
[image: Cover: All the Noise at Once, by DeAndra Davis.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: All the Noise at Once, by DeAndra Davis. Atheneum Books for Young Readers. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]






[image: ]

For Deon and for every autistic kid who has ever been told you can’t do something.

YOU CAN.
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CHAPTER ONE 77 Days Until the Incident


Every summer, Brandon says it is hotter than the devil’s ass crack, and I have never quite understood what he means by that.


NOTE: How hot is the devil’s ass crack, exactly? And how many degrees hotter is it outside than said ass crack? The logistics. That is what I am concerned with.



But here on this field, lined up in the sweltering Florida summer sun, my breath gathering in the enclosed space of plastic, foam, and metal that is this ill-fitting borrowed helmet, I think I feel the heat of that ass crack in my lungs.

I cough twice, clearing the swampish humidity from my throat, and focus on the field. It is summer tryouts for our high school football team. I stare at the tall, red-jersey-wearing boy in front of me. He shouts coded instructions to the offense with confidence. Then he claps and readies himself to receive the ball from the center. The quarterback. The star. My big brother, Brandon. The ball snaps and Brandon has it in hand before I can blink.

My time to move. Brandon drops back and pretends to line up for a throw. I rush forward, realizing his intentions easily. That twitch in his left calf, the subtle twist to the right, the imperceptible glance around. This pass is meant for me. I charge forward, grabbing the ball from his hands, and run toward the sweaty mass of bodies that awaits me. This is the hard part.

I practice these plays with Brandon often. Just me and him. A play action here, a draw there. The difference is, when it is just us, I do not have to crash my body into other people. I do not have to hear their breathing, feel their sharp exhales on my skin or their scrabbling fingers pulling at my clothes when the play is over. Those are the stressors. The things that push me over the edge. But so far, so good. The tryout has gone off without a hitch. I have dodged tackles and rolled away from contact like my life depends on it. Twenty more minutes of showing off and dodging touch and I will finally, officially, be on the football team with my brother. We can play together for his senior year—our last chance.

I have to focus.

I spot the opening in the defensive line, tuck the ball to my side, and push through. I know I have it. I always have it. I know where everyone is on the field. I can see it like a built-in map in my brain. I am going to cut through the hole in the defense and score a touchdown during this tryout and prove to these coaches that—like Brandon reminded me this morning—autism or not, I will be an asset to this team.

I lower my head and push past the defenders and the weak spot they leave open for me. But a harsh crash in my left rib knocks the breath from my lungs and I cough in response. A hand swipes up and tips the ball from my grip. I feel it slip out of my grasp as I careen toward the turf and bodies descend on top of me, desperate to recover the ball and prove themselves worthy of a spot on the team.

Most people have never been at the bottom of a football pileup. It would stress even the most mellow person out. Hands seek the ball, and when they do not find it, they poke instead at eyeballs, they tug at the corners of mouths, pull lips, hit, punch, and it only takes twelve seconds of this—three eye pokes, two lip tugs, and a thumb jammed past my face mask and halfway down my throat—before I am curled up, screaming and shaking.

I thrash, eyes closed, disconnected from my body to protect my mind, and push everyone away from me. I do not care about the ball. I do not care about the game. I do not care about the team. Right now, I care about my space. I care about my skin—on fire, burning all over, crawling with the sensation of searching hands. It is too much. I need space. I need peace.

The pile around me clears. My eyes stay closed, but I can feel the open space suffocating me. I struggle to catch a breath. The air shakes in my quivering airways and my throat constricts, stifling my screams. Then a shadow falls over me, blocking the light filtering through my still-shut lids. I brace for more rough contact, but the arms surround me and gently squeeze. I struggle against the pressure.

“Breathe, A.” Vanilla and cinnamon and sweat mingle in my nose. “I gotchu. Breathe with me.”

Brandon’s voice is like my father’s. Smooth. Marble but not cold. His voice is the feel of warm water sliding across skin. Brandon takes a deep breath and I mimic it. I struggle against the pressure, but he squeezes tighter.

“I gotchu, A. Just breathe. Just breathe. Don’t worry about nothin’ else. Breathe.”

The sun burns red against my eyelids. My breath slows with every breath Brandon takes.

“It’s all right,” Brandon says now. “It’s okay.”

I look up at Brandon and tears sting at the corners of my eyes. I had it. I had it all mapped out. I knew where everyone was on the field. I knew how to reach the end zone. I had it.

Brandon takes off my helmet and holds me at arm’s length.

Realization of my failure hits me and the tears finally fall.

“Is it the sun?” He covers my eyes with his hands, then stands and lifts me with him. I sniffle but let Brandon half carry me, staring at my cleats the whole way to the sideline. I try not to focus on the eyes I feel boring into me or the whispers building as we move. Brandon sits me on the bench.

“Dude, what the heck was that?”

Who is talking?

“Ay! Get back on the field,” Brandon snaps at whoever yelled. I focus on my brother’s head instead of looking around. Looking around will only make it worse. I try to count the tiny hairs on his faded cut. “A, you all right? You think you good to get back on the field? You need a sec?”

“I think we’ve seen enough, Brandon.” Coach Davis approaches, holding his clipboard up over his face to block out the sun. His long blond hair glints in the intense light. “Let him rest. We’ll have team decisions up next week, Aiden. Why don’t you head home?”

Brandon nods now. “Yeah, see, A? It’s gon be all right. Just rest. Wait for me until the tryouts are over and we’ll go home together, all right?”

I do not respond. Brandon gives me a crooked smile and tousles my locs.

“They understand, A,” Brandon whispers now. “Don’t worry about it. You did great today, all right? It’s me and you this year. It’s us. We gon be on this field, in matching jerseys, together.” Brandon rubs the top of my head one more time, and I watch his retreating back as he leaves to join the rest of the players.

I feel the eyes on me as I sit on the sideline. I feel the glances from the assistant coaches. I feel the apprehension radiating from everyone around me. I close my eyes. I allow the grief of loss to wash over me, although my tears have dried in the heat. They will not understand. I know that already. I know how others react when I do not fit the norm. This is already over even though I was so close.

I had it.



I lie in the grass, grasping at random blades, rubbing my fingers along the faint prickle of each one, like mini cacti, before pulling them free from the ground. The front yard is quiet other than the breeze in the palm fronds. Everyone who would have been driving home this evening has already arrived, happy in their houses and welcomed by their families, smiling and celebrating some small win in their lives. I cannot stand to be inside my own home right now. I have no small win to celebrate.

I consider the tryout again, consider the overload I felt, consider the pileup and the resulting reaction. My skin crawls just thinking about it. I thought my mental preparation was enough. I knew what to expect. I knew what could happen. I was ready, but clearly not ready enough.

I find the Little Dipper—my favorite constellation—first before I pick out Orion’s Belt in the sky, thinking about each star in that perfect line. Each knows its place. Each knows what it has been created to do. Burn and exist. Never moving. Never grasping for more than what it should. I should learn my place too. I should be content to quietly burn until my light is gone, never moving out of line, never trying to be more than what I am. I’ve thought this before. It is what kept me from trying out for the team for so long, but I had to try before Brandon graduated. This year was our last chance to play on a team together. I tried and here I am. Back in line.

Footsteps crunch to my left, but the cadence is familiar. I do not lift my head to look. It is my brother.

“Did you find the Little Dipper yet?” Brandon’s voice is soothing. A balm on my nerves.

“First. Always,” I say. I turn to look at Brandon standing over me, and he smiles. He lowers himself down and lies next to me on the lawn. We do not speak for three minutes and twenty seconds. I count.

“You thinking about how tiger pee smells like buttered popcorn?” Brandon asks.

I smile. “Nope. Thinking about how pandas do handstands when they pee.”

“So, you ain’t thinking about how only half of a dolphin’s brain sleeps at a time?”

“Of course not. I am thinking about how crocodiles cannot stick their tongues out.”

“Okay, you got me, I actually ain’t know that one.” Brandon laughs. He reaches for my hand and gives it a squeeze before letting go. “You all right?”

I do not answer. I do not want to lie.

“I mean, you can be. You should be. I think it’s all gon work out, A,” Brandon says now. “I think the coaches sounded good about it. I feel like they really saw your talent and they gon see that it’s more important than anything else.”

I listen. Brandon is all hope and light. A constant burning passion, like a star. He knows his place. The Big Dipper.

“I really feel like, regardless of anything, you gon get on the team this year. It’s only your first time even trying out for the school team. And, I mean, if worse comes to worst and you don’t make it this year—”

“Do not say that there is always next year,” I interrupt. Next year, Brandon will be gone. He will be away at college and I will still be here. Even if I end up on a football field, which at this point feels highly unlikely, it will not be with him. It was supposed to be with him.

“Why not?”

“Because that was not the plan.”

I can feel that Brandon is frowning without looking at him. I can feel it in the way his body shifts, how his shoulders grind into the ground below us. In the way his hand twitches back toward mine but stops short.

“Well, we can hold out hope that the plan is still in effect,” he says.

I frown now. I know within my bones that it will not happen. I knew as soon as Coach Davis said that he had seen enough. I hear it in the tones of voices around me all the time—the moment when people write me off, when they decide that I am more trouble than I am worth. Brandon never hears it. All he sees in me are the bright spots. The shining. Polaris. The Little Dipper. I do not want to ruin his night, though. I do not want to ruin his hope, even though mine is already gone.

“We can hold out hope,” I say now.

Brandon does not answer, but I feel his body relax. My agreement is enough to make him happy again. The promise of my hope—no matter how false—is enough for him, and I need him to be happy, even if it is short-lived.

I need him to be happy for the both of us.
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CHAPTER TWO 7 Days Until the Incident


I can carry on conversations—I am just quiet. I am not quiet because I am autistic, which is what most people think. I am quiet because people are annoying. Well, most people. Like Dalton, tapping away at the text-to-speech program on his tablet, rattling off all the similarities between him and Stephen Hawking as his reason for why he will never need to do a job interview. Never mind that I have had science classes with Dalton since middle school, and the only lesson he passed with flying colors was when we made ice cream in Ziploc bags.

I chuckle.

Ms. Findley raises her caterpillar eyebrows at me. “Something funny, Aiden?”

Crap. Summer has not made my Life Skills teacher less strict.

I shake my head, lean back in my chair, and tap the edge of my desk. One, two, double tap. One, two, double tap. Three more times. I do not look up at Ms. Findley. Her expressions make me itch. Instead, I stare at the silly motivational posters all over the classroom. CHANGE with a picture of a tree. COURAGE with a picture of an army officer and a dog jumping out of a helicopter.


NOTE: Motivational posters are also annoying. Like most people.



Ms. Findley lets out a long, drawn-out breath. I focus on the dot over the letter i in the word “disability” written on the board behind her. Ms. Findley is pissed. I do not like to piss anyone off. Not on purpose.

Ms. Findley’s gaze bores into my skin. “So, as I was saying, everyone.”

Well, geez, make it more obvious that you are mad at me, please?

“Job interviews are on the horizon for all seven of you—yes, even you, Dalton. Most of you are finally sixteen and will be seeking out your first opportunities. I know that it might seem intimidating, but remember the tips we went over today.”

Ms. Findley motions for Tucker to stand up. He glances at her, fiddles with his camera, and shakes his head like he wants his brain to fall out of his ears.

“Come on, Tucker,” she says now. She’s using her coercive voice. That is just another version of her normal voice, which typically reminds me of raining needles. Light but just a little bit dangerous.

“It’s Buck,” he responds in a whisper. A few people laugh.

Ms. Findley clicks her tongue at us. She does that when she is upset. Like she is training dogs. “Oh, that’s just a mean nickname. You shouldn’t use it as a name.”

He has been Bucktooth Tuck since third grade. Not gonna change it now.

Tucker huffs. His thumbs fumble over each other as he clicks at random buttons on his camera, which he hauls everywhere. It slips from his hands, and he scrambles to catch it before it hits the floor.

The new girl, Isabella, sits behind Tucker, stifling a laugh with the back of her hand. She catches me looking and her eyes water. I cough my way through a laugh. Isabella sits up and leans forward, letting her long black faux locs create a curtain over her face. I smile. She has a sense of humor like mine. It is nice to share a laugh like this with her for the first time.

“Tucker, come on.” The pitch of Ms. Findley’s voice increases. “All right, so remember, everybody. Don’t force eye contact and make yourselves uncomfortable. Quick glances only.” She demonstrates with Tucker. “People take handshakes seriously, so practice regulating your grip with your parents at home. You don’t want to squeeze too hard by accident.” Ms. Findley grasps Tucker’s hand and shakes.

Tucker’s hand is limp in hers. A fixed grimace on his face betrays that he would rather be anywhere but here. I don’t know if it’s the handshake itself or having to be on display for everyone, but it’s definitely too much. He snatches his hand away and scurries back to his seat, burying his face in his camera.

I would not have to worry about job interviews if I did not screw up tryouts and had any future as a football player. One, two, double tap. I think about the film I watched with Brandon last night of the school’s most recent football game. I mean, if our team could get a running back with a little more weight, he could have run that linebacker over in last week’s game; I mean, if the current running back had more speed on him, he could have made it to the hole before the linebackers got there; I mean, had the running back had better awareness and seen the hole faster, he could have been there even with the trash 4.8 he runs now; I mean, if it was me—

“Mr. Wright,” Ms. Findley snaps.

I glance up. Shit. Everyone is gone.

She clicks her tongue. “The bell rang.”

Dog trainer noises. Twice today.

I lean down, grab my backpack, and sling it over my shoulder. I start toward the door.

“Aiden, you really need to pay attention in this class. Job readiness matters. What could possibly be more important on your mind than—”

I do not turn to face her voice. I could have been the bigger, faster running back in the film. I could have been part of the team. That is the more important thing on my mind.

“I am only sixteen.”

“And sixteen is an important age. Did you even hear what I said about the group project?”

No. No, I did not.

“Yes,” I lie.

Ms. Findley frowns. “Then who’s your partner?”

“Bucktooth Tuck?” I guess.

Ms. Findley lets out a big breath. “Aiden, first off, do not call Tucker that. Next, you need to take this project seriously.”

I stay quiet. I do not need the lecture, and I know that explaining myself will only lead to a much longer conversation that I do not feel like having. Ms. Findley frowns. She is unhappy. I take note, just like my occupational therapist used to tell me to do when I was younger. Take note of the people around you. Take note of their facial expressions and body language. Take note of what they say. It has always helped me understand people, helped me see what people do to put themselves into boxes, what they do to fit in, what it might take for me to fit into their boxes, even though I have no desire to do so.

“Aiden?” Ms. Findley asks.

“Sorry,” I say now. “Can you explain the project again?”

Ms. Findley closes her eyes and bites her bottom lip.


NOTE: Ms. Findley closes her eyes and bites her lip when she is irritated.



“You are supposed to meet with your assigned partner and find a part-time job for the school year.” Ms. Findley grabs a sheet of paper from her desk. “Here is the approved list of places that will be expecting students. You will go through the interview process and then work after school for class credit.”

“But—” I start to say.

“Aht! No buts. You will do this. You can work out a schedule with whoever hires you. I’ve done this every year with my juniors, and it turns out amazing results.” Ms. Findley walks back around her desk and sits.

I wait.

“You can go,” she says now.

I frown and turn to leave.

In the hallway, Isabella is waiting right outside the door and stops me as I stalk out of Ms. Findley’s class.

“Hey, Aiden, right?”

I look at her and nod. Her faux locs are wavy and hang down to her waist. Her hair was in a big curly Afro last week. And she wore it straight a few weeks before that. It hung almost to her waist.

“I’m Isabella. Your partner for the after-school project!” She reaches out her hand for me to shake, and I burst out laughing. Her eyebrows furrow.

I confused her. I stop laughing, grasp her hand firmly, and shake up and down, just like Ms. Findley demonstrated. When Isabella realizes what I am doing, she laughs too.

“The art of the handshake mastered so quickly, huh?” Isabella chuckles again and tucks a loose loc back behind her ear. She shifts from foot to foot. “So, Findley was really laying it on thick today, huh?” she asks. She alternates between looking down at her feet and up at me.

I watch her behavior. Yes, we are partners, but she is trying awfully hard to talk to me. I realize that she is waiting for an answer. I finally open my mouth. “Yeah, she was.”

“Oh, it speaks!” Her huge smile brightens her face immediately. Her teeth are super white. I bet she goes to the dentist on time every year. “Glad I could get something out of you. I’m pretty sure I’ve only heard you talk once since the school year started.”

I glance down at my watch. Four minutes to get to class. I start to walk. After six steps, I look back at Isabella. She stands, arms at her side, frowning. I gesture for her to follow. She grins and catches up.

“School only started two months ago.” I shrug. “Not much to say.”

“I don’t know,” Isabella says now. “Two months is a long time to say two words.”

I bite at my curling lip. She is funny. “A word a month. Got a quota to meet,” I say now.

Isabella laughs. It rings like shards of glass on a tile floor. Pretty. I glance down at her, but her eyes seem to want to catch everything as we walk. The bright blue lockers, some of them open with students standing in front, changing out textbooks between classes. The white tile floors, scuffed from years of kids not caring to pick up our feet. The ceilings, strung with banners and adornments every few feet advertising everything from Student Government Association to the basketball team. Or maybe only I notice all those things.

“A man of few words.” Isabella nods. “I like it.” She looks down at her feet and I watch our strides. She takes two steps to my one each time. I laugh in my head at it.

“Why are you in Life Skills?” I ask now.

“What do you mean?” Isabella glances up, bites her lip, then looks back at the floor.

“You do not have a disability.”

“That was not a question, and now I see you’re a conversationalist at heart. You’re breaking that two-word quota by a long shot.” Isabella giggles and gently bumps her body against my side. Something about it makes me smile, though I am surprised that I am comfortable with the contact so soon. “How do you know I don’t have a disability? Many disabilities are invisible, you know.”

I nod. I do know. But I also pay attention. Ms. Findley does not approach Isabella the same way that she approaches the rest of us. I cannot explain how, but there is a difference I can feel but cannot put into the right words. I always try to find the right words.


NOTE: Life Skills is not just for kids with disabilities, but most years, it seems like we are the only students that the administration enrolls in the class.



“But you’re right, I do not have a disability. So clearly, I’m in Life Skills because I suck at life.” Isabella smiles up at me.

I smile back. Don’t we all, to some extent?

“I used to get in some trouble back at my old school in Nebraska, and I just transferred here this year. They signed me up for Life Skills because of my ‘unfortunate history,’ or whatever.” Isabella glances at me out of the corner of her eye.

I return the look, then look down at the floor.

“That’s not a problem for you, right?”

I shrug. Problem, by definition, means a matter or situation regarded as unwelcome or harmful. I am good.

“Ah, shy guy likes troublemakers. My interest is deepened.” Isabella giggles, and it’s like pennies clinking together. “Where’s your phone?”

“Back pocket,” I say.

Isabella reaches into my back pocket, grabs my phone, and starts typing.

I stop walking, but Isabella doesn’t notice. She touched me without warning again. I wait for the itchiness to creep along my skin. It does not come. I wonder why.

“Well, you have my number now, so we can touch base about our project and stuff. We have a whole job to find together and we’ve got to hold each other accountable. I texted myself so that I have your number too. I’m gonna text you. We can work on our life skills together, or whatever,” Isabella says, and I pause for a moment to really take her in. Her bronzed skin reminds me a bit of Brandon’s. She has a beauty mark above the right side of her lip and one above her left eyebrow. Her heart-shaped face hides nothing. I can tell she is not the type who can mask how she feels.

I focus on her lips and not her eyes. I give her a quick second of eye contact and her smile gets bigger. She turns and struts down the hallway.

“Why are you being so nice to me?” I ask the back of her head.

Isabella turns on her heel to face me and shrugs. “I’m always nice to the coolest people I know.”

I’m the coolest person she knows? I nod.

“Cool.” Isabella nods back. “You better answer my text, or I’ll bother you.”

I stand in the hallway a full thirty seconds after she leaves, enjoying the feeling surging through me. I glance at my watch. I have to get to class, and then it’s me, Brandon, and the football field.

I consider Isabella and her bubbly personality and smile. Compared to having to confront the football field for the first time since tryouts, being bothered by her does not sound too bad.
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CHAPTER THREE 7 Days Until the Incident


My room, a football field, and hell are three places I would rather be than this packed hallway right after last bell. Everyone grabbing at each other and yelling like their lives have changed drastically since they last saw their friends in fifth period. They are acting like it’s the first day of school instead of two months in.

A high-pitched squeal grates at my ears and vibrates across my skin. Sneakers squeak across the checkered linoleum tiles. Metal on metal clangs as people slam lockers shut. So much conflicting noise. My lungs seize up like someone is gripping them in their fists. I freeze in place, close my eyes, and drum my fingers against my thigh.

One. Two. Stop. One. Two. Stop.

My breath comes quicker and I squeeze my eyes until I see neon. All this noise, all at once. It is overwhelming.

Arms wrap around me. Then quiet as headphones slide over my head. Cinnamon. Vanilla. Pine trees. Tabasco sauce. All those smells combined: Brandon.

I did not realize that I had left my noise-canceling headphones at home until first period, but of course my brother grabbed them for me. I welcome the soft padding and pressure on my ears.

Brandon nudges my side, and I follow his black-and-white sneakers. I do not bother to look up. I barely escaped one sensory-processing meltdown; I am not tempting fate. Instead, I embrace my muffled existence until we are through a pair of double doors, across mottled concrete, then onto grass. As soon as green is underfoot, Brandon yanks the headphones from my head. The breeze swooshes loud in my ears.


NOTE: Air in my ear canals makes me feel dizzy. Do not like.



“You know, Aiden, if I was autistic and hated a bunch of noise, I would never forget my headphones,” Brandon says with a smile playing on his lips. “I’d be auspicious in my ability to remember them.”

I count fourteen blades of grass taller than the rest. “Auspicious? Definition: Conducive to success? Favorable?”

The sun shines bright on the field. The orange glow gives Brandon’s skin, only a shade lighter than mine now after a full summer of football practices, a golden-brown hue.

Brandon frowns, then nods. “Yeah. I’m sure I used that right.”

Not at all.

“Well, auspicious or not, here we are, months into the school year, and just like yesterday, I had to remember ya headphones,” Brandon says now. “You gon have to start paying me for top-notch noise-canceling provision services or something, ’cause I’m putting work in and I don’t think I’m being accurately restituted, my brother.”

I smirk. “Recompensed, maybe? Definition: to pay or reward for effort or work.”

“Recomposed. Exactly,” Brandon says with confidence, as though he had said the right thing from the start.

I chuckle. Here he goes. Out of the noisy hallway and into Brandon’s endless chatter, not that it has ever bothered me.

“You know, if you wanted compensation for my headphones, you could have given them to me before first period,” I say now.

“I forgot!” Brandon says. “I forgot I threw them in my bag and didn’t notice them until after lunch. My bad!”

I roll my eyes. “No compensation for you.”

“I’m gon ignore everything you just said and accept a thank-you and agreement for you to buy me some food the next time I ask,” Brandon says now. “And you, my brother, are very welcome. What would you do without me? Oh! I just remembered! Did you watch the video I sent during lunch? The one with that crazy tackle by the safety from Florida State? He hit that receiver so hard. Dude definitely got his bell rung!” Brandon’s laughter echoes in the open air.


NOTE: Getting your bell rung, by football definition, means tackled. Not so hard that someone is injured, but hard enough that there is a satisfying clash of helmets.



Brandon rubs the top of my head. I smile.

“You are gonna tangle my locs.” There is no actual protest in my voice.

Brandon laughs. “How you tangle locs?”

The football field is empty. Not surprising, since practice does not start for another hour and a half.

“Whew, it’s hotter than the devil’s ass crack out here,” Brandon says.

There he goes.

“I guess I will just radiate heat from my ears like a jackrabbit to cool down,” I say now.

“Nah, you gotta vibrate your throat like a quail. That’s where the real cooldown kicks in,” Brandon replies.

“I will see your throat vibration and raise you a spinal regurgitation.”

“Spinal regurgitation?” Brandon’s face twists into a mix of a smile and horror. “Ostrich?”

I shake my head. “Pelicans.”

“I always knew they were weird,” Brandon says with a laugh.

“Why did you drag me out here?” I ask now. I have actively avoided the field since tryouts but could not ignore my brother’s invitation.

“Way to change the subject!”

I stare at Brandon’s forehead and wait for him to respond.

“Silence. We love that.” Brandon gives my shoulder a push.

I shrug.

“First of all, you love being out here. Second of all, dragged. Definition: to drag. You walked out here on your own,” Brandon says.

“Dragged. Definition: to—”

“Third of all,” Brandon says louder now, “you used to always stay with me for practice. I been all alone this year, just suffering with no friends—”

“You have a lot of friends—”

“Just suffering,” Brandon continues. “Because my brother don’t love me no more. You got somewhere better to be, A?” He arches an eyebrow.

I shake my head.

“So, why you acting like you wanna leave, bro?” he asks now. His voice is gentle.

Still, anxiety creeps into the pit of my stomach and spreads out from my belly button, sending a skittering sensation like a million ants out across my body, up my back, and all along my scalp. I am itchy underneath my skin.

I close my eyes and tap at my thigh. One. Two. Stop. One. Two. Stop.

I have not wanted to be on this field since I saw that my name was not on the roster. Since I knew that they rejected me for my meltdown—for my autism. The same way I was rejected as a kid. The reason I barely made an effort at football tryouts ever again until this summer. The reason I kept my passion to myself all this time. The rejection for who I am. The rejection for being me.

Brandon reaches out and squeezes my arm and I open my eyes to look at him. “Hey, you’re good.” His voice thrums low like a hum. He does not ask. He tells.

“I just prefer not to come out here,” I say now. Watching Brandon at practice is harder after this summer. It is Brandon’s last year of school, and I will never play on a team with him. The thought is like a death, but I do not get to grieve.

Brandon frowns. “You used to always run a few drills with me before practice at least. I mean, dang, you already leaving me hanging with nobody filming practice, now I ain’t even got a pre-practice warm-up buddy. It’s just rough out here for a lonely quarterback.” He pretends to swoon.

He sure knows how to guilt-trip. His face is contorted into some expression to make me feel bad.

I shrug.

“You been my drill partner all my life, A. That ain’t ’bout to change now.”

Here I am with my eyes closed, avoiding his facial expressions, ignoring his tonal inflections, dodging his guilt trips. I let out a breath, open my eyes, and focus on Brandon’s nose. My expression must show some annoyance, because he rolls his eyes.

“This about the tryouts,” Brandon says now. “You ever think, maybe, that the ‘no’ you got from the football team this summer ain’t the end of the world and that you could easily get another chance?”

“Chances like the rejections from Pop Warner in elementary and the team in middle school?” Sadness gathers in a lump in my throat. I blink back the gathering tears.

Brandon chews on his lip. “Third time’s the charm?”


NOTE: “Third time is the charm” is not an exact science. In fact, it does not seem to be science at all.



“Another try would be a fourth,” I say now. “It is okay. They have you, B. Star quarterback. Black Tom Brady.”

Brandon rests his hand on my shoulder. “Tom Brady needs Gronkowski.”

My mouth twists. “Gronk is a tight end. I am a running back.”

“It’s an analogy, bro. Keep up!”

“Analogy? Definition—”

“Focus, A!”

“That is not what that is.” I chuckle. “At all.”

Brandon laughs. “Well, you know what I mean! I need you! And this year is your year!”

“Yeah?” I raise my eyebrows. “How is that?”

Brandon smiles. “Humor me.” He jogs over to the sideline and fishes a mesh jersey out from his backpack.

Humor him how?

“I do not have anything to practice in,” I say. “I left my stuff at home on purpose.”

Brandon reaches back into his bag and out comes another mesh jersey. “You know, I always appreciate your honesty.” He chuckles.

Now I am suspicious. The heck is he up to? I jog over to the sideline, pull my shirt off, and don the jersey.

“Happy?” I ask.

Brandon smiles. “Aren’t you?” He pulls a football from his bag.

Even though I do not respond, I am a little happier. Most people are not calmed by a football’s bumpy texture, but I am not most people. Not everyone is invigorated by the smell of fresh-cut grass on a hundred-yard field, but I am not everyone. Not all people perk up at the blast of a whistle, but I am not all people. Football is organized chaos. Rule-driven disorder. A route, perfectly run, is the most beautiful dance. A formation, altered on the fly, is the best improvisational theater. I have always loved it. I have always wanted to be a part of it.

“You know, A,” Brandon says, “Coach was talking about trying to find a new running back for the team. Kevin—you know Kevin, right?”

I know of Kevin. I have watched him play—good trucking power, but misses obvious holes in the defense at times. He is a starting running back. That is it.

Brandon accepts my silence as a response. “Well, Kevin’s dad apparently got a new job and his whole family gotta move like next week or something. And Henry, you know Henry?”

Henry. Other running back.

“Well, Henry broke his femur two days ago, out for the season. That’s wild, ain’t it?”

Clouds drift in front of the blazing sun, casting short shadows on the field. I can feel what Brandon is insinuating, but I do not want to make assumptions. Hope only sets up disappointment.

Brandon continues. “Bike accident, apparently—not motorcycle, just regular bike—but now we down two running backs.”

Brandon is explaining a lot. Talking a lot. Even for him.

“What are you saying, B?” I ask now. “Are you trying to admit to breaking Henry’s leg?” I know he is not, but the excited edge to his voice is enough to consider him a prime suspect.

Brandon cocks his head to the side and laughs. “I’m saying you should be on the team, A!”

My brows meet in the middle of my forehead. Of course that is what he is saying. I knew this was coming. I shake my head. “Not a good idea.” Third rejection was the charm, or whatever he said.

Brandon sucks his teeth at me. “Come on, we gon be a great team! Like Shannon and Sterling Sharpe!”

“They did not play QB and RB.”

“Bruh. Not the point! You keep ruining my analogies,” Brandon says. “I’m saying we could be big, bro! Come on! Think about it. You can play with ya big brother for his senior year. Think about all the cool stuff they gon say about us. The Wright brothers: flying high or something like that.”

“Flying high?” I raise a brow.

“You know, ’cause of the Wright brothers that invented airplanes,” Brandon says now. “I know that one’s right. You can’t even correct it.”

A corner of my mouth lifts. He is right for once. I take in a breath and hold it, letting my lungs sear from the pressure in my chest. Brandon is serious about this.

My brother smiles with almost all his teeth. His eyes crinkle and twitch a little in the corners. The wheels are turning in his head already. He wants this. The look almost gets me.

“I already tried, B. You know what happened this summer.”

Brandon bumps his shoulder against mine. “Summer was a fluke, bro. It was just one incident, and honestly, it was blown way out of proportion.” He starts to walk to the other side of the field.

I count my steps as we make our way across the turf. Fluke. Definition: an unlikely occurrence. That was not a fluke. It was not blown out of proportion. I was overloaded. Full sensory meltdown. Just like with Pop Warner. I did not do bad in terms of performance or skill, but I did get overwhelmed. People do not always know how to handle overwhelmed. People stare. People avoid. People see it as a problem—a quirk. The coaches did not want to deal with my quirks. Now that is done. As people say—it is what it is.

“Regardless of all that, you’re fast, you know plays, you analyze the field better and quicker than anybody else I know—besides me, obviously,” Brandon says now.

Obviously. I chuckle.

“You can do this.”

I shake my head and look down.

“Hey, Aiden?”

I look at my brother. I am not always the best with nonverbal communication, but even I can tell that Brandon’s facial expression is earnest. Eyelids low, brows slightly furrowed, searching my face for a reflection of the comfort being given.

“I know you can do this.” Brandon’s voice is ice on a wound. Soothing. He is sure. “I know you can. Don’t get hung up on all the before. You can do this now.”

I nod. Maybe. It is hard to argue with Brandon when he is at peak motivational speaker mode, though. It could just be him in my head convincing me of something that is not real. “Okay, maybe I can talk to Coach? Let him know I am interested.”

Brandon claps. “Yes! I knew you’d say that, so I already went ahead and told him you wanted to do it! This is ya practice jersey! You start today, bro!”

Of course he already said yes for me. I chuckle. I want to be mad that he told Coach I would join without asking me, but I can’t. That’s Brandon.

“I hate you,” I say.

“Nah, you don’t.” Brandon rubs the top of my head.

“Locs!”

“They can’t tangle!” Brandon guffaws.

“Are we running drills before people get here or are we talking?” I tug at the mesh jersey. The rough threads send tiny soothing shock waves up through my fingertips.

“Always about the business. A man of few words. That’s why you my favorite brother, you know that?”

“I’m your only brother.”

Brandon shrugs. “Still my favorite regardless. We ain’t arguing semantics.”

“You actually got that one right.” I smile.

“You’d know, Encyclopedia Brown.” Brandon reaches for my head and I duck away.

“Dictionary.”

“Hate you.” Brandon laughs and pushes my arm. “You know, maybe when Coach gets here, I can tell him you switching positions so that instead of a running back, you can be my very wide receiver. Get it?” Brandon doubles over, choking down laughter. He always laughs the hardest at his own jokes.

“Sorry, people that cannot tackle me do not get to laugh.”

“Oh yeah? Maybe the real problem is that you can’t hear me from way down there.” Brandon uses his hands as a visor and stands on his toes to look down on me.

“Three inches,” I say now. “You are three inches taller. At least I would not snap like a twig if I got hit.”

Brandon drops the ball and tackles me right in the stomach. All the air leaves my body as he hits me, then I hit the turf. My head hits the ground and I blink away stars until Brandon’s face comes into frame, upside down, grinning. His smile is bright against the backdrop of his dark skin.

“How’s that for a snap, my boy?” Brandon asks.

I jump up and he takes off. His laughter ripples across my skin like rain. I let out loud whooping laughs as I push to pick up speed to catch him.

“Too slow, big boy.” Brandon teases in huffs as he runs. “Got the power, not the speed.”

I lean forward and my shoulder cracks him right in the back. Brandon gasps as the air leaves his body, and we tumble around each other onto the plastic-feeling grass. I am certain I have lost at least my top layer of skin.

Brandon starts laughing again as soon as he can breathe. “Dang. Since when can you run a 4.2?” He sits up and swipes the grass from his brush cut.


NOTE: Completing a forty-yard dash at the NFL combine and running 4.2 seconds is rare and considered very impressive.

NOTE FOR NOTE: I do not run a 4.2. Brandon is simply slow.



I smile back at Brandon and shake my locs free of grass too.

“Hey! That’s Big-Time Brandon!” a deep voice calls from the side of the field. We both turn to look. It is Greg. He jogs over.

I do not do eye contact. But I study faces. I study people. To study people is to understand people. To understand people is to decode people. Most people need decoding.


NOTE: Gregory Williams. Wide receiver. Senior—like Brandon. Half Black. Reminds everyone he is mixed at least twice a week. Licks his lips more than seems necessary. Thin, even for a receiver. Agile on the field. Least amount of dropped passes of all the receivers. Brandon’s favorite and de facto best friend.



Greg has a huge smile on his face for Brandon. Even with all that joy, I do not miss when he glances at me and his face falls ever so slightly. Brandon is his top choice. Me? I am just the side that comes with the meal.

“What you doing out here so early, my guy?” Greg offers Brandon an outstretched hand and they pull into their usual bro hug.

“Just running some plays with my brother. What you doing out here?” Brandon asks now.

Greg glances at me and shoots me a half smile.


NOTE: Some smiles are fake. People who do not smile with their whole face—a half smile—are more likely to be faking the smile altogether. Half smiles can be because:


	1. Someone does not like you.

	2. You make someone uncomfortable.

	3. They want to appear to be nice, kind, or polite.

	4. They want to appease someone else around you.

	5. Someone has a condition that does not allow them to smile properly.

	a. Example: a stroke.

	I. To my knowledge, Greg has never had a stroke.



CONCLUSION: Greg might not like me. I do not care.



“He knows the plays?” Greg whispers now.

His whisper sucks. It is loud as shit.


NOTE: I have never known shit to be loud, but Brandon often says that things are “loud as shit.”



Brandon narrows his eyes at Greg and throws his arm around my shoulder.

“He knows ’em better than you do. Every route you ran this summer was trash.” Brandon sings the word “trash.”

Greg pushes at Brandon’s shoulder. “Shut up. I’m just saying. I heard about summer—”

“Aiden’s the best running back I know out here,” Brandon interrupts.

Greg raises his eyebrows at me and chuckles. “Yeah, all right. Well, tell Coach to put him on the team, then.” He slaps at Brandon’s chest.

Brandon slaps his hand away. “Already did! He’s gon be at practice today. While we adding people, though, maybe I’ll tell him to put ya sister on the team too. We both know she can catch better than you on ya best day.”

Greg drops his duffel bag and Brandon runs. I watch the chase. Maybe Greg is right. Maybe trying to be on the team is not a good idea.

I stroke the mesh and let the sensation tickle the nerves in my fingertips. My first practice will tell me if this was a mistake.



The rest of the team trickles out as we wait, and Brandon cracks jokes to kill the time. I note that a few players—especially the ones who clearly remember me from summer—nudge each other and whisper. I shift, suddenly more uncomfortable than before. I am instantly regretting this, but it is too late. I cannot walk away and disappoint Brandon after I have already said yes. When Coach Davis comes out, he does not regard me much, and for that I am thankful. Flanked by Assistant Coaches McDonald and Nielson, he quickly gets things started.

Coach claps twice. “Before we start, we have a new face today, though I’m sure many of you already know Aiden and remember him from summer tryouts.”

Some of the boys snicker. I tap at my thigh and ignore them.

“Hey, it’s all good. Ignore them. I’ll handle that later,” Brandon whispers to me.

I shake my head. I do not want him to do that. I do not want them to feel forced to accept me. Brandon already does this with his friends. They don’t say it, but most of the people I hang around with are more Brandon’s friends than mine because he always drags me along, and I do not think it is because they ask for me.

“Aiden has gratefully agreed to join us on a tentative basis to replace our losses, since we’re down two running backs,” Coach says. He pushes his blond hair to the side with one hand and smiles, freckles visible on the bridge of his nose.

Tentative, by definition, means not certain or fixed; provisional. Oh.

“He’s mostly observing today, but I think things will go well and then he’ll be able to stay on a more permanent basis, huh?” Coach Davis gives me a pointed look.

I look at the ground, studying each blade of grass on the turf.

“It’ll be permanent, bro,” Brandon whispers to me now.

I do not respond. He does not know—he hopes. I do too.

“Now we got pity joins,” someone whispers.

I look up in the direction of the voice. Carter. Wide receiver. Sometimes Brandon’s friend.

“Aye, nothing’s out of pity. Cut that,” Brandon snaps.

Carter clams up and nods. When Brandon looks away, he whispers to another player next to him.

I do not think that will be the end of that, but I cannot worry about it. I focus on the practice ahead. I feel the tension, but I know that on the field, I can be the best. I am ready for my turn. I can do this.





[image: ]


CHAPTER FOUR 4 Days Until the Incident


Good hustle today, A.” Brandon tousles my locs. “I gotta stay behind and talk to Coach real quick. You start home. I’ll catch up!”

He takes my silence as a response and heads through the locker room doors to the coaches’ offices.

My first practice is in the books. So much watching, talking, and explaining on an already exhausting Monday.


NOTE: Coaches ramble about plays, and positions, and routes, and field conditions, and players, and skill sets, but football is just Xs and Os and arrows and movements. I understand the Xs and Os and arrows and movements. The talking is unnecessary. It’s simple to picture.



[image: Image]

Overall, though, practice was good. I was good. I avoided excess contact. I kept my cool. My lungs ache from the work, and my limbs weigh me down, but my brain dances. I make my way out of the locker room.

“Later, Aiden!” someone says.

I turn to the unfamiliar voice.


NOTE: Reginald Watkins. Junior—like me. Dark, curly Afro. Backup quarterback behind Brandon, all three years. Has played at least once in every game. Do not know his rushing and passing yards—need to check later. Tan skin—lots of red streaks from practice; he bruises easily. Often smiling.



Reginald stops and frowns. He gives me a short wave.

I mirror the wave. “Bye, Reginald.”

His smile returns. “Call me Reg. We’re teammates now!”

Reg closes his locker and nudges Bernard Simmons, who sits on a bench nearby.


NOTE: Bernard Simmons. Defensive back. Junior. On the team since last year. Cropped black hair. Similar build as me—muscular and wide. Maybe a half inch taller. Will need to measure. Darker skin than mine. Scar on left arm, a few inches long—three? Long healed.



Bernard smiles at Reg. They hold hands, fingers interlocked.

“Bye, Aiden.” Bernard waves with his free hand.

They are the first players to acknowledge me as a teammate apart from Brandon. I smile as I walk out of the locker room.

Panic surges in my throat once I am in front of the school. Two years of walking with Brandon has made me uncomfortable to start home alone. Still, I know the way, and that calms me a bit.


NOTE: It takes 2,392 steps to get home.



I make my way to the sidewalk, thankful that the rain held off today—a miracle for September in South Florida. I have my umbrella, but I am wearing gym shorts, and something about damp legs sends my senses spiraling.

Walking has a beautiful rhythm to it. I stare at the ground and count my steps as I start home. One, two. Break. New sidewalk square. One, two. Break. New sidewalk square.

My headphones blanket my senses, filtering the sounds that typically make their way underneath my skin and instead letting them slip over me. I focus on my feet as I walk. Forty-seven more steps next to the row of coco plum bushes that line the entrance to the neighborhood right before mine. Sixty-three more steps of palm trees, all spaced exactly twelve steps away from each other. Almost to the front of the community—the home stretch. One foot in front of the other. Two steps for every sidewalk square. One. Two. Break. One. Two. Break.

A firm hand on my left shoulder interrupts my rhythm and the world spins, but the movement is not what makes me dizzy. Who is touching me? My left arm swings out and I dart to the right to create distance. I swallow the scream rising in my throat. Eyes up. Cop car. Green and white. County, not local. Lights on. Sirens? I push my headphones down around my neck. Only the bushes rustle behind me. No sirens. No other cars swish by.

The cop stands a few inches shorter than me. His dark sunglasses reflect my face back at me twofold. One hand rests on his hip, on top of his gun, the holster unclipped. I ignore the creeping feeling all over my skin, a reaction to the unwanted contact, and eye the weapon.

He smacks something—I assume it is gum—in his mouth, then spits. “You ain’t hear me calling at you, boy?”

Of course, now would be the time when I instruct my body to move, but it does the opposite. Instead of shaking or nodding my head, or doing anything really, my arms hang at my sides and I stare at the officer’s bushy brown mustache. The rest of his face is shaved and betrays a shadow on his pale skin, dotted with two razor cuts and at least three angry red bumps.

“You slow, boy?” the cop asks now.

Is there a correct answer to that question? The part of my brain that is functioning tells me to respond. It tells me to be polite and cooperative. It tells me to do everything my parents taught me to do when a cop stops me. The part of my brain that hates me—and that seems to be the dominant part right now—is drawing a blank.

The officer’s mustache twitches when he talks. Four hairs hang past his lip. I wonder if they tickle.

“Boy, you don’t hear me? You deaf or something?” The cop’s tone is gruff. “What you doing out this way? You live round here?”
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