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“The opposite of love’s indifference.” —The Lumineers


“In maintaining the pretense of its invisibility, Whiteness maintains the pretense of its inevitability, and its innocence.” —Dr. Eve L. Ewing














Dear Reader,


This story contains discussions of racism and white supremacy in subtle and not-so-subtle terms. There are no outright racial slurs in this book, but their absence may not make its contents less painful. In addition, there are discussions of fatphobia and Islamophobia. Please read with caution.














PROLOGUE


February


With her grandmother’s heart and arms too weak to lift the soil, Shania had come to help bury the dog.


“I think under the sycamore is best,” Gram said. “Or maybe by the willow. What do you think?”


Shania surveyed the wide green yard, the chipping white fence that contained it. There were only the two trees, as scrubby and stunted as the rest of her hometown of Morrisville, and Simon had spent enough hours under them, it was true. But like his person, Simon’s true love had been the shade of the garden, and Shania’s eyes fell on the neat rows at the center of the yard. This was where he had often settled his smooth, spotted body while Gram tended the vegetables.


“What about by the tomatoes?” Shania asked. “Is that bad for the garden, to put a dead dog in it? He took so many naps there. Maybe right next to it?”


And if Shania hadn’t been thinking of one kind of grief, she may not have missed the other—the cloud that passed over her grandmother’s face as she considered the garden, the only thing Gram really called her own. Medicine and doctors’ bills took the rest, Gram’s efforts to fix the heart in her chest that didn’t quite know how to be a heart without some help. Gram looked at the tomatoes, and Shania might have seen the remembering, but she was picking up the shovel, testing it against stiff earth.


“Why not?” her grandmother said softly. “Nothing helps growth like death.”


Shania dug while her grandmother watched, both shivering a little in the wind. The sycamore shuddered. At their feet was the bundle of yellow blanket, Simon inside, once a beagle but now just another seed. The wind shifted the fringe of the blanket he had claimed as his own. “Chenille!” Gram had always exclaimed, but she never took it from him. Now it was going in the ground.


“I don’t think I can keep it up,” her grandmother said, but Shania kept digging.


“I’ll help you,” Shania said. “Anything you can’t do, you can teach me, and I’ll do it.”


Shania was busy with the soil, the sharp tooth of the shovel, thinking about how this garden in the middle of Morrisville sometimes felt like the only place with life. Gram saw the whole town as an oasis she would never abandon, and Shania felt a duty to love it a little out of loyalty, but the way the garden looked in February was the way Morrisville felt to her year-round. School was school—her handful of half-friends, theater kids who didn’t mind that she sat silent most of the time. They needed an audience, and Shania needed to watch—at least at first. But first impressions always turned into expectations, especially in Morrisville, where you were cast as the role you auditioned for. In first grade, Shania had been a swaying daisy in the background of the Alice in Wonderland musical, and a swaying daisy she had remained. In Morrisville, a daisy could never become Alice. At least in her grandmother’s garden, Shania was where a daisy belonged.


“There’s something I always wanted to tell you,” Gram said, and Shania looked. At some point while she’d been digging, Gram had crouched down next to the still form that had been Simon. “Something I think you need to know.”


Shania thought it was about her father—a feeling Gram had always had, an omen on Shania’s parents’ wedding night that predicted his eventual departure with a rich woman eighteen years his senior, floating out of Morrisville the way Shania’s mother always wished she herself would. Shania went back to digging. The shovel sounded like a hatchet.


“If it’s about Dad,” Shania said, “I don’t really need to know, okay? He’s a liar.”


And if Shania hadn’t been so focused on the cracking in her heart, she might have noticed the way Gram’s hand had risen to cover her own.


“We all are, sweet pea,” Gram said. A few strands of silver hair had escaped from her hat and fluttered as the breeze picked up.


“We’re all what?” Shania said.


“Liars.”


At the moment Shania’s shovel cut through pale roots, her grandmother slumped over in the garden, lips fluttering. Her hat rolled on its brim and came to a rest beneath the tomatoes. Gram and the beagle were two bright, still things under a dishwater sky, and Shania’s scream rose into it, startling the crows, sending them spinning toward the sun, as her mother sprinted from the house.


By the time the ambulance took her grandmother away—Shania’s mother in the back, her eyes dry and grim—the birds had settled back onto their branches. Shania had nothing else to do but put the dog in the hole she’d dug and smooth soil over the top like gauze over a wound.














CHAPTER 1


September


After the drab blue and gray of the bus’s interior—the color of a public bathroom, the same lingering smell—the blood on the concrete seems impossibly red. Comic book red. A deep, important scarlet. Shania doesn’t notice until it’s already on her shoes.


“Shit,” she whispers, staring down, trying to convince herself it’s paint. She looks up and scans the brick wall beyond the sidewalk. Graffiti, but none of it red. None of it new. She assumes graffiti artists use spray paint, not a bucket that might be tipped. She glances around, but there’s no one near enough to see, and certainly no one she knows. She’s still learning the names of all this new city’s parts, and this is South Blue Rock, or as most people call it, SoBR.


At night SoBR’s streets swarm with bar hoppers, cars with Lyft signs in the windshields. At eight o’clock in the morning, however, just Paulie’s and Goddess are open: doughnuts and cold-pressed organic juice. SoBR has only been a trendy part of town for a few years. Graffiti is starting to peel in places, men with no homes fade in and out of sight like specters, and across the street two thin white women wearing leggings leave Goddess clutching cups of juice and laughing nasally laughs. Shania had applied to Goddess before Paulie’s but didn’t know what wheatgrass was. She knew what doughnuts were. Mr. Ahmed hired her immediately.


She steps inside Paulie’s, where Mr. Ahmed himself stands behind the counter. He’s tall and narrow as a phone pole, with only a slight paunch at his waist to indicate he owns the oldest doughnut shop in Blue Rock. When the door closes behind her, Shania is sealed into the yeasty aroma that only old-fashioned bakeries can emit. She has to swallow then, as she does every time she walks in. The smell is like her grandmother’s house, and as happens often since the funeral, the memories are so loud in her head they threaten to scream.


“You’ve come for your riches,” calls Mr. Ahmed, not taking his eyes off the TV hanging in the corner.


“My minimum-wage treasure, please,” Shania says, but he ignores her, gesturing instead at the TV in outrage.


“A new Dunking Donuts,” he enunciates. “By the airport. Bastards!”


“But the airport is like eight miles from here,” Shania says.


He narrows his eyes at her.


“You think people will not drive eight miles for this? Their cheap coffee? We must have a special now. We will call it Commuter Coupon. You come Monday through Thursday, and then Friday you get free coffee. Eh?”


He opens his arms wide, a demand for feedback.


“That’s pretty good,” Shania says. “Maybe let them choose whether they get a free coffee or a free doughnut. People like doughnuts on Fridays.”


“They do?”


“Yeah, sure. The weekend. You know? I don’t know.”


“Yes,” he says solemnly. “TGIF.”


“Right.”


“Everything is good, working at night?”


“Yeah, it’s good, Mr. Ahmed. Thanks for working with my school schedule.”


He nods, rubbing his short beard.


“You work late. You are a young woman. You have someone taking you home at night?”


“I take the bus,” she says. “It’s no big deal.”


“Your parents are happy with this?” he asks. She thinks he doesn’t really mean happy; he means okay. It’s not okay, but she lies.


“Sure,” she says. “SoBR is really busy at night. It’s not like anything’s going to happen with all those people around.”


“Yes, yes, but this neighborhood… it is changing. Can cause bumps.”


“Huh?”


“You know. Like an earthquake.” He places his hands palm down, side by side, then rubs the sides of them against each other. His fingers overlap, then move apart, then overlap again. “When the plates in the earth shift, everything shakes. There is shaking here sometimes. Watch where you put your feet.”


Outside, check in hand, she feels the temporary surge of “having.” A few feet away, two more white women, one carrying a rolled-up yoga mat, prepare to cross the street. The one carrying the mat wears a shirt that reads NAMA-STAY IN BED. She discusses her imminent juice order, and Shania’s eyes flit toward Goddess. The woman is pretty, and Shania considers spending six dollars of her newly acquired money on the bright-green juice, just to have something in common with her. But then she sees the woman’s teeth: impossibly white, all obeying the rules of geometry, a mouthful of blank dominoes. Shania’s tongue finds her top-right canine, which sticks out slightly like a bent spoke on a bicycle. It’s her reminder: Every penny is already claimed. She imagines fixing her teeth will somehow fix all her other problems. But right now she needs to catch the bus.


The Blue Rock Transit Authority app tells her she has four minutes as she trots down the street toward the corner, eyeing the cracked soil on either edge of the sidewalk. Here and there is bindweed, which perhaps someone encouraged to grow, not recognizing a weed when they saw one. The roots, she knows, are nests of pallid snakes beneath the ground—the same plants are outside the dumpy apartment she and her mother now call home, their own roots dug out of Morrisville after her grandmother’s death. First her parents’ divorce and then Gram’s funeral—Shania doesn’t blame her mother for fleeing.


This new state is concave and humid, but it’s green—at least, once you get to the edges of Blue Rock. Gram never visited this city (or any city) and would’ve preferred, if they’d had to leave Morrisville, that they live in the country as she did. “Closer to God,” she always said, and even crocheted it on a pillow. But the countryside doesn’t have the most expensive high school in the region, and that’s why Shania and her mother are really here—a parting gift from her father, financed by “the woman,” as Shania’s mother calls her: If the woman wants to try to buy us off by paying for your school, we’ll let her. But we won’t make it cheap.


Shania pulls out her student ID as she walks. In it, her face smiles out uncertainly, the pastel pink and blue in her hair still fresh from when she had it done over the summer, her eyes the same cerulean. They’d spelled her name wrong: SHANIA GESTER. It’s Hester. But she’s grateful that they at least hadn’t spelled it with an F. The hair had been a “new school” gift from her mother when they decided she’d be going to Bard Academy for Excellence—a bribe for leaving Morrisville. Her life there has faded like the colors in her hair, and she’s glad of the latter, at least. She realized quickly that Bard isn’t the kind of school for unicorn hair. At the edge of SoBR, Bard is something like a hidden fortress in Lord of the Rings, surrounded by (urban) wildlife, populated by the children of the oldest, wealthiest families in Blue Rock. Highlights are always Legolas-blonde at Bard, one of their many codes.


Her phone vibrates—a text from Hallie, the one person from Morrisville who has tried to keep in touch.


Miss you! Guess who just found out she’s on the event planning committee? PROM SHALL BE MINE.


Shania smiles. Hallie is a theater kid but also a big activity girl. Whoever gave her the reins would realize very soon that they may have created a monster. Shania replies with a long string of hearts and a Cinderella GIF. It feels a little strange texting her—like Gram’s death turned Morrisville into a cemetery. Texting Hallie is like communing with the dead.


At the bus stop she almost steps in blood again. The sun has moved just in these few minutes and falls differently on the puddle now. It coats the pavement ahead of her in a wet, crimson splash, an undefined shape like a red cloud or a puff of smoke.


And there she is, appearing as she so often does. Her grandmother—the blood is hers for the instant Shania lets her mind wander. It’s a strange thing, because Gram’s death wasn’t the bloody kind. It was the slow kind, the kind with tubes and shrugging doctors. So perhaps, Shania thinks, the blood on the pavement feels like her own—as if the ripping of her grandmother from her life left a gaping hole, as red and raw as fresh meat.


“Breakfast,” a voice says, and Shania jerks. It comes from a man leaning in the corner of the bus shelter, his dingy gray shirt hanging off his body like a shroud. Shania hadn’t even noticed him.


“What?” she says.


He clears his throat.


“Puts you off your breakfast.” His gums are the bright pink of a kitten’s tongue.


“Yeah,” Shania mutters, looking again at the blood. Her mind reels back from the day in the garden, from the following days in the Morrisville hospital. Now a stab of different unease aches between her ribs, her mind beginning to run away with itself. The man’s proximity, the rasp of his voice, the hole in his shoe with the sock exposed like fuzzy organs through a wound. He, too, is staring at the blood.


“Called the police,” he says. “By the time they came, the thing was gone. Should’ve called animal control. Maybe they could’ve helped it.”


“Helped what?”


“The cat,” he says, blinking at her. “Somebody knifed it up. Started down there.” He points, and Shania follows his finger with her eyes, back the way she had come. She sees the blood now, a trail down the concrete that she hadn’t noticed.


“In front of the hat shop,” he says. “That’s where it happened.”


“You saw it happen?”


“Cops weren’t interested,” he says, nodding. “I told ’em you gotta be a monster to kill an animal like that. No reason. No defense. What’s a cat going to do about a knife? I thought it came here to die.” His eyes are back on the blood at Shania’s feet. “But it ended up somewhere else.”


“Oh,” Shania says. She wants to be on the bus, to be departing.


“Watch yourself out here,” he says, and she thinks it sounds like he’s talking to himself now. “There’s monsters in Southtown. The light is always above them, so they don’t cast a shadow.”
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She steps off the bus in front of Bard Academy, and the morning air curls around her ankles like uncut grass. The Farmers’ Almanac, a slim bound book with dates and predictions for the year ahead, says it will be an early fall. Shania carries her own edition, a sad replacement for the one she’d grown up watching her grandmother leaf through. Gram’s copy was out of date—from 1999—but Gram always swore, without explanation, that it was the only year that mattered. It’s been almost seven months since her death, and where some people might get closer to the Bible, Shania has turned to the almanac. She and her mother had emptied Gram’s house after the funeral, Shania searching every inch for the 1999 copy. But like her grandmother, it was a ghost. Shania’s current version is an imitational comfort, and she peeks in her bag to ensure it’s there, tucked in with her book of Anne Stanton’s poetry. Gram had liked Anne Stanton, a woman who wrote about the earth and its creatures. So Shania carries them both: talismans.


Shania climbs the steps, moving between classmates who ignore her. If she had dreams of leaving the role of swaying daisy behind, she has now become a different sort of Alice. The student body of Bard regards her like the talking flowers did on the girl’s first foray into Wonderland: Is she one of us? No, not quite. Her dress is like petals but there’s something that’s off. She must be a weed.


She drops off her bag at her locker. Two girls brush past her, all spray-tanned legs and white, white teeth. They carry overpriced coffee from Rhino. Before she moved here, Shania had no idea people her age drank coffee. In Morrisville, if you were tired before class, you drank Red Bull. Bard is like a movie-set version of a school, and nothing about it feels like home. Except the greenhouse.


It’s nestled in the heart of the building, a humid core of flowers and vines and rows of work planters where every semester the class raises a variety of plants, experimenting with soil toxicity, different pesticides, hydroponics. Shania’s careful little family of hollyhocks and spiderwort are the only relationships she’s been able to cultivate since school began; her tiny crop of green babies is a mere two feet long, but she looks forward to seeing it, like a dog at the end of a long day. Except this day is just beginning. Just sixty-two more until winter break.


Michelle is already there, at the neighboring planter, the only person who might like the greenhouse more than Shania.


“Hey,” Shania says. They usually say hey. Michelle doesn’t hear her today: She has earbuds in, and rap music drifts faintly to Shania’s ears, a small surprise. Michelle looks like a beauty queen, a Black girl with straight hair to her shoulders and a wide, warm smile that belongs at the door of a church. She doesn’t seem like the rap-music type, Shania thinks. When Michelle asked Shania’s name at the beginning of the year, she’d said, “Oh, like the singer?” and Shania had reserved some small hope that perhaps they had some secret common interests. But Michelle mostly keeps to herself, and Shania hasn’t quite mastered the trick of being a normal person in a world without Gram. It’s a little like relearning how to walk.


She almost tries greeting Michelle again, but Adam and JP are blundering in, laughing. Michelle looks up, one hand plucking an earbud out. The music is gone.


“Those are my garden gloves, bro,” JP says, snatching a pair from Adam’s grasp. “You’ve got little, tiny baby-hands. You can’t fit these.”


“Better than your little, tiny baby—”


“Oh, bro, shut the fuck up!”


“What even is that?” JP grunts, pointing at Adam’s planter. “Did you plant poison ivy?”


“No, but that would be an epic prank.”


“Better if you planted some weed.”


Catherine Tane sweeps in, her blonde dreadlocks tied into a thick bushel at her neck. She doesn’t wear the short shorts and sandals that the rest of the girls wear: She swishes around in a long white peasant skirt, three inches of golden belly showing above it before the rest of her is concealed in what appears to be a hand-knit halter top. She’s fond of calling herself a sexy hippie.


“Who’s talking about weed?” Catherine says.


“Michelle,” JP says, pointing.


Michelle rolls her eyes. “Please.”


“I bet you Ms. Hassoon is a total weedhead,” JP says.


“Obviously.” Catherine nods.


“Didn’t she move here from Cali? I’m going to ask her if she knows anybody who owns a dispensary. That’s what I’m going to do with this botany shit.”


“You and a thousand other people,” says Catherine. “By the time you graduate, there’s going to be so many.”


“It’s not even legal here yet! Maybe I’ll be the first fucking one.”


“You need to sell munchies too,” Adam offers. “What are those chips your brother’s always eating, Catherine? The square ones.”


“I don’t keep tabs on Prescott’s snack habits,” she says, staring at her phone. Shania’s heart flips a small, irrational somersault at the mention of Prescott Tane. Catherine’s brother is a Bard golden boy despite missing so much school that the teachers applaud when he actually shows up. He plays lacrosse and has Captain America hair and the same catalog smile as Catherine, though he uses it much less. Shania has never spoken to Prescott, but she sees him and has spent a lot of time thinking about what she would say to him if they did speak.


“Well, whatever they are, I’m going to need them,” JP says. “If I’m going to corner the market, then I need all your support.”


“Too much competition,” Catherine says, still looking at her phone.


JP laughs. “All my competition is in jail,” he says.


“This is the perfect time to become a weed expert,” Adam says with a nod. “You’re going to be rich!”


Richer, Shania thinks, annoyance sprouting in her like a sapling. JP’s car keys are sitting on his work table—she can see the Jaguar emblem from where she sits. If the keys were hers, her tooth would already be in line.


“It’s not really fair that they have to be in jail if it’s legal now,” Shania says. She surprises herself. But there’s no going back now.


“What?” JP’s smirk is the expression one makes at an ant before it is squashed.


“If they’re legalizing weed everywhere,” Shania says, making it up as she goes along, “then, I don’t know, they should let out all the people that are in jail for it from before.”


If Shania’s mother were here, she’d stare at her daughter as if she had grown a second head. She’s worked in jails for the last twelve years, and Shania knows she would disagree with this speech. Shania doesn’t even know if she herself believes it, but the need to be contrary is like a sudden twitch of limbs. This is who Gram had been—tough as a walnut, mouthful of opinions. Shania steps into her shadow.


Adam shrugs on behalf of JP.


“I mean, they broke a law, though. It was illegal before. They need to do their time.”


“That seems like—like bullshit,” Shania says, stammering a little now that it’s settled in that she’s actually talking to these people. “People are making tons of money doing the same thing other people used to get arrested for? That’s… I mean, that’s bullshit.”


“Oh my God,” Catherine says, finally putting down her phone. “You are so fucking woke.”


On her other side, Shania hears the slightest scoff from Michelle, sees the smallest twist of her mouth. Michelle’s eyes dart in Catherine’s direction, then she puts her earbuds back in.


“You hear that?” Catherine says, curling her lip at the boys. “Woke Girl says your dispensary plans are nardshark.”


“What does that even mean?” Shania says. This is part of the Bard lexicon. Nardshark. Quayloo. Tomrom. Nonsense words mostly invented by Catherine that the rest of the student body snaps up like piranhas.


“It means JP is an idiot,” Catherine says happily.


Ms. Hassoon glides in then, the hijab she wears a soft lavender. She’s paired it with a matching gardening apron.


“I’m having a party later,” Catherine says, addressing JP and Adam. “Bring some of your future stock.”


She winks, and then Shania is surprised when those shiny blue eyes are turned on her.


“You should come too. It’ll be fun. I need somebody to tag team JP with when he gets drunk and starts talking about how great Game of Thrones is. Do you hate Game of Thrones? You have the look of someone who hates Game of Thrones.”


“I do.” Shania nods, slipping on the lie like velvet gloves. She’s never seen the show.


“Tomrom,” says Catherine. “I knew it.”


“Pesticides,” Ms. Hassoon calls. “Who did the homework?”


Beside Shania, Michelle strokes the leaves of her roses. Shania looks down at the strong green shoots weaving their way up the trellis of her own planter. She makes plans to read the Game of Thrones wiki. She’s already planning what she will wear. Growth, she thinks. Good.














CHAPTER 2


She shouldn’t have worn a dress.


Shania had envisioned entering the party and the music slowing, the fabric of her dress a swinging red lantern that lights up the room. But home mirrors are traitors—she had thought she looked retro-movie-star pale, moonrock pale. Now, stepping off the bus that the BRTA app said would take her to Catherine Tane’s house, her skin looks splotchy, bluish. She’s on the sidewalk, hesitating, considering catching a bus home, when someone calls her name. She looks around, startled, and finds a Black girl standing near the corner, looking at her curiously. It takes Shania a moment to recognize her.


“Michelle,” Shania says finally, surprised. Michelle waves, and Shania notices the person beside her, Willa Langford, a white girl from Bard who Shania had seen on Catherine Tane’s Instagram when she’d lurked her long-ago posts. Willa’s hair is different, Shania decides: dyed a deep red now instead of the blonde featured in Catherine’s feed.


“What are you doing over here?” Michelle says. “Are you going to Catherine’s too?”


“Yeah.”


“You’re about to cross the wrong way,” Willa says.


They walk through the residential area that has emerged near the SoBR neighborhood. Shania follows Michelle and Willa, almost breathless from trying to keep up in her cursed wedges, but to ask them to slow down would be too close to acknowledging the ridiculousness of her chosen attire, so she just trudges along. She distracts herself by gaping at the outlandish houses. Most of them hug the street closely, ornate gates guarding their meticulously landscaped front yards.


“None of this used to be here,” Michelle says. “I remember when this was all warehouses and shotgun homes. We would drive through on the way to my aunt’s church.”


“No wonder these look so new,” Shania says.


“My uncle lived over here when I was a kid,” Willa says, texting as she walks. “There used to be a lady who sold cookies on that corner every Sunday. Wish she still did. I’m hungry as shit.”


“Catherine will have something,” Michelle says.


“Of course she will,” Willa says, and Shania thinks she hears something in her voice, but by the time she gets a glimpse of Willa’s face, any trace of it is swallowed up.


Michelle looks at Shania out of the corner of her eye, a subtle up and down.


“First party?” she asks, a hint of a smile in her voice.


“Is it that obvious?”


Shania looks down at herself once more. Her legs don’t look as violently white now that she’s off the bus. She prays Catherine’s house is dim.


“It’s a cute dress, though,” Michelle says, generous.


Shania is about to reply when a man appears before them, hanging out the window of a green car, mouth wide open. He’s already passed by the time she catches the words he spews.


“ONE HAS TITS, TWO HAVE ASS! I’LL TAKE ALL THREE!”


The girls stare after him silently.


“Who the fuck drives a green car,” Michelle says finally, and Shania bursts out laughing. Michelle smiles a grim smile and Willa chuckles. The crosswalk pings to WALK, and the three of them cross the street, making the rest of their way to Catherine’s in silence.


Catherine Tane’s home is a three-story outrage on a hill, at the end of a winding driveway surrounded by a crush of leafy trees. The entire ground level is made of glass and metal, wood and crystal, and Willa opens the door without knocking. Music bursts out. She walks right in, Michelle on her heels. They seem to be on a mission. Shania hesitates and then follows them inside, where Bard kids sprawl on couches and plush rugs. There are no cardboard boxes crowding the edges of the room; the baseboards aren’t gray with several tenants’ worth of dust. The house and the people in it seem to shine.


“Look who’s here,” Willa says next to her, nodding at a chestnut-haired boy coming out of what must be the kitchen. He has a slice of pizza on a plate and edges along the perimeter of the party with the look of someone who wants to go unnoticed.


“Who’s that?” Shania says.


“Benjamin Tane. Prescott and Catherine’s brother.”


“Wait, there’s a third Tane? Does he go to Bard?”


“There’s actually a fourth Tane too,” Willa says. “Older, though. Dad’s first marriage. But no, Ben opted for public school. Catherine and Prescott unofficially hate him. The redheaded sheep.”


“He doesn’t have red hair,” Shania says, peering.


“No, but like, you know, the ‘redheaded stepchild’ but with ‘black sheep.’ Like, he’s not actually a stepchild, but… ugh, never mind. You ruined my joke.”


“Sorry,” Shania says, shrugging.


“I haven’t seen him since last year,” Michelle says. “He got cute.”


“He was always cute,” Willa counters.


“Says the gay girl.”


“Which makes my taste even more trustworthy. He’s cool too, though. Comes to the library sometimes. We’ve been talking more.”


They drift off, and Shania is too shy to follow, which leaves her weaving her way through people whose faces she knows but who don’t know her. Parties, and especially this one, make her feel like an alien zipped into flesh. She drifts outside, trying to look human.


“You came!” Catherine’s voice rises over the music and party chatter, and Shania turns to find Catherine beelining toward her through the crowd, drink in hand. Catherine pauses, assessing Shania’s dress. “You’re so… fancy.”


“I, uh, I’m coming from a dinner,” Shania says.


If Catherine hears the lie in Shania’s voice, she plows right past it, handing her a drink.


“No bigs! Feel free to take your shoes off. They look like they hurt. I can’t wear heels anymore. I have bunions. My mom says I’ll need surgery at some point, but if I did it now, then I’d have to be in a cast or whatever, and I’d be out of field hockey. So quayloo. Fuck that. I’ll wait.”


“I didn’t know you played field hockey,” Shania says. She did, in fact. But this was a conversational tool of her grandmother’s. Be polite. Be curious. Shania remembers Gram smiling in her garden. Then she was slumping on the ground.


Shania shakes her head, returning to the conversation. But Catherine has already moved on from field hockey, leading Shania toward the table where the drinks are stacked.


“There’s food in the kitchen too,” Catherine says, flapping her hand toward her beast of a home. “Pizza and shit.”


“I saw your brother with some. Ben.”


“Oh, Ben made an appearance? Shocking. Honestly, Shania, my family is the worst. I have two brothers considered hot by people not related to them, and both are different versions of annoying. Why couldn’t I have sisters? We could have been like the sexier version of the Bennets.”


“Who?”


“Pride and Prejudice, Shania. I’d be Elizabeth. If Elizabeth smoked weed.”


Having Catherine talk directly to you, Shania realizes, is sort of like standing in the path of a grinning hurricane. Catherine passes her a drink.


“Where’s that dress from?” Catherine says, changing gears.


Shania tells her, and Catherine nods several times.


“I always see that account on Instagram, but I don’t think my boobs are big enough to make anything they have look good. You don’t really have that problem, so that’s cool. Good for you. Good for your boobs.”


“Thanks, I guess.” Shania laughs. She can feel her spine loosening. She slips her wedges off, bends down, and clutches them in her drinkless hand. I can be normal, she insists to herself. A new normal. Someone whose throat doesn’t close around a sob when she smells bread or sees a beagle. Someone who goes to parties and laughs. Morrisville is in the past. This is now.


Someone cranks the music, and a pop song Shania vaguely recognizes booms out over the pool, jerking her back into the moment—she swears the water ripples. Catherine points at someone Shania can’t see near the house and yells yeahhhh in approval of the musical selection. Turning and shimmying her shoulders playfully, her blonde dreadlocks thwip left and right as she swings her head in time to the beat. Her smile is infectious, her tan convincing, and her teeth white as a puppy’s. She’s the right kind of friend, Shania thinks. The kind of friend who’s like confetti over your life. Shania lets her shoulders loosen and sways a little to the music, trying to look as carefree as Catherine Tane absolutely is.


The song transitions into a bass-heavy rap song, and Catherine grabs a drink off the table, holding it aloft and wiggling her hips.


“Michelllllle,” she cries, throwing her head back like a wolf. “Dance with me!”


Michelle looks up from where she’s sitting by the pool with Willa. She sits cross-legged at the edge rather than putting her feet in. She smiles at Catherine, but it’s a guarded smile, delicate like a cathedral window. She waves Catherine off and doesn’t move.


“Michelle! Teach me how to twerk,” Catherine says, galloping over to the pool and reaching down to tug on Michelle’s wrist. “Come on, I love this song! Teach me!”


Michelle’s church smile tightens, like the glass it’s made of has encountered a pebble, a hairline crack spreading across it. Beside her, Willa’s back has stiffened. She’d been twirling her hair around her wrist, but now she lets it flop free, a curtain of fire over her shoulders. Her eyes dart over to the house, then back at Catherine.


“I don’t know how,” Shania sees Michelle’s mouth say, but she can’t hear her.


“Come on, of course you know how! Teach me to twerk, Michelle!”


Willa leans in and whispers something to Michelle, her mouth twisted to an angle that communicates pissed. Having no luck pulling Michelle to her feet, Catherine backs away, dropping her hands to her knees and jerking her hips left and right. Her smile is star bright, the drink in her cup spilling onto her bare feet. Willa and Michelle maneuver to the edge of the party. Catherine’s laughter carries over the music, and then Blake and Amy and other people laugh too, at the absurdity of it—at the welcome feeling of shared shame transforming into pride.


Shania knows one must be careful in moments like these. Laugh too much or stand too close, and the lens can shift quickly. Then it’ll be “Shania, can you twerk? Let’s see!” and Shania is not a girl like Catherine, to whom a blush is a tool or a trick. A blush for Shania is a fallen domino, which will then lead to her entire chest turning strawberry, her voice squeaky, her armpits sweaty. While the song booms on, she edges carefully sideways, making her way around the water to a balcony.


The air is chillier at the balcony rail, away from the heat of intoxicated bodies and the pool. But the view. She remembers what the homeless man at the bus stop had said about monsters lurking in SoBR, but from here the area is fangless and sparkling. If there are monsters below, they’ve retreated to their caves. Still, Shania can think only of her grandmother, the way she spurned cities, even pretty ones, and again finds herself longing for the almanac that Gram had kept so close, always on her bedside table. Shania supposes that a book, like a person, can be there one moment and then gone the next. She pulls out her phone. It’s ten—her mother should be on break.


Can we go to the storage unit this weekend? Shania texts her. I want to check that box with Gram’s photo albums one more time to make sure we didn’t miss her almanac.


Her mother’s reply is quick—just as Shania expects. Knowing her schedule has been key in getting away with working nights at Paulie’s.


We’ve checked ten times, Shane. It’ll turn up.


“You dropped a shoe,” a boy’s voice says, and she jumps. Her grip slips, and she juggles her beer for a long second before it ultimately falls with a pop, hissing out onto the concrete.


“Whoa.” He laughs, jumping back. “Relax. I’m not going to rob you.”


Between her shoe in his outstretched hand and the liquid just beyond her bare toes, it takes her half a breath to realize the boy she almost spilled beer on is Prescott Tane.


“I—I—sorry,” she stammers, reaching for her wedge. The beer snakes closer to him in a slow golden swell. “Look out… Those look like really nice shoes.”


“Shoes,” he says, touching the approaching beer flood with a toe. “That’s what they’re for.”


“Yeah,” she says, still flustered. “Yeah, I guess so.”


His eyes sweep down over her, and it’s as if her blush has grown massive red hands that encircle her throat in a chokehold.


“That’s a really nice dress,” he says, and his eyes mean it. “No one dresses up for parties anymore.”


His hair is short on the sides and long on top, a golden-brown flop hanging down near one eye. It’s jock with maybe a little punk, grown out from a floppy swoop into something gelled and purposeful. If this were a movie, she would have a clever comeback, something about why he’s just wearing a white T-shirt if he wishes people would dress up. But the T-shirt looks like a tux on Prescott Tane, so all she can say is, “Thank you.”


This princely boy puts her shoe into her hand like a cork-soled glass slipper, and when she finally looks up into his eyes, gray-blue in the Tiki torches set up to keep the bugs away, she thinks maybe she could be Cinderella.


He steps over the sea of beer and leans on the rail.


“This is my favorite spot,” he says. “Being able to see the whole city… I can’t decide if it makes me feel small or big.”


“We’re kind of both at any given moment, right?” she says, another of her grandmother’s sayings.


Prescott looks at her with his eyebrows raised.


“Deep,” he says.


“Not really,” she mutters, and looks out at the city again. She can feel him staring.


“I didn’t know Catherine was having a party tonight,” he says. “Makes it hard to enjoy my solitude out here.”


“Sorry.” She makes to move, but he reaches out and lays a hand gently on her wrist—not encircling it, but resting there like a butterfly.


“No, no,” he says. “Stay. I usually just sit here and pretend I’m Batman looking down at Gotham City, so it’s not like you’re interrupting anything really important here.”


She’s so surprised that she laughs a real laugh, forgetting about her tooth. Her hand flies to her mouth, shocked by her own off-guardedness. He laughs too, and might even be blushing a little, and the possibility that there’s something about her that’s warm enough to put heat in his cheeks fills her with a glow between sunshine and lightning.


“Where’s your cape?” she teases. She’s teasing Prescott Tane.


“Well, I mostly focus on the brooding part. Batman’s a brooder.”


Catherine charges up, the music thumping behind her almost like the Jaws soundtrack.


“You’re back!” she says, punching her brother.


“I never left,” he says.


“Yes, you did.” She rolls her eyes, then turns to Shania. “My brother thinks he has an invisibility cloak. He doesn’t. Come on, Shania.”


The hostess has summoned her. Shania mumbles goodbye to Prescott—the blush is in her tongue too—and follows his sister back to the pool, where other white girls are doing the thing where they writhe-dance with hands in hair. But something has shifted, Shania thinks: a subtle changing of view, a camera’s lens widening to include her in the frame. People look at her, maybe for the first time since she arrived at Bard. And for the rest of the night, when she lets her eyes wander from whatever conversation she’s part of, Catherine at her elbow, she finds Prescott’s eyes on her. They’re so blue she could drink them.
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The buzz of the party takes a long time to leak from Shania’s veins. She’s still awake, her phone long abandoned, and she’s staring at the ceiling when her mother comes in from work. It’s two thirty in the morning.


She watches as her mother hangs her keys on the hook by the door, quiets them with her palm, and glances toward the couch that serves as Shania’s bed. Her mother silently creeps through the living room before pausing in the hall, and Shania wonders if she does this every night Shania is already asleep. Or perhaps she can somehow sense her daughter’s wakefulness, can recognize versions of her breath that Shania isn’t even aware of.


She turns away a moment later and heads down the short hall to her bedroom, where Shania can hear her taking off the uniform she wears for her job at the prison. The muted clatter of her badge on the dresser. The sink and sigh of her body onto the bed. Other soft sounds that Shania takes in silently, her eyes fluttering closed. It’s almost a lullaby, until a new sound finds its way to her ears, a sound that nudges her awake.


Her mother is crying.


There’s still a slice of light in the hallway, cutting through the narrow opening of her mother’s door, and Shania swings her legs off the couch. Her feet carry her across the tired brown carpet, past the bathroom. She sees her mother’s legs perched at the edge of her bed. Shania raises her hand to knock, when she sees what her mother holds in her lap.


A shoebox, full of an assortment of things Shania immediately recognizes as Gram’s.


Between her mother’s fingertips is a red feather, and she twists it for a moment before carefully returning it to the box. It joins a round flash of silver—a windup toy, a monkey crashing cymbals. A cloud of warm yellow—a spool of mustard-colored yarn left over from the blanket Gram knit, which Simon the beagle eventually claimed as his own. Useless things, things that did nothing but sit in the house that was once Gram’s home. Shania’s mother’s private stash of memories, things she had deemed precious as they packed the rest of the house for donation. But then Shania sees it. The faded yellow cover, the cracked black and red letters.


Gram’s almanac.


The night feels suddenly tight and hot around her, and she isn’t sure what makes her turn quickly from the door and go back to her couch, away from the sound of her mother’s tears. She’s asked about the almanac a dozen times since they watched Gram’s coffin be swallowed by soil. Her mother has said, “It will turn up” a dozen times in return. Now it has turned up. It was never lost. The part of Shania that wants to shove open her mother’s door and point at the evidence in her lap is overwhelmed by the part that remembers her grandmother’s voice the day she died, the last thing she said.


“We’re all what?” Shania whispers in the dark.


Liars.














CHAPTER 3


On Saturday, Shania is late to work for the first time. The neon OPEN sign isn’t illuminated and it’s eight o’clock in the evening, which means she’s scheduled to work with Jai. He always turns it off. Proof, he says, that no one respects signage. And he’s right. Paulie’s, Shania has been told, has been in SoBR since before it was SoBR. Everyone knows it doesn’t close until after midnight.


“Should I roll out the red carpet?” Jai says when she rushes in. He’s helping a crowd of already-tipsy bar goers. “You left me to the wolves!”


The drunkards titter as though they’re not the wolves he’s speaking of.


“Relax,” she says. “I’m ten minutes late, not ten hours.”


“If you were ten hours late, my ass would already be at home in bed, so don’t even!”


She grabs a pair of tongs. A usual Saturday night—all the SoBR wanderers looking to get carbohydrates in their stomachs to soak up some of the alcohol. In the corner of the shop sits the slumped form of a man who comes in regularly: short and dark skinned, with tangled hair and a jacket that might once have been orange underneath the layers of stains.


“Didn’t you say you were going to scale back your shifts when school started?” Jai says when the shop has cleared out. They relax before the next rush.


“I need the money,” she says, plucking a doughnut hole from the display bin behind the glass and popping it in her mouth.


Jai looks at her over the top of his nonprescription nerd glasses.


“Your mama hasn’t found out you’re working night shifts, then?”


“Nope.”


“One of these days you’re gonna get home and she’s gonna be in a swivel chair, waiting on your ass like Dr. Evil.”


“We don’t have a cat.”


“She’s gonna have bought a cat.”


Shania laughs.


“Why do you even work so much? Your mom make you pay rent or something?” he pries.


“No,” she says. “Just my phone.”


“So why, then?”


Answering with “teeth” is a surefire way to have him staring at her mouth. She could name the other things she secretly wants: boots like the Bard girls, a tan. She imagines transforming, an inch at a time.


“I just need money,” she says, removing her gloves and grabbing the broom. “Saving for college. Stuff.”


“And your mom doesn’t notice that you’re sneaking out of the house to sell doughnuts?”


“Nope. That’s why it’s the perfect arrangement. She works nights, I work nights.”


The bell above the door jingles, and a familiar face enters the shop—a Black woman wearing a shiny purple bonnet, silver hair just visible in the front. Shania has learned that the woman’s name is Mrs. Rudolph. She always gets a jelly doughnut, and Shania moves to bag it for her while Mrs. Rudolph chats with Jai.


“You see that Dina’s is closing?” she says.


“Across the street?” Jai says. “Yeah, I saw that today.”


Shania glances over Mrs. Rudolph’s shoulder at the shop. Dina’s, the hat shop with the same fossilized feeling as Paulie’s, where yesterday a blood trail had begun. It looks clean now. Shania has seen the hats in the window since she started at Paulie’s: bold, garish to Shania’s eyes. Feathers sticking out at loud angles. Cheetah-patterned ribbon.


“Pushing everybody out,” Mrs. Rudolph says. Shania hands her the doughnut, and the old woman nods her thanks. Shania hangs back while Jai counts out a dollar in change from his own pocket and waves Mrs. Rudolph’s hand away when she reaches for her purse.


“Thank you, baby,” she says. “I hope Paulie’s can hang on. Somebody said something about some kinda designer doughnuts today. Green-tea doughnuts and bourbon this and that. Paulie’s keeps it simple, and there ain’t nothing wrong with it.”


“That sounds nasty as f—That sounds nasty, Mrs. Rudolph. They’re doing too much.”


“We don’t need all that,” she agrees. “But you see the way the neighborhood is changing. All these new types.”


Shania thinks that Mrs. Rudolph casts the smallest sideways look at her, just a slice of a glance. If Jai notices, he doesn’t show it, and he and Mrs. Rudolph go on lamenting the changes in the neighborhood. Shania has lived in Blue Rock for only four months, but the changes Mrs. Rudolph and Jai are discussing feel suddenly personal.


“Change is good, I thought,” Shania says. Jai doesn’t look at her, but Mrs. Rudolph does, her eyes made owlish by her glasses. Shania plows on: “Nothing stays the same forever.”


“Change is good when it doesn’t hurt people,” the old woman says sternly.


The bell clangs as the door opens wide, admitting a pack of college guys. The young white men cram into the shop, taking up more space than one would think four people could. Their voices, full of football and alcohol, bounce off the glass.


“I’m gonna need all your doughnuts,” a guy in a red shirt says, pointing finger guns at Shania and Jai. “Put ’em in the bag and nobody gets hurt.”


“Sir, I will call the cops,” says Jai in a supremely bored voice.


Red Shirt pauses, finger guns still drawn, and Shania prepares for him to be angry, but then the young man cracks up, his face flushed with buzz.


“Okay, dude, relax. I’m not actually going to rob you!”


Jai picks up a box and puts on food-service gloves, then stares at the group of men apathetically. Sometimes Shania is put off by Jai’s complete lack of customer service, but it works for him. Mrs. Rudolph plucks a couple of napkins from the dispenser and waves goodbye, giving the college boys the same berth she would give a pack of hyenas.


“Bye, Mrs. Rudolph,” Jai calls, and they beam at each other, some secret message passing between their smiles, a code Shania can’t quite crack.


“Give me all the cinnamon ones,” Red Shirt says. “Like, all of them.”


Jai squints at him.


“There are twenty-four cinnamon out,” he says. “Do you for real want all of them?”


“I said all!” Red Shirt says as he laughs, fake-pounding his fist on the glass.


Jai turns to Shania and extends the box.


“You can take this one. These are your people.”


“What? What’s that mean?”


“You owe me,” Jai says. “You were late, and I was alone while we got slammed.”


Shania rolls her eyes and accepts the box.


“Fine. Give me the tongs.”


Jai beams and sashays over to the single stool behind the counter, perches on it, and pulls out his phone. He takes a selfie, tilting his work visor to a jaunty angle and winking. He’s effortlessly cute. Shania thinks she’d look like a peeled potato if she took a selfie in this light.


“Okay, so twenty-four doughnuts?” she says.


“Are you going to eat them with us?” one of the other bros calls.


He’s not really flirting. This is the thing men do when they’re dealing with a girl behind a counter. A waitress. A concierge. The expectation of compliance. The older men do it by pinning her down with “polite” conversation. She’s behind the counter: She can’t exactly go anywhere, and they know it. And she—in theory—has to be nice to them because she’s at work.


“No,” Shania says, blushing against her will.


“Why? Does your boyfriend have rules about not eating doughnuts with other dudes?”


She involuntarily thinks of Prescott. The Cinderella moment of the night before.


“No,” she says. “Do you want twenty-four doughnuts?”


The guy in the red shirt fishes around in his pocket and then slams a bill on the counter, grinning at her, his eyes as glazed as the doughnuts.


“How many will that get me?”


She peers down at the bill. A five.


“Five,” she says.


“FIVE IT IS,” he crows.


Behind her, she hears Jai suck his teeth.


She returns the dozen box to the shelf and gets a bag instead. The bell jingles again, and a group of girls in very short dresses comes in. Just like that, Shania is forgotten.


Shania puts the cash in the register and sets the doughnuts on the counter, slinking back to lean against the wall by Jai while the frat boys and made-up girls perform a mating dance.


“One of the last warm nights,” Jai says, still staring at his phone. “And people know it. It’s going to be busy as hell the next couple weekends.”


“How long have you worked here?”


“Since I was sixteen.”


“How long is that?” she asks with a laugh.


He looks up.


“Three years,” he says.


“Is that how you know Mrs. Rudolph?”


“Psh. Everybody knows Mrs. Rudolph.”


“I don’t.”


“Everybody Black knows Mrs. Rudolph. Plus she goes to my church.”


She gets another glimpse of the secret code that had passed between them. It makes her cagey, like a coyote just beyond the glow of a campfire.


“Why does it have to be a Black-white thing?” she says.


“Because it is a Black-white thing,” he says neutrally, his eyes back on his phone.


“I don’t see color,” she says. She hears her grandmother’s voice—I don’t care if you’re Black, white, or polka-dotted.


“It sees you,” Jai says, laughing.


“Um, excuse me!” says a girl with a shrill voice. “Are you even listening?”


Shania looks up to see one of the girls tapping long fingernails on the countertop.


“Did you need something?” says Jai.


“I want a custard doughnut and someone to get rid of the dead cat outside your door.”


“Okay. Wait, what?”


“That’s what we were saying when we came in!” she cries. “There’s a dead cat on the fucking sidewalk outside your door!”


“Are you… are you serious?” Shania says.


“Yes,” says a nearby voice, deeper and not blurred with alcohol. It’s a guy Shania’s age, waiting to order. He must have come in behind the girls. “It’s out there to the left.”


Chestnut hair, wavy around his face. Eyes murky blue. His eyelashes sweep down once or twice, away and back. Shy.


“You’re Prescott’s brother,” she blurts. He looks startled.


“Uh, yeah,” he says.


“I… um, I was at your house on Friday. At the party. Willa Langford pointed you out.”


“Oh, you’re friends with Willa?” He perks up.


“Uh, kinda. I just met her.”


“Are you going to get the cat?” the girl behind him whines. “It’s so gross.”


Shania looks at Jai, but he holds his hands up, surrendering all dead-cat duty.


“Absolutely not,” he says. “Ab. So. Lute. Ly. Not.”


“Let me guess,” she says. “I owe you because I was late.”


“That’s right.”


“Do you need, um, help?” Benjamin Tane says as she grabs the broom and dustpan. He looks concerned.


“Oh,” she says. She sees Prescott in his face, but not much. She thinks one of them must look like their father, and the other like their mother. “Sure. Thanks.”


They step out into the evening air. Here, the sidewalks are crowded with people milling from bar to bar, the air heavy with the unmistakable scent of fall’s first breath. At the thought of autumn, Shania’s mind is dragged toward the sight of Gram’s almanac on her mother’s lap—Shania has been carrying around her own to fill the void, and all this time the 1999 copy has been sleeping under the same roof. Shania looks up at the stars, fighting the prickly feeling of tears. She knows right then that as soon as the gets the chance, she’s going to take the book.


“Full moon,” Ben says, and she goes on looking up. It only makes her think of Gram more, so all she does is nod.


Before it was SoBR, this street might have gotten dark, but not anymore, not now that it’s a strip: Flashing lights encase what little of Shania’s shadow exists, splashing down from the nightclub to the left, the burger joint to the right. It’s the neon that shows her the mauled form of the cat, all of its nine lives pooling under the still, black body.


“Jesus,” she mutters when they see it.


“Yeah.”


She may not have known it was a cat if the girl hadn’t said so—Shania wouldn’t have wanted to look that closely. She sucks in a ragged breath, remembering the morning before, the blood at the bus stop shockingly red. Is this that cat? Had it waited this long to die? She can’t see its face, but she can see three holes in its body, jagged and wrong.


“People are sick,” Ben says.


Shania stares at it, unmoving. She’d been told to expect a dead cat, but this cat seems more dead than she had prepared for. Not a cartoon cat with Xs for eyes. This is a dead animal, its fur shifting in the wind, its eyes open and soft looking. She has seen eyes like this—the white ceiling of the hospital. Pale tubes. The jumble of the intercom in the hall. She sucks in her breath.


“You okay?” Ben says, frowning.


“I need to put it in the trash,” she says slowly, drawing herself back from February.


“I’ll hold the dustpan still.”


Together they manage to get the cat’s body onto the dustpan without touching it. Feeling its weight, her arm sagging, makes her eyes sting. Ben reaches to take it, but she shakes her head.


“I’ve got it,” she says. Then, to distract herself as she carries the corpse toward the dumpster, she says, “So, you know Willa.”


“Yeah. I see her at the library sometimes. We’re cool.”


“But you don’t go to Bard.”


“Nope. Bedlington.”


“Public school.”


“Uh-huh.”


“What’s that about?”


He shrugs and the shyness returns. He doesn’t answer until she tips the cat into the rust-brown dumpster. They talk over the sound the body makes falling in.


“Bard isn’t for me,” he says. “I started there as a freshman and didn’t… fit in.”


“I could see that. Especially with the shoes of a brother like Prescott to fill. I’m assuming you’re younger, right? You don’t look like twins.”


“I’m a junior,” he says, nodding. “But I’m not worried about Prescott’s shoes.”


He says it in an offhand way, and she laughs. His smile is like a flutter of wings.


“I like your hair,” he says.


“Thanks,” she says. “That makes two of us, at least. Wish someone had told me blonde highlights were a prereq at Bard.”


She’s surprised by his snort of laughter. She’s never thought of herself as funny, but maybe she is. Maybe she can be. She slides the dumpster closed, a definitive sound. She really needs to wash her hands.


“Who stabs a cat?” Jai says when Shania and Ben are back inside, up to their elbows in soap.


“I mean, maybe it was something else that killed it.” Shania frowns. “I didn’t want to look too close.”


“I’m glad I didn’t see that shit,” Jai says, wrinkling his nose.


Shania wishes she hadn’t. It’s the kind of thing that sticks in the cracks of the mind, peering back at you when you try to look through at something else.


“Did you come for a doughnut or just to help out?” Shania says to Ben while he dries his hands.


“A glazed,” he says, and smiles. She gives it to him, waving his hand away when he tries to pay. He toasts her with the bag and moves to the door.


“Tell your…” She catches him with her voice. She almost says brother. Wishes she were that bold. “… sister I said hey.”


“Will do,” he says, and pauses as though he, too, wants to add something. But he takes a bite out of the doughnut, gives a shadow of a grin, and leaves.


“Somebody else found a dead cat around here a while back,” Jai says. “Dorothy. She works day shift most of the time. She was telling me she saw it out back when she opened up. She used to work at the police station. Doing transcription back in the day or something. Said the cops always said when you find animals mutilated, somebody’s serial killer ain’t far behind.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Apparently serial killers practice on animals and then they escalate or whatever.”


Shania just stares at him. He eventually glances up, sees her face, and shakes his head.


“Chill, princess. You’re not a cat.”


“Okay, but you don’t think it’s a little fucked up that somebody’s out there butchering cats?”


“Until he moves on to nineteen-year-old Black dudes named Jai that work at Paulie’s, I’ve got other shit to worry about.”


She folds her arms around her, cold but not cold. She eyes the hunched back of the homeless man, still hunkered in the corner.


“We should tell him to leave,” she says, keeping her voice low.


Jai lifts his eyes and follows hers.


“Earl? Earl ain’t bothering nobody.”


“What if he did it?”


“You think Earl is out here murdering cats?”


“I mean, maybe? What if he is?”


“Earl ain’t out here murdering cats, Shania.”


“How do you know?”


Jai slips his phone into his pocket. His face is neutral but she senses something tight in him, something that she’s unknowingly wound up.


“Shania, I been working at this shop for three years. And Earl been coming in here for all three of them and probably the three before that. Earl wants a place to get some coffee and maybe pour a little liquor in it and maybe a day-old doughnut to eat while he drinks. And when it starts to get cold outside he wants a table in the corner where he can stay out the wind for a while. That’s it. You work here for a couple months—only lived in the damn city for four—and now you want to kick Earl out on one of the first cold nights of the year? Fuck outta here. Earl ain’t bothering you and he sure the fuck ain’t bothering no cats.”


The strawberry patch that grew on Shania’s face when she talked to Prescott bears a different kind of fruit now. Prickly, fast, like a sparkler on the Fourth of July. They stare at each other and if Jai notices the spread of red, he doesn’t follow it with his eyes: He keeps them on hers. His face isn’t hostile: It’s annoyed, dismissive. It makes her feel like a fly at a barbecue. But more customers clang through the door and the tension is mostly broken—they work in silence, passing the time until every sweet thing is gone.
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“A book that takes a brave and searing deep dive into
white supremacy from the side of the privileged.”
—NIC STONE, New York Times bestselling author of Dear Martin
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