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To all those no longer with us, who are still with us






I hope the leaving is joyful—and I hope never to return.


—Frida Kahlo







facts


In 1785, French chemist Antoine Lavoisier discovers that matter can neither be created nor destroyed.


Fifty-five years later, German physician Julius Robert Mayer concludes the same is true of energy.


Sixty more years later, Albert Einstein gives us E=mc2.


Which means mass and energy are exchangeable, and therefore, the total amount of mass and energy in the Universe is constant.


There will always be the same amount of energy and matter.


I say this because if matter doesn’t die, if energy can’t die, then no one really dies.


Five years.


Five thousand.


Five billion.


You will still be here.


So, before they close their eyes for the last time, when they promise you—


I’ll always be with you, I’m everywhere you are.


They will.


They are.
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When tragedy strikes—and no, I don’t mean the barbarism of watching someone pour milk before cereal, or laboring to make that last square of toilet paper, the one superglued to the cardboard, be enough.


I mean, actual tragedy.


Like, when no one wants to tell you your parents are dead.


Like, when your stupid brain can’t decide which outfit—if the dress, the suit you chose, is what they’d want to wear forever.


Like, when your best friend really needs you, but you’re gone, baby, gone.


See, actual tragedy monsters your heart.


Actual tragedy saws you in half.


Before and After.


Like cheesy weight-loss commercials where on one side you’re chubby, bald, bad posture, bacne—and then you swallow a magic capsule and voilà!, you’re eighteen-pack abs, more hair than five woolly mammoths, and astonishingly clear skin.


Look, they’re saying, this is you then, but this is you now.


That’s tragedy: a hard pill you swallow that changes everything.


And one day, you look in the mirror, and a stranger is there where you used to be.


You’ll interrogate yourself endlessly.


If only you’d done this slower, that faster.


Now you know the true cost of a split second.


You never stop paying.


This is what no one tells you—
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—the worst day of your life begins like any other.


The sun shows up before you want.


You left the fan on all night, your throat’s scratchy, nose itchy.


You claw sleep from your eyes.


Press your feet into carpet, curl your toes.


The kitchen tile’s freezing.


It’s June in Ohio so it’s eighty degrees, or thirty-five inches of rain, or snowflakes.


You rifle through cabinets, the pantry. Pillage two Pop-Tarts, eat them raw.


You dash back upstairs, bang on the bathroom door, yell at your sister for hogging the hot water.


Dad materializes in the hallway, says if you want he’ll boil water on the stove, pour it over your head, same as a shower, he claims.


Only with third-degree burns, you fire back.


His laugh’s a breathy hiss, like a snake gasping.


You cannonball into your parents’ bed, pillows scattering in your wake, but Mom doesn’t look away from her book, says your breath stinks even though you’re nowhere near her nose. So you logroll over to her, blow all that hot pastiness into her face, and she pushes your head away, says boy, if you don’t quit, but she’s trying not to laugh, and your lips aim for her cheek but she bobs and you glance her eyebrow.


The bathroom door bursts open, your sister shouts happy now? from the hallway, then slams her bedroom door shut.


So yeah.


A day you couldn’t pick out of a lineup.


A day like most before it.


Except on June eighth, at 11:43 in the morning, your life, your entire world, snaps in two. Forevermore, there is only before 11:43 and after 11:43.


No one tells you this. That your life is always a few shitty seconds from absolute devastation. From irredeemable destruction.


Because in the end, all it takes is twelve seconds, and two otherwise innocent, seemingly disconnected things merge to obliterate my life.


1. Dad continued his I-suck-at-technology ways.


2. My best friend wished my parents a happy anniversary.




23 MONTHS AFTER THE FUNERAL also known as now
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Everyone shows up to a Hills party—cool for people-watching, not cool for personal space. Tonight’s party-thrower is among the more popular kids at Elytown High, meaning you gotta walk sideways to get anywhere.


“Umm, what the hell are they playing?” Autumn asks.


I shrug. “Trap-rock-bluegrass?”


“Mmm, I’m thinking alternative-emo-backpack rap.”


Autumn and I slot music three ways: good, listenable, kill the DJ.


“Listenable,” she says.


And I agree. Besides, expecting good music at a Hills party is like swimming in Scotland thinking you’ll spot the Loch Ness Monster.


Autumn’s brow slides up. “Beer?”


“I’m good,” I tell her. “Gonna check out the pool.”


She squeezes my hand and I’m not sure if this means be right back or see you later. She picks her way toward the keg until a couple of girls stop her to chat.


I dispense a week’s worth of hey, what ups in the ninety seconds it takes to reach the sliding patio panels.


This view dropkicks my jaw, every time.


Standing here, the lake gobbling the horizon, black waves colliding like monster trucks, you could convince me we’re at the edge of the world.


I nearly forget I’m not alone.


My chest vibrates. I pinch my phone from my shirt pocket.


I’ve ignored her last three calls.


“Hey, you’re already at the party,” Whit says, like an accusation.


“Yeah, I told you I—”


She cuts me off. “When were you gonna tell me?”


For a moment, I pretend that what follows is good, happy.


When were you gonna tell me you’re really taking pride in your lawn-mowing?


When were you gonna tell me you can actually sing?


But this isn’t that. This is the setup to an ongoing series I call What’s Wrong with Jamal, starring Jamal Anderson as himself and costarring Everyone Else.


She asks again, so I bite. “Tell you what, Whit?”


“You’re skipping class again? Really? I thought we . . .”


I hold the phone away from my ear until she stops talking. “I’m not skipping,” I say into the receiver.


“Then how come Mrs. Sweat wants a meeting Monday?”


“Okay, I got to school the other day and I didn’t feel well and . . .”


Whit sighs. “Dammit, Jamal. This is serious.”


How long before she says your future?


“This is your future we’re talking . . .”


Kids dot the lawn like pushpins. Kids in the infinity pool guzzle from red Solos, play flip-cup on the edge. This pool’s a mood ring, the cool cerulean water now purpling.


When Whit finishes outlining my current path toward oblivion, I tell her:


I’m sorry.


It won’t happen again.


Not to worry.


“They will remove you from my custody, Jamal. Is that what you want?”


This is the part where I reaffirm my commitment, where she questions if she’s failing me. “I want to stay where I am,” I tell her. And I mean it.


“We gotta figure this out,” Whit says.


This being me.


But before I can reply, Autumn’s tugging on my arm.


“I gotta go,” I tell Whit, ending the call. “What’s going o—” But I don’t finish.


I follow Autumn’s eyes across the patio just before the detonation.


His laughter trips a blast of memories, each a land mine that shrapnels through me. That goofy grin, slumped shoulders, his knees bent like he can hide his Goliath ass.


“Maybe the Universe wants you to make good,” Autumn says, in a way that makes the Universe sound like some benevolent god, or at the very least, your I’m just trying to help mom.


Except that’s not the Universe I know.


And it’s definitely not the Universe that knows me.
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Nutshelled: last time I spoke to Quincy Barrantes, I was an asshole.


I own it.


And okay, sure, we’ve had conversations since then, like:


’Scuse me.


Nooope.

Yeah, lots of those exchanges.


But mostly, I take minor precautions to ensure our paths don’t intersect. Like when I flung my bike into prickly shrubs, then dived in after it. And yeah, Q ended up walking the opposite direction, but whatever.


In the interest of zero unhealthy confrontations, avoidance is the best policy.


Which, trust me, Q also appreciates; only thing he hates more than me is confrontation. Q, a magnet for bullies—how many times had I stepped in front of him? Taken blows meant for him?


“You gotta stand up for yourself, otherwise this is how it’s always gonna be, Q. You wanna spend your life a human punching bag?”


But he’d push out a silly smile—I couldn’t tell if he was oblivious or really that good inside. “I’d rather spread love, you know? Imagine if that’s how everyone responded? With love? You’d rather live in that world, right?”


“But we don’t,” I’d answer, impatience boiling.


“Gotta start somewhere, right?”


To be honest, that’s one of the things that irritated me most—how he’d add right at the end of something you wanted to disagree with.


I debate whether I should go say something.


Hey, man, some party, huh?


Hey, man, how ’bout those nachos?


Hey, man, how’s life these last two years?


But when I look back, Q’s gone.


And then Autumn’s all—“Oh snap, my soooong!”—as she drags me to the epicenter of the human ocean.


I finally spy him leaning against the far wall, a human kickstand.


I push through the crowd, but I’m too late, kid’s already Houdini’d.


*        *        *


Autumn sets her drink down, guides her Mighty Moat T-shirt up and off. Unbuttons her shorts, nudges them down her hips.


And, well—


I try not to stare, but her canary-yellow two-piece is accentuating all of her accentuations, complementing her dark-brown skin like it was commissioned for her.


“You’re getting in the water, J. Even if I have to harpoon your ass.”


But I’m steady shaking my head. “Don’t think I’m swimming tonight.”


She points to my legs. “You’re wearing trunks under your jeans, J.”


“Yeah. Just like to be prepared for . . . different . . . scenarios.”


“Like swimming?”


“I suppose swimming’s a scenario, yeah.”


She leads me poolward. She dives in, swims ten yards beneath the water, a black-and-yellow blur, before breaking surface, her body seesawing in the slanting-sloping waves.


“It feels great,” she promises.


“Hold up. Something’s happening,” I say.


Everyone’s rushing to the far end of the pool. Autumn’s long strokes get her there ahead of me.


Most of the kids outside have formed a huddle.


Someone asks, What’s your name?


“Quincy,” he answers. “ You can just call me Q.”


I stand on tiptoes. Q’s front and center, beaming.


Which is odd. Dude avoided attention like you avoid skunks—wide berth.


Everyone’s chanting: “Q! Q! Q!” And Q gulps three cups back-to-back-to-back, each empty falling at his feet. Everyone’s clapping, high-fiving, egging him on. He downs another with ease, swipes the foam from his mouth, and tosses his head back in a laughing howl.


“Q’s a beast,” somebody shouts.


A new chant starts: “In the pool! In the pool! In the pool!”


Q takes a tentative step forward, his posture wobbly.


“In the pool! In the pool! In the pool!”


He’s at the edge now, staring into the deep end. He rocks his arms back and forth, like he’s building momentum for an Olympic dive, bends at the waist like there’s treasure at the bottom and he means to find it.


“In the pool! In the pool!”


But then someone yells: “Q! No! No, Q!”


The chanting stops; everyone pivoting to see the culprit.


“Booooo,” a few kids shout. “You killing the vibe, man!”


And they’re looking at me. I’m the vibe killer.


“We’re not gonna let him drown,” someone says hella casually, the way you’d say we’re not gonna let him eat another taco.


I hustle around, grab Q’s arm. “Hey, man, maybe sit this one out?”


And no, I’m not expecting gratitude—it’s not like I saved his life; he might’ve been fine in the pool—but I’m definitely not prepared for rage.


I’ve never seen Q angry—not like this—not even when he should’ve been.


“Oh snap, we’ve got a Jauncy sighting, guys,” someone yells from the back of the yard.


A shiver moves down my spine. When’s the last time someone shouted Jauncy? When’s the last time someone said  Jauncy?


And now a few more kids are yelling it.


The party host suddenly materializes beside us. “Guys, ohmigod, you gotta do a Jauncy at my party. Seriously, we need a Jauncy reunion!”


And now a new chant. “Jauncy, Jauncy, Jauncy . . .”


I ignore them, turn back to Q. “You’re okay?”


But Q’s boiling. “Yo, why’d you do that, man?”


“Why I’d do what?”


“That.” His voice cracks the slightest. His eyes are pink and watery, but it doesn’t mean tears; he could have beer in his eyes. Or sweat.


The Jauncy fervor’s dying rapidly behind us.


Which, good.


Jauncy’s the last thing I want to revive.


“Serious? C’mon, bro, you were dizzy. You could’ve cracked your head on the pool floor.”


“That was mine.”


“What was yours, Q?”


“Quincy.”


“What?”


“Friends call me Q,” he says. “Call me Quincy.”


And as he walks away, I’m a civil war: brain proud he’s standing up for himself. Heart wanting to run after him, ask what the hell’s wrong with you?


Pool at my back, I look out at the lake, all that water dyed in denim moonlight.


“Harpoon readied, our world-class marine biologist zeroes in on her target,” a voice narrates behind me. I turn around and I can’t help but laugh. Autumn, floating in the middle of the pool, arms posed as if aiming a speargun.


I shake my head. “I don’t think marine biologists use deadly weapons. Especially on animals.”


“Yeah, well.” She raises her arms, her right eye squinting as if peering through a scope. “This is a peaceful harpoon, designed to politely subdue, so we can tag and track water life.”


“Ah. A peaceful harpoon. Those must be hard to find.”


She shrugs. “I just hope it’s strong enough. Jamals are a particularly hairy species, you see.”


“Oh, really,” I say, cracking up. I ball up my shirt, toss it into the grass.


“Keep it steady now,” Autumn calls out. “Steady. Steady. Fire!”


Her arms recoil, and I wait a beat, then clutch my chest.


“You’re right, no pain,” I say, grinning. “In fact, this spear kinda tickles.”


Because why worry about your former friend when your person is right in front of you?


“Get over here,” Autumn says, tugging her pretend rope.


And I fall in.
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	JAUNCY IN THE STREETS
	TuberOne
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Jamal: So, guys, you already know what time it is.


Q: So, we’re just gonna get right to it. Stay tuned for another episode of . . .


Jamal & Q: JAUNCY IN THE STREETS!


CUT TO: a queue outside a movie theater


Q: What movie are you seeing?


Girl with Dreads: Challenger’s Crossing


Q: Oh, nice. So, you like Carla Thomas?


Girl with Dreads: Love her. She’s the best.


Q: Between Yolanda’s Choice, Paper or Plastic . . .


*NOT A REAL MOVIE flashes on the screen*


Q: And Carwash Cliff Gets Down in Idaho . . .


*NOT A REAL MOVIE flashes on the screen*


Q: Which one was your favorite Carla Thomas performance?


Girl with Dreads: Oh, definitely Paper or Plastic.


Q: Yeah, what was it about that one you liked?


Girl with Dreads: She’s so versatile and, like, she just made you feel every scene.


CUT TO: inside a small coffee shop


Jamal: So, this is a segment called “Tables Turned,” where you get to ask us any question you want.


Barista: Hmm. I don’t know.


Jamal: Literally, anything.


Barista: Are you gonna buy coffee?


CUT TO: standing outside a bookstore, with books prominently displayed in the window


J: Name one book.


Middle-Aged Man in Windbreaker: What kind of book?


J: Any book ever written.


Windbreaker: Umm . . . let me think.


J: Could’ve been a book you read as a kid.


Windbreaker (laughing): I was too busy having girlfriends, man. Books are for people who can’t get dates.


*Zoom in on Jamal’s confused face*


J: Okay, but just any book, doesn’t have to be one you read. Literally, any book.


Windbreaker: I don’t know, the Bible?


J: You’re going with the Bible?


Windbreaker: Is that a book? That’s not a book. It’s one of those scroll things, dammit. This is making me look bad.


*A chime plays and CORRECT flashes on the screen*
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By rule, all Hills parties migrate to the beach.


This party’s easier than normal. At the back of the yard, buttressing the hillside, wind-worn stairs spiral toward the sand.


I dry off inside, small-talking, as kids descend to the shore and squirt too much lighter fluid into a woodpile—a mega bonfire is also a Hills party requirement.


The house clears fast; a few stragglers hug their goodbyes before hiking to their parked cars, but mostly everyone flocks beachward.


Autumn, flanked by her girlfriends, asks if I’m ready to head down. She’s still in her yellow two-piece, except she’s slipped back on her shorts; a thin yellow band peeks out over her denim waist. I tell her I’ll meet her, that I wanna enjoy the view a bit longer. She kisses my cheek, whispers in my ear: “Are you okay?”


I nod, kiss her back.


But the truth is, I’m not.


Because despite my best efforts, my brain’s abuzz with what to do about Q.


So, naturally, a moment later, I plow right into him, knocking him to the ground.


“Yo, Q, my bad, man.” I extend a hand, which he ignores. “I mean, Quincy. Sorry.”


He brushes himself off without a word.


“Look, I’m sorry for barreling into you. And for interfering earlier. I was just trying to . . .” I think about what Dr. Ocean’s always saying at therapy, that I can only control what I say and do, but not the response. I can’t force someone to see it my way, to feel as I do. I shake my head. “Actually, you know what? It’s not important. Have a good night, Quincy.”


I start for the beach, but I don’t get far before spinning around. “You’re not hitting the beach?” I call back.


Q tilts his head. “Nah.”


“You should,” I reply too quickly, triggering an awkward silence as we both contemplate how to proceed. I pretend to wring my mostly dry shorts.


Q clears his throat. “It was ginger ale.”


“Huh?”


“I wasn’t chugging beer, man.”


I laugh. “For real?”


“I’m not an idiot. Or did you forget that, too?”


And I stop laughing.


Because yes, I deserve that.


But also, the thing I didn’t forget is this: Q’s refusal to accept his share of the blame.


To own his mistakes.


He swivels back to me. “Actually, I am gonna hit up the beach.”


And I nod, as the moonlight pushes Q’s shadow into the rocks below.
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For seven years, we were the Best Kind of Brothers.


We’d lie in our blanket forts, or in my backyard, sleeping bags zipped to our chins, staring at stars. Each time, the sky felt new.


We watched 757s punch into clouds, and we’d brag about how special this was.


We were better than blood because we’d chosen our brotherhood.


Because we kept choosing, time and again.


We started three tree houses that never got further than sketches on notebook paper and a few boards nailed into trees.


We were built to last.


We stretched our jokes for days, years.


We wrestled everywhere—in our living rooms, our moms yelling take that upstairs, take that to the basement, in our yards until our jeans were grass-scuffed, until our T-shirts were torn. We ambushed each other—sneaking up behind the other person when they were carrying milk or a plate of spaghetti, laughing our asses off even as we mopped or peeled noodles from the wall. We lied for each other.


He gave me shit when my mom insisted on cutting my hair— your head looks like a globe, bro. You’ve got patches of islands and a big continent over here, what is that, South America? But then he convinced his cousin Alonzo to come through and shape me up. You think I’m gonna let my boy go to school like that, he said when I’d thanked him. Only person who gets to take shots at you is me, he’d said, thumbing his chest.


We were long-haul friends.


We were old before our time.


We were going to apply to the same colleges.


We’d be roommates, in college and after.


We’d backpack across Africa; we’d laugh at ourselves as we pretended to be clueless adventurers—we’re going on holiday, see, he’d say. And I’d say, yes, yes, mate, on safari, if you will.


There were some things we didn’t have to say.


Some things we just knew, the way you know the sun is out there, the way your body knows to breathe without your help.


We knew we’d always be there for each other. And not the way you usually say it, easy come, like you’re picking lint from a sweater.


We would be there.


Beside.


Next to.


Behind.


We were built for this.


This, forever.


But no one told us nothing lasts.


That forever is just something they print on greeting cards.


Not that we would’ve believed them.


No one warned us everything crashes.


And that what didn’t break always burned bright, fast.


No, we learned this alone, and hard.




94


I take a long sip to stall.


We’d snared soda from a cooler.


“Someplace quiet,” Q’d said and I followed him past the bonfire, up the ridge.


This was quiet. The party hushed like a closed door.


And somehow, just by sitting here, we’d made it quieter.


This, one of those what would you say if you ever got the chance moments.


I swallow hard, the ginger ale sizzling down my throat, like it’s alive.


“Sooooo,” I say, stall-extending.


We’re barely five feet apart, but if you measured from Point Jamal to Point Q, there are light-years between us.


Q pulls his knees into his chest but they immediately slide back. I’d forgotten this: how it’s like he has zero body control. Like if you got close enough, you’d see strings flailing his arms and jerking his sneakers.


So random, what we remember, and when.


Third grade someone yelled at him, man, yo’ neck so long, your mama’s a swan. A corny crack that would easily roll off Q’s tail feathers today—but back then it sent him spiraling; dude wore turtlenecks for like forty school days straight.


Seventh grade I convinced Q to choreograph a hip-hop dance for winter formal; everyone’s gonna join in, trust me, I’d promised, as we practiced in my basement. Our lives are about to change, I’d assured him, as we stood in the center of the dance floor, waiting for the DJ to play our track.


It’s hard: sifting the past without dredging it up.


Fighting the urge to say how things used to be.


Because what you’re really asking when you say I miss the old days, when you say the old you would’ve done this, or said that, is: Why did you change?


You’re saying this isn’t the you I want.


“I watched a few of our videos the other day,” I say.


Q’s face scrunches like he has no clue what I’m talking about. I get it, though; he’s not gonna make this easy.


“Jauncy? That thing we spent most of our waking hours creating?”


“Oh,” he says in a way that sounds like so what.


“We were pretty funny.”


Q shrugs. “One of us, anyway.”


I laugh. “Don’t be so hard on yourself, man.”


And I see it. The faintest smile. Then nothing. But it’s enough of a flare to keep me searching for the things we lost.


“See what I did there? Number-one rule in comedy . . .”


“The truer a joke, the funnier it is. Surprised you remember that.”


“I know it didn’t always seem like it, but I was listening.”


He shrugs.


“You still tryna be Kendrick Fallon?” I ask.


Q shoots back. “You still rudderless as hell?”


I could return fire, but instead I absorb the blow, quietly.


The moon dips behind a cloud.


I try again. You want vulnerability, you gotta be vulnerable, right? “So, I’m watching our videos and I suddenly realize, man, I haven’t felt funny in a while.”


“If seventeen years is a while, I guess I agree.”


“Damn, Q lands another haymaker. He keeps this up, Jamal’s not gonna last two rounds,” I say in my best boxing-commentator voice. “Any other jabs you wanna throw?”


Q nods. “Oh, trust, I got hella uppercuts I could throw.”


And I should defuse things, but. “Well, let’s get to ’em then. What you waiting for?”


Q, eyes still tracking the moon, snarls, “Dude, I’ve never thrown an actual punch in my life, but don’t push me.”


A few kids run along the edge of the waves, tossing a Frisbee down the shoreline.


“You didn’t have to throw a punch because I was there to throw them for you. I was always th—”


Q tornadoes around. “You were always what? There for me? Is that what you were about to say to me?”


“Oh, so unless I was there for you the way you wanted me to be, then dead everything I did? None of what I did matters, I guess.”


Q throws his hand up. “You still don’t get it. The only way you’re actually there for someone is to be there the way they need, not on your terms.”


I tap my chest. “Oh, I don’t get it? Me? So, what, I guess you’re the expert on showing up for your friends?”


He’s practically spitting now. “Compared to you? Hell yeah.”


“When did you ever ask me what I needed, Q?”


“Hmm.” Q strokes his chin. “Was I supposed to ask you before or after you decided to completely shut me out? I guess before, right, when I was only ninety-seven percent shut out.”


And somehow, I’m standing now, which only infuriates me more, because damn, this dude is nearly my height sitting. “I shut you out? You mean because I didn’t play computer games or make corny videos after my parents died? I’m sooo sorry my pain hurt your feelings, Q. My bad, bro.”


Q shakes his head. “Wait, hold up, was this the pain of your parents dying or the pain of having your whole head jammed up your ass?”


And now I’m staring him down, fists tighter than chromosomes.


“You wanna hit me, J? I wish you would. Man, I wish.”


And my blood’s all fire now, my palms prickling, fingers tingling, teeth grinding, pulse thumping outta my throat.


This is it.


Time slows, the lake blurs.


I cock my arm.


There are moments so inexplicable we call them fate.


Label them destiny.


Hindsight tells us we were always hurtling here.


Whatever forces yoked Q and me together tonight, they’ve decided how it ends.


The waves lunge at us.


Bile churns in my stomach, any minute and it’ll geyser from my lips.


“I should hit you,” I say to Q. I say to myself.


It’s dumb how fast the Universe flips, how happy’s never a tight grip.


“Do it,” he barks. “What are you waiting for?”


And I don’t know what’s more disrespectful: that he’s shit-talking while sitting or grinning like he just won a twenty-dollar scratch-off.


And this is not the Q I know.


But this isn’t the Jamal I know, either.


And the truth is, I don’t know much of anything, except the one thing that matters: He killed them.


Q killed my parents.


My arm fires. My fist cuts through the air, a spaceship navigating the meteorites of historical bullshit between us.


I close my eyes. Brace for impact.


And I don’t know if it’s my eyes clenched too tight, or if my brain’s so hot my vision shorts, but suddenly all’s black, everything heavy.


This moment like an anvil dropped from the sky.
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“What the hell are you doing?” Autumn says.


She practically tackles me, propelling me into Q, all of us crashing into the sand.


I struggle for breath, stumble to my feet. “No, what are you doing?”


Autumn shakes her head. “I told you, J. I won’t be with a caveman. You wanna be an actual tough guy, try apologizing.”


“Apologizing?” I spit out a tongueful of sand. “For what?”


She makes her you know what I mean face. But I wave her off. “Nah. This dude needs to apologize to me.”


Q brushes off his shorts and laughs. “That ain’t happening.”


Autumn, a human traffic light, steps between us, holds up a palm at Q, a palm at me.


“This is stupid. You both are right and you both are wrong and . . .”


But Q shakes his head, points at Autumn. “Yo, this your bodyguard?”


“Don’t point at her.” I step closer to knock his hand away, but Autumn bumps me back.


Q laughs, holds up his hands in surrender. “Autumn, you seem cool. Maybe in another life, we’d be friends. But I feel bad for you because you don’t see what’s coming.”


Autumn shakes her head. “What are you talking about?”


Q smiles. “You think Jamal actually likes you? You’re a placeholder, Autumn.”


“Q, I’m warning you, that’s enough.” I try to step in front of Autumn, but she stands her ground.


“People like you and me don’t matter to people like him. We’re just seat fillers. The second someone he likes more comes around, he’ll ball you up.”


“That’s not true,” she says. “I know you think that’s what happened to you but it’s not true.”


“That’s exactly what happened.”


A few kids hear our commotion and post up along the perimeter to watch.


“Q, just stop,” I say.


“Be smart, Autumn. He’ll toss you and not think twice. My advice? Leave him first.”


“Is that what you think? That he tossed you? How can you toss something you never had?”


Q looks confused. “What are you talking about?”


I touch Autumn’s shoulder. “Autumn, please, just . . .”


But she pats my hand, like it’s okay, I got you, her voice already softening. “Look, I honestly don’t want to hurt your feelings, Q. But you were barely friends. Jamal felt sorry for you. Tried to be nice to you. But you . . . you were smothering him, man. He couldn’t breathe. And he had so much going on—”


Q looks incredulous. “Smothering? I was trying to be there!” His voice hot, sharp. “Is that what he told you? That I was some pitiful kid he rescued like Captain Save-a-Loser?” He turns to me. “Barely friends? Really, dude?”


I don’t need to see Autumn’s face to know she’s hurt, but she swivels to show me, anyway. And for a second, they’ve joined forces. A temporary alliance against their common enemy.


“Jamal . . . ,” Autumn says, my name like a hair caught in her throat.


I shrug. “I don’t see how the terminology I used matters . . .”


But Q’s a runaway train. “Everything matters! J, you were my best friend and you were in the worst pain, what was I supposed to do?”


And it’s like, for a moment, the anger isn’t as red, the resentment not so bitter. Because his question is valid. What was he supposed to do?


“No, answer me, Jamal. What would you have me do?”


And I don’t know.


I don’t know.


I don’t know.


More kids trickle over, a circle slowly forming around us.


“I don’t know,” I hear myself say.


“That’s what I thought,” Q says, his words wet with venom. “The truth is you sacrificed me. I was your scapegoat.”


And now I’m shaking.


And I want to say because you killed them.


You killed them.


And I would sacrifice you a thousand times over if it would bring them back.


“Just say the words,” Q’s insisting. “You needed a villain. Someone to be mad at, and you chose me, the only person outside of Whit who would’ve stuck around no matter what. I told myself over and over it wasn’t personal. But there’s only so many times you can tell yourself that before you sound stupid even to yourself.”


“You wanna know the real reason I was so angry? Why I’m still angry?”


“I’m right here, aren’t I?”


“I’m so angry because you . . .”


Now Autumn grasps my shoulder. “J, don’t.”


But I move beyond her grip, closer to Q. “Because you . . . because you . . .”


But I can’t do it. I just can’t.


Quincy laughs. “Didn’t think so.” He nods toward Autumn. “See. You’re in love with a coward.”


Autumn scoffs. “You know, for someone so concerned with me interjecting myself, you sure love including me.”


“Honestly, Q? I don’t get it. Like, what’s your problem? Why are you so mad?” I ask.


“You know what the funny thing is?” Q shakes his head, claps his hands. “I’m not mad at you. Even though you punked out when I needed you most. Despite the fact that during the worst days of my life, you couldn’t even text an o and k.” Q laughs. “Nah. I’m more pissed at me. That I was stupid enough to waste all those years with you. That even when it was beyond clear to everyone else in the world that you weren’t gonna show up, I was still dumb enough to believe you were on your way.” Q takes a step toward us. “So, you wanna know what my problem is? It was you, Jamal,” he says, jabbing his finger into my chest. “But you aren’t my problem now. Not anymore. Not ever again.”


And I’m stunned.


And I’m so angry my chest hurts.


And I can’t form a single, solid word, everything in me transformed, evaporated into steam and heat. I don’t register the crowd of kids watching from the embankment, their faces in various states of what the—


I know that Autumn’s gripping my wrist.


I know her friends have materialized behind her.


I reach for Q, without even knowing why.


Without knowing what I’d do if he stopped.


Knowing that if Q really wanted, he could javelin me to the moon.


But he pushes through me, his fingers flicking me away like I’m fuzz.


Like I’m nothing, and less.
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And I’m sliding my hands up Autumn’s arms, asking her if she’s okay, telling her how sorry I am, does she want a drink, does she want to leave, is she cold, and I wonder if she feels me trembling.


She answers three or four times before I actually hear her.


A rogue raindrop bull’s-eyes my forehead, the sky a purple-black bruise.


“Do you wanna go?” she asks, dangling her keys.


“Yeah,” I say. “Maybe.”


She slaps them into my palm.


My eyebrows raise. “You’re not coming?”


“I’ll get a ride.”


“I can wait. If you wanna stay longer, it’s cool.”


I lean in for a hug, but it’s like embracing an armchair.


“You okay?” I ask again.


“Of course she’s not okay,” one of her friends says. “She was just embarrassed in front of the whole school, and you just let it happen.”


I tilt my jaw. “What was I supposed to do?”


“Defend your girl’s honor,” she shoots back.


I turn back to Autumn. Waiting for her to defend my honor. But she won’t even hold my gaze. I try to lead her to privacy a few feet away, but she’s not budging. “Autumn,” I say softly. “Can we please talk?”


Normally, she’d take my face between her palms, kiss my forehead, my nose. Our eyes locked, she’d say, me and you no matter what.


But now, her body’s speaking a language I can’t even place.


“I’m sorry for . . . Nothing he said is true. You know that.”


“Yeah, I know,” she says, in a voice I haven’t heard.


“Look, can we please just . . .”


Her friends close ranks, slingshotting themselves from her rear to a flanking position at either hip. “I’ll catch up with you later,” she says. “Just park in your driveway, toss the keys under the seat.”


And she knows what happens when I get behind the wheel.


“What if I keep them in my room and you come through whenever you’re ready?”


And I see this idea floating through her brain, and for a sec, she’s climbing the ladder, stepping through the window into my bedroom—


But what’s a bubble if not for bursting?


“Just leave them under the seat, okay,” she says, knowing that in all likelihood I won’t be able to leave this party.


This house.


This neighborhood.


That it’s possible I won’t even open the driver’s side door.


Yet she’s doing this anyway.


Which, maybe that’s her point.


That I need her in ways she doesn’t need me back.


That maybe I need her more:


Than she needs me.


Than I know.


“Autumn, I’ve told you things that I—”


“Apparently, you didn’t tell me everything.”


“What didn’t I tell you?”


Her eyes looking through me. “You said Quincy was just a dude. An acquaintance. But that, all that history between you two, that’s way more.”


Which, okay, is it possible I’d edited the narrative a bit— given Autumn the much-abridged version? Maybe.


But the Jamal–Quincy story arc’s still the same.


Ahem. Once upon a time, we were cool. Then he killed my parents. The end.


“Okay, so we used to be friends. Who cares?”


She points to herself. “Me, Jamal. Your girlfriend. I care.”


“Wait, so you’re getting vexed by semantics?”


“No, Jamal, I’m getting vexed by the fact that if you lied about that, which is a dumb-ass thing to lie about, then what else are you lying about?”


“You don’t get it.”


“Because you never wanted me to. What, you thought if I found out how you’d done Quincy, I’d think you were a shitty human, right?”


I roll my tongue around my cheeks. “Autumn. Please. Don’t do this. Let’s just . . . let’s just go somewhere and talk and I’ll tell you everything you wanna—”


But her voice pushes me away. “You should go, Jamal.”


And maybe it’s the full moon that’s got hearts twisted.


“For real?”


“Yeah. For real.” Somehow her friends press in even tighter.


“You gonna be that way off the strength of some salty-ass dude I used to know? Like, word? Wow, I thought you and me rocked differently.”


“I thought so too, Jamal,” she says, folding her arms. “Guess we’re both learning a lot tonight.”


“That, Autumn.” I point to the area of sand we’d vacated. “That wasn’t about you.”


“How was that not about me?”


“How was it?”


“See, this is the part you don’t get. The lesson you won’t let yourself learn.” She shakes her head. “When someone loves you, Jamal, they love all of you. I love all of you. Your pain is my pain. Your anger is my anger. So, when you’re in the thick of it, I’m in the thick of it. But you? It’s like the more people wanna love you, the harder you wanna push them away.”


“That’s not true.”


“No?”


“Not at all.”


“Jamal, how long have we been together?”


I squint in confusion. “What’s that got to do with . . .”


But she’s not finished. “Do you love me, Jamal?”


“Wait, what?”


“Do. You. Love. Me.”


“You know what? I’m not playing this game with you.”


“Who’s playing, Jamal? Huh? You or me?”


“Man, this full moon got everybody out their mind tonight.”


“Or finally in their right mind. Tell me you love me. Say the words.”


“Yo, you buggin’. Like for real.”


“It’s easy, right? Four words. You love to talk, right? So, talk. I love you, Autumn.”


“Why are you trying to embarrass me right now?”


“Oh, I’m embarrassing you, Jamal? I’m embarrassing you? My friends are standing here not listening to you tell me you love me. I think I’m the one embarrassed.”


“Like, you saw what just happened. You know my head’s all over the place and now you wanna have a full-on state of the union.”


And I know I’m dumb as hell.


And I do love her.


Other than my sister, I love Autumn more than anyone on this planet.


Which is exactly why I can’t tell her.


Because the Universe is a trained assassin.


And as soon as it’s out there, the second you verify your weaknesses, expose your soft spots, the Universe starts counting down, and then it’s only a matter of time before it stalks and destroys everything and everyone you love.


I know, because I’ve already seen it happen.


The only thing worse than loving someone so much?


Telling them.


“We’ve been together for two years and you’ve never, not once, told me you loved me. Two years. And I never, not once, complained. I never pushed. I never even nudged you, Jamal. I knew you were afraid. I understood why. And I knew, eventually, you’d get there. But . . . it’s like Q said, eventually you sound stupid even to yourself.”


I feel it in my throat. The burn. The next words I speak, my voice will crack in two. “Autumn. Baby. Please, just . . .”


And for a second, the look she’s giving me, her frustration’s kinda melty. But then I see it, that this isn’t a thing she can let go. I see it, a transformation, her hardening right in front of me. I’m losing her.


It’s like having Friend Finder on—you know exactly where your friends are, but still you weren’t actually with them.


I know where Autumn is, but I can’t be there with her.


She shakes her head. “Maybe I’ll catch you later.”


And I should let myself be hurt, but I shrug. I double down. “Yeah, well, maybe I won’t be around later.”


She nods. “Like I said, leave the keys under the seat.”


I break our gaze, glance at her friends. Tip my head like I’m wearing a top hat, like I’m leaving a drawing room. “You ladies have a good night.” Then I’m weaving solo through the entire Elytown High student body, most of whom, thankfully, have resumed partying.


I say a few goodbyes.


Thank the host for having me.


Smile like it’s all good.


Laugh like never better.


Shake the keys in my palm like dice, tell myself, you got this, Jamal. It’s no big deal.
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