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			For all those with California dreams

		

	
		
		
			
			Prologue

			11 DAYS AFTER

			
				LA County Jail Inmate #1438

				The flash from the camera lights up my face. The officer tells me to turn. To hold the sign a little higher.

				There used to be so much to prepare before I stepped in front of a camera. The right outfit, flattering and fashionable—but without appearing as if I cared about those sorts of things—and no visible logos, unless they’ve been paid for in advance. The right angle—determined through a series of test shots beforehand. The right lighting—I’d position myself 45 degrees from a window for natural light without the risk of being backlit, then prop up reflective boards to make sure both sides of my face were evenly bright, and of course, no shoot was ready without setting up my two-hundred-dollar ring light.

				It was all about curating the right image: desirable, inimitable, unattainable, yet somehow still approachable. It was a balancing act so complicated that of course it required extensive preparation.

				But I don’t get to do any of these things before my mug shot.

				So naturally, I look like absolute crap. And yet the picture performs better online than anything I posted in the two years I carefully cultivated my personal brand. In fact, this grainy image—shot on an ancient digital camera, against a flat gray background, under fluorescent lighting—beats my unique impression record in less than a day. Go figure.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			17 HOURS BEFORE

			
				Gwen

				“I swear to God, if we don’t get it this time, I’m going to kill you both.” Cami’s face is red with exertion. She grabs my arm, her grip a bit too firm, and guides me through the moves again. “It’s right, left, turn, and pose, okay?”

				“So basically, how we’ve been doing it?” I mumble.

				“How I’ve been doing it. You’re still off,” Cami snaps.

				Cami’s full name is Dolores Camila Villalobos de Ávila, but almost everyone calls her Cami, since, in her words, Dolores is a name for a grandmother, not a TikTok star.

				She thinks she’s in charge because she’s the only one with “real” dance experience. She went to the School of American Ballet for two years, until she hit puberty and her curves became too pronounced for the world of classical dance. Cami’s always patronizing me for not being formally trained or knowing all the proper dance terms—A frappé is not just something you get at Starbucks, Gwen. If I wanted to, I could be just as condescending back. It would be easy to knock her down a peg—remind her that I’m the one with eighty million TikTok followers, while she lags behind by more than half. That although she may know the “correct” way to count music, there’s only one queen bee in this house: me.

				
				But instead, I keep my professionally plumped lips sealed and nod along as she walks me through the forty-five-second dance for the tenth time. If I say anything now, things will just devolve into another fight, and she’s right, we don’t have much time left to get this right.

				I honestly can’t tell the difference between what I was doing before and what she wants me to do now. But she seems pleased with my improvement.

				“All right, let’s run it again.” She turns to Tucker, who had been filming us but is now lying across the foot of Cami’s bed, scrolling through Instagram. He’s gone ahead and made himself comfortable, with his long limbs sprawled out. Tucker is six foot two, and from what I can tell, there’s not been a moment in his seventeen years of life during which he’s worried about the space he takes up.

				“Huh?” He looks up from the phone. His eyes go wide as he registers Cami’s expression: so grumpy she looks kind of constipated. “Oh, ready.” He stands up and adjusts the backward baseball cap on his head. He raises the phone and taps the screen to record. “Action!”

				The music plays from TikTok, and we writhe and gyrate to the immortal sounds of the Pussycat Dolls.

				“When I grow up / I wanna be famous / I wanna be a star.”

				Forty-five seconds later, Cami yells, “Cut.” She snatches the phone from Tucker. “I think this is the one.” She turns the phone so I can take a look. I watch us dance on the small screen. “See, I knew it wouldn’t look off balance with just two of us.”

				
				“Yes, why apologize to your friend when you can just ignore the rule of thirds?” Tucker says.

				“Exactly,” Cami says, brushing off his sarcasm. She swipes through potential filters for our video. “And might I remind you that I’m not the only one Sydney’s mad at.”

				Tucker bristles.

				We haven’t been able to dance in our usual formation—Sydney to my right, Cami to my left—since the big fight two days ago. Sydney stormed off that night, headed for her parents’ house in the hills. She hasn’t sent anyone here so much as a Snap or a text—let alone indicated she’s ready to shoot TikToks with us again.

				“Are you sure about the song?” Tucker changes the subject from his girlfriend’s disappearing act. “You don’t think it’s a bit too on the nose?”

				Cami shakes her head. “It’s tongue-in-cheek, Tucker.”

				“What do you mean?” I say. Confused, I touch my own cheekbones, then the tip of my nose. Contour comes off on my fingers. “Does my nose look big in the video? Let me see it again.”

				Cami rolls her eyes.

				Tucker laughs at me. “Not literally noses and cheeks, Gwen,” he says. “They’re expressions.”

				“Duh, I knew that.” I straighten my shoulders. “I was just trying to be funny.”

				“Sure, honey,” Cami says with a look of pity.

				Embarrassment burns hot in my chest. I hate when people think I’m dumb. People assume that since I’m seventeen, platinum blond, and basically as close to looking like Barbie as La Mer skin care, the Tracy Anderson Method, and Dr. Malibu (Plastic Surgeon to the Stars) can get me, I must also be shallow. But I’m not. I’m actually quite smart, in my own way.

				
				I may not know much about the sorts of things they teach in school, or what “on the nose” means, which everyone else does, apparently. But I know the right time of day to post an Instagram, which is different from the right time to post a TikTok. I know which camera angles work best for me, and I know to match an ironic sound with a thirst trap, so you don’t seem too into your own looks. I know how to put out enough content to stay relevant without becoming overexposed.

				And I thought up this plan. Everyone forgets that, because it was Sydney’s parents who signed for the mortgage. But it was actually my idea to form the Lit Lair—to gather a bunch of teenage TikTok stars and move into a Malibu mansion to create content together. I thought that if we appeared in each other’s videos, our accounts would all grow much faster than they would apart. And I was right. I recently learned it’s called synergy—when two plus two makes five instead of four. But even before I knew the term, I knew it was a good idea.

				When it comes to turning myself into a brand, I have a gift. As Paris Hilton once said, “Some girls are just born with glitter in their veins.” That’s me. I always knew I was meant for this life. Even when my mom and I were living in a cramped studio apartment and my bed was a pullout couch, I’d look at my secondhand Barbie Dreamhouse and just know I was meant to live in a place like that.

				It may look like fun and games, us all living in this house together—swimming in the infinity pool, making up dances, playing pool in the dining room—but really, it’s serious business. We have thirty million followers on the @LitLair_LA account. Plus, we all have our personal profiles, with at least ten million followers each (I’m the one with the most followers, and Sydney and Cami are always fighting for a distant second).

				
				All these followers mean sponsorship deals, and not just with any random company—after all, we have our brand to protect. We work mostly with Fortune 500 companies. And my rate per post is at least $30,000. Since we moved into the house at the beginning of the summer, I’ve made more money starring in a series of sixty-second videos than most Hollywood starlets make for an entire film.

				Not bad for a girl with no talent, as Kim Kardashian would say. And that’s the blueprint, really. If you’re going to monetize your personal brand, there’s no better example than the patron saint of influencers out in Calabasas.

				That’s why lately I’ve been trying to diversify my portfolio. Things may appear perfect from the outside, but I’m terrified that one day I’ll just be someone who used to be famous on an app most people have forgotten about.

				Because, sure, TikTok is, like, the biggest thing in the world right now. But what if it goes the way of Vine or Myspace? So even though I currently have the most followers of any individual on the app, I don’t want to just be a TikTok star. I want to be an It Girl. I want a makeup line, a lifestyle website, maybe a shoe collab. I want to publish a book made up mostly of my Instagram photos and have it hit the New York Times bestseller list. I want it all.

				Some old dude once said, “The unexamined life is not worth living.” This is how I know my life is worth a lot: it is examined by eighty million people every day. That’s like, more people than the population of France. Having all these people caring about me and the way I dance and the clothes I wear, it makes me feel like my life matters. I don’t ever want to lose that. I don’t know who I would be without it.

				
				But my mom, bless her heart, is no Kris Jenner. Since I got famous, she’s spent her days playing tennis and drinking mimosas, not strategizing for my career. So I have to figure this out on my own. And with every comment below one of my videos from some troll saying I’m overrated, that I’m gaining weight, that no, I’m losing weight and must be anorexic, that my dance moves are too basic, that I am actually a conspiracy created by the Chinese government, or—most commonly—that I’m dumb, I can feel my fifteen minutes ticking by. And I worry they’ll be gone before I can build something that will last.

				Comments questioning my intelligence coming from strangers stress me out enough. I don’t appreciate them from people who are supposed to be my friends, and especially not from Tucker.

				“I guess you’re lucky that you know everything about everything, Tuck,” I say. I glare at him, thinking all the things I can’t say with Cami here as a witness.

				He flushes under my glare. “If you have the shot, then I’m gonna go get ready for tonight.” He walks out of Cami’s room and away from my rage.

				Cami captions the post Dynamic Duo and adds the two-dancing-girls emoji. Then she presses a button and the video posts to @LitLair_LA and its thirty million loyal followers.

				Within seconds, I watch on my own phone as the video begins to gather likes and adoring comments. But even so, watching the TikTok back, I must agree with Tucker. It just feels like something’s missing without our other best friend dancing beside us.

				
				“Syd will be back tonight, though, right?” I ask Cami.

				“Of course,” she reassures me. “She might be mad, but she’s not stupid. She wouldn’t miss Drake for the world.”

				I nod, but I’m not totally convinced. All I can think about is Sydney as she stormed out of the house, her Louis Keepall on her shoulder and her Away suitcase clunking on the stairs behind her. Her cheeks were stained with mascara, but what I remember most is her eyes. Because even though she was crying, she didn’t look sad. She looked pissed.

				I leave Cami’s room and head down those same marble stairs, which are now soaked in Malibu sunlight. My perfectly manicured hand slides down the railing, and as I make my way downstairs, I hum quietly to myself, Nicole Scherzinger’s voice still stuck in my head.

				“Be careful what you wish for / ’cause you just might get it.”

				
					
					[image: ]

				16 HOURS BEFORE

			

			
				Kat

				My father’s side of the family has been in California since the gold rush. My great-great-great-great-grandfather raced across the country in a covered wagon and ended up somewhere near Fresno.

				His first week in the state, he found a small nugget of gold. He grabbed the gold, left his sifting pan in the river, and went promptly to the town’s only two permanent businesses: a saloon and a brothel. Within the month, the money was gone and he was back to searching for a glimmer in the California dust. He looked his whole life but never found more gold. He died completely broke; there wasn’t even any money left for a proper headstone. His descendants have lived in central California ever since.

				
				My mom tells this story like a warning. Her family has a very different history. Her parents immigrated from Jamaica. Her mom became a nurse, her father worked in construction. My mom grew up and became a middle school teacher. Theirs is a story of hard work, staying in school, working solid union jobs. An American dream, not of ephemeral gold dust and that intoxicating promise of quick riches, but of daily bread carved from steady work.

				So you can imagine how it went when I told her about coming here. To this get-rich-quick-influencer-palooza mansion.

				My TikTok started as something to do for fun. Everyone at school had an account, and my parents didn’t care if I made silly short videos with my friends as long as I kept up my schoolwork. But for some reason, my follower numbers didn’t plateau around two hundred, like most of my friends’ accounts. My videos kept making it onto the For You pages of people I didn’t know all around the world. I had a few videos go really viral—like I’m talking my phone crashed during AP History because a video got a million views in three hours. And then, all of a sudden, I had 150,000 followers, then 400,000 a few days later, and then…well, you know how exponents work.

				I’d been making a bit of money—a few hundred dollars here and there to promote small businesses—when I got the DM from Gwen. She told me she was making upward of twenty thousand for one sponsored post, and that she would love to teach me how, and would I like to come live with her and her friend Sydney in SoCal?

				
				At first my parents gave me one month—June. This could be my summer job, my mom said. But I needed to make at least $480 a week—the equivalent of what I would make if I worked my old jobs scooping ice cream and babysitting in Fresno. In the first month, I made $40,000. It went right into the college fund, of course, except for what I spent on rent and an allowance for food and new clothes. But I still shopped at American Eagle and Target. I certainly wasn’t buying the latest Gucci with my income, like some of the other TikTok kids. And that was fine with me. The money just meant I could show my parents that what I was doing here was work and help me negotiate for more time. They agreed to let me stay the rest of the summer.

				One summer making videos full-time. One summer in the now-famous Malibu mansion. And then I was supposed to go back, finish high school, take the SATs, and generally get on the path to a real, steady job that is definitely not being a comedian and relying on the whims of the internet to determine whether I boom or bust. As of today, I have three weeks left of living my dream.

				

				—

				My heart beats hard in my chest, my blood racing through my veins. The pool water slides off my arms with every slicing movement.

				My Apple watch alerts me that I have reached my daily activity goal. But I want to do a lap or two more. The sun is bright, and I can feel it on my back as I swim. It’s a beautiful day in Malibu.

				
				I get to the end of the pool and flip, propelling myself back in the other direction, gliding through the water. I spot two wavy feet that have now appeared at the other end. Even though I am underwater, my cheeks twitch up in a smile. My limbs are tired, but I find a bit of energy I didn’t know I had left and speed up to get to Beau faster.

				“Hi,” I gasp as soon as I pop up out of the water. I lift my goggles. Beau smiles down at me. He is shirtless and sweaty from his run along the beach. His wavy surfer-dude hair still somehow looks perfect.

				“How was your swim?” he asks me.

				“Good. I’m close to beating my record,” I say. I pull my cap off and rub my temples where I know the cap and goggles have left weird, angry marks on my face.

				“You didn’t want to be part of Cami’s video?” he asks.

				“Believe it or not, I’m not a huge Pussycat Dolls fan.”

				“Ah, really?” he teases.

				Beau knows I hate to do dance videos, and that it’s mutually understood with that crew to just stay out of each other’s way. Like me, he specializes in comedy TikToks. I’m the only girl in the house who doesn’t focus on dance videos—I mean, except when I Renegaded to Bill Clinton’s “I did not have sexual relations with that woman” speech and captioned it When everyone asked Joseph how Mary got knocked up. I don’t mean to sound all I’m-not-like-other-girls about it, because there are plenty of other girls whose TikTok accounts are about being funny, not just being cute and dancing. I’m just the only one like that who lives in this house.

				Beau extends his hand and helps me out of the pool. I wrap a towel around my body. The sun is sinking toward the horizon, but the late-summer heat still hangs in the air, and the breeze feels good on my skin.

				
				“I stopped in town on my run and saw this.” Beau reaches into his shorts pocket and pulls out a bracelet made of black string and white seashells.

				He holds it out to me carefully. “I thought you might like it.”

				I turn it over in my hand. “I love it.”

				“I know it’s not Cartier,” he says with an affected tone. “But it reminded me of your style.”

				I laugh at his joke. For the first few weeks after we moved in, Sydney would not shut up about this Cartier Love Bracelet her parents got her. She bugged me for weeks to make a video with her to the “I can’t take it off” sound, and I eventually had to pull her aside and let her know that a video about a six-thousand-dollar bracelet wasn’t exactly relatable to a teenage audience. That was the last time someone from the dance posse tried to make a comedy video.

				I tug the seashell bracelet onto my wet wrist and smile up at Beau. “It’s perfect,” I say.

				“Cool.” He blushes. “I’m glad you like it.”

				For a moment, we just stand there at the edge of the pool, squinting in the sunlight, smiling like idiots. I’m still breathing hard from my swim, and I feel like my heart is beating in my ears.

				“What are you two doing?” We are jolted from the moment by Cami, who’s racing down the pool stairs in a dress and neon block heels. “Do you not understand that Aubrey Graham is coming here in one hour? How are you not even showered yet?”

				“I was about to go up,” I say.

				“Golden hour is seven. Be in the foyer by six-forty-five.” She says “foyer” the French way.

				
				“Of course!” I say as I pass her. Beau and I giggle like little kids and race up the wet stone stairs to the house.

				

				—

				Upstairs in the girls’ bathroom, I peel off my one-piece and step into the shower. This is my favorite part of the house. The whole back wall of the shower is glass—a giant window looking out to the ocean. The house is on a cliff and was designed with as many rooms as possible facing the ocean so you can enjoy the view from everywhere, even from the crapper, as my dad would call it.

				I rinse off the salty water from the pool and breathe in the scent of my grapefruit body wash. I watch the waves crash onto the shore, and for the umpteenth time this summer, I think: How is this my life?

				For as long as I can remember, there have been two Californias in my mind: The real place where I grew up, where I went to school and scooped ice cream and did homework, and the mythical California of Jack Kerouac’s writing and Lana Del Rey’s songs. It’s the place where people chase glory: Hollywood dreams, Silicon Valley riches, and, yes, if you are like my distant relatives, literal gold in the ground. California is where you go so that something happens to you. Something big.

				But I never felt like that was going to happen in Fresno. And now here I am. Where my idea of California and my reality finally collide. Watching the sun set over the Pacific as I shave my legs.

				I towel off and head to my room to get dressed. There was a big fight over who got the best room when we moved in, but I just picked the one with the lowest rent, which means I have a view of the pool rather than the ocean. I pull the curtains closed so I can change.

				
				I have no idea what to wear to meet Drake, so I decide just to put on what I would if someone’s parents were visiting. My usual look but dressed up a bit more, to show respect. I pick out a yellow floral sundress and dab on a bit of minimalist makeup in front of my seashell-framed mirror.

				On the vanity, my phone vibrates. Call from Mom, the screen says. We usually talk about once a day. But over the last few days, I’ve been dodging her. I know she wants to talk about plans for moving me back to Fresno, but I’m not ready to think about that yet. I’m still working up the courage to tell her and my dad that I’d like to take a year off school and stay here longer. I already know how they’re going to react. I click the lock button to silence the call.

				I grab a scrunchy to wear around my wrist as usual. But this time, I put it on my right wrist rather than my left, so as to not cover up my new bracelet. I spin one of the shells between my fingers. It reminded me of your style, Beau said.

				I sigh. I’ve been crushing on Beau since we moved into the house. Before I met him, I’d seen some of his videos, so I knew he was funny and quite cute. But to know him in person was a whole different level. He’s one of those people who can make the vibe of a room better just by walking in. His laugh is infectious, and his smile makes you feel like smiling, too. When someone is sad, he says exactly the right thing to comfort them. He’s the kind of person who’ll notice whoever at the party doesn’t know anyone and is lingering at the edge of the room and go talk to them. He always knows how to break awkward silences and what songs to add to a playlist to revive a waning mood. He just makes everything warmer, happier. He’s like sunshine.

				
				During the first week here, when everyone was nervous and competitive and constantly comparing sponsorship deals and video views, Beau just…didn’t engage with that drama. He made his videos, and then he went surfing. He asked everyone if they wanted to go with, but I was the only taker. He patiently taught me how, even though it took most of the morning for me to stand up on the board. I was smitten by the end of the day, both with the sport and with the boy.

				Sometimes I even think he might feel the same way. Like, we’ll be in a group and I’ll catch him looking at me even when it’s someone else talking. Or he’ll save the last piece of pizza for me. Small things like that. Then again, he’s pretty much nice to everyone in the house and, really, everyone he encounters, so it’s hard to tell if it means anything.

				I know some of the people who watch our videos ship us. But others ship me with Spider-Man—not Tom Holland but the literal fictional character, Peter Parker—so, you know, it’s hard to put too much stock in that.

				I look down at the bracelet. That must mean something, right? I mean, you don’t just get a bracelet for all your friends, right? Bracelets are for crushes, girlfriends, not just friends—

				I’m barreling down this train of thought when I remember the concept of friendship bracelets. Well, crap. Never mind.

				I take a deep breath and check my hair one last time before heading downstairs and into the fray.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			2

			15 HOURS BEFORE

			
				Kat

				Drake is here. Sydney still isn’t.

				I watch as two black SUVs pull into our driveway. The headlights shine through the windows.

				“What are you doing?” Cami swats at my hand and pulls the curtains closed. “They’re going to think you’re creepy if you’re watching from the window.” She spins on her chunky neon heels. “Everybody act natural.”

				“Oh, because it’s natural for us all to be assembled by the front door?” I gesture to Beau and Gwen, standing at attention. “We’re not the von Trapps.”

				Beau laughs at my joke.

				“Squid, I’m starting to get worried.” Tucker’s voice floats in from the living room. Through the doorway he spots the rest of us watching him. Cami waves him over frantically. “Just—call me when you get this.” He hangs up and joins us.

				“I cannot believe Sydney,” says Cami. She types rapidly on her phone. “This is so unprofessional. I mean, I know she was upset, but come on, it’s been two days.”

				“I don’t know,” Beau says. “I’ve been reading up on twin psychology, and it’s some pretty intense stuff. If Brooklyn is hurting, Sydney is probably hurting, too.”

				
				“Okay, Dr. Phil,” Cami scoffs. “It’s still no excuse to blow off something this big.”

				Gwen ignores the scene. Instead, she examines her reflection in the large gold-framed mirror. Her blond hair has been slicked straight, and small gold hoops sparkle in her ears. She’s wearing a long black dress with a slit high up one side.

				She’s still staring at her reflection when she says, “We can do this without Sydney.” Her voice is a little shaky. “We have to. It’s our only option.”

				Just then, the doorbell rings.

				

				—

				It turns out, Drake in person is pretty much the same as Drake on TV. Except maybe a bit shyer. He says hello to all of us but mostly lets his team do the talking.

				A woman in a magenta silk pantsuit introduces herself as Bianca and presents her team. “And which of you is Sydney?” she asks. “I spoke to your mother about the location rights for the house.”

				Silence. I turn to Beau; he’s looking at me. Cami looks at Tucker. Tucker looks at Gwen.

				“She’s not here,” Tucker finally says. “She, um, wasn’t feeling well.”

				“Well, all right,” Bianca says. “Then who’s in charge?”

				We are all quiet again until Cami steps forward, her head held high. “That would be me.” She extends her hand. “I’m Cami. I choreographed the dance.”

				Drake’s new single came out last week, and this visit is part of his press tour. We’re going to record a one-minute dance sequence to the song—with the hopes that it will become the next viral dance and promote the single organically.

				
				“I know Sydney wanted to film in the foyer, but the lighting is better down by the pool,” Cami says.

				We all head down the narrow, foliage-lined path to the pool. Cami and Bianca lead the way, chatting about engagement rates per post and Google Analytics.

				Then Bianca holds up her cell phone, stretching it toward the trees above us. “For some reason, I can’t get a signal,” she says.

				“Oh yeah, I meant to tell you, this close to the ocean, no one does,” Cami says. “I’ll help you get on the Wi-Fi.”

				“You’re a content house that doesn’t get cell service?” Bianca smiles wryly but hands over her phone.

				“Trust me, I had the same reaction when I moved in. Sydney had neglected to tell us that,” Cami says, laughing as she types in the password. She jokes about it now, but it was a big fight at the time. “Don’t worry,” Cami reassures Bianca. “We have like industrial-strength Wi-Fi that covers the entire grounds. You can even pick it up when you’re a few feet into the ocean.”

				“We tested it when I did my ‘Lay All Your Love on Me’ video,” Gwen interjects.

				Cami turns around and glares at her.

				“Have you guys gotten a chance to hear the new song?” Drake asks the rest of us. He says this as if it isn’t the number one song in America.

				“Yes!” I say. I told myself I wouldn’t fangirl, but it’s hard to keep it together with the guy who rapped “Nonstop” and “God’s Plan” here. “I’m a huge fan,” I gush. “Take Care was the first album I ever bought. Like the whole thing. On iTunes.”

				
				“Really?” says Drake. “That’s cool.” And then, “How old are you guys again?”

				“Seventeen.”

				“But Degrassi is my favorite show,” Tucker blurts out. “I’ve seen the reruns.”

				Drake chuckles at this. “I’m glad.”

				“Degrassi?” Gwen hisses at Tucker under her breath. “That’s what you bring up?”

				“I panicked,” he whispers back.

				Cami turns around, eyebrows raised, and glares at us as if to say Pull it together.

				Drake politely pretends he’s unaware of our nervousness.

				His team decides Cami is right about the pool. But it’s a bit too dark, so they set up freestanding lights while Cami walks us through the dance. She’s already taught it to the house members and often reminded the nondancers, Beau and me, that we would never live down messing up in front of Drake.

				Drake gets it right away. “That’s a cool dance,” he says.

				And tough-as-nails Dolores Camila Villalobos de Ávila absolutely melts. “Thank you so much. That means so much coming from you.” She giggles, which is not something I’ve ever seen her do.

				“All right, let’s get filming. I want a few options,” Bianca says, waving her iPhone. The deal is, they’ll pick their favorite take to post to Drake’s account, which we’ll repost. And then we can post any outtakes to our personal accounts.

				As Cami tells everyone where to stand, I run through the dance in my head: right, left, turn, hip sway, arm, arm…But then I notice something out of the corner of my eye.

				“Hey, guys, hold on.” I scoop up the tiny salamander that’s chilling right next to Tucker’s sneaker. “Don’t want to step on this lil guy while we’re dancing.”

				
				I walk over to the bushes at the edge of the pool and hold out my hand. The salamander blinks at me. “Go on,” I whisper. He tentatively reaches one of his slimy hands toward the leaf. He must decide it’s all right, because he hops onto the branch and scurries deeper into the bush.

				I turn around to see Cami, arms folded across her chest, staring at me. “Really?” she scoffs. “She’s not from here,” she says to Drake. Then to me, “They’re not, like, rare or anything. It’s like a squirrel or a…pigeon.”

				I just shrug. Because I didn’t think it was rare. I just thought it deserved to live.

				“I think it’s nice,” Drake says. “No animals should be squished in the making of this video.” And then he leans down to me and says, “And don’t worry about not being from here. I’m not either.”

				“You’re from Canada,” Gwen says. As if Drake may have forgotten this.

				“Yeah.” Drake nods.

				“Seriously?” Cami glares at Gwen. But then she reassumes her ever-professional smile and addresses Bianca: “How about we get rolling?”

				After a few takes, I think we’ve got it. And two more after that, Cami concludes we have the shot, so we actually get to be done.

				“That was wonderful,” Bianca says. “And hey, while we’re here, maybe let’s get one with just Gwen?” Her words suggest that this is an idea that just occurred to her, but her delivery could use some work.

				“Sure,” Gwen says, and moves closer to Drake, a saccharine smile on her lips.

				
				The rest of us clear out of the way. Cami lingers the longest before stepping out of the spotlight. Her eyes stay on Gwen like lasers. We film a few more takes with just the two of them, and everyone else’s eyes are on the two true stars in the room—TikTok’s most followed person and, well, Drake. But I’m watching Cami. Because as Drake and Gwen dance and laugh through Cami’s choreography, Cami looks like she’s trying not to wrap her perfectly manicured hands around Gwen’s throat.

				“Okay, I’m sure you’ve got it by now,” Cami says after the third take. She’s straining to keep her voice cheerful.

				Bianca watches the video on her phone to make sure. “Yes, that’s good.” She looks up. “Thanks again for having us to your beautiful house. Give Sydney my thanks as well.”

				“We sure will,” Cami says.

				In all, Drake was here for about fifteen minutes. Still, I know it will be the thing my cousins ask me about every Thanksgiving for the next twenty or so years. Once the adults are gone, the night devolves into a classic Lit Lair party. Tucker pops champagne, spraying it toward us girls before passing the bottle around. And I’m too happy to even be annoyed with him. We drink straight out of the bottle and blast Drake songs.

				When “Started from the Bottom” comes on, I realize I still know every word. As I mouth the lyrics I used to listen to jogging around Fresno, I look out across our pool and beyond to the ocean, and I think about how lucky I am. To be in this place. In this time. And to have the opportunity to meet one of my heroes and make silly videos with my friends, and with them make more money than I’d ever imagined.

				I watch Beau dance poorly, his drink sloshing in his hand, and I can’t help but giggle. I’m giddy from champagne bubbles and the sweetness of success.

				
				Cami climbs onto the diving board, a bottle of champagne in hand, and dances, her moves casual and carefree but her form and rhythm still excellent.

				“Yes, Dolores!” I shout.

				She flips me off—she hates her full name. But she’s smiling. I blow her a kiss, and she pretends to almost fall off the diving board to catch it.

				As the song winds down, Tucker looks up from his phone. “Hey!” He turns down the music. “Drake posted!”

				We all scramble together to look at his phone. But on the screen, there are only two figures. They used the take with only Drake and Gwen. My heart sinks.

				“Oh, cute,” says Gwen. She barely glances at the screen before walking to the table to top off her champagne. A post with Drake is just another day in the glamorous life of Gwen Riley.

				Cami, who had to make her way from the diving board, is the last to see what’s happened. Pain flickers across her face before she corrects herself to look impassive.

				She charges over to the table and grabs a bottle of Patrón. She takes a long swig, then turns her focus on us. “Enough champagne! Let’s do shots.”

				She starts to splash heavy pours into Solo cups and hand them around.

				“Oh, I’m good with champagne,” I say when she tries to hand one to me.

				“Don’t be soft, Kitty-Kat,” she says. It’s a nickname Beau uses often and others sometimes adopt as well. But I don’t like it coming from her. Particularly in this mood. She glares at me, and I decide not to cross her.

				
				Cami raises the bottle and spins around to take us all in. “Lit Lair forever!” she toasts before downing another long pull of tequila.

				I grimace at my shot.

				“Here, to chase.” Beau hands me a cup of strange brownish liquid.

				I take a sip. It’s so sweet it hurts my teeth. “Thanks!” I manage to smile despite the taste.

				“It’s peach vodka, AriZona iced tea, and Diet Coke. Here, I’ll make you one.”

				I’m not sure if I like it, but I really like him, so I smile and nod. “That’d be great, thank you.”

				Beau mixes me his weird drink, talking me through the details with the pride of a cooking-show host. “The trick is not too much Diet Coke,” he says.

				“Interesting.”

				Before moving to SoCal, I’d drunk alcohol only once, besides wine at church. It was last Fourth of July, and one of my older cousins had brought a bottle of blue Gatorade spiked with Taaka vodka (a concoction she called Fader-ade) to the picnic. We kept walking around the fairgrounds away from our parents to sneak sips. The whole thing was so clandestine, and by the time the sun had set and the fireworks were going off, we were giggling and hiccupping, and I was seriously scared one of our parents was going to figure out what we’d done. It was fun that day, but I was on edge for like a week after, hoping my mom wouldn’t bring it up and ground me. But here, in the little bubble of the house, we’re totally unsupervised. Tucker has a fake ID, and even though we make sure to hide any trace of alcohol when we film, most weekends everyone drinks like we’re grown-ups or, I mean, at least college students. At this point, I’ve gotten kind of used to being able to drink with my friends. I’ve almost forgotten how rebellious I felt last summer just because I had a few sips.

				
				In the background, “God’s Plan” fades out and the opening bars of “Say So” play from the outdoor speakers.

				“Hey, that’s not Drake,” I say teasingly. But I know why someone queued it. Our first-ever house video—the one that proved that this experiment would work, that put us on the map, not as individuals with solid followings but as a house of superstars—was a dance choreographed to this Doja Cat song. It’s always a hit at our parties.

				“It’s not the same without Sydney here,” Gwen says from her spot by the edge of the pool. She dangles one leg in the water, making slow, melancholy circles with her foot.

				“Whatever,” Cami harrumphs. She steps around Gwen, walking along the edge of the pool like it’s a balance beam, swinging the tequila bottle in her hand. The liquor has set in: her eyes are bright with fire; her typically perfect makeup is smudged around the edges. “You know what, I’ll say it.” Her platform heels totter on the edge of the pool, and I worry she’s about to fall in. “I’m glad she’s gone. We’re all thinking it, I’m just not sorry to say it: Sydney’s a bitch, and I don’t miss her!”

				“All right, that’s enough.” Tucker crosses over and rips the bottle from her hand. “Can you be a bit nicer when talking about my girlfriend?”

				“Is she even your girlfriend anymore?” Cami shoots back. “Have you even heard from her since she left?”

				Tucker’s broad shoulders fall. His voice is quiet when he says, “I think she just needed space from the group, after everything that happened.” They share a tense look. He takes a swig of her tequila, then shoves it back toward her.

				
				And then a new song comes on and Beau does a cannonball into the pool. Cami lets out a yelp as droplets splash her legs, and she becomes preoccupied with whether any got on her dress. And as many drunk arguments go, the participants get distracted and pretty much forget about it. At least for now.

				

				—

				A few hours later, when the full moon is hanging low on the horizon and the night is winding down, Beau and I sit at our favorite spot: the flat part of the roof we climb onto from the window by the staircase.

				Clouds blot out most of the stars, but through the darkness you can just see the ocean. “Steal Tomorrow” by The Tallest Man on Earth plays softly from Beau’s cracked iPhone.

				The wind has picked up a bit, blowing my hair back. Below, the rhythm of the waves crashing picks up slightly.

				“Surf tomorrow?” Beau asks. “Looks like the weather will be good.”

				“Sure.” I nod sleepily.

				Beau’s phone pings, interrupting the song. He checks it, and even in the darkness, I can see his cheeks turn rosy.

				“What is it?” I lean forward, but he pulls his phone into his chest so I can’t see.

				I flinch. Is it a girl texting him?

				“It’s nothing,” he says. “Just a comment on my TikTok that’s blowing up.”

				I narrow my eyes. Would that really make him react that way?

				
				“It’s…well, here.” He hands me his phone. It’s open to the video he posted from Drake’s visit: a blooper in which he trips over his own feet and almost tumbles, then I grab his arm and steady him. He captioned the video: Trying to be a dance TikToker today. Not sure how well it went…

				I slide up the comment section, and my eyes widen at the 40K likes the first comment has garnered. It reads: Omg love that these two are next to each other in the video! And when Kat touches his arm!![image: ] I ship #Keau or is it #Bat? lol which one do you guys think?

				My cheeks grow hot. I understand now why he was being so awkward. Beau and I have never talked about the internet’s opinions of us before.

				I look up to find Beau’s steady gaze on me. “So what do you think?” he says.

				“Do you mean, do I think we should call ourselves Bat?”

				He smiles, but his eyes convey nervousness, not joy. “No, I mean…Okay, how do I ask you this?” He looks away and twists one of the rubber wristbands on his arm. “It’s so weird, because I usually feel like I can talk to you about anything. And I’ve never felt that before.” He looks into my eyes. “I’ve only known you for a few months, but you’re the only person in the world I feel like I can completely trust.” This warms my heart in a bittersweet way. Beau avoids talking about his family, but I know things are strained. I’m glad I can be a person he trusts, but I’m sad that I’m the only one. Beau deserves to feel as good as he makes so many strangers feel.

				“But in this particular case, it’s strange,” he continues. “I find myself in this situation where there’s something on my mind, and it feels like the whole internet is asking me about it, but the only person I want to talk to about it, my best friend, is the one person who I can’t, well, talk to about it,” he rambles, avoiding eye contact again.

				
				My heart sinks into my stomach. I’m not sure what he’s trying to say, but I think he might be trying to let me down easy. That he might be about to tell me that he’s noticed my feelings and he doesn’t share them.

				“Because,” he continues, “well, like, how do you get advice on asking a girl out from the girl you want to ask out?” He looks at the ocean and runs his hands through his floppy hair. “Because really, if you think about it—”

				I put my hand on his cheek, bringing his face toward mine, and kiss him.

				His breath catches in surprise. But then his lips soften, and he kisses me back. His hand grazes my waist, the warmth of his skin seeping through the thin fabric of my sundress.

				My heart pounds against my chest. And it’s like the world has slowed down around us.

				Beau pulls back and smiles, his forehead pressed against mine in the dark. “I’ve been wanting to do that since the day I met you.”

				I smile back at him. “If I’d left it up to you, it would’ve taken three more months.”

				He laughs and gently plays with the end of one of my braids. I look into his sea-green eyes and shiver.

				“It’s getting cold up here.” He runs his hand down my bare arm. “We should get inside.”

				I nod, although I wasn’t shivering because of the weather.

				Beau climbs down first, easing himself from the edge of the roof into the window below. I follow. It’s a move I’ve done dozens of times since Beau and I discovered this spot the first week in the house, and I’m pretty much sober at this point, so it’ll be no trouble. I scooch to the edge of the roof, then dangle down toward the windowsill. My right shoe makes contact with the sill. I swing down for my left to meet it and—

				
				Thunder cracks and a bolt of lightning strikes the water behind me.

				I scream and my left sneaker slips on a small pebble on the windowsill. My foot catches nothing but air. Beau lunges for me, wrapping his arms around my hips. I grab the side of the window and hold on for dear life.

				Beau pulls me through the window into the house. “Are you okay?” He holds me tightly.

				“Yes, yes, I’m fine,” I say into his soft T-shirt. Adrenaline pulses through my veins. My hands are a bit scraped, minor cuts I didn’t even feel happen, thanks to the shock. But besides that, I am okay. I tell myself that I’m fine, I’m safe, I’m here in Beau’s arms.

				“These old Vans just have no traction anymore,” I say breathlessly. “I need to get new ones.”

				Beau lets out a relieved laugh and runs a hand down my back softly.

				We’re so caught up in the moment that we almost don’t notice the shadowy figure emerging from
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