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Dedication

For every kid with the courage to take the last shot. Make or miss, you’ve already won.

—Caron Butler & justin a. reynolds





clutch time (noun)

the final minutes in a tightly contested matchup, wherein the best players take over the game and impose their will to win

See: winning time; crunch time 
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Three bangs jolt me awake.

DOOMPH! DOOMPH! DOOMPH!

I sit up in bed. “Mom?”

DOOMPH! DOOMPH! DOOMPH!

The cold floor makes me shiver. Mom keeps the house so cool you leave Popsicles out, they’ll stay frozen.

DOOMPH! DOOMPH! DOOMPH!

“Mom, someone’s at the door!” I call out even though she always says, Come talk to me, don’t yell like I’m your pet.

DOOMPH! DOOMPH! DOOMPH!

I poke my head into the hall. “Moooom, the door! I’m not dressed yet!”

DOOMPH! DOOMPH! DOOMPH!

Who even knocks at eight thirty on a Saturday morning? It’s for sure not Mecca; I’d bet money she’s either snoring, or skating around filming stuff. I throw a tank on with my basketball shorts. Tuck my feet in my red Nike slides because Popsicles.

DOOMPH! DOOMPH! DOOMPH!

I groan, grabbing my phone. “Okay already, I’m coming! Gimme a sec, man.”

I peek in Mom’s room on my way downstairs . . . empty.

I scroll through all the new congratulations texts and pause:

From Mom

[image: image]

Working OT this morning, don’t eat all

my blueberries!!

More overtime? Dang, I was gonna beg her to make pancakes. I open the front door, sunlight blasting me dead in my eyes. No one’s there. No notes or packages, either.

“Really?” I mumble to myself. “You gon’ thump on somebody’s door stupid early like you the police, then leave?” Also, how is my mouth saliva-y and dry??

I’m closing the door when I hear, “Kofi, you didn’t see anybody running through my yard, did you? My azaleas are trampled!”

C’mon, man. It’s too early for this. It’s our neighbor, Mr. Steele, aka the grumpiest person in the world. Only thing he loves more than complaining is his two calico cats, Zora and Baldwin. Bruh walks them on leashes! Outside! Where people can see him!

I block the glare with my hand. “No, sir, but I’ll keep my eye out.”

“Mm-hmm,” he says. “Can’t have nothing nice these days. Nobody respects other people’s property. Used to be you looked out for each other and now—”

Oh boy, here we go. I do my best not to side-eye him. “Hey, you didn’t knock on the door just now, right?”

Mr. Steele glares like, Are you really interrupting me? “No, why, you think because I’m old I don’t know how to use a telephone like a civilized person?”

“My bad! Have a nice—” I say, waving as I close the door.

“Oh, Kofi, I hear congratulations are in order? Seems I’m living next door to the new number-one-ranked player in the state.”

Actually, in the country, but I just want this convo to end, so . . . “Thanks, Mr. Steele.”

“Mm-hmm. Guess all that racket you make banging that ball all hours of the day isn’t a complete waste of time.”

This dude throws more shade than a forest—even his compliments are complaints.

“Thanks again,” I say, the door nearly closed when an engine growls to life; it’s one of those stupid loud cars you hear way before you see, parked near our driveway. Could it be our mystery door thumper? Maybe, but there’s too much glare to see who’s inside.

I leap off the porch for a better view, but the car roars up the street, bouncing through the enormous pothole—Mecca nicknamed it Li’l Grand Canyon—so hard the front bumper nearly headbutts a mailbox.

“Slow down, this ain’t NASCAR!” Mr. Steele shouts from the sidewalk. “This used to be a nice, quiet neighborhood, and now you can’t keep flowers in your yard and people speeding through . . .”

I nod like I’m listening, but really my head’s spinning as the car howls around the corner, because somehow I know I just missed something big.
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I’m barely in the park when Mecca morphs into a sports announcer.

“And now, the moment you’ve all been waiting for. Ladies and gentlepersons, I present to you the official . . . number-one-ranked baller . . . in . . . all . . . the . . . lannnnd . . . and my best friend . . . Kofi . . . ‘KO’ . . . Douglass!”

Two things about Mecca (fourteen years old and future award-winning filmmaker):

1. She’s the friend who stays hyping you up—the friend who loves to see you shine.

“Make room for royalty,” she says, her fancy camera following me.

2. Camera, phone, whatever—she’s never not recording.

I tell her all the time that when she’s up for an Oscar for best director, I better be her plus one on the red carpet.

I shake my head. “Remind me again what you’re doing with all this random footage?”

She grins. “Mind ya business.”

She lets the camera hang from her neck strap and we breeze through our new handshake; they always end the same: tapping our chests, a reminder that everything we want takes heart, and that everything we need’s already inside us.

Me and Mecca, we’ve been cool since day one of kindergarten after my formerly clumsy butt tripped over my own big feet, launching my lunch all over the room. For real, weeks later, we found grapes inside the LEGOs bin. Except they’d shrunk to fuzzy raisins because, you know, science.

“Today, number one in the country,” she says. “Next, the whole planet.”

I grin. “Dang, can I just enjoy the country for a day before we take over the world?”

“Whatever, Mr. The Grind Never Stops. Soooo . . . how’s it feel?”

I grab my sneakers from my backpack. “Good, I guess.”

“Good, I guess,” Mecca parrots, nerdying up her voice while pushing an imaginary pair of glasses up her nose. A bonus Mecca fact: she thinks she’s funny.

“One, I don’t sound like that.” I sit in the grass and stretch. “Two, why are your fingers green?”

She holds up a small shiny bag.

“‘Kale Yeah’?” I say, reading the label.

“Freeze-dried kale chips. Try one.”

I catch a whiff and try not to cry. “Kale no.”

She rolls her eyes. “Sorry I don’t feast on trash all day.”

“What trash am I eating?”

“Um, how many times a week you smash a whole Joe’s pie by yourself?”

“Mecca, your dad owns Joe’s. We get the pizza for free.”

“Right, except unlike somebody I know, I can actually resist my dad’s cheesy temptations.”

I massage my calves. “I stan pizza, fight me.” She throws a few punches near my face and I’mma be real—I’ve been on the wrong end of a few “playful” Mecca punches over the years, I promise you, you don’t wanna fight Mecca for real.

I roll on my shooting sleeve. “Yo, who we know pushes a Honda?”

Mecca shakes her head. “You wanna be more specific or nah?”

“An old gray Honda,” I add.

Mecca laughs. “My guy, have you seen a parking lot? Every Honda’s old and gray.”

See. Told you she thinks she’s funny. “Whatever. Forget it.”

She studies me. “Okay, what’s up?”

“Yo, y’all got next, right? Let’s get it so I can go eat,” this kid rocking a purple Bucks fitted shouts our way. He rubs his belly. “Your boy’s getting hangrier by the second.”

Mecca tosses him her chips and he cackles before realizing Mecca’s not laughing. “Oh, you for real? I thought you was eating ’em cuz you lost a bet.”

“Love yourself more.” Mecca pops a chip in her still-not-laughing mouth and turns to me. “You still coming tonight, right?”

“Coming where?”

“Nuh-uh.” She wags a finger at me. “Don’t, Kof.”

Oh, so now she wants to be serious? “Don’t what, Mec?”

“Why you play too much?”

“Oh, I play too much?” I nudge her as I step onto the court. Waiting for the next game, a few kids are getting shots up.

“Ugh.” Mecca pushes me in the back. “I don’t like you.”

“You’re so violent,” I tease. But she just walks behind the three-point line and calls for a ball. “Mecca . . .” I smile at her. “Mecca, c’mon.”

She wags her head. “Nope. You know how much this means to me.”

“I do. And that’s why you know I’m there.”

“Mm-hmm,” she says, sucking her teeth. “Better be.” Someone flings her a ball and she catches it in rhythm, then lets it rip. Chu-kaa, the net says as her shot falls through. “So, uh, you know how I want that new camera, and you want, I don’t know, something corny? What if I told you I know how we get the cash?”

“Nope,” I say flatly.

“But I ain’t even say how yet.”

“The McNabby.”

She chews her lip. “Dang, okay, yeah, you right.”

“Still nope,” I say, jumping in front of her to steal the incoming ball. I dribble between my legs, behind my back, then pretend like I’m gonna throw up a jay.

“Oh, you not gon’ respect my shot?”

I toss her the ball and she shrugs.

“Look, I know Mama Douglass shut you down—”

I cut her off. “No one shut me down.”

“Mm-hmm, right, my b,” she says, resting the ball on her hip. “It was a mutual decision to protect your NBA future. All I’m saying is, the winning team takes home two stacks.”

She waits for me to say more but I’m done talking about this.

“That’s two thousand dollars cash money, Kofi. Like, let’s get this bag, bro. Plus, I hear some Sabres are playing. Money and revenge all in one weekend playing the game you love? That’s the dream,” she says, hoisting a jumper. Chu-kaa.

It’s been six weeks since the Sabres handed me and my Wolves that L in the AAU championship game, but it still hurts like yesterday. I’d be lying if I said revenge wasn’t consuming my brain—except until now, I figured I’d have to wait until the next AAU season.

“Oh, but the best part,” Mecca says. “Guess who they’re renaming the MVP trophy after.”

I shrug. “Doesn’t matter who. I’m not playing.”

“D,” Mecca says, bending her knees to put up another shot. “The Dante Jones Most Valuable Player memorial trophy. You tryna tell me that ain’t a sign from the universe?”

Chu-kaa.
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“Weird. Where’s all that talking you were doing before, huh?” I palm the ball near his face, daring dude to reach, so I can blow by him for another easy bucket.

I should be home already—me and Mecca were already back in our skate shoes when dude strolled in with two friends insisting he couldn’t let me leave.

Let me leave, I repeated, laughing.

We drove in from the Chi cuz we heard this where you be, he said.

What, you want an autograph or something?

And Mecca shot me a look like, Please control yourself, because we both knew dude wasn’t here for my terrible handwriting.

You s’posed to be number one in the country, ain’t you, he said. Well, I don’t believe it. I think you’re a fraud, and I’m here to expose you. But if you’re too scared to play me, I get it.

I was still gonna go home but dude kept yapping, so finally, I was just like, You want this funeral so bad, okay, I’ll bury you real quick.

Dude laughed. Good luck with that. Two hundred dollars says you don’t score on me.

That was, what, ten minutes ago, not even.

And now he’s suddenly speechless. The only sound he’s making is clapping like, Let’s go—because I guess he wants this butt-whooping to end already—and then he rolls his neck and . . . growls?

“Okay, Simba. Go off,” Mecca jokes from the baseline corner. Okay, so sometimes she really is funny. “One, Kofi, we only need one,” she adds, meaning, End this and let’s go home.

For two hours we’ve wrecked everybody on the court—now, it’s knockout time.

I lull him to sleep with three slow dribbles, then explode to the rack. The whole park’s basically one giant eyeball following my every move, waiting to see what I do next, so as soon as I launch off the pavement, people are gasping.

I go airborne like a virus and finish with a vicious two-handed reverse monster jam. The park erupts in ooohs and aaahs; people hollering, elbowing each other like, Yo you saw that, too, right?

I hang on the rim and knock out a few chin-ups like it’s arm day and that only hypes up the crowd more. And it’s cool seeing people laugh and have a good time—especially after what our hood’s been through since the best player to ever step on our courts, Dante Jones, was killed a few months back; he was barely seventeen. I know I’m only fourteen, but that was one of the saddest days of my whole life—and I wasn’t alone. The whole neighborhood felt it. So, yeah, it’s nice, watching people smiling and letting loose.

Plus, the view from up here? Super cute.

Yeah, I see you, Munka Washington. I wave, but she acts like she’s too busy practicing her cheer routine. Her cheer friend whispers in her ear and Munka tries to sneak a peek at me but I catch her and wink, and she rolls her eyes like whatever. Except, with those dimples, she can’t hide her smile. I wave again and this time she flashes me a thumbs-down, then triple backflips away like it’s nothing, a flurry of long brown legs, cutoff jean shorts, and plain white tee, her dope microbraids whipping through the air like propellers.

Mecca glares up at me from under the hoop. “So thirsty.”

I laugh, let go of the rim, and soak in the crowd love—the whole park’s still buzzing from the dunk. But dude I just posterized? He shoves me hard like he’s flinging a half-court chest pass, then crowds me like he’s tryna throw hands. Unlucky for him, I ain’t no punk . . . but it’s like I said the whole park’s got eyes and phones on me, so the smart move is: collect my cash and go. Last thing I need is video of me fighting all over the internet a day after being ranked number one.

Mecca dives between us. “It’s really not that serious.”

“Yeah, man, I’m just putting on a show for the people.”

“Well, now it’s my show,” dude says, bumping me with his chest.

I grin. “Be for real. If you could jam on me like that, you would, but you’re salty cuz you can’t. Except you’re mad at the wrong guy. You should be mad at your dad and mom for giving you that trash DNA.”

“Kofi, shut up,” Mecca says, pulling my arm to steer me away.

But dude’s fist is already flying at my face. Dang, if his jump shot release was as quick as his jab, his team might’ve scored more than three points that game.

I duck his hand and counter with an uppercut at his jaw.

Except before my fist can say sup to dude’s chin, I’m wrapped up from behind.

I’m being jumped. “Two against one? Y’all weak!”

I tear myself from their grip and whirl around, hands up.

And there, staring back at me, is the last person on the planet I ever wanna see.
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The intruder, a tall Black kid with short locs and shaved sides, rushes past me and starts barking in dude’s face.

“Ripp?” I squeak.

“Oof, not the voice crack. It’s giving puberty,” Mecca says, suddenly squinting through her camera lens.

I side-eye her. “Really? You’re recording this?”

“My bad for trying to grow your brand. Now, is his name actually Ripp, or is it a nickname, like RIP to the competition?”

I stare into her soul like, Please get yourself, but no one checks Mecca. Not even Mecca.

Plus, I’ve got my own question. Why isn’t Ripp Ransom in London?

“So, you got your tail whooped and now you wanna fight cuz you all in your feelings?” Ripp says, wagging his head. “That’s weak.”

“Man, you must be crazy, walking up on me,” dude says, not backing down.

I reach for Ripp’s arm. “I don’t need your help. Everything’s cool.”

But Ripp takes another big step toward dude, so now they’re close enough to smell each other’s breath. Ripp laughs, and it’s weird because even though he’s bigger and taller than I remember—I probably got him by a hair, guessing he’s six-foot-ish—and even though his voice booms like a grown man’s, I still see the kid I used to run everywhere with.

“Bruh, only thing crazy is you thinking you can hoop.”

I swear steam’s shooting outta dude’s ears now. “This court’s trash. Gravel had me slipping.”

Ripp grins. “Right, it’s the court’s fault you got run over by a kid who can’t even get his license for two more years.”

The crowd laughs.

But dude’s not amused. “Keep being cute, you gonna catch the next butt-whooping.”

“Ooooohhh,” hums the crowd.

Ripp shrugs. “You wanna take this L off the court, too, I’m happy to help right quick, but if I was you”—Ripp’s smile widens—“I’d go home, grab the mint chocolate chip from the freezer, turn on Gilmore Girls, and eat-cry yourself to sleep on your futon.”

“Well, dannngggg. He went in.” Mecca shakes her head, still recording. “Gilmore Girls is low-key good, though. But what kind of sociopath eats mint chocolate chip? Cookie dough or bust, bay-bee.”

Dude snarls. “I’mma give you three more seconds before I bust yo’ head.” And you can feel it in the air, this is gonna end badly.

“One . . .” Ripp counts. “Two . . .”

WHOOP-WHOOP! WHOOP-WHOOP-WHOOP!

A police cruiser pulls up, siren blaring. Driver’s window rolls down and the officer nods. “Beautiful day for ball, isn’t it? Everybody’s playing nice together, right? We’re gonna circle back in a few to make sure things stay that way. Hate to ruin anyone’s day.”

“Y’all lucky,” dude says, smiling, slowly backing away. “But I’ll catch you next time.” He motions to his teammates, and they head for the exit as me and Ripp wave goodbye.

“Enjoy your ice cream,” Ripp calls after them.

I shake my head. “You didn’t need to do all that.”

Ripp rolls his eyes. “Gee, Ripp, thanks for coming to my rescue.”

I smirk. “I had it handled.”

“More like you were ’bout to be handled. But don’t worry, that was for me, not you.”

“Why are you here? Lemme guess, you’re doing a tour of all the courts I’ve stomped you on?”

“Bruh, not in your wildest dreams have you ever stomped me.”

I snap my fingers and point at him. “No, I got it. You’re a fugitive on the run hiding over here until everything cools down back in Scotland?”

Ripp laughs. “The crazy imagination on this guy. Back in fifth grade, bruh won the award for Most Likely to Claim He Met Aliens?”

Mecca giggles, nodding, like she’s bingeing her favorite show. “Dang, I forgot all about that.”

“Plus, you know I’m in London,” Ripp continues. “Not Scotland. Know how I know? Because when you were IG-stalking me, you . . .” He pauses to gasp. “. . . accidentally liked and unliked one of my posts.”

I wag my head. “What? Nah, not me.”

Ripp grins. “Weird cuz this”—he holds up his phone to my face—“screenshot says KOJusCrossedU liked your reel. That’s you, right?”

Mecca cackles and I flash her a Really? face, but she can’t reel herself in. “I’m sorry, but my man came three thousand miles with receipts. Like, I can’t,” Mecca says. “I fully cannot.”

Ripp follows my stare and smirks. “You like my ink?” He extends his arm, and I get a better look at the two I can see—a scorpion on his forearm and an infinity symbol on his bicep. Other than the tats, it’s like I said, he looks like the same kid who literally used to run across his yard with the lawn mower because he couldn’t wait to get back to the court. His cornrows are freshly laid, and he’s rocking a sleeveless white tee and black basketball shorts. Plus, some decent-looking black-and-gold Adidas.

“I’m Ripp, by the way,” he says. “I’m a friend of Kofi’s from back in the day.”

“Friends? That’s cute,” I say. “Wasn’t nothing friendly how things went down at the end.”

Ripp glares, anger flashing in his dark eyes like lightning. “You still on that? Why am I not surprised?” But as fast as the rage came, it disappears even faster, his cheeks falling into an easy grin. “So we playing ball or stay reminiscing ’bout the old days?” Ripp asks, tucking his shiny gold chain beneath his shirt, his eyes scanning us, sizing up our team.

Mecca’s taller than most dudes, clearing 5'7" in her bare feet, 5'8½" if she convinces you to count her long purple locs, too.

“Actually, we’re on our way out, but good seeing you, guvna.”

Ripp’s forehead wrinkles. “Your accent’s weaker than your game.” He lifts one foot at a time to wipe the bottoms of his sneakers. “Five bills cool?”

“Five dollars?” Mecca wags her head. “We don’t play for less than fifty.”

Ripp laughs. “Five hundo.”

“Oh.” Mecca tries to play it cool, but I can tell she’s already counting that cash in her head. And I can’t front, either—right now five hundred dollars would be super clutch.

Maybe Mom could work less overtime. I could get those Mambas I’ve been eyeing. Man, I might even throw a few bucks on Dad’s commissary tab this month; a thing I do sometimes just to remind him we don’t need him, that we’re doing great without him.

Between me and Mecca, we’re good for the five. But risking almost every dollar we’ve got? If Dante was alive, he’d say, Money’s a thing, but it’s never everything. I shake my head. “Maybe next time.”

“So basically, the number one player’s scared to play me. That’s it, yeah?” he calls out, loud enough for other people to hear. I catch Munka watching us and my cheeks instantly heat up. But Ripp’s not done. “Maybe you got everybody else fooled, but I know you, dawg. And feeling yourself cuz some non-ball-playing internet clowns claim you’re number one? I’m embarrassed for you.”

“Remind me, what’s your ranking, Ripp?”

Ripp laughs. “I don’t live or play in the States, but if I did, we both know I’d be on top.”

I step closer, not crowding him, but so he knows no one’s scared. “Ohhh, I get it. You’re . . . jealous.”

“Jelly?” He looks over his shoulders like, Yo, this guy for real? “There’s nothing you’ve got that I want.”

“No, you mean, there’s nothing I’ve got you can take.”

He takes a step closer to me. “You think so?”

Mecca taps my elbow. “C’mon, Kofi, let’s be out. Cuz this . . . ain’t it.”

And she’s right, but I walk away and what, people think I’m scared? People say I’m soft? Maybe the best thing’s just to destroy him on the court right here right now and be forever done with this fool. But Mecca taps me again and just like that, I’m stuffing gear into my backpack and grabbing my board. “Take care, man.”

We’re on our boards rolling for the exit, when Ripp shouts: “Your boy Dante? He’s rolling in his grave right now, how you’re moving. He never walked away from a challenge.”

I slow down, my face already hotter than summer blacktop, I’m about to cyclone around and help him shut his big mouth up.

But Mecca’s all in my ear: “You know D wouldn’t want this for you. If he were here, he’d make you go home.”

And she’s not wrong, he wouldn’t, he would’ve, and so me and Mec are rolling again and almost out the park when Ripp yells the magic words.

“You know why your dad went to jail while mine went to the League?”

This time I stop my board, yelling before I even turn back. “What’d you say?”

Ripp holds up his hands. “It’s not your dad’s fault. That’s just how life works. Some people take and some folks get took. That’s you and your dad—you’re only here to get took. You asked me why I’m here? To take what’s always been mine. I’m back for the throne.”

“Bro, the only throne you’re ever gonna sit on’s a toilet seat.”

“So, either play me or you and your girl get off my court.”
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