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Extras online: Reading questions
!is book comes with free multiple choice questions to check 
your basic understanding of the text. You can answer the ques-
tions after each chapter or whenever you are ready. Click on an 
answer and you receive immediate feedback.

With the help of these questions you can be sure that you have 
understood the plot.

Here are two sample questions:

What do Starr and Kenya have in common?

 They both like the same boy.

 They go to the same school.

 Seven is their brother.

What’s the name of Kenya’s crush?

 Khalil

 Denasia

 DeVante

Scan this QR code to access the questions: 
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For Grandma,  
who showed me there can be light in the darkness.
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WHEN IT HAPPENS
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CHAPTER 1

I shouldn’t have come to this party.
I’m not even sure I belong at this party. !at’s not on some bou-

gie1 shit, either. !ere are just some places where it’s not enough 
to be me. Either version of me. Big D’s spring break2 party is one 
of those places. 

I squeeze through sweaty bodies and follow Kenya, her curls 
bouncing past her shoulders. A haze3 lingers4 over the room, 
smelling like weed5, and music rattles the "oor. Some rapper calls 
out for everybody to Nae-Nae6, followed by a bunch of “Heys” as 
people launch into their own versions. Kenya holds up her cup 
and dances her way through the crowd. Between the headache 
from the loud-ass music and the nausea7 from the weed odor, I’ll 
be amazed if I cross the room without spilling my drink.

We break out the crowd. Big D’s house is packed wall-to-wall. 
I’ve always heard that everybody and their momma comes to his 
spring break parties – well, everybody except me – but damn, I 
didn’t know it would be this many people. Girls wear their hair 
colored, curled, laid, and slayed. Got me feeling basic as hell with 
my ponytail. Guys in their freshest kicks8 and sagging pants grind9 
so close to girls they just about need condoms. My nana likes 
to say that spring brings love. Spring in Garden Heights doesn’t 
always bring love, but it promises babies in the winter. I wouldn’t 
be surprised if a lot of them are conceived10 the night of Big D’s 
party. He always has it on the Friday of spring break because you 
need Saturday to recover11 and Sunday to repent12.

1 bougie [bu:ˈʒi]: being part of a higher class (bourgeois) 2 spring break: school 
holidays in spring 3 haze: air that is di$cult to see through 4 to linger: to stay in 
place 5 weed: marijuana 6 Nae-Nae: see QR code p. 374 7 nausea: feeling sick and 
dizzy (before throwing up) 8 kicks: sneakers 9 to grind: to dance, to move  

10 to conceive a baby: to make a baby 11 to recover: to get back to one’s normal state
12 to repent: to feel sorry and apologise for one’s bad or wrong actions
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“Stop following me and go dance, Starr,” Kenya says. “People 
already say you think you all that.”

“I didn’t know so many mind readers1 lived in Garden Heights.” 
Or that people know me as anything other than “Big Mav’s daugh-
ter who works in the store.” I sip my drink and spit2 it back out. I 
knew there would be more than Hawaiian Punch in it, but this is 
way stronger than I’m used to. !ey shouldn’t even call it punch. 
Just straight-up liquor3. I put it on the co"ee table and say, “Folks 
kill me, thinking they know what I think.”

“Hey, I’m just saying. You act like you don’t know nobody 
’cause you go to that school.”

I’ve been hearing that for six years, ever since my parents put 
me in Williamson Prep. “Whatever,” I mumble4.

“And it wouldn’t kill you to not dress like…” She turns up her 
nose as she looks from my sneakers to my oversized hoodie. “!at. 
Ain’t that my brother’s hoodie?”

Our brother’s hoodie. Kenya and I share an older brother, Seven. 
But she and I aren’t related. Her momma is Seven’s momma, and 
my dad is Seven’s dad. Crazy, I know. “Yeah, it’s his.”

“Figures. You know what else people saying too. Got folks 
thinking you’re my girlfriend.”

“Do I look like I care what people think?”
“No! And that’s the problem!”
“Whatever.” If I’d known following her to this party meant 

she’d be on some Extreme Makeover 5: Starr Edition mess, I would’ve 
stayed home and watched Fresh Prince6 reruns. My Jordans7 are 
comfortable, and damn, they’re new. !at’s more than some peo-
ple can say. !e hoodie’s way too big, but I like it that way. Plus, if 
I pull it over my nose, I can’t smell the weed.

1 mind reader: a person who knows other people’s thoughts 2 to spit sth. out: to force 
drinks or food out of one’s mouth 3 liquor [ˈlɪkər]: strong alcoholic drink  

4 to mumble: to say something in a soft voice 5 Extreme Makeover: US reality TV 
series 6 Fresh Prince: see pp. 371 and 374 7 Jordans: a type of sneakers, named after 
the basketball player Michael Jordan
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Background information
African American Vernacular English
African American Vernacular1 English (AAVE) is the kind of English 
ƐƉŽŬĞŶ�ďǇ�ƉĞŽƉůĞ�ǁŝƚŚ��ĨƌŝĐĂŶ�ƌŽŽƚƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�h^�ĂŶĚ�ŝŶ�ƐŽŵĞ�ƉĂƌƚƐ�ŽĨ�
the Caribbean. It was probably created in the 17th and 18th cen-
turies as a lingua franca2 among slaves in the New World, most of 
ǁŚŽŵ�ĐĂŵĞ�ĨƌŽŵ�ĚŝīĞƌĞŶƚ�ƚƌŝďĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚĂĚ�ŶŽ�ĐŽŵŵŽŶ� ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ͘�
/ƚ�ďĞĐĂŵĞ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƉŽŬĞŶ�ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƐůĂǀĞƐ�ŽŶ�ƉůĂŶƚĂƟŽŶƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�
�ŵĞƌŝĐĂŶ�^ŽƵƚŚ͕�ǁŚĞƌĞ��ůĂĐŬƐ�ǁĞƌĞ�ŽŌĞŶ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŵĂũŽƌŝƚǇ͕ �ĂŶĚ�ǁĂƐ�
ďƌŽƵŐŚƚ� ƚŽ� ƚŚĞ� ĐŝƟĞƐ� ŽĨ� ƚŚĞ� EŽƌƚŚĞĂƐƚ� ĂŶĚ� �ĂůŝĨŽƌŶŝĂ� ĚƵƌŝŶŐ� ƚŚĞ�
'ƌĞĂƚ�DŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĞĂƌůǇ�ϮϬƚŚ�ĐĞŶƚƵƌǇ͘�EŽǁĂĚĂǇƐ͕���s��ƐĞƌǀĞƐ�Ă�
ŬŝŶĚ�ŽĨ�ůŝŶŐƵŝƐƟĐ�ŵĂƌŬĞƌ�ƐŚŽǁŝŶŐ�ǁŚŽ�͞ďĞůŽŶŐƐ͟�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ��ůĂĐŬ�ŵŝŶŽƌ-
ŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ǁŚŽ�ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ͘�

��s��ĚŝīĞƌƐ�ŝŶ�ƐĞǀĞƌĂů�ǁĂǇƐ�ĨƌŽŵ�^ƚĂŶĚĂƌĚ��ŶŐůŝƐŚ͗
Vocabulary

 ͻ ��s��ĐŽŶƚĂŝŶƐ�Ă�ŶƵŵďĞƌ�ŽĨ�ǁŽƌĚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĂƌĞ�ŶŽƚ�ĨŽƵŶĚ�ŝŶ�^ƚĂŶĚĂƌĚ�
English: 
homie (friend), stank-eye (an unfriendly look), yo (hey), bro / 
bruh (brother)

 ͻ KƚŚĞƌ�ǁŽƌĚƐ�ĂƌĞ�ƵƐĞĚ�ǁŝƚŚ�Ă�ƐŽŵĞǁŚĂƚ�ĚŝīĞƌĞŶƚ�ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐ͗�
/͛ŵ� ŐŽŽĚ� ;/͛ŵ� ŽŬĂǇͿ͕� ǁĞ͛ƌĞ� ĐŽŽů� ;ǁĞ� ŐĞƚ� ŽŶͿ͕� ǁĞ� ŐŽƚ� ǇŽƵ� ;ǁĞ�
understand you).

^ƉĞůůŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ƉƌŽŶƵŶĐŝĂƟŽŶ
As AAVE is mainly a spoken language, the spelling closely follows the 
ƉƌŽŶƵŶĐŝĂƟŽŶ͗�
Ă͛ŝŐŚƚ�;ĂůƌŝŐŚƚͿ͕�ůŝ͛ů�;ůŝƩůĞͿ͕�ŶĂŚ�;ŶŽͿ͕�Đ͛ŵŽŶ�;ĐŽŵĞ�ŽŶͿ͕�ǁĂŶŶĂ�;ǁĂŶƚ�
to), gonna (going to), thang (thing).

1 vernacular: the kind of language that is used in everyday speech 2 lingua franca: 
a language used for communicating by people who speak di"erent languages
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Did you know …? – Facts about rap and hip hop 

ZĂƉ�ĂŶĚ�ŚŝƉ�ŚŽƉ�ĂƌƟƐƚƐ�ƉůĂǇ�ĂŶ�ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ�ƌŽůĞ�ŝŶ�^ƚĂƌƌ Ɛ͛�ůŝĨĞ�ĂŶĚ�ĂƌĞ�
ĨƌĞƋƵĞŶƚůǇ�ŵĞŶƟŽŶĞĚ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů͘��Ƶƚ�ŚŽǁ�ŵƵĐŚ�ĚŽ�ǇŽƵ�
really know about hip hop culture?

What is rap? What is hip hop?
 ͻ dŚĞƌĞ Ɛ͛� Ă� ĚŝīĞƌĞŶĐĞ� ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ� ƌĂƉ� ĂŶĚ� ŚŝƉ� ŚŽƉ͘� ͞ZĂƉ͟� ƵƐƵĂůůǇ�
ƌĞĨĞƌƐ� ƚŽ�Ă� ƐƉĞĐŝĮĐ�ŵƵƐŝĐ� ƐƚǇůĞ͕�ǁŚŝůĞ�ŚŝƉ�ŚŽƉ� ŝƐ�Ă�ďƌŽĂĚĞƌ�ĐƵů-
ture that includes dressing a certain way (baggy pants, sneakers), 
ďƌĞĂŬĚĂŶĐŝŶŐ͕�ŐƌĂĸƟ�ĂŶĚ�ŵƵƐŝĐ͘�

 ͻ WŽƉƵůĂƌ�ŚŝƉ�ŚŽƉ�ŵƵƐŝĐŝĂŶƐ�ŽŌĞŶ�ŚĂǀĞ�ŶŝĐŬŶĂŵĞƐ͕�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ�Snoop 
Dogg (p. 308).

 ͻ ZĂƉ�ŝƐ�Ă�ŵŝǆ�ŽĨ�ƐŝŶŐŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚĂůŬŝŶŐ�ǁŝƚŚ�Ă�ƐƚƌŽŶŐ�ĨŽĐƵƐ�ŽŶ�ƌŚǇŵĞ�
and rhythm over melody and harmony. It consists of three ele-
ŵĞŶƚƐ͗�ĐŽŶƚĞŶƚ͕�ŇŽǁ�ĂŶĚ�ĚĞůŝǀĞƌǇ͘

History
 ͻ ZĂƉƉŝŶŐ�ŚĂƐ� ŝƚƐ�ƌŽŽƚƐ� ŝŶ��ĨƌŝĐĂŶ�ƚƌĂĚŝƟŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ƐƚŽƌǇƚĞůůŝŶŐ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�

beat of a drum. In its modern form, it was developed by DJs and 
D�Ɛ�;ŵĂƐƚĞƌƐ�ŽĨ�ĐĞƌĞŵŽŶŝĞƐͿ�Ăƚ�ďůŽĐŬ�ƉĂƌƟĞƐ�ŝŶ�EĞǁ�zŽƌŬ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�
ϭϵϳϬƐ͘��ĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĂƚ͕�ZĂƉƉŝŶŐ�ŝƐ�ĂůƐŽ�ƐŽŵĞƟŵĞƐ�ƌĞĨĞƌƌĞĚ�ƚŽ�ĂƐ�
“MC-ing”.

 ͻ �ŵŽŶŐ�ŽƚŚĞƌ� ƐƚǇůĞƐ͕�ZĂƉ�ŚĂƐ� ŝƚƐ� ƌŽŽƚƐ� ŝŶ��ŵĞƌŝĐĂŶ�ZΘ��ŵƵƐŝĐ͘�
^ƚĂƌƌ�ŵĞŶƟŽŶƐ�Jodeci ;Ɖ͘�ϭϮϱͿ͕�ĂŶ��ŵĞƌŝĐĂŶ�ZΘ��ƋƵĂƌƚĞƚ�ĨŽƌŵĞĚ�
in 1989 and comprising two sets of brothers: Donald “De Vanté 
^ǁŝŶŐ͟��Ğ'ƌĂƚĞ͕��ĂůǀŝŶ�͞Dƌ͘ ��ĂůǀŝŶ͟��Ğ'ƌĂƚĞ͕��ĞĚƌŝĐ�͞<Ͳ�ŝ͟�,Ăŝ-
ley and Joel “JoJo” Hailey. f� ^ĐĂŶ� ƚŚĞ�QR code on p. 374 and 
listen to Jodeci.

 ͻ ZĂƉ�ŝƐ�ƐƚƌŽŶŐůǇ�ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞĚ�ǁŝƚŚ�ďůĂĐŬ�ǇŽƵƚŚ�ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ�ŝŶ�ďŝŐ�ĐŝƟĞƐ͘�
/ƚƐ� ůǇƌŝĐƐ� ŽŌĞŶ� ĚĞĂů�ǁŝƚŚ� ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ͕ � ĐƌŝŵĞ͕� ĂŶĚ� ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů� ĐŽŶŇŝĐƚƐ͘�
“Gangsta rap” is characterized by the use of swear words and 
ŚŽŵŽƉŚŽďŝĐ� Žƌ� ŵŝƐŽŐǇŶŝƐƟĐ� ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ͘� DƵĐŚ� ŚĂƐ� ďĞĞŶ� ŵĂĚĞ�
ŽĨ� ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŶŶĞĐƟŽŶƐ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ĨĂŵŽƵƐ�ƌĂƉƉĞƌƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĐƌŝŵŝŶĂů�ŐĂŶŐ�
ĂĐƟǀŝƟĞƐ͘
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References to African-American history 

dŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚ� ƚŚĞ� ŶŽǀĞů͕� ^ƚĂƌƌ� ĂŶĚ� ŚĞƌ� ĨĂƚŚĞƌ� ƌĞĨĞƌ� ƚŽ� ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ� ŝŶĐŝ-
ĚĞŶƚƐ͕�ŝĚĞĂƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƉĞƌƐŽŶƐ�ĨƌŽŵ��ĨƌŝĐĂŶͲ�ŵĞƌŝĐĂŶ�ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ͘�dŚŝƐ�ƟŵĞ-
line can help you understand their references.

1930 dŚĞ�ĨŽƵŶĚŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�EĂƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�/ƐůĂŵ (p. 31)
� dŚĞ�EĂƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�/ƐůĂŵ�ŝƐ�Ă��ůĂĐŬ�ŶĂƟŽŶĂůŝƐƚ͕�ƐĞƉĂƌĂƟƐƚ�ŽƌŐĂŶŝǌĂ-

ƟŽŶ�ĨŽƵŶĚĞĚ�ďǇ�tĂůůĂĐĞ�&ĂƌĚ�DƵŚĂŵŵĂĚ�ŝŶ�ϭϵϯϬ͘�/Ŷ�ƐƉŝƚĞ�
ŽĨ�ŝƚƐ�ŶĂŵĞ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ�ŝƐ�ŶŽƚ�ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝǌĞĚ�ďǇ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƟĞƐ�
ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�DƵƐůŝŵ�ǁŽƌůĚ�ĂƐ�Ă�ĨŽƌŵ�ŽĨ�/ƐůĂŵ͘�dŚĞ�EĂƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�/ƐůĂŵ�
ŚĂƐ� Đ͘� ϱϬ͕ϬϬϬ� ŵĞŵďĞƌƐ͕� ŵŽƐƚůǇ� ŝŶ� ƚŚĞ� h^͘� �ƌŝƟĐƐ� ĂĐĐƵƐĞ�
ƚŚĞ�ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�ďĞŝŶŐ�ƉĂƚƌŝĂƌĐŚĂů͕�ƌĂĐŝƐƚ͕�ĂŶƟͲ^ĞŵŝƟĐ�ĂŶĚ�
homophobic.

1955 dŚĞ�ŬŝůůŝŶŐ�ŽĨ��ŵŵĞƩ�dŝůů (p. 69)
� �ŵŵĞƩ�dŝůů�ǁĂƐ�Ă�ϭϰͲǇĞĂƌͲŽůĚ��ůĂĐŬ�ďŽǇ�ĨƌŽŵ��ŚŝĐĂŐŽ�ǁŚŽ�

ǁĂƐ� ŬŝůůĞĚ� ŝŶ� ƚŚĞ� ƐƵŵŵĞƌ� ŽĨ� ϭϵϱϱ͘�tŚŝůĞ� ǀŝƐŝƟŶŐ� ƌĞůĂƟǀĞƐ�
ŝŶ�DŝƐƐŝƐƐŝƉƉŝ͕� �ŵŵĞƩ�ďƌĂŐŐĞĚ� ĂďŽƵƚ� ŇŝƌƟŶŐ�ǁŝƚŚ� Ă�ǁŚŝƚĞ�
woman, who later accused him of having sexually harassed 
ŚĞƌ͘ � ,Ğƌ� ŚƵƐďĂŶĚ� ĂŶĚ� ŚŝƐ� ŚĂůĨͲďƌŽƚŚĞƌ� ƚŽŽŬ� �ŵŵĞƩ� ĚŽǁŶ�
to the river, brutally beat him and shot him in the face. The 
two men were arrested and put on trial, but an all-white, all-
ŵĂůĞ�ũƵƌǇ�ĨŽƵŶĚ�ƚŚĞŵ�ŝŶŶŽĐĞŶƚ͘�tŚĞŶ�ƉŝĐƚƵƌĞƐ�ŽĨ��ŵŵĞƩ Ɛ͛�
ŵƵƟůĂƚĞĚ�ďŽĚǇ�ǁĞƌĞ�ƉƵďůŝƐŚĞĚ�ŝŶ�͞�ďŽŶǇ͕͟ �Ă�ŶĂƟŽŶĂů�ŵĂŐ-
ĂǌŝŶĞ� ĨŽƌ��ĨƌŝĐĂŶ��ŵĞƌŝĐĂŶƐ͕� ƚŚĞǇ� ĂƩƌĂĐƚĞĚ�ŶĂƟŽŶĂů� ĂƩĞŶ-
ƟŽŶ͘��ŵŵĞƩ�dŝůů Ɛ͛�ŵƵƌĚĞƌ�ďĞĐĂŵĞ�ŽŶĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŶĐŝĚĞŶƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�
ŝŶƐƉŝƌĞĚ�ƚŚĞ��ŝǀŝů�ZŝŐŚƚƐ�DŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ͘

1965 dŚĞ�ĂƐƐĂƐƐŝŶĂƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�DĂůĐŽůŵ�y (p. 30)
� �ŽƌŶ�DĂůĐŽůŵ� >ŝƩůĞ� ŝŶ� EĞďƌĂƐŬĂ� ŝŶ� ϭϵϮϱ͕�DĂůĐŽůŵ� y� ĐŽŶ-

verted to Islam while serving a prison term. He changed his 
ŶĂŵĞ�ƚŽ�DĂůĐŽůŵ�y�ĂƐ�Ă�ƐŝŐŶ� ƚŚĂƚ�ŚĞ�ŚĂĚ� ůŽƐƚ� ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŶŶĞĐ-
ƟŽŶ� ƚŽ�ŚŝƐ� ƚƌŝďĂů� ĂŶĐĞƐƚƌǇ͘��Ɛ� Ă�ƉƌĞĂĐŚĞƌ� ĨŽƌ� ƚŚĞ�EĂƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�
/ƐůĂŵ͕�DĂůĐŽůŵ�y�ďĞĐĂŵĞ�ƚŚĞ�ůĞĂĚŝŶŐ�ƉŽůŝƟĐĂů�ŽƉƉŽŶĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�


