NOAH

Poetry’s a lot like basketball.

No really, hear me out—it’s not that different. Both are all about rhythm. You can hear it in
the thud, thud, swish of the ball, if you know what you're doing, that elegant meter wordsmiths have
long sought in their lines. I write some of my best stuff that way, not in a desk with a quill and scroll
like Coleridge or Wordsworth, but making shot after shot on the rickety hoop my dad installed above
our garage when I was ten.

There’s just as much truth in the arc of the perfect 3-point shot as there is in a poem.

And therein lies the problem. I don’t want the truth today.

Not today, when my grandmother confused me with her brother, an artist who fought in the
Vietnam war and died a decade ago. Not today, when my father’s new girlfriend texted me a picture
of the two of them on vacation with the caption “Wish you were here.” Not today, when I told
Ambrosia...

She must hate me now. Again.

I hurl the basketball at the backboard with all my might, and it hits so hard the bang sounds
like a gunshot and the hoop rattles wildly. The ball bounces off into the yard, but I ignore it.

I don’t need any more truth, and I'm scared to face the poems swirling in my mind, the lines
of truth and tempest invading my thoughts with each dribble.

Winter has finally melted into spring, the snow piles receding into stubborn patches that
haunt the shadows, so the ball has rolled into a patch of bright green grass. It’s been months since I
wrestled with Felipe, since I found out Ambrosia’s secret. I'd thought I was over it. Maybe I hadn’t
forgiven her entirely, but things were so good. How could I have messed it all up?

As though I've summoned her, Ambrosia’s voice comes timidly from behind me. “You
missed.”

I don’t turn around, though my heart stops at the sound of her voice, just like it always does.
Maybe it’s the magic in her words that makes me feel this way every single time she speaks. It steals
time, right? I could lose hours, days, months, years, lifetimes in that voice.

“Though I don’t think,” she continues, “you were aiming for a basket.”

“Ambrosia,” I say slowly, finally turning around, “I know you probably hate me for what I said,
but—"

She holds up a hand, gesturing for me to be quiet, and that’s when I notice a piece of paper in
her hands. She’s standing about ten feet away, down the driveway.

“I have something for you,” she says.

She looks beautiful today. She always does.

“Something like a letter telling me how much you hate me?” I ask hesitantly.

Her nose crinkles. “Why would I hate you?”

My mouth drops open at the question. Why would she hate me? Maybe because I did the one
thing I promised myself I'd never do. I'd used her family’s ability against her in an argument.

“I called you a soul-sucker just because you canceled our date.”

“No, you called me a soul-sucker because I actually suck souls. Or memories, at least, which
are soul-adjacent. You just said it aloud because I canceled our date.”



“I swore to myself that if I decided to be with you, I wouldn’t keep punishing you for what
you did to Grandma.”

She winces slightly. I wish she didn’t carry her guilt so tightly, clutching it to herself like a
precious thing. More than anything, I wish I hadn’t made it worse.

“You told me in January you weren’t quite ready to forgive me,” she says. “It’'ll take me years
to forgive myself, so I can’t expect you to move any faster.”

“Rosie—~

She takes a step towards me. “So can I tell you what this is, or do you want to keep guessing?”

She’s nervous. I hadn’t noticed at first, but the paper is shaking slightly in her hands.

“Yeah, let’s hear it.”

She clears her throat, looking down at the quavering sheet. “The Best Thing’ by Rosie Canto,”
she recites.

“Is this... Did you write me a poem?”1 ask, unable to keep the grin from spreading across my
face. Ambrosia barely likes to read poetry, let alone write it.

She ducks her head into a quick nod. “I thought I could read it to you.”

I nod, and she looks down at her poem again. A slight pinkish tinge creeps up on her cheeks,
and I press my lips together to keep my grin from breaking into a full-fledged smile.

“There are lots of good things about Noah,” she starts. “He has covered my heart like a boa.”

She looks up, face turning even redder. “That’s supposed to be a boa constrictor, not a feather
boa. Like, how a boa will wrap around someone and squeeze.”

I nod, fighting back a laugh. “Got it.”

“He plays basketball really well and the poems he writes are really swell,” she continues. “He
loves his grandma and his mom, and he’s handsome, smart, and really tall.”

She pauses in her reading. “I know this is terrible, but I promise I tried.”

“Keep reading,” I urge, though I don’t really need to hear anymore. This is already my favorite
poem in the world.

“I hurt him by lying, though inside I was dying. I'd taken his grandma’s memories, but he still
wanted to befriend me. When he said that he loved me, I thought I was dreaming. I know that we’ve
got, a long way to trot, until he can really forgive me, but I will wait for eternity, because no matter
what happens, he’s my Aladdin.”

By the time she finishes her face is flaming, and the piece of paper with her masterpiece on it
is shaking so badly I would believe there was an earthquake in just the few feet surrounding her.

“Yeah, so... that’s it,” she concludes.

“Aladdin?” I have to ask.

She shakes her head. “I couldn’t find a better rhyme. He’s obviously the best Disney prince,
though, so... yeah.”

I can’t help it, I start to laugh. It starts small, but then the laughing takes over. I press my hand
against my mouth to try to trap it inside, but I can’t hold it in.

She looks embarrassed at first, folding up the poem in a hurry, but after a few moments, she
starts giggling, too. “Shut up!” she says. “We can’t all be Shakespeare.”

“Come here,” I say, opening my arms, and she runs into them, wrapping her arms around me.
She fits perfectly against me, and I press my face into her thick dark hair, savoring the warmth of her.



“I thought you were going to hate me forever,” I murmur, my voice muted.

“Ditto,” she says. “I get it if you never forgive me for stealing memories from your
grandmother. But I love you, and I want you to know I'm going to fight for this.”

I think of my grandmother, her confused face this morning when I told her her brother was
dead, that I was her grandson. Her hands were shaking, too, just like Ambrosia’s, and for just a second
I'd wondered how much longer I'd have had before that moment occurred if Ambrosia hadn’t stolen
some of her memories.

I love Ambrosia, but this morning, I realized I hadn’t forgiven her. Not yet. Anger, hatred,
hurt, it leaves traces in us, and I'd gotten so used to feeling that wound I hadn’t realized there were
still vestiges of her betrayal left.

But here with her in my arms, her awful, unthinkably wonderful poem still ringing in my
ears, I feel something let go inside of me. Maybe it was hearing her rhyme Noah with boa (the snake,
of course). Maybe it was the fact that she'd wait an eternity for me to forgive her. Maybe it was that
she knew how bad it was, but shed still shared it with me, because I love poetry and she loves me.

Whatever it was, it was what I needed.

“I forgive you,” I whisper into her hair.

She pulls back from me, her brown eyes wide. “What?”

I swallow, hard. This is harder than I thought it would be. Life always is.

“I forgive you, Ambrosia, for what you did. I'm not going to bring it up again. Not because I
promised myself I wouldn’t, but because I really forgive you.”

Her eyes well up, and she sniffs a few times, clearly trying not to cry. “You do?”

I pull her back in, squeezing her tight. “Absolutely. I love you.”

“I love you too, Noah. Forever.”
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Poetry is a lot like basketball.

Whether Isiah Thomas directing the rhythm of the game or Dylan Thomas wrangling words
into the rhythms of verse, point guard or poet, it’s all about the beat, the meter, the flow.

We love those who do it right, who keep the tempo, who create music with the ball or the
pen. But today, I have a new favorite poem.

It’s not going to be easy to love Ambrosia Canto. I know that. Love is never easy. But when it’s
done right, it’s like basketball. It’s like poetry. It’s all about the rhythm, sharing a beat and a meter.

And Ambrosia and I?

We’re in perfect sync.



