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            Chapter One [image: ]

         

         My phone buzzes. I spin around in my chair so fast I almost fall. Birdie laughs. Frank Ocean plays. I chew on some strawberry Pocky. Another notification, phone vibrating against my desk. hey are you ok?? I pull at my hair in frustration. A ton of my followers are tagging me, mutuals DMing me, asking if something’s wrong, where’ve I been, am I all right? I usually post every night, but it’s been over a week now. I type and delete and retype drafts, the cursor blinking at me on my laptop’s screen, but my brain is blank, empty, nada, nothing is going on up there and, oh no, I’m also pretty cute, please, God, I don’t want to be a thembo—

         I groan and toss my phone, my poor phone whose only crime was that it was in my hand – shit, a little too hard, it bounces off my desk and somersaults through the air and I scramble to catch it and this time I really do fall, crashing onto the hardwood, shaking my whole room with an echoing thud.

         My mom calls from downstairs. ‘Lark? You all right?’

         ‘Yeah!’ I hiss and cringe and check my elbow. God, that really hurt. ‘Yeah, I’m fine!’

         Wait, isn’t exercise supposed to stimulate the brain? I jump to my feet and run in place for ten, nine, eight— 2

         Yeah, no. Never mind. I flop onto my back on my bed and stare at my ceiling. And I sigh.

         It’s not the end of the world if I can’t figure out a post, but that’s kind of how it feels. Like all of my dreams are crashing down around me with every second that ticks by.

         My mom says I’m just addicted to the likes. I don’t know. Maybe she’s right.

         Music starts playing downstairs, the kind of R&B song that my mom swears was ‘the shit’ about twenty years ago. She calls my name. ‘Lark? Lark! Come down!’

         Gladly. I push myself up and thump down the wooden stairs. The windows are wide open, begging for any sort of breeze since PECO is practically snatching arms, legs, torsos, everything in exchange for electricity. I sneeze, sneeze, sneeze so hard I slip down a few stairs. Survived a pandemic, just to be taken out by pollen. I leap over the last two steps onto the landing and turn into the kitchen – and stop short.

         Kas sits up on a counter, looking way too relaxed for a house he doesn’t live in. ‘Bless you,’ he says with a grin.

         I rub my nose and look at my mom, the traitor. Why does she always let Kasim inside? Just pretend you don’t see him or hear him knocking on the door. She sits at the white table pushed up against the wall. Her open laptop is streaming music.

         She gives me a look.

         Right. My face.

         I wipe away the what’re you doing here? stare and force on a creaking smile. ‘Oh. Hey.’ 3
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         Kas hops down from the counter, leaning against it with his arms crossed. He has beautiful dark brown skin, the kind of shade that reminds you of night. The top of his hair is loc’d and usually tied up, the sides shaved and ends bleached. He’s in a black crop top, black cutoffs, worn black boots, a spiral gauge in one ear. He always has this vibe that he thinks everyone should feel honoured to be in his presence. Like he was a pharaoh or a king in a past life and I should be on my knees. To be real, I’m jealous of that energy. I mean, that’s the kind of attitude that doesn’t question, not even for one second, if he deserves to be here. If he, too, gets to take up space in the room. This crown is already bought and paid for, and I’m wearing the fuck out of it.

         It could just be my imagination, but I’m pretty sure his smirk grows by a couple of centimetres when he sees me. That smirk. That smirk. Kasim should trademark that freaking smirk, I swear to God. ‘Hey, Lark.’

         We watch each other. Kind of like we’re in a nature documentary, two natural enemies staring each other down before the attack. If this was an anime, lightning would spark between our eyes. Neither of us says a word. My mom’s gaze flits between the two of us like she’s 4worried we’re going to fight for no reason other than the fact that we’re breathing the same air. I’d like to think I’m pretty loving. I believe in world peace. I hate getting into fights and arguments with anybody. But Kasim, somehow, is the only exception, and not in that romantic Paramore kind of way. There’s got to be some sort of chemical explanation for why Kas and I can’t be in the same space without shit blowing up. I don’t know. Science isn’t exactly my strong suit.

         My mom attempts to break the awkward silence. ‘Still up there staring at Twitter?’

         Kasim’s gaze slides to me and judgement radiates from his pores. My defensive walls were already up, but they climb a few miles higher.

         ‘I wasn’t staring at Twitter.’

         ‘Uh-huh.’ She recognises my tight, clipped tone and raises an eyebrow. I can practically read her mind. One day you’re going to figure out that you need your friend more than you need the fight. I still don’t know if she meant the fight as in the struggle or the fight as in the literal fight me and Kas have been in for the past year.

         ‘Kasim, honey, are you staying for dinner?’ she asks.

         ‘No, thanks, I don’t want to bother—’

         ‘You know you’re not bothering anyone.’

         Kas meets my eye, glinting with an Oh, really? Lark, what do you think about the fact that I’m not bothering anyone? smile.

         My mom notices. ‘Right?’

         My voice is monotone. ‘Yeah. Stay for dinner.’

         Kasim barely holds in a laugh. ‘I’d love to. Thanks, Ms Winters.’

         I’m really not in the mood for Kasim tonight, but my mom never turns anyone away. Even in the height of the pandemic, she would help 5anyone who needed it, especially Kasim and his big brother Taye. And I love that. Yes, community is important. But it’s also okay to have boundaries sometimes, right? Especially boundaries from ex-best friends who love to purposefully piss me off.

         ‘Aubergine’s almost done,’ my mom says, groaning as she pushes herself to her feet. ‘Set the table, okay, my love?’ She puts a warm hand on my shoulder and kisses my cheek before she walks past me, leaving me and Kas alone. Seriously? She knows she’s wrong for that one. She knows this isn’t going to end well.

         There’s a beat of silence.

         I ask, ‘So what’re you doing here?’

         My mom calls from the other room. ‘Don’t be rude.’

         Kasim answers my question with a shrug and a grin, white teeth shining. Why is it that the most chaotic of queers have the sharpest canines? ‘I was just saying hi to your mom. I didn’t think I’d see you.’

         Why wouldn’t you? I live here. ‘Yeah. Okay.’

         We repainted all the cabinets white a few months ago, but some of the old brown wood still streaks through. Kas opens one of the cabinet doors to pull out three glasses with different patterns of fruit on them – strawberries, oranges, grapes. ‘Why do I get the feeling you’re not happy to see me, Lark?’

         ‘You came over last week, too,’ I tell him, scraping open some drawers and pulling out utensils. ‘Plates, please.’

         ‘Are you that mad at me for coming over?’ Kasim opens the cabinets above the sink.

         ‘I’m not mad.’

         ‘Are you sure about that?’ 6

         ‘You know you’re only here for the free food.’

         He puts a hand over his chest like he’s wounded. ‘Come on. I’d never take advantage of your mom like that.’

         I have to admit he’s being sincere for once. Kasim’s mom died when he was four, and about three years ago his dad was charged for a few ounces, so now it’s just Kas and Taye, who’s been fighting to keep Kasim with him. When Kasim’s dad got arrested, my mom started offering to let Kas stay over whenever his brother had to do a night shift for one of his jobs. Kasim would stay here for weeks without leaving.

         And the thing is, I actually liked it when Kas lived with us. We were best friends. We spent every second together. Skateboarding around the basketball courts. Going to the records store on Baltimore Avenue. Making TikToks with us dancing, falling, dying laughing, the sort of laugh where you can’t even make a sound and you’re just wheezing and gasping and crying and smacking each other and then falling over again, just to laugh even harder. He’s straight-up got the personality of Bakugou when he’s mad, so I’d call him Kacchan, and he’d call me Deku, and we’d watch bootleg anime on my laptop all night beneath the covers when we were supposed to be asleep, and any time we heard my mom walking by outside we’d drop and play dead, snorting and shoving each other whenever we made a sound. I could tell him anything. Anything. And he never judged me. ‘I’m afraid I’ll end up alone someday.’ He shook his head. ‘Why? You’ve got me, right?’

         But when high school started … I don’t know. I don’t hate him. I don’t hate anyone. Honest, I don’t. And I don’t think he hates me, either. (Most of the time.) But things definitely aren’t the way they were before. 7

         Kasim’s smile grows as he watches me, like he knows how annoyed I am. ‘Something’s got you pissy.’

         ‘I’m not pissy.’

         ‘Really?’

         ‘Yes, really.’

         ‘You seem pissy to me.’

         Birdie inspects one of their wings. ‘You’re being kinda pissy, Lark.’

         I grind my teeth. ‘I’m fine.’

         Kasim snorts. ‘Yeah. Okay. You’re so calm. So peaceful.’

         I take a tight breath. Maybe he’s right. I’m on edge. It’s always stressful, writing something for 20.1K people (and more) to see, to read, to give their opinion on, to like or not like, to agree with or to quote-tweet with a look at how fucking stupid this kid is comment. The fact that I’m stressed isn’t Kasim’s fault.

         Besides, there isn’t any point in being annoyed. I learned from an early age that I don’t get to be angry or frustrated. Some people are allowed to take up space in this world, while other people are expected to disappear. When we don’t disappear, we’re hated and then blamed for that hatred. If only you’d been nicer. If only you’d smiled. If only you’d just sit down and shut up, maybe people wouldn’t hate you so much. It isn’t fair, but there’s a lot about this world that isn’t fair, right? I sigh, shake my hands back and forth to get some of the tension out, hum a Solange song. Well, it’s like …

         Kasim puts the last plate down. ‘What’s your post about?’

         He knows that if I’m staring at social media, it’s probably because I’m planning out a new thread. I wouldn’t say I’m famous, but my posts can get around 50K likes sometimes.

         ‘Um.’ I can’t meet his eye. ‘Not sure yet.’ 8

         He gives a half-smile. ‘Maybe it can be how to kiss white people’s asses to make them feel more comfortable with your existence.’

         Jesus Christ on cheese. See what I mean? Kas likes to piss me off. It’s a game to him. Poke at me until I snap. He knows that I’m not radical, like him and his new group of friends. He knows that I’m all about peace. ‘Fuck peace,’ Kasim told me once. ‘They don’t give us peace. Why should we give them ours?’ He wants to rile me up. To make me angry so that he can smirk and say that I’m a hypocrite, and I’m not as peaceful as I pretend to be.

         I pull out my phone. I’ve got more than twenty new notifications. More tags and comments and DM’s. lark are you alive?!! I scroll. ‘Maybe I could write about how anarchy hurts community.’ Another argument we’ve had a million and one times. We always fall into the same patterns, the same cycles, the same fights whenever we come near each other. It’s like an addiction. We can’t stop.

         Kasim cuts his eyes at me, fire shining in them. He’s like a volcano, tectonic plates shifting and pressure building. I can always tell when he’s about to erupt. ‘Tearing down a hierarchal society that’s built from racism is a good thing, Lark.’

         ‘But what about community in the meantime?’ I ask.

         ‘We take care of each other.’

         ‘Can’t take care of each other when resources are being destroyed.’

         ‘We take that shit and redistribute it to the people.’

         ‘Take it from people in the community, you mean?’

         ‘No, from corporations—’

         ‘People’s businesses in the same community get fucked up, too—’

         ‘They aren’t the target.’ 9

         ‘But that’s what happens, right?’ I say. ‘While you’re busy burning down the system, people are gonna struggle in the process.’

         ‘People been struggling, Lark,’ Kas says, his voice getting louder. ‘Damn, your head’s so far up liberal white people’s asses that you can’t see shit except theirs.’

         ‘Christ, Kas, that’s disgusting.’

         He ignores me. His smirk is gone. ‘Open your fucking eyes. Seriously.’

         The argument’s really heated now. It usually is with us. I know my mom can hear, but she doesn’t step in. Kas stares at me for one long second, not saying a word. He can get pretty intense like that. Like an explosion contained in a human body, and even if you can’t see the blast and the fire and the debris, you can feel it coming at you.

         ‘What?’ I say. My voice cracks.

         He only shrugs, looking away again. ‘You could write about dogs. For your post, I mean. Can’t go wrong with that. Might even get more followers.’

         I roll my eyes. ‘You’re an asshole,’ I say, and immediately regret it, because, yeah, that’s not very nice or peaceful of me at all.

         He has the perfect opening, the perfect opportunity, to point out that I called him an asshole and take me down with a FINISH THEM! blow, but he only lets out a laugh. A real one, too – not hollow or forced at all. Kas can be in a fight one second, laughing lightly like it was no big deal the next. Even when being insulted. Like he really and truly couldn’t care less. Yeah. I’m definitely jealous of that energy.

         ‘I guess I’m an asshole sometimes,’ he says. ‘But isn’t everyone? Even if no one wants to admit it, we’ve all hurt someone else in our lives. You have, too.’ 10

         I feel a spark of shame. Of defensiveness. I want to argue with him. But I force myself to stop. He’s right. It’s true, isn’t it? I’ve probably hurt someone also. We’re all human. We all make mistakes, and we all hurt each other, even when we want to think that we haven’t, or think that the other person shouldn’t feel hurt, because we don’t want to be the kind of person we point fingers at and say are bad people. We don’t want to be the bad person. Ever since I was a kid, I wondered about that – why we humans always like to point at someone else and say they’re the enemy while they point at us and say we’re the enemy. Maybe no one is actually good or bad, but a mix in between. Maybe the same is true with me and Kasim.

         ‘Just as long as we learn and grow,’ he says.
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         Dinner’s so freaking good, and as we’re clearing the table, my mom leans back in her chair, satisfied. I remember that night, I just might remember that night for the rest of my days. My mom has brown skin and dark freckles that grow around her eyes. Her curly hair is already turning silver, which kind of scares me, because – and, yeah, this is kind of dark and depressing since even I can’t force myself to be glass-half-full-optimistic every second of every day – but I don’t want my mom to die and leave me alone. I was freaking out that she would get sick when the pandemic first started, and I’m still nervous about it. She had me when she was in her early forties, so she’s older than most moms of people who are seventeen, and I just think about that a lot, I guess, her dying before I’m ready and me needing to figure out how to exist in this world by myself.

         My mom was alone, too – never married. My other parent is an 11unknown person who donated their sperm. Sometimes I wonder if I’ve got a huge biological family with a group chat, siblings and cousins that call just to hear your voice. I’m scared that I’ll end up like my mom, too: someone who deserves to be loved, just like everyone else who wants to be, but will always be alone for whatever reason, just can’t figure out why, and maybe that’s the scariest thing of all – never really knowing what I’m doing wrong, why everyone else in the world has love and a ton of family and friends and just knows, inherently, without a doubt that they belong. But maybe that’s too whiny. I’m being really self-conscious, right? I think that’s what most people would say.

         Birdie shrugs. ‘Whatever another person thinks of you is just a reflection of themselves.’

         My mom asks, ‘Kasim, baby, are you staying over tonight?’

         Even Kas knows that’s a terrible idea. ‘Oh, no thanks, I should—’

         ‘Didn’t you say Taye had to leave for the week? You’ve been in the house all by yourself for four days.’

         ‘Yeah, but he’s coming back tomorrow.’

         ‘Classes start at the Commons tomorrow.’ The Commons, aka the Common Ground Community Centre. My heart leaps at the thought of going back to class again – and of a certain person who posted on their Insta that they’ll be there. ‘You should have someone to see you off,’ my mom says.

         ‘It’s not a big deal. I’m seventeen. I stay home alone all the time.’

         ‘Isn’t that lonely?’ she asks. I try not to laugh. I can see Kas internally starting to regret that he even came over. ‘The centre is closer to us. You two can leave together.’

         Kasim pauses as he struggles to find another reason why he can’t, then almost desperately bursts out with, ‘But I don’t have a change of clothes.’ 12

         Kas is playing checkers while my mom is playing chess. She replies smoothly, ‘You still fit into Lark’s, right?’ We always used to wear each other’s clothing. My mom gets up from the table. ‘It’s getting late and the sun’s already down. I’d feel better if you stayed over instead of walking home, okay?’

         He closes his eyes for a second, maybe biting back a sigh. Kasim can never say no to my mom. He really does love the hell out of her, as he and everyone in the world should. ‘Yeah, okay. Thanks, Ms Winters.’

         I grin smugly at Kasim when my mom turns her back to leave the kitchen.

         ‘Lark, help Kas settle in,’ she says.

         Grin wiped clean. Crap. I forgot this means I’ll have to share my bedroom with Kasim. The last time he stayed over was about six months ago, and that was only because he got sick and Taye wasn’t around to take care of him. We were scared it was the virus, but it turned out to be a bad mix of allergies and the cold, and the doctor just ordered lots of fluids and Benadryl. It was actually kind of nice. Not the Kasim-getting-sick part, but us talking into the night and watching anime again like when we were kids. We laughed so much that night. But then Kas got better, and we got into another argument about something I can’t even remember now, and when he left the next day, everything went back to business as usual.

         Kasim won’t meet my eye, and I wonder if he ever thinks about the way things used to be between us – if he ever regrets the way our friendship ended, too.

         Maybe not. Maybe he doesn’t give a shit.

         Hmmm.
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            Chapter Two [image: ]

         

         My mom’s been renovating the house ever since we moved here a few years ago, but it’s been a slow process, with most rooms half-finished, some walls with different patches of paint and others with carpet ripped from the floors. Kasim follows me as we clomp up the steps. Is it just me, or does it feel like we’re being led to our executions?

         ‘Sorry that I’m all up in your space,’ he says.

         Are you, though? Are you really?

         My room has pale blue walls and scuffed and worn-down wood panelled floors. My shoes are in a pile in my half-open closet. I painted my dresser green, and there are plants everywhere, so it feels like I’m in a tree. There is lemongrass incense and half-melted rosemary candles on my nightstand and piles of books and journals and clothes scattered across the floor. To the outside eye, the room is a complete mess – but it’s my organised chaos, and I like it exactly the way it is.

         My laptop’s still on my desk, which is covered with textbooks from school. I sit on my chair and spin around slowly, looking anywhere but at Kasim. God, this is going to be an awkward night. 14

         There’s a beanbag chair at the foot of my bed. Kas immediately drops into it. ‘Wanna watch something?’ he asks. He’s decided to go the pretend this isn’t weird route, I see.

         ‘Can’t. I still have to figure out what to post.’ I stop spinning and fold over with a groan, hitting my head on the desk with a thud. ‘Ow.’

         He gives a low laugh. ‘You’re acting like it’s homework.’

         I rub my forehead. ‘No, I’m not.’ I sound defensive, so I pause. Take a breath. ‘I didn’t know you were doing classes at the Commons again.’ He’s probably doing the writing class, like me. Kasim considers himself to be a serious writer, and, well, I kind of hate that he’s actually really good. He writes super autobiographical stuff, fiction based on his life, and sometimes essays, too. Honestly, he’s probably going to grow up to win the Pulitzer or the Man Booker Prize or something.

         ‘Yep.’ He scrolls on his phone. Different voices, music. ‘Why do you even need to post something?’

         ‘Because that’s what people expect.’

         He squints at me. ‘Why?’

         ‘I don’t know. People follow me because of the kind of stuff I say, and they’ve been messaging me to see why I’m not posting anything when I usually do every day. So now I have to post something.’

         Twitter’s a millennial breeding ground, but I get nervous when I have to speak, so TikTok – on my own, not dancing and falling and laughing with Kasim – is a no-go for me, and I’ve never liked Insta much. The other teens on Twitter are usually my kind of people anyway. Queer, nerdy, neurodivergent writers and readers who talk about books and anime and social justice. I’ve gotten a bunch of likes and followers for the most random posts— 15
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         —and millennials are obsessed with anyone from Gen Z – I think they wish they could be us or something, I don’t know – so that’s boosted my account, too.

         Kasim stretches out. ‘Okay,’ he says. He looks like he’s seconds from laughing at me. Not like that’s new. ‘I don’t get it. Why’re you letting a bunch of strangers control you?’

         ‘They’re not controlling me.’

         ‘It’s not like you’re getting paid for it.’

         ‘I’m doing this for fun.’

         ‘This is what you do for fun?’ he asks, and the judgement actually stabs me through the heart. Yeah, sorry, Kas – since you dumped me as your best friend, I haven’t been left with a ton of options.

         Besides, it’s not only for fun. My dream is to be a published author. I have so many ideas – like, a single document with literally over one hundred ideas – that feature dozens of characters who look like me and speak like me, appearing centre stage in my daydreams. They talk to me, sometimes, like they’re real – and sometimes, I answer back. (Not a good thing to do when other people are around, let me tell you.) Contemporaries with teens who fall in love with each other and fantasies where genderless heroes save their kingdom and sci-fis, too, where multi-gender human beings have to contain an exploding star—

         I want to write books where Black is the default. Where it’s understood that we are beautiful. I want to write books where readers wouldn’t have to see a single blond-haired, blue-eyed character with 16eyes like the ocean/sky, where my curls aren’t described as unkempt and wild, where the character’s eyes are so dark you can’t even see the iris and I understand the power and beauty in that, instead of writing but at least they had a nice smile. I want to see me for once, not just fragments of me, like books are puzzle pieces and to see myself, I have to read them all.

         ‘Why’re you humming the Pokémon theme song?’ Kasim asks.

         ‘I’m not humming.’

         God. I want to be published so freaking bad. Maybe then, I’ll be seen. My writing will be vulnerable in the way I’m afraid to be vulnerable in real life, because the last time I was – well, it didn’t exactly work out for me, did it? Kasim glances up at me just as I look over at him. People will know me. The real me. People will love me. They’ll want to be my friends. My queer found family. I won’t be so freaking lonely.

         ‘You’re still humming, Lark.’

         ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

         I started querying my first novel about a teen named Birdie who starts to grow wings – well, okay, so I did the one thing everyone says not to do and started querying the book before I’d finished writing it, but what’s the point in writing an entire novel without knowing if an agent will even want to see the full manuscript? I wanted to test the waters, so I started querying my top wishlist agents a few months ago, but so far, Birdie has only gotten rejection after rejection. Best wishes to you on your path to publication.

         ‘Their loss,’ Birdie says, legs crossed as they sit on my desk.

         To be real, finding fame on Twitter is pretty much the only path I see opening up to this dream of mine. Agents and publishing houses pay attention to how many followers a writer has, so if I gain over 50K, 17the chances of getting my book represented by an agent and finally published will skyrocket.

         And that’s exactly why I’ve started to stress out about my posts so much. Twitter used to be fun, but now, one bad decision could make me lose a shit ton of followers. All of my plans could go up in flames.

         Kasim waves around a hand with chipped black nail polish. ‘Why don’t you just take a break for the night? You look like you need a vacation from your – uh – fun.’

         ‘I’ve got to keep my followers by posting regularly.’

         ‘I don’t get the point of Twitter.’

         ‘And I don’t know what to say to that.’

         Kasim pulls out some weed and a lighter, edges of his paper already burnt. Click, sizzle. ‘I can help you brainstorm if you want.’

         ‘You already helped enough, but thanks.’

         ‘Come on. I’ve got some good ideas.’

         ‘Sure. Fine. Let’s hear them.’

         ‘Hot white boys.’

         ‘Fuck off.’

         He laughs and blows out a haze. ‘Okay, okay. Seriously. One topic I haven’t seen you cover yet is mental health in the Black community.’

         I spin in my chair to face him. ‘You read my posts?’

         Trademarked smirk tugs at his lips. ‘Unfortunately.’

         ‘I thought you hated Twitter.’ I assumed that Kasim wasn’t on there. He talks enough shit about it.

         He ignores me. ‘You could write about – you know – how depression and anxiety and shit affects Black people.’

         I watch him for a second, then spin back around. ‘That’s actually a good topic. Thanks.’ 18

         ‘No problem.’

         I begin typing, and we fall into a silence that’s more comfortable than I’ve experienced between us in a while. But with just the sound of my clacking keyboard, a question thickens the air. This topic about mental health was really specific. I want to ask if something’s wrong – if Kasim is struggling. Is he depressed? His mom died when he was four, so he says he doesn’t miss her. More like he misses the idea of her, the relationship they might’ve had together. His dad hasn’t been around much since he was released, and they haven’t been in touch for about a little over a year. I don’t know much about the situation, but I heard he had a breakdown and disappeared, leaving Kasim and Taye behind. Kasim told me once that his dad was so traumatised that when he got out of prison, he’d been a shell, his life and hopes taken from him, and all because he was a Black man with some weed. Prisons shouldn’t exist. People who can’t imagine a world without prisons probably couldn’t have imagined a world without slavery, either.

         I want to ask Kas how he’s feeling, but we’re not as close as we used to be. Maybe this is something I could’ve asked him, once, when we were still friends – but now …

         Kas smokes while he scrolls on his phone. I know my mom wouldn’t be happy if she saw Kasim carrying weed. Not when there’re too many white people who’d be happy to lock him up, too. But my mom doesn’t care if we smoke. She likes the health benefits. Emotional, physical. It helps my anxiety, helps her back pain. Weed’s only illegal because of racism, since Black people profited from it—

         Birdie snorts. ‘Meanwhile, prescription opioids are more addicting and fatal and yet are still legal. Hmmm, I wonder why?’ 19

         —and now, after generations of people of colour and especially Black men have lost their freedom and lives for a few ounces, white people are starting cannabis businesses and making money while continuing to villainise us for smoking a few puffs.

         I can’t begin to imagine how Kasim must feel, knowing his dad had been arrested and imprisoned for having weed and then seeing smiling pictures of Karens and Marthas as they give the grand tour of their cute Colourado cannabis shop. The thought alone makes me want to cry and scream and curl into a ball, lying inside of a soft pink shell, where I know I’ll be safe. Sometimes I think I might see flashes of that same pain in Kasim’s eyes before he blinks, walls back up again.

         He glances at me now, and I realise I’ve been staring, but he doesn’t seem to care. ‘Is it all right if I play some music?’ he asks.

         ‘Yeah, sure.’ I reach for the weed and smoke a little, calmness tingling over my skin. He presses the screen on his phone. Teyana Taylor’s ‘Gonna Love Me’ starts playing. The song hits the mood, and I lean back and forth in my chair as it squeaks beneath me.

         I type the last word. I read and re-read the thread, making edits until it’s perfect. I hold my breath as I hit tweet all.

         ‘You finished?’ Kasim says.

         ‘Yep.’

         ‘Can I read?’

         ‘Just look at it on your phone.’

         ‘I don’t have the app.’

         ‘What? Why not?’

         ‘Because I’m not a weeb.’ 20

         I roll my eyes, grab the laptop, and hand it over to him before I get up from my desk and flop onto my bed, scrolling through my notifications on my cell. I see 20, 23, 26 likes and counting.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Looks like it’ll be another popular thread – but inevitably a troll finds it and quote retweets: jesus christ this kid is so annoying 21

         Birdie hugs me from behind. ‘You aren’t annoying, Lark.’

         If only everyone else agreed. White people, straight people, cis people, neurotypical people, adults – practically everyone is always quicker to consider someone like me annoying: unlikeable, unempathetic, unrelatable.

         I went to a charter school in Brooklyn when I was a kid. I was one of the only Black people in my grade and the only person that used my pronouns. Teachers said I was a ‘disruption’ in class for always raising my hand, too eager to answer questions, while white students who did the same were called hard workers. I was the only person in my class to get in trouble almost every single day. I would talk and laugh, just like everyone else, but I was the only one to be sent to the office. I was given detention because I didn’t smile at a teacher, once. She said I was trying to intimidate her. I had no friends. Whenever I spoke, my classmates would scream at me to shut the fuck up, no one likes me, go away, Lark. The school bullies made a game of following me, spitting at me, shoving me around, and then there was that day when I fell asleep at the back of the bus and had my legs stretched out and everyone got mad and yelled at me for taking up too much space because I am not supposed to take up space in this world and it wouldn’t stop escalating and then finally one girl who had never spoken to me before made fun of me for buying sneakers from Payless and then punched me in the eye—

         ‘Breathe,’ Birdie reminds me.

         Teyana’s song ends. ‘Hurt’ by Arlo begins.

         Birdie is from the future. They say it’s different there. We’ve evolved so much that we realise we’re all one and can’t even tell the difference between each other, from one human to the next. 22

         ‘Maybe I’m from the future, too.’

         Kasim looks up at me. ‘What?’

         I duck my head. ‘Nothing.’

         Kasim gestures at the laptop. ‘We deserve breaks, too? Really?’

         ‘Yeah. What’s wrong with that?’

         ‘Lark – you’re literally not taking a break by posting this.’

         I throw a pillow at him. ‘Shut up.’

         He catches the pillow and laughs, then goes back to reading in silence for a minute. ‘You’ve always been good at getting your point across.’

         My neck gets hot. ‘Thanks, I guess.’ I sit up, more than ready to change the subject. Compliments always embarrass me, but there’s something about a compliment from Kasim especially that really makes me feel awkward. Like it forces me to remember the days when we were so close and leaves me wondering why things changed.

         ‘Does it ever feel like a waste of time?’ he asks.

         ‘What?’

         ‘Social media. The talking, without any action. I’m not sure it actually does anything.’

         ‘And you just want to burn down the world, right?’

         ‘Not the entire world. Just the systems that’re killing us.’

         ‘Even if the fire spreads and burns us, too?’

         ‘Well, it’s the best option we’ve got.’

         ‘According to who?’

         He squints at me, small smile growing. ‘People who don’t agree with you aren’t automatically wrong. Still waiting for you to figure that one out.’ 23

         It’s like he always knows which nerve to slam. ‘I never said you’re wrong just because you don’t agree with me.’

         ‘No. You just imply it.’

         ‘Forget it. I’m not in the mood for another argument right now.’

         ‘I wasn’t trying to fight with you.’

         I don’t know how to answer that. When is Kasim ever not trying to fight with me?

         ‘I’m just saying, there’s nothing wrong with going against the status quo to try something new for a change.’

         ‘Right – because you want the world to know you don’t give a shit about what anyone thinks.’ Okay, maybe I didn’t need to say that so meanly. My shame builds in the silence. ‘Sorry.’

         Kasim shrugs. God. How did shit get so unbearably awkward between us?

         ‘I’m going to sleep, okay?’ I tell him. ‘Don’t shut my laptop down when you’re done with it.’

         He nods, already focused on whatever he’s doing, typing away. ‘Got it.’
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            Chapter Three [image: ]

         

         
            Lark Winters <winterslark@gmail.com>

            Dear Ms Jenkins,

            I am seeking literary representation and hope that you will consider my speculative contemporary YA novel, BIRDIE TAKES FLIGHT.

            Sixteen-year-old Birdie is from a future where humans grow wings. When they accidentally slip through a crack in time and end up in our current world, they are mistaken as an angel and are treated like they are the second coming, toured around the world and praised by millions, while others treat them like they’re a monster.

            When they meet eighteen-year-old Alexandra, Alex vows to help Birdie get back to the future – but then Alex vanishes without a trace, leaving Birdie to follow clues and solve the mystery of her disappearance, which might just give Birdie the answers they need to go home, too.

            Not everything is as it seems, however, and not every lost person wants to be found.

            BIRDIE TAKES FLIGHT is complete at approximately 50,000 words. The first fifty pages are attached per 25your website’s instructions. I am a high school student with a passion for writing, with the goal of creating more visibility and representation for people like me. I currently have over 20K followers on Twitter. Thank you for your time and consideration.

            Sincerely,

            Lark

            —

            Jenkins, Susan <sjenkins@ytliterary.com>

            Hi Lark,

            Thank you for your query. The concept is intriguing, but I didn’t connect with the voice. Though this is a YA, the voice was just too teen, and I struggled with the rambling, repetitive, incohesive, and, frankly, exhausting monologues throughout.

            I wish you every success in your writing journey.

            Best wishes,

            Susan
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         Birdie makes a face. ‘Well, damn.’

         I sigh and rub my eyes, dropping my phone onto the floor. Kasim groans and rolls over beside me. I shouldn’t be surprised, right? This is my thirteenth rejection. The rambling, repetitive, incohesive, exhausting monologues – I mean, ouch, that hurts, especially since 26it’s because I think and write differently than neurotypical people, and that just means not only is my writing being rejected, but I am being rejected, too, with just a small undercurrent of ableism. But there’s a bubbling of anger inside the hurt. Though this is a YA, the voice was just too teen. What does that even mean?

         ‘What time is it?’ Kas asks, voice hoarse.

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘Check.’

         ‘My phone is on the floor.’

         He sighs.

         Too teen. As if it’s a bad thing to be a teenager. Why do adults always act like we’re the worst? They think they’re smarter and more mature than us. From what I can see, adults do the same exact things as teenagers. They bully each other. They’re self-conscious. They have lessons they need to learn to grow as people. They get all up in their feelings about one another, and they have the same emotions, too. They get afraid and they laugh and they cry.

         Birdie sits cross-legged on my floor. ‘Just another way for one group of humans to think that they’re better than another group of humans. That’s what your civilization tended to do a lot, at this point in the timeline.’

         ‘Ageism is weird,’ I say.

         Kasim sits up, hand shaking out his locs so that they fall into his face. ‘What?’

         ‘Think about it. It’s one of the few ways you can go from a person with less privilege and power and become a person with more privilege and power. Adults take advantage of that and treat us like crap.’ When I’m an adult, I’m going to remember how shitty 27this feels, and I’m going to treat teenagers like what we are: human beings.

         Kasim squints down at me, still half-asleep. ‘You’re so random, Lark.’

         I shrug, then throw my sheets back and bend down to pick up my phone, checking the screen. ‘It’s ten.’

         ‘We should get ready to go, then.’

         It’s funny that we’re going back to the place our friendship started. We’re in the same school up by Chestnut, but we’d never really talked at all until our classes at the Commons. School is over for the year. Our classes were on Zoom, but it was kind of impossible to pay attention on my laptop, especially since I’m neurodivergent and all. I mean, I’m assuming I’m neurodivergent, anyway. I don’t want to be officially diagnosed, which my mom says is fine, as long as I keep a handle on managing everything that’s always spiralling around me, but I might have autism, or I might have ADHD, or I might have both. It’d explain why I was bullied. It was almost a relief, to find out that a lot of people who have autism are severely bullied. Like – ah, finally, somewhere I really do belong.

         Getting ready in my house is always a mess, since I can be in the middle of brushing my teeth before I think about the outfit I want to wear and then I go to see if I can find my favourite tee but then I can’t find where I put my freaking toothbrush and I think about fluoride that’s in toothpaste so then I sit down at my laptop to look up fluoride and then my mom yells that I’m going to be late and especially when there’s another person, it feels like we’re in a dance, tripping over each other every three seconds. Kas barges into the bathroom while I’m in the shower. 28

         ‘Jesus, Kas, get out!’

         ‘Fuck, sorry, I didn’t know you were in there—’

         ‘The water is literally on!’

         He doesn’t look at me when I storm into my bedroom, towel tightly wrapped around me. I rummage through my dresser, piles of folded clothes tangling up with each other. I don’t even know if I’m actually that mad. It’s not like Kas saw anything. I was behind the shower curtain. Maybe I’m just acting like I’m mad, because I think that’s what I’m supposed to do when it comes to Kasim. His mouth is in a tight line as he brushes past me to walk out into the hall, slamming the bathroom door shut behind him.

         Birdie rolls their eyes. ‘You two fight about the stupidest shit.’

         My mom’s in the kitchen when I go downstairs, hair still damp, drops of water on my neckline. ‘Good morning, love,’ she says, looking up at me from the table.

         ‘Morning.’

         I’m wearing a yellow collared shirt, floral-patterned scarf that doubles as a mask, wide-legged jeans, and white platform sandals. I basically look like Jaden and Willow Smith combined with an Afro that’s like a halo or a cloud, ends faded pink. My style is like a hippie from the seventies. Flare jeans and tucked-in bright graphic tees. I couldn’t have the name Lark and not turn out to be a sunbeam flower child, right?

         ‘Do you want breakfast?’

         ‘No, thanks.’ I have my phone in my hand, trying to get to my Twitter notifications. They’ve blown up more than I was expecting. That thread must’ve gone viral last night after I went to sleep. But my mom grabs my attention. 29

         ‘You two are going to be late if you don’t hurry.’

         ‘It’s just the Commons, Mom.’

         ‘So, it’s okay to walk into the centre’s classes whenever you want to?’

         ‘No, but—’

         ‘Good morning,’ she says when Kasim walks into the kitchen, a backpack he borrowed from me slung over his shoulder. My grey tee and black sweatpants are usually clothes I sleep in, but it all looks extra cosy on him now. A mask is down around his neck. He isn’t binding today. He told me once he doesn’t always mind his chest. He yanks on one of my beanies, locs down around his face. My mom gives him a huge hug.

         ‘Wait, why didn’t I get a hug?’ I ask her, but she ignores me.

         ‘Are you hungry, Kasim?’

         ‘Not really.’

         ‘You two should probably get going,’ she says.

         ‘Time’s just a construct,’ I tell her as she smiles at me knowingly, gesturing at us to hurry. ‘Seriously, it isn’t even real. Have you ever noticed that one month can feel like a whole year, and then a year can feel like it just flashed by in the blink of an eye? According to Einstein’s theory of relativity—’

         But she isn’t listening. She practically pushes us outside with a ‘have fun’ before she shuts the door.

         I shake my head at Kas. ‘She does the most.’

         ‘You’re really lucky to have her.’

         True. No point in trying to argue with that.

         I clutch my hand around my phone in my pocket, but I can’t scroll through Twitter and walk at the same time. I usually end up tripping 30over my own feet, and the pavements are cracked, tree roots pushing up the concrete. I’ll have to check out the notifications later.

         We walk across the porch, down the steps, and into the sunlight. Another day in West Philly, aka Best Philly. My mom and I moved here from Brooklyn about four years ago for multiple reasons, the first being that we couldn’t afford to live there anymore, and the second being that the city was really loud and always moving and it turned out that the noise and lights and millions of people weren’t helping my anxiety, go figure, and the third being that the bullying had gotten so bad, to the point where the teasing and social ostracisation had escalated to me being pushed around and spat on and punched in the face, and, yeah, those are all memories I don’t like to think about too much, but, anyway, the point that I’m trying to make is that we left New York and ended up here.

         I like West. My neighbourhood is a tree-lined street with townhouses that have beautiful porches with potted plants and chairs where our neighbours sit outside and drink tea and watch their kids run around. It’s quieter and slower and the people here smile. I haven’t had a ton of problems at school. Most of my classmates think I’m weird, and no one really talks to me, but that hasn’t mattered much since school basically became little boxes on a screen. Plus there’s space for gardens. Only rich people could afford gardens in New York.

         But, well – I’m also super self-conscious of the fact that I’m not actually from here, but I’m living comfortably in a house while people who’re from this neighbourhood are houseless and hungry. A guy riding a bike pulled up to me while I was walking home from school one day and asked for some change and I felt bad that I didn’t have any and he told me about how his family had lived in this neighbourhood 31for like fifty years but then they lost the house and they’re living on the streets now and I said I was sorry, which felt so meaningless, and I didn’t know what else to say, and then he rode away. It’s fucked. I hate that I’m a part of the same system that hurts so many people.

         Kasim and I walk in an awkward silence, because that’s the only way we know how to live our life. The sky is a beautiful blue with fluffy white clouds. Gardens explode around us, huge flowers with bees and butterflies floating by, and pollen dances through the air. Did you know that city planners planted a shit ton of sperm trees but not enough egg trees to take in the pollen and now people living in cities don’t have access to free fruit and are forced to buy food and that’s why allergy season is the fucking worst? Colourful townhouses compete to have the brightest trims and someone walking their dog calls out to another person across the street, ‘Hey! How’re you doing? Haven’t seen you in a while!’ It’s the perfect spring weather, you know? That cool breeze with that hot sun, and everything buzzing with life. Spring is my favourite season by far.

         ‘Kas,’ I say, ‘what’s your favourite season?’

         ‘Winter.’

         The season where everything is cold and dead. Of course it is.

         A couple of kids on the corner shout, ‘Water! Gatorade!’ as they sell bottles from a cooler. Signs in windows read BLACK LIVES MATTER and FUCK THE POLICE and ABOLISH ICE and JAWN CROSSING. A mural on the side of an abandoned warehouse shows a child cupping a handful of dirt, a green sprout growing from it, and I think of the poem by Ross Gay, ‘A Small Needful Fact,’ which makes me tear up. Kas notices but doesn’t say anything. He knows I’m always crying. 32

         My mind wanders, and I think about everything this country’s been through these past couple of years. The police brutality, Black people murdered by cops, and there’s an epidemic of violence against Black trans women and feminine people, too, and no one can even be sure that the numbers are accurate for nonbinary and gender nonconforming and transmasculine people, when so much visibility is erased. I get scared thinking about that. Worry that I might not even make it to my twentieth birthday. As much as this world feels like everything is falling apart, I love life. I want to live. When the pandemic hit and the world screeched to a stop and people were forced to look and there were protests everywhere, I started to feel more optimistic. Hopeful, that things would really start to change. I remember telling Kasim this, about a year ago now – things had already gotten weird between us, but this was one of the last real conversations we had before we stopped talking altogether – and he’d shaken his head, like he was disappointed in me. ‘Jack shit’s going to change,’ he said. ‘There’s still prison. There’re still cops. They refuse to give us reparations. They talk a good talk, because they don’t want to be seen as racist, but they still support the same racist system. Nothing is going to fucking change.’

         My house is just a five-minute walk away from the Commons. The pavement slopes down until we reach the trash bridge, the underpass for a train that rumbles past every night and where all the trash of the neighbourhood rolls down the hill and collects in piles and where people dump off garbage, too. There’s a muddy pool of water at the bottom. We pause.

         Kas gestures. ‘You first.’

         ‘Nuh-uh. You go.’ 33

         ‘Same time?’

         I pretend to take a step just as he does also, and then we grab arms and elbows, trying to push each other to go first. We end up almost falling into the water, laughing so hard I feel tears prick the corners of my eyes and he gasps, ‘Wait, wait,’ until we both manage to leap across. I slip and he catches my arm and holds me up, laughing even harder now.

         ‘Holy shit, you saved my life.’

         ‘I’m a hero, right?’

         ‘You’re my hero, Kas.’

         He grins at me, and I grin at him. This feels good. I can’t remember the last time we laughed like this. With Kasim, everything used to be so easy. We could look at each other and burst out laughing for absolutely no reason. Maybe our relationship doesn’t have to be so weird. We care about each other, right? Isn’t that all that matters?

         And then we get to the Commons, and the laughter dies. Smiles gone, frowns back on, awkward silence like the entire scene under the trash bridge had only been in my head.

         ‘It wasn’t, right?’ I whisper.

         Birdie pops up in between us. ‘Nope.’

         Kasim glances at me. ‘Huh?’

         Before the arguments, we’d spend every minute together – but now, whenever we go to school or to the Commons or basically anywhere in public, we cross into our separate lives again with a brief nod and silent understanding. Kasim has his new friends, after all.

         The Common Ground Community Centre building used to be an old warehouse. The centre kept the industrial feel, and the walls are brick, the floor concrete. It looks more like the inside of a college 34lounge or maybe the lobby of a startup tech company with sofas and benches. Almost everyone who’s here for the summer classes are people I go to school with. Summer classes were cancelled last year, but this year we’re back, as long as everyone’s gotten their vaccination and wears a mask when they’re not in class, since the classes are basically small enough to be their own pods. My mom was still nervous about me coming, and, I mean, with good reason – but I felt like I was crawling out of my skin at home, and besides, I’ve really missed the Commons’ writing class. It might be a good chance to have Birdie’s story critiqued. Figure out why I’ve only been getting rejections from agents.

         Kasim pushes open the heavy glass doors.

         We step inside, and everything stops.

         Heads turn. Chatter and laughter quiets.

         There’s one long, collective, silent pause.

         …

         Whispers start up, people craning their necks to get a look at us – no, not at us, but at me. I know adults say that teens are only imagining it when it feels like everyone’s whispering, but right now I am, without a doubt, one hundred percent sure that it’s true. You know that feeling of being chased in a nightmare? I feel like I’m running in slo-mo, the monster just a few feet behind. Something must’ve happened on Twitter – I fucked up on my thread last night, said something I shouldn’t have, made a mistake for everyone to see, and now …

         I look at Kasim for confirmation. ‘Um. Is everyone staring at me?’ I mutter beneath my breath.

         ‘Yep.’

         And how many fucks does he give?

         Zero. 35

         He’s already seen his friends Sable, Micah, and Patch sitting together on the staircase, so he walks off without another word. They all look like they belong in an alt fashion show: black shirts and baggy black pants, dyed hair and piercings and tats. A TikTok they made blew up a few months ago, one of those clips where they’re walking in and out of the screen and flipping off the camera and sticking out their pierced tongues, song shouting I don’t need your opinion, I’ll do what I fucking want, and all the comments are like omg I want to be in your friend group so bad!!!!!

         Kasim walks up to Sable and kisses the corner of her mouth, and she interlocks her fingers with his. Sable’s a few inches taller than Kas and wears a deep purple lipstick that matches the colour she dyed her hair. She catches me staring (can the girl with the combat boots pls step on me) and raises a single eyebrow. I can’t raise one eyebrow. I’ve tried. I’ve practised in the mirror for hours. How the hell does she do that?

         I have a familiar thought: Maybe if I’m nice enough, smile enough, Sable will realise I’m not so bad. She might even want to be my friend, and then Kasim will realise he misses me, and then things can go back to the way they used to be. My mom’s told me that I can’t make everyone love me. ‘Not everyone is going to like you,’ she said. ‘You’ll spend your entire life trying to mould yourself into someone else, but then you’ll realise you wasted all that time getting others to like someone who isn’t even you.’

         But if I can mould myself into someone else and change the parts of me that people don’t like, then why shouldn’t I? This world already has enough excuses to hate someone like me. There’s been a bunch of info on social media recently about trauma and how that shapes who we are, but sometimes I look at Black people and queer people and 36trans people and neurodivergent people and any person this society was built against, and I wonder if we all experience a trauma from the moment we’re born into a world that automatically hates us, instantly wants to kill us, already has a system in place to destroy us. Maybe this world itself is a trauma, and in that case, if I have to mould myself into someone who can be accepted by as many people as possible so that I can survive, then I don’t think anyone can blame me for doing that, right? I’m already hated by so many. It’s okay to want to be liked, too.

         Birdie hugs me and rests their head on my shoulder. ‘I like you, Lark.’

         ‘Thank you, Birdie. But you’re not real.’

         There are people I talk to, people I hang out with, people who are real, but I don’t have a best friend the way Kasim was for me, and yeah, that can be depressing, to see everyone paired up with their ride-or-dies who look like they trust each other with their lives, tell each other their deepest secrets, make you feel like everything will be all right. God. I hate that I miss Kasim.

         ‘Hello? Lark?’

         A hand waves in front of my face.

         ‘Huh? What?’

         Asha is standing beside me, eyebrows raised and a smile growing on her face, like she thinks I’m weird for standing by the doors, totally zoned out, and, well – she might have a point. Her hair is wrapped behind her pink scarf and she has glittery makeup that shimmers, a pink floral dress and polka dot stockings. Asha can’t stand Kasim, but I know she and Sable are best friends – I think they grew up next door to each other – and I’m pretty sure they’re in a coven for femmes together. ‘You okay?’ she asks. 37

         ‘I don’t know,’ I tell her. ‘I walked in and everyone started staring at me, and that gave me major anxiety, so I kind of froze, and then I started to think about shit, and then I guess I forgot I was standing here.’

         She eyes me. ‘You really don’t know why everyone’s staring at you?’

         I twist to her so fast my neck hurts. She knows? ‘What happened?’

         She looks around, adjusting the bag strap on her shoulder. ‘There’s Jamal. Come on, let’s go sit down.’

         Okay, I said earlier that I don’t have any friends, but maybe that was an exaggeration. Or maybe not. There’s like that grey area, you know? The hard-to-define friends. The friends you hang out with, but only when they’re bored and their other friends are busy. The friends who text, but only because they need to know the answer to number fourteen on the history homework. The friends who stop and say hello when they see you staring off into space and will sit with you in class and eat with you at lunch but you kind of get the feeling that it’s mostly because you’re acquaintances at school and here at the Commons you’re one of the few people they know and their best friend is always with her annoying boyfriend, and the second summer is over and we’re back in school again, you’ll go back to being the sort of friends that only wave and smile at each other in the hallways, until even that dies down into awkwardly pretending you don’t see each other by the lockers. But, well, I’m not complaining. Asha’s cool peoples. And it’s nice to have someone to hang out with, too, so that I’m not completely alone.

         We walk across the lobby. Jamal’s hanging out on the sofas, reading, like usual. They glance up when we flop onto the couch beside them. 38
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         The three of us are a weird group that hibernates during the school year and materialises just for the Commons. Asha has a shit ton of friends – like, seriously, she’s probably got fifty friends – while I’m pretty sure Asha and I are Jamal’s only friends, since they’re homeschooled, which honestly makes me feel special, like we’re the chosen ones. They’re not shy, not really – but they’re a major introvert, and they just don’t have a whole lot of patience for other human beings. They stare straight at anyone who ever tries to talk shit about another person, and if anyone tries to complain to them about something that isn’t fair, Jamal will reply with a stone-cold face, ‘Is there something 39you plan on doing about it, or are you only interested in wasting your energy and mine?’ They’re really freaking intimidating, and some people think they’re just mean, but I can see how kind they are, how thoughtful. ‘I have a limited amount of time on Earth,’ Jamal told me once, ‘and I put a lot of thought into how I intend to spend that time, and who I spend that time with.’

         You’d think that they wouldn’t be able to stand someone like me, but we balance each other out perfectly. They help me calm down and I help them laugh, and we talk a lot about shit that’s important to us, like being nonbinary, and books, and we exchange writing with each other outside of class at the Commons. They’ve even given me feedback on Birdie’s story, telling me that it’s beautiful, it really is, and they could absolutely see it getting published as a real book one day.

         ‘Okay,’ I say, lowering my voice, ‘what the hell is going on? Why is everyone acting so weird?’

         Jamal looks up at me like I’m the one who’s being weird. They’ve got beautiful dark brown skin and hair they cut short. They’re starting to grow wisps of a beard. Most people look at Jamal and assume that they’re a guy because they look the way society taught us men are supposed to look, but, welp, society is wrong.

         ‘Don’t worry,’ Birdie whispers. ‘More people will eventually figure out that gender is infinite.’

         ‘What the hell is going on?’ Asha repeats. ‘I was going to ask you the same thing.’

         I give both of them a blank look, waiting.

         Jamal finally puts me out of my misery. ‘Your Twitter thread.’

         My throat goes dry. I must’ve fucked up after all. I’m probably getting torn apart in my notifications. I search my pockets for my 40phone. ‘I don’t get why I’d be in trouble, though. Black people do need to think about mental health more, right?’

         Asha squints at me in confusion. ‘What’re you talking about?’

         ‘What’re you talking about?’

         ‘Your post. It definitely wasn’t about mental health.’

         ‘Yes, it was. I just wrote it last night.’

         Jamal pulls out their phone and scrolls through their Twitter app. I see my thread about mental health pop up on their feed, which has gotten a good amount of attention. First post has 1.5K likes, almost 500 retweets. But they’re right … When they click on my profile, I see that it isn’t my newest tweet.

         My mouth falls open and I grab the phone.
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people?? tbh i have been struggling so much with anxiety
lately & i don’t even feel like i can talk about it openly

J o e 7 o 3

it’s like we as black people don’t get to have mental health
breaks. so many of us are brought up to just smile through
it and keep pushing and keep working and be grateful and
pray the anxiety and depression away

o 2 2 15 ® 45

and so many of us are brought up to believe that therapy
and mental health isn’t for us. just ignore the pain so that
we can keep working hard

D 5 = 21 ¥ 63

but thats so capitalistic right?? we aren’t only as
valuable as the work we do. i’m not worth more than
another person if i grow up to get a job that makes me a
millionaire.

O 7 2 29 ® 70

the idea that we’re only as valuable as our work and
money is literally created by slavery!! we shouldn’t have to
work so hard. we deserve breaks too.
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How do | tell them that | love them?
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