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Chapter 1

First Bell

 

 

The sun cleared the rooftops on 79th like it was clocking into a shift it didn’t want. Heat rose off the concrete in waves even though it was barely eight. CTA buses sighed, brakes squealing, doors folding open to spit out bodies in clusters—fresh braids and faded fades, new backpacks and busted zippers, cheap cologne and smoldering loud riding the air like a dare. Bronze letters over the front entrance still read William T. Savauge High School—some boardroom dream somebody pushed through years ago—but the S was dented, the G was tagged over, and everybody who mattered called it Savage High. 

“On foe, I told y’all I was steppin’ crazy!” a boy in skinny jeans shouted from the sidewalk, pointing at his shoes like a flight attendant showing exits. 

His homie bent down, squinted, then stood up slow with a grin that made the crowd lean in. “Boy them not even Balenciagas. That’s Balenci-ago—like it used to be.” 

Phones went up. Laughter cracked, loud and messy. Someone yelled “Worldstar!” even though that app wasn’t even the move anymore. City blocks didn’t care about apps—they cared about moments, and this one felt like the first day had officially started. 

Jaylen “Jay” Parker leaned against the iron fence and watched it all without smiling. Fifteen, freshman, hoodie neat, Air Max 97s laced like he ironed the shoelaces. Headphones sat around his neck, cord tucked, no music playing—he’d learned from his big brother that you listen with your ears and your eyes. Pay attention. Clock faces. Clock energy. Don’t get caught laughing with the wrong crowd when somebody’s cousin walks up. 

Two boys he knew from middle school dapped him as they passed. “What up, Jay. You at Savage for real?” 

“Guess so,” he said, mouth barely moving, eyes scanning past them to the corner, to the older boys posted there like gargoyles. 

Big brother’s. crew. White tees, Cubs hats, a couple under-hoodie handshakes that didn’t look like handshakes at all. 

One of them—Keese—lifted his chin in Jay’s direction, then went back to his conversation. Jay felt his stomach tighten without moving a muscle. If Keese was here, big bro wasn’t far. 

Across the street, Destiny Lopez adjusted her crop top like she could pull the nerves down with the hem. Sixteen, sophomore, hoop earrings catching the sun, edges laid so clean even the aunties at the bus stop had to look. 

Her friend Mariah hyped her up, voice bouncing. “Girl, you ate that. On my momma, you ate.” 

Destiny smiled like she believed it. She didn’t. Her mom’s words from that morning still scratched at her: You think folks gon’ take you serious, dressed like you headed to the club? Then the more surgical cut: Just like your father—always loud when you should be quiet. Destiny had rolled her eyes in the kitchen and slammed the door on her way out. It played tough then. Now it throbbed. 

They crossed at the light. A car rolled by slow, bass rattling. Somebody yelled out the window, “Shorty! Lemme take you to Harold’s!” and the girls cracked up because jokes were easier to carry than truth. 

Destiny spotted Jay at the fence, his face still as brick, and she let a smirk curl. He didn’t smile back, but his eyes did a quick flick—there, gone. She filed that away. 

Up the block, Marcus Reed palmed a basketball as he walked, earbuds in, hoodie sleeves shoved to his elbows. Six-three and shoulders like he could move furniture for fun, he wore the casual gravity of a junior who had varsity stitched into his name. His mother had told him to keep his head down and his grades up. His coach had told him the same but louder. The neighborhood told him other things without words. 

“Yo, that’s Reed!” someone said. “Bro finna go D1 on folks.” “D1 where? Triton College?” another kid clowned. “Boy gotta pass algebra first!” 

Marcus stopped. He didn’t set the ball down—just palmed it like a planet he could hurl at somebody’s mouth. 

The kid who’d joked shuffled, grin collapsing. “I was playin’, gang,” the kid said quickly. “You know that.” 

Marcus let the silence stretch until it tugged. Then he rolled the ball to his other hand and kept walking. Cameras were always out. Scouts came for talent but they also asked questions. Is he a problem? He couldn’t be a problem today. 

Tiana Brooks hugged a marble composition notebook to her chest with both arms like it was a life vest. Fourteen. New braids. Purple T-shirt she liked at home that turned loud in public. She drifted along the edge of the sidewalk like she might fall off if she touched the middle.       

A girl group by the gate clocked her like hawks. “Look at Grimace,” the ringleader said, tapping her friend. “Auntie said it’s eggplant season.” Snickers popped. 

One of the girls fake-whispered, “Baby girl, you brave. I could never wear that.” 

Tiana’s face burned. She pulled her braids forward even though it made her hotter. They don’t know your name. Don’t let them have your name. Just get inside. 

The notebook in her arms held poems from the summer: 

lake water that looked like glass but cut you, sirens that sounded like lullabies when you’re used to them, the small quiet of a bedroom when mama’s shift ran late.

 

She thought about reading one at the open mic at Woodlawn last month and didn’t. She could barely read them to herself without crying. 

Near the bus stop, Eric “Lil E” Johnson ran a micro-economy from a gallon Ziploc. “Two for a dollar! Starbursts, Skittles, feel me? Don’t let these corner stores tax y’all; they not even cold with it. Come get the real plug.” He tucked his smile into every exchange, made eye contact like a magician, made them feel like they were getting away with something by giving him money. 

A freshman girl approached, lip gloss shining. “You got the pink ones separate?” 

“Special order?” He fanned the pack like a deck. “For you, I might make exceptions.” 

“You flirt with everybody, huh?” 

“Only when I’m awake,” he said, and she laughed, which drew two more customers, which meant noodles for his little sister tonight and maybe a juice if he kept his margins. He cracked one for himself, the tang hitting his tongue like a promise. His stomach sent up a prayer. He tried to ignore the memory of last night: him and Kenzie on their cousin’s lumpy couch, counting nickels on the coffee table and pretending it was a game. 

The metal detectors blinked alive when the doors opened. The line curled around the vestibule like a coiled hose nobody put back right. 

Officer Green at the front waved the wand like a maestro with arthritis. “Shoes off. Belts off. If it beep, you already know, deposit your pride in the gray tray.” 

“Man, you be talkin’ to us like we at O’Hare,” a boy complained, yanking his belt. “This Savage, not TSA.” 

“Keep playin’ and you gon’ be flying out the front door,” Green shot back. “Next!” 

A senior in a red hoodie strutted up, grin wide. “Hey, Mr. Green, you miss me? I been good. New year, new me.” 

The wand beeped. Then beeped again over the hoodie pocket. “Take it off.” 

“Pause,” Red Hoodie said, making the line crack up. 

“Not what you think,” Green said, deadpan. “But also, yes, take it off.” 

The kid theatrically unzipped, revealing a fanny pack across his chest like a sash. Beep. Green raised an eyebrow, held out the gray tray. The kid sighed and dropped in a lighter, three Backwoods, and something that might’ve been a keychain or a tool depending on how you used it. 

“Why you got a can opener?” someone behind him asked. 

“Mind your business,” Red Hoodie said. “It’s…for survival.” 

Destiny stepped through three spots later, chin high. The wand glided past her hoops, beeped, and Green’s partner waved her back, bored. 

“Hoops in the tray.” 

“They not regular hoops,” Destiny said before she could stop herself. “They the fit.” 

“They also the reason you gon’ be late,” the partner said. “Tray.” 

Destiny sighed loud, unsnapped them, and felt naked in a way that wasn’t about her ears. She slid them through and stepped forward, eyes on the floor until a voice behind her fired a shot. 

“Shorty got them Fashion Nova joints. She think she somebody.” 

Destiny spun. “I am somebody, baby. Just not the one you could be.” 

“Ooooh!” the line chorused. Destiny snatched her hoops, slid them back in with a click that sounded like armor, and moved on without looking back. She caught Jay’s eye as he stepped through. He didn’t smile. He gave the smallest nod like seen and kept moving. It was somehow louder than the “ooooh.” 

The first-floor hallway smelled like bleach that lost the fight to sweat and fried breakfast. Banners on the walls said RESPECT and ATTENDANCE = SUCCESS like spells that didn’t stick anymore. A trophy case held dusty victories: girls’ volleyball city runner-up 2011; chess club third place; a photo of a varsity team with faces half the school had last names for. 

Jay found homeroom and slid into the back like the seat was expecting him. Destiny was three rows up, already angling her phone to catch light. Marcus took the second-to-last seat, hoodie up, one earbud in, eyes half-closed like he’d mastered a sleep teachers couldn’t fight. Tiana took the far window, notebook open but angled so nobody could read. Lil E strolled in late, slid a Starburst to the quiet kid by the door in exchange for a breakfast muffin. Business was good. 

Mr. Lewis, their homeroom teacher, set a stack of packets on his desk and sighed like he’d been doing that since 1989. 

“Good morning, scholars.” Groans and mumbles. 

Someone coughed. Someone else made the cough sound like a curse. 

“First day,” Mr. Lewis said. “New year. New opportunity to not act like you were raised by alley cats. If I know you already, understand: I still remember all the nonsense you pulled last year. If I don’t know you, assume I don’t believe anything you tell me until October.” 

Laughter. Chairs squeaked. A phone buzzed loud on a desk and the class went “oooh” like a choir. Mr. Lewis didn’t even look up. “Whoever phone that is, bring it here. We gonna set the tone.” 

Silence except the buzz. Then a boy in the second row—Carter from the door—stood up with the slumped shoulders of a martyr and walked it forward, cheeks up like he was taking a mugshot. 

Mr. Lewis took the phone, put it in his desk, and kept talking like he’d just put a paperclip away. “We got rules. We got procedures. We got metal detectors, which y’all handled with all the grace of toddlers at nap time. We got consequences. But we also got resources. If you hungry, tell me. If you tired ’cause you work a job, tell me. If you dealing with something you don’t wanna say out loud, write it down. I can’t promise miracles. I can promise I’ll try.” 

That last line made Tiana look up from her notebook like someone called her name. She didn’t keep looking. Eyes down was safer. 

Jay’s phone buzzed in his hoodie pocket like a small animal trying to escape. He felt it like a punch, then slid his hand in slow beneath the desk, tilt, glance. 

Bro: Come straight after. No stops. You got me? Jay typed without letting his face move. 

Jay: Yeah.

Bro: Keese said you walked in clean. Don’t let em test you. Keep your head. 

Jay: I got it. 

He put the phone away like it burned him. Mr. Lewis moved on to attendance, mispronounced three names, got corrected three ways, took it personal zero times. When he said “Jaylen Parker,” Jay said “Here,” without lifting his eyes. 

By second period the building thrummed. Hallways choked with bodies flowing in opposite directions, traffic jams where couples kissed and teachers barked. Flyers were taped everywhere—cheer tryouts, chess club, a flyer with a black-and-white fist that said Know Your Rights Workshop in stencil font. Roasting rippled wall to wall. 

“Shorty walked in like he got his first job at Foot Locker.” 

“She said Uggs in September, that’s crazy.” 

“Boy them braids leanin’ like they tired.” 

“Tired from yo’ mama house, goofy.” 

“Ahhhh!” 

Destiny walked between it all, chin up, pretending she didn’t read comments on her latest IG post. Tryna be grown. You doing too much ma. DM me. You fine fine. You look sad tho. That last one crawled under her skin because it felt accurate. She slid her phone away and squared her shoulders. If a lie kept you standing, you told it. 

In English, Ms. Hamid wrote VOICE on the whiteboard and underlined it until the squeak made the class moan. “Voice is how you sound on paper,” she said, accent soft in the vowels. “It’s the truth you can say with letters. I want you to write five lines about your summer. Honestly. 

No cap.” “Ms., we can’t write about crimes,” somebody said. 

“Then write about how hot it was,” she said without missing rhythm. “Write about your block. Write about how you step outside. What shoes you put on. That tells me something too.” 

Tiana’s pen moved before she told it to. July smelled like lighter fluid and garden hose water. My siblings laugh sounded like a bike with a loose chain. The train screeched like it wanted to be a voice too. Sometimes sirens sounded like lullabies because I was used to them. I think that’s bad. She stopped, heart banging like she’d been running. 

Ms. Hamid walked the rows, peeking over shoulders, giving out “mmm”s and “okay”s like breadcrumbs. When she drifted past Tiana, she didn’t stop—just tapped the desk twice with the side of her finger like keep going. Tiana swallowed and wrote two more lines she wouldn’t read aloud if you paid her. 

On the second floor, gym buzzed in a different key. The ball kissed the rim, thumped the floor, shushed the net. Marcus ran drills with four other boys while Coach Simmons watched from the bleachers, arms crossed, whistle in his mouth like punctuation he could blow whenever he wanted a sentence to end. 

“Reed!” he yelled. “You late on your drop step. You thinking about girls again? Leave that for after homework.” 

The group laughed. Marcus didn’t. He reset, planted, shoved, turned, put the ball off glass. It dropped. 

Coach nodded. “That’s better. We got tryouts in three weeks and St. Rita scrimmage after that. You think they care if your cousin needed you to run an errand? They gonna put forty on your head if you come in soft, that’s what they gonna do.” 

Marcus bit back a “yes, coach” and let the whistle tell him when to breathe. When the drill broke, a sophomore guard jogged up. 

“Reed, you hitting Harold’s after?” the kid asked, bouncing like a small dog. 

“Nah,” Marcus said. “Study hall. Coach on me about eligibility.” 

“Eligibility? Boy, you LeBron here,” another kid said. 

LeBron played all his classes. Marcus knew that. He also knew his cousin Darius had texted him about a “little lick” after school that could mean money for the light bill. Mom wouldn’t ask where it came from. She didn’t ask. That was love and a wound. 

Lunch at Savage sounded like a block party if the DJ had ADHD. Trays clattered. Someone freestyled off the table with a pencil drumbeat. The lunch ladies wore their hairnets like crowns and gave side-eye portion control like it was a sport. 

“Don’t reach across my counter, baby,” one of them told a kid, not unkind. “I don’t come to your house and touch your couch.” 

“Ms. D, I ain’t got no couch,” the kid said, and she sucked her teeth and added two more nuggets. 

Destiny sat with cheer girls near the windows. Mariah scrolled, shook her head, and slid the phone so Destiny could see. “You seen what Jada posted? She talking crazy, like she invented edges.” On the screen: JadaBaby had posted a mirror selfie with the caption Too pretty for Savage, hate that for y’all. Comments were a relay race of shade. 

“Girl she always doing the most,” another teammate said. “You going to tryouts today or nah?” 

Destiny stabbed her fork into a tater tot. “I’ma go. If they cut me, they cutting talent.” 

“Okay, talk yo’ talk,” Mariah said, and they clinked Styrofoam cups like champagne. 

Across the room, Lil E held court at a corner table that wasn’t his but might as well be. He slid packets like playing cards, made swaps for half-eaten fries, a Capri Sun, a pair of wired earbuds with one side broken. He did math in his head because he couldn’t afford to get it wrong in the real world later. 

Marcus dropped his tray down across from him, chest still slick with gym sweat, and tossed a milk to Lil E. “On me,” Marcus said. 

“Big money!” Lil E said, catching it. “I don’t even like milk but I like gifts.” 

“You like anything that ain’t nailed down,” Marcus said, then leaned back to see the room better. “You straight, E?” 

“I’m alive,” Lil E said in a mock British accent. “And hustling.” 

“No, like—you straight?” 

Lil E grinned faltered, then came back like he rebooted. “We good. You know. Couch-du-jour.” 

“You need the twenty back from last spring?” 

“Nah,” Lil E said quick, hands up like a ref. “It’s cool. Keep it for yo’ scholarship frame when you go D1. Put my picture in there too so I look like I supported greatness.” 

Marcus snorted and looked down so E didn’t see his eyes. He didn’t have the twenty. He had two tens he shouldn’t have and a cousin’s voice in his ear telling him ceilings didn’t pay themselves. 

At the far table by the vending machine that lit up like a spaceship, Jay sat with two boys from his old block—Ty and Meech—who carried conversation like weapons. 

“You seen who in your homeroom?” Ty asked. “Shorty with the big hoops? She a problem.” 

Jay tried to let his face stay stone. “Who?” 

“C’mon, bro.” Meech elbowed him. “You looked. We saw you.” 

Jay sipped his water. “Focus on survival. Day one.” 

“Boy, ain’t nobody tryna kill you in homeroom,” Ty said. “Save the soldier talk.” 

Jay’s phone buzzed. He looked. 

Bro: Straight after. 

If words could be a grip on your shirt collar, those were. He slid the phone away. 

“You hoopin’ this year?” Meech asked Marcus over Jay’s shoulder. 

Marcus turned in his seat. “That even a question?” 

“I mean, you got options,” Meech said. “You could join the chess team. Real sturdy dudes on there. Heavy on strategy.” 

The table cracked up. Jay let himself grin small this time, because that was safe. Afternoon classes tried to pull attention like nagging cousins. 

In Algebra II, Mr. Li wrote an equation on the board so long somebody said, “Bro, that’s not math, that’s poetry.” Tiana accidentally smiled at that and then hid it behind her notebook quick. 

“Ms. Brooks,” Mr. Li said, calling on her without malice, “if three buses leave 95th/Dan Ryan at the same time—” 

“Why the buses leaving together?” a boy interrupted. “They never do that.” 

“Because this is a problem,” Mr. Li said, exasperated. “And also a lie.” Laughter rolled. 

The problem became less about buses and more about how Tiana could make her mouth shape words when her throat felt like it’d learned to stay shut. She answered, halting but correct. Mr. Li nodded like she’d offered more than numbers. 

In the girls’ bathroom after fifth period, Destiny re-applied lip gloss with the precision of surgery while two juniors argued in stalls about a boy who apparently smiled at both of them like a coupon booklet. A freshman cried quietly near the hand dryer. 

Destiny handed her a tissue over the sink without making eye contact. “You good?” Destiny asked the mirror. The mirror didn’t answer. It looked good, though. 

“Tryouts after school, right?” Mariah popped in, cheeks flushed from



















































































































