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Dedication

To all of my Black and Brown Ballerinas
changing the world one jeté at a time,
keep leaping
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Rasheeda

The Summer of Lonely.

The Lonely Summer.

She wasn’t sure which one to call it.

The second that her best friend, Mo, had come to her, excited about getting into something they called an “intensive” (why not just call it “dance camp,” for real?), Sheeda’s summer was turned on its head. But then Mila got in, too. And Chrissy was going away to spend time with family in Virginia. The entire squad was ghost for the summer. That just left her.

Well, and Tai. Tai wasn’t going anywhere. Low-key, a summer with Tai, who had exactly one speed—bossy—wasn’t any better than a summer totally alone.

Rasheeda Tate hadn’t had a Lonely Summer (That sounded better. Summer of Lonely was too fancy.) since her very first in the Cove. It was home now. She almost, almost couldn’t remember a time when it wasn’t.

When she first left North Carolina to move in with her aunt, she mumbled to hide her slow drawl to fit in with the Cove kids whose words streamed strung together. Mo was the one who hadn’t teased her. Who had taught her the dead-eye stare when grown men hollered, “Hey, little momma, what’s your name?” Mo was the one who stood up to older girls who ordered them to do stupid stuff, like fetch snacks from the Wa.

The last six summers were hanging together out at the basketball court, even when it was scorching hot.

Going to the carnival together and eating funnel cake until the powdered sugar gave them a headache.

Hanging out at the rec’s open gym nights with their squad.

Now what was she going to do?

Stupid question. Because she was going to end up in church every day. Just like she was at this moment, sitting lonely in the second pew waiting until Sister Butler made everyone stop all the foolishness and get up in the choir loft. Sheeda knew she looked antisocial. Good, ’cause she felt that way.

For real, it always took her a few minutes to be all right with being stuck at church. Today she was feeling more standoffish than usual. Yola and Kita, her two closest church friends, were used to it and let her be until she felt like dragging herself up the three tiny stairs that led to where the choir sat staring out into the big sanctuary. Sitting alone on the long pew that could hold fifteen people, while everybody else bulled around, Sheeda might as well have been invisible.

Again.

Just like when she hadn’t made it into TAG.

Jealousy burned her chest. She didn’t want it to. But it did.

She danced, too. Not that anybody would know it, since she was the only one in their clique whose dancing wasn’t good enough outside of church. That’s how it felt. She’d been praise dancing for years and was good. Still, it hadn’t gotten her into the school’s talented and gifted dance program. Now Mila and Mo were going away for three weeks to dance. And Sheeda was bursting with why’s. Why hadn’t she been good enough to get into TAG dance? Why hadn’t their dance teacher from the rec center at least recommended her for the summer intensive thingie? And why in the world had she been stupid enough to admit how she’d felt to her aunt?

Auntie D wasn’t having any of her whining. She’d put her hands on her slim, barely there hips and said, “Rasheeda Tate, listen to yourself. The Bible says, ‘But each person is tempted when they are dragged away by their own evil desire and enticed.’”

Sheeda had wiped her face of any expression. Her aunt paused, just enough to let the Bible verse sink in. “That’s from James, first chapter, fourteenth verse. If He wanted you in that school program for dance, you would have gotten in. Nothing good is going to come from you wanting something that wasn’t meant to be.”

Usually after a lecture, Sheeda thought about doing better. Not that time. Evil desire. Really? She’d been dancing at church forever and everybody swore she was good, but now, suddenly, wanting to dance was evil?

She’d almost said as much to her aunt. Instead, she’d quietly muttered, “Yes, ma’am.” There was no point. When Deandra Tate’s mind was made up, it was a wrap.

With no alternatives for summer, Auntie D would 100 percent fill any free second Sheeda had with church. And Sheeda hated that she didn’t have any choice in it.

Hated it like a chair scraping across the floor. Hated it like when the teacher volunteers you to read something out loud because she can sense you don’t want to. Hated everything about the never-ending schedule of choir and praise dance rehearsals, youth activities, Bible study—repeat, repeat, repeat.

A stony pebble of annoyance lodged in her heart at the thought of being stuck the whole summer inside the walls of First Bap, where the bright red carpet made the pews and pulpit look like they floated on a river of blood and there was an elder around every corner wanting to ask how your grades were, like they were gonna tutor you on the spot if you said you were failing.

Sister Butler plunked away at the piano, warming up her fingers. Squeals of laughter came from the back of the church, where the fifth graders were playing some game that consisted of them racing up and down the pews. Never mind that running in the sanctuary was forbidden, ten-year-olds had a way of making the best of being in church.

First Baptist was her second home since she’d moved in with her aunt. Six years ago her, Yola, Kita, and Jalen were the only kids in the whole church. The First Bap Pack, Sister Butler had named them. They all knew what it was like to be the entire choir and youth ministry.

She should have felt closer to them. Honestly, the four of them should hard-core be a clique by now. If five years at Bible study, youth nights, and Vacation Bible School didn’t make you close to somebody, what did?

Rasheeda was still trying to find out. She liked the First Bap Pack, but calling them friends felt like an exaggeration. Even a lie.

All total, there were twenty kids in the choir now. Most were fifth graders. Sheeda had loved choir and running the then brand-new church’s halls when she was that age, too. Now, at thirteen, it wasn’t the same. Maybe because they couldn’t be all wild like the fifth graders anymore.

Or . . .

She stopped herself from even thinking it. Because she was ready to think “hate” again and if she didn’t know anything else, she knew sitting in church thinking about hating was wrong. She mentally blinked the word away and focused on Yola and Kita pretending to be going over the lyrics for today’s songs. Sheeda knew they were really looking at the text Jalen had sent to Yola.

Jalen stood on the altos side by himself. Eventually she, Carlos, and Anthony would join him. First it bothered her to be the only girl alto, but whenever she tried singing in a higher voice Sister Butler smiled and said, “All right now, altos gotta alto.”

Jalen had his lyric sheet in his hand, lips moving as he read the words—no doubt trying to impress Sister Butler. Sheeda had no idea what Yola saw in him. He had a thick head of wavy hair and skin the shade of coffee that had too much cream in it. It wasn’t that he wasn’t cute, but he thought he was all that because he got all the leads in the songs and the Christmas play. Pastor’s favorite. All the women in the church acted like he was a prize. To them he was a “nice young man.” Outside of the view of grown-ups, he was mad cocky. It erased his cuteness.

Sheeda stared past him to the back of the pulpit at the big gold cross. There was a glint to it, like the cross knew she was dreading a summer inside First Baptist and was shining itself on her spirit. She wanted to duck from its presence.

Her Auntie D’s voice played like a sermon on demand—God knows your heart, Luvvie. Can’t hide from that.

The nickname usually had a way of taking the bite off her aunt’s constant Scripture quotes and sermons. But lately, there were two Auntie D’s—the one who saw that Sheeda meant well and the one giving side-eye as if every little wrong was the world’s worst sin. Sheeda never knew which Deandra Tate was going to show up. For sure, the Auntie D who called her “Luvvie,” with affection, wasn’t around as much.

If she was keeping it a buck, the only time Auntie D was truly happy was when they were at church.

Shocker.

She leaned her head back and sighed toward the ceiling. Her thick rope Marley twists slid on the pew’s glossy wood. She adjusted until her neck laid flat. Her phone suddenly glowed beside her. Sheeda glanced at the message: whatchu doin? just as Sister Butler clapped her hands. “Okay, let’s get started.”

Ugh, of course. She couldn’t torture the keyboard for three more minutes?

Sheeda made her way into the choir loft. She debated if she had time to answer Dat Boy Ell back. His profile picture, eyes piercing the camera and throwing not one but two middle fingers, made her face even hotter. Middle-finger pic shots in church was most definitely wrong. She didn’t need her aunt to tell her that.

His pic wasn’t the only thing wrong, though. And since God didn’t like a liar, she admitted to herself that her church friendships, a little jealousy, and how she felt about church weren’t the only things complicated these days.

Dat Boy Ell was Lennie Jenkins, Mo’s older brother. She’d known Lennie since she was eight years old and he was ten. Then, he spent so much time being punished for one thing or another that Rasheeda had been afraid of him. Afraid that merely being in his presence might get her in trouble. Especially since Mo’s other three brothers were locked up. It took her a while to realize that Lennie only had a big mouth and mainly got in trouble for talking back at school.

That felt forever ago.

He was fifteen now and had never gotten in trouble like his brothers. Him and Mo were the “good” ones according to her aunt.

Actually she’d said, “Their mother finally caught a break. I guess they’re the good ones.”

Auntie D stayed waiting on people to go wrong.

Anytime her aunt threw shade at Mo and her family, Rasheeda felt two-faced. The only thing that comforted her was her aunt threw shade to pretty much anybody who didn’t go to First Bap. She definitely would have never approved of the message Lennie sent commenting on a picture on Rasheeda’s FriendMe page: all growed up like . . . and a GIF of a nearly naked model slo-mo walking down the runway with wind in her weave.

It made Sheeda take a closer look at the picture he was talking about. In it, she wore a white sundress with pink and green flowers. The dress had ruffled straps (three fingers wide, no more, no less), fitted her waist tight then flowed over her wideish hips. She guessed Lennie was referring to the length of the dress. It stopped a few inches above her knee, which was new. Until she’d turned thirteen, every dress she owned came to the middle of her calves.

Sheeda thought it made her look fat. She didn’t need help looking thick. But Lennie had liked it. Well, not liked it on her page but at least privately. And the only person in the world she would have shared it with, she couldn’t tell.

That had been a few weeks ago. He’d been texting her ever since.

A few times she almost admitted it to Mo. Felt like she should and let Mo say whatever she was going to say because Mo was forever honest. Then that would be that. Only, she still hadn’t.

She wasn’t worried about Mo getting angry and dramatic. Well, at least not dramatic. Mo was one of the realest people Rasheeda knew. And that was it. Mo could be too honest. Like, pointing-out-your-flaws-to-the-world honest.

Sheeda wasn’t sure what truth Mo would tell her once she found out about Lennie, but she knew with all her heart it was one she didn’t want to hear.

She glanced at the message, tempted to answer, then shut the screen down and placed the phone in her back pocket.

Sister Butler hit the first note for the song, and Sheeda sang out with all her energy, “Yessss, I’m a believer,” hiding behind the lyrics.
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Monique

When Ms. Noelle opened La May at the rec center—La Maison de Danse for the bougie at heart—a lot of the older girls in the Cove had joked on it. “What kind of fancy name was Lah May-zon Duh Dance?” They wanted to learn hip-hop or something that would get them on tour or in a music video. And most of them dropped out, with the quickness, when they realized the classes were strictly ballet and jazz.

Until then, Mo had never been in a dance class. That first year Ms. Noelle (Mademoiselle, to her face) forced Mo’s body into the craziest most annoying positions. Mo had wanted to quit. Then, one day, they watched a video of Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater and the screen swallowed Mo whole. She was there, in the dark auditorium, watching all those Black bodies move like they didn’t have bones.

Ms. Noelle asked, “Who can see themselves doing this?”

And every hand went up. There was a satisfied look on Ms. Noelle’s face as she went on to say, “Good. I know that ballet is hard. But its technique is the foundation of modern dance. Want to do that?” She pointed at the screen. “Then you’ve got to learn ballet.”

Monique had been hooked ever since. And good thing, because right about now she felt like her body was ready to break.

“Cambré side.”

Monique repeated the word in her head: calm-BRAY.

She leaned toward the barre, feeling the stretch in her side.

Knowing the term made her feel like she could go to France and just start talking.

She couldn’t, for real, unless everybody around her was going to talk in ballet terms. But when she was in class, it made her feel smarter. Like she’d spent an entire hour in another country.

Every new position change was a command from Ms. Noelle. Yet somehow the words were silky, floating into Mo’s ear and slipping through her body so her arms, legs, and torso did the right thing. The tinkling piano music boomed so loud from the speakers, it demanded you follow it. And even though her ballet teacher wasn’t yelling, Monique heard her over the music, like it was magic trick.

“Now, back. Cambré.” Ms. Noelle held the word out to make sure her tiny class of two understood to stay in the pose.

No cheating. Make the body work, Mo told herself.

She knew she’d never be considered the best dancer. Not as long as her and Mila were competing for the title. Mila was long and lean and looked like the dancers Mo had seen in the ballet videos they watched. Mo was good and she worked hard. Ms. Noelle always praised her for her dedication and how focused she was in class. Mo took the W however she got it.

She couldn’t see Mila, but she knew her friend’s back was arched as far back as it could go. Mila probably wasn’t straining, either. She slid so easily into positions that Mo found herself clenching her teeth to back down the jealousy. In a few days, Mila would be the only person she’d know at the Summer Experience, a ballet intensive they had gotten scholarships to. They needed each other.

Her back straining in the deep arch, Mo gripped the barre, loosened her jaw.

How in the world did Mila look like she could stay leaned back like this all day?

She exhaled slowly through her mouth, feeling the tension in her spine. Seriously, it felt like it was going to crack.

Just as she was about to lift out of the position, Ms. Noelle’s hands guided her arm.

“Your arm should be just a little behind your face, Monique. No?”

Which of course meant yes. Ms. Noelle was Canadian. Her French accent took the edge off the gentle command.

Mo’s body went along with the adjustment.

Barre work was hard. The movements were so slow.

Ah-dah-gee-oh, she repeated in her head. The ballet terms were still tricky for her sometimes. But she couldn’t go all the way to Philly and look crazy, not understanding the right words.

Adagio required patience. Something Mo didn’t have a lot of. She charged that to the game.

A) She lived in the Cove, which the local paper had once called “a jungle of narrow, brick row houses that give local drug dealers an all-too-easy escape route.” Really? A jungle, though?

B) If the Cove was a jungle (not that she was claiming all that), then her court, K Court, was the deepest, wildest part of it. It was the very last cul-de-sac of homes, surrounded by a half mile of trees, and it hid any dirt people wanted to keep on the low too well.

Being from the last court (what she called it instead) meant having dudes assume she was just another “thirsty bae from the K” who was willing to be on some stupid stuff for a little cash, jewelry, or attention. Mo wasn’t. Never had been. Linda Jenkins wouldn’t have it. She worked too many shifts at Bay Memorial to keep her kids clothed and fed to have them fall prey to the siren call of street dealing. Well, two of her kids, at least.

The real reason Mo had a shortage of patience was simple.

With four older brothers who swarmed the house like locusts when meals were ready, being patient in the Jenkins household meant not getting anything to eat or going to school with your breath humming because you never got into the bathroom to brush your teeth.

Everything Mo ever did had been about getting it done before her brothers beat her to it.

The Jenkins boys. Every one of them two years apart, like her mother had either kept trying until she got one boy who could stay out of trouble or was trying until she got a girl. She’d finally gotten both.

It was just her and Lennie home now. Rennard and Dante were in jail, a two-hour drive away. Low-key, she always tried to make sure she had dance class when her mother announced the weekend’s plan to visit them. Mo loved her brothers but didn’t get why her mother spent what little bit of time she got off from the hospital visiting them.

And Josiah was in Boys Town, the juvenile lockup. Even if he got out, he’d probably waste the free time he had long enough to turn eighteen, get into nonsense, and end up with their older brothers.

Mo didn’t think about them a lot. That was probably wrong. But they’d been in and out of juvvie or jail since she was five years old. Whenever Rennie and Dante had been home, which wasn’t much, to her they were extra bodies in the house and random big-brother advice that she sometimes remembered but mostly didn’t.

Lennie wasn’t no angel. But, so far, he had enough sense not to get into big trouble. At fifteen, he was (of course) only two years older than her. And they were as close as any other brother and sister, always competing to get the things they wanted from their mother. People swore they were twins. Mo had stopped reminding people they weren’t. People remembered what they wanted. They were as close as twins, though.

He was the one who taught her how to fight. The one who somehow slid their mother eighty dollars for her first pair of pointe shoes. “Don’t be asking me my business, Monique. You needed ’em. It’s whatever,” he’d said when she’d questioned him, worried he was dealing.

And he was the only one left to give out big-brother advice. Which, for real, was tiresome. Lately, it was his full-time job to remind Mo not to “mess with these hard heads out here.”

First of all, Mo didn’t have any interest in any of the dudes from their neighborhood. Half of them were Lennie’s friends—so hard pass. And the others, her age, Mo had known since they were little. Knowing too much about a person made them 100 percent un-dateable in her opinion. Though based on some of the crushing going on among her clique—Tai liking Rollie, Simp liking Tai, Mila liking Chris—she was the only one who felt that way.

Not that she was going into all that with her brother. That’s why her and Lennie had got into it when she pointed out that getting with a dude didn’t make her a bird. That’s what Lennie and his friends called girls who they gamed into whatever they wanted to game them into. She could guess what they wanted but didn’t want to think about her brother doing It with anybody. Ugh.

He had turned his mouth up in disgust, arguing back, “It do though.”

Mo had cocked her head to the side, mouth upturned in as much disgust. “So, basically you spend all this time schemin’ on somebody and when it work, she the one wrong?”

“It’s wack when you put it that way . . .” Lennie had said, then laughed. Still, he held his ground. “But Ioun care. Good girls don’t let themselves get played.”

She’d walked out of his face. Lennie was barely passing school each year. And when he passed, it was probably because the teachers were pushing him through. But if there was a way around and into something he wanted, he had plans for days. Mo didn’t get how he could be smart when he wanted to and dumb when someone else needed him to be smart.

Her mother had always said, because he’s slick like y’all father.

A father Mo had never met. She had no idea if she was slick like him or if that was why she was so competitive. Maybe. If so, then wherever he was, he was one of the reasons she worked so hard at dance and had gotten that scholarship to Ballet America’s Summer Experience.

Shout out to that.

She arched back a tiny bit more, proud of the screaming she felt in her muscles as she pushed them to do the impossible. That screaming meant she was focused and ready (almost) for the intensive.

She’d be gone for three weeks.

Three weeks in a new city. Around girls who had probably been dancing since they were two. Her stomach fluttered.

She lifted out of the arch and let her body follow Ms. Noelle’s instructions while her mind drifted to the summer ahead.

She was nervous about going away for the first time. But the closer it got, the more she thought about what life would be like if Ballet America offered her a scholarship to stay the whole year. She had never heard of a ballet conservatory until a few months ago. But if going to one made her dance like the Ailey dancers, she needed that—screaming muscles, calloused feet, all of it.

Ballet was crazy hard. You had to hold your head at a certain angle and make your feet do the wildest things. Even your hands had to be held a certain way—index and pinky fingers long, thumb under the first finger.

There was a time, not that long ago, when she didn’t get it. For some reason she kept wanting to extend the middle finger. Ms. Noelle would tease her. “Monique, let’s not insult the audience.”

Like, who in the world can see what your hands are doing from the audience?

But now, three years later and after a year in the talented and gifted dance program, when she watched herself compared to some girls who had danced longer, she had it. She wasn’t as good as Mila, but for real, she was getting close.

Mila was good at adagio and the graceful stuff. She was five-foot-eight and had skinny stick legs like most of the White ballet dancers had. Mo was five-foot-five with muscular thighs and wasn’t mad at ’em. She could turn and jump her butt off thanks to her thickety thighs.

Mo was the best at allegro, the fast movements.

The music stopped. Chest heaving, she listened as Ms. Noelle commented on the things needing work.

She hoped the Ballet America teachers would be as patient as Ms. Noelle. Sometimes, in class, if they forgot a term, she’d call it out by the descriptions she’d made up to help them understand when they’d first started. No matter how patient her summer teachers were, they probably weren’t going to tell her to put her arms like she was making a basketball hoop. So, Mo had made a cheat sheet of terms. She’d been studying them every night for weeks.

Her chest swelled with pride thinking about the work she’d been putting in. She was about to beast this Summer Experience.
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Rasheeda

Sheeda wasn’t used to how the Kay—K Court—where Mo lived felt like a land time ignored. The Cove had eleven courts, named by alphabet. All the other courts overflowed with loud activity, sometimes late into the night. The Kay was always eerily quiet, even when plenty of people were out, like no one wanted you to know they were back there.

Sheeda lived in E Court, but everyone called it fifth court.

The Kay (eleventh court?) was far away from the rest of the nabe’s activity and backed up by a thick band of woods. Rumor was the woods led to a deep trench cut by a stream. Sheeda had no idea if it existed since her aunt barely let her come visit Mo, much less go tramping through the woods.

According to the Book of Auntie D, you don’t go looking for trouble. To her the Kay was trouble. She preferred that Sheeda stay near the basketball courts and the rec center—both right across from their row house. And, for the most part, her and the squad did. Her house was just closer to everything. But her best friend was about to leave, so instead of her usual “Why can’t Monique come here?,” Auntie D had sighed like the words were heavy when she said, “Text me when you get there . . . and tell Monique I said good luck.”

Mo’s house was a whole fifteen-minute walk. But Sheeda obeyed and texted her arrival.

Anything to prevent a sermon.

She rapped on the door hard. The tattered screen rattled in the frame like it was about to fall out. One hole was big enough for her to stick her hand through and open the locked door. She resisted, then dared to put her face closer to peer inside.

A chorus of “Ohhhh” went up from a few feet away inside.

Four guys were in the darkened living room, their faces trained to the television. Lennie was closest to the door, standing, his back to her. A pair of denim shorts barely held on to his thin waist, showing blue and red boxer shorts. His baby locs spiked all over his head, too short to lie down and behave. He was shirtless. He always was in his pics on social media, too. The thought of his bare chest made Sheeda’s cheeks burn.

She tapped the doorframe lightly with her fist and the raggedy screen clattered at the same time that the room quieted down for a second.

Lennie spun around, scowling at the door. “Who is it?”

“It’s Rasheeda.” Her voice trembled at his growl. She spoke louder. “Hey, Lennie. It’s Sheeda.”

Recognition flickered on his face.

“Ay.” He yelled back into the living room, “Ain’t none of y’all ready for me, though.” He turned the lock on the door and it swung open. “What’s up?”

“Nothing. Mo upstairs?” Sheeda stepped inside, eyes searching the stairwell.

Lennie’s smile was sly. “Would you be here if she wasn’t?”

Sheeda’s heart raced. “I mean, probably . . . n-n-not.”

She waited for him to say something, anything to confirm the messages they exchanged had been real. Standing in front of him made her stomach float.

His finger grazed her bare arm. “I’m playing with you. Yeah, she upstairs.” He hollered in the general direction of the upper level, “Mo, your friend here,” then was back at the edge of the video game action.

The word friend smacked Sheeda in the face.

His flirty messages replayed in her head. If she was honest with herself, it wasn’t anything he’d said specifically that hooked her. It was that he’d hit her up at all. Guys never kicked it with her like that. She had a mass of brown, ropey twists that always felt out of control and a face that was losing its battle with pimples—she was never the one guys paid attention to. Between Tai’s confidence and phat booty, Mila’s smooth chocolate face and skinniness, and Mo’s always-laid hair and dancer’s body, Sheeda didn’t stand a chance being noticed. When they were out, dudes regularly hollered at Mo asking her to slide her number into their phones.

When Lennie hit her up, of course she’d thought . . .

Never mind what she’d thought.

Before disappearing up the stairs, Sheeda glanced back, hoping Lennie was watching her walk away. She’d read that dark colors on the bottom could make her hips look smaller. She’d put a lot of time into picking out her outfit—a white tank top with the words Girls Rule across it and a pair of red denim shorts that looked good against her brown skin. They normally stopped right above her knee. She’d rolled them up until they gripped her thighs—the fastest way around Auntie D’s no-booty-short rule. Still, it hadn’t made any difference. Lennie hadn’t looked back.

Her entire body felt the disappointment like a weight in her belly.

She lurked at the top of the stairs and considered going back home. Mo’s door was closed. She hadn’t heard Lennie and didn’t know Sheeda was there.

She didn’t want to watch Mo pack, anyway. It would make her leaving too real.

It was hard to believe that it had only been a year ago that her, Mo, Mila, and Tai had all been part of La May, dancing several nights a week. Sheeda had never been as good as Mo and Mila at ballet, but their teacher, Mademoiselle Noelle, always complimented her for being graceful. Graceful just hadn’t been good enough for anything except La May and church. That hurt. Watching Mo pack would only be a reminder that she didn’t have whatever it took to do real dance.

She hesitated on the landing, trapped between the silence of the upstairs and the rowdy bass of the boys’ laughter behind her. Thank God Ms. Linda was at work. Sheeda didn’t have to worry about her popping out of her room, wondering why she was standing there in the dim hallway. Which was another reason Auntie D didn’t like her hanging at Mo’s. Ms. Linda was usually either asleep during the day or at work during the evening, leaving Mo and Lennie on their own a lot.

Lennie’s voice made her jump. “You good?”

Sheeda looked back down the stairs. “Oh. Yeah.”

Yes. He’d peeped up the stairs. He’d looked for her.

“Just go head in.” He called out louder, “Monique, your friend here, girl.”

He slid back off as Mo’s door swung open. Her face was twisted in a frown. “What you sa—” she screamed back. The frown U-turned into a grin when she saw Sheeda. “Hey. I didn’t know you was here. Why you ain’t just knock?”

Sheeda laughed to cover up her giddiness. “Lennie didn’t give me time to.”

After standing in the darkened hallway, the brightness of Mo’s room was blinding. Music played from a tiny lip-shaped speaker. Leotards, tights, and shorts were strewn everywhere. Sheeda scooted worn ballet slippers and shiny, barely worn pointe shoes to the side and plopped onto Mo’s bed.

“Hey, sorry,” Mo said.

“You fine,” Sheeda said.

Mo waved toward her dresser. “No, I’m talking to Mila.”

Sheeda noticed the phone propped up. Mila’s chocolate face smiled back at her.

“Hey, Sheeda,” Mila said.

“Oh, hey.” Mila was going to have Mo half the summer. Couldn’t this time with Mo be hers? The selfish thought shamed Sheeda into a fake, high-pitched, “So do your room look like Mo’s? There’s stuff everywhere. I barely have any place to sit.”

Mila chuckled. “Believe it or not, mine looks worse. Plus, my aunt brought me a good year’s worth of pads and tampons. It’s like a drugstore over here.”

“I’m not mad. Now I can borrow from you and not bring as much,” Mo said. She scooped up an armful of T-shirts and dropped them beside Sheeda. “Can you fold these, please?”

“No fair, you have help,” Mila said.

Mo’s fingers raked through her hair. It hung straight to her shoulders with enough bend at the end to say it was curled. Until she got really into dance, Mo was the type that went to the hair salon every two weeks. Now her hair was in a bun most of the time. Still, it always looked neat and sleek, not like Sheeda’s full head of fuzz. Sheeda followed her gaze, wondering what Mo was looking for.

“I should have got braids.” She took a step toward the dresser, talking at her phone. “Now Imma have to wash my hair at intensive. That’s dunk.”

Mila’s mountain of tiny braids shivered as she laughed. “So then, it’s official. You’re really keeping ‘dunk’ in rotation?”

“I’m definitely keeping it in rotation. ’Cause it’s messed up and for real, nothing says messed up like dunk,” Mo said, her half smile disappearing as she fretted again. “I know my scalp gonna get nasty after dancing all day, every day. What should I do? I don’t even have a blow-dryer anymore.”

Sheeda had never seen Mo worry about anything. More importantly, Mo hated braids. She said they took too long to get done and hurt her scalp. She’d been on a mission all middle school to get Sheeda to change up her twists. “Your hair gonna start breaking off. You should give them a rest.”

Wasn’t like it was Sheeda’s choice. Her aunt didn’t have money to send her to the salon every other weekend or time to do the hair herself. The Senegalese and Marley twists were all Sheeda knew. And for the record, her real hair was long and healthy—something she’d never bothered to remind Mo. When Mo thought she was right, there was no real point in arguing. That’s why seeing her look worried made Sheeda want to hug her friend.

She picked up a T-shirt that had the silhouette of a dancer on her toes, arms above her head in what Mademoiselle called “high beach ball.” She creased it down the middle and began folding, then tried to get into the conversation, “You don’t like braids, though.”

Mo looked Sheeda’s way, then Mila’s voice drew her away.

“It’s only three weeks. I keep my braids in longer than that without washing. I think you’ll be fine.”

“You probably right,” Mo said. She swooshed her hair into a messy bun, then patted it. “This stuff gonna be wooly as I don’t know what when we get back, though.”

Sheeda sped up folding the shirts. “I think you’d look cute in braids. The box kind would be perfect for you?”

Mo’s nose wrinkled. “But I don’t want them snobby ballet girls to think I’m ghetto.”

“Why—” Sheeda started.

“So, wait. I’m ghetto?” Mila asked, shaking her skinny braids at the camera. She laughed at the look of busted embarrassment on Mo’s face.

“My bad. I didn’t mean it like that,” Mo said. She sighed toward the ceiling. “I don’t want to be worried about impressing nobody. But, ugh. I am.”

“You’re a good dancer, Mo. Mademoiselle says intensives aren’t about competing. You’re there to strengthen your technique,” Mila said.

“Girl, please. Everything’s a competition,” Mo said with a snort. “I mean, Ms. Noelle know better than I do. But, like, no, it’s still a competition.” She pulled shorts out of her dresser and laid them in a sliver of empty space to Sheeda’s left, the request to fold clear.

Sheeda obeyed, robotically. The Mo she knew never cared what anyone thought. The tremor in Mo’s voice, her deep breath like the air in her chest was heavy, was all new.

A tiny pile of T-shirts rose up against her leg, a wall between her and the clutter of ballet slippers. Her eyes lingered on the pointe shoes. Once Mo and Mila started what they called pointe work, they had a language only the two of them understood. Sheeda had no idea what jet glue was, or why they’d ever spray shellac in them. She’d had to look up what that even was.

She had a million questions about them. Did it hurt? How did they stay up on their toes like that? She’d never asked them, though.

She was thinking how to get herself into their conversation when her phone dinged once. She grabbed it, greedy for the distraction.

Before Mo could see Lennie’s profile pic shining from the screen, Sheeda cuffed the phone closer to her face. She shook her head, smiling at his message:

what u gon do when u don’t have my sister as a excuse to come see ’bout me?

She pretended to listen to Mo and Mila while they talked about lamb’s wool—whatever that was—while she tried to think of a cute or flirty response. It took her a few seconds to realize Mo was talking to her.

“What did you say?” Sheeda clicked her screen off.

Mo frowned. “What you grinning so hard for? Who dat?”

“Nobody grinning.” Even though the smile pulled her cheeks hard. “It’s just one of my friends from church. They tripping.”

Mo plucked the pile of T-shirts off the bed and laid them in a suitcase. “Is it that basket boy? Jalen?” She fussed playfully. “Tell him I wasn’t trying get with him last year and you not trying this year.”

Jalen most definitely had tried to holler at Mo during the teen retreat. He found a way to sit next to her every night at revival and called himself helping Mo weave a basket at arts and crafts. He really had thought he was getting somewhere until, after one direction too many, Mo had said—loud enough for everybody to hear—“Boy, look, I don’t care nothing about this basket. Please take your basket-weaving, naw-it-go-like-this-not-that self somewhere else.”

He’d kept his distance after that.

Sheeda giggled. “Naw, it’s not him.”

Mo folded her arms. She was used to being answered. “Who is it then? I mean, let us in on the juice. I need something to take my mind off this intensive. I’m starting to trip a little bit.”

Sheeda had bad-mouthed all the First Bap dudes to the squad. They were all cocky (Jalen), geeky (Carlos), or not committed enough to the youth ministries—Auntie D’s words (Gerard). It was her own fault the squad clowned on First Bap. Sheeda rarely stopped them. And sometimes she started it
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