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			For Mom and Dad

		

	
		
			
				Excerpt from The Seton Story, October 30, 2019

			

			It isn’t easy to create change that lasts.

			In fact, it’s really, really hard.

			But we did it, here at Seton. And we believed we did it together.

			Don’t you remember the stories? All the tales passed on from seniors to freshmen year after year?

			Cooper Adams. Who he was. What he meant. How he came in and changed our whole entire world.

			The tales I’ve heard go like this:

			Once upon a time, thirteen years ago, the heavens placed upon us Cooper Adams. He had dimples that could seduce a housewife and threw a spiral that could dent a brick wall. He inherited a pretty good football team in a really good division, and he led that team to undeniable greatness. An undefeated season that no team—not Billingsley, not St. Mary’s, not Anderson Prep—had ever seen before. And as he did it, he united a school that had only ever cared about football to care about its girls as well. He was our ally. A feminist before it was even cool.

			How, you ask?

			Well, the tales say that during the summer of 2006, just before he would take over as Seton Academic High School’s Varsity quarterback, he sat in his basement and penned a cheer. When it was finished, he taught it to his team. And then, at Seton’s first game of the season, right after halftime, the entire football team stood on benches and faced the crowd—faced us—as they recited the legendary Seton Girls cheer for the very first time.

			Cooper Adams did other cool stuff, too. He convinced the school to create Seton Girls swag to go with all the Seton Football stuff sold in the online bookstore. He donated the proceeds from the football team’s Season of Giving bake sale to a women’s shelter, instead of to another junior football league.

			Cooper Adams saw us. Cooper Adams loved us.

			Why, you ask?

			Because he couldn’t have had his perfect season without us.

			Those were his words. On October 27, 2006, in the very first center spread quarterback feature that Seton ever ran, he was asked why he cared so much about the girls. What was it that made us special? What did he want the rest of the world to know?

			And he said: “I want all those girls to know that we couldn’t have had this perfect season without them.”

			I read the quote myself when I was researching whatever the hell it is I’m writing now, which I know is the exact opposite of the “I-cannot-tell-a-lie/Isn’t-he-a-hero?” quarterback feature that all of you were expecting to see. I want to say I’m sorry, but I’m not. I just want us to be okay.

			I imagine, at the time that Cooper’s words were first published, Seton girls everywhere sighed longingly and collapsed into the nearest arms like they were at a BTS concert. Because Cooper was so perfect. Because he was, and continues to be, our star.

			Every year that followed, Seton quarterbacks stood on the foundation of what he built. Undefeated season after undefeated season, like we were magic. But Cooper was only replicated, never duplicated.

			Until now.

			Because we get to have his kin. His blood. His brother, with his own delicious dimples and killer spiral.

			But if you thought, like I did, that that made us the lucky ones . . .

			You were wrong.

		

	
		
			What it is.

			
				August 25, 2019

			

			Our skin glows a dull purple in this bowling alley with all its neon lights. Nelly’s “Ride Wit Me” is blasting from the team playlist that the manager happily plugged in as soon as we got here. The playlist Seton has had forever, that only our football players know the password to.

			The music is so loud, J had to get up with me, follow me from the plastic seats to our lane, and lean into my ear just so I can hear all this unrequested sideline coaching.

			“But Alz, if you just, like—”

			“I can’t.”

			“If you use your wrist, though . . .”

			“J.”

			“And your forearm . . .” He trails off.

			“Look at my forearm. Look at my forearm compared to your forearm.”

			We hold our arms out next to each other’s, forearms facing the sky. His has veins the width of pipe cleaners. My arm could lay on top of his twice.

			He sighs and slides his hands into his pockets.

			I know how much he hates it as I lean over like a little kid bowling, and maybe that’s partly why I do it. I swing the pink marbled ball between my legs with both hands and push it down the slick lane. I stand up straight as the ball takes out four of the nine pins I didn’t knock out the first time.

			I smile up at J.

			He’s still watching our lane, until he looks at the screen above our heads to check my score. He nods a little to himself and winces like he’s waiting for a doctor to finish giving him a shot.

			I laugh and shove him, but he barely moves. “Relax.”

			“It’s just that you’re an athlete, Alz—”

			“No, you’re an athlete.”

			“But you’re a part of me. I’m a part of you,” he argues.

			“Did Thoreau say that?”

			He wraps his arms around my shoulders, and I rest my face against his chest, my ear against his red Seton T-shirt, soft enough to melt because it’s been washed so many times. He kisses the top of my head through my fluffy bun and declares, “Yo, you talk enough smack to be an athlete.”

			I laugh and he does, too, as we walk back to our group of tables now that my turn is officially over.

			Our crew takes up three lanes. There’s a crowd of people we don’t know at the door, waiting for spots to open up, some who were waiting even before we got here, but the staff figured out how to make room for us despite our lack of a reservation. The guys just wanted to hang out tonight, get as much of the team together as they could without it being a house party like normal. One more chance to make a memory before this summer is officially over.

			Parker has his arms folded in front of him when we get back to the tables where the wings and the pizza and the cups of beer that the manager let him order are waiting. The lights are making everything about him skew a different color. His green eyes are almost orange. His pale skin is blue. His brown hair that’s sometimes buzzed short but right now is long enough for Michelle to push her fingers through—and a lot of times, she does—looks like dust.

			J, in real light, is a compilation of different shades of brown. Me, too. So, tonight, he’s a fun array of purples, not a neon rainbow like Parker.

			The boys are debating like they always are. It’s anything from the best burger in town to the best touchdown ever scored. Right now, they’re going on about superpowers. Which one they’d want if they could have any one in the world. It’s Parker’s turn to choose, seconds after J takes his seat on the bench and has me sit on part of his leg so there’s enough room for me, too.

			Parker sucks his teeth. “Yo, I don’t need a superpower. I am a superpower.”

			Everybody laughs, the guys louder than the girls. Nudging each other and bumping each other, and Parker’s smiling, too, but he’s saying, “Yo. No, yo. Shut the fuck up. Yo, hear me out,” while he slaps their hands and grips their shoulders and makes sure everyone is listening. “I’m being deadass serious right now. I am a superpower. I’m a fucking superpower. And you’re a fucking superpower,” he says, clapping his hand against Charlie’s shoulder. “And J, my man.” He reaches his hand across the table and J meets it with the same easy handshake they’ve done for years. Fingers sliding and a snap to end it. “You’re a goddamned superpower if I’ve ever fucking seen one. Everything we do, everything we’ve done is a certified superpower. No one else can touch us. Check the fucking almanac—”

			“This dude said ‘the almanac . . .’ ” chuckles one of the guys at the end of the table.

			“Yeah, I said it. I said check the motherfucking almanac. There’s only one Seton football team and that’s all there ever will be. Don’t sit around crying about the superpowers you don’t have when we’re the goddamned definition of the term.”

			J’s laughing into his lap, shaking his head to himself with his hand on my leg as he subconsciously picks at the hole in the knee of my jeans. I smile. Because it’s annoying. And because he doesn’t care.

			“That’s why we’re gonna take States this year,” Parker declares, the promise he’s been making all summer. “First time in history. This team right here.” He jabs his finger into the table, once with right and again with here. “I bet my fucking life on it.”

			It’s like he shines a little brighter when he says it, his neon glow more radioactive, more untouchable. The boys smirk and nudge each other, and half of them start a mini-chorus of He wants two. Trophies, they mean. One for the season and another for the state championship.

			“Does that just go for you guys?” Britt MacDougal asks, her voice breaking through their chant before it really has the chance to become one.

			She’s a few people down from us, from Parker, sitting on the tabletop. Her thick hair is frizzy and loose and gorgeous. She’s wearing tiny cutoff jean shorts and a fitted long-sleeved black shirt with Timberlands. She’s surrounded by her three friends—the four of them together like this weightless, perfect, intoxicating aura everywhere they ever go.

			Bianca Patel sits on the tabletop next to Britt, both of them glowing shades of purple like J and me. Kelly Donahue is in the seat on the other side of Bianca, glowing neon like a girl version of Parker. And then there’s Michelle Rodriguez, more blue than purple, with her long dark hair coiled up in a ballerina bun, her perfect body on display in a pale pink romper. She’s Parker’s girlfriend, and she loves him, just like he loves her. But I’ve always had a feeling that she loves Britt a little more.

			Michelle sits in the seat next to Kelly, resting easily between Britt’s legs, her elbows on Britt’s kneecaps. She watches Parker as Parker smiles and watches her back. His girl. His girls.

			“What do you mean?” he asks Britt.

			“Your whole self-righteous superpower title,” Britt answers him, her gray eyes still gray, even in this lighting. But they burn more. “Does that just go for you guys or does it go for us, too?”

			“Like you girls?”

			“Me, B, Kel, Mich. Aly. Any girl here. Any girl who exists.”

			“I know you’re super-powerful when you get drunk and hungry.” Parker smiles.

			They talk to each other like that. Like family.

			Michelle smiles at him warningly from between Britt’s legs. “Don’t be a dick.”

			“How many times do I have to tell you that you’re the best girls in the world?” Parker amends.

			Bianca seems to think about it. “Maybe try one more time?”

			“Louder,” Kelly demands, smirking as she does.

			But Britt shakes her head, looking at her friends. A conversation they’re capable of having with just their eyes because they’ve mattered to each other for that long.

			She’s talking to Parker, but almost anyone at our table is listening, too. Watching. Those girls are distracting in the most addictive way.

			“Best is an adjective,” she informs him over the music. “We deserve to be nouns.”

		

	
		
			What it is.

			
				August 26, 2019

			

			Best is an adjective. We deserve to be nouns.

			It’s been playing through my head since Britt said it last night, and again now as J and I wait outside of Seton’s main doors. Britt and her friends have so many moments like that, moments when it was the four of them that I just remember. That pop into my head like a song lyric and make me smile to think about all over again. Last night, Parker laughed and said, “Fine, you guys are beautiful dolphins, what do you want me to say?” but nobody cared about that part. The part that had mattered had been theirs.

			“Hmm?” J asks, offering me a French toast stick from the breakfast tray he got from the cafeteria when we first pulled in this morning. Around 6:55 a.m. Traffic wasn’t too bad.

			He puts it right up to my mouth. I shake my head and yawn. “I have to get used to being up this early again before I can eat.” He makes a face like I just told him birds can’t fly, but dips his stick in syrup and takes the bite for himself.

			It’s the first day of school, and J and I have been waiting outside for the past twenty minutes, sitting on the shallow brick wall that borders Seton’s main entrance. There are red and white streamers wrapped around the trees outside and a hand-painted banner hanging above the main doors—red letters on white paper that read Let’s make it 13!

			If Parker and the Varsity team can go undefeated this season, it’ll be our thirteenth perfect year in a row.

			But for now, it’s just Monday, the blue sky is cloudless, and the parking lot is filling up with cars that belong to Seton-proper kids. Some go inside, some linger in the lot, and J and I share his cord-attached earbuds while I hold my Seton-issued iPad on my lap and download the course packs I’m gonna need for today. We’re listening to the Rent soundtrack off J’s phone because he had a pre-assignment for his music history elective to watch a musical over the summer, and that was the one he chose. After he decided it was the deepest thing he’d ever seen, he downloaded the soundtrack, and it’s been part of the shuffle ever since. He nods to himself and sings along to “No Day But Today” the same way he does when it’s Drake.

			The team starts to congregate outside, too, as their cars pull into the lot. Some of them pass a football around that randomly (at least, it seems random to me) gets tossed J’s way every now and then. He manages to anticipate it every single time, then throws it easily back across the lawn.

			“Do you wanna come with me to Walgreens when we get home tonight?” I ask as the ball whizzes back over to him.

			He catches it with one hand and finishes another French toast stick with the other. “For Glade PlugIns?” he asks, because he knows how much I love a good Glade PlugIn. For a while we had to use them, when they were paving the road near our house and it made everything inside smell like tar. That’s over now, but I’m still obsessed.

			“Yes,” I answer.

			“Of course.”

			“That means you probably can’t play football with Cory.”

			“I could probably do both.” He lets the ball soar back to where it came from.

			“No, because Cory is gonna want to play forever.”

			“That’s not true.”

			I roll my eyes. “Yes, because he always does. Because he thinks he could actually play for Seton, too, one day.”

			“He could.”

			“He drops every pass you throw at him.”

			“Yeah, but he’s your kid brother, Alz.”

			“So what?”

			And then J nods, picks up another French toast stick, dips it in syrup, and takes a bite. “You know what, you’re right. Let’s gag him and throw him in the basement when we get home tonight.”

			I make myself look down at my iPad instead of at him so he can’t see me trying not to laugh.

			But his voice makes me sure that he’s smiling anyways as he leans his shoulder into mine and says, “I promise we’ll get your Glade PlugIns.”

			For a little while, it’s quiet, besides all the noises that are supposed to be there. The boys. This Rent soundtrack. The voices of everyone else as they walk up the steps to the red double doors, wide open like they always are on the mornings when the weather is nice enough. I check the WiFi connection on my iPad because this course pack is taking forever to download.

			But I look up when the yelling starts.

			“Mich, what are you doing?” Britt insists, calling at Michelle over the roof of her car.

			Michelle is halfway across the courtyard, and Britt’s car is still running. I’m not even sure that the car actually stopped before Michelle got out if she’s already gotten this far.

			“What are you doing?” Michelle spins around to face Britt across the sidewalk. “Seriously. What are you doing?” Her voice is strained. Almost frantic. Like something awful has happened. The kind of awful that gives a mom the strength to lift a truck off her toddler.

			“You can’t just jump out of my moving vehicle like you’re Laurence fucking Fishburne!” Britt storms over to her, leaving her car door open, leaving Kelly and Bianca to rush out of the back seat, and turn off the car, and get Britt’s keys, and shut the door behind her. The car isn’t even in a spot yet. “You’re not invincible, and you’re not replaceable, so you can’t do that, okay?”

			“No,” Michelle says.

			“No to which fucking part?”

			“You can’t.” Her voice is shaking as she presses her fingers against the middle of Britt’s chest. And that’s when Parker—who’d been sitting on the steps, a part of that whole random ball-throwing circle with J—stands up slowly, approaching them like he’s just as lost as the rest of us. “You can’t say nothing while half my squad is telling me that you hooked up with my boyfriend this summer and then drive us to school like the world isn’t on fucking fire.”

			Parker stops dead in his tracks.

			Bianca and Kelly have caught up with them now, like the perfect volunteer firefighters, here to put out the flames. But it doesn’t matter that Bianca is squeezing Michelle’s arm and whispering something in her ear that only they can hear, or that Kelly has Britt’s elbow and is trying to pull her away.

			“It doesn’t have to be on fire,” Britt says.

			In the daylight, the two girls are back to the colors they’re supposed to be. Michelle’s long, almost-black hair is shining and effortlessly bent at the ends. Her eyes are dark brown again, her skin back to sepia. She’s wearing a collared, long-sleeved baby-doll dress—Ralph Lauren–looking and perfect. Pretty like a princess, as always.

			And then Britt, this wild girl of all our dreams. With her gorgeously thick mane, and her eyes that are the same color as frozen lips, and skin that’s a little bit browner than mine. She’s never wearing Ralph Lauren anything, and today her non–Ralph Lauren look includes cutoff black shorts and an oversized white sweater with holes in it. We’ve all generally accepted that Britt is probably the most surreally gorgeous girl we’ll ever see.

			“Then say something,” Michelle pleads.

			“What can I say?” Britt asks.

			“Say that it isn’t true.”

			Britt watches her, and they both look so miserable. It aches all the way to where J and I are sitting. And aside from being transfixed, because I’ve watched these girls for the past two years as we ended up at the same parties and sat a lunch table apart from each other, I can’t even begin to comprehend how this happened so fast. How twelve hours ago, they were woven together at the bowling alley with the rest of us, and now this accusation that my brain can’t even process.

			“I can’t say that, Mich.”

			And Michelle scoffs, and shakes her head, and declares, “So burn me alive.” She turns around and keeps walking, across the courtyard. Bianca exchanges a quick look with Kelly before she follows.

			Michelle passes Parker, and he tries to intercept her, but she shakes him off, and Parker looks at Britt as he backs away in the direction Michelle went. “Britt, what the hell was that?”

			But Britt doesn’t answer him, and for now, he makes the decision to jog after Michelle and Bianca instead.

			That’s when Kelly takes Britt’s face in her hands, and looks at her dead in her eyes, like she knows how to get the truth out of her. The last thing I hear her say is “Tell me what the hell is going on.”

			And the rest is whispers, the kinds of secrets they’ve always had.

		

	
		
			What it was.

			
				A little bit after July 4, 2007

			

			The team was in Cooper Adams’s basement, even though no one else was home—well, no one besides his five-year-old brother. He was there, but it didn’t matter, because he was always there, and he was busy on the steps with the football their dad had gotten him for Christmas, spinning it on the polished oak floor, trying to shove it through the bars along the stairwell, throwing it in the air and catching it with both hands. He was distracted, but Coop gave him headphones and his iPod anyway. Not because his brother was a snitch, but he could be a parrot sometimes.

			Cooper sat behind his dad’s big mahogany desk in the leather chair that stretched a full six inches over his head like a throne. On the wall behind him was the professional portrait his mom made them take after his brother was born, when he was finally old enough to wear one of those little-kid suits from the Neiman Marcus catalogs she kept stacked in the bookcase next to a bunch of copies of O, The Oprah Magazine. It was the four of them, with their sandy-brown hair and emerald-green eyes, and the dog in a bow tie, and Coop’s boys gave him hell every time they saw it, asking if they thought they were the White Huxtables or some shit.

			Coop always loved it, and always laughed about it, but it was even funnier when they were high like they were now, the guys on his team sprawled across his leather sectional and the leather armchairs while some of them sat on the floor, and they played Grand Theft Auto and puffed and passed two blunts they’d just rolled. His mom always bitched for days when they made the upstairs smell like weed. So his dad told them to just keep it in the basement or the car to spare him all the goddamned grief.

			“Are we trying to roll through Jimmy’s tonight or what?” Brad asked.

			“His sister’s fucking crazy, man,” Tanner answered, slamming on his controller with his thumbs as he stared up at the TV from the floor. “The girl tries to rape me every single time I’m there—”

			They laughed harder than they should have. Each one’s like an echo that could bounce against these basement walls for as long as there was weed left to smoke. Cooper’s brother looked up from his football, peering through the wooden rails, smiling out of pure dumb interest. Coop winked at him and tapped his ear to remind him to keep his headphones on.

			“Yo, same,” Tommy said, punching the cushion as he did.

			“That girl would fuck fucking anything.” Brendan laughed so hard that he started to cough into his elbow.

			Wyatt slapped him on the back a few times to keep him alive, and it only made Coop laugh harder.

			“She’s fucking gorgeous, though,” Brad declared.

			And they all nodded and slapped hands in somber agreement, busy thinking about Jimmy’s horny but gorgeous sophomore sister.

			“Hey, what if we didn’t lose to Billingsley this year?” Coop asked.

			All eight of the guys in his basement looked at him. Maybe it seemed random to anybody else, going from Jimmy’s sister to talking about their upcoming season, but for them, it wasn’t. For them, football was a topic that was always imminent. Like a thunderstorm in the summertime.

			They were the Seton Varsity football team now, and in seven weeks, they’d play their season opener. They were the most promising team Seton had had in years, and everyone knew it. Local sports radio had been talking about it for weeks. There was always a buzzyness right before the season started, this hopeful What if among all the elite locals who’d been rooting for the same schools since they’d been the ones attending. But this year was different. Cooper was better than the quarterbacks who had come before him. A quick thinker with fast feet who knew how to make plays. He’s Special read one of the headlines that had run not too long ago.

			But Billingsley was special, too. And people talked about them all the fucking time. Debating if Cooper was really good enough to handle a Varsity-level Billingsley team. Debating if Cooper was really good enough to handle Varsity pressure at all. He sat up in the dark while his laptop screen glowed against his face, and googled his own name, clicking through all the hits, texting his boys everyone’s opinions about who he was and what he could do.

			He told his team every time: They have no idea what I can do.

			“What if we didn’t lose at all?” Coop went on. “Now, or ever again? What would you say?”

			He still had all their eyes, while his little brother sat throwing a football into the air.

			“You do know when they tell us to fly, they don’t literally expect us to jump off a fucking building and fly, right?” Brad asked.

			Cooper smiled. Years from now, once he’d left Seton and he and his old teammates were laughing about the times they’d once had, he’d explain to them that he never actually loved football, not in any kind of life-changing way, at least. That was the part people didn’t understand, that they’d never understand. It wasn’t about some intense love of the game for him; it was about how it felt when they wrote articles about him like he was some kind of anomaly. It was about how his aunts and uncles looked at him when his dad would brag about what a local legend he was. It was about the way his guys were looking at him right now.

			“Yeah, I know,” Cooper answered. “But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t do it anyways.”

			“You’re talking about going undefeated in our conference?” Jason spoke up. “Coop, it’s not just Billingsley. AP’s trying to get Garvey into Navy next year. They’ve been running that triple option all summer just to prove to recruiters he can do it.”

			Dylan Garvey was another one they wrote about all the time. He was at Anderson Prep, and they didn’t have a whole lineup like Billingsley did this year, but they did have Dylan. And Coop would say all the time how much he’d love to break his legs.

			“I’m not saying what if we beat them. I’m saying what if we won?”

			“Someone get this kid in an English class . . .” Brad insisted.

			“Hear me out.” Cooper smiled, standing up behind the desk, resting his hands on the shiny wood. “You’re my boys, right? I’ve never done you wrong, right? Are you gonna hear me out?”

			“Talk to us, Coop,” a few of them encouraged.

			“Last year, shit changed, right? Okay, how did it change? Playoff model. We don’t make it to States anymore just because we have a better regular season record than everyone else. We just need to be good enough to make it to the playoffs. Which means teams can lose twice, three times, even, and still have a chance at States—we saw it last year. Hamilton lost three games but still made it in because they had a better record than anyone else they played that year. So, if that’s what’s going on . . . if we can get people to see that that’s what’s going on, then we have power. Because if we have something they want, they need, more than they need a win, then they’d be stupid not to make a deal with us.”

			They’d stopped passing the blunts, the smoke hanging in the air like the best medicine they’d ever had.

			“You mean like we trade them something for a win?” one of the guys asked.

			“What the hell can we trade for a win?” another pressed.

			Coop could tell his team anything, and they’d listen to him no matter what he said, because that’s what their team was all about. But maybe this was different somehow. Maybe, this time, they’d think he’d gone too far.

			Except, Cooper had lived a mile away from Seton for his entire life. His parents had prepped him for those entrance exams since sixth grade, and his dad and Coach Gentry had played nine-hole rounds together over at Nappahawnick since before Cooper was even born. He’d been in the same football practices his little brother was in now—from the moment he was big enough to hold a football and not topple over—and he knew his town better than he knew anything else in the world. He knew how things got done. He knew what kinds of people got them done. And while he spent the past years in the hallways and at the parties and on the field, and googling what people were predicting about who he’d be this year, this idea was never so ridiculous that he didn’t want to try it. And he said it now with that kind of confidence, that kind of smile on his lips, that kind of eagerness and giddiness to finally get it out to the people he did everything with—these guys who were his family.

			That’s the funny thing about family. At least, the kind of families they belonged to, that existed in the worlds of Anderson Prep and Billingsley and Seton. That even if you are crazy, they’ll still tell everyone else you’re sane. Keeping up appearances. It looks better that way.

			But that day wasn’t about appearances. They really didn’t think he was crazy at all. In fact, they looked at him like he was a genius. Like he was making them some offer they didn’t even deserve—a Mercedes for their birthday when they’d just flunked chem.

			“What do you guys think?” he asked.

			They looked around at one another, and Coop peeked at his little brother. He was busy rolling the ball across his knees, and his headphones were still on.

			“What if we get caught?” was the only question anyone had.

			“Then my dad.” Cooper looked at Brad. “Or your dad.” He smiled at Tanner. “Or this motherfucker’s dad will get us uncaught.”

			And Cooper stood there, with the kind of confidence that was instilled by the Porsches sitting in the garage, a DUI from his sophomore year that never saw the light of day, and his dad’s Harvard Law degree hanging on the living room wall upstairs.

			Then he promised, “We’re not getting caught.”

		

	
		
			What it is.

			
				August 30, 2019

			

			It took J and me forty-eight minutes to get to Kyle Samuelson’s tonight, which isn’t bad, but we still have to park around the corner because there are already that many cars parked along the curb. We leave J’s decade-old Ford Explorer behind (J got his license this summer, and now his dad officially shares the car with him on weekends) and walk the inky-black road that heads back to Kyle’s giant home in Seton-proper.

			J’s laughing at me, and I’m trying my best to be pissed at him for it, even though it’s so annoyingly hard not to laugh anytime he is. All because Mom group-texted us this stupid picture she’d found in one of our old photo albums of J and me sleeping next to each other with my mouth hanging open, drool everywhere. Mom loves sending us my drool pics, because she and Dad actually think they’re adorable, and J thinks they’re hilarious.

			“What are you still laughing about?” I insist, our bodies close but not touching as we keep walking. J has a bottle in a paper bag that he’s holding around the neck in the hand that’s farthest away from me.

			“Nothing, Alz.” He wipes his mouth with his free hand. “I’m just happy to be alive.” He looks up at the sky. “Grateful you never drowned me.”

			I shove him. “Do you want me to hate you?” He laughs and grabs for me apologetically as I go on. “Is that what you’re trying to do right now?”

			He kisses me on the mouth and then lets his laughter die off into my hair. “Every day,” he quips, and kisses me again before I can threaten him anymore.

			“Yo, check my boy, J!” Chase Wilson calls out, and even though these houses are acres apart, he’s a little too loud for the kind of night this is. Warm. Cloudless. The stars shimmer like diamonds do in commercials—the kind of stars I used to count.

			Chase stands up when he sees J and me coming, his arms spread and a big grin on his lips as he waits. Vic Balon sits in one of the two foldable chairs at the collapsible table, set up on Kyle’s stone patio. J and Chase slap hands and bump chests, and then J and Vic fist-bump and slap hands, too.

			“And the missus,” Chase says to me, bowing.

			I rub his head. “So dramatic.”

			Vic smiles and stands up to give me a hug. Then he tells J, “You sure were walking up here slow as shit.”

			And with a smirk on his lips and a pen in his free hand, as he leans over and signs his name on the sheet in front of Chase, J says, “Man, we got a game tomorrow. I don’t need to be wasting my energy jogging up some steps.”

			All three of them laugh while Vic hands me a different pen so I can sign in on the sheet in front of him, instead.

			“That right there is exactly why we’re about to go undefeated next year, too.” Chase taps the side of J’s head and declares, “Because this kid is fucking logical.”

			I smile at J, but he won’t meet my eyes. J hates compliments, even when they’re just coming from his JV teammates on a Friday night at another Seton party. So, he changes the subject, instead. “You guys need anything from inside?”

			“Nah, we’re good.” Vic sits back down and slides his hands into his pockets.

			“Alright, well, text me if you want me to grab you guys something later. I’ll come back.”

			“We know, man,” Vic says, and even though this is just what we do—tonight, it’s Vic and Chase who have to sit outside to manage the sign-in sheets, and soon enough it’ll be J’s turn again—Vic has been friends with J long enough to know that J will move faster if he’s nudged. “Y’all be good. Have fun.”

			“Missus,” Chase croons again, bowing as J and I walk toward the front door.

			All the lights are on once we’re inside Kyle’s house and “Between Me and You” by Ja Rule is playing over the speakers, the same password-protected playlist that the manager plugged in for us at the bowling alley when he put us on a lane despite the line out front. It gets played everywhere we are, as long as someone from the team is there to unlock it. Almost thirteen years of music. The guys on the team get to add whatever songs they want, but they can never delete one.

			J and I stop to talk to people, so it takes us a few minutes to make it to the kitchen. But when we do, J pulls a cheap bottle of whiskey out of the paper bag and sets it on the enormous kitchen island. The marble is already fully stacked with booze, but we stopped at the gas station by our house that doesn’t card anyway. The guys on the team always show up at a party with a bottle—it’s their way of helping to host even on the nights when they aren’t hosting.

			Kyle’s kitchen is full of enough alcohol to sterilize an entire hospital, and he isn’t even on the team. The guys bring three times this much when we’re hanging out at one of their houses.

			I’m not sure how long it takes us to run into Kyle, but when we do, he’s out on the deck with a bunch of other people, gathered around a table with an umbrella that’s open but doesn’t need to be. He’s wearing a Seton Girls hat, backward, and it looks just like most Seton stuff does—red with white block lettering. Except for the word Girls. That’s in twirly script.

			Kyle slaps hands with J and gives me a hug and says thank God we’re here. The boys are in the middle of debating what’s the most famous dance of all time, and Kyle is presently drunk enough to be convinced he needs backup.

			J’s next to me refereeing this argument that gets pretty loud every once in a while as they make some pretty valid points like The Cha-Cha Slide literally tells you how to do the Cha-Cha Slide so how can anyone not know how to do the Cha-Cha Slide? but I’m too caught up in a conversation with Gina-Melissa to really follow it. She’s a junior this year, like I am, and she’s telling me about this short story she wrote about a girl who’s the daughter of a famous journalist and a novelist so she spends her whole life writing because writing is all that anyone ever expected of her. She watches what’s happening around her and writes about it. She listens to stories about people’s lives and writes about them. And she’s convinced she knows exactly who she is, until the day her pencil pricks her and she doesn’t bleed. It’s a metaphor, Gina-Melissa says, about the way we can appear so perfect on the outside and still be completely hollow.

			She’s telling me about it while this dance war rages next to us, I think because she hopes I’ll care. And I can’t stop staring at her as she tells me about this story because I’m mesmerized by the mere fact that she can even do this. That she can have these ideas in her head, and spin them into full lyrical productions from scratch. I can’t even imagine writing like that. I can’t even fantasize about where to start. But this is one of the things I love most about Seton. How ridiculously smart and talented everybody is—whether they’re an athlete or a future Pulitzer winner. How Kyle can be drunk ranting on my left and Gina-Melissa can be reciting perfection on my right, and it’s not weird, or ironic, or some wild juxtaposition. It just is. We all just belong here. And it just works.

			“GM, that sounds ridiculous. Of course I want to read it,” I tell her.

			“Really?”

			“For real. Email it to me, okay?”

			And just as she’s agreeing, I get bumped really, really hard.

			And suddenly, I’m wet.

			“Oh, fuck,” Britt says.

			She’s standing in front of me now, in the direct center of the distance between Gina-Melissa and J. Her kinky curls are big and loose and beautiful and wild.

			The open part of her cup is facing me, still dripping with the drink that isn’t inside of it anymore, because the ice-cold whatever-she-had is seeping into my white shirt instead.

			“Oh, shit,” GM breathes, eyeing my stained top.

			“Aly, I’m so sorry,” Britt tells me.

			“Oh God, don’t be.” I pluck my wet shirt away from my skin. “This shirt is super old. Did you get any on yourself?”

			“No, I’m dry—”

			“Hey, you okay?” J asks, probably sensing mild chaos next to him. His smile is lingering from the debate he’s been monitoring. “Oh, what’s up, Britt?” he adds, when his gaze settles on her.

			“Nothing especially noteworthy aside from the fact that I just attacked your girlfriend with rum and Coke.”

			J looks down at the stain covering my stomach. “Aw, Alz.” He chuckles sympathetically. “I bet I have a T-shirt in the car somewhere. You want me to get it for you?”

			I consider it, but it’s probably some half-washed thing from one of his practices, and Britt insists, “Let me help. Don’t put on some boy shirt; you look cute tonight. Come on, I can fix it. Trust me?”

			And, just like that, she’s the center of everything, despite the fight to my left and GM to my right; her big eyes that are maybe gray or grayish brown capable of convincing anyone to do anything.

			“J, I’ll be back,” I tell him.

			“Alright,” he says. “Love you. Let me know if you guys want me to get you that T-shirt.”

			“Love you,” I echo as Britt starts to lead me away. Then, to GM, I add, “Please, email me?”

			She smiles and promises me that she will.

			Britt takes my hand so she doesn’t lose me as she weaves us through the crowd, back into the house. People try to say Hey, Britt, as she passes, and even the ones who don’t still notice us. Well, notice her. The way everyone always does. But she ignores them, or is maybe so used to the attention that she doesn’t even realize they’re there. Her Timberlands squeak on the tiled kitchen floor as she stays fully focused on getting me to the nearest downstairs bathroom.

			She turns on the light and locks us inside.

			“Bianca spills things obsessively, so I always keep these wipes on me.” Britt pulls out what looks like a baby wipe, gets on her knees so my shirt is at eye level, and starts blotting my stomach.

			It’s so completely bizarre that Britt MacDougal is on the floor in front of me, trying to un-stain this top I got from Forever 21 freshman year.

			“Where is Bianca?” I make myself ask.

			“I don’t think she’s here tonight.”

			“You don’t think?”

			She shakes her head, and her hand slows down for a second. “Honestly? I haven’t really talked to her today. Her and Kelly and Mich . . . it’s kind of weird with us right now, so I don’t think they’re coming.”

			As soon as J and I were here for more than five minutes, it was obvious that Britt and her friends weren’t around. Parker isn’t around tonight, either. And it’s noticeable because they’re always everywhere. Together.

			“Britt?” I ask.

			“Yeah?”

			“You really, really don’t have to clean my shirt.”

			She peers up at me from her knees, her face this mix of sad and sorry and something I can’t figure out, and I take the wipe from her because I have to. Because I can’t just let Britt MacDougal, or anyone, get on her knees and start cleaning my shirt.

			She rolls off her knees and sits on the fluffy pink rug, resting her back against the sink. She stretches her legs out in front of her, which she kind of has to do because her skintight dress is even shorter when she sits down. “I guess I just feel like I might be fucking everything up lately.” She sighs and glances at me again. “And your shirt is my latest casualty.”

			I gnaw my lip. Even though Britt and her friends are a year older than me, she and I have still talked a million times before (as we existed adjacently but separately), just never about anything real. And, right now, the only thing I can think about is how opposite this moment is from Kyle’s last party, on the Fourth of July, when Britt and Michelle did this silly, sultry dance on top of the pool table in the basement to that Nelly Furtado song “I’m Like a Bird.” And they were so goofy and so pretty and so happy and so drunk, and the guys watched them do it and absolutely loved it, and halfway through the song, Zach Willis scooped Britt off the table and told her he had to have her, and she laughed and threatened to pee on him if he didn’t put her down. But he was laughing, too, and he didn’t put her down.

			“What do you feel like you’re fucking up?” I ask.

			“You have to keep wiping or the stain’s gonna set.”

			I don’t really care about the stain, but I start wiping it again because I hope it will make her feel better. “What do you feel like you’re fucking up?”

			“Just the world as we know it.” She sighs. “You know what really sucks, Aly?” She rests her head against the sink and stares up at the ceiling. Almost like she’s only talking to me because I’m the one who’s here.

			“What?” I ask anyway.

			“That right now, everybody’s whispering about what Parker and I did or didn’t do this summer. And it’s not because they care about me, or about Michelle, or even Parker—beyond worshipping the ground he spits on. It’s not because they care about what happens to us, or what’s happening at all. They want the story because they feel like it’s theirs. Because they feel like, since we take hits off the same joints on weekends or sign the same sheets of paper or wear red together like a cult, they have a right to anything that belongs to any one of us. I mean . . .” And she finally looks at me, squinting at the audacity of everything. “It’s like they actually believe I owe them an answer—whether it did happen or it didn’t. And the only reason why people can’t stop talking about it now is because I won’t say yes or no.”

			It’s been the most consistently asked question at Seton since Monday. Some people salivating, others in utter shock. J and I talked about it while we sat on my front step with our school stuff everywhere, and J threw a football back and forth with Cory. We talked about it again, during our hour-long ride home one evening, while I pinched his earlobe every time he started to fall asleep. I was always the one who brought it up, the one who was thinking about it, the one who wanted to know how it was even possible for this perfect group of girlfriends, who had loved each other to death for as long as I’d been at Seton, to have a rumor like this. How Britt and Michelle could be so kindred, and all of us could see it, and for a week now, they haven’t even looked at each other.

			I slide to the floor next to her and lean against the sink, too. I keep blotting while we both look ahead instead of at each other. “Why won’t you say yes or no, Britt?”

			“Because it’s really fucking complicated.”

			We face one another, her unsaid words clouding the air like we just burned grilled cheese on the stove. I don’t know Britt. None of us does, really, besides those girls, maybe Parker. But she’s always been good to me. She’s always smiled at me in the hallway. She’s always said hey if we were in the bathroom at the same time and made small talk while she peed and I washed my hands, or I peed and she washed her hands, or we peed at the same time. Sometimes she doesn’t see me. But if she does, she never acts like she doesn’t.

			All her friends are like that, but it always seemed to come the most naturally to Britt. Like she never had to think about it. Like it was just the way she was.

			So, I really mean it when I say, “Well, I care if you guys are okay.”

			She glances at me. “I know you’re gonna think I’m full of shit when I say this, but that actually means a lot to me right now.” Then she takes a deep breath and nods at my shirt. “Your stain’s gone, by the way.”

			She

			
			
			
			
			
		

	







OEBPS/images/9780593529355_cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780593529355_title_page.jpg
CHARLENE THOMAS

DUTTON BOOKS





OEBPS/images/page_vi.jpg






