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CHAPTER 1 Kendall


Boobs are bouncing, pecs are pulsing, and I’m just trying to breathe.

The cheerleading team at my new school is practicing less than thirty feet from my car, and I’m counting like I’m out there stepping along with them, hoping it will calm my activated fight-or-flight.

“One, two, three, four,” I whisper to myself. “I wanna melt into the floor.”

I’ve never been a cheerleader, but I used to dance. I was good, but not obsessed or anything, and because my mother—lover of all things that require discipline and intense practice, hardcore “girl mom,” and type A overachiever who wants her kids to be the same way—liked it more than I did, I stuck with it longer than I would have otherwise. It was too rigid for my liking, and the costumes were horrific, so I told my mom I didn’t want to dance anymore. She didn’t listen to me until I started hiding when it was time to leave the house for rehearsals. And even then we fought about it for another month. It wasn’t until the third time I refused to perform in a recital because I hated the costume that she finally let it go.

More than dancing, it turns out, fashion is my real passion, so as I glance back over at the squad, I appreciate that the cheerleaders’ practice shorts match the ginkgo trees that have already gone golden on either side of the school building. There’s something soothing, in my hour of distress, about the incidental color coordination.

Then, from where I’m hiding in the back seat of my car, I reread the text messages that sent me into my latest spiral.

We need to talk.

It won’t take long.

I can come to you.

No emojis. No “LOLs.” The periods are so loud. If there’s one thing I know about my boyfriend of the last seven months, it’s that the kid loves a lighthearted, random T-Rex or roller skate emoji to defuse text tension.

There’s none of that here. Because Orlando Song—the kindest, cutest guy on the planet, and my bestie-turned-boyfriend—is probably coming to dump me.

I have this problem: Often when I say something, everyone around me misses the point. So a month ago, when I told Ori that I was contesting our school’s new dress code because I’m queer and not because I was simply “being a good ally” like he thought, his face changed in a way that made me think he heard, Yeah, bro! You didn’t know? I’m super gay!

I lie flat on my back and squeeze my eyes shut. Try to breathe in. Hold it. Then let out a slow exhale. “Five, six, seven, eight. I wish I could evaporate.”

I stare at the ceiling for a few more shuddering breaths before I groan and sit up. “Get it together, Hayes,” I whisper to myself. I text back and tell Ori to meet me here, by the track and field at my new, crappier school. I’m not gay, by the way, I consider sending. Or, not exactly gay.

But I just watch the cheerleaders again.



It shouldn’t be legal for every aspect of your life to fall spectacularly apart all at once. But here I am. In the last two weeks I’ve been kicked out of my prestigious prep school, gotten into two fender benders, ruined my sister’s birthday, and disappointed my parents, and now I’m moments away from being dumped, dissociating in my car while staring at… cheerleader chests. I know Mercury is in retrograde, but this is ridiculous.

With that in mind, I look up my horoscope, which doesn’t exactly help. Turns out not only is Mercury in retrograde, but it’s stationed in Aries—my sign—and that equals… chaos. With cosmic confirmation of what’s coming, I reapply my eyeliner, exit Savvy (my black Subaru), and head toward the bleachers, desperately thinking that maybe Ori won’t dump me if there are enough witnesses. He’s a Capricorn. Too practical to make a scene.

I’m here, he sends about five minutes later. This place is massive. Where are you?

Still no emojis.

I look across the vast red-and-green expanse of the track and field. It’s busy. In addition to the cheerleaders, the football team runs drills near the end zone. A few other kids are jogging around the track, and I’m one of about a dozen people in the bleachers. I finally spot Ori near the fence. He’s still in his uniform, looking around like a lost little kid as his soft, curly ’fro blows in the wind.

My old school, Baldwin Preparatory Academy, is housed in a tasteful three-story brick building. The classrooms are spotless, the hallways and cafeteria are orderly, and the courtyard at the heart of the campus is kept in pristine condition. They admit only about seventy-five kids each year, so there are never more than three hundred students in attendance. Until two weeks ago, I was one of them.

Oak Haven High, on the other hand, sprawls like a shopping center across an acre or two, and that’s not even counting this monstrosity of a football field. There are easily a few thousand kids at this school, which is good for anonymity but bad in literally every other way. It’s crowded. It’s hot. It’s loud. And it’s like whoever built this place had no idea of the upkeep required to sustain a building with that many humans moving through it for nine months of the year, so every inch of the school is sort of… gross. I survey anew the peeling paint along the window frames, the overcrowded parking lot, the rusty bleachers. I was gonna sit down, but I decide to keep standing. With my luck, I’ll get tetanus.

I lift my hand to get Ori’s attention, and when he spots me, he smiles so big, something in my chest crackles like static. But I can’t smile back. He starts in my direction, maroon blazer folded over his arm and white collared shirt unbuttoned a little too much at the top. His tie is missing in action.

Soon Ori’s right in front of me, looking delicious, his brown skin glistening in the sun. When we hug, he presses his lips to my temple.

“Aren’t you looking slutty,” I say. He laughs, and it reminds me of an ASMR video, all breathy and softly scratchy, like a freshly sharpened pencil on paper.

“How did it go, driving over here this morning?” is the first thing he says.

After the expulsion I helped my mom with a few events. All was going well, and it was a nice excuse to get out of the house, until she asked me to drive to a local florist to pick up a few extra bouquets for a wedding. I backed into a mailbox and dented my mom’s bumper trying to parallel park in front of the flower shop, then shattered the driver’s side mirror on my way back when I sideswiped a city bus. Needless to say, my nervousness behind the wheel has since escalated exponentially.

“It… went,” I reply. “Hell is other drivers, and I’m not much better. Plus, Nia is still refusing to speak to me, so she took the bus out of spite.”

This confession earns me a commiserating pat on the shoulder.

“And the rest of your day?” Ori asks next. “It couldn’t have been worse than the last couple of weeks, right?”

His dark eyes, lined by bone-straight, mile-long lashes, are trained on me as if I’m the only thing he can see. It’s why I like him. It’s why I’ve always liked him. He’s as attentive as he is hot.

“Your face isn’t real,” I say instead of answering. “You’re so pretty for a boy.”

He smiles again, so I use it as a salve for my terrible first day here, just another in a string of terrible days. “Is that why you like me? Because I’m pretty?”

“Maybe,” I reply, and flick his collar.

There was only one thing I was happy about when it became clear I’d be enrolling in public school: no uniforms. I was so excited to wear whatever I wanted, to not have to deal with the same BS that got me kicked out of Baldwin. I picked out this vintage cable-knit sweater and pleated skirt, and wore penny loafers I (permanently) borrowed from my aunt to complete the look. When I miraculously arrived in one piece after my treacherous commute, I was so happy with my outfit that I recorded a little fit check in the parking lot. But then a girl walked by and asked if I was wearing my mom’s shoes, like, as an insult. I told her to keep talking if she wanted to spend first period digging the shoe out of her ass.

The day only went downhill from there.

At least at Baldwin I knew who to stay away from (the Snob Knobs™) and where I fit (with Ori and my sister and Jules). At Oak Haven I have no clue yet.

“You’re avoiding the question, Ken,” Ori says. He leans down and tilts my head up so I’ll look at him again.

“It was… busy,” I say, still not wanting to get into it. “How’s Baldwin without me?”

He shrugs. “A lot more boring. But Principal Langley found another one of your posters this morning in his filing cabinet. How’d you even get into his office, let alone his locked closet?”

I smirk. “A magician never reveals her secrets.”

He takes a step back from me, grabs my hand, and tugs me farther up the bleachers. “Let’s sit?”

My heart jolts, but I play it cool and follow him up a few levels. His legs are long, like his sister Bianca’s; she just started at UNC–Chapel Hill playing DI basketball. Their mom played in college too. If this conversation goes the way I’m thinking it will, I’ll miss going to Ori’s house after school—the way his mom would tie up her long salt-and-pepper locs before challenging us to pickup games in their driveway; the way his dad would come home from Tigerlily with a box full of mooncakes and baos and stuff us full of them.

“So,” Ori says once we’re sitting. He’s still holding my hand. “You know I love you, right?”

I swallow hard. Nod while staring at our hands. Then I force myself to smile and look up.

“Duh. I love you, too. That’s what you wanted to tell me? Great. Got it. Next time don’t be so intense about it. Should we go get milkshakes? Maybe make out in my car after?”

I stand up.

“No, Kendall. Wait.”

I freeze and look back down at him. At his pretty, pretty face.

“The thing is, I just don’t think I’m in love with you. I don’t know if I ever was. And look, don’t make that face, because I don’t think you’re in love with me, either.”

I press my fists against my eyes until I see stars. I don’t want to beg him to stay with me, but I can’t handle this right now.

“But, Ori… weren’t we having fun?” I ask. “Why do this if we’re having fun?”

“See!” he replies, pointing at me like I’m proving him right.

“See what?”

“You didn’t even say that you are in love with me! You’re not even upset that I said I’m not in love with you.”

“That’s… not the point,” I say weakly. “The point is this month has been hell. This day has been hell, and now, on top of everything, you’re dumping me.”

“Ken, listen. I just—”

“You just what? My life is messed up enough as it is. Everything is changing. I don’t want to lose someone else right now.”

“You’re not losing me; that’s what I’m trying to say. I still wanna be friends.”

“So what’s the point of breaking up, Ori?”

“I guess lately it seems like you want to explore your… options. I see how you look at other people, Ken. And it’s cool. I’m not sad about it. Which is part of the problem. I feel like I would be upset if I was in love! Maybe we’re just together because it’s easy.”

“I like easy!” I cry. It makes my throat ache. But I’m wondering if this isn’t just him twisting my words, misunderstanding that when I say I’m queer, I don’t mean straight-up gay.

I could love a boy. I could love him.

“When I… came out to you… I didn’t do it because I don’t want us to be together.”

Ori glances down at his shoes, then back up at me through his lashes. It’s diabolical when he looks at me like that.

“I guess I wonder if I’m holding you back. From whatever. Or whoever.”

I sigh and turn away from him, wondering if he’s right, and my eyes land on the cheerleaders again. They’re doing a complicated pyramid, and it looks the way my emotions feel: like they’re piling up precariously. Cute guys and girls lift each other, legs on arms, fists on hips, an interconnected web of muscular body parts remaking themselves into a human mountain, and I watch them until they go blurry. Because an anxious rage-cry is making me want to scream.

And then I think I’m losing it because I hear one: A high-pitched scream (like the one I’m fighting to hold in) sounds from the field. And the beautiful-people pyramid that was stacked only a moment ago collapses into a pile of sexy bodies.

“Oh shit!” Ori says, jumping to his feet. He hops down from the bleachers and is on the field next to the heap of cheerleaders in less than a minute. I tilt my head back and whimper (because how could this day get any worse?), then stomp down to join him as the fallen squad scrambles apart to reveal a girl with a shiny black ponytail clutching her arm. I’m guessing she’s the screamer, and I instantly feel bad. She looks really hurt. Other people run over too, including half the football team and the coach.

“Oh no,” a person with curly brown hair and moss-green eyes is saying. They’re crouched beside the brown-skinned girl holding her arm. “Zari, Jesus. Are you okay? Does it hurt?”

The girl on the ground just moans.

“Considering the fact that she’s making those sounds and her arm is bent a way it ain’t supposed to bend, I’m gonna go with… yeah,” I say.

Ori, who, along with the football players, has been helping various people back to their feet, shakes his head at me, and a Black girl with mile-long nails who is also kneeling next to Zari says, “Davie. A little help?”

But it’s like Davie doesn’t hear her. She tucks some of her curls behind her ear and turns her green glare in my direction. “Who asked you? Who even are you?”

I do a little wave. “Kendall,” I say. “I’m new.”

Davie squints at me, then looks back down at Zari. “I really, really hope you’re okay. With Mikey gone, we can’t afford to lose you.”

The fallen girl, Zari, just makes more agonized sounds, and the Black girl says, “Dammit, Davie, help me get her up.”

“Oh my lord, Davie,” comes a voice that’s more Southern than most of ours despite the fact that we’re in the South. It’s coming from a white boy with hot pink hair and a thin gold hoop piercing his septum. “I know you’re not thinkin’ ’bout cheer ramifications and whatnot when Zari’s arm is clearly broken.”

“Broken?” Zari wails.

“ ’Fraid so, honey bear,” the pink-haired boy says. He pats her on the shoulder.

“We’re so screwed,” says a girl with two long black braids hanging down her back. “Johnny, call an ambulance or something.”

The pink-haired boy pulls out his phone, but then another kid—with a buzz cut, pouty lips, and, like, eight earrings in one ear—says, “Already did.”

I shove my hands into the pockets of my skirt as I watch Ori retrieve his backpack and start handing out Band-Aids. I plop back down on the bleachers to wait for him, but then I realize that if I leave now, maybe I can pretend the whole breakup thing didn’t happen. I stand again, but before I can sneak away, Davie stops me.

“Kendall, right?”

I bite my bottom lip. Look her up and down. “Yeah?”

“Where you off to?”

“Oh, I was just…”

At the sound of my voice, Ori looks up. Dammit.

“Hey, Kendall, wait a sec. We should finish talking.” He zips up his bag, but not before handing Zari a bottle of water. “Hope your arm’s okay,” he says with a smile that could end a war.

“Your boyfriend’s nice,” Davie comments.

I sigh. “I know,” I say, looking at him.

“You’re not.”

When I look back at Davie, her bright green eyes are watching me.

I shrug. “Your point?”

Davie smirks and opens her mouth to say something else, but then we hear sirens and everyone turns to watch.

As the paramedics work to secure Zari to a stretcher, Ori comes back over to me and finishes what he started.

“I think we should see other people,” he says. “But I would miss you too much if you, like, disappeared. Please don’t disappear.”

He grabs me by the waist. Bats his beautiful eyelashes at me. “Friends?” he asks.

“Fucking fine,” I say. And then he smiles wide and hugs me long and hard.






CHAPTER 2 Davie


I’m going to miss Zari, and not just because she’s so incredibly hot. She’s also the best flyer I’ve seen in my three-plus years at Oak Haven.

When we lost Mikey over the summer—his parents moved them to Tampa for his dad’s dream job or something (selfish much?)—I thought I could avoid having a special tryout because our squad was still strong. Mikey was good, but not a necessity.

But now? Losing Zari? The choreo we’ve been running through since the summer needs a flyer like Zari. So special tryout it is.

“Davie, you look fiendish.”

I look up from my notebook. Monica is staring at me, full lips pursed. Her hair is blue instead of yesterday’s purple, and her nails match. Her skin is deep brown and velvety, so any color hair (and nails) looks great on her. And she knows it.

“Just remember regionals are less than six weeks away,” I tell her, as if that’s what we’ve been discussing. “Whatever color you do next better be either Hornets colors or natural, because I will actually asphyxiate you if you accidentally end up with a rival team’s color on your head and hands. Oh, and I don’t look fiendish.”

“You do, actually,” she says. “Literally like a goblin. You always look exactly like this when you’re going into Captain Dickhead mode.”

I look down at myself. I’m crouching on the bleachers, my knees drawn up but splayed, my back hunched. I do, in fact, look like a goblin. I straighten up and unknot.

“My shoulders tense when I’m hyperfocused. Anyway, it’s an important day,” I say, glaring at her. “Replacing Zari won’t be as simple as just pointing at someone who can do a cartwheel and saying ‘Come on up!’ ”

“I’m aware. And I know we don’t have much time,” Monica says, sinking down next to me. “I reminded you of that yesterday, remember?” She gives me a hard time, but I couldn’t do this without her. Not even six weeks until showtime means basically six seconds to find someone who really knows their shit and can also learn fast. This choreo isn’t for any dork who did tumbling in third grade.

“Yours,” Monica says when we hear a text tone. I reach for my phone.

Autumn: Still coming to the stable today?

Me: Yes as soon as I finish these tryouts.

Autumn: Go easy on them, bestie.

Me: Never.

“My concern,” Monica goes on when I put my phone away, “is that… we just did this in the spring. We saw the talent. And, um, not to be mean, but… no one was touching Zari. That little maniac flies like a barn swallow.”

I look at her, silent.

“What?” she says.

“A barn swallow?”

She stares at me blankly. “It’s a bird.”

“I know it’s a bird. Why that bird?”

“Stop policing me,” she says briskly. “Oh lord, look at Amina.”

Amina has appeared across the field, jogging next to her crush, who’s warming up for lacrosse.

“She doesn’t believe in defeat,” I say.

“Why do you do this to yourself?” Monica cries when Amina finally breaks away and joins us. “That girl is straight!”

“I’m a yearner,” Amina says, staring after the jogging girl dreamily. “I yearn.”

“Maybe yearn after someone who’s at least in a universe bordering queerness,” Genesis says, arriving with the music of her forearm full of bangles. She swishes her ass-length hair out of the way before she perches on the bleachers, applying fresh lip gloss to lips that definitely don’t need it.

“You first,” Amina says.

Genesis sighs patiently. “My yearning is under lock and key until I go to college, where I will meet a woman of culture who dreams of starting a museum of rare artifacts celebrating the divine feminine.”

One by one the rest of the squad arrives. Johnny Lyons, headphones turned up so loud that I can hear he’s listening to Whitney Houston from ten feet away, does a high kick that could reach heaven before he sits down. Cove Dawson, enveloped in an androgynous lavender cloud of fabric and with cheekbones like daggers, arches her eyebrow in greeting. The squad could not be gayer if a rainbow itself spat us from its womb. The Oak Haven Hornets are here, queer, and ready to cheer. We also happen to be extremely fucking good.

When Troy Chan, so absurdly handsome that he glows like Apollo, eventually comes around the corner, we are complete.

“Sorry I’m late,” he says. “There was a baby rabbit in the parking lot, and I had to wait for animal rescue to come so I would know it was safe.”

“No worries, Troy,” I tell him. “You’re right on time.”

The secret is that Troy is always right on time now, because I always tell him things start fifteen minutes earlier than they do. I had to after he was once late to practice because he “got distracted by all the new daffodils coming up by the locker room.”

A small group of people emerges around the corner behind him.

“And you’re all on time too,” I call to them. “You’re here for tryouts?”

I recognize some of the faces in the group as stragglers from spring tryouts, and my heart sinks a little. I admire them for trying again, but… I know there’s no way any of them improved that much over a couple of months to where they’d be a reasonable replacement for our best flyer. But thankfully, there are some other faces, including…

“Well, that’s… unexpected,” Genesis says under her breath.

I know she’s referring to Addie.

Addie McConnell, who never tries out for anything because she runs everything. Head of the prom committee. Casting director for the school play. President of Friends of Freedom, Oak Haven’s conservative club—which (maybe) was founded in good faith but quickly became the club you join if your favorite extracurricular is ruining someone’s day. Addie is the type of person who always manages to be sitting in the chair that makes decisions. So trying out for the squad—or anything—doesn’t really square. She’s already at every football game—her boyfriend’s the quarterback—but the idea of her joining the squad? Even if she’s good, it makes me uneasy. The squad is a safe space. We’ve built a tight community. And I could absolutely see Addie stinking up the environment with her floral perfume and bad vibes.

“Everybody come a little closer,” I call, refocusing and standing up on the bleachers, still holding my notebook. “I want you to be able to hear me, because I don’t like repeating myself.”

“See? Captain Dickhead,” whispers Monica.

I bop her on the head with the notebook and continue.

“If you’ve tried out before, you know the drill. We’re going to put you through the paces. Don’t attempt to do movements you’re not comfortable with. You don’t need to show me how hardcore you are—just what you’re capable of.”

“And we hope you’re capable of being hardcore,” Johnny says in a singsong voice.

“Spread out,” I call.

And that’s when I notice her: the girl from the field when Zari broke her arm. Tall, braids, big serious eyes. Legs like a deer, long and strong. Just looking at her makes me blush, until I remember she kind of had an attitude. Plus, she was on the field with her boyfriend, which (attitude or not) is a true tragedy.

“Do we need pom-poms?” the girl next to her asks. She is shorter, lithe, but has those same big brown eyes. Sisters, I’d bet money. I note that she wears a rainbow wristband.

“No pom-poms needed,” I say. “Let’s start with some warm-ups.”

I watch all the candidates carefully, even while they stretch. You can tell a lot just from that: not only how flexible people are, but if they have a dance background, how well they know their body, how much they push it. I can’t help but notice the tall girl with the braids can do a very impressive split, with what appears to be very little effort. She wears green shorts with white trim, and the sun plays on her skin. I make myself look away and go back into captain mode (which is not the same as Captain Dickhead mode!!).

“Okay, let’s learn some choreo.”

I count them through the moves twice. I don’t study them too much at this stage—people learn how they learn. But on the third time? Music.

“Let’s see the combination,” I call. “Johnny?”

Without missing a beat, he connects his Bluetooth speaker, and a second later a Bruno Mars remix we used last year blasts out.

“Follow me,” I shout, and I lead them through the arrangement of arms and footwork to the beat. I don’t even try to smile, but it happens on its own now. Sometimes it feels like my body is more into cheer than I am. Muscle memory overriding anything else. When I go into a routine, the smile is part of it. It leaps to my face.

When I watch them try the moves without me, I see it spring to the face of the small girl with the rainbow bracelet too.

By the time I’ve got them all doing very basic stunts working in small groups, some things are pretty clear:


	The four kids who tried out in the spring have not improved (much).

	The cute queer boy who stares at his feet might eventually be good, but he’s not ready.

	Addie McConnell’s clap is so off beat, she frankly should be arrested.

	The babe with the braids is very good—but no smile. She doesn’t want to be here.

	The small girl who I’m assuming is her sister is a must.



But there’s one more thing to test them on.

“All right, let’s hear some cheers,” I say. “Show me what you’ve got.”

“Wait, we’re supposed to make one up?” Addie says, still breathing hard. I guess a roundoff that messy took a lot of energy.

“Ideally, you already know some,” I say. “But if freestyling is your thing, knock yourself out.”

The kids who tried out in the spring still have theirs tucked away. The girl with the blond ponytail steps out first:

“Defense—Hornets, say it loud! Defense—Hornets, make us proud!”

She has a good, clear voice. I don’t know what it is, but there’s a cheer voice and there’s… not a cheer voice. It needs to resonate in the diaphragm before it even comes out of your mouth. She’s clear, but not cheer.

“Good,” I say encouragingly. See, I think silently at Monica. Not a dickhead!

The two sisters step up next, and I look at them expectantly. They seem to have agreed to cheer together, and they made something up, which is impressive.

“Hornets are strong! Hornets are the best! Hornets here to serve an L—say it with your chest!”

“Ooooh,” Amina says, giggling. “That was cuuute.”

“Quiet in the stands!” I call. But she’s right. A cheer on the spot? And with those voices? Nice. But we’re not done. “Who’s next?”

Finally only Addie is left, and I can tell she’s nervous. She starts once, stops, starts over, then tries to do the same cheer that the sisters did. But she ends up confusing the words, and I can see her blush from ten feet away. The only redeeming thing is her high kick, but to do well at regionals, you need more than a high kick. People say perfect doesn’t exist. But when it comes to this? I’m going to get us as close as possible.

I check my phone—it’s getting late, and we may not have had anyone fly, but the only one with the ability is the small girl. My gut tells me she’s got the goods.

“I think that’s all we need,” I say. “Thank you for coming. We’re only going to be filling one spot, so… you know. This is competitive. But we’ll let you know by the end of the week.”

I watch them out of the corner of my eye, because you can tell a lot about someone after the tryout is technically over, too. Addie walks stiffly to the bleachers, where a girl is waiting for her. I think it’s her cousin Margo. She goes to a private school but comes to a lot of our school events. Maybe Addie asked her to come out for moral support or something. She puts her arm around Addie, who shrugs. She knows she kinda fucked it up. Why does she want to be a cheerleader, anyway? Contrary to stereotypes, the Hornets and the homecoming queen are typically not synonymous at Oak Haven.

We’re all packing up, but Johnny—who is a dance (and drag) supremacist and merely deigns to cheer with us because we’re, as he says, “comfortingly gay”—pulls the short girl with the rainbow wristband to the side.

“You look like a little daaaancer,” he says in his teasing voice. “You’re a little dancer, aren’t you?”

“How did you know?” she says, smiling.

“It’s in your aura,” he says dramatically. “Your aura just screams ‘dancer.’ ”

“What’s my aura scream?” Amina says, scooting close on the bench and bumping him.

Johnny puts his fingers to his temples. “It screams… it screams…” He opens his eyes, squints. “ ‘Please give me a breath mint.’ ”

Amina lets out a rage-squeal and shoves him off the bench.

“If you break my tailbone, Davie will kill you,” Johnny shouts.

“He’s right,” I say, studying my notes.

“You’re probably stressed about having to replace someone,” the tall girl with the braids says. “I saw that regionals are around the corner.”

“It is… not ideal,” I agree.

“Hopefully, someone today works out,” she says in a tone that communicates she absolutely could not care less about it being her. But she’s talking to me for a reason.

“I have a feeling they will,” I reply.

“Just so you know,” she says. “Nia? My sister? She can really fly. Not to, like, try to influence the selection. But… she’s a flyer.”

“I believe you. She’s really good.”

Under that layer of armor, she looks a little relieved.

“Davieee,” Johnny is wailing. “Amina’s still trying to break my tailbone!”

I turn to protect Johnny’s tailbone, and when I look back, the girl and her sister are gone. Probably for the best, I think. There’s only room for one yearner on this team, and it’s Amina.






CHAPTER 3 Kendall


You? Went out for cheer?”

I bounce the ball twice before driving to the basket, surprising Ori’s mom and almost getting past her. Miss Imani is too fast, though, and I’m on my ass before I even realize she stole the ball. I scramble up off the ground, but she jumps before I’m standing all the way, basically placing it into the hoop in one of the smoothest layups I’ve ever seen.

“Only for Nia,” I pant, answering her question while trying to catch my breath. “Purely and solely for Nia. I started out doing the bare minimum, because being a cheerleader is kind of the last thing I need right now. But the music was good, so I low-key cheered my ass off.”

“Thought you had me, dropping that news right before you made a move, huh?” she says, and I groan, massaging my butt. “Best three out of five?” she asks, eyebrows raised.

“Nah, I’m good,” I tell her, heading for their side door. “I think I’ve embarrassed myself enough.” She beat me Monday afternoon too. (She had zero empathy that her son had just dumped me.) I’m out of breath and sore, despite being at least thirty-five years younger than her.

Miss Imani is the quintessential cool mom, with her cool hair (locs nearly to her waist) and her cool clothes (all mostly thrifted) and the fact that she can still ball like she did in college.

I’ve always been a little jealous of Ori because he has her. Not because she looks cool, but because she is cool: easy to talk to and funny; nonjudgmental and always giving everyone the benefit of the doubt. She listens with her whole face. I wonder how my life would be different if I’d been dealt a mom like her instead of the one I got: the always put-together, always prepared, always perfect (and always preoccupied) Adrienne Hayes.

Back inside, I slip off my shoes and pull up a stool at their kitchen counter, where Ori is taking something that smells like heaven out of the oven. My other bestie from Baldwin, Jules, is sculpting something phallic-looking out of modeling chocolate. Her wavy blond hair is cut into a messy bob that swings around her chin as she shapes the chocolate in her hands.

“To clarify further,” I say to Miss Imani when she sits down beside me, “I only went to tryouts because I thought it would make Nia forgive me.”

“Did it work?” she asks.

“Not so far. The expulsion was one thing, but my parents deciding to cancel her birthday party made it even worse. We find out later this week who made the team, though, and I think if she gets it, I might have a chance at hearing her voice again.”

“Even I was looking forward to that party,” Jules says, pushing her glasses back up her nose.

“Especially the mocktail bar,” Ori says. “And wasn’t there going to be a pony?”

“Yes,” I say in a flat voice. “Polly the Party Pony.” I cover my face with my hand.

“Wait, I thought you were grounded,” Jules cuts in.

“I am.”

“So what lie did you tell to get out of the house today?”

“That Ori’s helping me with my college essays, which they believed because Ori’s such a golden boy.” Ori rolls his eyes and I blow him a kiss.

Instead he’s making molasses cookies. I reach toward the cooling rack for one as smooth and brown as my own skin, and he slaps my hand away.

“They’re obviously hot, Ken. Cool it, and let the cookies cool too.” He shakes a curl out of his eyes and lifts his eyebrows. It was easier than expected to go back to being just friends after dating for close to eight months. Which, I hate to admit, probably means Ori was right about us. “And I am going to help you with those essays. Send me what you have so far.”

“Fiiiine,” I say. “But it’s not like I have much hope left of actually getting into a good school. Like, I was expelled. I’ve let go of my Parsons or FIT dreams. I’ll take whatever I can get.”

“Don’t give up,” Jules says. “You know there are probably white boys applying to school who were expelled for, like, graffitiing racial slurs! And they’re not giving up. At least you didn’t do that.”

“You’re comparing me to… racists? Entitled, white, male racists?”

“You know what I mean,” Jules says, waving me away.

“If Nia made the squad at Baldwin,” Ori says, clearly trying to steer us back to talking about something normal, “she can probably make it at Oak Haven.”

“I don’t know. Oak Haven is, like, actually good at team sports,” Jules says. “We, on the other hand, suck.”

Miss Imani nods in agreement. “That’s why we sent your sister there and you to Baldwin, boo.”

When I think about the campuses, it’s clear what each school’s priorities are. Baldwin, with its manicured lawns and spotless classrooms, looks Ivy League–ish in the best ways; Oak Haven has its stadium-sized track and field.

“Wow, Mom,” Ori replies, looking offended. “Tell me how you really feel.”

Miss Imani shrugs. “What can I say? I know my children. And, Ori honey, it’s fine that you have no athletic prowess. You have a beautiful brain.”

“And face,” I say, reaching for the cookies again. I snatch one up and drop it on the counter when the hot, melty center scorches my fingers.

“And face,” Jules repeats.

“And face,” his mother agrees with a shrug.

“Whatever,” Ori says. “I told you to wait for the cookies, Ken. Just like I told you to wait and bring your complaint about the dress code to a school board meeting. But you couldn’t wait for that, either. And you got burned then, too. We gotta work on your patience.”

“It’s, like, a virtue,” we all say at the same time, because we heard a Snob Knob say it once and it became an inside joke we repeat anytime anyone says the word “patience.”

Miss Imani cracks up.

“How was I supposed to know they’d expel me for putting up posters?” I whine.

“You didn’t just put up posters, though, didja, Ken?” Jules asks.

I shrug as I take a bite of the cookie anyway. It’s gooey and a little too warm, but it doesn’t scald my tongue.

When Mr. Langley, the new (but very old-school) principal, arrived, he updated the dress code to include rules that “girls” needed to wear knee-length skirts daily, and “boys” had to tuck in their shirts and always sport a tie. When the letter explaining the changes was handed out, I immediately raised my hand in homeroom and asked about nonbinary students.

“What are they supposed to wear? Or what if Dylan Wallace wants to wear a skirt, like he does sometimes already? What if Lumi Roberts or, hell, I want to wear a tie?”

Jules mouthed, Oh no, and Ori bit his lip.

Mrs. Patterson just shrugged. “I guess nonbinary and gender nonconforming students can wear both?”

“You guess?” I said indignantly. “Did no one consider this?”

The Snob Knobs™ just laughed.

What Ori doesn’t know is that I didn’t jump right to the posters. I wrote a strongly worded email about the new dress code that was never responded to. So I did what I usually do when my words aren’t enough: I acted. I wore a tie and pants for a week straight, until Principal Langley called my parents and threatened to suspend me.

Ori said that I was “being a really great ally” but that maybe it would be more useful to bring this to the next school board meeting. Such a Capricorn. I told him I was queer AF and not just “being an ally,” then yelled at him for not being a better one. He was a little shook. Jules tried to calm me down by saying we could write a letter or start a petition, but I wanted to send Langley a message he couldn’t ignore.

That’s when I made the posters. Which read “Mr. Langley Likes Little Girls in Skirts.”

“You kind of insinuated that our principal was a pedophile,” Ori continues. “And whatever you used to put up the posters made them very difficult to take down.”

Jules cracks up and shakes her head at the same time. I eat another cookie.

“Jesus, Ken,” Miss Imani says, laughing. “I didn’t know the posters said that.”

I shrug. “I wish my mom had your sense of humor, Miss Imani.”

“Oh, believe me, I wouldn’t be laughing if it was my kid who had done it. Though that prank is very Bianca coded.”

“It wasn’t a prank,” I say. “It was a statement.”

Miss Imani nods sagely and pats my shoulder. “Understood,” she says, taking me seriously. It makes me want to hug her.

“Our Ken knows how to make a statement,” Jules says with a grin. She almost looks proud.

“I just hate that we’re not going to graduate together,” Ori says. “Or be lab partners or go on the senior trip together or—”

“Ride that pony?” Jules says, giggling. She’s still messing around with the modeling chocolate.

“I feel bad enough, guys. Don’t rub it in. Jules, what the hell are you making?”

“A turd.”

“Um… why?” Ori asks.

“I want to make a bunch of chocolate turds and leave them in Principal Langley’s mailbox.”

“Again, why?” Ori repeats.

“To protest Nia’s expulsion.”

“And not mine?!” I ask.

“You actually did something wrong, my guy. Poor Nia, on the other hand, is just unfortunate enough to look like you on the security cameras and be too loyal to rat you out.”

“Why turds?” Ori asks again.

“I’m gonna put them in a little box that says ‘Eat me,’ ” Jules pronounces, grinning to herself.

Ori, Miss Imani, and I all stare at her.

“Like, I’m telling him to eat shit. But I’m not going to put the word ‘shit’ on it and get myself in actual trouble. My dads would kill me, duh.”

I laugh so suddenly, cookie crumbs fly across the counter and bounce off Ori’s apron.

“How are Max and Ray doing?” Imani asks, propping her elbow on the counter, her chin on her hand, and turning to face Jules.

“Fine. Just looking at properties in Palm Springs to buy once I graduate,” Jules says.

“Awww, how gay of them,” I coo.

“Yep. They seem a little too excited about being empty nesters, if you ask me. I’m starting to take it personally.”

Just then Ori’s dad walks in. He sets a box from Tigerlily down on the table beside the cookies and says, “Savory on the left, sweet on the right. I gotta make a call, but I wanna know why everyone looks so intense when I get back.” He kisses both his wife and his son on their temples and jogs down the hall.

I wonder if that’s why Ori always kissed me on the temple too.

Jules immediately grabs a bao and shoves it into her face.

Miss Imani smiles. She pets me on the head, and I lean into her touch like a cat. “I love you guys. And I really do hope Nia makes the team.”

I look down at my phone, at the text chain between Nia and me that has been silent for almost fifteen days now.

“Me too,” I say. Then I break the silence and send my sister a text. Hear anything about the squad yet?

I wait and wait, but she doesn’t text back.



Day four at Oak Haven, and I still hate it here. My classes are dull, the cafeteria is overwhelming, and I still haven’t made a friend, though I’ll admit I’m not really trying that hard. I keep waiting for the day when I don’t miss Baldwin, even with its messed-up policies and private school bureaucracy. Being with Ori and Jules in the afternoons only makes my loneliness here feel more acute. I send a message to our group chat: Baldwin Boo-thangs.

Kendall: send me a photo of the courtyard. Is it weird that I miss the courtyard?

Ori: Yes it’s weird. [image: Emoji: Ghost.]

Jules: Get a life, loser.

Ori: miss you. [image: Emoji: Butterfly.]

Jules: love you.

Kendall: stfu before you make me cry in public.

I look up and notice a girl wearing a miniskirt with platform boots I’m kind of obsessed with. “Cute boots,” I say, because fashion is what I live for, even when I’m this close to tears. In fact, the only thing motivating me to leave the comfort of my bedroom lately is putting together my daily looks. In front of my closet, with endless outfit combinations spinning through my head like a slot machine, I actually feel hopeful. Today I’m wearing acid-washed denim coveralls with a pair of white Docs, both thrifted from Revival, my favorite consignment shop downtown.

The girl I complimented grins. “Thanks! I got them at this flea market in the city for, like, eighteen dollars!”

“Damn, that’s an insanely good price.”

“I know, right?”

Her eyes look bright, like she’s about to say something else to me, and she’s a little too pretty, with her curly bundles and full lips, so I panic. Cute girls always make me panic, and even though I’m newly single, that fact has not changed. I look down at my phone and tap into the finder app to track my sister instead of saying anything else to Cute Boots. The arrow points left, and the bottom of the screen says she’s fifteen feet away. I head in her direction, grateful she hasn’t stopped sharing her location with me.

I spot Nia at the end of the hallway, walking fast in denim shorts and a chunky sweater. It’s one of those days when it’s warm enough in the sun to get clammy and cool enough in the shade to get goose bumps, and you can kind of get away with wearing anything. It’s her shoes that give me hope, though. I made a passing comment about them this morning right before she left. Just a subtle, “Your clogs would look better than your booties with those shorts.” She didn’t acknowledge me, as has been the case since our last day at Baldwin (except when she told me we were trying out for cheer), but she must have changed her shoes while I was in the bathroom, because the wooden bottoms of her clogs clack against the floor until she looks down at her phone and suddenly stops walking.

“I got it,” she says to the air. Then it’s like she senses me behind her. She turns, her silk press swishing across her shoulders like a curtain in front of an open window, and our eyes meet. As she clacks down the hall toward me, I freeze.

Sometimes looking at Nia freaks me out. She’s like a fun-house version of me: a little shorter, a little thinner, a little sweeter. But she has dimples, charm, and none of my jerky behavior, so she’s basically just better. Plus, she’s a Libra, so she takes no shit but does it with a smile. I love her in a way I love no one else. Which is why I hate that I’m the reason she’s been so miserable.

When Principal Langley asked if it was her or me in the video putting up the posters, she just shrugged. We both had braids last month, so we looked even more alike than usual. And thanks to his dress code reform, I wasn’t able to layer a cardigan or scarf with my uniform the way I used to. We could have passed for twins.

“Girls, just come clean so we can move on from this,” our mother said without taking her eyes off her tablet. We were in the meeting we had the day after the poster plastering, but Adrienne Hayes was too busy to be there. Sure, she loved being a Baldwin mom as much as she loved being an event planner, so she was head of the PTA planning committee and had founded the Ladies of Baldwin Prep club, but staying on top of it all meant she always had an email she needed to respond to or a phone call to make. It also meant her girls needed to be picture perfect, just like she had been when she and her sister went to high school there. She was convinced we’d overcome this little “snafu” and continue the family tradition.

“Peanut. Jelly Bean,” our father intoned, using our (embarrassing) nicknames and looking over his glasses at us in the same meeting. “I’ve told you a million times that righting the world’s wrongs isn’t your personal responsibility.” He looked at Principal Langley, shrugging, like, What’s a guy to do? “Stubborn, brilliant firecrackers, all three of them,” he said. As a pilot, Leonard Hayes III did not appreciate spending his limited time on the ground in the principal’s office, but he was such a softie, I knew that if we hugged him and said sorry after, he’d probably forget this even happened.

I didn’t want to confess, mostly to piss Langley off even more. And Nia didn’t confess anything either. Just looked at her rainbow manicure like she was bored and took the fall too.

But we didn’t know how far a fall it would be.

We didn’t know that Principal Langley would look at us both and then say to our parents, “Maybe Baldwin isn’t a good fit for your family.” That we’d get expelled and have to restart our freshman and senior years as “new girls” instead of “ladies of Baldwin Prep.” That our mom would be furious enough with us both to cancel Nia’s Fab Fifteen Birthday Bash, which she had personally planned and which was mostly already paid for. And as for me? I lost the TV in my room, the keys to my car, and the data plan on my phone.

But now Nia looks at me for the first time in so long—I’m so hopeful this is the end of her silent treatment, that I’ll get my sister back—and I’m terrified by my desperation.

“Kendall,” she says, and my eyes almost fill for the second time today, but I don’t let them. “They offered me a spot on the squad!”
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