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Dedication

This book is dedicated to Katherine Lydia, my beloved daughter, and the real diver in our family. Also to the Chicago Park District, which believes that every child should learn to swim.





Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Contents

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Copyright

About the Publisher





Chapter

One

CHLORINE FILLS THE AIR, THE stinging odor so strong it bites all the way down my throat. I am in the pool area of the Sports and Wellness Center at Windy City Community College, the place people who live on Chicago’s South Side call W3C. Many of the high school graduates from this part of the city attend this college after graduation. The school sign declares they are dedicated to providing higher education for people from diverse backgrounds through teaching, research, service, and community development. Once a month, on Saturday afternoons, the college holds Family Day for Windy City students, employees, staff, faculty, and their families. No one else is allowed inside at this time.

I’m here with my neighbor and best bud, Dontae Morrow. He adjusts his swim trunks and puffs out a chest with skin a few shades darker than mine. Since his parents want him to stay in the warm water pool, I mostly hang there too. The older people who laze around there don’t mind when I swim a few laps for practice. Right now, Dontae and I are heading for the concession stand.

“You were eating up that water, T’Shawn,” Dontae’s mother says, handing me a lemon snow cone, my favorite. Mrs. Morrow has the same hook to her nose as Dontae does and big dimples in her cheeks that widen when she smiles. She works in W3C’s Food Service Department, one of her two jobs, which means I get to come as part of her “family.” Since she’s running the concession stand right now, it also means I get a free snow cone, and Dontae gets handed a bag of apple slices. “Who taught you to swim like that?”

“My brother,” I say, before I remember that he who should not be named shouldn’t even be mentioned. My father’s twin brother drowned when they were kids. Dad taught my older brother to swim so he wouldn’t die the same way. My brother taught me for the same reason. Someday I’ll teach my little sister, Rochelle.

Dontae and I move to a table where we can eat and watch the water action in the main pool filled with cold water. He grimaces as he eats the apple slices. “You never told me you had a brother.” Dontae shouts directly in my ear. It’s the only way to be heard over the shrieks echoing around the crowded pool. “I wish I had a brother or sister. I hate being an only.”

I shrug. “I haven’t talked about him since I lost him.” I pick my words carefully. I know he’s going to think my brother is dead. That works just fine for me.

I know I’m not the only kid with a family member in prison. Doesn’t mean I go around boasting about it. Heck, there are days when I forget I ever had a brother.

Not many days, but I’m working on it.

“Did you ever think about having your birthday party here?” Dontae says between bites. He changed the subject to something happy, just as I expected.

“No way. My mom could never afford renting a place like this.” Three pools: a ten-lane, fifty-yard pool; a separate diving well; plus the smaller warm-water pool. No way. “I am thinking a superheroes theme, with me going as Black Panther.”

He almost chokes while laughing. “From super geek to superhero in one year?”

“The power of thirteen. Black Panther is pretty geeky too, the smartest superhero ever,” I remind my friend. This year Mom promised I could pick the party theme. For my twelfth birthday, she did the science lab thing. I lost a lot of friends over that one, and lots of people still call me Nerd. Science is awesome but not for a birthday. I want to play the part of a king, genius, and superhero all in one. And the costume will cover my too-thin shoulders. But it won’t be here. I can’t even count the number of times I’ve sat through Mom’s we’re-not-made-out-of-money speech, usually when she’s paying off another bill from the mountain of medical debt. She says she hopes to have something special for me this year. Our pastor, Dontae’s father, says prayer can work wonders. I don’t want her getting the idea I would think a birthday here was something special.

“I can’t imagine having a birthday on Friday the thirteenth,” Dontae says. “You should think about skipping this year and spending the day safe in bed under the covers.”

“You’re just jealous because you have to wait three whole months before you get to be thirteen. I only have a few weeks.”

“On Friday the thirteenth, the unluckiest day in the whole world.” His hoarse laugh makes people nearby turn and stare.

“I don’t believe in unlucky. I will officially be a real teenager. There’s no way that can be anything but good.”

Dontae sticks the last apple slice in his mouth. He almost has muscles, and he’s taller than me too. Sometimes people mistake him for an eighth grader. How does he manage that when he’s the one in the modified gym program? Because he has sickle cell, his parents want him to keep relaxed and hydrated all the time and to keep out of the cold-water pool. Sometimes I think he only comes for the free snacks.

I come for the snacks too. And to swim, the only sport I don’t hate.

And for the girls in swimsuits.

Well, for one girl, at least.

Carmela Rhodes.

She’s the brown-skinned mermaid in a shining blue-and-black swimsuit with a white swim cap. She’s already thirteen and is the prettiest girl in my seventh-grade class. (If there is any question on that, you can ask her or one of her satellite besties—Marianne Smith, Fantasia Grey, or Linda Murhasselt.) Linda is at the pool with her today, only she sits in the bleachers. Carmela stands beside one of the diving boards. I have one goal that I’m aiming for—a birthday kiss from Carmela Rhodes. My first real kiss ever.

A line of kids snakes up to the diving board. Carmela is talking to some older guy standing near the front of the line. I bet he’s in high school.

“Earth to T.” Dontae waves his hand in front of my eyes. “Stop the puppy panting.”

“I’m not a dog.”

“Woof, woof!”

I playfully push him aside. “Get lost.”

“You need to get real,” he says. “Carmela’s not the only girl in school.”

She’s the only one that counts. “I wish she’d look at me sometimes,” I mumble.

“It’s like that with girls.” Dontae sounds like he’s some kind of expert. He claims he had a ton of girlfriends back when he lived in Florida. His family moved to Chicago a year ago. I might believe him if he didn’t have a face full of pimples. “When girls really, really like you, they get snotty and try to act like they don’t care.”

“But what if she really doesn’t?”

“Then get over her.”

“You just say that because you don’t care about girls.”

Dontae shrugs. “Friends and family are important. Girls are just girls.” He stares at my snow cone, raised eyes silently asking me for a lick. He’s not supposed to, but his life is unfair. Besides, a little can’t hurt him. I hand him what’s left and move a little to shield him in case his mother looks this way. He grins and finishes it off in two bites. He licks his fingers, gets up, and runs toward the warm-water pool.

“No running, Dontae!” his mother shouts from behind the concessions counter.

He slows to a fast walk. He has to stay where his mother can keep an eye on him. He jokes that he’s only allowed in the pool because his mom is around to make sure he doesn’t get to do anything fun.

I think about following Dontae but instead head for the diving well. Carmela is still there, standing next to her guy friend. It’s weird. Like most of the guys, I barely noticed girls last year, and when I did I just made jokes. This year there’s something different. I move in behind Carmela. I want to say something cool, but nothing pops in my head, so I just stay close, moving forward when they do.

The guy reaches the ladder. He climbs up and stands on the board. Carmela steps to the side, watching the way I do. He moves exactly like the divers on sports shows. Running down the board, bouncing at the end, he flies high in the air, twists, and somehow goes into the water hands first with barely a splash. Then the show-off swims to the side and pulls himself out of the pool without even touching the ladder.

Carmela laughs and claps like he won a trophy. She turns to me in a move so sudden I step back and bump into someone. I start to turn and apologize, but Carmela speaks first.

“Do you dive, T?”

I don’t say anything for a minute, surprised Carmela is actually talking to me. “Uh, yeah, it’s my favorite thing in the world,” I say, trying my best to sound cool.

“Are you a good diver?”

“I’m better than good.” What else can I say, except that I’ve never even been on a diving board? I’ve jumped in, dived, and cannonballed off the side of the pool. How different could it be on a board only a few feet higher?

“Move it!” Someone shoves me in the back.

I stumble and turn. An Asian kid with neon-green trunks is glaring up at me. Long, black hair falls onto his forehead all the way down to his eyebrows. He’s short, with a thin face, but muscled and with a deep voice. I can’t tell if he is older or younger than I am.

“I’m sorry,” I begin.

Carmela steps closer to the kid, her lips tight. “Calm down, Sammy. Wait your turn.”

“He needs to hurry up and do his dive. I hate waiting,” Sammy insists.

My dive? I look around and see several people lined up behind this boy, Sammy. He thinks I’m at the head of the line and about to dive.

“Go on, T. You’re next,” Carmela says, looking at me with expectation. “Show me what you can do.”

“But I . . . I’m not . . .” I clutch the ends of my towel. “Sorry, I . . .”

“Come on! I can’t wait forever.” Sammy’s lips twist into a tight scowl. “Dive already.”

People all around stare at me. I know what they are thinking, that I’m a gutless fake. It’s one thing to play around in water. To submerge my head and stroke and kick and make it to the other side . . . This is different. I should step aside and let him go up the ladder. But I can’t back down, not in front of all these people. And definitely not in front of Carmela. I’m trapped, like a prisoner on the pirate’s plank. I can be brave and walk off the end of the board myself or act like a coward who needs to be poked in the butt with a sword and forced off the end. A quick death or an embarrassing one.

I step forward and grab the bars on each side of the metal steps. They are smooth and so cold my hands slip. One step, two, three, then I’m up on the board. It bounces so much I almost fall right away. The board’s rough surface scratches the bottoms of my feet. I take a deep breath and look over the side. Major mistake.

The water looks like a solid blue wall waiting for my fall. My stomach punches up and bounces around in my throat. I look across the pool to the warm water where Dontae is splashing around. Inside my head, I yell for him to do something. Call me, say you need me. He never even looks this way.

“You’re not going in with your towel, are you?” Sammy snickers.

Maybe. How big do parachutes have to be?

“Be quiet, Sammy. T knows what he’s doing,” Carmela says. She reaches up and takes the towel from me and then smiles as if my skinny arms don’t matter.

“Are you going to do something like a dumb cannonball, silly baby?” Sammy hisses from behind me.

That kills my great idea.

I close my eyes and try to remember every move I saw the other diver make. He ran down the board, jumped twice at the end, flipped in midair, and stretched his hands toward the water.

I can do that.

Or I can bust open my skull.

Maybe Carmela will visit me in the hospital.

“Go already!” Sammy yells.

I take a deep breath and start running as hard as I can. I manage one bounce at the edge of the board, and then I’m high in the air, over the water, legs pumping like there are stairs to climb, but there’s only air. Things happen so fast I can barely breathe. My arms circle, flailing for something to grab. The world swirls around me, fast, faster, superspeed. It’s like being on a roller coaster at Six Flags Great America just as the car tops the crest of the first hill. Only there’s just me and the air.

Goodbye, Mom. I love you.

Love you too, Sis.

And . . .

Nope, not my brother.

I have time to see Carmela with her mouth open. Time to see water, walls, water, people, more water . . .

And then the pool swallows me.

My throat fills with water. I choke and kick and flail and struggle to the surface.

Alive.

I swim to the side of the pool and hang on the ladder, shaking and coughing. My chest hurts. I had no control during that flight. It was unbelievable and scary and . . .

“That was awesome,” Carmela says. “You can somersault and twist and . . .”

I climb out, race past her, and get in line. I don’t have time to talk. That was like flying. I can’t believe I never did that before.

I’ve got to do it again!





Chapter

Two

SAMMY TURNS OUT TO BE a hotshot diver. For the next half hour, he does all kinds of stunts on the board, including a backflip. I watch in awe.

“That was a one and a half,” he says when he comes out of the water. “My coach says it’s time for me to work on more rotations.”

I did a backflip in gym once; the teacher called me super flexible. It’s almost closing time when I decide my last dive will be my own backflip off the end of the board. Major mistake.

At least my life doesn’t flash before my eyes. But the water was a hammer, turning my back into splintered glass when I hit. The buzzer ending Family Time sounds as I gingerly climb out of the water. Lifeguards wave everyone to the locker rooms.

“From now on I’ll call you Spider-Man,” Dontae says. He takes a picture of my bruise and threatens to post it online. I’m seriously glad Mom doesn’t use Instagram. One of the pictures features the giant reddish-purple mark spread over the brown skin of my back. The bruise hurts worse than a hundred spider bites, but I don’t flinch as I pull on my black, long-sleeved hoodie.

“Hey. You’re not much of a diver.” Sammy appears and leans against a nearby locker while I pull on my jeans. “You can’t think of the pool as an enemy. I try to make the water my friend when I dive.”

“Could you teach me?” I ask.

“I’m not a coach,” he admits. “But Coach Mung could teach you. If he decides he likes you.”

“Where is he?” I ask, looking around at the people in the locker room.

Sammy laughs like I made the biggest joke ever. “Coach doesn’t do the family-swim thing. Besides, he doesn’t work here. The Racing Rays rent space in the pool and gym from the college.”

“What are those?” Dontae asks.

“The Rays are the very best swimming and diving club in the whole entire city,” he answers, spreading his arms wide as he speaks. Definitely younger than me, I decide. “You’re looking at the number one diver on the whole team. But we could always use more divers. How old are you?”

“Thirteen. Almost,” I admit.

“We’d be in the same age group. I’m twelve. Almost.”

For real? His voice is a little deep and doesn’t crack like mine sometimes does, always at a bad time. And he has actual muscles in his chest and arms although he’s a year younger than I am.

“Life isn’t always fair, son.” I hear Dad’s voice inside my head. I know that, but my dad had enough bad luck to cover me for the rest of my life.

Dontae and I finish dressing, and he, Sammy, and I leave the locker room together. The sun shines bright through the windows lining the aquatic center hall. Sammy leads us over to a wall filled with papers, announcements about activities in the facility. Most are only for the college students. But there is a shelf lined with flyers about the Racing Rays Swim Club.

Sammy grabs a bunch from the display and pushes them at me. “Take these to your parents and have them sign you up. We practice here in the afternoons three times a week and on Saturday mornings.”

“Did you practice today?” I ask.

He nods. “Then I just stayed here late since my mother had to work today. She teaches all about finance—you know, money management and stuff. She’s a big deal with math.”

Before I can ask a question, Dontae breaks in. “Wait a minute.” His brows scrunch together; his expression turns doubtful. “That’s like all the times when me and T get together. What about us?”

“You should join too,” I tell him.

“You know I can’t,” he mumbles, his voice sounding bitter.

Sometimes I forget he isn’t allowed to do everything I can.

“Your parents will like it when you bring home medals,” Sammy tells him.

“Yeah, but his parents hate it when he ends up in the hospital with a sickle cell crisis.”

He hates being the “sick” boy. There’s nothing on the outside that reveals his invisible disease until he has an attack. But with SCD, sickle cell disease, his blood tries to kill him. At least, that’s how he describes it. He told me that when he has an attack, his normally round blood cells form into sickle shapes that clump in his arteries. Every joint aches, and it’s like being stabbed with a butcher knife, over and over. He’s on special medicines to stop the sickling process, keep attacks from happening, and help him make new blood cells.

“Hey, T.” Carmela steps up and points at the brochure in my hand. “Are you joining the Rays? That’s awesome.”

“Are you in the club?” I ask.

“I’m one of the top swimmers in the twelve to fourteen age group. Wait until I tell Coach Mung I discovered you.”

“You didn’t discover anyone,” Sammy says.

She ignores him and pushes another brochure into my hands. “You need this too. You have to pay the USA Diving Association fee to compete in meets. Get your mom to sign the papers and pay the fee right away so you can start practicing with us on Monday.”

Fee?

I look through the stack of papers and automatically begin counting. Enrollment fee; team swim trunks, jacket, and swim bag; monthly fee.

Why does everything have to cost money? Mom and her friends compare their skills at pinching pennies and clipping coupons and making do while telling me there’s no reason to worry. No reason? I see the truth in her face. I learned addition from the medical bills Mom still has to make payments on four years after Dad’s losing cancer fight plus the expenses for Rochelle’s birth. Subtraction came when I counted how little money we had left after those bills and after my brother did something stupid and got locked up. Division came from watching her figure out how to support me and my baby sister on what was left. Multiplication from . . .

I don’t want to add more bills to Mom’s pile. I pull out the swim-team papers and take another look at the fees and the big total my mind calculated. Most sports are expensive. That’s why a lot of guys around here play basketball. All you need is a hoop, a ball, and a good pair of kicks, and you can play all day. Almost everything else means equipment and money, usually lots of money.

I can’t get a real job, but I earn a little money in the winter shoveling snow out of parking spots and clearing out the alley in front of garage doors around my block. Not much, but it helps me help Mom and my little sister. That makes me feel like the man of the family. But it’s almost March, and that means spring, so that money source is drying up. There may still be snow; here in Chicago we sometimes get snow in April. But it won’t be enough to mean real money.

I look back at the board and see a few Help Wanted signs posted. Everything but the part-time custodian position wants at least high school graduates. Even if I could lie and get a job, it means I could end up like the guy over in a corner right now, mopping up a wet mess on the floor. I sort of like the school custodians. A lot of us are friends with the custodians, talk to them about things we usually don’t tell other adults. They smile and listen and don’t judge like some teachers and even counselors. They all spend a lot of time struggling to remove graffiti ghosts from the walls and fronts of lockers or dealing with a stopped-up toilet or the smelly locker rooms

“You have chores, T,” Dontae says quietly, reading my thoughts. “Even if you found someone to hire you, how would you get your schoolwork done and practice? How long would your mom let you do this if your grades fall?”

He’s right. I’m almost always number one in my class, and Mom expects that. She’d never let that change. If working ends up meaning I can’t find time to practice, why bother joining? I fold the papers and sigh.

“Club membership doesn’t cost that much,” Sammy says. “Mom says it’s a bargain considering the quality of the coaches, and she knows. She used to be a champion diver.”

Sammy’s clothes and shoes look pretty expensive. So does the gym bag slung over his shoulder. Carmela’s not rich either, but her family isn’t paying off old medical bills or new day-care payments. Or sending care packages to a son in prison.

“Samuel Baker, hurry up,” a voice calls from down the hall. A woman about my mother’s age stands there waving one arm. Tall and white, with long brown hair that hangs around her shoulders. Standing in tall heels and a pink fur coat, she looks a little like the Snow Queen from fairy tales.

“Oops, there’s my mother,” Sammy says.

“She’s pretty,” I say. “And really tall.”

“I know. I don’t think I’ll ever be that tall,” he says with a tiny frown. “My dad always asks why she wears those heels. They make her taller than him. Maybe that’s why.”

“Are you rich or something?” Dontae asks.

“No way. My parents give me anything I ask for because they think they have to make something up to me because they adopted me.” He grins.

Dontae and I look at each other.

“Sammy, now. I don’t have all day.” The woman frowns. She’s just as impatient as Sammy was when I first climbed on the board.

His lips tighten for a second. “Gotta go, but, hey, I hope you’ll join.” He throws one last look at me before running to his mother. His gym bag bounces against his back as he runs, and they both leave, her heels clacking on the floor. His legs move fast to keep up with her.

A few minutes later, Dontae’s mom pulls up in a car that’s older than I am. It’s pink and square shaped but clean, with no rust spots. I’m happy to climb into the back seat and let her drive us home. That gives me time to plan how to get Mom to agree to let me join the Rays.

I know how to get around the city on CTA buses or by renting a Divvy bike. Divvy provides a fleet of bicycles for sharing around Chicago. The big blue bikes are situated at docking stations all over the city and can be rented for thirty-minute trips. Mom has an annual membership so she can bike from our apartment to the CTA train station in the morning and then back home in the evening. You’re supposed to be sixteen to ride a Divvy, but I sometimes use her personal key to grab a bike for a short ride. But the afternoon is chilly, I’m damp, and I don’t want to ride the bus or a bike if I don’t have to.

Besides, it’s good to have more time with Dontae.

Dontae and I joke together as we begin the ride home, traveling east toward the lake. The University of Chicago is to the north of my home, and Windy City Community College is to the west. Maybe, with a scholarship, I might be able to attend one of them someday. Another option is being a star at sports or a perfect student or both. Both bring a real chance. Dad always said he hoped his sons would go to college. I don’t plan to fail him the way Lamont did.

I look out the window as we drive, trying not to move so the bruise on my back doesn’t start throbbing again. My city is big, endless. The weather is still chilly, but in a few months, the outdoor festival season will begin. Every year we attend the gospel and blues fests in the downtown parks, because music moves me. My mom sets up a blanket, and we sit on the grass and let the wind blow waves of music and cool air over us. Here on the South Side we have the lakeshore, baseball (Dad taught me to love the Sox; I don’t care about the Cubs), and every kind of food. Chicago dogs, Maxwell Street Polish laced with greasy mustard and fried onions, super sweet churros, and spicy Jamaican-style beef patties or Jamaican curry chicken. Those are all my favorites, and at the end of summer, I can find them all at the annual African Festival of the Arts.

Dontae’s mom crosses over the Dan Ryan Expressway, with its daily load of cars lined up bumper to bumper in both the north and south lanes. From the road above, the multicolored car tops look like scales waving on the back of a giant snake. The train tracks of the Red Line serve as the Ryan’s backbone.

I glance at Dontae. Sweat keeps popping up on his face.

“You should drink some water,” I whisper.

“You’re not my mother,” he snarls.

“Drink your water, Dontae,” Mrs. Morrow says from the front seat. His family is always watching his health closely. Luckily for him, his father is our minister, and he spreads prayers the way gardeners spread seeds in the community garden near our school. Dontae jokes that God is on his side.

We pass houses and our church, along with a few abandoned buildings and vacant lots. My neighborhood isn’t the kind of place where rich people live. We are all ordinary, with rent to pay and day care and bills. There are always bills.

I pull my bag onto my lap and hear the brochures rustle inside. Maybe I can talk Mom into letting me be a member for my birthday present. She said she wanted to get me something special. Nothing would be more special than this. I’ll tell her I don’t need a party or anything else, just this.

“Why do you want to dive?” Dontae asks for the fourth time since we left the pool.

“I told you, I don’t know,” I say, thinking back to that feeling of freedom as I was sailing through the air. I never know why awesome ideas simply pop into my brain. In spite of the pain in my back, I had fun diving. And maybe I want to learn because Lamont taught me to swim years ago when things were good. I loved him.

Once.

“Mom wants me to have friends.” I’m talking mostly to myself, but Dontae overhears.

“Hey, you’ve got me.” He points at his chest and looks upset. No, make that indignant, that was one of our vocabulary words last week, a combination of unhappy and angry. “Why bother with those guys? Mom says people from the swim club are stuck up. They never talk to her or any of the other staff members.”

“Carmela is a member.”

He snorts. “Like I said, stuck up.”

“Sammy talked to us.”

“Talked to you. He lost interest in me once I refused to care about the Rays.”

“You know you’re my number one,” I remind him, and punch his shoulder. That’s enough to make him relax. We have been best friends since the day he walked into my class last year and my sixth-grade teacher asked me to be his first-day buddy. I think she forgot I had only been there a few months myself. We got together and never separated. Even his parents and my mom became friends.

The car stops suddenly, throwing me against the seat belt. It digs painfully into my stomach before pushing me back against the seat cushion.

“Mom!” Dontae shouts. Mrs. Morrow mutters a curse. As the screech from the tires dies down, I turn to look at the other side of the street. There is a string of stores, including the barbershop where I get my hair cut and listen to men reminisce about what life was like when they were my age. Carmela’s mother works in the beauty shop next door as a stylist. There’s also a Laundromat and a drugstore—all small businesses where people work hard.

As our car crawls by, lights flash from two nearby police cars. A man stands in front of the drugstore, hands raised, brown skin gleaming above a dirty white shirt. I recognize him; so does Dontae. It’s Edward Owens, one of our neighbors.

He must be out on one of his jogs. At least, he was. A bandanna covers his hair. He’s wearing gym shoes and sweat pants. He’s short and thin, and he loves to run, weaving through walkers on the sidewalk with a laugh and a wave. He’s friends with Sergeant Rhodes, Carmela’s father.

“Drop your weapon!” the cops yell at him.

I look at Dontae and whisper, “That’s whack. Mr. Owens doesn’t even own a weapon.”

Dontae shrugs. Mr. Owens and Mom are members of the Take Back the Streets group. TBTS is our neighborhood organization that works to help clean up our area, stop violence, and help residents with any problems they are having. We look out for one another around here.

“Dontae.” Mrs. Morrow’s voice is hushed, shaky. “Get out your phone and record this.” My phone lies buried deep in the bottom of my bag. Dontae has his in his pocket. I can tell his mother wants to blow her horn; her hand hovers over the wheel. The sound might make the officers realize they are being watched and stop. Or startle one and make him fire. Traffic has stopped in both directions. A few drivers make a U-turn and head off. Others sit on the side, staring, seeming to be fascinated but unsure what to do.

One cop hits Mr. Owens with a club. My stomach churns like a washing machine at the sight. The other officer tackles him, throwing him to the ground. “Stop resisting!” they shout, like a well-rehearsed chorus as they twist the old man’s left arm above his shoulder, trying to turn it in a way shoulders don’t go. A pain-filled scream rips through the air.

I can’t just sit and watch my neighbor being tortured in front of me. I can’t think of anything to do.

Except jump from the car and run through traffic to get closer.

I barely remember opening the car door and spilling from my seat, racing toward the cops hurting my friend. Behind me, I hear Mrs. Morrow scream my name. I know what I’ve been told to do in situations like this. I had the talk from Dad before he died, and Mom repeats that lesson over and over. I know to keep my head down and stay silent. Hands in the air to show they are empty and no sudden moves. But sometimes, when I’m scared, my brain stops thinking, and my body acts on its own.

Swirling winds strike my face. I advance toward the figures, but even with his cheek pressed into the pavement, Mr. Owens stares at me and shakes his head to tell me to stay back. A cop responds by kneeling on his back until he stops moving. I freeze, not knowing what to do.

“Don’t hurt him!” I yell. One cop leaps to his feet, weapon in hand. For the second time in my life, I see a gun pointed at me.

The first time, it was my older brother who held the weapon.

I stand still, frozen except for tremors that rack my body. Hands, legs . . . I can’t stop shaking. I stare at the gun he extends with both hands, pointed at my chest, and wait for it to fire.

“Get over here, Jenkins.” The voice belongs to the cop kneeling on Mr. Owens.

“Get back,” Jenkins bellows to me. He is wild-eyed, flushed, and furious.

“He’s my friend,” I cry.

“Doesn’t matter if he’s your Siamese twin, go or end up on the ground beside him.”

Another police car pulls up, and two more officers leap out, guns drawn and pointed at the man on the ground. Jenkins continues staring at me for several seconds. Then he slowly backs up to join the group. Mr. Owens continues moaning, but the sound is softer now, and his breath hitches as they join together to drag him to his feet.

“T’Shawn.” Mrs. Morrow hisses as she comes up behind me, grabs my shoulders, and pulls me away. “Get back to the car before he changes his mind.” She pulls me across the street. “I feared I’d have to tell your mother I got you killed.”

I get back in the car and close the door. Dontae continues filming, doing more good than I did. Mrs. Morrow shakes her head. “Four cops waste time arresting a nice man who would never hurt anyone. Protect and serve who? Not us.”

I cringe as Mr. Owens is thrown into a police vehicle. Mrs. Morrow puts her car in gear and drives away. I keep staring at the scene out the back window until we turn a corner.

“What they did was wrong,” Dontae says, breathing heavily. “We should file a complaint.”

“I forgot, you’re still new to Chicago and the Chicago police,” I say. “I don’t know what Florida is like, but if you file a complaint here, the cops will have your name and address. And it will keep happening anyway, so there’s no point.”

“I’m still posting the video online,” he insists.

I nod. If I had managed to film what happened, I would be doing the same.

We drive in silence for ten more minutes until Mrs. Morrow pulls up one block from our courtyard apartment buildings, where she finds a parking spot. A lot of people here don’t have their own cars, but so many people live around here that both sides of the narrow street are lined with parked cars.

“Do not tell your mother what happened,” Mrs. Morrow reminds me as we climb from the car. “She doesn’t need to know how close you came to— She doesn’t need to know.”

“I won’t add anything for her to worry about.” Especially since my heart is still jumping around painfully inside my chest.

“Don’t forget your stuff.” Dontae grabs the diving-team information I left in the car and holds it out to me.

“I don’t care about that anymore.” How is anything supposed to matter when I can’t unsee what I saw, can’t unknow what happened to a poor old man who is my friend?

Mrs. Morrow takes the papers and forces them into my hands. “You have to care about your future, T’Shawn. About life. Understand? You need something to knock that memory from your head. Go after what you want. Don’t let one tragedy destroy your dreams.”

I nod and take the papers. Between the car to the building, we pass an old man walking slowly, with a small panting dog on a leash at his side. His face is as rough as brown shoe leather. Bet he wishes his dog would hurry up and finish its business so he can get inside out of the cold. The old man nods and cracks a smile while his dog sniffs at my leg.

Dontae’s mother unlocks the gate in front of the group of courtyard apartment buildings where we live. Five brownstone apartment buildings arranged in a U shape with a gate in front of the long, narrow court of grass and low bushes. Each building has six apartments above ground, two on each floor, plus two garden apartments belowground with only the windows visible from the outside. My family lives on the second floor of building number two. A big hulking, green ash tree stands alone in the center of the courtyard. The treetop is taller than my window, arms extending upward from the gnarled trunk. The branches are filled with buds now, but soon there will be big leaves.

Dontae and his mom watch me until I safely enter my building before they cross the courtyard to number five, the building where they live. I enter the outer door, grab our mail, and use my key to unlock the inner security door. I’m supposed to feel safe in the building’s inner lobby, a small tile-floored alcove leading to a staircase. Usually I do and quickly spring up the stairs to our second-floor apartment. Today my skin feels cold, and the memory of Mr. Owens’s cries fills my ears.





Chapter

Three

I SMELL THE SUGARY AROMA of peach cobbler before I open our apartment door. Mom is the best cook in the world. She used to practically take over the communal kitchen back when we lived in the homeless shelter. That happened after Dad died of cancer and we lost our home. Back then, Malik Kaplan volunteered to be my temporary “big brother.” He helped save me from Lamont and his gang-member friends. Malik is a college sophomore now, playing basketball at the University of Illinois in Champaign. Dontae may be my best Chicago friend, but Malik is my best friend in the whole world. Sometimes, I pretend Malik is my for-real brother. His father is Dwayne Kaplan, owner of Kaplan Auto Body Shops and Mom’s boss. She works at the headquarters downtown.

“Hey, Mom . . . ,” I begin as I enter the kitchen. Then I stop and worry that Mrs. Morrow was right: it’s not a day to hit my mother with bad news. Mom bakes desserts when she’s upset. That peach cobbler tells me something is wrong.

“Wash your hands,” she says, looking up from a mixing bowl.

“But, Mom . . .” I sound like I’m whining, but I can’t help that right now.

“Hands, young man.”

“Hands,” my four-year-old sister, Rochelle, echoes. Yellow-and-pink barrettes on her black braids jingle as she looks up from the table, where she is drawing a picture.

I can’t argue with either of them. I run to the bathroom and wash my hands. I also wipe my face before I go back to the kitchen, so Mom can’t send me back again. I even take a minute to look in the mirror and practice my hopeful look.

I return to the kitchen and check the bowl she is stirring. One deep breath, and I know she is making oatmeal raisin cookies. Today is a twofer—homemade cookies plus cobbler equal double trouble.

“How was your afternoon?” she asks. “Did you have a good time, T?”

“The best,” I say with enthusiasm, hoping she won’t ask more questions.

“What’s wrong?” She wipes her hands on her apron and approaches me.

“Nothing’s wrong.”

“I know that look. There’s something.”

I will never make it as an actor. Not when I cave every time the all-seeing Mom eye is turned on me. “It’s nothing. I just have these.” I hand her the papers. That’s easier than describing how my blood congealed and my brain blanked when the cop pointed his gun at me. The pages are a little damp; some stick together as she examines them.

“Swim club, huh?” She relaxes, even chuckles. “I remember how you used to hate the water. We’d take you to the lakefront, but no matter what bribe your father or I offered, you’d never do more than stick in a toe. Then your brother took you in the lake with him.” She smiles and goes silent. She’s remembering
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