
MULTIPLY BY ONE 
by Aileen Johnson 

I’d strip the mirror from the medicine cabinet if I could do it 

without landing back on a counselor’s couch. So I follow my routine. I 

cover the mirror with my towel, pick up my toothbrush, and turn toward 

the shower and the octopus pictured on its curtain.  

I start counting the suckers along the arms of the octopuses. I 

rerun our argument over the plural of octopus. I favored octopuses but 

Eli preferred octopi, considered the Latin cooler, made a rap of it. I 

insisted octopi sounded too nerdy, even for us. Truth: I couldn’t admit 

liking the way saying octopuses felt on my lips. The whole thing turned 

into a family jam because the parental units like to engage. So, Mom 

would pronounce octopode in a highfalutin voice, and then Dad would 

chime in saying, "tasty critters, let’s eat some."  

Dad measured and marked our height in here. He’d mutter, 

"who’s taller?" as if one twin would be. No trace now. The plumbers 

tore out the molding to place pipes for the new shower where Eli's 

bathtub used to be.  

Knocking in the pipes stirs me back to the now and heavy 

breathing outside the bathroom. I lose count of those suckers. 

"Zeke, look alive in there," Dad commands.  



Such a poor choice of words.  

I answer by flushing the toilet. The gurgling swirl of the toilet 

bowl competes with Dad’s long sigh on the other side of the door. He 

shuffles off without another word. 

Figures.  

On my way downstairs, the music playing in the kitchen drifts 

into my consciousness – an instantly recognizable jam full of mocking 

lyrics I don’t need. 

I WOULD DIE 4 U. 

DARLING, IF YOU WANT ME 2.  

I freeze for a few seconds, then trudge the rest of the stairs, swallowing 

hard with my gut in my throat. I snatch Eli’s Patagonia backpack from 

the sideboard. A few months back I discovered it buried in the garage 

with some of his other stuff and brought it back to life. 

  

Outside, the rain falls in bigger drops. From the corner of my 

eye, I spy a shirt draped over the chainlink fence. I jog over and when I 

reach out Mom yells from the house, "Zeke!" 

What? She’s afraid of me touching the chainlink fence? There 

hasn't even been any thunder, and I don’t think you can have lightning 

without thunder. The rain is steady but light and I untangle the thing  

from the fence to get a better look. It's a long-sleeve Black Lives Matter 

tee. Who would drop this by accident? It’s in decent condition too. I tie  
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the tee around my neck and lean against the fence.  

"Zeke! Stay away from there!" Mom screeches. Like a little rain 

will kill me. But, now a crack of thunder echoes overhead. Lightning 

flashes too.  

My eyes magnet up to the second floor to the bathroom 

window. I throw up my hands. Then, for Mom, I do one of Eli’s classic 

moves. I draw an X across my chest, which stands for "cross my heart."  

I jump on my bike and speed off before they can run out after 

me, shouting "HELMET! HELMET!" I don’t need one with the Black 

Lives Matter tee protecting me like T’Challa’s armor.  

 Caesar Chavez Achievement Academy is already in frenzy 

mode. Everybody is jazzed for the last day of classes. The hallway is a 

scrum of exuberant bodies. Lockers are slamming; some girls are 

harmonizing the school’s fight song acapella, and my best friend Nick 

holds court surrounded by a crowd. He peels off as I approach my 

locker. I bat away a balloon careening towards my face just in time for 

Nick to take its place. 

"Nice save, Zeke. Hey, we got a new projector TV last night. 

Bling TV. You are gonna love this screen, Zeke. You’re gonna want to 

move in with us." He gives me a look and swipes at the shirt around my  

neck. "Hey, what you got?" 

Nick grins approval when I unfurl it.  
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"I’m marching this summer," he tells me. "I’m serious. I'll get my 

own BLM tee to match you. We can be twins."  

I'm nodding yes, but my gut lurches when he says twins and I 

guess a shadow passes my eyes because he rushes out an apology.  

"No big deal," I say, blinking hard. I stow the shirt in my 

backpack and tell him about finding it on the fence.   

Mr. Hernandez spends the whole period asking about 

everybody's summer plans, and I see him eyeing me on the sly all class. 

He beckons me when the bell rings for lunch. 

"So, Zeke," he says, cheerful, booming, louder than necessary. 

He’s been extra nice to me ever since the catastrophe, but not too nice 

in front of the rest of the kids.  

"No big plans for summer? You didn’t speak up."  

I just shrug. Granddad has some ideas for the family, but my 

mind keeps self-preservation at the front. Stay outta the house as much 

as possible and away from reflections of my own brown face? Can't say 

that because then Mr. H would be alarmed. Tell him I’d probably re-

read Our Mathematical Universe: My Quest for the Ultimate Nature of 

Reality? Nah, because then I’d sound like a suck up, even if he is one of 

my favorite teachers, and he gets my obsession with the 

multiverse.  

Nick waves at me from the door of the classroom. 
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"You coming?" he mouths. I nod and motion with a fist bump. 

He runs off.  

Mr. Hernandez squints. "I’m not trying to pry . . ."   

"My granddad wants us to follow the Underground Railroad 

from here in Maryland to upstate New York." Ah, the truth. Well, sort of. 

I don’t mention that the journey originally included Eli too. 

 "I get it. Follow the footsteps of the legendary Harriet 

Tubman." 

"Granddad's been telling me about another underground 

conductor named Louis Napoleon who helped fugitive enslaved 

people escape from New York City." 

"You mean to New York City." 

"No. From. Gotta know more than just the legends, Mr. H. 

Sounds like your summer plans could use some library time."  

“I'm sure they do. I’m sure they do,” Mr. Hernandez repeats. “So 

anyway, Zeke . . .” He goes back over to his desk real quick, comes back 

and holds out his hand. He beams. He holds a figurine. I whistle low 

and long in appreciation.  

“Sensational,” I whisper.  

“Uh huh, the coelacanth, considered the oldest fish known to 

science,” Mr. Hernandez says.  

 He lets me hold it for myself. It's heavier than it looks.  

 “Wow,” I say. “They thought it became extinct during the 
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Cretaceous period until one surfaced in 1938 or somewhere around 

there.” 

“What, acting like you don’t know the year for certain, when we 

both know you do?"  

“Okay fine. 1938. And two types were discovered. And one 

more recently.”  

“Keep it." Mr. Hernandez smiles. "He’s yours now.” 

“Really? Are you sure?” 

“Truth is, this was Eli’s. I found it in a box in the science lab a 

little back. Been waiting for the right time to give it to you.”   

I eye it warily and my heart beats faster. I close my eyes and 

trace its flippers and the lanky fin directly in front of the tail with my left 

hand, and when I do, I hear a familiar voice, like my voice but not my 

voice, and I squeeze the figure tight as the voice grows louder inside 

my head.    

◊ ◊ ◊ 

It’s Eli’s voice. I’m back there. That night. He talks to me from 

the bathtub while he reads his Marvel: Absolutely Everything You Need 

to Know book about the Marvel Universe. He goes on and on about 

Black Panther and Chadwick Boseman and how losing him after Kobe 

hurt too much. He asks for the hundredth time about what I think the 

“Marvel Industrial Cinematic Complex” would do with Chadwick 

tragically gone. "Tragically gone."  
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He keeps repeating the phrase, and I answer, for the hundredth 

time,“ Eli, there are infinite possibilities, like a multiverse of 

possibilities.”  

Eli says, "yeah, but what exactly do you think they are going to 

do?" and then I cover my head with my blankets to keep reading Our 

Mathematical Universe: My Quest for the Ultimate Nature of Reality. It’s 

dark in our bedroom and dusk outside, and Eli says, “hey, Zeke, so what 

movie did Han Solo get his ass frozen in?”  

I ignore him because he knows. He's just messing with me and 

I burrow deeper into my bed with my flashlight. Eli keeps complaining 

about it being too dark to keep reading and he yells for me to get out 

of bed and come turn on the bathroom light.  

Give me a minute, I think.  

Or did I say it? 

Eli repeats, “It’s too dark. It’s too dark.” 

◊ ◊ ◊ 

"Zeke, you okay?" Mr. Hernandez's voice breaks me out of my 

spell. “You look woozy. You better go grab lunch.”  

 “Thanks,” I mumble. I don’t know what the fuck just happened. 

I shove the coelacanth in my backpack. Outside the classroom I lean on 

a wall. 

I whisper, “Eli?” There’s only silence.  

 The cafeteria is a free-for-all; kids tossing backpacks, stray  
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shoes, and sweaters from the lost-and-found bins like basketballs. 

Nick’s blaze of red hair is easy to spot among the sea of black and 

brown heads. Of course he's at a table on the far side of the room, 

same as always. Jamal's there too. No doubt they're saving my seat. 

Jamal was the new kid who arrived this year around Halloween. Eli was 

the first to realize he had game, and just like that, he was in.  

I take a long look around. The bulletin boards plead reminders 

about returning library books and emptying out lockers. Some of the 

blue jumbo recycling bins are overflowing. Above them a sign shows a 

blue ocean with lettering in green print: WE NEVER KNOW THE 

WORTH OF WATER UNTIL THE WELL RUNS DRY. 

Nick calls me over. Guess I've been standing still too long. He 

and Jamal are cracking up when I get over there. 

"Zeke, you gotta hear this one," he says. "Go on, J. Tell 'em." 

Jamal's keeping his head low. He doesn't want the lunch 

monitor coming over and scolding him for being too loud. "Hey, have 

you heard about Shana's sneakers?" I think that's what he asks me 

anyway. He can barely get the words out without laughing. He and Nick 

both belt out the punchline: 

"Sneaker in the back door!" 

The lunch monitor snaps us a glare. 

"Come on, Zeke," Nick says with some disappointment. "That's 

gold. You get it, right?" 
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"Yeah, yeah. Sneak her in the backdoor. I get it." Then I tell 

them something better. I just go for it. “Hey, speaking of sneaking, I got 

my hands on an old Playboy from the attic.” They're not laughing now. 

They're leaning in. It's serious business. “Want to come over and check 

it out? I found . . . it must be my dad’s. You want to see it?”  

“Yeah, I want to see it,” Jamal says. “Who’s on the cover, she 

hot?” 

“Naomi Campbell, J. Sexy AF and Black and a famous 

supermodel. Pages are mint condition too." I nudge Nick in the ribs. 

"You wanna see it too, right?" 

"Yeah," Nick says. "But uh, uh . . ." The ringing bell signaling the 

end of lunch saves him. "Yeah, let’s hang," he says rushing off.  

Jamal leans over to me and whispers. "But what about, you 

know . . . I mean, your house . . . I mean Eli . . .?" 

"What are you saying?" I think I know, but I'm not sure what he 

means.  

"Nothing. Later, man." He grabs his stuff from the floor. "I just 

gotta bounce now is all. Let's hang later though."  

"Wait!" I grab Jamal to stop him. A few kids walking nearby 

slow down and linger, lured by the possibility something snaky might 

go down. Nothing does. Just a brief moment of silence and I let him 

go. How many times had a “let’s hang” left me hanging? How many 

times had a vague reference to Eli implied something never said out  
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loud? 

I strap on Eli's Patagonia. I unlock my bike. I dig out the small  

figurine from my pack. My right hand grips the coelacanth.  

It happens again.  

◊ ◊ ◊ 

Eli’s voice rises above playground basketballs clanging against 

rims. I’m back there. It’s dark. He’s in the bathtub. I'm propped up on 

bent elbows. My left hand holds open my book, my right grips the 

flashlight. I'm snug, safe under the blankets, and Eli says he needs 

more light in the bathroom. I don't move, so then Eli is cursing and says 

never mind, calling me a meatbag, saying he’d dry off and turn the 

light on himself, and then he curses again when his book falls in the 

water, and I'm laughing at him cursing, but I'm still not moving an inch 

to turn on the light for him.   

◊ ◊ ◊ 

Basketballs clang against the fence. I open my eyes. Eli’s voice 

is gone. I am outside again, in the June sunshine. I pull the BLM shirt 

from my bag and wrap the coelacanth to keep it safe.  

I end the day the way I started it. Between the sink and the 

octopus. I wash my hands and I don’t dry off. I reach for the new and 

improved high-tech grounded light switch. Just a test, I tell myself. 

No pyrotechnics. Though there were none that night either.  
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I drift back to that night . . .  

That night when all of the lights on our block succumbed to a  

void of stars in a sky of pitiless darkness.  

That night when the entire block went out.  

When the TV show my parents were watching . . .  

When I should have moved my Black ass . . .  

When Eli’s wet hand reached out for the old and uninsulated 

switch for the bathroom light . . . 

I remember the sound, the way the wall hummed and 

sputtered. It was quick. It was quiet.  

I turn the light switch on and off a few times without 

understanding why. I retrieve my backpack. I take out the Black Lives 

tee. I unwrap the coelacanth. I hold it. I take a deep breath. I close the 

open medicine cabinet. I catch my breath and gaze into the first mirror 

I have deliberately looked into since that night. 

I stare into his eyes, my eyes, his nose, and my nose, brown skin 

with faint freckles on each cheek, and bushy eyebrows, lumberjack 

eyebrows. 

Eli smiles at me. I shake my head no, no, but in my mirror Eli 

smiles at me, and when I open my mouth to ask how, Eli holds a finger 

to his lips. I stagger. 

I rush to my bed, breathing fast, still holding the coelacanth. 

You’re losing your mind, Zeke. Maybe I am. Maybe I'm not. I take slow 
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steps back to the bathroom, and face the mirror again. I have to know. 

Rain pelts the window.  

"Took you long enough, Bruh," Eli drawls. "Where you been? I 

miss you."  

"I miss you too, Eli," I say. "But, how . . ." Behind him, others 

fade into view. I look behind me but there's no one. There's nothing 

behind me except the octopus. They're only in the mirror, with him . . . 

with Eli . . . it can’t be . . . T’Challa — well, Chadwick Boseman — and 

Kobe too, and Prince. Prince and Tupac. I have to be imagining all of it. 

Right? I'm just imagining that he’s with his idols, I reason to myself. But, 

wait. There's Grandma too. Maybe I'm just imagining what I think would 

make him happy. But, no. I can't explain how I know, but I know: This 

isn't imagination. This is real. We stare at one another in a long silence. I 

finally just have to ask him: "Do you forgive me?"  

"For what?" He asks like he doesn't know. 

"I should have . . . I ruined everything, Eli."  

"This wasn’t your fault, Zeke." 

I grip the coelacanth. It’s slick, slippery now. 

"I imagined something totally different, ya know," Eli says. 

"Police at a march, maybe, but not the bathtub.” He sucks his teeth.  

"I should've gotten out of . . ."  

"Shirt looks good on you," he says. His voice is so relaxed.  

"Black lives matter. Don't let anybody forget that."  
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"You should be here, man. You should still be here. If I just –" 

"Stop that, bruh. I am there. And you’re here. We are together.  

Just on another plane of time."    

"I love you Eli. I love you." I draw an X across my chest and 

cradle the coelacanth. Eli mirrors me. 

"Stealing my moves now?" He smiles.  

"I wanna ask you something," I tell him.  

I lift the coelacanth up to the mirror, stepping back to make 

sure it's fully in the reflection, and my foot catches on a crack in the tile 

floor.  

I fall. Backward. Weightless.  

The coelacanth soars from my hands and through the 

bathroom door like it has wings. I turn over on hands and knees. My 

head throbs. Everything is a blur. Everything except Eli's voice calling 

out to me. I should search for the coelacanth before I lose him but I 

don’t. Give me a minute, I think. Don't go. Just give me a minute. 

Over my head, the shower curtain rustles. All its octopus legs 

dance and reach at their extremities. 

 "Octopi forever, Eli. Octopi forever."
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