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FOR MY PARENTS, AND FOR AUDREY, ZACH, AND DASHIELL—MAY YOU ALWAYS FIND MUSIC IN ALL THE NOISE SURROUNDING YOU, AND MAY WHATEVER SONGS YOU BRING THE WORLD BE STRONG AND KIND AND TRUE.





Dear Reader,

Please be aware that When We Were Infinite contains content that may be triggering. For a list, please see the following page.




When We Were Infinite contains the following content that may be triggering: a suicide attempt, conversations about suicide, instances of suicidal ideation.
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PROLOGUE

WHEN JASON WAS VOTED onto Homecoming court the fall of our senior year, it both did and didn’t come as a surprise. It didn’t because Jason was attractive and talented and kind (I, of all people, understood his appeal); it did because he generally disliked attention and, for that matter, dances. And because I often thought of the five of us as our own self-contained universe, it was a little jarring to have the outside world lay claim to him like this. Netta Hamer, the ASB president, made the announcement at the beginning of lunch one day, when the five of us were all sitting together in our usual spot. We were, of course, as delighted as Jason was visibly mortified—he tried to pretend he somehow hadn’t heard, which meant that now we weren’t going to shut up about it—but we couldn’t have known then how that night of Homecoming would turn out to be one of the most consequential of our friendship.

“For the record,” Sunny said, “I do think it’s a tradition that needs to die, like, yesterday.” Sunny was the ASB vice president, which she’d described as the group project from hell. Associated Student Body officers ran all the dances, and Sunny had tried, unsuccessfully, to do away with the dance royalty. She had been on the Winter Ball court her freshman year, the same year as Brandon—in fact, since Grace had been on the junior prom court last, I was the only one of us five who’d never been chosen. “You parade around a bunch of random people and it’s just like, hey, look at these people who haven’t even accomplished anything specific! And it’s so weirdly heteronormative.”

“Ooh, true, but I can’t wait to see Jason get paraded,” Grace said, clapping her hands. “Jason, do you get to pick out theme music? I hope they make you wear a crown.”

“Should I buy a new phone?” Brandon said thoughtfully, dangling his old one in front of Jason’s face. Jason kept eating, glancing past it into the rally court. “Will all the many—and I mean many—pictures I’m going to take fit on mine, do you think?”

Jason balled up his burrito wrapper and arced it into the trash can a few feet away, then pointedly checked his watch. “Oh, don’t be so modest,” Brandon said, grinning hugely, knocking Jason a little roughly with his shoulder the way boys did with one another—some boys, anyway, because I’d noticed Jason never did that sort of thing, even in jest. “You’re going to be so inspiring.”

“You know, honestly, I think it’s kind of nice,” Grace said. “Everyone here is too obsessed with accomplishment. It’s nice to have one thing that’s just like, You didn’t do anything to earn this! We just like you!”

“Mm,” Sunny said. “That’s a pretty idealistic way to say a bunch of underclassmen think Jason’s hot.”

Jason choked slightly on his water, but recovered. Brandon gleefully pounded his back.

“Little emotional there?” he said. “I get it, I get it. Big moment for you.”

“Jason,” Grace said, biting the tip off her carrot stick, “would you rather falsely accuse someone of cheating off you and they fail, or have every single Friday night be Homecoming for the rest of your life?”

“Oh, come on,” Jason protested, finally, “what kind of sadistic choice is that?”

The rest of us cheered. “Put it up here,” Brandon said to Grace, lifting his hand for her to high-five. “You broke him.”

Would You Rather was Jason’s game. He used to come up with the questions when we were waiting in the lunch line, or walking to class: Would you rather badly injure a small child with your car, or have a single mother go to jail for hitting you with hers? Once Sunny had told me she imagined Jason played it alone, testing himself with all kinds of ethical dilemmas, which I believed.

We were all laughing. Jason said, “When I’m king and I’m looking over my list of enemies, I’m definitely remembering how none of you but Beth were on my side.”

Actually, I hadn’t joined in because I was imagining the night of Homecoming, how inside the music people would twine their bodies together and whisper secrets, how maybe on some certain chord Jason might look my way and want that with me, and I was afraid if I said anything now I might give myself away. I had been in love with Jason nearly as long as I’d known him. It was the only secret I’d ever kept from my friends.

I was about to chime in, though, when Eric Hsu came over. Later, after all the ways things came apart, I would look back at this moment as a warning, a kind of foreshadowing of what I let happen.

We mostly knew everyone in our class—we were a school of about two thousand and Las Colinas was always in the lists of top-ranked public high schools, which meant that years into the future we would still have a sleep debt and self-worth issues and nightmares about not having realized there was a back page of a calculus exam. Eric was the kind of person who would definitely pledge some kind of Asian frat in college, and Sunny and I had once clicked through his tagged pictures to confirm that he was in fact flipping off the camera in every one of them. (Also, he had the third-highest GPA in our class.) Eric’s eyes were bloodshot, and when he came close he smelled like pot. Jason cocked his head.

“You all right there?” he said. Jason had a way of being on the verge of a smile that made everything seem like an inside joke you were in on with him. It made other people think they shared something with him, that they knew him well, although that usually wasn’t true.

“Yep. Yep,” Eric said. “Doing pretty good.”

“Yeah? What’s, uh, the occasion?”

“Just working on my stress levels,” Eric said. “We’re just all so stressed out all the time, you know?” Then, apropos of nothing, he turned and peered at me.

“Hey,” he said, “I want to ask you. How come you never talk?”

The five of us looked at each other. “Excuse me?” Sunny said, a little sharply. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Beth never talks to the rest of us. But then I see her sitting in your little huddle here and she’s all—” He mimed what I think was supposed to be mouths opening and closing with his hands. “How come?”

It was true that outside of our group I was much quieter. I’d overheard various interpretations about what my deal was: that I was boring, or stuck-up, or a bitch. Still, what Eric said wasn’t the kind of thing people said to your face. It was jarring for a lot of reasons, but I remember it for one I wouldn’t have anticipated: how truly, utterly impervious I felt. Eric could say whatever he wanted about me. I was always invincible with my friends.

“You are high as fuck, buddy,” Brandon said, clapping Eric on the back, and there was an edge to his tone. “Maybe you should go home.”

“Well!” Grace said, when Eric had wandered off. “That was rude.”

I smiled. It seemed, at the time, like a small thing that would become one of our remember whens. But later it would feel like a relic from a different life, back when we could just root ourselves in the moment and not have to brace so hard against the future. And I would wonder if there had been signs I should’ve seen, even then, that could’ve changed how everything went after.

“I’m just not as dazzling as the rest of you,” I said, which felt true, but I didn’t mind. I knew from them how someone could shift through the wreckage of your life and pull you from the rubble as if you were something precious. That was worth being the least dazzling one—it was worth everything.

“Selling yourself a bit short there,” Brandon said. “I bet you could absolutely murder a crossword puzzle if I put one in front of you right now.” Since finding out a few years ago I loved crosswords, he’d always teased me about it. “If anything says dazzling, it’s absolutely crossword puzzles.”

“Beth, of course you’re dazzling,” Grace said.

“It’s fine. At least I don’t have to be on Homecoming court.”

Jason laughed at that. Later that day, though, as we were packing up after rehearsal, he turned to me.

“You know,” he said, “silence isn’t the worst thing in the world.”

He meant it kindly, in case I was still worried about what Eric had said, which I wasn’t. We were musicians; we were intimate with silence. Mr. Irving, who conducted the Bay Area Youth Symphony, or BAYS, as we called it, always said silence was sacred: it was in that space that whatever came before or after was made resonant.

But I had always known silence—as fear, first as that catch in my mother’s voice and my father’s stoniness in return, and later as all those throbbing empty spaces where he used to sit or sleep or keep his computer and his gaming things. I had known it as the possibility of emptiness, as something I was trying to shatter each time I picked up my violin.

There was so much the five of us had lived through together, so much we’d seen each other through. But in the whole long span of our history together, this was the most important thing my friends had done for me: erased that silence in my life. In the music and outside it, too, we could take all our discordant parts and raise them into a greater whole so that together, and only together, we were transcendent.

I always believed that, in the end, would save us.
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AROUND DUSK in Congress Springs, when it’s been a clear day, the fog comes creeping over the Santa Cruz Mountains from the coast, shrouding the oaks and the redwoods in a layer of mist. The freeways there tip you north to San Francisco or south to San Jose, hugging those mountains and the foothills going up the coast on one side and the shoreline of the Bay on the other.

It was still late afternoon the day we were heading up through the Peninsula to SF for our annual Fall Showcase, and sharply clear-skied, which made it feel like the blazing gold of the oak trees and the straw-colored grass of the hills had burned away all the fog. It was October, and we were seven weeks into our school year and ten weeks into our final year in BAYS. Sometimes I wondered about early humans who watched the grasses die and the trees turn fiery and then expire, if they thought it meant their world was ending. That year, because it was our last together, it felt a little like that to me.

So far just Sunny and Jason were eighteen and could legally drive the rest of us around, so Sunny was driving; I was sitting squeezed in between Jason and Brandon in the back seat, Grace in the front, my whole world contained in that small space. Jason, Grace, and I all had our violins on our laps so Brandon’s bass would fit in the trunk with Sunny’s oboe and her stash of Costco almonds, and I was holding my phone in my hands because I was hoping to hear back from my father.

“Is that a new dress, Grace?” Sunny said as we passed the Stanford Dish. Sunny wasn’t sentimental, but when she cared about you, she followed the things in your life closely, almost osmotically. “It’s cute.”

“Thanks!” Grace said. “I thought it might work for Homecoming, too.”

“Except that Homecoming will never happen,” Brandon said, waggling his eyebrows at Sunny in the rearview mirror. “We’re all waiting for Jay’s big moment, but the end of the world will come, and there we’ll all be staring down the meteor, poor Jason waiting in his crown, and Sunny will be complaining how Homecoming still hasn’t—”

“Brandon, don’t bait her,” Grace said, at the same time Sunny said, “Okay, but seriously, I don’t understand how everyone here can have a 4.3 GPA but be so massively incompetent in basically every other area of life.” Homecoming had been repeatedly pushed back this year—now it was after Thanksgiving—because the other ASB officers had taken too long to organize everything, which Sunny had complained about both to us and to their faces for weeks, even after Austin Yim, the social manager, told her she was being kind of a bitch.

“Anyway,” Sunny said, “if Homecoming does miraculously actually happen despite the rampant incompetence, I bet Chase will ask you, Grace.”

Grace made a face. “I don’t know. He still hasn’t said anything about it.”

Grace had had a thing lately for Chase Hartley, who hung out with a somewhat porous, mostly white group of people who usually walked to the 7-Eleven at lunch and stood around the little reservoir there. Even though she and Sunny and I would spend hours afterward dissecting their hallway conversations or messages and parsing the things he said to figure out whether he was into her, I was privately hoping that he wasn’t. The last time she’d had a boyfriend—Miles Wu, for a few months when we were sophomores—she would disappear for three or four days in a row at lunch with no comment and then show up the fifth, smiling brightly, as though she hadn’t been gone at all. But then again, Grace and Jason had very briefly gone out in seventh grade before I’d known them, and so it was always a little bit of a relief when she was into someone else.

“Chase seems exactly like someone who wouldn’t think about it at all until the last possible minute,” Sunny said. “Why don’t you ask him?”

“We were all going together, right?” I said. “We could get a limo or something.”

“Maybe!” Grace said brightly. “I’ll see what happens with Chase. Or he could come with us. Brandon, you’re going, right?”

I didn’t want Chase there—I wanted just the five of us, cloistered from the rest of the world. It was only fall, still blazingly hot in the afternoons and still with the red-flag fire warnings and power blackouts in the hills to try to keep the state from incinerating, but already I’d begun to feel the pressure of the lasts—the last Fall Showcase, the last Homecoming—before the universe blew apart and scattered the five of us to who knew where.

“Are you kidding?” Brandon said. “Like I’d miss Jay’s big coronation?”

“My what?” I felt Jason turn from the window to look at us. Brandon grinned.

“Nervous about tonight?” he asked Jason. I was leaning forward to give them more room, and with Jason behind me I couldn’t see his expression, but I could imagine it—mild, guarded, the way he always looked before a performance, or a test at school.

“No,” Jason said. “You?”

We were all a little nervous, minus maybe Grace. Brandon laughed, then reached around me to smack Jason’s thigh. “Liar. And no, I’m not nervous, but I’m not the one with a solo.”

“Eh,” Jason said, “not a big solo. I’m just tired.”

I wiggled back so I was leaning against the seat too and could see them, and Jason shifted a little to let me in. “You didn’t sleep?” I said.

“I did from like twelve to two and then like four thirty to six.”

That was the worst feeling, when you couldn’t keep your eyes open any longer but you had to set your alarm for the middle of the night to wake up and finish schoolwork. I was drowning in homework and would be up late tonight too. I said, “Were you doing the Lit essay?”

“Nah, I haven’t even started. I had a bunch of SAT homework.”

“Did you guys hear Mike Low is retaking it?” Grace said, rolling her eyes. “He got a fifteen ninety, and he keeps telling everyone there was a typo.”

“He asked me to read his essay for Harvard this week,” Sunny said. “Did you guys know his older brother died in a car accident when we were little?”

“His brother?” Grace repeated. “That’s so horrible.”

“It is, but also—I don’t know, I thought it was kind of a cop-out. The essay, I mean.”

“Whoa,” Brandon said. “That’s pretty cold, Sunny. His dead brother? How is that a cop-out?”

“Not in life, obviously. That’s beyond horrible. But his essay just felt like… playing the dead brother card to get into college? I don’t know, if someone I cared about died I don’t feel like I could turn it into five hundred words for an admissions committee.”

“Gotta overcome that white legacy kid affirmative action somehow,” Brandon said. “Okay, but also, can we go back to the part where you said writing about his family tragedy is a cop-out, because—”

“Let’s help me pick a topic first,” Sunny said. “I literally have nothing like that. My essay is just going to be Hi, I love UCLA, I’ll do anything, please let me in.”

“That’s where some of your friends are, right?” Grace said.

Sunny had a group of queer friends she knew from the internet. Most of them she’d never met in real life, but one, Dayna, lived in LA and Sunny had met up with them the last time she’d gone to visit her cousins. They’d made her an elaborate, multicourse meal of Malaysian dishes and taken her to an open mic night. Sunny had been enthralled by their friends—Dayna had had to leave home after coming out to their parents, and had built their own kind of family in its place—and also radiant with joy, sending us probably a dozen video clips of the performances and pictures of the food, but when I said it sounded romantic she’d said it wasn’t, that she wasn’t Dayna’s type and they were just generous and open that way. I thought she might like them, but she always brushed it off. I followed some of her friends on social media—most of them didn’t follow me back, which was fine; they were important to me because they were important to her—and I always wondered if she ever told them she felt out of place with us, or she didn’t think we understood her.

“Just Dayna, but they’ll probably be somewhere else by then for college,” Sunny said. “It was more just—I swear sometimes Congress Springs is like so aggressively straight, or maybe that’s just high school, and I loved the whole scene there.”

She’d talked about wanting to be in LA for years now. As for me, all I wanted in life was what we had now: our Wednesday breakfasts and study sessions and hours holed up at the library or a coffee shop or each other’s homes, the performances and rehearsals together, how at any given point in the day I knew where they were and probably how they were doing. For years I had harbored a secret, desperate fantasy that we would all go together to the same college. I would give anything, I would do anything, to matter more to them than whatever unknown lives beckoned them from all those distant places.

“What are you guys writing about?” Sunny asked.

“I have nothing to write about,” Brandon said. “I’m boring. My life is boring. I would’ve thought by now I’d have, like, done something for the world.”

“That’s because you lowkey have hero syndrome,” Sunny said.

“What? I don’t have hero syndrome.”

“Okay, then would you rather date someone you didn’t like or someone who didn’t need you even a little bit?”

“Someone who didn’t need me.”

“Really? There would be nothing at all to fix in them? They wouldn’t be even the tiniest bit better off being with you?”

“She’s got a point there,” Jason said to him, amused, and Brandon flicked Sunny lightly in the shoulder. “Okay, fine, touché.”

“I kind of thought about writing about that article on moral luck,” Jason said. “I forget who posted it. Did you guys read it?” We hadn’t. “It was about how maybe whether you’re a good person or not comes down to luck. Like if you hit someone with a car and it was an accident, you aren’t guilty, just morally unlucky. Or, like—maybe you would’ve been a decent person if you grew up in, I don’t know, California today, but instead you were born during like, the Roman Empire, and so you became some bloodthirsty soldier instead.”

“Isn’t that basically the Just Following Orders excuse?” Sunny said. “Anyway, plenty of people are born in California today and aren’t decent people.”

“Right, sure,” Jason said. “I mean, you read the comments section of basically anything and you’re like, cool, half the people here are fascists. But I think the part that gets me is more the opposite. Like what if you tell yourself you’re a good person but then when it comes down to it, if you’d been born into slightly different circumstances you’d also go around crucifying people or whatever? So then you were never really good, you’ve just been morally lucky all along.”

“Nah, I think you’d hold out,” Brandon said. “You would’ve been a blacksmith or something. A doctor.”

“A Roman Empire–era doctor sounds basically as bad as a soldier,” Grace said.

“You would’ve been a soldier, definitely, Sun,” Brandon said, and Sunny laughed.

Nestled in the car there with all of them that day, I thought I’d write about them, maybe, and what they meant to me. They were the truest thing I could think to tell anyone about my life and about who I was.

My phone was still quiet when we got to the theater, and I checked my email again, just in case. Three nights ago I’d been up past two in the morning working on an email to my father. He almost always stayed up late gaming, or at least he used to, and so while I was writing I imagined him awake too, twenty miles away. Usually I didn’t invite him to things, because even if he did come, which I doubted he would, it would be unbearable if he didn’t have a good time. But this was our last Fall Showcase and my first show as the second-chair violinist, and so I’d thought—why not?

We got there at the same time as Lauren Chang and Susan Day, the third and fifth violins. When they said hi, Jason switched on a smile, what I always thought of as his public mode, and reached to hold the door open. They were midconversation, and Susan was saying, “Actually, it’s pretty impressive what you can accomplish just to trick yourself into having self-esteem,” and Jason laughed.

“That’s the most inspiring thing I’ve ever heard,” he said, and Susan blushed, pleased. When they went ahead of him inside, though, he was serious again. He caught my sleeve just before I went through the door.

“Hey,” he said quietly, “did you hear from your dad?”

I shook my head, and Jason winced. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right.”

“I mean—it’s not.”

It was loud when we arrived backstage, everyone spread across the risers. Jason and I took our seats at the front. Tonight’s was just a brief solo to introduce himself as the concertmaster—his more important one was later in the year—but earlier that week I’d noticed he’d bought gold rosin for his strings, something he’d always scorned as a waste of money.

“Did your parents come, Jason?” I asked, and then immediately regretted it. We all knew better than to ask about his parents.

He took a moment to answer, arranging the music on his stand. “They might’ve,” he said, politely. “I’m not really sure.”

“I’m nervous,” I said quickly, to change the subject. “Especially about the Maderna. Are you?”

“Nah, it’s so self-indulgent to be nervous.” Then he winced. “That, ah, came out wrong. I didn’t mean you.”

“No, it’s all right.”

Mr. Irving was making his way to the front of the risers, his shock of frizzy white hair tamed slightly for the occasion. Jason studied me for a moment, then offered me a smile—his real one, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “You let people get away with too much.”

When we filed onstage, it was immediately warm under the lights, and bright enough that you couldn’t make out individuals in the audience. And even though it was stupid, I let myself hope. But of course my father wasn’t out there watching. It was a weeknight, and in San Francisco, after all.

Mr. Irving held his arms up, waiting. Then he lifted them and the music began, like a thunderclap, and we were inside it.

We played our full set: a Handel, a Maderna, a Chopin. When it was time for Jason’s solo, the violins lowered our instruments. As I watched him, my heart thudded. He took a deep breath, then he straightened and drew his bow forcefully across his strings.

His style was so different from mine; I always thought of myself as slipping into a piece. Jason broke in like he was shattering glass. But then, right before the coda, I heard him start to falter—just slightly, on that run of grace notes—and I looked, alarmed, at Mr. Irving. In an orchestra, you learn to hear that point when things escape the conductor’s control, like an old cup you can fill without watching because you know the pitch change just before it overflows. I held my violin in my lap and watched Jason, willing him to stay with Mr. Irving. He held on. I smiled at him, relieved, but he was absorbed, and didn’t see me.

When we came back in, it took a beat for us to meld cleanly together again, and I couldn’t quite hear myself. Sometimes, on a piece that was especially comfortable to me, I would lift my bow slightly above my strings so that just for a few seconds my motions produced only silence, so that when I started playing again I recognized the tiny change in sound.

I was tempted to fall into that indulgence that night, to hear whatever difference I made, but I knew I couldn’t. There was, after all, an audience, and in music you could be a lot of things, but selfish wasn’t one of them.



I woke exhausted on Monday. I was desperate to sleep more, like every morning, but instead I dragged myself out of bed to shower and do my makeup and hair and brows. I could hear my mother getting ready for work, the pipes groaning when she turned on the shower. We lived in one of the older houses in Congress Springs, a dark two-story with reddish carpet and no air-conditioning, built seventy years ago back before the family diners and the feed shop and the Olan Mills studio gave way to tutoring centers and Asian markets, before white parents started holding town forums to discuss how the schools had gotten too competitive. Most adults here worked in tech, but my mother, who had gone to Lowell and then Berkeley and probably expected a brighter future, worked at a bank near downtown for what seemed like, based on how much she worried about bills, not very much money.

While I waited for my mother to be done with her shower—there’d be no hot water if I turned mine on at the same time—I checked my phone, and there was an email from doug.claire: my father. I opened it, my heart stuttering.

Sorry to miss the show, he’d written. I’ll come next time if I’m free.

You can read so much into so few words; you can conjure whole universes. And I let myself, my mind wandering, until my phone buzzed. It was Sunny, a message to me and Brandon and Grace: okay, who’s seen the review?

When I went downstairs, my mother had arranged a place setting for me: a bowl of jook carefully covered in tinfoil, a glass of milk, and a section of the newspaper, folded open. There was a note next to my bowl in her neat, small handwriting: Dear Beth, drink ALL the milk. Here is an article about your show.


Maderna’s Liriche Greche was an ambitious piece for sixty teenagers to attempt, even under the direction of celebrated veteran Joseph Irving. When the Bay Area Youth Symphony gave its anticipated Fall Showcase, the program offered a promising and impressive selection.

While the music was technically proficient—the young musicians have clearly been hard at work—at times the sound tended toward the deconstructive, occasionally to the music’s detriment. The most technically demanding section of Chopin’s Prelude 28, No. 4 was played nearly exactly as it was written on the page, with little to offer by means of interpretation or emotion. It was a surprising showing from Irving, who usually favors emotional movement over structure and rigor.

Principal violinist Jason Tsou, a senior at Las Colinas High School in Congress Springs, delivered a skillful if emotionally stunted solo. The evening’s one high point came with Tsou’s mastery of the spiccato. In Tsou’s case, perhaps the attractive glow of future potential excuses last night’s performance.

——RICH AMERY



By the time my mother dropped me off at school, Sunny, Grace, Brandon, and I had already been messaging about the review for nearly an hour. It was a cool, clear morning, mist still clinging to the foothills rising out past the track and baseball fields. The trees by the parking lot had littered layers of red and gold and orange leaves everywhere, small sunsets that crackled under your footfall.

Sunny was waiting for me by the math portables, eating her daily breakfast of almonds and dried cranberries out of a Stasher bag, which she held out to offer me. “You think Jason’s seen it yet?”

I ate an almond with exactly three cranberries so I wouldn’t mess up Sunny’s almond-to-cranberry ratio. “My guess is yes, by now. He probably went looking.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me if he was expecting it to be bad.” She glanced behind her as we started across the rally court to our lockers. “After we dropped him off last night, Brandon said last week, he and Jason were at the gym and something happened, like Jason messed up or couldn’t finish his—what do you call them? Reps?” Sunny hated the gym. “And he got mad and threw his weights across the floor. I think Brandon’s kind of worried. He said he feels like one of these days Jason’s just going to snap.”

“Snap in what way?”

“He didn’t say. And then Grace, naturally, laughed it off and told Brandon he worries too much.” Sunny rolled her eyes. “I know Grace doesn’t physically believe in things going wrong, but—”

“What are we talking about?” Grace said, smiling, materializing in front of us as we approached our lockers. Brandon was with her, drinking coffee from his Hydro Flask.

“Your relentless and extremely unfounded optimism,” Sunny said, reaching for a sip of Brandon’s coffee.

“Are you still talking about the review?” Grace said. “He said he could tell we’d been working hard, didn’t he? I think he was trying to be nice.”

“Trying to be nice? Okay, I mean, would you rather sleep through the SAT or have to tell Jason to his face that he sounded emotionally stunted?”

“Did he say anything to you about it, Brandon?” I said.

Brandon raised his eyebrows. “What about any of your interactions with Jason makes you think he would see it and, what, call me? Text me emojis about it?”

“It’s better than if he just doesn’t talk about it with anyone.”

He laughed at me. “You really didn’t grow up in a real Asian home, huh? Gotta work on that repression.”

“Brandon,” Grace scolded. She knew about that twinge in my chest I always got whenever someone commented how Asian I wasn’t. It marked my lack of wholeness, how visibly I never quite belonged. My mother had grown up in the Sunset District in San Francisco, the daughter of parents who’d run a laundry service and preferred not to talk about their difficult pasts, and she spoke Cantonese but had never taught me or sent me to Chinese school. She’d married a white man—my father was a fourth-generation Idahoan before he moved here—and our last name was Claire. Sunny and Brandon and Jason’s families were all from Taiwan—Sunny and Brandon were both born there—and sometimes it seemed like everyone but me knew the same places to eat in the night markets in Taipei, the same apps you used for group chats with your cousins overseas. Grace’s family had been here for four generations, and every year her huge extended family went on cruises together and all wore matching jerseys with NAKAMURA on the back. My mother was an only child and the daughter of only children, and so I didn’t belong to any family in that same way in any country. I belonged, instead, to my friends.

“So you think Jason’s upset?” I said.

“I think it’s going to really fuck him up,” Brandon said.

“Do you think there’s any chance at all he’ll think it wasn’t that bad?”

Brandon snorted. “None.”

We found Jason by the poster wall outside the cafeteria with Katie Perez, the senior class president. They were hanging a sign among all the others advertising service club activities: a used graphing calculator drive, a gun violence walkout, a climate change march. He looked pleasant and nonchalant, although he always did in front of other people. Sometimes when I saw him, the angular lines of his face that were always both familiar and elusive to me, something inside me went off like a camera flash.

“DIY pumpkin porg making, huh?” Brandon said, reading Katie’s poster.

Grace squinted. “What’s porg? Is that like a health food?”

“From Star Wars,” Katie said. “That was the fundraiser we all voted on, remember?”

Jason laughed, handing back her masking tape. “The representation the people demand.”

“Yes, the people don’t realize how much work it’s going to be to get a million, like, pumpkins and googly eyes,” Katie said. “Okay, I’m off to copy more flyers. Thanks, Jason.”

And then it was just us. I knew Brandon was probably right, but if Jason brought up the review, it would mean it was okay. We could pick it apart and strip it of its power; we could drown it out with all our voices instead.

We waited to see what Jason would say, trying to pretend we weren’t.

“I’ll be honest,” he said. “Porgs are the only part of Star Wars I would expect you to know about, Grace.” So he wouldn’t say anything, then, which meant neither would we.
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AT THE END OF rehearsal the Wednesday before SAT IIs, Mr. Irving asked if any of us seniors were planning to audition for music programs. My heart skittered, the way it did just before flipping over a test sheet to start an exam, and I willed Jason to raise his hand.

He didn’t. I knew the rough sketch of the future he’d methodically planned for (Berkeley, med school, a cardiac fellowship), and I’d always known none of my friends would continue musical careers after BAYS, but still I’d always hoped somehow it would be different for Jason. He was easily the most talented of the five of us, and it felt extravagantly wasteful to abandon that. We’d never once had a principal violinist who considered BAYS the end.

After rehearsal, Mr. Irving asked me to stay. When the room had emptied and he was still perched on his stool, he smiled at me and said, “You know, I’ve been thinking it would be well worth your time to apply at places like Curtis or Jacobs. Maybe Berklee or something like the New England Conservatory as backups.”

I was startled. I hadn’t raised my hand during rehearsal to say I was auditioning; Mrs. Nguyen, the private teacher I saw once a week, had asked whether she should save room in her schedule for extra lessons to prepare for auditions, and I’d said no and assumed the matter was settled. I knew it would be something of a stretch, but I was hoping for Berkeley—my father had always wanted me to go there like he and my mother had, and it would mean, most likely, being with Jason. “Oh—well—”

“You’ll probably have to go out of state to land anywhere worthwhile.”

“Right, of course. I just hadn’t—I hadn’t really thought—”

“You aren’t considering it? There’s not a single school of music that would tempt you?”

He was watching me closely. The lights were hitting too brightly on me, and I started to answer, then stopped. I could’ve told him the truth, which was that no, it wasn’t something that had ever felt like a real option. Or I could’ve told him the other truth, which was that I fantasized about it in the same way I fantasized about, say, being with Jason, or my father moving back home. I could tell him that if I thought too hard about the future I could get lost in the grimness of a world without violin, where my life would just be some exhausting job that made billionaires richer while people starved and the planet spun toward immolation, but that for as long as I could remember I’d kept a framed picture on my desk of my father and me from when I was a year old, where he was sitting at his computer with me on his lap, Call of Duty on his screen, and we were wearing matching Berkeley shirts and both of us were beaming.

But those things would disappoint him, and I never liked to give people the answer they didn’t want from me. “Maybe if it were, like, Juilliard—not that I’d get—”

“Juilliard’s prescreen deadline is coming up,” he said eagerly. He and his husband had both gone there; he spoke of it often. “Have you given any thought to a possible audition repertoire? I don’t know if you’ve looked at Juilliard’s requirements yet—for the Paganini, I think you might consider the Twenty-First. And for the concertos—do you know Zwilich?” He got up from the stool and pulled a folder of sheet music from his bag. “Why don’t you take this home and see what you think of it. I thought it would be perfect for you.”

I stayed up late that night messaging with Sunny and Grace (Sunny had been arguing with her parents, and Grace was having bad cramps), and they asked what Mr. Irving had wanted to talk to me about. I told them, but then accidentally turned my phone on silent and fell asleep before I saw a response, so in the morning Grace’s message was waiting for me: Oooh, you should go for it!!! You would love that.

I told Jason about it as we were walking to second period, and something changed in his face when I did. “You’re applying?”

“I wouldn’t be able to go,” I said, suddenly embarrassed. “Well, I’ll never get in, either. I just didn’t want to say no to Mr. Irving.”

“He asked you?”

“Did he ask you, too?”

“No.”

“He probably assumed you are since you’re the first chair. I think all the other ones have at least auditioned.”

“Maybe,” Jason said. I couldn’t quite parse the tone of his voice, and I hoped he hadn’t taken it as an accusation.

“Have you ever thought about applying?” I said. “Just—to see?”

He was quiet awhile. “It’s probably not a good idea.”

I imagined him packing away his violin for the last time, shoving it under his bed. “You don’t think you’ll miss it?”

“I’ll probably have to do molecular bio or something for med school.”

That wasn’t actually an answer, but also the expression on his face wasn’t exactly an invitation. “Right.”

“That’s cool you’re doing it, though.” He held open the door for me. “I bet you’d regret it forever if you didn’t.”



We spent most of Saturday taking and then recovering from taking our SAT IIs, and Sunday we spent five hours studying at Brandon’s house, making a pilgrimage halfway through to load up on snacks. But then on our way to Ranch 99, when we passed Target, there was a sign saying you got a gift card if you got a free flu shot, and Brandon flipped a U-turn, saying, “No, come on, we’re doing it, it’ll be good,” when Sunny told him it was the randomest idea he’d ever had. So we all got our matching flu shots and our five-dollar gift cards, then had a contest to see who could buy the best snack with it in five minutes. Jason won with caffeinated bulgogi-flavored beef jerky, except then it came out that actually it had cost nine dollars and Sunny said, “Jason, we trusted you! Automatic disqualification,” and Jason said, “How much do you think it should cost? You don’t think people should be paid a living wage to make your novelty foods?” and Sunny said, “The rules very clearly—” and Jason said, “Okay, capitalist,” and yanked the bag away, and bits of caffeinated beef flew all over and we had to brush them from our hair. He was laughing, we were all laughing, and I thought how impossible these moments would be to ever explain to someone outside of us, let alone ever replicate.

The next morning before school, Vikram Reddy asked Teri Ma to Homecoming with a flash mob of people from choir. He’d written an original song that name-dropped not only Teri and the different friends they’d be going with but also, somehow, transpiration and factor markets and Bodas de Sangre, which we were reading in AP Spanish. We all circled around to watch, and it was stupid, but when they were finished and Vikram dropped dramatically on one knee and we all applauded, I imagined Jason asking me.

Of course that wouldn’t happen. But the five of us could go, and we could make it something special and memorable we did as a group. I could imagine all of us caught in the rhythms and the shine of the night, the way it felt sometimes at one of our performances except that we wouldn’t all disperse afterward. Maybe the night would make things feel different to Jason—would make me feel different to him somehow.

At home that evening, I looked up limousine rentals. It would be nearly a hundred dollars for each of us, which was a slightly terrifying number. But I thought about how in a limo we’d have our own small world, and I would pay anything in service of that.

For dinner, my mother had made steamed pork cake, and when I came downstairs with my laptop she’d spooned a portion onto a plate for me with broccoli, spinach, and rice. She would have liked for us to regularly sit down and have an uninterrupted meal together, I knew—sometimes, wistfully, she’d mention it—but most nights I was doing homework and she was answering emails or paying bills or cooking for the next day, which she was doing tonight. She pulled a cutting board from under the sink and a knife from the block on the counter, gently nudging jars and bottles out of her way to make room. My father had hated all that clutter. Just throw it away and buy a new one if you need it, he’d snap sometimes when he was clawing his way through the refrigerator looking for jam, or digging through all the pens in the kitchen drawer to find one that still worked.

“Is that homework?” she said, pausing her mincing ginger to take a bite of pork cake, when I set my laptop down on the table. She’d never been a good multitasker, and whenever she tried to eat while she was doing something else, she always timed it wrong and opened her mouth before she’d even picked up her food so that for a few seconds she sat slack-jawed, her mouth gaping. I looked away. I hated thinking how that might have repulsed my father.

“It’s planning for Homecoming.”

“Oh—are you going to Homecoming? I would have thought it had passed by now. What are you planning?”

“I was just looking at different limo companies.”

“Oh, Beth—limos are so expensive. I can drive you there. I don’t think teenagers should be spending all this money on extras for dances like this.” She went back to chopping. “While we’re on the topic of money, though, I’d like to have a discussion about your plans for next year. Is there a good time we can—”

She always tried to schedule things like this. “Why don’t we just talk about it now?”

“Well—all right, there were some things I wanted to prepare first, but I suppose—” She set down her knife and wiped her hands, then came and sat down next to me, too close, and opened her laptop.

I felt myself resisting. So far I’d avoided the topic of next year with my friends, but they were who I wanted to map out the future with, not my mother with her spreadsheets. But also—I felt this was a conversation my father might want to be present for. Berkeley was one of the only things he’d consistently talked to me about when I was growing up.

My mother typed something, her brow furrowed in concentration. Sometimes, when I let myself notice, she seemed so tired and frayed to me, so fragile, and I wondered whether she missed my father still, whether she felt as alone inside the house as I did. When I was a child, we’d been so close—at night she would come crawl into bed with me if I had a bad dream. She’d kept all the drawings I used to proudly give her, framed around the house like a museum of a past life.

“I think we should talk about finances first.” My mother angled her laptop so I could see the file, rows of color-coded numbers that jumbled when I looked at them. On her background, there was a COUNTDOWN TO ASHEVILLE! widget. We were going this summer to celebrate my graduation, my eighteenth birthday, and her forty-fifth birthday. She’d been planning already for over a year. Whenever I opened my email, she’d sent new articles like Ten Vistas You Absolutely Must See on the Blue Ridge Mountain Parkway or pictures from restaurants: fried chicken, barbecued ribs.

“As you can see,” she said, “it would be advantageous to go somewhere with lower tuition, so I think staying in-state makes the most sense. But I haven’t spoken with your father yet about his contributions, so—”

“What do you mean his contributions?”

“Well, I expect that he’ll also contribute toward your college fund.”

My skin felt tighter around my rib cage. “I don’t want him to pay for any of it.”

She looked at me, puzzled. “You have to report his income on your FAFSA anyway. Of course I’ve always expected—”

“I don’t want to ask him for anything.”

“You don’t have to ask him, Beth. I’ll speak to him about it.”

I felt my voice rising. “I don’t want to use his money.”

She tapped her fingers on her keyboard lightly and blinked at the screen. “Well, I don’t know if—”

“I’ll stay in-state and go to a public school. It’s fine. I wanted to go to a UC anyway.”

“That’s fine if that’s what you want to do, but it limits your options so much to—”

“I’m not going to use his money.”

She started to say something, then stopped. I could tell she wanted to ask me why. Finally, she said, “It’s good to keep your options as open as possible.”

“That isn’t an option for me.”

“Beth, I’ve always worked hard, but my salary isn’t—”

“I’ll just stay in-state. It’s fine.” My heart was starting to race. “Is that all? I have a lot of homework tonight.”

Maybe because she was tired she didn’t press it, or maybe she planned to come back to it later. “Well, I—I suppose that’s all,” she said. “For now.”



My parents met at UC Berkeley. They were in the dorms together as juniors, and one night my mother was cooking in the communal kitchen, soy sauce chicken in foil and (because she believed in eating at least two different vegetables every night) dau miu and bok choy, and she offered him dinner; three years later they were married. Once upon a time they delighted one another and they were happy.

Before he’d left, when they were fighting all the time, I’d read all the articles I could find on things like How not to drive your boyfriend away and Why he’s thinking of leaving you and What makes marriages fail, because I knew that when I was older I wanted it to be different for me. For a girl, it seemed, the dangers were myriad: you talked too much, or not enough; you let yourself go or your makeup looked too harsh; you didn’t have enough sex; you nagged him or made him feel emasculated or you weren’t fun. How did people ever stay together? And how would I ever learn to be good enough, to somehow avoid whatever it was my mother had done? I’d become so conscious of all the things she was doing that might drive him away—her hovering, the way she would press her lips together and look upset for hours on end when he was trying to play his video games, how she would make demands of him and not stop when it was already clear he was increasingly annoyed. It felt unforgivable that she hadn’t tried harder.

Back upstairs, I closed and locked my door and went back to the limo website. When I was fourteen, my mother had signed me up for a credit card in the name of financial health, and I used it to put down a deposit for the limousine rental for the night of Homecoming. It was so much money it made me feel a little sick, but I’d be paid back for most of it, and it would be a special night, an important one for us. And I knew from watching my mother what could happen when you squandered your chance to hold on to someone.
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THE FIRST OF our college apps were due at the beginning of November. Eric Hsu figured out some hack to add most of the senior class to a WhatsApp group he named Rager!!!!, and we used it to complain en masse when for a week straight probably a third of us all set our alarms for two a.m. to wake up and work on our essays—you’d pick up your phone at three in the morning and there’d be fifty new messages, which was gross but also kind of nice. After the five of us turned in our first applications, Mrs. Nakamura sent us cookies via Grace, triangles made to look like college-y pennants with each of our names written in icing, like this was supposed to be a celebration. But each application—BU, Stanford, Princeton, Cornell—represented a different shade of separation: Would you rather lose the people who mean most to you to a redbrick campus with fall foliage and snow, or to a campus studded with palm trees by the ocean? Would you rather their new world be full of thirty thousand potential friends to replace you with, or an intimate four thousand?

Wednesdays were late start days, and for years now we’d had standing plans to meet at Grace’s before school for breakfast. Mrs. Nakamura was a real estate agent, and their house always looked Instagram-ready—Brandon had joked once that cooking in their kitchen made him feel like British bakers were waiting to judge him. That week we made ricotta pancakes, a recipe Sunny wanted to try. She and Brandon mixed the batter, and then Jason meticulously flipped them while I sliced strawberries and Grace whipped cream. Sitting at the Nakamuras’ kitchen island, the light streaming in through their windows and our silverware clinking softly against the plates and my friends all laughing together, I thought how cruel it was that no one in the world could stop this all from ending.

“It’ll be better than you think, Beth,” Grace said. “You’re still thinking about next year, right?” She reached over the bowl of strawberries to pat my hand. “Everyone ends up loving college. You will too.”

“Speaking of,” Sunny said, before I had to answer Grace, “Except not speaking of, I just didn’t have a good segue, who wants to go to something next week with me?”

“I do,” Grace said. “What is it?”

“It’s this thing on Tuesday at the LGBTQ Community Center downtown. Crafternoon.”

“Me,” Jason said. “I love crafts.”

She raised her eyebrows. “You love crafts?”

“Like friendship bracelets and popcorn strings and yarn balls? So meditative. I love that shit.”

“Sun, I didn’t know there was an LGBTQ center in Congress Springs,” I said.

“Yeah, I’ve been wanting to go for a while. I kind of want to meet people.”

“I’ll be your wingman,” Brandon said.

Sunny rolled her eyes. “Who has time for a relationship? No, just meet other queer people.”

“What about the GSA?” Grace said. “Didn’t you used to go?”

“Mrs. Welton asks me that literally once a week.” Mrs. Welton was the vice principal who advised the ASB and also the Gender and Sexuality Alliance. “I went like four times. And every time she’d give me this huge weepy hug and tell me to call her Mama Kat, which, ew. She definitely thinks it’s like, my parents don’t know and are going to disown me. One time she started telling me how she knew honor was an important value to my family.”

“Ooh, like she just watched Mulan?” Grace said, laughing. “Who else was in the GSA?”

“Mm—Liam Chadwick. Missy Straub. Then mostly younger white kids you probably wouldn’t know. Oh, that one junior girl that hangs out with Chase’s group. Emma something. Moffat? They’re all great, but honestly, it’s like eighty percent Mrs. Welton talking about her gay son and then crying and telling us all we’re beautiful the way we are. Which—thank you, I know that. But I want to meet like—other Asian and POC queer people. One of the times I went I said we should talk about intersectionality and race and Mrs. Welton literally was like oh, no, we don’t see color here.”

“Gross,” Brandon said. “Let’s all go with you.”

“Boo, I can’t,” Grace said. “I promised my mom I’d help her stage. The rest of you go.”

Sunny made a face. “I can’t show up with three straight people. I’m picking Beth.”

Brandon pretended to be wounded, but maybe he wasn’t completely pretending, or maybe I was just projecting—I thought it would be better with all of us, because everything was; because we had such limited time left for that.

The day of Crafternoon the next week, when it had started to get cold again and the hills had turned brown as all the grapevines in the vineyards dropped their leaves, I was walking with Grace at the beginning of lunch. In AP Gov, fifth period, Mr. Markham had gone off on a bizarre tangent about Kennedy’s assassination, and as we left class together afterward, Grace had said, “Okay, ooh, this will be fun—which conspiracy theory is everyone in our group?” and now she was trying to convince me that Brandon was The Government Faked the Moon Landing, and we were both laughing, and so I didn’t notice right away that Chase Hartley was waiting in front of her locker with a bouquet of red roses.

My heart sank. I did not want Chase Hartley in our limo, Chase Hartley around for the whole night of Homecoming. When Grace saw, she put her hands to her cheeks.

“Chase!” she said, almost scoldingly. “Are these for me?”

He handed them to her, a little sheepishly. “Yeah, I wanted to ask you—you want to go to Homecoming together?”

Grace was so delighted I felt chastened that my initial reaction hadn’t been to share in her happiness. She stood on tiptoes to fling her arms around his neck, and the cellophane around the roses crinkled between them. He patted her on the back a little awkwardly and said, “Okay, awesome, well, uh—I guess we’ll—talk about details and stuff later?”

“I give it a two,” Brandon said, when Grace recounted the story. “Maybe a two-five. Zero points for creativity, but I’ll give him the two for at least buying flowers ahead of time.”

From where we were eating lunch, we could see Chase across the rally court, drinking a bottle of something unnaturally blue. The five of us had been eating in the same place since we were freshmen, a gap between two cement planters at the edge of the rally court across from the gym. The campus had been built to look like someone’s idea of an East Coast school, brick buildings and ivy everywhere, except the hallways were outdoors because it was California, and the murals on the gym walls were all of apricot orchards and a giant pitchfork, which was, inexplicably, our school mascot.

Grace readjusted her flowers. “I thought it was sweet. He looked nervous. He used the word awesome.”

I tried to avoid looking directly at Jason, worried that my longing would be nakedly visible if I did. “So—Chase will come with all of us, then?”

“I guess so? Or I guess I’ll see if he wanted to go with his friends.”

“Are we all going with dates?” Brandon said. “Maybe I’ll ask—”

“I don’t think we should,” I said quickly. “We were going together, right? I got us the limo.”

“Oh,” Grace said, frowning a little, “you did? I didn’t realize that was something we were definitely doing.”

“I thought we—”

“Come on, Nakamura, go big or go home,” Brandon said. “It’s Jason’s big night, after all.”

Jason rolled his eyes. “Beth, how much do we owe you?”

“You can pay me after.” I was afraid to tell them how much it cost, but it would be easier, afterward, if the night went well; hopefully either Chase wouldn’t come or somehow wouldn’t ruin everything, and it would be a good memory, and it would be worth it.



Sunny wanted to leave a little early for Crafternoon to make sure we weren’t late and the whole time we were driving Grace messaged us screenshots of her and Chase’s conversation, which was almost exclusively him flirting in a way that felt entirely devoid of substance. I wrote back lol and [image: heart eyes emoji], but as we walked into the building, I said, “I think I’m a bad friend.”

“Why?”

We were in a big room papered brightly with posters and paintings, split into different zones: couches, coffee station, bookshelves, a grouping of tables where the craft was set up. We were a few minutes before it was supposed to start, but it had the feel of a room where people had been hanging out for a while. There were maybe twenty people, a diverse-looking group. As we stood there, unsure where to go, a smiling Black man wearing dangling plasticky rainbow heart earrings came over to welcome us.

“I’m Robert,” he said. “You folks haven’t been here before, have you? Important question—how do you feel about Perler beads?”

There were two clusters of people bead-making and talking animatedly with one another, and a few people looked up and smiled at us, but after we finished talking to Robert, Sunny led us past them to an empty table. Tubs of Perler beads were set out along with squares of parchment paper and a mismatched selection of irons, and someone had made a sample set of rainbow earrings like the ones Robert was wearing. Something about the way the papers were cut—clearly by hand, but also carefully—made my eyes well up. I think it was imagining someone taking that care for Sunny.

“Should we go sit with other people?” I said.

“Maybe in a little bit.” Sunny pulled out one of the plastic pegboards and ran her finger through the beads. “So how come you’re a bad friend?”

“You don’t want to talk to anyone?”

“Yeah, I will. What were you saying earlier, though?”

I told her how my initial reaction to Chase hadn’t been happiness for Grace, how even now I wished we didn’t have to factor him in. It was funny thinking sometimes how much Sunny used to scare me before we were friends—part of the reason I told her everything was that I always trusted that our friendship would matter more to her than even the worst things I told her. “On a scale of one to ten, how guilty should I feel?”

“Like a negative four.”

“Really?”

“I don’t think we’re required to, like, hardcore ship her and Chase just yet. He has to prove himself first. Also—” She made a short line of blue beads. “I feel like at least eighty percent of the guys who think they’re in love with Grace couldn’t tell you the first real thing about her. Like, they’re like, ooh, she’s so cute and bubbly, and they build some whole fantasy around that.”

“Yeah, but it’s not just that I’m worried he isn’t good enough for her.” Although I was; there was no one like Grace, and she deserved more than grocery-store roses by her locker. “It’s also that—you know how it is when you have some specific hope about how something’s going to go?”

“Yeah, I don’t think you have to beat yourself up over not actively fantasizing about riding in a limo with Chase Hartley for Homecoming,” she said. “You’re just lowkey type A about some things, which is fine. Like—birthdays and stuff.”

“I’m type A about birthdays? That makes me sound incredibly fun.”

Sunny laughed. “Fun is overrated. You just always want to make sure everyone’s happy. Seriously, Beth, don’t worry so much. In fact, if anything, you should be pettier. Like, in life.”

I didn’t want to be pettier. I wanted to be open and generous and uncomplicated, welcomed and embraced by the world. I wanted to be, I guessed, more like Grace—as easy as Grace to love.

“Anyway,” I said, “You didn’t come here to talk about straight drama. You should go meet people.”

She immediately pretended to focus on her beading. “Everyone’s so much older.”

People did look older, but not impossibly so. “What about those people over on the couch?”

“They’re probably in their twenties. And they all know each other already, and also I’m sure they have more important things to talk about than my extremely bland high school life. I don’t even know what I’d say.”

It was so unlike her to be insecure. “But you were so excited to come. You shouldn’t come all the way here and then not meet—”

“Actually, I think I’m ready to go,” she said, pouring her beads back into the tub and standing up abruptly. “Ready?”

“Wait, Sun—”

“It’s fine. I’ll come another time. Come on.”

A few people said goodbye as we were leaving, and I saw Robert register us walking out. He rose to catch up, but Sunny ignored him. In the car, I said, “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” She made a face. “Ugh. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.

“Nothing’s wrong with you at all. Was it not what you wanted?”

“No, it was exactly what I wanted. That’s the thing.”

“Well, it’s hard to meet new people.”

She handed me her phone to put on Google Maps—we always teased her for how she always got directions even to places she knew well in case there was traffic—and a message popped up, from her friend Dayna: Hey Sun, I’m thinking of you. You got this. I’ll check in w you after to hear how it went.

“I had this really stupid argument with my mom last week,” Sunny said, backing out of the parking space. “I’ve told her like three times what pansexuality is and the other day she was like, okay, well, why don’t you just wait to see who you marry, and then it doesn’t matter who else you like?”

I winced. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

“Nothing. I tried explaining why that’s not how anything works and then she was like, well, it doesn’t matter now because you’re not going to date anyone of any gender until you’re thirty. I was like, okay, Ma, fine, my sexuality is I need to get into college. But it’s been messing with me. Like, obviously being in a relationship or not doesn’t change anything, and I know that, but then I also started spiraling over like—does it count if my life is basically indistinguishable from a straight person’s life? I guess I just started worrying I was a fraud, or not queer enough, or something. And I told myself I’d magically fit in in the right queer space that wasn’t our GSA and then everything would make sense, but then today was like, perfect, and I didn’t even know what to say to anyone.”

“They would’ve loved you,” I said. “You should go back. They’d be lucky to have you. Anyplace would.”

She made a grumbling noise, but it was tinged with affection. Still, the rest of the drive she was a little sad, so I was too. Every summer we went to Pride in SF with her—this year Brandon had flown home two days early from his family vacation to be there—and it was always electric and beautiful just to be there together, and I didn’t feel useless in the way I did now. I wished I knew all the right things to say.

Or maybe my wish was bigger than that; maybe it was more about the pressing sense of insufficiency. I wanted her to have everything, and I wanted us to be home for her—not her non-queer friends or her in-person friends or her friends from home; her friends, full stop, without qualification. I wanted to always be enough.



For Thanksgiving, as we’d done the past six years, my mother and I went to Boston Market. Before we’d left, I’d spent ten minutes staring at my open closet, trying to decide whether it was worse to look like I’d just rolled out of bed or like I had actually gotten dressed up to go get takeout. Oh, tough call, Sunny said, when I messaged her and Grace about it. I think dressed up. My father usually went to Idaho for Thanksgiving. I’d texted him earlier that day with a picture of my common app, and I’d edited the picture so UC Berkeley was highlighted. He’d written back right away: great news, keep me posted. Then he added, See you for Christmas Eve, if not sooner, and all day I carried that around with me, the or sooner clanging against my heart.

My mother and I selected two servings of turkey and four side dishes. When we got home, I set the bag down on the table and started to open it, but my mother said, “Oh, Beth—let’s at least put everything on plates.”

I closed my eyes so that I wouldn’t glare. “Why?”

“It’ll look nicer. Here, bring the bag back into the kitchen. It’ll feel more like Thanksgiving this way.”

She plopped all the side dishes onto salad plates and arranged them around a mini pumpkin she’d bought the week before. She’d gotten a bottle of sparkling apple cider, and she poured some in wineglasses as we ate.

“I thought,” she said, and cleared her throat, “that it would be nice to say what we’re thankful for.”

I chewed a piece of turkey. It was dry and salty, tough between my teeth.

“I’m thankful for a stable job and a roof over our heads and food,” she said. “And for Asheville to look forward to. And most of all, I’m thankful for such a wonderful, beautiful daughter.” She smiled at me. “A beautiful daughter almost in college.”

I swallowed the turkey and reached for my cider. My face was burning. I should have watched more carefully when my father was still here, I told myself. I should have watched exactly what she’d done to drive him out, so that I could make sure I never made the same mistakes.

“What about you, Beth?” she said softly. “What are you thankful for?”

I looked at her smooth, pale face and tried to picture my father looking at her the same way, noting her short eyelashes and the way her skin without blush was flat and shadowy, the wrinkles forming under her eyes. I felt something ugly bubbling up. “My friends.”

“Ah,” she said. “Of course. You’re a very good friend to them too.” She studied a few stray kernels of corn on her plate and pushed at them with her fork, then looked up at me.

“Your friends…,” she said, and her voice trailed off as though inserting a comma, beginning a list.

I stood, pushing my chair back so it probably scratched the hardwood floor. “I’m finished,” I announced, though half my plate was still uneaten. “Thank you for dinner.”

She let me go. Later, I heard her washing the dishes downstairs. Much later, when she was in her room for the night, I was hungry and came downstairs to the kitchen, and when I opened the refrigerator I saw she’d neatly piled all my leftovers in a covered bowl and had affixed a little Post-it note on top that said Beth. I stuck everything in the microwave and burned my tongue on my first bite.
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