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Prologue
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By the time the officiant said, “You may kiss your bride,” Kai was already barely holding himself together.

The church blurred at the edges.

The candles, the flowers, the soft music still hanging in the air, the proud faces of family and friends packed into every row—none of it felt as real as the woman standing in front of him in white.

Imani.

His wife.

The word moved through him with a force that almost made him forget where he was. Wife. Not his girl. Not the girl he had prayed over, chased, laughed with, argued with, held himself back for. Not the girl who had kissed him sweet and slow for two years and still made him wait because she wanted God in the center of what they were building.

His wife.

She stood in front of him glowing, her veil falling soft behind her, her lashes still damp from the tears she had tried so hard not to cry. Her mouth trembled around the prettiest smile he had ever seen, and her fingers were warm inside his, shaking just enough for him to feel it.

Kai tightened his hold on her hands without thinking.

It was instinct.

A silent way of telling her, I got you.

But the truth was, she was the one steadying him.

She had been since sixteen.

He looked at her and saw every version of her at once. The quiet girl who caught his eye without asking for attention. The friend who learned how to read his moods before he ever had to explain them. The young woman who trusted him enough to hand him her heart, her softness, her patience, her future. The one who had loved him with discipline. Loved him with standards. Loved him enough not to give him everything just because he wanted it.

And now she was looking up at him like she had made the best choice of her life.

That did something to him.

Something deep.

Something holy and dangerous all at once.

Imani’s smile turned shy for half a second, like she could feel the weight of his gaze resting all over her. Then her eyes lifted fully to his, and whatever little bit of control Kai had left nearly slipped from his hands right there at the altar.

Because there was something different in her face now.

She was still sweet. Still soft. Still his Imani.

But now there was something else there too.

Trust, yes.

Love, yes.

But also permission.

A quiet heat.

A look that said the waiting was over.

The room laughed gently at something the officiant added, but Kai did not hear a word of it. He could only hear the blood beating in his ears and the sound of her breathing, light and uneven, as if she was feeling the exact same thing pressing hard against his ribs.

Slowly, he let go of one of her hands.

His fingers moved to the side of her face, brushing the line of her cheek, then settling just beneath her jaw. Her skin was warm. Soft. She leaned into his touch on instinct, and that one small movement almost finished him.

God.

He stepped closer.

Close enough for the front of her dress to brush his suit. Close enough to feel the rise and fall of her breath. Close enough that when she looked up at him, her parted lips were right there, waiting, and the scent of her perfume wrapped around his head like something meant to tempt a man on purpose.

His thumb traced once across the edge of her cheek.

He heard his mother sniffle somewhere in the crowd. Heard somebody laugh softly through tears.

Still, he could not look away from Imani.

Not from the shine in her eyes.

Not from the way her chest lifted.

Not from the way she seemed to be standing there in all that white trying to be calm while the truth lived plain between them: they had waited, and both of them knew tonight would be the night everything changed.

Kai lowered his head until his forehead touched hers.

The contact stole a breath from both of them.

For one suspended second, neither of them moved.

Her lashes fluttered shut.

His hand slid from her face to the curve of her waist, slow and sure, and his fingers spread there like he needed to feel that she was real. That this was real. That after everything it had taken to get here, after every prayer, every promise, every time he had kissed her and stopped before he wanted to, she was finally his wife.

Imani’s fingers curled into his jacket.

That tiny grip lit something hot in him.

When he kissed her, it was not with the light, polished restraint everybody expected from a church kiss.

It was deeper than that.

He kissed her like a man who had been starving with manners.

His mouth found hers with reverence first—firm, slow, full of feeling— and when she gave back to him instantly, the whole moment shifted. A soft sound left her throat, faint enough that nobody else would have caught it, but Kai felt it everywhere. His hand tightened at her waist. Her lips softened beneath his, warm and willing, and the taste of her hit him with enough force to make his body go tense.

She kissed him back like she meant it.

Not timid.

Not uncertain.

Not the careful little kisses they had shared in parked cars, on front porches, under stars, inside doorways where her mama was just one room away.

This was different.

This was his wife rising into his mouth like she finally did not have to hold the line anymore.

The room disappeared.

The cheering, the clapping, the laughter swelling around them—gone.

There was only the press of her body against his, the tremble in her breath, the way years of wanting seemed to gather all at once and burn through that one kiss. Kai tilted his head and kissed her deeper, enough to make the moment feel just one heartbeat away from reckless. Her grip on his jacket tightened. His thumb pressed into her waist. Something hot flashed between them, sharp and immediate, and for a second it took real effort not to forget they were standing in front of everybody who had ever loved them.

Imani melted into him with a sweetness that was somehow making everything worse.

Better.

Worse.

Because she tasted like promise and trust and finally.

Because the ring on her finger was still new.

Because her mouth was saying yes in a language older than words.

Because if they had been alone, Kai did not trust himself to stop at a kiss.

When he pulled back, it was only because he had to.

Only because breathing had become necessary again.

Only because the church had erupted into applause loud enough to force the world back into place.

Imani opened her eyes slowly.

Her lips were flushed. Her cheeks warm with color. Her chest rose under the white satin of her dress, and the way she looked at him then—loved, shaken, fully his—hit him with a kind of tenderness so fierce it almost hurt.

She smiled, small and dazzled, like she was standing inside the exact future she had prayed for.

Like she believed with all her heart that the man in front of her would protect what they had built.

Like she had just placed the rest of her life in the right hands.

And maybe that was the cruelest part.

Because if Imani had known how this story would end, she would have gathered her dress, turned away from the altar, and run before he ever got the chance to kiss her like that.
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Two Years Earlier

By third period, Kai Bennett had already been called handsome four times, asked for his number twice, and stopped in the hallway by Coach Darnell, who wanted to know if he was still coming to open gym after school.

He answered all of it the same way he answered most things—with the easy grin that made grown women shake their heads and girls his age forget what they were about to say.

By sixteen, he knew exactly what his smile did.

He also knew how to use it.

“Kai, you heard me?” Coach called as he kept walking backward down the hall, whistle swinging against his chest.

“Yeah, Coach,” Kai said, half laughing. “I’m coming.”

“You said that last week.”

“And I came last week.”

“You came late.”

Kai spread his hands like none of life’s real problems had anything to do with him. “But I came.”

Coach rolled his eyes and kept moving, and Kai turned the corner still grinning, one strap of his bookbag hanging loose off his shoulder.

The hallway at Eastview High was loud in that usual back-to-school way— lockers slamming, somebody arguing over a charger, girls laughing too hard at something probably not that funny, a teacher already tired and it wasn’t even lunch yet. The air smelled like floor wax, too much cologne, and the heat still clinging to everybody from outside.

His phone buzzed in his pocket.

Malik:

Lunch. Don’t disappear with nobody either.

Kai snorted.

That was the problem with having friends who had known you your whole life. They thought they had the right to narrate your habits.

He was typing back when he saw her.

And just like that, the whole hallway went quiet in his head.

She stood near the front office with a folder hugged lightly against her chest, listening while the secretary pointed down one hall and then another like she’d already had to give the same directions six times that morning. The girl nodded once, calm, polite, not flustered, not fake-smiling, not doing the most the way some girls did when they knew people were looking.

She wasn’t trying to be seen.

That was probably why Kai saw her so fast.

Pretty was common at Eastview.

Loud was common too.

But there was something about the way she stood there—straight-backed, self-contained, like she belonged to herself first—that made him slow down.

Brown skin smooth as poured honey. Neatly pressed uniform. Small gold hoops. A long dark braid falling over one shoulder. No extra drama. No crowd around her. No performance.

Still, she had presence.

The kind that made noise feel disrespectful.

Kai slipped his phone back into his pocket and changed direction without fully deciding to.

Miss Linda, the secretary, spotted him first. “Kai Bennett, don’t you start.”

He put a hand to his chest. “Start what?”

“That right there. Keep walking.”

The new girl looked at him then.

Really looked at him.

Not shy. Not impressed. Just taking him in.

That almost made him laugh.

“Miss Linda,” Kai said, stepping up to the counter, “why would you assume I’m bothering this young lady when I was clearly coming to help?”

Miss Linda gave him a flat look over her glasses. “Because I know you.”

The girl’s mouth moved just a little at the corner.

Not a full smile.

Barely even that.

But Kai caught it, and suddenly helping felt a whole lot more important.

“I can show you where the junior hall is,” he said, turning to her.

She held his eyes for a second like she was measuring whether he was serious or just pretty and bored.

That second lasted long enough to interest him.

“I’m not lost,” she said.

Her voice was soft, but not weak. Smooth. Steady. Like she meant what she said the first time and did not care whether anybody liked it.

Kai leaned one shoulder against the counter. “Didn’t say you were.”

“You were about to.”

“Nah.” He smiled. “I was about to be kind.”

That got the smallest breath of a laugh out of her, and it hit him harder than it should have.

Miss Linda muttered, “Lord.”

The girl glanced down at the paper in her hand, then back at him. “You do this with everybody?”

“Do what?”

“Walk up like you were sent.”

Kai laughed for real then. “Depends who I’m walking up to.”

She shook her head like she had already decided he was one of those boys. Which, to be fair, he was. But there was something in the way she looked at him that made him want to prove he could be more than whatever she thought she saw.

That was new.

Most girls got around him and started helping him be charming. Smiling too quick. Softening too fast. Offering him easy openings before he had to earn them.

She didn’t.

She was polite. She was beautiful.

And she was making him work.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

She adjusted the folder in her arms. “Why?”

Kai lifted a brow. “That secret?”

“No.” Her eyes stayed on his. “I just like knowing why people want things.”

That landed somewhere deeper than he expected.

Miss Linda made a little approving sound under her breath, and Kai ignored it.

For the first time all morning, he stopped smiling automatically. Not completely—just enough to mean it when he said, “Kai.”

Something shifted in her face then. Not softness exactly. More like she appreciated the answer because he had given it plain.

“Kai,” she repeated, like she was trying the name out for size.

He should not have liked the sound of his own name in her mouth that much. But he did.

“I’m Imani.”

And there it was.

Something in him settled the second he heard it.

Imani.

It fit her too well.

Miss Linda took the schedule from her and tapped the page. “You’ve got English in room 214. Government in 301. Baby, if you take this hall all the way down and turn left at the trophy case, you’ll be fine.”

Kai held a hand out. “See? Helped.”

Imani glanced at him, unimpressed again. “You didn’t do anything.”

“I was moral support.”

“For who?”

He put a hand to his chest. “That hurts.”

This time her smile came a little fuller, quick and pretty before she tucked it away again, and Kai felt it like a small win.

Not because he got girls to smile all the time—he did—but because hers looked earned.

Imani took her schedule back from Miss Linda and thanked her, then looked at Kai like she was deciding whether or not to say something else.

He waited.

That was another thing people didn’t know about him: he could be patient when he wanted something.

“You know where room 214 is?” she asked.

He grinned slowly. “So now you need me.”

“No,” she said, already turning toward the hall. “But since you insisted on being kind...”

Kai pushed off the counter and fell into step beside her like that had always been the plan.

Behind them, Miss Linda called, “Kai Bennett, if you make that girl late, I’m calling your mama.”

He didn’t even turn around. “You love me, Miss Linda.”

“I love the Lord,” she shouted back. “You I tolerate.”

Imani laughed then, clean and unexpected, and Kai really looked at her— not just because she was fine, not just because her voice did something low and strange to the morning, but because for the first time in a long time, something had walked into his day that did not immediately bend toward him.

He liked that. Maybe too much.

As they headed down the hallway, girls he knew nodded at him. One called his name. Another touched his arm in passing and kept going.

Kai answered without stopping, barely thinking about it.

But out the corner of his eye, he noticed Imani notice. She didn’t ask questions, didn’t act bothered, didn’t act impressed either. She just kept walking.

By the time they reached room 214, the late bell warning had already buzzed once overhead.

Kai stopped beside the door and tipped his chin toward the number. “See? Helped.”

Imani looked at the room, then back at him.

“Barely.”

He smiled. “Still counts.”

She shifted the folder against her chest, studying him one more time like she was filing him somewhere in her mind.

Then she said, “You know what your problem is?”

Kai lifted a brow. “Already?”

“You think being charming is the same thing as being interesting.”

That hit harder than it should have.

Before he could answer, Imani reached for the door.

Then she paused and added, “Figure out the difference, Kai.”

And walked into class.

The door shut between them.

Kai stayed there a beat longer than necessary, staring at the narrow window in the classroom door like it might explain something back to him. Then the final bell rang, and for the first time in a long time, he went to class thinking about somebody else’s words instead of his own.
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The Second Time He Saw Her

By the time Kai got Imani to room 214, the bell had already rung and Ms. Whitfield had already shut the door.

Kai knocked once.

Not timid.

Just enough to announce himself like he had a right to still be let in.

A beat later, the door opened, and Ms. Whitfield looked from him to Imani, then back to him again with the long-suffering expression of a woman who had been teaching long enough to know exactly which students came with peace and which ones came with a smile and a problem.

“Mr. Bennett,” she said.

Kai rested one hand on the doorframe. “I was helping.”

Ms. Whitfield lifted one eyebrow. “And yet somehow the new student still ended up late.”

A few laughs moved through the room.

Imani glanced at him then, and Kai caught the tiny look in her eyes.

Not embarrassed.

Amused.

That did more for him than the laughter.

“My fault, ma’am,” he said. “Charge it to my heart.”

“Boy, don’t quote church in my doorway and think it’ll save you.” Ms. Whitfield stepped back. “Come on.”

Kai grinned and walked in beside Imani.

The classroom was cool from the overworked air conditioner and smelled faintly like dry-erase markers, paper, and somebody’s too-sweet body spray. Posters lined the walls—James Baldwin, Toni Morrison, Maya Angelou, Langston Hughes—framed in bold black letters that made the room feel serious even when the students weren’t. Sunlight spilled through the tall windows on the far side, striping the desks in pale gold.

Ms. Whitfield pointed to two empty seats near the middle.

“Imani, you can sit there. Kai, since you’re feeling so helpful, you can sit right beside her and make yourself useful.”

A few more laughs.

Kai heard somebody in the back say, “Lucky man,” and ignored it. He was too aware of Imani settling into the desk next to his, too aware of the clean scent of her perfume drifting his way when she sat down. Something soft. Not loud. The kind of scent you had to be close to catch.

He sat, slid his notebook onto the desk, and leaned back just enough to look at her out the corner of his eye.

She was already pulling out her things—folder, composition book, pen— quick, neat, prepared.

No wasted movement.

No fuss.

Like she had no interest in being the center of any room she walked into, even when she obviously could be.

Ms. Whitfield turned to the board. “Since half of y’all acted like summer break took your memory with it, let’s make this easy. Today is about introductions, voice, and observation.”

A collective groan rolled through the class.

She ignored it.

“Pair up with the person next to you. You’re going to interview each other and write a one-page introduction. Not height, not favorite color, not surfacelevel nonsense. I want three things I could not tell just by looking at you.”

That woke the room up a little.

People shifted in their seats. Somebody complained softly. A pen dropped.

Kai looked at Imani.

She had already uncapped her pen.

He smiled.

Of course she had.

Ms. Whitfield pointed toward the front. “And because some of you need to hear this before you start lying for sport, make it truthful.”

A few people laughed again.

Kai put a hand to his chest. “I feel attacked.”

“You should,” Ms. Whitfield said without turning around.

The room cracked up.

Imani’s shoulders moved with a laugh she tried to hide, and Kai caught it.

“There it is,” he said quietly.

She glanced over. “What?”

“That laugh you keep trying not to let out.”

Her mouth curved just a little. “Class started thirty seconds ago. You’re already watching me too hard.”

Kai leaned back in his chair. “I watch everything.”

“Mm.”

That little sound should not have felt like a challenge.

But it did.

He turned his paper sideways and wrote her name across the top in block letters.

Imani.

Then he looked back at her. “You first.”

“No.”

He blinked. “No?”

She nodded toward his paper. “You wrote my name like you’re collecting evidence. You go first.”

Kai gave a low laugh.

She was funny.

Not loud funny.

Not trying-to-perform funny.

Just sharp enough to slip a blade between his ribs and make it sound polite.

He tapped the pen against his desk once, thinking. “All right. Three things.”

Imani waited.

Kai lifted a finger. “One, I can cook.”

A look flickered across her face. “Can cook what?”

He tilted his head. “That matters?”

“It definitely matters.”

“Breakfast.”

She looked unconvinced.

Kai smiled. “Real breakfast. Eggs, cheese grits, turkey sausage, pancakes if I feel generous.”

“‘If you feel generous’?”

He shrugged. “I don’t perform under pressure.”

A soft laugh escaped her before she could stop it.

Kai felt absurdly pleased with himself.

He lifted a second finger. “Two, I hate losing.”

“That one you can tell by looking at you.”

He paused.

Then he laughed, low and real, because she had him there.

“All right,” he said. “Fair. Two, my grandmother taught me how to iron my own clothes when I was nine, because she said a man shouldn’t need a woman for every little thing.”

That got her attention in a different way.

Not amusement this time.

Interest.

Kai saw it happen.

Something in her face settled.

“Your grandmother sounds smart,” she said.

“She is.”

“And strict?”

He grinned. “Mean, actually.”

Imani’s brows lifted.

Kai’s grin widened. “Not mean-mean. Just old-school enough to make you say yes ma’am with your whole body.”

That earned him another laugh.

He liked the sound of it more the second time.

He lifted a third finger. “And three... I don’t forget things people say.”

Imani’s pen stilled.

For the first time since he sat down, she looked at him fully.

Not like she was humoring him.

Not like she was measuring whether he was worth her time.

Really looked.

That made him sit a little straighter without meaning to.

“What kind of things?” she asked.

Kai shrugged, but there was something quieter under it now. “The small kind. Stuff people say when they don’t think it matters.”

Her eyes stayed on his for a second longer than before.

Then she nodded once, like she was filing that away somewhere private.

“Okay,” she said. “My turn.”

Kai rested his forearms on the desk. “I’m listening.”

Imani turned her paper slightly, thoughtful now. “One, I hate being late.”

Kai glanced toward the front of the room. “That one you can tell right now.”

She gave him a dry look. “Exactly. Which is why I’m irritated.”

He laughed again.

She held up one finger. “Two, people think quiet means shy, stuck-up, or weak. Usually all three. Most of the time, it just means I don’t feel like talking.”

“That sounds fair,” Kai said.

“It is fair.”

“What if somebody says something worth answering?”

Her eyes flicked to his. “Then I answer.”

That one landed.

He smiled slower this time.

Imani lifted a second finger. “Three, I make people earn the easy version of me.”

For the first time since this conversation started, Kai had no quick answer.

He just looked at her.

And there it was again—that feeling from the front office. That sense that something in her refused to come cheap.

Most people let him in too fast.

With her, the door wasn’t locked.

But it wasn’t standing open either.

“You rehearsed that?” he asked.

“No.”

“It sounded rehearsed.”

“It sounded true.”

Kai’s mouth twitched.

“Okay,” he said. “That was good.”

“I know.”

He turned his head and looked at her properly then, unashamed about it.

The braid over her shoulder. The soft brown of her skin catching the classroom light. The neat sweep of her lashes. The calm way she sat inside herself, like she wasn’t reaching to be approved of by anybody in the room.

Even that confidence looked different on her than it did on most people.

Cleaner.

Less hungry.

Ms. Whitfield clapped once from the front. “You’ve got ten minutes left. Ask follow-up questions. Be specific.”

Kai tapped his pen against the desk. “Where you from?”

Imani answered without hesitation. “Augusta.”

“You just moved here?”

She nodded. “A few weeks ago.”

“With your family?”

“With my mother.”

“No brothers or sisters?”

“One younger brother. He’s in middle school and already irritating.”

That made Kai grin. “You love him, though.”

“I do,” she said. “From a distance sometimes.”

He laughed.

She glanced at his paper. “What about you?”

“Here,” Kai said. “Born and raised.”

“You always this known around school?”

That question could have gone a lot of ways.

Kai felt it.

There was no accusation in her voice, but there was enough honesty in it to make lying feel cheap.

He leaned back in his chair. “Pretty much.”

“By teachers too?”

“Depends which teachers.”

“And girls?”

Now there it was.

Not jealousy.

Not interest, even.

Just observation.

Kai should have said something slick.

He knew how.

Could have smiled, shrugged, turned it into a joke and floated right over the question the way he floated over most things that asked too much of him.

Instead he said, “Girls know me.”

Imani looked unimpressed. “That sounds like an answer from somebody who likes being known.”

Kai grinned. “You say that like it’s a disease.”

“It might be.”

He laughed harder than he meant to.

Across the room, Ms. Whitfield looked over. “Mr. Bennett, if you’re finished discovering your personality, maybe write something down.”

“Yes ma’am,” Kai said.

Imani shook her head and finally smiled all the way.

He did not know why that felt like a win.

Only that it did.

For the rest of the period, they wrote.

Kai should have been doing the assignment.

He was, mostly.

But he also kept noticing things.

The way Imani pressed her lips together when she was concentrating. The tiny line that appeared between her brows when she didn’t like the wording of a sentence. The fact that she wrote fast, then stopped to reread, like she cared how things sounded once they were outside of her.

When the bell finally rang, chairs scraped and voices rose all at once.

Kai capped his pen and looked at her page. “Lemme see.”

Imani covered it with one hand. “No.”

“You saw mine.”

“I did not ask to.”

“Still saw it.”

She slid her notebook closed. “Then that was your mistake.”

Kai leaned closer, lowering his voice a little. “You always this difficult?”

She stood, gathering her things. “You always this used to getting your way?”

There it was again.

That check.

That steady little hand she kept placing against his chest every time he tried to take too much too fast.

And if Kai was honest, it wasn’t making him back up.

It was making him lean in.

As they moved into the hallway with the rest of the class, Malik appeared out of nowhere and smacked Kai lightly in the shoulder.

“There you are,” Malik said. “I knew you wasn’t dead. You was just chasing something.”

Kai gave him a look. “Good morning to you too.”

Malik was tall, brown-skinned, broad through the shoulders already, with the kind of face that always looked halfway entertained even when he was annoyed. He’d known Kai since elementary school and therefore had the unfortunate habit of speaking to him like history gave him authority.

Malik looked from Kai to Imani and back again. “Ah. That explains it.”

Kai ignored him.

“Imani, this is Malik,” Kai said. “He thinks he’s funny.”

“I am funny,” Malik said.

Imani shifted her folder in her arms and gave Malik a small smile. “Nice to meet you.”

“You too,” Malik said. Then he leaned closer to Kai and muttered, not quite quietly enough, “This the one from the front office?”

Kai cut his eyes at him.

Imani heard anyway.

Her mouth moved.

Not a full smile.

Just enough.

Malik caught it and laughed. “Yeah, aight. I’m gone. Lunch?”

Kai nodded.

Malik pointed two fingers between his own eyes and Kai’s. “Don’t act new.”

Then he disappeared into the stream of students.

Imani looked at Kai. “He’s your best friend?”

“Unfortunately.”

“He seems honest.”

“That’s one word.”

She adjusted the strap of her bag. “I like honest people.”

Kai held her gaze for a second.

There was something in the way she said it that made the air between them sharpen, just slightly.

Nothing dramatic.

Nothing she could be held to later.

But enough to be heard.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he said.

Imani nodded once. “You should.”

Then she turned toward her next class, braid shifting against her back as she walked away.

Kai lingered there a beat longer than he needed to.

Then Malik’s voice carried from down the hall.

“Boy, if you don’t come on.”

Kai shook himself and started walking.

Lunch at Eastview always sounded like a hundred conversations trying to win at the same time.

Plastic trays banged against tables. Somebody near the vending machines was rapping badly over the beat leaking from a phone speaker. The lunch ladies were yelling for people to move faster through the line. Hot sauce packets and apple peels littered the corners of tables where nobody planned on cleaning up after themselves.

Kai moved through it easy.

He always had.

People called his name every few steps. A girl from algebra touched his arm to ask if he had the homework. A sophomore near the drinks smiled too long when he looked her way. Tasha Reynolds, who had been flirting with him since last spring, stepped right in front of him near the napkins and ran a fingertip along the sleeve of his T-shirt like she had every right.

“You disappeared after first period,” Tasha said.

Kai smiled automatically. “Class.”

“You always got class.”

“Not always.”

She laughed like that was charming.

It was.

That was part of the problem.

“Sit with us,” she said. “Me and Brielle saved a spot.”

Kai glanced past her, over the crowded room.

And found Imani near the far windows.

She sat at a table with another girl about her age, pretty and expressive with long curls and gold bangles stacked on one wrist. The other girl was talking with her whole face, hands flying. Imani was listening, eating fries one at a time, and every few seconds that small smile would flash and disappear again.

Kai looked back at Tasha.

“Not today,” he said.

Tasha pouted, half teasing. “You’re rude.”

“No,” Kai said easily. “Just busy.”

He left before she could ask with who.

When he dropped into the seat beside Malik, Malik didn’t even look up from opening his chips.

“You got three seconds before I say something disrespectful,” Malik said.

Kai set his tray down. “Then maybe don’t.”

Malik looked over toward the windows and smirked. “You really interested?”

Kai picked up his fork. “I asked you not to talk.”

“That must mean yes.”

“It must mean eat.”

Malik gave a low laugh. “Just don’t do your regular mess.”

Kai’s jaw shifted.

Not enough for anybody else to catch.

Malik did.

“I’m not doing anything,” Kai said.

“Mm-hmm.”

Kai stabbed at the macaroni on his tray. It looked like melted regret and tasted worse.

Across the cafeteria, Imani laughed at something her friend said, head tipping back a little, shoulders loose for once.

Kai found himself watching the sound even from that far away.

Malik followed his gaze and shook his head. “Go then.”

Kai looked at him. “Go where?”

Malik stared back. “I hate when you act like you don’t know yourself.”

Kai said nothing.

Malik pointed his fork toward the window table. “Either go sit over there or stop looking like somebody stole your concentration.”

Kai snorted, grabbed his milk, and stood.

“That’s what I thought,” Malik called after him.

Imani saw him coming before he reached the table.

Kai knew because her face changed.

Not much.

Just enough to show he had interrupted a conversation that was getting good.

The girl beside her looked him up and down in one quick sweep, then leaned back in her seat like she was settling in for entertainment.

Kai stopped at the edge of the table and lifted his tray a little. “Seat taken?”

The other girl smiled first. “Depends. You trouble?”

Kai set his tray down anyway. “Only if asked nicely.”

The girl laughed. “Oh, Lord.”

Imani folded her napkin and looked at him. “You just invite yourself everywhere?”

“Not everywhere,” Kai said. “Just where I’m tolerated.”

Her friend pointed between them. “So this is him.”

Imani gave her a look. “Don’t start.”

“Too late,” the girl said. Then she looked at Kai. “I’m Nia. Imani’s cousin. Which means I ask questions for free.”

Kai sat. “Kai.”

“I know,” Nia said. “Half the school does, apparently.”

Imani lowered her eyes to her tray, but Kai caught the corner of her mouth turning.

He liked that she found him funny even when she was trying not to encourage him.

“That sounds judgmental,” he said.

Nia bit into a fry. “That’s because it is.”

Kai looked at Imani. “Your family always this welcoming?”

“Only with company,” Imani said.

That got him.

He laughed and finally started on the fries he wasn’t hungry for.

Up close, he could see more of her now. A tiny freckle near the left side of her nose. Clear gloss on her lips. A silver cross chain resting against her collarbone.

He should have asked something light.

Kept it easy.

Instead he said, “So you and your mama moved here just like that?”

Imani dabbed the corner of her mouth with her napkin before answering. “Not just like that.”

Kai waited.

For some reason, she gave him the rest.

“My grandmother got sick last spring,” she said. “She’s better now, but my mother wanted to be closer.”

“That’s why Augusta to here?”

She nodded. “My mom said family’s not something you visit when it’s convenient.”

Nia pointed a fry at her. “And Auntie Rochelle says that exact sentence at least twice a week.”

Kai smiled. “She sounds like she don’t play.”

“She doesn’t,” Nia and Imani said at the same time.

All three of them laughed.

Kai looked at Imani a second longer than he should have.

There was warmth in her now.

Not the full easy version she had talked about in class.

But something looser.

Something less guarded.

He found himself wanting to keep it there.

“So what about you?” Nia asked. “You always been this... visible?”

Kai leaned back in his chair. “That’s rude.”

“That’s accurate,” Nia said.

Imani picked up her juice. “You did ask for honest people.”

Kai studied her. “You teaming up already?”

“We’re cousins,” Nia said. “You never had a chance.”

Kai shook his head like this was unfair, but he was smiling. He couldn’t help it.

“My people from here,” he said. “Mama works at county administration. My grandma thinks every problem on earth can be solved with prayer and grease.”

Nia laughed loud enough to turn a couple heads.

Imani smiled into her straw.

Kai pointed at her. “See? There go that laugh again.”

Imani lowered the juice box. “You keep announcing it like you discovered something.”

“I did.”

“You discovered I have a sense of humor?”

“No,” Kai said. “I discovered you hide it.”

For the first time all lunch, Imani went still.

Not uncomfortable.

Just caught off guard enough that he knew he’d stepped onto something real.

Nia’s eyes moved between them.

Kai kept his tone easy. “You do. In class, in the hallway, even now. You say something funny, then pull right back like you ain’t trying to let people keep it.”

Imani looked at him for a long second.

Then she asked, “You always study people this hard?”

Kai should have smiled and turned it into flirting.

Should have let himself off the hook.

Instead he shrugged once. “Only the ones I want to understand.”

That quieted the whole table for half a beat.

Even Nia.

Imani’s eyes shifted over his face, slower this time, like she was checking to see whether he had said that just to sound good.

Kai let her look.

He was used to being looked at.

But this felt different from attention.

Closer to being weighed.

Finally, she said, “That answer almost sounded real.”

Kai laughed softly. “Almost?”

“Almost.”

Nia stood abruptly, balancing her tray in one hand. “I’m gonna throw this away and let y’all act confusing without me.”

Imani looked up. “Nia.”

“What?” Nia asked. “I’m hungry for dessert and allergic to tension.”

Kai laughed.

Imani did not, but the pink low in her cheeks told him she wanted to.

When Nia walked off, the space she left behind felt immediate.

Kai picked at the label on his milk bottle. “She’s funny.”

“She’s nosy.”

“She was right, though.”

“About what?”

“There being tension.”

Imani gave him a flat look. “You are very sure of yourself.”

“Am I wrong?”

“Yes,” she said.

Then, after a beat:

“Mostly.”

Kai smiled slow.

There it was.

Not surrender.

But definitely not distance anymore.

He leaned an elbow on the table. “Aight. Since we being honest. You thought I was a problem the second you saw me.”

“That is not true.”

“It’s partly true.”

She looked toward the windows, trying and failing to hide a smile.

“I thought you were used to yourself,” she said.

Kai frowned. “Used to myself?”

“Yes.” She looked back at him. “Used to what works on people. Used to saying the right thing and getting the reaction you wanted.”

That hit closer than he liked.

He covered it with a grin. “And does it work?”

“Sometimes,” she said. “Probably too often.”

Kai should have been irritated.

Instead, something hot and bright moved through him.

Because she saw more than most people did.

And because she was still sitting here.

Still answering him.

Still giving him the benefit of a conversation she could have ended ten minutes ago.

“What about now?” he asked.

“Now what?”

“Am I getting the reaction I want?”

Imani’s lashes dipped as she looked at the half-finished macaroni on his tray.

Then she lifted one brow. “No. But you are eating cafeteria mac and cheese to impress me, and that’s commitment.”

The laugh burst out of him before he could stop it.

Real enough that he had to drop his head for a second.

When he looked back up, she was smiling at him fully.

Openly.

And God, there it was.

Warm and bright and prettier than anything he had imagined from the corner of a hallway.

He liked plenty of girls.

He knew that about himself.

Enjoyed being around them. Enjoyed how easy it all usually was.

But this—

This felt like the first time in a long time somebody had made him want to slow down and actually stay in the moment he was in.

The bell rang before he could say anything else.

Around them, the whole cafeteria lurched back into motion.

Imani stood, grabbing her bag. “I have chemistry.”

Kai rose too. “I got U.S. history.”

“That sounds unfortunate.”

“For the country, maybe.”

She shook her head, smiling again.

They moved with the crowd toward the doors, side by side, not touching.

At the threshold, Imani glanced at him. “You did okay today.”

Kai looked offended. “Just okay?”

“You want a ribbon?” she said.

“I want honesty.”

“You had lunch with it,” she said.

Then she stepped into the hallway and started walking.

Kai caught up to her in two strides. “That wasn’t all honesty. That was attitude.”

“Those aren’t opposites.”

He laughed and walked with her until their hall split.

Before she turned away, he said, “Ms. Whitfield assigned that paper for Thursday.”

Imani shifted her bag on her shoulder. “I remember.”

“So how we doing that?”

She looked at him.

For a second, he thought she might make him wait.

Make him work a little harder.

Part of him would have respected that.

Another part of him had already decided he wasn’t leaving this hallway without a reason to hear her voice again.

“Give me your phone.”

Kai blinked. “That easy?”

She gave him a look. “Don’t ruin it.”

He handed it over.

She typed her number in without comment, then called herself so hers would save. When she passed the phone back, her name sat on his screen plain and simple.

Imani

No emoji.

No extra anything.

Just her.

“For the paper,” she said.

Kai slid the phone into his pocket. “Of course.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly. “You say things like that a lot.”

“Like what?”

“Like you’re agreeing with people while secretly meaning something else.”

Now that—

That almost made him laugh for the wrong reason.

Because she wasn’t wrong.

And because he was already adjusting himself around her without really thinking about it, choosing which parts to show, which parts to keep smooth.

Kai smiled, but smaller this time. “Maybe I just like talking to you.”

Imani studied him.

Then she said, “Maybe.”

And walked away before he could win that one.

Kai remained there watching her go until Malik’s voice cracked over his shoulder.

“You got the number?”

Kai turned, expression blank on purpose. “Mind your business.”

Malik grinned like a fool. “That mean yes.”

Kai shook his head and headed to class.

But all through history, all through the teacher droning on about constitutional frameworks, all through the note Malik passed him with you grinning at your phone like a clown scribbled across the front, Kai kept feeling that little pulse in his chest every time he remembered the way she had smiled in the cafeteria.

Not polite.

Not guarded.

Real.

By the time school let out, he had waited long enough to avoid looking eager.

Or at least that was the story he told himself.

He unlocked his phone, opened the new contact, and typed.

Kai:

This moral support checking in. You home yet?

The dots appeared almost immediately.

His mouth curved before the message even came through.

Imani:

I said the number was for the paper.

Kai looked at the screen and laughed under his breath.

Then he typed back.

Kai:

And I’m talking about your academic well-being.

This time her reply took longer.

Long enough for him to picture her reading the message with that same calm face, deciding exactly how much of a response he deserved.

When it finally came, it was short.

Imani:

You are very committed to the bit.

Kai leaned back against the wall outside the gym, grinning now.

Kai:

You noticed.

A pause.

Then:

Imani:

I told you. I notice more than I say too.

Kai stared at that one.

Read it twice.

Maybe three times.

Then he typed slower than before.

Kai:

Yeah. I’m starting to see that.

The screen stayed still.

No dots.

No reply.

Just silence.

Coach Darnell’s whistle blew from inside the gym.

“Kai!”

He pushed off the wall, phone still in his hand.

Right before he slid it back into his pocket, the screen lit one last time.

Imani:

Good. Keep it up.

Kai stopped dead in the hallway, looked at the message, and smiled like somebody had just dared him to become interesting.
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Chapter 3
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What Stayed After the Bell

Kai told himself he was not waiting on her reply.

That was a lie.

He knew it was a lie because he checked his phone twice while brushing his teeth, once while his mother was talking to him from the kitchen, and once more after he got in bed, staring up at the ceiling fan turning lazy circles overhead.

Their English paper sat half-finished on his desk.

His phone sat lit in his hand.

No new message.

He tossed it onto the pillow beside him and exhaled through his nose, annoyed at himself for feeling annoyed in the first place.

A second later, the screen lit up.

His mouth curved before he could stop it.

Imani:

You start your paper or you still practicing being irritating?

Kai let out a quiet laugh and sat up.

Kai:

Both can be true.

The reply came back fast.

Imani:

That seems to be your whole personality.

He leaned back against the headboard, grinning now.

Kai:

That hurt a little.

Imani:

You’ll live.

He stared at the message for a second, hearing her voice in it already, that soft, steady tone with the quiet blade tucked inside.

Then he tapped out:

Kai:

Call me. Typing feels disrespectful to my academic process.

This time, there was a pause.

Long enough for him to picture her squinting at the screen.

Then:

Imani:

You are not serious.

Kai:

Very.

The phone rang before he could type anything else.

Kai sat up straighter, cleared his throat even though there was nobody there to see him, then answered on the second ring like he had better things to do.

“Hello?”

Imani was quiet for half a beat, and he could tell she was smiling.

“You could have just said you wanted to talk.”

Kai leaned his head back against the wall. “I did.”

“No. You disguised it as schoolwork.”

“That is called strategy,” he said.

“That is called being sneaky.”

He laughed softly. “Same family.”

“No, it’s not.”

There was something about hearing her like this—through a speaker, in the dark, with the whole day stripped off both of them—that felt different from school. Softer. Less performative. Like the space between words mattered more now.

In the background on her end, he could hear a television playing low and somebody washing dishes.

“At least tell me you started the paper,” she said.

Kai looked at the blank half-page on his desk. “I thought about it.”

“You are so unserious.”

“And yet you called.”

She made a little sound that landed somewhere between a sigh and a laugh.

Kai smiled to himself.

“So,” he said, shifting deeper into the bed, “you really hate being late?”

“I really do.”

“Even by like... one minute?”

“Yes.”

“That sounds stressful.”

“It’s called being prepared.”

“It’s called living scared.”

She laughed then, a real one, fuller than the ones he usually had to pull out of her in pieces.

He shut his eyes for a second and just listened.

“You’re dramatic,” she said.

“You noticed.”

“I noticed way too much already.”

Something in that pleased him more than it should have.

“Good,” he said.

On the other end, she went quiet.

Not uncomfortable.

Just thoughtful.

Kai opened his eyes again, suddenly aware of how easy it would be to say too much in a moment like this.

So he kept it moving.

“You do your homework at the kitchen table or in your room?”

Imani laughed softly. “Why do you want to know that?”

“I’m building a profile.”

“A profile?”

“Yeah. I need context.”

“That sounds like stalking.”

“That sounds like research.”

He heard the clink of dishes stop for a second.

Then her voice dropped a little lower, like she’d moved farther down the hall.

“My mother says kitchen table. She thinks work gets done better where people can see you.”

“That is because your mama knows people lie in bedrooms.”

Imani laughed. “That sounded personal.”

Kai stared up at the ceiling. “My mama thinks a closed door means sin.”

“That definitely sounded personal.”

He grinned. “You laughing too hard.”

“You saying ridiculous things too easily.”

There was movement on his end then, and the bedroom door pushed open without a knock.

His mother stood there in one of her satin headscarves and a faded North Carolina A&T shirt, one hand on her hip and the other holding a basket of folded towels.

“You on the phone?” she asked.

Kai covered the speaker with his hand. “Yeah.”

“With who?”

He should have said, a classmate.

Instead he shrugged like it did not matter. “English paper.”

His mother’s eyes narrowed a little too knowingly. “Mm-hmm.”

Kai ignored her.

She kept standing there.

He sighed. “What?”

“Take them towels to the bathroom when you get off.”

“Yes ma’am.”

She glanced once at the phone in his hand, then smiled in that quiet, dangerous way mothers smiled when they knew more than they were saying.

“Don’t be up all night whispering,” she said, and shut the door behind her.

Imani had clearly heard enough to piece it together because she was already laughing by the time he took his hand off the speaker.

“English paper?” she repeated.

Kai sat up. “That is what we are discussing.”

“Your mother does not believe that.”

“My mother believes in the Lord and side-eyes. That’s her ministry.”

Imani laughed so hard she had to pull the phone away for a second.

Kai grinned into the dark.

“See,” he said, “this is why I called.”

“So I could laugh at you?”

“So you could sound like that.”

The words came out before he could smooth them over.

A beat passed.

Then another.

Kai’s jaw tightened.

He could feel the moment standing there between them, asking what he meant and how much.

So he fixed it.

“I mean,” he said lightly, “you got one of those laughs that make people feel like they actually said something funny.”

Imani was quiet for a second longer.

When she answered, her voice had softened.

“My grandmother says that’s a gift. Making people feel bigger around you.”

Kai lowered his eyes to the floor.

That landed somewhere he had not expected.

“Your grandmother says a lot,” he said.

“She does.” A little smile touched her voice. “You would probably like her.”

“Probably?”

“She don’t really do arrogant.”

Kai laughed once. “You think I’m arrogant?”

“I think you know exactly when to turn the charm on.”

“That ain’t the same thing.”

“No,” she said. “It’s not.”

And again there it was—that feeling he kept getting with her. Like she could see the outline of things without rushing to name them ugly.

Kai looked at his half-finished paper again.

“What are your three things?” he asked.

“For the assignment?”

“No. Real ones.”

She was quiet.

He almost thought she would dodge him.

Then she said, “Real ones?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay.” He heard her shift, maybe leaning back against something. “One, I miss my grandmother’s house more than I let myself say.”

Kai said nothing.

He just listened.

“Two,” she went on, “I don’t like starting over with people. Everybody always acts like it’s exciting. Mostly it’s exhausting.”

That made his chest pull a little.

He stared at the desk, his voice lower when he answered. “Yeah.”

She noticed that too. He could tell.

“And three...” She paused. “I act like I’m hard to know on purpose.”

Kai waited.

“Why?” he asked.

“Because people are lazy,” she said. “They meet one version of you and decide that’s all they need.”

That sat between them for a moment.

Then he said, “That’s true.”

He meant it.

More than he liked.

“What about yours?” she asked. “Real ones.”

Kai leaned back again.

For the first time in a long time, he had the strange urge to answer honestly instead of impressively.

“One,” he said, “I don’t like when people think they figured me out too fast.”

Imani made a quiet sound. “Interesting.”

“Two...” He ran a hand over the back of his neck. “I want a lot more than people think I do.”

“What does that mean?”

He looked toward the window over his dresser, dark and glossy now, reflecting part of the room back at him.

“It means I’m not trying to stay regular forever.”

Imani was quiet.

Not because she was bored.

Because she was taking him seriously.

Kai could feel it.

He swallowed once.

“And three,” he said, “I remember how people make me feel.”

The line went still.

No jokes.

No teasing.

Just that soft breathing on the other end.

Then Imani said, quietly, “That one I believe.”

Kai dropped his gaze to his hand wrapped around the phone.

He did not smile this time.

He just sat with that.

They ended up on the phone for almost an hour.

The paper got discussed eventually, somewhere between her correcting his title choice and him telling her “Voice and Observation” sounded like a perfume for old professors. They argued over whether his introduction of her was too smug. She told him his sentence structure had too much confidence in it. He asked what that even meant. She said, “Exactly what I said.”

By the time they hung up, the paper was mostly done and Kai was lying on his back, staring at the ceiling with the phone warm in his palm.

He should have felt satisfied.

Instead, he felt restless in a new kind of way.

Like something had opened and not finished opening.

By Thursday morning, half the school had settled back into its usual shape.

The same couples crowding lockers. The same teachers already fed up. The same girls calling Kai’s name from across the hall like they were all entitled to a piece of his attention.

Some of them were.

That was the truth of it.

Kai had never pretended to himself that he was innocent.

So when Tasha caught him by the vending machines before first period and smiled up at him with that lazy confidence she wore like lip gloss, he smiled back out of instinct.

“You disappeared yesterday,” she said.

“I had stuff to do.”

“Mm.” She leaned against the machine. “You always got stuff to do when I’m talking to you.”

Kai tilted his head. “And yet you keep talking.”

Tasha laughed. “That’s because you enjoy me.”

He did.

She was pretty. Easy. Fun to stand next to.

And if Kai was being honest, part of him liked that she knew he liked being wanted and played into it anyway.

“That ain’t an answer,” she said.

Kai opened his mouth.

Then saw Imani coming down the hall.

She was walking with Nia, who was talking with both hands like always, big gold hoops swinging every time she turned her head. Imani had one hand wrapped around a bottle of orange juice and that calm look on her face that made everything around her seem louder than it needed to be.

She glanced over.

Not dramatically.

Just once.

But it was enough.

Kai stepped away from the vending machine.

“I’ll see you later, Tasha.”

Tasha looked annoyed for exactly half a second before she recovered. “Maybe,” she said.

That maybe was intentional.

Kai knew it.

He also knew she would have kept talking if he’d let her.

The fact that he noticed that and still felt a flicker of satisfaction about it was the kind of thing he would not have admitted out loud.

Nia noticed him first.

“Look who survived literacy,” she said.

Kai fell into step beside them. “That’s hateful.”

“It’s observant,” Nia said.

Imani’s eyes dipped to his hand. “You finished the paper?”

Kai pulled the folded page from his binder like proof. “I take my education seriously.”

“You take yourself seriously,” Nia muttered.

Kai ignored her.

Imani reached for the paper, and his fingers brushed hers for half a second.

Nothing happened.

Not visibly.

But something small and aware moved through him anyway.

She took the page and skimmed it as they walked.

“You changed the second paragraph,” she said.

“You said it sounded like I was trying to win the assignment.”

“You were.”

“I fixed it.”

“That means you were.”

Kai smiled. “And that means I listen.”

Imani looked up from the page, and for that one second it felt like the whole noisy hallway narrowed down to the space between them.

Then Nia groaned loudly.

“Please don’t start looking at each other like a slow song this early in the day.”

Imani rolled her eyes. Kai laughed. The moment broke easy.

That was another thing Kai kept noticing with her.

Nothing felt strained.

Even the moments that could have turned heavy always slipped back into air.

By lunch, “moral support” had become a running joke.

By Friday, “academic well-being” had turned into a phrase Nia used every time Kai came near their table.

By the middle of the next week, Kai knew exactly how to make Imani laugh without having to push too hard, and Imani knew exactly when he was answering a question versus performing an answer for the room.

They started walking to English together without ever discussing it.

He would be by the front office or near the trophy case after second period, and there she’d be, folder hugged to her chest, braid over one shoulder or pulled into a bun, expression already half amused like she expected nonsense and had made peace with it.

Some days they talked about class.

Some days they talked about music.

Some days they argued about foolish things with the seriousness of people twice their age.

“Usher absolutely had a run nobody can touch,” Kai said one afternoon, walking backward while Imani headed toward the junior hall.

“I did not say he didn’t,” she replied.

“You implied it.”

“I said your loyalty to men who beg in songs feels personal.”

Kai laughed so hard he almost missed a step. “That was disrespectful.”

“That was true.”

“See? That’s what I be talking about. You hide your humor.”

Imani adjusted her bag. “And you hide your sincerity inside jokes.”

Kai went still for half a beat.

Then he smiled. “You making that your hobby now?”

“Not a hobby,” she said. “More like a pattern.”

And again she walked away with the last word.

The first time she called him without school being attached to it, Kai was in the driveway washing his car.

It was Saturday afternoon, warm and bright, with Frankie Beverly drifting out of the garage because his uncle swore music made everything clean better. His mother was inside frying catfish for dinner. The whole house smelled like seasoned cornmeal, grease, and summer.

His phone buzzed against the hood.

Imani calling

Kai wiped his hands on an old towel and answered fast enough to embarrass himself if anybody had noticed.

“Hello?”

Imani was laughing already.

“Why you answer like that?”

Kai frowned. “Like what?”

“Like you were standing there waiting with a flower.”

He looked around the driveway, smiling despite himself. “First of all, that was rude. Second, why you calling me?”

A pause.

Then, “So you can help me settle something.”

Kai leaned against the car. “With who?”

“Nia.”

Somewhere on her end, Nia shouted, “Because you both are wrong.”

Kai laughed. “About what?”

“Whether or not grits need sugar.”

Kai put his free hand over his heart. “Absolutely not.”

“Thank you,” Imani said.

Nia yelled louder, “Y’all are deeply unserious.”

Kai shook his head. “Tell her leave the South if she feel that way.”

“She said you sound just like somebody’s uncle,” Imani said, now laughing harder.

“My uncle in the garage right now in church shoes and jean shorts, so that tracks.”

That got both girls laughing.

And just like that, without warning, Kai felt something shift.

It was light.

Easy.

But real.

Not flirtation.

Not the charged thing that sometimes sparked when they looked at each other too long.

This was something quieter.

Something that settled instead of flared.

His mother’s voice floated through the screen door. “Kai! Come taste this fish.”

He answered without taking the phone from his ear. “Coming.”

On the other end, Imani said, “Your mama always yelling from another room?”

“She believes volume is love.”

“That sounds correct.”

Kai smiled.

Then, after a second, he said, “Hold on.”

He stepped into the kitchen with the phone pressed between shoulder and ear. His mother stood at the stove, apron tied tight over a fitted tee and leggings, turning catfish in hot grease with one hand and seasoning greens with the other. Her bangles clicked every time she moved.

“Taste that,” she said, nodding toward a plate.

Kai broke off a corner, blew on it, bit in.

“Good?”

He nodded. “Yeah.”

His mother narrowed her eyes. “Who on the phone?”

He looked toward the back door like the answer might be written there. “Imani.”

His mother’s expression changed so quick it almost offended him.

“Mm,” she said.

Kai stared. “What does that mean?”

“It means your voice sound different.”

He frowned. “No it don’t.”

His mother smiled to herself and turned back to the stove. “Take this plate to your uncle.”

Kai almost argued, then decided not to because he knew from experience that once his mother got that tone, she had already won.

He took the plate to the garage, where Uncle Dre was bent over a workbench pretending to fix something he mostly just liked owning.

“Taste test from your sister,” Kai said.

Uncle Dre grabbed a piece and looked at him over the plate. “You smiling at your phone?”

Kai kept walking. “Mind your business.”

Uncle Dre laughed loud enough for the whole garage to hear it.

Back outside, he put the phone back to his ear.

“You still there?”

“I’m here,” Imani said.

Her voice had softened.

Like she had just listened to a room full of family noise and tucked it somewhere warm.

“You close with your people?” Kai asked.

There was a beat before she answered.

“Yeah,” she said. “Real close.”

He leaned against the car again.

“What about your father?” he asked, careful this time.

Imani was quiet.

Long enough for him to think maybe he had stepped somewhere he shouldn’t.

Then she said, “He lives in Atlanta. He’s around when he feels like being around.”

Kai lowered his eyes to the wet concrete under his sneakers.

“Oh,” he said.

That one word held more than he meant it to.

Imani heard it anyway.

“It’s fine,” she said.

Kai didn’t answer right away.

He knew “it’s fine.”

Knew the way people used it when they didn’t want you poking at something tender.

So instead he said, “That’s his loss.”

Silence.

Then Nia shouted something in the background, but farther away now, like she’d gone into another room.

Imani’s voice came back quieter than before.

“Yeah,” she said.

Kai swallowed.

Something about that made him want to say the right thing instead of the good-sounding thing.

He chose carefully.

“My uncle used to come to my basketball games more than my dad did,” he said. “I don’t really talk about that.”

The words surprised him a little even as he said them.

Imani noticed.

“Why not?”

He shrugged, though she couldn’t see it. “Because people hear stuff like that and start looking at you different.”

“And you hate that.”

“Yeah.”

She was quiet for a second.

Then: “I get that.”

The breeze moved slow through the trees lining his street. Somewhere down the block, kids were playing and somebody’s grandmother was calling them home like the whole neighborhood belonged to her.

Kai shut his eyes briefly.

For the first time in a long time, a silence with another person did not feel like dead space.

It felt full.

By the time they hung up, they had talked for almost two hours.

About school, about siblings, about gospel music their grandmothers loved, about whether Sunday dinners counted if half the family showed up late, about who made the best baked mac and cheese in existence and why both of them insisted it was somebody in their own bloodline.

When the call ended, Kai stood in the driveway with the phone still in his hand for another few seconds, listening to the line after she’d gone.

Then he slid it into his pocket and looked up just in time to find Uncle Dre watching him from the garage.

“Don’t start,” Kai said.

Uncle Dre bit into another piece of fish. “I didn’t say nothing.”

“That look said enough.”

Uncle Dre grinned. “You like her.”

Kai rolled his eyes. “I know her.”

“That ain’t what I said.”

Kai grabbed the sponge off the hood. “You old.”

“And you dodging.”

Kai shook his head and went back to washing the car, but Uncle Dre’s words stayed put anyway.

Not because Kai was scared of them.

Because they felt too early.

Too neat.

What he had with Imani did not feel neat yet.

It felt like it was still forming.

Like something he should not rush just because he was used to moving fast when he wanted something.

The next Monday, rain came down hard enough to slap the pavement white.

By the end of last period, the whole school smelled like damp clothes and wet sneakers. Students crowded under awnings, called rides, complained loud.

Kai came out of the gym with his bag over one shoulder and saw Imani standing beneath the overhang near the front steps, hugging her binder to her chest while she watched the rain come down in sheets.

Nia was nowhere in sight.

He walked over.

“You got a ride?”

Imani glanced at him. “My mother’s on the way.”

“In this?” Kai looked at the parking lot. “She moving through floodwater for you.”

“She says roads make room for prayerful people.”

Kai laughed. “That definitely sound like your family.”

A stretch of thunder rolled somewhere above them.

Imani looked out at the rain again. For the first time since he met her, she looked tired.

Not bad.

Just worn thin around the edges.

Kai noticed right away.

“You good?” he asked.

She nodded too quickly. “I’m fine.”

He leaned one shoulder against the brick column beside her.

That answer again.

The one he was learning not to believe all the way.

“You sure?”

Imani let out a breath.

Then she looked down at the binder in her arms and said, quieter, “My grandmother had another doctor’s appointment today.”

Kai stayed still.

“She okay?”

“They think so,” Imani said. “But every time my mother gets one of those calls, the whole day changes.”

The rain kept drumming against the awning.

Cars crawled through the pickup lane with headlights on. A little kid somewhere behind them started crying because his shoes were wet.

Kai glanced over at her.

She was trying hard to look composed.

Trying hard not to ask anything of him.

He understood that more than he wanted to.

So he kept his voice easy.

“She gonna be all right,” he said.

Imani looked at him. “You don’t know that.”

“No,” he said. “But I know worrying yourself sick in the rain not gone help either.”

That made the corner of her mouth twitch.

Barely.

But enough.

Kai pushed off the column, unzipped his hoodie, and held it out.

Imani frowned. “What are you doing?”

“You look cold.”

“I’m not wearing your hoodie.”

“Why?”

“Because then you’ll act like I owe you.”

Kai put a hand to his chest. “That is insulting.”

“It’s accurate.”

He smiled despite himself. “Just take it.”

She hesitated.

Then she took it.

Not because he pushed.

Because
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