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PARISA



I’ve never been drunk or high in my life, but at this very moment, I am regrettably both. And I hate the way it feels. And I hate that I hate the way it feels. So much for hoping I’d be the type who was bold enough to dabble and experiment. The kind of girl who brought the “good shit” to the party instead of the girl who was on the verge of a panic attack because she should have eaten half a gummy instead of a whole one. But this is me, in a nutshell. Always desperate to be twenty degrees cooler than I actually am. I’m an isosceles triangle and my sine, cosine, and tangent are anxiety, insecurity, and irrational fear—all hidden away in uneven angles.


“Are you feeling it?” Gabriela asks me, the slightest trace of a smirk on her face.


My best friend, Gabriela, and I are fully clothed, in our pajamas, sitting in the empty Jacuzzi tub in my bathroom. Even though it’s big enough to fit us comfortably, I told Gabs she wasn’t allowed to fill it with water. I was too scared the mixture of edibles and vodka would lull us to sleep and we’d drown. Dead in a tub with my best friend is not the manner in which I’d like to leave the world. In fact, I don’t want to leave the world at all. But these are the thoughts that spurn the current internal debate I’m having in my head: Should I play it cool or should I tell Gabs that she needs to get my parents, because I’m almost one hundred percent certain that my heart is going to stop and I’m going to take my last breath in a bathroom? I do my best to accomplish the former because I’m so scared she’ll be disappointed in me. Gabs looks so happy. I don’t want to spoil the mood by informing her that I’m about to die on her watch. I knew she would handle our alcohol-and-drug binge better than me, because that effortlessly cool girl I want to be? She’s sitting right in front of me.


“I’m not sure,” I manage to say. “Are you feeling it?”


I think I got the words out, but my intense case of cotton mouth makes speaking a challenge. Why didn’t we think to grab a pitcher of water from the kitchen when we pilfered my parents’ bottle of Tito’s from the bar cart? I guess we didn’t know that thirst would be a side effect of edibles. Or maybe thirst is not a normal side effect but merely a sign that my organs are shutting down. There’s no point in scaring Gabs because she won’t have the answers anyway. She may be more confident than me, but when push comes to shove, she’s just as inexperienced.


There’s a reason we’re doing drugs alone, in my bathroom, and not at the party across the street at Lizzy Pearson’s house. We are flying solo in a bathtub while virtually every other senior we know (including Andrew Nanaka—our former best guy friend) is probably taking shots of Fireball in Lizzy’s kitchen and finding a dark corner of her house to make out in. But I try not to dwell on those facts. After all, we’re probably safer cooped up in my bathroom.


According to every news outlet in America, the world is on the brink of a global pandemic, one that disproportionately impacts people our age, and if that actually turns out to be true, then I don’t think it’s safe to be trapped in a house with a hundred teenagers. I’d rather be irrelevant than get invited to a death trap. And as much as I’d love to be kissing anyone right now, it’s a hard pass if it means contracting a fatal disease. At my high school, no one’s mouth or tongue or penis is worth dying for. On that topic, I think Gabriela and I can agree.


“Oh, I’m definitely feeling it.” Gabs giggles in that adorable way she always does when something makes her inexplicably happy. “I wish Wes hadn’t bailed on hanging out tonight.”


“Me too,” I manage to say. Wes Bowen is our other best guy friend. Unlike Andrew, he still graces us with his presence at lunch. Mostly because he’s madly in love with Gabs, and because he knows that if he ever tried to ditch us for greener pastures, I would find ways to make him regret it for the rest of his life.


“If I knew I’d have this much fun, I would have done this freshman year. We’ve really been wasting the last three years. What a shame,” Gabs adds wistfully.


She’s right. This is fun. Don’t ruin it. I should be grateful that I’m spending my last few minutes on earth with my best friend. The girl who’s always made life not just bearable but better. Gabriela gets me more than anyone—even my own family. Especially my own family. She doesn’t poke fun at my anxiety or the fact that I’m neurotic about everything. She has this way of reminding me what’s important with a simple, profound observation. I always try to look for the best in the worst people, but Gabs refuses to let me. Case in point: A week ago, in English class, Cornelia Martin told me that she thought my hair looked good when I wore it curly, then offered to let me borrow her Frizz Ease.


“Cornelia’s nice,” I told Gabs.


“Bullshit. Anyone can be nice,” she responded.


And she was right. Why was I always rewarding people for doing the bare minimum? After all, I can afford to buy my own Frizz Ease.


I reach for a bag of chips that’s on the bathroom floor and tear it open. I am desperate to eat. Maybe food will slow down the heartbeat that has taken up residence in my forehead. Maybe Cool Ranch Doritos will make me feel like my brain is still connected to the rest of my body. As last meals go, processed, cancer-inducing junk food wouldn’t be my first choice—but right now, it’s all I’ve got. I think about the tahchin my parents order from the Rose Market. The saffron-infused rice. The sweet and sour notes of the barberries. The chicken that is cooked so slowly in turmeric and onion that it falls apart in my mouth. It’s so sad to think I’ll never get to eat it again. I think my last TikTok post was a video of the perfectly golden-brown tahdig. It didn’t get a lot of views, but I’m pretty sure that’s only because the algorithm favors videos with people in them. I wonder if I should take a selfie, so my last contribution to social media will be a little more meaningful.


Maybe the caption could be something nice about my mom and dad, so they’ll know I was thinking of them during the end of my life. I know that most parents wouldn’t be able to handle losing their child to a drug overdose, but my Iranian parents will never recover. The shame alone will kill them. My older sister will become an orphan and write a bestselling memoir about how one pineapple-flavored gummy destroyed her entire family. I will die, and she will go on to accomplish my dream of becoming a published author. Life is so unfair.


“Are you okay?” Gabs asks. She leans in and squints at me.


“I’m totally fine,” I lie.


“Then why are you crying?”


I touch my face, and she’s right. There are tears rolling down my cheeks. And now my whole body is convulsing—deep, guttural sounds escape my mouth. It sort of feels like I’m having an out-of-body experience. There’s a girl in a tub sobbing and another disillusioned girl watching the whole thing go down, wishing the first girl would just get it together.


“I’m scared I’m gonna die.”


Gabriela quickly pulls me into a hug.


“Shhhh,” she says. “You’re just too high. Don’t fight it. I’ve heard the more you panic, the worse you’ll feel.”


I want to believe her, but how would she know whether or not my heart is about to give out? She’s not in her right mind either, and she probably won’t take me seriously after “the shrimp taco incident” of yore. It really sucks to feel your life slipping away. I want to stick around for so much. I don’t want to bid adieu to this world when I’m still a super virgin. (Yes, that means I’ve never even been kissed before. Spin the bottle with Andrew in sixth grade does not count. He missed my mouth entirely.) We keep hearing words like “novel ademavirus” and “quarantine” in the news, and I want to be by my best friend’s side if it gets as bad as everyone is saying it will. I want to live long enough to publish my first book. I want to be in my thirties, drinking wine with my fellow career-driven girlfriends, lamenting the fact that there are no good men left in the world. I want to help reverse climate change and travel to Tehran and upload a video of myself screaming like a maniac when I get into Harvard. I stop crying. I grab Gabriela by the shoulders and look into her eyes.


“Get my parents,” I say. “I’m really about to die.”















GABRIELA



Real talk? Even in my current state of mind, I know that Parisa isn’t going to die. How can I be so sure she’s fine when my brain is currently lubricated with top-shelf vodka and, as it turns out, a far-too-high edible dose? Well, because Parisa always thinks she’s going to die. It’s kind of her thing. There was the time she came over for dinner with Wes and Andrew for my sixteenth birthday, and she swore her throat was itchy and was going to close up after she ate my mom’s shrimp tacos. We gave her some Benadryl, but she kept scratching her neck and taking short breaths till she finally asked us to take her to the ER. After a three-hour stint in the waiting room, the doctor confirmed she was not having an allergic reaction and asked her if she regularly had panic attacks.


“For sure,” I answered for her.


“Never,” she said.


There was also the time she called me (and woke me up) in the middle of the night because her ankle hurt, and she thought it might be a blood clot. It takes her twenty minutes longer than it should to drive to my house because merging gives her heart palpitations, so she avoids freeways whenever possible. She also hates underground parking garages because we live in the Bay Area and if the “big one” finally happens, then she doesn’t want to be trapped in her car beneath slabs of concrete when it hits. This means Wes and I are often left waiting at restaurants, making awkward small talk, while she circles the block, trying to find aboveground parking.


She is a bundle of nerves and anxieties and worst-case-scenario what-ifs. I am pretty sure this is an unfortunate side effect of living a blessed life and being born with the active imagination of a writer, but let’s examine the former for now. Parisa is the product of successful parents whose wealth is a result of the tech boom. She lives in a gorgeous house in Los Gatos, a five-minute walk from Great Bear Coffee and restaurants that I will never, ever be able to afford to step foot in, like Le Papillon and Manresa.


I think her life of privilege has her convinced that something horrible will happen someday and she’ll lose everything. To use a football analogy (go, Niners!), my sweet, beautiful best friend lives her life on defense. She is so convinced she’s going to get hit, she spends all her time preparing herself for the inevitable blows, so they’ll hurt a little less if and when they happen. The rest of us are innocent bystanders to her catastrophic tendencies. I’m not gonna lie—it can be really inconvenient sometimes.


I give her a hug like I always do when she’s freaking out, but this just makes her body go rigid. She asks me to get her parents, and when I don’t, she pulls away from me and starts screaming for them. Fuck shit fuck. I clasp my hand over her mouth, but it’s too late. Before I can convince her to calm down, her mom and dad are frantically knocking on the bathroom door. Who could blame them? Based on the way she’s yelling, they probably think we’re being murdered by a pair of escaped convicts from San Quentin who’ve broken into the house. I want to be mad at her, but it’s impossible. I can tell she’s terrified, and plus, what if this is the one time she’s right? What if she’s the girl who cried death, but this time she really kicks the bucket? What if this is the blow she’s been bracing for her whole life? Now my heart starts to race. I hop out of the tub and open the door.


“She’s fine. She’s fine,” I tell her parents. “We just… um…” And then I start giggling. I can’t stop. It all seems so absurd—seeing Parisa, high as a kite, crying in a bathtub. I have to sit on the ground and pull my knees against my chest so that I won’t pee myself in front of Fereshteh and Reza.


“I did drugs and I think I took too much and I’m going to die!” she says.


“What did you guys take?” Reza asks me.


We got the edibles from her parents’ closet and the vodka from their living room, but I decide to keep those details to myself.


“Just some pot gummies and vodka,” I manage to say.


Her parents simultaneously breathe a sigh of relief. They tell Parisa she’s not going to die. I can tell they’re a little mad, but mostly they’re just trying not to laugh. Fereshteh takes Parisa’s hand and gently leads her to bed. She tucks her in and says she’ll get her some milk and cookies to help sober her up. Reza is tasked with driving me home. As a punishment for both of us, I am no longer invited to spend the night. Parisa yells at her mom and says that she’s being unfair for making me leave, but I wish she would stop defending me. There’s nothing more uncomfortable than witnessing a fight between a friend and their parents. There’s nothing more uncomfortable than witnessing a fight between a friend and her parents—when they’re all being the versions of themselves I never want to see.


I quickly grab my bag and wish someone would give me freshly baked chocolate chip cookies and organic milk as punishment for getting too high. Before I leave, Parisa takes a break from arguing with her mom and mouths, I’m sorry. I smile back reassuringly. Sometimes I wish her neurotic personality didn’t get in the way of our fun, but then I remind myself that this is not just a quirk or character flaw. She has an anxiety disorder, and that’s probably harder on her than it is on anyone else. I give her a quick hug, and she whispers, “Thanks for saving my life,” in my ear.


“Anytime,” I tell her. And I mean it. She doesn’t know it, but she’s saved mine too many times to count.


Reza doesn’t talk much on the drive to my house. I’m still feeling the effects of the edible, and I try to take quiet breaths to keep the buzz at bay. I need to be in my right mind when I face my parents. We don’t have a lot of rules in our home, but the most important one is that I’m not allowed to drink or do drugs.


“Mr. Naficy? Can you please not tell my moms about this? Maybe you could just say that I got in a fight with Parisa and asked if you could drive me home?”


He’s not upset or mean about it. I can tell he feels bad as he glances at me as he drives. I can tell that, if it were up to him, he would have let me spend the night—but Fereshteh considered it a liability.


“I’m sorry, Gabriela,” he says. “I can’t lie to them for you.”


We stop at a red light, and I notice the small bottles of hand sanitizer, placed in the side of my door. Parisa is so convinced that she’s going to get the ademavirus, her hands are already cracked and dry from how much she’s been washing them. There are only a handful of positive cases where we live—but sanitizer is still hard to come by these days. I wait for Reza to glance at his phone and then toss two of the bottles into my jacket pocket.


I close my eyes, and when I open them, the car turns into a visitor parking spot. Reza turns off the ignition and walks around the front of the car to open the door for me. I plead with him one more time.


“They’re going to be so mad at me.”


“Or maybe they’ll give you a get-out-of-jail-free card,” he says.


“No, they definitely won’t.”


Elena, hair in a messy ponytail, opens the door and tightens her bathrobe. A groggy Julia stands behind her, confused to see me home at this hour. Reza apologizes and explains what he and Fereshteh walked in on in the bathroom: a half-empty bottle of vodka and a tin tray of gummies. He tries to give me an assist and says that it was just “teenagers being teenagers,” but my moms aren’t buying what he’s selling. I don’t detect any judgment in his voice, but I can tell from the expressions on Julia and Elena’s faces that they’re still irked by his tone. They are offended not just that he’s brought me home. They are offended by his easygoing charm, his Lululemon sweatshirt, his Adidas sneakers, his Tesla idling in the parking lot. Everything about him screams model minority.


“Thank you for bringing her home, Reza,” Elena says. “We’ll take it from here.”


With that, the door shuts and I’m alone with my moms. I wouldn’t exactly say I’m surprised that they’re angry, but I’m a bit caught off guard that they don’t cut me any slack. After all, I’m a first-time offender. That should count for something. My whole life I’ve tried to be perfect because I know they already have enough on their plate. The last thing they need is a rebellious teenage daughter.


“We raised you better than this,” Elena says. “I’ve never been more disappointed in you.”


This is not milk and cookies. This is tough love and brutal honesty, and it’s far more sobering. Without saying another word, my moms walk into their bedroom and leave me to wallow in my own shame. I remove the cushions from the sofa and pull out my bed. I lay there, wide awake. I hear Julia tell Elena that she should call her sponsor and that she may be triggered by all this. Great, I think. If my mom falls off the wagon, then I’ll be the one to blame for it. At least I won’t be tossing and turning, worried about what fresh punishment the morning might bring. Thanks to the pot gummy still working its way through my system, I can feel myself falling right to sleep.
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Parisa


I have the worst headache of my life.


Gabriela


I puked this morning. Like, three times.


Parisa


Me too! I sort of felt better after though.


Gabriela


My moms said I deserved it. Ugh. I hate when they’re right.


Parisa


My parents told me to eat bacon and a lot of bread.


Gabriela


I can’t eat anything. I’m not sure any of that was worth it.


Parisa


It wasn’t. How do people do this all the time?


WAIT. What if this isn’t from what we did last night, but we have Adema?! Should we go to the hospital?


Gabriela


No! We don’t have Adema. We’re just hungover.


Parisa


How do you know the difference?


Gabriela


Does your stomach look okay?


Parisa


I mean, it’s a little bloated but otherwise yeah.


Gabriela


Then you’re probably fine. I heard people break out in a rash on their belly. It’s the first sign.


Parisa


Weird. Okay, well. No rash. Phew. Anyway, were your moms so pissed? I’m so sorry. I feel like such a loser. I ruin everything.


Gabriela


No, you don’t. It’s fine!


I should have known you might have a bad reaction. It’s my fault for not being more prepared. The sucky part is I’m not allowed to go to homecoming or Halloween at your place. I’m basically on house arrest for the next two weeks aside from work and school.


Parisa


Nooooooo! We have the BTS concert next weekend!


Gabriela


I know [image: image] I’ll pay you back for the ticket.


Parisa


No way. I’ll just sell them. I bet Andrew will buy them off me so he can take Lizzy. Gross.


Gabriela


No! You should just go and take Wes or your mom or something.


Parisa


LOL. Can you picture Wes at BTS?


Gabriela


LOLLL. Dying.


Parisa


There’s no way I’d ever go without you. Ugh. This sucks. Not hanging out for two weekends will literally feel like an eternity.


Gabriela


I can’t force you to not grab food at the diner. I’m probs gonna pick up some extra shifts.


Parisa


Done. And at least we’ll get to hang at school?


Gabriela


Yup. For once, I’m actually looking forward to Monday. Okay. I have to go. I’m not supposed to be texting either. My house is worse than Alcatraz now.


Parisa


We are SO oppressed. See you at school?


Gabriela


Can’t wait. Xoxo
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PARISA



It doesn’t matter that my parents unknowingly supplied the vodka and the gummies. If you asked them, I’m certain that, without hesitating, they’d blame Gabriela for the whole incident. And if you asked Gabs’s moms, they’d say I was the bad influence. I guess it’s some form of denial you have to develop as soon as you have kids. In order to maintain your sanity, you choose to believe any bad habits your children pick up are someone else’s fault. God forbid you’re the ones responsible for your own child’s screw-ups. I found out my parents smoked pot when I was a freshman in high school. I went through an insomniac phase, and I could smell it coming from their bedroom late at night. For a while, I thought we had a skunk living in our attic, but then Wes told me that weed smells like skunk and that led to my aha moment. My mom and dad, the high-achieving, moneymaking workaholics, were also potheads. Fascinating.


At least Gabs and I were experimenting in the safety of my own home, and when I started to panic, I did the right thing by calling the adults in the house for help. Don’t we get any points for being responsible drug users? Plus, a lot of people drink and take drugs in college. I don’t want to be the sheltered freshman with no tolerance who ends up puking on the bathroom floor… or, worse, ends up waking up in some guy’s bed with no idea how she got there. So, if you think about it, trying to get drunk with Gabs in my bathroom was basically my way of protecting myself from sexual predators in the dorms. Even Ivy League schools could have date rapists. Not that there’s any guarantee that I’ll get into one of those schools (and by one, I mean Harvard), but a girl can dream.


I check the time on my phone. Only five more minutes till the bell rings and I’m freed from the hell that is AP Bio. I’m so tired of everyone here talking about the ademavirus like it’s going to be the end of the world. Climate change is already the end of the world, and no one ever seems to take me seriously when I bring it up. Then again, I’m the type who likes to be prepared for disasters. I keep a suitcase in my car with extra pajamas, underwear, and clothes in case a wildfire hits and we have to evacuate. I live in a state whose weather report says “Unhealthy air quality for sensitive groups” every single day. It’s only a matter of time before we’ll have to outrun smoke inhalation. And yet, none of my fellow seniors can even bother to recycle their empty Coke cans. If only Greta Thunberg would show up to our school in a carbon-neutral jet and smack some goddamn sense into them.


I’m not entirely convinced the contraband was the real issue for my parents. I think they were more upset that I told my mom I hated her after she sent Gabriela home in the middle of the night. I’ve never snapped at them or told them I hated them (out loud), but after my fear of dying wore off, the vodka-gummy cocktail made me feel invincible. I don’t normally exude that much attitude because, for the most part, I generally tolerate my parents. Why wouldn’t I? It’s not like I see much of them anyway. They usually work twelve-hour days, and when they are home, their faces are usually buried in their phones or laptops. They’re both engineers at Apple who like to blame their obsession with work on their immigrant mentality, which rings pretty hollow, because they’re not actually your typical foreign parents. They’re not even really foreign at all.


For starters, they were both kids when they moved to America, so they grew up here. They don’t have accents. In fact, my mom says she has an American accent when she speaks Farsi, which I find hilarious. My Iranian accent is flawless because I insisted on getting a tutor when I was a kid. I’m even more fluent in Farsi than my older sister, Neda. It’s probably one of the few things I’m better at than her. Speaking Farsi and being a human being with a heart. Those are the little victories you hold on to when you’re related to someone who called Princeton their safety school (she’s a freshman at Yale). And even though my parents are more American Iranian than they are Iranian American, do you know what my mom said to me when I told her I hated her?


“You’re starting to sound like one of those disrespectful white kids.”


I wish. At least those kids get to have some fun. My parents used to say they wanted me to feel free, because my grandparents brought them to America from Iran to have the life they wouldn’t get under Islamic law. And I actually believed them. Until Saturday night, when my mom went totally apeshit over a minor slip of the tongue. So much for freedom of speech. Now it’s like I live with the SAVAK. They were the secret police in Iran who tortured and executed people. But I bet even they didn’t take their work home with them, especially once they were eating dinner with their kids.


The bell rings, and for once I miraculously make it out the door and across the quad without getting pummeled by classmates who don’t see me. I love going to school in California. Our common spaces and lockers are all outdoors—which, I suppose, isn’t so great for sensitive groups breathing in the unhealthy air quality. But, that aside, high schools on TV shows always look so claustrophobic, with their narrow hallways and fluorescent lighting.


It must feel suffocating to live someplace with actual winters. At least I get to soak in vitamin D while my self-esteem crumbles in the presence of girls who are far taller and prettier and sexier than me. I would easily put Gabriela in that category, too. Once, we were in the locker room at the same time as the cheer team, and the coach spotted her and told her she looked like a “young Jennifer Lopez”—which is the equivalent of saying that you look like a younger version of the most beautiful woman in the world. They practically begged her to try out for the team, but she rolled her eyes and refused. That’s just one of many examples of what makes her so cool.


When I finally make it to our usual spot, underneath a willow tree on the periphery of the quad, Gabriela and Wes are already there, sitting next to each other but not talking. The image of them stops me in my tracks for a minute. They look so good together. Sure, Wes is all limbs, but he’d fit right in on the runway at New York Fashion Week. Without Andrew there to round out our foursome, I feel like I’ve become the third wheel. If Gabriela and Wes ever dated, then I’d probably become a permanent afterthought for both of them. I take some comfort in the fact that Gabriela says she has no romantic interest in Wes. Or any guys at our school, really.


“Hey, guys,” I say, when I finally approach them.


“Hey,” they both respond in unison. But they’re not even looking at me. I follow their gaze and spot Andrew kissing Lizzy Pearson. There are certain social hierarchies in high school that are finite and impenetrable, but somehow our old buddy Andrew found a way to break through them. And that meant not being friends with us anymore. By all accounts, he traded up.


“They’re never gonna last,” I declare. “By Thanksgiving, he’ll be hanging out with us again, and everything will go back to normal. I’m willing to bet money on it.”


No, he won’t, I think to myself. I am such a fucking liar.















GABRIELA



Parisa is such a fucking liar. We all know that Andrew will never hang out with us again. But she can’t help it. She has to manage her anxiety by being a “glass half full” kind of person. Sometimes it’s good for me to be around that type of energy… and other times, I want to shake the toxic positivity right out of her. She claims it’s because her parents were refugees and that their risking their lives to escape Iran helped give her perspective. I don’t tell her they’re the only refugees I know who own a three-story house in one of the most expensive cities in the entire world. But that’s how we’re different. She sees the silver lining. I see the cloud.


Since freshman year, Andrew, Wes, Parisa, and I have been a happily platonic foursome. Looking back, maybe Andrew—with his striking features and thick head of jet-black hair—always felt like he was slumming it with us. He and Parisa always dreamed of greener pastures that included going to parties and dances with the popular kids, but Parisa would never be the type to leave us behind. She’s the kind of girl who won’t forget her best friends, even when she’s wildly rich and winning Pulitzers.


But I’m not just upset Andrew abandoned us to date Lizzy Pearson. I’m upset about a million different things. I’m upset that, after all these years of knowing me, Parisa’s parents decided to drive me home in the middle of the night instead of letting me stay over. I’m upset that Reza woke up my moms and told them that we were caught with contraband, just so they could forever eye me suspiciously over the breakfast table. Right now, my parents act like it’s the booze and the drugs they’re upset about, but part of me has always suspected that they weren’t all that fond of Parisa or her family. They don’t want anyone around who makes them feel less than. They’ve had enough of people looking down on them.


My moms were best friends in high school, just like me and Parisa minus the lesbian part. They lived in the same cul-de-sac in East Palo Alto, back when the neighborhood wasn’t being gentrified by nerdy, rich tech bros. Their parents didn’t like them running the streets unsupervised, so they spent most of their time at each other’s houses. It didn’t take long for their families to become best friends, too, and one spring break, they scraped up enough money to go on a camping trip together. I guess the first night, Elena’s dad (my grandpa, though I’ve never met him) had a few too many beers (which he was known to do on most occasions). He stumbled into the wrong tent… and caught his daughter making out with Julia. All hell broke loose. Their families told them they were sinners and forbade them from ever seeing each other again. So they ran away together and never looked back. And I mean never looked back.


My moms are first-generation Mexican American and were raised Catholic, but we don’t speak Spanish in our house and I’ve never stepped foot inside a church. They’re also keener on spicy tuna rolls than they are on, say, queso fundido. Or at least they pretend to be. Personally, I think they hold their culture at arm’s length because it’s a painful reminder of two families who turned their backs on them. And I try to embrace that part of my identity as much as I can for the same reason. It’s my only connection to relatives I’ll never meet. Anyway, my parents’ past is all very tragic but also kind of romantic. My orphaned moms were high school sweethearts. They defied the odds and walked away from their parents to be together. If that’s not true love, then what the hell is?


“Lizzy Pearson and her friends are so… basic. And we are not basic,” Parisa says emphatically. “I guess we’re just too good for Andrew.”


“Agreed,” Wes pipes in while he tunes his guitar.


These days, our usual pastime at lunch is to sit under our favorite willow tree in the quad and stare at all the students we detest and secretly envy at the same time. It’s still weird to see Andrew living among them, holding hands with the queen bee of our high school. What a difference one summer vacation makes.


“At least the three of us still hang out. That will never change, right?” Parisa asks.


I know what she’s implying, but dating Wes Bowen is far too risky an endeavor. Sure, in the right light, he’s unconventionally hot. And he’s got this quiet way about him that makes me want to break his brain open and read all his thoughts, but Wes and I are just friends. Good friends. Who wants to screw that up by making him my boyfriend? Plus, if we did start dating, it would break Parisa’s heart, and I guess I’d rather break Wes’s heart instead.


Parisa takes out a giant Tupperware from her backpack and pulls off the lid. Inside, there are broken pieces of tahdig, my all-time-favorite Persian food. I’ve tried to re-create it at home, but I never get it right. The lavash either sticks to the pan or burns completely. And I know my way around a kitchen. I can make pork gyoza in my sleep. Parisa hands me the largest piece of tahdig, and I take a bite. It’s perfect. Wes, ever the gentleman, takes a burnt piece for himself.


“I just don’t understand what Andrew even sees in her.…” I trail off, staring across the quad at Lizzy sitting on Andrew’s lap. He says something in her ear, and she tilts her head back and lets out an enthusiastic laugh. He beams, and I remember the time we all piled into Wes’s car and drove to Capitola together for the day. We were so content, basking in the California sun on the beach, talking about where we would all be ten years from now. Friends forever, Andrew had declared.


“I don’t know what he sees in her either,” Parisa agrees.


“I could come up with a few things,” Wes admits. “And none of them have to do with her sunny personality.”


He’s being sarcastic, but we get his point. We all know what Andrew sees in Lizzy Pearson. She’s beautiful. And outgoing. And exudes sexuality. She’s never worn a bad outfit. She’s never had a hair out of place. She’s never even had a blemish. I bet she’s never even woken up with pillow creases on her face. On the inside, she’s a dumpster fire of a human. One day, when we’re adults, she’ll have to answer for her personality, but I don’t expect it to happen when we’re seniors at Winchester.


Lizzy and Parisa live across the street from each other, but Lizzy has barely acknowledged her for the last three years of high school. We are simply not cool enough to exist.


“I hate this place,” I announce. “I can’t wait to get out of here and never come back.”


“You are preaching to the choir,” Wes replies, looking directly at me. “But, like, I’ll really miss you guys once we get out of here.”


Parisa nods but doesn’t say anything. She still wants high school to be something it’s not. She still wants it to be the best years of her life, and she knows we only have a year left to make that happen.


“Silver lining to an impending global pandemic,” I say. “Today could be our last day here.”


Whaddya know? I think. Maybe I’m an optimist, too. The bell rings, and we pack up our belongings. Wes carefully places his guitar in its case, and I wonder why he feels the need to bring it to school every day. It’s like his emotional support instrument.


“See you tomorrow,” Parisa says.


“We’re not grabbing coffee after school?” Wes asks.


I realize we forgot to tell him that our unfortunate drug binge led to a two-week estrangement.


“Not today,” I reply as I walk off toward art class. Friends forever? I hear Andrew’s voice in my head, and now his words sound more like a question and less like a declaration. I wish I knew the answer.
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Parisa


You there?


Gabriela


Yes and no. It’s Wednesday. You know I’m at work.


Parisa


I know. Sorry. I’m bored though. We’re sitting on the bleachers waiting for Mr. Felder to show up. He’s always late. Wes thinks he’s got a drug habit.


Gabriela


That would explain why he’s so jittery all the time.


Parisa


Maybe he just needs to switch to decaf. Is Katie’s busy right now?


Gabriela


Nah. It’s the post-lunch, pre-dinner slump. But slower than usual. Sucks for tips.


Parisa


You think people aren’t going out as much cause they’re scared of Adema?


Gabriela


I don’t think so. I don’t really think that’s gonna become a thing after all.


Parisa


Well, Wes and I will swing by after practice. You know me. I’m a big tipper.


Gabriela


You have to be when you sit in a booth for three hours and nurse one cup of coffee.


Parisa


I’m a slow drinker. What do you want from me?


OMG. I just caught Andrew looking at me.


Gabriela


Flip him off for me.


Parisa


I can’t. Mr. Felder’s walking over. I love how Andrew talks to me and Wes in marching band because Lizzy isn’t around to see it.


Gabriela


I’m surprised she hasn’t made him quit yet. It feels like she’d guilt him into thinking it’s too dorky.


Parisa


Hey!


Gabriela


I don’t think it’s dorky. I’m just saying someone like Lizzy would.


Parisa


True. Okay, gotta go. My lips are so chapped. I don’t feel like playing horn at all right now.


Gabriela


I hear girls who play French horn are really good at BJs.


Parisa


LOL. Gross.


Wait, really? Never mind. Don’t answer that.
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PARISA



I know it sounds dorky to Gabriela and most of the other kids at my high school, but to me, marching band is more than just an extracurricular activity to put on my college applications. It’s my happy place. At least out in the middle of the football field, clumsily holding our brass instruments, Wes and I can pretend that Andrew hasn’t gone to the dark side. It’s the only time of day he still seems to know we exist. There’s something about the breathless way he speaks to us between rehearsing our rendition of a Lizzo song for homecoming that confirms how much he misses our company. Or maybe it’s just that playing tuba takes a lot out of your diaphragm. Either way, I want to be mad at him. I want to ignore him and tell him that I don’t care about his life updates, but it’s impossible to be mean to him. I miss him too much.


“Guys, you should have been there.” Andrew quickly launches back into a story when Mr. Felder excuses himself to take his third bathroom break. “Mandy Chu took one shot of Fireball and proceeded to projectile vomit all over Lizzy’s kitchen. It was disgusting. Someone probably put it on TikTok by now.”


Should have been there? As though anyone invited us and we just decided we had better things to do.


“I’ll take your word for it,” I reply.


“Man, I kind of feel bad for her,” Wes admits. “She must have been so embarrassed.”


“Spoken like someone who’s also had their bodily fluids betray them in front of all their friends,” Andrew jokes.


Wes and I exchange a look, and I’m consumed with so much empathy that you’d think I was the one who crapped my pants in the middle of the quad our freshman year of high school.


“That is not funny,” I tell Andrew. “And it’s ancient history.”


“C’mon. Tragedy plus time equals comedy.”


Wes shakes his head. “Nope. Tragedy plus time just equals more days and months and years that you’ve been really embarrassed about something.”


Andrew nods his head in understanding. “Sorry, buddy. You’re right. I won’t bring it up again.”


But the old Andrew would not have brought it up to begin with. It’s an unfortunate event in Wes’s life that has haunted him for his entire high school career. After the day it happened, it was like the four of us all signed an imaginary contract declaring we would never, ever talk about it. Part of me wants to pry Andrew’s tuba out of his hands and beat him over the head with it. The other part of me thinks that Wes and I are the fools here for even engaging with him. We are like beggars, waiting for scraps of friendship.


“Andrew, honestly. Why are you even talking to us?” I finally ask. The words have been on the tip of my tongue since the start of the school year, but I’ve been too nervous to say them.


“What do you mean?” he asks.


“We aren’t friends anymore.”


“Sure, we are,” he says. “Just ’cause I’m hanging out with different people doesn’t mean we’re not friends.”


I look to Wes to back me up, but he fumbles with his trumpet instead and looks down at his feet. Fine. I guess I’ll be fighting this battle alone.


“Actually, that’s exactly what it means.”


Andrew rolls his eyes and shakes his head. It’s what he does anytime he feels defensive. I know this because he’s been doing it since we met in first grade.


“Well, we’re all in the horn section together, so what do you want me to do? Just ignore you guys?”


“Why not?” I reply. “You’ve already gotten so good at it.”


Mic. Drop. Never get into a fight with a writer. You will always lose.


Andrew’s face turns beet red, and he scowls at me. Great, now I’m the bad guy. He turns away from me and doesn’t say another word. Mr. Felder jogs back onto the field from the bathroom and mumbles something about drinking too much water today.


“Okay,” Mr. Felder announces from the bleachers. “Let’s take it from the top.”


We prep our instruments and get into formation. Before the music can drown out our thoughts and our conversations, Wes turns to me and shakes his head.


“I wish you wouldn’t have said anything,” he whispers. “Now he’s never going to talk to us again.”


He might be right, but I’m not sure it matters. Our friendship was already dying a slow death. All I did was put it out of its misery.















GABRIELA



I’ve been working at Katie’s Diner since freshman year of high school, and the Cosgroves, who own it, quickly became like my second family. Before I was an employee, I was a loyal customer. Parisa and I would go almost every Saturday to eat eggs Benny for brunch and try to do our homework, getting sidetracked with more important subjects like whether I should secretly reach out to my grandparents without telling my moms. Or whether she should consider taking a gap year to work on her novel. Usually, Wes and Andrew would pop in for an hour or two to eat leftovers off our plates and wax poetic about their latest plans to start a band after high school.


One particular Saturday, Parisa and I lingered until closing and offered to wipe down the tables. It was the least we could do after hanging out in our favorite booth for five hours and only ponying up for one-dollar coffee refills most of the day. Katie handed us each a rag and asked if we wanted part-time jobs. Parisa, ever the overachiever, was already stretched too thin volunteering at a homeless shelter, but I was unemployed after a less-than-stellar one-week stint at Hollister that I abandoned in the middle of my shift when a white mother talked to me way too loudly and way too slowly in English, as though I wouldn’t understand her otherwise.


“How soon can I start?” I’d asked Katie that night.


It turns out, there are few things I’m as skilled at as I am at waiting tables. I know to kneel down when I’m asking one of those adorable introverted little kids (whose parents always insist they order on their own) whether they want the mac and cheese or the chicken fingers off the children’s menu. I shrug and say “no problem” to frazzled new moms who have braved the restaurant with their wide-eyed babies, leaving me to pick up an alarming number of Cheerios off the floor. If the kitchen is moving a little too slow, I’m happy to offer free beverages—even if it means losing a few dollars from my own paycheck. I always recommend the coffee cake, and, to Katie’s chagrin, I’m the first to admit the turkey meatloaf is a touch dry for my taste without the proper amount of ketchup. I keep telling her they need to add more milk to the recipe, but she won’t listen.
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