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Chapter One

“ARE WE READY, Zeno?”

I looked up, the smile automatically spreading across my face. Mrs. Herron stood in the middle bay of my dad’s auto shop, smiling back at me. For a thirty-something sister, she was really pretty. And hella hot in her tight jeans and blue turtleneck.

“Sure thing, ready to rock,” I replied in my most upbeat, customer-friendly tone. For the record, the “we” she was referring to didn’t include me. She meant herself and her baby, the cherry-red Lexus NX 300 whose hood was currently undergoing a power-buffing at my determined hands.

This was my quasi-new hustle. Almost a year ago, in April, I started working part-time at Dad’s shop doing janitorial work—dumping trash cans, cleaning bathrooms, sweeping and mopping, that sorta stuff. Four months later, a dude brought in his muddy pickup for a new transmission and offered to pay extra for a wash and shine. When Dad turned him down on the cleaning, I volunteered my service, accidentally starting my own car detailing business. After scrubbing abused toilets and emptying absolutely unholy garbage cans, this was definitely a less disturbing and more lucrative livelihood.

Mrs. Herron, one of my best customers, was a corporate attorney who could’ve easily passed for a Memphis Grizzlies cheerleader.

“Well, let’s see about that.” She stepped from the shaded opening of the bay into the afternoon sunshine. Her short black Afro sparkled in the bright yellow rays. So did her eyes as she angled her way between me and the right front fender of her car. With blue microfiber towels clutched in both hands, I moved back to give her room.

I smiled, aglow with pride as she inspected my handiwork. The car interior had been thoroughly vacuumed and dusted, the leather seats and trim wiped down with honey-inspired leather conditioner. The windows had been polished inside and out, totally free of streaks. And the exterior, tires and rims included, bore a super shine worthy of a new car fresh out of the dealership.

“Well,” Mrs. Herron sighed when she completed the circuit of her car and stood next to me. The citrusy smell of her perfume tingled in my nose. Man! Mr. Herron was one lucky dude. “Baby looks like she just rolled off the showroom floor.”

See? I wasn’t exaggerating.

Mrs. Herron lowered her chin, looking directly into my eyes. The smile she gave me now was quite pleased. For some reason, my whole face suddenly flared hot, and I had to look away for a moment. She opened the little black purse she carried, pulled out a neat green roll, and handed it to me. “Great job as usual, Zenie. And you got Baby ready in time for me to make my meeting downtown as promised. Thanks. See you in two weeks.”

“Sure thing, Mrs. Herron.” I opened the driver’s door for her. She slid behind the wheel, fired up the engine, and backed carefully into the street. With a casual wave, she took off.

I’d put away the hose and bucket after finishing the wash and rinse. Humming, I tossed my buffing towels into the old toolbox with the rest of my detailing supplies, grabbed the box, and walked into the service bay.

Bobbo, one of my dad’s mechanics, got in my face right off. He was, like, in his forties with a thin body, a bald head, and a wiry black whisk broom of a goatee. His dark red coveralls were so smudged with grime they looked black. After my last growth spurt, he was now maybe five inches shorter than me, which meant we stood with his nose about level to my chin. He still managed eye contact. His smirk was the kind you’d probably see on an anthropomorphic cat who’d just left a fresh hairball in one of your shoes.

“You don’t count your money, kid?” he said. “That ain’t good policy.”

“I trust Mrs. Herron.” I tried to step around him.

He got in my way again. “Don’t let the pretty faces make you stupid. This is business. Even if they ain’t cheats, people make mistakes. How do you know your customer didn’t accidentally shortchange ya?”

“Uhm?” Okay, he had a point. I unfolded the roll of bills Mrs. Herron had given me and counted them. My mouth dropped open. “Dang. She paid in full and threw in a fifty-buck tip!”

That smirk on Bobbo’s face turned evil. “Hell, I got it all wrong. Lady Law wasn’t the one who played on pretty, huh, ‘Zenie’?” He tweaked my nipple.

“Ow.” I jerked away from his pinching fingers. “What’re you talking about?”

“Yeah, right. Like that tight-ass T-shirt of yours got wet by itself.” Bobbo shook his head, chuckling, and turned away.

“You got it wrong, Bobbo,” I protested, but he waved me off as he went back to work on the car he had hoisted in the air. I felt stung. Let it be known that I’m not a tease, especially when it comes to grown-ass married women who happen to be customers of mine. My T-shirt was tight because I’d been working out a lot over the past few months, bulking up, and neither Mom nor I had gotten around to buying bigger shirts for me. My T-shirt was wet because I’d just finished washing two cars, and I was kinda sloppy when it came to water hoses. Any tips I earned were for doing a thorough, most excellent job and not because I showed off my muscles.

I worked hard and gave my best, principles Dad had drilled into me all my life. There was no reason for me to feel ashamed. Still, I couldn’t shake the guilt that pulsed in my face. I hated for people to think badly of me, especially when I hadn’t done anything wrong.

There was no time for me to freak out over my besmirched reputation. In the employee dressing room, I stashed my toolbox in my locker and stripped off the embarrassing T-shirt, which I left hanging on a hook to dry. I pulled on my blue University of Memphis sweatshirt, grabbed my backpack, and shut the locker. I was heading out in a rush when the door swung in suddenly, and I almost barreled straight into Dad.

“Watch out now!” he said, laughing, and faked a couple of jabs, making me flinch. Forty years old, and the man behaved like a happy kid most of the time. When I was a little guy, his six-foot frame seemed giant-sized to me. At six-three now, I’d overtaken him.

“Yeah, okay. Sir.” Stepping around him, I dismissively gave my dad the same calm-down-little-dude pat on the head he used to give me when I was in my tantrum-throwing phase.

“Boy! Who’re you short-shankin’?” In a flash, he caught me by the ear.

We were both laughing as I doubled over and stumbled back, my head crashing into his chest.

“Okay, okay!” I said. “I’m kinda fond of that ear. Let go, please.”

“I made this ear, and I can take it back. Better recognize.”

“I recognize, Dad! Okay? Now leggo, or I’m gonna be late getting back to school.”

He released me with a tender flick to the side of my face. “Back to school? I thought you were done for the day.”

“Not really.” I finger-combed my curly hair, trying to make sure my ‘do was fresh after suffering Dad’s abuse. “I’ve got a Film Club meeting in thirty minutes. And no, I can’t skip it. We’re making a movie that’s also gonna be our senior project.”

Dad’s smile vanished completely. “Zeno, aren’t you spreading yourself a little thin these days?”

I hesitated a moment, watching him carefully. My dad and I had the same warm, medium-brown complexion, the same friendly hazel eyes, and the same radar for picking up on each other’s moods. It had been a long day, and honestly, my ass was dragging. More than anything, I wanted to go home and sleep for an hour or two. But I didn’t have that kind of time to spare.

I puffed up my chest and widened my smile. “Just doing what I gotta do, Dad.”

He looked so worried I wanted to hug him. “Zeno—”

“Gotta bounce.” I gave his shoulder a squeeze and then backed away quickly.

Dad backed up, too, tacitly letting me go. Never one to go home dirty from work, he unzipped his gray coveralls as he moved toward the showers. “I’m cooking a good dinner. Chicken burritos and corn on the cob. It’s going on the table at seven. Be there, Zeno.”

“I will.” Backpack slung over my shoulder, I retrieved my bike—shiny black frame with yellow seat and handlebars—from the service bay and rode off.

It was a gorgeous day, thank God. Or thank climate change. Blue skies, scattered white puffs of cloud, and an unseasonably hot mid-March were much appreciated but alarming. There’d been no dreaming of a white Christmas this past time around. The winter solstice had announced itself in Memphis with a summerlike eighty-nine degrees. Last-minute Christmas shoppers descended on stores in cutoff jeans and flip-flops. On New Year’s Eve night, Dad and I had stretched out barefoot on the roof in sleeveless tees and basketball shorts to watch the fireworks.

At the opposite end of the current weather extreme in my hometown, the upper Midwest was being treated to the most powerful blizzard in two decades. Parts of Kentucky were drowning in waist-high flood waters brought on by three days—and counting—of hellacious downpour. Scientists declared last year one of the three hottest years in recorded history. This year was already angling for membership in that notorious club. Or maybe it would take the crown. Keep pumping that soot in the air, world! We can do it! Yay!

Senior year, so far, had been a monster for me. I skipped a grade in elementary school, which made me sixteen, and I carried one of the graduating class’s higher GPAs. Still, I gave extra to the academics these days, hoping the additional effort would be taken as a sign of maturity. My parents were skittish that I’d be well under eighteen when I started college, so worried they might make me live at home freshman year. I was crazy about my mom and dad, but I didn’t want to stay under their roof forever. I wanted to watch OnlyFans and bring home dates late at night and cuss whenever I chose. You know. Like a man.

Keeping up a solid academic performance was important for any student at Memphis Technical Fine Arts High School, aka MemTech.

A particular focus of MemTech was to provide a diverse and inclusive learning environment, one that encouraged open-mindedness, mutual respect, and a willingness to compromise. Of course, that very attitude was one of the reasons the Tennessee state legislature had been trying—so far unsuccessfully—to strangle MemTech out of existence.

To achieve its goal of sending well-rounded, open minds into the world, MemTech required every student to participate in at least one group extracurricular activity for a minimum of one academic year. After a failed attempt as a freshman, I tried to satisfy that requirement sophomore year as a football player. I was good at the sport, having played in a peewee league when I was a little guy, and I’d bulked up some by working out and maxing on protein over the summer. I made the team easily. Once the season started, I played first string, racking up some pretty impressive stats.

That all came to a screeching halt in game six when I faked out the center and sacked the opposing quarterback. Doing what I was supposed to do, right? Yeah, but I wasn’t supposed to leave dude screaming on the ground with his right leg bent at a grotesquely unnatural angle.

To this day, I shiver when I remember that. The injured quarterback was really gracious about his broken limb when I visited him in the hospital, brushing it off as just one of those things. Didn’t seem that way to me. I quit the team, unwilling to risk hurting anyone so horribly again. It took a long while for me to stop kicking my own ass over that.

The notion of fulfilling the extracurriculars requirement had sorta leaked from my brain until I hit senior year, whereupon the guidance counselor sent an email reminding me I was running out of time. I chose Film Club for no other reason than I had to choose something. (Well, it helped that one of my best friends was already a member.)

So, after a 5:00 a.m. wake-up, a quick workout and shower and even quicker breakfast (an apple), I biked to MemTech for an hour-long session with my study group. Seven grueling hours of classes later—five of them AP—I biked to the auto shop for two carwash appointments, after which I, once again, wheeled back to MemTech. The fun never stopped.

With my bike secured, I scurried down the empty, echoing main corridor toward the Arts wing and a muted tangle of sound coming from that direction. Once I pushed through the insulated doors, the tangle swelled into a cacophony of voices, ticks, taps, claps, and at least three competing streams of music. Band practice was in full swing, the Glee Club warbling. Mr. Collinde’s theater students ran lines for their spring production, and the contemporary dance troupe stomped away to recorded jazz music. As I rushed to meet with my fellow movie clubbers in the classroom at the end of the hall, the door to my left abruptly swung outward, releasing an also rushing Jemma Haynes.

“Oop!” I pulled up short, avoiding a collision. Jemma jerked herself backward and lost grip on her backpack, which hit the floor with a thud.

Jemma immediately flashed an impish smile that lit up her blue eyes. “Sorry, Zeno. Thank God for my catlike reflexes, huh?” She started to reach down.

“Allow me,” I said in an awfully fake British accent. I scooped up her backpack and presented it to her with a bow.

“Thank you, kind sir.” Jemma’s voice had a snarky edge to it. I liked her snark. She wore some kind of dance getup—a black leotard and white ballet shoes. Appropriate for a ballet dancer just leaving practice. Her blonde hair was tied atop her head in a haphazard bun, and she was a little sweaty. Oh. My bad. Southern females “glow,” thank you very much.

I’d seldom seen this side of Jemma before, a little flushed, a little grubby. She usually kept herself polished and primed during regular school hours and when I visited her house for movie nights or to work on school projects. In addition to an athletic, curvy figure and a gorgeous face, this up-and-coming ballet artiste captained the girls’ swim team, carried a 4.2 GPA, and had already been accepted to her dream school, Juilliard.

Me, I still wasn’t quite sure what I wanted to be when I grew up.

Jemma’s eyes shifted to the top of my head. “I’m so happy. You finally started wearing a helmet on your bike rides.”

“What’re you talking about?”

She reached up, plucking at my hair. “You have a bad case of helmet head.”

Jeez! I didn’t wear a helmet when riding my bike for precisely this reason. I should’ve checked myself out in a mirror after my head got pressed against Dad’s chest. Given my family’s budgetary limitations, I accepted that I’d live out my teen years in a Walmart wardrobe. But dang if I’d ever accept jacked hair. I made a move for the restroom. “’Scuse me, Jem. I gotta fix—”

“Hang on.” Jemma kept finger-combing my hair. The fluffing felt really good, tingling over my scalp. Then she leaned back and assessed what she’d done. “Okay, you’re good.”

“You sure?”

“Zeno,” she said, one hand going to her hip, her tone reproachful. “Have I ever not done right by you?”

I smiled. “Thanks. Gotta go. Film Club.”

“I should go too. I have to pick up my sister. See you tomorrow.” She grabbed me by the bicep, gave it a lingering squeeze, and then slipped past me.

As we moved in opposite directions along the hall, I looked back at Jemma, just as she looked over her shoulder at me. She smiled. I gave her a wink. That seemed to put an extra pep in her step as she disappeared around the corner.


Chapter Two

“YOU’RE LATE.”

I’d barely stepped across the threshold of classroom A-14 when Oliver Gates, president of Film Club, brought out his talons. I glanced at the big square digital clock mounted on the wall over the teacher’s desk: 5:32 p.m.

“Two minutes,” I protested. “That’s not even… Heck, that’s almost early.”

Oliver, a thin, angular dude of medium height and Irish descent, leaned back against the teacher’s desk with his ankles crossed and skinny arms folded over his chest. Permanent outrage and a spray of fine red freckles clouded his square face. He had his brownish-red hair slicked back so severely a miniature human could belly slide off it.

“Anderson, I was here at five. That was early. Five fifteen would have been all right. Five thirty would have been tolerable, barely.” He glanced back at the clock. “Three minutes past is absolutely unforgivable.”

Yes, Oliver Gates was so anal if you x-rayed his head, all you’d find was one big pucker.

“Hey, can a brother put his butt in a seat before you rake him across the coals?” I tried a tired smile as I crossed the floor.

Oliver literally turned his nose up at me. “Will somebody please explain to Anderson what he missed by not being here when the meeting was officially called to order?”

In AP American History, Oliver once told the class he would be president of these United States one day. That scared the piss out of me.

I reached the narrow area where five chairs had been arrayed in a semicircle facing the teacher’s desk. Slumping heavily in the unoccupied fifth chair, I accidentally bumped shoulders with Dalvin Drake. Cool name, cool dude. He had light brown skin, dark brown eyes, and wore his hair in a thick black, curly frohawk. A mustache and the shadow of a beard enhanced his face, which made me all kinds of jealous; when it came to facial hair, I barely had eyebrows. His chiseled cheekbones probably cut his pillow into confetti every night, and girls said his smile was killer. He turned that magic smile on me now, and hell, even I shivered. Here was the aforementioned friend whose Film Club membership had enticed me to join.

“Okay, Z, here’s what you missed,” Dalvin said. “Oliver called the meeting to order at exactly five thirty and reminded everybody that we all agreed our club project has to be at least thirty minutes long. He said he did a Zoom read-through of the screenplay with our actors last night and timed it, and the whole thing came out to nineteen minutes—”

“Oh, okay. We need a thirty-minute script. Got it.” I nodded, eyeing our two actors seated beyond Dalvin, Tish Cooper and Hyun-woo “Kipper” Yang.

Looking back at me, Tish and Kipper both raised eyebrows.

“I have to come up with eleven more pages for you guys to flesh out the time,” I told them. “There’s this scene I had in mind but never added, so I’ll throw that in. I can start on it tonight and have it done in a day or two. Problem solved, and you all are welcome!”

The other members of Film Club stared like a group of kids whose friend had been caught shoplifting. Only then did it hit me; those raised eyebrows were a warning.

“Uh…okay, problem not solved?”

Oliver sniffed, firing a frustrated glare down his nose at me. “Anderson, if you’ll stop babbling for two minutes, Drake will finish bringing you up to speed. Is that agreeable?”

What could I say, really? “Okay, sure.”

Eyes on Oliver, Dalvin sucked his teeth. It was common knowledge that Oliver loathed the sucking of teeth, and he predictably clicked his tongue in disgust. I could never figure why dude found one mouth noise rude and the other perfectly okay.

“Well,” Dalvin said, turning to me. “We talked about it, Z, and decided not to expand the screenplay. We’re going to add, like, this documentary at the end. The movie’s about two high school kids facing their biggest fear, right? So, the documentary will tie into that. We’ll get a couple of MemTech kids on film talking about their fears and what they’re doing to deal with them. Or how they overcame them. You know, inspirational while also helping us get to know some of our fellow students.”

I found myself nodding. It was actually a pretty good idea. I wanted to say as much, but…I blinked at Oliver.

He sighed in this loud, irritated way. “Don’t be a dick, Anderson. Go ahead and speak.”

“Thanks, Ollie. That doc actually sounds great. I say go for it.”

Oliver pushed away from the desk and started pacing back and forth. “Glad you agree, Anderson. Your vote makes it unanimous. I’m sure you’ll come up with some interesting questions for the subjects since I’m making you our documentary’s interviewer.”

Huh? Back when I attended my very first Film Club meeting, we arrived at a fair and balanced labor agreement. Thespians Tish and Kipper would handle the acting in our film; Dalvin would take care of camera duties; Oliver would serve as director (of course); and I’d write the screenplay. What was up with this interview stuff?

“Wait. What now?”

Oliver kept pacing, something he did when his mind was churning through ideas. “I think the documentary will work better with an interview format, instead of letting the kids ramble. That way, we can be sure to keep things focused. And you, Anderson, will handle the interviews.”

“But I’m the screenwriter.”

Oliver stopped pacing, focusing on me. “Why are you reminding me of that?”

“Wouldn’t it be better to have someone else do the interviews? Someone who’s…more into the public speaking stuff?”

“No, it wouldn’t. Cooper and Yang are responsible for set designs and makeup in addition to playing their roles. Along with camera work, Drake’s handling the making of props, special effects, lighting, and location scouting. I’m directing and editing and doing the credits. The rest of us are multitasking, Anderson, so why not you?”

“I can do more, okay, but let me say—”

“It’s settled. You’re on interviews.” Oliver clicked his tongue again, totally dismissing me and my concerns. He looked at his phone, which, no surprise, displayed an actual agenda for the meeting. “Now, next item…”

I sat there, staring at dude, like, Seriously?

*

THANK GOD THE meeting finished about thirty minutes later. I grabbed my backpack, muttered some see-ya-laters, and bolted.

I checked the time on my phone: 6:20. If I hurried, I could get home and grab a quick shower before dinner. As I rushed through the Arts wing, music and clapping and grandiose oratory still streamed from certain rooms. The sounds must’ve masked the footsteps closing in my wake. Something flicked my ear. I jerked away, swatting at the intrusion, and looked over my shoulder.

Dalvin smiled close behind me. “Hey man, where’s the fire?”

I chuckled at myself, a little embarrassed. “Was I movin’ like that?”

“I just about had to run to catch up.” He fell in step with me as we rounded the corner into the main hall. “So, these interviews, is that really gonna be a problem for ya, Z?”

“I don’t know…maybe? My dad tells me I’m stretched too thin with my classes and my job and everything. I think I’m starting to actually feel that way.”

“I get it, man. Senior year, trying to stay on top of it all. That shit can weigh you down. If it’ll help you out, I can do the interviews.”

“What? No, Dal. I didn’t mean for you—”

“It’s cool. I’ll tell ole Ollie the interviews are on me. I can even come up with the questions myself…probably not as good as the ones you’d write but, hey. Main thing is, you get some breathing room.”

Oh damn. Like, somebody change my diaper and burp me already. “Dalvin, listen man, I appreciate the offer. You don’t even know how much I appreciate it. But dude, you’ve got the football team on top of Film Club and classes and all that. You’re probably more swamped than I am. Ignore my whining. I’ll do my part for the movie project.”

“Cool. But if you change your mind, let me know.”

Dalvin and I met on the first day of our freshman year at MemTech. We were in the same homeroom and algebra class but didn’t notice each other until we literally collided. That happened at soccer tryouts the next afternoon. Two tall, skinny dudes crashed their bodies on a bright grassy field while executing the same scissor move in a bid to impress. Neither of us made the team, sadly, but we walked off the field together laughing at ourselves, and we’ve been friends ever since.

Dude was my best friend, along with Jemma. Really.

Dalvin’s football tryout, a few days after the soccer fiasco, had a much better outcome. He was now MemTech’s star wide receiver and ranked fifth on the state’s top ten list of high school football players. After setting up an online recruiting profile and jumping through other requisite hoops (in addition to his stellar moves on the field), he got the attention of football coaches at several prominent universities, including the head coach at his dream school, Howard.

“So tell me,” I said as we pushed through the main entrance into the warm winter twilight. The street in front of the school was deserted and quiet. “Have ya heard from Howard?”

Dalvin laughed, a cozy, comforting sound. “Man, if I get into Howard, you’ll definitely know. I’ll be screaming in your ears.”

We stopped on the steps, facing each other. He rubbed his nose with the back of his hand. Dude would turn eighteen in June, but that move made him look like a little boy, and my mouth twitched. I fought back a smile.

“I got an acceptance letter from Stanford yesterday.” His voice was quiet.

“What? That’s awesome, man.” But he looked down at his big feet, and I could tell it wasn’t awesome for him. “Oh. No scholarship offer, huh?”

He shook his head. “Nah.”

Dalvin’s folks didn’t want him saddling himself with a ton of student loan debt. They were all set to fund his higher education even if that meant taking out a second mortgage. Dalvin was as determined to avoid burdening his parents with his tuition. To fund college himself, he’d have to land a scholarship or get a job and pay as he went. Unless the job came with a six-figure salary, a place like Stanford was definitely out of the running.

“Howard’s gonna come through, dude,” I said, “with a full ride. No doubt.”

“You’re right, Z. Thanks.” His eyes bugged suddenly. “Dang, man, you’re really getting cut!” He reached out, his hand tracing the shape of the toned-up muscles in my arms without touching me. “You must have a monster workout routine.”

“Not really. It’s a few exercises my dad showed me. Brother gotta look good.”

He grinned. “You’re a vain mothersomethin’.”

I shoved him on the shoulder, mock offended. “You’re way more cut than I am, but I’m the vain one?”

“I got cut for football, ya narcissist.”

“So did I.”

“But you quit the team over a year ago.”

“And that means I can’t work out anymore?” I cocked my eyebrows at him. “‘Narcissist.’ Listen to you, tossing out those SAT vocabs.”

“Hey, my parents paid good money for all that SAT prep. They deserve some kinda return on their investment.”

We stopped talking for a minute after that. Nothing awkward about it; we just stood there, taking each other in while the stars came out above us. After the day I’d had, it was good simply to have a quiet moment where nothing was required of me, where I could hang with my boy and breathe a little.

Wow. Dalvin’s smile was so nice…

Yeah. Okay. But I could only afford to breathe so much. “I gotta go,” I said, staring into his eyes, tripping a little as I backed away toward the bike rack. “Homework. And dinner. And more homework. And college apps! I gotta put in at least one college app tonight.”

“You’re still putting in college apps? I thought you got into the University of Chicago?”

Shit. Why did I mention the college app thing? “I did. I also picked up that Excellence in Academics scholarship.”

“Bruh! That’s what up!” He gave me dap. “But I don’t get why you’re putting in college apps this late in the game.”

“I’m just…keeping my options open, man.”

Dalvin shook his head. Smiling that smile. “Zeno Miles Anderson. When’s that dude gonna come out and play again?”

“We’ll hang, man. I promise.”

“Oliver’s gonna give our cast eight days to learn their lines and run rehearsals before we start filming. You think we can do the interviews in that time?”

What’s a little more pressure on yours truly when it’ll make things easier for my boy. “Sure man. After I get the questions down and line up a couple of victims for the camera, I’ll text you, and we’ll go for it.”

“I like that plan.” Dalvin watched as I unlocked my bike from the rack. “Hey, my moms is picking me up in a few. Stick around, and we’ll drop you off.”

My dad wanted to get in a little family time this evening. That was why he wanted me home for dinner. If I didn’t leave now, I’d miss a big chunk of family togetherness. Yet I kept standing there, like a plant taking root. What the hell? “Appreciate the offer, but…I gotta move. Text ya later.”

Dalvin’s smile got bigger. His eyes looked kind of sad though.

Aw.

I hesitated some more. Until my better angel snapped at me: You’ll disappoint Dad if you’re late, idiot. Move ya black ass!

Dalvin’s lips parted as if he were about to say something, but I jumped on my bike so fast it wobbled and threw my friend a wave as I rode off.


Chapter Three

THE GARAGE STOOD open when I wheeled off the street into our driveway. Mom climbed out of her car, fresh off her latest stint driving long haul for Mednikow Medical Supplies. She’d arrived home a day earlier than expected. No wonder Dad had been all about me getting home for dinner on time. Mom wore stonewashed jeans, a red pullover sweater, and purple sneakers. Yeah, she looked more like a suburban shopper than a trucker.

As I sailed into the garage between her and Dad’s cars, Mom looked at me and broke out a smile. “Zeno! Hi, baby boy. You’re—” And just like that, the smile turned flat off. “Where’s your helmet?”

Oh shit. I should’ve turned around the second I saw our garage door up. Usually, I kept the yellow and black helmet (which Mom gave me the same day Dad gave me the bike two years ago) with me when I rode. At moments like this, I could simply go, “Oh, I only this second took it off. It was hot under there.” Or something like that. But I totally stopped carrying it weeks ago, lulled into believing I wouldn’t get caught, I guess. You know, because neither Mom nor Dad ever saw me come or go on my bike.

So yeah. Oop. Big oop. I stood there like a dummy, straddling the bike, looking at my mom with this crooked smile.

“Son, I asked a question,” she said, walking around the front of her car to confront me more directly. When she meant business, she always got in my face. She still managed the intimidation thing even though she was six inches shorter than me now.

“I heard ya, Mom. You must be so tired. Come on in and let me get you some tea with honey.” I pushed past her, using my feet to paddle the bike toward the kitchen door.

She caught me by the backpack before I’d made two steps. And then she was back in my face. “Oh, hell to the yes, you’re going to make me tea. But now let’s talk about that helmet. Where is it?”

The crooked smile turned into a sheep grin. “In my closet. Under my duffel bag. Behind those boots Grampa gave me last year.”

Mom folded her arms across her chest, one eyebrow arching up. “Why on earth is it there while you’re riding through the streets on this bike?”

“Come on, Mom. That helmet messes up my hair! Nobody should walk around with jacked hair.”

A beat. Then Mom laughed, which was definitely not the reaction I expected. “Oh, my son is such a narcissist.”

“I’m not a… Okay, I’m a narcissist. So what? Is it a crime to want to look your best?”

“No, but you won’t look so good with your brain splashed over the asphalt, either.”

“Ugh, Mom.”

“Did I paint too graphic a picture for you? Well, I’ve actually seen it, son. I’ve seen the head trauma bike and motorcycle riders sustain when they get into accidents without helmets.” Mom was a paramedic with the Memphis Fire Department for eleven years before the stress got to her and she quit. “I don’t care what the helmet does to your hair. That’s what combs are for. Going forward, you will wear your helmet from the moment you get on that bike to the moment you get off. You will wear your helmet every time you ride your bike. Fail to do so, you’ll not only be grounded, I’ll take that bike from you permanently. I’ll sell it and get new seat covers for my car. Are we clear, Zeno?”

“Yes, Mom. One hundred percent clear as polished glass.”

“Now, for being so dunderheaded, get my satchel out of the car and haul it in.”

I bowed low to her. “Yes, O’ Queen of the Wiggle Wagon.”

Mom scoffed and put her hands on her hips. “Please stop using trucker slang. You always make it sound X-rated. You’ve been watching porn again, haven’t you?”

“Mmm. Smell that dinner, Ma! Let’s get in there.”

“Uh-huh. All I smell is that shea butter and manuka honey conditioner you use on your precious naps.”

Dad was at the stove when Mom and I entered the kitchen from the garage. He wore a gray and green tank top over gray basketball shorts and bare feet. I wondered, not for the first time, what it would be like to have a father who dressed like an adult.

“There are my favorite people,” he said as he finished painting hot melted butter over steaming ears of corn. He put down the basting brush, wiped his hands on his shorts, and shimmied—no, swear to God, I’m not making that up—his way toward Mom. “Hey, lady,” he said in this low, slow voice.

“Hey, babe,” Mom replied with a smile. She raised her arms, holding them out so Dad could slide his shoulders under them. Mom and Dad latched on and locked lips like spouses who hadn’t seen each other in four days.

I loved my parents. I loved that they loved each other. But I was not cool with overly expressive displays of affection between them. Certain aspects of their relationship should be kept private from their easily grossed out son. After I’d made my feelings clear on that subject, they naturally went out of their way to clown me every chance they got. When Dad, in the middle of their long slurpy welcome-home kiss, dipped Mom halfway down to the floor, and when Mom kicked her leg straight toward the ceiling—that shot me way past my comfort zone.

I dropped my backpack and Mom’s satchel, pointed an indignant finger at the hall, and snapped, “Go to your room!”

*

I LAY NECK-DEEP in a tub of warm, sudsy, coconut-scented water. A fat, blue jar candle reminiscent of jasmine burned languidly on the rim of the tub. Eyes closed, I basked in the sweet, soothing sounds of tiny bubbles popping softly around me. After dinner, I’d started clearing the table, but Dad chased me off to finish my homework. I went to my room and did exactly that. With the assignments done, I submitted my latest college application and then did a few sets of crunches and chin-ups while watching an old episode of black-ish.

I liked the way my body felt after a good workout—the vibrant rush of endorphins, the tingling sense of power, all mixing together into a wonderful sense of tranquility. It was a great way to relieve stress and enable myself to chill. When my phone chimed with a text, I groaned. My little feel-good moment popped like a soap bubble. After drying my hands on a towel, I reluctantly reached for my phone.

The text was from Jemma: What’s up, helmet head?

I replied with, Bathtime.

I should drop by. She added a smiling devil emoji.

Smiling, I responded with a throbbing heart emoji.

Party. My house. Fri nite. U R coming.

Okay, this was totally new for Jemma. In the time I’d known her, she threw two parties a year, one on her birthday and the other during fall break. This Friday night didn’t fit either occasion. She plotted and planned her parties down to the last detail, ensuring good times for all with her parents and kid sister nowhere around. Impromptu was so not her. And what was I doing Friday night? Homework wouldn’t be a problem; I’d get that done first thing after school. Did I have any carwash appointments? This was a rare three-day weekend off work for Mom. Had she or Dad planned any family time for Friday?

Jemma came back with: Stop thinking so hard. Just BE THERE.

Jeez. Talk about pushy. Can I bring a friend?

Girlfriend? She tacked on three spinning question marks and three throbbing hearts.

Just a friend.

Cool.

*

LYING ACROSS MY bed in a T-shirt and boxers, I wound down the day playing a Spider-Man video game on my phone. The room felt chilly, but I was way too involved fighting Mysterio to grab a blanket. My skin was still damp from the bath and a bit oily from the lotion I spread on to keep ashiness at bay. The tiny digital clock in the corner of my screen was closing in on 10:00 p.m. Despite the excitement of the game, my eyes were starting to feel heavy.

The knock came quietly, followed by, “Got a minute, Zeno?”

I paused the game, rolled over, and sat up in bed. “Come in, Dad.”

He opened the door and leaned against the frame. “Hey.”

“Uh-oh. You’ve got that hangdog look. Are you getting sick?”

“Your mom just jumped down my throat.”

“Why?”

“She thinks I’m a bad dad.”

“You’re a great dad.”

“I’m a dad who had no idea his kid’s been riding a bike all over town for God knows how long without wearing a helmet. That’s the way your mom put it.”

“Oh. She asked you about that, huh?”

“Yeah. I thought you and I were good, Z-bo. I thought we were partners, and you left me hanging out to dry.”

“I didn’t mean to, Dad. I just—”

He held up a hand to stop me. “I really don’t want to hear you say you put your safety second to a flesh ’fro.”

I chuckled, picturing a fat, meaty head. “Flesh ’fro?”

“Fresh ’fro. You try saying that three times fast!”

“Fresh ’fro, fresh ’fro, fresh ’fro.”

“Shaddup. On a serious tip, you realize this doesn’t help your case for going off to the University of Chicago in the fall.”

I heaved out a breath and let my head fall forward, chin thumping against my chest. “I realize, I realize.” Fuck.

Dad came into the room and sat next to me. “You know how much I love you, right?”

Jeez. I raised my head a little. “Yeah.”

“Well, I think your mom loves you even more. The hardest thing about her job is that it takes her away from home for days at a stretch. One of the things that makes it easier for her to be away is knowing that I’m taking care of you. Today, she’s convinced I’m not doing a good job of that.”

Dang. What the hell? I was supposed to be jetting along the path to manhood, but more and more it seemed I was rolling backward. What an idiot. It was one thing to impugn my own integrity, but I could’ve kicked myself for dragging Dad down with me.

Shaking my head, I muttered, “Sorry. I didn’t mean for that to happen.”

“Of course you didn’t, but son, actions have consequences. You have no idea how hard it is to let you go out into the world every day. My main job is to keep you safe, something that’s a lot harder to do once you leave this house. I have to depend on you to do everything you can to keep down the risks. You know? The things we talked about…how and when to use a condom, what to do if you encounter a cop. You have to take your well-being seriously, Zeno. I don’t need you taking crazy chances out there.”

“Like riding my bike without a helmet. I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.”

“Thank you.” He reached over and squeezed my knee. “Hey, aren’t you ready to trade up to a car? You’re sixteen. You can get a learner’s permit.”

“I dunno. I never really thought all that much about driving. It’s not, like, at the top of my wish list or anything.”

Dad frowned, looking confused. “You don’t want to learn how to drive?”

“Not really. I like my bike.”

He patted my knee. “You’re a strange kid, son.”

“Thanks.” I patted his knee. “You’re a strange dad, Dad.”
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