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Chapter one

Naima 





Prom. The single most important day in a teenager’s life or so they say. I always imagined spending this day getting ready with my best friend Luna. We’d wear matching dresses, and she’d put her makeup skills to use to make me look magical. Luna’s here. She’s working on my eye shadow now, but so is Dixie. 

Dixie Davis is my other best friend Sam’s girlfriend. They’re both TikTok creators although it seems like Dixie is siphoning Sam’s followers. There’s nothing particularly bad about her. She’s a pretty girl, long brown hair, thin—it sounds like I’m describing a horse. 

She’s not bad, really. I just, I don’t know. She’s trying to tell us about some beef she has with another creator that I don’t care about, and I’m trying to be nice. Say my “um hmms” and “yeah” at the right time, but this is supposed to be exciting. I’m supposed to be getting ready to dance the night away with Luna and enjoy our Saturday night, but instead we have to babysit Dixie.

“She’s totally copying my style. I started the Y2K trend then she hopped on. I thought about dying my hair platinum blonde, and she went ahead and did it.” Dixie spreads herself out on my bed. For someone who cares about her looks, she doesn’t care that she’s wrinkling her dress. “It’s like I can’t win.”

“It’s like I don’t care,” I mumble to Luna who snickers.

“Hold still, I’m almost done,” Luna says, then looks at Dixie. “Girl, have you tried calling her out?”

Dixie springs up from the bed. “That’s it! Everyone will know what a snake she is. Oh my god, Luna. You’re the best.”

“I know,” Luna says while she finishes blending my smoky eye. When she’s done, she moves out of the way for me to see myself in the mirror. I usually stray away from heavy eye makeup (because I don’t know how to do it myself), but Luna is the best, and my brown eyes really pop. The rest of my makeup too, but I can’t stop looking at my eyes and eyebrows. When she does my eyebrows, they look like twins. When I do them, they look like strangers.

“Luna” —I grab her hands— “I look amazing. How are you so great at everything?”

“I’m just naturally talented.”

“You are!” I squeeze her and refuse to let go.

In two months, Luna is moving back to Mexico with her family, and I’ll never see her again. Okay, maybe that’s being dramatic. I will see her again. I can always video call her, but she won’t be a fifteen minute drive away. We won’t be able to spend the night at each other’s house without a long flight. She can’t help me get ready for major life events and do my makeup and make me look pretty.

“You can let go now,” Luna says, straining from the pressure of my hug.

“I’m sorry. Who knows how long I’ll get to hug you and—” My eyes start to water. Luna has been my best friend since the fifth grade when she moved here, and now she’s leaving eight years later. Sure, I may have Sam—who’s undecided about moving to Los Angeles with Dixie, and my boyfriend Kamron who decided to take a gap year, but Luna is everything. She’s my everything.

Luna grabs a tissue and dots my eyes. “You better not mess up my makeup, girl. Two months is plenty of time. You have plenty of time with me.”

I nod and swallow the tears building up in my throat. I have plenty of time left with Luna. Two months seem like so little, but we can make it plenty.

Luna unzips her garment bag and slides into her gown. I grab my dress from my closet and step into it, pulling it up over my body. Usually, we coordinate our outfits, but I saw the perfect dress over the summer and bought it without knowing the theme for prom. The theme is Old Hollywood, and Luna used Megan Thee Stallion’s Old Hollywood Met Gala look for inspiration. She’s wearing a red sequin gown and has jumbo rollers in her hair. I saw this perfect teal and mint ombre tulle gown that I had to get so instead of matching with my best friend, I’m coordinating with my boyfriend. Where is he, by the way?

I grab my phone. He texted that he was on his way eleven minutes ago, so he should be here at any moment. I’m dressed. My makeup is done. My hair is a wash and go with a side part. I grab my gloves and shoes, and now I’m ready for prom.

Car doors slam outside so I look out the window and see Sam’s burgundy Jeep, Kamron’s white Prius, and Marcus’s yellow Camaro. Kamron is leaning against his car in his black suit, and he looks so pretty with his hair braided like that. I smile remembering my first thoughts of him: pretty but annoying. A little too much of a golden boy, but I was definitely projecting. He’s smart, thoughtful, patient, and yes, very pretty. I can’t believe he’s mine.

“Our dates are here!” I yell even though the girls are right beside me.

“Darius is gonna get on my nerves,” Luna groans. “I don’t know why I agreed to go with him.”

“You could’ve been my date,” I remind her.

“And what about your boyfriend? I don’t want to be a third wheel.”

“He’d be fine.” I wave her concern away.

“I just wish Ricky wasn’t an ass.”

Ricky was her on again off again situationship. He never officially said they were dating, but he hated the idea of her dating anybody else. He’s also twenty-two. Even though Luna is eighteen and their being together is technically legal, it doesn’t make it right in my book. I say good riddance, but Luna’s determined to make it work.

“Don’t worry about Ricky. Worry about us tonight at prom. Just two hot girls having a very fun night.”

“We’re gonna have so much fun!” Dixie chimes in, and I stifle the growl in my throat. 

I forgot she’s still here.

As we head downstairs, Mom stops us on the stairway. Her eyes are already teary, and heat flushes my face. She’s been doing this a lot lately. Every big senior year moment, there Mom is with her phone and her tears. I get it. I’m a big girl now, but it’s kind of embarrassing.

“Let me get one pic of you girls before you leave?” she asks.

We stagger ourselves on the staircase and smile at her phone. “All three of you look lovely. I hope you have fun.”

“Thanks Mom,” I say then hug her.

She breaks away from the hug and stares at me. My chest prickles from her gaze. “Stay out as long as you like and have fun tonight, okay?”

“Yes, I know.”

“I mean it. I better not see you home til midnight. Enjoy yourself.”

“I got it, Mom.” I slip from her embrace and head for the door. Although she’s putting a lot of emphasis on tonight, I secretly hope that prom is as good as its promise.








  
  

Chapter two

Kamron





The first time I saw Naima was in our high school cafeteria. She had these bright green locs and was yelling "whore" at a white boy. I didn’t know who that girl was but knew that she was kinda bold and real for that. Then I saw her again in my next class and learned that she’s brilliant, and it doesn’t take a genius to see how beautiful she is. 

Bold. Brilliant. Beautiful. The girl I’m lucky to call my girlfriend.

When she opens the door and walks out, she’s glowing. Her hair radiates from her head in a coily crown. Her dress curves in and flairs out. With the gloves on, she looks better than Princess Tiana. Better than all the Disney princesses combined, and when she smiles, my heart beats so loud in my chest that I think I may be having a heart attack.

Naima wraps her arms around my waist with a cloud of vanilla perfuming the air. She looks at me, expecting me to say something, but when I open my mouth, nothing comes out. What can I say? After all this time, I’m still astounded by the fact that this bold, beautiful, brilliant girl wants to be with me. I have no choice but to be honest with her about it.

“I have no words to describe how beautiful you are, baby.”

Her smile widens to the point that her eyes squint and her face is just teeth and lashes. She grabs my face and kisses me.

“I think you can come up with just a few words,” she whispers but her voice is always soft-spoken.

Her gaze travels from my lips to my eyes. I gulp. ‘Stunning’ is too simple. 

“Glamorous? Magnificent? Alluring?”

She visibly shivers when I say each word. “I’ll take all of them.”

Now, I’m smiling because of course there’s so many wonderful words that can describe her at one time.

“Can you two quit being gross so we can go?” Luna says.

I slick forgot other people were around. Every moment with Naima is like being tucked away in our own little cocoon. The rest of the world doesn’t matter. Looking outside our cocoon though, Luna, Darius, Sam, Dixie, Marcus, and Sophie are all staring at us. Apologetically, I look from them to Naima and follow everyone to our cars. Everybody wants to carpool, but I know Naima will get tired early, and when she’s tired, she’s cranky so I decide that we go in my car and follow everyone else.

When we get to the convention center, the parking lot is filled with limos. An actual red carpet leads into the building, and there are photographers taking everyone’s pictures like paparazzi. They don’t play about prom down here. Naima rushes out of the car and runs to Luna so they can get their pictures taken. They pose, hug, and hold hands on the red carpet being ushered along by the incoming couples. Once they reach the entrance, Naima ducks under the rope and runs towards me. She grabs my hand to follow her to the start of the red carpet.

It’s disorienting having the cameras flash in my face and not knowing where to look, but when I look over at Naima, she’s eating it up. She’s tilting her face and putting her hands on her hips. She’s naturally photogenic, so I follow her lead and wrap my arm a little tighter around her waist and smile so I don’t ruin her photos. When we reach the entrance, I want to breathe a sigh of relief until she goes back under the rope and grabs Sam’s and Darius’s hands to make everyone join us for a group photo.

And we go through the line again. This time once we’re inside, Naima asks a classmate to take a picture of everyone and then she hands the phone to Luna to take a picture of the two of us. I smile at the camera before looking over at Naima. I’m at my senior prom with my girlfriend of twenty months in Mississippi. When I started high school, I didn’t think any of those things could come true, but here I am. Here we are.

“What?” she says when she realizes I’m staring at her.

“I’m happy to be here with you,” I whisper near her ear, and I mean it. I never imagined I’d have the life that I have now.

Luna hands Naima her phone back, and she swipes through the photos faster than I can even process it. Eventually, she shows me one and says, “How are you so cute? You look so much better than me.”

My suit's a statement piece—black with mint and teal florals that match Naima's mint and teal dress. My aunt Amaya braided my hair into this cornrow design that feeds into a bun, and she trimmed my sides. My shoes are velvet tuxedos. I clean up okay.

The girls have already picked a table near the back wall, and I follow Naima there to sit. After about ten minutes, the rest of the group joins us right as the servers bring salad and drinks. Everyone’s quietly pecking at their salad until Darius asks, “What y’all doing after this?”

“Mom told me to stay out til midnight so.” Naima shrugs then looks over at me.

“I want to party if y’all wanna,” Luna says, then mimes a joint with her fingers.

“We gotta wait til baseball season is over,” Sam says.

“He gotta wait. I got you, baby girl.” Darius winks at Luna, and she rolls her eyes. “You want in?” Darius asks me.

“Nah, man. I gotta take Naima home.”

“Nigga, just spend the night. We staying at Sam’s.”

I mean I probably could spend the night. Amaya wouldn’t mind, and I don’t even remember the last time I got high. I sigh then look at Naima. I gotta be responsible, though. This is prom, and I want her to have a good time, too.

“I’m good.”

Darius shakes his head like he doesn’t believe me. I half believe me too, but Sam changes the subject.

“So y’all coming to our last game? Next Thursday?”

“Yes, of course.” Naima wrinkles her nose. “You know how much I love baseball.”

She hates all sports which she reminds me of every time I try to watch a NBA or NFL game with her.

“It’s against Cherokee Central. We’re gonna whoop their ass,” Marcus chimes in.

“Haven’t y’all lost most of your games this year?” Naima asks in her gentle tone with the straightest face that makes it ten times funnier.

As I snort, Sam responds, “That’s not important. We just gotta finish strong.” 

The guys high five each other and repeat, “Finish strong.”

The rest of the food comes, and we eat. As soon as the music starts, Naima grabs Luna’s hand and runs to the dance floor. While everyone else cares how they dance, and if it’s cool enough, Naima doesn’t. She moves in whatever way she feels called which makes it more admirable. I grab my phone and record a few clips of her that I know she’ll appreciate later and then I sit back in my chair and open my email.

It’s been a habit I’ve had almost every day for the past month. While Naima was applying to college, I sent my portfolio to galleries across the country and a few international ones as well. The deadline for a few of them passed a couple of months ago so I’m just waiting for an acceptance. So far, I’ve gotten one rejection, but there are still a dozen other places I’m waiting to hear from. The problem is I haven’t told Naima any of this. She thinks I’m taking a gap year, and that’s partially true. I’m not planning on going to college next year…or any year after that. The truth of that may devastate her as well as the truth of—

Naima grabs my shoulder, jolting me out of my thoughts. She’s holding her hand out to me while the music slows down. I grab her hand and follow her to the dance floor. Laying her sweaty head on my shoulder, she presses her body into mine and sways. Damn, even her sweat smells good. I close my eyes, following along to her body and the music. Something hard and sharp slides between us, and when I open my eyes, Mrs. Berry, our calculus teacher, is there with a yardstick in her hand.

“Y’all need to keep Jesus between you,” she says and presses the stick into my belly. I back away from Naima who I catch rolling her eyes.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Berry,” I say and smile knowing it’ll diffuse the scowl on her face. It does, and she walks away. I cup Naima’s jaw. She leans into it and hums. “Sorry about that,” I say and bring her hand to my lips to kiss her knuckles. Softly. Apologetically.

“It’s whatever.” She tries to play it off but yawns. The fatigue is setting in the corners of her face.

“You wanna sit down?” I ask.

“It’s prom!” She releases herself from me and throws her hands in the air. “We’re supposed to have fun.”

“But we can take a break.” I hold my hand out to give her the choice of taking it. Begrudgingly she does, so I lead her back to our seats. Her shoulder slumps, and her face softens when she looks back at the dance floor, at our friends dancing, talking, and laughing with each other.

“We can go home,” I remind her. She has options other than exhausting herself to keep up with everybody else.

She rubs her eyes and then looks at me. “No, I’m fine. We can stay a bit longer.” Naima squeezes my hand and offers a tired smile. She looks longingly at the dance floor for a few more songs until a pop song comes on. She instantly brightens and grabs me. “You have to dance with me.”

I try to follow along with her dance moves. She twists and turns then punches the air and punches the dance floor. At one point she backs up on me and grinds, stopping when the chorus returns. Then, she jumps some more until the music finishes.

“Okay, I’m ready to go,” she pants. “Let me go tell Luna.”

Naima taps Luna’s shoulder while she’s dancing with some guy who’s not her date.

“You’re leaving? Noooo,” Luna whines then hugs Naima. They squeeze each other for a good solid minute. “Ask your mom if I can spend the night. I’m not sleeping on Sam’s couch.”

“Okay, I will,” Naima says. She looks around for Sam and then waves goodbye to him before we leave.

In the car, I ask her if she wants to get ice cream or something before I take her home. It’s only 9:26.

“I just feel bad. This is your prom, and I’m making you leave early.”

“You didn’t make me do anything I didn’t want to do,” I reassure her.

Out of my peripheral, she stares at me then twists her lips. She's uncertain. I grab her hand and rub my thumb over her knuckles. “You don’t have to go home yet. We can go somewhere else.”

Her face brightens then. “Okay. Yes.”

We drive to the nearest park and sit under the trees. Cracking the windows, I turn off the car, take off my suit jacket, get out of the driver’s seat and into the backseat. Naima climbs over the seats to get into the back. She rests her head in my lap, and I rub her shoulders.

“Did you have fun at least?” I ask. The park light adds a soft warm light to the car, and the cicadas hum in the humid night air.

She sighs, “Why do people make such a big deal out of prom? It’s a lot of pressure to have a great time and to go all out. I mean it was fun, but it was no different than any other school dance.”

“It’s the last time we all get together and party before we graduate. That's a pretty big deal.”

“I don’t know. I guess the way people talked about it. I thought I’d feel differently.”

“Yeah, I get that.” Prom is more of an ideal than anything else. We think it's a bigger deal than it is because we've made it that way.

But I change the subject. Something I’ve learned that she likes is when I indulge her in her special interests and theories. It’s always a fun thought experiment, and it’s exciting to see where we end up.

“What’s the latest theory?”

She hums, thinking about the question and then asks, “Are aliens racist?”

I choke-laugh. Where does she come up with this? “Why do you say that?”

“I was watching a documentary about alien abductions and all the interviewees were white so either aliens are racist and only want white people or people of color don’t talk about their alien abductions, but if aliens only want white people why? Are aliens racist and hate the rest of us? Are they experimenting on white people? If so, why?”

That was a lot, but I ask, “Do you want to be abducted by aliens?”

“No!” she answers quickly. “That sounds terrifying. I just don’t like the idea of aliens preferring white people. Like is white supremacy intergalactic?”

“I think if a species is advanced enough for intergalactic travel, I don’t think they care about racial politics. Maybe Black folks just don’t talk about alien abductions cause they'll probably lock us up.”

“That could be it, but I don’t know,” she yawns. “It doesn’t sit right with me that aliens are racist.”

I rub her shoulder while she stammers through a sentence, “I just—it doesn’t.” After a few seconds she gives up and breathes softly. Her eyelids flutter shut, and she’s out. I rub her arm a little bit longer. She looks so peaceful, and it's going to be my fault when she's not anymore. I sigh knowing that in one-hundred and five days, I'm going to break her heart.








  
  

Chapter three

Naima





Islide the pencil against the back of Kamron’s ear. He twitches, and I have to bite my lip down to suppress the grin. Mrs. Evans, our AP English Literature teacher, is going on and on about Zora Neale Hurston and her role in the Harlem Renaissance. Why Mrs. Evans waits until we have two days left of school is beyond me. We’ve taken our AP Exams. We’ve declared which colleges we’re going to. We’ve already had prom. Now it’s just graduation next week and then we’re done with high school. Why is she prolonging this? 

Kamron reaches behind him grabbing my knee to get me to stop. I do but not before letting a giggle escape. Mrs. Evans stops briefly to glance at me before she returns to the Google Slides. I roll my eyes when she does. 

Kamron and I take most of our classes together this year. He’s been such a balm in all of them. When I get anxious and need to stim, he lets me use him to stim. When it’s a class where we sit next to each other, I can fidget with his hand under the desk. In English, there’s only six of us, and we all have to sit in the front. I sit right behind him, and it gives me the perfect view of his darling head. He’s been growing his hair out, and it’s beautiful and thick on the top and tapered on the sides, but I love when he lets Amaya do fun things with it. Like right now, he’s still wearing his prom hairstyle. It’s small cornrows in the middle feeding into chunky cornrows down the side of his head and then a smaller cornrow on the outside of the chunky ones. All of that ties into a small bun. I reach up and dangle his bun. I want to give him a kiss right in the middle part of his head. I chew my bottom lip and bounce my knee to suppress the urge, but now that I’ve started thinking about it, that’s all I can think about.

Kamron grabs my hand and squeezes it. The touch gets me out of my head and calms me. I twirl his fingers around mine and use that to focus on the rest of Mrs. Evans' lecture. She’s assigning Their Eyes Were Watching God and having us discuss it on the last day of school for a participation grade. My God, when does it end? 

As she’s passing out the books, the bell saves us from any more unnecessary assignments so we can go to lunch. The last week of school is when the cafeteria decides it wants to start experimenting with lunch. Instead of the usual calendar that tells me whether or not I need to bring lunch, every day is TBD so I bring my own. Luna is already in the cafeteria sitting at our usual table. Kamron braves the lunch line. I plop the assigned book down with my lunch bag.

“Are you getting new assignments this week too?” I ask her as I sit down.

“No, who would assign something this close to graduation?” Luna asks because she’s a reasonable human being unlike Mrs. Fucking Evans.

I emote wide eyes and bob my head like “exactly!” By the time Kamron sits down, I’m still ranting about a new assignment and wondering how much it’d ruin my A if I didn’t do it. When he joins us, it’s just the three of us to make our table complete. This year Sam has second lunch so besides us driving to school in the mornings together, I barely see him. He’s usually with his “partner” Dixie after school. That’s what they call each other because apparently boyfriend/girlfriend is old-fashioned or something. I don’t know. But I spend my lunches with my bestie Luna and my boyfriend Kamron. It’d be nice to see Sam more though. I guess that’s what the baseball game is for in a few days.

“It’s a Black classic, and it’s pretty good. I think you’d like it,” Kamron says.

“Of course you’ve already read it.” I throw my hands in the air. If it has anything to do with Black literature, he knows it all. I’m not saying I don’t read Black literature. I’ve had to read some for AP Lit, but I’m more of a contemporary fantasy kind of girl. I’m here for Tracy Deonn and Namina Forna, not so much for Toni Morrison and James Baldwin. 

He interlocks his fingers with mine and squeezes. “We can read it today after school,” he offers.

“Are you staying for dinner?” I ask.

“I can.” 

“And where’s my invite?” Luna asks. 

“I can come over this weekend or you can come to mines?” When I think about it, her house has Nellie, her black cat, and Mexican and Puerto Rican food. “Nevermind, I’ll go to your house.”

After dinner, Kamron sits with me in my room while I’m struggling to read Their Eyes Were Watching God. He’s not rereading it because he claims he remembers most of it. I keep shifting with the book trying to replace “lak” with “like.” Every other word is “de” instead of “the.” It’s so annoying, and it’s slowing me down. I don’t know how I'm gonna finish it by Thursday. 

“Don’t you think it’s weird that Mrs. Evans gave us another book to read?” I vent to avoid reading the book. “We literally could’ve done nothing this week like the rest of our classes. The AP Exams were last week!” 

“She could’ve,” he says, “But this was the first time she assigned us a Black novel to read all year.”

That’s not right because I read Toni Morrison and Richard Wright this year. 

“You read those books on your own,” Kamron says, reading my mind. “Even Othello, which is written by Shakespeare, She told us to read over Christmas break, and when we got back, she said it didn’t matter. Probably just because it was written about a Black man.”

“Dang, have we ever been assigned any books by people of color?” I ask. 

We got to read a novel of our choosing each quarter, and I chose books by people of color, but when I think about it, Mrs. Evans never assigned any to us. I fell in love with Kate Chopin, Edgar Allen Poe, and William Faulkner’s stories. I had to stomach Eudora Welty and John Steinback, but in my free time I read Toni Morrison and James Baldwin and Richard Wright. I wasn’t always a fan of their writing, but it was the first time I read a book for class with Black characters.

“For as long as I’ve been in Mississippi, no,” Kamron answers. “This is our first.”

I try to remember my assigned reading over the years. My English class never read books or stories by people of color which is a shame considering that half of our school is Black. I used to think that we weren’t as bad as other schools, especially those in Florida, because we didn't have book bans, but the teachers just never bothered to assign us any of those books.

“It’s kinda racist when you think about it,” Kamron continues. “A third of our English class is Black, and we have to read their stories, but they never have to read ours.”

The third is me and him. There are only six people in our AP Lit class.

I stare at him. What does it mean for me who has never read that deep into what was going on around me? I was so busy trying to do my work well, I never even questioned what the work was or how it was impacting me. What does that say about me?

“You’re right,” I tell him. “I can’t believe I never saw it before.”

“Most of the teachers here are covertly racist. If you blink, you miss it,” he says.

“But they’ve all been nice to you.” When it was just me in the advanced class, it was easy for me to say they were racist, but when Kamron came along and the teachers were nice to him, but mean to me, I figured it was more ableism than racism.

“Yeah, cause I’m one of the ‘good ones,’” he finger quotes. “Mrs. Evans was out of pocket earlier saying my paper was AI because it was too ‘well-written,’ and don’t get me started on Mrs. Truss.”

Mrs. Truss was our AP Biology teacher who hated me and knew that I didn’t get along with Kamron when he first came here. She assigned us to be lab partners which worked out well for us, so maybe I should thank her for helping me get a boyfriend.

“Yeah. Incredibly ableist.”

“And racist. Why she pit the only two Black people against each other?”

“She didn’t really pit us against each other,” I argue.

“She was constantly playing mind games trying to make it seem like you were bad for speaking your mind. Like Black people are only good when we’re obedient.”

“You were obedient?”

“I was respectful, but I saw how she treated you. That’s why I kept trying to speak up for you in class.”

“You did?”

“Are you oblivious to everything?” 

Instead of malice in his voice, there’s a soft amazement. He cups my cheek and caresses my jaw with his thumb. He stares at me softly to the point where my heart flutters. My breath deepens.

“You really shouldn’t look at me like that,” I whisper. Mom is literally downstairs. He smiles which makes it worse.

“Like what?” His lips quirks in amusement. 

He's such a tease!

“Shut up!” I playfully push his shoulder but then I grab his face. “Actually, I just wanna—” 

I bring his face closer to mine until his lips are just a taste away and wait. He reaches his arm around my waist and closes the kiss. His bow shaped lips are pillowy soft and perfectly press into mine. When he pulls away, I bring his lips back to mine. It’s like as soon as the kiss is over, I have amnesia and need another one ASAP. I kiss him again and again.

“You have to stop,” I say. “I gotta read this book.”

“I have to stop?”

“Yes, you gotta stop looking like that so I can do my homework. You’re such a distraction.”

When he grins, I just want to press my body against his and kiss him again.

“Uhhh, you’re the worst. I have to read this difficult ass book. Stop it.”

“Let me read it to you,” he offers. I hesitate because I hate when people read to me, but maybe with him, it’s different. “It’s better when you listen to it anyway. You can hear the rhythms of the words.”

“Fine,” I slide down on the bed and lay on him. He wraps his arm around me, and I bury my face in the woodsy scent of his warm chest.

“Where are you in the book?”

“You can start at the beginning.”

And he does. His voice is strong as he reads, its usual staccato slipping as he softens the endings of his words, making them smooth and dark like molasses. He sounds Southern, country, and Black. I close my eyes and listen to his heartbeat’s lullaby as his voice lulls me to sleep. 








  
  

Chapter four

Kamron





Naima, Luna, and I walk down the bleachers to the front row of the baseball field. We’re behind the dugout giving us a good view of home plate. Pulling the plastic seats down to sit, they’re scolding hot. Everything is hot and the air is muggy. I bring my water bottle to my lips and sip, tug my baseball cap on my head. It’s been so long since I’ve gotten to sit and watch a baseball game. Pops used to have season passes for the San Francisco Giants and pre-pandemic, we’d go at least once a week. 

I sigh. Pre-pandemic life. 

Naima places her hand on my arm.

“Hmm,” I turn to her.

“We’re gonna get some snacks. You want anything?”

“Nah, I’m good,” I smile at her.

Her and Luna walk back up the steps to the concession stand. Looking around at the bleachers, it’s mostly empty. It’s expected with the team’s losing streak, but I thought being the last game, more people would show up and support. Guess I was wrong.

The players are in the outfield stretching and warming up. I stand up and join them, whirling my arms around, stretching my neck and shoulders before sitting down again, waiting for the game to start. I can’t believe school is over. Today was our last day. There’s still graduation next week which feels like a formality at this point, but I never thought I’d get this far. I never thought I’d be here. 

After graduation we have the whole summer ahead of us and then after that? I close my eyes and breathe. I have to break up with the love of my life, and she’ll hate me for it. I haven’t told her yet because I’m holding onto hope that something will change, just long enough for me to figure out how to create a life for me and Naima when she goes to college, but right now I have nothing.

I lean back in the seat right as Luna and Naima return.

“We got cheese fries and gummies and more water. Also do you need sunscreen? We just sprayed down.” Naima asks.

Now that she’s mentioned it, my neck feels like it’s burning. I nod, and she hands the snacks to Luna, puts the waters down, and slides her backpack to one side. 

“You want spray or lotion. It’s white lotion so you’ll be white, but you won’t burn.”

“I’ll take the lotion,” I say. 

She squirts some in her palm and smears it. “Where do you want it?”

“Just on my neck and shoulder.” I turn my back to make it easier for her, and she slides into the seat behind me. Rubbing the lotion on my neck, I close my eyes to savor this touch, this bit of closeness while I still have it. While I still have her. She’s so careful to not get any on my hair or shirt, but I don’t even care about that. I only care about her.

“I rubbed it in as best I could,” she says, wiping the residue on her own thighs. 

“Thanks,” I kiss her cheek, smelling the sweat and sunscreen on her skin. 

She smiles at me, and I want her to stay that way forever. 

The game finally starts, and the leadoff hitter hits a homerun from the first pitch. I knew our team sucked but this? I suck in a breath.

“Is that bad?” Naima asks.

“They just hit a home run.”

“That’s good, right?” She claps her hands. 

“It’s the opposing team.” 

“Oh.”

I point to Marcus playing shortstop. “You see Marcus and Darius and Sam?” I point to them in center and right field. “They’re all on the field playing defense. Their job is to make sure the other team doesn’t score runs. When they’re batting, their job is to get a run. A home run then is good.”

“I actually got that, I think,” she says. “You’re so much better at explaining this than Sam. He just yells and then he’s like, ‘Why don’t you get it?’”

She waves her hands in the air frustrated. Maybe that’s what I can do this summer. Show her stuff so that when I’m gone, she’ll always remember me. 

It’s the bottom of the first, and the home team is batting. When the ball goes out of the zone, the batter doesn’t swing.

“Good eye!” I yell and clap. 

“What does that mean?” Naima asks.

“Every time he swings, it’s a strike,” I explain. “If the pitcher throws it in the zone and he doesn’t swing, it’s a strike, but if the pitcher throws it out of the zone, it’s a ball, and when you get four balls, you walk.”

“Okay,” she nods. “I think I got that.”

“How do you know so much about baseball?” Luna asks.

“I used to play Little League.”

Naima gasps. “You never told me.”

“Yeah, it was back before the pandemic. I used to play first.” I point to first base, and they both turn to look at it. 

“Did you like it?” Luna asks.

“I loved it.” The excitement from Saturday morning games. Hitting the ball as hard as I could and watching it fly out. Catching the other team’s pop up balls. Being friends with my teammates and trying to one up each other. The rush from sliding into home plate. Practicing with Pops during off season. What isn’t there to love?

“Then why’d you stop?” Naima asks me. Her doe-eyes wide with anticipation of an answer I don’t want to give. Why would I quit something I love? It seems like the universe keeps setting my life up that way.

“The pandemic,” I answer, mostly truthfully. “Never picked it up again.”

She studies my face somberly. Probably noticing the sadness in my voice. I smile to throw her off. “But you know what? I don’t have to play baseball to love it.”

She smiles. Whew. 

“Who’s your favorite baseball player?” she asks.

“Shohei Ohtani,” I answer easily. “His stats are incredible. Some people say he’s better than Babe Ruth, but you can’t really compare them because that was a different time. When he was still an Angel, Pops and I got to see him play. Top five baseball experiences.”

Naima scrolls on her phone and then faces it to me showing me images of Shohei. “This him?”

“Yeah”

She hums, thoughtfully scrolling through images of Shohei. “Yeah, he looks like a pretty, um, good baseball player.” 

She slides her phone into her pocket then says,  “We should watch the game.” 

Luna shakes her head when Naima leans back in the seat and crosses her arms. 

The next five innings are scoreless. There are times when batters get on base, but no one’s scored a run. For the seventh inning stretch, we stand and Naima looks toward the entrance.

“I can’t believe she didn’t come,” she says, directed more towards Luna than me.

“Who?” I ask.

“Dixie,” she says, turning to give Luna a look. She sighs then places her hand on my arm. “We’re gonna go to the bathroom, okay?” 

I nod, watching them ascend the steps. They don’t return until the eighth inning, and the score’s still 1-0. At least the team’s good at defense. 

In the ninth inning, Darius hits first. He strikes out looking. Next is Sam who watches the pitches but doesn’t swing.

“Good eye!” Naima yells.

“That was a strike,” I whisper in her ear. 

“Strikes are bad?” Her nose wrinkles.

“Yeah.”

Sam ends up drawing a walk and jogs to first base. The next batter hits a pop up ball that’s caught easily. It’s two outs. One more out, and our team loses.

Marcus comes up to hit. The first three pitches are balls then he takes the pitch for 3-1. On the next pitch, Marcus swings and the ball goes up and out to left center field. I expect it to drop, but it keeps going until it lands over the gate.

“Oh, they got a home-run,” Naima says nonchalantly.

“We won!” I yell and pump my fist in the air

“We won? Oh my god. They won!” 

She stands beside me to celebrate. Sam and Marcus jog over the bases, and as Sam steps on home plate, he looks to Naima who’s smiling and waving at him. Something about the way he smiles back at her makes me uneasy.
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