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At first sight

I couldn’t stop looking at him, at his smile and his hair. I had never seen
locks up close. His were thick and black and spiraling down over his
shoulders. I wanted to touch them, to touch his face. I wanted to hear him
say his name again. For a moment we stared at each other, neither of us
saying anything. There was something familiar about him, something I had
seen before. I blinked, embarrassed suddenly, and turned away from him.

Then Jeremiah rose and I rose.

“Well...good-bye. I guess...I guess I'll see you around,” he said softly,
looking at me a moment longer before turning away and heading down the
hall, his locks bouncing gently against his shoulders.

“Jeremiah,” I whispered to myself as I walked away from him. I could
feel his name, settling around me, as though I was walking in a mist of it, of
him, of Jeremiah.
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For the ones like Jeremiah



If you come as softly

as the wind within the trees
You may hear what I hear
See what sorrow sees.



MY MOTHER CALLS TO ME FROM THE BOTTOM OF THE stairs,
and I pull myself slowly from a deep sleep. It is June. Outside the sky is
bright blue and clear. In the distance I can see Central Park, the trees
brilliant green against the sky. I was dreaming of Miah.

“Elisha,” Marion calls again. She sounds worried and I know she is
standing at the bottom of the stairs, her hand moving slowly up and down
the banister, waiting for me to answer. But I can’t answer yet. Not now.

Is there a boy? Marion asked me that fall, when Miah was new. And I lied
and told her there wasn’t one.

She is standing at the door now, her arms folded in front of her. “Time to
get up, sweetie. Are you all right?”

I nod and continue to stare out the window, my hair falling down around
my eyes, my pajamas hot and sticky against my skin.

No, Marion, there isn’t a boy. Not now. Not anymore.

She comes to the bed and sits beside me. I feel the bed sink down with the
weight of her, smell her perfume.

“I dreamed about Miah last night,” I say softly, leaning my head against
her shoulder. Outside, there are taxicabs blowing their horns. In the seconds
of quiet between the noise, I can hear birds. And my own breathing.

Marion moves her hand over my head. Slowly. Softly. “Was it a good
dream?”

I frown. “Yes ... I think so. But I don’t remember it all.”

“Remember what you can, Elisha,” Marion whispers, kissing me on the
forehead. “Remember what you can.”

I close my eyes again.

And remember what I can.



Part One



Chapter 1

JEREMIAH WAS BLACK. HE COULD FEEL IT. THE WAY THE sun
pressed down hard and hot on his skin in the summer. Sometimes it felt like
he sweated black beads of oil. He felt warm inside his skin, protected. And
in Fort Greene, Brooklyn—where everyone seemed to be some shade of
black-he felt good walking through the neighborhood.

But one step outside. Just one step and somehow the weight of his skin
seemed to change. It got heavier.

Light-skinned brothers—well, yeah—sometimes he caught himself
making fun of them. But everybody laughed. Everybody ragged on
everybody. Those same brothers—shoot!—they’d be getting on him just as
hard. His homeboy—Carlton—messed-up name—Mama’s white and
Daddy’s black, but he swears he’s all black. Some days they’d be shooting
hoops and Carlton’d just start going off on how black Jeremiah was.
Nothing mean in it. It was all just the way they acted around each other.
Sometimes they got to laughing so hard, tears’d be running down their
faces. Laughing and pointing and trying to come up with something else
funny to say. It was like that. When Jeremiah and his boys were hanging
out, he just was. The way they all were. Some light-skinned, some dark-
skinned, nappy-headed, curly-headed, even a couple bald-headed brothers
—just hanging out and laughing. Those times, he felt free-like he was free
inside his dark skin. Like he could celebrate it—throw his arms way out and
grin.

Sometimes, he’d remember his grandma, a long time ago before the
cancer took her-the way she’d make him sit in the shade. Don’t want you to
get too black, she’d say. He was little then and going back and forth
between down south and Brooklyn. He didn’t know anything back then.
Back then, it was just his mama and daddy kissing him good-bye at the
airport, Mama holding his hand so tight and for so long that he got
embarrassed, then some stewardess taking his hand and sitting him right up
front where she could keep a good eye on him like his mama had asked her
to do. He remembered airplane wings, a pair of silver ones that a pilot gave



him and his first whole meal on a little white plastic dish. There was always
cake on the plane, real sweet cake, the kind his mama never let him eat at
home. And then he’d fall asleep and be down south, and his grandma would
be there waiting, already crying. She always cried when she saw him—
cried and laughed all at once. Jeremiah smiled, remembering how he used
to sink into her heavy arms and be surrounded by the smell of her rose-petal
lotion.

That was a long time ago.

Jeremiah palmed his basketball in his left hand and held it straight out in
front of him. He stared at it a moment then dribbled it three quick times
against the curb. He wished his grandmother was alive so he could tell her
—that it wasn’t a bad thing. That you couldn’t get too black. He
remembered the time his father had taken him to see a film about the Black
Panthers—all those Afros and fists raised in the air. Jeremiah smiled. He
wished his grandmother had heard them shouting Black is beautiful. But she
hadn’t. And she had believed what she said—that a person could get too
black. The same way his father believed it every time he said, Miah, you’re
a black man. You’re a warrior. But where was the fight? he used to wonder.
Where was the war? Later on, when Jeremiah saw a cartoon about a
monkey playing basketball, he felt ashamed, like that monkey was
supposed to be him somehow. And he knew then, the war was all around
him. It was people and commercials trying to make him feel like he didn’t
even matter, trying to make him feel like there was something wrong with
being black.

And now, on the basketball court he always felt how black he was. It
seemed as though he left his body and jogged over to the sidelines to watch
himself. He saw the quads flexing under his dark thighs, saw his long
brown arms reaching out for the ball, the way his calves moved as he flew
down the court. He hated that he was gonna be playing ball for Percy
Academy. No, it wasn’t the game he hated, he loved that, had always loved
that, couldn’t remember a time when he didn’t love the feel of the ball
against his palms. But he hated that he would be playing it for Percy.
White-bright Percy. At presea son practice, he’d look up sometimes and see
all those white faces surrounding him. Yeah, there was Rayshon and
Kennedy, they were black. Different though. Rayshon and Kennedy came



from a different world. Yeah, they slapped each other five and gave each
other looks when other teammates said something stupid. But at night, they
went home to different worlds. Kennedy lived in the Albany Houses out in
Brownsville. Rayshon lived in Harlem. Jeremiah frowned. He didn’t want
to be a snob.

I’ve been around the world, he thought. I’ve been to India and Mauritius
and Mexico. I’'m different because of it. Different from them. Different from
a lot of people—black and white.

And he knew what was coming this winter-his first season on the team.
He knew he’d look out at the stands and see more white faces-hundreds of
them, cheering him and Percy Academy on. It seemed wrong—cliché
somehow. Why couldn’t he have loved tennis? Why hadn’t someone stuck a
racket or a golf club in his hand? Not like there was a golf course or tennis
court anywhere near him—well, Fort Greene Park had courts, but you
needed a permit and a partner. Basically, you needed to know something
about the game before you could get it together to go there and play. And
when he was real little, nobody was making a running leap for the tennis
courts. But there was always some ball being played somewhere, a group of
guys getting together in the park, someone setting an empty trash can on the
curb for free throws, a fire escape ladder hanging down from somewhere
with the rungs spaced just far enough apart for a basketball to fit through.

Jeremiah set the ball on the ground and stared at the back of his hand, at
the place around his knuckles where the skin was darker than the rest of it.
When he was little, his mama would always say, Where’s my beautiful
brown-eyed, black baby child? And he’d go running to her. Right here, he’d
scream as she lifted him up high above her.

People were always telling him what beautiful eyes he had. Even
strangers. Girls mostly. His eyes were light brown, almost green. He
thought—had always thought-they looked strange against his dark skin.
Sometimes he stared at himself in the mirror and wondered whether or not
he was good-looking. Yeah, he knew girls checked him out all the time-but
the pickin’s were slim in Fort Greene, so they were probably just feeling
desperate. Black is beautiful. Don't get too black. Black monkey. Where’s my
beautiful black baby child. You’re a black man. You’re a warrior.



Jeremiah sighed and stared out over the block. All the things people had
always said to him—yeah, he’d heard them again and again. But
sometimes, looking in that mirror, he had no idea who he was or why he
was in this world.

And now, on top of everything, he had met a girl.



Chapter 2

IT RAINED THE AFTERNOON I MET JEREMIAH. A HARD, heavy
rain that would last for four days. I walked home slowly in it, an umbrella I

had bought on the street for three dollars barely keeping the rain off my
back.

Our doorman, Henry, waved when he saw me then rushed forward,
holding an oversized umbrella over mine. We had lived on Eighty-Eighth
and Central Park West since I was a baby. And since I was a baby, Henry
had been running out from his post by the door with an oversized umbrella
to greet us when it rained. It didn’t matter if we were carrying our own
umbrellas.

I smiled at Henry. He was tall and quiet, with gray brown curly hair and
skin so pale, you could see the veins running along his temples.

“First day in a new school, Ellie.” Henry said.

I nodded. He never asked questions—ijust sort of stated things. “How can
you tell?”

“The uniform. You’re looking like me in it.”

I glanced down at my Percy uniform, wondering if the administration
knew the burgundy jackets and gray skirts we had to wear were the same
colors that many doormen in the city had. “I guess I’ll get used to it, huh?”

Henry winked at me. “You’ll be surprised how quickly you do. Percy,
right.”

“I feel like I’'m a walking billboard for that school,” I said.

Henry laughed and returned to his post by the door. “I’ll see you later,
Ellie.”

The elevator door slid open quietly. I stepped inside and waited for it to
close, counting slowly under my breath. When it started moving again, I
closed my eyes and thought about Jeremiah.

I had been staring at my program card, trying to figure out where room
301 or something was— looking from the program card to the numbers on



the doors and I had run right into him, my math and science textbooks
crashing to the floor. Then he was apologizing and I was apologizing and
we were both bending at the same time to retrieve them. And then—we just
stopped and burst out laughing.

That’s when he said his name—Jeremiah—and that stupid song about the
bullfrog popped into my head so fast I just said it—“Like the bullfrog?”

“Yeah,” he smiled. “Like the bullfrog.”

I couldn’t stop looking at him, at his smile and his hair. I had never seen
locks up close. His were thick and black and spiraling down over his
shoulders. I wanted to touch them, to touch his face. I wanted to hear him
say his name again. For a moment we stared at each other, neither of us
saying anything. There was something familiar about him, something I had
seen before. I blinked, embarrassed suddenly, and turned away from him.

Then Jeremiah rose and I rose.

“Well ... good-bye. I guess ... I guess I’ll see you around,” he said softly,
looking at me a moment longer before turning away and heading down the
hall, his locks bouncing gently against his shoulders.

“Jeremiah,” I whispered to myself as I walked away from him. I could
feel his name, settling around me, as though I was walking in a mist of it, of
him, of Jeremiah.

I stopped then and looked back over my shoulder. He was looking at me,
a kind of puzzled look. Jeremiah, I thought, smiling. Jeremiah smiled back,
then sort of waved, and turned into the classroom at the end of the hall.

Our apartment takes up the top two floors. Inside, it’s more like a house
than an apartment, with high windows, a fireplace in the living room, and
stairs leading up to the bedrooms. I let myself in quietly then tiptoed up to
my room. Outside, thunder clapped hard. The rain sounded soothing
though, consistent. Like it would always come down. Like it would always
be here.



I stepped out of my shoes by the closet then sat on the bed to peel off my
wet socks. From my room, I could lie across my bed and watch the cars
rush along Central Park West. In a hurry to get someplace. Everyone in
New York is in a hurry. You see businessmen walking fast, their heads
bowed, the cuffs of their pants flapping hard against their ankles. They
don’t look at anyone. Once I followed this man, walking so close beside
him I could have been his daughter-but he never even looked over and
noticed me. For two blocks I walked like that beside him. It made me sad
for him—that he could walk through this world without looking left or
right.

Lonely.

I sighed and lay back on my bed. Some people had friends surrounding
them all the time. Sometimes when groups of girls passed by me, giggling
and holding hands, my stomach tightened. I wanted that. But I didn’t want
that. Marion says it’s because I was born so long after everybody else. The
twins, Anne and Ruben, were already ten by the time I was born-and my
older brother, Marc, and my sister, Susan, were in graduate school. She says
I got used to being alone early on. And this house—with all its empty
rooms and quiet. Some days I walked through it slowly, touching the walls
of my sisters’ and brothers’ old rooms, wondering what it would feel like to
grow up in a house full of people. And some afternoons, sitting at the coffee
shop on the corner, eating fries and reading, I wanted to hug myself. Those
days, being alone felt whole and right and good.

Jeremiah. Who did he go home to? Would he remember me? Had he seen
it too, whatever it was that I saw when we looked at each other? What was
it?

Once I had kissed a boy—a boy named Sam in seventh grade. He wore
braces that made him lisp. Around me he was always nervous and
fumbling, offering to carry my books and buy me sodas. I liked him, liked
how he stuttered and looked away from me. One day I just kissed him,
leaned forward while he was sitting beside me stuttering out a tale about his
father’s sailboat. I had never kissed anyone on the lips and Sam’s lips felt
dry and hard. But at the same time warm and sweet. We sat there, in the



park, our lips pressed together until Sam pulled away. After that, he avoided
me.

Lying across my bed, I wondered where he was now. Good old Sam, who
grew scared of me suddenly, scared of kissing. I wondered when I’d Kkiss
someone again. Wondered if it would be Jeremiah.

“Elisha!” my mother called from the bottom of the stairs. “Are you
planning on spending the whole afternoon in that room?”

“Maybe,” I yelled back.

I sat up and pressed my hand across the pleats of my gray Percy skirt
before pulling it off. I had never worn a uniform. It had hung in my closet
beneath thin dry-cleaning plastic all summer. Once I had tried it on for
Marion and my father and they had smiled, made me turn this way and that.
Still, it felt strange to walk into a school full of people dressed exactly like
me.

“Elisha,” Marion called again. “Come down and tell me about your first
day.”

I met a boy, I wanted to scream. His name is Jeremiah.
“I’m changing clothes, Marion. I’ll be down for dinner.”

“Well, it’s almost dinnertime now.”

In the dining room, Marion had set the table for two. A thin white candle
melted slowly inside a silver holder. I stared at the flame a long time.
Jeremiah’s face flickered once inside of it, then disappeared.

There were rolls and a bowl of steaming green beans on the table. When I
was small, I had gone for weeks eating only green beans. My parents
laughed about it now, about how they had worried I’d wake up completely
green one day.

“Daddy working?” I asked, coming up behind Marion in the kitchen.

In the past year, I had grown as tall as my mother. It was strange that in
such a short time, she had gone from being someone I had to look up at to



someone I met at eye level.

“Of course he’s working,” she said. “First I was married to a nice young
medical student and I saw him all the time. Then I was married to a resident
and I saw him once in a while. Now I’'m married to a doctor who I never
see. He called right before you got home from school-said he hoped your
first day went well.”

“It was fine. It’s just like Jefferson only the kids can afford
dermatologists.” Thomas Jefferson was the public school I had transferred
from.

Marion laughed. She pulled a chicken covered with rosemary and lemon
slices from the oven.

“Smells good, Marion.”
“Stop calling me Marion.”
“Stop calling me Elisha.”
“That’s your name.”

“And Marion’s yours.” I smiled, pulling a sprig of rosemary from the
chicken. It had been going on like this for years. She refused to call me
Ellie, so I refused to call her Mom.

“Goodness, I’'m glad you’re the last teenager I’ll ever have to raise ...
Elisha. Even when you’re fifty, you’ll still be Elisha.” She shook her head
and looked at me. “What if we had named you Ellie. Kids would have
called you ‘Smelly’ Ellie or ’Tattle-Telly’ Ellie. You would have come
home crying every afternoon.”

I rolled my eyes. “You should have been a poet.”

My mother smiled. “Go put the chicken on the table, silly.”

I started pulling the sleeves of my sweatshirt down over my hands.
“Use pot holders, Elisha!”

“Yes, Marion. We don’t want another little accident.”

She laughed again and swatted me with the dish towel. It was a family
joke. When the twins were still living at home, they would refer to me as



our parents’ little accident. Even though my mother and father swore they
had planned to have another child, none of us believed them.

“It was the dancing,” Marion said, following behind me with a bowl of
mashed potatoes. She set them carefully on the table. “If your father hadn’t
taken me out dancing that night—we went to Rose-land—maybe, then
maybe, you wouldn’t be here. But it was the dancing and, possibly, the
wine.” She winked at me and sat down.

I sat across from her. “I’m sure it had a lot to do with the wine.”
“And a lot to do with why I haven’t touched a drop since!”

We laughed and the laughter seemed to echo through the empty house and
wind its way back to us. We were almost friends now.

A long time ago, Marion left us. Just packed up and was gone. I was little
and the twins were still living at home then. The three of us cried every
night for a week while my father took time off from medical school to try to
find her. Then we stopped crying, and three weeks later she returned.

When she left the next time, I was eight and the twins had left for college.
I was old enough to understand what it meant that she wasn’t coming home
for a while, that she might never come home. When she did, I couldn’t
speak to her for a long time. Scared to say the wrong thing. Scared she’d
leave again.

When you’re young and your mother leaves, something inside of you fills
up with the absence of her. I don’t know how to explain. For a long time,
there was this place inside of me where love for Marion should have been
but wasn'’t.

“Marc called,” Marion said, tearing a chicken leg away with her hands. I
watched her, saying nothing. There were parts of her that were still, even
after all these years, unfamiliar to me. The way her hands moved when she
ate. The way she brushed her hair down over her eyes before sweeping it
back behind her ears. “He said the girls are safely tucked away at boarding
school.”

My oldest brother’s daughters were twelve. All summer, he and his wife
had been calling. His wife wanted the girls to go to boarding school and
Marc didn’t. The twins didn’t know what they wanted.



“Good riddance.” T didn’t like my nieces. They were spoiled and prim.
Even at twelve, they insisted on dressing identically. There was something
weird about that to me. It’s one thing to have someone in the world who
looks exactly like you—I mean, that part you can’t help. But to want to
dress exactly like that person was a different story.

Marion shook her head. “It’s not like you’ll see them any less, Elisha.”
“I know. One can only hope.”
Marion laughed.

Although they lived in Seattle, they came east once a year at Hanukkah.
Unfortunately, that would probably still be the case whether they were at
boarding school or not.

“One day I’ll join Marc and Susan and Anne and Ruben on the great
parental divide.” I smiled, picked up a green bean with my fingers and
chewed it slowly.

My sisters and brothers had all moved on a long time ago. I missed my
sister Anne the most. Sometimes we spent hours on the phone talking about
nothing really. She would probably have all kinds of things to say about
Jeremiah. Anne was like that. She had an opinion about everything and
everyone whether she’d met them or not. She had opinions about the idea of
things.

“So do you love it or hate it?”

I blinked. I didn’t love him, I didn’t even know him.

“Excuse me?”

My mother raised her eyebrows. “Well someone was far away.”

“I was thinking.”

“About what?”

I looked down at my plate. “Nothing.”

My mother sighed. “Don’t say ‘nothing,” Elisha. You don’t have to tell
me. Just don’t lie about it. Say ‘none of your business.’ ”

“None of your business.” I put another green bean in my mouth.

“Does it involve a boy?”



“None of your business.”
“You’re too young for boys, Elisha. Do you want a glass of water?”
“Water instead of a boyfriend?” I smiled. “No thank you.”

Marion got up and went to the kitchen. A few minutes later, she came
back with two glasses brim ming with water and ice and set one beside my
plate.

“There. Cool your thirst.”

I pulled a piece of chicken from its bone with my fingers, ignoring the
glass of water. “If I were interested in boys,” I said slowly. “Which I am
not. What would be the appropriate age?”

Marion was thoughtful for a moment. “I guess seventeen or eighteen.”

“You were married at eighteen, Marion. And pregnant. And I’m not even
going to venture a guess as to which one happened first.”

“Things were different then,” she said slowly, concentrating on cutting a
piece of chicken and putting it in her mouth.

“Well, they’re different now.”

She chewed for a moment and swallowed. When she spoke again, her
voice was low and even. “Elisha Eisen—you’re in the tenth grade. Math,
science, English, and a few girlfriends to have some tea or a slice of pizza
with once in a while. That’s tenth grade. Ask anyone.”

“You’re living in the fifties, Marion.”

“You’ve got years and years for boys.” Her eyes were sad when she said
this.

“You don’t know that,” T said, getting angry. “You don’t know what’s
going to happen tomorrow or the next day. You don’t know if I have years
and years.”

“Trust me ... Ellie ...”
I shook my head. “Trust me ... Mom ... you don’t know.”

My mother was quiet for a moment. When she spoke again, her voice was
shaky, unsure. “I know I don’t know, Elisha. But I do know if you rush into
your life, you miss things sometimes.”



I shrugged, looking away from her, embarrassed suddenly. She had
married young, and some mornings I came down to the kitchen to find her
staring out of the window, a dazed look in her eyes.

“You felt like we just kept coming, didn’t you?” I said. “And you just kept
getting further and further away from your life.”

She put her fork down. “You kids are my life,” she said.
“But we weren’t always.”

“I didn’t know I’d wake up one day and not be able to go run a quarter
mile in under a minute.” She sighed, pushing a few stray hairs back behind
her ears. “That my legs would hurt from just the mere act of throwing them
over the side of the bed.”

“You left us,” I said.

I had not known I was going to say this. I hadn’t wanted to. I had wanted
to ask what it felt like to be old, to be wishing for things you couldn’t ever
have again.

Outside, the rain was falling steadily, drumming against the windowpane.
I turned to watch it for a moment. It was almost night, and the sky was
caught in the silvery in-between place that made a person’s throat hollow
out.

“I left you,” Marion said softly, her voice catching. “I left my family. And
you—my baby girl. Isn’t that a terrible thing?” After a moment, she added,
“Yes. Yes, it is. A terrible thing.”

I turned away from the window. I wasn’t hungry anymore. Everything felt
hot and tight. I wanted to be upstairs alone in my room, with the door
closed. I didn’t want this-to talk about this-this thing nobody ever said a
word about. But now that we were talking, I couldn’t stop.

“You left us broken all open,” I said. “All reeling, Marion. I didn’t know
it back then ...” I felt a lump forming in the back of my throat. It could have
been yesterday that we discovered her gone. It could have been an hour ago.
“I was only a little kid. I didn’t know I was reeling. Anne stood at the
refrigerator for an hour wondering what you would cook if you were here.
You didn’t know that, did you?”



Marion shook her head. She looked small and beaten suddenly. No one
ever talked about what it was like. And she never asked. Just walked back
in one afternoon and held her arms out, ready for us to jump into them.

And I did the first time. But Anne and Ruben hung back, leaning back
against the counter with their hands in their pockets, watching her.

“An hour, Marion—while me and Ruben sat at the table, hungry. Hungry
and struck dumb. And Daddy upstairs calling all the places he thought you
might be ...” I swallowed. “Nobody knew where to begin.”

I folded my hands on the table. When Marion reached out with her own to
touch them, I snatched them back. I didn’t want her to touch me. Not now.

“We were like, I don’t know—Ilike holes or something
empty and lost. And that first night, we were so ... so hungry.”

just all ... all

Marion sighed and looked away from me. “You’re fifteen, Elisha,” she
said slowly. “You have no idea what it’s like. No idea.”

“We thought you were dead.”

“I was dead. In here.” She pointed to her chest. “I woke up that morning
knowing I wouldn’t be able to stand another day of making breakfast and
lunch and dinner, of fixing arguments between you all, of listening to
Edward fret over medical school-of all the noise and mess and ...” Her
voice drifted off. When she started speaking again, she was whispering. “I
had to go.”

I stared down at my hands. “Then why’d you come back?”
“Because I couldn’t live without those same things I couldn’t live with.”

I swallowed. I would never trust her. Not one hundred percent. Not the
way some people can trust their mothers.

“You know what it made me realize, Marion? That you wouldn’t always
be here. That I can’t take anything or anyone for granted ‘cause there’s no
guarantee.”

Marion reached out for my hand again. This time I let her take it.

“I wish you were thirty and realizing that. Or forty. Or even twenty-five. I
wish you didn’t have to realize it at fifteen. As for me, I haven’t left in



seven years and don’t think I will again.”

We didn’t say anything for a long time. I turned back toward the rain. One
day someone would be here for me—and I wouldn’t take that person for
granted.

“Tell me about him,” Marion said, a small smile at the corners of her lips.
“Tell me about this boy.”

I shook my head, feeling relieved, glad the conversation about leaving
was over for now. “No.”

“Does he go to temple?”

I laughed. I knew she was teasing. We rarely went to temple. “If there was
a boy—which there isn‘t—I don’t think he’d go to temple.” I tried to
imagine Jeremiah with a yarmulke, his locks springing out around it.

Marion smiled. “I guess that’s what happens when we send you to a
gentile school. How do you like it?”

I shrugged. “It’s okay. It’s not Spence or Dalton or Nightingale-Bamford.
It’s Percy. The kids look like their daddies are rich and their mothers are
good-looking.”

“Is this boy’s daddy rich?”

I pressed my fork into the mashed potatoes. They were lumpy and thin,
the way they always were. It was the one thing my mother couldn’t do well.
“There ... is ... no ... boy ... Marion.”

“Well, you’ll meet some nice friends there. And maybe in your junior
year, there’ll be a boy.”

I had chosen Percy myself-from a dozen schools-because I liked the
name. It made me think of that song “When a Man Loves a Woman” by
Percy Sledge. I knew it was a stupid reason to choose a school, but they all
seemed exactly alike.

“T had nice friends at Jefferson.”

Marion and my father had decided to send me to private school in May,
when the New York Times reported that Thomas Jefferson had the lowest
reading levels and college acceptance rate in all of New York City.



“But none of those friends will get into college,” Marion said.

“The only reason Percy has a ninety-eight percent college acceptance rate
is because the kids are rich. Their parents buy them good grades.”

Marion frowned. “That doesn’t happen.”
I shrugged. “Maybe.”

“No one can buy you a high SAT score, Elisha. No one can buy you a high
reading level.”

I raised an eyebrow at her and smiled. “Things have changed, Marion.”

All of my brothers and sisters had gone to Jefferson High. And from
there, they had all gotten into decent universities. When I argued this, my
mother said, That was a long time ago, before we had money to send you to
private school. Things have changed.

“Not that much,” she said now, rising to clear the table. “I made some
apple tarts for dessert. Your favorite. Maybe in your junior year you can
have the boy over for tarts and tea.”

I handed her my plate. “Marion,” I said. “If—"

“I know, I know, Elisha. If there was a boy, which there isn‘t, he wouldn’t
be apple tart and tea kind.”



Chapter 3

HE LOVED THE LIGHT IN HIS MAMA’S KITCHEN. THE yellow
stained-glass panes across the top of the windows buttered the room a soft
gold-even now, in the early evening with the rain coming down hard
outside.

“Your daddy left a message,” his mama said. “Said he had to go out to
L.A. Be back Sunday night. Left a number.”

“Guess I'm spending the week here then.” Jeremiah glanced out the
kitchen window. There was no light on in his father’s apartment. He was
glad he didn’t have to make a decision. Every night it was the same thing.
You gonna stay here? You gonna stay here? His mama and daddy’s voices
beating against the side of his head, begging him as if they were really
saying, Choose me. No, choose me. For the hundredth time, no, maybe the
thousandth time, he wished he had a brother or siste—somebody to go up
against them with. Someone to help relieve some of the stuff they put him
through. How long would it have to be like this anyway? Two addresses.
Two phone numbers. Two bedrooms.

Jeremiah sighed and sat down at the kitchen table and watched his mama
fuss with pots and pans. She was making spaghetti sauce-the way they liked
it with lots of peppers and onions and no meat. A long time ago, she’d
given up red meat. Little by little Jeremiah gave it up too. Every once in a
while, he found himself craving a burger with ketchup and mayo the way he
used to like it. But it had been a long time since he’d eaten one. It would
probably make him sick to his stomach now. He let his basketball roll back
and forth between his feet for a few minutes then kicked it gently into the
corner.

“You hungry?”

Jeremiah nodded. The kitchen smelled like garlic and tomatoes. “I guess
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SO.

His mother looked at him a moment. She was pretty-his mama was. He’d
always thought so. She wore her hair short, tied her head up with pretty



scarves. Tonight she was wearing an orange and yellow one, wrapped high
like a turban. Her skin was dark like his and smooth. People said they had
the same mouth-wide and soft. And the same eyes. His eyes were light
brown like hers and people were always asking them if they were wearing
contact lenses. Now his mother smiled, shaking her head. She pressed her
fingers to her lips.

“What?” Jeremiah said, feeling his own face break into a smile. This
evening, his mama was wearing jeans and a T-shirt with Vassar printed
across the front. She had gone there, had studied literature and film. The
summer after she graduated, she took a film course at NYU that his father
was teaching. She had heard of him—had even seen a couple of his movies.
They dated a long time before they married. I wanted to be sure he was the
right man, his mother used to say.

She didn’t have much to say about his daddy anymore.

“You gonna tell me how your first day was or am I going to have to
guess.”

“You gonna have to guess,” Jeremiah said.

His mother turned back to the stove and stirred the sauce once more.
Jeremiah watched her lift spaghetti from the colander onto the blue plates
they always ate off. The plates had been a wedding gift from his
grandmother—his father’s mother. Sometimes the memory of her crept up
quickly—unexpected—Iike somebody sneaking up behind you in the dark.
He missed his grandmother more than anything. In February it would be
five years since she passed. Jeremiah twirled the saltshaker absently,
wondering how long it took before you stopped missing someone.

“I was thinking about Grandma just now,” he said.
“Yeah? What were you thinking?”

“Just about her. She came into my mind.” He bit his bottom lip.
“Remember that time she was interviewed about Daddy?”

His mama smiled. It was a sad smile, full of good and bad memories.
Jeremiah was sorry he had even started talking about his grandma.
Sometimes he forgot that Grandma was his father’s mother.



Mama put the plates of spaghetti down on the table. “Which time?” she
asked.

“I don’t remember the show. I think it was around the time of the first
Oscar nomination. Remember, she wore that bright red dress and that silly
necklace I’d made her—the one made out of bottle tops?”

His mama smiled.

“She said that even though he was a big-time moviemaker, she had
changed his diapers and she could tell everyone listening that Daddy’s poop
smelled just as bad as anybody else’s. Later on, she’d told me she wanted to
use the other word, but it would have gotten bleeped out and she wanted to
make sure the American audience got the message.”

“I thought Norman was going to lose it for sure.”
“Me and Grandma laughed about that for a long time,” he said softly.

Jeremiah ran his fingers slowly across the table. Outside he could hear
little girls singing, “Miss Lucy had a baby, she named him Tiny Tim...” He
swallowed. When he had looked into that girl’s eyes today, he saw
something familiar in them. A little bit of himself there. Where was she
now?

“Want some wine, high-school boy?” She poured a glass of red wine for
herself and waited.

Jeremiah sighed, knowing his mama was trying to change the subject. I
miss you, Grandma. You would be able to tell me, wouldn'’t you? You’d be
able to make everything all right.

“Pinot Noir,” she said. “Supposed to be a good vintage-1993 from the
Napa Valley.”

Before they separated, his mother and father had gone to the wine
country. When they came home, his mama filled him in on everything she’d
learned about wine, and together they sat sipping various wines and
comparing them. He wasn’t really allowed to drink yet, but his mother still
offered and told him everything she knew about certain wines. She said she
wanted him to be knowledgeable when the time came to choose one.



“Nah. 1993 wasn’t great for Pinot Noirs. If you had a Cabernet or even a
Petite Syrah then maybe.”

His mama smiled.

They were quiet for a moment. Jeremiah watched her dance a hot loaf of
bread from the oven to the table and wondered again how his father could
have just fallen for someone else. Yeah, over and over, his father had tried
to explain it to him, and each time Jeremiah thought he finally understood.
But then he’d come home some evening and find his mother sitting in front
of the television in the empty living room and his heart would tighten inside
his chest. She looked lonely and lost sitting in the half-light.

“Mama? You ever planning on writing another book?”

It seemed a long time ago when he would come home to find her writing
in her study. She had written three novels and had always said she wanted
to write ten in her lifetime. And for a while, Jeremiah thought she’d do it.
But after his father left, she had stopped writing and Jeremiah rarely found
her in her study anymore.

She sat down across from him and frowned. “What makes you ask that?”
Jeremiah shrugged. “Just wondering.”

“Well, eat instead of wondering.” After a moment, she said, “It takes time,
you know.”

“But you have lots of time and I ... I just never see you in the study
anymore.”

“I haven’t felt much in the mood for writing anything lately.” She glanced
at him then back down at her plate, drumming her fingers on the table the
way she did when she was annoyed. “When you have so much real drama
in your life, it’s hard to think about fiction. I’m taking some me time now.
Figure with what I have saved and this house being paid for and Norman
paying for your school, we’ll be okay.” She reached across the table and
covered his hand with her own. “Okay, honey?”

Jeremiah nodded but didn’t say anything.

Some mornings he woke up remembering little things-like the way his
father’s arm looked when it was draped across his mama’s shoulder or his



father and mother hugging by the kitchen sink, the water still running from
the dishes one of them had been washing.

He wondered where that stuff went to, where love went to, how a person
could just love somebody one day and boom-the next day love somebody
else.

“Tell me about Percy, Miah.”

“It’s okay. You know. It’s a school. Uniform’s really the only thing makes
it much different from Tech. It’s whiter. Much whiter. But I figured that.”

“They think you’re on scholarship?”

Jeremiah shrugged and stared down at his plate. “Nobody said anything
stupid.”

“Some people going to think that, you know. Don’t let them get to you.”

“I won‘t—I mean, I know. But I kind of rather have them think that than
know the truth, right?”

His mother nodded. “Yeah, honey-but it’s okay if they know the truth. I'm
not saying you have to strut it. But you don’t have to be ashamed of it
either.”

The truth was he was Norman Roselind’s son. And anyone who had ever
stepped foot inside a movie theater or picked up a paper knew who Norman
Roselind was. Yeah, he was proud of his father and the movies he’d made.
But sometimes he just wanted to be Miah. And the truth was, his mother
had gotten a lot of attention for her three books-you said her name, Nelia
Roselind, and people knew it. Norman and Nelia—they had even been on
the cover of a couple of magazines. One magazine had called them “most
romantic.” Jeremiah twirled the spaghetti around on his fork. He wondered
what the magazines would say now-or what they had already said. A long
time ago, he had stopped reading them, too afraid to find some nasty gossip
about his family somewhere between their pages.

“I walk into Percy and it’s like I can reinvent myself or something, you
know? Without Daddy’s movies and your books. Just me.”

“Well, don’t go reinventing yourself too much. It’s okay to be our son.
Remember Brooklyn Tech—people knew who you were there and you got



along fine.”

“Yeah, I remember.” At Tech, some people treated him strange and some
people treated him okay. His homeboys, the guys he’d grown up with, they
were cool, had always been cool. But new kids, well, sometimes they just
acted weird, like he was some untouchable god or something. He hated that.

If things had turned out different, he would have stayed at Tech. If this. If
that. Would his life always be filled with “ifs?” If his parents were still
together. If Lois Ann had never been born. If that girl had told him her
name.

Percy Academy was one of the most expensive schools in New York City.
Nobody knew if that meant it was one of the best. Jeremiah didn’t think so.
It had been his father’s idea. Jeremiah would have been fine staying at
Brooklyn Tech, which was right in the hood and where he’d gone to ninth
grade. Or even Stuyvesant. He knew some brothers there. But his father had
insisted on a private school, talking about Jeremiah being his only son and
all and wanting the best for him. Jeremiah had finished his first year at
Tech, had made the varsity team and gotten straight A’s. Then summer came
and his father moved across the street and started talking about better
schools. Jeremiah knew it was his guilt talking. But he wanted to make his
daddy happy too.

One Friday afternoon, his father showed up at the door talking about
taking Jeremiah on a tour of Percy, a school he’d read about in the Times.
Jeremiah looked down at his plate of spaghetti now, remembering how
quickly he climbed into his daddy’s car. That afternoon, when he looked up
at his window, his mama was standing there, looking down at them. It was
the beginning of choosing between them. He’d gone to Percy for his daddy-
but everything else, not eating meat, coming to her house first after school,
not cursing or acting the fool (too much)-that was for Mama.

The guy who showed them around had gone on and on about the small
classes and how Jeremiah would “blossom” in such an environment. Like
he was some sort of flower or something. A rose is a rose is a rose is a
Jeremiah Roselind. That’s what his mother used to say to him when he was
little. That was a long time ago. Now he was fifteen. Fifteen. Sixteen was



probably something, but fifteen—fifteen was a place between here and
nowhere.

“Earth calling Miah.” His mama was snapping her fingers in front of his
face. Jeremiah smiled and took a big forkful of spaghetti.

“Coach there used to play for the Knicks. Way back in the day. Said even
before he saw me play he’d heard about my game from Coach Thomas.”

His mother raised her eyebrows and smiled. “Thomas called him?”

Jeremiah nodded. Thomas had coached him at Tech, but he went further
back than that. He and Jeremiah’s mama had dated in high school.

“Coach said they’ve been waiting for a point guard to get to Percy for
years.” He smiled. “You think Thomas laid it on kind of thick?”

“Thomas knows a good point guard when he sees one. And besides that, I
don’t think he’d be lying for me—not after all these years.”

“And after you broke his heart.”

His mother waved her hand at him. “We were just a couple of years older
than you are now. Shoot! We’ve both had our hearts broken dozens of times
since then. You’ll see.”

What was her name? That girl in the hallway with the thick black hair.
And those pretty eyes. The way she’d looked at him. Then she looked back
—over her shoulder. He was looking too, waiting to see if she’d tell him her
name. He liked the way she looked at him. It was different. She didn’t seem
scared or anything.

“This is good.” Jeremiah pointed his fork at the pasta.

His mama eyed him. “Listen to your good mood talking. You never say
anything’s good.”

“I’m turning over a new leaf.”
“That leaf must be some kind of pretty. What’s her name?”

Jeremiah shook his head. Sometimes he felt like glass in front of his
mama-like something she could look right through and see straight to the
other side of.

“Nobody, Ma. I’'m for real. I just like the spaghetti tonight.”



“Well then-thank you. I’m glad you like it.” They laughed and ate silently
for a few moments. It felt good tonight, sitting across from her. Easy. Later
maybe, if the rain stopped, he’d go shoot some hoops with Carlton—find
out what was happening at Tech. But right now, sitting in the kitchen like
this was enough.

“They’ll probably have you hitting those books pretty hard at Percy.”
“I guess.”

“You should give your daddy a call later on.”

Jeremiah nodded, feeling the easiness leave him. “I will.”

He hated this. Had hated it from day one. What kind of family lived
across the street from each other? And this apartment—all nine rooms of it.
His homeboys had always called it a little mansion. It seemed too big with
just the two of them in it now, the guests’ rooms and his daddy’s empty
study collecting dust. When he was still living here, his daddy had company
all the time-people coming in from out of town for film shoots, friends from
college who had moved to the West Coast, actors and directors. Somebody
was always showing up and staying a night or two. There were pictures all
over the house of Jeremiah with this actor or that director. His daddy was
well known in the movie industry-his last movie had earned him two Oscar
nominations. Jeremiah remembered how beautiful his mama looked in her
gown and how handsome and happy his daddy was that night. His daddy
had even taken him shopping for a tuxedo, and even though it felt stiff and
strange, he felt grown-up walking along the red carpet in front of his
parents.

“You talk to him lately?” Jeremiah asked now.

His mama looked annoyed. “I don’t have boo to say to that man. And he
doesn’t have boo to say to me.”

“Boo!” Jeremiah said. He was teasing but maybe not too. They were his
parents and he was stuck with them in all of their ridiculousness. Almost a
year now since his daddy moved across the street. And it wouldn’t be so
bad if he hadn’t moved in with Lois Ann King, who Jeremiah had known
almost all his life. For twelve years they’d been living on this block. And
for twelve years Lois Ann had been living across the street. And now his



daddy was living with her. He would never go over there if it wasn’t for the
stupid courts saying he had to spend equal time in both places.

“Soon as this slow-moving divorce is final—I’m sure he’ll be moving out
west anyway. He can take his Lois Ann and move to kingdom come for all I
care.”

“He’s not gonna move out west,” Jeremiah said softly.
His mother looked at him. “Don’t be so sure, honey.”

“He wouldn’t leave me here and I wouldn’t go with him.” He pushed his
plate of spaghetti away. He wasn’t hungry anymore. Just tired. Tired of
everything. Sometimes he wanted to scream—;just stand in the middle of
the street and holler. Three years and he’d be so far away from here, it was
gonna leave everybody’s head spinning.

But that was a whole three years away. Tomorrow, if he saw that girl, he
was going to ask her name.



Chapter 4

THE PHONE RANG EARLY SATURDAY MORNING, A WEEK after
school had started. I was lying in bed, my history book propped against my
legs.

“Is anyone going to get it?” I called from my room. When no one
answered, I swallowed, scared suddenly. Then I remembered Marion had
said she was going shopping and my father was playing golf. I took the
stairs two at a time and picked up the phone in the kitchen.

“Hello?”

“Hey baby-sis, it’s Anne.”

I leaned against the wall and exhaled. “Anne,” I said softly.
“Is she not home?”

“Yeah.” I lowered myself down against the wall until I was sitting. Anne
knew. She always knew when I was afraid. Like she could look right
through me—across all the miles-and see that place right there in the center
of me where all the scared was. Maybe she felt it sometimes too-that
Marion would take off again. Disappear.

“I don’t think she’s going to leave again, Ellie. I mean—it’s been a long
time.”

I nodded then said, “Yeah,” hoping Anne was right.
“Guess who came for dinner last night?”

“The Rubik cube,” I said, smiling. We had called Ruben by this name for
as long as I could remember.

“How’d you know?” Anne asked. I could hear the surprise and
exasperation in her voice.

“He called Marion late last night.”
“Did he tell her about the ceremony?”

“What ceremony?”
“Good, he didn’t.”



“What ceremony?” I asked again. In the background, I could hear dishes
rattling and imagined Anne in her kitchen in San Francisco making tea. For
a while she only drank coffee, black and sugarless, the way Marion drank it.
Then one day, she gave it up and moved on to herbal teas.

Now Anne took a sip of something. “Did I tell you I cut my hair? It kind
of looks like Daddy’s.”

“Marion’s gonna have a fit. Who’s having a ceremony?”
“I think I’ll dye it brown like yours. Maybe I’ll perm it.”

I smiled and shook my head. She was teasing me the way she always did.
And I was taking the bait, the way I always did.

“I started Percy this week,” I said casually.
“Don’t you want to hear about the ceremony?”

I laughed. “No. Lost interest. Anyway, I need to talk to you about
something.”

“Me and Stacey are having a commitment ceremony.”

Stacey was Anne’s girlfriend. They had been together almost four years.
When Anne first came out, Marion hit the roof. But by then, Anne was
already living in San Francisco, so there wasn’t a whole lot Marion could
do. Anne had told me stories about parents who threw their kids out of the
house or snatched them out of college.

“What are you guys committing to?”
“Not what, silly. Whom. We’re committing to each other.”

I rolled my eyes. “You’ve been together four years. Isn’t that kind of
obvious?”

I heard Anne exhale.

“It’s obvious to me and Stacey, but we want the rest of the world to know
too. You know-like a wedding but not with all that ‘honor thy husband
/protect thy wife’ stuff.”

“Are you guys wearing gowns or tuxedos—"

“No, Ellie,” Anne said, sounding a bit too patient. “We’re wearing regular
clothes. Nice regular clothes. Anyway, I want you to come out to San



Francisco for it. We haven’t set a date yet. Maybe late January or early
March. We’re going to have a bunch of friends over and say some vows to
each other. Ruben wasn’t very keen on the idea. I figured he blabbed to
Mom already.”

“Nah. Marion would have said something. Just like she’s going to say no
about me coming out there in the middle of school.”

“I’ll talk to her. Would you come?”
“Of course, Anne. I miss you.”

“I miss you too. Your turn, prep schooler. I can’t believe an Eisen child is
in prep school. What is this world coming to?” She laughed. I missed her
laugh, the way the edges of her gray eyes crinkled with it.

I pulled a strand of hair into my mouth and chewed on it for a moment.
Maybe one day me and Jeremiah would have a commitment ceremony.
What vows would I make-that if we ever met for the first time in the
hallway again, I’d remember to tell him my name?

“I don’t really have anything. I mean not like yours.”
“You met someone, didn’t you?” I could tell she was smiling.

“Yeah. Kind of.” I leaned my head back against the wall and closed my
eyes.

“Boy or girl?”

“A boy.” I smiled, relieved. “This guy named Jeremiah.”
“Jeremiah,” Anne said. “I like that. Like the bullfrog.”

I laughed.

“What’s his last name?”

“I don’t know.”

“Oh, you guys sound real serious.”

I cradled the phone between my head and shoulder and started chewing
on a cuticle. Outside, a baby was crying. I missed Anne sitting across the
table from me, missed her pulling my ponytail every time she passed me.
And other stuff too-the long-ago things, like how she’d read to me at night,



tuck me in, and kiss that ticklish place right where my forehead stops and
my hair begins.

“You think you’ll ever move back to New York, Anne?”

“Don’t try to change the subject.”

“I’m not. I just wish you were here. I wish you could meet him.”
Anne was quiet for a moment. “Tell me what’s so special about him.”

“I don’t know. I mean, he probably doesn’t even know I exist. I forgot to
tell him my name when I met him. Isn’t that silly? I‘m—Iike obsessing
about this guy and he doesn’t even know my name.”

“That’s not silly. Something about him caught you—off guard. It was like
that with Stacey. I knew the first time she said a word to me that I’d want to
spend my life with her. It’s not silly. It’s just—I don’t know—another
strange part of living. What does he look like?”

“Well, T only saw him once, really—we bumped into each other—
literally. And he helped me pick up my books. And then he looked at me
and smiled. And it was like something inside of me went crazy.”

Anne laughed. “I bet I’d like him. Anybody who makes something inside
of my stable baby sister go crazy must be amazing.”

“He’s taller than me,” I said. “He has locks and these bright brown eyes
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“Locks?”

“His hair. You know.”

“Ugh. That’s kind of a bummer.”

“Why?”

“I don’t like white guys with locks. I mean—it’s so obviously an
appropriation—"

“He’s black, Anne.”

She didn’t say anything. I could feel the air between us getting weird.
Maybe a minute passed. Maybe two.

“Really?”



“No,” I said, growing annoyed. “I’m lying.”
“Sorry, Ellie. I just thought Percy Academy was so chichi and white.”

“WEell, it isn’t.” I wanted her to say something different. Something smart-
the way she always did.

We were silent.

“You’re mad, aren’t you?”

“No.”

“Then what are you?”

I sighed. “Nothing. I gotta go. I have to study—"

“Ellie. Don’t be like this. I’m just surprised, that’s all.”

“You were all excited before. Before I told you he was black.”

“Well, I’'m still excited. I can be surprised and excited at the same time.
Geez. I just never thought about it—you know.”

“Well, maybe you should ask yourself why. It’s not like you don’t see
black people every day.”

“I just never thought about it ... for myself. Or for anybody else in our
family, really. That’s all. I don’t think it’s a bad thing. I just think to have a
boyfriend or girlfriend from a different race is really hard. I want to do the
big sister thing and tell you to ... I don’t know. I don’t want you to hurt,
Ellie. That’s all.”

I stared down at my cuticle. It was bleeding now where I had chewed too
deep. “That’s what Marion told you, Anne,” I said softly.

“I know. And I can’t believe it’s coming out of my mouth now. I can’t
believe I’m sitting here understanding how Marion felt.”

“That’s not right.” I felt old suddenly. What had I expected-that she’d cry
with happiness, that she’d come right home to meet him? No. Just that
she’d ... that she’d be there for this. The way she’d always been there.

“I gotta go,” I said again.
“Listen, Ellie. I know you’re pouting—”

“I’m not pouting. Don’t do that, Anne.”



“Do what?”
“Don’t make it seem like I’m being a baby, okay.”

“Okay,” she said. “Look. I know it’s New York, and I know things are
different from when I was in high school and blah, blah, blah. But I have to
be a big sister for a moment and say don’t do something just ‘cause you’re
mad at Marion or want to be radical—”

“You’re such a jerk,” I said. “When’d you get to be such a jerk?” I hung
up before she could answer.

A long time ago, Anne used to talk about energy—how that was all love
was—ions connecting across synapses of time and air. Don’t rationalize,
she’d say. None of it will ever make sense. 1 leaned back against the wall
and closed my eyes, not wanting to cry. Anne was right. None of it made
any sense.



Chapter 5

JEREMIAH SAT ON THE SIDELINES, EYEING THE GYM. IT was
newer than Tech‘s—bigger. With fiberglass backboards, padded poles, and
one of those floors that made you feel like you were bouncing when you
jumped. In the center of it, a maroon and gray panther leaped over the Percy
insignia. He watched Rayshon and Kennedy move with the rest of the team.
Kennedy moved easily, the way he moved through the school. He was a
junior and had been at Percy since his freshman year. He was friendly and
popular. Rayshon was a sophomore. Mostly he kept to himself, sitting a bit
away from the rest of the team during time-outs and leaving right after
practice. His game was a little weak, but on the floor, he always smiled and
slapped Miah five whenever one of them made a nice move. On their first
day of practice, Rayshon had leaned over and whispered, “Just call us the
three black musketeers.” Jeremiah had smiled and nodded. It was a joke,
but there was something deeper to it too. Something he and Rayshon and
Kennedy understood.

“Move it or you’ll be eating splinters for dinner, Joe,” Coach Avery yelled
to a freshman.

Jeremiah shook his head now, remembering his first practice. “You related
to Norman Roselind-that filmmaker guy?” a kid named Braun had asked
him.

“What you think we’re all related?” Kennedy had said, smiling.

Braun looked embarrassed. They had been sitting on the bleachers
waiting for the coach to show up. Jeremiah grabbed the ball from Kennedy
and started dribbling. “Not related to anybody,” he said, moving the ball
back and forth between his legs. “Shoot! You think I'd be at this tired
school if my daddy was a filmmaker?”

Everyone laughed. Braun slapped him five and smiled. He liked Braun.
And there were a couple of other cool guys on the team. But he missed Tech
and Carlton and the homeboys he had played ball with since he was a little
kid. He closed his eyes now. There was a picture of him and Carlton on his
dresser. In the picture, they were both about eight, their arms around each



other’s shoulders, a basketball on the ground between them. A long time
ago, he thought they’d always be playing ball together.

He scanned the team and sighed. These were his boys now—his team.
And if he wanted to be part of the team, to make it work, he had to like
them, had to respect them—no matter how weak their game was.

“Get your shirt off, Roselind,” Coach said, pointing to the floor. “Joe, sit
down.”

Jeremiah lifted his sweatshirt over his head and jogged out onto the floor,
slapping Joe’s hand as they passed each other. He wasn’t the tallest guy on
the team, but in the week of practice, he had realized that he was easily the
fastest and the best shot.

Kennedy passed him the ball and he took it down court, faked the guard,
and took it up. It sank easily into the basket.

“Way to go, superstar,” a sophomore named Peter whispered.
Jeremiah eyed him but didn’t say anything.

“You got the moves, Ice, know what I’'m saying?” Peter held his hand up
for a high five. “My tag’s Peter, Peter Hayle, remember? We kinda hung
tight that first day.”

“Yeah, sure,” Jeremiah said, slapping Peter’s hand. He hated when white
guys tried to sound black.

“I got to learn to get my shot on like that. Get nice on the court like you
do.”

“It’s all in the game,” Jeremiah said.

They jogged down the court together. Rayshon looked over at them,
shook his head, and smiled.

“Get my game on like you, I’'ll be like amped—know what I’'m saying,”
Peter said, missing a pass.

“Get your head back in the game, Hayle,” Coach called. “Concentrate!”
Jeremiah stole the ball, took it back down the court, and sunk it.

“What’s this,” Coach yelled, his face growing red. “A one-man team. Hit
the showers! I’m through with you for the day.” He picked up his clipboard



and stormed out of the gym.

“Later,” Rayshon said, slapping Jeremiah five. “You looked good out
there today, man.”

“Thanks,” Jeremiah said, smiling.
Rayshon held his hand up for Peter to slap. “Later, lightskin.”
Peter blushed. “I ain’t lightskin, man,” he said, slapping Rayshon’s hand.

“I know.” Rayshon grinned, winking at Jeremiah. He grabbed his bag,
waved again, and headed out the gym.

“That homeboy’s got a train to catch,” Peter said. “I’d be stepping like
that too, know what I’m saying?”

Jeremiah shook his head.

“Rayshon’s paying his own way,” Peter said, jogging beside him to the
locker room. “Works two jobs. Last year, Percy finally hooked him up with
a bit of cash but not the full ride.”

Jeremiah pulled his T-shirt over his head, wiped the sweat off his neck
with it, and opened his locker. “Must be some high-paying jobs,” he said.

“My father hooked him up,” Peter said. He ducked his head into the
shower, ran water over it, then came back over to the bench and sat down,
letting the water drip down his face. “My pops does a bit of advertising,
know what I’m saying? Last year he hooked Rayshon up with a gig at his
firm. Just like a trial thing, but Rayshon stepped to it and my pops was like,
‘Man, I’m going keep this cat on.’”

“How come he doesn’t have you working there?” Jeremiah asked.

Peter frowned at him. “I don’t do the work thing. Gotta get my schooling
on.”

Jeremiah slammed his locker and headed toward the shower without
saying anything. He hated that Rayshon had to run off to work and Peter got
to sit here talking junk. Even if Peter’s father did hook Rayshon up with a
job, it didn’t seem fair.

“You come ‘round my way, we could get a nice game on,” Peter said,
smiling. “They got the fly courts over by me.”



Jeremiah turned, feeling evil suddenly. “Why don’t you come ‘round my
way?”

“Where you be crashing?” Peter asked, leaning against the locker. “I’m
game.”

“Fort Greene. Brooklyn.”

Peter looked thoughtful for a moment. “Nah, man, I don’t do Brooklyn.
Strictly East Side ball is my game.”

Jeremiah shook his head. “That’s probably why it’s so weak,” he said,
stepping into the shower stall and closing the door before Peter had a
chance to answer.

He soaped up quickly then let the warm water run over his face and down
his back for a few moments. In another stall, he could hear someone
singing, loud and off-key. He bit his bottom lip. What was he doing here?

Change is a good thing, his grandma used to say. Think of it like seasons.
You don’t want to stay one way all your life and have moss grow under your
toes.

He let the water run over him a few minutes longer. When he stepped out
of the shower, Peter was gone. Jeremiah sighed, glancing at himself in the
mirror. He was dark, dark and tall and wild haired. In the background, he
could see his teammates moving around the locker room. He should have
told them that first day who his father was. It would have sent them all
packing. They thought he was just some regular guy from Brooklyn, but he
wasn’t. He was Norman Roselind’s son. He was Nelia Roselind’s son. He’d
been all over the world. Had probably seen places a lot of these guys
couldn’t even spell. Kennedy caught his eye and waved good-bye. Jeremiah
watched him leave. Two black musketeers down, one to go.

What was he doing here with all these white boys around him?

He stared at the mirror, lost. That girl in the hall. “She’s white too,” he
whispered, the words sinking in. He could hear someone laughing. It
sounded like the whole world-pointing at him ... and laughing.



Chapter 6

MONDAY MORNING, LIKE EVERY MORNING SINCE ANNE and I
last talked, I stood in the kitchen with my hand on the phone. It was three
hours earlier in San Francisco, but I knew Anne would be up. She had
always risen at dawn, for as long as I could remember.

In the living room, I could hear Marion and Daddy talking softly.

This was stupid-all of it. I had only seen Jeremiah once since that first
day-darting into a classroom, his hair bouncing behind him.

Jeremiah.

I tried to imagine us side by side. He was taller than me and skinny. Or at
least he looked skinny with his pants hanging off of him. And his eyes. I
had never seen eyes so light on a black person—almost green. Who’d he
get them from? Who’d he get everything he had from? His dark smooth
skin. His smile with the tiniest dimple right below his eye.

I swallowed. “Call me, Anne ... please,” 1 whispered. “Say the right
thing.” After a moment, I turned away from the phone, lifted my knapsack
to my shoulders, and walked into the living room.

“I’m out of here,” I said, waving.
My father glanced up from the Times. “No kisses?”

“No, not this morning,” I said, slamming the door behind me.

At Seventy-Second Street, I cut through the park and bumped smack into a
black guy. My stomach fluttered. He had locks and dark shades and
reminded me of Jeremiah.

“Excuse me.”

He nodded and kept going, a portfolio case bumping against his leg as he
walked.



I turned and watched him, fingering the tiny Star of David hanging from a
gold chain around my neck. Why did I always bump into black guys? Was
it something in the stars? I shook my head and smiled.

Once Anne and I were walking through Central Park when this black guy
started running toward us. I frowned, remembering how Anne had
screamed, and grabbed me. When the guy got up close, we realized he was
a jogger, not a mugger or anything, and Anne had turned red with
embarrassment.

I started walking again. Would Anne have reacted that way if the guy had
been white? I put the Star of David in my mouth and sucked on it. It calmed
me somehow, feeling it there.

I used to think it didn’t matter-that everyone in this world had the same
chance, the same fight. Imagine two babies born-one white, one black.
Maybe their mothers shared the same hospital room and talked low-when
all the excited visitors were gone and the hospital was heavy with sleep-
about their futures. Talked about their dreams for the babies, long after the
two A.M. feeding was over. I used to think that all those babies needed was
some kind of chance-and a mother’s dream for them. I was so ... so silly
back then. Naive. I believed stuff like that. Just because no one in this
family had ever said a hateful thing about black people.

“All people,” Marion was often saying. “All people have suffered. So
why should any of us feel like we’re better or less than another?”

But where were they then-these black people who were just like us—who
were equal to us? Why weren’t they coming over for dinner? Why weren’t
they playing golf with Daddy on Saturdays or quilting with Marion on
Thursday nights? Why weren’t they in our world, around us, a part of us?



Part Two



Chapter 7

IT RAINED AGAIN ON FRIDAY, A WARM, STEADY RAIN that turned
the whole city gray. I sat in Mr. Hazelton’s history class watching it. There
was something sad about the rain. Marion had left on a rainy day. And
Anne. The day she moved out it rained and rained. I turned back to my
textbook. Jeremiah must have left Percy. It was already October and still 1
had only seen him once since that first day. That’s what the rain made me
feel now as it slammed against the windowpane—that I should stop hoping.
People would always be leaving.

“I’d like all twenty-seven amendments memorized by—” Mr. Hazelton
was saying.

“Excuse me.”

I felt the room change. Felt the air around me grow warm suddenly-and
still.

“I’ve been transferred over from Ms. Trousseau’s class. My name is
Jeremiah.”

I lifted my head slowly, afraid I had heard wrong. He was standing there-
in the front of the room—beautiful—the way I had remembered him.

Mr. Hazelton frowned as he studied Jeremiah’s program card. “This late
into the semester, Mr. Roselind?”

“Yes, sir.” Jeremiah took a quick look around the room. His eyes flicked
past me then back again. He smiled.

“Well, take a seat then,” Mr. Hazelton said. “Look on with someone. You
can pick up a textbook down in my office at the end of the day. You will
memorize all twenty-seven amendments by Monday. Are you at all familiar
with the amendments?”

“Yes, sir.” Jeremiah looked annoyed.
“Good then. Take a seat.”

He looked around the room again and nodded hello to a couple of people
before walking slowly up the aisle toward me.



“Can I sit next to you?”

I nodded. He was taller than I had remembered and had pulled his hair
back into a ponytail. When he sat down and smiled again, I smiled back.
The smile felt shaky. Maybe my lips were trembling.

“Can I look on with you too?”

I nodded again, pressing my nails into my palms. My skin felt as though it
would lift off.

“Can I have your book for keeps?”

I stared at him without saying anything, not sure what he was talking
about. He grinned.

“I’m kidding.”
‘(Oh.’)
“The right to privacy ...” Mr. Hazelton was saying.

Jeremiah leaned over to look on with me. He smelled of musk and

autumn-like he had just come in from outside. I stared down at the page and
inhaled.

“Why’d you get transferred out of that other class?” I whispered.

“I knew it already. Remedial history. School made a mistake.” He rolled
his eyes.

“They do stuff like that all the time, I bet.”

“Yeah—it just seems like more than a coincidence when it happens to me.
Like what made them think I needed remedial anything. Nobody tested me.
Nobody asked me. They just threw me in it then looked surprised when I
knew it all. I mean, it makes you wonder—is it my hair?” He smiled.

I kind of half smiled, not sure what he was getting at.
“Or the melanin thing?”

The melanin thing. 1 played with the sentence a moment in my head and
frowned. The world was like that a long time ago. But it wasn’t like that
anymore, was it? No. My stupid sister might be like that. And maybe my
family sometimes. But not the rest of the world. Please not the rest of the
world.



“Anyway,” Jeremiah whispered, “I never got your name.”

I swallowed. Mr. Hazelton was eyeing us. I turned to a clean page in my
notebook and wrote “Ellie” across the top of it.

“Are you familiar with the fifth amendment, Mr. Roselind?”
“Yes, sir. The right to silence.”

“Good. Maybe you and Elisha can take the fifth right now.”

The class laughed and Jeremiah smiled. He had a beautiful smile.
“Yes, sir.”

I stared at his hand resting on the textbook. His fingers were long and
brown. Slowly, his hand moved across the textbook page and underneath
my name. He ran his finger across it, then tapped it lightly and winked at
me.



Chapter 8

SOME MORNINGS, IT SEEMED THE BELL WOULD NEVER ring, that
he would never again walk to Mr. Hazelton’s class and sit beside her. When
it did ring, finally, he held tight to the straps of his knapsack as he walked,
trying to keep from running there, running to the place where he could sit
beside her. Ellie.

He found himself watching her when she wasn’t looking. Watching the
way she used her hand to move her hair out of her face, slowly, wrapping
her fingers around it and pulling it back behind her ear. The way she leaned
over her notebook to write, a tiny frown between her eyebrows. And her
smile—she had a sweet smile. Sweet and sad and something else too. He
couldn’t explain it. If anyone asked, he wouldn’t be able to put words to
how he felt when Ellie looked at him and smiled. He felt something stop
and start inside of him.

This afternoon, he had leaned across the desk and their shoulders touched.
And Miah could feel the heat coming through her jacket. She had looked at
him then and smiled. And they had stayed that way, with their shoulders
touching, until the bell rang.

Jeremiah walked slowly now, his thumbs tucked into the straps of his
knapsack. No one else at school had a leather one and now he understood
why-one strap had already broken and he had had to stop at the shoe repair
to get it sewn back on. And the books! He’d left two in his locker and
stuffed the others into his bag as best as he could. Now the zipper was on its
way to breaking. It was dumb—this leather knapsack was. First thing
Saturday, he was going to go into the city, get a nylon one. Hers-Ellie’s —
was blue. He had seen her leaving school, had seen the way she clutched it
to her chest as she walked-as though she was trying to hide something—

“Miah! Yo, Miah! Wait up!”

Jeremiah turned. Carlton was running toward him, dribbling a basketball,
his curly brown hair blowing wild. Jeremiah lifted his backpack higher on
his shoulder and stood there, watching Carlton head toward him. He had
never really thought about it before—Carlton’s white mama and black



daddy. Had never even asked him what it was like. Ellie. Where did she
live? Who were her parents?

“What’s up?” Carlton grinned and chucked him the ball, then bent with
his hands on his knees and took a few deep breaths. “I been calling your
deaf behind for about three blocks now. That school got you thinking deep
or something?”

“You just out of shape, man. Look at you, breathing all hard.”

Carlton stood up and snatched the ball from him. “I ran from Atlantic and
Fifth Avenue all the way over here to this piece of ground on South
Portland in about seven minutes, so who’s out of shape?”

“All T know is I’m not the one breathing like I just did some marathon.”
He started walking again and Carlton fell in step beside him.

“Look at you all Percy’d out.” Carlton grinned, eyeing Jeremiah’s
uniform.

Jeremiah looked down at himself. The burgundy jacket was made out of
some kind of wool that itched around his neck and wrists. And the gray
pants were cut strange. He had gotten them a size too big but that didn’t
make much difference. They still just sort of hung on him. When he had
tried the uniform on at the end of the summer, his father had said he looked
smart in it. But smart and good were two real different things and Jeremiah
knew he didn’t look his best on school days.

“I know. Ain’t this some junk? I keep thinking I’m just going to walk in
there and say the heck with it-kick it in some of my own clothes.”

Carlton laughed.

“You walk up to that school dressed like Brooklyn, they’ll send you
packing. They’ll be like, ‘Oh no, we let a live one in here.” ”

“You know it,” Jeremiah said. “Least they let me pick my own shoes.” He
bent over and brushed an invisible speck of dust off of his hiking boots.
They were black and lug soled.

“Those are some sweet boots,” Carlton said. “But give me my own
clothes any day.”



Jeremiah nodded. Carlton was wearing a pair of jeans and a green
sweatshirt with Wisdom stitched across the front. He dribbled the ball easily
back and forth through his legs as they walked.

“Tech miss me?”

“Nah—not really. They probably won’t even notice you’re gone until the
season starts.” Carlton laughed. “Anything happening over at Percy?”

“Nah,” Jeremiah said, shaking his head. “They’re some kind of raggedy.
Took third last year. I’'m scared to see who we’re up against. Must be a
couple of nursing homes thrown in there.”

Carlton smiled. “They must think they got a piece of heaven with you.”
He raised the ball above Jeremiah’s head. “Mr. Twenty-two points a game.”

“And that was on a bad day,” Jeremiah added.

“Let’s not get crazy, Miah. I remember a couple of no-pointer games—
donut, zero, circles, hula hoop—score nothing—games.” He laughed. His
eyes lit up when he laughed in a way that made his whole face seem
brighter.

Jeremiah smiled.
“I must have been injured.”
“Your game was injured but you were fine.”

They walked along without saying anything for a while. Jeremiah
watched Carlton take the ball up on his finger and spin it. He was a year
older than Jeremiah and a starting forward at Tech. Their coach had said
Carlton was one of the best players Tech had ever seen.

“You want to get out of that buffalo soldier’s uniform and shoot some?”
Carlton tossed the ball against a building, jumped high, and caught it. He
started singing the Bob Marley song about the guy being stolen from Africa
to fight against Africa in America.

“Oh, is that what it is?” Jeremiah laughed. “So I’m gonna be shipped back
to my own homeland to fight, huh?”

Carlton threw him the ball. “Yep.”



They were at his mother’s stoop. Jeremiah looked over at his father’s
window knowing he’d have to sleep there tonight. It’d been a week since
he’d stayed with him. He sighed and sat on the bottom stair. “Well, which is
the enemy’s homeland and which one is my own?”

Carlton stopped dribbling and ran his fingers through his hair. “Your
daddy still shacking up with Lois Ann?”

Jeremiah nodded.

“Yeah. And Mama'’s still mad as all get out about it all.” He pulled his
knapsack off his shoulders and stared up at the sky. It was beautiful today,
all warm and gold. The leaves had begun to change, and the trees up and
down the block cast pretty shadows over everything. He loved October. Had
always loved it. There was something sad and beautiful about it-the ending
and beginning of things.

“That’s rough, Miah.”
Carlton sat down beside him.

“I mean, they didn’t really get along all that well-like in front of the
cameras they did, but not in private. Not even in front of me. They’d go
days without speaking and everything would feel all tight and hot ...” He
frowned and stared at his hands. “I wouldn’t even want to come home some
days.... But it was still something—they still had something. It was raggedy
but it was something.”

“Yeah, I feel you,” Carlton said. “But when my parents start arguing I’'m
like, ‘Just break up already and give us all a break.” ”

“How come they don’t?”

Carlton shrugged. “I think they know there’s nobody else in the whole
world who would live with either of them. Even my sister—she graduated
high school and jetted all the way to England to go to college. I feel like
telling them, ‘Listen, you know something’s up if your only daughter went
all the way to England to get away from you.’ ”

They laughed. Across the street two little girls sat on a stoop playing
jacks. Further down the block somebody was playing a Stevie Wonder tune
on the piano. The music drifted slowly past them.



“I figure I might go to Zimbabwe or somewhere. Two years I'll be
eighteen and done with school and on my way.”

Jeremiah nodded. “Zimbabwe, huh?”

“Yeah. My daddy doesn’t like the heat. And Mama got sick last time she
went to Africa. Figure they wouldn’t follow me there.”

Jeremiah smiled and shook his head. “You crazy, man.”
“Yeah, I’m crazy-but at least I'll be crazy and far away.”

He started singing softly—a song about being somewhere on the other
side of the ocean. It was a pretty song—sad and quiet. Jeremiah rested his
head against the banister and listened. Carlton had a good voice. His father
was a musician, and some nights Jeremiah would walk by their building and
he’d hear the two of them harmonizing. Those nights, his heart felt like it
was closing up inside his chest and he missed his own father so much it
hurt.

“Carlton ...” he said softly now.

Carlton stopped singing and rubbed the back of his hand across his eyes.
He was quiet for a moment and Jeremiah looked away from him,
embarrassed suddenly. He wondered if Carlton had been crying.

“Yo,” Carlton said after a few moments had passed. “What’s up?”
“What’s it like, man—to have a white mama and a black daddy?”

“You have a black daddy.”

“I know. I want to know about the other part though—what’s that like?”

Carlton shrugged and stared straight ahead. “I don’t know. I mean, I don’t
know any other way. My dad’s a good man. My moms is a good woman.
It’s weird sometimes—you know—Iike when we go out west to visit her
family. They’re so ... so stiff around us—they’re not like my mama. You
know how she is—she’s cool. I don’t feel like they’re my people—I never
really did even though I know they are.... And sometimes people stare when
me and my moms and dad are together, like they’re trying to figure it all out
or something. Black people and white people. And sometimes they kind of
look at us like, ‘Oh, I get it—it’s an interracial thing.” You know. Like that.
I think Colette went to England to get away from it all.”



Jeremiah nodded. He had had a crush on Carlton’s sister. When they were
younger he used to try to tease her just to get her to smile. Sometimes she’d
tickle him until he thought he’d pass out. And he would scream, begging
her to stop, wanting her to stop but hoping she wouldn’t. Colette always
smacked them gently on the head before leaving them alone. Jeremiah
touched the side of his head now. That was years ago, but whenever he
thought about it, he could feel the imprint of her hand.

“I’m going to jet out there next summer,” Carlton was saying. “I miss her.
I mean she was a pain sometimes, but when you only have one sister, you
learn to let them be a pain sometimes and just ignore that part of their
personality....”

His voice drifted off.
“T wouldn’t know.”

“Yeah—it’s kind of crazy, don’t you think? You sitting up in that big
house an only child. Your parents could have filled it with four or five kids
and still had room to throw a party if they wanted to.”

“Could of. Yo, Carl—I need to speak with you about something.”
Carl looked at him without saying anything.

“I met this girl at school-this white girl.”

“Yeah—and...”

“I don’t know. I just never really thought about that—about dating a white
girl.”

Carlton smiled. “What makes you think she’s thought about dating you?”

“I don’t know.” He looked up at his father’s window. “Sometimes I feel
like I don’t know nothing about nothing.”

“Yeah.”

“I mean—me and that girl-her name’s Ellie—we barely said anything to
each other. But it’s strange ...” He looked at Carlton. “It’s like I know her—
like I can look inside her and see everything. I know it sounds craz—"

“You sound like you’re in love, man.”



Jeremiah frowned. “Nah. I don’t even know her.” But he remembered that
first day, bending with her to pick up her books in the hallway. Something
inside him went cold that morning-cold and hot all at once. “I couldn’t even
tell you her last name.” He was thoughtful for a moment. “But I was sitting
next to her in class today-and I don’t know—I felt like we ... like we should
always be next to each other. I don’t know.”

Carlton stood up and tucked the ball under his arm. “Sounds like love,
man.”

“But she’s white.”

Carlton raised an eyebrow. “Hello, Miah. Look who you talking to, man.
It happens. And you know what? It ain’t the worst thing in the world.”



Chapter 9

THE APARTMENT WAS EMPTY AND STILL. I STOOD AT THE foot
of the stairway watching the yellow-gold sunlight stream in from the living
room window, and listening to the messages on the answering machine. My
father had called from the hospital to say hello. Marc had called and the
twins. And Susan—my older sister who was a therapist in Santa Cruz. She
was more like an aunt than a sister—older and distant the way grown-ups
can be. I pressed the “save” button and sat down on the bottom stair,
leaning my head against the banister.

Anne was different. Even though she’s ten years older, she acted silly
sometimes. I missed that Anne—the one that laughed so hard, whatever she
was drinking came out of her nose. The Anne who had taken me on the
Staten Island ferry when I was ten and surprised me with a cooler full of
vendor hotdogs—all done up with onions and sauerkraut and mustard the
way I loved them.

I closed my eyes now, remembering how me and Anne sat devouring
hotdogs and watching the city grow smaller behind us as the ship pulled
away from it.

Where was that Anne now? Marion had spoken to her a couple of times,
but she never asked for me, the way she always used to. I pressed my
forehead against the banister and swallowed. What had I done that was so
wrong?

I heard Marion’s key in the door and got up, not wanting her to see me
sitting like this.
“Marion ...?” I called, heading into the kitchen.

My father was standing at the refrigerator, pulling out sandwich meat and
mayonnaise.

“No—mnot Marion—Edward—Dad to you. Why do you torture your
mother like that, Ellie?” my father asked, his eyes twinkling. They were
gray-blue like Anne and Ruben’s.



I kissed him on the cheek. “That’s why. Because you call me Ellie and she
calls me Elisha.”

He sliced some bread from a loaf Marion had baked a few days before
and started piling turkey onto it.

“I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever.”

My father nodded. He looked tired and thin in his blue shirt and khakis,
his stethoscope dangling from his pocket. His hair was like mine, but the
curls were gray now and starting to thin.

“In the emergency room this week. All week. Wouldn’t be surprised if
they had to throw me up on a table.”

“You shouldn’t work so hard, Daddy.” I poured a glass of juice and set it
on the table then put his sandwich on a plate. “I missed you this Sunday.”

We used to spend Sunday afternoons together, sitting and reading the New
York Times. In the middle of an article, my father would frown and press his
thumb against a paragraph. “Listen to this crazy thing that’s happening,
Ellie,” he’d say, then slowly read, overemphasizing paragraphs he thought
outrageous. And I’d lean back against the fireplace wall—I always sat on
the floor those afternoons—with my ankles crossed, my eyes closed in
concentration.

“Sunday afternoon,” my father said, smiling, “this intern came in carrying
the Times and I thought—I’m not going to read it until I can read it with my
Ellie.”

“You didn’t even glance at it?”

He shook his head solemnly. “Didn’t even see what books were being
reviewed. But this Sunday—back to the olden days.” He laughed, sat down
at the table across from me, and took a bite of his sandwich.

I leaned on my hand, watching him. It’s hard to remember when the ritual
of reading the Times with my father began. When I was small I remember
sitting on the floor, listening to him read. Of course, Marion disapproved.
Every Sunday, as she fussed about the kitchen preparing dinner, she’d
punctuate our quiet time with complaints. Elisha should be out—with
friends her own age. Go to a museum. Go to a movie. Get off your rump.



You’re becoming an old man. And my father would wink at me. And what’s
wrong with becoming an old man? he’d called to Marion, who’d make
annoyed noises and say, Don't be ridiculous.

He lifted his glasses now, rubbed his eyes, and smiled.

I got up, poured myself a glass of orange juice, and sat back down across
from him.

“So tell me about this boy Marion says you met at Percy.”
I frowned and didn’t say anything.

“Oh—don’t go getting upset, Ellie. Your mother just mentioned it in
passing—that you had met someone you liked. Anne told her.”

“What else did Anne say?”

My father shrugged. “Nothing. She said to ask you. What would you
say?”

“Nothing. There isn’t a boy, Daddy. Just this guy I met who—nothing.”
Where would I begin anyway? In the same place I tried to begin with stupid
Anne?

“Are we going to get to meet this, this nothing?”
My father was smiling, but I didn’t feel like smiling back.

I reached across the table and picked a piece of turkey out of what was
left of his sandwich.

“His name is Jeremiah,” I said slowly. “I don’t remember his last name.
Rosedale or something. On the first day of school I dropped my books and
then he helped me pick them up and then I don’t know. Now he’s in my
history class.”

“Is he nice?”

I shrugged. “We didn’t really talk a whole lot, but he seems nice. And Mr.
Hazelton wants us to remember all twenty-seven amendments by Friday.
Jeremiah says he knows them already. In order.”

My father whistled, impressed. “Do you know what his parents do?”

I took a swallow of orange juice. “Don’t care.”



He smiled. “And why should you?” He finished his sandwich and pushed
the plate away. “Well, he sounds nice enough. And if he’s smart I don’t see
any reason why you couldn’t be friends.”

“I didn’t know you and Marion were looking for reasons.” I felt myself
getting mad again.

“Not reasons-excuses, I guess. We don’t want our baby leaving the nest
just yet. It makes us feel old.” He stood up, reached over and touched my
cheek. “It reminds us that one day this house will be empty-no children, just
two ancient people padding through it looking at pictures.”

“I’m not going anywhere just yet, Daddy. You got a whole’ nother three
years of me.”

“Three years isn’t a long time, Ellie. You’ll see.”

I sat at the kitchen table long after my father had gone upstairs to take a
nap. Something about what he had said depressed me. Yes, of course I'd
leave the way my sisters and brothers had. But that did seem like a long
time away. Each day seemed to crawl slowly into the next and the next, and
some nights I couldn’t sleep with the excitement of a new day—and another
chance to see Jeremiah. Maybe this was what love felt like. I turned the
empty orange juice glass around and around in my hand. Was it lying that I
didn’t tell him Jeremiah was black? Why should that matter? Why did any
of it matter?

Outside, the sun was setting over Central Park. I pressed my hand to my
lips—wondering what it would feel like to kiss Jeremiah. Wondering if I’d
always be wondering.



Chapter 10

IN THE LATE AFTERNOON SUNLIGHT, JEREMIAH STOOD IN his
mother’s room, running his hands over her dresser, softly fingering the
bottles of lotion and the pictures in silver frames—him at two in a diaper
and T-shirt, pointing at her, her smiling into the camera, the two of them
walking in a park somewhere—maybe he was five in that one. And then at
the far end of her dresser, in a tiny frame, a picture of her in a wedding
dress, holding a bouquet of white roses. Jeremiah picked it up and stared at
it. His mother was smiling and looking off, away from the camera. Maybe
to where his father stood. His father. Jeremiah bit down on his bottom lip.
Where was he right now? With Lois Ann somewhere. Once he had run into
them in Manhattan—his father and Lois Ann, walking slowly down Spring
Street, his father’s arm around Lois Ann’s shoulder. And for a moment, as
he walked toward them, Jeremiah had thought Lois Ann was his mother and
he had smiled. And his father had smiled back, cautiously, slowly, like he
couldn’t believe what he was seeing—his son walking toward him, smiling.

How long had it been since Jeremiah had smiled in the presence of the
two of them. Months maybe. He had smiled that first day, years and years
ago, when he didn’t know anything—before the news of his father’s affair
got out. He had come home to find his father sitting with Lois Ann on their
stoop, and he had smiled. Smiled because it was so rare to find his father
home relaxing, a glass of wine in one hand and a copy of a video in the
other. “I been waiting for you to get home from school,” his father had said.
“Figured we could watch this movie together.” And Jeremiah had smiled
even wider—because he was young then, maybe twelve or thirteen, and he
didn’t know the ways people—his parents-could hurt each other. Yeah—he
was only twelve or thirteen, and he didn’t know that Lois Ann and his
father had a thing going on, a heavy thing that would eventually break the
family apart.

Jeremiah squinted at the picture now. He could feel tears coming on, a
thick knot of them rising up in the back of his throat. It had to do with this
picture of his mother in her wedding dress and October and the lazy
afternoon sun streaming through the window. It had to do with Ellie and



Percy Academy and the fact that maybe he was a little bit in love with a
white girl he barely knew. But mostly—right now, standing in his mama’s
room holding this picture close, it had to do with them, his parents.

They had married in Prospect Park-in the boathouse—on an amazingly
blue day in October. It would be seventeen years tomorrow. Seventeen
years ago, they had thought they’d be together forever—and in some ways,
seventeen years is forever. Eleven movies in seventeen years. Three books-
and maybe his mother would have written more if she hadn’t had him. And
maybe that’s why they never had another one. But the only child thing—
that had stopped mattering so much a long time ago. Yeah, sometimes he
wanted a brother or sister, but it was more than that. He wanted more than
that too-somebody deep. Somebody who could know him—know all of him
—the crazy things he dreamed on stormy nights, when he woke with tears
in his eyes and pulled the covers tight around him. How alone he felt most
days-even with his homeboys surrounding him—the way the loneliness
settled deep inside of him and lingered.

He placed the picture back on the shelf gently and closed his eyes. Ellie
was there-behind his eyelids, smiling at him. What would become of them?
Today in class, he had caught her staring at him, a tiny smile on her lips.
Jeremiah stared back without smiling. He couldn’t smile. There was
something scary about the way he felt-light-headed and out of control. The
whole classroom seemed to drop away, and for a minute, it seemed like it
was only the two of them in the world. Then Mr. Hazelton said something
and the class faded back around them. Jeremiah turned back to his textbook.
When Mr. Hazelton called on him, he stuttered some answer that seemed to
satisfy the teacher. But he wasn’t in that room anymore. He was somewhere
far away. With Ellie.

I’m going to kiss you soon, Jeremiah had found himself thinking. I dont
know when or where or how, but soon I’m going to kiss you.

And later, as he changed into his gym clothes, he had found himself
thinking about her, imagining the two of them together somewhere.
Somewhere.

He needed someone to talk to. Someone who knew him well enough to
rub his head and say, “Everything’s going to be all right.” There was



something like a fire in his chest, something hot and tight and unfamiliar.

Jeremiah felt the emptiness of the house settle down around him. Where
was his mother? Where had all the people who used to fill these rooms gone
to?

“Daddy ... ” he whispered. “Mama ...”

The house echoed. Jeremiah sat down on the edge of his mama’s bed,
pulled his knees up to his chin, and wrapped his arms around them.

And with the late afternoon light casting heavy shadows across
everything, Jeremiah rested his head against his legs. And cried.



Chapter 11

“JEREMIAH.”

I had been walking the halls when I found him standing alone, his head
pressed against a window.

“Hey, Ellie,” he said, turning away from the window. “That’s funny. I was
just thinking ... about ... about you.”

I looked down at my shoes, embarrassed suddenly. “What were you
thinking?”

“I don’t know. You were passing through my mind—;just kind of floating
through it.”

He had been thinking about me. I had been floating through his mind. All
morning I’d been imagining this moment, meeting Jeremiah in the hall. But
I hadn’t thought it would happen, that I’d turn a corner and find him
standing here, his head pressed against the window, his locks falling softly
around his shoulders, thinking about me. No one had ever just been thinking
about me. It felt odd-good odd, the idea that I was on someone’s mind. On
Jeremiah’s mind.

“People call me Miah,” he said softly. He had the most beautiful smile.

The hall was empty, quiet and dim. In the distance, I could hear a teacher
talking. His voice was muffled, like it was coming from behind a closed
door. The late bell had rung a long time ago.

“Miah. I like that. What’s your last name?”

We were whispering now, but in the empty hallway, our words seemed
loud.

Miah turned back to the window. After a moment he said, “Roselind,” so
softly, I could barely hear him.

“Jeremiah Roselind. That’s pretty. Really pretty.”

Miah shrugged. “It’s just a name. What’s yours-your last name?”



“Eisen. Elisha Sidney Eisen. My parents went to Australia and liked it—I
think they thought it was clever to name me after a city.”

Miah smiled. “Elisha. Ellie. I like both names.”

“I like Ellie better.”

“Then I like Ellie better too. You don’t have class this period, Ellie?”
I shook my head. “Trig. I’'m not going. How about you?”

“English. T know it already. They’re reading Catcher in the Rye. I read
that book three times already. Figure I’ll go back when the rest of the class
catches up.”

We stood staring at each other, my heart beating hard beneath my Percy
shirt. I folded my arms across my chest wanting to quiet it. Afraid he’d be
able to hear it and laugh. Jeremiah turned back to the window.

“You ever get scared, Ellie?”

I swallowed, embarrassed. “Yeah.” It was not supposed to be like this-this
real, this close to who I was. Like he could look right through me.

“Like right now?”
“Yeah.”

He turned back to me. “I could see it. In your eyes. How scared you are.
You’ve got the kind of eyes that don’t hide anything.”

I felt my face getting red.

“People used to say I had eyes like that,” he said softly. “But I learned
how to work them. To hide stuff.”

“You think that’s better?”

A tall skinny boy turned the corner, giving us a look as he passed. Miah
stared back and the guy kind of waved and kept walking.

“I don’t know what’s better,” Miah said. “What’s gonna happen is gonna
happen. I mean, the feeling’s still there even if you’re covering it up. You
feel like walking? Getting out of here for a bit?”

“What’s the penalty for cutting?” I asked, even though I knew I’d follow
him—anywhere. When Anne used to talk about being in love, she said it



felt like someone wrapping you inside of them. And that’s what I felt like
now, like slowly I was being wrapped inside of Miah—inside his eyes,
inside his voice, inside the way he talked about things.

Miah smiled. “I don’t know. Never did it before.”

“Me either,” I said, relieved. I had been afraid he was a cutter, and if he
was, I’d probably like him less. I didn’t want to like him less.

He lifted his knapsack onto his shoulder. “You live in Manhattan?”

I nodded and bent to pull up one of the stupid knee socks Percy made
girls wear.

“Then I’'m following you.”

It had rained all morning. Now the sun was out again, warm and bright.
Miah pulled off his jacket and stuffed it across his knapsack straps so that it
hung down behind him. We crossed Fifth Avenue and headed into Central
Park.

Two old women, walking arm in arm, eyed us. Jeremiah frowned, glaring
at them.

“Are you all right?” one of the women asked me.
I nodded.
“Biddies,” Jeremiah said under his breath. He started walking faster.

“They asked that ‘cause you’re with me, you know,” he said, eyeing me.
He looked hurt and angry all at once. “If you were with a white boy, they
probably would have just smiled and kept on going.”

I moved closer to him. “They’re just sheltered Upper East Siders,” I said.
“And old.”

“Yeah,” Miah said. I could tell he didn’t believe me.
“It’s not anything. Just two old stupid women.”

Jeremiah looked at me for a moment then looked away. I could see his
jawbone moving beneath his skin. He knew what I knew. That it was
something more than stupid old women. And that I’d try to make it into
nothing, to make it less embarrassing for them. For us.



We walked a while without saying anything. I felt hot suddenly, clammy.
Clammy and white. White and clammy. Why hadn’t I said anything to those
stupid women. Yes, I’m okay, I should have said. And maybe, maybe if I
was brave I would’ve taken Miah’s hand.

“If my dad knew I was cutting, he’d hit the roof,” Jeremiah said. “He’d
say that school is too expensive to even be missing even a half of a class.”

“Do your parents complain about it?” I asked, my voice coming slow and
shaky. We were walking along a cobblestone path, and I tried to let the old
women slip from my mind. But they were there, their pinched faces
scowling at us.

Miah glanced at me, then looked away and shook his head. “My dad pays.
He doesn’t say much as long as he knows I’'m going every day. Just asks
how it’s going and blase blase. They separated—my parents did.
Whatever.”

“That’s too bad. I mean—I guess it’s too bad, right?”
He shrugged. “It’s whatever. Your parents together?”

I nodded, embarrassed. At Jefferson, there were only a few of us whose
parents hadn’t divorced yet. “They’ll be together forever. No one else could
take either of them.”

“Oh—it’s that kind of gig?”

“Yeah.”

“I guess that’s cool.”

“I guess. I mean—my father is—my father’s great. You like your dad?”
“Sometimes,” he said, frowning.

“Here is good,” I said, stopping at a wide patch of grass underneath a
mabple tree.

The air around us seemed thick suddenly, hot and stifling. When I looked
over at Miah, he was still frowning.

“Yeah,” Miah said. “This is cool. You want to sit on my jacket?”

I shook my head and spread my own jacket beneath me.



Miah sat down next to me, so close I could see the tiny hairs growing
above his top lip. They were very black—like his hair—and fine. It felt
strange having him so close to me. Strange in a good way.

He unzipped his knapsack and started rummaging through it. After a
moment, he came up with a Snickers bar. He searched through it some more
and came up with a Swiss Army knife and cut the Snickers bar down the
middle, handed half to me and put the knife back in his knapsack.

“Thanks, Miah,” I said, really meaning it. I pulled the wrapping away and
took a small bite. The chocolate was starting to melt already. It tasted sweet
and warm.

“My father gave me that knife. He said we’d go camping soon. That was
about four years ago and we haven’t gone camping yet. But I carry that
knife everywhere.” He smiled and looked at me. “Never know when he’s
gonna pop up and say, ‘Hey, Miah—Ilet’s take that camping trip we been
talking about.” ”

“You think he ever will?”

Miah shook his head. “No. I’'m too old now. And everything’s changed
since he gave it to me. I guess I just hold on to it.”

“Hoping.”
“Yeah,” he said. “Hoping.”

“When I was little ...” I said slowly. My voice felt shaky. “Marion used to
leave us. We’d wake up and she’d be gone.” It felt strange hearing myself
say this to Miah—hearing that she left us.

“Who’s Marion?”

“My mother.” I pulled my hair out of my face and smiled. “I call her that.
She hates it, but she won’t call me Ellie so I call her Marion.”

Miah nodded without taking his eyes away from mine. He looked older
when he was listening, grown-up and serious.

“I didn’t think she was ever coming back.”
“Did she?”



“Yeah. Both times. But after the second time, it was different. I was the
only kid still living at home and I was scared around her—careful. After a
couple of months, things kind of went back to normal. But I don’t think it
was ever the same again. It was like ... like she had introduced this idea of
leaving to me and I’d never even thought about it before.”

I ate my half of the Snickers bar slowly, thinking about the day Marion
returned. It had snowed that morning—a heavy wet snow. My father helped
me into my coat and hat and our neighbor came to take me to the park. We
built a snowman. It was the first time I’d ever built one. When I got home,
wet and cold and ready for my father to make me some hot chocolate,
Marion was sitting there, at the kitchen table, her hands folded like a
schoolgirl. I stared at her a long time waiting for her to hug me, to start
bawling and talking about how much she missed me. But when she reached
out her arms, it was me who started bawling.

“We never thought she’d leave,” I said again. “And after she came back, I
never believed she’d stay.”

“You believe it now?” Miah asked.

“I don’t think I care so much anymore.” I folded the empty Snickers
wrapper over and over itself. “I survived the first time. It makes me know I
can always survive. But there’s this other part of me that doesn’t believe
anyone’s ever going to stay. Anywhere.”

“Wonder why she came back.” Miah said.

I looked up into the leaves and squinted, liking the way the green twisted
and blurred in the sunlight. I felt lighter somehow. Free. “I asked her. She
said it was because our family was all she knew—all she had. Squint like
this, Miah. And see what it does to the leaves.”

Miah looked up and squinted, then smiled. “Feels like I’'m spinning,” he
said softly. “Or like the whole world is spinning and I’'m the only thing on it
that’s not moving.”

I felt his hand closing over mine and swallowed. It felt warm and soft and
good.

I closed my eyes, wanting to stay this way always, with the sun warm
against my face and Miah’s hand on mine.



“There’s this poem,” he said, “that my moms used to read to me. ‘If you
come as softly/as the wind within the trees./You may hear what I hear./See
what sorrow sees./If you come as lightly/as threading dew,/I will take you
gladly,/nor ask more of you.”/When you told me that thing about Marion, it
made me think of it. The way stuff and people come and go.”

“It’s pretty, that poem.” I closed my eyes. Maybe people were always
coming toward each other—from the beginning of their lives. Maybe Miah
had always been coming toward me, to this moment, sitting in Central Park
holding hands. Coming softly.

“You ever wish you were small again, Ellie? That there was somebody
still tucking you in and reading you stories and poetry?”

I turned my hand over and laced my fingers in his. His hand was so soft
and warm. Above us, the leaves fluttered, strips of sun streaming gold down
through them. I swallowed.

“All the time,” T whispered.
“Me too. You gonna let me kiss you, Ellie?”

I nodded, feeling my stomach rise and dip, rise and dip, until Miah’s lips
were on mine, soft and warm as his hand.

Then everything grew quiet and still and perfect.



Chapter 12

His FATHER’S LIGHT WAS ON. MIAH CLIMBED THE stairs slowly
and unlocked the outside door. He looked over his shoulder at his mother’s
window. Dark. He wondered if she was out or sitting alone in the darkness.

“That you, Miah-man?” his father called.
“Yeah.”
“Come on into the living room and meet some people.”

Miah frowned. He didn’t want to meet some people. He wanted to go up
to his room, lie on his bed, and think about Ellie. About today in the park.
About the way her lips felt against his. Different. The same. Right And his
hand over hers—the brown and the white, her tiny fingers, the silver band
on her thumb, her eyes, the way they just kept on looking and looking
deeper and deeper inside of him. No one had ever looked at him like that,
like they wanted to know every single thing about him. Like everything he
had to say mattered. Really mattered.

“Miah ... ?”

“Be right there,” he said, taking off his jacket and loosening his tie. He
could hear voices and laughter—Lois’s laughter rising up higher than
everyone else’s. It had always been like this-the house full of people. When
his mother and father were still together, he had liked it. But heading into
the room now, he realized again how rarely he got to be alone with his
father for more than a short time.

“This my boy I talk so much about.” His father grinned. He was sitting in
an overstuffed chair, a beer on the table beside him. Lois was leaning on the
chair behind him, her arms draped around his shoulders. She was pretty-
with curly hair and clear red brown skin. Not as pretty as his mama but
pretty enough to turn heads. His father looked good this evening, relaxed
and smiling, his long legs propped up on an ottoman.

Two couples sat on the couch smiling and looking like they had been
there a while. Miah mumbled hellos to them, leaned forward to shake
everyone’s hand the way he had done since he was three.



“Oh, my lord, Norman, this child is beautiful,” one of the women said, an
older plump woman with short locks. “Where’d you adopt him?”

They laughed. Miah smiled but didn’t say anything. He knew he looked a
lot like his dad but mostly like his mother. His dad was tall and brown with
jet-black hair that had begun to recede and a wide opened smile.

“How old are you? Twenty-five?” the woman teased.

“Fifteen,” Miah said. He grinned. It always made him feel good when
older women flirted with him.

“Well, I can wait,” she said.

“You better wait until I die,” the man sitting beside her said. “ ‘Cause no
one is going nowhere until I do.”

They laughed again.

“Sit down, Miah,” his father said. “Get yourself a soda or something.”
“Ahm—I have a lot of homework.”

“Percy working you?”

He nodded to his father. “They’re trying to. I think I have it under
control.”

“You eat anything yet?” Lois Ann asked. “I can make you something right
fast.”

“Thanks. I got a slice of pizza after practice. I’'m okay.”

“Well, you go get your work on then,” his father said. “I’ll be up later on
to say good night.”

“You still getting tucked in?” the heavy woman asked.
Miah smiled but didn’t say anything. “It was nice meeting you all.”

“See you when you’re twenty-five,” the woman said.

Upstairs, alone in his room, Jeremiah lay back on his bed and stared up at
the ceiling. I kissed her. I kissed Ellie. Elisha Sidney Eisen. He wanted to
scream, to run to his window, throw it open and yell it to the world. Right



there in Central Park with the sun coming through the leaves and
everything around all right. Everything all right.

Outside the sun was beginning to set. He wanted to tell somebody-not the
way he and his homeboys talked, bragging about which girl they’d been
with, giving all the details, lying mostly, and slapping each other five over
it. No. Not like that. He wanted to sit with his head bent toward somebody,
whispering-how strange and perfect it all was. How ... how precise and
brilliant. Yeah, those were the words he’d use if someone was there. If
someone was listening.

Miah sighed and turned toward the window. He could hear his father and
Lois Ann laughing with their friends. He could hear girls outside chanting,
Ten, twenty, thirty, forty, one, ten, twenty, thirty,

forty, two. And in the distance, he heard the vague sound of a basketball,
someone bouncing it slowly, some young kid somewhere, learning how to
handle the ball, how to keep it near him. How to keep control.

He remembered those early days-the ball feeling big and unmanageable in
his little hands. He remembered trying to dribble with two hands and the
big boys saying, Nah, Little Miah—you got to handle it. You got to use one
hand. Make the ball yours. Show it who’s the boss. And the first time he felt
a leather ball leave his hands and sail into the basket—a leather ball his
father had given him for his ninth birthday. How different it felt from the
vinyl ones he had always known. Dont use this playing ball in the park, his
father had warned. But, of course, he had taken it to the park and played
game after game there until the ball was ragged and dead.

And he remembered being older, running along the sidewalk, feeling like
he was flying, and the ball, a vinyl one again, right there beside him, flying
beside him like they were connected by some invisible string.

Last Sunday, he had helped Little Ray from down the block dribble,
helped him wrap his tiny six-year-old hands around the ball, stood behind
him as he lifted it toward the basket and missed. You gotta want it to go in,
Little Ray, he’d said. You got to believe it can. And they had practiced shot
after shot until finally, late in the afternoon, the ball sailed in smoothly,
without touching the backboard or the rim. Swish. And Little Ray had



grinned, jumped up and down, and slapped Miah five. Yeah, Miah had said.
I know the feeling.



Chapter 13

A WEEK PASSED. AND THEN ANOTHER. AND SUDDENLY it was
cold and the whole city seemed to be wrapped in a thin layer of wind and
rain.

Early Saturday morning, Susan called to apologize again for not making it
home for Yom Kippur. I sat at the top of the stairs, listening to Marion give
her a hard time. “Not one of my kids showed up,” she said.

Marion was an expert at the guilt thing. “Don’t forget to tell her that you
and Daddy and the kid that is still stuck here didn’t do anything for Yom
Kippur. Make sure you tell her we broke the fast at Wendy‘s—and that you
had a cheeseburger.”

Marion put her finger to her lips and scowled at me.

“If T told her that,” she said, after she’d hung up, “she’d find a way not to
show up for Hanukkah either. You want to spend that holiday too with just
me and your father?”

I shook my head.

“Anyway, Anne called while you were in the shower,” Marion said. “She
said give her a call as soon as you can.”

“What else did she say?” We hadn’t spoke since the afternoon I told her
about Jeremiah.

Marion gave me a puzzled look. “To call her—what—do you think she’s
going to tell me what it’s about. Does anyone tell me anything about
anything.”

I smiled, tucked my hair behind my ear, and headed back toward my
room. “The rumor is you have a big mouth, Marion.”

“As if I care about commitment ceremonies and boys ...” Marion called.
I turned and glared at her. I hated Anne. “What exactly did she tell you?”

Marion shrugged. “That you two had fallen out over a boy. And I'm
guessing it’s not because you like the same one either—since boys aren’t



exactly Anne’s type.” She looked at me a moment, then grew serious. “You
can talk to me too, you know ... Ellie. We can be close if you want. We can
talk about things.”

I sighed and sat down on the stairs again. How could I tell her it was too
late to start growing close-that we had lost that chance years and years ago?

“There’s nothing to talk about ... Ma,” I said softly. “When there is, I
promise, I’ll talk to you.”

Marion nodded, turned to the sink, and began washing breakfast dishes.
She tucked one foot behind the other in a way that made my eyes fill up.
She looked broken. Defeated. Lonely.



Chapter 14

No ONE AT PERCY SAID ANYTHING. IT WAS STRANGE the way the
students seemed to turn away from it, from him and Ellie holding hands on
the Percy stairs. From his arm around Ellie’s shoulder as they walked
through the halls. Turn away from them kissing outside their classrooms.
Sometimes Miah imagined their turning away in slow motion-the eyes cast
downward, the heads moving slowly above the collars of Percy uniforms.

Yeah, they looked, and once, Miah had caught two black girls staring at
him and Ellie and whispering. When he looked up, the girls turned away.
They didn’t seem angry or surprised or hurt. Nothing like that. Just two
girls talking-saying something about him and Ellie, then getting caught.
And, slowly, turning away.

Even Braun. Even Rayshon and Kennedy. Some days Miah thought he’d
ask them—try to get it going the way he used to do with his homeboys.
Maybe mention the afternoons they spent in Central Park. Get them all
talking about the girls they’d been with and see what happened when he got
around to really talking about Ellie. Would they turn away then? Ask what
it was like with her? Maybe Kennedy or Rayshon would ask if it was
different with white girls. Or Joe and Braun would wonder about the black
girls at school. Maybe all of them already knew.

“Can I take your picture?” a kid asked one morning.

They had been sitting on the stairs, waiting for the bell to ring. There were
other Percy kids around them, talking and looking over notes. Two boys
were doing tricks on skateboards, jumping over the fire hydrant and
twirling on two wheels.

Miah looked at Ellie. When she nodded, he nodded too, and the camera
flashed on them.

Then the kid with the camera was gone. And the students around them
were gathering their books together and heading inside. First period bell
rang and the kids with the skateboards rushed past them, their boards



jammed under their arms. Someone said hi to Ellie. A guy from the team
tapped Miah on the head as he passed him.

The morning moved on as if this moment, the moment of him and Ellie,
had always been here.

And always would be.



Chapter 15

WHEN I WAS LITTLE, ANNE USED TO TALK TO ME ALL the time
about love. She said sometimes it happened slowly, an investment of work
and time over months and years. She said that kind of love was sort of like
the stock market-that, little by little, you put all of yourself into it and hoped
for a decent return. She said there were other kinds too-the quick-fix binge
love—when a person bounced from person to person without taking a bit of
time out to examine what went wrong with the last one.

“And there’s the Marion-Edward love,” she said once, sitting across from
me, her fingers against her mouth the way they always were when she was
thinking. “When a person thinks they know somebody inside out and then
boom-one day she just ups and leaves. Thing is knowing and loving are
different.”

“Do you think they ever loved each other, Anne?”

Her eyes grew dark then, serious. “Once. Maybe. A long time ago. They
were so excited about it, they jumped right in. And then they were lost.”
She shrugged. “And now they’re old-and each is all the other knows-so they
just hold on.”

“To what?”
She shrugged again. “To whatever.”

Then we were silent for a while. I sat against the fireplace imagining my
mother and father in the middle of the ocean, stuck out there, but each
keeping the other above water.

“And sometimes,” Anne said softly, “there’s just plain love, Ellie. No
reason for it, no need to explain.”

Then she leaned back on the couch, crossed her ankle over her knee, and
grinned. “Perfect love,” she said.

“And what’s that like?”

“When you find it, lil sis. You’ll know.”



Some mornings, there is only this in the world—Jeremiah’s hand reaching
for my own. There isn’t Marion’s warning about time making changes we
can’t ever anticipate. Only Miah’s hand in mine and a voice much louder
than Marion‘s—my own-saying, Take this moment and run, Ellie.

Take this moment and run.



Chapter 16

IT SNOWED THE MORNING HE MET ELLIE AT THE LIBRARY.
Jeremiah climbed the stairs slowly, lifting his knapsack higher up on his
shoulders as he walked. He had always loved this library with its two stone
lions guarding the Fifth Avenue entrance. When he was little, his mama
would bring him here and they’d sit for hours reading poetry in the quiet
high-ceilinged rooms.

Ellie was leaning against one of the lions, the collar of her pea coat pulled
up around her ears, her eyes soft and bright. She had braided her hair, one
long neat braid that fell from beneath the ski cap she wore down across her
back. Jeremiah made his way toward her, feeling clumsy suddenly.

“You look nice,” she said, leaning forward to kiss him. He smiled then,
relaxing. She made him feel all right. Everytime she smiled or kissed him or
called his name in the hallway, he felt it. That everything everywhere was
going to be all right.

“You too,” he said.
They stared at each other without saying anything.

“It’s snowing,” Ellie said. “Can you believe it?” He shook his head.
Above them the sky was dark, blue-gray. Ellie’s eyes changed with the
weather. Now they too were blue-gray, like smoke.

“You want to go inside?” The snow was starting to come down harder.
“No.”

“Me neither.”

Around them, people rushed up and down Fifth Avenue.

“I guess we have to though, huh?”

Miah shrugged. “Yeah. Guess. Still doesn’t mean I want to.”

Ellie smiled, then leaned forward and kissed him again.

A black woman eyed them suspiciously as she headed into the library.
Jeremiah felt Ellie’s hand close tighter around his own.



“You think it’ll always be like this, Miah?” she asked after the woman had
disappeared through the door. “The looks and people saying stuff. I hate it. I
mean, I really hate it.” She sighed, pressing her head back against the lion.

He nodded, loving this about her too-that in the little bit of time they’d
been together, Ellie had come to see it, to understand how stupid the world
could be sometimes.

“I think of it ...” Jeremiah said slowly. “Like weather or something. You
got your rain, your snow, your sunshine. Always changing but still constant,
you know?”

Ellie frowned, shaking her head. “That’s a bit too deep for me.”

She shivered and Miah pulled her closer to him. “Let’s say it’s rain-the
people who got problems with us being together—let’s call them and their
problems rain.”

Ellie nodded. “Okay, they’re rain.” She smiled. “So now what?”

“So it’s not always raining, is it? But when it’s not raining, we know the
rain isn’t gone forever.”

Ellie sighed. “Well a drought would be a beautiful thing.”
He wiped the snow melting across her forehead. “Let’s go inside.”

Ellie lifted her knapsack higher onto her shoulder and followed him.

“You can’t own it,” Jeremiah whispered, leading her to a nearly empty
table. He shook out of his coat and draped it over the seat next to him. “If
you just carry that stuff around with you all the time, it eats you up.”

Ellie raised an eyebrow at him as she took off her hat and smoothed her
hair back.

“It eats me up even if I don’t own it,” she whispered, placing her own coat
on the chair beside Miah’s and sitting down. “I just wish that part of it—
would go away.”

“It only goes away if we go away, Ellie. From each other.”



She looked down at her hands. “You know something? That first time
when we were sitting in Central Park talking-and then you cut that Snickers
bar right in half and handed me that piece—I was thinking this is what I’ve
waited forever for—you know-somebody I could talk to, somebody who
got it the way you get me. And there you were, not even a foot away from
me, listening and sharing your candy.” She was thoughtful for a moment.
“When I used to dream about that somebody, they never had a face. It was
more like a feeling. I didn’t know it would be like this-this good and this
hard.”

“What if you had known?”

Ellie looked away from him. “I would have still come—still tried to find
you that day in the hallway. Isn’t that crazy? Because that stuff, that junk-
the looks and words—I would ... if someone told me that’s what I had to go
through ...” She smiled and put the end of her braid into her mouth. “To get
to you. I would’ve still kept on coming.”

“Me too,” Miah whispered. “No question.”



Chapter 17

“THING ABOUT WHITE PEOPLE,” HIS FATHER WAS SAYING. They
were driving along the Long Island Ex pressway, heading out to East
Hampton. There was a house there his father wanted to look at for his next
film. “They don’t know they’re white. They know what everybody else is,
but they don’t know they’re white.” He shook his head and checked his
rearview mirror. “It’s strange.”

Jeremiah stared out the window. How had they gotten on the subject? He
didn’t want it to be like this when he told his father. He didn’t know what
he wanted. Maybe he wanted his dad to hug him and say, “I’m proud of you
son, for doing what’s in your heart.” But he hadn’t even gotten to the Ellie
part. “Maybe some of them know it.”

His father eyed him and smiled. “When they walk into a party and
everyone’s black, they know it. Or when they get caught in Harlem after
night-fall, they know it. But otherwise ... Okay, take this black church thing

»

Jeremiah nodded. He knew all about the recent bombings of black
churches. A new church was bombed almost once a week now. Everybody
in Fort Greene was talking about it.

“A white person reads the paper and says, ‘That’s too bad for those
churches. It’s a shame. I hope they catch that person soon.’ ”

Miah shrugged. “What else can a person say. That’s what I say.”

“That’s true. But you also have to take it a step deeper ‘cause you’re
black. They’re not ’those churches, they’re black churches and because
they’re black churches, they affect you.” He took one hand off the steering
wheel and pointed to his heart. “In here. Deep.”

Miah turned back to the window. Last Saturday, after they left the library,
he and Ellie had been walking along Fifth Avenue holding hands when
these white boys started acting stupid-saying stuff like “jungle fever” and
“who turned out the lights?” Miah had clenched his jaw and held tighter to
Ellie’s hand. Walk through the rain, Ellie had said.



“You don’t think there’s one white person in this world, Daddy,” Miah
said now, “somewhere—who’s different? Who gets up in the morning,
looks in the mirror, and says, ‘I’m white so what am I gonna do with this-
how am I going to use it to change the world?’ ”

His father frowned and thought for a moment. Then his face softened. He
reached over and took Miah’s hand.

“You know what Miah-man,” he said. “I truly, truly hope so.”



Chapter 18

“CAN YOU EXPLAIN THIS TO ME, MISS ELISHA?”

I looked up from my science book. Marion was standing in the doorway
holding a small white card.

“Explain what?” It was Saturday morning. Later, I would meet Miah
downtown and we’d see a movie. But right now Marion was standing in the
doorway, dangling a white card between her thumb and forefinger as
though it were something dirty, something that shouldn’t be touched.

“This absence.” She held the card up and read:

“Dear Parent. Please be informed that your child was absent from her
Trigonometry II class on Thursday, October 22.”

I shrugged. October 22. The first time we kissed. Had it really been that
long ago. That beautiful day in Central Park. How did time move so quickly
without moving at all? “I didn’t go. What’s there to explain?”

“But you were at school that day.”

“Yes.” I laid my book on my lap and looked out the window beside my
bed. I didn’t want this—to have to explain. Not to Marion. Not to anybody.
Who would understand? He was Miah. Jeremiah Roselind. And when we
walked out of Central Park that afternoon, he had taken my hand in his and
held it. Who would understand that in this stupid family—the way our
hands looked together—dark and light all at once. The way his hair felt so
different from my own. Who in this family of people who married people
who looked just like them would ever get it?

“Elisha,” Marion said. “I’m talking to you!”
“Of course I went to school that day. I just didn’t go to trig.”

“Elisha,” Marion said, so softly it surprised me. “Don’t do this. Please
don’t do this. Don’t do it to me, don’t do it to your father. We don’t deserve
it.”

“What do you deserve, Marion? You went away—just left—boom—out
of here. Twice. I think I can miss a forty-five-minute class and not have to



explain it.”
“Are you always going to hold it against me?”
I glared at her.

“We always wondered when you’d get angry about it,” she said.
“Everyone else got angry, but you never did.” She held up the card. “So I
guess this is anger then.”

“You don’t know anything, Marion. My not going to trigonometry has
nothing to do with you. Believe it or not, everything isn’t about you.”

She turned to leave, then stopped.

“I think I know a lot of things, Elisha. I know everything isn’t about me.
Maybe you think you have all the answers right now because of that boy,
but you don’t. You’ll see how your life turns around on you and sets you
down in some strange other place.”

“I have to study. And there isn’t any boy.”

“The one that calls.”

“That’s just a friend from school.”

“You’ll see, Elisha—how life plays tricks on you,” she said again.

I stared out the window for a long time after she left. All the leaves had
fallen off the trees in Central Park and the sky was overcast and gray. I
could see people walking hunched over, bending against the cold. I
shivered. Marion was wrong. No, maybe she wasn’t wrong, but she was
slow. My life had already turned around and set me down in a strange other
place. I ran my hand across the navy blue comforter that covered my bed. A
beautiful, wonderful, perfect, perfect place.



Chapter 19

“YOU KNOW I'M LEAVING FOR L.A. FIRST THING tomorrow.”

Jeremiah nodded and poured some cereal into a bowl. “You told me last
week. We got any orange juice?”

“Should be.” His father was sitting at the table, the New York Times Metro
section opened in front of his cup of coffee. He gave Miah a puzzled look.
“You okay?”

“Yeah. Just tired.”
“You were out pretty late last night. What time you get home?”

“Around ten.” Miah poured some orange juice over his cereal then
brought the bowl to the table. He sat down across from his father.

“Speak to me Miah-man. What’s happening in your life? Feel like I never
get to see you. This the first time all week you stayed here and I thought
this was my week.”

“I had a lot of studying to do-and I knew you were having people over for
dinner a couple of times. It’s quieter across the street.”

His father frowned. “Well, it’d be nice if you came in and met the people
then went to Nelia’s.”

“I met those people last time. That big lady that kept flirting with me?”
“Who? Kate Mitchell?”
“I think that was her.”

“Kate was in my last movie.” He grinned. “She played the schoolteacher.
She’s just messing with you.”

“I know.” He looked around Lois Ann’s kitchen. It was painted a pale
green, with plants and pictures everywhere. He liked his mother’s kitchen
better—with its big windows and soft white walls.

“And where you going on weekends these days anyway?”

Jeremiah took another bite of cereal and chewed it slowly before
answering. “Mostly go up to Central Park—hang out with some people



from Percy.” He hated lying to his father. Yes, he did go to Central Park, but
it was to hang out with Elite—to sit and talk with her for hours and hours.

“You be careful over there. No running.”

Every since he was a little boy, his father had always warned him about
running in white neighborhoods. Once, when he was about ten, he had torn
away from his father and taken off down Madison Avenue. When his father
caught up to him, he grabbed Miah’s shoulder. Don’t you ever run in a
white neighborhood, he’d whispered fiercely, tears in his eyes. Then he had
pulled Miah toward him and held him. Ever.

“Times are different, Daddy,” Miah said now.
“Not that different.”

He knew his father was right. Knew by the way people eyed him and Ellie
when they walked holding hands. It scared him sometimes. Those white
boys making fun of them had scared him. He wasn’t a fighter, had never
learned how really. He didn’t want to fight.

“I’m not running anywhere, just hanging out. When you coming back?”
He asked, wanting to change the subject.

His father frowned again. “You know how those people are. They run you
ragged. I’'m trying to get over to TriStar or someplace where I can make
some real movies instead of these fool pictures they’ve got me making now
about fake blacks. Couple other studios say they want to do the same thing
but talk is talk. Figure I’'ll get out there and see what people have to say
about this new script—it’s about a family and all the stuff they have to go
through. No shootings or drugs, just everyday family stuff. Probably won’t
get too far.”

Jeremiah ate slowly. He didn’t feel like listening to Hollywood talk this
morning. When his father got nominated for an Oscar last time, he got a
studio deal-one of the big Hollywood studios said they’d give him the
money to do whatever he wanted. But it turned out that wasn’t the case after
all. Now he was forever visiting other studios, trying to get away from the
one he was with. Sometimes Jeremiah wondered why his father got married
and had him. Yeah, he knew he loved him. But he loved making movies
more.



“We saw a good movie last night. It was about bugs.”
‘CBugS?,’

Jeremiah nodded and smiled. “A whole silent movie about insects. It was
cool.”

“What was the social message?”
“I guess that you shouldn’t take bugs for granted.”
His father rolled his eyes.

“Well, you shouldn’t. You look up one day and there won’t be a single
bug.”

“Good,” his father said. “No roaches.”

“No roaches. No aphids. No ladybugs. No honey-making bees...”
“No sweater-eating moths.”

“No butterflies, no dragonflies, no fireflies lighting up the night.”

His father laughed. “That’s where you’d be a sad one. Remember how
you used to catch all those jars of them down south? Mama’d make you
take them right back outside and set them all free.”

Jeremiah smiled, remembering those hot summer evenings down south—
so many fireflies flicking off and on-their tiny specks of green light floating
past him. All he had to do was reach out his hand and he’d catch one. Once,
he and his cousin Frank had killed a bunch and smeared the green all over
their hands and faces until they glowed. Then they had laughed as they ran
along the road, scaring little children. His cousin Frank was three years
older than Miah but that summer, it had been hard to separate them. Now
Frank was at Moorehouse, playing football and majoring in sociology. The
last time he had seen him was at their grandmother’s funeral. Sometimes he
got a feeling deep, like there were certain people he’d never see again. He
felt that way about Frank. He should call him, just to say hey.

“Sometimes I get to missing people,” Miah said softly. “I miss Grandma
all the time—even though she passed four years ago.”

His father sighed and nodded. “Yeah, I miss her too. My mama was
something else.”



“I start wondering what she’d say about all this—about us living the way
we do.”

“She’d understand. Me and Nelia were outgrowing each other. That
happens sometimes. And while we were in the middle of outgrowing each
other, I fell for Lois Ann. It’s not right, but it’s what happened.” His father
was quiet for a moment. “I never made a plan to hurt Nelia the way I did. It
just happened,” he said.

Jeremiah shook his head and stared down at his empty cereal bowl. He
would never outgrow Ellie. She was inside him, all around him. Just closing
his eyes, he could feel her hair against his face. He couldn’t imagine never
kissing her again. He couldn’t imagine never wanting to. Or making her cry.
That would tear him up inside, to see Ellie crying and know it was because
of him.

“Daddy?”
“Hmm... ?”

“What do you think happens to people when they die? You think they just
go back to the dust or you think it’s something bigger?”

“I don’t know...” He frowned, thoughtful. “I like to think it’s something
bigger, better maybe. But sometimes I think people just need to believe that
to feel good.”

“Some days I feel Grandma though. It’s like she’s right here.” He touched
his shoulder. “And she’s whispering to me, telling me that it’s all right
where she is now. It’s good. That she’s happy.” He grinned and looked at
his father. “You think that’s crazy?”

His father shook his head and smiled. “Nah, Miah-man,” he said softly. “I
don’t think that’s crazy. I don’t think that’s crazy at all.”



Chapter 20

I HAD BEEN TO BROOKLYN ONCE. WHEN I WAS SEVEN, Marion
took us to visit her great-aunt. The twins were still living at home then. All
morning they had argued with my parents. Neither of them wanted to go. I
sat at the kitchen table, eating a bowl of Chee rios, dressed and ready. They
had been to Brooklyn before, had visited the aunt a couple of times before I
was born.

“We’ve done that already,” Anne had said. “I have no interest in spending
a Saturday afternoon sitting around that cramped Flatbush apartment.”

“Me neither,” Ruben had said from behind the pages of his history
textbook. “And I have a ton of homework anyway.”

“You’re going,” Marion said. “Everybody who lives in this house is
going.”

“You really want to see where I live?” Jeremiah asked nervously. We were
sitting in the bleachers waiting for basketball practice to begin. Other
players drifted in noisily. There were a couple of other girls scattered
around the gym. We all knew that the minute the coach walked in, we’d all
be kicked out. I crossed one ankle over the other and stared down at my
loafers.

“Of course I want to see it, silly. You make Fort Greene sound like the
only place in the world.”

Jeremiah grinned. “It is the only place in the world. The only place I"d
live.” He grabbed my ankle and held on to it. “It’d be cool if you came to
Brooklyn.”

“Then it’s a plan. When do you want me to come?”
“Come now.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “Somebody has practice, Miah. And it’s not
me.”



“After practice. I'm done at four-thirty. We can - take the train there.” He
winked at me. “I’ll have you at my house by dinnertime.”

I could feel myself blushing. “You’re such a gentleman.”
“Anyone not on the team—out!”

I looked up to see Coach standing in the center of the gym. Slowly, people
started filing out.

“I’ll meet you out front,” I said, kissing my finger and touching it to his
face.

He grabbed my hand and kissed it. “Four-thirty—Fllie Eisen heads to
Brooklyn.”

That time I had gone to Brooklyn with my family, I hadn’t thought much of
it. My great-aunt’s apartment was cramped and dark and smelled of
unbaked bread and morning breath. I had sat between Ruben and Anne
while my parents talked to my great-aunt in low whispers-about the
weather, their various aches and pains, and long-dead family members. My
great-aunt served us weak tea and graham crackers. Then Marion evil-eyed
us until we each had a cracker and had mumbled thank-you’s. Then she
eyed us a minute longer until we each took a bite of cracker and a sip of tea.
Content, she went back to discussing the state of age-old affairs with my
great-aunt. That was a long time ago.

As Jeremiah and I walked through the gate, I felt my stomach dip at the
idea of returning to Brooklyn again—a different Brooklyn. Jeremiah’s
Brooklyn.

“Is it near Flatbush?”

Miah shook his head and smiled. “That’s like asking is the Upper West
Side near Soho. Yeah they’re in the same borough, but there’s a little bit of
space between them.” He was still sweating from working out. His eyes
were bright the way they always were after practice.

“You call your moms?”



I nodded. I had lied-well, half lied-and told Marion I was staying late to
work on something with another student.

“You call yours?”

Miah nodded. “Right after I stepped off the court. She said she’d make us
a burger—You eat meat?”

I nodded.

“Well, that’s too bad because my moms is like me. It’ll be one of those
soy burgers. They’re good though.”

“Yeah, right,” I said, making a face.

Miah laughed. “Well, you’re still gonna have to eat every bite so you
don’t hurt Nelia’s feelings.” He leaned over the edge of the platform.
“Train’s a-coming. That’s what my dad always says. You nervous?”

I nodded. The train was loud and crowded. Miah had to lean into me to
speak. He smiled and touched my cheek. People stared, but we made
believe we didn’t notice. People always stared. I feel like I’ve grown an
extra leg since we started going out, Miah said once.

“Don’t be nervous. Nelia’s cool.”
“What about your dad’s house. Are we going there?”
“He’s away on business again.” He got quiet.

“How come you don’t talk about him so much, Miah? And how come
he’s always gone?”

He shrugged. “T’1l tell you when we get off.”

It was cold when we came up out of the subway. I shivered and Miah put
his arm around me for a second then let it drop back at his side.

The streets were quiet and still as we walked. “So many trees,” 1 said. I
hadn’t remembered Brooklyn having so many trees. “It’s pretty here.”

“Yeah.” He looked distant and worried. “Ellie,” he said softly. “You ever
saw that film Somewhere on This Journey?”



I nodded. I had gone to see it with Anne and Marion last year after it had
won something big at some film festival. Marion had cried clear through it.
“That was a really great film.”

Miah looked at me and took a deep breath. “My father made it,” he said
slowly.

I stopped walking and grabbed his hand. “Your dad is Norman Roselind?”
Miah nodded, looking away from me.

I let go of his hand and starting walking again. I felt strange suddenly, hot
and cramped. For some reason I didn’t want Miah to be Norman Roselind’s
son. I wanted him to just be Miah—a boy from Brooklyn. But he was Miah.
But he wasn’t.

“Ellie,” he said, catching up to me and touching my shoulder. “There’s
more.” He kind of laughed, but it was a nervous laugh-sort of tearful and
scared at the same time.

“Remember when you were talking about that book Ms. Lanford is
assigning in English Comp. The one about the girl growing up in Chicago?”

I nodded.
“My mom wrote it. She’s written a couple of books.”

We stopped walking again. I pulled my bottom lip into my mouth and
chewed on it a moment. “Jeez, Miah. I thought you were—I thought you
were just Miah.”

“I am Miah. That’s why I don’t talk about them so much. When my
mother and father split up, it was all over. Everybody knew. I hated opening
up some stupid magazine and seeing myself in it—the poor only child of
Norman and Nelia Roselind. I’'m not some poor only child, I'm Miah.” He
swallowed. For a minute I thought he’d start crying. I didn’t want him to
start crying. If he’d started crying—I’ d start crying. Or maybe I wouldn’t.
Maybe I’d just get on the train and go home-home to Marion and my father
and my quiet bedroom looking out over Central Park. Home to our
apartment where no one was famous or brilliant.

“I don’t want you to go home, Ellie,” Miah said.



“Who said anything about going home? I didn’t say anything about
anything.”

“I can see it on your face... that... that you want to go home.”

I lifted my knapsack higher on my shoulder.

“You could have told me sooner, you know. I feel like you’ve been lying
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“But I haven’t been, Ellie. I just didn’t want to talk about them.”

“Lies by omission.” I turned away from him then. People going into the
train station eyed us, but I didn’t care. I hated being lied to. Hated it.

Jeremiah sat down on the curb.

“What if I had told you the truth from the beginning?” he said. “You
would have thought I was something—somebody, I wasn’t. That day, in the
hallway, I wanted you to see... to see me, Ellie. Miah.” He sighed and
started picking at the tar. I watched him a moment.

“You could have taken a chance, Miah,” I said. “Given me the benefit of
the doubt.”

“But that’s what I’'m doing now.”

I sat down beside him and sighed. “I know. I mean, I know but I don’t
know. I would have worn something different if I had—"

“But I don’t want you different, Ellie. I want you as you. The Ellie from
the hallway with her hair and books falling everywhere. The Ellie who
smiled at me—a real smile not something painted on your face.”

I looked at him, feeling myself start to smile a bit, and shook my head. “Is
there anything else? Is your uncle like president or something?”

Miah smiled. “Nah—not yet anyway.”

I stood up. “Then let’s go get those soy burgers. I’m starting to freeze out
here.”



Chapter 21

“YO, MIAH! WAIT UP!”
Miah turned and shook his head. “Figures.”

Carlton ran up to them, his knapsack bouncing over his shoulder. “Tech
beat Stuyvesant, man—one-ten to ninety-two. We squished them!” He held
up his palm and Miah slapped it then watched Carlton’s eyes slide over to
Ellie.

“How do you do? I’m Carlton,” he said, bowing.
Ellie smiled. “Ellie.”
“The pleasure is mine, Ellie.”

“Okay, Carlton. It was nice seeing you, hint, hint.” Miah took Ellie’s hand
and started walking.

“This is the nice young lady from that first day, isn’t it?” Carlton grinned.
“The one whose books you knocked out of her arms. Did he apologize,
Ellie?”

Ellie laughed and Miah knew she liked Carlton. It made him feel good to
see her laughing like that, to know his homeboy made her laugh.

“He apologized a couple of times actually,” Ellie said.

Carlton climbed the stairs of his brownstone slowly. “Good, that means I
taught him right.”

He gave Jeremiah a power sign and made his way into his building.

“Well, that was Carlton,” Miah said. “And here’s one of my houses.
Daddy lives right there.” He pointed across the street.

Ellie turned and shook her head. “That’s so wild.”

“I think he’ll move to L.A. though eventually. Probably not until I’m in
college or something. But I think he’d rather be there.”

They climbed the stairs slowly, Jeremiah walking a bit ahead of Ellie. The
house was quiet and smelled of garlic and bread. “Think my moms bagged
the soy burgers.”



Ellie smiled. “This place is beautiful,” she whispered.

“It’s not a museum,” Miah whispered back. “We don’t have to whisper.
Ma!”

His mother was sitting in the living room, a stack of paper and a pen on
her lap. Miah bent to kiss her then introduced them.

“Nice to meet you, Ellie,” his mother said, rising. He had not told his
mother Ellie was white, and now his mother raised an eyebrow as she held
out her hand.

“Nice to meet you too,” Ellie whispered.

“She got bit by the shy bug on the way in, Ma.” Miah grinned, kissing his
mother on the cheek. “I told her I’d give her a tour to relax her a bit.”

Nelia took Ellie’s hand and placed her other one over it. She held it a
moment. Jeremiah smiled. He loved his mama-so, so much.

“It’s good to have you here,” she said.

“You working on something?” Miah pointed to the stack of paper beside
her chair.

“I hope so. This book has been knocking on my head for a couple of
weeks. I’ve been resisting, but now I’'m seeing what it’s got to say to me.”
She turned back to Ellie. “That’s writer talk for‘Yes, I'm working on
another book.” ”

Ellie smiled again and stared down at her loafers.

“You didn’t tell me your mother was beautiful,” she whispered as they
made their way upstairs.

At the top of the staircase, Miah kissed her on the lips and smiled.
“Nobody says that about their mother. Not to other people.”

“She likes me. It wasn’t weird. I was afraid it was going to be wei—This
place is amazing!”

From the top of the stairs, they could look down into the living room and
on past it into the family area. His mother had a fire going in the fireplace,
and from the top of the stairs, the smell of wood burning mixed with the



other smells in the house. They went from room to room, slowly, Miah
opening doors that hadn’t been opened in months.

“I’m gonna kiss you in each room,” he said. “Then it’s dinnertime.”
“How many rooms to this place?” Ellie asked, her eyes wide.

Miah shrugged. “I’m not counting.”



Chapter 22

By DECEMBER, IT WAS TOO COLD TO HANG IN CENTRAL Park.
Miah and I spent Saturday afternoons at Nelia‘s, sitting in front of the
fireplace with our school books spread out around us. Miah was smarter
than me and this made me work harder than ever. By the end of the first
trimester, neither of us had received a grade lower than 97.

“Am 1 ever gonna meet your family?” Miah asked one Saturday
afternoon. Outside it had started to snow. There were windows on either
side of the fireplace and often I found myself staring out of them,
wondering what it had been like to grow up in such a place. The winding
stairs at the other end of the living room were marble and wood. Some
afternoons I ran up and down them in my bare feet, loving the way the cool
marble felt, feeling like a ten-year-old, while Miah watched me from his
place on the floor.

Now, staring out the window, I thought about my own apartment, how
small and cramped it felt compared to this place. Yes, it was big—more
space than the three of us needed, but it wasn’t this. It was pretty, not
beautiful. And my parents in it were aging and set in their ways, not elegant
and creative like Miah’s. Doctor’s daughter. All my life I had heard how
lucky I was to be so. I had never imagined anything different, until now,
until I met Miah.

“I used to think my family would accept anybody,” I said slowly. “No
matter what color they were. I’m not so sure of that now.” I looked at him
and swallowed. “It scares me. I mean, a part of me doesn’t want to find
out.”

“If we’re gonna be together, you gotta find out, you know.”

I nodded and turned back to the window. I had not spoken to Anne again.
Maybe I was afraid of that too-afraid to find out that she didn’t like the idea
of me and Miah together. And what was at the heart of it all-that was the
scariest part.



“If they have it in them, to not like somebody because of their color-then I
might have it in me.”

Miah moved closer to me. Upstairs, I could hear music coming from
Nelia’s office. It was soft music, air mostly, with fragile notes on the edges
of it.

“I get scared of that too,” he said. “About myself. That it’s there
someplace, ready to spring out—°‘cause sometimes-like remember that time
those two old ladies on Fifth Avenue?”

I nodded.

“Times like that, I hate white people. Then I have to ask myself, How can
I hate white people and love you?” He smiled. “And I don’t know how to
answer that.”

We didn’t say anything for a long time. Outside, the snow was coming
down harder. T knew I would have to leave soon. And didn’t want to. On
days like this, I was afraid to leave Miah. Afraid I’d never see him again.
Would I always be like this? Would I always be this afraid?

“Maybe I’ll be a filmmaker,” I said. “Or an artist. I would love to sit and
paint for hours and hours.”

“I didn’t know you painted.”

I smiled and looked at him. “I don’t. Once I took a class and I was
terrible. But I took it because it was the only class with openings at the
summer camp I went to one year, so I was kind of forced into it. I wanted to
take tap, but it was full. But I never imagined it-that if I wanted to, I could
be some kind of artist. Not until-not until I met you really.”

I picked up his hand and kissed it.

“My sister’s girlfriend is an artist but nobody in my blood family.” I had
told him about all of them, about Marc and Susan, Anne and Ruben. Even
about Stacey and my twin nieces.

“I wouldn’t be an artist,” Miah said. “At least not a filmmaker or writer.
People would say, ‘Oh, he just got that film made because of his father,’
or‘He just got that book published because of his mother.” Stuff like that.”

“What do you want to be—and don’t say a basketball player!”



He laughed. “That’s what I dream of being—my secret dream. Go pro.
Make the NBA. Get Most Valuable Player. Have some basketball shoes
named after me. I’d walk down the street and hear little kids saying, My
mama’s gonna buy me some Jeremiah Roselinds.” I’d tell them they had to
make them burgundy and gray-or whatever they call it—in memory of
Percy Academy.”

“Then after you wake up from the dream,” I said. “What would you want
to be?”

Miah looked down at his hand. He stretched it out, then made it into a fist,
then opened it again. “I don’t know,” he said softly. “I look into the future
and I don’t see anything else. It’s like it’s this big blank space where I
should be. Isn’t that weird?”

“What—that you don’t have any real plans for the future? No, it’s not
weird—it’s pathetic.”

“So when do I meet the family?” he asked again. “You know—we can do
one of those guess who’s coming to dinner numbers.”

I shook my head. “It’s not only about you being black, Miah,” I said. “It’s
about—I don’t know. You’re mine.”

Miah smiled.

“They’d go crazy if they knew how much time we spent together. They’d
have you over there down on your knees proposing to me.”

“I’d do that. Carlton be best man. We’d get one of your trillions of family
members to be a bridesmaid. It could happen.”

I leaned against his shoulder and smiled.
“You know something, Miah?”
“What?”

“I’d marry you tomorrow. Isn’t that crazy? How much... you know, how
much I love you?”

He shook his head and hugged me. And we sat there quietly, watching the
snow make its way to the ground.



Chapter 23

THAT AFTERNOON, WHEN HE TOOK ELLIE HOME, HE kissed her
good-bye at the corner. He had brought his basketball along for the ride and
Ellie held it a moment as they stood in the snow.

“Your other girlfriend,” she said, bouncing it. It made a dull sound as it
hit the thin layer of snow covering the sidewalk.

“Keeps me company on the long trip home,” Miah said, grabbing it from
her and dribbling it quickly between his legs.

She watched him a moment. Then quietly, she pulled off her gloves,
handed them to him, and reached for the back of her neck.

“Here,” she said. “Turn around.”

Jeremiah smiled, feeling the Star of David and the warm chain against his
throat. “I’m not Jewish though,” he said, turning back toward her.

She took her gloves back, kissed him again and started heading backward
down the block. “I’m going to tell them about you,” Ellie said. “You’re
going to meet them. Get ready. I love you.” She threw him another Kkiss,
then turned, ducked her head, and disappeared into the blanket of wind and
SNOW.

Jeremiah watched her. He could still feel her hand on his neck. It felt good
and warm and right. “Ellie,” he whispered, grinning. “My Ellie.”

He was too excited to get on the train right away and decided to cut
through the park. He felt like he could run a hundred miles-like he could
run to Brooklyn and keep going. Soon he’d meet her parents and know this
whole other part of her. Of Ellie. His Ellie. Beautiful, beautiful Ellie. Who
loved him.

He bounced his basketball slowly for a while, then started running with it,
feeling as though he could lift up, fly.

Jeremiah didn’t know that they had been looking for a man. A tall, dark
man. If he had known, he would have stopped when the shout came from
behind him. But he was tangled up inside his thoughts. Deep inside himself.



All around him, the park was white with snow and brilliant but quiet.
Empty. And dribbling his basketball quickly along the snow-covered path,
he realized how much he loved the quiet. How much he loved Ellie. Yes, he
did love Ellie. He would always love Ellie. And now running along the park
in the early evening, no one else mattered-not his father and Lois Ann, not
his mother’s sometimes sadness, not even the layup he had missed at
practice on Friday. Just Ellie. Just Ellie.

Miah bounced his basketball in front of him, his feet moving quickly
along the path, so quickly he felt the hard ground inside his sneakers, heard
his feet pounding, heard his own breath coming fast. Keep your body
behind the ball, Coach had said. Keep your palm above it. Like Rodman.
Like Julius Erving back in the day. You could be great, Jeremiah. You just
have to concentrate. Keep your mind and your body in the game. And now
he was in the game, dribbling fast through the park, the late afternoon sun
almost gone now, the patches of snow moving quickly past him. And
nothing else but the ball and the feel of his feet against ground. And in the
distance, way off in the distance, Ellie smiling from the bleachers and the
team waiting for him to score. He had to score.

“Stop,”

But he couldn’t stop. He was too close. He was going for that layup again.
This time he’d make it. Two points was all the team needed and he’d make
those two points and be a hero, and Ellie would rush to the floor and throw
her arms around him. Not caring who was watching. Not caring who saw.

Jeremiah grinned. And in another moment he felt his breath catch deep in
the back of his throat. He felt a slow burn of something-something hot and
hard against his side. And then he was falling, grabbing for the ball but
falling, falling and losing control.

And in the yellow-gold light of the fading afternoon, Jeremiah
remembered Ellie smiling up at him, and he remembered his father’s grin
and his mother’s laughter. Already he was missing them. Like that
afternoon alone in his mother’s room. Again, just like that day, Jeremiah
felt a sudden, terrible sadness.

And then nothing at all.



Chapter 24

OUTSIDE IT IS WINTER NOW AND BEYOND THESE stained-glass
windows, the snow falls and falls. Gently. Now the sidewalk is almost
covered. Snow for Christmas. The weatherman promises a white winter.
Drape down over us, snow. Cover everything. Like a blanket. Like
someone’s hand on my back. Cover my eyes, snow—Ilike Miah always did.

Guess who?

Miah.

Nope. Guess again.
Ahm ... Miah.

Yep. How’d you guess.

Nelia stands tall and beautiful, her face calm behind a thin black veil. And
at the podium, Miah but older, much older, lighter, and with someone else’s
eyes. Where are Miah’s eyes? And then, I look back at Nelia and see them,
looking at me, light brown, almost green eyes calm inside a dark face, so
smooth. Smooth like Miah‘s, her head tilting toward me as if to say, You
loved him too, Ellie. I know.

All around us—the sad dark faces with traces of Miah in them. Who are
they? Cousins? Uncles? Aunts? Nelia’s face is a familiar one. And the man
speaking—his face familiar but vague-not Miah’s face but a face from a
newspaper, a television screen. Unflawed. So sure of himself, so calm and
poised but the hands—shaking hands, hands with Miah’s fingers.

And in the back, Carlton sitting with a girl who looks like him, but taller,
older. A pale woman beside them and on the other side, a tall black man.

Beside me, Marion squeezes my hand. And on the other side, my father,
sitting straight, looking straight ahead. Once I asked Miah if he ever forgot
he was black. No. I never forget, he said. But sometimes it doesn’t matter-
like I just am. Then he asked me if I ever forgot I was white.

Sometimes, I said.

And when you’re forgetting, what color are you?



No color.
Then Miah looked away from me and said, Were different that way.

And now, sitting between my pale mother and father, I cannot forget I am
white with so many brown and black and gold faces around us.

This part-this gathering was for family, those close to Miah. But Nelia
called me—had found my number in Miah’s notebook, with the hearts
drawn all around it. “We would like you to come,” she said, her voice
choking back tears.

Outside, journalists and photographers wait, wait to catch them—us—
Miah’s family—catch us in our sadness. I swallow. This is my life at fifteen,
I am thinking, staring down at my hands. Please world, stop this. I am only
fifteen.

His father is telling a story about Miah as a small boy. But I can’t listen.
All around us there are pictures—Miah in his Percy uniform, Miah with
Carlton, smiling, a basketball on the ground between them. Miah with his
team from Brooklyn Tech, with his mother and father. Even a small one—
Miah with me. The two of us side by side on Percy’s stairs, looking
uncomfortable in our uniforms. But I don’t remember who took it. I can’t
remember that day.

Someone blows their nose, hard. Beside me, Marion dabs at her eyes.
There is no boy, Marion. Not now. Not anymore.

Marion offers me a tissue, but I shake my head. Let the tears come
however they come, Norman is saying. I wipe my hand across my eyes, but
they keep coming.

Now Nelia is singing, soft and beautifully about a sparrow somewhere
watching over Miah. And, for the quickest moment, I see it-that bird.
Coming softly toward me.



Chapter 25

And if you come I will be silent
Nor speak harsh words to you.
I will not ask you why, now.

Or how, or what you do.

We shall sit here, softly
Beneath two different years
And the rich earth between us
Shall drink our tears.



Chapter 26

THIS IS HOW THE TIME MOVES. IT IS JUNE NOW. IN A week, I’ll be
eighteen. In the halls and out on the stairs at lunchtime, other kids are
making plans for prom and graduation. Prom. Graduation. Then
Swarthmore in the fall. Marion and my father had been right—Percy
Academy did get me into a good college. When the letter came, Marion
held it up proudly. “A thick envelope,” she said. “You know what that
means.” Yes, I knew what it meant. All spring the envelopes had been
coming-thin ones meant one-page rejections. Thick ones meant acceptances
and more paperwork.

There is a plaque outside the gym at Percy. It reads In Memory of
Jeremiah Roselind. Somewhere someone will always be calling your name.

I think only once in your life do you find someone that you say, “Hey, this
is the person I want to spend the rest of my time on this earth with.” And if
you miss it, or walk away from it, or even maybe, hlink—it’s gone.

In our yearbook, there is a picture of me and Miah—sitting in Central
Park—Miah has his lips poked out and is about to kiss me on my cheek.
And I’'m looking straight into the camera laughing. Two and a half years
have passed, and still, this is how I remember us. This is how I will always
remember us. And I know when I look at that picture, when I think back to
those few months with Miah, that I did not miss the moment.

Marc and Susan are coming for graduation. Ruben is already here. And
tonight, we drive out to Kennedy Airport to meet Anne and Stacey’s plane.
Then I’ll return with them to California for the summer. And maybe one
day Anne and I will talk about that evening on the phone. The first and last
time we talked about Miah. That evening—a long, long time ago. When we
were friends. When we were close. And maybe, once we talk about it, we’ll
begin to understand who we were then. Maybe we’ll move toward each
other again. Maybe.

Later, I will go to Nelia’s. She’ll read pages of her latest book to me. In
the quiet afternoon, we’ll drink tea and eat cookies and leave the room
when we need to cry.



This is how the time moves-an hour here, a day somewhere, and then it’s
night and then it’s morning. A clock ticking on a shelf. A small child
running to school, a father coming home.

Time moves over us and past us, and the feeling of lips pressed against
lips fades into memory. A picture yellows at its edges. A phone rings in an
empty room.

And somewhere, somewhere there is this moment—me, opening the door
to my apartment, calling to Marion and my father. They are in the living
room—Marion is reading a book, my father the New York Times. When I
walk in, I kiss them each hello, then sit down on the floor, my back against
the fireplace.

“I want to tell you both something,” I say, my voice shaking. “Today, I
wasn’t studying with friends. I was in Brooklyn. I was with a boy. His name
is Jeremiah. He wants to meet you. Tomorrow.”

Time comes to us softly, slowly. It sits beside us for a while.

Then, long before we are ready, it moves on.



Many thanks to the friends and family who helped me get this story on the
page including Kathryn Haber, Nancy Paulsen, Patti Sullivan, Toshi
Reagon, Teresa Calabrese, Catherine Saalfield, Susie Hobart, Elisha
Hobart, Reiko and Miyako, Linda Villarosa, and Charlotte Sheedy.
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