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PART	1

WHEN	IT	HAPPENS



ONE

I shouldn‒t have com e to this party.
I‒m  not even sure I belong at this party. That‒s not on som e bougie shit, either. There are just som e

places w here it‒s not enough to be m e. Either version of m e. B ig D ‒s spring break party is one of those
places.

I squeeze through sw eaty bodies and follow  K enya, her curls bouncing past her shoulders. A haze
lingers over the room , sm elling like w eed, and m usic rattles the floor. Som e rapper calls out for
everybody to N ae-N ae, follow ed by a bunch of ―H eys‖ as people launch into their ow n versions. K enya
holds up her cup and dances her w ay through the crow d. Betw een the headache from  the loud-ass m usic
and the nausea from  the w eed odor, I‒ll be am azed if I cross the room  w ithout spilling m y drink.

W e break out the crow d. Big D ‒s house is packed w all-to-w all. I‒ve alw ays heard that everybody and
their m om m a com es to his spring break parties‍ w ell, everybody except m e‍ but dam n, I didn‒t know  it
w ould be this m any people. G irls w ear their hair colored, curled, laid, and slayed. G ot m e feeling basic
as hell w ith m y ponytail. G uys in their freshest kicks and sagging pants grind so close to girls they just
about need condom s. M y nana likes to say that spring brings love. Spring in G arden H eights doesn‒t
alw ays bring love, but it prom ises babies in the w inter. I w ouldn‒t be surprised if a lot of them  are
conceived the night of Big D ‒s party. H e alw ays has it on the Friday of spring break because you need
Saturday to recover and Sunday to repent.

―Stop follow ing m e and go dance, Starr,‖ K enya says. ―People already say you think you all that.‖
―I didn‒t know  so m any m ind readers lived in G arden H eights.‖ O r that people know  m e as anything

other than ―Big M av‒s daughter w ho w orks in the store.‖ I sip m y drink and spit it back out. I knew  there
w ould be m ore than H aw aiian Punch in it, but this is w ay stronger than I‒m  used to. They shouldn‒t even
call it punch. Just straight-up liquor. I put it on the coffee table and say, ―Folks kill m e, thinking they know
w hat I think.‖

―H ey, I‒m  just saying. You act like you don‒t know  nobody ‒cause you go to that school.‖
I‒ve been hearing that for six years, ever since m y parents put m e in W illiam son Prep. ―W hatever,‖ I

m um ble.
―A nd it w ouldn‒t kill you to not dress like . . .‖ She turns up her nose as she looks from  m y sneakers to

m y oversized hoodie. ―That. A in‒t that m y brother‒s hoodie?‖
Our brother‒s hoodie. K enya and I share an older brother, Seven. B ut she and I aren‒t related. H er

m om m a is Seven‒s m om m a, and m y dad is Seven‒s dad. Crazy, I know . ―Yeah, it‒s his.‖
―Figures. You know  w hat else people saying too. G ot folks thinking you‒re m y girlfriend.‖
―D o I look like I care w hat people think?‖
―N o! A nd that‒s the problem !‖
―W hatever.‖ If I‒d know n follow ing her to this party m eant she‒d be on som e Extreme	Makeover:

Starr	 Edition m ess, I w ould‒ve stayed hom e and w atched Fresh	 Prince	 reruns. M y Jordans are
com fortable, and dam n, they‒re new . That‒s m ore than som e people can say. The hoodie‒s w ay too big, but



I like it that w ay. Plus, if I pull it over m y nose, I can‒t sm ell the w eed.
―W ell, I ain‒t babysitting you all night, so you better do som ething,‖ K enya says, and scopes the room .

K enya could be a m odel, if I‒m  com pletely honest. She‒s got flaw less dark-brow n skin‍ I don‒t think she
ever gets a pim ple‍ slanted brow n eyes, and long eyelashes that aren‒t store-bought. She‒s the perfect
height for m odeling too, but a little thicker than those toothpicks on the runw ay. She never w ears the sam e
outfit tw ice. H er daddy, K ing, m akes sure of that.

K enya is about the only person I hang out w ith in G arden H eights‍ it‒s hard to m ake friends w hen you
go to a school that‒s forty-five m inutes aw ay and you‒re a latchkey kid w ho‒s only seen at her fam ily‒s
store. It‒s easy to hang out w ith K enya because of our connection to Seven. She‒s m essy as hell
som etim es, though. A lw ays fighting som ebody and quick to say her daddy w ill w hoop som ebody‒s ass.
Yeah, it‒s true, but I w ish she‒d stop picking fights so she can use her trum p card. H ell, I could use m ine
too. Everybody know s you don‒t m ess w ith m y dad, B ig M av, and you definitely don‒t m ess w ith his kids.
Still, you don‒t see m e going around starting shit.

Like at B ig D ‒s party, K enya is giving D enasia A llen som e serious stank-eye. I don‒t rem em ber m uch
about D enasia, but I rem em ber that she and K enya haven‒t liked each other since fourth grade. Tonight,
D enasia‒s dancing w ith som e guy halfw ay across the room  and paying no attention to K enya. But no m atter
w here w e m ove, K enya spots D enasia and glares at her. A nd the thing about the stank-eye is at som e point
you feel it on you, inviting you to kick som e ass or have your ass kicked.

―O oh! I can‒t stand her,‖ K enya seethes. ―The other day, w e w ere in line in the cafeteria, right? A nd
she behind m e, talking out the side of her neck. She didn‒t use m y nam e, but I know  she w as talking ‒bout
m e, saying I tried to get w ith D eVante.‖

―For real?‖ I say w hat I‒m  supposed to.
―Uh-huh. I don‒t w ant him .‖
―I know .‖ H onestly? I don‒t know  w ho D eVante is. ―So w hat did you do?‖
―W hat you think I did? I turned around and asked if she had a problem  w ith m e. O l‒ trick, gon‒ say, ‐I

w asn‒t even talking about you,‒ know ing she w as! You‒re so lucky you go to that w hite-people school and
don‒t have to deal w ith hoes like that.‖

A in‒t this som e shit? N ot even five m inutes ago, I w as stuck-up because I go to W illiam son. N ow  I‒m
lucky? ―Trust m e, m y school has hoes too. H oedom  is universal.‖

―W atch, w e gon‒ handle her tonight.‖ K enya‒s stank-eye reaches its highest level of stank. D enasia
feels its sting and looks right at K enya. ―U h-huh,‖ K enya confirm s, like D enasia hears her. ―W atch.‖

―H old up. We? That‒s w hy you begged m e to com e to this party? So you can have a tag team  partner?‖
She has the nerve to look offended. ―It ain‒t like you had nothing else to do! O r anybody else to hang

out w ith. I‒m  doing your ass a favor.‖
―Really, K enya? You do know  I have friends, right?‖
She rolls her eyes. H ard. O nly the w hites are visible for a few  seconds. ―Them  li‒l bougie girls from

your school don‒t count.‖
―They‒re not bougie, and they do count.‖ I think. M aya and I are cool. N ot sure w hat‒s up w ith m e and

H ailey lately. ―A nd honestly? If pulling m e into a fight is your w ay of helping m y social life, I‒m  good.
G oddam n, it‒s alw ays som e dram a w ith you.‖

―Please, Starr?‖ She stretches the please extra long. Too long. ―This w hat I‒m  thinking. W e w ait until
she get aw ay from  D eVante, right? A nd then w e . . .‖

M y phone vibrates against m y thigh, and I glance at the screen. Since I‒ve ignored his calls, Chris
texts m e instead.

Can	we	talk?



I	didn’t	mean	for	it	to	go	like	that.
O f course he didn‒t. H e m eant for it to go a w hole different w ay yesterday, w hich is the problem . I

slip the phone in m y pocket. I‒m  not sure w hat I w anna say, but I‒d rather deal w ith him  later.
―K enya!‖ som ebody shouts.
This big, light-skinned girl w ith bone-straight hair m oves through the crow d tow ard us. A tall boy

w ith a black-and-blond Fro-haw k follow s her. They both give K enya hugs and talk about how  cute she
looks. I‒m  not even here.

―W hy you ain‒t tell m e you w as com ing?‖ the girl says, and sticks her thum b in her m outh. She‒s got an
overbite from  doing that too. ―You could‒ve rode w ith us.‖

―N ah, girl. I had to go get Starr,‖ K enya says. ―W e w alked here together.‖
That‒s w hen they notice m e, standing not even half a foot from  K enya.
The guy squints as he gives m e a quick once-over. H e frow ns for a hot second, but I notice it. ―A in‒t

you Big M av‒s daughter w ho w ork in the store?‖
See? People act like that‒s the nam e on m y birth certificate. ―Yeah, that‒s m e.‖
―O hhh!‖ the girl says. ―I knew  you looked fam iliar. W e w ere in third grade together. M s. Bridges‒s

class. I sat behind you.‖
―O h.‖ I know  this is the m om ent I‒m  supposed to rem em ber her, but I don‒t. I guess K enya w as right‍

I really don‒t know  anybody. Their faces are fam iliar, but you don‒t get nam es and life stories w hen
you‒re bagging folks‒ groceries.

I can lie though. ―Yeah, I rem em ber you.‖
―G irl, quit lying,‖ the guy says. ―You know  you don‒t know  her ass.‖
―‐W hy you alw ays lying?‒‖ K enya and the girl sing together. The guy joins in, and they all bust out

laughing.
―Bianca and Chance, be nice,‖ K enya says. ―This Starr‒s first party. H er folks don‒t let her go

now here.‖
I cut her a side-eye. ―I go to parties, K enya.‖
―H ave y‒all seen her at any parties ‒round here?‖ K enya asks them .
―N ope!‖
―Point m ade. A nd before you say it, li‒l lam e w hite-kid suburb parties don‒t count.‖
Chance and Bianca snicker. D am n, I w ish this hoodie could sw allow  m e up som ehow .
―I bet they be doing M olly and shit, don‒t they?‖ Chance asks m e. ―W hite kids love popping pills.‖
―A nd listening to Taylor Sw ift,‖ Bianca adds, talking around her thum b.
O kay, that‒s som ew hat true, but I‒m  not telling them  that. ―N ah, actually their parties are pretty dope,‖

I say. ―O ne tim e, this boy had J. Cole perform  at his birthday party.‖
―D am n. For real?‖ Chance asks. ―Shiiit. Bitch, next tim e invite m e. I‒ll party w ith them  w hite kids.‖
―A nyw ay,‖ K enya says loudly. ―W e w ere talking ‒bout running up on D enasia. Bitch over there

dancing w ith D eVante.‖
―O l‒ trick,‖ Bianca says. ―You know  she been running her m outh ‒bout you, right? I w as in M r.

D onald‒s class last w eek w hen A aliyah told m e‍ ‖
Chance rolls his eyes. ―Ugh! M r. D onald.‖
―You just m ad he threw  you out,‖ K enya says.
―H ell yes!‖
―A nyw ay, A aliyah told m e‍ ‖ Bianca begins.
I get lost again as classm ates and teachers that I don‒t know  are discussed. I can‒t say anything.

D oesn‒t m atter though. I‒m  invisible.



I feel like that a lot around here.
In the m iddle of them  com plaining about D enasia and their teachers, K enya says som ething about

getting another drink, and the three of them  w alk off w ithout m e.
Suddenly I‒m  Eve in the G arden after she ate the fruit‍ it‒s like I realize I‒m  naked. I‒m  by m yself at a

party I‒m  not even supposed to be at, w here I barely know  anybody. A nd the person I do know  just left m e
hanging.

K enya begged m e to com e to this party for w eeks. I knew  I‒d be uncom fortable as hell, but every tim e
I told K enya no she said I act like I‒m  ―too good for a G arden party.‖ I got tired of hearing that shit and
decided to prove her w rong. Problem  is it w ould‒ve taken B lack Jesus to convince m y parents to let m e
com e. N ow  Black Jesus w ill have to save m e if they find out I‒m  here.

People glance over at m e w ith that ―w ho is this chick, standing against the w all by herself like an
idiot?‖ look. I slip m y hands into m y pockets. A s long as I play it cool and keep to m yself, I should be
fine. The ironic thing is though, at W illiam son I don‒t have to ―play it cool‖‍ I‒m  cool by default because
I‒m  one of the only black kids there. I have to earn coolness in G arden H eights, and that‒s m ore difficult
than buying retro Jordans on release day.

Funny how  it w orks w ith w hite kids though. It‒s dope to be black until it‒s hard to be black.
―Starr!‖ a fam iliar voice says.
The sea of people parts for him  like he‒s a brow n-skinned M oses. G uys give him  daps, and girls crane

their necks to look at him . H e sm iles at m e, and his dim ples ruin any G  persona he has.
K halil is fine, no other w ay of putting it. A nd I used to take baths w ith him . N ot like that, but w ay

back in the day w hen w e w ould giggle because he had a w ee-w ee and I had w hat his grandm a called a
w ee-ha. I sw ear it w asn‒t perverted though.

H e hugs m e, sm elling like soap and baby pow der. ―W hat‒s up, girl? A in‒t seen you in a m inute.‖ H e
lets m e go. ―You don‒t text nobody, nothing. W here you been?‖

―School and the basketball team  keep m e busy,‖ I say. ―But I‒m  alw ays at the store. You‒re the one
nobody sees anym ore.‖

H is dim ples disappear. H e w ipes his nose like he alw ays does before a lie. ―I been busy.‖
O bviously. The brand-new  Jordans, the crisp w hite tee, the diam onds in his ears. W hen you grow  up

in G arden H eights, you know  w hat ―busy‖ really m eans.
Fuck. I w ish he w asn‒t that kinda busy though. I don‒t know  if I w anna tear up or sm ack him .
But the w ay K halil looks at m e w ith those hazel eyes m akes it hard to be upset. I feel like I‒m  ten

again, standing in the basem ent of Christ Tem ple Church, having m y first kiss w ith him  at Vacation Bible
School. Suddenly I rem em ber I‒m  in a hoodie, looking a straight-up m ess . . . and that I actually have a
boyfriend. I m ight not be answ ering C hris‒s calls or texts right now , but he‒s still m ine and I w anna keep it
that w ay.

―H ow ‒s your grandm a?‖ I ask. ―A nd Cam eron?‖
―They a‒ight. G randm a‒s sick though.‖ K halil sips from  his cup. ―D octors say she got cancer or

w hatever.‖
―D am n. Sorry, K .‖
―Yeah, she taking chem o. She only w orried ‒bout getting a w ig though.‖ H e gives a w eak laugh that

doesn‒t show  his dim ples. ―She‒ll be a‒ight.‖
It‒s a prayer m ore than a prophecy. ―Is your m om m a helping w ith Cam eron?‖
―G ood ol‒ Starr. A lw ays looking for the best in people. You know  she ain‒t helping.‖
―H ey, it w as just a question. She cam e in the store the other day. She looks better.‖
―For now ,‖ says K halil. ―She claim  she trying to get clean, but it‒s the usual. She‒ll go clean a few



w eeks, decide she w ants one m ore hit, then be back at it. B ut like I said, I‒m  good, C am eron‒s good,
G randm a‒s good.‖ H e shrugs. ―That‒s all that m atters.‖

―Yeah,‖ I say, but I rem em ber the nights I spent w ith K halil on his porch, w aiting for his m om m a to
com e hom e. W hether he likes it or not, she m atters to him  too.

The m usic changes, and D rake raps from  the speakers. I nod to the beat and rap along under m y breath.
Everybody on the dance floor yells out the ―started from  the bottom , now  w e‒re here‖ part. Som e days,
w e are at the bottom  in G arden H eights, but w e still share the feeling that dam n, it could be w orse.

K halil is w atching m e. A  sm ile tries to form  on his lips, but he shakes his head. ―Can‒t believe you
still love w hiny-ass D rake.‖

I gape at him . ―Leave m y husband alone!‖
―Your corny husband. ‐Baby, you m y everything, you all I ever w anted,‒‖ K halil sings in a w hiny

voice. I push him  w ith m y shoulder, and he laughs, his drink splashing over the sides of the cup. ―You
know  that‒s w hat he sounds like!‖

I flip him  off. H e puckers his lips and m akes a kissing sound. A ll these m onths apart, and w e‒ve fallen
back into norm al like it‒s nothing.

K halil grabs a napkin from  the coffee table and w ipes drink off his Jordans‍ the Three Retros. They
cam e out a few  years ago, but I sw ear those things are so fresh. They cost about three hundred dollars, and
that‒s if you find som ebody on eB ay w ho goes easy. Chris did. I got m ine for a steal at one-fifty, but I
w ear kid sizes. Thanks to m y sm all feet, Chris and I can m atch our sneakers. Yes, w e‒re that couple. Shit,
w e‒re fly though. If he can stop doing stupid stuff, w e‒ll really be good.

―I like the kicks,‖ I tell K halil.
―Thanks.‖ H e scrubs the shoes w ith his napkin. I cringe. W ith each hard rub, the shoes cry for m y help.

N o lie, every tim e a sneaker is cleaned im properly, a kitten dies.
―K halil,‖ I say, one second aw ay from  snatching that napkin. ―Either w ipe gently back and forth or

dab. D on‒t scrub. For real.‖
H e looks up at m e, sm irking. ―O kay, M s. Sneakerhead.‖ A nd thank Black Jesus, he dabs. ―Since you

m ade m e spill m y drink on them , I oughta m ake you clean them .‖
―It‒ll cost you sixty dollars.‖
―Sixty?‖ he shouts, straightening up.
―H ell, yeah. A nd it w ould be eighty if they had icy soles.‖ C lear bottom s are a bitch to clean.

―Cleaning kits aren‒t cheap. B esides, you‒re obviously m aking big m oney if you can buy those.‖
K halil sips his drink like I didn‒t say anything, m utters, ―D am n, this shit strong,‖ and sets the cup on

the coffee table. ―Ay, tell your pops I need to holla at him  soon. Som e stuff going dow n that I need to talk
to him  ‒bout.‖

―W hat kinda stuff?‖
―G row n folks business.‖
―Yeah, ‒cause you‒re so grow n.‖
―Five m onths, tw o w eeks, and three days older than you.‖ H e w inks. ―I ain‒t forgot.‖
A com m otion stirs in the m iddle of the dance floor. Voices argue louder than the m usic. C uss w ords fly

left and right.
M y first thought? K enya w alked up on D enasia like she prom ised. But the voices are deeper than

theirs.
Pop! A shot rings out. I duck.
Pop! A  second shot. The crow d stam pedes tow ard the door, w hich leads to m ore cussing and fighting

since it‒s im possible for everybody to get out at once.



K halil grabs m y hand. ―C‒m on.‖
There are w ay too m any people and w ay too m uch curly hair for m e to catch a glim pse of K enya. ―B ut

K enya‍ ‖
―Forget her, let‒s go!‖
H e pulls m e through the crow d, shoving people out our w ay and stepping on shoes. That alone could

get us som e bullets. I look for K enya am ong the panicked faces, but still no sign of her. I don‒t try to see
w ho got shot or w ho did it. You can‒t snitch if you don‒t know  anything.

Cars speed aw ay outside, and people run into the night in any direction w here shots aren‒t firing off.
K halil leads m e to a C hevy Im pala parked under a dim  streetlight. H e pushes m e in through the driver‒s
side, and I clim b into the passenger seat. W e screech off, leaving chaos in the rearview  m irror.

―A lw ays som e shit,‖ he m um bles. ―C an‒t have a party w ithout som ebody getting shot.‖
H e sounds like m y parents. That‒s exactly w hy they don‒t let m e ―go now here,‖ as K enya puts it. A t

least not around G arden H eights.
I send K enya a text, hoping she‒s all right. D oubt those bullets w ere m eant for her, but bullets go

w here they w anna go.
K enya texts back kinda quick.
I’m	fine.
I	see	that	bitch	tho.	Bout	to	handle	her	ass.
Where	u	at?
Is this chick for real? W e just ran for our lives, and she‒s ready to fight? I don‒t even answ er that dum b

shit.
K halil‒s Im pala is nice. N ot all flashy like som e guys‒ cars. I didn‒t see any rim s before I got in, and

the front seat has cracks in the leather. B ut the interior is a tacky lim e green, so it‒s been custom ized at
som e point.

I pick at a crack in the seat. ―W ho you think got shot?‖
K halil gets his hairbrush out the com partm ent on the door. ―Probably a K ing Lord,‖ he says, brushing

the sides of his fade. ―Som e G arden D isciples cam e in w hen I got there. Som ething w as bound to pop
off.‖

I nod. G arden H eights has been a battlefield for the past tw o m onths over som e stupid territory w ars. I
w as born a ―queen‖ ‒cause D addy used to be a K ing Lord. B ut w hen he left the gam e, m y street royalty
status ended. But even if I‒d grow n up in it, I w ouldn‒t understand fighting over streets nobody ow ns.

K halil drops the brush in the door and cranks up his stereo, blasting an old rap song D addy has played
a m illion tim es. I frow n. ―W hy you alw ays listening to that old stuff?‖

―M an, get outta here! Tupac w as the truth.‖
―Yeah, tw enty years ago.‖
―N ah, even now . Like, check this.‖ H e points at m e, w hich m eans he‒s about to go into one of his

K halil philosophical m om ents. ―‒Pac said Thug Life stood for ‐The H ate U G ive Little Infants Fucks
Everybody.‒‖

I raise m y eyebrow s. ―W hat?‖
―Listen! The H ate U ‍ the letter U ‍ G ive Little Infants Fucks Everybody. T-H -U-G  L-I-F-E. M eaning

w hat society give us as youth, it bites them  in the ass w hen w e w ild out. G et it?‖
―D am n. Yeah.‖
―See? Told you he w as relevant.‖ H e nods to the beat and raps along. But now  I‒m  w ondering w hat

he‒s doing to ―fuck everybody.‖ A s m uch as I think I know , I hope I‒m  w rong. I need to hear it from  him .
―So w hy have you really been busy?‖ I ask. ―A few  m onths ago D addy said you quit the store. I



haven‒t seen you since.‖
H e scoots closer to the steering w heel. ―W here you w ant m e to take you, your house or the store?‖
―K halil‍ ‖
―Your house or the store?‖
―If you‒re selling that stuff‍ ‖
―M ind your business, Starr! D on‒t w orry ‒bout m e. I‒m  doing w hat I gotta do.‖
―B ullshit. You know  m y dad w ould help you out.‖
H e w ipes his nose before his lie. ―I don‒t need help from  nobody, okay? A nd that li‒l m inim um -w age

job your pops gave m e didn‒t m ake nothing happen. I got tired of choosing betw een lights and food.‖
―I thought your grandm a w as w orking.‖
―She w as. W hen she got sick, them  clow ns at the hospital claim ed they‒d w ork w ith her. Tw o m onths

later, she w asn‒t pulling her load on the job, ‒cause w hen you‒re going through chem o, you can‒t pull big-
ass garbage bins around. They fired her.‖ H e shakes his head. ―Funny, huh? The hospital fired her ‒cause
she w as sick.‖

It‒s silent in the Im pala except for Tupac asking who	do	you	believe	in? I don‒t know .
M y phone vibrates again, probably either C hris asking for forgiveness or K enya asking for backup

against D enasia. Instead, m y big brother‒s all-caps texts appear on the screen. I don‒t know  w hy he does
that. H e probably thinks it intim idates m e. Really, it annoys the hell out of m e.

WHERE	R	U?
U	AND	KENYA	BETTER	NOT	BE	@	THAT	PARTY.
I	HEARD	SOMEBODY	GOT	SHOT.
The only thing w orse than protective parents is protective older brothers. Even Black Jesus can‒t save

m e from  Seven.
K halil glances over at m e. ―Seven, huh?‖
―H ow ‒d you know ?‖
―‒Cause you alw ays look like you w anna punch som ething w hen he talks to you. R em em ber that tim e

at your birthday party w hen he kept telling you w hat to w ish for?‖
―A nd I popped him  in his m outh.‖
―Then N atasha got m ad at you for telling her ‐boyfriend‒ to shut up,‖ K halil says, laughing.
I roll m y eyes. ―She got on m y nerves w ith her crush on Seven. H alf the tim e, I thought she cam e over

just to see him .‖
―N ah, it w as because you had the H arry Potter m ovies. W hat w e used to call ourselves? The H ood

Trio. Tighter than‍ ‖
―The inside of Voldem ort‒s nose. W e w ere so silly for that.‖
―I know , right?‖ he says.
W e laugh, but som ething‒s m issing from  it. Someone’s	m issing from  it. N atasha.
K halil looks at the road. ―Crazy it‒s been six years, you know ?‖
A whoop-whoop sound startles us, and blue lights flash in the rearview  m irror.



TWO

W hen I w as tw elve, m y parents had tw o talks w ith m e.
O ne w as the usual birds and bees. W ell, I didn‒t really get the usual version. M y m om , Lisa, is a

registered nurse, and she told m e w hat w ent w here, and w hat didn‒t need to go here, there, or any dam n
w here till I‒m  grow n. Back then, I doubted anything w as going anyw here anyw ay. W hile all the other girls
sprouted breasts betw een sixth and seventh grade, m y chest w as as flat as m y back.

The other talk w as about w hat to do if a cop stopped m e.
M om m a fussed and told D addy I w as too young for that. H e argued that I w asn‒t too young to get

arrested or shot.
―Starr-Starr, you do w hatever they tell you to do,‖ he said. ―K eep your hands visible. D on‒t m ake any

sudden m oves. O nly speak w hen they speak to you.‖
I knew  it m ust‒ve been serious. D addy has the biggest m outh of anybody I know , and if he said to be

quiet, I needed to be quiet.
I hope som ebody had the talk w ith K halil.
H e cusses under his breath, turns Tupac dow n, and m aneuvers the Im pala to the side of the street.

W e‒re on Carnation w here m ost of the houses are abandoned and half the streetlights are busted. N obody
around but us and the cop.

K halil turns the ignition off. ―W onder w hat this fool w ants.‖
The officer parks and puts his brights on. I blink to keep from  being blinded.
I rem em ber som ething else D addy said. If	 you’re	with	 somebody,	you	better	hope	 they	don’t	have

nothing	on	them,	or	both	of	y’all	going	down.
―K , you don‒t have anything in the car, do you?‖ I ask.
H e w atches the cop in his side m irror. ―N ah.‖
The officer approaches the driver‒s door and taps the w indow . K halil cranks the handle to roll it

dow n. A s if w e aren‒t blinded enough, the officer beam s his flashlight in our faces.
―License, registration, and proof of insurance.‖
K halil breaks a rule‍ he doesn‒t do w hat the cop w ants. ―W hat you pull us over for?‖
―License, registration, and proof of insurance.‖
―I said w hat you pull us over for?‖
―K halil,‖ I plead. ―D o w hat he said.‖
K halil groans and takes his w allet out. The officer follow s his m ovem ents w ith the flashlight.
M y heart pounds loudly, but D addy‒s instructions echo in m y head: Get	a	good	look	at	the	cop’s	face.

If	you	can	remember	his	badge	number,	that’s	even	better.
W ith the flashlight follow ing K halil‒s hands, I m ake out the num bers on the badge‍ one-fifteen. H e‒s

w hite, m idthirties to early forties, has a brow n buzz cut and a thin scar over his top lip.
K halil hands the officer his papers and license.
O ne-Fifteen looks over them . ―W here are you tw o com ing from  tonight?‖



―N unya,‖ K halil says, m eaning none of your business. ―W hat you pull m e over for?‖
―Your taillight‒s broken.‖
―So are you gon‒ give m e a ticket or w hat?‖ K halil asks.
―You know  w hat? G et out the car, sm art guy.‖
―M an, just give m e m y ticket‍ ‖
―G et out the car! H ands up, w here I can see them .‖
K halil gets out w ith his hands up. O ne-Fifteen yanks him  by his arm  and pins him  against the back

door.
I fight to find m y voice. ―H e didn‒t m ean‍ ‖
―H ands on the dashboard!‖ the officer barks at m e. ―D on‒t m ove!‖
I do w hat he tells m e, but m y hands are shaking too m uch to be still.
H e pats K halil dow n. ―O kay, sm art m outh, let‒s see w hat w e find on you today.‖
―You ain‒t gon‒ find nothing,‖ K halil says.
O ne-Fifteen pats him  dow n tw o m ore tim es. H e turns up em pty.
―Stay here,‖ he tells K halil. ―A nd you.‖ H e looks in the w indow  at m e. ―D on‒t m ove.‖
I can‒t even nod.
The officer w alks back to his patrol car.
M y parents haven‒t raised m e to fear the police, just to be sm art around them . They told m e it‒s not

sm art to m ove w hile a cop has his back to you.
K halil does. H e com es to his door.
It‒s not sm art to m ake a sudden m ove.
K halil does. H e opens the driver‒s door.
―You okay, Starr‍ ‖
Pow!
O ne. K halil‒s body jerks. Blood splatters from  his back. H e holds on to the door to keep him self

upright.
Pow!
Tw o. K halil gasps.
Pow!
Three. K halil looks at m e, stunned.
H e falls to the ground.
I‒m  ten again, w atching N atasha drop.
A n earsplitting scream  em erges from  m y gut, explodes in m y throat, and uses every inch of m e to be

heard.
Instinct says don‒t m ove, but everything else says check on K halil. I jum p out the Im pala and rush

around to the other side. K halil stares at the sky as if he hopes to see G od. H is m outh is open like he
w ants to scream . I scream  loud enough for the both of us.

―N o, no, no,‖ is all I can say, like I‒m  a year old and it‒s the only w ord I know . I‒m  not sure how  I end
up on the ground next to him . M y m om  once said that if som eone gets shot, try to stop the bleeding, but
there‒s so m uch blood. Too m uch blood.

―N o, no, no.‖
K halil doesn‒t m ove. H e doesn‒t utter a w ord. H e doesn‒t even look at m e. H is body stiffens, and he‒s

gone. I hope he sees G od.
Som eone else scream s.
I blink through m y tears. O fficer O ne-Fifteen yells at m e, pointing the sam e gun he killed m y friend



w ith.
I put m y hands up.



THREE

They leave K halil‒s body in the street like it‒s an exhibit. Police cars and am bulances flash all along
Carnation Street. People stand off to the side, trying to see w hat happened.

―D am n, bruh,‖ som e guy says. ―They killed him !‖
The police tell the crow d to leave. N obody listens.
The param edics can‒t do shit for K halil, so they put m e in the back of an am bulance like I need help.

The bright lights spotlight m e, and people crane their necks to get a peek.
I don‒t feel special. I feel sick.
The cops rum m age through K halil‒s car. I try to tell them  to stop. Please,	 cover	 his	 body.	 Please,

close	his	eyes.	Please,	close	his	mouth.	Get	away	 from	his	car.	Don’t	pick	up	his	hairbrush. But the
w ords never com e out.

O ne-Fifteen sits on the sidew alk w ith his face buried in his hands. O ther officers pat his shoulder and
tell him  it‒ll be okay.

They finally put a sheet over K halil. H e can‒t breathe under it. I can‒t breathe.
I can‒t.
Breathe.
I gasp.
A nd gasp.
A nd gasp.
―Starr?‖
Brow n eyes w ith long eyelashes appear in front of m e. They‒re like m ine.
I couldn‒t say m uch to the cops, but I did m anage to give them  m y parents‒ nam es and phone num bers.
―H ey,‖ D addy says. ―C‒m on, let‒s go.‖
I open m y m outh to respond. A sob com es out.
D addy is m oved aside, and M om m a w raps her arm s around m e. She rubs m y back and speaks in

hushed tones that tell lies. ―It‒s all right, baby. It‒s all right.‖
W e stay this w ay for a long tim e. Eventually, D addy helps us out the am bulance. H e w raps his arm

around m e like a shield against curious eyes and guides m e to his Tahoe dow n the street.
H e drives. A streetlight flashes across his face, revealing how  tight his jaw  is set. H is veins bulge

along his bald head.
M om m a‒s w earing her scrubs, the ones w ith the rubber ducks on them . She did an extra shift at the

em ergency room  tonight. She w ipes her eyes a few  tim es, probably thinking about K halil or how  that
could‒ve been m e lying in the street.

M y stom ach tw ists. A ll of that blood, and it cam e out of him . Som e of it is on m y hands, on Seven‒s
hoodie, on m y sneakers. A n hour ago w e w ere laughing and catching up. N ow  his blood . . .

H ot spit pools in m y m outh. M y stom ach tw ists tighter. I gag.
M om m a glances at m e in the rearview  m irror. ―M averick, pull over!‖



I throw  m yself across the backseat and push the door open before the truck com es to a com plete stop.
It feels like everything in m e is com ing out, and all I can do is let it.

M om m a hops out and runs around to m e. She holds m y hair out the w ay and rubs m y back.
―I‒m  so sorry, baby,‖ she says.
W hen w e get hom e, she helps m e undress. Seven‒s hoodie and m y Jordans disappear into a black trash

bag, and I never see them  again.
I sit in a tub of steam ing w ater and scrub m y hands raw  to get K halil‒s blood off. D addy carries m e to

bed, and M om m a brushes her fingers through m y hair until I fall asleep.

N ightm ares w ake m e over and over again. M om m a rem inds m e to breathe, the sam e w ay she did before I
outgrew  asthm a. I think she stays in m y room  the w hole night, ‒cause every tim e I w ake up, she‒s sitting on
m y bed.

But this tim e, she‒s gone. M y eyes strain against the brightness of m y neon-blue w alls. The clock says
it‒s five in the m orning. M y body‒s so used to w aking up at five, it doesn‒t care if it‒s Saturday m orning or
not.

I stare at the glow -in-the-dark stars on m y ceiling, trying to recap the night before. The party flashes in
m y m ind, the fight, O ne-Fifteen pulling m e and K halil over. The first shot rings in m y ears. The second.
The third.

I‒m  lying in bed. K halil is lying in the county m orgue.
That‒s w here N atasha ended up too. It happened six years ago, but I still rem em ber everything from

that day. I w as sw eeping floors at our grocery store, saving up for m y first pair of J‒s, w hen N atasha ran
in. She w as chunky (her m om m a told her it w as baby fat), dark-skinned, and w ore her hair in braids that
alw ays looked freshly done. I w anted braids like hers so bad.

―Starr, the hydrant on Elm  Street busted!‖ she said.
That w as like saying w e had a free w ater park. I rem em ber looking at D addy and pleading silently. H e

said I could go, as long as I prom ised to be back in an hour.
I don‒t think I ever saw  the w ater shoot as high as it did that day. A lm ost everybody in the

neighborhood w as there too. Just having fun. I w as the only one w ho noticed the car at first.
A tattooed arm  stretched out the back w indow , holding a G lock. People ran. N ot m e though. M y feet

becam e part of the sidew alk. N atasha w as splashing in the w ater, all happy and stuff. Then‍
Pow!	Pow!	Pow!
I dove into a rosebush. By the tim e I got up, som ebody w as yelling, ―Call nine-one-one!‖ A t first I

thought it w as m e, ‒cause I had blood on m y shirt. The thorns on the rosebush got m e, that‒s all. It w as
N atasha though. H er blood m ixed in w ith the w ater, and all you could see w as a red river flow ing dow n
the street.

She looked scared. W e w ere ten, w e didn‒t know  w hat happened after you died. H ell, I still don‒t
know , and she w as forced to find out, even if she didn‒t w anna find out.

I know  she didn‒t. Just like K halil didn‒t.
M y door creaks open, and M om m a peeks in. She tries to sm ile. ―Look w ho‒s up.‖
She sinks onto her spot on the bed and touches m y forehead, even though I don‒t have a fever. She

takes care of sick kids so m uch that it‒s her first instinct. ―H ow  you feeling, M unch?‖
That nicknam e. M y parents claim  I w as alw ays m unching on som ething from  the m om ent I got off the

bottle. I‒ve lost m y big appetite, but I can‒t lose that nicknam e. ―Tired,‖ I say. M y voice has extra bass in
it. ―I w anna stay in bed.‖

―I know , baby, but I don‒t w ant you here by yourself.‖



That‒s all I w anna be, by m yself. She stares at m e, but it feels like she‒s looking at w ho I used to be,
her little girl w ith ponytails and a snaggletooth w ho sw ore she w as a Pow erpuff G irl. It‒s w eird but also
kinda like a blanket I w anna get w rapped up in.

―I love you,‖ she says.
―I love you too.‖
She stands and holds her hand out. ―C‒m on. Let‒s get you som ething to eat.‖
W e w alk slow ly to the kitchen. Black Jesus hangs from  the cross in a painting on the hallw ay w all,

and M alcolm  X  holds a shotgun in a photograph next to him . N ana still com plains about those pictures
hanging next to each other.

W e live in her old house. She gave it to m y parents after m y uncle, Carlos, m oved her into his
hum ongous house in the suburbs. Uncle Carlos w as alw ays uneasy about N ana living by herself in G arden
H eights, especially since break-ins and robberies seem  to happen m ore to older folks than anybody. N ana
doesn‒t think she‒s old though. She refused to leave, talking about how  it w as her hom e and no thugs w ere
gonna run her out, not even w hen som ebody broke in and stole her television. A bout a m onth after that,
Uncle Carlos claim ed that he and A unt Pam  needed her help w ith their kids. Since, according to N ana,
A unt Pam  ―can‒t cook w orth a dam n for those poor babies‖ she finally agreed to m ove. O ur house hasn‒t
lost its N ana-ness though, w ith its perm anent odor of potpourri, flow ered w allpaper, and hints of pink in
alm ost every room .

D addy and Seven are talking before w e get to the kitchen. They go silent as soon as w e w alk in.
―M orning, baby girl.‖ D addy gets up from  the table and kisses m y forehead. ―You sleep okay?‖
―Yeah,‖ I lie as he guides m e to a seat. Seven just stares.
M om m a opens the fridge, the door crow ded w ith takeout m enus and fruit-shaped m agnets. ―A ll right,

M unch,‖ she says, ―you w ant turkey bacon or regular?‖
―Regular.‖ I‒m  surprised I have an option. W e never have pork. W e aren‒t M uslim s. M ore like

―Christlim s.‖ M om m a becam e a m em ber of Christ Tem ple Church w hen she w as in N ana‒s belly. D addy
believes in Black Jesus but follow s the B lack Panthers‒ Ten-Point Program  m ore than the Ten
Com m andm ents. H e agrees w ith the N ation of Islam  on som e stuff, but he can‒t get over the fact that they
m ay have killed M alcolm  X .

―Pig in m y house,‖ D addy grum bles and sits next to m e. Seven sm irks across from  him . Seven and
D addy look like one of those age-progression pictures they show  w hen som ebody‒s been m issing a long
tim e. Throw  m y little brother, Sekani, in there and you have the sam e person at eight, seventeen, and
thirty-six. They‒re dark brow n, slender, and have thick eyebrow s and long eyelashes that alm ost look
fem inine. Seven‒s dreads are long enough to give both bald-headed D addy and short-haired Sekani each a
head full of hair.

A s for m e, it‒s as if G od m ixed m y parents‒ skin tones in a paint bucket to get m y m edium -brow n
com plexion. I did inherit D addy‒s eyelashes‍ and I‒m  cursed w ith his eyebrow s too. O therw ise I‒m
m ostly m y m om , w ith big brow n eyes and a little too m uch forehead.

M om m a passes behind Seven w ith the bacon and squeezes his shoulder. ―Thank you for staying w ith
your brother last night so w e could‍ ‖ H er voice catches, but the rem inder of w hat happened hangs in the
air. She clears her throat. ―W e appreciate it.‖

―N o problem . I needed to get out the house.‖
―K ing spent the night?‖ D addy asks.
―M ore like m oved in. Iesha talking about they can be a fam ily‍ ‖
―Ay,‖ D addy says. ―That‒s your m om m a, boy. D on‒t be calling her by her nam e like you grow n.‖
―Som ebody in that house needs to be grow n,‖ M om m a says. She takes a skillet out and hollers tow ard



the hall, ―Sekani, I‒m  not telling you again. If you w anna go to Carlos‒s for the w eekend, you better get up!
You‒re not gonna have m e late for w ork.‖ I guess she‒s gotta w ork a day shift to m ake up for last night.

―Pops, you know  w hat‒s gonna happen,‖ Seven says. ―H e‒ll beat her, she‒ll put him  out. Then he‒ll
com e back, saying he changed. O nly difference is this tim e, I‒m  not letting him  put his hands on m e.‖

―You can alw ays m ove in w ith us,‖ says D addy.
―I know , but I can‒t leave K enya and Lyric. That fool‒s crazy enough to hit them  too. H e don‒t care that

they‒re his daughters.‖
―A‒ight,‖ D addy says. ―D on‒t say anything to him . If he puts his hands on you, let m e handle that.‖
Seven nods then looks at m e. H e opens his m outh and keeps it open a w hile before saying, ―I‒m  sorry

about last night, Starr.‖
Som ebody finally acknow ledges the cloud hanging over the kitchen, w hich for som e reason is like

acknow ledging m e.
―Thanks,‖ I say, even though it‒s w eird saying that. I don‒t deserve the sym pathy. K halil‒s fam ily does.
There‒s just the sound of bacon crackling and popping in the skillet. It‒s like a ―Fragile‖ sticker‒s on

m y forehead, and instead of taking a chance and saying som ething that m ight break m e, they‒d rather say
nothing at all.

But the silence is the w orst.
―I borrow ed your hoodie, Seven,‖ I m um ble. It‒s random , but it‒s better than nothing. ―The blue one.

M om m a had to throw  it aw ay. K halil‒s blood . . .‖ I sw allow . ―H is blood got on it.‖
―O h . . .‖
That‒s all anybody says for a m inute.
M om m a turns around to the skillet. ―D on‒t m ake any sense. That baby‍ ‖ she says thickly. ―H e w as

just a baby.‖
D addy shakes his head. ―That boy never hurt anybody. H e didn‒t deserve that shit.‖
―W hy did they shoot him ?‖ Seven asks. ―W as he a threat or som ething?‖
―N o,‖ I say quietly.
I stare at the table. I can feel all of them  w atching m e again.
―H e didn‒t do anything,‖ I say. ―We didn‒t do anything. K halil didn‒t even have a gun.‖
D addy releases a slow  breath. ―Folks around here gon‒ lose their m inds w hen they find that out.‖
―People from  the neighborhood are already talking about it on Tw itter,‖ Seven says. ―I saw  it last

night.‖
―D id they m ention your sister?‖ M om m a asks.
―N o. Just RIP K halil m essages, fuck the police, stuff like that. I don‒t think they know  details.‖
―W hat‒s gonna happen to m e w hen the details do com e out?‖ I ask.
―W hat do you m ean, baby?‖ m y m om  asks.
―B esides the cop, I‒m  the only person w ho w as there. A nd you‒ve seen stuff like this. It ends up on

national new s. People get death threats, cops target them , all kinds of stuff.‖
―I w on‒t let anything happen to you,‖ D addy says. ―N one of us w ill.‖ H e looks at M om m a and Seven.

―W e‒re not telling anybody that Starr w as there.‖
―Should Sekani know ?‖ Seven asks.
―N o,‖ M om m a says. ―It‒s best if he didn‒t. W e‒re just gonna be quiet for now .‖
I‒ve seen it happen over and over again: a black person gets killed just for being black, and all hell

breaks loose. I‒ve tw eeted R IP hashtags, reblogged pictures on Tum blr, and signed every petition out
there. I alw ays said that if I saw  it happen to som ebody, I w ould have the loudest voice, m aking sure the
w orld knew  w hat w ent dow n.



N ow  I am  that person, and I‒m  too afraid to speak.

I w anna stay hom e and w atch The Fresh	Prince	of	Bel-Air, m y favorite show  ever, hands dow n. I think I
know  every episode w ord for w ord. Yeah it‒s hilarious, but it‒s also like seeing parts of m y life on
screen. I even relate to the them e song. A couple of gang m em bers w ho w ere up to no good m ade trouble
in m y neighborhood and killed N atasha. M y parents got scared, and although they didn‒t send m e to m y
aunt and uncle in a rich neighborhood, they sent m e to a bougie private school.

I just w ish I could be m yself at W illiam son like W ill w as him self in Bel-A ir.
I kinda w anna stay hom e so I can return C hris‒s calls too. A fter last night, it feels stupid to be m ad at

him . O r I could call H ailey and M aya, those girls K enya claim s don‒t count as m y friends. I guess I can
see w hy she says that. I never invite them  over. W hy w ould I? They live in m ini-m ansions. M y house is
just m ini.

I m ade the m istake of inviting them  to a sleepover in seventh grade. M om m a w as gonna let us do our
nails, stay up all night, and eat as m uch pizza as w e w anted. It w as gonna be as aw esom e as those
w eekends w e had at H ailey‒s. The ones w e still have som etim es. I invited K enya too, so I could finally
hang out w ith all three of them  at once.

H ailey didn‒t com e. H er dad didn‒t w ant her spending the night in ―the ghetto.‖ I overheard m y parents
say that. M aya cam e but ended up asking her parents to com e get her that night. There w as a drive-by
around the corner, and the gunshots scared her.

That‒s w hen I realized W illiam son is one w orld and G arden H eights is another, and I have to keep
them  separate.

It doesn‒t m atter w hat I‒m  thinking about doing today though‍ m y parents have their ow n plans for m e.
M om m a tells m e I‒m  going to the store w ith D addy. Before Seven leaves for w ork, he com es to m y room
in his Best B uy polo and khakis and hugs m e.

―Love you,‖ he says.
See, that‒s w hy I hate it w hen som ebody dies. People do stuff they w ouldn‒t usually do. Even M om m a

hugs m e longer and tighter w ith m ore sym pathy than ―just because‖ in it. Sekani, on the other hand, steals
bacon off m y plate, looks at m y phone, and purposely steps on m y foot on his w ay out. I love him  for it.

I bring a bow l of dog food and leftover bacon outside to our pit bull, B rickz. D addy gave him  his
nam e ‒cause he‒s alw ays been as heavy as som e bricks. Soon as he sees m e, he jum ps and fights to break
free from  his chain. A nd w hen I get close enough, his hyper butt jum ps up m y legs, nearly taking m e dow n.

―G et!‖ I say. H e crouches onto the grass and stares up at m e, w him pering w ith w ide puppy-dog eyes.
The B rickz version of an apology.

I know  pit bulls can be aggressive, but Brickz is a baby m ost of the tim e. A big baby. N ow , if
som ebody tries to break in our house or som ething, they w on‒t m eet the baby Brickz.

W hile I feed B rickz and refill his w ater bow l, D addy picks bunches of collard greens from  his garden.
H e cuts roses that have bloom s as big as m y palm s. D addy spends hours out here every night, planting,
tilling, and talking. H e claim s a good garden needs good conversation.

A bout thirty m inutes later, w e‒re riding in his truck w ith the w indow s dow n. O n the radio, M arvin
G aye asks w hat‒s going on. It‒s still dark out, though the sun peeks through the clouds, and hardly anybody
is outside. This early in the m orning it‒s easy to hear the rum bling of eighteen-w heelers on the freew ay.

D addy hum s to M arvin, but he couldn‒t carry a tune if it cam e in a box. H e‒s w earing a Lakers jersey
and no shirt underneath, revealing tattoos all over his arm s. O ne of m y baby photos sm iles back at m e,
perm anently etched on his arm  w ith Something	to	live	for,	something	to	die	for w ritten beneath it. Seven
and Sekani are on his other arm  w ith the sam e w ords beneath them . Love letters in the sim plest form .



―You w anna talk ‒bout last night som e m ore?‖ he asks.
―N ah.‖
―A‒ight. W henever you w anna.‖
A nother love letter in the sim plest form .
W e turn onto M arigold Avenue, w here G arden H eights is w aking up. Som e ladies w earing floral

headscarves com e out the Laundrom at, carrying big baskets of clothes. M r. R euben unlocks the chains on
his restaurant. H is nephew  Tim , the cook, leans against the w all and w ipes sleep from  his eyes. M s.
Yvette yaw ns as she goes in her beauty shop. The lights are on at Top Shelf Spirits and W ine, but they‒re
alw ays on.

D addy parks in front of C arter‒s G rocery, our fam ily‒s store. D addy bought it w hen I w as nine after
the form er ow ner, M r. W yatt, left G arden H eights to go sit on the beach all day, w atching pretty w om en.
(M r. W yatt‒s w ords, not m ine.) M r. W yatt w as the only person w ho w ould hire D addy w hen he got out of
prison, and he later said D addy w as the only person he trusted to run the store.

Com pared to the W alm art on the east side of G arden H eights, our grocery is tiny. W hite-painted m etal
bars protect the w indow s and door. They m ake the store resem ble a jail.

M r. Lew is from  the barbershop next door stands out front, his arm s folded over his big belly. H e sets
his narrow ed eyes on D addy.

D addy sighs. ―H ere w e go.‖
W e hop out. M r. Lew is gives som e of the best haircuts in G arden H eights‍ Sekani‒s high-top fade

proves it‍ but M r. Lew is him self w ears an untidy A fro. H is stom ach blocks his view  of his feet, and
since his w ife passed nobody tells him  that his pants are too short and his socks don‒t alw ays m atch.
Today one is striped and the other is argyle.

―The store used to open at five fifty-five on the dot,‖ he says. ―Five fifty-five!‖
It‒s 6:05.
D addy unlocks the front door. ―I know , M r. Lew is, but I told you, I‒m  not running the store the sam e

w ay W yatt did.‖
―It sho‒ is obvious. First you take dow n his pictures‍ w ho the hell replaces a picture of D r. K ing w ith

som e nobody‍ ‖
―H uey N ew ton ain‒t a nobody.‖
―H e ain‒t D r. K ing! Then you hire thugs to w ork up in here. I heard that K halil boy got him self killed

last night. H e w as probably selling that stuff.‖ M r. Lew is looks from  D addy‒s basketball jersey to his
tattoos. ―W onder w here he get that idea from .‖

D addy‒s jaw  tightens. ―Starr, turn the coffeepot on for M r. Lew is.‖
So	he	can	get	the	hell	outta	here, I say to m yself, finishing D addy‒s sentence for him .
I flick the sw itch on the coffeepot at the self-serve table, w hich H uey N ew ton w atches over from  a

photograph, his fist raised for black pow er.
I‒m  supposed to replace the filter and put new  coffee and w ater in, but for talking about K halil M r.

Lew is gets coffee m ade from  day-old grounds.
H e lim ps through the aisles and gets a honey bun, an apple, and a pack of hog head cheese. H e gives

m e the honey bun. ―H eat it up, girl. A nd you bet‒ not overcook it.‖
I leave it in the m icrow ave until the plastic w rapper sw ells and pops open. M r. Lew is eats it soon as I

take it out.
―That thang hot!‖ H e chew s and blow s at the sam e tim e. ―You heated it too long, girl. ‒B out to burn m y

m outh!‖
W hen M r. Lew is leaves, D addy w inks at m e.



The usual custom ers com e in, like M rs. Jackson, w ho insists on buying her greens from  D addy and
nobody else. Four red-eyed guys in sagging pants buy alm ost every bag of chips w e have. D addy tells
them  it‒s too early to be that blazed, and they laugh w ay too hard. O ne of them  licks his next blunt as they
leave. A round eleven, M rs. R ooks buys som e roses and snacks for her bridge club m eeting. She has
droopy eyes and gold plating on her front teeth. H er w ig is gold-colored too.

―Y ‒all need to get som e Lotto tickets up in here, baby,‖ she says as D addy rings her up and I bag her
stuff. ―Tonight it‒s at three hundred m illion!‖

D addy sm iles. ―For real? W hat w ould you do w ith all that m oney, M rs. Rooks?‖
―Shiiit. B aby, the question is w hat I wouldn’t do w ith all that m oney. Lord know s, I‒d get on the first

plane outta here.‖
D addy laughs. ―Is that right? Then w ho gon‒ m ake red velvet cakes for us?‖
―Som ebody else, ‒cause I‒d be gone.‖ She points to the display of cigarettes behind us. ―Baby, hand

m e a pack of them  N ew ports.‖
Those are N ana‒s favorites too. They used to be D addy‒s favorites before I begged him  to quit. I grab

a pack and pass it to M rs. R ooks.
She‒s staring at m e m om ents after, patting the pack against her palm , and I w ait for it. The sym pathy.

―Baby, I heard w hat happened to R osalie‒s grandboy,‖ she says. ―I‒m  so sorry. Y ‒all used to be friends,
didn‒t you?‖

The ―used to‖ stings, but I just say to M rs. Rooks, ―Yes, m a‒am .‖
―H m m !‖ She shakes her head. ―Lord, have m ercy. M y heart ‒bout broke w hen I heard. I tried to go

over there and see Rosalie last night, but so m any people w ere already at the house. Poor Rosalie. A ll she
going through and now  this. Barbara said Rosalie not sure how  she gon‒ pay to bury him . W e talking ‒bout
raising som e m oney. Think you can help us out, M averick?‖

―O h, yeah. Let m e know  w hat y‒all need, and it‒s done.‖
She flashes those gold teeth in a sm ile. ―B oy, it‒s good to see w here the Lord done brought you. Your

m om m a w ould be proud.‖
D addy nods heavily. G randm a‒s been gone ten years‍ long enough that D addy doesn‒t cry every day,

but such a short w hile ago that if som eone brings her up, it brings him  dow n.
―A nd look at this girl,‖ M rs. R ooks says, eyeing m e. ―Every bit of Lisa. M averick, you better w atch

out. These li‒l boys around here gon‒ be trying it.‖
―N ah, they better w atch out. You know  I ain‒t having that. She can‒t date till she forty.‖
M y hand drifts to m y pocket, thinking of C hris and his texts. Shit, I left m y phone at hom e. N eedless to

say, D addy doesn‒t know  a thing about Chris. W e‒ve been together over a year now . Seven know s,
because he m et C hris at school, and M om m a figured it out w hen Chris w ould alw ays visit m e at U ncle
C arlos‒s house, claim ing he w as m y friend. O ne day she and U ncle C arlos w alked in on us kissing and
they pointed out that friends don‒t kiss each other like that. I‒ve never seen C hris get so red in m y life.

She and Seven are okay w ith m e dating C hris, although if it w as up to Seven I‒d becom e a nun, but
w hatever. I can‒t get the guts to tell D addy though. A nd it‒s not just because he doesn‒t w ant m e dating yet.
The bigger issue is that C hris is w hite.

A t first I thought m y m om  m ight say som ething about it, but she w as like, ―H e could be polka dot, as
long as he‒s not a crim inal and he‒s treating you right.‖ D addy, on the other hand, rants about how  H alle
B erry ―act like she can‒t get w ith brothers anym ore‖ and how  m essed up that is. I m ean, anytim e he finds
out a black person is w ith a w hite person, suddenly som ething‒s w rong w ith them . I don‒t w ant him
looking at m e like that.

Luckily, M om m a hasn‒t told him . She refuses to get in the m iddle of that fight. M y boyfriend, m y



responsibility to tell D addy.
M rs. Rooks leaves. Seconds later, the bell clangs. K enya struts into the store. H er kicks are cute‍

Bazooka Joe N ike D unks that I haven‒t added to m y collection. K enya alw ays w ears fly sneakers.
She goes to get her usual from  the aisles. ―H ey, Starr. H ey, Uncle M averick.‖
―H ey, K enya,‖ D addy answ ers, even though he‒s not her uncle, but her brother‒s dad. ―You good?‖
She com es back w ith a jum bo bag of H ot C heetos and a Sprite. ―Yeah. M y m om m a w anna know  if m y

brother spent the night w ith y‒all.‖
There she goes calling Seven ―m y brother‖ like she‒s the only one w ho can claim  him . It‒s annoying as

hell.
―Tell your m om m a I‒ll call her later,‖ D addy says.
―O kay.‖ K enya pays for her stuff and m akes eye contact w ith m e. She jerks her head a little to the side.
―I‒m  gonna sw eep the aisles,‖ I tell D addy.
K enya follow s m e. I grab the broom  and go to the produce aisle on the other side of the store. Som e

grapes have spilled out from  those red-eyed guys sam pling before buying. I barely start sw eeping before
K enya starts talking.

―I heard about K halil,‖ she says. ―I‒m  so sorry, Starr. You okay?‖
I m ake m yself nod. ―I . . . just can‒t believe it, you know ? It had been a w hile since I saw  him , but . . .‖
―It hurts.‖ K enya says w hat I can‒t.
―Yeah.‖
Fuck, I feel the tears com ing. I‒m  not gonna cry, I‒m  not gonna cry, I‒m  not gonna cry. . . .
―I kinda hoped he‒d be in here w hen I w alked in,‖ she says softly. ―Like he used to be. Bagging

groceries in that ugly apron.‖
―The green one,‖ I m utter.
―Yeah. Talking about how  w om en love a m an in uniform .‖
I stare at the floor. If I cry now , I m ay never stop.
K enya pops her H ot C heetos open and holds the bag tow ard m e. Com fort food.
I reach in and get a couple. ―Thanks.‖
―N o problem .‖
W e m unch on C heetos. K halil‒s supposed to be here w ith us.
―So, um ,‖ I say, and m y voice is all rough. ―You and D enasia got into it last night?‖
―G irl.‖ She sounds like she‒s been w aiting to drop this story for hours. ―D eVante cam e over to m e,

right before it got crazy. H e asked for m y num ber.‖
―I thought he w as D enasia‒s boyfriend?‖
―D eVante not the type to be tied dow n. A nyw ay, D enasia w alked over to start som ething, but the shots

w ent off. W e ended up running dow n the sam e street, and I clocked her ass. It w as so funny! You
should‒ve seen it!‖

I w ould‒ve rather seen that instead of O fficer O ne-Fifteen. O r K halil staring at the sky. O r all that
blood. M y stom ach tw ists again.

K enya w aves her hand in front of m e. ―H ey. You okay?‖
I blink K halil and that cop aw ay. ―Yeah. I‒m  good.‖
―You sure? You real quiet.‖
―Yeah.‖
She lets it drop, and I let her tell m e about the second round she has planned for D enasia.
D addy calls m e up front. W hen I get there, he hands m e a tw enty. ―G et m e som e beef ribs from

Reuben‒s. A nd I w ant‍ ‖



―Potato salad and fried okra,‖ I say. That‒s w hat he alw ays has on Saturdays.
H e kisses m y cheek. ―You know  your daddy. G et w hatever you w ant, baby.‖
K enya follow s m e out the store. W e w ait for a car to pass, the m usic blasting and the driver reclined

so far back that only the tip of his nose seem s to nod to the song. W e cross the street to Reuben‒s.
The sm oky arom a hits us on the sidew alk, and a blues song pours outside. Inside, the w alls are

covered w ith photographs of civil rights leaders, politicians, and celebrities w ho have eaten here, like
Jam es Brow n and pre-heart-bypass Bill Clinton. There‒s a picture of D r. K ing and a m uch younger M r.
Reuben.

A  bulletproof partition separates the custom ers from  the cashier. I fan m yself after a few  m inutes in
line. The air conditioner in the w indow  stopped w orking m onths ago, and the sm oker heats up the w hole
building.

W hen w e get to the front of the line, M r. R euben greets us w ith a gap-toothed sm ile from  behind the
partition. ―H ey, Starr and K enya. H ow  y‒all doing?‖

M r. Reuben is one of the only people around here w ho actually calls m e by m y nam e. H e rem em bers
everybody‒s nam es som ehow . ―H ey, M r. Reuben,‖ I say. ―M y daddy w ants his usual.‖

H e w rites it on a pad. ―A ll right. Beefs, tater salad, okra. Y ‒all w ant fried BB Q  w ings and fries? A nd
extra sauce for you, Starr baby?‖

H e rem em bers everybody‒s usual orders too som ehow . ―Yes, sir,‖ w e say.
―A ll right. Y ‒all been staying out of trouble?‖
―Yes, sir,‖ K enya lies w ith ease.
―H ow  ‒bout som e pound cake on the house then? Rew ard for good behavior.‖
W e say yeah and thank him . But see, M r. R euben could know  about K enya‒s fight and w ould offer her

pound cake regardless. H e‒s nice like that. H e gives kids free m eals if they bring in their report cards. If
it‒s a good one, he‒ll m ake a copy and put it on the ―A ll-Star W all.‖ If it‒s bad, as long as they ow n up to it
and prom ise to do better, he‒ll still give them  a m eal.

―It‒s gon‒ take ‒bout fifteen m inutes,‖ he says.
That m eans sit and w ait till your num ber is called. W e find a table next to som e w hite guys. You rarely

see w hite people in G arden H eights, but w hen you do they‒re usually at Reuben‒s. The m en w atch the
new s on the box TV in a corner of the ceiling.

I m unch on som e of K enya‒s H ot C heetos. They w ould taste m uch better w ith cheese sauce on them .
―H as there been anything on the new s about K halil?‖

She pays m ore attention to her phone. ―Yeah, like I w atch the new s. I think I saw  som ething on Tw itter,
though.‖

I w ait. Betw een a story about a bad car accident on the freew ay and a garbage bag of live puppies that
w as found in a park, there‒s a short story about an officer-involved shooting that is being investigated.
They don‒t even say K halil‒s nam e. Som e bullshit.

W e get our food and head back to the store. Right as w e cross the street, a gray B M W  pulls up beside
us, bass thum ping inside like the car has a heartbeat. The driver‒s side w indow  rolls dow n, sm oke drifts
out, and the m ale, three-hundred-pound version of K enya sm iles at us. ―W hat up, queens?‖

K enya leans in through the w indow  and kisses his cheek. ―H ey, D addy.‖
―H ey, Starr-Starr,‖ he says. ―N ot gon‒ say hey to your uncle?‖
You ain‒t m y uncle, I w anna say. You ain‒t shit to m e. A nd if you touch m y brother again, I‒ll‍  ―H ey,

K ing,‖ I finally m um ble.
H is sm ile fades like he hears m y thoughts. H e puffs on a cigar and blow s sm oke from  the corner of his

m outh. Tw o tears are tattooed under his left eye. Tw o lives he‒s taken. A t least.



―I see y‒all been to Reuben‒s. H ere.‖ H e holds out tw o fat rolls of m oney. ―M ake up for w hatever
y‒all spent.‖

K enya takes one easily, but I‒m  not touching that dirty m oney. ―N o thanks.‖
―G o on, queen.‖ K ing w inks. ―Take som e m oney from  your godfather.‖
―N ah, she good,‖ D addy says.
H e w alks tow ard us. D addy leans against the car w indow  so he‒s eye level w ith K ing and gives him

one of those guy handshakes w ith so m any m ovem ents you w onder how  they rem em ber it.
―Big M av,‖ K enya‒s dad says w ith a grin. ―W hat up, king?‖
―D on‒t call m e that shit.‖ D addy doesn‒t say it loudly or angrily, but in the sam e w ay I w ould tell

som ebody not to put onions or m ayo on m y burger. D addy once told m e that K ing‒s parents nam ed him
after the sam e gang he later joined, and that‒s w hy a nam e is im portant. It defines you. K ing becam e a
K ing Lord w hen he took his first breath.

―I w as just giving m y goddaughter som e pocket change,‖ K ing says. ―I heard w hat happened to her li‒l
hom ie. That‒s fucked up.‖

―Yeah. You know  how  it is,‖ D addy says. ―Po-po shoot first, ask questions later.‖
―N o doubt. They w orse than us som etim es.‖ K ing chuckles. ―But ay? O n som e business shit, I got a

package com ing, need som ew here to keep it. G ot too m any eyes on Iesha‒s house.‖
―I already told you that shit ain‒t going dow n here.‖
K ing rubs his beard. ―O h, okay. So folks get out the gam e, forget w here they com e from , forget that if

it w asn‒t for m y m oney, they w ouldn‒t have their li‒l store‍ ‖
―A nd if it w asn‒t for m e, you‒d be locked up. Three years, state pen, rem em ber that shit? I don‒t ow e

you nothing.‖ D addy leans onto the w indow  and says, ―B ut if you touch Seven again, I‒ll ow e you an ass
w hooping. Rem em ber that, now  that you done m oved back in w ith his m om m a.‖

K ing sucks his teeth. ―K enya, get in the car.‖
―But D addy‍ ‖
―I said get your ass in the car!‖
K enya m um bles ―bye‖ to m e. She goes around to the passenger‒s side and hops in.
―A‒ight, Big M av. So it‒s like that?‖ K ing says.
D addy straightens up. ―It‒s exactly like that.‖
―A‒ight then. You just m ake sure your ass don‒t get outta line. A in‒t no telling w hat I‒ll do.‖
The B M W  peels out.



FOUR

That night, N atasha tries to convince m e to follow  her to the fire hydrant, and K halil begs m e to go for a
ride w ith him .

I force a sm ile, m y lips trem bling, and tell them  I can‒t hang out. They keep asking, and I keep saying
no.

D arkness craw ls tow ard them . I try to w arn them , but m y voice doesn‒t w ork. The shadow  sw allow s
them  up in an instant. N ow  it creeps tow ard m e. I back aw ay, only to find it behind m e. . . .

I w ake up. M y clock glow s w ith the num bers: 11:05.
I suck in deep breaths. Sw eat glues m y tank top and basketball shorts to m y skin. Sirens scream

nearby, and B rickz and other dogs bark in response.
Sitting on the side of m y bed, I rub m y face, as if that‒ll w ipe the nightm are aw ay. N o w ay I can go

back to sleep. N ot if it m eans seeing them  again.
M y throat is lined w ith sandpaper and aches for w ater. W hen m y feet touch the cold floor, goose

bum ps pop up all over m e. D addy alw ays has the air conditioning on high in the spring and sum m er,
turning the house into a m eat locker. The rest of us shiver our butts off, but he enjoys it, saying, ―A  li‒l
cold never hurt nobody.‖ A lie.

I drag m yself dow n the hall. H alfw ay to the kitchen I hear M om m a say, ―W hy can‒t they w ait? She just
saw  one of her best friends die. She doesn‒t need to relive that right now .‖

I stop. Light from  the kitchen stretches into the hallw ay.
―W e have to investigate, Lisa,‖ says a second voice. U ncle Carlos, M om m a‒s older brother. ―W e w ant

the truth as m uch as anyone.‖
―You m ean y‒all w anna justify w hat that pig did,‖ D addy says. ―Investigate m y ass.‖
―M averick, don‒t m ake this som ething it‒s not,‖ Uncle C arlos says.
―A  sixteen-year-old black boy is dead because a w hite cop killed him . W hat else could it be?‖
―Shhh!‖ M om m a hisses. ―K eep it dow n. Starr had the hardest tim e falling asleep.‖
Uncle C arlos says som ething, but it‒s too low  for m e to hear. I inch closer.
―This isn‒t about black or w hite,‖ he says.
―B ullshit,‖ says D addy. ―If this w as out in Riverton H ills and his nam e w as Richie, w e w ouldn‒t be

having this conversation.‖
―I heard he w as a drug dealer,‖ says Uncle Carlos.
―A nd that m akes it okay?‖ D addy asks.
―I didn‒t say it did, but it could explain B rian‒s decision if he felt threatened.‖
A ―no‖ lodges in m y throat, aching to be yelled out. K halil w asn‒t a threat that night.
A nd w hat m ade the cop think he w as a drug dealer?
W ait. Brian. That‒s O ne-Fifteen‒s nam e?
―O h, so you know  him ,‖ D addy m ocks. ―I ain‒t surprised.‖
―H e‒s a colleague, yes and a good guy, believe it or not. I‒m  sure this is hard on him . W ho know s w hat



he w as thinking at the tim e?‖
―You said it yourself, he thought K halil w as a drug dealer,‖ D addy says. ―A thug. W hy he assum ed

that though? W hat? By looking at K halil? Explain that, D etective.‖
Silence.
―W hy w as she even in the car w ith a drug dealer?‖ Uncle C arlos asks. ―Lisa, I keep telling you, you

need to m ove her and Sekani out of this neighborhood. It‒s poisonous.‖
―I‒ve been thinking about it.‖
―A nd w e‒re not going anyw here,‖ D addy says.
―M averick, she‒s seen tw o of her friends get killed,‖ M om m a says. ―Tw o! A nd she‒s only sixteen.‖
―A nd one w as at the hands of a person w ho w as supposed to protect her! W hat, you think if you live

next door to them , they‒ll treat you different?‖
―W hy does it alw ays have to be about race w ith you?‖ U ncle Carlos asks. ―O ther races aren‒t killing

us nearly as m uch as w e‒re killing ourselves.‖
―N e-gro, please. If I kill Tyrone, I‒m  going to prison. If a cop kills m e, he‒s getting put on leave.

M aybe.‖
―You know  w hat? There‒s no point having this conversation w ith you,‖ Uncle Carlos says. ―W ill you

at least consider letting Starr speak to the detectives handling the case?‖
―W e should probably get her an attorney first, Carlos,‖ M om m a says.
―That‒s not necessary right now ,‖ he says.
―A nd it w asn‒t necessary for that cop to pull the trigger,‖ says D addy. ―You really think w e gon‒ let

them  talk to our daughter and tw ist her w ords around because she doesn‒t have a law yer?‖
―N obody‒s going to tw ist her w ords around! I told you, w e w ant the truth to com e out too.‖
―O h, w e know  the truth, that‒s not w hat w e w ant,‖ says D addy. ―We w ant justice.‖
Uncle Carlos sighs. ―Lisa, the sooner she talks to the detectives, the better. It w ill be a sim ple

process. A ll she has to do is answ er som e questions. That‒s it. N o need to spend m oney to get an attorney
just yet.‖

―Frankly, Carlos, w e don‒t w ant anyone to know  Starr w as there,‖ M om m a says. ―She‒s scared. I am
too. W ho know s w hat‒s gonna happen?‖

―I get that, but I assure you she‒ll be protected. If you don‒t trust the system , can you at least trust m e?‖
―I don‒t know ,‖ says D addy. ―Can w e?‖
―You know  w hat, M averick? I‒ve just about had it w ith you‍ ‖
―You can get out m y house then.‖
―It w ouldn‒t even be your house if it w asn‒t for m e and m y m om !‖
―Y ‒all stop!‖ M om m a says.
I shift m y w eight, and goddam n if the floor doesn‒t creak, w hich is like sounding an alarm . M om m a

glances around the kitchen doorw ay and dow n the hall, straight at m e. ―Starr baby, w hat you doing up?‖
N ow  I have no choice but to go to the kitchen. The three of them  are sitting around the table, m y

parents in their pajam as and Uncle Carlos in som e sw eats and a hoodie.
―H ey, baby girl,‖ he says. ―W e didn‒t w ake you up, did w e?‖
―N o,‖ I say, sitting next to M om m a. ―I w as already aw ake. N ightm ares.‖
A ll of them  look sym pathetic even though I didn‒t say it for sym pathy. I kinda hate sym pathy.
―W hat are you doing here?‖ I ask Uncle Carlos.
―Sekani has a stom ach bug and begged m e to bring him  hom e.‖
―A nd your uncle w as just getting ready to leave,‖ D addy adds.
Uncle Carlos‒s jaw  tw itches. H is face has gotten rounder since he m ade detective. H e has M om m a‒s



―high yella‖ com plexion, as N ana calls it, and w hen he gets m ad, his face turns deep red, like it is now .
―I‒m  sorry about K halil, baby girl,‖ he says. ―I w as just telling your parents how  the detectives w ould

like for you to com e in and answ er a few  questions.‖
―But you don‒t have to do it if you don‒t w anna,‖ D addy says.
―You know  w hat‍ ‖ U ncle Carlos begins.
―Stop. Please?‖ says M om m a. She looks at m e. ―M unch, do you w anna talk to the cops?‖
I sw allow . I w ish I could say yes, but I don‒t know . O n one hand, it‒s the cops. It‒s not like I‒ll be

telling just anybody.
O n the other hand, it’s	the	cops. O ne of them  killed K halil.
But Uncle Carlos is a cop, and he w ouldn‒t ask m e to do som ething that w ould hurt m e.
―W ill it help K halil get justice?‖ I ask.
Uncle C arlos nods. ―It w ill.‖
―W ill O ne-Fifteen be there?‖
―W ho?‖
―The officer, that‒s his badge num ber,‖ I say. ―I rem em ber it.‖
―O h. N o, he w on‒t be there. I prom ise. It‒ll be okay.‖
Uncle Carlos‒s prom ises are guarantees, som etim es even m ore than m y parents‒. H e never uses that

w ord unless he absolutely m eans it.
―O kay,‖ I say. ―I‒ll do it.‖
―Thank you.‖ Uncle Carlos com es over and gives m e tw o kisses to m y forehead, the w ay he‒s done

since he used to tuck m e in. ―Lisa, just bring her after school on M onday. It shouldn‒t take too long.‖
M om m a gets up and hugs him . ―Thank you.‖ She w alks him  dow n the hall, tow ard the front door. ―Be

safe, okay? A nd text m e w hen you get hom e.‖
―Yes, m a‒am . Sounding like our m om m a,‖ he teases.
―W hatever. You just better text m e‍ ‖
―O kay, okay. G ood night.‖
M om m a com es back to the kitchen, pulling her robe together. ―M unch, your father and I are visiting

M s. Rosalie in the m orning instead of going to church. You‒re w elcom e to com e if you w ant.‖
―Yeah,‖ D addy says. ―A nd ain‒t no uncle pressuring you to go.‖
M om m a cuts him  a quick glare, then turns to m e. ―So, you think you‒re up for it, Starr?‖
Talking to M s. Rosalie m ay be harder than talking to the cops, honestly. But I ow e it to K halil to pay

his grandm other a visit. She m ay not even know  I w as a w itness to the shooting. If she som ehow  does and
w ants to know  w hat happened, m ore than anybody she has the right to ask.

―Yeah. I‒ll go.‖
―W e better find her an attorney before she talks to the detectives,‖ D addy says.
―M averick.‖ M om m a sighs. ―If Carlos doesn‒t think it‒s necessary just yet, I trust his judgm ent. Plus

I‒ll be w ith her the entire tim e.‖
―G ood thing som ebody trusts his judgm ent,‖ says D addy. ―A nd you really been thinking again ‒bout

m oving? W e discussed this already.‖
―M averick, I‒m  not going there w ith you tonight.‖
―H ow  w e gon‒ change anything around here if w e‍ ‖
―M av-rick!‖ she says through gritted teeth. W henever M om m a breaks a nam e dow n like that, you

better hope it‒s not yours. ―I said I‒m  not going there tonight.‖ She side-eyes him , w aiting for the
com eback. There isn‒t one. ―Try and get som e sleep, baby,‖ she tells m e, and kisses m y cheek before
going to their room .



D addy goes to the refrigerator. ―You w ant som e grapes?‖
―Yeah. H ow  com e you and Uncle Carlos alw ays fighting?‖
―‒Cause he a buster.‖ H e joins m e at the table w ith a bow l of w hite grapes. ―But for real, he ain‒t

never liked m e. Thought I w as a bad influence on your m om m a. Lisa w as w ild w hen I m et her though, like
all them  other Catholic school girls.‖

―I bet he w as m ore protective of M om m a than Seven is w ith m e, huh?‖
―O h, yeah,‖ he says. ―Carlos acted like he w as Lisa‒s daddy. W hen I got locked up, he m oved y‒all in

w ith him  and blocked m y calls. Even took her to a divorce attorney.‖ H e grins. ―Still couldn‒t get rid of
m e.‖

I w as three w hen D addy w ent in prison, six w hen he got out. A  lot of m y m em ories include him , but a
lot of m y firsts don‒t. First day of school, the first tim e I lost a tooth, the first tim e I rode a bike w ithout
training w heels. In those m em ories, Uncle C arlos‒s face is w here D addy‒s should‒ve been. I think that‒s
the real reason they‒re alw ays fighting.

D addy drum s the m ahogany surface of the dining table, m aking a thump-thump-thump beat. ―The
nightm ares w ill go aw ay after a w hile,‖ he says. ―They‒re alw ays the w orst right after.‖

That‒s how  it w as w ith N atasha. ―H ow  m any people have you seen die?‖
―Enough. W orst one w as m y cousin A ndre.‖ H is finger seem s to instinctively trace the tattoo on his

forearm ‍ an A w ith a crow n over it. ―A drug deal turned into a robbery, and he got shot in the head tw ice.
Right in front of m e. A few  m onths before you w ere born, in fact. That‒s w hy I nam ed you Starr.‖ H e gives
m e a sm all sm ile. ―M y light during all that darkness.‖

D addy chom ps on som e grapes. ―D on‒t be scared ‒bout M onday. Tell the cops the truth, and don‒t let
them  put w ords in your m outh. G od gave you a brain. You don‒t need theirs. A nd rem em ber that you didn‒t
do nothing w rong‍ the cop did. D on‒t let them  m ake you think otherw ise.‖

Som ething‒s bugging m e. I w anted to ask Uncle Carlos, but I couldn‒t for som e reason. D addy‒s
different though. W hile Uncle Carlos som ehow  keeps im possible prom ises, D addy keeps it real w ith m e.
―You think the cops w ant K halil to have justice?‖ I ask.

Thump-thump-thump.	 Thump	 .	 .	 .	 thump	 .	 .	 .	 thump. The truth casts a shadow  over the kitchen‍
people like us in situations like this becom e hashtags, but they rarely get justice. I think w e all w ait for
that one tim e though, that	one	time w hen it ends right.

M aybe this can be it.
―I don‒t know ,‖ D addy says. ―I guess w e‒ll find out.‖

Sunday m orning, w e pull up to a sm all yellow  house. B right flow ers bloom  below  the front porch. I used
to sit w ith K halil on that porch.

M y parents and I hop out the truck. D addy carries a foil-covered pan of lasagna that M om m a m ade.
Sekani claim s he‒s still not feeling good, so he stayed hom e. Seven‒s there w ith him . I don‒t buy this
―sick‖ act though‍ Sekani alw ays gets som e kinda bug right as spring break ends.

G oing up M s. Rosalie‒s w alkw ay floods m e w ith m em ories. I have scars tattooed on m y arm s and legs
from  falls on this concrete. O ne tim e I w as on m y scooter, and K halil pushed m e off ‒cause I hadn‒t given
him  a turn. W hen I got up, skin w as m issing from  m ost of m y knee. I never scream ed so loud in m y life.

W e played hopscotch and jum ped rope on this w alkw ay too. K halil never w anted to play at first,
talking about how  those w ere girls‒ gam es. H e alw ays gave in w hen m e and N atasha said the w inner got a
Freeze Cup‍ frozen K ool-A id in a Styrofoam  cup‍ or a pack of ―N ileators,‖ a.k.a. N ow  and Laters. M s.
Rosalie w as the neighborhood Candy Lady.

I w as at her house alm ost as m uch as I w as at m y ow n. M om m a and M s. R osalie‒s youngest daughter,



Tam m y, w ere best friends grow ing up. W hen M om m a got pregnant w ith m e, she w as in her senior year of
high school and N ana put her out the house. M s. R osalie took her in until m y parents eventually got an
apartm ent of their ow n. M om m a says M s. R osalie w as one of her biggest supporters and cried at her high
school graduation like it w as her ow n daughter w alking across the stage.

Three years later, M s. Rosalie saw  M om m a and m e at W yatt‒s‍ this w as w ay before it becam e our
store. She asked m y m om  how  college w as going. M om m a told her that w ith D addy in prison, she
couldn‒t afford daycare and that N ana w ouldn‒t take care of m e ‒cause I w asn‒t her baby and therefore I
w asn‒t her problem . So M om m a w as thinking about dropping out. M s. Rosalie told her to bring m e to her
house the next day and that she better not say a w ord about paying her. She babysat m e and later Sekani
the w hole tim e M om m a w as in school.

M om m a knocks on the door, rattling the screen. M s. Tam m y answ ers in a head w rap, T-shirt, and
sw eatpants. She unhooks the locks, hollering back, ―M averick, Lisa, and Starr are here, M a.‖

The living room  looks just like it did w hen K halil and I played hide-and-seek in it. There‒s still
plastic on the sofa and recliner. If you sit on them  too long in the sum m er w hile w earing shorts, the plastic
nearly glues to your legs.

―H ey, Tam m y girl,‖ M om m a says, and they hug long and hard. ―H ow  you doing?‖
―I‒m  hanging in there.‖ M s. Tam m y hugs D addy, then m e. ―Just hate that this is the reason I had to

com e hom e.‖
It‒s so w eird looking at M s. Tam m y. She looks the w ay K halil‒s m om m a, M s. B renda, w ould look if

M s. Brenda w asn‒t on crack. A  lot like K halil. Sam e hazel eyes and dim ples. O ne tim e K halil said he
w ished M s. Tam m y w as his m om m a instead so he could live in N ew  York w ith her. I used to joke and tell
him  she didn‒t have tim e for him . I w ish I never said that.

―W here you w ant m e to put this lasagna, Tam ?‖ D addy asks her.
―In the refrigerator, if you can find room ,‖ she says, as he heads tow ard the kitchen. ―M om m a said

folks brought food all day yesterday. They w ere still bringing it w hen I got here last night. Seem s like the
w hole neighborhood has stopped by.‖

―That‒s the G arden for you,‖ M om m a says. ―If folks can‒t do anything else, they‒ll cook.‖
―You ain‒t ever lied.‖ M s. Tam m y m otions to the sofa. ―Y ‒all, have a seat.‖
M om m a and I sit dow n, and D addy com es back and joins us. M s. Tam m y takes the recliner that M s.

R osalie usually sits in. She gives m e a sad sm ile. ―Starr, you know , you sure have grow n since the last
tim e I saw  you. You and K halil both grew  up so‍ ‖

H er voice cracks. M om m a reaches over and pats her knee. M s. Tam m y a takes a deep breath and
sm iles at m e again. ―It‒s good to see you, baby.‖

―W e know  M s. R osalie gon‒ tell us she fine, Tam ,‖ D addy says, ―but how  she really doing?‖
―W e‒re taking one day at a tim e. The chem o‒s w orking, thankfully. I hope I can convince her to m ove

in w ith m e. That w ay I can m ake sure she‒s getting her prescriptions.‖ She sighs through her nose. ―I had
no idea M om m a w as struggling like she w as. I didn‒t even know  she‒d lost her job. You know  how  she is.
N ever w anna ask for help.‖

―W hat about M s. B renda?‖ I ask. I have to. K halil w ould‒ve.
―I don‒t know , Starr. B ren . . . that‒s com plicated. W e haven‒t seen her since w e got the new s. D on‒t

know  w here she is. If w e do find her though . . . I don‒t know  w hat w e‒ll do.‖
―I can help you find a rehab facility near you,‖ M om m a says. ―She‒s gotta w anna get clean though.‖
M s. Tam m y nods. ―A nd that‒s the problem . B ut I think . . . I think this w ill either push her to finally get

help or push her over the edge. I hope it‒s the form er.‖
Cam eron holds his grandm a‒s hand as he leads her into the living room  like she‒s the queen of the



w orld in a housecoat. She looks thinner, but strong for som ebody going through chem o and all of this. A
scarf w rapped around her head adds to her m ajesty‍ an A frican queen, and w e‒re blessed to be in her
presence.

The rest of us stand.
M om m a hugs Cam eron and kisses one of his chubby cheeks. K halil called him  Chipm unk because of

them , but he‒d check anybody stupid enough to call his little brother fat.
D addy gives C am eron a palm -slap that ends in a hug. ―W hat‒s up, m an? You okay?‖
―Yes, sir.‖
A big, w ide sm ile spreads across M s. R osalie‒s face. She holds her arm s out, and I w alk into the m ost

heartfelt hug I‒ve ever gotten from  som ebody w ho‒s not related to m e. There‒s not any sym pathy in it
either. Just love and strength. I guess she know s I need som e of both.

―M y baby,‖ she says. She pulls back and looks at m e, tears brim m ing in her eyes. ―W ent and grew  up
on m e.‖

She hugs m y parents too. M s. Tam m y lets her have the recliner. M s. R osalie pats the end of the sofa
closest to her, so I sit there. She holds m y hand and rubs her thum b along the top of it.

―M m m ,‖ she says. ―M m m !‖
It‒s like m y hand is telling her a story, and she‒s responding. She listens to it for a w hile, then says,

―I‒m  so glad you cam e over. I‒ve been w anting to talk to you.‖
―Yes, m a‒am .‖ I say w hat I‒m  supposed to.
―You w ere the very best friend that boy ever had.‖
This tim e I can‒t say w hat I‒m  supposed to. ―M s. Rosalie, w e w eren‒t as close‍ ‖
―I don‒t care, baby,‖ she says. ―K halil never had another friend like you. I know  that for a fact.‖
I sw allow . ―Yes, m a‒am .‖
―The police told m e you w ere the one w ith him  w hen it happened.‖
So she know s. ―Yes, m a‒am .‖
I‒m  standing on a track, w atching the train barrel tow ard m e, and I tense up and w ait for the im pact,

the m om ent she asks w hat happened.
But the train shifts to another track. ―M averick, he w anted to talk to you. H e w anted your help.‖
D addy straightens up. ―For real?‖
―U h-huh. H e w as selling that stuff.‖
Som ething leaves m e. I m ean, I kinda figured it, but to know  it‒s the truth . . .
This hurts.
But I sw ear I w anna cuss K halil out. H ow  he could sell the very stuff that took his m om m a from  him ?

D id he realize that he w as taking som ebody else‒s m om m a from  them ?
D id he realize that if he does becom e a hashtag, som e people w ill only see him  as a drug dealer?
H e w as so m uch m ore than that.
―B ut he w anted to stop,‖ M s. Rosalie says. ―H e told m e, ‐G randm a, I can‒t stay in this. M r. M averick

said it only leads to tw o things, the grave or prison, and I ain‒t trying to see either.‒ H e respected you,
M averick. A  lot. You w ere the father he never had.‖

I can‒t explain it, but som ething leaves D addy too. H is eyes dim , and he nods. M om m a rubs his back.
―I tried to talk som e sense into him ,‖ M s. R osalie says, ―but this neighborhood m akes young m en deaf

to their elders. The m oney part didn‒t help. H e w as going around here, paying bills, buying sneakers and
m ess. But I know  he rem em bered the things you told him  over the years, M averick, and that gave m e a
lotta faith.

―I keep thinking if only he had another day or‍ ‖ M s. R osalie covers her trem bling lips. M s. Tam m y



starts for her, but she says, ―I‒m  okay, Tam .‖ She looks at m e. ―I‒m  happy he w asn‒t alone, but I‒m  even
happier you w ere w ith him . That‒s all I need to know . D on‒t need details, nothing else. K now ing you w ere
w ith him  is good enough.‖

Like D addy, all I can do is nod.
But as I hold K halil‒s grandm a‒s hand, I see the anguish in her eyes. H is little brother can‒t sm ile

anym ore. So w hat if people end up thinking he w as a thug and never care? W e care.
K halil m atters to us, not the stuff he did. Forget everybody else.
M om m a leans across m e and sets an envelope in M s. R osalie‒s lap. ―W e w ant you to have that.‖
M s. R osalie opens it, and I catch a glim pse of a w hole lot of m oney inside. ―W hat in the w orld? Y ‒all

know  I can‒t take this.‖
―Yes, you can,‖ D addy says. ―W e ain‒t forgot how  you kept Starr and Sekani for us. W e w eren‒t ‒bout

to let you be em pty-handed.‖
―A nd w e know  y‒all are trying to pay for the funeral,‖ M om m a says. ―H opefully that‒ll help. Plus,

w e‒re raising m oney around the neighborhood too. So don‒t you w orry about a thing.‖
M s. Rosalie w ipes a new  set of tears from  her eyes. ―I‒m  gonna pay y‒all back every penny.‖
―D id w e say you had to pay us back?‖ D addy asks. ―You focus on getting better, a‒ight? A nd if you

give us any m oney, w e giving it right back, G od‒s m y w itness.‖
There are a lot m ore tears and hugs. M s. R osalie gives m e a Freeze Cup for the road, red syrup

glistening on the top. She alw ays m akes them  extra sw eet.
A s w e leave, I rem em ber how  K halil used to run up to the car w hen I w as about to go, the sun shining

on the grease lines that separated his cornrow s. The glim m er in his eyes w ould be just as bright. H e‒d
knock on the w indow , I‒d let it dow n, and he‒d say w ith a snaggletooth grin, ―See you later, alligator.‖

Back then I‒d giggle behind m y ow n snaggleteeth. N ow  I tear up. G ood-byes hurt the m ost w hen the
other person‒s already gone. I im agine him  standing at m y w indow , and I sm ile for his sake. ―A fter a
w hile, crocodile.‖



FIVE

O n M onday, the day I‒m  supposed to talk to the detectives, I‒m  crying out of now here, hunched over m y
bed as the iron in m y hand spits out steam . M om m a takes it before I burn the W illiam son crest on m y polo.

She rubs m y shoulder. ―Let it out, M unch.‖
W e have a quiet breakfast at the kitchen table w ithout Seven. H e spent the night at his m om m a‒s house.

I pick at m y w affles. Just thinking about going into that station w ith all those cops m akes m e w anna puke.
Food w ould m ake it w orse.

A fter breakfast, w e join hands in the living room  like w e alw ays do, under the fram ed poster of the
Ten-Point Program , and D addy leads us in prayer.

―B lack Jesus, w atch over m y babies today,‖ he says. ―K eep them  safe, steer them  from  w rong, and
help them  recognize snakes from  friends. G ive them  the w isdom  they need to be their ow n people.

―H elp Seven w ith this situation at his m om m a‒s house, and let him  know  he can alw ays com e hom e.
Thank you for Sekani‒s m iraculous, sudden healing that just so happened to com e after he found out
they‒re having pizza at school today.‖ I peek out at Sekani, w hose eyes and m outh are open w ide. I sm irk
and close m y eyes. ―Be w ith Lisa at the clinic as she helps your people. H elp m y baby girl get through her
situation, Lord. G ive her peace of m ind, and help her speak her truth this afternoon. A nd lastly, strengthen
M s. R osalie, Cam eron, Tam m y, and Brenda as they go through this difficult tim e. In your precious nam e I
pray, am en.‖

―A m en,‖ the rest of us say.
―D addy, w hy you put m e on the spot like that w ith Black Jesus?‖ Sekani com plains.
―H e know s the truth,‖ D addy says. H e w ipes crust from  the corners of Sekani‒s eyes and straightens

the collar of his polo. ―I‒m  trying to help you out. G et you som e m ercy or som ething, m an.‖
D addy pulls m e into a hug. ―You gon‒ be a‒ight?‖
I nod into his chest. ―Yeah.‖
I could stay like this all day‍ it‒s one of the few  places w here O ne-Fifteen doesn‒t exist and w here I

can forget about talking to detectives‍ but M om m a says w e need to leave before rush hour.
N ow  don‒t get it w rong, I can drive. I got m y license a w eek after m y sixteenth birthday. But I can‒t get

a car unless I pay for it m yself. I told m y parents I don‒t have tim e for a job w ith school and basketball.
They said I don‒t have tim e for a car then either. M essed up.

It takes forty-five m inutes to get to school on a good day, and an hour on a slow  one. Sekani doesn‒t
have to w ear his headphones ‒cause M om m a doesn‒t cuss anybody out on the freew ay. She hum s w ith
gospel songs on the radio and says, ―G ive m e strength, Lord. G ive m e strength.‖

W e get off the freew ay into Riverton H ills and pass all these gated neighborhoods. Uncle Carlos lives
in one of them . To m e, it‒s so w eird to have a gate around a neighborhood. Seriously, are they trying to
keep people out or keep people in? If som ebody puts a gate around G arden H eights, it‒ll be a little bit of
both.

O ur school is gated too, and the cam pus has new , m odern buildings w ith lots of w indow s and



m arigolds bloom ing along the w alkw ays.
M om m a gets in the carpool lane for the low er school. ―Sekani, you rem em bered your iPad?‖
―Yes, m a‒am .‖
―Lunch card?‖
―Yes, m a‒am .‖
―G ym  shorts? A nd you better have gotten the clean ones too.‖
―Yes, M om m a. I‒m  alm ost nine. Can‒t you give m e a little credit?‖
She sm iles. ―A ll right, big m an. Think you can give m e som e sugar?‖
Sekani leans over the front seat and kisses her cheek. ―Love you.‖
―Love you too. A nd don‒t forget, Seven‒s bringing you hom e today.‖
H e runs over to som e of his friends and blends in w ith all the other kids in khakis and polos. W e get in

the carpool lane for m y school.
―A ll right, M unch,‖ M om m a says. ―Seven‒s gonna bring you to the clinic after school, then you and I

w ill go to the station. A re you absolutely sure you‒re up for it?‖
N o. But Uncle C arlos prom ised it‒ll be okay. ―I‒ll do it.‖
―O kay. Call m e if you don‒t think you can m ake it the w hole day at school.‖
H old up. I could‒ve stayed hom e? ―W hy are you m aking m e com e in the first place?‖
―‒Cause you need to get out the house. O ut that neighborhood. I w ant you to at least try, Starr. This

w ill sound m ean, but just because K halil‒s not living doesn‒t m ean you stop living. You understand,
baby?‖

―Yeah.‖ I know  she‒s right, but it feels w rong.
W e get to the front of the carpool line. ―N ow  I don‒t have to ask if you brought som e funky-ass gym

shorts, do I?‖ she says.
I laugh. ―N o. Bye, M om m a.‖
―Bye, baby.‖
I get out the car. For at least seven hours I don‒t have to talk about O ne-Fifteen. I don‒t have to think

about K halil. I just have to be norm al Starr at norm al W illiam son and have a norm al day. That m eans
flipping the sw itch in m y brain so I‒m  W illiam son Starr. W illiam son Starr doesn‒t use slang‍ if a rapper
w ould say it, she doesn‒t say it, even if her w hite friends do. Slang m akes them  cool. Slang m akes her
―hood.‖ W illiam son Starr holds her tongue w hen people piss her off so nobody w ill think she‒s the ―angry
black girl.‖ W illiam son Starr is approachable. N o stank-eyes, side-eyes, none of that. W illiam son Starr is
nonconfrontational. Basically, W illiam son Starr doesn‒t give anyone a reason to call her ghetto.

I can‒t stand m yself for doing it, but I do it anyw ay.
I sling m y backpack over m y shoulder. A s usual it m atches m y J‒s, the blue-and-black Elevens like

Jordan w ore in Space	Jam. I w orked at the store a m onth to buy them . I hate dressing like everybody else,
but The	Fresh	Prince taught m e som ething. See, W ill alw ays w ore his school uniform  jacket inside out so
he could be different. I can‒t w ear m y uniform  inside out, but I can m ake sure m y sneakers are alw ays
dope and m y backpack alw ays m atches them .

I go inside and scan the atrium  for M aya, H ailey, or Chris. I don‒t see them , but I see that half the kids
have tans from  spring break. Luckily I w as born w ith one. Som eone covers m y eyes.

―M aya, I know  that‒s you.‖
She snickers and m oves her hands. I‒m  not tall at all, but M aya has to stand on her tiptoes to cover m y

eyes. A nd the chick actually w ants to play center on the varsity basketball team . She w ears her hair in a
high bun because she probably thinks it m akes her look taller, but nope.

―W hat‒s up, M s. I Can‒t Text A nyone Back?‖ she says, and w e do our little handshake. It‒s not



com plicated like D addy and K ing‒s, but it w orks for us. ―I w as starting to w onder if you w ere abducted
by aliens.‖

―H uh?‖
She holds up her phone. The screen has a brand-new  crack stretching from  corner to corner. M aya‒s

alw ays dropping it. ―You haven‒t texted m e in tw o days, Starr,‖ she says. ―N ot cool.‖
―O h.‖ I‒ve barely looked at m y phone since K halil got . . . since the incident. ―Sorry. I w as w orking at

the store. You know  how  crazy that can get. H ow  w as your spring break?‖
―O kay, I guess.‖ She m unches on som e Sour Patch K ids. ―W e visited m y great-grandparents in Taipei.

I ended up taking a bunch of snapbacks and basketball shorts, so all w eek long I heard, ‐W hy do you dress
like a boy?‒ ‐W hy do you play a boy sport?‒ Blah, blah, blah. A nd it w as aw ful w hen they saw  a picture
of Ryan. They asked if he w as a rapper!‖

I laugh and steal som e of her candy. M aya‒s boyfriend, Ryan, happens to be the only other black kid in
eleventh grade, and everybody expects us to be together. B ecause apparently w hen it‒s tw o of us, w e have
to be on som e N oah‒s A rk type shit and pair up to preserve the blackness of our grade. Lately I‒m  super
aw are of BS like that.

W e head for the cafeteria. O ur table near the vending m achines is alm ost full. There‒s H ailey, sitting
on top of it, having a heated discussion w ith curly-haired, dim pled Luke. I think that‒s foreplay for them .
They‒ve liked each other since sixth grade, and if your feelings can survive the aw kw ardness of m iddle
school you should stop playing around and go out.

Som e of the other girls from  the team  are there too: Jess the co-captain and Britt the center w ho m akes
M aya look like an ant. It‒s kinda stereotypical that w e all sit together, but it w orked out that w ay. I m ean,
w ho else w ill listen to us bitch about sw ollen knees and understand inside jokes born on the bus after a
gam e?

Chris‒s boys from  the basketball team  are at the table next to ours, egging H ailey and Luke on. Chris
isn‒t there yet. U nfortunately and fortunately.

Luke sees m e and M aya and reaches his arm s tow ard us. ―Thank you! Tw o sensible people w ho can
end this discussion.‖

I slide onto the bench beside Jess. She rests her head on m y shoulder. ―They‒ve been at it for fifteen
m inutes.‖

Poor girl. I pat her hair. I have a secret crush on Jess‒s pixie cut. M y neck‒s not long enough for one,
but her hair is perfect. Every strand is w here it should be. If I w ere into girls, I w ould totally date her for
her hair, and she w ould date m e for m y shoulder.

―W hat‒s it about this tim e?‖ I ask.
―Pop Tarts,‖ Britt says.
H ailey turns to us and points at Luke. ―This jerk actually said they‒re better w arm ed up in the

m icrow ave.‖
“Eww,”	I say, instead of m y usual ―Ill,‖ and M aya goes, ―A re you serious?‖
―I know , right?‖ says H ailey.
―Jesus Christ!‖ Luke says. ―I only asked for a dollar to buy one from  the m achine!‖
―You‒re not w asting m y m oney to destroy a perfectly good Pop Tart in a m icrow ave.‖
―They‒re supposed to be heated up!‖ he argues.
―I actually agree w ith Luke,‖ Jess says. ―Pop Tarts are ten tim es better heated up.‖
I m ove m y shoulder so her head isn‒t resting on it. ―W e can‒t be friends anym ore.‖
H er m outh drops open, and she pouts.
―Fine, fine,‖ I say, and she rests her head on m y shoulder w ith a w ide grin. Total w eirdo. I don‒t know



how  she‒ll survive w ithout m y shoulder w hen she graduates in a few  m onths.
―A nyone w ho heats up a Pop Tart should be charged,‖ H ailey says.
―A nd im prisoned,‖ I say.
―A nd forced to eat uncooked Pop Tarts until they accept how  good they are,‖ M aya adds.
―It is law ,‖ H ailey finishes, sm acking the table like that settles it.
―You guys have issues,‖ Luke says, hopping off the table. H e picks at H ailey‒s hair. ―I think all that

dye seeped into your brain.‖
She sw ats at him  as he leaves. She‒s added blue streaks to her honey-blond hair and cut it shoulder-

length. In fifth grade, she trim m ed it w ith som e scissors during a m ath test because she felt like it. That
w as the m om ent I knew  she didn‒t give a shit.

―I like the blue, H ails,‖ I say. ―A nd the cut.‖
―Yeah.‖ M aya grins. ―It‒s very Joe Jonas of you.‖
H ailey w hips her head around so fast, her eyes flashing. M aya and I snicker.
So there‒s a video deep in the depths of YouTube of the three of us lip-syncing to the Jonas B rothers

and pretending to play guitars and drum s in H ailey‒s bedroom . She decided she w as Joe, I w as N ick, and
M aya w as K evin. I really w anted to be Joe‍ I secretly loved him  the m ost, but H ailey said she should
have him , so I let her.

I let her have her w ay a lot. Still do. That‒s part of being W illiam son Starr, I guess.
―I so have to find that video,‖ Jess says.
―N ooo,‖ H ailey goes, sliding off the tabletop. ―It m ust never be found.‖ She sits across from  us.

―N ever. N e-ver. If I rem em bered that account‒s passw ord, I‒d delete it.‖
―O oh, w hat w as the account‒s nam e?‖ Jess asks. ―JoBro Lover or som ething? W ait, no, JoB ro Lova.

Everybody liked to m isspell shit in m iddle school.‖
I sm irk and m um ble, ―Close.‖
H ailey looks at m e. ―Starr!‖
M aya and Britt crack up.
It‒s m om ents like this that I feel norm al at W illiam son. D espite the guidelines I put on m yself, I‒ve still

found m y group, m y table.
―O kay then,‖ H ailey says. ―I see how  it is, M aya Jonas and N ick‒s Starry G irl 2000‍ ‖
―So, H ails,‖ I say before she can finish m y old screen nam e. She grins. ―H ow  w as your spring

break?‖
H ailey loses her grin and rolls her eyes. ―O h, it w as w onderful. D ad and Stepm other D earest dragged

m e and Rem y to the house in the Baham as for ‐fam ily bonding.‒‖
A nd bam . That norm al feeling? G one. I suddenly rem em ber how  different I am  from  m ost of the kids

here. N obody w ould have to drag m e or m y brothers to the B aham as‍ w e‒d sw im  there if w e could. For
us, a fam ily vacation is staying at a local hotel w ith a sw im m ing pool for a w eekend.

―Sounds like m y parents,‖ says Britt. ―Took us to fucking H arry Potter W orld for the third year in a
row . I‒m  sick of Butter Beer and corny fam ily photos w ith w ands.‖

H oly shit. W ho the fuck com plains about going to H arry Potter W orld? O r B utter B eer? O r w ands?
I hope none of them  ask about m y spring break. They w ent to Taipei, the B aham as, H arry Potter

W orld. I stayed in the hood and saw  a cop kill m y friend.
―I guess the Baham as w asn‒t so bad,‖ H ailey says. ―They w anted us to do fam ily stuff, but w e ended

up doing our ow n thing the entire tim e.‖
―You m ean you texted m e the entire tim e,‖ M aya says.
―It w as still m y ow n thing.‖



―A ll day, every day,‖ M aya adds. ―Ignoring the tim e difference.‖
―W hatever, Shorty. You know  you liked talking to m e.‖
―O h,‖ I say. ―That‒s cool.‖
Really though, it‒s not. H ailey never texted m e during spring break. She barely texts m e at all lately.

M aybe once a w eek now , and it used to be every day. Som ething‒s changed betw een us, and neither one of
us acknow ledges it. W e‒re norm al w hen w e‒re at W illiam son, like now . B eyond here though, w e‒re no
longer best friends, just . . . I don‒t know .

Plus she unfollow ed m y Tum blr.
She has no clue that I know . I once posted a picture of Em m ett Till, a fourteen-year-old black boy w ho

w as m urdered for w histling at a w hite w om an in 1955. H is m utilated body didn‒t look hum an. H ailey
texted m e im m ediately after, freaking out. I thought it w as because she couldn‒t believe som eone w ould
do that to a kid. N o. She couldn‒t believe I w ould reblog such an aw ful picture.

N ot long after that, she stopped liking and reblogging m y other posts. I looked through m y follow ers
list. Aw w , H ails w as no longer follow ing m e. W ith m e living forty-five m inutes aw ay, Tum blr is
supposed to be sacred ground w here our friendship is cem ented. Unfollow ing m e is the sam e as saying ―I
don‒t like you anym ore.‖

M aybe I‒m  being sensitive. O r m aybe things have changed, m aybe I’ve changed. For now  I guess
w e‒ll keep pretending everything is fine.

The first bell rings. O n M ondays A P English is first for m e, H ailey, and M aya. O n the w ay they get
into this big discussion-turned-argum ent about N C A A brackets and the Final Four. H ailey w as born a
N otre D am e fan. M aya hates them  alm ost unhealthily. I stay out that discussion. The N B A  is m ore m y thing
anyw ay.

W e turn dow n the hall, and Chris is standing in the doorw ay of our class, his hands stuffed in pockets
and a pair of headphones draped around his neck. H e looks straight at m e and stretches his arm  across the
doorw ay.

H ailey glances from  him  to m e. Back and forth, back and forth. ―D id som ething happen w ith you
guys?‖

M y pursed lips probably give m e aw ay. ―Yeah. Sort of.‖
―That douche,‖ H ailey says, rem inding m e w hy w e‒re friends‍ she doesn‒t need details. If som eone

hurts m e in any w ay, they‒re autom atically on her shit list. It started in fifth grade, tw o years before M aya
cam e along. W e w ere those ―crybaby‖ kids w ho bust out crying at the sm allest shit. M e because of
N atasha, and H ailey because she lost her m om  to cancer. W e rode the w aves of grief together.

That‒s w hy this w eirdness betw een us doesn‒t m ake sense. ―W hat do you w ant to do, Starr?‖ she asks.
I don‒t know . B efore K halil, I planned to cold-shoulder C hris w ith a sting m ore pow erful than a

nineties R& B  breakup song. B ut after K halil I‒m  m ore like a Taylor Sw ift song. (N o shade, I fucks w ith
Tay-Tay, but she doesn‒t serve like nineties R & B  on the angry-girlfriend scale.) I‒m  not happy w ith Chris,
yet I m iss him . I m iss us. I need him  so m uch that I‒m  w illing to forget w hat he did. That‒s scary as fuck
too. Som eone I‒ve only been w ith for a year m eans that m uch to m e? But C hris . . . he‒s different.

You know  w hat? I‒ll Beyoncç him . N ot as pow erful as a nineties R& B breakup song, but stronger than
a Taylor Sw ift. Yeah. That‒ll w ork. I tell H ailey and M aya, ―I‒ll handle him .‖

They m ove so I‒m  betw een them  like they‒re m y bodyguards, and w e go to the door together.
Chris bow s to us. ―Ladies.‖
―M ove!‖ M aya orders. Funny considering how  m uch Chris tow ers over her.
H e looks at m e w ith those baby blues. H e got a tan over break. I used to tell him  he w as so pale he

looked like a m arshm allow . H e hated that I com pared him  to food. I told him  that‒s w hat he got for calling



m e caram el. It shut him  up.
D am m it though. H e‒s w earing the Space	Jam Elevens too. I forgot w e decided to w ear them  the first

day back. They look good on him . Jordans are m y w eakness. C an‒t help it.
―I just w anna talk to m y girl,‖ he claim s.
―I don‒t know  w ho that is,‖ I say, Beyoncç‒ing him  like a pro.
H e sighs through his nose. ―Please, Starr? C an w e at least talk about it?‖
I‒m  back to Taylor Sw ift because the please does it. I nod at H ailey and M aya.
―You hurt her, and I‒ll kill you,‖ H ailey w arns, and she and M aya go in to class w ithout m e.
Chris and I m ove aw ay from  the door. I lean against a locker and fold m y arm s. ―I‒m  listening,‖ I say.
A bass-heavy instrum ental plays in his headphones. Probably one of his beats. ―I‒m  sorry for w hat

happened. I should‒ve talked to you first.‖
I cock m y head. ―W e did talk about it. A  w eek before. Rem em ber?‖
―I know , I know . A nd I heard you. I just w anted to be prepared in case‍ ‖
―You could push the right buttons and convince m e to change m y m ind?‖
―N o!‖ H is hands go up in surrender. ―Starr, you know  I w ouldn‒t‍ that‒s not‍ I‒m  sorry, okay? I took

it too far.‖
Understatem ent. The day before B ig D ‒s party, C hris and I w ere in Chris‒s ridiculously large room .

The third floor of his parents‒ m ansion is a suite for him , a perk of being the last born to em pty-nesters. I
try to forget that he has an entire floor as big as m y house and hired help that looks like m e.

Fooling around isn‒t new  for us, and w hen Chris slipped his hand in m y shorts, I didn‒t think anything
of it. Then he got m e going, and I really w asn‒t thinking. A t all. For real, m y thought process w ent out the
door. A nd right as I w as at that m om ent, he stopped, reached into his pocket, and pulled out a condom . H e
raised his eyebrow s at m e, silently asking for an invitation to go all the w ay.

A ll I could think about w as those girls I see w alking around G arden H eights, babies propped on their
hips. C ondom  or no condom , shit happens.

I w ent off on Chris. H e knew  I w asn‒t ready for that, w e already talked about it, and yet he had a
condom ? H e said he w anted to be responsible, but if I said I‒m  not ready, I‒m  not ready.

I left his house pissed and horny, the absolute w orst w ay to leave.
M y m om  m ay have been right though. She once said that after you go there w ith a guy, it activates all

these feelings, and you w anna do it all the tim e. Chris and I w ent far enough that I notice every single
detail about his body now . H is cute nostrils that flare w hen he sighs. H is soft brow n hair that m y fingers
love to explore. H is gentle lips, and his tongue that w ets them  every so often. The five freckles on his
neck that are in the perfect spots for kissing.

M ore than that, I rem em ber the guy w ho spends alm ost every night on the phone w ith m e talking about
nothing and everything. The one w ho loves to m ake m e sm ile. Yeah, he pisses m e off som etim es, and I‒m
sure I piss him  off, but w e m ean som ething. W e actually m ean a lot.

Fuckity fuck, fuck, fuck. I‒m  crum bling. ―Chris . . .‖
H e goes for a low  blow  and beatboxes an all-too-fam iliar, ―Boomp	.	.	.	boomp,	boomp,	boomp.‖
I point at him . ―D on‒t you dare!‖
―‐N ow , this is a story all about how , m y life got flipped‍ turned upside dow n. A nd I‒d like to take a

m inute, just sit right there, I‒ll tell you how  I becam e the prince of a tow n called Bel-A ir.‒‖
H e beat-boxes the instrum ental and pops his chest and booty to the rhythm . People pass by us,

laughing. A  guy w histles suggestively. Som eone shouts, ―Shake that ass, Bryant!‖
M y sm ile grow s before I can stop it.
The	Fresh	Prince isn‒t just m y show , it‒s our show . Sophom ore year he follow ed m y Tum blr, and I



follow ed him  back. W e knew  of each other from  school, but w e didn‒t know each other. O ne Saturday, I
reblogged a bunch of Fresh	 Prince G IFs and clips. H e liked and reblogged every single one. That
M onday m orning in the cafeteria, he paid for m y Pop Tarts and grape juice and said, ―The first A unt Viv
w as the best A unt Viv.‖

It w as the beginning of us.
Chris gets The	Fresh	Prince, w hich helps him  get m e. W e once talked about how  cool it w as that W ill

rem ained him self in his new  w orld. I slipped up and said I w ish I could be like that at school. Chris said,
―W hy can‒t you, Fresh Princess?‖

Ever since, I don‒t have to decide w hich Starr I have to be w ith him . H e likes both. W ell, the parts
I‒ve show n him . Som e things I can‒t reveal, like N atasha. O nce you‒ve seen how  broken som eone is it‒s
like seeing them  naked‍ you can‒t look at them  the sam e anym ore.

I like the w ay he looks at m e now , as if I‒m  one of the best things in his life. H e‒s one of the best things
in m ine too.

I can‒t lie, w e get the ―w hy is he dating her‖ stare that usually com es from  rich w hite girls. Som etim es
I w onder the sam e thing. C hris acts like those looks don‒t exist. W hen he does stuff like this, rapping and
beatboxing in the m iddle of a busy hall just to m ake m e sm ile, I forget about those looks too.

H e starts the second verse, sw aying his shoulders and looking at m e. The w orst part? H is silly butt
know s it‒s w orking. ―‐In W est Philadelphia, born and raised‒‍ c‒m on, babe. Join in.‖

H e grabs m y hands.
One-Fifteen	follows	Khalil’s	hands	with	the	flashlight.
He	orders	Khalil	to	get	out	with	his	hands	up.
He	barks	at	me	to	put	my	hands	on	the	dashboard.
I	kneel	beside	my	dead	friend	in	the	middle	of	the	street	with	my	hands	raised.	A	cop	as	white	as

Chris	points	a	gun	at	me.
As	white	as	Chris.
I flinch and snatch aw ay.
Chris frow ns. ―Starr, you okay?‖
Khalil	opens	the	door.	“You	okay,	Starr—”
Pow!
There’s	blood.	Too	much	blood.
The second bell rings, jolting m e back to norm al W illiam son, w here I‒m  not norm al Starr.
Chris leans dow n, his face in front of m ine. M y tears blur him . ―Starr?‖
It‒s a few  tears, yeah, but I feel exposed. I turn to go to class, and Chris grabs m y arm . I yank aw ay

and w hirl on him .
H is hands go up in surrender. ―Sorry. I w as . . .‖
I w ipe m y eyes and w alk into the classroom . Chris is right behind m e. H ailey and M aya shoot him  the

dirtiest looks. I low er m yself into the desk in front of H ailey.
She squeezes m y shoulder. ―That jackw ad.‖

N obody m entioned K halil at school today. I hate to adm it it, because it‒s like throw ing him  the m iddle
finger, but I‒m  relieved.

Since basketball season is over, I leave w hen everybody else does. Probably for the first tim e in m y
life I w ish it w asn‒t the end of the day. I‒m  that m uch closer to talking to the cops.

H ailey and I trek across the parking lot, arm  in arm . M aya has a driver to pick her up. H ailey has her
ow n car, and I have a brother w ith a car; the tw o of us alw ays end up w alking out together.



―A re you absolutely sure you don‒t w ant m e to kick C hris‒s ass?‖ H ailey asks.
I told her and M aya about Condom gate, and as far as they‒re concerned C hris is eternally banished to

A sshole Land.
―Yes,‖ I say, for the hundredth tim e. ―You‒re violent, H ails.‖
―W hen it com es to m y friends, possibly. Seriously though, w hy w ould he even? G od, boys and their

fucking sex drive.‖
I snort. ―Is that w hy you and Luke haven‒t gotten together?‖
She lightly elbow s m e. ―Shut up.‖
I laugh. ―W hy w on‒t you adm it you like him ?‖
―W hat m akes you think I like him ?‖
―Really, H ailey?‖
―W hatever, Starr. This isn‒t about m e. This is about you and your sex-driven boyfriend.‖
―H e‒s not sex-driven,‖ I say.
―Then w hat do you call it?‖
―H e w as horny at that m om ent.‖
―Sam e thing!‖
I try to keep a straight face and she does too, but soon w e‒re cracking up. G od, it feels good to be

norm al Starr and H ailey. H as m e w ondering if I im agined a change.
W e part at the halfw ay point to H ailey‒s car and Seven‒s. ―The ass-kicking offer is still on the table,‖

she calls to m e.
―Bye, H ailey!‖
I w alk off, rubbing m y arm s. Spring has decided to go through an identity crisis and get chilly on m e.

A few  feet aw ay, Seven keeps a hand on his car as he talks to his girlfriend, Layla. H im  and that dam n
M ustang. H e touches it m ore than he touches Layla. She obviously doesn‒t care. She plays w ith the
dreadlock near his face that isn‒t pulled into his ponytail. Eye-roll w orthy. Som e girls do too m uch. Can‒t
she play w ith all them  curls on her ow n head?

H onestly though, I don‒t have a problem  w ith Layla. She‒s a geek like Seven, sm art enough for
H arvard but H ow ard bound, and real sw eet. She‒s one of the four black girls in the senior class, and if
Seven just w ants to date black girls, he picked a great one.

I w alk up to them  and go, “Hem-hem.”
Seven keeps his eyes on Layla. ―G o sign Sekani out.‖
―Can‒t,‖ I lie. ―M om m a didn‒t put m e on the list.‖
―Yeah, she did. G o.‖
I fold m y arm s. ―I am  not w alking halfw ay across cam pus to get him  and halfw ay back. W e can get him

w hen w e‒re leaving.‖
H e side-eyes m e, but I‒m  too tired for all that, and it‒s cold. Seven kisses Layla and goes around to the

driver‒s side. ―A cting like that‒s a long w alk,‖ he m um bles.
―A cting like w e can‒t get him  w hen w e‒re leaving,‖ I say, and hop in.
H e starts the car. This nice m ix C hris m ade of K anye and m y other future husband J. Cole plays from

Seven‒s iPod dock. H e m aneuvers through the parking lot traffic to Sekani‒s school. Seven signs him  out
of his after-school program , and w e leave.

―I‒m  hungry,‖ Sekani w hines not even five m inutes out the parking lot.
―D idn‒t they give you a snack in after-school?‖ Seven asks.
―So? I‒m  still hungry.‖
―G reedy butt,‖ Seven says, and Sekani kicks the back of his seat. Seven laughs. ―O kay, okay! M a



asked m e to bring som e food to the clinic anyw ay. I‒ll get you som ething too.‖ H e looks at Sekani in the
rearview  m irror. ―Is that cool‍ ‖

Seven freezes. H e turns Chris‒s m ix off and slow s dow n.
―W hat you turn the m usic off for?‖ Sekani asks.
―Shut up,‖ Seven hisses.
W e stop at a red light. A  Riverton H ills patrol car pulls up beside us.
Seven straightens up and stares ahead, barely blinking and gripping the steering w heel. H is eyes m ove

a little like he w ants to look at the cop car. H e sw allow s hard.
―C‒m on, light,‖ he prays. ―C‒m on.‖
I stare ahead and pray for the light to change too.
It finally turns green, and Seven lets the patrol car go first. H is shoulders don‒t relax until w e get on

the freew ay. M ine neither.
W e stop at this Chinese restaurant M om m a loves and get food for all of us. She w ants m e to eat before

I talk to the detectives. In G arden H eights, kids play in the streets. Sekani presses his face against m y
w indow  and w atches them . H e w on‒t play w ith them  though. Last tim e he played w ith som e neighborhood
kids, they called him  ―w hite boy‖ ‒cause he goes to W illiam son.

B lack Jesus greets us from  a m ural on the side of the clinic. H e has locs like Seven. H is arm s stretch
the w idth of the w all, and there are puffy w hite clouds behind him . B ig letters above him  rem ind us that
Jesus	Loves	You.

Seven passes B lack Jesus and goes into the parking lot behind the clinic. H e punches in a code to
open the gate and parks next to M om m a‒s Cam ry. I get the tray of sodas, Seven gets the food, and Sekani
doesn‒t take anything because he never takes anything.

I hit the buzzer for the back door and w ave up at the cam era. The door opens into a sterile-sm elling
hall w ith bright-w hite w alls and w hite-tile floors that reflect us. The hall takes us to the w aiting room . A
handful of people w atch the new s on the old box TV in the ceiling or read m agazines that have been there
since I w as little. W hen this shaggy-haired m an sees that w e have food, he straightens up and sniffs hard
as if it‒s for him .

―W hat y‒all bringing up in here?‖ M s. Felicia asks at the front desk, stretching her neck to see.
M om m a com es from  the other hallw ay in her plain yellow  scrubs, follow ing a teary-eyed boy and his

m om . The boy sucks on a lollipop, a rew ard for surviving a shot.
―There go m y babies,‖ M om m a says w hen she sees us. ―A nd they got m y food too. C‒m on. Let‒s go in

the back.‖
―Save m e som e!‖ M s. Felicia calls after us. M om m a tells her to hush.
W e set the food out on the break room  table. M om m a gets som e paper plates and plastic utensils that

she keeps in a cabinet for days like this. W e say grace and dig in.
M om m a sits on the countertop and eats. ―M m m -m m ! This is hitting the spot. Thank you, Seven baby. I

only had a bag of Cheetos today.‖
―You didn‒t have lunch?‖ Sekani asks, w ith a m outh full of fried rice.
M om m a points her fork at him . ―W hat did I tell you about talking w ith your m outh full? A nd for your

inform ation, no I did not. I had a m eeting on m y lunch break. N ow , tell m e about y‒all. H ow  w as school?‖
Sekani alw ays talks the longest because he gives every single detail. Seven says his day w as fine. I‒m

as short w ith m y ―It w as all right.‖
M om m a sips her soda. ―A nything happen?‖
I freaked out w hen m y boyfriend touched m e, but‍ ―N ope. N othing.‖
M s. Felicia com es to the door. ―Lisa, sorry to bother you, but w e have an issue up front.‖



―I‒m  on break, Felicia.‖
―D on‒t you think I know  that? B ut she asking for you. It‒s B renda.‖
K halil‒s m om m a.
M y m om  sets her plate dow n. She looks straight at m e w hen she says, ―Stay here.‖
I‒m  hardheaded though. I follow  her to the w aiting room . M s. Brenda sits w ith her face in her hands.

H er hair is uncom bed, and her w hite shirt is dingy, alm ost brow n. She has sores and scabs on her arm s
and legs, and since she‒s real light-skinned they show  up even m ore.

M om m a kneels in front of her. ―Bren, hey.‖
M s. Brenda m oves her hands. H er red eyes rem ind m e of w hat K halil said w hen w e w ere little, that

his m om m a had turned into a dragon. H e claim ed that one day he‒d becom e a knight and turn her back.
It doesn‒t m ake sense that he sold drugs. I w ould‒ve thought his broken heart w ouldn‒t let him .
―M y baby,‖ his m om m a cries. ―Lisa, m y baby.‖
M om m a sandw iches M s. Brenda‒s hands betw een hers and rubs them , not caring that they‒re nasty

looking. ―I know , Bren.‖
―They killed m y baby.‖
―I know .‖
―They killed him .‖
―I know .‖
―Lord Jesus,‖ M s. Felicia says from  the doorw ay. N ext to her, Seven puts his arm  around Sekani.

Som e patients in the w aiting room  shake their heads.
―But Bren, you gotta get cleaned up,‖ M om m a says. ―That‒s w hat he w anted.‖
―I can‒t. M y baby ain‒t here.‖
―Yes, you can. You have Cam eron, and he needs you. Your m om m a needs you.‖
K halil needed you, I w anna say. H e w aited for you and cried for you. B ut w here w ere you? You don‒t

get to cry now . N uh-uh. It‒s too late.
But she keeps crying. Rocking and crying.
―Tam m y and I can get you som e help, B ren,‖ M om m a says. ―But you gotta really w ant it this tim e.‖
―I don‒t w anna live like this no m ore.‖
―I know .‖ M om m a w aves M s. Felicia over and hands M s. Felicia her phone. ―Look through m y

contacts and find Tam m y H arris‒s num ber. Call and tell her that her sister is here. Bren, w hen w as the last
tim e you ate?‖

―I don‒t know . I don‒t‍ m y baby.‖
M om m a straightens up and rubs M s. Brenda‒s shoulder. ―I‒m  gonna get you som e food.‖
I follow  M om m a back. She w alks kinda fast but passes the food and goes to the counter. She leans on

it w ith her back to m e and bow s her head, not saying a w ord.
Everything I w anted to say in the w aiting room  com es bubbling out. ―H ow  com e she gets to be upset?

She w asn‒t there for K halil. You know  how  m any tim es he cried about her? Birthdays, Christm as, all that.
W hy does she get to cry now ?‖

―Starr, please.‖
―She hasn‒t acted like a m om  to him ! N ow  all of a sudden, he‒s her baby? It‒s bullshit!‖
M om m a sm acks the counter, and I jum p. ―Shut up!‖ she scream s. She turns around, tears streaking her

face. ―That w asn‒t som e li‒l friend of hers. That w as her son, you hear m e? H er son!‖ H er voice cracks.
―She carried that boy, birthed that boy. A nd you have no right to judge her.‖

I have cotton-m outh. ―I‍ ‖
M om m a closes her eyes. She m assages her forehead. ―I‒m  sorry. Fix her a plate, baby, okay? Fix her a



plate.‖
I do and put a little extra of everything on it. I take it to M s. Brenda. She m um bles w hat sounds like

―thank you‖ as she takes it.
W hen she looks at m e through the red haze, K halil‒s eyes stare back at m e, and I realize m y m om ‒s

right. M s. Brenda is K halil‒s m om m a. Regardless.



SIX

M y m om  and I arrive at the police station at four thirty on the dot.
A handful of cops talk on phones, type on com puters, or stand around. N orm al stuff, like on Law	&

Order, but m y breath catches. I count: O ne. Tw o. Three. Four. I lose count around tw elve because the guns
in their holsters are all I can see.

A ll of them . Tw o of us.
M om m a squeezes m y hand. ―Breathe.‖
I didn‒t realize I had grabbed hers.
I take a deep breath and another, and she nods w ith each one, saying, ―That‒s it. You‒re okay. W e‒re

okay.‖
Uncle Carlos com es over, and he and M om m a lead m e to his desk, w here I sit dow n. I feel eyes on m e

from  all around. The grip tightens around m y lungs. Uncle C arlos hands m e a sw eating bottle of w ater.
M om m a puts it up to m y lips.

I take slow  sips and look around Uncle Carlos‒s desk to avoid the curious eyes of the officers. H e has
alm ost as m any pictures of m e and Sekani on display as he has of his ow n kids.

―I‒m  taking her hom e,‖ M om m a tells him . ―I‒m  not putting her through this today. She‒s not ready.‖
―I understand, but she has to talk to them  at som e point, Lisa. She‒s a vital part of this investigation.‖
M om m a sighs. ―Carlos‍ ‖
―I get it,‖ he says, in a noticeably low er voice. ―Believe m e, I do. Unfortunately, if w e w ant this

investigation done right, she has to talk to them . If not today, then another day.‖
A nother day of w aiting and w ondering w hat‒s gonna happen.
I can‒t go through that.
―I w anna do it today,‖ I m um ble. ―I w anna get it over w ith.‖
They look at m e, like they just rem em bered I‒m  here.
Uncle C arlos kneels in front of m e. ―A re you sure, baby girl?‖
I nod before I lose m y nerve.
―A ll right,‖ M om m a says. ―But I‒m  going w ith her.‖
―That‒s totally fine,‖ Uncle Carlos says.
―I don‒t care if it‒s not fine.‖ She looks at m e. ―She‒s not doing this alone.‖
Those w ords feel as good as any hug I‒ve ever gotten.
Uncle Carlos keeps an arm  around m e and leads us to a sm all room  that has nothing in it but a table

and som e chairs. A n unseen air conditioner hum s loudly, blasting freezing air into the room .
―A ll right,‖ Uncle Carlos says. ―I‒ll be outside, okay?‖
―O kay,‖ I say.
H e kisses m y forehead w ith his usual tw o pecks. M om m a takes m y hand, and her tight squeeze tells

m e w hat she doesn‒t say out loud‍ I	got	your	back.
W e sit at the table. She‒s still holding m y hand w hen the tw o detectives com e in‍ a young w hite guy



w ith slick black hair and a Latina w ith lines around her m outh and a spiky haircut. Both of them  w ear guns
on their w aists.

Keep	your	hands	visible.
No	sudden	moves.
Only	speak	when	spoken	to.
―H i, Starr and M rs. Carter,‖ the w om an says, holding out her hand. ―I‒m  D etective G om ez, and this is

m y partner, D etective W ilkes.‖
I let go of m y m om ‒s hand to shake the detectives‒ hands. ―H ello.‖ M y voice is changing already. It

alw ays happens around ―other‖ people, w hether I‒m  at W illiam son or not. I don‒t talk like m e or sound
like m e. I choose every w ord carefully and m ake sure I pronounce them  w ell. I can never, ever let anyone
think I‒m  ghetto.

―It‒s so nice to m eet you both,‖ W ilkes says.
―Considering the circum stances, I w ouldn‒t call it nice,‖ says M om m a.
W ilkes‒s face and neck get extrem ely red.
―W hat he m eans is w e‒ve heard so m uch about you both,‖ G om ez says. ―C arlos alw ays gushes about

his w onderful fam ily. W e feel like w e know  you already.‖
She‒s laying it on extra thick.
―Please, have a seat.‖ G om ez points to a chair, and she and W ilkes sit across from  us. ―Just so you

know , you‒re being recorded, but it‒s sim ply so w e can have Starr‒s statem ent on record.‖
―O kay,‖ I say. There it is again, all perky and shit. I‒m  never perky.
D etective G om ez gives the date and tim e and the nam es of the people in the room  and rem inds us that

w e‒re being recorded. W ilkes scribbles in his notebook. M om m a rubs m y back. For a m om ent there‒s
only the sound of pencil on paper.

―A ll right then.‖ G om ez adjusts herself in her chair and sm iles, the lines around her m outh deepening.
―D on‒t be nervous, Starr. You haven‒t done anything w rong. W e just w ant to know  w hat happened.‖

I	know	I	haven’t	done	anything	wrong, I think, but it com es out as, ―Yes, m a‒am .‖
―You‒re sixteen, right?‖
―Yes, m a‒am .‖
―H ow  long did you know  K halil?‖
―Since I w as three. H is grandm other used to babysit m e.‖
―W ow ,‖ she says, all teacher-like, stretching out the w ord. ―That‒s a long tim e. Can you tell us w hat

happened the night of the incident?‖
―You m ean the night he w as killed?‖
Shit.
G om ez‒s sm ile dim s, the lines around her m outh aren‒t as deep, but she says, ―The night of the

incident, yes. Start w here you feel com fortable.‖
I look at M om m a. She nods.
―M y friend K enya and I w ent to a house party hosted by a guy nam ed D arius,‖ I say.
Thump-thump-thump. I drum  the table.
Stop.	No	sudden	moves.
I lay m y hands flat to keep them  visible.
―H e has one every spring break,‖ I say. ―K halil saw  m e, cam e over, and said hello.‖
―D o you know  w hy he w as at the party?‖ G om ez asks.
Why	does	anybody	go	to	a	party?	To	party. ―I assum e it w as for recreational purposes,‖ I say. ―H e

and I talked about things going on in our lives.‖



―W hat kind of things?‖ she questions.
―H is grandm other has cancer. I didn‒t know  until he told m e that evening.‖
―I see,‖ G om ez says. ―W hat happened after that?‖
―A fight occurred at the party, so w e left together in his car.‖
―K halil didn‒t have anything to do w ith the fight?‖
I raise an eyebrow . ―N ah.‖
Dammit.	Proper	English.
I sit up straight. ―I m ean, no, m a‒am . W e w ere talking w hen the fight occurred.‖
―O kay, so you tw o left. W here w ere you going?‖
―H e offered to take m e hom e or to m y father‒s grocery store. B efore w e could decide, O ne-Fifteen

pulled us over.‖
―W ho?‖ she asks.
―The officer, that‒s his badge num ber,‖ I say. ―I rem em ber it.‖
W ilkes scribbles.
―I see,‖ G om ez says. ―Can you describe w hat happened next?‖
I don‒t think I‒ll ever forget w hat happened, but saying it out loud, that‒s different. A nd hard.
M y eyes prickle. I blink, staring at the table.
M om m a rubs m y back. ―Look up, Starr.‖
M y parents have this thing w here they never w ant m e or m y brothers to talk to som ebody w ithout

looking them  in their eyes. They claim  that a person‒s eyes say m ore than their m outh, and that it goes both
w ays‍ if w e look som eone in their eyes and m ean w hat w e say, they should have little reason to doubt us.

I look at G om ez.
―K halil pulled over to the side of the road and turned the ignition off,‖ I say. ―O ne-Fifteen put his

brights on. H e approached the w indow  and asked K halil for his license and registration.‖
―D id K halil com ply?‖ G om ez asks.
―H e asked the officer w hy he pulled us over first. Then he show ed his license and registration.‖
―D id K halil seem  irate during this exchange?‖
―A nnoyed, not irate,‖ I say. ―H e felt that the cop w as harassing him .‖
―D id he tell you this?‖
―N o, but I could tell. I assum ed the sam e thing m yself.‖
Shit.
G om ez scoots closer. M aroon lipstick stains her teeth, and her breath sm ells like coffee. ―A nd w hy

w as that?‖
Breathe.
The	room	isn’t	hot.	You’re	nervous.
―Because w e w eren‒t doing anything w rong,‖ I say. ―K halil w asn‒t speeding or driving recklessly. It

didn‒t seem  like he had a reason to pull us over.‖
―I see. W hat happened next?‖
―The officer forced K halil out the car.‖
“Forced?” she says.
―Yes, m a‒am . H e pulled him  out.‖
―Because K halil w as hesitant, right?‖
M om m a m akes this throaty sound, like she w as about to say som ething but stopped herself. She purses

her lips and rubs m y back in circles.
I rem em ber w hat D addy said‍ “Don’t	let	them	put	words	in	your	mouth.”



―N o, m a‒am ,‖ I say to G om ez. ―H e w as getting out on his ow n, and the officer yanked him  the rest of
the w ay.‖

She says ―I see‖ again, but she didn‒t see it so she probably doesn‒t believe it. ―W hat happened
next?‖ she asks.

―The officer patted K halil dow n three tim es.‖
―Three?‖
Yeah.	I	counted.	―Yes, m a‒am . H e didn‒t find anything. H e then told K halil to stay put w hile he ran his

license and registration.‖
―B ut K halil didn‒t stay put, did he?‖ she says.
―H e didn‒t pull the trigger on him self either.‖
Shit.	Your	fucking	big	mouth.
The detectives glance at each other. A m om ent of silent conversation.
The w alls m ove in closer. The grip around m y lungs returns. I pull m y shirt aw ay from  m y neck.
―I think w e‒re done for today,‖ M om m a says, taking m y hand as she starts to stand up.
―B ut M rs. Carter, w e‒re not finished.‖
―I don‒t care‍ ‖
―M om ,‖ I say, and she looks dow n at m e. ―It‒s okay. I can do this.‖
She gives them  a glare sim ilar to the one she gives m e and m y brothers w hen w e‒ve pushed her to her

lim it. She sits dow n but holds on to m y hand.
―O kay,‖ G om ez says. ―So he patted K halil dow n and told him  he w ould check his license and

registration. W hat next?‖
―K halil opened the driver‒s side door and‍ ‖
Pow!
Pow!
Pow!
Blood.
Tears craw l dow n m y cheeks. I w ipe them  on m y arm . ―The officer shot him .‖
―D o you‍ ‖ G om ez starts, but M om m a holds a finger tow ard her.
―C ould you please give her a second,‖ she says. It sounds m ore like an order than a question.
G om ez doesn‒t say anything. W ilkes scribbles som e m ore.
M y m om  w ipes som e of m y tears for m e. ―W henever you‒re ready,‖ she says.
I sw allow  the lum p in m y throat and nod.
―O kay,‖ G om ez says, and takes a deep breath. ―D o you know  w hy K halil cam e to the door, Starr?‖
―I think he w as com ing to ask if I w as okay.‖
―You think?‖
I’m	not	a	telepath. ―Yes, m a‒am . H e started asking but didn‒t finish because the officer shot him  in the

back.‖
M ore salty tears fall on m y lips.
G om ez leans across the table. ―W e all w ant to get to the bottom  of this, Starr. W e appreciate your

cooperation. I understand this is hard right now .‖
I w ipe m y face on m y arm  again. ―Yeah.‖
―Yeah.‖ She sm iles and says in that sam e sugary, sym pathetic tone, ―N ow , do you know  if K halil sold

narcotics?‖
Pause.
W hat the fuck?



M y tears stop. For real, m y eyes get dry w ith the quickness. Before I can say anything, m y m om  goes,
―W hat does that have to do w ith anything?‖

―It‒s only a question,‖ G om ez says. ―D o you, Starr?‖
A ll the sym pathy, the sm iles, the understanding. This chick w as baiting m e.
Investigating or justifying?
I know  the answ er to her question. I knew  it w hen I saw  K halil at the party. H e never w ore new  shoes.

A nd jew elry? Those little ninety-nine-cent chains he bought at the beauty supply store didn‒t count. M s.
R osalie just confirm ed it.

But w hat the hell does that have to do w ith him  getting m urdered? Is that supposed to m ake all of this
okay?

G om ez tilts her head. ―Starr? Can you please answ er the question?‖
I refuse to m ake them  feel better about killing m y friend.
I straighten up, look G om ez dead in her eyes, and say, ―I never saw  him  sell drugs or do drugs.‖
―B ut do you know  if he sold them ?‖ she asks.
―H e never told m e he did,‖ I say, w hich is true. K halil never flat-out adm itted it to m e.
―D o you have know ledge of him  selling them ?‖
―I heard things.‖ A lso true.
She sighs. ―I see. D o you know  if he w as involved w ith the K ing Lords?‖
―N o.‖
―The G arden D isciples?‖
―N o.‖
―D id you consum e any alcohol at the party?‖ she asks.
I know  that m ove from  Law	&	Order. She‒s trying to discredit m e. ―N o. I don‒t drink.‖
―D id K halil?‖
―W hoa, w ait one second,‖ M om m a says. ―A re y‒all putting K halil and Starr on trial or the cop w ho

killed him ?‖
W ilkes looks up from  his notes.
―I‍ I don‒t quite understand, M rs. Carter?‖ G om ez sputters.
―You haven‒t asked m y child about that cop yet,‖ M om m a says. ―You keep asking her about K halil,

like he‒s the reason he‒s dead. Like she said, he didn‒t pull the trigger on him self.‖
―W e just w ant the w hole picture, M rs. Carter. That‒s all.‖
―O ne-Fifteen killed him ,‖ I say. ―A nd he w asn‒t doing anything w rong. H ow  m uch of a bigger picture

do you need?‖
Fifteen m inutes later, I leave the police station w ith m y m om . Both of us know  the sam e thing:
This is gonna be som e bullshit.



SEVEN

K halil‒s funeral is Friday. Tom orrow . Exactly one w eek since he died.
I‒m  at school, trying not to think about w hat he‒ll look like in the coffin, how  m any people w ill be

there, w hat he‒ll look like in the coffin, if other people w ill know  I w as w ith him  w hen he died . . . w hat
he‒ll look like in the coffin.

I‒m  failing at not thinking about it.
O n the M onday night new s, they finally gave K halil‒s nam e in the story about the shooting, but w ith a

title added to it‍ K halil H arris, a Suspected D rug D ealer. They didn‒t m ention that he w as unarm ed. They
said that an ―unidentified w itness‖ had been questioned and that the police w ere still investigating.

A fter w hat I told the cops, I‒m  not sure w hat‒s left to ―investigate.‖
In the gym  everyone‒s changed into their blue shorts and gold W illiam son T-shirts, but class hasn‒t

started yet. To pass tim e, som e of the girls challenged som e of the boys to a basketball gam e. They‒re
playing on one end of the gym , the floor squeaking as they run around. The girls are all “Staawp!” w hen
the guys guard them . Flirting, W illiam son style.

H ailey, M aya, and I are in the bleachers on the other end. O n the floor, som e guys are supposedly
dancing, trying to get their m oves ready for prom . I say supposedly because there‒s no w ay that shit can be
called dancing. M aya‒s boyfriend, Ryan, is the only one even close, and he‒s just doing the dab. It‒s his
go-to m ove. H e‒s a big, w ide-shouldered linebacker, and it looks a little funny, but that‒s an advantage of
being the sole black guy in class. You can look silly and still be cool.

Chris is on the bottom  bleacher, playing one of his m ixes on his phone for them  to dance to. H e
glances over his shoulder at m e.

I have tw o bodyguards w ho w on‒t allow  him  near m e‍ M aya on one side, cheering Ryan on, and
H ailey, w ho‒s laughing her ass off at Luke and recording him . They‒re still pissed at C hris.

I‒m  honestly not. H e m ade a m istake, and I forgive him . The	Fresh	Prince them e and his w illingness
to em barrass him self helped w ith that.

But that m om ent he grabbed m y hands and I flashed back to that night, it‒s like I suddenly really, really
realized that C hris is w hite. Just like O ne-Fifteen. A nd I know , I‒m  sitting here next to m y w hite best
friend, but it‒s alm ost as if I‒m  giving K halil, D addy, Seven, and every other black guy in m y life a big,
loud ―fuck you‖ by having a w hite boyfriend.

Chris didn‒t pull us over, he didn‒t shoot K halil, but am  I betraying w ho I am  by dating him ?
I need to figure this out.
―O h m y G od, that‒s sickening,‖ says H ailey. She‒s stopped recording to w atch the basketball gam e.

―They‒re not even trying.‖
They‒re really not. The ball sails past the hoop from  an attem pted shot by Bridgette H ollow ay. Either

hom egirl‒s hand-eye coordination is w ay off or she m issed that on purpose, because now  Jackson
Reynolds is show ing her how  to shoot. Basically, he‒s all up on her. A nd shirtless.

―I don‒t know  w hat‒s w orse,‖ H ailey says. ―The fact that they‒re going soft on them  because they‒re



girls, or that the girls are letting them  go soft on them .‖
―Equality in basketball. Right, H ails?‖ M aya says w ith a w ink.
―Yes! W ait.‖ She eyes M aya suspiciously. ―A re you m aking fun of m e or are you serious, Shorty?‖
―Both,‖ I say, leaning back on m y elbow s, m y belly pooching out m y shirt‍ a food baby. W e just left

lunch, and the cafeteria had fried chicken, one of the foods W illiam son gets right. ―It‒s not even a real
gam e, H ails,‖ I tell her.

―N ope.‖ M aya pats m y stom ach. ―W hen are you due?‖
―Sam e day as you.‖
―Aw w ! W e can raise our food offspring as siblings.‖
―I know , right? I‒m  nam ing m ine Fernando,‖ I say.
―W hy Fernando?‖ M aya asks.
―D unno. It sounds like a food baby nam e. Especially w hen you roll the r.‖
―I can‒t roll m y r‒s.‖ She tries, but she m akes som e w eird noise, spit flying, and I‒m  cracking up.
H ailey points at the gam e. ―Look at that! It‒s that w hole ‐play like a girl‒ m ind-set the m ale gender

uses to belittle w om en, w hen w e have as m uch athleticism  as they do.‖
O h m y Lord. She‒s seriously upset over this.
―Take the ball to the hole!‖ she hollers to the girls.
M aya catches m y eye, hers glim m ering sneakily, and it‒s m iddle school dçjÞ vu.
―A nd don‒t be afraid to shoot the outside J!‖ M aya shouts.
―Just keep ya head in the gam e,‖ I say. ―Just keep ya head in the gam e.‖
―A nd don‒t be afraid to ‐shoot the outside J,‒‖ M aya sings.
―‐Just get‒cha head in the gam e,‒‖ I sing.
W e bust out w ith ―G et‒cha H ead in the G am e‖ from  High	School	Musical. It‒ll be stuck in m y head

for days. W e w ere obsessed w ith the m ovies around the sam e tim e as our Jonas Brothers obsession.
D isney took all our parents‒ m oney.

W e‒re loud w ith it now . H ailey‒s trying to glare at us. She snorts.
―C‒m on.‖ She gets up and pulls m e and M aya up too. ―G et‒cha head in this gam e.‖
I‒m  thinking, Oh,	so you	can	drag	me	to	play	basketball	during	one	of	your	feminist	rages,	but	you

can’t	follow	my	Tumblr	because	of	Emmett	Till?	I don‒t know  w hy I can‒t m ake m yself bring it up. It‒s
Tum blr.

But then, it‒s Tumblr.
―H ey!‖ H ailey says. ―W e w anna play.‖
―N o w e don‒t,‖ M aya m utters. H ailey nudges her.
I don‒t w anna play either, but for som e reason H ailey m akes decisions and M aya and I follow  along.

It‒s not like w e planned it to be this w ay. Som etim es the shit just happens, and one day you realize there‒s
a leader am ong you and your friends and it‒s not you.

―Com e on in, ladies.‖ Jackson beckons us into the gam e. ―There‒s alw ays room  for pretty girls. W e‒ll
try not to hurt you.‖

H ailey looks at m e, I look at her, and w e have the sam e deadpan expression that w e‒ve had m astered
since fifth grade, m ouths slightly open, eyes ready to roll at any m om ent.

―A lrighty then,‖ I say. ―Let‒s play.‖
―Three on three,‖ H ailey says as w e take our positions. ―G irls versus boys. H alf court. First to tw enty.

Sorry, ladies, but m e and m y girls are gonna handle this one, m m -kay?‖
Bridgette gives H ailey som e serious stank-eye. She and her friends m ove to the sideline.
The dance party stops and those guys com e over, Chris included. H e w hispers som ething to Tyler, one



of the boys w ho played in the previous gam e. Chris takes Tyler‒s place on the court.
Jackson checks the ball to H ailey. I run around m y guard, G arrett, and H ailey passes to m e. N o m atter

w hat‒s going on, w hen H ailey, M aya, and I play together, it‒s rhythm , chem istry, and skill rolled into a ball
of am azingness.

G arrett‒s guarding m e, but Chris runs up and elbow s him  aside. G arrett goes, ―The hell, Bryant?‖
―I‒ve got her,‖ Chris says.
H e gets in his defensive stance. W e‒re eye to eye as I dribble the ball.
―H ey,‖ he says.
―H ey.‖
I do a chest-pass to M aya, w ho‒s w ide open for a jum p shot.
She m akes it.
Tw o to zero.
―G ood job, Yang!‖ says Coach M eyers. She‒s com e out her office. A ll it takes is a hint of a real gam e,

and she‒s in coaching m ode. She rem inds m e of a fitness trainer on a reality TV  show . She‒s petite yet
m uscular, and G od that w om an can yell.

G arrett‒s at the baseline w ith the ball.
Chris runs to get open. Stom ach full, I have to push harder to stay on him . W e‒re hip to hip, w atching

G arrett try to decide w ho to pass to. O ur arm s brush, and som ething in m e is activated; m y senses are
suddenly consum ed by Chris. H is legs look so good in his gym  shorts. H e‒s w earing O ld Spice, and even
just from  that little brush, his skin feels so soft.

―I m iss you,‖ he says.
N o point in lying. ―I m iss you too.‖
The ball sails his w ay. Chris catches it. N ow  I‒m  in m y defensive stance, and w e‒re eye to eye again

as he dribbles. M y gaze low ers to his lips; they‒re a little w et and begging m e to kiss them . See, this is
w hy I can never play ball w ith him . I get too distracted.

―W ill you at least talk to m e?‖ Chris asks.
―D efense, Carter!‖ Coach yells.
I focus on the ball and attem pt to steal. N ot quick enough. H e gets around m e and goes straight for the

hoop, only to pass it to Jackson, w ho‒s open at the three-point line.
―G rant!‖ Coach shouts for H ailey.
H ailey runs over. H er fingertips graze the ball as it leaves Jackson‒s hand, changing its course.
The ball goes flying. I go running. I catch it.
Chris is behind m e, the only thing betw een m e and the hoop. Let m e clarify‍ m y butt is against his

crotch, m y back against his chest. I‒m  bum ping up against him , trying to figure out how  to get the ball in
the hole. It sounds w ay dirtier than it actually is, especially in this position. I understand w hy B ridgette
m issed shots though.

―Starr!‖ H ailey calls.
She‒s open at the three. I bounce-pass it to her.
She shoots. N ails it.
Five to zero.
―C‒m on, boys,‖ M aya taunts. ―Is that all you can do?‖
Coach claps. ―G ood job. G ood job.‖
Jackson‒s at the baseline. H e passes to Chris. Chris chest-passes it back to him .
―I don‒t get it,‖ Chris says. ―You practically freaked out the other day in the hall. W hat‒s going on?‖
G arrett passes to Chris. I get in m y defensive stance, eyes on the ball. N ot on Chris. Cannot look at



Chris. M y eyes w ill give m e aw ay.
―Talk to m e,‖ he says.
I attem pt to steal again. N o luck.
―Play the gam e,‖ I say.
Chris goes left, quickly changes direction, and goes right. I try to stay on him , but m y heavy stom ach

slow s m e dow n. H e gets to the hoop and m akes the layup. It‒s good.
Five to tw o.
―D am m it, Starr!‖ H ailey yells, recovering the ball. She passes it to m e. ―H ustle! Pretend the ball is

som e fried chicken. Bet you‒ll stay on it then.‖
W hat.
The.
A ctual.
Fuck?
The w orld surges forw ard w ithout m e. I hold the ball and stare at H ailey as she jogs aw ay, blue-

streaked hair bouncing behind her.
I can‒t believe she said . . . She couldn‒t have. N o w ay.
The ball falls out m y hands. I w alk off the court. I‒m  breathing hard, and m y eyes burn.
The sm ell of postgam e funk lingers in the girls‒ locker room . It‒s m y place of solace w hen w e lose a

gam e, w here I can cry or cuss if I w ant.
I pace from  one side of the lockers to the other.
H ailey and M aya rush in, out of breath. ―W hat‒s up w ith you?‖ H ailey asks.
―M e?‖ I say, m y voice bouncing off the lockers. ―W hat the hell w as that com m ent?‖
―Lighten up! It w as only gam e talk.‖
―A  fried chicken joke w as only gam e talk? Really?‖ I ask.
―It‒s fried chicken day!‖ she says. ―You and M aya w ere just joking about it. W hat are you trying to

say?‖
I keep pacing.
H er eyes w iden. ―O h m y G od. You think I w as being racist?‖
I look at her. ―You m ade a fried chicken com m ent to the only black girl in the room . W hat do you

think?‖
―H o-ly shit, Starr! Seriously? A fter everything w e‒ve been through, you think I‒m  a racist? Really?‖
―You can say som ething racist and not be a racist!‖
―Is som ething else going on, Starr?‖ M aya says.
―W hy does everyone keep asking m e that?‖ I snap.
―B ecause you‒re acting so w eird lately!‖ H ailey snaps back. She looks at m e and asks, ―D oes this

have som ething to do w ith the police shooting that drug dealer in your neighborhood?‖
―W h-w hat?‖
―I heard about it on the new s,‖ she says. ―A nd I know  you‒re into that sort of thing now ‍ ‖
That sort of thing? W hat the fuck is ―that sort of thing‖?
―A nd then they said the drug dealer‒s nam e w as K halil,‖ she says, and exchanges a look w ith M aya.
―W e‒ve w anted to ask if it w as the K halil w ho used to com e to your birthday parties,‖ M aya adds.

―W e didn‒t know  how , though.‖
The drug dealer. That‒s how  they see him . It doesn‒t m atter that he‒s suspected of doing it. ―D rug

dealer‖ is louder than ―suspected‖ ever w ill be.
If it‒s revealed that I w as in the car, w hat w ill that m ake m e? The thug ghetto girl w ith the drug dealer?



W hat w ill m y teachers think about m e? M y friends? The w hole fucking w orld, possibly?
―I‍ ‖
I close m y eyes. K halil stares at the sky.
“Mind	your	business,	Starr,” he says.
I sw allow  and w hisper, ―I don‒t know  that K halil.‖
It‒s a betrayal w orse than dating a w hite boy. I fucking deny him , dam n near erasing every laugh w e

shared, every hug, every tear, every second w e spent together. A  m illion ―I‒m  sorry‖s sound in m y head,
and I hope they reach K halil w herever he is, yet they‒ll never be enough.

But I had to do it. I had to.
―Then w hat is it?‖ H ailey asks. ―Is this, like, N atasha‒s anniversary or som ething?‖
I stare at the ceiling and blink fast to keep from  baw ling. B esides m y brothers and the teachers, H ailey

and M aya are the only people at W illiam son w ho know  about N atasha. I don‒t w ant all the pity.
―M om ‒s anniversary w as a few  w eeks ago,‖ H ailey says. ―I w as in a shitty m ood for days. I

understand if you‒re upset, but to accuse m e of being racist, Starr? H ow  can you even?‖
I blink faster. G od, I‒m  pushing her aw ay, Chris aw ay. H ell, do I deserve them ? I don‒t talk about

N atasha, and I just flat-out denied K halil. I could‒ve been the one killed instead of them . I don‒t have the
decency to keep their m em ories alive, yet I‒m  supposed to be their best friend.

I cover m y m outh. It doesn‒t stop the sob. It‒s loud and echoes off the w alls. O ne follow s it, and
another and another. M aya and H ailey rub m y back and shoulders.

Coach M eyers rushes in. ―C arter‍ ‖
H ailey looks at her and says, ―N atasha.‖
Coach nods heavily. ―C arter, go see M s. Law rence.‖
W hat? N o. She‒s sending m e to the school shrink? A ll the teachers know  about poor Starr w ho saw

her friend die w hen she w as ten. I used to bust out crying all the tim e, and that w as alw ays their go-to line
‍ see M s. Law rence. I w ipe m y eyes. ―C oach, I‒m  okay‍ ‖

―N o, you‒re not.‖ She pulls a hall pass from  her pocket and holds it tow ard m e. ―G o talk to her. It‒ll
help you feel better.‖

N o it w on‒t, but I know  w hat w ill.
I take the pass, grab m y backpack out m y locker, and go back into the gym . M y classm ates follow  m e

w ith their eyes as I hurry tow ard the doors. Chris calls out for m e. I speed up.
They probably heard m e crying. G reat. W hat‒s w orse than being the A ngry B lack G irl? The Weak

B lack G irl.
By the tim e I get to the m ain office, I‒ve dried m y eyes and m y face com pletely.
―G ood afternoon, M s. C arter,‖ D r. D avis, the headm aster, says. H e‒s leaving as I‒m  going in and

doesn‒t w ait for m y response. D oes he know  all the students by nam e, or just the ones w ho are black like
him ? I hate that I think about stuff like that now .

H is secretary, M rs. Lindsey, greets m e w ith a sm ile and asks how  she can assist m e.
―I need to call som eone to com e get m e,‖ I say. ―I don‒t feel good.‖

I call Uncle C arlos. M y parents w ould ask too m any questions. A lim b has to be m issing for them  to take
m e out of school. I only have to tell U ncle Carlos that I have cram ps, and he‒ll pick m e up.

Fem inine problem s. The key to ending an U ncle Carlos interrogation.
Luckily he‒s on lunch break. H e signs m e out, and I hold m y stom ach for added effect. A s w e leave he

asks if I w ant som e fro-yo. I say yeah, and a short w hile later w e‒re going into a shop that‒s w alking
distance from  W illiam son. It‒s in a brand-new  m ini m all that should be called H ipster H eaven, full of



stores you‒d never find in G arden H eights. O n one side of the fro-yo place, there‒s Indie U rban Style and
on the other side, D apper D og, w here you can buy outfits for your dog. C lothes. For a dog. W hat kinda
fool w ould I be, dressing B rickz in a linen shirt and jeans?

O n a serious tip‍ w hite people are crazy for their dogs.
W e fill our cups w ith yogurt. A t the toppings bar, U ncle Carlos breaks out into his fro-yo rap. ―I‒m

getting fro-yo, yo. Fro-yo, yo, yo.‖
H e loves his fro-yo. It‒s kinda adorable. W e take a booth in a corner that‒s got a lim e-green table and

hot-pink seats. You know , typical fro-yo decor.
Uncle C arlos looks over into m y cup. ―D id you seriously ruin perfectly good fro-yo w ith Cap‒n

C runch?‖
―You can‒t talk,‖ I say. ―O reos, U ncle Carlos? R eally? A nd they‒re not even the G olden O reos, w hich

are by far the superior O reos. You got the regular ones. Ill.‖
H e devours a spoonful and says, ―You‒re w eird.‖
―You’re w eird.‖
―So cram ps, huh?‖ he says.
Shit. I alm ost forgot about that. I hold m y stom ach and groan. ―Yeah. They‒re real bad today.‖
I know  w ho won’t w in an O scar anytim e soon. U ncle Carlos gives m e his hard detective stare. I groan

again; this one sounds a little m ore believable. H e raises his eyebrow s.
H is phone rings in his jacket pocket. H e sticks another spoonful of fro-yo in his m outh and checks it.

―It‒s your m om  calling m e back,‖ he says around the spoon. H e holds the phone w ith his cheek and
shoulder. ―H ey, Lisa. You get m y m essage?‖

Shit.
―She‒s not feeling good,‖ Uncle C arlos says. ―She‒s got, you know , feminine problem s.‖
H er response is loud but m uffled. Shit, shit.
Uncle Carlos holds the nape of his neck and slow ly releases a long, deep breath. H e turns into a little

boy w hen M om m a raises her voice at him , and he‒s supposed to be the oldest.
―O kay, okay. I hear you,‖ he says. ―H ere, you talk to her.‖
Shit, shit, shit.
H e passes m e the piece of dynam ite form erly know n as his phone. There‒s an explosion of questioning

as soon as I say, ―H ello?‖
―C ram ps, Starr? Really?‖ she says.
―They‒re bad, M om m y,‖ I w hine, lying m y butt off.
―G irl, please. I w ent to class in labor w ith you,‖ she says. ―I pay too m uch m oney for you to go to

W illiam son so you can leave because of cram ps.‖
I alm ost point out that I get a scholarship too, but nah. She‒d becom e the first person in history to hit

som eone through a phone.
―D id som ething happen?‖ she asks.
―N o.‖
―Is it K halil?‖ she asks.
I sigh. This tim e tom orrow  I‒ll be staring at him  in a coffin.
―Starr?‖ she says.
―N othing happened.‖
M s. Felicia calls for her in the background. ―Look, I gotta go,‖ she says. ―C arlos w ill take you hom e.

Lock the door, stay inside, and don‒t let anybody in, you hear m e?‖
Those aren‒t zom bie survival tips. Just norm al instructions for latchkey kids in G arden H eights. ―I



can‒t let Seven and Sekani in? G reat.‖
―O h, som ebody‒s trying to be funny. N ow  I know  you ain‒t feeling bad. W e‒ll talk later. I love you.

M w ah!‖
It takes a lot of nerve to go off on som ebody, call them  out, and tell them  you love them  w ithin a span

of five m inutes. I tell her I love her too and pass Uncle C arlos his phone.
―A ll right, baby girl,‖ he says. ―Spill it.‖
I stuff som e fro-yo in m y m outh. It‒s m elting already. ―Like I said. C ram ps.‖
―I‒m  not buying that, and let‒s be clear about som ething: you only get one ‐Uncle Carlos, get m e out of

school‒ card per school year, and you‒re using it right now .‖
―You got m e in D ecem ber, rem em ber?‖ For cram ps also. I didn‒t lie about those. They w ere a bitch

that day.
―A ll right, one per calendar year,‖ he clarifies. I sm ile. ―But you gotta give m e a little m ore to w ork

w ith. So talk.‖
I push C ap‒n Crunch around m y fro-yo. ―K halil‒s funeral is tom orrow .‖
―I know .‖
―I don‒t know  if I should go.‖
―W hat? W hy?‖
―B ecause,‖ I say. ―I hadn‒t seen him  in m onths before the party.‖
―You still should go,‖ he says. ―You‒ll regret it if you don‒t. I thought about going. N ot sure if that‒s a

good idea, considering.‖
Silence.
―A re you really friends w ith that cop?‖ I ask.
―I w ouldn‒t say friends, no. C olleagues.‖
―B ut you‒re on a first-nam e basis, right?‖
―Yes,‖ he says.
I stare at m y cup. U ncle C arlos w as m y first dad in som e w ays. D addy w ent to prison around the tim e

I realized that ―M om m y‖ and ―D addy‖ w eren‒t just nam es, but they m eant som ething. I talked to D addy on
the phone every w eek, but he didn‒t w ant m e and Seven to ever set foot in a prison, so I didn‒t see him .

I saw  U ncle C arlos though. H e fulfilled the role and then som e. O nce I asked if I could call him
D addy. H e said no, because I already had one, but being m y uncle w as the best thing he could ever be.
Ever since, ―U ncle‖ has m eant alm ost as m uch as ―D addy.‖

M y uncle. O n a first-nam e basis w ith that cop.
―B aby girl, I don‒t know  w hat to say.‖ H is voice is gruff. ―I w ish I could‍ I‒m  sorry this happened. I

am .‖
―W hy haven‒t they arrested him ?‖
―C ases like this are difficult.‖
―It‒s not that difficult,‖ I say. ―H e killed K halil.‖
―I know , I know ,‖ he says, and w ipes his face. ―I know .‖
―W ould you have killed him ?‖
H e looks at m e. ―Starr‍ I can‒t answ er that.‖
―Yeah, you can.‖
―N o, I can‒t. I‒d like to think I w ouldn‒t have, but it‒s hard to say unless you‒re in that situation,

feeling w hat that officer is feeling‍ ‖
―H e pointed his gun at m e,‖ I blurt out.
―W hat?‖



M y eyes prickle like crazy. ―W hile w e w ere w aiting on help to show  up,‖ I say, m y w ords w obbling.
―H e kept it on m e until som ebody else got there. Like I w as a threat. I w asn‒t the one w ith the gun.‖

Uncle C arlos stares at m e for the longest tim e.
―Baby girl.‖ H e reaches for m y hand. H e squeezes it and m oves to m y side of the table. H is arm  goes

around m e, and I bury m y face in his rib cage, tears and snot w etting his shirt.
―I‒m  sorry. I‒m  sorry. I‒m  sorry.‖ H e kisses m y hair w ith each apology. ―But I know  that‒s not

enough.‖



EIGHT

Funerals aren‒t for dead people. They‒re for the living.
I doubt K halil cares w hat songs are sung or w hat the preacher says about him . H e‒s in a casket.

N othing can change that.
M y fam ily and I leave thirty m inutes before the funeral starts, but the parking lot at Christ Tem ple

Church is already full. Som e kids from  K halil‒s school stand around in ―R IP K halil‖ T-shirts w ith his face
on them . A  guy tried to sell som e to us yesterday, but M om m a said w e w eren‒t w earing them  today‍ T-
shirts are for the streets, not for church.

So here w e are, getting out the car in our dresses and suits. M y parents hold hands and w alk in front of
m e and m y brothers. W e used to go to Christ Tem ple w hen I w as younger, but M om m a got tired of how
people here act like their shit don‒t stank, and now  w e go to this ―diverse‖ church in Riverton H ills. W ay
too m any people go there, and praise and w orship is led by a w hite guy on guitar. O h, and service lasts
less than an hour.

G oing back in Christ Tem ple is like w hen you go back to your old elem entary school after you‒ve
been to high school. W hen you w ere younger it seem ed big, but w hen you go back you realize how  sm all
it is. People fill up the tiny foyer. It has cranberry-colored carpet and tw o burgundy high-back chairs. O ne
tim e M om m a brought m e out here because I w as acting up. She m ade m e sit in one of those chairs and told
m e not to m ove until service w as over. I didn‒t. A painting of the pastor hung above the chairs, and I
could‒ve sw orn he w as w atching m e. A ll these years later and they still have that creepy painting up.

There‒s a line to sign a book for K halil‒s fam ily and another line to go into the sanctuary. To see him .
I catch a glim pse of the w hite casket at the front of the sanctuary, but I can‒t m ake m yself try to see

m ore than that. I‒ll see him  eventually, but‍ I don‒t know . I w anna w ait until I don‒t have any other
choice.

Pastor Eldridge greets people in the doorw ay of the sanctuary. H e‒s w earing a long w hite robe w ith
gold crosses on it. H e sm iles at everyone. I don‒t know  w hy they m ade him  look so creepy in that
painting. H e‒s not creepy at all.

M om m a glances back at m e, Seven, and Sekani, like she‒s m aking sure w e look nice, then she and
D addy go up to Pastor Eldridge. ―M orning, Pastor,‖ she says.

―Lisa! So good to see you.‖ H e kisses her cheek and shakes D addy‒s hand. ―M averick, good to see
you as w ell. W e m iss y‒all around here.‖

―I bet y‒all do,‖ D addy m um bles. A nother reason w e left Christ Tem ple: D addy doesn‒t like that they
take up so m any offerings. But he doesn‒t even go to our diverse church.

―A nd these m ust be the children,‖ Pastor Eldridge says. H e shakes Seven‒s and Sekani‒s hands and
kisses m y cheek. I feel m ore of his bristly m ustache than anything. ―Y ‒all sure have grow n since I last saw
you. I rem em ber w hen the little one w as an itty-bitty thing w rapped up in a blanket. H ow ‒s your m om m a
doing, Lisa?‖

―She‒s good. She m isses com ing here, but the drive is a little long for her.‖



I side-eye the hell‍ excuse m e, heck; w e‒re in church‍ out of her. N ana stopped com ing to Christ
Tem ple because of som e incident betw een her and M other W ilson over D eacon Rankin. It ended w ith
N ana storm ing off from  the church picnic, banana pudding in hand. That‒s all I know  though.

―W e understand,‖ says Pastor Eldridge. ―Let her know  w e‒re praying for her.‖ H e looks at m e w ith an
expression I know  too w ell‍ pity. ―M s. Rosalie told m e you w ere w ith K halil w hen this happened. I am
so sorry you had to w itness it.‖

―Thank you.‖ It‒s w eird saying that, like I‒m  stealing sym pathy from  K halil‒s fam ily.
M om m a grabs m y hand. ―W e‒re gonna find som e seats. N ice talking to you, Pastor.‖
D addy w raps his arm  around m e, and the three of us w alk into the sanctuary together.
M y legs trem ble and a w ave of nausea hits m e, and w e aren‒t even at the front of the view ing line yet.

People go up to the casket in tw os, so I can‒t see K halil at all.
Soon there are six people in front of us. Four. Tw o. I keep m y eyes closed the w hole tim e w ith the last

tw o. Then it‒s our turn.
M y parents lead m e up. ―Baby, open your eyes,‖ M om m a says.
I do. It looks m ore like a m annequin than K halil in the casket. H is skin is darker and his lips are

pinker than they should be, because of the m akeup. K halil w ould‒ve had a fit if he knew  they put that on
him . H e‒s w earing a w hite suit and a gold cross pendant.

The real K halil had dim ples. This m annequin version of him  doesn‒t.
M om m a brushes tears from  her eyes. D addy shakes his head. Seven and Sekani stare.
That’s	not	Khalil, I tell m yself.	Like	it	wasn’t	Natasha.
N atasha‒s m annequin w ore a w hite dress w ith pink and yellow  flow ers all over it. It had on m akeup

too. M om m a had told m e, ―See, she looks asleep,‖ but w hen I squeezed her hand, her eyes never opened.
D addy carried m e out the sanctuary as I scream ed for her to w ake up.
W e m ove so the next set of people can look at K halil‒s m annequin. A n usher is about to direct us to

som e seats, but this lady w ith natural tw ists gestures tow ard the front row  of the friends‒ side, right in
front of her. N o clue w ho she is, but she m ust be som ebody if she‒s giving orders like that. A nd she m ust
know  som ething about m e if she thinks m y fam ily deserves the front row .

W e take our seats, and I focus on the flow ers instead. There‒s a big heart m ade out of red and w hite
roses, a ―K ‖ m ade out of calla lilies, and an arrangem ent of flow ers in orange and green, his favorite
colors.

W hen I run out of flow ers, I look at the funeral program . It‒s full of pictures of K halil, from  the tim e he
w as a curly-haired baby up until a few  w eeks ago w ith friends I don‒t recognize. There are pictures of m e
and him  from  years ago and one w ith us and N atasha. A ll three of us sm ile, trying to look gangster w ith
our peace signs. The H ood Trio, tighter than the inside of Voldem ort‒s nose. N ow  I‒m  the only one left.

I close the program .
―Let us stand.‖ Pastor Eldridge‒s voice echoes throughout the sanctuary. The organist starts playing,

and everyone stands.
―A nd Jesus said, ‐D o not let your hearts be troubled,‒‖ he says, com ing dow n the aisle. ―‐You believe

in G od, believe also in m e.‒‖
M s. Rosalie m arches behind him . Cam eron w alks alongside her, gripping her hand. Tears stain his

chubby cheeks. H e‒s only nine, a year older than Sekani. H ad one of those bullets hit m e, that could‒ve
been m y little brother crying like that.

K halil‒s aunt Tam m y holds M s. Rosalie‒s other hand. M s. Brenda is w ailing behind them , w earing a
black dress that once belonged to M om m a. H er hair has been com bed into a ponytail. Tw o guys, I think
they‒re K halil‒s cousins, hold her up. It‒s easier to look at the casket.



―‐M y Father‒s house has m any room s; if that w ere not so, w ould I have told you that I am  going there
to prepare a place for you?‒‖ Pastor Eldridge says. ―‐A nd if I go and prepare a place for you, I w ill com e
back and take you to be w ith m e that you also m ay be w here I am .‒‖

A t N atasha‒s funeral, her m om m a passed out w hen she saw  her in the casket. Som ehow  K halil‒s
m om m a and grandm a don‒t.

―I w anna m ake one thing clear today,‖ Pastor Eldridge says once everyone is seated. ―N o m atter the
circum stances, this is a hom egoing celebration. W eeping m ay endure for a night, but how  m any of you
know  that JO Y ‍ !‖ H e doesn‒t even finish and people shout.

The choir sings upbeat songs, and alm ost everyone claps and praises Jesus. M om m a sings along and
w aves her hands. K halil‒s grandm a and auntie clap and sing too. A praise break even starts, and people
run around the sanctuary and do the ―H oly G host Tw o-Step,‖ as Seven and I call it, their feet m oving like
Jam es Brow n and their bent arm s flapping like chicken w ings.

But if K halil‒s not celebrating, how  the hell can they? A nd w hy praise Jesus, since he let K halil get
shot in the first place?

I put m y face in m y hands, hoping to drow n out the drum s, the horns, the shouting. This shit doesn‒t
m ake any sense.

A fter all that praising, som e of K halil‒s classm ates‍ the ones w ho w ere in the parking lot in the T-
shirts‍ m ake a presentation. They give his fam ily the cap and gow n K halil w ould‒ve w orn in a few
m onths and cry as they tell funny stories I‒d never heard. Yet I‒m  the one in the front row  on the friends‒
side. I‒m  such a fucking phony.

N ext, the lady w ith the tw ists goes up to the podium . H er black pencil skirt and blazer are m ore
professional-looking than church-looking, and she‒s w earing an ―RIP K halil‖ T-shirt too.

―G ood m orning,‖ she says, and everyone responds. ―M y nam e is A pril O frah, and I‒m  w ith Just Us for
Justice. W e are a sm all organization here in G arden H eights that advocates for police accountability.

―A s w e say farew ell to K halil, w e find our hearts burdened w ith the harsh truth of how  he lost his life.
Just before the start of this service, I w as inform ed that, despite a credible eyew itness account, the police
departm ent has no intentions of arresting the officer w ho m urdered this young m an.‖

―W hat?‖ I say, as people m urm ur around the sanctuary. Everything I told them , and they‒re not
arresting him ?

―W hat they don‒t w ant you to know ,‖ M s. O frah says, ―is that K halil w as unarm ed at the tim e of his
m urder.‖

People really start talking then. A couple of folks yell out, including one person w ho‒s bold enough to
shout ―This is bullshit‖ in a church.

―W e w on‒t give up until K halil receives justice,‖ M s. O frah says over the talking. ―I ask you to join us
and K halil‒s fam ily after the service for a peaceful m arch to the cem etery. O ur route happens to pass the
police station. K halil w as silenced, but let‒s join together and m ake our voices heard for him . Thank you.‖

The congregation gives her a standing ovation. A s she returns to her seat, she glances at m e. If M s.
Rosalie told the pastor I w as w ith K halil, she probably told this lady too. I bet she w ants to talk.

Pastor Eldridge just about preaches K halil into heaven. I‒m  not saying K halil didn‒t m ake it to heaven
‍ I don‒t know ‍ but Pastor Eldridge tries to m ake sure he gets there. H e sw eats and breathes so hard I
get tired looking at him .

A t the end of the eulogy, he says, ―If anybody w ishes to view  the body, now  is the‍ ‖
H e stares at the back of the church. M urm urs bubble around the sanctuary.
M om m a looks back. ―W hat in the w orld?‖
K ing and a bunch of his boys post up in the back in their gray clothes and bandanas. K ing has his arm



hooked around a lady in a tight black dress that barely covers her thighs. She has w ay too m uch w eave in
her head‍ for real, it com es to her ass‍ and w ay too m uch m akeup on.

Seven turns back around. I w ouldn‒t w anna see m y m om m a looking like that either.
But w hy are they here? K ing Lords only show  up at K ing Lord funerals.
Pastor Eldridge clears his throat. ―A s I w as saying, if anyone w ishes to view  the body, now  is the

tim e.‖
K ing and his boys sw agger dow n the aisle. Everybody stares. Iesha w alks alongside him , all proud

and shit, not realizing she looks a hot m ess. She glances at m y parents and sm irks, and I can‒t stand her
ass. I m ean, not just because of how  she treats Seven, but because every tim e she show s up, there‒s
suddenly an unspoken tension betw een m y parents. Like now . M om m a shifts her shoulder so it‒s not as
close to D addy, and his jaw  is clenched. She‒s the A chilles‒ heel of their m arriage, and it‒s only
noticeable if you‒ve been w atching it for sixteen years like I have.

K ing, Iesha, and the rest of them  go up to the casket. O ne of K ing‒s boys hands him  a folded gray
bandana, and he lays it across K halil‒s chest.

M y heart stops.
K halil w as a K ing Lord too?
M s. Rosalie jum ps up. ―Like hell you w ill!‖
She m arches to the coffin and snatches the bandana off K halil. She starts tow ard K ing, but D addy

catches her halfw ay and holds her back. ―G et outta here, you dem on!‖ she scream s. ―A nd take this m ess
w ith you!‖

She throw s the bandana at the back of K ing‒s head.
H e stills. Slow ly, he turns around.
―N ow  look, bi‍ ‖
―Ay!‖ D addy says. ―K ing, m an, just go! Leave, a‒ight?‖
―You ol‒ hag,‖ Iesha snarls. ―G ot som e nerve treating m y m an like this after he offered to pay for this

funeral.‖
―H e can keep his filthy m oney!‖ M s. R osalie says. ―A nd you can take your behind right out the door

too. Com ing in the Lord‒s house, looking like the prostitute you are!‖
Seven shakes his head. It‒s no secret that m y big brother is the result of a ―for hire‖ session D addy had

w ith Iesha after a fight w ith M om m a. Iesha w as K ing‒s girl, but he told her to ―hook M averick up,‖ not
know ing Seven w ould com e along looking exactly like D addy. Fucked up, I know .

M om m a reaches behind m e and rubs Seven‒s back. There are rare tim es, w hen Seven‒s not around and
M om m a thinks Sekani and I can‒t hear her, that she‒ll tell D addy, ―I still can‒t believe you slept w ith that
nasty ho.‖ But Seven can‒t be around. W hen he‒s around, none of that m atters. She loves him  m ore than
she hates Iesha.

The K ing Lords leave, and conversations break out all around.
D addy leads M s. Rosalie to her seat. She‒s so m ad she‒s shaking.
I look at the m annequin in the coffin. A ll those horror stories D addy told us about gangbanging, and

K halil becam e a K ing Lord? H ow  could he even think about doing that?
It doesn‒t m ake sense though. H e had green in his car. That‒s w hat G arden D isciples do, not K ing

Lords. A nd he didn‒t run to help out w ith the fight at Big D ‒s party.
But the bandana. D addy once said that‒s a K ing Lord tradition‍ they crow n their fallen com rades by

putting a folded bandana on the body, as if to say they‒re going into heaven repping their set. K halil
m ust‒ve joined to get that honor.

I could‒ve talked him  out of it, I know  it, but I abandoned him . Fuck the friends‒ side. I shouldn‒t even



be at his funeral.
D addy stays w ith M s. R osalie for the rest of the service and later helps her w hen the fam ily follow s

the casket out. A unt Tam m y m otions us over to join them .
―Thank you for being here,‖ she tells m e. ―You m eant a lot to K halil, I hope you know  that.‖
M y throat tightens too m uch for m e to tell her he m eans a lot to m e too.
W e follow  the casket w ith the fam ily. Just about everyone w e pass has tears in their eyes. For K halil.

H e really is in that casket, and he‒s not com ing back.
I‒ve never told anyone, but K halil w as m y first crush. H e unknow ingly introduced m e to stom ach

butterflies and later heartbreak w hen he got his ow n crush on Im ani A nderson, a high schooler w ho w asn‒t
even thinking about fourth-grade him . I w orried about m y appearance for the first tim e around him .

But fuck the crush, he w as one of the best friends I ever had, no m atter if w e saw  each other every day
or once a year. Tim e didn‒t com pare to all the shit w e w ent through together. A nd now  he‒s in a casket,
like N atasha.

Big fat tears fall from  m y eyes, and I sob. A loud, nasty, ugly sob that everybody hears and sees as I
com e up the aisle.

―They left m e,‖ I cry.
M om m a w raps her arm  around m e and presses m y head onto her shoulder. ―I know , baby, but w e‒re

here. W e aren‒t going anyw here.‖
W arm th brushes m y face, and I know  w e‒re outside. A ll of the voices and noises m ake m e look. There

are m ore people out here than in the church, holding posters w ith K halil‒s face on them  and signs that say
―Justice for K halil.‖ H is classm ates have posters saying ―A m  I N ext?‖ and ―Enough Is Enough!‖ N ew s
vans w ith tall antennas are parked across the street.

I bury m y face in M om m a‒s shoulder again. People‍ I don‒t know  w ho‍ pat m y back and tell m e it‒ll
be okay.

I can tell w hen it‒s D addy w ho‒s rubbing m y back w ithout him  even saying anything. ―W e gon‒ stay
and m arch, baby,‖ he tells M om m a. ―I w ant Seven and Sekani to be a part of this.‖

―Yeah, I‒m  taking her hom e. H ow  are y‒all getting back?‖
―W e can w alk to the store. I gotta open up anyw ay.‖ H e kisses m y hair. ―I love you, baby girl. G et

som e rest, a‒ight?‖
H eels clack tow ard us, then som eone says, ―H i, M r. and M rs. Carter, I‒m  A pril O frah w ith Just Us for

Justice.‖
M om m a tenses up and pulls m e closer. ―H ow  m ay w e help you?‖
She low ers her voice and says, ―K halil‒s grandm other told m e that Starr is the one w ho w as w ith

K halil w hen this happened. I know  she gave a statem ent to the police, and I w ant to com m end her on her
bravery. This is a difficult situation, and that m ust‒ve taken a lot of strength.‖

―Yeah, it did,‖ D addy says.
I m ove m y head off M om m a‒s shoulder. M s. O frah shifts her w eight from  foot to foot and fum bles w ith

her fingers. M y parents aren‒t helping w ith the hard looks they‒re giving her.
―W e all w ant the sam e thing,‖ she says. ―Justice for K halil.‖
―Excuse m e, M s. O frah,‖ M om m a says, ―but as m uch as I w ant that, I w ant m y daughter to have som e

peace. A nd privacy.‖
M om m a looks at the new s vans across the street. M s. O frah glances back at them .
―O h!‖ she says. ―O h no. N o, no, no. W e w eren‒t‍ I w asn‒t‍ I don‒t w ant to put Starr out there like

that. Q uite the opposite, actually. I w ant to protect her privacy.‖
M om m a loosens her hold. ―I see.‖



―Starr offers a unique perspective in this, one you don‒t get a lot w ith these cases, and I w ant to m ake
sure her rights are protected and that her voice is heard, but w ithout her being‍ ‖

―Exploited?‖ D addy asks. ―Pim ped?‖
―Exactly. The case is about to gain national m edia attention, but I don‒t w ant it to be at her expense.‖

She hands each of us a business card. ―B esides being an advocate, I‒m  also an attorney. Just Us for Justice
isn‒t providing the H arris fam ily w ith legal representation‍ som eone else is doing that. W e‒re sim ply
rallying behind them . H ow ever, I‒m  available and w illing to represent Starr on m y ow n. W henever you‒re
ready, please give m e a call. A nd I am  so sorry for your loss.‖

She disappears into the crow d.
Call her w hen I‒m  ready, huh? I‒m  not sure I‒ll ever be ready for the shit that‒s about to happen.



NINE

M y brothers com e hom e w ith a m essage‍ D addy‒s spending the night at the store.
H e also leaves instructions for us‍ stay inside.
A chain-link fence surrounds our house. Seven puts the big lock on the gate, the one w e use w hen w e

go out of tow n. I bring Brickz inside. H e doesn‒t know  how  to act, w alking around in circles and jum ping
on the furniture. M om m a doesn‒t say anything until he gets on her good sofa in the living room .

―Ay!‖ She snaps her fingers at him . ―G et your big behind off m y furniture. You crazy?‖
H e w him pers and scurries over to m e.
The sun sets. W e‒re in the m iddle of saying grace over pot roast and potatoes w hen the first gunshots

ring out.
W e open our eyes. Sekani flinches. I‒m  used to gunshots, but these are louder, faster. O ne barely

sounds off before another‒s right behind it.
―M achine guns,‖ says Seven. M ore shots follow .
―Take your dinner to the den,‖ M om m a says, getting up from  the table. ―A nd sit on the floor. Bullets

don‒t know  w here they‒re supposed to go.‖
Seven gets up too. ―M a, I can‍ ‖
―Seven, den,‖ she says.
―But‍ ‖
―Se-ven.‖ She breaks his nam e dow n. ―I‒m  turning the lights off, baby, okay? Please, go to the den.‖
H e gives in. ―A ll right.‖ W hen D addy isn‒t hom e, Seven acts like he‒s the m an of the house by default.

M om m a alw ays has to break his nam e dow n and put him  in his place.
I grab m y plate and M om m a‒s and head for the den, the one room  w ithout exterior w alls. Brickz is

right behind m e, but he alw ays follow s food. The hallw ay darkens as M om m a turns off the lights
throughout the house.

W e have one of those old-school big-screen TVs in the den. It‒s D addy‒s prized possession. W e
crow d around it, and Seven turns on the new s, lighting up the den.

There are at least a hundred people gathered on M agnolia A venue. They chant for justice and hold
signs, fists high in the air for black pow er.

M om m a com es in, talking on the phone. ―A ll right, M rs. Pearl, as long as you sure. Just rem em ber w e
got enough room  over here for you if you don‒t feel com fortable being alone. I‒ll check in later.‖

M rs. Pearl is this elderly lady w ho lives by herself across the street. M om m a checks on her all the
tim e. She says M rs. Pearl needs to know  that som ebody cares.

M om m a sits next to m e. Sekani rests his head in her lap. Brickz m im ics him  and puts his head in m y
lap, licking m y fingers.

―A re they m ad ‒cause K halil died?‖ Sekani asks.
M om m a brushes her fingers through his high-top fade. ―Yeah, baby. W e all are.‖
But they‒re really m ad that K halil w as unarm ed. Can‒t be a coincidence this is happening after M s.



O frah announced that at his funeral.
The cops respond to the chants w ith tear gas that blankets the crow d in a w hite cloud. The new s cuts

to footage inside the crow d of people running and scream ing.
―D am n,‖ Seven says.
Sekani buries his face in M om m a‒s thigh. I feed Brickz a piece of m y pot roast. The clenching in m y

stom ach w on‒t let m e eat.
Sirens w ail outside. The new s show s three patrol cars that have been set ablaze at the police precinct,

about a five-m inute drive aw ay from  us. A gas station near the freew ay gets looted, and the ow ner, this
Indian m an, staggers around bloody, saying he didn‒t have anything to do w ith K halil‒s death. A line of
cops guard the W alm art on the east side.

M y neighborhood is a w ar zone.
Chris texts to see if I‒m  okay, and I im m ediately feel like shit for avoiding him , B eyoncç‒ing him , and

everything else. I w ould apologize, but texting ―I‒m  sorry‖ com bined w ith every em oji in the w orld isn‒t
the sam e as saying it face-to-face. I do let him  know  I‒m  okay though.

M aya and H ailey call, asking about the store, the house, m y fam ily, m e. N either of them  m ention the
fried chicken dram a. It‒s w eird talking to them  about G arden H eights. W e never do. I‒m  alw ays afraid one
of them  w ill call it ―the ghetto.‖

I get it. G arden H eights is the ghetto, so it w ouldn‒t be a lie, but it‒s like w hen I w as nine and Seven
and I got into one of our fights. H e w ent for a low  blow  and called m e Shorty M cShort-Short. A lam e
insult now  w hen I think about it, but it tore m e up back then. I knew  there w as a possibility I w as short‍
everybody else w as taller than I w as‍ and I could call m yself short if I w anted. It becam e an
uncom fortable truth w hen Seven said it.

I can call G arden H eights the ghetto all I w ant. N obody else can.
M om m a stays on her phone too, checking on som e neighbors and getting calls from  others w ho are

checking on us. M s. Jones dow n the street says that she and her four kids are holed up in their den like w e
are. M r. Charles next door says that if the pow er goes out w e can use his generator.

Uncle Carlos checks on us too. N ana takes the phone and tells M om m a to bring us out there. Like
w e‒re about to go through the shit to get out of it. D addy calls and says the store is all right. It doesn‒t stop
m e from  tensing up every tim e the new s m entions a business that‒s been attacked.

The new s does m ore than give K halil‒s nam e now ‍ they show  his picture too. They only call m e ―the
w itness.‖ Som etim es ―the sixteen-year-old black fem ale w itness.‖

The police chief appears onscreen and says w hat I w as afraid he‒d say: ―W e have taken into
consideration the evidence as w ell as the statem ent given by the w itness, and as of now  w e see no reason
to arrest the officer.‖

M om m a and Seven glance at m e. They don‒t say anything w ith Sekani right here. They don‒t have to.
A ll of this is m y fault. The riots, gunshots, tear gas, all of it, are ultim ately m y fault. I forgot to tell the
cops that K halil got out w ith his hands up. I didn‒t m ention that the officer pointed his gun at m e. I didn‒t
say som ething right, and now  that cop‒s not getting arrested.

But w hile the riots are m y fault, the new s basically m akes it sound like it‒s K halil‒s fault he died.
―There are m ultiple reports that a gun w as found in the car,‖ the anchor claim s. ―There is also

suspicion that the victim  w as a drug dealer as w ell as a gang m em ber. O fficials have not confirm ed if any
of this is true.‖

The gun stuff can‒t be true. W hen I asked K halil if he had anything in the car, he said no.
H e also w ouldn‒t say if he w as a drug dealer or not. A nd he didn‒t even m ention the gangbanging stuff.
D oes it m atter though? H e didn‒t deserve to die.



Sekani and Brickz start breathing deeply around the sam e tim e, fast asleep. That‒s not an option for m e
w ith the helicopters, the gunshots, and the sirens. M om m a and Seven stay up too. A round four in the
m orning, w hen it‒s quieted dow n, D addy com es in bleary-eyed and yaw ning.

―They didn‒t hit M arigold,‖ he says betw een bites of pot roast at the kitchen table. ―Looks like they
keeping it m ostly on the east side, near w here he w as killed. For now  at least.‖

―For now ,‖ M om m a repeats.
D addy runs his hand over his face. ―Yeah. I don‒t know  w hat‒s gon‒ stop them  from  com ing this w ay.

Shit, m uch as I understand it, I dread it if they do.‖
―W e can‒t stay here, M averick,‖ she says, and her voice is shaky, like she‒s been holding som ething in

this entire tim e and is just now  letting it out. ―This w on‒t get better. It‒ll get w orse.‖
D addy reaches for her hand. She lets him  take it, and he pulls her onto his lap. D addy w raps his arm s

around her and kisses the back of her head.
―W e‒ll be a‒ight.‖
H e sends m e and Seven to bed. Som ehow  I fall asleep.

Natasha	runs	into	the	store	again.	“Starr,	come	on!”
Her	braids	have	dirt	in	them,	and	her	once-fat	cheeks	are	sunken.	Blood	soaks	through	her	clothes.
I	step	back.	She	runs	up	to	me	and	grabs	my	hand.	Hers	feels	icy	like	it	did	in	her	coffin.
“Come	on.”	She	tugs	at	me.	“Come	on!”
She	pulls	me	toward	the	door,	and	my	feet	move	against	my	will.
“Stop,”	I	say.	“Natasha,	stop!”
A	hand	extends	through	the	door,	holding	a	Glock.
Bang!

I jolt aw ake.
Seven bangs his fist against m y door. H e doesn‒t text norm al, and he doesn‒t w ake people up norm al

either. ―W e‒re leaving in ten.‖
M y heart beats against m y chest like it‒s trying to get out. You’re	 fine, I rem ind m yself. It’s	Seven’s

stupid	butt. ―Leaving for w hat?‖ I ask him .
―Basketball at the park. It‒s the last Saturday of the m onth, right? Isn‒t this w hat w e alw ays do?‖
―But‍ the riots and stuff?‖
―Like Pops said, that stuff happened on the east. W e‒re good over here. Plus the new s said it‒s quiet

this m orning.‖
W hat if som ebody know s I‒m  the w itness? W hat if they know  that it‒s m y fault that cop hasn‒t been

arrested? W hat if w e com e across som e cops and they know  w ho I am ?
―It‒ll be all right,‖ Seven says, like he read m y m ind. ―I prom ise. N ow  get your lazy butt up so I can

kill you on the court.‖
If it‒s possible to be a sw eet asshole, that‒s Seven. I get out of bed and put on m y basketball shorts,

LeBron jersey, and m y Thirteens like Jordan w ore before he left the Bulls. I com b m y hair into a ponytail.
Seven w aits for m e at the front door, spinning the basketball betw een his hands.

I snatch it from  him . ―Like you know  w hat to do w ith it.‖
―W e‒ll see ‒bout that.‖
I holler to let M om m a and D addy know  w e‒ll be back later and leave.
A t first G arden H eights looks the sam e, but a couple of blocks aw ay at least five police cars speed by.

Sm oke lingers in the air, m aking everything look hazy. It stinks too.



W e m ake it to Rose Park. Som e K ing Lords sit in a gray Escalade across the street, and a younger
one‒s on the park m erry-go-round. Long as w e don‒t bother them , they w on‒t bother us.

Rose Park occupies a w hole block, and a tall chain-link fence surrounds it. I‒m  not sure w hat it‒s
protecting‍ the graffiti on the basketball court, the rusting playground equipm ent, the benches that w ay too
m any babies have been m ade on, or the liquor bottles, cigarette butts, and trash that litter the grass.

W e‒re right near the basketball courts, but the entrance to the park is on the other side of the block. I
toss the ball to Seven and clim b the fence. I used to jum p dow n from  the top, but one fall and a sprained
ankle stopped m e from  doing that again.

W hen I get over the fence Seven tosses the ball to m e and clim bs. K halil, N atasha, and I used to take a
shortcut through the park after school. W e‒d run up the slides, spin on the m erry-go-round till w e w ere
dizzy, and try to sw ing higher than one another.

I try to forget all that as I check the ball to Seven. ―First to thirty?‖
―Forty,‖ he says, know ing dam n w ell he‒ll be lucky if he gets tw enty points. H e can‒t play ball just

like D addy can‒t play ball.
A s if to prove it, Seven dribbles using the palm  of his hand. You‒re supposed to use your fingertips.

Then this fool shoots for a three.
The ball bounces off the rim . O f course. I grab it and look at him . ―W eak! You knew  that shit w asn‒t

going in.‖
―W hatever. Play the dam n gam e.‖
Five m inutes in, I have ten points to his tw o, and I basically gave him  those. I fake left, m ake a quick

right in a sm ooth crossover, and go for the three. That baby goes in nicely. This girl‒s got gam e.
Seven m akes a T w ith his hands. H e pants harder than I do, and I‒m  the one w ho used to have asthm a.

―Tim e out. W ater break.‖
I w ipe m y forehead w ith m y arm . The sun glares on the court already. ―H ow  about w e call it?‖
―H ell no. I got som e gam e in m e. I gotta get m y angles right.‖
―A ngles? This is ball, Seven. N ot selfies.‖
―Ay, yo!‖ som e boy calls.
W e turn around, and m y breath catches. ―Shit.‖
There are tw o of them . They look thirteen, fourteen years old and are w earing green Celtics jerseys.

G arden D isciples, no doubt. They cross the courts, com ing straight for us.
The tallest one steps to Seven. ―N igga, you K inging?‖
I can‒t even take this fool seriously. H is voice squeaks. D addy says there‒s a trick to telling O G s from

Young G s, besides their age. O G s don‒t start stuff, they finish it. Young G s alw ays start stuff.
―N ah, I‒m  neutral,‖ Seven says.
―A in‒t K ing your daddy?‖ the shorter one asks.
―H ell, no. H e just m essing w ith m y m om m a.‖
―It don‒t even m atter.‖ The tall one flicks out a pocket knife. ―H and your shit over. Sneakers, phones,

everything.‖
Rule of the G arden‍ if it doesn‒t involve you, it doesn‒t have shit to do w ith you. Period. The K ing

Lords in the Escalade see everything going dow n. Since w e don‒t claim  their set, w e don‒t exist.
But the boy on the m erry-go-round runs over and pushes the G D s back. H e lifts up his shirt, flashing

his piece. ―W e got a problem ?‖
They back up. ―Yeah, w e got a problem ,‖ the shorter one says.
―You sure? Last tim e I checked, Rose Park w as K ing territory.‖ H e looks tow ard the Escalade. The

K ing Lords inside nod at us, a sim ple w ay of asking if things are cool. W e nod back.



―A‒ight,‖ the tall G D  says. ―W e got you.‖
The G D s leave the sam e w ay they cam e.
The younger K ing Lord slaps palm s w ith Seven. ―You straight, bruh?‖ he asks.
―Yeah. G ood looking out, Vante.‖
I can‒t lie, he‒s kinda cute. H ey, just ‒cause I have a boyfriend doesn‒t m ean I can‒t look, and as m uch

as Chris drools over N icki M inaj, B eyoncç, and A m ber Rose, I dare him  to get m ad at m e for looking.
O n a side note‍ m y boyfriend clearly has a type.
This Vante guy‒s around m y age, a little taller, w ith a big A fro puff and the faint signs of a m ustache.

H e has som e nice lips too. Real plum p and soft.
I‒ve looked at them  too long. H e licks them  and sm iles. ―I had to m ake sure you and li‒l m om m a w ere

okay.‖
A nd that ruins it. D on‒t call m e by a nicknam e if you don‒t know  m e. ―Yeah, w e‒re fine,‖ I say.
―Them  G D s helped you out anyw ay,‖ he tells Seven. ―She w as killing you out here.‖
―M an, shut up,‖ Seven says. ―This is m y sister, Starr.‖
―O h yeah,‖ the guy says. ―You the one w ho w ork up in Big M av‒s store, ain‒t you?‖
Like I said, I get that all. The. Tim e. ―Yep. That‒s m e.‖
―Starr, this is D eVante,‖ Seven says. ―H e‒s one of K ing‒s boys.‖
―D eVante?‖ So this is the dude K enya fought over.
―Yeah, that‒s m e.‖ H e looks at m e from  head to toe and licks his lips again. ―You heard ‒bout m e or

som ething?‖
A ll that lip licking. N ot cute. ―Yeah, I‒ve heard about you. A nd you m ay w anna get som e Chapstick if

your lips that dry, since you‒re licking them  so m uch.‖
―D am n, it‒s like that?‖
―W hat she m eans is thanks for helping us out,‖ Seven says, even though that‒s not w hat I m eant. ―W e

appreciate it.‖
―It‒s all good. Them  fools running around here ‒cause the riots happening on their side. It‒s too hot for

them  over there.‖
―W hat you doing in the park this early anyw ay?‖ Seven asks.
H e shoves his hands in his pockets and shrugs. ―Posted up. You know  how  it go.‖
H e‒s a d-boy. D am n, K enya really know s how  to pick them . A nytim e drug-dealing gangbangers are

your type, you‒ve got som e serious issues. W ell, K ing is	her daddy.
―I heard about your brother,‖ Seven says. ―I‒m  sorry, m an. D alvin w as a cool dude.‖
D eVante kicks at a pebble on the court. ―Thanks. M om ‒s taking it real hard. That‒s w hy I‒m  here. H ad

to get out the house.‖
D alvin? D eVante? I tilt m y head. ―Your m om m a nam ed y‒all after them  dudes from  that old group

Jodeci?‖ I only know  because m y parents love them  som e Jodeci.
―Yeah, so?‖
―It w as just a question. You don‒t have to have an attitude.‖
A w hite Tahoe screeches to a stop on the other side of the fence. D addy‒s Tahoe.
H is w indow  rolls dow n. H e‒s in a w ifebeater and pillow  m arks zigzag across his face. I pray he

doesn‒t get out because know ing D addy his legs are ashy and he‒s w earing N ike flip-flops w ith socks.
―W hat the hell y‒all thinking, leaving the house w ithout telling nobody?‖ he yells.

The K ing Lords across the street bust out laughing. D eVante coughs into his fist like he w ants to laugh
too. Seven and I look at everything but D addy.

―O h, y‒all w anna act like y‒all don‒t hear m e? A nsw er m e w hen I‒m  talking to you!‖



The K ing Lords how l w ith laughter.
―Pops, w e just cam e to play ball,‖ Seven says.
―I don‒t care. A ll this shit going on, and y‒all leave? G et in this truck!‖
―G oddam n,‖ I say under m y breath. ―A lw ays gotta act a fool.‖
―W hat you say?‖ he barks.
The K ing Lords how l louder. I w anna disappear.
―N othing,‖ I say.
―N ah, it w as som ething. Tell you w hat, don‒t clim b the fence. G o round to the entrance. A nd I bet‒ not

beat y‒all there.‖
H e drives off.
Shit.
I grab m y ball, and Seven and I haul ass across the park. The last tim e I ran this fast, Coach w as

m aking us do suicides. W e get to the entrance as D addy pulls up. I clim b in the back of the truck, and
Seven‒s dum b butt gets in the passenger seat.

D addy drives off. ―D one lost y‒all m inds,‖ he says. ―People rioting, dam n near calling the N ational
G uard around here, and y‒all w anna play ball.‖

―W hy you have to em barrass us like that?‖ Seven snaps.
I‒m  so glad I‒m  in the backseat. D addy turns tow ard Seven, not even looking at the road, and grow ls,

―You ain‒t too old.‖
Seven stares ahead. Steam  is just about com ing off him .
D addy looks at the road again. ―G ot som e goddam n nerve talking to m e like that ‒cause som e K ing

Lords w ere laughing at you. W hat, you K inging now ?‖
Seven doesn‒t respond.
―I‒m  talking to you, boy!‖
―N o, sir,‖ he bites out.
―So w hy you care w hat they think? You w anna be a m an so dam n bad, but m en don‒t care w hat nobody

thinks.‖
H e pulls into our drivew ay. N ot even halfw ay up the w alkw ay I see M om m a through the screen on the

door in her nightgow n, her arm s folded and her bare foot tapping.
―G et in this house!‖ she shouts.
She paces the living room  as w e com e in. The question isn‒t if she‒ll explode but w hen.
Seven and I sink onto her good sofa.
―W here w ere y‒all?‖ she asks. ―A nd you better not lie.‖
―The basketball court,‖ I m um ble, staring at m y J‒s.
M om m a leans dow n close to m e and puts her hand to her ear. ―W hat w as that? I didn‒t hear you

good.‖
―Speak up, girl,‖ D addy says.
―The basketball court,‖ I repeat louder.
―The basketball court.‖ M om m a straightens up and laughs. ―She said the basketball court.‖ H er

laughter stops, and her voice gets louder w ith each w ord. ―I‒m  w alking around here, w orried out m y
m ind, and y‒all at the dam n basketball court!‖

Som ebody giggles in the hallw ay.
―Sekani, go to your room !‖ M om m a says w ithout looking that w ay. H is feet thum p hurriedly dow n the

hall.
―I hollered and told y‒all w e w ere leaving,‖ I say.



―O h, she hollered,‖ D addy m ocks. ―D id you hear anybody holler, baby? ‒Cause I didn‒t.‖
M om m a sucks her teeth. ―N either did I. She can w ake us up to ask for som e m oney, but she can‒t w ake

us up to tell us she‒s going in a w ar zone.‖
―It‒s m y fault,‖ Seven says. ―I w anted to get her out the house and do som ething norm al.‖
―B aby, there‒s no such thing as norm al right now !‖ says M om m a. ―You see w hat‒s been happening.

A nd y‒all w ere crazy enough to go out there like that?‖
―D um b enough is m ore like it,‖ D addy adds.
I keep m y eyes on m y shoes.
―H and over your phones,‖ M om m a says.
―W hat?‖ I shriek. ―That‒s not fair! I hollered and told y‒all‍ ‖
―Starr A m ara,‖ she says through her teeth. Since m y first nam e is only one syllable, she has to throw

m y m iddle nam e in there to break it dow n. ―If you don‒t hand m e that phone, I sw ear to G od.‖
I open m y m outh, but she goes, ―Say som ething else! I dare you, say som ething else! I‒ll take all them

Jordans too!‖
This is som e bullshit. For real. D addy w atches us; her attack dog, w aiting for us to m ake a w rong

m ove. That‒s how  they w ork. M om m a does the first round, and if it‒s not successful, D addy goes for the
K O . A nd you never w ant D addy to go for the K O .

Seven and I hand her our phones.
―I thought so,‖ she says, and passes them  to D addy. ―Since y‒all w ant ‐norm al‒ so m uch, go get your

stuff. W e‒re going to Carlos‒s for the day.‖
―N ah, not him .‖ D addy m otions Seven to get up. ―H e going to the store w ith m e.‖
M om m a looks at m e and jerks her head tow ard the hall. ―G o. I oughta m ake you take a show er,

sm elling like outside.‖ A s I‒m  leaving, she hollers, ―A nd don‒t get any skim py stuff to w ear to C arlos‒s
either!‖

O oh, she gets on m y nerves. See, C hris lives dow n the street from  U ncle Carlos. I am  glad she didn‒t
say any m ore in front of D addy though.

Brickz m eets m e at m y bedroom  door. H e jum ps up m y legs and tries to lick m y face. I had about forty
shoe boxes stacked in a corner, and he knocked all of them  over.

I scratch behind his ears. ―C lum sy dog.‖
I w ould take him  w ith us, but they don‒t allow  pits in U ncle Carlos‒s neighborhood. H e settles on m y

bed and w atches m e pack. I only really need m y sw im suit and som e sandals, but M om m a could decide to
stay out there the w hole w eekend because of the riots. I pack a couple of outfits and get m y school
backpack. I throw  each backpack over a shoulder. ―C ‒m on, B rickz.‖

H e follow s m e to his spot in the backyard, and I hook him  up to his chain. W hile I refill B rickz‒s food
and w ater bow ls, D addy crouches beside his roses and exam ines the petals. H e w aters them  like he‒s
supposed to, but for som e reason they‒re dry looking.

―C ‒m on, now ,‖ he tells them . ―Y ‒all gotta do better than this.‖
M om m a and Sekani w ait for m e in her Cam ry. I end up in the passenger‒s seat. It‒s childish, but I don‒t

w anna sit this close to her right now . Unfortunately it‒s either sit next to her or next to Sir-Farts-a-Lot
Sekani. I‒m  staring straight ahead, and out the corner of m y eye I see her looking at m e. She m akes this
sound like she‒s about to speak, but her w ords decide to com e out as a sigh.

G ood. I don‒t w anna talk to her either. I‒m  being petty as hell and don‒t even care.
W e head for the freew ay, passing the Cedar G rove projects, w here w e used to live. W e get to

M agnolia A venue, the busiest street in G arden H eights, w here m ost of the businesses are located. Usually
on Saturday m ornings, guys around the neighborhood have their cars on display, cruising up and dow n the



street and racing each other.
Today the street‒s blocked off. A crow d m arches dow n the m iddle of it. They‒re holding signs and

posters of K halil‒s face and are chanting, ―Justice for K halil!‖
I should be out there w ith them , but I can‒t join that m arch, know ing I‒m  one of the reasons they‒re

protesting.
―You know  none of this is your fault, right?‖ M om m a asks.
H ow  in the w orld did she do that? ―I know .‖
―I m ean it, baby. It‒s not. You did everything right.‖
―But som etim es right‒s not good enough, huh?‖
She takes m y hand, and despite m y annoyance I let her. It‒s the closest thing I get to an answ er for a

w hile.
Saturday m orning traffic on the freew ay m oves sm oothly com pared to w eekday traffic. Sekani puts his

headphones on and plays w ith his tablet. Som e nineties R& B songs play on the radio, and M om m a sings
along under her breath. W hen she really gets into it, she attem pts all kinds of runs and goes, ―Yes, girl!
Yes!‖

O ut of now here she says, ―You w eren‒t breathing w hen you w ere born.‖
M y first tim e hearing that. ―For real?‖
―Uh-huh. I w as eighteen w hen I had you. Still a baby m yself, but I thought I w as grow n. W ouldn‒t

adm it to anybody that I w as scared to death. Your nana thought there w as no w ay in hell I could be a good
parent. N ot w ild Lisa.

―I w as determ ined to prove her w rong. I stopped drinking and sm oking, w ent to all of m y
appointm ents, ate right, took m y vitam ins, the w hole nine. Shoot, I even played M ozart on som e
headphones and put them  on m y belly. W e see w hat good that w as. You didn‒t finish a m onth of piano
lessons.‖

I laugh. ―Sorry.‖
―It‒s okay. Like I w as saying, I did everything right. I rem em ber being in that delivery room , and w hen

they pulled you out, I w aited for you to cry. But you didn‒t. Everybody ran around, and your father and I
kept asking w hat w as w rong. Finally the nurse said you w eren‒t breathing.

―I freaked out. Your daddy couldn‒t calm  m e dow n. H e w as barely calm  him self. A fter the longest
m inute of m y life, you cried. I think I cried harder than you though. I knew  I did som ething w rong. B ut one
of the nurses took m y hand‖‍ M om m a grabs m y hand again‍ ―looked m e in the eye, and said, ‐Som etim es
you can do everything right and things w ill still go w rong. The key is to never stop doing right.‒‖

She holds m y hand the rest of the drive.

I used to think the sun shone brighter out here in Uncle Carlos‒s neighborhood, but today it really does‍
there‒s no sm oke lingering, and the air is fresher. A ll the houses have tw o stories. K ids play on the
sidew alks and in the big yards. There are lem onade stands, garage sales, and lots of joggers. Even w ith
all that going on, it‒s real quiet.

W e pass M aya‒s house, a few  streets over from  Uncle Carlos‒s. I w ould text her and see if I could
com e over, but, you know , I don‒t have m y phone.

―You can‒t visit your li‒l friend today,‖ M om m a says, reading m y m ind once a-freaking-gain. ―You‒re
grounded.‖

M y m outh flies w ide open.
―But she can com e over to C arlos‒s and see you.‖
She glances at m e out the corner of her eye w ith a half sm ile. This is supposed to be the m om ent I hug



her and thank her and tell her she‒s the best.
N ot happening. I say, ―Cool. W hatever,‖ and sit back.
She busts out laughing. ―You are so stubborn!‖
―N o, I‒m  not!‖
―Yes, you are,‖ she says. ―Just like your father.‖
Soon as w e pull into Uncle C arlos‒s drivew ay, Sekani jum ps out. O ur cousin D aniel w aves at him

from  dow n the sidew alk w ith som e other boys, and they‒re all on their bikes.
―Later, M om m a,‖ Sekani says. H e runs past U ncle Carlos, w ho‒s com ing out the garage, and grabs his

bike. Sekani got it for Christm as, but he keeps it at Uncle Carlos‒s house because M om m a‒s not about to
let him  ride around G arden H eights. H e pedals dow n the drivew ay.

M om m a hops out and calls after him , ―D on‒t go too far!‖
I get out, and Uncle C arlos m eets m e w ith a perfect U ncle Carlos hug‍ not too tight, but so firm  that it

tells m e how  m uch he loves m e in a few  seconds.
H e kisses the top of m y head tw ice and asks, ―H ow  are you doing, baby girl?‖
―O kay.‖ I sniff. Sm oke‒s in the air. The good kind though. ―You barbecuing?‖
―Just heated the grill up. G onna throw  som e burgers and chicken on for lunch.‖
―I hope w e don‒t end up w ith food poisoning,‖ M om m a teases.
―A h, look w ho‒s trying to be a com edian,‖ he says. ―You‒ll be eating your w ords and everything I

cook, baby sis, because I‒m  about to throw  dow n. Food N etw ork doesn‒t have anything on m e.‖ A nd he
pops his collar.

Lord. H e‒s so corny som etim es.
A unt Pam  tends to the grill on the patio. M y little cousin Ava sucks her thum b and hugs A unt Pam ‒s

leg. The second she sees m e, she com es running. ―Starr-Starr!‖
H er ponytails fly as she runs, and she launches herself into m y arm s. I sw ing her around, getting a

w hole lot of giggles out of her. ―H ow ‒s m y favorite three-year-old in the w hole w ide w orld doing?‖
―G ood!‖ She sticks her w rinkly, w et thum b back in her m outh. ―H ey, A untie Leelee.‖
―H ey, baby. You‒ve been good?‖
A va nods too m uch. N o w ay she‒s been that good.
A unt Pam  lets Uncle Carlos handle the grill and greets M om m a w ith a hug. She has dark-brow n skin

and big curly hair. N ana likes her because she com es from  a ―good fam ily.‖ H er m om  is an attorney, and
her dad is the first black chief of surgery at the sam e hospital w here A unt Pam  w orks as a surgeon. Real-
life H uxtables, I sw ear.

I put Ava dow n, and A unt Pam  hugs m e extra tight. ―H ow  are you doing, sw eetie?‖
―O kay.‖
She says she understands, but nobody really does.
N ana com es busting out the back door w ith her arm s outstretched. ―M y girls!‖
That‒s the first sign som ething‒s up. She hugs m e and M om m a and kisses our cheeks. N ana never

kisses us, and she never lets us kiss her. She says she doesn‒t know  w here our m ouths have been. She
fram es m y face w ith her hands, talking about, ―Thank the Lord. H e spared your life. H allelujah!‖

So m any alarm s go off in m y head. N ot that she w ouldn‒t be happy that ―the Lord spared m y life,‖ but
this isn‒t N ana. A t all.

She takes m e and M om m a by our w rists and pulls us tow ard the poolside loungers. ―Y ‒all com e over
here and talk to m e.‖

―But I w as gonna talk to Pam ‍ ‖
N ana looks at M om m a and hisses through gritted teeth, ―Shut the hell up, sit dow n, and talk to m e,



goddam m it.‖
N ow  that’s N ana. She sits back in a lounger and fans herself all dram atically. She‒s a retired theater

teacher, so she does everything dram atically. M om m a and I share a lounger and sit on the side of it.
―W hat‒s w rong?‖ M om m a asks.
―W hen‍ ‖ she begins, but plasters on a fake sm ile w hen Ava w addles over w ith her baby doll and a

com b. A va hands both to m e and goes to play w ith som e of her other toys.
I com b the doll‒s hair. That girl has m e trained. D oesn‒t have to say anything, and I do it.
O nce Ava‒s out of earshot, N ana says, ―W hen y‒all taking m e back to m y house?‖
―W hat happened?‖ M om m a asks.
―K eep your dam n voice dow n!‖ Ironically, she‒s not keeping hers dow n. ―Yesterday m orning, I took

som e catfish out for dinner. W as gonna fry it up w ith som e hush puppies, fries, the w hole nine. I left to run
som e errands.‖

―W hat kinda errands?‖ I ask for the hell of it.
N ana cuts m e ―the look‖ and it‒s like seeing M om m a in thirty years, w ith a few  w rinkles and gray

hairs she m issed w hen coloring her hair (she‒d w hoop m y behind for saying that).
―I‒m  grow n, li‒l girl,‖ she says. ―D on‒t ask m e w hat I do. A nyw ay, I com e hom e and that heffa done

covered m y catfish in som e dam n cornflakes and baked it!‖
―Cornflakes?‖ I say, parting the doll‒s hair.
―Yes! Talking ‒bout, ‐It‒s healthier that w ay.‒ If I w ant healthy, I eat a salad.‖
M om m a covers her m outh, and the edges of her lips are turned up. ―I thought you and Pam  got along.‖
―W e did. Until she m essed w ith m y food. N ow , I‒ve dealt w ith a lotta things since I‒ve been here. B ut

that‖‍ she holds up a finger‍ ―is taking it too dam n far. I‒d rather live w ith you and that ex-con than deal
w ith this.‖

M om m a stands and kisses N ana‒s forehead. ―You‒ll be all right.‖
N ana w aves her off. W hen M om m a leaves, she looks at m e. ―You okay, li‒l girl? Carlos told m e you

w ere in the car w ith that boy w hen he w as killed.‖
―Yes, m a‒am , I‒m  okay.‖
―G ood. A nd if you‒re not, you w ill be. W e‒re strong like that.‖
I nod, but I don‒t believe it. A t least not about m yself.
The doorbell rings up front. I say, ―I‒ll get it,‖ put Ava‒s doll dow n, and go inside.
Crap. Chris is on the other side of the door. I w anna apologize to him , but dam m it, I need tim e to

prepare.
W eird though. H e‒s pacing. The sam e w ay he does w hen w e study for tests or before a big gam e. H e‒s

afraid to talk to m e.
I open the door and lean against the fram e. ―H ey.‖
―H ey.‖ H e sm iles, and despite everything I sm ile too.
―I w as w ashing one of m y dad‒s cars and saw  you guys pull up,‖ he says. That explains his tank top,

flip-flops, and shorts. ―A re you okay? I know  you said you w ere in your text, but I w anted to be sure.‖
―I‒m  okay,‖ I say.
―Your dad‒s store didn‒t get hit, did it?‖ he asks.
―N ope.‖
―G ood.‖
Staring and silence.
H e sighs. ―Look, if this is about the condom  stuff, I‒ll never buy one again.‖
―N ever?‖



―W ell, only w hen you w ant m e to.‖ H e quickly adds, ―W hich doesn‒t have to be anytim e soon. M atter
of fact, you don‒t have to ever sleep w ith m e. O r kiss m e. H ell, if you don‒t w ant m e to touch you, I‍ ‖

―Chris, C hris,‖ I say, m y hands up to get him  to slow  dow n, and I‒m  fighting a laugh. ―It‒s okay. I know
w hat you m ean.‖

―O kay.‖
―O kay.‖
A nother round of staring and silence.
―I‒m  sorry, actually,‖ I tell him , shifting m y w eight from  foot to foot. ―For giving you the silent

treatm ent. It w asn‒t about the condom .‖
―O h . . .‖ H is eyebrow s m eet. ―Then w hat w as it about?‖
I sigh. ―I don‒t feel like talking about it.‖
―So you can be m ad at m e, but you can‒t even tell m e w hy?‖
―It has nothing to do w ith you.‖
―Yeah, it does if you‒re giving me the silent treatm ent,‖ he says.
―You w ouldn‒t understand.‖
―M aybe you should let m e determ ine that m yself?‖ he says. ―H ere I am , calling you, texting you,

everything, and you can‒t tell m e w hy you‒re ignoring m e? That‒s kinda shitty, Starr.‖
I give him  this look, and I have a strong feeling I look like M om m a and N ana right now  w ith their ―I

know  you didn‒t just say that‖ glare.
―I told you, you w ouldn‒t understand. So drop it.‖
―N o.‖ H e folds his arm s. ―I cam e all the w ay dow n here‍ ‖
―A ll the w ay? B ruh, all what w ay? D ow n the street?‖
G arden H eights Starr is all up in m y voice right now .
―Yeah, dow n the street,‖ he says. ―A nd guess w hat? I didn‒t have to do that. But I did. A nd you can‒t

even tell m e w hat‒s going on!‖
―You‒re w hite, okay?‖ I yell. ―You‒re w hite!‖
Silence.
―I‒m  w hite?‖ he says, like he‒s just hearing that for the first tim e. ―W hat the fuck‒s that got to do w ith

anything?‖
―Everything! You‒re w hite, I‒m  black. You‒re rich, I‒m  not.‖
―That doesn‒t m atter!‖ he says. ―I don‒t care about that kinda stuff, Starr. I care about you.‖
―That kinda stuff is part of m e!‖
―O kay, and . . . ? It‒s no big deal. G od, seriously? This is w hat you‒re pissed about? This is w hy

you‒re giving m e the silent treatm ent?‖
I stare at him , and I know , I know, I‒m  straight up looking like Lisa Janae Carter. M y m outh is slightly

open like hers w hen I or m y brothers ―get sm art,‖ as she calls it, I‒ve pulled m y chin back a little, and m y
eyebrow s are raised. Shit, m y hand‒s even on m y hip.

C hris takes a sm all step back, just like m y brothers and I do. ―It just . . . it doesn‒t m ake sense to m e,
okay? That‒s all.‖

―So like I said, you don‒t understand. D o you?‖
B am . If I am  acting like m y m om , this is one of her ―see, I told you‖ m om ents.
―N o. I guess I don‒t,‖ he says.
A nother round of silence.
C hris puts his hands in his pockets. ―M aybe you can help m e understand? I don‒t know . But I do know

that not having you in m y life is w orse than not m aking beats or playing basketball. A nd you know  how



m uch I love m aking beats and playing basketball, Starr.‖
I sm irk. ―You call that a line?‖
H e bites his bottom  lip and shrugs. I laugh. H e does too.
―Bad line, huh?‖ he asks.
―Aw ful.‖
W e go silent again, but it‒s the type of silence I don‒t m ind. H e puts his hand out for m ine.
I still don‒t know  if I‒m  betraying w ho I am  by dating C hris, but I‒ve m issed him  so m uch it hurts.

M om m a thinks com ing to Uncle Carlos‒s house is norm al, but C hris is the kind of norm al I really w ant.
The norm al w here I don‒t have to choose w hich Starr to be. The norm al w here nobody tells you how
sorry they are or talks about ―K halil the drug dealer.‖ Just . . . norm al.

That‒s w hy I can‒t tell Chris I‒m  the w itness.
I take his hand, and everything suddenly feels right. N o flinching and no flashbacks.
―C‒m on,‖ I say. ―Uncle C arlos should have the burgers ready.‖
W e go into the backyard, hand in hand. H e‒s sm iling, and surprisingly I am  too.



TEN

W e spend the night at Uncle Carlos‒s house because the riots started again as soon as the sun w ent dow n.
Som ehow  the store got spared. W e should go to church and thank G od for that, but M om m a and I are too
tired to sit through less than an hour of anything. Sekani w ants to spend another day at U ncle Carlos‒s, so
Sunday m orning w e return to G arden H eights w ithout him .

Right as w e get off the freew ay, w e‒re m et by a police roadblock. O nly one lane of traffic isn‒t
blocked by a patrol car, and officers talk to drivers before letting them  pass through.

Suddenly it‒s as if som eone grabbed m y heart and tw isted it. ―Can w e‍ ‖ I sw allow . ―Can w e get
around them ?‖

―D oubt it. They probably got these all around the neighborhood.‖ M om m a glances over at m e and
frow ns. ―M unch? You okay?‖

I grab m y door handle. They can easily grab their guns and leave us like K halil. A ll the blood in our
bodies pooling on the street for everybody to see. O ur m ouths w ide open. O ur eyes staring at the sky,
searching for G od.

―H ey.‖ M om m a cups m y cheek. ―H ey, look at m e.‖
I try to, but m y eyes are filled w ith tears. I‒m  so sick of being this dam n w eak. K halil m ay have lost

his life, but I lost som ething too, and it pisses m e off.
―It‒s okay,‖ M om m a says. ―W e got this, all right? C lose your eyes if you have to.‖
I do.
Keep	your	hands	visible.
No	sudden	moves.
Only	speak	when	spoken	to.
The seconds drag by like hours. The officer asks M om m a for her ID  and proof of insurance, and I beg

Black Jesus to get us hom e, hoping there w on‒t be a gunshot as she searches through her purse.
W e finally drive off. ―See, baby,‖ she says. ―Everything‒s fine.‖
H er w ords used to have pow er. If she said it w as fine, it w as fine. But after you‒ve held tw o people

as they took their last breaths, w ords like that don‒t m ean shit anym ore.

I haven‒t let go of the car door handle w hen w e pull into our drivew ay.
D addy com es out and knocks on m y w indow . M om m a rolls it dow n for m e. ―There go m y girls.‖ H e

sm iles, but it fades into a frow n. ―W hat‒s w rong?‖
―You about to go som ew here, baby?‖ M om m a asks, m eaning they‒ll talk later.
―Yeah, gotta run to the w arehouse and stock up.‖ H e taps m y shoulder. ―Ay, w anna hang out w ith your

daddy? I‒ll get you som e ice cream . O ne of them  big fat tubs that‒ll last ‒bout a m onth.‖
I laugh even though I don‒t feel like it. D addy‒s talented like that. ―I don‒t need all that ice cream .‖
―I ain‒t say you needed it. W hen w e get back, w e can w atch that H arry Potter shit you like so m uch.‖
―N oooooooo.‖
―W hat?‖ he asks.



―D addy, you‒re the w orst person to w atch H arry Potter w ith. The w hole tim e you‒re talking about‖‍ I
deepen m y voice‍ ―‐W hy don‒t they shoot that nigga Voldem ort?‒‖

―Ay, it don‒t m ake sense that in all them  m ovies and books, nobody thought to shoot him .‖
―If it‒s not that,‖ M om m a says, ―you‒re giving your ‐H arry Potter is about gangs‒ theory.‖
―It is!‖ he says.
O kay, so it is a good theory. D addy claim s the H ogw arts houses are really gangs. They have their ow n

colors, their ow n hideouts, and they are alw ays riding for each other, like gangs. H arry, Ron, and
H erm ione never snitch on one another, just like gangbangers. D eath Eaters even have m atching tattoos.
A nd look at Voldem ort. They‒re scared to say his nam e. Really, that ―H e W ho M ust N ot Be N am ed‖ stuff
is like giving him  a street nam e. That‒s som e gangbanging shit right there.

―Y ‒all know  that m ake a lot of sense,‖ D addy says. ―Just ‒cause they w as in England don‒t m ean they
w asn‒t gangbanging.‖ H e looks at m e. ―So you dow n to hang out w ith your old m an today or w hat?‖

I‒m  alw ays dow n to hang out w ith him .
W e roll through the streets, Tupac blasting through the subw oofers. H e‒s rapping about keeping your

head up, and D addy glances at m e as he raps along, like he‒s telling m e the sam e thing Tupac is.
―I know  you‒re fed up, baby‖‍ he nudges m y chin‍ ―but keep your head up.‖
H e sings w ith the chorus about how  things w ill get easier, and I don‒t know  if I w anna cry ‒cause

that‒s really speaking to m e right now , or crack up ‒cause D addy‒s singing is so horrible.
D addy says, ―That w as a deep dude right there. Real deep. They don‒t m ake rappers like that no

m ore.‖
―You‒re show ing your age, D addy.‖
―W hatever. It‒s the truth. Rappers now adays only care ‒bout m oney, hoes, and clothes.‖
―Show ing your age,‖ I w hisper.
―‒Pac rapped ‒bout that stuff too, yeah, but he also cared ‒bout uplifting black people,‖ says D addy.

―Like he took the w ord ‐nigga‒ and gave it a w hole new  m eaning‍ N ever Ignorant G etting G oals
A ccom plished. A nd he said Thug Life m eant‍ ‖

―The H ate U G ive Little Infants F---s Everybody,‖ I censor m yself. This is m y daddy I‒m  talking to,
you know ?

―You know  ‒bout that?‖
―Yeah. K halil told m e w hat he thought it m eans. W e w ere listening to Tupac right before . . . you

know .‖
―A‒ight, so w hat do you think it m eans?‖
―You don‒t know ?‖ I ask.
―I know . I w anna hear w hat you think.‖
H ere he goes. Picking m y brain. ―K halil said it‒s about w hat society feeds us as youth and how  it

com es back and bites them  later,‖ I say. ―I think it‒s about m ore than youth though. I think it‒s about us,
period.‖

―Us w ho?‖ he asks.
―Black people, m inorities, poor people. Everybody at the bottom  in society.‖
―The oppressed,‖ says D addy.
―Yeah. W e‒re the ones w ho get the short end of the stick, but w e‒re the ones they fear the m ost. That‒s

w hy the governm ent targeted the Black Panthers, right? Because they w ere scared of the Panthers?‖
―Uh-huh,‖ D addy says. ―The Panthers educated and em pow ered the people. That tactic of em pow ering

the oppressed goes even further back than the Panthers though. N am e one.‖
Is he serious? H e alw ays m akes m e think. This one takes m e a second. ―The slave rebellion of 1831,‖



I say. ―N at Turner em pow ered and educated other slaves, and it led to one of the biggest slave revolts in
history.‖

―A‒ight, a‒ight. You on it.‖ H e gives m e dap. ―So, w hat‒s the hate they‒re giving the ‐little infants‒ in
today‒s society?‖

―Racism ?‖
―You gotta get a li‒l m ore detailed than that. Think ‒bout K halil and his w hole situation. Before he

died.‖
―H e w as a drug dealer.‖ It hurts to say that. ―A nd possibly a gang m em ber.‖
―W hy w as he a drug dealer? W hy are so m any people in our neighborhood drug dealers?‖
I rem em ber w hat K halil said‍ he got tired of choosing betw een lights and food. ―They need m oney,‖ I

say. ―A nd they don‒t have a lot of other w ays to get it.‖
―Right. Lack of opportunities,‖ D addy says. ―Corporate A m erica don‒t bring jobs to our com m unities,

and they dam n sure ain‒t quick to hire us. Then, shit, even if you do have a high school diplom a, so m any
of the schools in our neighborhoods don‒t prepare us w ell enough. That‒s w hy w hen your m om m a talked
about sending you and your brothers to W illiam son, I agreed. O ur schools don‒t get the resources to equip
you like W illiam son does. It‒s easier to find som e crack than it is to find a good school around here.

―N ow , think ‒bout this,‖ he says. ―H ow  did the drugs even get in our neighborhood? This is a
m ultibillion-dollar industry w e talking ‒bout, baby. That shit is flow n into our com m unities, but I don‒t
know  anybody w ith a private jet. D o you?‖

―N o.‖
―Exactly. D rugs com e from  som ew here, and they‒re destroying our com m unity,‖ he says. ―You got

folks like Brenda, w ho think they need them  to survive, and then you got the K halils, w ho think they need
to sell them  to survive. The Brendas can‒t get jobs unless they‒re clean, and they can‒t pay for rehab
unless they got jobs. W hen the K halils get arrested for selling drugs, they either spend m ost of their life in
prison, another billion-dollar industry, or they have a hard tim e getting a real job and probably start
selling drugs again. That‒s the hate they‒re giving us, baby, a system  designed against us. That‒s Thug
Life.‖

―I hear you, but K halil didn‒t have to sell drugs,‖ I say. ―You stopped doing it.‖
―True, but unless you‒re in his shoes, don‒t judge him . It‒s easier to fall into that life than it is to stay

outta it, especially in a situation like his. N ow , one m ore question.‖
―Really?‖ D am n, he‒s m essed w ith m y head enough.
―Yeah, really,‖ he m ocks in a high voice. I don‒t even sound like that. ―A fter everything I‒ve said, how

does Thug Life apply to the protests and the riots?‖
I have to think about that one for a m inute. ―Everybody‒s pissed ‒cause O ne-Fifteen hasn‒t been

charged,‖ I say, ―but also because he‒s not the first one to do som ething like this and get aw ay w ith it. It‒s
been happening, and people w ill keep rioting until it changes. So I guess the system ‒s still giving hate, and
everybody‒s still getting fucked?‖

D addy laughs and gives m e dap. ―M y girl. W atch your m outh, but yeah, that‒s about right. A nd w e
w on‒t stop getting fucked till it changes. That‒s the key. It‒s gotta change.‖

A lum p form s in m y throat as the truth hits m e. H ard. ―That‒s w hy people are speaking out, huh?
Because it w on‒t change if w e don‒t say som ething.‖

―Exactly. W e can‒t be silent.‖
―So I can‒t be silent.‖
D addy stills. H e looks at m e.
I see the fight in his eyes. I m atter m ore to him  than a m ovem ent. I‒m  his baby, and I‒ll alw ays be his



baby, and if being silent m eans I‒m  safe, he‒s all for it.
This is bigger than m e and K halil though. This is about U s, w ith a capital U; everybody w ho looks

like us, feels like us, and is experiencing this pain w ith us despite not know ing m e or K halil. M y silence
isn‒t helping Us.

D addy fixes his gaze on the road again. H e nods. ―Yeah. C an‒t be silent.‖

The trip to the w arehouse is hell.
You got all these people pushing big flatbeds around, and them  things are hard to push as it is, and you

gotta m aneuver it w hile it‒s stacked w ith stuff. By the tim e w e leave, I feel like Black Jesus snatched m e
from  the depths of hell. D addy does get m e ice cream  though.

Buying the stuff is only the first step. W e unload it at the store, put it on the shelves, and w e (scratch
that, I) put price stickers on all those bags of chips, cookies, and candies. I should‒ve thought about that
before I agreed to hang out w ith D addy. W hile I do the hard w ork, he pays bills in his office.

I‒m  putting stickers on the H ot Fries w hen som ebody knocks on the front door.
―W e‒re closed,‖ I yell w ithout looking. W e have a sign, can‒t they read?
O bviously not. They knock again.
D addy appears in the doorw ay of his office. ―W e closed!‖
A nother knock.
D addy disappears into his office and returns w ith his G lock. H e‒s not supposed to carry it since he‒s a

felon, but he says that technically he doesn‒t carry it. H e keeps it in his office.
H e looks out at the person on the other side of the door. ―W hat you w ant?‖
―I‒m  hungry,‖ a guy says. ―Can I buy som ething?‖
D addy unlocks the door and holds it open. ―You got five m inutes.‖
―Thanks,‖ D eVante says as he com es in. H is A fro puff has becom e a full-blow n A fro. H e has this w ild

look about him , and I don‒t m ean ‒cause of his hair, but like in his eyes. They‒re puffy and red and darting
around. H e barely gives m e a nod w hen he passes.

D addy w aits at the cash register w ith his piece.
D eVante glances outside. H e looks at the chips. ―Fritos, Cheetos, or D ori‍ ‖ H is voice trails off as he

glances again. H e notices m e w atching him  and looks at the chips. ―D oritos.‖
―Your five m inutes getting shorter,‖ D addy says.
―D am n, m an. A‒ight!‖ D eVante grabs a bag of Fritos. ―C an I get som ething to drink?‖
―H urry up.‖
D eVante goes to the refrigerators. I join D addy at the cash register. It‒s so obvious som ething is up.

D eVante keeps stretching his neck to look outside. H is five m inutes pass at least three tim es. It doesn‒t
take anybody that long to choose betw een C oke, Pepsi, or Faygo. I‒m  sorry but it doesn‒t.

―A‒ight, Vante.‖ D addy m otions him  to the cash register. ―You trying to get the nerve to stick m e up or
you running from  som ebody?‖

―H ell nah, I ain‒t trying to stick you up.‖ H e takes out a w ad of m oney and sets it on the counter. ―I‒m
paid. A nd I‒m  a K ing. I don‒t run from  no-dam n-body.‖

―N o, you hide in stores,‖ I say.
H e glares at m e, but D addy tells him , ―She right. You hiding from  som ebody. K ings or G D s?‖
―It‒s not those G D s from  the park, is it?‖ I ask.
―W hy don‒t you m ind your business?‖ he snaps.
―You cam e in m y daddy‒s business, so I am  m inding m y business.‖
―Ay!‖ D addy says. ―But for real, w ho you hiding from ?‖



D eVante stares at his scuffed-up Chucks that are beyond the help of m y cleaning kit. ―K ing,‖ he
m um bles.

―K ings or K ing?‖ D addy asks.
―K ing,‖ D eVante repeats louder. ―H e w ants m e to handle the dudes that killed m y brother. I‒m  not

trying to have that on m e though.‖
―Yeah, I heard ‒bout D alvin,‖ D addy says. ―I‒m  sorry. W hat happened?‖
―W e w ere at Big D ‒s party, and som e G D s stepped to him . They got into it, and one of them  cow ards

shot him  in the back.‖
O h, dam n. That w as the sam e party K halil and I w ere at. Those w ere the gunshots that m ade us leave.
―B ig M av, how ‒d you get out the gam e?‖ D eVante asks.
D addy strokes his goatee, studying D eVante. ―The hard w ay,‖ he eventually says. ―M y daddy w as a

K ing Lord. A donis Carter. A  straight up O G .‖
―Yo!‖ D eVante says. ―That‒s your pops? B ig D on?‖
―Yep. B iggest drug dealer this city ever seen.‖
―Yo! M an, that‒s crazy.‖ D eVante‒s seriously fangirling right now . ―I heard he had cops w orking for

him  and everything. H e pulled in big m oney.‖
I heard m y granddaddy w as so busy pulling in big m oney that he didn‒t have tim e for D addy. There are

lots of pictures of D addy w hen he w as younger w earing m ink coats, playing w ith expensive toys, flashing
jew elry, and G randpa D on isn‒t in any of the pictures.

―Probably so,‖ D addy says. ―I w ouldn‒t know  too m uch ‒bout that. H e w ent to prison w hen I w as
eight. Been there ever since. I‒m  his only child, his son. Everybody expected m e to pick up w here he left
off.

―I becam e a K ing Lord w hen I w as tw elve. Shit, that w as the only w ay to survive. Som ebody w as
alw ays com ing at m e ‒cause of m y pops, but if I w as a K ing Lord I had folks to w atch m y back. K inging
becam e m y life. I w as dow n to die for it, say the w ord.‖

H e glances at m e. ―Then I becam e a daddy, and I realized that K ing Lord shit w asn‒t w orth dying for. I
w anted out. But you know  how  the gam e w ork, it ain‒t as easy as saying you done. K ing w as the crow n
and he w as m y boy, but he couldn‒t let m e out like that. I w as m aking good m oney too, and it w as honestly
hard to consider w alking aw ay from  it.‖

―Yeah, K ing says you one of the best d-boys he ever knew ,‖ D eVante says.
D addy shrugs. ―I got it from  m y pops. B ut really I w as only good ‒cause I never got caught. O ne day,

m e and K ing took a trip to do a pickup, and w e got busted. C ops w anted to know  w ho the w eapons
belonged to. K ing had tw o strikes, and that charge w ould‒ve m eant life. I didn‒t have a record, so I took
the charge and got a few  years and probation. Loyal like a m otha.

―Those w ere the hardest three years of m y life. G row ing up I w as pissed at m y daddy for going to
prison and leaving m e. A nd there I w as, in the sam e prison as him , m issing out on m y babies‒ lives.‖

D eVante‒s eyebrow s m eet. ―You w ere in prison w ith your pops?‖
D addy nods. ―A ll m y life, people m ade him  sound like a real king, you know  w hat I‒m  saying? A

legend. B ut he w as a w eak old m an, regretting the tim e he m issed w ith m e. Realest thing he ever told m e
w as, ‐D on‒t repeat m y m istakes.‒‖ D addy looks at m e again. ―A nd I w as doing that. I m issed first days of
school, all that. H ad m y baby w anting to call som ebody else daddy ‒cause I w asn‒t there.‖

I look aw ay. H e know s how  close U ncle C arlos and I becam e.
―I w as officially done w ith the K ing Lord shit, drug shit, all of it,‖ D addy says. ―A nd since I took that

charge, K ing agreed to let m e out. It m ade those three years w orth it.‖
D eVante‒s eyes dim  like they do w hen he talks about his brother. ―You had to go to prison to get out?‖



―I‒m  the exception, not the rule,‖ D addy says. ―W hen people say it‒s for life, it‒s for life. You gotta be
w illing to die in it or die for it. You w ant out?‖

―I don‒t w anna go to prison.‖
―H e didn‒t ask you that,‖ I say. ―H e asked if you w anted out.‖
D eVante is quiet for a long tim e. H e looks up at D addy and says, ―I just w anna be alive, m an.‖
D addy strokes his goatee. H e sighs. ―A‒ight. I‒ll help you. But I prom ise, you go back to slinging or

banging, you‒ll w ish K ing w ould‒ve got you w hen I‒m  done. You go to school?‖
―Yeah.‖
―W hat your grades look like?‖ D addy asks.
H e shrugs.
―W hat the hell is this?‖ D addy im itates D eVante‒s shrug. ―You know  w hat grades you get, so w hat

kind?‖
―I m ean, I get A s and Bs and shit,‖ D eVante says. ―I ain‒t dum b.‖
―A‒ight, good. W e gon‒ m ake sure you stay in school too.‖
―M an, I can‒t go back to G arden H igh,‖ D eVante says. ―A ll them  K ing Lords up in there. You know

that‒s a death w ish, right?‖
―I ain‒t say you w as going there. W e‒ll figure som ething out. In the m eantim e you can w ork here in the

store. You been staying hom e at night?‖
―N ah. K ing got his boys w atching for m e over there.‖
―O f course he do,‖ D addy m um bles. ―W e‒ll figure som ething out w ith that too. Starr, show  him  how  to

do the price stickers.‖
―You‒re really hiring him , just like that?‖ I ask.
―W hose store is this, Starr?‖
―Yours, but‍ ‖
―‒N uff said. Show  him  how  to do the price stickers.‖
D eVante snickers. I w anna punch him  in his throat.
―C ‒m on,‖ I m um ble.
W e sit crossed-legged in the chip aisle. D addy locks the front door and goes back in his office. I grab

a jum bo bag of H ot C heetos and slap a ninety-nine-cent sticker on them .
―You supposed to show  m e how  to do it,‖ D eVante says.
―I am  show ing you. W atch.‖
I grab another bag. H e leans real close over m y shoulder. Too close. B reathing in m y ear and shit. I

m ove m y head and look at him . ―D o you m ind?‖
―W hat‒s your problem  w ith m e?‖ he asks. ―You caught an attitude yesterday, soon as I w alked up. I

ain‒t did nothing to you.‖
I put a sticker on som e D oritos. ―N o, but you did it to D enasia. A nd K enya. A nd w ho know s how

m any other girls in G arden H eights.‖
―H old up, I ain‒t do nothing to K enya.‖
―You asked for her num ber, didn‒t you? Even though you‒re w ith D enasia.‖
―I‒m  not w ith D enasia. I just danced w ith her at that party,‖ he says. ―She the one w ho w anted to act

like she w as m y girlfriend and got m ad ‒cause I w as talking to K enya. If I w ouldn‒t have been dealing
w ith them , I could‒ve‍ ‖ H e sw allow s. ―I could‒ve helped D alvin. By the tim e I got to him , he w as on the
floor, bleeding. A ll I could do w as hold him .‖

I see m yself sitting in a pool of blood too. ―A nd try to tell him  it w ould be okay, even though you knew
‍ ‖



―There w as no chance in hell it w ould be.‖
W e go quiet.
I get one of those w eird dçjÞ-vu m om ents though. I see m yself sitting cross-legged like I am  now , but

I‒m  show ing K halil how  to do the price stickers.
W e couldn‒t help K halil w ith his situation before he died. M aybe w e can help D eVante.
I hand him  a bag of H ot Fries. ―I‒m  only gonna explain how  to use this price gun one tim e, and you

better pay attention.‖
H e grins. ―M y attention‒s all yours, li‒l m om m a.‖

Later, w hen I‒m  supposed to be asleep, m y m om  tells m y dad in the hallw ay, ―So he‒s hiding from  K ing,
and you think he should hide here?‖

D eVante. A pparently, D addy couldn‒t ―figure it out‖ and decided that D eVante should stay w ith us.
D addy dropped the tw o of us off a couple of hours ago before heading back to the store to protect it from
the rioters. H e just got back. H e said our house is the one place K ing w on‒t look for D eVante.

―I had to do som ething,‖ D addy says.
―I understand that, and I know  you think this is your do-over w ith K halil‍ ‖
―It ain‒t like that.‖
―Yeah, it is,‖ she says softly. ―I get it, baby. I have a ton of regrets regarding K halil m yself. B ut this?

This is dangerous for our fam ily.‖
―It‒s just for now . D eVante can‒t stay in G arden H eights. This neighborhood ain‒t good for him .‖
―W ait. It‒s not good for him , but it‒s fine for our kids?‖
―C ‒m on, Lisa. It‒s late. I‒m  not trying to hear this right now . I been at that store all night.‖
―A nd I‒ve been up all night, w orried about you! W orried about m y babies being in this neighborhood.‖
―They fine! They ain‒t involved in none of that banging shit.‖
M om m a scoffs. ―Yeah, so fine that I have to drive alm ost an hour to get them  to a decent school. A nd

G od forbid Sekani w ants to play outside. I gotta drive to m y brother‒s house, w here I don‒t have to w orry
about him  getting shot like his sister‒s best friend did.‖

It‒s m essed up that she could m ean either K halil or N atasha.
―A‒ight, let‒s say w e m ove,‖ D addy said. ―Then w hat? W e just like all the other sellouts w ho leave

and turn their backs on the neighborhood. W e can change stuff around here, but instead w e run? That‒s
w hat you w anna teach our kids?‖

―I w ant m y kids to enjoy life! I get it, M averick, you w anna help your people out. I do too. That‒s w hy
I bust m y butt every day at that clinic. B ut m oving out of the neighborhood w on‒t m ean you‒re not real and
it w on‒t m ean you can‒t help this com m unity. You need to figure out w hat‒s m ore im portant, your fam ily or
G arden H eights. I‒ve already m ade m y choice.‖

―W hat you saying?‖
―I‒m  saying I‒ll do w hat I gotta do for m y babies.‖
There are footsteps, then a door closes.
I stay up m ost of the night, w ondering w hat that m eans for them . U s. O kay, yeah, they‒ve talked about

m oving before, but they w eren‒t arguing about it like this until after K halil died.
If they break up, it‒ll be one m ore thing O ne-Fifteen takes from  m e.



ELEVEN

M onday m orning, I know  som ething is up w hen I first step into W illiam son. Folks are quiet as hell. W ell,
w hispering really, in little huddles in the halls and the atrium  like they‒re discussing plays during a
basketball gam e.

H ailey and M aya find m e before I find them . ―D id you get the text?‖ H ailey asks.
That‒s the first thing she says. N o hey or anything. I still don‒t have m y phone, so I‒m  like, ―W hat

text?‖
She show s m e hers. There‒s a big group text w ith about a hundred nam es on it. H ailey‒s older brother,

Rem y, sent out the first m essage.
Protesting	today	@	1st	period.
Then curly-haired, dim pled Luke replied:
Hell	yeah.	Free	day.	I’m	game.
A nd Rem y cam e back w ith:
That’s	the	point,	dumbass.
It‒s like som ebody hit a pause button on m y heart. ―They‒re protesting for K halil?‖
―Yeah,‖ H ailey says, all giddy and shit. ―Perfect tim ing too. I so did not study for that English exam .

This is, like, the first tim e Rem y actually cam e up w ith a good idea to get out of class. I m ean, it‒s kinda
m essed up that w e‒re protesting a drug	dealer’s death, but‍ ‖

A ll m y W illiam son rules go out the door, and Starr from  G arden H eights show s up. ―W hat the fuck that
got to do w ith it?‖

Their m ouths open into perfectly shaped O‒s. ―Like, I m ean . . . if he w as a drug dealer,‖ H ailey says,
―that explains w hy . . .‖

―H e got killed even though he w asn‒t doing shit? So it‒s cool he got killed? B ut I thought you w ere
protesting it?‖

―W e are! G od, lighten up, Starr,‖ she says. ―I thought you‒d be all over this, considering your
obsession on Tum blr lately.‖

―You know  w hat?‖ I say, one second from  really going off. ―Leave m e alone. H ave fun in your little
protest.‖

I w anna fight every person I pass, Floyd M ayw eather style. They‒re so dam n excited about getting a
day off. K halil‒s in a grave. H e can‒t get a day off from  that shit. I live it every single day too.

In class I toss m y backpack on the floor and throw  m yself into m y seat. W hen H ailey and M aya com e
in, I give them  a stank-eye and silently dare them  to say shit to m e.

I‒m  breaking all of m y W illiam son Starr rules w ith zero fucks to give.
Chris gets there before the bell rings, headphones draped around his neck. H e com es dow n m y aisle

and squeezes m y nose, going, ―H onk, honk,‖ because for som e reason it‒s hilarious to him . U sually I laugh
and sw at at him , but today . . . Yeah, I‒m  not in the m ood. I just sw at. K inda hard too.

H e goes, ―O w ,‖ and gives his hand a quick shake. ―W hat‒s w rong w ith you?‖



I don‒t respond. If I open m y m outh, I‒ll explode.
H e crouches beside m y desk and shakes m y thigh. ―Starr? You okay?‖
O ur teacher, balding, stum py M r. W arren, clears his throat. ―M r. Bryant, m y class is not the Love

Connection. Please have a seat.‖
Chris slides into the desk next to m ine. ―W hat‒s w rong w ith her?‖ he w hispers to H ailey.
She plays dum b and says, ―D unno.‖
M r. W arren tells us to take out our M acBooks and begins the lesson on British literature. N ot even

five m inutes in, som eone says, ―Justice for K halil.‖
―Justice for K halil,‖ the others chant. ―Justice for K halil.‖
M r. W arren tells them  to stop, but they get louder and pound their fists on the desks.
I w anna puke and scream  and cry.
M y classm ates stam pede tow ard the door. M aya‒s the last one out. She glances back at m e then at

H ailey w ho m otions her to com e on. M aya follow s her out.
I think I‒m  done follow ing H ailey.
In the hall, chants for K halil go off like sirens. Unlike H ailey, som e of them  m ay not care that he w as a

drug dealer. They m ight be alm ost as upset as I am . But since I know  why Rem y started this protest, I stay
in m y seat.

Chris does too for som e reason. H is desk scrapes the floor as it scoots closer to m ine until they touch.
H e brushes m y tears w ith his thum b.

―You knew  him , didn‒t you?‖ he says.
I nod.
―O h,‖ says M r. W arren. ―I am  so sorry, Starr. You don‒t have to‍ you can call your parents, you

know ?‖
I w ipe m y face. The last thing I w ant is M om m a m aking a fuss because I can‒t handle all this. W orse, I

don‒t w anna be unable to handle it. ―Can you continue w ith the lesson, sir?‖ I ask. ―The distraction w ould
be nice.‖

H e sm iles sadly and does as I ask.
For the rest of the day, som etim es Chris and I are the only ones in our classes. Som etim es one or tw o

other people join us. People go out of their w ay to tell m e they think K halil‒s death is bullshit, but that
Rem y‒s reason for protesting is bullshit too. I m ean, this sophom ore girl com es up to m e in the hall and
explains that she supports the cause but decided to go back to class after she heard w hy they w ere really
protesting.

They act like I‒m  the official representative of the black race and they ow e m e an explanation. I think I
understand though. If I sit out a protest, I‒m  m aking a statem ent, but if they sit out a protest, they look
racist.

A t lunch, Chris and I head to our table near the vending m achines. Jess w ith her perfect pixie cut is the
only one there, eating cheese fries and reading her phone.

―H ey?‖ I ask m ore than say. I‒m  surprised she‒s here.
―S‒up?‖ She nods. ―H ave a seat. A s you can see, there‒s plenty of room .‖
I sit beside her, and Chris sits on the other side of m e. Jess and I have played basketball together for

three years, and she‒s put her head on m y shoulder for tw o of them , but I‒m  asham ed to adm it I don‒t know
m uch about her. I do know  she‒s a senior, her parents are attorneys, and she w orks at a bookstore. I didn‒t
know  that she‒d skip the protest.

I guess I‒m  staring at her hard, because she says, ―I don‒t use dead people to get out of class.‖
If I w asn‒t straight I w ould totally date her for saying that. This tim e I rest m y head on her shoulder.



She pats m y hair and says, ―W hite people do stupid shit som etim es.‖
Jess is w hite.
Seven and Layla join us w ith their trays. Seven holds his fist out to m e. I bum p it.
―Sev-en,‖ Jess says, and they fist-bum p too. I had no idea they w ere cool like that. ―I take it w e‒re

protesting the ‐G et O ut of Class‒ protest?‖
―Yep,‖ Seven says. ―Protesting the ‐G et O ut of Class‒ protest.‖

Seven and I get Sekani after school, and he w on‒t shut up about the new s cam eras he saw  from  his
classroom  w indow , because he‒s Sekani and he cam e into this w orld looking for a cam era. I have too
m any selfies of him  on m y phone giving the ―light skin face,‖ his eyes squinted and eyebrow s raised.

―A re y‒all gonna be on the new s?‖ he asks.
―N ah,‖ says Seven. ―D on‒t need to be.‖
W e could go hom e, lock the door, and fight over the TV like w e alw ays do, or w e could help D addy at

the store. W e go to the store.
D addy stands in the doorw ay, w atching a reporter and cam era operator set up in front of M r. Lew is‒s

shop. O f course, w hen Sekani sees the cam era, he says, ―O oh, I w anna be on TV!‖
―Shut up,‖ I say. ―N o you don‒t.‖
―Yes, I do. You don‒t know  w hat I w ant!‖
The car stops, and Sekani pushes m y seat forw ard, sending m y chin into the dashboard as he jum ps

out. ―D addy, I w anna be on TV !‖
I rub m y chin. H is hyper butt is gonna kill m e one day.
D addy holds Sekani by the shoulders. ―Calm  dow n, m an. You not gon‒ be on TV.‖
―W hat‒s going on?‖ Seven asks w hen w e get out.
―Som e cops got jum ped around the corner,‖ D addy says, one arm  around Sekani‒s chest to keep him

still.
―Jum ped?‖ I say.
―Yeah. They pulled them  out their patrol car and stom ped them . G ray Boys.‖
The code nam e for K ing Lords. D am n.
―I heard w hat happened at y‒all school,‖ D addy says. ―Everything cool?‖
―Yeah.‖ I give the easy answ er. ―W e‒re good.‖
M r. Lew is adjusts his clothes and runs a hand over his A fro. The reporter says som ething, and he lets

out a belly-jiggling laugh.
―W hat this fool ‒bout to say?‖ D addy w onders.
―W e go live in five,‖ says the cam era operator, and all I can think is, Please	don’t	put	Mr.	Lewis	on

live	TV. ―Four, three, tw o, one.‖
―That‒s right, Joe,‖ the reporter says. ―I‒m  here w ith M r. Cedric Lew is Jr., w ho w itnessed the incident

involving the officers today. Can you tell us w hat you saw , M r. Lew is?‖
―H e ain‒t w itness nothing,‖ D addy tells us. ―W as in his shop the w hole tim e. I told him  w hat

happened!‖
―I sholl can,‖ M r. Lew is says. ―Them  boys pulled those officers out their car. They w eren‒t doing

nothing either. Just sitting there and got beat like dogs. Ridiculous! You hear m e? Re-dam n-diculous!‖
Som ebody‒s gonna turn M r. Lew is into a m em e. H e‒s m aking a fool out of him self and doesn‒t even

know  it.
―D o you think that it w as retaliation for the K halil H arris case?‖ the reporter asks.
―I sholl do! W hich is stupid. These thugs been terrorizing G arden H eights for years, how  they gon‒ get



m ad now ? W hat, ‒cause they didn‒t kill him  them selves? The president and all‒a them  searching for
terrorists, but I‒ll nam e one right now  they can com e get.‖

―D on‒t do it, M r. Lew is,‖ D addy prays. ―D on‒t do it.‖
O f course, he does. ―H is nam e K ing, and he live right here in G arden H eights. Probably the biggest

drug dealer in the city. H e over that K ing Lords gang. Com e get him  if you w anna get som ebody. W asn‒t
nobody but his boys w ho did that to them  cops anyw ay. W e sick of this! Som ebody m arch ‒bout that!‖

D addy covers Sekani‒s ears. Every cuss w ord that follow s equals a dollar in Sekani‒s jar if he hears
it. ―Shit,‖ D addy hisses. ―Shit, shit, shit. This m otha‍ ‖

―H e snitched,‖ says Seven.
―O n live TV,‖ I add.
D addy keeps saying, ―Shit, shit, shit.‖
―D o you think that the curfew  the m ayor announced today w ill prevent incidents like this?‖ the

reporter asks M r. Lew is.
I look at D addy. ―W hat curfew ?‖
H e takes his hands off Sekani‒s ears. ―Every business in G arden H eights gotta close by nine. A nd

nobody can be in the streets after ten. Lights out, like in prison.‖
―So you‒ll be hom e tonight, D addy?‖ Sekani asks.
D addy sm iles and pulls him  closer. ―Yeah, m an. A fter you do your hom ew ork, I can show  you a thang

or tw o on M adden.‖
The reporter w raps up her interview . D addy w aits until she and the cam era operator leave and then

goes over to M r. Lew is. ―You crazy?‖ he asks.
―W hat? ‒Cause I told the truth?‖ M r. Lew is says.
―M an, you can‒t be going on live TV, snitching like that. You a dead m an w alking, you know  that,

right?‖
―I ain‒t scared of that nigga!‖ M r. Lew is says real loud, for everybody to hear. ―You scared of him ?‖
―N ah, but I know  how  the gam e w ork.‖
―I‒m  too old for gam es! You oughta be too!‖
―M r. Lew is, listen‍ ‖
―N ah, you listen here, boy. I fought a w ar, cam e back, and fought one here. See this?‖ H e lifts up his

pants leg, revealing a plaid sock over a prosthetic. ―Lost it in the w ar. This right here.‖ H e lifts his shirt to
his underarm . There‒s a thin pink scar stretching from  his back to his sw ollen belly. ―G ot it after som e
w hite boys cut m e ‒cause I drank from  their fountain.‖ H e lets his shirt fall dow n. ―I done faced a w hole
lot w orse than som e so-called K ing. A in‒t nothing he can do but kill m e, and if that‒s how  I gotta go for
speaking the truth, that‒s how  I gotta go.‖

―You don‒t get it,‖ D addy says.
―Yeah I do. H ell, I get you. W alking around here, claim ing you ain‒t a gangster no m ore, claim ing you

trying to change stuff, but still follow ing all‒a that ‐don‒t snitch‒ m ess. A nd you teaching them  kids the
sam e thing, ain‒t you? K ing still controlling your dum b ass, and you too stupid to realize it.‖

―Stupid? H ow  you gon‒ call m e stupid w hen you the one snitching on live TV !‖
A fam iliar whoop-whoop sound alarm s us.
O h G od.
The patrol car w ith flashing lights cruises dow n the street. It stops next to D addy and M r. Lew is.
Tw o officers get out. O ne black, one w hite. Their hands linger too close to the guns at their w aists.
N o, no, no.
―W e got a problem  here?‖ the black one asks, looking squarely at D addy. H e‒s bald just like D addy,



but older, taller, bigger.
―N o, sir, officer,‖ D addy says. H is hands that w ere once in his jeans pockets are visible at his sides.
―You sure about that?‖ the younger w hite one asks. ―It didn‒t seem  that w ay to us.‖
―W e w ere just talking, officers,‖ M r. Lew is says, m uch softer than he w as m inutes ago. H is hands are

at his sides too. H is parents m ust‒ve had the talk w ith him  w hen he w as tw elve.
―To m e it looks like this young m an w as harassing you, sir,‖ the black one says, still looking at D addy.

H e hasn‒t looked at M r. Lew is yet. I w onder if it‒s because M r. Lew is isn‒t w earing an N W A T-shirt. O r
because there aren‒t tattoos all on his arm s. O r because he‒s not w earing som ew hat baggy jeans and a
backw ards cap.

―You got som e ID  on you?‖ the black cop asks D addy.
―Sir, I w as about to go back to m y store‍ ‖
―I said do you have som e ID  on you?‖
M y hands shake. Breakfast, lunch, and everything else churns in m y stom ach, ready to com e back up

m y throat. They‒re gonna take D addy from  m e.
―W hat‒s going on?‖
I turn around. Tim , M r. Reuben‒s nephew , w alks over to us. People have stopped on the sidew alk

across the street.
―I‒m  gonna reach for m y ID ,‖ D addy says. ―It‒s in m y back pocket. A‒ight?‖
―D addy‍ ‖ I say.
D addy keeps his eyes on the officer. ―Y ‒all, go in the store, a‒ight? It‒s okay.‖
W e don‒t m ove though.
D addy‒s hand slow ly goes to his back pocket, and I look from  his hands to theirs, w atching to see if

they‒re gonna m ake a m ove for their guns.
D addy rem oves his w allet, the leather one I bought him  for Father‒s D ay w ith his initials em bossed on

it. H e show s it to them .
―See? M y ID  is in here.‖
H is voice has never sounded so sm all.
The black officer takes the w allet and opens it. ―O h,‖ he says. “Maverick	Carter.”
H e exchanges a look w ith his partner.
Both of them  look at m e.
M y heart stops.
They‒ve realized I‒m  the w itness.
There m ust be a file that lists m y parents‒ nam es on it. O r the detectives blabbed, and now  everyone at

the station know s our nam es. O r they could‒ve gotten it from  U ncle C arlos som ehow . I don‒t know  how  it
happened, but it happened. A nd if som ething happens to D addy . . .

The black officer looks at him . ―G et on the ground, hands behind your back.‖
―B ut‍ ‖
―O n the ground, face-dow n!‖ he yells. ―N ow !‖
D addy looks at us. H is expression apologizes for the fact that w e have to see this.
H e gets dow n on one knee and low ers him self to the ground, face-dow n. H is hands go behind his

back, and his fingers interlock.
W here‒s that cam era operator now ? W hy can‒t this be on the new s?
―N ow , w ait a m inute, O fficer,‖ M r. Lew is says. ―M e and him  w ere just talking.‖
―Sir, go inside,‖ the w hite cop tells him .
―B ut he didn‒t do anything!‖ Seven says.



―B oy, go inside!‖ the black cop says.
―N o! That‒s m y father, and‍ ‖
―Seven!‖ D addy yells.
Even though he‒s lying on the concrete, there‒s enough authority in his voice to m ake Seven shut up.
The black officer checks D addy w hile his partner glances around at all of the onlookers. There‒s quite

a few  of us now . M s. Yvette and a couple of her clients stand in her doorw ay, tow els around the clients‒
shoulders. A  car has stopped in the street.

―Everyone, go about your ow n business,‖ the w hite one says.
―N o, sir,‖ says Tim . ―This is our business.‖
The black cop keeps his knee on D addy‒s back as he searches him . H e pats him  dow n once, tw ice,

three tim es, just like O ne-Fifteen did K halil. N othing.
―Larry,‖ the w hite cop says.
The black one, w ho m ust be Larry, looks up at him , then at all the people w ho have gathered around.
Larry takes his knee off D addy‒s back and stands. ―G et up,‖ he says.
Slow ly, D addy gets to his feet.
Larry glances at m e. B ile pools in m y m outh. H e turns to D addy and says, ―I‒m  keeping an eye on you,

boy. Rem em ber that.‖
D addy‒s jaw  looks rock hard.
The cops drive off. The car that had stopped in the street leaves, and all of the onlookers go on about

their business. O ne person hollers out, ―It‒s all right, M averick.‖
D addy looks at the sky and blinks the w ay I do w hen I don‒t w anna cry. H e clenches and unclenches

his hands.
M r. Lew is touches his back. ―C ‒m on, son.‖
H e guides D addy our w ay, but they pass us and go into the store. Tim  follow s them .
―W hy did they do D addy like that?‖ Sekani asks softly. H e looks at m e and Seven w ith tears in his

eyes.
Seven w raps an arm  around him . ―I don‒t know , m an.‖
I know .
I go in the store.
D eVante leans against a broom  near the cash register, w earing one of those ugly green aprons D addy

tries to m ake m e and Seven w ear w hen w e w ork in the store.
There‒s a pang in m y chest. K halil w ore one too.
D eVante‒s talking to K enya as she holds a basket full of groceries. W hen the bell on the door clangs

behind m e, both of them  look m y w ay.
―Yo, w hat happened?‖ D eVante asks.
―W as that the cops outside?‖ says K enya.
From  here I see M r. Lew is and Tim  standing in the doorw ay of D addy‒s office. H e m ust be in there.
―Yeah,‖ I answ er K enya, heading tow ard the back. K enya and D eVante follow  m e, asking about fifty

m illion questions that I don‒t have tim e to answ er.
Papers are scattered all on the office floor. D addy‒s hunched over his desk, his back m oving up and

dow n w ith each heavy breath.
H e pounds the desk. ―Fuck!‖
D addy once told m e there‒s a rage passed dow n to every black m an from  his ancestors, born the

m om ent they couldn‒t stop the slave m asters from  hurting their fam ilies. D addy also said there‒s nothing
m ore dangerous than w hen that rage is activated.



―Let it out, son,‖ M r. Lew is tells him .
―Fuck them  pigs, m an,‖ Tim  says. ―They only did that shit ‒cause they know  ‒bout Starr.‖
W ait. W hat?
D addy glances over his shoulder. H is eyes are puffy and w et, like he‒s been crying. ―The hell you

talking ‒bout, Tim ?‖
―O ne of the hom eboys saw  you, Lisa, and your baby girl getting out an am bulance at the crim e scene

that night,‖ Tim  says. ―W ord spread around the neighborhood, and folks think she‒s the w itness they been
talking ‒bout on the new s.‖

O h.
Shit.
―Starr, go ring K enya up,‖ D addy says. ―Vante, finish them  floors.‖
I head for the cash register, passing Seven and Sekani.
The neighborhood know s.
I ring K enya up, m y stom ach knotted the w hole tim e. If the neighborhood know s, it w on‒t be long until

people outside of G arden H eights know . A nd then w hat?
―You rang that up tw ice,‖ K enya says.
―H uh?‖
―The m ilk. You rang it up tw ice, Starr.‖
―O h.‖
I cancel one of the m ilks and put the carton into a bag. K enya‒s probably cooking for herself and Lyric

tonight. She does that som etim es. I ring up the rest of her stuff, take her m oney, and hand her the change.
She stares at m e a second, then says, ―W ere you really the one w ith him ?‖
M y throat is thick. ―D oes it m atter?‖
―Yeah, it m atters. W hy you keeping quiet ‒bout it? Like you hiding or som ething.‖
―D on‒t say it that w ay.‖
―B ut it is that w ay. R ight?‖
I sigh. ―K enya, stop. You don‒t understand, all right?‖
K enya folds her arm s. ―W hat‒s to understand?‖
―A  lot!‖ I don‒t m ean to yell, but dam n. ―I can‒t go around telling people that shit.‖
―W hy not?‖
―B ecause! You ain‒t see w hat the cops just did to m y dad ‒cause they know  I‒m  the w itness.‖
―So you gon‒ let the police stop you from  speaking out for K halil? I thought you cared about him  w ay

m ore than that.‖
―I do.‖ I care m ore than she m ay ever know . ―I already talked to the cops, K enya. N othing happened.

W hat else am  I supposed to do?‖
―G o on TV or som ething, I don‒t know ,‖ she says. ―Tell everybody w hat really happened that night.

They‒re not even giving his side of the story. You‒re letting them  trash-talk him ‍ ‖
―Excuse‍  H ow  the hell am  I letting them  do anything?‖
―You hear all the stuff they‒re saying ‒bout him  on the new s, calling him  a thug and stuff, and you know

that ain‒t K halil. I bet if he w as one of your private school friends, you‒d be all on TV, defending him  and
shit.‖

―A re you for real?‖
―H ell yeah,‖ she says. ―You dropped him  for them  bougie-ass kids, and you know  it. You probably

w ould‒ve dropped m e if I didn‒t com e around ‒cause of m y brother.‖
―That‒s not true!‖



―You sure?‖
I‒m  not.
K enya shakes her head. ―Fucked-up part about this? The K halil I know  w ould‒ve jum ped on TV  in a

hot second and told everybody w hat happened that night if it m eant defending you. A nd you can‒t do the
sam e for him .‖

It‒s a verbal slap. The w orst kind too, because it‒s the truth.
K enya gets her bags. ―I‒m  just saying, Starr. If I could change w hat happens at m y house w ith m y

m om m a and daddy, I w ould. H ere you are, w ith a chance to help change w hat happens in our whole
neighborhood, and you staying quiet. Like a cow ard.‖

K enya leaves. Tim  and M r. Lew is aren‒t far behind her. Tim  gives m e the black pow er fist on his w ay
out. I don‒t deserve it though.

I head to D addy‒s office. Seven‒s standing in the doorw ay, and D addy‒s sitting on his desk. Sekani‒s
next to him , nodding along to w hatever D addy‒s saying but looking sad. Rem inds m e of the tim e D addy
and M om m a had the talk w ith m e. G uess D addy decided not to w ait until Sekani‒s tw elve.

D addy sees m e. ―Sev, go cover the cash register. Take Sekani w ith you. ‒Bout tim e he learned.‖
―Aw w , m an,‖ Sekani groans. D on‒t blam e him . The m ore you learn to do at the store, the m ore you‒re

expected to do at the store.
D addy pats the now -em pty spot beside him  on the desk. I hop up on it. H is office has just enough

space for the desk and a file cabinet. Fram ed photographs crow d the w alls, like the one of him  and
M om m a at the courthouse the day they got m arried, her belly (a.k.a. m e) big and round; pictures of m e and
m y brothers as babies, and this one picture from  about seven years ago w hen m y parents took the three of
us to the m all for one of those J. C. Penney fam ily portraits. They dressed alike in baseball jerseys, baggy
jeans, and Tim berlands. Tacky.

―You a‒ight?‖ D addy asks.
―A re you?‖
―I w ill be,‖ he says. ―Just hate that you and your brothers had to see that shit.‖
―They only did it ‒cause of m e.‖
―N ah, baby. They started that before they knew  ‒bout you.‖
―But that didn‒t help.‖ I stare at m y J‒s as I kick m y feet back and forth. ―K enya called m e a cow ard

for not speaking out.‖
―She didn‒t m ean it. She going through a lot, that‒s all. K ing throw ing Iesha around like a rag doll

every single night.‖
―But she‒s right.‖ M y voice cracks. I‒m  this close to crying. ―I am  a cow ard. A fter seeing w hat they

did to you, I don‒t w anna say shit now .‖
―H ey.‖ D addy takes m y chin so I have no choice but to look at him . ―D on‒t fall for that trap. That‒s

w hat they w ant. If you don‒t w anna speak out, that‒s up to you, but don‒t let it be because you‒re scared of
them . W ho do I tell you that you have to fear?‖

―N obody but G od. A nd you and M om m a. Especially M om m a w hen she‒s extrem ely pissed.‖
H e chuckles. ―Yeah. The list ends there. You ain‒t got nothing or nobody else to fear. You see this?‖

H e rolls up his shirt sleeve, revealing the tattoo of m y baby picture on his upper arm . ―W hat it say at the
bottom ?‖

―Som ething to live for, som ething to die for,‖ I say, w ithout really looking. I‒ve seen it m y w hole life.
―Exactly. You and your brothers are som ething to live for, and som ething to die for, and I‒ll do

w hatever I gotta do to protect you.‖ H e kisses m y forehead. ―If you‒re ready to talk, baby, talk. I got your
back.‖



TWELVE

I‒m  luring Brickz inside w hen it passes out front.
I w atch it craw l dow n the street for the longest tim e till I get the sense to alert som ebody. ―D addy!‖
H e looks up from  pulling w eeds around his bell peppers. ―A re they for real w ith that?‖
The tank resem bles the ones they show  on the new s w hen talking about w ar in the M iddle East. It‒s the

size of tw o H um m ers. The blue-and-w hite lights on the front m ake the street alm ost as bright as it is in
daytim e. A n officer is positioned on top, w earing a vest and a helm et. H e points his rifle ahead.

A voice boom s from  the arm ored vehicle, ―A ll persons found violating the curfew  w ill be subject to
arrest.‖

D addy pulls m ore w eeds. ―Som e bullshit.‖
Brickz follow s the piece of bologna I dangle in front of him  all the w ay to his spot in the kitchen. H e

sits there all content, chom ping on it and the rest of his food. B rickz w on‒t act crazy as long as D addy‒s
hom e.

A ll of us are kinda like Brickz, really. D addy being hom e m eans M om m a w on‒t sit up all night, Sekani
w on‒t flinch all the tim e, and Seven w on‒t have to be the m an of the house. I‒ll sleep better too.

D addy com es in, dusting caked dirt off his hands. ―Them  roses dying. Brickz, you been pissing on m y
roses?‖

Brickz‒s head perks up. H e locks his eyes w ith D addy‒s but eventually low ers his head.
―I bet‒ not catch you doing it,‖ D addy says. ―O r w e gon‒ have a problem .‖
Brickz low ers his eyes too.
I grab a paper tow el and a slice of pizza from  the box on the counter. This is like m y fourth slice

tonight. M om m a bought tw o huge pies from  Sal‒s on the other side of the freew ay. Italians ow n it, so the
pizza is thin, herby (is that a w ord?), and good.

―You finished your hom ew ork?‖ D addy asks.
―Yep.‖ A lie.
H e w ashes his hands at the kitchen sink. ―G ot any tests this w eek?‖
―Trig on Friday.‖
―You studied for it?‖
―Yep.‖ A nother lie.
―G ood.‖ H e gets the grapes out the refrigerator. ―You still got that old laptop? The one you had before

w e bought you that expensive-ass fruit one?‖
I laugh. ―It‒s an A pple M acBook, D addy.‖
―It dam n sure w asn‒t the price of an apple. A nyw ay, you got the old one?‖
―Yeah.‖
―G ood. G ive it to Seven. Tell him  to look over it and m ake sure it‒s a‒ight. I w ant D eVante to have it.‖
―W hy?‖
―You pay bills?‖



―N o.‖
―Then I ain‒t gotta answ er that.‖
That‒s how  he gets out of alm ost every argum ent w ith m e. I should buy one of those cheap m agazine

subscriptions and say, ―Yeah, I pay a bill, and w hat?‖ It w on‒t m atter though.
I head to m y room  after I finish m y pizza. D addy‒s already gone to his and M om m a‒s room . Their TV‒s

on, and they‒re both lying on their stom achs on the bed, one of her legs on his as she types on her laptop.
It‒s oddly adorable. Som etim es I w atch them  to get an idea of w hat I w ant one day.

―You still m ad at m e ‒bout D eVante?‖ D addy asks her. She doesn‒t answ er, keeping her eyes on her
laptop. H e scrunches up his nose and gets all in her face. ―You still m ad at m e? H uh? You still m ad at
m e?‖

She laughs and playfully pushes at him . ―M ove, boy. N o, I‒m  not m ad at you. N ow  give m e a grape.‖
H e grins and feeds her a grape, and I just can‒t. The cuteness is too m uch. Yeah, they‒re m y parents,

but they‒re m y O TP. Seriously.
D addy w atches w hatever she‒s doing on the com puter, feeding her a grape every tim e he eats one.

She‒s probably uploading the latest fam ily snapshots on Facebook for our out-of-tow n relatives. W ith
everything that‒s going on, w hat can she say? ―Sekani saw  cops harass his daddy, but he‒s doing so w ell
in school. #ProudM om .‖ O r, ―Starr saw  her best friend die, keep her in your prayers, but m y baby m ade
the honor roll again. #Blessed.‖ O r even, ―Tanks are rolling by outside, but Seven‒s been accepted into
six colleges so far. #H eIsG oingPlaces.‖

I go to m y room . Both m y old and new  laptops are on m y desk, w hich is a m ess. There‒s a huge pair of
D addy‒s Jordans next to m y old laptop. The yellow ed bottom s of the sneakers face the lam p, and a layer
of Saran W rap protects m y concoction of detergent and toothpaste that‒ll eventually clean them . W atching
yellow ed soles turn icy again is as satisfying as squeezing a blackhead and getting all the gunk out. A h-
m az-ing.

A ccording to the lie I told D addy, m y hom ew ork is supposed to be done, but I‒ve been on a ―Tum blr
break,‖ a.k.a. I haven‒t started m y hom ew ork and have spent the last tw o hours on Tum blr. I started a new
blog‍ The	Khalil	 I	Know. It doesn‒t have m y nam e on it, just pictures of K halil. In the first one he‒s
thirteen w ith an A fro. Uncle Carlos took us to a ranch so w e could ―get a taste of country life,‖ and
K halil‒s looking side-eyed at a horse that‒s beside him . I rem em ber him  saying, ―If this thing m akes a
w rong m ove, I‒m  running!‖

O n Tum blr, I captioned the picture: ―The K halil I know  w as afraid of anim als.‖ I tagged it w ith his
nam e. O ne person liked it and reblogged it. Then another and another.

That m ade m e post m ore pictures, like one of us in a bathtub w hen w e w ere four. You can‒t see our
private parts because of all the suds, and I‒m  looking aw ay from  the cam era. M s. Rosalie‒s sitting on the
side of the tub, beam ing at us, and K halil‒s beam ing right back at her. I w rote, ―The K halil I know  loved
bubble baths alm ost as m uch as he loved his grandm a.‖

In just tw o hours, hundreds of people have liked and reblogged the pictures. I know  it‒s not the sam e
as getting on the new s like K enya said, but I hope it helps. It‒s helping m e at least.

O ther people posted about K halil, uploaded artw ork of him , posted pictures of him  that they show  on
the new s. I think I‒ve reblogged every single one.

Funny though: som ebody posted a video clip of Tupac from  back in the day. O kay, so every video clip
of Tupac is from  back in the day. H e‒s got a little kid on his lap and is w earing a backw ards snapback that
w ould be fly now . H e explains Thug Life like K halil said he did‍ The H ate U G ive Little Infants Fucks
Everybody. ‒Pac spells out ―Fucks‖ because that kid is looking dead in his face. W hen K halil told m e
w hat it m eant I kinda understood it. I really understand it now .



I grab m y old laptop w hen m y phone buzzes on m y desk. M om m a returned it earlier‍ hallelujah, thank
you, Black Jesus. She said it‒s only in case there‒s another situation at school. I got it back though, don‒t
really care w hy. I‒m  hoping it‒s a text from  K enya. I sent her the link to m y new  Tum blr earlier. Thought
she‒d like to see it since she kinda pushed m e to do it.

But it‒s Chris. H e took note from  Seven w ith his all-caps texts:
OMG!
THIS	FRESH PRINCE	EPISODE
WILL’S	DAD	DIDN’T	TAKE	HIM	WITH	HIM
THE	ASSHOLE	CAME	BACK	AND	LEFT	HIM	AGAIN
NOW	HE’S	HAVING	A	BREAKDOWN	WITH	UNCLE	PHIL
MY	EYES	ARE	SWEATING
Understandable. That‒s seriously the saddest episode ever. I text Chris back:
Sorry	:(.	And	your	eyes	aren’t	sweating.	You’re	crying,	babe.
H e replies:
LIES!
I say:
You	ain’t	gotta	lie,	Craig.	You	ain’t	gotta	lie.
H e responds:
DID	YOU	REALLY	USE	A	LINE	FROM	FRIDAY	ON	ME???
So w atching nineties m ovies is kinda our thing too. I text back:
Yep	;)
H e replies:
BYE,	FELICIA!
I take the laptop to Seven‒s room , phone in hand in case Chris has another Fresh	Prince breakdow n.

Som e reggae chants m eet m e in the hall, follow ed by K endrick Lam ar rapping about being a hypocrite.
Seven sits on the side of the low er bunk, an open com puter tow er at his feet. W ith his head dow n, his
dreads hang loosely and m ake a curtain in front of his face. D eVante sits cross-legged on the floor. H is
A fro bobs to the song.

A zom bie version of Steve Jobs w atches them  from  a poster on the w all along w ith all these
superheroes and Star	Wars characters. There‒s a Slytherin com forter on the bottom  bunk that I sw ear I‒ll
steal one day. Seven and I are reverse H P fans‍ w e liked the m ovies first, then the books. I got K halil and
N atasha hooked on them  too. M om m a found the first m ovie for a dollar at a thrift store back w hen w e
lived in the Cedar G rove projects. Seven and I said w e w ere Slytherins since alm ost all Slytherins w ere
rich. W hen you‒re a kid in a one-bedroom  in the projects, rich is the best thing anybody can be.

Seven rem oves a silver box from  the com puter and exam ines it. ―It‒s not even that old.‖
―W hat are you doing?‖ I ask.
―Big D  asked m e to fix his com puter. It needs som e new  D VD  drives. H e burnt his out m aking all them

bootlegs.‖
M y brother is the unofficial G arden H eights tech guy. O ld ladies, hustlers, and everybody in betw een

pay him  to fix their com puters and phones. H e m akes good m oney like that too.
A black garbage bag leans against the foot of the bunk bed w ith som e clothes sticking out the top of it.

Som ebody put it over the fence and left it in our front yard. Seven, Sekani, and I found it w hen w e cam e
hom e from  the store. W e thought it m ay have been D eVante‒s, but Seven looked inside and everything in it
belonged to him . The stuff he had at his m om m a‒s house.

H e called Iesha. She said she w as putting him  out. K ing told her to.



―Seven, I‒m  sorry‍ ‖
―It‒s okay, Starr.‖
―B ut she shouldn‒t have‍ ‖
―I said it‒s okay.‖ H e glances up at m e. ―A ll right? D on‒t sw eat it.‖
―A ll right,‖ I say as m y phone vibrates. I hand D eVante the laptop and look. Still no response from

K enya. Instead it‒s a text from  M aya.
Are	u	mad	@	us?
―W hat‒s this for?‖ D eVante asks, staring at the laptop.
―D addy w ants you to have it. But he said let Seven check it out first,‖ I tell him  as I reply to M aya.
What	do	u	think?
―W hat he w ant m e to have it for?‖ D eVante asks.
―M aybe he w ants to see if you actually know  how  to operate one,‖ I tell D eVante.
―I know  how  to use a com puter,‖ D eVante says. H e hits Seven, w ho‒s snickering.
M y phone buzzes three tim es. M aya has responded.
Definitely	mad.
Can	the	3	of	us	talk?
Things	have	been	awkward	lately.
Typical M aya. If H ailey and I have any kind of disagreem ent, she tries to fix it. She has to know  this

w on‒t be a ―K um baya‖ m om ent. I reply:
Okay.	Will	let	u	know	when	I’m	@	my	uncle’s.
G unshots fire at rapid speed in the distance. I flinch.
―G oddam n m achine guns,‖ D addy says. ―Folks acting like this Iran or som e shit.‖
―N o cussing, D addy!‖ Sekani says from  the den.
―Sorry, m an. I‒ll add a dollar to the jar.‖
―Tw o! You said the ‐g-d‒ w ord.‖
―A‒ight, tw o. Starr, com e to the kitchen for a second.‖
In the kitchen, M om m a speaks in her ―other voice‖ on the phone. ―Yes, m a‒am . W e w ant the sam e

thing.‖ She sees m e. ―A nd here‒s m y lovely daughter now . C ould you hold, please?‖ She covers the
receiver. ―It‒s the D A . She w ould like to talk to you this w eek.‖

D efinitely not w hat I expected. ―O h . . .‖
―Yeah,‖ M om m a says. ―Look, baby, if you‒re not com fortable w ith it‍ ‖
―I am .‖ I glance at D addy. H e nods. ―I can do it.‖
―O h,‖ she says, looking from  m e to D addy and back. ―O kay. A s long as you‒re sure. I think w e should

m eet w ith M s. O frah first though. Possibly take her up on her offer to represent you.‖
―D efinitely,‖ D addy says. ―I don‒t trust them  folks at the D A  office.‖
―So how  about w e see her tom orrow  and m eet w ith the D A later on this w eek?‖ M om m a asks.
I grab another slice of pizza and take a bite. It‒s cold now , but cold pizza is the best pizza. ―So tw o

days of no school?‖
―O h, you‒re going to school,‖ she says. ―A nd did you eat any salad w hile you‒re eating all that pizza?‖
―I‒ve had veggies. These little bitty peppers.‖
―They don‒t count w hen they‒re that little.‖
―Yeah, they do. If babies can count as hum ans w hen they‒re little, veggies can count as veggies w hen

they‒re little.‖
―That logic ain‒t w orking w ith m e. So, w e‒ll m eet w ith M s. O frah tom orrow  and the D A  on

W ednesday. Sound like a plan?‖



―Yeah, except the school part.‖
M om m a uncovers the phone. ―Sorry for the delay. W e can com e in on W ednesday m orning.‖
―In the m eantim e tell your boys the m ayor and the police chief to get them  fucking tanks out m y

neighborhood,‖ D addy says loudly. M om m a sw ats at him , but he‒s going dow n the hall. ―C laim  folks need
to act peaceful, but rolling through here like w e in a goddam n w ar.‖

―Tw o dollars, D addy,‖ Sekani says.
W hen M om m a hangs up, I say, ―It w ouldn‒t kill m e to m iss one day of school. I don‒t w anna be there

if they try that protest m ess again.‖ I w ouldn‒t be surprised if Rem y tried to get a w hole w eek off because
of K halil. ―I need tw o days, that‒s all.‖ M om m a raises her brow s. ―O kay, one and a half. Please?‖

She takes a deep breath and lets it out slow ly. ―W e‒ll see. B ut not a w ord of this to your brothers, you
hear m e?‖

Basically, she said yes w ithout saying yes outright. I can deal w ith that.

Pastor Eldridge once preached that ―Faith isn‒t just believing but taking steps tow ard that belief.‖ So
w hen m y alarm  goes off Tuesday m orning, by faith I don‒t get up, believing that M om m a w on‒t m ake m e
go to school.

A nd to quote Pastor Eldridge, hallelujah, G od show s up and show s out. M om m a doesn‒t m ake m e get
up. I stay in bed, listening as everybody else gets ready for the day. Sekani m akes it his business to tell
M om m a I‒m  not up yet.

―D on‒t w orry about her,‖ she says. ―W orry about yourself.‖
The TV  in the den blares som e m orning new s show , and M om m a hum s around the house. W hen K halil

and O ne-Fifteen are m entioned, the volum e low ers a w hole lot and doesn‒t go back up until a political
story com es on.

M y phone buzzes under m y pillow . I take it out and look. K enya finally texted m e back about m y new
Tum blr. She w ould m ake m e w ait hours for a response, and her com m ent is short as hell:

It’s	aight
I roll m y eyes. That‒s about as close as I‒m  gonna get to a com plim ent from  her. I text back.
I	love	you	too
H er response?
I	know	☺
She‒s so petty. Part of m e w onders though if she didn‒t respond last night ‒cause of dram a at her

house. D addy said K ing‒s still beating Iesha up. Som etim es he hits K enya and Lyric too. K enya‒s not the
type to talk about it like that, so I ask:

Everything	okay?
The	usual, she w rites back.
Short, but it says enough. There isn‒t m uch I can do, so I just rem ind her:
I’m	here	if	you	need	me
H er response?
You	better	be
See? Petty.
H ere‒s the m essed-up part about m issing school: you w onder w hat you w ould be doing if you w ent. A t

eight, I figure Chris and I w ould just be getting to history since it‒s our first class on Tuesdays. I send him
a quick text.

Won’t	be	at	school	today.
Tw o m inutes later, he replies.



Are	you	sick?	Need	me	to	kiss	it	and	make	it	better?	Wink	wink
H e seriously typed ―w ink w ink‖ instead of tw o w ink em ojis. I‒ll adm it, I sm ile. I w rite back:
What	if	I’m	contagious?
H e says:
Doesn’t	matter.	I’ll	kiss	you	anywhere.	Wink	wink.
I reply:
Is	that	another	line?
H e responds in less than a m inute.
It’s	whatever	you	want	it	to	be.	Love	you	Fresh	Princess.
Pause. That ―L‖ w ord com pletely catches m e off guard, like a player from  the other team  stealing the

ball right as you‒re about to m ake a layup. It takes all of your m om entum  and you spend a w eek w ondering
how  that steal slipped up on you.

Yeah. Chris saying ―love you‖ is like that, except I can‒t w aste a w eek w ondering about it. B y not
answ ering, I‒m  answ ering, if that m akes sense. The shot clock is w inding dow n, and I need to say
som ething.

But w hat?
By not saying ―I‖ before ―love you,‖ he‒s m aking it m ore casual. Seriously, ―love you‖ and ―I love

you‖ are different. Sam e team , different players. ―Love you‖ isn‒t as forw ard or aggressive as ―I love
you.‖ ―Love you‖ can slip up on you, sure, but it doesn‒t m ake an in-your-face slam  dunk. M ore like a
nice jum p shot.

Tw o m inutes pass. I need to say som ething.
Love	you	too.
It‒s as foreign as a Spanish w ord I haven‒t learned yet, but funny enough it com es pretty easily.
I get a w ink em oji in return.

Just U s for Justice occupies the old Taco Bell on M agnolia Avenue, betw een the car w ash and the cash
advance place. D addy used to take m e and Seven to that Taco B ell every Friday and get us ninety-nine-
cent tacos, cinnam on tw ists, and a soda to share. This w as right after he got out of prison, w hen he didn‒t
have a lot of m oney. H e usually w atched us eat. Som etim es he asked the m anager, one of M om m a‒s
girlfriends, to keep an eye on us, and he w ent to the cash advance place next door. W hen I got older and
discovered that presents don‒t just ―show  up,‖ I realized D addy alw ays w ent over there around our
birthdays and C hristm as.

M om m a rings the doorbell at Just U s, and M s. O frah lets us in.
―Sorry about that,‖ she says, locking the door. ―It‒s just m e here today.‖
―O h,‖ M om m a says. ―W here are your colleagues?‖
―Som e of them  are at G arden H eights H igh doing a roundtable discussion. O thers are leading a m arch

on Carnation w here K halil w as m urdered.‖
It‒s w eird to hear som ebody say ―K halil w as m urdered‖ as easily as M s. O frah does. She doesn‒t bite

her tongue or hesitate.
Short-w alled cubicles take up m ost of the restaurant. They have alm ost as m any posters as Seven has,

but the kind D addy w ould love, like M alcolm  X  standing next to a w indow  holding a rifle, H uey N ew ton
in prison w ith his fist up for black pow er, and photographs of the B lack Panthers at rallies and giving
breakfast to kids.

M s. O frah leads us to her cubicle next to the drive-through w indow . It‒s kinda funny too ‒cause she has
a Taco Bell cup on her desk. ―Thank you so m uch for com ing,‖ she says. ―I w as so happy w hen you



called, M rs. C arter.‖
―Please, call m e Lisa. H ow  long have you all been in this space?‖
―A lm ost tw o years now . A nd if you‒re w ondering, yes, w e do get the occasional prankster w ho pulls

up to the w indow  and tells m e they w ant a chalupa.‖
W e laugh. The doorbell rings up front.
―That‒s probably m y husband,‖ M om m a says. ―H e w as on his w ay.‖
M s. O frah leaves, and soon D addy‒s voice echoes through the office as he follow s her back. H e grabs

a third chair from  another cubicle and sets it halfw ay in M s. O frah‒s office and halfw ay in the hall. That‒s
how  sm all her cubicle is.

―Sorry I‒m  late. H ad to get D eVante situated w ith M r. Lew is.‖
―M r. Lew is?‖ I ask.
―Yeah. Since I‒m  here, I asked him  to let D eVante help around the shop. M r. Lew is needs som ebody to

look out for his dum b behind. Snitching on live TV.‖
―You‒re talking about the gentlem an w ho did the interview  about the K ing Lords?‖ M s. O frah asks.
―Yeah, him ,‖ says D addy. ―H e ow ns the barbershop next to m y store.‖
―O h, w ow . That interview  definitely has people talking. Last I checked it had alm ost a m illion view s

online.‖
I knew  it. M r. Lew is has becom e a m em e.
―It takes a lot of guts to be as upfront as he is. I m eant w hat I said at K halil‒s funeral, Starr. It w as very

brave of you to talk to the police.‖
―I don‒t feel brave.‖ W ith M alcolm  X  w atching m e on her w all, I can‒t lie. ―I‒m  not running m y m outh

on TV like M r. Lew is.‖
―A nd that‒s okay,‖ M s. O frah says. ―It seem ed M r. Lew is im pulsively spoke out in anger and

frustration. In a case like K halil‒s, I w ould m uch rather that you spoke out in a m ore deliberate and
planned w ay.‖ She looks at M om m a. ―You said the D A called yesterday?‖

―Yes. They‒d like to m eet w ith Starr tom orrow .‖
―M akes sense. The case w as turned over to their office, and they‒re preparing to take it to a grand

jury.‖
―W hat does that m ean?‖ I ask.
―A  jury w ill decide if charges should be brought against O fficer C ruise.‖
―A nd Starr w ill have to testify to the grand jury,‖ D addy says.
M s. O frah nods. ―It‒s a bit different from  a norm al trial. There w on‒t be a judge or a defense attorney

present, and the D A  w ill ask Starr questions.‖
―B ut w hat if I can‒t answ er them  all?‖
―W hat do you m ean?‖ M s. O frah says.
―I‍ the gun in the car stuff. O n the new s they said there m ay have been a gun in the car, like that

changes everything. I honestly don‒t know  if there w as.‖
M s. O frah opens a folder that‒s on her desk, takes a piece of paper out, and pushes it tow ard m e. It‒s a

photograph of K halil‒s black hairbrush, the one he used in the car.
―That‒s the so-called gun,‖ M s. O frah explains. ―O fficer C ruise claim s he saw  it in the car door, and

he assum ed K halil w as reaching for it. The handle w as thick enough, black enough, for him  to assum e it
w as a gun.‖

―A nd K halil w as black enough,‖ D addy adds.
A hairbrush.
K halil died over a fucking hairbrush.



M s. O frah slips the photograph back in the folder. ―It‒ll be interesting to see how  his father addresses
it in his interview  tonight.‖

H old up. ―Interview ?‖ I ask.
M om m a shifts a little in her chair. ―Um  . . . the officer‒s father has a television interview  that‒s airing

tonight.‖
I glance from  her to D addy. ―A nd nobody told m e?‖
―‒Cause it ain‒t w orth talking about, baby,‖ D addy says.
I look at M s. O frah. ―So his dad can give his son‒s side to the w hole w orld, and I can‒t give m ine and

K halil‒s? H e‒s gonna have everybody thinking O ne-Fifteen‒s the victim .‖
―N ot necessarily,‖ M s. O frah says. ―Som etim es these kinds of things backfire. A nd at the end of the

day, the court of public opinion has no say in this. The grand jury does. If they see enough evidence, w hich
they should, O fficer Cruise w ill be charged and tried.‖

―If,‖ I repeat.
A w ave of aw kw ard silence rolls in. O ne-Fifteen‒s father is his voice, but I‒m  K halil‒s. The only w ay

people w ill know  his side of the story is if I speak out.
I look out the drive-through w indow  at the car w ash next door. W ater cascades from  a hose, m aking

rainbow s against the sunlight like it did six years ago, right before bullets took N atasha.
I turn to M s. O frah. ―W hen I w as ten, I saw  m y other best friend get m urdered in a drive-by.‖
Funny how  murdered com es out easily now .
―O h.‖ M s. O frah sinks back. ―I didn‒t‍  I‒m  so sorry, Starr.‖
I stare at m y fingers and fum ble w ith them . Tears w ell in m y eyes. ―I‒ve tried to forget it, but I

rem em ber everything. The shots, the look on N atasha‒s face. They never caught the person w ho did it. I
guess it didn‒t m atter enough. But it did m atter. She m attered.‖ I look at M s. O frah, but I can barely see her
for all the tears. ―A nd I w ant everyone to know  that K halil m attered too.‖

M s. O frah blinks. A  lot. ―A bsolutely. I‍ ‖ She clears her throat. ―I w ould like to represent you, Starr.
Pro bono, in fact.‖

M om m a nods, and she‒s teary-eyed too.
―I‒ll do w hatever I can to m ake sure you‒re heard, Starr. Because just like K halil and N atasha

m attered, you m atter and your voice m atters. I can start by trying to get you a television interview .‖ She
looks at m y parents. ―If you‒re okay w ith that.‖

―A s long as they don‒t reveal her identity, yeah,‖ D addy says.
―That shouldn‒t be a problem ,‖ she says. ―W e w ill absolutely m ake sure her privacy is protected.‖
A quiet buzzing com es from  D addy‒s w ay. H e takes out his phone and answ ers. The person on the

other end shouts som ething, but I can‒t m ake it out. ―Ay, calm  dow n, Vante. Say that again?‖ The response
m akes D addy stand up. ―I‒m  com ing. You call nine-one-one?‖

―W hat‒s w rong?‖ M om m a says.
H e m otions for us to follow  him . ―Stay w ith him , a‒ight? W e on the w ay.‖



THIRTEEN

M r. Lew is‒s left eye is sw ollen shut and blood drips onto his shirt from  a slash on his cheek, but he
refuses to go to the hospital.

D addy‒s office has becom e an exam ining room , and M om m a tends to M r. Lew is w ith D addy‒s help. I
lean against the doorw ay and w atch. D eVante stands even farther back in the store.

―It took five of ‒em  to take m e dow n,‖ M r. Lew is says. ―Five of ‒em ! A gainst one li‒l ol‒ m an. A in‒t
that som ething?‖

―It‒s really som ething that you‒re alive,‖ I say. Snitches get stitches doesn‒t apply to K ing Lords. M ore
like snitches get graves.

M om m a tilts M r. Lew is‒s head to look at the cut on his cheek. ―She‒s right. You‒re real lucky, M r.
Lew is. D on‒t even need stitches.‖

―K ing him self gave m e that one,‖ he says. ―H e ain‒t com e in till them  other ones got m e dow n. O l‒
punk ass, looking like a black M ichelin M an.‖

I snort.
―This ain‒t funny,‖ D addy says. ―I told you they w as gon‒ com e after you.‖
―A nd I told you I ain‒t scared! If this the w orst they could do, they ain‒t did nothing!‖
―N ah, this ain‒t the w orst,‖ says D addy. ―They could‒ve killed you!‖
―I ain‒t the one they w ant dead!‖ H e stretches his fat finger m y w ay, but he looks beyond m e at

D eVante. ―That‒s the one you need to w orry ‒bout! I m ade him  hide before they cam e in, but K ing said he
know  you helping that boy, and he gon‒ kill him  if he find him .‖

D eVante backs aw ay, his eyes w ide.
I sw ear, in like tw o seconds D addy grabs D eVante by his neck and slam s him  against the freezer.

―W hat the hell you do?‖
D eVante kicks and squirm s and tries to pull D addy‒s hands from  his neck.
―D addy, stop!‖
―Shut up!‖ H is glare never leaves D eVante. ―I brought you in m y house, and you ain‒t been honest

‒bout w hy you hiding? K ing w ouldn‒t w ant you dead unless you did som ething, so w hat you do?‖
―M av-rick!‖ M om m a breaks his nam e dow n real good. ―Let him  go. H e can‒t explain anything w ith

you choking him .‖
D addy releases, and D eVante bends over, gasping for air. ―D on‒t be putting your hands on m e!‖ he

says.
―O r w hat?‖ D addy taunts. ―Start talking.‖
―M an, look, it ain‒t a big deal. K ing tripping.‖
Is he for real? ―W hat did you do?‖ I ask.
D eVante slides onto the floor and tries to catch his breath. H e blinks real fast for several seconds. H is

face scrunches up. Suddenly he‒s baw ling like a baby.
I don‒t know  anything else to do, so I sit in front of him . W hen K halil w ould cry like that because his



m om m a w as m essed up, I‒d lift his head.
I lift D eVante‒s. ―It‒s okay,‖ I say.
That alw ays w orked w ith K halil. It w orks w ith D eVante too. H e stops crying as hard and says, ―I

stole ‒bout five G s from  K ing.‖
―D am m it!‖ D addy groans. ―W hat the hell, m an?‖
―I had to get m y fam ily outta here! I w as gonna handle the dudes that killed D alvin, and shit, all that

w ould do w as m ake som e G D s com e after m e. I w as a dead m an w alking, straight up. I didn‒t w ant m y
m om m a and m y sisters caught up in that. So I got them  som e bus tickets and got them  outta tow n.‖

―That‒s w hy w e can‒t get your m om m a on the phone,‖ M om m a realizes.
Tears fall around his lips. ―She didn‒t w ant m e com ing anyw ay. Said I‒d get them  killed. Put m e out

the house before they left.‖ H e looks at D addy. ―Big M av, I‒m  sorry. I should‒ve told you the other day. I
did change m y m ind ‒bout killing them  dudes though, but now  K ing w ants m e dead. Please don‒t take m e
to him . I‒ll do anything. Please?‖

―H e bet‒ not!‖ M r. Lew is lim ps out D addy‒s office. ―You help that boy, M averick!‖
D addy stares at the ceiling like he could cuss G od out.
―D addy,‖ I plead.
―A‒ight! C‒m on, Vante.‖
―Big M av,‖ he w him pers, ―I‒m  sorry, please‍ ‖
―I‒m  not taking you to K ing, but w e gotta get you outta here. N ow .‖

Forty m inutes later, M om m a and I pull up behind D addy and D eVante in Uncle Carlos‒s drivew ay.
I‒m  surprised D addy know s how  to get here. H e never com es out here w ith us. N e-ver. H olidays,

birthdays, none of that. I guess he doesn‒t w anna deal w ith N ana and her m outh.
M om m a and I get out her car as D addy and D eVante get out the truck.
―This is w here you‒re bringing him ?‖ M om m a says. ―M y brother‒s house?‖
―Yeah,‖ D addy says, like it‒s no big deal.
Uncle Carlos com es from  the garage, w iping oil off his hands w ith one of A unt Pam ‒s good tow els.

H e shouldn‒t be hom e. It‒s the m iddle of a w orkday, and he never takes sick days. H e stops w iping his
hands, but the knuckles on one of them  are still dark.

D eVante squints against the sunlight and looks around like w e brought him  to another planet. ―D am n,
Big M av. W here w e at?‖

―W here are w e?‖ Uncle C arlos corrects, and offers his hand. ―Carlos. You m ust be D eVante.‖
D eVante stares at his hand. N o m anners at all. ―H ow  you know  m y nam e?‖
Uncle C arlos aw kw ardly lets his hand fall to his side. ―M averick told m e about you. W e‒ve discussed

getting you out here.‖
―O h!‖ M om m a says w ith a hollow  laugh. ―M averick‒s discussed getting him  out here.‖ She narrow s

her eyes at D addy. ―I‒m  surprised you even knew  how  to get out here, M averick.‖
D addy‒s nostrils flare. ―W e‒ll talk later.‖
―C‒m on,‖ U ncle Carlos says. ―I‒ll show  you your room .‖
D eVante stares at the house, his eyes all big. ―W hat you do to get a house like this?‖
―D ang, you‒re nosy,‖ I say.
Uncle Carlos chuckles. ―It‒s okay, Starr. M y w ife‒s a surgeon, and I‒m  a detective.‖
D eVante stops dead. H e turns on D addy. ―W hat the fuck, m an? You brought m e to a cop?‖
―W atch your m outh,‖ D addy says. ―A nd I brought you to som ebody w ho actually w anna help you.‖
―A cop though? If the hom ies find out, they gon‒ think I‒m  snitching.‖



―They‒re not your hom ies if you gotta hide from  them ,‖ I say. ―Plus Uncle Carlos w ouldn‒t ask you to
snitch.‖

―She‒s right,‖ says Uncle Carlos. ―M averick‒s really serious about getting you out of G arden
H eights.‖

M om m a scoffs. Loudly.
―W hen he told us the situation, w e w anted to help,‖ Uncle Carlos goes on. ―A nd it sounds like you

need our help.‖
D eVante sighs. ―M an, this ain‒t cool.‖
―Look, I‒m  on leave,‖ says Uncle C arlos. ―You don‒t have to w orry about m e getting inform ation out

of you.‖
―Leave?‖ I say. That explains the sw eats in the m iddle of the day. ―W hy‒d they put you on leave?‖
H e glances from  m e to M om m a, and she probably doesn‒t know  I see her shake her head real quick.

―D on‒t w orry about it, baby girl,‖ he says, hooking his arm  around m e. ―I needed a vacation.‖
It‒s so, so obvious. They put him  on leave because of m e.
N ana m eets us at the front door. K now ing her, she‒s been w atching through the w indow  since w e got

here. She has one arm  folded and takes a drag of her cigarette w ith the other. She blow s the sm oke tow ard
the ceiling w hile staring at D eVante. ―W ho he supposed to be?‖

―D eVante,‖ Uncle Carlos says. ―H e‒s staying w ith us.‖
―W hat you m ean he‒s staying w ith us?‖
―Just w hat I said. H e got in a little trouble in G arden H eights and needs to stay here.‖
She scoffs, and I know  w here M om m a gets it from . ―A li‒l trouble, huh? Tell the truth, boy.‖ She

low ers her voice and asks w ith suspicious, squinted eyes, ―D id you kill som ebody?‖
―M om m a!‖ m y m om m a says.
―W hat? I better ask before y‒all have m e sleeping in the house w ith a m urderer, w aking up dead!‖
W hat in the . . . ―You can‒t w ake up dead,‖ I say.
―Li‒l girl, you know  w hat I m ean!‖ She m oves from  the doorw ay. ―I‒ll be w aking up in Jesus‒s face,

trying to figure out w hat happened!‖
―Like you going to heaven,‖ D addy m um bles.

Uncle C arlos gives D eVante a tour. H is room  is about as big as m e and Seven‒s room s put together. It
doesn‒t seem  right that he only has a little backpack to put in it, and w hen w e go to the kitchen Uncle
Carlos m akes him  hand that over.

―There are a few  rules for living here,‖ Uncle Carlos says. ―O ne, follow  the rules. Tw o‖‍ he pulls
the G lock from  D eVante‒s backpack‍ ―no w eapons and no drugs.‖

―I know  you ain‒t bring that in m y house, Vante,‖ D addy says.
―K ing probably got m oney on m y head. You dam n right I got a piece.‖
―Rule three.‖ Uncle Carlos speaks over him . ―N o cursing. I have an eight-year-old and a three-year-

old. They don‒t need to hear that.‖
‒Cause they hear it from  N ana enough. Ava‒s new  favorite w ord is ―G oddam m it!‖
―Rule four,‖ Uncle Carlos says, ―go to school.‖
―M an,‖ D eVante groans. ―I already told B ig M av I can‒t go back to G arden H igh.‖
―W e know ,‖ D addy says. ―O nce w e get in touch w ith your m om m a, w e‒ll get you enrolled in an online

program . Lisa‒s m om m a is a retired teacher. She can tutor you through it so you can finish the year out.‖
―Like hell I can!‖ N ana says. I don‒t know  w here she is, but I‒m  not surprised she‒s listening.
―M om m a, stop being nosy!‖ Uncle Carlos says.



―Stop volunteering m e for shit!‖
―Stop cursing,‖ he says.
―Tell m e w hat to do again and see w hat happens.‖
Uncle Carlos‒s face and neck go red.
The doorbell rings.
―C arlos, get the door,‖ N ana says from  w herever she‒s hiding.
H e purses his lips and leaves to answ er. A s he com es back I can hear him  talking to som ebody. Then

som ebody laughs, and I know  that laugh ‒cause it m akes m e laugh.
―Look w ho I found,‖ Uncle Carlos says.
Chris is behind him  in his w hite W illiam son polo and khaki shorts. H e has on the red-and-black

Jordan Tw elves that M J w ore w hen he had the flu during the ‒97 finals. Shoot, that m akes C hris finer for
som e reason. O r I have a Jordan fetish.

―H i.‖ H e sm iles w ithout show ing teeth.
―H i.‖ I sm ile too.
I forget that D addy is here and that I potentially have a big-ass problem  on m y hands. That only lasts

about ten seconds though because D addy asks, ―W ho you?‖
Chris extends his hand to D addy. ―Christopher, sir. N ice to m eet you.‖
D addy gives him  a tw ice-over. ―You know  m y daughter or som ething?‖
―Yeah.‖ Chris stretches it kinda long and looks at m e. ―W e both go to W illiam son?‖
I nod. G ood answ er.
D addy folds his arm s. ―W ell, do you or don‒t you? You sound a li‒l unsure ‒bout that.‖
M om m a gives C hris a quick hug. A ll the w hile D addy m ean-m ugs the hell outta him . ―H ow  are you

doing, sw eetie?‖ she asks.
―I‒m  fine. I didn‒t m ean to interrupt anything. I saw  your car, and Starr w asn‒t at school today, so I

w anted to check on her.‖
―It‒s fine,‖ says M om m a. ―Tell your m om  and dad I said hello. H ow  are they?‖
―H old up,‖ D addy says. ―Y ‒all act like this dude been around a m inute.‖ D addy turns to m e. ―W hy

ain‒t I never heard ‒bout him ?‖
It‒s gonna take a hell of a lotta boldness to put m yself out there for K halil. Like ―I once told m y

m ilitant black daddy about m y w hite boyfriend‖ kinda boldness. If I can‒t stand up to m y dad about Chris,
how  can I stand up for K halil?

D addy alw ays tells m e to never bite m y tongue for anyone. That includes him .
So I say it. ―H e‒s m y boyfriend.‖
―B oyfriend?‖ D addy repeats.
―Yeah, her boyfriend!‖ N ana pipes up again from  w herever she is. ―H ey, C hris baby.‖
Chris glances around, all confused. ―Uh, hey, M s. M ontgom ery.‖
N ana w as the first to find out about C hris, thanks to her m aster snooping skills. She told m e, ―G o

‒head, get your sw irl on, baby,‖ then proceeded to tell m e about all of her sw irling adventures, w hich I
didn‒t need to know .

―The hell, Starr?‖ D addy says. ―You dating a w hite boy?‖
―M averick!‖ M om m a snaps.
―C alm  dow n, M averick,‖ Uncle Carlos says. ―H e‒s a good kid, and he treats her w ell. That‒s all that

m atters, isn‒t it?‖
―You knew ?‖ D addy says. H e looks at m e, and I don‒t know  if that‒s anger or hurt in his eyes. ―He

knew , and I didn‒t?‖



This happens w hen you have tw o dads. O ne of them ‒s bound to get hurt, and you‒re bound to feel like
shit because of it.

―Let‒s go outside,‖ M om m a says tightly. ―N ow .‖
D addy glares at C hris and follow s M om m a to the patio. The doors have thick glass, but I still hear her

go off on him .
―C ‒m on, D eVante,‖ U ncle C arlos says. ―G onna show  you the basem ent and the laundry room .‖
D eVante sizes Chris up. ―Boyfriend,‖ he says w ith a slight laugh, and looks at m e. ―I should‒ve know n

you’d have a w hite boy.‖
H e leaves w ith U ncle C arlos. W hat the hell that‒s supposed to m ean?
―Sorry,‖ I tell Chris. ―M y dad shouldn‒t have gone off like that.‖
―It could‒ve been w orse. H e could‒ve killed m e.‖
True. I m otion him  to sit at the counter w hile I get us som e drinks.
―W ho w as that guy w ith your uncle?‖ he asks.
A unt Pam  ain‒t got one soda up in here. Juice, w ater, and sparkling w ater. I bet N ana has a stash of

Sprite and Coke in her room  though. ―D eVante,‖ I say, grabbing tw o apple juice boxes. ―H e got caught up
in som e K ing Lord stuff, and D addy brought him  to live w ith Uncle Carlos.‖

―W hy w as he looking at m e like that?‖
―G et over it, M averick. H e‒s w hite!‖ M om m a shouts on the patio. ―W hite, w hite, w hite!‖
Chris blushes. A nd blushes, and blushes, and blushes.
I hand him  a juice box. ―That’s w hy D eVante w as looking at you that w ay. You‒re w hite.‖
―O kay?‖ he asks m ore than says. ―Is this one of those black things I w on‒t understand?‖
―O kay, babe, real talk? If you w ere som ebody else I‒d side-eye the shit out of you for calling it that.‖
―C alling it w hat? A  black thing?‖
―Yeah.‖
―B ut isn‒t that w hat it is?‖
―N ot really,‖ I say. ―It‒s not like this kinda stuff is exclusive to black people, you know ? The

reasoning m ay be different, but that‒s about it. Your parents don‒t have a problem  w ith us dating?‖
―I w ouldn‒t call it a problem ,‖ Chris says, ―but w e did talk about it.‖
―So it‒s not just a black thing then, huh?‖
―Point m ade.‖
W e sit at the counter, and I listen to his play-by-play of school today. N obody w alked out because the

police w ere there, w aiting for any dram a.
―H ailey and M aya asked about you,‖ he says. ―I told them  you w ere sick.‖
―They could‒ve texted m e and asked them selves.‖
―I think they feel guilty about yesterday. Especially H ailey. W hite guilt.‖ H e w inks.
I crack up. M y w hite boyfriend talking about w hite guilt.
M om m a yells, ―A nd I love how  you insist on getting som ebody else‒s child out of G arden H eights, but

you w ant ours to stay in that hellhole!‖
―You w ant them  in the suburbs w ith all this fake shit?‖ D addy says.
―If this is fake, baby, I‒ll take it over real any day. I‒m  sick of this! The kids go to school out here, I

take them  to church out here, their friends are out here. W e can afford to m ove. But you w anna stay in that
m ess!‖

―‒Cause at least in G arden H eights people ain‒t gonna treat them  like shit.‖
―They already do! A nd w ait until K ing can‒t find D eVante. W ho do you think he‒s gonna look at? Us!‖
―I told you I‒ll handle that,‖ D addy says. ―W e ain‒t m oving. It ain‒t even up for discussion.‖



―O h, really?‖
―R eally.‖
Chris gives m e a bit of a sm ile. ―This is aw kw ard.‖
M y cheeks are hot, and I‒m  glad I‒m  too brow n for it to show . ―Yeah. Aw kw ard.‖
H e takes m y hand and taps his fingertips against m y fingertips, one at a tim e. H e laces his fingers

through m ine, and w e let our arm s sw ing together in the space betw een us.
D addy com es in and slam s the door behind him . H e zeroes straight in on our joined hands. C hris

doesn‒t let go. Point for m y boyfriend.
―W e‒ll talk later, Starr.‖ D addy m arches out.
―If this w ere a rom -com ,‖ C hris says, ―you‒d be Zoe Saldana and I‒d be A shton K utcher.‖
―H uh?‖
H e sips his juice. ―This old m ovie, Guess	Who. I caught it w hen I had the flu a few  w eeks ago. Zoe

Saldana dated A shton K utcher. H er dad didn‒t like that she w as seeing a w hite guy. That‒s us.‖
―Except this isn‒t funny,‖ I say.
―It can be.‖
―N ah. W hat‒s funny though is that you w atched a rom -com .‖
―H ey!‖ he cries. ―It w as hilarious. M ore of a com edy than a rom -com . Bernie M ac w as her dad. That

guy w as hilarious, one of the K ings of Com edy. I don‒t think it can be called a rom -com  sim ply because
he w as in it.‖

―O kay, you get points for know ing Bernie M ac and that he w as a K ing of Com edy‍ ‖
―Everyone should know  that.‖
―True, but you don‒t get a pass. It w as still a rom -com . I w on‒t tell anyone though.‖
I lean over to kiss his cheek, but he m oves his head, giving m e no choice but to kiss him  on the m outh.

Soon w e‒re m aking out, right there in m y uncle‒s kitchen.
“Hem-hem!” Som ebody clears their throat. Chris and I separate so fast.
I thought em barrassm ent w as having m y boyfriend hear m y parents argue. N ope. Em barrassm ent is

having m y m om  w alk in on m e and C hris m aking out. A gain.
―D on‒t y‒all think y‒all should let each other breathe?‖ she says.
Chris blushes dow n to his A dam ‒s apple. ―I should go.‖
H e leaves w ith a quick good-bye to M om m a.
She raises her eyebrow s at m e. ―A re you taking your birth control pills?‖
―M om m y!‖
―A nsw er m y question. A re you?‖
―Yeeees,‖ I groan, putting m y face on the countertop.
―W hen w as your last cycle?‖
O h. M y. Lord. I lift m y head and flash the fakest of fake sm iles. ―W e‒re fine. Prom ise.‖
―Y ‒all got som e nerve. Your daddy w as barely out the drivew ay, and y‒all slobbering all over each

other. You know  how  M averick is.‖
―A re w e staying out here tonight?‖
The question catches her off guard. ―W hy w ould you think that?‖
―B ecause you and D addy‍ ‖
―H ad a disagreem ent, that‒s all.‖
―A  disagreem ent the w hole neighborhood heard.‖ Plus one the other night.
―Starr, w e‒re okay. D on‒t w orry about it. Your father‒s being . . . your father.‖
O utside, som ebody honks his car horn a bunch of tim es.



M om m a rolls her eyes. ―Speaking of your father, I guess M r. I‒m -G onna-Slam -D oors needs m e to
m ove m y car so he can leave.‖ She shakes her head and heads tow ard the front.

I throw  Chris‒s juice aw ay and search the cabinets. A unt Pam  m ay be picky w hen it com es to drinks,
but she alw ays buys good snacks, and m y stom ach is talking. I get som e graham  crackers and slather
peanut butter on them . So good.

D eVante com es in the kitchen. ―Can‒t believe you dating a w hite boy.‖ H e sits next to m e and steals a
graham  cracker sandw ich. ―A  w igga at that.‖

―Excuse you?‖ I say w ith a m outh full of peanut butter. ―H e is not a w igga.‖
―Please! D ude w earing J‒s. W hite boys w ear C onverse and Vans, not no J‒s unless they trying to be

black.‖
Really? ―M y bad. I didn‒t know  shoes determ ined som ebody‒s race.‖
H e can‒t say anything to that. Like I thought. ―W hat you see in him  anyw ay? For real? A ll them  dudes

in G arden H eights w ho w ould get w ith you in a second, and you looking at Justin B ieber?‖
I point in his face.	―D on‒t call him  that. A nd w hat dudes? N obody in G arden H eights is checking for

m e. H ardly anybody know s m y nam e. H ell, even you called m e B ig M av‒s daughter w ho w ork in the
store.‖

―‒Cause you don‒t com e around,‖ he says. ―I ain‒t never seen you at a party, nothing.‖
W ithout thinking, I say, ―You m ean parties w here people get shot at?‖ A nd as soon as it leaves m y

m outh, I feel like shit. ―O h m y G od, I‒m  sorry. I shouldn‒t have said that.‖
H e stares at the countertop. ―It‒s cool. D on‒t w orry about it.‖
W e quietly nibble on graham  crackers.
―U m  . . .‖ I say. The silence is brutal. ―Uncle C arlos and A unt Pam  are cool. I think you‒ll like it

here.‖
H e bites another graham  cracker.
―They can be corny som etim es, but they‒re sw eet. They‒ll look out for you. K now ing A unt Pam , she‒ll

treat you like Ava and D aniel. Uncle Carlos w ill probably be tougher. If you follow  the rules, you‒ll be
okay.‖

―K halil talked ‒bout you som etim es,‖ D eVante says.
―H uh?‖
―You said nobody know s you, but K halil talked ‒bout you. I ain‒t know  you w as B ig M av‒s daughter

w ho‍ I ain‒t know  that w as you,‖ he says. ―B ut he talked ‒bout his friend Starr. H e said you w ere the
coolest girl he knew .‖

Som e peanut butter gets stuck in m y throat, but it‒s not the only reason I sw allow . ―H ow  did you know
‍ oh. Yeah. Both of y‒all w ere K ing Lords.‖

I sw ear to G od w henever I think about K halil falling into that life, it‒s like w atching him  die all over
again. Yeah, K halil m atters and not the stuff he did, but I can‒t lie and say it doesn‒t bother m e or it‒s not
disappointing. H e knew  better.

D eVante says, ―K halil w asn‒t a K ing Lord, Starr.‖
―B ut at the funeral, K ing put the bandana on him ‍ ‖
―To save face,‖ D eVante says. ―H e tried to get K halil to join, but K halil said nah. Then a cop killed

him , so you know , all the hom ies riding for him  now . K ing not ‒bout to adm it that K halil turned him  dow n.
So he got folks thinking that K halil repped K ing Lords.‖

―W ait,‖ I say. ―H ow  do you know  he turned K ing dow n?‖
―K halil told m e in the park one day. W e w as posted up.‖
―So y‒all sold drugs together?‖



―Yeah. For K ing.‖
―O h.‖
―H e didn‒t w anna sell drugs, Starr,‖ D eVante says. ―N obody really w anna do that shit. K halil ain‒t

have m uch of a choice though.‖
―Yeah, he did,‖ I say thickly.
―N o, he didn‒t. Look, his m om m a stole som e shit from  K ing. K ing w anted her dead. K halil found out

and started selling to pay the debt.‖
―W hat?‖
―Yeah. That‒s the only reason he started doing that shit. Trying to save her.‖
I can‒t believe it.
Then again, I can. That w as classic K halil. N o m atter w hat his m om m a did, he w as still her knight and

he w as still gonna protect her.
This is w orse than denying him . I thought the w orst of him . Like everybody else.
―D on‒t be m ad at him ,‖ D eVante says, and it‒s funny because I can hear K halil asking m e not to be

m ad too.
―I‒m  not‍ ‖ I sigh. ―O kay, I w as a little m ad. I just hate how  he‒s being called a thug and shit w hen

people don‒t know  the w hole story. You said it, he w asn‒t a gangbanger, and if everybody knew  w hy he
sold drugs, then‍ ‖

―They w ouldn‒t think he w as a thug like m e?‖
O h, dam n. ―I didn‒t m ean . . .‖
―It‒s cool,‖ he says. ―I get it. I guess I am  a thug, I don‒t know . I did w hat I had to do. K ing Lords w as

the closest thing m e and D alvin had to a fam ily.‖
―But your m om m a,‖ I say, ―and your sisters‍ ‖
―They couldn‒t look out for us like K ing Lords do,‖ he says. ―M e and D alvin looked out for them .

W ith K ing Lords, w e had a w hole bunch of folks w ho had our backs, no m atter w hat. They bought us
clothes and shit our m om m a couldn‒t afford and alw ays m ade sure w e ate.‖ H e looks at the counter. ―It
w as just cool to have som ebody take care of us for a change, instead of the other w ay around.‖

―O h.‖ A  shitty response, I know .
―Like I said, nobody likes selling drugs,‖ he says. ―I hated that shit. For real. But I hated seeing m y

m om m a and m y sisters go hungry, you know ?‖
―I don‒t know .‖ I‒ve never had to know . M y parents m ade sure of that.
―You got it good then,‖ he says. ―I‒m  sorry they talking ‒bout K halil like that though. H e really w as a

good dude. H opefully one day they can find out the truth.‖
―Yeah,‖ I say quietly.
D eVante. K halil. N either one of them  thought they had m uch of a choice. If I w ere them , I‒m  not sure

I‒d m ake a m uch better one.
G uess that m akes m e a thug too.
―I‒m  going for a w alk,‖ I say, getting up. M y head‒s all over the place. ―You can have the rest of the

graham  crackers and peanut butter.‖
I leave. I don‒t know  w here I‒m  going. I don‒t know  m uch of anything anym ore.



FOURTEEN

I end up at M aya‒s house. Truth be told, that‒s the farthest I can go in Uncle Carlos‒s neighborhood before
the houses start looking the sam e.

It‒s that w eird tim e betw een day and night w hen the sky looks like it‒s on fire and m osquitoes are on
the hunt; all of the lights at the Yang house are already on, w hich is a lot of lights. Their house is big
enough for m e and m y fam ily to live w ith them  and have a little w iggle room . There‒s a blue Infiniti
Coupe w ith a dented bum per in the circular drivew ay. H ailey can‒t drive for shit.

N o lie, it stings a little know ing they hang out w ithout m e. That‒s w hat happens w hen you live so far
aw ay from  your friends. I can‒t get m ad about it. Jealous m aybe. N ot m ad.

That protest shit though? N ow  that m akes m e m ad. M ad enough to ring the doorbell. Besides, I told
M aya the three of us could talk, so fine, w e‒ll talk.

M rs. Yang answ ers, her Bluetooth headset around her neck.
―Starr!‖ She beam s and hugs m e. ―So good to see you. H ow  is everyone?‖
―G ood,‖ I say. She announces m y arrival to M aya and lets m e in. The arom a of M rs. Yang‒s seafood

lasagna greets m e in the foyer.
―I hope it‒s not a bad tim e,‖ I say.
―N ot at all, sw eetie. M aya‒s upstairs. H ailey too. You‒re m ore than w elcom e to join us for dinner. . . .

N o, G eorge, I w asn‒t talking to you,‖ she says into her headset, then m ouths at m e, “My	assistant,” and
rolls her eyes a little.

I sm ile and take off m y N ike D unks. In the Yang house, shoe rem oval is part C hinese tradition, part
M rs. Yang likes people to be com fy.

M aya races dow n the stairs, w earing an oversized T-shirt and basketball shorts that alm ost hang to her
ankles. ―Starr!‖

She reaches the bottom , and there‒s this aw kw ard m om ent w here her arm s are out like she w ants to
hug m e, but she starts low ering them . I hug her anyw ay. It‒s been a w hile since I got a good M aya hug. H er
hair sm ells like citrus, and she hugs all tight and m otherly.

M aya leads m e to her bedroom . W hite Christm as lights hang from  the ceiling. There‒s a shelf for
video gam es, Adventure	Time m em orabilia all around, and H ailey in a beanbag chair, concentrating on the
basketball players she‒s controlling on M aya‒s flat-screen.

―Look w ho‒s here, H ails,‖ M aya says.
H ailey glances up at m e. ―H ey.‖
―H ey.‖
It‒s Aw kw ard Central in here.
I step over an em pty Sprite can and a bag of D oritos and sit in the other beanbag chair. M aya closes

her door. A n old-school poster of M ichael Jordan, in his fam ous Jum pm an pose, is on the back.
M aya belly flops onto her bed and grabs a controller off the floor. ―You w anna join in, Starr?‖
―Yeah, sure.‖



She hands m e a third controller, and w e start a new  gam e‍ the three of us against a com puter-
controlled team . It‒s a lot like w hen w e play in real life, a com bination of rhythm , chem istry, and skill, but
the aw kw ardness in the room  is so thick it‒s hard to ignore.

They keep glancing at m e. I keep m y eyes on the screen. The anim ated crow d cheers as H ailey‒s
player m akes a three-pointer. ―N ice shot,‖ I say.

―O kay, cut the crap.‖ H ailey grabs the TV rem ote and flicks the gam e off, turning to a detective show
instead. ―W hy are you m ad at us?‖

―W hy did you protest?‖ Since she w ants to cut the crap, m ay as w ell get right to it.
―Because,‖ she says, like that‒s reason enough. ―I don‒t see w hat the big deal is, Starr. You said you

didn‒t know  him .‖
―W hy does that m ake a difference?‖
―Isn‒t a protest a good thing?‖
―N ot if you‒re only doing it to cut class.‖
―So you w ant us to apologize for it even though everybody else did it too?‖ H ailey asks.
―Just because everyone else did it doesn‒t m ean it‒s okay.‖
Shit. I sound like m y m other.
―G uys, stop!‖ M aya says. ―H ailey, if Starr w ants us to apologize, fine, w e can apologize. Starr, I‒m

sorry for protesting. It w as stupid to use a tragedy just to get out of class.‖
W e look at H ailey. She sits back and folds her arm s. ―I‒m  not apologizing w hen I didn‒t do anything

w rong. If anything, she should apologize for accusing m e of being racist last w eek.‖
―W ow ,‖ I say. O ne thing that irks the hell out of m e about H ailey? The w ay she can turn an argum ent

around and m ake herself the victim . She‒s a m aster at this shit. I used to fall for it, but now ?
―I‒m  not apologizing for w hat I felt,‖ I say. ―I don‒t care w hat your intention w as, H ailey. That fried

chicken com m ent felt racist to m e.‖
―Fine,‖ she says. ―Just like I felt it w as fine to protest. Since I w on‒t apologize for w hat I felt, and you

w on‒t apologize for w hat you felt, I guess w e‒ll just w atch TV.‖
―Fine,‖ I say.
M aya grunts like it‒s taking everything in her not to choke us. ―You know  w hat? If you tw o w ant to be

this stubborn, fine.‖
M aya flicks through channels. H ailey does that BS m ove w here you look at som eone out the corner of

your eye, but you don‒t w ant them  to know  that you care enough to look, so you avert your eyes. A t this
point it‒s w hatever. I thought I cam e to talk, but yeah, I really w ant an apology.

I look at TV. A singing com petition, a reality show , O ne-Fifteen, a celebrity dance‍ w ait.
―Back up, back up,‖ I tell M aya.
She flicks through the channels, and w hen he appears again, I say, ―Right there!‖
I‒ve pictured his face so m uch. A ctually seeing it again is different. M y m em ory is pretty spot-on‍ a

thin, jagged scar above his lip, bursts of freckles that cover his face and neck.
M y stom ach churns and m y skin craw ls, and I w anna get aw ay from  O ne-Fifteen. M y instinct doesn‒t

care that it‒s a photograph being show n on TV. A  silver cross pendant hangs from  his neck, like he‒s
saying Jesus endorses w hat he did. W e m ust believe in a different Jesus.

W hat looks like an older version of him  appears on the screen, but this m an doesn‒t have the scar on
his lip, and there are m ore w rinkles on his neck than freckles. H e has w hite hair, although there‒s still
som e streaks of brow n in it.

―M y son w as afraid for his life,‖ he says. ―H e only w anted to get hom e to his w ife and kids.‖
Pictures flash on the screen. O ne-Fifteen sm iles w ith his arm s draped around a blurred-out w om an.



H e‒s on a fishing trip w ith tw o sm all, blurred-out children. They show  him  w ith a sm iley golden retriever,
w ith his pastor and som e fellow  deacons w ho are all blurred out, and then in his police uniform .

―O fficer Brian Cruise Jr. has been on the force for sixteen years,‖ the voice-over says, and m ore pics
of him  as a cop are show n. H e‒s been a cop for as long as K halil w as alive, and I w onder if in som e sick
tw ist of fate K halil w as only born for this m an to kill.

―A m ajority of those years have been spent serving in G arden H eights,‖ the voice-over continues, ―a
neighborhood notorious for gangs and drug dealers.‖

I tense as footage of m y neighborhood, m y hom e, is show n. It‒s like they picked the w orst parts‍ the
drug addicts roam ing the streets, the broken-dow n Cedar G rove projects, gangbangers flashing signs,
bodies on the sidew alks w ith w hite sheets over them . W hat about M rs. Rooks and her cakes? O r M r.
Lew is and his haircuts? M r. Reuben? The clinic? M y fam ily?

M e?
I feel H ailey‒s and M aya‒s eyes on m e. I can‒t look at them .
―M y son loved w orking in the neighborhood,‖ O ne-Fifteen‒s father claim s. ―H e alw ays w anted to

m ake a difference in the lives there.‖
Funny. Slave m asters thought they w ere m aking a difference in black people‒s lives too. Saving them

from  their ―w ild A frican w ays.‖ Sam e shit, different century. I w ish people like them  w ould stop thinking
that people like m e need saving.

O ne-Fifteen Sr. talks about his son‒s life before the shooting. H ow  he w as a good kid w ho never got
into trouble, alw ays w anted to help others. A lot like K halil. But then he talks about the stuff O ne-Fifteen
did that K halil w ill never get to do, like go to college, get m arried, have a fam ily.

The interview er asks about that night.
―A pparently, Brian pulled the kid over ‒cause he had a broken taillight and w as speeding.‖
K halil w asn‒t speeding.
―H e told m e, ‐Pop, soon as I pulled him  over, I had a bad feeling,‒‖ says O ne-Fifteen Sr.
―W hy is that?‖ the interview er asks.
―H e said the kid and his friend im m ediately started cursing him  out‍ ‖
W e never cursed.
―A nd they kept glancing at each other, like they w ere up to som ething. Brian says that‒s w hen he got

scared, ‒cause they could‒ve taken him  dow n if they team ed up.‖
I couldn‒t have taken anyone dow n. I w as too afraid. H e m akes us sound like w e‒re superhum ans.

W e‒re kids.
―N o m atter how  afraid he is, m y son‒s still gonna do his job,‖ he says. ―A nd that‒s all he set out to do

that night.‖
―There have been reports that K halil H arris w as unarm ed w hen the incident took place,‖ the

interview er says. ―H as your son told you w hy he m ade the decision to shoot?‖
―Brian says he had his back to the kid, and he heard the kid say, ‐I‒m  gon‒ show  your ass today.‒‖
N o, no, no. K halil asked if I w as okay.
―Brian turned around and saw  som ething in the car door. H e thought it w as a gun‍ ‖
It w as a hairbrush.
H is lips quiver. M y body shakes. H e covers his m outh to hold back a sob. I cover m ine to keep from

puking.
―Brian‒s a good boy,‖ he says, in tears. ―H e only w anted to get hom e to his fam ily, and people are

m aking him  out to be a m onster.‖
That‒s all K halil and I w anted, and you‒re m aking us out to be m onsters.



I can‒t breathe, like I‒m  drow ning in the tears I refuse to shed. I w on‒t give O ne-Fifteen or his father
the satisfaction of crying. Tonight, they shot m e too, m ore than once, and killed a part of m e. Unfortunately
for them , it‒s the part that felt any hesitation about speaking out.

―H ow  has your son‒s life changed since this happened?‖ the interview er asks.
―A ll of our lives have been hell, honestly,‖ his father claim s. ―Brian‒s a people person, but now  he‒s

afraid to go out in public, even for som ething as sim ple as getting a gallon of m ilk. There have been
threats on his life, our fam ily‒s lives. H is w ife had to quit her job. H e‒s even been attacked by fellow
officers.‖

―Physically or verbally?‖ the interview er asks.
―B oth,‖ he says.
It hits m e. Uncle Carlos‒s bruised knuckles.
―This is aw ful,‖ H ailey says. ―That poor fam ily.‖
She‒s looking at O ne-Fifteen Sr. w ith sym pathy that belongs to B renda and M s. Rosalie.
I blink several tim es. ―W hat?‖
―H is son lost everything because he w as trying to do his job and protect him self. H is life m atters too,

you know ?‖
I cannot right now . I can‒t. I stand up or otherw ise I w ill say or do som ething really stupid. Like punch

her.
―I need to . . . yeah.‖ I say all that I can and start for the door, but M aya grabs the tail of m y cardigan.
―W hoa, w hoa. You guys haven‒t w orked this out yet,‖ she says.
―M aya,‖ I say, as calm ly as possible. ―Please let m e go. I cannot talk to her. D id you not hear w hat she

said?‖
―A re you serious right now ?‖ H ailey asks. ―W hat‒s w rong w ith saying his life m atters too?‖
―H is life alw ays m atters m ore!‖ M y voice is gruff, and m y throat is tight. ―That‒s the problem !‖
―Starr! Starr!‖ M aya says, trying to catch m y eye. I look at her. ―W hat‒s going on? You‒re H arry in

Order	of	the	Phoenix angry lately.‖
―Thank you!‖ H ailey says. ―She‒s been in bitch m ode for w eeks but w ants to blam e m e.‖
―Excuse you?‖
There‒s a knock on the door. ―G irls, is everything okay?‖ M rs. Yang asks.
―W e‒re fine, M om . Video gam e stuff.‖ M aya looks at m e and low ers her voice. ―Please, sit dow n.

Please?‖
I sit on her bed. Com m ercials replace O ne-Fifteen Sr. on the TV  and fill in the gap of silence w e‒ve

created.
I blurt out, ―W hy did you unfollow  m y Tum blr?‖
H ailey turns tow ard m e. ―W hat?‖
―You unfollow ed m y Tum blr. W hy?‖
She glances at M aya‍ quickly, but I notice‍ and goes, ―I don‒t know  w hat you‒re talking about.‖
―C ut the bullshit, H ailey. You unfollow ed m e. M onths ago. W hy?‖
She doesn‒t say anything.
I sw allow . ―Is it because of the Em m ett Till picture?‖
―O h m y G od,‖ she says, standing up. ―H ere w e go again. I am  not gonna stay here and let you accuse

m e of som ething, Starr‍ ‖
―You don‒t text m e anym ore,‖ I say. ―You freaked out about that picture.‖
―D o you hear her?‖ H ailey says to M aya. ―O nce again, calling m e racist.‖
―I‒m  not calling you anything. I‒m  asking a question and giving you exam ples.‖



―You‒re insinuating!‖
―I never even m entioned race.‖
Silence com es betw een us.
H ailey shakes her head. H er lips are thin. ―U nbelievable.‖ She grabs her jacket off M aya‒s bed and

starts for the door. She stops, and her back is to m e. ―You w anna really know  w hy I unfollow ed you,
Starr? B ecause I don‒t know  w ho the hell you are anym ore.‖

She slam s the door on her w ay out.
The new s program  returns on the television. They show  footage of protests all over the country, not

just in G arden H eights. H opefully none of them  used K halil‒s death to skip class or w ork.
O ut of now here, M aya says, ―That‒s not w hy.‖
She‒s staring at her closed door, her shoulders a bit stiff.
―H uh?‖ I say.
―She‒s lying,‖ M aya says. ―That‒s not w hy she unfollow ed you. She said she didn‒t w anna see that shit

on her dashboard.‖
I figured. ―That Em m ett Till picture, right?‖
―N o. A ll the ‐black stuff,‒ she called it. The petitions. The B lack Panther pictures. That post on those

four little girls w ho w ere killed in that church. The stuff about that M arcus G arvey guy. The one about
those Black Panthers w ho w ere shot by the governm ent.‖

―Fred H am pton and Bobby H utton,‖ I say.
―Yeah. Them .‖
W ow . She‒s been paying attention. ―W hy didn‒t you tell m e?‖
She stares at her plush Finn on the floor. ―I hoped she‒d change her m ind before you found out. I

should‒ve know n better though. It‒s not like that‒s the first fucked-up thing she‒s said.‖
―W hat are you talking about?‖
M aya sw allow s hard. ―D o you rem em ber that tim e she asked if m y fam ily ate a cat for Thanksgiving?‖
―W hat? W hen?‖
H er eyes are glossy. ―Freshm an year. First period. M rs. Edw ards‒s biology class. W e‒d just gotten

back from  Thanksgiving break. C lass hadn‒t started yet, and w e w ere talking about w hat w e did for
Thanksgiving. I told you guys m y grandparents visited, and it w as their first tim e celebrating
Thanksgiving. H ailey asked if w e ate a cat. Because w e‒re Chinese.‖

H o-ly shit. I‒m  w racking m y brain right now . Freshm an year is so close to m iddle school; there‒s a
huge possibility I said or did som ething extrem ely stupid. I‒m  afraid to know , but I ask, ―W hat did I say?‖

―N othing. You had this look on your face like you couldn‒t believe she said that. She claim ed it w as a
joke and laughed. I laughed, and then you laughed.‖ M aya blinks. A lot. ―I only laughed because I thought I
w as supposed to. I felt like shit the rest of the w eek.‖

―O h.‖
―Yeah.‖
I feel like shit right now . I can‒t believe I let H ailey say that. O r has she alw ays joked like that? D id I

alw ays laugh because I thought I had to?
That‒s the problem . W e let people say stuff, and they say it so m uch that it becom es okay to them  and

norm al for us. W hat‒s the point of having a voice if you‒re gonna be silent in those m om ents you shouldn‒t
be?

―M aya?‖ I say.
―Yeah?‖
―W e can‒t let her get aw ay w ith saying stuff like that again, okay?‖



She cracks a sm ile. ―A m inority alliance?‖
―H ell, yeah,‖ I say, and w e laugh.
―A ll right. D eal.‖

A  gam e of N BA 2K 15 later (I w hooped M aya‒s butt), I‒m  w alking back to U ncle Carlos‒s house w ith a
foil-w rapped plate of seafood lasagna. M rs. Yang never lets m e leave em pty-handed, and I never turn
dow n food.

Iron streetlam ps line the sidew alks, and I see Uncle Carlos from  a few  houses dow n, sitting on his
front steps in the dark. H e‒s chugging back som ething, and as I get closer, I can see the H eineken.

I put m y plate on the steps and sit beside him .
―You better not have been at your li‒l boyfriend‒s house,‖ he says.
Lord. C hris is alw ays ―li‒l‖ to him , and they‒re alm ost the sam e height. ―N o. I w as at M aya‒s.‖ I

stretch m y legs forw ard and yaw n. It‒s been a long-ass day. ―I can‒t believe you‒re drinking,‖ I say
through m y yaw n.

―I‒m  not drinking. It‒s one beer.‖
―Is that w hat N ana said?‖
H e cuts m e a look. ―Starr.‖
―U ncle C arlos,‖ I say as firm ly.
W e battle it out, hard stare versus hard stare.
H e sets the beer dow n. H ere‒s the thing‍ N ana‒s an alcoholic. She‒s not as bad as she used to be, but

all it takes is one hard drink and she‒s the ―other‖ N ana. I‒ve heard stories of her drunken rages from  back
in the day. She‒d blam e M om m a and U ncle Carlos that their daddy w ent back to his w ife and other kids.
She‒d lock them  out the house, cuss at them , all kinds of stuff.

So, no. O ne beer isn‒t one beer to U ncle C arlos, w ho‒s alw ays been anti-alcohol.
―Sorry,‖ he says. ―It‒s one of those nights.‖
―You saw  the interview , didn‒t you?‖ I ask.
―Yeah. I w as hoping you didn‒t.‖
―I did. D id m y m om  see‍ ‖
―O h yeah, she saw  it. So did Pam . A nd your grandm a. I‒ve never been in a room  w ith so m any pissed-

off w om en in m y life.‖ H e looks at m e. ―H ow  are you dealing w ith it?‖
I shrug. Yeah, I‒m  pissed, but honestly? ―I expected his dad to m ake him  the victim .‖
―I did too.‖ H e rests his cheek in his palm , his elbow  propped on his knee. It‒s not too dark on the

steps. I see the bruising on his hand fine.
―So . . . ,‖ I say, patting m y knees. ―O n leave, huh?‖
H e looks at m e like he‒s trying to figure out w hat I‒m  getting at. ―Yeah?‖
Silence.
―D id you fight him , Uncle Carlos?‖
H e straightens up. ―N o, I had a discussion w ith him .‖
―You m ean your fist talked to his eye. D id he say som ething about m e?‖
―H e pointed his gun at you. That w as m ore than enough.‖
H is voice has a foreign edge to it. It‒s totally inappropriate, but I laugh. I have to hold m y side I laugh

so hard.
―W hat‒s so funny?‖ he cries.
―U ncle C arlos, you punched som ebody!‖
―H ey, I‒m  from  G arden H eights. I know  how  to fight. I can get dow n.‖



I‒m  hollering right now .
―It‒s not funny!‖ he says. ―I shouldn‒t have lost m y cool like that. It w as unprofessional. N ow  I‒ve set

a bad exam ple for you.‖
―Yeah, you have, M uham m ad A li.‖
I‒m  still laughing. N ow  he‒s laughing.
―H ush,‖ he says.
O ur laughter dies dow n, and it‒s real quiet out here. N othing to do but look at the sky and all the stars.

There‒s so m any of them  tonight. It‒s possible that I don‒t notice them  at hom e because of all the other
stuff. Som etim es it‒s hard to believe G arden H eights and R iverton H ills share the sam e sky.

―You rem em ber w hat I used to tell you?‖ Uncle C arlos says.
I scoot closer to him . ―That I‒m  not nam ed after the stars, but the stars are nam ed after m e. You w ere

really trying to give m e a big head, huh?‖
H e chuckles. ―N o. I w anted you to know  how  special you are.‖
―Special or not, you shouldn‒t have risked your job for m e. You love your job.‖
―B ut I love you m ore. You‒re one reason I even becam e a cop, baby girl. B ecause I love you and all

those folks in the neighborhood.‖
―I know . That‒s w hy I don‒t w ant you to risk it. W e need the ones like you.‖
―The ones like m e.‖ H e gives a hollow  laugh. ―You know , I got pissed listening to that m an talk about

you and K halil like that, but it m ade m e consider the com m ents I m ade about K halil that night in your
parents‒ kitchen.‖

―W hat com m ents?‖
―I know  you w ere eavesdropping, Starr. D on‒t act brand-new .‖
I sm irk. U ncle C arlos said ―brand-new .‖ ―You m ean w hen you called K halil a drug dealer?‖
H e nods. ―Even if he w as, I knew  that boy. W atched him  grow  up w ith you. H e w as m ore than any bad

decision he m ade,‖ he says. ―I hate that I let m yself fall into that m ind-set of trying to rationalize his death.
A nd at the end of the day, you don‒t kill som eone for opening a car door. If you do, you shouldn‒t be a
cop.‖

I tear up. It‒s good to hear m y parents and M s. O frah say that or see all the protestors shout about it.
From  m y uncle the cop though? It‒s a relief, even if it m akes everything hurt a little m ore.

―I told B rian that,‖ he says, looking at his knuckles. ―A fter I clocked him . Told the chief too. A ctually,
I think I scream ed it loud enough for everybody in the precinct to hear. It doesn‒t take aw ay from  w hat I
did though. I dropped the ball on K halil.‖

―N o, you didn‒t‍ ‖
―Yes, I did,‖ he says. ―I knew  him , knew  his fam ily‒s situation. A fter he stopped com ing around w ith

you, he w as out of sight and out of m ind to m e, and there‒s no excuse for that.‖
There‒s no excuse for m e either. ―I think all of us feel like that,‖ I m utter. ―That‒s one reason D addy‒s

determ ined to help D eVante.‖
―Yeah,‖ he says. ―M e too.‖
I look at all the stars again. D addy says he nam ed m e Starr because I w as his light in the darkness. I

need som e light in m y ow n darkness right about now .
―I w ouldn‒t have killed K halil, by the w ay,‖ Uncle C arlos says. ―I don‒t know  a lot of stuff, but I do

know  that.‖
M y eyes sting, and m y throat tightens. I‒ve turned into such a dam n crybaby. I snuggle closer to U ncle

C arlos and hope it says everything I can‒t.



FIFTEEN

It takes an untouched stack of pancakes for M om m a to say, ―A ll right, M unch. W hat‒s up?‖
W e have a table to ourselves in IH O P. It‒s early m orning, and the restaurant‒s alm ost em pty except for

us and these big-bellied, bearded truckers stuffing their faces in a booth. Thanks to them , country m usic
plays on the jukebox.

I poke m y fork at m y pancakes. ―N ot real hungry.‖
Som ew hat a lie, som ew hat the truth. I‒m  having a serious em otional hangover. There‒s that interview .

Uncle C arlos. H ailey. K halil. D eVante. M y parents.
M om m a, Sekani, and I spent the night at Uncle C arlos‒s house, and I know  it w as m ore because

M om m a‒s m ad at D addy than it w as about the riots. In fact, the new s said last night w as the first
sem ipeaceful night in the G arden. Just protests, no riots. Cops w ere still throw ing tear gas though.

A nyw ay, if I bring up m y parents‒ fight, M om m a‒s gonna tell m e, ―Stay outta grow n folks‒ business.‖
You‒d think since it‒s partially m y fault they fought, it is m y business, but nope.

―I don‒t know  w ho‒s supposed to believe that you’re not hungry,‖ M om m a says. ―You‒ve alw ays been
greedy.‖

I roll m y eyes and yaw n. She got m e up too early and said w e w ere going to IH O P, just the tw o of us
like w e used to do before Sekani cam e along and ruined everything. H e has an extra uniform  at Uncle
Carlos‒s and can go to school w ith D aniel. I only had som e sw eats and a D rake T-shirt‍ not D A office
appropriate. I gotta go hom e and change.

―Thanks for bringing m e here,‖ I say. W ith m y aw ful m ood, I ow e her that.
―A nytim e, baby. W e haven‒t hung out in a w hile. Som ebody decided I w asn‒t cool anym ore. I thought I

w as still cool, so w hatever.‖ She sips from  her steam ing m ug of coffee. ―A re you scared to talk to the
D A ?‖

―N ot really.‖ A lthough I do notice the clock is only three and a half hours aw ay from  our nine-thirty
m eeting.

―Is it that B S of an interview ? That bastard.‖
H ere w e go again. ―M om m a‍ ‖
―G ot his dam n daddy going on TV, telling lies,‖ she says. ―A nd w ho‒s supposed to believe a grow n

m an w as that scared of tw o children?‖
People on the internet are saying the sam e thing. B lack Tw itter‒s been going in on O fficer Cruise‒s

dad, claim ing his nam e should be Tom  Cruise w ith that perform ance he put on. Tum blr too. I‒m  sure there
are people w ho believe him ‍ H ailey did‍ but M s. O frah w as right: it backfired. Folks w ho never m et
m e or K halil are calling BS.

So w hile the interview  bothers m e, it doesn‒t bother m e that m uch.
―It‒s not really the interview ,‖ I say. ―It‒s other stuff too.‖
―Like?‖
―K halil,‖ I say. ―D eVante told m e som e stuff about him , and I feel guilty.‖



―Stuff like w hat?‖ she says.
―W hy he sold drugs. H e w as trying to help M s. Brenda pay a debt to K ing.‖
M om m a‒s eyes w iden. ―W hat?‖
―Yeah. A nd he w asn‒t a K ing Lord. K halil turned K ing dow n, and K ing‒s been lying to save face.‖
M om m a shakes her head. ―W hy am  I not surprised? K ing w ould do som e m ess like that.‖
I stare at m y pancakes. ―I should‒ve know n better. Should‒ve know n Khalil	better.‖
―You had no w ay of know ing, baby,‖ she says.
―That‒s the thing. If I w ould‒ve been there for him , I‍ ‖
―Couldn‒t have stopped him . K halil w as alm ost as stubborn as you. I know  you cared about him  a lot,

even as m ore than a friend, but you can‒t blam e yourself for this.‖
I look up at her. ―W hat you m ean ‐cared about him  as m ore than a friend‒?‖
―D on‒t play dum b, Starr. Y ‒all liked each other for a long tim e.‖
―You think he liked m e too?‖
―Lord!‖ M om m a rolls her eyes. ―Betw een the tw o of us, I‒m  the old one‍ ‖
―You just called yourself old.‖
―Older one,‖ she corrects, and shoots m e a quick stank-eye, ―and I saw  it. H ow  in the w orld did you

m iss it?‖
―I dunno. H e alw ays talked about other girls, not m e. It‒s w eird though. I thought I w as over m y crush,

but som etim es I don‒t know .‖
M om m a traces the rim  of her m ug. ―M unch,‖ she says, and it‒s follow ed by a sigh. ―Baby, look.

You‒re grieving, okay? That can am plify your em otions and m ake you feel things you haven‒t felt in a long
tim e. Even if you do have feelings for K halil, there‒s nothing w rong w ith that.‖

―Even though I‒m  w ith Chris?‖
―Yes. You‒re sixteen. You‒re allow ed to have feelings for m ore than one person.‖
―So you‒re saying I can be a ho?‖
―G irl!‖ She points at m e. ―D on‒t m ake m e kick you under this table. I‒m  saying don‒t beat yourself up

about it. G rieve K halil all you w ant. M iss him , allow  yourself to m iss w hat could‒ve been, let your
feelings get out of w hack. B ut like I told you, don‒t stop living. A ll right?‖

―A ll right.‖
―G ood. So that‒s tw o things,‖ she says. ―W hat else is up?‖
W hat isn‒t up? M y head is tight like m y brain is overloaded. I‒m  guessing em otional hangovers feel a

lot like actual hangovers.
―H ailey,‖ I say.
She slurps her coffee. Loudly. ―W hat that li‒l girl do now ?‖
H ere she goes w ith this. ―M om m a, you‒ve never liked her.‖
―N o, I‒ve never liked how  you‒ve follow ed her like you can‒t think for yourself. D ifference.‖
―I haven‒t‍ ‖
―D on‒t lie! Rem em ber that drum  set you begged m e to buy. W hy did you w ant it, Starr?‖
―H ailey w anted to start a band, but I liked the idea too.‖
―H old up, though. D idn‒t you tell m e you w anted to play guitar in this ‐band,‒ but H ailey said you

should play drum s?‖
―Yeah, but‍ ‖
―Them  li‒l Jonas boys,‖ she says. ―W hich one did you really like?‖
―Joe.‖
―But w ho said you should be w ith the curly-headed one instead?‖



―H ailey, but N ick w as still fine as all get-out, and this is m iddle school stuff‍ ‖
―Uh-uh! Last year you begged m e to let you color your hair purple. W hy, Starr?‖
―I w anted‍ ‖
―N o. Why, Starr?‖ she says. ―The real w hy.‖
D am n. There‒s a pattern here. ―Because H ailey w anted m e, her, and M aya to have m atching hair.‖
―E-xact-dam n-ly. B aby, I love you, but you have a history of putting your w ants aside and doing

w hatever that li‒l girl w ants. Excuse m e if I don‒t like her.‖
W ith all m y receipts put out there like that, I say, ―I can see w hy.‖
―G ood. Realizing is the first step. So w hat she do now ?‖
―W e had an argum ent yesterday,‖ I say. ―Really though, things have been w eird for a w hile. She

stopped texting m e and unfollow ed m y Tum blr.‖
M om m a reaches her fork onto m y plate and breaks off a piece of pancake. ―W hat is Tum blr anyw ay?

Is it like Facebook?‖
―N o, and you‒re forbidden to get one. N o parents allow ed. You guys already took over Facebook.‖
―You haven‒t responded to m y friend request yet.‖
―I know .‖
―I need Candy Crush lives.‖
―That‒s w hy I‒ll never respond.‖
She gives m e ―the look.‖ I don‒t care. There are som e things I absolutely refuse to do.
―So she unfollow ed your Tum blr thingy,‖ M om m a says, proving w hy she can never have one. ―Is that

all?‖
―N o. She said and did som e stupid stuff too.‖ I rub m y eyes. Like I said, it‒s too early. ―I‒m  starting to

w onder w hy w e‒re friends.‖
―W ell, M unch‖‍ she gets another freaking piece of m y pancakes‍ ―you have to decide if the

relationship is w orth salvaging. M ake a list of the good stuff, then m ake a list of the bad stuff. If one
outw eighs the other, then you know  w hat you gotta do. Trust m e, that m ethod hasn‒t failed m e yet.‖

―Is that w hat you did w ith D addy after Iesha got pregnant?‖ I ask. ―‒Cause I‒ll be honest, I w ould‒ve
kicked him  to the curb. N o offense.‖

―It‒s all right. A lot of people called m e a fool for going back to your daddy. Shoot, they m ay still call
m e a fool behind m y back. Your nana w ould have a stroke if she knew  this, but she‒s the real reason I
stayed w ith your daddy.‖

―I thought N ana hated D addy?‖ I think N ana still hates D addy.
Sadness creeps into M om m a‒s eyes, but she gives m e a sm all sm ile. ―W hen I w as grow ing up, your

grandm other w ould do and say hurtful things w hen she w as drunk, and apologize the next m orning. A t an
early age I learned that people m ake m istakes, and you have to decide if their m istakes are bigger than
your love for them .‖

She takes a deep breath. ―Seven‒s not a m istake, I love him  to death, but M averick m ade a m istake in
his actions. H ow ever, all of his good and the love w e share outw eighs that one m istake.‖

―Even w ith crazy Iesha in our lives?‖ I ask.
M om m a chuckles. ―Even w ith crazy, m essy, annoying Iesha. It‒s a little different, yeah, but if the good

outw eighs the bad, keep H ailey in your life, baby.‖
That m ight be the problem . A lot of the good stuff is from  the past. The Jonas Brothers, High	School

Musical, our shared grief. O ur friendship is based on m em ories. W hat do w e have now ?
―W hat if the good doesn‒t outw eigh the bad?‖ I ask.
―Then let her go,‖ M om m a says. ―A nd if you keep her in your life and she keeps doing the bad, let her



go. Because I prom ise you, had your daddy pulled som e m ess like that again, I‒d be m arried to Idris Elba
and saying, ‐M averick w ho?‒‖

I bust out laughing.
―N ow  eat,‖ she says, and hands m e her fork. ―B efore I have no choice but to eat these pancakes for

you.‖

I‒m  so used to seeing sm oke in G arden H eights, it‒s w eird w hen w e go back and there isn‒t any. It‒s
dreary because of a late-night storm , but w e can ride w ith the w indow s dow n. Even though the riots
stopped, w e pass as m any tanks as w e pass low riders.

But at hom e sm oke greets us at the front door.
―M averick!‖ M om m a hollers, and w e hurry tow ard the kitchen.
D addy pours w ater on a skillet at the sink, and the skillet responds w ith a loud sizzle and a w hite

cloud. W hatever he burned, he burned it bad.
―H allelujah!‖ Seven throw s his hands up at the table. ―Som ebody w ho can actually cook.‖
―Shut up,‖ D addy says.
M om m a takes the skillet and exam ines the unidentifiable rem ains. ―W hat w as this? Eggs?‖
―G lad to see you know  how  to com e hom e,‖ he says. H e w alks right by m e w ithout a glance or a good

m orning. H e‒s still pissed about Chris?
M om m a gets a fork and stabs at the charred food stuck to the skillet. ―You w ant som e breakfast, Seven

baby?‖
H e w atches her and goes, ―Um , nah. By the w ay, the skillet didn‒t do anything, M a.‖
―You‒re right,‖ she says, but she keeps stabbing. ―Seriously, I can fix you som ething. Eggs. B acon.‖

She looks tow ard the hall and shouts, ―The pork kind! Pig! Sw ine! A ll‒a that!‖
So m uch for the good outw eighing the bad. Seven and I look at each other. W e hate w hen they fight

because w e alw ays get stuck in the m iddle of their w ars. O ur appetites are the greatest casualty. If
M om m a‒s m ad and not cooking, w e have to eat D addy‒s struggle m eals, like spaghetti w ith ketchup and
hot dogs in it.

―I‒ll grab som ething at school.‖ Seven kisses her cheek. ―Thanks though.‖ H e gives m e a fist bum p on
his w ay out, the Seven w ay of w ishing m e good luck.

D addy returns w earing a backw ards cap. H e grabs his keys and a banana.
―W e have to be at the D A‒s office at nine thirty,‖ M om m a says. ―A re you com ing?‖
―O h, Carlos can‒t do it? Since he the one y‒all let in on secrets and stuff.‖
―You know  w hat, M averick‍ ‖
―I‒ll be there,‖ he says, and leaves.
M om m a stabs the skillet som e m ore.

The D A  personally escorts us to a conference room . H er nam e is K aren M onroe, and she‒s a m iddle-aged
w hite lady w ho claim s she understands w hat I‒m  going through.

M s. O frah is already in the conference room  along w ith som e people w ho w ork at the D A‒s office.
M s. M onroe gives a long speech about how  m uch she w ants justice for K halil and apologizes that it‒s
taken this long for us to m eet.

―Tw elve days, to be exact,‖ D addy points out. ―Too long, if you ask m e.‖
M s. M onroe looks a bit uncom fortable at that.
She explains the grand jury proceedings. Then she asks about that night. I pretty m uch tell her w hat I

told the cops, except she doesn‒t ask any stupid questions about K halil. But w hen I get to the part w hen I



describe the num ber of shots, how  they hit K halil in his back, the look on his face‍
M y stom ach bubbles, bile pools in m y m outh, and I gag. M om m a jum ps up and grabs a garbage bin.

She puts it in front of m e quick enough to catch the vom it that spew s from  m y m outh.
A nd I cry and puke. C ry and puke. It‒s all I can do.
The D A gets m e a soda and says, ―That‒ll be all today, sw eetie. Thank you.‖
D addy helps m e to M om m a‒s car, and people in the halls gaw k. I bet they know  I‒m  the w itness from

m y teary, snotty face, and are probably giving m e a new  nam e‍ Poor Thing. A s in, ―O h, that poor thing.‖
That m akes it w orse.

I get in the car aw ay from  their pity and rest m y head against the w indow , feeling like shit.

M om m a parks in front of the store, and D addy pulls up behind us. H e gets out his truck and com es to
M om m a‒s side of the car. She rolls her w indow  dow n.

―I‒m  going to the school,‖ she tells him . ―They need to know  w hat‒s going on. Can she stay w ith you?‖
―Yeah, that‒s fine. She can rest in the office.‖
A nother thing puking and crying gets you‍ people talk about you like you‒re not there and m ake plans

for you. Poor Thing apparently can‒t hear.
―You sure?‖ M om m a asks him . ―O r do I need to take her to Carlos?‖
D addy sighs. ―Lisa‍ ‖
―M averick, I don‒t give a flying m onkey‒s ass w hat your problem  is, just be there for your daughter.

Please?‖
D addy m oves to m y side of the car and opens the door. ―C om e here, baby.‖
I clim b out, blubbering like a little kid w ho skinned her knee. D addy pulls m e into his chest, rubbing

m y back and kissing m y hair. M om m a drives off.
―I‒m  sorry, baby,‖ he says.
The crying, the puking don‒t m ean anything anym ore. M y daddy‒s got m e.
W e go in the store. D addy turns on the lights but keeps the closed sign in the w indow . H e goes to his

office for a second, then com es back to m e and holds m y chin.
―O pen your m outh,‖ he says. I open it, and his face scrunches up. ―Ill. W e gotta get you a w hole bottle

of m outhw ash. ‒Bout to raise the dead w ith that breath.‖
I laugh w ith tears in m y eyes. Like I said, D addy‒s talented that w ay.
H e w ipes m y face w ith his hands, w hich are rough as sandpaper, but I‒m  used to them . H e fram es m y

face. I sm ile. ―There go m y baby,‖ he says. ―You‒ll be a‒ight.‖
I feel norm al enough to say, ―N ow  I‒m  your baby? You haven‒t been acting like it.‖
―D on‒t start!‖ H e goes dow n the m edicine aisle. ―Sounding like your m om m a.‖
―I‒m  just saying. You‒ve been extra salty today.‖
H e returns w ith a bottle of Listerine. ―H ere. B efore you kill m y produce w ith your breath.‖
―Like you killed those eggs this m orning?‖
―Ay, those w ere blackened eggs. Y ‒all don‒t know  ‒bout that.‖
―Nobody know s ‒bout that.‖
A couple of rinses in the restroom  transform  m y m outh from  a sw am p of puke residue to norm al.

D addy w aits on the w ooden bench at the front of the store. O ur older custom ers w ho can‒t w alk m uch
usually sit there as D addy, Seven, or I get their groceries for them .

D addy pats the spot next to him .
I sit. ―You‒re gonna open back up soon?‖
―In a li‒l bit. W hat you see in that w hite boy?‖



D am n. I w asn‒t expecting him  to go right into it. ―B esides the fact he‒s adorable‍ ‖ I say, and D addy
m akes a gagging sound, ―he‒s sm art, funny, and he cares about m e. A lot.‖

―You got a problem  w ith black boys?‖
―N o. I‒ve had black boyfriends.‖ Three of them . O ne in fourth grade, although that doesn‒t really

count, and tw o in m iddle school, w hich don‒t count either ‒cause nobody know s shit about a relationship
in m iddle school. O r about anything really.

―W hat?‖ he says. ―I ain‒t know  ‒bout them .‖
―B ecause I knew  you‒d act crazy. Put a hit on them  or som ething.‖
―You know , that ain‒t a bad idea.‖
―D addy!‖ I sm ack his arm  as he cracks up.
―D id C arlos know  ‒bout them ?‖ he asks.
―N o. H e w ould‒ve ran background checks on them  or arrested them . N ot cool.‖
―So w hy you tell him  ‒bout the w hite boy?‖
―I didn‒t tell him ,‖ I say. ―H e found out. C hris lives dow n the street from  him , so it w as harder to hide.

A nd let‒s be real here, D addy. I‒ve heard the stuff you‒ve said about interracial couples. I didn‒t w ant you
talking about m e and Chris like that.‖

―C hris,‖ he m ocks. ―W hat kinda plain-ass nam e is that?‖
H e‒s so petty. ―Since you w anna ask m e questions, do you have a problem  w ith w hite people?‖
―N ot really.‖
―Not	really?‖
―Ay, I‒m  being honest. M y thing is, girls usually date boys w ho are like their daddies, and I ain‒t gon‒

lie, w hen I saw  that w hite‍ Chris,‖ he corrects, and I sm ile. ―I got w orried. Thought I turned you against
black m en or didn‒t set a good exam ple of a black m an. I couldn‒t handle that.‖

I rest m y head on his shoulder. ―N ah, D addy. You haven‒t set a good exam ple of w hat a black m an
should be. You‒ve set a good exam ple of w hat a man	should be. D uh!‖

―D uh,‖ he m ocks, and kisses the top of m y head. ―M y baby.‖
A gray BM W  com es to a sudden stop in front of the store.
D addy nudges m e off the bench. ―C ‒m on.‖
H e pulls m e to his office and shoves m e in. I catch a glim pse of K ing getting out the BM W  before

D addy closes the door in m y face.
H ands shaking, I crack open the door.
D addy stands guard in the entrance of the store. H is hand drifts to his w aist. H is piece.
Three other K ing Lords hop out the BM W , but D addy calls out, ―N ah. If you w anna talk, w e do this

alone.‖
K ing nods at his boys. They w ait beside the car.
D addy steps aside, and K ing lum bers in. I‒m  asham ed to adm it it, but I don‒t know  if D addy stands a

chance against K ing. D addy isn‒t skinny or short, but com pared to K ing, w ho‒s pure m uscle at six feet, he
looks tiny. It‒s dam n near blasphem ous to think like that though.

―W here he at?‖ K ing asks.
―W here w ho at?‖
―You know  w ho. Vante.‖
―H ow  I‒m  supposed to know ?‖ D addy says.
―H e w as w orking here, w asn‒t he?‖
―For a day or tw o, yeah. I ain‒t seen him  today.‖
K ing paces and points his cigar at D addy. Sw eat glistens on the rolls of fat on the back of his head.



―You lying.‖
―W hy I gotta lie, K ing?‖
―A ll the shit I did for you,‖ K ing says, ―and this how  you repay m e? W here he at, Big M av?‖
―I don‒t know .‖
―W here he at?‖ K ing yells.
―I said I don‒t know ! H e asked m e for a couple hundred dollars the other day. I told him  he had to

w ork for it. So he did. I had som e m ercy and paid it all up front like a dum bass. H e w as supposed to
com e in today and didn‒t. End of story.‖

―W hy he need m oney from  you w hen he stole five G s from  m e?‖
―H ell if I know ,‖ D addy says.
―If I find out you lying‍ ‖
―You ain‒t gotta w orry ‒bout that. G ot too m any problem s of m y ow n.‖
―O h, yeah. I know  ‒bout your problem s,‖ K ing says, a laugh bubbling from  him . ―I heard Starr-Starr

the w itness they been talking ‒bout on the new s. H ope she know  to keep her m outh shut w hen she
supposed to.‖

―W hat the hell is that supposed to m ean?‖
―These cases alw ays interesting,‖ K ing says. ―They dig for inform ation. Shit, they try to find out m ore

‒bout the person w ho died than the person w ho shot them . M ake it seem  like a good thing they got killed.
They already saying K halil sold drugs. That could m ean problem s for anybody w ho m ay have been
involved in his hustle. So people gotta be careful w hen they talking to the D A . W ouldn‒t w ant them  to be
in danger ‒cause they ran their m outh.‖

―N ah,‖ D addy says. ―The folks w ho w ere involved in the hustle need to be careful ‒bout w hat they say
or even think ‒bout doing.‖

There are several agonizing seconds of D addy and K ing staring each other dow n. D addy‒s hand is at
his w aist like it‒s glued there.

K ing leaves, pushing the door hard enough to nearly break the hinges, the bell clanging w ildly. H e gets
in his BM W . H is m inions follow , and he peels out, leaving the truth behind.

H e‒s gonna m ess m e up if I rat on him .
D addy sinks onto the old people‒s bench. H is shoulders slum p, and he takes a deep breath.

W e close early and pick up dinner from  Reuben‒s.
D uring the short drive hom e, I notice every car behind us, especially if it‒s gray.
―I w on‒t let him  do anything to you,‖ D addy says.
I know . B ut still.
M om m a‒s beating the hell out of som e steaks w hen w e get hom e. First the skillet and now  red m eat.

N othing in the kitchen is safe.
D addy holds up the bags for her to see. ―I got dinner, baby.‖
It doesn‒t stop her from  beating the steaks.
W e all sit around the kitchen table, but it‒s the quietest dinner in C arter fam ily history. M y parents

aren‒t talking. Seven‒s not talking. I‒m  definitely not talking. O r eating. B etw een the disaster at the D A‒s
office and K ing, m y ribs and baked beans look disgusting. Sekani can‒t sit still, like he‒s itching to give
every detail of his day. I guess he can tell nobody‒s in the m ood. Brickz chom ps and slobbers over som e
ribs in his corner.

A fterw ard, M om m a collects our plates and silverw are. ―A ll right, guys, finish your hom ew ork. A nd
don‒t w orry, Starr. Your teachers gave m e yours.‖



W hy w ould I w orry about that? ―Thanks.‖
She starts to pick up D addy‒s plate, but he touches her arm . ―N ah. I got it.‖
H e takes all of the plates from  her, dum ps them  in the sink, and turns the w ater on.
―M averick, you don‒t have to do that.‖
H e squirts w ay too m uch dishw ashing liquid in the sink. H e alw ays does. ―It‒s cool. W hat tim e you

gotta be at the clinic in the m orning?‖
―I‒ll be off again tom orrow . I have a job interview .‖
D addy turns around. ―A nother one?‖
Another one?
―Yeah. M arkham  M em orial again.‖
―That‒s w here A unt Pam  w orks,‖ I say.
―Yeah. H er dad is on the board and recom m ended m e. It‒s the Pediatrics N ursing M anager. This is m y

second interview  for it actually. They w ant som e of the higher-ups to interview  m e this tim e.‖
―Baby, that‒s am azing,‖ D addy says. ―That m eans you‒re close to getting it, huh?‖
―H opefully,‖ she says. ―Pam  thinks it‒s as good as m ine.‖
―W hy didn‒t you guys tell us?‖ Seven asks.
―‒Cause it‒s none of y‒all business,‖ D addy says.
―A nd w e didn‒t w ant to get your hopes up,‖ M om m a adds. ―It‒s a com petitive position.‖
―H ow  m uch does it pay?‖ Seven‒s rude self asks.
―M ore than w hat I m ake at the clinic. Six figures.‖
―Six?‖ Seven and I say.
―M om m a‒s gonna be a m illionaire!‖ Sekani shouts.
I sw ear he doesn‒t know  anything. ―Six figures is the hundred thousands, Sekani,‖ I say.
―O h. It‒s still a lot.‖
―W hat tim e is your interview ?‖ D addy asks.
―Eleven.‖
―O kay, good.‖ H e turns around and w ipes a plate. ―W e can look at som e houses before you go to it.‖
M om m a‒s hand goes across her chest, and she steps back. ―W hat?‖
H e looks at m e, then at her. ―I‒m  getting us outta G arden H eights, baby. You got m y w ord.‖
The idea is as crazy as a four-point shot. Living som ew here other than G arden H eights? Yeah, right.

I‒d never believe it if it w asn‒t D addy saying it. D addy never says som ething unless he m eans it. K ing‒s
threat m ust‒ve really got to him .

H e scrubs the skillet that M om m a stabbed this m orning.
She takes it from  him , sets it dow n, and grabs his hand. ―D on‒t w orry about that.‖
―I told you it‒s cool. I can get the dishes.‖
―Forget the dishes.‖
A nd she pulls him  to their bedroom  and closes the door.
Suddenly, their TV blares real loud, and Jodeci sings over it from  the stereo. If that w om an ends up

w ith a fetus in her uterus, I w ill be com pletely done. Done.
―Ill, m an,‖ Seven says, know ing the deal too. ―They‒re too old for that.‖
―Too old for w hat?‖ Sekani asks.
―N othing,‖ Seven and I say together.
―You think D addy m eant that though?‖ I ask Seven. ―W e‒re m oving?‖
H e tw ists one of his dreads at the root. I don‒t think he realizes he‒s doing it. ―Sounds like y‒all are.

Especially if M a gets this job.‖



―Y’all?‖ I say. ―You‒re not staying in G arden H eights.‖
―I m ean, I‒ll visit, but I can‒t leave m y m om m a and m y sisters, Starr. You know  that.‖
―Your m om m a put you out,‖ Sekani says ―W here else you gonna go, stupid?‖
―W ho you calling stupid?‖ Seven sticks his hand under his arm pit, then rubs it in Sekani‒s face. The

one tim e he did it to m e I w as nine. H e got a busted lip, and I got a w hooping.
―You‒re not gonna be at your m om m a‒s house anyw ay,‖ I say. ―You‒re going aw ay to college,

hallelujah, thank Black Jesus.‖
Seven raises his brow s. ―You w ant an arm pit hand too? A nd I‒m  going to Central Com m unity so I can

stay at m y m om m a‒s house and w atch out for m y sisters.‖
That stings. A little. I‒m  his sister too, not just them . “House,” I repeat. ―You never call it hom e.‖
―Yeah, I do,‖ he says.
―N o, you don‒t.‖
―Yeah.‖
―Shut the hell up.‖ I end that argum ent.
―O oh!‖ Sekani holds his hand out. ―G im m e m y dollar!‖
―H ell no,‖ I say. ―That shit doesn‒t w ork w ith m e.‖
―Three dollars!‖
―O kay, fine. I‒ll give you a three-dollar bill.‖
―I‒ve never seen a three-dollar bill,‖ he says.
―Exactly. A nd you‒ll never see m y three dollars.‖



PART	2

FIVE	WEEKS	AFTER	IT



SIXTEEN

M s. O frah arranged for m e to do an interview  w ith one of the national new s program s today‍ exactly a
w eek before I testify before the grand jury next M onday.

It‒s around six o‒clock w hen the lim o that the new s program  sent arrives. M y fam ily‒s com ing w ith
m e. I doubt m y brothers w ill be interview ed, but Seven w ants to support m e. Sekani claim s he does too,
but really he‒s hoping he‒ll get ―discovered‖ som ehow  w ith all those cam eras around.

M y parents told him  about everything. A s m uch as he gets on m y nerves, it w as sw eet w hen he gave
m e a handm ade card that said ―Sorry.‖ Until I opened it. There w as draw ing of m e crying over K halil, and
I had devil horns. Sekani said he w anted it to be ―real.‖ Little asshole.

W e all head out to the lim o. Som e neighbors w atch curiously from  their porches and yards. M om m a
m ade all of us, including D addy, dress up like w e‒re going to C hrist Tem ple‍ not quite Easter form al but
not ―diverse church‖ casual. She says w e‒re not gonna have the new s people thinking w e‒re ―hood rats.‖

So as w e‒re w alking to the car, she‒s all, ―W hen w e get there, don‒t touch anything and only speak
w hen som ebody speaks to you. It‒s ‐yes, m a‒am ‒ and ‐yes, sir,‒ or ‐no, m a‒am ‒ and ‐no, sir.‒ D o I m ake
m yself clear?‖

―Yes, m a‒am ,‖ the three of us say.
―A ll right now , Starr,‖ one of our neighbors calls out. I get that just about every day in the

neighborhood now . W ord‒s spreading around the G arden that I‒m  the w itness. ―A ll right now ‖ is m ore
than a greeting. It‒s a sim ple w ay people let m e know  they got m y back.

The best part though? It‒s never ―A ll right now , Big M av‒s daughter w ho w orks in the store.‖ It‒s
alw ays Starr.

W e leave in the lim o. I drum  m y fingers on m y knee as I w atch the neighborhood pass by. I‒ve talked
to detectives and the D A , and next w eek I‒ll talk to the grand jury. I‒ve talked about that night so m uch I
can repeat it back in m y sleep. But the w hole w orld w ill see this.

M y phone vibrates in m y blazer pocket. A couple of texts from  Chris.
My	mom	wants	to	know	what	color	your	prom	dress	is.
Something	about	the	tailor	needs	to	know	ASAP.
O h, shit. The Junior-Senior Prom  is Saturday. I haven‒t bought a dress. W ith all this K halil stuff, I‒m

not sure I w anna go. M om m a said I need to get m y m ind off things. I said no. She gave m e ―the look.‖
So I‒m  going to the dam n prom . This dictatorship she‒s on? N ot cool. I text Chris back.
Uh	.	.	.	light	blue?
H e responds:
You	don’t	have	a	dress	yet?
I’ve	got	plenty	of	time, I w rite back. Just	been	busy.
It‒s true. M s. O frah prepared m e for this interview  every day after school. Som e days w e finished

early, and I helped out around Just Us for Justice. A nsw ered phones, passed out flyers, anything they
needed m e to do. Som etim es I listened in on their staff m eetings as they discussed police reform  ideas and



the im portance of telling the com m unity to protest not riot.
I asked D r. D avis if Just Us could have a roundtable discussion at W illiam son like they do at G arden

H igh. H e said he didn‒t see the need.
Chris replies to m y prom  text:
Okay,	if	you	say	so
Btw	Vante	says	sup.
About	to	kill	him	on	Madden
He	needs	to	stop	calling	me	Bieber	tho
A fter all that ―w hite boy trying to be black‖ shit D eVante said about Chris, lately he‒s at Chris‒s house

m ore than I am . Chris invited him  over to play M adden, and all of a sudden they‒re ―bros.‖ A ccording to
D eVante, Chris‒s m assive video gam e collection m akes up for his w hiteness.

I told D eVante he‒s a video gam e thot. H e told m e to shut up. W e‒re cool like that though.
W e arrive at a fancy hotel dow ntow n. A w hite guy in a hoodie w aits under the aw ning leading up to

the door. H e has a clipboard under his arm  and a Starbucks cup in his hand.
Still, he som ehow  m anages to open the lim o door and shake our hands w hen w e get out. ―John, the

producer. It‒s a pleasure to m eet you.‖ H e shakes m y hand a second tim e. ―A nd let m e guess, you‒re
Starr.‖

―Yes, sir.‖
―Thank you so m uch for having the bravery to do this.‖
There‒s that w ord again. Bravery. Brave peoples‒ legs don‒t shake. Brave people don‒t feel like

puking. Brave people sure don‒t have to rem ind them selves how  to breathe if they think about that night
too hard. If bravery is a m edical condition, everybody‒s m isdiagnosed m e.

John leads us through all of these tw ists and turns, and I‒m  so glad I‒m  w earing flats. H e can‒t stop
talking about how  im portant the interview  is and how  m uch they w anna get the truth out there. H e‒s not
exactly adding to m y ―bravery.‖

H e takes us to the hotel courtyard, w here som e cam era operators and other show  people are setting
up. In the m iddle of the chaos, the interview er, D iane Carey, is getting her m akeup done.

It‒s w eird seeing her in the flesh and not as a bunch of pixels on TV. W hen I w as younger, every single
tim e I spent the night at N ana‒s house she m ade m e sleep in one of her long-ass nightgow ns, say m y
bedtim e prayers for at least five m inutes, and w atch D iane Carey‒s new s report so I could be
―know ledgeable of the w orld.‖

―H i!‖ M rs. Carey‒s face lights up w hen she sees us. She com es over, and I gotta give the m akeup lady
props ‒cause she follow s her and keeps w orking like a pro. M rs. Carey shakes our hands. ―D iane. So nice
to m eet you all. A nd you m ust be Starr,‖ she says to m e. ―D on‒t be nervous. This w ill sim ply be a
conversation betw een the tw o of us.‖

The w hole tim e she talks, som e guy snaps photos of us. Yeah, this w ill be a norm al conversation.
―Starr, w e w ere thinking w e could get shots of you and D iane w alking and talking around the

courtyard,‖ John says. ―Then w e‒ll go up to the suite and do the conversations betw een you and D iane;
you, D iane, and M s. O frah; and finally you and your parents. A fter that, w e‒ll be all set.‖

O ne of the production people m ics m e up as John gives m e a rundow n of this w alk and talk thing. ―It‒s
only a transitional shot,‖ he says. ―Sim ple stuff.‖

Sim ple m y ass. The first tim e, I practically pow er-w alk. The second tim e, I w alk like I‒m  in a funeral
processional and can‒t answ er M rs. Carey‒s questions. I never realized w alking and talking required so
m uch coordination.

O nce w e get that right, w e take an elevator to the top floor. John leads us to a huge suite‍ seriously, it



looks like a penthouse‍ overlooking dow ntow n. A bout a dozen people are setting up cam eras and
lighting. M s. O frah‒s there in one of her K halil shirts and a skirt. John says they‒re ready for m e.

I sit in the loveseat across from  M rs. Carey. I‒ve never been able to cross m y legs, for w hatever
reason, so that‒s out the question. They check m y m ic, and M rs. Carey tells m e to relax. Soon, the cam eras
are rolling.

―M illions of people around the w orld have heard the nam e K halil H arris,‖ she says, ―and they‒ve
developed their ow n ideas of w ho he w as. W ho w as he to you?‖

More	than	he	may	have	ever	realized. ―O ne of m y best friends,‖ I say. ―W e knew  each other since w e
w ere babies. If he w ere here, he‒d point out that he w as five m onths, tw o w eeks, and three days older than
m e.‖ W e both chuckle at that. ―But that‒s w ho K halil is‍ w as.‖

D am n. It hurts to correct m yself.
―H e w as a jokester. Even w hen things w ere hard, he‒d som ehow  find som e light in it. A nd he . . .‖ M y

voice cracks.
I know  it‒s corny, but I think he‒s here. H is nosy ass w ould show  up to m ake sure I say the right things.

Probably calling m e his num ber one fan or som e annoying title that only K halil can think of.
I m iss that boy.
―H e had a big heart,‖ I say. ―I know  that som e people call him  a thug, but if you knew  him , you‒d

know  that w asn‒t the case at all. I‒m  not saying he w as an angel or anything, but he w asn‒t a bad person.
H e w as a . . .‖ I shrug. ―H e w as a kid.‖

She nods. ―H e w as a kid.‖
―H e w as a kid.‖
―W hat do you think about people w ho focus on the not-so-good aspect of him ?‖ she asks. ―The fact

that he m ay have sold drugs?‖
M s. O frah once said that this is how  I fight, w ith m y voice.
So I fight.
―I hate it,‖ I say. ―If people knew  w hy he sold drugs, they w ouldn‒t talk about him  that w ay.‖
M rs. Carey sits up a little. ―W hy did he sell them ?‖
I glance at M s. O frah, and she shakes her head. D uring all our prep m eetings, she advised m e not to go

into details about K halil selling drugs. She said the public doesn‒t have to know  about that.
But then I look at the cam era, suddenly aw are that m illions of people w ill w atch this in a few  days.

K ing m ay be one of them . A lthough his threat is loud in m y head, it‒s not nearly as loud as w hat K enya
said that day in the store.

K halil w ould defend m e. I should defend him .
So I gear up to throw  a punch.
―K halil‒s m om  is a drug addict,‖ I tell M rs. Carey. ―A nybody w ho knew  him  knew  how  m uch that

bothered him  and how  m uch he hated drugs. H e only sold them  to help her out of a situation w ith the
biggest drug dealer and gang leader in the neighborhood.‖

M s. O frah noticeably sighs. M y parents have w ide eyes.
It‒s dry snitching, but it‒s snitching. A nybody w ho know s anything about G arden H eights w ill know

exactly w ho I‒m  talking about. H ell, if they w atch M r. Lew is‒s interview  they can figure it out.
But hey, since K ing w ants to go around the neighborhood lying and saying K halil repped his set, I can

let the w orld know  K halil w as forced to sell drugs for him . ―H is m om ‒s life w as in danger,‖ I say. ―That‒s
the only reason he‒d ever do som ething like that. A nd he w asn‒t a gang m em ber‍ ‖

―H e w asn‒t?‖
―N o, m a‒am . H e never w anted to fall into that type of life. But I guess‍ ‖ I think about D eVante for



som e reason. ―I don‒t understand how  everyone can m ake it seem  like it‒s okay he got killed if he w as a
drug dealer and a gangbanger.‖

A hook straight to the jaw .
―The m edia?‖ she asks.
―Yes, m a‒am . It seem s like they alw ays talk about w hat he m ay have said, w hat he m ay have done,

w hat he m ay not have done. I didn‒t know  a dead person could be charged in his ow n m urder, you know ?‖
The m om ent I say it, I know  it‒s m y jab to the m outh.
M rs. Carey asks for m y account of that night. I can‒t go into a lot of details‍ M s. O frah told m e not to

‍ but I tell her w e did everything O ne-Fifteen asked and never once cussed at him  like his father claim s. I
tell her how  afraid I w as, how  K halil w as so concerned about m e that he opened the door and asked if I
w as okay.

―So he didn‒t m ake a threat on O fficer C ruise‒s life?‖ she questions.
―N o, m a‒am . H is exact w ords w ere, ‐Starr, are you okay?‒ That w as the last thing he said, and‍ ‖
I‒m  ugly crying, describing the m om ent w hen the shots rang out and K halil looked at m e for the last

tim e; how  I held him  in the street and saw  his eyes gloss over. I tell her O ne-Fifteen pointed his gun at m e.
―H e pointed his gun at you?‖ she asks.
―Yes, m a‒am . H e kept it on m e until the other officers arrived.‖
Behind the cam eras, M om m a puts her hand over her m outh. Fury sparks in D addy‒s eyes. M s. O frah

looks stunned.
It‒s another jab.
See, I only told U ncle Carlos that part.
M rs. Carey gives m e K leenex and a m om ent to get m yself together. ―H as this situation m ade you

fearful of cops?‖ she eventually asks.
―I don‒t know ,‖ I say truthfully. ―M y uncle‒s a cop. I know  not all cops are bad. A nd they risk their

lives, you know ? I‒m  alw ays scared for m y uncle. But I‒m  tired of them  assum ing. Especially w hen it
com es to black people.‖

―You w ish that m ore cops w ouldn‒t m ake assum ptions about black people?‖ she clarifies.
―R ight. This all happened because he‖‍ I can‒t say his nam e‍ ―assum ed that w e w ere up to no good.

Because w e‒re black and because of w here w e live. W e w ere just tw o kids, m inding our business, you
know ? H is assum ption killed K halil. It could‒ve killed m e.‖

A kick straight to the ribs.
―If O fficer Cruise w ere sitting here,‖ M rs. C arey says, ―w hat w ould you say to him ?‖
I blink several tim es. M y m outh w aters, but I sw allow . N o w ay I‒m  gonna let m yself cry or throw  up

from  thinking about that m an.
If he w ere sitting here, I don‒t have enough Black Jesus in m e to tell him  I forgive him . Instead I‒d

probably punch him . Straight up.
But M s. O frah says this interview  is the w ay I fight. W hen you fight, you put yourself out there, not

caring w ho you hurt or if you‒ll get hurt.
So I throw  one m ore blow , right at O ne-Fifteen.
―I‒d ask him  if he w ished he shot m e too.‖



SEVENTEEN

M y interview  aired yesterday on D iane C arey‒s Friday	 Night	 News	 Special. This m orning, John the
producer called and said it‒s one of the m ost-w atched interview s in the netw ork‒s history.

A m illionaire, w ho w ishes to rem ain anonym ous, offered to pay m y college tuition. John said the offer
w as m ade right after the interview  aired. I think it‒s O prah, but that‒s just m e because I‒ve alw ays
im agined she‒s m y fairy godm other and one day she‒ll com e to m y house saying, ―You get a car!‖

The netw ork‒s already got a bunch of em ails in support of m e. I haven‒t seen any of them , but I
received the best m essage in a text from  K enya.

Bout	time	you	spoke	out.
Don’t	let	this	fame	go	to	your	head	tho.
The interview  trended online. W hen I looked this m orning, people w ere still talking about it. Black

Tw itter and Tum blr have m y back. Som e assholes w ant m e dead.
K ing‒s not too happy either. K enya told m e he‒s heated that I dry snitched.
The Saturday new s program s discussed the interview  too, dissecting m y w ords like I‒m  the president

or som ething. This one netw ork is outraged by m y ―disregard for cops.‖ I‒m  not sure how  they got that out
the interview . It‒s not like I w as on som e N W A  ―Fuck the Police‖ type shit. I sim ply said I‒d ask the m an
if he w ished he shot m e too.

I don‒t care. I‒m  not apologizing for how  I feel. People can say w hat they w ant.
But it‒s Saturday, and I‒m  sitting in a R olls-R oyce on m y w ay to prom  w ith a boyfriend w ho isn‒t

saying m uch of anything to m e. Chris is m ore interested in his phone.
―You look nice,‖ I tell him . W hich he does. H is black tux w ith a light-blue vest and tie m atch the

strapless tea-length gow n I have on. H is black leather C huck Taylors are also a good m atch to m y silver
sequined ones. The dictator, a.k.a. m y m om , bought m y outfit. She has pretty good taste.

Chris says, ―Thanks. You too,‖ but it‒s so robotic, like he‒s saying w hat he‒s supposed to and not w hat
he w ants to. A nd how  does he know  w hat I look like? H e‒s barely looked at m e since he picked m e up
from  Uncle C arlos‒s house.

I have no clue w hat‒s w rong w ith him . Things have been fine betw een us, as far as I know . N ow , out
of now here, he‒s all m oody and silent. I w ould ask the driver to take m e back to U ncle Carlos‒s, but I look
too cute to go hom e.

The drivew ay at the country club is lit w ith blue lights, and golden balloon arches hang over it. W e‒re
in the only Rolls-Royce am ong a sea of lim os, so of course people look w hen w e pull up to the entrance.

The driver opens the door for us. M r. Silent clim bs out first and actually helps m e out. O ur classm ates
w hoop and cheer and w histle. Chris w raps his arm  around m y w aist, and w e sm ile for pictures like
everything‒s all good. Chris takes m y hand and w ordlessly escorts m e inside.

Loud m usic greets us. Chandeliers and flashing party lights light up the ballroom . Som e com m ittee
decided the them e should be M idnight in Paris, so there‒s a huge Eiffel Tow er m ade out of Christm as
lights. Looks like just about every junior and senior at W illiam son is on the dance floor.



Let m e say it. A G arden H eights party and a W illiam son party are tw o very different things. A t B ig
D ‒s party, people N ae-N aed, H it the Q uan, tw erked and stuff. A t prom , I honestly don‒t know  w hat the
hell som e of them  are doing. Lots of jum ping and fist pum ping and attem pts at tw erking. It‒s not bad. Just
different. W ay different.

It‒s w eird though‍ I‒m  not as hesitant to dance here as I w as at Big D ‒s party. Like I said, at
W illiam son I‒m  cool by default because I‒m  black. I can go out there and do a silly dance m ove I m ade
up, and everyone w ill think it‒s the new  thing. W hite people assum e all black people are experts on trends
and shit. There‒s no w ay in hell I‒d try that at a G arden H eights party though. You m ake a fool of yourself
one tim e, and that‒s it. Everybody in the neighborhood w ill know  and nobody w ill forget.

In G arden H eights, I learn how  to be dope by w atching. A t W illiam son, I put m y learned dopeness on
display. I‒m  not even that dope, but these w hite kids think I am  and that goes a long w ay in high school
politics.

I start to ask Chris if he w ants to dance, but he lets m y hand go and heads tow ard som e of his boys.
W hy did I com e to prom  again?
―Starr!‖ som ebody calls. I look around a couple of tim es and finally spot M aya w aving at m e from  a

table.
―G irl-lee!‖ she says w hen I get there. ―You look good! I know  Chris w ent crazy w hen he saw  you.‖
N o. H e nearly drove m e crazy. ―Thanks,‖ I say, and give her a once-over. She‒s w earing a pink knee-

length strapless dress. A pair of sparkly silver stilettos gives her about five m ore inches of height. I
applaud her for m aking it this far in them . I hate heels. ―But if anybody‒s looking good tonight, it‒s you.
You clean up nice, Shorty.‖

―D on‒t call m e that. Especially since She W ho M ust N ot Be N am ed gave m e that nicknam e.‖
D am n. She Voldem orted H ailey. ―M aya, you don‒t have to take sides, you know .‖
―She‒s the one not speaking to us, rem em ber?‖
H ailey‒s been on som e silent treatm ent shit since the incident at M aya‒s house. I m ean dam n, I call you

out on som ething, so I‒m  w rong and deserve the cold shoulder? N ah, she‒s not guilt-tripping m e like that.
A nd w hen M aya adm itted to H ailey that she told m e w hy H ailey unfollow ed m y Tum blr, H ailey stopped
speaking to M aya, claim ing she w on‒t talk to either of us until w e apologize. She‒s not used to both of us
turning on her like this.

W hatever. She and Chris can form  a club for all I care. Call it the Silent Treatm ent League of Young,
Rich Brats.

I‒m  in m y feelings just a tad. I hate that M aya got pulled into it though. ―M aya, I‒m  sorry‍ ‖
―N o need,‖ she says. ―D on‒t know  if I told you, but I brought up the cat thing to her. A fter I told her

about Tum blr.‖
―Really?‖
―Yeah. A nd she told m e to get over it.‖ M aya shakes her head. ―I‒m  still m ad at m yself for letting her

say it in the first place.‖
―Yeah. I‒m  m ad at m yself too.‖
W e get quiet.
M aya nudges m y side. ―H ey. W e m inorities have to stick together, rem em ber?‖
I chuckle. ―O kay, okay. W here‒s Ryan?‖
―G etting som e snacks. H e looks good tonight, if I say so m yself. W here‒s your guy?‖
―D on‒t know ,‖ I say. A nd don‒t care at the m om ent.
The beautiful thing about best friends? They can tell w hen you don‒t w anna talk, and they don‒t push

it. M aya hooks her arm  through m ine. ―C‒m on. I did not get dressed up to stand around.‖



W e head for the dance floor and jum p and fist-pum p along w ith the rest of them . M aya takes those
heels off and barefoots it. Jess, Britt, and som e of the other girls from  the team  join us, and w e m ake our
ow n little dancing circle. W e lose our m inds w hen m y cousin-through-m arriage, Beyoncç, com es on. (I
sw ear I‒m  related to Jay-Z som ehow . Sam e last nam e‍ w e have to be.)

W e sing loudly w ith C ousin Bey until w e alm ost go hoarse, and M aya and I are really into it. I m ay not
have K halil, N atasha, or even H ailey, but I have M aya. She‒s enough.

A fter six songs, w e head back to our table, our arm s draped around each other. I carry one of M aya‒s
shoes, and the other one dangles from  her w rist by the strap.

―D id you see M r. W arren do the robot?‖ M aya asks betw een laughs.
―D id I? I didn‒t know  he had it in him .‖
M aya stops. She looks around w ithout looking at anything at all. ―D on‒t look, but look to the left,‖ she

m utters.
―The hell? W hich one is it?‖
―Look to the left,‖ she says through her teeth. ―But quickly.‖
H ailey and Luke are arm  in arm  in the entrance, posing for pictures, and I can‒t even throw  shade‍

w ith her gold-and-w hite dress and his w hite tux, they‒re cute. I m ean, just ‒cause w e‒ve got beef doesn‒t
m ean I can‒t com plim ent her, you know ? I‒m  even happy she‒s w ith Luke. It took long enough.

H ailey and Luke w alk in our direction but brush right past us, her shoulder a couple of inches aw ay
from  m ine. She flashes us stank-eye. This chick. I probably shoot one back. Som etim es I give stank-eyes
and don‒t realize I‒m  giving them .

―Yeah, that‒s right,‖ M aya says to H ailey‒s back. ―You better keep w alking.‖
Lord. M aya can go from  zero to one hundred a little too quick. ―Let‒s get som ething to drink,‖ I say,

pulling her w ith m e. ―Before you hurt yourself.‖
W e get som e punch and join Ryan at our table. H e‒s stuffing his face w ith finger sandw iches and

m eatballs, crum bs falling onto his tux. ―W here y‒all been?‖ he asks.
―D ancing,‖ M aya says. She steals one of his shrim p. ―You didn‒t eat all day, did you?‖
―N ope. I w as about to starve to death.‖ H e nods at m e. ―W hat‒s up, Black G irlfriend?‖
W e joke around about that w hole ―only tw o black kids in the class are supposed to date‖ thing.

―W hat‒s up, Black Boyfriend?‖ I say, and I steal a shrim p too.
W hat do you know , Chris rem em bers he cam e w ith som ebody and w alks over to our table. H e says

hey to M aya and Ryan, then asks m e, ―You w anna take pictures or som ething?‖
H is tone is all robotic again. O n a scale of one to ten on the ―I‒m  done‖ m eter, I‒m  at about fifty. ―N o

thanks,‖ I tell him . ―I‒m  not taking pictures w ith som ebody w ho doesn‒t w anna be here w ith m e.‖
H e sighs. ―W hy do you have to have an attitude?‖
―M e? You‒re the one giving m e the cold shoulder.‖
―D am m it, Starr! D o you w anna take a fucking picture or not?‖
The ―done‖ m eter blow s up. K a-boom . Blow n to pieces. ―H ell no. G o take one and shove it up your

ass.‖
I m arch off, ignoring M aya‒s calls for m e to com e back. Chris follow s m e. H e tries to grab m y arm ,

but I snatch aw ay and keep w alking. It‒s dark outside, but I easily find the Rolls-Royce parked along the
drivew ay. The chauffeur isn‒t around, or otherw ise I w ould ask him  to take m e hom e. I hop in the back
and lock the doors.

Chris knocks on the w indow . ―Starr, c‒m on.‖ H e puts his hands against the w indow  like they‒re
binoculars and he‒s trying to look through the tint. ―Can w e talk?‖

―O h, now  you w anna talk to m e?‖



―You‒re the one w ho w ouldn‒t talk to m e!‖ H e bow s his head, pressing his forehead against the glass.
―W hy didn‒t you tell m e you w ere the w itness they‒ve been talking about?‖

H e asks it softly, but it‒s hard as a sucker punch in the gut.
H e know s.
I unlock the door and scoot over. Chris clim bs in next to m e.
―H ow  did you find out?‖ I ask.
―The interview . W atched it w ith m y parents.‖
―They didn‒t show  m y face though.‖
―I knew  your voice, Starr. A nd then they show ed the back of you as you w alked w ith that interview

lady, and I‒ve w atched you w alk aw ay enough to know  w hat you look like from  the back, and . . . I sound
like a pervert, don‒t I?‖

―So you knew  m e by m y ass?‖
―I . . . yeah.‖ H is face goes red. ―But that w asn‒t all. Everything m ade sense, like how  upset you got

about the protest and about K halil. N ot that that w asn‒t stuff to get upset about, ‒cause it w as, but it‍ ‖ H e
sighs. ―I‒m  sinking here, Starr. I just knew  it w as you. A nd it w as, w asn‒t it?‖

I nod.
―B abe, you should‒ve told m e. W hy w ould you keep som ething like that from  m e?‖
I tilt m y head. ―W ow . I saw  som eone get m urdered, and you‒re acting like a brat ‒cause I didn‒t tell

you?‖
―I didn‒t m ean it like that.‖
―B ut you think about that for a second,‖ I say. ―Tonight you could hardly say tw o w ords to m e because

I didn‒t tell you about one of the w orst experiences of m y life. You ever seen som ebody die?‖
―N o.‖
―I‒ve seen it tw ice.‖
―A nd I didn‒t know  that!‖ he says. ―I‒m  your boyfriend, and I didn‒t know  any of that.‖ H e looks at

m e, the sam e hurt in his eyes like there w as w hen I snatched m y hands aw ay w eeks ago. ―There‒s this
w hole part of your life that you‒ve kept from  m e, Starr. W e‒ve been together over a year now , and you‒ve
never m entioned K halil, w ho you claim  w as your best friend, or this other person you saw  die. You didn‒t
trust m e enough to tell m e.‖

M y breath catches. ―It‒s‍ it‒s not like that.‖
―R eally?‖ he says. ―Then w hat is it like? W hat are w e? Just Fresh	Prince and fooling around?‖
―N o.‖ M y lips trem ble, and m y voice is sm all. ―I . . . I can‒t share that part of m e here, Chris.‖
―W hy not?‖
―B ecause,‖ I croak. ―People use it against m e. Either I‒m  poor Starr w ho saw  her friend get killed in a

drive-by, or Starr the charity case w ho lives in the ghetto. That‒s how  the teachers act.‖
―O kay, I get not telling people around school,‖ he says. ―But I‒m  not them . I w ould never use that

against you. You once told m e I‒m  the only person you could be yourself around at W illiam son, but the
truth is you still	didn‒t trust m e.‖

I‒m  one second aw ay from  ugly crying. ―You‒re right,‖ I say. ―I didn‒t trust you. I didn‒t w ant you to
just see m e as the girl from  the ghetto.‖

―You didn‒t even give m e the chance to prove you w rong. I w anna be there for you. You gotta let m e
in.‖

G od. Being tw o different people is so exhausting. I‒ve taught m yself to speak w ith tw o different
voices and only say certain things around certain people. I‒ve m astered it. A s m uch as I say I don‒t have
to choose w hich Starr I am  w ith Chris, m aybe w ithout realizing it, I have to an extent. Part of m e feels like



I can‒t exist around people like him .
I	am	not	gonna	cry,	I	am	not	gonna	cry,	I	am	not	gonna	cry.
―Please?‖ he says.
That does it. Everything starts spilling out.
―I w as ten. W hen m y other friend died,‖ I say, staring at the French tips on m y nails. ―She w as ten

too.‖
―W hat w as her nam e?‖ he asks.
―N atasha. It w as a drive-by. It‒s one of the reasons m y parents put m e and m y brothers in W illiam son.

It w as the closest they could get to protecting us a little m ore. They bust their butts for us to go to that
school.‖

Chris doesn‒t say anything. I don‒t need him  to.
I take a shaky breath and look around. ―You don‒t know  how  crazy it is that I‒m  even sitting in this

car,‖ I say. ―A  Rolls freaking Royce. I used to live in the projects in a one-bedroom  apartm ent. I shared
the room  w ith m y brothers, and m y parents slept on a fold-out couch.‖

The details of life back then are suddenly fresh. ―The apartm ent sm elled like cigarettes all the dam n
tim e,‖ I say. ―D addy sm oked. O ur neighbors above us and next to us sm oked. I had so m any asthm a
attacks, it ain‒t funny. W e only kept canned goods in the cabinets ‒cause of the rats and roaches. Sum m ers
w ere alw ays too hot, and w inters too cold. W e had to w ear coats inside and outside.

―Som etim es D addy sold food stam ps to buy clothes for us,‖ I say. ―H e couldn‒t get a job for the
longest tim e, ‒cause he‒s an ex-con. W hen he got hired at the grocery store, he took us to Taco Bell, and
w e ordered w hatever w e w anted. I thought it w as the greatest thing in the w orld. A lm ost better than the
day w e m oved out the projects.‖

Chris cracks a sm all sm ile. ―Taco B ell is pretty aw esom e.‖
―Yeah.‖ I look at m y hands again. ―H e let K halil com e w ith us to Taco B ell. W e w ere struggling, but

K halil w as like our charity case. Everybody knew  his m om m a w as a crackhead.‖
I feel the tears com ing. Fuck, I‒m  sick of this. ―W e w ere real close back then. H e w as m y first kiss,

first crush. B efore he died, w e w eren‒t as close anym ore. I m ean, I hadn‒t seen him  in m onths and . . .‖
I‒m  ugly crying. ―A nd it‒s killing m e because he w as going through so m uch shit, and I w asn‒t there for
him  anym ore.‖

Chris thum bs m y tears aw ay. ―You can‒t blam e yourself.‖
―B ut I do,‖ I say. ―I could‒ve stopped him  from  selling drugs. Then people w ouldn‒t be calling him  a

thug. A nd I‒m  sorry I didn‒t tell you; I w anted to, but everybody w ho know s I w as in the car acts like I‒m
m ade out of glass. You treated m e norm al. You were m y norm al.‖

I‒m  an absolute m ess right now . Chris takes m y hand and pulls m e onto his lap so I‒m  straddling him . I
bury m y face in his shoulder and cry like a big-ass baby. H is tux is w et, m y m akeup is ruined. Aw ful.

―I‒m  sorry,‖ he says, rubbing m y back. ―I w as an ass tonight.‖
―You w ere. B ut you‒re m y ass.‖
―I‒ve been w atching myself w alk aw ay?‖
I look at him  and seriously punch his arm . H e laughs and the sound of it m akes m e laugh. ―You know

w hat I m ean! You‒re m y norm al. A nd that‒s all that m atters.‖
―A ll that m atters.‖ H e sm iles.
I hold his cheek and let m y lips reintroduce them selves to his. C hris‒s are soft and perfect. They taste

like fruit punch too.
Chris pulls back w ith a gentle tug to m y bottom  lip. H e presses his forehead against m ine and looks at

m e. ―I love you.‖



The ―I‖ has appeared. M y response is easy. ―I love you too.‖
Tw o loud knocks against the w indow  startle us. Seven presses his face against the glass. ―Y ‒all bet‒

not be doing nothing!‖
The best w ay to get turned all the w ay off? H ave your brother show  up.
―Seven, leave them  alone,‖ Layla w hines behind him . ―W e w ere about to dance, rem em ber?‖
―That can w ait. I gotta m ake sure he‒s not getting som e from  m y sister.‖
―You w on‒t get any if you don‒t stop acting so ridiculous!‖ she says.
―I don‒t care. Starr, get out this car. I ain‒t playing!‖
Chris laughs into m y bare shoulder. ―D id your dad tell him  to keep an eye on you?‖
K now ing D addy . . . ―Probably so.‖
H e kisses m y shoulder and his lips linger there a few  seconds. ―A re w e good now ?‖
I peck him  back on the lips. ―W e‒re good.‖
―G ood. Let‒s go dance.‖
W e get out the car, and Seven yells about us sneaking off and threatens to tell D addy. Layla pulls him

back inside as he says, ―A nd if she push out a little C hris in nine m onths, w e gon‒ have a problem ,
partna!‖

Ridiculous. Re-dam n-diculous.
The m usic is still bum ping inside. I try not to laugh as C hris really does turn the N ae-N ae into a N o-

N o. M aya and Ryan join us on the dance floor, and they give m e these ―W hat the hell?‖ looks at C hris‒s
m oves. I shrug and go w ith it.

Tow ard the end of a song, Chris leans dow n to m y ear and says, ―I‒ll be right back.‖
H e disappears into the crow d. I don‒t think anything of it until about a m inute later w hen his voice

com es over the speakers, and he‒s next to the D J in the booth.
―H ey, everybody,‖ he says. ―M y girl and I had a fight earlier.‖
O h, Lord. H e‒s telling all of our business. I look at m y Chucks and shield m y face.
―A nd I w anted to do this song, our song, to show  you how  m uch I love you and care about you, Fresh

Princess.‖
A bunch of girls go, ―Aw w w !‖ H is boys w hoop and cheer. I‒m  thinking, please don‒t let him  sing.

Please. B ut there‒s this fam iliar boomp	.	.	.	boomp,	boomp,	boomp.
―N ow  this is a story all about how  m y life got flipped turned upside dow n,‖ Chris raps. ―A nd I‒d like

to take a m inute, just sit right there, I‒ll tell you how  I becam e the prince of a tow n called B el-A ir.‖
I sm ile w ay too hard. Our song. I rap along w ith him , and m ostly everyone joins in. Even the teachers.

A t the end, I cheer louder than anybody.
Chris com es back dow n, and w e laugh and hug and kiss. Then w e dance and take silly selfies,

flooding dashboards and tim elines around the w orld. W hen prom  is over, w e let M aya, Ryan, Jess, and
som e of our other friends ride w ith us to IH O P. Everybody has som ebody on their lap. A t IH O P, w e eat
w ay too m any pancakes and dance to songs on the jukebox. I don‒t think about K halil or N atasha.

It‒s one of the best nights of m y life.



EIGHTEEN

O n Sunday, m y parents take m e and m y brothers on a trip.
It seem s like a norm al visit to Uncle Carlos‒s house until w e pass his neighborhood. A little over five

m inutes later, a brick sign surrounded by colorful shrubs w elcom es us to Brook Falls.
Single-story brick houses line freshly paved streets. Black kids, w hite kids, and everything in betw een

play on the sidew alks and in yards. O pen garage doors show  all of the junk inside, and bikes and scooters
lay abandoned in yards. N obody‒s w orried about their stuff getting stolen in the m iddle of the day.

It rem inds m e of Uncle Carlos‒s neighborhood yet it‒s different. For one, there‒s no gate around it, so
they‒re not keeping anyone out or in, but obviously people feel safe. The houses are sm aller, m ore hom ey
looking. A nd straight up? There are m ore people w ho look like us com pared to Uncle Carlos‒s
neighborhood.

D addy pulls into the drivew ay of a brow n-brick house at the end of a cul-de-sac. B ushes and sm all
trees decorate the yard, and a cobblestone w alkw ay leads up to the front door.

―C ‒m on, y‒all,‖ D addy says.
W e hop out, stretching and yaw ning. Those forty-five-m inute drives aren‒t a joke. A chubby black m an

w aves at us from  the drivew ay next door. W e w ave back and follow  m y parents up the w alkw ay. Through
the glass of the front door, the house appears em pty.

―W hose house is this?‖ Seven asks.
D addy unlocks the door. ―H opefully ours.‖
W hen w e go inside, w e‒re standing in the living room . There‒s a strong stench of paint and polished

hardw ood floors. Tw o halls, one on each side, lead aw ay from  the living room . The kitchen is right off
from  the living room  w ith w hite cabinets, granite countertops, and stainless-steel appliances.

―W e w anted you guys to see it,‖ M om m a says. ―Look around.‖
I can‒t lie, I‒m  afraid to m ove. ―This is our house?‖
―Like I said, w e hope so,‖ D addy replies. ―W e‒re w aiting for the m ortgage to be approved.‖
―Can w e afford it?‖ Seven asks.
M om m a raises an eyebrow . ―Yes, w e can.‖
―B ut like dow n paym ents and stuff‍ ‖
―Seven!‖ I hiss. H e‒s alw ays in som ebody‒s business.
―W e got everything taken care of,‖ D addy says. ―W e‒ll rent the house in the G arden out, so that‒s gon‒

help w ith the m onthly paym ents. Plus . . .‖ H e looks at M om m a w ith this sly grin that‒s kinda adorable, I
gotta adm it.

―I got the nurse m anager job at M arkham ,‖ she says, sm iling. ―I start in tw o w eeks.‖
―For real?‖ I say, and Seven goes, ―W hoa,‖ w hile Sekani shouts, ―M om m a‒s rich!‖
―Boy, ain‒t nobody rich,‖ D addy says. ―Calm  dow n.‖
―B ut this helps,‖ says M om m a. ―A lot.‖
―D addy, you‒re okay w ith us living out here w ith the fake people?‖ Sekani asks.



―W here you get that from , Sekani?‖ M om m a says.
―W ell, that‒s w hat he alw ays says. That people out here are fake, and that G arden H eights is real.‖
―Yeah, he does say that,‖ says Seven.
I nod. ―A ll. The. Tim e.‖
M om m a folds her arm s. ―Care to explain, M averick?‖
―I don‒t say it that m uch‍ ‖
―Yeah, you do,‖ the rest of us say.
―A‒ight, I say it a lot. I m ay not have been one hundred percent right on all of this‍ ‖
M om m a coughs, but there‒s a ―H a‖ hidden in it.
D addy glares at her. ―But I realize being real ain‒t got anything to do w ith w here you live. The realest

thing I can do is protect m y fam ily, and that m eans leaving G arden H eights.‖
―W hat else?‖ M om m a questions, like he‒s being grilled in front of the class.
―A nd that living in the suburbs don‒t m ake you any less black than living in the hood.‖
―Thank you,‖ she says w ith a satisfied sm ile.
―N ow  are y‒all gon‒ look around or w hat?‖ D addy asks.
Seven hesitates to m ove, and since he‒s hesitant, Sekani is too. But shoot, I w ant first dibs on a room .

―W here are the bedroom s?‖
M om m a points to the hall on the left. I guess Seven and Sekani realize w hy I asked. The three of us

exchange looks.
W e rush for the hall. Sekani gets there first, and it‒s not m y best m om ent, but I sling his scraw ny butt

back.
―M om m y, she threw  m e!‖ he w hines.
I beat Seven to the first room . It‒s bigger than m y current room  but not as big as I w ant. Seven reaches

the second one, looks around, and I guess he doesn‒t like it. That leaves the third room  as the biggest one,
and it‒s at the end of the hall.

Seven and I race for it, and it‒s like H arry Potter versus Cedric D iggory trying to get to the G oblet of
Fire. I grab Seven‒s shirt, stretching it until I have a good enough grip to pull him  back and get ahead of
him . I beat him  to the room  and open the door.

A nd it‒s sm aller than the first one.
―I call dibs!‖ Sekani shouts. H e shim m ies in the doorw ay of the first room , the biggest of the three.
Seven and I rock, paper, scissor it for the second-biggest room . Seven alw ays goes w ith rock or

paper, so I easily w in.
D addy leaves to get lunch, and M om m a show s us the rest of the house. M y brothers and I have to

share a bathroom  again. Sekani‒s finally learned aim  etiquette and the art of flushing, so it‒s fine, I guess.
The m aster suite is on the other hallw ay. There‒s a laundry room , an unfinished basem ent, and a tw o-car
garage. M om m a says w e‒ll get a basketball hoop on w heels. W e can keep it in the garage, roll it in front
of the house, and play in the cul-de-sac som etim es. A w ooden fence surrounds the backyard, and there‒s
plenty of space for D addy‒s garden and Brickz.

―Brickz can com e out here, right?‖ I ask.
―O f course. W e aren‒t gonna leave him .‖
D addy brings burgers and fries, and w e eat on the kitchen floor. It‒s super quiet out here. D ogs bark

som etim es, but w all-rattling m usic and gunshots? N ot happening.
―So, w e‒re gonna close in the next few  w eeks or so,‖ M om m a says, ―but since it‒s the end of the

school year, w e‒ll w ait until you guys are out for sum m er to m ove.‖
―‒Cause m oving ain‒t no joke,‖ D addy adds.



―H opefully, w e can get settled in before you go off to college, Seven,‖ M om m a says. ―Plus it gives
you a chance to m ake your room  yours, so you can have it for holidays and the sum m er.‖

Sekani slurps his m ilk shake and says w ith a m outh full of froth, ―Seven said he‒s not going to
college.‖

D addy says, ―W hat?‖
Seven glares at Sekani. ―I didn‒t say I w asn‒t going to college. I said I w asn‒t going away to college.

I‒m  going to Central Com m unity so I can be around for K enya and Lyric.‖
―O h, hell no,‖ D addy says.
―You can‒t be serious,‖ says M om m a.
Central Com m unity is the junior college on the edge of G arden H eights. Som e people call it G arden

H eights H igh 2.0 ‒cause so m any people from  G arden H igh go there and take the sam e dram a and bullshit
w ith them .

―They have engineering classes,‖ Seven argues.
―But they don‒t have the sam e opportunities as those schools you applied to,‖ M om m a says. ―D o you

realize w hat you‒re passing up? Scholarships, internships‍ ‖
―The chance for m e to finally have a Seven-free life,‖ I add, and slurp m y m ilk shake.
―W ho asked you?‖ Seven says.
―Yo‒ m om m a.‖
Low  blow , I know , but that response com es naturally. Seven flicks a fry at m e. I block it and com e this

close to flipping him  off, but M om m a says, ―You bet‒ not!‖ and I low er m y finger.
―Look, you not responsible for your sisters,‖ D addy says, ―but I‒m  responsible for you. A nd I ain‒t

letting you pass up opportunities so you can do w hat tw o grow n-ass people supposed to do.‖
―A dollar, D addy,‖ Sekani points out.
―I love that you look out for K enya and Lyric,‖ D addy tells Seven, ―but there‒s only so m uch you can

do. You can choose w hatever college you w ant, and you‒ll be successful. But you choose because that‒s
w here you w anna be. N ot because you trying to do som ebody else‒s job. You hear m e?‖

―Yeah,‖ Seven says.
D addy hooks his arm  around Seven‒s neck and pulls him  closer. D addy kisses his tem ple. ―I love you.

A nd I alw ays got your back.‖
A fter lunch w e gather in the living room , join hands, and bow  our heads.
―Black Jesus, thank you for this blessing,‖ D addy says. ―Even w hen w e w eren‒t so crazy about the

idea of m oving‍ ‖
M om m a clears her throat.
―O kay, w hen I w asn‒t so crazy about the idea of m oving,‖ D addy corrects, ―you w orked things out.

Thank you for Lisa‒s new  job. Please help her and continue to be w ith her w hen she does extra shifts at
the clinic. H elp Sekani w ith his end-of-the-year tests. A nd thank you, Lord, for helping Seven do
som ething I didn‒t, get a high school diplom a. G uide him  as he chooses a college and let him  know  you‒re
protecting K enya and Lyric.

―N ow , Lord, tom orrow  is a big day for m y baby girl as she goes before this grand jury. Please give
her peace and courage. A s m uch as I w anna ask you to w ork this case out a certain w ay, I know  you
already got a plan. I ask for som e m ercy, G od. That‒s all. M ercy for G arden H eights, for K halil‒s fam ily,
for Starr. H elp all of us through this. In your precious nam e‍ ‖

―W ait,‖ M om m a says.
I peek out w ith one eye. D addy does too. M om m a never, ever interrupts prayer.
―Uh, baby,‖ says D addy, ―I w as finishing up.‖



―I have som ething to add. Lord, bless m y m om , and thank you that she w ent into her retirem ent fund
and gave us the m oney for the dow n paym ent. H elp us turn the basem ent into a suite so she can stay here
som etim es.‖

―N o, Lord,‖ D addy says.
―Yes, Lord,‖ says M om m a.
―N o, Lord.‖
―Yes.‖
―N o, am en!‖

W e get hom e in tim e to catch a playoffs gam e.
Basketball season equals w ar in our house. I‒m  a LeBron fan through and through. M iam i, C leveland,

it doesn‒t m atter. I ride w ith him . D addy hasn‒t jum ped off the Lakers ship yet, but he likes LeBron.
Seven‒s all about the Spurs. M om m a‒s an ―anybody but LeB ron‖ hater, and Sekani is a ―w hoever is
w inning‖ fan.

It‒s Cleveland versus Chicago tonight. The battle lines are draw n‍ m e and D addy versus Seven and
M om m a. Seven jum ps on that ―anybody but LeBron‖ bandw agon of hateration too.

I change into m y LeBron jersey. Every tim e I don‒t w ear it, his team  loses. Seriously, I‒m  not even
lying. I can‒t w ash it either. M om m a w ashed m y last jersey right before Finals, and M iam i lost to the
Spurs. I think she did it on purpose.

I take m y lucky spot in the den in front of the sectional. Seven com es in and steps over m e, putting his
big bare foot near m y face. I sm ack it aw ay. ―G et your crusty foot outta m y face.‖

―W e‒ll see w ho‒s joking later. Ready for a butt w hooping?‖
―You m ean am  I ready to give one? Yep!‖
M om m a peeks around the doorw ay. ―M unch, you w ant som e ice cream ?‖
I gape at her. She knows I don‒t eat dairy products during gam es. D airy gives m e gas, and gas is bad

luck.
She grins. ―H ow  about a sundae? Sprinkles, straw berry syrup, w hipped cream .‖
I cover m y ears. ―La-la-la-la-la, go aw ay, LeB ron hater. La-la-la-la-la.‖
Like I said, basketball season equals w ar, and m y fam ily has the dirtiest tactics.
M om m a returns w ith a big bow l, shoveling ice cream  into her m outh. She sits on the sectional and

low ers her bow l into m y face. ―You sure you don‒t w ant som e, M unch? It‒s your favorite too. C ake batter.
So good!‖

Be	strong, I tell m yself, but dam n, that ice cream  looks good. Straw berry syrup glistens on it and a big
dollop of w hipped cream  sits pretty on top. I close m y eyes. ―I w ant a cham pionship m ore.‖

―W ell, you aren‒t getting that, so you m ay as w ell enjoy som e ice cream .‖
―H a!‖ Seven goes.
―W hat‒s all this sm ack up in here?‖ D addy asks.
H e takes the recliner on the sectional, his lucky spot. Sekani scurries in and sits behind m e, propping

his bare feet on m y shoulders. I don‒t m ind. They haven‒t m atured and funkified yet.
―I w as offering M unch som e of m y sundae,‖ M om m a says. ―You w ant som e, baby?‖
―H eck, nah. You know  I don‒t eat dairy during gam es.‖
See? It‒s serious.
―You and Seven m ay as w ell get ready for this butt w hooping Cleveland ‒bout to give y‒all,‖ says

D addy. ―I m ean, it ain‒t gon‒ be a K obe butt w hooping, but it‒s gon‒ be a good one.‖
―A m en!‖ I say. Except the K obe part.



―B oy, bye,‖ M om m a tells him . ―You‒re alw ays picking sorry team s. First the Lakers‍ ‖
―Ay, a three-peat ain‒t a sorry team , baby. A nd I don‒t alw ays pick sorry team s.‖ H e grins. ―I picked

your team , didn‒t I?‖
M om m a rolls her eyes, but she‒s grinning too, and I hate to adm it it but they‒re kinda cute right now .

―Yeah,‖ she says, ―that‒s the only tim e you picked right.‖
―U h-huh,‖ D addy says. ―See, your m om m a played for Saint M ary‒s basketball team , and they had a

gam e against G arden H igh, m y school.‖
―A nd w e w hooped their butts too,‖ M om m a says, licking ice cream  off her spoon. ―Them  li‒l girls

ain‒t have anything on us. I‒m  just saying.‖
―A nyw ay, I‒m  there to w atch som e of the hom eboys play after the girls‒ gam e,‖ D addy says, looking at

M om m a. This is so adorable, I can‒t stand it. ―I got there early and saw  the finest girl ever, and she w as
playing her ass off on the court.‖

―Tell them  w hat you did,‖ says M om m a, although w e know .
―Ay, I w as trying to‍ ‖
―N ah, nah, tell them  w hat you did,‖ she says.
―I tried to get your attention.‖
―U h-uh!‖ M om m a says, getting up. She hands m e her bow l and stands in front of the TV. ―You w ere

like this on the sideline,‖ she says, and she kinda leans to the side, holding her crotch and licking her lips.
W e crack up. I can so see D addy doing that too.

―D uring the m iddle of a gam e!‖ she says. ―Standing there looking like a pervert, just w atching m e.‖
―B ut you noticed m e,‖ D addy says. ―Right?‖
―‒Cause you looked like a fool! Then, during halftim e, I‒m  on the bench, and he‒s behind m e, talking

about‖‍ she deepens her voice‍ ―‐Ay! Ay, shorty. W hat‒s your nam e? You know  you looking good out
there. C an I get your num ber?‒‖

―D ang, Pops, you didn‒t have any gam e,‖ Seven says.
―I had gam e!‖ D addy argues.
―D id you get her num ber that night though?‖ Seven says.
―I m ean, I w as w orking on it‍ ‖
―D id you get her num ber?‖ I repeat Seven‒s question.
―N ah,‖ he adm its, and w e‒re hollering laughing. ―M an, w hatever. H ate all y‒all w ant. I eventually did

som ething right.‖
―Yeah,‖ M om m a adm its, running her fingers through m y hair. ―You did.‖

B y the second quarter of Cleveland versus C hicago, w e‒re yelling and shouting at the TV. W hen LeB ron
steals the ball, I jum p up, and bam ! H e dunks it.

―In yo‒ face!‖ I yell at M om m a and Seven. ―In yo‒ face!‖
D addy gives m e a high five and claps. ―That‒s w hat I‒m  talking ‒bout!‖
M om m a and Seven roll their eyes.
I sit in m y ―gam e tim e‖ position‍ knees pulled in, right arm  draped over m y head and holding m y left

ear, and m y left thum b in m y m outh. D on‒t hate. It w orks. Cleveland‒s offense and defense is on point.
―Let‒s go, C avs!‖

G lass shatters. Then, pop,	pop,	pop, pop. G unshots.
―G et dow n!‖ D addy yells.
I‒m  already dow n. Sekani com es dow n next to m e, then M om m a on top of us, and she w raps her arm s

around us. D addy‒s feet thud tow ard the front of the house and the hinges on the front door squeak as it



sw ings open. Tires screech off.
―M othaf‍ ‖ G unshots cut D addy off.
M y heart stops. For a split second, I visit a w orld w ithout m y dad, and it doesn‒t seem  like m uch of a

w orld at all.
But his footsteps rush back in. ―Y ‒all a‒ight?‖
The w eight on top of m e lifts. M om m a says she‒s okay, and Sekani says he is too. Seven echoes them .
D addy‒s holding his G lock. ―I shot at them  fools,‖ he says betw een heavy breaths. ―I think I hit a tire.

A in‒t never seen that car before.‖
―D id they shoot in the house?‖ M om m a asks.
―Yeah, a couple shots through the front w indow ,‖ he says. ―They threw  som ething too. Landed in the

living room .‖
I head for the front.
―Starr! G et back here!‖ M om m a calls.
I‒m  too curious and too hardheaded. G lass shards glisten all over M om m a‒s good sofa. A  brick sits in

the m iddle of the floor.

M om m a calls Uncle Carlos. H e gets to our house in half an hour.
D addy hasn‒t stopped pacing the den, and he hasn‒t put his G lock dow n. Seven takes Sekani to bed.

M om m a has her arm  around m e on the sectional and w on‒t let go.
Som e of our neighbors checked in, like M rs. Pearl and M s. Jones. M r. C harles from  next door rushed

over, holding his ow n piece. N one of them  saw  w ho did it.
D oesn‒t m atter w ho did it. It w as clearly a m essage for m e.
I have this sick feeling like I got w hen I ate ice cream  and played in hot w eather too long w hen I w as

younger. M s. Rosalie said the heat ―boiled‖ m y stom ach and that som ething cool w ould settle it. N othing
cool can settle this.

―D id you call the police?‖ Uncle C arlos asks.
―H ell nah!‖ says D addy. ―H ow  I know  it w asn‒t them ?‖
―M averick, you still should‒ve called,‖ U ncle Carlos says. ―This needs to be recorded, and they can

send som eone to guard the house.‖
―O h, I got som ebody to guard the house. D on‒t w orry about that. It definitely ain‒t gon‒ be no crooked

pig w ho m ay have been behind this.‖
―K ing Lords could‒ve done this!‖ says U ncle Carlos. ―D idn‒t you say K ing m ade a veiled threat

against Starr because of her interview ?‖
―I‒m  not going tom orrow ,‖ I say, but I have a better chance of being heard at a D rake concert.
―It ain‒t no dam n coincidence that som ebody‒s trying to scare us the night before she testifies to the

grand jury,‖ D addy says. ―That‒s som e shit your buddies w ould do.‖
―You‒d be surprised at how  m any of us w ant justice in this case,‖ says U ncle C arlos. ―But of course,

classic M averick. Every cop is autom atically a bad cop.‖
―I‒m  not going tom orrow ,‖ I repeat.
―I ain‒t say every cop is a bad cop, but I ain‒t gon‒ stand here like a fool, thinking that som e of them

don‒t do dirty shit. H ell, they m ade m e lay face-dow n on the sidew alk. A nd for w hat? ‒Cause they could!‖
―It could‒ve been either one of them ,‖ M om m a says. ―Trying to figure out w ho did it w ill get us

now here. The m ain thing is m aking sure Starr is safe tom orrow ‍ ‖
―I said I‒m  not going!‖ I shout.
They finally hear m e. M y stom ach holds a roiling boil. ―Yeah, it could‒ve been K ing Lords, but w hat



if it w as the cops?‖ I look at D addy and rem em ber that m om ent w eeks ago in front of the store. ―I thought
they w ere gonna kill you,‖ I croak. ―B ecause of m e.‖

H e kneels in front of m e and sits the G lock beside m y feet. H e lifts m y chin. ―Point one of the Ten-
Point Program . Say it.‖

M y brothers and I learned to recite the Black Panthers‒ Ten-Point Program  the sam e w ay other kids
learn the Pledge of A llegiance.

―‐W e w ant freedom ,‒‖ I say. ―‐W e w ant the pow er to determ ine the destiny of our black and oppressed
com m unities.‒‖

―Say it again.‖
―‐W e w ant freedom . W e w ant the pow er to determ ine the destiny of our black and oppressed

com m unities.‒‖
―Point seven.‖
―‐W e w ant an im m ediate end to police brutality,‒‖ I say, ―‐and the m urder of black people, other

people of color, and oppressed people.‒‖
―A gain.‖
―‐W e w ant an im m ediate end to police brutality and the m urder of black people, other people of color,

and oppressed people.‒‖
―A nd w hat did Brother M alcolm  say is our objective?‖
Seven and I could recite M alcolm  X  quotes by the tim e w e w ere thirteen. Sekani hasn‒t gotten there

yet.
―‐Com plete freedom , justice, and equality,‒‖ I say, ―‐by any m eans necessary.‒‖
―A gain.‖
―‐Com plete freedom , justice, and equality, by any m eans necessary.‒‖
―So w hy you gon‒ be quiet?‖ D addy asks.
Because the Ten-Point Program  didn‒t w ork for the Panthers. H uey N ew ton died a crackhead, and the

governm ent crushed the Panthers one by one. By	any	means	necessary didn‒t keep B rother M alcolm  from
dying, possibly at the hands of his ow n people. Intentions alw ays look better on paper than in reality. The
reality is, I m ay not m ake it to the courthouse in the m orning.

Tw o loud knocks at the front door startle us.
D addy straightens up, grabs his G lock, and leaves to answ er. H e says w hat‒s up to som ebody, and

there‒s a sound like palm s slapping. Then a m ale voice says, ―You know  w e got you, Big M av.‖
D addy returns w ith som e tall, w ide-shouldered guys dressed in gray and black. It‒s a lighter gray than

w hat K ing and his folks w ear. It takes a hood-trained eye to notice it and understand. This is a different
set of K ing Lords.

―This is G oon.‖ D addy points to the shortest one, in front w ith the ponytails. ―H im  and his boys gon‒
provide security for us tonight and tom orrow .‖

Uncle C arlos folds his arm s and gives the K ing Lords a hard look. ―You asked K ing Lords to guard
the house w hen K ing Lords m ay have put us in this position?‖

―They don‒t m ess w ith K ing,‖ D addy says. ―They Cedar G rove K ing Lords.‖
Shit, they m ay as w ell be G D s then. Sets m ake all the difference in gangbanging, not colors. The

C edar G rove K ing Lords have been beefing w ith K ing‒s set, the W est Side K ing Lords, for a w hile now .
―You need us to fall back, B ig M av?‖ G oon asks.
―N ah, don‒t w orry about him ,‖ D addy says. ―Y ‒all do w hat y‒all cam e to do.‖
―N othing but a thang,‖ G oon says, and gives D addy dap. H im  and his boys head back outside.
―A re you serious right now ?‖ U ncle C arlos yells. ―You really think gangbangers can provide adequate



security?‖
―They strapped, ain‒t they?‖ D addy says.
―Ridiculous!‖ Uncle Carlos looks at M om m a. ―Look, I‒ll go w ith you to the courthouse tom orrow  as

long as they aren‒t com ing too.‖
―Punk ass,‖ D addy says. ―Can‒t even protect your niece ‒cause you scared of w hat it‒ll look like to

your fellow  cops if you‒re w orking w ith gangbangers.‖
―O h, you w anna go there, M averick?‖ Uncle Carlos says.
―Carlos, calm  dow n.‖
―N o, Lisa. I w anna m ake sure I got this right. D oes he m ean the sam e niece I took care of w hile he

w as locked up? H uh? The one I took to her first day of school because he took a charge for his so-called
boy? The one I held w hen she cried for her daddy?‖

H e‒s loud, and M om m a stands in front of him  to keep him  from  D addy.
―You can call m e as m any nam es as you w ant, M averick, but don‒t you ever say I don‒t care about m y

niece and nephew s! Yeah, that‒s right, nephew s! Seven too. W hen you w ere locked up‍ ‖
―Carlos,‖ M om m a says.
―N o, he needs to hear this. W hen you w ere locked up, I helped Lisa every tim e your sorry-ass baby

m om m a dropped Seven off on her for w eeks at a tim e. M e! I bought clothes, food, provided shelter. M y
Uncle Tom  ass! H ell no, I don‒t w anna w ork w ith crim inals, but don‒t you ever insinuate I don‒t care
about any of those kids!‖

D addy‒s m outh m akes a line. H e‒s silent.
Uncle Carlos snatches his keys off the coffee table, gives m y forehead tw o pecks, and leaves. The

front door slam s shut.



NINETEEN

The sm ell of hickory bacon and the sound of w ay too m any voices w ake m e up.
I blink to soothe m y eyes from  the assault m y neon-blue w alls are giving them . It takes m e a few

m inutes lying here to rem em ber it‒s grand jury day.
Tim e to see if I‒ll fail K halil or not.
I put m y feet in m y slippers and head tow ard the unfam iliar voices. Seven and Sekani are at school by

now , plus their voices aren‒t that deep. I should be w orried about som e unknow n dudes seeing m e in m y
pajam as, but that‒s the beauty of sleeping in tanks and basketball shorts. They w on‒t see m uch.

The kitchen‒s standing-room -only. G uys in black slacks, w hite shirts, and ties are at the table or
standing against the w all, shoveling food in their m ouths. They have tattoos on their faces and hands. A
couple of them  give m e quick nods and m um ble ―S‒up‖ through m ouths full of food.

The C edar G rove K ing Lords. D am n, they clean up nicely.
M om m a and A unt Pam  w ork the stove as skillets full of bacon and eggs sizzle, blue flam es dancing

beneath them . N ana pours juice and coffee and runs her m outh.
M om m a barely looks over her shoulder and says, ―M orning, M unch. Your plate‒s in the m icrow ave.

Com e get these biscuits out for m e, please.‖
She and A unt Pam  m ove to the ends of the stove, stirring the eggs and turning the bacon. I grab a tow el

and open the oven. The arom a of buttery biscuits and a heat w ave hit m e head-on. I pick the pan up w ith
the tow el, and that thing is still too hot to hold for long.

―O ver here, li‒l m om m a,‖ G oon says at the table.
I‒m  glad to put it dow n. N ot even tw o m inutes after I set it on the table, every last biscuit is gone.

G oddam n. I grab m y paper tow el‌covered plate from  the m icrow ave before the K ing Lords inhale it too.
―Starr, get those other plates for your dad and your uncle,‖ A unt Pam  says. ―Take them  outside,

please.‖
Uncle Carlos is here? I tell A unt Pam , ―Yes, m a‒am ,‖ stack their plates on top of m ine, grab the hot

sauce and som e forks, and leave as N ana starts one of her ―back in m y theater days‖ stories.
O utside, the sunlight‒s so bright it m akes the paint on m y w alls seem  dim . I squint and look around for

D addy or Uncle Carlos. The hatch on D addy‒s Tahoe is up, and they‒re sitting on the back of it.
M y slippers scuff against the concrete, sounding like broom s sw eeping the floor. D addy looks around

the truck. ―There go m y baby.‖
I hand him  and Uncle Carlos a plate and get a kiss to the cheek from  D addy in return. ―You sleep

okay?‖ he asks.
―K inda.‖
Uncle Carlos m oves his pistol from  the space betw een them  and pats the em pty spot. ―K eep us

com pany for a bit.‖
I hop up next to them . W e unw rap the plates that have enough biscuits, bacon, and eggs for a few

people.



―I think this one‒s yours, M averick,‖ Uncle Carlos says. ―It‒s got turkey bacon.‖
―Thanks, m an,‖ D addy says, and they exchange plates.
I shake hot sauce on m y eggs and pass D addy the bottle. Uncle Carlos holds his hand out for it too.
D addy sm irks and passes it dow n. ―I w ould‒ve thought you w ere too refined for som e hot sauce on

your eggs.‖
―You do realize this is the house I grew  up in, right?‖ H e covers his eggs com pletely in hot sauce, sets

the bottle dow n, and licks his fingers for the sauce that got on them . ―D on‒t tell Pam  I ate all of this
though. She‒s alw ays on m e about w atching m y sodium .‖

―I w on‒t tell if you w on‒t tell,‖ D addy says. They bum p fists to seal the deal.
I w oke up on another planet or in an alternate reality. Som ething. ―Y ‒all cool all of a sudden?‖
―W e talked,‖ D addy says. ―It‒s all good.‖
―Yep,‖ says U ncle Carlos. ―Som e things are m ore im portant than others.‖
I w ant details, but I w on‒t get them . If they‒re good though, I‒m  good. A nd honestly? It‒s about dam n

tim e.
―Since you and A unt Pam  are here, w here‒s D eVante?‖ I ask U ncle Carlos.
―A t hom e for once and not playing video gam es w ith your li‒l boyfriend.‖
―W hy does Chris alw ays have to be ‐li‒l‒ to you?‖ I ask. ―H e‒s not little.‖
―You better be talking about his height,‖ says D addy.
―A m en,‖ Uncle Carlos adds, and they fist-bum p again.
So they‒ve found com m on com plaining ground‍ C hris. Figures.
O ur street is quiet for the m ost part this m orning. It usually is. The dram a alw ays com es from  people

w ho don‒t live here. Tw o houses dow n, M rs. Lynn and M s. Carol talk in M rs. Lynn‒s yard. Probably
gossiping. Can‒t tell either one of them  anything if you don‒t w ant it spread around G arden H eights like a
cold. M rs. Pearl w orks in her flow er bed across the street w ith a little help from  Fo‒ty O unce. Everybody
calls him  that ‒cause he alw ays asks for m oney to buy a ―Fo‒ty ounce from  the licka sto‒ real quick.‖ H is
rusty shopping cart w ith all of his belongings is in M rs. Pearl‒s drivew ay, a big bag of m ulch on the
bottom  of it. A pparently he has a green thum b. H e laughs at som ething M rs. Pearl says, and people tw o
streets over probably hear that guffaw  of his.

―Can‒t believe that fool‒s alive,‖ Uncle Carlos says. ―W ould‒ve thought he drank him self to death by
now .‖

―W ho? Fo‒ty O unce?‖ I ask.
―Yeah! H e w as around w hen I w as a kid.‖
―N ah, he ain‒t going now here,‖ says D addy. ―H e claim s the liquor keeps him  alive.‖
―D oes M rs. Rooks live around the corner?‖ Uncle Carlos asks.
―Yep,‖ I say. ―A nd she still m akes the best red velvet cakes you ever had in your life.‖
―W ow . I told Pam  I have yet to taste a red velvet cake as good as M rs. R ooks‒s. W hat about um  . . .‖

H e snaps his fingers. ―The m an w ho fixed cars. Lived at the corner.‖
―M r. W ashington,‖ says D addy. ―Still kicking it and still does better w ork than any autom otive shop

around. G ot his son helping him  too.‖
―Li‒l John?‖ Uncle Carlos asks. ―The one that played basketball but got on that stuff?‖
―Yep,‖ says D addy. ―H e been clean for a m inute now .‖
―M an.‖ Uncle Carlos pushes his red eggs around his plate. ―I alm ost m iss living here som etim es.‖
I w atch Fo‒ty O unce help M rs. Pearl. People around here don‒t have m uch, but they help each other

out as best they can. It‒s this strange, dysfunctional-as-hell fam ily, but it‒s still a fam ily. M ore than I
realized until recently.



―Starr!‖ N ana calls from  the front door. People tw o streets over probably hear her like they heard
Fo‒ty O unce. ―Your m om m a said hurry up. You gotta get ready. H ey, Pearl!‖

M rs. Pearl shields her eyes and looks our w ay. ―H ey, A dele! H aven‒t seen you in a w hile. You all
right?‖

―H anging in there, girl. You got that flow erbed looking good! I‒m  com ing by later to get som e of that
Birds of Paradise.‖

―A ll right.‖
―You not gon‒ say hey to m e, A dele?‖ Fo‒ty O unce asks. W hen he talks, it jum bled together like one

long w ord.
―H ell nah, you old fool,‖ N ana says. The door slam s behind her.
D addy, Uncle Carlos, and I crack up.

The Cedar G rove K ing Lords trail us in tw o cars, and Uncle Carlos drives m e and m y parents. O ne of his
off-duty buddies occupies the passenger‒s seat. N ana and A unt Pam  trail us too.

A ll these people though, and none of them  can go in the grand jury room  w ith m e.
It takes fifteen m inutes to get to dow ntow n from  G arden H eights. There‒s alw ays construction w ork

going on for som e new  building. G arden H eights has dope boys on corners, but dow ntow n people in
business suits w ait for crossing lights to change. I w onder if they ever hear the gunshots and shit in m y
neighborhood.

W e turn onto the street w here the courthouse is, and I have one of those w eird dçjÞ-vu m om ents. I‒m
three, and Uncle Carlos drives M om m a, Seven, and m e to the courthouse. M om m a cries the entire drive,
and I w ish D addy w ere here because he can alw ays get her to stop crying. Seven and I hold M om m a‒s
hands as w e w alk into a courtroom . Som e cops bring D addy out in an orange jum psuit. H e can‒t hug us
because he‒s handcuffed. I tell him  I like his jum psuit; orange is one of m y favorite colors. But he looks at
m e real seriously, and says, ―D on‒t you ever w ear this, you hear m e?‖

A ll I rem em ber after that is the judge saying som ething, M om m a sobbing, and D addy telling us he
loves us as the cops haul him  off. For three years I hated the courthouse because it took D addy from  us.

I‒m  not thrilled to see it now . N ew s vans and trucks are across the street from  the courthouse, and
police barricades separate them  from  everybody else. I now  know  w hy people call it a ―m edia circus.‖ It
seriously looks like the circus is setting up in tow n.

Tw o traffic lanes separate the courthouse from  the m edia frenzy, but I sw ear they‒re a w orld aw ay.
H undreds of people quietly kneel on the courthouse law n. M en and w om en in clerical collars stand at the
front of the crow d, their heads bow ed.

To avoid the clow ns and their cam eras, Uncle Carlos turns onto the street alongside the courthouse.
W e go in through the back door. G oon and another K ing Lord join us. They flank m e and don‒t hesitate to
let security check them  for w eapons.

A nother security guard leads us through the courthouse. The farther w e go, the few er people w e pass
in the halls. M s. O frah w aits beside a door w ith a brass plate that says G rand Jury Room .

She hugs m e and asks, ―Ready?‖
For once I am . ―Yes, m a‒am .‖
―I‒ll be out here the w hole tim e,‖ she says. ―If you need to ask m e som ething, you have that right.‖ She

looks at m y entourage. ―I‒m  sorry, but only Starr‒s parents are allow ed to w atch in the TV room .‖
Uncle Carlos and A unt Pam  hug m e. N ana pats m y shoulder as she shakes her head. G oon and his boy

give m e quick nods and leave w ith them .
M om m a‒s eyes brim  w ith tears. She pulls m e into a tight hug, and it‒s at that m om ent, of all the



m om ents, that I realize I‒ve gotten an inch or tw o taller than she is. She plants kisses all over m y face and
hugs m e again. ―I‒m  proud of you, baby. You are so brave.‖

That w ord. I hate it. ―N o, I‒m  not.‖
―Yeah, you are.‖ She pulls back and pushes a strand of hair aw ay from  m y face. I can‒t explain the

look in her eyes, but it know s m e better than I know  m yself. It w raps m e up and w arm s m e from  the inside
out. ―Brave doesn‒t m ean you‒re not scared, Starr,‖ she says. ―It m eans you go on even though you‒re
scared. A nd you‒re doing that.‖

She leans up slightly on her tiptoes and kisses m y forehead as if that m akes it true. For m e it kinda
does.

D addy w raps his arm s around both of us. ―You got this, baby girl.‖
The door to the grand jury room  creaks open, and the D A , M s. M onroe, looks out. ―W e‒re ready if you

are.‖
I w alk into the grand jury room  alone, but som ehow  m y parents are w ith m e.
The room  has w ood-paneled w alls and no w indow s. A bout tw enty or so m en and w om en occupy a U-

shaped table. Som e of them  are black, som e of them  aren‒t. Their eyes follow  us as M s. M onroe leads m e
to a table in front of them  w ith a m ic on it.

O ne of M s. M onroe‒s colleagues sw ears m e in, and I prom ise on the Bible to tell the truth. I silently
prom ise it to K halil too.

M s. M onroe says from  the back of the room , ―Could you please introduce yourself to the grand
jurors?‖

I scoot closer to the m ic and clear m y throat. ―M y nam e‍ ‖ M y sm all voice sounds like a five-year-
old‒s. I sit up straight and try again. ―M y nam e is Starr Carter. I‒m  sixteen years old.‖

―The m ic is only recording you, not projecting your voice,‖ M s. M onroe says. ―A s w e have our
conversation, w e need you to speak loud enough for everyone to hear, okay?‖

―Yes‍ ‖ M y lips brush the m ic. Too close. I m ove back and try again. ―Yes, m a‒am .‖
―G ood. You cam e here on your ow n free w ill, is that correct?‖
―Yes, m a‒am .‖
―You have an attorney, M s. A pril O frah, correct?‖ she says.
―Yes, m a‒am .‖
―You understand you have the right to consult w ith her, correct?‖
―Yes, m a‒am .‖
―You understand you‒re not the focus of any crim inal charges, correct?‖
Bullshit. K halil and I have been on trial since he died. ―Yes, m a‒am .‖
―Today, w e w ant to hear in your ow n w ords w hat happened to K halil H arris, okay?‖
I look at the jurors, unable to read their faces and tell if they really w ant to hear m y w ords. H opefully

they do. ―Yes, m a‒am .‖
―N ow , since w e have that understanding, let‒s talk about K halil. You w ere friends w ith him , right?‖
I nod, but M s. M onroe says, ―Please give a verbal response.‖
I lean tow ard the m ic and say, ―Yes, m a‒am .‖
Shit. I forgot the jurors can‒t hear m e on it and it‒s only for recording. It doesn‒t m ake any sense that

I‒m  so nervous.
―H ow  long did you know  K halil?‖
The sam e story, all over again. I becom e a robot w ho repeats how  I knew  K halil since I w as three,

how  w e grew  up together, the kind of person he w as.
W hen I finish, M s. M onroe says, ―O kay. W e‒re going to discuss the night of the shooting in detail. A re



you okay w ith that?‖
The un-brave part of m e, w hich feels like m ost of m e, shouts no. It w ants to craw l up in a corner and

act as if none of this ever happened. B ut all those people outside are praying for m e. M y parents are
w atching m e. K halil needs m e.

I straighten up and allow  the tiny brave part of m e to speak. ―Yes, m a‒am .‖



PART	3

EIGHT	WEEKS	AFTER	IT



TWENTY

Three hours. That‒s how  long I w as in the grand jury room . M s. M onroe asked m e all kinds of questions.
W hat angle w as K halil at w hen he w as shot? W here did he pull his license and registration from ? H ow
did O fficer C ruise rem ove him  from  the car? D id O fficer Cruise seem  angry? W hat did he say?

She w anted every single detail. I gave her as m uch as I could.
It‒s been over tw o w eeks since I talked to the grand jury, and now  w e‒re w aiting for their decision,

w hich is sim ilar to w aiting for a m eteor to hit. You know  it‒s com ing, you‒re just not exactly sure w hen
and w here it‒ll hit, and there ain‒t shit you can do in the m eantim e but keep living.

So w e‒re living.
The sun is out today, but the rain fell in sheets as soon as w e pulled into the parking lot of W illiam son.

W hen it rains like that w hile the sun‒s out, N ana says the devil is beating his w ife. Plus, it‒s Friday the
thirteenth, a.k.a. the devil‒s day, according to N ana. She‒s probably holed up in the house like it‒s
doom sday.

Seven and I dash from  the car into the school. The atrium ‒s busy as usual w ith people talking to their
little cliques or playing around. The school year‒s alm ost over, so everybody‒s goof-off levels are at their
highest, and w hite-kid goofing off is a category of its ow n. I‒m  sorry, but it is. Yesterday a sophom ore
rode dow n the stairs in the janitor‒s garbage can. H is dum b ass got suspension and a concussion. Stupid.

I w iggle m y toes. The one day I w ear Chucks it decides to rain. They‒re m iraculously dry.
―You‒re good?‖ Seven asks, and I doubt it‒s about the rain. H e‒s been w ay m ore protective lately,

ever since w e got w ord that K ing‒s still pissed I dry snitched. I heard Uncle Carlos tell D addy it gave the
cops another reason to w atch K ing closely.

Unless K ing threw  the brick, he hasn‒t done anything. Yet.	So Seven‒s alw ays on guard, even all the
w ay out here at W illiam son.

―Yeah,‖ I tell him . ―I‒m  good.‖
―A ll right.‖
H e gives m e dap and goes off to his locker.
I head for m ine. H ailey and M aya are talking at M aya‒s locker nearby. A ctually, M aya‒s doing m ost of

the talking. H ailey‒s got her arm s folded and rolls her eyes a lot. She sees m e dow n the hall and gets this
sm ug expression.

―Perfect,‖ she says w hen I get closer. ―The liar is here.‖
―Excuse m e?‖ It‒s w ay too early for this bullshit.
―W hy don‒t you tell M aya how  you flat-out lied to us?‖
―W hat?‖
H ailey hands m e tw o pictures. O ne is K halil‒s thugshot, as D addy calls it. O ne of the pictures they‒ve

show n on the new s. H ailey printed it off the internet. K halil w ears a sm irk, gripping a handful of m oney
and throw ing up a sidew ays peace sign.

The other picture, he‒s tw elve. I know  because I‒m  tw elve in it too. It‒s m y birthday party at this laser



tag place dow ntow n. K halil‒s on one side of m e, shoveling straw berry cake into his m outh, and H ailey‒s
on m y other side, grinning for the cam era along w ith m e.

―I thought he looked fam iliar,‖ H ailey says as sm ugly as she looks. ―H e is the K halil you knew . Isn‒t
he?‖

I stare at the tw o K halils. The pictures only show  so m uch. For som e people, the thugshot m akes him
look just like that‍ a thug. But I see som ebody w ho w as happy to finally have som e m oney in his hand,
dam n w here it cam e from . A nd the birthday picture? I rem em ber how  K halil ate so m uch cake and pizza
he got sick. H is grandm a hadn‒t gotten paid yet, and food w as lim ited in their house.

I knew  the w hole K halil. That‒s w ho I‒ve been speaking up for. I shouldn‒t deny any part of him . N ot
even at W illiam son.

I hand the pictures back to H ailey. ―Yeah, I knew  him . So w hat?‖
―D on‒t you think you ow e us an explanation?‖ she says. ―You ow e m e an apology too.‖
―Um , w hat?‖
―You‒ve basically picked fights w ith m e because you w ere upset about w hat happened to him ,‖ she

says. ―You even accused m e of being racist.‖
―But you have said and done som e racist stuff. So . . .‖ M aya shrugs. ―W hether Starr lied or not

doesn‒t m ake it okay.‖
M inority alliance activated.
―So, since I unfollow ed her Tum blr because I didn‒t w anna see any m ore pictures of that m utilated kid

on m y dashboard‍ ‖
―H is nam e w as Em m ett Till,‖ says M aya.
―W hatever. So because I didn‒t w ant to see that disgusting shit, I‒m  racist?‖
―N o,‖ M aya says. ―W hat you said about it w as racist. A nd your Thanksgiving joke w as definitely

racist.‖
―O h m y G od, you‒re still upset about that?‖ H ailey says. ―That w as so long ago!‖
―D oesn‒t m ake it okay,‖ I say. ―A nd you can‒t even apologize for it.‖
―I‒m  not apologizing because it w as only a joke!‖ she shouts. ―It doesn‒t m ake m e a racist. I‒m  not

letting you guys guilt trip m e like this. W hat‒s next? You w ant m e to apologize because m y ancestors w ere
slave m asters or som ething stupid?‖

―Bitch‍ ‖ I take a deep breath. W ay too m any people are w atching. I cannot go angry black girl on
her. ―Your joke w as hurtful,‖ I say, as calm ly as I can. ―If you give a dam n about M aya, you‒d apologize
and at least try to see w hy it hurt her.‖

―It‒s not m y fault she can‒t get over a joke from  freaking freshman year! Just like it‒s not m y fault you
can‒t get over w hat happened to K halil.‖

―So I‒m  supposed to ‐get over‒ the fact he w as m urdered?‖
―Yes, get over it! H e w as probably gonna end up dead anyw ay.‖
―A re you serious?‖ M aya says.
―H e w as a drug dealer and a gangbanger,‖ H ailey says. ―Som ebody w as gonna kill him  eventually.‖
―G et over it?‖ I repeat.
She folds her arm s and does this little neck m ovem ent. ―Um , yeah? Isn‒t that w hat I said? The cop

probably did everyone a favor. O ne less drug dealer on the‍ ‖
I m ove M aya out the w ay and slam  m y fist against the side of H ailey‒s face. It hurts, but dam n it feels

good.
H ailey holds her cheek, her eyes w ide and her m outh open for several seconds.
―Bitch!‖ she shrieks. She goes straight for m y hair like girls usually do, but m y ponytail is real. She‒s



not pulling it out.
I hit at H ailey w ith m y fists, and she slaps and claw s m e upside m y head. I push her off, and she hits

the floor. H er skirt goes up, and her pink draw ers are out for everybody to see. Laughter erupts around us.
Som e people have their phones out.

I‒m  no longer W illiam son Starr or even G arden H eights Starr. I‒m  pissed.
I kick and hit at H ailey, cuss w ords flying out m y m outh. People gather around us, chanting ―Fight!

Fight!‖ and one fool even shouts, ―W orld Star!‖
Shit. I‒m  gonna end up on that ratchet site.
Som ebody yanks m y arm , and I turn, face-to-face w ith R em y, H ailey‒s older brother.
―You crazy bi‍ ‖
Before he can finish ―bitch,‖ a blur of dreadlocks charges at us and pushes Rem y back.
―G et your hands off m y sister!‖ Seven says.
A nd then they‒re fighting. Seven throw s blow s like nobody‒s business, knocking Rem y upside his head

w ith several good hooks and jabs. D addy used to take both of us to the boxing gym  after school.
Tw o security guards run over. D r. D avis, the headm aster, m arches tow ard us.

A n hour later, I‒m  in M om m a‒s car. Seven trails us in his M ustang.
A ll four of us have been sentenced to three days‒ suspension, despite W illiam son‒s zero-tolerance

policy. H ailey and Rem y‒s dad, a W illiam son board m em ber, thought it w as outrageous. H e said Seven
and I should be expelled because w e ―started it,‖ and that Seven shouldn‒t be allow ed to graduate. D r.
D avis told him , ―G iven the circum stances‖‍ and he looked straight at m e‍ ―suspension w ill suffice.‖

H e know s I w as w ith K halil.
―This is exactly w hat They expect you to do,‖ M om m a says. ―Tw o kids from  G arden H eights, acting

like you ain‒t got any sense!‖
They w ith a capital T. There‒s Them  and then there‒s U s. Som etim es They look like Us and don‒t

realize They are Us.
―But she w as running her m outh, saying K halil deserved‍ ‖
―I don‒t care if she said she shot him  herself. People are gonna say a w hole lot, Starr. It doesn‒t m ean

you hit som ebody. You gotta w alk aw ay som etim es.‖
―You m ean w alk aw ay and get shot like K halil did?‖
She sighs. ―Baby, I understand‍ ‖
―N o you don‒t!‖ I say. ―Nobody understands! I saw  the bullets rip through him . I sat there in the street

as he took his last breath. I’ve had to listen to people try to m ake it seem  like it‒s okay he w as m urdered.
A s if he deserved it. But he didn‒t deserve to die, and I didn‒t do anything to deserve seeing that shit!‖

W ebM D  calls it a stage of grief‍ anger. But I doubt I‒ll ever get to the other stages. This one slices
m e into m illions of pieces. Every tim e I‒m  w hole and back to norm al, som ething happens to tear m e apart,
and I‒m  forced to start all over again.

The rain lets up. The devil stops beating his w ife, but I beat the dashboard, punching it over and over,
num b to the pain of it. I w anna be num b to the pain of all of this.

―Let it out, M unch.‖ M y m om  rubs m y back. ―Let it out.‖
I pull m y polo over m y m outh and scream  until there aren‒t any scream s left in m e. If there are any, I

don‒t have the energy to get them  out. I cry for K halil, for N atasha, even for H ailey, ‒cause dam n if I
didn‒t just lose her for good too.

W hen w e turn on our street, I‒m  snot-nosed and w et-eyed. Finally num b.
A gray pickup and a green Chrysler 300 are parked behind D addy‒s truck in the drivew ay. M om m a



and Seven have to park in front of the house.
―W hat is this m an up to?‖ M om m a says. She looks over at m e. ―You feel better?‖
I nod. W hat other choice do I have?
She leans over and kisses m y tem ple. ―W e‒ll get through this. I prom ise.‖
W e get out. I‒m  one hundred percent sure the cars in the drivew ay belong to K ing Lords and G arden

D isciples. In G arden H eights you can‒t drive a car that‒s gray or green unless you claim  a set. I expect
yelling and cussing w hen I get inside, but all I hear is D addy saying, ―It don‒t m ake no sense, m an. For
real, it don‒t.‖

It‒s standing-room -only in the kitchen. W e can‒t even get in ‒cause som e guys are in the doorw ay. H alf
of them  have green som ew here in their outfits. G arden D isciples. The others have light gray on
som ew here. Cedar G rove K ing Lords. M r. R euben‒s nephew , Tim , sits beside D addy at the table. I‒ve
never noticed that cursive G D  tattoo on his arm .

―W e don‒t know  w hen the grand jury gon‒ m ake their decision,‖ D addy says. ―B ut if they decide not to
indict, y‒all gotta tell these li‒l dudes not to burn this neighborhood dow n.‖

―W hat you expect them  to do then?‖ says a G D  at the table. ―Folks tired of the bullshit, M av.‖
―Straight up,‖ says the K ing Lord G oon, w ho‒s at the table too. H is long plaits have ponytail holders

on them  like I used to w ear w ay back in the day. ―N othing w e can do ‒bout it.‖
―That‒s bullshit,‖ says Tim . ―W e can do som ething.‖
―W e can all agree the riots got outta hand, right?‖ says D addy.
H e gets a bunch of ―yeahs‖ and ―rights.‖
―Then w e can m ake sure it doesn‒t go dow n like that again. Talk to these kids. G et in their heads.

Yeah, they m ad. W e all m ad, but burning dow n our neighborhood ain‒t gon‒ fix it.‖
―O ur?‖ says the G D  at the table. ―N igga, you said you m oving.‖
―To the suburbs,‖ G oon m ocks. ―You getting a m inivan too, M av?‖
They all laugh at that.
D addy doesn‒t though. ―I‒m  m oving, so w hat? I‒ll still have a store here, and I‒ll still give a dam n

w hat happens here. W ho is it gon‒ benefit if the w hole neighborhood burns dow n? D am n sure w on‒t
benefit none of us.‖

―W e gotta be m ore organized next tim e,‖ says Tim . ―For one, m ake sure our brothers and sisters know
they can‒t destroy black-ow ned businesses. That m esses it up for all of us.‖

―For real,‖ says D addy. ―A nd I know , m e and Tim  out the gam e, so w e can‒t speak on som e things, but
all these territory w ars gotta be put aside som ehow . This is bigger than som e street shit. A nd honestly all
the street shit got these cops thinking they can do w hatever they w ant.‖

―Yeah, I feel you on that,‖ says G oon.
―Y ‒all gotta com e together som ehow , m an,‖ D addy says. ―For the sake of the G arden. The last thing

they‒d ever expect is som e unity around here. A‒ight?‖
D addy slaps palm s w ith G oon and the G arden D isciple. Then G oon and the G arden D isciple slap

palm s w ith each other.
―W ow ,‖ Seven says.
It‒s huge that these tw o gangs are in the sam e room  together, and for m y daddy to be the one behind it?

Crazy.
H e notices us in the doorw ay. ―W hat y‒all doing here?‖
M om m a inches into the kitchen, looking around. ―The kids got suspended.‖
―Suspended?‖ D addy says. ―For w hat?‖
Seven passes him  his phone.



―It‒s online already?‖ I say.
―Yeah, som ebody tagged m e in it.‖
D addy taps the screen, and I hear H ailey running her m outh about K halil, then a loud sm ack.
Som e of the gang m em bers w atch over D addy‒s shoulder. ―D am n, li‒l m om m a,‖ one says, ―you got

hands.‖
―You crazy bi‍ ,‖ R em y says on the phone. A bunch of sm acks and oohs follow .
―Look at m y boy!‖ D addy says. ―Look at him !‖
―I ain‒t know  your li‒l nerdy ass had it in you,‖ a K ing Lord teases.
M om m a clears her throat. D addy stops the video.
―A‒ight, y‒all,‖ he says, serious all of a sudden. ―I gotta handle som e fam ily business. W e‒ll m eet back

up tom orrow .‖
Tim  and all the gang m em bers clear out, and cars crank up outside. Still no gunshots or arguing. They

could‒ve broken out into a gangsta rendition of ―K um baya‖ and I w ouldn‒t be any m ore shocked than I am .
―H ow  did you get all of them  in here and keep the house in one piece?‖ M om m a asks.
―I got it like that.‖
M om m a kisses him  on the lips. ―You certainly do. M y m an, the activist.‖
―U h-huh.‖ H e kisses her back. ―Your m an.‖
Seven clears his throat. ―W e‒re standing right here.‖
―Ay, y‒all can‒t com plain,‖ D addy says. ―If you w ouldn‒t have been fighting, you w ouldn‒t have to see

that.‖ H e reaches over and pinches m y cheek a little. ―You a‒ight?‖
The dam pness hasn‒t left m y eyes yet, and I‒m  not exactly sm iling. I m utter, ―Yeah.‖
D addy pulls m e onto his lap. H e cradles m e and sw itches betw een kissing m y cheek and pinching it,

going over and over in a real deep voice, ―W hat‒s w rong w ith you? H uh? W hat‒s w rong w ith you?‖
A nd I‒m  giggling before I can stop m yself.
D addy gives m e a sloppy, w et kiss to m y cheek and lets m e up. ―I knew  I‒d get you laughing. N ow

w hat happened?‖
―You saw  the video. H ailey ran her m outh, so I popped her. Sim ple as that.‖
―That‒s your child, M averick,‖ M om m a says. ―G otta hit som ebody because she didn‒t like w hat they

said.‖
―M ine? U h-uh, baby. That‒s all you.‖ H e looks at Seven. ―W hy w ere you fighting?‖
―D ude cam e at m y sister,‖ Seven says. ―I w asn‒t gonna let him .‖
A s m uch as Seven talks about protecting K enya and Lyric, it‒s nice that he has m y back too.
D addy replays the video, starting w ith H ailey saying, ―H e w as probably gonna end up dead anyw ay.‖
―W ow ,‖ M om m a says. ―That li‒l girl has a lot of nerve.‖
―Spoiled ass don‒t know  a dam n thing and running her m outh,‖ says D addy.
―So, w hat‒s our punishm ent?‖ Seven asks.
―G o do your hom ew ork,‖ M om m a says.
―That‒s it?‖ I say.
―You‒ll also have to help your dad at the store w hile you‒re suspended.‖ She drapes her arm s over

D addy from  behind. ―Sound okay, baby?‖
H e kisses her arm . ―Sounds good to m e.‖
If you can‒t translate Parentish, this is w hat they really said:
M om m a: I don‒t condone w hat you did, and I‒m  not saying it‒s okay, but I probably w ould‒ve done it

too. W hat about you, baby?
D addy: H ell yeah, I w ould‒ve.



I love them  for that.



PART	4

TEN	WEEKS	AFTER	IT



TWENTY-ONE

Still no decision from  the grand jury, so w e‒re still living.
It‒s Saturday, and m y fam ily is at Uncle Carlos‒s house for a M em orial D ay w eekend barbecue, w hich

is also serving as Seven‒s birthday/graduation party. H e turns eighteen tom orrow , and he officially
becam e a high school graduate yesterday. I‒ve never seen D addy cry like he did w hen D r. D avis handed
Seven that diplom a.

The backyard sm ells like barbecue, and it‒s w arm  enough that Seven‒s friends sw im  in the pool.
Sekani and D aniel run around in their trunks and push unsuspecting people in. They get Jess. She laughs
about it and threatens to get them  later. They try it once w ith m e and K enya and never again. A ll it takes is
som e sw ift kicks to their asses.

But D eVante com es up behind us and pushes m e in. K enya shrieks as I go under, getting m y freshly
done cornrow s soaked and m y J‒s too. I have on board shorts and a tankini, but they‒re new  and cute,
m eaning they‒re supposed to be looked at, not sw am  in.

I break the surface of the w ater and gulp in air.
―Starr, you okay?‖ K enya calls. She‒s run about five feet aw ay from  the pool.
―You not gon‒ help m e get out?‖ I say.
―G irl, nah. A nd m ess up m y outfit? You seem  all right.‖
Sekani and D aniel w hoop and cheer for D eVante like he‒s the greatest thing since Spide-M an.

Bastards. I clim b out that pool so fast.
―U h-oh,‖ D eVante says, and the three of them  take off in separate directions. K enya goes after

D eVante. I run after Sekani because dam m it, blood is supposed to be thicker than pool w ater.
―M om m a!‖ he squeals.
I catch him  by his trunks and pull them  w ay up, alm ost to his neck, until he has the w orst w edgie ever.

H e gives a high-pitched scream . I let go, and he falls on the grass, his trunks so far up his butt it looks like
he‒s w earing a thong. That‒s w hat he gets.

K enya brings D eVante to m e, holding his arm s behind him  like he‒s under arrest. ―A pologize,‖ she
says.

―N o!‖ K enya yanks on his arm s. ―O kay, okay, I‒m  sorry!‖
She lets go. ―Better be.‖
D eVante rubs his arm  w ith a sm irk. ―Violent ass.‖
―Punk ass,‖ she snips back.
H e flicks his tongue at her, and she goes, ―B oy, bye!‖
This is flirting for them , believe it or not. I alm ost forget D eVante‒s hiding from  her daddy. They act

like they‒ve forgotten too.
D eVante gets m e a tow el. I snatch it and dry m y face as I head to the poolside loungers w ith K enya.

D eVante sits beside her on one.
Ava skips over w ith her baby doll and a com b, and I naturally expect her to shove them  into m y hands.



She hands them  to D eVante instead.
―H ere!‖ she tells him , and skips off.
A nd he starts com bing the doll‒s hair! K enya and I stare at him  for the longest.
―W hat?‖ he says.
W e bust out laughing.
―She got you trained!‖ I say.
―M an.‖ H e groans. ―She cute, okay? I can‒t tell her no.‖ H e braids the doll‒s hair, and his long thin

fingers m ove so quickly, they look like they‒ll get tangled. ―M y li‒l sisters did m e like this all the tim e.‖
H is tone dips w hen he m entions them . ―You heard from  them  or your m om m a?‖ I ask.
―Yeah, about a w eek ago. They at m y cousin‒s house. She live in like the m iddle of now here. M om ‒s

been a m ess ‒cause she didn‒t know  if I w as okay. She apologized for leaving m e and for being m ad. She
w ant m e to com e stay w ith them .‖

K enya frow ns. ―You leaving?‖
―I don‒t know . M r. Carlos and M rs. Pam  said I can stay w ith them  for m y senior year. M y m om m a said

she‒d be okay w ith that, if it m eans I stay outta trouble.‖ H e exam ines his handiw ork. The doll has a
perfect French braid. ―I gotta think about it. I kinda like it out here.‖

Salt-N -Pepa‒s ―Push It‖ blasts from  the speakers. That‒s one song D addy shouldn‒t play. The only
thing w orse w ould be that old song ―Back That Thang Up.‖ M om m a loses her dam n m ind w hen it com es
on. Really, just say, ―Cash M oney Records, takin‒ over for the ‒99 and the 2000,‖ and she suddenly
becom es ratchet as hell.

She and A unt Pam  both go, ―H eeey!‖ to Salt-N -Pepa and do all these old dance m oves. I like nineties
show s and m ovies, but I do not w anna see m y m om  and auntie reenact that decade in dance. Seven and his
friends circle around them  and cheer them  on.

Seven‒s the loudest. ―G o, M a! G o, A unt Pam !‖
D addy jum ps in the m iddle of the circle behind M om m a. H e puts both hands behind his head and

m oves his hips in a circle.
Seven pushes D addy aw ay from  M om m a, going, ―N ooo! Stooop!‖ D addy gets around him , and dances

behind M om m a.
―Uh-uh,‖ K enya laughs. ―That‒s too m uch.‖
D eVante w atches them  w ith a sm ile. ―You w ere right about your aunt and uncle, Starr. They ain‒t too

bad. Your grandm a kinda cool too.‖
―W ho? I know  you don‒t m ean N ana.‖
―Yeah, her. She found out I play spades. The other day, she took m e to a gam e after she finished

tutoring m e. She called it extra-credit w ork. W e been cool ever since.‖
Figures.
Chris and M aya w alk through the gate, and m y stom ach gets all jittery. I should be used to m y tw o

w orlds colliding, but I never know  w hich Starr I should be. I can use som e slang, but not too m uch slang,
som e attitude, but not too m uch attitude, so I‒m  not a ―sassy black girl.‖ I have to w atch w hat I say and
how  I say it, but I can‒t sound ―w hite.‖

Shit is exhausting.
Chris and his new  ―bro‖ D eVante slap palm s, then Chris kisses m y cheek. M aya and I do our

handshake. D eVante nods at her. They m et a few  w eeks ago.
M aya sits beside m e on the lounger. Chris squeezes his big butt betw een us, pushing both of us aside a

little.
M aya flashes him  a stink eye. ―Seriously, Chris?‖



―H ey, she‒s m y girlfriend. I get to sit next to her.‖
―Um , no? Besties before testes.‖
K enya and I snicker, and D eVante goes, ―D am n.‖
The jitters ease up a bit.
―So you‒re Chris?‖ K enya says. She‒s seen pictures on m y Instagram .
―Yep. A nd you‒re K enya?‖ H e‒s seen pictures on m y Instagram  too.
―The one and only.‖ K enya eyes m e and m ouths, He	is	fine! Like I didn‒t know  that already.
K enya and M aya look at each other. Their paths last crossed alm ost a year ago at m y Sw eet Sixteen, if

you can consider that path-crossing. H ailey and M aya w ere at one table, K enya and K halil at another
table w ith Seven. They never talked.

―M aya, right?‖ K enya says.
M aya nods. ―The one and only.‖
K enya‒s lips curl up. ―Your kicks are cute.‖
―Thanks,‖ M aya says, checking them  out for herself. N ike A ir M ax 95s. ―They‒re supposed to be

running shoes. I never run in them .‖
―I don‒t run in m ine neither,‖ K enya says. ―M y brother‒s the only person I know  w ho actually runs in

them .‖
M aya laughs.
O kay. This is good so far. N othing to w orry about.
Until K enya goes, ―So w here blondie at?‖
Chris snorts. M aya‒s eyes w iden.
―K enya, that ain‒t‍ that‒s not her nam e,‖ I say.
―You knew  w ho I w as talking about though, didn‒t you?‖
―Yep!‖ M aya says. ―She‒s probably som ew here licking her w ounds after Starr kicked her ass.‖
―W hat?‖ K enya shouts. ―Starr, you ain‒t tell m e about that!‖
―It w as, like, tw o w eeks ago,‖ I say. ―W asn‒t w orth talking ‒bout. I only hit her.‖
―Only hit her?‖ M aya says. ―You M ayw eathered her.‖
Chris and D eVante laugh.
―W ait, w ait,‖ K enya says. ―W hat happened?‖
So I tell her about it, w ithout really thinking about w hat I say or how  I sound. I just talk. M aya adds to

the story, m aking it sound w orse than it w as, and K enya eats it up. W e tell her how  Seven gave Rem y a
couple of hits, w hich has K enya beam ing, talking about, ―M y brother don‒t play.‖ Like he‒s only her
brother, but w hatever. M aya even tells her about the Thanksgiving cat thing.

―I told Starr w e m inorities gotta stick together,‖ M aya says.
―So true,‖ says K enya. ―W hite people been sticking together forever.‖
―W ell . . .‖ Chris blushes. ―This is aw kw ard.‖
―You‒ll get over it, boo,‖ I say.
M aya and K enya crack up.
M y tw o w orlds just collided. Surprisingly, everything‒s all right.
The song changes to ―W obble.‖ M om m a runs over and pulls m e up. ―C ‒m on, M unch.‖
I can‒t dig m y feet in the grass fast enough. ―M om m y, no!‖
―H ush, girl. C‒m on. Y ‒all too!‖ she hollers back to m y friends.
Everybody lines up on the grassy area that‒s becom e the m akeshift dance floor. M om m a pulls m e to

the front row . ―Show  ‒em  how  it‒s done, baby,‖ she says. ―Show  ‒em  how  it‒s done!‖
I stay still on purpose. D ictator or not, she‒s not	gonna m ake m e dance. K enya and M aya egg her on in



egging m e on. N ever thought they‒d team  up against m e.
Shoot, before I know  it, I‒m  w obbling. I have duck lips too, so you know  I‒m  feeling it.
I talk Chris through the steps, and he keeps up. I love him  for trying. N ana joins in, doing a shoulder

shim m y that‒s not the W obble, but I doubt she cares.
The ―Cupid Shuffle‖ com es on, and m y fam ily leads everybody else on the front row . Som etim es w e

forget w hich w ay is right and w hich is left, and w e laugh w ay too hard at ourselves. Em barrassing
dancing and dysfunction aside, m y fam ily‒s not so bad.

A fter all that w obbling and shuffling, m y stom ach begs for som e food. I leave everybody else doing
the ―Bikers Shuffle,‖ w hich is a w hole new  level of shuffling, and m ost of our party guests are lost as
hell.

A lum inum  serving trays crow d the kitchen counter. I stack a plate w ith som e ribs, w ings, and corn on
the cob. I scoop a nice am ount of baked beans on there som ehow . N o potato salad. That‒s the devil‒s food.
A ll that m ayonnaise. I don‒t care if M om m a m ade it, I‒m  not touching that m ess.

I refuse to eat outside, too m any bugs that could get on m y food. I plop dow n at the dining room  table,
and I‒m  about to go in on m y plate.

But the dam n phone rings.
Everybody else is outside, leaving m e to answ er. I shove a chicken w ing in m y m outh. ―H ello?‖ I

chom p in the other person‒s ear. Rude? D efinitely. A m  I starving? H ell yeah.
―H i, this is the front security gate. Iesha Robinson is asking to visit your residence.‖
I stop chew ing. Iesha w as M IA at Seven‒s graduation, w hich she w as invited to, so w hy did she show

up to the party she w asn‒t invited to? H ow  did she even find out about it? Seven didn‒t tell her, and K enya
sw ore she w ouldn‒t. She lied and told her m om m a and daddy she w as hanging w ith som e other friends
today.

I take the phone outside to D addy because, shit, I don‒t know  w hat to do. I go out at a good tim e too.
H e‒s trying‍ and failing‍ to N ae-N ae. I have to call him  a second tim e for him  to stop that atrocity and
com e over.

H e grins. ―You ain‒t know  your daddy had it in him , did you?‖
―I still don‒t. H ere.‖ I hand him  the phone. ―That‒s neighborhood security. Iesha‒s at the security gate.‖
H is grin disappears. H e plugs one ear and puts the phone to the other. ―H ello?‖
The security guard talks for a m om ent. D addy m otions Seven to the patio. ―H old on.‖ H e covers the

receiver. ―Your m om m a at the gate. She w anna see you.‖
Seven‒s eyebrow s knit together. ―H ow  did she know  w e‒re here?‖
―Your grandm a‒s w ith her. D idn‒t you invite her?‖
―Yeah, but not Iesha.‖
―Look, m an, if you w ant her to com e back for a li‒l bit, it‒s cool,‖ D addy says. ―I‒ll m ake D eVante go

inside so she w on‒t see him . W hat you w anna do?‖
―Pops, can you tell her‍ ‖
―N ah, m an. That‒s your m om m a. You handle that.‖
Seven bites his lip for a m om ent. H e sighs through his nose. ―A ll right.‖

Iesha pulls up out front. I follow  Seven, K enya, and m y parents to the drivew ay. Seven alw ays has m y
back. I figure he needs m e to have his too.

Seven tells K enya to stay back w ith us and goes tow ard Iesha‒s pink B M W .
Lyric jum ps out the car. ―Sevvie!‖ She runs to him , the ball-shaped ponytail holders on her hair

bouncing. I hated w earing those things. A ll it takes is one hitting you betw een your eyes and you‒re done.



Lyric launches into Seven‒s arm s, and he sw ings her around.
I can‒t lie, I alw ays get a little jealous w hen I see Seven w ith his other sisters. It doesn‒t m ake sense, I

know . B ut they share a m om m a, and it m akes things different betw een them . It‒s like they have a stronger
bond or som ething.

But there‒s no w ay in hell I‒d trade M om m a for Iesha. N ope.
Seven keeps Lyric on his hip and hugs his grandm a w ith one arm .
Iesha gets out. A bob haircut has replaced her dow n-to-the-ass Indian im port. She doesn‒t even try to

tug her hot-pink dress dow n that obviously rode up her thighs during the drive. O r m aybe it didn‒t ride up
and that‒s w here it alw ays w as.

N ope. W ouldn‒t trade M om m a for anything.
―So you gon‒ have a party and not invite m e, Seven?‖ Iesha asks. ―A birthday party at that? I‒m  the

one w ho gave birth to your ass!‖
Seven glances around. A t least one of U ncle C arlos‒s neighbors is looking. ―N ot now .‖
―O h, hell yes now . I had to find out from  m y m om m a because m y ow n son couldn‒t be bothered to

invite m e.‖ She sets her sharp glare on K enya. ―A nd this li‒l fast thang lied to m e about it! I oughta w hoop
your ass.‖

K enya flinches like Iesha already hit her. ―M om m a‍ ‖
―D on‒t blam e K enya,‖ says Seven, setting Lyric dow n. ―I asked her not to tell you, Iesha.‖
―Iesha?‖ she echoes, all in his face. ―W ho the hell you think you talking to like that?‖
W hat happens next is like w hen you shake a soda can real hard. From  the outside, you can‒t tell

anything is going on. B ut then you open it, and it explodes.
―This is w hy I didn‒t invite you!‖ Seven shouts. ―This! R ight now ! You don‒t know  how  to act!‖
―O h, so you asham ed of m e, Seven?‖
―You‒re fucking right I‒m  asham ed of you!‖
―W hoa!‖ D addy says. Stepping betw een them , he puts his hand on Seven‒s chest. ―Seven, calm

dow n.‖
―N ah, Pops! Let m e tell her how  I didn‒t invite her because I didn‒t w anna explain to m y friends that

m y stepm om  isn‒t m y m om  like they think. O r how  I never once corrected anybody at W illiam son w ho
m ade the assum ption. H ell, it w asn‒t like she ever cam e to any of m y stuff, so w hy bother? You couldn‒t
even show  up to m y graduation yesterday!‖

―Seven,‖ K enya pleads. ―Stop.‖
―N o, K enya!‖ he says, his sights square on their m om m a. ―I‒ll tell her how  I didn‒t think she gave a

dam n about m y birthday, ‒cause guess w hat? She never has! ‐You didn‒t invite m e, you didn‒t invite m e,‒‖
he m ocks. ―H ell no, I didn‒t. A nd w hy the fuck should I?‖

Iesha blinks several tim es and says in a voice like broken glass, ―A fter all I‒ve done for you.‖
―A ll you‒ve done for m e? W hat? Putting m e out the house? C hoosing a m an over m e every single

chance you got? R em em ber w hen I tried to stop K ing from  w hooping your ass, Iesha? W ho did you get
m ad at?‖

―Seven,‖ D addy says.
―M e! You got m ad at m e! Said I m ade him  leave. That‒s w hat you call ‐doing‒ for m e? That w om an

right there‖‍ he stretches his arm  tow ard M om m a‍ ―did everything you w ere supposed to and then som e.
H ow  dare you stand there and take credit for it. A ll I ever did w as love you.‖ H is voice cracks. ―That‒s it.
A nd you couldn‒t even give that back to m e.‖

The m usic has stopped, and heads peek over the backyard fence.
Layla approaches him . She hooks her arm  through his. H e allow s her to take him  inside. Iesha turns on



her heels and starts for her car.
―Iesha, w ait,‖ D addy says.
―N othing to w ait for.‖ She throw s her door open. ―You happy, M averick? You and that trick you

m arried finally turned m y son against m e. C an‒t w ait till K ing fuck y‒all up for letting that girl snitch on
him  on TV.‖

M y stom ach clenches.
―Tell him  try it if he w ants and see w hat happens!‖ says D addy.
It‒s one thing to hear gossip that som ebody plans to ―fuck you up,‖ but it‒s a w hole different thing to

hear it from  som ebody w ho w ould actually know .
But I can‒t w orry about K ing right now . I have to go to m y brother.
K enya‒s at m y side. W e find him  on the bottom  of the staircase. H e sobs like a baby. Layla rests her

head on his shoulder.
Seeing him  cry like that . . . I w anna cry. ―Seven?‖
H e looks up w ith red, puffy eyes that I‒ve never seen on m y brother before.
M om m a com es in. Layla gets up, and M om m a takes her spot on the steps.
―C om e here, baby,‖ she says, and they som ehow  hug.
D addy touches m y shoulder and K enya‒s. ―G o outside, y‒all.‖
K enya‒s face is scrunched up like she‒s gonna cry. I grab her arm  and take her to the kitchen. She sits

at the counter and buries her face in her hands. I clim b onto the stool and don‒t say anything. Som etim es
it‒s not necessary.

A fter a few  m inutes, she says, ―I‒m  sorry m y daddy‒s m ad at you.‖
This is the m ost aw kw ard situation ever‍ m y friend‒s dad possibly w ants to kill m e. ―N ot your fault,‖

I m um ble.
―I understand w hy m y brother didn‒t invite m y m om m a, but . . .‖ H er voice cracks. ―She going through

a lot, Starr. W ith him .‖ K enya w ipes her face on her arm . ―I w ish she‒d leave him .‖
―M aybe she afraid to?‖ I say. ―Look at m e. I w as afraid to speak out for K halil, and you w ent off on

m e about it.‖
―I didn‒t go off.‖
―Yeah, you did.‖
―Trust m e, no, I didn‒t. You‒ll know  w hen I go off on you.‖
―A nyw ay! I know  it‒s not the sam e, but . . .‖ G ood Lord, I never thought I‒d say this. ―I think I

understand Iesha. It‒s hard to stand up for yourself som etim es. She m ay need that push too.‖
―So you w ant m e to go off on her? I can‒t believe you think I w ent off on you. Sensitive ass.‖
M y m outh flies open. ―You know  w hat? I‒m  gonna let that slide. N ah, I ain‒t say you need to go off on

her, that w ould be stupid. Just . . .‖ I sigh. ―I don‒t know .‖
―I don‒t either.‖
W e go silent.
K enya w ipes her face again. ―I‒m  good.‖ She gets up. ―I‒m  good.‖
―You sure?‖
―Yes! Stop asking m e that. C ‒m on, let‒s go back out there and stop them  from  talking about m y brother,

‒cause you know  they‒re talking.‖
She heads for the door, but I say, ―Our brother.‖
K enya turns around. ―W hat?‖
―Our brother. H e‒s m ine too.‖
I didn‒t say it in a m ean w ay or even w ith an attitude, I sw ear. She doesn‒t respond. N ot even an



―okay.‖ N ot that I expected her to suddenly go, ―O f course, he‒s our brother, I‒m  extrem ely sorry for
acting like he w asn‒t yours too.‖ I hoped for som ething though.

K enya goes outside.

Seven and Iesha unknow ingly hit the pause button on the party. The m usic‒s off, and Seven‒s friends stand
around, talking in hushed tones.

Chris and M aya w alk up to m e. ―Is Seven okay?‖ M aya asks.
―W ho turned the m usic off?‖ I ask. C hris shrugs.
I pick up D addy‒s iPod from  the patio table, our D J for the afternoon that‒s hooked up to the sound

system . Scrolling through the playlist, I find this K endrick Lam ar song Seven played for m e one day, right
after K halil died. K endrick raps about how  everything w ill be all right. Seven said it‒s for both of us.

I hit play and hope he hears it. It‒s for K enya too.
M idw ay through the song, Seven and Layla com e back out. H is eyes are puffy and pink but dry. H e

sm iles at m e a little and gives a quick nod. I return it.
M om m a leads D addy outside. They‒re both w earing cone-shaped birthday hats, and D addy carries a

huge sheet cake w ith candles lit on top of it.
―H appy birthday to ya!‖ they sing, and M om m a does this not-as-em barrassing shoulder bounce.

―H appy birthday to ya! H appy birth-day!‖
Seven sm iles from  ear to ear. I turn the m usic dow n.
D addy sets the cake on the patio table, and everybody crow ds around it and Seven. O ur fam ily,

K enya, D eVante, and Layla‍ basically, all the black people‍ sing the Stevie W onder version of ―H appy
B irthday.‖ M aya seem s to know  it. A lot of Seven‒s friends look lost. C hris does too. These cultural
differences are crazy som etim es.

N ana takes the song w ay too far and hits notes that don‒t need to be hit. M om m a tells her, ―The
candles are about to go out, M om m a!‖

She‒s so dam n dram atic.
Seven leans dow n to blow  the candles out, but D addy says, ―W ait! M an, you know  you don‒t blow  no

candles out till I say som ething.‖
―Aw w , Pops!‖
―H e can‒t tell you w hat to do, Seven,‖ Sekani chirps. ―You‒re grow n now !‖
D addy shoots Sekani an up-and-dow n look. ―B oy‍ ‖ H e turns to Seven. ―I‒m  proud of you, m an. Like

I told you, I never got a diplom a. A  lot of young brothers don‒t get theirs. A nd w here w e com e from , a lot
of them  don‒t m ake it to eighteen. Som e do m ake it, but they‒re m essed up by the tim e they get there. N ot
you though. You‒re going places, no doubt. I alw ays knew  that.

―See, I believe in giving m y kids nam es that m ean som ething. Sekani, that m eans m errim ent and joy.‖
I snort. Sekani side-eyes m e.
―I nam ed your sister Starr because she w as m y light in the darkness. Seven, that‒s a holy num ber. The

num ber of perfection. I ain‒t saying you‒re perfect, nobody is, but you‒re the perfect gift G od gave m e. I
love you, m an. H appy birthday and congratulations.‖

D addy affectionately clasps Seven‒s neck. Seven grins w ider. ―Love you too, Pops.‖
The cake is one of M rs. Rooks‒s red velvets. Everybody goes on and on about how  good it is. U ncle

C arlos pigs out on at least three slices. There‒s m ore dancing, laughing. A ll in all, it‒s a good day.
G ood days don‒t last forever though.



PART	5

THIRTEEN	WEEKS	AFTER	IT—THE	DECISION



TWENTY-TWO

In our new  neighborhood I can sim ply tell m y parents ―I‒m  going for a w alk‖ and leave.
W e just got off the phone w ith M s. O frah, w ho said the grand jury w ill announce their decision in a

few  hours. She claim s only the grand jurors know  the decision, but I‒ve got a sinking feeling I know  it. It‒s
alw ays the decision.

I stick m y hands in the pockets of m y sleeveless hoodie. Som e kids race past on bikes and scooters.
N early knock m e over. D oubt they‒re w orried about the grand jury‒s decision. They aren‒t hurrying inside
like the kids back hom e are probably doing.

H om e.
W e started m oving into our new  house this past w eekend. Five days later, this place doesn‒t feel like

hom e yet. It could be all the unpacked boxes or the street nam es I don‒t know . A nd it‒s alm ost too quiet.
N o Fo‒ty O unce and his creaky cart or M rs. Pearl hollering a greeting from  across the street.

I need norm al.
I text Chris. Less than ten m inutes later, he picks m e up in his dad‒s B enz.
The Bryants live in the only house on their street that has a separate house attached to it for a butler.

M r. B ryant ow ns eight cars, m ostly antiques, and a garage to store them  all.
Chris parks in one of the tw o em pty spots.
―Your parents gone?‖ I ask.
―Yep. D ate night at the country club.‖
M ost of Chris‒s house looks too fancy to live in. Statues, oil paintings, chandeliers. A m useum  m ore

than a hom e. Chris‒s suite on the third floor is m ore norm al looking. There‒s a leather couch in his room ,
right in front of the flat-screen TV and video gam e system s. H is floor is painted to look like a half
basketball court, and he can play on an actual hoop on his w all.

H is California K ing‌size bed has been m ade, a rare sight. I never knew  there w as anything larger than
a king-size bed before I m et him . I pull m y Tim bs off and grab the rem ote from  his nightstand. A s I throw
m yself onto his bed, I flick the TV on.

Chris steps out his Chucks and sits at his desk, w here a drum  pad, a keyboard, and turntables are
hooked up to a M ac. ―Check this out,‖ he says, and plays a beat.

I prop m yself up on m y elbow s and nod along. It‒s got an old-school feel to it, like som ething D re and
Snoop w ould‒ve used back in the day. ―N ice.‖

―Thanks. I think I need to take som e of that bass out though.‖ H e turns around and gets to w ork.
I pick at a loose thread on his com forter. ―D o you think they‒re gonna charge him ?‖
―D o you?‖
―N o.‖
Chris spins his chair back around. M y eyes are w atery, and I lie on m y side. H e clim bs in next to m e

so w e‒re facing each other.
Chris presses his forehead against m ine. ―I‒m  sorry.‖



―You didn‒t do anything.‖
―But I feel like I should apologize on behalf of w hite people everyw here.‖
―You don‒t have to.‖
―But I w ant to.‖
Lying in his California K ing‌size bed in his suite in his gigantic house, I realize the truth. I m ean, it‒s

been there all along, but in this m om ent lights flash around it. ―W e shouldn‒t be together,‖ I say.
―W hy not?‖
―M y old house in G arden H eights could fit in your house.‖
―So?‖
―M y dad w as a gangbanger.‖
―M y dad gam bles.‖
―I grew  up in the projects.‖
―I grew  up w ith a roof over m y head too.‖
I sigh and start to turn m y back to him .
H e holds m y shoulder so I w on‒t. ―D on‒t let this stuff get in your head again, Starr.‖
―You ever notice how  people look at us?‖
―W hat people?‖
―People,‖ I say. ―It takes them  a second to realize w e‒re a couple.‖
―W ho gives a fuck?‖
―M e.‖
―W hy?‖
―Because you should be w ith H ailey.‖
H e recoils. ―W hy the hell w ould I do that?‖
―N ot H ailey. But you know . Blond. Rich. W hite.‖
―I prefer: B eautiful. A m azing. Starr.‖
H e doesn‒t get it, but I don‒t w anna talk about it anym ore. I w anna get so caught up in him  that the

grand jury‒s decision isn‒t even a thing. I kiss his lips, w hich alw ays have and alw ays w ill be perfect. H e
kisses m e back, and soon w e‒re m aking out like it‒s the only thing w e know  how  to do.

It‒s not enough. M y hands travel below  his chest, and he‒s bulging in m ore than his arm s. I start
unzipping his jeans.

H e grabs m y hand. ―W hoa. W hat are you doing?‖
―W hat do you think?‖
H is eyes search m ine. ―Starr, I w ant to, I do‍ ‖
―I know  you do. A nd it‒s the perfect opportunity.‖ I trail kisses along his neck, getting each of those

perfectly placed freckles. ―N obody‒s here but us.‖
―But w e can‒t,‖ he says, voice strained. ―N ot like this.‖
―W hy not?‖ I slip m y hand in his pants, heading for the bulge.
―Because you‒re not in a good place.‖
I stop.
H e looks at m e, and I look at him . M y vision blurs. Chris w raps his arm s around m e and pulls m e

closer. I bury m y face in his shirt. H e sm ells like a perfect com bination of Lever soap and O ld Spice. The
thum p of his heart is better than any beat he‒s ever m ade. M y norm al, in the flesh.

Chris rests his chin on top of m y head. ―Starr . . .‖
H e lets m e cry as m uch as I need to.



M y phone vibrates against m y thigh, w aking m e up. It‒s alm ost pitch-black in Chris‒s room ‍ the red sky
shines a bit of light through his w indow s. H e sleeps soundly and holds m e like that‒s how  he alw ays
sleeps.

M y phone buzzes again. I untangle m yself out of Chris‒s arm s and craw l to the foot of the bed. I fish
m y phone from  m y pocket. Seven‒s face lights up m y screen.

I try not to sound too groggy. ―H ello?‖
―W here the hell are you?‖ Seven barks.
―H as the decision been announced?‖
―N o. A nsw er m y question.‖
―Chris‒s house.‖
Seven sucks his teeth. ―I don‒t even w anna know . Is D eVante over there?‖
―N o. W hy?‖
―Uncle Carlos said he w alked out a w hile ago. N obody‒s seen him  since.‖
M y stom ach clenches. ―W hat?‖
―Yeah. If you w eren‒t fooling around w ith your boyfriend, you‒d know  that.‖
―You‒re really m aking m e feel guilty right now ?‖
H e sighs. ―I know  you‒re going through a lot, but dam n, Starr. You can‒t disappear on us like that.

M a‒s looking for you. She‒s w orried sick. A nd Pops had to go protect the store, in case . . . you know .‖
I craw l back to Chris and shake his shoulder. ―C om e get us,‖ I tell Seven. ―W e‒ll help you look for

D eVante.‖

I send M om m a a text to let her know  w here I am , w here I‒m  going, and that I‒m  okay. I don‒t have the guts
to call her. A nd have her go off on m e? N ah, no thanks.

Seven is talking on his phone w hen he pulls into the drivew ay. By the look on his face, som ebody‒s
gotta be dead.

I throw  open the passenger door. ―W hat‒s w rong?‖
―K enya, calm  dow n,‖ he says. ―W hat happened?‖ Seven listens and looks m ore horrified by the

second. Then he suddenly says, ―I‒m  on m y w ay,‖ and tosses the phone on the backseat. ―It‒s D eVante.‖
―W hoa, w ait.‖ I‒m  holding the door, and he‒s revving up his engine. ―W hat happened?‖
―I don‒t know . Chris, take Starr hom e‍ ‖
―A nd let you go to G arden H eights by yourself?‖ But shoot, actions are louder. I clim b in the

passenger seat.
―I‒m  com ing too,‖ Chris says. I let m y seat forw ard, and he clim bs in the back.
Luckily, or unluckily, Seven doesn‒t have tim e to argue. W e pull off.

Seven cuts the forty-five-m inute drive to G arden H eights to thirty. The entire drive I plead w ith G od to let
D eVante be okay.

The sun‒s gone by the tim e w e get off the freew ay. I fight the urge to tell Seven to turn around. This is
Chris‒s first tim e in m y neighborhood.

But I have to trust him . H e w ants m e to let him  in, and this is the m ost ―in‖ he could get.
A t the Cedar G rove Projects there‒s graffiti on the w alls and broken-dow n cars in the courtyard.

Under the Black Jesus m ural at the clinic, grass grow s up through the cracks in the sidew alk. Trash litters
every curb w e pass. Tw o junkies argue loudly on a corner. There‒s lots of hoopties, cars that should‒ve
been in the junkyard a long tim e ago. The houses are old, sm all.

W hatever Chris thinks doesn‒t com e out his m outh.



Seven parks in front of Iesha‒s house. The paint is peeling, and the w indow s have sheets in them
instead of blinds and curtains. Iesha‒s pink B M W  and K ing‒s gray one m ake an L shape on the yard. The
grass is com pletely gone from  years of them  parking there. G ray cars fitted w ith rim s sit in the drivew ay
and along the street.

Seven turns his ignition off. ―K enya said they‒re all in the backyard. I should be good. Y ‒all stay
here.‖

Judging by those cars, for one Seven there‒s about fifty K ing Lords. I don‒t care if K ing is pissed at
m e, I‒m  not letting m y brother go in there alone. ―I‒m  com ing w ith you.‖

―N o.‖
―I said I‒m  com ing.‖
―Starr, I don‒t have tim e for‍ ‖
I fold m y arm s. ―Try and m ake m e stay.‖
H e can‒t, and he w on‒t.
Seven sighs. ―Fine. Chris, stay here.‖
―H ell no! I‒m  not staying out here by m yself.‖
W e all get out. M usic echoes from  the backyard along w ith random  shouts and laughter. A  pair of gray

high-tops dangle by their laces from  the utility line in front of the house, telling everybody w ho can
decipher the code that drugs are sold here.

Seven takes the steps tw o at a tim e and throw s the front door open. ―K enya!‖
Com pared to the outside, the inside is five-star-hotel nice. They have a dam n chandelier in the living

room  and brand-new  leather furniture. A flat-screen TV takes up a w hole w all, and tropical fish sw im
around in a tank on another w all. The definition of ―hood rich.‖

―K enya!‖ Seven repeats, going dow n the hall.
From  the front door I see the back door. A  w hole lot of K ing Lords dance w ith w om en in the

backyard. K ing‒s in the m iddle in a high-backed chair, his throne, puffing on a cigar. Iesha sits on the arm
of the chair, holding a cup and m oving her shoulders to the m usic. Thanks to the dark screen on the door, I
can see outside but chances are they can‒t see inside.

K enya peeks into the hall from  one of the bedroom s. ―In here.‖
D eVante lies on the floor in the fetal position at the foot of a king-size bed. The plush w hite carpet is

stained w ith his blood as it trickles from  his nose and m outh. There‒s a tow el beside him , but he‒s not
doing anything w ith it. O ne of his eyes has a fresh bruise around it. H e groans, clutching his side.

Seven looks at Chris. ―H elp m e get him  up.‖
Chris has paled. ―M aybe w e should call‍ ‖
―C hris, m an, c‒m on!‖
Chris inches over, and the tw o of them  sit D eVante up against the bed. H is nose is sw ollen and

bruised, and his upper lip has a nasty cut.
Chris passes him  the tow el. ―D ude, w hat happened?‖
―I w alked into K ing‒s fist. M an, w hat you think happened? They jum ped m e.‖
―I couldn‒t stop them ,‖ K enya says, all stuffed-up sounding like she‒s been crying. ―I‒m  so sorry,

D eVante.‖
―This shit ain‒t your fault, K enya,‖ D eVante says. ―A re you a‒ight?‖
She sniffs and w ipes her nose on her arm . ―I‒m  okay. H e only pushed m e.‖
Seven‒s eyes flash. ―W ho pushed you?‖
―She tried to stop them  from  beating m y ass,‖ D eVante says. ―K ing got m ad and pushed her out the‍ ‖
Seven m arches to the door. I catch his arm  and dig m y feet into the carpet to keep him  from  m oving,



but he ends up pulling m e w ith him . K enya grabs his other arm . In this m om ent, he‒s our brother, not just
m ine or hers.

―Seven, no,‖ I say. H e tries to pull aw ay, but m y grip and K enya‒s grip are steel. ―You go out there and
you‒re dead.‖

H is jaw  is hard, his shoulders are tense. H is narrow ed eyes are set on the doorw ay.
―Let. M e. G o,‖ he says.
―Seven, I‒m  okay. I prom ise,‖ K enya says. ―B ut Starr‒s right. W e gotta get Vante outta here before they

kill him . They just w aiting for the sun to set.‖
―H e put his hands on you,‖ Seven snarls. ―I said I w ouldn‒t let that happen again.‖
―W e know ,‖ I say. ―B ut please don‒t go back there.‖
I hate stopping him  because I prom ise, I w ant som ebody to w hoop K ing‒s ass. It can‒t be Seven. N o

w ay in hell. I can‒t lose him  too. I‒d never be norm al again.
H e snatches aw ay from  us, and the sting that w ould usually com e w ith that gesture is m issing. I

understand his frustration like it‒s m ine.
The back door squeaks and slam s closed.
Shit.
W e freeze. Feet thum p against the floor, draw ing nearer. Iesha appears in the doorw ay.
N obody speaks.
She stares at us, sipping from  a red plastic cup. H er lip is curled up slightly, and she takes her sw eet

tim e to speak, like she‒s getting a kick out of our fear.
Chom ping on som e ice, she looks at C hris and says, ―W ho this li‒l w hite boy y‒all done brought up in

m y house?‖
Iesha sm irks and eyes m e. ―I bet he yours, ain‒t he? That‒s w hat happens w hen you go to them  w hite

folks‒ schools.‖ She leans against the doorfram e. H er gold bracelets jingle as she lifts her cup to her lips
again. ―I w ould‒ve paid to see M averick‒s face the day you brought this one hom e. Shit, I‒m  surprised
Seven got a black girl.‖

A t his nam e Seven snaps out his trance. ―Can you help us?‖
―H elp you?‖ she echoes w ith a laugh. ―W hat? W ith D eVante? W hat I look like helping him ?‖
―M om m a‍ ‖
―N ow  I‒m  M om m a?‖ she says. ―W hat happened to that ‐Iesha‒ shit from  the other w eek? H uh, Seven?

See, baby, you don‒t know  how  the gam e w ork. Let M om m a explain som ething to you, okay? W hen
D eVante stole from  K ing, he earned an ass w hooping. H e got one. A nybody w ho helps him  is asking for it
too, and they better be able to handle it.‖ She looks at m e. ―That goes for dry snitches too.‖

A ll it takes is her hollering for K ing . . .
H er eyes flick tow ard the back door. The m usic and laughter rise in the air. ―I tell y‒all w hat,‖ she

says, and turns to us. ―Y ‒all better get D eVante‒s sorry ass out m y bedroom . B leeding on m y carpet and
shit. A nd got the nerve to use one of m y dam n tow els? M atter of fact, get him  and that snitch out m y
house.‖

Seven says, ―W hat?‖
―You deaf too?‖ she says. ―I said get them  out m y house. A nd take your sisters.‖
―W hat I gotta take them  for?‖ Seven says.
―B ecause I said so! Take them  to your grandm a‒s or som ething, I don‒t care. G et them  out m y face. I‒m

trying to get m y party on, shit.‖ W hen none of us m oves, she says, ―G o!‖
―I‒ll get Lyric,‖ K enya says, and leaves.
Chris and Seven each take one of D eVante‒s hands and pull him  up. D eVante w inces and cusses the



w hole w ay. O nce on his feet, he bends over, holding his side, but slow ly straightens up and takes
steadying breaths. H e nods. ―I‒m  good. Just sore.‖

―H urry up,‖ Iesha says. ―D am n. I‒m  tired of looking at y‒all.‖
Seven‒s glare says w hat he doesn‒t.
D eVante insists he can w alk, but Seven and C hris lend their shoulders for support anyw ay. K enya‒s

already at the front door w ith Lyric on her hip. I hold the door open for all of them  and look tow ard the
backyard.

Shit. K ing‒s rising off his throne.
Iesha goes out the back door, and she‒s in his face before he can fully stand up. She grabs his

shoulders and guides him  back dow n, w hispering in his ear. H e sm iles w idely and leans back into his
chair. She turns around so her back is to him , the view  he really w ants, and starts dancing. H e sm acks her
ass. She looks m y w ay.

I doubt she can see m e, but I don‒t think I‒m  one of the people she‒s trying to see anyw ay. They‒ve
gone to the car.

Suddenly I get it.
―Starr, c‒m on,‖ Seven calls.
I jum p off the porch. Seven holds his seat forw ard for m e and C hris to clim b in the back w ith his

sisters. O nce w e‒re in, he drives off.
―W e gotta get you to the hospital, Vante,‖ he says.
D eVante presses the tow el against his nose and looks at the blood staining it. ―I‒ll be a‒ight,‖ he says,

like that quick observation tells him  w hat a doctor can‒t. ―W e lucky Iesha helped us, m an. For real.‖
Seven snorts. ―She w asn‒t helping us. Som ebody could be bleeding to death, and she w ould be m ore

w orried about her carpet and getting her party on.‖
M y brother is sm art. So sm art that he‒s dum b. H e‒s been hurt by his m om m a so m uch that w hen she

does som ething right he‒s blind to it. ―Seven, she did help us,‖ I say. ―Think about it. W hy did she tell you
to take your sisters too?‖

―‒Cause she didn‒t w anna be bothered. A s alw ays.‖
―N o. She know s K ing w ill go off w hen he sees D eVante‒s gone,‖ I say. ―If K enya‒s not there, Lyric‒s

not there, w ho do you think he‒s gon‒ take it out on?‖
H e says nothing.
Then, ―Shit.‖
The car m akes an abrupt stop, lurching us forw ard then sidew ays as Seven m akes a w ide U -turn. H e

hits the gas, and houses blur past us.
―Seven, no!‖ K enya says. ―W e can‒t go back!‖
―I‒m  supposed to protect her!‖
―N o, you‒re not!‖ I say. ―She‒s supposed to protect you, and she‒s trying to do that now .‖
The car slow s dow n. It com es to a com plete stop a few  houses aw ay from  Iesha‒s.
―If he‍ ‖ Seven sw allow s. ―If she‍ he‒ll kill her.‖
―H e w on‒t,‖ K enya says. ―She‒s lasted this long. Let her do this, Seven.‖
A Tupac song on the radio m akes up for our silence. H e raps about how  w e gotta start m aking

changes. K halil w as right. ‒Pac‒s still relevant.
―A ll right,‖ Seven says, and he m akes another U-turn. ―A ll right.‖
The song fades off. ―This is the hottest station in the nation, H ot 105,‖ the D J says. ―If you‒re just

tuning in, the grand jury has decided not to indict O fficer Brian C ruise Jr. in the death of K halil H arris.
O ur thoughts and prayers are w ith the H arris fam ily. Stay safe out there, y‒all.‖



TWENTY-THREE

It‒s a quiet ride to Seven‒s grandm a‒s house.
I told the truth. I did everything I w as supposed to do, and it w asn‒t fucking good enough. K halil‒s

death w asn‒t horrible enough to be considered a crim e.
But dam n, w hat about his life? H e w as once a w alking, talking hum an being. H e had fam ily. H e had

friends. H e had dream s. N one of it fucking m attered. H e w as just a thug w ho deserved to die.
Car horns honk around us. D rivers shout the decision to the rest of the neighborhood. Som e kids

around m y age stand on top of a car as they shout, ―Justice for K halil!‖
Seven m aneuvers around it all and parks in his grandm a‒s drivew ay. H e‒s silent and unm oving at first.

Suddenly he punches the steering w heel. ―Fuck!‖
D eVante shakes his head. ―This som e bullshit.‖
―Fuck!‖ Seven croaks. H e covers his eyes and rocks back and forth. ―Fuck, fuck, fuck!‖
I w anna cry too. Just can‒t.
―I don‒t understand,‖ Chris says. ―H e killed K halil. H e should go to prison.‖
―They never do,‖ K enya m utters.
Seven hastily w ipes his face. ―Fuck this. Starr, w hatever you w anna do, I‒m  dow n. You w anna burn

som e shit up, w e‒ll burn som e shit up. G ive the w ord.‖
―D ude, are you crazy?‖ Chris says.
Seven turns around. ―You don‒t get it, so shut up. Starr, w hat you w anna do?‖
A nything. Everything. Scream . Cry. Puke. H it som ebody. Burn som ething. Throw  som ething.
They gave m e the hate, and now  I w anna fuck everybody, even if I‒m  not sure how .
―I w anna do som ething,‖ I say. ―Protest, riot, I don‒t care‍ ‖
“Riot?” Chris echoes.
―H ell yeah!‖ D eVante gives m e dap. ―That‒s w hat I‒m  talking ‒bout!‖
―Starr, think about this,‖ Chris says. ―That w on‒t solve anything.‖
―A nd neither did talking!‖ I snap. ―I did everything right, and it didn‒t m ake a fucking difference. I‒ve

gotten death threats, cops harassed m y fam ily, som ebody shot into m y house, all kinds of shit. A nd for
w hat? Justice K halil w on‒t get? They don‒t give a fuck about us, so fine. I no longer give a fuck.‖

―B ut‍ ‖
―C hris, I don‒t need you to agree,‖ I say, m y throat tight. ―Just try to understand how  I feel. Please?‖
H e closes and opens his m outh a couple of tim es. N o response.
Seven gets out and holds his seat forw ard. ―C‒m on, Lyric. K enya, you staying here or you com ing w ith

us?‖
―Staying,‖ K enya says, her eyes w et from  earlier. ―In case M om m a show s up.‖
Seven nods heavily. ―G ood idea. She‒ll need som ebody.‖
Lyric clim bs off K enya‒s lap and runs up the w alkw ay. K enya hesitates. She looks back at m e. ―I‒m

sorry, Starr,‖ she says. ―This ain‒t right.‖



She follow s Lyric to the front door, and their grandm a lets them  inside.
Seven returns to the driver‒s seat. ―Chris, you w ant m e to take you hom e?‖
―I‒m  staying.‖ Chris nods, as if he‒s settling w ith him self. ―Yeah, I‒m  staying.‖
―You sure you up for this?‖ D eVante asks. ―It‒s gon‒ get w ild out here.‖
―I‒m  sure.‖ H e eyes m e. ―I w ant everyone to know  that decision is bullshit.‖
H e puts his hand on the seat w ith his palm  facing up. I put m y hand on his.
Seven cranks up the car and backs out the drivew ay. ―Som ebody check Tw itter, find out w here

everything‒s going dow n.‖
―I got you.‖ D eVante holds up his phone. ―Folks headed to M agnolia. That‒s w here a lot of shit

happened last‍ ‖ H e w inces and grabs his side.
―A re you up for this, Vante?‖ Chris asks.
D eVante straightens up. ―Yeah. I got beat w orse than this w hen I got initiated.‖
―H ow ‒d they get you anyw ay?‖ I ask.
―Yeah. Uncle Carlos said you w alked off,‖ says Seven. ―That‒s a long-ass w alk.‖
―M an,‖ D eVante groans in that D eVante w ay. ―I w anted to visit D alvin, a‒ight? I took the bus to the

cem etery. I hate that he by him self in the G arden. I didn‒t w ant him  to be lonely, if that m ake sense.‖
I try not to think about K halil being alone in G arden H eights, now  that M s. Rosalie and Cam eron are

going to N ew  York w ith M s. Tam m y and I‒m  leaving too. ―It m akes sense.‖
D eVante presses the tow el against his nose and lip. The bleeding‒s slacked up. ―Before I could catch

the bus back, K ing‒s boys snatched m e up. I thought I‒d be dead by now . For real.‖
―W ell, I‒m  glad you‒re not,‖ Chris says. ―G ives m e m ore tim e to beat you in M adden.‖
D eVante sm irks. ―You a crazy-ass w hite boy if you think that‒s gon‒ happen.‖

Cars are up and dow n M agnolia like it‒s a Saturday m orning and the dope boys are show ing off. M usic
blasts, horns blare, people hang out car w indow s, stand on the hoods. The sidew alks are packed. It‒s hazy
out, and flam es lick the sky in the distance.

I tell Seven to park at Just Us for Justice. The w indow s are boarded up and ―Black ow ned‖ is spray-
painted across them . M s. O frah said they w ould be leading protests around the city if the grand jury didn‒t
indict.

W e head dow n the sidew alk, just w alking w ith no particular place to go. It‒s m ore crow ded than I
realized. A bout half the neighborhood is out here. I throw  m y hoodie over m y hair and keep m y head
dow n. N o m atter w hat that grand jury decided, I‒m  still ―Starr w ho w as w ith K halil,‖ and I don‒t w anna
be seen tonight. Just heard.

A couple of folks glance at Chris w ith that ―w hat the hell is this w hite boy doing out here‖ look. H e
stuffs his hands in his pockets.

―G uess I‒m  noticeable, huh?‖ he says.
―You‒re sure you w anna be out here?‖ I ask.
―This is kinda how  it is for you and Seven at W illiam son, right?‖
―A lot like that,‖ Seven says.
―Then I can deal.‖
The crow ds are too thick. W e clim b on top of a bus stop bench to get a better view  of everything going

on. K ing Lords in gray bandanas and G arden D isciples in green bandanas stand on a police car in the
m iddle of the street, chanting, ―Justice for K halil!‖ People gathered around the car record the scene w ith
their phones and throw  rocks at the w indow s.

―Fuck that cop, bruh,‖ a guy says, gripping a baseball bat. ―K illed him  over nothing!‖



H e slam s the bat into the driver‒s side w indow , shattering the glass.
It‒s on.
The K ing Lords and G D s stom p out the front w indow . Then som ebody yells, ―Flip that m othafucka!‖
The gangbangers jum p off. People line up on one side of the car. I stare at the lights on the top,

rem em bering the ones that flashed behind m e and K halil, and w atch them  disappear as they flip the car
onto its back.

Som eone shouts, ―W atch out!‖
A M olotov cocktail sails tow ard the car. Then‍ whoompf! It bursts into flam es.
The crow d cheers.
People say m isery loves com pany, but I think it‒s like that w ith anger too. I‒m  not the only one pissed

‍ everyone around m e is. They didn‒t have to be sitting in the passenger‒s seat w hen it happened. M y
anger is theirs, and theirs is m ine.

A car stereo loudly plays a record-scratching sound, then Ice Cube says, “Fuck	 the	police,	coming
straight	from	the	underground.	A	young	nigga	got	it	bad	’cause	I’m	brown.”

You‒d think it w as a concert the w ay people react, rapping along and jum ping to the beat. D eVante and
Seven yell out the lyrics. Chris nods along and m um bles the w ords. H e goes silent every tim e Cube says
―nigga.‖ A s he should.

W hen that hook hits, a collective ―Fuck the police‖ thunders off M agnolia A venue, probably loud
enough to reach the heavens.

I yell it out too. Part of m e is like, ―W hat about Uncle Carlos the cop?‖ But this isn‒t about him  or his
cow orkers w ho do their jobs right. This is about O ne-Fifteen, those detectives w ith their bullshit
questions, and those cops w ho m ade D addy lie on the ground. Fuck them .

G lass shatters. I stop rapping.
A block aw ay, people throw  rocks and garbage cans at the w indow s of the M cD onald‒s and the

drugstore next to it.
O ne tim e I had a really bad asthm a attack that put m e in the em ergency room . M y parents and I didn‒t

leave the hospital until like three in the m orning, and w e w ere starving by then. M om m a and I grabbed
ham burgers at that M cD onald‒s and ate w hile D addy got m y prescription from  the pharm acy.

The glass doors at the drugstore shatter com pletely. People rush in and eventually com e back out w ith
arm s full of stuff.

―Stop!‖ I yell, and others say the sam e, but looters continue to run in. A glow  of orange bursts inside,
and all those people rush out.

―H oly shit,‖ Chris says.
In no tim e the building is in flam es.
―H ell yeah!‖ says D eVante. ―Burn that bitch dow n!‖
I rem em ber the look on D addy‒s face the day M r. W yatt handed him  the keys to the grocery store; M r.

Reuben and all those pictures on his w alls, show ing years and years of a legacy he‒s built; M s. Yvette
w alking into her shop every m orning, yaw ning; even pain-in-the-ass M r. Lew is w ith his top-of-the-line
haircuts.

G lass shatters at the paw nshop on the next block. Then at the beauty supply store near it.
Flam es pour out both, and people cheer. A new  battle cry starts up:
The	roof,	the	roof,	the	roof	is	on	fire!	We	don’t	need	no	water,	let	that	mothafucka	burn!
I‒m  just as pissed as anybody, but this . . . this isn‒t it. N ot for m e.
D eVante‒s right there w ith them , yelling out the new  chant. I backhand his arm .
―W hat?‖ he says.



Chris nudges m y side. ―G uys . . .‖
A few  blocks aw ay, a line of cops in riot gear m arch dow n the street, follow ed closely by tw o tanks

w ith bright lights.
―This is not a peaceful assem bly,‖ an officer on a loudspeaker says. ―D isperse now , or you w ill be

subject to arrest.‖
The original battle cry starts up again: ―Fuck the police! Fuck the police!‖
People hurl rocks and glass bottles at the cops.
―Yo,‖ Seven says.
―Stop throw ing objects at law  enforcem ent,‖ the officer says. ―Exit the streets im m ediately or you w ill

be subject to arrest.‖
The rocks and bottles continue to fly.
Seven hops off the bench. ―C‒m on,‖ he says, as Chris and I clim b off too. ―W e need to get outta here.‖
―Fuck the police! Fuck the police!‖ D eVante continues to shout.
―Vante, m an, c‒m on!‖ says Seven.
―I ain‒t scared of them ! Fuck the police!‖
There‒s a loud pop. A n object sails into the air, lands in the m iddle of the street, and explodes in a

ball of fire.
―O h shit!‖ D eVante says.
H e hops off the bench, and w e run. It‒s dam n near a stam pede on the sidew alk. C ars speed aw ay in the

street. It sounds like the Fourth of July behind us; pop after pop after pop.
Sm oke fills the air. M ore glass shatters. The pops get closer, and the sm oke thickens.
Flam es eat aw ay at the cash advance place. Just Us for Justice is fine though. So is the car w ash on the

other side of it, ―black ow ned‖ spray-painted on one of its w alls.
W e hop into Seven‒s M ustang. H e speeds out the back entrance of the old Taco B ell parking lot, hitting

the next street over.
―The hell just happened?‖ he says.
Chris slum ps in his seat. ―I don‒t know . I don‒t w ant it to happen again though.‖
―N iggas tired of taking shit,‖ D eVante says, betw een heavy breaths. ―Like Starr said, they don‒t give a

fuck about us, so w e don‒t give a fuck. B urn this bitch dow n.‖
―B ut they don‒t live here!‖ Seven says. ―They don‒t give a damn w hat happens to this neighborhood.‖
―W hat w e supposed to do then?‖ D eVante snaps. ―A ll that ‐K um baya‒ peaceful shit clearly don‒t

w ork. They don‒t listen till w e tear som ething up.‖
―Those businesses though,‖ I say.
―W hat about them ?‖ D eVante asks. ―M y m om m a used to w ork at that M cD onald‒s, and they barely

paid her. That paw nshop ripped us off a hell of a lot of tim es. N ah, I don‒t give a fuck about neither one of
them  bitches.‖

I get it. D addy alm ost lost his w edding ring to that paw nshop once. H e actually threatened to burn it
dow n. K inda ironic it‒s burning now .

But if the looters decide to ignore the ―black ow ned‖ tags, they could end up hitting our store. ―W e
need to go help D addy.‖

―W hat?‖ Seven says.
―W e need to go help D addy protect the store! In case looters show  up.‖
Seven w ipes his face. ―Shit, you‒re probably right.‖
―A in‒t nobody gon‒ touch Big M av,‖ says D eVante.
―You don‒t know  that,‖ I say. ―People are pissed, D eVante. They‒re not thinking shit out. They‒re



doing shit.‖
D eVante eventually nods. ―A‒ight, fine. Let‒s go help B ig M av.‖
―Think he‒ll be okay w ith m e helping out?‖ Chris asks. ―H e didn‒t seem  to like m e last tim e.‖
―Seem  to?‖ D eVante repeats. ―H e straight up m ean-m ugged your ass. I w as there. I rem em ber.‖
Seven snickers. I sm ack D eVante and tell him , ―Shush.‖
―W hat? It‒s true. H e w as m ad as hell that C hris is w hite. But ay? You spit that N W A shit like you did

back there, m aybe he‒ll think you‒re a‒ight.‖
―W hat? Surprised a w hite boy know s N W A ?‖ C hris teases.
―M an, you ain‒t w hite. You light-skinned.‖
―A greed!‖ I say.
―W ait, w ait,‖ Seven says over our laughter, ―w e gotta test him  to see if he really is black. C hris, you

eat green bean casserole?‖
―H ell no. That shit‒s disgusting.‖
The rest of us lose it, saying, ―H e‒s black! H e‒s black!‖
―W ait, one m ore,‖ I say. ―M acaroni and cheese. Full m eal or a side dish?‖
―U h . . .‖ C hris‒s eyes dart around at us.
D eVante m im ics the Jeopardy! m usic.
―H ow  to earn a black card for three hundred, A lex,‖ Seven says in an announcer‒s voice.
Chris finally answ ers, ―Full m eal.‖
―Aw w !‖ the rest of us groan.
―W hom p-w hom p-w hom p!‖ D eVante adds.
―G uys, it is! Think about it. You get protein, calcium ‍ ‖
―Protein is m eat,‖ D eVante says. ―N ot no dam n cheese. I w ish som ebody w ould give m e som e

m acaroni, calling it a m eal.‖
―It‒s like the easiest, quickest m eal ever though,‖ C hris says. ―O ne box, and you‒re‍ ‖
―A nd that‒s the problem ,‖ I say. ―Real m acaroni and cheese doesn‒t com e from  a box, babe. It

eventually com es from  an oven w ith a crust bubbling on top.‖
―A m en.‖ Seven holds his fist to m e, and I bum p it.
―O hhh,‖ C hris says. ―You m ean the kind w ith breadcrum bs?‖
―W hat?‖ D eVante yells, and Seven goes, ―Breadcrum bs?‖
―N ah,‖ I say. ―I m ean there‒s like a crust of cheese on top. W e gotta get you to a soul food restaurant,

babe.‖
―This fool said breadcrum bs.‖ D eVante sounds seriously offended. ―Breadcrum bs.‖
The car stops. U p ahead a Road C losed sign blocks the street w ith a cop car in front of it.
―D am n,‖ Seven says, backing up and turning around. ―G otta find another w ay to the store.‖
―They probably got a lot of roadblocks around the neighborhood tonight,‖ I tell him .
―Fucking breadcrum bs.‖ D eVante still can‒t get over it. ―I sw ear, I don‒t understand w hite people.

B readcrum bs on m acaroni, kissing dogs on the m outh‍ ‖
―Treating their dogs like they‒re their kids,‖ I add.
―Yeah!‖ says D eVante. ―Purposely doing shit that could kill them , like bungee jum ping.‖
―C alling Target ‐Tar-jay,‒ like that m akes it fancier,‖ says Seven.
―Fuck,‖ C hris m utters. ―That‒s w hat m y m om  calls it.‖
Seven and I bust out laughing.
―Saying dum b shit to their parents,‖ D eVante continues. ―Splitting up in situations w hen they clearly

need to stick together.‖



Chris goes, ―H uh?‖
―B abe, c‒m on,‖ I say. ―W hite people alw ays w anna split up, and w hen they do som ething bad

happens.‖
―That‒s only in horror m ovies though,‖ he says.
―N ah! Shit like that is alw ays on the new s,‖ says D eVante. ―They go on a hiking trip, split up, and a

bear kills som ebody.‖
―C ar breaks dow n, they split up to find help, and a serial killer m urders som ebody,‖ Seven adds.
―Like, have y‒all ever heard that there‒s pow er in num bers?‖ D eVante asks. ―For real though.‖
―O kay, fine,‖ Chris says. ―Since you guys w ant to go there w ith w hite people, can I ask a question

about black people?‖
Cue the record scratching. N o lie, all three of us turn and look at him , including Seven. The car veers

off to the side of the road, scraping against the curb. Seven cusses and gets it back on the street.
―I m ean, it‒s only fair,‖ C hris m um bles.
―G uys, he‒s right,‖ I say. ―H e should be able to ask.‖
―Fine,‖ says Seven. ―G o ahead, C hris.‖
―O kay. W hy do som e black people give their kids odd nam es? I m ean, look at you guys‒ nam es.

They‒re not norm al.‖
―M y nam e norm al,‖ D eVante says, all puffed-up sounding. ―I don‒t know  w hat you talking about.‖
―M an, you nam ed after a dude from  Jodeci,‖ Seven says.
―A nd you nam ed after a num ber! W hat‒s your m iddle nam e? Eight?‖
―A nyw ay, Chris,‖ Seven says, ―D eVante‒s got a point. W hat m akes his nam e or our nam es any less

norm al than yours? W ho or w hat defines ‐norm al‒ to you? If m y pops w ere here, he‒d say you‒ve fallen
into the trap of the w hite standard.‖

Color creeps into C hris‒s neck and face. ―I didn‒t m ean‍ okay, m aybe ‐norm al‒ isn‒t the right w ord.‖
―N ope,‖ I say.
―I guess uncom m on is the w ord instead?‖ he asks. ―You guys have uncommon nam es.‖
―I know  ‒bout three other D eVantes in the neighborhood though,‖ says D eVante.
―R ight. It‒s about perspective,‖ says Seven. ―Plus, m ost of the nam es w hite people think are unusual

actually have m eanings in various A frican languages.‖
―A nd let‒s be real, som e w hite people give their kids ‐uncom m on‒ nam es too,‖ I say. ―That‒s not

lim ited to black people. Just ‒cause it doesn‒t have a D e- or a La- on the front doesn‒t m ake it okay.‖
Chris nods. ―True enough.‖
―W hy you have to use ‐D e-‒ as an exam ple though?‖ D eVante asks.
W e stop again. A nother roadblock.
―Shit,‖ Seven hisses. ―I gotta go the long w ay. Through the east side.‖
―East side?‖ D eVante says. ―That‒s G D  territory!‖
―A nd that‒s w here m ost of the riots happened last tim e,‖ I rem ind them .
Chris shakes his head. ―N ope. Can‒t go there then.‖
―N obody‒s thinking about gangbanging tonight,‖ Seven says. ―A nd as long as I stay aw ay from  the

m ajor streets, w e‒ll be all right.‖
G unshots go off close by‍ a little too close by‍ and all of us jum p. C hris actually yelps.
Seven sw allow s. ―Yeah. W e‒ll be all right.‖



TWENTY-FOUR

Because Seven said w e‒d be all right, everything goes w rong.
M ost of the routes through the east side are blocked off by police, and it takes Seven forever to find

one that isn‒t. A bout halfw ay to the store the car grunts and slow s dow n.
―C ‒m on,‖ Seven says. H e rubs the dashboard and pum ps the gas. ―C ‒m on, baby.‖
H is baby basically says ―fuck it‖ and stops.
―Shit!‖ Seven rests his head on the steering w heel. ―W e‒re out of gas.‖
―You‒re kidding, right?‖ Chris says.
―I w ish, m an. It w as low  w hen w e left your house, but I thought I could w ait a w hile before I got gas. I

know  m y car.‖
―You obviously don‒t know  shit,‖ I say.
W e‒re next to som e duplex houses. I don‒t know  w hat street this is. I‒m  not fam iliar w ith the east side

like that. Sirens go off nearby, and it‒s as hazy and sm oky as the rest of the neighborhood.
―There‒s a gas station not too far from  here,‖ Seven says. ―Chris, can you help m e push it?‖
―A s in, get out the protection of this car and push it?‖ Chris asks.
―Yeah, that. It‒ll be all right.‖ Seven hops out.
―That‒s w hat you said before,‖ Chris m um bles, but he clim bs out.
D eVante says, ―I can push too.‖
―N ah, m an. You need to rest up,‖ says Seven. ―Just sit back. Starr, get behind the w heel.‖
This is the first tim e he‒s ever let anyone else drive his ―baby.‖ H e tells m e to put the car in neutral

and guide it w ith the steering w heel. H e pushes next to m e. Chris pushes on the passenger side. H e
constantly glances over his shoulder.

The sirens get louder, and the sm oke thickens. Seven and Chris cough and cover their noses w ith their
shirts. A pickup truck full of m attresses and people speeds by.

W e reach a slight hill, and Seven and Chris jog to keep up w ith the car.
―Slow  dow n, slow  dow n!‖ Seven yells. I pum p the brakes. The car stops at the bottom  of the hill.
Seven coughs into his shirt. ―H old on. I need a m inute.‖
I put the car in park. Chris bends over, trying to catch his breath. ―This sm oke is killing m e,‖ he says.
Seven straightens up and slow ly blow s air out his m outh. ―Shit. W e‒ll get to the gas station faster if w e

leave the car. The tw o of us can‒t push it all the w ay.‖
The hell? I‒m  sitting right here. ―I can push.‖
―I know  that, Starr. Even if you did, w e‒ll still be faster w ithout it. D am n, I don‒t w anna leave it here

though.‖
―H ow  about w e split up?‖ Chris says. ―Tw o of us stay here, tw o of us go get som e gas‍ and this is

that w hite-people shit you guys w ere talking about, isn‒t it?‖
―Yes,‖ the rest of us say.
―Told you,‖ says D eVante.



Seven folds his hands and rests them  on top of his dreads. ―Fuck, fuck, fuck. W e gotta leave it.‖
I get Seven‒s keys, and he grabs a gas can from  the trunk. H e caresses the car and w hispers som ething

to it. I think he says he loves it and prom ises to com e back. Lord.
The four of us start dow n the sidew alk and pull our shirts over our m ouths and noses. D eVante lim ps

but sw ears he‒s all right.
A voice in the distance says som ething, I can‒t m ake it out, and there‒s a thunderous response like from

a crow d.
Chris and I w alk behind the other tw o. H is hand falls to his side, and he brushes up against m e, his sly

w ay of trying to hold m y hand. I let him .
―So this is w here you used to live?‖ he says.
I forgot this is his first tim e in G arden H eights. ―Yeah. W ell, not this side of the neighborhood. I‒m

from  the w est side.‖
―W est siiiiiide!‖ Seven says, as D eVante throw s up a W . ―The best siiiiiide!‖
―O n m y m om m a!‖ D eVante adds.
I roll m y eyes. People go too far w ith that ―w hat side of the neighborhood you from ‖ m ess. ―You saw

that big apartm ent com plex w e passed? Those are the projects w e lived in w hen I w as younger.‖
Chris nods. ―That place w here w e parked‍ w as that the Taco Bell your dad took you and Seven to?‖
―Yeah. They opened a new  one closer to the freew ay a few  years ago.‖
―M aybe w e can go there together one day,‖ he says.
―Bruh,‖ D eVante butts in. ―Please tell m e you ain‒t considering taking your girl to Taco Bell for a

date. Taco	Bell?‖
Seven hollers laughing.
―Excuse m e, w as anybody talking to y‒all?‖ I ask.
―Ay, you m y friend, I‒m  trying to help you out,‖ says D eVante. ―Your boy ain‒t got no gam e.‖
―I have gam e!‖ C hris says. ―I‒m  letting m y girl know  I‒m  happy to go w ith her anyw here, no m atter

w hat neighborhood it‒s in. A s long as she‒s there, I‒m  good.‖
H e sm iles at m e w ithout show ing his teeth. I do too.
―Psh! It‒s still Taco Bell,‖ says D eVante. ―By the end of the night it‒ll be Taco H ell w ith them  bubble

guts.‖
The voice is a bit louder now . N ot clear yet. A m an and a w om an run by on the sidew alk, pushing tw o

shopping carts w ith flat-screen TVs in them .
―They w ilding out here,‖ D eVante says w ith a chuckle, but grabs his side.
―K ing kicked you, didn‒t he?‖ Seven says. ―W ith those big-ass Tim bs on, right?‖
D eVante w histles a breath out. H e nods.
―Yeah, he did that to m y m om m a once. Broke m ost of her ribs.‖
A R ottw eiler on a leash in a fenced-in yard barks and struggles to com e after us. I stom p m y foot at it.

It squeals and jum ps back.
―She‒s all right,‖ Seven says, though it seem s like he‒s trying to convince him self. ―Yeah. She‒s fine.‖
A block aw ay, people stand around in a four-w ay intersection, w atching som ething on one of the other

streets.
―You need to exit the street,‖ a voice announces from  a loudspeaker. ―You are unlaw fully blocking

traffic.‖
―A hairbrush is not a gun! A  hairbrush is not a gun!‖ a voice chants from  another loudspeaker. It‒s

echoed back by a crow d.
W e get to the intersection. A red, green, and yellow  school bus is parked on the street to our right. It



says Just Us for Justice on the side. A large crow d is gathered in the street to our left. They point black
hairbrushes into the air.

The protestors are on Carnation. W here it happened.
I haven‒t been back here since that night. K now ing this is w here K halil . . . I stare too hard, the crow d

disappears, and I see him  lying in the street. The w hole thing plays out before m y eyes like a horror m ovie
on repeat. H e looks at m e for the last tim e and‍

―A hairbrush is not a gun!‖
The voice snaps m e from  m y daze.
A head of the crow d a lady w ith tw ists stands on top of a police car, holding a bullhorn. She turns

tow ard us, her fist raised for black pow er. K halil sm iles on the front of her T-shirt.
―A in‒t that your attorney, Starr?‖ Seven asks.
―Yeah.‖ N ow  I knew  M s. O frah w as about that radical life, but w hen you think ―attorney‖ you don‒t

really think ―person standing on a police car w ith a bullhorn,‖ you know ?
―D isperse im m ediately,‖ the officer repeats. I can‒t see him  for the crow d.
M s. O frah leads the chant again. ―A hairbrush is not a gun! A hairbrush is not a gun!‖
It‒s contagious and echoes all around us. Seven, D eVante, and Chris join in.
―A hairbrush is not a gun,‖ I m utter.
Khalil	drops	it	into	the	side	of	the	door.
―A hairbrush is not a gun.‖
He	opens	the	door	to	ask	if	I’m	okay.
Then	pow-pow—
―A hairbrush is not a gun!‖ I scream  loud as I can, fist high in the air, tears in m y eyes.
―I‒m  going to invite Sister Freem an to com e up and give a w ord about the injustice that took place

tonight,‖ M s. O frah says.
She hands the bullhorn to a lady w ho‒s also in a K halil shirt, and she hops off the patrol car. The

crow d lets her through, and M s. O frah heads tow ard another cow orker w ho‒s standing near the bus at the
intersection. She spots m e and does a double-take.

―Starr?‖ she says, m aking her w ay over. ―W hat are you doing out here?‖
―W e . . . I . . . W hen they announced the decision, I w anted to do som ething. So w e cam e to the

neighborhood.‖
She eyes beat-up D eVante. ―O h m y G od, did you get caught in the riots?‖
D eVante touches his face. ―D am n, I look that bad?‖
―That‒s not w hy he looks like that,‖ I tell her. ―But w e did get caught in the riots on M agnolia. It got

crazy over there. Looters took over.‖
M s. O frah purses her lips. ―Yeah. W e heard.‖
―Just Us for Justice w as fine w hen w e left,‖ Seven says.
―Even if it‒s not, it‒s okay,‖ says M s. O frah. ―You can destroy w ood and brick, but you can‒t destroy a

m ovem ent. Starr, does your m other know  you‒re out here?‖
―Yeah.‖ D on‒t even sound convincing to m yself.
―Really?‖
―O kay, no. Please don‒t tell her.‖
―I have to,‖ she says. ―A s your attorney I have to do w hat‒s in your best interest. Your m om  know ing

you‒re out here is in your best interest.‖
N o, it‒s not, ‒cause she‒ll kill m e. ―But you‒re my attorney. N ot hers. C an‒t this be a client

confidentiality thing?‖



―Starr‍ ‖
―Please? D uring the other protests, I w atched. A nd talked. So now  I w anna do som ething.‖
―W ho said talking isn‒t doing som ething?‖ she says. ―It‒s m ore productive than silence. Rem em ber

w hat I told you about your voice?‖
―You said it‒s m y biggest w eapon.‖
―A nd I m ean that.‖ She stares at m e a second, then sighs out her nose. ―You w ant to fight the system

tonight?‖
I nod.
―C ‒m on then.‖
M s. O frah takes m y hand and leads m e through the crow d.
―Fire m e,‖ she says.
―H uh?‖
―Tell m e you no longer w ant m e to represent you.‖
―I no longer w ant you to represent m e?‖ I ask.
―G ood. A s of now  I‒m  not your attorney. So if your parents find out about this, I didn‒t do it as your

attorney but as an activist. You saw  that bus near the intersection?‖
―Yeah.‖
―If the officers react, run straight to it. G ot it?‖
―B ut w hat‍ ‖
She takes m e to the patrol car and m otions at her colleague. The lady clim bs off and hands M s. O frah

the bullhorn. M s. O frah passes it over to m e.
―U se your w eapon,‖ she says.
A nother one of her cow orkers lifts m e and sets m e on top of the cop car.
A bout ten feet aw ay there‒s a shrine for K halil in the m iddle of the street; lit candles, teddy bears,

fram ed pictures, and balloons. It separates the protestors from  a cluster of officers in riot gear. It‒s not
nearly as m any cops as it w as on M agnolia, but still . . . they‒re cops.

I turn tow ard the crow d. They w atch m e expectantly.
The bullhorn is as heavy as a gun. Ironic since M s. O frah said to use m y w eapon. I have the hardest

tim e lifting it. Shit, I have no idea w hat to say. I put it near m y m outh and press the button.
―M y‍ ‖ It m akes a loud, earsplitting noise.
―D on‒t be scared!‖ som ebody in the crow d yells. ―Speak!‖
―You need to exit the street im m ediately,‖ the cop says.
You know  w hat? Fuck it.
―M y nam e is Starr. I‒m  the one w ho saw  w hat happened to K halil,‖ I say into the bullhorn. ―A nd it

w asn‒t right.‖
I get a bunch of ―yeahs‖ and ―am ens‖ from  the crow d.
―W e w eren‒t doing anything w rong. N ot only did O fficer Cruise assum e w e w ere up to no good, he

assum ed w e w ere crim inals. W ell, O fficer C ruise is the crim inal.‖
The crow d cheers and claps. M s. O frah says, ―Speak!‖
That am ps m e up.
I turn to the cops. ―I‒m  sick of this! Just like y‒all think all of us are bad because of som e people, w e

think the sam e about y‒all. Until you give us a reason to think otherw ise, w e‒ll keep protesting.‖
M ore cheers, and I can‒t lie, it eggs m e on. Forget trigger happy‍ speaker happy is m ore m y thing.
―Everybody w ants to talk about how  K halil died,‖ I say. ―But this isn‒t about how  K halil died. It‒s

about the fact that he lived. H is life m attered. K halil lived!‖ I look at the cops again. ―You hear m e?



K halil lived!‖
―You have until the count of three to disperse,‖ the officer on the loudspeaker says.
―K halil lived!‖ w e chant.
―O ne.‖
―K halil lived!‖
―Tw o.‖
―K halil lived!‖
―Three.‖
―K halil lived!‖
The can of tear gas sails tow ard us from  the cops. It lands beside the patrol car.
I jum p off and pick up the can. Sm oke w hizzes out the end of it. A ny second it‒ll com bust.
I scream  at the top of m y lungs, hoping K halil hears m e, and chuck it back at the cops. It explodes and

consum es them  in a cloud of tear gas.
A ll hell breaks loose.
The cops stam pede over K halil‒s shrine, and the crow d runs. Som eone grabs m y arm . M s. O frah.
―G o to the bus!‖ she says.
I get about halfw ay there w hen Chris and Seven catch m e.
―C ‒m on!‖ Seven says, and they pull m e w ith them .
I try to tell them  about the bus, but explosions go off and thick w hite sm oke engulfs us. M y nose and

throat burn as if I sw allow ed fire. M y eyes feel like flam es lick them .
Som ething w hizzes overhead, then an explosion goes off in front of us. M ore sm oke.
―D eVante!‖ C hris croaks, looking around. ―D eVante!‖
W e find him  leaning against a flickering streetlight. H e coughs and heaves. Seven lets m e go and grabs

him  by the arm .
―Shit, m an! M y eyes! I can‒t breathe.‖
W e run. Chris grips m y hand as tight as I grip his. There are scream s and loud pops in every direction.

C an‒t see a thing for the sm oke, not even the Just U s bus.
―I can‒t run. M y side!‖ D eVante says. ―Shit!‖
―C ‒m on, m an,‖ Seven says, pulling him . ―K eep going!‖
Bright lights barrel dow n the street through the sm oke. A  gray pickup truck on oversized w heels. It

stops beside us, the w indow  rolls dow n, and m y heart stops, w aiting for the gun to com e pointing out,
courtesy of a K ing Lord.

But G oon, the C edar G rove K ing Lord w ith the ponytails, looks at us from  the driver‒s seat, a gray
bandana over his nose and m outh. ―G et in the back!‖ he says.

Tw o guys and a girl around our age, w earing w hite bandanas on their faces, help us into the back of
the truck. It‒s an open invitation and other people clim b in, like this w hite m an in a shirt and tie and a
Latino holding a cam era on his shoulder. The w hite m an looks oddly fam iliar. G oon drives off.

D eVante lies in the bed of the truck. H e holds his eyes and rolls in agony. ―Shit, m an! Shit!‖
―B ri, get him  som e m ilk,‖ G oon says through the back w indow .
Milk?
―W e‒re out, Unc,‖ says the girl in the bandana.
―Fuck!‖ G oon hisses. ―H old on, Vante.‖
Tears and snot drip dow n m y face. M y eyes are dam n near num b from  burning.
The truck slow s dow n. ―G et li‒l hom ie,‖ G oon says.
The tw o guys in the bandanas grab som e kid on the street by his arm s and lift him  into the truck. The



kid looks around thirteen. H is shirt is covered in soot, and he coughs and heaves.
I get into a coughing fit. Snorting is like hacking up hot coals. The m an in the shirt and tie hands m e his

dam pened handkerchief.
―It‒ll help som e,‖ he says. ―Put it against your nose and breathe through it.‖
It gives m e a sm all am ount of clean air. I pass it to C hris, he uses it, passes it to Seven beside him .

Seven uses it and passes it to som eone else.
―A s you can see, Jim ,‖ the m an says, looking at the cam era, ―there are a lot of youth out here

protesting tonight, black and w hite.‖
―I‒m  the token, huh?‖ C hris m utters to m e before coughing. I‒d laugh if it didn‒t hurt.
―A nd you have people like this gentlem en, going around the neighborhood, helping out w here they

can,‖ the w hite m an says. ―D river, w hat‒s your nam e?‖
The Latino turns the cam era tow ard G oon.
―N unya,‖ G oon says.
―Thank you, N unya, for giving us a ride.‖
W oooow . I realize w hy he looks fam iliar though. H e‒s a national new s anchor, Brian som ebody.
―This young lady here m ade a pow erful statem ent earlier,‖ he says, and the cam era points tow ard m e.

―A re you really the w itness?‖
I nod. N o point hiding anym ore.
―W e caught w hat you said back there. A nything else you‒d like to add for our view ers?‖
―Yeah. N one of this m akes sense.‖
I start coughing again. H e leaves m e alone.
W hen m y eyes aren‒t closed I see w hat m y neighborhood has becom e. M ore tanks, m ore cops in riot

gear, m ore sm oke. Businesses ransacked. Streetlights are out, and fires keep everything from  being in
com plete darkness. People run out of the W alm art and carry arm fuls of item s, looking like ants rushing
from  an anthill. The untouched businesses have boarded-up w indow s and graffiti that says ―black
ow ned.‖

W e eventually turn onto M arigold A venue, and even w ith the fire in m y lungs I take a deep breath. O ur
store is in one piece. The w indow s are boarded up w ith that sam e ―black ow ned‖ tag on them , like it‒s
lam b‒s blood protecting the store from  the plague of death. The street is pretty still. Top Shelf Spirits and
W ine is the only business w ith broken w indow s. It doesn‒t have a ―black ow ned‖ tag either.

G oon stops in front of our store. H e jum ps out, com es to the back of the truck, and helps everyone out.
―Starr, Sev, y‒all got a key?‖

I pat m y pockets for Seven‒s keys and toss them  to G oon. H e tries each key until one unlocks the door.
―In here, y‒all,‖ he says.

Everyone including the cam eram an and reporter go in the store. G oon and one of the guys in the
bandana get D eVante and carry him  inside. N o sign of D addy.

I craw l onto the floor and fall on m y stom ach, blinking fast. M y eyes burn and fill w ith tears.
G oon sets D eVante on the old people‒s bench before running tow ard the refrigerator.
H e rushes back w ith a gallon of m ilk and pours it onto D eVante‒s face. The m ilk m om entarily turns

him  w hite. D eVante coughs and sputters. G oon pours m ore.
―Stop!‖ D eVante says. ―You ‒bout to drow n m e!‖
―I bet your eyes ain‒t hurting no m ore though,‖ G oon replies.
I half-craw l, half-run to the refrigerators and get a gallon for m yself. I pour it on m y face. The relief

com es in seconds.
People pour m ilk onto their faces w hile the cam eram an records it all. A n older lady drinks from  a



gallon. M ilk pools on the floor, and a college-aged guy lies face-dow n in it and gasps for air.
W hen people get the relief they need, they leave. G oon grabs a bunch of cartons of m ilk and asks, ―Ay,

can w e take this in case som ebody needs it on the street?‖
Seven nods and sips from  a carton.
―Thanks, li‒l hom ie. If I see your pops again I‒ll tell him  y‒all here.‖
―You saw  our‍ ‖ I cough and sip som e m ilk, dousing the flam es in m y lungs. ―You saw  our dad?‖
―Yeah, a li‒l w hile ago. H e w as looking for y‒all.‖
O h, shit.
―Sir,‖ the reporter says to G oon, ―can w e ride along? W e‒d like to see m ore of the neighborhood.‖
―A in‒t no thang, hom ie. H op in the back.‖ H e turns to the cam era and tw ists his fingers so they

resem ble a K  and an L. ―C edar G rove K ings, baby! C row ns up! A ddi-o!‖ H e gives the K ing Lord call.
Leave it to G oon to throw  gang signs on live TV.

They leave us alone in the store. Seven, Chris, I are in the pool of m ilk w ith our knees up to our
chests. D eVante‒s arm s and legs dangle off the old people‒s bench. H e chugs back som e m ilk.

Seven takes his phone from  his pocket. ―D am n. M y phone‒s dead. Starr, you got yours?‖
―Yeah.‖ I have w ay too m any voice m ails and w ay too m any texts, m ost of them  from  M om m a.
I play the voice m ails first. They start out safe enough w ith M om m a saying, “Starr	baby,	call	me	as

soon	as	you	get	this,	okay?”
But they soon becom e,	 “Starr	 Amara,	 I	 know	 you’re	 getting	 these	 messages.	 Call	 me.	 I’m	 not

playing.”
They progress to, “See,	you’ve	taken	this	too	far.	Carlos	and	I	are	heading	out	the	door	right	now,

and	you	better	pray	to	God	we	don’t	find	you!”
A nd on the last m essage, left a few  m inutes ago, M om m a says, “Oh,	so	you	can’t	return	my	calls,	but

you	can	lead	protests,	huh?	Momma	told	me	she	saw	you	on	live	TV,	giving	speeches	and	throwing	tear
gas	at	cops!	I	swear	I’m	gon’	snatch	your	life	if	you	don’t	call	me!”

―W e in deep shit, m an,‖ D eVante says. ―D eep shit.‖
Seven glances at his w atch. ―D am n. W e‒ve been gone about four hours.‖
―D eep shit,‖ D eVante repeats.
―M aybe the four of us can get a place in M exico?‖ says C hris.
I shake m y head. ―N ot far enough for our m om .‖
Seven picks at his face. The m ilk has dried and form ed a crust. ―A ll right, w e need to call them . A nd

if w e call from  the office phone, M a w ill see it on the caller ID  and know  w e‒re not lying w hen w e say
w e‒re here. That‒ll help, right?‖

―W e‒re at least three hours too late for any help,‖ I say.
Seven stands and gives m e and Chris a hand up. H e helps D eVante off the bench. ―C‒m on. M ake sure

y‒all sound rem orseful, all right?‖
W e head for D addy‒s office.
The front door creaks. Som ething thuds onto the floor.
I turn around. A  glass bottle w ith flam ing cloth‍
Whoomf! The store is suddenly lit bright orange. A heat w ave hits like the sun dropped in. Flam es lick

the ceiling and block the door.



TWENTY-FIVE

A n entire aisle is already engulfed.
―The back door,‖ Seven says, choked up. ―The back door!‖
Chris and D eVante follow  us dow n the narrow  hall near D addy‒s office. It leads to the restroom  and

the back door w here deliveries are unloaded. Sm oke‒s already filling the hall.
Seven pushes the door. It doesn‒t budge. H e and C hris ram  their shoulders against it, but it‒s

bulletproof, shoulder-proof, everything-proof. The burglar bars w on‒t let us out anyw ay.
―Starr, m y keys,‖ Seven croaks.
I shake m y head. I gave them  to G oon, and the last tim e I saw  them  he left them  in the front door.
D eVante coughs. It‒s getting harder to breathe w ith all the sm oke. ―M an, w e can‒t die up in here. I

don‒t w anna die.‖
―Shut up!‖ Chris says. ―W e‒re not gonna die.‖
I cough into the crook of m y arm . ―D addy m ay have a spare,‖ I say, and m y voice is thin. ―In his

office.‖
W e rush back dow n the hall, but the office door is locked too.
―Fuck!‖ Seven scream s.
M r. Lew is lim ps into the m iddle of the street. H e grips a baseball bat in each hand. H e glances

around, like he‒s trying to figure out w here the sm oke is com ing from . W ith the boards on the w indow s, he
can‒t see the inferno in the store unless he looks through the front door.

―M r. Lew is!‖ I scream  as loud as I can.
The guys join in. The sm oke strangles our voices. The flam es dance feet aw ay, but I sw ear it‒s like

I‒m  standing in them .
M r. Lew is lim ps tow ard the store, squinting his eyes. They w iden as he looks in through the door,

straight at us on the other side of the flam es. ―O h Lord!‖
H e lim ps into the street faster than I‒ve ever seen him  m ove. ―H elp! These kids stuck up in here!

H elp!‖
There‒s a loud crackling to our right. The fire takes out another shelf.
M r. Reuben‒s nephew , Tim , runs over and opens the front door, but the flam es are too m uch.
―G o to the back door!‖ he calls to us.
Tim  alm ost beats us getting there. H e yanks hard on the door, and the glass rattles. The w ay he‒s

pulling, the door w ill com e off eventually. W e don‒t have eventually tim e though.
Tires screech outside.
M om ents later, D addy runs up to the back door.
―W atch out,‖ he tells Tim , m oving him  out the w ay.
D addy fum bles for his keys and sticks several in the lock w hile m uttering, ―Please, G od. Please.‖
I can barely see Seven, Chris, or D eVante for all the sm oke, and they‒re coughing and w heezing next

to m e.



A click. The knob turns. The door flies open. W e rush out. Fresh air fills m y lungs.
D addy pulls m e and Seven through the alley, around the corner, and across the street to Reuben‒s. Tim

gets D eVante and Chris. They m ake us sit on the sidew alk.
Tires screech again, and M om m a goes, ―O h m y G od!‖
She runs over, U ncle Carlos on her heels. She holds m y shoulders and helps m e lie on the sidew alk.
―Breathe, baby,‖ she says. ―Breathe.‖
But I have to see. I sit up.
D addy attem pts to run into the store for G od know s w hat. The flam es sw at him  back. Tim  rushes a

bucket of w ater from  his uncle‒s restaurant. H e runs into our store and douses it on the flam es, but he‒s
forced to jum p back too.

People trickle onto the street, and m ore buckets of sloshing w ater are hauled into the store. M s. Yvette
carries one from  her beauty shop. Tim  tosses it onto the fire. Flam es eat aw ay at the roof, and sm oke
billow s from  the w indow s of the barbershop next door.

―M y shop!‖ M r. Lew is cries. M r. Reuben stops him  from  running tow ard it. ―M y shop!‖
D addy stands in the m iddle of the street, breathing hard, looking helpless. A crow d has gathered, and

people w atch w ith their hands pressed to their m ouths.
Bass rattles nearby. D addy slow ly turns his head.
The gray BM W  is parked in the intersection near the liquor store. K ing leans up against it. Som e other

K ing Lords stand alongside him  and sit on the hood of the car. They laugh and point.
K ing stares straight at D addy and takes out his cigarette lighter. H e sparks a flam e.
Iesha said K ing w as gonna fuck us up because I dry snitched. That m eant m y w hole fam ily.
This is it.
―You son of a bitch!‖ D addy m arches tow ard K ing, and K ing‒s boys advance tow ard D addy. Uncle

Carlos stops him . The K ing Lords reach for their pieces and tell D addy to bring it. K ing laughs like it‒s a
com edy show .

―You think this shit funny?‖ D addy yells. ―Punk ass, alw ays hiding behind your boys!‖
K ing stops laughing.
―Yeah, I said it! I ain‒t scared of you! You ain‒t shit to be scared of! Trying to burn up som e kids, you

fucking cow ard!‖
―O h uh-uh!‖ M om m a starts for K ing, and Uncle Carlos has to w ork overtim e to hold her back too.
―H e burned M averick‒s store dow n!‖ M r. Lew is announces to everybody, in case w e didn‒t hear.

―K ing burned M averick‒s store dow n!‖
It bubbles around the crow d, and narrow ed eyes set on K ing.
O f course, that‒s w hen the cops and the fire truck decide to show  up. O f course. Because that‒s how  it

w orks in G arden H eights.
Uncle C arlos convinces m y parents to back aw ay. K ing lifts his cigar to his lips, eyes gleam ing. I

w anna get one of M r. Lew is‒s baseball bats and knock him  upside his head.
The firefighters get to w ork. The cops order the crow d to back up. K ing and his boys are really

am used now . Shit, it‒s like the cops are helping them  out.
―You need to be getting them !‖ M r. Lew is says. ―They the ones w ho started the fire!‖
―That old m an don‒t know  w hat he talking about,‖ K ing says. ―A ll this sm oke done got to him .‖
M r. Lew is starts to charge at K ing, and an officer has to hold him  back. ―I ain‒t crazy! You did start it!

Everybody know  it!‖
K ing‒s face tw itches. ―You better w atch yourself, lying on folks.‖
D addy glances back at m e, and there‒s this expression on his face that I‒ve never seen before. H e turns



around to the cop w ho‒s holding M r. Lew is and says, ―H e ain‒t lying. K ing did start it, O fficer.‖
H o-ly shit.
D addy snitched.
―It‒s m y store,‖ he says. ―I know  he started the fire.‖
―D id you see him  do it?‖ the cop asks.
N o. That‒s the problem . W e know  K ing did it, but if nobody saw  it . . .
―I saw  him ,‖ M r. Reuben says. ―H e did it.‖
―I saw  him  too,‖ Tim  says.
―So did I,‖ M s. Yvette adds.
A nd shit, now  the crow d is echoing the sam e thing, pointing at K ing and his boys. I m ean, everybody‒s

snitching. The rules no fucking longer apply.
K ing reaches for his car door, but som e of the officers draw  their guns and order him  and his boys to

the ground.
A n am bulance arrives. M om m a tells them  about our sm oke inhalation. I snitch and tell them  about

D eVante, although his black eye m akes it obvious he needs help. They let the four of us sit on the curb, and
they put oxygen m asks on us. I thought I w asn‒t that bad anym ore, but I forgot how  nice clean air is. I‒ve
been breathing in sm oke since I got to G arden H eights.

They look at D eVante‒s side. It‒s purple-looking, and they tell him  he‒ll need to go in for X -rays. H e
doesn‒t w anna go in the am bulance, and M om m a assures the param edics that she‒ll take him  in herself.

I rest m y head on Chris‒s shoulder as w e hold hands, oxygen m asks on both of us. I‒m  not gonna lie
and say tonight w as better because he w as here‍ frankly this has been one fucked-up night, nothing could
m ake it better‍ but it doesn‒t hurt that w e w ent through it together.

M y parents com e our w ay. D addy‒s lips thin, and he m um bles som ething to M om m a. She elbow s him
and says, ―Be nice.‖

She sits betw een Chris and Seven. D addy hovers over m e and Chris at first, as if he‒s expecting us to
m ake room  for him .

―M averick,‖ M om m a says.
―A‒ight, a‒ight.‖ H e sits on the other side of m e.
W e w atch the firefighters put out the flam es. N o point though. They‒re only saving a shell of the store.
D addy sighs, rubbing his bald head. ―D am n, m an.‖
M y heart aches. W e‒re losing a fam ily m em ber, for real. I‒ve spent m ost of m y life in that store. I

m ove m y head off Chris and rest it on D addy‒s shoulder. H e puts his arm  around m e and kisses m y hair. I
don‒t m iss that sm ug look that crosses his face. Petty.

―W ait a m inute.‖ H e pulls aw ay. ―W here the hell y‒all been?‖
―That‒s w hat I w anna know ,‖ M om m a says. ―A cting like you can‒t answ er m y texts or calls!‖
Really? Seven and I alm ost died in a fire, and they‒re m ad ‒cause w e didn‒t call them ? I lift m y m ask

and say, ―Long night.‖
―O h, I‒m  sure it w as,‖ M om m a says. ―W e got ourselves a li‒l radical, M averick. A ll on the new s,

throw ing tear gas at the cops.‖
―A fter they threw  it at us,‖ I point out.
―W haaat?‖ D addy says, but in that im pressed w ay. M om m a cuts him  a side-eye, and he says in a m ore

stern tone, ―I m ean, w hat? W hat you do that for?‖
―I w as m ad.‖ I fold m y arm s onto m y knees and stare at m y Tim bs through the gap. ―That decision

w asn‒t right.‖
D addy puts his arm  around m e again and rests his head against m ine. A D addy-snuggle. ―N ah,‖ he



says. ―It w asn‒t.‖
―H ey,‖ M om m a beckons m e to look at her. ―The decision m ay not have been right, but it‒s not your

fault. Rem em ber w hat I said? Som etim es things w ill go w rong‍ ‖
―B ut the key is to keep doing right.‖ M y eyes drift to m y Tim bs again. ―K halil still deserved better

than that.‖
―Yeah.‖ H er voice thickens. ―H e did.‖
D addy looks past m e at m y boyfriend. ―So . . . Plain-A ss C hris.‖
Seven snorts. D eVante snickers. M om m a goes, ―M averick!‖ as I say, ―D addy!‖
―A t least it‒s not w hite boy,‖ Chris says.
―Exactly,‖ D addy says. ―It‒s a step up. You gotta earn m y tolerance in increm ents if you gon‒ date m y

daughter.‖
―Lord.‖ M om m a rolls her eyes. ―Chris, baby, you‒ve been out here all night?‖
The w ay she says it, I can‒t help but laugh. She‒s basically asking him , ―You do realize you‒re in the

hood, right?‖
―Yes, m a‒am ,‖ Chris says. ―A ll night.‖
D addy grunts. ―M aybe you do got som e balls then.‖
M y m outh drops, and M om m a says, ―M averick Carter!‖ Seven and D eVante crack up.
But Chris? Chris says, ―Yes, sir, I‒d like to think I do.‖
―D aaaaam n,‖ says Seven. H e reaches to give C hris dap, but D addy cuts him  a hard eye and he pulls

his hand back.
―A‒ight, Plain-A ss Chris,‖ D addy says. ―Boxing gym , next Saturday, you and m e.‖
Chris lifts his oxygen m ask so fast. ―I‒m  sorry, I shouldn‒t have said‍ ‖
―C alm  dow n, I‒m  not gon‒ fight you,‖ D addy says. ―W e gon‒ train. G et to know  each other. You been

seeing m y daughter for a m inute now . I gotta know  you, and you can learn a lot about a m an at a boxing
gym .‖

―O h . . .‖ Chris‒s shoulders relax. ―O kay.‖ H e puts the oxygen m ask back on.
D addy grins. It‒s a little too m ischievous for m y liking. H e‒s gonna kill m y poor boyfriend.
The cops load K ing and his boys into patrol cars, and the crow d claps and cheers. Finally, som ething

to celebrate tonight.
Uncle Carlos strolls over. H e‒s got on a w ifebeater and shorts, w hich is so not U ncle Carlos, yet

som ething about him  still looks detectivey. H e‒s been in cop m ode since his colleagues arrived.
Uncle Carlos gives this old-m an grunt as he low ers him self onto the sidew alk next to D eVante. H e

grabs the back of D eVante‒s neck the sam e w ay D addy grabs Seven‒s. M an hugs, I call them .
―I‒m  glad you‒re safe, kid,‖ he says. ―Even if you do look like a truck ran over you tw ice.‖
―You not m ad I left w ithout telling y‒all?‖
―O f course I‒m  m ad. I‒m  actually pissed. But I‒m  happier that you‒re safe. N ow , m y m om  and Pam ,

that‒s a w hole different story. I can‒t save you from  their w rath.‖
―A re you putting m e out?‖
―N o. You‒re grounded, probably for the rest of your life, but that‒s only because w e love you.‖
D eVante cracks a sm ile.
Uncle Carlos pats his knees. ―Sooo . . . thanks to all these w itnesses, w e should get K ing for arson.‖
―O h, for real?‖ D addy says.
―Yep. It‒s a start, but not really enough. H e‒ll be out by the end of the w eek.‖
A nd back to the sam e ol‒ shit. W ith targets this tim e.
―If y‒all knew  w here K ing‒s stash w as,‖ D eVante says, ―w ould that help?‖



Uncle Carlos says, ―Probably, yeah.‖
―If som ebody agreed to rat on him , w ould that help?‖
Uncle Carlos turns com pletely tow ard him . ―A re you saying you w ant to turn w itness?‖
―I m ean . . .‖ D eVante pauses. ―W ill it help K enya, her m om m a, and her sister?‖
―If K ing w ent to jail?‖ says Seven. ―Yeah. A lot.‖
―It‒ll help the w hole neighborhood, honestly,‖ D addy says.
―A nd I‒ll be protected?‖ D eVante asks Uncle Carlos.
―A bsolutely. I prom ise.‖
―A nd Uncle Carlos alw ays keeps his prom ises,‖ I say.
D eVante nods for a m om ent. ―Then I guess I w ill turn w itness.‖
H o-ly shit again. ―You‒re sure about that?‖ I ask.
―Yeah. A fter seeing you face those cops the w ay you did, I don‒t know , m an. That did som ething to

m e,‖ he says. ―A nd that lady said our voices are w eapons. I should use m ine, right?‖
―So you‒re w illing to becom e a snitch,‖ Chris says.
―O n K ing,‖ Seven adds.
D eVante shrugs. ―I already need the stitches. M ight as w ell snitch.‖



TWENTY-SIX

It‒s around eleven the next m orning, and I‒m  still in bed. A fter the longest night ever I had to seriously get
reacquainted w ith m y pillow .

M y m om  flicks on the lights in m y new  room ‍ good Lord, it‒s too m any lights in here. ―Starr, your
partner in crim e is on the phone,‖ she says.

―W ho?‖ I m um ble.
―Your protest partner in crim e. M om m a told m e she saw  her hand you that bullhorn on TV. Putting you

in danger like that.‖
―B ut she didn‒t m ean to put m e in‍ ‖
―O h, I‒ve dealt w ith her already, don‒t w orry. H ere. She w ants to apologize to you.‖
M s. O frah does apologize for putting m e in a bad situation and for the w ay things turned out w ith

K halil, but she says she‒s proud of m e.
She also says she thinks I have a future in activism .
M om m a leaves w ith the phone, and I turn onto m y side. Tupac stares back at m e from  a poster, a sm irk

on his face. The Thug Life tattoo on his stom ach looks bolder than the rest of the photo. It w as the first
thing I put in m y new  room . K inda like bringing K halil w ith m e.

H e said Thug Life stood for ―The H ate U G ive Little Infants Fucks Everybody.‖ W e did all that stuff
last night because w e w ere pissed, and it fucked all of us. N ow  w e have to som ehow  un-fuck everybody.

I sit up and grab m y phone off m y nightstand. There are texts from  M aya, w ho saw  m e on the new s and
thinks I‒m  dope personified, and texts from  C hris. H is parents grounded him , but he says it w as so w orth
it. It really w as.

There‒s another text. From  H ailey, of all people. Tw o sim ple w ords:
I’m	sorry.
N ot w hat I expected; not that I expected to get anything from  her; not that I even w anna deal w ith her.

This is the first tim e she‒s spoken to m e since our fight. I‒m  not com plaining. She‒s been nonexistent to m e
too. I respond anyw ay.

Sorry	for	what?
I‒m  not being petty. Petty w ould be saying, ―N ew  num ber, w ho dis?‖ There‒s a dam n near endless list

of things she could be apologizing for.
A bout the decision, she says.
And	that	you’re	upset	with	me.
Haven’t	been	myself	lately.
Just	want	everything	to	be	how	it	used	to	be.
The sym pathy for the case is nice, but she‒s sorry I‒m  upset? That‒s not the sam e as apologizing for her

actions or the garbage she said. She‒s sorry I reacted the w ay I did.
O ddly enough, I needed to know  that.
You see, it‒s like m y m om  said‍ if the good outw eighs the bad, I should keep H ailey as a friend.



There‒s a shit ton of bad now , an overload of bad. I hate to adm it that a teeny-tiny part of m e hoped H ailey
w ould see how  w rong she w as, but she hasn‒t. She m ay not ever see that.

A nd you know  w hat? That‒s fine. O kay, m aybe not fine, because it m akes her a shitty-ass person, but I
don‒t have to w ait around for her to change. I can let go. I reply:

Things w ill never be the w ay they used to be.
I hit send, w ait for the text to go through, and delete the conversation. I delete H ailey‒s num ber from

m y phone too.
I stretch and yaw n as I creep dow n the hall. The layout of our new  house is w ay different than our old

one, but I think I can get used to it.
D addy clips som e roses at the kitchen counter. N ext to him  Sekani inhales a sandw ich, and Brickz

stands on his hind legs w ith his paw s on Sekani‒s lap. H e w atches the sandw ich the sam e w ay he w atches
a squirrel.

M om m a flips sw itches on the w all. O ne causes a grinding noise in the sink, and another turns the
lights off and on.

―Too m any sw itches,‖ she m um bles, and notices m e. ―O h look, M averick. It‒s our li‒l revolutionary.‖
Brickz scuttles over to m e and jum ps up m y legs, tongue w agging.
―M orning,‖ I tell him , and scratch behind his ears. H e gets dow n and returns to Sekani and the

sandw ich.
―D o m e a favor, Starr,‖ Seven says, searching through a box that has ―K itchen Stuff‖ w ritten on it in

m y handw riting. ―N ext tim e, be m ore specific about w hat type of kitchen stuff is in the box. I‒ve gone
through three, trying to find plates.‖

I clim b onto a stool at the counter. ―Lazy butt, isn‒t that w hat paper tow els are for?‖
Seven narrow s his eyes. ―H ey, Pops, guess w here I picked Starr up from  yester‍ ‖
―The plates are in the bottom  of that box,‖ I say.
―Thought so.‖
M y m iddle finger w ants to extend so bad.
D addy says, ―You bet‒ not have been at that boy‒s house, I know  that.‖
I force a sm ile. ―N o. O f course not.‖
I‒m  gonna kill Seven.
D addy sucks his teeth. ―Uh-huh.‖ H e goes back to w ork on his roses. A n entire bush lies on the

counter. The roses are dry, and som e of the petals have fallen off. D addy sets the bush in a clay pot and
pours dirt over the roots.

―W ill they be all right?‖ I ask.
―Yeah. A li‒l dam aged, but alive. I‒m  gon‒ try som ething different w ith them . Putting them  in new  soil

can be like hitting a reset button.‖
―Starr,‖ Sekani says, m outh full of w et bread and m eat. N asty. ―You‒re in the new spaper.‖
―Stop talking w ith your m outh full, boy!‖ M om m a scolds.
D addy nods tow ard the new spaper on the counter. ―Yeah. Check it out, Li‒l Black Panther.‖
I‒m  on the front page. The photographer caught m e m id-throw . The can of tear gas sm okes in m y hand.

The headline reads ―The W itness Fights B ack.‖
M om m a rests her chin on m y shoulder. ―They‒ve discussed you on every new s show  this m orning.

Your nana calls every five m inutes, telling us a new  channel to w atch.‖ She kisses m y cheek. ―I know  you
better not scare m e like that again.‖

―I w on‒t. W hat are they saying on the new s?‖
―They calling you brave,‖ D addy says. ―But you know , that one netw ork gotta com plain, saying you



put them  cops in danger.‖
―I didn‒t have a problem  w ith those cops. I had a problem  w ith that tear gas can, and they threw  it

first.‖
―I know , baby. D on‒t even stress it. That w hole netw ork can kiss m y‍ ‖
―D ollar, D addy.‖ Sekani grins up at him .
―Roses. They can kiss m y roses.‖ H e sm udges dirt on Sekani‒s nose. ―You ain‒t getting another dollar

outta m e.‖
―H e know s,‖ Seven says, glaring at Sekani. Sekani gets guilty puppy-dog eyes that could give Brickz

som e com petition.
M om m a m oves her chin off m y shoulder. ―O kay. W hat‒s that about?‖
―N othing. I told Sekani w e gotta be careful w ith m oney now .‖
―H e said w e m ight have to go back to G arden H eights too!‖ Sekani rats. ―D o w e?‖
―N o, of course not,‖ M om m a says. ―G uys, w e‒ll m ake this w ork.‖
―Exactly,‖ D addy says. ―If I have to sell oranges on the side of the street like the N ation brothers,

w e‒ll m ake it.‖
―Is it okay to leave though?‖ I ask. ―I m ean, the neighborhood is m essed up. W hat are people gonna

think about us leaving instead of helping fix it?‖
N ever, ever thought I‒d say som ething like that, but last night has m e thinking about all of this so

differently, about m e differently. A bout G arden H eights differently.
―W e still can help fix it,‖ D addy says.
―Right. I‒m  gonna do extra shifts at the clinic,‖ M om m a says.
―A nd I‒m  gon‒ figure som ething out to do about the store till I get it renovated,‖ says D addy. ―W e ain‒t

gotta live there to change things, baby. W e just gotta give a dam n. A‒ight?‖
―A ll right.‖
M om m a kisses m y cheek and runs a hand over m y hair. ―Look at you. Com m unity m inded all of a

sudden. M averick, w hat tim e did the claim s agent say he w as com ing?‖
D addy closes his eyes and pinches the space betw een them . ―In a couple of hours. I don‒t even w anna

see it.‖
―It‒s okay, D addy,‖ Sekani says, w ith a m outh full of sandw ich. ―You don‒t have to go by yourself.

W e‒ll go w ith you.‖
So w e do. Tw o police cars block off the entrance to G arden H eights. D addy show s them  his ID  and

explains w hy w e need to go in. I‒m  able to breathe during the w hole exchange, and they let us through.
D am n, I see w hy they aren‒t letting people in though. Sm oke has taken up a perm anent residence, and

glass and all kinds of trash litter the streets. W e pass so m any blackened fram es of w hat used to be
businesses.

The store is the hardest to see. The burned roof folds into itself like the slightest w ind w ill knock it
over. The bricks and burglar bars protect charred rubble.

M r. Lew is sw eeps the sidew alk in front of his shop. It‒s not as bad off as the store, but a broom  and a
dustpan w on‒t m ake it better.

D addy parks in front of the store, and w e get out. M om m a rubs and squeezes D addy‒s shoulder.
―Starr,‖ Sekani w hispers, and looks back at m e. ―The store‍ ‖
H is eyes have tears in them , and then m ine do too. I drape m y arm s over his shoulders and hug him  to

m e. ―I know , m an.‖
A loud creaking sound approaches and som ebody w histles a tune. Fo‒ty O unce pushes his shopping

cart dow n the sidew alk. A s hot as it is, he‒s w earing his cam ouflage coat.



H e com es to an abrupt stop in front of the store, like he just noticed it.
―G oddam n, M averick,‖ he says in that fast, Fo‒ty O unce w ay w here it all sounds like one w ord.

―W hat the hell happened?‖
―M an, w here w ere you last night?‖ D addy says. ―M y store got burned up.‖
―I w ent on the other side of the freew ay. Couldn‒t stay here. O h nooo, I knew  these fools w ould go

crazy. You got insurance? I hope you do. I got insurance.‖
―W hat for?‖ I ask, because seriously?
―M y life!‖ he says, like it‒s obvious. ―You gon‒ rebuild, M averick?‖
―I don‒t know , m an. I gotta think about it.‖
―You have to ‒cause now  w e w on‒t have no store. Everybody else gon‒ leave and never com e back.‖
―I‒ll think about it.‖
―O kay. If you need anything, let m e know .‖ A nd he pushes his cart dow n the sidew alk but com es to an

abrupt stop again. ―The liquor store gone too? O h nooo!‖
I snicker. O nly Fo‒ty O unce.
M r. Lew is lim ps over w ith his broom . ―That fool got a point. Folks w ill need a store around here.

Everybody else gon‒ leave.‖
―I know ,‖ D addy says. ―It‒s just‍ it‒s a lot, M r. Lew is.‖
―I know  it is. But you can handle it. I told C larence w hat happened,‖ he says of M r. W yatt, his friend

w ho used to ow n the store. ―H e thinks you oughta stick around. A nd w e w ere talking, and I think it‒s about
tim e for m e to do like him . Sit on a beach, w atch som e pretty w om en.‖

―You‒re closing the shop?‖ Seven asks.
―W ho‒s gonna cut m y hair?‖ Sekani adds.
M r. Lew is looks dow n at him . ―N ot m y problem . Since you gon‒ be the only store around here,

M averick, you‒ll need m ore space w hen you rebuild. I w anna give you the shop.‖
―W hat?‖ M om m a sputters.
―W hoa, now , w ait a m inute, M r. Lew is,‖ D addy says.
―W ait nothing. I got insurance, and I‒m  gonna get m ore than enough from  that. A in‒t nothing I can do

w ith a burned-up shop. You can build a nice store, give folks som ething to be proud to shop in. A ll I ask
is that you put up som e pictures of D r. K ing alongside your N ew ey W hoever-H e-W as.‖

D addy chuckles. ―H uey N ew ton.‖
―Yeah. H im . I know  y‒all m oving, and I‒m  glad, but the neighborhood still needs m ore m en like you.

Even if you just running a store.‖

The insurance m an arrives a little later, and D addy gives him  a tour of w hat‒s left. M om m a gets som e
gloves and garbage bags from  the truck, passes them  to m e and m y brothers, and tells us to get to w ork.
It‒s kinda hard w ith people driving by and honking their horns. They yell out stuff like ―K eep y‒all heads
up‖ or ―W e got your back!‖

Som e of them  com e and help out, like M rs. R ooks and Tim . M r. Reuben brings us ice-cold bottles of
w ater, ‒cause this sun ain‒t no joke. I sit on the curb, sw eating, tired, and one hundred percent ready to be
done. W e aren‒t anyw here near finished.

A shadow  casts over m e, and som ebody says, ―H ey.‖
I shield m y eyes as I look up. K enya‒s w earing an oversized T-shirt and som e basketball shorts. They

look like Seven‒s.
―H ey.‖
She sits next to m e and pulls her knees up to her chest. ―I saw  you on TV,‖ she says. ―I told you to



speak out, but dam n, Starr. You took it kinda far.‖
―It got people talking though, didn‒t it?‖
―Yeah. Sorry about the store. I heard m y daddy did it.‖
―H e did.‖ N o point in denying it, shoot. ―H ow ‒s your m om m a?‖
K enya pulls her knees closer. ―H e beat her. She ended up in the hospital. They kept her overnight. She

got a concussion and a w hole bunch of other stuff, but she‒ll be okay. W e saw  her a li‒l w hile ago. The
cops cam e, and w e had to leave.‖

―R eally?‖
―Yeah. They raided our house earlier and w anted to ask her som e questions. M e and Lyric gotta stay

w ith G randm a right now .‖
D eVante struck already. ―You okay w ith that?‖
―I‒m  relieved, actually. M essed up, huh?‖
―N ah, not really.‖
She scratches one of her cornrow s, w hich som ehow  m akes all of them  m ove in the sam e back-and-

forth m otion. ―I‒m  sorry for calling Seven m y brother and not our brother.‖
―O h.‖ I kinda forgot about that. It seem s m inor after everything that‒s happened. ―It‒s all right.‖
―I guess I called him  m y brother ‒cause . . . it m ade it feel like he really w as m y brother, you know ?‖
―U m , he is your brother, K enya. I honestly get jealous of how  m uch he w ants to be w ith you and

Lyric.‖
―B ecause he thinks he has to be,‖ she says. ―H e w ants to be w ith y‒all. I m ean, I get w hy. H e and

D addy don‒t get along. But I w ish he w anted to be m y brother som etim es and didn‒t feel like he had to be.
H e asham ed of us. ‒C ause of our m om m a and m y daddy.‖

―N o, he‒s not.‖
―Yeah, he is. You asham ed of m e too.‖
―I‒ve never said that.‖
―You didn‒t have to, Starr,‖ she says. ―You never invited m e to hang out w ith you and them  girls. They

w ere never at your house w hen I w as. Like you ain‒t w ant them  to know  I w as your friend too. You w ere
asham ed of m e, K halil, even the G arden, and you know  it.‖

I go quiet. If I face the truth, as ugly as it is, she‒s right. I w as asham ed of G arden H eights and
everything in it. It seem s stupid now  though. I can‒t change w here I com e from  or w hat I‒ve been through,
so w hy should I be asham ed of w hat m akes m e, m e? That‒s like being asham ed of m yself.

N ah. Fuck that.
―M aybe I w as asham ed,‖ I adm it. ―But I‒m  not anym ore. A nd Seven‒s not asham ed of you, your

m om m a, or Lyric. H e loves y‒all, K enya. So like I said, our brother. N ot just m ine. Trust, I‒m  m ore than
happy to share if it m eans getting him  off m y back.‖

―H e can be a pain in the ass, can‒t he?‖
―G irl, yes.‖
W e laugh together. A s m uch as I‒ve lost, I‒ve gained som e good stuff too. Like K enya.
―Yeah, all right,‖ she says. ―I guess w e can share him .‖
―C hop-chop, Starr,‖ M om m a calls, clapping her hands as if that‒ll m ake m e m ove faster. Still on her

dictatorship, I sw ear. ―W e‒ve got w ork to do. K enya, I got a bag and som e gloves w ith your nam e on them
if you w anna help out.‖

K enya turns to m e like, seriously?
―I can share her too,‖ I say. ―M atter of fact, please take her.‖
W e laugh and stand up. K enya glances around at the rubble. M ore neighbors have joined in on



cleaning up, and they form  a line that m oves trash out the store and into the trash cans on the curb.
―So w hat y‒all gon‒ do now ?‖ K enya asks. ―W ith the store, I m ean.‖
A car honks at us, and the driver yells out to let us know  he has our back. The answ er com es easily.
―W e‒ll rebuild.‖

O nce upon a tim e there w as a hazel-eyed boy w ith dim ples. I called him  K halil. The w orld called him  a
thug.

H e lived, but not nearly long enough, and for the rest of m y life I‒ll rem em ber how  he died.
Fairy tale? N o. B ut I‒m  not giving up on a better ending.
It w ould be easy to quit if it w as just about m e, K halil, that night, and that cop. It‒s about w ay m ore

than that though. It‒s about Seven. Sekani. K enya. D eVante.
It‒s also about O scar.
A iyana.
Trayvon.
Rekia.
M ichael.
Eric.
Tam ir.
John.
Ezell.
Sandra.
Freddie.
A lton.
Philando.
It‒s even about that little boy in 1955 w ho nobody recognized at first‍ Em m ett.
The m essed-up part? There are so m any m ore.
Yet I think it‒ll change one day. H ow ? I don‒t know . W hen? I definitely don‒t know . W hy? B ecause

there w ill alw ays be som eone ready to fight. M aybe it‒s m y turn.
O thers are fighting too, even in the G arden, w here som etim es it feels like there‒s not a lot w orth

fighting for. People are realizing and shouting and m arching and dem anding. They‒re not forgetting. I think
that‒s the m ost im portant part.

K halil, I‒ll never forget.
I‒ll never give up.
I‒ll never be quiet.
I prom ise.
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