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				For those who keep growing

			

		

	
		
			
				
					Hello again, beloved reader!

					I know, I know: Another book in what I guess is now officially a trilogy? And with a white boy on the cover?! What gives?!

					Well, in the seven-ish years since Dear Martin was published, I’ve encountered a gloriously wide range of young people who read and were moved by it. Through emails and messages and letters from and conversations with them, I’ve come to realize three universal truths:

				

				
						
						Being a person is hard.

					

						
						Being a person in relationship with other people is harder.

					

						
						Being a person in a multicultural world where you have to be in relationship with lots of people, many of whom look, think, feel, and believe differently than you do, is the hardest thing of all.

					

				

				
					Number three feels especially true right now. (Just turn on the news if you don’t believe me.) And yet here we all are: trying to figure out not only how to survive, but how to thrive and to do the most good in a world full of other people.

					The same is true for young men like Justyce McAllister, Quan Banks, and Jared Peter Christensen (that’s who’s on the cover of this book): Despite being from very different walks of life, all three of these young men have done the best they can with the information they have about the cards they’ve been dealt. What makes the difference is what they decide to do with those cards once they get new information.

					When we met Jared Peter Christensen in Dear Martin, he was entitled and annoying. In Dear Justyce, he…was still entitled and annoying. BUT he’d pulled himself together a smidge and was trying to be helpful.

					Now, in his very own book, we get to see how much he’s grown…or not. Either way, he wouldn’t shut up until I wrote it.

					Hope you dig.
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			Two years, two months, and three days prior

			Jared let the first two calls go to voicemail, and he outright silenced the third. But then there was a fourth. Which meant there would be a fifth. Blake Benson, one of Jared’s closest friends since elementary school (though lately Jared had begun to wonder why) was nothing if not persistent.

			But Jared didn’t want to talk. He was still too angry from the fight with his supposed best friend.

			He picked up anyway. If for no other reason than to tell Blake to stop calling.

			“DUDE, WHY AREN’T YOU ANSWERING MY CALLS?!” were the first words out of Blake’s mouth. Because of course: No matter what Blake had been calling about the first (and second…and third…) time, the fact that Jared hadn’t picked up was now the most important thing. The word entitled rang through Jared’s head. It had been spat at him with the force of a bullet by the one person Jared used to feel safe always being himself around. And if that hadn’t hurt enough, the fist to the jaw that followed certainly had.

			“Bro,” Jared said into the receiver. The word felt strange to his ears, but he shook it off. “I dunno what you want, but I’m really not in the mood—”

			A booop! in Jared’s ear signaled another incoming call. He looked to see who it was and was so surprised by the name and photo on the screen, he couldn’t do anything but stare. Sarah-Jane Friedman had to be the person who hated Jared the most. Why would she be calling him?

			“Hello?! EARTH TO CHRISTENSEN!” Jared was glad he didn’t have the phone to his ear now because Blake was yelling. Jared despised being yelled at. He got enough of it from his dad…Really didn’t need it from a friend—

			Sarah-Jane’s face popped up again.

			“Dude, I’ll call you back,” Jared said into the receiver before tapping to answer the other call without waiting for a response.

			“Hello?”

			“Jared?” SJ sounded far more panicked than Jared was expressly comfortable with.

			“I mean, that is who you called.” The moment the words were out of his mouth, Jared wished he could snatch them back. He got snarky when nervous, a defensive tic from years of being bullied by a monster of an older brother. He never meant to sound like a condescending prick—that was another thing that his (ex?) best friend had called him—but apparently his intentions didn’t matter.

			“I’d really like to hang up on you right now, but I’ll take it from your typical asshole tone that you have no idea what’s going on. Which sucks on so many levels.”

			That gave Jared pause. What’s going on…The hell did that mean?

			What came out of Jared’s mouth: “Why does it suck?”

			“I didn’t wanna be the person to tell you.”

			“To tell me what?”

			She didn’t respond immediately. Which created just enough time for panic like nothing Jared had ever felt before to spread through his midsection and up into his throat like viscous black smoke.

			“There was a shooting, Jared,” SJ began.

			And Jared knew what was coming. He could feel it. He’d seen the stories time and time again on social media…and looked away.

			“…at a traffic light,” SJ was saying. “An off-duty cop…”

			Something like static filled Jared’s mind. And only three words cut through:

			“…didn’t make it.”

			“I gotta go,” Jared said. “My dad is calling me.”

			And he hung up.

			There was a click and subsequent whirring sound in his mind. Like a highlight reel turning on. Short scenes from the past few weeks flashed through Jared’s mind, each one more torturous than the one before: his stomach twisting when Blake tossed out the n-word at his birthday party (something Jared had never done—though he’d admittedly thought it a time or two), but coming to Blake’s defense anyway. Because who did Justyce McAllister think he was making a scene in a space that didn’t belong to him?

			Being panicked when Justyce started swinging, and relieved when he stormed out…but also nervous as hell and a little angry too when Manny—who was supposed to be Jared’s best friend—decided to go after Justyce.

			Feeling a pang of rejection at the county fair a few days later when Manny didn’t laugh at Jared’s joke. It’d been a little mean, yeah: There was a Black woman with five kids in tow who were all different complexions, so he’d made a comment about multiple baby daddies. All the other guys (who, yes, were white like Jared) thought it was hilarious, but Manny got offended and turned sullen. Jared obviously knew Manny was Black—he did have eyes, after all. But that hadn’t ever seemed to matter before Manny started hanging out with Justyce (who, yes, was also Black).

			And then there was the sensation of all the breath whooshing out of Jared’s lungs when Manny body-slammed him on the gym floor four days ago. Breath he hadn’t had time to regain before a jolt of pain shot through Jared’s sinuses as Manny’s fist connected with Jared’s face. Again: Jared had made a joke. Yeah, it hearkened back to slavery or whatever (Jared may or may not have referred to himself as massah and suggested that Manny needed his permission for something). But slavery was long over, and Manny’s parents were literally the most successful people Jared knew. The guy got a brand-new flossed-out Range Rover for his fifteenth birthday—so he could learn to drive using the vehicle he’d be driving once he got his license—which meant the joke was utterly preposterous. Manny’s family could’ve bought Jared. That’s what made the whole thing funny (to Jared, at least).

			The words Manny shouted at Jared—racist, bigot, privilege, entitled, condescending, prick—hurt more coming from him than the punches did. Manny knew Jared. They’d literally grown up together. Jared’s dad treated Manny more like a son than he treated Jared sometimes. And Manny’s mom taught Jared to use a washcloth and put on lotion when he got out of the shower.

			They were family.

			Jared’s phone rang again. Kyle this time.

			He silenced the call, then shut the whole thing off.

			An “off-duty cop,” SJ said. Hadn’t Justyce had a run-in with a cop earlier in the school year? Something to do with Melo Taylor being drunk and Justyce looking like he was trying to carjack her? Jared found the whole thing ridiculous at the time: Justyce was the most straitlaced guy Jared knew. It was why he thought it’d be funny for Justyce to dress up like a gang member for their group Halloween costume: Nothing could’ve been further from the truth about the guy.

			Another thing Jared thought was stupid at the time: SJ Friedman’s insistence that Justyce’s wrongful arrest had something to do with race.

			But now…

			“There was a shooting, Jared…at a traffic light….”

			Jared turned to look in the mirror attached to his dresser. His black eye from the fight with Manny had faded to a putrid yellow-green.

			“Didn’t make it…”

			Jared’s eyes narrowed, and his face throbbed. There was no way those words meant…They couldn’t. It wasn’t possible. Couldn’t be. No, Justyce McAllister wasn’t Jared’s favorite person, and no, Jared and Manny hadn’t exactly been getting along lately, but still: They were good guys. Excellent ones, in fact.

			In many ways, Jared knew, they were better than him.

			Which meant that what SJ said could not be true. These sorts of things didn’t happen to good guys. Not unless they’d done something wrong…

			But what if they hadn’t? The words rang through Jared’s head like a scream.

			Because he knew. The moment SJ said the word shooting, Jared knew Justyce and Manny—the only two Black guys in their graduating class—hadn’t done anything wrong.

			Which meant…

			Jared took in his appearance: the brown hair, green eyes, vaguely tan skin that (still) qualified him as white.

			But that didn’t really matter…

			Did it?

		

	
		
			Act I

			Democracy Now!

		

	
		
			1

			We the People

			Jared Peter Christensen is questioning his life choices.

			Again.

			(You’d think the guy would learn, considering how many idiotic binds he’s gotten himself into over the years, but apparently not.)

			Granted, the thing he’s gotten himself into this time isn’t stupid, necessarily. Just…not super well thought out. That’s the reality smacking him upside the head as he sits in an exceedingly boring meeting he decided to attend a mere seven minutes before it started. Which then involved a sprint across campus that left him out of breath and extra conspicuous when he came in four minutes late.

			He reads the slide currently on the screen behind the head of the sitting UCC president—a pretty Korean American girl named Ari Park, who is droning on at the podium:

			Undergraduate College Council

			MISSION STATEMENT:

			To accurately represent the voices, perspectives, and concerns of all undergraduates while protecting their rights and freedoms.

			His eyes drift to the door…but of course he can’t walk out early after walking in late. He also put his name on that damn list, which, as Dad would say, means he has officially committed himself to this path. “Your name in your handwriting is a declaration that you’ll see something through,” Bill Christensen said to six-year-old Jared when he made him sign his first contract. It bound him to a set of chores in exchange for the funds that went into a 529 college savings plan.

			Jared sighs and shakes his head. The regret is too real.

			How did he even get here?

			The slide changes to an overdone graphic listing college policy changes the Undergraduate College Council has enacted since its founding.

			It’s really his Constitutional Law professor Dr. Yeh’s fault. Just before dismissing class earlier, she made it a point to announce that the UCC would be holding its first meeting for class officer elections. And she looked right at Jared as she said it.

			He could swear she was challenging him. Especially since the look came on the heels of a class discussion about the current state of democracy. One that may have gotten a little heated at the end. Jared hadn’t really meant to “go off,” as one of his Black classmates put it, but he also couldn’t sit there in silence as the guy who became his nemesis on the first day of class—an asshat-and-a-half “blue-blooded Florida boy” (his words) named John Preston LePlante IV—acted like he wrote the Constitution and could change it at will. The whole exchange is seared into Jared’s memory:

			John Preston: You guys are so stuck on some perceived threat to voting rights, you’re missing the forest for the trees. The truest threat to our republic is getting so far away from the values this country was founded on, the nation itself becomes unrecognizable.

			Imani: And what are those values, John Preston?

			(Imani Williams is one of three Black students in the class. Living with an African American roommate who survived both a wrongful arrest and a police shooting their senior year of high school makes it impossible for Jared not to notice these things.)

			John Preston: That question just proves my point. Only a person with zero concept of what it means to be American would ask that.

			Imani: Me asking you to clarify your assertion with specific examples means I have “zero concept” of what it means to be American?

			John Preston: I’m just saying if you knew, you wouldn’t have to ask. As such, that question isn’t worthy of an answer.

			Jared: [Officially furious.] Dude, you deciding someone’s very valid question “isn’t worthy of an answer” is precisely the opposite of civility and open-mindedness. Both of which were “American values” at some point. I know we’re talking about the Constitution, but if you read the Declaration of Independence, the bulk of the colonists’ gripes with the king came from him having an attitude like yours.

			Imani: [Snapping her fingers.] Go off then, Jared!

			In the moment, her approval made Jared’s heart grow three sizes, à la the Grinch. He had to resist thanking her out loud, and he knows he turned very red. But then Dr. Yeh made her little election-interest-meeting announcement. And she’d eyeballed the crap out of Jared when she said the words Junior Class Council president.

			He tried to let it go. He really did. Shoved it out of his mind, went to his other two classes, and even popped by the frat house. But the moment he was alone in his apartment, all Jared could think about was Dr. Yeh’s eagle-eyed stare.

			A door opens behind him, and Jared fights the urge to look over his shoulder as Ari goes on to her next slide: another overdone graphic listing the SLOs (student-led organizations) the UCC works with.

			Man, what is he doing here?

			The screen goes dark (thank god!) and the lights in the room brighten as Ari asks if there are any questions. Jared’s tempted to raise his hand just to make it seem like he was paying attention—Christensens commit once they’re committed. But then a girl in the first row shoots her arm into the air with the velocity of a UFC punch, and someone slides into the folding seat to the left of Jared.

			“Hi!” the girl says with far too much enthusiasm. “I’m a rising sophomore and I intend to seek election for SoCo president? Just wondering if you could give us a brief intro to the history of the UCC and its structure?”

			“Well, the organization was founded in 1972,” Ari begins with resignation in her voice, “but as we’re short on time, we’ll save our discussion of structure for the orientation meeting. Your attendance will be mandatory since you intend to run for an elected office.”

			“Also, that information is online,” comes a low, disgruntled reply from Jared’s left. “Meaning these ‘mandatory’ meetings are unnecessary and we could all be doing more productive things with our time.”

			At the sound of that voice—very bag of nails in a blender—Jared’s stomach drops.

			He turns.

			Beside him is the last person on earth he’d want to see at a UCC information meeting: John Preston LePlante IV.

			Jared sighs. Of course this guy showed up. Jared will never forget his first encounter with John Preston: Jared was walking past the tables for student-led organizations—excuse him: SLOs—set up on the quad during orientation week when someone called out and beckoned him over. Why he went, Jared still doesn’t know, but he wound up in front of an overly preppy guy with an unironic crew cut. “You look like one of us, man,” John Preston said, totally sizing Jared up. “Consider joining our ranks, yeah?” And he handed Jared a card with a QR code on it.

			Jared had no idea what to think. Was this what it felt like to be profiled?

			It rattled him, but of course Jared’s curiosity got the best of him. The code led to an encrypted website, where he had to complete a five-question quiz that he later realized centered on the Confederacy. (And he felt deeply ashamed that he’d blazed right through it.) At the top of the next page was John Preston LePlante IV’s picture as the “Founder and Chief Officer” of a collection of students who called themselves the Vineyard Traditionalists. Students on a mission “to return the Ivies to their former prestige through the reclamation and reestablishment of their founding standards and traditions.”

			It wasn’t lost on Jared that every member pictured was similar to John Preston in both skin tone and gender identity. (Similar to Jared too, but he tried to ignore that part.)

			John Preston grins at Jared, then faces forward. “I thought that was you, Christensen,” he says. “You plan to run for something?”

			Jared truly cannot stand this butt nugget. “Guess you’d know if you actually showed up on time and signed in.”

			“I see we’re feeling spicy today!” John Preston says. “I’ve decided to run for Junior Class Council president.”

			Jared’s throat tightens, but he refuses to let the discomfort show. Especially since he doesn’t know why he’s uncomfortable: John Preston LePlante IV is a clown and a half. “I genuinely couldn’t care less, dude,” Jared replies.

			“I figured you’d say that.” John Preston crosses his arms. “And this is precisely why I’ve decided to run. Our once-eminent institution is going to hell in a handbasket under the leadership of people like her.” He jerks his prominent chin at Ari. “But what’s really unfortunate is that guys like you don’t give a damn.”

			Jared opens his mouth to respond, but in what is surely an act of divine intervention, the meeting is dismissed. So he stands and grabs
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