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Dear Little One,

Right now, you are a tiny life preparing to join a world that is already shifting to make room for you. I am writing from this waiting side of the world, before I have even seen your face or held your tiny hand.

I need to be honest with you, little shadow. You are arriving at a strange time. I would love to tell you that you are inheriting a peaceful, fair world, but I cannot promise you that. This place can be heavy, and it is rarely fair. It tends to decide who you are before you get the opportunity to decide for yourself. People will try to shape you, label you, and box you in before they ever truly “see” you.

But listen to me: I will protect you from that.

I will be your fiercest champion, your safe harbor, and the one who whispers the truth when everyone else tells you lies. I will fight to ensure you are never judged by unfair metrics, but only by the beautiful, unique spirit I already know you possess.

I cannot wait to watch you defy the odds and shine in a way that is entirely your own. I will be here to hold your hand and navigate you through your inevitably difficult life. You are loved beyond measure, more than this world has any right to expect, and I can’t wait to meet you.

Love always,

Your Uncle
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Content Warning
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This novel is intended for mature audiences and contains depictions of murder and death. Readers should be aware that the narrative features intense interpersonal aggression and verbal hostility (referring to the use of what some may consider swear or curse words). Additionally, the story explores LGBTQIA+ themes and identity within a high-stakes and often violent environments. Reader discretion is advised.
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Prologue
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“You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in the court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford one, then one will be provided for you.” The officer read.

Over a year ago, I watched the police storm into my living room and arrest my father for murder. I can perfectly describe the cold sound the handcuffs made when they snapped around his wrists. There’s no metaphor there. The cuffs were genuinely cold. The breeze swept in from the open door, and the heat hadn’t been working for days. Cameras and reporters were parked outside before they could get him out of the front door and list his rights.

It was pretty ironic; my father might as well have walked himself to the police car. My dad was 6’5 and the policeman who had him in cuffs was as short as can be. He was twice the size of him and could pick him up by the head with one hand. The only workout he ever got was from working on cars; he rarely ever went to the gym. I just assumed it was genetics.

He’d yanked a damp, wrinkled shirt from the washer just as they arrived, leaving it only half-buttoned as they arrested him. His face and hands were stained black with oil, and his jeans were being held onto him by an unbuckled belt.

I couldn’t help but almost feel responsible. It took me almost twelve minutes from the time I got home from volleyball practice to realize my mom was lying lifeless on the couch. I’d thought she was just sleeping until I noticed the dark blood soaked into the sofa under her. I didn’t scream or cry or anything. I froze in shock and let my glass of lemonade fall from my hands and shatter onto the hardwood floor. 

SHATTER!

Our floors weren’t like most. They had a white wooden pattern that starts to look odd when you stare at it for too long. I would know since that’s what I spent most of that night doing.

This case became huge. Nothing like that usually happens in the Outer Banks. Everyone says they remember hearing the sirens fly by their homes and crowd noise from the reporters that night, but I remember the silence afterward. I'd sit by the bar with the door still swung open. Mrs. Ghadi, my neighbor, had come over to help out. 

“The breeze will keep you calm,” she promised.

Mrs. Ghadi was like a mother to me. She started making me fresh lemonade every now and then after her son started working for my dad. My favorite was the blue raspberry pomegranate with red bull poured into it. Before my mother died, I stopped seeing her as often because my parents would argue over how close her and my dad had gotten, despite the fact that she was married. Of course, I’d never taken her for the type to be disloyal, she was too sweet.

My butt stung from sitting in the unreasonably hard bar stool for so long. My brain over-exaggerated how bad the pain was, but I couldn’t blame it with everything that was going on. Every time I’d try to divert my thoughts to something positive, I’d end up right back to the thought of my mom and dad.  What was I supposed to do without parents? I guess it’s true what they say: you never truly value someone until they’re no longer in your life. However, I’ve always had a good relationship with my father. I used to call him protector as a kid but that was before I learned that the point of a nickname is to lessen the number of syllables. So recently I’ve been calling him “Pops.”

“Will they put me in foster care?” I blurted, and then finally took a bite of the food I had been toying with.

I was only seventeen then. I'd only been seventeen for 2 months and I was halfway through my senior year. I couldn’t live by myself until my next birthday. NEXT WINTER. They would have to do something, right? My family was scattered across the world nowhere near here. I doubt they’d even think twice about what’d happen to me after all this. They stopped talking to my mom when she had me at sixteen. Ripe, I know.

“Absolutely not Habibi,” she crooned putting her warm, soft hands on my shoulders. “You’re already seventeen, there’d be no point. Plus, the house is in your name. You can be under my care and supervision.”

I sighed in relief. Mrs. Ghadi had so much on my mom when it came to mothering children. Mom tried her best... when she was sober. Even then she still managed to be a terrible person, and an even worse influence.

“What about school? They’ll talk about this for years,” I said urgently.

She started picking the lint from the back of my t-shirt.

“I’m sure everyone will have forgotten about it in less than a month,” she reassured me. “Heck, it’ll probably be history by next week.”
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[The Prodigal Son]
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Chapter 1
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It’s been over a year since my mother died. The whispers and rumors haven’t died down. Not even a little. It’s hard to focus on my academics and volleyball while forced to walk a suffocating minefield of judgement and opinions. I’ve been dealing with it for years and I still haven’t mastered it yet. 

I’m in my second semester of college now. It’s been rough but I'm making it. I’m not failing a single class, so I’d say I'm doing fairly well. Don’t get me wrong. I love learning but my classes this semester are a pain. I guess I can’t complain too much since I’m never there. My professors are lenient when it comes to attendance. I appreciate the extra time it gives me for volleyball. I’m switching from outside hitter to back-row defense soon, so I’ve been training non-stop. I also get more take care of Virgo. He’s the worst smelling horse I know. I bathe him often; he somehow smells right back rancid not long after.

“Quincy!” Professor Lawson called out to me.

My head shot up.

“You think your daydreams are more important than the Spanish-American wars?” she asked.

“No, ma’am.”

“Yeah, me neither.” She grinned. “Let’s keep your attention up here. Unless, of course, you plan to fail the exam next week.”

I situated myself into my seat. This was my most comfortable classroom. It was a seminar with carpet floors, rolling chairs with cushions and flexible backs, and navy-blue walls that dim the light shining in. How was I not supposed to daydream? I should be asleep. Who needs a seminar room for a Latin American History class? Half the time our work is online. I was pissed to find out “core classes” still existed for the first 2 years of college. No one told me a thing.

Professor Lawson yapped for another thirty minutes. I promise I didn’t always dread her class. Just somedays were better than others, and those days tended to be when we were taking notes on her 2-hour long lectures and presentations. 

“I won’t hold you guys any longer. Again, those research papers are due two days before the exam, so make sure you’re working on that over the weekend,” she said, stacking papers on her desk. “A wise person would use the free day before the exam to study. Not that I’d expect that from some of you.”

Everyone started stuffing notebooks and computers into their bags and heading for the door. I always wait until most of them are already out of the room because I don’t like shoving my way through the crowd they form. When I reach for my computer, a guy walks up to me. I think it’s the same guy who smacks on his gum and types with just his fingernails to make the clicks unnecessarily loud. He has the whitest skin complexion I’ve ever seen, and his ginger hair color was so bright; it almost didn’t look natural.

“Hey, it’s cool having a serial killer for a dad,” he asked me, smirking and bumping shoulders with the guy beside him.

It took a second to process that thick New York accent. Vete a la mierda, I scoffed.

“Did your dad know Spanish too?” he joked.

I put my computer in my bag and stood up in front of him. “It takes more than one homicide to be considered a serial killer. My dad still speaks Spanish; he isn’t dead, just in prison. And what about that would be... cool?” I frowned sarcastically.

They laughed in my face and turned to walk away.

“Annoy me enough and I might kill ya.” I muttered.

Their expressions dropped and they froze, looking at me blankly. I almost giggled.

With that, they watched my back as I walked away and out of the classroom. My humor occasionally got me out of situations I didn’t want to be in. In that way, my dad murdering my mom came in handy.

I didn’t stop walking until I was halfway across campus. The air outside was cold enough to sting the inside of my nose. I adjusted my too-tight backpack strap and headed straight for the student center.

* * *
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It was loud in the student center. Everyone talking, chairs scraping tile, the espresso machine screaming like it was being tortured. This is where me and Tahlia usually studied; we both liked people having to drown out a ton of extra sounds to hear our vulgar conversations.

Once I spotted her sitting at one of the long tables near the windows, one leg tucked under the other, laptop open, phone face-down beside it, I started walking over. Her long, red hair was pulled back and messy; curls escaping the tie. She was chewing on the end of a pen; eyes narrowed at whatever she was reading.

“Psych?” I asked, dropping my bag into one of the chairs across from her.

She looked up and grinned. “How’d you guess?”

“The face,” I said. “You only make it when you’re trying not to fistfight Freud.”

Freud was our general psychology professor. He was my favorite professor. Tahlia, on the other hand, hated his guts. She’s majoring in creative writing, and I plan to major in forensic science. This was the only class we shared.

She laughed and it eased something in my chest.

“How was class?” she asked.

I shrugged. “Learned more about the wars. That gum guy I told you about last week?”

She nodded. “Yeah, what about him?”

“He reminded me my life is a true crime podcast up for grabs.” I said, finally sitting down.

She gave me a wide-eyed glance.

“He said something?”

“Nothing new.” I waved it off and pulled my laptop out before she could go into full mom mode. “I shut it down.”

She watched me for a second longer, then nodded. I knew she was filing it away for later. Tahlia never forgot things like that.

“Good for you,” She said.

We grabbed food—greasy, over-salted cheeseburgers that came with a basket of fries—and settled back at the table. I opened my Latin American History notes, the bolded headings and highlighted dates blurring before my eyes could focus. I needed to rewrite a few since I stopped listening after covering half the page.

“You have your exam soon, right?” she asked.

“In about a week.”

“Yikes.”

“Don’t act like you’re not drowning too.”

She sighed dramatically and pushed her laptop an inch farther away. “Cognitive development theories should be illegal.”

I snorted despite myself. “Psychology wouldn’t exist without theories.”

She rolled her eyes and smiled at me. We studied like that for a while. Not talking much. More coexisting. Occasionally she’d read a term out loud and make a face, or I’d mutter something about Bolívar that made absolutely no sense out of context.

That’s when from my peripheral I felt Tahlia staring right at me. I looked up to realize her eyes flicked past, but not at me. I followed her gaze, but all I saw was a group of girls near the smoothie counter. Four of them dressed like they were celebrating easier. They were huddled close, whispering, giggling int their hands like a bunch of middle schoolers. I was too busy rewriting the same sentence in my notes for the third time to even care.

She continued watching them while I went back to my notes. 

I was used to this. I usually let it be background noise and ignore it all. Tahlia, though, did not believe in white noise. She snapped her laptop closed.

“Stay here,” she demanded.

“What?” I started to panic. “Why?”

She was already standing.

“Tahlia—” I called out.

She didn’t answer and walked straight toward them. I realized too late what was happening. Almost everyone in the center’s attention pulled towards her like a circle of dominos falling one after the other. I half-stood from my chair, heart slamming against my ribs. Tahlia stopped right in front of their table.

“Hi,” she sneered, “can I ask what’s so funny?”

All I could think about was what a dangerous game these girls were playing. As much as I appreciate Tahlia sticking up for me, the level of embarrassment would be just as strong.

One of the girls scoffed. “What?”

“You’ve been pointing and laughing for ten minutes,” Tahlia continued. “So, I’m just curious. Is there something you wanna share with the rest of us, or are you just brave from a distance?”

Someone coughed. The girl closest to Tahlia crossed her arms. “We weren’t pointing at anyone.”

Tahia tilted her head. “Keep up the lying and you’ll never point that finger again.”

Another girl laughed nervously. “Why do you even care?”

Tahlia glanced back at me, then she turned back to them.

“Because that’s my friend,” she said clearly. “But regardless of the fact, you don’t get to turn someone’s life into entertainment because you’re too broke for a Netflix subscription.”

One of them muttered, “It’s not that deep.”

“Oh, it is,” Tahlia shot back. “You’re laughing about a man whose mother was murdered. And the wild part? You don’t even know him.”

God, this is so embarrassing. I thought.

The first girl flushed. “Maybe you’re the one who doesn’t know him. Who’s to say he isn’t just like his father?”

Tahlia smiled. It wasn’t nice.

“I know enough to know you’re embarrassing yourselves.” Tahlia added. “Grow. Up.”

She turned on her heel and walked back to me like she hadn’t just detonated a bomb in the middle of the room. I was still standing when she reached the table. The entire center was watching us. Some people pretended not to but others didn’t care.

Tahlia slung her bag over her shoulder and looked at me. “You ready?”

I blinked. “You... you didn’t have to do that.”

“I know.” She said simply.

No seriously, you didn’t have to do that. I thought.

Just thinking about all the extra attention, I will get from this situation alone made me want to crawl into a ball and scream until my lungs burst. My hands shook a little as I zipped my bag.

As we walked together, I risked a glance back. The girls weren’t laughing anymore. Tahlia caught me looking and bumped her shoulder into mine. I was trying to see the good in what she’d just done, but instead I couldn’t do anything but resent her for doing it despite knowing how embarrassing it’d be for me.

“You, okay?”

I nodded and faked a smile.

“Y-yeah,” I said. “I think I am.”

You just made me feel like a lap dog. No, I’m not okay.
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When Coach finally blew the whistle, the balls dropped from mid-air. Short but incredibly intimidating, she clearly worked out, showing it off all the time. I swear her closet seemed to consist only of tank tops and sleeveless shirts with arm holes that were so big they hung to about her waist. Her last name was also, conveniently, Coach, which made for some awkward conversations. She had light skin and blonde locs with brown tips tied up in a claw clip. Her face was stern and there was always an arch in between her eyebrows. She’s a gruff teddy bear. She’s never been rude on purpose, and she always makes sure everyone feels like they’re contributing to the team.

By the time volleyball practice ended, my body felt like it had been rung out and left to dry. Practice left me exhausted, especially my calves.

“Good work today,” she said, clapping once. “Hydrate. Stretch. I don’t want to hear any excuses tomorrow.”

Kim, our defensive specialist, tossed a volleyball into the blue carrier by the net. “Q!”

I walked over. “What’s up?”

“That spike? From Caz?” He started toward the locker room. “You could’ve saved it. I don’t know what you were focused on, but when the ball is coming from the other side it should be the only thing on your mind. It’s your job.”

“I–”

It took everything in my power to hold my tongue. As smart mouthed as it seems, Kim meant good by it. If he were around his boys, it’d be a different story. He seemed to genuinely care any other time.

“Yeah, my bad.” I apologized.

I’d already started to walk away. Kim was such a cool person when he wanted to be. It came out in weird ways, but he has good intentions. At least most of the time he does. With the wrong person, he could easily get under your skin.

“I know.” He muttered from behind me.

Point proven.

“...wait.” I couldn’t help myself. “Maybe you should’ve gotten it. In case you’ve forgotten, I’m a backup. If you were doing your job, you wouldn’t need me to begin with.”

He gave me a dead-eyed stare. “Worry about your own game,” I suggested.

“I am.”

That’s it—how he gets under your skin. He doesn’t care to react to things like this. It’s the same when he’s purposefully being spiteful, and I’m afraid I fall for the trap most of the time. I just told you that you weren’t doing your job right even though everyone knows how much effort you put into volleyball and how much time you put in and all I get is ‘I am?’
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