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			Prologue

			The Rot Spreads

			The Bronx was alive.

			He was alive.

			For now.

			Cisco shot forward with a desperate urgency.

			The hospital. Get there. Go.

			The thought felt foreign to him, as though someone—or something—was whispering it into his ear, but he didn’t fight it. He couldn’t fight it. He was busy fighting something else, something that was working its way through his body and blackening his veins. Sweat coated every inch of his skin, and confusion clouded him, making him question where he was and why.

			He tried to shake it off, fight it off as he walked-stumbled-ran. Desperation ebbed and flowed. Like a rubber band, he felt his body snapping between worlds.

			SNAP!

			Even in his daze, he knew something was wrong. The streets weren’t supposed to be turning this way and that. That person wasn’t supposed to be peeling half their face off. Was that building always abandoned? Always smoking? Always on fire?

			He dug inside himself for answers, only managing to earn a half second of clarity.

			His name was Francisco Cruz, he was eighteen years old, he was a student at Fordham University, where he met some people, played a game—or was it a challenge?—and then he…he…

			He snapped his head up, sure he heard it.

			Skittering.

			An insect-like pitter-patter that was almost certainly getting close. He didn’t know what it was, but he knew fear when it crawled up his spine.

			Cisco pulled out his phone. No bars. No bars? He was in the Bronx. Why was there no signal?

			He stared at the screen wallpaper, a picture of himself with a dark-skinned girl whose curls looked like springs. Her smile was bright and calming. Tears pricked his eyes as he thought about his cousin and his promise before he realized what he’d done.

			“Charlize—”

			SNAP!

			A deep shiver ran through his core. A car honked, and he realized it was because he was suddenly in the middle of the street. He tripped—there was the curb. The streetlights were on, which meant it was night. He checked his phone again and finally had signal. Full bars meant he was safe.

			The hospital. Get there. Go.

			Cisco stumbled again and fell forward to grip a wrought iron fence. Missing-persons posters stuck loosely to some of the bars. He squinted. Some of these faces looked familiar. In fact, he was sure he had seen them at some point during the hellish night, but here they looked too…healthy. Alive.

			The people he’d seen were neither.

			There was a misshapen urban garden just beyond the fence with small compost bins. Brook Park. Not too far from Lincoln Hospital.

			He held on to that knowledge like an anchor as he groped along fences and brick walls. A sea of confusion raged all around him, but as long as he made it to the hospital, things would be fine. The doctors would help him. That was their job, wasn’t it? They would see Cisco, see the black veins coursing through him, touch his clammy skin, and know just what to do.

			They would get it out of him—the rot—before it was too late, before it could take any more of him and his thoughts and memories.

			Finally, he got to the emergency room. After scribbling through whatever paperwork they handed him, he found himself in an isolated room, a plastic bracelet sealed on his wrist. The nurse who came to see him had long dreadlocks and a familiar face. She stared at him like she knew him.

			Did she?

			“Okay, Cisco, why don’t you walk me through what happened tonight?” She stood just a few feet away. “I promise you, you aren’t going to be in trouble. We just need to find out if you took anything that could be making you sick. Was it Molly? Did you drop some acid?”

			Even her voice sounded familiar, Cisco just couldn’t place it. Still, he shook his head, eager to get the rot out of him. He just needed to explain, if only he weren’t so confused—

			“I br-broke the rules.”

			The nurse blinked, waiting for him to go on. He opened his mouth again, brain trying to put the words in a correct sentence, but all that came out was an agonizing screech. His entire body felt engulfed in flames, and when he looked at his arms, he could see his veins blackening again.

			“Francisco!” The nurse jumped as he threw himself over the bed. “We need some help! Security!”

			The room exploded with security guards and another nurse. They pulled at him and tried to flatten him against the bed, but he pushed back, tossing the other nurse against the wall and kicking a security guard in the stomach.

			“What is this?” the first nurse yelled, finally getting a look at his veins.

			Cisco’s hands shook against his will before wrapping themselves around her arms. His nails pierced through her scrubs, and she screamed.

			“I’m sorry!” he cried, vision blurring with tears. As she tried to claw his hands off, he felt the black rot pulsing out of him and into her.

			The security guards descended on him. Cisco threw himself away from the nurse and into the wall. Then he turned and ran.

			Forget the hospital, he decided. Between the rot and the snapping between worlds, nothing was making sense. Maybe his cousin could help him. Once he put a few blocks between himself and the hospital, he turned into in an alleyway and squatted for air.

			Cisco shook with a quiet sob that made him sink to the ground. The game—the stupid game with stupid rules that he and his friends broke. It all went to shit in less than an hour and he was going to pay for it.

			He sucked in a breath so deep, it hurt, and focused on his surroundings instead. The squeal of rats fighting for food, the pulsing red and blue lights of cop cars going by—was that for him? Probably. He had no way of knowing how many people he injured on his way out of the hospital.

			This wasn’t supposed to happen.

			Cisco froze. He knew he heard it: a flurry of legs skittering around in search of its prey.

			“Fuck!” he hissed, pressing himself farther into the shadows. Eyes darting around, he looked for signs of decay and ruin only to find the buildings around him still intact.

			Cisco stilled his breathing and his shaking body. The skittering was suddenly gone. Or maybe it was never there. He hadn’t snapped back yet.

			But he would.

			Cisco jabbed his hands into his pockets and pulled out his cell phone.

			The ringing went on forever, and he whispered prayers into the receiver for his cousin to pick up.

			“Cisco?” Charlize yawned. She sounded half-annoyed and half-sleep-deprived.

			“Ch-Charlize!” He choked back a sob. “I need he-help. Please—”

			“What are you doing calling me? It’s like four a.m.”

			“Th-the game—” He tried his best to explain, to communicate that everything was thoroughly and deeply wrong. Words tumbled out before he could even process them, and he hoped he was making a crumb of sense.

			“Whoa.” Charlize hushed him. A spring mattress creaked from shifting weight. “What are you talking about, Cisco? What game?”

			“Don’t leave th-the train before f-four, don’t-don’t talk to the Passengers, don’t touch the Passengers, don’t turn around—” The rules shot off his tongue like firecrackers, sharp and all at once. “The game—the challenge, Ch-Charlize—”

			“What? Cisco, I can’t hear you. You’re cutting out.”

			“Li-listen, I’m coming over to you now, Charlize, okay? And I ne-need you to bring a wea-weapon—a knife, bat, something, ju-just anything, okay?”

			Cisco ended the call and shoved the phone deep in his pocket. The confusion was hanging low on his mind again, washing him in panic. He only had a vague idea of where he was. Just up the street was Rite Aid, and if he crossed it, there would be McDonald’s. There was a train passing over him, which meant he had to be somewhere uptown.

			Even more pressing was the familiar build of the snap before it happened. It was like something inside his chest began to stretch and when it reached its limit—when it snapped—he’d end up somewhere hellish.

			Paranoia seized Cisco as the skittering returned. He screamed and took off toward Charlize’s house.

			He could only hope he made it before the creature caught up.

		

	
		
			Part One

		

	
		
			The Next Stop Is

			The train was packed tight this morning.

			Aaron and I watched as it pulled into the platform. We quickly scanned each car for even a sliver of space we could squeeze ourselves into. Once the train slowed to a stop, we had only a few seconds to choose our fate or risk being late. Hyde High School was notorious for giving lunch detentions for even the slightest infractions, and neither of us cared to stay an extra hour after school in silence.

			“Yo, there’s space here, Raquel,” Aaron said. I twisted my head in his direction and eyed the car he was heading toward. He was a thin guy as tall as a traffic light. It was next to impossible to lose Aaron in a crowd, but that also meant he could easily lose you. As soon as the doors slid open, an automated voice spoke clearly.

			This is a Wakefield-bound two train. The next stop is…

			A small trail of people emptied out the car, and that’s when we took our chance. Aaron filled in the closest gap, and I was on his heel.

			“Sorry. Excuse me,” I mumbled, still having to push my way into the crowd. I shimmied my backpack off and rested it on the floor between my legs. The train chimed again with a robotic voice.

			Stand clear of the closing doors, please…

			The train doors slid shut before it continued on its way. I sighed.

			“I told you we’d make it,” Aaron said. His eyes were already glued to his phone, Twitter reflecting in his glasses.

			“Barely.” I rolled my eyes. “You really need to wake up earlier. My mom is getting real serious about me not leaving the house without someone around.”

			Aaron made a face.

			“So I gotta come pick you up every morning?”

			“Well.” I frowned. “Only if my mom is home. She really won’t let me leave if I’m by myself.” Today was one of the exceptions, though. When I woke up, Mami was still out, probably working another late shift at the hospital. I noticed because the shower curtain was still open when I went to use the bathroom. I always left the shower curtain open, but Mami insisted on closing it each time. It was one of the few things I did that drove her wild.

			I felt a twinge of guilt about it, the word wrong going off in my head like a Jeopardy! buzzer. That happened whenever I chose to dodge Mami’s rules. She called it a “strong moral compass.”

			I sent a quick text before going to school, letting her know I was on my way out and would likely see her after school. She didn’t respond, but that was normal when she worked late.

			“She’s really that freaked out about the disappearances?” Aaron asked, yawning.

			I nodded. “Her and the church people she hangs with have been thinking about setting a curfew for all kids just in case.” I’d accidentally eavesdropped on her conversation about it just the night before. The walls were thin, and Dominicans never knew how to talk quietly.

			Still, I guess I could understand her fear. The whole borough was on edge, unsure what was causing the disappearances. And since no bodies had been found, the police didn’t want to call it a serial killer.

			Aaron furrowed his brow and frowned.

			“That sucks,” he said.

			“You know it’s bad when they can’t even find the white kids.”

			They were the first group to disappear. The faces of those four students from Fordham University were plastered everywhere, and the police damn near busted their asses trying to find them. There were a lot of protests in the street about it, unsurprisingly. Someone went digging around and found out the students had rich parents with connections, so rumor was cops’ jobs were on the line.

			They never did find them, though. Then every month, almost like clockwork, one or two more people would go missing. Homeless people or late-night workers, but sometimes it’d be kids. I’d feel my phone buzz with an Amber Alert, only for the police to later dismiss the idea that whoever abducted that particular kid was responsible for all the other disappearances.

			“True.” Aaron was never a particularly talkative guy. If anything could be said in one word or two, he would do it. Sometimes it annoyed me, but he’d been my best friend since we were kids and the good always outweighed the small pet peeves, so I got used to it.

			The next stop came.

			People shifted, either trying to get off or make space for new passengers. I tucked my shoulders inward and tried to make myself as small as possible with a winter coat. The automatic voice spoke up again, just as a young girl sat in an empty seat on my right.

			“Why was Papi being so weird last night?” the girl said, leaning into an older woman next to her, maybe her grandmother. Their faces were oval-shaped and brown, and the older woman had a frown set deeper than the ocean.

			“He just has a lot on his mind. Why?” The woman glanced down. “Did he say something to you?”

			The girl nodded. “He said to never get on the train at night. That there was something in the tunnels that took people.”

			“And how does he know that?”

			“He said it came to him in a dream.”

			The older woman cursed in Spanish under her breath.

			I looked over to Aaron. He was still focused on the sudoku puzzle.

			“Yo, you heard that?” I whispered.

			“What?”

			“They said something in the tunnels is taking people.” I hoped the concept would freak him out enough to look up, but he didn’t.

			“Well, we don’t have to worry about that,” he said as the train went from the underground tunnel to the open air.

			Light streamed in through the windows, and we rode above buildings where we could see illegible graffiti coating the top edges. Store signs and billboards were just as dirty, with grime inching along nearly every crack and crease. Out on the street, a shopkeeper swept the sidewalk, pushing fallen twigs and crumpled leaves out of the way of the store entrance. The wind would likely toss the debris back, but he was diligent in his cleaning, nonetheless. For some reason, it reminded me of a phrase my aunts and uncles would say about the Bronx: It’s not all that…but it is all that.

			People did what they could to take care of their home, and the graffiti told stories about people who came and went with a desire to be remembered. Even the dirt and grime gave the message: We’re here. The South Bronx, despite being looked down on by all the other boroughs and maybe even some of the residents, was a place where people lived, continued to live, and made their own way.

			And that made it perfect.

			Just then, Aaron leaned down, fidgeting with his backpack. “Imagine if there was really something in the tunnel.” He snickered. “That’d be wild.”

		

	
		
			History On Paper

			Hyde High School was new. In fact, it was the only newly built school in the Bronx, as none were erected in the last fifty years, or so I’ve been told. It was a medium-sized building, with light-gray stones and polished windows. There were four floors in total, starting with the security lobby that shared the floor with a computer lab and the cafeteria. The cafeteria took up the entire length of the school, and as Aaron and I walked in for lunch, we jumped to the back of the line. It was already starting to reach the far back corner.

			My eyes fell on the dean, who was making her rounds in checking adherence to uniform and other minor behavioral issues. Hyde was a charter school, so it had the luxury of making up new rules almost every year that we would either deal with or push against. I remember the year when they ruled all the girls could only wear the girl ties that crossed at the neck. Then the next year, because it was a useless rule, they repealed it and let us wear actual ties.

			At some point, I stopped paying attention to all the rules they made up because if it were really bad, no one would follow it anyway.

			“Please, Raquel?”

			“No, Aaron,” I said, moving ahead in the lunch line. “You and I both know that if we team up for the term paper, not only will we have to write more pages but you’ll leave me to do all the work. I’m not about it.”

			“Oh, come on, give me some credit!”

			I held up a finger, cutting him off. “The answer is no. You’re on your own.”

			The term paper wasn’t due for another few weeks, and while our history teacher gave us permission to work in pairs, it came with the understanding that it would have to be nearly twice as long. Truthfully, I hadn’t started it, but at least I had a list of sources to look into.

			Aaron probably didn’t even know what the term paper was about.

			Somehow he always managed to make this my problem.

			“Pleasepleasepleasepleasepleasepleaseplease—” He tugged on my arm the way little kids did when they were trying to wear you down. Unfortunately, it was working. “Can you at least give me some help with where to start?”

			“Ugh!” I pulled away as I got to the front of the line. I grabbed the first tray I saw and walked to the nearest table. “Fine! But you better write fast because I’m not repeating myself.”

			“Yes!” Aaron rushed after me. I sat down with my back toward the cafeteria entrance, feeling the burst of breeze every time someone pushed through the double doors. It was calming and I needed calming right then. I opened a carton of apple juice and watched Aaron dig into his bag for a notebook.

			“First, Robert Moses.”

			He began scribbling the name across the top of his page.

			“He was the public official who built the Cross Bronx Expressway.”

			“The one we literally pass by every day?”

			“Do you know another Cross Bronx Expressway?” I asked, before continuing. “Just to build that, he went as far as destroying housing. And then made the expressway low enough that buses couldn’t pass through.”

			“What, did he expect everyone to just get a car?” Aaron snorted at his own joke.

			“He expected some people to have cars.” I didn’t elaborate on which people those were. Aaron could figure it out.

			I watched Aaron’s hand work fast and hard, to the detriment of his own handwriting. I couldn’t tell his Rs from his Hs, and the grip he had on his pen made my own hand cramp up.

			“Moses also built residential complexes designed specifically for veterans and then opposed Black veterans from moving in.”

			“Oh, so he was racist.” Aaron nodded, writing in big letters RACIST. He wrote it with such ease, as though there were no reason to be shocked or upset. Which, I guess there wasn’t—racism was so ingrained in our lives and in so many laws, what was one more discriminating policy?

			Still, something in me wished he’d reacted much more strongly. I opened my mouth to say more but decided against it.

			“All right, there you have it.”

			“What?” Aaron looked up, confused. “That’s it?”

			“That’s all I’m giving you.” I shrugged, picking at the corners of a slice of corn bread. “Good luck.”

			I expected him to try to fight me on this. When he didn’t, I looked up. He was staring off into the distance behind me. I put down my corn bread and turned my neck.

			Charlize was a short Black girl with Shirley Temple curls. She was in the grade above us, so we never had class together, but she was nice enough to talk to us anyway. She was the kind of girl who liked to share everything good in her life—whether it was news, advice, or just snacks.

			And she also happened to be the love of Aaron’s life—she just didn’t know it.

			People flocked to Charlize naturally. A crowd of students surrounded her like a bubble. If it weren’t for Aaron’s forlorn stare and the way her curls peeked up over the crowd, I wouldn’t have known she was there at all.

			I looked back at Aaron, who sighed quietly.

			“Seriously? I’m trying to help you out and you start daydreaming?”

			“Yo…I think she’s crying.”

			“What?”

			I twisted myself back around. The girls parted just enough to show a very distraught Charlize. Her eyes were red, and her cheeks were wet. Snot was flowing, and she wiped it away every few seconds with a white napkin. Someone held out a box of tissues, offering it to her in her time of need.

			And she definitely needed it.

			Charlize looked up just a moment to meet my eyes, her lips parting to suck in a deep breath. My stomach twisted.

			“Wasn’t she like, your bestie when we were kids?” Aaron said.

			Charlize and I were childhood friends, like Aaron and me, but our relationship was…different. Sometimes, I would talk a little too loud about going to the park, and she would be there. Other times, she would talk about going to get an iced coffee at the Boogie Down Café, and I would find a reason to go. It was a weird relationship, I know, inviting each other but not really inviting each other.

			Truthfully, it was an accident when it started and somehow it morphed into a game—a secret game like a secret language only the two of us could speak.

			Swallowing, I shook my head at Aaron. “If you mean she and I would awkwardly sit together while her cousin and your older brother played games, then yeah, sure. We were besties,” I said. There was also that time she and I played house, and we pretended to be a married couple—an idea that absolutely thrilled me for some reason, but Aaron didn’t need to know that.

			“Raquel?”

			I looked up from my tray. Mr. Wade, the guidance counselor, stood a few feet away, hands shoved into the pockets of his slacks. It was his go-to move when he was nervous but didn’t want to let it show. No one would be able to see him playing with his hands if he kept them hidden.

			“Yeah?” I said, putting down my spork.

			“Your father is here to pick you up.” Mr. Wade took a step back, waiting for me to follow. My feet moved without permission, and I glanced at Aaron in confusion. He shrugged.

			Did I hear that right?

			“My…father?” I stepped after Mr. Wade. He pushed open the cafeteria double doors for me and led me into the lobby.

			That’s when I saw him.

			“Papi?”

		

	
		
			What Had Happened Was

			The official story was that Mami was in a coma. Papi had gotten a call from the hospital where she worked since he was still an emergency contact, and he ran right away to pick me up from school. (Part of me wanted to know why he was still an emergency contact at all, considering Mami and Papi never got along.)

			I’d been to Lincoln Hospital more times than I could count, bringing Mami’s lunch, work ID, and on a few occasions, a change of shoes after some unidentifiable body fluids ruined the pair she was wearing. I was familiar enough with her coworkers to know which ones were the hard-asses she complained about and knew the layout of the hospital well enough to know just how far I could get into the OR before getting caught by someone who knew I definitely didn’t belong there.

			But this was the first time I’d ever been there to see Mami as a patient. The hallways that were usually as comfortable as my own home suddenly felt much more foreign.

			Papi and I stood outside of her room, only peering through the glass window.

			“Last night, your mother was attacked by a patient.”

			All my blood pooled at my feet. Tentatively, the doctor continued.

			“Now, the injuries she sustained weren’t serious, but in the scuffle, we think he infected her with something—something we haven’t been able identify yet, so it would be best if you stayed outside the room until we know for sure how contagious it is.”

			Mami lay in bed, covered up to her waist in a hospital blanket. A blue, plastic hairnet only marginally covered her dreads, as if someone were in the process of taking it off but decided last minute they couldn’t be bothered.

			A nasal cannula snaked across her face and under her nose. An IV drip penetrated the inside of her elbow, and several wires snaked under her blanket, sending electromagnetic messages to machines I couldn’t identify. The steady beat of the heart monitor was the only thing keeping me calm. I glanced at the corner of the screen where her heart rate and temperature were displayed. They were both a little high.

			“Do you have any idea what it might be?” Papi asked. I could tell he was digging around for whatever information his EMT background could give him.

			The doctor sighed before shaking her head.

			“Honestly? All we know is that it’s an infection. And that it’s very painful.”

			I wrinkled my nose and looked up at her. “Painful?”

			Papi put a firm hand on my shoulder. From my periphery, I could see he was giving the doctor a pleading stare, as if he were asking her to please consider her next words with compassion.

			“Yes, uh—” Her eyes darted from us to Mami. “Your mother was screaming and thrashing, saying she was burning. We had to sedate her and put her in a medical coma.”

			My eyes started brimming with tears. It was bad enough to imagine someone assaulting her. But the sight of Mami thrashing and in pain? It was like a spear to my chest.

			I tried to breathe through the lump in my throat. “Is there anything you need from me? Do you need like, a blood transfusion or a liver transplant?” My knowledge of medical procedures began and ended with the terrible medical dramas Mami and I watched together in her time off. Even though Mami was a no-nonsense nurse, she liked to scoff and roll her eyes, telling me why something one character did was breaking HIPAA or why a hospital would never allow such a risky procedure. This entire scenario felt as unreal as one of those shows.

			“No, I—I don’t believe so,” the doctor said, destroying my hopes. “However, the police may want to contact you at a later date to talk about potentially pressing charges…”

			Her voice trailed off as I stared at Mami’s sleeping figure.

			Until something moved from under her blanket. I shrieked in response and stumbled back.

			“Whoa, what’s wrong?” Papi said.

			“There was something—something moved.” Something small, like a creature. Maybe a rat. Rats wouldn’t be around here though, right? Lincoln Hospital wasn’t great, but it couldn’t be that bad.

			I stared at Mami’s arm, right where it disappeared under the blanket. I could see something peeking out—a black fuzz that peppered her skin.

			It looked like…mold.

			“Is your daughter okay?” the doctor asked Papi. There was a hint of annoyance mixed with exhaustion in her voice. I recognized it from how Mami would speak after a long shift. It seemed to be a tone every healthcare professional inherited at some point in their career.

			“She’s fine.” Papi waved her off and then leaned over next to me. “Listen, I know that this is going to be very hard for you, especially not being able to get close to your mother. But if you ever want to check up on her, at least you know where to find her.” He squeezed my shoulder and then pulled me into a hug.

			I felt hollow just looking at her, so I focused on the window. I could see my own reflection in the glass along with Papi still wrapping me in a hug. The colorful Yoruba beads he wore were bulky and pressed into me uncomfortably, but what caught my attention completely overshadowed the pain.

			Right next to Papi was a man in a corduroy jacket, his dark skin cracked with dryness. He stared right at me in the reflection, sending a fierce chill up my spine. His chest rose with a wheeze, and I waited for Papi to notice we were not alone the way I thought we were.

			The man reached out to me. His hand was covered with mold and black rot. It shocked me back to my senses.

			I shoved Papi away and twirled on my heel. The man in the corduroy jacket was gone. I double-checked in the reflection, my heart racing and an overwhelming sense of doom washing over me.

			No one was there. But I couldn’t have imagined that.

			“Hey!” Papi yelled, rubbing his chest. “That hurt. Since when were you that strong?”

			“Can we go?” I asked, still watching the glass from the corner of my eyes. Papi’s mouth fell in surprise, but I couldn’t want for him to answer.

			I ran out of there, the prickling sensation of a hand hovering over me.

		

	
		
			Resguardos

			I stood in the middle of my room, a duffel bag in hand and my backpack on my shoulders, and considered what I would need for the next few weeks. Some clothes, hygiene products, my laptop, library books, sketchbooks, two sets of pajamas, shampoo, conditioner, leave-in conditioner, a tub of gel, a brush and a comb…and, of course, all my textbooks. I didn’t have anything at Papi’s house.

			I was about seven years old when Mami and Papi separated. Neither really explained it to me, but it didn’t bother me very much. I still got to see Papi, and the separation meant I got twice as many gifts on birthdays and holidays.

			I got used to the new arrangement fast, and by the time I got into high school, Papi was like a distant relative. I saw him whenever we were both free—which was rare. He was an EMT with constantly changing schedules, and I was a high schooler with several AP classes, an after-school art club and, until recently, the soccer team. Life was busy for both of us.

			It never really struck me until now how separate our lives were.

			My phone buzzed again. Papi promised me he wouldn’t come into the house since we both knew Mami wouldn’t like that, so he waited outside while I gathered my things.

			Papi

			are you okay?

			Me

			yea, almost done.

			I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. I didn’t even realize I was crying.

			The taxi ride to Papi’s house was more than awkward. We sat silently, facing out the opposite windows with my duffel bag acting as a barrier between us. It had been months since I’d seen Papi, really. The last time we spoke, he was hitting that weird part of his middle-age crisis where he was trying to be the “cool” parent. He offered to let me drink beer or smoke weed as long as I did it at home and promised he wouldn’t say anything about it to Mami.

			Even if I believed that, I didn’t care to do any of those things. Papi thought I was just putting up a goody-two-shoes front.

			I glanced at him from the corner of my eyes. His skin was a deep reddish brown, and his hair was beginning to thin with specks of gray. He had crow’s-feet around his eyes, which I heard was either due to lots of smiling or lots of crying. Either would be on brand for Papi. He was always the more emotional adult in my life. Mami was calmer and set in her ways. She had an inner strength that was unparalleled and unshakable. I liked to think I took after her in that regard.

			The taxi rolled to a stop at a red light. “So how was school?” Papi asked.

			I shrugged. I didn’t finish the day. He knew that.

			“It was fine.”

			“You keeping your grades up?”

			“Sí, Papi.”

			Twenty silent minutes later, we pulled up to Papi’s house. I waited on the steps with my heavy duffel while he paid the taxi driver. When he was done, Papi smiled at me playfully then jogged up the steps with his keys in hand. I trudged after him with my head down, my bag strap digging into my shoulders.

			It wasn’t that I hated Papi or even hated his house. He was, by most people’s standards, a decent person. He didn’t go to church like Mami, and he preferred to go to a botanica than a doctor, but he was kind and responsible. He paid Mami nearly twice the amount of child support that he had to, even when he didn’t get to see me because of work. He was always there for birthday parties, holidays, and special events like my school’s art galleries, where I showed off my paintings. He was an all-around supportive father. I knew I was pretty lucky to have him.

			That being said, Papi could be absolutely ridiculous about other things.

			I carefully stepped inside his apartment, wrinkling my nose at a strong and minty smell.

			“Is that Vicks?”

			“Close.” He grinned, tossing his head back at me. “It’s camphor. I got little cubes of it and broke it into pieces in every corner of the house. It helps clear your lungs and is a wonderful sleep aid.”

			I wasn’t sure how much of that was true, but hey, he was the EMT.

			Papi grabbed my duffel bag, destroying any excuse not to get into a whole conversation. No “Wow, I’m really tired from all this packing and unpacking, I guess I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” I would have to indulge his fatherly instinct to make me feel welcomed.

			The hallway stretched from the front door to the living room, where there was a large futon couch, a desk area converted into an altar of some sort next to a TV, and a large library-esque bookshelf. The bookshelf was just an inch away from the ceiling and was crammed from side to side and top to bottom with books about astral projection, Yoruba religion, theories of multiple universes, and a few Marvel comics. Along the wall over the futon was a traditional West African painting of a woman dressed in gold and selling fish in a marketplace.

			It was a stark contrast from Mami’s house—my house. The most religious thing we owned was a cross that hung over the living room television, and Mami didn’t care for furniture that looked like it was nearing its expiration date. We were tidy to the point where I thought she might have been a little obsessive about it. But now that I was in Papi’s house, the sudden difference wounded me, and I didn’t have the energy to hide it.

			Papi followed my line of sight to the altar he made. “You want me to take that down? I know your mother doesn’t like those things and you’re not used to it, so if it makes you uncomfortable, I can just move it into my room.”

			The altar was a colorful display. A red-and-gold tapestry hung over a three-foot-tall portable coffee table. Small wooden statues in white dresses stood surrounded by several tiny blue bowls of water. Beads flowed in a straight line all around the table, hanging by inches off the edge. The display seemed entirely disorganized—a confusing array of worship that I knew meant a lot to my father.

			Mami would’ve hated it.

			“No, it’s fine,” I said. “You can leave it here.”

			I carefully walked over to it. The sets of beads were more color-coordinated upon closer look. Red with white, green with black, blue with clear beads, yellow with brown—something told me there was a clear meaning behind the colors.

			“I remember when you used to be really interested in the resguardos.”

			“The what?” I frowned, looking up at him.

			“Hold on, let me get one.”

			Papi walked away and into his room. Dresser drawers opened and closed, boxes were shuffled aside. He stomped around, mumbling to himself every few moments.

			“I know it’s around here somewhere!”

			I almost told him to forget it, but then he hollered with excitement.

			“Here it is!” He stumbled out of his room. Between his forefinger and thumb was a small, marble-like ball constructed of tightly bound beads. Like the ones on the table, it also had alternating colors of green and black. Papi held it out to me, and I could see two tiny seashells woven on either side.

			“This is a resguardo,” he explained as I picked it up. “When you were small, you used to play with these like marbles, rolling them around as much as they could go and throwing them. You laughed so hard at the sounds they made when they hit each other. I think at one point, your mother made them into little bobble hair ties so you could show them off at school.”

			I raised an eyebrow, trying to imagine the sound. “Okay, but what even is this?”

			“It’s like a little charm. A totem full of spiritual energy that protects you.”

			“Oh.” I dropped it back into his hand. If I no longer remembered something like that, I must’ve been young, like a toddler.

			Papi was quiet for a moment. When we ran out of things to talk about, it always got like this—uncomfortable. This was usually the point in the phone call when we would both make an excuse to hang up.

			“You know, if you’re ever interested in this stuff, I can always teach you a little here and there,” he offered. “Or anything else. My library is always open to you.” He gave a small chuckle, gesturing to his overfilled bookshelf.

			I sighed.

			“Something wrong?” he asked.

			Everything was wrong.

			“I’m just hungry.” It wasn’t a lie. I hadn’t eaten since lunch a few hours ago.

			“Oh right, dinner,” he said, as though he’d forgotten I actually needed to eat. He sauntered into the kitchen and began opening and closing cabinets, the fridge, the pantry before poking his head out. “You want tostones?”

			Fifteen minutes later, I sat on a cushion in the middle of the living room and picked the little fried plantains off my plate while Papi tried to figure out how to pull the couch out into a futon. He swore up and down that there was a switch or a lever somewhere but spent the better part of an hour trying to figure it out.

			I turned the TV on and busied myself with flipping through the channels, trying to find something decent to watch. Reruns of Will & Grace nearly caught my attention, until I caught sight of a bewildering news headline.

			“Bronx residents are calling for the firing of several NYPD officers after they allegedly shot thirty-three-year-old Hazel Boon fourteen times…” The anchorwoman went on to speak in passive language. I grimaced, remembering the video that circulated just a week ago. Hazel Boon was a deaf woman who didn’t even hear the police officers shouting at her to get on the ground. And for what? Because they thought her Popsicle stick was a weapon.

			“Allegedly? How else did she get fourteen bullet holes in her?” I mumbled.

			It was the biggest bullshit I’d ever heard and just another reason in the long list of reasons I never felt comfortable around cops. The possibility of undue violence made my chest ache with despair.

			As if that weren’t enough, the news chose an unflattering photo of Hazel Boon. She was a hefty woman, and in the picture, she had what looked like oil stains on her shirt and a bad case of bedhead. It was like they were implying that she deserved to get shot. I moved to change the channel.

			And then I saw a familiar face.

			“Police are looking for Bronx native Francisco Cruz, who was last reported—”

			“Watch your head, m’ija,” Papi said, holding on to one end of the futon. “I finally got it out.”

			I shifted closer to the television and frowned when the news moved on to something else. But I knew it was Cisco. The misshapen head and freakishly long neck were uniquely his, and I recognized the photo they chose—I’d been there for it. Aaron and I ran into him at Rite Aid while he was sick with the flu and buying medicine. We snuck through the aisles to see how long it would take him to notice us, and Aaron took a picture of him once he turned around. In the photo, Cisco’s eyes were glazed over, making him look mean and unfriendly, which couldn’t be further from the truth. I wondered how far into his Facebook the news had to scroll to find that specific photo.

			I guess I knew why Charlize was freaking out today.

			The two cousins were thicker than most siblings. If something terrible happened to Cisco, then Charlize would be a wreck.

			I didn’t catch why the police were looking for him, but Cisco committing a crime seemed unlikely. Which meant… Was he missing?

			I glanced over to my bag and thought about my cell phone. I shut it off after school got out, knowing that Aaron would blow it up with texts and questions.

			Or worse—actual calls.

			I wanted to know what was going on with Cisco, but I didn’t want to open myself up to a barrage of questions. I couldn’t wrap my mind around Mami’s situation, let alone explain it to Aaron. He barely gave a person time to think when he was curious, always throwing out one question after the next. There were only so many times I could answer “I don’t know” before I considered smacking him.

			I went into my bag and retrieved my laptop instead. “Papi, what’s the Wi-Fi password?” My eyes darted around the living room, looking for the router.

			“Wi-Fi?” Papi scratched the back of his head, looking embarrassed.

			Oh no.

			“Sorry, m’ija, I don’t even have internet.”

			Oh my God.

			“There’s a library not too far from here if you need to use it.”

			I slowly closed my laptop.

			“Is everything okay?”

			“Mm-hmm.” It was not. “I think I’m just tired.”

			“Okay. I’ll let you get some rest.”

			Papi left for a moment and returned with a pillow and two sets of blankets.

			“Here you go, m’ija. If you need anything, my room is open.” He kissed me on the forehead. “Good night.”

			I sat on the edge of the futon with the blankets in hand and watched him disappear into his room. With a flick of a finger, the lights were off. Darkness fell over me, and I breathed in the camphor that was likely hiding somewhere underneath the futon. The memory of Charlize’s disheveled look swam to the forefront of my mind. I hoped for her that Cisco wasn’t missing.

			Over twenty disappearances in the last year. The streets were practically littered with missing-person fliers and strange faces that somehow looked familiar. The Bronx was small enough that you could run into the same person enough times and never really know it.

			None of the other missing people were ever found.
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