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This is a story about a boy and a girl who fall in love.
This is a story about a boy and a girl who run away.
This is a story about a boy and a girl.
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Part One:



Boy Meets Girl







NOW: May, Senior Day Trip, 4:17 p.m.


It is a Friday afternoon in late May at Roaring Rapids Water Park and Ski Resort in the Poconos, Pennsylvania. But it’s not an ordinary Friday at Roaring Rapids. Today happens to be the Senior Day trip for three high schools from southern New Jersey. There is St. Catherine’s Catholic School, Hopkins Preparatory School, and Cedar Regional High School. It’s been overcast most of the day, with light showers erupting every hour or so, but the weather hasn’t stopped the students’ fun. If anything, they splash and swim in the wave pool with even more fervor. They dash to and from waterslides, dodging raindrops as if it’s a game.


Overall, morale among the students is high. The school year is almost finished, and freedom is on the horizon.


Unfortunately, a big thunderstorm is on its way. And soon the park employees and school chaperones will have to herd the students back into the lodge, where they will be encouraged to participate in movie night or play board games and foosball in the lounge.


But before the storm and everything that will come after, we will focus on the activity at the ski lift. This is where we find Reggie Hodges. Reggie has been an employee at Roaring Rapids for approximately eighteen months. He graduated high school two years ago, and he is “trying to figure things out,” much to the chagrin of his parents, who think he is simply slacking and avoiding college. Is Reggie lazy? Yes, he will admit this. But he also genuinely enjoys working at Roaring Rapids, specifically operating the ski lift. Up here, it’s quiet and peaceful, especially during summer, as most people stick to the water rides down below. Except on Senior Day, when groups of teens dressed in bikinis and swimming trunks wrap themselves in towels and ride the ski lift over and over again. And even though Reggie warns everyone to keep their hands and items inside of the lift at all times, occasionally someone will drop their phone, and inevitably someone will lose a flip-flop.


Still, Senior Day is usually a piece of cake for Reggie. But not this year. You see, Reggie is having a pretty bad day. A bad week, really. Nicole, his latest ex-girlfriend, dumped him four days ago because he forgot her birthday. She sees this as further evidence of his slacking nature. In the days since, Reggie has failed to win Nicole back. His stomach tightens and twists at the thought of not being with her again, so much so that he’s spent most of the day feeling extremely nauseous.


So when a boy and a girl approach the ski lift at 4:17 p.m., Reggie is not in the best mood, his mind not quite as sharp. He doesn’t notice that, unlike the other students, the boy and girl aren’t dressed in swimwear, but normal clothes. Reggie will later learn that the boy is Kai Johnson of Cedar Regional High School, and the girl is Zyla Matthews of St. Catherine’s.


Kai is tall and stocky, and Zyla is petite and quiet. Later, Reggie will hardly remember her bright red, circular glasses. He will not remember how Kai repeatedly cleared his throat or snuck nervous glances at the girl beside him. Or how Zyla’s eyes were red, as if she had been crying.


In the moment, Reggie glances at his watch, noting that it’s close to 4:30 p.m., when the ski lift officially shuts down during summer.


“This is the last ride of the day,” he mumbles to the pair of teens. “Please keep your hands and items inside of the lift. Please do not purposely drop anything into the woods below. There are animals who dwell on the grounds, and they would not appreciate it. Once the lift reaches the top of the mountain, stay seated. It will bring you around so that you will come back in this direction, where you will dismount on this same platform.”


Reggie takes a step to escort them onto the lift, but the boy interrupts him.


“Actually, is it possible to only ride the ski lift up?” Kai asks. “Isn’t there a trail you can take down the mountain back to the resort?”


Reggie blinks at Kai. No Senior Day teen has asked this question today. “Yes, there’s a trail,” Reggie says. “You can walk it if you want, I guess. Takes about forty-five minutes or so.”


Kai nods. “Cool. That’s what we’ll do.”


Zyla, who has been silent, glances up at the sky. “It’s really cloudy,” she says. Her voice is soft, low.


“We’ll be fine,” Kai responds. He reaches out and squeezes her hand. She bites her lip, but she squeezes his hand in return.


Watching them, Reggie feels a twinge of jealousy. Nicole often harped about how he didn’t show her any affection. How he didn’t hold her hand in public or kiss her on the cheek while standing in the grocery store checkout line. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to do those things. Participating in PDA made him feel awkward because his gangly limbs lacked the ability to move gracefully. Once, while he and Nicole were at the Laundromat, he went to put his arm around her shoulders, and he accidentally knocked her in the side of the head. She winced, he profusely apologized, and an old woman folding clothes a few feet away snickered. Reggie’s face burned with embarrassment.


When Reggie looks at Kai (not yet knowing that his name is Kai or that his companion is named Zyla), he bets this kid hasn’t shied away from PDA a day in his life. He moves with ease as he reaches over to zip up Zyla’s backpack, letting his hand linger on her shoulder. These two probably go everywhere holding hands and stealing kisses, deeply in love. They’ll see how hard things get once they’re Reggie’s age in a couple years, and one of them suddenly wants to break up, leaving the other gutted and alone.


Reggie continues to analyze how Kai leaves his hand placed on Zyla’s shoulder, wondering why the simplicity of performing this act evades him. Then he notices they’re both carrying backpacks. Odd. Before he can give this any more thought, his phone vibrates in his back pocket. It’s Nicole. She is finally calling him back, and suddenly that’s the only thing that matters.


Reggie quickly helps Zyla and Kai onto the lift. “Be careful on the trail,” he says absentmindedly as they rise higher and higher. He answers the phone and hears the reassuring sound of Nicole’s voice.


After Reggie and Nicole spend an hour on the phone, crying, arguing, and deciding to meet later for dinner, Reggie goes down to the lodge to clock out and is pulled into his boss’s office, where he learns that the two students who rode the ski lift, Kai and Zyla, have not returned. And somehow, this is Reggie’s fault.


“I told you during your lunch break that you weren’t supposed to allow anyone to walk the trail this afternoon due to the storm,” his boss says, raising his bushy eyebrows. “Didn’t you listen to a thing I said?”


“Uh,” Reggie says. He vaguely remembers his boss approaching him while he ate his ham-and-cheese sandwich in the breakroom, but he’d been staring at his phone the whole time, willing Nicole to text him back. No, he hadn’t heard a thing his boss said.


“You’ve got to be kidding me. Do you know what kind of trouble we can get into here, letting two kids disappear on our watch? No. Your watch.” His boss closes his eyes and rubs his temples. “Reggie, I can’t possibly keep you on after something like this.”


“What?” Reggie gulps.


Suddenly, his impending reunion with Nicole doesn’t seem so sweet. Imagine what she will say once she finds out that in addition to being lazy and forgetful, Reggie is now jobless too? On cue, the nausea returns. He’ll never have a chance at getting her back now.


And that is why he blurts, “Wait, I did tell them not to take the trail.”


His boss pauses in the act of retrieving termination papers from his desk. He looks up at Reggie. “You told them, and they didn’t listen?”


Reggie nods, and the lie rolls off his tongue. “I said they’d have to stay on the lift as it circled around, that they weren’t allowed on the trail. When they didn’t immediately come back, I thought maybe they stayed up on the mountain to take pictures or something. People do that sometimes before climbing back on. I waited for almost an hour. That’s why I came directly to the office. To tell you that they hadn’t returned. And . . . and they were wearing backpacks, which I thought was weird.”


“Backpacks,” his boss repeats. “Why would they need backpacks?”


Reggie shrugs, trying to come up with a possible explanation. “Maybe they were planning to run away or something. I don’t know.”


His boss’s eyes widen. “This is not good. Not good at all. Why didn’t you just say that right away? You sat here and let me go on about firing you, for goodness sake!”


Reggie smarts at being reprimanded, but there is also relief. Because his boss no longer blames him. He won’t lose his job or mess up his chance at winning back Nicole. And anyway, why did Zyla and Kai have backpacks? It is a valid question. Maybe them running away isn’t completely implausible.


Soon, the office is filled with the students’ teachers and park rangers, and they want Reggie to recall every possible detail from his interaction with Zyla and Kai. What time did he see them? What was the last thing they said to him before getting on the lift? Were they behaving strangely?


Reggie squirms nervously under their scrutiny.


“It seems they went onto the trail even though they were instructed otherwise, and they were wearing backpacks,” his boss interjects. “We think they might have been planning to run away.”


Reggie waits for someone to ask where, exactly, they’d run away to if they went up a mountain. But this question never comes up. There is too much hysteria.


One of the teachers, a short white woman named Mrs. Deaver, sighs deeply. She turns to another teacher and says, “I wouldn’t put it past them. Given what they’ve done before.”


What does that mean? Reggie and his boss share a confused look. The entire cluster of teachers begins chattering, and the park rangers join in, asking more questions, which Reggie’s boss answers. Reggie bets that the teens are okay. He thinks back to the one moment of their encounter that he can clearly recall, when Kai gently placed his hand on Zyla’s shoulder. They probably just wanted some alone time without adult supervision. They’ll turn up sooner or later. But Reggie would rather not wait around until that happens. It will not look good if he shows up late to his and Nicole’s reunion dinner.


As he stands off to the side, waiting for his boss to dismiss him, Reggie can’t help but overhear as the teachers struggle to understand what’s happening or, more importantly, why. Zyla and Kai have been broken up for months. Why, exactly, would they decide to run away together now?


Reggie blinks, puzzled. Those two teens, the ones he assumed were deeply in love, are really broken up? He, too, begins to wonder what happened between them.


You see, Reggie is not alone in his assumptions about Zyla and Kai. Those closest to them have their own opinions and preconceptions about their relationship as well. And these ideas can sometimes obscure the truth.


To understand Zyla and Kai, it would be best to see what happens through their own eyes.


This is where our story begins.










THEN: Last July



Chapter One


Girls. They were going to be the death of Kai.


His girl problems always snuck up on him when he least expected them. He was standing at the Tilt-A-Whirl, working, minding his business. It was the middle of July and he was sweating so much, his silly bright orange Sailor Joe’s Amusement Park polo was sticking to his back. The park was filled with kids from, like, ten different summer camps or something wild, and they wanted to ride the Tilt-A-Whirl until they made themselves sick.


Still, he had reason to be in a good mood. A real good mood. Tomorrow was Friday, and Kai had finally saved enough money to buy a new pair of Air Maxes, and his best friend, Jamal, had been flirting heavy with the girl who worked at the water ice stand, and she’d promised them free cups after their shift. Kai was even starting to feel a little less disappointed over the stuff that had happened with Camille last week. She’d been so cold in the way she’d dumped him over text, claiming that he didn’t pay her enough attention. Which was bullshit. Camille was the one who’d become increasingly hard to please over the last couple months, requesting that Kai jump through hoop after hoop, and he’d done it. When had he ever failed to pay her attention?


Their three-month-long relationship had been rocky for some time, so the breakup didn’t come as much of a surprise, but it sucked to be dumped nonetheless. Now it was best to just move on.


Then he heard it. The sound of someone screeching his name like a banshee.


“Hezekiah Johnson!”


His government name.


He turned, pulling his attention away from the spinning Tilt-A-Whirl. Kids ran through the park, swarming his vision, but somehow, he was able to spot Camille right away. She stormed toward him, scowling, with clenched fists.


The hairs rose on the back of his neck. He wasn’t sure what he’d done, but he knew he must be in deep shit if Camille had bothered to abandon her ice cream stand on the other side of the park to come and find him. Her long, curly hair blew in the wind, and her golden-brown skin glowed in the summer sun. Distantly, Kai wondered why girls looked the prettiest when they were pissed.


Camille ignored the line of people waiting to ride the Tilt-A-Whirl, and she advanced toward Kai until she was crowding him, causing him to back into the operating booth.


Kai balked and eased away, attempting to put space between them. “Yo, what’s good with—”


She didn’t even give him a chance to finish before she poked him in the chest. “You flirted with Sharee Wilson in broad day-light for everyone to see three days ago. Oh no, Kai, don’t even try to deny it, because Tyesha was there, and she told me how you and Sharee had lunch together and you were all in her face. I bet you thought that I wouldn’t find out even though I work at this park too, but I guess you forgot about that.”


Camille was wrong, but Kai wasn’t sure if telling her so would defuse the situation. Sharee Wilson had been more than interested in chilling the other day when they were both waiting in line to get hot dogs during their lunch break, but he hadn’t really paid her any mind. He could barely remember anything that she’d said to him.


“I just have one question for you, Kai,” Camille continued. “Do you know who I am?”


“What?”


“I said, do you know who I am?” she snapped.


Kai shook his head, and Camille sucked in a furious breath. “I mean, yeah, I know who you are,” he said quickly. “It’s just that you’re wrong.”


“I’m wrong?” Steam was practically coming out of her ears at this point. “How so, Kai?”


“One, I didn’t flirt with Sharee Wilson. We just talked, barely. That’s it. And two, why does it matter who I flirt with if we aren’t together?”


“Of course we’re together!”


Kai winced and cast a glance at his surroundings. The little kids waiting in line were definitely ear hustling on their conversation, staring at them with wide, intrigued eyes. Nosy as hell. Kai needed to deescalate this situation, and fast. Camille had a temper, and she loved a scene. She was the type of person who snapped on servers at restaurants when they gave her Pepsi instead of Coke, and demanded to speak to the manager.


“Camille,” he said slowly, “you broke up with me. Do you want me to pull out the text for proof?”


“What are you talking about? I didn’t break up with you.” She stared at him, incredulous. “I said we should take a break.”


Kai blinked and squinted. He felt like the meme of that white lady who’s confused by a math equation. “What’s the difference . . . ?”


“The difference is that you can’t go talking to other girls!” She was back to shrieking.


But she wasn’t the only one. Behind him on the Tilt-A-Whirl, kids were shouting, “Stop the ride! Stop the ride!” A boy was puking up his lunch, and it was flying onto the kids seated beside him as the ride spun around and around.


It was the grossest shit Kai had ever seen. So gross that he stared for a stunned moment and watched in silence before he jumped into action and stopped the ride.


Suddenly, a frowning white woman with long French braids was standing right in front of Kai. Her tie-dye T-shirt read CAMP BEETLE BUZZ in bright green letters.


“You let the ride go on for too long!” she hissed. “Do you want the kids to get a concussion on this thing?”


“I’m really sorry, ma’am,” Kai said, watching as the kids wobbled dizzily off the ride. Some clutched their stomachs. The puking kid was pale in the face, like he might pass out. Kai bit his lip. “I’ll walk him to the infirmary for you.”


“What you need to do is worry about your job,” the woman said. “Instead of flirting when a child’s safety is in your hands. You clearly can’t handle the responsibility.”


That’s when he felt it. The first prickling sensation deep in his gut. Something he hadn’t experienced in a long time. He took a deep breath and willed it away.


“Ma’am—”


“Well, he doesn’t have to worry about flirting with me anymore,” Camille said over his shoulder, cutting him off. “Because we are done. For real this time, Kai. I should have listened to everyone when they warned me about you. Now you can add my name to your long list of exes. I’m sure you’ll forget about me when you have a new girl by next week.”


Kai rubbed his temples. The feeling in his gut was expanding now, traveling up his through his stomach, spreading to his neck with a heavy pulse. “Come on, Camille. Can we talk about this later, please?”


“He tried to kill us!” a little girl shouted, pointing a finger at Kai. She was a victim of the flying puke. It speckled her T-shirt.


“Look!” the camp counselor said. “You’ve terrified them!”


Camille sneered. “No, we definitely cannot talk about this later.”


“Everybody, shut the fuck up!”


Kai’s explosion created a shock wave of silence. Camille’s eyes widened, and she stepped away from him. The woman with the French braids gasped and held a hand to her chest. Even the kids waiting in line stared, mouths gaped open.


But Kai was the most shocked of everyone. He was breathing deeply, slowly realizing that he’d lost control of the situation, of himself. Ironic that he’d been worried about Camille’s temper when he should have been concerned for his own.


Damn. He hadn’t messed up in so, so long. How did he let this happen?


He squeezed his eyes closed. Quietly, he said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that.”


The woman shook her head, disgusted. “Oh, your boss is going to hear about this, buddy.”


His boss? If she was going to tell his boss, this could get back to Aunt Brenda and Uncle Steve.


“Ma’am, wait,” Kai said, his stomach sinking. The camp counselor stormed away, and Camille had the nerve to turn to Kai and smirk.


“Good luck not getting fired,” she said before spinning on her heels and sauntering back toward the other side of the park.


Kai stood there, feeling stupid as hell. He should have listened to Jamal when he’d said that Camille would be trouble. Everyone had expected that Kai and Camille would get together, simply because he was the football captain and she was captain of the dance team. It was completely superficial, but the idea had intrigued Kai anyway. Camille was beautiful and intelligent. Plus, she flirted with him every chance she got. When they both found themselves single in the spring of junior year, it had seemed kind of like fate. She could be mean, true, but he’d figured there was something deeper underneath, a softer side that she only showed to people she trusted. He’d even glimpsed that side for a fleeting moment before it all ended. He never would have guessed that they’d be so wrong for each other. That she’d lead to his downfall.


It only took about five minutes for Kai’s boss, Antonio, to summon him to his tiny office on the edge of the park.


“I told you about dating your coworkers, didn’t I? It’s nasty business. Nasty business for sure. You’ve gotta be smarter than that.”


Kai sat on the other side of Antonio’s desk, eyes on his sneakers. He knew better than to interrupt Antonio midscold. The office trailer smelled like cigarettes, even though smoking wasn’t allowed on the park premises, and Antonio’s desk was covered in unopened envelopes and sandwich wrappers left over from his lunch. Antonio’s father had opened Sailor Joe’s Amusement Park in the sixties. Apparently, at the time it had been South Jersey’s biggest attraction. That is, until the Six Flags opened up in Jackson about an hour away, and people found out you could take a bus to Dorney Park over in Allentown. Now Sailor Joe’s was like a forgotten relic. Local summer camps brought their kids here because it was cheap, and every teen in the surrounding area applied for a summer job because they knew Antonio barely paid attention to what went on in his own park. It was why the paint on the rides was peeling, and the Sailor Joe mascot costume smelled like mold, and whoever was unlucky enough to wear it had to be prepared to make children cry all day. Sailor Joe with his chipped, dark beard and piercing, kooky eyes looked more like a terrifying pirate than your local friendly seaman. Antonio didn’t care to purchase a new costume.


An employee at Sailor Joe’s could get away with almost anything. Unless a customer complained to management. Then Antonio was on you like white on rice.


“Look at me, son,” he said to Kai now.


Kai did as he was told. Antonio stared back at him. He scratched his overgrown beard. “You’re a good kid, Hezekiah. I expect this type of behavior from the other knuckleheads I hire, but not from you. No, not from you at all.”


“I’m sorry.” Kai leaned forward, pleading. He felt sweat gathering at his armpits. He hated to disappoint people, especially any figures of authority. “Camille got under my skin, and I shouldn’t have let her. I should have been paying attention to the ride. It won’t happen again. I swear.”


“I know it won’t. Because I’m taking you off Rides.”


“What?” Kai’s mouth went dry. Shit. Shit. Shit. “Are you . . . Am I being fired?”


Antonio laughed. Laughed. Slapped his thighs, and his stomach heaved with every deep breath. And he wasn’t letting up. He kept laughing until there were literal tears sliding down his cheeks.


Hopeless and confused, Kai could only stare. What the hell was so funny about being fired? Immediately he thought of his Morehouse College application. Would getting fired from his summer job lower his chances of acceptance? Getting into Morehouse was his number-one goal and had been for years. He couldn’t let anything stand in the way of that. But more importantly, what would Aunt Brenda and Uncle Steve have to say if he lost his job today over arguing with Camille and some camp counselor?


“No, son, you aren’t being fired,” Antonio finally said, still chuckling. “You’d have to do a lot worse, yes, you would. Just ask Xavier Black, who got caught shoving three hundred dollars from the food court cash register into his socks last summer. No, no, you aren’t being fired. I’m moving you to Games.”


“Oh.” Kai let out a sigh of relief. The Games section was boring, mostly because the games were corny and rigged and nobody wanted to waste their time or money, but whatever, that was cool. Kai could deal with boring. He’d be the king of boring. He’d be the best boring Games attendant in the whole freaking park. As long as he wasn’t being fired, it was all good.


He relaxed. “When will I start?”


“Now. I’ll walk you over to your new station, and you can stay there for the rest of your shift.” Antonio stood up. “But I have to tell you that I’ve already spoken to your uncle Steve.”


Kai froze halfway out of his seat. “Come on, Antonio. For real?”


“I hired you as a favor to your uncle, and he’s a good friend of mine. He asked me to let him know if anything ever happened, so I kept my promise.” Antonio walked around his desk and clapped Kai on his shoulder. “I’m going to assume this is the first and last time I’ll have to call him.” He motioned for Kai to follow him out of his office. “Let’s take this walk. I’ll bet you’ll find that you prefer Games, son.”


Kai nodded, his stomach twisting. He was in deep shit after all.










Chapter Two



Antonio had a slight limp and moved at a slower pace, so as he and Kai passed the food court and the entrance to the water park, Kai felt the eyes of each orange-polo-clad employee staring at him. Half of his coworkers had probably already heard about what went down earlier with Camille. No doubt the story had evolved to include some elements that weren’t true. By now people were probably saying that Kai was the one who threw up and that he’d cursed at a child, not an adult. The rumor mill game at Sailor Joe’s was strong.


Kai avoided making eye contact and kept his gaze forward. He was embarrassed, and that was annoying. But being annoyed was nothing compared to how he’d feel after the talk he’d have with his aunt and uncle later. He wished he could go home now and get it over with.


They finally reached the Games section and walked by the Ring Toss stand, Whac-A-Mole, and Shooting Baskets before they finally stopped at Balloon Darts. A girl was already sitting at the booth with her head down, flipping through a magazine. She was petite and brown-skinned. Her hair was parted down the middle and slicked back into a curly ponytail. She glanced up as they approached, and Kai vaguely recognized her. He’d seen her around the park wearing those same bright red, circular glasses once or twice. He couldn’t remember her name, though. Zoe or Zena . . . something like that.


“Zyla,” Antonio said. “What have I told you about reading those magazines while on the clock? This is a job, not leisure time, young lady.”


“Sorry,” she replied, sighing. She pushed her magazine aside. Kai noticed that the pages were marked with sticky notes. “It’s schoolwork, and I don’t have any customers.”


“That’s because you’re too busy reading your magazine. You need to smile and look welcoming!”


She nodded, very serious. “Oh, yes, my lack of customers definitely has something to do with my smile and nothing to do with the fact that people think the games are rigged.”


Kai snorted, and Zyla turned in his direction. She gave him a quick once-over, pausing on his red-and-black Retro J’s before returning her gaze to his face. Something about her direct and unflinching stare made Kai stand up a little straighter. She had big hazel eyes and a thin silver septum nose ring. Her lip gloss shimmered in the sun.


Wait . . . why was he staring at her lips? Look at him, losing focus already. He glanced away, feigning fascination with the unpopped balloons on the wall behind her.


“And we agreed you wouldn’t wear pins to work either,” Antonio said, pointing at the cluster of small enamel pins on the collar of Zyla’s polo. A tiny pair of scissors, a baby elephant, and some type of bird with its wings spread wide. “They aren’t part of your uniform, Zyla.”


“Sorry,” she repeated. Slowly, she began removing the pins from her collar, placing them down in front of her.


“Thank you,” Antonio said once she was finished. “Now, Zyla, this is Hezekiah—”


“Kai is good,” Kai interrupted.


Antonio nodded and started over. “Zyla, this is Kai. He’ll be working with you at this booth for the rest of summer.”


“Ah,” she said, sparing Kai another glance.


That was it. Just ah. A good ah or a bad ah? Kai had no idea. Her flat expression gave nothing away.


“Zyla will show you the ropes, son,” Antonio said, patting Kai on his shoulder. “Any questions, come find me later. And Zyla, please keep that magazine out of sight.”


Then Antonio ambled away (most likely itching for a cigarette break, Kai figured), and Kai and Zyla were left alone. Zyla didn’t look exactly thrilled to be sharing her space with Kai, but she did remove her black mini backpack from the seat beside her in order to make room for him.


“Thanks,” he said, gracefully hopping over the counter and sliding into his seat.


Zyla raised an eyebrow at his sudden display of athleticism but remained silent. She reached for her magazine and reopened it to a page of a girl wearing a fur leopard-print coat and black jeans with rips in the knees, standing on a busy city street. She grabbed a Post-it and stuck it right on the girl’s jeans. Kai wanted to ask what that was about, but he didn’t want her to think he was trying to be in her business.


Instead, he leaned forward, propped his chin in the palm of his hand, and tried not to replay the scene with Camille and the camp counselor on a loop in his mind. He winced thinking about the way he’d cursed at them. Camille had been dead wrong rolling up on him in the middle of his shift with her drama, but he should have known better than to let her get him so riled up.


What would his aunt and uncle say once he got home? Sitting around anxiously for the next hour and a half was gonna kill him. At least over here, in the ghost town of the Games section, he was far away from majority of his gossiping coworkers. He half expected a tumbleweed to roll through, like in those black-and-white westerns his uncle Steve watched. The silence was broken by a group of little kids running and screaming at the top of their lungs on their way to the Ferris wheel. Soon they were followed by three boys around his age, who didn’t even consider stopping to play a game. Although one boy did slow his walk as he noticed Zyla. She didn’t look at him. Not even when he called out, “Yo, girl, what’s up?” only to move on, frustrated, when she failed to respond.


Kai glanced at his coworker, who continued to flip through her magazine, scrutinizing each page. Was it gonna be like this for the rest of summer? Her ignoring him and basically the world while he stared at people who avoided Games like they’d catch scabies if they came any closer?


Wasn’t Zyla supposed to be showing him the ropes? For real for real, he didn’t care to learn the rules of Balloon Darts. But it wasn’t in his nature to sit right next to someone and not talk at all.


“So . . .” he started.


Zyla looked up and waited for him to finish his sentence. Problem was he didn’t really know what else to say, especially not with the way she stared at him. Like she was expecting him to say Something Important. He cleared this throat. “What’s with the Post-it notes?”


Suddenly, she shifted to block her magazine from his view and squinted at him. “Why?”


“Why?” he repeated. “I don’t know. Just was curious. You don’t have to tell me.”


“I know I don’t have to tell you.”


O-kay. So now he knew not to ask Zyla any questions. That’s exactly what you get for bothering her.


He turned away and sat with his eyes closed, willing the time to move quickly.


“I flag any outfits that I find interesting,” Zyla said after a long pause. Kai looked at her out of the corner of his eye, hesitant to turn completely in her direction in case she shut him down again. “It really is schoolwork. I wasn’t lying.”


Kai turned fully, taking in the enamel pins that she’d refastened onto her collar and the wide-legged tan pants she wore instead of the standard khaki shorts. The white Stan Smiths on her feet.


“You like fashion?” he asked.


“Something like that.” She returned her attention to her magazine.


And the conversation ended that fast. Well, at least he’d tried. It was going to be a long summer.


“So what did you do?” Zyla suddenly asked. She was looking at him again.


Kai blinked. “Huh?”


“Antonio put you in Rides because that’s the most popular area and you’re a popular person. You must have done something bad if he put you back here in Games. It’s the designated area for antisocial people like me. Less customer interaction.”


So the rumor mill hadn’t reached her yet. Kai weighed what to share. They’d just met, and he didn’t want her thinking poorly of him. That he was a player or some disrespectful kid who yelled at adults and made children puke, and—wait a minute . . .


“You already knew who I was before Antonio introduced us?” Kai asked.


“Of course I know who you are,” she said, shrugging as she closed her magazine and stuffed it in her backpack. “Kai Johnson, star athlete of the county with a public Instagram account. Who doesn’t know you?”


Kai couldn’t help but smile. This girl, who seemingly couldn’t be bothered in the slightest, knew who he was.


“Do you go to Cedar High?” he asked. He didn’t think she did. Cedar High was a big school, but Kai liked to think that he’d be smart enough to remember someone like her.


“No. I go to St. Catherine’s.”


“Oh, right.” The girls’ school. Three of Kai’s exes went to St. Catherine’s. He’d dated Gianna during the spring of his freshman year. Then the winter of sophomore year brought Desiree and Corinne, whom he’d dated back to back. He’d actually met Corinne at Desiree’s birthday party . . .


“I’m not rich,” Zyla said.


Kai blinked again. “What?”


“Whenever I tell people I go to St. Catherine’s, they assume I’m rich. But I’m not. My great-aunt has money, and she pays for me to go to St. Catherine’s because she feels bad for me.”


“Oh.” He wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do with this information. Zyla had a pinched look on her face, like she regretted revealing so much. She swiveled in her seat and stared pointedly at the bottle stand game across the way.


“Well, how much money does your aunt have?” Kai asked. “Because I’ve been trying to transfer to St. Catherine’s for years, but they won’t take me for some reason. You think she’ll pay for me?”


Zyla laughed then. It was really more like a glorified snort, but her whole face lit up, and when she turned to Kai and smiled, displaying the small gap between her two front teeth, he realized that Zyla was strikingly beautiful. And he was relieved that he’d managed to make her laugh. He wanted to know what he had to do to keep her smiling at him this way.


He nodded at her backpack. “Can I take a look at your magazine? I’m into fashion too. Might be able to give you some pointers.”


She rolled her eyes and laughed again. Kai felt like Super Mario collecting gold coins.


“You don’t look like you’re into fashion, Kai Johnson,” she said, sizing him up.


“Come on, this is my work uniform. You don’t know how I dress in real life.” He pointed at his sneakers. “These are proof.”


“Those are nice J’s,” she conceded. “I’m not a sneakerhead, but I can appreciate the dedication.”


“Your sneakers are fresh too, though, so I guess you know a little something.”


“Oh, wonderful. Thanks, Kai Johnson. All I’ve ever wanted in life is your approval.”


Kai grinned. “Why do you keep saying my full name like that?”


“I don’t know. I just do. Rolls off the tongue. Kai Johnson.”


Something bloomed in Kai’s chest at the slow way she said his name. He stared at her and she stared back. He felt himself leaning forward, needing to be physically closer to her, which made no sense because he was literally just reamed out by his now ex-girlfriend to the point that he almost got himself fired, and Antonio just lectured him on cooling it with dating coworkers. Yet here he was moving closer to this girl because he could not freaking help it.


He lowered his voice and looked right into Zyla’s hazel eyes. “What’s your last name?”


Zyla paused and blinked, taking in the sudden lack of space between them. Then she smirked a little and leaned closer too, conspiratorially, like her last name was top-secret information that could only be shared if whispered. Kai waited, staring at her mouth. She cleared her throat.


“’Sup, kids?” Kai’s best friend, Jamal, appeared out of fuck-knows-where and smacked his hand down onto the booth, causing both Kai and Zyla to jump back. He smiled at Zyla and brought out his hairbrush, smoothing it over his waves. “How you like your new coworker here, Matthews?”


Matthews. Zyla Matthews. Kai smiled triumphantly. Super Mario almost had all his coins and was seconds away from rescuing Princess Peach.


Zyla leaned away from Kai to turn in Jamal’s direction. “He’s okay, I guess,” she said.


“He’s silly is what he is.” Jamal sighed. Unlike the rest of the Sailor Joe’s employees, he wore a white polo and a name tag that said JAMAL SMITH: INTERN. It was bullshit, of course. Antonio didn’t need an intern, but Jamal, who basically had finesse tattooed on his forehead, somehow managed to convince Antonio to not only hire him but give him the title of intern so that he could say he spent the summer managing a group of his peers. In reality, he walked through the park trying to talk to girls all day. Occasionally, he did help Antonio with his accounting. Despite his overall dislike for school, Jamal was really good at math.


To Kai, he said, “Didn’t I tell you Camille wasn’t worth it? But nah, you just had to have her. Now look at the shit she caused. You know she’s going around telling people she got you fired?”


Kai shot Jamal a look as Zyla shifted farther away. “Yeah, well, we’re broken up now, and have been for almost a week, so . . .”


He raised an eyebrow, signaling to Jamal that he was ruining his game, but Jamal didn’t catch it. He just kept on going.


“I mean, you should have seen this coming after that time she convinced you to buy those Jhené Aiko tickets and then bailed on you at the last minute. I hope you don’t think she’s the perfect girl now, Loverboy.”


At this, Zyla pivoted completely forward so that Kai could only see her side profile. Those last few coins slipped right through Super Mario’s fingers.


But Kai was wrong anyway, now that he thought about it. Zyla was no Princess Peach. She definitely did not give off damsel in distress vibes.


“Come on, bro,” Kai said quietly to Jamal. It wasn’t just that his game was completely blown. Jamal knew how much Kai hated the nickname Loverboy. He’d come up with it back in middle school when Kai got his first girlfriend. Loverboy sounded like the name of a corny eighties soft rock band that no one listened to anymore. And anyway, deep down, Kai knew he wasn’t a lover boy, but a hopeless romantic. At least that’s what his aunt Brenda had told him. He wouldn’t admit any shit like that out loud, though.


“What?” Jamal shrugged, confused by Kai’s frustration. Then Kai discreetly nodded his head at Zyla, and Jamal said, “Oh.”


Zyla wasn’t paying either of them any attention at this point. She had her phone out, scrolling.


“Anyway,” Jamal said, “I came here to let you know that business is slow today and Antonio needs to make cuts, so you both can go home early.”


Zyla suddenly rejoined the conversation and smiled. “Seriously? Yes.”


“Really?” Jamal said, surprised. “I thought you’d be mad about losing hours.”


“Usually I would. But not today. I have stuff to work on.”


She hopped up and swung on her backpack, lifting the latch on the booth door. Kai hastened to follow behind her. Maybe if they walked to the parking lot together, he’d have a chance to do some damage control for the things Jamal had said about Camille. He didn’t know why, but he cared about how Zyla saw him.


And yeah, he was gonna walk her to her car and then ask for her number.


Jamal smiled at Kai and shook his head a little. “Bet you’re happy to be going home now, Matthews. How’s Jade liking math camp? You think she’s smarter than me yet?”


Zyla snorted. “She’s been smarter than you.”


“Damn, that’s cold. She’s what, twelve?”


“Eleven.”


“Wow, wow, wow. Ice-cold, Matthews.”


Zyla laughed, and Kai watched them, raising an eyebrow. They knew each other. And that made him jealous. Not because they were clearly friends and Jamal had made her laugh. Jamal was friends with everyone and made everyone laugh. Kai was jealous because Jamal had known Zyla the whole summer, and Kai had really just become aware of her today.


“Well, I’ve gotta go be professional and whatnot, so I’ll see you around,” Jamal said, backing away. “Kai, I’ll hit you up later.”


The two of them were left alone again. Kai gestured for Zyla to walk ahead of him. “Ready to clock out?”


She nodded, eyeing him in that curious way. They walked without speaking. Zyla was short and curvy. She didn’t even reach his shoulder. Kai was pretty built thanks to football, and he felt slightly massive walking beside her. He kept trying to think of something to say. He was good at small talk, but he got the feeling that Zyla was comfortable with silence. He usually wasn’t, but he could be.


Antonio was MIA when they walked into the office to clock out, and Kai was glad that he’d avoided another lecture. When he and Zyla reached the parking lot, she paused on the sidewalk.


“I don’t have a car,” she explained.


This was low-key perfect. “Oh, do you need a ride?”


“No, my mom will be here soon. But thank you.”


Damn. “Sure, no problem.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets. “It was nice to meet you today. I think I might like Games better than Rides thanks to you.”


She smirked. “It was nice to meet you too.”


“Random, but do you like that actress Evie Jones? She’s in a new movie that comes out tomorrow. I forget what it’s called.”


“Every Time We Meet,” Zyla said. “It’s a remake.”


“Right, right. I was thinking about going.” He watched her face. Was she picking up what he was putting down?


“Cool. I’ve heard good things.”


Apparently not. He’d have to try harder.


“Hey,” he said, “I don’t know if you have plans tomorrow night, but I think it might be dope if—”


“I’m going to stop you right there, Kai Johnson,” Zyla said, holding up her hand. “It was nice to meet you today, and I think you and I will get along just fine at our deserted Balloon Darts booth, but I want to save you some time and tell you that nothing is going to happen between us.”


Kai blinked. Wow. Shut down in five seconds flat. A record.


It sucked to be rejected, and he’d probably agonize over it later, but for now he had to save face. Plus, he respected her straightforwardness. He took a deep breath and stuck out his hand. “Fair enough. Friends?”


“Friends.” Zyla shook his hand in two quick pumps and then let go. “See you tomorrow.”


He walked to his black Jeep, which had been passed down from his uncle, and glanced over his shoulder once to wave goodbye. Zyla stood on the sidewalk and lifted her hand. Friends. He could do that. He had extra room in his life for new friends. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing that she’d turned him down. Maybe it was just the universe’s way of telling him to chill the fuck out on the girls front.


He blasted 21 Savage on the way home, and when he turned onto his street, dread sprouted in his stomach and spread throughout his body. Aunt Brenda's and Uncle Steve’s cars were both in the driveway. Today’s earlier events came rushing back to him. He’d have to talk to his aunt and uncle about what had happened at work as soon as he walked in the house.


But then Kai got closer and realized the situation was even worse. Uncle Steve was sitting on the front porch, reading his newspaper. He lowered it and noticed Kai crawling down the street, and he folded the paper and put it aside. He’d been waiting for Kai. Shit.


His stomach dropped as he pulled into the driveway and watched Uncle Steve rise from his chair. Uncle Steve had the same look on his face that he’d worn in those early days when Kai couldn’t stay out of the principal’s office or when he’d been pulled off the field in the middle of a game for starting a fight. The look that said, You’re in trouble again? That look was his biggest fear. These were the moments when Kai felt the most alone and misunderstood.


After everything his aunt and uncle had done for him, Kai’s only desire was to make them proud. He needed to make them proud so that the sacrifices they’d made for him weren’t wasted. It was all he’d been trying to do since he’d turned himself around.


He slowly got out of his car and made his way to the porch steps to meet his doom. He heard his mother’s voice in his ear then. It’s gonna be okay, Hezekiah, baby. He clung to that as Uncle Steve clapped him on the shoulder and led him inside.










Chapter Three



If you would have told Zyla this morning that not only would she have a full-blown conversation with Kai Johnson, but that he’d flirt with her and ask her out within a sixty-minute time span, she would have told you to lay off the bath salts.


But he did flirt with her, at least that was what it seemed like with the way he’d stared so deeply into her eyes, like he’d been trying to solve the puzzle that was her mind. And he’d definitely been gearing up to ask her out before she’d cut him off.


She watched as his Jeep pulled out of the parking lot, and she held her backpack to her chest, mystified. Like . . . it was Kai Johnson. He’d dated at least a quarter of the girls in her year at St. Catherine’s, and on Cedar High’s game days, girls showed up with his number painted on their cheeks even though he didn’t even go to their school! Okay, so a quarter of the girls was a bit of an exaggeration. But nevertheless, it was absolutely bonkers, and Zyla had thought her classmates were delusional. But she had to be honest, she understood it now. Kai Johnson was disarming. It wasn’t just that he was handsome with his smooth brown skin and bright white teeth (what, was he like a model or something in a former life?) but from the way Kai strutted around Sailor Joe’s all summer, and from the stories she’d heard from her classmates and coworkers, Zyla had expected him to be a bit of a jerk or stuck up. The kind of boy who commanded attention and was annoyed when he didn’t receive it. But he seemed . . . normal? Whatever that meant. He was chill. More than that, he was kind of funny. And flirtatious, but that wasn’t surprising.


She’d completely embarrassed herself, blabbering on about how Aunt Ida paid for her to go to St. Catherine’s. She didn’t want Kai thinking she was a spoiled and rich private-school girl like so many of her classmates. She’d felt a buzz in her gut when he’d looked at her so closely and asked for her last name. There’d been some kind of gravitational pull that had made her move closer to him, but thankfully Jamal had appeared and broken the spell. Zyla meant what she said. Nothing was going to happen between her and Kai. It wasn’t because he’d recently been dumped by Camille Vaughn—the most popular, most beautiful, and meanest girl at Sailor Joe’s—and it was kind of sketchy that he was moving on so quickly. It wasn’t that he and Camille had a big blow-up scene that eventually landed him in Games (yeah, she’d heard about that incident even though she’d pretended otherwise ). And it wasn’t that Kai had dated way too many of her mutuals or was a known player. Zyla just didn’t date, period.


Now she and Kai would be working together, and they’d agreed to be friends. Go figure. At least it would make the rest of her summer more interesting. She couldn’t wait to call her best friend, Beatrice, and tell her about this later. She would have preferred to tell her in person, but Beatrice was spending the summer in Paris with her dad.


The whole Kai Johnson thing had Zyla in a daze for a good fifteen minutes before a school bus pulled up directly in front of her and she was almost trampled by a summer camp stampede. She darted aside, almost tripping over a kid in the process, and pulled out her phone. No response from her mom, who should have been here to pick her up by now. Typical.


Antonio wasn’t surprised to see Zyla when she walked into his office unannounced. He was sitting at his desk, working on a Sudoku puzzle, an unlit cigarette hanging out the side of his mouth. He glanced up at Zyla and raised an eyebrow.


“She’s late,” Zyla explained, pulling out the chair across from him and plopping down.


“Ah.” He held up his puzzle book. “You finished yesterday’s in almost ten minutes. Want to try a harder one?”


“No thanks.” Instead, she retrieved her magazine and flipped through the pages she’d marked today, the editorials that she’d return to for inspiration when necessary. She was itching to get home and work on her portfolio. Or maybe finish the black denim jumper she’d started two weeks ago. Her free time was already limited as it was, between her job, and looking after Jade, and taking care of Aunt Ida, and doing things most seventeen-year-olds didn’t have to be bothered with. She wished for a few spare minutes to look over her designs before she had to help with dinner. Why couldn’t her mom just be on time for once?


It wouldn’t be like this forever, though. By this time next year, she’d be gone. Gone, gone. Like in a different country, on a different continent, completely separate from everyone in her life, and able to live on her own terms. It was the only thing she wanted.


“How did Hezekiah do today?”


Zyla pulled her attention away from the Gap ad she’d marked earlier of a Black girl with cornrows wearing an oversized bomber jacket and looked up at Antonio. “Who?”


“Sorry, I mean Kai. I’ve known him since he was a kid, you see. When he first moved in his with uncle. That’s why I call him Hezekiah.”


“Oh.” She pictured Kai’s warm brown eyes and the way he’d smiled at her right before he almost invited her to the movies. Ugh, get ahold of yourself. She cleared her throat. “He was fine, I guess. Not much action happens at Balloon Darts, you know. It’s not like he had to talk to any customers.”


“I placed him with you for a reason, Zyla. I did. It was strategic, it was.” Antonio moved his hands around as if he were speaking about particles in the atmosphere. “I believe that you’re an exceptional young lady, Zyla, and I see lots of potential in you. I see potential in Hezekiah too. He’s just so easily distracted. My hope is that maybe some of your ability to be focused, with the exception of your magazine reading, will rub off on him.”


“Oh,” she said again. Kai was easily distracted? By what?


The second she began to ask, her phone vibrated loudly on Antonio’s desk. It was a text from her mom. I’m here.


She sighed and stood up. “My mom’s outside. Thanks for letting me hang out here. Again.”


Antonio nodded at her. “Tell your aunt Ida I said hello. And remember to leave the magazine at home tomorrow, please.”


Zyla smiled and saluted Antonio, who only shook his head. They both knew she’d return with a new magazine, or possibly her sketchbook.


“Got it, boss,” she said.


Zyla’s mom was in the middle of wiping her eyes when Zyla opened the door and sat in the passenger seat.


“I’m sorry, baby,” her mom said, using the review mirror to fix her eyeliner, which had smeared. “Keith and I got into a big argument.” Sniffle, cough, sniffle. “I got a little caught up.”


“Okay.” Zyla buckled her seat belt as her mom pulled out of the parking lot and into traffic. Zyla stared at the license plate of the car in front of them and waited. Her mom didn’t need much prompting to continue talking. She rarely did.


“He broke up with me,” her mom said. “Can you believe that? After three months, all he had to say was, ‘It’s just not working.’ Apparently, he didn’t see himself getting married to me.”


Zyla sighed inwardly and remained silent. Her mom reached forward and turned up the radio. Whitney Houston’s “Heartbreak Hotel” blared through the speakers, and her mom began to sing along, loudly and off key. Through it all, Zyla continued to stare straight ahead. She’d read once that dolphins stopped behaving badly when their trainers ignored said bad behavior. Her mom wasn’t a dolphin, but Zyla was desperate enough to try anything.


They reached a stoplight, and the song changed to “Back at One,” by Brian McKnight.


“Keith loves this song,” her mom mumbled, lips trembling.


Then she finally lost it. In a loud whimper, she began crying. Ugly crying. Snot dripping, mascara running, blotchy-cheeks-type crying. All while Brian McKnight sang about his girl who was a dream come true.


Zyla’s resolve began to waver. Her heart squeezed watching her mom like this. “Mommy . . .”


“I just don’t get it.” Her mom leaned her forehead against the steering wheel, and her shoulders shook as she sobbed. “What’s wrong with me?”


“Nothing. They’re idiots. You know that.” Zyla reached forward and rubbed her mom’s back in small circles. “Forget Keith. He doesn’t deserve you.”


“But I love him. I really, really do.”


Zyla closed her eyes and tried not to think of the other times her mom had said these same words to her about previous partners. “You’ll get over him, Mom. You’re strong and you can do better.”


The car behind them honked as the light turned green. Zyla’s mom didn’t make a move to put her foot on the gas. Her head remained leaning against the wheel. The car honked even longer.


“Mom, it’s a green light.”


“I can’t drive like this,” she groaned. “I can’t.”


The drivers around them were becoming more insistent with their honking. Zyla was pretty sure she’d heard someone shout at them just now.


Calmly, she said, “Mom, just pull over and we’ll switch, okay? I’ll drive home, and you can sit in the passenger seat and relax. How’s that sound?”


Her mom sniffled. “That sounds good.”


“I think it sounds good too. Just pull over up ahead.”


Zyla coaxed her mom to sit up and drive until she was able to pull off to the side of the road. Then she got out of the car and walked around the front while her mom crawled across the center console until she was curled up in a ball in the passenger seat. Her orange sundress pooled around her feet.


As Zyla drove the rest of the way, her mom continued to cry quietly. Her cheeks and nose were bright red now. Zyla’s mom was Black, but she was so fair-skinned that people thought she was white when she wore her auburn hair straight. “Your mom’s a white lady?” was a question that kids frequently had asked Zyla when she was younger. That was back when they’d lived in Kissimmee, Florida, mere miles from Disney World, the happiest place on earth. Ironic that those had been the saddest years of Zyla’s life.


She kept shooting glances at her mom to make sure she was holding herself intact. And she went back and forth between pity and anger. Pity that her mom’s heart was broken once again. And anger at her mom and on her mom’s behalf for that same reason.


She pulled into their driveway and cut the engine. She stared at their house—Aunt Ida’s house. It still didn’t feel like a space that belonged to them, even though Aunt Ida tried to say otherwise.


“Mom, we’re home,” Zyla said, gently rubbing her mom’s shoulder.


Her mom looked up and glanced at the house in confusion. Then she blinked. “Oh. That was fast.” She turned to Zyla. “Thanks, babe.”


Zyla shrugged, feigning nonchalance, pulled the keys out of the ignition, and grabbed her bag. Before she could open her door, her mom reached for her and hugged her close to her chest. Zyla wanted to resist, to tell her mom that she wouldn’t be around forever to pick up the pieces. That the pieces fell apart too often. But she inhaled her mom’s familiar scent: burnt hair and cosmetic spray from the salon where she worked. She looked into her mom’s hazel eyes and couldn’t bring herself to say the things that she felt.


Finally, her mom pulled away and held her hand to Zyla’s cheek. “I’m blessed to have you for a daughter.”


Suddenly desperate to hold on to this moment, Zyla said, “Mom, promise me you won’t call Keith again. You always talk about how you should take a break and focus on yourself. Maybe you should try that this time.”


Her mom frowned slowly. “Don’t involve yourself in grown folks’ business, Zy.” She pushed open her car door and got out, not even giving Zyla a chance to respond.


By the time Zyla stepped inside the house, her mom was already rushing upstairs to her bedroom, shutting the door behind her.


Zyla sighed. Great. She was handling dinner by herself tonight, then.


“Leanne?” Aunt Ida called after Zyla’s mom. She was sitting in her La-Z-Boy, wrapped in her fuzzy light pink robe and matching slippers, watching Wheel of Fortune. Her old Boston terrier, Bartholomew, who was blind in one eye, barked at the sudden ruckus. Aunt Ida nudged him with her foot until he quieted. “Stop with that noise, boy.” She looked at Zyla. “What’s wrong with Leanne?”


“Keith broke up with her,” Zyla explained, sliding off her sneakers.


“Hmph. And which one was he?”


“Doesn’t matter. I’m gonna start dinner. Chicken Alfredo okay with you?”


Aunt Ida nodded. “But make sure you add oil to the water while it’s boiling, otherwise the noodles will stick together. Matter of fact, just give me a second. I’ll help you.” She started to stand but quickly winced. She had arthritis in her knees.


“It’s fine, I can take care of it,” Zyla quickly said, rushing toward Aunt Ida and helping her ease back into her chair. “Oil in the water. I’ll remember.”


Before Aunt Ida could try to protest, Zyla hurried away into the kitchen. Her little sister, Jade, was already sitting at the table, a math workbook open in front of her.


“Is Mommy okay?” Jade asked, turning around to face Zyla. Their mom had cornrowed Jade’s hair and added bright pink and purple beads to the ends that rattled with each movement of her head.


“She’s fine. Just had a bad day.” Zyla walked over and hugged Jade sideways. She glanced down at the equation Jade was working on and felt her eyes blur for a second. Was she embarrassed that her eleven-year-old sister was exponentially smarter than her when it came to math? No. She was extremely proud, really. Jade had qualified for a scholarship for a special program for students gifted in mathematics. It was one of the hardest summer programs to get into in New Jersey. Her baby sister would make history one day. She’d probably help send people to the moon. “How was camp?”


“Good. I don’t want it to end.”


All good things come to an end. Zyla wanted to say this. She often felt torn between being realistic with Jade and letting her believe that the world was a simple and easy place. But Jade was eleven. She deserved the freedom to be ignorant. The freedom Zyla never had.


“There’s three more weeks left of camp, kiddo,” Zyla said. “That’s basically a lifetime.”


Their mom didn’t join them for dinner. After Zyla, Jade, and Aunt Ida finished eating, Zyla sent Jade upstairs to shower, and she stayed behind to wash dishes. Aunt Ida refused to buy a dishwasher when there were people in the house with working hands and arms.


While Zyla scrubbed the pasta bowl, Aunt Ida sat at the kitchen table, chewing sunflower seeds with her dentures. Bartholomew snored at her feet.


“Don’t be like her,” Aunt Ida suddenly said.


Zyla didn’t need to ask which her Aunt Ida was referring to.


“I gave Leanne everything that I’m giving to you right now, and she threw it away,” Aunt Ida continued. “She’s been up there crying all night over another fool. Don’t be like her.”


Zyla kept her back to her great-aunt. She knew she didn’t want to be like her mom. But it was only okay when she said it.


“Men are good for nothing, and they’ll run you into the ground. Your uncle Herald left me his money and this house, but he was good for nothing. A liar and a cheat. Your father is the same way. Steer clear of men like that. You hear?”


This was a speech that Zyla heard often. She could almost recite it word for word. Her favorite part was the way Aunt Ida said your father, like she wouldn’t ever demean herself to say Zyla’s dad’s actual name.


“You hear what I’m saying to you, Zyla?”


Zyla finished drying her last dish and placed it on the rack. She turned around to face Aunt Ida, who stared at her expectantly. Aunt Ida’s brown skin was wrinkled, and her hair was coily and white. She was much older now, but Zyla saw traces of the nineteen-year-old who’d eagerly married the boy she’d met in the youth group choir. The proof was in their wedding photo, which hung on the kitchen wall right behind Aunt Ida’s head. Zyla stared at it, wondering if Aunt Ida had any idea at that time just how much of a liar and a cheat her husband would eventually become.


“I hear you,” she finally said. “I’m going up to my room. Let me know if you need anything.” She felt Aunt Ida’s eyes on her as she left the kitchen.


Zyla’s mom was locked away in her bedroom. Zyla was tempted to lean her ear against the door to make sure her mom was okay, but she was still mad at her and didn’t feel ready to talk yet, so she continued down the hall and peeked in on Jade, who was lying on her bed, working on more math problems. Zyla smiled at her sister and finally made it to her own room, which was an organized mess. It was the first room she’d ever had to herself. Before they moved in with Aunt Ida, Zyla had to share a room, and sometimes a bed, with Jade.


Her shoes, which she’d carefully thrifted or bargain bought, with the exception of her new Stan Smiths, lined the floor in rows. Yards of fabric were thrown over her desk chair and desk beside her sewing machine, and the denim jumper she was currently working on was draped over her mannequin torso. Magazines filled with her Post-it notes were stacked in piles by her bed.


She turned on some Jorja Smith, pulled today’s magazine out of her bag, and sat down on her floor, flipping to the Gap ad of the girl with cornrows. She grabbed her scissors and carefully cut out the ad image, adding it to the binder where she kept her mood board photos for her portfolio. She hadn’t settled on her portfolio theme yet, but it was going to have something to do with the beauty and versatility of Black women and how that played into fashion. She’d figure it out by the time she needed to send her portfolio to Parsons Paris and the London College of Fashion. Going to school abroad would be expensive, of course, but Zyla had been saving up with the money she made at Sailor Joe’s, and part-time during the school year, she earned extra cash answering the phone and scheduling appointments at the salon where her mom worked. In addition to the loans and scholarships she planned to apply for, the biggest help would come from Aunt Ida, who’d promised to pay a large chunk of her tuition with some of Uncle Herald’s money. He might not have been a good husband, but he’d made a lot of smart investments while he was alive, and now Zyla could reap the benefits.


She paused and closed her eyes, imagining her future life in Europe. In between her classes, she’d have lunch outside at fancy cafés and . . . wait a minute, was that Kai Johnson smiling and sitting directly across from her in her imaginary Parisian café? No, no, no. He had no place in her European fashion school daydreams. What the heck?


It was stupid anyway. Kai had probably already forgotten about her by now. She bet he was out at a party, most likely making up with Camille Vaughn.


A knock at her door broke her treacherous train of thought.


It was her mom. She poked her head inside. “Hey, baby, you busy?”


Zyla looked down at the binder in her lap. Yes, she was busy. Clearly. She looked back up at her mom and said nothing.


Her mom gingerly stepped inside the room. Her hair was wrapped in a silk scarf, and she was already dressed in her pajamas even though it was only 8:00 p.m.


“I wanted to apologize for earlier,” she said quietly. “For how I behaved in the car. The crying, getting mad at you. All of it.”


“Okay.”


“And thank you for taking care of dinner.”


Zyla nodded, feeling both sympathetic and frustrated. She wanted to ask if her mom had called Keith, but she was afraid to know the answer. Her mom lingered in her doorway and looked around the room. She pointed at the denim jumper on the mannequin. “Hey, how’s that coming along? Want me to try it on?”


No, go away. It was on the tip of her tongue. But Zyla had created the jumper with her mom in mind. Her mom was her first-ever model, back when she was in middle school and they’d had to make their own clothes because they didn’t have enough money to go shopping. Many things had changed since then, but Zyla still thought her mom was the epitome of beauty.


“Yes,” Zyla said, standing up. She helped her mom into the jumper, and she knelt down in front her, pinning the fabric on either side of her waist. It needed to be taken in a few inches.


Her mom ran her hand over Zyla’s head. “Have you thought about how you want me to do your hair for back-to-school?”


Zyla shrugged and tried to talk around the pins in her mouth. “Box braids, I guess. Something easy.”


“We can do that,” her mom replied.


She began to hum softly. “The Sweetest Taboo,” by Sade. Sitting in front of her mom as she hummed and rubbed her head made Zyla feel like a kid again. Even though she was only seventeen years old, Zyla hadn’t felt like a kid in a very long time. This was because three things happened to her in quick succession at the young age of eight.


The first thing: Her parents got divorced. They were living in Miami at the time, and Zyla hadn’t really understood what had happened. Just that her dad was moving out, and she wouldn’t see him every day anymore. He’d kissed her on the cheek in the courthouse hallway and promised he’d come visit that weekend. Then he’d kissed a crying and fussy two-year-old Jade and promptly left. On his way out, Zyla heard him say, clear as day, that he wouldn’t bother with this “marriage crap” ever again.


Zyla’s mom had decided that ice cream would cure everything, so she drove them to a parlor near the courthouse. And after her mom ordered three cones of rocky road and sat herself down on the bench with her two daughters, she burst into tears and let her ice cream cone fall right out of her hands. Alarmed, Zyla watched as her mom’s sobs became deeper, how her body began to shake. Soon Jade was crying too, and she dropped her cone and it smeared her pretty little dress and landed in a heap on the ground, melting into the sidewalk.


Completely out of her depth, Zyla tried her best to console her mom and her baby sister. She was so overwhelmed that she felt like crying too, but somehow, she knew that would only make things worse.


After a few moments, her mom finally got herself together and began bouncing Jade on her knee.


“I swear I’m never doing this again,” she promised. “I need to focus on me. And you girls.”
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