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Dedication
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For anyone who’s ever wanted love from someone in pain
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“Love is never any better than the lover.”

—Toni Morrison, The Bluest Eye
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The Very First Kisses
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Nobody ever warned me about love. Nobody ever warned me that when the greatest thing in the world hits you too hard, too fast, the blast can crush the organs in your belly, send heat flying up the right side of your face, and make your heart forget how to beat normally.

I’m trying to stay in my body, on the sidelines of the gym, but the pain in my belly is making the sound of the bouncing basketball grow fainter. The fluorescent lights keep giving way to darkness.

The boy is the only one who can see the pain. The boy at the free-throw line in his high socks with his high-top fade and his inverted triangle face, drenched with tenderness. The boy who just came out of nowhere, blowing me a kiss in the middle of his game. Who even blows kisses these days? But it wasn’t corny like you’d think. It came from somewhere deep, like all of his years and hurts and hopes were attached to it—his whole history.

And now our histories are mixing.

Pain on high, feeling like I’m about to die, an old fact flickers at the front of my mind:

The very first kisses were blown in Mesopotamia as a way to get in good with the gods.

Tacked that up on my bedroom wall after Bradley Dixon blew me a kiss in the fifth grade. The next day he told everyone the kiss wasn’t meant for me.

The boy drops the basketball at the free-throw line and runs toward me, just off the court.

Darkness briefly takes me, but the sharp sound of a whistle blown scares the darkness away. I bite some skin peeling on my bottom lip and try to stay in the gym. Keep my focus on him.

He’s wearing number twelve—ten less than the number on the jersey underneath my warm-ups. I need to take off these stupid polyester pants, this jacket. I’m burning up, drenched in sweat. Zipper. Where’s the zipper? My fingers fumble to find it, but the pain . . . the darkness . . . I can’t fight it anymore. I’m losing myself to it . . . falling.

His arms around me, and my insides light up with his down-slanted, hooded eyes. It feels so good the way they’re staring into mine. For a second I’ve never felt so alive. Then I’m gone.
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I miss a shot. An easy shot. My mid-range jumper always drops. Always. But man, I can’t stop thinking about that girl. About how she passed out in my arms. How, for a second, I thought she might’ve been dead, and it was somehow my fault.

I was so scared I started crying. I didn’t even stop when I saw her chest rising. Rising and falling, again and again, underneath her royal-blue warm-ups. It took four whole breaths for my eyes to convince my head of what my heart was afraid to trust. Good thing my back was to everyone else.

“Carli!” her team’s trainer called out, running onto the court. She was a tiny woman, five feet at best. “Lay her down flat on the floor,” she ordered with a steady downward motion of her right arm.

I did what I was told.

“Carli!” she shouted again, and lifted Carli’s legs up about twenty degrees.

Kneeling beside Carli, I leaned in close and said her name for the first time, feeling the ar wobble in my throat.

“Back up, back up,” the trainer yelled at me. “Give her some space!”

She could hang that up. I wasn’t going anywhere. I reached down and scraped Carli’s big, sweaty hair off the sides of her face. Even in a ponytail, it was everywhere. I was about to say her name again—

“I said back up!” the trainer yelled, like I can only imagine a mama would after she’s repeated herself for the last time and you’d better listen this time if you know what’s good for you.

I stood, backed up, and Carli’s eyelashes fluttered like she didn’t want me to leave. But the rest of her team immediately crowded me out. I stayed close, though, looking over the tops of their heads, watching her eyes tremble and go still.

The trainer waved something under her nose that made her eyes open wide, but only for a second. Then the paramedics came and rolled her out on a stretcher.

I hope she’s okay. She has to be okay, right? They wouldn’t let us keep playing if she wasn’t okay. Right?

“Hustle back! Hustle back!” Coach Bell shouts, running up the sideline, swinging his short arm in a wide circle.

Twenty-eight seconds left in the game and it’s tied 71–71. Focus, Rex, I tell myself, and sprint back. We can’t lose to Gaines and let them get their confidence up. They’ll be our biggest competition at the state championship, only five weeks out. We gotta shut these boys down now.

I’m coming up behind their point guard, Russell Price. Can’t stand this dude. He thinks he’s so much better than he actually is. He dribbles the ball between his legs—once . . . twice . . . three times—trying to look cool. Then he tries to pass to his shooting guard, but the pass is lazy and slow.

Thanks, I’ll take that. I steal the ball and sprint back up the left side of court. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Russell coming up behind me on my right. You ain’t slick. I switch the ball to my left hand so he can’t steal it back. The crowd is chanting, “Rex! Rex! Rex!” Nearing the basket, I cross back to my right, leap, and cock the ball back for a nasty dunk. But Russell tackles me hard to the ground.

“Number-one player my ass,” he says, still on top of me.

With the back of my head and tailbone throbbing, I quickly shove Russell off of me. All I want to do is get up and knock this fool out. I can almost feel my fist meeting his sweaty cheek, see his head whipping back over his right shoulder before he falls limp to the ground. But the referee blows his whistle and wakes me from my rage. Then he holds his fist in the air and signals for two regular foul shots.

“What?” I shout, and quickly hop up to protest the call. “It should’ve been a flagrant!”

Coach Bell agrees. He’s on the sideline yelling, “Flagrant!” and banging his forearms together in an X above his head.

The crowd is booing in agreement, too.

“If that wasn’t a flagrant foul, I don’t know what is!” I shout, walking behind the ref. “This ain’t football. You can’t tackle somebody like that.”

But the ref ignores me.

“Man, this is some bullshit!” I yell at the back of the ref’s balding head.

The ref immediately makes a hard T with his hands to signal a technical foul.

“Are you serious?” I shout, throwing up both of my arms.

Danny, our point guard, grabs me and pulls me away from the ref before I get another tech.

At the free-throw line, I calm down. This is exactly where Carli caught the kiss usually meant for Mom.

Wait, before you try to play me, blowing a kiss has been a part of my free-throw routine since I was eight and discovered Jason Kidd on YouTube. I figured if a ten-time NBA All-Star and two-time Olympic Gold Medal winner could blow kisses as part of his game and not be lame, then so could I.

Every time he went to the free-throw line, he blew a kiss, took one dribble, and shot. To tell his wife and kids he loved them. Every time I go to the line, I blow a kiss, take three dribbles, and shoot. To tell Mom I’m sorry.

But today, Carli was there instead. And I swear it was like she was a gift straight from Mom. See, I pray to Mom every day. Figure she should have some clout, hanging with the celestial bodies and all.

And for the longest, I’ve been praying she’d send someone my way who could really see me. Not like these girls out here flashing cute smiles, trying to get at me because of how I ball. Or even the genuine ones I can’t make myself feel anything for.

The way Carli looked at me was like she could feel the deepest parts of me. The soft parts. The parts that nobody sees. Man, her look pushed up against me so hard that something inside me shook loose and started falling. I was scared. But the way Carli’s dark brown eyes stared into mine told me something inside her was falling, too. I’m telling you nothing has ever felt so good.

Focus, Rex. With everyone lined up around the key, the ref passes me the ball. I blow a kiss, dribble three times, and shoot, like always. But I can’t help looking beyond the rim, remembering Carli’s eyes dimming, her long body going limp.

The ball misses everything.

Damn.

And to make matters worse, the crowd starts chanting, “Air ball . . . air ball.”

Another chance, another kiss, another three dribbles, another air ball, and another stupid chant from the crowd.

From half-court, I watch Russell Price shoot the technical fouls. And make them. Great, just great.

Fifteen seconds left. Gaines gets the ball back. Their point guard inbounds to Russell. Can’t let this dude score on top of everything else. I get in my best defensive stance—legs and arms wide and ready. He fakes left and tries to drive to the basket, but I stay in front of him and stop him. He pulls up to shoot, but I put a hand in his face, and he misses. I block him out, grab the rebound, and dribble up the court.

Five seconds. Two points down.

I fake right and go left past two defenders. I’m at the three-point line, within shooting range.

Three seconds.

A couple more steps to get a higher probability shot.

One second.

With Russell’s hands in my face, trying to block the ball, I shoot.

Looks like it’s going in, but the ball hits the inside of the rim—fall, please fall—and bounces out.

The whole Gaines team and their fans descend upon center court, jumping and cheering.

We just lost the tournament. To Matthew Gaines High. And it’s my fault. I should be pissed. I should feel like taking the basketball and drop-kicking it across the gym. But instead, I’m standing here thinking about Carli . . . remembering her face . . . hoping she’s okay.
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The hospital room door flies open and my brother Cole rushes in with way too much excitement.

“Dude! Do you know who that was?”

I stare at him wide-eyed, like he’s gone crazy—my default expression for watching his fits of excitement. Boy is prone to having at least one a day.

“Rex Carrington! You managed to pass out in the arms of the Rex Carrington!”

The name sounds familiar, but I can’t place it. “Okaaay.”

“Do you really not know who Rex Carrington is? He only holds the record for the most points scored in a Texas high school basketball game. Ever. Like, in the history of the world. And he’s only a junior! He’s ESPN’s high school player of the year, for Christ’s sake!”

“Wait, are you talking about that boy Daddy calls the next LeBron? I thought he went to Yates.”

“Yes, him! He moved to Woodside this year. And look! I found a video of him catching you,” he says, and pulls his iPhone from his pocket.

Of course, Cole thinks he’s king of the Internet. But do I thank the king and kindly ask him to hurry up because I’m about to lose my mind in anticipation of seeing the boy’s face again?

No.

Do I obey the urge surging through my body to squeal with glee?

Absolutely not.

The title of the YouTube video is “Rex Carrington to the Rescue!” Come on, could it get any cheesier? Cole presses Play and I stare at the screen, hoping to get a glimpse of the boy’s face as he blew me a kiss. But the camera angle is behind him, and whoever made the video started late. So there’s only me and my frizzy red hair, collapsing in his arms, looking all damsel-in-distress dramatic. “Uh, cut it off,” I moan.

“What? It’s brilliant!” Cole says.

“It doesn’t even have the part where he blew me the kiss,” I complain, and eye my dinner menu, still on the hospital tray beside the bland chicken, white rice, and pale, limp broccoli I picked at. On the back of it, I’d written:

The very first kisses were blown in Mesopotamia as a way to get in good with the gods.

Until I get home and unearth the original from my bedroom wall, it’ll have to do. That fact, together with Rex’s kiss, has to be a sign, right?

“Blew you a kiss?” Cole asks.

“Yeah, they didn’t catch it on the video, but Rex blew me a kiss while he was standing at the free-throw line.”

“No, that’s part of his free-throw routine.”

“The kiss?”

“Yeah, he blows a kiss every time he goes to the line,” Cole says, and snaps a picture of me.

“Come on, Cole. You know I’m rough,” I whine.

“You’re beautiful,” he says, and takes another pic—always his response.

“Anyway, I’m telling you, Rex blew me a kiss. I mean, he was looking dead at me.”

“Oh, I see. You wanted him to blow you a kiss.”

“No, I’m just stating the facts.”

“Look, all I know is that he always blows a kiss before his free throws. It’s, like, his thing. I think he does it for good luck or something. I don’t know, but he’s been doing it for years.”

Everything I thought me and Rex had crumples into a hard ball. I swear I’m so stupid.

But it was so real. The way he looked at me. It was like he was offering himself up. His whole, tender self. And I wrapped myself in him, my heart bleeding color.

“Oh, snap. You like him, don’t you?” Cole says, staring at me, every freckle on his face ready to bust out doing backflips. He doesn’t have nearly as many as Daddy and me, but still.

I sit up a little straighter in the hospital bed, trying to regain some of my dignity. “Boy, please. I don’t even know that boy like that.”

He eyes me down, hunting for the lie. I swear Cole is a romance junkie. Had what he calls his first serious relationship in the second grade. Had a two-year run with Alexis in the fourth and fifth grades. For the past five years, seems like he’s had a new girl on his screensaver every month. And according to him, they’ve all been the real thing.

A few knocks on the open door, and a lady pushing a big, silver cart walks in. She has on way too much foundation, and it doesn’t quite match the beige of her face. “Done with your food?” she asks.

I look down at the tray, thinking about the other side of the menu. About the first kisses fact. About the things I feel but won’t admit. It doesn’t seem right letting this lady with bad makeup roll it away.

She opens the door to the cart, exposing a stack of trays with half-eaten food.

Well, it’s definitely not going in there. “Yeah, I’m done. Thanks,” I say. And while Cole is busy getting out of the lady’s way, I quickly grab the menu and tuck it underneath my right thigh. The kiss wasn’t for me—fine!—but I still can’t let the first sign of me and Rex’s fate become hospital waste.

The lady slips the tray into an empty slot inside the cart and heads out.

Cole slides next to me and says, “So, back to you liking Rex.”

“Whatever. Nobody’s even thinking about that boy like that,” I say, imagining the first kisses fact as a tattoo on the back of my thigh.

“Rex Carrington! His name is Rex Carrington!” he practically shouts.

“Give your sister a break, why don’t you,” Daddy tells Cole as he ducks under the doorframe. The doorframe actually looks taller than his reddish-brown fade by a few inches. But being six-foot-seven, he’s had enough headbutting experiences to instinctively duck whenever it’s a close call. He walks around to the other side of the bed and gives me a kiss on the cheek. His face, usually smooth, is rough with bright, patchy stubble. “How are you feeling, Angel-face?”

Angel-face? I haven’t heard that name since I was, like, eight. Hospital or not, we are not about to revive Angel-face. “Not dying or anything,” I answer. “Carli is still good.”

“Got it,” Daddy says, with a single nod of his head. “I spoke to the doctor in the hall. If we schedule the surgery soon, you could be back as early as two weeks.”

Back home? I think. But the surgery isn’t that serious. Back to school? But that would be way too long. Then I realize he’s talking about basketball. Of course, he’s talking about basketball. He’s always talking about basketball. “Yeah?” I reply, close my eyes, and pretend to be tired from all the drama of passing out.

I forgot to tell you about that. At the basketball tournament earlier today, I had a gallbladder attack. Yes, a gallbladder attack. Apparently, in rare cases, sixteen-year-olds can have them. Basically, the pain of a gall stone passing through my bile duct was so intense that it made me faint. And now the doctor says my gallbladder has to come out.

“Hey, Mom,” Cole says.

I open my eyes and see Cole giving Mom a hug. Dang, he’s so much taller than her now. I guess I’m taller than her, too—barely. Cole only passed her last year but has grown five inches since. Now he’s almost catching Daddy. I swear the boy has gotten taller since dinner last night.

“Oh, did y’all win?” I ask Cole. He had a basketball tournament today, too. Caught up with all the gallbladder stuff, I’d forgotten to ask him about it. I try to be super supportive because he can get down on himself about still playing on JV. It’s normal for sophomores to play on JV. Me making varsity three years ago as a freshman is not the norm.

Cole doesn’t answer me. He’s still hugging Mom. Cole loves hugs—good-morning hugs . . . good-night hugs . . . happy-to-meet-you hugs . . . happy-to-see-you (even though I just saw you five minutes ago) hugs . . . sorry-you-had-to-spend-the-last-three-hours-detangling-your-hair hugs . . . sorry-you-spilled-water-all-over-your-magazine hugs. He lets go of Mom but still doesn’t answer me. He’s staring at her.

Mom walks over to me, and Daddy backs up toward the window. He doesn’t speak to Mom and Mom doesn’t speak to him. Mom’s eyes are red and puffy, like she’s been crying for a long time. Clearly, they’ve been fighting.

Mom pinches my big toe, poking up from underneath the thin hospital bedding, and briefly wiggles it around. Then she pats my left leg—shin, knee, thigh—as she walks closer to the head of the bed. “Gallbladder attack, huh?” she says. It’s crazy; even with puffy eyes and no makeup, she’s still beautiful.

“That’s what they tell me,” I say, staring at her. It’s weird. She’s my mom and I see her every day, but her beauty still strikes me all the time. She’s tall and slim and has a teeny-weeny ’fro that makes her face, with its high cheekbones and thick lips and dark glowing skin, pop . . . even on what seems to be a sad, shitty day.

“Must be hereditary. I had to get mine removed in my late twenties.”

“For real?” I say, and a forgotten memory of me running my fingers over a scar on her stomach rushes to the front of my brain. I was super young, probably like five.

“Yep, had a gallbladder attack when I was in New Orleans, furniture shopping for a client. Passed out in one of my favorite little antique shops. Had to get rushed to the hospital just like you, you know.”

“No, we don’t know. Why didn’t you ever tell us about this?” Cole asks, but it sounds more like an accusation than a question. He’s clearly still worried about Mom. The boy needs to relax.

Mom shrugs. “I don’t know. Guess it never crossed my mind.”

“While you’re telling things, would you be so kind as to tell everyone what you decided today?” Daddy says in his lawyer voice. He goes from leaning on the windowsill to standing up straight, like he’s readying himself to approach the witness. I hate when his lawyer side comes out . . . always acting like someone’s on trial. But this is not the courtroom. We are not his clients. And Mom is not on the witness stand. He can save the drama for work.

Mom ignores him, not even turning around to look at him. When she’s pissed, she doesn’t curse or shout. She ignores.

And Daddy hates it. “Barbara, please answer the question.” Now he’s standing with his hands behind his back, in serious lawyer mode.

She turns around and gives him a look. “Derek, this is not the time or the place.”

Cole walks around Mom and stands by the head of my bed. Mom and Daddy never fight like this in front of us. They save their fights for behind bedroom and car doors, mostly about Mom working so much.

I wonder if this is about her opening up that new boutique. It’s going to be similar to the one already attached to her interior design offices, only bigger. It’s been in the works for a while, but she’s been waiting on the right time to tell Daddy. Cole doesn’t know about it, either. Can’t tell him anything unless you want the whole world to know.

“Barbara, you’re the one who wants this. So go ahead and tell them.” His emotions are starting to get the best of him and he’s falling out of lawyer mode.

“For fuck’s sake, can somebody please tell us what’s going on,” Cole exclaims, his voice super high and shaking all over the place.

No one corrects Cole about his language. Mom and Daddy are too busy staring each other down.

The door swings open. “Now that the whole gang is here,” Dr. Williams says, walking in, tossing her long gray locs over her shoulder. But she doesn’t finish her sentence. She’s noticing the tension in the room, and we’re all noticing her notice the tension in the room. Can’t get any more awkward. She looks down at her clipboard through her rectangular, red-framed glasses like she’s reading something (she knows she’s not reading anything) and looks back up.

Then she starts talking about the surgery. Yes, the surgery. That’s what she’s here to discuss—what the laparoscopic cholecystectomy (gallbladder removal surgery) will involve.

Four tiny incisions around my belly button.

A tiny video camera, which she will insert into my abdomen via one of the incisions.

A video monitor (not tiny), which will display the inside of my abdomen via the camera.

Surgical tools, which she will use to remove my gallbladder from my abdomen while watching the monitor.

Insane, right? But apparently it’s no big deal. I should be able to leave the hospital a few hours after surgery. And I’ll only take about two weeks to recover.

Daddy brings up the state championship, the fact that it’s only five weeks away.

Mom and I trade glances.

Cole is staring at the TV, high up in the corner of the room, looking like he’s about to cry.

Daddy wants to schedule the surgery for this Monday, as in the day after tomorrow.

The doctor brings up the necessary presurgery lab work.

Mom brings up school.

The surgery will be scheduled for this Friday.

I’m free to go. In the meantime, if I start feeling another attack coming on, I need to find somewhere to lie down so I don’t hurt myself fainting. I was lucky this time.
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First thing I do when I get on the bus is head straight to the back. Doubt anyone wants to sit next to me. But to be safe, I take the very last seat, toss my backpack in the one across from me, put my headphones on, and arrange my face to match the mood I should be in.

Not only did Coach give us (really me) a thirty-minute locker-room speech about the need to focus, he made everybody make ten free throws in a row before we could get on the bus to go home. Mind you, it’s a Saturday night, i.e., date night, and it’s still gonna take us another forty-five minutes to get all the way back out to the boonies. Phones have been blowing up. Nya has already texted me twice.

But I’m not worried about any of that. All I want is some private time with Carli. I want to sit back, with no eyes over my shoulders, and find her on IG to make sure she’s okay. Scroll through her pictures and stare at her face.

Josh, our backup small forward, walks up the aisle and eyes the seat across from me that I’ve clearly already claimed with my backpack.

No music playing yet, but I slide the left side of my headphones above my ear. “Nah, that’s me,” I tell him.

“Well, you’re sitting over there. So which one is it?” he asks, hate smeared across his round, red-cheeked face. Dude stays trying to start some shit. He can’t stand me because I took his starting position when I moved out here this year.

It’s too bad for Josh. Heard he’s been praying for a letter from Michigan State. But graduating this year with the playing time he’s been getting, he’ll be lucky if he gets to play at the YMCA. Jokes, but he probably won’t be playing D1.

But what am I supposed to do? I have goals, too. Lofty-ass goals at that. Your boy is trying to be one-and-done.

“Dude, you got all these seats,” I say, floating my extended arm across the width of the rumbling bus. All I need to add is presentiiiing. Thirteen rows, twelve players, two coaches who always share the first row, and one trainer. Josh was the last one to get on the bus. He’d better find the trainer and double up with him.

“But what if I really want that seat?” Josh says with a hard, directed nod of his big head.

A few players look back to see what’s going on.

“You wanna sit beside me that bad, huh?”

Josh shoves his short, curly bangs away from his face. “Not as bad as I wanna kick your ass.”

All I can do is laugh. This fool must think that because he has the body of a linebacker and I’m on the lean side that he could take me. Clearly, he doesn’t know me. He doesn’t know about all the scraps I’ve gotten into roaming the streets as a kid in my old neighborhood.

Josh walks off, throwing a weak “asshole” over his shoulder, and settles into a row toward the middle of the bus. The lights lower and the grumbling bus starts rolling.

Finally. I slide my left headphone back on, find Khalid in Spotify, and snuggle up with Carli.

Ten minutes later, thanks to her brother’s IG, I know Carli Renée Alexander is more than okay. Man, let me tell you. She’s perfect. And she’s in the hospital—not dead. It’s not like I really thought she was dead or anything, but it’s good to know she’s alive and well. And I’m playing a game at her school in a week! Doubt she’ll be there with the surgery and everything, but her brother is on the JV team, which plays right before our game. So I can give my number to him.

Twenty minutes later and I’m still digging. I’m not one of those crazy stalker dudes or anything. I just can’t stop looking for new pictures of her face. She has this cute little button nose, sprinkled with freckles, and these dark brown eyes that pop out of her pale brown skin and take hold of me.

Man, I can’t even tell you what I feel when I look at her face. It’s better than stepping into an empty gym before the sun comes up. Better than walking through the pines after it rains and having a stray drop land on my nose. Better than thumbing through Mom’s old poetry books, finding words I can feel. Or listening to her old records. Or staring at her old beetle collection. Looking at Carli’s face, it’s like I get lost to some kind of force. Sounds stupid, I know, but I’ve never felt anything like it before. Anything close.

I look up to grab a Snickers bar out of my duffel bag and notice most of the team crowded around someone’s seat toward the middle of the bus. I slide my headphones off and hear people cracking up.

“It must’ve been that big-ass afro,” someone says in a low voice.

“He likes big ’fros and he cannot lie,” someone else says in the rhythm of that old Sir Mix-a-Lot song.

Everyone laughs.

I think about Carli’s big red hair, about Nya’s natural puff. A knot forms in my chest and I stand up.

“Oh my gosh, Becky, look at her ’fro. It is so big. She looks like one of Rex’s girlfriends,” someone continues in the Valley girl accent from the song.

Everybody busts out laughing again.

More knots, pounding harder. It’s not like it’s the first time I’ve overheard my new teammates talking about me. I usually ignore it. But them bringing Carli and Nya into it is different. It’s like all the air around me, the engine rumbling beneath me, everything inside me is begging me to shut it down.

As I walk down the aisle, I see a light coming from a seat. Closer, and I peep over our shooting guard’s shoulder and see Carli passing out in my arms on Josh’s phone..

Illuminated faces all around and I swear I want to knock the laughs right out of their mouths. Our point guard, Danny, kneeling on the seat in front of Josh, is laughing so hard he’s in tears. Out of everyone, I thought he could’ve been my friend.

Leo, our backup point guard, sees me and elbows Danny. Danny looks up at me guiltily, turns around, and sits down.

Josh (of course it’s Josh) continues in his Valley girl voice. “I can’t believe it’s just so round . . . it’s like out there. I mean gross. Look, she’s just so . . . black.”

That does it. I reach over the back of the seat and snatch the phone out of his hand. “Say something else about my girl and your phone is as good as gone.”

Someone says, “Oh shit,” and everyone ducks off back to their seats.

Wait, did I just call Carli “my girl”?

The hard pounding in my chest answers with a thousand pissed-off yeses.

Josh stands up. “Give me back my phone!” he whines like he’s five years old.

And my five-year-old self knows exactly how to respond. “What phone?” I ask, and slide it into my right warm-up pocket.

“What’s the big deal? I wasn’t even talking about Nya. I was talking about that girl who passed out. It’s not like you know that stupid girl.”

The pounding in my chest shoots through the top of my head, and I can feel the last bit of my sense leaving me. I don’t try to stop it. “So first you want to make fun of her hair and now you want to call her stupid?” I yell. “Oh, you gon’ learn today!” I march back to my seat, feeling Josh close behind me. When I get there, I squeeze the latches on the window and pull it down—cold air rushing in.

“You better stop playing, Rex! Give me back my phone!”

The cold air slapping me in the face gives me a rare glimpse of my anger. He’s like the homie from way-back-when who always has my back but chronically takes shit too far. But what am I supposed to do now? Back down from Josh? Nah. I grab his phone out of my pocket and hold it out of the window.

Everyone gasps. They’re all turned around, kneeling on their seats, staring at who they think they see. The asshole who acts like he’s too good to talk to anybody or hang with anybody. But it’s not even like that. Not even close.

“What the hell is going on back there?” Coach Bell finally gets up and yells.

Everyone sits down and faces forward in their seats.

It takes a lot for Coach to intervene on the bus. It’s the one place he completely removes himself. In the name of team bonding, the one place we get to make up our own rules, settle our own disputes.

“Rex is trying to throw my phone out of the window!” Josh answers, his five-year-old self back in full effect.

My five-year-old self wants to yell Snitch! But I don’t let him, not in front of Coach.

“Have you lost your mind?” Coach shouts down the aisle. “Give Josh his phone back.”

I pull my arm back in and toss the phone on the seat.

Josh grabs it and storms off.

“Rex, do I need to treat you like you’re my child and make you come sit up here with me?” Coach yells.

A simple rhetorical question, but it shoots deep, pricking the place I’m always pushing further down inside of me. It’s just that the words my child make me want to answer yes. I swear I’m so pathetic.





    Where It Hurts
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When I get home, Cole’s in my room, sitting on my floor, still in his basketball warm-ups. He’s leaning against my bed, surrounded by a ton of old photos. Him and Daddy left the hospital right after the doctor left the room. Mom and I had to wait over an hour for my discharge papers. Looks like Cole’s been in here the whole time.

“Hey,” I say.

“Hey,” he replies, but doesn’t look up from a photo he’s holding.

I head to my desk, where I remember tacking up the fact about ancient kisses, and look for it underneath a magazine clipping of a guitarfish. Not there. A charcoal sketch of Mom doing a backbend. Nope. A card of a young girl—eyes closed, hugging a book to her chest, with castles and dinosaurs and ships and cities and birds and trees in her curly afro. Not there, either.

“We have to choose,” Cole says.

I look over at him, and his eyes are red. He’s definitely been crying. But Cole cries at least once every couple of weeks, so I’m not too worried. Still, I stop my search after one last look under a crayon picture of a dark sea.

Then I tiptoe around all of Cole’s photos to the corner of the room where my bed is.

“We have to choose,” he repeats, and hands me a picture as I climb onto my bed.

I cross my legs and look down at the photo. I’ve never seen it before but remember Cole taking it. We were on the suspension bridge at the Bayou Bend Gardens a few years ago. While Mom, Daddy, and I waited in the middle of the bridge, Cole pushed the timer on the camera he’d set up and ran to get in place.

“Cute,” I say, looking at Daddy’s long arm draped around Mom and my head in the crux of Cole’s elbow, one leg up in the air like I’m about to fall over. Real smiles all around. I hand it back to him.

“Did you hear what I said? We have to choose.” He rips the photo in half—Mom and I on one side, him and Daddy on the other.

“Really, Cole?” I swear he can’t get any more dramatic. “You might as well give it to me now.” I scan my walls for the perfect place to fit the photo. There, I think, spotting the winged Greek goddess, Solange of Samothrace (I gave the Nike sculpture Solange’s head, and in my mind, she thanked me), right above my closet. The Bayou Bend Gardens has a cool collection of Greek goddess statues. The picture will feel at home there.

“Listen,” he says, and places the half of the picture with him and Daddy down beside his long, outstretched legs. “Dad’s moving out.”

The words come at me so straight it’s hard to register them. “Wait. What?”

Then he places the half with Mom and me on the other side of his legs. “They’re getting divorced.”

“Huh?” I wish he would slow down. He’s not making any sense.

Cole turns to face me. “Look, Mom and Dad are getting divorced, and we have to choose who we want to live with.”

My insides start plummeting. I feel like a baby fish who just got dropped out of a plane. A baby fish who’s flapping her fins in foreign air, trying to stay afloat, but keeps falling faster and faster. I read about it in National Geographic last night. About how some states repopulate their lakes by farming fish until they reach a certain age and then they release them into the wild by dropping them out of planes. After hitting the water, 90 percent of them survive. But I don’t know if I’ll survive. I can’t take this new reality Cole is dumping me into. “Will you wait a second!”

But Cole’s not listening. “If we choose Dad, we go to a new school. He’s not sure where yet, but somewhere closer to his job.” His voice is so even, so unemotional, like he’s not even talking about our life, our parents, our family. “We’ll get to see the parent we don’t choose every other weekend.”

“This is our life you’re talking about!” I yell. Something breaks behind my eyes, and tears rage
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court of first love and revelations. A hard-to-put-down backboard breaker.”
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