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For my friends.

And our firsts.

And Judy.






A lover tries to stand in well with the pet dog of the house.

—Molière








1 Right now





I swear. If there was a category in the yearbook for Ugliest Dog Ever, you would have no competition. None. It’d be you all day. Because you… ugly. I mean, them eyes alone are enough to win the superlative. All wonky and whatnot. They somewhere between half sleep and fake mean. Somewhere between madness and… madness. Glaring at me like we got some kind of problem or something. But let me be clear, your crooked look don’t scare me. Neither do them cement chips you got for teeth. Look at you. Most Likely to Scare… Nobody. Or at least not me. What I look like being worried about some stringy-haired mutt with an underbite severe enough to double as a bottle opener? Or Halloween fangs? Or whatever else is supposed to give off scary but ain’t scary at all?

At least not to me. At least not tonight.

Tonight ain’t for fear. Or for your face. Tonight is for. For us. Me and Aria. Aria and me. Tonight is for. For the winners of the superlative superlative. Which is Most Likely to Like Each Other the Most. Love each other. The most. And do. The most. Or more than usual. For each other. With each other. Tonight is for our first time and will be our first time. Together. Together together. And I’m ready. Ready ready. I think. I think I’m ready. I am. Ready. Except. For some reason… I’m still jammed in this bathroom, having a square-up and a stare-down with you like we enemies in a cowboy flick or a hood classic, which are basically the same except for the color of the characters and the hats they got on.

You looking at me, head cocked like we got beef over turf. Like you got an issue with me being here even though this isn’t even your house no more. Still, I can hear you yapping in my ear, trying your best to mess this up. Blow the mood. And that makes me feel ridiculous, because you ain’t even here to interrupt me and Aria. You ain’t even here to get in the way. You just some picture stuck in the metal frame of the medicine cabinet mirror, curling at the corners. And yet I swear—I swear—if there was a category in the yearbook for Worst Distraction During an Important Moment, you’d also win that one. Because I’m definitely distracted. Standing here in my underwear, curling at the corners too. At least that’s what it feels like. And I wish curling up was the only feeling I’m feeling. But it’s not. I’m feeling. Stuff. More than I think I thought I would. More than anybody ever said.

For instance, how come nobody told me my fingers would tingle or that my face would burn? Why nobody said I would feel all the blood in my body? Feel all my veins spark like electrical wires from temple to toe? Like fireworks under my skin? How come nobody said that just before I… connected… with my girlfriend, she, who I’ve seen almost every day for the last two years, would look exactly how she looked the day I met her? That all of a sudden, my eyes would reset? Or maybe her face has reset and suddenly she looks better than good? Don’t get me wrong, Aria always looks good. Or, I always like to joke, gooder than I don’t know what. But tonight, for some reason, she looks different. She looks dazzling. That’s what I told her, and no lie, when I said it, her face became a diamond. And she sparkled at me, then kissed me and told me I looked dazzling too. And I tried not to laugh or look down because ain’t nobody ever said that to me before. And even though she said it, I don’t feel it. I don’t feel dazzling at all. I feel sick. And excited. But mostly sick. But really excited too. Like what it must feel like, in fact, to be a tiny, ugly, distracting dog like you, Denzel Jeremy Washington. Especially when somebody comes to the door, and your whole body turns into a motor. Or maybe this is what it feels like to be an alarm clock just before wake-up. Sixty seconds before it’s time to sing. To make noise and rattle the room and welcome the morning. But the anticipation of that ring makes that last minute the length of the entire night.

I feel. Like that. In fact, I hope there ain’t no snooze button on this moment. But if there is, if Aria hits it and holds off this rise-and-shine, that’s okay too. If she wants to do this at a different time, or just kiss or whatever, or do other stuff. Or whatever. I’m good with whatever she wants, as long as I make it out of this bathroom alive. Because it feels like something’s boiling in my belly, trying to take me out. And this ain’t the time or place for dying or diarrhea.

Not here. Not now. Not right across the hall from her bedroom.

Nerves got some nerve showing up. Tonight of all nights. I said nerves, not fear. There’s a difference that I won’t even try to explain to you because you wouldn’t understand. Because you a dog. Matter fact, if there was a category for Least Likely to Understand, you would win that one too! Actually, maybe you’d tie with Dodie, but still. Plus, I don’t owe you no explanation and don’t got time to give you one even if I did, because she in there waiting, while here I am, whisper-shouting at you! A photo of you.

Here I am gazing into the toilet, just in case those fries I had a half hour ago decide to exit through the chimney and not the basement door.

Here I am running laps from toilet to sink, sink to toilet, a three-step mile that got me all out of breath.

Here I am wondering what she’s in her room doing. What she’s thinking. If she’s wondering where I am. If it feels like there are teeth stuck in her throat. If there’s a ceiling fan in her gut. If she’s re-ponied her ponytail or checked the chicken on her breath.

Here I am.

Wondering how I got water all over the floor in here.

And if I remembered to put lotion on my legs.

And if I’ve licked my lips too much and now they smell like spit.

And I have to remember not to rip the condom open with my teeth like in the movies. Only had to practice that once to know it’s a bad idea. Don’t nobody want a kiss to taste like a tire dipped in Vaseline. That could actually kill the mood.

And if I do rip the condom open with my teeth like in the movies, I have to remember to be careful not to bite a hole in it.

And I have to remember to put it on right on the first try. She’ll be watching. Pinch and roll. No fumbles.

And I have to remember, a bra is the most complicated lock to pick. So don’t bother trying.

Which is why, which is why, which is why I should just go in there and tell her. Just get myself together, dry my hands and face on the back of this towel, walk into her room, and say it. That I, Neon Benton, her boyfriend of two years,

am nervous. As shit. That’s me.

The Most Nervous First-Timer.

Shit.

I forgot to put lotion on my legs.

Lucky for me, she loves me. She loves me enough to tell me I look dazzling and mean it. Ashy and all. Part of me wants her to tell me I look good. Just regular good. Put my feet back on the floor. But also tell me I look gooder than she don’t know what. That my body’s okay for her.

That it’s enough.

Shit.

I hope this lasts longer than a song.

Get out your head.

I hope this feels like a song I can’t get out my head.

Or a good movie, with a better sequel. And no actors. And a loose script that begins maybe with some kissing in the hallway of her empty house. Or maybe with chicken tenders for her, fries for me. Or maybe with me at the door, knocking, waiting to tell her she looks dazzling, because she does.

Cut to:

Me, in the mirror, imagining what happens next. Talking to a picture of a dog I swear is barking, knowing I have to leave this bathroom. Taking deep breaths. Waiting on my stomach to quiet. Hearing the playlist she just started. Thinking about whether we’ll keep the lights on or turn them off. Or maybe have just a little light. Wondering if she’ll let me look at her. Before. And if she’ll look at me. Before. And if we’ll look at each other the same. After.




2 Just twenty-four seconds ago…





I was rushing to the bathroom and shutting the door behind me. And taking a deep breath, then another deep breath, then another. And giving myself a piece of my mind.

But just before all that, I was peeling my lips off Aria. Off her mouth and her neck and her face and her shoulder and her other shoulder and her face and her neck and her mouth. And her forehead. Because I even kissed her there, which wasn’t really my smoothest move because don’t nobody be kissing foreheads but fathers. I know this because my dad kisses me and my sister on our foreheads whenever he’s in his feelings, and I’ve even seen Aria’s dad do the same. So it’s clearly a dad thing. But I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t also a me thing. It is. And I’d be lying twice if I said Aria’s forehead was the first forehead I’d kissed. It wasn’t.

I also kiss my grandmother, Gammy, on her forehead every day. It’s how I say good morning to her and also goodbye before I leave for school. It’s also how I remind her fading mind that we love it and want it to stay as long as possible.

“Ain’t that right, Gammy?” I ask, peppering her forehead, muah after muah.

“That’s right!” she says, all smiles.

Aria, on the other hand, ain’t no old lady even though she sometimes acts like one—a million pieces of candy in her bag, big hugs, and the look she gets whenever she knows you know better than to do whatever it is you think you about to do. Despite all that, Aria’s far from a grandma. But she smiled when I kissed her forehead too. Not some wholesome smile like Gammy’s and not a fake I’m-just-trying-to-be-nice smile either. This smile was welcoming. And mischievous. And sexy. Very ungranny-like, that’s for sure. It was such a simple gesture, but it made me feel like I’d done the right thing. And I wanted to do the right thing. All the right things.

And just before the forehead kiss, I’d grown a few extra hands, and explored the back of Aria’s neck and the small of her back and her butt but tried not to focus too much on her butt because my sister told me to remember to not be so damn predictable. Even though, unpredictably, Aria grabbed mine. I won’t lie, it made me laugh a little because ain’t nobody ever grabbed my butt before, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about it but ain’t feel enough about it to tell her not to do it, and instead minded the business of my own hands, searching for everything. But trying not to find anything. Because to find something, to focus on something for too long, would turn Aria into a body. Just a body. Another note from my sister.

“Okay, so what you thinking about now?” Aria asked, her hands still back there, her lips whispering the smell of tender into my nose. She’d already pushed her sweatpants to the floor and stepped out of them like she was breaking free from a heather-gray cocoon. As if she were hiding wings. Next went the T-shirt over her head, the ponytail the last thing loose. My jeans and shirt were already gone, a wrinkled mess down the hallway where all this began.

We pressed against each other, skin on skin except for the skin separated by three thin pieces of cotton. Mine, the most blah of the bunch, had an exhausted waistband and was way looser than it was supposed to be but growing tighter and tighter by the second. Hers were mismatched, which was so Aria.

We’d been here before. Not exactly like this, and not in Aria’s bedroom, which looks more like a hotel room. Or a guest room. Stale. Bland. But not her fault. Or her taste. Aria’s about color. About pattern and playfulness. About homeyness. Fly. But her mother, Mrs. Wright, ain’t about none of that. She’s more… drown. Drown in Be somebody else! Drown in You’re not focused enough! Drown in How come you can’t be more like… and like… and like…? So Mrs. Wright is the tidal wave that makes sure Aria knows that as soon as high school is over, she’ll be washed out of this house, and her room will become a space for visitors. Even though there were never any visitors. And probably would never be any visitors. Because her house—well, her mom—isn’t really the visitor type. Either way, Aria can’t wait to be a goner, to leave home and never have to deal with her mother’s never enough-ness again, which is why she ain’t really care that her room had already been prepped for her exit.

It’s decorated with a platform bed, low to the ground, with one of those headboards that look more royal than relaxing. There are framed pictures of musical instruments above it. And above the desk. And on the other side of the room is one of those closets that’s… outside of the closet. A clothing cabinet, which is like a treasure chest of cozy sweats and hoodies, and I’m sure some other things too. And underneath it all, there’s an area rug I swear be in every area of every house with a guest room. Blue, burgundy, and gold. Next to it, a plant I used to think was real, but I should’ve known better because Aria’s entire bedroom looks like it’s been staged for a photo in one of them furniture magazines. Like something straight out of a showroom.

My bedroom looks like something straight out of a showdown. It still has all the stuff of a thirteen-year-old—movie posters and action figures—even though I’m a seventeen-year-old, which means absolutely nothing because the only difference between thirteen and seventeen is that thirteen is when the horny starts, and seventeen is when you’re lucky enough to do something about it. Maybe. And that fact alone made me occasionally line up the sneakers that were strewn across the floor, or make the bed, or organize the dresser drawers, which acted less like dressers or drawers and more like cubbies to hide the clothes I never folded and the socks that had lost their mates and had now been turned into cotton crackers after cleanup on the nights (and mornings) I’d dreamed of this moment with Aria.

I’d always imagined that this me-and-Aria thing, this connection, would happen at my house, which now seems like the most unromantic thought ever. And the fact that we’d fooled around there so many times feels like a miracle now that I think about it, and like an act of desperation now that I really think about it.

Me and Aria wanted each other. No other way to say it. We wanted each other, bad. And we’d made out so much that, after a while, we were over it. Okay, not over it, because nobody ever gets over making out. But after a while, out became the norm. I lived in out. We lived in out. Been in out for the last two years. Eventually, the only thing the two of us could think about whenever we were making out was, how we could make in.

Like I said, we’d been here before. Not exactly like this, and not in Aria’s house, but in mine. And in my sister’s car—funky with vanilla tree—on a backstreet when my mother was asleep. And at our friends’ houses, using parties as excuses for rendezvous. And also in the movie theater—greasy-lipped from fake butter—“watching” a film where these sorts of scenes play out way different than what’s happening right now in Aria’s room.

If this were a love scene in the movies, the music would already be playing by now. It would’ve come out of nowhere, a soft piano and sweeping horn, and me and Aria would’ve started kissing in rhythm to the song as if it were playing in each of our minds and could be heard through the holes in each of our ears. In the movies, kisses always seem so aggressive. So hungry, like the lovers be trying to eat each other’s faces. Always tearing at each other’s clothes, and either one person pushes the other onto the bed, or, in full embrace, they fall onto the mattress like a chopped tree into a pile of leaves.

And no one ever stops to get a rubber. No one ever stops.

But this wasn’t the movies. This was really happening. There was no music playing yet. Our kisses were careful. Taking off our clothes—at least the first layer—was a simple process without snags or holes. We hadn’t quite made it to the bed and instead were standing, hot and cold, in the middle of the room. The soon-to-be guest room. And I felt like one, a visitor, who wanted to make himself at home but was still figuring out which light switch did what.

If this were a movie, there would’ve been beams of moonlight cutting across our faces. And our bodies would’ve become shadows dancing on the wall. Perfect silhouettes. Seamless choreography.

But for us, there were no directions, no directors saying how and where to move.

“Tell me what you thinking,” Aria repeated.

“What I’m thinking right now?”


No one to yell, Action!



“Right now,” Aria said, eyes on eyes.


No one to yell, Cut!



Because this was real life. And in real life, as excited as I was for this moment, I also felt like I might, I might, I might stop… breathing. Keel over and go to heaven right before I get to heaven.

“I’m thinking… I’ll be right back.”




3 And twenty-four minutes before that…





I was standing in front of Aria’s house. Just standing there, staring at the weird door knocker, which was in the shape of a whole note. As in the musical symbol that tells you to hold one note for four counts. It always looked more like an eye to me, and even though I knew it wasn’t an eye, I still locked in on it as if it might suddenly come to life and look at me like I had no business being there. And as if the eye/whole note ain’t strange enough, it’s on a hinge so that it can be lifted and banged against the pink wooden door. Because the door is… pink. But not just the door, the… whole… house. Pink. The color of tongue. Funny thing is, I remember when it was painted lemon yellow. And before that, lime green. And it was something else before that—I think Aria told me it was purple—which is why it’s a good thing the door knocker’s made of brass and can go with any color.

Even though it’s versatile, the whole note looks a whole mess to me. But it’s not on my front door, and it’s not really a weird choice for the Wrights, because Aria comes from one of them musical families. The kind you see in talent shows or on the internet, and they either seem cool because they’re not your family or corny because they’re not your family. In Aria’s case, it’s… both. Her mother is a world-famous trumpet player (Trumpeteer? Trumpeter? Trumpetist?)—at least, that’s what everybody says, even though I never been around the world to ask if anyone outside of America has ever heard Mrs. Wright play the horn. But according to my parents, she’s world-famous, even though I never heard them listen to a single note of trumpet music. Ever. Not a honk. The newspaper says Mrs. Wright’s world-famous too, even though the newspaper only covers stories about our city. Which, last I checked, ain’t the world. But, whatever… she’s world-famous, which, I guess, is the reason she spends most of her time locked in her practice room. Gotta practice for the world.

Aria’s dad, on the other hand—or should I say, on another note (good one, Nee!)—is a locally-loved conductor who tells everyone to call him Maestro. And we all do. Aria says he used to be a big deal, constantly working with professional orchestras, and that’s how he met her mother. She also says Maestro decided to cut his work back once she and her sister were born.

These days the most musical Maestro gets is when he conducts elementary school orchestras. Whether it’s the spitty little kids playing recorders and kazoos, or the spark-showers squeaking through clarinet solos, tap-tap-tapping on drum pads, and licking and lapping at sax mouthpieces, Maestro believes every kid deserves a chance to make sound, even if it’s horrible-sounding. As a matter of fact, to him, real music is all about the melody in mistakes. Expression. Experimentation. Explosion. Which is why he never misses a beat whenever his favorite daughter wants to add what always seems like a giant cymbal crash to their home.

Sometimes that crash comes in the form of requesting that all her food be a certain color. Once, she would only eat red food for two weeks. Everything red. Apples, spaghetti drenched in sauce, peppers. Another time it was only white foods. But sometimes, her explosions of expression came in the form of asking to have the whole outside of the house painted. Like only a favorite daughter could ask.

But… that favorite daughter is not Aria. Because she’s the oldest. And the title of favorite kid always goes to the baby. Her name’s Rosin, but they call her Turtle. She was given that nickname when she was little because of how shy she was. Quick to tuck back into her shell. That is, until she and the rest of the Wrights discovered she had a gift. Turtle can sing. And when I say sing, I mean sang. Sing sing. Blow. She got one of them voices that can make you sad and mad and happy all at the same time. Like she got an old lady living down in her belly that’s seen too much to tell, even though Turtle ain’t nothing but nine years old. She’s a little thing, too, narrow and navel-height. But got a voice made for weddings, funerals, and movie soundtracks. But only movies about summer or winter, love or heartbreak, or that take place on sprawling landscapes. Because her voice is wide. And tall.

And on top of all this, Turtle also has this special brain thing called synesthesia. Took me a long time to learn how to pronounce this, and even longer to understand what it means. But basically, for her, it means that when she hears music, she sees colors. Or when she sees colors, she hears music. Or when she… I don’t know. Her senses get twisted up, and her brain makes her ears do her eyes’ job, and her eyes work like ears. Something like that.

So in those moments when Turtle only wants monochromatic meals, it’s because she gets fixated on a sound that color makes. Obsessed with an E-flat, and in her brain, red sounds like E-flat. Fixated on A-sharp, and in her brain, white sounds like A-sharp. And usually, she just eats the one-color food—eats the sound—and moves on. Except for the times she can’t move on. The times when the color sounds too beautiful to chew. And those are the moments that lead to Maestro painting the whole outside of the house that color. And because Turtle’s seen as special—musically gifted—Mrs. Wright’s okay with all of it. She encourages it.

OEBPS/e9781665961295/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Chapter 1: Right Now


		Chapter 2: Just Twenty-Four Seconds Ago…


		Chapter 3: And Twenty-Four Minutes Before That…


		Chapter 4: And Just Twenty-Four Hours Before That…


		Chapter 5: And Twenty-Four Days Before That…


		Chapter 6: And Twenty-Four Weeks Before That…


		Chapter 7: And Twenty-Four Months Before That…


		Chapter 8: Back to Now…


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Simon & Schuster Front Sign-up Page


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Acknowledgments


		Book Recommendations


		About the Author


		Simon & Schuster Back Sign-up Page


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248








OEBPS/e9781665961295/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665961295/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665961295/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665961295/images/9781665961295.jpg
*'MON WO0JJ SPU093S IN0J-AIUaM]






OEBPS/e9781665961295/images/title.jpg
Twenty-four
seconds

from Now 000
JASON REYNOLDS

A Caitlyn Dlouhy Book

OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO
EEEEEEEEEEEEEE





OEBPS/e9781665961295/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


