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				This is dedicated to the seventeen-year-old Black boy who the world told he doesn’t have magic.

				Lemme let you in on a lil’ secret: you do. It is in your blood; it is nestled deep in your bones. It is in the very soil you walk on that’s been blessed by the sweat and tears of your ancestors. Walk in it with pride.

				To Ashton:

				This is for you.

			

		

	
		
		
			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			Wassup, BATR fam!

			Yes, that’s gonna be our slogan from now on!

			Picture it: The world of Blood at the Root—or BATR, as I like to call it—first came to me in early 2020. It bothered me for years, but it didn’t manifest itself until the entire world had to shut down due to Covid-19. For the first time in a long time, I had to sit around and think. Dream. Revel in my anger because this was when George Floyd was murdered for all the world to see.

			In that fit of righteous rage, this was when Malik Baron finally revealed himself to me and told me to write his story. This beautiful Black boy has been with me since I was dreaming in my childhood home in Helena, Alabama. He told me to go against the grain and tell his story that will not be in death but in glory.

			Far too often, I would see the death of Black people and not life. In plays. Films. Social media. And even in books. I came up and was in high school during the big young adult boom in films and television. Twilight, The Hunger Games, The Maze Runner, Divergent. Percy Jackson & the Olympians: The Lightning Thief, The Vampire Diaries, all of them.

			However, those characters looked different from my friends. They didn’t speak with that Southern twang. I didn’t see my mama. My grandmama. My cousins and ’nem in those stories. Though I loved them, I felt distant from the stories and characters. And if we were in them, we were often relegated to being a side character to propel and humanize the white main character.

			I’d always heard that Black boys don’t read. Maybe that’s why sports are pushed so hard on Black males or why so many educators push them through the system without proper accommodations. Maybe that’s why publishers don’t feel the need to create content geared toward them. But I must pose a question: Is it that Black boys don’t read or that Black boys are just not interested in reading whatever is put in front of them? If you have young Black men constantly reading about white main characters, specifically white privileged male characters, that don’t reflect their identity or that they simply don’t relate to, it’s going to make them reluctant to read.

			The late, great Toni Morrison once said, “If you find a book you really want to read but it hasn’t been written yet, then you must write it.” I carry those words with me everywhere I go.

			Black boys surely deserve stories filled with magic, wonder, and warm summer rain.

			Black boys deserve to have their origin stories.

			Black boys deserve to have the fullness of their power revered.

			They need to remember that they are magic, that “Blackness is magic.”

			It’s in the soil of the South. Beyond the Louisiana bayou, resting with the bones of our ancestors that triumphed over the Middle Passage. Where whitewashed Voodoo was called by its sweeter true name and werewolves were not diminished to lowly dogs. Where regal kings of the jungles and vampires were known by their original, melanated faces, that is where the magic is. The magic lingers at the harbor docks in Charleston, South Carolina, and in the bolls of cotton in Georgia, and it blooms in Alabama, a forgotten mecca of magical blackness.

			Let Black boys hear the cicadas sing their songs to the Alabama sky. Let them feel that syrupy sweat sticking their clothes to their body. Let their stories be filled with the smell of the sweet corn bread and collard greens of their grandma’s cooking. Let the words on the page reveal our young Black boys, who will be sitting at the feet of their grandparents and meet God.

			Let them spin magic from their fingers.

			Let them hold stars in their hair.

			Let Black boys be the alchemists in their stories.

			Let Black boys be seen.

			Let them be colored softly.

			Let them fall in love.

			Let them have adventures.

			And let Black boys be the heroes of their own stories.

			More than having magical powers, I want Black boys to find themselves by establishing their roots. I want them to make mistakes and I want them to feel seen, something I so desperately hoped for when I was a youth in Alabama. I want them to unlock a world that tells them they can choose who they want to be. A world that tells them they deserve to be centered and loved, whether they decide to wield a magical sword, astral-project to another dimension, or find love in a whirlwind romance. When Black boys find magic, they find themselves.

			Stay Blackgical, BATR fam.

			Sincerely,

			LaDarrion Williams

		

	
		
			
			
				
					Life is your birthright, they hid that in the fine print.

					Take the pen and rewrite it.

					
						—BEYONCÉ, “Bigger,” from The Lion King: The Gift

					

				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: Act I]
				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
				
					
						[image: ]
					

				

				PROLOGUE

				Black boys like me don’t have magic powers.

				At least, that’s what I believed growing up. I couldn’t move things with my mind. I couldn’t make the things that haunted me disappear in thin air or read people’s minds. Hell, I couldn’t even race against time to change things for the better.

				Well, until the night my magic manifested.

				And…when my entire world was turned upside down.

				My auntie Denise had a get-together at her place on the Fourth of July. She had them every year. On the hill, right by her spot, people be popping off firecrackers. Uncle Butch played “Soul Heaven” by Johnnie Taylor over a hundred times from his raggedy speakers, trying to get all the old aunties and uncles to dance. It was a sad attempt, but he tried anyway. Their trailer rested on a hill, surrounded by thick trees, looming like they’re guarding something that they don’t want to let out. A corrugated-tin roof hovered over the slanted wooden porch with old furniture from Big Lots stacked sloppily everywhere. Shidddd, the trailer itself seemed like it was in a boxing ring with Mike Tyson. Dents, rusted fences, and all kinds of bedsheets made into curtains. Auntie had all the food, though. I’m talking about collard greens, macaroni and cheese, and sweet baby back ribs with the Dreamland barbecue sauce. Everybody could go and get themselves a plate and a cold Mr. Pibb to wash it all down.

				When it comes to Black folks in Helena, Alabama, the Fourth of July ain’t got shit to do with patriotism.

				The dark Alabama sky exploded with different shades of reds, blues, and yellows. Bottle rockets whistled. Bombs literally burst through the thick, foggy air. The whole hood smelled like burnt gunpowder and barbecue, a scent that’ll confuse your nose all day long.

				All the kids who ain’t had no business being around grown folks be outside, trying not to lose an eye, acting like they’re wizards and shit with the screeching Roman candles. But what was supposed to be a fun and regular night was also the night my life changed to the point of no return.

				After dancing the Cupid Shuffle, I felt something was off. Right in the pit of my stomach. That bad feeling tugged at me to go home. The more I ignored it, the worse it got.

				Before I knew it, I was racing home on my red-and-blue bike. My legs burned as I pedaled against the sizzling wind. My mouth dried up as the aftertaste of soda settled on my tongue. Rubber tires slapped against the pavement while beads of sweat dripped down the side of my face as I dodged everybody dancing drunk in the middle of the street.

				That’s how it was in Liberty Heights.

				The orange color from the streetlights spilled down, illuminating Timmy Billings and the fam hanging out, drinking, and hollering at one another while playing a game of spades. If you don’t know how to play, don’t sit at his table, because he’s liable to cuss you the hell out. Mrs. Johnnie Mae sat on her porch, turning her nose up at people being in her yard, cussing and fighting while the nine o’clock news played in the background. Nessie, T-Lane, along with the older kids, be having a firecracker war by the basketball court, or they off somewhere, hunching on one another. TJ Bivins threw a Red Devil M-1000 at me and missed. He was always trying to take somebody’s eye out. Ooooh, I couldn’t stand him.

				If I wasn’t trynna get home, I’d light his ass up. But I kept pedaling, swooping through trees, dodging the Chinese cracker bomb, and almost hitting Cousin Jeffro. “You betta get somewhere and sit yo ass down, Bart!”

				That ain’t my name. It’s Malik.

				He just calls me Bart Simpson because he says I be bad as heyell. I ain’t see him ’cause he’s so Black, he looks blue at night. No time for that. I was like a thief in the night, bobbing and weaving through backyards. The light from the silver coin–looking moon lit my path. A symphony of loud pops and a ringing sounded off in my ears. My head began pounding while another flash of bursting light crackled above me. The more I pedaled, the more the tugging feeling rose like the tide—and the whole block turned into a color-filled blur as I pedaled faster.

				I needed to get home.

				Our house was the third on the left on Front Street, next door to Old Man Zeke, the neighborhood gossip. Mama said he gossips mo’ than a woman at a beauty shop on a Saturday. Old Man Zeke would just sit out in his front yard, spitting tobacco into a Coke bottle. I swerved right, passing Ms. Doll’s house. She used to sell all the kids Bebops, which are basically frozen Kool-Aid in white Styrofoam cups, salt-and-vinegar chips, and dill pickles, for a dollar. She also had all types of sweets. Fudge Rounds, Swiss Rolls cakes, and Sour Punch Sour Apple Straws. The word was Ms. Doll kept Helena’s dentist office real busy with our cavity-filled teeth.

				I threw my bike onto the grass, hopped onto the porch, and burst through the front door. First the cold air from the AC hit me. My nose flared up—a burning smell from the gas stove. I turned it off. Mama used to say I ain’t had no business touching a hot stove. This time I ain’t had no choice.

				Walking through the living room, I felt the tugging gnaw at me, shredding my insides. My knees were about to lock up. Throat dry as the Sahara, chest heaving, and nerves strangling whatever bravery I had left.

				At first, I didn’t hear nothing out of the ordinary. The twisted shadow on the wall shifted and moved with rhythm. Firecrackers continued to whistle from outside. Mama’s yelling pierced my soul as I edged closer to the end of the hall, so I darted down the hallway, rushing to the doorway that led into my mama’s bedroom.

				There she was, surrounded by four tall people in long black cloaks like Grim Reapers. I thought they got the wrong holiday. It ain’t Halloween. Mama was on the floor, crying and yelling, tears falling out of her bulging light-brown eyes like a river. Her thick, curly hair was wild, like she’d been pulling on it from every direction. Her shrill voice screeched something I couldn’t understand. I thought she spoke another language because I had never heard her talk like that before.

				The chanting grew louder.

				Right when I covered my ears, a powerful gust of wind almost knocked me down to the floor. Papers flew, walls cracked right down the middle, all that. Just like the silence before the storm, the glass from her window shattered, flying into the air in slow motion.

				Suddenly, as if someone pressed play on a remote control, time resumed.

				“Mama!” I remember calling her name under the loud chanting and the strange wind. “Mama!”

				Her wild eyes cut to me. She kept chanting something weird. I reached for her, but the wind was too strong. It pulled me back toward the wall. I needed to get to my mama. Finally, the wind began dying down. I was still reaching for her, and somehow I seemed closer. That was when I realized I was the one controlling the current. None of this felt real, but somehow this was happening—I was the kid with the magic powers I’d always seen on TV. One of the cloaked people looked toward me. Face hidden. Darkness was all I saw when my tear-filled eyes landed on him. Maybe he was my archenemy, and I had to use everything that was in me to defeat him. Just like in all those stories starring white kids.

				Mama’s expression changed when she noticed me reaching for her, and she screamed so loud, it was like a blast of energy. From there I felt a tingling sensation right at the tip of my fingers—like little electric bolts flowing through me.

				Magic.

				Before I knew it, Mama was swallowed up in a bolt of green light. I screamed so hard, I felt like my throat was ripped open, bleeding. One of the cloaked people tried to grab me with a long stretch of finger. I screamed again, and a swirling ribbon of blue light shot from me, and just like the Alabama sky with firecrackers, everything exploded. Flames incinerated the whole room. Black smoke covered my vision.

				When I could see again, I was surrounded by dead bodies mangled all over the floor, burned to a crisp. It took a literal minute for my seven-year-old brain to fully process what was going on.

				My eyes wandered to the floor, seeing the crumpled bodies and shards of glass. A sudden coldness hit me right in my chest. My reflection from the slanted, broken mirror showcased a seven-year-old’s face exposed to something dark. The innocence…melting.

				Looking down at my shaky hands, I saw my palms still had little swirls of blue light creeping up my arm. In just minutes, my magic was here, and my mama was dead and gone.

				Maybe there’s a reason why Black boys like me don’t have magic powers.

				Because no good ever comes from it.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			CHAPTER ONE

			Pride is the Devil.

			And it definitely got a hold on me because that’s the only thing that gets me through. Walking through this ghetto-ass world, I have to pay an abundance of broken memories and pride to live and survive.

			With a thickness in my throat, I have a storm gathering inside me. I mean, I don’t know what it is, but all I know is that the weight of the world and past sins make my shoulders slump while I hustle my way into town. A whistle, then a loud pop, sizzles through the humid air. Right after, a trail of smoke follows. From my perspective, the Fourth of July ain’t changed for real. People doing the same old, same old. Barbecuing. Drinking. Playing loud-ass music and popping firecrackers. Carrying on like their lives can’t be destroyed in a single night.

			Ten years later, and with fifty dollars and a few pairs of pants and shirts and my clean-ass Nike Dunks, I have nothing else but questions and pain—which is more than some folks got, I guess.

			My phone vibrates against my leg.

			
				
					
						You still coming to get me?

					

				

			

			It’s a text message from my foster brother, Taye. He ain’t supposed to have a phone. If he gets caught, I ain’t buying him another one. It took me damn near three months of mowing lawns, cleaning up trash in the neighborhood, and low-key scamming and hustling just to get him that one. We needed to stay in constant communication because for the past few months, we’ve been devising a plan on how to see each other again. So that means kidnapping is on my agenda for today.

			He sends a hurry up meme.

			I click out of my messages, making my way deeper into town.

			When I was first at the orphanage, I always wondered why I couldn’t go stay with folks from the neighborhood. Everybody in Liberty Heights talked—and they were not trying to take me in after the fire, my mama’s death, and, not to mention, me waking up surrounded by dead bodies. The rumors of me having something to do with my mama’s death flooded Liberty Heights like a river of blood.

			I can remember it still, the red-and-blue lights slicing the dark. Smoke rising to the sky while hungry eyes crawled on me as I was ushered out of the house, unburned and disoriented. Confused social workers and police scoured the entire yard, questioning everybody in the neighborhood, but all my neighbors ain’t want that smoke.

			Too many questions.

			One of the questions being: Did he really kill his mama? Another one I heard whispered through the winds was how the hell did I make it out alive while three other bodies ended up crumpled under the debris, burned beyond recognition. Just catching the little conversations from the police and one of the firefighters, everyone assumed my mama was one of them. No matter how many times I told them there were five other people—my mama and those four strangers—in that house when the fire started. No one wanted to hear it. They told me I must have remembered wrong. I didn’t want to believe my mama was gone or that it was my fault. I thought she must have gotten out somehow, that she’d come back for me.

			But from the whispers from the cackling play aunties and uncles of the neighborhood, my mama was for sure killed that night. And with everything and everyone around me believing she was dead and gone, I guess I just got tired of fighting it. But that was a long time ago.

			One thing I did know is those folks didn’t want anything to do with me. So to the group home I went.

			Do I blame them? Part of me did. But part of me kinda understood because my mama was everybody’s friend and auntie in Liberty Heights, and they looked at me as her murderer.

			Never thought I’d end up where I am now. No family for real, and with this magic that I don’t have no idea about. I’ll say this: it ain’t like what people see on TV. It’s lonely as hell, and when it comes to these powers, I’m still afraid to even show them to myself.

			When I first arrived at the orphanage, I met this girl Alexis, and we were at each other’s throats. Constantly fighting and bickering. Ya know, kid shit. Alexis always thought she was smarter than me and better than me at everything. Even for a little kid herself, she had the confidence of a grown woman. I couldn’t stand her ass. After some months of me being there, she started playing mean jokes on me. One time she made a bucket of old rainwater fall on my brand-new Easter outfit. Another time she pushed me out of the swing. But there would be times when I was around her, I’d get this crazy feeling of, like, we were connected in some way. With my seven-year-old brain, I ain’t really know how to communicate that.

			But one night I saw her do magic. Bright purple and gold stretched from her hands like lightning and a gaggle of stars. It swirled and bent all around her, as if it was trying to protect her. She made the crummy backyard of our orphanage the most beautiful thing in the world. She made it our sanctuary.

			She was just like me.

			But she wasn’t afraid of her magic, even though her birth parents abandoned her when they found out their little girl had it. For a few months, she made me less afraid too.

			And then like always, my lil’ bit of happiness got snatched away. Alexis was adopted and was gone. An older Black couple came in. The man had thick glasses. A scrunched-up face that reminds you of a pastor at a Baptist church. His wife was pretty, though. Young. I took her as an elementary school teacher. Not even an hour after they showed up, they decided to adopt Alexis and make her a part of their family.

			My best friend, my first love, driving away…and never seeing or hearing from her again was the second heartbreak my young self experienced. Just thinking about it, I feel my heart beat faster and my lungs fight against my chest.

			After that I tried to pretend my magic didn’t exist. All it did was remind me of pain. But I couldn’t always control it. Sometimes I managed to make little stuff fly, or make the channels flip on the TV without so much as a thought, or make the basketball go right in the net from half-court. Then Taye came to the orphanage and caught on fast to what I could do.

			At first, he wasn’t even supposed to know about it. I wasn’t trynna show regular people my magic. I set those rules for myself because that’s how it was in the movies and comic books. People ain’t supposed to know you got magic powers, right? For their sake or whatever.

			“I promise, I ain’t gon’ tell nobody,” he’d say, like I was the biggest superhero.

			Taye doesn’t understand. He’s young. But spending the past ten years trying to find the good in my magic and understanding the magnitude that it brings doesn’t make me feel like nobody’s hero.

			I’m the villain in everybody’s story.

			Walking along the edge of town, I feel sweat ski down my neck. The oppressive humidity got my clothes sticking to me like syrup. I guess the old folks are right when they say, Alabama got some funny-made weather.

			Speaking of funny-made weather, I twirl my fingers and manage to create a small breeze to cool myself down. That’s pretty much the most I can do without tiring myself out anyway. The few little tricks make me feel groggy and sluggish. Like I ate a triple burger with cheese and extra pickles from Whataburger. Even after ten years, I’m still a lil’ hesitant on using this magic stuff. I don’t trust myself with it. Most times, I can’t help it, but when I can, I try to avoid doing anything that’ll get attention on me again. Or get anyone else hurt.

			And the only reason why I do the small stuff like this is because I remember how back at the group home, Taye’s eyes were cocked like a pistol whenever I did my magic.

			He would say to me, “You doing ya magic makes me feel safe.”

			I suck my teeth just thinking about it. My magic makes him feel safe…. It shouldn’t make nobody feel safe because it took my mama away from me.

			When Taye got placed with the Hudsons two years after he arrived at the home, he held on to me for dear life, crying and begging them to take me with them. They agreed. Hell, that was an extra check for Carlwell from the state. His ass didn’t mind none.

			And I didn’t mind either, as long as I was with Taye. I’ve been trying to get back to him since Carlwell kicked me out two years ago, and today it’s finally happening.

			Me and Taye low-key already decided on a place to go: Cali. It’s far enough away for nobody to really notice us. This’d be our chance to start over. Hell, we deserve it.

			So, on to part one of my plan: we need a car.

			Which brings me to part two of my plan: I gotta steal one.

			About two miles into town, things slowly become familiar. I come up to a bend that leads into a subdivision named Plantation South. A messed-up name, I know. It’s a haven for rich white and Black folks who think they are better than everybody. That old family money that gave people an out on life’s bullshit. Only in Alabama. Tall two-to-three-story homes. Autumn-baked streets paved with privilege and newly soldered tar. Stupid-looking yard gnomes and lawn chairs spread out in the manicured front yards, taunting us outsiders with a bullshit sign about All Are Welcome. Perched just right for everybody to see their fake-ass activism.

			Just like the rest of the South, they try to hold on to things they should’ve let go of a long time ago. I guess we got shit in common.

			On the left is a park full of exercise machines and a dog park. A small trail merges with the thick woods that bleed into Buck Creek, which runs through the city of Alabaster. Me and Alexis used to come here trick-or-treating during Halloween. I would dress up as a ninja, and Alexis would be a witch. They used to give out good candy: Reese’s. Butterfingers. Green Apple Jolly Ranchers.

			Even with magic powers, I’m still a nigga in the street, and I gotta be careful to not look too “suspicious.” My face shifts from intimidating to jovial—to keep my ass alive. I ain’t trynna end up like those people they post on social media. Nah. With me, I throw hands before I ever record a Karen or Dave with my phone for social media.

			They got me fucked all the way up.

			My headphones are wedged in my ears, blasting this artist called K. Starr. His EP bumping. Which helps me keep my head down, trying to be incognegro.

			The front part of the neighborhood is pretty much out into the open. Walking along the road that curves before me, I hear kids in their backyards, sloshing around in their fancy pools and jumping on their trampolines.

			A mixture of barbecue, chlorine, and sulfuric gunpowder makes my nostrils flare with curiosity. It’s a funny thing about smells and how they can trigger memories you’ve tucked away for so long. I can’t even lie, that night still claws at me, trying to pull me down to that darkness that I spent so much time climbing out of.

			One sniff, and you’re back to where it all began.

			Nostalgia is a bitch, huh?

			Soon as I find a hiding spot behind some of these bushes, I strip down to nothing but basketball shorts and a wrinkled T-shirt with Tupac from Poetic Justice that I bought from Walmart right when I left my last foster home, the Markhams’, back in Georgia. I wrap my headphones around my phone and place them and my clothes in my book bag.

			My eyes scan the neighborhood in its entirety. I’m trying to pick the best car I can steal. No cap, I gotta be strategic about this because it’s something I gotta travel across the country with. Nothing too flashy, especially something the police ain’t going to be too quick to pull over.

			Several cars are lined up in formation. The first one: Tesla.

			Hell naw. They got those fancy computers. With the Find My iPhone app, I’m caught before I even hit the freeway. Shit smooooth, though. But pass.

			Nissan Altima. Damn, the way my reflection slides across the tinted jet-black windows. That’s an automatic pull-over. So, I’m good on that one.

			Dodge Avenger. Black. Not too decked out. Silver rims and a few dents decorate the side of the door. Also, the windows ain’t tinted that much. Just perfect for my first try at grand theft auto.

			Body crouched low, I sneak up to it and crane my neck to make sure nobody sees me. The closed doors and muffled haughty laughter from inside the homes let me know that the coast is clear.

			My hands wrap around the handle, pulling on it to open.

			And…it’s locked.

			Damn. A’ight. That means I gotta try the other way.

			Like I said before, ain’t no manual to this magic stuff. And I for damn sure ain’t met nobody else since Alexis I can ask. I just know when I do use my powers, it’s a rush. It feels like that moment you are on the Goliath at Six Flags. It was my first time going there with my senior class. The orange Goliath stood two hundred feet, and I felt closer to God more than anything. I felt free as the hot wind bit at my cheeks. I felt limitless when Downtown Atlanta glistened in the distance. And just like magic, trying to make stuff happen feels like slowly rising to the incline—you hold on to the handlebars, and you feel like you still have a little bit of control. Then the steep drop happens. A swooping feeling grows in your stomach when you know you gotta let go.

			A deep breath meets adrenaline in my chest, and my fingers curl inward like legs on a spider. I tug on the energy that floods through me like an electrical current and try to open the car door.

			And outta nowhere, the rain comes down in sheets, sideways. If there were an imaginary camera right now, my ass would look right at it like…This is the shit I be talking about.

			Anyway, the countdown begins. One minute to get in this car, start it up, and dip out this bitch before anybody notices.

			A’ight. Here we go.

			Soon as I touch the door, the lock on the car instantly clicks to unlock. I hop in and close the door real soft. The rain continues to drum on top of the car, and now the wind whips around, blowing yard signs and leaves everywhere.

			With my magic glitching, my time is probably cut in half.

			On the passenger seat are a few candy wrappers, empty Gatorade bottles, and a durag. Oh, this a nigga car. I can tell because there’s a red-and-white tassel and a Black Ice car freshener dangling from the rearview mirror, and a pile of nickels and quarters rests in the ashtray. A school ID. A pack of Backwoods and a pair of AirPods. Fully charged.

			Hell to the yeah. I’m taking these.

			A’ight, back to the car. Now all I gotta do is think about the car turning on.

			But with this rain and misfire, I’m definitely on my Jimmy Neutron shit.

			My fingers wrap around the steering wheel.

			Then I close my eyes.

			Think!

			Suddenly, the windshield wipers cut on, swaying back and forth. Hot air blows from the air vents, and the radio blasts nothing but static. The speedometer rises, but the car is stationed right where it’s parked. The sky even turns blue, clouds huddle in the distance, and the sun peeks out. Not even two seconds, sweat starts to drip from my forehead. My hands cramp up from frustration as I go for the steering wheel again. This time the turn signal clicks left and right. Radio going haywire from AM to FM, and the car finally sparks to life with a roar of an idle engine.

			Why my magic acting up right now?

			The front door to the house swings open.

			From the corner of my eye, three dudes step out onto the porch. Two white dudes and one Black dude with eyes of an eagle, spotting my ass trynna steal they car.

			SHIT!

			A muffled voice barks from the porch, “Aye, who the fuck is in my car?!”

			The Black dude, who looks like a fake-ass LeBron James, jumps off the steps and runs toward me. His white friends, with fresh fades—probably thinking they’re Black too—straddle behind him. They all bang on the windows while surrounding the car, trying to get in.

			“What the hell do you think you’re doin’?!” one of the white boys spits.

			Shit. Shit! Shit!!!

			“Nigga, get yo ass out my car fore I beat yo ass!” The Black dude presses on the key, trying to unlock the car. But I lock it back. Us going back and forth.

			Click. Lock.

			Click. Unlock.

			We stare at each other through the window.

			“Muhfucka—” ole dude says.

			Finally the doors unlock, and before I can lock them, ole boy pulls me out and starts to stomp a mudhole in my ass.

			“Y’all niggas allllways trynna steal somebody’s catalytic converters and shit!” fake LeBron says.

			“Get the fuck offa me!” I scream.

			Kicks and punches land on me hard, making my entire body curl up against the damp and hot pavement.

			C’mon, magic. Do your thing.

			A firecracker sizzles in the sky. Then a jolt of energy swells around the palm of my hands. My fight-or-flight response causes a gust of wind, stirring the trees above.

			Everything around us sloooowwwsss in motion. Hell, it’s even like that moment just before the drop on a roller coaster. When you get that butterfly feeling in your stomach, and you have to let go.

			One of the white dudes tries to kick me again; I raise my hand, and I swear to God, him and his other friend are flung all the way back across the yard. They hit the concrete hard.

			Instantly, I stand up. In defense mode.

			Adrenaline of fear and magic rushes through my veins. Just like clockwork, the memory floods my head like a basketball game on replay. My mama’s screams. The cloaked figures reciting a chant that I’ve been spending ten years trying to decode. One of them lurching forward, trying to grab me. My seven-year-old self yelling, “Mama!”

			As I slowly come back to reality, I clock ole boy coming for me with his whole fist. I juke left, doing a faux Euro-step move like we’re playing a one-on-one game. He comes face-to-face with the pavement. Oooooh. Dayyyyum. Ankles prolly straight broke. Fingers spreading, I spot the ball of blue fire thinly flickering from my fingertips.

			“What the hell?!” This white boy is petrified as hell. But to be honest, I am too from this blue light. “This freak is using some kinda trick!”

			They all try to get up, legs wobbling like Jell-O. Fake LeBron holds his foot and swallows the pain.

			I feel winded.

			But I need that damn car. It’s gonna help me get Taye. My eyes quickly scan left as one of the white dudes hesitates on coming for me again. I jump straight back into the car and slam the door shut, using my magic to keep it locked this time. I focus all my energy until my palms ring with heat and sweat drips down my forehead.

			Using the high-stakes emotions, I wrap my fingers around the steering wheel.

			As I think it, so it shall be.

			The engine roars to life.

			With my foot to the gas pedal, the gear violently shifts into drive, and the wheels screech against the pavement, lurching me forward. Like a dumbass, I crash straight into a gaudy-looking mailbox. Gray-and-white smoke clouds everything. Fast & Furious–style, I put this bitch in reverse and sharply peel out there faster than a runaway slave.

			The revving from the engine matches my anxiety, rising with a crescendo to a new height. I’m not gonna lie; I feel bad. But Taye and I need a car to travel around. Being on a bus ain’t gonna cut it. And I for damn sure can’t afford to buy no plane tickets for the both of us.

			When I get far away enough, about ten miles into the next town, I pull over on the side of the road beside an open lot to give myself a minute to let the adrenaline from using magic die down. I even hold up my hands in disbelief, trying to make the blue light appear again.

			Where the hell did that come from?

			The combination of mental and physical exhaustion turns into one of those hunger headaches, even as my body reflexively calms down, my heart rate slowly going back to regular.

			Across the parking lot, a church Fourth of July picnic is happening. Music spills out of the building into the streets. That real Baptist church music too. It’s the type where it ain’t no instruments, just voices and the stomping of feet. I can remember the songs I would hear on Sundays at Mount Pleasant Baptist Church.

			The doors to the church open, and a sea of Black folks flood out into the parking lot. They hug, talk, pray, and move slowly toward long tables full of food. They grubbing and having a good ole time.

			I catch a little boy off on the side, playing with a lit sparkler. I can see him now, on Sundays, he pats his mama on the arm, begging for her to stop talking and get in the car. I find myself chuckling because he’s probably been in there since this morning—you know how Black folks do when it comes to church. Be in there like an eight-hour shift at a job.

			His eyes drift over to me, staring.

			I stare back.

			He waves to me. Slowly, I wave back as him and his mama make their way over to the table to grab a plate full of food. I flick away hot tears and exhale the dull ache that’s bubbling up in my chest. But pain and grief gon’ do what they do. Ignoring all your feels.

			The memories of me and my mama at church pop in my head. They all move so fast, my brain itself can’t catch up.

			My mama’s screams in a fevered pitch, rising like a tide until…

			My eyes spring open.

			Nothing but bombs bursting in the air.

			I don’t seize up or panic when I notice the orange-and-pink sun surrendering, letting the moon have her turn. Adjusting to the tilting world around me, I notice that the church parking lot is like a ghost town. A chorus of crickets, slob on the side of my mouth, and firecrackers in the background remind me that I must’ve fallen asleep.

			I pull out my phone to text Taye:

			
				
					
						Wya?

					

				

			

			Three dots appear on the screen.

			Taye finally texts back:

			
				
					
						Home. Carlwell doin’ the most. Please come get me. They left to go to the store.

					

				

			

			I’ll be damned if I have to wait six more years for him to turn eighteen to get out. Ain’t no telling what Carlwell been doing to him or how he treats him. Carlwell’s wife, Ms. Sonya, wouldn’t do shit. She’d just sit there. Hell, sometimes even watch.

			She probably was scared of him too. But in my book, she guilty by association.

			With one hand, I pull the seat up, and with the other, I text back:

			
				
					
						Omw.
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			CHAPTER TWO

			The Hudsons live on Simmsville Road.

			Ain’t much changed about this neighborhood. A slew of Section 8 brick apartments at the end of the cul-de-sac. Ghosts of graffiti markings on a fading green transformer. Toys and trash cans scattered like treasure from a lost empire. Clothes hang lazily from a saggy clothesline. In the distance, a Waffle House sign towers over the hood like a ghetto Statue of Liberty.

			The house looks damn near the same. Creamy white. Chipped paint. Sloped wooden steps. The patchy grass ain’t been cut in forever. On the outside of the gate, right in the front, is the rusty black mailbox. Carlwell’s trifling ass used to beat the mailman to it every month on the third. That’s when the checks from the state would come. He spends the money on bullshit, doesn’t pay any type of bills, and from what I remember about staying here, barely gave enough to Ms. Sonya to even buy groceries.

			After socking him in the face, I was met with two social workers before I could even say, “Fuck you.” He called them so quick because one, he’s scared as hell of what I can do. Two, he a mean-ass bastard with a shitty soul.

			My last foster home was the Markhams’. They were cool. They ain’t talked to me crazy or put their hands on me or nothing like you always hear with foster kids. Mr. Bill Markham did have a handful of rules, though. Basically, I couldn’t be out all night, or he’d lock the doors on my ass. Do my homework and don’t eat his salt-and-vinegar chips. That’s literally it. I can still hear his loud-ass chewing like he ain’t had no sense. The sound of licking his fingers still got me heated.

			So after some finessing and testing out of high school this past May, I emancipated myself from the system and moved out.

			And now my seventeen-year-old ass is officially an adult and committed grand theft auto and now kidnapping.

			I text Taye back.

			
				
					
						Pulling up.

					

				

			

			I park a few houses down to make sure there are no cars in the Hudsons’ driveway. Everybody and they mama out tonight, partying and gliding back and forth from one another’s yards with glistening bottles and aluminum foil pans full of artery-clogging delectables. Simmsville always hella lit on the Fourth.

			A few seconds later, I text Taye.

			
				
					
						I’m here. But don’t come outside yet.

					

				

				
					
						Bet. I’m ready.

					

				

			

			With more firecrackers popping off in the distance, I remind myself I gotta make this quick. Can’t get caught, or Carlwell will call the police on me. I am not trying to spend the first moments of freedom in a jail cell. Plus I don’t know enough about my powers to even break out.

			I lean back, slipping a hat over my head, and shift my eyes to my right. From what I remember, old-ass Mrs. Clara lives across the street; she will call Carlwell in a quick minute if she notices me. She’s one of them nosey, ain’t got better shit to do–ass neighbors.

			Getting out of the car, I trek across the street. Back in incognegro mode. Cackling laughter of drunk aunties and uncles filters from the houses. Little kids float by with sparklers in their hands. One of them gives me an up-and-down, sticks her tongue out, and disappears down the street. Lil’ badass. When I approach the house, I hop over the wooden fence and go to the back door. Damn. The shit is still locked. I almost forgot that me and Taye snuck away that one time. We got caught no less than a day later, and Carlwell had the back door sealed shut.

			Wayment—the kitchen window is usually open. Soon as I make my way to the side and hop on the air conditioner, the whole thing cuts on, blowing hot air up my shirt. Stretching till I reach the windowsill, I try to look inside the house. The curtains block my view.

			I text Taye.

			
				
					
						Open the window.

					

				

				
					
						…

					

				

				
					
						Where?

					

				

				
					
						By the kitchen. Hurry up.

					

				

			

			A few long seconds pass by and Taye comes to the window, cheesing hard.

			“Open the damn window!” I whisper under my breath. Fooling with him, my ass finna get straight caught.

			Taye opens the window, allowing enough space for me to climb through. “Bruh, why you ain’t use the front door?” he asks.

			The look I give him is enough to make him think about what he just said.

			“Oh, my bad.” He reaches for me and pulls me inside the house.

			It’s wild. Taye has grown a few inches taller. I figured he’d be a late bloomer because the last time I saw him, he was running around the yard, short as hell. But now he’s about tall as me. And I’m five-ten. He’s still lanky, though. Big head and saucer brown eyes with a mischievous grin. Taye’s twelve going on thirty, which means he thinks he knows everything. He’s smart as hell and deserves so much more. We may not be blood, but we’re brothers, and I have to protect my little brother from the bullshit this world got to offer.

			“Malik…” His voice is deep, lips cracking into a childish grin. Lines riddle his forehead as he goes in to wrap his long arms around me. They’re like branches on a tree. All I can do is hug him back. Take him in. It’s hard, but I hold back thug tears. That guilty feeling of a year and a half not being able to hold him hits me hard.

			The memory of that stupid cop and that social worker pulling me away from Taye’s arm still haunts me to this day. I could kick Carlwell’s ass for making me miss almost two important years of Taye’s life. But hugging Taye and seeing him, this feeling right now, are better than using any magic.

			When I pull back, Taye quickly hides his left arm. I grab it and notice a small bruise snaking on his forearm like a necklace. His brown eyes dance around awkwardly, and his body language stiffens.

			“It’s nothin’,” he starts to lie, and pulls his arm back behind him. There’s one thing Taye can’t do, and that’s lie to me.

			“Where he at?”

			His gaze falls, landing on the floor. “The store, remember? Him and Ms. Sonya went to Walmart.”

			Walmart ain’t nothing but a mile away from the house. Usually they don’t do too much shopping, the way Carlwell be getting on her nerves in the grocery store. They used to stay arguin’ about her buying real expensive meat. He’d make her put a pack back and pick up one that’s literally seven cents cheaper. They’re probably already on their way back to the house.

			“I’m so glad you’re here.” Another hug from Taye melts the steaming anger away.

			“Me too,” I say back, hugging him tighter. “I told you I was coming to get you.”

			The inside of the house ain’t changed much. Nothing but two bedrooms, old-ass furniture, and a small flat-screen TV in the living room that Carlwell always watched the evening news on. In the kitchen, the dishes are put up. Clean and neat. This is Ms. Sonya’s sanctuary, and you can tell. That’s one thing she don’t play. But the refrigerator got a damn lock on it.

			All I can do is shake my head. “I see nothing’s changed.”

			Taye laughs himself silly because he knows what I’m talking about. Taye don’t take a lot of stuff seriously, either. Always have a reason to laugh. That’s his gift. You can have the worst day, but when he steps in the room, his laughter fills you up more than any negativity that tries to weigh you down. I hope he doesn’t lose that.

			“Carlwell be trippin’ all the time, Malik.” Taye groans, bringing me back.

			We both cross into the living room. “Well, get ya stuff, we ain’t got long.”

			Taye disappears up the stairs, and I ramble through everything, filtering through unopened mail and cutouts of old Burger King coupons right by the front door. Sonya still on that. She’s one of those types that’ll do all that grocery shopping and stop on the way home and grab something at the local Burger King. She’d be like, “I ain’t cookin’ tonight, so y’all order somethin’.”

			I’m trying to look for cash, but it’s nothing but past-due bills. Carlwell stays owing folks.

			Cars pass by. I rush to the window to peek through the blinds.

			It ain’t nobody.

			“Taye, hurry the hell up!” I try to whisper-yell at him from downstairs. Over by the window, I catch a glimpse of a dent that’s in the wall. Something in me freezes. That’s the same dent where Carlwell fell after I socked his ass in the face.

			Another reminder of how fast my life can change.

			Not even a minute later, Taye runs back downstairs with his whole world packed in one duffel bag. Everything on the outside gets louder as crackling fireworks blaze the sky.

			“I’m ready.” He starts zipping the bag up with a goofy-ass smile cresting on his face.

			“Cool, let’s go—”

			The front door swings open. Taye jumps and falls back. It’s Carlwell. Haloed by the blues and reds from firecrackers. Tall. Scraggly, with a receding hairline and brown-stained teeth from that smelly-ass tobacco. Damn, he looks kinda old in the face too. I guess almost two years of being low-down will do that to you.

			“The hell you doin’ here?” He still sounds the same. A gruff growl of a voice.

			“Wadup, Carlwell.” I stand in front of Taye, acting as a shield. Just like when I was living here.

			Carlwell steps more into the living room. “Thought yo ass was down in Georgia.” One thing for sure ain’t changed—that breath. Straight halitosis.

			“I came for Taye.”

			He glances over at Taye, noticing the duffel bag in his hands. “Taye ain’t goin’ no gahdamn where with you.”

			No matter what, I make sure I keep my body between him and Taye. “You wanna bet? I’m takin’ him outta here.”

			Carlwell’s eyes flicker. Oh yeah, he’s shaken but trynna hide it. One wrong move and I’ll use my powers to break his arm, and me and Taye can dip out.

			“You best get outta my house fore I call the police,” Carlwell says, trying to make his voice sound all hard. Ain’t nobody scared of his ass.

			Ms. Sonya steps in with grocery bags in her hands. She looks more worn-out than the last time I saw her. A bit thin. Gray hair peeks from her pinned-up fake ponytail. A few wrinkles of that hard life dented into her face now.

			“Malik, what you doin’ here?” she asks, baffled as hell to see me.

			“I came to get Taye. He ain’t stayin’ here no more.” I turn to Taye. “Go wait outside.”

			He doesn’t move. It’s like he’s frozen, looking at Carlwell like he seeing the devil himself.

			“Taye,” I say again, with a much deeper bass in my voice. His eyes finally shift to me. “Go wait outside like I said.”

			He starts to move. Carlwell goes to grab him. Taye screams—sending me all the way back to that night. It’s my mama, screaming. A jet of green light circles her, pulling her in. I see my seven-year-old self fighting through the torrent of wind, trying to reach for her.

			“Malik!”

			Taye’s scream brings me back to the present, seeing Carlwell yoking Taye up.

			Pop! Every lightbulb in the house explodes. Everybody stops, frozen in the darkness. The TV cuts on, providing a little light. Carlwell reels back, scared like heyell.

			“Like I said, Taye is coming with me.”

			The seriousness in my voice gives Taye enough courage to yank himself away from Carlwell. He stalks toward the kitchen. Soon enough I hear him climb out the window. I turn back to Carlwell and Ms. Sonya.

			“Malik, you need to get on outta here.” Ms. Sonya looks real scared between Carlwell and me. “We don’t want no trouble.”

			I straight ignore her ass.

			“Yo lil’ ass best do like she says and get the hell on outta here. Fore I—”

			“Before you what?” I say back, grabbing Taye’s duffel bag. My lips curl into a smirk. “Oh, you must’ve forgot.”

			He remembers. The twitching of his eye says so. All that weird shit I used to make happen around the house, scaring the hell out of him.

			“Carlwell…,” Ms. Sonya nervously says to him. I glare at her, and she backs away, anxious. She remembers too.

			That gives me enough credence to move toward them. “I told you, don’t put ya hands on my lil’ brotha.”

			“I’m callin’ the police.” Ms. Sonya takes out her cell phone and dials.

			Before she hits that last number, my hand whips forward so fast, I don’t even have time to think. The phone smashes against the wall.

			“Oh, Lawd Jesus!” Ms. Sonya screams.

			“Ain’t nobody scared of you, lil’ nigga. You ain’t shit without dem powers.”

			I step up closer to him. Man-to-man. My fingers form into a tight fist, making a swirl of blue light travel up and down my arm. Oh shit. It didn’t do that last time. Quickly, I snap out of it and hold my hand up. Another pop, and now the windows in the house shatter. Even the house sways back and forth.

			Something about this one feels different.

			I don’t know what it is, but it feels like I’m supercharged.

			The more I focus, the more the blue light sparkles between the palms of my hands like a thousand stars. My breathing picks up as all I can think of is pain. A sickly sound of bones crunching. Carlwell stumbles, holding his twisted fingers. They snap like twigs. One by one.

			“The hell you doin’ to me, boy!” Carlwell groans in agony.

			Everything is a blur. Like a rising tide, the energy flows through the house, making the lamps flicker and the walls shake from the volatile wind. Mirrors and cheap-ass decorations fall off the wall.

			Shifting my focus back on Carlwell, I raise my hand. He’s thrown against the wall, pinned like that picture of Jesus on the cross. My other hand points toward Ms. Sonya, and she dips to the ground, yelling. And then I glance over, shutting the front door in one motion.

			“Boy, you betta put me down!” His ass is scared now. The ball of blue fire grows even more between my fingers.

			Only thing is, it doesn’t freak me out this time.

			“Malik, please, just leave him alone; don’t kill him,” Ms. Sonya begs, and even starts to pray.

			“Now I told you if I find out you put hands on my brother, I’d know. Didn’t I?” I lean closer, making the ball of blue fire swirl around my arms. “Didn’t I?”

			The energy from my magic feels like tiny needles, pricking and centering to the palms of my twisting hands. Memories flash in my eyes. Taye crying. Me being thrown into the car, hearing Taye scream my name into the cold, crisp air. This pain, this hurt, it gives fuel to my magic.

			And I’m ready to burn this bitch down.

			An abrupt motion of my hand, and Carlwell starts to choke on his own spit.

			“Malik, STOP!!!” Ms. Sonya yells.

			But to tell the truth, something in me can’t. And to be quite honest, I don’t want to.

			“You killin’ him!” Ms. Sonya just keeps screaming.

			With my magic wrapping around his neck, choking him, I can feel his throat close, and his heartbeat slows down to the point I could count it beat by beat.

			“Malik, STOP!!!”

			When she screams, images of that night pop up in my head, my mama yelling and me standing there—not knowing what happened—and those dead eyes, peering up at me.

			A rush of guilt fills me like water in a cup.

			The energy from this blue light flows right back to me, and Carlwell drops on the floor like a sack of potatoes.

			Ms. Sonya crawls to him as he desperately gasps for air. She throws a glare at me with all the hate in the world. I look down to my trembling hands.

			“Chile, you ain’t nothin’ but the devil! You already killed ya mama—now you gon’ kill my husband!”

			I absorb the sting of fear and resentment from her. My eyes drift over to the window, noticing the sky light up in red and blues from the fireworks. But a shadow rushes across it. I blink a few times, brushing it off.

			“I’m taking my brother,” I struggle to say, getting eye to eye with Carlwell. “You got lucky this time. Don’t come lookin’ for Taye, or next time I ain’t gon’ stop.” I snatch Taye’s bag from the couch from when I dropped it.

			“Take him, and you get the hell out!” Ms. Sonya says through tears, cradling Carlwell in her arms. There is real fear glazed over in her eyes when I glare at her. The same look of fear that my mama had.

			Forcing down the guilt, I struggle to keep my trembling hands steady. The blue light finally dies out. Ms. Sonya’s whimpering makes me raw. My eyes welling up as the weight of my magic yet again destroying somebody’s life.

			The next thing I know, I step outside into the sweltering night heat. Taye is watching by the mailbox, nervously waiting for me. There’s an unnatural wind whipping around us. “What you do?” he asks innocently.

			“Don’t worry about that. Let’s go,” I tell him, avoiding his gaze.

			We run to the car. Taye stops to admire it. “Daaayyyuumm, this you?”

			“Yeah, it is. Put ya stuff in.”

			Taye zips closed his duffel bag, throws it in the back seat, and gets in. I crank the car up and peel out that bitch in a hurry.

			“Where you get this car from?” Taye asks, and we’re not even two minutes down the street. That’s another thing about Taye; he asks way too many questions.

			“I got it from a friend.”

			He smacks his lips, laughing while plugging his charger up. “Why you lyin’?”

			“Put ya seat belt on.”

			We keep on driving until we reach the Pelham city limits. These tiny towns around here ain’t nothing but a few stoplights, restaurants, and a grocery store away from the next town. Hell, all these towns can be one big city. Alabaster, Pelham, and right into the backway of Helena.

			All the streetlights in front of us turn green, and there ain’t no police around to make this day worse.

			“Just gotta make one more stop, though.”

			
				Welcome to Old Town Helena

				Est. 1877

			

			Nostalgia digs its claws into me as I cross into a town I tried many a night to let go. It’s like my mind becomes a drone, taking stock of a town of Little League baseball and soccer moms fighting for a parking spot at the local Publix Super Markets. A town where you’d want to grow old or raise a family. But in my world, it’s a place of pain, chaos, and broken hearts. Split by train tracks surrounded by old buildings. Driving over the bridge that overlooks a small bank that leads to the Buck Creek waterfall, I curve right onto a familiar street. Lawley Street. The trees, the train tracks where Ms. Freda Jackson’s kids got killed, a cluster of brick project homes, and our neighborhood church all in my POV. The car slides to a stop as I put it in park on the side of the road.

			A brotha needs a beat. A moment to breathe.

			“You good, Lik?” Taye asks.

			The tightness in my chest comes back, along with a wave of nausea. Everything is spinning, and my hands meet the steering wheel, almost breaking it off. Letting the seat back, I roll down the window to let the cool breeze in.

			“Yeah, I’m cool, Taye.”

			And I go back to try to steady my breathing.

			My childhood neighborhood surrounds me: Liberty Heights. This neighborhood used to be the most lit place in Helena, especially during the summertime: Dinky rolling by in his Jeep Cherokee, blasting some of that Drake. Old folks sitting on their porches, fanning themselves. Everybody ran to Ms. Doll’s house, trynna get a pack of Skittles, dill pickles, and the coldest Kool-Aid Jammers you could drink. Knowing me, I would beg my mama for a few dollars. She would dig in her purse for folded small bills, and the pack of sour straws would be mine. Finally, Wayne Allen would come by, rolling on his four-wheeler, giving all of us a ride. Each house lined on the side of the road all had different worlds and problems.

			Right by that church, we used to stand there for the bus to come. Bus 99-55, and Tick’s old man was our bus driver—a man with a glass eye. We used to crack on him, saying his ass could see in the future and past. Of course, I’d be the one he’d sit in the front as punishment, making all my friends in the back of the bus bust out laughing. Mama cussed him out cat raggedy in front of everybody one afternoon, and from then on, he ain’t too much bother me. Across the street is Ms. Linda Faye’s house. We used to ride our bikes between hers and Mrs. Christine Billings’s house. People used to say she did Voodoo, and she’d turn you into one of her little dolls if you pissed her off. I even heard Auntie Denise say she’d put period blood in her boyfriend’s spaghetti to make him fall in love with her.

			After getting out of the car, me and Taye keep walking up the street. I notice it all. A few people on the porch look to see this familiar stranger in their neighborhood. Kids play in the yard. The uneven pavement. A weather-beaten stop sign that leans to the left. The last time I was here, everything seemed so big. But now it looks as though it’s just a tiny little corner in the middle of nowhere.

			The memories flash like a camera.

			Colors of ghostly indigo and violet mesh as I see my play-cousins Tanisha and ’nem, playing and throwing firecrackers or slinging rocks at the passing train. I try to reach for them, but they all fade away like wisps of cotton candy.

			“A basketball court.” Taye runs over and tries to touch the net of the rim.

			The basketball court is right down the street from my childhood home, and it was a place where the whole neighborhood would play twenty-one. It’s where we’d have our ghetto version of baseball games. Our asses would play with metal bats and tennis balls. I can feel and hear our laughs whistle all around me.

			Me and Taye keep walking.

			And there it is. The house where happy memories once lived. The place of laughs and good cooking and music. Now it’s all boarded up. A metal fence barricades the entire property. I’m thinking maybe it’s trying to keep people out, but nah. It’s trying to hold the secrets and heartache in. Weeds grow around it so high, they’re trying to kiss the sun. Right on the porch, the pink paint chips away to ten years of nothing.

			There was a little hill that led to our house where I would swim right in my blow-up pool. Mama couldn’t really afford much, but I remember the day she bought me that minipool and I stayed in that pool till my hands became wrinkly.

			“What is this place, Malik?” Taye’s voice pulls me from memory lane.

			At first, I don’t answer. That night where it all happened, where my mama died, where I was surrounded by bodies, constantly replays in my head.

			The words spill out of me like water. “This is where I grew up. With my mama.”

			Taye’s eyes land on me and then back on my old house. “For real?”

			My feet reluctantly move along the dirt, walking up to the fence. My fingers curl over the opening of the twisted metal part of the gate. The house is only a few feet away from me, yet it feels like a million miles. Mama is on the porch, laughing, a comb in her head and hair parted. A jar of Blue Magic hair
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