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Chapter one



Nothing beats the energy of the first day of school. Stepping out onto the wrap around porch of my house, the morning is quiet as thick humidity hangs in the air. I sit on the porch swinging my feet. Everything about this day is new. New clothes. New bookbag and supplies. New hairstyle. I stayed up Saturday night finishing my faux locs for the upcoming school year. I opted for a green ombre and kept them kind of short because it’s still summer in Mississippi, and I can’t stand the way humidity glues the hair to my neck.  

The gravel crunches under the wheels of Sam’s burgundy Jeep when he drives up our driveway and to the garage. Although he got his license last year, he bought his truck at the beginning of summer. Now that he has his own ride, we are free to go wherever we want. He rolls the passenger window down and smiles. 

“You ready?” he asks. 

I hop off the porch and into the Jeep. He’s wearing a fitted navy and white striped t-shirt with slightly distressed jeans. His brown curly hair is a little frizzy, and he smells like fabric softener. Putting my seatbelt on, country music plays from the radio. 

“Sam, no. Absolutely not.”

He already knows what I’m about to say because we do this dance every time I ride with him. He always plays old country music or some experimental indie alternative junk that sounds like screaming banshees. 

“Nai, before you start” —he puts his palm out to me speaking in his Southern drawl—“it’s Hootie and the Blowfish.”

“Hootie? Is that an owl?” I grab his phone from the cupholder, put in his passcode 0-4-2-0, and open his Spotify.

“No, he’s classic country, and he’s Black.” He backs up, getting ready to turn out of our driveway and onto the main highway to town.

“The only Black country music I listen to is Lil Nas and Beyoncé.” 

I go to Chloe x Halle’s Ungodly Hour and hit shuffle. “Don’t Make It Harder on Me” plays. 

“This is my song!” I sing.

He shakes his head in disbelief. “You’re the only person I know who gets hype listening to sad music.”

“It’s not sad. It’s romantic. We have story. Longing. Vocals,” I point to each finger to emphasize my point. Hearing Halle going into her falsetto, I turn up the volume, attempting to match her falsetto with mine. I sing along with her about being torn between two boys. In my peripheral, Sam peeks from the road to glance at me singing which just pushes me into overdrive. I grab his phone and use it as a mic.

“You’re such a weirdo.”

I gasp and search Spotify, realizing that I had the perfect song.  “Weird People” by Little Mix plays.

He throws his head back. “Not Little Mix.”

“You started this,” I wag my finger at him. “And this is perfect first-day-of-school energy.”

I pump my fist in the air while Leigh-Anne, Jade, Perrie, and Jesy sing. We come to a stop at the four-way that divides the country from the city limits. We live ten minutes on the outskirts of Redbud Springs, Mississippi—a small town of about eight thousand people. For most of our lives, Sam and I have been next door neighbors. He and his mom moved into the house about fifty feet from us when we were five. There’s a thin wall of trees that separates us, but since I was an outdoorsy child, I was the first one to discover the family of white people that moved in, and I made contact, waving at him, introducing myself, and inviting him to make mud pies and grass stew with me. He accepted, and we’ve been friends ever since.

When we pull into the school, there’s a stretch limo a few cars ahead of us, filled with seniors who went all out for their last first day of school. Once Sam parks, I hop out and say, “Bye loser,” before shutting the door.

“Wait, you don’t want to walk in together?” he asks, getting out of the Jeep and locking the door.

“Why are you all sentimental? It’s only our junior year. Senior year is when you start the ‘Let’s make everything count,’” I walk beside him. From across the parking lot, I hear my name and turn to see her familiar golden brown face. Her high cheekbones raise when she smiles at me. “Luna!” I run across the parking lot and into her arms. 

“Naima.” She squeezes me. Her accent always makes my name sound like music.

“It’s been so long since I’ve seen you.”

“Girl,” she says, breaking away from our hug. “You saw me last week.”

“Okay, but a week is so long,” I pout. 

“Oooh, you did your hair.” Her fingers graze the tips of my locs. “Green. I like it.”

“Thanks.” I tuck a loc behind my ear and give a playful smile.

“Anyway…how have you been?” she asks, walking towards the school.

“Bien buena,” I say, waiting for her response. Her dad told me to tell her that the next time we practice our Spanish and see what she says. 

Her cheeks turn rosy. “Where did you learn that?”

“Aht aht. En español.”

“¿Dónde eso aprendiste?”

“No estoy diciendo nada,” I wink at her.

“Naima!” She playfully swats at me.

Sam walks up to us. “What’s going on?”

“Naima’s learned how to catcall from somebody,” Luna explains. “She won’t say.”

“Jurado de…secrecy?” My vocabulary isn't the best. Neither is my conjugation.

“Es, ‘Estado bajo juramento de secreto’ pero ¿por quién?”

Sam wears his confusion on his face. He’s not cultured like me and Luna so he has no idea what we’re saying. The bell rings which is the perfect distraction from Luna trying to make me reveal my source. 

We walk to the gym and listen to the principal give the same orientation speech we’ve listened to since freshman year. Take school seriously. These four years are the best and most important years of your life. Blah blah blah. I take school pretty seriously. I love learning, and school would be perfect if it was only about learning, but it’s also about socializing and being a person. My least favorite parts. At least I have Sam and Luna. 

After orientation, the three of us walk to our homerooms. Luna and I have homeroom together: Luna Rosalba Hernandez-Sanchez and Naima Grace Jones. Samuel Jackson Taylor branches off from us and goes his separate way.

“See you at lunch!” We yell at him before going into the classroom.

Our homeroom teacher, Mrs. Caldwell gives us another lecture about state tests and expectations for the year. I drone her out so Luna and I can split a pair of wireless earbuds and sneak watch TikToks in the back of the room. We muffle our laughs scrolling through her For You page. Her algorithm has her tuned into skits of Hispanic people working customer service or pretending to be Karens. 

When the bell rings for first period, we part ways. Because I went the AP route, I don’t have any classes with Luna or Sam this year. My morning classes are pretty uneventful. The teachers give us our syllabi and go over the plan for the school year. When it’s time for lunch, I spot Luna, and we stand in line to get our food. We pick our usual table at the edge of the cafeteria near the double doors that lead to the parking lot.

“Hey y’all,” Sam says, holding his tray in his hand. “I’m eating with the boys today.”

“So you hate us?” I ask him, giving him my most serious face.

“Nai, don’t start.” He rolls his eyes. 

“No. Go be with your boys. Your whores!” I whisper-yell the last part to his back and a few other students turn to look at me.

“Naima!” He shoots me a look with squinted eyes. He only uses my full name when he’s serious about something, and I seriously embarrassed him. I grin victoriously watching him turn and walk over to his other friends’ table.

“Naima, mira,” Luna nudges and points to a boy I’ve never seen before walking into the lunch line. He’s looking around, probably wondering where he’s gonna sit. “That’s the new kid. He’s in my pre-calculus class,” she whispers.

The new kid is about five-eight with amber colored skin. He has hooded eyes, a broad nose, and bow-shaped lips. His hair is tightly coiled with a temple fade, and he’s wearing a cream sweater even though the temperature is projected to be in the nineties today. 

“He’s kinda pretty,” I say, taking a bite of my sandwich.

Luna points her head to the girls also staring in his direction. Redbud Springs is a small town where everyone knows everyone. People rarely come to Redbud Springs, but a lot of people leave. Since new students are far and few between, everyone flocks to them. I doubt this new kid would be any different.

“His name is Kamron. He’s from California,” Luna whispers like this boy from across the cafeteria can hear us.

“Do you think he knows Snoop Dogg?” I shift from looking at this guy to looking at Luna. “Did you know Snoop Dogg’s grandma lives in McComb, and he comes back to see her?”

“I only know every time you tell me,” she says in a slightly annoyed voice.

“It’s a fun fact,” I say defensively.

Luna, still monitoring the new kid, widens her eyes. I turn to look, and Kennedy is walking towards him. Kennedy is the most popular girl in school. Every year she’s voted for both class maid and student body representative. Today, she’s wearing a 1B thirty inch body wave lace front wig, a beige bodycon dress with a black oversized coat, and black sneakers. She’s also my cousin.

“Kennedy’s found her next victim,” Luna laughs.

I smirk at Luna’s joke. Before the pandemic, Kennedy and I were best friends. Now she barely acknowledges that I exist. So much has changed in a few short years.

The bell rings. I head to my next class, scoping out a table in the front and near the floor-to-ceiling window. Since it’s AP Biology, there’s only nine students that have signed up. We had to meet at the end of last year so Mrs. Truss could go over expectations, and if any of us weren’t up for the challenge, it was our chance to drop out and take an easier class. Although I was the only junior and only Black person that signed up, I was determined to prove that I belonged in this class. I completed our summer assignments and turned them in a month early. My dream is to be a biochemist and work in a research lab. Not for any sappy reason like I’m trying to save the world, but because lab work is fun, and I can get paid a lot of money. 

Seconds before the bell rings, the new kid walks in the class. He looks around the classroom before deciding to sit at an empty table closer to the back. I think he might be lost, but maybe someone else will tell him so I open my textbook to Chapter Five and wait for class to start. 

“Good afternoon class,” Mrs. Truss starts with her pronounced drawl. She’s a petite thin lady with a blonde bob. “I got everyone’s summer assignments for Chapters One through Four. I’m so excited that y'all stayed with us over the summer. Usually, I have a couple of drop outs, but it seems like y’all are in it for the long haul. I’d like to introduce y’all to our new student Kamron Barksdale. He’s a junior who just moved from California, and we’re so excited he’s gonna be joining us.”

We all turn to look at Kamron. He gives a small smirk and waves.

Correction: There’s now ten students in AP Biology, and I’m one of two Black juniors. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Sam finds me after school, and we get in his Jeep to go home. He tells me all about his first day and how excited he is that his best friends Darius and Marcus are in almost all of his classes. I nod along watching the town pass by outside my window. My classes are as expected. Besides the three AP classes I signed up for, my load this year is pretty light. 

“Did you see we have a new kid?” he asks, knocking me out of my trance.

“Yeah. He’s in my AP Bio class.”

“So he’s a nerd like you?” He teases.

“Shut up!” I swat at him. “I’m not a nerd. I’m a cool kid.”

“I don’t know.” He grins. “Only nerds say stuff like that.”

We turn off the main highway of town and onto the county road leading to our houses. Sam’s indie rock music fills the car, and I absentmindedly tap my foot to it. When I hear mumbling in Sam’s voice, I say, “Hmm?”

“I said did you want to come over or you want me to drop you off?” He stares at the road ahead. We’re passing the big bend in the road that means we’re about three minutes from the house.

“I’ll come over, but,” I raise my finger, “you have to eat dinner with us.”

“I was gonna do that anyway. You afraid of Ms. Shunda?”

“You know how she is. ‘Naima,’”—I raise my voice to imitate Mom—"'Are we gonna have a good school year this year?’ Ugh.” I slump in the car seat. “At least when you’re there she’s like ‘Sam is a perfect child who never does anything wrong’ and it deflects from me.”

“Nai, my mom wishes I had your grades.”

“Okay, and my mom wishes I was normal like you. Maybe we should switch.”

He chuckles as he turns into his driveway, parks, and we grab our bookbags to head into the house. Sam lays on his bed and scrolls through social media. I pull out my homework to work on it at his desk. I finish everything except for my reading for English class which I’ll do later in my room. I walk over to his bed, and Sam scoots over to make room for me to lie beside him.

“I’m thinking of doing this.” Sam shows me a TikTok of the latest viral dance. “You think I can learn that tonight?”

I shrug. In the two years he's been posting, Sam has amassed a TikTok following of almost two million people. He posts skits, dance moves, and some lifestyle videos. Apparently it’s good enough for almost two million people to want to be continuously updated and for companies to throw cash at him to promote their products. Although he’s not eighteen yet, I don’t ask too many questions in case what he’s doing is illegal.

I look at the time on his phone, and it’s almost 4:30. “Mom should be home now if you want to walk over.”

Between our houses is a wall of trees so thin that we can see when the other is home. When I see Mom’s blue Chevy Equinox, I look at Sam and sigh. Here we go.

We walk through the back door while Mom is still unpacking from her day at work. Her Sisterlocks cover her light brown face as she gathers her things. Markese is in his room upstairs powering up his PlayStation. Mom looks up from her bag, and her eyes light up when she sees Sam. She rushes to him with her arms out and squeezes him. “Sam! How is it I haven’t seen you all summer?” 

“I was here…wasn’t I?” He looks to me for confirmation, but I shrug because I don’t remember. Usually, I escape to Sam’s house.

Mom takes a step back to study him. “You’re getting taller and taller every time I see you. Are you taller than me now?”

“I think so,” he beams. Sam is 5’11, but he lies and tells everyone he’s six feet tall. 

Mom is 5’10. Although Markese is only eleven, we’re both 5’8. Our dad was 6’1, so soon Markese will be taller than me, and I’ll be the shorty in the family. 

“Anyway, Mom, how was school today?” I ask. She’s a sixth grade science teacher. When I had her as a teacher and had the highest grade in her class, the other kids claimed it was nepotism. Markese lucked out by not having her for science this year.

“It was fine. It was syllabus day and having to put names to faces, you know?” She turns her attention back to Sam. “Are you playing any sports this year? Football maybe?” She elbows his sides.

Sam scratches his neck. “No ma’am. You know Mom is worried about CTE. I’m just gonna play baseball again. Maybe soccer.”

“Soccer also has a high risk of CTE,” I chime in.

Sam considers this before saying, “Maybe basketball.”

“I don’t think you’re tall enough for that.”

He squints at me, and I grin.

“Just baseball, then.”

Mom twists her lips, and her smile fades, “Okay. I have to work some of the football games this year. I would’ve loved to have someone to cheer for.”

I give Sam the look like See you’re the perfect child Mom wants. He shakes his head to dismiss my telepathic message.

“Are you staying for dinner?” she asks him.

“I can if that’s okay. Mom’s working late.”

“Perfect.” Her smile returns. “Give me about an hour.” She returns to her bag and unpacks her materials from school before she remembers that I exist. “Naima, how was your first day?”

“It was good. I’ve done almost all of my homework. Just got some reading left.”

She looks up from her bag and sighs, “Are we gonna have a good school year?”

I turn to Sam like I told you so. “Of course we are,” I say through a strained smile.










  
  
Chapter two



At the front of class, Mrs. Truss lectures about cell structure and function. It’s baby stuff that we learned last year in Advanced Biology. I gaze at my textbook that’s opened to unit 2 then stare out the floor-to-ceiling window beside my table. The classroom is on the front side of the school that looks out onto a sparsely populated forest and then the four lane highway. I count how many cars go by. There’s one a minute unless the red light by the school turns green and then about six go at one time. A cardinal teeters around the bushes by the base of the window. I wonder what it’s looking for. 

As I’m looking at the bird, I hear sounds that sound vaguely familiar. I glance back at Mrs. Truss who’s staring at me.

“Naima, perhaps, you can help us with this question.”

I gulp.

“Why do plants need both chloroplasts and mitochondria?”

I twist my fingers under my desk trying to concentrate. Chloroplasts make chlorophyll which is used to make food for the plants. Mitochondria is the powerhouse of the cell. It makes energy. So maybe, “Mitochondria makes the energy that other organelles like chloroplast use to make food.”

She twists her lips and then sighs. “You’re on the right track, but that’s not quite the answer I’m looking for. Anyone else?” She checks the room for someone else to respond. I look down at my table because I can’t believe she caught me off guard. I was supposed to be better than this. “Yes. Kamron?”

“I think Naima was right about chloroplasts making food and mitochondria making energy, but they work together. To make food, chloroplasts release oxygen, and the mitochondria uses that oxygen to make energy for the chloroplast to make food. It’s a cycle.”

It’s the first time I hear Kamron speak. Even though he speaks in a slight staccato, each word is clear and strong, amplifying the feeling that I’m wrong and good at nothing.

“That's what I'm looking for! Everything works together.” She turns her attention back to me. “Get your head out of la la land, Naima.”

I exhale through my nose and then nod. My ears burn, and my eyes sting. It’s the third day of school, and I’m already messing up. 

After school I walk home with Luna instead of going to my house with Sam. The birds chirping in the trees act as our soundtrack. My focus is on my feet dragging across the pavement while I ruminate on missing that question in fifth period. Luna is too glued to her phone to notice my dismay, and I’m grateful. 

Luna lives in town—not far from the high school—in a red brick house. Her father sits on the couch watching ESPN when we walk in. Seeing us, he jumps up from his seat. “Naima, I didn’t know you were coming today.”

“Yeah, we wanted to get ready for homecoming,” I explain. Although it’s two months away, the school released this year’s theme, and we wanted to make sure we have enough time to plan and coordinate our outfits. “Hope that’s okay.”

“Of course it’s okay.”

When Luna walks to the kitchen, Mr. Hernandez stands next to me, puts his hand on my shoulder and whispers in his gruff accent, “Did you do it?”

“Yes,” I whisper back.

“What did she do?”

“She was like, ‘Oh my God. Who taught you that?’”

I wave my arms around to signal how frazzled she was. He muffles his laughter through his teeth and clears his throat. “Um, Naima,” he speaks loudly so Luna won’t get suspicious. “Hambrienta? We’re having tacos tonight.”

“Yeah, tacos are great,” I say aloud, following his lead, while he snickers.

Luna walks back into the living room with two glasses of horchata. We try to knock the laughter off of our faces but fail miserably. 

“Dad, stop harassing Naima.” She hands me one of the cups. 

Mr. Hernandez pats me on the back, and I follow Luna to her room. Their solid black cat, Nellie, is curled into a ball in her cat bed. When she sees me, she gets up, meows, stretches, then walks towards me. Luna got Nellie as a kitty at the start of the pandemic. I put the cup down on Luna’s nightstand to pick her up. She meows incessantly so I tuck her head in my neck and use my chin to rub her baby head. She nuzzles me back and purrs. 

“Hola, gatita. Tú eres perfecta,” I tell her while cradling her like a baby. “Y bonita y genial en todo y te amo.” I kiss her tiny head.

“Girl, do you have to do that every time you come over?” Luna asks.

“If I don’t, she’s going to think that I hate her, and I don’t hate her, porque she’s a perfect baby. Una angelita perfecta.” 

I put my nose to Nellie’s, and she sniffs me. Petting Nellie’s silky fur helps me process what happened today in AP Bio. I know it was just one question that I missed, but if I can’t fully answer a question in this baby biology class, how am I ever gonna get a degree in biochem? I exhale a bit harder than I mean to.

“Everything alright?” Luna asks. Her gaze is on her phone when I look at her. 

“I—” I sigh, wondering if this is a big enough issue for anyone else to care about. “I missed a question in class today.”

“Oh.” She looks up from her phone. “I’m sure it’s not that bad.”

“I don’t know,” I say, waving my hands around trying to get a handle on the wave of insecurity crashing against my chest. “If I can’t pass this class, I can’t get a jumpstart on my biochem career, and if I can’t do that I’ll be a bum, and everything in my life that I’ve worked so hard for won’t matter.”

“Girl, it’s one question.”

“Yeah, it starts that way, but what if I miss multiple questions on the test? What if I fail this class? What if biology isn’t for me?”

She shakes her head. “I love you, okay? But I think you’re overreacting.”

“Maybe you’re underreacting,” I throw my head back, exasperated. “The things we do now determine the rest of our lives. If we make one mistake, everything’s ruined. If I can’t course correct this, where will I be in five years? Or ten?”

She takes my free hand and squeezes it. “Breathe, girl.” She takes a slow breath and motions for me to join her. I do, letting the air slowly fill my lungs and breathe it out. We take another breath and exhale it. During the quarantine, we were meditation buddies and would do guided meditation over an app. 

“Better?”

Barely. “It’s just that—what am I gonna do if I don’t get into a good college?”

She tilts her head at me and gives me a knowing look. “You? Not getting into a good college?”

She smiles, and I let out a little laugh. I’m catastrophizing again. 

“Fine. You’re right. I’ll be fine.”

When I glance over at her, her face is glued to her phone again.

“Okay, now what’s going on with you?” I ask.

“Huh?” She looks up from her phone and then slides it under her thigh. “It’s nothing.”

I squint at her because I know she’s hiding something.

“Do you remember Bella?” she asks.

I nod. Luna worked with Isabella Branch during her summer camp job. I had only seen Bella on social media. She goes to a private school, but she’s blonde with streaks of pink in her hair, and she wears heavy eyeliner and black clothes. I love her aesthetic and so did Luna because she made out with Bella several times over the summer from what she told me.

“She wants to meet up with me again.” She rolls her eyes. 

“What’s wrong with that?” I thought she liked Bella.

“It’s just” —she waves her hands around trying to find the words—“I just…Maybe Bella was a fling, you know? And I don’t know how to tell her that nicely.”

“Do you like her?”

“I think she’s cute and a nice kisser, but I don’t know.” She bites her lip.

“I mean if you like her, why not meet up with her? See where it goes?”

“It’s not that simple.” She shifts her gaze. “Plus I started talking to a new boy. His name is Kike.” 

She thumbs through her phone, eventually showing a picture of a guy who took a selfie from a low angle that isn’t super flattering. I grimace, and she notices. “He looks better in person.” 

Sure he does. She puts her phone away. 

“I don’t know. Kike could really be something. Do I want to waste my time with Bella?”

“I mean if you like both, why not date both?”

Luna huffs, “Yeah and be a hoe? I don't think so.”

“Or”—I put my hand on hers, and Nellie shifts in my lap—“Like our Lord and Savior, Megan Thee Stallion, you could be a hottie. Hot girls can do whatever they want and you are the hottest of hot girls. Look at all these people who want to be with you.”

She smiles and rolls her eyes. “Okay, I’m a hot girl.”

“And a hot girl can date as many people as she wants,” I remind her.

“Fine,” she acquiesces. “But I need a date for homecoming, and I can’t pick two dates.”

“Homecoming is two months away.” I wave away her worry. “Have fun now.”

She sighs, still torn about her choices. 

“What’s the Homecoming theme anyway?” I ask, trying to get her mind off of it. 

Luna searches on her laptop. I lift Nellie and place her at the foot of the bed so I can crawl up next to Luna and lay on her arm while she searches our school’s social media. 

“It says 'A Night Under the Stars.' That’s perfect for you.” She points at the screen which has an indigo blue graphic with silver and gold stars on it.

“The dress has got to be sparkly,” I tell her. “I wish I had sparkly Crocs cause I’m not wearing heels.”

“Naima, you can’t wear Crocs to a dance.”

“Who cares about societal expectations and beauty standards?” I pout. Crocs are comfy.

“Naima.” She tightens her voice to emphasize her point.

I roll my eyes. “It’s a shoe. Everybody else will get over themselves.”

“It’s one night.”

I sulk while we search for potential dresses. We settle on two different types. One is a silky shimmery number and the other has stars on the tulle lace. Thankfully, both come in plus sizes. The shipping says it’ll only take two weeks so we decide to couch the dress search for now. I pick up my phone and scroll through TikTok. After getting bored, I go to Instagram where a friend request is waiting for me. I find push notifications overwhelming because it seems like I’m being pressured to respond immediately, and I can’t deal with that. So all of my apps have push notifications off. My phone is notoriously on silent mode, and my accounts are private.

When I click on the notifications bar, there’s a follow request from...Kamron? Why would he want to follow me? So he can make me feel stupid out of class too? I sigh. Technically, Kamron did nothing wrong. He just answered the question the way Mrs. Truss wanted, but I wish it was me. I wish I got it right. They’re probably both wondering why I’m even in that class.

“Do you remember Kamron? The new kid?” I ask. “He just sent me a friend request.”

Luna looks at my phone then shakes her head. “Have you seen him and Kennedy together? The devil works hard, but Kennedy works harder.”

Today at school, Kennedy walked Kamron to all of his classes. They ate lunch together. When she got to our AP Bio, she glared at me like I had the nerve to be in the class that I signed up for. 

“Maybe I shouldn’t accept his friend request. It’ll be too much drama,” I say.

“It’s your decision,” Luna shrugs.

I wish I knew his endgame. I type in Kennedy’s username and go to her account. I’m still surprised that she hasn’t blocked me. Her story is active so I click on it. There’s a picture of her outfit of the day and of her and her friends goofing off in class. In the last clip, her face is squished together with Kamron’s. I stare at her face and see the subtle falsies she wears, the nude lip gloss, and the piercing in her nose that looks so much like mine and my father’s it aches. I don’t know how long my finger is holding down on the screen, pausing the story, when Luna asks, “You okay?”

I shake my head and offer a half smile, “No. Why does she hate me?” A crack in my voice gives away how much it still hurts. It’s been almost two years since Kennedy said she didn’t want to be friends with me anymore. Her own cousin. I can still hear the disgust in her voice when she said it. It hurts to lose someone over something that I can't control. I had always been the same person, but now with a label attached, I was less of a person and more of a highly stigmatized thing. Too stigmatized to be friends with anymore.

Luna sighs. She’s had to help me answer this question so many times, “I don’t think she hates you. It’s just—” she averts her gaze, and I know she’s avoiding telling me the truth.

“It’s okay,” I reassure her.

“After your father died, you were sometimes…a lot. And we love you, okay? A lot was going on. We were in a pandemic, but I get that Kennedy may not have been able to handle it all. It was a lot of change in a little time.”

I was a lot. I twirl the string from my pants around my fingers. I am a lot.

“I’m just saying,” Luna continues, “Don’t think the worst of Kennedy.”

I look back at the smiling Kennedy and Kamron. Maybe she’s not out to get me, but why is he sending me a friend request?








  
  
Chapter three



Luna glances at her phone in her pocket and bites her lip while I chew my sloppy joe. 

“What’s wrong?” I ask with a mouth full of food.

“It’s Bella. She wants to go out tonight.”

I swallow and then answer, “Okay then. Go out with her.”

Luna puts her elbows on the table and covers her face with her hands. “I don’t know if I should. This is so hard.”

“I think you’re making it harder than it has to be.” If she likes Bella, date Bella. If she likes Bella and Kike, date both.

She closes her eyes and exhales deeply, “I don’t know. If I date Bella, then that really means I’m…gay,” she whispers “gay” like it’s a bad word.

“I think if you like boys and girls, that’d technically make you bisexual.”

“Same difference.” She holds her head in her hands. “This summer we were just fooling around, but now it's all so real. Like, do I even want to be gay?”

“I don’t think you have a choice.” I take another bite out of my sandwich.

She folds her arms on the table and breathes deeply. I can tell she wants to cry, but hasn’t yet. I scan the cafeteria looking for Sam. He’s the comforter in these types of situations, and I’m more of the comforted. Luna needs a bear hug, but he’s kiki-ing with Marcus, Darius, and a few other boys. I wave my hands in his direction to try and get his attention, but he doesn’t see me. I exhale and squeeze my hands. I can do this, I tell myself. Hesitantly, I pat Luna’s back. 

“You don’t…have to be…gay?” I hope that’s the right thing to say.

She lifts her head. Her cheeks are pink from squeezing them against her arms. “You’re so bad at this.”

I giggle. “I am, but I don’t like when you feel bad.”

She blinks and then averts her gaze. Even from her side, I can see her chin wobble as she says, “I’m so worried what my parents are gonna think. And the church. I don’t want to get kicked out. I don’t want to go to hell.”

I nod. My family hasn’t been to church regularly since Dad died. It sounds bad but without the constant reminder, heaven and hell are out of sight, out of mind. I kind of forget that people still believe in that.

“You’re not going to hell,” I tell her, moving the strands of jet black hair that’s stuck to her face. “You are beautifully and wonderfully made. You’re a hot girl. You’re every perfect thing under the sun, and I’ll beat up anyone who tells you otherwise. Even God.” I put my fists in front of my face. Her laugh is small, but it's there. “I will still love you no matter who you want to date.”

She pulls her lips together into a smile. “Thank you.”

I grab her hand and interlace my fingers with it. “Of course. Do you want me to walk you to class?”

“Sure.” She wipes at her damp eyes.

We get up to empty our trays right before the bell rings. Locking arms, we walk to Luna's art class even though it’s on the other side of the school. As she walks to her seat, I stand in the doorway, waiting. Once I see she’s settled, we wave goodbye, and I power walk to AP Bio. The bell rings right as I walk past the threshold. I shuffle to my seat near the window, sit down, and try to catch my breath, letting out a large exhale.

Mrs. Truss turns her head towards me. “I get this may not be your favorite class, Naima, but the huffing and puffing isn’t helpful.”

I want to sigh again because I’m not trying to be rude. I’m just winded. Instead, I sigh internally, because apparently, I breathe wrong. The internal sigh is not enough, though, so I start squeezing my toes remembering Mom’s forced agreement to “have a good school year.” 

“Yes ma’am,” I smile, having to stifle another exhale.

She mirrors my strained smile. Her eyes narrow into slits, and the crow’s feet deepen around her eyes. My chest tightens because I know she’s wielding her authority over me, and I feel powerless. If I say something, Mom will get mad at me. If I sit here, I’ll be mad at myself. I press myself into the table until I can feel the edge denting itself into my stomach. I bounce my leg and try to silence my breathing. Anxiety bubbles in my stomach and makes its way to my chest. It restricts my breath so bad that I want to cry, but I can’t exhale. I can’t move the way I need to. I have to sit here and be silent.

I struggle to pay attention to Mrs. Truss. While she's going on about eukaryotic cells and their functions, I turn the pages in my book to see if I can match any words in the text with ones that are coming out of her mouth. Tears sting from trying to suppress my stimming.

“Which part of the cell theory has practical uses in health care because it promotes the use of sterilization and disinfection?” she asks us.

My hand waves in the air and for the first time, it’s some release of the energy building up in my body. I wave it back and forth and "ooh" for her to pick me. She calls on Dustin so I put my hand down.

“All living organisms are composed of one or more cells?” he asks, reading from the multiple choice question at the end of the section.

She shakes her head. “That’s not it. Anyone else?” I wave my hand again for her to pick me. “Yes, you Kamron.”

“All cells arise from pre-existing cells,” he says. 

She snaps and points her finger at Kamron. “Yes, perfect. Good job, Kamron.”

I glance back at him, and he has a satisfied smirk on his face. What’s up with this kid? As I inhale, the knot tightens in my chest.

She searches the book for another question. “So we’re all gonna work together on this one. ‘Examine the differences and similarities in the structural features of animal and plant cells. Justify the claim that both animals and plants have common ancestors based on your observations.’ Let’s start with the differences between animal and plant cells.”

“Well, plants cells have chloroplasts and a cell wall,” I say.

“Raise your hand, Naima,” Mrs. Truss says, clenching her jaw.

I raise my hand.

“Yes, Naima.”

“Plant cells have chloroplasts and a cell wall,” I say softer, acquiescing. My cheeks burn.

“They do.” She draws a Venn diagram with "animal" over one circle and "plant" over the other. She writes "chloroplasts" and "cell wall" in the plant circle. As people give more and more suggestions, she puts them in the appropriate circle. “Now looking at this, how do we know that both animals and plants have common ancestors?”

I raise my hand again, but she calls on Kamron. 

“There’s too many similarities to deny a common ancestor.”

“Good point. Anything else?” she asks.

I wave my hand wildly and look around the room. No one else’s is raised.

“Naima,” she sighs.

“They’re both eukaryotes. So that obviously shows they have a common ancestor because they’re so different from prokaryotes. And not only do they have the same parts, but they work the same. Like the mitochondria and nucleus work the same way in both cells.”

“And they reproduce the same,” Kamron chimes in. “Like meiosis and mitosis.”

“Well we haven’t gotten there yet, but thank you for your input, Kamron.”

Wait, so Kamron interrupts the class and is thanked, but I do it and am scolded? I glare back at him, but he’s facing the teacher. What in the world?

“So similar function and similar form means these cells have a similar ancestor. Does anyone know why their differences exist?”

I wave my hand, and Mrs. Truss calls me. “It’s the chlorophyll and photosynthesis.”

“Yes, but why is it there?”

“Cyanobacteria,” Kamron says. Again, why doesn’t he have to raise his hand?

“Thank you, Kamron! It’s the presence of an endosymbiont that helps distinguish the two.”

“But animal cells have endosymbionts, too. They just don’t photosynthesize like plant cells do,” I clarify, the knot tightening. 

“Yeah, but the endosymbiont isn’t caused by cyanobacteria in animal cells,” Kamron argues.

I turn to look at Kamron. My voice rises when I say, “But they have the exact same endosymbiont: mitochondria. So, it’s false to say the presence of an endosymbiont distinguishes them when they both have it. Plants have two and animals have one.”

The temperature rises in my face burning my ears and cheeks while I glare at Kamron.

“Look at this Black on Black crime,” Dustin snickers.

“Shut up, Dustin!” I slam my hand against the table.

“Naima! Office!” Mrs. Truss flicks her finger to the door.

Fuuuucccckkkkk.

I gather my books and drag my feet out the door. I used to fight back, but over time I’ve learned it’s better to just take the L than make it worse. No one would believe me anyway. I let out a huge exhale once I'm in the hallway. The walking helps release a lot of the built-up tension in my body. When I get to the office, the secretary Mrs. Dean sighs and shakes her head. “Already, Naima?”

“Don’t tell my mom,” I plead, plastering on a smile and sit behind her in one of the chairs outside of the principal’s office. 

“I have to.” She tsks, shaking her head again and writing on a sticky note, probably to call Mom as soon as I go to my next class. Thankfully, it’s only five minutes until then, but Mom is gonna tear into me as soon as I get home. I lean my head against the concrete wall and exhale slowly. So much for having a good school year.
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