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CONUNDRUM




If you’re like me, you have no trouble imagining yourself moving through deep space. It would be stunning, wouldn’t it, in all that black and white, to suddenly spot the blue shock of planet Earth? From so far away, the possibilities on Earth would seem infinite, like you could choose any life you want.

Don’t get me wrong, things on Earth are pretty rad. Zoom closer, and there—right there—see it? That thumb-looking thing? That’s Florida, my home. And, let’s face it, the center of the frickin’ universe. At least it’s the center of my frickin’ universe.

You might think of Florida as pure class and glamour, like that lady over there with the big socialite hair, posing in the gold-and-marble foyer of her ’80s-style Palm Beach mansion. Or maybe you think of the throngs of tourists, pressed together in long theme park lines, and giggling couples getting engaged in front of fairy-tale castles. Or possibly, to you, Florida means tanned, shirtless guys in ripped jeans leaning on neon-green SUVs, like my dad in his glory days.

But for Mom and me, Florida pride was something else entirely. It was pitching camp in her old sedan and rising at first light to watch an early-morning Cape Canaveral space shuttle launch while sitting lotus-style on the hood.

“Look, Rex, the crescent moon is still high in the sky! That means good luck for the Expedition 5 crew,” she’d say, her heart-shaped face lit up while she waited eagerly for takeoff.

“It’s frickin’ beautiful, Mom!” I’d yell excitedly at the shuttle, sitting up proud in my homemade flight suit.

Mom and I would toast thermos cups of hot cocoa and cheer as the space shuttle took off, a pillar of fire and smoke trailing behind it.

“It is frickin’ beautiful, Rex,” Mom would reply, laughing. “And you know what I think? I think it’s gonna be you up there one day. And you’ll shine as bright as that crescent moon, because you will never turn your light out.”

“I know it, Mom,” I’d say, eyes glued to the space shuttle, not certain of much except that one day I’ll be an astronaut.

Now, if you’re still out there in space with your eye on Florida, zoom this way. You’ll glimpse a sparkly purple thong bikini and an ass tattoo of a dolphin; long, wavy blond hair clinging to a forehead slick with sweat; and athletic late-twenties legs straining to hold their balance while toes tipped in blue polish grip the plastic floor of a kiddie pool encrusted with mold. Those legs are clamped around the ginormous bucking frame of an alligator.

The gator’s Chomp—he’s a friend. And the legs belong to me, Rex Simpson, entertaining the early crowd at Gator Greg’s, Cocoa Beach’s version of the Florida-themed bar. Knees to the ground, squeezing Chomp’s flanks, I manage to get a decent but slippery grip on the gator’s long, scaly snout. I know that with one good twist, he can up his game and buck me off, so I wind my forearm under his head and lift it hard toward my chest to pin his mouth shut. Chomp gives up: his body goes limp. The crowd roars. Success!

Gator Greg, proud owner of the bar he named after himself, takes the mic and waves the attendant over so he can take it from here.

“Rex Simpson does it again!” Greg bellows into the mic.

I swivel the gator’s locked jaw my way, peer into one beady reptilian eye, and bob my head.

“Respect,” I tell Chomp.

For almost ten years, Chomp and I have put this show on twice a week, ever since Gator Greg realized that in addition to being his best bartender, I also wasn’t afraid of most things Florida could throw my way.

When the attendant steps forward with Chomp’s leash, I release my opponent to his care and raise my arms in victory while waiting for the cheering of the barflies to rise to the next level. Just another Tuesday.

With night settling over Cocoa Beach, it’s time to clean up and slip behind the counter. Nestled among a grove of palm trees, Gator Greg’s is a Cocoa Beach institution. It’s been around longer than anyone can remember, and it’s got everything you’d want from a Florida beach bar: thatched roof, sticky counters open on all sides onto the beach, good music, and flashy-colored drinks served in large glasses with little umbrellas. I make most of the drinks myself.

I’m stationed at the row of slushy machines, which are churning with glowing varietals of blended booze. I throw an oversize football jersey over my bikini, tie my hair into a loose bun, and pick up the show right where I left off.

“Two blue raspberry, no salt,” I call out, passing drinks to a gaggle of already-tipsy girls. “One blue raz, rainbow salt … three mango margs, lime salt … one rainbow, lime salt … four shots … and one Florida Girl.” I hand the last drinks over a sea of sun-dark arms and add: “Seriously, stop after two of these, or you’ll hallucinate.”

The owner of a fuchsia-clawed hand grabs the drink and nods her thanks.

“Hi, what can I do for you?” I ask the next customer in line with a broad smile.

It’s a dance of efficiency, one that I’ve had a decade to practice. I could do it with my eyes closed. The only difference between the nights at Gator Greg’s is the mood of its owner. Right now, he’s serving drinks at the other end of the bar: with his bushy white beard, straw bucket hat, and khaki fly-fishing vest, he looks like Santa Claus on vacation. Tonight, he seems pretty cheery overall, which is good news, since I’m planning on skipping out early. But I know better than to get my hopes up: a large bachelor party could quickly ruin Greg’s evening. For someone who runs a Florida beach bar, Greg sure likes his evenings quiet.

“There’s only one line up to the bar!” I hear him shout at a customer who’s trying to elbow his way to the counter. “Get back in line!”

I repress a smile. Greg’s never been one to embrace the chaos.

The next hours go by in a blur of slushy drinks and orders shouted increasingly loudly, until a familiar singsong voice cuts through the roar of the crowd and the heavy bass, interrupting my flow.

“Rex! Let’s go, baby!”

Nadine Cai, amateur makeup artist, YouTuber, and my BFF since the early ’00s, leans against the bar, her pregnant belly round and shiny under a fringe crop top.

“Cool eye shadow,” I say. Tonight, her brown eyes are framed with two glittery silver-and-midnight-blue half-moons drawn over her eyelids.

“You like it?” she replies, fluttering her eyes and flicking her straight jet-black hair over her shoulder. “It’s for the moon! C’mon, she doesn’t wait!”

I nod at Nadine.

“Okay, that was last call, everybody! Last caaaall!” I announce to the crowd.

“It’s only ten forty-five!” Greg exclaims, outraged, from an arm’s length away, where he’s wiping the bar and shaking his head gravely.

But I’m already counting my tips. “It’s a crescent moon tonight, Greg,” I inform him, pointing at the moon over the shimmering ocean. “Ya know what that means?” I don’t wait for him to answer. “It means good luck, so I’m meeting my friends on the beach to party under that moon!”

Greg casts a reproachful look at the curved sliver of light in the night sky, as if blaming the moon for my bailing. “Yeah, yeah, I know,” he retorts. “That’s what your—”

“Mom always said.” I finish his sentence, flashing him my best smile. “And I do not waste good luck!”

Greg shakes his head. He’s heard that one before, too, knows there’s no stopping me now. I roll the bills into a rubber band, then stash the roll into my bikini top as Nadine dances in place, one hand absently caressing her pregnant belly,

When the music speeds up, she yells, “Woo-hoo! Crescent moon!” through pursed, perfectly contoured red lips and throws her arms in the air.

“Woo-hoo!” I yell back.

“Rex,” pleads Gator Greg, but I’ve already hopped over the bar. “REX!”

I stop, a foot already in the sand on the beach, and spin around. “Yeah?”

“Bring me some of that luck back, will you?”

“You got it, Greg!”

Blowing him a kiss, I take Nadine’s hand, and we hurry down the coastline in the hot, late-summer air.

[image: ]

Dark water laps the shore, and dancehall reggae plays from a Bluetooth speaker. In the dunes, we’re already dancing our asses off, glow bracelets and necklaces making loops and swirls of light in the darkness. As I’m swaying along to the music, I look around at my friends’ faces, counting my blessings. There’s nowhere else I’d rather be tonight than here, with my people. Dancing next to Nadine is her baby daddy, Bingo, who’s as grounded as she is fanciful—which doesn’t stop him from sporting a pink flamingo–printed bucket hat along with neon-yellow shorts. Then there’s my cousin Jonny, the life of the party, and his boyfriend, David, both jumping up and down in front of Nadine’s belly and shouting, “Hello in there. We’re gonna be your uncles!”

“And I’m gonna be an aunt!” I yell back, exhilarated. “An aunt!”

Inspired by the moon, I do a cartwheel followed by a front flip, landing on my feet with my arms outstretched as my friends gather in a circle around me, clapping and cheering. Nadine works reception at Muscle Explosion, a gym that thinks it’s a nightclub, and I take full advantage of the free membership she doesn’t use. Can’t wrestle gators every week if you’re out of shape. Encouraged by the group, I follow the rhythm of the music and do a backward roll, landing on my feet before ending it all with a backbend. I’m rewarded, upside down, with a beautiful sight.

“We got a mama turtle laying eggs ’bout ten feet from here!” I announce, popping back up.

A respectful hush falls over the party. They all know me well enough to understand what this means. Respect the wildlife. Jonny turns the music down and winks at me.

“Let’s stash the glow sticks and take a bevvy break,” I say. “Give Mama Turtle some quiet.”

There’s affectionate grumbling and a few murmured “no probs” as we all settle around the crackling bonfire a few feet away from the ocean.

I join Nadine, who’s already sitting with Bingo, Jonny, and David. She groans as she leans back against Bingo, massaging her belly.

“She’s been pressing on my bladder all night.” Nadine sighs.

“Don’t you dare accuse her of doing anything wrong,” Jonny snaps jokingly. “That little girl is perfect already.”

“Let’s see if you still think that when she’s a teenager and hates us all for being old and shriveled,” Nadine retorts.

Jonny gives a mock-offended huff. “I’ll never be old.”

I laugh, sifting the cool sand through my hands and looking up at the night sky, thinking about Nadine’s baby girl growing up. How our lives will be different then. A small, sneaky voice from the back of my mind chimes in: Her life will be different. Yours … not so much, with the way things are going: the same job for ten years, flings that go nowhere instead of a boyfriend … I shake my head, pushing the thought away.

“So … like a few decades from now, we’ll be able to go live on Mars if the vibe on Earth isn’t working for us, right?” I say to the group.

Everyone grins, and Jonny says, “Here she goes again.”

“What! I haven’t brought up the subject in days,” I reply innocently.

“Oh, man,” Bingo cuts in, “please don’t blow my mind right now, Rex. Like, I’m gonna be a dad. It’s a lot already; I don’t need to think about the infinity of space on top of it.”

Nadine strokes his arm. “You need to open your mind, Bingo. A lot.”

Bingo groans at the idea while my thoughts are racing, as they do. Sometimes. And these friends, while they don’t geek out on universe talk the way I do, are the only ones around here who let me share my “crazy” thoughts about space.

“It takes seven months to get to Mars,” I declare, disregarding Bingo, who’s started to massage his temples, “so you could go all the way there, but when you get there … it could really not be your scene. What do you do then?”

“Like if they ran out of beer!” Bingo exclaims, proud to be taking part in the conversation. “I’d hate that.”

Jonny nods at me, eyebrows raised. “That could definitely happen, girl.”

“That reminds me of when I was in Key Largo and all the stores had run out of my BB cream,” Nadine says, her brow furrowed in the faint moonlight. “Like, what am I supposed to do, drive the four hours back?! That’s insane!”

I shake my head, sharing her disbelief, before continuing: “So I run out of beer on Mars, and then it’s like, do I go back to Earth? Or, since I’m here already, do I stay and help the colony build infrastructure so that a Future Rex Simpson can party super hard on Mars? Do I start brewing my own beer?”

I actually tried once, but given that it comes out of the tap at Gator Greg’s, it was hard to justify the effort. But if we ran out of beer on Mars, I’d pick up that hobby again in a heartbeat. Because if I’m one of the first people to inhabit Mars, I’ll make sure the place is a party house. Even though the only conclusion I reached from years of stalking astronauts online was that they’re not the biggest party animals. But I intend to change that. One day. Everyone needs to let loose sometimes. Right?

Jonny belches, snapping me from my thoughts. “It’s giving conundrum.”

“Nah,” Bingo concludes. “I don’t do brave. I’m not going to Mars.”

“I feel like I would stay,” I finally say.

“But you totally wouldn’t,” Nadine objects.

I look up at her and try not to be hurt. Does she not think I’d be capable of handling Mars? Or that I don’t stick to my goals? My gaze lingers on her face, trying to figure out what she means by the comment. She smiles back at me. If she means that I can’t finish anything I start, she’s right, I think. Up until ten years ago, all I wanted was to be an astronaut. And now all I have to show for it are piles of books and half-started cover letters addressed to NASA.

“I might stay,” I state defiantly, more for myself than for Nadine. “I’d need to see it through.”

But I’m not so sure about that.

“Totally, yeah,” Nadine quickly replies, reaching a comforting hand to pat my knee. No one can course-correct like her.

I look up at the moon. “I’d like to think I might.”
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PROM QUEEN FIRE HULA-HOOP




The second law of thermodynamics states that entropy will always increase. Meaning, once a mess starts, it’s a law of physics that it will only get messier unless something drastically changes. Boy, is that frickin’ true. Looking back at my story a year later, I realized that the crescent moon had set something in motion that night, and there was no stopping it.

The morning after our party on the beach, I wake up with a start, hearing my front door slam. My bleary eyes open, focusing on the shelves of nature and science books lining my bedroom walls, which are also dotted with neat specimen drawings taped up above a sea of dirty clothes. Early-morning sun is filtering through the white shutters, hot on my face. I groan and turn over, accidentally knocking my open copy of The Florida Manatee: Biology and Conservation from my bedside table. It lands on the ground with a soft thud.

“Rise and shine!” Nadine calls out from the front door.

I glance at the clock—8:00 a.m.—and curse the day I decided to give Nadine a house key, shortly after Mom passed. Since then, Nadine’s taken it upon herself to be my personal human alarm clock. She shows up every morning on her way to work, often bringing breakfast along with her everlasting good mood.

I grunt at her in reply, still too sleepy to engage in conversation, before pushing the covers away and picking up my manatee book from the ground, making a mental note to jot down what I’ve learned in one of my notebooks. Then I head to the kitchen for a glass of water.

“Don’t you ever sleep in?” I shout out at Nadine.

Somewhere deeper in the house, she is rummaging through my stuff.

“Why do you have so many screwdrivers and not one nail file!” she calls back. “And no, I’m pregnant; sleeping in isn’t an option anymore.”

I shrug, absent-mindedly looking out the window over the sink at the rows of single-story homes in sorbet colors, at their carports, which only serve to store busted couches or old Jet Skis on blocks.

My house is a faded lemon yellow, squashed between two similar-looking ones, all bordering the Banana River Aquatic Preserve, my favorite place in Florida. Because outside of the surfers, suntanning tourists, and large cruise ships, Cocoa Beach is also home to the largest pelican rookery on the Atlantic coast, along with a significant population of alligators, terrapin turtles, and manatees. And when I’m not at the bar, I spend hours studying our wildlife.

I hear Nadine walk out to the yard, so I grab a cereal box from the counter and start down the corridor to join her there.

“Good morning, Mom,” I say automatically when walking past the dusty photo of Mom on the wall, a mass card tucked into the corner of its plastic frame. “Hope you enjoyed the crescent moon last night!”

All these years later, the same wave of grief hits me every day as I greet Mom, but I make a point to acknowledge the picture so it doesn’t start blending in with the background.

Before she passed, Mom asked me to do three things. The first was to keep talking to her. So I do. The second was to take care of my dad, which is why I still live with him in my childhood home. And the third was to keep sharing my gifts, which is why my house is full of inventions.

When I step out into the DIY party-palace-on-a-budget postage stamp of a backyard, I grab Nadine’s wrist before she can sit down and start texting, then hip-steer us toward the end of the property.

“You know you can stop showing up every morning, right? I get up on my own now. Have been for the past five years at least,” I tell her.

Nose in her phone, Nadine shrugs. “Bingo likes having the house to himself in the morning. He got used to his ‘quiet time,’” she replies, using air quotes around “quiet time.”

I cast a sideways glance at Nadine, preferring not to ask what that means for Bingo. As usual, Nadine’s dressed for work in her Muscle Explosion Gym T-shirt, drinking iced coffee out of a tumbler encrusted with plastic gems. I’m in my own uniform—sun visor, Grateful Dead tee, and thong bikini bottom—shaking cereal out of the box into my mouth as we stride across the yard toward the Banana River preserve that borders it.

Nadine stops when we reach one of the lawn chairs strewn around the garden overgrown with weeds and shakes her head in wonder.

“Is this new? When did you make this?” she asks, flipping up the reflective tanning panels that I attached to the arms of the chair the day before.

“Yesterday,” I reply. “It’s not quite done yet.”

The lawn chair is nothing special on its own: just an old, flashy orange chaise with a drink tray that I must have bought on sale at Costco. But last week I got frustrated by having to choose between holding a suntan reflector or reading a mechanical engineering manual, so I figured I’d attach the reflector to the chair and call it a day. After about an hour of sketching and DIY-ing, I was able to learn about engineering and tan at the same time. The dream.

Nadine examines the invention: the suntan reflectors look like tray tables attached by hinges to two arms on each side of the chair. She swivels the panels, and they flicker sunlight onto my face.

“You really need to patent these,” she comments, eyes wide and serious.

“It’s on my list. C’mon,” I say, continuing toward the canals that stretch beyond my yard. “I’ve gotta check on the manatees.”

I push on a small rusted gate at the end of the yard and part a thick column of seagrass. Nadine is close behind, face buried in her phone again. I love the feel of the muck between my toes as we move through the expanse of softly waving grass, the sky still orange pink at the horizon. We exit at the murky canal that surrounds my block of houses. The group of manatees I’ve taken it upon myself to look after are gently grazing in the water. There are five of them, including a calf born last spring. They spend their nights in the deeper parts of the lagoon, closer to the ocean, but every morning, the same little group always shows up at the makeshift gate I’ve built, ready to come deeper inland, where the speedboats can’t mow them down.

“Wait, Rex, you have a list for chairs?” Nadine asks with that delay she’s famous for. “Like a Pinterest board? What list are we talking about here?”

“Not a list for chairs, a list of ideas for, like, the future,” I explain. “Inventions that I need to finish and patent. Like the chair or this canal gate. Or my two-in-one rainwater harvester and plant auto-watering system.”

“Dude, Bingo would love that idea. He’s started talking to his plants in the morning. It freaks me out.”

“Is that why he needs quiet time?” I say while grabbing the crank and putting some muscle into winding it.

The lock clunks and the gate swings open, releasing the manatees into the farther stretch of canal. I watch them go proudly. Boat collisions are one of the leading causes of mortality for the endangered species. My design helps keep them safe. It only took me three days to put it all together: one to design the gate; another to buy rolls of safety fence, several come-alongs, rope for the pulley system, and wood for the frame; and a third day to put it all together.

“Does the city even know you built that?” Nadine asks, looking up from the text she’s composing.

As a matter of fact, I’d contacted the city several times to offer to install similar contraptions all around the lagoon, but they never followed up, so the canal by my house is the only one with the system in place.

“Whatever,” I say. “I called them! They just don’t give a shit about the noble sea cow. Manatees are a national treasure.”

“International treasure!” Nadine exclaims. “Waters don’t have borders.”

I follow the aggregate with a fond gaze until they vanish from view, then head back onto the seagrass path with multitasking Nadine stumbling at my heels.

Ding!

She checks her phone again. “Kendra won’t stop with the high school reunion emails,” Nadine says. “Obviously, we’re going. It’s in ten days.”

“We are going,” I reply as we reach my yard again, mustering as much enthusiasm in my voice as I can. “We haven’t partied with those people in a decade. Although, perhaps for good reason,” I add under my breath.

“Well, most of them moved away,” Nadine chimes in, saving me from saying what I really had in mind.

Kendra’s always been the judgy sort. Back in high school, Nadine, me, and three other girls—Kendra, Paris, and Erin—were inseparable. Our squad always supported each other, from our first tampons to our last prom. And while I know Kendra has a good heart, when Mom died and I passed on college, she just … became distant. And not because she moved away. It was like associating with a gator-wrestling bartender didn’t match the shade of beige she used to paint her newly built, fat house. So we grew apart. Nadine doesn’t care, though, because Nadine generally chooses to remain blissfully unaware of people’s pettiness, a trait I often envy.

“Who else is coming?” I ask as we settle back in my garden.

“You mean is Toddrick Spencer coming?” she replies, tilting one of the suntan panels on the lounge chair so the reflected light reaches her entire face and neck.

“Not necessarily,” I say casually, pinching the odd dead leaf off my potted plants.

But she knows me too well. Toddrick and I competed for best in class during all four years of high school. If I beat him in AP Biology, he’d double down in AP Physics—you get the idea. The one activity I was always truly better than him at was sports. I excelled at gymnastics, while Toddrick, despite trying his hardest, never got very good at anything requiring athleticism, unless you count making out as a physical activity. Toddrick was also my first kiss.

“Net worth: billions, status: single, high school crush. Uh-huh.” Nadine smiles, sheltering her eyes from the sun. “Don’t worry, girl. I keep track of him on IG for you.”

“It was a Mozart–Salieri thing,” I tell her. “A rivalry. Nothing more.”

She leans forward like a spider about to jump on its prey. “Girl, I didn’t know Mozart and Salieri ever made out like that! Wild.”

I roll my eyes. “Fine, it was more than a Mozart–Salieri thing. It was a thing thing,” I admit. “Until I got”—I didn’t like to say it—“popular, I guess.”

Nadine smiles. “You mean iconic?”

I shrug at her, moving behind the counter of the outdoor bar that I use to work on my inventions.

“Iconiiiic!!” Nadine repeats emphatically. She turns back to her phone. “Siri, search ‘prom queen fire Hula-Hoop.’”

She holds up a YouTube video for my consideration. “Boom Boom Pow” by the Black Eyed Peas resounds out of the phone’s speakers. There I am, in a hotel ballroom, the night of our senior prom. In a bikini and prom queen crown, I effortlessly swirl a flaming Hula-Hoop around my hips while our classmates, minus Toddrick, who wasn’t cool enough for the prom’s after-party, go wild. The video went viral almost instantly, about a decade ago.

I wave it off. “Whole prom-queen thing needed a refresh.”

The memory’s bittersweet. Life seemed easy back then, the future full of the promise of going to space one day. And while I truly, genuinely love wrestling gators and mixing cocktails … that’s not what I was envisioning for myself as I graduated high school with the highest GPA in our year. Did I get lost, or am I exactly where I’m supposed to be?

A van door slams out front, and my dad, Calvin, emerges in a utility jumpsuit with Simpson’s Ghost Tours embroidered at the breast. He’s the color of smoked salmon, and his ponytail hasn’t been cut in a decade.

“Hi, Calvin,” Nadine says.

“Hey, Dad. How’d it go with the TV crew?”

“I had ’em pissin’ their pants all night with that creepy music box you rigged up, Rexxy. Remote control works like a charm.”

Dad owns a guided-haunts-and-paranormal-investigations company. It’s typically a one-man show, but I help by providing theatrics in the form of spooky devices that Dad discreetly controls from afar. For as long as I can remember, that company has been his passion, and he pours his whole soul into it. Says he connects with all sorts of people through the tours, that it’s when people are scared that they’re the most open and honest. I often reply that it’s when people are having a drink that they’re the most open and honest—maybe that’s why I love being a bartender.

“Glad it worked, Dad! I have a few more ideas comin’ your way,” I tell him.

“Hey, Mr. Simpson,” Nadine chimes in, “do you think Rex should become the wife of a very rich tech-titan classmate of ours? She’s excited to see him at the reunion this weekend.”

“You mean Toddrick?” Dad exclaims. “Always liked the kid. Are you dating again, Rex? I thought you were off the apps since that last guy who was into manatee role-play.”

“Eww, Rexxy,” Nadine comments.

I roll my eyes again, using a long-handled gripper to flip open a cooler lid and grasp a can of Squirt, which I toss over to Calvin.

“First of all, that’s not why I’m off the apps. I’m just tired of the whole dating scene. Second, you knowing about my dating habits is the reason why one of us needs to move out, Dad. Third, Toddrick literally has the most boss life now. He started a low Earth orbit experience.”

They both stare back blankly.

“Space tourism,” I add.

Still nothing.

“People pay a lot of money, and he flies them into frickin’ space!” I explain.

Nadine nods as if she’s been with me all along. “That’s so rude.”

“No, it’s epic! And I think maybe it’s ’cause dude never lost his focus. Never partied. Like, ever.”

Is that where I’d be if I hadn’t gotten used to being popular and started liking the parties better than the schoolbooks? Would I have liked spending the last ten years of my life with my nose glued to a computer screen, never having fun? Is Toddrick happy now, with all his money and his company’s international success?

Calvin takes the opportunity to poke a sore spot for me. “Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, and Rex, she took the one to the rave, and that has made all the difference.”

He cackles, as if this wasn’t already an old, old joke, as if one of the other reasons I stayed back in Cocoa Beach wasn’t because after Mom died, he needed all the help he could get.

“Wait, what wood?” says Nadine, confused. “Was I there?”

I sigh over her head at Dad. “Thanks, Dad.”

But this time, as I look at Dad, tired of hearing the same thing over and over, I realize that it’s up to me to make a change. As small as it may be. That’s what the crescent moon is all about. Making your own luck.

“You know what?” I decide spontaneously. “I’m gonna DM Toddrick. Ask if he’s coming.”

And if he’s there, I think as I get on Instagram, I’ll also be able to see if his life as a space entrepreneur is that awesome or if I made the right choice staying in Cocoa Beach.

“Oooh, look at Rex, sliding into Toddrick’s DMs!” Nadine laughs.

I glare at her and disregard my dad, who’s giving me a look of disbelief, like he doesn’t think I’m capable of doing it. But after a minute or so of typing, erasing, and typing again, I settle on something simple: Hey! Ten year reunion, are you coming? Then I drop my phone like it’s a mic and I’m onstage.

Ding. Not even a second later, Toddrick replies. Wouldn’t miss it ;)

I grin at Dad and Nadine, holding up my phone proudly for them to read it.

Perhaps the two roads aren’t that far apart after all.
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OUT OF THE BOX AND ZIGZAGGY




Ten days later, Nadine and I are in my cramped bathroom. I’m sitting on the edge of my tub, which I glazed in blue with silvery stars when I was twelve, while Nadine is using me as a test subject for a new makeup tutorial.

“What do you think?” she asks when she’s done, eye shadow brush in hand.

I look at myself in the cracked mirror over the sink: fluffy blond eyebrows, soft blurred lips, colorful eyelids … are those crow’s feet? I squint, heightening the wrinkles in the process.

“Do I look old?” I say to Nadine, suddenly worried.

“Dude, I mean what do you think about the makeup, not about your face generally. Are you okay?”

“Oh yeah, makeup’s great,” I reply.

The prospect of our high school reunion, of seeing Toddrick again, has been nerve-racking. After our brief text exchange ten days ago, he wrote, Can’t wait to catch up and hear about all the awesome stuff you’re up to … and the thought of doing that is terrifying. Because the “awesome stuff” I’m up to could be contained in just a few words. Bartending. Gator wrestling. Partying. If we were still in that friendly competition vibe from high school, he’d totally be taking the lead right now. By a long shot.

“Earth to Rex.” Nadine snaps her fingers. “What’s going on?”

I sigh. “What if everyone at the reunion’s, like, so cool, and we’re the only two who are still chillin’ in Cocoa Beach?”

Nadine frowns at me in the mirror. “We are still chillin’ in Cocoa Beach,” she asserts. “But you’re also a crazy genius inventor about to patent all her designs, and I’m a rising YouTube star. We’re two badass hustlers.”

“Hustlers,” I repeat.

“Yeah, makin’ moves!” she exclaims, slipping a see-through beach cover-up over a black bodysuit that emphasizes her belly bump. “Now stop worrying and let’s start partying. Come on, we gotta go.”

I follow her out, trying not to think about what I’ll tell Toddrick when I see him, instead focusing on Nadine’s pep talk. It’s true, we’re keeping busy. Even though we’re not up to the sort of conventional activities Kendra would be expecting from her monochrome living room.

[image: ]

By the time we get to the Cocoa Beach Marriott, the evening is sticky and hot, the sky heavy with the promise of rain. Lizards scatter as we step into the hall to the ballroom. The automatic doors swish open, revealing dinner tables covered in shimmery gray cloths. A glittery banner reading 10 YR REUNION COCOA BEACH TORTOISES spans the guest desk.

Nadine strides across the ballroom in full Kardashian-mommy mode: confident, glamorous, unyielding. I follow her through the crowd of former Cocoa Beach High students, waving to some of them as I pass, until we reach the lobby bar, where our former squad, Kendra, Paris, and Erin, are finishing glasses of white wine. It’s clear they’ve traded in glitter crop tops and skintight jeans for more sophisticated fare. Kendra, who was always the bossiest of our group, is sporting a strict greige shirtdress that makes her look like a chic schoolteacher. Next to Kendra stands Paris. She married rich after high school, and now she loves to remind everyone how she goes to France once a year to do all her shopping. And then, leaning on the bar, signaling the waiter for another round of drinks, is Erin, hair up in a tight bun, a blazer stretched across her shoulders, the tired look of a busy businesswoman etched on her face.

Meanwhile, in a tie-dyed dress and wide hair band, I’m dressed more for a Phish concert than a reunion and all it promises to dredge up.

It’s fine, I remind myself. I’m an inventor. I’m going to patent my designs.

“When I say ‘tortoise,’” Nadine leads loudly, flinging her arms wide, “you say what?”

The trio turns as one, each wearing a laminated senior yearbook photo pinned to her top.

“Oh my goooodddd!” shrieks Erin, the smile not quite reaching her eyes.

Paris gestures at Nadine’s jutting belly. “I love this for you!”

“Nadine!” adds Kendra. “I do all your makeup tutorials.”

“That’s why you look so hot,” says Nadine.

Everyone giggles. Then all eyes turn to me, standing behind Nadine shyly, which is not my MO. I’m off my game, and I’m not used to feeling self-conscious.

Paris tilts her head. “Rex Simpson?”

“Legend.” Erin gives a slo-mo nod, raising her glass.

“Girl, get over here!” Kendra commands. “I want to know everything!”

“Start from the beginning!” says Erin. “How was Georgia Tech?”

I can feel Nadine cringe, but I radiate casual. “Oh, yeah, I didn’t go,” I reply, my eyes lingering on Kendra’s frozen smile.

She’s the only one who knows I never made it to college, since she’s the only one of the three I stayed close to for about a year after high school, until she stopped answering my calls. Erin and Paris moved away so quickly, one to business school, the other to San Francisco, hoping to find a rich tech husband, that we didn’t stay in touch beyond the occasional happy-new-year text or brief catch-up email. Somehow I always managed to keep my professional endeavors out of these.

“But you got a full ride!” Erin objects.

“They gave you a car?” Paris asks candidly, eyes wide.

Thank you, Paris, for the deflect.

“A full scholarship,” corrects Erin, blinking at her cohort.

“My mom got sick,” I power on, “so I deferred a year. And then she passed away, and my dad was a mess, so I couldn’t exactly leave,” I explain, hating the sudden urge to justify myself. Another thing I’m not used to. I flash a smile at the trio, despite feeling anything but chipper, then look around the ballroom for Toddrick, hoping he didn’t hear any of that. But I can’t see him anywhere.

“Rex, I’m so sorry,” Erin murmurs in an appropriately soft voice while reaching out to pat my arm.

Oof. Can I tell you how much I hate the naked pity in their eyes? Why do I think this scene is going to replay itself? Over and over, all night?

“Oh, it’s okay,” I find myself prattling, defensive.

I did a little school, but let’s just say the local options weren’t exactly engrossing, m’kay?

There’s an awkward silence between the three of us, one I feel responsible for breaking.

“What about you guyyyyys!” I call out to lighten up the mood, sliding back into my old Hula-Hoop prom queen role.

“Oh my gosh, I have so much to tell you!” Kendra starts.

So they each take turns telling us about their success. Kendra’s got a toddler, an ex-husband, and a six-figure job. Paris boasts about her long and decadent summer vacays in Europe, which is expected. Erin is still single, lives in New York, and can’t get enough of her job on Wall Street. All of them are happy, healthy, and excited for the future.

And I can’t help but measure my success against theirs.

Picture me looking around for a drink—I’m feeling increasingly alone within the crowd. Is that usual at high school reunions?

I cast a sideways glance at Nadine to check her mood. She’s glowing as she shares how makeup brands have started sending samples for her to review on her channel. Kendra hides it pretty well, but I can see the envy pooling behind her eyes.

So, I’m a bartender at Gator Greg’s, I think about saying. The squad knows the place; Greg used to let us drink shandies before we were twenty-one, pretending he was pouring us beers from the tap. Thinking about it now I’ll bet it was just straight up lemonade that we were convinced we got drunk on.

It’s cool. I have complete freedom to come up with new bevvies. I continue playing out the dialogue in my head, checked out from the present conversation, which apparently involves Bitcoin and poetry. And I help my dad with his ghost tours. No actual ghosts. So far. Here’s to hoping!

“I’m gonna get a drink,” I blurt out, even though we’re standing in front of a bar. “Nadine, the usual?” I ask, and without waiting for her answer, I turn away.

Picture me holding a drink at last. I down it quickly, unable to shake off an avalanche of emotions. I feel invisible, like I can’t connect with the squad anymore, because I don’t have Kendra’s fancy lifestyle, Paris’s luxury travel habits, or Erin’s high-stakes job. Does that make me inadequate?

But I love my life, I remind myself, so why all the negative thoughts? Had I gone to Georgia Tech, it’s likely my life would have been different, more conventional, surely, but does that matter now? I chose my own road in the yellow wood. I chose to stay back and help Dad. Or did I stay because it was easier, because the alternative was too scary?

I check my phone for any news of Toddrick. None. A tray floats past, and I snatch a shrimp off, more for something to do than because I’m hungry. I need a reason to stay away from the pitying glances. So I decide to do a shot. Might make me more upbeat for when Toddrick gets here.

I’ve got a list. A list for the future. All my ideas. It’s long like a CVS receipt, okay? I continue playing out my conversation with the girls. In my mind, their reaction’s pretty bleak: polite smiles and moving on.

Another shot, rallying hard. Another phone check. Then I scan the crowd, willing Toddrick into existence. Surely this party will be better once he gets here. I watch the hypnotic disco ball rotate overhead. Ten years is nothing, though, if you’re thinking about, like, the universe. It would take one hundred thousand light-years just to cross our galaxy. Light-years! So why do we put so much pressure on ten little years?

So, yeah, dude, I’m chillin’!

I decide to take a turn around the lobby to clear my head. I pace and count my footsteps to steady myself. As I pass the sliding glass doors to the driveway, a pristine Aston Martin with dark windows rolls up to the valet outside. A door glides open, and a Gucci-loafered foot pads the asphalt. I hold my breath as a man steps out onto the curb in relaxed chinos and a white linen shirt—Toddrick. My heart does a backflip.

I stride back to the bar and nudge Nadine with my shoulder. “Dude.”

“Dude, where’s my Diet Coke?” she counters, sidestepping away from Kendra, Paris, and Erin, before adding, under her breath, “Is 401(k) a pill? ’Cause if it’s not, I was literally just in the most boring conversation on earth. What the hell happened to us?”

“What the hell happened to them?” I reply pointing at the girls. “This reunion’s kinda wack. But Toddrick just got here,” I add excitedly.

“Girl!” Nadine exclaims, winking.

I frown. “I told you it’s not like that. It’s … professional,” I tell her. “His company’s awesome. I want to know more about it. About him. About the road he took,” I state vehemently, the drinks and shots helping bolster my courage.

“Uh-huh,” Nadine replies. “Now’s your chance, then. He’s right behind you.”

I spin around fast. Toddrick is marching our way. He beams when he spots me.

“Rex!”

My breath snags. Toddrick has grown up to be handsome: his jaw is chiseled enough to cut through glass, and he’s got short dark hair and day-old stubble that’s giving him a brooding air. I quickly pull myself together.

Be chill, Rex.

“Holllld. Up,” I manage to say, eyes wide. I turn to the girls, still sipping their wines at the bar behind me. “YOU GUYS! Toddrick Spencer is here! Can we slow-clap for this man?” I start the honors.

Toddrick takes an extravagant bow and gives us all a disarming smile, which makes Kendra cough into her drink while Paris blushes and Erin fans herself.

“Should we get a drink?” Toddrick asks.

“Definitely.”

He places a hand on my back to lead me to a second bar on the other side of the ballroom.

I turn and mouth a “sorry” to Nadine, feeling a bit guilty for leaving her alone again.

“Two whiskeys,” Toddrick orders once we’re in front of the waiter. “Neat.”

I give him the once-over. “Classy,” I comment with a smirk.

“Stop. No matter how hard I try, I’ll never reach Rex Simpson–level cool,” he says.

“Oh please,” I reply, mock batting my eyelashes at him.

Did he just blush?

“Come on,” he answers, turning away quickly. “Let’s find a table.”

The place is beginning to empty out when we sit down, leaning close together.

“So,” Toddrick starts. “What have you been up to?”

I take a large gulp of my whiskey. “Oh, you know,” I answer offhandedly. “A little bit of this, a little bit of that. Definitely keeping busy, if you know what I mean.”

What the hell am I even saying?

But Toddrick nods intensely, as if in understanding. “You can’t talk about it, can you?”

I give him my best mysterious look. Is not correcting someone the same as lying?

“Rex! Are you working for the government?” he concludes. “What is it? Classified research? Space intelligence? Spacecraft technolog—”

Before his excitement builds to the next level, I interrupt him.

“What about you, dude! You made a frickin’ space airline.”
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