don’t let hate crush your creativity,” she said. “Don’t let them take away your shine.”


I looked down at my shoes and whispered, “It’s that…my parents want me home right after school from now on.”


Ms. Ellis nodded her head. “I understand. I’m sorry for…everything. It will get better. I promise.” She put her hands together like she was praying.


Now, even though it’s too late to matter, I realize that sometimes adults—even the good ones—make promises they know aren’t true. Promises made of fancy words they know they can’t keep. I think they mean well. They probably think the truth is too sharp. But false hope cuts, too. At least it did when I was alive to feel things.


[image: Illustration]


Ghosts don’t have to go to school. I’m not saying that because it’s the silver lining. It’s that we don’t have to go anywhere. But I visited Bethune anyway. I wasn’t sure where else to go. It was the morning. First period. And I was never late to school. I guess habits stick around even when you don’t need them to.


But going back to my old school, standing in the middle of the hall with everyone walking by me, almost made me feel actual pain again, like that thing when you lose an arm but feel it anyway. A phantom limb. In some ways it was barely different from when I was a real boy. No one really saw me then, either.


Except Ms. Ellis.


I thought maybe she’d be able to see me now. Hear me. She looked sad sitting there at her desk. I got kind of close to her. For a second, she stopped her grading. Almost looked up. I was so close. But then she shook her head and picked up her pen again. I think she blames herself for what happened to me, because she ran the makerspace club after school, because she encouraged me, because that was the beginning of my end. I don’t blame her, though. It wasn’t her fault at all. She was one of the kind adults, the ones who cared. I never told her that I knew she was on my side. That I appreciated her. Maybe she knows? I hope she knows. I hope she won’t let them take away her shine, either.


Then I visited my old locker. They never reassigned it. Maybe they think it’s haunted. (Spoiler: It is.) It’s empty. A shell. Three days after my suspension had ended, someone duct-taped another sign to my locker: Go home, raghead! I peeled it off, but sticky residue from the tape is still there. That stripe of tacky gunk outlasted me.










SAFIYA



JANUARY 18, 2022




Fact: Seeing is believing.


Truth: Sometimes looks can be deceiving. Sometimes your brain tricks you by showing you what you want to see, even if it’s not real.





I didn’t see it until they took the boy away…took Jawad’s body and loaded it into the back of an ambulance.


When they turned it over—turned him over—I noticed how gentle they were. The rubber-gloved hands of the EMTs worked in unison, like a machine, but softly, with their voices hushed, making no unnecessary sounds. As if he could feel the pressure on his cold, bruised skin; as if his ears could be damaged from loud noises. Even still, when they moved him from the culvert to the stretcher, his body landed on the vinyl green pad with a quiet thud. I cringed.


Right before they covered his body with a gray blanket—the kind they’d wrapped around my shoulders because I couldn’t stop shivering—I saw a tiny glint of silver and blue dangling from his belt loop, a flash in the cold sun. A flicker of something vaguely familiar, a dulled hook snagging at a wisp of childhood memories. I shook my head and closed my eyes, in case I’d imagined it, but when I opened them, it was still there: a key chain, a small silver hand of Fatima, a blue and white stone at its center. A promise of protection.










JAWAD



The police never gave me my jet pack back. Guess they destroyed it to make sure it wasn’t a bomb. It meant I didn’t have a costume for Halloween, which was okay because I didn’t feel much like dressing up anymore. A couple weeks after I got back from suspension, things finally started quieting down. “Bomb Boy” stuck, but mostly life was getting back to normal. My parents even said I could maybe go back to makerspace club after winter break.


That’s when I started getting the texts. I ignored them. I’d gotten real good at ignoring things I didn’t want to see or hear. I never told my parents. I didn’t want to worry them even more. I was trying to be a good son. They both seemed so tired after my arrest. Even their bodies moved slower, like they were kind of broken. Like they got old overnight.


I guess I should have told them about the texts. I guess I should’ve told someone. But it was easier to pretend that nothing was happening. That everything was okay. All I needed to do, I thought, was keep my head down. Keep my eyes on my own paper. Keep my mouth shut. Disappear. I tried to make myself invisible. Turned out I was too good at it. Turned out vanishing was my superpower.


I died clutching my key chain. That silver hand of Fatima I’d held on to for so many years and always had with me. I thought about the last time I needed it, when I was a real boy.


Now all I am is a whisper in the dark to a girl who doesn’t want to believe in ghosts. How do I get Safiya to believe in me? I need someone to believe in me.






State’s Exhibit 1


Text messages sent to Jawad Ali, Nov 8–11, 2021, via Burner app




Stare into the abyss, and the abyss stares back


This is the way the Bomb Boy ends. This is the way the Bomb Boy ends. Not with a bang but a whimper [image: Illustration]


Nobody is more inferior than those who insist on being equal [image: Illustration]


Bomb Boy. Bomb Boy. Tick Tick Tick Tick... [image: Illustration]


If you want me to believe in your Redeemer, you’re going to have to look a lot more redeemed













SAFIYA



JANUARY 3, 2022




Fact: There are no monsters under your bed at night.


Truth: The monsters are all walking around in the daylight.





No one wanted to talk about the letter our mosque got the week before Christmas. No one, not even my parents, wanted to consider it a real threat. But “threat” was the only way to describe it:




Dear Muslim Scum,


We will be coming to your mosque. It will be a massacre on a scale never seen. Christchurch will pale in comparison. You can pray all you want to your God.


But God is Dead.





Everyone wanted us to go around like it was a regular December. Fa la friggin’ la. Deck the halls. Down the eggnog. Fire up the TV yule log. A normal winter break—for Muslims whose mosque had been sent a letter about a possible mass shooting. Nothing to see there, I guess. The note had been postmarked on December 16 in London. London. Why the hell would anyone in England want to threaten a small community mosque on the South Side of Chicago? How did they even know we existed? The police gave us extra patrols at Jummah after the community pushed for it, but generally the police department was treating the letter like a prank.


All the adults kept saying we shouldn’t let them scare us. Ummm? Why not? It was scary. I panicked when I first heard about the note. A massacre worse than Christchurch? Over fifty people were killed there! Our mosque was basically a neighborhood storefront. Even for Eid we probably didn’t get more than fifty or seventy-five people for prayers. Why target us?


My parents kept reminding me that we’d seen worse. They remembered 9/11. I didn’t, so I wasn’t around to witness that fallout. But I was here for the first Muslim ban. And the second. And America’s ongoing, relentless wars in the Middle East that started before I was born and that, honestly, I’ve never been able to fully distinguish or understand. One giant, endless conflict with a lot of nameless dead civilians. Killed by drones, which somehow made Americans feel less responsible, because drones aren’t people. But only a person can issue a kill command.


Was it comforting for my parents and the aunties and uncles to know we’d been through worse? Maybe there was some twisted adult logic to that, but it didn’t exactly feel like a warm blanket on a cold night.


That was the first week of winter break, and it was quiet after. I started thinking that maybe my mom was right: It will pass, beta. Anonymous haters are all bark and no bite. Aside from the weirdness of her casually dropping “haters” into the conversation, I started to forget, too.


[image: Illustration]


The first day back at school was an unusually mild one for a January in Chicago. The sun warmed my face as I walked through the neighborhood, dodging the drips of awning icicle melt. It was a winter day with a hint of spring, of bright, new things; but every Chicagoan knew not to be duped by the false promise of a sunny day.


This was it—the final push to graduation. I’d applied early admission to college and gotten in, but there were still five months between me and the cap and gown. Until I could be rid of DuSable and most of all Dr. Hardy, our principal, who’d planted a target on my back after my very first op-ed in sophomore year, which said the school admin gave special privileges to varsity athletes. Duh. Reporting the obvious truth had landed me on his crap list.


I got to school early, so I planted myself on my bench across the street, readjusted my black wool beanie over my ears, uncapped the mitts of my fingerless gloves, and pressed PLAY on my phone’s Voice Memos app. I’d done exactly zero schoolwork over the break, and my next Be the Change column was due Wednesday. I couldn’t show up to journalism class with nothing.




BEGIN RECORDING.


DuSable Prep isn’t the most privileged place in the world, but you can see it from here. It’s mostly limousine liberal, faux woke privilege that prides itself on voting the right way. But it’s one of those “celebrate diversity on paper, not necessarily in the admissions policy” situations, because for all the recognition of Day of the Dead and Lunar New Year and the Jewish High Holidays and even Eid, less than ten percent of the student body is Black, indigenous, or people of color (BIPOC!), which doesn’t even come close to repping Chicago as it actually is. Ironic, since the school’s named after a Black Haitian man who was the first non-Native settler of Chicago. The diversity numbers are even more abysmal for faculty, the administration, and the board of directors (which is all white this year). Sure, we have our annual MLK celebration, where we hear three minutes of the “I Have a Dream” speech and get some rah! rah! talks about diversity, equity, and inclusion from the administration and listen to the mostly white choir singing “We Shall Overcome” with no sense of irony. But do we ever read the full text of Dr. King’s “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” when he calls out white moderates? No.


Before break, the Spectator had published an open letter from the Organization of BIPOC Students that called on the administration to address racial, religious, and identity-based biases at school, especially in light of a racist anti-Black meme that had been posted on the school’s Facebook page. This, after the administration claimed it wasn’t the school’s responsibility, because it was a public page and the meme had only been posted as a comment from an unknown source. But it also stayed up for two days before they took it down because “free speech.” And remember when the assistant principal told upset students in his office that they needed to be “civil” and “make an appointment” if they wanted a dialog—


PAUSE RECORDING.





“Safiya! Hey!”


I turned my head toward the alarmingly cute boy who was jogging up to me.


“You planning on skipping school on the first day back from break?” Richard Reynolds hovered above me, his pale-blue eyes sparkling in the winter sun. The space between us warmed, like his smile could thaw the coldest winter freeze.


“Ha! Me? As if. We were lab partners for a whole semester. Did you not pay attention at all?” I grinned.


“Oh, I paid attention,” he said.


The way he looked at me when he said that—like I was the only interesting person on earth—made the tips of my fingers tingle. We’d known each other since I started at DuSable, but it wasn’t until chemistry class last semester that I started to consider him more than a rich, preppy athlete. I began to look at him as a hot, rich, preppy athlete. One that was kinda sweet and funny. And fun to talk to. Someone who didn’t overshare but truly listened and paid attention to other people, unlike so many popular guys at our school who couldn’t shut up about themselves. But he was definitely not someone to crush on. One-hundred-percent, absolutely not crushworthy. Nope. This hard-boiled, tough-as-nails investigative journalist was not susceptible to his incredibly cute dimples. Or to his low voice that made you lean eagerly toward him when he spoke, like he was about to share a dazzling secret.


“Did you do anything fun over break?” he asked, knocking me out of my ridiculous heart-eyed reverie.


“Worked at the store. Watched a lot of holiday rom-coms. Too much hot cocoa. Tried to teach myself how to crochet a scarf.” God. I sounded like a middle-aged lady with a lot of cats and embroidered pillows. Could I be any more of a dork?


Richard tried to suppress a smile.


“What?” I said, my defenses rising.


“Nothing. It’s…kinda cute. Do you have fuzzy slippers, too?”


“Shut up.” I gently nudged the toe of his boot with my worn Docs. I scooched over on the bench so he could join me.


“What about you? Were you jet-setting somewhere?”


“The only interesting thing I did was watch a bunch of movies suggested by our esteemed editor in chief.”


I bit my lower lip for a second. I’d recommended some of my favorite journalism movies, like the total nerd I am, and he’d actually watched them? He had been listening when I was going on and on in chem lab about being a journalist.


“Seriously?” I said.


“What? I have layers.” He grinned. “I can spend hours watching movies that have zero action, confusing plotlines, and a lot of talking with furrowed brows.”


I laughed, doing my best imitation of that journalist-at-work look. “Which ones did you pick?”


“Shattered Glass and All the President’s Men. Oh! And Almost Famous. What was that one line they kept saying?”


“ ‘It’s all happening,’ ” Richard and I said in unison. My cheeks warmed as we locked eyes.


“Not gonna lie. I fell asleep during All the President’s Men. But the other two at least kept me awake.”


“Ha ha ha. I love both of them—they’re like two sides of the same coin.”


Richard scrunched his eyebrows at me. “How do you figure?”


“They’re about journalists who misrepresent facts. Except in Almost Famous, that kid lies about his age but writes the truth and has a good heart. In Shattered Glass, that dude was intentionally misleading. He told lies and pretended they were facts. That’s why he gets busted. Good old fact-checking.”


“Whoa, that’s deep. It’s very ‘truth will out,’ ” he said as he joined me on the bench.


“Look at you, dropping Shakespeare references.” I smiled, glancing up at him.


“I’ll have you know it wasn’t merely my athletic prowess that got me into this school.… It was also my dad’s very large donation.” He laughed.


I grinned. I liked that he could be self-deprecating.


Richard placed his palm on the bench in the space between us and scooched a little closer to me.


I tucked a long stray hair into my cap and turned to him to respond, but at that moment, a singsongy voice rang out from across the street, by the school entrance. “Richard! Richard!”


Richard looked up and waved at Dakota, a perfectly perky junior he’d gone to a couple dances with. She beckoned him over with a wave of her hand and a tilt of her head.


He turned back to me and rolled his eyes. “Sorry. I gotta give her something. Winter Ball committee stuff. You’ll keep schooling me on these movies later?”


“Count on it,” I said, making a finger gun with my right hand and clicking my tongue. Ugh. I was the worst at this. Whatever this was.


I watched him jog toward the school. Dakota looped her arm through his as they walked in. I sighed and turned back to my phone. I listened to what I’d recorded so far. I wasn’t sure how I wanted to finish the column. I always included an ask, one way students could “be the change.” But my thoughts were disorganized. Half angst-steam ahead, half thinking about Richard’s pillowy lips.


I sighed. Again. So much sighing, and the semester hadn’t even technically begun.


I dropped my phone into my bag and watched the students amass on the stone steps that led to the large red doors of our turreted main building. Especially on misty, gloomy days, DuSable Prep looked like a spooky British boarding school without the verdant rolling hills or accents. We didn’t have ghosts, but that didn’t mean we weren’t haunted. Everyone is haunted by something.


There was always post-holiday chaos on the first day back from break—students swapping stories about where they went skiing or snorkeling—but now there was a gaggle of students all staring down at their phones. Statue-like. Cold. Unmoving. This was not normal.


My first thought: school shooting. Or that some new, vaccine-resistant virus mutation had been found in Europe and was sweeping the continent. It was hard to know if my worst-case-scenario thinking was the world’s fault or mine. Probably both. As I reached into my bag to snag my phone and see what the trash fire/horror show of the day was, I saw Asma waving wildly at me and running across the street, her long black hair in loose waves that framed her deep brown skin and killer contoured cheekbones. Unlike my nonexistent makeup, hers was impeccable, as always, but it couldn’t hide the wide-eyed look of panic on her face.


“What are you doing? How are you not in journalism already?” she yelled as she neared the bench.


“And a very happy New Year to you, too!” I said. She and her family had been in Paris for the holidays. I was helping my parents in their desi grocery shop. Asma and I might have been a couple of the only desi Muslims in our class, but we occupied different stratospheres. Still, we’d had each other’s backs since she caught Paula Ryan trying to clandestinely spit in my soup during our first year at DuSable—because why not prank the scholarship kid? Asma proceeded to “accidentally” knock the soup into Paula’s lap. Paula was furious, but Asma didn’t even catch detention. That girl could out-bargain the Angel of Death.


“Your phone must be blowing up. Have you even looked at the Spectator site?”


“No. Why would I? We’re not posting new stories until later. Speaking of which, did you write—”


“We’ve been hacked.”


I rolled my eyes. “What? Some sophomore post a picture of their butt or something? I swear, if—”


“Safiya. Stop talking for a second. You need to look at it.” Asma shoved her phone in my face.


I glanced at the screen. My jaw dropped.





BE THE CHANGE


BY SAFIYA MIRZA GHOST SKIN


This is a disruption in your regularly programmed lefty brainwashing at this snowflake school. You need to wake up from the SJW-forced curriculum being crammed down your throats and realize this school is where free speech goes to die. Everyone is protected at this school. Except the pure, the alphas, who deserve to rule. Time to take this school back from the fawning beta multiculturalists and those who want to open the nation’s floodgates to illegals. It won’t be long before the cockroaches will be swarming at the school’s doors. This school, this newspaper, this editor, they are all feeding you fake news pablum. Spit it out. Reclaim your space like we claim this one. We are everywhere. This place is ours. Wake up.


I am the herald of lightning.





It was my column. My byline. But crossed out and replaced by a racist manifesto? I felt like I’d been slapped. I looked up at Asma. “What’s a herald of lightning?” I asked, a fireball whirring in my chest. Whoever the hell Ghost Skin was, I wasn’t going to let them get away with this.
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JAWAD



Sometimes I like to visit old places. The ones I used to go to. Like Juniper Park—my favorite playground when I was little. I was so scared of the tall slide. The one that was shaped like a rocket at the top and had a tunnel you slid through for the first half. You’d only be in there for a second, but I hated the feeling of being closed in, of not being able to see the sky. And that’s how I was left. Closed in, no sky.


Once Baba even went down the slide to show me that he could make it through. He had to tilt his upper body back so he wouldn’t hit his head. I waited at the bottom for him, so scared the slide would swallow him. I blinked and there he was, laughing. Raising his hands in the air. Trying to get me to smile. I don’t think my parents remember how to smile anymore. All their smiles were stolen when I was taken.


Now when I go visit the dry cleaner shop my parents own, I watch them working through the big plate glass windows, and I feel how quiet it is inside. How the silence makes my mom’s shoulders bend down over the sewing machine. The other day, she looked up for a second, rubbed her arms like she was cold, then pulled her blue sweater over her shoulders. I wanted her to see me. I wish she could see me. But I don’t know how a ghost becomes real.










SAFIYA



JANUARY 3, 2022




Truth: When people show you who they are, believe them.


Truth: This statement is false.


Lie: This statement is false.





Asma was talking, but I didn’t hear her. It was like my entire body was screaming but my brain was frozen. All I could hear was my heart beating in my ears. I kept staring at my phone, looking at the definition of “ghost skin”: a white supremacist who hides their beliefs to blend into a group or society and be undetectable. What the hell? A neo-Nazi had hijacked my column? Our principal, Dr. Hardy, was probably going ballistic. Maybe if I was lucky, he’d been too busy with back-to-school stuff to check the site. Maybe I could take the whole thing down before he saw it. Why would anyone do this? How? I had to get to the newspaper room. I had so many questions and zero answers—the absolute worst-case scenario for a journalist.


“Hey. Hello? Safiya, are you listening?” Asma’s hand on my shoulder jogged me out of my fog. “You’re going to see Ms. Cary, right? I have to go ask Ms. Arch for an extension on my paper, but I’ll meet you after. This is seriously effed up.” She gave me a small smile as we stood and headed toward the building.


Ms. Cary was our journalism teacher, and we ran the DuSable Spectator out of her classroom. Asma was right: I had to get inside, take down Ghost Skin’s article. But there was a pit in my stomach. Everyone had already seen the rant, or would see the screenshots that had probably been taken and were floating around in group chats. They’d all be staring, whispering about me. I was the editor. It was my responsibility. But right now, I didn’t want it. Right now, I felt sick.


As soon as I walked in and turned down senior hall, I saw our principal in front of the journalism classroom, feet planted, arms crossed, face scowling. “Safiya Mirza,” he hollered, unnecessarily loudly, down the hall. “I need to speak with you. Now.” Hardy was big on public shaming. He would’ve made a great Puritan. He had the whole “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” vibe down cold. All he needed was a ruffled collar and shoes with wide buckles.
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“Dr. Hardy, I understand and share your concern, but it’s highly unlikely that anyone on the newspaper staff would have written that…that…statement. And certainly not Safiya. She is—”


“You think I wrote that?” I asked, my voice rising. I’d been silent, listening to him go off on editorial responsibility and slipshod management and inappropriate pranks and accountability. But now he was accusing me and the Spectator staff. Hell no.


Ms. Cary subtly gestured at me to take it down a notch. I took a deep breath. A wave of annoyance passed over Hardy’s face as he narrowed his eyes at me, making the wrinkles on his forehead even more prominent. He didn’t even try to hide how much he didn’t like me. But being an admin butt kisser was never my goal.


In the fall, I’d written about how the administration was a dinosaur—out of touch with the times and the student body. He gave me a ton of grief for that column, a lot of side-eye, but right after Thanksgiving break, he made sure that either he or the assistant principal was in the lobby greeting students. A few of the very wealthy parents must’ve read my piece and called to question his administrative style—that was usually the only way anything got done around here. But he’d made it clear I was on his crap list for writing it. “Be careful, Ms. Mirza. You mess with the bull, you get the horns.” That was one of his favorite phrases, which he repeated to me many times after my piece was published.


Also, he never let me forget that I was a scholarship kid who should be constantly grateful. I was at DuSable only by the grace of others. How could I possibly forget that, even for a moment, when he was always there to rub it in, like it was a wound.


“Ms. Mirza. If not you, then who was it?” Hardy asked.


“Obviously some racist who hacked the school website. Oh, and a happy New Year to you, Dr. Hardy.” I added a wide fake smile to punctuate my sarcasm.


“Don’t play coy with me, young lady. This is not how I hoped to start the winter quarter, but here we are. No surprise that you’re involved with this mess.”


“Involved? I had nothing—”


“Dr. Hardy,” Ms. Cary interjected, somewhat softly. “As I said, I’m certain Safiya had nothing to do with this.” I could tell she was nervous—she was twisting the ends of her strawberry-blond hair, and her face looked pale and more pinched than usual. She was a new teacher and didn’t have tenure. And Hardy had the uncanny ability to make everyone around him uncomfortable, no matter how big or small the crowd. He was one of those administrators who seemed to dislike all kids except for…well, students like Richard. The shiny, beautiful ones, whose parents made big donations to the school.


“It’s obviously not me. I mean, look at me.” I didn’t mean for him to glare at my scuffed Docs, ripped jeans, and blue-and-green-plaid flannel shirt, which he did, without amusement. I meant, see me for who I am. “I’m a brown-skinned Muslim girl with Indian immigrant parents. Why the hell would I hijack my own column to put up a bunch of poorly written racist crap?”


“Language, Ms. Mirza. Your intentions are beyond my comprehension. But perhaps this was a way to create drama. To stir some cancel culture fervor.” He shook his head. I couldn’t understand what he was saying. It made no sense. But he continued. “I expect you and the newspaper staff to get to the bottom of this. And beginning today, principal approval is required for every story you post to the Spectator. You get the paper in order ASAP, or I will shut you down. For good.”


I opened my mouth to protest, to tell him that if anyone was creating cancel culture drama it was him, but Ms. Cary jumped in before I could speak. “Understood. I’ll work with IT to see if we can figure out who hacked the site and how.”


“And I’ll address it in my column today—” I started to add.


“You will do no such thing,” Hardy interrupted. “Were you not listening to a word I said? There is to be no reference to this so-called hack. If that is indeed what it was. If we don’t talk about it, it will simply die out. Want to stop a fire from spreading? You cut off its oxygen.”


“But I—”


“Don’t press me. I will not hesitate to remove you as editor if necessary. This is a school-sponsored paper, and the buck stops at my desk.” I had to hold myself back from laughing at Hardy mid-lecture. “The site doesn’t go back up until it’s been scrubbed and appropriate content is put up and approved by me. Have I made myself clear, Ms. Mirza? Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to go deal with what I can only assume is a barrage of parent phone calls about this.”


I nodded as Ms. Cary walked Hardy to the door. I quickly grabbed my phone from my back pocket, and when I refreshed the Spectator site, all I got was a 404 error. I wanted to throw my phone across the room. I wanted to throw it at Hardy. But that would only end badly for me. Besides, I had terrible aim. My stomach twisted in knots. Hardy was looking for an excuse to shut down the paper. To get rid of me as editor. After my column on the administration last semester, he’d called me a “thorn in his side.” He was not big on being subtle. My head spun. If I didn’t figure out who the hacker was, Hardy was going to get everything he wanted.










JAWAD



I may not be able to feel things anymore. But I get to see things now—things that people hid from me—from everyone—before. The thoughts they don’t say out loud but admit to themselves when they think they’re alone.


My English teacher? The one who reported me. I watch her sometimes. Not too often. Because it makes me sad and angry. I don’t say her name. Can’t bring myself to do it. Can’t, period. Maybe because it would hurt too much. Like a wound that never heals. She doesn’t work at my old school anymore. Her face scrunches sometimes when she looks at kids. Some kids, anyway. Like they are a walking bad word. Like they’re a broken rule.


How did she mistake my costume jet pack for a bomb? Easy. She never really looked at it. She was only looking at me. Well, part of me, anyway. The Iraqi part. The Muslim part. The hard-to-pronounce-name part. She never ever got my name right. I don’t even know if she tried. Which is weird because sometimes she’d talk about this dead Russian writer she loved. He wrote a book about a guy who went crazy and killed an old lady. My teacher didn’t seem to have any trouble pronouncing his name.


Sometimes I want to do mean things to her, to scare her. But I don’t. When I was upset, Mama used to say, Don’t let them change who you are. Don’t let them steal your goodness. I haven’t exactly figured out how to do all those scary-movie ghost things anyway. I whisper, though. Walk through leaves and crunchy, ice-hardened snow and across wooden floors that sometimes creak. Mostly people can ignore it, pretend it’s nothing. But Safiya notices, I think. Maybe she’s even starting to believe it’s more than the wind, more than her mind playing tricks on her.


One thing I learned by being invisible: People see what they want to see and decide it’s the truth. But it’s not. Let me show you. Here are some things people thought were bombs:




A backpack.


A sack lunch.


A loaf of bread in a brown bag.


A camera.


An e-cigarette.
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