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WEATHER.COM REPORT

ATLANTA

H: 36°F L: 18°F

Special Weather Statement Until Midnight EST

Issued by National Weather Service, Atlanta, GA

AFFECTED COUNTIES

Cherokee, Clayton, Cobb, DeKalb, Douglas, Fayette, Forsyth, Fulton, Gwinnett, Henry, and Rockdale

A historic winter storm is gaining strength along the East Coast, dumping record-breaking snow accumulation from Jacksonville, FL, to the nation’s capital, coupled with a threat of coastal flooding from Savannah, GA, to Wilmington, NC, and 70 mph offshore winds. The National Weather Service has reported that large swaths of the southern United States will see up to eight inches of snowfall, prompting emergency conditions across four states. Heavy snow and high winds have created near-whiteout conditions. Authorities ask that everyone stay indoors and avoid all unnecessary travel. Icy patches likely on roads. All flights at Hartsfield- Jackson Atlanta International Airport have been grounded, and a winter storm warning is in effect from 3:00 p.m. through 12:00 a.m. 



ONE

STEVIE

Morningside—Lenox Park, 3:01 p.m.

THERE ARE INFINITE ways that terrible night could’ve turned out differently.

Some quantum theorists believe there’s another you out there. Another me. That our universe is really, really big—infinitely large—and because of that, there are only so many ways matter can arrange and rearrange itself. Eventually, everything has to repeat, they say.

So there’s another version of this reality. A parallel one. Another me. Another you. Another version of the people we might love. Another outcome to every mistake we’ve made . . . living in another version of this universe as if we’re only a deck of cards shuffled and reshuffled, beholden to the numbers.

I should know. I understand the science. I have the highest GPA possible in my grade, shattering all the records at Marsha P. Johnson Magnet (or MPJM, as we call it). I could’ve tested out of high school in the ninth grade, but chose to stay for . . .

Whatever. Anyway, back to the point. There are infinite ways that terrible night could’ve turned out differently.

Imagine if I hadn’t gotten so wrapped up in my experiment that Sunday afternoon, and hadn’t left the lab late covered in calcium sulfate and stinking of acetic acid, my super-long locs needing a refresh and my hands tinged green from overflowing graduated cylinders.

Imagine if I actually had taken the time to look like a perfectly put-together girlfriend, someone worthy of being loved instead of an overly anxious mess. And if that anxiety didn’t push me to make the most catastrophic decision ever as I tried to get myself to relax. I can’t even face what I did.

Or even the night before it all happened: Imagine if I hadn’t wasted our Saturday presenting my girlfriend, ex-girlfriend, my hopefully still girlfriend, Sola, with my charts, animated brain models, chemical equations, and study data for my AP Chemistry midterm project on love. The hypothesis posited that love was simply a biological response built into human brains to ensure the survival of the population . . . so is it even important?

Imagine if I hadn’t pontificated on my hypothesis, drilling down on how my results proved that love holds an overblown significance in our society and is most often wielded to make people believe that having a partner is some sort of accomplishment.

Being the smartest person in the world . . . now that’s a feat.

Curing cancer . . . ending pandemics . . . those are achievements.

Building libraries in communities that lack them . . . something to shout about.

Being in a relationship, though? There’s no need for a trophy or gold sticker . . . right?

Imagine if my whole experiment hadn’t invalidated our relationship.

Back to the awful Sunday night in question: Imagine if I hadn’t been so on edge, worried about being impressive, trying to show off that I was, in fact, the smartest person in school and would be able to go to the college of my choice; that I could identify every Nigerian dish her mother had made with the correct pronunciation, even as an outsider; that I could be so perfect, Sola’s parents and aunties and uncles and cousins would like me accept me. Accept us.

Accept our love.

If I hadn’t talked so much.

If I hadn’t been such a pompous ass.

If I hadn’t driven home that way.

Maybe in a parallel universe, like the one the quantum theorists theorize, that other version of me is less awkward, less nervous, less needing to know everything to feel tethered to reality, and maybe that me didn’t ruin her relationship three days ago. Maybe the cards were shuffled differently there. Maybe there’s an outcome where I didn’t blow up my life.

A knock rattles my bedroom door. “What—I mean, yes?”

The door creaks open. Pop crowds the doorway, forehead molasses brown and crinkled like the gingersnap cookies Aunt Lisa brought over yesterday for the holidays.

“I’m going to pick your mom up at the aquarium so we can go Christmas shopping at Lenox Mall.” Pop’s gaze scans my bedroom, the purse of his lips telegraphing his unhappiness with its current state. His once perfectly neat, perfectly behaved child would never have a messy room. Future scientists are never messy.

“First, you can drop the ‘mall,’ Pop,” I correct, fixing my eyes on the observation log in my lap. “While it’s technically correct, colloquially, it’s just Lenox. Second, you shouldn’t say Christmas shopping because there are other winter holidays happening right now, and more to come later in the month. It’s not inclusive.”

Pop sighs. “Stop giving me a hard time, baby girl.”

I cringe and look up. Pop knows how much that second word grates. How limiting it feels right now. How I’m trying to figure things out. I’ve told him. “Don’t call me that.”

He puts his hands in the air. “Sorry. Forgot all your new rules.”

“They’re not new, Pop.”

“Well, I’m still making sense of it all too,” he says.

“So am I,” I mutter, feeling like everything I thought I knew about myself, Sola, my experiments, the world, is changing.

Pop sucks his teeth. “Look, I’m just here to remind you that you’re still grounded.”

“I haven’t forgotten.”

“That means no visitors.”

I refocus on my log. “She doesn’t want to see me, so no need to worry there,” I say. “Pretty sure I ruined everything, and since you all won’t let me have my phone back, I can’t even do anything about it.”

He sighs and starts his lecture on consequences for one’s actions, blah blah, full-on rolling into Reverend Josiah Williams mode. “And no leaving this house.” He clears his throat like he always does before he has to be a hard-ass. “You better answer the house phone when I call to check in.”

“I know.”

“Do you?” Pop strides deeper into the room. “’Cause lately it seems like all the things I thought you knew, things I taught you, went straight out the window . . . and you’re acting like you lost all the sense you got. Where is my brilliant girl?”

I curl deeper into my window nook and gaze out at our front yard. The sky is a powdery white as precipitation drifts down. “No two snow crystals are alike. Did you know that?” But there’s no avoiding his monologue about my current moral failings and his surprise that his poster child, his only child, could mess up. He quotes some scripture that goes in one ear and out the other, and I wish I could remind him that we’re not in his megachurch and he’s not at the pulpit. That the last thing I need to hear about is “respecting my parents” and “following my elders’ leads.” It’s too bad he can’t tell me what to do when you’ve made the worst mistake of your life and hurt someone you love.

I cut in again: “Some are flat plates with dendritic arms shaped like small columns. Pencil flakes or needles, you could call them.”

“You really talking to me about snowflakes, Stevie? Did you hear anything I said to you?”

“Snow crystals. The word snowflake is more a general term. Could mean one single snow crystal or a few of them all stuck together.”

“Stephanie Camilla Williams!” Pop’s voice deepens in that warning way, the kind when Black dads say your name, you know you’re toeing the line.

“It’s Stevie,” I mumble, crossing right over it.

“Stevie.” (Pop hates calling me that but has acquiesced because he knows I’ll just keep correcting him.)

“What? It just started snowing, and I thought you should know, so you’d be careful. All that condensed water vapor coming out of those clouds”—I point out the window—“could make the streets messy. Statistically, there will be an average of six point seven motor vehicle crashes in these weather conditions.”

“Aren’t you glad you aren’t going?” Pop winks, then darts over to kiss my forehead before I can protest. I’m going to need a surge of endorphins to get through what I have to do tonight. “Be our perfect gir—I mean, child, please,” he says as he exits my room.

I want to grumble that I’m not a child anymore. That I’m almost seventeen, but it wouldn’t matter to him. I will be a child even at forty, because he’s the “elder.”

I gaze out the window again, watching as Pop’s car backs out of the garage, then disappears up our street and out of view.

I sigh and thumb through my observation log, combing through all the experiments I’ve done. The failed ones, the adventurous ones, the complicated ones, the prize-winning ones.

I can’t stop flipping to the one that blew up my relationship. It stares back at me. My once pride and joy, earning me an A+ for the semester. The one that sparked an argument that bled into what was supposed to be one of the biggest nights in my relationship history with Sola—one where I finally got to meet her parents, not just as her best friend . . . but as her girlfriend.



Date: 9/8

EXPERIMENT TITLE: LOVESICK, THE OXYTOCIN

OBSESSION

SCIENTIFIC QUESTION: What is the biochemistry of modern teenage love?




I gaze at my data tables of saliva samples and oxytocin measurements. Data that supported my theory: teenagers who claim to be “in love” will have oxytocin levels that mirror those of a person addicted to recreational drugs. Maybe if I hadn’t chosen this experiment or told Sola about it at all, we wouldn’t be in this mess. I wouldn’t be in this mess. But I told her everything. Because I always tell her everything.

I slam the log shut and walk to my desk. I pluck the tiny LEGO bouquet I always keep there, squeezing it over and over again, hoping it’ll slow down my heartbeat. I click a button, and the automatic blinds I had installed across the left wall of my room lift. Instead of revealing a stretch of windows, there’s a map of my life laid out across my mom’s wallpaper like a complex multitiered mathematical equation.

I wish life was as easy as a chemistry experiment. Choose the right reactants and blend them the right way to yield the product you desire. Chemistry makes things simple. If you know how the elements behave, you can predict the results. Voilà: no one gets hurt or burned . . . frustrated or disappointed.

The life wall journey begins with my baby pictures, then includes every newspaper clipping about my genius-level IQ and science experiments, with headlines shouting about the youngest-ever kid to break the world record for mental math equations completed in under a minute. There are articles about my desire to be a biochemist, and there’s my series of medals, and there are cheesy portraits of me with famous scientists and politicians, all fawning over me being a tiny smart person. All before sixth grade . . . all before meeting Sola.

Everything changed when I met her. Which is evident in how much space she takes up on this wall. Her kid photo is here too, right next to one of me holding a trophy from my middle school science fair. Her little-girl face stares back at me. Round and chubby cheeked, hair beads hitting her shoulders.

I can almost hear the click clack they used to make every time she turned her head to be nosy.

On Sola’s first day of sixth grade, the front office lady, Ms. Townsend, marched her into Mr. Ringler’s classroom. That click clack of her braids echoed in between all the introductions. Her dark brown skin glistened so much, my mama would’ve said she looked like candied pecans fresh from the oven. And Sola was grinning so hard, my cheeks throbbed in sympathy.

I remember being jealous. Her ability to step inside a room full of people she didn’t know and just smile. And not just a regular, sheepish smile . . . no, the deeply happy kind, as if somehow she was excited to be the new kid or felt like she’d just started a brand-new adventure or something. She wasn’t afraid that someone would call her cheesy.

I spent a lot of time making sure people didn’t know how I felt. I could be angry or sad or frustrated or even happy, and no one would ever know. I could control every one of my facial muscles. But Sola let it all shine through.

She’d plopped down next to me, filling the empty chair at our two-seater desk. I’d tried to ignore her, burying myself in Mr. Ringler’s math worksheets or playing with the LEGOs hidden in my side of the desk. If I didn’t make eye contact, maybe she’d stop glancing over at me.

“Hey,” she’d whispered. “Excuse me . . .”

I’d pretended to not hear anything, but then a little paper tent appeared in my line of sight. I couldn’t resist opening it. Inside sat a gummy worm and a story about its dastardly life as a worm burglar. I giggled and looked up to find her intense (and beautiful) brown eyes aimed right at me.

She unleashed that sunshiny smile. “We’re going to be best friends. I know it,” she said, her voice confident and tone prophetic.

“How do you know?” I couldn’t look away from her.

She pushed another worm in my direction. “Because you laughed at my story. Which means you get me. And I knew you’d like it, which means I get you.”

I tried to hide a smile, then pretended to pay attention to Mr. Ringler’s fractions (even though I already knew how to do them). While she ignored the math lesson, scribbling away in her journal—writing more stories about the worm burglar, I presumed—I made a tiny bouquet of LEGO flowers and left it in her side of the desk when she went to use the bathroom. I waited the whole rest of the day for her to find it, and when she did, she beamed like I’d left her a million dollars. At that moment, I knew: I wanted to make her smile like that forever.

Now, I set my own LEGO flower bouquet back on the desk in my room. Over the years, I’ve made dozens of these, leaving them in her locker or on the dashboard of her car or tucked away in her purse. A tiny way to remind her that I love her and I’m always thinking of her, even when I go quiet and get lost in my work and can’t get the words out.

I run my fingers over the wall and sigh, tracing how Sola intersects with almost every milestone in my journey. She probably should’ve been there from birth. There are pictures of her—of us— everywhere: hanging out after school while our classmate Kaz and I tutored people struggling in science; avoiding my dad’s sermons and hiding with Porsha in the wings of his church; going to hear Jimi sing at gigs all over the city; sending old-fashioned care packages to Evan-Rose at her fancy boarding school (a school where Sola and I went to sleepaway camp, and that we almost wound up attending); the two of us hanging out at the aquarium with Ava, staring up at the largest saltwater fish tank in the United States, while my mom handled boring fish logistics stuff in her office.

I move down the life wall to my most prized section: everything laid out under the words THE FUTURE.

All of my our plans sit there like a dream poised to evaporate into thin air.

Howard University after high school.

A shared apartment in DC.

A gap year post-graduation, to travel the world together.

A job in a lab or with a big pharmaceutical corporation so I can earn enough for her to stay home, write, and become a best-selling romance author.

Marriage.

Three kids.

Lifelong love.

Forever happiness.

An anxious bubble balloons in my chest. I grab my observation log and hug it close, hoping it can make the bubble burst. “You have to fix this, Stevie,” I say to myself.

I flip it open again and pore over the elements of my newest experiment. The most important theory I’ll ever test.



EXPERIMENT TITLE: MY GRAND PLAN TO FIX THE ULTIMATE SCREWUP.

SCIENTIFIC QUESTION: Can you get someone to forgive you and love you again?

HYPOTHESIS: If Stevie combines the proper romantic elements to create the perfect romantic gesture, then Sola’s heart can be recaptured.




I recite the step-by-step plan, all the people I’ve already texted, all the favors I’ve requested, all the parts of this experiment that have to work for me to achieve my desired outcome. The biggest and riskiest pseudo chemical equation of my life. The only way to fix all the things this version of me has done in this version of the universe.

I dart to Mom’s home office at the front of the house and retrieve my phone from the safe that she doesn’t think I know the code to. But Mom chooses numerical passcodes the way most people do: she uses an already-meaningful set of numbers for easy memory retrieval. For five-digit codes, the house number where she grew up—52404—is her go-to. Her ATM pin is the last four digits of her phone number: 9860. The eight digits for her cell phone? Her and Pop’s wedding anniversary: 10221995. And this safe? It’s my birthday: 1230.

I punch in the numbers and hear the triumphant ping of the bolt releasing.

Of course the phone is dead. I plug it in and sink into Mom’s worn-out desk chair, my legs finding the leather grooves she’s left behind from sitting for so many hours poring over aquarium reports.

My heart thuds as I wait to see what might be waiting for me on my phone. There are papers scattered all over Mom’s desk—board meeting minutes and research on moon jellyfish. Maybe marine biologists are messier than biochemists . . . but I guess I don’t have room to judge right now. It’s not like my room is exactly clean.

The phone glows, and as it comes back to life, the lock screen fills with social media notifications, alerts, and email previews. And messages from Sola. One after another. Single lines of anger. Thick text blocks of sadness and frustration. All built up over the last few days.
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The final long text is from this morning:
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My vision blurs and the words jumble on the screen, scattering in all directions as my heart sinks. Right down into the pit now, burning a hole in my stomach. What Sola said the last time we saw each other echoes in my head as if she’s right in front of me, shouting.

“Do you even believe in love?”

“If it’s all just science, how could you possibly love me?”

“Is our relationship a complete lie?”

I call her.

It goes straight to voicemail.

I try again.

And again.

Nothing.

I get up. Pace. She thinks I’ve ignored her for three days. She had no clue that I’m grounded and my parents took all my devices and have been watching my every move. Once she hears the explanation for my silence, everything will make sense. It’ll cool her anger. Rational heads will prevail . . . isn’t that the phrase? She should know that I would never ignore her.

I message her on every app I can think of. Then I click open my email app—which won’t sync. (Typical.) So I retrieve my laptop from Mom’s safe and power it up. All the folders load neatly on-screen, freckling a photo of Sola, her beautiful hair swaddled in a gorgeous gele made by her mother. The deep peacock blues and rich oranges of the fabric make the deep brown of her skin glow.

I send her an email. Then wait, and recheck social media.

My computer chimes.

Delivery status notification (failure)

Did she delete her email account? Or is this some sort of evil blocking software? Am I blocked? Would she do that? Can she do that?

I call Sola.

Nothing. Still straight to voicemail. Why is her phone off? She couldn’t be in trouble because of me, could she? I remember her saying, “Yeah, my parents don’t believe in the whole grounding thing.”

I hold my breath and dial her house phone. It rings and I almost don’t say a word when her mother answers.

“Hello?” the thickness of Mrs. Olayinka’s Nigerian accent pours through the phone. “Hello?”

I clear my throat. Sweat skates down my back. I tug at my sweater. A long silence crackles between us.

“Who playing on my phone?” she barks.

“Hi, Mrs. Ola . . . Mrs. Olayinka.” I gulp.

“Who is this?”

I hang up and put my hands over my eyes. “Pull it together, Stevie,” I say to myself. “All this cortisol is going to lead to the shrinking of your prefrontal cortex. Something you need to become the best biochemist in the world. You have to calm down.”

I drop my head between my knees and take three deep breaths. I can fix this. My plan from three days ago won’t work, since there’s no way all the favors I called in can be pulled together by Sola’s midnight deadline. (Midnight! Is she trying to destroy me?) I have to come up with something new—and fast.

I check all the apps again. No response from Sola.

I rush back upstairs to my room and stare at my life wall. At our history, all laid out. I see a photo of the fireworks we saw together on the Fourth of July last year, and another one of us at the stadium where we suffered through a football game for my dad’s sake (so brutal, that sport). The only thing that made it bearable was Who’s on That Plane?—the game we played where we counted the planes we could see flying overhead through the gaping circle of Mercedes- Benz Stadium’s open roof, guessing who might be inside.

And then it hits me like lightning, what I could do. What I have to do.

I scroll through my phone until I find Ernest, the older brother of my other best friend, Evan-Rose. Because he’s the only one who can help me now.
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I smile and request a Ryde. Hopefully Ern already being precisely where I need him is a good omen. After telling him my plan, I grab my observation log. Make a few changes to the procedure section, and jot down the new variable: midnight deadline.

As more logistics details fill my mind, I know this is a good idea.

I just hope I can pull it off. On time.

Or I’ll lose Sola forever.

[image: image]

[image: image]



[image: image]

[image: image]



TWO

KAZ

Lenox Square Mall, 4:35 p.m.

Seven hours and twenty-five minutes until midnight

FROM THE START, mistakes were made.

“I can’t believe you’re making us come here,” I groan.

No one in their right mind would come to Lenox four days before Christmas. If you know anything about shopping before this hyper-capitalist holiday, you know that the week prior, every mall around the world is filled with ravenous, bloodthirsty shoppers trying to scoop up last-minute gifts and stocking stuffers.

But here I am, circling the parking lot for what seems like the twentieth time, looking for a place to land. And next to me, Porsha Washington, my best friend in the whole wide world, is harmonizing with Mariah Carey’s “All I Want for Christmas” for the millionth time.

Porsha laughs, the bell on her Santa hat jingling. “I’m not ‘making’ us do anything. Only place to get what we need is the mall. Our Jack and Jill homie is in need!”

I laugh thinking about how me, her, and Stevie have been stuck doing leadership and cultural events (and tons of community service) because our parents have had us in that secret bougie Black kid organization since we were nine. So, when Porsha busted into my room shortly after we all agreed to help our friend and said, “I found where to get what Stevie asked me for,” there wasn’t any room for hesitation. “We need to go by Lenox immediately.”

But then I looked up from my three-dimensional scale model of the aquarium, squinted at the screengrab, and glanced out the window at our shared snow-covered driveway.

“Bruh, it’s snowing.”

“Yeah,” Porsha shot back. “And Rita is the only car that’ll get us to the mall alive. We’re going. Come on, it’ll just take an hour.”

So we piled into my truck, sat in traffic for twenty-four minutes, despite the mall being really close to where we live, and I’ve been circling this lot ever since. If I had thought it through, I would’ve checked the news before stepping out the door, to see what was going on. Atlanta is in a damn state of emergency over the snow. There’s about two inches on the ground, enough to bring the city to a standstill.

As I said: mistakes were made.

But after everything Stevie and Sola have done for me . . . I owe them this favor. Still doesn’t stop me from strangling my steering wheel.

“Aye, why do people drive like they got nowhere to be?” I snap, weaving around an old woman worming her way through the parking-lot lanes.

Porsha chuckles. “You’re being Grumpy Kazeem.”

“I’m Hungry Kazeem.”

“So . . . Hangry Kazeem?”

Fasting ain’t never easy, but the last day of any fast always hits hard, like a steel bat to the face. Dad got COVID during Ramadan, so we decided as a family to reschedule our fast until he was healed and have our own little Fake-Eid tonight to celebrate. I’ve mentally been trying to distract myself from thoughts of food by working on extra-credit projects for AP classes, putting together puzzles and 3D models. I saved my hardest model for today, the one that required the most thinking, to keep me straight until sundown.

But like always, Porsha comes and changes up the game plan.

“Ooh there!” She points to an empty space, one lane over. I step on the gas, swerve around the corner . . . but lose the spot to a green Jeep.

“Dang,” she mumbles, then perks up. “Ooo! This is my song.”

“Every song on this album is your song.”

“But this one is, like, top three favs on the album. Come on, you know you wanna sing,” she says, bopping in her seat.

“I wanna find a parking spot,” I grumble.

She rolls her eyes. “Extra-Hangry Kazeem. Ooo! Look, that truck has Christmas lights.”

“I already let you put antlers on Rita.”

“And Rita is better looking for it,” she says, petting the dashboard.

Rita is my truck that’s probably older than the two of us combined. My dad bought it when we first moved to Georgia from Sudan, and it survived my two older brothers before it was passed down to me. Passed down, meaning earned, as I needed straight As for two years before I could ever think of touching our much- beloved rust bucket.

I glance up at the Christmas tree sitting on the roof of Macy’s, the sky above a dark slate gray. The falling snow isn’t the pretty kind you see in Christmas cards. It’s the wet, icy kind, making the parking lot look like the black slick top of a frozen lake.

“Bruh, my to-do list is wild,” Porsha says. “Imma look up and Christmas will be here, like, tomorrow. Oh, don’t forget on Friday, we’re building gingerbread houses. Oh, I have to put in an order for the honey-baked ham for Christmas dinner. There’s probably going to be a long-ass line for pickup.”

“Oooo, Christmas swine. Yummmy. Cough . . . BARF!”

She laughs. “Relax. Dad already said he’s making that honey- glazed salmon you love.”

“At least your father is thinking of me.”

“Boy, bye. I always make sure you have the hottest of hot sauces and ginger beer.”

“That you do,” I concede. “But for real, though, why do you even order a ham when you don’t eat it?”

“’Cause it’s tradition,” she replies. “Mom ordered one every year. The table will look weird without it. Oh! That reminds me, I need to pick up some sharp cheddar blocks for the mac and cheese. I hate pre-shred. And the fruitcake and lemonade. Oh, and I need some more green food coloring. And some ribbon for presents . . .”

While she’s distracted, I put on the new Lil Kinsey track I was listening to earlier, before making the dumb decision to leave the house.

“Uh, you ain’t serious,” she snaps.

“What? This is fire!”

“No trap music during the Jesus season.” She quickly switches back to Mariah’s “Joy to the World,” then grins at me. “There. And please miss me with your ‘never touch a Black man’s radio’ dad joke.”

Moving next door to this Christmas junkie in the third grade, you’d think I’d be used to her tyrant ways when it comes to the holiday playlist. Literally, when the clock strikes midnight after Halloween, she turns from a pumpkin to one of those Christmas bulbs and teams up with Sola to terrorize us with all things Santa.

Some people are dead serious about Christmas. My best friend is one of those people. Like, Thanksgiving straight up doesn’t exist. It’s just a break to refuel. The house decorating, the ice skating, the chopping down of those innocent trees, the movie schedule, the fussing over a menu that hasn’t changed since cell phones were invented, the gift wrapping and subsequent paper cuts. She approaches Christmas with precision similar to that of a military drill sergeant. “Don’t you dare try to veer off from the plan or schedule!”

But this year feels special. Our fast is landing right in the height of holiday season, putting us on somewhat equal footing. And tonight, my family is hosting a big dinner for Fake Eid. No way Porsha can come up with an excuse not to come like all the other times.

“Yo, they canceled all flights at the airport,” Porsha says, her nose up in her phone.

“What? All of them?”

“Yeah. I just saw it on Ava’s feed. Everyone’s talking about the traffic. People calling 75/85 a parking lot.” She flashes a ten-second clip at me.

“We better take the back roads home.”

She sucks her teeth. “We took the back roads here.”

“It’s really not even snowing that hard. Everyone’s right—Atlanta drivers are already garbage, but add some snow?”

Porsha chuckles, throwing me a mischievous smirk. “Hangry.”

That smile. I’m talking strictly as her friend here, but let me tell you: Porsha Washington is fine. Like, straight-up beautiful. Pretty brown eyes, short hair that curls right under her adorably chubby cheeks, with a runner’s body that would make any guy do a double take. But that smile, bruh . . .

“Okay, ready?” She stretches her arm out for a selfie and smiles. I gaze up at the camera, clocking her dimples.

“Kaz! Smile!” She laughs, slapping my arm. “Come on, get closer. Stop trying to mess up my picture! You look like you about to choke.”

Man, pull it together.

I hold my breath, lean over closer, give my best “I’m not in love with my best friend” smile, and try not to breathe because then I’ll catch a whiff of her body spray that sends me. Sometimes when she borrows my hoodie, I don’t wash it for weeks. I even sleep in it, just to bury myself in her scent.

Simping big-time over this girl.

But tonight, that all changes. Tonight, I’m going to tell Porsha that I love her. I’ve already got it all planned out. After the dinner, I’m going to bring her to the dessert table and present her with her favorite cake, the words written in the icing. (You don’t understand, the girl loves cake.) Depending on her reaction, I could just say it was a mistake at the bakery. ’Cause . . . well, I could never say those words out loud. That’d be nuts.

“Oooo, this one is cute!” she shrieks, showing me the photo. “Maybe I’ll frame this one.”

Porsha has been talking about printing, like with actual photo paper, a picture of us for years. She even has an empty frame waiting. But every year she forgets.

Just like she forgets about all the holidays my family celebrates.

Not this time. I knew the only way she couldn’t get out of coming to tonight’s dinner is if I stayed up in her face all day.

“Oh!” Porsha looks at her lit-up phone and turns down the car volume. “Hey, Ummi.”

“Ummi? Wait . . . are you talking to my mom? You have my mom’s cell?”

“Shhh! I can’t hear,” she snaps, returning to her call. “Oh, nothing, just looking for a parking space. . . . Yeah, I hope Stevie can win back Sola too. They’re so cute together. . . . Sure, I’ll remind him. . . . Yep . . . okay . . . great! Talk to you later. Love you too! Ma’aasalaama.”

I hold back a prideful smirk, always impressed that she at least attempts the few Arabic words I’ve taught her over the years, even when she butchers them.

“So what, you two girls talk often?”

She rolls her eyes. “I can’t help it if your mom loves me more than you.”

I get it. She’s easy to love.

“Anyways, she called me to remind you to pick up the rolls from Mrs. Ahmed for tonight’s thingy.”

My stomach roars at the mention of food. You ever been so hungry that if someone said, “Two plus two equals five,” you’d say, “Bet,” just to cop yourself a single cracker? I’ve reached that level of desperation, and it’s all on me. I overslept and missed suhoor breakfast. Now I’m craving Ummi’s fried sambuxa bad.

We stop at the roundabout as a couple crosses the street headed for the Cheesecake Factory. I shift my eyes to Porsha watching them holding hands and giggling, her face smooth, but I could almost swear there’s a bit of longing in her eyes. Just the thought of reaching over and touching her hand makes my heart sprint.

BEEP!

A car honks behind us. Porsha turns, catches me staring, and gives me that smile. “What? What you lookin’ at?”

I snap forward, slam on the gas, and clear my throat. “Uh. Nothing. I was thinking . . . that I can’t believe Sola and Stevie are breaking up.”

“Maybe not,” Porsha says. “Maybe whatever this thing Stevie is cooking will squash that.”

“You think it’ll be that easy? Sounds like she messed up bad.”

She shrugs. “Sometimes people just belong to each other, so it doesn’t matter how bad they mess up. Besides, it’s Christmas! Ooo! There! Over there! A space!”

I’m so caught off guard by the comment that I almost forgot where we are. I swerve, bumping into a curb, wheels shrieking as we slip into the spot. I drum the steering wheel in victory as Porsha cheers.

“YASSS!”

“Aight,” I say, and turn off the car. “Game plan.”

“Okay, ready!”

“We gotta make this quick. It’s getting bad out here and it’s probably gonna take us half an hour to make it home. So we need to roll through, grab the goods, and dip. No stops.”

Porsha secures her Santa hat and gives me a thumbs-up. “Got it. Let’s roll.”

We jump out the car just as a lime-green SUV skirts to a halt in front of us. The window rolls down and we’re eyed by two brothers in black hoodies. I take a step closer to Porsha.

“Aye, man! You took my spot.” Gotta love Atlanta.

“Your spot?” Porsha snaps, glancing at the ground. “I don’t see your name on it.”

There she goes with that hot-ass passenger-seat road rage.
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» To Black kids everywhere:
your joy and love warm the hearts of the world.

" We still see you.
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O OPERATION SOLA AND STEVIE SURPRISE

346 p.m.

Jimi

Like, for real. We gotta come through
for Stevie. She’s certainly done things
to help US out in the past. ...

Porsha

You right. Lord knows Stevie keeps me awake
at church, analyzing the scientific accuracy
(and inaccuracy) of Bible verses.

3:47 p.m.

E.R.

Stevie was my steadiest anchor to home my
first semester at boarding school. Picked up
every time | called to vent about *my* issues.
AND she sends bomb-ass care packages.

Ava

Yeah. We’re cousins, but also kinda sisters?
| know she’s got me and | always got her.

Jimi
Stevie and Sola are always at my gigs.
Even the ones no one else shows up to.

And they’re the happiest couple |
know. Usually, | mean.
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3:56 p.m.

Kaz

Right. I’ll certainly never forget all the times
Stevie helped me out with my tutoring service.
Wouldn’t have survived MPJM without her.

Porsha

So we still on? Everyone understand the
assignment?

Jimi
Yup.
Kaz
On it.
Ava

You know it.

E.R.

Hell yeah.
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O OPERATION SOLA SURPRISE

3:42 p.m.

Stevie

Hey y’all! So, | apparently made
things worse by being grounded and
not having my phone. (<% Sola gave
me an ultimatum . . . with a midnight
deadline. Which means the original
plan for her big Christmas surprise
would be too late and | have to do
something different... NOW. You
don’t have to get those gifts anymore.

But thanks!

Stevie has left the group.
Jimi
Wait ... did she just. .. ? Does that notification

say Stevie LEFT the group? After dropping that
bomb?

E.R.

Sure does. Typical Stevie for you. Of course.
Just changes the plan AFTER | already went
through hell and risked expulsion to get this
damn thing she asked for.

Ava

Stevie can’t do that. Can’t just CHANGE the
plan at the last minute. Right?
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How could you?

OUR RELATIONSHIP IS NOT AN EXPERIMENT!
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| mean, technically | guess Stevie CAN ... but
nah. If she’s getting ultimatums, she CLEARLY
needs our help. Time for a plan of our own.
Y’all in?

Kaz changed the group name to OPERATION SOLA AND STEVIE SURPRISE.
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So...canl getin on that?

What do you mean?

I’ll call you with the details,
but I’'m on my way.

Okay, cool. I’m still running tests, but the snow
is causing problems so | don’t know how long
I’ll be here. Mr. Celebrity is blowing up my
phone for a report so.. ..
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S STEVIE

Mayday, mayday! SOS, Ern!

E ERN

You’re so silly, Little Stevie. What’s up?

Hey now, I’m not that little anymore.
And | need your assistance with a very
high-stakes situation.

High stakes, huh? You young ones are so
dramatic. Name it, and you got it.

It’s, umm . . . kind of outrageous? Like,
it’s a BIG favor. E.R. told me you’re

at the stadium working on a secret
engagement stunt.

Ummm ... my sister has a big mouth, but yeah.
It’s for this celebrity’s big wedding proposal
but that’s all I'm saying.
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You know what? Since you love deadlines

and dates and precise expectations and only
seem to respond to those, I’ll give you one.

If | don’t hear from you by midnight tonight,
it’s over. You owe me an explanation, Stevie.
What the heck was going on with you? Why
did you behave that way in front of my family?
And don’t give me any science bullshit. | want
to know that you aren’t a robot. That you feel
something. Anything. If you can’t show me,
please don’t ever call me again. In fact, you can
just forget you ever knew me. I’m sure there’s a
biochemical way to do that. ...
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S soLaA

| can’t believe you did that.

| lie awake at night replaying it over and over
again. From your ridiculous “experiment” that
basically invalidated how we feel about each
other to you ruining the dinner with my family.
Our BIG dinner. Our big moment. All in one
weekend.

And you won’t even text me back! It’s been
THREE DAYS, and NOTHING!

Do you even believe in love? Do you love ME?





