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PROLOGUE
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The first thing people get wrong about lying is that they expect it to look like something.

A hesitation. A glance toward the door. A hand covering the mouth. They expect a liar to be nervous, or clever, or desperate. They expect him to have a reason worth discovering. When they cannot find one, they tend to believe him.

I have always found that reassuring.

My mother used to say I had an honest face. She said it when I was little, usually in front of other people, and I remember the pleasure it gave her to hear them agree. I had my father's eyes and her smile. I said please without being reminded. I helped carry the groceries. At school I was the boy teachers trusted to take a message to the principal's office without opening the envelope.

None of this was an act. That is another thing people misunderstand. A person can be kind and still tell a lie. He can love his mother, return a lost wallet, stop to help a stranger whose car has broken down. One fact does not erase the others. People like their lives to make sense, though, and so they arrange the facts until a person becomes one thing or another.

Good. Bad. Honest. Dangerous.

It saves time.

When I was a boy, there was a narrow shelf beside the kitchen window where my mother kept cookbooks, a dictionary with a broken spine, and a few novels that had belonged to her father. In the afternoons the sunlight moved across their covers. I used to sit at the table with a glass of milk and read while she prepared dinner. Sometimes she asked me to peel potatoes. Sometimes my father came home early and we all ate together before the evening news.

I remember those afternoons with affection. There is no hidden tragedy in them, no locked room or terrible family secret. My parents loved me. I was safe. I laughed often. I had friends, scraped knees, birthday cakes, and a bicycle that was too large for me until the summer I finally grew into it.

I know this disappoints people who prefer an explanation.

They want the beginning of a story to contain its ending. They want to point to one event and say, There. That was when everything went wrong.

But a life does not announce its turning points. Most of them happen while somebody is washing dishes in the next room.

Years later, I would sit across from men who had done dreadful things and listen to them explain themselves. Some cried. Some blamed their fathers, their wives, the bottle, the economy, or God. Others spoke so quietly that I had to lean forward to hear them. I learned to keep my face still, to ask the same question twice in slightly different ways, and to wait through silences long enough to make another person uncomfortable.

My colleagues thought I was patient. They were right.

They thought I believed in the truth. About that, they never asked.

I have spent much of my adult life listening to people describe where they were, whom they saw, what time they arrived home. I have watched a husband search his pockets for a receipt he knew was not there. I have watched a woman insist she had never met a man whose photograph she carried in her purse. The lies were not always important. Sometimes they had nothing to do with the crime we were investigating. A person might tell the truth about a murder and lie about a cigarette smoked in secret.

That was the part I understood best.

People do not divide their lives into truth and falsehood. They move between the two so easily that they hardly notice the crossing. They say they are fine. They say they are on their way. They say they have forgiven someone. They say they did not hear the telephone ring.

Most of the time, the world keeps turning.

There was a period when I believed this made me no different from anyone else. Perhaps I still believe it on certain mornings. I wake, put water on for coffee, and hear the ordinary sounds of the house. For a few minutes I am simply a man beginning his day. The rest of my life waits patiently outside the kitchen.

It is tempting, looking back, to make the first lie more important than it was. To dress it in thunder and give it a meaning I could not possibly have understood at the time.

I will not do that.

It was a small lie. The sort of lie a happy child tells on an ordinary afternoon. Nobody was hurt. Nobody suspected anything. By supper it had already been forgotten by everyone except me.

What I remember is not the lie itself.

I remember how easily the day went on.
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The Kitchen Window

On Saturdays my father made pancakes, although he insisted on calling them breakfast cakes, as if the distinction mattered. He mixed the batter in a yellow bowl with a chipped rim and poured each one into the pan with the solemn concentration of a man performing surgery. My mother said he took longer to make breakfast than she took to prepare Christmas dinner. He said good things required patience. Then he burned the first pancake and blamed the stove.

I was nine that spring, old enough to know that the stove had nothing to do with it and young enough to laugh every time.

Our house stood on a quiet street where the trees leaned over the sidewalks and the neighbors knew which children belonged to which families. In summer, doors stayed open until the mosquitoes arrived. In winter, my father complained about the heating bill and my mother opened a window anyway. We had a narrow backyard, a garage that smelled of motor oil, and a kitchen where nearly everything important seemed to happen. Birthdays were planned there. Arguments began there and, usually, ended there too. My mother paid bills at the table, crossing out numbers with a red pencil. My father read the newspaper beside the window and made comments to nobody in particular.

I liked our house. I liked being in it. I liked my parents, even when they asked me to do things I did not want to do. This is worth saying because people are always looking for a crack in the wall, some dark space through which the rest of a story might have entered. There was no such crack that I knew of. If I was unhappy, it was because it rained on a day I wanted to ride my bicycle or because a friend had been invited somewhere without me. By dinner, even those disappointments usually disappeared.

That Saturday my father was trying to flip a pancake without a spatula.

“Watch closely,” he told me. “This is how they do it in restaurants.”

“Which restaurants?” my mother asked.

“The good ones.”

He gave the pan a sharp movement. The pancake folded in half and landed on the burner. My mother laughed so hard she had to sit down. I laughed too, and my father bowed as though he had meant to do it.

“An advanced technique,” he said.

I remember that morning more clearly than I remember most birthdays. Perhaps because nothing important happened. We ate, washed the dishes, and made plans. My father was going to repair the loose gate at the side of the house. My mother needed a few things from the market. I was supposed to clean my room before going to see Daniel, who lived three houses away.

Daniel was my closest friend. He had a younger brother who followed us everywhere and a dog called Murphy that followed the brother. We built forts from discarded boards, raced bicycles down the hill, and argued about rules to games we invented as we played. Daniel was faster than I was. I was better at persuading him that the race should start from a different place. Neither of us considered this an important distinction.

“Room first,” my mother reminded me as I reached for my shoes.

“I know.”

“Not the version of cleaning where you push everything under the bed.”

“That was one time.”

“It was Thursday.”

My father laughed from the doorway. “She's got you there.”

I went upstairs, made my bed, picked up a few shirts, and arranged the books on my desk. Under the bed I found a toy car, two pencils, a sock that had been missing for weeks, and the small blue notebook in which I had once tried to draw a map of the neighborhood. I was pleased with the discovery. I put the notebook on the desk and forgot the sock again.

When I came downstairs, my mother was putting away the clean glasses. She looked at me, then toward the ceiling.

“All finished?”

“Yes.”

“Under the bed too?”

I hesitated. Not because I was frightened. I was calculating how much time it would take to go back upstairs, find the sock, and put it in the laundry basket. Daniel would already be waiting. I could hear his bicycle bell outside.

“Everything,” I said.

My mother handed me a small bag of apples to take to Daniel's house. “Tell his mother these are from the market yesterday. And be home before six.”

That was all.

She did not climb the stairs to inspect my room. She did not narrow her eyes or ask the question again. She believed me because she had no particular reason not to. I took the apples and went outside, where Daniel was circling the driveway on his bicycle.

“Finally,” he said.

“I had to clean.”

“Me too. Come on.”

By the time we reached the corner, I had stopped thinking about the sock. But I had not stopped thinking about my mother's question. The answer had arrived so easily that I could hardly separate it from an ordinary answer. I had said everything, and she had accepted everything. There had been no clever performance, no elaborate invention. A single word had been enough.

That afternoon Daniel and I played in the strip of woods behind the school. We were looking for a place to build a shelter. There was a fallen tree near the creek, and Daniel wanted to use its branches as a roof. I thought the branches were too wet. We argued, got muddy, and eventually abandoned the project to throw stones into the water. His little brother lost one of his boots in the creek. We spent half an hour finding it and another half hour explaining why it was full of water.

When I came home, my mother asked whether I had enjoyed myself. I told her about the shelter and the boot. She listened while chopping onions, laughing at the part where Daniel's brother tried to pour the creek out of his shoe.

Then she said, “You did finish your room, didn't you?”

I looked at her. For an instant I wondered whether she had gone upstairs and found the sock.

“Of course.”

“Good. Your grandmother is coming tomorrow. She'll want to see what you've done with the place.”

She turned back to the onions. I went to wash my hands.

It was only later, lying in bed, that I considered how easily I had repeated the same answer. The first time I had wanted to get outside. The second time I had wanted to avoid being sent upstairs again. Neither reason felt especially important. I had not thought of myself as dishonest. I still did not. I was the boy who carried groceries, finished his homework, and remembered to say thank you. One forgotten sock seemed an absurd thing on which to build a moral judgment.

On Sunday my grandmother arrived with a tin of biscuits and a story about a bus driver who had taken the wrong turn. She was a small woman with a strong voice and a habit of calling everyone darling when she was pleased and by their full name when she was not. She asked about school, examined the scrape on my elbow, and told me I was growing too fast.

“Show me your room,” she said after lunch.

I led her upstairs. She admired the books on my desk and the model airplane hanging from the light fixture. Then she noticed the sock protruding from beneath the bed.

“Well,” she said, bending to retrieve it, “that one seems to have escaped.”

I felt a quick, sharp embarrassment. Not fear, exactly. More the irritation of having a small imperfection made visible.

“I was looking for that,” I said.

She held it up between two fingers. “Then your search is over.”

We both laughed. She dropped the sock into the laundry basket and asked whether I wanted another biscuit.

At dinner my mother mentioned that I had cleaned my room without being asked twice. My grandmother nodded approvingly. Nobody spoke about the sock. I sat between them and passed the potatoes. Their conversation moved on to the price of groceries, the broken gate, and a neighbor who had bought a new car.

I could have corrected my mother. I could have said I had left a sock under the bed and that my grandmother had found it. But there was no useful reason to interrupt dinner with such a minor detail. Besides, my grandmother knew. She had seen the evidence herself, and she seemed entirely untroubled by it.

For the first time, I noticed that people did not always tell every part of what they knew. My grandmother had not lied. She had simply chosen not to mention something. I wondered whether that counted.

At school the next week, our teacher, Mrs. Bell, asked us to write a paragraph about something we had done over the weekend. Daniel wrote about the creek and his brother's boot. I wrote about helping my father repair the gate. This was true, although I had spent most of the time holding a box of nails and asking when we could stop. Mrs. Bell read my paragraph and drew a neat red star at the top.

“Very good,” she said. “You made it sound interesting.”

I liked the star. I liked the fact that a dull afternoon could become an interesting one if I selected the right details. My father had repaired the gate; I had been there; we had worked together. Every sentence was true. Yet I knew the afternoon had felt different from the one I had described.

During recess Daniel asked what I had written.

“The gate.”

“That's boring.”

“She gave me a star.”

He shrugged. “I got one too.”

“Your brother falling in the creek is easier to write about.”

“He didn't fall in. Just his boot.”

I looked at him. “You wrote that he fell in?”

“Only a little.”

We stared at each other for a moment, then laughed. Daniel had made his story more exciting, and Mrs. Bell had liked it. He was not a bad boy. He was my friend, and by afternoon we were discussing whether Murphy could be trained to pull a wagon.

It occurred to me that a story did not have to be completely accurate to be welcomed. People enjoyed the improved version. Sometimes they even preferred it.

That thought did not change my life. It stayed with me the way a tune stays with you after hearing it once, disappearing for hours and returning unexpectedly when you are doing something else.

The following Friday, rain kept us indoors during lunch. Mrs. Bell opened the classroom cupboard and set a stack of old books on the windowsill. We were allowed to read quietly or draw until the bell rang. I chose a book because the cover showed a wooden boy with a pointed hat and a long nose.

I knew Pinocchio, of course. Most children did. I had seen pictures of him and heard parts of the story. But I had never sat down to read it from beginning to end. The book was worn, with soft corners and pages that smelled faintly of dust. Somebody had written a name on the inside cover in green ink, then crossed it out so heavily that I could not make out the letters.

I read about the puppet who wanted to become a real boy, who ran into trouble, made foolish choices, and told lies. What held my attention was not the magic or the danger. It was the nose. The story gave the lie a shape. It made something invisible visible to everyone in the room.

I looked around at my classmates. Daniel was drawing a car with enormous wheels. A girl near the door was reading with her lips moving silently. Mrs. Bell was marking papers at her desk. Nobody's nose had changed, although I knew that several of us had told lies that week. Daniel had exaggerated his brother's accident. I had said my room was clean. Another boy had claimed to own a dog that I had never seen.

In the book, a lie announced itself. In our classroom, it did not.

When the bell rang, I asked Mrs. Bell whether I could take the book home.

“Of course,” she said. “Just bring it back next Friday.”

“Do you think people can always tell when somebody lies?”

She paused with a paper in her hand. “Not always. That's why telling the truth matters.”

“But if they can't tell?”

She smiled, as teachers sometimes smile when a child has found a question that will take longer than the remaining minute of class. “You still know what you said.”

I thought about that on the walk home. She was right. I knew. But knowing did not feel like punishment. It felt like having a piece of information nobody else possessed.

My mother was in the kitchen when I arrived. The window was open, and a warm breeze moved the corner of the shopping list held to the refrigerator by a magnet. She asked about school. I showed her the book.

“Pinocchio,” she said. “Your grandfather used to read that to me.”

“Did you like it?”

“I loved it. Though I was frightened of some parts.”

“Because his nose got longer?”

“Because he kept making things harder for himself.” She set a bowl of strawberries on the table. “He could have avoided so much trouble by being honest.”

I sat down and opened the book where I had left off. My mother rinsed a knife at the sink. The radio played quietly on the counter. Outside, somebody was mowing a lawn.

“Mom?”

“Yes?”

“Have you ever told a lie?”

She looked over her shoulder. “Of course I have.”

I was surprised by how readily she answered.

“Really?”

“I'm not proud of every one of them.”

“Did you get caught?”

“Sometimes.”

“And sometimes you didn't?”

She dried her hands and sat across from me. “Sometimes people don't find out. That doesn't make it a good idea.”

I nodded, although the answer seemed to contain two different lessons. One was the lesson she wanted to teach me. The other was the fact she had just admitted: a person could lie, remain loved, and go on with an ordinary afternoon.

“Why are you so interested?” she asked.

“Because of the book.”

That was true. It was not the whole truth, but it was true.

She brushed my hair away from my forehead and returned to the sink. I ate the strawberries and read another chapter. Nothing about that afternoon looked unusual from the outside. A mother cooked dinner. A boy read a borrowed book. A father would soon come home and ask what was for supper.

Later, I carried the book upstairs and put it beside my bed. I had no plan to become a different person. I was thinking about Daniel, the sock, Mrs. Bell's red star, and the way my mother had answered without embarrassment. They were small things, hardly worth remembering. I did not yet know why I was collecting them.

Before turning out the light, I opened Pinocchio once more and studied the illustration of the wooden boy's nose. The artist had drawn it so long that it reached past the edge of the table. Anyone looking at him would have known immediately.

I closed the book and checked my reflection in the dark window. My face looked exactly as it always had.

Downstairs, my parents were laughing at something on television. I could hear my father's voice and then my mother's, both familiar and easy. I climbed into bed, comfortable in the knowledge that tomorrow would be Saturday, that Daniel would probably come by after breakfast, and that I was a happy boy in a happy house.

All of that was true.
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The Daily Disaster

The following Saturday, Daniel arrived with a cardboard box tied to the handlebars of his bicycle. He had found it behind his father's workshop and announced that we were going to build a newspaper. He had seen a man delivering the local paper at dawn and decided there was no reason the two of us couldn't do the same thing, except that we had no printing press, no reporters, and no news.

“We've got news,” he said, lifting the box onto our porch. “Mrs. Porter has a new cat.”

“That's not news.”

“It is if you don't know.”

He had a point. My father was in the driveway, kneeling beside the gate he had repaired the previous weekend. The latch was already loose again. When Daniel explained our plan, Dad gave us two sheets of carbon paper and warned us not to stain the kitchen table. He also suggested we call our newspaper The Daily Disaster, which Daniel found insulting and I thought was excellent.

We took the supplies to my room. Daniel wrote the headlines because his handwriting was bigger. I drew a box around each story and added a weather report based on what I could see through the window. We had one confirmed item about Mrs. Porter's cat, one about a bicycle found near the school, and a report that the creek was higher than usual. After twenty minutes we had run out of events.

“We need something interesting,” Daniel said.

I looked at the page. “What if the bicycle was stolen?”

“Was it?”

“I don't know. It was found near the school.”

He considered this. “Maybe somebody stole it and left it there.”

“Maybe.”

He wrote POSSIBLE BICYCLE THEFT in large letters. It looked better than BICYCLE FOUND. We read it aloud twice, pleased with the seriousness of the words. I didn't think we were telling a lie. We had written possible, which seemed to leave room for everything we didn't know.

By lunchtime we had produced four copies, each slightly fainter than the last. We delivered one to Daniel's house, one to Mrs. Porter, and one to the old man who lived opposite the school. I kept the fourth. Mrs. Porter laughed at the cat story and said we had spelled the animal's name wrong. The old man read the bicycle headline carefully.

“Stolen, was it?” he asked.

“Possibly,” I said.

“Terrible thing. Kids can't leave anything anywhere these days.”

He folded the page and took it inside. Daniel and I walked away trying not to laugh. It was funny to see our small piece of paper treated as if it were a real newspaper. I was especially pleased that the man had believed us, although I could not have explained why that pleased me more than the cat story.

On Monday Mrs. Bell asked whether anyone knew anything about a stolen bicycle. She had heard from the school custodian that a parent was concerned. Daniel looked at me. I looked at the floor. Then the custodian came to our classroom and explained that the bicycle belonged to a boy in the older grade, who had forgotten it when his mother collected him in the car.

Mrs. Bell did not seem angry. She asked where the story had come from, and Daniel held up our newspaper. He was proud of it.

“We said possible,” he explained.

Mrs. Bell took the sheet, read it, and nodded slowly. “You did. But a headline can make people believe something even when the story doesn't say it happened.”

I waited for her to call us liars. She didn't. Instead she asked us to write a correction for our next issue. Daniel was disappointed because he thought corrections sounded boring. I thought it was an interesting problem: the sentence had been technically careful, but the man across from the school had heard something else.

At dinner I told my parents about the newspaper. My father laughed at the title and asked whether he could subscribe. My mother asked about the bicycle.

“We made a mistake,” I said.

“Then you'll fix it,” she replied.

“Mrs. Bell says we need a correction.”

“Mrs. Bell sounds sensible.”

Dad held out his hand for the paper. “You should charge for these. Then you could afford a proper editor.”

I told him we were thinking about it. We weren't, but Daniel would probably like the idea. Dad gave me a quarter for a lifetime subscription, and I put it in my blue notebook, where I had started keeping a list of things I wanted to buy.

The next week was full of ordinary concerns. A spelling test, a rainstorm that flooded the edge of the playground, and a birthday party for a girl named Rebecca who lived near the church. Rebecca had invited nearly everyone in our class. Her parents rented a room at the community center and hired a man who made balloon animals. Daniel received a balloon sword and promptly broke it. I got a green dog with a neck too long for its body.

Rebecca asked if I liked her party.

“It's the best one I've ever been to,” I said.

That wasn't true. I had liked Daniel's birthday at the skating rink more. But Rebecca was standing in front of me wearing a paper crown, and I could see that she wanted to hear something nice. She smiled, took another cupcake, and went to greet somebody else.

I had not planned the answer. It came from the same place as please and thank you. I wondered whether my mother would have called it a lie. She had told me often enough that being kind mattered. I had been kind, I thought. The fact that the sentence was false seemed almost beside the point.

When I asked her later, she was folding towels in the living room.

“If somebody asks whether you like their party, and you don't like it very much, do you have to say that?”

“Not necessarily.”

“But you shouldn't lie.”

She set down a towel. “You can say you had a nice time, or thank them for inviting you.”

“What if you didn't have a nice time?”

“You can still thank them.”

I sat on the rug and considered the distinction. My mother watched me for a moment, then smiled.

“People's feelings are important,” she said. “That doesn't mean you have to invent things.”

I agreed, though inventing things was often quicker. There was no malice in my question. I liked Rebecca well enough, and I was glad she had enjoyed her birthday. I simply wanted to know how the rule worked when the truth was awkward.

By then I had finished Pinocchio and returned it to the classroom cupboard. Mrs. Bell had given me another book, an adventure story about two brothers who got lost in the mountains. It was good, but it didn't stay with me in the same way. In that story the danger was outside the boys: weather, hunger, a steep path. In Pinocchio the trouble sometimes began with what the boy said. I kept thinking about the difference.

One afternoon, Daniel came to our house to help me build a model airplane. The instructions were more complicated than the picture on the box suggested. We glued one wing backward, tried to remove it, and snapped the thin plastic support. Daniel insisted that the airplane had been defective. I thought we had probably caused the problem ourselves.

“Your dad can fix it,” he said.

“He'll ask what happened.”

“Tell him it came like that.”

I looked at the broken piece in my palm. The model had cost money, and I knew my father would be disappointed. But he wasn't a man who shouted over broken toys. He had once dropped an entire shelf of jars in the garage and laughed at the noise.

“Why?” I asked.

“So we don't get in trouble.”

“We won't get in trouble.”

Daniel shrugged. “Then tell him whatever you want.”

It was such a small choice that I nearly missed it. I could tell my father what had happened, or I could give him a different account. Both would take about the same amount of time. Neither seemed likely to change the evening. What interested me was that I could choose.

Dad came upstairs when he heard us searching through his toolbox. He examined the airplane, turned the wing in his hands, and asked whether we had followed the instructions.

“Mostly,” I said.

Daniel made a sound that might have been a cough. Dad looked at him, then at me.

“Mostly is doing a lot of work in that sentence.”

I laughed. Dad laughed too. He showed us how to brace the wing with a strip of cardboard until the glue dried. The airplane never flew, but it looked good on my shelf.

That night I told Daniel on the telephone that my father had not been fooled.

“You didn't try to fool him,” Daniel said.

“Not exactly.”

“Then how do you know?”

I had no answer. After we hung up, I opened the blue notebook and wrote down the question. The notebook was still mostly drawings and lists of bicycle parts. Between a sketch of our street and a tally of my saved coins, I wrote: How can you tell if someone believes you?

I did not show anyone. Not because it was a secret, but because I thought the question sounded strange written down. A week later I added another beneath it: Does it count if nobody asks?

My grandmother came to stay for three days at the beginning of June. She brought a suitcase that smelled of lavender and a bag of hard candies that she insisted were for after dinner, though she slipped me one while my mother was outside hanging laundry. We played cards at the kitchen table. She accused me of cheating when I won and accused the cards of cheating when she lost.

“Grandma, you just told me you had a good hand.”

“I did have a good hand.”

“You had two sevens.”

“Two very respectable sevens.”

“But you said I should be worried.”

“And you were, weren't you?”

She winked. I laughed. She had misled me as part of the game, and neither of us thought she had done anything wrong. When we played again, I tried the same trick. She caught me smiling and won the round anyway.

“Never announce your intentions with your eyebrows,” she said.

I practiced keeping my face still in the bathroom mirror that evening. It was a silly exercise. I made solemn expressions until I began to laugh at myself. When my mother knocked to ask whether I was brushing my teeth, I told her I was, then picked up the toothbrush so that the answer would become true.

School ended in the middle of June. On the last day, Mrs. Bell returned our notebooks and handed out small certificates. Daniel received one for enthusiasm. I received one for writing. My mother taped it to the refrigerator, just below the shopping list. Dad said I might become a journalist, though I reminded him that our newspaper had lasted only two issues.

“Plenty of newspapers have done worse,” he said.

We spent the first week of vacation outside from morning until supper. Daniel's brother learned to ride without training wheels. Mrs. Porter's cat had kittens. The creek shrank in the heat, revealing stones we had never seen before. My mother took us to the public pool, where Daniel dared me to jump from the highest board. I refused and claimed I wasn't interested. I was interested. I was also frightened, and I didn't want to say so.

Later, lying on our towels, Daniel asked why I hadn't jumped.

“Didn't feel like it.”

“You looked scared.”

“Maybe I was.”

He nodded, satisfied, and offered me half his sandwich. Nothing changed between us. I remember that because I had expected, for no sensible reason, that admitting fear would cost me something. Instead, the afternoon went on. We swam again, bought ice pops, and rode home with damp towels hanging from our handlebars. I had begun to notice that telling the truth could be easy too. Sometimes it was easier. The question was not whether one answer was always better than another. It was how people decided which answer to give, and how quickly they made that decision.

In July my father took me to the hardware store for screws and paint. At the counter, the cashier gave him too much change. He counted the bills, frowned, and handed one back.

“You gave me an extra ten.”

The cashier thanked him. On the way to the car, I asked why he had returned it when she hadn't noticed.

“Because it wasn't mine.”

“But she wouldn't have known.”

“I would have.”

It was nearly the same answer Mrs. Bell had given me about lying. I thought about it while Dad loaded the paint into the trunk. He was a good man, and I loved him. I understood what he meant. I just couldn't stop noticing that knowing something privately and proving it publicly were two different things. At home, he asked me to carry the screws into the garage. I did, then helped him paint the gate. We got white paint on our hands and on the grass. My mother brought lemonade and stood in the doorway watching us.

“Looks better,” she said.

“That's because he did most of it,” Dad told her, nodding at me.

I hadn't. He knew I hadn't. Mom probably knew too. She smiled at me with such obvious pride that I smiled back. Dad's exaggeration was affectionate, harmless, and untrue. Nobody corrected it.

That evening we ate dinner outside. The air was warm and the porch light attracted moths. Daniel called over the fence to ask whether I could come out the next morning. My mother said yes, provided I was home for lunch. Dad told a story about getting lost on a family trip when he was a boy, and Grandma, who had heard the story before, interrupted twice to correct the route.

“You've changed the town again,” she told him.

“I've improved the town,” he said.

They laughed, and I laughed with them. I was happy. There was nothing hidden beneath that happiness, no private misery waiting to be uncovered. I loved the sound of their voices and the way the porch smelled after the day's heat. I wanted the summer to last forever.

Before bed I opened my notebook to the page with the two questions. I added a third: Why do some lies make people laugh?

Then I closed it and put it in my desk drawer. I wasn't making a plan. I was a boy who collected interesting things: smooth stones from the creek, bottle caps, drawings of airplanes, questions that nobody seemed able to answer in quite the same way. In the morning I would meet Daniel and we would probably do something foolish. For now, the house was quiet, my parents were downstairs, and I had no reason to wish for another life.
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CHAPTER 3
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The River That Wasn’t

The first time I was asked to tell the truth in front of a room full of people, I was not the person who had done anything wrong.

It happened on a Tuesday in May, after a week of rain that left the schoolyard soft enough to swallow the heels of our shoes. Mrs. Bell had put a jar of blue marbles on her desk. She called it the honesty jar, although there was nothing honest about the marbles themselves. Every time the class completed a day without anyone being sent to the principal, she dropped one in. When the jar was full, we would have an afternoon without arithmetic.

Daniel considered this a wonderful system. I thought it depended too much on people we couldn't control.

By eleven o'clock we had already lost the day. Someone had drawn a mustache on the photograph of the superintendent in the hallway. It was not an especially good mustache. One side was higher than the other, and the marker had bled into the paper so that the superintendent looked as though he had a bruise beneath his nose. The photograph hung outside our classroom, which made us the obvious suspects.

Mrs. Bell stood beside her desk with the jar in her hand. “I don't want to know who thinks this is funny,” she said. “I want to know who did it.”

No one moved. I could hear the ventilation fan and a lawn mower somewhere beyond the open window. Daniel sat two rows ahead of me, twisting the eraser on his pencil. He had been with me at recess. I knew he hadn't drawn the mustache. I also knew who had.

At the end of morning break, I had seen Peter Walsh standing near the photograph with a black marker in his fist. He'd smiled when he noticed me. Peter was eleven, broad-shouldered, and not particularly good at keeping secrets. He had been caught throwing paper airplanes during an assembly the previous month. I had no reason to protect him. We were friendly enough, but we weren't friends.

“Did anybody see something?” Mrs. Bell asked.

A few heads turned. Mine did not. I looked at the jar and wondered whether she would take marbles out of it or simply refuse to add one. It struck me that there were two separate questions in the room. One was about the mustache. The other was about whether anyone would admit to knowing something. The second question interested me more.

Mrs. Bell began calling on us by name. When she reached me, she softened her voice. “You were in the hallway before the bell, weren't you?”

“Yes.”

“Did you see anyone near the photograph?”

I could have said Peter's name. I could have said I hadn't paid attention. Instead I said, “There were a lot of people going past.”

“That isn't what I asked.”

“No, ma'am.”

She waited. I waited too. Eventually she moved on to the next desk.

My answer was true. There had been a lot of people going past. I had not answered her question, but I had not given her a false fact either. I found the distinction satisfying, although I couldn't have explained why. The room continued breathing around me. Nothing happened to my face or my voice. Mrs. Bell did not look at me again.

At lunch Daniel stabbed a potato with his fork and said Peter was an idiot.

“You saw him?” I asked.

“Everybody knows.”

“Knowing isn't seeing.”

He looked up. “You sound like my dad.”

“Is that bad?”

“Depends. He says things like that when he doesn't want to take the garbage out.”

We laughed. Then Daniel asked whether I wanted to trade my apple for his chocolate pudding. I did, and for the rest of lunch we talked about a bicycle jump he wanted to build beside the creek. I remember that conversation more clearly than I remember Peter's face. It was a good lunch. The pudding was warm from sitting in Daniel's bag, but I ate it anyway.

That afternoon Mrs. Bell announced that Peter had confessed. She thanked him for being honest and told him to help the custodian replace the photograph. The jar stayed on her desk. Nobody mentioned my answer. I went home with my spelling test folded into my pocket and the curious impression that I had participated in something without anyone noticing.

My mother was making tomato sauce when I came through the kitchen door. She had tied her hair back with a scarf and was singing along to the radio, getting every third word wrong. She asked how school had been.

“Fine.”

“Only fine?”

“Peter drew on a picture and got in trouble.”

“What did he draw?”

“A mustache.”

She laughed despite herself. “Was it a good one?”

“Not really.”

She tasted the sauce, added salt, and asked whether I had finished my homework. I told her I had not. She pointed toward the table and told me to start before my father came home. There was no lecture about telling the truth, no lesson waiting for me in the steam above the pot. She was interested in whether the sauce needed more garlic. I was interested in whether Daniel would find enough wood for the jump.

I did my homework while she cooked. Later my father arrived with a newspaper under his arm and a loose button on his shirt. Mom said she'd sew it after dinner. He kissed the top of my head and asked whether I had learned anything useful that day.

“That you shouldn't draw on photographs,” I said.

“Excellent. College can wait.”

He sat down and read the sports page. I liked that he never required an important answer to every question. Sometimes a day was only a day.

On Thursday Peter found me by the drinking fountain. He had been carrying a stack of books for the librarian, and he set them on the floor before speaking.

“Mrs. Bell said you were in the hall,” he said.

“I was.”

“Did you tell her?”

“No.”

He studied me for a moment. “Why not?”

I could have told him I wasn't sure. I could have said I didn't want to get involved. Both would have been close enough to the truth. Instead I shrugged. “Didn't seem like my business.”

Peter grinned, relieved. “You're all right.”

He picked up his books and walked away. I stood by the fountain a little longer than I needed to. I had not earned his gratitude in the usual way. I had done almost nothing, and he had decided it meant something about my character. By the time the bell rang, I had forgotten about it.

The following weekend my parents took me to the county fair. We drove out after breakfast with the windows open because the car's air-conditioning made a noise like a trapped bird. My father promised to fix it before summer. He had been promising since March. My mother reminded him of this, and he said he had never specified which summer.

There were livestock pens, a carousel, a row of games with prizes too large to carry home, and a stand selling fried dough covered in powdered sugar. I wanted to try the ring toss. My father gave me three dollars and said that if I won the enormous stuffed bear, I would have to hold it on my lap all the way home.

I missed every bottle. The man running the booth told me I had a good arm, which was generous of him. Dad tried once and missed too. Mom won a small plastic whistle on her first throw, then spent the next ten minutes telling us she had natural talent.

Near the exit, a woman at a folding table was handing out raffle tickets for a local charity. She asked my mother for her name and telephone number. Mom wrote them down, and when the woman asked whether we had visited the fair the year before, she said yes.

We hadn't. Last year my father had been sick with a bad cold, and we had stayed home watching movies. I knew because I had been angry about missing the fair until he let me choose the second movie.

“Why did you say we came last year?” I asked as we walked toward the parking lot.

Mom looked surprised. “Did I?”

“Yes.”

“Oh. I suppose I wasn't thinking.”

“But it wasn't true.”

“No, it wasn't.” She took my hand to cross the road. “People answer automatically sometimes. She wasn't asking for our family history.”

“Then why ask?”

“Because she was being friendly.”

My father, walking behind us with the whistle in his pocket, said, “Your mother has now committed the terrible crime of remembering a fair she didn't attend.”

Mom nudged him with her elbow. “And you're going to commit the terrible crime of sleeping on the couch.”

They laughed. I laughed too. I understood that the woman at the table would never think about our answer again. It had served its purpose in a conversation that lasted less than a minute. I wondered how many such answers passed between people in a single day.

That evening I took out the notebook where I had written my questions. The page looked childish to me now. Why do people lie when they don't have to? Why do some lies make people laugh? I added another question underneath: Does it count if nobody cares?

I did not show it to anyone. Not because it was secret, but because I doubted Daniel would find it interesting. He would have drawn a monster in the margin and asked whether I wanted to ride bikes. I probably would have said yes.

On Monday Mrs. Bell gave us an assignment called Someone I Admire. We were supposed to write one page about a person we knew and read it aloud. Daniel chose his grandfather, who could whistle with two fingers and had once driven a tractor into a pond. I chose my father. That part was easy. He could fix almost anything, except the air-conditioning, and he knew the names of the players on three different baseball teams. He let me stay up late for the final inning when the game was close.

I wrote those things down. Then I added that he had once pulled a child from a river.

I don't know why I wrote it. There had been no river rescue. Dad had helped a neighbor's son out of the creek after he slipped on the muddy bank, but the water had been barely above the boy's knees. The boy had been more embarrassed than frightened. In my essay I made the creek deeper and the bank steeper. I wrote that my father had jumped in without thinking.

The sentence looked better than the truth. It gave the paragraph a shape. I read it twice and decided to leave it.

When my turn came, I stood at the front of the classroom with the paper trembling slightly in my hands. I was nervous about reading aloud, not about the river. Mrs. Bell smiled encouragingly. Daniel made a face to help me relax. I began with the baseball games and the broken air-conditioning, and the class laughed in the right places. Then I read the rescue.

A girl named Emily gasped. Mrs. Bell put a hand against her chest. When I finished, she said, “Your father sounds like a remarkable man.”

“He is,” I said.

That was true. I sat down feeling pleased with the reading and faintly uncomfortable with the river. Not guilty exactly. I had changed an ordinary event into a dramatic one, and everyone had liked the result. The original event still existed in my memory, unchanged. Now a second version existed in theirs.

At home I left the essay on the kitchen table. My father found it while looking for the electric bill. He read it standing up, his lips moving over the words. I watched him from the doorway.

“What's this?” he asked when he reached the river.

“My assignment.”

“I can see that.” He looked at me. “That creek wasn't much of a river.”

“I know.”

“And I didn't jump. I stepped down and gave him my hand.”

“I know.”

He folded the page once, carefully, and set it down. For a moment I expected him to be angry. Instead he pulled out a chair.

“Sit with me.”

I sat. He tapped the paper with one finger. “It's a nice story. But you don't need to improve what happened to make me look good.”

“I wasn't trying to make you look good.”

“What were you trying to do?”

I considered telling him that the story had sounded dull without the river. That was probably the closest thing to an answer. “I wanted it to be interesting.”

He nodded. “I understand that. Stories can be interesting without being exact. But if you tell people something really happened, they have a right to believe you mean it.”

“Even if it's a school assignment?”

“Especially if the assignment is about a real person.” He smiled. “Next time make me win a baseball championship. At least then I'll have something to brag about.”

I laughed, relieved. He wasn't angry. He asked me to change the paragraph before I handed in the final copy, and I promised I would. Then he showed me how to replace the loose button on his shirt, because Mom had forgotten and he said it was time he learned to do it himself.

I rewrote the paragraph that night. The creek became a creek again, and my father gave the neighbor's boy a hand. Mrs. Bell returned the paper the next week with a red check mark and a note about clear writing. She did not ask why the story had changed. I was glad, although I couldn't have said whether I was glad because I had corrected it or because no one had noticed.

Summer approached. Daniel and I built the bicycle jump out of two boards and a milk crate, and it collapsed under his front wheel before either of us got airborne. We spent an hour repairing it and another hour pretending it had been designed that way. My mother bought peaches from a roadside stand. My father finally fixed the air-conditioning, which stopped making the bird noise and began making a different one. There were dinners on the porch and evenings when I fell asleep with a book open across my chest.

I was not keeping score of my lies. I was not rehearsing for a future I could not imagine. Most days I told the truth without thinking about it, just as everyone around me did. But I had begun to notice how quickly people decided what a story meant. Mrs. Bell had heard courage in the river. Peter had heard loyalty in my silence. The woman at the fair had heard friendliness in a careless answer. None of them had asked for the entire account.

One night, after my parents had gone upstairs, I came down for a glass of water. The kitchen was dark except for the light over the stove. My essay lay in a pile of school papers on the counter. I unfolded it and read the corrected paragraph. It was accurate. It was also, I thought, less exciting. I put it back where I'd found it and drank my water by the window. Outside, a car passed slowly beneath the streetlight. Somewhere down the block a dog barked twice and fell silent. The house was safe, and I was loved, and the next morning promised to be an ordinary Saturday.

I had no wish to change any of that. I only wondered why the story people preferred was so often the one that hadn't happened.
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CHAPTER 4
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The Duck That Sailed

The summer I turned ten, my mother decided we should have a yard sale. She had reached this conclusion after opening the hall closet and finding three umbrellas, a broken lamp, and a cardboard box full of Christmas decorations that belonged to a tree we no longer owned. My father said the sensible solution was to close the closet again. My mother said that was how we had acquired three umbrellas in the first place.

On Friday evening we carried things onto the porch and sorted them into piles. Dad wanted to keep a radio that received only two stations, one of them in a language none of us understood. Mom wanted to sell the radio and keep the lamp, because she believed it could be repaired. I wanted to keep everything. Not because I cared about any of it, but because I liked finding out where it had come from. A cracked picture frame had belonged to my grandmother. A green glass bowl was a wedding gift from someone my parents no longer remembered. A set of playing cards had traveled with Dad on a train before I was born.

“Everything has a story,” I said, turning the radio over in my hands.

“Everything has a price,” Mom answered. “Put fifty cents on that.”

Daniel arrived the next morning before the first customer. He wore a baseball cap with a faded red letter on it and brought a bag of donuts his mother had sent over. We sat on the front steps eating them while my father struggled to unfold a card table.

“You think anybody will buy this stuff?” Daniel asked.

“Some of it.”

“Who buys one roller skate?”

“Someone who has the other one.”

He considered this. “That makes sense.”

It didn't, particularly, but he said it with such confidence that we both began laughing. Dad looked up from the table and told us to make ourselves useful. He gave Daniel a roll of masking tape and me a marker. Our job was to label the objects. We worked down the porch, attaching prices to books, plates, toys, and a ceramic duck with a missing beak.

At ten o'clock a woman in a blue cardigan picked up the radio. She asked whether it worked. I was about to tell her about the two stations when Dad appeared beside us.

“It works,” he said. “Reception's a little temperamental.”

The woman turned the knob. Static filled the porch. Dad leaned toward the antenna, adjusted it, and found a voice speaking rapidly through the noise.

“There,” he said.

She bought the radio for a dollar. When she left, I asked Dad whether he thought she would be disappointed.

“Maybe,” he said. “But she heard it herself.”

“You didn't tell her it only gets two stations.”

“She didn't ask how many.”

I thought about the difference. He wasn't pleased with himself or embarrassed. He was already lifting a box of old magazines from the garage. To him the transaction had ended. To me it had acquired an extra part, one that I couldn't quite put a name to.

Later a man stopped in front of the table where we'd arranged the books. He wore a brown jacket despite the heat and carried a folded newspaper under his arm. He picked up a book about birds, opened it, and asked whether it was any good.

“I don't know,” I said. “I haven't read it.”

“Honest answer.” He smiled. “Most people would tell me it's excellent.”

He paid a quarter for it and left. I watched him go, oddly pleased by the compliment. I hadn't done anything to deserve it except say what was true. For a moment I wondered whether honesty was simply another way of getting people to like you.

By noon the sun had reached the porch steps. My mother brought lemonade outside and sent Dad to move the heavier boxes into the shade. Daniel and I were allowed to run the table while they ate lunch in the kitchen. We were instructed not to lower any prices without asking.

A little girl arrived with her grandfather. She was perhaps six, with two braids and a solemn expression. She picked up the ceramic duck and held it close to her chest.

“How much?” the grandfather asked.

I looked at the sticker. “Twenty-five cents.”

The girl ran her finger over the place where the beak should have been. “What happened to him?”

I could have said I didn't know. That would have been true. Instead I said, “He fell off a boat.”

Daniel turned toward me.

“A boat?” the girl repeated.

“A fishing boat,” I said. “He was on a shelf in the cabin. A wave knocked him down.”

The grandfather looked amused. “Is that so?”

I nodded. “He survived the trip.”

The girl inspected the duck with new respect. “Can we take him home?”

Her grandfather gave me a quarter. As they walked away, the girl held the duck carefully in both hands, as if it had endured something difficult and deserved a rest.

Daniel waited until they reached the sidewalk.

“That duck was in your bathroom,” he said.

“I know.”

“It never went on a boat.”

“I know.”

“Why'd you tell her that?”

I looked at the quarter in my palm. “She asked what happened.”

“You could've said it broke.”

“She liked the other story better.”

Daniel frowned, not angrily but with the concentration he used when a math problem refused to work. “What if she tells somebody?”

“About the duck?”

“Yeah.”

“Then they'll know about the boat.”

He laughed, though I wasn't sure he found it funny. We put the quarter in the coffee tin and went back to our chairs. A few minutes later he asked if I wanted the last donut. I said yes. We didn't discuss the duck again.

That evening Mom counted the money on the kitchen table while Dad carried the unsold things into the garage. We had made thirty-eight dollars and seventy-five cents. She was delighted. Dad said we had earned approximately four dollars an hour if we included the time spent arguing about prices. Mom told him to stop ruining a good day with arithmetic.

I helped fold the empty tablecloth. I was thinking about the little girl and the way she had looked at the duck after hearing its story. I hadn't sold it for more money. I hadn't been afraid of punishment. The lie had done nothing useful for me. Yet it had changed the object for her, and that seemed worth remembering.

On Monday, Daniel came over to help me build a model airplane. He had bought it with his share of the yard-sale money, which my mother had insisted on giving him for his work. The instructions were printed in tiny letters, and we ignored them until we had glued the wings on backward. We argued for ten minutes about whose fault it was, then agreed that the plane looked faster that way.

At lunch my mother asked what we'd been doing.

“Engineering,” Daniel said.

Dad looked at the airplane and raised an eyebrow. “Interesting school.”

We ate grilled cheese sandwiches at the kitchen table. Dad told us about a man at work who claimed he'd once met a famous actor at an airport. Mom said everyone knew somebody who claimed to have met somebody famous. Dad admitted he didn't believe the story but had enjoyed hearing it.

“Why?” I asked.

“Because he tells it well.”

“Even if it isn't true?”

Dad wiped a crumb from his shirt. “A story can be entertaining without being true. Trouble starts when somebody needs it to be true.”

Mom nodded. “Like when someone says they finished their homework.”

She looked at me. I protested that I'd finished mine, which I had. She smiled and reached for the plates.

I kept thinking about Dad's distinction. The girl with the duck hadn't needed the boat story to be true. Or had she? She had bought the duck believing it was. I had never asked what would happen if she found out. I pictured her putting it on a shelf and telling visitors about its voyage. The story could travel farther than the duck ever had.

A few days later Mrs. Bell assigned us a summer reading log, although school was out and she was no longer officially responsible for us. She lived two streets away and had seen Daniel and me riding our bikes past her house. She called us over, handed us photocopied sheets, and said a little reading would do us good.

“It's summer,” Daniel said.

“Books don't know that,” she replied.

We took the sheets because refusing Mrs. Bell was more work than accepting them. At home I filled in the title of the first book I'd read. Then I stopped. The form asked for a short description of what happened and what I thought of it. I had never liked that second question. I could tell someone what a book contained. I wasn't always sure what I thought until somebody asked.

I chose a mystery from the library, a story about a stolen painting and a detective who solved the case by noticing a muddy footprint. I read it in two afternoons. The detective was clever, but I was more interested in the witness who had lied about where he'd been. He wasn't the thief. He had been visiting a woman he didn't want his wife to know about, and his lie had sent the investigation in the wrong direction.

I read those pages twice. The detective had assumed the witness was hiding the painting because he was hiding something. He was wrong about what the secret meant. In the end the witness confessed his affair, the painting was recovered, and everyone behaved as if the truth had been restored to its proper place.

I wasn't satisfied. The wife still had to live with what she'd learned. The witness still had to explain himself. The detective had solved one problem by creating another, though perhaps the second problem had been there all along.

When I returned the book, the librarian asked whether I'd enjoyed it.

“Yes,” I said.

“Did you guess the ending?”

“Not all of it.”

She laughed. “That's the sign of a good mystery.”

I thought it was the sign of a writer who knew what to keep from the reader. I didn't say so. I wasn't trying to be clever. I was beginning to understand that a story depended as much on what was left out as on what was included.

The following weekend our street held a neighborhood picnic in the park. Families carried folding chairs across the grass, and someone set up a portable grill that produced more smoke than heat. My father volunteered to cook hamburgers. My mother organized a table of desserts. Daniel and I were supposed to help with a game for the younger children, but we spent most of the afternoon chasing a baseball into the bushes.

Near the end of the picnic, Mrs. Porter came over carrying a paper plate with a slice of pie. She was the woman with the new cat, the one Daniel had wanted to put in our newspaper. She asked whether we'd seen her cat lately. It had been missing since Thursday.

I had seen it that morning, sleeping beneath the hedge by the pharmacy. I opened my mouth to tell her. Before I could speak, Daniel said, “No, ma'am.”

Mrs. Porter thanked us and walked away.

“Why'd you say that?” I asked.

Daniel looked surprised. “I haven't seen it.”

“I have.”

“Then why didn't you tell her?”

“You answered first.”

“So tell her now.”

I looked across the park. Mrs. Porter was speaking to my mother. It would have been easy to go over. Instead I stayed where I was, irritated without knowing at whom. Daniel picked up the baseball and tossed it from one hand to the
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