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Chapter One





From: Admissions, Mercer School of Business, Great Lakes University


To: Autumn Reeves


Subject: Admissions Decision


Dear Autumn:


Thank you for your application to Mercer School of Business, Great Lakes University. After a thorough review of your qualifications, we cannot offer acceptance at this time. However, based on the strength of your application, we would like to offer you a place on our waiting list.


Our waiting list is not ranked. If an opening becomes available, the entire pool of waiting list candidates will be reconsidered for admission.


Please accept or decline your spot as soon as possible.


Sincerely,


Valerie Ferrer


Dean of Admissions


Mercer School of Business, Great Lakes University
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From: Autumn Reeves


To: Admissions, Mercer School of Business, Great Lakes University


Subject: You’ve Been Compromised!


Dear Valerie Ferrer:


This morning, I received the email (now pasted below) with many red flags that cause me to question its authenticity. After careful analysis, I think you may have been hacked. I’d be happy to provide any further information you might need to help determine who might be responsible.


In the meantime, I look forward to receiving an official letter regarding my application to Mercer School of Business.


Sincerely,


Autumn Reeves


Mercer BIPOC Summer Program Innovations in Business Scholarship Recipient
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From: Admissions, Mercer School of Business, Great Lakes University


To: Autumn Reeves


Subject: Re: You’ve Been Compromised!


Dear Autumn,


Thanks so much for bringing your suspicions to our attention. After our own investigation, I can assure you the email you received is official and reflects the decision of our esteemed admissions committee. Your qualifications show great promise, and for that reason, if space becomes available, we’ll reconsider you for admission as part of this year’s incoming class.


Best of luck,


Jeannie Gutierrez


Office of Admissions


Mercer School of Business, Great Lakes University
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I stare at the screen, willing the words to change, until my eyes glaze over and I have to squeeze them shut.


I don’t believe Jeannie Gutierrez.


Just because the email is official doesn’t mean I’m the one who’s supposed to get it.


How, in the midst of performing a thorough investigation of a breach of their security, could the Great Lakes University Office of Admissions possibly find time to verify or confirm the status of my application? It’s only been a little over three hours since I let them know my suspicions.


And I’m sorry, but is Jeannie No-Title-Worth-Mentioning Gutierrez trying to be funny? Great promise?


I promise she’ll be the first to know when I find out where the error is.


It’s easy to get distracted. Maybe someone transposed numbers, or left one out, or added too few or too many zeros. Obviously, there’s been a data entry problem. All I have to do is bring it to Mercer’s attention.


First, I pull up my confirmation of application email and compare the applicant number to the one in the wait-list email. I read the numbers aloud, backward and forward. I look away, then repeat the process again.


They match.


I check my name, address, and school information the same way.


Then I open the transcript posted to my account. My name isn’t exactly original. And I’m sure there are places other than southeastern Michigan with a LeBeau High School. Maybe the wait-listed Autumn Reeves lives there.


I compare what’s uploaded to my file to a printed copy of what’s on LeBeau’s student portal. There must be something that doesn’t match up.


But from the line breaks to the class titles, everything there looks good. My grade point average—4.0—looks stellar. And my test scores are in the ninetieth percentile.


I’m real with myself. Those stats wouldn’t get me into an Ivy League, but Mercer isn’t Harvard. My scores line up against the averages of Mercer students admitted in past years. And last year I was the Mercer BIPOC Summer Program Innovations in Business Scholarship Recipient.


The scholarship itself would maybe pay for two semesters of books. But when it comes to solidifying my potential as a student, I thought its value was limitless. I was chosen out of fifty super-talented people of color from five states. I hadn’t expected to win the scholarship, but since I did, I at least expected to be admitted to the school. The official award letter clearly states the scholarship is contingent upon acceptance to Mercer, but I figured that was just a formality. It’s not like I’ve somehow fallen off since then.


Next, I pull up the three letters of recommendation I received. They’re glowing. Maybe my references could’ve honed in on my weaknesses a little more, but I didn’t pick anyone who’s more aware of those than necessary.


The only error I manage to find is a typo in my personal essay. I had two people proof it and I read it aloud to myself several times. A typo legit shouldn’t have happened. I have no one to blame but myself. But is that enough to keep me out of where I’m trying to be?


I read the wait-list email again.


I verify the identifying information again.


It’s all me, down to the tragically silent and unnecessary I in my middle name. Aniyiah.


I fall facedown onto my pillow. The air whooshes from my lungs with the sudden impact. I imagine it’s my dreams leaving me to find a more promising subject to inhabit. There’s no other way to look at this.


I’ve been wait-listed.


















[image: image]








Chapter Two



I roll around on my bed, wrapping myself in my blankets. Some people pray. Some journal or run. I swaddle. Being tucked in tight feels like a force field around me. Nothing gets in. I can focus.


Usually, I can focus. But the phone notifications are out of control. And apparently, I like punishing myself by reading acceptance posts from what feels like all 441 members of LeBeau High’s graduating class. The announcements started popping up weeks ago. Until now, I was proud of everybody living their dream. Now I’m tempted to shatter my phone and make it look like an accident.


But my curiosity about a new post in the MBSP group chat wins out.


The fifty of us were close during the three-week program, promising to stay in touch after it ended. We did, for a few months. Now, nobody posts unless they’re humble-bragging about some new accomplishment. I’ve visualized being the first to announce getting accepted to Mercer the way athletes imagine scoring at the last second to win a national championship.


Except getting into Mercer is even bigger than that. No other school in the state has an entrepreneurial studies program, let alone a senior capstone course that churns out actual viable businesses. No other school has as many students working for themselves within two years of graduation.


All I need to hear is the MBSP notification chime and I know: Someone has stolen my shine.


Maisy: Am I the first to post? They want me!


Varesh: I’m in.


James: I got in, but I’m still waiting to hear from a few other places.


Lauryn A: Issa yes for me!


DM from Lauryn A: You better request me as a roommate and want to stay on west campus.


DM from Tayo: You notice who hasn’t posted yet? Julian! Is it too much to hope he got rejected?


Then Tayo makes a separate group chat with just me, him, and Lauryn called Mercer Knows Best and proceeds to speculate on why Julian may have been rejected.


I seriously doubt Julian didn’t get in. He’s the reason I thought there was no way I’d receive any sort of recognition at the MBSP camp. He was always on top of everything. He also loved to bring attention to my mistakes. I didn’t realize this was because he viewed me as his biggest competition until I won that scholarship.


His exact words were: “I knew it would be someone like you.”


As happy as I was to be recognized, I spent weeks trying to figure out what his comment was supposed to mean.


And I haven’t posted yet either. But because of the scholarship, they all assume I’m in. Just like I did. How could I not be? How is it possible that me and Lauryn sharing a room just like we did last summer might not happen?


Suddenly my swaddle feels like it’s cutting off my circulation. I whip off the blankets. I need to talk to my boyfriend, Brandon. The way he says my name, like my very existence enchants him, is guaranteed to boost my ego.


Before the notes of the first ring are finished, his face fills my screen. A millisecond later, a melody alerts me that he’s paused his gaming console.


He does not disappoint. He says my name, all breathy and deep like the sight of me is a relief.


Being the person someone else can’t wait to hear from causes an instant uptick in my mood. I’m a little breathless too. “Hey. What are you doing?”


“Waiting for you to call me when you finished with Margo’s promposal like you said you would. Took you long enough.”


If six months of being with Brandon have taught me anything, it’s that this boy likes his attention. He complains about me not calling exactly when I say I’m going to. He pouts about being left on Delivered. It’s like he can’t believe I’d be thinking about anything more than I’m thinking about him. And I kind of like it. He wants to be on my mind all the time because I’m on his mind all the time.


The idea is enough to bring a smile to my face in spite of everything.


The success of the promposal I did for my neighbor, Margo, also lightens my mood. It’s the high I was dropped from when I got Mercer’s decision. I’ve been setting up scavenger hunt clues all week. Today, we finally reached the promposal punch line.


“You should’ve seen them.” My voice squeaks with the excitement of the memory. “Everything turned out cute.”


Slowly he licks his lips as if it’s all he can do to stomach my self-satisfaction. “I know. I saw the video. A lot of people did.”


Did they? I’m the one who posted it, but between MBSP notifications and Mercer, I haven’t gone back to look at it.


I swipe my phone’s screen to check. A lot of people did see the video. There are more comments on the promposal than new Look Ma I Made It posts… for now.


“I was waiting for you to call because I want to come pick you up.”


There’s a shift in his tone when he says this. His speech is distorted like he has a mouth full of marbles.


I frown. “You’re not mad at me, are you?”


“You know I can’t get mad at you.” His voice is softer and he’s already walking through his house on his way to me, so I believe him. Still, he’s different somehow. I don’t think his eyes have landed directly on mine once since I called. I decide to let it go. I want to see him too.


I don’t plan on shouting my failure from the rooftops, but Brandon knows how much I want Mercer. Being together and talking about the wait list will hopefully take some of the sting out of being told I’m not good enough. The sooner that happens the better.


“I’ll be there in a little bit. Dress comfortable.”


When he says that, I know exactly where we’re going: the first place he ever tried to talk to me as anything other than a cool girl from class—Touch the Sky trampoline park. I was there on a Saturday afternoon with my little sister, Peyton, aka Baby. Brandon had seen me come in. When toddler hour ended, I was surprised to find him waiting for me by the lockers with a thin sheen of sweat on his deep brown skin and a shy smile.


We talked right there on a bench until Baby got tired of her favorite toy, had blown through all the snacks I brought, and started on her nap. Brandon made me laugh. And it didn’t hurt that he had thick, long lashes framing his eyes like two passes of precision-tip eyeliner and volumizing mascara.


Touch the Sky is only sentimental to me, though. Brandon swears he’d been trying to get my attention since junior year. I’m not the best at picking up on clues about stuff like that when it comes to myself.


Now, other people’s chemistry? I can spot that a mile away.


A trip to Touch the Sky is just a release of all the energy he has. Either that or maybe he has something on his mind too. He sounded… nervous. It’s not an emotion I’m used to seeing on him. That’s why it was so hard for me to name.


Wait.


Hold up.


Maybe this is about to be my promposal. Maybe he felt inspired when he saw my post about Margo.


I don’t want to get my hopes up or anything, but a promposal would definitely make my day better. It would also be the sweetest thing Brandon has ever done for me.


Twenty minutes later, Brandon is here. He rings the doorbell instead of waiting in the car.


Mom’s on the fourth day of her twelve-hour nursing shifts and Dad isn’t home from work yet—he’s picking up Baby from daycare. But Brandon learned the hard way—if you’re taking Preston Reeves’s daughter somewhere, you come to the door or Preston Reeves comes to you. He’s not out to intimidate anybody, he just needs it known somebody loves me and will come looking if things don’t go right.


Brandon is wearing the sweatshirt he wore to school today, but he’s traded jogging pants for basketball shorts. This is one of the few times we look like we’re going to the same place. He is the king of athleisure that’s too expensive to just lounge around in, and I prefer jeans, a sweater, and boots.


I like that about us. We’re complementary opposites.


I try to sound extra chill when I greet him. If this is my promposal and it’s supposed to be a surprise, I don’t want to ruin it by letting him know I’m onto him. I get up on my tiptoes for a quick kiss. At the exact same time, Brandon turns back toward the driveway, and my kiss lands on his ear.


I always find a way to sneak a kiss when I see him. He expects it. Sometimes he waits for it before he says anything. But not today.


I duck my head to hide my smile. He’s definitely planning something.


When we’re in the car, I get another notification about someone and their dream school.


I swear I can be happy for other people, but it hurts not having a story of my own to share. I release a heavy sigh and turn off my notifications.


Brandon glances my way as he pulls out of the driveway. “What’s that all about?”


I don’t want my wait-list situation to ruin whatever he has planned, but the angst is building. Getting it out of my system might make what happens next even better.


“You won’t believe it, but Mercer wait-listed me. It’s hard to see everyone out here all proud of themselves. I’m”—at a loss for words, I shrug and put my palms up—“in shock, I guess.”


He glances at me again, surprise on his face. “Really?”


Knowing I’m not the only one who thinks this whole wait-list thing is some BS is like him blowing cool air on a fresh cut. Talking about this right now is a good thing. “It’s crazy, right?”


“No, I mean, you get As but…”


I watch him, waiting. I need him to finish the thought. Nothing I can come up with makes sense as a way to finish that sentence. “But what?”


He shrugs and shakes his head. “But you take classes like Interpersonal Communication and Personal Growth Workshop.”


I jerk my head back. “And? Those are electives.”


“Electives anybody can get an A in.”


I shift in my seat, turning my whole body toward him. I have to see as much of his face as I can to make sure he’s serious. Even though I don’t know how he can be. He sees how hard I work. There are plenty of times I want to be with him but do homework instead. I don’t think anybody can do that.


His lips are set in a fine line. He is serious about this.


My chest goes hollow. It’s like the reassurance he gave me earlier just by saying my name has left my body.


I swallow hard. “Not everybody can do well in those classes. Personal Growth Workshop taught me a lot about myself. It was hard.”


“If you say so.”


“And I took Spanish, which I’m now fluent enough in to earn college credit.”


He knits his eyebrows as if the flaw in my logic perplexes him. “It’s not like you’re trying to be an interpreter, though. You applied to a top-ten business school. They want rigor.”


He pauses to look both ways before turning out of my neighborhood. The only reason that pause isn’t filled by my counterargument is… I’m not ready. He’s supposed to be supporting me, not asking me to prove myself or defend my transcript. I’ve never missed a chance to tell him how special he is. He should do the same for me.


“And plus,” he—ill-advisedly and without prompting—continues, “everybody knows you only stay in Spanish for the trips, which are mostly vacations.”


“I learned a lot on those trips.” There’s so much force behind my words, actual spittle comes out with them. “And all of my core classes are either honors or AP. And don’t forget, I won their summer program award.”


Not to mention, his own record pales in comparison to mine. His dream school has a 70 percent acceptance rate. Mercer’s is 15 percent. He knows that.


I could bring that up, but why? I don’t want the idea of inadequacy to flood his brain the way it has mine. Deflating his ego won’t build me back up. And I would never want to hurt him that way.


“I bet pretty much everyone who applied to Mercer can say all that. People are out here with awards we’ve never even heard of.” He raises his eyebrows as if he’s having a revelation. “Maybe they’re doing you a favor. Why would you go to school for four years and spend all that money to be an event planner?”


Those words reverberate through me like a slap across the face. It actually burns with embarrassment. Brandon—my boyfriend of six months—thinks I’m average. Average. And oh yeah, my career goals aren’t worth the investment it takes to achieve them.


“Believe it or not, there are qualifications for event-planning professionals. I can’t go out right now and get a job whether you think anybody can do it or not.”


There are random pauses between my words as if there are misplaced commas and periods everywhere. But speaking slowly and precisely is the only way I can get this all out without the quiver of hurt creeping into my voice.


“And can you please explain to me why you think it’s okay to say all this to somebody you supposedly care about? How am I supposed to look at you now and not think about how average you think I am?”


“You don’t have to,” he mumbles, without even a glance in my direction.


I look out at the road and blankly back at him. “How can I not think about it?”


He doesn’t answer. He sits there biting his bottom lip. I resist the urge to repeat my question. Instead, I let the tink of the car’s blinker fill the silence. The sound acting as a countdown to something explosive. I don’t want to do anything to speed up the clock.


After a while, Brandon clears his throat. “I’m saying, you don’t have to look at me.”


His telling me not to look at him, as confusing as it is, makes me eye him more intently than I ever have. I see the boy I think I could love. The dark eyes. The dense, spiky kinks of his hair. “How am I supposed to not look at my boyfriend?”


Brandon keeps his face forward but shifts his eyes slowly toward me and frowns. The rise and fall of his chest is way more than what’s required for sitting at a stoplight. Could it be he’s realized his words have ruined whatever he has planned? I don’t know what to think.


When it’s our chance to make the left turn, he grips the steering wheel but keeps his foot on the brake. A horn sounds from behind us.


Slowly the words seep out. “You don’t have to look at me as your boyfriend.”


Several people behind us are laying on the horn now. The arrow flashes yellow and suddenly, Brandon speeds off. He barely makes the light, leaving no time for anyone to turn behind us. My phone flies to the floor as I let it go in favor of the door handle.


But even with all the chaos he’s creating, I don’t miss his point.


This isn’t a promposal. This is a breakup. I squeeze my eyes shut, hoping to shock myself out of whatever alternate reality I’m in. But when I open them, I’m still here. This is real life.


“Why?” It’s a question born out of weakness. I should be thanking him for breaking up with me. After everything he’s just said, I should be breaking up with him.


The car might be careening on two wheels when he blows out a gust of air. “If you think about it, it’s better for both of us if we do this now, tie up loose ends. I can hang out with my boys these last couple months, and you can keep doing you. It’s not like it would work with us being hundreds of miles apart anyway.”


I want to tell him I think about the future of our relationship every single time I hear about someone breaking up because they’ll eventually have to. Like it’s on some senior year checklist. Or when someone refuses a crush because what’s the point. The difference between me and Brandon is when I think about breaking up, I see how stupid it would be.


Why stop kissing him if I don’t have to? Why not go to prom together? Why miss out on daily good morning texts or the way he says my name? Why would I choose that?


Our breakup should be something unavoidable. It should be because long distance is unrealistic and I can’t inhale the scent of his leave-in or sneak a kiss through video chats. Not because I’m an average loose end.


But because of everything else he’s said, my pride won’t let me say any of this. How can I make a case for staying together when he’s already decided I’m not worth the energy?


“Let me out. Now,” I say, surprised at how steady my voice is.


“No.” His voice goes high with disbelief and what I think is supposed to be concern.


He can’t believe I’d want anything to do with him. Especially after dropping all these bombs on a day my skin is thinner than I even knew it could get. But somehow, Brandon is still driving toward Touch the Sky like we’re about to go all out on some trampolines.


“Not in the middle of the street,” I spit out. “You haven’t driven me to that, you egomaniac. Pull over.”


He exhales deeply through his mouth. I think it’s a behavior I’m supposed to model. But I just twist my lips and roll my eyes. If he tells me to calm down, all the ego protecting I did a few minutes ago is going out the window.


“I know you’re mad, but I don’t think walking six miles back to your house is the way you want to prove that point.”


“Ultra Fresh is right there.” I slice my hand through the air as if splitting it, pointing directly in front of us. “Reese is working. I’m good.”


He takes another deep breath. This one, however, is for his benefit.


“What? You don’t want me to tell my best friend you tried to take me to the very first place you told me I was cute and break up with me for no reason after telling me I’m average?”


As we pass Ultra Fresh, Brandon’s jaw works. Reese is actually a Brandon fan, but we all know it’s provisional. They’re good as long as he’s good to me. And Reese’s bad side is a bad spot to be in.


“I know you’re mad, but I don’t think refusing to let me out of your car is the way you want to prove that point.” I try my best to imitate his arrogance.


To the dismay of many a driver, Brandon makes a skidding U-turn. I hold a full breath until I’m sure we’re going to live through him acting like he’s the one with a reason to be mad.


Even though I’ve made Brandon this angry, I don’t feel vindicated. His anger isn’t about us. It’s about him. And that makes me wish he had let me get out and walk. Taunting him might not be able to cover my hurt for as long as I need it to.


I look out the window, focusing on a single pile of snow that’s too packed together to melt even though spring starts next week.


Before I’m out of the car good, Brandon is speeding back out to the road. No goodbye. No nothing.


When I walk into the fluorescent yellow-and-green café, my eyes start to well. This is where I should’ve come in the first place. If anyone can help me see things more clearly, it’s Reese.
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Chapter Three



“I got wait-listed.”


I don’t have to say by what school. Just like I know playing Division I basketball is everything to Reese, she knows going to Mercer is everything to me.


She’s also the only person who knows I didn’t apply to any other schools.


Across from me, she slumps in the tiny, mostly plastic chair. We’re at a table in the back, as private as we can get in this tiny space at the center of a strip mall.


Reese and I have known each other since middle school, when I tried out for the basketball team. I thought the only reason I wasn’t athletic was because my parents never put me in sports. But things didn’t work out. My athletic talent is limited to warming a bench while cheering on others—that is, if I can even make the team.


Reese hasn’t always been the person I call in times like these.


We became closer in the middle of freshman year, right around the time the person who previously filled the role decided we couldn’t be friends anymore. And I one hundred percent deserved that verdict.


Reese coughs out a laugh, but there’s no humor in it. No trace of her broad, gummy smile. It’s more like a sound of disbelief. She sticks a finger underneath the cap she’s forced to wear and scratches at the base of her low ponytail. “I figured at least one of us would be happy and I was okay if it was you.”


Before I can tell her that one of us being happy is not enough, she slams both of her latex-glove-covered palms on the table. “What is wrong with these people? You did all that AP stuff, everything they say you should. They gave you that scholarship, and you have to wait? This is just like when coaches said I wasn’t strong enough and I got stronger. Then they said five nine is short for a small forward. I grew an inch and now there’s nothing special about me. I’m just average. I mean, what do they want us to do?”


There’s that word again. Average.


I fill my cheeks with air and blow it out slowly. Reese’s question isn’t rhetorical. It’s one she’s been asking herself since State—her dream school—used all their available scholarships before offering one to her. And when other players from her AAU basketball team started getting DI offers and she didn’t, she felt like she’d earned an aha moment.


Now it’s my question to turn over in my brain. What could I have done differently? What could have made me better than average?


I feel the pressure building behind my eyes again. I’m not even sure which part of today is making me like this. Everything has gone left. And the more Brandon’s words sink in, the more I think he could be right. There’s nothing I’ve done that everyone else hasn’t.


Reese uses a fingernail to pick at something stuck to the table until it gives and sails to the floor. “My mom’s been talking about me taking up a skilled trade. Probably electrical. I can apprentice under my granddad.”


I side-eye her. “What about basketball?”


“Advancing from Division II or junior college to Division I is just as hard as getting into DI right out of high school. What’s the point?” She pulls lip balm out of her apron and pops the top off. She stares at it long enough that I’m convinced she only took it out to have something to look at as she drops this bomb. “Everybody knows if it wasn’t for basketball, I would’ve tried to get my GED back in middle school. I’m not going to college just to go. I’d never even finish.”


I nod. Reese is a B-minus, C-plus student who doesn’t like learning anything she can’t use practically. Basketball made school worth it, though.


“You’re saying that now, but you might not feel like that in a few months.”


She shakes her head. “I don’t want to play and get my hopes up again for something that’s not going to happen. Then I’ll get to feel all this failure shit twice. Once is enough.”


I shake my head right back at her and with just as much conviction. “But what if it’s not a failure? What if you could work your way to Division I and then whatever’s after that?”


“I’ma need a job, Autumn, not a what-if. My mom made that very clear. She’s already sacrificed a lot so I can play basketball. I can’t keep asking her to sacrifice more.”


“I’m so—”


She makes a quick zip noise with her mouth, cutting me off. “Don’t say that. Nobody’s dead.”


Reese made me the mystery mix smoothie she knew I needed the minute she saw me. I take a sip of it and swallow all the sympathy I want to give my friend. “Since we’re dropping bombs, Brandon broke up with me.”


She goes from slumped to straight-backed, like a transition in a TikTok routine. Next thing I know she stands up and unties her apron.


“Wait for me outside,” she whispers. “I’m about to call in sick so we can go to your house and see what your dad is cooking because this is too much.”
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Chapter Four



I don’t sleep all night. Instead, I stare up at my bedroom ceiling. The teal I spent hours picking out is dotted with traces of moonlight filtering through the spaces where the window blinds don’t meet.


Even switching my phone off doesn’t stop my mind from replaying the day’s events. Nothing is turning out the way I thought it would. The way I planned it. The way I worked for.


There’s no Brandon. There’s no acceptance.


Before I force myself out of bed and get ready for school, I log in to my Mercer Applicant Status Page. The decision hasn’t changed. I’m still wait-listed.


Wait-listed. Dumped. Average.


My cursor inches toward Accept, the button that would make Mercer’s decision official. When I get too close it lights up like it’s a thing I should want in my life. I pull the cursor away. Not because there’s any chance I won’t click it. I don’t have much of a choice. The problem is, once I do, I can’t be in denial or keep looking for loopholes and mistakes. Accepting is admitting I’m not good enough to make it in on the first try. Maybe even at all.


I move the cursor again and force myself to click Accept. When I do, my status changes from Waiting List: Pending to Waiting List: Accepted. And there’s a new link—Submit Additional Materials.


I sit up.


I click on the new link and am taken to a simple page with a text box, as well as an upload button. Above the text box, it says, Please submit any additional information you believe may strengthen your candidacy.


Additional information?


I look around the room, settling on separate piles of clutter as if the answer to the additional information riddle is hidden under one.


I need something to fill that box with. But I mean, I’ve told them everything good there is to know about me. If that’s not enough, I don’t know what is.


I’m going to have to come up with something new and better than average.


I stare at the text box, willing a new, innovative idea to come to me. Whatever it is has to be the polar opposite of anything I’ve already told the admissions committee about myself. I have to prove I’m worthy of a chance.


But how?


The answer isn’t in this room, but there is an answer. At least that’s what I try to convince myself as I email my counselor, Mrs. Tanner, and ask if we can meet before first bell.


I pull myself out of the tangle of blankets and head to the shower. When I open the bathroom door dressed and ready to go, Baby is standing there buck naked and holding her wet diaper out to me.


She’s the cutest kid. She has these huge brown eyes that make you think she’s already seen more of the world than the rest of us, and full cheeks that must be smooched on sight. Jury is still out on which of my parents she looks like, but no one wants credit for her already well-developed knack for shenanigans.


She says “No” as a question and laughs when I tickle her belly. I throw her over my shoulder, angling her so the diaper doesn’t touch me.


Someone who’s not late is going to have to take care of her situation.


Dad’s downstairs at the kitchen counter in boxer briefs and dress socks. He’s eating one of the breakfast quiches Mom bulk-bakes and looking at his phone. Must’ve been on his way to the laundry room to look for something clean and got sidetracked by hunger. This is a common occurrence in the Reeves household.


Mom is standing in front of the coffee machine pulling her locs up in a ponytail. Except for these, and the self-described “fluffiness” where I’m lean and tight, she’s basically the older version of me—narrow eyes, high cheekbones, and medium-brown skin with layers of yellow underneath.


My parents eye me cautiously.


I was a little emotional last night when I told them about Mercer and eventually Brandon. They’re probably wondering if I’m in that same volatile headspace. I’m going to go with yes. How could my head be anywhere else?


I hand Baby over to Dad. In a high-pitched voice he teases her about being ready to be potty-trained; then he tells her to give the dirty diaper to me. She laughs as she drops it on the wood floor. I ball it up and tape it closed.


“Get me a clean one and a wipe too,” Dad instructs over his shoulder.


“I don’t have time for this.” I shake my head as if he’s just given me the most complex task. “I have an appointment with Mrs. Tanner. I can get off this wait list. I just have to prove to Mercer I’m good enough.”


From the breezeway, I toss the diaper toward the trash can. If the sound of its landing is any indication, I miss my target.


“You’re plenty good enough.” Mom’s words carry the weight of an afterthought, like my comment is so absurd it barely deserves a response.


“Is that attitude why you guys didn’t stop me from taking so many apparently useless classes? Or point out that I need a lot more sparkle to get into the college of my dreams?”


I mean, they should know how to navigate higher learning. Mom’s a labor and delivery nurse and dad’s a safety engineer. I dash past them and take the steps two at a time to get the diaper and wipe from Baby’s room. After handing everything off to Dad, I wash my hands.


“We don’t dictate what classes you take or your extracurriculars because you’ve known who you are since the day you were born. You’re ahead of the game on that.” Mom wets a dish towel, wrings it out, and starts to wipe down the counter. “Don’t let Mercer convince you you’re behind. We went over this last night. If one place doesn’t want you the next one will. Start taking the other schools you applied to seriously.”


“I ca—” I trip over my own words, coming this close to letting slip the reason I can’t take her advice. The whole situation has me so frustrated, I’m fighting an impulse to stomp my foot. “That’s not what you’re supposed to say. You’re supposed to tell me to buck up. Work harder. Never give up.”


Mom rolls her eyes. “Doing nothing at all is giving up. Choosing option B isn’t.”


I groan. There is no option B. Even if I had applied to other schools there wouldn’t be an option B.


“What do you want me to say?” Mom sticks out a finger, preparing to tick off her points as she makes them. “You’re a great student, you have goals, you respect yourself and other people, you believe in something greater than yourself. I feel like we’re batting a thousand. The rest is just growing up.”


She looks at Dad for assistance. He jumps in like he’s been patiently awaiting his turn.


“Just do the pros and cons of all the schools you’re considering. If you need to make a visit somewhere, we can do that.”


Mom goes back to her morning chores as if Dad has just said the words that will forever put an end to this conversation.


“There’s no point. I’m not going to do well somewhere I don’t want to be,” I spit out, anger and exasperation flowing through my hands just before I ball them into fists. I let everything I feel settle there, otherwise the tears I held back yesterday are going to force their way out.


If I cry, Mom’s going to keep sermonizing in that matter-of-fact tone as if she has biblical backup, and Dad’s going to keep making it sound easy to give up on what I see for myself.


Mom points toward the back door, my exit, with both hands. “Please. Go to school. There’s no point in this conversation that you started if you can’t listen.”


“Whatever. Let me go, then, learn how to think small and scale back my hopes and dreams,” I say with fake enthusiasm.


“Sounds like a solid strategy. Goodbye.” Mom turns away as if it’s the end of the conversation whether I like it or not.


And I don’t like it, but I’m not mad at my mom. I am everything she’s proud of, but I can’t put any of that on a transcript.
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Chapter Five



I take in the organized chaos of Mrs. Tanner’s office. There are no fewer than twenty perfectly lined-up stacks of paper in various spots around the room. And—through no fault of her own—a section of chipped paint on the wall reveals a layer of color for each of the four decades LeBeau High has been around.


Her office is normally a place where I’m relaxed. Not just because she’s super laid-back, with leggings she tries to pass off as actual pants, and a haphazard blond ponytail at the crown of her head, but because she tells me all the time, I’m one of the kids who makes her job easy. It’s a no-pressure zone for both of us.


I hate to shatter expectations, but today is about to be different.


We still have our jackets on. It takes the building until at least second period to warm up, if at all. At the same time, everything that comes in contact with my skin suffocates me. And as annoying as I find the sound, I can’t stop the tip of my boot from bouncing rhythmically against her desk.


Mrs. Tanner gives the winning smile that always makes me wonder what I’ve done to deserve it. “Your email was a little worrisome. The first thing we need to do is take a breath.”


I pin my lips between my teeth to make sure the depth of my disappointment doesn’t seep out. She thinks we have time for a breath. We do not. If not for the risk of passing out, I’d suspend my breathing altogether to prove the point.


“National College Decision Day is May 1. That’s six weeks away.”


She nods slowly. “I’m aware.”


“Well, when the lucky people who got accepted the first go-round start declining, I need to be the obvious choice.” I wrap my arms around myself and grab fistfuls of my sweater. “For all I know someone already has declined, and the admissions committee is preparing to give my spot to someone else on the wait list right now.”


She frowns. “I understand the pressure you’re under. But… maybe this is an opportunity for you to focus on some of the other colleges you’ve applied to.”


I swear, the next person who says that is going to get the truth.


I stretch my fingers out and tap the chair’s armrest. How can I say what I mean without it leading to another anecdote I’ve heard at least ten other times?


Giving up on being anything other than cutthroat honest, I sigh. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Tanner, but Mercer is the place I want to be. I need them to want me too.”


She taps her chin thoughtfully. “There are groups around school that I’m sure would love to have you help with some of their end-of-the-year projects. So many of them don’t have enough hands for all the things they dream up.”


“I’ve already done all that. I always have your back when you ask me to volunteer for things no one else wants to help with. And I like doing that”—I lean back in my seat, frustrated—“but you already put that stuff in my recommendation letter.”


“What about Women’s—”


I shake my head. “I need something more. A statement.”


Her pale white fingers glide across the keyboard before she nods and says, “Yeah, that’s what I thought. You’ve taken one of our women’s study capstones. You didn’t find it challenging and rewarding, something you could expand on?”


“Yes, I did find it rewarding,” I admit. “But the admissions committee already knows that about me. I need to show them something different, show them I’m well-rounded.”


To be honest, I’m kind of irritated. We met every spring in this very office to discuss my curriculum. Mrs. Tanner never once mentioned that something like this could happen.


Yes, we talked about what colleges like to see, but she never got specific. She never said the classes I chose would limit me. She never asked me if any particular class was a direct reflection of my goals or suggested a more impressive way to explore my passions. It was all Autumn, you’ll do well in that course.


“Okay.” She presses her pointer finger to lines I’m pretty sure I caused to form on her forehead and massages a tight circle. “Where do you see yourself after college? Let’s try and make a connection there.”


“I want to major in entrepreneurial studies. To be an event planner. I see myself working for a couple places at first and then branching out on my own.” I nod approval of my ability to articulate exactly what I want. “Not that many schools have the specialization. Mercer is the perfect fit.”


I keep talking because I suddenly feel the need to justify applying to such a competitive school. “I got a small scholarship from their summer BIPOC program. And yes, I knew I still had to be admitted, but I thought that was just a formality or whatever. I mean, you had to apply to the program itself.”


My voice fades on the last few words. I realize if I hadn’t had that one tiny bit of recognition, I would’ve spent more than two weeks prepping my application.


Mrs. Tanner’s eyes do the same thing mine did earlier this morning, flit around the room looking for answers. That’s when I know she’s thinking big, outside the box. I lean in.


“Mr. Richmond, the junior advisor, has a student involved with Young Black Entrepreneurs and he’s always talking about the great things she does with them.”


She scrunches her nose and looks out across her office as if it’s all coming together in her mind.


“If you’re interested in entrepreneurship that’s where you need to be. They’re very exclusive and only work with a limited number of the most dedicated students, but let me make some calls.”


All I hear is “very exclusive” and “limited number” and I know YBE is something I have to at least try.


Before I can get out a proper thank-you, the senior class president comes over the PA system. Senior Superlatives are being announced today.


I forgot.


Immediately, my mind goes to my hair. I haven’t twisted it in three days. Calling it frizzy is a compliment at this point. This morning I gelled it all up into a moon-shaped bun and tied my scarf around it. I’d hoped there was enough time for the process to tame my edges before I walked into school. As my luck goes, there wasn’t.


Even though my clothes have all the telltale signs of being plucked from the floor in my rush to get out the door this morning, I’m at least dressed in my normal uniform of a sweater and jeans. Still, I look like I’ve been wait-listed and lost sleep over it.


I’m going to go down as the most disheveled Most Likely to Succeed ever.


Or maybe not.


The first couple of Senior Superlative awards go as expected. Reese, of course, gets Most Athletic.


But Most Likely to Succeed goes all wrong.
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