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    dedicated to my family and all imperfect perfectionists
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00. genesis 
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The day I was born, the doctors had to open my mother up and pull me out. When I imagine this, I picture the head doctor as Rafiki from The Lion King, holding me up like Simba once she had gotten me out.

My mother says my eyes opened wide, brown, clear and vivid. So, my parents thought to name me Adisa: clear one. 

Lucid, balanced, rational, unambiguous. 

From the day I was born, I perceived the world with wonder. 

I was born an immigrant, an overachiever, and with a name that would be mispronounced way more than six syllables ought to be.

I didn’t know this yet, but I would.

I was born to a mom with luminous curls and a dad with wide glasses that always fell to his nose. 

I was born the only child of my family, the torch-holder, the legacy-carrier, the people-pleaser.

I was born in the heart of western civilization, of the triangle trade, of the American Dream that my parents would fight so hard to attain. 

I was born wailing, a sound that ripped out of my throat until there was silence, my tiny heart beating, my pudgy fingers reaching for the stars.

In the beginning, I saw the world. In the beginning, there was Adisa Oluwa, first of her name. In the beginning, the earth was alive, and so was I.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

01. today
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“Adisa?” An uncomfortable silence. The name feels stretched out in awkward Midwestern syllables, vowels all mispronounced and stumbling, like a toddler’s footsteps. 

A throat is cleared as the voice on the loudspeaker tries again. “God, I’m going to botch this up,” she says. 

She tries for my last name. “O-ol- geez.” A sigh. Resignation. The loudspeaker crackles once more.  “If you recognize any part of that name, please meet Ms. Hoffman in the front office.” That suburban laugh. “Not about to botch it up any further.” 

I’ve already risen to my feet. If someone pauses for more than three seconds, it’s my name, guaranteed. I’ve been familiar with that law since I learned to spell my ABCs. It’s an inescapable reality, like death or taxes.

Dad half-jokes that I should just go by Abby Ollie at this point, since no one will have to worry about that name being mispronounced. However, Mom’s pushed back on that since I was old enough to understand words, so I’ve been stuck with Adisa Oluwa. People manage to get through Adisa, but struggle with my last name, foreign as it is simple.

That being said, Mom maintains that “if they can pronounce Tasha Katerina Volkov fine, they can pronounce Adisa Oluwa.” 

She’s right in the way that mothers usually are, (unfortunately), but at the same time, Tasha Volkov is a Wilson Bay Charter School legend—a ballerina, a star volleyballer, a basketball player, and team captain, so there’s that. Her name belongs in these halls like she owns them. My name isn’t necessarily unknown in these halls, but I’m no Tasha Katerina Volkov. 

My eyes drift back to the now-silent loudspeaker. Why am I being called to the office? Nothing out of the ordinary has occurred this week. It’s been the type of week remarkable for being unremarkable. 

People are shuffling their supplies into their backpacks. The bell hasn’t even rung yet. I see a flash of blue hair before I catch sight of Valentina Lopez who offers me a raised eyebrow as she approaches me.

“Why’re they calling you up? We’ve barely even started the year. They’re selecting valedictorians already?”

I glance at her from the corner of my eye. Brown face, sharp chin, dark eyes. Her striking cerulean hair is always a beacon. My parents say she looks like a walking highlighter, and I think my mother would sooner crucify me than let me dye my hair a shade lighter, talk less of a vibrant electric blue.

Valentina couldn’t care less about the criticisms, though, and since my parents have known her since we were three, they still allow her into the house despite the excessive side-eye.

I shake my head. “Valedictorian is a bold prediction.”

Val’s eyebrows fly upwards as she laughs. “Right.”  Valentina’s laugh is a cackle, the type that would seem devious if not paired with the occasional childlike snorts. “I know how badly you want the Ivy League on your future resume. You’ll get it.”

I give her a sidelong glance. 

Ivy Leagues are old boys’ clubs. On the rare occasion when a new kid arrives, you better believe that they have to wow the old boys as soon as they come around the block. 

If they don’t, if I don’t, I may as well be put into the Affirmative Action Box, like my dad says. And, he always adds, “you don’t want them thinking They granted you a free spot there, do you?”

The “Affirmative Action Box” is likely one of the two most-spoken and most-hated terms in my house, solely by Dad. He also uses They™ quite liberally. With all Gen X fathers raised against The Man™ after the era of The Matrix and other dystopian or robot anarchy flicks, it’s safe to say they warned their daughters to always be on their feet. As a black Gen X father, the warning is only tenfold. You’ll always get the blithe warnings that the rough is tough and others don’t want to see you succeed, so you do so regardless.

That being said, I want in on the old boys’ club, because once you’re in, no one can tell you to leave. They’ll begrudgingly respect you. And “grudging respect is better than none”. Another Dad quote. 

As the hallway crowds up, the cacophony of voices and footsteps heading to lunch arising, Val offers me a pat on the shoulder.

“Saving a seat for you,” she says, walking backwards. “Good luck.”

I nod toward her before heading down the hall in the direction of the front office, binder held to my chest. 

I take in all my surroundings as I pass by—two guys wrestling each other in the middle of the hall, another senior hanging up art portraits on the bulletin board, and finally, the Pom Team making their way through the hallway. 

The Pom Team. Our group deserves some sort of capitalization. I would know; the Poms have been my life since freshman year. This year, the Poms are spearheaded by seniors Tasha Volkov and Kelly Yang. Both of them are at least 5’8’’ and would be well set for careers in modeling. The rest of the dancers are just as imposing, but their names aren’t as well-known. Don’t get me wrong, people know their names—but everyone knows Tasha and Kelly, it’s impossible not to. 

Tasha and Kelly give me nods. Tasha juts her head toward the cafeteria. Are you coming or not? I’m their choreographer, not the head dancer, but the person behind the footwork. So, my name can be butchered more often than not, but it has a place in WBCS halls too. Plus, we have history—deeply rooted, “we go back” type of history, which means my name has a place at the table too. 

“Got called up to the office,” I say, and Tasha’s mouth parts into an o as Kelly nods. 

“Good luck,” Kelly says, and I nod at the two of them, making my way down.

Growing up around Tasha and Kelly was a treat. Dinner would always consist of Mom saying, “you know what Mrs. Yang was telling me? Kelly is performing at a violin recital in May, while having straight As and juggling all of her other extracurriculars. Not just the Poms, but Debate and all her APs.” Dad would probably add, “I heard Tasha Volkov joined MUN. Why aren’t you in MUN?” 

I never heard the end of it. Still don’t, really. It doesn’t necessarily help that all of our parents are friends. Well, “friends” in the sense of being competitive immigrants who want to live their American Dream through their kids, forcing them to accomplish impressive tasks that they can boast about. The goal is being able to one-up each other, as parents, as immigrants, as Americans. It’s quite insidious, actually. 

The competitive genes rubbed off on us too, but we set it aside for the most part, agreeing that our parents are over the top. 

I arrive at the office sooner than I realize, and I knock on the front door that reads HOFFMAN.  A few beats pass before the door opens and Ms. Hoffman beckons for me to come in.

Her hair is long, suit always on, and a wide grin readily appearing on her lips. 

“Addy!” she says, leaning back in her seat in the way that only teachers can, “how are you?”

“I’m okay,” I say, offering her a half grin. It’s my usual answer. She grins back at me.

“That’s great to hear,” she says. “I’m doing well too,” she glances over at her computer. “And I hear you’re having a great start to the school year, too, according to your teachers.”

I don’t know whether I’m supposed to say something, and a silence passes. I smile. “Smiling is your greatest weapon,” is what Mom says.

Ms. Hoffman claps her hands together. “Well, in case you were wondering, you’re not in trouble, so don’t worry. I was actually hoping to ask a favor of you.” 

My eyebrows knit together slightly, but I carefully nod.

“There’s a student, I’m sure you know her—she’s having a bit of a hard time being as successful as she can possibly be in AP US History.” Translation: she’s failing. “I was hoping you could tutor her.” Ms. Hoffman checks her watch. “She should be here any minute now—”

The door opens as though this is a stage play, and a girl walks in. She’s tall, as in Tasha Volkov and Kelly Yang tall. At least 5’9’’, maybe taller. Her hair is in an Afro. It frames her face like a mane.

I do know her, actually. She’s Eunice Kathleen Baker. She’s the girl with the earrings and the afro and outfits that are perfectly tailored to her frame. She stands upright, loves arguing, defiant by nature. She’s in the school’s debate club, questions teachers on the daily and had the whole PTA on her neck in freshman year when she challenged Wilson Bay’s hair policy by wearing her afro to school every single day until the school board struck out the dress code clause banning braids, afros and locs. She was on the front page of the local newspaper once the news broke out. She was smiling, teeth white, afro reaching for the sky.

Everyone calls her Nina. 

My parents would not want me to be around her. 

She’s exactly the type of person that my parents view as over-the-top, the type of person that my fellow townspeople would christen “woke” (derogatory) or “snowflake”, although nothing about the girl in question suggests she melts under pressure. 

Nina settles down on the seat next to me, legs outstretched and fingers tapping on her lap beneath the table. 

She casts me a sideways glance, almost as regal as her name.

Ms. Hoffman grins, gesturing toward each of us accordingly. “Nina, Addy. Addy, Nina.”

She stares at us for a few more moments, her Newton’s cradle clicking in the background. I think she expects us to shake hands, so I stretch out my hand and Nina does the same.

Her handshake is firm, a statement like everything else about her. My grandpa has always said a firm handshake is honorable. It’s a simple greeting, two brown hands woven into each other in a formal introduction.

Once we’ve pulled away, Ms. Hoffman glances over at Nina. “So, Nina, Addy is going to be tutoring you, like we discussed the other day in my office. I know you can do great in APUSH. Her help might just provide the extra boost you need to achieve success.”

Nina nods. She’s not chewing gum, (Wilson Bay Charter School doesn’t allow students to chew gum anywhere on the facility), but she has the air as if she would if she had the chance. I don’t know how to explain it. She has her chin up in the sky, the dimple in her left cheek teasing and scheming. Mom would call it attitude. 

My eyes flicker between Nina and Ms. Hoffman. Wilson Bay Charter School is funny in the type of terminology the school uses when the administration addresses struggling students. It’s always about a “growth mindset” or “achieving success” or “being the best you can possibly be.” My dad says it’s all empty talk. In his day, a teacher would draw a huge zero on your paper if you did poorly, and they’d embarrass you in front of the class. Obviously, though, Dad claims that it never happened to him, because of course, he was always at the top of his class.

I bring my attention back to Ms. Hoffman. She’s talking. 

“So, Addy, you’re available to tutor Nina at these times, right?” I blink and Ms. Hoffman clarifies. “Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays in the afternoon.”

I nod. “Yeah, I think that can be done.” It’ll look good on my resume, APUSH isn’t a complicated subject, and we can keep our sessions brief. It’s not the end of the world, and more importantly, I’m not in any sort of trouble. 

“What do you think, Nina?” Ms. Hoffman asks. Nina shrugs. 

“Well, I’ve already been kicked out of the basketball team, so I’m not busy those days.” 

Ms. Hoffman clears her throat. “Right. Well, I’m sure if you get your APUSH mark over an 80, I’ll be able to work something out with Coach Perez.”

Nina Baker getting kicked off the basketball team dominated classroom conversations for about a week until it fizzled out as these incidents tend to. She’d thrown a fit about something or the other. Nina always seems to be throwing fits.

Dad had caught wind of the incident through other parents and had sat me down to tell me that anger didn’t get anyone everywhere. “People like that are always angry about nothing. Don’t be like them.”

Them. It’s a strange word. I haven’t yet decided who they are. After all, the term they always signifies an implicit us. Both of the words combined make up the division sign. One line, two dots on either side, unable to cross the barrier.

“Sure,” Nina says, interrupting my thoughts. Ms. Hoffman gives us both a wan smile. “Good luck, girls. And Addy, if you could give me regular updates on your progress, that would be great.”

I nod, and Ms. Hoffman excuses us, the two of us making our way out of the classroom side by side. 

We’re outside of the classroom when Nina slips her phone out of the pocket of her oversized jeans. “So, we should decide where to meet up.”

“There’s a diner near the school, so we could meet there sometimes. We could also work together in my dining room because the rest of my family won’t be home until about an hour later, and we can get tons of work done in that time.”

Nina nods. She then extends her phone, and I realize a few beats too late that she’s having me type in my number, so I do. When I’m done, she takes her phone back and nods.

“I’ll text you and then we can coordinate,” she says. 

I meet her eyes and nod. 

Her eyes are rich and dark. Mine are more of an almond. This is one of my few times looking Nina directly in the face. Sometimes she looks like a funhouse reflection of me, but at the same time, we’re different. I’m darker-skinned than her, she’s taller than me. Her hair is worn proudly in an Angela Davis Afro, mine is straightened. She gets kicked off the basketball team for tantrums, I don’t speak unless addressed.

She’s definitely not me, I decide.

Nina is ready to turn on her heel and leave, giving me her signature salute. I don’t understand how a failing student can be so calm about it. 

I ponder asking her this; asking her why she’s failing in APUSH which is arguably one of the easiest subjects, why she’s so calm about it, or why she got kicked off the basketball team. 

Nothing really makes sense to me. Nina Baker is an enigma, and I’ve always had a burning need in the depths of my stomach to solve puzzles. 

“Why’d you get kicked off the basketball team?” I finally call out, causing Nina to whip around. 

She shrugs again. Her shrugs are getting infuriating. “It was dumb crap. It’s sort of private, anyway. And we’re not really close like that.”

We’re not really close like that. I nod like I understand, and with that, my funhouse reflection disappears down the hallway. 
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02. metamorphosis 
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“One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight.” I allow the atmosphere to guide my motions. A spin, a dip, outstretched arms.

I’d just about rushed to Pom practice after school. While I’m outlining the choreography I put together last month, my mind is running over what course material I should start on when I tutor Nina this afternoon.

I told her to meet me after Pom practice, right here in the empty fitness room. All the supplies have been pushed to the side, so the seven girls of our team are spread out around the space.

I’m facing the rest of them, outlining the steps alongside the rhythm. Tasha and Kelly are across from me, decked out in spandex, hair pulled into ponytails. It’s a new routine, and the team is struggling while Tasha and Kelly actually keep up. They never fall behind, racing alongside me in the workout that is Pom practice without running out of breath.

One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight. 

Once we’re done with one round of the routine, I run a hand through my hair that’s been packed into a tired bun, exhaling a breath and holding my stance. Val claps rowdily from the corner she’s seated at, laptop resting on her lap. She lowers her headphones and I offer her a grin that she returns, dimples breaking out onto her face.

“Should we run through it one more time?” I ask. The Poms exhale groans and I take that as a no.

“How about we take five?” Tasha says, which is absolutely the popular opinion as grunts of agreement rise to the air, each dancer’s eyes glistening like Tasha is their very own lord and savior. 

I look over to Kelly who nods. “Yeah, we could take a break.”

“Alright,” I say, hands flying to my hips. “Disperse, I guess.” I clasp my hands together. “But think about your footwork and everything!”

Before I’ve even finished agreeing, (albeit with acquiescence), the girls are scattering around the room, grabbing their phones and sipping out of their water bottles.

I head over to where Val is seated, and she shifts to make room for me. 

“Alright,” she says, pulling her headphones over my ears. “I’ve been working on this composition,” she explains. At least, I assume that’s what she’s saying. Val’s noise cancellation headphones are wildly good at erasing the outside world, so I rely on reading her mouth movements. 

Val hits the resume button on her screen, and the music rises to my ears. It follows our usual rhythm, carrying some sort of synth aspect to the sound.

I grin at Val nodding, and she bobs her head along with me, even though she can’t hear the music. 

Val’s the Pom Team’s beating heart; the tech genius behind the special effects whenever we perform onstage, and the person who manages to combine and mix songs for all of the performances. She brings us to life. 

The sound is good. It’s really good. It isn’t much unlike other background music we’ve used in the past, but I fall into the music easily. It’s familiar, safe.

The rest of the Poms have strewn themselves around the space, talking in duos or trios, drinking water. Tasha has her bottle of sparkling water, drinking it like she’s in the middle of a soda commercial starring Baywatch characters. 

I personally think sparkling water is disgusting as hell, but Tasha will engage me in a bogatyr-style battle if I tell her so. 

Bogatyrs are written into our history as well. When we were twelve, Tasha had explained to me that bogatyrs were essentially knights, but Slavic. 

In sixth grade, Tasha, Kelly, Val and I would pretend to be bogatyrs, Terracotta warriors, Inca warlords or Dahomey Amazons going to war in the midst of our makeshift battleground of the playground.

Then we grew up, and stick swords morphed into mascara wands, Dollar Store tunics morphed into cute dresses, and warriors and knights became nerdy and boyish. 

That was before our metamorphosis, Tasha had said when I reminisced about our playground fights a couple of weeks ago during lunch. According to her, we needed to go through our “cringey Dungeons & Dragons phase” to become butterflies.

So, now I suppose we’re butterflies, and Tasha replaced her army with a boyfriend. His name is Seth, and he’s one of those guys who identifies as a feminist ally but would rather paint his nails black than do the dishes in his version of destroying the patriarchy. I personally think Seth’s an underwhelming replacement to an army, but, you know, metamorphosis.

A grin curves onto my lips as I hand the headphones back to Val.

Her eyes are wide as she wraps them back around her neck. “What do you think?” 

“You killed it,” I say, rising to my feet as Val lets out her cackle. “But you knew that.”

A few minutes later, I manage to get practice started again. However, Seth the Feminist slips into the space about half an hour after we commence once more, and it’s a losing battle to get Tasha to focus with her boyfriend in the room, so I eventually call practice to a close a couple of minutes later as Seth and his friends swarm into the space.

Seth is a mess of brown hair with a guitar case hanging from his back. He’s the head singer of his band, Ashen Intrepid, and Tasha thinks that his lyrics are Pacific-deep. However, I think the lyrics “no one understands me” and “my life is a tragedy” from one of Ashen Intrepid’s songs are more so kiddie pool deep. Seth being the son of a huge businessman also sort of makes those lyrics questionable. 

I still offer Seth a smile as he walks in. He might be a faux-deep, Craigslist bad boy, but he’s also just a kid trying to impress his girlfriend. All I hope is that Tasha’s metamorphosis doesn’t exclude me from the equation now that he’s been added to it. 

Most members of Ashen Intrepid are in the room, and some of the Poms swoon at their feet while the others send teases their way. The girls don’t hate the band being here. The members of Ashen Intrepid are entertaining, and they can be fun if you don’t take them too seriously. I’ve bitten my tongue on more than a few occasions when Seth and his friends try to explain racism and sexism to me, or when they sing all the lyrics to Jay-Z songs and make jokes about who was in Paris.

Ultimately, I’m good at keeping the peace. Ashen Intrepid members know how to have a good time, and they know the right notes to play to draw people in. 

Most of the guys don’t pay me much attention anyway. I don’t share many of the inside jokes they have with each other or the Poms. Don’t get me wrong, most of the guys are civil, but I might as well be invisible to all, especially one in particular.

Said member gives me a blank stare when he enters the room. Quentin Gardner. Tawny skin, chestnut curls and drumsticks constantly slung over his shoulders in a black case. He’s quite literally the bad-news biker that was cast aside for the Boy Scout best friend in every early-2000s romcom. Everyone at Wilson Bay’s obsessed with him and they all claim it’s not solely because of his looks, but I doubt it’s his personality. 

He’s charming, don’t get me wrong. But in that sort of suave, arrogant way, like if you’re not careful, he’s going to exhale a disapproving snort. People vie for his attention and validation, even his friends, and he’s pretty scarce in handing it out. But he does. Even if it’s a sarcastic tease or a cocky laugh, he does. 

I know Quentin’s not a fan of me either. Whenever our friends wander off at a party and it’s only us two behind, there’s this awkwardness between us like we haven’t literally known each other since freshman year. 

Quentin’s always joking about me being a Mathlete even though I’m not in Mathletics this year or snorting at me when I end up flipping through a textbook at a party— which admittedly, has happened more times than I would like to admit. Quentin definitely thinks I’m a workaholic who doesn’t know how to have fun. And maybe I do struggle with letting loose, but that’s not for him to judge. 

I’ve never liked attention, but I seem to be the only person in Wilson Bay that barely gets Quentin’s, and it throws me off.  Like he’s the one person I can’t impress with my grades or my extracurriculars or my being in the Poms. And it shouldn’t bother me, but it does. Like come on, that’s what I have— take it or leave it.

Upon entering, Quentin gives me a tight lipped grin before being swept into conversation by our shared friends.

I’m packing my supplies into my backpack once the door to the fitness room opens again. This time, Nina walks in. She still looks the same as she did this morning, Afro doing its thing, eyes sharp and dark.

She interrupts the flow of the space as she walks into the room. All of the Poms and the members of Ashen Intrepid turn to look at her.

It must be an intriguing scene: a group of high-ponytailed dancers plus ear, lip and nose-pierced boys all staring at a girl with big hair enter the room. 

Nina stops at the doorway, hands slipping into the pockets of her jeans. She scopes the room, and purses her lips before her eyes find mine.

She nods toward the doorway. She’s clearly not interested in announcing her tutoring to the entire room, so I mirror her nod and pull my backpack over my shoulders.

“Where are you going?” Kelly asks, glancing between the two of us. The rest of the Poms and Ashen Intrepid have had their attention deflected to Seth making a joke, so the only ones watching us go are Tasha who is half-listening to Seth speak while she watches, and Kelly who is stretching on the floor as she looks at us.

Nina doesn’t seem like she’s about to answer, so I say, “Ms. Hoffman asked me to help Nina out in APUSH.”

Kelly nods, then offers Nina one of her polite grins. “Well, good luck.” Good luck, almost like Nina is a project I’ve been assigned. A box to tick off my list. A task to cross out after completion. The implication isn’t too far off from reality.

Nina reflects the tight grin on her own lips, and then we’re gone.

We don’t look back at the high-ponytailed Poms or the boys pierced in every place possible. Her hair reaches to the sky, and mine falls toward the ground.

Our figures leave the school behind in the dust.

Our shoulders don’t brush.
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03. clash
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“Almost forgot you were a Pom,” Nina says as we walk down the sidewalk, backpacks swinging behind us as she follows me in the direction of my house. 

It’s a pretty day, more summer than autumn, so we took the bus then walked the rest of the way.

I’m not sure what to say to that so I shrug. “Yeah. I’ve been one since freshman year.”

“That’s right,” Nina says, “You’re the choreographer.” We shuffle along in silence before she speaks again. “Your friends are something.” I let her words hang in the air.

They didn’t exactly enthusiastically greet her when she walked into the fitness room earlier. That being said, they don’t exactly know her. Neither do I.

“They’re really tight-knit, I guess,” I say. I kick at a stone that rests on the ground. “And they get wrapped up in their own world.”

Nina nods as we turn into my street. Wide houses, pretty front yards and gardens. “And you and Tasha are close?”
Is this small talk? I guess this is small talk. I suppose this is something we do now, even though we’re not really close like that. “Uh, yeah,” I say as we arrive at my house. “Since sixth grade.”
Nina nods as I fish through one of the pockets of my sweatpants.  I didn’t bother changing after practice, so now I’m all too aware of the heavy sun plastering my clothing to my body. 

As I go on a stress-inducing hunt for the keys in my pockets, Nina glances around the neighborhood, probably identical to hers but in a way I’m sure she’ll find somehow more annoying, pretentious. 

There’s nothing truly remarkable about living here. The suburbs.

Most of my cousins live in the suburbs. The only exceptional aspect of the suburbs is how unexceptional it is. I suppose that’s why almost all of my male cousins went through their “hood” phase, where they’d make gang signs they knew nothing about and let their pants sag. They were boys searching for a little spice in life, so they tried to mimic a lifestyle that dripped in flavor; the yin to the yang of suburban life. Their parents put an end to that real quick, though. “You don’t want to be from the ghetto. Stop that nonsense and go do your Kumon.” And that was that.

“Nothing exciting about it,” I say as she casts a bored glance down my street. “I guess that’s its charm.”

I find my key and open the door, holding it open for Nina to walk through first. She looks up at the chandelier hovering above the foyer. 

Nina doesn’t respond, sliding her shoes off, which is relieving to me, because whenever I’ve had the Poms over for lunch or practice, I’ve had to tell half the girls repeatedly that they can’t just walk into a Nigerian household with their shoes on. 

Nina gets it, though, and she slides over to my dining table in her pizza-patterned socks, shuffling through her backpack for her notes.

“So,” I say, taking a seat perpendicular to her, clasping my hands over the mahogany table. It’s glossy, clean. With Nina being here all I can think is that it’s too glossy, too clean, too uptight.

I clear my throat. “Where should we start?”

Nina rests her elbows on the table. “I don’t know. Got any ideas, tutor?” she says the last word in a drawl that makes my eyes twitch.

“Well,” I say, voice several notches higher than I’d like. “Where are you struggling?”

Nina pauses and I lean forward. She leans back in her chair, trills her lips, tugs at a stray curl. “I’m not great at taking tests.”

I knit my eyebrows together. “What?”

“You can take a look at my grades on Ms. Hoffman’s laptop, if you want. Got a ninety average in most assignments.” I don’t realize my mouth is open until she says, “don’t look so surprised. I’m not actually a dumbass, contrary to popular opinion.”

I close my mouth real quick after that, sputtering. “I never said you were dumb. I didn’t even think that. I just...”

“Just what?”
A slow grin spreads onto her lips. We’re in battle and I’m disarmed. She likes it, I think, having the upper hand, leaving the other person fumbling for a response. She thrives on it like some sort of twisted dementor with larger-than-life hair and patterned socks.
“I mean.” I place my head in my hands. I can’t believe I’m explaining myself in my own home. “It’s nothing. From what Ms. Hoffman said, I just assumed...”
Nina points at me like I’ve finally gotten something right. “You just assumed. I think that’s all you needed to say.” Her dimple appears again.
I draw my lips into a line before speaking once more. “What’s your average with tests included if I may ask?”

“If I may ask,” she echoes in a nerd voice. I try not to roll my eyes. “Seventy-five.” Not a failing grade, but too close for comfort. My automatic instinct is to wince, but I manage to avoid doing so.  “Last couple of tests tanked it.”

My eyes find hers. I wonder if she cares, really. My mind is overflowing with ambitions. I’ve got Pom Team and classes and volunteering and now this. Nina’s eyes don’t show much. 

When I look at people, I’m normally able to deduce their story, what they want. So, what do I know about Nina Baker? Ex-member of the basketball team, an almost-failing—by WBCS standards—APUSH student, doesn’t say much to me because “we’re not close like that.” Evidently not a fan of Ashen Intrepid or the Poms. 

“That sucks,” I say.

“Yeah, well,” she says. She peruses through her notebook, flipping through the pages. She’s slumped over, back pressed against the back of her chair. If that were me, Mom would tell me to straighten my posture. “Sit up. You don’t want to be permanently bent once you’re sixty.” I straighten up.

“So,” I start, finding Nina's eyes. “Where would you like to start?”

“No idea,” Nina replies. She purses her lips. 

“We’ve got to start somewhere,” I say. My eyes follow Nina’s motions as she grabs a pen, twirling it between her fingers. “You don’t just fail tests if you understand the material.”

“Sometimes you do,” Nina says, clicking her pen. Click, click, click. 

My eye twitches again. I would self-identify as a pacifist in most cases, but the careless droop to Nina’s eyelids, her bad posture and the constant clicking of her pen tempts me to tackle her football-style. She’s chewing gum now too. Hell if I know when she put it in her mouth.

Click, click, click. I’m certain she’s doing it to piss me off now. I dig my nails into my palms so that they leave indentations. Then I grab her history textbook and flip through its pages, giving my hands something to do. 

“So, what now?” I finally manage to get out. I flip a couple more pages. “I was thinking we could start from Chapter 1 and do a review from there? How does that sound?”

Nina shrugs. Click, click, click. 

Rage threatens to erupt from my frame. I can already feel it rising to my cheeks. How do you not care? How do you have a seventy and not care? My world would be in shambles if I had anything below a ninety. Being the best is the standard. I want it all. Nina doesn’t. She has to know that she should be working double-hard too, but she doesn’t care. She doesn’t care that her grade can worsen her chances of getting into a good college. How could she? I think. It’s a slap in the face to me, even though it couldn’t be less of my problem.

“This feels like a one-sided conversation,” I finally say. “Do you not care?” I ask. There’s a bad tendency for judgment to slide into my voice. I try to keep it out. “I mean, grades matter.” 

Nina clicks her pen again.

“Don’t you want to get back onto the team?” I ask. That gets her. She stops clicking her pen, eyes sliding over to mine. She sort of laughs, one of those empty laughs that says that she would rather be anywhere else but here. Ditto.

“Whatever,” Nina says, grabbing her textbook from in front of me and sliding it over to her side of the table. I glance at the clock. 4:45. Nina’s eyes are ablaze. She’s the untamed dragon and I’m the fool that wandered into her lair. 

This is going to be a long evening. All I can hope is that I don’t walk out of it burnt. 
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