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CHAPTER ONE



THE ILLUSTRIOUS AALIYAH, MAY SHE REST IN PEACE, ONCE said, If at first you don’t succeed, dust yourself off and try again, try again. Well, no offense to Aaliyah, but I say, if at first you don’t succeed, save yourself the heartache and give up. And if my good sis had been writing a scholarship essay for her dream college, I’m sure she would have agreed with me.


I glance at my blank computer screen. The cursor blinks steady and strong, like a healthy heart, knowing it can run in this race far longer than I can.


The mostly rotten wooden floors of our apartment creak under Grandma’s feet. She tries to be quiet in the mornings, on account of the fact that I sleep like a wind chime, easily disturbed. But our apartment yawns loudly as it stretches beneath us.


She knocks twice on my bedroom door, entering before I respond. Typical. I’m still in my pajamas (read: ratty old clothes too comfortable to donate but too effed up to wear out in public).


I sleep with my head at the foot of the bed because it feels safer farther from the wall. This is due to the roaches, and the water bugs, which I would happily trade for more roaches. It drives Grandma mad, but she says nothing as she finds me in that position now, my feet up against the headboard.


“What are you working on this early?” she asks. She’s already wearing her cerulean-blue scrubs and tie-dyed Crocs. Under-eye concealer that will smear off by midday hides the bags beneath her eyes. Grandma retired a long time ago but still works as a nurse’s aide to keep our heads above water. She invites herself the rest of the way into my room until she’s standing over me. From this angle, I can see the extra skin folded beneath her chin.


“Loads. Answering the questions of the universe. Why the chicken crossed the road. Who shot the deputy after Bob Marley shot the sheriff.”


She stares at me with a blank expression that barely masks her exasperation. I read her thoughts between the lines in her face, typed out in bold by her frown: Say less.


“College essay about who I am and why they should give me a truckload of money to grace them with my genius, blah, blah, blah.”


“And what’s hard about that? You know who you are?” She sits on the edge of the bed.


“I’m not sure Dear Admissions, I am the kid who definitely shouldn’t exist, but the world sucks and people suck more, so please let me into your world-renowned institution is the wave.”


She winces at my words. “You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself. I thought group was helping.”


“It is helping. It doesn’t erase what I am, though.”


Grandma put me in group therapy for children of sexual-abuse victims last summer, after a frightening downward spiral during Depressed Girl Summer earned me a 5150. My best friend, JoJo, deemed it The Incident. Basically, the hospital held me hostage so I wouldn’t play with matches or sharp objects. We affectionately call group R.P.E.—Raised as a Product of Evil—pronounced reap, like the Grim. You know, since most of us were pretty close to being on the other side before we ever took our first breath, if you catch my drift. That might seem crass, but we get to take some creative liberties, all things considered.


“You’re more than just one thing, Michie.” Grandma taps a finger against my nose.


“You have to say that. Or you go to grandma jail or something.”


She sucks her teeth before using both hands to push herself off the bed. Since her double-knee replacement, she’s not as spry as she once was, though she is young for a grandma. My mother was only fifteen when I crash-landed, so it’s not surprising.


“It’ll get better. I promise.” She begins to leave my room but then stops midway out the door. “And Michie, don’t let me catch you with your feet up on the furniture again.”


I drop my feet down in a blink.


“Lunch is in the fridge. Have a good day back,” she calls, before the front door opens and closes with a thud.


My hands type out another jumble of word soup before I give up. I slam my finger down on the delete button. That damn cursor stares back at me, flash, flash, flashing and never getting anywhere. It begs for raw honesty, the kind of trauma porn that colleges love. But I’m not ready to be that vulnerable, because the irrevocable truth is that who I am is my mother’s colossal mistake, big and bright like a supernova. She hates me with every fiber of her being. And I’m not just being extra. She’s told me so, which is pretty definitive proof. But also, she hasn’t bothered to see me or even talk to me since my seventh birthday.


I pull up Brown’s home page and stare at the smiling students (mostly white, with a token brown face here and there). It’s very “I read a lot of books” status quo of me to want to go there for college, like every other boy and girl on BookTube. I’m not reinventing the obsessed-with-literature wheel here.


But Brown, with an English Lit program I would sell my soul for, would be scared away if they really knew me. Because I am for sure a walking liability in the whole is this one most likely to crash spectacularly analysis. And I can’t scare away Brown. What began as a pit stop when visiting MIT with JoJo became the only thing I wanted. It was the first college campus I stepped foot on that felt like a fresh start. A place where I could reinvent myself. I’m not sure I deserve to be great, but if I do, there’s only one place for me to do it. Brown.


If I can get in, and even then, if I can afford to go. A lifetime’s supply of ifs.


I dig for my phone in the blankets and connect to the knockoff Bose speakers Grandma got me for Christmas. The opening beats of the playlist I put together from last year’s XXL Freshman Class bounce against the walls. I slam my laptop lid closed with a sharp snap, wincing at the sound. This MacBook cost two years’ worth of café money, and that was the secondhand eBay price. I’m dead if I break it.


I stumble to the bathroom in a rush, crashing into the old acoustic guitar I pilfered from my boss’s donation pile. The getting-dressed part of my morning routine is painless because I always wear the same thing—jeans, Converses, V-neck tee shirt. Sometimes ironic. Sometimes not. But my hair is its own beast, as I struggle to tame the curls into something manageable before I give up and pull it into a messy bun. I race down the hallway and glance at the microwave clock. Three minutes until the bus leaves me behind.


I grab my winter coat, throwing the hood over my head, no arms, and fly out of the door. My backpack is hanging from one shoulder, open like a wound as loose papers bleed out. I shove everything back in like a wartime trauma surgeon. Dr. Owen Hunt–style. I cup my hands in front of my mouth, breathing into them for warmth. My Fitbit, a Christmas gift from JoJo, flashes the time. One minute to spare. Nailed it.


A large group stands by a stop sign on the opposite side of the street from my bus stop. In the not-so-distant past, I was friends with many of them, but not anymore. Most of them don’t notice I’m here.


One smiles. Morgan Williams, a year older and the only one who acknowledges me with The Nod. I nod and smile back. She’s cool people, even if she did kind of shun me along with the rest of the neighborhood kids. Around here, school is no escape, where you’re greeted with old books and ceiling leaks. But I go to school in the suburbs, with new books and filtered water fountains and well-funded after-school activities. So I understand why I get treated like an outsider. We don’t have the same struggles anymore.


Soon an empty school bus stops in front of me. The doors pop open, rubbery edges squeaking. I smile up at the bus driver. She’s been picking me up since fourth grade, when I was first transferred out of district and enrolled in the gifted program.


“Morning, Ms. Turner,” I say, climbing up the steep steps.


“Good morning, dear,” she says, snapping the doors shut behind me.


I relax into the worn leather of my usual seat, starting my audiobook from where I paused it yesterday. Mr. Darcy is mid-first-proposal. I close my eyes as the bus jiggles beneath me, listening to the sounds of Pemberley for the next hour and a half until we pull into the empty bus bay.
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The fluorescent lights in the junior hall buzz overhead as I rush to my locker. As is typical, the bus got in just late enough to require a light jog to first period—AP US History, or APUSH. Everyone else moves in slow motion, sullen and zombielike. All courtesy of the March SAT in a couple of months. Thank God, I took it this past October for the first and last time.


“Boo,” a voice clamors over my shoulder as I yank my locker open.


I yelp, almost slamming the door shut on my fingers. Joanna Kaplan, JoJo if you don’t want to die, both brilliant and beautiful, leans onto the wall of metal lockers. It’s like having a best friend who is equal parts Mila Kunis and Merriam-Webster.


“Jesus, Jo,” I wheeze, holding my hand to my chest. “You almost gave me a coronary.”


“You keep using that word. I do not think it means what you think it means,” she deadpans, quoting one of our favorite films, The Princess Bride. “No one can give you a coronary. A coronary thrombosis, perhaps. Clogged arteries from too much red meat and few vegetables.” She raises an eyebrow brimming with accusation.


I roll my eyes. “I eat plenty healthy.”


“Candy corn is not a vegetable, Michie.”


I give her the closed-mouth smile older white women give me when my hair is especially big and I look more Black and less racially ambiguous.


She waits for me to close my locker before looping her arm through mine and pulling me toward class. The history department has its own wing in the back of the building.


“Quiz me,” she demands, squeezing my arm. JoJo is one of the juniors retaking the SAT in March. But while everyone else resembles The Walking Dead cast members, JoJo looks like one of those trophy girls at the Golden Globes—curled jet-black hair, contoured cheekbones, and winged liner that makes her green eyes pop. Though genetics have also dealt her a pretty stacked hand. Her mom was Miss Virginia when Persian women were still spit at. Not that they aren’t still.


I groan but acquiesce, calling out a list of words like a drill sergeant. I stop as we get to our desks, JoJo seated in front of me.


“I’ve studied so much with you, I could slay the test myself,” I tell her.


“Yes, you could.” She meets my eyes. “A 1300 is not getting you into Brown.”


She’s not wrong. It’s too low of a score for Brown but fine for most Virginia colleges, which is all that matters realistically, and financially. Especially if I can’t write a single scholarship essay without banging my head against a wall.


“That’s still the goal, right?” she asks.


I fiddle with the notebook in front of me, my notes from last night’s quiz prep handwritten like type font. “Brown isn’t even a real thing,” I mumble.


“Of course it’s real,” she says. “You, me, tearing up the East Coast fifty miles apart. Whatever we need to do to make it happen, remember? You’ve got the grades; you just need the grit.”


And the money. But I don’t expect her to appreciate the height of that hurdle. JoJo is toss out a full drink because it’s too cold to carry to the car rich. Oh, and schools have been throwing cash at her since she won an international collegiate robotics competition. When we were fourteen. She’s pretty much had a guaranteed full-ride spot at MIT since we were prepubescent. She, quite literally, cannot relate.


“All right, everyone. Let’s get started,” Ms. Yancey says from the front of the room, passing out quizzes for us to hand back.


JoJo spins to face forward, the topic dropped. I wish it were that easy to put behind me too.
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It isn’t until I return to my locker at lunchtime that I realize my lunch is still sitting in the fridge at home. I forgot it in my rush out the door this morning. Damn it. My stomach growls mockingly as I mutter every swear word in the English language under my breath.


“Um, are you okay?”


I twist my head to find a small pixie-like blonde standing beside me with a can of Cherry Coke and a five-dollar bill in her hand.


“Sorry.” I chuckle, the sound more of a breathless snort than a laugh. “Yeah. Forgot my lunch. Low, uh, blood sugar.”


“You can buy lunch,” she says, like it’s obvious.


“Forgot my wallet,” I reply, though I don’t bring it to school on purpose in case I’m tempted to buy anything stupid, like six honey buns from the vending machines. Again.


She hands me the five dollars. By reflex, my fingers close around it.


“No, I don’t—” I sputter over my words.


“Please,” she responds, pulling her hand away like I’m a stray she wants to help but doesn’t want to touch. “You clearly need it more than me.” She glances down at my Converses, falling apart with frayed shoelaces.


She turns and I stare after her. I finally remember her name as she disappears out of sight. Brit. Short for Brita, like the water filter, she explained the first day of freshman year.


I push into the swinging cafeteria doors with a huff, the cacophony of noise bubbling out as the doors part open. I’m not sure how far five dollars goes, so I grab two bananas and a mini bottled water to be on the safe side. The woman standing behind the glass has an ice cream scooper in one hand, hovering over a platter of mashed potatoes. Each scoop makes a slurping sound, like water rushing down the pipes of an unclogged sink.


The cashier scans my school ID, waving me away with a flick of her hand. The money sits in my palm, limp. I don’t move.


“You gettin’ anythin’ else?” she drawls, whistling through spaces that once held teeth.


“Oh,” I mutter. “No. I didn’t pay yet.” I have never wanted anyone to take my money so badly.


“Free-lunch program,” she responds, her tongue tripping over the r sounds. She taps the computer, where my student account is pulled up on the screen. Balance due: N/A flashes at me like a Times Square neon sign.


My cheeks grow warm at the blatant reminder of my financial inferiority here. I stare at the five dollars like it’s venomous. The girl behind me in line drops her head down to hide a smile, or even worse, a laugh. Great, now I’ve made it a whole scene.


I retreat, crushing the bill into my pocket as if it were ticking. I’m itchy from embarrassment, ashamed that I feel ashamed. I have never considered myself free-lunch poor. And at Lee High, no one, and I mean no one, except I guess now me, gets free lunch. It’s one of the most affluent public schools in the state.


I slump down into my empty seat at the end of our table. Across from me, Gwen is on a tirade about her latest save-the-world passion project—bee endangerment. I peel a banana in silence and ignore its price tag. Zero dollars in cash, but breaking the bank in dignity.


“Okay, so I checked, and there’s a robotics tournament tonight at U of R,” JoJo says as she bites into a mini carrot. “Pick you up after work?”


“You only want to go to check out the team,” I grumble.


“I am done dating high schoolers. Amy Ferrara was a total nightmare. And Ben Haley turned me off of boys for two years and counting.” She holds up two fingers for emphasis. “Plus, I’m an old soul.”


“You just binge-watched Doc McStuffins.”


Her hand slams over my mouth. “You promised!”


Gwen stops midlecture, noticing us for the first time. “Oh, hey, are y’all going to the assembly after school?”


“Is it about honey desserts or vegan Oreos?” I ask, licking the inside of JoJo’s hand until she rips it away with a grimace.


“Oreos are already vegan,” Gwen answers.


“Barely,” JoJo says.


Gwen’s eyes narrow. She simply refuses to accept the fact that Oreos live a fraudulently vegan life since they’re cross-contacted with milk. The Scarlett Johanssen of the vegan community.


“That’s a technicality,” she responds. I don’t point out the irony of her veganism relying more on her convenience than the cold hard facts. “Anyway, no, the college fair assembly. Lee’s hosting this year, and we all get to enter a Hunger Games–esque, dog-eat-dog death match to get host assignments for each school. You work as some alum’s personal attaché for a few hours, and boom, you’ve got yourself a straight-to-Go, collect $200 card to the school of your dreams. They pretty much have instant admissions power.”


“Sounds awful. Pass.” I crack the top on my mini water bottle and gulp half of it down.


“No pass,” JoJo says. “Hosting is the Brown golden ticket. I can’t believe I forgot about it. This is it, baby. The big leagues.”


JoJo turns to Gwen, leaning forward with her elbows on the table. “We’re in. Save us two seats.” She glances at me with a raised eyebrow, challenging me.


“Fine.” I roll my eyes, but caterpillars settle in my stomach and cocoon themselves. I hope they turn to butterflies and not moths. I hope they mean something promising. Something beautiful.


















[image: image]








CHAPTER TWO



VOICES COME FROM EVERY DIRECTION AS JOJO AND I move through the students crowding the auditorium’s middle aisle. Gwen waves with a large sweeping motion from the fourth row.


I apologize behind JoJo as we teeter-totter over everyone’s laps to get to our seats, praying I don’t pass gas in anyone’s face. I think I’ve endured enough back-to-school embarrassment for one, or two, or even three lifetimes.


A large projection screen hangs in the center of the stage. 2022 RICHMOND COLLEGE FAIR sits in large letters in front of geometric shapes. Robert E. Lee High School (yeah, I know… welcome to Richmond, folks) is in script at the bottom. For such an allegedly fancy affair, the presentation is giving me clip art.


Principal Hamil approaches the podium, and the room falls into instant silence. A prim woman in a knee-length pencil skirt and a bun so tight she looks inquisitive sits in a plastic chair behind him. Her legs cross at the ankle just like Grandmère taught Mia Thermopolis.


Principal Hamil clears his throat. His black hair, combed to the side to cover his receding hairline, glows beneath the lights. I’m not sure if his hair or his forehead is shinier.


“Thank you all for coming to today’s assembly detailing the process for hosting this year’s citywide college fair.” He scans the room for the impact of his words and receives nothing in return. Hamil’s like a Will Ferrell movie—it would be a more enjoyable experience if the effort wasn’t so strained. He clears his throat again.


“It’s a great and unexpected honor for Lee to be chosen as this year’s host.”


It’s actually not unexpected. Despite the fair being a citywide event, the only schools ever chosen to host are in the suburbs, of which there are seven, even though the fair is held in the heart of the city. So the chances of Lee being chosen are pretty high because 1) money, money, money; and 2) there aren’t enough brown kids here to make the Ivy League school representatives “uncomfortable.” Which also means that the inner-city kids never get to host, and thus never get the instant in to their dream schools. A self-fulfilling shit prophecy. I’m not even sure I want any part of it. Or if I deserve to skip the line when my next-door neighbors don’t get the same shot just because they go to school on the wrong side of the river.


But… Brown. JoJo is right. It feels selfish and dirty, but I want it. How broken must I be to want to take part in such a broken system?


“As I’m sure you are all aware,” he explains, “the process is simple. The online application will open at the close of this assembly. You will have one week to submit your applications by answering a series of short-answer questions and ranking your top three choices.”


I roll my eyes. Great, more essays when I’m doing so well on the ones I already have.


“After online submissions are evaluated, those selected will interview before a panel. Each panel will then write a report that the College Fair Board will use to make final decisions.”


Hamil clicks through the presentation as he explains. The participating schools are on the last slide. MIT (for JoJo), Sarah Lawrence (for Gwen), and Brown (for me, hopefully).


“As you leave, please take a brochure of the application requirements, as I will not be repeating myself. Now a few words from a representative of the board.” He nods in the woman’s direction, and she stands, joining him at the podium.


“Good afternoon,” she says, her voice quiet. “I’m Debbie Matthews, and I’ll be your main liaison to the board. I know there are always rumors that hosting guarantees a spot at your school of choice. This is false.” She gives us a tight smile. “We cannot make such guarantees, and the coincidence of hosts’ admission into their host schools is beyond our control. But we on the board are thrilled for this journey with you all and wish you the best of luck.”


She steps away and reclaims her seat.


“And with that,” Principal Hamil says, “dismissed.”


Sound erupts across the room. He looks pained at how excited we are to get out of there.


“You will definitely get MIT,” I tell JoJo, passing her a brochure from the table by the auditorium doors.


“I don’t know.” She shrugs, flipping through the pages as we make our way to the parking lot.


“What do you mean you don’t know? You and MIT are like a dream match. And they already want you.”


“Exactly,” she says. “They already want me. But hosting is your Hail Mary pass. I should pick a school I have to work for.”


I stop in the middle of the lot, earning a honk from a Bronco attempting to pull out of its spot.


“You don’t have to work for any school. You could get in anywhere comatose.”


“Maybe.”


She’s being weird. We both know she’s being weird. Tim Burton–movie weird.


“What school are you applying to, then?”


“I don’t know yet. I have to read the brochure. Yale is still a reach. And University of Chicago.”


UChicago. The school where her mom has been an assistant professor for three years and desperately wants to be tenured. The school that has kept JoJo’s mom halfway across the country for ten months every year since eighth grade. If she gets in, JoJo will finally get the mother-daughter time she pretends she doesn’t care about. But I don’t mention any of this, because while our mom situations are different, they both suck big-time. So I pretend I don’t know why her plans have suddenly changed.


“You want a ride to work?” she asks, holding up her keys.


“Is Cherry Garcia the superior Ben and Jerry’s flavor?” I ask, opening the passenger door.


“No,” she says. “It’s Phish Food, but I’ll allow you into my car anyway.”


She laughs, and I laugh, and the tension releases like a popped balloon.


People think being best friends means being open and exposed all the time. I think it means being able to hide in a safe place.
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Javier Navarrete’s Pan’s Labyrinth score floats over the room as I run a rag doused in Windex over the stained-glass window at the front of the café. The inset letters spelling SIP AND SERENDIPITY glisten in the dim lighting.


Then I straighten the pillows piled high in the reading nook and reorganize the bookshelves that Taran, the café owner, built herself. My fingers drag over the tapestries brought back from Taran’s adventures abroad. I have traveled the world in this small corner.


I circle the room again and again, clearing tables of empty mugs. When the large coffee machine beeps twice, I pour its contents into a wide-lipped carafe marked At Your Own Risk.


The bell above the front door tinkles. The boy’s hair glides against the top of the doorframe, spiraled curls falling in every direction. He looks like he’s been drinking the sun from a firehose, he’s so golden. He takes in the world that Taran has crafted. His eyes shift from overwhelmed to awed in the space of a breath as he approaches the counter. Someone so long shouldn’t move with so much grace.


“Hi,” he says, reaching up a hand to scratch an earlobe. Up close, he has dark freckles across the bridge of his nose. They’re spread haphazardly, as if an artist flicked them over his face with a paintbrush.


“Hi,” I say, my voice pitched too high. I clear my throat. “Welcome to Sip and Serendipity.”


His eyes scan over the rows of books that line the walls. He reaches for the mystery shelf.


“You can take one,” I suggest, watching as he reads each title. “They’re free. Just bring another one back next time. Or that one if you don’t like it.” A take a penny, leave a penny, but with stories as the currency. “Or you can pass it on. Or even keep it if you want.” I’m babbling, words tripping and stumbling over themselves to get out.


“Cool.” He nods, folding a small book, We Have Always Lived in the Castle, in half and sliding it into his back pocket. I wince but say nothing.


He looks down at me now, and my breath hitches under the full power of his glance. His eyes are deep-set and a brown so dark they’re nearly black, the pupils bleeding into the irises.


“So, what’s good here?” he asks, leaning forward and gripping the edge of the counter with both hands.


I take a deep breath before rattling off a long list of drinks, from traditional options, like the iced mocha, to concoctions of my own creation. A hazelnut buttercream frozen latte, a peanut butter Americano, and on and on. When I’m done, he blinks at me in amazement.


“Can I get an iced coffee, black?” he asks.


“I…” He could have a peppermint latte with a dusting of cinnamon sugar, and he wants the bare minimum? “Okay.”


He reads the disappointment on my face.


“Sorry.” The left corner of his mouth turns up. “You sounded really excited. I didn’t want to interrupt.”


I scoop a plastic cup into the ice bin beneath the counter and fill it to the brim with hot coffee. The ice melts immediately, steam rising as I click a lid on top. I smooth my hand around its edges to ensure it’s on tight.


“Anything else?” I hand him the cup and a straw.


“No, this is fine, thanks.” He punches the straw through the lid and takes a large gulp before setting the cup back on the counter. Pulling a wallet from his jacket pocket, he slides out a twenty for his $1.59 coffee.


I hand him the change, and he dumps it into the tip jar. I stare into the jar in disbelief as he backs away.


“Oh,” he says as I notice his coffee on the counter. We reach for it at the same time, his hand closing over mine. A jolt flies through my fingers.


“Sorry,” I say, slipping my hand from beneath his. I tilt my head down so he can’t see the blush spread over my face at the softness of his skin.


He leaves the café like a sudden breeze, the door swinging shut behind him.


Wally, a middle-aged writer who spends every Monday night here, catches my eye. He winks with a toothy grin. “That was fun,” he says, his voice gruff from heavy smoking.


I look away to hide the warmth in my cheeks. But the boy sits at the front of my brain like an unwelcome guest for the rest of my shift.
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CHAPTER THREE



I SHOULD BE FOCUSING ON TODAY’S LEWIS AND CLARK lecture, but my laptop is open to my college essay. Or at least the file that should be my essay, but is instead still a bone-white page. On the other half of the screen is the PDF version of the college fair’s hosting application. I’ve completed the easy parts—name, age, address. The short-answer questions are still blank. Essays. Junior year is becoming nothing but essays.


I reread the first option: What would make you a good host? Honest answer: I don’t know; I have crippling anxiety but am sometimes a little funny.


I move on to the next: Describe a facet of your identity that is essential to who you are. I either have to talk about my race, or the fact that I’m poor, or both. Or I can talk about Renee and being the result of her worst nightmare come to life. Either way, if I could answer it for the College Board, I wouldn’t be suffering under the weight of my scholarship essay in the first place.


In fact, I have to turn in a draft of the scholarship essay a couple of weeks from now, and the idea of sharing it gives me hives. It won’t be the happily-ever-afters my classmates have been working on all year. So far, I’ve kept it smothered like a gas fire. Never feed it; always choke it out.


A crumpled page of lined notebook paper bounces off my shoulder and hits my desk. The blue lines spiral like broken piano strings. I lift it off my notes, where I’ve scribbled only purchased the Louisiana Territory on the first line. I’m a little bummed I missed the lecture. Ms. Yancey teaches it as if Sacajawea were the first Captain America. Which she basically was, because she led the entire expedition with an infant attached to her hip and probably endured a lot of colonizer mansplaining. So, I have no choice but to stan.


JoJo huffs as the bell rings over Ms. Yancey’s last words. I palm the ball of paper as I head out of the classroom, JoJo close on my heels.


“Do I need to read this, or are you going to save us both thirty seconds?” I ask, slowing down so she can fall in step beside me.


“I need you to appreciate the dramatic flair,” she says, swinging her hair over her shoulder. The scent of tea tree oil is overwhelming.


“Hit me with the highlights.”


“Do you think they’re going to have proofs on the SAT? And do you want to go to Garrett’s party Friday night after the game? And the mall? Before the game?”


She continues with her questions in a stream of consciousness. Her brain is the equivalent of those bullet trains in Japan.


“No to proofs. No to party. Yes to mall.” I can’t afford any shopping, but I want a cinnamon-sugar pretzel and a lemonade from Auntie Anne’s.


“Boo. I don’t want to go solo. And I know you aren’t busy. Therapy is tonight, and you don’t work Fridays.”


It will never cease to amaze me how someone who studies so much also finds the time to both have a social life and memorize my schedule.


“You don’t have to go solo. You have a million friends.”


“But you’re my favorite friend,” she says with a large grin.


“Please.” I toss the balled paper across the hall and into the metal trash can.


“Kobe!” a voice like jazz calls out above the noise of stampeding students. His voice cracks over the name. He’s easy to pick out of a crowd, a head and shoulders above everyone else. My mouth drops open.


Iced coffee, black. We Have Always Lived in the Castle. JoJo reaches over and pushes on my chin to bring my lips back together.


Suddenly the hall feels way too warm. JoJo shuffles me forward, both hands gripping my shoulders to lead me toward our classes. AP Chemistry for her and Spanish for me. I crane my neck backward to keep him in view, but he turns to face his locker.


“Wh-who,” I sputter, letting JoJo push me around an automatic water fountain that I almost slam into hip-first. I flinch with phantom impact.


“Derek de la Rosa,” she answers, her voice amused. She removes her hands, and I stand frozen in place, having lost all ability to use my legs. She pulls her phone from her back pocket, smiling at a passing teacher who pretends not to see it. She loops her arm in mine as she maneuvers us to second period, never looking up from her phone. She stops in front of her classroom, mine next door.


She turns the phone screen up, showing me the Instagram and Facebook pages she’s found and followed in the last half minute. The Feds, I swear. “Just moved here from”—she scrolls through his profile—“San Francisco.”


San Francisco, California, to Richmond, Virginia. The land of Full House and an ocean breeze to the land of, well, Monument Avenue. Talk about a culture shock.


“And guess what?” JoJo teases. She wiggles her eyebrows at me.


“What?” I’m scared to know what she’s found. He has a girlfriend. He likes Starbucks better than Dunkin’. He wears seersucker.


She wraps an arm around my neck and places her chin into the mass of curls. She’s eight inches taller in her heeled ankle boots and more often than not enjoys using me as her personal armrest.


“He responded attending to the party Friday night.” She dangles the information in front of me like bait. Finding a brown face in these halls that isn’t my reflection is like searching the ocean for that necklace Rose threw overboard. Finding a beautiful brown one? Miraculous.


“You lie.” He’s been here for five seconds.


“Bible,” JoJo says, putting her hand up in Scout’s honor. “The devil works hard, but Brit Forman works harder. He’s some big-deal basketball player. Team’s up his ass. All in a day’s work of being the school’s social coordinator.”


Black-coffee-drinking, freakishly tall, honey-colored basketball star who reads classic mystery novels. Look at God.


“You’re telling me Idris Elba and Salma Hayek’s love child is running the halls of Lee High sans supervision?”


“Heads will roll. Panties will drop,” she jokes. “Yours maybe?” She pokes me in the upper arm with a well-manicured finger.


I snort. The last boy to even look in my direction was Ronnie Taylor in sixth grade. He asked me to switch seats with him on our field trip to the National Gallery of Art in DC so he could sit next to his girlfriend of three days, Neomi Nwankwo. They broke up before we even got to our bagged bologna sandwiches.


I move around JoJo to get to my class. She grabs my backpack before I get too far away, pulling me back with a snap.


“You’re going to the party,” she says, emphasizing each word like it’s a separate sentence. She releases me and turns into her classroom, sticking out her tongue as she slides into her desk.


I’m not, I mouth back. She waves her hand dismissively. Yeah, yeah.


I enter Spanish class as the bell rings, shoving my backpack under the desk and flashing Señora Cortez an apologetic smile. She rolls her eyes, taps the face of her watch, and lifts herself from a seated position on her desk. She claps her hands once to hush the murmur of whispers pulsing across the room.


“Buenos días,” she says, her clasped hands bouncing with each syllable like a pacemaker.


“Tenemos un nuevo estudiante esta mañana,” she continues.


Something, something, new student, something, I translate to English in my head.


“Por favor, por favor.” Her hands move with excitement through the air like she’s a conductor. But at least one person understands her, because a desk screeches across the tile as someone stands.


I glance over my shoulder to the back of the room and almost choke on my tongue. Derek de la Rosa stands with his hands in both pockets. He casts a smirk in my direction, letting me know I’ve been spotted. He rocks once on his toes.


“Preséntate, por favor,” Señora Cortez urges. She sits back on the edge of her desk.


“Um, hola. Soy Derek, acabo de empezar hoy.” I don’t catch anything but his name and the way his r’s roll over his tongue in a pirouette. “Me mudé de San Francisco por el trabajo de mi papá.” His Spanish is smooth as melted butter. Warmth spreads deeper and deeper into my belly.


“Ah.” Señora Cortez claps her hands. “¡Tu hablas español! ¡Bravo! Toma asiento, por favor.” She smiles at him brightly.


Derek follows what I assume are her instructions and sits, all without removing the hands planted in his pockets.


For the next fifty minutes, Señora Cortez heaves us all through the rest of the class period. I keep my head angled, so that if I force my pupils all the way left, I can still see Derek out of one eye. He’s leaning casually back in his seat, his feet resting on the chair legs in front of him. Even from here I notice the muscles below his skin flex with each movement. I try to focus on steady breathing.


Before the bell, Señora gives an exasperated sigh and shakes her head in sullen disappointment. “Ay, pueden irse.” She waves us away like nagging fruit flies.


Everyone scrambles out of the room in a stampede toward an extra two minutes of freedom. Derek collects a stack of work from Señora’s desk. He may already be her favorite, but no one escapes Killer Cortez’s workload.


I’m halfway to the bathroom when heavy footsteps approach me from behind. I let out a hoarse croak as a large hand comes down on my shoulder. I pivot, and my neck strains backward as my eyes go up and up and up. One of Derek’s hands is still raised where my shoulder had been. The other clutches a pile of workbooks and a printed syllabus.


“Sorry, sorry,” he says. “I come in peace.” His fingers move into the Vulcan salute, and he tips his head forward in a bow.


Oh my effing God. My heart stutters around an inaudible gasp.


“Don’t run up on people like that,” I scold, regaining my composure and moving a stray curl out of my face. “You run like a stomping baby buffalo.”


“They’re called calves,” he corrects.


“Seriously?”


“Sorry, yeah, that was obnoxious,” he agrees, tilting his head in a nod. “You’re Michelle, right?” He points to the spot on my chest where my Sip and Serendipity name tag was the first time we met. He blushes with the realization of where his finger is hovering. “Uh…” He shuffles his feet and jabs a thumb behind him. “Señora Cortez said you would have good notes for this.”


He raises the stack of papers in the crook of his arm for clarification.


Because she knows I’m the only one who actually attempts the reading assignments.


“You want my notes on”—I twist my neck around to read the upside-down words on his syllabus—“the Spanish edition of Percy Jackson?”


“If you’d be so kind. Missed one day of class and I’m already buried.”


“You know it’s the same book in English, right? I don’t think I can give you much more than you already know.”


“And I’m supposed to know what exactly?” He stares down at me with a blank expression. “He’s a wood nymph or something?”


“Oh my God,” I squeal. “You’ve never read Percy Jackson?” It’s a question and an accusation all tangled into one incredulous utterance. The excitement at meeting a beautiful nerd dissipates.


“I don’t know. I watched half a movie once,” he admits. “Everyone was super high at a Vegas casino.”


“Okay, that was admittedly a god-awful movie. But the books at least? Rick Riordan’s Twitter account? The trending topics?”


“I’ve been busy.” An amused grin spreads, dimples I hadn’t noticed before appearing in his cheeks. “Are you going to help me, or do I have to beg? Because I will.”


The visual of him begging, on hand and knee, flickers, and I shake my head to clear it.


“Will I enlighten you on the greatest boy demigod”—I stress the words—“since Achilles? Certainly.”


“Achilles?” He tilts his head to the side.


My mouth gapes in protest.


“Kidding.”


I roll my eyes, but a chuckle spills through the cracks like a thief, stealing away my feigned antipathy. I grab the syllabus and place it in the front cover of my Spanish textbook. I’ll pull the notes at lunch.


We stand silently for a few moments, until both of our bodies jolt at the electric sound of the bell. There went my extra two minutes. The hall fills at a trickle and then in a rush.


“Well, I’ll see you around,” he says. “Michelle.”


“Michie,” I say.


“Michie.” He repeats it with a smile. I decide I never want anyone else to say my name ever again if they can’t make it sound like music.


He double-takes before waving and slipping into the crowd.


A deep breath blows through my pursed lips. God, I am in so much trouble.
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CHAPTER FOUR



THE FIRST TIME I HEARD THE WORDS GROUP THERAPY, I imagined plastic chairs arranged in a circle, “Kumbaya” singing, and lots of crying. Safe to say that idea wasn’t super appealing to me.


But the whole campfire confessions thing isn’t Dr. Schwartz’s style, and for that I’m grateful. All six of us, five kids and her, are scattered around her office. It’s furnished with plush couches and a jumbo beanbag chair Han, who goes by his last name, asked for. I stare at it now, wishing I could sink into it like a hug, but Han has already dropped down into its squishy center.


“So,” Dr. Schwartz says, settling down onto the floor. That’s her thing. She says if we’re going to look down on someone, it should be her and not ourselves. She’s kind of cool, as far as super-white therapists who have never listened to Nipsey Hussle go. “How was everyone’s holiday?”


We have group every other week. Most of us have separate individual sessions too. That’s how R.P.E. got started, when she noticed that a lot of her kids had a similar background. For a month or two after The Incident last summer, I used to meet with her weekly too. But that was pretty short-lived. I hated talking about what happened. And I hated that she wouldn’t let me forget it either. I still haven’t found the words to mold into an apology to Grandma. The way she looked at me when she thought I was another person choosing to leave her behind haunts me. But it wasn’t a choice. It never is, is it, to feel so lost in your own body? Like your life is an escape room with no solution.


But Grandma and JoJo convinced me that group therapy was a good alternative if single sessions made me uncomfortable. And as much as I’d never let them know it, they were right. Sometimes group is the only place where I take off the “I’m okay” mask.


Monica raises her hand even though we don’t have to. We share popcorn-style.


“Yes, Monica,” Dr. Schwartz says, putting all of her attention on the rotund girl who takes up as much space on the couch as I do. Cherry-red hair, courtesy of Kool-Aid powder, hangs over her shoulder in a long braid.


“They placed me in a new home right before Christmas,” she says. Her voice is miniscule, like she’s afraid for anyone to hear it. Monica is my closest friend here. The Big Girl Brigade we named ourselves when I joined R.P.E. last July.


“And how are you liking it?” Dr. Schwartz asks.


Monica has lived in fourteen, I guess fifteen now, foster homes. Two of those in the last six months that I’ve known her. There’s this idea that if you’re sweet and tolerable, you’ll find a forever family early, and if you’re a nightmare demon, you’ll be passed around until you age out. None of that is true. Monica has the temperament of a firefly—she just wants to light up your life.
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