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JULIAN


When Coach Marcus postpones after-school football practice until sunset because of the heat, I take the long way home. I don’t hurry down Main Street with the rest of the kids from my neighborhood, but instead cut through the soccer fields and head into the scrub pines behind Crenshaw County High School.


My grandma, whom I’ve always called Birdie, used to tell me when I was little, “Idle hands are the devil’s playground, Julian.” In fact, she said it so often and with such an accusatory tone, I was convinced that the devil himself was just waiting for me to become bored so he could use my hands to commit some heinous crime. I used to sit in church with my palms under my thighs, silently repeating not today, not today, scared out of my wits that the devil knew I was bored and was ready to come up from the depths of hell and lead me into a life of debauchery… right there in front of the entire congregation of the Crossroads Church of Meridien. And then they’d all know how really bored I was. I pictured Ms. Brownie, whose real name had been lost to years of the entire town calling her Ms. Brownie, shaking her head and saying in her thick Texas twang, “I always knew that boy had idle hands.”


As I got older, Birdie didn’t repeat it as much. Maybe it was because I learned how to behave myself and she felt I didn’t need the warning. Now that I’m grown, I know that idle hands aren’t necessarily the devil’s playground. You know what is, though? Meridien, Texas, in the thick of the early September heat.


The dried pine straw cracks under my feet as I reach the clearing in the woods near the end of Kirkland Road. I can see our old backyard from here, the sunlight dancing on the tire swing and dappling the mixture of dead grass and sand underneath. The lone tall oak casts a shadow onto the roof and right across my old bedroom window. It’s not much to look at, this old house with its yellowing paint and red shutters. A shotgun house, Daddy called it, long and narrow. Every so often when I walk home this way, memories flash of me and my father in the backyard, tossing a football back and forth.


“Fingers between the laces,” he taught me, even though I could barely get my six-year-old hand around the narrowest part of the ball. “Get that pointer finger on the seam, Julian.” One fluid motion. Release the ball at the highest point and step through. Every time I throw a pass, I remember his instructions.


“My boy is going to be a star,” he said once, carrying me around the yard on his shoulders. “Hear that crowd cheering for you? Everyone’s going to know Julian Jackson: the best quarterback in Texas.”


I don’t remember anything about my mother, who left us just weeks after I was born. And I really don’t have a ton of memories of my father, either, but that one is really bright.


I touch the chain-link fence that separates the yards on Kirkland Road. I wish I could see him as vividly as I sometimes remember his voice.


I notice that the woman who lives in the house now is sitting on the front porch, a tattered paperback in her hands.


“Afternoon, Julian,” she says without looking up, her glasses perched near the end of her nose.


“Afternoon, Miss Jean.”


“Some tea for you?” She points to an ice-filled pitcher next to her without lowering her paperback.


“No time this afternoon, Miss. But thank you,” I answer.


We have the same exchange every time I take the long way home and she’s there. I never say yes, and she always asks. I wonder what would happen if I did say yes one day. I haven’t been in the house since the morning my father died.


I reach the end of Kirkland Road and throw a look over my shoulder at the house at the end of the street before I turn onto Main and head for home. The sharp contrast between the quiet of Kirkland and the bustle of Main Street is jarring. I’m walking at a snail’s pace now. Without the woods for shade, the sun beats relentlessly on my back, and I can feel the sweat running down toward the waistband of my shorts.


I wind my way past the town line, the rusty WELCOME TO MERIDIEN sign blown off-kilter after years of fighting a losing battle with the Southeast Texas wind. If I were walking in the other direction, I’d be passing huge ranches lined with white vinyl fences framing freshly mown grass and dotted with tall trees. On this side of the county, the road leads to rows of tract housing, overgrown chickweed, and bobbing pumpjacks. Officer Calvert sits in the Crossroads Church parking lot at the edge of town, just waiting for someone to come barreling down Main Street on their way to the beach, too busy looking at their phone to notice the sharp drop in the speed limit. The road is patched together with a dizzying pattern of thick tar that still stinks in the late summer steam. Empty storefronts, their windows covered with brown paper and sometimes duct tape, dot the main drag between the businesses that survived the big oil downturn a couple years back. Jake’s Convenience, Ron Redd’s Rapid Repair, the Meridien Motel and Diner (parking in rear), Mabel’s Beauty Box. Burger Barn rises up like some turquoise beast at the corner of Main and Rudy Street. I ignore the stream of kids hanging out there on the pink picnic tables and turn right on Rudy Street to head home.


The TV is blaring when I come in the front door. Ray Remondo, Corpus Christi Action 8 Weather, is standing in front of a map, gesturing to a storm churning down near Barbados.


“Birdie,” I call. “I’m home.”


“There’s my boy,” she says, her voice coming from the kitchen. “Come on in here and help your grandmama.”


I drop my backpack on the brown plaid couch, worn thin in spots from years of Birdie’s hospitality. As far back as I can remember, there has always been a visitor or two a few meals a week in this house.


Birdie is standing on a chair trying to reach a heavy bowl above the refrigerator when I appear in the kitchen. Her heavy frame teeters on the edge of the seat, and I notice it starting to flex and bend underneath her.


“Birdie! Here.” I guide her down gently. “What are you reaching for?”


“I need the good glass bowl,” she says. “We’ve got special company tonight!”


I step up on the chair and grab the big bowl in one motion. I set it gently in the sink and start washing it out with soap and warm water. “Who is it?”


Birdie calls everyone special company, even if it’s just Ms. Brownie coming over for gossip and a muffin in the morning. Though she’s not a regular dinner visitor, and I doubt we’d be getting out the good bowl for her. Maybe it’s Pastor Ernie and his husband, Thomas Figg. Figg, whom no one except my grandmother refers to as Mr., only Figg, has been teaching calculus at Crenshaw since the dawn of time. Maybe earlier.


Or maybe it’s my least favorite visitor, my football coach. When Coach Marcus and Birdie get started on offensive plays and passing-game strategies, sometimes I have to leave the room. I don’t know that anyone has ever met a booster club president more vocal than Birdie. No one in Meridien loves Crenshaw County High School football more than she does. Including Coach Marcus.


“No football practice today? I thought for sure you’d be out there getting ready for the Taylor game,” she says, sucking her teeth and shaking her head.


“Coach Marcus says it’s too hot for practice this afternoon, so we’re playing under the lights tonight at seven,” I say, yawning. I pull my soggy shirt away from my back and try to fan a little fresh air under there. It doesn’t help. “Plus, we’ve got four weeks before the Taylor game, Birdie. Stephens City is our first game, this weekend.”


“Oh, I know that,” she says. “But you know Taylor is the game we all have our eye on.”


Don’t I know it. Everyone who’s lived in Meridien for longer than five minutes knows it. Our rivalry with Taylor High School is something that seems to have started around the time Moses parted the Red Sea, if you listen to any of the folks around here.


“Never too soon to start preparing for those Taylor Titans,” Birdie mumbles. “You know they have morning and afternoon practice some days up there at Taylor?” She shakes her head. “They’re getting ready for us. We ought to be getting ready for them. Give that Coach Marcus a piece of my mind next time I see him. You’re going to have to have your wits about you this year,” she admonishes.


“I always do,” I tell her, trying to smile. Birdie sometimes rides me harder about football than Coach Marcus does, and that’s saying something.


“Ooh, sounding more and more like your daddy every day.” She rolls her eyes. “You’ve got to get that homework done, then. Time’s a-wasting,” she says, swatting me on the backside with a dish towel.


“You going to tell me who the special company is?”


“Never mind that,” she says, tucking the towel into the waistband of her full flowery skirt. “You keep your head in the game. You’ll see ’em soon enough, when you get home after practice. Now get.” She pulls me close to her for a kiss on the forehead and then gently shoves me in the direction of my room.


I grab my backpack on the way. What kind of company will still be around after practice ends late on a Monday? Maybe someone is spending the night? Someone from Birdie’s book club or a church friend? Why would that be a surprise, though?


I put my backpack on the floor by my desk and straighten out the green blanket on my bed. I lay out the homework I have in order of difficulty, starting with calculus because it’s the easiest for me and ending with English because it’s my least favorite. I sit down at the desk with a sharpened pencil and my notebooks. The work is mindless, and I’m still distracted by Birdie’s secrecy about tonight’s guest. Does Birdie have a boyfriend? Is that why she wanted the good glass bowl and she’s wearing her favorite church skirt?


I quickly put the idea out of my head. Surely I would have noticed if some guy had started coming around.


Well, there is that one man at church who’s always hanging around her. Mr. Cooper. Only problem with that is Mr. Cooper is about eight hundred years old, and we just had a big birthday blowout a couple of years back for Birdie’s sixtieth. Maybe it’s someone from the other side of the county. Some lonely rancher who’s looking for a wife who can talk football.


I let myself settle into that fantasy, living the good life on some big ranch on the other side of town. I picture myself riding a horse and living in one of those houses behind the white vinyl fences while I finish up calculus and physics and at least look at my English lit assignment.


Birdie is sitting in front of the TV when I come out of my room. Ray Remondo is drawing colored lines from the massive blob near Barbados all the way up to the Texas coast. Birdie chews a fingernail. Ray Remondo graduated from Crenshaw County High School around the time my dad was there, and a few years later he was one of those dudes they stick out on a pier during a hurricane on the Weather Channel to show you how bad the wind is. He came back home to Texas recently and started working for Action 8 in Corpus Christi. He’s Meridien’s little claim to fame. Plus, he’s been known to wax poetic about Crenshaw football now and again, which makes him one of Birdie’s favorite people. I think he even writes a sports opinion column in the weekly Meridien newspaper that only the old people read.


“What’s old Ray Ray gesticulating about today?” I pat myself on the back for using an SAT word.


“Storm out there brewing in the Caribbean. Maybe it’ll give us some relief from this ridiculous heat wave,” she says, throwing her hand up toward the TV.


She points the remote at the screen and clicks the power button in a huff. She pulls a towel from the laundry basket at her feet and starts folding.


“You think it’s something we need to pay attention to?” I ask.


“Not just yet. That thing may take ten days to get on up here. And you remember what happened with that Ashley,” she says, rolling her eyes.


Everyone on the Texas Gulf coast knows about that Ashley: the Hurricane That Wasn’t. Statewide panic and a bread-and-milk shortage all for a couple of clouds and a barely there thunderstorm that took a turn toward Louisiana at the last minute. Folks in Meridien talk about that Ashley the way they talk about that one uncle who ruined Thanksgiving or the Dallas Cowboys: with complete and utter disgust.


“Did you finish up all your homework?” she asks, wiping the sweat from her brow and pulling another towel from the laundry basket.


“Yes, ma’am.” It’s just a little white lie. I can finish my English assignment tonight after practice. It’ll help put me to sleep.


“You work hard out there,” she tells me, straightening my T-shirt and inspecting my shoelaces.


“I always do.”


“And you tell Coach Marcus he’s got a weak spot on defense on his left. He needs to fix that mess before Taylor.” She winks and squeezes my shoulders while guiding me toward the front door.


“What time is company coming?”


“Should be here within the hour, I suspect,” she says, her voice a little uneven. She looks out the window and wrings her hands. “Now get on out there and do what needs to be done.”


“Still not going to tell me who it is?” I raise my eyebrows at her like I used to when I was small and I wanted a piece of candy or an extra cookie after dinner.


“Get!” She laughs, opening the front door and pointing down the driveway.


I sling my football bag over my shoulder and, with a quick smile back at Birdie, hustle down Rudy Street.
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ELIJAH


I walk myself to the bus station. It’s not as dramatic as it sounds, as we live only a few blocks away. Three blocks in the afternoon Houston steam with a black duffel bag slung over your shoulder, however, can feel like forty days in the jungle if you let your imagination get away from you.


The 2:45 bus to Corpus Christi isn’t completely full. I set my bag down on the seat beside me and put in my earbuds before we even leave the station. I watch people step onto the bus and make up stories about them in my head. It keeps me distracted enough to not think about my sister, Frankie, and my niece, Coley, for at least ten whole minutes.


Frankie wanted to walk with me. She wanted to bring Coley and wave from the station as the bus pulled away. I told her I think she’s watched too many Hallmark movies.


“Come on, Elijah,” Frankie begged. “Coley loves anything with wheels. She’ll love seeing the big buses.”


“I can do this on my own,” I told her. I left out the real reason I didn’t want her there with my niece: that I thought it would rip my heart out to see Coley waving at me from the platform as the bus pulls away. Maybe it’ll be only a few weeks until I see her again, but it will definitely be the longest I’ve been away from her since the day she was born.


It was bad enough that I had to say goodbye to her after lunch and before her nap. She was cranky and upset with me, her dark curls sticking up in seventeen different directions while she made a mess out of a bowl of macaroni and cheese. I tried to help her, tried to guide the spoon to her mouth, but she wasn’t having any of that.


“No, Uncalijah,” she whined, stretching out her name for me into a million syllables. “I do it myself.” The tears started about halfway through the bowl. We had spent the morning playing in the little splash park near our apartment, and I knew all that running around in the sun and heat was going to leave her happy but zonked. Even waiting ninety seconds for Frankie to nuke a bucket of Easy Mac and warm up a few green beans left her curled in a ball in the kitchen with crocodile tears rolling down her cheeks.


I put her down for a nap after her lunch devolved into a long string of tired cries and whines that the macaroni was “too slippy.” Sticky golden cheese was still clumped on her chin and in her curls. It wasn’t the most charming way to remember her, but it still makes me smile as the bus pulls onto the highway, pointed south.


“Uncalijah will see you soon,” I told her, kissing her forehead, the only part of her face that wasn’t caked with powdered cheese.


“Nooooo,” she said, her eyes already closing.


“Text me pictures,” I said to Frankie when I left. “I’m sorry I’m leaving her with you like this.”


“A nap will fix her right up,” Frankie said, hugging me tightly. “We’ll be there soon.”


“Bye, Ma.” I waved toward the back patio, where she was surrounded by moving boxes and rolls of packing tape.


“Be safe, Elijah. Call us when you get there,” she said without getting up. “And you tell that Ms. Jackson thank you, you hear me? Her taking you in for a few weeks is the nicest thing someone from Meridien has done for us in years.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Maybe it was going to be weird living with Ms. Jackson and Julian. Even if it was only for a few weeks. Who was I kidding? It was definitely going to be weird. But when Ma made the decision that we needed to get back to Meridien, there was no way I was going to start school again in Houston and then switch after three weeks. Ma got on the phone with Pastor Ernie, Figg, and Coach Marcus the same day she decided.


I was sitting in the living room the day Figg called her back.


“Really? Well… isn’t that something,” she said, a slight smile brightening her face.


A short pause.


“Well, you be sure and tell her thank you,” Ma said quietly.


A longer pause.


“I appreciate you both, Thomas. I’m sure Elijah will be thrilled. You’re right; they were friends for a long while.”


Friends? Did I ever have real friends in Meridien? I started to think about the things that happened there before we left the first time and—


“Please tell Pastor thank you, too.”


A twinge of sadness pulled at my chest, but I swallowed it down. I looked at my mother as she hung up the phone, some of the stress visibly falling from her shoulders.


“What am I going to be thrilled about?” I asked, setting down my book.


“Ms. Jackson has offered to take you in for a few weeks,” Ma said.


“Ms. Jackson? Julian’s grandmother?”


“Yes,” Ma said. “Isn’t that wonderful news?”


Wonderful isn’t what I would have called it that afternoon. Or even the next day or the next. I wouldn’t even really call it wonderful right this very second, but here I am on a one-way bus trip to Meridien with plans to be at Ms. Jackson’s house this evening.


School was sorted out with a few phone calls. Football, too. Coach Marcus agreed to let me come to practice and work out with the team as a sort of tryout, but he hinted that it was mostly a formality. I haven’t touched a football in three years, and I suspect I’m going to get a ton of mileage riding the bench, but it doesn’t matter. Being part of the team might be the thing I’m looking forward to the most about going back to Meridien. Or maybe the only thing; I don’t know. Some days it felt like a fantastic idea. And some days it felt like this was quite possibly the worst idea Ma has ever had, and that’s saying something.


“You okay with all of this?” Frankie asked me one night while I helped her give Coley a bath.


“Yes? No. Definitely maybe,” I told her.


“It will probably only be for a few weeks,” she said. “Ma can’t quit her job here until the first of the month,” she reminded me.


“I know. It’s just… Julian.”


Frankie lowered her head. “I get it. Maybe… maybe you could just walk in there and be your usual Elijah self and act like none of that ever happened? A clean slate is what you need,” she said.


I don’t necessarily agree that forgetting any and all bits of the past is the best plan for a new start, but I haven’t come up with anything better in the few days I’ve had to pack everything important into my biggest duffel bag.


I thought about Julian all the time. From that early morning three years ago when Frankie and Ma and I disappeared from Meridien until this moment right now as I sit on this bus, I’ve thought about him.


“Listen, don’t say anything about me and Coley while you’re in Meridien, okay?” Frankie told me right before I left.


“How come?”


She pursed her lips, and her eyebrows squinched up in the middle of her forehead. “I just don’t want people gossiping about me before I’m even there. It’ll be my story to tell when I get there, okay? Promise?”


“Yeah, okay. I promise,” I told her, even though I didn’t completely agree. Being a teenage mom shouldn’t make someone a pariah. “But God help anyone who’s got something to say about you,” I said, my hands balling into fists at my side.


“Hey, fresh start. Remember?” she said, grabbing my wrist and shaking my hand out of its fist.


I lean my head against the bus window and watch the broken white line stretch for miles. What was Julian doing right now? What was he thinking? Did he spend as much time remembering me as I spent remembering him?


Three weeks without Coley.


Three weeks with Julian.


I don’t know which I’m dreading more.
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JULIAN


“We’ve got a major weak spot on the left side,” Coach Marcus yells while we scrimmage. “Tighten up, boys!”


The center hikes the ball to me, and I back up a few steps, looking for an open pass. I spot an open receiver downfield about twenty yards, heading toward the end zone. I pivot right and let the ball go, watching it fall gently into his hands. Just as I exhale, I’m hit, hard, from the left. I fall to the ground in an ungraceful heap, my ribs buzzing.


“Late hit! What the hell was that!” I yell, pushing the defender off me. It’s one of our new guys, a freshman. He looks at me, eyes wide.


“I’m so sorry, Julian. I’m so sorry,” he says, his voice shaking. He extends his hand to me, but I smack it away.


“Good way to get yourself kicked out of a game, newbie,” I say, pulling myself up off the ground, my ribs burning. This kid is huge.


“It won’t happen again, Captain Jackson. I swear,” he says, talking around his mouth guard.


Captain Jackson. I snicker to myself as he lumbers away. “Captain Jackson” sounds like I’m the commander of the starship Enterprise. Coach Marcus introduced me as such to the freshmen on the first day of practice, but I’m still getting used to it.


“Last play! Make it count. Let’s stay on our feet out there, QB!” Coach yells from the sidelines, as if I fell down because I was clumsy. I twist a bit, try to get a little blood flowing to the pulsating pain on my left side. It’s stiff, but it’ll be okay. “Rub some dirt on it and get back in there,” my dad would’ve said.


I call for an easy play and set up, knowing I’m kind of copping out here, but I really don’t want to get hit again. I don’t exactly have a ton of confidence in my offensive line yet. The center hikes the ball perfectly, and I make an easy handoff to my running back. The play goes as planned, and I back away from the defense as soon as I hand the ball over. The RB makes a valiant effort to get through, but the defense is just too strong for the wimpy play I called. He’s driven back a few yards for a gain of zero. Coach Marcus blows the whistle.


“That was no good. You had Connors wide open downfield, Julian,” he says as everyone trudges off the field, sweaty and out of breath.


“Yes, sir,” I answer, twisting a little.


“Don’t you do that to us on game day,” he grumbles. “Use your head out there.”


“Yes, sir,” I say again.


I stand by the big fan and grab a water bottle while the defensive coach, Andrews, trots over to Coach Marcus, shaking his head. With the loud fan blowing in my ear, I catch only snippets of their conversation.


“… gotta do something about that left side.” Coach Andrews removes his cap and wipes the sweat from his bald head.


From the few words I manage to hear over the fan, it almost sounds like we’re about to get a new player. Maybe they’re bringing someone up from the junior varsity to help out on that left-side defense. I keep my ear trained to their hushed conversation as I step away from the fan and collect the water bottles my teammates have tossed by the bench.


“We’ll see how it goes tomorrow.” Coach Marcus checks his watch.


Coach Andrews’s eyebrows pinch in the middle of his forehead. “I hope you’re doing the right thing,” he says, shaking his head again and putting his cap back on. The two of them walk toward the locker room.


“Want to throw a few for me?” One of my wide receivers, Nate Connors, taps me on the shoulder. “I want to run a few of the formations I’m having trouble remembering.” He spins a football in his palm.


“I can do that. Maybe we can also have some of the cheerleaders hold up the routes on giant posters during the games.” I grab the ball from his hand and jog away from him, knowing I’ll at least get a punch in the shoulder for that smart-ass remark.


“Jackass,” Nate says. He laughs and catches up to me, indeed giving me a solid punch in the shoulder.


My side burns a little bit while we’re working, but I’m putting it out of my head for a few minutes to help Nate. Especially if I don’t have to worry about getting nailed by a yeti-sized lineman while I throw him a few.


I call a couple of plays and help Nate remember the running routes, tossing some long bombs out to him as he runs toward the end zone. We connect on more than half by the time Nate decides he’s tired.


“Okay, I’ll call the cheerleaders and tell them to stop making posters. I think you’ve got a good handle on the routes,” I tell him as we collect the balls together. The lights overhead buzz in the late-night heat.


“You’re a real peach,” he deadpans with a smirk, throwing the full ball bag over his shoulder. “You think we’re ready for Stephens City?”


“Absolutely,” I tell him. “I don’t remember Crenshaw ever losing a game to them.”


“Taylor’s the real threat anyway. Everything leading up to that feels like a peewee scrimmage,” he says, laughing.


“Got that right,” I agree.


“So, what are we doing this year, Cap?”


“What do you mean, what are we doing? We’re playing football, we’re graduating, we’re—”


“Oh, come on, don’t mess with me.” Nate laughs again. “It’s our senior year! Don’t tell me you haven’t decided what pranks we’re pulling before homecoming. They’ve gotta be good and we’ve gotta strike first.”


“I haven’t given it a lot of thought, to tell you the truth.” It’s not my thing. The senior class always tries to pull off a string of outrageous pranks before the Taylor game. I always thought it was a stupid tradition. But in an even dumber tradition, those pranks have to be decided upon and led by the team captain.


As a senior who would like to eventually go to college without some prank-gone-wrong on his permanent record, I’d like to give the wiseass who came up with this a piece of my mind.


“My dad said that in his senior year, they filled the Taylor quarterback’s truck cab with popcorn. That’s not exactly the most epic prank, but he still remembers it.” Nate shrugs. “I guess I just hope it’s something we remember when we’re forty years old, you know?”


I get it. I do. I just don’t see why it’s up to me to figure out what’s going to be memorable enough. There’s this spirit of one-upmanship at Crenshaw, and I don’t know that I’m the right guy for that job. Last year’s seniors somehow figured out how to swap the cards the Taylor marching band was supposed to hold up that spelled out GO TITANS so that, instead, they spelled out CRENSHAW during their homecoming halftime show. How you top that, I have no idea.


Taylor usually gives as much as they get, too. They decorated the trees in front of Crenshaw in their school colors three years ago, and last year they somehow managed to kill off the grass in front of our gym in a pattern that spelled out TAYLOR TITANS.


And way back when, when my dad was still in school, they spray-painted their mascot onto all of our bleachers in red and black.


“Hey, if you think of something, how about you let me know?” I tell Nate on our way into the locker room.


“No way, man. That’s the captain’s job. I’m all in on whatever you decide, though,” he says, shuffling toward his own locker. “It’s on you, Cap.” Nate salutes me and then turns on his heel and marches across the room.


My ribs are really burning by the time I get in the shower. I try to talk myself out of it. If I can ice them and rest tonight while I’m finishing my English homework, I’ll be as good as new in the morning. But I’m still one of the last ones out of the locker room, and the drill team is getting out of their practice at the same time.


My best friend, Camille, catches me on my way out. Birdie says Camille can talk the hind legs off a donkey. Since I don’t usually have a lot to say, we’re a good match.


“How was your practice?” she asks, stretching her long frame and shaking her curls out of the tight ponytail they were in. She ties her Crenshaw County Guardettes satin jacket around her waist. I always wonder why they didn’t just call them the Guardswomen instead of the Guardettes. Seems like a lame name for a drill team.


“Probably about as good as yours,” I say, noticing how tired she looks.


“You’re walking funny; you okay?”


“Newbie made a late tackle, caught me off guard. I’m all right,” I say.


She raises her eyebrows.


“I’m fine, I swear. Tell me about your practice. You look like you’ve been hit by a truck,” I say, changing the subject.


“You’re not kidding,” she says, and starts in on a story about how Jannah Sykes took a tumble during the opening number and laughed and how they had to spend the rest of practice doing that one combination because the drill coach is a sadist and when you’re the one who has to do three back handsprings in the opening combination and you have to do it a million times until you’re so dizzy you can’t tell what’s the ceiling and what’s the floor, it can get annoying. Especially if Jannah laughs every time she falls, and Coach gets more and more mad.


I don’t think Camille breathes once while she tells me this story.


“Connors reminded me that I need to start thinking about the senior pranks,” I tell Camille when I can finally get a word in. To be honest, I half hope she has some brilliant idea that I can just steal and use.


“Ooh, what are you going to do?” Camille claps her hands in front of her like she’s a kid at the circus. “Coach still talks about the pranks the year she graduated, even though she said she’s supposed to discourage us from participating.”


“Oh, yeah? What happened in her year?”


“Well…” Camille starts, throwing her arms out wide in a dramatic gesture. “Hey, wait a minute.” She stops midstride. “You’re just fishing for ideas.” She wags a finger at me and starts walking again. “I know how you operate, kid. None of that. They all have to be your idea. Otherwise it makes it less special.”


“Less special? Oh, come on, Camille,” I say. “You know this isn’t my thing. You gotta help me out!”


“Loosen up,” she says, shaking my shoulder while we walk. “It’s supposed to be fun. You remember fun, don’t you? It’s that thing you used to have in elementary school? Before this happened?” She gestures around me with her hands like a mosquito is buzzing nearby.


“What? Before what happened?”


“This,” she says, gesturing again. “This Mr. Study Until We Die stuff. This Mr. No Fun Until the Work Is Done stuff. Before that.”


“Oh, you mean before I realized there’s a great big world outside of Meridien?” I ask sarcastically. “Before I decided I wanted to be a part of it? Before I knew that the only way to make that happen is to work my ass off and maybe get a scholarship? Before all that?”


Camille rolls her eyes. “Oh, calm down, Juls. I’m just saying—this prank thing isn’t supposed to be some anxiety-inducing mess. It’s just a laugh. Stop worrying about it! Something will come to you.” Her grin turns mischievous. “But it better come to you quick.”


I set my jaw, and we walk all the way to the corner of Rudy Street without talking. Camille is always on my case about loosening up. But I didn’t get to be the captain of the football team by loosening up. Or into four AP classes.


Most of the kids from my side of the county end up in one of three places:




1. Stuck in some dead-end job in Meridien working for crap money.


2. Locked up or on probation for doing something they thought was going to be fun but was actually just stupid.


3. Out of here with a scholarship and a gold-lined path to bigger and better things.





As much as I love Meridien, I’m going for option three. And I’m too close to my gold-lined path to throw it all away for some stupid town tradition.


“Birdie had someone over for dinner tonight,” I say after we walk a few yards in silence. I know neither Camille nor I will let the tension from earlier turn into anything major. We’ve been friends too long and are both pretty good about letting stuff like that go.


“Oh yeah? Pastor Ernie and Figg again?”


“No, I don’t think so. She kind of acted like it was supposed to be a surprise?”


“Ooh, maybe it was Mr. Cooper.” She giggles. “I’ve seen him giving Birdie the eye in church on Sundays.”


“Knock it off.” I laugh, giving her a little shove on the shoulder at the top of her driveway.


“Text me!” she shouts, hiking her bags up and jogging to her front door. “I want to hear all about this mysterious guest!”


I turn and head down Rudy Street toward home. From a few houses away, I can tell there are no extra cars in our driveway, but I do notice that there are an awful lot of lights on inside the house. It’s all lit up, like for a party.


“Birdie, I’m home,” I say, stepping into the front room and closing the door behind me. My ribs ache when I turn, and I grimace.


“Julian? We’re in the kitchen!”


I drop my bags on the couch.


In the kitchen, both stools are taken. Sitting on one is Birdie with a cup of tea. On the other is a tall boy with shoulder-length wavy hair, wearing basketball shorts and a tank top. The boy turns toward me, and my heart jumps into my throat. I swear I can feel it pounding against my tonsils.


“Elijah Vance?” I say, my voice sounding small over the sound of my heartbeat banging in my ears.


“Hey, Julian.” His voice shakes, and a crooked smile touches his full lips.


My skin prickles from my shoulders all the way down my back when I look at his smile. It’s still familiar to me, even after all these years, but it also looks strange on this older face sitting in my kitchen.


“Elijah.”
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ELIJAH


I can’t read the expression on his face when he first sees me. His eyes sweep from the top of my head to my shoes, and I can feel the heat creeping up my neck as he stares at me. The room fills with tension that I can feel in my bones.


“Hey, Julian,” I say, my voice more timid than I want it to be.


His face is soft for a minute, and I try to smile, even though I know it’s crooked. My stomach lurches.


“Elijah.”


“It’s so good to see you, Julian,” I say, the words tumbling from my chest and out of my mouth faster than I can stop them.


I stand up and take a step toward Julian. To what? Hug him? Shake his hand? I’m moving toward him without really knowing why when I notice his face has turned from soft to stormy in the blink of an eye. I stop short in the kitchen doorway.


“Why are you here?” His brow furrows and his jaw tenses.


It’s like a punch in the gut.


“Julian!” Ms. Jackson admonishes, putting her hand on my shoulder. “Elijah’s going to be staying with us for a while. And there’s no call for that rude tone.”


My stomach flip-flops. I try to catch Julian’s eye, but he’s not looking at me. Instead, he’s looking at Ms. Jackson, a storm brewing just below the surface.


“He’s starting back at Crenshaw, and he needs a place to settle until the rest of his family gets here in a few weeks,” Ms. Jackson says. I watch the looks pass between them, and I know Ms. Jackson is saying a lot more with her eyes than she’s saying with her mouth. Her eyes are saying things like Don’t you dare say anything ugly, Julian, or you won’t be able to sit down for a week. I’ve seen my own mother’s eyes say the same thing a million times. Even Frankie is learning to perfect those eyes that talk.


“Ma and Frankie and… everyone will be here in a couple of weeks. When my mother’s job starts,” I say, my voice a little stronger than it was a few minutes ago. “They’re packing up the apartment and stuff.” Julian takes his eyes off of Ms. Jackson long enough to look me in the eye.


There is dark stubble along his jawline, but his close-cropped dark hair is cut exactly the same as it always was. Same piercing blue eyes that look like they’re looking right through you, too. I wipe the sweat forming on my brow and brush a strand of my hair behind my ear.


“Why are you here before they are?” Julian asks, jutting his chin out at me.


It’s a simple question, but the acid behind it makes my chest ache.


“I wanted to start school as soon as possible. I didn’t want to have to transfer a few weeks into the semester. So, Ms. Jackson said…” I trail off when I notice the look on Julian’s face.


“I said we would be happy to have him stay with us for a few weeks,” Ms. Jackson says. “And you call me Birdie like you did when you were little, Elijah. It’s okay,” she finishes, putting her hand on my shoulder again and squeezing lightly.


“Thank you, Ms.… Birdie,” I say, remembering the way it felt to call her that when I was younger. Like something warm settling around my shoulders.


Julian cuts his eyes toward his grandmother, his face full of fury. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”


“Ms. Vance and I only just worked out the details a few days ago. I thought it best to keep it quiet until all our ducks were in a row.”


“I won’t get in your way,” I say quietly.


“Oh, now don’t you go fretting about that,” Ms. Birdie says, giving me a playful swat on the back with her dish towel. “Come on now, I’ve got dinner waiting for all of us.”
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