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Chapter One

The doorbell rings, and I ignore it.

I’m right in the middle of writing an important scene. Tallulah and Thomas have found shelter from the rain, thanks to a conveniently located abandoned cabin, and they’re standing face-to-face, so close there’s an electric charge between the tips of their noses. And when he reaches up to pluck an eyelash off her cheek and tells her to make a wish, it’s clear from the urgency of her sigh and the longing in her dark brown eyes that the only thing she’s wishing for is him.

It’s one of those swoony declaration-of-love moments, like something you see in those ancient movies they always play Sundays on TNT. But instead of that pale girl with the red hair, my protagonist has brown skin and a fro, and she’s about to get her happily ever after.

Except she’s not, because the Doorbell Ringer is still at it.

The only people who have come over in the weeks since we’ve moved south to Long Beach have been crabby Mrs. Hutchinson from next door and two Mormon missionaries in starched white shirts and skinny ties.

I’m not going to stop the flow of words pouring out of me for them.

The doorbell rings again, though, followed by a swift knock that’s barely audible over Miles’s television blaring from the back of the house. My brother, the traitor, is on his second viewing of his Dream Zone DVD, and the person outside can probably hear it too, a sure sign that someone is home.

Enter the Dream Zone, the documentary detailing the roots and rise to stardom of the now very much defunct boy band, is the only reason we have a clunky player anymore, even though Mom went all Marie Kondo on the rest of the disks in the move. It’s Miles’s most precious possession. He treats the DVD and its accompanying booklet like some sort of sacred texts.

I tell myself that if it rings one more time, I’ll get up. If it’s really important—more important than Mrs. Hutchinson’s concerns about the jacaranda tree between our houses or, you know, saving our souls—whoever’s out there will try at least once more. I cross my fingers and wait one moment. And then another. But there’s nothing except the nasal crooning blasting from the other room.

I’m in the clear.

Thomas blows the eyelash away, but his lips stay open, cradling the words that Tallulah has been longing to hear. And just when he’s about to reveal what’s written in his heart, he’s interrupted by . . . a bubble.

A white bubble pops up on the side of my draft in Google Docs, followed by a few more in quick succession.

Why are you working on this one?

Collette needs another chapter

TESSA JOHNSON YOU PROMISED!

That kind of cliffhanger should be illegal don’t make me report you

I know you’re on here!!!!!!!! I can see your cursor

Caroline’s cheese-face avatar accompanies each comment, a stark contrast to their stalker-y vibe, and a few seconds later, my phone starts buzzing.

So I guess no one wants me to write today . . . at least not what I want to write.

“Did you finish the chapter?” she asks as soon as I answer, skipping any sort of greeting, as usual.

I’ve known Caroline Tibayan since we were six, the only two brown girls in Ms. Brentwood’s first grade class. When Jesse Fitzgerald told me I was ugly because I had skin the color of poo, Caroline hauled off and socked him in the nose. Lola, her grandmother, swatted her behind with one of her sandals when she got home that day, but Caroline still maintains that it was worth it. We’ve been best friends ever since.

“Monitoring my internet activity? Really? That’s like something out of a Lifetime movie.” I laugh. “Also, hi. That’s usually how people start a conversation.”

“Okay, yeah, hi. But can you blame me? You left off on such a cliffhanger, and then nothing for days? You’re a monster!”

“And you’re dramatic.”

“Me, dramatic?” I can almost see her through the phone, crowded on her tiny twin bed in her tiny room, her long black hair splayed over the striped comforter. Lola took the second bedroom when she moved in with Caroline and her parents, so they converted the pantry into a space for Caroline. “You’re the one who ended the chapter with Jasper standing outside Colette’s window, professing his undying love, his purple hair freakin’ ILLUMINATED in the soft glow of the streetlamp! TOTALLY unaware of the fact that Colette is macking on Jack in there at that very moment! C’mon! I need to know what happens now!”

“Sorry! I’ve been busy.”

“With Tallulah?”

“Yep.” Tallulah’s the main character in my other work in progress—a swoony story about a mousy Black girl with a fluffy fro and Thomas, the hipster singer-songwriter with moody eyes and dark hair and deliciously broad shoulders, who moves to town and makes her his muse.

“Well, send me that one at least.” She sighs as if it’s a consolation prize. “And have they finally kissed yet? All the pining and googly eyes are getting to be a bit much. I need some action! They’re barely on base zero point five. Not going to lie, Colette is so much more interesting.”

I smile and shake my head. “I can’t help where the inspiration takes me, Colette.”

“Your audience is waiting, Tallulah.”

By my “audience,” she means herself. She’s my biggest fan . . . and my only fan. But I’m not complaining, because that’s just the way I like it. I don’t write for other people. I write for me and Caroline.

The stories have always come easy to me. My mom said I started writing stories down as early as kindergarten, but I was secretive even then, keeping whatever notebook I was working in safe under my pillow. The subject matter changed as I got older, the what-ifs transferring to what would happen if Harry ended up with Hermione instead? And then what would happen if Harry ended up with me? I felt embarrassed about the stories, but they also made me feel warm inside, and seen. It was empowering to create a world in which I was the center, the prize, the one desired.

Caroline talked her way into reading through one of my notebooks eventually. I expected her to laugh, but instead she praised me as a romantic genius and asked me to write her into a story too. (She always had a thing for Ron.) And she told me there was a word for what I was doing—fan fiction. That made me feel less embarrassed about my stories. At least I wasn’t crazy or something. Other people were doing this too.

Soon I graduated from Harry and Ron to Edward and Jacob to members of our favorite boy band, Dream Zone. (Because okay, Miles likes Dream Zone because I liked Dream Zone. A long, LONG time ago. But I try to keep that shameful secret on the down low.)

I kept thinking the stories were something we would outgrow, like Dream Zone, but they never stopped. They just became about our relationships with my own made-up boys instead of someone else’s. Like, fan fiction of our own lives. It wasn’t like we could go to a bookstore and find many fluffy love stories with girls who looked like us in them.

Now that I’ve moved, I share my stories with Caroline through Google, instead of passing her my beat-up laptop at lunch. I act exasperated, but I’m also secretly happy she hasn’t stopped asking. That, at least, this part of our relationship has stayed the same.

“Wait, what is that banging?” Caroline asks, “I don’t think that’s on my end.”

I pull the phone away from my ear and listen. At first I think it’s the fast drumbeat of Dream Zone’s “Love Like Whoa.” But no, that’s a knock. A loud one. And it’s followed by a faint but shrill “I know you’re in there!”

The Doorbell Ringer is back, or maybe they never left. I guess I said I would answer on the third try. . . .

“Hey, Caroline, I gotta go.”

“Okay, but tonight I better get—” The doorbell rings two more times in quick succession, drowning out the rest of her demand.

Are you kidding me?

I sigh, close my laptop, and say a silent prayer that I won’t lose the faint flicker of inspiration I was chasing, that Tallulah and Thomas’s first kiss will wait. The baby, baby, babys float in from Miles’s TV as I maneuver around the boxes still littering what will eventually be the living room. He’s singing along now, and he’s turned it up even more—way past the fifteen volume limit that Mom has written on two Post-its next to the set.

The bell goes off again, just as I’m opening the door.

“Jesus Christ, have some patience!”

It comes out meaner than I planned, and my cheeks immediately redden when I see Mrs. Hutchinson there, reeling back like she’s scared for her life. She clutches her pilled hunter-green coat around herself, even though it’s a million degrees outside. “Sorry,” I say, quieter. “Just . . . I was on my way.”

I’m usually better at regulating my tone. I mean, I have to be. Because one note too loud, too aggressive, and I’m labeled as an angry Black girl forever. I can tell that’s already what Mrs. Hutchinson thinks of me. But my apology seems to appease her enough for her stricken look to transform into her signature scowl.

“If you haven’t memorized your address yet, you need to write it down.” Her voice sounds like it’s scraping the roof of her mouth, and she clenches her cheeks when she talks, as if she’s passing something back from one side to the other. “I really shouldn’t have to walk this over to you.”

She holds out a pizza box and tries to push it into my arms, but I step back.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Hutchinson, but that’s not ours.”

“Yes, it is.” She says it like she’s having to explain that the sky is blue.

“We didn’t order anything,” I insist, shaking my head.

“Yes, you did.” She steps closer to me, so I can smell her stale, minty breath. Her slipper-clad feet are right on the doorjamb. “I called Domino’s because the young man who delivered it was no help . . . basically threw it at me! They said it was ordered by someone named Johnson.”

Her watery blue eyes drift to a sign hanging above the front door. My dad got it made by this lady who works in his office and operates an Etsy shop on the side. THE JOHNSON’S. He was so proud that I didn’t have the heart to tell him the apostrophe was wrong.

“I don’t know what to tell you, Mrs. Hutchinson. It’s just me and my brother home, and neither of us—”

I’m interrupted by an explosion of laughter rising above the piano and synthesizer of Dream Zone’s most popular ballad.

Miles’s laugh is difficult to pin down. It’s kind of like a sharp chord on the far right side of the piano, played by a little kid with no training but a lot of enthusiasm. It’s also reminiscent of that squeal a car makes when someone slams hard on their brakes to narrowly avoid a collision. His laugh is equal parts joyful and jarring.

And right now, it’s making Mrs. Hutchinson stretch her neck and step even closer, trying to figure out what’s going on.

I know exactly what’s going on.

We only have one landline in the house, tucked away in my parents’ room, but I unplugged that this morning, like I usually do when I’m home alone watching Miles. The only other options are my phone or my computer, which can make calls when it’s connected to WiFi. He could have gotten to either when I went to the bathroom a little while ago.

Mrs. Hutchinson’s frown lines, which were already cavernous before, deepen further. “Now what exactly are you two trying to play here, young lady? What is this?”

“Uh, I—” Miles’s gleeful laughs cut me off again, which makes her whole face turn red.

“Is this supposed to be funny?!” Her voice was already loud, but it’s ear-piercing now. I try to scan the block to see if anyone is outside watching us, but she shifts her body into my view. “Is this the kind of reputation you want to get? Playing tricks on the neighbors? I can tell you right now, this . . . this . . . foolishness isn’t taken too kindly around here!”

A reputation is actually the last thing that I want. But I can already see it now: her spreading around the neighborhood that we’re trouble—if they can’t already hear her hollering it now. Two weeks in, and already our chance to be normal is shot. I can feel my chest get tight and my breath start to speed up at the thought. My parents are going to be upset, and of course it’ll be my fault. I’m supposed to be watching Miles, like I have been for most of the summer, while my parents settle in at their new jobs. I was watching him. But not close enough, apparently.

“Excuse me, Mrs. Hutchinson.” A kind voice cuts through my spiraling thoughts. “Did my pizza accidentally get sent to your house?”

A guy steps up onto the porch, seemingly from nowhere. He looks around my age, with floppy golden hair that’s overdue for a haircut, fair skin noticeably lacking the default SoCal tan, and big green eyes. His faded red Hawaiian shirt could be an ironic choice on someone else—one of those fake vintage pieces that they sell for a million dollars at Urban Outfitters—but matched with his cargo shorts, it’s just . . . unfortunate.

Who is this guy?

Mrs. Hutchinson seems to recognize him, and his presence makes her bring her voice back down to a reasonable volume. “This isn’t yours.”

“Um, actually, I think it is?” Hawaiian Shirt’s eyes flick to me, and then he tries it again. “It is mine. I’m sorry for the mix-up.”

Mrs. Hutchinson considers both of us, moving that nonexistent thing between her cheeks again. Finally she smacks her thin lips together. “Well, whoever this belongs to owes me some money. The young man from Domino’s told me I had to pay for it or he’d report me to the manager. Honestly! Like I’m some sort of criminal.”

I turn to get my wallet from the entryway, but Hawaiian Shirt is faster than me, slipping a twenty into Mrs. Hutchinson’s hand and taking the box out of her arms. She glares at me one last time before walking across the lawn back to her house, grumbling as she goes. Hawaiian Shirt stays planted on our porch, though.

“Thank you for that,” I say quickly. “I’ll pay you back—”

“It’s okay.” He cuts me off, waving his hand. “I just wanted to, I don’t know, help? I saw what was happening across the street. And I know you’re new, and Mrs. Hutchinson . . . she can be a lot. That’s where I live, by the way. Across the street.” Miles’s maniacal giggles start again inside (because of course they do), and Hawaiian Shirt’s eyebrows press together. “Is that . . . your brother?”

“Yeah, he did this.” I nod too much. While my breathing is starting to slow down, I can feel my neck flaming, the familiar anxiety settling in. I want to shut the door and be done with this interaction, but the words keep coming out. “The Pizza Hut in Roseville—that’s where we lived before—they literally started just hanging up whenever they saw our number on caller ID, which really sucked when we actually did want to order a pizza.” I try to laugh, but it comes out hollow.

“Well, you should tell him to probably pick a different target for his prank next time.” Hawaiian Shirt rubs the side of his face and looks at the ground. “Or, I don’t know, maybe not do pranks at all?”

There’s no judgment in his voice, but I feel the need to explain. “Thank you. And it’s not like that . . . like what you think it is. I mean, it is, but it’s different.”

“Okay,” Hawaiian Shirt says, cocking his head to the side in confusion. I can’t blame him. I’m not making sense.

“It’s just that . . . my brother. Miles. He has disabilities.” The explanation is as familiar to me as breathing or blinking; I’ve said it so many times before. “This is one of the things he does . . . makes calls he shouldn’t. I’m just glad he didn’t prank call the cops again.”

The thought of that makes me shudder, especially here in this new city where our neighbors don’t know us, know Miles.

“Okay,” Hawaiian Shirt says again, nodding his head now. He leans into the doorway, close enough to give me a whiff of the salty, melted cheese, and calls out, “Hello, Miles!”

Miles doesn’t answer. But the crooning of Dream Zone stops, and I can hear the rustling of him moving around the room—probably arranging the remote just so and putting the DVD case in its specific place on the shelf. He’s coming to survey the damage.

“Well, thank you. Again. And it won’t happen again. Promise. Really, so sorry.” I’m talking fast, trying to get this guy out of here before Miles makes his way to the door. It’s not like I’m embarrassed by my brother. I’m not. But I don’t want to deal with a whole big thing right now, especially because my heart’s still racing from the scene with Mrs. Hutchinson.

I give him my best apologetic smile and try to shut the door, but he stops me with the pizza box. “I’m Sam.”

“Um, okay.” I blink at him, and he holds out his pizza-free hand to shake mine. Right, now it’s my turn. “Tessa.”

“Nice to meet you, Tessa,” Hawaiian Shirt Sam says, shifting from one foot to the other. He clearly has something more to say, and I wish he’d just get on with it because I need to go.

“Uh . . . I talked to your mom a few days ago.”

Of course he did. Mom talks to everyone and always ends up telling whoever it is too much information. The cashier at the Trader Joe’s by our old house knew all about the emergency tonsillectomy I had when I was two, Dad’s strained relationship with Grandma Edith, and my mom’s dream to buy an Airstream trailer one day. I wonder what she told Hawaiian Shirt Sam. Apparently not my name. “Yeah?”

“Well, she was talking to my mom, and she said you were going to Chrysalis Academy. That you’re, uh, a writer? I’m transferring there too. So yeah . . . that’s pretty cool.” He smiles, and only the right side of his mouth goes up, revealing a deep dimple. His eyes get all crinkly, little half-moons under his thick blond brows. It’s a nice smile. Almost makes me forget the cargo shorts.

And okay, now I want to ask him more, like what conservatory he’s in or if he knows what to expect tomorrow on our first day at the art school. Thoughts of the school have taken over my brain for the entire summer—that, and the fact that I’ll be able to write every day and be around people who do what I do, but better. The whole thing is a thrilling, terrifying unknown for me at this point, and it would be nice to have someone to share it with. But I also hear Miles’s footsteps now, shuffling toward the door. And I’ve already hit my peak tolerance for chaos today.

“Yeah, cool. So we’ll see each other at school then. Sorry about the pizza. Bye!” I say it quickly and too loud, shutting the door on Hawaiian Shirt Sam’s puzzled face. It slams closed, harder than I intended, just as Miles is walking up behind me, his ringing hearing aids announcing his presence.

My brother is three years older than me, but people usually don’t assume that. He definitely looks younger. He’s shorter than me, for one, but I think a lot of it is just the expression he carries on his face: wide, dark brown eyes, permanently dancing. And his full lips always hanging slightly open, upturned into a smirk, ready to say anything that will get a reaction. He’s wearing his favorite Dream Zone shirt today, but it’s all wrinkly. And his short, coarse hair needs to be brushed. I should have done a better job getting him ready this morning.

“That was a good one, wasn’t it, Tessie?” Miles laughs, and I try to hold back my smile. It will only encourage him.

“No.” I can’t help but let out a little snort, though, as my nerves start to settle, and it sets him off into giggles of delight. “It wasn’t funny at all,” I say with more resolve. “I thought we all agreed that you were done with this now. New city, new start?”

He shrugs. “I was bored. Did you take a video of them?”

“Why would I have taken a video of them?”

“Because it was a good one,” he says, and he begins to roll his head around, which he does whenever he’s excited. It looks like someone doing yoga, trying to stretch out a stiff neck. I just shake my head.

“Wait.” He grabs my arm, suddenly serious. “Where’s the pizza?”

“He took it.” I roll my eyes. “He paid for it, bud!”

“But I’m hungry. I ordered extra pepperoniiiiiii.” The last syllable extends into a whine, and I can feel his mood about to shift, like how the air changes right before it rains.

“Let’s get you some food,” I say, wrapping my arm around his shaking shoulders and leading him toward the kitchen. “And maybe let’s just keep this pizza business between me and you.”

“C’mon, Tessie, but you know it was a good one.”




Chapter Two

My brother has disabilities.

We used to call it special needs before a teacher pointed out that his needs aren’t special. They’re just his.

“My brother has disabilities” is the canned answer I have ready to run off, whenever someone meets him for the first time, or he does something he’s not supposed to (like ordering pizza for the neighbors), or I have to explain why he’s not in college and still living at home even though he’s nineteen. It’s quick and to the point, so I don’t have to spend too much time talking about it or talking in general.

I don’t like to explain how the cord wrapped around his neck when he was born, leaving him without oxygen for too long, blue instead of brown.

And I hate listing all of his technical diagnoses. I always worry I’m going to say something wrong because it’s not all clear-cut or what people expect. Athetoid cerebral palsy—that’s the full name, but I rarely say all that. From what I understand, that’s the center of everything. It’s why his legs are stiff and uncoordinated, why his body moves without his control when he’s really happy or really upset, and why he stumbles and rocks sometimes, like he’s on a boat going over rough water.

Then there’s cognitive impairment—I think that’s the right term to describe why my older brother acts a lot like my younger brother, why I have to help him with his basic addition homework and weather his tantrums when things don’t go the way he expects. OCD—but that might be unrelated. And vision and hearing loss—that explains the thick lenses on his glasses and expensive hearing aids that he somehow loses every few months. By the time I get to the end of the list, I’m a little lost too, ending it with an awkward “And . . . yeah.” And then it usually leads to more questions or an invitation for people to tell me about how their cousin has cystic fibrosis or something, which is not even close to the same thing. And then something that I wanted to be done with has extended for a whole lot longer.

So I just tell people my brother has disabilities—and leave it at that.

Then I brace myself for one of the inevitable responses that I get every time. They’re so familiar, I can recite them like the Pledge of Allegiance.

There’s always the “Oh, what a gift to your family!” or “I’m sure he’s taught you all so much.” As if my brother is some prop for our own self-development. Yeah, growing up with him is hard. But his function in life isn’t to teach us something. He’s a human being, and this is his life, happening right now.

Anyway, people usually only say stuff like that when my brother is sitting quietly, rolling his head around and singing one of his favorite Dream Zone songs to himself. No one spews any of those inspirational Hallmark-card lines when he’s running through the grocery aisles screaming because they don’t have the brand of chocolate milk he likes, or flipping off the cars at the end of our cul-de-sac because they canceled his favorite show. No, they just avert their eyes or, worse, shake their heads disapprovingly at Mom. That’s the second type of response.

But the third type of response, even worse than the look-on-the-bright-side mess that people try to dish out when they have no idea what they’re talking about, is the pity-filled “I’m so sorry.” Like we’ve suffered some tremendous loss. Like someone has died. I hate when people say that, because as difficult as life is with Miles sometimes, he’s not dead. He’s very much alive. And I don’t like people insinuating that his life is somehow not enough, that I should be mourning the joyful, hilarious, and yeah, kinda annoying brother I was given. He is exactly who we want.

I gave my usual explanation today, and I was expecting one of the usual responses.

But Hawaiian Shirt Sam surprised me. He just said, “Hello.”

Later, we’re sitting down for family dinner.

Family dinner is not something that happens every night, and that’s why it’s called family dinner instead of just, well, dinner.

The evenings are busy in our family. Dad works late a few nights a week at the shipping company where he’s general manager, so he sometimes grabs drive-thru on the way home. And Miles always has so many appointments—with an occupational therapist, ENT, behavior specialist, psychiatrist, and whoever else he needs to see this week—so he and Mom end up snacking in waiting rooms or popping in a frozen pizza when they get home. Back in Roseville, I was left to my own devices for most dinners, so I usually ended up at Caroline’s house, eating plates of rice and meat that Lola would constantly refill, insisting I was getting too skinny.

Things haven’t changed much with the move. Everyone’s still busy. I just eat a lot more cereal now.

“You should have seen his face,” Miles says, shoveling a forkful of spaghetti in his mouth. Dad cuts up the noodles to make it easier for him. “He was so mad. He was flinging the pizza around and yelling about how he had to pay for it! Tessie should have recorded it, so we could put it on YouTube.”

Miles told my parents as soon as they got home. He always does, out of guilt. But as usual, his contrition soon turned to pride, and even though it’s hours later, he’s still talking about his conquest.

“You didn’t even see his face!” I say.

“Yes, I did. I was there the whole time. He was maaaaaad! Almost as mad as that old lady!” His head starts to roll, and his arms shoot back behind him, like a bird trying to take flight. I love how he shows his feelings with his whole body, no need for interpreting or second-guessing.

“Oh, okay,” I say, giving him the side-eye, which sets off his laughter.

“Do you think I should check in with Audrey too? To make sure she’s not upset with us? We had such a nice chat about you and her son going to Chrysalis last week, and now this,” Mom says. Her thin eyebrows are pinched together, and she’s looking past us in the direction of Hawaiian Shirt Sam’s house across the street, as if she could send them an apology with her mind. “I already said I’m sorry to Mrs. Hutchinson about a thousand times, but lord knows that’s going to take a while to smooth over. First the tree situation, and now this.” Mom puts her hand up to her forehead and closes her eyes. “I just . . . I really wish you had been watching him better, Tessa.”

And there it is.

“It wasn’t that big of a deal, Mom. I handled it.” I focus on pushing the spaghetti around on my plate so she can’t see me roll my eyes.

“I know.” Just like that, her voice is soft now, a switch flipped, and she reaches across the table to grab my hand. “You do a lot for us. I’m sorry if I don’t say it enough.”

My mom and I are nothing alike. She’s all sharp angles, with pale, freckled skin and wavy blond hair that falls down perfectly on her shoulders as soon as she wakes up. I have hips and thighs that make me want to hide sometimes. And my tight curls look good eventually, but it’s basically a part-time job to get them there. She talks to everyone and seems to thrive on these conversations, and most social interactions drain me. I’m perfectly content sitting in silence.

But one thing we have in common is that we obsess over everything we say, anxiously analyzing how our words might have been interpreted or affected someone. I can only imagine how exhausting this must be for her. I avoid talking to others simply because of it. I can see that now in her cloudy blue eyes, as she squeezes my hand one more time and gives me an apologetic smile.

“Maybe we should get rid of the house phone,” she says. “One less thing for us all to worry about.”

Dad, who has been studying emails on his phone for most of dinner, looks up. “We can’t do that. What if there was an emergency?”

“I didn’t use the house phone,” Miles cackles. “I got Tessie’s cell phone when she was pooping! She was pooping so long! Maybe you should just get your poop under control, Tessie.”

I smack his arm, and he yelps in between giggles, trying to smack me back.

“Hey, hey,” Dad warns, but there’s a wide smile on his face. His phone’s screen is dark now.

I jump up from the table and Miles follows, but I lap him and give him a noogie before pulling him into a hug, his laughter shaking both of us. Our golden brown skin doesn’t match Mom’s fair tone or Dad’s deep brown, but we’re the same.

My brother’s disabilities are everything sometimes, but they’re also nothing. Our relationship isn’t remarkable or inspiring, like people expect. He’s just my brother, and I’m just his sister. And my favorite memories with him—dressing up in my parents’ clothes and pretending to be the new neighbors, walking down the street to get ice cream from Rite Aid—have nothing to do with what everyone else focuses on.

“So did you and Sam get to talk about Chrysalis?” Mom asks when we settle back down.

“Not really.”

“He seems like such a nice boy,” she continues. “And he’s going to be a junior too! You guys could be buddies! Wouldn’t that be great?”

“Yeah, I don’t know.” Don’t get me wrong. Sam seems nice—really nice. The way he handled the pizza and treated Miles was different than what I’m used to and . . . intriguing. But I’m not sure he’s the type I want to link up with on the first day. It’s not like I’m judging him for his fashion choices, but the students at Chrysalis definitely will. Also, after seeing me as a flustered mess earlier, he’s probably not so excited to hang out with me either.

“Why no enthusiasm? Are you still mad at me about the portfolio?” she asks.

“Is this about when you stole Tessie’s diary?” Miles cuts in.

“Oh, here we go,” Dad huffs with a weary look.

“It wasn’t her diary!” Mom throws her hands up.

“It might as well have been.” I had told myself I was over it, that I wasn’t going to bring it up anymore, but the wound feels fresh all over again, and I’m reminded of her betrayal.

I’d heard about Chrysalis Academy long before my parents dropped the bomb on us that we would be leaving the place we’d lived our entire lives and moving six hours south to Long Beach, so my dad could take a more senior position within his company. The prestigious art school has produced a Disney Channel star, a violinist prodigy who was runner-up on America’s Got Talent, and even a poet who was longlisted for the National Book Award.

So, when I found out where we would be going, I dreamed about Chrysalis a little bit, maybe as a way to cope with the fact that my life was going to be so dramatically changed. I imagined what it would be like to be one of Chrysalis’s talented, special students. To meet other people who love what I love. And I made the mistake of talking about it at a family dinner one time. One time! But I never actually applied. I mean, I knew my love stories were not the kind of serious National Book Award–type writing they were looking for.

So, when I got my acceptance letter in the mail, I thought it was a joke. Or a clerical error.

I showed the letter to Mom, laughing about how bizarre this was, when her face broke into a knowing smile, and she spilled the beans. She could tell from what I’d said that I really wanted to go, so she filled out the application for me and then printed out some of my stories (my private stories!) as the writing samples. She had wanted to wait to tell me until I got in for sure, so I wouldn’t get myself into a tizzy over it—one of her euphemisms for the anxiety I’ve had since I was in elementary school.

“I know I probably shouldn’t have done it. But you wouldn’t have gotten into Chrysalis if I hadn’t. You would have self-rejected instead of taking the risk, and I just don’t want you to let your worries have that kind of control,” Mom says, reiterating the same defense she gave at the time. The same advice she’s given me for years. “You’re such a wonderful writer, Tessa. The world deserves to see that. And it all worked out in the end, right?”

I know I should feel good that I got accepted, and I do. Sort of. But Caroline’s the only person I let read my stories. It makes my skin flame to think which of my romantic, silly stories Mom could have sent. She couldn’t remember which she printed, and, like, I can’t exactly go to the admissions director with that mortifying question. There was that especially bad one from a few years back that took place at a summer camp, where my brown-skinned, curly-haired protagonist had to choose between the hot guys who were, of course, inexplicably all in love with her. But surely Chrysalis wouldn’t have accepted me if they had read that.

“Right?” Mom echoes again, looking at me hopefully. I just shrug.

“What time do you think we should leave tomorrow?” I ask, changing the subject, but before she can answer, we’re interrupted by Miles standing up so forcefully that his chair falls to the floor.

“What time is it?” he asks. His eyes are blinking quickly and his arms are pulsing behind him.

Dad checks his phone. “Six fifteen.”

“It started! I’m missing it!” He starts to cry, a high-pitched squeal, and runs from the room, toward the direction of the television set. “Stupid! So stupid!”

Mom stands up. “One of the Dream Zone members—Jonny, I think?—was going to be on Access Hollywood tonight. I should have remembered.” She shakes her head, looking mad at herself. As if this is her fault. Sometimes I think it’s easier for her to place blame on someone—herself, me, Dad—so she doesn’t get mad at the universe.

“I’ll go calm him down,” she says, following after him, my question about tomorrow forgotten. I used to get mad at Mom for doing this—putting my brother first, dropping everything to help him—but I’ve learned to let it go. She’s doing the best she can. We all are.

I pick up Miles’s fallen chair and then help Dad clear the table.




Chapter Three

I’m standing in front of my closet, trying to decide what to wear tomorrow, when Caroline calls again.

“I never got anything from you!”

“Yeah, didn’t really have time for that.” I fill her in on the scene from this afternoon, and she cackles. “Ah, I miss those pizzas! Someone should get that boy a reality show.”

“Don’t ever tell him that,” I say with a snort.

“You’re picking out your outfit now.” A statement, not a question, because even miles apart, we know each other’s actions like our own.

“Mm-hmm.” I sit down on the floor in my closet, staring up at the options. After wearing uniforms at South High, I’m probably as excited about the possibilities of free dress at Chrysalis as I am about the creative writing classes.

“Well, you know what you have to wear.”

And yeah, I know exactly what she’s talking about. The rainbow dress.

It has a V-neck—not too low, but just enough—and a full skirt and vertical stripes in a pastel rainbow palette. I was on the fence about buying it from the little boutique in the Fountains shopping center, but Caroline convinced me. And it wasn’t too hard—it did fit me perfectly, falling over my hips and highlighting my waist. But there’s no way I’m wearing that dress.

Because, as I tell her now, “It’s too much!” And she groans in frustration. “It is! You know it is, Caroline!” I say.

My general aesthetic is this: I don’t want to stand out. Like, if someone does happen to notice me, I want them to nod and think, “That was a very subtle way of mixing patterns,” or “The embroidered details on that Peter Pan collar are understated and cute.” But I don’t want to stand out. And a rainbow dress stands out. I know it’s a lot of thought to put into what is essentially just protecting my skin from the elements and other people’s eyes. I know that! But I think that the right outfit is important. It’s a wish for the day! And my wish is that tomorrow goes EXACTLY. RIGHT.

All of a sudden, it feels hotter in my closet than it did a second ago. And somehow my fists are clenched? I try to take a deep breath, but there doesn’t seem to be enough air.

“Uh, Tessa . . . ,” Caroline says. “How are you feeling about tomorrow, buddy?”

I exhale and shake out my body. Of course it’s not just about the outfit. She knows how my brain works.

“Okay, I’m nervous.” I sigh, as if that wasn’t blindingly obvious. “Chrysalis is a big deal, you know? And I’m worried about not fitting in. I had a hard enough time at South High, and that was with, like . . . average, regular people. I don’t have a chance with these cool, megatalented, sophisticated artists.” I mean, these adjectives don’t really apply to Hawaiian Shirt Sam, but I’m guessing he’s going to be the outlier.

“Well, I don’t know if my opinion matters as just a regular, but I think you’ll be okay.” I can hear the smile in her voice, letting me know it’s only mock offense.

“You are the literal opposite of regular. You’re a glittery, flying unicorn and a gift to this world that I treasure more than anything. But, like . . . you know what I mean.”

“I do. South High is all shining-white football players and cheerleaders who look twenty-five and act like assholes, so it was easier to write it off when you weren’t Miss Popularity there. Because who wants to hang out with them anyway? But if you’re not accepted by these people, people you actually admire, then you’re really a loser.”

“Ha! Thanks!”

“What? I’m saying what you’re thinking.” I sigh. Because she is.

“But here’s where I’ll add,” she continues, “that you will fit in. You belong there just like they all do, because you were accepted just like they were. Because you can write stories that are charming and heart-wrenching and unlike anyone else’s. Don’t doubt that, Tess.”

“Thank you.” Her little pep talk builds me up, but I also get another pang in my chest realizing I’ll have to go through a first day of school without her. I remember the first day of fourth grade, when Caroline talked me down from a panic attack after I found out I would be in Mrs. Snyder’s (aka Screaming Snyder’s) class. And also, the first day of seventh grade, when Caroline didn’t do any of the English summer homework because Lola was in and out of the hospital with her heart problem, and I spent all of lunch helping her speed-write an analysis of The Outsiders. We’ve always been each other’s partners, a solid foundation that could weather anything.

“And maybe once you realize how great you are, you’ll let someone besides me read your stuff.”

“Yeah . . . sure.” Though we both know I don’t really mean it.

I did try posting a couple of my stories on WattPad once, at Caroline’s urging, but one got three nasty comments and the other one, even worse, got nothing at all. That little dip of my toe into the pond of vulnerability was enough to turn me off completely. I’m excited about all the time I’ll get to write at Chrysalis. I guess I can even sorta forgive my mom for sending my portfolio in because it got me there, and though I’ll never admit it to her, she’s right that I wouldn’t ever have taken the leap. But I’m definitely not planning on sharing my work with my classmates. Even the thought of it makes me shudder.

“I mean, you’ll have to show it to some people, won’t you?” Caroline pushes on. “Like, at least your teacher. And probably even the other people in your class. That might be helpful, actually . . . they’ll be able to help you a lot more than I can.”

That last part stings. “Do you think I need help with my writing?”

“No, no! Of course not, Tessa! You’re a brilliant, creative goddess, and your words are a gift to my life—”

“Be serious.”

“Well, first of all, I am,” she says, her voice full of patience. “And second of all . . . I just mean, you know, feedback is good for everyone. And sharing their work is what writers do, isn’t it? That’s the whole point of writing . . . right?”

“Right . . . ,” I say, while my mind rushes to catch up.

Is the whole point of writing having other people read what you write? I’ve never really thought about it like that before, because I mostly write for my own enjoyment, but it makes sense, I guess. Why else would we have books? If that wasn’t the point, writers would just keep their drafts saved on their computers, for their eyes only. And okay, I’ve thought about having a book with my name on it, but I realize, with a pang of embarrassment, that in my fantasies I jumped from sharing my stories with Caroline to being a celebrated, admired novelist totally detached from my readers, which . . . yeah, I guess is sort of stupid.

I don’t know. Does that mean I’m not a real writer? Maybe I’m just someone who writes silly things for fun. For the first time, I start to think about how my creative writing classes might actually work—because until now I’ve only considered, with excitement, the long, uninterrupted periods of time to write. Will we have to share our work with each other? Will my classmates be excited to do that? My stomach gets tight as the thoughts begin to spiral.

“Can we . . . can we go back to talking about my outfit?” That felt like too much to handle a moment ago, but it’s definitely better than this.

“Sure, okay.”

Caroline and I spend the next hour going over every possible outfit combo in my closet before finally settling on a suitable first-day outfit for me. My mind, thankfully, quiets down in the process. This is familiar. This is easy.

“Seriously, what would I do without you?”

“Wear jewel-toned sweater sets? Jeans with butterflies embroidered on the back pockets? Who knows?” She snorts. “I’m really doing a community service. Do you think I can put this on my college applications?”

“Yes, please do that. And hey, how are you feeling about your first day tomorrow?” I ask, and I feel a little embarrassed that I haven’t done so already, too caught up in my own monumental change and anxiety.

“I don’t know, fine?” she says. “It’s just another day at South High. I’ll be wearing some boring variation of the uniform and trying to keep my eyes open all day, as usual.”

“Yeah, but it’s our first first day without each other since, well . . . forever! Who are you going to sit with at lunch?” I know the question has been plaguing me. Just picturing lunchtime tomorrow makes the dull ache of missing Caroline flare up like a fresh cut.

She laughs. “I’m sure I’ll find someone.” And that makes me feel a little strange. First, because I wasn’t joking, and second, because I’m definitely not feeling so cavalier. But we’ve always handled things differently. Maybe Caroline doesn’t need me as much as I need her.

Eventually, after multiple promises to call Caroline as soon as I get home tomorrow (and also to send her the next chapter), I get off the phone, and then I pull my computer up on my lap, diving into Tallulah and Thomas’s world of desire and romance again. Colette will have to wait.

I try not to think about anyone else’s eyes on this story. These words are just for me.

Tallulah slipped into the coffee shop’s open mic at exactly seven fifteen, the time Thomas had said he would be going on, not a minute sooner. Ever since their almost kiss was interrupted by the apparently unabandoned cabin’s owner, Tallulah had been afraid to be alone with Thomas again. What if what had happened between them was all in her head? Tallulah didn’t want to give that perfect memory a chance to be tarnished. She wanted to hold on to the delicate what-if forever.

So she showed up right on time, avoiding any chance of Thomas introducing her to his fellow musicians as a “buddy” or, worse, ordering a mocha from the hot, blond, sophisticated barista who was probably, most likely, in love with him too.

Tallulah found a place in the back of the shop, just in case she had to rush out in embarrassment, and watched as Thomas took his place at the front of the room. The twinkle lights cast an ethereal glow over his tousled black hair. Tallulah watched as he tuned his guitar, his slim fingers working with intention, and she imagined what it would feel like to have those same fingers on the small of her back or stroking the side of her face. The thought made her cheeks flush and her heart beat faster. Thomas looked ready to begin, but then he stopped and searched around the room, eyes squinted. Tallulah wondered, with anxiety, who he could be looking for—the blond barista? But she didn’t have to wonder for long, because when his eyes fell on her, a wide smile spread across his face. “For you,” he mouthed.

Thomas’s eyes didn’t leave Tallulah as he played his first song, and then his second and third. Even though the room was full of people, Tallulah felt like it was just the two of them. All of her worries melted away, because it was so clear from his words, his gaze, the music that flowed between them, that the moment in the rain had been real. This beautiful boy saw her—wanted her—like she wanted him.

After his final song, Thomas ignored the cheers and attempted conversation of everyone else, and strode straight up to Tallulah, enveloping her in a hug. She took his hand and led him outside, the night brightened by a full moon.

“I didn’t know . . . that you felt that way.” Tallulah sighed. “The other day . . . I thought it might just be me.”

“Don’t you see?” Thomas said, wrapping his arms around her. “Ever since I moved here . . . it’s always been you. It always will be you, Tallulah.”

Then he pressed his soft lips against hers.




Chapter Four

I wake up at five a.m. On purpose.

It’s not because I’m a morning person. I’m not. And it’s not the excitement or anxiety I feel about the first day of school.

It’s because I have to do my hair.

I’ve spent the past sixteen years figuring out how to do my hair. With a white mom, it didn’t come natural, but she did a better job than most. She never sent me out of the house with frizzy messes that would make old Black ladies at the grocery store purse their lips and shake their heads. No, she studied my aunties and my granny when we would visit them in Georgia, taking notes and asking questions as if she was working on her thesis. And she learned how to sculpt my hair into perfectly conditioned puffballs and braids laid straight and even on my scalp.

When I started sixth grade, I begged Mom to let me press my hair. She resisted. She never let me relax it growing up, even though all my cousins did and my granny suggested it a few times. The chemicals didn’t feel right to her, and “Your hair is beautiful just the way it is,” she always used to tell me. But I wanted my hair straight. Straight and smooth—like Meghan Markle. Of course, I didn’t know who the heck Meghan Markle was back then, but when I saw all the frenzied royal wedding coverage a couple years later, it was the first thing I thought. That. That is what I was going for.

I never really got it, though. Mom eventually gave in and took me to the shop every two weeks to get my hair freshly pressed. And she even let me use the relaxers that burned my scalp but made it possible for me to stretch out my appointments even further. But I never quite achieved the Meghan Markle dream. I always had bangs that frizzed every time I sweated and ends that broke off and refused to grow.

I pull the satin cap off my head and survey what I’m working with this morning. My hair is short now. Just a couple inches. And it’s not straight anymore. It’s curls that are wild and infuriating and exhilarating and magical, all at the same time.

After studying natural hair accounts on Instagram and watching beautiful curly-haired girls on YouTube for months, I finally did the Big Chop in June—cutting off all my processed hair and leaving an inch of my natural pattern, the promise of something new. I felt less scared knowing that I was going to a new place, that I would be starting over at Chrysalis, where people wouldn’t know the difference and notice or, even worse, comment.

I thought it would be more convenient. I could jump into the pool when I wanted to and I didn’t have to worry about
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