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Chapter 1


“Let’s get back to your issue, Sparrow.” Audre sat perched atop a toilet, resting her chin on her hand.


“Wait, which one?” asked Sparrow. She was splayed out in an empty bathtub, gulping vodka from a motivational water bottle. (STAY HYDRATED! NO EXCUSES! KEEP DRINKING!)


“Well . . . your love life,” she reminded her gently.


“Oh. Right.”


It was the last day of school, which always felt like a holiday. A day when all previous beefs and dramas were put to bed. No matter who they were—emo boys, anime girls, theater heads, full-glam baddies, fake thugs, K-pop queens, rich kids, scholarship kids, and people of all sexual preferences, genders, and astrological affiliations—everyone got along. It was only 4 PM, but almost every Cheshire Prep junior she knew was wasted, and hanging out at Reshma Wells’s multimillion-dollar house. It was one of the bougiest brownstones in one of Brooklyn’s bougiest neighborhoods, Park Slope.


As usual, Audre Mercy-Moore was at the party, but she wasn’t partying. In fact, she only heard the muffled party sounds (Ice Spice and screechy laughter) through the walls. But she could imagine the rest. No doubt the air was thick with the scent of fruity vape smoke, Sol de Janeiro perfume, and pizza. Assorted sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds were hooking up all over Reshma’s parents’ furniture. Her classmates were wearing a copy-paste blur of Brandy Melville and white Air Force Ones. This party was identical to every other party.


Honestly, all Audre Mercy-Moore wanted to do was go home and pack for “Dadifornia”—that is, her annual summerlong stay with her dad and stepmom in Malibu Beach, California. The trip was her heaven, her summertime reward for busting her ass all year to be a model student. Her dad’s cottage was so cozy, with its sun-faded teal exterior and seaside deck. Audre’s bedroom window faced the beach, where the roar of the ocean lulled her to sleep every night.


Yes, she was a born-and-bred city girl. But Dadifornia was her happy place. For many reasons, she couldn’t get there fast enough. But right now, she had a job to do.


Focus, thought Audre. This is about Sparrow. Are you doing your “active listening” face?


She snuck a quick glance in the floor-length wall mirror—doe eyes, dimples, a tousled tumble of gold-streaked goddess braids. Thrifted slip dress and Adidas. She was cute, and honestly? She’d earned it after years of acne treatments, braces, and a brutal keratin “treatment” that destroyed her natural curls in tenth grade. (On the bright side, without that keratin trauma, she wouldn’t have started the Protective Styles Club, which was a hit among all five of the Black girls at Cheshire Prep.) Her only pieces of jewelry were gold hoops and a cameo ring—the good luck charm that had belonged to her great-great-grandma.


On a good day, she felt above average. But she would’ve killed to be dangerously sexy. Hot. Unfortunately, she landed just on the outskirts of hot. The suburbs of hot.


It’s fine, she thought. College is when my life will start. When my sexy chapter begins. Now focus on Sparrow!


On any other day, Audre would’ve loved helping Sparrow through her latest mental health crisis. She was one of her favorite lifers. At Cheshire Prep, “lifers” were the kids who’d started Lower School in kindergarten. They’d witnessed every stage of each other’s lives. Identities were established early, and they stuck like glue. Audre’s identity? The person you hoped to run into in the school bathroom if you needed to cry, vomit, reapply lip gloss, anything.


She wasn’t just junior class president, she was also the unofficial therapist of Cheshire Prep—a title she’d given herself back in middle school, when she used to charge classmates twenty-five dollars a session. (These days, she demanded forty-five. Cash only.) For as long as she could remember, people were drawn to her, dying to share their troubles. And Audre loved “therapizing” her friends. She had every intention of becoming a world-famous psychologist one day, so she needed the practice. Who better to study human behavior on than kids she’d literally grown up with?


Audre was everyone’s rock.


The thing about rocks, though? They’re hard on the outside and on the inside. They don’t have insecurities. Or doubts. Or panic attacks, like the one she’d had earlier that day.


“Talk to me, Sparrow,” said Audre in her kind-but-firm professional voice.


“So, I’m at the diner on Monday after school.” As she spoke, Sparrow was peeling off her press-on nails and dropping them into the tub. “At the register, I realized I forgot my ATM card. And then this guy . . . this angel . . . shows up and pays for my bacon-egg-and-cheese.”


Sparrow paused to sip her vodka. After a moment, Audre realized she wanted her to guess. “Who was the guy?”


“Bash Henry. That new senior at Hillcrest Prep? Moved to Brooklyn in February? Well, he’s not a senior anymore—he must’ve graduated today. He’s. So. Fine. Do you know him?”


Audre knew of Bash Henry. Hillcrest and Cheshire Prep were rival schools—and Black private school kids were always on each other’s radar, since there weren’t a ton of them. At most, they were friends. At the very least, they’d nod at each other in Silent African American Solidarity. But she hadn’t met Bash yet. Rumor had it, he’d hooked up with three people at Rae Drake’s Sweet Sixteen (with no official invite). And that some Hillcrest kid had a psychotic break in health class while tripping off mushrooms Bash gave him. For a new kid, he already had a wild reputation.


“He paid for your lunch?” continued Audre. “He’s fine and generous.”


“I know, right? Our eyes met and there was this COSMIC. SPARK. We both felt it.”


“Love this. So what’s the problem?”


Sparrow peeled off another nail. “Today, Marco told me he likes him, too. Look, Marco’s my best friend, but you know how competitive I am. I’m an Aries moon—I go feral. It’s why I had to quit the chess club.”


Audre grimaced, remembering. “Hmm. So, do you know if Bash likes guys?”


“Unclear. It’s more that he has this energy where everyone’s attracted to him. He’s just a vibe. He wears lots of rings and thrifted shit, and is floppy and lanky, and just seems, like, slutty but in a spiritual way?”


“Sounds like you really got to know him at the diner. How long did you talk?”


“About thirty seconds.” Sparrow’s face crumpled into a sob. “Fuck. I miss him.”


“Good, good, just lean into the discomfort,” said Audre, struggling to keep a straight face. “What do I always say?”


“It’s not love, it’s adrenaline.”


“Did I say that? I don’t remember that.”


“Yeah, at my twelfth birthday party.” Her voice was getting squeakier the more she drank. “I burst a nose capillary after crying for three hours over that Bieber doc. Remember, you left early cause your mom never let you go to sleepovers.”


Audre stiffened at the mention of her mom. Nervously, she fidgeted with her cameo ring, twirling it around her finger. Once Audre’s biggest fan and fiercest protector, these days her mom was practically a stranger. She didn’t even come to the awards ceremony. She must’ve just . . . forgotten? Two, three, four years ago, that would’ve been unthinkable. Their relationship, once as cozy and impenetrable as a well-knit sweater, had been slowly unspooling all year.


Another reason why she couldn’t wait to get to Dadifornia.


“Yes, but I also say, decenter boys. You’re the star of your life. You’re the prize.”


“But Bash is so beautiful.”


“He’s beautiful, Sparrow, but he’s also just a boy. Not to be gender normative, but have you met a boy? There’s no reason to be intimidated by one.” She lowered her voice to a stage whisper. “They barely have a coherent thought in their heads.”


“That is . . . pretty gender normative.”


“My point is, if you pursue Bash and he likes you back, cool! If not? His loss.”


“But why would he like me? He could date anyone. I’ve heard that he has.” She slumped down in the tub, walking her sneakers up the tiled wall. “Would I be hotter with highlights?”


“Sparrow, there’s someone out there dying to love you. Don’t ‘fix’ yourself before they get a chance to fall for the real you.”


Damn. Audre wasn’t even on her best game, and she gave herself chills with that one.


“My ex was into the real me. Dumping him was a mistake.”


“Your ex was a cheater, Sparrow. He gave you and half our class mono.”


“So it’s a no?”


“Yes. Going back to him would be toxic settling.”


“Toxic settling?” asked Sparrow, accidentally dropping a press-on nail into her vodka.


“It’s when you return to a situation that’s bad for you. If it was bad once, it’ll always be bad. Think of it this way—if you see the same tree twice in the forest, it means you’re lost.”


Sparrow gasped. “You’re so. Fucking. Wise.”


Let’s hope Stanford University thinks so, Audre thought, her mind accidentally wandering. College applications were due next fall, which was practically tomorrow. Stanford had the best psych program in the nation. And with her high school record—class president, debate team captain, AP everything, insane PSAT scores and extracurriculars—she should’ve been a no-brainer. But almost everyone applying would have her stats. It wasn’t enough.


So, Audre had figured out how to wow the admissions board. Along with her application, she’d turn in a special project. Extra extra credit if you will. A self-published self-help book for teens. Rules for thriving based on her best advice! It was an excellent idea.


Well, it would be an excellent idea as soon as she figured out what to write. Unfortunately, brainstorming wasn’t going well. Yet another reason she couldn’t get to Dadifornia fast enough. In the laid-back paradise of Malibu, she could finish writing by summer’s end—just in time for applications in the fall.


As Audre opened her mouth to answer Sparrow, Reshma Wells burst into the lavish bathroom. Hurricane Reshma.


Therapy session over.
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Chapter 2


Reshma Wells was the party hostess. She was also Audre’s best friend. Well, usually. At times, their extremely alpha personalities sort of clashed. When they were good, Reshma was her platonic soulmate. When they were bad, Reshma was her Regina George. But they were used to the ups and downs; they’d been friends since childhood.


“Audre!” she exclaimed in her British-inflected accent (she’d moved to New York City from London in fourth grade). Leaning in the doorway with her huge, smoky eyes, wild black waves, bralette, and slouchy jeans, she looked like an exquisite, haunted baby doll. “Bro. Ellery told me that Akilah knows who’s responsible for Coco-Jean’s pregnancy scare.”


Sparrow gasped, sitting up poker-straight in the tub. “Tell us.”


“We’re in the middle of a session!” Audre loved Reshma to death, but she always did this. Showing up and sucking all the air out of the room.


“First of all, this is my house. Secondly, this is urgent.” She draped herself over Sparrow like a blanket, entangling their feet together. Sparrow’s eyes practically crossed, she was so mesmerized. Reshma had never spoken more than five words to her.


“You don’t mind if I cut in, do you?” purred Reshma in her permanent rasp. She’d had bronchitis last October and kept the voice.


“I don’t mind,” gushed Sparrow, who had a nail stuck in her bangs.


“Great,” sighed Audre. “To protect your confidentiality, let’s finish tomorrow, okay?”


Audre knew when to pick her battles. And Reshma was a force of nature. They’d been besties since Reshma showed up in her fourth-grade class and Audre was assigned to be her “buddy.” She was Indian by birth, adopted by British pop star parents, and was posh, beautiful, and five steps ahead of everyone. While most Cheshire girls were reading Dork Diaries, she was reading Mafia boss romances.


Though they were only nine at the time, Audre and Reshma were socially savvy enough to know they’d been buddied up because they were The Only Kids of Color in Mrs. Jones’s Class. It didn’t matter, though. Because they’d bonded in seconds! They both loved pink Simply Lemonade, poetry, and roller-skating. Reshma taught Audre how to eat with chopsticks and do winged eyeliner. Audre taught Reshma about horoscopes and horror movies. They decided they were a dynamic duo.


Their biggest trait in common? Both girls wore confidence as armor. The second-biggest one? They kept their deepest emotions to themselves.


If she were being honest, Audre wasn’t sure she trusted Reshma with intimate secrets. Reshma was so self-centered (a result of her parents both spoiling and neglecting her), and Audre saw how she plowed through crushes, clothes, and interests. She didn’t want to be discarded, too.


“Here’s the story,” continued Reshma. “Remember when Coco-Jean told us she missed her period? That same day, someone saw Bash Henry buying Plan B at CVS.”


“My Bash Henry? Coco-Jean got to him first? They had actual sex?” Sparrow looked crushed. “God, why am I this upset about a boy I barely know? I’m so broken.”


Before Audre could answer, Reshma jumped in.


“Everyone’s broken, baby. It’s about being just broken enough to seem sexy and interesting.” She took Sparrow’s hand. “Look. You’re a bad bitch. You speak fluent Latvian . . .”


“Latin,” corrected Audre.


“. . . and you’re brilliant on the tambourine.”


“Trombone,” corrected Sparrow.


“. . . and it seems like pulling a cishet boy would be easy. Just be mean to them.”


“Easy for you. But I’m not you.” Clumsily, Sparrow disentangled herself from Reshma and climbed out of the tub. “Look at you! Perfect body. Perfect clothes. Your parents are goals. Mine hate each other and hate me. How am I supposed to understand functional relationships?”


Reshma snorted at this. “Goals? My father’s fucking his plastic surgeon and wears violently skinny jeans. Mum’s in a baby food weight loss cult and hasn’t eaten anything solid since 2016.” She pointed at Audre. “Her life is perfect. Fine-ass stepdad. Cool mom with the most incredible, random facts. One time, she told me that if you see a huge cluster of mushrooms out in the wild, it’s growing over something dead.”


“I hate mushrooms,” sighed Audre, marveling at how quickly this conversation went left.


Sparrow was scowling. “Why am I talking to you two about boys, anyway? Reshma, you’re extremely gay.”


“I’m a child of God,” she said.


“And Audre? I’m saying this as a friend, not a client. . . . You’re anti-romance.”


Audre gasped. “Not true! I’m just currently in my self-partnered era, that’s all.”


“I think I’m too drunk for this conversation,” squeaked Sparrow, making her first reasonable statement of the night. “I’m going home, lighting my abundance candle, and doing my manifestation ritual. Bash will be mine by the summer solstice.”


Audre and Reshma watched her stagger out of the room and then looked at each other with deadpan expressions. Reshma burst into throaty laughter.


“You really take that chaotic Swiftie seriously?”


“I support all women,” said Audre. “Well, most. And secondly, stop interrupting my sessions! I love you, but advice is not your thing.”


She giggled at this, knowing it was true. “Speaking of advice, how’s your book going? What’s the title?”


“One, Two, Three, Four . . . THRIVE! A Teen’s Rules for Flourishing on This Dying Planet.”


Reshma paused. “Can I be honest with you?”


“No,” said Audre quickly. “It’s just a placeholder title! And I haven’t started writing the book. Every time I brainstorm, I get all insecure. Like, am I even qualified to do this?”


“Oh, stop stressing.” Reshma climbed out of the tub and linked her arm in Audre’s. She led Audre out of the bathroom and into the rowdy crowd. “You don’t have to write your book tonight. Wanna come with me to the after-party?”


“Where is it?” hollered Audre over the bass.


Reshma cackled. “Bash Henry’s.”


“Not this kid again.”


“Right? I feel like if we say his name three times, he’ll appear.”


“Like Beetlejuice.”


“Sparrow would immediately die.”


“She better not—she owes me forty-five dollars.”


As the girls zigzagged their way through the galaxy-light-spotted clusters of kids living, laughing, and loving all over Reshma’s manse, Audre couldn’t help but think that she had felt safer in the bathroom. In there, therapizing Sparrow, she was in control. At the height of her powers. But out here, surrounded by unselfconscious people giving in to Having a Good Time just for the sake of having a good time? She felt like an alien. Suddenly, she was too aware of her hands. She felt scrawny. Out of step. Exposed (one of her least favorite feelings).


Parties, drinking, flirting, small talk? Not her skill set. And what even was the point of liking somebody when most high school couples break up before college, anyway? Even tougher, how did you resist the urge to debate when someone lightheartedly brought up a problematic conversation topic? Audre knew too much about human nature, was the thing. She knew why people acted the way they did, and what choices caused which outcomes. How do you let go and just . . . live . . . when you knew how every story ended?


Just then, she and Reshma stopped in their tracks. The hallway was blocked by Benji and Delia, two juniors high off edibles and hooking up on a beanbag. Benji was shirtless. Delia, a proud furry, had on bunny slippers and bunny ears.


“Ew! It’s barely 5 PM, have some fucking decorum,” Reshma hollered over the roaring bass.


Audre said nothing. She couldn’t. She stood there, frozen, staring at her phone. An icy, ominous chill ran down her spine. She’d just received a text. It was a version of the same one she’d gotten several times over the past month.


Ellison: pls answer. we deleted the video. pls don’t tell anyone what happened. no one saw the vid. ok?


“What’s wrong?” shouted Reshma.


Audre shook her head. Her chest was tightening; her throat was closing. A weird tingle stung her palms. Hot tears sprang to her eyes. She felt out of control.


She managed to holler, “Gotta run, I’ll text later,” and then hopped over the Delia-Benji pretzel, rushed downstairs, and ran out the back door into the late afternoon heat.


She didn’t stop till she was a block away. Then she sat down on the stoop of someone’s brownstone. With an anguished groan, she clenched her teeth and her fists, fighting off waves of nausea and rising hysteria.


No one saw it. No one saw it. No one saw it.
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Chapter 3


After several minutes, her breathing slowed to normal. With trembling hands, she deleted Ellison’s text. She always did.


And then she headed home. She lived a short ten-minute walk from Reshma’s—the same neighborhood—but today the walk seemed to take forever. It felt like she was walking in quicksand.


I’m in denial, she thought. A therapist in denial, so dumb. Do I really believe that if I ignore Ellison, he’ll go away? That if I delete the texts, they never existed? That’s not how life works.


When Audre opened her apartment door, her stomach sank—the same way it had for most of eleventh grade. There was barely a trace of the tidy home of her childhood. Now, there were boxes of books, bags of clothes, piles of kitchen tiles (why?), and baby furniture crowded in the living room. The clutter spilled into Audre’s bedroom, which had been demolished.


The disorder drove her insane. Every time she opened the door, she expected to walk into a home she recognized. The home she grew up in. Before it smelled like sawdust and sweaty construction guys. Before her bedroom had been demolished. Before The Goblin.


The Goblin was Audre’s secret name for her year-old sister. Everyone else called her Baby Alice.


She knew it was a terrible nickname—after all, her sister was just a blob, as harmless as an amoeba—but facts were facts, and Audre could trace the disintegration of her life directly back to The Goblin’s birth.


That’s when her mom, Eva, and her stepdad, Shane, decided that instead of moving to a bigger place, they’d split Audre’s bedroom in half and build a nursery (“since you’ll be off to college in a few years, anyway”). That’s when Audre became a displaced person, packing up her bedroom into plastic bags and moving to the couch. No door, no privacy, no good night’s sleep.


That’s also when Eva and Shane started planning a wedding. They’d already gotten hitched at city hall, but for some reason they decided they urgently wanted a big celebration.


Eva had a lifelong medical condition—daily migraines that sometimes required hospital stays. And Shane was a recovering alcoholic. He’d been sober for six years, but still. She’d read enough about alcoholism to know that sobriety was a daily battle.


They had real shit to deal with! So why complicate things with a baby, a wedding, and home repairs? Audre was glad her mom had found her person. It was a relief, not watching her juggle single parenthood, illness, and a big career alone. And Eva and Shane were both authors, so they “got” each other. Great, but sometimes Audre felt like the only adult in the family.


Maybe it’s because they were high school sweethearts who broke up as teens and reunited as adults, thought Audre. Maybe together, they slip back into adolescent behavior. Interesting theory. I’ll research this on mentalhealth.org later.


For the moment, Audre turned her attention to her mom, who was sitting on the living room rug. She was surrounded by toys, books, and bottles. Baby Alice was perched on her lap, taking turns nursing and shrieking.


(Their part-time nanny had just quit to become a nun. But that was a whole other story.)


“Oh, thank GOD you’re home,” wailed Eva. Baby Alice looked at Audre and shrieked.


“Same, kid,” muttered Audre, flopping down on the couch. Aka, her bed.


Baby Alice had Shane’s honey-brown eyes. And, like Audre, she’d inherited Eva’s knuckle-deep dimples. Yes, she was cute. But she was irritating. Like a paper cut between your fingers that also smells like sour breastmilk.


“Shhh, sweetie. It’s okay. You’re fine,” cooed Eva, rocking Baby Alice in her arms. After a moment, she settled down and Eva popped a paci in her mouth. As The Goblin lay wide-awake on Eva’s chest, she glared at Audre with a side-eye so dramatic, it was almost funny.


“I know, the crying sucks,” said Eva through a yawn. She was fully made-up, her coily curls swept into a half-up, half-down style. She was wearing chunky gold hoops, a Wu-Tang sweatshirt, cutoff shorts—and had an ice pack tied to her forehead.


Audre knew what that meant. “It’s bad today?”


“Ehh. It’s a four.” Level four on the 1– 10 pain scale. “Sorry Baby Alice is so intense today. She’s stressed out from teething.”


“I’m stressed out, too. But I have an inside voice.”


Eva turned her way, her ice pack tilting to one side. “You’re stressed? What about?”


Audre wanted to scream. Did her mom not realize that she, Shane, and Baby Alice had turned her life upside down—during the year when grades mattered most to colleges? It’s not like she could explain her stressful family to Stanford. What would she even say?




Dear Stanford Admissions Board,


Hi, I’m Audre. My mom was my best friend. She was only twenty when she had me, so we sort of grew up together. When I was a baby, my parents divorced and Dad moved to Cali. It’s weird, cause most moms are annoying, but mine was different. She never judged me or dismissed me. We lived in our happy little world, with its own rules and customs. Speaking in a French accent on Wednesday nights. Watching horror movies on Saturday nights. Attending drag-queen brunch every Easter.


When I had a bad day at school, she just knew and would order my favorite pizza without saying a word. And I could sense when her head was getting bad, the way old people know that it’s going to rain. Codependent? I mean, yeah. But we were best friends. And then came Shane. Look, I’m not a hater. But you know when couples are so giddy it’s like all self- awareness evaporates and they frolic around like they invented being in love? They do that. Imagine living with the gooiest couple in the cafeteria. It’s so obnoxious. Hello? Some of us are single.


And I could handle it if my mom still noticed me. But little by little, we’ve grown apart. It’s been a slow, painful untangling, but it’s final. I’ve been replaced.


And now Mom, Shane, and Baby Alice live in their own happy little world. It’s like the sun shines only on them. I’m fading away, Stanford. It’s a classic case of Oldest Daughter Erasure, which is a term I invented. I’ve already registered the trademark.


Anyway, please accept me to your prestigious institution.


Love,


Audre Zora Maya Toni Mercy-Moore





For the zillionth time that day, she thanked the universe for Dadifornia. Two more weeks, just two more weeks.


For her sanity, Audre changed the subject. “Why are you wearing makeup?”


Baby Alice spit out her pacifier and blew a raspberry at her sister.


“I really can’t take her negativity,” muttered Audre.


“She’s a baby,” said Eva. “Is my makeup too much?”


“No, you look pretty.”


“But do I look relatable? Like you’ll want to be my best friend and buy my next book?”


“I guess? Why?”


“So, my next book comes out in September, right? Back to Belle Fleur.”


Eva was famous for her fifteen-book Cursed series (about a nineteen-year-old witch in passionate love with a vampire). But she’d just finished writing a different book—a memoir about her Black Creole roots. For four years, she’d been researching the Louisiana bayou town of Belle Fleur, where her mom was born. Back to Belle Fleur would be a love letter to her maternal ancestors, all of whom were badass superheroes.


“I need to tell my IG followers about the release date. So I’m doing a reel. From the chest up, of course.” She wiggled a fuzzy Christmas slipper–clad foot in Audre’s direction and then grimaced. Today’s migraine was clearly getting worse. “Can you help?”


Didn’t she always? Audre popped the paci back in Baby Alice’s mouth and then hoisted her up onto her hip. Then she set up Eva’s ring light on a side table and aimed her phone at her mom.


Quickly, Eva slid off her ice pack and fluffed up her curls. “Hi, readers! It’s Eva Mercy, here to introduce my upcoming book, Back to Belle Fleur! It traces the colorful lives of my Creole mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother in Belle Fleur, Louisiana. I’m uncovering all the secrets and lore that have shaped my identity.” She beamed, her dimples popping. No one would know she was in pain. “But it’s not just about my identity. Hellooo, Audreeee?”


Audre hated it when her mom put her on the spot. But the fans loved their mommy-daughter moments—which translated into book sales.


“Hi! I’ve grown up listening to Mom’s stories about the powerful, inspiring sheroes in our family. As she always tells me, Mercy girls do what can’t be done! Preorder at link in bio!”


Just then, Baby Alice sunk her two tiny, hard tooth nubs into her finger. Yelping, Audre stopped recording and dropped her phone onto the couch.


“Ow! Mom, take this Goblin . . . I mean, Baby Alice,” she said, handing her over. “I hate it when you throw me in your videos like that, with no warning. I’m not even wearing lipstick! And I’ve had the worst day.”


“But you’re such a natural.” Eva lifted her sweatshirt and resumed nursing. Back to business. “Don’t be mad, okay? Just trying to sell books here. Tell me about your day.”


“Well, it was the last day of school.”


Eva gasped. “That’s right, I forgot! Sorry, it’s New Mom Brain.”


Audre wanted to remind her that she wasn’t a new mom. She’d been one for sixteen years. “And we got our yearbooks.”


“I love yearbooks. Can I see? I never got one, thanks to my misspent youth.” Just then, Shane, her stepdad, emerged from the bedroom. He was wearing gray joggers and a T-shirt that read FLIP IT AND REVERSE IT.


Shane Hall was a hotshot, award-winning novelist. Book reviewers had named him “the voice of a generation.” But to Audre, he was like a fun uncle. The guy who, on her thirteenth birthday, had gotten them kicked out of the Museum of Ice Cream for eating the displays.


Shane fist-bumped Audre and then picked up Baby Alice, smothering her cheeks with kisses as she gurgled with glee. Eva looked at the two of them with a lovestruck gaze.


“Hi, honey,” she cooed as if she hadn’t been home with him all day.


“Hey, honey.” He smiled, plopping down next to her.


Gross, thought Audre, handing Shane the yearbook.


“Your head’s getting bad, isn’t it? I watched a YouTube video saying that bone broth helps migraines,” said Shane, jiggling Baby Alice on his knee. “Last night, after I fed Baby Alice around three am, I deboned an entire chicken, per the tutorial. I’m gonna broth you, baby.”


“You know you can buy bone broth,” said Audre. “Like, at Whole Foods.”


“Food tastes different when Shane cooks for me,” sighed Eva. “It tastes like love.”


They smiled at each other happily over their Goblin’s head. Audre wanted to vomit.


“I’m sorry,” she started, “don’t y’all have a wedding to plan? And a house to finish? Why are you deliberately trying to make your lives harder?”


“Don’t worry about adult things,” said Eva. “Anyway, back to your day.”


“Fine. So, after school I went to a party at Reshma’s house. . . .”


“Her parents were there, right?”


“Yep.” She saw no reason to tell her that Reshma’s parents (aka Mr. and Mrs. Wells, aka the Well Well Wells, the Britpop duo responsible for some of the sappiest ballads of the ’80s and ’90s) were in London, recording an album. For all of Eva’s “no-filter mom” energy, she was weirdly overprotective. Audre had a babysitter until eighth grade! So embarrassing.


Shane turned a page in the yearbook. “I’m sorry, but these aren’t real teenagers. They look like adults who play teenagers on TV,” he pointed out. “How was the party?”


“I had to talk Sparrow off the ledge.” Sometimes, it was easier to talk to Shane than her mom. Less emotional baggage. “She falls for f-boys, and they become her entire identity.”


“No one you date in high school should be that important in your life,” said Shane.


“You literally dated Mom in twelfth grade.”


“We dated briefly,” he said.


“It took remeeting him fifteen years later for it to stick,” said Eva, who had gingerly lain herself down on the rug and was re-attaching the ice pack to her forehead. She pulled two pills out of her pocket and dry-swallowed them.


“Audre, promise me you won’t get hung up on an idiot,” said Shane, looking disturbed.


Eva opened one eye. “This is Audre we’re talking about. When has she ever made an irrational decision? Look at her prom date, Ellison. National Honor Society. Varsity basketball and wrestling. A little conceited, maybe, but nice manners.”


Audre felt her chest tighten. We erased the video. No one saw it.


“I just don’t like to picture my stepdaughter letting some clown throw her off course.”


“No one’s throwing me quote, unquote off course,” said Audre, “let alone a clown.”


Shane gave her a pound. “My girl.”


“Whose trophies are those?” asked Eva.


“Mine. Who else’s would they be?” Audre shrugged, annoyed. “The awards ceremony was today. I’m surprised you forgot, seeing how much you love accolades.”


Audre gestured toward Eva and Shane’s Shelf of Braggotry, which held all the awards, framed New York Times bestseller lists, and NAACP trophies between the two of them.


No pressure, thought Audre.


“Godddd,” Eva groaned. “I’m failing you, I really am.”


“Not important,” lied Audre. She paused, waiting for Eva to ask her about it. Her daughter was class president, so she had to assume she was giving a speech, right? Nothing.


“We’re so proud of you, honey,” said Eva. But to Audre, it sounded like she was phoning it in. Her mom used to be in the front row of every recital, presentation, and debate team competition, cheering the loudest.


Almost immediately, Eva shifted her attention to Shane. “Why does your T-shirt say FLIP IT AND REVERSE IT? That’s a Missy Elliott reference, right?”


He grinned, looking proud. “It’s the name of the cover band I hired for our wedding. They specialize in 2000s R&B.”


“But I told you, I want you to sing,” said Eva. “Your voice is so smooth. Like Usher, but taller.”


“What’s a tall voice?” muttered Audre. She was fed up with their silly banter. Time to change the subject. “I have news. I’m writing a book.”


Just then, two of America’s most beloved authors gawked at Audre in absolute horror.


“But you’re so young,” protested Eva.


“I’m sixteen! You were nineteen when you published your first book.” Audre knew Eva’s biography by heart. At Princeton, she wrote the first book in the Cursed series, it won a fiction contest, she landed a publisher—and then she left college for New York. “Look, I need to be excellent for Stanford. I have a lot to live up to. Mercy girls do what can’t be done, remember?”


“You’re already excellent,” said Eva.


“How would you know? You didn’t even come to the awards ceremony.”


Eva’s head snapped up, her expression frozen between shame and hurt.


“Aaand this is my stop,” said Shane, gathering up Baby Alice and attempting to escape.


“Sit down,” ordered Eva. She faced Audre. “I’m sorry, I’m so overwhelmed right now.”


“Doesn’t matter,” lied Audre. She wished she could tell her what happened earlier at the awards ceremony. That as she waited in the wings to give her speech, her phone buzzed. It was a text from Ellison, her prom date. The prom was two months ago, and they hadn’t spoken since. But he texted constantly. Each time, it was a reminder of the worst day of her life.


Her brain froze, as if she’d bitten into a block of ice. She knew what was coming.


Audre fled to the bathroom. In the privacy of a stall, she had a panic attack. Shaking, sobbing, dry-heaving. She rode it out, then rinsed out her mouth in the sink. Dabbed her tears with paper towels, then ran back out to the stage and nailed the speech. No one could tell she was a mess. But Audre knew—and seeing her mom in the audience would’ve helped.


She was dying to tell Eva all of this. But Eva clearly had no room for her anymore.


“Audre, do you want a career as an author? Or is this just to get Stanford’s attention?”


“Both. I’m going to self-publish this book in time for applications. After I graduate from Stanford, I’ll get a three-book deal with a traditional publisher. And then become a world-famous self-help author. You know, when I’m not busy with my celebrity therapy practice.”


Eva and Shane glanced at each other. Shane let out a weary chuckle.


“Honey,” started Eva, “it sounds like a fun summer project. But it worries me that you’re so career-focused right now. Be young! Yeah, I published at nineteen. But then I blinked, and at twenty-two, I had a huge career, a toddler, and divorce bills. I was stuck in grown-up land.”


Audre flinched. “Oh. Okay, got it. Well, I’m so sorry you were stuck with me.”


“That’s not what I meant.”


“Glad you have a chance for a do-over with Baby Alice. You know, the three of you sit there like the stars in your own movie while I’m off on the sidelines like . . . like . . . like . . .”


“An NPC?” offered Shane.


Eva cut her eyes at him, huffing.


“You made me stay!” he exclaimed.


His voice jolted Baby Alice awake, and she erupted in angry sobs. Audre stormed off—forgetting she no longer had a bedroom to storm into. With an exasperated UGH, she rerouted to the fire escape at the back of the apartment. It was the only quiet place left. She climbed out and sat on the ledge, her legs dangling two stories above the backyard garden.


Just two more weeks in Brooklyn, she thought, like a mantra. Just two more weeks.


As if reading her mind, her phone buzzed. Her dad. She picked up so fast she accidentally knocked herself in the mouth with her phone.


“Audre?”


A veteran Pixar animator, Troy Moore was extremely good-natured. He had two settings: pleased and ecstatic. Audre couldn’t imagine Troy and Eva in the same room, let alone married.


“Hi, Dad! I was just about to call you! Can I come out earlier? I just . . . I really miss the beach house. I feel like I’m losing it. I need to hear the ocean. Play with the puppy . . .”


“Donut’s a year old now. But Audre . . .”


“I even miss Athena’s decorating taste. I was wrong about her shell-shaped tub. It’s not tacky at all.”


“Audre. I, uh, have some news. I’ll just come out and say it, okay?”


She froze. “Why do you sound so weird?”


“We’re going to have to cancel Dadifornia this year. But it’s for an exciting reason! Are you sitting down? We’re pregnant. Can you believe it? It’s been a difficult first trimester, and Athena’s on bed rest. Don’t worry, she’ll be A-OK. But her mother moved in to help us, and . . . and she’s staying in your bedroom. So, we just don’t have room for you this summer.”


Audre blinked several times. “But . . . but . . . I have an internship at a Malibu mental health clinic. They chose me over two hundred candidates.”


“I know you’re disappointed. But guess what? You’re getting a baby brother!”


Audre didn’t hear that last part. She’d turned to stone.
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Chapter 4


Bash Henry’s party was already out of control. Some kid had to be Ubered to the ER when a weed gummy got lodged in his ear canal. Two unknown girls were brawling on the kitchen floor over Chance Cross, who was in a corner sexting his camp girlfriend. Oddly, someone had stabbed a potted cactus with a huge steak knife—and left it sticking morbidly out of the plant. It was 6 PM. The sun hadn’t even set yet.


Technically, it was Bash’s party. But he wasn’t there. He was outside of it. For the past thirty minutes, he’d been sitting on the stoop of his mom’s luxury apartment building that overlooked Prospect Park. The party had become too rowdy for him. So now, he was leaning back on his elbows, disassociating, and trying not to doze off behind his sunglasses.


“You know what your problem is? You’re stubborn as hell,” said Clio Rhodes, who was perched next to him. “It’ll be your downfall.”


“My downfall already happened,” Bash pointed out with a faint smile. He didn’t feel like debating his stubbornness right now. But he also didn’t want to be rude to Clio. He always tried to maintain an agreeable, friendly attitude—no matter how he was feeling on the inside.


“What happened to you wasn’t a downfall,” said Clio. “It was a setback.”


“A setback suggests you still have options,” reasoned Bash. “Like when you want chips but the bodega’s closed. Sucks, but there’s always DoorDash.”


“But you do have options.”


With a groan, Bash slid his sunglasses up into his overgrown curls. He began counting off his issues on his fingers. “My dad disowned me. So, I had to relocate to Brooklyn in February of my senior year. To live with my mother, a virtual stranger.” He chuckled lightly, shaking his head. “There’s no DoorDash to order a new past.” He paused. “That’d be a fire app, though.”


“You need to call your dad.” Clio took a drag from her vape and offered it to Bash. He shook his head. He was high enough.


“I need a nap.”


“If you don’t make things right with him, you’ll regret it. I know you, Bash. You’re a softie. I know it’s killing you.”


This conversation was killing him.


How did I get here? he wondered to himself, hearing a loud crash through his mom’s second-floor window. Was that the vase or the chandelier? Who even are these rich-ass kids? What would make someone who has everything go to a stranger’s house and stab a cactus? And am I perversely thrilled by this ’cause it’s something I’d never do? At what point did I get uncomfortably high? When can I go home? Where even is home?


That was the problem. He had no home. He was currently living in his mom’s home, but it certainly wasn’t his home.


Bash Henry didn’t belong anywhere.


And right now, he really wanted to be alone. But if he had to be in the presence of anyone, he was glad it was Clio. His favorite person. She was eleven months older than Bash, but she’d always been light-years ahead of him, maturity-wise. They’d connected on Instagram years ago, and it was cool that they were finally in the same place. (She lived in Queens, and he’d lived on the West Coast, so they’d only spoken through FaceTime and texts before he moved to New York.) Clio was the only person who knew him before his life imploded. Before he had to leave everything behind. Before he’d become Brooklyn private school gossip fodder.


The kids upstairs at the party? They pretended to be cool with Bash but then turned around and spread over-the-top lies about him. The latest rumor was that he was a drug dealer. At the Nitehawk movie theater, he’d overheard some girl saying he’d sold shrooms to a Midwood High kid (Kyle? Kai?), which unfortunately led to him having a psychotic break on the B69 bus. Yes, Bash did sell him the shrooms, but not because he was a drug dealer. He worked at a novelty gift shop that had a license to sell shroom-infused chocolates!


No one bothered to ask his side of the story.


Rumors were annoying, but truthfully? There was a safety in realizing that no one knew the real him. It was like hiding in plain sight. So, he let the gossip fly. He had no intention of staying in Brooklyn past the summer.


Bash couldn’t have stopped the rumors anyway. Without trying, he’d always pulled attention. In his experience, Black and brown kids always stood out at elite private schools. Especially when they were new. And especially when they were new, tall, tatted, and carried themselves with the “self-assured swagger and grace of a nationally ranked track star” (as LA Times sports reporter Jerome Radke had written about him back in November ’23).


But no one in Brooklyn knew about his track and field stats. He never mentioned his past. He couldn’t talk about it without mentioning his dad, Milton. And at the thought of Milton, a veil of darkness cloaked him. He was terrifying.


Good or bad, though, Milton was the only parent Bash knew. He had raised him since he was a baby. It was crazy to think about the turn his life had taken. Now, his sole guardian was a woman who gave him up when he was in diapers.


Sometimes, Bash felt like he was watching his life happen to someone else. Like he was the subject of a Hulu documentary about an Olympics-bound track star’s harrowing fall from grace.


“Are you listening to me?” asked Clio, snapping her fingers in front of Bash’s face.


“I’m sorry, I’m a little . . . fucked-up.” He sat up and ran his hands over his face. Then he peered up at the window. “Do you think they’ll go home soon?”


Clio laughed at this. Her smile was radiant, with an adorable gap between her front teeth. Micro-locs tumbled to her shoulders, a few decorated with gold cuffs. Her laughter was always contagious. Despite himself, Bash chuckled with her, shaking his head.


“Why’d you invite a bunch of high school kids to your house on the last day of school if you didn’t want them to party?”


“High school kids, like you’re so beyond this,” he mocked with a sleepy grin. “You’re a freshman at Cornell. This was you last year.”


“This was never me. I wouldn’t show up to somebody’s house and break shit.”


“You will show up and lecture me, though.”


With a sigh, Clio drew her hand into a fist and gently pressed it against his jaw. “Stubborn.”


“I know you’re just worried about me,” he admitted.


“I am. After everything that happened, the drama and the scandal . . . I just, well, I worry about your state of mind. You barely graduated. Your track plans are off the table. You used to be so driven. So ambitious.” She pointed at him. “Now you’re sitting outside your own party, high as fuck, feeling sorry for yourself.”


“I don’t feel sorry for myself,” mumbled Bash, trying to hide his hurt feelings. “I don’t really feel anything right now.”


“Whatever,” she sighed. “Call Milton. What he did to you? Unforgivable. But it’s not about forgiving him. It’s about getting closure so you can have peace. I don’t want to hear you complain about your life until you’ve done it. I’m done.”


She swung her canvas tote over her arm. It was embroidered with floral letters spelling OUT BLACK, BOOKISH, WITCHY.


“Wait, where are you going?”


“I have work early in the morning. Plus, this conversation’s going nowhere.” Clio was clearly annoyed. “I’ll text later.”


“Please stay. Just for, like, five minutes.” He didn’t want to be alone.


“Okay, but . . .”


Just then, Bash’s phone buzzed. It was his mom on FaceTime. Unfortunately, in his altered state, he reflexively tapped the green button instead of the red one. He grimaced, whispered fuck through gritted teeth, and then quickly flashed a smile at the screen.


“Bash! Oh! Hi!”


Jennifer was the one who called, but she sounded so surprised to see him. It was as if she was startled simply by the fact that he existed.


To be honest? Bash wasn’t used to her presence, either. This blond-haired, blue-eyed white lady was related to him? She was his mother? Surreal. Growing up, he didn’t think of her a lot. It was hard to miss what he never had. But in his loneliest moments—late at night in a strange bed in a strange hotel in a strange track-meet city—he’d wonder what kind of mom would allow her ex-husband to move across the country with her baby. Rarely to be seen again.


Didn’t she ever miss him? Did she ever feel sorry or sad about it? Bash didn’t have the answers. But he didn’t know how to ask the questions.


“How are you?” FaceTime-Jennifer trilled from his phone. “Having a quiet night?”


He glanced at Clio. She rolled her eyes.


“Quiet’s probably not the word. But, uh, you’re still coming back next week, right?”


Jennifer was independently wealthy. Rich, really. So, she didn’t need to work. Instead, she spent her time volunteering at community centers for disadvantaged Black and brown kids. It took her all around the country. And she always stayed away long enough for Bash to throw a party—and then clean the apartment from top to bottom. Honestly, cleaning was the only fun part. After a messy, destructive rager, it was so satisfying to sweep, mop, and dust. Make everything look perfect again.


Maybe that’s a metaphor, he wondered. I can’t put the pieces back together in my real life, so it feels good to repair a trashed apartment. Clio’s right. I do need some fucking therapy.


“I’m staying in Philly a few extra days,” said Jennifer. “The UARYOC are especially in need of my time right now.”


UARYOC, as in underprivileged at-risk youth of color. Jennifer had invented the term. It had yet to catch on in social justice circles, but not for her lack of trying.


“Working with underprivileged, at-risk youth of color really puts everything in perspective,” she continued passionately. “But it’s draining. Today, I was mediating a conflict between a fourteen-year-old kid and his mother, who was just released from prison after a decade. It’s a bummer, the way the prison industrial complex rips mothers from children. That baby boy needed her. Can you imagine being abandoned by your mom?”


“Sounds traumatic,” he said neutrally. Clio motioned shooting herself in the temple.


“Maybe you’d like to mentor one day, Bash. You’d have so much to teach these kids as a light-skinned, Black-presenting biracial.”


“You mean a LSBPB?”


Jennifer breezed past his snark. “I’ve been meaning to ask you. Have you ever been unfairly targeted by police officers?”


“Me? Nah, I’ve got a clean record.”


“Clean record,” she repeated, nodding. “Well, you’re one of the lucky ones. Being a Black man in America is a death sentence. I’d love you to volunteer with me sometime. You could connect with the kids far better than I.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Sometimes I feel pointless. All talking points but no real authenticity. Like a white savior.”
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