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Eight

I asked the cabdriver at the airport in Chicago if he could take me to the courthouse downtown. When he asked me which one, I handed him a photograph of my mother and me in front of a six-story redbrick building with a row of flags in the front. In the photograph my mother and I looked to be laughing and not just smiling on demand, a seemingly minor but potentially important detail if you believed that stories that started in a happy place had a better chance of ending in one.

The driver took a quick glance at the photo before handing it back and, without saying yes or no, pulled out of the airport and onto the highway. My mother and I had moved from Chicago to our apartment in the DC suburbs not long after that photograph was taken, but the courthouse, or vestiges of it, had remained a part of our lives for many more years despite my mother’s best efforts to leave it behind. I was fourteen when I overheard her talking on the phone about a friend in Chicago who had recently passed away. “Thank you for calling me,” she said. “It’s been more than a year since I spoke to her, but she was very important to me.”

When I asked her whom she had been talking about, she told me she had been on the phone with the sister of a woman she used to know very well. “She was a lawyer,” she told me. “She died a few days ago. We spent a lot of time together when we were in Chicago.” A few seconds later she added, as if on command, “You were too young to remember that.”

It was one of the few occasions when I made it obvious to my mother that I was listening in on her conversations and phone calls, and I can remember debating whether the question was important enough to blow my cover, which were the exact words I had used in my head, as if I were a secret agent in a poorly plotted script whose fate was evident to everyone except me. I worried that if I made it obvious that I had been eavesdropping, she would begin to note the way I deliberately hovered on the edges of all her private conversations, whether it was in person or on the phone, and that once noted, she would take countermeasures to evade me. In the end I decided it was worth the risk, not because of anything my mother had said but because of how she stood dormant, with her hand still on the receiver, after she hung up. The phone was attached to the wall in the kitchen and came with a view of the refrigerator and stove. My mother stood there vacantly facing both long enough for me to pretend that she had been cast under a spell that had left her frozen. She might stay like that forever, I thought, if I don’t do something to rescue her.

I phrased the question that would wake her awkwardly. I said out loud, with my back deliberately turned to her, something along the lines of: “What was that person you were talking about when you were on the phone with them?”

My mother understood what I was trying to ask, although she took her time answering and continued to remain fixated on the kitchen appliances; she had let go of the phone and had her arms folded over her chest as if daring the refrigerator to move against her. For reasons that remained mysterious to me until only recently, she told me more about the conversation and herself than I had expected.

“That friend who passed away,” she said, “her name was Mary. I haven’t talked to her in years. She used to say I was a very tough cookie. I didn’t understand that expression. I thought she was insulting me. I yelled at her. I told her she could go to hell. Everyone in the room laughed. I understood why later. I was very tough back then. I used to think I would get what I wanted just because I wanted it. I was spoiled like that as a child. My father gave me everything. I pointed to a dog and said, ‘I want that.’ The next day he came with that dog, or one just like it. We had so many dogs when I was a little girl that people called our house ‘wisha bet.’ Dog house.

“That was how I thought when I came here. I would look at things and say to myself, one day I will wake up, and that will be mine. It could be something small—a purse, shoes. I would go to the mall on Sunday to look at what other people wanted. If too many people tried the same perfume, I would know that was something I did not want. I lived that way even when I knew I was wrong. There were so many things I would never have. I learned that very fast, but I didn’t want to change. I was much worse than a tough cookie. I was mean. I could be impossible to deal with, but Mary would tell me I had to be that way. ‘Let them think you’re made of bricks,’ she told me. ‘Otherwise, they will do everything they can to knock you down.’ I used to be jealous of the other clients. If I heard Mary on the phone with someone I would think, what is she doing for them that she can’t do for me. I didn’t have any money. Everyone who was helping me was doing it for free. How could I trust that? The first thing I told Mary was that my father was a lawyer. That wasn’t true, but I didn’t want her or anyone to think they were better than me. I stayed in touch with her for a while after everything was over. She would send Christmas cards with a picture of her grandchildren, and I would call her and we would talk on the phone for an hour, even more sometimes. I never knew she was sick. Last year there was no card. I said I would call her but I never did. I should have known something must have happened to her.

“I’m very sad she died. I don’t know what would have happened to you if it wasn’t for her.”

My mother moved quickly to the bedroom after that. I thought maybe she was going to take a nap, but she came out a few minutes later having changed her clothes.

“Do you need anything?” she asked me. “I will be gone for a few hours.”

It was a Sunday afternoon; she had never left the house on the weekends without me.

“I’m fine,” I told her.

She was gone for the rest of the day and didn’t return to our apartment until it was time for me to go to bed. Now that I was older, my mother had insisted that I sleep in our bedroom by myself. “You’re a teenager,” she said. “You need privacy, and you snore when you sleep.” She slept on the couch most nights and only came into the room to change in the morning. I never slept with the door closed and never heard her when she got dressed in the morning. I stayed awake long enough to hear her come home, and even though I told myself not to, I waited for her to come sit by my bed and tell me where she had been, or at the very least, to say good night and apologize for having left me. Instead, she seemed to stay as far away from the bedroom as possible, which was hard to do in an apartment as small as ours. I fell asleep without seeing her, and when I woke in the morning it was as if the previous day had never happened. The couch was just a couch, with no sheets or pillows, and my mother had dressed for work and made breakfast and lunch without my having heard her. Before she left for work that morning, she told me that she had made a pasta for dinner and that I should warm it up when I came home.

“I’m going to have to work late tonight,” she said. “But you’re old enough to have dinner by yourself.”

I didn’t yet know how to look for the telltale signs of deception or distress. I saw my mother, with her makeup and jewelry and painstakingly curated for maximum affordability dresses and blouses, and thought she was doing her best to avoid me. She knew I wanted to ask what she had meant when she said that she didn’t know what would have happened to me, and rather than face me directly, she was taking evasive maneuvers in the hope that I would forget the conversation.

I nodded. I told her I would be fine. “I’m old enough to take care of myself,” I said. “I don’t need you to make dinner.”

She forced herself to smile. “I know this,” she said. “You haven’t needed anything from me for a long time.”

She left without saying much more. As soon as she was gone, I did what I thought any good spy would do. I scoured the house for evidence; I searched for clues. I began in the most obvious corners of the apartment: the nightstand in the bedroom where she kept her jewelry and makeup, her dresser in the closet, the empty shoeboxes she kept underneath the bed, and then the tops of all the cabinets in the kitchen and bathroom. I didn’t have to search for long. After ten minutes, I found a business card for a law firm in Chicago in the back of the nightstand drawer. Other things followed: the Christmas cards my mother had spoken of, a notepad and box of pens with the same firm’s logo and address engraved on the side. I put the cards and pad back where I found them but took the pens with me to school, thinking they would be safer in my locker. Over the next few weeks, I added more items to my collection. I moved some of the Christmas cards, a few pages of the notepad. I tucked them into the pages of a Chicago road atlas I found by accident buried in the back of our hallway closet. I was certain that the meaning of those objects would become evident now that I had gathered them in a tight corner of my school locker, where, left undisturbed, they would gather enough energy until they exploded with meaning someday. Of course, no such thing happened. The box of pens, like the cards and atlas, deteriorated from neglect, and by the end of that school year I was ashamed to remember why I had brought them there in the first place. They had nothing to tell me, and I no longer wanted anything to do with whatever had happened in Chicago. I threw everything I had taken from my mother into the rolling black garbage bins that had been placed at the ends of the hallways for the last day of school. My mother and I never again spoke of Chicago, or of the lawyer who had somehow saved us.





Eleven

I assumed it was Elsa struggling to unlock the bedroom door, and because I had promised her I would go upstairs to rest, I lay down, closed my eyes, and pretended to sleep, expecting her to wake me from the nap I had never taken with a few gentle taps on my arm. When I stayed at Samuel and Elsa’s apartment as a child, I often pretended to be asleep even if I had been awake for hours. I would hear Samuel debating with Elsa why, unlike most children they knew, I preferred to sleep late into my Saturday and Sunday mornings. I remember Elsa explaining to Samuel that it was important that I sleep as long as I could on the nights I stayed at their apartment.

“He doesn’t rest at home,” she said. “Look at him. His eyes. Look at how skinny he is.”

Samuel didn’t disagree with her, and never once did he ask Elsa to wake me before she believed I was ready. I slept no better at their home than I did at my mother’s. In both, I woke at least once in the middle of the night convinced there was someone moving in the shadows of the living room. I never made any noise and remained as still as possible since there was supposedly nothing out there other than the products of my fear and imagination. My mother had told me it was important in moments like that to remember what was real and unreal. “Focus on something in the room that you know is there, and then stare at it until you fall asleep.”

I fixed my gaze on a coatrack, doorknob, the leg of a kitchen table. I never knew how long it took me to fall back asleep, but when I slept at home, I was awake most nights long enough to see my mother rise from her corner of the bedroom. She would stand, in silhouette, with the bathroom light ahead of her before vanishing into another room. I would hear her shuffling through the medicine cabinet and refrigerator before settling on the couch to drink whatever she had found. When she returned to the bedroom, she always stopped in the doorway to look down at me. I made sure to lie motionless to preserve the illusion of a child sleeping soundly under her watch and tried my best to keep both eyes closed so she couldn’t see me watching her. That evening, as I pretended to sleep while waiting for Elsa to enter the bedroom, it struck me that my mother might have known all along that I was awake, and that what she was seeking was an ally, someone as restless as her.

 

There was a second knock on the door. I stretched my arms and opened my eyes slowly. I counted to ten before standing. Just before I reached the door, whoever was on the other side began to struggle with the handle. I could hear two men whispering in the hallway. They spoke quickly in Amharic, which made it hard for me to understand most of what they were saying, but it was clear that they were talking about Samuel and what he might have left behind in his bedroom. One of the men called him a liar; the other said he was a thief. They spoke of needing a key but to what exactly I wasn’t certain. Their conversation couldn’t have lasted longer than a minute and ended as abruptly as it began with both walking down the steps as if nothing had happened. I kept my head next to the door hoping to hear something, but the carpet muffled their footsteps. When I was certain they were back in the living room, I opened the door. From the top of the stairs, I heard one of the men ask Elsa if I had already left. She hesitated before answering. “He was so tired,” she said in Amharic. “I told him to go rest upstairs.”





Fifteen

As soon I neared the bottom of the stairs, Elsa extended her hand to me.

“Nay, Mamush. Nay,” she said. “We want to talk to you.”

Even before she said that I was thinking about what it would take to disappear into the crowd of mourners still gathered in the living room until I could sneak out the back door. I hadn’t yet decided if that was possible when the taller of the two men standing next to Elsa stepped forward to shake my hand. He had a thin, sharp mustache, similar to the one Samuel had when he first arrived in America. In some stories Samuel shaved the mustache off the day he decided he wanted to be an American citizen, in others it had been Elsa who convinced him it was necessary to shave it to have a future in this country. The same afternoon Samuel gave me the photographs of us in Chicago, he told me he had shaved his mustache for a job interview.

“I had a caseworker back then. A nice American woman. Helen. A Catholic. She told me, ‘Now I don’t know how it is where you come from, but here we believe a clean-shaved man is someone you can trust.’ I promised her I would shave the mustache when I had an important job interview. She called me some months later and said there was a job in a restaurant that paid good money. She told me to meet the manager the next day at one p.m. sharp. ‘Don’t be late,’ she said. ‘It won’t look good if you’re late.’ I promised her I would be there early. The next morning, I woke up at five a.m. and shaved. I looked at myself in the mirror. I had a hard time understanding that was me. I kept thinking that there was something missing—a wallet or keys—and then I would remember: No, no. Nothing was missing. I was the same person I had always been. I took two buses and walked more than a mile to get to the restaurant. I arrived almost an hour early so I stood outside and watched the type of people who came in. These were high-class people. I thought how smart I was to shave. At one p.m. I went inside and said I was there to see the manager about a job. I said, ‘I am a friend of Helen’s. She told me to come.’ When the manager came out, he said, ‘How can I help you?’ And I said, ‘Good afternoon, sir. I am a friend of Helen’s. I am here to discuss a job opportunity with you.’ The manager looked at me for a long time without speaking. I thought, This is how he makes his decisions. Just like that. By the way you stand. Speak. Dress. That is why he is the boss. He asked me to wait while he made a phone call. He was gone for ten minutes. I stood at attention the whole time. When he came back, he said, ‘I’m sorry. There must have been a mistake. I told Helen we needed to hire someone who had a mustache.’ ”

I remember Samuel laughing before he reached the end, as if he were willing the story into comedy. I wanted to ask him to tell me how the story really ended, but then I thought maybe that was what the manager had said, and Samuel hadn’t understood then or now that he was being turned away because he was Black.

“Don’t listen to him, Mamush,” Elsa interrupted. “That man said he would be fired if he hired a nigger.”

When I asked Samuel why he had told me such a ridiculous ending he pretended to be upset. “Mamush, why do you say that? That was a very good story. You want to be a writer someday. There. That is something you can write.”

“I liked Elsa’s version better,” I told him.

“Of course you do,” he said. “You know who to be angry at. You think to yourself, ‘If that were me, I would beat that man. I would curse him and make him apologize.’ But Elsa didn’t tell you what I said to the manager before I left?”

I shook my head and then looked at Elsa, who seemed to be enjoying the moment as much if not more than Samuel.

“And what did you tell the manager before you left?”

Samuel put his hand on my shoulder as if what he was about to say was a secret safe only between the three of us.

“I promise you, Mamush. This is the truth. I stood up straight.”

He rose from the couch and took a step back from me to re-create the moment.

“I looked directly at him, and I said: I understand that, sir. And that is why I shaved my mustache. Do you understand now, Mamush?”

I nodded. I told him yes, I understood, which was what I always said when Samuel asked that question: Do you understand, Mamush? I didn’t, then or now, and as the man standing next to Elsa shook my hand, I wondered how different his life in America had been from Samuel’s. He wore a dark gray suit and his mustache, which had turned white along the edges, extended just beyond the reach of his lips in a small but notable flourish of vanity. The man held on to my hand with both of his as he spoke in Amharic. I missed his name and whatever he had to say about grief, but I understood that he had known Samuel and my mother back in Ethiopia.

“We were very close,” he said, but I wasn’t sure what exactly he meant by close, or if he was even still speaking about Samuel when he said that. I had never known the language well enough to isolate individual words in a sentence. If I understood what someone said, it was because words collided into other words to form a tangled mass of sounds whose meaning I grasped by the general shape they made together.

Elsa always insisted that I didn’t speak the language at all, and she would interrupt anyone who tried talking to me in Amharic with a curt declaration: “He doesn’t understand.” Occasionally, she would add, “His mother doesn’t teach him. It’s very sad.”

I never argued against Elsa’s declarations, even when I understood everything said on my behalf. It was easier to stand clearly on one side of the fence than to straddle the middle—to say I know or I don’t know than to wrestle with the uncertainty of half knowing. My mother claimed that I was American and didn’t need to learn the language, a position that Samuel tried, at least in private, to fight against. I heard him tell Elsa and whomever she was speaking to that my mother was wrong for not teaching me. He would say, always in Amharic, always in a register loud enough for me to hear, “She is wrong, and angry. Why should we punish him?”

To prove his point, Samuel made numerous half-hearted attempts over the years to teach me Amharic when we were together, particularly during the summer months I spent living with him and Elsa. When I was fourteen, he hung the letters of the Ethiopian alphabet on the wall and every morning at breakfast had me repeat a few new sentences: Good morning. How are you? I slept very well. Do you want eggs for breakfast? I studied the script at night and assigned my own sounds and meanings to the letters that bent and curved in ways I had never imagined. I pretended to read stories that I made up in the half-light of the living room couch about a plane or a ship that had crashed on a deserted island with only one survivor, and when I was certain Elsa and Samuel were asleep, I added the sounds of a new language to go along with it.

As sincere as Samuel was in his efforts, he was a terrible teacher, and what he taught me to say one week was rarely ever mentioned again. If I pulled all the words together, I could come up with phrases such as You should eat more of your very sad breakfast. The letters of the alphabet that hung on the kitchen wall were, by the end of the summer, purely decorative, our lessons having diminished to me repeating after him good morning in Amharic twice a day. I imagine if I had been older I would have been able to tell Samuel that he didn’t have to try so hard, that if he had looked closely at me all those mornings and afternoons when I seemed to be sitting silently, he












Eighteen

I was reluctant that morning to follow Samuel to his car but did so because I imagined he would tell me the truth about where and how he spent his nights. His car was parked in the third row, near the entrance to his apartment building, and as we walked toward it I remember thinking, If this were a crime novel, this would be the moment when Samuel confessed to having done something terrible that he could no longer bear the burden of keeping to himself. He took his keys out of his pocket and unlocked his car with the tap of a button. He’d converted it into a taxi a few months after he bought it. The car had changed color three times over the years—from gray to a dark red and now a simple navy blue with his name etched elegantly onto the driver’s-side door. When I was younger, I would ride in the backseat, with Samuel and my mother in the front, and we would pretend that I was a wealthy customer he had just picked up. He would turn on the meter and dip his rearview mirror so I could see his face smiling at me from the front.

“Where would you like to go, sir?” he would ask.

We tried hard to make sure we never repeated the same place. We started local—the Washington Monument, the White House, the museums along the National Mall, but then over time expanded to more impossible destinations: the Pacific Ocean, Disney World and Disneyland, Mount Rushmore and Yellowstone National Park, and then once I learned more about world history and geography, Egypt and the Great Wall of China followed by Big Ben and the Colosseum in Rome.

On one of these imaginary trips, my mother asked me why I never chose someplace in Africa.

“Egypt is in Africa,” I said.

“That doesn’t count,” she told me. She turned to Samuel. She said to him in Amharic: “If you’re going to play this game with him then teach him something he doesn’t know.”

He dipped the mirror down so I could see him again. “What do you say, Mamush? Do you want to go to Africa?”

The smile on his face gave me permission to say no.

“I want to go to Australia,” I said.

Samuel turned to my mother. He took one of her hands in his as if he were honestly pleading with her. “Please, please,” he said. “Let me take the boy to Australia.”

My mother couldn’t help but laugh. We were on our way to the grocery store that afternoon but Samuel had won her over. “Take him to Australia,” she said. “Let him live with the kangaroos.”

I thanked my mother profusely. Samuel leaned back and gave me a high five as I raised my hands in celebration, and in those ten, fifteen seconds, there was no difference between our imaginary taxicab ride to Australia on a weekday afternoon and the joy we might have felt preparing for the actual trip. On the drive to the grocery store I told Samuel and my mother everything I knew about the landscape and wildlife of Australia, and I continued to talk even as I looked out the window onto the grocery store parking lot, and even after Samuel had parked the car and turned the engine off. My mother was asking me if I wanted to wait in the car or go inside with her. I couldn’t hear her because I was still talking, but I saw her lips moving and knew what she must have been saying. I didn’t want to answer her, though. I had only just begun my trip and wasn’t prepared to see it end in a grocery store parking lot. Samuel waved my mother away. My mother opened the door and slowly got out, expecting I might join her any minute.

“Keep talking, Mamush,” Samuel told me. “Tell me everything you know about Australia.”

I continued talking for as long as I could, about the annual rainfall in the desert, about coral reefs and wallabies. At some point a deep tiredness settled over me; I heard Samuel say, “Go to sleep, Mamush. You’re tired. It must be the jet lag,” and I thought, He is right. There is a big time difference between Australia and America.

Samuel told me to stretch my legs out in the back of the cab, which he had always said was the worst thing a person could do in a taxi. I took my shoes off and folded my legs underneath me. Samuel took a thick road atlas from the glove compartment and slid it under my head so my face wouldn’t stick to the vinyl seats. I knew as I fell asleep that we were in a parking lot, and that when I woke up we would almost certainly be in front of our apartment building. Who knew how long that could take, though. My mother could be gone for hours, maybe days; as long as I kept my eyes closed I wouldn’t have to find out.

 

Samuel opened the passenger-side door of his cab and motioned with his hand for me to get in. I could see scattered across the seat what looked to be dozens of parking tickets and a few empty Styrofoam takeout boxes. Samuel swept them onto the floor and then waited for me to take my seat before closing the door behind me.

“Don’t worry, Mamush. I can explain to you why it looks like this.”

Before sliding into the seat, I considered telling Samuel that I had left my wallet on the bench, that I was late to meet my mother. Instead, I held my breath and then let it out slowly, hoping it would make the odors more bearable.

Samuel rolled down all the windows. He put his hands on the steering wheel as if he were preparing to drive away but had suddenly forgotten where he wanted to go.

“Yesterday,” he said, “I drove to Massachusetts. Six hours there and six hours back.”

He pulled from the floor a speeding ticket he had supposedly received in Massachusetts at one a.m.

“I was driving sixty-seven miles an hour. The speed limit was sixty-five. When the policeman stopped me, he asked me, ‘Do you know why I pulled you over?’ I didn’t answer him. I knew he would tell me. Look at the floor around you. I have tickets from everywhere. He asked me what a cabdriver from Washington, DC, was doing in Massachusetts. I told him the truth. I had a fare. Every one of them, they ask the same thing. Do you know why I pulled you over? Most of the time there is only one answer. You pulled me over because you have the power to do so.

“He didn’t believe me. He said to me, ‘Someone in Washington, DC, paid you to drive them to Massachusetts?’

“What could I say? He was a policeman. I couldn’t understand why he was so surprised. He should know that when people are desperate, they are capable of anything. Do you understand, Mamush?”

“I don’t,” I said.

“Of course not,” he said. “You don’t know what it means to be in the wrong place. The woman I drove to Massachusetts—she lives in a building like this one. She is seventy years old. She came here five years ago from Ethiopia to see her daughter who was sick. She cleaned. She took care of her for one year, then two, and now three. Once a month maybe the daughter takes her to the mall to go shopping. The rest of the time she is at work or with her boyfriend. If she goes back to Ethiopia, she is afraid she will never see her daughter again. She is afraid to leave the apartment building alone. She thinks the police are everywhere trying to arrest people like her. She told me as soon as she got into the car, ‘America is like a prison for me.’ ”

Samuel leaned over and pulled from the glove compartment a stack of business cards rubber-banded together. The cards had his name and number on them, with a taxi logo at the very bottom.

“I give these out to the people who need them,” he said.

“And how do you know who needs them?” I asked him.

“What do you mean? How do I know? I know because they tell me. If I drive to any one of these apartment buildings and wait, someone will come up to me and ask how much would it cost to take them to Philadelphia, New Jersey, Texas.”

“And you take them?”

“No. I give them my business card. I tell them to call me. And then maybe we can arrange something.”

Samuel began to describe his plan of building a business that stretched from DC to California, one that operated by word of mouth and that catered exclusively to people like the woman he drove to Massachusetts—immigrants, migrants, refugees, anyone who was in the wrong place and needed to be somewhere else but didn’t know how to get there.

“People are afraid,” he said. “They are afraid to leave their house. They are afraid even to take the bus or train. What are they supposed to do? They need someone they can trust to get them where they need to be safely.”

Samuel said that he was developing a plan to hire other drivers across the country, and that in a year, he would be national.

“I need to have someone in Chicago, Ohio. Kentucky. That is the only way to get across the country.”

He pulled out a notepad from underneath the driver’s seat. He had calculated the distance between DC and a dozen other cities, and on another page, estimated the cost of driving back and forth to each one.

“Everything is there,” he said. “Gas. Food. Tolls.”

I didn’t look at the numbers closely, but I knew that whatever was there was wrong.

“How much do you expect to make doing this?” I asked him.

“This is a business,” he said. “It will take time to grow.”

Before we got out of the car, Samuel handed me a stack of business cards.

“Keep them with you,” he said. “That way you can say you knew the company when it was just one crazy man driving alone.”

I took the cards and walked with Samuel back to the apartment. When we reached the front door, he asked if I was going to come upstairs and wait for Elsa. I lied and said I had a friend waiting for me. I took the bus back home, and when Elsa tried to call I didn’t answer and then eventually turned off my phone. Later that evening my mother asked me if I had gone to see Samuel.

“I dropped by this morning,” I said.

“And how was he?” she asked me.

“He seemed tired,” I said. “He’s working too many hours.”

 

Even though I knew it was unlikely that I would find Samuel’s car parked so close to the house, I began looking for it again as soon as I cleared the driveway. I noted the license plate of every cab I passed in case he had changed the color since I last saw it. Most of the cabs had license plates from Virginia, Maryland, or DC, and like Samuel’s had been on the road for more than twenty years. It was only when I could no longer see the house, when the road had curved away from the cul-de-sac toward an intersection that would eventually connect to a highway, that I began to notice clusters of three or four cabs with first Pennsylvania and then later New York and Connecticut license plates. I continued, certain there would be more cabs from other states the farther I walked from the house and I was right. Near the first intersection there were two cabs from Ohio, and on the opposite side of the street a dark brown SUV with Rhode Island plates.

I turned right at the intersection, expecting it might take an hour or more to find Samuel’s car, if I found it at all. As I turned the corner, though, I noticed a dark gray sedan with pockets of rust on the trunk. It had DC license plates, and perched on the sill, visible through the rear window, was one of the cream-colored business cards Samuel had given me the last time I was in his cab.
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