
		
			[image: Cover for Just Another Epic Love Poem, Author, Parisa Akhbari]
		

	
		
			
			
				
				[image: Book Title, Just Another Epic Love Poem, Author, Parisa Akhbari, Imprint, Dial Books]
			

		

	
		
			
			Dial Books

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			[image: Publisher logo]

			Copyright © 2024 by Alloy Entertainment, LLC and Parisa Akhbari

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Dial & colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Excerpts from “Kindness” and “Making a Fist” reprinted by permission of the author, Naomi Shihab Nye, 2022.

			This book was edited by Ellen Cormier, copyedited by Regina Castillo, and designed by Cerise Steel. The production was supervised by Jayne Ziemba, Nicole Kiser, and Lisa Schwartz.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available.

			First published in the United States of America by Dial Books, 2024

			First paperback edition published 2025

			Cover art © 2025 by Xuan Loc Xuan

			Cover design by Kelley Brady

			ISBN 9780593530504

			Ebook ISBN 9780593530511

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

			pid_prh_6.9a_152010050_c0_r0

		

	
		
			
			To my big sister, Taraneh, who came out at age sixteen and dyed her hair blue on her last day of Catholic school: You set an amazing example for me. They say nothing can “turn” you gay, but I’m pretty sure that Gossip concert you took me to for my fourteenth birthday did the trick. This book is for you.

		

	
		
			
			There are treasures within you.

			Split the melon. Hand them out.

			
				—Rumi (translated by Haleh Liza Gafori)

			

		

	
		
			The Never-Ending Poem

			Whenever she got nostalgic, Bea would ask me, “Do you remember how it started?”

			And I wouldn’t need to ask her What? because I already knew what she was talking about. But she’d coax me on anyway: “The first thing I ever wrote to you.”

			I remember how the poem started, I want to tell Bea now. I remember, I remember. But I think she’d rather we both forgot.

		

	
		
			The Beginning

			Bea and I were thirteen when we met, when I transferred into her eighth-grade classroom at Holy Trinity. Bea would fight me on this part, but our friendship—and everything after—began with her pelting me in the back of the head with a wad of paper.

			Not that I was a stranger to fielding other people’s spitwads. But my first day had already been off to a miserable start, mainly because of the uniform jumper. It hung in this thick, carpet-like fabric down my body, a pleated headache of red and gold plaid.

			This is the first day of the rest of your life, I thought. I looked like a human Christmas tree ornament. And maybe that was the point of Catholic school. How would I know?

			We had just moved to Crossroads, the one almost-affordable pocket in the uber-rich city of Bellevue, Washington. I loved our new neighborhood because of its proximity to the Crossroads Shopping Center, home of the only Iranian-owned pizza parlor I had ever heard of. I also loved it because we were surrounded by other brown people. Crossroads felt like a little belly button of familiarity in a giant and strange new city.

			But our new school wasn’t in Crossroads. It was in Medina, where everyone had a home tennis court or a pool. And it wasn’t like my old school, which my dad referred to as a “crunchy hippie place” when he found out I spent science class sifting through trash bins to start a composting system. Holy Trinity was a private Catholic school. Which was a weird choice, given that my dad was raised Muslim.

			Dad had ushered my eleven-year-old sister, Azar, and me into our new student orientation with a pep talk about how Catholics valued education above all else, and how the teachers would only care that we studied hard. I guess he believed that good grades would shield us—like nobody would notice that we were clearly Iranian American, and didn’t know a thing about Catholicism, because intellect would render us into amorphous orbs of knowledge.

			The idea of Catholic school had me convinced I’d be transported into a staging of The Sound of Music, nuns and all. From the brochures, the entire student body of Holy Trinity looked like a beaming sea of von Trapp children. I half expected them to twirl around in their matching jumpers and suit coats and serenade me with “Do-Re-Mi” on my arrival.

			Turns out, didn’t happen.

			Dad pulled up to the school grounds that first day, sneak-attack kissing my and Azar’s foreheads. “Make it a good day,” he shouted as we slipped out of the car, his accent snagging the attention of some tall boys in blazers. “Make it the best day of your life!”

			That’s how Dad said goodbye to us every day since we left Mom—a charge to make the best of crappy times.

			Azar and I headed toward the complex of brick buildings, and she immediately broke away from me, flocking toward a gaggle of sixth-grade girls on the lawn. I kept my eyes on the scattered leaves in front of me, not looking up until I reached the arch at the school’s entrance, which was engraved with the words: May God Hold You in the Palm of His Hand.

			Each building on campus was named after a Jesuit priest or saint, their faces embossed above the doors so that some old, dead white guy was always scowling down at you upon entry.

			Xavier—or Creepy Goatee Dude, as I came to think of him—was cavernous, with a long, dark hallway parting two rows of lockers. The space was packed with students huddling by their respective lockers, every single one of them glued to a phone. The front door thudded behind me, and some of the kids looked up, glaring, before going back to sending their last messages before first period. I didn’t even have my own phone; Azar and I shared my dad’s old Galaxy, which meant she was constantly wresting it out of my hands so she could play Pet Rescue Saga or video chat the gazillion friends she left behind in Sacramento. I didn’t need my own phone, because I didn’t have anyone to talk to.

			As I worked my way toward the classroom, I snuck glances of the Holy Trinity girls. They all looked so shiny and wholesome, like they ate apple pie every night and said prayers and flossed their teeth before bed. Some of them had cross necklaces over their jumpers, and they were all wearing knee-high socks, not the crew-cut ones my dad had picked out for me at the sporting goods store. I’d have to ask my dad for a cross necklace so I could go incognito for as long as humanly possible. I wondered how soon it would be before everyone found out that Azar and I weren’t Catholic.

			Behind the door of Ms. Byrne’s eighth-grade classroom, thirty-three sets of eyes zeroed in on me. This was the problem with transferring to a new school in October: Everyone had already established a routine, and here I was, shattering their normalcy with my unfamiliar face and my weird crew-cut socks. I tucked into a desk in the corner of the classroom and stared at the crucifix by the doorway. Jesus, blue-eyed and bleeding, hung stretched out on the cross. Beads of red paint circled the nails in his palms and feet. His head lolled to one side under a crown of thorns. It struck me as pretty graphic for a school where you weren’t allowed to expose your collarbones or wear nail polish.

			“Jesus was a nice guy,” my dad had told me when I asked him why we were going to Catholic school. Lots of Christians don’t know this, but Jesus was revered as a prophet in Islam, and there is even a whole chapter in the Qur’an named after Mary. But I had never seen a dead body like this before, sculpture or otherwise. It made me rethink the cross necklace idea.

			“Peace be with you, class.” A light-skinned woman with smooth brown hair broke my focus. She wore a gold blazer and knee-length skirt with a red-and-gold tie. Going off her outfit alone, I could tell she was nothing like my old teacher Edgar. He smelled like pipe smoke and his jeans were chronically mud-stained from helping us collect earthworms for our compost project. Anytime one of us shoveled up a worm from the garden patch, he’d say something ridiculous like “Ya dig it?”

			Ms. Byrne pulled out a clipboard for roll call, and I allowed myself to peek at the other students as their names were read aloud. Tristan? Leah? Savannah? Matthew? Spencer? All of them wore red jumpers or blazers, and they all whirred together in my brain like one of Azar’s berry smoothie blender experiments.

			“Beatrice?”

			My eyes wheeled to the row behind me. Beatrice teetered on the back legs of her chair, the metal frame creaking beneath her. She wore round glasses, her knee-highs were mismatched, and her haircut was definitely of the DIY variety. And still, somehow, I knew she was cooler than me. Not popular, I guessed, but memorable. Other kids looked to her when her name was called.

			She met my eyes. “Bea,” she said to Ms. Byrne—and also, it seemed, to me.

			“We don’t use nicknames at school, Beatrice,” Ms. Byrne said, returning to her list. “Oh yes, that’s right. We have a new student joining us today.” The teacher scanned the back of the class and landed on me. “Mitra…” She stalled. “How do you say this?”

			My voice was stuck in my gut somewhere beneath the shir berenj I’d had for breakfast. “Esfahani.”

			Bea was still watching me. Her skin was amber-brown like mine, but with dark freckles dusting her nose.

			“Es-fa-ha-ni.” Ms. Byrne jotted down a pronunciation note on the roll call sheet. She was trying to be helpful but had already spent ten more seconds focused on me than I could handle. “What kind of name is that?”

			As she asked, it occurred to me that I should’ve practiced answering these kinds of questions at home. Then I’d be a pro at deflecting any inquiries into my background. Like Wonder Woman, when she used her bracelets to deflect hundreds of whizzing bullets.

			But I didn’t have magic Amazonian bracelets, so I winged it. “It’s, um, a last name?”

			Bea laughed so hard that it verged on inappropriate.

			“Okay,” Ms. Byrne said, mercifully choosing to move on. “Welcome, Mitra.”

			She set down her roll call sheet and faced the class. “Today we’re going to continue our unit on poetry. Page one eighty-one, Billy Collins’s ‘Litany.’ ”

			Everyone except me pulled out thick textbooks and flipped through the pages. I glanced at the girl next to me, who had red ringlets over her eyes. I could make out some of the poem on the page of her open book, but when she caught me looking, she blocked my sight with her elbow.

			“Follow along with me,” Ms. Byrne said.

			I dug my thumbnail into the wood of my desk. The poem started like this:

			
				You are the bread and the knife,

				the crystal goblet and the wine.

			

			It continued describing its subject through metaphors like that, bringing images of birds and bakers and bright sunshine clear into my mind. And it named what the subject is not: not the plums on the counter, certainly not the pine-scented air.

			When she finished the poem, Ms. Byrne lifted her eyebrows at us. “Reactions?”

			Bea’s hand shot up.

			“Yes, Beatrice.”

			“I like the images. I like the ‘burning wheel of the sun.’ But, who does this guy think he is?”

			“Pardon?”

			“He keeps saying ‘You’re this, you’re that, you’re definitely not that,’ ” she said. “What if I am the pine-scented air? Where does he get off thinking he can tell me what I am? He doesn’t know my life!”

			A boy behind me chuckled.

			“All right, Ms. Ortega. Calm down,” Ms. Byrne said, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Time for small group discussions. Pair up with your partners and share your responses to ‘Litany.’ I want you to identify how Billy Collins uses the elements of poetry we’ve been learning about: form, sound, imagery, metaphor.” A teacher’s aide knocked at the door, and Ms. Byrne stepped out of the room.

			Everyone turned toward the kid next to them, and I just sat there, not sure who my partner was supposed to be.

			“I have to work with the new girl,” the redhead beside me whispered loudly to a girl across the aisle from her.

			Her friend groaned. “Don’t work with the new girl,” she whined. “Work with me.”

			My chin sunk toward my chest, and my eyes locked on the crucifix again. It would be a lot easier to blend in if I at least had a textbook to look through. I kept hearing my dad’s voice in my head: Jesus was a nice guy.

			Then, flick. Something soft bounced off the back of my head. Excellent. My first day at Holy Trinity, and my head was already serving as the backboard for someone’s private game of basketball. The kids around me stopped chattering, and I took in a slow breath. Then I twisted around in my seat and found it: a wad of crumpled paper. I kept it closed in my palms and slumped back into my chair.

			“Hrrm,” someone coughed. “Hrrrm!”

			It was Bea. When I looked at her, clueless, she rolled her eyes and then made a gesture with her hands, like she was unfurling a scroll.

			I stared back at her for a moment too long. Then I opened my hand and smoothed out the paper against the edge of my desk. Tiny purple writing emerged from the inside of the page.

			
				They say you’re just the new girl

				but they should know better,

				you’re really the jelly

				holding the sandwich together,

				I’m a thunderclap

				not some goblet of wine,

				Holy Trinity sucks

				but at least my poem rhymed.

				—Bea-lly Collins

			

			Ms. Byrne came back, and I hid Bea’s note in a pleat of my jumper. Nobody had ever written me a poem before. Unless you counted the improvised rhymes Azar liked to scream at me whenever she was mad, like Mitra’s alone sitting in a tree, F-A-R-T-I-N-G! But those were more spoken word performances than actual poems. When I finally worked up the courage to look back at her, Bea tilted her head to one side and lifted an invisible pen in her hand, scrawling imaginary cursive in the air.

			She wanted me to write back.

			When Ms. Byrne turned to the whiteboard, I inched Bea’s poem out of the pleat in my skirt and scribbled something down. When my moment arrived, I chucked the paper ball back at Bea.

			She unfolded it immediately.

			
				You're the thunderclap

				and the flash of bright light,

				I'm the bunny down below

				watching the sight,

				I'm sorry to tell you

				but I think we're outmanned-

				we are both held hostage

				in The Palm of God's Hand.

			

			A grin broke across her face, lifting the rims of her glasses.

			

			•   •   •

			There was a flicker, even back then—one tiny flash of feeling in the empty shell of my chest. I called it relief.

			I didn’t know to call it love.

		

	
		
			Senior Year

			Mitra: you’re late

			Bea: always

			Mitra: you’re not sorry?

			Bea: never sorry

			Bea: important business

			Mitra: mass is mandatory.

			Mitra: so is not abandoning your best friend

			Mitra: on the first day of our LAST SEMESTER OF SENIOR YEAR

			Bea: YOU KNOW HOW I FEEL ABOUT ALL CAPS

			Bea: THEY’RE CONTAGIOUS

			Mitra: stop

			Bea: I CAN’T MITRA, I’VE BEEN INFECTED!!

			Mitra:…

			Bea: THIS IS GOING TO BE A LONG DAY FOR YOU

			Mitra: I’m walking into chapel now

			Mitra: putting my phone away

			Mitra: if you get here before communion I’ll forgive you

			Bea: PRAISE TO YOU

		

	
		
			Mass

			It’s the first day back at school after winter break and I’m stuck in chapel packed with the red-and-gold student body of Holy Trinity, with “Alleluia! Sing to Jesus” ringing in my ears. Mass feels nightmarish without Bea, especially after she coaxed me into that Catholic horror movie marathon over winter break. This is not how I wanted to start the last semester: friendless, my eyes whirling between the statue faces of the saints, trying to detect any signs of demonic possession.

			“You having flashbacks to The Devil’s Doorway?” Bea’s voice slinks into my ear from the pew behind me.

			“Flashbacks would suggest I actually watched any of it,” I say. “Most of my view was obscured by your crochet blanket.”

			“Fair point,” she whispers.

			If Bea were a witch, her magic would be coiled up in her voice. She can broadcast it loud and low when she wants to, like when she used to ward off middle school mean girls with just a word. Those growls I could handle. It’s when her voice turns quiet that I get restless: It’s so soft, too close. It sprouts a wave of goose bumps along my neck.

			Bea must notice them, because a tiny breath of her laughter hits my skin. “I didn’t mean to traumatize you,” she says.

			I’ll let her believe it’s fear that lights the hairs on my neck. “Next time, I pick the movie,” I say. “Something with kittens and rainbows. Fun for the whole family.”

			Father Mitchell’s voice scrambles toward the high notes of the hymn, teetering around off-key. “What he lacks in vocal training, he makes up for in sheer conviction,” Bea says solemnly. “But could he sing to Jesus a little softer?”

			“Quiet,” I whisper. Bea hates the hymns and psalms and stuff, but I don’t mind them. If I look at them the right way, it’s easy to find poems in them.

		

	
		
			PSALM 91

			He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High will rest in the shadow of the Almighty. I will say of the LORD, “He is my refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I trust.”

			Surely he will save you from the fowler’s snare and from the deadly pestilence. He will cover you with his feathers, and under his wings you will find refuge; his faithfulness will be your shield and rampart.

			You will not fear the terror of night, nor the arrow that flies by day, nor the pestilence that stalks in the darkness, nor the plague that destroys at midday. A thousand may fall at your side, ten thousand at your right hand, but it will not come near you. You will only observe with your eyes and see the punishment of the wicked.

			If you make the Most High your dwelling—even the LORD, who is my refuge—then no harm will befall you, no disaster will come near your tent. For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways; they will lift you up in their hands, so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.

			You will tread upon the lion and the cobra; you will trample the great lion and the serpent. “Because he loves me,” says the LORD, “I will rescue him; I will protect him, for he acknowledges my name. He will call upon me, and I will answer him; I will be with him in trouble, I will deliver him and honor him. With long life will I satisfy him and show him my salvation.”

			
				you

				shelter thousands

				under the fortress

				of your feathers

				you

				command night

				and make refuge,

				shield me from

				my snared

				fear, come delivering

				arrows, guard my

				name in your hand

			

			

			•   •   •

			
			Bea slips one of her wireless buds into my ear before I can argue with her about church etiquette. “It’s not auditorily possible for anyone to hear us over that pipe organ,” she says. “I can feel it in my bones.”

			Auditorily? I mouth. She must be desperate for escape if she’s resorting to made-up-sounding words. My messy morning hair does a decent job of concealing the earbud, but Bea always insists on blasting music at eardrum-bursting volume, because “if it’s not loud, we’re not really listening.”

			The church is at capacity this morning because this Mass is not optional—in honor of our first day back in school, we get our cells rattled by the death groan of the pipe organ. The chapel is divided by grade, with seniors occupying the last few pews, maybe a nod to the fact that we’re on our way out. Our bodies are here, but our souls are caught in some timeless dimension waiting for our college admission letters.

			When I first started at Holy Trinity, my sole mission was to survive long enough to work my way back through these pews. Study hard, stay quiet, and get out. The getting out part glued Bea and me together from the start. To Bea, Catholic school feels like one prolonged slap on the wrist from her parents. But staying quiet is my own rule. Silence has never been Bea’s style. She starts humming along to the King Princess song blaring in her earbuds, and this kid Jason from French class turns his head to glare at her.

			“Do you want to get stuck on bathroom duty again?” I whisper over my shoulder. There are no detentions at Holy Trinity; here, it’s Service Work. Not that I’ve ever been put in Service Work. But Bea’s shenanigans have led her to scrub out more than her share of toilets. Before winter break, she got a week of Service Work for “defacing school property” after she covered the gendered bathroom signs around campus with rainbow duct tape.

			“Music is a healthy distraction,” she tells me.

			She’s needed a lot of distractions lately.

			Across the aisle, Cara Liu thumbs through a hymnal, her black hair blocking her tan face from our view. But that doesn’t stop Bea from looking, because she’s a glutton for self-punishment. Cara was Bea’s first real love and most brutal heartbreak. I watch as all traces of church-mischief glee drain from Bea’s face.

			Down the pew from Cara are Max Jasinski and Ellie O’Reilly. Ellie’s head bobs with imminent sleep, and Max jostles her with a free hand, the Bible flopped open in Max’s lap.

			We never used to need an aisle to separate us in church. The five of us used to sit together at every mandatory Mass. Ellie and Bea groaned their way through the sermons, Max and Cara sung dutifully along to all the hymns and refrains, and I tried not to sneeze when Father Mitchell waved around his pungent incense. But that was before the breakup.

			I rap my fingers on the wooden back rest of my pew, trying to break Bea out of her daze, and she wrenches her head back to me, forcing a smile.

			“Just hold on,” I whisper. “As soon as Mass is over, we’re ascending this purgatory.”

			“Poetry seminar!” Bea hisses back at me with a smile.

			Bea told me about the seminar in eighth grade, and we’ve been holding it out like a carrot in front of each other for four years, a prize that will make all the Holy Trinity nonsense worthwhile. It’s open only to seniors, and the teacher, Ms. Acosta, makes everyone submit a portfolio of writing samples to even be considered. We have our first class right after church. Assuming Bea doesn’t get kicked out of Holy Trinity for blaring gay music during Mass.

			When we stand for Communion, she reaches under my hair to take the earbud back, pocketing both of them.

			“We’ll be good. If you’d really rather listen to Father Mitchell, I’m not gonna get in your way. You know he’s probably gearing up for ‘Come, Holy Ghost’ next.” She slips into step with me as we march down the aisle in the procession of students, casting one last glance at Cara.

			Nobody questions Bea cutting in line. People here act like we’re interchangeable humans, probably because we’re two queer brown girls in this conservative bastion, and the uniform coordination isn’t helping. But her family is from Mexico, not Iran, and she’s the social kind of introvert, whereas I still think “hanging out” over lunch break means simultaneous silent reading time in the empty chapel.

			“So.” Bea sneaks her words in between the organ chords. “You don’t want to know why I was late?”

			A smile rises across my face immediately, a flashlight beaming down the dark aisle. I already know.

			“I brought you something,” Bea says, pulling something from her backpack.

			The Book.

		

	
		
			The Book

			Not the bible, but our book—the thirteenth one in a line of notebooks we’ve been writing back and forth in, ever since that impromptu poetry swap on my first day of eighth grade. One long poem, a never-ending thing. My hands itch to open it. But I won’t allow myself to read it yet. Whenever it’s my turn with The Book, I want to devour Bea’s writing and somehow also savor it, like the too-sweet last bite of cake. Every single one of her poems is a shiny little gift.

			Even when they’re laced with heartbreak.

		

	
		
			The Rules of the Never-Ending Poem

			
				1. For our eyes only!! [image: Skull and crossbones.]

				2. Each new verse has to start with the line word the last person ended on.

				3. Terminal punctuation is hereby BANNED. No question marks, exclamation points, periods, or anything else that signals an ending-because this is an endless thing.

				4. Say what you gotta say, and don’t tell take it back! No rewriting, no tearing out pages, no apologizing for your writing.

				5. No criticizing each other's writing-or each other. The Book is for building each other up.

				6. Total honesty—because what’s the point of The Book (or our friendship) if we don’t tell each other the truth?

			

			
				
					Why would you try to put a stop to this poem??

					I wouldn’t!!

					Never.

					How could I?!

					!!!

				

			

			And then one unwritten rule, just for me:

			
				7. You can be honest about everything, except the one thing that would destroy your friendship. No letting your love for Bea show.

			

		

	
		
			Confession

			Loving Bea isn’t a choice. Love is the reflex to Bea existing at all. Like squinting at the sun, or shivering when she touches the back of my neck. My body just knows to do it. I can’t control a reflex, and that petrifies me.

			In the past, Bea was off-limits. She’s always had some kind of romantic possibility in the works. There was Cara, and before Cara there was Harper, and before Harper there was Natalie, whom she sort of dated at the same time as Harper.

			Bea attracts romantic entanglements like cat hair to a lint roller. She can’t help it, it’s just how she is. And because she was always taken, I could seal her off behind a brick wall of Best Friend in my mind. I made watertight boundaries. But now that she’s single, all my feelings are starting to leak through.

			If I had to pinpoint a beginning, it’s this: The summer after sophomore year, Bea came over for one of our marathon nights of chatter and reading and snacks, which she’d just started calling wake-overs, because we were terrible at remembering to sleep. Around eleven, Bea pointed out my bedroom window. “Up for stargazing?”

			The window formed a perfect portal to a flat section of rooftop; we’d only ever gone out there for daytime sun-soaking. But it was a gorgeous night, and Bea put on her begging eyes.

			We dragged blankets, books, and a thermos of chai through the mouth of the window and made a nest on the rooftop. The June air filled my nose with earthy, after-storm smells. Bea in the blanket was soft and cozy, and the night around us sighed with breeze.

			The darkness gave me permission to ask Bea the question that had camped in the back of my brain since we were thirteen.

			“Why did you single me out that first day?”

			I homed in on her face. Bea’s curls expanded in proportion to how late we stayed up. The tip of her nose flushed warm from chai, and her chestnut eyes lit with the glow from my bedroom lamp.

			“I could’ve been literally anyone,” I said. “You didn’t know what you were getting into.”

			“You looked like a reader.” She shrugged. Like it was so easy for her to choose me. That first choice catalyzed a thousand others, and there we were, still bobbing in the ripple of her paper scrap.

			“I thought…” Her eyes tracked mine. “I guess I thought we’d understand each other. And we did.” She reached into the blanket tangle and brandished The Book. It was our first one, with a tattered black cover and red-ribbon bookmark. “Thought we could read some together.”

			She shed her glasses and brought her face close to our thirteen-year-old handwriting. I expected her to cringe at our dorky rhymes, but instead she smiled this private smile and huddled closer to me in the blankets. I leaned into her side and rested my head on her shoulder while she read, my cheek nuzzled into her collarbone.

			Maybe I was the only person who got to see this Bea: the wee-hour Bea, starry and bound up in wonder.

			“Look at us,” she said.

			When she read the passages to me, her mouth carried everything. All the awkwardness, all the treasures. Her voice wrapped around me.

			In that moment, I knew it: I loved Bea. And not in the way I should’ve loved her, if she were only my best friend. This was a whole new layer of feeling, like that night had stripped the haze off everything around me.

			And swirled up in the rich darkness of that night, loving her felt possible. Like I’d found some way to stretch beyond friendship and reach something deeper. Like maybe, just maybe, she could love me too.

			But then she put The Book down and started analyzing a thirty-second conversation she’d had with the popcorn girl at the Crossroads movie theater who she’d always suspected was gay.

			“I think there’s something there,” she said. “You know? Maybe I should go for it.”

			And just like that, the possibility burned away.

			When we crawled back into my room, evidence of our friendship was everywhere: pictures of us with Azar in our uniforms on the last day of school; ticket stubs from our trip to the Butterfly Exhibit; a tragically ugly teacup we made at Paint the Town. Panic iced up my spine. Bea was everything to me. Without her, I’d have no one.

			I couldn’t gamble our friendship on the improbability that it could become something more. Love meant something different to Bea than it did to me: She fell hard and fast for crushes, like tripping face-first on pavement. My feelings were a slow, sinking sort of love. Like easing into a hot bath that leaves you dizzy and slack. If I let myself sink in further, I would never come out again. I couldn’t allow any more space to that unruly feeling. I had to be okay with the fact that Bea didn’t feel the same way about me.

			That night, I lay with my arms and legs stiff against me, while Bea flopped around in the bed beside me. Her fingers twitched against my arm when she dreamed.

			Everything had changed for me. But nothing had changed for Bea.

			After that, I didn’t let myself wish for anything when it came to Bea. Except one thing: I wished I could love her even a little bit less.

		

	
		
			Mitra

			our church took root

			years ago, founded

			in that paper scrap

			you flung at my hair-

			a never-ending chorus

			ignited in the

			space between

			our minds, a thread

			of endless prayer

			that always finds

			its answer, a ritual

			of yeses

			warmer than any

			hymn-a ministry

			of seeing and

			being seen, this thing

			built beyond ourselves,

			sanctuary of words

		

	
		
			Bea

			words in our hands are bricks, watch

			us shape clay soft and steady for our

			feet to land on, one step, then two

			'til we span the whole of that un-

			known road from here to the stars

			embedded in our eyes—sharp

			and too bright, a reflection we hold

			impossibly—tell them we're

			coming, Mitra, tell them

			our plans could steal the gleam

			from their static, star-faces,

			tell them everything we've shouldered—

			the swallowed words that couldn't be

			spoken, the fang tooth of heartache

			gnawing at my heels—all that, braved

			to escape the fist of god's hand, tell them

			our lives sparkle already from the

			dust of things we haven't yet touched

		

	
		
			Girl Plans, God Laughs

			Inside Bald Man with Halo, the building formerly known as Loyola, Bea and I brace ourselves as we step into the elevator. When we emerge on the bottom floor, I have to take a breath before reaching for the poetry classroom doorknob. I’m trying to hide my jitters. We made it. I know Bea will never feel the way I feel about her, but at least we can have this one precious thing together: poetry seminar.

			We step inside the classroom, which looks like a habitat for ancient armchairs. Columns of books balance on end tables, and notepads and pens are strewn in the shaggy carpet. Baldie is set into a steep hillside, so even this basement room has a huge window overlooking the edge of Meydenbauer Bay. The space is cramped and bright, and it smells like rain. It’s everything.

			Poetry has lived in my back pocket for a long time now—first reading it, then writing it too. It’s this perfect, slippery, secret thing that my fingers keep reaching for. Like a wriggly fish or an ember, it’s alive and changing, a surprise every time.

			Whenever things got hard with my mom when I was little, I’d hide out with Azar in a blanket pile in our bedroom and read her ancient Persian poets like Hafez, whom my dad recited on holidays. His poems were a kind of incantation, casting a spell with colors and sounds, drawing up a reality better than the one we were in.

			If I reach back far enough, before my mom’s car accident, before the painkillers turned her into someone else, I can remember my mom reading us poetry too. She’d pull me into her lap and let me ask a question about the future, and then she’d flip the pages of Hafez’s Divān until an answer would reveal itself under her fingertips.

			It’s been years since I’ve talked to her, but I still seek answers from Hafez. And I write my own reality: words that curl up with me, block out the noise, pluck me out of my own head, and plant me in one cherished image.

			“Take a seat, everyone,” Ms. Acosta says.

			We’ve never had Ms. Acosta as a teacher before, but she’s notorious around campus. She’s in her late seventies now, but when she was in her twenties, she was one of those radical nuns who rode around the country on a bus advocating for prison reform and women’s rights.

			A globe of snowy hair rings Ms. Acosta’s fair face, and her reading glasses dangle from a silver chain around her neck. Her thin lips part in a sort of endlessly amused smile. She’s dressed in all black: turtleneck, sweater vest, slacks. Teachers are supposed to dress in uniform colors like the rest of us, but the only school colors on her person are her red Keds. The absence of gold and tartan is like a vacation for my eyes.

			I grin at Bea as we dive into adjacent armchairs by the window.

			Next to me, Max takes a seat. They unwind a scarf from their pink-flushed neck and shake a few raindrops from their sandy hair.

			“Hey!” Max squeezes my hand and waves at Bea. “I was hoping you’d be here.” We haven’t really talked since before winter break. I should’ve messaged Max when I found out Bea and I got into poetry seminar, but our group chat has been dead silent since Bea and Cara broke up.

			I miss Max. Bea and I met them freshman year, when Bea got a bit part in Little Women. Max assisted with sound design, Ellie was one of the junior light techs, and Cara played Amy. I was in charge of moral support and rehearsed lines with Cara. We all started eating lunch together every day in the empty auditorium, trying on the weird prop hats and messing around with the plastic food. When we weren’t together, we were sending each other inside-joke memes in our group chat.

			As painful as it was for me to watch Bea fall for Cara, I miss what the five of us had. But Cara got Max and Ellie in the divorce—she was friends with them first, and I guess that’s contractually binding when it comes to friendship custody—and I hardly ever get time with them now.

			“Bea made us spend winter break perfecting our writing portfolios so we’d get in,” I say. “Considering you hate Holy Trinity with the fire of a thousand suns, you can be a real homework taskmaster when you want to be,” I tell Bea.

			“I made you?” Bea scoffs. “You’re the one who wanted to email that teacher’s aide to see if we could get our hands on the syllabus early.”

			I roll my eyes and turn back to Max. “She says that like she doesn’t already have the reading list tattooed on her bicep.”

			“It’s impossible for you two to out-nerd each other,” Max says. “You might as well quit now.”

			“Let’s begin.” Ms. Acosta clears her throat and stands in front of her desk. “You made it to the senior poetry seminar. That’s no small feat! You have a lot to be proud of.”

			As she talks, I scan the small classroom. There are only ten of us here, and I recognize everyone—if not by name, then at least by face. There’s Tala, who suffered silently with me in the volleyball unit of gym junior year; Rashad, who is Holy Trinity’s reigning Quiz Bowl champion; and Lilith, who I’m pretty sure is goth when she’s not forced into Holy Trinity’s red and gold. There are a handful of other students who I don’t know very well, but from the looks of them, they’re all exactly the kinds of bookworms you’d expect to self-select into a poetry seminar.

			“Let me share with you my vision for this seminar,” Ms. Acosta continues. “I plan to push each of you to carve out your own paths toward truth, toward a better and more just world. Faith and community are your tools. Poetry is your vehicle. Okay?”

			I don’t exactly understand what she’s saying, but I’m in.

			“To show you what I mean, let’s start with a reading.” Ms. Acosta pulls out a book with a familiar cover and reads aloud.

			
				Before you know what kindness really is

				you must lose things,

				feel the future dissolve in a moment

				like salt in a weakened broth.

				What you held in your hand,

				what you counted and carefully saved,

				all this must go so you know

				how desolate the landscape can be

				between the regions of kindness.

			

			I know the poem before she finishes the first line, and I’m reciting the verses along with her in my mind. The author, Naomi Shihab Nye, is one of my favorites. She said language “will find you and wrap its little syllables around you and suddenly there will be a story to live in.” That’s exactly how I felt when Bea and I began our never-ending poem. Like together, we were building this world I could live in forever.

			When Ms. Acosta finishes the poem, she’s silent for a moment, savoring the last words. She sits down on the armrest of a burgundy chair. “ ‘Kindness,’ ” she says. “Naomi Shihab Nye.”

			Bea taps her elbow against my side at the sound of the name.

			“How desolate the landscape can be!” Ms. Acosta says. “That’s why your voices are needed in this world. Your poetry is needed.” She passes small red notebooks around the circle.

			“These are your journals for the rest of class. You’ll write poetry on a variety of prompts each week and turn them into me, and I’ll respond with feedback for you.” She brandishes the last red journal. “Writing the truth is not easy, but it’s worth the struggle. In the words of Pope Francis, realities are more important than ideas. Opening our hearts to truth—to the pain, the sorrow, the messy beauty of reality—and choosing to respond with compassion and kindness? That’s what our Catholic faith is all about.”

			I’ve never heard someone at Holy Trinity talk about faith like that. Most people here are so focused on sin and sacrifice and penance that compassion doesn’t really factor into the conversation. But I’m not brave or honest like the speaker in Naomi’s poem. I’m not holding or saving anything. If something can be lost, I’d rather never hold it in the first place. I’ve lost enough already to know that counting on anything isn’t worth the pain.

			“I agree with Ms. Nye,” Ms. Acosta says. “Loss is with us always, even when we’re happy, just on the other side of the curtain. So let’s peel back that curtain. What have you lost? When did you feel the future dissolve?”

			My mom’s face rises up from somewhere, lit in Sacramento sun, charcoal curls shaking with her laugh. When I was really little, I loved touching the gold hoop in her nose, all warm from the sun and from her breath.

			As I work to uproot the image from my mind, the classroom door claps open. Bea’s face blanches. I follow her gaze, my hands gripping my armchair when I see who is framed in the door.

			Cara.

			“I’m so sorry.” She brushes the hair from her eyes, handing Ms. Acosta a piece of paper. “There was a mix-up with the registrar. I just got my schedule sorted out.”

			Bea’s breath quickens. There’s a gnawing high up in my stomach. Meanwhile, Max wiggles their fingers at Cara, apparently oblivious to the mini-volcano of panic that just erupted all over Bea and me.

			“Not to worry.” Ms. Acosta directs Cara to the empty armchair next to Bea. “Can you help our new classmate get up to speed?”

			Bea’s eyes link with mine. The words of Ms. Byrne, our eighth-grade teacher, dance into my ears: If you want to make God laugh, tell him your plans.

		

	
		
			Cara

			When my mind is in the mood for some extreme self-sabotage, it circles back to Halloween.

			Halloween is Bea’s favorite holiday, and we had gone to Cara’s for our annual HolyHorror costume party. It had started as your standard screening of The Rocky Horror Picture Show, this 1970s cult classic gender-bending musical. We were four years deep into the tradition by now, and we had our roles down: Cara made the living room hazy with dry ice, Bea coordinated our character costumes, Ellie did our stage makeup, and Max took snack duty. I did lots of dollar store runs to secure the water guns and party poppers for the audience participation props. Cara’s parents were good sports about the whole thing, and her dad periodically burst into the living room to shout out lines.

			When the movie was gearing up for Time Warp, I got up for a bathroom break. I hadn’t even registered that Bea and Cara were missing from the living room until I heard Bea crying.

			Right down the hall from the bathroom, Cara’s door was open wide, with Bea slumped on the bed in her sequined Columbia costume. Tears smudged her black eyeliner.

			I went in after Bea like some kind of novice medic running into a disaster. No idea what I was supposed to do, but I knew I needed to be there. The only thing that seemed to calm Bea’s cries was my hand on her back, and that’s the only reason I allowed myself to keep it there. I tried to piece together what had happened. The one word I could make out was over.

			I used to think Bea was untouchable—loud, brilliant, sure of herself. If Holy Trinity didn’t dull her shine, nothing could. But Cara changed that.

			When Bea finally told me what happened, it sounded so pragmatic. Cara said she was just trying to preempt the inevitable heartache when they’d part ways for different colleges. She didn’t want to be saddled with an expiration-dated relationship for the rest of senior year.

			“She thinks I’m great”—Bea dragged her hands down her face—“but I’m a distraction. She said she didn’t think we were that serious anyway.”

			From the second they’d started dating, Bea fell hard for Cara, and worried that Cara wouldn’t take her seriously or see her as take-home-to-Mom girlfriend material because she’d cheated on someone in the past. Like Bea was just someone to kiss and have fun with, not someone to love.

			I didn’t hate Cara then, and I don’t now. We had been friends, and in a place like Holy Trinity, we’d learned to lock tight around each other. But I will never understand what she did.

			Cara won a cosmic lottery that granted her the full force of Bea’s love, and she walked away from it.

		

	
		
			Confession

			For the better part of November, I lay on my bedroom floor with Bea eating our weight in frozen desserts. She swore the numbing cold of our Mango Icys had an anesthetic effect on her pain. I think she was self-punishing via brain freeze.

			I felt like human garbage watching her claw her way out of that heartbreak. All the comforting words and late nights and Mango Icys in the universe couldn’t blot out the truth: I wanted them to break up.

			This deep-down part of me hoped for it, and it happened.

		

	
		
			Thursday

			Bea: what do you think of Mr. Frederich?

			Mitra: are we playing Gay or Nay?

			Mitra: he owns a lot of bow ties

			Mitra: like an ungodly amount

			Mitra: signs all point to gay

			Bea: noted

			Bea: but I mean generally

			Bea: like what do you think of him as a teacher

			Mitra: ?

			Bea: he’s teaching the open creative writing elective

			Mitra: you wanna take two writing electives?

			Mitra: thought your schedule was full?

			Bea: it is

			Bea: but if we had to drop poetry seminar we could switch to his class

			Mitra: what are you talking about??

			Mitra: BEA.

			Mitra: you’ve waited years for this

			Mitra: Don’t let her take this from us.

			Mitra: don’t let her take this from you.

		

	
		
			Something You’ve Never Done Before

			On Thursday after poetry seminar, Bea and I slump on a bench next to a statue of St. Ignatius on the plaza. The rosebushes behind us have been pruned down to stalks, and they stand out like prickly fingers in the dirt. Bea leans back against the statue, tucking her knees into her body, molding herself into the metal. Some runaway raindrop lands on her cheek. Light obscures the lenses of her glasses, so for a moment I can’t tell if she’s still awake. Until she curses.

			“Fuck!” She brings her thumb between her teeth, chomping at the confetti polish left over from New Year’s Eve. Nail polish is banned here, but she’s always waging these mini rebellions for bodily autonomy.

			I want to believe the fuck she’s giving is about me. But as loud as my wanting is, the truth is louder. All her fucks are about Cara.

			For class today, Ms. Acosta asked us to each bring in a poem that evokes an emotion in us, and we took turns reading them aloud. Cara picked a poem by Pablo Neruda. Bea should’ve been pissed—she got Cara that Neruda book for her birthday. It takes some next-level lesbian passive aggression to serenade your ex-girlfriend with the love poems she once gave you, all the while pretending it’s for a homework assignment. But judging by her face, Bea was too busy holding back tears to muster up the energy to be mad.

			It’s been like this all week. Cara sits across the circle of armchairs from us, perfectly aligned in Bea’s view. And she’s always doing something that snares Bea’s attention—laughing with Max, drumming her pen during freewrite, spouting smart answers to Ms. Acosta’s questions. Back when we were friends, Bea and I would’ve been laughing along with Cara, and her smart comments would’ve sparked us into nerd hyperdrive. I used to love spiraling out with Cara when she was reading scripts. We’d get deep into analyzing a character’s motivation or backstory together. These days it just feels like she’s showing off, rubbing salt in Bea’s raw heartbreak.

			This was supposed to be the space where Bea and I could just be. Now Bea’s body is taut as a guitar string every class. Like she’s waiting for Cara to pluck some sad melody out of her. Bea feels further from herself than I’ve ever seen her, and that breaks my heart even more than my trampled dreams about the class.

			Our next assignment is to do something we’ve never done before and write a poem about it. I’m already bracing myself for Cara’s next poem, and Bea’s reaction.

			“How am I going to do this?” Bea lifts herself from the foot of the St. Ignatius statue, resting her head in the lap of my skirt. Sun blazes her brown eyes. “I can’t
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