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Daija


My stapler drills into the corkboard. With each bap-bap-bap, pink sheets of paper flutter. So do my nerves.


We’re papering the area with flyers for our business. Mine and Maggie’s. We need our plan to work. Like, I really, really need it. But I’m trying not to “get ahead of myself,” as my mom, Kiki, might say.


Gym shoes squeak across the polished community center floor; kids’ voices echo off the walls. I step back from the board and take a look, hands on my hips.


This looks good. Feels good, too. It is official.


“Girl, we’re gonna be a hit!” I say, using my best fake-it-till-you-make-it grin. I’m with my girl, Maggie. She hits me with the arched brow.


“You really think so?”


“I know so. The Braid Girls are jumping off in a big way! And our plan is unstoppable,” I say. I sling an arm over her shoulders and squeeze.


“If you say so,” Maggie says. That girl wears uncertainty like lip gloss, only her doubts keep her from shining. Me? I’m all about the shine.


I make a face, twisting my lips around while I make my eyes pop. Pretty soon we’re laughing.


We’re going to make beaucoup money braiding hair all around Tangerine Bay! I love hooking my girls up with hairdos that are killin’ the game almost as much as I love flexing my ballet skills.


Take a bow. Applause. Applause. I know. I’m a star. Ciseaux. Ciseaux. Ciseaux. I leap in my best version of the scissor-kick leap, landing and twirling in a perfect pirouette.


Now both of Maggie’s uncertain brows are high.


“This is a twirl-free zone,” she says, giving me a side eye. “You know how your one-woman show frightens me.” She’s so not frightened.


“Shut up!” I laugh. “And stop chewing that thumbnail like it’s deep fried and covered in hot sauce.” Then we’re both laughing again.


Rising as high on my toes as I can, I extend my arms. I can’t go en pointe yet in ballet, but I’m getting there. Which is why I need us—me and Maggie—to earn money this summer.


Paying for extra ballet classes is no joke! You feel me?


And I need the extra help. Dance is everything to me. Maggie, she’s really smart. She’s good at math. Someday she’ll probably go to business school and head a corporation and be a bazillionaire and start a company like TikTok or something.


Me? I’m just trying to make it out of middle school without failing. And I… I need to make my father recognize how important ballet is to me, even if Kiki refuses to let me ask him to pay for anything.


“He doesn’t need us,” Kiki said after they split up, “and we don’t need him.” She told me if he offered something, that was fine, but I shouldn’t ask for his help. Kiki always goes on and on about how she wouldn’t have us relying on him.


And since pride don’t pay the bills, me and Kiki get by on what she earns as an acting coach and drama teacher in the high school theatre department. Not starving by any means, but sometimes… money gets tight!


Maggie, switching from her usual soft-spoken ways, turns on her calculator brain and drops some real knowledge:


“We’ll need to do at least ten heads a week, charging forty dollars per style for more complicated styles, plus twenty-five dollars a head for upkeep styles and general styling per person, for a total of six hundred fifty dollars. Divided by two, that’s three hundred and twenty-five dollars each. I did the math.”


My mouth drops open. Of course she did the math.


Maggie may want to earn money for the summer, but she doesn’t need it—not like I do.


So, when Maggie came up with the idea of taking our braiding skills to the streets, I knew I had to make it happen. I might not be as good with math as Maggie, but my formula is simple:




1. Earn money to pay for extra ballet lessons.


2. Get a lead role in the fall showcase.


3. Show my father that I’m not some little kid playing around, that I’m serious—and I am serious!




Bap! Bap! Bap-bap-bap!


Maggie is a crafter, and homegirl knows how to work some hair. I am good at braiding, but with Maggie, it’s art. I have to give her props for that.


“When is the audition for your fall showcase?” Maggie asks.


Audition.


Just the word makes my stomach twist. Sort of in a good way—the way that leaves me breathless knowing that if I get a lead role, it’ll be because I’ve earned it. Sort of in a not-so-good way—like, what if I take the extra lessons and still don’t get a lead in the show? What if I don’t get any role?


My father is all about being determined, committed, and hardworking.


I miss him so much. He and Kiki broke up when I was six. It was hard on me then; it still is. But there’s no time for whining when you could be grinding. Getting a big role and showing how much I have improved as a dancer—my father would have to appreciate that. Respect it.


“Auditions are the last weekend of July; the show is September twenty-ninth, I think.” I step onto a bench, trying to sound nonchalant. Playing it cool, you know? I hope Maggie doesn’t notice my knees trembling as I place our flyer above some others.


“The end of September? Sweet! That’s when my braces come off! Um, do you really want to put the poster so high? Might be hard for people to see our emails? Well, maybe it’s all right. I dunno. What do you think?”


I sigh. Maggie is creative and smart, but baby girl can’t make up her mind, sometimes. She makes statements that sound like questions. Still, when I take a second look at the flyer, I know she’s right—it’s too high to read. I remove the flyer, climb down, and restaple it.


“Daija,” she says, “what’s the deal with the showcase?”


I pause and look over at her. “You mean, like, what is it?”


“Yes,” she says, nodding.


“Miss March, one of the ballet instructors at my studio, is doing the choreography. She only chooses the best of the best because the girls from our dance school will be performing alongside professionals from the local ballet company. And she won’t even consider anyone from the studio who can’t go en pointe. I want one of those roles!” Desperately!


“That doesn’t give you a lot of time,” Maggie says, worry on her face. We collect the pile of flyers and head to another board. “I mean, it’s already June.”


“I know, Maggie. You just wait,” I say, furiously stapling my frustrations into the flyers. Bap! Bap! Bap! “As long as we can keep earning money from braiding, I’ll be able to pay for those extra classes. And that will get me through.”


“And I will have launched my first real business!” says Maggie, grinning. “With the help of my best friend and business partner. I just want us to enjoy ourselves, make some money, and do, you know, friendship stuff.”


Bap! Bap! Bap!


I staple another flyer while standing on a stepstool. I look down at Maggie and say, “You mean like make friendship bracelets and write ‘BFFs’ on our notebooks?”


She looks up and swipes playfully.


“There’s nothing wrong with friendship bracelets,” she says.


I laugh. “Yeah, yeah, I know.” She smiles and I smile back. Going into seventh grade in the fall will be a lot easier with a friend like her around.


People at school always ask if we’re sisters, me and Maggie. We share the same beautiful deep-dark skin. We both have thick, long hair—I braid hers; she braids mine.


Since she moved here two years ago, we’ve become best friends. We’re sisters, or the closest I will ever get, according to Kiki. Which makes the news she delivered back in May painful—to me at least.


“What are you thinking about?” Maggie asks, drawing my thoughts back to the here and now.


“She still coming next month?” I ask. Maggie knows who I mean. She looks down and chews the corner of her lip.


“Yep, Callie’s still coming,” she says. “She’ll be here the middle of July, I think. She’s staying with us for two weeks, then she goes to her aunt’s, who lives near us in downtown Jacksonville. Daddy says she’ll probably stay full-time during the week with her Aunt Lana and stay with us weekends. Until we all get used to each other, that is. Then”—she shrugs—“we’ll see.”


I nod, hopping down from the stepstool.


“If the girl is sus, I’ll figure it out,” I say as we find another location. “Trust me!”


She laughs. “You’re already suspicious of her, and we haven’t even met her yet.”


“You have to be cautious, Maggie. That’s why you need me. Protection. And I’m here for you, girl. Besides, what kind of friend would I be if I didn’t look out for you?”


Maggie smiles. “I think we’re safe.”


We go back to stapling as many surfaces as possible with our flyers. Maggie looks back at me and grins.


“I’m really excited about starting our business,” she says. “Mom says it’ll help me get used to dealing with people, make me, you know, not so… so…”


“Shy?” I say, my face looking like a big ol’ “duh” sign.


My girl Maggie has great ideas, but always talks herself out of a good thing. That’s what I am here for, to push her. The two of us make a great team.


That is why I feel nervous about this new sister showing up. Will having a real sister—even a half sister—change what me and Maggie have?


Truth is, I was pretty lonely before Maggie arrived. I missed living down in Miami. Missed my old neighborhood and friends.


And I missed my dad.


But when we met, the two of us just clicked, and it’s been Daija and Maggie ever since.


Maggie is what my mom calls a pie-in-the-sky type of girl. Like, she loves thinking of ideas and imagining all the possibilities.


But me? I am the kinda girl who believes in getting it done!


We finally finish with the flyers. Passing the community pool, we see that it’s filling up with kids.


“Maybe we should grab our suits. I have ballet this afternoon, but if it’s cool with your folks, we could come back after. It’d be nice to work out the kinks in my muscles after my ballet workout. Ooh! We could go to my house and wash our hair. I’ll re-braid yours if you can re-braid mine,” I say.


Right then, we both hear the tinkling bell tone from Mag’s phone. She looks at the screen and frowns.


“It’s Daddy,” she says. “He wants me to come home. He’s taking us out to lunch?”


We both pull a face. Now, with me and my mom, we do things on the fly all the time. Not Maggie’s folks, though.


Everybody knows the Wests are all about their routines. Fridays are not going-out-to-eat days, especially not in the afternoon.


We start toward her house when she asks, “Have you spoken with your dad lately?”


About that…


I have something to tell her that I’ve been putting off. Maggie isn’t my dad’s biggest fan. Probably because I complain to her about him when I’m feeling down. I love my dad, I really do. But sometimes… sometimes, I wish he had more time for me.


Ever since he remarried and had sons, things with us have been so different. Especially since me and Kiki left Miami and moved up here outside of Jacksonville.


“As a matter of fact, I have spoken with him. Um, he and my stepmom and my two little brothers are moving up here. From Miami,” I say in a rush.


Talking about my dad with Maggie weirds me out sometimes, for real. Her and her dad are super close. Practically a Disney movie.


I’m not jealous. Matter of fact, I love that they are so close. Gives me hope, you know. Like maybe me and my dad can get there, too.


“Really?” Maggie says. She’s got this tone, like she’s suspicious. Can’t blame her. When he called me, I sounded the same. Then she asks, “How do you feel about that?”


“Excited!” I say. Dang! That sounds so extra, even I don’t believe me. “I mean, I’ll see him more. So, yeah, I’m excited.”


Maggie stops walking. I am a few steps ahead before I realize it. I turn.


“Are you sure?” she says, arms crossed tight. She looks away, digging the toe of one shoe in the dirt.


I put my hands on my hips and say, “What is that supposed to mean?”


Maggie shifts from foot to foot before looking at me.


“You know. Your father isn’t—hasn’t always been reliable. He should treat you better. I just don’t want you to get your hopes up and get hurt?”


“I’m fine,” I say, sighing. We’re both silent for a few minutes as we walk faster.


Maggie says, “I’m glad he’s moving here if it means you’ll get to spend more time with him. It’s a good thing.” She stops again for a second and looks at me. “A really good thing. So, why the move?”


“It’s a work thing,” I say, wishing I could say, Oh, Daddy didn’t want to be so far away from his oldest child and he misses me so much that he’s moving his entire family to be closer to me.


“Don’t worry about it. Mags, I’m sure we’ll be fine. We may not have the kind of relationship you have with your dad, but he loves me. I know he does.”


Maggie’s silence lingers as we pass the house of one of our known enemies in the neighborhood—Angela Cook. A little witch who picks on kids like Maggie—kids who won’t fight back.


“Wonder what Angela’s doing for the summer?” I ask in a devilish tone. I slide a glance at Maggie. She does an exaggerated shiver.


“Knowing her, she’ll probably be somewhere terrorizing small children or giving the evil eye to helpless puppies,” she says. We both laugh, and I feel a little of the tension evaporate.


At Maggie’s house, we see her mom and dad standing in the yard.


Her little brother, Taz, rides his bike up and down the driveway, zigging and zagging. He whizzes down the drive and blows kisses at me, then pedals off in a flurry of mad giggles.


“Mom!” Maggie says, sounding like she is seven, same as Taz. “Please get your boy child under control.”


Her parents walk to the end of the drive. Her dad throws an arm around her shoulders; she hip checks him.


I bet Mr. West doesn’t blow off Maggie’s dreams the way my father does my hope of becoming a professional ballerina.


Last year, when I invited him to my recital, he surprised me by actually coming. I’d been nervous. So nervous, in fact, that I made all sorts of mistakes in the dance. It was humiliating. I knew what was up. He was thinking I was no better than back in the day when he took me to my first lessons. Now we see each other so irregularly, he must still think of me as that same little kid.


“Hey, COB,” Maggie’s dad says, giving her a peck on the cheek. “I see you’re with my Skipper.”


My father is very formal. We never use nicknames. Mr. West has always called me Skipper.


“Can Daija come to lunch with us? Please, please, please?” Maggie says, prayer hands and everything.


“Yeah, can Daija come, too?” adds Taz, whizzing past. That little stinker gives me a wink. He always makes me laugh.


Mr. West looks down at Maggie, then me.


“I’m afraid not, Skipper,” he says, giving me an apologetic smile before turning back to Maggie. “COB, we’ve got some family things to talk through. But I promise we’ll take all you girls out next week.”


My bike is parked at the side of the driveway. I walk over and push it to the end of the drive. “That’s okay, Mr. West, I have to get ready for my ballet workout, anyway,” I say.


It is only after I’ve ridden halfway down the road that it sinks in.


We’ll take all you girls out next week.…


Not both.


All.


Looking over my shoulder, I see Maggie’s face. That one eyebrow up. The slight frown. And there it is—the same question that just hit me:


What “all you girls” is he talking about?
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Maggie


The Cheesecake Factory is my favorite restaurant. I love this place, which is why I’m suspicious. It’s like Daija’s untrusting nature is rubbing off on me. But I’m not paranoid. Okay, I’m a little paranoid. But you’ve heard the old saying:


Just because you’re paranoid, doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you!


“Mom,” I say, “why are we here? Really?” I can feel my eyebrows rising. I may not speak up all the time, but my eyebrows are very talkative.


She doesn’t miss a beat. She matches my skepticism with cheery second-grade-teacher optimism, saying, “For lunch, sweetheart.”


“A likely story,” I mumble.


“Put that eyebrow away, dear, and try to enjoy your food.” She meets my mumbled tone with her own super-positive chirp without even breaking a sweat. Oh, she’s good!


But not that good. I mean, really? Who does she think she’s fooling? This place is packed. About forty minutes to get a table. Forty minutes! And yet, Mom and Daddy are willing to wait. On a Friday afternoon. They know Friday lunches are sandwiches and salads on the patio. Eating out is almost always for dinner. Not. Lunch. So why are we here? Why?


Because something is up, that’s why. I tap my foot. A nervous habit. When people lie, I get anxious.


We’ll take all you girls out next week.


And what was that about?


I look over at Daddy and he’s reading the menu like it’s a masterpiece. Normally, we’re joking around or he’s telling me reason #868 why I should join the navy someday. I’m not joining the navy, but don’t tell him. No need to break his heart before I have to.


“I know you two are hiding something. What is it? You have to tell me,” I say, looking from one to the other.


Mom and Dad used to tell people how “delighted” they were when I learned to talk before I was two. In full sentences. Now, while sitting here with my best TV detective stare, trying to give them the stink eye and asking questions, I wonder if they’re still so delighted.


“You need to relax,” Mom says, her cheeriness tinged with a teensy bit of desperation. She glances at my tapping feet.


Daddy looks up, glances at Mom—something goes on between them, some secret message that dangles above my head, and they know I can’t stand that. Then Daddy looks back at the menu he has been studying while we wait to be seated.


The comment Daddy made back at the house, then let drift away, replays once again in my head.


We’ll take all you girls out next week.


Callie isn’t due here until later next month. So, what was he talking about? Something is definitely going on. I can’t have drama. Not this summer. I’m turning twelve in a few weeks. I’m getting my braces removed in September. I’m running a business with my best friend. It’s supposed to be the summer of fun!


Taz is the only one saying anything. “Blah-blah-bloop-bloop-bloop-boop,” he says, speaking in alien. He locks his arms at his sides and walks stiffly in front of us. I guess on his planet, the aliens are robots. I wonder if they’re drama-free robots.


“Babba-ba-dee-bee-bop,” I answer him back, making my eyes bulge out as much as possible. He giggles. He’s so easily amused. I guess I like the little guy. At least he’s fun to play with, like the puppy I’ve always wanted.


Finally, we’re seated. I give a quick peek around the room, making sure Angela Cook isn’t here. Last thing I need with all Mom and Dad’s weirdness going on would be to bump into her. I can’t wait till I’m grown and she needs a job. She will not be hired by MWI—Maggie West, Inc.


The dining room is packed. The columns surrounding the room are trimmed in a thick, ropelike design. It always reminds me of braided or twisted hair. The ceilings swoop and display cherubs like in old-fashioned paintings at the museum. I think they call those “frescoes.”


We’ve only been in Jacksonville for a few years. Mom brought me and Taz here to look for a house while Daddy finished his last eight months of active duty. I was so grateful to leave Daddy’s last overseas post in Japan. Being here has been the best thing to ever happen to me, thanks to Daija. I finally feel like I belong. I wasn’t popular in Japan. Now I have friends and a best friend.


And I’m starting a business! Something I’ve dreamed about but didn’t feel confident enough to do on my own.


Shortly after we’re seated, Daddy says, “COB, you good?” Captain of the Boat. Daddy is all navy, all the time. He gives me a slight frown. Uh-oh. My bouncing knee is shaking the table.


“Sorry,” I say. Water stops dancing in our glasses. My knee is in park.


Why won’t they just come out and tell me the bad news? I know something’s up.


Still, I give my best play-along smile.


Mom and Daddy are always worrying about me. It’s because of “the incident.” My last year or so in school in Honshu, Japan, was a nightmare. Bullies will find any reason to make your life miserable. The taunting and pressure got to be too much. I finally couldn’t take it.


Two of the bullies tried stuffing me in a locker at school. Too bad they didn’t know I had a lucky eight-ball. When they pulled me to the locker, I grabbed that Magic 8 Ball with both hands and—WHAM! I was aiming for their bellies. But I hit literally below the belt.


It wouldn’t have been so bad, except one of the boys’ dads was some kind of important person, and they tried to give my dad grief over it. Daddy says he decided not to reenlist because it was time to move on.


Sometimes, though, I wonder if he left because of what happened between me and those two. I hope not.


I shake my head to chase away the memories. That’s when I force myself to look around the room, get out of my funk. One of my favorite things to do when I’m out is to check out people’s hairstyles.


Across the center aisle of tables, two women sit practically nose to nose. Now, you know those sisters are spilling the tea. It’s all in their body language. Anyway, their hair is fierce. The one in a white long-sleeved tee has her hair piled high on her head. Her thin braids have an ombre effect, from black into coppery shades of brown.


The other woman has eight or ten super-huge braids that reach all the way down her back. Their heads are underneath a light at the table. Even from here I can see their parts are sick. So, so straight.


Then I spot a couple of little girls at a nearby table who have excellently braided hair. Jumbo braids are my specialty. I can do them fast. Daija is better with some of the smaller braids. I’ve taught her a lot. She’s gotten really good. And she does twists really well, but my cornrows are so on point. Just saying.


I turn my head and my twists—styled by Daija—shimmy around my shoulders. The little girls look over and one says, “We like your hair.”


My cheeks turn warm with a blush hidden beneath rich brown skin. “Thank you,” I say, lips tucked to hide my smile and my braces. Still, a teensy-weensy one leaks out. Having your hair on point feels amazing. I love coming up with styles and getting new styles myself.


Mom and Daddy are chitchatting now, which makes me feel a little less on edge.


“Are you and Daija all set to become the premier hair braiders of Tangerine Bay?” Mom asks. Now she’s the one studying her menu, even though she gets the same thing every time we come—Asian chicken wrap tacos.


I nod. “We put up some flyers today inside the Tangerine Bay Community. Tomorrow we’re going to the Groveland Estates,” I say.


“Maggie is going to be rich!” says Taz. “We don’t use money where I’m from. We collect rocks and nuts and bolts and trade them. Bloop-bloop-bloop!”


I give him a high five. “Good job, buddy. You keep collecting those rocks and bolts!”


Mom laughs softly, studying her menu like there’s going to be a quiz. She looks up finally and asks me, “Did Kiki tell you and Daija about her summer camp plans?”


Now I’m studying my menu because, hey, everyone else is doing it. I look up and shake my head.


Daddy drums his fingers lightly on top of his plastic-covered menu. “I know what I’m having,” he says. Unlike me and Mom, Daddy chooses something different every time we come. He says after years of going out to sea on navy vessels, eating the same food over and over, he likes as much variety in his meals as possible.


“What’re you getting, Daddy?” Taz asks, but I shush him.


“Pipe down, Robot! Mom, you were saying?” I cut in, leaning an elbow on the table. Is this it? Is this the “news” they’ve been sitting on?


Taz rewards me by poking out his tongue and saying something in alien bloops that does not sound friendly. I think he and his planet have just declared war.


“Taz, be polite, and you, little miss, get your elbows off the table,” Mom says. Daddy snickers. Mom is fully in control. Second grade teachers are ruthless, man.


“Honey, Kiki said the community center received some big grant money this summer to use on the program, so she wants to offer you guys an opportunity to be junior counselors. You and Daija will be paid. That’s even more money for your fat little bank account.”


Mom and Daddy like teasing me about my bank account.


Okay, I’ll admit it, I’m all about my savings. I might be mild-mannered, but I don’t play with my money. Now I can have a learning experience. And earn cash, too. I’ll be working on my management skills and having a good time. #Goals.


“She wants us to be counselors?” I ask. “Doing what?”


“Crafts and things,” Mom says. “She knows how artsy-crafty you are. You can teach crochet, drawing, collage making—things like that. And Daija can do a ‘stretching for ballet’ class. Maybe more, if she’s up to it.”


“Seriously?” I say. Happy dance. Happy dance. Happy dance. I don’t actually stand up and dance because, well, I’d rather drop dead than draw attention to myself like that. But I do a wicked three-second shoulder shimmy.


Mom sees the money bags dancing in my eyes and laughs. “Calm down, Baby Oprah, don’t count your millions just yet.”


Instantly, I go through the financial plan I’ve laid out for myself and our Braid Girls business.


Daddy jumps in, saying, “Maybe I’ll be able to retire altogether and let Maggie take care of us!” Sigh.


Mom shakes her head. “She knows her money is her own.”


“Why don’t you ever say that about my money?” Dad says, pretending like he’s hurt.


“Bloop! BLOOP! Bloop! Boop-boop!” When we look at Taz, he’s balancing a spoon on his nose. Why, why, why is my family so weird?


I release the twist I’ve been twirling around my finger and clear my throat. “Did I hear we are getting paid?”


“It doesn’t pay a whole bunch, but every little bit helps any entrepreneur. Taz is going to robotics camp at the science center. You can ride with Daija and Kiki.”


We order our food, and when it comes, we all dig in. I’m hungry, and the chicken Romano is my favorite. Still, the more Mom and Daddy keep eyeing me, the more the pasta starts to taste like paste. I want to be excited about this new opportunity. But not before I know what’s really going on.


It takes until I’m almost done before my parents finally spill it.


“Kids, we’ve got some more news!” Daddy says, his voice going into full game-show-host mode. He only uses that voice when he’s trying to get you to taste some disgusting vegetable at Grandma’s, like brussels sprouts. Or when you get kicked in the face during your first—and last—karate class and he wants you to know everything’s fine.


Or when he’s being deployed.


Did Daddy reenlist? My stomach drops into my knees, which are shaking up and down, up and down.


And when Mom links her arm through his, I know we’re in big trouble.


This was how the whole “Daddy has a daughter he never knew about” conversation began. My seven-year-old brother looks horrified. At the same time, Taz and I ask two very different questions:
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