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Dedication

To all the Black girls who’ve ever felt like who you are isn’t enough. It is, and you’re amazing.

Shine bright!
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SHE CAN NO LONGER delay the thing she dreads.

She eases a navy blue duffel bag from under the motel bed, unzips it, and stares down at its contents. The metal case on top is a small, shiny black square—something that might normally contain her charcoal pencils and blending stumps. She wants to shove the bag back under the bed and flee the motel room. She should destroy the case. She should hurl it into a river or a fire or grab a fucking hammer and bash what’s inside it to pieces. But she can’t, because she needs it. She needs it even more than the stack of cash buried deeper in the bag.

It is time to act.

She will not let guilt eat at her. So, instead of destroying the case, she snaps it open and checks that everything she needs is inside. It is.

Her phone buzzes, vibrating loudly from its place on the dusty dresser. She abandons the duffel on the carpet, wipes her hands against her jeans—they always feel grimy after she touches the metal case—and grabs the phone. The dingy floral comforter reeks of cigarettes and must. She refuses to sleep beneath it.

What time are you coming over? the text reads. So excited!

Although she promised herself she will not feel guilty, her breath catches. The walls of the room seem to press inward.

The girl snatches up a second duffel bag from the bed. This one contains her sketchbook and enough clothes to last her a week. She hoists it across her back, then zips the other bag and hauls it onto her right shoulder.

On my way now, she types. Can’t wait!

She grabs the motel key that hangs on the hook beside the door to turn it in when she checks out. After tonight, she won’t be needing the room anymore.





One

“Getting jitters?” LC asks me.

I tear my gaze from the black metal case sitting between us on my bed. “No,” I lie, forcing a smile. “Of course not.”

“You better not be,” she says playfully. Her light brown eyes, impeccably made up with killer mascara and festive gold eye shadow, gleam with excitement. When she grins, the whole room gets brighter. It’s this crazy, infectious thing that usually makes me want to cannonball into whatever thrill she’s proposing. But what we’re about to do tonight is different. Bigger than our normal fun. It also means serious trouble if we get caught.

“Everything is sterile, right?” I ask, trying to quash my nerves.

She squeezes my hand. “I wouldn’t let my girl go out like that. I got you.”

Boss up, I tell myself. Tonight is a crucial friendship test. The ultimate trust fall, in honor of our three-month friendiversary. I can’t fail.

She picks up the metal case and snaps it open, pulls out a small, sleek piercing gun.

I finger the earring that dangles from my right earlobe. My ears are the only things I’ve pierced. Until now.

“Wanna know a secret?” LC says as she tears open an alcohol-wipe packet. She slides the wet wipe over the plastic part of the gun and its metal stud holder. “I hate needles. All types. I dread shots at the doctor. When I got this done last year, I was scared as shit too.”

“Really?” I say.

“Hell yeah.” Only LC could say she was terrified of something and seem even cooler and more self-possessed after copping to it.

She unfolds her long legs and scoots closer to me on the bed. She bumps my shoulder with hers. “Our matching nape piercings will be fucking epic and bold. Just like we are.”

I smile and swallow my nerves for good because she’s right. It will look fierce. And that’s the entire vibe I want. The next time LC says we’re epic and bold, it really will apply to the pair of us. Not just her, with me hopelessly trying to keep up.

The decision made, a jolt of anticipation zips through me. I’ve never done anything this wild before. Dyeing my hair its current shade of violet is the closest I’ve gotten. But it’s time for an evolution, and LC is the perfect wingwoman.

“Okay,” I say, “so what’s next?”

She reaches behind my head, lifts up my curly hair, and pinches my neck.

“Ow!” I yelp.

“That’s how we prepared folks for the sting in the shop. It shouldn’t feel much worse than that.” She clips a slim silver barbell into the stud holder. Her aunt owns a tattoo and piercing studio in Fairburn Heights, south of here. LC worked in it while staying with her last summer, so she knows what she’s doing.

Originally, when she brought up the idea to seal our friendship, I suggested she draw us matching bass-clef tattoos. She’s an incredible artist (I’m low-key jealous), and I thought it’d be perfect, since we first clicked over our love of the indie rap playing in Hyped Up, our favorite coffee shop. But LC made me realize that was too basic—tons of kids get matching friend tats.

I eye the barbell, imagining how it will look on me. It’ll be hidden. Unless I want someone to glimpse it, and then when I pull my hair up, it’ll be sexy and unexpected. Daring. Like me. The true me. Not the annoyingly vanilla girl I was before meeting LC.

And, most important, it will match the one LC already has.

We’ve only been friends for a short time, but I feel like I’ve known her my entire life. We bonded so hard, so fast, I swear best-friends-at-first-sight is a thing. We’re Betty and Veronica, without the frenemy wars.

“This is going to be a little cold,” she says, lifting my hair again and rubbing the alcohol wipe on my skin.

Creeeeak! I bolt off the bed at the noise of the door opening. My younger sister, Sophie, barges into my room.

I glower at her. “I know I locked that door.”

She waves a hairpin in the air with a sly smile. “You did.”

“Get. Out,” I growl, throwing a fuzzy star-shaped pillow at her head. “Right now!”

Her eyes snag on the piercing gun LC holds and widen with interest. “Ohhhh!”

I lunge for her to physically shove her out, but the little troll dodges my grasp.

I’m so dead if she tells Mom and Dad. “Sophie—” I start.

“Y’all are getting piercings?” she squeals. “This is sooooo cool. Can I get pierced too?”

“We are not getting anything,” I tell her.

She plants her hands on her hips. “Yes, we are if I’m keeping quiet.”

“Soph,” I snarl. “The answer is no. You’re a little kid. So how about you keep this secret because you love me and you don’t want to see me die, and I’ll give you forty dollars, buy you that new video game you want, and do your chores for two weeks?”

She crosses her arms. “Megan. Make it sixty dollars, Ghosts of Saturn, a new pink Xbox controller, my chores for a month, and unrestricted access to your manga collection you claim you don’t read anymore but won’t let me touch. Then it’s a deal.”

“That’s robbery!”

She smiles at me sweetly, her lone right dimple making her appear angelic. “If you cave about the piercing, it’ll cost you zilch.”

Zilch except my soul and my moral compass because I mutilated an eleven-year-old.

“Fine!” I grip Sophie’s shoulders and march my pain-in-the-ass little sister out of the room. Between the cash, the video game, and the controller, I’m out a good two hundred dollars. I’ll be broke until I get Christmas money next month.

“Sis is ruthless,” LC says, like it’s a good trait. “I’ll pay half of what Baby Boss Bitch is extorting us for.”

“You don’t have to do that,” I mutter. LC works an after-school job as a remote tutor for her spending money. I’m only giving up the rest of my birthday coins.

I sit back down next to her. “Okay,” I say. “Ready.”

Her hands brush the nape of my neck. I shiver as she gathers my shoulder-length curls into a high ponytail. She raises the piercing gun. “On three?”

I nod. “One . . . two . . . three!” I brace for the quick prick of pain. Nothing comes. “What are you waiting for?” I toss her a teasing, confident grin over my shoulder. “Are you scared now?”

She snorts, but I swear it sounds shaky. “Who, me? Never.”

I’d gassed myself up before; the delay lets doubt creep back in. “You positive?” I say, suddenly hoping she’ll give me an out.

“All good.” LC grips my neck, and then—bam!—a million hot fire pokers stab into my skin. I clench my teeth so my parents don’t hear me shriek.

“I thought you said it wouldn’t hurt this bad,” I gasp. I legit wanna cry.

LC leans forward and smooches my cheek. “You would’ve chickened out if I told you the truth.” A second later, I hear the snap of a picture.

“You are so badass! Look!” she says, showing me her phone.

I gawk at the pic of my newly pierced neck. It’s a whole vibe. Boring, plain Megan? She’s ghost. Gone. The best-friend gods did their thing when they schemed for me and LC to collide at Hyped Up’s pickup counter. Me thinking she swiped my secret-menu frap drink changed my life.

“Are you mad at me?” she asks.

I look at LC like she sprouted tentacles. “No! It’s gorgeous! I love you. You’re the freaking best for suggesting it.” I throw my arms around her.

She stiffens in my hug.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, pulling back.

Her features are pinched tight when I let her go.

“Nothing,” she says. But she still has the same worried . . . or sad . . . or sorry look.

“You sure?” I say. “Because even if you think you messed it up somehow, which it doesn’t look like you did, I can just take it out and we can do it over. No big deal.” She’s a perfectionist, so this is the only guess I have about what’s upset her.

She shakes her head. “It’s nothing. For real. I’m fucking up the mood. We still have more friendiversary shit to do tonight. You wanna call the rideshare so we can head to Nathan’s?”

She finally smiles, but it stretches too wide, and her light brown eyes are flat. They’re missing her spark—it’s like staring into the empty eyes of a doll.





Two

As LC and I wait outside for the car, her funk seems to evaporate as fast as it arrived. She goofs around, practicing her twerk skills and knocking her hip into mine, trying to coax me to do the same. Despite my relief that her playful side is back, I snort and swat her away. Me and dancing (of any kind) don’t go together. I’m like the one Black girl cursed with zero rhythm.

LC, true to form, doesn’t give up so easily. She’s switched from knocking our hips together to full-on shenanigans of an old-school butt bump. I relent a smidgen and meet her next bump midair. Giggling, I think about how we first met. After the frap mix-up, LC asked if I wanted to hang for a bit. I said yes, albeit hella awkwardly, and then we ended up spending the whole day lounging in a pair of beanbag chairs, vibing to the indie rap playing through the coffee shop’s speakers, sharing our own favorite songs we pulled up on our phones, scoping the cute guys who passed by the shop’s front window, and laughing at absurd TikToks and YouTube videos. We had so much fun, it felt like the besties version of a meet-cute. I asked if she wanted to continue hanging at my house, and our extended chill session turned into a whole girls’ night. She didn’t leave my house until like two a.m. From there, we were a done deal.

I keep up the silly booty bumps until our car pulls up to the curb. Already in party mode, LC threads our hands together with a loud whoop and starts dragging me toward the Kia Soul before it even stops. The party is only a mile away, but it’s too chilly to walk. A jacket would destroy the vibe of my off-the-shoulder plum sweater and ripped jeans.

“Megan?” the driver says as I duck into the cramped back seat.

“Yup, that’s me,” I confirm. LC settles in beside me while I tie my hair up into a high, stylishly messy knot, which I wouldn’t have dared to do until I left my house. I peep the driver checking out LC in the rearview mirror. No wonder—she’s hot as hell in the ripped black jeans and fitted gray sweater.

“So, yummy Nathan Ross?” she says, slinging her arm around my shoulder. “It’s our mission tonight to hook you up with his fine ass.”

I smirk, trying to downplay my major thirst. Nathan is beyond fine. We met him at the Music Midtown Festival in Piedmont Park last weekend, and me and him have been texting a little since then. He and LC have been texting too.

“You should go for him,” I say. Tall, athletic guys with dark hair and brown eyes are her thing. They’re my thing too, but friends don’t swipe each other’s prospects. It’s an unbreachable tenet of Girl Code.

She shakes her head. “You met him first,” she says, sticking to another tenet. “I’m stepping aside. Shoot your shot.” She squeezes my shoulder. “Besides, I’ve had plenty of boyfriends before. You, however—”

I clamp my hand over her mouth. “We’re not mentioning that.”

She lets out a muffled laugh, then finishes her statement from behind my hand-muzzle. “You’veneverhadoneboyfriend.”

I flop back against the seat. “I need to change that.”

She pats my hand supportively. “We are changing it. Tonight. My girl will get what my girl wants. I’ll see to it.” LC’s promise almost makes me feel sorry for Nathan. When she sets her mind to something, she pursues it with a ruthless determination. Like the Music Midtown All-Access passes she won us for my birthday weekend. She dialed the radio station legit a hundred times for five days in a row during the contest so we could see Noize Crew, my favorite girl indie-rap group.

“That’s getting annoying,” LC snaps at our driver. I look and see he’s staring at her in the rearview mirror again, real creep-like.

Caught, he turns back to the road. But as he drives the hilly curves, his eyes keep straying to the mirror. He’s young, white, with blond hair and a frat-boy style (khaki shorts, polo shirt, and denim baseball cap turned backward). Between his clothes and the Georgia Tech Yellow Jacket bobblehead stuck to his dashboard, I’d bet money that he’s a college student. Tech is a good fifty-minute drive south, but some students live around here in the Graysonville suburbs instead of in the dorms in downtown Atlanta.

“Are you famous?” he finally blurts.

LC frowns. “No.”

“Are you sure? You look really familiar. I swear I’ve seen you on TV or something. Are you an actress? This will be my first time driving a celebrity around!”

I laugh. Of course LC has a swagger that makes her seem like a celebrity. I nudge her. “Pretend you are,” I whisper.

She shifts in her seat, uncomfortable, instead of playing along. “You haven’t seen me on TV,” she responds tightly to the driver. “I’m not an actress.”

The guy snaps his fingers. “You’re a YouTuber. I . . . uh . . . can’t remember what your channel is about. But I watch a lot of comedy skits, ghost investigations, and unsolved missing persons cases, so it’s got to be one of those three. Which one?”

LC hastily unbuckles her seat belt as we pull up to Nathan’s address, a two-story brick house on a hill, and thrusts open the door on her side.

“Wait! Can you at least take a selfie with me if you won’t say?” the driver continues.

“Leave me alone, asshole,” LC snaps.

She hops out of the car and slams the door.

I stare after her.

“Your friend’s a jerk,” the driver grumbles.

“She’s not a YouTuber,” I tell him genially. “She’s . . . I don’t know why she reacted that way. I’m sorry she yelled at you.” I climb out of the car, hoping her blowup doesn’t affect my passenger rating.

“That was kind of random,” I say to her on the sidewalk. “Why’d you get so mad? Are you good?”

“I know where I’ve seen you!” the driver shouts out his window. “You were in the news.”

LC ignores him and walks brusquely up to the house.

“You must have a doppelgänger,” I joke to lighten the mood as I keep pace with her.

“Apparently.” She continues to hold herself stiffly.

If the guy just had her mixed up with somebody else, she shouldn’t be so heated. But this isn’t the first time LC has behaved strangely. Like, she once told me that her arm was badly burned in a fire, but when I asked why she doesn’t have a scar, she became all guarded and moody and snipped at me to stop with the interrogation. Maybe she was on the news due to the fire, which would have been traumatic, and that’s why she got so upset with the driver. Instead of prying by asking if that’s what’s wrong and further irking her—or worse, triggering her—I drop the subject.

I loop my arm through hers and flash her the sort of confident grin she’d toss me. “The party isn’t out here in the front yard. Let’s get inside and find some drinks and cute boys.”

“You mean cute boys like Nathan Ross?” she says, visibly relaxing.

We walk the rest of the way to the door arm in arm. When we reach it, LC doesn’t bother to knock or ring the doorbell. She turns the knob and strolls right inside.

We’re greeted by the sounds of thumping trap music and loud voices. The narrow entry hall opens up to a huge living room, where the furniture has been cleared away to create a dance floor. LC drops my arm and grabs my hand, squeezing us through the bodies crowding the room. None of the kids resemble the crowd I hang out with at school. The kids here are all more like LC. The kind you’d meet in front of an indie-rap or rock artist’s festival set, like how we met Nathan. I don’t know anyone here, besides LC and Nathan, but they feel like my people. Like a fun crew I could genuinely click with.

“Where are we headed?” I shout at LC as we pass the DJ booth, where a girl with rainbow braids and sparkly pink Converses mixes tracks.

LC pulls me to the kitchen, where Nathan and a cluster of kids drinking from red plastic cups hang around an island with an orange Gatorade cooler on top of it. “Y’all made it!” Nathan exclaims when he sees us. The berry-blue contents of his cup slosh over the rim. “Oops!” Twin dimples appear on his tan cheeks as he laughs and swipes long black curly hair out of his eyes. He takes a guzzle from the cup. “Grab some party punch to quench your thirst,” he tells us, pointing at the cooler. The entire kitchen reeks of vodka.

I can’t believe I’m at a party like this. I try not to gawk at my surroundings like a dork.

LC grabs two cups from the top of a stack next to the cooler and fills up one for me and one for herself. The alcohol stings my nose as soon as I raise the drink to my mouth. LC sips from hers while I toss mine back, shooting for the gutsier option and hoping Nathan takes notice.

LC clears her throat and nudges me closer to him.

“Hi,” I say coolly. I can’t be thirsty to his face. I grasp for something else to say so things don’t get all silent and awkward. But, gah, it’s so much easier to be funny and confident when we’re texting than while we’re face-to-face.

A kid walks up and slings his arm around Nathan’s neck. “I’m Eric. Which one of you is Megan?” Eric is Asian, with short dark hair and a grin as cute as Nathan’s.

LC folds her arms over her chest. “Why do you want to know?”

He squeezes Nathan’s shoulder. “My boy here keeps talking about her. I had to meet the girl he’s crushing on so hard.”

Nathan turns bright red. “Ignore him.”

Eric smooches his cheek. “It would’ve taken you forever to let her know, and I cannot take your angst much longer.”

LC bursts out laughing. She jerks her chin at me. “That’s Megan.”

“So, are you into my boy?” Eric asks me.

I turn to LC with a help me expression—this is so far out of my sphere of experience. Thankfully, she swoops in, flashing Eric a mischievous smile. “I like you,” she says to him. “You’re my kind of person, and yes, she is into your friend.”

Oh my God. My face burns with embarrassment.

Eric turns to Nathan smugly. “You’re welcome.”

Nathan growls and socks Eric in the arm. “Bro! Really!”

Eric rubs the spot. “Assaulting me is a weird thank-you.”

“Excuse him, please,” Nathan mutters. “He’s an idiot.”

“It’s okay,” I say, grinning so hard that I’m positive I look goofy. I think of how LC would respond in this situation and put my hand on my hip, tilt my head, and try to give him a sexy look. I might look ridiculous, but I’m trying to be new, brazen Megan, so I fake it until my evolution is complete. “We both owe your friend. Glad we got the awkwardness out of the way.”

“You two should dance,” LC exclaims, then adds, “This is Megan’s favorite song.” A lie—it’s just some random pop song that the DJ’s playing.

“Wait!” I sputter, every shred of confidence evaporating. My fingers can finesse piano keys with no issues, but the rest of my body and a dance floor—heck no.

Dancing is one thing I cannot fake!

I tug away from Nathan. “This isn’t my favorite song, actually. Maybe we can dance a little later when something else is on?”

He looks confused. “Oh. Okay.”

“Megan is being shy,” LC says. “She wants to dance.” Then she whispers into my ear, “What the hell?”

“You know how I feel about dancing,” I whisper back.

“You’re tripping. It’s not a big deal.”

“For me it is,” I hiss. A Black girl is expected to have mad dance skills. When she doesn’t, it’s mortifying. I made the mistake of attempting to dance one time at the Eighth Grade Carnival. I’ll never make it again.

“Whispering to each other in front of people is rude,” Nathan teases. “You gotta spill what you’re talking about.”

“We were talking about this wild thing that happened on the car ride over,” I say. “Our driver wanted to take a pic with LC and swore she looks like someone famous or in the news. Does she resemble a celebrity to you?” Hopefully this will move the convo away from us dancing together.

He squints at LC. “Now that you mention it, she does look like somebody.” He blinks twice. “I’m too drunk to figure out who right now.”

“Don’t bother,” LC says. She puts down her drink so hard it sloshes and walks off.

I stare after her, taken aback.

“Your friend all right?” Nathan asks.

I shake my head, watching her disappear through a sliding glass door that leads out to the backyard. “I don’t know. I should go check on her.”

After working my way through the crowd lingering by the door and smoking outside, I find her standing beneath the edge of the deck, looking away from me. Her stare is fixed on a group of guys throwing a football back and forth. They’ve taken over the lower part of the sloped yard, lit by solar lights staked in the ground. “You okay?” I ask, risking a hand on her shoulder. “Sorry I brought up that whole thing.”

She turns to face me, and, from her relieved smile, it seems her anger has vanished. She pulls me into a crushing hug. “I’m sorry for being shitty tonight. I’m just on edge.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“Nah,” she says. “Just stuff with my parents. What you can do is distract me. I know . . .” She pulls me farther under the deck, to a dark, empty spot beside a shed. My heart thumps at what the hell she’s about to suggest we do. With LC, it could be anything.

She reaches into her pocket. “I scored party favors before I got to your house.” She waves a small plastic baggie containing clear capsules filled with a white powder.

My eyes pop wide. “Are those drugs?” The naive question slips out before I can curb it.

“It’s Molly. So not like a real drug or something that could hurt us. It’ll only get us high and increase our good time.” She pulls two capsules from the bag.

I take the one she holds out to me, eyeing it warily. “This is . . .” I’m about to say extreme, but then I’ll sound like a loser, and tonight is partly about proving myself to LC. Drugs, though?

“You’ve never done Molly before.” The way LC states it as if it’s no surprise stings.

Not that she’s wrong. I’ve never done any sort of drug other than weed, once, during freshman year. “Where did you get it?” I ask. “Do you trust it’s not laced with anything?” I don’t care how the questions make me sound. In health class, we learned that most of the Molly people score is laced with cocaine, meth, or bath salts. I am not messing around with any of those things.

“It’s clean,” LC says. “My supplier is a good friend. They wouldn’t set me up like that.”

She can’t know that for sure. I stare at the pill, debating. My parents would go ballistic if they found out. And I have to wake up super early for a piano lesson. And I could possibly die from an overdose of a lethal additive. And I could go home and eat Sophie’s face off. Okay, that last part’s been debunked, but still.

You’re reverting back to boring Megan, my inner voice pipes up. It’s right. Megan who rocks the nape piercing is exactly the type of person who would pop a Molly during a party. She wouldn’t overthink things. She’d just have fun.

I raise the capsule to my lips, and as I do, the thrill of rising to LC’s challenge makes me feel like I’m already a little high. I place the capsule on my tongue and swallow it.

LC does the same with a hoot.

The plastic capsule gets lodged in the middle of my throat—the bitter contents make me gag. I take a swig of my party punch to wash it down. My heart races. But no other strange sensations happen yet. I look over at LC to see if she’s feeling anything else.

She smiles at me with eyes that are almost teary, and says, “You’re a great friend, Megan. Know that?” Her voice sounds reedy. “And when I can, I’m gonna make everything that’s wrong about tonight right. Promise.” Clearly, she feels the high already.

“You already have. We’re good,” I say, then close my eyes and tune in to my body, trying to feel what LC feels. A moment later, there it is—sheer bliss crashes into me. I throw my arms out wide and spin around in a circle, laughing. “This is amazing!” I squeal.

I spin and spin and spin.

My heart thuds faster in my chest. The world wobbles, and I wobble too. My stomach hurtles up my throat, like on the horrible Death Drop LC made me ride over and over at the county fair. Dizzy, I stop spinning, slapping my hands on my knees to catch my breath. My vision goes fuzzy and black dots whiz in front of my eyes.

The strong urge hits me to lie down and go to sleep. I collapse into a nearby lawn chair. I smack my forehead. I’m pitiful if I fall asleep at a party. Eyes half-shut, I slouch in the uncomfortable plastic chair for I don’t know how long.

“Molly isn’t supposed to do this,” I slur. “It’s an upper.” Nobody responds. I twist around in the chair. LC is nowhere to be seen. Where did she go? When did she leave? I try to stand. The effort sends me buckling to the ground. My vision grows fuzzier. The racing black dots magnify in size. I can’t keep my eyes open.

LC, I think weakly. Help me.





LC WATCHES MEGAN from behind the shed, pulse racing, anxious to get this over with. When Megan’s body has been still for a couple of minutes, LC hurries to her and nudges her shoulder, making sure she’s completely passed out. She is. LC scans the yard, confirms nobody is watching, then slides the wretched metal case out of her purse.

Opening it, she realizes her hands are shaking too badly to do the delicate maneuvers necessary. She pauses, looks out at the sky, and takes a deep breath to gather herself. Eyes on the stars, she wonders—as she often does—if a higher power is real. She used to think so, but everything that’s happened and everything that still needs to happen makes her think there isn’t a God. At least, not a benevolent one. He (or she, or they) wouldn’t be this cruel to her or to Megan—a girl who might’ve been a true friend if things were different. If there was a God—somebody with the power to stop things—they would’ve been paying attention; they would’ve interceded a long time ago. LC wouldn’t even be holding the metal case because God would’ve protected her before it got to this point.

Still, she says a prayer. A stupid little prayer. And then she begins.





Three

My eyelids are almost too heavy to lift, but I manage to pry them open.

All I see is more darkness.

I blink rapidly, trying to make it scatter. Blurry grayish-green replaces it. Skinny blades of grass come into focus, reddish clay dirt, and a line of ants streaming back and forth from a puddle of something wet and chunky and foul-smelling. I cringe, scooting away from what I’m sure is vomit. Where am I? My face blazes as snatches of the night’s events bombard me. Nathan’s house. Right. How long have I been passed out? It’s still night, at least.

I haul myself to a sitting position and lean back on my elbows. The world lurches sideways. My upper body sags with a bizarre heaviness, as if bricks are resting on top of my chest. My right cheek and neck radiate fire. Ants must’ve feasted on me. Great.

I plant my hands in the soggy grass and push to my feet. As soon as I do, everything pitches sideways again. A massive headache erupts. The back of my head, the top of my head, behind my eyes . . . Everywhere throbs. I cradle my face, which feels overinflated and tight, like a balloon about to pop. Tears rush hot to my eyes.

I’m alone in the backyard. Even LC is nowhere in sight.

Did she leave me?

I rub my head. It hurts so bad. Friends don’t ditch each other at parties—that’s basic Girl Code. LC wouldn’t commit such a serious breach. I look around the dark, grassy slope again, making sure I’m not missing her. Nope. Maybe she’s in the bathroom? Or went inside to get help?

There are a couple of outdoor safety lights on near the deck but no lights on in the house, meaning it’s long past my midnight curfew. I stumble to the back door, barely able to stay upright. The door is locked. I bang on it, but nobody comes—not LC or anyone else. Where is she? It’s so late, I likely have a crapton of missed calls from furious parents. When I blindly grasp for my purse, the canvas strap that should rest across my upper body is missing. Shit. Please don’t tell me somebody stole it. My phone, wallet, keys, ID—everything is inside. It is super screwed-up to rob a girl passed out in the grass. God, what all happened between taking the Molly and now?

Queasiness sloshes around my stomach. I fold over and vomit. A cold sweat breaks out all over my body as shudders wrack me. I clutch my belly, scared the pills LC and I took were laced with something poisonous. Then a chilling thought strikes me: LC might be suffering the same bad reaction and that’s why she’s MIA.

Home. I need to get home. When I’m there I’ll call her, make sure she’s okay.

I have no choice but to walk. But it’s not only my head that doesn’t seem to fit me right. The same scary sensation plagues my limbs. My legs refuse to work correctly. I make my way across the grass to the sidewalk in front of the house, wobbling like a newborn colt. The ground seems much farther away than it should be. Like I’m freakishly tall. I rub my eyes. My lashes are stiff with mascara that I don’t remember putting on.

Every dark block I walk is endless. My house sits in a cul-de-sac at the bottom of a hill. I never thought walking down a hill would be such a huge challenge. I repeatedly pitch forward, unable to find my center of gravity.

Miraculously, I make it to the porch and stumble my way up the steps. As soon as I get inside, I am calling LC and then collapsing into bed and sleeping for the rest of the weekend. Not that I’ll have any choice to do anything else. My parents will for sure ground me until I graduate.

I try the door, praying that by some miracle, my parents forgot to lock it. No luck. My thumb mashes the doorbell, and I brace for Mom and Dad’s wrath as the door swings open. Mom stands inside the foyer. Her eyes are puffy and red. Dad joins her a second later. He doesn’t look any less haggard. They’ve definitely been up all night worried sick about me.

“I’m sorry,” I blurt. My words sound slurred and my lips feel tripled in size.

Mom scowls. “What are you doing here so late?”

“I know. I’m sorry I missed curfew. I—”

She cuts me off. “What did you do to my daughter?” she asks, without the sort of anger I expected. And there’s no worry mixed in. Just that corny where did my real daughter go? bit.

“You’re right,” I respond, too groggy to even deal. “I’m sorry for missing curfew and for making you guys worry and for losing my phone and for waking you up in the middle of the night and for—” I cannot dig that grave and admit to doing drugs. I’m buried in trouble as it is. “For losing my keys. I’m sorry for losing my keys too.” I move to step around Mom and walk inside the house. I just want my room and my bed and my favorite fleece onesie.

Mom blocks my path.

Footsteps pad on the stairs behind my parents. Oh no. If Sophie is awake, she’ll see me trashed. That is the opposite of setting a good example for my little sister. But . . . wait. I blink twice at the person who comes into view because it isn’t Sophie.

A girl. Violet hair. Black new growth at the kinky roots. Dark eyes. Round face, high forehead. Fleece onesie.

Me. It’s me standing there.

I rub my eyes, shake my head. No. I don’t want to be high anymore. I want the Molly all the way out of my system. I want . . . I want my parents to stop looking at me like I’m some girl they don’t know. I want them to let me in the house. I want to go upstairs to my room and my bed. I want not to be tripping out on drugs still and staring up at a hallucination of myself on the steps.

Mom turns toward the illusion. “Megan, get back upstairs! Your father and I will deal with LC.”

LC? Where is LC? My head spins with confusion.

Then I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the glass of the open door, and the air is knocked from me. I rub a hand down my cheek, leaning forward. I touch shaky fingers to the reflection.

It isn’t my own face that stares back at me.

It’s LC’s.

Light brown eyes, sharp cheekbones, slim nose, full lips. Dimple in her chin and light brown skin several shades lighter than mine. I drop my gaze to my hands. They . . . they aren’t my hands. The nails are the same dark purple that LC and I painted our nails before the party, but these nails are long and neatly filed. My real nails are low and uneven from how often I bite them when I’m anxious or restless. The clothes I
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She’s got to get her life back—or die trying.
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