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Chapter

One

How did this summer become pure and total suckage?

I’ll tell you how. There are two people on the planet who possess the ability to talk me into doing shit I don’t want to do: my mother and my best friend, Ruth. It’s like a superpower they share, and they double-teamed me this time.

I didn’t stand a chance.

I should have put up more resistance. Maybe if I had, I wouldn’t be standing on the train platform in the hot July sun . . . in a black hoodie.

Heading to the Hamptons.

For the whole. Damn. Summer.

Didn’t have that on my catastrophic bingo card for this year.

Even though the LIRR station is elevated and technically outside, it’s so hot I swear I see steam rising from the concrete platform. Or maybe that’s just piss. Sure smells like it.

I rock back and forth to Tuff Darts playing in my earbuds. Old-school punk calms me down, and these days, if I’m not in my room surrounded by my things, I’m in need of calming down.

I shuffle my ankles so they’re even tighter around my duffel bag, which is safely nestled between my feet. Not like it’s filled with diamonds or anything. In fact, if anyone stole it, they’d be massively disappointed since it’s mainly full of books, but it makes me feel better to have them close.

And there’s no bathing suit, regardless of how many times Ruth reminded me to bring one. As if I’m going into the fucking ocean. I mean, since she doesn’t know how to swim, the only reason she even wears one is because they look cute on her. I did try to find one of those early twentieth-century one-piece head-to-toe striped suits on Etsy, just to mess with her. (Though, truthfully, I kind of like the idea of dressing like Pugsley Addams at the beach.)

A train going in the opposite direction rumbles into the station, disgorging people, eating others. The platform is sparsely occupied; guess this is dinnertime for normal people. I put off leaving for the station until the last possible minute, hoping Mom would change her mind and realize I’m pretty much a grown-ass man who doesn’t need babysitting (as long as she left me with some cash, of course).

I’m just considering turning around, jumping on the N train, and breaking back into my own house when my phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out and see an über-familiar face on the screen.

Mom.

How does she do that? She’s always had some weird sort of psychic ability to know when I’m even thinking of doing something she doesn’t want me to do.

I tap my earbud and answer. “Yes, Madre?”

“Gabriel! I—” A train across the tracks rattles by, cutting her off, and she waits for it to pass. “Good, you’re in the station. I’m just making sure you didn’t skip town.”

“‘Skip town’? What, you think I’m a hobo riding the rails? That’s a bit old-timey, even for you.”

She makes that Latin-mom tsking sound that’s usually accompanied by a dismissive wave of her manicured fingers. “You know what I meant.”

“I just want to come home and spend the summer in my room with my books and my Funkos and talk with my friends online!”

“In your black cave of a room?”

“I happen to like my black cave!”

“Honey, it’s better you spend time outside with your one real live friend.”

“Ma, we’ve gone over this.” I groan in frustration. “I have tons of friends.”

“Well, friends you only talk with through a glowing screen sure don’t sound as appealing as visiting with your lifelong best friend in a beautiful beach community for the summer.” A sigh, then: “Look, you can’t spend two months holed up in your horror cave. It’s not healthy.”

“Oh, and being forced to spend weeks surrounded by people I don’t relate to, whose cars cost more than our entire house, is?”

She sighs again, the breath long and slow in my earbuds, like a leaky tire. “Look, Gabriel, I’m sorry, but I have to take this trip. And I told you, you don’t have to go to Ruthie’s. You can always go stay with your grandmother in Puerto Rico instead.”

“Mom, I love Abuela, but I’m not all that keen on spending my entire summer on her porch in a rocking chair in one-hundred-and-ten-degree heat, watching the plants grow with Paco the toothless Chihuahua in my lap!”

She snorts. “That’s actually a great description of staying at my mother’s house.” A pause. “Honey, isn’t there the minutest possibility you might have fun at Ruthie’s? Most people would kill to spend a summer in the Hamptons.”

“Have you met me? I’m not most people. Plus, you know how I feel about the beach.”

She snorts. Again. “That image of you sitting under the umbrella dressed in head-to-toe black last year at Luquillo Beach will stay with me till my grave. The man who sold us the coconut ice cream said I must be so proud to have a priest for a son.” Then she bursts into laughter so loud I have to pull the buds from my ears for a second.

“I’m glad you find me so amusing. Can’t I just . . . spend the summer with Jorge in Maine?”

“Your brother’s hiking the Appalachian Trail, remember?”

“And? I like hiking.” Okay, well, that’s a stretch, but I’m desperate.

She’s not buying it. “Hiking in the blazing sun, sleeping in a tent, and shitting in the woods?”

“Well, when you put it that way . . .” I grumble. I don’t miss the irony that neither of us mentions the possibility of my staying with my father in California. If he didn’t understand me when I was eight, he certainly wouldn’t now. Just thinking about him calls forth ghosts of criticisms past that sit on my shoulders and mock me.

Mom continues her preaching. “Me? I would kill to see the inside of Ruth’s house. Of course, they showed a couple of the rooms in last month’s Town & Country, but—”

“That’s exactly my point! Not my scene. I liked her family’s apartment here. In Queens. Two blocks away.”

“But change is good! And Ruthie’s dad got the opportunity of a lifetime. I’m happy for them. You should be too.”

“I am.” And I really am. It’s just way too many changes at once.

“You’ll have a good time. Weren’t you just complaining that you never get to see her anymore?”

“Well . . . yes.”

“Or I could tell Abuela to let Paco know you’re on your way.”

“I’m in the train station, aren’t I?”

“I know. I just want you to actually get on the train. Promise?”

“Yes,” I mumble, but I’m distracted by something touching my arm.

“Great! I’ll—”

A jolt of electricity shoots into my hand, and the phone line crackles and dies. “Mom?”

I look over to see what’s touching me, and there’s an old woman, like, right there. I jump a bit. A born and bred New Yorker, I always sense people around me, so this is really weird. The call’s dropped, so I put the phone away with my free hand and look into her eyes. They’re milky with clouds over each iris but also intense, like she sees more than other people do. Her clothes are little more than rags, and despite the heat, she’s layered in them from chin to mud-edged skirt. Her hair is wild and stiff like the pigeon nest outside our bathroom window ledge. Unhoused. Has to be. I feel a tug on my heart.

“Ma’am,” I say, but she’s staring off in the distance like she can’t hear me. She looks like she should smell bad, but . . . she doesn’t smell like anything. Actually, scratch that. She smells like the sulfur scent right after you light a match.

The old woman starts mumbling, words tumbling out of her lips in a torrent, her gaze still off in the distance. I try to make out individual words, pulling at them like a thread I know I should leave alone. “I’m sorry, ma’am, what did you say?”

Her voice comes out in scratches and creaks, like a crow. “Don’t go to the Hamptons.”

A shudder passes over my skin.

Damn, this is starting to creep me out. Why did she choose me to bother? I look in the direction my train should be coming in.

I lean back and she tightens her grip on my arm with her talon-like fingers, and when I look down at her, her eyes are golden and blazing like they’re lit from behind, lightning replacing clouds. Terror washes over my body, and I’m suddenly ice-cold despite the heat as she starts to yell.

“No! You can’t go!” The words fly out accompanied by spit and anxiety. “You’re in danger!”

The old woman seems to realize she’s yelling and looks around with wild eyes. But this is New York City; the few people around us are pretending she doesn’t exist . . . and maybe pitying me.

Then she’s back to peering at me. She leans in and says in a hushed tone like she’s sharing a desperate secret, “Evil awaits you there.”

Oh boy, she’s a serial killer who wants to feed me to her cats. That’s the problem with being a horror fan: you imagine the absolute worst, then go from there. But still, I shudder.

I shake it off and gently pat her papery hand. “Thanks for the heads-up.”

I bend down to pick up my bag, ready to move farther along the platform, when she steps in front of me, blocking my way. Granted, I outweigh her by like a hundred pounds, but it’s not as if I’m going to bodycheck her. “Ma’am, I’m sorry, but I—”

“They woke her! They woke her and she’s angry!” Her eyes are almost all black now, the vortex of her pupils bleeding into the veiny whites, a foamy spittle gathering on her lips.

Then it hits me like a wave, almost knocking me from my feet. A memory, I think. An old one: I’m at the beach, clear turquoise water all around me as I stand alone, terror blasting through me like a brush fire. Something is coming. I try to brace my small body in the sandy bottom, but my legs are shaking, and I know that whatever is in the water with me is going to pull me beneath it, steal my breath. I gulp air, but with each inhale comes a flood of panic. My legs are pulled out from under me, and I choke on salty seawater . . .

An announcement blares overhead about the next train, and I’m yanked back into the present, but the fear is still weighing down my shoulders. I don’t know what that was or where that memory—it has to be a memory, right?—came from. I only know that I was afraid, am still afraid. I glance around, trying to ground myself, but my gaze keeps returning to the old woman.

There’s something about her that pulls me in and leaves a deep, cold feeling in my belly. Her eyes, they remind me of something from the memory of that beach. Sweat breaks beneath my hair, and I look around for someone to help me, but do I really need protection from an old woman? Then I start thinking about what she said, and against my better instincts, I ask her a question. “Woke who?”

Her face pulls into itself, like she’s bracing for a blow. She looks to either side, then begins to whisper—

The train roars in, blasting us with its hot wind, slowing from a silver blur. I feel as though its arrival yanks me from a hypnotic state, and I start to pull away as the doors open right next to us. The old woman’s words are lost in the tinny voice of the conductor identifying the train, announcing its destination, and then asking us to watch the closing doors.

I have an overwhelming need to get away from her.

Now.

I grab my bag and lurch onto the train. I turn around and look back at her just as the doors begin to slide closed. Right before the rubber seals meet each other, I hear the woman in a clear, strong voice, but the voice isn’t coming through the door; it’s coming from my earbuds.

“Gabriel, evil awaits you there!”

I gape, my mouth open like an anime character, and without thinking, I stick my hand between the rubber bumpers on the closing doors, making them open again, holding up the whole train. I step through and back onto the platform, determined to find out how she knew my name, but . . . she’s gone.

The doors close behind me, and I whip my head around, looking behind garbage cans, the empty, spray-painted soda machine. Nothing. As the train pulls out, I’m running in the opposite direction, certain she’s hiding behind the stairs.

The platform is empty.

She’s gone.

She knew my name.

My legs are shaking as I stand on the deserted platform, the hot wind blowing across the concrete.

Before I can think, I start running down the stairs, taking two at a time. Even though I’ve been outside this whole time, I feel like I can’t breathe until I’m out of the train station; the familiar out-of-body feeling that precedes a panic attack begins to spread through me. When I finally exit and my boots hit the sidewalk, I put my hands on my knees and breathe deeply in, then out. My heart begins to slow, so I rise to standing.

And there, right in front of me, is a black stretch limousine, and leaning on it, my best friend, Ruth, with a shit-eating grin on her face as she says, “I knew you’d try to run.”




Chapter

Two

Ruth’s like a mirage in the desert. The comfort of seeing her familiar face, sardonic smile, and complete and total familiarity floods me like a drug. I rush over and pull my friend into a fierce hug.

We embrace in that full-contact, warm, safe kind of way we always have, like when one of us woke from a bad dream or when her grandmother died. It’s the kind of hug that tells you everything is going to be okay, and you believe it.

“What are you doing here?” I ask into her glossy hair.

Her laugh is like clear river water tumbling over rocks. “I wanted to make sure you were coming.” She pulls away and looks at me. “And I know you too well, G.”

“I was on the train! But then . . .” I find I don’t want to tell her about the woman. I don’t want to bring that dark feeling into this moment. Besides, she might think I made it up to get out of going. “Wait a minute . . . What would you have done if I’d stayed on the train?”

She smiles. “Oh, John and I would have headed back, beaten the train, and you never would have known.”

“Sneaky hobbitses!” I do my best Gollum from The Lord of the Rings. Then I really look at her. Blue silk slip dress, the same color as her ocean eyes, high-heeled sandals, hair all styled, and makeup artfully applied. “Why are you so dressed up?”

She claps her hands like she’s five. “Eee! I have a surprise for you!”

“I hate surprises. You know that better than anyone.”

“Yep! Too bad!” Her driver appears and opens the door to the limo. John, I presume. She slips in like she does this all the time.

I nod at the driver. “I’m Gabi.”

“Yes, I know.” He gives me a practiced smile, then indicates the open door.

A limo? This is so weird.

I duck my head and am about to crawl in, then realize my duffel’s still on the sidewalk. I turn abruptly. “Just a sec, I forgot—” But when I bend down, so does he, and when I whip my duffel back around, I end up knocking the cap off his head.

We both look at his crisp black cap sitting in the gutter. I’m always knocking shit over with my elbows or banging my head, the perils of being six foot and linebacker broad. I once knocked over an entire display of souvenir coffee cups in a store in Old San Juan when I was seven. This guy looks at me with the same slit-eyed glare my father did.

I give a half smile. “Sorry, dude.”

Waves of rage are coming from his body like smoke. A bit of an overreaction, I think.

“Are you getting in?” His voice is measured and low.

I duck into the car and slide in next to Ruth. Just before the driver closes the door, I see him retrieve his hat from the ground. He brushes off the cap, and just as he’s about to put it back on, I catch sight of a tattoo on one shaved side of his fade haircut, a circle with black squiggly lines coming out of it and triangles at the top. Weird. Then the hat is back on his head and it’s out of sight.

Ruth grabs my arm and pulls me next to her. “I’m so happy to see you, Gabi!”

I lean my head on hers, close my eyes, and breathe deep, her familiar shampoo smell of lilacs and rain filling my skull and smoothing out all the edges. “You too, Ruthie.” Five minutes around my best friend and I already feel calmer, more grounded.

I look down at her arm on top of mine. The hint of faded color from the friendship bracelet I made for her at summer camp years ago contrasts with the pastel elegance of her dress. I run my finger over the braided thread. “You’re still wearing it.”

“Of course I am! What, did you think the minute I moved I was going to cut it off?”

I smile. “It’s kind of filthy.” Which is especially noticeable, given how nicely she’s dressed.

“Yeah, well, that’s what happens when you wear something for five years.” She runs her own fingers over it. “I’ll never take it off.”

Those five words are like a warm blanket around my shoulders. “Well, it might disintegrate all on its own.”

She waits for a beat before she asks, “So, you gonna tell me?”

I lift my head and look at her. “Tell you what?”

She points up at the elevated tracks as we pull away. “What happened on the train?”

God. Can I have no secrets from the women in my life? “Nothing. It was nothing.”

I stare at the immaculate carpet beneath my feet, and I know she’s not buying it. She stays silent and waits. I sigh and give in. “There was some old woman haranguing me—” Wow, that’s embarrassing when I hear it out loud, so I rush to add, “She was talking about how I was going to be in danger if I went to the Hamptons and something like ‘They’ve awoken her’—”

The chauffer starts coughing. More like hacking, really.

“You okay, buddy?” I ask.

He nods, waves me off, then takes a drink from a water bottle.

“Anyway, she grabbed hold of my arm and wouldn’t let go of me. It was so weird, though.”

Ruth chuckles. “Not that weird! It is Queens, after all.”

“No, I mean . . . she knew my name.”

“What!? Well, that’s more than weird—that’s creepy as hell! She was probably one of our elementary teachers who we finally drove over the edge.”

I snort.

“Did you ask her how she knew your name?”

“No, I jumped off the train to confront her, but she—Well, it doesn’t matter. She was just some poor old woman.”

Ruth shudders. “I’m not going to miss riding the trains, I’ll tell you that.”

Every reminder of her new life lands like a punch. A small, not-damaging-but-hurtful-nonetheless punch. “Yeah, so speaking of that, is this your new mode of transportation?” My tone is snarkier than I intend, but . . .

This time she literally punches me, in the arm, hard. “No, you idiot! Can you imagine my father giving me twenty-four-hour use of a limousine?”

I chuckle. “Remember that time he refused to drive us to that movie theater in Jackson Heights? Made us walk three miles, said it would be good for our constitutions.”

“What does that even mean? Ugh. The man is so ridiculous.”

Ridiculous as in caring and supportive. It used to bug me that she didn’t appreciate having a father like him, but I think deep down she does.

She adjusts her hair like she’s washing him from it. “I don’t drive much yet, so a friend loaned me this.” She gestures around the spacious interior.

“I see. A ‘friend,’ huh?” I smile at her, though it bugs me that she hasn’t told me that she is seeing someone new until now. We used to tell each other everything.

She changes the subject, and we talk about new streaming shows we like and books we’ve read, just the usual bullshitting we do when we hang.

The ride is eternally long, and at some point, Ruth gets lost in her phone while I watch the scenery change along the Long Island Expressway. I’m surprised by the wall of green on either side. I had no idea there were so many trees in the Hamptons. The only time I’ve seen more is when my father dragged us all skiing in Vermont. Spoiler alert: my Caribbean mother hates the cold and only Jorge is athletic. There was much whining by all (and I learned that what passes for a winter coat in New York City does not in Vermont). But despite the distraction of the vista, my mind keeps going back to the woman at the train station. I still can’t figure out how she could have known who I was.

In the movies, she would be a witch or a ghost or something, a portent of dark things to come. But even though I love those kinds of stories, I understand the supernatural does not exist in real life—when I was ages five to eight, my father drilled me about that until it took—but the encounter still left me rattled.

I keep seeing the woman’s black eyes as they basically bored a hole into my brain. That was real, fucking real! Like every horror movie I’ve ever seen come to life, Dad!

Speaking of which . . .

I log on to Slasher; it always comforts me. I want to see if there’s any new interaction on my post about my favorite director. My face flushes as I see the first and most-liked comment is from my nemesis, SonicReducer:



George Romero was not the father of the modern zombie. His shambling, brain-eating version negates the folklore’s Haitian and African roots as a symbol of slavery, essentially whitewashing yet another mythological symbol. Educate yourself, @GabSnows.




“Educate myself? Who the hell do they think they are?” I say out loud. Can’t help it.

“Who?” Ruth asks, looking up from her own phone.

“Oh, this damn troll on Slasher.”

“What the hell is Slasher?”

I roll my eyes at her. “The horror social media app? It’s literally been my life for the last two years.”

She stares at me. “You’ve literally never told me about it.”

“That’s ridiculous.” But then I wonder, have I really never mentioned it to her? How is it possible that my best friend doesn’t know where I spend hundreds of hours a week?

She shakes her head a bit. “Anyway, I don’t know why you let strangers on the internet rile you. Half the time they’re bots anyway.”

I don’t say that most of the time they’re the only ones I want to interact with, who don’t make me feel odd. But I do get slightly defensive. “I usually don’t!” She gives me a look, probably because we both know I damn well do. “But this SonicReducer asshole. It’s like they have a map that shows them right where to poke to piss me off.”

But it’s not just that it’s bothering me, is it? The space between us on this lush, leather-covered bench seat seems to be stretching, until it feels like Ruth and I are riding in two different cars, hers the shiny black limo, mine a beat-up Toyota . . . with a killer sound system, of course. I shove the phone into my pocket, close my eyes, and settle back on the plush headrest, my mind stumbling.

I must have fallen asleep, because I wake up to the salty scent of the Atlantic stirring memories of Puerto Rico. Ruth has her window open, and I notice that the air is cooler here, less oppressive than Astoria. But unlike my mother’s island, the air’s more sterile, scrubbed. No aroma of plantains being fried in all their golden, starchy goodness coming from a restaurant we’re driving by. No musical tones of Caribbean Spanish and the deep thump of reggaeton blasting from the cars on either side of us.

I notice something glowing on the side of the road ahead, and as we come up on it, I see a pair of story-high electronic billboards framing the highway, an official seal of some kind poised on the top of each.

“Well, those are unexpected,” I say to Ruth as the ad switches to one about baby swim diapers.

She doesn’t even look up from her phone. “They’re so freakin’ tacky.”

“I’m surprised the local government approved them.”

“They didn’t. They’re on Shinnecock reservation land, and the tribe put them up. They sell advertising on them to make money.”

“Huh.” I watch them retreat in the side mirror. “Good for them.”

Ruth’s head snaps up and she looks at me.

“What? They need to make money too, you know.”

She rolls her eyes and goes back to scrolling.

I watch out the window as the houses get farther and farther apart, the larger ones walled-in by high, immaculately manicured hedges, their driveways framed by pillars, some with gates across. Sure, it’s beautiful with the expanses of green, perfectly trimmed flowering bushes and dramatic weeping willows, but they all look so unapproachable, like the people in there want to shield themselves from peering riffraff like me. I find myself searching for a kid’s bike abandoned on its side in the middle of a driveway or a slightly ironic lawn ornament. Instead, it’s like I’ve been dropped into another dimension.

“Do people really live this way outside of ‘Lifestyles of the Rich and Shameless’?” I throw another verbal punch, though I regret it the minute it’s out of my mouth.

Ruth knows me too well. “You’re not going to be a sarcastic asshole the entire summer, are you?”

“Of course I am!” I grin at her. “And you love me that way.”

We pull up to a huge iron-gated entrance, and the driver punches in a code into a control box that electronically opens the gates. Beyond is an impossibly long driveway, the mile of hedges on either side so tall and tight it feels like a tunnel. When we finally emerge, everything opens up to an expanse of perfect green lawn and a circular drive framed by low, flawlessly shaped geometric shrubbery. Shrubbery . . . Don’t think I’ve actually ever used that word, except in relation to Monty Python. The hedges are lined up in military precision, as if guarding the large fountain in the center, the bright, faux-Caribbean blue of the waters glittering in the lights like diamonds.

“Okay, wow.”

And then the house comes into view.

If I thought the houses on the way in were opulent, they were Lego structures compared to this. It’s a massive modernist mansion that sits poised over the edge of the crashing surf like a gargoyle of glass and gray. It’s all sharp edges and mid-century badassness. It’s beautiful, but in a “huge animal that’s about to swipe your head off with its ten-inch claws” kind of way.

“Ruthie . . .” My voice is hushed with awe. “You live here?”

“I wish! No, this is part of my surprise.”

“You’re giving me this house?” I flash her a huge grin.

She responds with her patented squinty-eyed look.

There are no cars in front, but there’s a parking valet standing sentry. A parking valet? WTF? We pull to a stop in front of the main entrance, and John, the angry driver, opens my door and stands to the side.

I get out, look up at the house, and suck in a huge breath. John helps Ruth out, and she puts her arm in mine as I ogle the house. It’s only then that I notice the chorus of voices and hip-hop music riding the salty air.

At first, I think it must be coming from the beach below, but it’s coming from the house. I listen closer and realize it’s dozens and dozens of voices. Maybe hundreds.

Shit.

“Wait a minute, Ruth. What’s going on?”

“Don’t look so scared!”

“Big groups of people are actually the only thing that scares me, and you know it!”

“Well, and swimming, flying on planes, sports mascots . . .” She’s counting them off on her fingers.

“So? I have a lot of phobias! I’m medicated! Plus, it is massively uncool to throw them in my face!” I look back down the now-empty driveway. Where’s that nasty driver gone to, anyway?

She grabs both my hands and does this little hop up and down like she has to pee. “Oh, I’m just teasing you, Gabster!” She pulls on my hands again, so I’m forced to turn back and look into her eyes. “This is really, really important to me. I want to introduce my best friend to my new friends.”

New friends. The two words echo in my head. On one level? I’m really glad she’s already found new friends. On the other? The pettier, more selfish, and more truthful level is I’m hurt I wasn’t enough friend for her. For fifteen of our eighteen years of life, I was. But as I look into her big liquid eyes, my shoulders sink and I feel my resolve melting, like an ice cream cone in July. I sigh, big and dramatic-like. “Fine.”

“Eeek!” Ruthie squeals and pulls me into a tight hug, resting her head on my shoulder like she used to whenever we were heading home from somewhere. “I knew you’d understand,” she whispers, and if I close my eyes, it’s almost like the old days when we were inseparable. But I jolt when she pulls back and yanks my arm toward her with a huge smile. “Let’s go inside!” She tugs me through the front door like we’re being presented at prom.

I look up at the starburst chandelier in the foyer. “This place . . . It’s something.”

She stops and looks at me. “Yeah, don’t forget, I speak Gabriel, and I know what that means.”

“No, really. It’s kind of cool, in an oppressively affluent colonizer type way.”

“See? No one out here talks like that and even though it bugs the shit out of me, I miss it.” She takes my arm again, pulling me in and forward like a tugboat. “Look, I know it’s different than how we grew up, but you get used to it. And everyone out here, they’re just people like you and me.”

“Maybe like you,” I mumble.

Luckily, Ruth doesn’t seem to hear or just chooses to ignore it. “This is my surprise: my friend is having a party, and I want to show off my bestie. Come on, I want to introduce you to everyone.”

Everyone. Sweat starts to break out on my forehead. “You could have warned me. I know the party’s not in my honor, since you know how I feel about them.”

“There’s a party out here every Friday during the summer, and I wanted you to have the full experience. And I would have warned you, but you know that would have guaranteed you wouldn’t come.”

Damn straight it would have! I’d be sitting in the parlor listening to my abuela play the piano and sweating from the Guaynabo heat. I start to pull back a bit toward the door and safety. “I don’t know, Ruth, I’m kind of wiped—”

She cuts me off with a look and a gesture. “No. You’re my best friend and I want everyone to meet you.”

That melts me a bit. Just a bit. “Well, I don’t think your Hamptons buddies are going to be impressed by your skater-punk friend from Astoria.”

“Oh, come on, Gabs! Who are you kidding?” She puts her hands on her hips.

I put mine up in a defensive gesture. “Okay, so maybe I—”

“No, no, I’m sure you can’t impress them. I mean, Jaden Smith just left.” The grin threatens to split her rosy cheeks. “I meant, who are you kidding? You fall off skateboards more than you ride them, so I hardly think that qualifies you as a skater punk.”

I smile back against my will. “Touché.”

“C’mon.” She resumes pulling me along.

“Jaden Smith, huh?”

“Yeah, he wore this vintage Gaultier skirt I would literally kill for.”

When we arrive in the “living room” (I think a small village could live in this room), my jaw drops. The ceilings must be fifty feet high, and one wall is entirely glass, framing the sun doing its final descent into the ocean. The room is made up of sections of flooring that are all at different heights, giving it a mountain-range-type feeling, with people posing on them like goats.

The warm glowing light comes from a dozen modernist black iron chandeliers, hung at varying heights to match each section, and the white walls are covered with color-splashed pieces of art. There’s midcentury furniture placed here and there, but almost everyone seems to be standing.

“Holy shit, is that an actual Basquiat?” I whisper, pointing to the wooden door hanging on the far wall with its familiar graffiti riot of color and frenzied cartoonesque people (ironic to see it here, given the painter was totally anti-capitalist).

The smells of a hundred contrasting expensive perfumes, roasting curried meat, weed, and booze reach for me with pushy fingers. There’s a throbbing current of the latest hip-hop hit riding on the cooling evening air, as well as the nonstop fake shutter sound of selfies.

For a moment, I wonder if I’ve stepped onto the set of a CW show. Every level of the room is filled with beautiful people of all colors who are thin, bored-looking, and wearing outfits that probably cost more than Mom’s car. Most are holding glasses filled with drinks, and their eyes are darting around the room at all times, weighing, measuring, finding lacking.

“So, everyone here is of legal drinking age?” Damn. Could I sound more like my great-aunt Alma?

“Yes . . . Well, no. But . . .” She starts pointing around the room. “See that girl over there? Her father is police commissioner. That guy’s family owns half the island. And there’s the governor’s daughter over near the glass doors.”

I nod. “So, basically, money lets you get away with anything.”

Ruth gives me a narrow-eyed look.

“Hey, baby.” A guy comes up behind Ruth and kisses her on the cheek while looking at me with a one-sided smile. He gives off a vibe like he could eat both of us whole. And we’d probably enjoy it.

Wow. Is this the guy Ruthie’s dating? He seems a bit old for her, maybe the younger end of midtwenties, but I have to admit, this one’s good-looking. Carved jawline, gym rat body, close cropped black hair, and eyes that I swear are purple. Contacts. They have to be. And he’s wearing guyliner. Yeah, I can’t pull that shit off. God knows I’ve tried.

“Hey, Lars. I want you to meet my best friend, Gabriel.” She gestures at me and smiles. “Gabi, Lars owns the restaurant that’s catering the party.”

Lars comes around her and shifts all his attention to me, a violet-hued spotlight shining just on yours truly. He envelops my hand in both of his and shakes up and down, while never breaking his stare. “You summering here, Gabriel?”

I snort. It just . . . comes out.

Lars’s hands stop pumping and he tilts his head in a slightly suspicious way. “Something funny?”

“Yeah, where I come from summer is a season, not a verb.”

Lars freezes for a moment, then throws back his head and laughs, letting go of my hand, moving back to Ruth’s side and wrapping his arm around her neck like a scarf as they both appear to admire me. “I like this one, Ruth.”

“He’s the best,” Ruth says enthusiastically. “I’m going to show him around. Catch you later, Lars?” She ducks out from under his arm and walks toward me.

“I sure hope so,” he calls, then turns his purple-eyed attention to someone else.

Ruthie whispers as we make our way
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