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      For anyone who’s ever had a dream. 
Never give up. 
Anything is possible.

      
   
      
      
      IN THE END

      
      HERE’S HOW I SEE IT. I’M THE STAR DJ AT THE city’s most elite club, Fever. I lounge on a long, red velvet couch in the VIP
         Room chatting up friends and flirting with beautiful girls. I go by the name Lord.
      

      
      When midnight strikes, it’s on to the DJ booth, a huge room with a floor-to-ceiling window looking out over a massive dance
         floor the size of a basketball court.
      

      
      The vast space below looks hollow and dark, empty and depressing. But then I start pulling records, releasing light and color into all the empty spaces. My music circles the room, spreading smiles onto hundreds of
         faces. The crowd sways to the beat and hollers in approval as I draw them to the floor, making them feel weightless and alive
         and sucking them farther and farther from their real-world problems.
      

      
      Every person in Fever falls under my control, giving me sole power over every movement they make, every step, every shift,
         every turn, every head bob beneath the bright, flashing strobes. The bass line throbs and pulses like a heartbeat, exploding
         from deep within, then flowing out in a mad, endless rush. I have the power to pump people up, to mellow them out, to make
         them fall in love. I am everything in this moment, and everything can become anything I want it to be.
      

      
      Suddenly a fight breaks out in a far corner of the club. The crowd’s attention turns and everyone moves in that direction
         as people pack in tight around the brawlers, craning for a better look. Several bouncers rush in and quickly drag the guys
         outside, but the flow of energy on the dance floor has shifted and the mood is totally disrupted now. It’s up to me to pull
         the crowd back in.
      

      
      I needle a new track, smoothing over the tension as rays of sound pour from the speakers, bounce off the walls, and echo in
         energy. I drop a booming, confident beat that pounds in the shadows, doubling in time, then falling hard, shaking the floorboards
         below as the two sounds blend together in a hypnotic mix of electro house.
      

      
      People dance and cheer at the beauty of my unique mix, the fight long forgotten. Yes! That is the kind of power a DJ has.

      
      A sexy cocktail waitress stops and smiles at me. “Care for a drink, DJ Lord?” she asks with a wink.

      
      “Champagne,” I instruct, winking back, cooler than cool, my voice deep and confident, my headphones hanging about my neck
         like jewelry.
      

      
      “Cristal, right? Only the best for DJ Lord.”

      
      “Of course,” I agree. “Only the best for the best.”

      
      That’s how I see it all going down whenever I picture myself spinning at Fever.

      
      But I’ve only been there in dreams.

      
      In reality, the closest I’ve ever gotten to that club is the sidewalk across the street.

      
      Six nights a week, when I’m done busing tables and washing dishes at Spazio’s restaurant, I walk the two blocks to Fever and
         sit on the sidewalk across the street from the club to eat a crust-free tuna fish sandwich and drink a can of cold Mug Root
         Beer while eagerly taking in every bit of action, every detail that might give me a hint of what’s going on inside.
      

      
      I know there was a fight tonight because I was watching when the massive bouncers in the matching black Fever tees exploded
         from the front entrance and threw four twenty-something guys out into the street. The guys made their way to the corner, where
         they continued to go at it until the cops rolled up.
      

      
      I know the infamous DJ Lord was spinning because I saw him exit a taxi and enter the club, a girl wrapped around each arm.
         I don’t know what the guy likes to drink. Cristal just seemed right, since it’s expensive and only important people drink
         it. There is no one more important in a club than the DJ.
      

      
      I’ve never been inside Fever. I’m not old enough to get in. But sitting across the street from the hottest club around keeps
         my dream alive.
      

      
      Five years from now I will go to Fever and see the real DJ Lord in action, see what the inside of that place is really like.

      
      That isn’t the dream, though. The dream is to bring my own records to Fever and get paid for dropping my own beats on the
         ones and twos.
      

      
      Someday it’ll be me up in that booth controlling everybody’s good time.

      
      Then it won’t be about DJ Lord anymore.

      
      It’ll be all about DJ Marley.
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      SPINNING IN A CLUB IS THE DREAM, BUT REALITY goes more like this: Go to school, learn, go home, study, go to work, work, walk
         to Fever, daydream, go home, study more, go to bed, get up, repeat.
      

      
      “Morning, Ma,” I mumble sleepily as I pass through the small front room of our apartment on my way to the kitchen.

      
      My mother doesn’t respond, but then she hardly ever does.

      
      I pull the Cookie Crisp down from the cupboard and shuffle to the fridge for milk, still caught in an early-morning haze,
         going through the motions, but not really with it yet.
      

      
      There’s no milk. The only things in the fridge are a family-size bag of fried chicken cutlets, a pot of rice and beans, half
         a stick of butter, and a jar with maybe two scoops of applesauce left in it.
      

      
      I peer back into the front room and speak to my mother as evenly and patiently as I can. “Ma? What happened to all the milk?”

      
      My mother sits motionless, staring at the television set from her permanent spot, sucked into the cushions on the couch as
         if she hasn’t heard me. Half-moons sink into her cheeks below her vacant brown eyes. She is straight up skin and bones, her
         olive complexion looking veiny and transparent. Her hair, once long, thick, and shiny black, has gone from luscious Spanish
         curls to couch-potato gnarl.
      

      
      My mother’s a straight-up junkie, aka a dope fiend, and a hard-core one too. The kind that has no job and spends all the time
         she isn’t doing drugs trying to figure out how to score more. And by dope I mean snow, brown sugar, Dragon, junk, smack. Or
         as Webster’s would define it—heroin.
      

      
      She was only fourteen when she walked into a clinic with an abnormal weight gain and walked out five months pregnant. Normally
         it wouldn’t make much sense that someone could get to be an entire five months pregnant and not know it. Unless you know my
         mother.
      

      
      Afraid to tell her own mother the news, mine ran away from home with tears in her eyes and me in her belly. Her boyfriend,
         Rodney Dylan, soon to be my father, had dropped out of high school the year before and was living in a studio in the projects
         when Ma moved in.
      

      
      Four months later, my parents and a bunch of their friends got tickets to one of those Bob Marley Day Festivals where people camp by a river for a week and watch bands perform in honor
         of the late, great Bob Marley. My mother went into labor the very first day. But instead of having her friends take her to
         the hospital, like a logical person would, she stayed at the festival.
      

      
      I was born in a first-aid tent at the side of the main stage during a lesser-known Bob Marley song called “Johnny Was.” It’s
         about this boy who gets shot down in the street by a stray bullet. His mother weeps over his dead body asking why and crying
         out that “Johnny was a good man who never did a thing wrong.”
      

      
      My own mother was probably crying out too, her voice muffled by the cheers of the crowd. And then there I was. Marley Johnnywas
         Diego-Dylan, a baby boy born amid thousands of Bob Marley fans, my ears filling with music as I took my first breaths of weed-laced
         air.
      

      
      I grew up dreaming of that music and dreaming of a better life. Now, at sixteen, I dream more than ever. That my pop could
         still be alive. That my mother could quit using. That one day I won’t have to work full-time to make rent and pay bills and
         buy food.
      

      
      I dream I have no responsibilities in life except to be a teenager. And I dream that one day I’ll escape all this and find
         a home for my own music like Bob Marley himself must have dreamed of finding a home for his once upon a time.
      

      
      “Ma,” I try again, “I bought two whole gallons of milk yesterday. Who drank it all? Was it your boyfriend?”

      
      No answer. Sometimes I wonder why I even bother.

      
      “I have to get ready for school, but maybe we can talk about this tonight. Okay? Please?”

      
      She acknowledges my words by flipping the channel on the television and focusing her bloodshot eyes on one of those morning
         shows where the hosts sit around talking endlessly to each other about nothing at all for an entire hour.
      

      
      My mother wasn’t always a heroin addict. She didn’t get into the drugs until after my father died, four years ago. At first
         we were both super depressed. But within a year Ma’s depression had pulled her into a downward spiral of heavier and heavier
         drinking. The drinking became painkillers. The painkillers turned into heroin. She’s been using for a year and a half now.
         Sometimes it feels like I’m just watching her slowly die right in front of me.
      

      
      I take a quick shower and dress for school in a pair of oversized skater jeans, a black tee, sneakers, and an Etnies cap.
         I’ve got Etnies in black, white, red, and dark gray to cover my tightly shaved head, and today it’s all about the black one.
      

      
      I’m pretty much toothpick-skinny, not the ultimate body type, I suppose, but I grew a ton last year and now stand six-two,
         which goes over pretty well with the females. I’ve sort of got the baby face thing going on, but girls seem to dig a young
         face on a tall dude, so I do all right with it. Plus, I got some decent features from my parents. Being half black and half
         Puerto Rican has turned into an advantage lately. You don’t see that every day.
      

      
      On the bus, I crank my iPod volume and shuffle through flash cards for the presentation I have to give on Ernest Hemingway
         in English today. We’re only a month into the school year and I’m already about to give my second presentation. I’m a horrible
         speaker and my first presentation was a total disaster.
      

      
      But that’s okay because this one’ll be different. This time I’ll be cool, calm, and collected. Hemingway’s life will pour
         from my lips like sweet maple syrup. I glance at the top flash card on which I’ve written in big, block letters:
      

      
      
         ERNEST HEMINGWAY 
WAS BORN IN 1899 IN 
CHICAGO, ILLINOIS.

      

      
      Hemingway.

      
      1899.

      
      Chicago.

      
      Easy.
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      “UM… AND SO… HEMINGWAY WAS ORIGINALLY from Chicago, right? I mean, well, that’s where he was born and stuff. I’m not sure
         how long he stayed, though, or where all else he might’ve lived when he was growing up. And uh… that’s in Illinois. Chicago
         is, I mean, not Hemingway. Or I guess he was in Illinois too. Born there at least. Um… in… 1899.”
      

      
      Or maybe not so easy.

      
      “Uh, and also he served in this war, right? World War One actually. Oh, and um, the Spanish Civil War, he was in that one
         too. Both of those. Wars, I mean.”
      

      
      “Don’t forget to make eye contact with your audience, Marley,” Ms. Beckett says, smiling warmly.

      
      Eye contact with my audience? Is she kidding? I’m too busy torturing my audience.

      
      “In 1952, Hemingway wrote a novella called ‘The Old Man and the Sea’ and it, um, it won him this prize called a Pulitzer.
         No wait. No. Yeah. Pulitzer. Pulitzer Prize.”
      

      
      Melanie Jergens snaps her gum loudly from her front row desk, and the sound pops in my ears all sudden-like and totally irritating.
         She’s been doing it ever since I started—snapping it on purpose to distract me, just like Brittany Danes is purposely letting
         out these loud, exasperated sighs. They both give me nasty smirks whenever I do my “eye contact intervals.” It’s rude, but
         then that’s how the junior Have girls at Ellington Prep are. They go out of their way to be nasty to anyone that isn’t them.
         I try to pick a generic spot to focus on but always end up looking right at Melanie or Brittany. It’s impossible not to.
      

      
      “He also won the Nobel Prize. Uh… that was in 1954…. That’s this top book award. Or I mean, that and the Pulitzer both are.
         Top awards, I mean. Or… um… yeah. Top book awards.”
      

      
      Richie Edwards, Jordan Max, and Steve O’Neill snicker together in the back of the room in that quiet way that only sounds
         like they’re trying to be quiet when in fact they really want you to hear them making fun of you. As usual, our sweet, elderly
         English teacher, Ms. Beckett, doesn’t notice.
      

      
      “When Hemingway first moved to Cuba…”

      
      My mouth feels dry. My underarms are wet. My left foot itches for some reason. I make another attempt at the eye interval thing, but instead end up looking right at Lea Hall. Lea isn’t paying me any mind whatsoever. She’s busy writing
         something down in a fuzzy pink notebook. Probably something about how much she loves some perfect boyfriend or something like
         that. Probably something about a perfect, unbelievably rich boyfriend who’s an older guy attending a perfect college majoring
         in something perfect.
      

      
      It would be fair to say that Lea is the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen in person. Most guys would say Melanie is hotter,
         but that’s because most guys have no idea what they’re talking about. Melanie’s too obvious with the low-cut tops and the
         miniskirts and the tight jeans.
      

      
      Lea covers up her body more, but you can still tell how hot she is underneath and I like letting my imagination run wild wondering
         about the stuff I can’t see. Her conservative clothes and that brown-eyed, rosy-cheeked, innocent-girl look of hers make me
         want to walk up and grab her and kiss her like crazy ten times more than I’d want to if she were wearing some slutty outfit.
         She doesn’t wear a ton of makeup either, the way a lot of girls at our school do. She doesn’t need to.
      

      
      I look down at my flash card notes and then out at her again. Jeez, I’m being so obvious and yet she never seems to notice
         me staring. You’d think she’d feel my eyes burning into her like two hot coals, but she never even looks up.
      

      
      I watch her curl a few loose strands of blond hair behind one ear and nibble on her pencil. I love it when she does that curl-her-hair-behind-her-ear
         thing. I picture her sitting alone in the classroom with her hair blowing off her face in a dramatic sexy slow-mo. She winks
         at me and blows me a slow, sensual fantasyland kiss.
      

      
      Just then, Richie lets out an enormous burp, bringing me back to reality with a jolt, catching me by surprise, and causing
         me to spill my flash cards all over the floor. The whole class erupts in laughter as Jordan reaches across Steve’s desk to
         high-five Richie.
      

      
      “Gentlemen, please,” Ms. Beckett finally warns.

      
      Richie leans back in his chair rubbing his stomach and grinning proudly. I kneel and gather my cards into a pile as quickly
         as possible, picking them up from the floor as the last few chuckles pass through the room. They’re totally blowing my concentration.
         As if I wasn’t nervous enough already. But that’s how the popular junior Have guys at Ellington are. They’re even worse than
         the girls.
      

      
      I gaze out again at a sea of bored faces, my flash cards now completely out of order. I hate this class. I hate how alone
         I feel here.
      

      
      “In 1952, Ernest Hemingway wrote this novella called ‘The Old Man and the Sea’ and, um, he got a Pulitzer Prize for it.”

      
      “Uh, hello?” Richie shouts. “You already told us that.”

      
      I look up in time to see Steve form an index finger and a thumb into an L on his forehead, and mouth the word loser.

      
      Jordan scratches his nose with his middle finger.

      
      What a bunch of assholes. If I were still at my old school, I’d tell them so as we file out into the hall when the bell rings,
         but these days I keep my mouth shut. Especially in English, since pretty much all the miserable, stuck-up junior Haves are
         in my Advanced Lit class and not one of them is worth getting into it with. Not when I’ve got a scholarship to protect. Be cool, Marley. Keep it to yourself for now.

      
      “Interesting speech, Marley,” Richie says, slapping me on the shoulder as he passes by.

      
      Richie, Jordan, Steve, and Jason Camp all turn to look at me and crack up laughing as they start down the hall. I don’t want
         to follow them. But we have the same next class on the other side of campus and there’s no other way to get to the gym in
         five minutes. I slip on my phones and crank the volume to block them out, watching them blankly with their scrunched-up faces
         and their mouths going a mile a minute as I focus on the melody in my ears. Music always gets me through when I’m alone.
      

      
      I follow them out of the building and that’s when I see Charles “Chuckie” Wu and Reginald “Scuzz” Owens heading our way. They
         approach the Haves first, Scuzz stepping right up to Richie and giving him a stern nod inches from Richie’s face. Richie gives
         a quick nod back before moving out of Scuzz and Chuckie’s way. He motions to the other three Haves and they rush off toward
         the locker room. I break into a grin as I watch it all happen without a single word being exchanged.
      

      
      Scuzz approaches me next. We grip hands. I turn to Chuckie and we pound fists. I am no longer alone. I’ve got my boys with
         me now.
      

      
      “Your speech must’ve been pretty bad,” Scuzz states matter-of-factly as we head in the direction of the locker room.

      
      “How’d you know?”

      
      “Well, for one thing, those stuck-up Have wimps were making cracks about it when they walked out of the building.”

      
      “And for another thing,” Chuckie says, “all of your speeches suck.”
      

      
      I shrug in reply. He’s right. They do.

      
      “Speaking of things that suck…” Scuzz says, raising his eyebrows at each of us.

      
      “Gym,” I finish for him. “You’re glad you play football so you don’t have to go.”

      
      “You know this.”

      
      “Not all of us can be superstars with a pigskin, Scuzzy,” Chuckie says.

      
      Scuzz laughs extra loud as he grips hands with each of us once more before we head on into the locker room. “Lucky for me!”

      
      I can still hear him laughing to himself as the locker room doors shut behind us.

      
      *      *      *

      
      Entering the gym locker room is like taking that first step onto a path that will lead you into the fiery depths of hell.
         When I picture what that hell will be like, I never fail to see my gym teacher, Ms. Tyler, with red horns shooting out of
         her head and a long, sharp tail whipping back and forth behind her as she greets you with an old, deflated basketball or a
         dumb-ass badminton racquet.
      

      
      Sure, it’s an exaggeration, but I can’t help it. Scuzz is right. Gym sucks. And not only because I’m not the athletic type,
         even though I’m not. Not because the gym equipment is really old either, because it isn’t. This is Ellington Prep after all.
         Nothing is ever old or deflated here. No, it’s the fact that we have yet to learn how to play a single team sport properly
         that makes gym such a joke.
      

      
      “ ’Sup, Transplants?” Chuckie calls out to Will, K.C., and Juan when we meet up with them at our lockers.

      
      “Chillin’, you low-down, dirty excuse for a couple of Transplants,” Will replies.

      
      Transplants—lower-income students who transferred into the infamous, overprivileged, educationally renowned Ellington Preparatory High
         School, a wealthy private school that finally integrated itself for the first time last year by adding thirty-three financial-aid
         students to a student body of a thousand.
      

      
      I don’t remember which of us came up with the name. Probably Chuckie. The rest of the school refers to us by more proper names,
         like transfers or scholarship students, but we wanted our own name for ourselves, something that would constantly remind us who we are and where we come from.
      

      
      If you get an organ transplant, and the transplant takes, it can save your life. That organ will always have originally belonged
         to someone else, though.
      

      
      Going to Ellington Prep may not physically save our lives, but it could sure switch up our futures pretty drastically, which
         could have the same result. Ellington doesn’t belong to us, though, not really. It’s more like we’re using it temporarily;
         borrowing it from kids with privileged lifestyles who live in homes with things like fireplaces and front yards and washing
         machines you don’t need coins to operate.
      

      
      We call each other Transplants so we don’t forget that as soon as we hear that last bell ring, we’ll all be headed right back
         to our respective hoods.
      

      
      Haves is the name we came up with for the most popular crowd at Ellington. We call them Haves because they have everything and
         think they’re better than everyone else. But that’s also a name we use only with each other. We’d never call them that to their faces. Unlike them, we have respect for
         other people.
      

      
      “So how’d your speech go down, Marley?” Will asks.

      
      “Not so good,” I answer, opening my locker and tossing my lid on the shelf inside. I yank my T-shirt up over my head and take
         out the reversible, yellow and blue shirt and gym shorts they make us wear. I put on my shirt, yellow side up. We’re playing
         soccer all this week and I’m on the gold team.
      

      
      “Richie and them were messing with him,” says Chuckie. “Huh, Mar.”

      
      I nod. “I don’t get why they act like that.”

      
      “They act like that because they think they’re better than everyone else,” Juan says. “Guys like Richie try to get at us because
         they want to keep us down. Especially you, because you’re the only Transplant in that class.”
      

      
      “Swear to God, son,” says K.C., “that Richie Edwards is way overdue to get his sorry ass kicked.”

      
      “Richie Edwards…” Will repeats, shaking his head all vigorous-like as if he can simply undo Richie’s entire existence if he
         shakes his head hard enough. “How’re you gonna be rich and then turn around and have the nerve to call your kid Richie anyway?”
      

      
      “His given name isn’t even Richard,” Juan points out. “It’s Rich. There are rich people out there who actually named their
         kid Rich. Who does some shit like that?”
      

      
      “That’d be like if my mama named me Poor,” says Will.
      

      
      Everybody cracks up laughing as Chuckie drops an arm across Will’s shoulder. “Come on, then, Poor. Let’s get out there and
         see if you’re a better goalie than Will is.”
      

      
      We trudge through the locker room and out onto the field for a wannabe game of something that has no right calling itself
         soccer. Our game has hardly anything to do with organized sports. We kick the ball back and forth with no real direction and
         not much skill. That’s the thing about gym. You dip your toes in several sports, but you never actually learn to swim.
      

      
      I love having gym outside among the trees, though. I focus on the sun, which shines down in these sleepy rays that kiss the
         tip of each blade of grass in the field. It warms the school buildings behind us from the outside in and puts me in daydream
         mode. The music in my head goes perfectly with the sun and the trees and the grass, an upbeat melody with a touch of a melancholy
         feel to it, but in a way that’s so right. I try to picture myself spinning for the Fever crowd, thinking of the type of people
         that were standing outside the club last night and wondering if they’d dig the mix I’m imagining for them.
      

      
      If I had to describe Fever in one word, that word would be unreal. You feel like you’re in this whole other world when you’re anywhere near that club. There’s always a huge spotlight set
         up outside on Friday and Saturday nights like it’s a movie premiere or something. You can see those white beams of light moving
         through the sky from everywhere, and the colored bulbs that line the exterior of the building light the crowd in shades of
         blue, red, yellow, and green. It’s like a fantasyland the way the club is all lit up and makes everyone seem really glamorous.
      

      
      A piercing sound floods my ears as Ms. Tyler blows her whistle like crazy. I don’t know why she even bothers. Gym is almost over and neither side has made a single goal. I watch K.C. and Richie struggle to kick the ball in different directions
         even though they’re on the same team. Then I slip back into thoughts of Fever, wondering when it will be my turn to walk beyond
         those red ropes that hold the line at bay and drop some of my addictive beats on their crowd.
      

      
      I imagine no longer having to fight the exhaustion of working long shifts after a full day of school just to make enough to
         keep a roof over Ma and me. I imagine getting paid for my hands to spend all night pulling records instead of getting paid
         for my hands to spend all night pruning up from hot water and dirty dishes like they do now. I imagine one day being one of
         the important people who gets to skip the line at Fever and walk right on into the club ahead of the crowd, instead of being
         the guy who cleans up after those important people. I imagine I am somebody else.
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