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For Elijah.

And for anyone who has hidden a part of themselves, this is for you, my dears. Be bold and brave. And most of all, be authentically you.






Bet


Swear this word is gon’ get us killed, yo.

All three of us stand in front of the HUGEST

dirt mound we’ve ever seen.

Not just dirt. Nah. A beast of

rubble, bricks, stones, plywood, & a bunch of

heck if I knows hidden throughout like booby traps.

Like the city knocked down a whole building &

the demolition team up & quit. Left it all in a heap.

Told you. Drew cheeses like he one-upped us.

He ain’t tell us.

For the thirty-minute hike it took to get here —

Drew. Did. Not. Tell. Us. This.

An hour ago, Drew bragged how he & his old squad

used to race bikes down a hill. Talking about

how dudes wiped out. But not him.

Me & Darius got tired of his yapping,

so we bet Drew we could do it too.

I figured conquering a li’l hill would get him

off my back about choking —

or what my English teacher calls reevaulating —

the last few dares.

But dang, wasn’t picturing no bootleg Mount Kilimanjaro.

Got us standing around with thirty other kids

plotting & planning how to conquer this thing.

What is that, like, two stories? I say.

Darius, to my right, answers, Nah, more like a

glorious three.

Drew, to my left, jaws, Yo, it’s not that bad.

Not that bad? I gawk at him. Dude?

We looking at the same thing?

He laughs like I’m kidding. I’m not kidding.

Sure, you got this? Drew asks for the hundredth time.

Darius turns to me. Isaiah, you got this, right?

Yeah. I swallow hard. I got it.

Drew thrusts out his hand. Aight. Bet.

Mannn, Dude always wanna bet somebody.

He don’t care about the gang of boys standing around

rubbing wounds & fighting to get next

while taking bets on each rider’s life. On they life!

Yo, for real, this ain’t a jumping-off-my-garage’s-roof

ankle-straining bet.

Or a skateboard-down-city-hall’s-handrail

wrist-fracturing bet.

Naw,  this  is  a  legit

leg-breaking back-buckling better-not-cry bet.

Still, I shove out my hand. Bet.

A kid now at the top straddles his wheels.

Hoots & hollers whoop the air. Darius nudges me,

I nudge him, & whoa, off bro goes.

His arms flap with each bump hit & pothole dip —

He ain’t gon’ make it!

He twists left. Grips too tight —

Loosen up, man! Loosen up!

He brakes & swerves & wobbles —

Stay on the path! Yo, stay on the path!

He veers right, hits a brick, skyrockets ten feet, & bam —Ummph!

Dirt shifts. Rocks scatter.

We watch. We wait. & whoa —

bro’s got a bloody nose.

He swipes his arm across his face & pops up —

Yo, you see that! Almost made it this time!

He ain’t almost make it.

Drew rubs his hands together like he’s expecting big bucks.

He looks to Darius, then me, & grins.

Eenie meenie miney mo, which one of y’all is first to go?








Who’s First?


Gray clouds hover above like

it’s gonna rain any minute.       Hopefully.

Bro’s nose is bleeding.

A lot.               Unfortunately.

Darius unzips his puffer jacket.

Throws it to the ground.

Me. I got next.

Ahh dang, I was gon’ go, I say, fast.

Drew smirks. Yeah, right.

Darius pushes his BMX up the hill.

Seems like it takes forever to get to the top.

Finally, there, he mounts his bike & studies the path.

His shoulders rise & fall.

I chew the side of my mouth.

He braces one foot on a pedal.

I shove my jacket sleeves up.

He angles forward.

I do too.

In three, two, one — he blasts off.

Shoots down the mountain super-fast!

Doubles over like a jockey.

Hands steer left & right, feet pedal & brake.

We’re yelling & jumping & pumping fists in the air

when Darius’s front tire grazes a cement block & —

Ahhhhhhhhhh! —

he soars like Miles Morales —

hits the ground, tumbling tumbling —

Drew & I run over. Hey, you okay?

Darius is splat-flat on his back, spread out like a starfish.

Yo, that was bananas! Isaiah, bruh, you gotta do it.

Gotta? That mountain is a death trap. A death trap!

Bleeding-nose boy pinches his nostrils,

another cradles his elbow, & Darius is laid out!

I know, I know I gotta — gonna do it — because

part of me imagines me crushing it too.

Imagines them clapping me on my back too.

Yeah. That happening. To me. For real. For once.

I hold out my hand.

Darius grabs, pulls up. That’s gotta be GOAT-tier

Guinness World Record–breaking.

Drew points to the side of Darius’s dome.

That knot growing on yo’ head’ll break a record.

Darius rubs it.

Then he spots his busted tire. Dag.

Darius had us popping wheelies the whole way here.

Talking about how it’s our next world record. But

how’s he gon’ pop if he can’t even ride? What you gonna do?

Darius pokes the tire. Get it fixed. Fast.

Just then, it starts to sprinkle. A kid rushes up the hill.

We wait for me to get next. Drew & Darius don’t say it,

but they’re expecting me to —








Choke.


Okay, so yeah, I

choked at the skate park.

Choked on top of the garage.

Choked when backflipping off a tree.

Doesn’t mean I’mma flake this time.

I peep the mountain again.

Please, Isaiah, don’t flake.

The kid ahead of me takes a nosedive. Yikes!

My turn.

You got this, Drew says, with a chin raise.

Aye, be like water. Darius reaches out & we

front hand slap, back hand slap, dap, dap, palm clasp.

The sprinkle turns to drizzle.

The narrow path is worn slick from tires & blood

of other kids trying to be king.

Even slicker now from the rain.

I slip. Almost fall.

Calls of Hurry up! from boys I don’t know.

Be like water! from Darius who I do.

The rain keeps drizzling, the ground gets slicker,

my feet keep slipping, & I keep pushing until…

I make it to the top. The tip tip top!

Yo, it takes all my might not to beat my chest

King Kong style & shout, I did it! I climbed the beast!

I hop on my bike. Study the path like Darius did.

But dag, the slope seems steep. Like, STEEP steep.

My mind flashes to Darius & the other kids wiping out.

To the bloody nose & the slippery path.

To the hidden traps & my almost fall.

To me teetering over the edge of my garage’s roof.

To — Chill, I tell myself. Be like water.

I wanna be like water. I really do.

Wanna ride down & come up laughing even if I flop.

Wanna have my boys finally give me props.

But no matter how long I stand here psyching myself —

no matter the next boy is rushing me to get going —

no matter that a bet was made. Today ain’t that day &

I

can’t

do it.

My fingers find my coat pocket & pull out my beanie.

I put it on till it nearly covers my eyes &

I

slink

down.

Kids call me weak. Punk. Worse.

My brain pesters me with jokes

Darius & Drew could crack.

I don’t see the hole that traps my foot,

makes me trip & Humpty-Dumpty down down down.

I lie there. Wait for this monster to swallow me,

drag me deep into its belly. Yeah, dramatic, I know.

But rather that than face them.

Darius grabs my bike. Dude, you good?

Mud slinks down the side of my face like slime.

My leg throbs. Yeah.

What happened? You almost had it, Drew says.

Before I can respond, he gives me his hand, yanks me up.

Just kidding. But aye, why you ain’t use your Spidey webs?

I shake the dizzies out my head.

What?

Your Spidey webs. He flicks up his wrist.

You know, to break yo’ fall.

You stupid, I say, laughing for the first time since we

got here. I mean, his joke is kinda funny.

Darius clamps our shoulders. Y’all owe me.

We coming back and both y’all riding. Bet?

Bet, says Drew.

Yeah, I say. Bet.

But for real, your boy is almost fresh outta bets.








Our Origin Story


Me & Darius been boys since

the first day of robotics camp.

The only two out of twenty

with faces penny brown.

The only two out of twenty

left standing after partner picking.

Wanna work together? he asked, like

it was a choice. For either of us.

In between connecting wires to

batteries to further connect to

motors & building a Raspberry Pi,

we shot off questions like —

You watch WWE?

Yeah. You play Minecraft?

Heck yeah, you skate?

Sometimes. You like comics?

All over ’em. Ever break a world record?








Then Came Drew


It was last April, seventh grade, in the schoolyard

at the concrete slab we hijacked from

the magic tarot-reading girls & which is now known

as the Four Square Corner, when this new kid,

with a scrunched-up face, stood in line. None of us

said nothing to him. He said nothing to us. Yet, he stood.

Marcus got out, New Kid stepped in across from

Darius, next to Randy, diagonal from me.

He eyed us. We eyed him. Sizing.

Ready? said Darius.

Three heads nodded. The ball started moving.

We played so long, wet dripped down our faces.

We played so hard, our hair follicles sweated.

Kids, some, then more, surrounded us; eyes followed

the ball as hands smacked it forward & sideways.

We were all on some superhero-save-the-world-type

focus. Bending air, earth, & water. The rise & fall of

ohhhs & ooos played like a soundtrack.

New Kid couldn’t get me or Darius out.

We couldn’t get him.

We matched like this till break ended.

New Kid stuffed his hands into his pockets.

Mean mug face on one hundred.

Darius gave dap. What’s your name?

He gave dap back. Drew.

Darius bounced the ball. Cool, cool. You got game.

Drew took the ball, dribbled. Got more than that.

I stuck out my fist. I’m Isaiah.

And I’m Darius, said Darius. You can roll with us.

Every day, at our lockers, during lunch, at the

Four Square Corner, we threw out questions like —

You played this at your old school?

Drew: Not really. Y’all ball?

Sometimes. You skate?

Drew: Naw, but I’m nice with a bike. You watch MMA?

Nah. Ever break a world record?

Just like that, Drew’s Detroit hard upgraded me &

Darius’s suburban geek.

Just like that, we hung out after school. Weekends too. &

pretty much ever since,

when you see Darius

you see Drew

you see me.








Plant Life


One thing to know about a plant is

the type of light it needs.

For example, fiddle-leafs & jades

need direct light to best grow.

But Chinese money plants & peace lilies

want low, indirect light to thrive.

Yeah, okay, your boy knows a li’l

something something about our green friends.

That’s because of my mom. She’s a plant stylist.

People hire her to style their spaces with plants in

designer pots. & I’m her assistant. Yes, a plant assistant.

Don’t trip. It’s a job. Mom pays me.

But for real, Mom’s never met a plant she didn’t want.

We got philodendrons & snake plants in corners.

Split-leaf philodendrons & monsteras at the base of stairs.

Golden pothos & string of pearls hang from the ceiling.

Cactus here, baby rubber plants there —

swear she’s got plants everywhere.

& right now, my fingers gently hold the stem of

a white-dotted green leaf cast iron plant I’m propagating.

So, check it, propagation is

when you take small cuttings from a plant &

put them in water or soil to make a whole new plant.

Cool, right? Anyway…

AC/DC blasts in the background ’cause

these plants roll with rock. I sing —

but not to the cast iron; let’s not make this weird, yo —

& tuck stems into tiny pots of soil as I picture a T-shirt

I wanna buy.

But whoa, not just any T-shirt.

Not the mass-printed ones sold everywhere

that everybody wears.

Not the retro new-school tees made to look

old-school either.

Naw, a —








1986 Aerosmith Aero Force One Tour tee.


Yo, I got the illest vintage rock band tee collection going on.

Mostly classic right now. Own seven so far.

Def Leppard, 1988.      Guns N’ Roses, 1989.

Journey, 2016.       Nirvana, 1999.

Van Halen, 1993.      Metallica, 1980.

& I still nerd out over my first one.

Found it at a flea market

Mom dragged me to when I was ten.

She was at a table picking through

Mexican flowerpots. I was at another

sifting through Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle tees

when my hands landed on a black shirt

with gold letters & a woman with wings —

Led. Freaking. Zeppelin.

The band that made

the iconic —the iconic! —








“Immigrant Song”


So, I was sitting in the theater, watching Thor: Ragnarök.

Popcorn salty. Movie’s fire. Soundtrack bangs.

Song comes on. Fast-rocking guitar blares.

Then a scream —

AHHHHHH-AH!!!

Thor burst onscreen, cape flying, hammer mid-air —

AHHHHHH-AH!!!

It wasn’t Thor or his hammer that hooked me.

It was Led Zeppelin’s

thunderously loud, absurdly wild,

come and get some —

AHHHHHH-AH!!!

Those dudes scream

on full blast in all CAPS, plus triple exclamation marks.

Don’t care who likes it or not.

Don’t care if you like them or not.

AHHHHHH-AH!!!

Yo,

that roar opened the door

to the Isaiah

I want to be.








Plant Life, Cont’d


Mom asks if I want to make an extra twenty dollars.

She tosses back her brown curly hair that hangs

past her shoulders like string of pearls succulents

& tells me the task: repot the bird-of-paradise.

I walk around the bird. Lift the base of the tree.

Grunt & groan cause the plant’s kinda heavy.

Picture that sweet Aerosmith tee in my hands,

knowing I need at least twenty-five to add to

the one hundred to buy it. This is a biggie.

How about thirty?

Deal. She agrees a little too fast, leaving me wondering

if I should’ve asked for more.

But I shrug it off because what Mom doesn’t know is

I’d do this work for free.








Hypes


Darius & Drew are at my door with boards in hand

talking about We gotta go. Come on! Hurry up!

Where? I ask, praying not back to that mountain.

Klean Streak Sneaks, they say at the same time.

Bro, adds Drew, hypes dropped.

Exclusives, says Darius.

The Nike Air Jordan I —

High 1985!

Ohhh. Riiight, I say.

We skate down side streets,

up main streets,

slip between cars,

hop curbs,

around corners,

all the way

to where colorful stores are lined

side by side like LEGO blocks.

Cupcakes Galore… Tony’s Pizza… Amelia’s Coffee…

Fluff Stuff Pet Shop… Bob’s Hardware —
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Yooooo, they giving away Jays? I joke.

A line of sneakerheads, already a block long,

wait to buy kicks to collect, wear, or resell.

A man at the door admits only a few people at a time.

We fall in line behind two older guys.

Their heads stay down, eyes focus on phones.

Nobody talks to nobody as we slowly snail forward.

Darius rubs the knot on his head from the other day &

starts up about the mountain. Thinking we should add it

to our list. Racing down it a couple times without wiping

out gotta break a world record, right?

Drew nods. Gotta.

I nod too, but trust, I’m good with never going back.

Just say when and we in, Drew says. We swore, right, I?

Yep, I mumble, & scuff a cigarette butt,

grind it into the ground.

We shuffle ahead a few more feet.

Hey, I say. Who’s buying sneaks?

Darius wipes his nose. We just gon’ try ’em on.

I blow into my hands. Try them on?

Yeah, blurts Drew. Hots cost at least $250. Who got that?

I dig out my gloves. So we roll all the way here

just to try on kicks?

They look at me like I’m sus. Like I’m sus.

The smell of cinnamon floats from the bakery.

My stomach rumbles.

We roll here — in the cold — with no money.

Darius smirks. Just wanna see how fresh I look standing in Jays.

He faces his reflection in the store window, smooths over his

cornrows. But your boy can’t get no fresher.

After an hour — an hour! — the man waves us in.

A whoosh of heat thaws my cheeks as we file straight

to a wall full of Jordans. Drew points to a style, gives

the salesclerk his size, Darius follows suit, & I do too.

Check this out. Drew picks up a display.

White soles. Red bottoms. Black swoop. Black strings.

Can’t tell me these ain’t sick.

Darius raises high a green & white shoe. I present to you…

the Holy Grails. He turns the sneak this way & that

until another clerk asks us not to touch them.

We need to keep them clean, he explains.

Our guy comes back with three boxes stacked

in his arms. Drew cheeses so hard his eyes disappear.

Drew delicately unwraps the left & right shoes & sniffs.

Mmm, fresh leather. He carefully eases a foot into each.

Soon as he ties the laces, he’s in the mirror flexing.

Darius is up a second later, one leg in front of the other,

posing. I stuff my feet fast into the sneaks, stick my

foot into the frame, & get my top model on too.

The line outside stretches longer & longer. Still, we try

on pair after pair. The white, black, & grays. Straight

black & reds. White & blue, with black swoops. Until Drew

snaps his fingers. Aye, can we try on —

Hey. The clerk stops, his forehead bulleted with sweat.

You all buying or trying?

Drew slips the Jays back into the box & grins.

Yo, we just wanna be like Mike, that’s all.

Be like Mike?

It takes two seconds for his words to land before

we’re cracking up & they’re putting us out with

stomachs rumbling from the smell of cinnamon buns

without a dollar in our pockets to buy a bite to share.






Sold


No no no no no.

Gone. It’s gone!

I refresh the site hoping, just hoping

the items in cart = 0 box is wrong.

But naw, it’s gone.

The dopest 1986 Aerosmith Aero Force One tour tee

with the red AEROSMITH above a big blue seal

with an eagle in the middle rocking old-school headphones

with gold stars & gold-to-silver-ombre

AERO FORCE ONE lettering —

Sold.








Thin Blood


It snows all morning. Mom makes me shovel.

Dad usually does it. But he’s off in Benin.

Or is it Belize? Somewhere with a B.

Was home in February. Brought Mom an

African milk tree & chocolate-covered strawberries

for Valentine’s. Mom went wilder over the plant

than the strawberries.

Ever since he started that job last year, he’s hardly home.

But sends packages like Santa Claus.

Weaved baskets, braided bracelets, vintage dolls,

tribal art, carved bowls, teas & chocolates,

colored pencils, squid chips from Thailand,

socks & chopsticks from South Korea,

stuff & stuff & stuff.

His laptop is full of photos of orphaned koala bears

dreaming of homes before the forests burned,

tuskless elephants robbed of ivory by poachers,

the women soldiers sworn to protect them, &

newly discovered descendants of an extinct tortoise

on the Galápagos Islands.

All for National Geographic magazine.

Mom wraps a scarf around my neck.

I tell her I don’t need all that, but

she tells me I’ve got thin blood.

I say, What the heck is thin blood?

She says, Just as it sounds. Not thick enough to keep you warm.

Says that’s why I can’t handle the cold.

Pretty sure she made that up.

But I’m not about to voice that

’cause I got my eye on another Aerosmith shirt —

a 1993 concert tee —

that immediately after this snow shoveling

will be bought

by me.








Cocoa in the Closet


It takes three hours to finish. Three hours!

My fingers are stiff. My back is broke.

All I wanna do is lie down.

But Mom has hot cocoa waiting for me.

I’m about to complain. Can’t be sitting around

drinking cocoa like some kid. But after one sip,

my lips are zipped. Because, come on, it’s cocoa.

Me & my drink escape into my closet

sidestep sneaks spread on the floor like spilt Cheerios &

a box of comics me & Darius read hundreds of times

to the back, where there’s a basket of clothes I want to

but won’t dare wear anywhere except in here,

then change into a burning skull tee, ripped black jeans,

& a leather spiked fingerless glove.

In here, I’m not wannabe-white-boy-rock-star Black.

That’s what Randy & Marcus called me

when I admitted to liking rock.

Had everybody calling me

White Boy & Metal Head.

Had everybody, except Darius.

So I swore off rock. Switched to rap…

except in here, where it’s just me & the da-da-da-daah —

Gawds of Rock! —

AC/DC, Led Zeppelin, Aerosmith, Queen, KISS, Metallica, Kansas, Jimi Hendrix, & Prince —

taped to all the walls in my closet.

Got some hard-core punk plus funk rockers too.

Bad Brains, Fishbone, Death, Meet Me @ the Altar, Panic! at the Disco…

I start a playlist from my phone,

jam out to the first song — the OBGMs —

when my cell dings.
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