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For anyone who’s lost their mind and
found their tribe on the dance floor


CHAPTER 1

The clock ticks in 4/4 time. It cuts through the scrape and shuffle of students putting away their instruments, dragging us six minutes closer to the end of the school year and one minute closer to the moment I’ve been waiting for.

“Class, we have a very special end-of-the-year treat for you.” Mr. Gillis, the band teacher, pushes his wire-framed glasses up his nose. The shuffle suspends.

“You’re letting us out early?” Jamal Robeson asks from behind his bass drum. Next to him, the percussionists titter.

“Even better.” Mr. Gillis beams at me. “You’re about to witness the world premiere of an original jazz trio written and performed by our very own Mira Alden, with Nicky Soriano on piano and Crow Cutler on drums. Put your hands together for ‘Lou’s New York!’”

All around me, people deflate.

“Loser’s New York?” Gabriella Lawson jokes, tossing her stick-straight, shiny auburn hair over one shoulder and sending a gale of laughter through the flutes and clarinets.

“By Sad Trombone?” Jamal adds, and the laughter ripples through the rest of the band.

A memory whirls back to me: grass and dirt in my mouth, my eyes red and hot. Stay cool, I remind myself as I pick my way to the front of the room. It’s what Miles Davis, my personal hero and the best trumpet player who ever lived, would have done. He never let critics get to him. He always played it cool.

On the other side of the room Crow adjusts her fedora and wheels her upright bass around the splayed-out feet of people who refuse to let her by. Her pale skin looks almost translucent under the band-room lights, and a man’s herringbone blazer flaps around her shoulders. Nicky sets his sax on his chair and heads for the drums, his head held as high as it will go on his 5’3” frame. His pristine, preppy outfit is a stark contrast to Crow’s thrift-store duds. His chinos actually swish as he walks.

“Mira, do you have any words to share about your piece?” Mr. Gillis prompts.

Miles Davis never talked on stage. He believed the music should speak for itself. So I don’t tell the class that Lou was my grandfather, who turned me onto jazz when I was just a little girl. That this piece is a tribute to the hours he used to spend on Metro-North going into the city to hear his favorite jazz combos, often staying so late he missed the last train home and had to wander Grand Central Station until dawn. That it’s a thank-you for believing me when I said I wanted to play like Miles Davis, for buying me my first trumpet and coming to all my recitals even when his emphysema was so bad he could barely applaud.

That it’s a memorial, because as of September Grandpa Lou isn’t with us anymore. That the man Gabriella Lawson just called a “loser” was my favorite person who ever lived.

I don’t say any of that. I nod at Crow and Nicky, sweat gathering on my palms.

“A-one, a-two, a-one-two-three-four!” Crow counts, slapping her bass.

I raise my trumpet to my lips and feel forty pairs of eyes on me, just waiting for me to give them new material. Please don’t let me fall on my face, I pray. Not again.

Somehow, I find my breath. My fingers seek the valves and as the opening phrase echoes through the bell of my trumpet the band room fades away and we’re in Grandpa Lou’s living room in New Haven, the carpet scratchy against my bare knees as I lean up against his speakers, soaking in the horn. Nicky starts in with the snare, gaining speed like the train chugging into Manhattan. As the sound builds the three of us break into a fast, wild bebop riff and we’re in Harlem in 1944, when Miles Davis first came to New York and spent his days studying at Juilliard and his nights jamming uptown at Minton’s with Dizzy Gillespie and Charlie “Bird” Parker.

My notes intertwine with Nicky’s riffs and dart around the reverb from Crow’s bass. We’re weaving with Miles in and out of the clubs on 52nd Street, setting the soundtrack to Greenwich Village as beat poets snap their approval over black coffee and rotgut wine.

Nicky drops out for a moment and I launch into a solo that has the beatniks leaping to their feet and shedding their cool.

“Get it!” Crow hollers, spinning her bass in a full 360 just as I ease back into the refrain. Nicky’s snare slows until we’re sitting with Grandpa Lou in the front row of a tiny jazz club in Harlem, a cigarette in his hand and his smile like a halo, lighting up his whole face. My lungs feel like they’re about to burst by the time I hit the final high note, and I slowly lower my trumpet from my lips as the song’s last vibrations float through the air.

I can practically smell Grandpa Lou’s aftershave. My lips un-pucker into a smile and Nicky gives me a mock salute from the drums. Crow tips her fedora. I wait for applause to crash over me like a wave.

All I get is another tick of the clock. I tumble back to reality and find half the students zoning out, staring into space or checking their phones. Others just look confused—or, worse, unimpressed.

“What even was that?” Gabriella asks in a loud, fake sotto voce.

“Weirdness from a weirdo?” Jamal ventures.

Mr. Gillis brings his hands together in pointed, enthusiastic applause. Some of the students join him half-heartedly, but then the bell clangs and everyone is out of their seat at once, stampeding for the door.

“Don’t forget to practice over the summer!” Mr. Gillis calls to a nearly empty room. As the last student thuds away, he turns to me with a sigh.

“Sorry about that, Mira. I guess your material was a little … advanced for them.”

Nicky stands, shaking his head in disgust. “Can those cretins appreciate anything that’s not an arrangement of some crappy pop song?”

I watch Mr. Gillis try and fail to hide a smile. “They might not get it now,” he says diplomatically. “Maybe someday they will.”

“They would have gotten it at Windham.” The words slip from my mouth before I can stop them. So much for keeping my cool.

Mr. Gillis’s smile disappears. “I’m sorry about that, Mira,” he says. “I tried to pull strings for you. I really did.”

“I know,” I say. “Thanks anyway.”

I turn away from him and clean my trumpet’s spit valve so he can’t read the bitterness in my eyes. I’m more than sorry about missing all eight weeks of Windham Music Camp this summer; I’m furious. Furious that my parents didn’t realize we couldn’t afford it before the scholarship application deadline passed. Furious that I emptied my savings account and spent the last two months hosting bake sales only to come up short. Even a tiny bit furious at Crow and Nicky because they still get to go, even though they helped with the bake sales and none of this is their fault.

“It’s such crap.” Nicky follows Mr. Gillis around the room, breaking down music stands with small, precise movements. “All those summers gushing about your talent, and they can’t even scrounge up a little extra scholarship money? Go romance a rich donor or something?”

“Especially this summer,” Crow half wails, stuffing her bass into its giant case. “With our audition coming up. When you need to practice the most.”

Even though Crow’s just repeating everything I’ve said for months, her words tie my stomach in a knot. The three of us are applying early admission to the world-renowned Fulton Jazz Conservatory in Harlem: the only college I have any interest in attending. There’s a two-part audition process, and our first is in mid-August, so people can fly in without having to miss school. Even with the summer yawning in front of me like a stale, empty trap, it doesn’t feel like enough time.

“Oh, I’ll still practice.” My voice sounds scorched. “Probably even more than you guys. It’s not like I have anything else to do this summer.”

“You three will nail it.” Mr. Gillis assures us. “By the time I see you in September, Fulton will be begging you to go there.”

I snap my trumpet case shut. “I hope you’re right,” I say quietly. I wait for Crow and Nicky to finish packing up their instruments, already bracing myself for the onslaught of stupidity beyond the band room doors.

“Have a good summer!” Mr. Gillis calls after us.

“I’ll try,” I say, even though I’m pretty convinced that no summer spent folding towels at my parents’ moldy, failing gym could possibly be good. “You too.”

Out in the hallway the cacophony swallows us, a thousand students cleaning out their lockers. A cluster of guys from the JV basketball team uses one of the trash bins as target practice; a brown-skinned banana flies by, missing my ear by millimeters.

“Watch it!” I call, ducking.

Brian D’Angelo, second-string forward, tuts his tongue. “Close call there, Sad Trombone. Hate to see you faceplant on that.”

A bitter bubble of shame bursts in my stomach as the memory floods back, stronger this time. Crisp fall air biting at my nose as I take my first-ever marching band solo at the homecoming game. My toe hitting a divot in the football field and notes skidding sideways from my trumpet, crowds of blurred halftime faces jeering as I fly face-forward into dirt and grass. The taste of tears as Nicky helps me to my feet, the red eyes and heaving shoulders and mess of snot as I begin ugly-crying in front of a thousand jeering spectators. The nickname that’s followed me ever since.

Next to Brian D’Angelo, Brad Eaton raises a pretend trombone to his lips. “Whomp-whomp-whaaaaaa.”

I stare straight ahead and keep walking, reminding myself to play it cool. The Monday after the Halftime Incident I began channeling Miles Davis, keeping my head high and my face blank as cries of “Sad Trombone!” dogged me through the halls. It still hurts, even after three years. But I’ll be damned if I ever burst into tears in front of a crowd again.

Behind me, I feel Nicky stop. “For the millionth time, you cretins, she plays the trumpet,” he says in his withering, nasal drawl.

Brad pretends to look shocked. “Oh, what’re you gonna do about it? Beat me up with your tiny little gay hands?” The whole hallway bursts out laughing.

Nicky rolls his eyes. “You wish I’d touch you with my tiny little gay hands,” he shoots back. “Call me when you come out of the closet, ’kay, sweet pea?” He holds an imaginary phone to his ear and blows Brad a kiss.

“Ew.” Brad cowers back, the smile wiped from his lips. “Gross.”

Now it’s our turn to laugh as we link arms and continue down the hall.

“Jesus.” Nicky shakes his head. “I can’t wait to never have to come back here again.”

“Just one more year, kiddos.” Crow’s voice is pure steel. “And then we’ll be in Manhattan, jamming with the real cool cats, and we won’t even remember these losers existed.”

“If we get in,” I remind them.

“Of course we’ll get in.” Nicky lays a comforting hand on my arm.

“How can they resist us?” Crow adds, and I force a smile. Our collective plan for the future has always been so clear, hatched after the Halftime Incident and polished until it was as smooth and solid as a marble statue. The three of us together at Fulton, studying jazz with the greats. The off-campus loft we’ll share; all-night jam sessions fueled by black coffee and Chinese takeout. All we have to do is get through the next year of high school … and get in.

We pause at a junction in the hall. Crow and Nicky’s lockers are to the left, mine to the right.

“So I’ll see you guys tomorrow?” I ask. “Windham road trip?”

“You’re sure you want to drive us?” Nicky’s voice is gentle.

“My mom said she’d do it if you change your mind,” Crow pipes in.

“I’ll do it,” I say, even though the words feel like swallowing acid. “I want to see everyone.”

“You mean you want to see Peter,” Crow taunts.

“Naked,” Nicky agrees.

“That is classified information,” I inform them. Even though it’s true, I do kind of want to see Peter Singh naked. We almost got that far last summer, but we both chickened out at the last minute.

This summer was going to be different. Was.

“Anyway,” I say, too briskly. “I have to get to work. See you guys tomorrow.”

Crow gives me a quick hug while Nicky stands on tiptoe to air-kiss my cheek. Then they turn and walk away, Crow loping behind her bass and Nicky hustling to keep up, his saxophone case swinging from his hand. I turn and head to Locker 1279, which is easy to spot because someone scratched “Sad Trombone” into the orange paint job. For a while I tried to cover it up with a picture of Miles Davis—playing the trumpet, to make a point—but it kept getting torn down and finally I gave up. Nobody’s going to call me Sad Trombone in Manhattan. People there have better things to do.

I spin my combination and start sorting through rippedout notebook pages, old tests, and sheet music. Only the music is worth keeping. I shove everything else in the nearest trash, and I’m almost out the door when a familiar face stops me. She’s grinning from a newspaper photo inside one of the trophy cases, one arm around her co-captain and the other raising a massive trophy. The trophy itself stands next to the photo, gleaming dull gold. Connecticut State Soccer Champions, it reads. All-State MVP, Brittany Alden.

Even though the display has been up since last spring, I slow down and watch my reflection float over Britt’s photo. Despite the fact that we have the same light-brown skin, springy chestnut-colored curls, and dark eyes flecked with gold, people have trouble believing we’re sisters. Britt has an easy smile, a million friends, and a soccer scholarship. I have giant feet and a trumpet.

I haven’t seen her since she left for college in September: plane tickets from LA to Connecticut were too expensive for Christmas, and lately she’s been so busy with finals she hasn’t even been texting. But she’s coming home tonight, and knowing she’ll be here makes missing camp just a little easier to bear. I can’t help thinking that maybe this will be the summer we stop being Britt the Soccer Star and Mira the Weird Jazz Nerd and can just be us again, like we were before high school.

I may not be going to camp, but maybe this will be the summer I finally get my sister back.


CHAPTER 2

I inherited Grandpa Lou’s car when he died. It’s a 1990 Buick LeSabre in a two-tone brown that Nicky refers to as “fecal chic,” its exhaust smells like toxic death and the seats give you automatic swamp-ass. But if I inhale deep enough I can still smell Grandpa’s cigarettes and aftershave, and his collection of scratchy jazz cassettes still litters the seats and floor.

As I slide into the driver’s seat after my front-desk shift at our family-owned gym, The Gym Rat, Mom comes running across the parking lot.

“I’m coming with!” she calls, stashing a rolled-up piece of poster board in the back seat. “My class was canceled so—girls’ trip!”

“Oh?” I ask as the car gurgles to life.

“Yeah. No one showed up.” She pulls a cosmetic bag out of her purse and adjusts the side mirror, using it to brush shimmery shadow over her hazel eyes.

“Uh-oh,” I say. The six o’clock Cardio Jam class used to popular with commuters on their way home from Manhattan, but attendance has been down ever since a brand-new Crunch opened next to the train station.

“Oh, well.” She rims her eyes in brown pencil. “I’d rather see Britt, anyway!”

I nod and push an Ornette Coleman cassette into the finicky tape deck. We’re only two exits down the highway when Mom leans over and turns it off.

“Sorry, hon,” she says, flicking mascara onto her lashes. “This stuff sets my teeth on edge.”

I bite my lip and spend the rest of the trip listening to her rant about how she wishes we could afford mini trampolines for the gym. As soon as I park she leaps out of the car and grabs the poster board, hurrying to the terminal. My beat-up Adidas slap a dopey counterpoint to the squeak of her sneakers and I try to ignore the heads turning to look at us, peoples’ eyebrows scrunching as they try to figure us out. There’s Mom in her gym clothes and full face of makeup, with her pale, toned arms and fine, strawberry-blond hair. Then there’s me, bare-faced and natural-haired, curls bouncing in every direction as I walk. Even though Britt and I inherited Mom’s lanky build and freckles, nobody ever believes we’re her daughters.

“Give me a hand, Mir-Bear?” Mom unrolls the poster board as we join a crowd waiting for Arrivals at the base of an escalator. I take one end, sending a waterfall of gold glitter fluttering to the floor.

Welcome home Brittany! the sign reads in the cheery bubble letters Mom uses for the DIY motivational posters she’s always posting around the gym. Alden Family MVP!

The words claw at my neck.

“What’s wrong?” she asks.

I can’t believe she doesn’t know. “Alden Family MVP?” I ask.

Mom looks from me to the sign, and her eyes go wide. “Oh, I didn’t mean it like that!” She shakes her head. “Oh my god, you don’t really think that, do you? It’s just because of the championships…. You know, how she was state soccer MVP last year?”

“It’s fine,” I shrug it off, playing it cool. “It’s a cute sign. She’ll love it.”

Mom reaches over to pat my shoulder. “You know you two are both my best girls, right, Mir-Bear?” she asks.

“I know,” I repeat. Although I don’t, necessarily. Not always.

But Mom’s already craning her neck at the escalators, looking for Britt. “There she is!” she cries, her voice rising up the scale. I catch a glimpse of my sister in a navy blue Pepperdine T-shirt and cutoffs, half-hidden behind a couple with a wailing baby.

“Britt! Britt, honey! Right here!” Mom waves her hand and I feel people turning to stare. But then her arm drops, and the smile falls from her face.

“Oh my god,” she whispers. “What did she do to her hair?”

As the couple and baby step off the escalator, I get a better look. Half of Britt’s long, tight, always-perfectly-moisturized curls are gone, the entire left side cut close to her skull with spiral designs shaved into the soft black fuzz. From the expression on Mom’s face, you’d think Britt had tattooed QUEEN BITCH across her forehead.

“Wow, you guys made me a sign!” Britt’s smile is a flute refrain, clear and playful and sweet. She spreads her arms for a hug, but Mom stops her.

“What happened to your hair?” she demands.

Britt’s smile flickers. “I cut it?” she says, like it’s a question. “Am I seriously getting the third degree before I even get a hug?”

Mom clenches the sign at her side. “It’s a bit of a shock. I thought you loved your hair.”

Britt rolls her eyes, embracing Mom’s stiff shoulders. “The girls in my dorm think it’s cool.”

“I think it’s cool,” I add.

“Well thank you.” Britt disengages from Mom and pulls me in. She smells like airplane peanuts and vanilla body spray. “See?” she says to Mom. “Other people like it.”

I link my arm through hers and she chats about finals on the way to the car, then calls shotgun while Mom’s still loading her bags into the trunk.

“You’re making your own mother ride in the back?” Mom asks, pretending to be annoyed. But I can tell, now that the shock of Britt’s hair has worn off, she’s happy to have her older, favorite daughter home again. She’s already leaning forward as I pull out of short-term parking.

“I hope you’re ready to teach your old cardio classes,” she says, patting Britt’s shoulder. “That stupid Crunch may have all sorts of shiny machines, but they don’t have you.”

“Mmm,” Britt says, poking at the stereo. She finds a pop station that fills the car with wailing auto-tune, and even though this is my car and I normally hate cheesy pop, I put up with it now because it’s Britt and I haven’t seen her since September. Mom, in the meantime, launches into a story about how she ran into Britt’s old soccer coach and he offered to work with her over the summer.

“For free!” Mom sounds triumphant. “Isn’t that great?”

“You talked to Coach?” Britt’s head whips around.

Mom nods, pursing her lips. “He wants you to have a good season. We all do.”

Britt shifts in her seat, the vinyl sucking against her thigh. “I just wish you’d talked to me first.”

I watch in the rearview mirror as Mom’s eyes cut to Britt. “I’m talking to you now.”

“Right. Sure.” Britt turns up the radio and chats off-handedly about finals and her flight until our wheels sigh into the driveway and Dad runs out to greet us, still in his athletic shorts and purple Gym Rat T-shirt. Late-afternoon sun glints off his shaved head, bringing out the coppery undertones in his deep-brown skin.

“Dad!” Britt leaps out of the car and rushes at his open arms.

“Baby!” He picks her up easily, swinging her around until her legs fly out behind her and she squeals to be set down. “Missed you.”

“Missed you too.”

He holds her at arm’s length, evaluating. His smile falters when he gets to her hair. “That’s a new look.”

She shrugs. “Mom hates it. Right, Mom?”

“It’s not my favorite.” Mom brushes past us, one of Britt’s bags tucked under her arm. “Lee, did you start dinner? I need protein, stat.”

He grabs her and plants a kiss on her cheek. “It’s almost ready. Let’s get these inside.”

Britt and Dad each take a suitcase before I can offer to help. I follow them into the house, closing the screen door behind us with a piercing squeal. Our house is small and painted a dingy yellow, chosen mostly for its bargain-basement price and proximity to The Gym Rat. The stairs whine under our feet and the door to Britt’s room opens with a musty pop.

“Aw, it’s exactly the same!” Britt looks around at the smiley-face comforter on her neatly made bed and the row of soccer trophies on her dresser. Her room is tiny (we used to share, but Dad put up a wall when Britt started high school so we could have our own space), but it’s impeccably organized. Unlike mine, where every surface is cluttered with books and sheet music and the walls are covered in gray egg-crate foam that I stapled up so I wouldn’t drive the rest of the family nuts practicing the trumpet.

Dad frowns. “You thought we’d redecorate?”

Britt laughs and unzips her suitcase. I linger in the doorway as Dad leaves, watching her remove armloads of wrinkled clothes and dump them into her hamper: a jumble of Pepperdine and Coletown tees, limp jeans and tangled socks and underwear. But there’s other stuff mixed in there, too, stuff that seems very un-Britt: a pair of rainbow knee socks covered in unicorns, some neon green booty shorts, a black top that’s sheer except for a pair of Xs over the nipples.

“What’s this?” I ask, intercepting something blue and slinky.

Britt turns, and her lips twitch into a smile. “Just a dress. It’s fun, right?”

I hold it up. The dress is smaller than my T-shirt, and covered with cats shooting lasers from their eyes.

“Since when do you wear stuff like this?”

“Since college.” Her smile widens. “Try it on. It’d look cute on you.”

“Absolutely not.” I lob it at the hamper, missing by a good two feet. Britt laughs, retrieves it, and lands it in a single, graceful arc.

“Can I borrow your car tonight?” she asks, tossing balled-up athletic socks into a drawer.

“Where’re you going?”

“Just out. Meeting up with a friend from college.”

“Can I come?” I ask, falling into our old rhythm as if she hadn’t just been gone for almost a year. In a minute she’ll look up at me, smile, and tell me “next time.” Except there won’t be a next time—there never was. Britt and I may be sisters at home, but once I got to high school we were practically strangers in public. She hung out with the jocks, I had Crow and Nicky, and our orbits rarely crossed beyond a secret smile when we passed in the halls.

She says something, and I nod automatically. “Sure, next time,” I say, still lost in the past.

“Um, Mira. Hello?” Britt laughs, a tinkling laugh that always goes one note up before falling down a chromatic scale: a-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha. “I said yes.”

“Wait, what?” I return to the present. “Really?”

“Sure.” She’s grinning, smoothing wrinkles from a purple mini tutu that just emerged from her luggage.

“Since when do you invite me to things?”

“Since college.” She tosses the tutu into her closet as I try to process this new side of Britt, a side that wears purple tutus and is willing to tolerate her dorky little sister tagging along when she goes out. “Seriously, you should come. It’ll be fun.”

“I guess I can clear my schedule,” I say, trying to play it cool even as my heart begins pounding.

She throws a pillow at me. “Thanks for penciling me in, dork.”

“Anytime,” I shoot back. Then I change the subject quickly … before she can change her mind.


CHAPTER 3

“I’m driving,” Britt announces as we leave the house.

“But it’s my car!” I protest.

“But I know where we’re going,” Britt counters, reaching for the keys.

I hold them above her head. “I know how to use Google Maps.”

“But …” Britt stands in front of the driver’s side, blocking the door. “But I’m your big sister who you love and haven’t seen in nine months and who really, really wants to drive your car right now!”

I can’t help it. I crack up.

“Fine,” I say, handing her the keys. “But stay under the limit and no checking your phone.”

She nods, already sliding into the driver’s seat.

“You’re sure you want me to come?” I ask for the thousandth time as she pulls out of the driveway. I spent all of dinner boiling over with excitement, but now doubt is beginning to creep in. If Britt’s college friend is anything like her buddies from high school, she’ll be some gorgeous, polished jock who spends the whole night pretending I don’t exist.

“Would you be here if I didn’t?” Britt rests her elbow on the open window, looking as effortlessly cool with her new hair as if she were in a music video. Still, my palms start to sweat as shopping plazas, car dealerships, and fast-food restaurants whip past. A couple of towns over, in a leafy neighborhood full of big, old houses, Britt pulls up to a sprawling Victorian and honks the horn. A second later the door bursts open and someone comes swooping down the front walk like a giant bat, a nest of dark, tangled hair trailing behind her. She opens the passenger’s side door, sees me sitting there, and shrieks—a perfect A-sharp.

“Oh, look at you!” she cries. “You could be Britt’s twin, she didn’t tell me she had a sister who could positively be a twin. You two are so goddamn beautiful it’s unfair! And can I have shotgun? I hate riding in the back seat. I say it’s because I get carsick but actually I just like being up front. Do you mind?”

I turn to Britt, my jaw falling open. This girl is so different from Britt’s high school friends, it’s hard to believe they’re the same species.

Britt tries to suppress a laugh. “Mira,” she says, “this is Yelena. My friend from college.”

Yelena is skinny and skittery as a daddy longlegs, with porcelain skin and huge amber eyes. She’s wearing a black bandeau top, a vinyl miniskirt, and giant patent leather boots that come up to her knees. A thin silver belly chain shivers as she talks.

“It’s my car,” I mutter. But still, I unbuckle my seat belt. When I step outside I notice Yelena’s wearing a backpack made out of an old baby doll. A zipper bisects the body; there are straps sewn crookedly to the shoulders and its round blue eyes stare blankly into the distance. If this were a horror film, it would definitely come to life and terrorize a group of coeds.

“This is Emma.” Yelena catches me looking. “I made her myself. Isn’t she freaky? Say hello, Emma!” She moves Emma’s arm in a jerky wave and then folds herself into the passenger’s seat, rummaging in the doll’s belly and pulling out a phone. A moment later a blast of drum machines tears through the car, racing at nearly two hundred beats per minute. It makes my entire body go rigid but it also suits Yelena somehow; she seems like the kind of person whose life should have a soundtrack.

“So where’re we going, anyway?” I ask for the zillionth time as Britt puts the car in drive. But the music drowns me out and Britt turns to Yelena, chattering at a mile a minute about her plane ride home and a bunch of people I don’t know as we pull onto the highway. We pass one exit, then four, and by the time we cross the border from Connecticut into New York I can’t keep my questions to myself anymore.

“Where are we going?” I yell over the music.

Yelena pokes Britt. “You told her, right?”

“Umm.” Britt bites her lip. “Maybe not exactly.”

“Oh, please tell me she’s a virgin!” Yelena bounces up and down in her seat. “I love breaking in virgins. They usually freak the fuck out!”

A million alarm bells ring in my head. “Excuse me?!” I shout.

“Not that kind of virgin,” Britt says quickly.

“A warehouse party virgin!” Yelena screams, flinging her arms in the air and laughing.

“A what-house what-what?” It sounds like Yelena said “warehouse party,” but that can’t be right. Maybe she meant a house party, like the kind Britt was always going to in high school.

“Oh, she’s a virgin!” There’s a manic sparkle in Yelena’s eyes as she turns to me. “You’re going to love this. Everybody loves their first warehouse party. It will absolutely change your world.”

“What if I don’t want my world changed?” I mutter as Britt slows at a tollbooth. I realize we’re almost to the city, and little pinpricks of dread start to puncture my excitement. When Britt invited me out I pictured the kind of party she was always telling me about in high school: finished basements, rum and Cokes, sloppy make-out sessions, and tearful confessions in the bathroom line. A warehouse party sounds way out of character for Britt.

Then again, so are purple tutus and a half-shaved head.

“Oh, you definitely want your world changed,” Yelena assures me. “Even if you don’t know it yet.”

Britt flicks her turn signal and we peel onto an exit, snaking through a labyrinth of industrial streets. Everything around us is gray: the cracked sidewalk, the pockmarked pavement, and the endless low buildings that, at this time of night, sit silent as dozing bears. Only sickly yellow streetlamps punctuate the gloom, puddling light on the concrete.

The dread that began back at the tollbooth blossoms into full-on, chest-pressing panic. I’m far from home, in an unfamiliar neighborhood, with no way to escape. Coming out was a bad idea. Not only should I not be here but I don’t think Britt should, either.

“We’re clearly in the wrong place,” I announce. “We should go. Like, home.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Yelena chirps. “It’s right around the corner.”

Britt turns onto a street that looks like it hasn’t been touched since 1920. Trolley tracks run down its center, and the LeSabre’s wheels patter a drumroll over cobblestones. Old brick warehouses with broken windows and peaked glass roofs rise up on one side of us; on the other, the East River flows silently behind a concrete divide, Manhattan’s lights rippling softly on its surface.

“Grab this spot.” Yelena points to a gap between a rusty Honda Civic and a VW Bug painted in psychedelic swirls. Britt crookedly parallel parks. The engine sputters to a halt as she grabs the backpack she brought with her: the one I’d assumed, based on Britt’s going-out habits of the past, was full of rum and fruity mixers.

“Here.” She tosses me a ball of slithery blue fabric. “Put this on.”

The fabric pools on my knees, and I see that it’s the dress from earlier: the one with the cats shooting lasers. “No way!” I tell her. “This thing is tiny.”

“Come on. It’ll look cute!” Britt pulls her Pepperdine T-shirt over her head, revealing a bright red tube top.

“You’re wearing that?” I choke.

“Hell yeah she is!” Yelena lines her lips in heavy black pencil. “That thing is the shit, Britt. Whoa, I just made a rhyme!”

Britt rests her foot on the dashboard and adjusts a striped sock around her knee. “C’mon, Mir-Bear, put it on already. You’ll thank me later.”

I know that voice. That’s the let’s-draw-on-the-wall-withcrayons voice, the swap-Mom’s-almond-milk-with-heavycream voice. But I’m not falling for it this time.

“Nope.” I set the dress on the seat next to me. “Absolutely not.”

“Fine.” Britt uses the rearview mirror to apply a thick coat of glitter to her eyelids. “God, I forgot how stubborn you are.”

“Are you ready?” Yelena is practically jumping up and down in her seat. “I can hear the party from here—I totally have so much FOMO right now.”

“Fear of Missing Out,” Britt explains. “It’s Yelena’s greatest affliction.”

I turn the phrase over in my mind, conjuring images of Windham Music Camp’s vaulted concert hall and spacious, sunny practice rooms. Fear of Missing Out could basically describe my whole summer.

Britt snaps a gold fanny pack around her waist and opens the car door. Yelena slings the baby doll backpack over her shoulders and gives me a what-are-you-waiting-for look.

My legs feel like cement as I step outside. I can hear the party somewhere ahead of us, bass chattering the cobblestones.

“C’mon!” Britt takes my hand and pulls me down the street, the bass growing louder with every step. I look up and see one of the warehouses is lit from within; green and purple lasers leak through its grimy windows, chasing each other across the sky.

When we reach it, Yelena yanks open a heavy black door and we duck inside. We’re at the end of a long, dark corridor that smells like damp concrete and old cigarettes. A graffiti arrow directs us around the corner, and suddenly we’re at a folding table littered with paper printouts, strips of wristbands, markers, and a cashbox. A girl with a constellation of piercings in her left cheek smiles at us through orange lipstick while Yelena hands her a fistful of bills.

“Welcome to Electric Wonderland.” She stamps our hands. “Have a great night!”

“Electric Wonderland?” I repeat as we push through the doors. I don’t like electric anything. I’d still be composing to gaslight if I could.

Britt opens her mouth to respond, but the party swallows her words. The party swallows everything.

The bass, which was loud outside, is now a full-body experience. It stops me in my tracks, vibrating into my feet and radiating up my legs, pumping my heart and pulsing blood through my veins. The beat feels ancient and futuristic at the same time, and as my eyes adjust to the thick smoke-machine fog I can see the way the dancing crowd flings itself toward the music as if the beat is the moon and they’re the tides, pushed and pulled by its rhythm until their bodies are no longer their own.

I’ve heard electronic music before, on TV and through tinny car speakers in the high school parking lot, and it never made any sense. I never understood why people would want to listen to music made by a computer when the sound from real instruments is so much richer and more complex … so much better.

But this music isn’t the same as the major-key, 4/4, utterly predictable drum-machine songs that underscore every car commercial on TV and Dance Blast class at the gym. This beat is everywhere, percussion lines woven together in colorful tonal textile before unraveling just enough to keep the crowd on their toes, hints of distorted cello and bright, pure vibraphone darting in and out of the beats like playful fireflies.

Britt takes my hand and I stumble forward, the bass thrumming in my veins as we make our way through the crowd. This is how this music is meant to be played, I realize: not over car radios but from speaker towers that are taller than our house. It’s so loud I don’t just hear the music; I can actually feel it inside of me, vibrating my bones.

Yelena’s hair bobs ahead of us, weaving past a row of vendors selling T-shirts and glowsticks and water, dodging luminous dancing bodies. Video projections swirl across a far wall, a mash-up of Disney’s Alice in Wonderland and girls Hula-Hooping in the desert, and there’s a geodesic dome covered in color-changing LED lights.

On the other end of the room, in a raised booth flanked by massive speaker towers, a DJ with waist-length hair hollers into a microphone.

“I’m DJ Headspin,” he screams, “and I’m here to make your head spin!” The crowd goes nuts. It looks like he’s conducting a psychedelic symphony and everyone on the dance floor is an instrument, and I wonder what it must feel like to hold that kind of power, to be able to make so many people move.

“Come on!” Yelena shouts through the wall of music. She takes Britt’s hand and Britt grabs mine and we snake through clots of people dancing around backpacks piled on the floor, their movements creating rhythms on top of rhythms, adding layers to the music that have never been there before and will never be there again. I brush past limbs glistening with sweat and mumble apologies nobody can hear. A girl in a furry hat with teddy-bear ears backs into me, stepping on my foot. She turns and places a damp hand on my arm.

“Are you okay?” she screams, inches from my face.

I nod. Her pupils are huge, with only a thin rim of green peeking out. Her jaw works frantically over a wad of gum.

“I’m glad you’re all right!” she calls after me as Britt tugs my arm, dragging me forward. “I love you!”

My eyes dart back to the girl, who is already dancing again, bouncing up and down like she’s on a pogo stick. I must have misheard her. Why would a stranger say I love you?

I’m still mulling it over when a tidal wave of sound crashes down on us and I realize we’ve made it to the front of the room. I crane my neck, following the speaker towers to a bridge where DJ Headspin flips switches on what looks like the flashing motherboard of a spaceship, one giant headphone pressed to his ear. The song he’s playing sounds like robots dancing and soda fizzing, like a storm of metallic rain.

Directly in front of us, heavy curtains block the area next to the stage. Yelena says something to a bouncer the size of a house, and he shakes his head. Anger flashes across her face and she releases a torrent of words; I can’t hear anything, but I can tell by the way her arms are flailing that she isn’t pleased.

The bouncer shakes his head again, and she blows out a frustrated stream of air and steps aside, fishing out her phone and typing furiously.

“Can we go?” I whisper to Britt. “That bouncer looks like he wants to eat us for breakfast.”

Britt shakes her head. “When Yelena wants something …” she begins.

But I don’t catch the rest because at that moment an arm slithers out from a break in the curtain and taps the bouncer’s shoulder.

There’s an entire world tattooed on that arm: stylized animals and climbing vines, craggy mountains and crashing waves, all of it woven into a tapestry that glides smoothly over taut, tan muscles.

The bouncer leans toward it, listening. He glances at the three of us, nods once, and opens the barrier just wide enough for us to slip through.

Britt’s fingers close around my arm. I feel the bouncer’s meaty glare on my back as Britt pulls me forward, through the break in the curtain, to the unknown world backstage.


CHAPTER 4

It’s quieter back here, with the speakers facing away from us and the thump-thump-thump of the party muffled by the heavy velvet curtain.

“Hey, you finally made it.” I turn toward the voice, blinking in the sudden glare of work lights. It’s the owner of the arm, a college-aged white guy with full-color tattoo sleeves under a black T-shirt. There’s a walkie-talkie clipped to his jeans.

My gaze makes its way from his wrists to his neck to a face like a Miles Davis song: calm and chaotic and sharp and sweet and sad all at once. I instantly want to listen to him on repeat, to run my hands through his messy dark hair and trace the indentation below his cheekbone. I want to touch every picture on his arm as he explains them to me one by one, and then I want to go back and start again. This feels less like my tingly little crush on Peter Singh at camp and more like the first time I listened to Kind of Blue all the way through, like the music was slicing me open and turning me inside out.

“Derek Ryan!” Yelena flutters her fingers. “Aren’t you happy to see us?”

“Yelena Andreyev. Of course.” He gives her a hug and his eyes find mine over her shoulder. Even in the darkness, they’re a shocking blue.

My knees turn to soup. I grip a nearby pole for support.

“Who’re your friends?” Derek asks, releasing Yelena without releasing my eyes. His voice is warm and grainy, like sunbaked sand.

“Duh, of course! This is Britt—we go to school together—and that’s her little sister, Mira. It’s her first party, can you believe it?”

Derek extends his hand. His touch turns my skin to hot lava, makes me want to melt into the floor. Maybe I’m remembering it wrong, but I don’t recall touching Peter Singh ever feeling like this.

“You like it?” he asks. “Your first party can be a little overwhelming.”

Overwhelming is an understatement. “It’s … loud,” I say idiotically.

“Mira!” Britt throws her hands in the air, but Derek laughs, a big, boisterous laugh that fills every corner of the room.
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