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Day


One


WEDNESDAY


FEBRUARY 16, 2005




Cameron




When they told him Lucinda Hayes was dead, Cameron thought of her shoulder blades and how they framed her naked spine, like a pair of static lungs.


*


They called an assembly.


The teachers buzzed against the far wall of the gymnasium, checking their watches and craning their necks. Cameron sat next to Ronnie in the top corner of the bleachers. He bit his fingernails and watched everyone spin about. His left pinky finger, already cracked and dry, began to bleed around the cuticle.


“What do you think this is for?” Ronnie said. Ronnie never brushed his teeth in the morning. There were zits around the corners of his mouth, and they were white and full at the edges. Cameron leaned away.


Principal Barnes stood at the podium on the half-court line, adjusting his jacket. The ninth-grade class snapped their gum and laughed in little groups, hiking up their backpacks and squeaking colorful shoes across the gymnasium floor.


“Can everyone hear me?” Principal Barnes said, hands on each side of the podium. He brushed a line of sweat from his forehead with his sleeve, squeezed his eyes shut.


“Jefferson High School is in the midst of a tragedy,” Principal Barnes said. “Last night, we were forced to say good-bye to one of our most gifted students. It is with regret that I inform you of the passing of your classmate, Miss Lucinda Hayes.”


The microphone shrieked, crackled.


In the days following, Cameron would remember this as the moment he lost her. The hum of the overhead fluorescent lights created a rhythm in time with the whispers that blossomed from every direction. If this moment were a song, Cameron thought, it would be a quiet song—the sort of song that drowned you in your own miserable chest. It was stunning and tender. It dropped, it shattered, and Cameron could only feel the weight of this melody, this song that felt both crushing and delicate.


“Fuck,” Ronnie whispered. The song built and built and built, a steady rush.


It took Cameron six more seconds to notice that no one had a face.


He leaned over the edge of the bleachers and vomited through the railings.


*


Last night:


Almond eyes glaring out onto the lawn. A pink palm spread wide on Lucinda’s bedroom window screen. The clouds overhead, moving in fast, a gray sheet shaken out over midnight suede.


*


“The nurse said you threw up,” Mom said when she picked him up, later that afternoon.


Cameron nudged the crushed crackers and lint on the carpet of the minivan, pushing them into small mountains with the side of his snow boot. Mom took a sip of coffee from her travel mug.


After the initial drama had simmered down, everyone had gathered outside the gymnasium to speculate. The baseball boys said she was raped. The loser girls said she killed herself. Ronnie had agreed. She probably killed herself, don’t you think? She was always writing in that journal. I bet she left a note. Dude, your fucking throw-up is on my shoe.


“Cameron,” Mom tried again, three streets later. She was using her sympathetic voice. Mom had the sort of sympathetic voice that Cameron hated—it seeped from her throat in sugary spurts. He hated to imagine his sadness inside her. Mom didn’t deserve any of it.


“I know this is hard. This shouldn’t happen to people your age—especially not to girls like Lucinda.”


“Mom. Stop.”


Cameron rested his forehead against the frosted window. He wondered if a forehead print was like a fingerprint. It was probably less identifiable, because foreheads weren’t necessarily different from person to person, unless you were looking at the print on a microscopic level, and how often did people take the time for that?


He wondered how it would feel to kiss someone through glass. He’d seen a movie once about a guy who kissed his wife through a jail visitation-room window and he’d wondered if that felt like a real kiss. He thought a kiss was more about the intention than the act, so it hardly mattered if saliva hit glass or more saliva.


Since he was thinking about lips, he was thinking about Lucinda Hayes and hating himself, because Lucinda Hayes was dead.


When they got home, Mom sat him down on the couch. She turned on the television. Get your mind off things. She emptied a can of chicken noodle soup into a bowl, but over the whir of the microwave, the voice of the news anchor blared.


“Tragedy struck in northern Colorado this morning, where the body of a fifteen-year-old girl was discovered on an elementary-school playground. The victim has been identified as Lucinda Hayes, a ninth-grade student at Jefferson High School. The staff member who made the horrific find offered no comment. The investigation will continue under the direction of Lieutenant Timothy Gonzalez of the Broomsville Police Department. Civilians are encouraged to report any suspicious behavior.”


Lucinda’s eighth-grade yearbook photo smiled down from the corner of the television screen, her face flat and pixelated. The remote dropped from Cameron’s hand to the coffee table—the back popped off, and three AAA batteries rolled noisily along the table and onto the carpet.


“Cameron?” Mom called from the kitchen.


He knew that park, the elementary school down the block. It was just behind their cul-de-sac, halfway between his house and Lucinda’s.


Before Mom could reach him, Cameron was stumbling down the hall, opening his bedroom door. He couldn’t be bothered to turn on the lights—he was ripping the sheets off his bed, he was pulling his sketchbook and charcoals and kneaded eraser from their hiding spot beneath his mattress.


He ripped out the sketchbook pages one by one and spread them in a circle around his bedroom floor. It took his eyes a moment to adjust to the dark of his room, but when they did, he was surrounded by Lucinda Hayes.


In most of the drawings, she was happy. In most of the drawings, it was sunny, and one side of her face was lighter than the other. The left, always the left. In most of the drawings, she was smiling wholly—not like in the yearbook photo, where the photographer caught her before she was herself.


Lucinda’s face was easy to draw from memory. Her cheekbones were high and bright. The lines near Lucinda’s mouth gave her the appearance of effortless happiness. Her lashes were thick and winged outward, so if Cameron skewed the shape of her eyes or set them too deep beneath her brow line, you could still tell it was Lucinda. In most of the drawings, her mouth was open in laughter; you could see the gap between her two front teeth. Cameron loved that gap. It unclothed her.


Cameron pressed his eyes to his kneecaps. He could not look at Lucinda like this because he had missed her most important parts: The way her legs flew out when she ran, from all those years of ballet. How her hair got frizzy at the front when she walked home from school in the heat. The way she sat at her kitchen table after school, listening to music on her shiny pink MP3 player, drumming white-painted fingernails against the marble. He always imagined she listened to oldies because he thought they fit her. Little bitty pretty one. Cameron had missed the way she squinted when she couldn’t see the board in class, the creases at the corners of her eyes like plastic blinds she had opened to let in the sunlight.


He couldn’t look at Lucinda like this because now she was dead, and all he had were the useless things—a smeared charcoal iris. A pinky finger drawn quickly, slightly too thin.


“Oh God, Cam,” Mom whispered from the doorway. “Oh, God.”


Mom stood with her hands on the doorframe, taking in his ring of drawings, looking like she might crumple. Her pink, striped sweater looked fake and sad, and Cameron wanted to melt her right into him so she wouldn’t look so old. The way Mom’s hands clung to the doorframe reminded Cameron of when he was a kid and Mom did ballet in the basement. She used the dirty windowsill as a barre and put her Mozart tapes in the cassette player. She whispered to herself. And one and two and three and four. Jeté, jeté, pas de bourrée. Cameron watched through the railing of the basement stairs. Her old back never straightened, and her old toes never pointed, and she looked like a bird with a body of broken bones. It made him sad to watch her dance because she looked so fragile and so expressive and so happy and so fragmented, all at once. Mom looked like herself when she danced; he had always thought so.


Cameron wanted to tell Mom that he was sorry for all of this. But he could not, because of the horrified way she was looking at his collection of Lucinda.


Cameron put his head back on his knees and kept it there until he was sure Mom had gone.


*


Things Cameron Could Not Think About:


1.  The .22-caliber handgun in the lockbox underneath Mom’s bed.


Gandhi was assassinated with a Beretta M1934—three bullets to the chest. Lincoln took a bullet from a .44-caliber derringer. A .30-06 hunting rifle killed Martin Luther King Jr., and John Lennon was murdered with a .38-caliber pistol. The only famous person shot with a .22-caliber handgun was Ronald Reagan, who came out of the ordeal just fine. This made Cameron feel a bit better, like maybe if he or Mom were to use the pistol, the chances of actually killing someone were less than if Mom had, say, a 9-millimeter.


2.  Dr. Duncan MacDougall.


Dr. Duncan MacDougall claimed in 1907 that the human soul weighed twenty-one grams. Cameron had read this statistic a few years back, after Grandma Mary died. He calculated exactly where he was at the moment she passed: in the kitchen, washing crusty macaroni off a plate. There had been a functioning body on earth and now there was not—didn’t it have to be subtracted somehow? But after Grandma Mary died, the earth weighed twenty-one grams less and Cameron had gone on washing. Nothing had felt lighter.


Cameron tried to calculate exactly where he was last night, when Lucinda died on the playground. He couldn’t fathom it—like when you tried to remember what you had for breakfast, and in the process of fishing for the truth you only pushed it deeper down, until you could have had pancakes or pizza or a five-course meal, but you’d thought about it so much you’d never know.


3.  Hum.


Lucinda was probably there now, standing in front of the blue-painted door, wondering how any place could be so peaceful.


4.  The strips of translucent hair on Lucinda’s shins where she forgot to shave.


*


Before Mom picked Cameron up at school that afternoon, Ronnie and Cameron had walked together to history class. Ronnie wore what he’d had on since last Thursday: A pair of forest-green sweat pants and a plain white T-shirt with yellow armpits. An oversized black ski jacket, unzipped. His head stuck out the top like a cardboard box balanced on a #2-pencil neck.


“Dude,” Ronnie said. “This is some seriously crazy shit.”


Police officers milled around at the end of the hall. From this distance, they looked like ants.


Cameron had turned fifteen last month, but he wouldn’t take driver’s ed. He would never learn to drive. He didn’t want to risk getting pulled over and having to look a police officer in the eye. Hey, the officer would say. Aren’t you Lee Whitley’s son?


It didn’t help that they looked similar. Cameron and Dad were both wiry, with long arms that swung when they walked. They had the same light-brown hair. (Cameron grew it out, because Dad had a crew cut.) Pointy nose, pasty skin, hazel eyes. Narrow shoulders, which Cameron hid in various versions of the same baggy hoodie. Knees that bowed in a V shape, pointing naturally inward. Shy feet.


People used to say that Cameron and Dad had the same laugh, but Cameron didn’t like to remember that.


Ronnie had talked all the way to class, and Cameron had ignored him. Ronnie Weinberg was Cameron’s best friend—his only friend—because neither of them knew what to say or when to say it. Ronnie was obnoxious, while Cameron was quiet, and no one else spoke to either of them.


Beth DeCasio, Lucinda’s best friend, had decided a long time ago that Ronnie smelled bad and Cameron was weird. People tended to believe Beth DeCasio. Beth once told Mr. O—Cameron’s favorite teacher—that Cameron was the sort of kid who would bring a gun to school. Aside from dealing with the administrative mess that followed—the interviews with the school psychologist, the calls home to Mom, the staff meeting—Cameron had the same nightmare for four months straight. In the dream, he brought a gun to school and he shot everyone without meaning to. But that wasn’t the worst part. In the dream, he had to live the rest of his life knowing those families were out there, missing their kids. Mom had lots of meetings with the school’s counselors, and after, she’d come home vibrating and angry. Unfounded and unprofessional, she’d say. She’d make Cameron tea and assure him that he would never do such a thing, and besides, it was physically impossible to accidentally shoot a whole school of people.


Cameron still thought about it sometimes. Not in a way that made him want to shoot anyone—still, he felt like a toxin in the bloodstream.


Now, Beth DeCasio walked in front of Cameron, arms linked with Kaylee Walker and Ana Sanchez. She wore purple, Lucinda’s favorite color. This made Cameron think of Lucinda’s diary—the cover was purple suede, with a white elastic band holding it shut. The girls cried, their shoulders hunched, tissues bunched in their palms.


Usually, Lucinda left her house between 7:07 and 7:18 a.m. Sometimes, her dad would take the morning off from his law firm and they would go to breakfast at the Golden Egg, but this generally happened less than once a month, and Cameron always factored in the odds. It occurred to Cameron now, as Lucinda’s friends cried in front of trophy cases, that this morning had been different, and he hadn’t even known—Lucinda had not been walking down the street, behind or in front of him. She had not brushed her teeth over the bathroom sink, she had not eaten a croissant or yelled at her mom, she had not wrestled her arms into her yellow down coat.


Cameron felt genuinely sorry for Beth, Kaylee, and Ana, though he didn’t think anyone had a right to be sadder than anyone else. A girl was dead, a beautiful girl, and there was tragedy in that. And anyway, some types of love were quieter than others.


“I bet it was some kinky shit that killed her,” Ronnie said as they took their seats in history class. “Like, strangulation or something. Everyone’s talking about her ex-boyfriend, that soccer player—Zap. Douchebag looks like he’s into the nasty shit.” He made a choking motion.


Ms. Evans flicked on a movie about the Hundred Years’ War and shut the lights.


Cameron was afraid of the dark. It came down to thinking and unthinking. Once he imagined the possibilities that accompanied absolute darkness, he would convince and unconvince himself of all sorts of horrors: A stroke in his sleep, and the subsequent paralysis. Sleepwalking to the drawer of steak knives in the kitchen. All the awful things your own body could do to itself. He’d twist in circles around his miserable brain until he exhausted himself and fell asleep or lifted the screen off his bedroom window and ran. Neither option helped much.


“Excuse me,” said a gruff voice from the doorway. The smell—Dad had smelled just like that. Tobacco, coffee, rusty chains. “May we speak with one of your students?”


“Of course,” Ms. Evans said.


“Cameron Whitley?” The police officer was silhouetted in the crack of fluorescent light that streamed in from the hall. “You’ll need to come with us.”




Jade




I have a theory: faking shock is easier than faking sadness. Shock is a more basic emotion than sadness—it’s just an inflated version of surprise.


“The details have been released,” the vice-principal says. He claps his hands together, all business. “The victim was a student here at Jefferson High, Lucinda Hayes. The ninth-grade class is currently in the auditorium, where Principal Barnes is delivering the news. There will be a memorial service on Friday. Counseling will be available in the front office. We encourage you all to stay alert.”


He strides out of the classroom, a swish of khakis.


I pinch the bridge of my nose. I look stupid, but so does everyone else. Half the class looks genuinely sad—embarrassingly sad—and the other half bounces with the sort of glee you only find during a drama like this.


I imagine how the shock must look on Zap, but I don’t dare turn around.


Zap has this way of sitting. He leans back in chairs, spreads his knees wide, lets his limbs do what they want. It’s not arrogant or lazy. It’s intentional. Comfortable. Zap leans back and lets his body occupy that space, as if he commanded the chair to assemble beneath him and it listened.


Today, Zap sits at the broken leftie desk by the window, three rows back. He wears a red sweat shirt and corduroy pants with holes in the knees. They’re too short at the ankles because Zap grew five inches last winter. His glasses are still fogged up from walking across Willow Square in the biting February cold.


These are things I know without looking.


The rest is up to my imagination—how the shock of Lucinda Hayes sits carefully on him. All wrong at first, loose on his frame. But it will sink in. The shock will move from Zap’s shoulders to his neck, to the birthmark on his second left rib. From there it will spread to all the places I can’t see.


Shock is just sadness that hasn’t reached the gut.


*


Of course, I already know that Lucinda Hayes is dead.


I find out before school this morning, over a naked Toaster Strudel. Ma throws away the frosting packets so we won’t get fat, leaving our strudels an unassuming brown, bare oven tracks running across their backs.


“Sit down, girls,” Ma says. She taps ash from her cigarette into the kitchen sink. A hiss. In the morning, the wrinkles on Ma’s face are canyons.


Amy totters to the kitchen table and swings her gigantic purse onto my chair. Amy recently decided backpacks were immature for a seventh-grader, so she carries a brown faux-leather purse instead. Her math textbook is so heavy she walks with a limp.


“It’s about Lucinda,” Ma says. “I’m so sorry, sweetheart. She’s—she’s passed away.” Ma sighs in her pitying way (usually reserved for the post-office attendant and the boy in Amy’s class with recurrent cancer).


Amy’s bottom lip quakes. Then a shrill, gravelly cry. She stands dramatically and backs into the sliding door, spreading her pink-painted fingernails against the glass and suctioning them there like starfish.


Ma puts out her cigarette on a pizza-stained paper plate and crouches in her sweat pants next to Amy, who slides to the floor. Ma strokes her hair, unknotting the tangles inconspicuously.


“I’m so sorry, honey. They’ll make an announcement at school today.”


Ma is sorry for Amy. She is not sorry for me. I’ve never cried like that, so frantic and choked. I’m not trying to be brave or stoic or anything. I’ve just never liked anyone enough. Ma knows this. She glares at me, Amy’s head still in the crook of her elbow. A runny line of snot drips from Amy’s nose onto Ma’s freckled arm.


“Jesus, Jade,” she says, shifting her gaze to my stomach, which pudges out from the bottom of my Crucibles T-shirt, bare under my unzipped army parka. “Go put on a real shirt. You’re taking your sister to school today.”


I lean over the kitchen counter, resting my elbows on an outdated phone book.


Emotions shouldn’t have names. I don’t know why we bother talking about them, because emotions are never what they’re supposed to be. You could say I feel ecstatic, or guilty, or disgusted with myself. You could say all of the above. Amy sobs, but I identify only this foreign lightness: like someone has sucked the weight from my legs, taken the terrible thoughts out of my head, softened some sharpness jabbing at my ribs. I don’t know.


It’s so calm.


*


“Are you even human?” Amy asks.


Madison Middle School is a rectangle in the distance.


“Alien,” I say. “Surprise.”


“You’re not even sad.”


“Yes, I am.”


“You’re not. Ma says you have serious issues with ‘empathy’ and ‘self-control’ and ‘sad tendencies.’ ”


“The word is ‘sadistic,’ ” I tell her.


“Lucinda is dead,” she says, “and you don’t even care.”


Amy hitches up her purse and her leopard-print coat spreads open in the front. Amy wears a 32AA bra, and no matter how she is feeling, Amy is always quite cute. It’s the product of a fortunate combination: Amy’s red hair and the millions of freckles that dot her cheeks like grains of sand.


“It’s pretty fucked up, Jade,” she says. She pauses before the word “fucked” to consider. “We’ve known her our whole lives, and now she’s dead, and you’re not even pretending to be sad.”


I pump the tip of my tongue through the silver loop in my lip. I do this when I want someone to stop talking. It always works.


Amy stomps ahead, hugging herself close, shoulders bobbing as she stifles more sobs. Always the drama queen. She’s never been close with Lucinda, only Lucinda’s little sister, Lex. When we were young, Ma subjected us to weekly playdates—Lex and Amy would spend hours playing princesses in the Hayeses’ basement, while Lucinda and I were forced to sit there awkwardly until Ma came to pick us up. Lucinda would braid friendship bracelets, and I would read comic books, and we’d pointedly ignore each other while our sisters played make-believe. Lex and Amy used to be inseparable, but now they only hang out when Ma arranges it.


I wonder how Amy would feel if I died. Maybe she’d sleep in my bed some nights. Maybe she’d make a blanket out of my old T-shirts, which she’d keep in a box to show her children once they turned sixteen. Maybe she’d feel relieved. I’m suddenly aware of the ten feet of space between us, the four sections of sidewalk that separate Amy and me. I almost run to catch up with her. But just as unexpectedly as it comes, the desire passes again, leaving a faint, pulsing hatred somewhere I can’t touch.


*


WHAT YOU WANT TO SAY BUT CAN’T WITHOUT BEING A DICK


A Screenplay by Jade Dixon-Burns


EXT. PINE RIDGE DRIVE—BROOMSVILLE, COLORADO—EARLY MORNING


CELLY (17, slouched, dyed black hair), and SISTER (13, her opposite), walk to school. Celly hums a bouncy, upbeat song.


SISTER




Are you even human?




CELLY




Alien, surprise.




SISTER




You’re not even sad.




CELLY




No, I’m not.




SISTER




That’s fucked up.




CELLY




How can you claim to be sad? You barely even knew her.




SISTER




Who cares how well I knew her? It’s not a popularity contest.




CELLY




Everything is a popularity contest. This sadness you’re referring to. I know how it looks. You’ll go to school today and you’ll accept knowing hugs from all your pretty little friends. You’ll tell them how Lucinda let you borrow her nail polish once, five years ago.




Sister walks faster, away from Celly.


CELLY (CONT’D)




No one will call bullshit on you. All your pretty little friends will cluster around, trying to get closer to the wound.




Sister turns a sharp corner, nearly running now. Celly calls out after her.


CELLY (CONT’D)


(louder)




You’ll smile in spite of yourself. The teachers will let you skip your assignments. Tell me it’s not a popularity contest. Tell me, Sister. Go ahead.




Sister practically sprints up the school’s front steps. Celly stops walking and watches her sister disappear into the building.


CELLY (CONT’D)


(sotto)




Tell me about my sadness.




*


Zap used to have a constellation map taped to his ceiling. I would lie on his bed and stare at all the black space between pinpoint stars, thinking how half an inch on the poster was a million miles in reality. I would imagine floating through space on a continual supply of fake oxygen. That way, you could forget that back on earth there’s this stunted, superficial way of existence. I think about this as I try to tune out the girls by the mirror—about how living would feel without air, and how that non-air would feel without people. Quiet.


“I heard Zap went home. Didn’t say anything, just walked right out after first period.”


“He must be so devastated.”


I flush the toilet to let the girls know I’m there. It doesn’t make a difference. They carry on, their voices like roosters crowing, waking me from a zombie sleep. I focus on the frayed laces of my fat black shoes until the door swings open—a sliver of chatter slips into the bathroom from the crowded hall outside. The door shuts. Cavernous silence.


Zap loved that poster. His favorite constellation was Libra, because it looked like a kite, which reminded him of when he was little and he lived in Paris. He remembered the Seine, he said—he had this red-and-blue-checkered kite he flew down by the riverbank on summer days. He gave me a seashell years ago, from a beach on the French Riviera where he’d gone on vacation. One day, we’ll get out of here, he told me. It’s a big world out there; you’ll see. The shell is a rippled beige, shaped like an ear. I used to keep it under my pillow.


His name isn’t really Zap, of course. It’s Edouard, pronounced with the emphasis on the second half. His parents are French—they both moved to America at eighteen. They met in the French Undergraduate Society at Yale and they’ve been in love ever since—real love. Mr. Arnaud buys Mrs. Arnaud flowers on his way home from work, and sometimes they hold hands in public. His mom is like a woodland creature, slight and green-eyed.


No one can pronounce “Edouard”—he’s gone by “Zap” since the fourth grade, because one day he came to school dressed in a gigantic lightning-bolt costume he’d made from a cardboard refrigerator box. It was the week after the flash flood of ’98, which killed three people in Longmont, the next town over. He painted the lightning bolt yellow and harnessed it on with a pair of suspenders. All day he went around saying zap, zap, zap, passing out fun-sized candy bars. He was a force of nature, he said, but the kind that brought joy instead of harm. I thought this was so great. Everyone did. After school, he and I went to the field behind my house and watched the clouds roll toward the mountains in surrender.


That summer, Mrs. Arnaud brought hot chocolate in thermoses and Mr. Arnaud carried the camping gear—we set up sleeping bags in the middle of the field to watch meteor showers. Scratchy grass poked through nylon. It was too cloudy to see any meteors, but we didn’t care. The sleeping bags smelled like the Arnauds’ house: Laundry detergent. Christmas candles. We laid on our backs, and Zap recited all these useless facts about outer space, like did you know you can see only fifty-nine percent of the moon’s surface from our shit spot down on earth?


Thinking about Zap makes me sick. I bend over the toilet and make a series of violent gagging noises. They sound forced. Someone opens the bathroom door, hears me, and leaves again. Nothing comes up.


At the sink, I debate splashing water on my face, but I’m wearing too much makeup. The black around my eyes will smudge—it will look like I’ve been crying, and I can’t cry today. My eyeliner is extra dense, just the way Ma hates it.


Usually, I avoid mirrors. But today I’m hoping that the sight of my own body will help me place myself in the newly shifted universe. My arms are still doughy. My skin is still sickly white. Pustules burst from every surface, despite Ma’s prescription medication and my monthly trips to the dermatologist. Stop picking, Ma always says, but I like the way my skin peels. I like exposing the red, glistening part underneath.




Russ




Why did you become a cop?


It happened when Russ was a child, he says. An incredible act of violence. He refuses the details. People nod sympathetically, but Russ takes no satisfaction in that head shake—awe, respect, the necessary driblet of pity.


In truth, Russ became a cop because he couldn’t afford college and he had been told about the benefits of carrying a gun.


*


Russ gets the call at 5:41 a.m.


Hello? he says.


His teeth are fuzzy with sleep’s film.


Russ, the lieutenant says, crackly in the speaker, we’ve got a body.


*


Russ picks yesterday’s boxer shorts off the floor. Wriggles them on. Usually, he would roll over Ines on the way to the bathroom—he allows himself three seconds of that familiar warmth, hot salt skin beneath her ratty cotton nightshirt. Ines always sleeps through this, so Russ takes some time to hate himself in the shower as he lathers his body with dollar soap.


Today, Russ rolls out of bed on his own side.


We’ve got a body. Russ has never heard these words before. Well—in cop shows. Thriller movies. And of course, he heard these words in his head all through recruitment, through his time at the department’s local academy, and all through training for the Broomsville police force. Back when his job still glimmered with potential, before he knew he’d be spending ninety percent of it watching cars whiz past at five over the speed limit.


By 5:54, Russ is in his squad car, radio stuttering. It’s still night. His hands are numb and the steering wheel is icy leather.


Russ runs his tongue over his teeth. Regrets it. Plaque: his mother used to say it like a swearword, the corners of her lips turned down in disgust. He has forgotten to brush.


*


6:03 a.m., and Russ is the last to arrive.


The body is at the elementary school. All five patrol cars are parked in the middle of the street like they’ve been washed from the curb in an apocalyptic flood; fire truck and ambulance flash red across the intersection. Russ parks on the corner and his tires squeak, packing down snow. A layer of new slush mars the concrete.


Fletcher, someone says when Russ approaches. It took Russ months to adjust to this form of address. Fletcher was his father. Even after a year on the force, it didn’t register in his memory. Fletcher! someone would call, and Russ would keep typing case reports like no one needed him.


Now, the team is clustered around the playground carousel. They rub their eyes, bleary from the early-morning call: Sergeant Capelli, Lieutenant Gonzalez, Detective Williams, and all five patrol officers. They stand in a tight circle at the center of the black morning, backlit by a film of gray at the horizon where the sun will eventually rise.


Detective Williams ushers Russ forward, hands shoved in his pockets, asking what took him so long, he’s got to see this—it’s pretty bad, they found her like that, go take a look.


The body belongs to a young girl. Fifteen, maybe sixteen years old. She is covered in a thin membrane of fresh snow, and her skin is jaundiced in the glow of CSI’s spotlight. Blood and snow have frozen together on one side of her head (blond, the few untouched pieces of hair by her scalp). Her neck is broken, twisted to the side at a decrepit angle. The girl’s eyes are closed—postmortem, Russ thinks, because the snow has been wiped from her forehead with clumsy hands. She wears a purple skirt and black, sparkly tights, flecks of glitter dotting the nylon.


Later, Russ will see photos of this girl, alive, and she will look like teenagers he used to know. Like the girls he and his school friends thought about when they jerked off in the early afternoon, listening anxiously for the grumble of the garage door. Child hips.


Lucinda Hayes, someone says from behind.


It’s Detective Williams. He puts a hairy hand on Russ’s shoulder and continues: The family reported her missing late last night. Heard something in the yard, parents checked, she wasn’t in her bed. The body matches the description. We’ll need you and the boys to stay here, secure the scene after Medical is done. Then take a walk around the neighborhood. Knock on some doors, ask around.


This your first body?


Russ doesn’t answer. He looks down at the dead girl again. She does not seem at peace. He thinks of Ines and how she sleeps, all those shifting positions; Ines has seven, maybe eight sleeping forms she cycles through each night, indecisive about what will bring her comfort. Nothing, it seems.


The body—Lucinda Hayes—reminds Russ of his wife. She does not know how to position herself. Legs jut at an angle. She looks dissatisfied.


*


Russ was barely twenty-one when he started his job. He’d spent the three years since high school on his parents’ couch, doing crunches on the carpet and waiting to be older. He attended the occasional criminal-justice class at the community college, and after dinner, his father drank scotch and told Russ about his own time in training. The sergeant pulled out the shadow box, with his old badge and his old gun, and he talked himself ruddy. When Russ’s father retired, the department had rolled out the infamous meat-and-cheese platter, an inexpensive champagne toast.


When it finally came time, Russ passed all his tests at a mediocre level: civil service, written exam, oral board, psych evaluation, fitness test. Then, training, where he spent twenty weeks shadowing an older, more experienced patrol officer.


His assignment was Lee Whitley—the pale, bony officer the rest of the patrol guys whispered about, the weakest member of the Broomsville Police Department. A man who’d been given four whole years to prove himself entirely unremarkable.


*


Russ doesn’t allow the memories very often. But in these rare moments of reminiscence, Russ wonders if he always knew—somewhere locked and hidden away—what would come of Lee Whitley.


They met outside the lieutenant’s office on Russ’s first day of training. A dreary afternoon, seventeen years ago—1988. Hair was bigger and cigarettes weren’t so bad, and they all wore faded denim with white, foamy sneakers.


Lee was the skinniest thing. His gaze flitted down and to the left when he spoke. Bulky nose, turned-in feet. Hazel eyes with pinprick pupils. His concave chest made a hollow sound when you slapped it in jest.


Okay, Russ said, and that was all he could manage.


Okay, Lee said back.


Russ thumped him on the back in that jovial young-man way. Lee coughed. A crooked, impish smile. Lee crushed a paper cup in his hands, and dregs of instant coffee ran down his elbow. Russ liked him then, this scrawny pup trying to look big as coffee made its sluggish descent down his forearm.


And so it began: this brilliant, unlikely pair. Both too aware that this partnership, just minutes in, had already begun to expand into some slippery shape, water on a hardwood floor, an ever-changing mass that neither could contain.


*


Who found her? Russ asks one of the other patrol officers.


The night janitor, the officer says, then uses his middle finger to point. Russ follows the arc of knuckle, though he already knows whom he will see.


Sure enough. The night janitor.


Ivan stands with one hand in the pocket of his janitor’s uniform. A cigarette dangles from the other. When Ivan puffs those massive lungs his breath is doubled and thick—nicotine, carbon dioxide. The glow of Ivan’s cigarette is a lively orange, flickering against a sea of black police jackets. Dismal gray snow. Russ is not surprised by Ivan’s presence on the playground. Ivan works the night shift at the elementary school—Ines asked Russ to pull some strings; Ivan was having such a hard time. So he did.


Russ loves his wife very much. Quiet Ines. But Russ does not love her brother. In fact, Russ wishes, deeply and acutely, that Ivan did not exist.


Alone with the body now, Russ lifts his radio to his lips and speaks. The microphone is off. You there? Russ mumbles to the plastic, keeping his gaze on the girl’s hair, all blood and straw. Can you hear me? Russ presses the radio to his chapped lips but he can think of nothing else to say. Ivan smiles, cheshire and mischievous, a hulking mass of testosterone, the amber-glowing cigarette dangling like a dare.




Cameron




“You’re the dead girl’s stalker, aren’t you?”


The girl in the scratchy armchair outside Principal Barnes’s office was speaking to Cameron.


“Excuse me?”


“You’re the freshman they’re all talking about. The kid who stalked the dead girl. Right?”


Her head rested against the wall behind her chair, bored and effortless. Cameron had noticed her before. She lived in the neighborhood and she was always alone. Her jeans had chains hanging from the pockets. Her eyes were ringed in black; raven, greasy hair swooped over one eye, and she wore a T-shirt that sported the name of a band Cameron didn’t know. The T-shirt was cut sloppily above her midriff, and two inches of pale stomach rolled over her waistband even though it was winter and she was probably cold. A spattering of acne spread across her chin and forehead.


The girl raised one slanted eyebrow at Cameron. He wanted to raise one back, but every time he tried, the other went up automatically, and he didn’t want to look stupid.


“It’s okay,” she said. “I was just wondering. I don’t care either way.”


“Oh,” Cameron said.


“The dead girl and I babysat the same kid.”


“Lucinda.”


“Whatever. It’s illegal, what they’re doing. They can’t interview minors without the consent and presence of a parent. They think because there are no officers in the room they can frame it as grief counseling, but that’s bullshit, if you ask me. They still had police officers walk us down the hall. Scare tactics, I think.”


She nodded, satisfied with her own rebellion. Her eyes were perfectly round. Cameron loved Lucinda’s slanting eyes, and these were their opposite: marbles, circular and glassy.


“I’m Jade,” she said. “Like the rock. I’m a junior.”


“That’s a nice name.”


“I got off easy.” She shrugged. “My sister’s name is Amethyst. And you’re Cameron Whitley. Freshman. You live down the block from Lucinda. They’re all very worried about your mental health, because your dad is the police officer who—”


“Please,” Cameron said. “Don’t.”


“Didn’t that happen, like, a long time ago?”


Cameron wished he were better at carrying on a conversation. He generally disliked talking to people because he never knew what to say. Even with the simplest questions, he was overwhelmed by the number of potential answers—which would sound best, or which was appropriate, or which would make the other person feel least awkward.


He could ask Jade why she dressed like that. He could ask what she thought about first thing in the morning—or why her parents had named her Jade, because it was unique and he liked it and he wanted interesting names for his kids someday, too. He could ask Jade what her favorite school subject was, but that seemed dumb and cliché. He could ask if she’d ever been in love, but he had enough sense to know that was too personal.


“Did that hurt?” Cameron finally said, because Jade was glaring at him, harsh, expectant. He pointed to the thin silver ring that wound around her lower lip.


“Yeah, it hurt a little.”


“Oh.”


“Want to see my tattoo?”


“Sure.”


Jade held out her left wrist. The outline of a dragon had been etched in black, its wings unfurled across white skin. The ink rippled and danced where it spread over blue veins.


“Is it real?” Cameron asked.


“Usually, I would say yes. I tell most people it is. But you keep looking at me with that intense face, so, no, it’s not real. I draw it on every morning.”


Cameron couldn’t figure out if this was the nicest or meanest thing someone had ever said to him.


“So,” she said. “Did you actually stalk the dead girl?”


“Lucinda.”


“Oh, I super don’t care.”


Cameron hated the word “stalk.” He had other words for his relationship with Lucinda, but they were words no one else would understand. Words like vibrant, frantic, twinkling, aching—


The door to Principal Barnes’s office opened and a woman with hair pinned tight against her head stepped out.


“Jade?” she said. “We’re ready for you.”


Jade rolled her eyes at Cameron like they were sharing some joke. As she stood up, Cameron caught a whiff of grape shampoo, and it occurred to him that he should have rolled his eyes in response, but Jade had already started to walk away. He didn’t expect her to look back.


*


Cameron had started playing Statue Nights when he was twelve years old. The summer after sixth grade, he realized he could pop out the screen in his bedroom window. The jump to the planter below was doable, if he bent his knees at the right moment.


The game of Statue Nights began with the Hansens, next door. Cameron would stand on the curb outside their house for hours, watching them eat microwaved food and argue. Mrs. Hansen would put her hair in curlers like a woman in a 1950s sitcom, and Mr. Hansen would walk around in his boxers, skin sagging and drooping in a way Michelangelo would have appreciated. You could see Mr. Hansen’s bones. They left all the lights on; it was impossible to avoid looking. The human eye was naturally attracted to light—a fact Cameron had read about the retina in The Map of Human Anatomy.


That first summer, Cameron made his way slowly down Pine Ridge Drive. If he stood perfectly still, he wouldn’t be seen. Cameron documented the tiny things: Mrs. Hansen kept Mr. Hansen on a strict diet, but he stored chocolate bars in the Crock-Pot next to the refrigerator.


Next door to the Hansens, Cameron once watched the Thorntons have sex on their kitchen table after the baby fell asleep. It looked violent and out of control at first, like fighting dogs thrashing around, then close and rhythmic—a rocking boat. After, Mr. Thornton hovered on top of his wife, kissed her forehead slow. Some nights the wife stayed up late, bouncing their crying baby around the living room while her husband took the limping little dog for ten o’clock walks, ushering Cameron home with his stranger presence on the street.


As he waited to be questioned, Cameron pulled his favorite kneaded eraser from his pocket and molded it into different shapes. Mr. O had given it to him for when he needed to Untangle, which was often. He tried to mold it into a perfect square against the surface of his thigh.


Cameron had started watching Lucinda around the same time Mr. O’s class started a unit on figure drawing. He started seeing mountains in people’s cheekbones and spider legs in people’s eyelashes and translating these into different shades of black, white, and gray. He loved the way Lucinda’s face curled and rolled.


When Cameron watched Lucinda, he played this game of Statue Nights. He liked to imagine that he was one of Michelangelo’s figures, frozen on paper, etched in one position for all of eternity. But at some point he’d hear his own heartbeat or an inevitable exhale. One of these certainties would break the silence, and he’d be forced to recognize that no matter how still he stood, he did, in fact, exist.


He never knew how much time passed, but the whole point of Statue Nights was that it didn’t matter.


On February 11, 2004, almost exactly a year ago, Lucinda’s father opened the sliding back door. I know you’re there, his voice boomed across the empty lawn. I know you don’t mean harm. But you need to leave. If you come back, I will call the police. Cameron had run home, to the other end of Pine Ridge Drive, and huddled underneath his covers with Dad’s tattered copy of The Map of Human Anatomy. He memorized the functions of the human kidney, because he imagined that somewhere near the kidney was where the body stored that hollowed feeling: guilt.


He hoped the police wouldn’t ask about that night in Lucinda’s yard. Cameron was awful at lying, and he couldn’t tell them the truth—that he found people fascinating when they thought no one was watching. He couldn’t tell them about the sincerity of life through windows—that he hated himself for it, but he couldn’t stop. He didn’t want to.


*


There was this feeling Broomsville gave you, with all its short, pastel buildings and open spaces. It was voted number five on CNN’s Top Ten Friendliest Places to Raise a Family, and no one was surprised. Broomsville was an overgrown cul-de-sac of square lawns, browned from the Colorado droughts. It was not the sort of place for white picket fences, but Broomsville had good public schools, with after-school programs you could join if you didn’t have money. The average family lived in a beige house just like Cameron’s, with two floors and three bedrooms and windows that faced the Front Range of the Rocky Mountains. People drove mountain cars, pickup trucks or Outbacks or Trailblazers, with bumper stickers that yelled, “BUSH CHENEY ’04!”
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