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For Josie

—O. A. C.

For the baby queers. You’re so beautiful.

—A. W.







PART ONE Late April







1 Beau


How do you give a girl her panties back?

Probably not at the party where she’s going to be with her boyfriend. But I’m going to do it anyway.

“Will you get out already?” Celine says. “Daniel is waiting for me.”

“For a supposedly doting big sister, you’re not very supportive.”

“Shut up, Beau. You should be happy I brought you at all. You could have driven yourself if you hadn’t fucked up. Stealing the car like a delinquent.”

“Taking without permission is not always the same as stealing. And I was going to see a girl. Not like I was joyriding or baseball-batting mailboxes. Plus, you’re overlooking the critical fact that I brought it back.”

“Like you’re going to do with that girl’s underwear?”

“Excuse me,” I say. “They were given to me. I didn’t take them. That would be a weird, perverted crime.”

Celine makes a face that communicates not judgment but a universal skepticism about all my choices. She’s never approved of any girlfriend I’ve ever had—but maybe that’s because none of the girls who have been in the back seat of this very car have ever been actual girlfriends.

“When I want to give someone something, I give them, like, candy,” she adds.

“Yeah, well, it’s complicated.”

“So is everything.”

“Yeah,” I sigh. “So is everything.”

The underwear is folded neatly in my pocket. I didn’t want them to be all wrinkled when I gave them back. I gaze at the house, every window already filled with people from school.

What the hell am I doing here?

“I’m not going to ask why she gave them to you,” Celine says. “But why are you giving them back?”

“Because I think it’s over. She got back together with her boyfriend.” I pause. “Again.”

“Pardon me, her what? Is she bi?”

“No. I mean, maybe. I don’t know. I don’t think she does either.”

A moment of silence sits between us. I don’t know what Celine is thinking, but I’m thinking two things: (1) I never should’ve thought Maia would stay broken up with Tatum, and (2) I never should’ve told Celine anything about this to begin with. Too often I think I’m talking to my big sister, and then it’s like she does an internal calculation of how many daylight hours our mom has been home this week (like, seven) and decides to fill in.

When Celine finally speaks, though, she decides to stay in big-sister territory (for now).

“So she gave you her panties while she was on a break with her boyfriend?”

“Something like that,” I say, deciding not to share the part where a good percentage of the times we made out were while she was still with Tate.

“But she’s not bi? What’s she doing giving you her panties then?”

One thing I’ve noticed about myself is that if I have too many feelings at once, they start to feel like missiles. I feel the defense shield creeping up.

“What so-called straight girls always do when they’re feeling experimental,” I say. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I’m over it.”

“That’s what you always say when you’re not.”

“Shut up.”

“You said you were over it about drumming, too. Now look. You’re in my band. And you write ninety percent of our song lyrics.”

“Our band. And I have writer’s block.”

“Surely not for lack of a muse?”

“Oh, shut up.”

“Is this girl’s boyfriend going to be here too?” Celine asks, ignoring me.

“Yup.”

“Jesus. Godspeed, little sis.” She leans forward, peering toward Andi’s behemoth house, as if she can already see the mess of my life splattered all over the sidewalk in front of the classy bay windows.

That’s my cue to get out of the car, so I do, but even after Celine has driven off, I stand there by the street for a minute, watching people stream into the house, which is already vibrating with music. Everyone shows up to these things with a plan. Dance with that guy; get that girl’s attention; convince everyone there you’re not the loser they thought you were for the past four years. I have a plan too, though Celine’s comments are making me doubt it even more than I already was. I remind myself of the speech I rehearsed:

This has been fun, but I think it’s run its course. You say I’m not just a hookup, but I only ever see you at the bowling alley. We never talk in public. You break up with Tate and say you’re done and then turn around and get back together. Remember the last time you came to my job? We made out in the back room, and when you left, you put your underwear in my pocket and told me to keep them for you. That was months ago. This is going nowhere, so what am I keeping them for?

The speech is too long, now that I think about it. Declarations are supposed to be short and punchy. I could just say, Here’s your panties back, we’re done. But that implies I actually thought there was a “we” to begin with, and there’s no way I’m giving her that satisfaction, let alone admitting it to myself. Ugh. This is ridiculous. I’ve hooked up with a dozen so-called straight girls and never planned a speech for any of them. Not catching feelings was an easy rule—until now. I’m not in love or anything like that, but something about the way she smiles after she sucks on my bottom lip has been haunting me. And her ghost has a switchblade that flicks out and stabs me whenever I see her with Tatum Westbrook.

Speaking of the crew-cut devil, the door to Andi’s garage opens and there he stands, wearing one of those tank tops with the sides cut out so there’s just a thin piece of material between his pecs. Slut-o-rama. And there’s Gary “I Can Drink a Beer Before a Game and Still Win” Bevin backing his car into the garage, Tate directing him, shouting, “LEFT. No, cut LEFT.” The trunk, I assume, is full of supplemental booze. The party has been going on for a while, so supplies must be running low. But what’s important here is that this means Tate will be occupied for at least the next ten minutes. I’m doing this. Now.

I walk purposefully up the golf-course-sized lawn to the house, plotting this out. I’ll get her alone, give her my too-long speech before I take her underwear out of my pocket and… then what? I haven’t planned my exit, because it depends on what she says back. I can hear my sister’s voice: What do you want her to say?

I hate that kind of question, and it’s the kind Celine loves asking. But what I want the girl to say doesn’t matter—there’s only what she will or won’t say. There’s only what she will or won’t do. And if the past five months are any indication, she’ll do the same thing at this party that she does in the back room of the bowling alley when I’m on my break: run her tongue along my teeth and avoid answering questions directly. She’s good at that. She knows she can get away with it. That I’ll let her. Because what are you supposed to say when the smell of her is all over your clothes, taking up so much space in your brain there’s no room for rational thought? She floats in my nose for hours after I’ve been close to her. Brown sugar and a smoky smell, like she’s always on the edge of burning.

But that’s not going to happen tonight. I’m focused. And also fed the fuck up.

Luckily (kind of) for me: another smell hits me when I step in through the front door of the party. The stinging scent of alcohol and… people.

That’s the thing about parties—there are so many people. I haven’t been to one since Kay left in December—RIP. (She’s not dead—just moved to Toledo. Which she says is the same thing.) She enjoyed shit like this. Everyone in outfits chosen with usually one person in mind. Music like the first few notes of an earthquake. The music, at least, I don’t usually mind. The louder the better. It’s just never loud enough to drown out the sound of… well, people. And the thing about parties at Andi’s house is that there are a certain kind of people. The kind who have the power that comes from popularity and get a little George R. R. Martin-y from where they sit on their thrones.

I muscle past two guys on the football team who are trying to out-bro each other: half fighting, half joking in the entranceway. One starts to tell me off but then sees it’s me and just nudges the other guy, grinning. Their bro-off is postponed for the sake of a little casual homophobia.

“Hey, Kitty, looking for fish?”

I know humans’ brains don’t finish developing until we’re twenty-five or whatever, but I don’t have much hope for these guys.

“Were you addressing me?” I ask. “Because my name is Beau.”

“Are. You. Looking. For. Fish?” he enunciates.

“Ohh.” I stop now, turning back to face them fully. “Are you talking about… pussy? Is this a joke about vaginas? Sorry, I didn’t get it, because I actually know what they smell like. Unlike you.”

He’s already drunk, and I can tell he doesn’t take in much of what I say, but he gets that it’s an insult, so he reddens in the face and neck and fires off some sloppy-mouthed slurs before his friend tells me I’m a bitch, etc., etc. Finally they drag their knuckles toward the kitchen to bond over more beer. Healthy masculinity on display.

Jesus, why isn’t the music louder?

And why isn’t the music better?

When Andi and Maia were still actual friends, she would let Maia have the aux, but this current selection has Andi written all over it. I wasn’t surprised when they drifted apart. You could see it coming if you saw the way they each DJed a party: Andi choosing all the songs that she liked, regardless of the crowd. Maia, playing stuff she knew people would enjoy, whether she liked it or not. Maybe that’s why everyone seems extra drunk—to cope with the playlist.

Regardless, people are dancing. I, for one, do not dance in public. The great thing about being in a band is (1) girls love it and (2) you can enjoy the music without having to dance. But drumming is not an option at a party, so I post myself on the wall and scan the room for the owner of the panties, who, conversely, loves to dance. She’s not one of those girls who just flips her hair around when she’s feeling the song. Her body finds all the rhythms: her legs and hips on beat, her hands finding the melody. It’s bullshit how beautiful she is when she dances, honestly.

And bullshit that I’m at this party looking for her, when there’s no way she’s looking for me. What am I doing? If Kay were here, she’d smack me in the back of the head. But she’s not. It’s just me, lurking on the edge of the party like a raccoon waiting for the lights to go off.

“Hey, Beau,” someone says near my ear. My skin prickles, and for a half second I think it’s her. But I know it isn’t. She wouldn’t get this close in public, which is the problem. I turn slowly and find myself eye to eye with Trina Perry instead.

“Hey, Trina,” I say.

“Hey,” she says, with fake attitude. She’s one of those girls who thinks flirting means pretending to be mad at you.

“You okay?”

“Oh, sure,” she says, arching one of her perfect black eyebrows. “I don’t mind at all that you ghosted me.”

I sigh.

“It’s not ghosting if we talked about it. I told you I was going to be really busy practicing with my band.”

“It’s not your band. It’s your sister’s band.”

I roll my eyes. “It’s our band.”

“Not too busy to come to Andi’s party,” she says. She drops the tough-girl act and fake pouts. “But too busy to text me back?”

Trina does this thing where she picks up conversations from weeks ago, as if you’re still right in the middle of them. I haven’t touched her in months. We’d been messing around after she and her boyfriend had a fight—I remember Trina’s exact words: we are so done. But “so done,” as it turned out, meant “so done for twelve days,” and then I saw Trina sitting on his lap at lunch. Now she just pops up every so often wanting attention or hinting about making out. Not wanting me, necessarily, but wanting to know if I still want her. I always just say I’m busy—it’s a lot simpler than preparing a damn speech.

“I won’t be here long,” I say, breaking away. “Besides, I’m sure Jeremy is keeping you company. You’ve been dating, what, five months now?”

She frowns playfully. “Come on, Beau.”

I swear, the only things that love me more than mosquitoes are straight girls. But I’m not talking about love. I just have underwear to return and a situationship to end.

I cruise more of the downstairs, but I don’t really expect to see Maia anywhere else. She doesn’t usually do the pool, even if it is heated. She wouldn’t be playing foosball because people smoke down there. If it’s just a hookup, why do I know all this shit about her? When I give her the panties back, I wish I could also plop the part of my brain she’s been occupying into her hand along with the red satin.

I focus back on the dance floor, watching other faces I vaguely recognize sway and grind to the music. I see Ezra King from English—the only person who was out of the closet before me, so we have a mutual gay respect. He’s dancing with the girl I see him with all the time. Her eyes are closed behind her glasses, and even though she’s not the girl I’m looking for, she too is dancing like it’s going to save her life.

I’m just noticing the girl’s smile—floating on her face like she’s having a beautiful dream—when a flash of yellow in the background catches my eye.

Maia.

Distracted by the girl dancing, I almost missed her. She’s by the speakers, switching the music to a pop song like a million other pop songs. It’s not special, but she is. Even now, through my anger, I can smell her.

“Get your shit together, Beau,” I whisper.

But by the time I do, she’s melted into the crowd.






2 Charm


I love the way dancing makes my body feel.

When I’m just walking or sitting or standing, I feel lost inside myself, awash in my always overflowing feelings. My aunt Miki says I’m all heart, and I think that’s true, because I’m always worrying about how other people are feeling, what other people might be thinking, what I need to do to make sure everyone around me is all right. But when I’m dancing, my heart is only doing what it was meant to do—beat. My worries fall away and my body just keeps time with the music. I feel grounded, solidly inside myself, completely and irrevocably here.

Unfortunately, my current “here” happens to be a popular-kid party. And even when I’m in my body like this, I can’t ignore that fact, because popular kids have a scent.

It’s cloying and inescapable whenever they’re clumped together in large numbers. A mix of expensive perfume and new clothes, car air freshener (because they all drive) and something… else. I’m used to smelling it in the hallways at school, in the cafeteria, sometimes in the girls’ bathroom between fifth and sixth period—though it’s never been this gag-inducingly strong. But I guess I’ve also never been around so much syrupy, popular blood at once, because I’m never invited to these things anymore.

The song ends and the noise rises, filling the beat of silence before the next one begins. Voices mix into a din of static like an ocean wave, and I’m reminded of the beach—of the place where my heart was broken the last time I was around so many of these kinds of kids at once. The bodies are hot and close despite the expansiveness of Andi Patterson’s colonial, its wide white rooms full of wasted white kids. I yank on Ezra’s sleeve, because now that I’ve stopped dancing, I can see (not just smell) that we’ve made a mistake. I feel suddenly desperate to leave.

“This was a bad idea,” I tell my best and only friend as I glance around, taking in how ours are two of the very few faces in the room that have any melanin; how our bodies are the only ones I see that seem to be able to feel and catch the music’s rhythm. A travesty, really, when you consider the bassy song that starts a few seconds later, making the floor vibrate like a giant heartbeat. “This was maybe the worst idea I’ve ever had. We don’t even smell like them.”

Ezra can’t hear me. I can tell by the blank expression on his face: the way his thick eyebrows furrow and lift a second later, wrinkling his freckled forehead. “What?” he screams back, directly into my face. And before I can repeat myself, he’s shouting again. “Let’s find Maia!” He hooks his finger into my back pocket and yanks.

Maia Moon is why we’re here. Maia Moon, with her moon-colored eyes—so gray they’re almost silver. Maia Moon, with her shimmering, light-brown skin and night-black curls that fluff around her face, big as my aunt Miki’s bundles. Maia Moon: makeup influencer with 23K followers, captain of the debate team, the first girl drum major at Brookville High in years, and the girl I’ve been tutoring in trig for the last eight weeks. I was almost certain she was straight, until she started flirting with me (me!   ) last month. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her since she plucked a pencil from my fingers, tucked it behind my ear, and smirked.

I grab Ezra’s wrist to stop him from tugging me along. “Maybe we should just go?” I shout directly in his ear this time. “What if I was reading into things? What if I’m wrong and she doesn’t like me like that? I mean, let’s be real. Why would she like me like that?”

Ezra pulls a face. “Oh god, Charm. Do I really need to make you list your plethora of virtues in a room where I can barely hear myself think?”

He takes my hand and starts weaving through the crowd, fast and furious, like a river slicing its way down a mountainside. The beads in my hair clack against each other with every step I take, and that mixed with the music and the rich-kid smell is too much sensory input to process. My head is starting to ache.

To make matters worse, in walks Tatum Westbrook, captain of the rugby team, with a herd of his cronies. His arms are lifted and flexing, fist pumping the air like he’s just won a game. The rugby boys are all prominent brows and heavy shoulders, snorting noses and crooked teeth. The missing link personified; Neanderthals, quite literally. Pretty quickly Tate and company start choking down beer through a funnel, and it seems like it’s only a matter of time before they start knocking shit (and people) over. I shudder, hoping against hope that Ezra is leading us to an exit.

Because I’m a ball of anxiety at all times, I’ve already clocked that the back door is through the kitchen. So, when my feet land on the sticky marble floor, I grin. After dodging Parker Beck doing a keg stand beside the island and Wyatt Chan feeling up Shoshanna Stein against the fridge, I see Enzo Espinosa, Ezra’s crush, being talked up by two different people who both seem to be vying for his attention. I glance up, trying to catch Ezra’s attention to see if he’s spotted Enzo too, and yup, I see his eyes going wide, his cheeks turning red as a fresh bruise. But just as I see the back door’s shiny knob and reach for it, Ezra makes a sudden left, swerving away from Enzo and into a dim hallway packed with kids. He hip-checks two guys making out against a door—one of whom has the freshest lineup and cornrow combo I’ve seen in a while—and after they toss a few sassy remarks in our direction, they slide to the left and Ezra opens it, leading us into a powder room that’s bigger than the bathroom I share with Aunt Miki.

He slams the door, cutting the noise of the party in half. I can still hear the bass line of the song, but the voices are muffled and the smell is gone.

“Okay,” he says. He sits on a green velvet chaise (a chaise!   ) and pats the cushion beside him. “Come here.”

I sigh and take the several steps necessary to cross the huge bathroom. I sit down so close to him our thighs touch. “Now,” he says, cracking his knuckles like he does when he’s standing at the free-throw line during his games. “Tell me something true.”

I take off my glasses and clean smudges off the lenses just to avoid looking at him. Ezra always takes me through this dumb exercise when I say something he considers to be self-deprecating. “You and Enzo are meant to be. But you have to talk to him first,” I say instead of giving him what he wants.

He rolls his eyes. “He’s too busy with everyone else. And anyway, you know we’re not talking about me right now.”

I huff out a sigh. “Fiiiine. I have great hair,” I whisper, shaking my rainbow-beaded braids out of my face. Coming up with elaborate styles is one of my favorite pastimes.

“Yup,” he agrees.

“I’m nice, I guess,” I say.

“No. You’re kind. That’s way better. Realer.”

I nod, conceding. “I’m a good listener?” I ask.

“You are. One more,” he instructs.

“I’m smart as hell,” I say.

“Correct. Maybe too smart for your own good.”

At that moment the door bursts open and the same two guys who were making out stumble inside, backward. The one with the cornrows falls onto the floor in front of us, and just as the other loses his balance, I grab Ezra’s hand and pull him out of the way. The guy falls over the arm of the chaise and lands on the pillows, right where we’d been a second earlier. His head bangs into the back wall.

Ezra looks at me. “Add ‘reflexes of a big cat’ to your list, please,” he says. “In conclusion,” he continues, as if the drunk, dazed boys aren’t cracking up and groaning behind us, “you, Charm Montgomery, are a catch. The issue isn’t why this girl would like you. It’s that she better realize she’s lucky as fuck to be liked by you.”

I bite my bottom lip, feeling a tiny bit of my insecurity melt away as the tangy taste of my mango-flavored gloss coats my tongue.

But back in the fray, we can’t find Maia. We hold hands and push our way across the length and width of each of the three floors of Andi’s massive house, and then through the half-mile-long backyard. We even look in and around the pool.

We never see her. And I start to wonder if she’s here yet, or if she’s even coming at all.



A half hour later, a song I actually like bangs its way out of the speakers, and Ezra wants to dance again. I’m sick of scanning the crowd for Maia, and I haven’t been able to convince him to talk to Enzo, so I can’t think of a reason why he shouldn’t hit the dance floor. Why we shouldn’t. The only things left to do while we wait to spot Maia are get drunk or get out there, and since he doesn’t drink, and my tolerance is dismal, it’s probably best if we try to enjoy the music.

We’re scream-singing in each other’s faces with our eyes closed to the third song in a row when I feel a tap on my shoulder. I’m still shouting lyrics at the top of my lungs, mouth full of joy and music, when I turn around and see celestial gray eyes staring back at me.

“Hey, Charmy,” the elusive Maia Moon says, grinning in a way that makes my whole body feel lit up from the inside. I become a jack-o’-lantern as soon as she looks my way, empty of everything but light.

“Hi,” I say back, and her long black lashes flutter as she leans into me. Her makeup is perfect, the way it always is, eyelids shimmering with something that makes her pale eyes look like stars. Her top is a blinding shade of yellow, so she almost glows like something else pulled out of the sky.

“Can I show you something?” she asks. I lock my hand around Ezra’s wrist and squeeze until his eyes pop open. He looks at her, looks at me, then grins and shoos me away without slowing his body, without lowering the sound of his loud, happy voice.

When Maia laces her fingers through mine, her touch quiets every doubt I’ve ever had about her. When she leads me into an empty guest room at the back of the house, my heart beats like a bass drum against my ribs. When she licks her lips and says, “Me and Andi aren’t really friends anymore, but when we were, this is where I’d stay when I slept over,” I run my fingers over the floral duvet and look through the wall-width window. I imagine what the room would look like if it was earlier—how Maia’s pretty face and everything else would be tinged orangey pink by the sunset.

“I’ve been trying to figure out how to thank you for the help with trig. I’m so hopeless, but you keep trying and I think I’m actually starting to get it,” Maia says next, before I can ask why she and Andi aren’t friends anymore.

“It’s nothing,” I say, but my whole body is blushing. She tucks one of my braids behind my ear and lets her fingers linger on my jawline. “You’re so cute that you make me nervous,” she says. “It makes it kinda hard to focus when we’re studying. Do people ever tell you you’re cute?”

I blink too quickly, thinking about Jada, my first and only girlfriend, and the things she said when she dumped me last summer—the way her rejection ripped me wide open. I look down at the floor, but Maia tilts my head back up, gently, by the chin. I push thoughts of Jada to the back of my mind because I’m different than I was then. I’m smarter and better and I’m here with someone else. And the way Maia sounds, like she’s flirting, but also genuinely curious, makes me want to answer her.

“Ezra does,” I say. “But with anyone else, I find it kinda hard to believe.”

Maia’s hand brushes my cheek then, and that’s when I realize that she doesn’t smell like the other popular girls. She smells… simpler. Like the burnt-sugar top of a crème brûlée. She looks at me like she’s trying to understand something, like I’m a complicated painting or an abstract sculpture that’s making her feel things she’s never felt before. And now I don’t look away.

“Charm,” she says, “you really are cute. And I like you so much, but not just because of your face. You’re so sweet and so smart that you make me… I don’t know,” she says, and her cheeks actually get the tiniest bit pink. “I’m not usually like this, but something about you feels different.”

“Maia,” I say, but before I can tell her she’s the first girl I’ve wanted to take a chance on since my ex crushed my hopeless, helpless heart, she says more.

“These last few weeks, your tutoring sessions have been one of the few things I look forward to. And whenever my friends let me down, or school stressed me out, or I got some gross comment on one of my pics or videos, I just thought about the next time I’d be seeing you.”

I search her face as if I’m looking for a punch line, but there’s no part of her that seems to be joking. The intense sexual tension is making me stress-sweat, so I say, “You should never read the comments. Don’t they teach you that in, like, influencer school?” She cracks a small grin but then steps even closer to me, leaving only a few inches between our lips.

I lick mine. I take a deep breath. And I say her name again as I wait for her to bridge the last bit of space between us.






3 Beau


“Has anyone seen Todd?!”

A girl whose name I always forget—Whitney? Britney?—flings herself through the doors beside me, which lead in from the pool. She’s completely soaked, hair and clothes dripping. She is also completely wasted.

“I only looked away for a second and he’s gone!” she wails.

“Did you look in the pool?” JD shouts, and everyone in earshot laughs.

“It’s not funny!” she says. “He could die!”

“Todd is a unicorn balloon, Whitney,” someone calls.

(Whitney. Right the first time.)

“He’s not a balloon, he’s an inflatable ! And I love him!”

“Found him!”

Tatum Westbrook appears beside Whitney in the doorway, holding what I presume is Todd’s deflated purple corpse. At the sight of   Tate, both my fists ball up, and not just because of Maia. I’ve been nursing a grudge since freshman year, when he called Tasha Greenmill a carpet muncher. Now it’s just more personal.

“Tatum, you murdered him!” Whitney wails.

I don’t hear the rest of the tirade—at the sight of Tatum, I’m redirected to my purpose in coming to this stupid party. I’ve already been here for an hour, roaming the edges and taking a lap every now and then with no luck, so until now I had actually started to think that maybe Maia left. But if he’s still here, then she must be. At least in theory. Star couple. Shoo-in for prom king and queen. Joined at the hip. That’s what everybody thinks.

But if that’s the truth, why have me and his girlfriend been making out a few times a week since February?

In any case, the ghost with the switchblade is stabbing me again at the sight of him, and I refuse to let it win. One last idea comes to me. Maia is always the friend holding someone’s hair back when they puke, so I’ll check the bathrooms. Fingers crossed that whoever she’s with will be unconscious, so I can actually have a minute alone with her to get this over with.

I cruise through the upstairs, but the bathrooms are surprisingly empty. From the window of one I can see the whole backyard: people making out in the grass, guys cannonballing into the pool and making those on the sidelines shriek. And there’s Tatum again, back outside, holding court with the other rugby guys, captain on and off the field. He hasn’t found her out there, though, which means I’ve still got a shot. I go back downstairs, skirting two girls crying into each other’s arms, and end up in the hallway by the kitchen, searching for the last bathroom.

When I find it, the door is open. But the only people inside are two guys giggling on the floor, wrapped up in each other, oblivious. I back into the hall, ready to admit defeat, when suddenly… I smell her.

Just a passing scent—so faint I think I’m imagining it at first. But no, that is her perfume. It’s been clogging my nose almost every Saturday in the back room of the bowling alley. It catches me now the way blood might catch a hound, that burnt-sugar smell, and leads me to a door at the end of the hall. It fills my nose the closer I get to it. When I arrive, I see the door’s not fully closed, but cracked, and it feels like an invitation. I clutch the panties in my pocket and slide in.






4 Charm


“Maia,” I whisper.

But she doesn’t answer. At least not with her mouth.

She backs me against the wall, her palms on my shoulders, her nails gripping my back so that I don’t fall. I pull her hips against mine by the belt loops in her jeans, which I’m surprised my unpracticed fingers find so quickly. One of her hands snakes up the front of my shirt, and I slip my own into her thick curls. She’s looking at me like she wants to consume me, wants to swallow me whole. I want her just as badly.

Maia will be only the second girl I’ve ever kissed. But before I lean in, Jada’s in my head again, whispering things that make me slow down and move more deliberately, the way she taught me. Don’t rush, my head says, in her voice. Move like butter melting in a pan. The wall is cool against my back, and as I ease forward, there’s a noise at the door, like someone has stumbled against it. It opens and Maia pulls away, quickly pressing the back of her hand against her lips. Lips that had been millimeters from touching mine. She looks over at the door, at the girl standing there, and her posture tightens, changes, shifts in a way that can only be described as away. She’s walking toward the other girl and then past her, while looking back at me with something like sadness in her translucent eyes.

All at once, me and the other girl are alone. Beau Carl crosses her arms and leans against the doorframe, like she can’t be bothered with standing upright. She’s in shredded-up, all-black clothes, though I don’t think I’ve ever seen her wear another color. She looks like a rock star in the ripped tight jeans and a T-shirt that’s torn in an on-purpose way I could never pull off. And though she doesn’t say anything, her expression is as dark as her outfit. I can tell she wants to kick my ass.






5 Beau


There’s a movie whose title I can’t remember, but at one point the main character is in a dream and he opens a door. Just before he takes a step through, he teeters at the edge and realizes that there isn’t a floor on the other side, just empty space.

That’s how it feels, watching Maia Moon back away from another girl. Another girl I could swear she was about to kiss. It’s how it feels, watching her eyes go big and blank when she sees me standing in the doorway. Watching her do the thing where she transforms back into Maia Shooting Star and streams out of the room, taking all the light with her.

It’s not the other girl’s fault, but it feels like it. I almost wish I had the energy to cuss her out—even if it would be pointless—but Maia took that with her too. So I just do the only thing you can do when the girl you were sort of falling for pushes you into deep space.

I go get waffles.






6 Charm


Jada wanted to be a writer. She loved metaphors and similes—creative comparisons that sounded like something you’d read in a book. Whenever she was explaining something to me, she’d say it simply, then describe it in a clever way that made it stick in my head. Like going slow being like butter. Or that my feelings reminded her of eggshells.

Metaphors feel like all I can process in the wake of what just happened. Maia’s lips being so close to mine—and then not—has left a hairline fracture in the shell of my heart. Beau’s face falling like I’d just kicked her puppy has done a number on me too. I’m cracking, or splintering, or a fragile place inside me has a new, devastating fissure. Beau disappears just after Maia does and I feel left in the lurch, teetering just on the edge of something. Tears, probably.

I exit the room, looking for Maia. Jada always used to say some girls like to be chased. That you’d know you had a runner if they spooked as easily as cats: get too close and they get gone. Jada was like that, so I’m used to the chase. Good at it even. And as I push through the close crowd at Andi’s party, searching for the yellow shirt I just had crushed between my fingers, I’m thinking Maia must be like that too.

But I find her too quickly. She isn’t hiding the way cats cower under sofas or burrow under sheets. She’s right out in the open, dancing… with Tatum Westbrook. He’s pumping his fists again like he’s beating up the air above and below him. I hate when dudes “dance” like that. Then, before I can blink, Tate grabs her by the hips and kisses her, hard.

Jada was wrong about my feelings being like eggshells. When I see the girl I’m falling for, the girl I nearly kissed only a moment ago, kissing someone else, something inside me blows the fuck up. My feelings are a bomb exploding in blinding light, sending debris flying. My heart breaks into fragments sharp enough to slice. I inhale and it hurts.

And then Jada’s in my head again, telling me all the ways I fall short. I need to silence her, need to soothe all the points of pain stabbing at so much of me, so I do what everyone else at this party is already doing: I grab a cup.



I only go to Oscar’s Diner after the party because I know Aunt Miki is working. And because I know most of the popular kids at Andi’s would never be caught dead on this side of town. After the night I’ve had, I need to get far, far away from each and every one of them.

I was a little tipsy when I leaned against Ezra on the dance floor, red cup nearly empty for the first and final time, and whispered, “SSTC, ASAP,” my bottom lip already quivering. He took the cup, threw an arm over my shoulder, and beelined for the exit without another word.

SSTC is one of our many bestie codes. It stands for Safe Space to Cry, and Oscar’s is at the top of the list. The cry-teria, if you will, for these spaces include being mostly empty of anyone I know, being mostly dark and/or having dark corners, and having at least one or more of my favorite comfort foods on offer. And after Andi’s party, where I was nearly kissed by my crush only to witness her run away from me and make out with Tatum, who is apparently still her boyfriend (boyfriend!    ) even after their very public breakup last month, I definitely require darkness and pie.

I didn’t get to tell Ezra any of this until we’d already made it to the diner and were tucked into our favorite corner booth—the one that’s nearly been swallowed by half a dozen pothos plants. Their sprawling vines remind me so much of my own emotions—endlessly trimmed, hoping to be tamed, but remaining impossibly wild.

“I just don’t understand,” I sob, tears staining the flawless, flaky crust of the peach cobbler Aunt Miki deposited on the table the second I walked in already misty-eyed. Ezra is sitting on the same side of the booth as me, his warm hand rubbing small circles on my back. Miki eases herself down on the opposite side of the table, ties back the indigo box braids that I just finished for her last night, and spoon-feeds me some cobbler even as the owner yells at her to get up.

“Ozzy, please take a breath,” my aunt says, and even though she’s in her waitressing uniform, she uses her yoga-instructor voice. (She has a lot of jobs, which requires having a lot of voices.) “My niece is in crisis, and this diner is basically empty.”

Ozzy, the “Oscar” of Oscar’s Diner, is a cranky old Iranian man whose real name is Osama. (“But I couldn’t exactly call it Osama’s in your racist country, could I?” he has said to me more than once.)

Now he says, “She want pie. You give her pie. I need you giving other customers pie.” He walks over to our table and shoves a vanilla milkshake at my face. “Sorry you sad, Charmy girl, but I don’t pay Miki to hug you. Shake’s on the house, but you pay for pie, yes?”

“Yes,” I agree, weeping openly now, touched as I always am by Ozzy’s gruff kindness. I look at the shake in my hands and take a calming sip, as the greenery curls around me like all my spiraling thoughts. To Ezra and Miki I moan, “Why would she flirt with me if she has a boyfriend? Almost kiss me, if she has a boyfriend? How did I not know she had a boyfriend?”

“You can be a little oblivious, my love,” Aunt Miki says, to which I nod and gulp down another swallow of milkshake so large that the icy fingers of brain freeze instantly begin creeping their way up from the base of my skull.

Ezra leans forward. “But in Charmy’s defense, Maia and Tate are more on-again, off-again than a light switch.” He turns to me. “Just let me know if you want me to kick her ass.”

“Just because Zeke’s solution to homophobia is violence,” Miki replies, referring to Ezra’s older brother Ezekiel, whose reaction to Ezra’s coming out in middle school was to teach him to throw a punch, “doesn’t mean you need to go beating up people who may just have some unanswered questions about themselves.”

“Well, I wouldn’t beat her up,” he backtracks. “I’m trying to make varsity captain this year—can you imagine the optics? I’d get my little cousin Paige to do it, though.”

“Ezra J. King, please,” I say, massaging my temples. I don’t know if it’s the booze, the situation, or the milkshake making my head ache now. But he ignores me, still looking right at Aunt Miki.

“I’ll be damned if I let some straight girl use Charmy as her experiment,” Ezra says.

“You really think she’s straight?” I ask him, stroking a leaf of the plant closest to me. It’s veined through with white and shaped almost exactly like a heart.

“I do,” says a low but feminine voice, and I frown at her words, which land heavy as a warning. The sound is like the color of the sky before a storm—all dark blues and hazy grays.

When I look up, the person standing there is Beau Carl, with her broody eyes, brows sharp as daggers above them. She doesn’t look like she wants to beat me up anymore, but I am wondering what the hell she’s doing here.

“Crying over Maia Moon won’t get you far, Monty,” she says.

“Monty?”

“Charm Montgomery, right? Can I call you Monty? I don’t think I can call anyone over the age of four who isn’t a fairy-tale character ‘Charm’ with a straight face.”

I scrub at my eyes with my sleeve, then frown at Beau through my mostly dried tears.

“If I say no, will you call me by my actual name?”

“Probably not. But we can try other options. Char? Charmander? Cha-Cha?”

“Oh god,” Ezra says. “Please stop.”

“I’m not a Pokémon. Or a dance,” I say. I tuck my hair behind my ears and push my glasses back up my nose. “I guess Monty is fine.”

Aunt Miki looks Beau up and down with something like hesitant approval. “I’ve seen you in here before,” she says, this time using her substitute teacher voice, “but remind me: Exactly who in the midnight munchies are you?”

“Beau,” Beau says, and nothing else. Aunt Miki raises her eyebrows and smirks.

“If I were you, Charmy, I’d listen to what your friend Beau here has to say. The vibes”—my aunt moves her hands around in front of Beau’s black clothes, her neatly tattooed forearms, and furrowed brow—“are simply immaculate.”

Beau shrugs in a smug way.

“This girl knows things,” Miki says before standing and walking back to the counter. She grabs the coffeepot and makes the rounds, filling empty mugs for the few customers inside, but I can feel her keeping one eye on the three of us.

“So, you were saying?” I ask Beau, despite kind of wanting to hide from her. She’s hot in a scary way, and she’s everything I’m afraid I will never be: edgy and confident, at ease in her own skin. She licks her lips, making them shine, and then that stormy voice of hers is filling the air again.

“Maia’s trouble. Like most straight girls. They just want to see what it’s like, no matter what it does to your heart. They are always ‘just drunk’ or ‘just kidding’ or ‘omg, who hasn’t kissed a girl at least once, like at a party or whatever.’ ” Her voice goes high and whiny at the end of her sentence, like she’s impersonating a particular kind of person, namely girls like Andi or Trina or Whitney. “And popular girls like Maia are the worst ones, out to get what they want by any means necessary. The same way she puts that makeup on for her followers, she puts on a different face depending on who she’s around.”

Every word she says cuts like a knife. Mostly because of Jada. She got what she wanted out of me, and then dumped me like it was nothing.

But I must be a masochist, because even as I remember how that all went down, I ask Beau for more. “So what are you saying? That Maia’s using me?”

Beau looks frustrated for a fraction of a second before the expression clears. “Yes, Monty. I’m saying don’t be an idiot. Maia sucks. Don’t let her suck the life out of you.”

Ezra gets between us as my throat tightens, the threat of tears returning full force. “You sound like you speak from experience,” he says pointedly. “So maybe you need to take your own advice.”

Something in Beau’s face shifts. The mask she’s been wearing falls away and something softer appears, making her look vulnerable or even a little scared. But before I can be sure I saw it, it’s gone.

Beau shakes her head and lifts her hands, taking a step back from our table.

“I was just trying to help,” she says. “Maia doesn’t care about you. She doesn’t care about anyone but herself. But do what you want.”

I watch as Beau tosses a few bills on her table (my second choice, the dark one in the opposite corner, partially hidden behind a big potted elephant ear) and abandons what’s left of her waffles.

Something about that fleeting, pain-filled look on Beau’s face settles in the pit of my stomach like a rock, though. And even as Ezra changes the subject and scarfs down his plate of pancakes, I can’t touch what remains of my cobbler.






7 Beau


All of that, and I still have Maia’s underwear.

When I got home last night, I stuffed them back where they’d been for the past three months—in my nightstand drawer. They were wrapped around a pair of drumsticks before, but now they just rest crumpled on top, no longer folded neatly as they were in my pocket.

Then I went to bed with my clothes on, on top of the comforter. I’m still there at noon when Celine comes in.

“Don’t you knock?” I say, face still in the pillow.

I know it’s her. The only other person it could be is Mom, and she won’t be home until tomorrow. Back-to-back shifts in the ER. At least I know where to find her if I break my leg instead of whatever part of me feels like it’s in pieces after seeing Maia with Charm Montgomery.

“I’m guessing last night did not go well,” Celine says.

“Stop looking at my stuff,” I tell her. I can feel her scanning the room, looking for… whatever.

“I’m just admiring the chaos.”

“What do you want?” I groan.

“Daniel will be here in ten minutes. He’s bringing donuts. Let’s play.”

I’m silent for a minute, weighing the benefits of staying in bed until I have to work versus donuts, drumming, and an almost certain interrogation from Celine about my life choices. Before Kay moved to Toledo, we would meet up on a day like today. Get tacos and sit in her car and talk about anything but college. For the last year and a half, that’s all people have seemed to talk about, but not Kay. She’s going to take a year off like me. I can still barely talk to Celine about it—she gets real mommish at the idea of me not going.

With no Kay—and no Maia—I do the math. Hibernation vs. donuts. Donuts vs. hibernation.

I sigh and turn over.

“Jesus!” I cry, jolting backward.

Celine is directly next to my bed, at eye level, wearing a frog mask.

I shove her, and she falls over, laughing.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” I demand, swinging my legs to the floor.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” she counters. “Why do you have a frog mask?”

“Why do you always have to touch my stuff  ?”

“Again, why do you have a frog mask?”

I roll my eyes. “It was for school. I was going to do the play for extra credit, but Mr. Hoagland was going to make me be the frog prince, and fuck that.”

“Why? I love a good gender-bent fairy tale.”

“No, no, I was still gonna have to play a dude,” I say.

“Boooo. A frog lesbian would heal society’s ills.”

“Yeah, exactly.”

“But you kept the mask?”

I nod, laughing finally. “Yeah, it’s cool.”

“Maybe we’ll wear frog masks for the show next weekend,” she said. “All three of us.”

“How are you going to sing with a frog mask? Also, Favorite Daughter doesn’t evoke frog imagery.”

“You’re always shitting on my ideas,” she says brightly. “Now change clothes and come out to the garage.”

“Sure thing, Mother Dearest,” I say. It may be noon, but it’s still too early to have already rolled my eyes this much.



I refuse to improve my appearance, so five minutes later my teeth are brushed and I’m entering the garage, where Daniel is on a stool tuning his guitar, donut held between his teeth. He grins when he sees me, almost dropping the donut.

“Good morning, sunshine,” he says when he has a handle on everything. “Nice bedhead. Heard you were restoring underwear to their rightful owner last night.”

I turn and glare at Celine, who shrugs.

“He’s my safe place,” she says. “You should know that whatever you tell me, I tell Daniel.”

“I’m her safe place,” he echoes, beaming.

I pantomime vomiting, but I don’t actually mind. Daniel is like my brother. He and Celine have been dating since they were fourteen—one of those one-in-a-million middle school relationships that beat the odds. They just turned twenty-one, and everyone who has ever met them knows they’ll turn a hundred together too. Literally. They even have the same birthday.

“The underwear was not actually returned,” I say, picking up a donut. Daniel’s parents have run a bakery since they got here from South Korea like forty years ago. Best donuts in the city, hands down.

“She told you to keep them?” Celine says.

“We didn’t really have a conversation.”

“Boyfriend?” Celine sounds grim.

“Worse.”

“What’s worse than her having a boyfriend?”

“Let’s rehearse,” I say, loping over to my drum kit. I didn’t drink at the party, but I feel like actually puking now. The memory of last night is crawling up my throat again. I want to play loud music. I want to fill the garage with so much noise that there’s no room for Maia Moon.
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