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CHAPTER ONE Deja


Diamond don’t play, and that’s why I love her. My big sis, but I call her my little fried green tomato: tough exterior but a complete softie underneath it all. We habitually barter clothing and skin care, and I could use her fashion tips right now because nothing I own feels right enough to bring on this trip.

“Excuse me, is that my shirt?” my sister asks, entering our bedroom.

“Uh, no,” I lie, stuffing her coral halter into my suitcase. I know I ain’t right.

“Hmm, whatever.” She gives me a look, sensing my stress levels. “That’s why I’m finna keep that new face toner you made,” she says as she rummages through the random airtight glass jars full of creams and oils atop my wardrobe, where my experimentation with facial products and exfoliating scrubs has gotten out of hand. I call it my junk pile, where my family and friends come to pick through whatever skin care concoctions are left.

See? Softie.

I’m headed to College Park, Maryland, through my Onward Bound program to visit my number one school of choice: the University of Maryland—a school I chose after reading all the brochures, attending every virtual Q and A with students and faculty that I could, and comparing financial aid offers. But even after all that, I still felt uneasy, and I realized I have to visit the campus for myself; I have to get a feel for the school and make sure it’s the place for me before I accept their offer of admission.

Another reason I love Diamond? She always knows when to step up as a big sister and save me, even when I don’t know I need to be saved.

“I just, I don’t know.” I pace back and forth across our bedroom, throwing random toiletries in my bag as I do. “Am I being weird for going to visit just to be… sure?”

“Girl, no! I wouldn’t want to move to a place without seeing it first either. Why you think I haven’t moved outta here?”

I gaze out our window overlooking the pasture and the family garden, where I’ve spent much of my time cultivating my little facial cream experiments. The midday sun is beaming through our window, giving me a clear view of the newly ripened apricots on our tree. I’ve devoted hours out there to planting eucalyptus, roses, and lavender bushes, and to helping my parents harvest cucumbers, oranges, mint leaves, and other foods that are key ingredients in the homemade products my family consents to testing.

I hesitate. “I’m just…” I stop walking back and forth, take a deep breath, and sit on the edge of my twin bed. I know I’m capable, but it doesn’t mean it’s not still scary as hell.

My sister takes a long look at me, like she’s able to read every single one of my thoughts. She crosses the room. “You nervous about going?” I relent and nod my head. “Aww, baby.” She plops down next to me. “I’m coming with you.”

“No, I’m fine.” I force a smile, looking past her at my section of the room—filled with a collage of beauty and skin ads, vintage photography of Black beauty idols I bought from local and online thrift stores, and a time line of pictures from the last four years with my high school friends—afraid if I look at her my eyes will reveal my truth: panic. Diamond and my parents always complain how being an adult is overrated. I’m starting to agree already. “I know the bank doesn’t give you much time off, and…”

“Oh, stop it!” she says. “The way they be carrying on in there, I’m about to look for another job anyway.” She rolls her eyes. My sister complains about working at the bank twice a day—before she goes to work and the moment she gets home. “Plus I need to check the place out too. Gotta make sure my Dej is safe.” She gives me a look I’ve never been able to refuse. “Lemme come with you.”

“Okay,” I mumble, silently thankful, and lay my head on her shoulder. She rubs it. “But I’m paying for your bus ticket,” I say, “aaaannd, you know I plan on vlogging this, so you have to verbally agree to let me record you.”

She huffs, knowing my word is final. “I’ll put you in touch with my lawyer.” I roll my eyes at her. “I can’t remember the last time I got outta the Carolinas anyway. Who knows, maybe I’ll meet my future husband. Can you imagine?” She releases her grasp and does a strut as she walks to our closet, flipping her Marley twists. “Me with a fancy professor or doctor?” She does a little shimmy, and I shake my head. Then she begins pulling outfits off the hangers.

We both know she’ll never leave. She loves it here, at home, with our family and community.

I’m the adventurer, she’s the glue.

Diamond huffs as she crouches on our bedroom floor, pulling her suitcase from under the bed, the zipper getting caught on the frays of her sky-blue comforter.

“Why don’t you put the suitcase on the bed?” I comment.

She scrunches her face at me, a look full of disdain. “Oh, no, honey, you know we don’t do that. I’m not putting this nasty-ass suitcase on my duvet. Queen taught you better than that.”

Our grandma. Queenie would scoff at me just for rolling a suitcase coated with germs on her clean floor, let alone putting it on her bed.

“When we get back, you finna help me take these twists out,” she continues.

“This is why mine is nonexistent on my head. Minimal maintenance. You know I hate taking out hair,” I say, rubbing my hands through my short, coiled mane. “You better ask Dominique.”

“But you know Dominique is a little asshole,” she responds, patting her itchy scalp while seated on the floor, separating clothes to pack. I laugh.

Yes, my parents were those parents who gave all their children names that start with the letter D. In order, it’s Diamond, Darius Jr. and me (people mistake us for twins because we were born in the same year, but my mom got pregnant with me right after Darius was born so we’re the same age for a solid two months), Dominique, Deandre, and finally our little three-year-old sibling, Damarion. My parents call him a gift from God, but we know that’s code for he was unplanned. I know that for sure ’cause after he was born, Mama went to the doctor and got her tubes tied as soon as she could.

“Just bribe her with snacks. That’s how I get her,” I tell her, secretly going over the packing list in my head.

“I used to change her funky diapers; she owes me,” Diamond responds, rolling her eyes.

“That attitude is the reason why no one in this house will take out your twists.” I giggle.

Diamond smacks her lips. “Straight up? Ma and Poppa making all these boys is the real problem. The struggle of being the oldest girl.”

It’s my turn to roll my eyes. The oldest child has such a superiority complex, but I can respect it. She is coming to Maryland with me after all, which makes her the best oldest sister ever. I don’t know how I would have survived without her.

Frustrated with the choices from our shared closet, Diamond begins to pull everything she owns out of our mahogany wardrobe. She puts together outfits and holds different pieces up to her torso in the mirror beside the wardrobe, picturing what they would look like on.

“It’s just three days,” I remind her, as if I wasn’t just doing the same thing.

“Did you not hear me when I said I might meet someone?” She continues stuffing more clothes in her suitcase, and I note a few shirts I might borrow as they make their way into her bag.

I shake my head, suppressing a laugh, relieved that for this trip at least, I won’t be alone.



Greyhound has a straight shot from Fayetteville to DC, but they only have two slots a day, which means we can’t miss our bus. And of course, with Diamond—who kept packing and unpacking up until the last possible second—we almost do. Like, have to run two blocks in random Fayetteville traffic to get to it. But as mad as I am, it’s also hilarious. We’re tired and sweaty when we get on the bus, and I make Diamond promise, on camera, that she’ll buy me a Slurpee when the bus makes its first stop.

Unfortunately, shortly after the ride begins, the driver announces the AC has stopped working. The sun beams through the bus windows and gives us no reprieve after the Olympic-style running we’ve just done to catch our ride. We’re sticky and sweaty and gross.

After the rest stop, my sister and I finally feel better, the slushies cooling us down and sending us on a sugar high as we talk nonstop for the next few hours, crash for the final two, and wake up to DC’s city lights.

This is nothing like North Carolina with starlight shining across a deep, pitch-dark sky. Here, the night is illuminated by the lights from buildings throughout the city. A car honks, and it startles my sister awake.

“We’re here,” I whisper to her, pointing out the window.

She looks out the top window for a minute, trying to take the city in. “It’s loud and bright here.” She scowls, rubbing her eyes. I can tell that’s code for this ain’t for me.

I take out my phone to record this moment. “I know,” I say, feeling at ease as a sense of belonging wraps around me. “I love it.”
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CHAPTER TWO Raja


I step into the tattoo parlor, still reeling from yesterday’s conversation with my parents that plays in my mind on a loop. All the words I could’ve, should’ve said. What I had planned to say to better translate my desires and dreams into words they could understand. I told them I was moving into an apartment close to campus this summer, and they weren’t thrilled about it. You need to stay focused, they said. Home is where you belong.

Before I pop my backpack into my locker in the break room, I check my messages.

My older sister’s name comes up.


RANI: How did it go?

ME: It went.

RANI: Sounds about right. They weren’t happy when I left either. I don’t think they like this idea of kids moving away for college, and you’re local so they don’t see the point.

RANI: Plus you’re moving in like a couple weeks. That’s a big shock to their system.

ME: Yeah, I know. But the alternative was telling them months in advance and having to hear it the entire time.

ME: Anyway, you coming home this weekend?

RANI: I wasn’t… but I can make an exception for you since our parents are being… typical.



I smile. I could use her right now.

“Raj, what’s up, bro?” Van, my mentor and the owner of the shop calls out, bursting through the back.

I shrug my shoulders.

“You finally told your parents, huh?”

“Yeah,” I respond, rubbing my wavy mane. “And it didn’t go over too well.”

“What’s not well?” he inquires, following me out of the break room back onto the tattoo shop floor, my second home. This place gives me so much peace—not only am I surrounded by talented tattooists who have similar goals, but I’ve been accepted in a space where I get to do my own thing. While at my parents’ place, my sketchbook is hidden underneath my bed, here it’s welcomed. Mostly it’s on the front desk in between appointments, laid out on the worn black leather sofa in the break room, or nestled in the open chair I like to sit and draw in during slow periods throughout the day. I get my best work done in between job tasks, and the crew gives me feedback on my portfolio. Contrary to what my dad believes, I don’t mind constructive criticism.

“Constructive” is the key word.

I go to the front to begin checking inventory for the day. “They told me my grades are guaranteed to suffer because girls and parties will cloud my priorities. ‘Why waste money, Babu, when you could live at home?’ ” I say, imitating my dad. “And then I heard my mom mumble something in Nepali about me basically flunking and moving back in before the semester ends anyway.”

Van laughs, knowing too well what I’m going through, being first-generation Sri Lankan and all. “They’re projecting, but they’re actually afraid you’ll leave and never come back.”

“I mean… they should be?” I mutter, shrugging my shoulders again. Van chuckles. “Wouldn’t it be nice if, instead of all this passive-aggressive bullshit, they’d just… say that?”

“You’re asking for too much, Raja,” Van tells me.

“But for real, Van, I don’t get it. I am keeping it local. Hell, this is as close to home as a college kid can get. All my friends are gone away for school, and I’m starting a new school a mere twenty minutes away. How do they not see that?”

“It’s not what they’re used to,” Van says, hearing out my frustrations like he often has, ever since I met him a few years ago at a tattoo convention and we bonded over a shared pain of parents not understanding us wanting to do anything other than the predetermined career paths set for us. It took his parents years to accept that he wanted to be a tattoo artist, to understand that being a doctor, lawyer, or engineer wasn’t the only “respectable” career choice out there. That there were different paths to being successful. “Our parents expect us to stay in the house with them, get married, and move our spouses in too. It’s about building little communities here and preserving the culture. The fact that both you and your sister decided to move out is scandalous.”

“I hear that. But also, what about the culture here? This is what most of my classmates are doing. They go away to college and go live on campus. I don’t want to be away forever, but I do need to live a little. I’m not trying to have my college experience feel like thirteenth grade.”

“They’ll come around,” Van says. “One of the hard truths of being first- and second-gen. Nothing came easy to our parents, so nothing can come easy to us. They’re trying to teach us true fortitude the best way they know how.”

I sit on one of the stools and crack my knuckles, meditating on what Van just said. Deep down, I want to believe that he’s right. That one day, I’ll get my parents to hear me out, to begin to understand.

When I met Van, it was one of the few moments I stuck my neck out and went after what I wanted, secretly of course. I’d been following him online for years, and he was generous even then—detailing how he lines and shadows his work. I didn’t want to be a weirdo and start popping up in his shop, so about a year ago, I saved up enough money from my other side gig, reselling sneakers, and went to a local tattoo convention at the National Harbor to get a dream tattoo, one that was inspired by my graduation trip to Nepal a few months back.

As he inked away, Van and I went from keeping it casual to going all in—we talked about where we grew up—he in Vienna, me in Silver Spring—our family dynamics, and everything else. I was getting a pretty intricate design on my shoulder and upper arm, a Ganesha tattoo with white, blue, and pink lines surrounding its crown and tusk, which required a few hours of his time. After a little while I found myself getting lightheaded; Van gave me some water and sat with me as I waited for my head to stop spinning.

“You got some balls requesting a tattoo this intense,” he said.

“I know,” I said, then pointed to my backpack. “I have some coconut water in my bag.” I came prepared. He nodded and opened my backpack for me. That’s when he saw my portfolio. I didn’t have a plan of when or how I was going to show Van my sketchbook, but it definitely wasn’t when I was close to passing out.

“You an artist?” he asked, handing me my carton of coconut water.

I shrug. “Tryna be.” I was sweating bullets while trying to act cool on the outside and feeling even more lightheaded—because of the tattoo and because my idol was seeing my work for the first time. But after reviewing my work and hearing about my desire to infuse my art with a combination of my Nepali and American heritage, he understood at once. During the second session of the tattoo, I met the rest of his crew. They saw in me what he did, and in some ways they began to feel more like family than my own parents.

Van and his crew offered me an apprenticeship on the spot, and I’ve been working here ever since.

Outside of shadowing him, I also run the register, help close and clean, and handle general tattoo shop maintenance, which I don’t mind since I want to have my own someday. I’m learning this shop inside and out. My high school was one of the most diverse schools in the whole state of Maryland—that was the first time I felt like I found my people, and in some ways, I was sad about graduating. Many of the chosen family I had come to love over the years were moving away—to other schools in other states. But I felt stuck, wanting to stay here but still wanting to find a crew. I almost felt like I made the wrong decision, until I found this shop. Figuring out college didn’t feel as overwhelming, knowing I had a place like this to come to.

I think about how thankful I am to have found this place, my feet propped up on one of the shop chairs, sketching another permutation of a lotus mandala tattoo. I know, I know, a little too on the nose considering its meaning, but something about the circles and geometric symmetry with the petals settles me. Our shop is on UMD’s campus, so spring breaks and summers are our offseasons, with nights like tonight usually running slow.

Usually.

Imagine my surprise when two beautiful girls walk in, and I fumble to unprop my legs on Van’s tattoo chair and act like I work here.

Both girls are wearing matching jackets, radiating laughter and joy. My eyes go from the girl in the jeans to the girl in a jumpsuit. In an instant I notice every bit of her: a smile so wide it warms her entire face, her perfectly shaped profile as she points to some of the sketches on the wall, the way she walks over gracefully to an image she likes, moving like she’s levitating. I should have popped up, greeted the two ladies, asked if they had any questions. But I physically can’t move—my breath light, my pulse throbbing—and all I can think is: I’d bet she’d look stunning in a saree.

So yeah, Van and this parlor have given me everything I’ve ever wanted.

Including the chance to talk to a goddess, who just walked through the shop’s door.
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CHAPTER THREE Deja


Earlier that day…

My tour guide spits out random information as a few potential classmates and I walk across the lush University of Maryland campus, admiring the students and faculty as they go about their day, excited to be immersed in this world. I’ve been dreaming about this moment for far too long. The chance to finally step out on my own, budding from the shadows of a small town and a large family, to pursue my dreams of being a cosmetic chemist.

A moss-green color sweeps over UMD’s campus, which is incredibly serene. It’s almost like a different world from the bustling nightlife of DC that we saw as we got in last night. Which I kinda love—when I want the fast life, I can party in the city, and when I want to focus on my studies, I can hide away on campus. I’m feeling a little more at ease already.

The school’s signature welcome sign is an M located in a traffic circle built in the late seventies, which was planted by the facilities team and features red and white petunias raised by the horticulture department. I learned this all while researching the school, and it was another plus for me. “Excuse me,” I interrupt the guide. “How many flowers are in the M sign?”

“Great question!” she shouts enthusiastically. “Our landscape workers plant about eight hundred and fifty flowers twice a year, and it takes five of them to do this in one full day. You’ll notice the red begonias, but as you can see there are still some flowers that haven’t quite bloomed. Those are our yellow pansies and they’ll begin blooming this fall.”

“Thank you,” I say. Guess not all my research was correct. I read petunias, but now pansies are the new plants, which I like even more since they have the same yellow-golden hue as sunflowers. My excitement tiptoes in, and suddenly I imagine witnessing those yellow flowers blossom during my walks to class.

There were a few other colleges I looked at, both historically Black colleges and predominantly white institutions, and while my heart was initially set on attending an HBCU, UMD was offering me a full-ride scholarship plus room and board. Spelman also accepted me, but I didn’t have the same financial aid options, and as much as I wanted the Black college experience, I’d seen the student loan debt my sister accumulated after being away for only one year. Still, it didn’t stop me from complaining to my Onward Bound counselor about how I was a Southern girl and the city life seemed like the most. “DC is the mid-Atlantic,” she said. “Still some Southern vibes there. Where do you think the go-go sound came from?” Oh. That got my attention, and so I agreed to check the school out.

After touring the rest of the campus and seeing the student union, cultural center, recreation center, and more, I head back to McKeldin Mall, the go-to meeting spot to convene with some Onward Bound students for an informal meet and greet. I’ve never been more thankful for a program like this, which helped me and other students like me with tighter financial constraints prepare for college. We all connected on Slack when one of the students mentioned visiting campus for spring break with family members. It inspired some of the other students to come check it out, hoping it would help with our decision-making.

Two of the incoming students are already on the lawn when I pull up. I sort of feel like I could spot Chloe in a crowd based on the pictures of her big, curly wigs, but the color is different from her avatar so I’m not quite sure if that’s her. Regardless, I push through my nerves and walk over to them, hoping one of them will recognize me instead. “Deja!” they practically say in unison, and I wave nervously, unsure how to respond.

They get up to introduce themselves.

“I’m Chloe!” the girl says, standing up so fast I almost get whiplash. And for such big hair and personality, I’m surprised at how little she is. Chloe comes up to my nose when she stands, which is a noticeable difference from my five-five frame, with caramel skin and locks swaying in the wind. She’s got on a matte lip and bedazzled sunglasses that overpower her face, but she takes them off before practically jumping on me to embrace. “Sorry, that was a lot,” she says after she lets me go. “I can come on strong sometimes.”

I chuckle. Chloe and I have been pretty engaged in the Onward Bound channel as two intended chemistry majors, so it’s nice to see her personality be the same in real life.

“And I’m Ramiro,” Ramiro says, going in for a hug after Chloe finishes. “Nice to meet you.” Ramiro is much taller and lankier than us both, with a tapered haircut and olive-color skin. His smile reveals dimples that just don’t seem to end. I can already tell he’ll be breaking some hearts on campus this school year.

“Nice to meet you both,” I respond, relieved to find out that the chemistry we have in our chat translates well in real life. We all sit back down on the lawn, and I look around to see students lying on the grass reading, lounging in hammocks, or riding scooters along the pathway. We talk a little about our trips, comparing notes like a study group. “This is such a vibe,” I say, looking around at the campus.

“Right?” Chloe replies. “Enough to make a decision?” I look at her and she smiles.

“I’m strongly considering,” I reply.

“Okay, what’s stopping you, then? We need more of us”—she points to her and Ramiro—“at this school, so tell us your concerns and we’ll address them right here and right now.”

“You two are definitely coming here this fall, then?” I ask, eyebrows raised.

Ramiro nods. “Yeah, me and Chloe decided today we’re going to accept, and we need you to combine forces with us.”

“Combine forces?” I ask.

“The color coalition,” he responds, motioning his hands like he’s unleashing superpowers. We all crack up. While Onward Bound’s program is full of students from all different backgrounds, UMD, by comparison, is starkly white, and that’s becoming more apparent the longer we people watch.

“I’m learning Ramiro is just as crazy as I am,” Chloe says, still giggling. “So what’s your issue, then?”

“Honestly,” I say, looking around, “not much. Meeting up with you two already makes it better.” They both look at each other and smile. “I… I don’t know. I’m just afraid to make the wrong decision.”

“We all feel that way,” Ramiro says. “I don’t think it will fully feel right till you’re in it. What’s your gut saying, though? Like when you consider your main reasons for going to any college, does this work? Does this school check most of your boxes?”

I nod, without hesitation. “Yeah, it does,” I say, deep in thought. “I needed my tuition and everything paid for first and foremost… and a school close to home so I could go back easily when I’m homesick.”

“Those are pretty big needs, and it already checks them off,” Ramiro says.

“And you seem to like the campus,” Chloe responds. “Ramiro and I already saw some pretty cute upperclassmen.”

That bright smile shows up on Ramiro’s face and I laugh again. “Just remember,” Ramiro says, “you can always transfer. But don’t psych yourself out either.”

Social media makes college admissions look so easy. Someone sits at a computer, opens their acceptance email, and reads it aloud while their parents lose it in the background. There’s tension until they are all able to process the news at the same time—that they’ve been accepted into their dream school, and after the initial celebrations and hugging and crying, they begin chronicling their life as they prep to move to campus. Their parents seem to know everything—not only did their folks help with the application process, but they run all the errands to get their dorm essentials and travel with them to campus on move-in day to get them settled.

For me, though, my parents are depending on me to figure it all out. They trust I will, but sometimes the hardest person to trust is yourself.

’Cause I’m all in my head right now.

I look around again, this time with new eyes.

I could see this.

Meeting Chloe and Ramiro on the lawn in between classes, scoping out campus cuties, taking Friday night trips to DC to hang. My sister can come visit when she’s up to it, and I won’t have to pay high airline prices to go see family.

Greyhound might not be ideal, but it’s cheap and gets me here in one piece.

“I think this is it,” I tell them. “I’m going to accept.” Chloe squeals, and Ramiro fist-bumps me. Then we take a lap around the turf, envisioning our future lives together.



My sister and I walk through College Park, the streets packed with pedestrians, and I’m euphoric. All my fears are gone—well, most of them anyway. I found my school. The campus is beautiful, the other Onward Bound students and I got along so well, and now Diamond and I are going out to celebrate.

We started the night with dinner at a local dining hall and ate with Ramiro and Chloe and her family, who were all incredibly nice. I think Diamond felt more comfortable knowing that there were two people I could lean on while I’m here. She’s such a mama bear. After we parted ways with them, Diamond and I decided to stroll through the campus town, observing students mingling and getting a feel for the city as we catch up on our days.

“I’ve been talking this entire time, but I want to hear about your day,” I say.

Diamond opted to sit the campus visit out, which worked for me since I wanted some alone time. I love my sister to death, but sometimes she projects her fears of new places onto me. Drifting off to sleep last night, I began to wonder myself. But being on campus today helped me realize I can’t let her opinions sway my decision in any way. This is a choice I’m making for me.

“Stayed in bed and watched Love Is Blind.”

I laugh, shaking my head at her.

“Then I went downstairs and hung out in the pool. Best sick day I’ve ever had.”

“I thought you used vacation days?” I asked.

“Sholl did. Told them today I was sick and had to rest before we traveled.” My sister is a MESS. “How much did you pay for this hotel anyway? It looks expensive.”

“Onward Bound got us a really good discount,” I reply. “So don’t expect this type of luxury every time you’re in town. We’ll be sharing a twin bed and cuddling next time you visit.” My sister snickers, and I sigh, blissful. “I’m so happy right now, I feel like I need to do something… wild.”

“You talkin’ crazy! Like what?” she says, giving me the same look Ma gives us when she’s judging.

“I don’t know,” I utter. “But I need to do something to commemorate this moment.”

My sister rolls her eyes and buttons up her jacket. “The temperature sure does drop at night here,” Diamond chimes, rubbing her hands together.

I giggle, taking note of a few restaurants and places I want to hit when I’m back on campus later this summer. “Di, it’s in the seventies, relax.”

She grabs her phone out of her purse and pulls up a weather app as proof. “It’s sixty-eight!” she proclaims, putting the phone in my face. That’s when I look past my sister’s shoulder and notice the tattoo parlor across the street. A devilish grin creeps across my face and Diamond gazes at me, then looks back.

“Deja…” she says, reading the neon sign.

“Oh, come on Di… please?”

She shakes her head vigorously. “No, ’cause I’ll have to sign off on it and you know if Mama found out, she’d kill me!”

“Since when have you been afraid of anyone?”

She rolls her eyes, so I know I got her. “You must be crazy if you think I’m not afraid of our mama.”

Okay, maybe I don’t got her.

I grab her arms. “Diamond, this is a big moment for me. And just think, every time we see this tattoo we’ll think of this night. Together. You being with me when I made my first big-girl decision.” I widen my eyes and flutter my lashes. “Please?”

“Why are you so damn dramatic? ‘This night, together,’ ” she imitates in a Shakespearean accent, then keeps me on edge five seconds too long as she considers the idea. “Okay….” I squeal and jump like a kid playing hopscotch. “But! I’m taking the lead here,” she demands, putting her finger in my face. Here she go with the oldest sister talk. She points to the shop. “We are gonna go in there, and if anything looks sketchy, I’m dragging our Black asses back out, you hear me? And I don’t want to hear no lip!”

I stand straight like I’m saluting. “Yes, ma’am!”

Diamond laughs. “You’re so wack, come on!”

We cross the street and enter the shop and I already dig it. The walls are painted a steel blue, with multicolored framed images scattered throughout the front. A Punjabi/hip-hop mash-up plays in the background as my sister and I walk in, and everyone greets us with genuine smiles, including a Black girl with a mermaid-green bob. I can tell that immediately makes my sister feel better. My excitement dissipates a little when I see the crazy cool design on the thigh of another Black girl she’s tatting, which looks sophisticated enough to make me believe this will be her last client of the night. Guess I can’t go to her.

My sister and I point out a few framed tattoo designs we like on the wall, then head over to the counter and flip through their design book until I hear, “Can I help you?”

Both hands are on the counter, and as I draw my eyes upward, I see two arms full of tats. Some of the tattoos look tribal, and there are a few cherry blossoms sprinkled in, a large elephant-like tattoo, and words scattered throughout in a language I don’t recognize. His arms are inked with blacks and pinks and reds and greens, and the designs are so impressive, I can’t look away. It doesn’t help that his biceps look nice, too.

The guy clears his throat and I jump.

“Oh, sorry!” I say, my gaze traveling quickly from his arms, to his sleeveless shirt, and finally settling on his face.

A cute one at that.

His eyes are a deep sienna brown, surrounded by the best-looking eyebrows I’ve seen on a guy. Thick and perfectly arched, but you can tell it’s all natural. Probably never got his eyebrows threaded a day in his life. His eyes meet mine with a soft gaze as he waits for me to say what the hell I’m doing here. A nervous smile appears across his face, which seems right considering I can’t stop staring. His mustache and stubble are cleaned up pretty nicely, and his rich black mane is faded on the sides, with a little more wave up top. I sort of chuckle, noticing we have matching hairstyles, my coils shorter and tighter.

My sister pokes my thigh underneath the counter, bringing me back. “Sorry for staring,” I say, scanning the area for something to focus my attention on, “but um… what language is that on your arm?”

“This?” he says, flexing his arm so that I can get a better view as he points at the words. “It’s… it’s Devanagari. My native script.”

“It’s really cool,” I say.

My sister puts her arm around me and looks at the cute boy behind the counter. “What’s your name?” she inquires.

“Raja,” he responds. “Welcome to the Salon.”

“Interesting name,” I blurt out, immediately regretting it when it registers that he might think I meant his name. “I mean the name of the place… not yours….” Maybe I should just shut up.

Raja shrugs. “I feel you. Very unoriginal. I petition for a new name every week in our staff meeting.” His nervous laugh turns into a chuckle, and I let my wide smile overtake my face.

He also has a sense of humor.

“Nice to meet you, Raja,” Diamond says, her smile matching mine. “My little sister wants to get a tattoo, and since I’m her guardian, I’m paying for it. You free?” Diamond thinks she’s slick.

Another man walks up to the counter next to Raja, slightly shorter and way more outgoing. “I’m Van, the shop owner. And Raja is a budding new artist here.” Van passes me a different portfolio. “Check out his work and see what you like.” I quickly glance at Raja, whose now-panicked eyes narrow in on Van. Instead of acknowledging Raja’s unnerved look, Van smiles, pats Raja on the back, and goes back to what he’s doing.

I look through his book, instantly falling for his pieces. His style is quirky with a bit of grit, and there’s something unique and endearing about every piece he creates. I notice certain tattoos from his own arms in the book.

“What are those?” I ask, pointing to the picture and then to his arm. “They look familiar.”

“You’ve probably seen them at the top of the Himalayan mountains in pictures and stuff,” he says as he looks up at me. Smile crooked, eyes playful. “They’re prayer flags.”

On the outside I nod and smile, but inside my stomach is tensing up, my leg is shaking, and Diamond has given us very little space, but I feel her lurking, watching me and Raja interact. She knows me better than I know myself.

She senses the pull.

I survey his face, trying to find a hint of insincerity, something to make me believe that I didn’t just walk into a tattoo shop and become smitten by the first man I saw.

’Cause I can’t possibly be on campus for one day and already have a crush.
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CHAPTER FOUR Raja


Quickly I move my hands away from the counter and casually try to stuff them in my pockets. Because they are shaking, violently. People have been impressed with my work, but I’ve never had to ink someone… I’m into. My eyes are set on this gorgeous woman in front of me and I’m barely able to stand it. My nerves are cranked up to the highest setting. I am gonna kill Van when she leaves.

Why would he give her my portfolio? My tattoo is going to look like a kindergartner drew it, and it’ll completely ruin my opportunity of ever having a chance with her.

Why is he trying to end me like this?

There’s no way I can tat her up with my hands quivering like a wet dog. I wouldn’t trust me if I were in her shoes. I wasn’t even trying to tat her; I wanted someone else to give her a tattoo so that I could ask her out on a date. She’ll never let me take her out now.

Something about her, this whole encounter, is throwing me off my game.

The easy part is always meeting a girl. The hard part usually happens when a girl wants to be introduced to my parents and I adamantly tell her no. That’s when a breakup of some sort occurs, and whether it’s me or her, I find it best to end it rather than come face-to-face with my dad.

I’m a soon-to-be freshman, going to an entirely new school. Which means new classmates, new friendships, new ways to meet people more like me. Of course I want to date. But if I’m bringing someone home to my parents, I’m making a statement. That it’s serious and I plan on having her around for years to come. Truthfully, no girl has ever been worth the headache. It’s just easier that way.

But no girl has ever made me this nervous either.

Okay, Raj, you gotta calm down, bro. Do some deep breathing. She’s engaged with you and… maybe flirting a little?

At least I think she is.

Even if she’s not flirting with me, she’s definitely eyeing me.

Like, staring longer than normal, right?

What the hell is happening? I’m usually so much better at reading body language, a trait I learned early with my parents—it’s not what they say, but rather how their bodies tell on them. How they’ll avoid eye contact when shielding something from me, or fidget from worry. I could be a special agent the way I’m able to pick up on mannerisms. She’s pulling at her short curls while flipping through my book, and I feel like that’s telling me she’s a bit bashful, but it’s easier to pick up on cues when I’m not a nervous wreck myself.

And then she looks up from my portfolio and says the words I didn’t even know I needed to hear from her until she said them.

“You’re good… like, really good.”

For a second my breath leaves my body and I want to pass out right here.

Instead, I shrug. “Thanks, still new at it, but I’m trying.”

She closes the book, then tilts her head and locks eyes with me. They twinkle and invite me in, like a warm hug. “You do any tats on the fly?”

“Of course I do,” I manage to get out without stuttering. I clear my throat. “What do you have in mind?” Please let it be something easy.

“Your lotus flower drawings are pretty nice, and sunflowers are my favorite. Can you do that?” I simply nod, and she continues. “My melanin is poppin’ though, so you gotta promise me you’ll make it show.” She smiles.

I’ll do whatever you want.

“Huh?” she replies, startled.

Oh shit.

Did I say that OUT LOUD?

“Uh, I said I can do whatever you want,” I quickly utter, praying my man Hanuman bails me out of this one. I blabber on to recover, “Vicky over there taught me how to tattoo melanated skin. Plus I’ve tatted a few brown and Black folks with similar complexions. I have practice.”

“That’s right, sis, you in good hands!” Vicky yells from across the room and winks at her. Why are they all embarrassing me like this?

The girl of my dreams giggles, and that smile simmers the tremors in my hands.

Say something, Raj. “I… I realize I didn’t catch your name.”

“Deja, Deja Martin,” she replies, and extends her hand. I pull my hands out of my pocket to shake back, but my phone falls out instead.

Fuck, why does this girl want to shake my hand of all things?

“You okay?” she inquires with concern, peering over the counter as I pick up my phone.

“Yeah, I just… uh… was just finishing up my dinner in the break room,” I say, my hands getting a little clammy. “Guess I’m still hungry.”

“I don’t need you messing up my tattoo, Raja,” she responds with some snark in her voice. My kinda woman. “Why don’t you go finish eating? I’ll be here when you get back.”

“Okay” is all I say as I walk away from the counter, not wanting to take my eyes off her for one second. I rush into the back and splash water on my face in the bathroom as I hear Van yell, “Have a seat, best one in the house,” before coming into the break room.

“What seat did you give her? I don’t even have a chair!” I demand.

“Mine,” he says, assessing me like a judgmental auntie. “Bro, why are you shaking?”

“Help!” I yelp at Van, and he grips my arms as if to shake some sense into me. “My hands are clammy like my cousin’s. This is what I get for always making fun of her.”

“So the universe is conspiring against you now?” Van asks with a slight sneer. I know he’s being an asshole, but I still nod. “What’s really wrong with you? First thing that comes to your mind. Go.”

“I saw her, and all I wanted was her number. Then here you come with my portfolio, telling her I’m an ‘artist,’ ” I say, using air quotes, “and now it’s over. She’s never going out with me.”

“Why are you being so melodramatic?” Van shakes his head, letting go of my arms. “I really thought something was wrong with you for a second. Bro, it’s a flower. Which is, like, your favorite thing to draw. You are ready. Use the time to learn more about her!” He looks back at the break room door, almost like he can see through it, and smiles. “You’re just nervous ’cause she’s stunning.”

“Yeah, duh. How am I supposed to concentrate with her staring at me the entire time?” I say, and we laugh. I start pacing and cracking my knuckles.

“Do you want to go out with her or not?” Van asks, and I pout, but nod. “Then you need to get it together and get out there before you ruin your chance. Come on, time for a mindfulness check.”

I groan. “You’re really gonna make me meditate right here?”

“It’s not like I’m asking you to do yoga, chill out.” He puts his hands in his pockets. “Close your eyes and check your breathing.”

I roll my eyes before I close them and do as I’m told. Aama and I used to do this when I was younger and I would pull up yoga videos for her on YouTube.

I stopped once I started high school and began my own rebellion era, but this is so centering. My body is fully relaxed.

I open my eyes and Van is smiling, his hand on the break room doorknob. “You ready?”

I nod. I hate when he’s right.
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CHAPTER FIVE Deja


“Did you try and shake that boy’s hand?” Diamond comes over and whispers to me, and I peer up at her, my laugh uneasy.

I might as well have curtsied.

“Yeah. And said my full government name too,” I manage to say, humiliated. What a dork move. “Di, what am I doing?”

“Looking like you just interviewed for a job,” she replies, and I giggle. Then she leans in closer, making sure no one in the shop hears her. “Girl, that bronze statue of a man is cute. Giving me Oscar Isaac energy.”

I cover my mouth to keep from laughing hysterically. “Stop being racist. Oscar Isaac is Latino.”

“Oh, shut up, I’m not being racist. He still looks like him.” Then Diamond looks at the break room door and back at me, questioning herself. “Right?”

I have to turn around to hide my amusement. “No, you’re right, he kinda does. Especially his chiseled jaw and those thick eyebrows…” A rich head of curls, killer smile… I could probably keep going. “And here I thought we’d find you a potential bae in DC,” I say.

She looks at me and grins. “At least one of us might. And it should be you, Dej. You just accepted your admission here.” She cups my chin and I melt.

“I swear, if I meet one more guy who has better eyebrows than me, I’m gonna scream,” Di mumbles as Raja and Van walk out the break room. Diamond scoots back over to the waiting area, and Raja comes right over and gets his equipment ready. I’m sitting in the chair trying to make some contact with him, but he’s laser-focused on preparing for the job, and then on drawing my sketch. For some reason, watching him work makes him… a little more attractive? Okay, a lot more attractive.

Also a problem.

God. I barely accepted my admission and already a deviation from the plan. But maybe it’s not a bad thing… it could be a pastime to take me away from my studies. I can’t solely be consumed by school, I need balance. At least that’s what all the forums have been telling me. That’s how people flunk out, I try to tell myself.

That’s why Diamond dropped out.

Raja rolls his chair over and studies me. “Where do you want the tattoo?” he asks, his voice almost quiet.

I take off my jacket and point to the inside of my left wrist. “Here.”

“Wrist-taker,” he says, and chuckles.

I give him a sarcastic laugh. “Uh-oh, are you that person? Dad jokes?”

“Guilty.” He shrugs, then relaxes his tight shoulders as he settles more into his chair, the ink already lined up on his tray. “Dad jokes are some of the most underrated ones. At least you didn’t say you wanted a lower back tattoo.”

“Hey! No tramp stamp shaming over here,” I respond defiantly, and he laughs, then sighs in defeat.

“You don’t understand, it’s all UMD students ask for… I’m tired of seeing ass cracks,” he whines.

I laugh, failing to come up with a good rebuttal. “Well, you shouldn’t talk bad about UMD students, ’cause you’re looking at one.”

“Oh.” His eyebrows rise. “You’re a Terp like me, then?” he asks, looking equal parts impressed and something else I can’t place. He gestures for my wrist and wraps his fingers around it. Knowing that we’d be going to the same school and feeling his touch at the same time sends a chill through me. You’d think with his black gloves on, my body wouldn’t react, but now my hand quivers. “You okay?”

“Yeah, must be the temperature drop.” I’m lying through my teeth, as Granny would say. “Still getting used to DC nights.”

“Can’t have you having poor circulation. May I?” I nod, and he takes off his black gloves and extends his hands out for me to hold. He cups both hands over my wrist and rubs my lower arm. Okay, definitely butterflies. “What year are you?” he asks casually. “I assumed you were around my age.”

He’s been hard to read up until this point, but maybe there is interest. Which makes the undertones of my skin redden. “If your age is around seventeen, then I am. I just accepted my admittance here. Like, today,” I answer proudly.

A smile spreads across his face, and it’s the calmest I’ve seen him since I met him. I want him to smile more often.

“Congrats, that’s big!” he says, putting his gloves back on, then wiping my wrist with green soap. “And you’re getting a tattoo to celebrate?”

I nod. “Thank you, it’s a big deal for me. Being the first in my family and all.”

Once I approve his sketch and he applies the transfer paper to my skin, he inserts a cartridge needle into his tattoo machine and begins dipping it into the ink.

Before he draws on my skin, he looks up at me and says, “Well… I’m happy I get to share this moment with you.” My breathing grows a little heavier. I can tell he means it.

“I am too,” I reply.

“Wrist tattoos sting a little,” he tells me.

“I have a pretty high tolerance for pain. I can take it,” I respond, the buzz of the tattoo machine suddenly causing me to tense up.

“Okay, but if it hurts don’t hold it in. Tell me, okay?” I barely flinch when the needle pierces my skin. Barely. Then it sends what feels like an electric shock, but not the romantic kind. Instinctively, I try to draw my wrist back and he stops.

This one did sting.

“Already starting on the wrong foot. You lied to me,” Raja scolds me. Rather affectionately.

“Sorry,” I mumble.

“Let’s give you a minute, and this time take a deep breath and release before I start again, okay?” I nod. “Time to take some breaths.” I do as I’m told and feel the incision again, this time less painful. “You might think it’s cold here now, but get ready for the summer,” Raja says, bringing me back. “The humidity will make it feel more like home for you.” He wipes with a paper towel and then is back to inking.

“Oh, good, more my weather!” I say excitedly.

Raja shakes his head. “It’s too hot for my taste. I sweat out all my clothes.”

“You ever try natural deodorant?” I ask him. “Maybe it’s the ingredients in the one you use.”

“You into that stuff?” he asks, hands steady, eyes focused on my wrist.

“Yeah, I like to play around with… ingredients sometimes” is all I say, suddenly shy.

“I use a few natural things, but deodorant was a no for me,” he says. “I knew it wasn’t working when I went to hug my mom and she asked me if I showered.”

I practically choke with laughter. “One, your mom is savage.”

He stops tatting as he waits for my laughing to subside. “Tell me about it. Brown moms show no mercy,” he says, chuckling himself.

“Two,” I say, still snickering, “your body is acclimating. You gotta give it time to work. And maybe try it now instead of the summer? You know, work up your body’s tolerance.”

Raja nods his head. “Noted,” he says, switching up the ink color. He looks up at me for a moment. “Also, you gotta stop making me laugh or I’m going to mess up your design. I need to make sure you like it.”

“Okay,” I say, and he’s gone again, back down to inking me.

Watching him work is really like watching a painter filling in the lines of their piece. I’m probably not as concerned about the tattoo as I should be, sneaking glances between Raja and his work (okay, more Raja), but I’m enjoying our chat. Every new petal forming on my arm is a reminder that the session is almost over, and I can’t help but feel a little melancholy. Whenever I catch myself staring at Raja for too long, I eye my sister, who’s sneaking glimpses in between watching videos on her phone.

Well, she’s no help. At one point I could have sworn I saw her steal a video of us, and if she posts it anywhere, I’m going to end her. Between my conversation with Raja and sneaking glances back at Diamond to make sure she’s not embarrassing me, I’m in shock when I notice Raja finishing up the last details.

“Well, I’m done,” he says, looking at me nervously, wiping his finished product.

“That was fast,” I say.

“I know,” he responds, sounding slightly disappointed. “Anything else you want me to clean up?”

I stare down at the tattoo. The way it glimmers on my skin is golden. He got the appearance of the petals just right, somehow mixing the yellow with my complexion to produce the right amount of depth in each leaf. The brown of my skin is infused perfectly with the flower’s dark center, adding shades of black to create more texture for the flower’s core and stamen.

I’m breathless. “Wow, you really do know how to work with dark skin. And you’re so good with flowers.”

He smiles, looking at his work, satisfied. “Your skin is the perfect hue. A great canvas.”

Oh, he’s all the way feeling me.

He clears his throat again. A nervous reaction I’m now realizing. “I like drawing plants. There’s something soothing about them. Every year I go visit the cherry blossoms and practice my skills. Even with the crowds, it’s a great place to think.”

“I do the same with sunflower fields,” I reply, smiling back. “I mean, not draw them, but go visit them. They’re big in North Carolina. When do cherry blossoms reach peak bloom here?”

He looks shocked. “You’ve never seen them in person in DC?” I shake my head. “Oh, you’re in luck! They bloomed this week. I could take you!” He pauses, looking like he spoke too soon. “You know, only if you want to go. No pressure or anything. I don’t even know when you’re leaving town….”

“I’d love to,” I respond, trying to prevent him from canceling my dream date before he’s finished asking me. “We’ll still be here tomorrow. Just tell me what train stop to get off at and I’m there.”

He shakes his head, then stares intently into my eyes, the most confident I’ve seen him since we walked into the shop. “You’re wildin’ if you think I’m going to let you get on a packed Metro full of tourists. I’ll drive you around my city. It’ll be fun,” he says with a smirk, almost like trouble. Definitely my speed. I feel my stomach flutter. “I can pick you up at your hotel… unless you’re afraid I’m a stalker or something.”

My insides feel so warm, until I remember I’m here with my sister and tomorrow is my last full day here. I told myself I need to get her out of that hotel, because if she had it her way she’d never leave. “I really should spend some time with my sister. Can I meet you here later on? Like, three p.m.?”

He nods. “I’d like that.” He gently adds solution and tattoo balm to my arm. It smells incredible, and familiar.

“What’s this tattoo cream?” I ask.

“It’s some organic stuff I bought. Put the whole shop on. It’s made by this Punjabi guy I found online.”

“So, you do use natural stuff,” I say.

This man wants to take me to see flowers on a first date? He’s into natural products too? What’s happening? He’s about to put a bandage around my tattoo, but I ask him to hold on so I can show my sister.

“Got it,” he says, and smiles. “I’ll wrap you up front. Make sure to use fragrance-free soap or body wash when you shower and follow up with an ointment like this one. You should be able to get some at the pharmacy nearby until you get home and”—he chuckles—“you know, concoct some shit.”

I snort. “Whatever!” I say, then soften my voice. “And okay.” We sneak each other a quick glance as I grab my things and head to the front to show my sister while he cleans up his station.

She gasps. “It looks sooo gooood. I should have gotten one!” Then she calls out to Raja. “Hey, hey um…”

OH MY GOD, Diamond.

“Raja!” I hiss, giving her that don’t embarrass me in public look.

She mouths “sorry” to me before addressing him. “I’m sorry. Raja, this is dope!”

He clasps his hands together and does a mini bow. So humble. “Thank you,” he replies, then finishes putting his equipment away.

Diamond looks back at me. “I’m surprised he was able to do anything the way you were eyeing him.”

I pinch her arm. “Diamond, shut UP,” I say in a hushed tone. “I was not that bad.”

She can’t stop laughing. “Damn girl, that hurt. And yes. You WERE. You looked like you were ready to slob him down like a baby suckin’ on a pacifier.” I put my hands to my face, completely embarrassed and praying no one heard her over the music. “But don’t worry, I got it all here….”

She goes to show me a video and I snatch her phone so fast. “Di, I swear to God if you put that up anywhere…”

“Hey,” Raja says. I snap out of my tussle with Diamond, turning around all coy.

“Oh, sorry, I forgot to pay. Coming now.” I give Diamond a death stare and walk to the counter. She throws me a sinister smile back.

“You okay?” he inquires, putting his hand out so he can bandage me up.

“Yeah, yeah,” I respond, and this time the moment he touches my wrist again I calm down. “I’m still just so shocked at how good this tattoo looks! How much do I owe you?”

He half whispers and edges closer. “It’s on the house,” he says.

“No, no, no, I can’t accept that,” I whisper back firmly. I get close so that Van doesn’t hear, but closing the gap gives me a whiff of his scent—cedar, a little bit of jasmine, and some amber. Smells divine. “Let me pay you. Your work is too good not to pay you.”

“You’re going to be here tomorrow at three, right?” he asks.

“Of course!” I say, thirsty as ever.

Calm down, girl.

His finishes his wrap and looks at me, doe-eyed. “Then that’s payment enough. Van’s cool with it. It’s our way of saying congrats on such a big decision.”

I feel like I’m in an art gallery somewhere, and an up-and-coming artist just painted a masterpiece and gave it away.

To me.

Melodramatic? Maybe. But he’s proud of his work and he’s proud to give it to me. And it’s good.

I can’t stop smiling, and after staring a beat too long, I look over his shoulder at Van. “Thank you for the acceptance gift,” I say. He looks… slightly confused for a second? Maybe he forgot, or maybe Raja hadn’t told Van about the family and friends discount he just gave me. Either way, he went along with it.

“Of course, and congratulations once again! Make sure you tell all your new college friends about your experience here.”

I nod. “I absolutely will. See you tomorrow, Raja.”

“I’ll be here,” he replies. Raja stands at the counter until I walk away. As we walk out the shop’s doors, he throws up an awkward wave and I give one back, trying to keep it cool.

The moment we hit the corner of the shopping plaza, Diamond and I look at each other and exhale. I still feel like I’m floating.
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