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Chapter 1 

 

The boys are waiting for the beheading. They sit raptly, like impatient 

jackals, waiting for the blade to fall. But if they’d bothered to read the book, 

they’d know it wasn’t coming. The book just sort of ends. Like a movie 

clicked off before the last scene. Or like life, really. You almost never see 

the blade coming, the one that gets you. 

Our teacher, Mr. Lawrence, reads the words slowly, stroking that awful 

little patch of beard under his lower lip as he paces. The drumbeat of his 

footsteps on the linoleum floor—heel-toe, heel-toe—makes it sound like 

he’s trying to sneak up on the meaning of the words from behind. “As if that 

blind rage had washed me clean, rid me of hope; for the first time, in that 

night alive with signs and stars, I laid my heart open to the benign 

indifference of the world.” 

His footsteps stop when they arrive at Luke Bontemp’s desk and Mr. 

Lawrence taps the spine of the book on the kid’s head. Luke is texting 

someone on his phone and trying to hide it beneath his jacket. 

“Put it away or I take it away,” Mr. Lawrence says. 

The phone disappears into Luke’s pocket. 

“What do you think Camus is talking about there?” 

Luke smiles with that smile that has gotten him out of everything his 

entire life. Poor Luke, I think. Beautiful, useless, stupid Luke. I heard his 

great-grandfather made a fortune selling oil to the Germans and steel to the 

British during World War I and no one is his family has had to work since. 

He won’t have to either, so what’s the use of reading Camus? 
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“‘Benign indifference of the world,’” Mr. Lawrence repeats. “What is 

that, you think?” 

Luke sucks air into his lungs. I can almost hear the hamster wheel of his 

brain squeaking away beneath his perfect hair. 

“Benign,” Luke says. “A tumor or whatever can be benign. Maybe 

Camus is, you know, saying the world is a tumor.” 

Twenty-eight of the twenty-nine kids in the class laugh, including Luke. 

I’m the only one who doesn’t. I read this book, The Stranger, when I was 

twelve. But I read it in the original French, and when Mr. Lawrence assigned 

an English translation of it for our world literature class, I didn’t feel like 

reading it again. It’s about a guy named Meursault whose mother dies. Then 

he kills an Arab man and gets arrested. Then Meursault gets sentenced to 

death, to have his head cut off in front of everyone. Then it ends. You never 

read about the actual beheading. 

I turn back to the window where rain is still pattering, the rhythm of it 

pulling everyone in the room deeper into some kind of sleepy trance. 

Beyond the window I can see the outlines of buildings down Sixty-Third 

Street, their edges all smeared and formless through the water beading 

against the glass, more like the memory of buildings than the real thing. 

Though we’re discussing the last part of The Stranger, it’s the opening 

lines of the book that always stuck with me. Aujourd’hui, maman est mort. 

Ou peut-être hier, je ne sais pas. It means: Today, mother died. Or maybe 

yesterday, I don’t know. 

But I do know. I know exactly when my mother died. It was ten years 

ago today. I was only seven at the time, and I was there when it happened. 

The memory of it comes to me now and then in little sketches and vignettes, 

individual moments. I hardly ever play the whole memory back start to 
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finish. The psychologist I used to go to said that was normal, and that it 

would get easier with time. It didn’t. 

“What’s your take, Gwendolyn?” Mr. Lawrence asks. 

I hear his voice. I even understand the question. But my mind is too far 

away to answer. I’m in the backseat of the old Honda, my eyes barely open, 

my head against the cool glass of the window. The rhythm of the car as it 

bounces down the dirt track on the outskirts of Algiers is pulling me toward 

sleep. Then I feel the thrum of the tires over the road slow and hear my 

mother gasp. I open my eyes, look out the windshield, and see fire. 

“Gwendolyn Bloom! Paging Gwendolyn Bloom!” 

I snap back to the present and turn to Mr. Lawrence. He holds his hands 

cupped around his mouth like it’s a megaphone. “Paging Gwendolyn 

Bloom!” he says again. 

“Can you tell us what Camus means by ‘benign indifference of the 

world’?” 

Though part of my mind is still back in the Honda, I begin speaking 

anyway. It’s a long answer, and a good one, I think. But Mr. Lawrence is 

looking at me with a bemused little smirk. It’s only after I’m speaking for 

about 20 seconds that I hear everyone laughing and stop. 

“In English, please,” Mr. Lawrence says, arching an eyebrow and 

looking at the rest of the class. 

“I’m sorry,” I say quietly, fidgeting with my uniform skirt and tucking a 

strand of my fire-engine-red hair behind my ear. “What?” 

“You were speaking French, Gwendolyn,” Mr. Lawrence says. 

“Sorry. I must have been—thinking of something else.” 

“You’re supposed to be thinking about the benign indifference of the 

world,” he says. 



The Cruelty, by S. Bergstrom—Sample Chapter 

ALL CONTENT © 2014 SCOTT BERGSTROM 
For personal use only. May not be reproduced or distributed. 

4 

One of the girls behind me says, “Jesus, what a snob.” She draws the 

words out, adding a roll of her eyes for effect. 

I turn and see it’s Astrid Foogle. She’s seventeen, like I am, but she 

looks at least twenty-one. Her dad owns an airline. 

“Enough, Astrid,” Mr. Lawrence says. 

But I’m staring at her now, drilling into her with my eyes. Astrid 

Foogle—whose earrings are more valuable than everything in my 

apartment—is calling me a snob? 

Astrid continues. “I mean, she drops in here the beginning of junior year 

from wherever and thinks she’s all superior because, you know, she tests out 

of her language classes and lived in Moscow or Paris or wherever. If that’s 

not the definition of a snob …” 

Mr. Lawrence cuts her off. “Knock it off, Astrid. Now.” 

A few of the kids are nodding agreement with Astrid, a few others are 

laughing. I can feel myself trembling, and my face is turning hot. Every 

synapse in my mind is trying to force the reaction away, but I can’t. Why 

does anger have to look so much like humiliation? 

The guy sitting next to Astrid, Connor Monroe, leans back in his seat 

and grins. “Check it. Gwendolyn’s gonna cry.” 

Which isn’t true, but now that he said it, it’s as good as reality in the 

minds of the other kids. That freak chubby chick Gwendolyn Bloom totally 

started bawling today in world lit. It’s a nice, solid rumor if I’ve ever heard 

one; it’ll have its own hashtag by morning. 

The school bell in the hallway rings like a Pavlovian trigger, sending 

everyone scrambling for the door. Mr. Lawrence holds his book up in the air 

in a sad little attempt to keep order, shouting: “We begin again tomorrow, 

same place.” Then he turns to me. “And you’ll be up first, Bloom. You have 
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all night to meditate on the benign indifference of the world, so come up 

with something good. And in English, por favor.” 

I nod that I will and gather up my stuff. Outside the classroom, Astrid 

Foogle is at her locker, surrounded, as ever, by her disciples. She’s 

complaining about how Mr. Lawrence told her to knock it off, and nobody 

tells her to knock anything off, least of all some $40,000-a-year schmuck 

teacher. 

Eyes down with the proper beta deference, I slide by her and her friends 

on my way to my own locker. But Astrid spots me; I can tell because she 

and her friends go silent and I hear the heels of their shoes—they’re Prada 

pumps, you little sow—accelerate toward me. 

“Hey, Gwenny,” she starts up. “Translation question for you. How do 

you say ‘suicide is never the answer’ in French?” Her friends, who are 

following along, titter at Astrid’s wit. 

I ignore her and keep walking, hoping for a sudden fatal stroke—hers or 

mine, doesn’t matter. The heat radiates off my face, anger becoming rage 

becoming whatever’s stronger than rage. I can only imagine what it looks 

like. I fold my arms over my chest and feel them shivering. 

“Seriously,” Astrid continues. “Because someone like you has to have 

thought of suicide from time to time. I mean, why wouldn’t you, right? So, 

s'il vous plaît, how do you say it, Gwenny? En francais?” 

I spin around, and the words come bursting from my mouth. “Va te faire 

foutre.” 

Astrid stops, and for a half second—no, less than that—fear snaps across 

her face. But then she realizes where she is, in her kingdom surrounded by 

acolytes, and the real Astrid returns. She arches her well-pruned eyebrows. 
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One of her friends, Chelsea Bunchman, smiles. “Astrid, she just told you 

to go fuck yourself.” 

Astrid’s mouth opens into an O and I hear a little gasp sneak out. “You 

chubby little piece of trash,” she says, and takes a step closer. 

I see the slap while it’s still in midair. I see it, but even so, I don’t do 

anything to stop it. Instead, I cringe, shrinking my head down into my neck 

and my neck down into my shoulders. It’s a hard slap—Astrid really means 

it—and my head twists to the side under its force. The nail of one of her 

fingers catches my skin and leaves a sting on my cheek, just enough to hurt. 

A crowd is forming. I see the grinning faces of Luke Bontemp and 

Connor Monroe and maybe a dozen other students staring wide-eyed, less in 

shock at what they’ve seen than in enjoyment. They’re standing around 

Astrid and me in a semicircle, as if in an arena. This is entertainment, I 

realize, a time-honored kind. I take note that Astrid didn’t punch me, didn’t 

kick me, didn’t pull my hair. She very calmly, very deliberately, slapped my 

face. It was the uppercase-L Lady slapping the lowercase-m maid, the lord 

slapping the peasant, the pimp slapping the whore. 

Instead of slapping her back, I close my eyes, the humiliation like the 

winds I remember from the Sahara, hot and hard and lasting for days. An 

adult voice orders everyone to move along, and when I open my eyes there’s 

a middle-aged teacher whose name I don’t know standing there with his 

hands in the pockets of his pleated khakis. His eyes travel from Astrid to me 

and back again. 

“What happened?” he asks Astrid. 

“She told me to—I can’t say the word. It was a curse word, F-myself.” 

Her voice is demure and wounded. 

“Is that true?” he says, looking to me. 
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“It is,” I say. Then I open my mouth again, this time to rat her out for 

slapping me, but then I don’t. 

  

L’Etranger, the title of the book we’re studying in world lit, is usually 

translated into English as The Stranger. But it could also mean The Outsider 

or The Foreigner. That’s me, all of that—stranger, outsider, foreigner. I’m 

technically an American. That’s what my passport says. But I wasn’t born 

here and, until the start of school this past September, I had lived in the 

United States for only a single year, the one right after my mother died. Now 

we’re here in the States again. In New York City this time so my dad can 

take up a post at the United Nations, which is just a few blocks away from 

my school, Danton Academy. 

There’s no way in hell my dad could have afforded a place like Danton 

on his own. But my father is a diplomat. He works for the Department of 

State, the part of the government that deals with other governments, and 

private school for the kids of diplomats is one of the benefits. It’s how they 

pay back the families for all the moving around from one place to another all 

the time. The way it works is this: your parents do a two-year post in Italy or 

Japan if you’re lucky, South Sudan or Iraq if you’re not so lucky—in which 

case, off you go to boarding school in Switzerland. 

But aside from the very worst places where families of diplomats aren’t 

allowed to go, there’s usually at least one good school. Sometimes it’s the 

only good school for a thousand miles and you’re sitting in class with the 

son or daughter of the president or king or awful dictator of the country 

you’re in. That happened to me once. The son of a president sat next to me 

in my math class. He wore shoes that were made specially for him in Vienna 

and cost five thousand dollars a pair, while little kids were starving in the 
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streets just outside the school. I could see them from the classroom window. 

The kids looked like skeletons except for their round bellies, which were 

swollen from the worms in the water they drank. 

When you leave a place like that, your memories stay with you, hanging 

on you like a bad stink that never washes out. It makes going to a place like 

Danton Academy that much more sickening. The kids here are the children 

of presidents and kings and dictators too—just of companies instead of 

countries. Most of my classmates have always been rich. Usually, the only 

poor person they ever meet is the Ecuadoran guy who delivers their 

groceries for them or the Chinese kid who brings over the dry cleaning. My 

dad makes what would be a decent living anywhere else in the world, but to 

the kids at Danton we’re poor as dirt. They laugh at me for having the wrong 

kind of shoes, the wrong kind of cell phone, the wrong kind of jacket in the 

winter. Not that I give a shit what the kids at Danton think. 

Sitting on the bench outside the Assistant Director’s office, I fuss with 

my uniform skirt—I almost never wear skirts outside of school—pulling at 

the hem so that it falls lower on my black tights, flattening out the little 

pleats. It’s a skirt like this and a white blouse for all the girls. The boys wear 

black slacks and a white shirt with a striped necktie. It’s an attempt to 

equalize us, I suppose, but because rich kids have a thing about expensive 

shoes and makeup, there’re no restrictions about those. Consequently, this is 

the way the kids stand out from one another, the way they determine rank 

and how well you measure up in the two equally important categories of 

money and beauty. 

Someone like Astrid Foogle, who’s as rich as she is pretty, is the ideal. 

Myself, I score a zero in their rankings, or something just less than zero, 

with neither beauty nor money in any quantity worth measuring. I’m tallish, 
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a little chubby, and by their standards, poor as a church mouse. My dad and 

my doctor say I’m not really that overweight—that it’s mostly muscle from 

my years of gymnastics—and that everyone’s built differently, so don’t 

accept anyone else’s definition of beauty. But then again, it’s their job to say 

things like that. To top it off, I dress oddly, preferring a pair of chunky red 

Doc Martens to Prada pumps—not that I could afford Prada anyway. I wear 

no makeup at all and color my hair bright red, fire-engine red, and I have it 

cut into a short bob that’s probably never been in style. It’s all my way of 

making sure I won’t be mistaken for the Astrid Foogles of this world. 

When the Assistant Director finally steps out of her office, she’s all 

patronizing smiles and fake concern. Mrs. Wasserman is her name and she’s 

forever wearing a cloud of perfume and sugary joy as if any second she 

expects a cartoon bluebird to fly out of the sky and land on her finger. 

“How are we today?” she asks me as we go into her office and I take a 

seat in front of her desk. 

I shrug and sink down into a chair upholstered in blood-colored leather. 

“Things are good?” she says, eyes wide and earnest. 

“Things are fine,” I say. “It’s people that are the problem.” I heard this 

line in an old cowboy movie I watched with my dad, and I remembered it 

because it pretty well sums up the world. 

Mrs. Wasserman steeples her fingers in front of her as a signal we’re 

getting down to business. “I’m told that you’re facing some interpersonal 

challenges with one of your classmates.” 

I want to roll my eyes at her euphemistic, patronizing, bullshit, PC tone. 

The thing is, 95 percent of this school is made up of kids who are very rich 

and very white. The 5 percent who aren’t are either here on scholarship or 

because their parents work for State at the U.N. and the taxpayers are 
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picking up the tab. They don’t like us Five-Percenters, as we’re known, but 

we help people like Mrs. Wasserman pretend Danton Academy is something 

other than an elitist bitch factory. Because neither the administration nor the 

students have ever really known anyone without money, the school treats us 

like we’re injured animals. Give them saccharine pity, the school’s thinking 

goes, and maybe they won’t give us rabies. 

Mrs. Wasserman consults a file folder. “Do you go by Gwen or 

Gwendolyn, dear?” 

“Gwendolyn,” I say. “Only my dad calls me Gwen.” 

“Gwendolyn it is, then,” Mrs. Wasserman says with a cookie-sweet 

smile. “Look, you’re an exceptional student. Straight As so far. And your 

transcripts from other schools show nothing but high marks. Is this correct, 

Gwendolyn—you tested out of the AP exams in, my goodness, five foreign 

languages?” 

I shrug once more. “If that’s what the file says.” The fact is, school is 

easy for me, and so are languages. Aside from one year of elementary 

school, this is the first school I’ve attended in America, and it’s the easiest 

one yet. Then again, I’ve read Camus in French, studied trigonometry in 

Russian, and written a term paper about Marxism in Spanish. After all that, 

everything seems easy. 

“You’ve lived, well, pretty much everywhere, haven’t you? But no place 

for very long.” 

“Two years, maximum,” I say. “That’s the way State Department 

postings work.” 

Mrs. Wasserman sighs and shakes her head. I know what this means. 

She feels sorry for me. “I hear you swore at another girl in French. You 

know about our zero-tolerance policy on abusive behavior, Gwendolyn?” 
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I shrug once more. “Astrid didn’t understand a word of what I said until 

Chelsea Bunchman translated it.” 

“You said something hurtful, Gwendolyn. Whether you said it in French 

or Swahili it doesn’t matter.” 

“It matters if she didn’t understand it.” 

“That’s just semantics,” she says. “Do you know that word, semantics?” 

“Yes. The study of what words mean. Which would seem to be relevant 

here.” 

I see the muscles in her face tighten. She picks up a pen and holds it so 

tightly I think it might break. “I see here it’s the anniversary of your 

mother’s passing. Must be very difficult,” Mrs. Wasserman says gently. I 

can see the idea of it makes her uncomfortable, makes her wonder what do 

with me. Punish the girl because her interpersonal communications are 

posing some challenges on the anniversary of her mother’s passing? She’s 

too soft for that, too PC, too overcome with pity for the Five-Percenter. “The 

normal consequence for swearing at another student is a day’s suspension. 

But under the circumstances I’m willing to forego that if you issue a written 

apology to Miss Foogle.” 

“You want me to apologize to Astrid?” 

“Yes, dear.” 

It’s an easy out, and I lean back in the chair and smile. “No thanks,” I 

say. “I’ll take the suspension.” 

  

Outside the school it’s still raining, the cold kind that might turn to snow 

later. It’s a bad March this year, no sunshine at all and not even a hint of 

spring. Just skies the color of steel and the stink of New York’s own garbage 

soup running through the gutters. Black Lincoln Town Cars are lined up at 
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the curb, Danton Academy’s version of school buses. The richest kids use 

these—private mini-limos that pick them up at the end of the day so the 

precious little angels don’t have to suffer the indignity of walking five or six 

blocks to their apartments. 

But I’m headed for the subway two avenues and two streets away. I 

don’t have an umbrella, so I pull up the hood of my old army jacket. It used 

to be my mom’s from when she was an Army lieutenant way before I was 

born. When my dad and I were moving a few years ago—Dubai to Moscow, 

maybe, our two most recent posts—I found it in a box. My dad got teary 

when I put it on, so I started to take it off. Then he said it looked good on 

me, told me I could have it if I wanted. 

My mom. Why did Mrs. Wasserman bring up my mom? I’ve been 

avoiding it all day, and had mostly succeeded until world lit. Hard not to 

think about it when you spend an hour talking about Algerian justice. 

The rain patters against my face, but I don’t really care. It feels good and 

calms me down, reminds me of where I am. A guy on Lexington has a gyro 

cart just outside the subway station. He’s sheltering beneath the awning and 

wears a black-and-white keffiyeh around his neck. I assume he’s Palestinian 

and order my food in Arabic—a gyro with everything, I tell him, and don’t 

be cheap with the lamb. 

He squints at me and gives a confused sort of smile. “You Egyptian?” he 

asks. 

“No,” I answer. It’s hard to tell what I am, so I get asked all the time. My 

skin is pale but there’s a shadow of something underneath it, as if the 

whiteness were a translucent sheath layered over something much darker. 

My eyes are almond shaped and brown like mud. Aside from the obvious 



The Cruelty, by S. Bergstrom—Sample Chapter 

ALL CONTENT © 2014 SCOTT BERGSTROM 
For personal use only. May not be reproduced or distributed. 

13 

dye job on my hair, I guess I look Arab, but people also ask me if I’m Italian 

or Greek or Spanish or Indian. 

The guy takes a pair of tongs and arranges pieces of lamb in a pita, 

adding extra because he knows I’m watching. “Your Arabic is very good,” 

he says, tossing some onions on and smothering the whole mess with the 

bitter white sauce that I love so much I would drink it by the gallon if I 

could. 

“Thank you,” I say, and hand the guy some money. My Arabic’s all 

right, but it’s the formal kind no one ever really speaks except on TV. 

On the subway platform I devour the gyro. I hadn’t realized how hungry 

I was. Maybe getting slapped like a peasant does that to you. I’m waiting for 

the N or R out to Queens—the Never and the Rarely. I wish a train would 

come already. I wish it would come so that I could put some physical 

distance between me and this island and the memories Camus and Mrs. 

Wasserman conspired to dredge up. 

As I wait, a strange anxiety pokes at me, as if the rest of the memories 

from this day ten years ago are in hot pursuit and will catch me if the train 

doesn’t come in the next few seconds. Why don’t I have the courage to face 

it? 

But just as this question begins to smolder, an R train screeches 

mournfully to a stop in front of me. I shoot the soggy tinfoil-and-paper 

wrapping of the gyro into a trashcan and climb on board. 

As I take a seat, an old man hobbles into the car clutching a walker 

loaded with plastic pharmacy shopping bags that look like fat white 

teardrops. When it becomes clear the teenage dickheads sitting across from 

me aren’t going to give up a seat for him, I stand. A young guy in a cheap 
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suit takes the seat instead and the old man makes his way slowly into the 

depths of the car. 

Most people hate the subway, but not me. It’s a strange, wonderful thing 

to be alone among the hundred or so other people in the car. I pull a book 

out of my backpack and lean against the door as the train shoots through the 

tunnel under the river for Queens. It’s a novel with a teenage heroine set in a 

dystopian future. Which novel in particular doesn’t matter because they’re 

all the same. Poor teenage heroine, having to go to war when all you really 

want is to write in your diary about how you’re in love with two different 

guys and can’t decide between them. These novels are cheesy, I know, and I 

suck them down as easily as milk. But as the train enters the tunnel beneath 

the East River, screeching and scraping along, rocking back and forth as if it 

any moment it might fly off the rails, I find myself suddenly unable to 

follow the story or even translate the symbols on the page into words. 

They’re just not going to let me get away this time, these memories. They 

demand to be recognized, as insistent as Astrid’s slap. 

Today’s my dad’s birthday. The worst possible day for a birthday. Or 

rather, the worst possible day because it’s his birthday. That’s how it 

happened, ten years ago today. Coming back from the birthday dinner his 

work friends were throwing for him at a restaurant in Algiers. 

I have to think about it, right? It makes you sick if you press it down 

inside, right? All right. No more fighting it off. I’ll be brave for once. Go 

back there, I tell myself. Live it again, I tell myself. Ten years ago today. 

Ten years ago right now. 

My mother gasps as we round a corner; the sound of it wakes seven-

year-old me from sleep. I look out the windshield and see fire. I make out 

the faces illuminated in the light of a burning truck. They’re men, mostly 
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bearded, mostly young, the skin orange in the glow of the flames. Three or 

four carry sticks or cudgels. Three or four more hold knives in their hands. 

They stand around for a while, the men, studying us, peering into the 

windows, trying to make out the nationalities of the faces inside. Are they 

from our people, their faces ask, or from another? 

My mother yells at my dad to back up. He shifts into reverse and looks 

over his shoulder and guns the engine. For a second the Honda shoots 

backward but then jerks to a stop. There are people back there, my dad 

shouts. Run them over, my mom shouts back. 

But he won’t. Or maybe he will, but he doesn’t have time. He doesn’t 

have time because a glass bottle shatters on the roof and liquid fire cascades 

down the window on the driver’s side of the car. A Molotov cocktail is what 

it’s called, the poor man’s hand grenade. You take a bottle of something—

vodka, gasoline, it doesn’t much matter so long as it burns—and stuff a 

burning rag in its mouth. When the glass breaks, the liquid ignites. 

There’s a rule they teach diplomats about what to do if a Molotov 

cocktail breaks over your car. The rule is you keep driving. A car doesn’t 

really burn like it does in the movies. It doesn’t explode right away. It takes 

time. And time is what you need if you’re going to get away. 

The crowd gets closer and something happens, something that makes the 

car stall out. My dad tries to restart the engine, but it just turns over and over 

and over, the ignition never quite catching. My mother’s door opens and she 

yells at the man outside who opened it. She doesn’t scream; she yells. Yells 

like starting her car on fire and yanking open her door was very rude and, by 

God, she’d like to speak to whoever’s in charge. 

I don’t see what happens next because my dad is reaching over the seat 

and unbuckling my seat belt. He pulls me like a rag doll into the front with 
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him. I remember how rough he was being, how much it hurt when he yanked 

me between the front seats. He clutches me to his chest like he’s giving me a 

big hug and slides across the seat so he leaves through the same door as my 

mom, through the door that’s not on fire. 

Blows from heavy sticks and bats rain down on him. I feel the force of 

the blows traveling all the way through his body. He’s taking them for me, 

or most of them. Three or four strikes land on my legs, which are sticking 

out in the open from beneath my dad’s arm. I try to scream in pain but can’t 

because my dad is pressing me into his chest so hard. 

He doesn’t stop running, my dad. He doesn’t stop running until he’s 

away from the mob and I’m dangling over his shoulder and he’s turning 

around, for some reason, turning around and running backward. Then I go 

deaf because the pistol he’s firing is so loud. It’s like the end of the world is 

happening two feet away from my head. Two shots. Three. Four. I feel them 

more than hear them, blunt forces traveling through his body and mine. Five 

shots. Six. My vision narrows to almost nothing, then disappears altogether 

as I black out. 

Nine stab wounds to the chest and another to the neck. That’s the official 

cause of my mother’s death. That’s what the report from the autopsy says 

and that’s what my dad told me when I was old enough to ask him about it. I 

was nine, or maybe ten when I asked. But there was more, of course. Stuff 

that happened to her in the moments after she was pulled from the car but 

before she was stabbed. Stuff my dad said he’d tell me about when I got 

older. I never did ask him about that other stuff, though, and he never brings 

it up. It’s probably easier on him if he doesn’t have to say it and it’s 

probably easier on me if I never have to hear it. 
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We’re in Queens now, and the subway rockets out of the tunnel and into 

open air. It lurches around a corner, the wheels screaming like demons, so 

loud I can barely hear my own thoughts. I squeeze the bar over my head 

tighter so I don’t fall over. My body bends with the momentum of the train. 

Then it slows and its wheels shriek on the wet tracks as we come up on 

Queensboro Plaza, all gray industrial buildings except for brightly lit tacky 

awnings and signs advertising lottery tickets and cigarettes and beer. I hoist 

my backpack on my shoulder as the train brakes. 

The doors open and I bolt out onto the platform. My hands are clenched 

over the strap of my backpack. I take the subway platform stairs two at a 

time, then three at a time, a barely controlled fall to the bottom. When I 

reach level ground I needle and veer through the slow people and the old 

people taking their sweet time until I push through the turnstile. Guys out on 

the sidewalk in front of the shops whistle after me. They love this—the 

school uniform, the flash of seventeen-year-old legs. 

I start running and keep running. I bolt across a street and a yellow cab 

swerves and honks. I vault over a stack of boxes being unloaded from a 

truck. I run until my lungs burn and I’m soaked with rain and sweat. I keep 

running until I've escaped the memory, left it there on the subway platform 

to slouch and hobble after me. And in so doing, for the first time, in that 

night alive with signs and stars, I lay my heart open to the benign 

indifference of the world. 
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