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Now

EVEN WITH THE OXYGEN MASK ON, THE SMOKE CREEPS ITS WAY DOWN my throat and funnels through each lung. It swirls and wraps itself around the muscle that used to be my heart. Having a heart requires too much effort, too much empathy. I may have lost both traits somewhere along the way.

“You have to keep the mask on, ma’am,” the EMT tells me.

Ma’am? I’m only seventeen. This is what Faith hinted at. What Cleo shouted about during almost every meeting. They try to age us to make us feel better about their actions.

But . . .

But this guy is only trying to help me. It’s dark and there’s smoke—so much smoke. He’s not thinking us versus them when he’s simply trying to do his job, right?

My hands tremble as I push the mask up the bridge of my nose and breathe in the clean air.

“Look, I know you’re scared,” the EMT says. His pale face gets painted by red and blue stripes from the light bars on top of the ambulances and police cars in the parking lot. “But we have a lot of folks here working on your friends, okay?”

Friends? That’s right. This isn’t just about me. It never was. My friends are the reason I came here tonight. I leap from the cot and try to jump down from the back of the ambulance, but the EMT grips my hands.

“Easy, now! I’m not sure how long you were in that building. Smoke can do a lot of damage.”

“I’m fine.” The words come out as a croak. I touch my neck and try to massage the words out, but I can’t reach them. I swallow the little saliva I have left in my mouth and try again. “How many are hurt?”

The EMT shakes his head as he guides me to take a seat on the cot again. “Not sure.” He squeezes his fingers around my wrist, checks my pulse.

Not sure isn’t good enough. “What about Kylie?” Her name scratches my throat. “She . . . she was right next to me.” I see her face, a blur of rage and sadness. Her eyes stabbing me, accusing me. Her fists clenched at her sides. Her blond hair puffing away from her face just as the explosion went off . . .

I pinch my eyes closed—both trying to remember and forget what happens next. The smoke, the soot. The drywall tumbling on top of me. The flashlight beams slicing through the dark as voices called for responses: If you hear us, make a noise. Did I see her when they pulled me out? Did I see anyone?

“Naomi?”

My mom’s cries pull me back. I open my eyes.

“Ny? NAOMI!” she shrieks again.

This time, the EMT can’t contain me. I snatch off the mask and jump down from the ambulance, squinting to find her face in between the streaks of blue and red.

“Ma . . .” My voice fails me. I cough and try again. “MOM!”

My mom breaks past two police officers and barrels toward me, her forehead crumpled with worry. She crashes against me, almost knocks me off my feet. I bury my face in her shoulder, and her jasmine perfume replaces the smoke in my nose. I cling to the back of her shirt. My fingernails stab my palms, but I grip even tighter. If I let go, I’ll return to this nightmare, and I want to daydream a little longer.

A pair of sturdy arms envelop us both, pushing us closer together. I can tell from the stubble tickling my forehead that it’s Eric. And it’s that tickle, my mom’s arms—the three of us locked together in a desperate huddle—that does me in. The tears start to spill, and I can’t stop them. I don’t even try.

My mom pulls away first. Her hands inspect my face, my shoulders, my waist. “Are you hurt?” she asks.

“What the hell happened?” Eric cuts in. He turns his head toward the rubble that used to be the entrance to King Pin’s Bowling Alley. That’s the first time I really take it all in. The yellow police tape tracing the edge of the building. The SWAT team circling the rubble, speaking in hushed, angry voices. The ambulances, so many ambulances. One of them holds Faith. Thank God she’s okay. She sits in the back, oxygen mask on like a good patient, as her EMT wraps a bandage around her wrist. She doesn’t look scared. If anything, she seems . . . confused. Her brown eyes look in my direction, but it’s like she’s staring off somewhere behind me. Somewhere through me, even.

Then there’s Cleo.

She sits on the curb with some of the others, her minions. Not even sure when they arrived. Or have they always been here? Everything happened so fast. Her hands are pinned behind her with handcuffs; Senegalese braids are still pinned on top of her head like a crown, not a stray hair out of place. Two police officers loom over them, scribbling notes even though nobody’s mouth is moving. Cleo smirks with every muscle in her face. She sees me and lobs that smirk right at me.

But I don’t see Butter. He was right here. Right here with her. At least he was before. And still, I don’t see Kylie.

“Are you Naomi Henry?” A police officer approaches me. His hat is tucked inside his armpit, but he looks anything but relaxed. His jaw clenches as he sizes up Eric’s broad shoulders and six-foot-plus inches of Blackness.

“Who wants to know?” My mom’s in front of me like a shield.

“Are you Mrs. Henry?” the police officer asks. My mom gives a stiff nod. “We have reason to believe your daughter was an accomplice to the attack at King Pin tonight.”

Accomplice? Attack? The words plummet onto me as hard as the crumbling drywall did. I stumble and fall against Eric. If it weren’t for him, I’d be flat on my back, staring up at the sky and waiting to die.

“The hell she is!” Eric barks.

The police officer shifts his eyes toward Eric, and I swear I hear them roll. “You the father?”

“Pretty much.” Eric grabs my hand and puffs out his chest, like claiming me was a badge of honor. If only.

“‘Pretty much’ doesn’t count, sir. Unless you’re her lawyer or guardian, I’m going to ask you to excuse yourself from this conversation.”

Something like a rumble seeps from Eric’s throat as his feet twitch toward the police officer. My mom takes a step to shield Eric now, and I’m right next to her. A wall to protect him from what’s bound to come next.

“If I can interject . . .” My EMT takes two timid strides to all of us. “I haven’t finished checking on Miss Henry. I’m not sure how injured she is.”

His sincerity builds a knot in my throat. He’s trying to save me. He’s trying to save my family. I can’t believe I almost made him the enemy.

The police officer glances over me. “She looks fine to me. I’ll get a medic to check her out at the station.” The police officer pulls a pair of handcuffs from his belt. The moonlight bounces off them, blinds me. “Naomi Henry, you’re under arrest. Anything you say can and will . . .”

His words blend together in my stomach, and I hiccup, almost vomiting them back out. This can’t be real. I’m stuck in a movie about someone’s life I don’t want. None of this was supposed to happen. I’m not supposed to be here. Neither was Kylie. . . .

Someone cries out, and my heart bangs against my rib cage between each action:

My mom’s hands spread out to the police officer (lub DUB).

Police officers circle my mom, guns pointed at her (lub DUB).

Eric shouts, stringing curse words and threats together (lub DUB).

Two officers pin Eric to the ground, his face crushing against the pavement. His arms pretzel behind his back as the cops try to cuff him (lub DUB).

“You’re hurting him!” my mom cries. “Please. You’re hurting him!”

Eric mutters something under his breath. He moans. He gags. He can’t breathe. Oh my God, he. Can’t. Breathe.

My scream rips through the air, silencing the chaos around me. My knees smack against the concrete.

“Just stop!” I beg. I choke on my own tears. “Please, I’ll go with you! Just stop! Just stop!” I keep repeating those words until they climb off Eric. Until I see his face lifting and gasping for air. The original cop who tried to arrest me pulls me back to my feet. Continues to read me my rights as he places my arms behind my back, clasps on the handcuffs. The coldness of the steel feels surprisingly refreshing since my whole body’s on fire.

“It’s okay, baby,” my mom says between sobs. “It’s okay. You’re going to be fine.” She tries to follow me as the officer shepherds me to his car, but another cop blocks her.

I’m in the back seat of a squad car. I press my forehead against the window and close my eyes. Maybe if I keep them closed long enough, I’ll fall asleep and wake up the next day. I’ll realize that this was all some kind of stress dream because of college applications or prom-dress shopping or some other normal shit that most high schoolers get to worry about.

“Not sure what you all were thinking,” the cop says to me, refusing to allow me to dream. “But now you know bombs aren’t like what you see in video games or whatever. They actually kill people.”

At that, my eyelids pop open. I push myself upright in the back seat, and the world spins. “What? Who’s . . . who’s . . . ?” I can’t even get the word out. Dead is too extreme. Too final. Saying it aloud will make it concrete.

But the cop doesn’t respond. He drives out of the parking lot. I scan it one last time. Faith holds on to her bandaged wrist, chewing her lip like she’s chewing back tears as she watches me. Eric holds up my mom as she cries into his chest, not able to look at her only child being taken away by the police. Cleo is marched to another squad car, her chin lifted toward the black sky. Still no Kylie.

I never see Kylie.





Then: Six Weeks Ago
Chapter One

I PUT ANOTHER DAB OF ECO STYLE GEL ON MY FINGERTIPS AND SMOOTH it along my edges. Lay them down real good before I slip on my butterfly hair clip. I glance in my bathroom mirror again as I fluff out my coils.

“New hair, who dis?” I say to myself. Okay, waking up an extra forty-five minutes earlier than usual may have made me a bit loopy, but it did the trick. It gave me enough time to get dressed, untwist my hair, and mold it into something manageable for the first day of school.

As I put on my silver hoop earrings, I check out my profile in the mirror one last time. Hell, maybe it was more than manageable. My hair was giving me Solange Knowles vibes—though maybe not as big and bold. Yet. I had put in my last relaxer right before the end of last school year. Then I kept my hair in braids all summer to protect it from breakage. Today’ll be the first day I’ve ever gone to school—or hell, anywhere, with my natural hair out for all the world to see. But Kylie said we needed to step it up for our senior year. Wait until she checks out the leap I’m making with this fluffy hair.

The sizzle of bacon greets me as I make my way to the hall closet next to the kitchen. Eric’s at the stove with his back to me, head hanging low. The only way I can tell he’s half-awake is because his hand jerks a little to flip over the bacon. No humming or small talk from him. At least not until he’s taken a few sips of coffee.

I rummage through the piles of shoes and used gift bags on the hall-closet floor. “You seen my cheer shoes?” I ask him, then automatically shake my head. His brain is still broken from lack of sleep. He takes on a few graveyard-shift cleaning gigs, so I expected him to still be snoring. “I thought Mom washed them, but they’re not in my room,” I say, this time more to myself.

Eric rummages through the kitchen cabinets, more than likely searching for a mug to get his caffeine on. “Front door,” he says, sleep coating his throat.

Just like he said, my white cheer shoes are chilling by the front door, right next to my backpack. A slip of paper peeks out from inside one of my shoes. I read the note written in purple marker:

You got this if you want it, gurl!

I laugh. My mom thought she was doing something with that unnecessary u. But she tries. That’s one reason why I love her. And those eight words hit the way she intended them to. They remind me that I’m not married to cheer. That if I want to try something else, be someone else, the choice is mine. Mom has caught me one too many times copying dance moves in the mirror from hip-hop majorette videos. She’s noticed how posters of Southern University’s Dancing Dolls or Alabama State’s Stingettes have replaced images of the cheerleading teams from Ohio State or Texas Tech on my bedroom walls. She’s noticed a lot over the past year or so and puts it all into these eight words. Compact but compelling. Another reason why I love her.

“How long is practice supposed to be? You know your mom expects you to visit her after school.”

Whoa, I get two sentences in a row. I turn and, just as I figured, Eric’s sipping coffee from his favorite mug. Not Today on one side, Nor Tomorrow on another.

“It’s not practice; it’s tryouts,” I correct.

Eric’s whole face lifts to attention as he finally notices me. “Look at you,” he says with a smile.

I roll my eyes. “Ugh. Stop.” I reach up to touch my hair but second-guess it. I worked too hard to get it just the way I want it. I can’t mess it up by matting down one side and making everything all lopsided.

“I mean it. Looks good.” He nods with approval.

“Really? It’s not too . . . too?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I’m going to go with . . . no?” He grabs his phone off the bar top. “Here. Let me take a picture for your mama.”

I don’t even complain, because I get it. This is the first time Mom hasn’t been able to see me off on the first day of school. Our days used to start out over at the Brookses’—her preparing a spread of fruit, eggs, and bagels for me, Kylie, and Kylie’s twin, Connor, since that’s what the Brookses kept in their kitchen. White-people breakfast, Eric used to joke when my mom tried to pull out the same menu on weekends. But my mouth grew fond of the combination, so mornings without it or Kylie and Connor felt off. Like leaving out the door without your keys. Or ending a call with a family member and not saying, “Love you.”

Mom had saved up enough money to finally open her own day care center, just like she’s been saying she wanted to do since she read The Very Hungry Caterpillar to me, Kylie, and Connor. And it was the animated way she read us stories, and how she wiped Kylie’s tears when she fell in her roller skates, and even how she spent hours helping Connor make homemade glow sticks for his fifth-grade science project—I knew she had too much love in her heart just for me. She wanted to share it with other kids, and now she was getting her chance.

I place a hand on my hip and cock it toward Eric’s phone. Ask him to hold his phone up a little higher like Kylie tells people every time they take her picture. Something about that angle makes you look smaller, and I need all the flattering angles I can get now that Mom likes to joke about my “junk in the trunk,” which popped up sometime during last winter break.

“Got it,” Eric says, snapping one last picture. “Your mama ain’t name you Naomi for nothing.” He tells that joke whenever he gets a chance. As if I could even compete with the Melanated Goddess that is Naomi Campbell. I would need at least five more inches and fuller lips to even be on the same page.

“Now have a seat and eat this breakfast of champions.” The coffee must be working its way through his veins. He sounds more alert and, dare I say, chipper now.

I peek down at the bacon, eggs, and biscuit with glistening gravy sitting on a plate on the table. Calculate the number of calories in my head. Kylie and I are both going for fliers this year. I won’t be flying anywhere with a whole bunch of gluten and grease weighing me down.

Eric reads my face, and I guess I have uncertainty written all over it, because he squints at me. “I’m gonna kill you. You know I could still be sleeping, right?”

“I can wrap it up and eat it when I get home,” I offer. “I’m heading out soon, and we’re grabbing something at school.” And because she’s my best friend and knows when I need her, my phone chimes with a text message:

We’re heeeeere. Bring yo ass.

I smile in relief and hold up my phone. “See? Gotta go.”

“’Cause God forbid if Her Highness walked up here to greet you at the door, right?” Eric rolls his eyes. The only time Eric rolls his eyes is when he talks about Kylie—or any other Brooks, actually.

“Somebody needs a nap,” I say. I hold out my fist, and Eric bumps his against it three times before slapping me a five—completing the handshake we created about a month after he and my mom became a thing. “I promise. Me and that biscuit have a date this evening. See ya.”

“Not if I see you first.”

I groan at the Dad Jokiness of it all as I make my way out the front door. I climb down the stairs of our apartment complex and spot Kylie’s glossy blue Audi idling in one of the accessible parking spaces. She checks out her makeup in the mirror in her sun visor as Roma climbs out of the passenger seat, sunglasses perched on top of her head to keep her bobbed brown hair out of her face.

Roma spots me and smiles. “We’re seniors, bitch!” she shouts at me.

Kylie turns up the volume of the hip-hop music streaming from her speakers, and Roma bends over to pop the tiny hump she calls a booty. I laugh and mimic her. We groove for a few seconds longer until Roma ends our dance break by climbing into her rightful spot in Kylie’s back seat, and I take my place in the front. Kylie shimmies her shoulders to the music once I’m buckled in, but then pauses to truly take me in.

“What’s going on with your hair?” she asks with a laugh.

The music stops. At least in my head. Megan Thee Stallion’s lyrics get replaced by static, and I will every muscle in my hand to not reach up and touch my hair. To not draw more attention to it. I think of something witty to say to cut through the awkwardness, but my tongue feels heavy, and I want to swallow it and choke and die on the spot.

“I think it’s cute.” Roma’s voice breaks through from behind me, and air finally releases through my nose. I’ve never wanted to hug her more. “It’s different, you know? Kinda mature.”

“I never said it wasn’t cute,” Kylie says. She pushes my shoulder to let me know she’s joking, but my body’s so rigid that it barely budges from her nudge. “I just asked what was going on. Like, how did you get it to look so curly and stuff? I’m just used to your hair either being straight or braided.” She gives me a smile and then focuses behind her as she backs out of my parking lot. She doesn’t break gaze for safety, though. Kylie never checks behind her when driving, overly relying on her rearview cam. But she knows that the longer she looks at me, the longer I’ll know she’s lying through her teeth. She hates my hair. And now I hate it too.

“Yeah, I told my mom it was too much,” I say, rolling my eyes as I roll out fake news. “But she wanted me to give it a try so . . . whatever. I’ll probably change it again this weekend.”

Five minutes later, we’re all rapping along to Megan like the conversation never happened. But every now and then, I find myself peeking in the sideview mirror, tugging at one of my coils to see how straight I can get it. At one point, my eyes meet Roma’s eyes in the mirror.

She raises her eyebrows at me: You okay?

I shrug one shoulder back at her: It is what it is.

It’s true. Kylie’s always going to be Kylie. She’s messy buns on the weekends, but layered blowouts on Mondays. She’s all shade and burns online, but tears and Taylor Swift ballads IRL. She’s quick fingers and scorched tongue from scalding matcha lattes. She’s all-teeth smiles, but only because she’s biting back pain. That’s where I come in. To take away her phone and wipe away her tears while listening to Taylor’s version of Red. To remind her to wait five minutes before gulping down piping-hot tea. To carry what’s behind that smile. It’s been that way for as long as I can remember. Kylie tossing away her question about my hair was only because I wasn’t there to catch it before it landed. And it landed with a thud.

We turn onto Windsor Boulevard, and I try running my fingers through my hair again. Windsor Boulevard is the last stretch before we reach Windsor Woods High, as well as the longest and busiest stretch of road in our town. Whatever anyone needs, they can find on Windsor Boulevard. Last-minute grocery items? Hit up Food Lion. Quick bite to eat? Roll through the Dairy Queen drive-through. We have the animal hospital to tend to your sick pooches, the police department to air your grievances, and even Farmers Bank to get your money right. No wonder the street bears the name of our town. The ’vard is like Walmart, if Walmart were fifty miles long. Available twenty-four seven, accepts all forms of payment, and clothing optional. There is that streaking tradition at Windsor Cemetery, after all—not that I’ve ever participated.

We make it to Windsor Woods, and Kylie finds one of the last spots in the senior-class parking lot. We all talked over the weekend about the perfect time to get to school. We didn’t want to look too thirsty or anything, like we were dying for attention. Kylie figured a few minutes before the first bell was the sweet spot. The perfect amount of time for the right people to see us before we started our day. We climb out of her car, and I slip my arms through the straps of my JanSport backpack.

Kylie’s forehead creases. “What happened to the Kate Spade I got you?” she asks, nodding to her own shoulder bag to remind me of what mine is supposed to look like.

“It’s so nice that my mom didn’t want me to mess it up,” I say. I pretend to pick something off my shirt so Kylie won’t sniff out my lie. My mom wanted me to return the bag. She’s been getting weirder about the presents that Kylie gives me ever since she stopped working for the Brookses. I think Eric’s starting to get in her head.

“Mess it up? What are you—five? I’ll talk to her about it.” She swats her hand like it’s no big deal, then links her arm through mine. “One more year, Ny. One more year, and we’ll be strutting down the sidewalks of Manhattan in our tutus like Sarah Jessica.” Kylie’s been a hardcore fan of Sex and the City since sixth grade, when she accidentally streamed an episode on her tablet. She got me hooked during our sleepovers, and we gave our classmates the real tea after those dry sex-education weeks in health class.

“Didn’t she get pissed on in that tutu?” Roma asks.

“Ew, she got splashed by a bus. Who are you? Why don’t you know this?” Kylie shakes her head at Roma, then looks at me, waiting for me to join in with her disbelief.

I give a laugh. A weak one, though, because I know Kylie’s hinting at us going to NYU. That’s only what we’ve been talking about the last hundred years. But when I wasn’t binging Sex and the City with Kylie, I was inhaling reruns of that old nineties show A Different World with my mom. Even though Denise and Whitley and Dwayne Wayne all attended some fake historically Black college, everything about it felt real. The sororities, the step teams, the all-Black everything. I never knew that something could be so genuine but still magical at the same time. We don’t have that much Black pride here in Windsor. Yeah, there are more than a handful of us who live in town, but most are like Mom and Eric. They work hard and keep their heads down, complain about the Confederate flags adorning their neighbors’ yards in the privacy of their own homes. And there were a lot of those here. Confederate flags. I never thought much of them until Eric’s cousin from New York came to visit us two Christmases ago: I mean, damn, didn’t the South lose? he had asked us during dinner. You guys are Gone with the Wind old-school down here.

Frankly, my dear, Windsor didn’t give a damn. My neighbors were going to rock their Confederate flag T-shirts and hug their Black friends at the same damn time. That’s just the Windsor way. Maybe that’s why Kylie can’t quite get the appeal of A Different World. Last time I tried to make her watch an episode, she kept joking about the old-school fashion. Or how nobody from Richmond, Virginia, talked with as much twang as Whitley Gilbert. She talked, talked, talked and never really listened. Never really felt it.

So that was that.

We weave our way through parked cars and wave at the people we want to see, ignore the ones who’ve done one of us wrong at some point. Especially Jackie Sanders. She gets the coldest of shoulders after posting that Roma sounded like “Miss Piggy on crack” for belting out an Ariana Grande song at the ninth-grade talent show. I mean, yeah, Kylie and I laughed like we were on crack when we first read Jackie’s post, but Roma’s our girl. We hate who she hates, and vice versa.

Every now and then I get a double take—eyeballs not sure if it’s really me until they notice Kylie’s arm linked through mine. Nobody says anything about my hair. Not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing, but I hate the in-between.

We get to my locker first since it’s on the first floor.

“Jealous,” Roma says. “You got the best location. The end of a row and right near a restroom?”

I give her a look. “In what world is being near a restroom ever awesome?”

Roma twists her mouth to one side to consider my question. “For more elbow room, I’d take the occasional crop-dusting.”

Kylie and I exchange confused glances.

“You know? The occasional stench that wafts out of the bathroom when the door swings open?” Roma slaps her forehead at us, all: Duh?

“That is not a crop-dusting,” I insist, opening my locker. “A crop-dusting is when someone passes gas in front of you and forces you to walk into their stink cloud.”

“Okay, are we in a locker room? Why are we talking about stench and stink clouds?” Kylie asks as she leans against the locker next to me and looks through her phone. She’s seeing who’s posting about the first day of school before it’s officially begun. “Okay, tell me why Jared’s yet to like my pic but has the nerve to like Serena posing next to a damn muffin. Everyone knows that bitch doesn’t eat. Like, what’s the point?”

If my locker wasn’t already open, I’d bang my head against it. I don’t want to get sucked into the Kylie-Jared-Serena drama this year. Every time Kylie dumps him, I hope it’s the last time I’ll have to listen to his political name-dropping. Jared’s dad interviews politicians for his right-wing podcast, so Jared likes to pretend he has clout too. Every time Jared tries to move on with Serena, Kylie gets all green and finds a way to make Jared come crawling back. And I’m stuck hearing stories about how hilarious Lindsey Graham really is.

“Why are you even following Serena?” I ask.

“I’m not. I’m following the hashtag she used.”

“Oh, okay,” Roma says with an eye roll. “Hashtag Stalker Status.”

“Hashtag Jared Junkie,” I add.

Roma and I laugh as Kylie pretends like she’s going to throw her phone at our heads. She would never. Too many secrets in there.

“’Scuse me. You’re kinda in front of my locker.”

Faith Hayslett lingers in front of us. Ripped jeans, baggy sweatshirt, and wedge Timbs. Everything is cocked to her right. Her hip, her backpack—even her hair. The left side of her head showcases a buzz cut, and the rest of her hair spills over the right side of her face in loose corkscrews. Her hair type must be 3C. I researched curl patterns all summer, in hopes I’d be in the 3 category. But I’m 4C all the way. All zigzaggy with no clear direction.

We stop laughing as Kylie steps out of Faith’s way.

“My bad,” Kylie says to her.

Faith just gives her a nod. She doesn’t smirk or frown in irritation. If anything, she seems on the verge of yawning. Like we’re too silly to be on her level. She doesn’t even acknowledge my new hair. Then again, Faith Hayslett hasn’t acknowledged much about me for as long as I can remember. At the start of last school year, I heard rumblings about her wanting to start a dance team at Windsor Woods, and my stomach twisted with nervous energy. Finally, I’d be able to have a chance to show off everything I’ve learned from my online videos. I’d even found a way to sneak away from Kylie during lunch to make my way over to Faith’s table. Before I even had the nerve to ask her about the dance team, Faith squinted at me like she was trying to make out who I was. I think she even asked me if I was lost.

I did the most logical thing I could think of: I asked her where the extra napkins were. I returned to Kylie with a stack of paper towels—and we tried out for the varsity cheer team later that afternoon.

“Anyway,” Kylie says in dramatic fashion as she raises her eyebrows at me and Roma, bringing me back to the present. “I heard the school is offering Chick-fil-A during lunch now. Their grilled nuggets are fire. We’re so getting that today.”

My stomach rumbles at the mere mention of food, reminding me that I passed up Eric’s feast earlier this morning. I rummage through my backpack in hopes of finding a granola bar, and one of my cheer shoes tumbles to the floor.

“Shit, that reminds me.” Kylie pulls out a pair of crisp white Varsity Aeros Cheer Shoes from her bag and hands them to me. “Happy birthday.”

My eyes almost fall out of my head as I inspect the shoes. I checked them out online over the summer. I wanted to ask my mom to splurge for a pair, but with her opening the day care and everything, I figured money would be even tighter than usual.

“It’s not my birthday,” I manage.

“Consider it an early birthday present. I knew you had your eye on them. Plus, it’s about time to retire that pair, so . . .” She shrugs. No biggie.

A smile spreads across my face. I reach out to hug Kylie, but Faith slams her locker closed next to us and jolts the smile right out of me.

Faith looks our way and blinks at her damage. “My bad,” she says. Her voice is flat but nasally, in the exact same tone as Kylie’s from about a minute ago. She pops an Altoid into her mouth and heads down the hall. I watch after her, wondering what the hell her deal is.

“Um.” Roma raises a hand. “My birthday’s next month. Where are my shoes?”

“Oh. Hold on. They’re right . . .” Kylie digs through her bag again and pulls out her middle finger. She smiles. Roma smacks her hand, and the two laugh as they start slapping at each other. I don’t join in, because I’m still watching the back of Faith’s head until she disappears into a classroom. I try to remember what in the world I did to end up on her shit list—or, even worse, her couldn’t-care-less list—but come up empty. I’m not sure why I even care what list Faith would put me on, but thankfully I don’t spend a second longer wondering, because Connor takes that moment to strut down the hall with some of his boys from the wrestling team.

Damn, can that boy strut.

He holds on to a towel wrapped around his neck, emphasizing his biceps, which mold into perfectly sized mounds. He’s dewy from the top of his blond hair down to his thick calves. It’s obvious that he and the guys just came from morning weight training—and by the way I’ve studied every inch of him, it’s obvious that I enjoy seeing him come from weight training.

He checks me checking him out, and I don’t look away. Too late for all that. So he gives me a smile and struts in my direction.

“Ky and Ny,” he says, like always. Roma waves a hand in front of herself to remind him that she’s also here, like always.

“Ugh, you stink.” Kylie curls her lip at him, then looks at Brian and Weston, who flank him. “You all stink.”

“It’s called pumping iron, sis.” Connor rubs his towel across his face and tosses it at Kylie. He does that kind of stuff to Kylie all the time. Rams her head into his sweaty armpit. Gives her a high five, only to leave a used wad of his chewing gum in her palm. We shared a womb, he’d remind her. My germs are your germs.

Kylie gags and hurls his towel back to him. “I’m sure you left the house with a change of clothes. Some deodorant, maybe?”

“Coach wanted us to take a quick lap around the track. But since no one’s out there to monitor us, we thought we’d take a slow one down the halls. See who’s here.” Connor snaps his fingers and points at me. “Your hair.”

I snap my fingers and point to my hair. “Is here,” I add.

“I like it.” He smiles and tussles his own hair. “I like it a lot. It reminds me of Nakia from Black Panther.”

“Well, I only did my hair like this because I knew you’d like it, Connor,” I say with only a hint of sarcasm. I worried the most about what he’d say about my hair. Now that he’s said it and it was positive, I can breathe a little smoother. I’m not sure when I started to worry about what Connor thought about me. Maybe sometime after he started to fill out his wrestling singlet or when my hand found his while watching the latest Scream and he rubbed tiny circles onto my knuckles to keep me calm. For the whole movie—and like five minutes after the credits ended.

“Reminds me of Childish Gambino,” Brian says, nodding to my hair, and Weston laughs. Connor punches Brian in the arm, and I hear one of Brian’s capillaries pop. Brian groans and the laughter stops.

“He’s an ass,” Connor says to me. “But you’re beautiful.” He turns to Roma: “You’re okay.” Then to Kylie: “And you’re annoying.”

“Bye, Connor.” Kylie holds up a hand to dismiss him.

Connor laughs, and he and his friends continue their hallway tour. I smile after him. He has that effect on me. My polished nail could break, my phone battery could die, and the sky could fall, but he’d still find a way to make me smile. I remember the start of the summer. Floating in the Brookses’ pool. His hand on my lower back as he teaches me how to swim. His hands grazing other parts of my body until—

“No.” Kylie’s finger is in my face, poking through my memory. “I told you already—bad idea. Kissing Connor is like kissing me.”

I pull a disgusted face and Kylie laughs, her mission accomplished.

“Come on,” she says. “Roma and I still need to get to our lockers before the bell rings.”

Roma gives me a sly smile as I shove my new shoes into my locker and close the door. I wait until Kylie turns away to return the smile. Make sure it’s nice and wide, since Connor thinks I’m beautiful and all.





Two

I WALK INTO SECOND BLOCK, HONORS PHYSICS. MY ETERNAL LAB PARTNER, Drew Mize, spots me and makes a dramatic show of wiping imaginary dust off the lab stool next to him with the sleeve of his cardigan sweater. I give him a brief curtsy before taking my seat.

“Your hair is giving me my entire life,” Drew says with a grin that eats up his entire face.

“Shut up. Really?” I pat at my hair, and it surprisingly still has a bit of moisture to it. Drew’s opinion is almost as important to me as Connor’s. Drew finds the silver lining in my dimmest days. I mean, my guy even complimented the crutches I had to use for a week after spraining my ankle from some failed tumbling move. I would’ve made him my boo if Phil Townsend III didn’t beat me to the punch back in seventh grade. He and Phil have been off and on ever since, so I had to settle for Drew as my science boo as soon as we hit high school. We’re the Kobe and Shaq of lab work—though we argue over who gets to be Kobe every other week.

“Thanks. And what about you, sir? West Coast vibes all the way.”

Drew pretends to flip his auburn frosted-tipped hair over his shoulders, even though it doesn’t go past his ears. “You know how I do. Idle hands, baby.”

“What? No Phil this weekend?”

Drew rolls his eyes. “I don’t know that man. Sorry to that man.”

I laugh. So Drew and Phil are on ice, but before I can get the deets on why, Faith Hayslett strides into the classroom and looks around—trying to find an empty seat. My breath gets caught in my throat. It’s rare to find other Black kids in my honors classes. It’s been me, Xavier Moore, and Kennedy Bowers since forever, plus maybe some military kid weaving in and out over the years. But never Faith Hayslett. I just assumed that Faith was too chill to stress about honors classes and advanced diplomas. Like maybe she’d rather spend her energy on burning sage and clearing out negative energy. But here she is—shoulders and chin in an upright position like a gymnast about to murder a floor routine and get that gold.

“Is she lost?” Drew asks me.

At that, Faith cuts her eyes at us and I quickly look down at my lab table. She makes her way past me, her backpack hitting against my table and jostling it just a little, but enough. She makes her point.

“Shit, you think she heard me?” Drew snickers under his breath.

I can’t even return a polite laugh. I don’t want Faith to think I’m laughing at her, even if Drew kind of wants me to. I mean, not like that, but Faith won’t understand that Drew’s just being Drew. Cussing out Drew would be like kicking a shih tzu or some other puppy that’s too adorable for its own good. Faith doesn’t know that Drew’s all bark and that’s it.

“Girl, I love your nails!”

I look over my shoulder. Faith has found a spot next to Kennedy, and Kennedy has taken it upon herself to grab Faith’s hand and inspect her polish. Faith says something in return, and their laughter scratches something inside me. All these years with pretty much the same classes, and Kennedy talks to me only to compare answers on our study guides, but in five seconds she and Faith are talking about something outside of sines and cosines. What made Faith so different from me?

The bell rings, and our teacher, Mrs. Ward, is at the whiteboard. “I don’t know about you all, but I blinked and summer was gone,” she says, her cheeks blooming like she ran a marathon before coming into the classroom. She waits for the timid laughter for her timid joke. Two of my classmates comply. I haven’t seen her around before. Most of the teachers at Windsor Woods have been here since the Civil War—and the younger ones are from this town anyway. They put in their four years to get their teaching degree, then come back home to “make a difference.” We still have a painting of Stonewall Jackson in our library, though.

Mrs. Ward claps her hands together. “I want to try something. I’ve been told that this group has been together for a while, so I want to shake things up. Give you all a chance to work with someone new.”

Okay, she’s definitely not from around here. The groans swim across the classroom like a wave. Drew adds to the chorus of groans, even holding both of his thumbs down to lay it on extra thick. One for him, one for me.

“Since I don’t know everyone yet, we’ll just pair up alphabetically for the first half of the semester,” Mrs. Ward continues.

This time I groan. Seating arrangements in alphabetical order? Are we in second grade? Mrs. Ward starts going through the roster and one by one, my classmates stand to move to their new tables, some dragging their feet in protest. I try to run through the roster in my head, try to remember if there were any last names between Henry and Mize that would break up me and my Eternal Lab Partner.

“. . . Faith Hayslett and Naomi Henry . . .”

My eyebrows twitch in response. I was so worried about who came after me alphabetically that I didn’t consider I might get paired with someone before me. And I damn sure didn’t consider being partners with Faith Hayslett.

“You getting up?”

Faith stands behind Drew, already plopping her backpack underneath the lab table. Message loud and clear. The good news is that I don’t have to move. The bad news is Drew does. Drew grabs his iPad and steps over Faith’s backpack.

“Miss you,” he mouths to me, then proceeds to do the sister hand clap from The Color Purple. I let out a small laugh. I should’ve never told him to watch that movie.

Faith takes Drew’s former seat and opens her binder to a blank sheet of paper. She then lines up two pens and a pencil next to it. She’s ready to get down to business even though Mrs. Ward is still calling out names. And even with our classmates grumbling and skidding lab stools across the floor, there’s a balloon of silence around me and Faith that I feel compelled to pop.

“I like your nails,” I say, then bite my lip. She’s heard that already. She probably knows that I heard her hearing that already. Which means she probably thinks I’m making fun of her. Again.

“Thanks.” Faith doesn’t look in my direction.

I nod. Mrs. Ward is only on the Ls. Help. “Did you do it yourself or . . . ?” I don’t finish. Not sure why. Maybe I want her to finish for me so we can have whatever moment she and Kennedy had. Look, we’re completing each other’s sentences already. How cute are we?

Faith just stares at the whiteboard as if she’s waiting for words to magically appear.

I exhale through my nose. If we were going to make any progress, I needed to make the first move. “Look, I didn’t think you were lost or anything. Neither did Drew. We just never saw you in here before.”

Faith finally looks at me. She has a nose ring. It’s tiny and gold, and can she be any more badass? “Today’s the first day of school.”

I fold my hands together so I won’t slap one of them on my forehead like the emoji. “No, I meant . . . usually the same people are in these classes over and over again.”

Faith shrugs. “Sorry to break your monotony.”

At that, I rock back on my stool. This girl’s looking for a fight. I’m not trying to give her one, but I’m not about to let her clown me either. “I’m good. It takes more than a new person joining my class to knock me off-balance.”

“Yeah. I noticed.”

I blink at her. She noticed? Noticed what? This girl barely has said more than two words to me in all the years we’ve been in school together. In fact, I think our last meaningful conversation—before the awkward cafeteria encounter last year—was on a sixth-grade field trip when she asked me if I was going to eat all of my peanut butter and jelly sandwich. I gave this chick half, even though my mom made sure to cut off my crusts and use the crunchy peanut butter I love. I’m still waiting on my thank-you, but that would’ve required more words between us.

“Your girl earlier,” Faith continues, possibly reading the confusion across my face. “Even with her playing you, you kept steady. I give you that.”

My confusion has morphed into full-blown befuddlement. “What are you talking about? When did she play me?”

“I guess since you didn’t get your shoes from Saks or whatever, they didn’t make the cut, huh?”

Oh. Everything clicks now. She thinks I’m tripping about Kylie’s gift to me. I mean, I guess someone who doesn’t know us might think she was clowning me, but Kylie’s always done stuff like that. She knows when I want or need something before I do. Those are the perks of seeing someone practically every day for the last decade.

“Kylie was just being nice,” I say. “Just like I’m trying to do now.” I give her a tight smile, let her witness all the kindness just oozing out of me. Even if I want nothing more than to shout in her face that Kylie and I aren’t just best friends—we’re sisters. We have matching scars on our right knees to prove it. After I skinned mine during an intense game of freeze tag, Kylie made sure to scrape her knee across the pavement so she could hurt just like me. If that wasn’t sisterhood, I didn’t know what was.

Faith studies me for like a second before giving me another shrug. “’Kay.” With that, she turns her head to watch Mrs. Ward talk about class expectations.

I’ve been dismissed with one syllable. Not only that, but I’ve also been judged because I accepted a gift from my best friend. It’s not like they were hand-me-downs. Kylie’s stopped giving me her old designer clothes sometime between me growing D-cup boobs and what Beyoncé calls a “fatty” inside my jeans. This time, Kylie went out of her way to buy something that she knew I’d like. That’s a true friend. No, a sister. I want to explain this all to Faith, but she starts jotting down notes about upcoming assignments. I chew the inside of my cheek and do the same. I just hope I can read my handwriting later because right now everything looks fuzzy.

I barely slip my small, cotton shorts over my hips before I’m running out of the locker room and onto the football field. I didn’t plan on being late to cheerleading tryouts, but I also didn’t want to head out there looking like Donald Glover, aka Childish Gambino, as Brian had pointed out earlier. I needed to add in more leave-in conditioner and tease my hair some to give it a little body. Nothing felt natural about this whole natural-hair thing.

I spot the rest of the girls stretching near the sidelines and take my place between Kylie and Roma. Coach Beverly looks up at me from her clipboard, and I give her a small smile as I bend over to stretch out my hamstrings. She does not smile back. I hope she doesn’t hold me running like eight seconds behind everyone else against me. She has said more than once that just because we were on varsity last year doesn’t guarantee that we’ll make it again. It seems like she’s told me maybe two times more than everyone else, like she and I both knew I was on borrowed time.

A hand slaps my ass, and I snap upright. Kylie smiles at me.

“Sorry. Couldn’t help admiring your lovely lady lumps,” she says with a laugh.

“Ha ha,” I say.

“She’s telling the truth.” Roma pulls one of her feet up to her butt to stretch her quads. “Can I borrow them for a day?”

“Roma, you definitely don’t need any more junk in your trunk,” Kylie says flatly, like she was reading facts from a textbook.

I reach over and flick her arm.

“Ow! What? Roma knows I love her fat ass.” Kylie smiles again.

“It’s cool. I’m used to Kylie taking out her Daddy issues on me,” Roma says, painting on an even bigger smile.

I cock an eyebrow at Kylie. “Daddy issues?”

Kylie swats a hand, knocking my words away. “Nothing. Boring legal stuff. You know how it goes. People get jealous and want what my dad has. Tale as old as time.”

My eyebrow hasn’t settled. Sure, I know that Mr. Brooks has to settle cases related to workers’ comp or whatever every now and then. The price you pay for being a business owner, he’d always say. But I haven’t heard about any recent drama. Before I can probe any further, Coach Beverly blows her whistle.

“All right, ladies. Change of plans,” she shouts at us. There’s a megaphone by her feet, but she never needs it. Her lungs can wake the dead. “We’re holding tryouts in the gym instead.”

I join the other girls in a mini whine fest. The gym is the worst because the AC is unpredictable as all get-out. This many bodies in that little space, and it starts smelling like we’re in a fast-food restaurant up in there.

“How come?” Kylie demands, speaking for all of us.

Coach Beverly doesn’t have to answer. The pounding bass from the school’s marching team does it for her. The band members spill out onto the field, the melody of Missy Elliott and Da Brat’s “Sock It 2 Me” oozing out of their instruments like a lazy, but powerful, groove.

But it’s not the band that I can’t keep my eyes off. Sashaying out in front of them are the Windsor Woods Wolverines, also known as the dance team. Their hips rock to the drumbeat as they make their way to the center of the field. Just as the beat drops, so do they—dipping so low to the ground that their asses almost kiss it. But they all have the knees of champions, hovering above the ground just enough to make their movements push past filthy into finesse. And leading them all is Faith Hayslett with a grin on her face. Not the fake kind I and most of the squad glosses on. Hers is boundless. Wise. Hell, intoxicating. Like she knows her melanin is popping and she makes all the Black and Brown bodies behind her do the same.

Chills. Starting in my scalp and tickling their way down to my toenails. This is what I envisioned a Windsor Woods dance team would look like, feel like. This is why I’ve studied hundreds, maybe thousands, of hours of HBCU majorette and dance-team videos. This is why I sought Faith out last year. I wanted to move the way that they moved, without any care or constraints. I wanted to be part of a sisterhood. Different from the one I had with Kylie. A sisterhood where I could get advice about hair products or laugh at episodes of A Different World. I wanted to be as powerful as they all looked right now.

I peel my eyes away from Faith long enough to glance at the rest of my squad. To make sure that they see what I see. That they feel what I feel. But instead of eyebrows lifted in wonder, I’m met with pouts. A few eye rolls. Kylie has her arms folded across her chest.

“I still think Mr. Hicks was wrong,” she says, referring to our principal. Last year, he went to battle with the school board to get the dance team approved until the board finally gave in. They even featured his efforts on Good Morning America. “The school already has us. What’s the point?”

She shakes her head and follows Coach Beverly and the rest of the girls back into the building. I take one last look at the Wolverines as they high kick and land flat on their backs in a domino effect with not so much as a grimace. Black joy instead of Black pain.

That. That’s the point.





Three

I DON’T GET KYLIE’S TEXT THE NEXT MORNING UNTIL ABOUT FIVE MINUTES before she is supposed to pick me up:

Sick. Might not make it to school today. Sorry!

The hell? She was fine when she left me at my mom’s day care yesterday—albeit a little salty because I stayed with my mom instead of going on a Target run with her. I just chalked that up to her stressing about home stuff. Taking her Daddy issues out on me, as Roma so eloquently put it. I didn’t remember hearing a sniffle or cough from her.

I suck my teeth. “You gotta be kidding me,” I say to the screen of my phone. If it’s whatever’s going on with Mr. Brooks, she could just tell me. She tells me everything.

“What’s that?” Eric asks, two barstools away from me, poking his spoon into his bowl. He took yesterday’s hint. Instead of a morning feast of bacon, he opted to make oatmeal with cinnamon. He even sliced up some apples as garnishes, as he put it. At which I snapped my fingers in applause. That’s the thing about Eric. He’s been with my mom for over ten years, but still goes hard to make me like him. Not like he needs to try at all anymore. He won us both over.

I sigh and drop my phone into the outside pocket of my Kate Spade satchel. I, too, could take a hint. Kylie was offended that I didn’t bring it to school yesterday, so I dug it out of my closet to nip the drama in the bud. I’d just have to hide it from my mom again before she came home from work.

“Can you give me a ride to school?” I ask Eric. “I think the bus already came.”

“Where’s Her Highness?”

“Apparently sick.”

Eric raises a skeptical eyebrow. “On the second day of school? I call foul.”

“Kylie wouldn’t miss the first week of school just for anything. Plus, she did sound kind of hoarse yesterday.” I don’t know why I always find a reason to lie for her. Eric doesn’t care if Kylie has a cold or a cold sore, but the story rolled across my tongue like butter. “All I know is I feel fine, so can I have a ride? Unless, you know, you want to give me your keys.” I smile and wiggle my fingers at him.

Eric looks down at my hand and shakes it instead. I groan and pull away. “Fine. Grab your stuff,” he says. “I need to grab me a McMuffin anyway. This oatmeal ain’t hitting on nothing.”

We’re in the car in less than five minutes. As soon as I buckle into the front seat of his Nissan, I stab a text to Kylie.

Really??? No heads up???

I stare at the extra question marks, then sigh and type again.

You okay, tho? Need to talk?

I stare at the screen for a few seconds. Kylie’s usually quick on the draw with her responses. At least for me. She even managed to give me a play-by-play of her grandfather’s entire funeral last year, and her parents were none the wiser. But this time, I get nothing. Not even bubbles letting me know that Kylie’s at least thinking about replying.

“So, how was practice yesterday?” Eric asks, automatically changing the station to listen to Charlamagne Tha God rant about anything and everything.

I set my phone facedown on my lap. “It was tryouts, not practice.” And I’d rather not think about it. My first attempt at flying was met with a resounding two claps from Coach Beverly. Two—and I think the second one was her killing a gnat. Not that I could blame her. I had been a bit distracted, thinking about how the Wolverines were bucking with the breeze out on the field while I was perfecting split jumps in a muggy gym.

“But you’re already on the team.”

“You’re not guaranteed a spot on varsity. And besides . . .” I remember the pulsing drums from the marching band. Faith and the other Wolverines wrecking shop along with them, their hips and arms swaying freely to the beat. Kylie had dragged me to our first cheer tryouts in middle school, too nervous to go on her own.

I HAVE to go, Kylie reminded me when
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