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Thanks for shopping BFB Originals! Home of the best friendship bracelets at Hurston Middle School.

To order:

1. Think of your best friend

2. Complete the profile form

3. I’ll take it from there

Love, Z

P.S. Finished bracelets might be featured on the Hurston Middle School LookBook!
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Drama Queen
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Thursday, 8/31

I turn a slow 360 in the hallway to make double, triple sure no one’s looking over my shoulder. I know, I know, it’s silly. It’s Thursday morning, and school doesn’t start for another seven minutes, so the hallways are still empty. No one wants to be here first—not even me. But it’s pickup day, so it’s the only way to get my precious cargo, five custom-made bracelets, safely stored in my locker without getting mobbed.

I’m Zariah Brown, maker extraordinaire. I make the very best friendship bracelets in all of Hurston Middle. At Hurston, having best friends is a big deal. Sometimes, to make a best friendship official, we give each other little gifts. And once in a while, that gift is a best friend bracelet made by me. On pickup days, I get to hand over beautiful bracelet babes to satisfied customers and get paid for my work. Cha-ching!

Truth? Even though I want to lock the bracelets away, that’s not the real reason I’m glad the coast is clear. An empty hallway means that no one catches me bumping, tripping, or dropping anything. My brother, Anthony, says clumsiness is my superpower. I prefer to say I suffer from occasional awkwardness. The occasions are usually high-pressure moments, but sometimes it’s just a day ending in y. I wish I could say I only trip over or drop things. But sometimes I trip over and drop words, too. And once in a while I might not move or say anything at all. In a state of panic, I may just FREEZE, like a statue.

Thanks to the empty hallway, I don’t have to worry about any of that now. I open my locker and gently place my white and silver blinged-out Caboodle case inside.

“Okay,” I whisper to the treasure box. “You’ll be safe here.”

A tiny bit of jealousy bubbles in my belly as I imagine best friends swapping bracelets and smiling at each other. I swallow hard and push it away, then gather my books and do a quick mirror check. Two space buns on top, floofy hair in the back. “Good enough,” I say softly, trying but failing to ignore the jawline zit on my mostly smooth brown skin.

WHAM!

I jump, startled by the sudden noise. It’s Theo, the Dark Diva, early for some reason. Her locker is just two away from mine. She’s wearing all black yet again, and as usual, her makeup is flawless. Most girls at Hurston are barely at lip gloss, but her dark brown face is always beat—made up like a professional model. Today it’s electric blue eyes and matching blue lipstick. I’m not even sure that’s allowed, but with her hair all slicked back into a low bun, there’s no hiding it.

Without thinking, I rub my naked lips. Not even ChapStick today, but at least they aren’t dry. I smooth down my yellow shirtdress and glance at my matching yellow Converse. It’s what I always wear on pickup days, but my standard uniform suddenly feels a little pathetic so close to the Diva.

Focus. Theo is the least of my worries right now. If she’s here, other kids can’t be far behind. I glance up at the clock and notice other early birds trickling in. I’ve cut it too close. We’re seconds away from the morning bell!

On cue, the school bell chimes—ding ding dong—and, whoosh, a tidal wave of kids rushes through the halls. I hurry to make sure I have everything I need for homeroom so I can escape the madness. Even without my sacred Caboodle, I don’t love the crush and rush of crowds—big groups are just another occasion for awkwardness. Plus, even this early in the morning, some kids already stink.

FREEZE.

Panic rises in my chest as I struggle to remember if I put on deodorant. I know I did! I always do, but what if I didn’t? I whip around to face my locker again. There’s no way to check without someone calling me out. In middle school, somebody is always watching. I inhale slowly and risk it all to slink a finger inside my shirt and snake it to my armpit.

“ZAR-ee-uh?”

I wince and turn toward the voice mispronouncing my name, quickly sliding my hand back out in the open.

“Zar-EYE-yah, like Mariah with a Z,” I correct her. I hope I sound calm—not like I was caught in the middle of smelling myself. I force my burning cheeks into a smile.

“Sorry. I was just wondering. Is it possible? Can I get my bracelet now? Please?”

I close my eyes, trying to recall which one of today’s treasures is hers. “Gabby,” I mutter, and then the bracelet flashes into my mind. It’s a silver and cerulean double twist with a teddy bear charm. I can’t help but think that it matches Theo perfectly today.

“No. Sorry,” I say, regretting the time I wasted with the armpit check.

Her face falls, but there’s no way I’m breaking out bracelets with all these people around.

“There she is!” Two girls giggle as they point in my direction.

“Pickup time is four fifteen at the Makers’ table in the gym,” I say as fast as I can, backing away from her.

“But what if my bestie sees me?” she pleads, lowering her voice.

I scan the hall. It’s really crowded now. It’s only going to get harder for me to make it to class without more questions, comments, or requests.

“Just try to be first. It’s already wrapped and everything. Sorry! Gotta go!” I blow a kiss and pivot the other way, then slam smack-dab into one of the football players.

“Interception!” my brother, Anthony, yells at his teammate, and cracks up at his own joke.

I push off, roll my eyes at them, and find an opening in the crowd.

“Hey, Z! Zariah?”

I ignore the folks calling my name and dash down the corridor to homeroom. If I’m lucky, this little blip will be the most drama all day.
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Looks vs. Likes
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By the time I make it to homeroom, Mr. Clearwater is already at his door. Notes of Kendrick Lamar’s “DNA” greet our ears, and as usual, our teacher smiles and fist-bumps each of us on our way in. It’s not the worst way to start the morning.

This is our second year with all our core subject teachers. They loop with us throughout middle school, so we’re used to Mr. Clearwater’s, shall we say, eclectic taste in music. Most days he alternates between classical music and old-school hip-hop. He’s always telling us how he was a “great MC” back in the day (whenever that was), rapping verses from artists like Eminem and Tupac. (The clean versions, he insists.) He rocks funky vests and sometimes matching bow ties. I think my favorite thing about him is that he stashes stuff kids may need in places where we can get them without asking: snacks, toothpaste, deodorant.

I inhale deeply. Safe, I hope.

Once we’re seated, he’s all business. “All right, everyone. I can’t hear my music.” He cups his ear to quiet us down.

He’s switched to classical. We lower our volume a bit so he can hear Vivaldi—“Winter” is best, he always says—until the Hurston Morning News comes on. We watch to see if anything exciting is on deck today. It isn’t. Just the usual stuff: announcements, the lunch menu, and a video about safety drills. Finally they close out with a reminder that brings a smile to my face.

“And don’t forget! Today is the first Club Meet of the year. It’s a great time for you to find new friends and get involved. The fun starts at four fifteen in the gym. See ya there!” The Club Meet is an all-school fair, where everyone comes to either rep their club or join one.

The mention of the Club Meet sends my pocket vibrating. It’s the Squad group chat. The ten of us have known each other since elementary school. All it takes is for one person to say something, and everyone chimes in.

I sneak out my phone to silence notifications, but I see my name and a million exclamations.

Alaia: You hear that @Z? Fun, not drama!

Eric: This!

Lance: Exactly

Jessie: !!

Randall: No starting fights!

Justice: Or crashing into people!

I roll my eyes and type under my desk.

Me: It was an accident. A onetime thing.

I swipe away the chat and bury my phone in my bag. It’s been a whole year since the mishap at last year’s talent show, but every so often someone in the Squad brings it up.

One incident. And it wasn’t even my fault. Not really.

I wipe my hand across my face to erase the memory. And the shame.

The bell chimes, signaling us to gather our things and start the mad dash to first period. Before I get out the door, Mr. Clearwater stops me.

“I saw your latest preview post on the Hurston LookBook, Ms. Zariah. Can’t wait to see the final creations.”

LookBook is what happens when you cross a digital yearbook with Instagram. Every kid has their own page, and we’re tagged by homeroom, clubs, things like that.

“Thank you.” I smile, standing up taller. I posted a teaser trailer for the new bracelet babes. I do a full reveal after they go to their new owners, but before, I like to get people intrigued. This drop has everyone buzzing, trying to figure out who is getting what.

“You need to bring that same energy to your classes.” He lifts his eyebrows, and my smile fades. “We can discuss it later.”

Silently, I groan. Not only is Mr. Clearwater my homeroom teacher, he’s also my science teacher. I admit, last week’s test wasn’t my best effort, but how bad can it be? I’m great at science. And again, why get so bent out of shape about ONE? One incident. One bad (bad-ish?) grade.

“Ms. Zariah, you’re a talented maker, and everyone loves your work, but don’t let LookBook take over your life.” He leans in and lowers his voice. “Likes do not translate to real friends.”

I clench my jaw and look away. I know this better than anyone else. The bracelets are popular. People love them. But me? Not so much.

Truth? I don’t even want to be popular. I just want a friend. A real friend. A best friend. Someone who’d love to receive a bracelet from me.

I nod at Mr. Clearwater and brace myself as I dive into the hallway madness. Two people call my name from different directions. I smile and wave at the girls I don’t really recognize, then rush off to first period, careful not to trip.
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An Occasion for Awkwardness
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At lunchtime I follow my classmates into the caf. I grab a grilled cheese from the sub line and take my usual seat at one of the long outer rectangles. The outskirts, if you will.

Across the room sit the Great Debaters: kids who are either in the Debate Club or who act like everything is worthy of a big speech. They usually get in trouble for being too loud. I stay far away from them.

On the other side are the GOATs: the best athletes in school. Some of them are probably going to make a lot of money for being fast or strong.

Then there are the circular tables, where you’ll find the Top Tens: the future doctors, lawyers, professors. Competitive kids who are always on the honor roll, or teachers’ pets who are just pretending. You’ll also find the Geeks and the Makers. Sometimes they have tablets and supplies out, working on projects right through lunch. Every once in a while I sit with them.

Close to the middle is where the Cool Beans hang out. Those are influencers. The ones who help the rest of us know what we should be into.

And right in the very center are the Dolls. The glamour girls. The ones who dress like they just left a magazine photo shoot.

Scattered throughout the caf are tables of “regular” kids—ordinary people just hanging out with their friends. And loners, people like me.

Some kids feel lonely when they are alone, but usually I enjoy it, especially in a busy place like the caf. Everyone is here, and I can people-watch in peace. Sometimes I’ll think about profiles for orders and start working on new bracelets in my head. Or I’ll do market research—notice what styles people are wearing or listen to what they’re talking about.

I bite into my grilled cheese, surveying the scene. The caf is almost electric today. It feels louder, busier. Everywhere I turn, all I see is pairs. Even the Debaters are yelling and joking, all paired up, not just in a big, rowdy group. It’s because Labor Day is this weekend. The first big holiday of the school year means sleepovers and best friend time all weekend long. There’s even an unofficial name for it: the Big Sleep.

This morning’s pangs of jealousy return, and this time I allow them to sit with me. It’s not like anyone can really see what I’m thinking about, right?

Truth? Alone time is cool, but a best friend would be awesome, too.

I chomp on a handful of my homemade popcorn, but before I can swallow, trouble storms in my direction. It’s Trista, with her face balled up, tears flowing. Everyone in middle school knows you shouldn’t cry in public, but she’s not letting that stop her.

“Zariah, do you give money back?” she asks, way too loud for my taste. “I want my money back!”

“Never!” I say, covering my mouth until I can get this popcorn down. “I mean . . .” I chew fast and swallow hard, wishing I could ignore all the eyes turning in our direction. And is it my imagination—or is the caf growing quieter?

I chug my water, silently high-five myself for mostly keeping it together, and try again. “Did it . . .” I lower my voice to whisper the words no maker wants to say. “Did it break?”

She hands me the bracelet. It’s made of beads in jewel tones—emerald green, purple, and sapphire—with silver spacers in between. Kids are staring openly now, literally everyone, as I inspect the bracelet. It’s all can do to keep my butt glued to the chair and not dash out of here. But I keep it together and manage to remain seated. The bracelet looks perfect.

“No. I love it,” she declares at a normal volume. “But there’s nothing I can do with it now. We broke up.” At that, she raises her voice again. “We’re not best friends anymore. I can’t believe she would plan a whole sleepover WITHOUT ME!”

“Don’t shout! Shh, don’t shout.” I wave at her like I’m flagging down help, but she wails on.

“And this weekend of all the times.”

I cover my mouth with both hands, trying to look really obvious. Finally she catches on, remembering that she’s at middle school, and if she’s not more careful, her business will spread faster than soft butter on warm bread.

She sniffles. “Everyone knows how important this weekend is.”

I chew my bottom lip, feeling truly sad for her. I know what it’s like, the best friend breakup you weren’t expecting. It sucks. A lot.

“What should I do?” She sniffles. “How can I change her mind?”

“Um. You’re asking me?” I sputter.

“Yeah. You make best friend bracelets. You know everything about best friends.”

What am I supposed to say to that? “Friends-I-best-know-don’t . . .” Awkward! I clear my throat and try again. “Ex-no . . .”

I give up trying to say anything that makes sense, shrugging an apology instead. She nods and turns away. And just like that, everyone returns to their regular conversations.

I pull out my phone and find my LookBook post featuring Trista’s bracelet. I loved stringing together those jewel-toned beads. It’s too bad things didn’t work out.

Then, I click over to the Squad group chat. Of course, someone saw the whole thing go down.

Alaia: DRAMA! I knew it, @Z.

There’s a chain of replies asking what happened, and Alaia, who was sitting with the Cool Beans, gives a complete play-by-play of the whole tearful episode. I post a shrug emoji.

Just before I put my phone away, I feel the pull to check my other chats. I try to ignore it. After all, I don’t have any notifications, so I know I’m not missing anything. But still, something in me has to look, just to be sure. I scroll down, skipping past the side chats, holding my breath. Disappointment floods my whole body. As usual, there are no private messages for me. There haven’t been any for months. Not from Mikima, not from Naomi. Not from anyone.

I can’t give anyone advice on best friends. I don’t even have one myself.
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Club Meet
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“How many you got today, Z?” asks Jessie, her voice airy and light.

As co-leaders of the Makers Club, Jessie and I are in charge of our table for Club Meet. We’re putting the finishing touches on it now. I hold up five fingers and wink.

“Five custom bracelets in one week?” Jessie asks. “I can barely make new earrings that fast. When did you have time to do all those?” Jessie is the earring goddess. She makes them in every color, shape, and size with polymer clay.

“Two weeks,” I correct her. All these orders came in two weeks ago. But finding the time to get them done did put me behind on a few things.

Like science.

I skipped all the reading and made bracelets instead, but I really thought I had time to catch up. But after Mr. Clearwater’s hint, I’m not looking forward to test grades being posted soon.

Most people can make a friendship bracelet in less than an hour. They just grab a bunch of beads and charms and string them together for looks. But my bracelets are special. They take time and effort because they’re truly customized and one of a kind. That’s why people come to me—for the best.

I straighten the black tablecloth and step back for a better look, making sure the sample bracelets are displayed at the best angles. Last but not least, I post the flyer with my QR code so people can place orders.

“Is it time?” Jessie asks, eyeing my Caboodle.

“It’s time!” I crack it open and lift away the shelves. Then, one by one, I pull them out: five cloth gift bags that each fit in the palm of my hand. The cloth is a nice touch, I must admit. I get the bags from the dollar store, and they are perfect.

“Ooh,” squeals Jessie, eyeing each one as I lay it down. “Give me a peek. Just one of them. Come on!”

“Jessie! You know the rules. You’ll see them on LookBook next week! Or you can just order your own. I’ll make one for you.”

Regret tugs at my stomach as soon as that last part leaves my lips. I hope she doesn’t turn around and say yes. But, sweet relief, she laughs it off. I love making bracelets, but only for business. Not for friends. Not anymore.

“Here they come!” she howls, dancing in her seat.

Kids in all shapes and sizes swarm the gym in search of the perfect club. From anime to chess, mathletes to drama, naturalists to cosmetology, and anything else you can think of—it’s all here.

Gabby, the sixth grader from this morning, runs up to me first. She looks around like she’s hiding from bad guys and then shoves a few bills in my face.

“You said cash is okay, right?” she whispers loudly. Jessie snickers beside me.

I swipe to her order on my laptop to confirm which bracelet is hers. Just as I remembered, it’s the silver and cerulean double twist with a teddy bear charm. I grab the gift pouch. Jessie leans toward me to peek, but I clutch it to my chest.

“Cash is great. Ready to see?” I aim the pouch in Gabby’s direction, and Jessie sucks her teeth.

“Please, no. Not here!” says Gabby.

I stifle a giggle. “Are you giving it to her this weekend?”

“Yes! At the sleepover.”

“Okay, well, next week it’ll be on LookBook,” I remind her. “Good luck!” I smile at her and mean it. She dashes off, sneaking into the crowd like she’s still trying to escape something.

“Did we really care about the Big Sleep at the beginning of sixth grade?” asks Jessie.

I shrug as a small crowd forms and Jessie slips into recruiting mode, telling future Makers all about the club. The real answer is yes, we cared about the Big Sleep. At least I did. And just like last year, this time I’ll be spending the night at home, by myself.





5

[image: image]

Disappointment & Doomscrolling
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Friday, 9/1

Everywhere I turn, people are talking about the Big Sleep this weekend. I tune it all out, trying not to get in my feelings. When everyone in school is talking about something you aren’t doing, alone starts to feel lonely.

To make matters worse, Mr. Clearwater announces that science grades will be posted today. Everyone boos, complaining how mean it is to release grades right before Labor Day weekend. Everyone except Theo, sitting beside me with her shimmering brown eyelids angled toward her lap. I’m pretty sure she’s sneak reading a book. Mr. Clearwater ignores our complaints, saying, “If you stay ready, you don’t have to get ready.”

By the time I get home after school, the Squad chat is going strong about everything from lunchtime drama to who is going where for the Big Sleep, but I know they’ll be quiet soon. They’re always quieter on weekends, but they’ll probably be silent while everyone is together in real life.

Everyone else, I mean. I’ll be working on bracelets. And maybe science.

Alaia: Zariah, you coming? You can’t miss the Squad sleepover! All the other girls will be there.

Jessie: Yeah! And bring your stuff. We wanna hear about your fave bracelets! I have questions!

Me: Ha, I don’t MAKE and TELL!

Justice: LOL![image: image]

Eric: [image: image]

Me: Can’t MAKE it this time. Take lots of pics!

Lance: [image: image]

Jessie: [image: image]

It’s cool they want me there, but I know it
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