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      To Erin, Dakota, and long distance love that turns into happily ever after.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

          Nadira

        

      

    

    
      Nothing like going back to school after winter break. I couldn’t wait for all the body shaming in the hallways, school dances I wouldn’t get invited to, and—you guessed it—subpar school lunches I would be embarrassed to eat in front of anyone because of my size.

      By ten, I usually had my homework finished and was sliding under the covers. Tonight, at eleven, I was still wide awake. If I stayed up, that meant tomorrow wouldn’t come, right? Maybe I could somehow magically fast forward to graduation a few months from now and be done with the horrible social experiment people referred to as “high school.”

      And since everyone knows anxiety-induced insomnia calls for extra food, I walked down the stairs in search of a midnight snack. Luckily, the light was already on—Mom must have forgotten it. Then I saw her at the table, hunched over her computer.

      I stopped in the hallway, half-surprised, half-worried to get scolded for being up too late. “You’re still working?” I asked.

      She looked at me from the screen, took off her reading glasses, and rubbed her eyes. “What time is it?”

      I glanced at the clock over the stove. “Eleven. I woke up and couldn’t get back to sleep, so I thought I’d get a snack.” Lies.

      But she bought it. Nodding, she closed her laptop. “Could you get me one too?”

      “Of what?” I asked, stepping into the kitchen and opening the pantry door.

      She waved her hand before going back to rubbing her temples. “Whatever you’re getting.”

      Scanning the scant shelves, my eyes landed on a box of chocolate cereal. I reached for it, but the box was empty. Silently, I cursed my brothers. Were guys seriously incapable of throwing away empty boxes?

      I reached for another box of less chocolatey cereal. It felt full, so I took it out. Dad usually did the grocery shopping, but during Brentwood University’s basketball season, he wasn’t the greatest at keeping everything stocked. Coaching the team kept him plenty busy.

      I left the pantry and got a couple of clean bowls and spoons from the dishwasher, then set them on the counter.

      “Can you make mine with almond milk?” Mom asked.

      I was pretty sure that was the only carton that was left, but I said sure anyway. “What are you working on?” I asked as I filled our bowls.

      “A research project about ROTC students.” The instant Mom talked about her work, she seemed to brighten. Both she and Dad loved their jobs at the local college—her as the dean of engineering and Dad as the men’s basketball coach. “They’re some of the brightest at the university, but for some reason, the out-of-staters struggle more than their peers who came from California.”

      “Why?” I asked, passing her a bowl. I leaned against the counter, taking a bite of my cereal.

      The second she opened her mouth, I knew I’d hit pay dirt. Mom could talk about work for hours, which would be an excellent excuse to stay up even later. “I think it’s a lack of connection caused by moving away from home,” she said. “They get here, and they don’t know a lot of people, and they can’t get home easily to be around their support systems. Plenty of my advisees have told me how difficult it can be. I don’t even need a research project to know it’s hard on them.”

      “That makes sense.”

      She nodded. “But proving causation could have huge implications for program funding, and I have everything in place to get my study started, but one of my students just backed out!” She let out a heavy sigh and set her spoon down. “Which means I have to delay the project—yet again to look for another volunteer.”

      “Can’t you leave one of the soldiers without a partner? Use them as a control?” I asked. Growing up with a professor for a mother, I’d learned to speak research right along with English. Now, as the dean, she still took on research projects she believed would help her students succeed.

      “The review board said because if we think connection is going to help them succeed, it’s not ethical to let one go without.” She rubbed her temples again. “This sets us way back and totally blows my schedule. Classes don’t start back until next Monday, and the odds of finding another volunteer to start tomorrow are iffy.”

      “Why?” I asked. “Can’t you just email your advisees?”

      “I could. But open rates are low, and even if they opened, no one wants to sign up for daily emails. Even though it would take less than ten minutes to send. It took us forever to find the volunteers we do have.” She shook her head and took another bite of cereal. “What a mess. Unless...” Her eyes landed on me, and I instinctively backed away from the counter, taking my bowl of cereal with me.

      “Oh no,” I said. “No, no, no. Do you remember the time you had me volunteer as a taste tester for the Food Science Department?” I shuddered. “I smelled like garlic for weeks!”

      “That was just one time!” she said.

      I pursed my lips. “Uh-huh. What about the time I volunteered for the Athletic Training Department? Huh? I thought I’d never walk without a limp again!”

      “You got extra money for that! And you walk just fine now,” she said. “Plus, no chance of bodily injury on this one.”

      I raised my eyebrows.

      “I’m telling the truth!” she said. “Besides, having some humanitarian-type research on your résumé would look really good to MIT.”

      “I already got in!”

      “But what about the internships you could get once you’re there? You’ll be competing with the best of the best from all over the world. It won’t be like Emerson Academy.”

      I bit my lip. She had a point. Emerson Academy was one of the top-ranking high schools in the country, but I was still a big fish in a small pond here. College would dump me right into the ocean.

      “Plus, it would be a huge help to me,” Mom said softly. “Please?”

      If we stuck with the nautical references, it was like I was a fish and she’d just jerked the line. (Which was one of the reasons I didn’t go fishing with my dad anymore. Cruel and unusual.) “Fine.” I set my cereal down with a sigh. “Fine. What do I need to do?”

      Her lips spread into a relieved and slightly manic smile, and she got up to hug me. “Thank you, thank you!” She stepped back and rubbed my shoulders. “All you have to do is maintain contact with one of the soldiers for thirty days. One email a day is all that’s required. I just have to get a screenshot of the timestamps when you’re done!”

      My cringing face relaxed slightly. “That’s it? Emails? No word-count requirement or anything?”

      She nodded.

      “No smell testing? No taste testing? No workout routines?”

      She shook her head. “Easy as pie, right?”

      I gave her a relieved smile. “Yes. Now I’m taking my cereal to my room so I don’t get roped into any other projects.”

      She laughed quietly. “I’ll send you the email tonight. Would you mind emailing your soldier before you go to bed?

      “Sure,” I said, my foot already on the first stair. “Night, Mom.”

      When I got to my room, I sat in bed with my cereal and got my phone from my nightstand. There was already an email waiting from my mom with the ROTC student’s email address.

      

      
        
        From: D.harris@bretnwoodu.edu

        To: mitbound321@gmail.com

      

        

      
        A.banks@brentwoodu.edu

        Be sure to send before midnight.

      

        

      
        Love you!

        Mom

      

      

      

      I glanced at the time on my phone and realized I only had twenty minutes left. Without much time to think, I began typing.

      
        
        From: mitbound321@gmail.com

        To: A.banks@brentwoodu.edu

      

        

      
        Hi there,

      

        

      
        I just learned about this research project a few minutes ago, so I haven’t had a lot of time to think about what I would tell a complete stranger about myself. Here goes nothing.

      

        

      
        I should probably get this out of the way first. I’m captain of the Mathletes at my school. Mostly because no one else wanted to be captain, but also because I’m good at it. I got a 35 on the math portion of my ACT and a 23 on the English part. My mom made me retake it, and I got the same score all over again. Writing bad, numbers good.

      

        

      
        Despite my terrible writing skills, I still got into MIT, so that’s good. I’m excited to get out of California. (Not sure why you came here from out of state. Maybe you could answer that question?)

        My mom’s really smart, and everyone says I look like her, but it’s hard to tell with all the pant suits she wears. My dad’s a basketball coach, and my brothers are really good. I think God gave me an extra scoop of brains and forgot the brawn when She made me.

      

        

      
        I’m sorry you have to spend the rest of the month writing a high school student, but my mom sometimes talks about students getting paid to participate in research. I hope this is one of those times.

      

        

      
        What are you majoring in? I’m planning to study aerospace engineering. Everyone tells me that major is hard work, but they’ve never seen me try to make small talk.

      

        

      
        Best wishes,

        Nadira

      

      

      

      I read the email over for typos, then added A.Banks’s email address and hit send.

      My cereal was somewhat soggy, but I finished it up and still couldn’t get myself to go to sleep—or stop thinking about my impending last semester at Emerson Academy. The last three and a half years had been...three and a half years.

      There hadn’t been anything too special to mark the passing time. Sure, there was the girl who’d gotten covered in cupcakes at a homecoming game. Or the time the school bully changed his ways to be the kind of boyfriend my best friend deserved. Or watching my brothers win the state championship in basketball two years ago. But all of that had happened to other people. I was only a spectator.

      There were only four months—give or take—left of high school, and what did I have to show for it? I was a never-been-kissed Mathlete with a skin condition and a one-way ticket to life as a perpetual nerd. This research project might be the closest I ever got to regular conversation with a male who wasn’t in my family. If A.banks was a male...

      Out of curiosity, I went to see if I could find whoever he or she was on social media. Mom insisted my brothers and I kept our accounts ultra-private, so all anyone would find if they searched my name was a faded blue avatar. But most people didn’t have the privilege (liability?) of a parent so involved in career placement.

      That was evidenced by my search for “A Banks.” Several people populated the search results, but there were only five in California. One who said they attended Brentwood University. Apollo Banks. The small profile photo showed a guy in front of an American flag. Below it, his location information displayed Austin, Texas and Brentwood, California.

      I clicked through to enlarge his profile picture, and my mouth fell open.

      Apollo was in a uniform, looking into the camera, with tan skin and mossy-green eyes and a breathtaking smile with straight white teeth. A small shiver of excitement raced through me, but I quickly tamped it down. My tired mind was messing with me. Guys like that did not date girls like me. Even if their profile did say they were single.

      The fact that he was a million miles out of my league and I had barely started emailing him did nothing to deter me, though. In the next half hour, I learned he had a younger sister, an older brother, and looked incredible in hiking shorts. He had several photos with him and his brother atop peaks along the Pacific Crest Trail.

      I drank in the information, poring over every word until I noticed the clock telling me it was nearly two in the morning. I might have hated school, but I’d already done plenty to make sure tomorrow would be miserable and require multiple iced coffees. At least I’d be able to see my friends again in the morning.

      I clicked off my phone, thinking of handsome smiles and everything I couldn’t wait to tell my friends about my pen pal for the month.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

          Nadira

        

      

    

    
      When I woke up in the morning, I was exhausted, but thankfully Mom had a strong pot of coffee downstairs, which I poured over ice with plenty of cream and sugar while my brothers did what they could to eat an entire box of cereal between the two of them. They were bottomless pits during basketball season. Meanwhile, I could look at sugar and gain weight, no matter how many home workout videos I did.

      I found Mom leaning against the counter, looking at her phone, and said, “Any food left?”

      “Toast and cream cheese,” Mom said, “but Dad’s coming home from the tournament tonight, so we should be stocked up soon.”

      I put my hands together and pretended to pray.

      “Oh hush,” she said with a chuckle, dropping a couple of slices of bread into the toaster. Then she whispered, “Just in case...” She reached into her purse and got out a couple of twenties. “Can you stop by Ripe and pick up a few easy things?”

      “Sure,” I said, “not like I’m doing you other favors already. Hint, hint.”

      She teasingly batted me with her hand. “Brat.”

      I laughed and began spreading cream cheese over my toast.

      “I forgot to tell you,” she said. “I can’t get out of that meeting Thursday, so I won’t be able to make it to the Mathlete competition. I’m sorry, baby.”

      Disappointment rocked through me, but I tried to keep a brave face.

      Not brave enough, though, because she said, “I know it stinks, but career women have to juggle a lot of balls. Some are rubber and some are—”

      “—glass, I know,” I said. I put the toast together and called to my brothers, “We need to get going.”

      Mom frowned. “Someday you’ll understand.”

      “Sure. See you later.” I picked up my bag and walked to the car, fighting tears. I knew I was overreacting (probably because I’d hardly slept last night), and I knew Mom couldn’t miss work, but it sucked having two parents so involved in their jobs. This was my last year as a Mathlete, my last year in the house, and they’d only made it to one meet. It was better than none, but I’d seen them go to game after game of my brothers’. Just because my sport didn’t involve a ball, why wasn’t it as important?

      I got in my car and turned it on, waiting for my brothers to come out. Eventually, they did. Terrell sat in the passenger seat, and Carver sat in the back, spreading his legs out. Even though he was only a sophomore, he was already well over six feet tall, like our dad. Of course, I’d gotten our mom’s short genes and was permanently stuck at five four. I wouldn’t have minded a few extra inches to help disguise the extra pounds.

      “Why do we always have to leave so early?” Terrell grumbled as he buckled in.

      I ignored him and pulled out of the driveway, heading toward Emerson Academy. Ever since Terrell hit his junior year—and began leading the state in points scored during the season—he’d gotten a real attitude.

      “You know why,” Carver said. “It would be terrible if she missed a second of one of Mr. Aris’s lectures. She might get dethroned as the Mathlete god.”

      “Goddess,” I corrected, giving him a look over my shoulder. “You’re just jealous because you can’t add up all the points Terrell’s scoring.” He kicked the back of my seat, and I gave him another glare. “You’re such a child.”

      He stuck his tongue out, proving my point, and got back to texting. Both of my brothers had a revolving door of girls interested in them. They’d even dated some girls in my class, which felt weird to me. Guys were already so immature; why would a girl want to date someone younger than her?

      Not that I had anyone lining up to take me out. The closest I’d even been to having a guy’s number was Mom giving me Apollo’s email address the night before, and he hadn’t even emailed me back yet.

      As I drove the familiar path to school, I couldn’t help but replay everything I’d sent to him. Had I come across as lame? Quirky? Boring? I knew it was a long shot he would even become interested in me, but I let myself fantasize that he might. For once, I let myself pretend that I was the girl guys were interested in.

      We pulled up to our parking spot, and the boys got out without giving me a second thought. That was fine, because I usually waited for one of my friends to arrive so we could walk in together. Before the school bully, Ryker, fell in love with my friend Cori, I never knew what kind of torture awaited me on the hundred-yard walk into the building, much less in the hallways. Even if Ryker couldn’t be our personal bodyguard throughout the day, something was better than nothing.

      Emerson Academy prided itself on producing the best students, and that included the bullying category. Even with Ryker off my back, there were plenty of threats, like the two girls who thought they ran the school or my archrival on the Mathlete team, Regina.

      Adriel pulled into the parking lot a few spaces down, and I noticed her boyfriend, Carter, sitting in the passenger seat of the car. Even though they weren’t on a date, he got out and opened her door for her. It was adorable. And I was jealous. No guy would ever do something like that for me.

      Noticing me, Adriel waved, and I waved back, opening my door myself to get out of the car.

      “Hey, girl, hey,” she called, walking closer to me with her hand linked with Carter’s.

      I glanced up from their hands to her face. “Hey,” I said back, smiling because she seemed so happy. “How was break?”

      “Good,” Carter said. “Got our trophy in the mail from nationals.”

      My mouth dropped open. “That’s amazing! I didn’t know it would come so soon.”

      He and Adriel had competed together in a national dance competition, just to prove Adriel’s old dance instructor wrong. That a plus-size girl could dance well enough to own the stage.

      “Thanks,” Adriel said. She tapped at her phone screen and held out the photo of the award.

      I took it in, marveling at the glass like I’d marveled at all of Apollo’s photos the night before. “You two definitely earned it... I actually have something to show you too.”

      “What’s that?” she asked, hitching her backpack over her shoulder.

      As we walked toward the school, I tapped on my phone screen, pulling up Apollo’s profile photo. I passed the phone to her, and she and Carter stared at it.

      Adriel giggled and said, “No offense, Carter, but this guy is hot.”

      “It’s not just you. I can see it too.” Carter chuckled and pulled on his collar.

      Shaking her head, Adriel handed the phone back. “Who is he?”

      “He who?” our friend Faith called from behind us.

      I waved her over and showed her the phone.

      Her mouth dropped open. “A Greek god?” she asked, pretending to wipe drool from her chin.

      I shook my head. “My new pen pal.”

      Each of them gave me a confused look, and I explained Mom’s research project and how I’d gotten voluntold into participating at the last second.

      “Sorry,” Carter said, “I have to go. Besides, I’m not the best at girl talk.” Carter kissed Adriel on the cheek and waved goodbye to us.

      “See you,” she said, then turned to me and clapped her hands together excitedly. “Your mom is the best wing woman ever.”

      Faith nodded. “Maybe this is your chance to make our New Year’s resolution come true.”

      I closed my eyes, thinking of the silly promise I’d made—that I’d have my first kiss by the end of the year. It seemed bleaker and bleaker every day, and it was only January 3. “I don’t think so. I’m just going to enjoy looking at his picture and move on.”

      The warning bell rang, and I told them goodbye so I could grab my books from my locker.

      Standing next to my locker, though, was Tatiana and one of her many boyfriends, connected at the lips.

      Ugh.

      Quickly following my disgust, there was the jealousy. Why did relationships seem so easy for people like her? She wasn’t nice—not in the slightest—but she still had guys all over her. The only thing I could gather was that being nice didn’t matter; looking good did.

      I kept my eyes off them as I hurriedly got my books and left. They didn’t even notice I was there.
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      Stepping into the math room was like a breath of fresh air. It felt like the closest thing to home I had at Emerson Academy. Seats were assigned, so I always knew where to sit, and Mr. Aris had decorated the room simply, with a few posters of famous mathematicians spread about.

      
        
        Two things are infinite: the universe and human stupidity; and I'm not sure about the universe. – Albert Einstein

        

      

      
        
        Beans have a soul. – Pythagoras

        

      

      
        
        Mathematics reveals its secrets only to those who approach it with pure love, for its own beauty. — Archimedes

        

      

      
        
        If I had more time, I would write a shorter letter. – Blaise Pascal

        

      

      “Where were you last night?” I muttered to Blaise’s portrait hanging over my desk, thinking of the rambling email I’d sent Apollo.

      “Are you talking to yourself again?” Regina asked from the seat next to me.

      I glared at her. “Are you talking to me again?”

      Mr. Aris came into the room then, cutting off Regina’s retort as she smiled at him, her nose turning browner by the second.

      “Good morning, Mr. Aris,” she said.

      “Good morning,” he said and began passing out stapled packets of paper. Louder, he asked, “How was everyone’s break? Did you spend it doing math or more boring things like beach vacations?”

      I chuckled while the rest of the class stayed silent. Most people didn’t like Mr. Aris—aside from brown-noser Regina—but that was probably because he taught some of the hardest subjects at Emerson Academy. I, on the other hand, adored him as a teacher. He was tough, but fair, explained things well, and gave clear guidelines. Not like English, where the teacher could ask for your opinion and still tell you you’re wrong.

      “This is a short assessment,” he explained. “We’ll be digging deeper into the material this semester, and I want you to be able to see how far you’ve come at the end of the year.”

      “Great idea!” Regina said, as though Mr. Aris had invented the concept of a pre-test himself.

      “Thank you,” he said, not even looking up from his stack. “Now, I’ll give you the entire period to work through it. If you finish ahead of time, you can get out a book and read silently. If you don’t have a book, you may have ten minutes to visit the library and pick one.” He passed out the last of the papers and then came to my desk. “Hey, Nadira, can you come to the hall with me?”

      “Oh, sure.” I immediately worried that I’d done something wrong, even though it was only the first day back from break. My heart beat quickly as I followed him out, feeling like everyone’s eyes were on my back.

      We stepped into the empty hallway, and the door echoed as he closed it.

      “Am I in trouble?” I blurted nervously.

      He chuckled. “Not at all. In fact, the school board just approved funding for my travel to a research conference at MIT.”

      My eyes lit up. “You have to go on a tour to see the campus! You know they have a nuclear reactor there, right?” I’d only been to MIT once on a tour, but it had felt like a magical place. I couldn’t wait to go there in the fall.

      He chuckled. “Don’t start quoting the brochure to me. I’m still a Harvard fan, through and through.”

      “Only because you haven’t toured MIT,” I retorted.

      Shaking his head, he said, “Don’t make me change my mind about what I’m going to say next.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I also got budget approved to take two of my brightest students with me to the campus. You’re one, and Regina is the other.” He looked at me, waiting for me to be excited, and I was, but Regina?

      “That’s... great,” I said, forcing joy into my voice. “When are we going?”

      “During spring break. I’ll send an email to your parents to let them know, but I wanted to tell you the good news!” He reached for the door. “I better let Regina know.”

      I walked through the door, feeling everyone’s eyes on me as I went back to my seat and he called Regina out to the hall. That was fine because I had the perfect distraction in front of me. I got a pencil out of my backpack and dove head first into the math problems. It was the best way to forget the worst class of the day coming up next.
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      Yearbook was my least favorite class. I’d joined because it counted as an art class, but everyone else signed up so they could put pictures of themselves across the pages. Plus, instead of holding a vote amongst the student body, the yearbook class assigned the “best” and “most likely to” pages every year. And that torturous day was today.

      Mrs. Johnston teetered to the front of the classroom in too-tall designer heels and began writing the list on the board. Best Smile. Best Hair. Most Likely to Become President. (We’d actually had a few U.S. presidents graduate from Emerson Academy, and even some foreign exchange students who went on to become prime ministers.)

      I sat behind my computer, looking up at the board and wishing I was literally anywhere else. If I had a choice between sitting in front of a room full of middle schoolers who’d pick on me for my vitiligo and being in this room, I’d say, hello middle schoolers.

      Not only did seeing the “bests” every year remind you of who the beautiful people were, but not seeing your name in the yearbook reminded you that you weren’t. Because, let’s face it—most funny never went to the actual funniest person. It always went to the hottest guy who could make you laugh sometimes.

      Mrs. Johnston clapped her manicured hands together and said, “Who wants to nominate someone for Best Smile?”

      Isabella raised her hand high and then said, “Obviously, Tatiana needs to get that title.”

      Tatiana batted her hand and pretended to be surprised. “Are you sure, Bella?”

      Now would have been a good time to bring up the fact that barf bags should be available at every desk.

      Isabella wrapped her skinny arms around her friend. “I couldn’t imagine anyone more beautiful, inside or out.”

      Mrs. Johnston put her hands over her surgically altered chest. “How sweet to see girls lifting each other up. Any objections?”

      The room stayed silent, not that anyone would willingly encounter the wrath of the IT girls. (That was what my friends and I called Isabella and Tatiana since they practically ruled the school.)

      Mrs. Johnston led the class through the rest of the categories in which beautiful people were celebrated and regular people, people like me, were reminded of just how worthless we were.

      At the end of the list, Mrs. Johnston said, “We usually create a wild card category each year. Last year we had ‘High School Sweethearts Most Likely to Live Happily Ever After’ for Beckett Langley and Rory Hutton. Any suggestions for this year?”

      Tatiana raised her hand, and when Mrs. Johnston pointed at her, she turned in her seat and looked at me. “I think we should have a ‘Most Unique’ category, and I nominate Nadira. There’s no one like her.”

      Suddenly, all eyes were on me. This was even worse than being ignored for all the other categories. Instead of being skipped over, I was being focused on for nothing other than my skin condition. I knew it wasn’t about my personality because most of the people in the room didn’t know anything about me, other than the fact I was a Mathlete, and they bullied me mercilessly for it.

      I hated the white patches on my black skin almost as much as I hated the stretchmarks that spread over my hips and stomach. Almost as much as I hated the girls in front of me.

      Almost as much as I hated that I wished I could be like them.

      While everyone proceeded to give me the pity vote of “Most Unique,” Isabella and Tatiana got the beauty vote. They never had to worry about going to a school dance without a date. They never had to stand with their friends and worry about being the DUFF. Never had to deal with children staring at them at the mall and loudly whispering questions to their parents.

      The bell rang, and Mrs. Johnston said, “Let me take a picture of the board before we open the door! Remember, this list is top secret! No one outside of this room finds out.”

      As though the winners of any of the categories would come as a surprise.

      She snapped a picture with her phone and quickly erased the board while the rest of us packed up our bags. I kept my head down as I walked past my classmates and out the door. When you looked like me, the only way to be safe was to disappear, to make sure no one noticed you at all.

      In the hallway, I kept my eyes peeled as I usually did. For allies, for enemies. I brushed past Tatiana greeting her momentary boyfriend (again) with a very public display of affection, then found my friend Des.

      We were complete opposites, had been since we met in sixth grade, so it was somewhat of a miracle we’d come to be such good friends at all.

      “How was yearbook?” she asked.

      I rolled my eyes toward the ceiling. “It was pick-the-best day.”

      She shuddered. “Let me guess. Tatiana won Best Smile?”

      I pretended to be shocked. “How did you find out? Mrs. Johnston said it’s classified information.”

      Giggling, Des said, “Some things never change. Can you believe this is our last semester here?”

      “Graduation can’t come soon enough,” I muttered. I only had one semester—two quarters, eighteen weeks—until graduation and early admittance to MIT. (Not that I was counting.) People on the East Coast were different, colorful, unlike our whitewashed private school. Heck, even my black skin was fading away at Emerson Academy.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I feel like we should savor our last semester, right?”

      “That’s what people who had fun in high school want you to do,” I said. “The rest of us know it’s best to just keep your head down and make it out alive.”

      We reached the English classroom and took our seats near the front. From her desk, Mrs. Peters looked at us and said, “How was your break, girls?”

      A lot of people thought Mrs. Peters was strange, but I liked her. She wasn’t as obsessed with beauty as everyone else seemed to be—any time I caught a peek of her legs, they were unshaved, and she never seemed bothered that her glasses were out of style. Like if she just waited patiently enough, they’d come back in vogue—not that she’d care.

      “Rang in the new year with milkshakes,” I said.

      She chuckled. “Not bad.”

      As more students came into the room, she greeted them, and I got lost in thought about Apollo. Part of me wished I’d never seen his social media profile. Now just the thought of writing to him made me all jittery. I didn’t talk to guys who looked like him. Even when Dad brought his players over to the house to watch film, I just stayed in my room.

      Guys said the meanest things about girls they didn’t find attractive. Like somehow not being pleasing to the eye made us deserve verbal vitriol.

      Rustling sounded around me, and I looked to see everyone was packing up their bags.

      “What are we doing?” I asked Des quietly.

      “Computer lab,” she said, hitching her backpack over her shoulder.

      “For what?” I began packing my bag too and followed her out of the classroom and into the hallway where Mrs. Peters reminded us to be quiet as to not disturb the other classes.

      On the way, Des whispered to me we were supposed to write a self-portrait. Great.

      She and I sat at two corner computers, and I couldn’t help but check my email when Mrs. Peters wasn’t looking.

      My mouth fell open. Apollo had written back.

      I glanced up to make sure I had time, and when I found Mrs. Peters helping another student, I clicked it open.

      

      
        
        From: A.banks@brentwoodu.edu

        To: mitbound321@gmail.com

      

        

      
        Dear Nadira,

      

        

      
        It’s nice to “meet” you. I’ve only been at Brentwood U for a semester, and I haven’t had much of a chance to meet anyone outside of my roommate or ROTC. I stayed on campus over break and I have more time than ever now, but everyone else is at home until next week when classes start up again. It’s nice to have someone to email with, and I don’t mind that you’re in high school. :) I was there just a few months ago.

      

        

      
        You asked what brought me to California, and I have to give a boring answer and say that I’m a legacy student at Brentwood U. My dad went here, and my grandpa did too. I’ll be the first person in my family in the military though. Air Force, specifically. I’m majoring in chemical engineering, and I’ll be an officer when I graduate. (If you don’t know much about rankings, it means I’ll have a little more authority than if I just enlisted. And some extra pay too.)

      

        

      
        Why did you choose aerospace engineering?

      

        

      
        V/r,

        Apollo Banks

      

        

      
        PS - I thought I should include a picture of me so you know who you’re writing to. Can you send one back so I know you’re not a random 35-year-old man who Dean Harris accidentally let in on the study?

      

      

      

      Next to me, Des sucked in a gasp. “Holy hotness, who is that? And why are you smiling so big?”

      Fighting the heat in my cheeks, I looked around to make sure Mrs. Peters wasn’t looking. Thankfully, she was still helping someone else across the room.

      “It’s my new pen pal,” I explained, giving her a shorter version of the story I’d told my other friends this morning.

      She squealed quietly and shook my arm. “Dir, what if this is how you two fall in love? Can you imagine telling your kids someday?”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said. “Hold up. First of all, I’m not having children. And if I do, it’s child, singular. Second of all, I don’t even know if he’s looking for a relationship. And third of all, if he is open to a relationship, there’s no way he’d even look twice at a girl like me.” I frowned, thinking of my “Most Unique” moniker and the girl who’d given it to me. “He’d go for someone like Tatiana or Isabella without a second glance my way.”

      My heart ached as I said the words, because I knew how true they were. No one had ever asked me on a date. No one had flirted with me. I was just a Mathlete. The girl you talked to for answers on the math homework, not for a date to the dance.

      Des gave me a look. “You need to be nicer to yourself. Can’t you see that you’re beautiful?”

      I rolled my eyes. Des had been on a self-love diatribe ever since discovering Lizzo and Meghan Trainor, but it wasn’t like I could flip a switch and stop seeing my patchy skin colors or the way my school uniform pulled tightly around my stomach.

      She pursed her lips together. “When this guy sees you, he’s going to think you’re stunning. Mark my words.” She turned back to her assignment, not even entertaining any more arguments from me.

      Des might have mastered self-esteem, but I sure hadn’t. There was no way I could ever let Apollo see me. If he kept talking to me, it would only be because of a research project. And knowing he was only speaking to me because he was forced to was even worse than being rejected.

      While everyone else worked on their self-portraits, googled what v/r meant. Apparently, it was a common sign off in the military meaning “very respectfully” or “virtual regards.” I liked that he’d used it with me.

      With a smile, I began typing an email back.

      

      
        
        From: mitbound321@gmail.com

        To: A.banks@brentwoodu.edu

      

        

      
        Dear Apollo,

      

        

      
        Thanks for emailing me back. I hope you’re having a nice break. I’m supposed to be working on an English assignment, but this is writing too, right? Besides, emailing is a much more practical skill than writing an essay about myself. Although... I guess I am kind of writing about myself.

      

        

      
        I’m majoring in aerospace engineering because I’ve been interested in space for as long as I can remember. One of my grandparents got me an astronaut costume for Halloween, and that was it. I’ve watched about a million documentaries, and recordings of every historical rocket launch—the moon landing, Apollo 13—I cried for weeks after watching The Challenger explode.

      

        

      
        I want to be a part of something bigger someday, something that draws states and countries and millions of people together. I’m hoping aerospace engineering can do that for me. I guess I’ve always wondered if there’s something more for me out there. I don’t know. Maybe I just feel a little out-of-place here on Earth.

      

        

      
        Since I know why you came to California, now I want to know why you joined the military. Did you know anyone outside of your family who joined, or did the school recruiters convince you with that *awesome* swag? It sure is hard to say no to free pens and notepads. ;)

      

        

      
        Nadira

      

        

      
        PS-I’m not a 35-year-old man.

      

      

      

      With the email still in my drafts, I used the trick every student knew to get past the school’s blocks on social media and logged into my page. But when I saw my profile picture, I frowned. It was a photo from homecoming, but the thought of sending it to Apollo made me queasy. I could easily see the indent of my belly button where the silk dress strained against my stomach. My double chin was on full display. The dimpled fat under my arms was as prominent as ever. I couldn’t send that picture to him. My fingers wouldn’t even move to let me download it.

      Why did he have to ask for a picture of me anyway? This email program was for a research project. Not a dating profile. Why did it even matter what I looked like? I could send him a picture of any person on the internet and be fine. Be more than fine, because I wouldn’t have to deal with the change in tone that would surely come after he found out what I looked like—if he even kept emailing me at all.

      And that would affect Mom’s research... She would be so upset if I was the reason her research project was ruined. Sending him a picture of someone else would just be helping her, right?

      I was grasping at straws now, but I knew one thing for sure: I didn’t want him to see me as Nadira. I wanted him to see me as one of the beautiful girls. Someone he would actually be interested in instead of repulsed by.

      Someone like Tatiana.

      I went to her profile and downloaded her profile picture. No matter how much I wanted to deny it, she looked beautiful, with her relaxed hair falling around her face in pretty layers and her perky chest highlighted by the low neckline on the dress she’d worn to the winter dance. Her smile was bright, and her eyes even had a spark of light that looked like it could have been edited in.

      This was what I wanted Apollo to see when he thought of me—someone beautiful. Someone worthy of a guy like him.

      I attached it to the email and hit send.
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