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Dedication

For Joe—

You make writing love stories so easy
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New Year’s Eve

Delilah

I’m sitting in the hallway closet with two beach towels shoved into the crack under the door, trying to make myself sing.

Now. I have to do it now. I’m running out of time.

I take a deep breath, shake out the nerves, open my mouth, and—

There’s a loud bang on the door.

“Delilah, why are you in the closet?” Georgia, my sister, yells from the other side. “Are you doing something weird?”

She pulls the door open, filling the small space with bright light, and I squint up at her. She has a sparkly, plastic New Year’s Eve crown perched on top of her cloud of tight auburn curls, and her lips are stretched into the shining smile that got her the role of Glinda in Willmore Prep’s production of Wicked last semester as a freshman.

I stand up, kicking the towels out of the way. “Shouldn’t you wait for my answer to that question before barging in here?”

“Where’s the fun in that? Though I gotta say, this is a bit of a letdown.” She taps an old fleece Frozen blanket on the floor next to me with her foot. “Are you just, like, taking a nap?”

“No, I’m, uh—”

I’m trying to finally sing. Really, actually sing.

Not the quiet singing that sometimes sneaks out when I’m sitting in Mom’s car and the song is so good it just kind of pulls it out of me before I can think about it too much. Or the halfway singing I’ve been doing in band practice, trying to get every one of Charlie’s lyrics, scribbled in his precious Moleskine, exactly right. Even with the mic in my hand and all the guys’ expectations, I feel like I’ve been sprinting right up to the edge of a cliff with my voice, ready to leap, but then I just . . . stop. My voice sounds like I’m gripping the earth with my toes, staring at the ocean below.

And that kind of singing isn’t going to cut it in a few hours at The Mode, where we’ll be playing our New Year’s Eve show.

Our show, not just their show. As in . . . including me.

Instead of tagging along and trying to push the guys’ merch at a table in the back, as I’ve done most Saturday nights for the past few months, I’m going to be up on that stage with them for the first time tonight.

Because I am officially the new lead singer of Fun Gi.

Me. The girl who can’t read a single line of music. The girl who can only carry something tune-adjacent, at best. But who even knows when I still haven’t made myself actually sing?

Georgia smirks and twirls her hand in front of her, waiting for an explanation. But there’s no way I can tell my Broadway-bound sister all that. She wouldn’t understand.

Before I can make up a reasonable excuse for why I’m sitting in the dark with the extra linens, though, Mom appears behind Georgia, wearing tuxedo-printed pajamas and a matching gold crown.

“You were hiding in the closet?” Her face cracks open in concern. “Oh no, honey. You know you don’t have to go. You can stay home and watch the House Hunters marathon with us until the ball drops.”

My whole body tightens and she reads it right away. “Not that I don’t think you can do this. I know you can do this, and I’m proud of you for putting yourself out there, but . . . if you’re hiding in the closet . . .”

“Yeah, this is weird,” Georgia cuts in. “I feel like we all need to acknowledge that this is weird.”

“I wasn’t hiding in the closet!”

They both cross their arms and narrow their identical dark brown eyes at me.

“Okay, I was in the closet,” I admit, crossing my arms right back. “But I wasn’t hiding. I was practicing.”

They both start talking at the same time.

“Oh, Lilah-girl, do you not want to sing in front of us? I’m sure your voice is so beautiful and there’s no reason—”

“Is it because you think I’m going to judge you? Because I won’t. I know a voice like mine only comes around once in a generation.”

“Even if it’s not, um, conventionally beautiful, as long as you believe in yourself, that is what will shine through!”

“And I can help you if you’d just let me already. I’ve got some good vocal exercises we can do together.”

“There is only one you, and you have something special to bring that no one else can.”

“Like, Mommy made me mash my M&M’s!” Georgia holds up a finger as she stretches the last note of the gibberish she’s started singing for some reason. That’s enough to pause Mom’s self-love speech.

And this is why I was singing—or trying to sing—in the closet. Alone.

“No. It’s not that,” I say before they can start back up again. “I was just in here for . . .” I lean down to pick up the Frozen blanket, folding it in front of my face as I mumble, “. . . the acoustics.”

“Right.” Georgia arches an eyebrow. “The acoustics.”

“We can go with you.” Mom reaches forward and squeezes my hand. “Be your moral support.”

Because that’s definitely who I need in the front row of my very first show as the lead singer of a punk band: my mom being all You’re doing amazing, sweetie! and my superstar little sister, who will most definitely be judging me.

“Okay, okay. I know what that look means,” Mom laughs, rubbing her finger along my wrinkled nose. I smooth it out with a small smile. “But know that we’re rooting for you, honey.”

“Yeah, you’re gonna break a leg, sis,” Georgia adds. “Or, like, whatever the equivalent is.”

“And when you’re done, we’ll be here waiting for you with these fools!” Mom gestures her thumb toward the living room, where a couple’s argument over crown molding is blasting loudly from the TV. “This family has a two-hundred-thousand-dollar budget and they want a separate dining room. In West Hollywood!”

That’s how we’ve spent New Year’s Eve since Mom and Dad divorced. Just the three of us watching HGTV, drinking apple cider and kissing each other’s cheeks at midnight. But this year I’m doing something different.

“Now, don’t forget your migraine medication. Just in case—”

“And if you get nervous, remember to picture—”

“I’m fine,” I say, stepping out of the closet and shutting the door behind me. “Totally fine.”

I’m not fine.

Not even close to fine.

And yet I’m still loading Beau’s shiny purple toms into the back of Asher’s mom’s minivan and grinning as if I’m not completely certain tonight is going to be a disaster.

“Cheer up, buttercup,” Beau says, nudging me with his elbow. He sits his cymbals in their cases on top of the amps, and then adjusts my placement of his drums, just so.

“I’m cheered,” I insist. “The cheeriest.”

I stretch out my plastic smile until my cheeks ache and pick up his bass drum to throw it in the back. But he rushes over and gingerly takes it from my hands.

“Your handling of my babies is telling a different story, Delilah,” he says, stroking the damn thing. “Please don’t take it out on the kids.”

He’s so particular with his drums, which is why we have to load them all up instead of sharing backline with the other bands on the lineup tonight. I don’t get it and never have. The sets all look pretty identical to me.

“It’s the nerves,” Asher says, pushing his glasses up on his nose. The frames are so tiny that he definitely can’t see out of them, but that doesn’t really matter anyway. He’s just wearing them for the aesthetic. “I remember my first gig. Man, I had the bubble guts all day. I was like Charlie and Grandpa Joe in that Willy Wonka scene, where they have to burp in that big ol’ metal tube. All, bloop, bloop, bloop.”

“Nah, that is not a thing. There’s no burping scene in that movie. Why would there be a burping scene?” Beau says, shaking his head. His bleached blond hair falls into his eyes, and he pushes it away in a perfectly practiced move that makes girls melt when he’s on stage. I’ve watched it happen from the back of the crowd countless times. “Also, bloop? That’s what your burps sound like? Bloop?”

“Watch it again, bro. I swear. They had to burp to, like, save their lives,” Asher says. “And, uh, I don’t need to be burp-shamed.”

“Burp-shamed?” Beau laughs.

“Yes, burp-shamed,” Asher doubles down, his permanent sarcastic smile dancing at his lips. “I mean, I’m just trying to make Delilah feel better about our gig.” He leans in, nudging me with his elbow. “But I get why you’re nervous. The crowd is going to be huge.”

I start to picture that crowd and my head spins, but I look down at the ground to hide any terror that might be revealing itself on my face. “You guys. I’m chill,” I say, keeping my voice steady and convincing. “Stop stressing.”

I wish I could say this was out of character. But I’ve shrugged and yeah, whatever-ed my way into a lot of things I never thought I would’ve done since I transferred to Willmore Prep and met the guys in September. Like if I keep playing the cool girl—the girl they think I am—maybe I’ll actually become her.

But also, they’re my friends. This is what friends do. They needed a new lead singer, and in a couple weeks, I molded myself into exactly that for them.

“Of course she’s chill,” Charlie says. “Delilah is a star. Our star.”

He walks out of Asher’s garage, where they store all their gear, and stands next to me. I can feel his warmth, and I have to fight the urge to lean in to him, like a plant reaching for the sun. Because that would be ridiculously awkward. We’re not like that. We’re just friends.

Except . . . Well, I guess I’ll admit it: Charlie’s probably half the reason why I agree to everything. Especially when he asks me in that rumbly low voice that I feel in my chest. Or when he wraps his arms around my shoulders and makes his bright blue eyes all big and purses his lips in the perfect pout.

But, no.

Our star, he said. Not his. Never his.

“Yes, the star, and you better not forget it,” I say, bumping him with my shoulder. Charlie laughs and throws his arm around me, squeezing me tight. As friends do.

“Ah, the ego on this one! Already!” Beau says with a snort, laughing too. “We gotta watch you.”

“I’m just saying. Bubble guts are normal,” Asher continues. “There is no shame in the bubble guts.”

“Asher, I don’t have the bubble guts!” I yell, throwing my hands up. I totally have the bubble guts.

Charlie lets go of me to put his guitar in the van, and I feel the loss of his touch like blankets thrown off in the early morning. But I keep my face blank. Chill.

“Did you practice the lyrics some more?” Charlie says, turning back to me. His strong jaw sparkles with stubble and his wavy dark hair is tucked into a burgundy beanie. “During practice Thursday, I noticed you kept getting tripped up on the bridge of ‘Parallelograms.’ Remember you kept saying ‘bird’ instead of ‘blurred.’ And you’ve gotta make sure you stretch out ‘soon’ into two syllables in the second chorus.”

I messed up the lyrics because they make no sense. I swear sometimes Charlie writes esoteric stuff just for the sake of being esoteric. I would never tell him that, though.

“Yeah, I practiced,” I assure him. “I’ve got it down.”

He nods and keeps going. “And did you watch those videos I sent you last night? Of the other girl singers? I had more but I didn’t want to overload you. I really think those two are, like, the masters when it comes to stage presence.”

Yes, I watched Karen O, front woman of this old band the Yeah Yeah Yeahs, screaming and spitting and spinning across the stage, owning these huge audiences with abandon. And Courtney Love, lead singer of Hole, growling in her babydoll dresses and smeared makeup, dripping confidence.

They were badass. My jaw dropped in awe as I watched both of them. But it was quickly replaced with fear. I’m not like that. I could never be like that.

So I went searching on YouTube for other women musicians that were more my speed, and I found even older videos—like before-my-parents-were-born old. Patti Smith, with her baggy clothes and howly voice that hits you right in the gut. And Poly Styrene from X-Ray Spex, a biracial Black girl like me, whose yelpy crooning commanded attention.

And of course, there’s my real music role model, Taylor Swift, who’s written every single one of my favorite songs. But I would never, ever mention her to the guys. They wouldn’t let me live it down until I was a senior citizen.

So instead I just shrug. “Yeah, I watched. They were cool. But I think I might go for, I don’t know . . . an X-Ray Spex vibe?”

He nods approvingly.

“Okay, and remember, especially during the last verse of ‘Bronze Statue,’ sing with me. We’ll share the mic. It’ll look so good.”

I need this reminder even less than the other ones. Every cell in my body is still vibrating from when we sang this song together last night at practice. Our breath mingling over the mic, his eyes locked on mine. I know it’s only for show, but it felt so real.

“And one more—” Charlie starts, but Asher cuts him off.

“Lay off her, bro!” Asher slaps his shoulder. “If she wasn’t nervous before, this goddamn third degree is definitely going to change that.”

Charlie winces, and then smiles, throwing his arm around my shoulder again. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I just want everything to be perfect tonight. It’s hard for me to . . . let go.”

“I know. I get it.”

Fun Gi is his baby. He started this band back in seventh grade with Asher, and Beau joined at the beginning of freshman year after their old drummer moved from Long Beach up to northern California. And until now, Charlie’s always been the front man.

But after Fun Gi had been upstaged at yet another show by Ryan Love and the Valentines, this supercool all-girl rock band, they decided they needed to do something different to stand out. And there I was—the girl who’d started hanging around their practices for the past few months, just happy to be included. Charlie’s the one that suggested I step in, only three weeks before this big New Year’s Eve performance at The Mode, a venue downtown. And I went along with it. I’ve been going to every practice, learning every one of their songs—even though I know I’m not cut out for this at all.

And also . . . it’s not like Fun Gi’s lack of feminine energy is the reason they kept being upstaged by Ryan Love and the Valentines. It’s because the Valentines are better. Ryan’s voice is bubbly and bright. Her lyrics get stuck in your head.

And I’m not a musician—not like Charlie, Beau, and Asher all are. Or like any of these women I watched last night, or Ryan Love. I can’t play guitar. I can’t write lyrics. I couldn’t even get a handle on the recorder in third-grade music class. So what do I know?

“Okay, one more question though,” Charlie says, and Beau, Asher, and I all groan. Charlie smiles sheepishly but keeps going.

“Don’t hate me,” he says, holding up his hands. “But have you thought any more about those outfits?”

We went shopping last week at some vintage stores on Retro Row, searching for the perfect stage outfits. Ryan Love’s well known for the sequined capes and embroidered tulle skirts she wears on stage, and I think Charlie was trying to help me figure out a stage look of my own. He picked out shiny gold leggings, crop tops with balloon sleeves, and a short romper covered in feathers.

They were so not me. Though I guess that’s the point. Me wouldn’t be doing this in the first place.

“No. No—forget it,” he says, waving that away. He pulls me close. Our hips touch and he runs his hands up and down my arms. “You look great.” I’m wearing what I usually do when I’m not in the Willmore Prep uniform: high-waisted jeans, a plain white T-shirt, and my checkerboard Vans. I threw a flannel over it tonight because the temperature has dipped below sixty-five and I’m freezing. But when he says it that way, touching me like this, I get pretty close to believing him.

“Really, kid, you’re made for this.”

Kid. I don’t remember exactly how that nickname started—he said it and it felt like the way things were supposed to be. Just like how Charlie and I became friends.

One day I was sitting all alone at lunch at a brand-new private school, and some cute boy sat down next to me and said, “Oh, you I need to know.” The next day I was in their group, drawn into their orbit. I felt special, chosen.

Am I really made for this?

I don’t know. I don’t think so.

But I’ve always believed in the magic of the new year. Even though it’s just a day on the calendar, I love the idea that we get a chance to start over. Maybe when I step onto the stage tonight, I’ll feel like I belong there. Maybe the spotlight will make me into someone I’ve always wanted to be.

I keep that corny shit to myself, though.

“You ready?” Charlie asks, sliding open the door to the back seat. Asher and Beau are already in the front, arguing over what we’re going to listen to on the way.

No.

That’s the honest answer. But I pull on my chill exterior and shrug.

“Yeah, whatever. Let’s go.”





Reggie

I really fucking hate New Year’s Eve.

There’s always this big expectation that your life is going to change. Like, you couldn’t get your ass together the rest of the year, but somehow, through some woo-woo holiday magic, you’re all of a sudden going to start running marathons or figure out what exactly a 401k is or fall in love just because the clock strikes midnight? And, like, according to some arbitrary calendar created by whoever, it’s time for a fresh start?

Yeah. Sure. That’s all completely reasonable.

That’s why I’m ignoring this bullshit holiday and spending tonight like I spend every Saturday night. As a cloud giant named Slarog.

Well, I’m not always a cloud giant. But he’s my favorite NPC. Slarog shows up in all the Dungeons & Dragons campaigns I run.

“As you enter the grand vault,” I say, keeping my voice low to build tension, “your limbs still ache with exhaustion from the climb to the Infernal Slopes, the steep mountain peak where Slarog’s castle sits perched high into the clouds. The room is so immense that it’s difficult to decipher where it ends, if it even does at all. A ceiling of mist overhead seems to reach the night sky. Walls of great boulders loom above your heads.”

“Oh, those boulders are coming into play! I’m calling that shit right now,” laughs my best friend, Yobani—or as he’s known on Saturday nights, Trickery, the tiefling bard. He grabs a handful of Hot Cheetos from one of the bags scattered around the outskirts of my dining room table. “I love it.”

“Boulders, though?” Greg says, raising a thick eyebrow. “I find it hard to believe that a cloud giant would keep his precious collection in such shabby quarters, as they value wealth and status.”

Greg is Gruldaito Gloomcloud, a human fighter—easily the most boring option in D&D. So it’s a perfect choice for Greg.

Yobani groans. “Not your campaign, Gruly.”

Leela (or Walona, the half-elf sorcerer) jabs him with her elbow. “You know he hates that.”

“Gruldaito,” Greg corrects him sternly. “And I know. I just want to make sure that Reggie has at least consulted the Monster Manual and we’re not going entirely home brew here. Maybe the walls should be gilded, or at least composed of something rarer, like . . . obsidian? Just an innocent suggestion.” He purses his lips and shakes his head like he doesn’t care, even though he always cares.

“Boulders,” I repeat. “Massive boulders.”

It’s been the four of us every Saturday night for . . . well, as far back as I want to remember. Being an awkward, geeky kid who spends a significant amount of time thinking of the subtle differences in temperaments between green dragons and blue dragons is a lot more fun when you have friends who do the same.

Leela and I met playing D&D online in sixth grade, and luckily when my parents took me to our designated meeting point at the library months later, she actually was a twelve-year-old girl who lived in Long Beach just like me. Yobani was a kid that kept making fun of our big Monster Manuals at the Mother’s Beach summer day camp, and eventually we realized it was because he wanted to look through them with us instead of kayaking. And we met Greg at a game shop in Lakewood when he informed us we were buying “the dice of amateurs” and offered his expertise. It was like one of those “getting the gang together” montages in the Fast & Furious movies, except we were all in various stages of orthodontic work and way, way less cool.

Greg used to be the Dungeon Master for our group, but he was constantly trying to make us act out the fantasy novel he’s been working on since, basically, birth. So we booted him from the role and I took his place. Except no one had the nerve to, like, fully kick him out.

“Okay, I will suspend my disbelief and go along with these . . . boulders,” Greg sniffs.

I take a bite of one of the massive chocolate chip cookies Greg’s mom always sends with him in a Tupperware. They might have something to do with why we tolerate his “innocent suggestions.”

“Your eyes are drawn to the center of the room,” I continue, “where Slarog’s fabled treasure lies, sparkling with light, even though the grand chamber is shrouded in darkness. Large chests, more than you can count, spill over with coins and a rainbow of jewels. And in the center of it all, perched on top of a gold pedestal, is what you are seeking, adventurers: the Chalice of Rejuvenation.”

“Yes!” Yobani calls out, pumping his fist. Leela gasps, and even Greg, I note with satisfaction, looks excited.

This is the payoff I was hoping for, after all the time it’s taken to get here and all the work I’ve put into this story. Last Saturday, they’d finally retrieved the Queen’s Heart from the Tomb of Odall. And now they’ve just got the Chalice of Rejuvenation left to steal and return to the wizard Zorciar so he’ll lift the plague he cast over their village.

Zorciar is about to ghost them as soon as they give him the goods, so they’re not as close to the end of this campaign as they think. But only I know that right now.

“I don’t know, you guys,” Leela says, shaking her head. Her long, shiny black hair falls forward, and she scoops it back around her right shoulder. “I find it hard to believe that no one has stopped us so far? I mean, we just strolled right through his garden. That was weird, right? This feels a little too easy.”

I nod and press my fingers together in a steeple. “It sounds like you want to—”

“Perception check,” she says, picking out a d20 from her pile of sparkly lavender dice. She rolls a twelve.

“Walona uses her darkvision to peer around the vault and spots movement on the far end of the chamber. There are wyverns patrolling! But luckily they cannot see you, adventurers, because of the invisibility spell that Walona cast before you descended the stairs.”

“I knew it,” Leela says, and it’s taking all I’ve got to keep a mask of indifference on my face. Her roll was high enough for me to reveal the wyverns, but not high enough for me to reveal that Slarog, the cloud giant himself, lurks in the mist above their heads, watching and waiting.

“I’m going in,” Greg says, his eyes narrowed in determination. “The longer we wait here, the more likely it is that we’ll be found out. We’ve put too much into this to not act now.”

“Gruly, you need to chill,” Yobani snorts. He’s rocking his chair on the two back legs, a smirk on his face. His favorite part of Saturday nights, easily, is fucking with Greg. “You’re always trying to swoop in the save the day, when no one asked you to cape for us. Do you remember what happened at The Mighty Worm? Almost blew up the whole tavern with—”

“Gruldaito, still protected by Walona’s invisibility spell, moves toward the chalice.”

“Roll for stealth,” I instruct, but Greg is already throwing his dice. Eighteen. He throws his hands up in celebration. Yobani shakes his head and takes another handful of Hot Cheetos.

“Gruldaito creeps closer to the chalice, his footsteps making no sound,” I say.

“I’m gonna go for it,” Greg says, all pumped up like he’s about to jump into a boxing match. Leela leans forward in anticipation.

“All right.” I rub my hands together. “Roll for sleight of hand.”

Greg throws the d20 again, and I swear I see his soul leave his body when it lands. One.

“Critical fail!” Yobani yells, his face full of delight even though this hurts him, too. Greg puts his head in his hands. Leela reaches forward and pats his shoulder sympathetically while Yobani cackles.

“You knock the chalice to the ground, and the loud clang echoes throughout the chamber. You hear the flapping wings of wyverns as they fly closer, and the mist above your heads begins to grow thicker, darker. It encircles you—”

“Oh, shit,” Leela mutters.

“I told you, Gruly!” Yobani shouts with glee.

“‘Who dares to enter my chamber?’” I say. I pound the table to accentuate each syllable, all extra, and make my voice deep and loud. Man, doing the voices is my favorite part. “Slarog’s words make your bones rattle, your blood run cold. His solid form appears out of the mist, towering above you, sixteen feet tall. Though he can’t see you yet, he feels your presence. ‘Show yourselves and prepare to die,’ he commands. What do you do next, adventurers?”

I scan their faces, and Yobani and Greg are right there with me, eyes wide and mouths dropped open. But Leela is looking at her phone, and I’m a little annoyed, because I’ve put so much into this campaign. It’s taken us months to get to this point. What could possibly be happening on her phone that’s more important?

“I say we run,” Greg suggests.

“Ha! Of course you do,” Yobani laughs. “After you get us into this mess by trying to play the hero.”

Greg gives him an epic side-eye. “In case you are not aware,” Greg says slowly and with great enjoyment, “Walona’s invisibility spell ends as soon as we attack or cast any spells of our own. I say we get out and regroup, now that we know what we’re dealing with.”

“Maybe he’s right,” Leela says, and Yobani falls back and clutches his chest like he’s wounded. “Hey! Don’t be like that,” she continues with an easy laugh. I’m happy that her phone is facedown and she’s back with us. “Gruldaito makes a good point.”

“Well, I don’t care what y’all say,” Yobani says, picking up his d20. “We’ve come too far to just scurry away now. We are getting that chalice. Ol’ big-head Slarog don’t scare me.”

I look around the table. Greg exhales loudly and shakes his head. Leela thinks about it, but then finally nods, relenting. “Fine. Let’s do it.”

“Okay. Roll for initiative,” I say. I know it’s a bad choice, but I can feel my body buzzing because this is going to be fun.

“Yeah, that’s what I’m talking about!” Yobani shouts. They all throw their d20s, and I roll for Slarog and the wyverns. Leela, Yobani, and the wyverns all get low numbers, but Greg gets a seventeen and I roll a sixteen for Slarog.

“Gruldaito, you make the first move.”

“Gruldaito lunges toward Slarog with his great sword,” Greg says, hefting both hands up like the sword is really there. He takes a deep breath and rolls. One again. The whole table groans and Greg puts his head down.

“You miss, and the invisibility spell falls away. Slarog wrenches the sword from your grip, his cruel laughter shaking the room.”

I roll for Slarog. Nineteen.

“Oh shit, oh shit . . .” Leela is practically vibrating in her chair.

“Slarog throws the boulders down—”

“Never should have dissed the boulders, Gruly,” Yobani laughs.

I roll four d10s for damage, and it’s bad. Real bad.

“The boulder breaks apart as it crashes into Gruldaito’s armor. He falls to the ground.” Greg looks crushed, and I almost feel bad. But also, that’s just how it goes. And I live for these battle scenes, when all of my plans fall away to chance and I have to think on my feet. “Yobani, your turn. What do you wanna do?”

“Trickery casts the vicious mockery spell!” Yobani yells, a huge smile stretched across his face.

I raise an eyebrow. “Against Slarog?”

“Nah! Against Gruly, for getting us in this mess.”

“What does that even contribute, Yo?” Leela asks, rolling her eyes.

“It’s for my amusement,” Yobani laughs. “Hey, probably Slarog’s too!”

Greg’s neck is getting red, like it always does when he’s upset. “You can’t attack me! We’re in the same dungeon party!”

“Says who?” Yobani asks. “We’re playing by Reggie’s rules! Not Gruly’s!”

“Well, then I’m going home!” Greg stands up and his chair falls back in the process. I can tell by his stricken face that he didn’t mean to do that, but then he scrunches his face up and crosses his arms, going with it. “I’m so tired of you always messing with me just because I want us to play this game accurately—”

“More like boring-ly,” Yobani interrupts. “Hey, Reggie, I changed my mind. I want to cast the sleep spell. On Gruly. And leave him behind to be Slarog’s dinner while me and Walona peace out.”

“Humans are not even part of the cloud giant’s regular diet!” Greg shouts.

“That’s what you’re taking away from this?” Yobani throws his hands up.

“Guys! Shut up!” Leela rarely raises her voice, so when she does it gets everyone’s attention.

“You’re being a dick, Yobani,” I say, and Leela nods in agreement. Greg gets on my nerves when we’re playing too, and some shit-talking is pretty standard in our games. That’s what happens when you’ve been playing together as long as we have. But I don’t want him to feel unsafe at my table. This is the one place where I can be completely and totally myself, and I want it to be the same for my friends.

“I know, I know,” Yobani says quickly. “Sorry, Greg! Trickery just . . . brings it out of me. It’s the tiefling way.”

“Don’t blame this on Trickery, Yobani,” Greg grumbles. “You’re a dick even when you’re not an infernal being.”

Yobani smiles. “What came first? The Trickery or the dickery? The world may never know.” He waggles his eyebrows. “Eh?”

I sigh. “No.”

“I think, maybe . . . we should call it for tonight,” Leela says, grabbing her phone again. “It’s already nine.”

Greg starts to nod, and even Yobani looks like he might agree. But this is the last thing I want.

“Nine?” I say. “I thought we were going to play until midnight!” I may hate this holiday, but that doesn’t mean I want to spend it alone. Ringing in the new year in Slarog’s castle is the kind of festive I can get behind.

“Sorry, Reggie.” Leela bites her bottom lip. “I told you I couldn’t play forever tonight. Ryan has a show at The Mode. And, I mean . . . even you can admit this is a good stopping point.”

Ryan Love is Leela’s girlfriend and the lead singer of this sorta locally famous rock band. Her shows have been getting in the way of our Saturday-night games a lot more this year, as the band has gotten more popular around Long Beach. We even had to switch to a Sunday afternoon one week, and it threw off the whole vibe.

“You all could come?” Leela offers. She always does.

But I turn her down the way I always do. “Nah, that’s okay. You know that’s not really my scene.”

I’ve never actually been to one of Ryan’s shows to know that for a fact. But I know Ryan, with her half-shaved head and over-the-top costumes—so I’m pretty sure I’m correct in that assessment.

See, Leela is different from me. Even though we were both nerdy kids with rubber bands on our braces, searching online for people to play a role-playing game with us—she’s also a chameleon. She always has been. She can talk to anyone, be at home anywhere. The only place I feel at home is here at the table, running my campaigns. Well, and also online—talking, anonymously, to other people about what goes down at their tables. I feel like I spend all week waiting in anticipation for the escape from life that our Saturday-night games will bring, but Leela is always a reminder that people are out there living, like, all the time. And she wants to get back to that real life right now.

“Let’s go, Reggie,” Yobani says. The traitor. “I kind of hate Ryan’s music—no offense, Leela—but it’ll probably be fun anyway.”

“First of all, Yo, just because you say ‘no offense’ doesn’t mean what you say isn’t offensive,” Leela says, putting her dice away. “And second, I feel like you don’t get a say here. All you listen to is lo-fi versions of video game themes.”

Yobani shrugs. “Hey, that Zelda one is a bop.”

“Well, I’m busy.” Greg puts his character sheet into his shiny green folder and tucks it into his backpack.

“No one invited you, Greg.”

“Greg is invited,” Leela says, narrowing her eyes at Yobani.

Everyone is putting their stuff away: Yobani rolls up the bags of Hot Cheetos and cheddar and sour cream Ruffles. Leela is sweeping up all the crumbs with her hands. Greg is scooping up his main dice and his backup dice. And I’m filled with disappointment. Just like that, we’re done? The wyverns didn’t even come into play, and I had some cool shit planned for the wyverns!

I hear the creak of the front door opening, followed by footsteps. Lots of footsteps. And yelling. Quickly, my disappointment is replaced with dread.

“Honey, I’m home!” Eric, my older brother, calls from the front of the house. Loud laughter follows, almost like a sitcom laugh track, because Eric always surrounds himself with people that will reliably think he’s the funniest guy in the room.

A Vince Staples song starts to blast on Dad’s stereo system in the living room, and I groan. This isn’t some quick pit stop. They’re staying.

We never play at my house. Mom and Dad know about the game, but actually playing in front of them? Yeah, that’s my worst nightmare. And playing in front of my brother . . . What’s worse than a worst nightmare?

So we always play in Leela’s family room, our only soundtrack the muffled sounds of the Patels’ Law & Order marathons coming from the front of the house. But my parents decided to drive down to San Diego to drink wine and dance like they’re young with their old college friends, and Eric bragged about some big party in Belmont Shore he was going to. I thought this would be the perfect opportunity to finally play on my home turf.

“Hope we’re not interrupting your party, baby bro,” Eric says, his voice sounding like he cast Trickery’s vicious mockery spell. He explodes into the room, blowing into a loud silver noisemaker and holding up a bottle of champagne. Frankie and Tyrell, his two closest friends, trail behind him, along with three girls I don’t think I’ve seen before.

“Bruh, what is this?!” Frankie laughs, gesturing to the table. We’ve cleaned up a lot of it, but my hand-drawn map is still in the center, along with my player’s handbook and some character sheets.

“This,” Eric says, stretching his hands out wide, “is what Reggie does for fun. They be, like, casting spells on each other. And pretending to be gnomes and unicorns and shit. For real!”

He falls forward laughing, and they all take the cue and join in.

“Hey, thanks for getting the snacks,” Eric continues, grabbing Greg’s Tupperware of cookies from his hands. “No Oreos? I know those are Reggie’s all-time favorites.”

He snorts and loses himself in another fit of laughter. “Ha! Cause he’s an Oreo!” Tyrell clarifies, just in case anyone didn’t catch that sweet, sweet burn. Thanks, Tyrell.

“I’ve heard of this before,” one of the girls says, stepping forward. She’s wearing a festive sparkly thing and has her hair in long twists. “But I thought people, uh, dressed up? And did this outside?”

I don’t think she was trying to make fun of me, but that sets Eric off even more. “Yeah—where—” he gasps out in between laughs. “Are your capes? And—WANDS!”

“That’s LARPing,” I mumble. “This is way different.”

Not that LARPing wouldn’t be fun, but, like . . . I could never be out in the world like that. Look at the shit I’m taking for just this.

“LARPING!” Frankie shouts, slapping the table. “Fucking LARPing, fam!”

I stand up.

“Leela, actually, I think I’m gonna go with you after all.”

It’s definitely not how I want to spend my New Year’s. And I am still firmly against the idea of this holiday bringing about any sort of change. That’s not what’s happening here. It’s just that anything would be better than being stuck in this house with Eric and his asshole friends while they laugh at everything I love.

“Good,” Leela says, wrapping her arms protectively around my shoulders. Yobani gathers up the rest of my D&D stuff while Leela fixes Eric with a death stare so brutal that his giggles actually slow.

“I’ll take those back,” Greg says, snatching his Tupperware from Eric’s grip. He looks Eric up and down, throws on his backpack, and struts out of the room.

Leela, Yobani, and I follow him, and Eric, not one to give anyone else the last word, calls after us, “Hey, yo, you better not be walking out this house with those ashy ankles! People know you’re related to me!”

We can still hear his friends laughing after we slam the front door.





Delilah

“Okay, top three . . .” Asher starts, throwing his bass in its case over his shoulder, “um . . . Girl Scout cookies. Go!”

“Definitely Thin Mints,” Beau says. He grabs his cymbals, rounding up this final load, and closes the trunk behind him. We start the walk from the parking lot to The Mode. Only the bands with the most cred get to park their cars in the small loading zone at the back of the venue. We had to make three trips.

Asher nods approvingly. “Samoas. Obviously.”

“And Trefoils,” Charlie says. Both Asher and Beau wrinkle their noses at him.

“No one likes Trefoils, bro,” Asher says with certainty.

“Uh, obviously someone does or they wouldn’t keep making them,” Charlie says. “Okay, now, top three . . . dystopian stories. Go!”

“You would go from freakin’ cookies to something all left field like that,” Beau says, rolling his eyes. “Gonna go with . . . Mad Max!” He claps his hands and points to me.

I rack my brain trying to think of a good answer. Maybe Parable of the Sower? I’ve seen that on my mom’s bookshelf. But Asher cuts in before I get a chance: “The Tribe! Oh, definitely The Tribe!”

“What the fuck is The Tribe?” Charlie asks.

“One of the great masterpieces of our time. It’s on YouTube. Enlighten yourself. You’re welcome.”

“Nah, nah. That does not get to be in the top three,” Beau scoffs. “Try again.”

“You let Charlie sneak in Trefoils!”

“Trefoils are delicious,” Charlie mutters. “The Tribe isn’t even on the same level as Trefoils.”

Asher hops around in front of Charlie and points one of Beau’s drumsticks in his face accusingly. “Blasphemy!”

I know the guys are just trying to kill time with endless rounds of their favorite game, but I kind of wish they would be quiet. Instead of distracting me from my wobbly stomach, it’s making my head feel fuzzy and crowded. I would give anything for silence right now. But I guess silence isn’t happening anytime soon.

We get to the front of The Mode again, sandwiched between a hair salon with its steel shutters pulled down for the night and a twenty-four-hour donut shop, and Beau opens the heavy wooden door. The sound is overwhelming. The heavy bass of a punk song I’ve heard the guys play before makes my whole body shake. People are talking, yelling, filling up every inch of the place—starting at the front, where the owner, Jimmy, is swiping cards and passing out wristbands, and pressed up against all of the painted black walls of the lobby. And the first band hasn’t even gone on yet. It’s only going to get louder.

I feel the eyes on us immediately.

At this point, I’m kind of an expert in the eyes—the heavy, oppressive feeling of having others staring at you. Especially after this past semester. That’s what happens when you’re moved from a perfectly good public school to a prestigious (code word for expensive and extremely white) private school at the beginning of sophomore year because your dad is sending his new kids to kindergarten there and doesn’t want to look bad or feel guilty.

When you’re one of the only Black kids in a building, you feel it in your bones. The stares that linger too long, the too-wide smiles that hide all their expectations and discomfort—man, it made me want to shrink and hide. I begged Mom to let me transfer back to Bixby High, but she insisted that my sister, Georgia, and I weren’t going to turn down this opportunity. And it’s not like I was leaving behind some big social life. My old friends Tamir and Rachel lost patience with me constantly cancelling plans because of my migraines, even when they saw me every day at school. Like so many people, they didn’t understand why I couldn’t just take an Excedrin and keep it moving. So after I left, the invitations trickled down to nothing pretty quick. Out of sight, out of mind sure was easy for them.

Charlie presses his shoulder to mine, and Asher moves in close to weave around a group of guys I recognize from school with pointy silver hats and noisemakers. And it reminds me that things are different now than they were in September. This is me choosing the eyes, choosing to stand out.

Because the guys are always the center of every room they walk into. Beau is super tall and always rolls up his sleeves, even the uniform shirts, to show off his tan arms, ripped with muscles from drumming. Asher has light brown hair, deep-set sparkling eyes, and style that makes you turn your head. Tonight he has on cropped, ripped jeans over his butter-yellow Crocs and an oversized neon floral-print silk shirt. And then there’s Charlie . . . Well, I’ve already talked about Charlie. And I’m only one entry on the long list of girls who have taken notice.

They’re like teenage boys in some Netflix movie: clear skin, unlimited charm, devastating smiles, and good hair that they always seem to be running their fingers through just so. But, you know, real. And as soon as Charlie ushered me in, I moved to the center too. In a good way this time.

I see a girl with a septum piercing and pink hair sizing me up, the question so obvious on her face: Who is she to be with them?

But the guys make me feel like I belong. I’m protected in their cool.

“Hey, Jimmy!” Charlie calls, steering us over toward him. “Meet our new secret weapon!”

“I know Delilah,” Jimmy says, handing change to a kid in a faded Sonic Youth T-shirt and then smiling at me. I’ve spent quite a few nights in the back of The Mode with Jimmy, selling the occasional Fun Gi sticker while the guys are on stage. He’s old, somewhere between thirty or forty, but still manages to pull off silver earrings and a leather jacket without looking too try-hard. “These knuckleheads talked you into going on stage with ’em?”

I take a deep breath, trying to settle my nerves. “Looks like it,” I say with a shrug.

“After tonight, people are going to be like, Ryan Love who?” Beau says. Jimmy just chuckles and shakes his head. Probably because there’s no way that’s going to happen.

He points to the wall, where a list in his chicken-scratch handwriting is posted underneath an illustrated flyer for tonight. “Well, I can’t wait to see it! And we’re about to throw you into the deep end, darling. You guys are up first tonight.”

“First?!” Asher yelps, jumping in to study the list for himself, as if it’s going to change.

First is bad. First is who plays while people are still taking selfies and gulping down vodka out of water bottles outside.

“C’mon, Jimmy,” Charlie says, leaning on the counter in between us. It’s covered in faded stickers from all the bands Jimmy has hosted here over the years. “Haven’t we paid our dues?”

Jimmy laughs again. “That’s just the way it goes, kiddos. Feline is playing last tonight—that’s who’s selling all the tickets.”

“But that doesn’t mean we have to play first. Why isn’t Ryan playing first?” Charlie asks.

Jimmy waves that question away. “You guys better get a move on. Feline just told me they want to be on stage at midnight. Got confetti cannons, or something like that. You know how they are. So if you want a full set, we need to start soon.”

I gulp. “Soon as in . . .”

“Soon as in twenty minutes, darling,” Jimmy says. And he must see the color drain from my face, because he quickly adds, “You’ll be all right.”

Twenty minutes.

I thought I had time to go over the set list one more time, maybe run through Charlie’s lyrics. But twenty minutes . . . that’s not even enough time for a real sound check.

As the buzz in the room starts to get even louder, my stomach dips and my head spins. And I realize this isn’t just nerves. No, this is a migraine coming on. The warning signs are as familiar to me as an old friend—or really, worst enemy—because they’ve run my life since I was twelve. But I wasn’t paying attention tonight. I was distracted and didn’t catch it in time to head it off. And I brought my meds, like my mom reminded me to, but they’re buried in my purse in the minivan and Charlie is tugging me back through the double doors into the main space, where things are about to get a lot louder. I’m going to have to suck it up, though. There’s no time to run to the parking lot, and I can’t back out now.

So twenty minutes later, I’m standing on a dark stage, holding on tight to the microphone stand like I’ll fall over without it. And I might.

The sound of the crowd is so loud that I feel like I’m underwater, and the thump-thump-thump of my heartbeat is pounding in my head. I don’t know how I’m going to remember any of the words, any of my cues, when my mind is so fuzzy and only getting worse. The lights flick on, so bright and sharp, I swear I’m going to puke.

But then Asher’s velvety bass line starts, followed by Beau’s steady drumbeat, and it centers me. Charlie comes in with his first chords, beaming at me like I belong there.

And I want to.

I close my eyes, open my mouth, and sing.





Reggie

“Do you think I was too hard on Greg?” Yobani asks as we’re standing in line for tickets at The Mode. With a wave to the guy in a leather jacket at the front, Leela slipped backstage to see Ryan, leaving us to fend for ourselves.

“You know you were,” I say, and Yobani jumps back dramatically.

“You take that back!” he shouts, getting a few stares—which is saying something, considering how loud it is in here.

I laugh and roll my eyes. “Bro, you know you need to reel it in. He can be annoying sometimes, but, I mean, there’s a limit. He might actually peace out, and then we won’t have enough people to play. Or the cookies.”

“Those goddamn cookies. Why must they be so delicious?” He shakes his head, looking wistful. “It just drives me crazy how he’s always trying to critique you, dude. You know he’s jealous, right? ’Cause, like, you just go off the dome and don’t need pages and pages of notes like him.”

I don’t need notes because they would only get in the way and slow me down when I’m DM-ing. See, I have dyslexia, and storing everything up top is much more reliable than the way letters get all mixed up on a page. “I don’t know if that’s anything to be jealous of,” I say, but Yobani waves that thought off.

“Nah, don’t even. You’re legit, Reg,” he says with certainty. “Plus remember how he used to put his stupid notes behind that stupid screen? Like we were going to cheat at fucking D&D? The WORST—”

“Two?” The question interrupts Yobani’s Greg rant, which is a good thing, because he could go for hours if unchecked. We’ve somehow made it to the front of the line, and the leather jacket guy, with leathery skin to match, is holding up a sheet of neon pink wristbands. He’s intimidating, like aggressively cool, with tattoos starting at the collar of his T-shirt (featuring a band I’ve never heard of) and ending up by his ears. It makes me hyperaware that I don’t belong in this place, where almost everyone also has tattoos and obscure shirts, plus dyed hair and a significant amount of eyeliner. It’s like a tavern scene in one of our game sessions, where it’s so clear that the adventurers are headed for trouble. But then I say, “Yeah, two.” And the leather jacket guy smiles this big goofy smile that reveals a chipped front tooth and changes his whole face.

“That’ll be twenty, then,” he says. Yobani and I hand him our bills and he passes us two of the wristbands. He leans his head toward the door, where a steady drumbeat and the low sounds of a bass have started to make the walls vibrate. “Sounds like the opener, Fun Gi, is starting if you wanna catch ’em.” He starts to bob his head, rapping his knuckles on the sticker-clad counter. “Actually I think I’m gonna take a peek. They got a new lineup tonight.” He nods to a vampire-pale guy with two nose rings, who takes his place at the counter, and then pulls open the heavy door. The sound gets even louder for a moment—a scratchy guitar and piercing voice have joined the bass and drums. But then it quiets again when the door shuts behind him. He’s not waiting for us to make up our minds. And I’m glad, because I have zero interest in watching some band with a stupid name like Fun Gi. I don’t even want to see Ryan’s band.

“Gotta piss!” Yobani shouts, weirdly loud in this crowded room again. “Be back in five to seven. Longer if those Hot Cheetos got something to say.”

“Yo, we talked about this. You don’t gotta give me all your bodily function details.”

“Just being courteous!” he says over his shoulder as he heads toward a dingy-looking door with a spray-painted toilet on it. Leaving me all alone in this room I have no business being in. Like, surely the Cool Patrol are about to swoop in any minute and remove me from the premises for being so tragically uncool.

I look up from the spot I’ve been studying on my dirty Converse and, as if she’s read my thoughts, a girl is staring right at me, her eyebrows pushed together in confusion. Well, not at me, I realize. At my shirt. Shit.

Leela gave me this shirt as a joke when I took over as Dungeon Master. It says “CARPE DM” in bright yellow letters with a giant d20 dice. She found it on Etsy or something. And it’s, like, so cringe, but that was kind of the point? I started wearing it on game nights and then it just became part of the tradition. I was so ready to get out of my house because of Eric and his asshole friends that I didn’t even think about changing. Which I DEFINITELY should have done.

I zip up my hoodie and then pull the hood on for good measure. But then I quickly pull it off, because that’s bringing attention to me in another way. A way I also don’t want to deal with right now.

I mean, it’s not like I’m the only Black person here, but the crowd is “diverse” in the way that woke white kids think of diverse. Just a few of people of color sprinkled around the room, the only-the-lonelys in their friend groups. Like the cilantro in the white rice at Chipotle, you know what I’m saying? That rice is freaking delicious, but I’m not trying to live in it.

Man, I just want to go home, but that isn’t safe right now either. Plus Leela would be pissed if I bounced without saying anything. So I’m stuck here. Damn. I pull out my phone. At least there’s one place (other than my table) where I can always keep it one hundred.

There are a bunch of notifications on my screen, comments on my most recent essay on Medium. I threw up the post on the insidious othering of orcs yesterday morning, and it’s been getting a lot of engagement. I know you’re not supposed to read the comments—that’s like Internet 101—but I always brave the trolls to see the comments from my regular followers. They’ve been around so long that I recognize their screen names and actually want to hear their feedback.

I’ve been writing essays critiquing the racism and colonialism in Dungeons & Dragons for a couple years now. It began as just ranting to my friends, but then Leela suggested I actually do something with those rants. So I started getting my thoughts down, using this transcribing app my resource teacher turned me on to, and Yobani stepped up to edit all my posts. It’s become a real thing now—something I spend more time on than homework, that’s for sure.

Which might seem weird, because I play D&D every week and overall just devote a significant amount of my brain space to this game. But, like, nothing you love is above critique. And if you love something, you want to make it better. I’ve gained a lot of loyal followers, especially in the past six months or so. Black people and people of color that love the game, live and breathe the game like me, but they have the same issues with D&D that I do and are happy to see it all out in the open. I’ve gained a lot of haters, too, though.

And ah, yes—I scroll through the notifications. That’s who these comments are from. The trolls are out in full force. I put in an AirPod and have my text-to-speech app read them to me.

I’m so tired of these SJWs playing the race card

I can’t take anyone seriously that would have all these typos. (I always have typos, even with Yobani editing, but, like, whatever. They get what I mean!)

if u don’t like the game, then stop playing. wizards of the coast don’t need ur money!!!!!! (I don’t know . . . I give them a lot of my money.)

PLEASE tell me again how this fictional world is VICTIMIZING you! BLACKS are always trying to play the victim but THEIR NOT. (Oh, you can hear the hard-R about to jump out in that one.)

Comments like these are why I post my essays under an anonymous screen name, KeepinItd100. I don’t need these assholes knowing any of my personal details. And I definitely don’t need anyone outside of my friends being able to search up my
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