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for doreen, ruth, and lawrence






chapter one ZEKE


Of all the possible places someone can celebrate their birthday, a hospital’s gotta be one of the worst.

Between the harsh fluorescent lights overhead and the sterile, antiseptic smell, there’s nothing joyful about the place. All the balloons in the world couldn’t make Ida B. Wells Memorial Hospital anything but what it was, though that didn’t stop my mom from trying. Didn’t stop her from filling Pops’s room up with two dozen big balloons shaped like baseballs, baseball bats, baseball gloves, all of them bouncing along the ceiling, riding the faint breeze from the hallway as I opened the door to his room.

“Well, well, Zeke Ladoja, the birthday boy himself,” Pops said, his voice hoarse. “Sixteen years old, Nessa. Can you believe it?”

“I’m the one who pushed his big ol’ head out, course I can,” my mom said.

“Gross,” I said.

“Baby boy, you don’t know gross until you’ve had a tube going down your throat and up your behind at the same time,” Pops said. “Ever seen a handful of anal polyps get pulled out your—”

“Samson, the only thing Zeke wants to hear about less than what came outta me is what came outta you,” my mom said.

That got us all laughing and for a moment, it was like we were back home, before we found out a bunch of polyps wasn’t the only thing growing in Pops’s guts. And then Pops clutched his belly and winced in pain, and that brought us all back to reality, back to the oncology ward, back to a small hospital room with powder-blue walls and a drafty window overlooking the parking lot, back to where my dad was sick. Real sick.

“Hey, Pops.” I hustled to the side of his bed. “You okay? Need the nurse?”

After a few long, deep breaths, he shook his head. “Just… stings when I laugh. I’m fine. I’ll… be fine.”

“Here, drink,” my mom said, holding a cup of water to his lips. “How’d drills go this morning, Zeke?”

“I mean, you know I’m ready,” I said, eager to change the subject. “So’s Braejon. No way we’re getting knocked out right at the finish line this year, no way. Coach’s been working with Axel and Yovani—”

“Them bad Perez boys with the filthy mouths?” my mom interrupted.

“Ma, they’re not bad.”

“They sure ain’t good. Good boys don’t track wet mud through my house without cleaning it up.”

“Ma, that was, like, three years ago!”

She sucked her teeth loud. “And?”

“As I was saying, Coach’s been working special with them. Axel’s got a hell of an arm on him when he really tries. And Yovani’s got quick feet now. Pops, this season, we’re gonna be untouchable.”

“Can’t wait.” Pops gave me a weak smile, his energy just about spent. “I’m fading, Nessa, so let’s give it to him before I fall asleep.”

My mom nodded, reached into the depths of her purse, and pulled out a small package about the size of a textbook, wrapped in gold paper and tied with thin black ribbon.

“It’s not much, but…,” Pops said.

I opened it slow. Inside was an article from last week’s newspaper, matted on a black background and set in a silver frame.


LADOJA, PANTHERS IN IT TO WIN IT

Last year, the Fred Hampton College Prep High School—more commonly known as Hampton High—Panthers made it to the Super-Sectionals for the first time in over twenty years, in large part due to the pitching prodigy that is Zeke Ladoja.

“Zeke’s one of those rare talents in that he’s as skilled off the field as he is on it. He makes the whole team better,” Coach Edgar Quintero said in an interview with the Tribune after a close loss ended the Panthers’ near-unstoppable march to the state finals last year. This year, Coach thinks things are going to be different.

“When I came aboard two years ago, we weren’t winning games and we weren’t playing well, but what we did have was a wealth of raw talent. Between “Big Swings” Braejon [Biggs] and the Perez twins on first and second base, we had something really special, but it took Zeke to bring it all together. He was the glue we needed.”

More like superglue. We asked Ladoja how he felt about his coach’s praise, and he had this to say:

“I don’t really know what I’m doing for the team, besides throwing a ball pretty good, but I appreciate Coach’s kind words,” Zeke said. “I just love the game, love the team, and want everyone to succeed. My pops, he always says it’s important to act in service of others. So I’m just here for Coach and Braejon and everyone else, to do what I can do to make everyone happy.”

And if last year was anything to go by, what Ladoja can do is a lot. When the season begins next month, we’ll get to see just how much.



“I’m so proud of you, baby boy,” Pops said, a smile on his face. “So, what do you think? Great present, huh?”

I smiled and nodded. Pops didn’t know I already had a clipping of it in the box under my bed, where I kept all my important possessions. A framed one was nice, sure, but—I felt something on the back of the picture, something hard and plastic, with indentations on its surface—pressable buttons, I realized, on a car key. When I pushed one, I heard the unmistakable sound of my dad’s 1987 Mercedes-Benz 300E from outside the window. It was more than twice my age, without any bells or whistles save the keyless entry he’d installed a few years back, but none of that mattered because it was a car. A car.

I looked up at my dad, who had a satisfied smirk on his face.

“Come on, you didn’t really think that was it, did you?” Ma said. “For our baby’s sixteenth?”

“Thank-you-thank-you-thank-you,” I said as I rushed over to hug my parents. I was so excited, I forgot to go easy on my dad, and he let out a small hiss of pain after I squeezed him a little too tight.

“Aw, shit, sorry,” I said.

“Beg your pardon? What was that?” Ma said.

“Oh, uhh—I meant ‘aw, shoot,’ ” I stammered. “That’s what I said, Ma.”

“Mm-hmm. I want you to go straight to the DMV, and you should hurry, because they close early on Saturdays. Since we’re not able to take you, they’re going to need this consent form,” she said, and handed me an envelope. “They won’t give you your license without it. And you’ve got your permit with you?”

I nodded and patted my wallet in my back pocket. “Always. I keep that thang on me,” I said, and grinned.

“Good,” Ma said. “Now, we’ve got a few rules. First, we’ll cover your insurance, but you have to pay for your own gas. Second, no driving after midnight. You can be out past midnight, within reason, but we don’t want you on the road. Too many drunks, too many people driving high, too many chances for something to go real wrong. This is your one and only warning. Third, absolutely no drinking and driving. I know you and Manny like to dip into Jojo’s stash when you’re over there—”

“We do not,” I scoffed. “We’ve never—”

“Boy, it hurts to laugh, so don’t make me,” Pops said. “Jojo marks the levels of his bottles. He knows, we know, you’re not in trouble.”

“Not with us, anyway. Jojo might feel otherwise, seeing as you’ve been stealing sips of his nice-nice tequila,” Ma said. “Azure Reposado or something like that?”

“Azul,” I said before I could stop myself. “Shi—shoot.” I’ve always been a terrible liar.

“Good catch,” she said. “Anyway, that’s rule number three.”

“Is that it?” I took my eyes off my parents and turned to look out the window, down at my birthday present. Bright and black against the snow-covered ground.

“Just one more,” Pops said. “We don’t want any funny business going on in this car.”

I turned to look at him. “Funny business?”

“Especially between you and a certain somebody,” he said.

I felt my face grow hot. “There’s not gonna be any ‘funny business,’ because me and Imogen are just friends. That’s all. That’s it. She can’t date till she’s sixteen anyway, so, it’s—we’re not—I’m gonna go to the DMV now,” I said in a huff.

My parents gave each other a knowing glance. “Hey, you’re the one who brought up Imogen, but whatever you say, kiddo,” my mom said. “Go on, enjoy your birthday.”

“And drive safe,” Pops said. “I may be giving him to you, but I reserve the right to take him back. You better take good care of him. No scratches, dings, dents. Or else.”

“Pfft, don’t even worry, Pops. I’ma treat this thing like it’s my own baby. Ain’t nothing gonna happen, I swear,” I said.

“Yeah, yeah, go enjoy your birthday, baby boy. Proud of you, always,” he said.

I kissed Ma on the cheek, Pops on the forehead, and took off down the hallway, moving a little too fast. A few nurses glared me down from a near run to a brisk walk as I passed their station. I drummed on my thighs as what had to be the slowest elevator in all of Chicago made its descent from the third floor. It felt like half a day passed before the doors opened.

Outside, the cold February air came at me quick. I had been outside for all of two seconds when I started shivering and my teeth got to chattering. I hurried over to the car, opened up the door, and slid inside onto the cold, black leather seat. I put my key in the ignition and started my car.

It wasn’t my first time driving the Benz. My parents had let me take the wheel a couple times. Mostly, I learned on our old minivan, so busted up that I could run into poles or hit curbs and no one’d ever know the difference. Not that I ever did.

I already had a mental wish list of everything I wanted to do to the car. First up, a new sound system. It needed a good wash and wax, some fresh rims. I didn’t have money for any of it, not yet. But I could at least clean the inside. If there was time after I got home from the DMV, I was going to go to town on the seats and the floor mats until the car looked and smelled fresh.

And then I could pick Imogen up and take her on long, romantic drives, and once it warmed up a little, we could go to a drive-in,’cause she liked cute stuff like that. Just a few more weeks until her sixteenth, when everything was going to be different.

It took longer to drive to the DMV than it did to get my license. I had just started to get comfortable in my chair when my number flashed up on the screen. I leapt to my feet and hurried over to the counter.

“How’re you doing today, ma’am?” I said to the woman behind the glass. She looked at me with empty eyes and ignored my question.

“The forms,” she said, chewing her gum with impatience.

“Sure thing, got’em right here,” I said. I put them through the slot in the glass. “It’s my birthday. Just turned sixteen.”

“Where’s the proof you completed driver’s education? You got it or not, kid?”

Excuse you, I wanted to say. From my wallet, I pulled out the signed and notarized certificate of completion from ChicaGO Driver Education Services. She snatched the paper and started typing so hard I was afraid she’d break the keyboard. She didn’t say a word and, a few moments later, shooed me away from the counter to get my photo taken. Like most driver’s license photos, mine came out bad—black and white and overexposed like a murderer’s mug shot—but, hey, a license was a license. Well, a temporary paper one, anyway, until the real one came in the mail.

I took a picture of the paper and sent it to the group chat. Notifications from my best friends Manny, Cara, and Imogen started rolling in, everyone excited about meeting at Cara’s later. Then I got into the driver’s seat and drove home, no parent in the passenger seat, street legal for the very first time. I was methodical about it, learning the car’s ins and outs, and after pulling into our alleyway garage, I sat in the car a little while and flipped through the car manual to make sure I hadn’t missed anything. Once I was finished, I headed inside to grab the vacuum to start cleaning out the Benz. I had several hours before the party at Cara’s—plenty of time.

I was thinking about what I was going to wear—with Imogen’s birthday around the corner, it was time to step up my game—and was so up in my head that I didn’t notice anything unusual when I walked into my house. Like how the back door was unlocked. Like the sound of Imogen and Cara snickering, or the sight of Manny’s foot sticking out from behind the couch, and when they jumped out from their hiding spots and yelled, “SURPRISE!,” I damn near pissed myself.






chapter two ZEKE


Manny and Cara sang as Imogen lit the candles on the cake. In booger-green icing, the cake read SNOT EVERY DAY YOU TURN 16! I could just make out the photo on the cake in the candlelight as they set it down on the kitchen island.

“You just had to pull this one back up, huh,” I said, looking right at Imogen.

Her face broke into a broad grin, her eyes sparkling. “Uh, obviously. Your mom gave me her photo album and I just couldn’t resist.”

I was seven years old in a broccoli suit during a play about the food pyramid and I sneezed. Hard. Snot was on my hands, my face, everywhere. And my mom, who I’m supposed to love and trust, took a picture!

“Bro,” Manny cut in. “You look like you just got slimed by an alien or some shit. Nasty.”

“I was right next to him when it happened,” Cara said, pointing to a banana just out of frame. “I saw the windup, then the pitch, and then that nigga was covered. Like a car crash in slow motion.”

“Thanks for reminding me, everyone. What a great memory to relive on my birthday,” I said, rolling my eyes.

“Oh, you love it,” Cara said as she punched me in the arm.

“Damn, girl, you punch like a mouse,” I laughed.

“You know damn well I can knock you out. Did it when we were kids, I can still do it now. Unless you think you a prodigy at not getting your ass beat too?” Cara said. They’d all been clowning me, calling me “prodigy” ever since that article came out.

“Look, I came over here to eat cake and watch X-Files. Now, correct me if I’m wrong,” Manny said, “but we don’t seem to be doing either of those things.”

“Hear, hear,” Imogen said. “I’ve been waiting all damn day for Mulder and this cake and I’m not trying to eat wax, so quit messing around.”

“Okay, okay,” I said, turning to Imogen. In the firelight, her brown eyes glowed like polished wood, framed by the parted curtain of her braids, lit glossy-black by the flames. The dancing shadows accentuated her full, dark lips, parted to reveal a mouth of perfect teeth. She had never looked more beautiful to me, and I couldn’t keep myself from staring.

Manny nudged me with his elbow. “You gonna blow them candles out or what, homie?”

I shook my head, as if I was waking from a dream. “Sorry, I was trying to decide on my wish,” I lied. “But I got it now.” I took a deep breath, taking in the smell of the melting wax, the sugary cake, the tangerine of Imogen’s shampoo, and exhaled.

As soon as the flame was out, the guilt crept in—I hadn’t wished for more money so that my mom wasn’t stressed and didn’t have to work all the time. I hadn’t even wished for my dad to be okay and for the cancer to magically leave his body and never return. All I’d wished for was Imogen.

Manny turned the lights back on, then pulled a small, square package from behind his back. Technically, it was wrapped, but the paper was thick in some places, thin and torn in others, and covered in bits of tape.

“A dog get to this or something? Goddamn,” Cara laughed.

“Yeah, yeah, I can’t wrap for shit, what the fuck ever. It’s what’s inside that counts,” Manny said.

“With your Hallmark-greeting-card ass,” Cara said.

“Z, open that thing up before I bust my cousin upside her head,” Manny said.

“I’d like to see you try,” Cara said.

“Same,” Imogen and I said at the same time.

“Man, just open the damn thing,” Manny said.

“Homie, I’m tryin,” I said, picking at the tape and the tattered paper until I saw what was inside. “Yo, is this…”

Manny grinned. “Bet.”

Inside the horrific packaging was a true treasure: a baseball memorialized in a glass cube, and not just any baseball, but one signed by Roberto Clemente on December 28, 1972, a few days before his fatal plane crash.

“It’s from my dad’s collection. One of the balls from Clemente’s very last game. Wasn’t a home run or anything, just a foul ball that popped my old man’s way, but still, he held on to it. Couple months later, they were both back in Puerto Rico for Christmas, and my old man got it signed. Then Clemente took off to go help with the earthquake in Nicaragua, and well, you know the rest.”

“He said I could have it? Isn’t this, I dunno, worth something? Don’t he got some sentimentals about it?”

“It’s a decent chunk of change, but nothing wild. The old man, he’s good with it. Was his idea, even. Thought it might cheer you up, seeing as you ain’t had many reasons to be cheered up lately.”

“Damn, I don’t know what to say. Thanks, Manny. And tell Jojo—”

Manny waved his hand, cutting me off. “You know I will.”

“That makes my present look like chump change,” Cara groaned. She set a large, gold-wrapped package on the kitchen table. It was the exact opposite of Manny’s—well-wrapped, like a professional had done the job.

“See, Manny? This is how it’s supposed to look,” I said.

Manny gave me the finger and laughed.

“I hope you like it,” Cara said. I swear I saw her blush, just for a second.

The paper unfurled with something close to elegance, like the little origami figures that Cara made when she was bored in class, and revealed a box about as long as my forearm.

“Is this…,” I started to say.

“All of the X-Files is in that box. Every season and the movies. With commentary. Deleted scenes. Gag reels. Bloopers. It’s got everything, so now we don’t gotta keep checkin the DVDs out from the library or watch it all stutter-step on your busted Wi-Fi.”

“Cara, this is amazing,” I said. I wrapped my arms around her in a big hug. “This must’ve been expensive.”

“Don’t be pocket-watchin now,” Cara said.

“Yeah, so, mine’s not… it’s personal,” Imogen said, her voice all quiet. “You guys mind?” She looked over at Cara and Manny.

“Girl, why you being so shady? Since when we keep secrets?” Cara frowned, rooted to the floor.

“It’s not a secret, it’s just—”

“Cara, come help me get the TV set up. Z, we’re gonna open this box set up, you good with that?” Manny said, a lifesaver.

I nodded. “Go on ahead.”

Manny grabbed the box off the table and left the room, but Cara lingered, casting glances at me and Imogen.

“Cara! I don’t know this Blu-ray shit!” Manny shouted.

Cara groaned. “Ugh, fine, have your secret little talk. But you best come out with cake for me and Manny,” she said as she exited the room, leaving me and Imogen alone in the kitchen.

“So, what’d you wish for?” Imogen asked. “Your dad?”

“Uh, yeah,” I lied. “It’s silly.”

She shook her head. “It’s what I wished for too. I know it doesn’t work that way, since I’m not the one blowing it out, but, hey, you never know,” Imogen said. She reached into a tote bag and pulled out a small package wrapped in shiny copper gift wrap.

“It’s not expensive or fancy or whatever. It’s… I know it’s been a rough year and I thought maybe it’d be nice to have a reminder of the good times,” she said.

My heart hurled itself against my ribs as I opened the present. Inside was a slender photo album. The first picture was of me and my dad in Imogen’s backyard when I was six. A blurry child’s body took up most of the photo, but in the background, caught in focus just beneath the mystery child’s armpit, were me and my dad, both unaware of the camera. I was bawling, tears streaming down my cheeks. He was kneeling down, his forehead to mine, his eyes closed, mid-speech, trying to comfort me.

“Where did you—I’ve never seen this before,” I said, my voice tight from the knot in my throat.

“After I found the snot picture, I went looking through all ours, too. Mom’s kept, like, every photo she’s ever taken. Even the bad ones, the ones focused all wrong or overexposed or whatever. She’s got them all in boxes and boxes in the basement, so I went looking and found a whole bunch of you and your dad at our house.”

I was clenching every muscle in my body, trying my hardest not to cry as Imogen turned the page to a photo of me and her in a tree house, with Pops and her dad, Brian, standing at the base of the tree. Our dads were clearly visible in the photo, but our faces were gone, washed out by too much light. All you could see were the faint edges of our grinning faces and matching overalls because Ma and Jean, Imogen’s mom, thought it was cute, dressing us alike, even though we were eight years old, well past the age for that kind of thing. People used to ask if we were twins.

“You remember when they built this? It only lasted a week, because my dad didn’t listen to your pops. He thought he knew what he was doing,” Imogen said with a snort as she cut into the cake.

“It wasn’t even that windy!” I laughed.

“Right?!” Imogen said. “But we found pieces of that tree house everywhere, everything except the foundation, which was right where it was supposed to be.”

“ ’Cause that’s the part Pops did,” I said, laughing extra hard to give myself some space to let a few tears go. “Thank you. Gen, I love y—this. I love this so much.” If she noticed my slipup, she didn’t react any.

“It’s a little corny, but I thought it might be nice. You’re my best friend, you know? And things are rough right now, but we’re going to get through this. And I do mean we. I got you, Z. We all got you.”

We were alone in the kitchen. No eyes on us. I heard Manny and Cara fussing over how to get the TV set up right, loud enough that they wouldn’t hear a kiss, and I was so close to her, intoxicatingly close. I smelled her perfume, her cocoa butter lotion, the tangerine of her hair. I wanted to lean in and kiss her. I wanted—

The X-Files theme blasted out of the speakers in the living room, so loud it shook the house, rattling the picture frames on the walls. Imogen and I clapped our hands over our ears, and just like that, the moment passed.

“Shit, sorry!” Manny shouted.

“Manito, you dumbass,” Cara said once the volume was down to a tolerable level. “You two better get out here,’cause this train ain’t waitin for nobody. Even you, birthday boy!”

“They best not start without us,” Imogen said.

“You know with your whole heart that’s exactly what they’re gonna do. Let’s go,” I said as we placed four big slices of cake on the plates Cara had set up and hustled into the living room.

“What took so long?” Manny asked. “Were y’all, y’know…” He waggled both his eyebrows.

“Emmanuel Léon, if you don’t shut the hell up,” Cara said. She hurled a pillow at Manny, hitting him in the chest. I was glad for the dark—I wasn’t part of the high-yellow crew, but I was still light-skinned enough it wasn’t hard to tell when I was blushing.

“She was just showing me her present,” I said. Manny snorted, then yelped in pain as he took a pillow to the face. “It’s a photo album of pictures of me and Pops, stuff she and her folks had, so we were looking at it.”

“Well, shit, now I feel like an asshole,” Manny muttered.

“Cuzzo, that’s because you are an asshole,” Cara said.

“Guess that puts you on the spot, Z,” Manny said, ignoring Cara. “Gen’s birthday’s, what, a month away? She just set a high-ass bar. You gotta get her a pony or something now.”

“Ew, a pony? Gross,” Imogen said. “I’m not a big presents person, besides.”

“Well, now that we’re on the subject, what do you want?” I asked.

“A dope party,” she said without a moment’s hesitation. “Like the kind of party you see on TV shows. Dancing. Drinks. A DJ. A blowout.”

“Oh, hell yeah, girl, that’s what I’m talking about,” Cara said. “Let’s get grimy.”

“Then… what if I plan the party? That’ll be my gift. What you think?” I asked.

“What about your dad? Won’t you be busy?” Imogen said.

“Nah, it’d be nice to have something to do instead of sitting around at the hospital stressing about how he’s doing. C’mon, don’t worry about me. It’s your birthday. Your party. Trust me, I’ll make this look straight off Netflix. Promise. What do you say?”

A slow smile broke out across Imogen’s face. She threw her arms around me and hugged me tight. “You’re the best friend I could ask for. Yeah, I’m in. Let’s do it.”

If I had died right then and there, I would’ve died happy.

“Okay, people. We can talk parties later,” Cara said, her voice rippling with irritation and impatience. “Mulder and Scully been waiting. So sit your asses down and shut your mouths and let’s get this show on the road.”






chapter three ZEKE


“Zeke, shh, you have to be quiet or we’re gonna get caught,” Imogen said.

“It’s cool, Gen, no one’s home. Dad’s at the hospital, and Mom’s working a late shift. We don’t have to be quiet,” I said, placing my hand on the small of her back. I traced a single finger up the length of her spine, a wave of goose bumps following in its wake, until I reached the clasp of her bra.

“Nuh-uh.” Imogen grinned. “Not yet.” She pushed me down onto my bed, her beautiful darkness illuminated by the moonlight coming through my bedroom window. She was down to her underwear—a lacy tangerine bra and a pair of black boy shorts that made her booty look even more heavenly than usual.

“I shouldn’t be the only one in my underwear. I don’t see how that’s fair,” Imogen said. She bent forward and crawled on top of me, back arched. My breath quickened as I felt her fingers undo the button of my jeans, and I got goose bumps of my own at the sound of my zipper coming undone.

“Your shirt. Off. Now,” she ordered.

I obeyed.

“God, I want you so bad,” Imogen said. “It took everything I had not to rip your clothes off, when we were alone in the kitchen.”

She tugged my pants all the way off, then straddled me. I felt something happening between my legs as she reached up behind her back to unclasp her bra. I heard a soft click and watched the straps loosen on her shoulders. She let them down slow, teasing me, drawing it out, until—



I woke up to a pair of wet boxers. I closed my eyes and tried to ignore the feeling, eager to slip back into the dream, but I couldn’t. The dream was gone. The warmth and weight of her body on mine, gone. Her booty and her breasts, gone. The smell of her from the party earlier still lingered, but nothing else.

“Damn it, Zeke, you couldn’t have lasted another minute?” I muttered as I slid out of bed. It was 3:21 a.m., and I knew I had to be extra quiet. The last thing I wanted was to wake my mom up and have her start asking questions. I just needed to clean myself off, change my underwear, and hop back into bed with no one the wiser. I threw the soiled boxers into my dirty clothes basket—ever since my dad got sick and my mom started working doubles, I’d been in charge of laundry, so no one was going to touch them except me—and grabbed a clean pair from my dresser.

I opened my bedroom door with a practiced quiet, crept into the bathroom across the hallway, and cleaned myself off. As I eased the bathroom door open again and tiptoed out into the hall, I heard the rustle of paper from downstairs and, beneath it, my mom’s quiet sobs.

I froze mid-step, my heart running out of control. Her crying could mean anything, but my mind jumped to one thing and one thing only—something had happened to Pops. Maybe there were complications from his surgery or maybe the cancer had spread to his lymph nodes. Maybe he was already dead and I’d grow up knowing my dad died while I was having a wet dream. Maybe maybe maybe.

I had to know what was going on. I crept down the hallway, tiptoed down the steps, peeked around the corner, and saw my mom sitting at the kitchen table, backlit by the stove light, still in her nurse’s scrubs. Her face was buried in her hands and her shoulders shook as she cried over the papers covering the kitchen table.

“Uh, Ma, what’s up?” I said. I wasn’t loud, but she jumped hard at the sound, like she’d heard a gunshot or a car backfire.

“Why aren’t you in bed? What are you doing up?” she said, almost shouting, as she frantically gathered up the papers on the table. With her hands away from her face, I could see the exhaustion, the puffy redness around her eyes, the dried salt trails on her cheeks.

“What’s going on? Why’re you crying?” I stepped toward her, and she threw her arms over the table to hide the documents. “Did something happen to Pops?”

“It’s nothing, just—it’s been a long day. You better get your butt back in bed, Zeke,” she said.

“Did something happen? Just tell me,” I said, moving closer to the table.

“Bed. Now.”

But there was no way I was going to go back to bed, not until I got my questions answered. I darted forward and snatched at the papers on the table and started reading. I didn’t see much before she ripped the papers out of my hand, but I saw enough. I saw the logo for Ida B. Wells Memorial Hospital. I saw BALANCE OWED and the five digits that followed, before the cents. I saw the words “delinquent” and “past due” and “collections.” I saw enough.

“Ma, what the fuck? What is this?” I knew she was tired down deep in her bones when she didn’t say anything about me dropping an f-bomb right in front of her. She just sighed and slumped back down in her chair.

“It’s nothing to worry about, Zeke. I just gotta talk to the insurance people, and I haven’t had time is all. Everything’s fine,” she said as she rubbed her temples, exhausted. “You don’t need to worry.”

“Then why are you crying? Doesn’t sound like everything’s fine,” I said as I took a seat across from her.

“It’s going to be fine. I just need to work it out with the insurance. I was just… stressed, looking at all the paperwork. But I’m fine and it’s going to be fine.”

“But Ma, if we need money, I can take a break from the team and—”

“Trust me, Zeke. What I need is for you to focus on school and baseball and being a kid, okay? What I need is for you to go back to bed and not to worry. What I need is for you to be my happy, strong, good young man. If you want to help, if you want me to feel better, that’s what I need you to do. Okay?”

“But—”

“I said, okay?”

“Yeah. Okay. I can do that, Ma,” I said.

“Good. Now give me a hug and get to sleep.”

I did as I was told. I got up from the table, walked around, and wrapped my arms around my mom. Her body was stiff, her muscles tensed.

“Don’t stay up too late, okay?” I said.

“You telling me not to stay up too late? How the tables have turned,” she laughed. “Night, baby.”

“Night, Ma. Love you.” I went back to my room and got under the covers and slept none, worrying myself awake for so long, I heard the morning birds start singing their songs.



“Why don’t we just do a GoFundMe?” Imogen said.

The four of us were at our usual table in the lunchroom discussing what I’d seen the night before, all of us leaning in and talking low like a bunch of thieves planning a heist. It was nug and tendies Monday, the only good day when it came to the food at Hampton High. Too bad I didn’t have much of an appetite.

“Bro, if you’re not gonna eat those…,” Manny said.

“For fuck’s sake, we’re talking serious here, Manny,” Cara said, then turned to Imogen. “I don’t know, Samson’s not big on charity. I think he’d be pissed if we did that, right, Zeke?”

Cara and my dad were tight. Her own father, Maurice, was nowhere to be found. I didn’t know the whole story—if he was alive or dead, if he had abandoned them, if they had abandoned him—and neither did Cara. All she knew about him—that he was Black as night and that he had a wide smile and mischievous eyes, both of which Cara had inherited—came from a couple photos hidden away in her mom’s closet. When Cara pressed her mom, Lisette, for more details, Lisette simply said that he wasn’t in their lives anymore, and she refused to elaborate. In Maurice’s absence, my dad had become something of a father figure to Cara. She kept him company during his chemo sessions as much as I did. More than a few times, I walked in to find the two of them laughing and cursing each other out, deep in a game of chess. Sometimes it seemed like she knew him better than I did, and when it came to his feelings about charity, she was dead-on.

“Yeah, no. If he found out we were collecting money from people around town or from strangers on the internet, he’d blow his top,” I said as I let out a massive yawn.

“ ‘Never take a handout. Earn your way. Don’t let anyone see you begging. Ever,’ ” Cara said, imitating my dad’s gruff voice. “Says it all the time.”

“But this is different,” Imogen scoffed. “Besides, technically we’d be raising money for Vanessa, not Samson.”

“It’d all be the same to him,” I said. “It’s not gonna happen, Gen. Other ideas?”

“You can sell that baseball Manny gave—”

“Uh, no, he cannot,” Manny said.

“Uh, no, I cannot,” I said at the same time.

“Jinx, vending machine, after lunch, orange Fanta,” Manny said.

“Cuz, we are talking about how Zeke needs money,” Cara said.

“Hey, a jinx is a jinx, and if a jinx don’t mean anything anymore, what kind of world are we living in?” Manny said.

“For real,” I said, and dapped Manny up. “Look, I don’t want you to treat me different. I can afford a damn soda.”

“You boys and your dumb pride,” Imogen said. “So, if you’re not going to go the crowdfunding route, what are you going to do?”

I yawned again, exhausted. “I don’t know, I’m thinking.”

“Well, while you think, I’m gonna go sweet-talk Lunch Lady Lorinne into giving me an ice cream sandwich,” Manny said as he stood up and left the table.

“So, why can’t you sell the baseball?” Imogen asked once Manny was out of earshot. “Isn’t it worth a lot? It’s just a baseball. I don’t see why it’s a big deal.”

Cara rolled her eyes. “What if someone gave you a signed first edition or whatever of, like, those weird Outlander books you read? Would you sell it?”

“Well, that’s different,” Imogen shot back. “I can actually use those. I can read them. That baseball’s just sitting in a glass box, doing nothing. And Outlander isn’t weird. It’s romantic.”

“There’s nothing romantic about being back in the 1800s.”

“First of all, it’s the eighteenth century, so the 1700s. And second—”

“Look, Gen, I get it,” I interrupted. “And I thought about it too, believe me. But Clemente wasn’t just a ballplayer. He was a hero of Puerto Rico. An American hero.”

“Damn right,” Cara said. “PR pride.”

“And, plus, it was a gift from Jojo. That right there’s a big deal, considering Jojo grew up down the street from him. Can you imagine if Jojo found out? I’d never be allowed back into Fro-Yo Jojo—” I stopped as a light bulb lit up in my head. “That’s it! Cara, how much does Jojo pay you?”

Cara’s eyes lit up at my question. “More than he’d like. It’s fourteen an hour now.”

“So, let’s say I worked every day after school from, like, five to close, and then two full shifts on the weekends. That’s almost full-time, right? Jojo’s closes at nine, so…” I started counting on my fingers.

“Thirty-six hours at fourteen dollars an hour makes five hundred and four dollars a week, before taxes,” Cara said. Math was a breeze for her. “With taxes, you’re looking at around eight hundred dollars every two weeks.”

“That’s sixteen hundred a month! That’s huge! It’s February now, so I could make almost ten thousand dollars by the end of summer.”

“Yo, yo, did I hear someone say dollars?” Manny said as he returned to the table holding a stack of four ice cream sandwiches. “Lorinne, she loves me, you guys. She says I look like a young Benicio Del Toro. Are my cheeks red? She kept pinching them.”

He passed one ice cream sandwich to me, another to Cara. “Gen? You want one? You got your Lactaid on you?” Imogen shook her head. “Double-fisting for me, then. So, someone said something about money. Catch me up.”

“Manny, you think you could get me a job at the shop?” I asked.

“Bro, you wanna work? For real? Are you crazy?”

“Believe it or not, cuzzo, some people don’t like being lazy good-for-nothings,” Cara said.

“Lazy? Give me that ice cream sandwich back, then, and you go up there and get your cheeks bruised up by an old lady’s fingers, you think it’s so easy,” Manny said.

“Manny, can you get me the job or not?” I said.

“Yeah, I can get you the job. We could definitely use some help on the weekends. Another part-timer’d go a long way,” Manny said as he chomped down on his ice cream sandwiches, bouncing from one to the other.

“Not part-time,” I said. “Full-time. Every day, after school.”

“So, uhh…,” Imogen said after a beat. “What about the team? There’s no way you’re going to be able to work full-time and still play.”

My face froze. Oh shit.

“Like, I get that you’re worried for your mom, but baseball is your life,” she said. “Don’t you think she’d be upset if she found out you stopped playing for her sake? What would your dad say?”

“If he knew how hard things were for my mom, he’d tell me to take care of my mom because he can’t, not right now,” I said. “You didn’t see what I saw. I’ve never seen my mom like that. Just… tired. I close my eyes and I see her face, tears in her eyes, her forehead all scrunched up like a fucking Shar-Pei. I hated it, Gen. I hate it. Seeing her like that.

“Besides, the team isn’t going anywhere. If I have to quit this year, I can just join back up next year. Sophomore year, that’s the year that matters the least.”

Imogen looked skeptical but shrugged. “You know I’ll support you no matter what,” she said. “If you need help figuring out how to tell Coach, we can talk about it. You know I’ve always got your back.”

Cara and Manny nodded in agreement.

“I’ll take the front,” Cara said, her mouth full of ice cream sandwich.

“Gimme them sides!” Manny said. “And them nuggies!”

I grinned and slid my tray over to Manny. “Thanks, you guys. I mean it.”






chapter four IMOGEN


It was the ugly time of year in Chicago. The mounds of snow were no longer fluffy, brilliant white piles. Instead, they were a disgusting gray slush, and it was almost impossible to imagine they had ever been beautiful. I hated it. I hated the dirty city streets, the nasty slush, the fetid meltwater collecting on the side of the road. Every time I saw a car coming my way, my heart began to race as I prepared to leap away from a wave of grimy water.

Oh, how I longed to be in the countryside instead of trudging through the muck on my way home after school. I dreamt of looking out over rolling hills blanketed in blinding white that stretched on and on to infinity, of hiking through the Scottish Highlands like Claire Randall, my footsteps muffled by the snowpack underfoot, and walking the ramparts of Castle Leoch and watching the flakes fall to the ground.

“Hello, anybody there? Earth to Imogen Parker!” Zeke said.

“Oh! Um,” I said, startled, so lost in my thoughts I’d forgotten about Zeke. We lived a ten-minute walk from each other and we often walked home together, except during baseball season, when Zeke had practice every day. “Sorry, what did you say?”

“You were in Scotland again, weren’t you?”

“No way, I was thinking about your question.”

“Which was?”

“It was… you wanted to know…”

“Called it. You had your space face on, a million miles from here.”

“Not a million—3,600 miles, give or take a hundred. Which is around 5,800 kilometers, just so you know.”

“I’m trying to talk to you about important stuff and you’re over here thinking about kilometers, aka fake miles.”

“Tell that to the rest of the world,” I said, laughing. “But, yeah, sorry, I zoned out. What’d you ask me?”

“What should I say to Coach? I’ve been thinkin about it since lunch and I got a few ideas. I wanna talk to him tomorrow and—”

“Don’t you think that’s a little premature?” I asked.

“Hah, premature,” Zeke snorted.

“Gross,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Seriously. You don’t even know if you’ve got the job yet. And what if Jojo can’t afford to give you the hours you want?”

“Then I’ll look somewhere else. Worst case, Coach’ll take me back, right? He’s not gonna say no, he’d probably just jump for joy, don’t you think?”

Zeke wasn’t wrong—the way Zeke played, no chance Coach would turn him away. “If you know it’s going to be like that, why worry about what you’re gonna say? Just be straight up with him, tell it like it is. But you’re, like, really, really, really sure about this? You’re already under so much stress, and baseball’s always been how you let off steam. What if, right now, you need it more than ever?”

“For the last time, I’m sure. With Pops sick, I have to be the man of the house, take responsibility. Part of that means doing the hard thing, making the tough choice. Ma’s relying on me. Pops is relying on me. If I don’t do this, I’ll regret it. So, are you gonna help me on this?’Cause I really need you,” Zeke said.

“You know I got you. Always,” I said as I grabbed Zeke and gave him a hug. His arms encircled me and pulled me in tight enough that I felt his heart pounding in his chest, even through our puffy jackets. He held me there for a moment, and had I not started to pull away, I’m not sure he would’ve ever let go.

“So, Coach first, let’s figure out what you’re going to say,” I said as I resumed walking. Zeke fell in alongside me, our feet smushing through the slush. I knew that it didn’t matter what Zeke said, not really. Coach was going to be cool with it because Zeke was Zeke. He was the star player, a pitching prodigy; of course he’d go along with it.

“Like I said, just be straightforward. Everyone trusts you to do what’s right. You’re a little hardheaded, yeah. Little stubborn. Little bit of a dummy, too, now that I think about it,” I said.

“Damn, is it Cut a Brother Down Day and no one told me?”

“But,” I continued, “you’re no fool. And when you decide to do something, you do it right and you do it well. Except, you know, in English class.”

Zeke clutched his heart and acted like he’d just been shot. “The pain… it’s too much,” he said as he staggered around on the sidewalk.

“You’re so corny,” I laughed.

“I’m corny? Coming from the girl obsessed with books about White folks in Ireland way back when Christopher Columbus was sailin the ocean blue and shit,” Zeke said.

“Boy, there’s so many things wrong with that sentence, I don’t even know where to start. Outlander’s in Scotland, which is completely different. Second, it’s set over three hundred years after Christopher Columbus and his bullshit. Third—” I glanced over at Zeke, who had a real shit-eating grin on his face. “You’re just messing with me, aren’t you?”

“What can I say? It’s cute when you get all worked up.”

“Oh, you think so? You think this is cute too?” I said as I shoved him hard. He fell into the snow and I broke out in laughter. Zeke scrambled to his feet, his clothes coated in wet slush. I didn’t see the snow in his hand until it was too late. He brought his hand down on my head and frigid water streamed down my face.

“You… you…” I bent down and scooped up a handful of my own and hurled it right at Zeke’s head. He reacted quick, tilting his head, and the slushball sailed right past him.

“Trying to outpitch a pitcher? Nah, girl,” he said. “But if you want some pointers…” He flashed me a grin.

I shook my head. “Anyway. New subject—are you gonna tell me anything about the party you’re planning?”

“Hell no! It’s gonna be a surprise. You’ll find out in a few weeks. Just be patient.”

“You know I hate surprises,” I said.

“You’ll be a fan of this one, I promise. Who knows you better? Who knows what you like more than me? Nobody, that’s who. I’m gonna throw you the party of your damn dreams, girl. It’s gonna be one to remember, believe me.”

He was right; there wasn’t anyone in the world who knew me the way Zeke did. Even if he didn’t understand why I liked some of the things I did, like why Outlander’s Jamie Fraser could absolutely get it or why I’d rather read The X-Files than watch it, he understood just about everything else. Always had, ever since we were kids, which was why everyone thought we were either together, going to be together, or should be together.

Maybe they were right. I mean, here he was, talking about putting together the party to end all parties—for me. His dad was sick, his mom was exhausted, he was putting baseball aside to help them, and he still wanted to make sure my birthday was something special, something to remember. In a lot of ways, he was Jamie Fraser. Devoted to his family and his loved ones. Loyal, almost to a fault. When he made a decision, he stuck to it. When he took on new responsibilities, he did so with 100 percent of his effort and his heart, which was perhaps his most endearing—and annoying—quality.

I watched his mouth move and thought about kissing him, not for the first time. Wouldn’t that tell me everything I needed to know? That was how it worked in stories, right? The kiss unlocked all the feeling that was hiding or trapped somewhere. We had kissed once before, when we were kids playing pretend. I remembered nothing save that it happened, so it must not’ve been a big deal, but—

“Uhh, hello? Don’t tell me you zoned out again,” Zeke said as he waved a hand in front of my face. “We’re at your house, Gen. Have you just been on autopilot this whole time?”

I was standing on the first step of my stoop, still too short to look Zeke in the eye, staring forward.

“Um, I guess. Sorry. I was just—do you remember that one day when we were real little and playing pretend?” I said.

“Wh-which day?” he stammered. “You were always tryna play doctor or whatever, you’re gonna have to be more specific than that.”

“Oh, that’s right, it was doctor! It was when we were nine, I think. We were in my basement, our moms were upstairs drinking wine and gossiping about everything under the sun. I had some silly name, like Yvette or—”

“Odette,” Zeke said, then backtracked. “I mean, maybe it was Odette? That sounds sorta familiar.”

“Odette! Odette Billings.” I smiled. “And you were my patient, Mr. Greenley or Greenman. Greenwood? I think it was Greenwood! You were having heart problems. Your heart was broken and the only way to fix a broken heart was with a kiss. We were so weird. Wild, that was almost seven years ago.”

“Yeah, pretty weird,” Zeke said as he fiddled with the zipper on his coat, shifting from one foot to the other.

“I know it barely counts, but you’re still the only person I’ve kissed. Did you know that?”

Zeke choked on his spit and started coughing. “Uh, what?” he said once he could talk again.
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