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            1
A State of Delusion

         
         He does not stay over. He shows up at 12:30 a.m. and leaves by two, long after the apartment has gone still. When I can watch
            his silhouette move like a phantom through my room, pulling on clothes, knowing he’ll have no problem getting from here to
            the front door. I yawn, mumble something synonymous with goodbye, and roll over. It’s a simple system.
         

         
         Tonight he’d fallen asleep so I figured I could give him, like, thirty minutes to rest before kicking him out. And this is
            why you should give boys nothing.
         

         
         “Hayden!”

         
         I crawl over the body in my bed to turn on the lamp. Soft, golden light pours onto a face completely swaddled in the sheets.
            Head nestled into the pillow. Comforter pulled up to his chin. He looks so peaceful.
         

         
         I slap him.

         
         “Damn,” he groans. His fingers lock around my wrist to keep me from hitting him again. “Was that necessary?”

         
         I grab his phone with my free hand and hold it up for him to see. He blinks at the clock on the glowing screen. 5:27. Finally, his eyes flicker to mine with the appropriate amount of alarm. 

         
         “Are they awake?”

         
         “I don’t know.” I’m usually the first up because I don’t sleep much. I lock the dead bolt to cover Hayden’s tracks, make coffee,
            and retreat to my room. Dave’s alarm goes off at 5:30 and by 5:35, Sue’s in the kitchen grabbing an assortment of skincare
            products from the fridge. So we could have time. A minute or two. Maybe.
         

         
         I run through every alternative escape plan in my head, and short of pushing him out of the twenty-nine-story window, there’s
            no option that gets him out of here undetected. Not now, at least.
         

         
         In the hallway, bare feet shuffle on the hardwood floor, but they’re not moving in the direction of the kitchen. They’re getting
            louder. Closer. Hayden stills. I barely allow myself to breathe. The knob jiggles, and for a split second, I’m not sure if
            I remembered to lock it.
         

         
         “Mel, are you up?” Sue asks from behind a door that is very much still closed. Thank god.

         
         I exhale. “Yeah.”

         
         “You want an omelet?”

         
         Hayden nods. I cover his face with a pillow. He isn’t flailing his arms like in the movies so I’m probably not pressing hard
            enough.
         

         
         “No, thanks.”

         
         I wait until Sue’s podcast is playing through the Sonos before removing the pillow from Hayden’s head. He purses his lips. “You couldn’t have let her make the omelet? I’m starving.” 

         
         “To death, I hope.” He stifles a laugh. I yank my wrist free and climb out of bed. “Do not move. Do not make a sound.”

         
         Blithely ignoring my warning, his long limbs stretch out to fill the space that I left.

         
         I slip into the hallway and shut the door, taking a moment to compose myself before I have to face my guardians. Everything
            is actually completely fine, and I am not having a heart attack. I may reside in this apartment for the time being, but I
            prefer to live in a state of delusion.
         

         
         I spent the four years since my last foster placement splitting time between the Laurelle Academy dorms and my friend Rena’s
            house—both of which offered an alarming lack of supervision—so adapting to life with a couple in their late thirties over
            the past three months has not been without its challenges.
         

         
         Sue’s in the kitchen wrapped in a black silk robe, brown hair slicked back into a tight bun, with a silicone mask on her forehead
            and thick globs of cream under each eye. This white woman is going to age like a Cullen if she and Tata Harper have anything
            to say about it.
         

         
         She dumps diced tomatoes into a sizzling pan of garlic and onions. The oil pops and she flinches, turning down the flame.
            “Did you see the email from Debra about rescheduling your check-in call?”
         

         
         I cross the kitchen and grab a mug from the cabinet by the sink. “Call? I usually just say her name three times in the mirror.”

         
         “It’s Thursday at four,” she says because she knows I haven’t read it. She leans her hip against the counter, watching me
            go through the convoluted process of making a flat white with their fancy espresso machine. “You can’t just have coffee every
            morning. You have to eat something. A piece of toast, at least.”
         

         
         “I eat at school.”

         
         She raises her eyebrows.

         
         “I do!” If I make it in time for breakfast, which I won’t today. I’m running later than usual and there’s still the issue
            of the boy trapped in my room. It’s starting to feel a little “Tell-Tale Heart.” I need to get back in there before she hears
            the pulse thumping under the floorboards.
         

         
         “They’re going to think we’re not feeding you.”

         
         “Who? Debra? Debra doesn’t care.”

         
         “Debra doesn’t care about what?” Dave asks, emerging from their room fully dressed for work, even though he’s been awake for . . .
            what? Three seconds? Men.
         

         
         “Whether or not she’s malnourished,” Sue says.

         
         Dave runs a hand through his wet hair and sits at the kitchen island. Sue pours him a cup of orange juice, which he downs
            with a handful of vitamins.
         

         
         “You’re giving her too much credit,” I say. “She’s not that good at her job.”

         
         Dave smirks, prepared to make a sarcastic comment until Sue shoots him a chastising look. I escape to my room with my coffee, making sure they’re both out of sight before I open the door. To my complete and utter bafflement, there is, once again, a boy dead asleep in my bed. 

         
         I don’t have time for this.

         
         I shower and dress quickly, pairing a vintage band tee and a tangle of gold jewelry with my favorite pair of Levi’s. I twist
            my curly hair into a bun and pat a berry-colored balm onto my lips and cheeks. A little concealer to hide the dark circles
            under my eyes and a few swipes of mascara. If you look like you’ve slept, then your body can’t be tired. That’s science.
         

         
         Hayden’s awake, still under the covers, scrolling on his phone when I leave the bathroom. Not a care in the world. Imagine
            having the audacity.
         

         
         “I think I heard them leave,” he says.

         
         I do a quick sweep of the apartment just to be sure. The glass tray on the table by the door where they keep their keys and
            Dave’s wallet is empty. I check the peephole too because I am nothing if not paranoid. Once I have quelled my anxiety to manageable
            levels, I blow through my room like a tornado, hastily grabbing everything that I need for school and shoving it into my bag.
         

         
         Hayden moves at a much more lethargic pace, collecting the things he has somehow managed to scatter everywhere and following
            me out to the kitchen.
         

         
         “You know,” he says, “you’re very cute when you’re mad.”

         
         I glance over my shoulder at him. “I’m not mad.” He gives me a yeah right look because of course I’m mad. “You don’t take anything seriously.” My hands shake as I pour the rest of the lukewarm coffee from my mug into a travel cup. A little of it dribbles onto the marble countertop. “Do you know how bad that could’ve been? They cannot catch some random boy in their apartment. They’re not my parents, Hayden. This shit is complicated.” 

         
         “I’m sorry,” he says. When I don’t respond, he comes over and spins me around to face him. I guess he does look a little contrite,
            but he also looks calculating. “Maybe . . .”
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “I don’t know. Maybe I should meet them.”

         
         I take a step back and bump into the cabinet. My elbow hits the cup and almost spills its contents all over the floor. He
            grins, and seeing Hayden smile is kind of like staring directly into the sun. You forget it’s a bad idea until you do it and
            then it’s like, well, I guess I’m blind now.
         

         
         “Then I wouldn’t be some random boy in their apartment.”

         
         “You want me to introduce you as what? The guy I’m hooking up with? Do you think that’s better?”

         
         He shrugs. “You could just say we’re dating.”

         
         “We’re not dating.”

         
         “It doesn’t matter.”

         
         I stare into warm brown eyes, trying to assess what is going on right now. “It does matter because I’m starting to think that
            you think we’re dating.”
         

         
         He doesn’t deny it. He couldn’t if he tried. His face is giving him away. I turn back to my coffee and snap the lid on.

         
         “Why are we still sneaking around?” he asks, leaning his elbows on the counter. “It’s been over two months. Aren’t we past that now?” 

         
         “There’s no getting past it.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because it is what it is, and honestly you’re kind of ruining it.”

         
         I check the time on my phone. It’s finals week, and if I don’t leave right now, I’m going to be late for my first exam. He
            waits by the door while I turn off all the lights in the apartment. In the hall, one of the neighbors, Mrs. Miller, eyes us
            conspiratorially, towing a small dog behind her.
         

         
         Hayden hits the button for the elevator. I adjust the strap of my bag, aware of his eyes on me.

         
         “Just end it, Mel. Clearly we don’t want the same thing.”

         
         I don’t know what else there is to want. This was supposed to be simple. Transactional. I can’t fall for someone when the
            last boy I loved is still curled around my neck like a hand. I told Hayden this could only work if we keep it casual, and
            he agreed to my terms. Nothing has changed.
         

         
         When I meet his gaze, he tilts his head provokingly, calling my bluff.

         
         “You end it.”

         
         His face breaks into the defiant smirk I’ve come to know so well. “Nah, I’m good.”

         
         The elevator door opens and the older couple inside steps back to let us in. The woman stares like she’s never seen Black people before and cannot fathom our existence, let alone why we would be occupying the same elevator as her. I stare back until she looks away. 

         
         “Why are you so against it?” Hayden asks once we’re in the lobby. “I want to hang out with you during the day. Clothed. And
            have conversations that consist of more than twelve words. Why does that seem more unreasonable to you than hooking up and
            then pretending we don’t know each other?”
         

         
         “Because we don’t know each other.” He rolls his eyes. “We don’t!”

         
         “Isn’t that the point of dating?”

         
         He jogs ahead of me to grab the door. Outside, the spring breeze tugs a few strands of hair loose from my bun. I start in
            the direction of school, but Hayden pulls me back.
         

         
         “I am sorry about this morning,” he says. “Seriously. I’m not trying to mess things up for you.”

         
         I know I can’t blame him for falling asleep in the middle of the night. It’s on me. I should’ve been more careful. Not just
            today, but from the beginning. I thought I’d accounted for everything. I tried to be cautious. To set clear boundaries, but
            I knew this could happen. Someone always catches feelings. I just thought it would be me. I’ve been proud of my ability to
            keep this casual.
         

         
         Whatever. “It’s fine.”

         
         He doesn’t try to hug me because we don’t hug, but he does reach out to smooth down a rogue curl blowing across my face.

         
         The problem is, I know what it is to want someone when you shouldn’t. To get so caught up in their fire, you turn to ashes on the floor. My last relationship burned so bright it destroyed us both. Like a cosmic explosion. I can still see the light flickering through the dark, even so many miles away. 

         
         I’m trying to protect myself. I want to protect him too.

         
         I duck away from his hand. He smiles, his gaze fixing on something behind me. “What’s up, Fred?”

         
         I spin around to find my doorman strolling toward us with his hat tucked under his arm, sipping from a Starbucks cup. “Good
            morning, Mr. Thompson. Miss Cœur.”
         

         
         Oh, absolutely not.

         
         “Hi. Bye,” I say to Fred and Hayden, respectively, and sprint away, digging through my bag for my phone. I FaceTime Rena,
            and she picks up on the second ring. The screen is black. I can barely see her.
         

         
         “He’s friends with my doorman now.”

         
         Rena turns on the light and removes her eye mask. There are crease marks on her face and a heart-shaped pimple patch on her
            chin. Her purple hair has mostly fallen out of the bun that is now dangling limply from the top of her head. 
         

         
         “I left them talking in front of my building. What could they possibly have to talk about?”

         
         She takes out her retainer and chucks it toward her nightstand. She goes through retainers like hair ties. “The tall boy is
            sleeping over now?”
         

         
         “First of all, don’t say that like there are several boys. Secondly, no. He’s not supposed to be. It’s getting messy.”

         
         She rolls onto her stomach and closes her eyes. “It’s been messy.”

         
         “It wasn’t supposed to be. It was supposed to be easy. That was the whole appeal of Hayden.”

         
         “That was the appeal?”
         

         
         “I mean, yes. He’s obviously gorgeous, but plenty of boys are cute. I vetted him like a fucking politician. I made sure there
            was no weird ex drama. No major red flags. His circle is small. He doesn’t run his mouth—”
         

         
         “I remember.” Of course she does. She made a spreadsheet of all of the contenders, titled The Thirst Games. Hayden scored tens across the board. “Which is why it might not be the worst thing in the world to just see where this goes.”
         

         
         “That wasn’t the plan. What good is recon if we’re not going to follow the damn plan.”

         
         “Plans can change.”

         
         I gape at her. This is the same girl who asked me why I would stick to one boy when I could build a roster. “Are you serious?”

         
         She sits up and takes a long, long drink from her water bottle. Buying herself time to figure out how to voice whatever thought is making her peer at me like
            that. “I’m just saying. You’re allowed to move on.”
         

         
         What does that mean? To move on? What does it look like?

         
         When Darren and I broke up, I thought that was moving on. Removing his number from my phone. Deleting text threads. I thought
            losing him was moving on. Letting his mom cry in my arms. Waiting for my own tears to come.
         

         
         And when the sobs wrung my body out like a rag, wasn’t that moving on? When I buried myself in the memory of him and felt
            him coat my skin like dust, layer by layer until I was lost too.
         

         
         Clawing my way out. Blinking into blinding light. The air in my lungs. That felt like moving on to me. 

         
         I stop at a crosswalk, watching the cars speed through puddles from last night’s rain. Dark, swollen clouds threaten to bring
            more. New storms on the horizon.
         

         
         “It’s okay to let people in,” Rena adds, her voice soft. “If someone cares about you enough to want to know you, maybe you
            should let them.”
         

         
         Maybe she’s right. Or maybe this is the worst advice she could’ve given me.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2
Chamberson

         
         The bell for the end of fourth period rings and I blink the classroom back into focus. Around me, some students scramble to
            finish the exam. Others stand and stretch, dropping their packets in the pile on Mrs. Nelson’s desk on their way out. I finished
            the final with ten minutes to spare, even with the throbbing headache building inside my skull. Sue was right. I probably
            should’ve eaten something.
         

         
         As soon as I clear the doorway, someone falls into step next to me. “Your mind is terrifying,” he says, handing over the biology
            notebook I lent him last week. “Don’t share your notes with anyone else. No one should have to see that. Have you ever known
            peace?”
         

         
         I don’t have the same exact curriculum as I did at Laurelle, but it’s close enough. I consolidated all my notes from both schools to prep for finals, because as hard as I’ve been trying to keep up, I wasn’t sure what to expect this week. I’ve spent the past few months studying my ass off in an attempt to salvage my GPA—which plummeted fall semester due to the events of last summer. Of all the elements of my life that I’m trying to change, decent grades is the least daunting goal to strive for. 

         
         I round the corner toward the courtyard and he does the same. “You’re welcome, Trey.”

         
         “Melie, I’m in your debt.” Hayden’s best friend throws an arm over my shoulders, his tone grave. “I just worry that you have
            the makings of a serial killer. Who catalogs information like that? There were chapters. Footnotes. A glossary. You’re not
            well.”
         

         
         “I have a Virgo moon,” I say, shaking off his arm. “How’d you do?”

         
         “Mrs. Nelson loves me. It’ll work itself out.”

         
         Trey has half the faculty wrapped around his finger. He weaponizes his charm and good looks in a way I personally find concerning.
            He’d be an incredible cult leader. “What will you do when you can’t use pretty privilege to your advantage?”
         

         
         “Aw, you think I’m pretty?”

         
         “Maybe then you’ll actually have to put in effort.”

         
         “I’m also rich, so probably not.”

         
         I press my lips together to keep from laughing because it’s not funny. “That was the most disgusting thing you’ve ever said.”

         
         He flashes me a dimpled smile. “Ever? Nah.”

         
         We push through the heavy doors and descend the steps to the courtyard, where half the student body is lounging in the grass
            or gathered around the tables scattered throughout the grounds.
         

         
         As private schools go, Chamberson’s a different breed. I thought Laurelle was lax, but we still had uniforms. We were expected to eat meals in the dining hall and pretend we had some reverence for the structure of a school day. Physically being on campus at Chamberson seems to be optional. It’s not uncommon for people to return after free period with giant shopping bags or waddling around in flimsy pedicure flip-flops. We’re even allowed to attend classes online if we’re out of town for an extended period of time. A policy begging to be abused. 

         
         Trey stands in line with me while I wait to buy a sandwich. My head feels like it’s going to explode. I unwind my hair tie
            and let my curls loose, massaging a tense spot at the nape of my neck.
         

         
         “Heard about your close call this morning,” he says, lips curling into a smirk. “Oversleeping, Melie? Come on.”

         
         He’s minding my business right now but that doesn’t mean he’s wrong. “The thing is I never oversleep.” I wouldn’t admit it
            to him or anyone, but I think I slept better with Hayden next to me. I put a mental bookmark there. I’ll revisit that issue
            later. “I didn’t even bother to set an alarm.”
         

         
         “An amateur mistake.” He examines the display of fruit on the concession stand and chooses an apple. “I’d say I’m disappointed
            in you both, but I didn’t think you’d make it this long without getting caught.”
         

         
         I can’t help but grin. “You underestimate me.”

         
         “And I’ll never do it again.”

         
         I order a chicken and pesto on ciabatta and sparkling water, swiping my student ID to pay. Trey’s eyes spark in a way that lets me know who’s standing behind me before she even opens her mouth. 

         
         “Are you done for the day?” Shaine asks me, without so much as a glance in Trey’s direction. There’s a thin line between love
            and hate and it’s called lust. These two walk it like a tightrope. “Want to get massages?”
         

         
         I met Shaine through Sue, who styled her for a Teen Vogue shoot a few years ago. She and Shaine’s mom became the type of friends who go to spin classes, send each other floral arrangements
            on birthdays, and conspire to get two reluctant teenage girls to hang out.
         

         
         It was my first week at Chamberson, and I refused to be set up on what was essentially a playdate. Shaine refused to do anything
            her mother specifically asked her to do. It wasn’t until we were partnered together in English two weeks later that I spoke
            more than a couple of words to her. We were both devastated to discover that Sue and Mrs. Aoki were right.
         

         
         “I have a review session for calc.”

         
         She weaves her arm through mine, leading me to our usual table on the far left of the courtyard. “No one goes to the review
            sessions.”
         

         
         “I’m being tested on a year’s worth of material, and I just got here in March. I can’t not go to the review sessions.”

         
         She pouts, slumping next to Justine and Olivia, the other half of our foursome. A few tables away, Trey joins Hayden and their fellow basketball players. Hayden doesn’t have an exam until later in the day. I’m sure he went home, took a leisurely shower, changed into a fresh pair of sweatpants, and arrived in time for lunch. 

         
         I nudge Shaine’s arm. “You and Trey have a lot of tension for two people who dated in ninth grade.”

         
         “And three weeks in tenth,” Olivia says, sipping from a can of Diet Coke. Shaine kicks her under the table. Olivia smiles
            sweetly, brushing her thick blond hair behind her shoulders.
         

         
         “It’s their thing,” Justine says. “They get off on it.” She eyes Shaine, daring her to kick her the way she kicked Olivia.

         
         Shaine scoffs. “Excuse me. I’m in a relationship. Besides, who hasn’t dated Trey?” The three of us raise our hands. She glares
            at us one by one, starting with Olivia. “Bitch, you’re gay.” Then Justine. “You don’t date.” She turns to me. “Give it time.”
         

         
         Justine rests her cheek on her folded arms, staring at us over her sunglasses with sincere curiosity. “Allo girls always seem
            so tortured. Are y’all miserable?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Shaine and Olivia say in union.

         
         I nod, unwrapping my sandwich. “Mostly. Yeah.”

         
         “Anyway,” Shaine says, angling her body away from two out of three of our collective problems. Olivia scans the courtyard
            for the third but Rowen’s nowhere to be found. “Since Mel’s staying with me this weekend, we can all get ready at my place
            on Saturday and go together.”
         

         
         Every year on the Saturday after finals, someone throws a massive party to celebrate the end of the semester and the beginning of summer break. The three of them have been talking about it for weeks, but this is the first I’m hearing of my plans to crash at Shaine’s. I haven’t decided if I’m going to the party yet. 

         
         Shaine narrows her eyes at me. “You’re going. And don’t tell me you have nothing to wear. You live with Susan Romano. I don’t
            want to hear it.”
         

         
         Sue is the type of famous stylist that JLo would play in one of those early 2000s rom-coms, with the power outfits, the chic
            Manhattan office, and the brilliant lawyer husband. She took my measurements one morning with her eyes. Like a fucking robot.
            Now new clothes just materialize in my closet.
         

         
         “Pick your battles, girl,” Justine says. “If you don’t go, she’ll quite literally never get over it.”

         
         Shaine slams her hands on the table, startling a group of girls studying nearby. “Is it a crime to want to shake ass with
            my friends? Am I a criminal?”
         

         
         “I’ll go,” I say, if only so she’ll stop screaming.

         
         I’ve been to parties with them before, and each time has required a level of restraint I’ve never had to exercise before.
            I can’t afford to fall back into old patterns. I made promises when I moved here. Promises I’m trying very hard to keep.
         

         
         “And you’ll sleep over,” Shaine says. A demand, not a question.

         
         “Yes, I’ll sleep over.”

         
         She smiles serenely, a sated lion after a kill. “Wonderful.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            3
You’re Killing Me

         
         Hayden’s been over for the past two nights because I never fully learn a lesson. I need to be traumatized in the exact same
            way no less than three times for me to modify my behavior.
         

         
         It’s Thursday and with all my exams done and papers submitted, I’ve spent most of the afternoon in bed rereading The Bell Jar for my summer assignment: a five-page essay on the fig tree allegory and its impact on Esther’s life. I’m almost to the end
            of the book but I can’t focus because Debra’s still talking.
         

         
         “. . . will be very important, Amélie. But so far everything looks great on our end. There’s still the home visit in August,
            but if all goes well, Susan and Dave should be able to move forward with the adoption process in the fall, given that’s what
            the three of you want.”
         

         
         When she doesn’t continue, I remember that I’m supposed to express excitement and genuine hope for the future. So I say “love
            that” and practically hear her purse her lips through the phone.
         

         
         It’s not that I don’t want to be adopted. It’s just that I don’t find myself particularly adoptable. I don’t think Debra does either. 

         
         Since I was a kid, I’ve been made to believe that this is what I’m supposed to want more than anything. That made sense to
            me until around eleven when the blind optimism of childhood gave way to the cool disillusionment of adolescence. I wasn’t
            small and cute anymore. I was anxious and resentful. For years I acted in complete opposition to whatever was expected of
            me out of sheer spite. Last winter, when I was at my lowest point, willing to accept any hand extended in my direction, I
            promised her I would try one last time.
         

         
         My placement with Sue and Dave is a Hail Mary. A last-ditch effort before I age out of the system in nine months.

         
         I imagine that, for Debra, being my case manager must feel like being a car salesman trying to get that shitty old Ford Focus
            off her lot. It’s particularly frustrating because Laurelle Child Services is the Bentley dealership of private adoption agencies,
            so why is the Ford even there? Do they expect her to sell it? In this economy?
         

         
         I sympathize. LCS’s record is phenomenal. Among their clients are some of the country’s wealthiest and most influential families.
            This is very largely due to the fact that Laurelle Academy, the institution that birthed the agency, has become one of the
            most coveted boarding schools in the world.
         

         
         Mildred Laurelle was an orphan who, despite the odds, went on to become a rich, childless woman with lovers she refused to marry and too much disposable income to spend in a lifetime. Laurelle is her legacy, and although her vision of an elite school for orphaned girls was pure, less so were the intentions of the board in charge of her nine-figure estate. 

         
         The whole point was to give the less fortunate a chance at a brighter future or whatever, but it wasn’t long before the school
            opened its doors to the children of parents willing to pull college-admissions-scandal-level fraud to get their kids accepted.
            With the influx of tuition dollars and property-allocated funds, the New Canaan campus became just shy of a palace.
         

         
         “How are you doing?” Debra asks. “Emotionally, I mean.”

         
         “Is this the part where we talk about our feelings?”

         
         There are few things that Debra hates more than the emotions of a child. One of those things just so happens to be a checklist
            left unfinished, so she perseveres. “I see here in your chart that you’ve stopped your antidepressants.”
         

         
         “They make me nauseous. Besides, I’m not depressed. My life was depressing.”

         
         “Amélie—”

         
         “Richards said it’s fine, but if you want to take a deep dive into my trauma, I’ve got time.”

         
         The Laurelle kids who are under the guardianship of LCS are all assigned a Debra. If they’re very lucky, like me, they also
            get an overbearing psychiatrist named Richards.
         

         
         “I will discuss it with him. I can’t imagine that’s the best course of action, considering what you’ve been through. . . .”

         
         I turn back to my book because this is a convo Debra can have with herself, but my phone vibrates with a text from Shaine.

         
         
            
               
                  Shaine: wyd?

                  Me: nothing. what’s up?

                  Shaine: got in a fight with Lucas

               

            

         
         Shaine and Lucas’s breakups are as consistent as the phases of the moon. I could track my period by them.

         
         
            
               
                  Me: what did he do now?

                  Shaine: he still has his dating app

                  Shaine: the one he said he deleted two months ago

               

            

         
         I tune back in to Debra, who is in the middle of the longest monologue she’s ever performed. Good for her.

         
         
            
               
                  Me: never check a boy’s phone. it’ll only bring you pain

                  Shaine: I didn’t check his phone

                  Shaine: I have a burner account

                  Me: ???

                  Shaine: a burner account

               

            

         
         I stifle a laugh because whew, girl.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Me: I can read

                  Me: I just don’t understand

                  Me: you made a fake dating profile

                  Shaine: yes

                  Me: so you could swipe endlessly on the off chance that you see your trash boyfriend

                  Shaine: mhmm

                  Me: to confirm that he’s doing what you already knew he was doing

                  Shaine: correct

               

            

         
         My beautiful, smart, funny friend. Going full Interpol over a boy who won’t even cross the Brooklyn Bridge for her. A tragedy.

         
         
            
               
                  Me: that is psychotic

                  Shaine: the point is I need to shop

                  Shaine: come with meeee

                  Shaine: I’m sad

               

            

         
         I start to explain why Lucas is not worth a single human emotion, but Debra is calling my name.

         
         “Amélie. Are you listening to me?”

         
         “I heard every word you said.”

         
          

         Sad isn’t the word I’d use to describe Shaine right now as she rips through the racks at Bloomingdale’s. Long, black hair
            whipping around like Medusa with the snakes. Amex burning a hole in her Prada purse, while sales associates swarm, calculating
            the potential commission.
         

         
         I’d call her enraged, maybe? Deranged?

         
         “What is it about me that makes boys think they can lie to my face? Do I look like an idiot?” She spins around, holding an
            arm full of dresses, skirts, a few swimsuits. Her eyes are daggers, red lips in a pout. “Seriously. Do I look stupid?”
         

         
         The question is clearly rhetorical, but she waits for me to answer. “Well, what are the consequences of a boy lying to you?
            Because they’ll do it if they can get away with it.”
         

         
         She stands frozen for a second. Blinks. “Maybe I am an idiot.”

         
         “You’re not an idiot.”

         
         “Bozo the fucking Clown.”

         
         “We’re all clowns when we care about someone.”

         
         “I gotta care less.” She holds up one of the items from her pile. An olive silk cami. “Do you like this?”

         
         “Don’t you have that?”

         
         “Not in this color.”

         
         A sales associate with a wide smile and a predatory vibe comes slithering out from whatever hole he was hiding in. This is
            why I shop online. “Can I start a fitting room for you?”
         

         
         “No, thanks,” Shaine says. “Can you take these to the register, please?”

         
         His eyes light up as he takes the pile of designer clothes from her. Shaine walks aimlessly through the accessories department,
            picking things up and putting them down again.
         

         
         “It’s exhausting,” she says, trying on a tiny pair of six-hundred-dollar Dior sunglasses, flicking the price tag out of her
            face like she’s swatting a fly. “We have the same fights over and over. He does something to piss me off. I call him out on
            it. He makes me feel like I’m delusional—and I am, obviously, but it’s not my fault. I’m just trying to operate in this world
            as a heterosexual woman and it’s hard!”
         

         
         “It’s a cursed endeavor, for sure.”

         
         I don’t know a thing about Lucas. Never met the boy. Couldn’t pick him out in a lineup. I’ve always considered it a stubborn
            tenacity that keeps him in Shaine’s life, but you forget about the soft things. The fragile hope that grows in the spaces
            between what others consider to be significant. Shaine only shares the worst of it. The good she keeps for herself. I don’t
            know what he means to her, but I get it. Wanting someone so badly that you break into pieces. Promising yourself that the
            end result will be a mosaic.
         

         
         Shaine studies her reflection in the display mirror. Although I can’t see her eyes through the dark lenses, I know she’s looking at me when she tilts her head in a silent question. I shake my head and back the glasses go. “I think I’m done. For real this time.” She moves on to the Gucci display, gazing at the options without really considering them. “I don’t want to feel this way anymore, you know? Isn’t dating supposed to be fun?” 

         
         “Allegedly.”

         
         We meet the sales associate at the register. He already has the sensors off and the clothes wrapped in tissue paper. Shaine
            swipes her card without checking the total.
         

         
         “Can we get dinner after this?” she asks. “There’s that new Argentinean place down the street.”

         
         My phone buzzes.

         
         
            
               
                  Hayden: I thought about what you said

                  Hayden: about us not knowing each other

                  Hayden: you’re right

               

            

         
         My eyes narrow at the texts. I don’t know where he’s going with this, but I’m sure I won’t like it.

         
         “Mel.” Shaine glances at me as she scribbles her signature on the receipt. The sales associate comes out from behind the counter
            to hand her the bags, already scanning the floor for his next sale. “Dinner?”
         

         
         “Oh, yeah. Sure.”

         
         
            
               
                  Me: of course I am

               

            

         
         An ellipsis pops up on the screen. Disappears.

         
         Shaine and I squeeze through the doors of the Lexington Avenue exit with her many bags, turning right and heading uptown toward the restaurant. She walks with purpose, the way most native New Yorkers do. I have to jog to keep up with her. 

         
         
            
               
                  Hayden: what are you doing this weekend?

                  Me: why?

                  Hayden: come to the hamptons with me

               

            

         
         The Hamptons? Why would we go to the Hamptons? What about we are not dating was unclear to him? I’m confused.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Me: you’re killing me

                  Me: is this a thing you do?

                  Hayden: what?

                  Me: take girls to the hamptons

                  Hayden: haha

                  Hayden: I’ll pick you up on saturday

                  Hayden: 8am

               

            

         
         The boy has lost his mind.

         
         
            
               
                  Me: bye

                  Hayden: it’s a 2.5hr drive. you can sleep in the car

                  Me: I didn’t say yes

               

            

         
         As we enter the restaurant, Hayden’s response flashes across my screen and I’m back in the hall of my apartment building with
            him again, waiting for the elevator. That infuriating smirk. The challenge in his eyes.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Hayden: then say no

               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            4
Too Far from God’s Light

         
         The way I see it, I have two options. Go to the party with Shaine, Olivia, and Justine, or go to the Hamptons with Hayden.
            I’ve been to enough parties for a lifetime. The few that I’ve attended with the three of them have never gotten too out of
            control, but I’ve been told to expect a certain level of debauchery tomorrow night.
         

         
         It would be a mistake to go. I know that. It hasn’t been long enough since I was sixteen. That me still lives too close to
            the surface of my body, inextricably nestled between skin and muscle. The girl who was in so much pain that she sought distraction
            or relief at any cost.
         

         
         This new me is fragile. I built her from nothing. From scraps. I moved to New York to create the life I could never have in
            Connecticut, but you can’t outrun yourself. It takes more effort than I have some days to keep the darker parts of me from
            waking.
         

         
         The Hamptons is probably the lesser of two evils. Better the devil you know, right?

         
         And then there’s the fact that the thought of spending a whole day with Hayden, being with him in a place that’s not my apartment, seeing him in his element, has me curious. Unfortunately, curiosity often gets the best of me. When I texted him earlier today to confirm, he simply said: 8am. I’ll bring coffee.
         

         
         I stuff a bikini and another pair of shorts in a bag that is already way too full, considering we’re only staying overnight,
            and zip it shut. Now there’s nothing left to do but establish my alibi.
         

         
         The kitchen smells like garlic and rosemary. The windows are cranked open, a warm breeze billowing through the curtains. Sirens
            blare from the street below.
         

         
         I drop the bag near my shoes by the door. Dave looks over from where he’s sprawled out on the couch, still in his work clothes,
            watching TV. “Where are you going?”
         

         
         “Shaine’s for the weekend.”

         
         I join Sue by the stove, loading a plate up with chicken, mashed potatoes, and broccoli. Dave moves his feet to let me sit
            in the corner of the couch that I’ve claimed as my own. Sue sets both of their plates on the coffee table, returning to the
            kitchen for a corkscrew and the saltshaker. She snuggles into the left side of the couch and throws one of her many chunky
            knit blankets over her folded legs.
         

         
         I’ve never seen either of them use the kitchen table. I’m pretty sure she only got it for the aesthetic.

         
         “Oh, what did you buy yesterday?” she asks, pouring a glass of white wine.

         
         “Nothing.”

         
         With Sue disappointed beyond words, it would appear, Dave takes the opportunity to assure me, for the hundredth time, that
            I can use the credit card they gave me when I moved in.
         

         
         Growing up in LCS means living in close proximity to wealth, both at Laurelle and with the families I’m placed with. I know
            how rare it is to be a foster kid that has never wanted for anything in my life. All my needs are met. The luxuries I’m expected
            to have—a phone, computer, credit card—are provided, but none of it belongs to me. It has never come naturally to me to spend
            someone else’s money like it’s my own. It’s hard enough to live with the guilt of constantly taking and taking and never having
            anything of value to offer in return.
         

         
         “I was there for moral support,” I say. “Shaine’s dating an asshole.”

         
         “Dave was an asshole at your age,” Sue says. Dave chokes on a piece of broccoli. “We dated our senior year of high school
            and broke up right after graduation.”
         

         
         We both stare at Dave. He clears his throat. “Everyone breaks up after graduation.”

         
         “We got back together nine years later. Once his brain fully developed.”

         
         He laughs. “I was processing a lot of trauma.”

         
         Dave’s a foster kid too. He was adopted when he was sixteen. I think that’s the reason I’m here, but I’ve never come right out and asked him. During my first month here, he tried to talk to me about my experience in the system, but I couldn’t bring myself to share war stories with him when his experience must have been so much worse. Dave’s a man of few words, and I’m a girl of fewer. He hasn’t pushed the topic, and I appreciate that. 

         
         “This is good,” I say, biting into a piece of garlic herb chicken.

         
         Sue grins. “Thanks. I ordered it and put it in that cute dish.”

         
         “It’s what she does for Thanksgiving too,” Dave says.

         
         “I can cook, I just don’t want to.”

         
         “That’s not very Italian of you, Sue,” I tease.

         
         “Who are you, my mother-in-law?”

         
         Dave snorts. “My mom has never said that to you.”

         
         “I took his last name. I did not take on the responsibility of cooking lasagna from scratch every night.”

         
         I nod. “That would be so much lasagna.”

         
         Dave stifles another laugh.

         
         There’s an awful and highly derivative alien invasion movie playing on the TV. We all know it sucks, yet we sit here and let
            it happen to us. I find it fascinating that, with all the problems in the world, there are people who read a script like this
            and think, Yes, that is how I should spend a few million dollars. This is truly the darkest timeline.
         

         
         Unable to stomach a second more of what may be the worst film I’ve seen in my life, I take my dishes to the kitchen and load
            them into the dishwasher.
         

         
         “What are you and Shaine doing this weekend?” Dave asks.

         
         “There’s a party tomorrow night that I’m socially obligated to attend.”

         
         Sue turns to me, holding a glass that contains no less than half a bottle of wine. “As your guardians, we have to remind you not to do drugs, get drunk, or be stupid.” 

         
         Dave takes a swig of his beer. “Don’t do anything we would have done.”

         
         “Be better than us.”

         
         “That’s all any parent can hope for.”

         
         I roll my eyes. Not an adult among us, I fear.

         
          

         While I wait for someone in Shaine’s apartment to answer the door, I text the Romano group chat to let Sue and Dave know I
            made it downtown safely. Dave responds with a thumbs-up.
         

         
         The door swings open and Shaine’s arm shoots out to pull me in—which, now that I think about it, may be the only way I’ve
            ever entered Shaine’s apartment.
         

         
         “What took you so long?” she asks, half dragging me across her living room. I kick my shoes off as we go, tossing them back
            in the general direction of the other shoes lined up in the entryway. “They’re driving me crazy.”
         

         
         “I was eating dinner.”

         
         I wave at her mom as she heads up the stairs of their gorgeous Tribeca loft. Mrs. Aoki is Shaine plus thirty years and two
            divorces. They’re identical in looks only. In every other way, they’re oil and water. Shaine is loud and dramatic. Mrs. Aoki
            is quiet and refined. Two queens ruling one three-bedroom kingdom, finding peace mainly in their mutual resentment of her
            father—a taboo topic in this home.
         

         
         “Hi, Mel. How are you?”

         
         “She’s fine,” Shaine says on my behalf. Mrs. Aoki gives me a look that I interpret as good luck with that. Shaine’s fingers tighten around my arm. “Come on.”
         

         
         There’s a rolling rack in the middle of her bedroom. I didn’t know she owned a rolling rack. Justine’s lying next to Olivia
            in the middle of the king-sized bed wearing an expression of pure exasperation.
         

         
         Olivia offers me some of the gummy bears she’s eating. Her hair is braided into a golden crown with a few loose tendrils framing
            her face. Clearly Justine’s work. Liv is more of the messy-bun type.
         

         
         “Okay,” Shaine says once she has our undivided attention. She angles the rack so I can see all the options hanging up. “I
            need you to choose. They are incapable of making decisions.”
         

         
         “Apparently so are you,” Olivia says.

         
         Shaine ignores her. She holds up an impossibly tiny pink dress. It would be a long shirt on my five-six frame. Shaine is five
            nine. No way it covers her boobs and butt at the same time. “So this one is a little short,” she says. The bed shakes with
            Olivia’s silent laughter. “But I have tights—”
         

         
         “I can see your cervix in that dress,” Justine says.

         
         “If I don’t bend down, sit, squat, or walk up steps, I should be fine.” When none of us respond, Shaine huffs, throwing the
            dress in a growing pile of clothes in the corner. She grabs the next option, a pair of black leather pants. “Okay. Love these,
            but—”
         

         
         “It’s June.”

         
         Justine smirks at me. “That’s what I said.”

         
         “You can wear leather in any season,” Shaine says.

         
         “Right, but do you want to?” I ask. Shaine tosses the pants to the side too. “What about that two-piece set you got yesterday?”
            She stares at me blankly as if she doesn’t remember what she purchased less than twenty-four hours ago. “You’re kidding.”
         

         
         “I honestly have no idea what I bought yesterday. I was in a fugue state.” She hauls the bags out of her closet and rips through
            the layers of tissue paper until she finds the periwinkle crop top and matching skirt. “Wow, I have great taste.”
         

         
         “Perfect,” Justine says, closing her eyes. “Let’s be done now.”

         
         Shaine tears open a bag of cheddar potato chips, douses it in the hot sauce she keeps in the bottom drawer of her nightstand
            known as the bodega, and shakes it up. The girl will put hot sauce on anything. “Mel, what are you wearing?”
         

         
         I haven’t told her about the Hamptons yet. I probably wouldn’t tell her at all if I didn’t need her to cover for me. My friends
            know about me and Hayden but only conceptually. Like how I know about space. I understand it’s out there and I can name the
            planets or whatever, but I’m not NASA.
         

         
         “I’m not going to the party.”

         
         She cocks her head to the side, chewing slowly. “Why do you think you’re not going?”
         

         
         “I’m going to the Hamptons.”

         
         They all look at each other. Justine sits up, her long faux locs swinging. “Hayden’s taking you to the Hamptons house?”

         
         Before I can respond, Shaine lets out a feral laugh. “Oh my god. The boy will stop at nothing.”

         
         Olivia scoots over to me, propping her head up on one arm. “Wait, does this mean . . .”

         
         “No, we are not dating.”

         
         “But he wants to be. It’s very obvious,” Shaine says. She kicks all the clothes and bags back into the closet, pushes the
            rolling rack in, and shuts the door. “It’s almost painful to watch.”
         

         
         “Don’t freak her out,” Justine says. “We need her to get back the Hamptons house access we lost when you broke up with Trey.”

         
         Shaine glares at her. “He cheated on me.”

         
         “That house has a saltwater pool. We have all suffered greatly for his transgressions.”

         
         “Look, Mel,” Shaine says, sitting at her vanity and opening one of her many skincare PR boxes. She’s been modeling professionally
            since she was a kid. Receiving an excessive amount of free products is her favorite perk. “When I dated Trey, I strayed too
            far from God’s light.” Justine starts humming a church hymn. “But in
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