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Dedication

For the Black girls holding it all together while quietly falling apart—I see you.
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Chapter One

IT’s Halloween and the goons are out tonight. Claws sinking into the sand, fists thumping against chests to the blaring beat. Flames from the bonfire reflecting the mischief in their smiles. And that’s if they’re not wearing masks. There are lots of masks out here. Half masks, light-up masks, overhead masks. Masks that leave tiny openings for eyes to show there’s a human behind them. The goons laugh and dance and vibe with each other to prove they’re having an amazing time. The faces behind these masks are my classmates. My friends. At least, they used to be.

Everyone’s surprised to see me here, as though the Halloween bonfire at Huntington Beach hasn’t been a tradition since our grandparents did the bump and hustle down our hallowed school halls. It always had to be at Huntington, which the official website boasted as being part of a sixty-acre park that trailed the beautiful James River. But the reviews painted a clearer picture of what to expect. Contamination, rude lifeguards, unsavory people—the perfect storm for a little high school debauchery. So each year, we traveled a half hour away from our quaint little bubble in York County, Virginia, to become a few of those unsavory people. A group of seniors always took the lead on the festivities, securing the playlist, firewood, and alcohol. Especially the alcohol. Whoever oversaw the bonfire was a bigger deal than being prom king or queen. It told everyone that, yes, you were indeed the shit. We hate you but want to be you at the same time. This was supposed to be my year planning the Halloween party. To be both feared and admired by my peers. But . . . shit happens.

My first hour at the bonfire consisted of gaped mouths and wide eyes and hugging. So much hugging. A bunch of I miss yous even though they still see me at school. Repeats of Where have you been?, as if I’ve somehow disappeared. I take it all in with a huge grin, though. Try to be the Liv Porter they knew and loved and hated before my world blew up six months ago. I’m wearing my own mask tonight—and on the prowl for a certain someone.

Jace Martinez is not that certain someone, yet he strides toward me and my red Solo cup, bobbing his head to the boom, boom, boom from the Bluetooth speakers. He’s decked out in crushed-velvet pants and a matching jacket, both with a leopard-print trim. He also carries a cane and tops off the costume with a wide-brimmed hat. Lord help me, this fool’s dressed like a pimp. Once he’s within arm’s reach, he breaks out into a hair-raising body roll that has me searching for an exit.

Thankfully, he stops whatever he was doing to rub his eyes and peer at me. “Am I seeing things or has Liv Porter graced us on this beach?”

“Do you know you look like a pimp?” I ask.

Jace doesn’t deserve my pleasantries. He’s been on my shit list since we partnered up for a world history project back in ninth grade. I did all the research on the Ottoman Empire, but he insisted on doing most of the talking for our presentation. He even wore a toga, though people usually wore kaftans during that era. He still got an A for effort and charisma, whereas I got a B-plus for giving him that much wiggle room.

“Nailed it.” He dusts off his shoulder with genuine pride. “And you are . . .”

He looks me over in my navy-blue newsboy cap, matching cropped long-sleeved shirt, and high-rise jeans. There’s also my necklace. The silver chain with the infinity symbol pendant. But that’s more part of my daily uniform than costume.

He snaps his fingers. “Either Chloe or Halle Bailey. Those singing twins? I’d peg you for more of a Chloe. She’s a bit more diva than Disney princess, know what I mean?”

I blink at him so he’ll know that I don’t. “They’re not twins,” I tell him. “And I’m Janet Jackson from Poetic Justice. She had box braids instead of Marley twists, but—”

“Same difference,” Jace finishes for me, even though there isn’t an ounce of truth to that comment. “But yeah, Janet Jackson was definitely going to be my next guess.” He peeks into my cup. “Don’t tell me you got the cheap shit.”

“I got whatever they were serving.”

“Don’t worry. Someone went on a drink run. They’ll hook you right up.”

I pinch my face up into a fake smile. “Okay, Jace.”

“Surprised you’re here, yo. After Hope . . . you know. Then that face-plant thing at your track meet, I just knew your ass was going to be homeschooled.” He laughs, oblivious to his multiple levels of insensitivity. Not only did he mention one of the most humiliating moments of my life, but he also brought up Hope’s name without an ounce of sorrow. It’s been only six months since she’s been gone. Too soon for her name to be tossed out like leftovers, especially from someone as insignificant as Jace Martinez.

Instead of flinging the rest of my drink in his face, I preserve my energy for a more formidable opponent. “It’s senior year. I wanted to go through all the usual rites of passage. Prom, senior prank. Humoring you at this party when there are hundreds of other people more worthy of my time.” I give him another flash of a smile.

Jace’s mouth pinches up at the corners. Not quite committing to the smile as he assesses my chi. “Wait, are you . . . ? We’re cool, right? You’re just fucking with me.”

I sip my drink and allow the silence to stretch. My girl Tia, with her perfect timing, struts over to us, all decked out in a lavender mermaid gown with a sequined white floral pattern and a puffy tulle corsage on one side of the halter straps. Her natural curls have been pressed and flat-ironed into feathery, eighties waves—though they’d frizzed some because of the lingering October humidity. She even tops it off with a tiara and gives me a Miss America wave. I give her a curtsy, and she throws her head back with a haughty laugh.

“Now, now. No need for all that. I’m one of the people. Just more glamorous and painstakingly beautiful.” She does a weird combo of cockney and Southern belle accents, but I’m pretty sure she thinks she sounds British.

“Okay. Check out Carrie.” Jace surveys her with a nod.

Tia drops all airs and clucks at him. “Are you serious? Does it look like I have a bucket of pig’s blood all over me?” She spins around and allows him to see the fake Polaroids of blurred-out nudie shots I helped safety pin to her dress before we got here. After a moment, she turns back around, and Jace still looks befuddled as fuck. “I’m the one and only Vanessa Williams, reclaiming her Miss America title post-Penthouse scandal.”

Jace’s mouth twists to one side. “Who the hell is Vanessa Williams?”

Tia huffs and gives me an exasperated look. I laugh and shrug. I told her that while I trust the intelligence of our classmates, she may be going a little too far in the pop culture vault to make a political statement. And yes, this is coming from the girl who’s dressed as a nineties character from John Singleton’s third-best film. But Tia was adamant, dammit. She had a rough time last school year. We both did. Her with those leaked photos, and me with panic attacks and . . . Hope. Tia and I flew in different flocks, but our catastrophes made us birds of a feather. We clung to each other throughout the summer, and we haven’t let go once since our senior year began. I’m bummed that I missed being front row to all of Tia’s class and sass throughout the years, but at least I get to appreciate the time we have before we both leave the nest.

“I can’t believe I’m explaining myself to someone walking ’round here looking like a pimp,” Tia says to me.

“That’s because I am a pimp,” Jace says, plucking at one of his velvet sleeves.

“Boy, and you saying that with your whole chest?” Tia asks, aghast. She shakes her head and hands him her cup. “Be my little feminist-in-training and get me something else to drink.”

Jace looks down at the cup, eyebrows furrowing like, What are drinks? He finally sighs and nods. “Hopefully the good shit’s here. I’ll be back,” he says as he trudges away.

I’m not sure if that’s a promise or a threat.

Tia and I glance at each other, then crack up laughing.

“Girl,” she says, linking her arm through mine. “I came over here to save you but got roasted in the process.”

“Jace ain’t had to roast nothing. You’re already hot.”

“I better be. Have you ever tried walking through sand with heels? It is not for the faint of heart. My ass better be as tight as freshly done cornrows by the time the night is over.”

A warm breeze brushes through us and kicks up sand. Some of our classmates take it as a sign to whoop and dance harder.

Tia looks up at the dark sky. “Ugh, it looks like it’s gonna rain. Do you think it’s gonna rain?”

I gaze up at the sky as if I can see the pending raindrops. I can’t, obviously, but still—the air smells earthier than usual. That thick, wet scent of moisture rising from the ground that seems to permeate right before a storm. “Probably.”

Tia chews on her bottom lip, and there’s a wistfulness behind her eyes like she stumbled into a memory and isn’t sure how to return. I squeeze her closer to me to bring her back.

“It’s okay,” I say. “It’ll probably just be a little sprinkle. Not enough to rain on everyone’s fun.”

“It’s not that. It’s . . . Sierra. She always loved the rain. Said it was the only thing loud enough to silence all the ghosts.”

I don’t know what to say, so instead I just rest my head on her shoulder and allow her to sit in the moment. Tia never really talks about her older sister, at least not in the time that we became tight. She died about five years ago. Rather, she was killed five years ago. I was too young to know what exactly happened, aside from a few news clips that my parents promptly turned off whenever I entered the room. I remember bits and pieces, though. There was a fight between Sierra and their mother. Police were called to deescalate and ended up fatally shooting Sierra. There were talks about mental illness. About police reform and cries for counselors to join police on certain calls. Those talks quieted over the years and . . . here we were. Drinking cheap beer on a contaminated beach with unsavory people.

“Well, bring on the rain, then,” I say finally. “It’s perfect for Halloween—and it’ll be like Sierra’s partying with us.”

Tia gives a faint smile, then lets out a groan. “Why the rain gotta be blowing up my spot like that? Doesn’t Mother Nature know this is the first time I’ve been able to get the Liv Porter out of her house in months?”

And just like that, she’s her old sassy self.

“It’s fine. I’m having a good time,” I lie. I give a sly glance over her shoulder. If it does rain, I need to find him first. That’ll be hard to do if there’s a washout. My eyes land on two girls who joined the track team as freshmen last year. They give me an overly eager wave. I return it with a more subtle nod. Keep there, I tell them through my weak skills of telepathy. I can’t handle any more Holy shits and How are yous. I can’t handle more classmates throwing their arms around me without consent. And, as though the crowd can read my energy, more bodies began to descend closer to the fire, until I feel like I’m in the thick of a swarm.

I find myself gripping tighter to Tia’s arms again as I take a few slow breaths. Try to mitigate the shakes before they even begin. I can’t afford to be shaky tonight.

“You okay?” Tia asks, patting one of my hands.

I blow out a steady breath and nod just as Erica Matthews struts past us holding a cordless mic. “Can I get everyone’s attention for just a moment? Just gather around the bonfire, please?” she asks.

“Who the hell gave that girl a mic?” Tia mutters.

I shrug as the rest of the Sedgefield High swim team gather behind her to face us, and I want to dive headfirst into the flames. This is about to be some bullshit. Erica is only swim team captain now because Hope’s gone. If moving on was a competition, Erica won. She benefited the most from Hope’s death, climbing up the rankings and getting scouted by colleges. Colleges that had their eyes on Hope first. If she’s gonna give some tearless sob story about how much she misses Hope, I might just push her into the flames with me.

“I’m so happy we’re all here tonight,” Erica says into the mic as more partygoers gather closer to the fire. “And we all know who would be the loudest one here tonight. The lovely, incomparable, and sorely missed, Hope Jackson.”

I forget all about my mindful breathing and groan. If there were a hundred eyes on me before, I’m sure there are thousands now. Tia wraps her arm around my waist, shielding me as much as she can from their scrutiny. If only I could wrap her completely around me and hibernate until spring.

“As most of you know, Hope has been gone a little over six months now,” Erica continues, “but it feels like only yesterday that she was screaming in my ear, ‘Lean in to the stroke, Matthews.’”

The swim team giggles. They’re the only ones who do. Guess we had to be there. My eyes gaze across all their faces, searching for signs of sincerity, when they land on Sherie Jacobs and linger. The tallest and palest among them, she stands there looking like a literal cavewoman with her dusty-blond hair pulled up into a bone barrette. I wait for her to look up at me. Offer an apologetic shrug for not giving me a heads-up about this charade. She owes me that much.

Sherie was homeschooled up until ninth grade, and she and Hope grew close after hanging out at some summer swim camp for middle schoolers. In fact, it was Hope who convinced Sherie to enroll in our high school. Swim with the big leagues to get scouted by huge universities. The transition was awkward, nay, brutal. Case in point, she showed up the first day of high school with a Powerpuff Girls lunch box. I thought I’d do her a solid, let her know that nobody carried those anymore. She came into the cafeteria the next day with a Bluey lunch box instead. Still, Hope wanted to take her under her wing, which meant that I took her under my wing. Which, in turn, meant that nobody fucked with her. But after Hope died, Sherie latched on to her precious swim team and left me adrift.

I squint my eyes at Sherie and use the force or whatever to get her to glance at me. But she just smooths down her leopard-print, shapeless shift dress as if she’s passing time for this speech to be over.

“This school year has been tough without her.”

Oh my God, Erica is still going.

“And Lord knows the past few months of school were tough on Hope.”

“No shit,” Tia says, her voice now above a mutter. She wants to remind everyone of their hypocrisy. Of the lies they spewed about Hope in the hallways, and especially online. Tia dealt with it herself last year with her nudes, but they went for Hope’s neck.

Erica clears her throat and tries to find her spot in her memorized monologue. Clearly, she didn’t expect this to be a call-and-response-type deal. “So, um . . . we should . . . I hope we make our loss also our gain.”

The fuck?

“That we remember that words hurt. That people hurt. And that hurt people hurt people. . . .”

A snort rips through the crowd, and there’s a collective gasp. Yes, Erica is spewing bumper sticker vomit, but we’re not supposed to laugh. At least, not aloud. Heads swivel until we find the culprit: Kizzy Chan. Her costume is deceivingly ethereal, all soft blues and sheer fabrics and looking like the most beautiful genie to ever float out of a lamp. But soft and delicate are the last words I’d use to describe Kizzy. She is another former friend of mine and Hope’s—more so Hope. They got tight after their time at Keystone Behavioral Center two summers ago. Hope went for her depression; Kizzy for being a bitch. That’s what Kizzy says, anyway. I suspect it has something to do with her anger. I once saw this girl flip out on a Subway cashier for taking too long to make her sandwich. A meltdown over a tuna melt. Spending time with her meant getting your calves ready to walk on eggshells.

Kizzy finally notices that she’s pulled the attention away from the swim team and stops laughing. “My apologies.” She holds up her wine cooler. “Continue.”

“Thank you.” Erica rolls her eyes but presses on. “All this is to say that I would love us to use this year to become better versions of ourselves. Not just for Hope, but for each other. Let’s live up to her name.”

Gag.

“If you don’t mind, I’d love for us to pay our respects and give Hope a moment of silence.” Erica bows her head, and the swim team follows suit, though Sherie lags because of fiddling with her bone barrette. Some of the other partygoers tilt their heads, too. A group of guys on the other side of the bonfire pour out some of their beer onto the sand, which is stupid, because Hope hated beer. Nobody here really knew her. Maybe not even me.

As the moment of silence drags into several moments, someone starts humming a tune. High pitched and whiny, trying to hold on to a note that’s beyond their reach. Heads lift to find the source and, of course, it’s Kizzy Chan.

She stops humming and closes her eyes. “‘It’s so haaaaarrrd, to say goodbyyyyye, to yesterdaaaay,’” she croons into her bottle, delivering an atrocious cover of the Boyz II Men oldie. Someone tries to take the drink from her, but Kizzy twists away and sings even more off-key.

“You better get your girl,” Tia says to me, amusement tickling the back of her throat.

Kizzy finally loses her bottle to Wonder Woman, or someone dressed like her. Kizzy throws up her hands and surrenders. “My bad. My bad!”

I shake my head. “She’s not my girl. Not anymore.” She’s just someone else who ghosted me right after Hope died.

Erica murmurs a thank-you into the microphone and, gratefully, the music picks up again. The crowd disperses and reenters their evening of dancing and debauchery. The swim team heads off to wherever the hell they were before their interruption. I can’t believe they allowed Erica to be their spokesperson. This is the same girl who Hope said started a campaign for the swim team to not wear the green ribbons the school counselors were passing out during Mental Health Awareness Month. They clash with our warm-up sets, she supposedly had said. Yet now she was the poster child for “love thy neighbor.” As Sherie passes me, she gives me a meek wave with her index finger. I nod at her. Just once. That’s enough for now.

“Mighty funny how Brendan pulled a vanishing act during the dedication to his girlfriend,” Tia says as she unwraps her arm from me.

I catch a chill. Maybe because I no longer have Tia’s body heat to rely on. Maybe because it really is about to rain. Definitely not because the sound of Brendan’s name does things to me that it shouldn’t do. There are thousands of Brendans in the world, but everyone at Sedgefield High knows that Brendan Jean is the Brendan. No last name needed. He’s the quintessential tall, dark, and handsome guy but all for valid reasons.

Tall: At six foot four inches, Brendan stands a clear foot above me and is the power forward for the mighty Sedgefield Stingrays.

Dark: His dad was born in Haiti—and when he says anything in Haitian Creole, a girl loses an item of clothing.

Handsome: His eyes are shaped like almonds, and he has this dip in his chin that’s not quite a cleft, not quite a dimple, but something far more powerful. And when he smiles, his face splits into two, and you can see that chip in one of his bottom teeth that he got when he fell after thwarting a game of double Dutch during third-grade recess.

Not that I’ve been paying attention or anything.

I play it cool and flip my twists behind my shoulder. “Is he even here? I figured he’d think he was too good to show up.”

Okay, so I know Brendan will be here. Brendan’s the certain someone I’ve been looking for, but Tia can’t know that. She considers getting me out the house a badge of honor, and I want to give her that W. Besides, I’m not looking to catch up with Brendan. He and I have unfinished business. Business that I don’t want Tia to have any part in. Keeping her in the dark is the safest thing for her.

Tia smirks. “Please. Brendan is not trying to miss a party. He went on a beer run, but I’m sure he’s back now appealing to the masses.”

Makes sense. Of course Brendan would be on the bonfire-planning crew. Everyone loves him, and he has all the qualities to charm a liquor store clerk. Everyone wants to get on the good side of the future NBA star. There’s talk he’ll get drafted a year after he graduates. Sooner if eligibility rules change. There was a time when he wanted Hope and me to look at colleges in North Carolina and Connecticut so he could ball out and we’d still be nearby. There was a time when Hope designed tattoos that Brendan wanted all three of us to get as soon as the last of us turned eighteen—three puzzle pieces that all fit together. There was a time when you’d look to his right, you’d see me, and to his left, you’d see Hope.

Then, Brendan Jean was my best friend. Now, he might be a murderer.

“I’ll be back,” I say. Tia’s already on the verge of shimmying away from me to join others on the makeshift dance floor.

“And lose your place here on the sand?” She gives me a teasing smile. “For real, though. Where you going?”

I hold up my almost empty cup. “To get lit,” I say.

Tia squeals in delight and blows me a kiss before joining the fray of writhing bodies near the bonfire. I watch her for a moment longer, vibing and laughing like the queen she is. Damn, I wish I could be next to her. Doing silly TikTok dances and singing loudly with the music and just enjoying the hell out of my last Halloween bonfire as a Sedgefield Stingray. I just want to be young and dumb for one final night. But Brendan Jean took that away from me.

I kick up sand on my black boots as I trek across the beach and toward the parking lot. That’s where all the drinks and coolers are, so maybe that’s where I’ll find my former best friend. I make my way past the volleyball net, where a few classmates seem to be having their own side party. The skunky scent of marijuana envelops them as they talk and laugh and dance, and I try to quicken my pace before someone tries to pull me into their fray.

“Hey, Liv.”

Too late. Two familiar figures sitting on the outskirts of the mini-party wave me over. Coko and Sy’rai. My girls. Or maybe just Hope’s girls. We’ve lost touch over the past six months, too. While it’s good to see them, I’d prefer to play this game of catch-up when I’m not already on a mission. Still, I push out a smile and inch my way toward them. They’re both in leg warmers. Coko tops hers with a sparkly purple-and-green leotard, while Sy’rai has a tutu in matching colors. They both wear wigs with ombres of turquoise, purple, and pink, and the ends of their hair are joined together forming a colorful arch above them.

“We’re Satin and Chenille,” Coko says, eyeing me eyeing them. “From the Trolls movies.”

I nod, impressed. “Which one is which?”

Coko and Sy’rai give each other a knowing smile.

“We haven’t figured that out,” Coko says.

“Well, you’re both definitely winning the costume contest,” I tell them.

“Oh, we decided to scrap that this year. Figured it was too cheugy to continue. Sorry.” Coko looks me up and down. “I know you were a fan.”

Okay, so they called me over here to fire shots. I refuse to take the bait, though. I raise one shoulder into a shrug. “Hey, your party. Your call.” It was supposed to be our party, our call, but sometime over the summer they lost my phone number. And vice versa. Looking at them now, pinching their overly glittered faces at me under the moonlight, makes me wonder why I ever had their numbers in the first place. Why I’d spend countless hours texting them into the night and still have more to say when I saw them the next morning. Why I thought I ruled the world alongside them, and Hope, and Kizzy, and even Sherie, but standing in front of them now, I felt as though the sky was pressing down on me and pushing me through the sand.

I hitch a thumb over my shoulder. “Good seeing y’all. I was heading to the bathroom, so—”

“You rolled up with Tia Shepherd?” Sy’rai finally speaks.

I almost jump at the sound of her voice. My ears were getting accustomed to Coko throwing all the shade.

“Yeah?” I didn’t mean to make it a question. That was surely only going to invite more drama.

As expected, Coko and Sy’rai exchange another look, this one a smirk.

“She’s good people,” I snap. “She’s had my back this summer. More than I can say about anyone else.”

“Come on, Liv.” Coko tries tilting her head, but her attached wig prevents it. “You the one that always called that child thirsty. I mean, look at her costume. Subtle much?”

A snicker escapes Sy’rai’s mouth before she covers it with her hand. Coko joins in. Their shoulders vibrating up and down as they trade silent barbs about Tia. For a moment, I see myself sitting in between them. Cracking up about some other girl’s costume. Throwing petty jabs if anyone outside our circle dared to walk up and say hi to us. It all felt so long ago, but also just like yesterday. I fight the urge to vomit right on their leg warmers.

“Next time you want to talk about how parched someone is, maybe spend less money on the discount bin at Claire’s. Broke-ass JoJo Siwas.” I didn’t realize I said the last part out loud until Sy’rai gasped. Oh well. I turn on my heel and continue my mission.

“Emo bitch,” Coko says, loud enough for me to hear, but I keep walking. Fuck them. Fuck this sand ruining my Prada combat boots. Fuck this party. I just need to do what I came here to do so that I can be finished with it all. Find Brendan.

It’s not like he’ll be hard to miss. Just find the tallest Black dude with a circle of groupies around him. As I get closer to the parking lot, though, another tall Black guy leaps from the cooler that he’s been using as his chair and jogs over to me.

Dayvon Jenkins. Brendan’s boy, Hope’s neighbor, and my . . . I’m not sure what he is to me. He’s not sure, either, as his face alters between confusion and contentment with every step he takes toward me.

“Hey,” he says once he’s close enough. He smiles, and it makes his eyes pinch. And yep, he’s still cute. His thick hair is pulled back into immaculate stitch braids, which puts his clear, tanned skin on full display. He wears a smoking jacket à la Hugh Hefner, which works well for his sleepy, bedroom eyes and broad chest. Any other hetero girl would get weak in the knees from being this close to Dayvon, so, clearly, there’s something wrong with me. Dayvon’s just never made me feel like there was.

“I’m surprised you’re here.” He shakes his head quickly. “I mean, I’m glad you’re here. Just didn’t . . . expect you.”

“Yeah. Well, free drinks.” I don’t know why I say that. Everyone knows I’m not a huge drinker. And as much as it would be nice to shoot the shit and catch up with Dayvon, fuck this party. I can’t with any more interruptions. I lift on my toes to peer over his shoulder, and it’s not until he scratches his head that I realize how much of an ass I’m being.

“Sorry,” I say as I settle back on my heels. “I’m a bit rusty at these events now.”

Dayvon’s mouth curves up into a small smile. “Same old, same old. Get drunk, get crunk, get home.”

“Oh, is that all? You might have to school me on the art of getting crunk. I think the last person who mentioned it was my great-uncle at the family cookout.”

Dayvon throws back his head and laughs. That’s one good thing about him. He’s never too cool to cackle. “Wow. You got jokes? How about we refill your cup and you can talk about my mama next?”

I don’t have the heart to ditch him. You know how some people have a punchable face? Dayvon’s the complete opposite. He has the face of someone you just want to feed heart-sprinkled cupcakes to. I don’t have to search for an escape plan because at that moment, near the cars, a huddle of boys behind Dayvon start pumping their fists and chanting in dude-bro fashion. Go, go, go, like frat guys at a kegger. Asher Cohen’s the loudest of them all because Asher Cohen is always the loudest in any room. His dark brown hair is slicked back with an obscene amount of hair gel, and he bangs his chest under his clear raincoat. Underneath the coat is a pin-striped suit. Great. He’s Patrick Bateman from American Psycho. And here I thought Jace Martinez had the douchiest costume of the night.

One of the guys, with a hairline about two inches farther back than it should be at his age, breaks from the crowd and hurls about a foot away from Dayvon and me. Nice.

“Cleanup, aisle five!”

I know that husky voice from anywhere. The chorus of laughter that follows only confirms my suspicion: Brendan. Nobody else can get away with something that corny except Brendan. He gets away with everything. The huddle parts for him as he walks over to the guy with the receding hairline and pats him on the back.

“You good, bruh?” he asks. Even leaning forward, he towers over the guy. The guy mumbles something incoherent before taking another chug from his beer bottle. Brendan laughs as the guy bows to the applause from the crowd. It’s only when the drunken dude trips back over to the huddle that Brendan looks up . . . and spots me.

I take a deep breath. So does he.

The night has officially begun.






Chapter Two

For about five seconds, the music stops and everyone freezes mid–fist bump or two-step. It’s just Brendan’s eyes trailing me. My eyes trailing him. As though we haven’t seen each other for months. And in a way, we haven’t. After Hope, our Venn diagram of friends split into two drifting circles. Him with his boys and his fans. Me with Tia, my meds, and my head in the books. Anything to push through the start of my senior year.

But now . . . here we are.

Let me pause for a moment. Talk a bit about this boy in front of me and the dead girl in between us. Me, Hope, and Brendan. A trio for as long as I’ve known the word trio. We were six years old and the only Black kids in Brendan’s mom’s after-school childcare program. She ran it out of her house and treated it like an academic enrichment program. Whenever it was time to rotate learning centers, Hope, Brendan, and I gravitated to each other like planets, moons, and stars. After a while, Mrs. Jean grew bored of trying to break up the solar system.

We were inseparable ever since. The summer before high school is when the cracks began to surface. Hope was away at camp again, and Brendan was spending a lot of time at my house. Mrs. Jean was on husband number three by then. Brendan didn’t tell me much about him yet, but I knew things were rocky enough that he’d rather mow the grass with my dad in ninety-degree weather than go home. In between yard work, he’d find his way to me. We’d film silly TikToks, or play Tomb Raider, or simply vibe to whatever song we were feeling at the moment. I started to look forward to those moments. Where it was just me and Brendan. And slowly but instantly, I also started caring about how I looked when he came over. Gone were the baggy sweats and sloppy buns—the second half of the summer became all about tennis skirts and corkscrew curls.

Then there was that one moment. Brendan and I were mouthing the lyrics to Silk Sonic’s “Leave the Door Open” for another one of our ridiculous videos. He was giving a horrific Bruno Mars interpretation when his hand found my cheek and we froze. Both forgetting the lyrics. Both forgetting that we were even filming. His hand lingered, and my heart drummed all the way up to my throat. Then, as though someone else took over my body, my mouth turned into his palm . . . and I kissed it. I kissed his fucking hand. Brendan didn’t say anything. He didn’t move. Just stared at me in a way that made me feel like the delicious dinner he’d been thinking about all day.

Then my dad entered the family room and we separated as quickly as cheap Velcro.

“Ready to tackle the rosebushes today?” my dad asked Brendan, oblivious as all get out.

“I have to tell you something,” Hope said to me on the night before our first day of high school. We were coordinating our ’fits for the week, but she paused out of the blue with this intro to a confession. It worked for me, though. I’d been trying to find a way to break the ice about Brendan. I’d been dying to tell someone how he made my insides all gummy when he smiled at me. How I’d started to enjoy the smell of his sweat when he entered my house after doing yard work. How he kept reaching for my hand when my parents weren’t looking, quietly raising his eyebrows at me. You’re feeling something, too, his eyes seemed to say.

And I did. Oh God, I did. I’d been too shy to talk about it, but maybe all I needed was an extra push from my best girlfriend to send me over the edge.

“Me, too,” I said, and I could feel my face get warm at the admission.

“Okay. Me first.” Hope dropped my jeans to the floor, then crawled next to me on my bed. She wrapped her arms around my stomach and tackled me against the pillows. We giggled as we untangled our limbs until we settled into our normal chilling position—me on my back, Hope’s head snuggled on top of my chest. “I think I’m gonna ask Brendan out.”

My heart froze, then shattered into one hundred pieces. I prayed that Hope didn’t hear the explosion. “Wh-what?” I managed, trying to keep my voice composed but ultimately failing.

“I know!” Hope shifted away from me and snatched a pillow from under her head before smothering her face with it and squealing. She caught her breath and peeked back at me. “I can’t believe it! That’s weird, right? It’s stupid weird.”

I opened my mouth to form a response, but, thankfully, she kept going.

“I mean, it’s Brendan. The guy who used to fart along to ‘Pop! Goes the Weasel’ when we were kids. But . . . I don’t know, Liv. This summer, his voice has gotten deeper and his shoulders are all big, and he’s just so . . . manly. And when the hell did he get so cute? Doesn’t he look like Ralph Angel from Queen Sugar?” She squealed again, and I forced a smile. A smile that didn’t reach my eyes.

“But you’ve been at swim camp all summer,” was all I could say.

Hope propped the pillow underneath her again and gave me a conspiratorial smile. “We snuck phone calls like every night. We even FaceTimed a few times. And, Liv? He blew me kisses through the phone before we had to hang up. Like actual kisses.”

She gave a dreamy sigh, and I wanted to die. Right then and there. Just stop breathing so I didn’t have to hear any more about this courtship. While Brendan was holding hands with me, he was virtually smooching Hope at practically the same time. Why didn’t he tell me he talked to her every night? He saw me almost every day this summer, you’d think it would come up. Unless . . . unless he was catching feelings with her and didn’t know how to tell me.

“It’s weird, right?”

I wasn’t sure when she started talking again, but she was staring at me. Eyes begging for my approval.

“I know jumping from friends to lovers can be tricky, but people also say that the best relationships have a strong friendship as the foundation. Right?”

Wow, she was really into him. I could hear it in her voice. It was full of rainbows and flowers, dripping with sugary optimism that she usually saved for gushing about that actor Trevor Jackson. I hadn’t seen Hope get excited about someone in real life in . . . never. I hadn’t seen Hope get this excited about a lot of things, and I felt this strange urge to hold on to this moment and pull it out on one of her darker days. Even if that meant my heart would remain shattered.

“Lovers?” I asked, scrunching my nose, then proceeded to gag.

Hope playfully shoved me, and I shoved her back. We kept this up for a while, until her head found her way on top of my chest again. We lay there in silence for what felt like an hour, almost like we knew this would be the last normal moment between us and wanted to savor it.

“We’re gonna be okay, Liv,” Hope said, as though sensing my fears.

I wanted to believe her, even as the floor seemed to crumble underneath us.

Now, standing at the beach across from Brendan, the sand beneath my feet feels just as shaky.

“Liv Porter,” Brendan says as the music replays and everyone resumes moving. “Look at you.”

“Yeah. Look at me.” I raise my Solo cup to him and take a tiny sip. He watches me with the wonder of someone seeing a shooting star for the first time. My cheeks get warm.

Someone clears his throat, and I remember Dayvon to my right. Asher’s also here now. When the hell did he walk over? Brendan blinks and notices them, too.

“You wanted more to drink, right?” Dayvon reminds me. He takes a few steps until he’s in front of me, partially blocking Brendan from my view.

“What you sipping on?” Brendan’s closer now, bumping his arm against Dayvon’s shoulder and nudging him aside.

“Hopefully, not this anymore.”

I hold up my cup, and Brendan takes it from me. Sniffs it and makes a face.

“I was going to find her something fruity,” Dayvon says. He gives me a smile to pick up where we left off.

“You go do that, then.” Brendan hands my cup to Dayvon and holds out a hand to me. “Come holla at me real quick.”

I look down at his hand and try to remember the last time we’ve touched. Just the thought sends my stomach into a frenzy. So I stop thinking and shove my hand into his. There are no fireworks or shooting cannons. Just familiarity. Like slipping on an old but favorite T-shirt.

Brendan steers me away, and I give an apologetic smile to Dayvon, whose left holding my cup with a small grimace. Asher says something in Dayvon’s ear, then cackles like the idiot he is. Dayvon stares at me for a beat more, his expression as hard to read as a William Faulkner novel. He finally trudges in the opposite direction with Asher close on his heels.

Brendan leads me back down the beach to one of the empty lifeguard towers and releases my hand. Who told him to do that? He leans against one of the wooden beams and smiles at me.

“I don’t know why you’re smiling,” I say. “That was stupid rude.”

“What was stupid rude?”

I nudge my head toward the drinks and parking lot.

Brendan blows air between his lips. “Those my boys. I can punch them in the eye and five minutes later, we’re dapping each other up.”

“Asher? Yeah. But Dayvon?” I make a face and tell him I’m not highly convinced.

“I can call Day over and ask him. That’s what you want? Give my boy a chance to strike out again?” He waves his hands and starts to call Dayvon’s name. I pull his arms down and try to cover his mouth, though I have to get on my tippy-toes to make any ground. He laughs and steps back from me.

“I hate you,” I say. “And he didn’t necessarily strike out. Double dates are awkward, especially ones where you keep being all up in our grill.”

“Hey, I was just trying to break the ice. Plus, I’m not the one who kept pulling you into the bathroom to strategize or whatever. That was all . . .” He can’t even start to form her name. Hope. It’s stuck somewhere in his throat and can’t get past his Adam’s apple. He gives me a sheepish grin and reaches for one of my twists instead. “Still a fan of the nineties, I see. How many white folks here asked if you were Moesha?”

I laugh, and the looming tension between us dissipates. “Like eighty percent. A handful of your Black friends called me Brandy, too, though. Don’t let the melanin fool you.” I tug at the bottom of his basketball jersey. “I see you didn’t have to go far for your costume.”

“You know I’m not into the whole dressing-up thing.” Brendan shrugs. “Besides, lots of kids want to be basketball players when they grow up.”

“Lots of kids want to be Brendan Jean when they grow up,” I correct.

It’s true. Brendan’s magic on the court. Unlike anything I’ve ever seen. He moves and leaps with the grace of a Julliard dancer yet manages to ram the ball into the hoop with so much fervor that he’s snapped the rim on more than one occasion. College scouts had their eye on him when he was in eighth grade playing JV ball. Now, NBA teams are chomping at the bit for him to turn nineteen and become eligible for the draft.

A small smile escapes his lips as he pounds his fist against the beam to the music. “Check out Olivia Porter. Crawling out from her hole with guns blazing.”

My face falls. “I wasn’t in a hole.”

“Well, you weren’t around.”

“Just because I haven’t been to parties or swooning at your practices doesn’t mean I haven’t been around. I’ve just been doing my own thing.”

Brendan stops smiling, too, realizing we’re no longer joking. “I know you, Liv. You’re the first one at a party and the last to leave. Since when did ‘doing my own thing’ mean becoming a recluse?”

“Since my best friend’s skull cracked on the concrete next to her pool.” The words come out louder and harsher than I intended them to, and I swear Brendan shrinks several inches. He’s probably never heard Hope’s death described in such a blunt way. I’m sure when he was questioned by the police, they cushioned it with velvet and feathers. Saying things like “Hope has passed” due to an “unfortunate incident.” Just . . . no. Hope’s dead because her head split open like a coconut.

“Liv.” He breathes out my name like he’s trying to grasp on to some former version of me. “Can you . . . not? She was your best friend. My girlfriend.” There’s something behind his eyes. Something sad. I’m not sure if I’ve seen Brendan look remotely sad in the six months since Hope’s death. Always in defense mode. Quick to tell people he wasn’t there and he never touched her and she was the crazy one. An odd tactic for the grieving boyfriend. But now, when it’s just me and him and the James River, his guard is crumbling.

I need to remember why I’m here. I take a deep breath and dial down my anger. “Sorry. It’s just . . . I didn’t like your word choice.”

“My word choice?”

“You said I was in a hole, B. We technically know someone in a hole now.” On instinct, I pinch the infinity pendant on my necklace.

Brendan looks at the necklace, looks at me, then nods in concession. “Noted. I won’t use that word again. I’ll just call you a hermit instead.”

“Hermits still have phones,” I say. “You could’ve reached out if you were so concerned.”

“And a phone works two ways.”

The audacity of this boy. Clearly, his budding fame has already gone to his head. “I think we both know that reaching out to you was a little complicated.”

“Woooow.” Brendan blinks a few times as if I’m just coming into focus. “Couldn’t have the accused murderer ruining your reputation, right? Forget that he went through the checkout line with you the first time you had to buy tampons. Or that he cosplayed Legend of Zelda with you for Comic Con three years in a row.”

I hug myself. “I don’t remember you being accused of anything, Brendan. The police ruled Hope’s death as suicide.”

“Exactly!” Brendan takes a beat when his voice carries out to the sea. “So, can we stop doing this, please? This weird song and dance? I miss my friend. Can I speak to my friend tonight?”

There go those sad eyes again. I look at them, and we’re thirteen years old, and I’m trying to cheer him up after Kiara Morris broke up with him for having quote-unquote Kylie Jenner lips.

She’s mad because she doesn’t have any lips, I told him. When people sketch her, they use a hyphen for her mouth.

Hope even drew a picture of Kiara to prove my point. Gave Kiara stink waves around her armpits to boot. Brendan laughed until he peed himself.

He’s right. I miss my friend, too.

The sky rumbles and rivals the hip-hop bass line playing in the background. Brendan looks up and whistles. “Fuuuck. It seems like it’s about to throw down. I don’t remember hearing that it was going to rain.”

“You know how Virginia does,” I say. “Rain one minute, sunshine and birds tweeting the next.”

“And don’t even get started about wintertime. Seventy degrees one day and seven degrees twelve hours later. You think we’re getting snow this year? Damn, I hope we don’t get snow.”

“‘In winter nothing more dreary, in summer nothing more divine.’”

Brendan raises a curious eyebrow.

“It’s from Wuthering Heights,” I say.

He nods, the recognition tugging at both eyebrows now. “I ain’t hear anyone mention that book in a minute.”

He’s thinking about Hope again without saying her name. Last year, Hope carried around that novel like an accessory. I didn’t get it—her attachment to the characters, the words, the mood. She talked about it so much that certain passages got stuck in my head like a pop song. But that was Hope. Taking the unconventional thing and making it the thing. Look at Sherie. Hell, look at me.

Brendan hisses through his teeth as he laughs. “We’re old as shit,” he says. “Talking about the weather like we’re rubbing arthritis cream on our knees.”

He pinches my ear and gives it a playful tug. We’re kids again—him joking about my small ears and me eating up those small moments when he touched me.

I take tiny steps toward him until my cheek is pressed against his chest. I don’t wrap my arms around him. Still, he gets it. He envelops me inside his long arms, and I could stay like this. In his cocoon with the river behind us and everything in front of us. If only it was that simple.

“You know,” Brendan begins as he rests his chin on top of my hat, “I loved your duet with Monica.” He erupts in laughter as I push him away.

“I hate you,” I say again. He sings the chorus to “The Boy Is Mine,” and I kick sand at him. But I laugh, too. I can’t help it.

He points at me. “Your hands are still empty. Where’s Dayvon with your drink?”

“I think he’s mad at us. We kinda ditched him.”

Brendan swats away any notion that anyone could possibly stay mad at him. “He’ll be all right. Come on, let’s find something ourselves, then.”

He reaches for me again, and as much as I want to take his hand, I can’t. I know what happens next if I do. I sought him out specifically for the what’s next. It all feels wrong at the moment. Talking to him for just a few minutes made me miss the days when we talked for hours about nothing and everything. While I was group chatting with my girls, Brendan and I had our own text thread. Sharing jokes and dreams and even nightmares. Things I wanted to tell Hope but knew that only Brendan would get. Right now, Brendan and I seem like we can fix whatever tear was in our friendship—and I want to keep the possibility open. Keep hope in a life beyond Hope.

“You know what?” I say finally. “I’m good. I’ve kept you away from your fans for too long.”

Brendan smirks. “It ain’t like that. And even if it was, they could wait. We still have some catching up to do.”

Damn. He’s not going away easily. It’s almost like he wants me to go through with everything tonight.

“I agree,” I say. “But I need to . . . take care of something. I’ll find you.”

He tucks his chin to his chest and pouts. “How I know you ain’t trying to ghost me?”

I give him a small smile, keep my lips together when all I want to do is shout at him, Go! Run away! “I guess you’ll just have to take my word for it,” I say, turning around before I change my mind . . .

And crash right into Kizzy Chan and her wine cooler.

“What. The. Fuck,” she says, even though I’m the one dripping wet. “Are you a toddler? Do you have no sense of direction?”

“Sorry,” I mumble, shaking out my limbs like a drunken dog.

“You cool
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