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1

Formal?

    ✓ Enter a pattern of mutual influence

The Polaroid is missing.

From March of last year until today, the inside door of Brian Wu’s locker displayed a Polaroid of his girlfriend, Riley, held up by two magnets that look like mini vinyls. In the photo, Riley’s sitting cross-legged on a picnic blanket in front of a red-tipped barberry shrub, her hair gathered in a loose topknot. She’s covering her eyes with her hands like she doesn’t want her photo taken, but we all know that she probably did. If I looked like Riley does in a topknot, I’d turn all my walls into mirrors.

But now, all of it’s gone. The magnets, the Polaroid.

Brian shuts his locker with a wham, and I jump, leaning into my open locker like I was very busy filing away very important senior year things. I have an opera box view of him from here, thanks to the esteemed Order of the Alphabetical that put our lockers in the same row. I have it all colored and labeled in my head like paint chips—where Brian sits in every class, where his locker is, even when his basketball games are.

I’m about to shut my locker, but I notice Brian’s not rushing past me like he usually does when the warning bell sounds. His footsteps are getting slower; his shadow’s getting bigger. He must have dropped a pencil that rolled all the way here because there’s no way he’s about to stop in front of—

“Hey, Aisha.” Brian gives me a small smile, little dents forming in his cheeks. His school uniform looks crisp and ironed, while mine looks as if it’s been yanked down from a flagpole.

For the past four years at Arledge Preparatory, I’ve mostly seen the zoomed-out version of Brian’s face from across assemblies or classrooms or hallways. I’m used to him asking me in passing what score I got on my test, like a drive-through for grade inquiries. We’ve spoken here and there outside of comparing GPAs, but only for a specific need, like freshman year when he asked me where I got my pencil pouch, junior year when we were in a group project for AP Physics together, or a few months ago when he asked to copy my notes because he forgot his glasses. But now, he’s in 4K Ultra HD at my locker. And there are no worksheets or desks or pencil pouches between us.

My eyes move to my scuffed shoes. “Wh-What’s up?”

“I know this is a weird question, but . . .” He points to the door of my locker, which is covered in blank yellow sticky notes, with a few filled ones peppered in. “Can I have one of those stickies?”

I blink at him. He towers over me now, not like in middle school when I had a few inches on him still. His straight black hair is lightly combed back with some loose strands framing his eyes like apostrophes, and while his lips are moving, all I can focus on is how moist they look.

“I need it for something,” he goes on, “and I remembered you have a bunch stuck on here . . .”

I never realized that the whole locker visibility thing was a two-way street.

The sticky note sculpture is courtesy of my friend Marcy. This summer, she read a piece on how sticky notes foster innovation, and she convinced me to create a “lightbulb-moment space” in my locker to capture breakthroughs. Mine’s unused except for the ideas Marcy donated, but her locker’s lightbulb-moment space is thriving. It has to-do lists, wish lists, vegetables-to-grow-in-her-backyard-garden lists. She even gave me a sticky-note pad to keep in my bag in case of an idea emergency.

That’s Marcy. She can freehand-draw perfect circles. She’s never slouching, even when sitting on those annoying stools with no backs. She’s president of the yearbook club and managing editor of the school newspaper. She’s also basically my only close friend at Arledge Prep, but that job requires no tree killing.

“Oh!” My voice goes high. “Of course! Peel away!”

If I look into his eyes, all the words will evaporate from my brain, so I focus on his backpack straps instead. Marcy once told me if I looked closer, I’d see a Japanese brand name stitched into the leather that puts the bag at $549. Pretax. Considering I’ve had the same faded JanSport backpack since freshman year with shoulder padding that could double as a bowling lane bumper, I might as well stitch FINANCIAL AID onto the front. Pa pretended that he bought it out of practicality—it would last through high school and protect my shoulders from strain. Or he saw the buy one, get one free deal and looked no further.

“Thanks, you’re the best!” Brian says, and after he carefully peels off a note, he walks away without another glance. His steps are self-assured, like he’s walking to the beat of a song. One, two, three—everyone wants to be me or date me!

The bell rings, and I pull my composition notebook from my locker and stuff it into my backpack. Brian could’ve waited for me, considering we’re going to the same place, but he probably forgot we’re in the same class.

When I get to AP Lit, he’s already at his desk and riffling through his $549 backpack, eventually pulling out his copy of The Great Gatsby. As I sit down, I see a folded note on my desk. I turn to my right to throw a curious look at Marcy as I open it, but she pretends to be busy arranging her pencils. Her straight brown hair is gathered into a French braid, and she’s wearing a monogrammed Arledge Prep sweater over her uniform blouse today.

Arledge Prep has a strict no-phones-except-during-lunch rule, so Marcy passes me notes sometimes. Her handwriting is like decoding hieroglyphics. After much squinting and head tilting, I get the following:

Winter formal top 5 date options:

Alex Currant

Connor Belle

Kenji Tanaka

Jerome King

Sean Truwald

Wild card option:

Brian Wu

I grin. Another listicle from Marcy, though this one feels more thought out than usual, since each name is written in a different gel pen color. She’s been trying to get me to ask someone (read: anyone) to tomorrow night’s winter formal. She was supposed to go with me as my platonic date as usual, but last week she got asked by Kevin Wright. I can tell she feels bad about leaving me behind, so I’ve been kind of milking the whole thing. My lonely eyes drove her to buy me a Snickers bar from the vending machine yesterday. She said it was just because, but I know better. Her guilt must’ve driven her to write this listicle, too.

She wouldn’t have added Brian as an option if she knew what happened between him and me, but I haven’t told anyone at Arledge Prep that I was friends with Brian. Sometimes I want to reveal that he used to be My Clumsy Neighbor ft. Pokémon Card Collection before he became Chiseled Private School Senior ft. Dumbbell Collection, but then I think better of it. It’d be betraying his secret past. Like revealing to 1920s society that Gatsby was a farmer’s son. Besides, I’m not jumping at the opportunity to tell everyone how Brian forgot about me like the bunches of cilantro wilting at the back of my fridge.

“Put away your pocket-sized dopamine devices, or they’re mine.” Ms. Kavnick uncaps an Expo marker with the gusto of a knight unsheathing a sword, her owl earrings spinning. She always knows when students are texting. The owls must tell her.

“Since we just finished discussing The Great Gatsby, I’d like to use some of class today to reflect on F. Scott Fitzgerald. When he died of a heart attack in 1940, he’d sold fewer than twenty-five thousand copies of Gatsby, and it was only years after his death that the novel became so well-known. He died never seeing the extent of his success.” She paces from one side of the board to the other. “Isn’t success an unreliable measure, then? And because it’s so difficult to define, we often mistakenly equate it to external achievements. Gatsby equated success to winning Daisy’s affection. For others, it might be the amount of books we sell in our lifetime, how much money we make, what college we attend . . .”

I swear she’s looking right at me. She probably knows I’ve been a member of the sell-your-soul-for-college-acceptance coalition since freshman year.

“This is what I want you to write about in your journals today.” Her marker squeaks across the board. “What do you think Jay Gatsby lost in his quest for success? And how could he have defined success differently?”

In my notebook, I pretend to respond to these questions, but I’m brainstorming ideas for the Stanford application essay question that’s due next month. I talked to my college counselor for weeks about whether I should apply to Stanford restrictive early action or regular decision. We decided regular decision would be better for me, since I could use the time to retake the SAT and write a stronger personal essay. I raised my SAT score to a 1510, but the essay remains. Undone. Mocking me.

When the bell rings, all I’ve written down in my notebook is a few bullet points, none of them promising. Students are already stuffing themselves through the doorway to get to the cafeteria, and Brian lifts his backpack over his shoulder, creating a sizable bulge in his forearm. He laughs at something my chem lab partner, Alexander Currant, says, and then walks out without a glance in my direction. There are always people accessorizing his existence wherever he goes now, like a collection of rotating scarves.

It wasn’t always that way.

Brian Wu has a past. A past full of crimes, to be exact. And there’s no Colonel-Mustard-did-it-in-the-study-with-a-candlestick way to summarize them, but I’ll try.

In middle school, there was a force field around him that repelled all signs of life, including me. The only time we talked was at the monthly bagel breakfast for the young readers’ book club. He would tear his bagel to shreds and stick the pieces into the cream cheese like it was dipping sauce for mozzarella sticks, leaving blueberry bagel crumbs in the container. In hindsight, it probably wasn’t the whole sloppy-cream-cheese thing that set me off. It was being a few percentage points behind him on every test, and along with him disrupting the class with unfunny jokes and waving his perfect score papers around for everyone to see, there was one very important thing that made Brian impossible to ignore.

We were neighbors.

There aren’t many Asian families living in Arledge, Michigan, so ours stuck together like Mrs. Wu’s sticky rice cakes. She’d tweeze the sesame seeds into a smiley face for us, and Ma would send foil-coated burfi that beamed back. The trade of rice cakes and burfi went on for years, with Mrs. Wu sending Brian to drop the cakes at our doorstep every few months, and Ma sending me to drop burfi at Brian’s. I always looked forward to it since Mrs. Wu would come to the door gushing about how precious and well-behaved I was, as Brian stood by the railing and scowled.

Scowling is how I found him sitting at my dining room table one fourth-grade afternoon when I came home from school. No rice cakes to be seen.

“His mother works late now because of her promotion,” Ma explained to me in hushed tones. “So your pa and I offered to help watch Brian. I’m relying on you to serve him some snacks and juice, okay?”

“What?” I thought of our everything bagels lying next to the toaster, stacked neatly like a roll of quarters. Our bagels must be protected. “But after school is my ME time, to watch cartoons and eat salt-and-vinegar chips and—”

She was already gone.

I begrudgingly offered my chips to Brian that day, and he only took one, probably because he knew Ma made me offer them. But as he spent more afternoons at my house, the silences got shorter, and the half waves and shrugs between us turned into high fives and giggles. I realized that behind all the loud sound effects, boasting, and annoying did-you-know facts was a kid who needed a friend, like I did. I started saving him a seat on the bus ride home. I let his poor bagel etiquette slide. I didn’t mind so much when I misspelled imperative on a spelling test and he didn’t, or when he unabashedly ate all my chips.

The rest of fourth grade took on this new best friend glow, and when the school year ended, we spent summer evenings catching fireflies in old mango pickle jars (although we never kept them too long since Pa would lecture us about “respecting each atma on earth”). By the time fifth grade started, we were eating lunch together, doing our Kumon worksheets together, and even cleaning my landfill of a room together if Pa made me.

A clean room means a clean mind, he always said.

I’d made my own proverb—when a friend helps shove everything you own under your bed, that’s when you know the friendship will last.

But then sixth grade hit, and that’s when I started thinking of Brian as more than a friend. I doodled his name next to mine in the margins of my notebooks. I drew hearts in the corners of my foggy bathroom mirror after a shower. I imagined what it’d be like to go to the eighth-grade Spring Fling with him.

Turns out, I never went to the Spring Fling at all. Mrs. Wu’s late nights at American Axle paid off, and she became senior director of finance. The summer after seventh grade, Brian moved out of our quaint neighborhood and transferred to West Middle. I never got the chance to tell him how I felt, and along with the sticky rice cakes, he wasn’t at my door anymore. Firefly jars reverted to pickle jars. Brian stopped being my friend.

Marcy follows my gaze to Brian and then starts violently poking my arm. “What about asking, er, wild card to formal? I know he’s your competition for valedictorian and everything, but look.” Poke. “At.” Poke. “His.” Poke. “Arms.”

“Hey, remember Kevin? Your new boyfriend?” I cover my arm with my hand, but she keeps poking my fingers until she gets a smile out of me.

“Just because I’m going to the dance with Kevin now doesn’t mean my eyeballs fell out. Also boyfriend is too far. We’re not official yet.”

“Ten bucks you will be by next week,” I say, trailing behind her into the hallway. I’m not one to gamble, but Marcy and Kevin fit too well for them not to be together. They’re the traffic cones of the world—they’re meant to be seen. Kevin is student council president, and Marcy’s part of every student publication. She’s known she wants to major in journalism since freshman year. She’s always been sure of herself, like a newspaper that’s already gone to print.

“Please, please come to formal tomorrow. Just think of how disappointed Gatsby would be in a young woman like you saying no to a party.” Marcy points to Principal Cornish whacking his dead microphone on the cafeteria stage as we sit down at a table. “He’d be especially disappointed.”

In the weeks leading up to winter formal, Principal Cornish has been recounting to unsuspecting victims the tale of how he met his wife at a winter formal. There are probably more important issues he could be focusing on, like the cost of private school tuition or the rampant cheating that’s been happening on calculus tests, but I digress.

“I don’t feel like going this year.” I dig into my backpack for a browning banana and a vending machine Snickers bar.

Marcy watches me. “Is it that you don’t feel like going or—”

“Before you say it—it’s not only because I don’t have a date. The tickets cost a hundred dollars. What is this, Coachella?”

“I told you I’d cover you. Or you can use your nest egg of Antelope bucks. . . .”

Principal Cornish calls the money in our student accounts “Antelope bucks,” but I refuse to acknowledge a currency that can only be used for school lunch, school store merch, and school-sponsored events.

“Or I can catch up on college applications. And crochet on my couch in between.”

At that, Marcy presses her lips together and gets this look like she’s trying not to laugh, which is somehow worse than her laughing. I joined crochet club last year, after reading that crochet uses a single hook to combine loops, which is supposed to make it easier than knitting and meant that I’d become a yarn whisperer in no time, but I haven’t. It’s more of a shout-at-my-tangled-mess-of-yarn situation, and usually I’d laugh with Marcy about my wonky crochet animals. I even named the collection Graveyarn. But there’s something about Brian asking me for that sticky note that set me off. It’s like everyone has I’m better than you painted on their foreheads.

Realizing I’m not laughing with her, Marcy looks down, suddenly very interested in her sandwich. I think she can tell that I’m in a mood. Both Marcy and Pa are good at discerning that. When Brian and I stopped being friends, Pa comforted me by saying that maybe Brian and I weren’t meant to stay friends in this life—that in a future life, we might come together again. I imagined us centuries later as two cherry trees planted next to each other in an orchard. But our reunion came sooner than I thought. I got a full-tuition scholarship to the same high school as Brian: Arledge Preparatory, one of the most prestigious and expensive private high schools in Michigan. A school with a customizable course catalog for grades nine to twelve, rigorous advanced placement classes, college counselors, a focus on nurture, college readiness, and resilience . . . and admissions committees all over the world know the Arledge difference! (The website’s words, not mine.)

But even though we go to the same school, Brian and I didn’t come together again like my dad thought we might. I’m just a sticky note vending machine to him. At best.

“Maybe you won’t need to ask anyone to the dance,” Marcy says. “Someone might ask you.”

“Doubt it. Here I come, twenty-five-minute Pomodoro blocks.”

She gives me a blank stare.

“To work on my Stanford essay.”

“There it is,” she groans through a mouthful. “And here I thought we were going to get through lunch without you mentioning Stanford.”

I bite my lip. I get it. I irk myself with how much I talk about Stanford sometimes, but mentioning it makes it feel like it’s all possible—for me, and for Ma. She got admitted to Stanford a few years after immigrating to the United States, but never graduated.

“Just imagine us in Californ-i-a!” I sing. “The land of movie stars. Ocean views. Redwood trees. Year-round sunshine.”

“Hard pass. You forget I’m white.”

Marcy’s pale skin is extra sensitive to the sun. I used to be confused by the kids around me lathering on sunscreen during elementary school field trips to Houghton Lake, but it all made sense later when I found out that Arledge, Michigan, is 81.4 percent white. Forget lemonade stands—I should’ve been selling Sun Bum during my summer vacations.

Ma never gave me any sunscreen. She thought that with our darker skin, we don’t need sun protection, so I’ll probably look like a raisin sooner rather than later.

“What’s the Stanford essay question again?” Marcy asks, poking drooping tomato slices out of her sandwich, which means that she was at her dad’s yesterday. He never remembers that she hates raw tomatoes. “Tell us about a time you fell off a cliff and totally almost died but then didn’t, and then tell us how it was actually the best thing that ever happened to you and what a deeply precious growth opportunity it was to snap all your limbs in half after all?”

I chuckle. “Close. It’s share a time you left your comfort zone.”

“The irony. College admissions criteria is the reason we’ve been glued to our desks for the past four years. I have back pain already. I can barely bend far enough to help my grandparents plant zucchini.”

Marcy’s backyard garden has stepping stones that lead to a wooden arch covered in snaking vines, and when I first saw it, I remember thinking that the space was bigger than my whole apartment. Marcy’s grandparents live nearby, so they usually come over to trim overgrown shrubs. I’m fascinated by how often they visit. I’ve only seen my nani and nana a handful of times—once when they visited Arledge and spent every evening at the Jai Ho Indian grocery store, and again the summer of eighth grade when my family visited India for a month. I remember Pa packed The Peterson Method®: An SAT Vocabulary Workbook in his suitcase for my older sister, Seema, to review, and he’d plop it on her lap every time he’d catch her watching an Indian drama.

“You might have back pain, but at least you have direction,” I tell Marcy. “I still don’t know what to put down for my major. My counselor said she doesn’t recommend going in undecided.”

I’ve been doing well in AP Computer Science, and majoring in it makes sense since I’ve loved math and puzzles for as long as I can remember, but I’m not sure I want to spend eight hours a day coding. After my counselor told me to think about what I do that makes time fall away, I remembered painting, but the only things I’ve had time to paint in the last four years are the decorations for our school dances. Besides, if I told Ma and Pa I’m majoring in fine art, they’d hear that I’m majoring in instability. Which might not be wrong.

“I think it’s okay to take your first year of college to explore. Better than choosing a major you might hate. Besides . . .” Marcy’s shaping her sandwich crust into a heart. Based on her general disdain for all institutions, I can guess what she’s about to say. “No matter what major you put down now, those admissions gatekeepers are gonna expect stellar grades, leadership experience, a bazillion volunteer hours, and in your spare time you better be listening to mindfulness podcasts to work through your trauma that you can spin into a heartfelt application essay while raising money for multiple scleros—”

“Marcy, may I borrow you for just a moment?” Principal Cornish is shuffling toward our table with this big smile that looks permanently stapled to his face; his cheeks a splotchy red and forehead beaded with sweat. The polka-dot tie he’s wearing is knotted so tightly around his neck that I wonder how he ever looks down. “It seems I need your expertise on AV equipment! My microphone isn’t working, I’m afraid.”

Marcy and I exchange looks. “I’m president of the yearbook club. I think you’re looking for Mari, president of the theater club? She can probably help you fig—”

“Oh dear, right you are! My deepest apologies for the mix-up!” His smile doesn’t waver. “But it’s a happy accident, considering I was just thinking about checking on the yearbook this morning to make sure everything’s going swimmingly. This is the butterfly effect at its finest—even if two things collide just once in space and time, they enter into a pattern of mutual influence forever. I guarantee, I was meant to run into you today!” He winks and holds up his hand for a high five, and when she reluctantly slaps it, he asks, “How’re things coming along? Is the cover design all set?”

“Uh, yeah—yes. The students voted and Aimee’s design won—the one with the Antelope emblem in the center.”

“Wonderful.” He looks distracted, no doubt combing the cafeteria for Mari. “I better go, but keep up the great work, Marcy!”

He shuffles away, and Marcy turns to me as soon as he’s out of earshot. “What the heck did he say earlier? Butterfly effect? Space and time?”

I laugh. “He can talk his way out of anything. How do you think he deals with all the nightmare Arledge parents?”

Her shoulders droop. “Lucky Mari. No one ever comes lookin’ for the president of the yearbook club.”

“I do.”

I’ve been pestering Marcy all month for a peek at the yearbook draft. I love yearbooks, for the glossy pages and handwritten messages on the inside covers. I’m buying one knowing I’ll hardly be in it, unless I get valedictorian or they dedicate a spread to Seniors Who Started a Bullet Journal but Then Decided It Was Too Much Work.

At that moment, presumably with Mari’s help, Principal Cornish gets his microphone to work.

“Arrrrrledge Antelopes!” The microphone screeches as his voice booms across the cafeteria. “This is a reminder that winter formal is happening tomorrow night at our beloved Conservatory of Music in downtown Arledge. Tickets are being sold until three in the West Pavilion. If you have any questions, you can ask your friendly student council vice president . . .” He gestures to Brian, who gives the crowd a wave and gets a few whistles in return. I swear that boy is everywhere at this school. Sometimes I question if I’m trapped in one of those old Bollywood films where one actor plays multiple roles by switching wigs. “Brian Wu,” Principal Cornish adds, although I doubt he needs the introduction. “You can direct questions about logistics and parental chaperone sign-ups to him.”

“What’s that shiny thing on Brian’s sweater?” Marcy asks, squinting.

I pretend to squint, too, even though I already know. “I think it’s his honor roll pin.”

Arledge is strict about altering our uniforms, but wearing small brooches or enamel pins is allowed. Brian wears that gold antelope pin almost daily, so I suppose he likes displaying his Principal’s honor roll status in a subtle way.

Marcy snickers. “Of course he’s wearing that.”

Okay, maybe not that subtle.

A 3.4–3.8 GPA makes the regular honor roll, and anything higher puts you on the Principal’s honor roll with a capital P, which means you get a gold antelope pin and early registration for special courses like metalsmithing and fiber arts. I’m on the Principal’s honor roll, too, but I lost my pin a month after I got it.

Principal Cornish clasps his hands behind his back, leaning so close to the microphone that he’s practically kissing it. “As some of you might know, I met my wife at my school’s winter formal. We had our first dance in the gymnasium there, and this could turn out to be an equally special time for you.”

“Kill me,” I groan, turning back to Marcy.

Everyone I know has a date to formal, or at least has been on a date before. Given that I spend all my time studying and pining for a boy I’ll never have, it makes sense that there isn’t an avalanche of love notes falling out of my locker when I open it. Still, a part of me hoped a good thing would magically come knocking for once, instead of me plotting everything like a mystery novelist. Take eighth grade, for example. In order to get Ma and Pa to let me go on a camping trip with my environmental club, I started sending them articles with titles like “Green Surroundings Linked to Higher Attention Spans” weeks in advance.

“Did you and Kevin decide what you’re going to wear to formal?” I ask.

In addition to being student council president, Kevin Wright is editor in chief of the Antelope Times and, from what I gather, Brian’s best friend. He’s one of the few Black students at Arledge Prep. He’s also a trifecta of friendly to everyone and popular and attractive, so it figures he was crowned best friend, while I got thrown out like an old sock with toe holes.

“Kevin’s grandma advised us both to wear red. She said it’s the color of passion.”

I can’t imagine my nani saying something like that. She’d probably say red is the color of dried chilies.

The lunch bell rings, and I head to my locker. I used to have a track on a loop in my head leading up to all school dances: at least Marcy doesn’t have a date, either! But now she’s planning cute matching outfits with the blessing of Kevin’s grandma, while my entire life’s yearbook has been stuck on the same page since freshman year. I can’t even remember the last time I didn’t rush through dinner to get to the chimney stack of AP homework waiting for me. Maybe it was years ago, when Brian and I were still neighbors. He used to stay for biryani and always brought me a piece of Chinese milk candy. If he forgot, he’d bring me two pieces the next time.

And now we barely talk.

As I approach my locker, Principal Cornish’s voice rings in my head. Even if two things collide just once in space and time, they enter into a pattern of mutual influence forever. I have my doubts about the butterfly effect. I can’t imagine Brian and me existing in a pattern of influence again. The only pattern we share now is competing for valedictorian, so I’d be surprised if we ever—

That’s when I see it.

There’s a sticky note on my locker that says FORMAL? in black pen, and what’s more is that I’d recognize that handwriting anywhere.

“Hey, Aisha.”

I spin around. Standing there, hands by his sides, is Brian Wu.
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A History of Yearbooks

✓ Memorize what Brian wrote in every yearbook I bought

GRADE 4

Aishaaaa—

Thx for letting me eat all your chips this year. At least we don’t have to be sad about school ending because I’ll cya in probably 5 mins when u come over.

Brian

GRADE 5

Aish,

I know you love my fun facts sooo much, so here’s another: did u know Q is the only letter that doesn’t appear in any US state name?

Brian

GRADE 6

Yo Aish-slice!

    I’m writing this super tiny because it’s top-secret: as of yesterday, a new fro-yo place opened downtown in place of that closed watch repair shop. First 100 customers get free cereal toppings. We gotta bike there ASAP!!!

—Brian Wuletthedogsout

GRADE 7

Dear Aish,

I’m going to miss you so much when I move!!! Thank you for letting me win at Connect 4 sometimes :P, and for the assortment of turtle drawings. They kept me awake during all of Mr. Clark’s boring history documentaries (I still don’t understand how your handwritting handwriting is so neat). I saved the drawings for when you become a famous artist. I still won’t sell them if you do, though, so don’t worry. Can’t wait to hang out this summer!

Sincerely, Brian

GRADE 8 (NO YEARBOOK)

“These yearbooks are too expensive and a waste of money. You can buy one next year.”

—Ma

GRADE 9

h.a.g.s

—brian

GRADES 10 & 11

See Grade 8.

GRADE 12

TBD
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For Old Times’ Sake

✓ Score a date to winter formal

“Sorry to startle you.” Brian has this mischievous twinkle in his eyes, the same look he used to get when telling me stories about Rooney the witch, who lived in the woods behind our apartment building. She was actually a mechanical engineer who lived in unit 109 and had a tarot card deck. “I come in peace. I’m here to ask you a very important question”—he points to the FORMAL? sticky note—“with the aid of the sticky you provided this morning.”

“Y-You mean—”

“I was wondering if you would accompany me to winter formal tomorrow night.” His voice goes low on accompany, like he’s the governor inviting me to a gala. He’s always had a proper way of speaking—he says doing well instead of good, or may I instead of can I.

I breathe in. This is real. This is not a drill.

“I know it’s last minute. The thing is, my girlfriend and I broke up last night.”

My expression remains blank because I know all about Polaroid Riley already. She goes to a different school, is some sort of volleyball star, and she got a puppy last month. Border collie, I think. I’ve scrolled through a zillion pictures of her.

“I don’t want to miss the dance or go by myself. Everyone I know is paired off already, and Kevin told me you’re not going with anyone. He said if I ask you, I better do it with some sort of sign or something, so that’s how I thought of using one of your sticky notes.” He smiles at me, and I look away to prevent melting into my shoes. Middle School Brian used to smile a lot, but Brian 2.0 doesn’t. His smiles are rare, like pancake day in the cafeteria. I just earned a smile with teeth. “So? What do you say, Aish?”

Aish. My nickname in his deep, buttery voice.

The antelope honor roll pin on his sweater glints as he folds his arms across his chest. “No pressure.”

AishAishAishAish—

“I was just thinking we could go together for old times’ sake,” he adds, watching me.

Doesn’t he remember how things left off, back in the old times?

It was when Brian was moving out of our Coral Tree apartment complex. Seventh grade had ended a week before, and we were sitting in the trunk of Pa’s old station wagon like we often did, admiring the sunset, our legs dangling over the back bumper. The orange sky was bleeding into pinks and purples, and my cheeks were wet with tears. Usually, I’d be embarrassed crying in front of anyone, but not Brian.

“You’re still going to come over, right?” I’d asked him.

He nodded, tufts of his pin-straight hair lifting in the wind. “Of course.”

“Who’s going to untangle my necklaces for me?”

I’d always let the chains of my Claire’s necklaces fold into each other until they became one evil Pangaea that could not be separated. Brian would come over with a safety pin and magically pry them all apart.

“Maybe you could stop dumping them into your nightstand drawer. Just a thought.”

“It’s gonna be so boring without you.” My voice was cracking from the effort of not crying harder.

“Maybe change will be good. My house is going to be way bigger, so we’ll have more room to—”

“No change allowed. We’re staying best friends.”

I said it like it was the thing I was most sure of in the world, but I knew it wasn’t true. I’d already felt him slipping away into someone new, someone who wanted to be different. Brian’s comic books and “Be Water, My Friend” poster were thrown in the trash instead of tucked into his Things to Keep box. His square glasses had been replaced by trendy round frames, and he started walking by the pond a few blocks from our apartment complex without looking for tadpoles. I hoped he’d put me in Things to Keep last minute, but he didn’t. After he moved, he kept telling me he was too busy to hang out. After three weeks went by, I knew what he meant, but I didn’t want to believe it.

I rode my bike to his new house one sweltering August morning in hopes of salvaging our crumbling friendship, and when he opened the door, I barely recognized him. His mop of straight hair had been cut and styled into a tapered fade. Instead of a graphic tee, he was wearing a plain collared shirt with a logo I couldn’t place. It was jarring, like the time I’d gone back to visit my old elementary school to find that the library had a new computer lab where the reading corner used to be. He looked at me different, too, like I was a moth who had whizzed into his house by accident, while I joked about how many rooms his new house had.

“You’d have to skateboard to get from one end to the other,” I said.

He shrugged. “It might look big, but my mom is so afraid of me breaking things that I’m barely allowed to touch any of it.”

At the time, Mrs. Wu was focused on Brian behaving properly and losing some weight, believing those to be the last steps in her Five Steps to a Flawless Son program. By the evening of my visit, Brian had bulldozed over the bridge I’d tried to build between us. He sighed when I wound up his music box for the fifth time, and he looked away when I asked about his new school. Finally, I gathered the courage to ask him what was wrong.

“I feel like I’ve outgrown the stuff we used to do together,” he said, and my heart dropped to the floor.

That was that.

I never asked him to hang out again, and he never asked me. We didn’t run into each other until freshman year, when we both started at Arledge Prep. Even then, I didn’t find the loud, comic-loving kid I knew—the kid who always got his sundae with whipped cream and an extra striped paper straw. He had a certain smoothness now, like someone had taken a knife and sheared that whipped cream straight off the top.

“Um . . .” I clear my throat, returning my eyes to my shoes. I’m afraid if I look at him, he’ll see a billboard flashing my secrets. That there are more than a few sketches of him in my sketchbook. Or that I play reruns of our moments together in my head. Or that for my birthday, I wished we’d be in all the same classes this year.

Brian steps in front of the FORMAL? sticky note, covering it entirely. “I didn’t mean to make—I mean, if you don’t feel comfortable—”

“I—Yes,” I blurt, my eyes meeting his. They haven’t changed. They’re the same dark eyes of the boy who loved card magic, skipping rocks across the Clinton River, sticking maple tree whirlers in my hair . . .

“Oh.” His furrowed eyebrows suddenly relax, like uneven grass being mowed to a straight edge. “You sure?”

“I’m sure,” I say, nodding vigorously to show just how sure I am.

I feel like a new woman, like that time I took an hour-long bath and filled out one page of a bullet journal. This kind of stuff doesn’t happen to people like me—the extras in the film. The universe must have promoted me to main character, pushing me through a wormhole to an alternate dimension where the yearbook of my life could finally be filled all at once: my first and only crush asking me to winter formal, my first slow dance, my first corsage, my first date . . .

Could Brian Wu and I be in a pattern of mutual influence after all?
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Dueling Pianos

✓ Attend winter formal

I’m sitting cross-legged on the floor of my bedroom wearing a sequined white dress, shaking my right thigh to dispel nervous energy. My sister, Seema, is kneeling on the ground in front of me, peering at my fresh chin pimple. I call them chimples. This one looks like Mount Vesuvius minutes before its eruption in AD 79. Unlike me, Seema has long, straight hair. Soft, blemish-free skin. She got Ma’s genes. That’s why I half believed her when she used to tell me I was plucked from the dumpster.

“I can’t believe you made me drive home for this. It’s not even that bad.” She’s dabbing a dime-sized dot of her crusty foundation on my chin, but in Volcano v. Foundation, I know volcano always wins. “It’s like the time you made me drive home to kill a spider in your room when Ma and Pa were in India.”

“Not my fault you chose a college so close by. Besides, I was going to vacuum the spider myself, but then I imagined it escaping and laying eggs all over my room.”

“Think about it, Aish. Is the spider in your room, or are you in the spider’s room?”

I roll my eyes.

“Just giving you a preview of the hippie-tie-dye-crystal crap you’ll hear in California. . . .” She squints at my chin. “All righty, my foundation is kind of light for your skin, but at least the chimple looks covered.”

“You really cured it?”

“You’re looking at me like I’m a vet who saved your sick hamster. I just slapped some foundation on your zit, man.”

“ThankyouthankyouTHANKYOU.”

Have you ever noticed how the Mega Million jackpot winners only get interviewed on the day they find their winning ticket? No one interviews them on day two, when they’re crouched under a desk, sobbing about how they’re woefully unprepared to handle the responsibility of managing the money.

I’m on day two.

“Yeah, yeah. And by the way, it’s super obvious you’re going with a boy tonight, but I don’t want to know anything. Or else Ma will hold me responsible.”

It already took a lot of work convincing Ma to let me start going to school dances in the first place. I had to explain the landscape: kids flailing around to music, surrounded by hand-painted leaves, flowers, or snowflakes (depending on the season), and chaperones patrolling for any unseemly behavior. With a little coaxing from Seema, Ma agreed, but there’s no way I’d get away with adding a boy to the mix. Even if it’s golden boy Brian.

My parents are the kind of loving parents who fret over you when you’re sick and take your temperature constantly by pressing the backs of their hands to your forehead (very scientific), but they’re also the kind of parents who make you wear knee and elbow pads even if biking only a block. There’s this jumpiness about them, like they’re expecting a vortex to open in the center of our street and suck Seema and me into the earth. Sometimes when I go over to Marcy’s and see how relaxed her mom is, I wonder what life would’ve been like if my parents gave me space. Like Marcy’s-vegetable-garden amount of space.

My cheeks redden. “Okay, so I might be going with a boy, but the dance is also, er, research for my Stanford essay. Share a time you—”

“Left your comfort zone. We all know. Maybe if you’d killed that spider yourself, you would’ve had content for your essay already.” She caps her foundation, helping me get to my feet. “And why are your eyes all red? Please don’t tell me you were crying over your pimple.”

“Sounds plausible, but no. My contacts are bothering me.”

Probably because my eyes were shut for a whopping seven minutes last night. I was up brainstorming what I’ll talk about with Brian at the dance. Versions of How’s student council going? or I’ve missed talking to you all this time or insert inside joke here. Add to that an hour of research on how to slow dance and another half hour practicing walking in Seema’s four-inch pumps, which I snagged from her closet. I couldn’t leave tonight up to chance.

“You should’ve just worn glasses. Contacts are very drying for your corneas, you know.” She sighs, dusting my dress as I stand. “Not that you listen to me. Now get going. Pa’s waiting outside.”

“Don’t worry, I got it all under control,” I say, and then I proceed to ransack my room to find the rose boutonniere that I bought for Brian yesterday after school.

By the time I find the rose and rush out of the apartment building, Pa has defrosted the car and is watching from the driver’s seat as I hobble toward him in Seema’s heels.

Pa puts an affectionate hand on my head as I slide into the passenger’s seat. “Tum kab itni badi hogayi?” When did you get so grown-up?

I’m clearly not all that grown-up because I immediately start rockin’ out to “Jingle Bell Rock.” It’s only the end of November, but 100.3 FM starts playing Christmas songs on November first every year, like clockwork. Seema says they start early to fuel consumerism.

As we drive into Marcy’s neighborhood, Pa turns down the radio every so often to point to houses blanketed in blinking lights and reindeer inflatables.

We roll to a stop in front of Marcy’s, and I turn my head toward the snowcapped pine trees as I wait for her to come outside. I’ve learned to avoid resting my eyes on the brick driveway, the pruned bushes, or the gated garden. If I look too long, I’ll start comparing my tiny apartment to all of it.

The car door opens, and Marcy settles into the back.

“Hello, Mr. Agarwal!” She’s wearing a red floor-length dress with a square neckline, and her hair hangs in soft curls around her face.

“Don’t you clean up nice,” I say, reaching my arms up like I’m on a roller coaster. As she bends forward to slap both my hands, Pa nods at me. “Go sit in the back. I don’t want you girls breaking your arms.”

Good old Pa. I like that there are nights he lets me be. He must know that Ma asked six parents’ worth of questions about this dance already. After he hears the click of two seat belts, he adjusts his rearview mirror and starts rolling down the snowy street.

“You look super pretty,” Marcy says, which makes me feel a little better about my chimple. “And thanks for the ride. Driving in these heels would’ve sucked, and Kevin had to get to the conservatory early because his grandma needed a ride there, too. She practices with her band on Saturday evenings.” She lowers her voice. “Why didn’t Brian pick you up?”

I press my lips together, glancing at Pa. The radio commercials seem to be loud enough, so I whisper back, “My parents would flip if they knew I was going with a date, so I asked him to meet me there.”

“Is he there already?”

“I texted him to check if he’s on his way, but no reply yet.”

The more I look at my phone, the more I start to wonder if Brian regrets asking me. I know he must’ve really been scraping the bottom of the barrel if he’s okay bringing me as his date, with all his gorgeous and popular friends looking on. It’s like serving lobster with a side of Cheez-Its.

I’m the Cheez-Its.

“I still can’t believe he asked you to formal ten minutes after I joked about it. . . .” She leans closer, tugging on her seat belt. “It was out of left field. You haven’t really hung out with him outside of school, have you?”

Brian felt embarrassingly out of reach before, like having a cardboard cutout of a celebrity crush I’d never meet, but now that he asked me to winter formal, I feel like I can finally tell Marcy. I’m invited to the meet-and-greet now, so to speak.

“Actually, I have. In middle school.” I bite my lip. “We were . . . good friends.”

Her mouth drops open. “You’re kidding.”

I shake my head.

“How could you not tell—”

“Shhh.” I put my finger to my lips, looking over at Pa to make sure he’s still humming holiday tunes. “I know, I know. It’s just, he totally dropped me as a friend back then, so I didn’t like talking about it. Plus, I felt stupid for still liking him.”

“Half the student body likes him.” She turns her face to the window. “Of course. You always pick him for popcorn readings in AP Lit, and he comes up a weird amount in your conversations. I just can’t believe you didn’t tell me before.”

“Hey, I pick him because he’s one of the few people who doesn’t hate reading aloud. It’s a favor to everyone else in the class. And I talk about him because he’s my competition for valedictorian, remember?”

“You don’t let me forget.” She’s blinking a lot, which I know means that she’s starting to get upset.

I scoot closer to her. “I’m really sorry, Marce. I should’ve told you.”

Her eyes stay on the window. “Sorry won’t cut it. After this, you’re buying me an apology brownie sundae from Wooly’s to discuss in more detail.”

I knew this would happen. Marcy likes being in the know. Whether it’s an Antelope Times article or her life, she can’t stand when facts are omitted. Pa parks in front of the Conservatory of Music. I recognize a few Arledge students, arm in arm as they ascend the cement steps.

“What smiley should I expect tonight?” Pa asks as we get out of the car, his eyes crinkling.

Whenever I’m not home, Ma and Pa make me text them every few hours to let them know I’m okay. Instead of typing out I’m alive, I periodically send an emoji. Last week, it was a turkey in honor of Thanksgiving.

“Red lady dancing?”

He gives me a thumbs-up. “Have fun, girls! Call me if you need, I won’t be far.”

This means he’ll be at Costco stocking up on discounted gas and the Kirkland holiday cookies he dips in his chai. Pa believes Costco is America’s crown jewel.

We wave as he pulls away. My hands are turning to ice, but I still pause to admire the brick facade of the conservatory before climbing the steps. The shape of the sculpted bushes lining the railing reminds me of erasers on brand-new pencils, and warm-toned lights hang from the conical roof, with trees curling over either side of the building like bookends. Pretty, but still not worth one hundred dollars a ticket. I was relieved Brian bought mine, because the four Antelope bucks in my account would’ve scored us a four-ounce juice cup from concentrate.

I hear the roar of the crowd as soon as Marcy opens the door. Paper snowflakes hang from the ceiling, and there’s a cardboard snowman at the entrance wrapped in a string of red and green bulbs, a glittery carpet runner that looks like snow, a refreshments table, a photo booth, and a hot cocoa station with a Co Co Co sign painted above it. The dance floor is crowded with students bobbing to the holiday hits.

“I’m gonna find a bathroom,” Marcy shouts at me over the music, handing our tickets to the parent volunteer at the door. She always drinks copious amounts of liquids at the worst time. On our AP Physics field trip to the Cedar Point amusement park last year, she drank two Cokes in the first hour of the four-hour bus ride.

“I’ll wait here,” I call back, wriggling out of my coat and draping it over my arm. I’d usually accompany Marcy, but these heels make walking feel like snowshoeing. As soon as she’s gone, I check my phone. Still nothing from Brian.

“Hey! Agarwal!”

There’s only one person at Arledge who calls me by my last name. Sure enough, Kevin is waving emphatically at me from the refreshments table. It’s like he’s trying to flag down a taxi. I have to admit, his tuxedo looks sharp, and his big smile is charming as usual. As I wave back and make my way toward him, I spot more familiar faces: Alexander, my chem lab partner, and Lily, president of crochet club. After I see her strapless velvet dress with cutouts, the long-sleeved, high-neckline dress I’m wearing suddenly feels plain and childish.

“Thanks a million for bringing Marcy. My grandma is rehearsing here tonight in one of the soundproof rooms upstairs, so I came early to drop her off.”

“Of course.” I look up at the snowflakes dangling from the ceiling, and Kevin follows my gaze.

“You like the decorations, huh?”

“I’m . . . on the decorations committee.” I say it in the same forlorn tone I use to tell people I’m sensitive to gluten now. Those student council reps got me by advertising it as a leadership position, but I’m really just Snowflake Painter #6.

“Me too! I cut the cardboard for the snowman sculpture.”

Of course. I bet he also bakes the school cafeteria muffins and mows the soccer field himself.

“Hey, Aisha,” Alexander says, giving me a paltry half wave as I slip my phone into my bag. Marcy said it best—he has the makings of a white Abercrombie cashier, with his thick sand-colored hair and striking blue eyes. Too bad he always pronounces my name ay-shuh. It’s eye-shuh, but I gave up after correcting him a few times. If it makes AP Chemistry go a minute faster, ay-shuh it is. “I wrote my half of the chromatography report. I’ll share it with you tomorrow.”

“Thanks,” I say, but we both know I’ll have to rewrite all of it. Alexander and I were assigned as lab partners freshman year, and he asked me to be lab partners again in AP Chemistry this year. When he did, I was thinking something like, I’m better off with a Tater Tot.

I said yes.

As I grab a cup of orange juice to give myself something to do, I watch the entrance for a Brian-shaped silhouette. I was thinking Kevin would go and fluff up the cardboard of his snowman or something
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