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Chapter 1: Marlowe Street
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I leave the car running for a second longer than I need to. Just a second. The kind of second that feels

greedy. Like I’m stealing time from something I’m supposed to give it to.

The motor hums under me, warm and tired, just like I am. I’ve got glitter on my jeans — leftover from

craft time. One of the twins at school called me “Miss Zee” today for the first time. It stuck in a way I

didn’t expect. Like a thread tightening around my chest, but soft. Like something I could hold onto.

I take a deep breath and look at the front of the house. Marlowe Street ain’t nothing fancy — cracked

pavement, overgrown weeds pushing up through the sidewalk, old porch with chipped paint that Toni

always says she’s gonna fix. She never does. She’s probably inside already, music too loud, house too

smoky, some random dude in the living room again acting like it’s his name on the lease.

My fingers stay curled around the steering wheel. I look down at my key ring. It’s heavy with useless

keys — old mailbox, old job, even one from my mama’s house before I left California. That one still

shines the brightest.

Phone buzzes in the cupholder.

Toni: “Where you at? I need cigarettes.”

Not hey, not you good?, not how was work?

Just where you at, like I’m always supposed to be somewhere waiting.

I stare at the message for too long. The three dots pop up like she’s about to say more. Then they

disappear.

I turn the key. Engine cuts off.

Silence.

I close my eyes and sit in the quiet. My chest rises slow. I hold the breath, like it’s made of something

expensive. Then I exhale it all out through my nose.

“Alright,” I whisper. To nobody.

I grab my bag, open the door, and step out into the dusk. The sun’s low. The house looks darker than it

should.

My feet hit the porch, creaky as always. Before I even reach the knob, I hear laughter spill out through

the walls. A bassline rattles the screen door.

I open it anyway.

I step inside and the house swallows me whole.

Weed smoke wraps around me like a thick, sweet scarf. The air’s heavy — not just from the smoke but

from everything left unsaid in this place. I wave my hand in front of my face, more out of habit than

hope. It don’t do anything.

The living room’s full. Not packed — just busy. Cluttered with people who don’t know how to lower their

voices, how to sit still, how to notice a woman who walks in from work with bags under her eyes and

glitter on her jeans.

Rico’s yelling at the TV about 2K. Two girls I half-recognize from Toni’s side of the world are perched

on the couch like they belong to it. Hookah glowing in the corner, empty Casamigos bottle on the floor.

It smells like sweat, smoke, and something fried.

Nobody looks up.

I float into the kitchen like I’m not even there. Sometimes I really don’t feel like I am.

From behind me I hear it — every damn time.

“Yo, that your girl?”

Toni laughs that laugh I used to think was sexy. Now it just makes my stomach tighten.

“Yeah,” she says. “That’s her. Don’t mind her. She always movin’ like somebody pissed in her cereal.

That’s just how she be.”

I grab the fridge handle before I say something stupid. Before I let her know that every word slices a

little deeper when it’s dressed up in a joke.

Inside the fridge: somebody’s half-drunk juice, one to-go container with my name on it, and a box of

baking soda that’s been there since last summer. I take the juice, drink straight from the bottle, then

rinse it off like I care.

Then I see it — the tray on the counter.

A blunt, already half-rolled. Grinder still open. Lighter right there. Maybe someone meant to finish it and

forgot. Maybe they meant for me to find it. Either way, I don’t ask.

I grab it, press it to my lips, and flick the lighter. First inhale burns, second one settles, third one melts

everything just enough for me to breathe normal again.

The noise from the living room fades to a blur. Voices blend together like water in a running sink.

One of the girls walks in, leans on the counter next to me. She’s got her lashes done, nose pierced,

looking me up and down like she ain’t sure I exist.

“You roll that?” she asks.

“Nah,” I say, exhaling. “Was just sitting here.”
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She shrugs, takes a sip from her red cup, then walks back out like I passed some kind of unspoken

test.

That’s how it is when I smoke — I’m allowed in. Not fully, not warmly. Just enough to not be invisible.

Just enough to laugh if they laugh, nod if they nod. Float, not fall.

And most nights, that’s enough.
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I always said it started with a picture.

Profile pic was her in a wifebeater and gold chain, eyes squinting like the sun owed her money. Low-cut

fade, slight smirk. Tattoo peeking up her collarbone. I remember thinking, She looks like she don’t

apologize for nothing.

She didn’t.

I clicked on her name without even hesitating. Looked through every photo like it was a movie I wasn’t

supposed to be watching. One where the lead girl walked like she didn’t need nobody and kissed like

she didn’t ask permission.

My heart dropped, lifted, flipped. I had never seen such a person, I was almost awe struck.

It was hot that summer.

Not the fun kind of heat either — not water-balloon, slip-n-slide, cookout heat. It was the kind that

makes you stick to leather couches and start fights over who drank the last Capri Sun.  Mama had the box fan in the window but it just blew the heat around. She was at work. Ari was singing in the kitchen, loud and wrong. Fantasia or Keyshia Cole — I don’t even remember. All I know is she

was hitting none of the notes but every single word.

“Zee,” she called, between verses, “we got any more hot sauce?”

“In the fridge,” I muttered, legs tucked under me, phone in hand.

The iPhone was secondhand. Screen cracked down the middle. But it was mine. That summer, my whole world lived in it. 

As im scrolling through people you may know i see it her, Toni, her profile,

Her status said:

“Bored. Somebody real hit my inbox.”

I stared at it.

My thumb hovered. I don’t know what pushed me to reply. Boredom? Curiosity? That ache in my chest

that always showed up when nobody texted me first?

I typed:

“Company how?”

She wrote back in seconds:

“Show me what you look like first. I don’t talk to just anybody.”

I remember that feeling. Stomach flipping. Breath caught. Validation crawling up my neck like heat.

I don’t even remember what picture I sent. Probably one I’d taken in the bathroom mirror at school 

when no one was looking. Cheap lip gloss. No filter. I didn’t smile — didn’t want to look
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