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For my father, who had another kind of heart that never failed, and lives on





The memory throws up high and dry

A crowd of twisted things;

A twisted branch upon the beach

Eaten smooth, and polished

As if the world gave up

The secret of its skeleton,

Stiff and white.

A broken spring in a factory yard,

Rust that clings to the form that the strength has left

Hard and curled and ready to snap.

—T. S. Eliot, “Rhapsody on a Windy Night”






— graduation week — Saturday

WHEN WE WERE YOUNG, THE idea of death was so far away, we used to dream up ways we could haunt each other. It became a game. We dealt it playfully over gigantic hot chocolates, boxed yellow cake, or in front of vanity mirrors. If Britton died first, she’d sing herself into our heads. A soaring C note above the C above middle C, just to remind us she used to be good at it. Ghostly Luz would circle her doll-sized hand around our wrists, two fingers to the artery there, or pressed against the throbbing pulse point at the sides of our necks.

I didn’t know what form my haunting would take, but Brit and Luz did. They swore I’d be a spectral nag—the scrapbook, save-everything kind. A pine box and some dirt shoveled over my head wouldn’t stop the “Willa J. Davidson sentimental gene.” And to my friends still full of blood and caffeine, I’d whisper: Are you keeping every greeting card, and a corkboard pinned with photos of all the miraculous stuff you’re doing without me?

Are you?

When Nico was around for these talks, he said he would never haunt us. Would never dare, and just let us be. But I didn’t believe him.

Our game shifted when we turned thirteen and my family changed forever. We kept our jokes quieter, hiding them, like everything else in my home. We carried on this way until right before eighteen, when we shut down all forms of the haunting game. Packed it away and moved it out like a county fair that never found summer again.

Fourteen days before this one—this summer—officially arrives, I kick off my flip-flops and sit directly on the sand of my childhood beach. Seven minutes to go, my dive watch says. To face my friends. To face what they found three days ago.

I’m early on purpose, notched between the time the post-dawn surfers leave and the bulk of the boogie boarders and sandcastle engineers come. Grays and chalky whites swirl above like most San Diego–June skies. Two lifeguards I see every season perch at Tower 13, red rescue cans swinging off the side. Alert. Ready. Out of habit, I pick one swimmer and zero in on him. I was taught to predict possible trauma. Taught to watch for the one who might not fully appreciate the strike of a wave or the raging current on a yellow-flag warning day.

Tourist season always brings ocean virgins. The sum of their swimming might be pool plus lake plus pond and maybe creek. A yellow-flag ocean sneers at this. As much as I love my Pacific, I’m trained to wipe that gorgeous, smug grin off its face.

Five minutes, the watch taunts. My stomach twists, but I still have him—this swimmer. I’ll call him Nebraska. I usually pick a landlocked state. Nebraska is a white male, aged somewhere between fifty and sixty. His ball cap is about to get drenched and probably ruined if he keeps wading out.

As Nebraska edges forward, my mind drifts backward seventy-two hours. To Britton, holding the envelope I thought I’d gotten rid of eight months ago. To the way she’d stared. Blank. Hollow, like I’d dissolved into her tea and she couldn’t find me anymore.

The unearthed envelope, scrawled with Luz’s name on the front and my betraying words inside, said more than either of us could, right then. That I had failed my friends spectacularly and tried to hide it. That I had failed at that, too.

Chasing this spot in my mind and taking over, a Goliath wave grows from way, way back. I spring up to my knees because Nebraska has pivoted, staring toward the Giant Dipper roller coaster off the boardwalk, and this sort of wave leaves you gasping if you don’t take it right. Pay attention, for chrissake! Too many of these I took wrong when Nico taught me how to surf. We were just kids, but I swear my throat will never be fully free of that salt. Ocean water climbs, Nebraska!

I’m already standing as the Pacific puts my guy in the dunk tank. When the wave hits bull’s-eye, movement spears from my right. Marianne from Tower 13 is down and running. But not toward Nebraska. He’s not the one. He just hacks a lung or three and shakes like a Labrador. And he’s fine, bobbing upright, searching for a red cap even though it’s been sacrificed to the underneath.

I trot to the shore. There’s a young girl who lost her boogie board, who can’t stand and can’t find her way into floating. Her mom must be the one yelling, Emma! She’s trying to reach her daughter, but the undertow keeps swinging her back. I missed Emma, but Marianne’s already there, securing her. I missed Emma because, one minute. It’s okay, it’s okay, it’s fine—I’m not the one on duty. (You can be human right now, I repeat.)

I forgive myself, but only for this one slip. Not for the envelope, or for an entire October I ripped up so small, I no longer recognize it. Not for Luz crying out, three days ago: It’s not that you did it and took it all back. It’s that you used… Nico, of all things. Of. All. The. Fucking. Things.

(When Luz—a girl who wants to heal and repair bodies one day—said this, she flipped my skin inside out to nothing. There wasn’t even enough left to haunt from.)

My watch says thirty seconds. I shuffle through warming sand and across the boardwalk; my friends are already at the picnic table. One breath. Another. The air thickens, blurring until I reach the girls, where the universe siphons away and there is no South Mission Beach, no San Diego, no life but them.

“I… Hi” is all I have.

“Well, you look like total shit,” Luz says. Blessedly, it’s the same way she pokes at my lead-foot driving, then grins us through yellow lights and on-ramps.

Remembering, I flub a watery laugh for all those times. For that me and that her. I shift, glancing around the beach that grew us. The refurbished wooden coaster, the cluster of posh condos, the coaster again, the ant trail of kids coming in with boards and pails.

“Willa, sit. Okay?” Britton pats the table with a hand manicured the color of ballet slippers. “Your remarkable ass is blocking the view.”

I move my—often noted by Britton, and sometimes in French—“remarkable ass” onto the bench. A trickle of hope flits across my chest. We’re stronger than one mistake, this massive sum of us, and we, and them. Maybe all we need is time.

“I didn’t go through with it,” I say, which sounded so much better in my head.

With no wall to slump against, Luz crouches forward and tucks her limbs to form Origami Luz. A done, defeated kind of shape.

“Fine. But were you ever going to tell Luz? If I hadn’t found out?” Britton asks, skipping straight to the hard part like a new aria.

Too many beats pass before I shake my head. I imagine the cult-classic movies we’ve watched in Britton’s living room under tented monogrammed quilts. Some of those plots were about do-overs, or entire yesterdays that restarted until the character got it right.

These words land into dust with my waning hope. “I am so, so sorry. And I’m not asking you to forget.”

Luz unwinds herself. The smallest of the three of us, she takes up little space at the table. For the first time, I’m terrified of words from a friend who’s barricaded my secrets for years. Today she’s more shooting star than girl. She’s the green flash we stalk during sunset, and a bonfire ember in the sand, and a hundred other brightly fleeting things—at their most brilliant, seconds before they disappear.

“I thought that’s what you’d expect, with us coming here. For me to forget.” Luz motions toward Britton. “Because of all the years we’ve been friends.”

“I know that’s not fair. It’s not about forgetting. But… can you forgive?”

Three words. For ten years, there were countless other words we’d naturally grouped into threes: I love you. We have cake. You are amazing. I brought tacos. I’ve got you, I’ve got you, I’ve got you.

Can you forgive?

Luz falls quiet again, but it’s more her lack of action that ticks my worry. She isn’t doing any of her Luz-normal things. She hasn’t detailed the chemical makeup of our distress. She hasn’t tried to—

“Here.” I hike the sleeve of my striped tee, baring my pale wrist. Future cardiologist Luz always used my heartbeat to read my stress level. “Take my pulse. Feel what I’m feeling.” Nothing. A film on pause. I jerk my arm away. “Please say something. Or—or yell! Can’t you just let me have it all so we can do the next thing?”

Whatever that is.

Britton slumps forward, dark hair closing around her and this mess I’ve made. Luz won’t even look at me. I don’t know what else to do. “Is this it?”

Three words.

Luz’s shoulders jerk upward, and the seam of her mouth splits. “You know, it’s a miracle you didn’t get emergency bangs because of this. Thought you might.”

These girls have witnessed my most primal snorts and guffaws, but the one I make now is from a new animal. My hand crimps my dark blond waves—ragged, from being a wind sock. From clawing over my scalp trying to tame what’s underneath. From watching Nebraska not drown.

“Bangs?” Britton’s sniffle slips into a giggle. “God.” She moves upright, cross-armed on the weather-pocked table.

“Like I’d ever violate the code. Bangs are never really about bangs,” I say right as Luz and Britton say, “They’re never really about bangs.”

Our eyes lock tight over the echo of one of Britton’s life mottos.

I realize we’ve drifted closer. I guess our brains haven’t told our bodies I ruined the world. Our shoes outline a polygon. Shoulders turn with muscle memory (inward, close, usual), and the air between us billows. I could rest here. No, I could. Right here, with them soft-mouthed and seeing me again. (What envelope? What October?)

We have always been our best this way. A secret in plain sight. An entire ecosystem small enough to hide under a seashell.

“Tell me one thing,” Luz says, but not with the anger I deserve for hurting her. It’s her diagnosis voice. Do no harm—a huge part of the oath she’ll take one day.

“Anything.”

“I need to know why. I deserve that much before I can even think of…”

Forgiving. Of moving forward and trusting me again. I fill in her blanks like they’re my own.

“Because of us,” I say out loud. “I panicked because I couldn’t lose you, too.” I shoot a knowing glance at Britton, whose plane ticket screams Paris, whose departure date races toward us.

“Nope, no way. That’s not all,” Luz says. “That envelope is about more than what’s happening after graduation.”

What?

“You used Nico. That’s bigger than a panic play, Willa.”

The words aim right for my throat, instantly dragging me back to days made of fog. I fight the slip, grounding myself onto the bench. “I couldn’t take any more loss.” All I remember from last October was that senior year and graduation were looming. My newly shattered life was going to open up wide into so many more unknowns, and I couldn’t stop it. But I thought I would try, and that led to the worst decision of my life. It led us here. “I swear if there were more, I’d tell you.”

Luz spears a glance at the sky. “I learned that sometimes a person will have cancer, but initial tests don’t show it. And it hides and continues to disrupt the body until doctors look deeper. I think the same is true for you.”

Chills branch under my skin at the way she’s read me; the truth is a silent lurker behind my liver and lungs.

“Almost our whole senior year, you’ve been living as my best friend after trying to betray me,” Luz says. “But me being your friend makes me worry about why, and worry for you. If you can’t see the real reason here, that’s a problem. You’re gonna have to find it there. Back then.”

“I’ll try,” I say.

Luz shakes her head. “You broke my heart. Before I can even think of forgiving you, I need the whole truth. I’m serious, Willa. You need to do this alone. This week, or that’s it.” Luz swallows once. “Or we’re done.”

Oh. I absorb the blow, nearly convincing myself that another Luz has switched places with the one in front of me. My Luz doesn’t talk this way. These aren’t words we say. But what did I expect? I’m the one who changed everything. For eight months, I’ve tried to unhook myself from one act, removing it from my body until it felt undone. Unsaid. I reduced the unimaginable into code. It. The thing. My betrayal. I’ve lost the language to name it for real. But six days before we don Mission Point High School graduation gowns, saving the most important friendship of my life means rewinding to a place and time I tried to bury instead.

“I will,” I say, and learn I never needed to die to haunt myself.




— graduation week — Saturday

“LAST CALL. YOUR DAD AND Audrey are in the car,” my mom says. She’s more dressed up than usual—cropped black pants and a gauzy blouse that Britton would call “boho.” Most of her hair fits into the tortoise clip at the base of her neck, the layered wisps trailing loose around her face. A coral-pink lip.

I shove aside the piles of texts and notes for Monday’s English final. The way I have everything arranged on my bed makes it look like I’m getting more done than I actually am. It looks like I’m a serious and proactive star student. Inside, I’m brimming with failure and regret, still feeling the pinch of sand between my toes from my morning at South Mission. “You guys go on. I’m not up to it.”

Mom frowns and moves to step closer, but stops herself just past my doorway. “Your tummy? Still? Those ginger tablets usually fix me up right away.”

I had taken the tablets, and drunk her fresh mint tea, and downed a few bites of the chicken soup she’d defrosted. Doing all of these things, letting her help, was a thousand times easier than bringing up the actual ache that’s rolling through my frame.

This week.

Or we’re done.

I need the whole truth.

I can’t speak about these words or even think about what the end of grad week might look like. After months of erasing and forgetting, I am supposed to break into a hidden time. But I don’t know how to start. The two people I always run to first are the ones making me run backward on my own.

“Everyone will ask where you are,” Mom adds when I’ve stayed quiet. “You haven’t missed the festival in years. Plus, your dad got that bonus, and I was looking forward to the whole family choosing a special item. A splurge to bid on this time. Maybe a weekend getaway? Or we could pick some artwork for the living room.”

It takes everything I have left not to scream. I pinch a wad of my comforter in one hand. “Tell everyone I’m not feeling well. And if it’s that important, text me whatever item you want.”

She exhales, nodding once. “Okay. I guess I could do that. There’s more soup in the fridge if you feel better.”

“Thanks, Mom.” I force the kind of easy, relaxed smile that ends conversations and doesn’t draw more questions and concern. I’ve gotten good at them.



Not an hour later, I trample down the stairs to the sound of a doorbell onslaught. A slanted picture pops into my head of some delivery man already here with a grand painting or a piece of furniture Mom won with a sky-high bid. I open the door, sighing in relief.

I recognize the persistent visitor on my porch, taking in the rubber sports slides (with socks) rising over hairy brown legs, up to athletic shorts and the bottom third of a blue sweatshirt. Then a box. A gray archival box as familiar as my own face.

“You gonna make me stand out here all afternoon?” Kem asks.

“Sorry.” I move aside as one of my oldest friends trudges into the living room and kicks off his slides. We’re lazy about removing shoes in my home, but ours isn’t half Japanese like Kem’s—he’d never be caught treading the outside in.

I note the way Kem sets down the gray box, with reverence. “Britton dropped this off on her way to that church thing. With marching orders,” he says.

I’m supposed to be there right now, food-sampling and silent auction–bidding at the Saint Cecilia’s benefit with my family. The real reason I didn’t go to the festival today is because my best friends did. While stuck on isolation orders, I didn’t trust myself not to fuse to them in the courtyard, like we always do after Sunday mass. Earlier, I’d feigned the stomach bug and accepted all Mom’s remedies to make it believable.

A cloud passes over my face. “So, Britton told you?” What I did. What it means.

“Just the big parts and major players. Enough.”

My stomach walls clench for real. “Then you hate me too.” I’m far from ready to share details. But Kem rides almost as close to me as Luz and Britton; he’s earned my trust a hundred times over. Anything I’d say would stay safe.

“Hate? What is this talk?” Kem motions me to the leather sofa. “They don’t hate you, Willa. That’s all kinds of wrong against the actual laws of nature.” He nudges my knee. “I don’t either, if it means anything.”

It means everything. “I went too far.”

“From the way Britton looked, yeah, you did. But I don’t lug memory boxes four blocks for people I hate.”

My mouth jerks wide for a beat.

“And those girls… Well, the divine Miss B. wouldn’t have sent the ultimate shrine over here if she was all the way done and didn’t love you.”

I whittle on that, my fingers bunched tight.

“Um, a drink? I mean, I can get you a drink?” I say at nervous warp speed, at once, turning into my mother. You could be bleeding on the floor with a pulsing wound straight from Luz’s dreams, and Mom would make sure you were fully hydrated.

Kem peeks at me crookedly. “I wouldn’t say no to something portable for the walk back.”

I grab a cold water bottle in seconds, but my feet swivel the wrong way from the kitchen. Not back to Kem. Moving past the cabinets, I’m elsewhere in my mind, too—how I agreed to spend grad week alone to deconstruct last fall. And how what lives beyond the sliding glass door will always matter.

Early June air rushes through the breakfast nook as I grip the door handle, bare feet curling over the metal track. Condensation from Kem’s drink numbs my hand. He hasn’t called out for me yet, as if the fact that it takes an obscene number of minutes to procure a water bottle around here is normal. My eyes are fixed on the yard I have to explain to everyone. When my mom skirts the question, I’m the one who schools visitors or curious pest control guys. “Yeah, that’s, um… It used to be…” is how I usually start.

But the yard itself never stops. It’s always more than plants and grass and concrete because the origins of the current versions of me, Luz, and Britton are here. It’s not where we started. That was eons before, when we were still learning to write our names in cursive. It’s where we changed. Five years ago at this spot: the only amoeba-shaped lawn in Crown Point.

Despite the searing nostalgia, I rarely want to be inside this space, standing before the notorious green shape, fat with bulbous curves and a beige concrete border. Facing the feelings that belong here. This morning, I lost that option. You fight for a friendship like this one.

This curiously shaped backyard feature didn’t use to be grass. It used to be one of the few swimming pools in Crown Point.

We were all there when it was—me and Luz and Brit. We’ve combined our stories of the last day anyone swam in our pool. My friends have carried the extra parts I couldn’t hold alone. (Nico’s disjointed scream. The alien cry from my mother. The blaring Rolling Stones tune. The actual shards of innocence leaving my dad as he rounded the side yard with trays of hot dogs.)

I force myself to absorb it all now—the whole landscape of five years ago—because I have to get this right. I have to go back to Luz at the end of the week with better words than I had this morning.

Anxiety flares as I step onto the patio. I can still picture the second-story balcony where Britton stood. I know the exact flap of concrete where Luz planted her bare feet, holding an orange pool noodle. That July Fourth was the day my family cracked. Like Luz’s analogy, it’s the lurking cancer in our home. Hidden and unspoken. Even my mother’s staunch silence over that one day can’t stop me from seeing it now. I see myself on the sun-warm pool deck. I am a thirteen-year-old with spindly legs and a neon green tankini. I see her and see her—

“Yo, Willa?”

I breathe out pages of history and shut the door behind me.

The most grilling I get from Kem when I return to the living room is a bland eyebrow raise as he accepts the now-warming water and twists the top. Chugs.

I reclaim my spot on the couch and drag one of Gram’s knitted throws over my tee. My eyes hone in on the gray box, regret blooming hot and coppery in my chest. “Did Britton say anything else?”

“Yeah.” Kem stretches and taps his chin. “And I don’t want to screw this up, but it was something like maybe the answers you need aren’t only in one horrible day, but in all the good ones too. And you should spend some time with the things in there.”

“More than things are in that box.”

Kem nods solemnly. He was there last summer. “I know, girl. And what you did was a bad take. But I’d maybe call it a human one.”

No, Kem is being way too kind. Being him and ignorant of those details Britton had held back. But “human”? The word shoots between my ribs and brings me back to this morning at South Mission. More than facing my wrongs, more than having to spend grad week without my friends, the part I’ve been tossing around my head was one of the last things Luz said before we left the picnic table. The most alien, inhuman, un-Luz thing she’s ever said.

This phrase inspires countless songs and reels from dozens of movies. Books. Life. The universe speaks like this, but not this girl. Luz Martín never uses this particular word combo to express this particular notion. But she did six hours ago. You broke my heart.

Now, I ache with it. From my blond waves to the iridescent blue swiped over my toenails. “I hurt her big time. And she wants me to go back for all the whys.”

“Sounds like Luz.” Kem reaches for my hand; I accept. Mine is pale and slim inside his deep brown cage of fingers. “Shit times back then, but you do it. I don’t live in a world where you don’t.”

In my dream world, my exhumation of yesterday is enough to save tomorrow. Enough to save us. A tear spills clean and round over my cheekbone.

Before I can save my friendship or any tomorrows, I have to save October Willa. First, I have to find her. Britton was right; that means going back to the days and months and years before. Earlier, I’d nearly prayed for a way into my past. A way to start. And this could be it, even though my pulse is already jittering around some of the items inside. I still drag it close.

“Behold the Hippo,” Kem says.

Started ages ago after my not-so-subtle urging, and formally managed by Britton, the Hippo contains our personal history. Luz had wanted to call it the hippocampus, after the part of the brain that serves as the storehouse of memory. Fitting for a memory box, but too scientific for Brit and me. We’d shortened the name to the Hippo—after all, the box was gray. And fat enough too, with photos and essays. A cake mix package. A doodled-on program from one of Britton’s recitals, and my certificate for completing my first Junior Lifeguards session. Love notes and postcards. Stray pieces from costumes. The fired and glazed mug on which fifth-grader Luz managed to etch the Hippocratic Oath. And a hundred other little altars.

“Well, econ final Monday,” Kem says, tipping the water bottle my way. “Brutal.”

His words barely register as I trace my finger over the gray canvas.

“Okay, then.” Kem rises and slides into his shoes. “I’m around if you need me.”

I’ve spun the box one-eighty even though there’s only one way in.

He lifts his chin, but I call out, “Kem,” just before he shuts the door.

“Yes, my dearest Willa Joan?” He must know I need a little goofy right now. A little normal.

“Thank you,” I tell him.

He winks, and I’m alone with the Hippo. I lift the lid and pull out a peach earthworm plush toy, my eyes stinging with the rush of memory. Then a photo from a fall freshman-year beach day. Britton in her favorite black suit, and Luz with bunny-ear fingers poking behind my head. Our smiles so bold and toothy, they’re almost violent.




— then — When We Were Fifteen

PARTS OF ME HAD ALWAYS been tethered to Nico, the same way he attached himself to his surfboard. I couldn’t help but watch as he paddled out on his JS Industries Blak Box 3. He was barebacked, bare-chested, and the ocean parted easily for him. Nicolas Anthony Martín was built for waves.

What would it be like to kiss him?

This thought had been drifting in more than ever. It gurgled through my belly as I bobbed inside the drop-off zone. The brisk waterline reached midshoulder, but I was warm enough in my black-and-turquoise half wet suit. Nico, the self-contained furnace, would go well into November before he surrendered to neoprene.

We were surfing the last week of September. San Diego always stuck to a unique fall aesthetic. Take the start of sweater weather, plus the chill that usually changed drink orders from iced coffee to spiced lattes—our hometown ignored all of that. It always had a snooze-button start to summer, lazily cracking through the June Gloom haze around the start of July. Everything swelled from there: crowds, temps, the soda-fizz orange of the sun, the good beach hours. But that meant San Diego stretched summer all the way to November, where it didn’t belong. Autumn porches were meant for pumpkins, not dripping bodyboards. But this was our normal.

Our favorite part of our fall-normal was Wednesday school pickups by Mrs. M. (We always called Luz’s parents Mr. and Mrs. M., not Victor and Teresa, and never the Martíns.) Today Mrs. M.’s white Suburban tailed the final bell at Mission Point High School with a purpose: beach before homework. After a three-house pit stop, it was only five minutes to South Mission. Most fall days, the yearly Santa Ana winds off the desert blew dry and blustery, straining the doors of Mrs. M.’s SUV as she’d spill us three girls and Nico and all our gear.

Nico. Of course he shredded the big wave just then. Surfing with him was about searching out that perfect crest, over and over until our throats and noses were rubbed raw with layers of salt.

He found me after the set. “You see that?”

“Thing of beauty.” And not just the wave. Besides being a walking genetic blessing—his, mostly Cuban—he’d always had arms and abs sculpted by that shortboard. But at seventeen, his body had struck a new level of wonder. He’d been working out nonstop with a regimen that was nothing less than brutal.

I sniffled, resting my arms on my board; my nose was cold—please, no snot in weird places. I wanted to look more special than that lately. I wanted to be more special to him.

I followed his gaze and exaggerated greeting to the girls. Luz fist-pumped, halfway out of her beach chair, and Britton gave him a thumbs-up.

“Let’s do one more,” he said. “Then I’ll return you to your keepers.”

“You’re on.” I would go anywhere with Nico. On land, he was always Luz’s beloved older brother. He was Britton’s friend too. But I was the only surfer in my friend family. Far out into the toss and tumble of the Pacific Ocean, he belonged to me alone.

Nico took off in a sudden burst of unfair advantage. “Race ya, Willa-Bee!”

I grinned as I launched forward and followed the first boy I would ever love. Willa-Bee. He’d called me that for seven years, and was the only one who did. As kids, he said I ruled our Crown Point neighborhood with my signature black sneakers and yellowy-blond hair, buzzing around from here to there like a bee who couldn’t decide on a flower. We were closer than ever now, in a bigger way than monkey bars and stolen bases, or even beach waves. This year we were finally on the same campus at the same time. Our birth dates made us a little over two years apart in age, but always three in school. That gap had never felt so small.

We found a wave. Shared it like a cup of Froyo, two spoons.



The tide delivered us to my friends. Nico quickly ditched his board and flagged a group of Mission Point seniors, kicking up sand around his sister as he tossed a damp towel and ran down the beach.

“Hey!” Luz yelled. “Watch it!”

“Minerals—they’re good for you!” called Nico.

I laughed and stripped off the wet suit to my floral one-piece. By the time I settled into the empty middle chair, Luz was already over the sibling sandstorm and peering into her iPad. Full focus and earbud-oblivious—Luz-normal beach behavior. I snickered with Brit.

“Some new videos went up, but she promised to quit after one,” Britton said. Our brilliant friend had an obsession and subscribed to dozens of YouTube channels that regularly uploaded cardiac surgery footage.

“We can only hope.”

Britton made a low noise of agreement and pulled out a pink spray bottle. “Speaking of hope, you need my services, mon amie.” She tugged my sopping tangles. “This is the hair you’ll haunt me with.”

“That can be arranged. Now please help.” If anyone could make me look my best on this beach, it was Britton. My long hair plus an hour of surfing equaled a frizz disaster of epic proportions. The window of salvation was closing, but Britton dominated these matters.

Wednesday beach days were the best because she was there. She belonged to us, instead of the grueling schedule of vocal lessons with Miss Adela, piano, and tutoring in French, German, and Italian. Since we were little, we’d learned to wedge our friendship into her budding mezzo-soprano stardom. There were few true vocal prodigies in San Diego. Not just “good singers,” but more, the ones who opened their mouths and heaven flowed out. Britton was one of those.

She scooted closer; her black scallop-trim one-piece hugged her curves under a white cover-up. She went to work on my hair, spraying and taming with my brush and pick. Her rhythmic work eased the lingering anxiety from that second-period algebra pop quiz. From Mr. Cruz’s surprise English essay right before the final bell. From Nico. He and I were outgrowing our scrappy-kid ways. At least, that’s how it was for me. Nico was never distant, but he could be closer now. I was older now.

I tried to breathe away the could-bes, extending my legs, re-coating my feet with sand. Luz, still entranced by her iPad, held out a can of LaCroix.

“Thanks, girlie.” On a whim, I peered through the glare. Luz’s screen exploded with blood, surgical tools, and exposed organs. Her idea of a masterpiece, mine of a really bad day.

Between the cries of two seagulls, Luz finally stowed her devices. She took a long sip of her drink, and I followed her eyes to her brother. “Did Nico tell you? Out there?”

Britton withdrew the pick and produced a small mirror. My hair hung in perfect beach waves. “Tell her what?”

“Family meeting this morning,” Luz said as she secured her lazy dark curls into a disorganized bun. “He’s joining the navy right away. His scores came in, and both his ASVAB and physical test results were the notable kind of stellar. So you know what that means.”

“That he’s a Martín?” It came out funnier than I felt. This meant Nico would be leaving in June for sure.

Luz’s almost-smile was so fleeting, I would’ve missed it if I’d blinked. “He’s eligible for the special 800 Division at basic training, which gives him a huge advantage.”

The navy was rooted in Nico. And not just serving, but defying unspeakable odds, and the grueling physical and mental challenges to become a Navy SEAL.

Pros and cons of becoming a SEAL always crept into our conversations at Rubio’s over fish tacos, or pizza at Mr. G.’s. I’d seen him wide-eyed about that gold trident uniform pin too many times to be surprised. Now my Crown Point golden boy had just made the scores to enter the program on the top-tier track.

That reckless, wave-crushing glee I’d sensed in the ocean with him—was good news from the navy why? I’d felt his joy, but that didn’t mean I didn’t want to fight his choice. It didn’t mean my limbs weren’t itching to cross the yards of sand to where he stood with friends to beg him not to go.

But he would leave, first to Illinois for boot camp. The looming date, nine months away, felt too short, too fast. It stung more than it should’ve because this was finally our chance.

My eyes drooped; I didn’t have to hide them from these girls. They knew. I wasn’t a gangly kid anymore. I had always been at his side, but now I could belong under his arm.

“I kept quiet all day because I thought he’d want to tell you first,” Luz said. This was as far as she’d go in bringing up meandNico in conversation.

“No me, no first.” The Martín siblings were closer than close, which meant I was splitting this portion of my bittersweet with Luz. “At least it’s not for good. And he’ll send tons of cards like always.” I wondered whom I was trying to convince more.

“Yeah. I just know how weird it will feel without him at breakfast every morning and small things like that. And being here without him next summer.” One wave crashed. Another. Luz spoke to the current. “Boot camp’s what, two thousand miles away? See, if you stretched out your entire blood vessel system, it would extend for sixty thousand miles.”

Sometimes the mind of Luz Martín seemed bigger than all the beaches in the world combined.

“There’s way more distance keeping us alive than there could ever be between Illinois and San Diego. But we don’t feel any of that inside. We just live.” Luz shook her head, then barely eked out, “Funny how those two thousand miles seem so much bigger.”

She nodded once, calling it done. In Luz fashion, she’d put her feelings back into the medical wonder of her own body. That’s where she kept them. Trying to get her to spill any more wouldn’t work right now. She’d already said a lot, too, at least for her. That it would feel weird. That her small home would shrink even more, suffering the stretch of each and every mile.

I gazed long at her brother, his thick crop of hair like a dark beacon. The sweet honey horizon lit his back, marking him as golden boy for real. He turned after his friends headed away, and Britton smacked a can of his favorite soda into my hand with seize the opportunity beaming from her oval-shaped face.

I met Nico halfway. “Here. You’ve gotta be parched.”

“Boss wahine and mind reader.” After a generous swig, he wiped his mouth with his fist. He didn’t move, so I became a statue in the sand. He glanced sideways, then said something I barely registered. The navy. SEAL training. Leaving, going—that’s what I would’ve sworn he would lead with. Not the words “junior” and “lifeguard” and “tryouts.” My head buzzed from leftover waterlog and beach sounds, and him.

“Wait, what did you say?”

He took another drink. “Southern California Junior Lifeguards.”

You didn’t grow up in Crown Point without at least knowing of the organization. I’d seen the SoCal guards since I was little. “Okay?”

“They’re moving one of their training zones right here next summer, next to Tower 13. I thought you might want to try out.” He paused so the next words would strike solid and real. “It’s tough to qualify, but you’re strong out there.”

(You. You helped make me strong.)

“You’d be the best surfer in the group by far. And that’s part of it.”

(You worked and trained and pushed me. All my wahine ways—you locked those in, so I’m usually the best surfer girl on most beaches. You…)

I’d been nodding through his spiel, but his next move went deeper than we ever swam. “Look, I thought it might help. A good skill to have after what happened.”

My eyes sprang wide. “You mean last year?” When my little sister, Audrey, nearly drowned in what used to be our backyard pool. That’s what neither of us would say out loud. The crystal blue water was long gone. Grass covered the spot, but never the memory or the silent aftermath coursing through our home.

“Last year,” he said.

“Like, a way to fight back?” I couldn’t have said why that particular angle was my jerk response. But that’s all I saw. Revenge for Audrey against the water. Power, control. Reclaiming a lost something. I swished the words around my mouth.

“Totally like that. Besides, they teach you ways to be alert. To predict danger and see what no one else does.”

“Like when twenty people in a pool see absolutely nothing?”

His eyes winged closed over the flashback. In my mind, I was there too, coming around the house to terror, and the burst of sudden panic from Nico and the girls and all our guests, and an otherworldly sound I never knew a person—a mother—could make.

He lowered his head and spoke to the cooling sand. “It could help with the memory, even if it was just for you. Knowing you were learning to do the opposite. To see everything.”

It could, so much, the idea had grown from ripple to rip current in less than a minute. I blew out a heavy breath and felt my face tense.

“But?” he asked.

“But my mom,” I said. Because there was no way that me even considering lifeguarding wouldn’t ruin her more after what water had done to her baby.

Nico squared himself. “Yeah, that’s the risk. Only you know if it’s worth it.”

I nodded. “Send me the info, and I’ll think about it. Besides, you’d know about risk.” I licked dregs of cherry balm off my lips. “Or, you’d better after graduation.”

“Shit. I’m—”

I dashed out my hand.

“Nah,” he said. “I should’ve said something at the lineup.”

While we’d bobbed inside the drop-off, waiting for a good wave. Lately, with him, I never seemed to leave it. I was stuck, waiting to see if the best part of us would ever start.

He rose up and down on bare feet. “More later. The girls are giving me some mal de ojo–level glares. I’d better release you to your rightful place.”

I craned my neck, mock-scowling at Luz’s and Britton’s “evil eyes.” They feigned all innocence. This… This part of September was always in season.

I turned—

“Wait. Swear I wasn’t keeping secrets,” Nico said. “I was keeping the news close for a minute because life’s gonna become out of control and chaotic real fast.”

I cracked a rueful smile. “Chaotic and out of control is your favorite.”

It was at this precise moment (Nico, barking out a tremendous laugh and stretching tall and wide like a starfish superhero) that I would vow to always hate the navy a little bit. Secretly and selfishly over one neighborhood boy.

At Tower 13, rescue cans hung. Ropes and first aid kits waited for someone to keep alive and tether safe to shore. And I had just the person.



When beach time crept into suppertime, Mrs. M. dropped me off at my home on Buena Vista Street first. Nico helped unload my gear on the lawn before hopping back into the white Suburban. Alone, I frowned at the pile next to my board in its travel bag—cleaning up was the worst part of any beach day. I grabbed a few items and used the keypad to get into the garage. Mom had installed wall hooks to hang wet towels. I didn’t mess with her system.

The door leading into the kitchen was propped open; the wafting aroma hinted that Mom had made a pot of chili (and maybe corn bread). The dryer hummed, tumbling a load of whites. I moved to poke my head through and say I’d be in after stowing my board and washing off my wet suit. Tense voices inside stopped me on the riser step.

“Greg—don’t. Don’t ask me to do this,” my mom said. “Not now.”

“Then when? It’s been over a year,” my dad said, and from that one word, I already knew what my parents were discussing.

“I can’t watch. Just the thought of bringing her—”

“We need to equip our child, especially after what happened.”

I leaned my head against the doorframe. Even my dad didn’t use certain words around my mom. Drowning—almost dying—that’s what had happened.

“Melanie. It’s basic parenting,” Dad said, with strain. “She’s three. It’s the perfect time for lessons.”

My mom didn’t want Audrey in swim lessons?

“I understand,” she said. “But I can’t take her. The chlorine smell alone. I can’t hand her off to some teacher and even watch her in a… watch her do that.”

Say it, Mom! In water. In a pool. Watch her swim. Your child.

There was more, lower, but I couldn’t decipher the words. Footsteps padded near. I backed up and grabbed my beach tote. Seconds later, my mom was in front of me holding a light sweater. “Willa.”

I studied her motions. (The inhale-exhale, tentative smile, squared shoulders.)

“You’re home,” she added. The same bland, unnecessary mantra she repeated when I came in from school every day.

“I—just now.”

Her gaze pinged around the organized space. “There’s chili, and Audrey went with Mrs. Rollins to see her new puppies. Go eat with your dad. I’ll be out back.”

She scooted around me before I could reply. My heart thumped against my ribs as I entered. Dad was in a dress shirt and khakis, bent over the counter with his arms spread wide.

“You heard,” he said quietly. His eyes brimmed red and vacant with exhaustion.

I approached. Nodded. “Mom doesn’t want Audrey to learn how to swim?” She didn’t want her little girl to be able to enjoy a pool day and know enough to save herself?

He turned. “It’s more that she can’t face it.”

The trauma, the memories—I got that part. But if Mom was acting this way just because Dad suggested Audrey take swimming lessons, there was no way I could tell her I was thinking of trying out for guards. I was still getting used to these new limits of what she could and couldn’t handle. I understood them, but they still existed.

“Willa?”

I looked up.

“I’m going to do it. I’ll sign Audrey up for lessons and take her. She’ll learn. Okay?”

“Okay.” My dad would work around limits and fill gaps.

He squeezed my arm gently. “Let’s have some chili.”

We did, and it wasn’t until after we’d helped Audrey eat her dinner, and well after dark, that I heard my mom slink inside and up to her bedroom. I realized then what I’d totally forgotten in the shock and emotion of a heated conversation.

My gear!

In pj’s, I shoved aside my homework and ran downstairs to swing the front door open. My board and wet suit were gone. In a flush of panic, I changed course for the garage. My mouth dropped wide when I flipped on the light. There was my surfboard—de-bagged—hanging perfectly on its special rack. My wet suit hung on another hook to dry, and washed towels were folded neatly on the dryer. My mom had silently done all the work.

I braced myself against the doorframe for the second time that day. Even if I understood Mom’s limits, I would still have to live with them. Instead of confronting the hard things, she could do what seemed easier on the outside, like cleaning and packing away gear. My mom would only do what she could manage. What didn’t hurt her more.

I went upstairs and FaceTimed Luz and Britton over the rest of our homework. My friends, smiling from my screen, were the last two images I saw before closing my eyes. I knew how to fill in all my gaps too.




— then — When We Were Fifteen

IT WAS THE MONDAY AFTER our beach day when I saw the sign. The entire Mission Point High student council events committee had created the gigantic rainbow explosion only achievable with oversize banner markers and steady hands. Tacked up at the end of my locker hall. The notion of giddy hope itself splashed onto white poster paper. HOMECOMING DANCE: WE ARE THE WORLD.

This sign, this upcoming dance, meant I was already thinking about Nico when his text came through. Sorry this took forever, site was down. But here we go. You got this if you want it, WB

I opened the attached link that explained what it meant to be a Southern California Junior Lifeguard, and how to prepare for late-spring tryouts. Not included: 1) How to deliver the news to my mother. 2) How to do something that consulting with Luz and Britton had convinced me I did in fact want, when we couldn’t even discuss swimming lessons at home.

Britton found me then, right out of English, halfway through the granola bar she packed for every morning break. I shut off the screen as she neared. Together we gazed at rainbow words that made the dreary hallway seem like it could lead to almost anywhere. WE ARE THE WORLD.

“Well, this is new. Kind of makes it all real” was all Britton said.

But she spoke more, silently, because that’s how the moon and stars talk. And all of her said-not-said, We’re really in high school now. And if Nico asks you to homecoming, it will be a date. Not like before. Not like anything before. Her sea-blue eyes punctuated with all caps. Her bright pink smile and the way she nudged my shoulder drove it deep.

So deep, we missed Luz.

“I need twenty-seven seconds,” Luz said with a mouth full of string cheese.

I stowed my phone. Britton secured her messenger bag across her body. Twenty-seven seconds was one of our sacred codes—a purposely obscure stretch of time reserved for our most obscure and pressing concerns. If one of us called it, all other life stopped.

“Go on then,” Britton said.

Luz swiped a glance left and right before leaning in. “I have a thing that needs doing. And I need your help.”

“What kind of thing?” I asked.

Luz gave a walk with me signal, and we followed her down the main hallway bisecting campus. “Do you trust me?”

I said, “More than life,” right as Britton said, “More than solfège,” which, by way of musical terms, conveyed her utmost confidence.

“Excellent. Due to the nature of this mission, it’ll work better the less you know at this point.”

“Okay, but we’re sure this is legal? And won’t land us in detention or something?” Britton, always the rule-follower. Apprehension flared her cheeks.

Luz laughed, low and quiet. “Oh no. We won’t be the ones in detention. Also, it’s not as much legal, as rightful. Also, trust me, remember?”

It was good enough for me. “I’m down, but what exactly do you need us to know right now?”

Luz’s chin lifted. “Right now happens in about two minutes.”

So, we followed.

Tightly linked, we walked the covered halls at MPHS as a friendly battering ram with excellent taste in Mexican food. As freshmen, we were the newest and greenest here, but we belonged to one another. To get to one of us, you had to go through all of us.

This was our survival plan off campus—and on. Together we carried the stress of more homework and the fact that our grades really mattered now. Mine did, more than ever. My dad’s job as professor of political science at the University of San Diego meant I could get my private university education for free if I got accepted. Now it was finally time to work for it. College and all those next phases seemed impossibly close, like the Frisbee-toss distance between Luz’s house and Kem’s.

Like the wingspan of our shoulders as we followed Luz wherever she led.

We stopped where the hallway dumped into the athletic complex. Our only clue was the way Luz arrowed in on a game at one of the half-courts. Some people studied during the twenty-minute morning break. Others, like Kem and the small group of guys he dribbled around, preferred even a few minutes of freedom shooting hoops.

Luz spun and faced us both. “Brit, all you need to do is wait at that spot.” She angled her neck toward the intersection of two classroom hallways. “If any student council members come around the corner, stall them with something homecoming-related.”

“Like, my voice teacher’s son is a DJ if they haven’t secured anyone yet?” Britton asked.

Luz grinned. “Beautiful. Oh, and super important, send me any signal from our group text to warn me while you have them.”

Britton was clutching one corner of her eyelet top (her signature anxious tick), but she still nodded.

“Wills,” Luz said, “you’re on watch over there.” She gestured briefly to a zone opposite Britton’s. “Your target is Mr. Crowley. He absolutely can’t return to his room before I get back here.”

Luz stepped away. Brit had already shaken the anxiety and transformed into stage-mode Britton Estelle Rose. A totally different being than the girl who stressed about detention and avoided confrontation. She aligned herself, swanlike, and moved toward her stakeout point, phone in hand like she was laughing over a meme with friends. Nice, Rose.

I tried to become the image of nothing to see here as I casually strolled to my own spot. A variety of natural disasters erupted under my skin anyway. Sweat pooled in inconvenient crevices, and my heartbeat thundered. I pulled out an algebra packet and my phone, anything to slide into the normal flow of campus life. I leaned against the wall. Peered above the math notes just as Mr. Crowley appeared about ten yards away.

What am I supposed to say?

My breath escaped blissfully when two other teachers joined their colleague. Talking. They were talking, and from what Luz had said many times about her biology teacher, he was the wordiest of birds. Thank God.

I craned my neck. Britton stood at her post, as invisible as a girl with her presence could ever be. Crowley was still yammering on. And I caught the fleeting form of Luz as she ducked into a far classroom. As I settled and waited, I couldn’t help but think about another time like this. Back to another us. To another Luz.

Memories of my friends and I at Crown Crest Elementary flipped like snapshots. The kind I wanted to pin to countless corkboards: The yearly Charlotte’s Web fair. The principal’s face. The flustered office staff. The commemorative peach earthworm plushie we’d blown twenty dollars on trying to win at the San Diego County Fair after sixth grade.

That toy lived in the Hippo in all honor and praise of a single day stamped onto our identities forever, memory box or not. Because it had only taken five minutes, one second-grade afternoon, for Britton and I to grasp the true magnificence of Luz. Minor detail: we happened to be costumed. Britton, as the cutest, pinkest pig of all time. Me, Fern-tastic in overalls and a plaid shirt. And Luz in black leggings and a top painted with webbing, complete with SOME PIG etched above her belly. A big rhinestone spider brooch latched onto the white web. Some pig? More like some girl.

We were all waiting in the office for early pickup for appointments.

And Luz? Well.

This was the day we’d shifted from neighbors to eight-year-olds who were budding forever friends. And this was the story Luz told about how she came to spend most of the Charlotte’s Web carnival in Mrs. Garcia’s office. Her mother en route. The support staff grossed out. Fifth-grade Nico, in the process of weaseling out of PE to witness it for himself.

Luz was munching popcorn on her way to the game booths when she found a fat dead earthworm. Still, what stopped her, what had her dumping the rest of her popcorn and using the paper bag as a worm scoop, was that the displaced creature was so newly dead. Still pink and glistening.

Ditching the fair and getting started was easy for someone already dressed like a thief. According to Luz, she’d moved through Crown Crest Elementary the way real spiders move through houses. Quiet. Unseen. You didn’t notice them if you weren’t looking. The way no one had noticed the same short, olive-skinned Cuban girl ducking into a vacant high school classroom years later.

Back then, no one making a pig art project in Mrs. Worth’s room was looking for a second-grade worm dissector. As she told her story, the three of us had drawn closer in the back office.

Britton pointed to the counter under the window bank. “That’s it, right? Over there?”

“Yeah,” Luz said. “I can show you, but you might puke.”

“We could go see together?” I suggested. And we did. Mrs. Worth kept tin pie plates for paint or art supplies. But on this plate, Luz had placed two sheets of the craft foam the other kids were using to make pigs with googly eyes.

And on the pink foam was a worm. Perfectly centered. Sliced with the teacher’s scissors. Outer skin flayed open and pinned at various points with T-shaped bulletin board pins. Blood and fluids sopped up carefully with a sponge. All its black and purple and red guts on display.

While Britton pretended her eyes weren’t shut, I said, “Disgusting. But it’s so awesome, too.”

Luz glowed, and Britton ventured a peek.

“Move it, farm dwellers. I gotta see.” Nico strutted through the side door like it was the only place he was supposed to be. It wasn’t.

“Whoa!” He fist-bumped his sister over the pie plate worm. “Why, though?”

“Worms have five hearts,” Luz said. “Actually, they’re called aortic arches. I wanted to see. Anya Ling’s mom found me before I could do the gizzard.”

“You didn’t mess up, okay? You’re extra smart.” Nico ruffled her hair. “Was it bad with Garcia?”

“They said…” Luz glanced at the principal’s office door. “They don’t know what to do with me.”

I switched back rudely from elementary school to my present high school reality, and the form of Mr. Crowley (MR. CROWLEY!) walking twenty feet ahead of me. My next breath capsized. Shit. Luz. I’d had one job, and I’d lost it inside one of my sentimental time warps.

“Mr. Crowley! Mr. Crowley!” And didn’t that sound like the newest and greenest of freshmen? I looked like one too as I ran to him. But blessed be, he halted and turned. And I just went. “So, uh, thanks. I was considering taking your AP Biology class next year, but I wasn’t sure if sophomores are allowed in? I really enjoy, er, science. I mean, life science in particular.” Was not ever considering. Did not enjoy any kind of science.

The teacher smiled. “Oh, well, thank you for your interest. You can check with your guidance counselor for a start.” He continued like a perfect wordy birdie about science department things, to which I nodded dutifully until I saw Luz finally brandish the subtlest of all-clear signs from across the blacktop.

I politely excused myself and shot through the nearest hall. Britton and Luz had come around to intercept me halfway.

“Mission perfectly accomplished,” Luz said. “Now I’ll explain.”

“Good, because I dropped a vital organ in front of the pottery studio,” I said. “And it shouldn’t be for nothing.”

Luz eyed me with trepidation; there was a 90 percent chance she’d check my pulse. When she pulled us into a vacant alcove, her victory won out over her BPM fixation. “Here’s the whole deal and how you helped. Tansurri Gil is in my bio class and also serves on student council, just like Dylan Bream. Today, right after bio, she said Dylan has been using third-period council, which Crowley advises in the adjoining room, to sneak back through the connecting door and ‘borrow’ my lab reports. We start new experiments on Mondays and track data all week. He copies mine during council, then returns them when they all disperse for tasks around campus.”

I thought of the new homecoming signs tacked up everywhere. “So this was about your lab sheet?”

Luz nodded. “Tansurri saw him in council copying my paper a couple weeks ago, but thought I might’ve lent it to him. Last week she saw him in the bio room, alone. And newly suspicious, she said he played on his phone all through bio today, so she stayed back and caught him swiping my paper when he was pretending to hand his in.” Luz’s grin rose as high as it ever went. “So instead of turning Dylan in to Mr. Crowley, I decided to”—she paused to form air quotes—“help him a little bit extra with this week’s lab.”

Britton gasped. “You tweaked it so he’d copy the wrong stuff?”

“On a spare lab sheet right before I found you. Just enough wrong to look right, but to totally screw with his final report on Friday,” Luz said. “I’ll swap my legit report with Crowley at lunch. Say I turned in the wrong sheet. Easy.”

Seconds passed where we stood inside the evil-genius glow of Luz like the first break of morning sunlight. “Why didn’t you tell us before?” I asked.

“Not because I didn’t trust you. It’s because your brains are actually too capable.” When Brit and I looked perplexed, she continued. “Dylan always shoots hoops with Kem and friends during break. Known variable. He stores his stuff in the council room. Another known variable. I had to sneak in, find his backpack, find my lab sheet, and switch out the decoy. You had to intercept people who might enter the council room and not act suspiciously toward Dylan, who was right there playing ball in front of you.” Luz tapped her head. “Inside you would’ve been like, No stop don’t look at Dylan, don’t look at the door or the lab or the council room. Our brains subconsciously pull toward the most present need, and fighting it is extra work.”

I smirked. “I think we actually managed to follow that.” Which wasn’t always true of Luz’s special knowledge pathways.

“And nailed it,” Luz said, and motioned toward Brit. “This girl right here held off the event team like a pro. And you caught Crowley and gave me just enough time to slip out behind his back.” She linked our arms. “I can’t be a proper evil genius without you two.”

Her words lingered as we headed off. I needed her, needed them just as much—not to be any kind of genius. Just to be.

I thought again of the stuffed peach earthworm in the gray box in Britton’s room. And of second grade. Back then, we were three eight-year-old girls who walked side by side to the fantastical sight of that ingeniously dissected creature. We’d stayed like sentries, best-friend close, when our parents came for pickup and the principal finally emerged, glaring at Luz.

Now the same ninth-grade girls walked side by side through MPHS. One was still magnificent. Everything and nothing had changed in seven years.

To get to one of us, you had to go through all of us.




— graduation week — Sunday

THE SHRILL CRY PIERCES ALL my layers, and a staccato of tiny footsteps erupts. Audrey. Before my reflexes ignite, she’s in my bedroom doorway, her sunny head peeking over the pile of Honors English texts and the rim of my laptop screen. I rise and trot over. She’s holding out her finger, and I grab a tissue before she drips blood on the carpet.

“What happened, birdie?”

Trembling, she blinks through a well of tears, and I immediately want to annihilate whatever caused my six-year-old sister’s lip to poke out farther than what I’d thought humanly possible. Audrey lifts her wrapped appendage. “It’s the one I point with. S’important.”

I brush a dark blond curl from her forehead. “So important. And I promise you can point at me all day after we fix you up.”

I lead her to our shared bathroom and discover two beach towels folded on the vanity. On top, there’s an unopened bottle of sunscreen and a pair of goggles that I never use in salt water. Mom usually makes a “beach kit” when she thinks I’ll be heading to South Mission. No words of acknowledgment ever join the stack, only the things she thinks I’ll need. Since it’s finals week, she must’ve assumed I’d head over at least once for some sandy stress relief, even though she couldn’t begin to imagine the cause of my deepest stress. I push the towels aside and hoist Audrey up.

“Mommy’s outside.”

Of course she is. I pull out antibacterial ointment and gently unwrap the tissue, revealing an angry, but not stitch-worthy, gash. “What about Dad? Weren’t you doing a puzzle?”

She winces as I clean and sterilize. “He went to help Mr. Muñoz move a piano. Daddy said no bothering Mommy or you, but I could go get a fruit bar.”

My chest squeezes. “You can always bother me. Well, most of the time.” I pull an assortment of Audrey-approved bandages from the medicine cabinet.

She chooses puppy paw prints and says, “There’s a broken stick-out part in the cabinet, and I didn’t see it way back where the strawberry bars are.”

“We’ll make sure Daddy fixes it.” I kiss the tiny, paw-print-adorned finger. “All better.”

The hallway is quiet with inactivity. Too quiet. It’s that time between morning and afternoon when the world wants to nap, and the most exciting thing waiting for my sister downstairs is a My Little Pony puzzle. “I have to study, so no chatting and stuff. But want to hang with me?”

She rapid-fire nods and follows me into my room. She plops onto my bed—bounce, bounce, bounce—admiring my first-aid handiwork, pointing at various imaginary spots. “This could have been a casttastrophy.”

My knees buckle. This is not a catastrophe, but I’ve been red-eyed and puffy, on the thinnest edge of crying so often the past week over my friends, that it doesn’t take much to bring me back to a time of true terror around here. I sit and pull Audrey close, burying the secret of my emotion into her hair. Steady. Slow. I breathe her in like another oxygen and curse all the could-have-beens this home has seen.

“Why are you sad, Willa?” She clenches her uninjured hand around mine. “Is it ’cause my birthday’s next and yours isn’t?”

“No, I’m extra happy about your birthday. Sometimes I just need to hug you really tight.”

Audrey tucks herself within my frame. “I know! You’re hugging me tight because you don’t want me to grow so much more.”

(No, little bird. It’s because you get to.)

How it is around here: Audrey doesn’t know how close she came to this moment never happening. To no strawberry bar finger cuts and puzzles, to no kindergarten and tagging along with my friends for soft serve at Mr. Frostie and fries at Hodad’s. To no petting zoos and Halloween and breathing ever happening again.

It’s been nearly five years since my sister drowned in our pool and was brought back to life. Britton, Luz, and I were thirteen and saw it all happen. Since then, I’ve talked about Audrey’s accident in a dozen ways with my friends. But any talk of the pool has all but been erased inside my house. It’s been erased from Audrey’s being, too—a hidden history.

My mom needs it that way. Her silence and avoidance about that one day allows her to face all the rest of them. It maintains carefully pressed clothes, dinner on the table at six, and good-night kisses at nine. But that’s inside. Outside, Mom does so much more than “maintain.”

She filled in the pool and started a garden right after the accident, but so much of her has stopped there. She’s lost countless hours over soil and seeds and roots, toiling obsessively until I’ve begged her to come inside. When Audrey and I needed her more than her prized roses did. More than the curved plot of grass she babied until it glossed the clear green of Jolly Rancher candy.

I clear my throat and pull away. “I have a big test tomorrow, but you can stay here and play in my junk drawer.”

Full-moon eyes. “The whole thing?”

My room is relatively tidy considering how much I like holding on to important objects. A lot of objects. Audrey’s paid little attention to the Hippo when it’s been here. It’s boring gray and boxy. But I keep a menagerie of trinkets inside one of my desk drawers, and she loves to daydream her way through it. I remove the entire drawer and place it in front of her. Orphaned earrings and novelty key chains and enough bright, sparkly wonders to happily occupy her until my dad gets back.

We probably won’t see Mom until just before dinner. Directly below my bedroom window, I hear the familiar metallic crank and thump—she’s fiddling with her compost bin. She’s always fiddling with something, like she’s prepping for a kind of evergreen exam that restarts every day.

I try to return to my own exams. The next four days of tests don’t care about my mom and her garden… or my crumbling friendship. Being a “responsible student” means I’ve been sucking back my sadness over Luz and Britton and throwing some real effort at Mr. Perry’s English final. I’ve tried to re-create our normal study group situation. More, I’ve tried to re-create us. I’m cross-legged on my bedroom carpet—our trademark test-cram position—in a puddle of afternoon sunlight. It’s still wrong. Luz should be here with at least five colors of gel pens. Twirling a fugitive coil from her bun as she reads. Iced cans of orange LaCroix and salt and vinegar potato chips. She’d finish everything early (that IQ!), then shift into tutor mode for Britton and me.

Unsurprisingly, Britton loves to work with the faintest strains of Vivaldi in the background. We indulged her, even growing to appreciate the brisk rhythm and string harmonies. Today, working alone, I realize I don’t have any study quirks. I only ever wanted my friends. Now I need them back. The ache of yesterday and watching them walk away has become a pounding mallet.

Luz and Britton are the most “here” in the Hippo box. Not even trying to study anymore, I pull it up to my bare toes; our peach earthworm toy and the beach photograph I’d gotten out yesterday still perch on the lid.

I need a plan for my week with the box. Dumping everything out and confronting all ten years’ worth of mementos is not it. Some items I can’t even face yet—I’m still inching through the blistering grief attached to them. But I know, I know, the key to saving my friendship lies here, with the hardest things. I gently replace the plush worm and file the photo away.

My hand sweeps over the contents in an almost magical, led kind of way. It falls onto a paper menu from our favorite pizza place. I draw it out and inhale the contents of an entire night in the sauce and grease stains. I place it aside and go for more, reaching a plain white envelope as ghostly heat fills my chest. Here. This one. A tiny W is on the front, written in Britton’s penmanship. Inside is my University of San Diego college application essay from last October. Yes, that October. What’s most important to note is what the envelope doesn’t say: anything that would prompt a curious mother or little sister to open it. I glance up and over; an otherwise entranced Audrey wouldn’t notice a marching band right now.

My resurrected sister and my mom’s extreme garden hold starring roles in the application essay in my hands. That’s why I’ve kept it hidden. Besides the admissions board at USD, exactly two other people know the contents of this essay. Neither of them lives in this house.

Write a personal narrative of a time you made a difficult decision.

Last October, Britton had suggested wiping the file from my computer after sending it in to USD, then printing out a single copy to keep in the Hippo. In our minds, even a locked hard drive wasn’t secure enough to protect my words from a fragile mother. But our gray memory box was an undefiled vault. It just was. We trusted it.

Back then, the essay was a secret relief. A place to put something that had been trapped inside me for so long. But I would trap myself in another written piece two weeks later: my betrayal of Luz. I’d been infinitely more careless with those words. And that secret had stayed the opposite of hidden.

I unfold the paper for the first time in eight months. One Million Billion Meters, by Willa Joan Davidson. My eyes run over the words that seemed so important then. Trying to demonstrate my goal of doing something—anything—that would fly in the face of the aftermath of Audrey’s accident. My “difficult choice,” becoming a Junior Lifeguard, would require fifteen-year-old me to swim one hundred meters in one minute, forty-five seconds. The difficult part was knowing my goal would likely drive my mother into her garden even more.



Every Tuesday and Thursday, I went against Mom’s wishes. I trained anyway, in the pool at the university where my father worked. On one of those sessions, my three-year-old sister had come along. Audrey, even being inside a pool, was a miracle.

At the fifty-meter wall, I paused long enough to peer across the massive pool. Audrey kicked toward Dad’s outstretched arms. Back then, I digested this scene as much as any fifteen-year-old could. Later, more would strike me in older and taller places. Like now, where I can view it—not from the water, but as a high school senior hovering over the entire aquatic center like a bird.



I covertly glance at Audrey—now peacefully prone on my comforter, dozing. Audrey, so joyous and healthy. So boundless. This kind of loose-limbed freedom is the kind you get to keep when you’re never told you died for one minute in water. And that it was your mother’s fault.



I once let my friend Luz explain the science of swimming. The wondrous mechanics. But more than anything, I swam because water, just being its watery self, had the goal of killing you from the second you submerged your face. Science also gave us ways to win over water. I wanted that.

But I lived in a home where that want had become taboo. My loving mother would willingly withhold the swimming lessons that could save her baby again. She would no longer face the water; she’d barely even acknowledge it. My father would be the one to teach Audrey to swim. He did what he had to do. And so would I. But first, I had to beat the qualifying time. I would beat the water for Audrey. And I would fight the water for others.



Downstairs, the front door opens, signaling Dad’s return. I skip to the closing words.



One hundred meters in the pool would cast me a million billion meters away from my mother. I was certain of it. A weight that’s never eased up sank into my stomach as I imagined the ones I’d pull from too-far and too-deep. And the one, drowning in a garden, I couldn’t even reach.



I fold and tuck away my essay. Looking back, I’ve done everything in the ocean I set out to do when I was fifteen, despite the strain it’s created inside my family walls. I’d chosen friends who had clear goals too. But there’s always been one huge difference.

My time in Junior Lifeguard training was about skill and drive, with a little sport mixed in. My work in the water was never about a future career. It isn’t close to the soul-mate obsession that makes Luz dream of DR. LUZ A. MARTÍN printed on her white coat. Or the fire-song passion fueling Britton through hours of voice lessons and foreign-language tutoring.

Lifeguarding is a different kind of romance. I went to the ocean out of fight, an enemies-to-lovers battle of wits.

But that clear difference carried through to last October. Because of it, my USD application feels as incomplete as the face of this white envelope. When I filled it out last fall, under the section for Major, I marked one word: Undecided. Undeclared. Luz will be a cardiologist, and Britton will be an opera star. A static thrum courses through me in the same bedroom where my sister’s dozing soundly. Dad peeks in, smiling. But it’s one I don’t return. Eight months later, I’d still have to check the same box. I still don’t have a single clue about what I want to be.




— then — When We Were Fifteen

THE NEXT WEEK AFTER LUZ’S biology note heist, Mom’s Vitamix was informing all of Crown Point she was making smoothies. For the last year, making us healthy foods and juices from her garden seemed to make Mom happier. Centered. And that was all that mattered, so we drank them.

I sat across the breakfast bar with two browser tabs open. One featured homecoming dresses. The other, results of my latest Google search: How to train for swim speed. Because I was strong in the ocean, on a shortboard. But I was not fast enough. Yet.

My ponytail was still damp from Dad signing me out of class early and timing my first hundred-meter swim. Lifeguarding? This is what you really want? Okay, let’s see what we’re starting with. These fatherly statements hailed from last week’s discussion in our home. Hushed, because we were actually talking about this. In our home.

Despite the other tab I kept flipping to, filling my laptop screen with satin and tulle, I couldn’t shake the truth Dad’s stopwatch had told at the USD pool: unqualified. And after my swim test, back in our driveway, I’d told him my current truth. I want to try. Start a training schedule. And he’d offered to be the one to tell my mother. Carefully.

Mom reached across the counter with today’s blended concoction. I was certain no formal dress came in this shade of swamp-sludge green. I eyed it warily.

“It’s far from pretty, but it’s plenty sweet,” Mom said. “Promise you won’t taste the kale.” It came from her garden, with at least three other veggies she’d likely sneaked in.

I sipped cautiously; she’d added peanut butter, but the drink was just… okay.

Mom gathered vegetable scraps for her compost bin and wound around the counter, peering over my screen. “Nordstrom? That’s way too pricey. Try Alexandria’s instead. No need to splurge for your first dance.”

My face wilted under her dismissiveness. The dresses were plenty cute at Alexandria’s; that wasn’t the point. This was the only homecoming I had a chance of attending with Nico. But then again, I hadn’t told her about the secret wish fluttering around my insides, either.

I followed Mom’s gaze out the sliding glass door. She’d recently hired Kem’s younger sister, Anika, to entertain Audrey a couple days a week. Even after an hour playing with my chatty hummingbird sister, the thirteen-year-old was grinning. A total mini Kem—the girl version—with smooth, waist-length hair and brown skin mirroring their Black father’s. With dresses high in my mind, I pegged Anika’s airy blue sundress as prime for a blazing October afternoon.

“What’s the verdict?” Mom asked. “Peanut butter in their batches too?”

More like skip their batches, but I’d never say that. “Um, sure. They’ll like that.” The Vitamix screamed again.

At Mom’s call, the girls abandoned their scooters and ran in. Anika helped Audrey wash her hands and grab her Cinderella cup.

“Drink up. It’s power juice,” Anika told Audrey. She fanned herself and sipped. “Thanks, Mrs. D. So hot I thought we’d die out there.”

Just that quickly, the atmosphere collapsed. I lifted my eyes to Mom. Her hand curled around the lip of the counter, and her profile was carved into stone.

Anika doesn’t know—Audrey doesn’t even know. My parents had made sure of that. “Audrey, go show Anika your new pony set,” I said, trying to fix the dizzying tilt of the room. I exhaled as the girls scrambled upstairs to play. Mom began cleaning the tile and cabinets, furiously.

“I can unload the dishwasher or something?” I suggested. Distract. Deflect.

She didn’t even look at me. “I got it.”

I wanted, so badly, to tell her it was okay. We were all okay. And Anika couldn’t have meant anything against her. But Mom heard accusations even in silent places. And when they weren’t silent, she cleaned or organized or put her hands into soil. So I kept silent. Speaking my thoughts meant talking too closely about Audrey and the pool.

I didn’t leave, though. I stayed on my stool, trying to look and feel normal.

For the next few minutes, I switched tabs and scrolled through more swim training info until a crushing group text message nearly knocked me to the ground. Because this afternoon was a B-movie villain. Sharper news was scripted for me than being too slow in a gigantic pool, and it had come from Luz’s phone.

Luz: This violates all WillaAndNico nondisclosure laws but you need to know

Me: What?

Luz: Just found out Nico’s asking Sydney to homecoming after work. Told Mama

Britton: Noooooo. Cries. I’m just leaving French and you’re both coming over. My house, one hour

Homecoming. Sydney Kwan—a junior in Britton’s choir class. Apparently, I’d been so busy looking at Nico, I’d totally missed him looking at her.

I scrubbed the incoming wetness from my lashes before Mom could see. I was almost glad she couldn’t question the tears or the tightness of my jaw. The air already hung heavy and crowded enough after Audrey and Anika. There was no space left for my first-dance woes, and the emptiness of feeling still too young (and now too slow) despite the length of my legs.

I was about to escape to my room when Mom tossed her scrub brush into the sink. She grabbed the compost bowl, one hand dropped over the door handle. “I’ll just be a while, until Anika leaves.” In the garden, she meant. There was no need for me to leave when she was already gone.



After her French lesson, I reached Britton’s grayish-blue house on foot, dragging Luz’s fated messages behind me. I paused on the flower-studded porch because Britton was singing. The piece she offered the world through her cracked-open window was in Italian. Somehow even more than when I’ve seen her onstage (commanding, heartbreaking), her bedroom song erupted through my veins. The piercing emotion of each phrase didn’t need to be in my language. I understood anyway.

Finally, I wiped my eyes and rang the bell. Her mother, Adrienne—one of my favorite humans—appeared, instantly enveloping me into her arms. But the smell.

“There’s cake?” I pulled back, sniffing.

Adrienne smiled, close-lipped. Her hair, nearly black like Brit’s, hung in soft layers. Emerald silk and slim black pants were leftovers from a long day at Pacific Park Realty. “Of course there’s cake. Just for you, sweetie,” Adrienne said, and moved into the kitchen of a home that tireless work and single-mom determination had bought nine years ago.

I whipped around to Britton shuffling down the stairs. “Luz is right behind you.” She braced my forearms. “Well?”

“I’m okay, I guess.” I followed the scent of Duncan Hines. “Being here helps.”

She sighed and hooked her arm into mine. At the kitchen island, Adrienne was dressing the baked and cooled dessert. I cracked a smile and picked up the can of grocery-store chocolate frosting. Our ridiculous vice, along with the boxed yellow cake Adrienne stored in vast quantities. The irony of this treat was my favorite part.

I’d eaten baked Brie and steak au poivre and sleepover Belgian waffles in this house. Despite those delicacies, this aisle-seven cake mix and canned icing was our all-time favorite. Bought when Adrienne was swamped with listings one year, it had stuck and become our thing.

“I brought tacos because tacos!” Luz chimed like a silver bell from the entry. She buzzed into the kitchen and set two plastic bags next to the cake pan.

Where a single text had run a paper cut over my chest an hour ago, my heart was inflating the longer I stood here. “Fish tacos? Oh my God, I love you.” My stomach was already rumbling over the Baja-style tacos filled with lightly fried cod, cheese, guacamole, cabbage, and tangy sauce.

“Yeah, you do.” Luz gave me a brief side hug. “It’s an emergency. We clearly needed Rubio’s.” She faced Adrienne. “My mom said I’m not allowed to take your money.”

“Oh, that Teresa.” Adrienne gave her a cheeky wink and signaled Britton. “Homework? The girls being here doesn’t make algebra vanish.”

“I know, I know,” Britton huffed. “Later. Equations after food.”

Adrienne grabbed one of the taco containers and leveled Brit with her best don’t make me ask again look. “Bon appétit, mesdames. In the office if you need me.”

Over the years, I’d needed her more times than I had fingers to count on. “Thank you,” I called, noticing she’d fixed Shirley Temples in tall, slim glasses.

We tucked into the famous San Diego dish and the pink mocktails inside the tentative silence that came from the pairing of our favorite food with impending heartbreak.

Finally, Luz shoved her container away and bumped my shoulder. “So I’ll just say it. This sucks.”

The perfect word. “I wish I could know for sure,” I said. “Imagining him actually asking her is the worst.”

Britton pivoted toward Luz. “Nico told your mom this morning. The whole world can change in a day.”

My ears perked. “And maybe his mind?”

“Maybe. I know where Sydney lives. Super close.” Brit drummed her fingertips on the island. “We could hide somewhere nearby and see if he shows up. When does his shift end?”

“Six,” Luz said over a blooming frown. “He mentioned going straight over—if he goes. But, Wills, wouldn’t it be worse having to watch?”

Would it? I was beyond tired of thinking of Nico and homecoming and Sydney the way I’d thought about it. I could shoot for the way Luz would think about it. “How about, the rumor isn’t true until I see it for myself?”

Luz executed a big nod. “Until we do. And I’m pretending it’s not my brother we’re spying on.”

Three sets of eyes met. Three mouths curved.

Brit began gathering take-out trash. “Let’s leave our cake for later.” We would eat either victory or consolation cake. Duncan Hines had seen us through both.

Walking from Britton’s house lifted my mood, as much as my childhood streets could. Growing up in Crown Point was like living inside a constant hug. Our neighborhood formed a small, leaf-shaped peninsula, connected by bridges to the southern part of San Diego. All our houses were held snugly inside two separately named arcs of bigger Mission Bay, like watery parentheses. We lived out our stories between them. Tonight, mine was looking like the one where the girl didn’t get the boy.

We crossed Ingraham Street. The busy avenue sliced Crown Point straight down the middle, like Luz’s earthworm. On the eastern half, Crown Point Park was a brushstroke of grassy green around Fiesta Bay. Britton lived only two blocks from that, where the rise of San Diego suburbs crept up from the waterline. The western side we faced was home to Luz and Kem and me. It led to Sail Bay, with its strip of dusty brown sand and a boardwalk for joggers and bikers. In the distance, the restored Giant Dipper roller coaster thrilled over Mission Beach. Our beach, and all our schools, and all our haunts were just arrow shots from Crown Point. Everything I loved no farther than a thought away.

We found the right block and strolled discreetly past Sydney’s house. We all saw it at once, the two-story home across the street and down a couple lots. For sale. Vacant, too, we soon discovered after Luz ran straight up to the picture window. She was not done. In a flash she was wiggling her brows at Britton, holding the black lockbox on the door. “That balcony is a prime lookout spot.”

“No way,” Brit said. “Mom would kill me if we used her code to get in.”

This sparked a memory, and while Luz and Brit were whisper-bickering about rule-following and the necessary sacrifices for the good of stealth, I tested something Adrienne had complained about more than once.

In thirty seconds, I’d wound around the beige stucco home and proved her theory. Too many real estate agents forgot to lock back doors after showings. I darted through the house and stood in the open doorway, motioning my friends (stunned, slack-jawed) inside. I locked the door and explained my luck on the way upstairs.

Luz muttered, “I am so proud.”

The large wraparound balcony provided a view right to Sydney’s front door. The structure was also solid enough for three freshman girls, full of tacos and schemes, to hide behind. The breeze blew sweet and autumn-cool, the sky dressed in dusk. Streetlamps flickered to life. A fairy-tale night, really. The kind you’d order for a boy to ask you to a dance.

We waited, chatting about important nothings, playing the haunting game. (Luz said balconies ruled, and Ghost Luz would spook us on one somewhere far away. Maybe in Spain or Italy.) I drifted between these girls and the one inside my heart who still wasn’t convinced she could be so wrong. Over the past six months, I’d sworn the looks between Nico and me had lasted longer. His smiles were a new kind of bright, like he’d been saving them up for my presence. I felt like I’d been getting more of him than ever. More tandem ocean waves and inside jokes. More notes left in silly places when he sensed I needed a boost.

Britton’s gasp brought me back to a place I suddenly didn’t want to be. Nico’s gray truck, headlights pointed right to the Kwan home.

I was trapped in the noise of crickets and our staggered breathing. A slamming door. Luz and Britton drew near and pressed us into covert smallness behind the barrier. “I was wrong,” I said. “I can’t watch. But I want to know.”

“We’ll narrate,” Britton said as I crouched down.

“He brought flowers. Not red roses, other ones,” Luz said.

“He has a sign,” Britton said. “Medium-ish sized. Can’t read it.”

“She’s in the doorway now,” Luz said.

They continued, and the words hammered in until I found enough courage to peek. He’d left, and Sydney’s house was sealed up tight again.

“Well, there we go.” I puffed out a short burst of air. “God, I’m so clueless. I really did think it would be me.”

“Ugh, Willa Joan. You’re gonna make me cry now,” Britton said.

“Serves you right after you slayed me with your practice song. Before I came in.” I turned from the street. “What was that anyway?”

“ ‘Lascia Ch’io Pianga.’ My new Handel piece from Rinaldo. Learning it is like a mezzo rite of passage. Adela said I’m finally ready, but it will take me at least a year to really own it. In Italian it means ‘Leave me to languish.’ ”

“Well, that’s terrible and horrible and shitty.” And so was I, I realized, as soon as the words escaped. My hands shot up. “The meaning, the meaning! And what just happened across the street. The song was beautiful and your voice is beautiful.”

Britton laughed at my backpedaling, but it waned when my face shifted. “What?” she probed.

“I can’t believe it’s not me,” I said. “That it’s Sydney.”

But, wait. Maybe, maybe she was Nico’s second choice. “What if he doesn’t know? I mean, my feelings. What if I need to do something major, or make it more clear—”

Britton was already shaking her head, while Luz bent over the railing, face locked in a cringe.

“Willa,” Britton warned. “No, okay, hon? You don’t.”

“But…”

Brit dashed her hand over the edge. “You and him make perfect sense. But maybe it’s not the right time.”

I felt my face fold into creases. “I am old enough. And please don’t tell me some ancient cliché, like I need to let him go and see if he comes back.”

Now Britton was the one pivoting away, signaling that this was exactly what she was thinking. Just let him go?

“It’s not like I’ve had a boyfriend, but I do know about theatrics, and love is not that. I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to force it or have to do anything.”

“Yeah, but”—my mouth went dry before I said—“what if it never becomes anything either?” Plus, Nico was leaving. Plus, the navy and training to be a SEAL and—

“Watch out for you, and protect your feelings,” Britton said softly. “Let him figure stuff out on his own if it’s supposed to happen. The heart knows sometimes before we do. I’ve sung plenty of lyrics about that in three languages.”

“The real human heart knows things too,” Luz announced. She zipped her burgundy hoodie. “Like, it knows how to keep beating even when it’s cut off from the body.”

“But that’s the heart that keeps us alive,” I said. For Luz, emotions were emotions—chemicals and hormones. But the heart was the pulsing red orb behind the ribs. “What about the heart that keeps our feelings alive?”

“That’s the next part I was getting to,” Luz said. “See, the heart organ is more resilient than you think. Hence its badass skill of going on without the body for a time.” She spoke right into the part of me that needed another kind of life support. “I hate that you’re hurting. But it’s your brain that’s making you feel all shitty and confused. The peptides and hormones released when we’re emotionally set off. Imbalances cause us to feel…”

“Like we need fish tacos and our friends,” Britton said. She tipped her head onto my shoulder. “And yellow cake.”

Luz nodded. “And yellow cake. But more than body facts, I do have some ideas about feelings.”

“Do tell,” I said. Luz and science were a matched set. But I needed her other heart right now.

“Even though our brains send out those hurting chemicals, we can be resilient too. So my brother is… whatever he is right now with you. And that might change. But for now, let’s do our own thing homecoming night.”

“I like it,” Britton said, and turned to me. “Does that sound even a little bit—”

A sedan—pulling close, then too close, then, hell of all hells, right into the driveway—had us ducking like gophers.

“Shit!” I whispered. The owner or the Realtor was going in. Our only way out would put us right in the foyer.

Britton looked like she was going to pass out from rule-breaking.

Luz was already creeping around the side portion of the balcony. “Hurry. There’s a trellis.”

I skittered around as car doors slammed, and in a burst of reckless rage and adrenaline, I swung over the balcony and shimmied my long body down the frame. Not the best of support structures but it had worked. I reached for Luz and grabbed her lithe little form halfway down.

At the cusp, Brit was ghostly white.

“C’mon! Just go already! I’ve got you,” I said, and did.

No time to regroup before we squeezed between cypress trees to the neighboring lot and slipped out their front gate.

Running, running, running with the Santa Ana wind. I discovered I was faster on sidewalks than in pools.

Far enough away, we paused, heaving at a corner, bent like capital Cs. Then we hugged, and Luz swore to the highest highs in two languages, and I didn’t know if tears or laughter would be the first to erupt from my chest.

Both would come during our stroll back to Britton’s, on the kind of fairy-tale night you’d dream up for a boy to ask you to a dance. Or, when he didn’t, on a night you’d settle inside a place where you could say anything, eating yellow consolation cake with canned chocolate icing. And, not alone.




— then — When We Were Fifteen

OUR DANCE BOYCOTT MARATHON HAD to include a stop at Mr. G.’s Pizza. The ancient establishment firmly believed in the virtues of family style picnic tables and red-checked tablecloths so slick, you could use them for Slip ’N Slide mats. Amber-colored plastic glasses and scratched plates stacked at both ends. Perfectly tacky enough to offset any homecoming finery. Our pepperoni and sausage pie, the size of a wagon wheel, was vast enough to hold all we were missing in the MPHS gym too. As I grabbed my second slice, that was feeling less and less like too much.

Luz was still on slice number one, nibbling a pepperoni circle. Licking grease off her fingers. She’d started out like a human bounce castle here. Excited. Carefree. I signaled Britton with my fork, and she signaled back that she was going in.

“Hon. You’re dissecting your dinner,” Britton said, and tapped one nail near the evidence piles on Luz’s plate. “Which isn’t off-brand for you. But you look. Um.”

Luz bumped out a sigh. “Like my adrenal glands are dealing cortisol on repeat?”

“Which makes you feel… sad?” I asked, not completely done chewing a tough bit of crust.

“That’s what I said.”

An affectionate laugh gurgled behind Britton’s lips before that sad part grayed her face. “What’s going on?”

Luz nodded three times. Methodically. “Sometimes it hits me worse, you know. Our… smallness.” She wasn’t referring to her height. “While you were ordering, I found a missed call in my log from a 407 area code. Orlando.”

Both Britton and I drew an audible breath. Luz knew all the Orlando, Florida, area codes by heart.

“I dialed back, just in case.” She teased a glance at the ceiling. “But it was only a sales call.”

“Oh, Luz. I’m sorry.” Britton angled her whole body forward, as if her mere closeness could prevent anyone, anything, from hurting our friend any more.

I reached across the table and grabbed one of Luz’s wrists. My face crumpled into hers. Luz and Nico were the only two people I knew who had two sets of living grandparents and also no grandparents at all.

In all the before years, Victor Martín and Teresa Arroyo were inseparable Florida high school sweethearts. Endgame level. Their fathers were also longtime friends turned successful real-estate development partners. But underneath all the happiness and success, Victor’s father discovered Teresa’s father was skimming money from clients, and worse. Señor Martín made the excruciating choice of reporting his best friend. Teresa’s father went to prison for five years. But as co-owner, Victor and his family lost their home and all their savings.

In the aftermath, Teresa’s mother blamed Victor’s father for not handling his partner’s infraction in-house. Dealing with it quietly as “family” bound by Cuban immigrant blood. Victor’s mother would never forgive the Arroyos for destroying their life savings and her home.

But when Victor and Teresa only drew closer, bitter words spewed from the mouths of both sets of parents.

If you leave and marry her, you’re dead to us. Never come home.

If you leave and marry him, you’re dead to us. Never come home.

Luz and Nico were living proof of the choice Teresa and Victor made: California. A new life alone together, rather than apart forever. The Martíns’ reality was the reason they spent Thanksgiving at our house every year. It was the reason Luz and Nico cherished their Cuban culture, but often felt disconnected from it. Big family dinners, generations of proud traditions. (From what Mrs. M. had said, most Cuban abuelas have the equivalent of three Hippo boxes full of mementos.) Even having a sweetly meddling tía pelting them with questions about whom they were dating, or trying to keep up with any neighborhood gossip.

The Martíns were four people from start to finish. Like Crown Point itself, they existed across a single peninsula, trapped between two glittering bays. They protected their smallness. But sometimes the forced size of her family slipped beyond Luz’s calm reasoning. How many relatives had she never met? And how many cared that they’d never met her?

Sometimes she just hurt.

Britton cupped her hand over mine, over Luz’s, over the checkered tablecloth. “One day, that call might happen for real. Until then and always, we’re your family. Yours and Nico’s.”

I nodded emphatically, and we were so hyper-focused on Luz and Florida, we’d missed all signs of Kem’s arrival until he was rapping his fist on the end of our table.

I turned. “Hey! Sorry.” Kem didn’t wait for an invite to slide in next to Luz.

“Unlike us, aren’t you actually supposed to be at homecoming?” Britton asked.

Kem loosened his necktie, and I had to admire his deep gray suit. Sharp. “We Are the World turned out to be This Joint’s a Dud.” He shrugged, and I felt more than a little self-satisfaction over our choice to skip. “So I took a shot that you’d still be here. Unless you truly meant girls’ night in its most gendered form?”

“Like we ever do when it comes to you,” Luz said with affection; his simple presence seemed to already be lifting her mood.

“Cool, cool,” he said. “Last straw was Lacey Rodriguez cutting in during ‘At Last.’ That was fine, but girl has zero signal awareness. Her dance mode was way too handsy, considering I’m not into her.” He glanced left, then right. “Between us, her breath smelled like that slimy sea creature thing looked. The one that washed up at South Mission last month.”

“Kem!” we all said.

He snapped back, feigning innocence. “Mom said she and Anika were making kake udon, but I was feeling more greasy meat and cheese than slurpy soup.”

I motioned toward our massive pie. “Get in, Mr. Hudson. Like we could finish this thing. Nothing here comes in size small.”

“It does now that this dude’s joined the party.” The gibe, along with an amiable smack on Kem’s back, came from Kason O’Connell, dressed in his Mr. G.’s uniform, as he dropped by with an extra plate.

Kem flipped him off, with spirit, and grabbed a slice.

Besides waiter, Kason held such titles as Kem’s buddy, junior class track star, and now—fellow homecoming ditcher. He buzzed around, refilling water glasses. When it was my turn, he added a quick greeting along with extra ice cubes. I returned it and might’ve even smiled.

“Well, my update isn’t as good as sea-slug dance partners. I was planning to wait until after dinner, but I can’t keep it in anymore, so…” Britton said this with so much trepidation, she got all our eyes and every one of my next thoughts. “I have news.”

“The good kind or the bad kind?” Luz asked after swallowing; my mother-hen parts were glad to see she was finally eating.

“Both, sort of.” She was needlessly stacking her used napkins. “Bad news first. I won’t be around Thanksgiving week.”

We had that entire November week off from school every year. After Thanksgiving dinner, we’d meet at Britton’s for movies when she got home from her grandparents’ house.

“But the good part, Mom got a new assistant to manage listings, so we’re going to visit my great-uncle in Lyon. Then three days in Paris for something special.” Brit’s face steadied, but enough smile hummed inside her words. “Adela and Mom have been talking to Claire at the Académie, and she invited me to shadow one of the mezzos for a day.”

Thanksgiving break wouldn’t be the same without Britton, but I had to be happy. I had to. And the longer I pictured her, so close to the Paris stage of her heart, the more the pangs of forced happiness became real. “Oh, girl. So amazing.”

Kem went in for a high five. “The opera school you’ve been going on about that’s, like, best of the best?”

We all nodded. The Académie d’Opéra et de Scène was one of the top vocal and stage conservatories in all of Europe. Set in the heart of Paris, the program worked closely with the Paris Opera, as well as the Royal Opera in London. The director, Claire, ran the school and had met a ten-year-old Britton backstage at the Opera Garnier.

The instructor was immediately taken with Britton and began corresponding with her coach, Adela. On Britton’s last trip two years ago, Claire finally heard her sing and earmarked her for one of the competitive training slots after high school. Britton still had to audition, but she was already making key contacts and friends in Paris. And now, hanging with a working opera singer? She could drop into the shadow of her future self.

Luz jostled Brit’s arm. “We’ll miss you, but it’s Paris. Your Paris.”

“What happened to keeping my options open?” Britton asked. “A Luz Martín–brand item?”

“Copyrighted and trademarked,” I added.

Luz’s face tensed, not in anger—I knew that. More like in her best-dressed scholarly seriousness. “Just because I keep going back and forth between UCSD and Hopkins doesn’t mean you can’t have one clear goal and decide that’s what you’re gonna do.” One dream, one place.

Dealing with her Paris parts (that’s what we’d named them) was simply how it was being friends with Britton Rose. We were only borrowing this black-haired, angel-voiced wonder from the shady pavement underneath the Eiffel Tower. Not that we were okay with it. We were good with it.

At once, I dropped my head on her shoulder and Luz reached across. “You can go if you bring me those chocolates from that shop I can never pronounce,” Luz said.

Britton snickered. “You mean Dalloyau?”

“Whatever, just make sure you bring plenty of the ones with that oozy caramel in the middle.”

“Deal,” said Brit.

And then I said, “I want macarons.” The delicate meringue cookies of my dreams, stuffed with creamy fillings and tinted the prettiest spring shades.

“Okay, but last time they—”

“They broke on the plane. I don’t care.”

Kem dealt with a cheese tightrope strung between his mouth and slice. “I don’t know what any of that shit is, but can I get in on some Paris treats?”

Britton smiled. “I’ll surprise you, and it will be perfect.”

I’d barely noticed Kason had returned with the water pitcher. “Everything tasting okay here?”

I was about to answer, but my words fizzled out into a weak head gesture as I spotted Mr. G.’s latest arrivals at the host stand: Nico and Sydney.

Well.

We’d purposely come here because it was the last place any pre- or post-homecoming diners would likely choose. Did we have to have pizza on the moon to avoid the last people on earth I’d wanted to see?

It took approximately three seconds for our standard telepathy to kick into total friend awareness. Even Luz was quietly seething (on my behalf) over Sydney arranging her pink mermaid-style dress onto a wooden bench. Of course, Nico’s navy suit was cut to glory—likely crafted by a set of fantastical woodland creatures. He wore a matching pink boutonniere. I suddenly wanted to wear our checked tablecloth like an invisibility cloak.

Kem was still blissfully wrist-deep in cheese and sausage, but he gave them a hearty wave when the couple saw us. I did too, as well as the girls, because we were better than this. I was better than this. No, I was.

I had a way of saying-not-saying to my friends that I could deal, finish our dinner, and take part in various conversation topics while keeping the majority of my chill.

It proved to be a challenge.

After only a few minutes, Brit called for a bathroom run, maybe because I was starting to wilt under the awkwardness. Kem, well versed in our comings and goings, didn’t even flinch when we got up.

“Wait,” Britton said. “Besides actually having to pee, I need twenty-seven seconds.” We immediately stopped under the archway. “First, I’m not even going to mention G.’s newest diners.”

“Good, ’cause I had no knowledge of them coming here,” Luz offered. “We’d be across town, and you know that.”

Like the sky was blue.

Britton took a single step closer. “Okay, the other thing. What’s up with O’Connell?”

“Huh?” I asked.

“Kason refilled our already-full waters three times. And what waiter here has ever come by to ask how we like the food?” Britton punctuated with loose hands.

“True. It’s the same shitty pizza we’ve eaten for years—that’s how the food is,” Luz said.

Point taken. But Kason had always been kind of… there. I’d only thought about him in fragments. The friend hanging around Kem, or skirting the fringes of our group at the beach. The guy who sat in the back row of my photography class. When I slid these random parts together, I got a new picture: a Canadian-born junior who stood between Kem and Nico in height. A medium build and a face with sun-touched light brown hair waving over one side that was actually… cute.

“I barely know him,” Britton added. “But I did overhear him telling Kem he’d help him train for spring track team quals.”

“That’s beyond decent,” I said.

“Yeah, looks like he’s not quite the dude-bro I pegged him for,” Luz said. “You down?”

Up, down, sideways—I wasn’t sure what direction I was headed. “I might be.” I’d meant this offhand, but the combined motion of thinking those words and saying them felt right, and the good kind of new, like pristine white sneakers. So I said it again, but differently. “A definite maybe.”

With that settled, we ducked through the rear archway.

A few minutes later, Luz was the last of us to emerge from the restroom, adjusting the cropped purple tee she wore over black leggings. She landed right in the middle of another requisite feature of nostalgic pizza places: the darkened back hall crammed with video-game machines. Britton and I were waiting in such a hallway. High chairs and booster seats were stacked next to a refurbished Pac-Man console, some kind of auto-racing game, and a large claw machine filled with colorful stuffed toys. So easy to win! Only twenty-five cents per play!

“I thought we were never feeding this thieving machine again. How many times have we actually left with an animal?” Luz asked. “Even one for all of us?”

(Hint: zero.)

“No, wait. She’s really got it this time,” Britton said.

My tongue slightly protruded from one corner of my mouth. I drilled beamlike eyes into the plastic encasement, onto the silver claw I was steering with a joystick. “C’mon, baby. That’s it, my pretty pink elephant. Now. To. Just. Lower the—”

“Nooooo,” Britton whined as the metal arm rose, empty-clawed.

“Ugh. I hate this game,” I said. “It’s going to haunt us all with stuffed animal failure.”

“Forever. I will not be spooked by plush blue bunnies and yellow kittens dancing just out of reach,” Britton said, and pulled another quarter from her wallet. “Which means we must try to beat it, once and for all.”

And try she did. And lost. Then I had another go, and lost. This went on until even naysayer Luz thought of testing her luck on our last coin.

But once again, and despite Luz’s acute visual-spatial skills, the claw clamped shut, toyless. “You have got to be kidding me.” She backed up, Britton and I instinctively giving her room. Luz stomped around three sides of the machine before halting directly in front of the toy chute (the one for actual winners). Unlike other claw machines, this one featured both oversize and small stuffed animals. The chute was actually not that small.

In contrast, ninth-grade Luz was a very small girl.

When she crouched, estimating the width of the chute, I glanced at Britton, who was already bug-eyed.

“No way,” we said in unison.

“Oh yes,” Luz said, rolling up her sleeves. “I’m doing this on behalf of our entire night. For teaser Florida area code calls, and you having to watch my brother and Syd show up here in all their pink flower fluffiness. And for this villainous fucking game, which has bested us for too many years. Enough of this shit.” She peered down the empty hall and handed me her red glasses. “I’m going in. Cover me.”

She went in.

We caught the kind of laughter that wouldn’t stop. Starting with the wonky view of Luz’s ponytail hair cloud, then the bunched-up tee disappearing up and inward, we totally lost ourselves.

From inside Mr. G.’s machine, behind a partition of two girls pretending to text, were the muffled words:

Ha, I’m doing it.

I’m getting three.

Dude, it reeks in here.

“Shhh, Kem’s coming,” Britton said.

“Yo, what’s taking so long?” Kem didn’t add a line about anyone drowning in the bathroom. No one made that kind of joke around a Davidson.

“Um, just waiting for Luz,” I said. “Must be the pepperoni.” More phantom texting, more pretending.

Kem started a grimace but erased it. “Kason came by asking if we want dessert.”

“Tiramisu,” squeaked Britton.

“Spumoni,” I said.

But Kem stuck his head around me; black leggings and sneakers weren’t all the way hidden. “Really? Questionable pepperoni?”

The two of us not scrunched inside a toy chute simply shrugged.

Kem sighed with much drama. “Not even surprised.” He knocked against the thick acrylic casing. “Dessert?”

“Spumoni,” said a miniature voice.

“Please keep this in your vault.” From Britton.

“Who would believe me?” Kem said, backing away. “Don’t be too long, or I’m eating all the sweets.”

It took both of us to wrench Luz out of the chute. Her ponytail band had slipped off, and machine-part creases marred one cheek. But the toys. Luz proudly presented me with an ivory lamb. Britton got a yellow duck. And she held her own hard-won prize, a black cat, tight against her chest.

As we examined the cute animals, a trickle of conscience padded the hallway. “How much money do you think we’ve put into this machine? Like, not just tonight, but all the times we’ve tried?” Luz asked, and reset her glasses.

“Has to be at least fifteen bucks apiece,” Britton said.

Agreements commenced. “I think we’re even,” I said.

“Yeah, we are.” Luz swiveled back to face the plexiglass with a hundred unclaimed prizes behind it. “We win this time. Not you.”

But she’d made herself the winner for all of us. It was just a game with meaningless stuffed toys, but it also wasn’t. Because at that moment, I was convinced that Luz Allison Martín could do anything in the world.

“You’re the good kind of scary,” I said. “I’m glad you like me, ’cause I’d never want to be on the other end of whatever you call this face.” (A waiting adder–strike of smugness. Confidence, category five.)

“Girl, same,” Britton said.

But when Luz pivoted on one foot, she wore a honeyed smile, warmer than anything coming from the kitchen. “Like that could ever happen.”

I exhaled. This was the true homecoming crown of our night. The way she’d righted and put back all she could—most of which were just the feelings around things we couldn’t change for real.

But some, we could. I could. I held that lamb she’d claimed for me. One she’d stolen from a place of no, not yet. And in the classroom, and in the water, and on the face of a stopwatch, I vowed to be a lion.




— graduation week — Monday

TWO DAYS AFTER LEAVING THE beach without my friends, I’m sitting at Mission Point High School in the company of Mr. Perry’s Honors English final. For most of the test, I find myself eyeing the door with envy, the way Britton said she’d felt when Tobin Brown took her for burgers and talked about himself (football, a football play, that one against Clairemont) for thirty minutes straight.

But the last section Mr. Perry included is like my personal gift. The task requires us to analyze T. S. Eliot’s poem “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.” Eliot is my all-time favorite, even though understanding his work takes dedication. Even though Britton is the only one sitting in room B17 who could translate the poem’s epigraph: six lines of italicized Italian plucked from Dante’s Inferno.

I sink into the stiff plastic chair, my chest squeezing as I switch to analyzing the themes and construction of my friend. A black-haired songbird, tapping her foot in agitation, bent over the opening lines of Prufrock:

Let us go then, you and I…

The sting of that line will outlive this exam. We would’ve gone together then, and now, and always—Britton and Willa. She and I. Before last week.



“Wills.”

Hearing my name after the test, I pause in the slowly populating hallway. My smile happens all on its own. It’s Britton, after all. But instead of our natural magnetization, the air crackles, static-charged like one-twentieth of a jellyfish sting.

“Sending Kem over with the box—I figured that was best,” Britton says.

“I understand,” I tell her. “It’s what we decided.” Even what I deserve for my actions. But at the very least, we’re talking again. We move out of the hallway, walking through campus with feet that don’t know the difference from any other day. This scrap of normal feels like another gift.

“I found the PST in my desk,” Britton says, using the acronym we’d coined for our secret prank log. “I thought you should have it to look through. It belongs in the Hippo anyway.” We’d already crossed the Mission Point bungalow trailer section dubbed the Campground. Weaving through ancient freestanding classrooms and covered hallways, we pad onto the grassy Weed Patch. Our hub for three more days. “But I was so keyed up about Perry’s final, I left it at home.”

Before I have the chance to say what I should say—I’ll pick it up from your porch—she hurries out, “Just come over.” Her face angles low and troubled. “It’s not like we can’t speak. It’s not like you can’t spend five minutes in my room to pick up a book.”

Five minutes. I want to hug her and link her arm into mine and wave a hundred wands over a hundred past days. But I will do what they asked and keep trying to find a reason inside a lost time.

“See you in a few.” We’d reached the student lot, splitting for the short drive into Crown Point—her toward her Mustang, me into my hand-me-down silver Camry.

Has it really been only two days without her and Luz? These forty-eight hours have felt like two years, while the ten years we’ve shared feel like a lifetime. The reality of the “afterlife” we’re graduating to is where I stumble. It’s so easy for me to place the idea of it inside the Prufrock poem we just came from:

Do I dare

Disturb the universe?

When I pull up to Britton’s, she’s already inside. I step through the propped-open door, lingering in a foyer that opens to a decorator’s dream of pale wood and inky blue velvet. Even though this house is one of the nicest on the block, Brit has never flashed the fact that she’s grown up with a little more. Her mom clawed for every dollar that’s gone to music lessons and enriching trips. As Adrienne’s business soared, their lives changed, but it never changed them. I move through and upward like the family member I used to feel like here.

Britton’s bedroom smells like gardenia, and paper, and her. She turns from her antique writing desk and places the tiny green book into my hands. The PST, short for the book of Pranks, Schemes, and Tricks. A storehouse of so many times that made three girls, and various peripherals, laugh too long and live too hard.

While the Hippo was born from my ultimate scrapbook-saver dream, shortly after, Luz had another idea. We could record our notable feats of mischief in a systematic way, sort of like a lab report. We’d take turns writing all the details at Josie’s—our favorite breakfast café—debriefing over hot chocolates the size of soup bowls. Then Britton would store the book in the Hippo until something new happened worth documenting.

I have to look now, if only to become the girl who acted out the feats inside the green cover, for a few sweet seconds. I find the entry matching a memory I’d fallen asleep to last night.


PST Incident Number: 16

Location: Mr. G.’s Pizza, Pacific Beach, dark hallway by the bathrooms

Year: Ninth grade

Circumstances: While most other MPHS students were dancing at homecoming

Players: Luz, Britton, Willa (and Kem—bystander)

Instigator: Luz



My fingers flip through more—three girls scaling a Crown Point trellis and running for their lives toward consolation cake. Luz and a stakeout and “doctored” bio notes and that same girl, dressed like a spider, opening up an array of five hearts. They don’t know what to do with me.

Lifting up, my eyes ring damp and full. “I… thank you.”

Gleaming white teeth dig into Britton’s bottom lip as she nods. Her text notification breaks into the blur. “Mom needs me to scan some docs in her office. Don’t leave yet.” It’s okay, just be here. It’s okay, she says-doesn’t-say.

She disappears, and the room spins like a globe. I’m spinning too, through all the living I’ve done here, and all the words I never had to hide in this home. When the planet slows and stops, I’m in Paris. I’d easily believe it for real. (Anyone could here.) But I know more, enough to make me feel like an honorary French girl in Britton’s origin story. One so fabled and fairy-taled, it would fit perfectly on her bookshelf, between Le Petit Prince and her flea-market metronome. Britton isn’t just the granddaughter of two transplanted Lyon natives; my friend was literally made in Paris.

We’d learned the smallest bits of the story years ago. Britton’s father had simply come from a faraway place, a mysterious secret. But halfway through sixth grade, Adrienne was ready to share the whole account with her daughter. And Brit had shared it with us—about twenty-year-old Adrienne Rose and her junior year of college studying in Paris. With a clear command of the language, Adrienne quickly made local friends outside the program. Her last weekend abroad, she went to a Parisian wedding.

It all began at the bar outside the reception ballroom. She’d guessed the guy planted there was about twenty-five or so. He wouldn’t say, this dark-haired Frenchman who was only passing through. Perhaps he was an elite government official, or an operative from some secret military branch.

You can call me Daniel, he’d said. Adrienne knew it wasn’t his real name. Minutes became hours of dancing and whispers in hidden corners. She’d kissed “Daniel” on the twinkle-lit terrace that opened to the City of Light—a city she’d have to leave in just days. Adrienne would stress that she had kept her head. With full consent, she had simply wanted the man and even the mystery. The couple fled to the room she’d been gifted by her friend’s parents, both understanding he would be gone when she woke.

But Adrienne left Paris with more than new ballet flats. The next year, she would give birth to an unknown Frenchman’s child and raise her with the dedicated help of her parents.

Adrienne made a key choice when Britton was small: Paris would never be a secret or shame. She decorated Britton’s bedroom as a tribute to her roots, with antiques and chevron wood flooring and a billowy white faux fur rug. If you stumbled in at night, you’d wake thinking you’d landed inside an apartment right off the Champs-Élysées.

Britton returns, hovering next to her desk with her gaze stuck out the window. For the first time ever, this room feels foreign to me. Every breath I exhale into this space feels like an intrusion, and all I want is to truly belong again. I want to flop into her velvet chair and trade secrets and study while she sings.

I want to be hers again.

Britton sent me the Hippo so I could remember, for Luz, and all of us. I have to find my way forward by going backward. And I know the rules. I’m not supposed to ask for her help to get there. But it’s worse. She’s only five feet away, and I can’t get to her. I am not used to feeling this… powerless.

She faces me. “I actually need to run over to Mom’s work. She forgot the key for a new lockbox.”

Britton lifts her hand; I track the single golden key looped over her thumb on a metal ring. And something unlocks inside of me.

Forgot the key. The words and a hoard of images belonging to them rush in. There is one part of us I haven’t lost yet—a special item that’s not in the Hippo. A charm remedy we made long ago that I could hold to calm the helplessness teeming through my body.

It wasn’t like I’d forgotten it completely. My mind has split toward a dozen points of trauma since last Wednesday. Finals. Mementos. My betrayal. Our future. In all that, I’d forgotten to remember the object we’d hidden for unforeseeable disasters and other tragedies. This feels like one.

Now with Britton’s golden reminder, I know where I need to go next, and what I need to find.

“Willa?”

I blink myself back. “Right. Sorry.” I hold up the green PST book. “Thanks again.” And when I would usually stay for hours, or run over to Adrienne’s office with Britton, I don’t. I go alone.



I click my seat belt in the Roses’ driveway, my experience in Britton’s room launching me toward the object I need to retrieve. I am not even sure if it’s still whole and intact, or even in the place where we’d hidden it six years ago. I fight the urge to judge it as a metaphor for my friendship if it’s gone and lost forever.

Leaving Jewell Street, it’s less than a minute to the bay on Britton’s side of Crown Point. I steer my Camry along the waterfront drive; emerald-tinted lawn carpets the shoreline as far as I can see. I come to Crown Point Park, toting the small PST book with a cover that matches the grass.

I haven’t been here since last June, on purpose. We never play the haunting game anymore, yet this park carries it on without us just by existing. Too much of the person my friends asked me to find is folded into all the ghosts and green lining the water. Even driving down the access road sends a line of sweat trailing down my back.

But I force myself into the park today because our “in case of emergency” item lives here. After being so close to Britton in her space, millimeters away from the week I would’ve had if it weren’t for a certain envelope, I need this item. If (please, when) I find it, Britton has sparked the notion that simply having it can help me face everything I need to do next.

I shut off the engine; a text from my mom buzzes through before I reach for the door handle. How was the English final? Coming home for lunch? I can make chicken salad.

I can’t face her, or anyone, after Britton’s. Another reason not to go home right away. I type back, Good as can be, home later, but thanks xoxo

I’m certain Mom will assume I’m going out to eat with my friends. Why wouldn’t she? My mother still has no idea of the catastrophe I’ve unleashed. Even one hint would start a flood, a never-ending chain of questions.

My breath labors as I step from my car. A huge embankment was erected here years ago. Tan interlocking blocks form the large retaining wall that separates the park from the elevated access road. I know the exact spot.

A secret key should be here. Not a house key, but a tiny and featherweight model you could wear on a chain around your neck. Matte brass. I’m already picturing it.

When we were twelve, before Audrey’s accident, before my mother’s garden, Britton presented the key to Luz and me one summer day. It was virtually useless, no longer unlocking anything on this continent. Seeing it in the middle of Britton’s palm, I’d wanted to claim it for my junk drawer collection. But at twelve, I wasn’t that selfish. The key belonged to all of us.

The idea for its ultimate purpose came from a movie we’d seen, where friends held a secret ceremony around a small statue. They’d made up a chant with sayings and feelings that were all about them as a whole. They sealed the best of themselves inside that statue with their words. My friends and I could do this too.

After yellow cake one night, we walked down to Crown Point Park. Safer than the beach, this nook, and closer to all our homes. Since toddlerhood, we’d run with kites here, and launched toy boats into the murky water, and had birthday parties under tents with cupcakes.

“It’s official name should be the Emergenkey,” I’d declared (not unproudly) as we searched for a perfect hiding spot.

“Ooh, nice wordplay,” Luz had said. “For the rules, we can only come get the Emergenkey in the direst of circumstances. Major life events.”

“Love,” Britton said. “And it should be like, we can get the key when we can’t get to each other. It unlocks the whole power of us when we’re separated.”

(The whole enchilada–supernova–ancient pyramid force.)

In the dark, we chose the notched retaining wall. The structure was new and would likely last for decades.

Count me teary again now; I’m the first of our three to need the key in all these years. I am my own emergency. And there was nothing like the sense of weakness, of unbelonging in Britton’s room, to taunt the fact that I can’t get to her, or Luz, this week. I meet all the requirements.

Sniffling, I walk on. The dull tan stones beam in my sight line, but my thoughts nod toward the past and our linked sixth-grade fingers. That key in the sweaty middle. We’d taken turns, adding an invocation point each time. I remember most of them.

Duncan Hines, earthworm, mes amis, we said, one by one.

Giant Dipper, PST, Groundhog Day.

Surfboard, Charlotte’s Web, Hippo, Double-Double, haunting game, middle C.

Sandcastle, Orlando 407, Madama Butterfly…

We’d started off soft and hesitant. But then our words caught rhythm and speed, and eerie light, and then maybe the sky itself, until the whole mass of us lifted up. A triple-forked tail as long as a kite.

With ridiculous hope, I crouch, reaching into the chipped hollow between two distinct interlocking stones. Victory shoots down to my toes as I pull out the tiny, slim key. The Emergenkey is here and mine—I don’t care that it’s faded from brass to brushed silver. I hold it inside my doubled fist—ten-, not thirty-fingered this time. It still hums! Alive and beating. And it’s been six years, but there’s enough power left, I know it. There’s enough to get me through facing the rest of this park. Many of my firsts happened in front of this bay. Some turned to regrets, and the memory of others has been too painful to confront. But I will today. Because I can’t go forward without coming here and settling some things.

Never did I think the first time I’d set foot here again after last year would be solo. But holding this key, I hold Luz and Britton and all the strength we shared between my hands. I’m not alone.

I start off slowly, due east through the parking lot, but soon I’m able to find my usual pace, quickening, like our chant. (Maybe this is how the Emergenkey’s magic works. Its power.)

As I reach the grass, I try to remember who I was here, before. I’m the elementary schoolgirl who begged Dad to bring her here before dinner. Luz and Nico would come. Some of us know the middle swing is the jiggly, squeaky one. The drinking fountain’s a menace; it sprays a stream into your chest if you stand too close, and the water carries the tang of minerals and sunlight.

The jungle gym is the best. It’s a skyscraper sometimes. Or a turreted castle in France or Germany or Slovenia (because we’ve just learned about a country called Slovenia and decided we must go there). Or it’s a pirate ship when we are spunky, or an airplane. Or a troll bridge.

In middle school, a few months after we hide the key, it’s a stage. Britton climbs the steel rungs to the top section, braces herself, and stacks her spine. She sings.

Luz, from the sand underneath, calls out too loudly that the Church should SAINT HER FUCKING LARYNX ALREADY! And me—I just look at my Brit and wonder how she is so bold up there even though no one has dared or costumed her.

Frisbees from the back of Dad’s SUV made good bases. We’d space them out around the grass. Luz was the best pitcher, and Nico was the best hitter.

Now I know where I’m going (where I have to go). There’s a short hill, like a grassy boob, out of place and comically random. I swear it’s the first thing any newcomer asks about. What’s an oversize hobbit home doing in the middle of the park? Everyone calls it the Hump because everyone always has.

I climb the gentle slope, my view expanding as I reach the top. SeaWorld and its blue spike tower. Off-roading and jogging spot, Fiesta Island, jutting into the bay from the opposite shore. The upward climb of San Diego.

This is where I had my first kiss. I find the exact spot and sit there, cross-legged on the grass. I crush the memory with the weight of my body.

The wind has picked up, but not the hot Santa Ana winds we get every fall. Now it’s the end of spring. I let down my ponytail into the breeze and make myself into Willa-Bee, yellow-waved and black-sneakered. If Luz were here, she’d say my heart rate’s too high. Chills bother my skin, becoming her again. Becoming the child who played here, the one who was shaped here, and the one who grew into the eighteen-year-old who betrayed.

On the grass near the juncture of my feet, the key’s been resting on the PST book, so I’m not holding it when the realization strikes. Broadsided, I’m thankful I’m already sitting. The truth isn’t from any Emergenkey power or nudge; this one comes from my own insides. It’s more—so much more—than me assuming my friends would come here with me for my first return visit. I assumed they’d go everywhere with me. And I lived like nothing I ever did could change that. But I was wrong.

Just because I’ve loved these girls so very much doesn’t mean that I didn’t screw us up, playing their friendship like a card without even thinking of any consequences. I just acted. On that one fall day, I wasted us on a risk.

I whisper the next part to no one but me.

“I took

Luz

and Britton for granted.”

Again. Say it again.

“I took Luz and Britton for granted.”

I took my friends for granted, as much as I was sure this little worn key would simply be here.

I drop my gaze. There’s some epic material inside the green prank book on the grass. My dirty deed will never fill these pages, though. It’s not worthy. It wasn’t a prank or scheme or trick; it was a breach. It wasn’t about protecting or maintaining “us,” like I tried to rationalize at South Mission Beach on Saturday. October was about… me. The selfish me who wanted to keep this key—the power of us—all to myself.

God, one more truth on this hill. I grab it before it becomes another ghost. It was all about me.




— then — When We Were Fifteen

THE HOURS BETWEEN FALL AND the final cling of winter (a term used loosely in San Diego) felt like the same span of time repeating itself. Maybe that’s because I’d spent much of it in the pool, chasing a number on the face of a stopwatch. One minute, forty-five seconds.

While I’d adopted a new quest, my friends only drilled deeper into their tremendous life goals. Luz kept the thrill of beating hearts in her head while YouTube droned surgery footage, and she’d amped up her research on schools for undergrad. Britton had gone to Paris, returning home with fluffed aspirations from Académie director Claire listening to her sing, and sinful chocolates. Luz and Britton were racing toward bright futures, while I kept hitting the same pool wall, and never fast enough.

Today I was meeting Nico after the final bell. Senior Nico didn’t have a seventh period and got to leave at lunchtime two days a week. But my lifeguarding wish had come at his nudge. He’d wanted it nearly as much as I did, so Tuesdays and Thursdays, he returned to MPHS to drive me to the USD pool on his way to work at a nearby surf shop.

I spotted the aging gray Toyota truck parked where it always was, and my internal firecracker show went off. Despite still seeing Sydney, Nico drove back for me, day after day. Week after week. But seeing him hanging out the driver-side window, waving me in, lit a secondary fuse. I swung into the truck, tossed my gear into the extra cab, and tried to smile the way a friend would.

“Let’s do this, Willa-Bee.” Nico started the engine.

I clicked my seat belt.

“Algebra test? Go,” he said, beginning the catch-up checklist game we played. One time he’d tried to mash it up with my nickname: How’s Willa-been? (Only once, because of the face I’d lobbed back.)

“Surprisingly crushable.”

“Audrey?”

I had to chuckle. “Nonstop.”

“That’s how we like it.” The air fissured, and he turned for the last one. “Parents?”

“Same.” He knew what that meant. Pages’ worth. Did Sydney shorthand-talk with him too? I’d wondered about things like this since their homecoming “date” had multiplied and pluralized into dating. The sweet vanilla scent wafting off the seat belt webbing was probably hers.

Before I could ask why he’d kept the window down, he rapped the dash. “Air’s busted again.”

“Poor José.” I lowered my window to match and patted the center console like a puppy. “You’re still a good hombre.”

“El mejor,” Nico said, rolling his r all the way into my gut. Like Luz, Nico spoke nearly perfect Spanish, courtesy of their parents’ dedicated toddlerhood instruction. But perfect didn’t mean frequent.

I bit the inside of my cheek over a memory. I’d named this truck. My first suggestion had been T. S.—as in Eliot—until I’d gotten a better idea in the same middle school poetry unit that introduced me to T. S., honoring the great Cuban revolutionary writer José Martí.

At a stoplight, Nico’s face tipped sideways. “Go on, what are you waiting for? Broken AC or not, José can still take it.”

Did Sydney do this too? Hinge her ass forward and her shoulders back, swooping up her legs to rest her heels on the passenger-side dash? Because this was my preferred method of riding in Nico’s truck. He wasn’t mine, but I kept what I could.

I had to close my eyes for a beat, shutting out the burn of emotion. A predictably moody Lana Del Rey song poured from the radio. I turned my head into my shoulder bone. The sky domed in a paisley print of dove and steel gray and almost-blue, as if it couldn’t make up its mind.

“My turn,” I said from there. “Work?” I’d never ask about Sydney.

“Pays the bills.”

“AP Calc?”

He laughed. “Disgusting.”

This snapped my faculties back into motion. “You don’t make top-tier SEAL track status without acing top-tier math.”

“Never said I wasn’t acing it.”

“Ha—fair. Pre-navy-hell workout regimen?”

“Currently?” He exited the freeway. “Oww. Just got my boot camp date for the last week in June. In case Luz drops the ball, don’t let Mama convert my room into that dream office she razzes me about.”

“I’ll hold a sit-in from the middle of your area rug in protest.” The idea of me, alone in his bedroom, fit into a dozen Lana Del Rey songs. “Maybe even earn my troublemaker status like a true, what is it—malcriana?”

“Malcriada,” he clarified on a bright chuckle. “And you earned that years ago. Just like me.”

Just like him.

I toyed with that thought until he pulled into the eastern USD campus entrance and along the access road leading to the aquatic center.

“Thanks. For the hundredth time.”

Nico cut the engine, opposite his usual move of idling in park until I got my stuff and bolted. Today was full stop in the loading zone. “I drive you twice a week but haven’t actually asked about the training in a bit.”

I shrugged. “When Dad can’t get away, one of the locker room clerks times me. Last check was two weeks ago. Still three seconds too slow.”

“Three?” He waved it off. “Shit, you’ve got this bagged.”

“Have you never seen the Olympics? Three seconds is an eternity in a pool.”

Our gazes froze over a memory that wasn’t about the enormous pool behind the aquatic center gate, but another one that had been grassed over for more than a year.

“I get it,” he said at length as I grabbed the door handle. “But am I gonna have to believe enough for both of us today?”

It wasn’t until I was suiting up that I noticed the miniature card Nico had covertly slipped into my pool duffel—one of his signature moves. Blank, with a hand-drawn fish on the front. I opened it and read:


BECAUSE I SUCK AT DRAWING, THAT’S SUPPOSED TO BE A BLACK MARLIN, THE FASTEST FISH IN THE WORLD. SEE, LUZ ISN’T THE ONLY MARTíN WHO DIGS USELESS TRIVIA. SHOW THAT POOL WHO WILLA-BEE IS. SHOW IT WHAT YOU’RE MADE OF. -N



I laughed, stowing my gear before I hit the pool deck. But coursing through my first lap, Nico’s words came at me in more ways than he’d probably intended. I strove to reach-reach-grab at their shapes, tossing them behind me with every stroke. They kept coming, and I feared they wouldn’t stop.

(Here’s the thing about water: it loves to show us where we are weak.)

Water had shown my mother last year. This afternoon, water was showing me my weakest point of all, magnified through my goggles along the plaster of the lap lanes.

Nico. (You! You made me strong on boards and helped me cope after the accident. But I am so very weak for you.)

These past weeks, swimming for Audrey and lifeguarding, I’d been towing a wish—like the heaviest longboard—that Nico would see me rise and succeed, and that pride might help him see me as something more. It had slowed me down. I was three seconds away from quals. Three years apart from Nico. Neither of these times had been right. I had to release the heaviest wish in my heart before I could reach my greatest goal in the pool. For my sister.

Besides, it wasn’t Nico’s fault he didn’t see me as anything more than a close friend. And maybe it was lap twenty when I accepted it, my lungs making a final gasp at the fleeting scent of a navy boy in his truck. Of José, ripe with balsam-bergamot cologne. With seawater and sand imbedded into the floor mats, and board wax. I launched my heart to the sky and tried to bring myself back. I willed us back to Nico and Willa-Bee, the neighborhood surf buffs scaling waves and running barefoot. It wasn’t his fault he only wanted yesterday-us.

On lap twenty-one, I breathed in the last of Nicolas Anthony Martín the only way you can while swimming. My lungs burned with their final fill of him before deflating on the exhale. I paused at the wall with my head dropped over my folded arms, panting. My mind felt the shift first. Loosened, free, and stopwatch-focused. But my heart was different. No quick relief came, like when you’re healed from something, or cured from it. Only the fresh stab of letting go.

I’d never had surgery, but I imagined emerging from the numbed haze of anesthesia would go something like this. Living in some in-between. Like a patient etherized upon a table, T. S. Eliot wrote. At first, I didn’t completely register the two forms standing inches from my askew elbows. One said, “Willa, look up, hon.”

Another said, “This isn’t right. Clothes or not, I’m going in for—”

Wait!

I shot up, waved my arms, and cleared my throat as proof of life. “What are you doing here?”

Britton grinned from the pool deck. “Nico came and got us to surprise you before he went to Sydney’s.”

Him bringing my girls here was ten times better than a fish card. But the S-word Britton dropped only fueled my choice to get Nico out of my hundred-meter quest. “Doesn’t he have work?”

“You know he’s the best at lying his ass off for a good surprise. Shop’s closed today for renovations,” Luz said.

“Oh,” I said under a little cry. Still, he was being a thoughtful friend, and that was that. Now it was time to swim.

How Luz managed to procure my dad’s stopwatch (old model, telltale corner ding), I didn’t ask. She jiggled it. “There’s something official about a good ole stopwatch.” She waited until I logged a few more breaths. “Nico said you hadn’t clocked your time lately, and it looks like you had a solid warm-up. So, Davidson, what’s the plan in the pool? Say it.”

“I need to be three seconds faster than I was two weeks ago.”

Luz grumbled. “No, that’s not how you tell it to your brain. Reframe it! It’s your brain that controls the signal to your—”

“Okay, okay.” I adjusted my swim cap and replaced the goggles. “I’m going to beat one minute, forty-five, and I’m gonna be a lifeguard.”

“That’s better,” Luz said.

Britton jogged to the other end of the pool. I reset, and Luz’s “Go!” was a slingshot.

Untethered from the weight of Nico and bolstered by my friends, I angry-swam this time. Fought the water. Beat the life out of it for every breath it had tried to take from my sister. For all it still took from my mother.

I beat it for countless others, too. Win! We win this time. Not you. I stole and crawled into those places of no—not yet—like Luz inside a toy claw machine.

(I’m gonna be a lifeguard.)

At the fifty-meter mark, I caught strains of Britton’s cheer. “Go, go, go! Willa, you’re doing it!” And I was the one perched at the top of our Crown Point Park jungle gym, my swim song carrying across the grass. SAINT HER already, Luz saying from below. Luz calling me toward her with just a little bit—

—There! I touched the wall and broke the surface, my lungs on fire inside a million gallons of water.

They had me out as soon as possible. Britton was there with my towel, helping shed my gear as Luz took my pulse, making sure my heart rate matched up with the BPM chart inside her head. She let go and smiled. Then she finally showed me the stopwatch, and we all jumped and hugged and cheered in a show of victory as wide as the entire city. One minute, forty-three seconds.

I was going to be a lifeguard.

“Donuts?” I was still speaking in single words. Exhausted. Heady. Raw-hearted from more than the race.

But the girls had evidently stopped at the donut shop down the street from campus. A pink box full of sugary wonder was waiting on a metal patio table outside. We sat and blissfully ruined our dinners.

“I still can’t believe you came here just to watch me go back and forth in a freaking pool.” I turned to Brit. “Don’t you have piano today?”

“Yes, but more no.” Britton jutted half a chocolate bar my way. “When Nico suggested this yesterday, I couldn’t miss.”

Luz wiped a powdered-sugar shadow from her face. “Real talk. How many times have you held full convos with me while I’m watching surgery footage? And just took it as standard without saying anything or making me feel guilty?”

“More than once?” I eked out.

“More than,” Luz said. “And your Christmas gift. The scrapbook you decorated—nailing the heart valve placement, thank you very much—for all my certificates and photos we don’t put in the Hippo.”

“The best tribute to her Doctor Martín journey. I mean, it is Luz in decoupage form,” Britton noted with fervor. “How many of my recitals or performances have you missed?”

I answered with two fingers curved into a circle, sticky with glaze.

Britton nodded once. “That’s right, none. Not even the one in the rain at Balboa Park. You sat in the rain with full knowledge of what your hair does!”

We all gasped.

“Plus, you always doodle something adorable on your program,” Britton added thoughtfully. “And later I look to see what you were thinking when I was up there. And it means something, just knowing you’re out there when I’m terrified before that first note. So of course we came, because this is what you’re doing.”

My friends’ sweetness filled me more than the donuts, but it still landed like a rock in my stomach. When I sat through surgery videos with Luz or listened to Brit pour out every bit of herself on the stage, it was a front-row view into their cores. It was like seeing into the future—their futures. But I wouldn’t go to college for lifeguarding. From our patio table outside the aquatic center, I studied the peaks and spires of the beautiful Spanish-influenced USD campus buildings below, all the halls and classrooms. I didn’t have a single clue about what I wanted to learn here.

“Can you even remember a time where you wanted to do anything else?” I asked them both, already knowing.

Luz looked over at Britton, heart blood to song. Mensa brain to vocal prodigy. In unison, they shook their heads.

Britton plucked a maple bar from the box and placed it on my napkin. “Let’s just stay in the now. And now, you’re going to eat this and come up with some catty, taunting rhyme about us not being able to swim a hundred meters in anything close to that time.”

I grinned for real and bit into my second donut, thinking that me, finally beating the stopwatch, was likely due to weeks of training finally clicking into place. But I’d never remember it that way. For the rest of my life, I would choose to believe it was my friends showing up that had made the difference, shoring a painful choice with love and encouragement, boosting the renewed resolve I found for myself in the pool. Maybe this was the second point of weakness water had tried to show me today. This one had actually made me stronger. How I needed them, needed them, needed them. I couldn’t begin to gauge how much—a number infinity was still trying to reach.




— graduation week — Monday Afternoon

AFTER CROWN POINT PARK, I come home and add two things to the Hippo. The green prank book slides into its usual slot in the back. The trusty Emergenkey gets a place hugging the side. It hasn’t seen the inside of this box before. We wouldn’t risk our key burning in a fire, surrounded by cardboard and kindling, in one of three bedrooms. I’ll admit the thought was beyond irrational. Projecting much trauma and terror. (A HOUSE FIRE?) We’d hidden the key in the unassuming wide open until I’d been the friend to need it first. The flammable one of us, it turned out.

My fingers itch over the rest of the gray box, but I set a goal of two hours of anatomy-final prep before going in again. I manage nearly that before I find Mom hovering in my bedroom threshold.

“Now, this is my definition of focused.” Mom’s not dressed for gardening. But Monday mornings, she usually sees her therapist. “Let me know if you want any special finals-week dinners as a boost.”

“Thanks, I will,” I mutter, even though what I want most isn’t found on the same comfort food aisle as garlic mashed potatoes and macaroni and cheese.

Instead of Mom backing away with a parting word of encouragement, she steps closer and uncurls her palm. The item pinched between her fingers is a right hook to the gut. Is this for real? My first thought before my head goes a hundred directions. The most startling thing isn’t a mother holding out a golden achievement pin. (A pin every Junior Lifeguard gets for jumping off the massive Ocean Beach Pier. A mother who routinely places herself fifty yards away from anything ocean and lifeguarding.) It’s that this pin is supposed to be inside the Hippo.

“Audrey and I were cleaning out her toy shelf, and I found this with her Polly Pocket stash,” Mom says, eyeing the circular pin pressed with an enamel pier graphic. The words SCJL PIER JUMP stamp the circumference. She still hasn’t handed it over.

“Huh. I wonder how that got into her stuff.” This is so minimized. Grossly unfazed. In reality, a million questions materialize about who (Audrey? Mom? Dad?) and when (Two, three, four years ago? This week?). The Hippo has been in and out of my bedroom for years. I’m certain the last time I held or even thought about this pin was the summer before tenth grade. We’d added it then, my miniature trophy. The jump pin has sat close to words that would split a mother in two. To words that would shock and confuse a sister if a curious hand had drifted a few centimeters to a white essay envelope. Had it?

“Did you ask Audrey?” Outside, I’m the bay at Riviera Shores in no wind. Smooth as glass.

“She took one look and shrugged. Didn’t say anything before she ran out when your dad called her downstairs.”

With the aid of an unknown miracle, it’s like I mentally gather the entire matter up and plunk it behind me. Because even for a moment, here is my mom holding—even discussing—the kind of cursed talisman that would singe her hand in too many movies. I’m not used to being a lifeguard around her. I’m used to a mother who would come here quietly while I was somewhere else. A mom who’d place this golden award on my nightstand and creep away to her green, safe exterior to forget what this pin means. I want to hold her between my blue painted walls for a peek at who this mother could be.

“Anyway.” She hurries to place the pin on my desk. “I need to change.” The questions I shoved behind elbow forward, and I need to find out how that pin got out of the box. My impenetrable vault. Our safe zone.

“Wait, um, about food, I’m craving fries. Can I take Audrey out, just me and her?”

At my door, Mom smiles. “I never say no to sister time.”



I only needed one word to get Audrey into my car: Hodad’s. She ran like a small Santa Ana gust and grabbed her booster seat from my trunk. Besides having a plan, it’s been too long since I’ve taken her out like this.

Hodad’s lives two blocks from nearby Ocean Beach, a short drive off the final bridge leading south out of Crown Point. The line is always long, partly because of tourist pilgrimages to the joint featured numerous times on the Food Network. Mostly from locals returning for something special, time and again. It’s well before dinnertime, but the crowd still snakes down Newport Avenue.

“Bird—hey, slow down. Positive you don’t need to pee?” Audrey is vibrating.

Bounce, twirl, hop. “Mommy made me go before. I just can’t waitttttt.” She crashes into my torso, and I press her close. Plant a kiss on her strawberry-scented head. On my worst days, this sweet girl is still mine. A floodlight when a moon is missing its sun and stars.

Audrey stays lit until we’re finally seated in the small restaurant, even though we can’t sit at the quirky table Hodad’s made from the front end of a vintage Volkswagen bus. Surfboards hang everywhere above us; those, plus the promising smell, distract her well enough. Bacon cheeseburgers are legendary here, but we come for another famous item: a basket piled with a double order of thick, wedge-cut fries. A trio of dipping sauces. Enormous sodas I won’t tell Mom about.

I wait until she’s stuffed a few fries down her throat. And I think I know how to make this work. “Mom said you were cleaning out your toys. Cool.”

“ ’Cause I have too many plushies. But no one else will love them like me.”

(Oh, bird. I know.)

I dip a fry into a tiny cup of mayo, not like usual. Britton does this, Luz despises this, and I do it for both reasons. I pull the gold jump pin from my purse. “I’m so glad you and Mom found my pin.” How? Tell me anything…. “Was Polly Pocket trying to use it as a magical shield or something? Did you want it for that?”

“It’s a gold pin, and Polly has gold shoes.”

She has said the word. I lean in. “Totally. So many shoes.”

Audrey drenches a fry with ketchup. “And silver ones and boots and the red one I can’t find.” The smallest toy ever imagined, the Polly Pocket shoe.

“But she also had this pin. Did you get it from my room?” From a gray box? When?

Twin wheat-colored brows fold down. “I’m not supposed to go in your room when you’re not there.”

Jesus. Deep cleansing breath. “Yup, but did you think Polly would like something, maybe from my junk drawer, or my desk, or maybe the gray box? If you sneaked in just one time, I promise I won’t be mad. And I’d never tell Mom.”

Audrey shakes her head back and forth. A bobblehead ecstatic about full-sugar cola. “That one’s Hawaii, and that’s Massatushetts, and there’s Arizona.” She’s pointing around the room; nearly every walled surface at Hodad’s is covered with donated license plates from everywhere.

I, on the other hand, am getting nowhere. I give the interrogation a break and eat in silence. The pin beams from the table.

“If you jump off the pier, you get this?” Audrey asks.

I nod. “From Junior Guards, my first year. It’s an important day each summer, and all of the groups do it, and everyone cheers you on.”

Audrey takes the gold circle. “Were you scared?”

“So scared.” I push the remaining fries toward her. “But after the jump time, Luz and Britton met me here to celebrate.”

“They love Hodad’s more than Rubio’s.” On my glare she says, “ ’Kay, almost as much.”

I gesture with my cup. “And since it’s right here, they were waiting for me to come off the beach when Britton got done with her voice lesson. Adrienne got us the Volkswagen table.”

Audrey’s mouth drops wide at this great honor. With a gleeful laugh she says, “They were so loud, huh? Because you did it, you really did!”

I’ll never forget my friends waiting inside this joint, pulsating not unlike my sister in line for fries. The way they ran from the coveted VW table and hugged me. The pride. Britton could sing an aria, but she wouldn’t jump off that pier. Couldn’t—she’d said so. Luz would one day saw a sternum in half and fix the heart underneath, but you’d pay forever if you tried to force her off that ledge. She’d said so. That day I’d felt like I was sitting on their shoulders, held up like a winning team player.

With all this talk, Audrey begs me to take her onto the pier. Memories of all that glee turn to gray, and I suddenly want to walk anywhere but west on Newport Avenue. Luz and Britton are intertwined with me on that pier even though they didn’t witness anyone jumping. I push through it. Seeking them this way, in the coldest places, is what I’m supposed to be doing.

Plus, I am never one to deny Audrey. I let her lead me the short distance. Following Audrey, you must skip or Flintstone-run, because everything is ripe and wide open.

The Ocean Beach Pier is one of the longest in the country. It juts out for what feels like a mile, ending in a perpendicular section that makes the whole structure look like a concrete capital T. Audrey’s hand clutches mine as we leave the spot where the solid shore underneath turns to churning water.

“Sometimes they close the pier when it’s really rough,” I say. The pin she insisted I wear after Hodad’s catches the sun from my denim jacket.

“It wasn’t when you jumped?”

I shake my head.

Audrey’s courage rises, her trusting grip slackening. She steers us closer to the edge.

I picture myself as an A-group guard that first summer. As a newbie, I’d swallowed every training day with my team with drive and focus. The agility courses and grueling sand workouts—bagged. The rescue drills and paddleboarding and surfing—thrilling. But the annual forty-foot pier jump loomed like a beast. Oh, they’d primed us well; we practiced the correct technique at an infinitely shorter, calmer bay dock at Santa Clara Point. I’d stood back, not wanting to be one of the first to go. I’d wanted to watch as jumper after jumper made it down and out. At my turn on the edge, our instructor’s encouraging voice coaxed me through the swell inside my stomach, even though the dock only rose a few feet above the bay.

I tell Audrey the secret the teachers told all of us. “You don’t really jump.”

“Huh?” she asks, like I’ve just said the world is sideways.

“The trick is to not jump.” I lead us to the notched railing. The water laps below with curbed restraint. Three years ago, a hundred kids and teens climbed up in groups of three or four, perched on the ledge with their rescue cans, and—

“You take one single step instead.”

“Ohhh.” Audrey breaks free and plants both hands on the narrow barrier. I don’t register what she’s doing right away. But my eyes swell when she hoists herself like she’s trying to swing onto a horse. Her movements are rash and upward-bent and—

“Audrey, no!” I yell too loudly. Even though all rationality tells me she couldn’t actually manage the feat, I still envision every move of her tumbling over the side. And it would be my fault. I’m swallowing oxygen and sixty seconds of death and a July Fourth pool party. I pull her away and in, not to scare her. Just to keep her. And I’m praying, but I don’t know what for, because everything funnels back into me, missing my friends so much. I’m wishing they were planted strong next to me and Audrey. Luz and Britton would not let me let her fall.

I have to keep working to fix us, but now I must close my head to more than foamy surf and beachy noise. A minute, two—I feel Audrey’s hair and skin, the eager breaths rolling off her back. She spins around and tugs at the pin. I blink myself capable. “What is it?”

She makes me crouch and cups her hands around my ear. “Polly Pocket had this, but I didn’t go in your room. I don’t go there without you, promise.”

I believe her, and learn for sure what I’ve come to fear. The gray Hippo box is not the impenetrable vault I always believed.




— then — When We Were Almost Sixteen

A SEAGULL LANDED IN MY path. Greedy-faced, an arrogant squawk. “Sorry, buddy. What I have, you can’t have.” It skipped through the sand, following anyway. “A thousand people on this beach. Someone’s got a sandwich.” It took the hint and lifted off, better than I ever did from lost causes.

One week had passed since Nico graduated. The surf was better than good and the weather, beautifully strange. June beach days didn’t usually get warm and clear enough until midafternoon, if they did at all. Today all of South Mission showed out to say goodbye to Nico. He couldn’t have chosen a more fitting place for his boot camp farewell party.

In turn, I’d logged the rest of my freshman year mile by watery mile, bent on maintaining my newfound speed until the Junior Guards swim test came. I’d left SCJL quals with a victory, and an order form for a yellow rash guard and red tank suit. The thrill was still new, barely days before I’d sat in the football field bleachers and watched Nico earn his diploma.

I walked toward my friends. Mrs. M. had created our grandest tent setup ever on a huge plot of sand. Two oversize canopies rose over card tables with desserts and mini sub sandwiches. A shaded lounge area gave some relief from the sun. I could’ve moved into this makeshift beach house for real.

“Your bag dinged,” Britton said when I returned with drinks.

I handed over Brit’s Sprite and Luz’s LaCroix, then reached into my tote to read the text from my mom. That new sunscreen you took has mineral oil. Just saw

I had to read it twice to make sure I wasn’t seeing things. My mother sent this? Mom and I both had skin that hated the same additives, but still, she hadn’t directly acknowledged anything this beach-related in months. I barely knew how to process this, and I lowered myself onto my chair and showed my phone to the girls.

“Huh,” Luz said. “This is different than, like, be home by four.”

“Right?” I said, and replied to Mom with Fine so far but I’ll watch

But Mom wasn’t done. Toss it if you want and use Britton’s or something. And don’t forget to reapply

My phone in their faces again. “Interesting,” Britton said.

Luz popped the top of her can. “Your mom wears sunscreen in the garden, right?”

“Yeah, plus one of her big hats.” Proper skin care was second only to weeding, in her view. “I’d bet anything she’s out there now, probably tending her tomato vines.”

“Maybe that’s what made her think of it,” Britton said, which did make the most sense. “Now that I’ve had her amazing tomatoes, the ones from the grocery store taste totally bland. God, that caprese salad she made the other day with her basil and that gooey mozzarella.”

“The best,” Luz said.

My friends were right—that salad was the best. And my mom was so proud of her sweet, peppery basil that topped pizzas, and filled jars of pesto she shared around Crown Point.

This morning Mom had laid out the new sunscreen and fresh beach towels for me without a word. But for more than a year, I hadn’t been able to talk about beaches or swimming or guards without knocking her mood sideways. My house lived with a gigantic pool-sized hole that dug right back into me sometimes. Britton had known how to patch it, like always. She spotlighted the best parts of my mom, and one of the biggest ways she showed love: green-thumbed.

Had something changed, though, and Mom was beginning to face the truth of our past? Was the sunscreen text a sign of more to come? More talking? Too soon to tell, so I filed the thought away where I kept all my budding hopes.

“Why aren’t you surfing?” Luz asked, as if she’d just now noticed. Kem and Nico were out there. I’d watched for a bit before losing them in the slew of bobbing torsos and colorful boards. I’d simply wanted my sand people. Luz opened a medical journal, and this is where I would lose her for a while.

“ ’Cause you guys are here, baking like buns.”

“Says the one with the enviable ass. N'est-ce pas vrai?” Britton added, and I laughed, even though I doubted her claim as absolute truth in this case.

I looked up and around, my amusement turning into curiosity. Our party size had grown. MPHS people who were tight with Nico set up camp around the canopies. But one person was missing. Notably and peculiarly missing. “Is Sydney here yet?”

“Why would Syd come when they broke up?” Luz was the definition of nonchalant in oversize sunnies, studying her copy of the New England Journal of Medicine.

Britton and I exchanged a look before I said, “Luz Allison Martín!”

Luz lowered her pages. “That wasn’t exactly supposed to be out loud.” Luz rarely looked sheepish, but there was no mistaking the downward tilt of her top half. “This is where the Nico-nondisclosure-rule hits grays areas. He, not Mama, just told me today. I do not do well in gray areas.”

“Don’t care who told you or when. Start coloring stuff in and spill,” I said. “Isn’t this general knowledge?”

Luz stretched and expelled a long sigh. “Possibly. I thought he’d say something, and then we could talk about it.”

“Because that’s clearly how it’s gone all year,” I noted, punctuating with my sparkling water. “More like, you tell me his business, then he tells me… more. Usually.”

“Okay, okay. You can ask two questions.”

“When was this breakup?”

“Five days ago.”

“Why?”

“All those weeks of him being gone spooked her. And the thought of dating a Navy SEAL terrified her.”

I stared into the surf, organizing my thoughts. Sydney and Nico had sure seemed cutesy-footsy all spring. But I understood the word “terrified.” “Did he already trash his Sydney playlist?” I mused.

“That’s three questions.”

Britton leveled us with an exasperated stare. “You two could write comedic opera.”

“There’s such a thing as comedic opera?” I asked. “Where no one’s stabbed, or forced into an arranged marriage, or whatever else happens to make the stuff you sing about sound so freaking depressing? Not that it isn’t gorgeous when you sing it,” I added, to tame Britton’s narrowed gaze.

Her shoulder bone popped up. “Most comedies aren’t as renowned as the darker tragedies.”

“People sure love them some sad,” I said.

Luz stowed her journal; if I stayed in this chair ten more seconds, she was going to explain, in terms I barely followed, hormones and brain chemistry and how it drives our human need for emotional, sad things. Why we seek them out.

I stood and went for my board. “Surf’s up,” I told the girls.

“Yeah, but this time you’re trying to catch more info than waves, wahine,” Luz said, surprisingly cheeky.

I huffed all the way from sand to sea.

On the way in, I passed Kem coming out of the Pacific with a few other guys, likely headed for the food table. But Nico remained.

“Here we are again,” he said as we bobbed in the space beyond the drop-off. And I didn’t bring up his plane ticket. And he didn’t bring up the government dotted lines he’d signed on. And I didn’t bring up our past, or Crown Point, or all we’d been through.

We just surfed.

We surfed until I felt more strain in my lungs than I did at the thought of him leaving. More burn in my throat than the rasp of goodbye.

After, we sat on the shore on top of our boards in that small and perfect space where just the barest hint of foamy salt water teased our toes.

“Sorry about Sydney.” My boldness was the kind you suddenly get in front of people with packed bags.

His face slanted. “Luz?”

“She may have let it slip.”

He smiled, tight-mouthed. Behind us, the Giant Dipper snaked around its wooden tracks. Gleeful screams blended into the crashing surf. “Go ahead, ask.”

“You okay?”

Earth-brown eyes sprang onto pool blue. “More than I thought. Her idea at first, but I caught on pretty fast.” It was all I needed, but he went on. “I’m on a new adventure that some people can’t handle. Plus, she’s going into her senior year. We had something fun and cool, but not more.”

I counted three waves before he said, “I want to know about Junior Guards. Keep me posted on everything. Pictures, too.”

“Oh,” I said on a weak chuckle, “you know not what you asketh. Be prepared for online scrapbook collages galore. Willa dot annoying dot com.”

“Bring it.” His teeth gleamed. “Speaking of annoying, how many times do you think I’ll have to correct people in Illinois that it’s not Nicolas Martin but Marteen? Power of the accent mark.”

“Um, from what I’ve witnessed for years, maybe five thousand?”

“Let’s hope that’s my biggest irritant,” he said, so soft I almost missed it. He’d been preparing to go where he was going since he was a kid. But it was still a path leading somewhere dangerous. Unknown.

We settled into the rhythmic tide cycling back and forth. Near and far. Sometimes he stuck out his foot to chase the receding water. “I’ll miss you, Nicolas Martín-not-Martin,” I finally said.

“I’ll miss you too, Willa Joan.”

My given name rolled away, and I wondered why not Willa-Bee. Maybe he felt like he needed to leave her here where she belonged, while this boy on this beach was already half gone.

“Well, you’re usually as hungry as I am. Ready for one of Mama’s turkey subs?” Nico stood with his board, crouching like he was going to help me up, but then stopped, turning. “Hey, man, you just get here?”

I whipped around, shielding my eyes from the blinding sun. Kason O’Connell stood shirtless in royal-blue-and-green trunks. A bodyboard was wedged under his arm. He exchanged a greeting with Nico, then moved into my shadow.

“This seat taken?”

I flourished my hand, offering him the whole shoreline. But he sat close on his foam board. “Looks like the party’s in full force back there. I got someone to cover my lunch shift, but I had to come in super early for prep.”

“Early and summer don’t go together,” I said.

“Fuck, no.”

I let out an easy chuckle, well used to Luz-speak.

“I’m gonna try out for A-group guards. Kem said you just passed. I have my swim test on Friday.” He gestured down the beach to the spot Junior Guards would take over in a couple weeks.

“Have you been training?” It was weird, but the good kind of weird, to be talking like this with another boy. Steady friend Kem didn’t count.

His nose bunched up. “Not exactly. But my varsity letter says I’m fast enough around a track. Shouldn’t be much different in the pool.”

On the swimming sites and message boards I’d pored over, I’d seen it go both ways with newbies: guys with strong cardio chops who slayed various time challenges. And proud, seasoned athletes whose bodies slogged through each meter, failing them by ten precious seconds or more. “The clock won’t lie,” I teased.

He smiled—a big, jovial display—and I found I liked it. That and the crinkles sparking the edges of pale green eyes. It wasn’t exactly odd that he’d chosen to sit with me now, but I’d barely spoken with him since fall. I’d given the idea of him a shrug-off after Kem mentioned Kason was dating someone around Christmastime. I’d hit full-force stopwatch training by then, anyway.

Today those factors had changed. Said girlfriend already had a new boyfriend, and I’d passed my quals.

“Is that all you’ve got going for summer?” I asked. “Guards plus Mr. G.’s?”

“Not exactly. My parents are divorced, and my dad lives in Toronto. He’s in Germany now for work, but I usually spend most of the summer at his place. I’ll fly over there in August.” Before I said more, he added, “That’s a sweet board. I don’t surf. Supposedly that’s part of Guards?”

“Thanks.” I slid my hand along the matte epoxy surface. “Yeah, they’ll teach you. Surfing’s the only part I’ve got down already.”

“Nice. I’ll give it a go. Maybe you can give me some pointers?”

Maybe I could.

We hit the food instead of the water. More than a few times, I caught Kason gazing my way, where he’d deftly recover. But he didn’t do more under Mrs. M.’s impressive party tent that day. Kason’s vibe definitely seemed more shy than aloof. But shy was… nice. Shy was the gentle stir of the bay at Riviera Shores, three blocks from my house, not the pounding ocean of all my other summers. I wondered how it would feel to swim there.



When Nico left for boot camp two weeks later, we still went to our ritual Saturday morning breakfast café—Josie’s, Crown Point’s home to steaming “leaning tower of pancake” stacks. Britton’s phone lit up on our table, and we read Luz’s text together. Well he’s off. On my way. Five minutes

Josie set her famous hot chocolates in front of us. A former surf queen, her skin was deeply tanned and freckled, with sunspots etched from the days when no one wore Coppertone.

“Thanks, Josie. Luz is almost here. One more?” I asked. “And can she have extra whipped cream? Tough day.”

“Of course, baby,” Josie said. “We all wish Nico well.”

I smiled, but it faded when I showed Britton my text message inbox.

“Oh, Kason!” she said. “I’m assuming it went down like this: he asked Kem for your number, then Kem asked you and you said yes, then Kem told him, and only then did he text you.”

I acknowledged the accuracy of her recap with my free hand while the other hoisted the steaming mug. I sipped and licked off whipped cream. “Yeah, but he texted to say he dropped out of Guards even though he qualified because his dad’s work project ended early. So, he’s off to Canada in a couple days.”

Britton frowned.

“Over before we start.”

“He’s back in the fall. There’s hope.”

My mouth quirked. “If he doesn’t forget what I look like.” I tightened my face. “And not a word about my rear end and its memorability.”

She held her hands in surrender, and we giggled until we saw the white Suburban at the curb and Luz in the doorway.

We stood and pressed her into the middle of us. We held and squeezed tight for a silent four-count. Sympathetic words were always welcome, but we knew Luz better than anyone. Right now, she wouldn’t want to be talked down from feelings she’d just have to reconcile with the hypothalamus or adrenaline or whatever was at work beneath her skin.

When we sat, I pushed over the hot chocolate Josie dropped off.

“Thanks.” Her eyes were damp and red. She sighed out all the world, and we were simply there to catch what we could.

Soon, though, Luz pulled three large, colorful envelopes from her crossbody bag. She passed them out. Mine was yellow, and each had a name scrawled in Nico’s handwriting.

“He said he was at this cool shop in Coronado and found these cards made by a local artist. These are for our first day of sophomore year, just for kicks. He won’t be back in time.”

Nico loved a greeting card, and often found excuses to send them, beyond birthdays. King of encouragement and jokes and the power of the personalized message, he’d often left goofy notes like the one in my swim gear. Britton got them before shows. Luz found cheesy sayings in her journals and textbooks. His meticulously chosen cards and funny or poignant captions were always my favorites.

“He also said get used to our birthday cards coming early, when he has leave or time. But he won’t forget us,” Luz added, her eyes welling again.

We drank from our mugs and stared at the half rainbow of envelopes.

“I’m dying to read his idea of tenth-grade wisdom,” I said, running my finger around the yellow paper.

“Same,” Britton said.

Even Luz nodded emphatically. “You know, today blows. We could…”

“Yeah,” I said, catching on. “No one would know if we sneaked a peek early.”

“We’d know,” Britton said. She wiped cream off her lip. “But we wouldn’t have to tell.”

And so we decided. Silly, but it felt like such a rebel move right then. Our trembling fingers carefully lifted the tucked-in envelope flaps. In minutes, three opened cards and three empty cups crowded the table.

“I feel kinda guilty.” Britton had the guts to say it first.

“Me too.” Luz’s bottom lip poked out. “Like we violated some code.”

“Let’s put the cards back,” I suggested. “We’ll put them in the Hippo and read them again, first day of tenth grade like he wanted. We can pretend we never looked.”

“That works,” Luz said. “And next time, we’ll wait.”

But I didn’t exactly wait until the first day of sophomore year. Since the Hippo was currently at my house, I’d taken our cards from Josie’s. I opened mine for one more look before tucking it away with the others.

A watercolor yellow-and-white daisy filled the cover, so large it took up almost the whole space.

Inside:


Bloom where you’re planted.

DEAR WILLA-BEE,

OKAY, YOU’LL PROBABLY HAVE MR. KANAWA FOR WORLD HISTORY THIS YEAR. HE HATES SLACKERS AND LOVES IT WHEN STUDENTS SIT UP FRONT. OH, AND HIS STUDY GUIDES ARE BASICALLY THE TESTS, SO TAKE HEED. THE REST YOU’VE GOT IN THE BAG. TAKE CARE OF MY SIS, OKAY? IT’LL JUST BE HER WITH MAMA AND DAD FOR LONGER NOW, AND SHE WON’T TALK ABOUT THAT OR OUR FAMILY AS MUCH AS SHE SHOULD. YOU KNOW ALL THIS BECAUSE IT’S YOU. BUT SHE NEEDS YOU AND BRIT.

I HOPE SOPHOMORE YEAR IS TEN TIMES BETTER THAN FRESHMAN YEAR. LIKE, KEEP THE GOOD PARTS FROM NINTH GRADE, BUT GET READY FOR SOME AWESOME, NEW THINGS. I’M THINKING OF YOU AND EVERYONE ALWAYS.

STAY PERFECTLY CROWN POINT COOL. OKAY, FRIEND? STAY TUNED—I’LL BE BACK SOON.

NICO.






— then — When We Were Sixteen

MY FRIENDS AND I TOOK on sophomore year, but only after rereading Nico’s tenth-grade advice notes. He was rarely wrong in those cards. Luz and Britton and I were scrounging up afternoon snacks in Britton’s kitchen on a Sunday afternoon that said October on calendars but August on thermometers.

In true form, bouncing around ideas for my paper in Mr. Kanawa’s class had shifted into a discussion about the fact that Kason O’Connell still hadn’t asked me out, even though we’d been texting for a couple weeks. He’d joined some lunchtime gaming club, and I had no classes with him this year. We existed inside two blue talking bubbles.

“Forget shy. He’s verging into mole rat territory,” Luz said.

“I think it’s sweet.” Britton opened a box of pretzel sticks. “Like he’s taking his time on purpose. Courting you.”

I poked a hand out. “You did not just say ‘courting.’ ” We’d definitely been watching too many old movies.

My phone dinged from the counter, but Luz was quicker. “Well, lookee here. We conjured it.”

I snatched my device, grinning at Kason’s name on my lock screen. Real quick before I get hit with a bunch of Novocain (emergency dentist—blah). Willa’s top five favorite things—go!

“Now, that’s romantic,” Britton said over my shoulder. “Thinking of you before a tooth filling.”

Luz came around to peek. “Oh, please let us answer!”

I barked a laugh. “Love you forever, but not even.” Without needing to think, I typed, Rubio’s tacos, South Mission, yellow cake, surfboard, my friends

“Awww,” Luz and Britton crooned in unison.

Very interesting came through immediately.

Interesting? I didn’t know how to take that, but he was about to undergo a dental procedure. Do I get a Kason top five?

You’ll get a top ten, but tonight. Doc with a with a drill is back. Later, W

The girls scanned his reply. “Promising. So, do you like him, like him?” Oh, Britton.

“Yeah—I think so. But I’d be more sure if I could decide, you know, in person.”

We tipped our chins in agreement. Kem’s words, when I’d finally gotten the guts to bring up Kason, replayed: Give a gentleman his due time. It’s all good.

It had sounded like Kem-speak for “Some things are worth the wait.”

Keeping on theme, Brit announced that her mom had started seeing someone. Britton had only met him once, this fellow broker named Grant who’d recently joined Pacific Park Realty.

She’d moved to a cabinet, rooting around in the space where Adrienne kept vitamins. “Mom wants to bring him to Fall for Funds to hear me sing.” Next Saturday, MPHS was hosting a full-on carnival. Proceeds would go to boost both the athletic and music departments, and Britton was on the roster for the talent stage.

She brandished a bottle of ibuprofen in victory. “Yes! Thank God.” Just as quickly, she shoved out a warning palm to Luz, halting her motion. “Keep your little pulse-taking fingers to yourself. It’s just—”

“PMS,” said Luz, because of course she knew.

Britton groaned before popping two tablets with a swig of water. “The worst. And it’s supposed to be even hotter tomorrow, and I have to do the mile run in PE.”

“Not if you show up with a special female reproductive system discomfort note from Mommy,” Luz said.

“Adrienne won’t go for that,” I noted. “She’d be all, I survived it in my time.”

“Word for word,” Britton said.

“Oh, I know.” Luz hunted until she found a notepad scrawled with one of Adrienne’s notes for the housekeeper and a returned check stub. She slid them toward me, along with a pen. “Willa Joan,” she all but orated, “it is time to do that thing you do.”

The entire room caught on in a blink. A couple years ago, I discovered I had a knack for impersonating other people’s handwriting. I vowed not to abuse it, but my friend’s period pain counted as a special circumstance.

Britton wedged her bottom lip under her teeth, rattling her head.

“How about this?” I said. “I’ll write the note, and you keep it in your bag, just in case.” Using the samples as a guide, I carefully composed a note in Adrienne’s handwriting on a clean page. “Signed Adrienne Rose.”

“Fine,” Britton huffed. She moved to her school tote across the room to hide my note. “And thanks. Some rules are worthy of a little bending.”

“All day,” Luz said.

With that done, I was about to pester Britton about what song she’d finally chosen for Fall for Funds, but she’d pulled out a curious item from her tote, brandishing it with an amused wince.

As we’d soon learn, the story of how one single condom had made it into Britton’s bag really wasn’t as weird as it could have been. Last week, Liam from choir (who worked in the nurse’s office for credit) had procured a small stash from the supply the nurse kept for classes. As a backstage joke after the choir performance, he was juggling and tossing them across the array of backpacks and purses when they were packing up gear. Evidently one had landed at the bottom of Brit’s open tote.

“It’s been there all week?” I asked, inspecting the little foil packet. She shrugged… and then it just happened. After a short, wordless whiff of agreement, we were going to investigate. I had the honor of ripping open the top and pulling out the latex circle.

We stared at the condom from all the angles it didn’t have.

Britton took it. “Speaking from the last row of that health in-service, pretty sure I remember it just rolls, um, open.”

I tried to pull some of the latex apart over my thumb.

“How else would it… open?” Luz asked.

“Well, hi, ladies.”

We turned, totally having missed Adrienne’s reappearance from the market. Two paper bags perched on the island. I dropped the condom like it had grown spikes. And thank God my forged note was already hidden.

All Adrienne rolled out was a thick sigh. She waved us over and took a few moments to collect her thoughts. “Look, we’ve always talked about how you can come to me with anything. And I mean, anything.”

Solemn, we all nodded. This truth was as much a part of our trio as everything in our gray memory box.

Adrienne’s laugh was warm over the cool marble. She grabbed a banana from the paper bag. “God, this was not what I was envisioning when these were on special at the market, but here we are.” She held up one finger and returned a few moments later with a small box. A pack of three, just like we were.

“I’m not trying to interfere with your parents.” She removed one of the new condoms from its foil packet. “But you’re curious, and if the Mission Point hallways are anything like mine were, misinformation is everywhere. So let’s get ahead of that now.”

I got what Adrienne meant. And my own mother, who existed most vividly among her flowers and trees, had not been silent about birds and bees. She’d talked, and I’d listened. Today felt different, though. Like sex and love and possibilities were unwound and approachable enough for us to want to ask a bit about them during Adrienne’s lesson.

She’d used the banana to show us how to unroll the condom the right way.

All in all, Luz was most fascinated with the box. “What are these things constructed from, anyway?” She squinted at the tiny print.

One thing was missing: shame. Any hint of it from the fact that, at twenty, Adrienne had been too swept away to think about a condom. The same mom who spoke of wisdom and safety also claimed that Britton—and the way she’d come into Adrienne’s life—was her greatest treasure. In this family, both could be perfectly true.

Adrienne went straight to the pantry for Duncan Hines after her demo. It was a yellow-cake kind of afternoon. Afterward, we’d added the condom to the Hippo as a tribute to our new knowledge, arguing over which one of us would most likely haunt the others with a room full of latex disks. (I had won that round.)



Unfortunately, Britton was right about the weather forecast the next day. I sweated through my pale gray tee as I trekked across the MPHS quad for lunch.

“Finally.” I twisted up my hair, freeing the damp patch at the back of my neck. “Mr. Kanawa took forever to approve my paper topic.”

Luz waved cheerfully from her spot, cross-legged on the grass, her lunch laid out on her flattened cooler bag.

Britton had chosen the bench to eat her yogurt. She scooted over for me and my container of leftover lasagna—tomatoes, onions, basil, and parsley, all from Mom’s garden.

My eyes drifted over to the friend at my feet. Then, I couldn’t unsee it.

What was normal: Luz eating a grilled cheese sandwich. Smooshed, cold from being heated hours ago—she didn’t care. The abnormal part was everything else.

“Um?” was all Britton said.

“Hmm?” was all Luz could’ve said with the amount of bread and cheese she was stuffing into her cheeks. Bite after frantic bite.

“Is there some grilled cheese gremlin who knows you’re an easy target so you figure, ‘Hey, I’ll just beat him to it’?” I pressed.

How she swallowed all that in time to say, “Stuff to do, and lunch is only thirty-five minutes,” I’d never know.

One glance at Brit was all we needed to confer. Do not inquire about her stuff. Her stuff leads innocents down rabbit holes.

Soon enough Kem filled our vision. But not just any Kem—recently “lettered” track star Kem Hudson. “Well?” he asked, posing.

“It came!” I beckoned him closer to get a better look at his custom letterman jacket, trimmed in our black and goldenrod school colors. Our grad year winked from one shoulder, and a yellow block letter M beamed from the front.

“So good.” Britton took her turn to pet the black felted wool and buttery leather sleeves. “But how can you stand it? Must be ninety degrees today.”

“Noted,” Kem said. Britton and I made room for him and his Italian sub. “But I don’t care. I’m never taking this thing off.”

It happened then. Britton saw first, then me. While we were ogling Kem’s jacket, Luz had pulled a banana from her lunch bag, as well as a few surgical—yes, surgical—items. Black nylon thread. A tiny, curved needle. Pointed-edge mini scissors.

And Britton, who never swore, said, “Holy shit.”

Our instantaneous giggles went rampant, but Kem was totally lost. “What are you doing?”

Luz didn’t even look up. “Practicing my suturing skills.” Like stitching up a three-inch slice in a banana peel was everyday lunchtime behavior. “Got the idea off YouTube.”

“But, Luz!” I was already past the realm of beyond. “It’s… um… Hello, yesterday?”

Britton was shaking with mirth, dabbing at yogurt dripping helplessly from her mouth.

“What the actual?” Kem asked, perplexed as he tried to eat his sub. “It’s just a banana. It’s not even that big or shaped weird.”

A descent into total amusement, no return. Well, except for Luz. Serious as the premed program she craved, she existed in her personal Luz-zone; no one could reach her there. Her messy topknot jostled in the leftover Santa Ana breeze. Red glasses sagged, forehead creasing as she drove the needle with the scissors, sealing the cut with black nylon. A reverse dissection.

Kem stood in mock contempt. “I gotta bow out. This is clearly a matter between you three, and I lack the cred. Later, girls.”

Brit and I composed ourselves long enough to make kissing noises at him. “We love you, Kem!” we sang in unison.

“Yeah, yeah,” he said as he strode away in his shorts and too-warm varsity jacket. But he spun halfway with a superstar grin.

We spent the rest of lunch trying to calm down enough to eat. When I’d demolished the last of the Oreos Mom added to my lunch (a rare occurrence, these processed treats), Kason appeared and waved me over.

Even banana doctor Luz noticed. “Ooh, it’s live-form O’Connell and not cyber-Cyrano,” she said before I transported myself and my things across the Weed Patch.

Kason’s smile grew. “Hey, so, I did a taste test yesterday after the Novocain wore off, and I maintain Baja Taco wins over Rubio’s. Sorry, not sorry.”

“Impossible,” I said. The horror.

“Guess we’ll have to agree to disagree.” The bell rang. He focused on some distant point, then back at me. “I… I mean, real quick, I was just seeing if you were going to Fall for Funds?”

“I am. Britton’s singing, too.” Baby bright sparks were ricocheting through my insides.

“Cool. Since I’m going, and you’re going, maybe we could meet up and hang?” Kason shifted his weight back and forth, diving his hands into his pockets so quickly, I took it for nerves. A boy was nervous… around me.

“That would be fun. I’ll look for you,” I said, fighting to keep my voice steady. But voices could lie. Science couldn’t; thank God Luz wasn’t there to take my pulse and announce my ecstatic jitters to all of MPHS.

“Not if I find you first,” he said.



Mission Point High managed to pull off an impressive junior version of the San Diego County Fair. Kettle corn and waffle cones tempted us. Portable rides bumped and chugged with the gleeful screams of neighborhood kids. And plenty of people were parting with money in the carnival game section. Oh, we knew about those.

“I might grab a hot dog,” Britton said. “But ice cream plus vocal performance is a definite no.”

“I’m down for mystery meat,” Luz said, adjusting her navy tank top over white cutoffs. “Nitrates and copious amounts of sodium—yum.”

I heard all of this. But most of my attention was spread across the decked-out football field. Pivoting and scanning the crowd. Glancing at my phone with a message count of zero.

“He’ll show, Wills,” Britton said about Kason.

“He’d better, or he’s on my shit list,” Luz said.

“Everyone except us and Kem and Nico is on your shit list lately,” I said.

“Inaccurate.” Luz flubbed out a loud sigh. “Nico’s got the number one spot.”

I narrowed my vision. Nico had been home, but briefly. We’d hung for a couple beach days and a few quick taco runs before he began pre-SEAL training in Massachusetts. “He calls, he writes,” I said. “He even sent our birthday cards ahead of time.”

“I know. And look at you, being the rational one,” Luz said. “I just miss him.”

Her words hung between us as Britton waved her phone. “Mom and Grant just got here.”

I spotted the “new couple” between the Ferris wheel and a spinning contraption Anika and Kem would love. Adrienne was perfect in a black halter sundress and straw hat. And at her side…

“You were right,” I whispered to Brit. “Tall, blond, and handsome—for a forty-year-old.” An aura of suave and swagger ringed his movement along the grass, with Adrienne’s arm looped at his elbow.

“He’s really nice. So far?” Britton added hesitantly. “Mom is gaga, so there’s that.”

After cheek kisses, Adrienne introduced her new boyfriend to Luz and me. Adrienne pegged me as star surfer and budding lifeguard. Then it was Luz’s turn.

“Ahh, you’re the aspiring cardiologist I’ve been hearing about.” Grant’s voice was pressed as smooth as his polo-shirt-and-khaki combo.

Luz beamed. “Well, after undergrad at either UCSD or Johns Hopkins. I can’t decide.”

More like Luz’s heart—and not the organ—was torn between leaving for a renowned premed program in Maryland and staying close to a beloved family that was already so small. Her passion waited at the end of one of those schools. She wanted to get it right.

“Hopkins—impressive.” Grant pursed his lips, nodding. “And UCSD is tops, but I can’t say the medical field and I get along. I run a bit on the squeamish side.”

I crept into Luz’s shadow, leveling her with that gaze. The one she’d recognize as This is not the time to bring up weird things the bloody, beating heart can do.

Luz smiled demurely, and Britton exhaled in relief.

Ironically, we hit the hot dog stand—cardiac enemy number one—while Adrienne talked about saving seats to watch Brit sing.

Today proved my theory: hot dogs were at their most delicious at either baseball games or carnivals. We ate them close to the tented grandstand stage where Britton would show all the other performers how it’s done.

It was then and there that Kason arrived, acknowledging me with a chin lift. Naturally, right while I was stuffing my face with processed meat and dripping mustard.

Brit covertly passed me a wet wipe and a breath mint. How she managed to produce both in less than five seconds was another one of the vast wonders of Britton Rose.

“He’d better have a good excuse,” Luz said. “I’m talking medical emergency.”

Not quite, but he did have reasons, which he’d rattled off so quickly after hello, they became a runaway word train. (Something about his mom and sister’s flight change, and he was their ride, and a forgotten phone.) I must’ve missed his text message inside the blaring pass-through from the MPHS marching band.

“The drum line alone could make you miss the apocalypse,” Kason said. “We’re all clear now, right?” He smiled.

I smiled back at the two dimples puncturing his cheeks.

I also noticed my friends had conveniently fled for the makeshift stage wings to get ready for Brit’s performance.

I ditched mustardy napkins and hot dog foil as Kason settled beside me. And there we were. Strolling along and sharing cotton candy, his secret vice. We weren’t holding hands, not with a sticky pink cloud between us. This still felt special, and I swore people I’d known since kindergarten were looking at me differently. Kason smelled like a familiar cologne from my dad’s magazine samples. Spicy and warm, toasty notes of musk. In contrast, his lightweight checked shirt draped open over a band tee, revealing a slim frame. It was happening: I was the Willa Joan Davidson who was on a sort-of date.

Kason was still playing shy; I didn’t mind. But it was more up to me to keep the conversation moving. I tried, “Where are your mom and sister going?”

He offered me the last scrap of pink sugar before tossing the cone into the nearest bin. “Delia’s considering ASU and U of A for next year, so they’re doing tours in Tempe and Tucson. I just sent in my shit for SDSU.”

“I’m staying here too, hopefully at USD. Perks of being a professor’s kid.”

He whistled. “Sweet!”

I acknowledged the gift it was, but like always, USD felt like a default. The school was ranked highly, but me at USD wasn’t anywhere as monumental as Britton’s Paris, or the intellectual glory waiting at either of Luz’s chosen university programs. My friends were going to train for their obsessive dreams. I was simply going to college.

Real as they were, these thoughts began to feel more ungrateful the longer I considered them. I switched to the other thing hovering over my head. “Luz and her dad are off to tour Hopkins the weekend after homecoming.”

Homecoming. I watched the word land, hoping it could spark a bit of magic with the boy at my side. So far, my group was doing a girls’ night repeat of last year. Unless Kason had another idea. Ask me, ask me pulsed from every cell, until the echo faded into nothing and he shifted to watch the Ferris wheel spin. I fake-smiled through the disappointment. Besides, it was time for Britton, a reason to smile for real.

Kason and I shuffled to the grandstand. Luz was with Adrienne and Grant, and two aisle seats were saved for us. Kason settled beside me and asked, “What’s she gonna sing?”

“She wouldn’t tell us,” Luz said. I cast an amused eye roll at the surgery video she’d swiped away from her phone.

But the opening strains spoiled the surprise, at least for Luz and me. We’d watched the movie featuring this song about sixteen times. Then the singer appeared at the most dramatic spot in the prelude, miles away from the friend who’d just scarfed down a hot dog with extra ketchup. Black tank minidress with smooth shoulders grazed by a wide lick of licorice hair. Red lipstick and new gold sandals.

It seemed the entire fair, even attendees not packed into the stage area, stopped as Britton did a mezzo-soprano take on “Never Enough” from The Greatest Showman. It was the way she consumed a stage. The way Adela had been patiently coaching her prodigious ability, with careful mind to the safe, natural voice development that would eventually ready her for the professional arena.

Luz could give an entire presentation on how an opera singer’s vocal cords and resonators adapted with training. How the diaphragm worked. She loved listening to Brit and studying her as an instrument of flesh and blood.

Today Luz and the rest of the crowd just enjoyed her. I enjoyed her with a sunbright love. But there was a tandem feeling, a chilled fog like the one hovering over the city that would call her so very far away.

Kason leaned in and whispered during the interlude, “Damn, that’s some chops. She’s been in classes with me. She’s the quietest one.” He gestured. “Nothing like that level of fierce.”

“Offstage and onstage Brit hardly know each other. The other day she wouldn’t speak up when Smoothie Stop gave her berry instead of mango.” But stage Britton wasn’t merely singing. She was performing. She became the lyrics and every bend of music. Fierce? A wild bear wouldn’t charge her now.

She finished out the song. Barely a dry eye watched her bow. Fairgoers wouldn’t stop clapping, gracing her with a standing ovation.

In all the cheering, I missed Kason the first time. He had to repeat his question after nudging my shoulder. “You wanna be my date for homecoming?”




— then — When We Were Sixteen

NOT FORTY-EIGHT HOURS AFTER KASON asked me to homecoming, Britton and Luz had their own dates, and by homecoming night, we’d already been trying to honor the Endings and Beginnings theme for spirit week. For something new, as we usually dressed for special events at Britton’s, we got ready at Casa Martín this time.

Luz’s room was as much of an ode to learning as her brain. This Saturday night her book-walled space happily welcomed all the perfumed and stilettoed parts of us. I wore ivory, strapless lace that reminded me of vanilla frosting, and I was going to dance with a boy who was my date for the first time ever.

Between lined cat eyes and zippers, we pretended we were bachelorettes starring in our own TV show looking for love. I went a step further and created mock homecoming bios for my friends’ dates.

For Britton’s match:


Seventeen-year-old choir tenor and senior Taylor Adams-Foley has been a longtime (okay, a year) friend of Britton Rose. Taylor enjoys musical theater, owns three rescue animals, and has a strong penchant for Naples-style pizza. Roughly five foot ten, the blond-haired, green-eyed San Diego native asked Britton to homecoming in a made-up jingle.



Luz, not being interested in anyone special, fell into a different situation that thrilled her all the same. I made it sound really good:


Sixteen-year-old sophomore Kem Tadao Hudson excels in track. He currently has plans to become a physical therapist like his former-college-football-star father. While fluent in his mother’s native Japanese tongue, he’d rather not speak in any language about his recent breakup with sophomore class president, Maya Ortiz. Kem is pleased to attend this year’s homecoming, themed Endings and Beginnings, with close friend Luz Martín.



I skipped Kason’s dossier—we’d already been dissecting him, head to toe, for weeks. Besides, I lost focus while testing my gold strappy heels along the wood floors, praying for balance. I kicked them off when Britton signaled it was my turn for hair.

“Why don’t we do an undone updo?” Britton suggested. No vanities existed here. She’d propped one of Mrs. M.’s accent mirrors on Luz’s L-shaped desk. Brit’s collection of eye shadow palettes shared space with a 3D heart model and Luz’s favorite Snoopy figurine depicting the cartoon dog as a lab-coated scientist.

“Just what I wanted.”

Britton did her magic, dressed as a strawberry confection. Pink ombré froths in delicate organza layered around her body like spun sugar. It reminded me of a glammed-up version of her second-grade pig costume.

Luz buzzed around us and held up dainty pearl drop earrings to the mirror reflection, testing the look. Her first dance dress was steel gray and covered in stars. With her hair coiled tight into a sleek bun, she looked like a midnight sky. Instead of inserting the earrings, she studied them almost too pensively.

“What? Those are perfect,” Britton said.

She pushed one through and fastened the backing. “I know. They’re from Mama. I was just thinking—earlier she said they reminded her of the dangly baby teeth earrings her mom, my abuela, had made when she was little.” She inserted the other pearl. “But those are long gone.”

This revelation halted all forms of primping. “Hold up. Baby teeth earrings, as in wearing around real teeth? Made into jewelry?” I asked, already cringing, with Britton right behind me.

“Huge Cuban tradition. And maybe they still…” She shrugged. Maybe they still did it. Luz wouldn’t know, because her family connection was also long gone.

“Your mom never did that with your teeth,” Britton said. “We would have seen those by now.”

“None of her San Diego friends did anything close for their kids,” Luz said. “Plus, I probably would’ve tried to pry them out of the gold fittings to use in some experiment.”

Britton and I laughed. That was the Luz we knew.

She flicked one of the dangling pearls. “But Mama said I could keep these after tonight.” Little-voiced, she met our eyes in the mirror. “When she was growing up, girls were given gold jewelry by their tías and abuelas for milestones, or just because. And this tradition is one she could bring back.”

Britton set down her tools. We both rested a free hand on either side of Luz’s bare shoulders and made the best wall we could around her lost things.

“I offer these, thy humble gifts.”

We turned, drifting apart. Mr. M. stood in the doorway with one of our certified cures: three boxes of Animal Style Fries from In-N-Out Burger, and pink lemonades. A glop of cheese sauce, tangy spread, and caramelized onions put the animal in these fries. He arranged our makeshift dinner on Luz’s dresser before making a comedic show of “backing away slowly.” Mastering impractical food while wearing delicate fabrics was the one talent we shared. But after Luz’s bittersweet family rewind, the timing of this treat had never been better.

“Thank you!” we chimed.

“Qué guapas—you ladies look like flowers,” we heard from the hall. A fine compliment from a landscape engineer.

We moved the grub to the larger desk and basked in its greasy goodness. “I’m gonna play Luz Martín, while questioning Luz Martín,” Britton said after swallowing a forkful of cheesy potatoes. “Top three objectives of next week’s awesome Johns Hopkins tour: go!”

Luz perked up. “Third priority is touring the labs and facilities. I’ve already seen them online, and they’re perfect.” She sipped her lemonade. “Second from the top, Baltimore itself. Do I even want to live there? Do I fit in?”

I met her eyes over the rim of her cup. This was one of those hard parts about dreams—what they left behind. Luz fit best wherever Britton and I were.

She continued, “And tops is feeling out the campus life. I’ve heard Hopkins offers good support and that the premed student body has this tight community.” And then she said something I didn’t expect. She shoved a bunch of oniony fries in her mouth and shrugged in her dress full of stars. “It all has to be worth it, you know?”

“Worth what?” Brit asked.

“The fact that it’s not here. I could have similar opportunities in La Jolla.”

Because top-notch, science-focused UCSD was fifteen minutes away. She had been on three tours of this renowned school. Many girls had band posters on their walls. Luz’s wall had a blown-up picture of UCSD Thornton Hospital—a teaching hospital set in the middle of a green, hilly landscape. The ocean roared west at the base of Torrey Pines state park and its towering cliffs.

“Okay, but what will it take for you to finally decide?” Britton asked.

Luz gazed through the doorway. Nico’s empty room was a few feet away. A little farther down the short hall, her parents’ bedroom sat. Tonight we were here too—Brit and me. Her universe fit on a postage stamp.

Luz didn’t answer right away. She pressed greasy fry fingers to her carotid artery and gazed at her ticking wall clock. A calculation she’d performed so many times, it was reflex, not math. Her signature tell at any twitch of anxiety. When she needed to know something.

“This is gonna sound weird, but Nico mentioned it one time, and it stuck.” Her perky mouth jumped wide, then flapped closed like a valve. “I’ll know when I feel that one of these places needs me as much as I need it.”

I couldn’t imagine a place that didn’t need Luz.

After washing grease off my hands, I made a quick stop between the tiny hall bathroom and Luz’s bedroom, ducking into Nico’s room. I felt like his sister on a secret mission, but with nothing to steal. Still, I walked past the neat blue bed and inhaled. He hadn’t been here in weeks, but I found him anyway. The scent of cedar and salt water gelled into an almost-him, painfully close to real. His corner desk stood clear and tidy, a sign that this wasn’t where he worked anymore. Two pictures stared back from silver frames. One featured his parents on a family Hawaii trip. The other was a picture of him with Luz and Britton and me at South Mission.

Over FaceTime, we’d talked all we could during this first SEAL training phase. I’d seen Nico’s body change even more, challenging the image smiling from that desktop photo. He stayed lean because bulk would slow him down. Still, cuts and curves bulged from his uniform tee, and his new life was framed in unexpected moments. Maybe he was even being roused for a surprise night run on the other side of the country. While I was going to a dance, in a pretty white dress, with another boy.

I returned to Luz’s room. Britton was holding all our shoes like she’d escaped from one of those designer sample sales Adrienne loved. “Fab footwear Instagram shot!” she said, and artfully arranged my gold heels with her silver sandals and Luz’s black peep-toe pumps. Then click and a quick caption, tagging us.

“These have to be the tallest ones I’ve ever worn,” Luz said, pointing down. “Pretty much any podiatrist’s nightmare, but I don’t care tonight.”

“Same. But I’m bringing Band-Aids, or blisters will haunt us before we even die,” Britton said. We joined her in front of the desk mirror to check final details, tugging and adjusting.

We stayed linked, but heads swiveled at the sound of footsteps. Mrs. M. perched at the door, snapping our very first homecoming photo.

Laughing, we rushed the small woman who rocked a silk scarf headband-style around her wavy bob. But the photo on her phone was actually super cute, our reflections backing the shot.

“Approved!” I said.

“I had to,” Mrs. M. said on a warm chuckle. She sighed and pouted her rose-tinted lips. Moisture rimmed her eyes. “Oh, it’s weird to not be driving you tonight.” We all pulled close and smothered her with hugs and kisses.

Taylor and Britton agreed to take Kem and Luz along with them. But Kason and I were riding alone. Nervous flares shot all through my body.

The doorbell rang, and flares turned to fireworks.




— graduation week — Tuesday

AN EMAIL NOTIFICATION FLOATS IN front of the government final notes I’ve been mentally inhaling for two hours. It’s an OpenTable invitation forwarded by my mom for my graduation dinner. But it’s not the reservation itself for Ruth’s Chris Steak House that sends a jolt of anxiety up my spine. It’s the head count. Eight adults, one child. My family of four plus my grandparents plus Kem makes only seven.

Mom automatically included Britton and Luz, even though there’s a huge chance they won’t be there Friday night. Or any night after. Picturing that fancy table with two missing chairs burns a sheen of moisture over my eyes. I have to say something. I text her, despite the fact that she’s just downstairs.

Me: Ruth’s Chris is perfect, thanks! But I don’t know if B and L can come yet

Mom: What? Adrienne and Teresa said they weren’t doing dinners until Saturday

What am I supposed to say? They might not go because Luz said if I can’t come up with a (better, more real, more everything) reason for betraying her last fall, then our friendship is over? I am trying so hard this week—searching and reflecting, returning to places that hurt. But if I am going to be honest, it’s to myself, right here: I can’t trust my mom with the truth and the story that belongs with it. The shame alone is too much.

Me: Lots going on this week, parties and events, so it might just be us and Kem. But promise I’ll let you know in time

Mom: I see. Okay that will work

I wipe my eyes and take in the deepest breath I can hold. My hands reach for the Hippo, and I all but throw myself in this time. I hastily grab a slim notebook of jokes and doodles, but it’s what’s siting behind it that sends a trickle of goose bumps up my arms.

Moments later I’m studying the unwanted item—a rose wrist corsage. It used to be white. I’d found it in a Ziploc bag with two other corsages, one pink and one red. But the white petals have shriveled into tan-colored buds. I know it was only a couple years ago, but I can’t remember why we didn’t throw this one away. I’d forgotten it was even here, which tells me we’ve spent more time adding items to this box than actually looking at the whole collection. These flowers don’t deserve a hallowed spot in the Hippo.

Normally, we don’t edit contents, but I decide to make an exception. This corsage has to go—canceled. I wish I could throw away the entire night that goes with it.

With one toss, the flowery accessory gets a new home in my wastebasket. It lands right on top of the anatomy notes from my earlier final.

My phone dings, but not from Mom.

Kem: Gyoza? My baachan’s secret recipe?

Me: Better not. Gov tomorrow and I have appt. with Father Sprouse in three hours

Kem: Since when does it take you more than 10 minutes to slam through your first gyozas?

Me: Truth. But I’m in a funk

It’s not that I don’t want to see people. I want certain people so much, I feel like I can’t make more words, create more dribble-drabble good enough for anyone else. Especially Kem.

Kem: Crispy pan-fried. Pork and cabbage. Mom’s homemade chili sauce that you’ve been caught licking off plates

Kem: Certified funk-proof good luck study fuel

My friend is a ridiculous pest. And if he’s volunteering to deal with me, that’s on him. He was warned.

Me: See you in fifteen

Kem: I knew you’d cave

I replace the Hippo items and change into clothes fit for company. Dark jeans work, and a top that sits askew on my shoulders—black, the perfect opposite to spite a trio of shriveled white flowers sitting in the only place they belong.




— then — When We Were Sixteen

I FELT LIKE THE HUMAN version of Endings and Beginnings. One notable beginning had me slow-dancing with a boy who was my date. Student council translated the homecoming theme decor with rainbow pigmented lights thrown all around the gym. More than once I caught myself watching the play of colors against the white rose corsage at my wrist.

Kason caught my gaze and edged away just enough to flick the boutonniere pinned onto his black suit. He smiled, and I twirled backward into a memory.

You can cancel your boutonniere order. Still time, Mom had said Friday after school. She handed me a homegrown white rosebud backed with silvery dusty miller. This was fun for me, and it will keep in the fridge.

I rubbed the floral-taped stems. It’s perfect. Thanks, Mom. I guess you saved me fifteen bucks.

We have almost as much pretty stock as Lisa’s Florals out back. She said this while flitting around the kitchen, and even smiling.

But tonight, with Kason’s arms around my waist and a quiet song filling the gym, I felt a nagging pinch of regret. I hadn’t even thought to ask Mom for her help. I was so used to her garden being her everyday escape, I sometimes forgot about the beautiful things she grew there.

This was an ask right in her wheelhouse, but I didn’t think twice when Britton suggested we pick out boutonnieres for our dates together. I’d go to Mom next time. The tug from Kason pulling me slightly closer warmed the chill of yesterday.

“I’m glad we’re, um, doing this,” Kason said. Even under the color wheel of lights, I caught the red flush pooling in his cheeks. This was new. This was something after all those weeks of texting.

“Me too.”

A bit later, Kason’s sister, Delia, broke away from her girlfriend to cut in and dance with him. She looked cute in a black velvet halter dress, her dark angled bob ironed straight. “Let’s take some shots with the photo booth props,” she said before taking my spot.

I agreed and met my friends in the bathroom for lip gloss touch-ups and a hair check.

“You and O’Connell were sure looking cozy out there,” Luz noted. She tamed a strand from her bun.

I went for demure. “You think so?”

“Please,” Britton said. “You were one-hundred-percent heart eyes. I mean, he’s cute and has some seriously good hair. You know that swoop action he’s got going on in front?” She dipped her shoulders to mimic Kason’s waves.

My laugh boomed through the bathroom walls. “We need an update on Taylor. I was trying to spy on you guys, but it’s packed out there.”

“Um, we were right behind you nearly the whole time. May I repeat, your otherwise occupied heart eyes?” Brit nudged me playfully.

“Kem and I were too,” Luz said. “Major sparks, Wills.”

I snorted as Britton twirled left and right, checking her hair in the small, cloudy mirror. “But, yeah, I’m still trying to figure Taylor out. He’s fun. Thinking he might ask me out again.” She swiped on a fresh coat of lip gloss. “Oh! On the ride over, he talked Kem into grabbing some tacos and maybe a late-night movie. My mom’s cool with it.”

Luz nodded. “Same. You guys wanna come?”

“Kason mentioned something happening at his friend’s place in Bay Park. I think he wants to make an appearance.” My face wilted. “I mean, it’s his last homecoming and—”

“Willa!” Luz said. “Go be on your date already.”

“Yeah, seriously, hon,” Brit said.

An ending. For years, we’d been a trio in tandem motion from here to everywhere. My night wouldn’t look like my friends’ after this dance. And that was the good kind of okay. I flipped open my chain wallet clutch, similar to the bag Britton always wore. I wiped the old, crumbly gloss with a tissue. My peachy-pink tube was wedged into the bottom.

Luz pulled the bag toward her. “Well, well, well,” she said, plucking out a wrapped condom from the unzipped inner pocket. I’d forgotten about it since Adrienne’s banana demo. I’d slipped it into my chain wallet with a mental shrug, just because.

A beginning.

Britton raised her brow.

“Um, no,” I said firmly. “Not tonight. Not… even.”

Luz dropped an innocent palm over her heart. “Did I suggest anything?”

“You didn’t not suggest anything.” I tossed the condom back into the main compartment. “Anyway. Moving on… because.” I waved the girls in tight. “Selfie time.”

“Here? Our selfies require better backdrops,” Britton said in her best Do you even know me? tone. She scooted us like one beast wearing three pairs of uncomfortable heels toward a nondescript sage-green wall.

I clicked.



My feet were on fire. Somewhere between vintage Bill Withers and current top forty, Kason said he liked my gold heels. So I pushed through. But my first few seconds in the passenger seat of his RAV4 were bliss.

Backing out into the student lot, Kason rolled down his window, yelling something halfway incoherent that had to be an inside joke. A couple of his buddies were the knowing recipients.

“Whose house did you say we’re going to?” I asked, hoping it was far away so my time in the car would be long—oh, my feet were so happy.

Kason had taken the rear parking lot exit, which was the opposite way to Bay Park. “About that… We need to make a quick 7-Eleven stop.”

“Um, sure.” We were already down the block from one of the key MPHS snack distribution establishments.

Kason swung into a space. “I’ll just be a sec.”

He was already through the glass door when a text came through from my mom. Just checking in

A careful response was a must. My parents had extended my curfew, but she was asking more than what she’d texted. Dance was fun. We’re going to meet up with some friends in Bay Park. Parents are home. Just a big group hangout

She wrote back immediately. Remember just because he’s a senior, there aren’t different rules. No drinking

My thumbs-up emoji went through just as Kason shut himself inside with a brown paper bag. “Surprises.” He waggled his brows and started the engine.

“I won’t ask, then.” I smiled—another beginning, a shift. It wasn’t like this black-suited boy was a different Kason from the one who preferred text over talk. Tonight, there was just more of him.

When he drove southwest through Pacific Beach instead of east, I did wonder. And when he made the turn onto Crown Point Shores Drive, I couldn’t resist an “Uh, Bay Park?”

“Sergio’s house is probably pumping with good eats and tunes right now. But I thought this would be a better idea.”

This turned out to be a descent into Crown Point Park. A deserted version of the bustling playground area and picnic spot. Only a couple other cars were even in the lot.

By the time I managed to undo the seat belt, he was already at the passenger side with the bag and a towel. The day had been the typical too-warm of October. But the air cooled down at night, and I was both strapless and wrap-less. I rubbed my goose-bumped arms.

Kason tossed out a laugh. “Right.” He removed his suit jacket and draped it across my shoulders, and I slid into the oversize sleeves.

“Thanks.”

“I like coming here,” he said. “I live by Kate Sessions Park up the hill. Killer view. But this one’s right on the water.”

I took his outstretched hand. My feet hated me. Thought I was a purveyor of torture and other bad things. Strolling the long walkway snaking around the bay sounded dreamy, but not in these heels.

Kason had a different plan, also foot-challenging. I kicked out a leg. “I might sink and get stuck forever on the grass in these.”

“Just ditch them.”

I did, and toed on. The sprinklers had recently gone off. My happier but unprotected feet squished and sloshed into cold, damp grass. By the direction Kason chose, I had an idea where we were going. The Hump loomed ahead, and not another soul was around.

At the top he spread out the towel.

“Good thinking.” I tried to arrange myself somewhat respectively in my lacy dress.

Meanwhile he’d pulled out packaged brownies, a small bottle of sparkling cider, and two plastic cups. “I’m afraid this is as classy as 7-Eleven gets.”

A thin layer of relief settled in, even though I hadn’t exactly known what I was expecting. Here, or with him suddenly changing our plans. But the outcome was perfectly… perfect. City lights danced like we had, all along the bay. The lapping water and bristling trees crooned the only music left tonight. “I’m not classy.”

“You’re here, though,” Kason said. “It takes a crowbar to separate you from your friends.” He slanted his gaze. “Challenge accepted. And besides, only two brownies come in this pack.”

He handed me one, but I was stuck, seconds in the past. “Don’t you have a best friend or two?”

“Sure.” He bit into gooey chocolate, then waved an absent arm. “A couple guys from track. But you three are, like, fucking… symbiotic. I learned that in AP Bio, by the way.”

I laughed. “Luz could’ve taught that class.”

“See, you can’t even go five minutes without talking about them.”

A flash of offense caught me colder than the night. His jacket wasn’t warm enough for those words. But then he set down his glass. “I didn’t mean that the way it came out.”

Luz was in my mind again as I wondered what my heart rate was. “How did you mean it?”

“Not as anything bad. You’re lucky you have people who are that close to you. You’re all stuck together.”

I nodded easily and tried the brownie. Rich, but Adrienne’s yellow cake was better. “They’re closer than my family in a lot of ways.”

He tilted his chin. “Really? I mean, your parents seem nice.”

Earlier he saw our meticulously dusted living room during a quick stop for pictures. Maybe noticed the calm, doting way my dad circled around my mom. Maybe the bright bead of excitement on Mom’s face as she told about her garden boutonniere craft, with more details than anyone needed. But I’d given her that one, and let her help pin the stems to Kason’s suit. Her face was the face of “good days.”

Kason didn’t go past the back door, though. He didn’t ask me about the amoeba-shaped lawn only because he didn’t see it. If we kept hanging out, he would. “They are. Nice, I mean.” I exhaled. “But you know how it is.”

“Pretty much all I know.” He scooted a hair closer. “Mine’s broken to shit and split between two countries.”

A family sealed inside one address could be every bit as broken.

I watched an airplane descend across the panoramic view. My nose tripped over the sharp, peppery scent of lemon leaf from the sprig on Kason’s jacket. When I turned back, he was as close as he was earlier. But we weren’t dancing. He grabbed my wrist, thumbing across the white flowers.

Wait. What had I heard? Wait, wait, wait…. What was I supposed to do? Ahh—take mental snapshots of these kinds of happenings. Remember to place myself big inside each second, even when I was floating, flying, sinking, impossibly all at once.

Click. The way Kason moved his hand up my arm, then higher still until he was gently cupping my jaw. “You’re gonna tell your friends about this tomorrow, aren’t you?” A ghosted smile peeked around the words.

I could only shrug my truth. Click.

He snuffed out a messy breath. “I think I’ll do this anyway. Okay?”

I nodded once, and my first kiss began with all the shyness I was well used to. I had no past kisses to compare his to, but I found my way into warm and soft and the chocolaty-cider taste of him.

Then he thought he’d do it again.




— then — When We Were Sixteen

WHEN THE SANTA ANA WINDS picked up, Kason suggested a movie and seats that weren’t covered by a layer of recent irrigation. But we didn’t head to the theater like Luz and Britton and their dates. The party at Sergio’s house was also a no.

Kason’s upper Pacific Beach home sprawled in a classic ranch style. One hand notched into the small of my back as he let us in to a foyer steeped in shadows. Only a faint light glowed from the archway. I shrugged out of his jacket; he tossed it onto a narrow bench even though a coatrack stood near. “Ha—whatever.” He flicked a switch, illuminating buttercream walls and deep-green marble floors. “So this is me.”

The posh aesthetic of his home felt like Britton’s. “It’s really pretty. You mom won’t mind us taking over the TV?”

His forehead was all creases. “Not unless she’s testing out her hyper-vision superpower. She’s in LA this weekend for a friend’s wedding.”

My breath tripped. “Oh, I thought… You said she just left Trader Joe’s with more snacks than you—never mind.” Delia and her girlfriend had gone to Sergio’s party. But we weren’t there. We were alone in his house.

“I meant she left me and Delia with enough eats to last until Sunday. But it’s just us raiding the pantry tonight.” He stepped closer, giving a one-two squeeze to my hand. “That’s okay, right?” He slid back into the pre-dance, pre-kiss (at least five by this point) Kason who’d texted me long into the night about Mexican food and cult classic TV. His gaze sank like too many things were his fault.

I squeezed back. “All good.”

“Willa.” He fixed a stray hair from Britton’s expert updo, making my stomach backflip for the hundredth time. “I invited you here for snacks and TV. Clearer now?” He shot forward to the Kason who’d given me kiss number five—a searing jolt when he helped me out of his SUV.

“Much.”

“C’mon.” He pivoted, taking me with him. “The family room is this way.” A long hall led to what was probably an addition.

“You win for the biggest sectional I’ve ever seen,” I said, face-to-face with the smoke-gray behemoth of deep cushions and wide ottomans.

“Careful. Sink too far and you could get lost,” Kason said.

A slow-moving grin touched my face.

He shook his head. Winked. “I was strictly talking about our couch.” He led me there. I unhooked my bag and perched on the edge. But he didn’t join me.

“The kitchen’s way at the other end, but you’ll smell the popcorn. Proof of life.” He smiled over a chuckle. “That sound okay? And flavored seltzer?”

“Perfect.”

Kason halted on a series of three text message dings. “Delia’s finally sending the pictures she took of us with your friends.” He crouched low to show me a few of the staged and silly shots we did with all our dates. “Later I’ll send you the ones you want.” He ditched his phone and handed me the remote. “Your pick. Find something good.”

I took a second to survey the room. A huge flat screen ate up the opposing wall, and an artful photo collage showed Kason and Delia as kids. The outside wall had a long French slider, turning the entire space into a giant paned mirror. I needed one. After the short visit to the park, I looked a little shopworn but not too tragic.

Hopefully, the remote and his entertainment system weren’t something I needed a tutorial to figure out. I went in, but Kason’s phone dinged again from the coffee table. His sister had taken more shots than I’d thought.

One scoot forward over the phone, two things became clear: His latest text was from someone nicknamed Whale Bait, not Delia. And it wasn’t a picture. And because I wasn’t a snoop, I wouldn’t have normally looked. In any other moment, any other situation, I would have tried the green button on Kason’s remote and waited for him to return with snacks. But not tonight.

The word “Luz” was as small as she was. Three characters, a single syllable. But to me, Luz was every bit the “light” the word meant in Spanish. Flashing across the text message bubble on Kason’s phone, her name was a glaring beacon. My eyes locked on to it, and I couldn’t not look.

Whale Bait: Ha! But, dude, a white lace dress! Fucking poetic. All snow white Disney cliché. Remember the rule of roofs if it comes to that. A skyscraper’s gonna take longer to fall. She’s not tiny like that Luz chick

I forced myself closer to read again, dropping the remote when everything but channels clicked on. My horror fragmented—I didn’t know where to place it all. The ivory lace dress I wore. Me. I was the snow-white pawn in this joke. My height, the skyscraper. This Whale Bait person wanted me to… fall.

I grabbed Kason’s phone, expanding the app before his lock screen activated. My horror tripled as I read the group text that had been going for two hours. He must’ve been texting on and off when I was with him.

Kason: Ditching Sergio’s. Got a much better idea inside a five-nine package. Fucking gift wrapped

Taco: Yeah you do

Whale Bait: All you’re missing is an eggplant emoji

Kason: It was implied

Taco: Smooth

Whale Bait: K left all kinds of smooth on her ass on the dance floor. Prime real estate

Kason: Told ya shy-guy never fails. And it’ll do

Whale Bait: Consider me converted. I gotta try shy-guy for my next score. Safer than roach—haha!

Taco: You can’t pull off the shy-guy routine. K owns the trademark. You forget that took him a month of texts and no action. You got no patience for that

Kason: If it ain’t broke. And neither is my current situation. Too easy. Barely memorable

Taco: That’s what she’ll say

Whale Bait: Ha! But, dude, a white lace dress! Fucking poetic. All snow white Disney cliché. Remember the rule of roofs if it comes to that. A skyscraper’s gonna take longer to fall. She’s not tiny like that Luz chick

Only Luz could’ve explained my current state, the choke of adrenaline. Despite the muddied tangle between my ears, I clearly knew what roach and roof were, thanks to Adrienne. These guys were talking about date-rape drugs, and joking about my body. And Kason… Kason. All that shy slowness from him the past month wasn’t him courting anything but a cheap score. An easy one.

Roach, roof—Rohypnol. I wrenched my head up, caught the faint whir of the microwave. The scent of butter flavoring wafted down the hall. Kason was fixing me food and drinks. Too easy. And suddenly, I was not on a date with a cool guy who ran track with Kem.

I was alone with a stranger who thought of me as a situation.

Alone.

Not safe.

Rohypnol.

The kitchen.

I stood, teetering inside my own shock. I had to get out. I looked left and right, left and right before I kicked myself into action. Kason wasn’t the only one who could set a scene. I quickly pressed the green remote button; thankfully, the screen flooded the room with a noisy car chase clip.

The slider. I slung on my bag and reached the glass in three strides, quietly unlatching the lock. I slipped out onto a small patio. I had to run. Had to get off this property and far enough away. With my phone as my only light, I ripped off my menacing gold heels without even undoing the straps. I whipped around the house, snagging my hem on a trellis as I reached a side lot filled with trash cans and a compost bin like my mom’s. My nose was hit with the stench of rotting plant matter and trash. I had my own trash. I flung the heels he’d liked into the black container. They’d never slow me down again.

Finally I reached the street. I knew this neighborhood, and the park was close. Running, I had to secure help. My go-to people were at a movie. I’d tried earlier in Kason’s SUV, realizing they’d silenced their phones like you’re supposed to.

My mom, my dad—I couldn’t. Not tonight and not from where I wasn’t supposed to be. There was only one person I could call, the one who said I could always turn to her. I had her on speed dial. I hid behind a tree, panting. Pick up pick up pick up.

I wanted to cry when I heard Adrienne’s sleepy question. “Willa?”

“I need help.”




— graduation week — Tuesday

KIMIKO HUDSON GROWS HER GARDEN inside the house. Dozens of potted plants—some manicured, others disorganized tangles—accent the sleek, modern decor. I’m parked at the glass dining table she’s already set with small plates and chopsticks. A wind chime cling-clangs outside the open screen door, and the savory smell of Kem’s grandmother’s famous dumplings steaming from the kitchen isn’t as much foreign as it is home.

“Thanks for making me come over,” I tell Kem. He has brought the loose-leaf, grassy green tea he grew up on into the dining room. I only drink it here. The special occasion yunomi are handleless, fine ceramic cups glazed in greens and purples.

“I didn’t make you.”

“You didn’t play fair.”

“Villains have truth serum and muscled lackeys. We have steamed dough and chili sauce.” Kem sits and fixes on to me so intently, I feel like he’s trying to see right into my heart. After too many silent beats, he says, “I haven’t heard from you since I brought over the box on Saturday. Just checking that’s not because you thought I was playing when I said I’d be around.”

“It’s not, promise.” The cup warms my hands. “All me.”

We let this steep with the second batch of tea in the cast-iron pot. Kem takes a hearty sip, then pushes the chair next to him further under the table. The empty chair. I don’t miss his long glance toward the larger armchair at the head of the table, also empty. Britton always sits there.

He winces, catching me noticing. “Today’s just different, that’s all. Don’t be surprised if you get Mom’s FBI-level interrogation.”

About why our other friends are missing. When this rolls to the edge of my brain, I actually feel my sense of control unhook and slip away. A layer of sweat forms behind my neck. I’m still tumbling through the aftermath of Crown Point Park and the jump pin and Audrey on the OB Pier. Now the added fear of two more empty chairs at Ruth’s Chris on Friday. “You honestly think anything’s gonna surprise me now?” My words stay low, but they taste a thousand times more bitter than the tea. “After the fucking week I’m having.”

“Willa. Hey.”

The slip roars into a violent undertow. I can’t find myself in my own body. Luz would notice. She’d know why, spouting a handy explanation for the swirl of heat and emotional bile knocking against my bones. If she was in her usual spot next to Kem. But she’s not. “You think I want this? Us being apart? They’re making me do this!”

“Whoa.” Kem shoves out both hands. “All I said was that it was different. You know how Mom is about her food and wanting all of us to be together.”

The tears rush to fill. “Because that’s apparently the only way we exist. I’m not good enough without them, and I guess I can’t even come here alone—”

“Wills, I’m giving you the last bit of my calm and patience because of this whole year, yeah? I get it. But you need to slow your goddamn roll. No one is saying that shit but you.”

Inside the small corner of rationality I have left, I know he’s right. But images taunt me. Three girls, arms tightly linked over earthworms and down a hundred hallways. Kason after sophomore homecoming, joking about having to pry me away from my friends with a crowbar. The words replay. At the end of all things we never needed a crowbar to separate us. We only needed me.

It’s not Kem’s fault. Somewhere a place exists where I know this to be true, but I can’t find it. My throat clamps shut, and my breathing stalls.

Kem reaches for my arm, forcing my gaze. “Easy. You’re panicking.” He pours water from a glass carafe and places it into my hands.

I try to drink between breaths. He stays friend-close. Concerned eyes bore deep until I feel my pulse return to some kind of normal zone. The trembling calms. “My funk kind of went rogue,” I whisper. “Sorry.”

“S’okay. I knew what I was getting into.”

My laughter spurts in muffled hysteria. Kem joins in, but I laugh—not with joy—only because I can’t think of anything else better to do. Until… “Distract me,” I tell him. “Just tell me stuff.”

Kem doesn’t need more than that. A born storyteller, he launches into a recap of his week, peppered with anecdotes from friends with truths that might have been stretched more than a little. But I don’t care. He makes me drink more tea until I’m the good kind of warm and the amusement park inside my mind begins to lull.

After some time, Kimiko breezes in, her swath of black hair gathered into a tight ponytail. “They’re not coming?” She angles an inquisitive stare at her son. “Where’s Luz and Britton?”

Right on cue.

Kem shoots me an apologetic glance. “Just Willa today, Mama. I’ll bring some to the others later.”

Kem moves to speak more, but I stop him. He’s done enough good, and it’s not his job to handle this. Or me. Sometime while Kem was rattling on, I realized what I was going to tell Mrs. Hudson only when she asked. The truth.

The measly half-truth I texted Mom about the grad dinner didn’t simply poof into cyberspace. It’s stayed in my space, unwelcome. I need to do better—not just for Luz and Britton. I don’t want to lie anymore. I spent most of senior year as a liar, and I only have a few more days to change that. I can’t and won’t have any tomorrows with my friends if I don’t. “We—me and Luz and Britton—are working through something this week. It’s my fault.”

Kimiko is right at my shoulders, crouching. “Ahh, I see. But you’ll be okay.” She nods resolutely. “Friends go through hard times. But good friends like you come back together.”

“You broke my heart.”

I took Luz and Britton for granted.

“You used Nico, of all things!”

It was all about me, about me, about me.

Some time ago, Luz sent me a video message from Hawaii. I was so confused about how it could be glaringly sunny, but also pouring rain over the flowers and trees behind her. This feels like that. My microclimate is Kem, and the smell of gyoza, and a caring mother, against the violent downpour of missing them. Needing them.

I shake my head and speak another truth. “I don’t know for sure this time. It was bad.” I keep most of my emotion bridled back, but enough seeps through.

Kimiko pouts. “You keep your hope, Willa. Most powerful thing we have.” She lifts up and sends Kem to fetch the food. “But for now, we eat.”




— then — When We Were Sixteen

DARKNESS BLURRED THE VIEW OUT the passenger window of Adrienne’s BMW. She must’ve raced, breaking more than a few traffic laws to get to me. I’d hovered at the western border of Kate Sessions Park, shaking and crying inside a small cluster of trees until the sweet relief of her headlights shined.

Inside the longest fifteen minutes of my life, Kason had texted:

Kason: Willa? I thought you were in the bathroom

Kason: This isn’t funny. Are you okay?

Kason: You actually bailed. Wow

I remembered every word, even though I’d blocked his number and all his social media. I just wanted him gone.

Adrienne swung right and stopped at a curb. A Coldplay piano intro padded from the radio station. At my quick intake of air, she grabbed my hand. “It’s all right. We’re far away now.” She hunted around for a fleece blanket, tucking it around me. I was so cold.

“Thank you. Thank you for…”

Adrienne reached close, this woman who had come for me in sweats and flip-flops. Glasses. “You did the right thing, calling me. You were smart.”

I shook my head. I was every opposite of smart.

Her features sank, and she glanced at the clock on the dash. “Want to come home with me for the night? Britton should just be getting out of the movie. I’ll let your mom know?”

I nodded, another click—this one of relief—snapping into my joints. I couldn’t face my parents tonight. Not as this Willa Joan Davidson looking back from the side mirror, a Halloween mask of dripping mascara and a flurry of disheveled hair. Cold and shaking. Too much “could have happened” layered over the shimmer lotion I’d applied at Luz’s earlier.

Minutes later Adrienne began to take care of me. I would be shooed into the shower, but first she sat me down in her kitchen. She looked me over like Luz would have, a midnight diagnosis.

“I need to ask one more time. You’re sure he didn’t hurt you? Touch you in any way that wasn’t right?”

“Promise. He was actually fine before I read the texts. He was cool with me the whole night. But then…” Emotion flooded. I blew into a clutch of tissues. “The way he was talking about me with his buddies was like he was another person. I was just a game. I should have screenshotted the texts, but I didn’t even think to in the moment. I just wanted to go.”

Adrienne poured water and placed it beside me. She also slid over a legal pad and a pen. “Can you remember some of what they said?”

A few phrases would never leave me. I scribbled as much as I could and turned the pad around.

She read while I downed half the water. “This is way too far,” she said over a heavy sigh. “Now, Kason didn’t actually do anything, and we don’t have proof. But ‘roach’? Even them talking about it is serious and exactly what I warned you girls about.”

“I remembered.”

“Good. Willa, I hope you never have to deal with anything like this again. But always do exactly what you did. You get help. If you call me, I’ll come.”

A half hour later, I emerged from the best shower ever. A fluffy towel and the soft stretchy pants and long tee that lived in my sleepover drawer waited on the vanity.

Britton stood at the bottom of the stairs, also makeup-free and cozied up in sweats. I skipped down and into her hug.

“Mom told me everything. God, Willa,” she whispered. “I’ve got you.”

I nodded into her shoulder, my eyes filling again.

“Our phones were off. The movie—”

“It’s okay. I’m okay. Just spooked.” My head followed my nose. “Is that breakfast?”

Britton found a smile. “The midnight version. We figured you might want something warm.”

I wanted all their things.

Adrienne tucked me into her plush sofa under one of the three patchwork quilts Brit’s grandma had crafted. Mine was blue for the ocean, and it draped soft around me as we ate scrambled eggs and sourdough toast. Britton sat under a similar quilt in pink and black. Luz was all caught up and plenty worried but had already gotten home when Britton texted her. She promised to show up first thing the next morning. Her black-and-white quilt waited on the ottoman.

I swallowed a bite of buttery toast, but a nagging thought lodged dry in my throat. “What if I was way off? And totally overreacted?”

“Those texts were disgusting,” Britton said, her face in snarls. “We thought he was just being shy, but it was all an act.”

“My bad for trusting him.” I gazed at the ceiling. “And before, at the bay, it was my first kiss. And that part was really nice.”

“Willa,” Britton said, her mouth crinkling on my name. “Oh.”

But then I told them about the parts that had made me feel more nervous than nice. How he seemed to be changing plans and disguising them as “surprises.” How he’d totally let on that his mom was home, and then I found myself alone with him.

Adrienne set my empty tray to the side. “Never ignore your radar. You felt all these little prickles for a reason.” She got between Brit and me. “Kason may not have ever done anything. But in that moment, when you saw those texts, that was more than enough for you to run. Forget the fact that you had fun at the dance.” A sheen of moisture tipped the corners of her eyes. “One hundred out of one hundred times, it’s better to be sure you’re safe than to stick around trying to figure out if you are. You listened to your instincts. And that makes you very, very smart.”

I was still feeling horribly unsmart about one thing. “Are you going to tell my mom? About where you found me?” I fell back into the shadow of myself, running barefoot from Kason’s house. A casual party with parental supervision—that’s where Mom and Dad thought I was going after the dance. Not upper PB, escaping a ranch house and a night that could have changed me forever. I was always supposed to tell my parents where I was headed, especially if my plans changed. Instead, I had gone home with a boy while my phone stayed in my purse.

Adrienne twirled the rose-gold orchid ring she always wore. “You should have told her where you were.”

“I know. But I was caught up.” In Kason. In kisses. Now guilt had caught up with me. “It was easier to keep quiet than explain. And what if I say something now and she gets worse and totally shuts down again?”

She eyed me pointedly, nodding. “I understand what you’re feeling and why you’re scared. I had coffee with your mom last week,” she added. “You’re older now, so I can be more up-front.”

“Please.” It was my heart cry, no matter what Luz would have called it.

“She admitted something odd, but very telling, about her weekly time with Father Sprouse at confession. We were at Josie’s, and she decided to try one of those extra-caffeinated cold brews.”

“Those don’t play,” Britton noted.

“Exactly, and all that sugar and caffeine kicked in, and she was more talkative than usual. Looser. Usually we talk more about you girls, or her garden.” Her head swayed sideways. “But last week it was different. She admitted she’s been confessing her negligence in Audrey’s pool accident. Every week.”

My chest tightened, ribs pulling in like corset strings. “I don’t get it. Father Sprouse would’ve given her words of absolution long ago.” Forgiven. How much penance did she think she needed to pay? How many Hail Marys and Our Fathers? Mom had been in therapy since the accident—that’s how the garden was born. I knew she talked to professionals. But this was different. Saint Cecilia’s should have given her one piece of security and a point of peace greater than her fruits and flowers. But now I learned it hadn’t. She kept on confessing like she kept on planting.

“This is something she feels she has to do,” Adrienne said. “She said it helps.”

Helps who, though? She didn’t bring that help home. Nothing had changed. “We can’t talk about anything even close to Audrey’s accident. She just goes outside.” I couldn’t even talk about the fact that we couldn’t talk about it. It wasn’t just the pool. I truly didn’t know what I could really talk to my mother about.

I looked up, meeting the face of a woman who’d always given me another home. One where every part of me could rest easily and I never had to guard my words. Mom had turned to Adrienne too. She’d talked about the pool outside the walls of therapy to another mother. But not to me. And now, knowing she wasn’t even accepting the peace her faith should’ve brought, I wasn’t sure she ever would.

Moisture glazed Adrienne’s eyelashes. “Willa, I know this hurts. She’s trying. And she loves you, and your dad, and Audrey so much. That garden was supposed to bring her comfort and give her some agency, but it’s turned into a crutch.” She lifted one shoulder. “I don’t know how to bring her forward either without breaking all she’s put back together already. Which is why I’m not going to step in the middle of you two and tell her what happened tonight. That’s your decision. You’re big enough to be big enough.”

I fell into her open arms. I had to. I needed arms. “Thank you. And thanks for getting me.”

“I will always get you.”

I held tight while Britton sat, folded like a pretzel at my side. A mom let me just hold on as my own heartbeat steadied.



I woke to the sound of shuffling. From my spot on the couch, I hinged one eye open and peered over my quilt. Feet were the source. Small size-five feet, with toenails painted with my electric-blue polish, padding across the floor. I took in the rest of Luz. She paced slowly, her black-and-white quilt slung around her shoulders like a cape. My personal superhero wore her red glasses, and the expression she reserved for Nico when he took the last waffle.

“Luz?” This came out sleep-fuzzed from Britton on the other side of the enormous sectional. Her legs unfolded from a makeshift fetal position.

Our friend halted, midpace. Her look of ire melted into one of such extreme tenderness and love—the pure, soft-eyed, lip-trembling kind. Never let it be said that this girl didn’t know her way around feelings. I felt her.

Luz stepped forward but faced Britton. “Your mom caught me up, sort of. And I read the texts you wrote out.” She knelt in front of me. Two cool fingers pressed against my neck, checking my pulse. She had remembered her watch and calculated silently. I thought of the patients she would care for one day, the ones she’d devote another kind of love to.

“A little faster than your usual after waking up,” Luz whispered. She scooched next to me, quilt and all. “But stress will do that.”

Britton had crawled over. “Speaking of, you want to tell her the rest?”

My nod came easily after the fear and confusion of last night. And the telling came just as easily; it was just Britton and Luz here. It was just us underneath three matching, but not identical, quilts. Here, the cotton formed a steel vault, and I was locked in safe to tell it all. I shared all the snapshotted memories that had fallen between a first kiss and a shocked sob.

Luz spoke first after I reached the part about my mom’s recycled confession at church. “When I got here and you were still asleep, I couldn’t settle. So I went back and forth from there”—she pointed to the kitchen—“to there.” Her finger arced across the room to the French doors leading to a bright, potted-plant garden. “Between two options. Both of them involving Kason, his corpse, and advanced medical experiments. You know, for the good of science.”

A silent pause swallowed up the seconds where we’d normally laugh, or bump one another’s shoulders, mouths quirked sideways.

Britton broke it. “It’s like every drug or safety in-service we’ve slept through teaming up for a big I told you so. All those melodramatic videos and ‘inspirational’ guest speakers.” She snuffed out a breath, her frame diminishing. “But until now, it’s never been—”

“It’s never been someone we know,” Luz finished.

Because now it had been me. I thought of the gray Hippo box upstairs in Britton’s room. What piece of me, what fitting souvenir of how I had felt last night, should go inside to note that as sophomores, we’d gotten a real taste of what teachers and parents had been cautioning us against for years? Last night wasn’t my first loss of innocence. No, that had been when I’d watched Audrey die for one minute.

But sixteen-year-old me had lost another thing. Trust? Security? The blissful assumption that if we went out into the world for some fun, we would simply come home safe? Possibly. Like the homecoming dance theme, my night with Kason was both an ending and a beginning.

I reached for the notepad where I’d scrawled out the basics of Kason’s text messages. “Still, he didn’t do anything.”

Luz sharpened, a ready scalpel. “Because you didn’t let him! You bailed!”

I read the words, some elbowed out in front. Snow white. Situation. Easy. Shy-guy routine… Roach. “I can’t be the only one they’ve talked about, or more.” And what if I’m not the last? “But here’s the worst part.” A new wave of guilt blazed through my skin, so much that I inched the blue quilt off my shoulders. “If I report him—and I don’t even know how, since I have no proof—it would all come out. Where I was, which was clearly not where I was supposed to be. My parents will find out.” I dashed out my arm. “Brit, they’ll know your mom covered for me.”

My mom would know I’d trusted Adrienne over her. That would hurt. I simply did not want to make my mother need that garden any more than she already did.

Adrienne was also torn about what do regarding Kason and his friends. She wasn’t okay with ignoring their actions, but where to start? Out of the same fear over my mom, I’d held Adrienne off and asked for a couple days to tighten up the details. Last night, I could barely think straight.

But now I had to do something. And this morning, I knew where to start. I stretched across the cushions for my phone.

Me: Hey, random, but do the names Whale Bait and Taco mean anything to you?

Kem: Track team nicknames, not common knowledge. Whale Bait = Jonah

“Of course,” I said, giving myself an eye roll as I showed the screen to the girls.

Kem: Terrence is Taco. Why?

Me: Just something I heard. More later. Thanks

“Are you gonna tell him?” Luz asked. “Terrence and Jonah are tight with Kason, but Kem’s on their team too.”

“I need to work that part out.” Kem had moved from good to great friend in a little more than a year; I trusted him. But before I could handle his questions about last night, I needed a few more answers.

“I blocked Kason everywhere,” I said. “But I need to face him tomorrow at school. It’s going to be terrible, but at least he’ll know I’m onto them.” And I prayed it would be enough to make a difference.

“But you won’t face him alone,” Luz said.




— then — When We Were Sixteen

THE POPULAR NOTION OF SAFETY in numbers had its limits. Luz and Britton were with me at morning break as we walked down the main hallway. But I still had to approach Kason and make this meeting about exactly two people. Kason was alone in the distance, leaning against the wall that separated the covered hall from the athletic complex.

He hadn’t seen us yet. Up until now, my feelings had switched, flashing like stage lights. Sometimes I was all anger, red and hot. Fear and could-have-beens had kept me up last night, tossing over streams of caution-tape-yellow, too bright against midnight. But as I saw him, bent over his phone, I was surprised by sadness. Just a lone, liquid wave of deep purple (Was that the color of sad?) because I had shared my first kiss with a boy like this.

“I know what you have to do,” Britton said when we paused by a vending machine. Her left hand was clenched against the side of her striped minidress. Anxiety on my behalf. “But I don’t know how you’re doing it. I don’t think I could.”

I nodded, pinching my eyes shut. Confronting a manipulative asshole wasn’t tops on my Monday morning list either. But like my mom’s Our Fathers, it would serve as my own kind of penance. We walked on.

Kason looked up and locked eyes with the three of us. Rolled them and kicked off the wall. Crossed his arms.

“Piece of shit,” Luz whispered. Three words. They strengthened my steps as I faced him, arrowing in on the wavy swoop of hair across his forehead.

“Really?” he spat out. “You can’t even talk to me without your conjoined minions?”

Britton was so close; her slight tremors grazed my arm. She stayed quiet but inched in even more, staking her claim.

Luz was rarely quiet. “You don’t get to comment, or set any terms after what you did.”

He flinched with genuine surprise. “What I did? What the hell are you talking about?”

“It’s okay.” I pushed out a heated breath. “I’ve got this.”

Britton nodded, pulling Luz away to the opposite wall, but they stayed within earshot.

“Unbelievable.” Kason shook his head. “You care to explain why, after showing you a nice time, you just bail the fuck out of my house?” One step forward. “And you block me?”

“Why don’t you ask Terrence and Jonah? Or, shall I say, Taco and Whale Bait?”

His mouth parted, eyes pinching together.

I pointed to his phone. I couldn’t stop the shakes, but my next words stung enough. “Where should I start? How barely memorable of a situation I was? Or shy-guy routine? Those are always nice to read about a guy who’s just made out with you at the park.” Now I stepped in, snarling out my last words. “Roach. Roofs.” I dashed my arms. “The perfect homecoming complement to corsages and punch, right?”

Realization crossed his face, diminishing his shoulders. He glanced down, and I prepared myself for a stream of apologies. For one lone second, I saw a boy on the wet grass at Crown Point Park.

But those seconds quickly scurried into the past. “You read my phone?”

“Delia was sending us pictures, and then I saw Luz’s name pop up.”

Kason’s lip curled. “So you just took it upon yourself to figure shit out on your own? And you jumped to all these conclusions and bailed?”

Oxygen fled my lungs. He was trying to make this my fault? “Conclusions? You talked about date-rape drugs! I was terrified!” He needed to know that I knew.

“Rape—Jesus.” Kason scrubbed his face. “If you would’ve stuck around and snooped for five seconds more.” He opened his text messages and shoved the screen into my face. I read:

Taco: You can’t pull off the shy-guy routine. K owns the trademark. You forget that took him a month of texts and no action. You got no patience for that

Kason: If it ain’t broke. And neither is my current situation. Too easy. Barely memorable

Taco: That’s what she’ll say

Whale Bait: Ha! But, dude, a white lace dress! Fucking poetic. All snow white Disney cliché. Remember the rule of roofs if it comes to that. A skyscraper’s gonna take longer to fall. She’s not tiny like that Luz chick

Taco: Whoa, dude. Too far

Whale Bait: Yeah, yeah. Shy-guy knows we just playing

Taco: All good, man

I looked up. A joke. It had all been a joke.

“You actually think I’d roof your drink?” Kason asked. “That I’m that stupid? That shit would knock you out for hours. Did you forget I met your parents? They knew you were with me, and they’d go straight to the cops with my name if you didn’t come home by curfew.”

I split in half. Kason’s reasoning rang true. But my other half remembered how it had felt to read about myself that way. “All I saw was that word.” Tears gathered at my lashes. “I wasn’t thinking about time or my parents, and that hasn’t stopped other guys. It happens all the time. Plus, you talked about me like I was nothing. I was just some easy score, and all that time you were taking it slow and getting to know me was a game.”

He shifted his weight. “It’s locker-room talk. You were fine and happy before you invaded my privacy.” A dismissive breath left one side of his mouth. “Look, you and me, we’re done. Way too much work for a few mediocre kisses. A sophomore—I should’ve known better.” He nodded once. “See ya.”

As soon as he stomped away, Luz and Britton were there. My mouth was locked wide in a vise, the rest of me frozen solid except the lone tear slipping down my cheek.

Britton pulled me close, and I let the blood rush into my limbs again. “We heard it all.” Her words shook. “He’s a jerk. Him and his little track friends.”

“Yeah, and that, right there, was like the billboard for gaslighting,” Luz said.

Gaslighting. I’d heard that word before but didn’t quite get it. “What?”

“Kason talked about you like trash,” Luz said. “And he gets caught. But then, he turns it around to make you think you’re the one at fault just because you read his disgusting messages and believed them?” Her cheeks flared deep coral. “That’s gaslighting. He’s a player who’s making you doubt your instincts.”

Luz was right. But… “My first kiss.” I leaned into Brit’s shoulder. “I’m done with him. But I can’t get that back.”

Luz moved in so I was sandwiched between my best friends.

“I made one kiss so important.”

“It was important, Willa,” Britton said.

Luz nodded against my side. “It was important.”

Luz would not have called it my heart—that part of me that had longed for something shiny, only to be left with its dulled and tarnished substitute. But she had known a bruise would form there, and how much it would matter. And that was important enough.



My first move after coming home that day was chucking a certain torn lace dress into the back of my closet. As for my outward appearance, I’d painted my face with a layer of “perfectly fine.” I’d presented just-enough-me to my parents, inserting my token presence enough to appear totally and completely normal.

It had worked for one day, then a week, then four.

I’d kept up the smooth pretense into December, as Santa Ana packed up all its bluster and San Diego tried to seem winterish enough. Questions had come from Mom. (What happened to Kason? Why are there no homecoming shots on your Instagram wall? But he seemed so nice so nice so nice?) I’d answered like a call-center recording. Press five for Willa. I pressed play on stock words until I was able to slip free of the scrutiny. Luz and Britton slipped along at my side. They brought their soul-seeing understanding that I was hurt, and it didn’t matter that I was only sixteen and my time with one senior boy was short. It mattered.

I checked on my homecoming dress from time to time. At least Mom never questioned that. I looked at it now as snow fell across the country and everything was turning winter white to match that ball of torn lace.

I grabbed my favorite gray cardigan and shut my closet door. Turning, I was startled out of my next breath. “God!”

“Sorry!” Mom was near my bed, waving apologetic arms. She could sneak up on a garden gopher with those stealth chops, and probably did.

“It’s fine,” I said. “What’s up?”

“I decided on the black silk pantsuit instead of the pink sheath for the USD Christmas party.”

“Good call.”

She raked back hair that was overdue for a trim. “All I have is a silver clutch, and those are annoying when you’re trying to balance a drink and appetizers while trying to schmooze with faculty.”

Spoken like Britton Estelle Rose. My head tipped in agreement.

“Can I borrow your black chain wallet?”

My easy yes had me combing through the closet I’d just left once again. I found the chain clutch hanging on a hook and handed it over.

“Perfect.” She opened the flap and slipped her phone inside, likely testing the space to fit her party essentials. “Oh, I’m making butternut squash soup for dinner. With the pesto compote you stir in.”

I’d heard the Vitamix earlier. The squash was a garden staple. “Cool.” I tried to sound a little jazzed and moved to my laptop to start my English homework when her sharp intake stole my attention.

I was startled differently this time, where every motion is at once slow and pushed through liquid even as it’s striking lightning bolts through your veins.

There was my mom, frowning over the little black bag as she drew out Adrienne’s single condom. She turned the foil-wrapped square between her thumb and forefinger. I cursed myself for not getting rid of it; I’d simply forgotten and hadn’t used the bag since homecoming.

My mouth parched as Mom placed the packet on my desk. “This is a surprise,” she said. Too calmly. Entirely too calmly.

“It’s not what you think.”

“Then help me understand,” she prompted. “The truth.”

I snapped my head up. Truth was the whole problem. How many times had I wanted hers—her pure, unfiltered truth? How many months had I wanted her real feelings, not soiled, garden-grown versions?

And now she wanted mine. But something had happened to us between water and grass. To tell her the truth, to tell her what was real, I’d have to flip through shadows still too raw. She didn’t do that in this house. Why should I?

“I didn’t buy that. I’ve never… I’m not ready.” This was all she would get. I realized, I was not ashamed about the condom. I was not ashamed about sex. I was just exhausted from sweeping up the mess, the feelings, the piled-everywhere dust from one ugly night.

“Where did it come from, then?”

Revealing the where to my mom would betray Adrienne and her efforts. She would distrust Britton’s mom’s influence—a woman who had cared for me without question, who’d only stepped in to keep us safe.

“They give them out at school.” Technically it wasn’t a lie.

“You mean to tell me the administration is just handing these out, left and right, like when you come out of assemblies or health class?”

“No, it’s not like that. The nurse has them.” I had to be careful. Where Adrienne catching Britton with a condom last fall had brought about genuine conversation, I wanted nothing more than to get out of this one with my mom. Long done and locked behind my own walls, I wanted to flee the entire universe of now. “It was like a joke. Someone was handing them out. I just tossed it in my bag and forgot about it.” One morsel of truth. Did that count for something? When her eyes pinched tight, I pushed the condom toward her. “You can take it.”

“If you’re sneaking around and actually seeing Kason, this discussion doesn’t end here.”

“Sneaking around?” I forced out the words. “Like I told you, I never went out with him again. That’s not gonna change.”

“Oh.” My mom softened. “You know, you never told me what happened between you two. I thought you might’ve worked things out.”

Where would I even start? “We just didn’t click. Okay?”

She held up her hands in surrender, thanked me for the bag, and left. I’d barely pulled my copy of Jane Eyre from my backpack when my phone dinged.

Luz: Special surprise from my kitchen. Coming over now

Me: Yes please. Did you know my mom was making squash soup? #spideysenseLuz

Luz: Ha!

Me: Did you also guess she found that condom in my purse from OCTOBER and I want to evaporate?

Luz: NO, holy shit. Trust me. This treat will make up for that

Me: I love you

Luz: Yeah you do

When the doorbell rang, my stomach growled, wondering if Luz would be carrying a plate of Mrs. M.’s empanadas stuffed with beef picadillo. Or a batch of her peanut butter cookies. But I was wrong—the best kind of wrong. My chin crumpled at first sight of the figure on my porch.

I just went forward. He caught me. I pressed my cheek against the cobalt Teddy Fresh sweatshirt he’d had for years. Not Luz, and not food. The Martíns had sent Nico.




— graduation week — Tuesday

I’M HERE, AREN’T I?

That has to count. Father Sprouse keeps one of those instant coffee pod machines on the console behind his office desk (wide, prehistoric mahogany). I’ve declined his drink offers for almost a year of bimonthly counseling sessions. That’s what Mom calls them. Father Sprouse calls them pathways toward healing. Fitting. Oh, one time it was a refuge where I could freely explore my feelings. Clever. A safe harbor, a spirit renewal—I’m not kidding. Two weeks ago, he’d picked at the white clerical collar around his neck and said life was about collecting snippets and snapshots. An inner scrapbook. But then grief came last year. An etherized kind. And flipping through all those pages—this is what he said—I didn’t know where to place it. How to fit grief into all that cropped color.

I only kept today’s meeting to avoid attracting attention at home. But now that I’m here, I decide this session will be different for Father Sprouse and me because I’m different. I might lose the best friends that dominate all my pages.

Today I start by saying to his rote coffee offer, “Vanilla, please.”

He’s just fixed himself one of the red pod brews, the decaf kind. “Oh?” His face hangs long and soft, but I’d bet in the way back, Father might’ve been pretty cute. I am used to distracting myself in this office, girded with so much red-honey wood and musty antiques, sometimes I think I’m in the belly of a ghost ship. “Then vanilla it is, dear.”

Through the miracle of modern machinery, I have a perfect, froth-topped coffee. He rolls forward on squeaky wheels. “How are you handling the week so far?”

I am a scrapbook of every kind and color of regret, that’s how my week is. But my friends are the last topic I want to discuss. A gray box and I will figure it out. “I’m in the middle of finals, so it’s been busy.”

“That must feel overwhelming,” he says. “How have the exams been going?”

“About like I expected.” I shift in the leather chair. “I have a question,” I say before he can ask another of me.

“Of course.”

I already feel the gentle tap of my own conscience. Still, I go. “Why would my mom confess her part in Audrey’s accident after being absolved, over and over? I don’t know if she’s still doing it, but I know she was.”

(Can you sink a ghost ship?)

I have been holding that part of Mom for two years, since Adrienne shared it with me. It comes up whenever I see my mother between two rosebushes in another kind of prayer. I finally say it today because I simply want to not be the most world-rocked, off-kilter human in this room, or in any room. Just for a few minutes. I desperately want a break, some relief from myself. I meet Father’s eyes, putting more apologies in mine, because he really is a nice guy.

But I don’t know how he can answer my question without violating the sacred confessional. How can he help this hurting Davidson while staying true to another? I know I make it tough. (I’m sorry, Father, but I am tired. The worst hurt has just piled onto the worst year.) Still, it’s enough for me to not be the limelight–spotlight–guest speaker person across the desk for a few ticks of his clock.

Father’s head tilts in contemplation. A fingertip melody on the desktop. Two sips of decaf. “Okay, then. I see.” This sneaks out, and he’s quiet, and that’s okay. Because I am quiet with my vanilla coffee, and I will now ask for it every time he offers.

He begins replacing pens into a noisy metal cup, stacking loose papers and files. I’m used to his desk being some level of messy. He’s never tidied up while I’m here.

I see it then: T. S. Eliot. Father Sprouse has two Eliot poetry chapbooks on his desk.

“Oh, you know of Eliot’s work, Willa?”

I realize I’ve hinged forward, and he must’ve tracked my stare. I’ll give him this one. “Yesterday’s English final was on Prufrock. And I’ve just always liked him.”

Father smiles, and I’m ten times more sorry for bringing up Mom and the confessional. He bends around, searches, and grabs a decorative parchment copy of the poem. And right as he says, “ ‘Let us go then, you and I,’ ” I say it too, but softer.

“Tell me, what draws you toward Eliot’s writings?”

I lick my dry lips. “Well… I don’t know. I guess I don’t care that I sometimes don’t understand them?” Father Sprouse motions for me to continue. “It’s like I know he needed to express his thoughts exactly the way he thought them, and it’s interesting to glimpse into someone else’s mind. I just like the way his words go together. How they sound and how I feel when I read them, even if I don’t know what the hell I’m rea—” My hand flies over my mouth. I forgot I’m in church. “Sorry.”

He lets out a warm chuckle. “Not at all. We have been known to speak of hell around here. And Eliot does too.”

But no homily of Sprouse’s has referenced hell the way “The Love Song…” does. I swivel the parchment copy, pointing to its opening epigraph from Dante’s Inferno. Lines Britton could sing perfectly.

And Father Sprouse, too, because without looking down he orates, “ ‘S’io credesse che mia risposta fosse…’ ” in the richest baritone speak.

“Eliot did bring hell very much to the forefront here,” Father says, back to English. He stays there and translates:


“If I thought that my reply were given to anyone who might return to the world, this flame would stand forever still; but since never from this deep place has anyone returned alive, if what I hear is true, without fear of infamy I answer thee.”



“What do you make of that, Willa?”

“On my final I wrote about this as a hell the narrator can’t escape. It dictates his every action. But Prufrock has that hell on earth, in his mind. He goes back and forth and looks at things over and over.” Doubting. Overthinking. Replaying. “He can’t escape the need to do that, either. He’s locked in his own self and can’t find…”

“Hope,” Father says.

The word sears. Kem’s mom has just reminded me to not lose it, to keep it. But I am not as good at keeping things as everyone thought. A shameful scrapbooker of those I love most.

When my eyes dampen, because it’s over, and I’m over, he says, “For some, yes, there is a hell of the mind on this earth. One of deep guilt and remorse. Of regret.”

For some? For me! I know the architecture of mine. The address. How it’s decorated. My earthly hell is a life without Britton and Luz. Finding hope there is an all-out war.

But now I see where Father has been leading me, toward an answer to my own question. And right to my mom. She has a mind hell she relives every day. A baby, drowning. Part of her still lives inside our razed pool, and in the confessional, she was and maybe still is vocally repentant week after week with no hope of being freed. Her only brief escape from herself is feeding us from the green things she grows, from the peace there.

I… understand more. I understand more.

“Melanie—your mother—is a dear woman with a pure heart.” It’s like he sees what I’ve seen, to bring her up. “You can represent an important step of hope.” Palms splayed, fingers rapping together to his own rhythm. “I’d like to issue a small challenge for this week. Something encouraging.”

“What challenge?”

“Take one step closer in communication. A gesture that’s real and meaningful, no matter how small. But you take it first.”

For a year he’s known about how little we say, Mom and I. About the ocean and why I went there to fight. But I wonder if he knows the rule of jumping off the towering OB Pier. Chills spark, then scatter when I think back to yesterday with Audrey. What I remembered. It’s not a jump at all, but a single step.



I return from Saint Cecilia’s bent on repeating the same three actions I typically do when I come home:

1) Door. 2) Staircase. 3) My bedroom or sometimes Audrey’s.

Tonight I’ve lost control of my feet. They trudge forward on their own path, and the house smells like Italy.

“There you are.” Mom is sprinkling Parmesan on top of a lasagna as big as a trampoline. “How was the session?”

“Fine,” I fib. Father Sprouse and Eliot blasted fissures into my beliefs, and I need to right myself. That’ll take a minute, and my eyes are still raw. “Isn’t Dad gonna be late?” There’s leftover chicken soup in the fridge, and Audrey went for pizza with her friend’s family. We could’ve just eaten soup. Making lasagna takes the better part of Mom’s afternoon.

“It’s a faculty event, not a world tour. He’ll be home in a couple hours, hungry as ever.” She cuts through layered noodles, sauce, and meat.

I’m no part of hungry. Normally, heaps of gyoza at Kem’s plus the vanilla coffee chaser would have me repeating steps one through three, from the kitchen this time. Escaping is what I do here.

But Father Sprouse’s challenge has followed me home. I’m set on keeping secrets locked for now. I have to; I still can’t look at the woman in this kitchen and let her be the home of what hurts. I can take one small step, though.

I grab two place settings and swing around the breakfast bar. “Thanks, Mom. I know you worked hard. We can eat here, just the two of us.”

And we do, almost silently in a way that hasn’t changed. Still, we do.



After lasagna, I’m barely inside my bedroom before I’m stopped by an airy, warning strum inside my chest. Maybe it’s my own conscience, paired with my time with Kem’s mom and Father Sprouse. Maybe it’s my new resolve to do better than half-truths that are really lies underneath. I see the homecoming flowers at the base of the wastebasket differently now.

I pluck out the once-white corsage and replace it with its red and pink counterparts. Just like half of a truth, I can’t keep half of a story, either—the one attached to these roses tighter than floral tape. I can’t just keep the good.

These flowers are not good. But my friends and I chose to include them in the plastic bag. The three of us weren’t in the habit of collecting painful reminders. There’s nothing healthy about that. It hits me now: we kept some relics simply because they changed us. The box and its contents aren’t perfect, and neither are we.

This is a huge piece of what I forgot to remember last fall. I have to stop trying to alter the past, to make it look different than it really was. I did that last October, and my friends still found out the truth. Hiding things or trying to throw them away doesn’t make them go away.




— then — When We Were Almost Seventeen

SOPHOMORE YEAR WOULD BE WHITE if it were a color. A white lace dress balled on a closet floor. The homecoming corsage I’d ripped off at Britton’s. I’d remember the White Christmas marathon of December and Nico surprising me at my door instead of peanut butter cookies.

The rest of my MPHS sophomore days were blank pages I filled with writings and numbers and facts. Good enough ones for USD. My friends and I became new drivers. In cars or on foot or on stages, we were the bright ones under a SoCal sky in spring.

When July finally came, my days turned golden. I’d traded out my school backpack for a beach bag. And a lifeguard rescue can.

A fifteen-year-old played my victim today for ocean rescue drills. Junie was her name, and she wore a red one-piece bathing suit like mine. On the direction of our instructor, Tennisha, Junie ventured into the Pacific. Other rescue drills happened down the beach, but a few younger students grouped close to watch mine. My heart pattered as I bent into a slight crouch, the strap of my rescue can looped over my chest, and the handle clutched in my left hand. Tennisha was prompting muffled commands into my ear.

I had done this before; I was good at it. But I had seen what water does to lungs. The feeling of burn and helplessness was absurd. So if I was that much faster, I could save precious seconds.

Tennisha’s whistle chirped; I bolted. My long legs gave me an advantage as I pumped into the chilly Pacific, clutching the red can.

Recognize the drift. Catch the drift.

This was my training—swim with the drift, and you’ll work less. Oh, I was still working hard. I had conditioned myself against the pummel of waves. Today the surf drove rough and ornery.

Never ever take your eyes off your victim.

I locked mine onto Junie’s bobbing form and shot forward. I see you. The seeing meant everything to me. It was why I was here. As a guard, my most important job was to see people. Notice them. Pay attention, and help them when they faltered. I did this because of my sister. No one swimming in my pool had noticed her go under.

After three more strokes, I grabbed Junie the way we were taught. “I’ve got you.” She played exhausted rag doll as I continued to speak to her. “You’re okay. Hold on to the end of the can.” Panting, I grabbed the side handles.

The waves pelted; I was the shield. I got behind Junie and took the brunt of ear-filling roar and smash. On the next break, I one-arm-swam her in with the help of the red can.

I secured her between sets, then sprang forward. The strength of my arms and legs towed her in behind me. I used the current instead of fighting it.

Shallow to surf to sand.

The group cheered as I brought Junie in safely. She wrung out her hair, high-fived me, and returned to her team.

Professional lifeguard Tennisha took my can and rapped my shoulder. “Nice work, Miss Willa. I couldn’t have done it faster.”

I was gasping as I nodded my thanks, my limbs like rubber after an earlier workout of burpees, sprints, and too many push-ups. I turned toward the boardwalk to rest, and there was summer. The marine layer was thin today, casting a warm, limpid light along the seashore. I closed my eyes and inhaled.

I could have been five or seven or twelve years old here. Music still played and kids still squealed. The mix of sunscreen and sunshine spread like butter with a heavy hand, all north and south of me, and the brine skimmed off the water. The seagulls would never stop. The waves dared you to make them try.

It was time to come back. My group had probably moved on to a new task, and I’d have to jump in. I hinged open my eyes and found a mirage.

At first I was convinced the sand was playing tricks. I’d lost myself too many times, seeing him in all our places when he was God-knows-where for training. But this Nicolas Anthony Martín was real, beaming like another sun. He walked forward and eclipsed my entire world.

“Some lifeguard,” he said in his best teasing voice, throwing his arms around me.

“I brought Junie in! And, um, hi?”

“Hi, yourself. And yeah, you smashed it out there.” A devil crossed his face. “But I’ve been right here on this beach for the last hour, and you didn’t even notice.”

“I…” Truth was, I didn’t have a worthy comeback. I couldn’t admit that around him, I was never the rescuer. I was usually the one drowning.

“Aww, just my standard shit-slinging,” he conceded, and I breathed my thoughts away. “Like always.”

“At least I didn’t cry this time,” I said with great dignity.

He caught himself up, scenes from the last time he’d surprised me this grandly on my porch replaying in his eyes.

It was true; I had cried last December, leaking all over his favorite blue sweatshirt. I’d burst apart like his presence was the last straw, and the boiling point, and a hundred other clichés that proved he’d always be the beginning and end of me.

But as for the part I remembered best, he’d made me feel like crying all over him was everything fine. He’d whisked me away too. Forget squash soup; we ate fish tacos at the bay. He listened to my hurt over Kason and my latest Mom drama. And then he talked about being put through the next level of hell for a trident-pin dream.

What had followed were stolen days. They weren’t surprises like today, but they had felt charmed—those times between winter and summer—like catching the green flash at the glowing line between sky and water. We’d had group bonfires and hot chocolates at Josie’s. We spent a couple hangout nights, stargazing from the bed of his truck. Then he’d disappear again, back to base. Back to preparing for BUD/S school, where they broke boys like him. I hadn’t even had the FaceTime version of him for five weeks.

Nico made a big show out of craning his neck. “As far as I can see, no foil-wrapped goodies waiting for your mom to find. God, in front of you!” On a laugh he added, “I might’ve shed tears over that too.”

Nico’s unexpected beach appearance had not made me cry this time. It had made my stomach turn inside out. He was dressed in a blue tee and black trunks, wearing them like they were made just for him. He’d transformed his body into a human edge, honed sharp enough to cut glass. Now it cut right through the letting-go pact I’d made with myself at the USD pool freshman year. He smiled again, and I had to remember why I’d made it.

Don’t fall, don’t fall, don’t fall. He’s going to leave again. He always does.

But we had today, and I was more greedy than cautious.

“So, when are you done?” he asked, like it mattered. “We could bust this joint.”

My heart jackhammered. “You don’t want to stay here? Surf? I mean, it’s—”

“Not today. I felt like chilling while you did your guard thing. And I’m here with a little surprise.”

“More than yourself? Is it a card?”

His gaze narrowed playfully. “That’s not a surprise coming from me.”

“True.” I held up one finger. “Hold on.”

It took two minutes to sign out of guards early and grab my gear. I ran back, strangled by my own self-consciousness. My body was covered in a layer of sticky salt. I grabbed clumps of matted hair. Where was Britton with her magic conditioning spray? “I need a few minutes with the shower. I’m gross.”

“You’re perfect, Willa-Bee. You look like our beach. And after weeks getting my ass kicked in pools, I…” He trailed off on a meaningful smile.

The nickname lodged between my ribs. What was happening? I was not supposed to want him. He was always going to leave for secret places. And forevermore, he wasn’t supposed to want me.

But if he’d placed me in his perpetual friend-zone, why was he looking at me like this? Like I was the only reason he wasn’t on base. Like I was the only reason he was… smiling. I clutched my towel and wrung out my thoughts.

Just BE, Willa-Bee. Just be.

I started with cleanup. The Mission Beach public showers were notoriously freezing and disgusting, but I did have the miracle of a shampoo sample in my bag.

After securing my de-sanded hair in a ponytail, I dried off. I’d thankfully packed a navy terry-cloth cover-up that passed as a minidress over my guard suit. With flip-flops and tinted lip balm, I was as shiny as I’d get here.

I found Nico on the grass between the boardwalk and the parking lot. He looked up from his phone and grabbed my gear bag and towel.

“About that surprise you brought?” I asked as we crossed through the lot.

He clucked his tongue. “That makes two out of two times that you’ve missed what’s right in front of you.”

My guard instincts finally showed up as I spotted the very slick, very red Mustang convertible among all the other vehicles. I gaped. “Tell me why you have Britton’s car?”

“Why we have it.” He unlocked my door and swung around to the other side. The engine sang like Britton never could, full of rasp and chest. Nico pushed a button and lowered the top. “Okay?”

“Um, yeah.” I stretched out the word for emphasis. “I never get to ride in this baby.” With a January birthday, Britton was the last of my friends to turn sixteen, and she didn’t end up getting her license until April (too much vocal practice to worry about driving practice). Plus, we had to wait until the beginning of September, when I’d turn seventeen, before we could legally ride around together.

Nico eyed me warily. “Never?”

“Well, there might have been one time when she first got her license. A secret time we may have taken this out.”

He winked conspiratorially. “It’s in the green prank book, huh?”

I pantomimed zipping my lips shut. “Again, why do we get to ride in it?”

“I just got back from some intensive pretraining yesterday, and I’m staying at the house instead of base.” He fastened his seat belt. “Dad needed my truck for a haul. Brit dropped by to see Luz, but they went over to Kem’s. She told me your car’s in the shop and let me come surprise you.”

“Achievement unlocked.”

Before he shifted into reverse, he said, “Catch me up. I’m out of the zone for weeks, and Adrienne scores an engagement ring the size of an ice rink, and Britton’s getting a stepdad?”

I laughed easily, but all the changes in store for both Adrienne and Britton loomed closely. “Yeah, that thing is blinding. Grant proposed at their Memorial Day barbecue. He moved into Casa Rose last weekend. Britton says he’s trying to carve a spot into her life. I haven’t been over yet to see firsthand how that’s going.” I adjusted the satellite radio. “And where are we going?”

He grinned his answer and peeled out of the lot.

Nico simply wanted to drive. We headed north on Mission Boulevard, dodging scooters and jaywalking tourists. The street overflowed with summer-requisite bike rentals and ice cream, hot-dog joints and bikini boutiques. With the top down, our view was a beach town panorama. We didn’t talk much and raised the volume on the tunes.

He took us into our everywhere. Past Mr. G.’s Pizza and Rubio’s. Over the two bridges leading into Crown Point, then around Ski Beach, and back again. Through neighborhood pockets where friends lived, waving to Josie through the café window even though she couldn’t see us. Nostalgia struck so hard, this red car on this July day turned into a time machine. But were we traveling to our past or future?

He didn’t stop until he drove into Crown Point Park. My belly flipped inside a recent memory, but Nico headed a different way, opposite from the grassy hump where Kason had first kissed me. He stopped the car where our dads used to park long ago, didn’t even put the top up.

“Last one gets the shitty swing!”

I ran like I had a chance of catching him, or securing the good swing that didn’t screech like an angry bird. When I hit the sand, he was already perched on the black rubber seat.

“Not fair!” I grumbled, and took the other swing. “You and your navy legs of sorcery.”

He was already pumping. “See, I’m too good of a friend to give you a pity win. We can still fight it out like we used to.”

Like we used to. I made the swing move just to hear the same long-ago sound. It overwhelmed me. He was bringing us home. Our sweat and scraped skin lived here. Our DNA had combined on this grass and sand, long before I’d ever kiss him.

I didn’t realize right away when he stopped, rising to slow my momentum. He took my hand and led me from my swing to his. His eyes were storms before he stepped around and wordlessly began to push. Higher and higher. His hands clapped against my back. There was something so soft about being pushed away and caught again. Like the tide.

Nico never did this for me as a kid; we’d always propelled ourselves and battled for height. But he did it now when I was almost seventeen, and it set me up to break again.

And me at almost seventeen called out something bolder than I’d ever said to him, straight from that broken part. “Why did you bring me here? Just me and not the others?”

He halted my motion again, grasping the metal chains. He eventually came around to face me. “I made the next BUD/S school. It starts in a few weeks,” he said. “Lots to do before then. I told Luz before I came to South Mission.”

Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL school. My mouth went dry. It was time, after all his prep. During the six-month-long program, even the toughest SEAL candidates caved. They actually had a week called Hell Week. When they couldn’t take any more, grown men rang a bell to please, God, make it stop, and stowed their boots in surrender. It was a fancy word for quitting, and Nico was heading right for it.

“There’s no way you won’t get through,” I said, like my words could make it so.

One corner of his mouth sprang up. “I want it more than anything. You have to, or you’re doomed. Even after the shit I’ve already been through, which is just the preview, I want it. I need it.” He jerked one hand from the swing chain, raked it through his hair. “But—God, I’ve never said this out loud—I miss being a guy who gets to plan things. One who can have someone in his life and not have to leave her. Maybe with a folded flag.”

My mind longed to pause at three words—“someone,” “life,” “her”—and what they could mean. But I raced ahead to the nightmare of a family dressed in black, and the trumpet cry of taps haunting the background. I sensed my face souring. This boy in front of me—training had made him more than tough. But had it made him… reckless? “What are you trying to tell me, Nico? That you’re not planning on coming home? That maybe not coming home one day is something you’re just gonna accept?”

“No.” He held out both hands until I exhaled. “No. That I am home. Here. No matter if—when—I get to wear that trident pin.”

“Why did you bring just me?” I asked again.

I shivered as he closed in, gripping the chains. “Because I can leave you, and the others, with notes and birthday cards like I always do. But I wanted to leave you with something else. Something I need to tell you in person.”

“What, that you’re giving me the Blak Box when you leave?” Hiding my nerves with humor wasn’t new, but the messy, high-pitched laugh I let out made me feel like a ten-year-old again. My heart spun through too many emotions, and my next words landed into a muse, barely audible. “I mean, I turned out to be the better surfer. Sometimes a student outperforms a teacher.”

He snorted. “That’s not—”

“I deserve a board worthy of my skill and—”

“Willa.”

I looked up. “Nico.” That was it. The name I’d doodled in secret. The one I’d read at the end of cards and whispered at the start of wishes.

The scene inside his eyes tempered, a deep flush rooting into tanned cheeks. “I’ll miss you most. That’s what I was trying to say. I mean, I’ll miss my family so much. My friends, too. But…” He drew in a long breath. “You’re different. You’re more than the girl who grew up with me.”

An unrecognizable sound choked out from my chest; I averted my gaze to the trees, the distant hills, the gentle bay. Even as I’d sensed these words, he couldn’t, couldn’t be saying them in this moment, when he belonged to the navy, his blood scrawled on a hundred dotted lines. But he was… and now I was certain. While water was the enemy of my mom and sister, it had never been like that for Nico and me. Our enemy was time. And that was a force I had no idea how to beat.

“Hey, you look like you’re about to bolt. Don’t?”

His voice was quiet and hesitant. I inched back around, a dull ache coating the back of my throat. “Why? Why now?” I demanded it this time.

“Sometimes feelings don’t line up with life,” he said. “Mine and yours. That’s the cost of what I want. I’m sorry for that.”

“You knew?” I asked needlessly. Because I was transparent. And I hadn’t let any part of him go—not really. I’d tried, but of course he could see that I wanted him. Loved him. As much as I longed to sink into the sand, he held me in his space and lowered his hands on the chains to meet mine.

“I know,” he said. “And I didn’t want to go away with you thinking it’s one-sided. You’ll always be the girl who hijacked my dashboard as your personal footrest. Who pitched a mean fastball and learned to surf on my board. But for a while, I haven’t only seen you as her, then, but as you, now. And I’d choose you—no, I’d ask you to choose me—if…” He ducked his head.

“If we were in some other life.”

He nodded, his forehead creasing. “Tons of guys are leaving loved ones behind. I see what it does, and it’s not fair to either of us. Look, I know myself and what the next year will take. I need to focus and shoot for that trident alone.”

My cheeks flamed. “I want to hate you for that.”

“I hate myself for it enough.”

Oh—the hurt, the everywhere burn.

“I wish it had been you,” I admitted, hands flailing, because that’s what we were doing now. Last words and Hail Mary confessions. “To dance with me at homecoming. To kiss me on that hill instead of Kason.”

Nico’s shoulders drooped, defeated, and he stared at me with a pained expression. “I can’t make this better. Here—today. You deserve promises I can’t make right now, and that’s not because of you.”

I understood, but I still loathed it. And I learned that I am recklessly bold when I am trapped with rage and have no good place to put it. “I don’t want that in a speech. Or a card. I want it in a kiss.”

“Willa,” he said, anguished.

“Just one.”

He exhaled, pausing for what seemed like a year. “Just one.”

He moved into the space between my legs and cupped my face, and kissed me kissed me kissed me like I always wanted to be kissed when I was almost seventeen.




— then — When We Were Almost Seventeen

A YEAR AGO, ADRIENNE BOUGHT an oversize backyard swing. It was huge like a bed, with rolled bolsters at either end and a crisscross teakwood frame. These kinds of swings held three teen girls as if that feature were the top selling point.

After the kiss—THEKISS—it had all gone like this: Me trying not to cry as Nico hugged me goodbye. He would stay at base until BUD/S school. Then him dropping Brit’s Mustang off at her house, along with me. He hadn’t asked where I’d wanted to go. We both knew where I belonged.

Luz sent her brother away for some quality time with their parents, and stayed with me. We flocked to the swing. There, I told them everything. It felt like the time Nico left for basic training and we all sat at Josie’s and just were.

“It was worth it, though?” Britton used her gentlest voice; the realm of Nico’s confession and kiss throbbed through all of us.

“The best ten seconds of my life,” I said.

Luz’s face ticked in acknowledgment. She was listening while doodling in a small spiral notebook. She did that sometimes—wrote and conversed, paying perfect attention to both tasks.

“You counted?” Britton said on a dejected choke.

“Estimated. It mattered.”

Luz kept drawing. “It’s not even that weird,” she mused, “that you kissed my brother.”

A breathy snort pushed from my chest. Oh, Luz. But I sobered fast from wry to wistful. “That’s what a first kiss should be like.”

Britton kicked the swing into motion. “You can pretend all the other ones never happened.”

“Nah,” I said. “The Kason deal sucked, but he showed me what a zero out of ten looks like.”

“I’d call Taylor a two-point-five,” Britton noted.

“Generous,” I said. After homecoming, Britton and Taylor seemed like a winning match for a couple months, but the sudden return of his old girlfriend from boarding school spelled the quick end of what we’d dubbed “Braylor.”

“See, Nico’s a solid ten,” Britton said.

“He’s a hundred.” My gaze blurred into Luz’s cloud of hair until she tucked her pen behind her ear. She handed me the little book, and I had to squint at the symbols written there.

C8H11NO2 + C10H12N2O + C43H66N12O12S2

I looked up at her.

“The chemical formula for love,” Luz explained. “Dopamine, serotonin, and oxytocin.”

I cracked. A fat tear rolled down my cheek as I stared at all those letters and numbers. The enormity of what I felt could be shrunk down like this?

Luz nudged my shoulder. “It’s not weird that you love my brother either.”

I broke.

Britton caught me. I’ve got you.

Luz got in, her skinny arms so strong on my other side.

Into our combined mass, Britton said, “We need to make cake.”

Our yellow cake with chocolate icing was suddenly the only thing I wanted.

“Need,” Luz reiterated.



I dried my eyes and geared up for the Duncan Hines remedy. I hadn’t been inside this part of the Rose home since new fiancé Grant had moved in. Three steps in from the back door, I found him, even though he was currently playing tennis with Adrienne. Piles of self-help books and thrillers waited to be shelved away with Celeste Ng and Taylor Jenkins Reid. Brown shipping boxes stuck out inside this elegant home, marked TROPHIES, MOM’S CHINA, YEARBOOKS.

A gray blazer draped across the back of one of the barstools. On the kitchen counter, three cans of sports fuel powder lined up, their neon wrappers jarring next to Adrienne’s Italian earthenware and treasures from the Paris flea market. Luz picked one up, turned it, and threw silent judgment at Britton.

My friend shrugged. “It’s all good.” A flat smile sprang across her face. “Mom’s happy.”

There wasn’t a day since my childhood that I hadn’t felt loved by Adrienne. I wanted her to get all the love back, in a different way than we loved her. And if Grant made her happy, then all these changes were good with me, too.

Luz preheated the oven while Britton chose a baking pan. One box of yellow cake offered a few presentation options. Sometimes we made the cake into round layers, taking the time to fill and stack them, then covering the whole confection with a layer of the canned chocolate icing and confetti sprinkles. Today was a cake emergency. We would settle for the quickest method from box to mouth.

Britton picked a rectangular pan, grimacing as she moved a big crystal bowl with gold lettering out of the way. It was pretty tacky, marked GRANT HANOVER, CALIFORNIA GOLD TOP PRODUCER. “Well, I guess it’s his house too.”

I flinched at her tone; Luz also noticed. I wanted to say something but had to be careful. This was the first almost-stepdad situation our friend group had gone through.

Britton gave a shrug and went to grab the cake box and frosting. I began greasing the pan while Luz fetched the eggs and oil.

“Holy shit!” spewed from Brit’s mouth with an entire orchestra behind it. No gentle voice here. Luz and I instantly stopped in the middle of our tasks and whipped around.

Britton said it again, and by the time we joined her in front of the pantry, she could only point to the squat cabinet section above the double doors. Since forever, this little cabinet had housed two things, and two things only: Duncan Hines yellow cake mix, and cans of chocolate frosting. But not anymore.

Britton pulled out a purple cardboard box. “Keto-Kake?” Yes, the box actually said that. Along with the words “carob,” “sugar-free,” and “grain free.” “What happened?”

Luz pitched her head up and forward. “Whole Foods fucking threw up in here. That’s what happened.”

I was the tallest, so I grabbed items one by one, reading labels. “Date nut bars.” I tossed three packages onto the island. “Sprouted rye wafers.” Toss. “Fruit leather.” Big, dramatic toss. “Paleo Pride Snack Bites.” Which I would never be biting into. Toss.

Britton’s face had already drooped. “Maybe Grant just moved our stash?”

We checked the regular pantry, but it stood Duncan Hines–free with only the usual contents. Then we tried every cabinet, furiously opening and closing doors, encountering more of Grant’s possessions, but no cake.

Adrienne and Grant found us like this a few minutes later, gathered around the island, staring at the packed marble surface like it was the aftermath of an alien invasion.

“Ah, the whole gang.” Grant set down his tennis bag and went for a water bottle from the fridge.

Adrienne sidled up next to him in a black tennis skirt and hot-pink tank, shooting a knowing glance from us, to the open cabinet, to the island.

“Where’s our cake stuff?” Britton asked. “There were at least ten boxes. And frostings.”

“Right, those. I donated them to the food bank,” Grant said. “I thought we could introduce some more healthful options. A few swaps.”

Britton wilted, every bit a rose. We had come in here to make cake because I had been crying over Nico. I was still sore. I took my sadness and dragged it right next to her bewilderment.

“It’s not about health,” Luz said. “It’s about comfort. That kind of cake is something we’ve done since we were little. It’s our own ritual.”

Grant sucked down a third of the water. “And that’s great.” He pegged Britton with a blue-eyed, thoughtful look. “But here’s the thing about growing up. You can make new traditions.”

This man who was going to marry Adrienne couldn’t have been more wrong. We weren’t about new traditions. We didn’t need fixing or altering or swapping. We just needed to be left alone with a three-dollar box and a two-dollar can. Nico had just lit my heart on fire and doused the raging flames, all within the same ten minutes. The only thing I wanted was our damn cake. “It’s hard to explain why it’s special,” I said.

Grant actually smiled. “See, I thought we’d all be more concerned about Britton’s well-being. She’s obviously very special to you. Plus, I’ve been reading up about healthy singing.”

Vocal health? Britton’s eyes ballooned. He didn’t even know the correct term.

Adrienne stepped forward. “Grant, we’ve talked about—”

He placed a hand on her shoulder. “Of course, sweetheart. But Britton’s gift and future need to be protected. She should avoid processed foods, simple sugars, and caffeine. There’s plenty of that in chocolate.” Right into Brit’s face he said, “I want to help get you there. Help you achieve your dream of starring on that stage, top billing.”

I cut over to Luz, who appeared as cool as the first days of summer. Fog and gloom covered up all her sunburned heat underneath. But inside, I knew my girl was pulsating.

Britton teased a hand onto her chest, her features bent with troubles, and I wondered why Adrienne was being so quiet. She’d poured her own glass of water from the filtered tap. Sipped slowly. This mother who had done everything to give Britton the finest education, training, and support to help her get to the Paris stage.

“Britton’s vocal health is something we do care about very much. And we can be open to some new things.” Adrienne’s face tensed as she nodded once. “Moderation is key.”

Grant began munching grapes from a fruit bowl. “The whole body contributes to a singer’s top form, not just her voice.”

Again, what the hell did he know? My stomach lurched. Was a real-estate mogul with basic Google skills about to shake everything up?

I focused on Britton. She always led with a commanding presence. But as she listened and gripped the hem of her white shorts, she seemed smaller, her frame shadowed more than ever.

Luz pitched a single grape into her mouth. “Our vocal cords are very sensitive instruments. I mean, Britton’s always the quietest one at football games. Our girl was never destined for the cheerleading squad, either.” Another grape. “Vocal cords are, like, this translucent grayish-white color. Shaped like a fat, sideways mouth.” She moved her cupped thumb and forefinger up and down. “When we talk or sing, they move like this, like fish lips!”

Grant shifted his weight to his other foot. “Ahh, well I—”

“Mr. Hanover, since you’re so invested in her vocal health, which is awesome, we should all learn how they work, and some common issues resulting from overuse,” she added.

Right then, I was sure Grant’s admission at the MPHS carnival about having a weak stomach was going to come back around like a bad meal if I knew Luz Martín. And I knew Luz Martín. Judging by her cheerful turnaround, she was only getting started with squeamish Grant. For the first time in hours, I laughed—on the inside. Revenge was becoming as sweet as the cake we’d been denied.

“Vocal abuse can even result in these little nodule growths right on the cords!” Luz opened wide and jabbed one finger into the back of her throat for emphasis.

Grant blanched.

“They look like bloody red-hot candies and require extreme vocal rest, for a start.” She leaned in. “Worse, blood vessels in the cords can swell with irritation, and even rupture and leak.”

“How awful!” I said, playing along. One glance at Britton confirmed she’d caught on too.

She was coming back to form, casting inquisitive eyes. She cupped her neck. “What if that ever happened to me?”

Luz fought a grin. “Oh, there are treatments. See, a vocal cord hemorrhage acts like any bruise on the body, where blood actually leaks into the skin.”

Grant went for his tennis bag so quickly, he nearly toppled the fruit bowl. “Fascinating. But I need to shower.”

“Wait, I haven’t even gotten to the part where they might have to operate to repair the hemorrhage.” She pulled her phone from her denim shorts pocket. “There are close-up photos. But you have to see the procedure live on YouTube to really appreciate—”

Grant spun on his tennis shoes, lobbing a “Some other time, Luz” over his shoulder.

And then it was the original crew, a flicker of old times. We drew close to Adrienne like we always had. She picked up the Keto-Kake box, scanning the ingredients. Her beautiful engagement ring twinkled from her finger. “I understand it’s all new with Grant being here and joining our family.” She slung one arm around her daughter. “He really does care, and he’s trying to do his best, and not just for me. For you, too.”

Britton’s eyes glistened. She learned into her mother. “I get it.”

“All I’m asking is that you try.”

I knew, even before Britton nodded, that she would play peacemaker.

“I’m going up too.” Adrienne left us with a warm smile that finally felt like something familiar.

“I guess we should put the Ode to Whole Foods back,” Luz offered.

We did, stacking everything neatly.

“Willa, we can’t forget about you,” Britton said. “It’s our duty to make sure you are one with cake today. We could walk over to Three Dots?”

Early afternoon and the beach and swings and Nico came rushing back. “Sure. That’ll work.”

We got ready. I was still wearing my red guard suit and blue cover-up. Sometimes we went to Three Dots Cupcakes and ogled the artfully decorated desserts and creative flavors. S’mores and red velvet, lemon chiffon, and peanut butter cup with chocolate ganache. They looked fit for celebrations. And sure, they were made with natural flavors and organic flour, unlike our beloved yellow cake. Grant might even approve. But he would never understand that was there was so much more to health than ingredients.




— then — When We Were Seventeen

BY THE TIME I MADE it to the last few days of September, I realized Nico had been right. I kept circling back to this thought as I finished a mind-warp AP US History essay. Was America justified in fighting for independence? The paper could tell you my view, in great detail, after too many hours of research and spurts of starting and stopping.

Nico had been right about precalculus: it blew, and the worldwide brain of Luz was my only hope of survival.

He’d left us with cards complete with encouraging notes about teachers and eleventh-grade coping tricks. And yeah, Nico had been right about junior year being our toughest academically. Added to this, my friends and I were trying to find our places inside various stages of seventeen. I’d gotten there first, three weeks ago. Britton would be last to succumb in January. And the approach of October signaled Luz’s turn to blow out candles. For the first time since we were little, she asked for a party.

She couldn’t give us or Mrs. M. a reason why. But if Luz wanted a party, she was going to get one. A barbecue in the Martíns’ backyard, in two weeks, to be exact. Maybe seventeen felt like her personal golden hour. It felt like mine. At seventeen, we’d been teens long enough to learn a few things. But that also meant the spot where our futures waited stood closer than ever before.

Nico had entered BUD/S school at the end of August, the grueling gateway to his own future. But he hadn’t forgotten us. On his request, Mrs. M. delivered our stack of prepped birthday cards for Britton to manage, as usual. Nico claimed it often took a solid hour to pick out our three cards. He liked to buy them from special spots on a break from training. They changed and evolved as we did through the years, if cards could be a growing thing.

And this year, mine had been the hardest to open. My seventeenth birthday card was as close to a piece of him as I’d gotten, after ten seconds of the very best of him when he’d kissed me. When Brit delivered it my birthday morning, I wanted to ask Nico: Was this as hard for you to write as it was for me to read? Did you stare at it forever before you knew what marks to make?

For me, it had been unspeakably hard, but I’d also been too curious to stare at it for too long. The card propped open on my desk featured an abstract beach scene on fibrous cardstock. Raised paper waves, a sweep of sand. A watercolor sky at sunset. This model was notably different, too, the first ever blank card from him. No caption, no kitsch. That alone was significant. The words I’d get at seventeen needed no other caption.


I LIKE THINKING THAT WAVES LIKE THE ONES ON THE FRONT OF THIS CARD WERE MADE JUST FOR US. YOU KNOW HOW THEY WORK. EVEN WHEN SOMETHING IS TOO FAR AWAY TO SEE, OR OUT TOO DEEP, THE TIDE BRINGS IT IN WHEN IT’S TIME. HAPPY BIRD JAY, WILLA-BEE.

ALWAYS,

NICO



Happy bird jay.

A few years back, I’d sent a birthday text to Nico as soon as I’d gotten up. My autocorrect had other ideas, and I’d pressed send on “bird jay” greetings before I realized. We’d laughed about it afterward. But the whimsical words showed up on my card the next year, and had every year since.

The Hippo contained plenty of cards, but I would never file this one away. I pictured the sender whenever I passed it. Weeks into BUD/S school, we got a few updates. He was only thirty minutes away on Coronado Island, but in all the ways that counted, he was lost inside another dimension. I didn’t have the right magic to reach that place.

The good news, Nico hadn’t dropped yet. He hadn’t quit. But the inner timetable I’d been keeping said it had to be Hell Week soon. And I didn’t think Hallmark had cards that said:

Don’t die today.

You CAN run twenty miles on one hour of sleep per day.

Stay far away from quitting bells.

My phone dinged; I found it underneath my shiny new history paper. The notification came from our group text.

Britton: I need 27 seconds

Luz: Coming straight over

Britton: No. Not my house. Not even

This was new. The Rose home was the landing pad for all crises. But that was before…

Me: Where?

Britton: Your house okay?

My house would’ve been my last choice, but nothing made sense these days.

Me: Sure. But you’re scaring me

Luz: Same

Britton: I’m okay, but

Luz: But you’re not

Britton: Exactly



Our twenty-seven seconds alert was a call to immediate action of the highest order, but my mother had other ideas. Britton had arrived first, with newly applied makeup that told a story I knew well from knowing her: She’d had a perfectly made-up look. She’d cried. She washed her face and redid everything.

I needed to find out why, but Mom had fallen all over Britton at the door and insisted on making snacks. My friend hadn’t been over much lately.

“You said extra ginger, right?” Mom called from the kitchen, her juicer set to high.

My friend hit me with a broken smile before she answered, “Yes, please. But Luz doesn’t like it.”

Meanwhile, Audrey broke free from Anika and her armful of storybooks. Britton had a biggest fan, and she was five. She tugged on the mini pink hand sanitizer bottle hooked to Brit’s tote handle. “Did you bring makeups? Can I do it too?”

Anika stepped in to translate. “We are now very interested in Project Runway. I showed her once.”

“Tell me,” I deadpanned, and turned to Audrey. “No makeovers this time, birdie. Soon, though.”

Britton set down her bag. “Very soon. And I’ll give you the works if your mom doesn’t mind.”

My sister clapped her hands and batted her eyelashes. While jumping.

It was the sort of Audrey theatrics Brit would’ve normally joined in, but her day had taken a sharp detour from normal. She managed a ghosted smile and tugged the end of Audrey’s ponytail. “We’ll get Luz to do ballerina hair on you too. She’s the queen.”

“The Luz-Luz-bun,” Audrey said before running upstairs with Anika.

I laughed. Any Luz visiting me from beyond would haunt me with that hairdo alone.

It might’ve been my paranormal summons, the way Luz edged through the cracked-open door just about then, complete with said bun, more messy than ballerina. She surveyed my living room scene, landing her pressing concern on Britton.

“We can go up in a minute. Mom just wanted to…” I trailed off when my mother swooped in, her tray filled with juices in varying shades of “garden.” She passed them out with pride and insisted everyone catch her up. So we all sat.

Luz, tell me about your classes.

We’re so excited about your party. Seventeen!

Britton, what are you working on now with Adela?

Britton’s worry throbbed like a bassline underneath my mom’s genuine care. My friend needed me, maybe even urgently. But I felt a stab of guilt at wanting to rush away just now. And deeper, that rushing away toward other places and people was my default setting. I bit it back—at least Mom wanted to be here, inside with us, instead of caring for her plants. She hadn’t wanted to rush away either.

Finally up to date, Mom cleared our empty glasses. “I won’t keep you. I’m sure you have loads of studying.” We wasted no more time in beelining up to my room.

“Sorry, girl,” I said as my door shut. Luz and Britton were already perched on my bed. “That was more like twenty-seven minutes.”

“It’s all good,” Brit conceded. “Your mom’s right. We’re hardly ever here.” She reached into her tote and arranged four glossy folders in front of us. “I found these on the breakfast table when I got home from Adela’s.”

We read the titles. The Juilliard School. Vanderbilt University Blair School of Music. University of Southern California Thornton School of Music. Indiana University Jacobs School of Music.

“Grant’s latest idea,” Britton said.

I picked up the Vanderbilt folder. “This is a lot of expensive paper.”

“It’s like he dragged his coffee and Keto-Kake to his new desk upstairs and Googled top university opera programs,” Britton said. “Juilliard? Seriously? Like I don’t know what Juilliard is.”

“You know it’s not for you,” I said.

Brit cast her arms up. “Exactly. And Grant was there waiting. All excited about these schools and how these places are best for me and my career.”

“Adrienne had to have told him about Claire and the Paris academy,” Luz said, referencing the Académie d’Opéra et de Scène. “So why all this now?”

“He’s been trying to get involved and contribute. That’s what Mom calls it.”

“That’s cool, but he can’t change your dream,” I said.

“He’s trying to change my mind instead. He told me that I should think twice about trusting my voice to some Paris pipe dream,” she snarled, red blotches blooming inside the keyhole neckline of her top. “That I’m too smart. I should want the prestige of a top-notch university behind me, and the degree. And some singers do!” She nudged the Indiana folder. “They come out of programs like this and succeed.”

“Adela has worked with you for so long for Paris. Preparing you for the way Claire’s program does things,” I noted.

“And the way they do things is worth more to me than a diploma. At the Académie, everything is so much smaller. It’s niche training. It’s living and studying with current performers, and being immersed in a working opera house. There are even exercise classes that focus on core, and preparing for the stage chops that performing night after night requires. And students work in both Paris and London, right in the middle of the action. This is the way I want to learn.”

“Does Grant think you’re going to miss out on some traditional college life milestones?” Luz asked.

“Like it’s some religion,” Britton said. “He was telling me about his college days at USC. All good, but he doesn’t understand that I’m so not about that. And you know what? He doesn’t have to understand. He just has to let me be me.”

He would have to let her go. Just like Luz and I would.

“Mom came down when she heard us talking. She could tell I was upset, but she just said it was good that I have options for now. Then she just went to Pilates.”

She didn’t fight.

My heart sank. How was this the same Adrienne who came for me in the middle of the night and took me in? Who had always cared enough to do more than just speak, but to act? That Adrienne had crashed our fourth-grade father-daughter dance wearing a black leather jacket and slick black sheath dress. Sparkly stilettos and the glam makeup of Audrey’s dreams. Nothing gimmicky, either, like a necktie or a fake mustache. She was there as a loving parent, and that was the end of it.

Britton sprang off the bed toward the framed photo hanging on my wall. Duplicates of this photo hung on Luz’s wall, and in Britton’s room too. On her first trip to Paris, Brit had visited the famed Pont des Arts bridge, dubbed the Love Lock Bridge, where thousands of couples had attached monogrammed padlocks onto the chain-link railing. They often threw the padlock keys into the River Seine below.

But over the years, the thousands of locks had started to ruin the bridge walls, and authorities had to remove more than forty tons of them. People weren’t supposed to add locks anymore. Rule-follower Britton was compelled to obey, even though she’d come with her own lock when she returned to Paris a few years later. But Adrienne was never without a creative idea.

The lower area along the River Seine had been refurbished, and special floating barges, called Les Berges de Seine, were installed along the riverbank. They looked like mini parks and offered tranquil hangout spots right over the water. But no horde of locks weighed down the chain-link railings there. Just one small lock.

The framed photo in my room was a close-up shot. In one hidden corner of one of these park barges, a brass lock dangled on the fenced barrier. Britton. Luz. Willa. The three Sharpied names didn’t stand for a forever couple, but a friendship every bit as locked in love. The key to this lock had come home with Britton. Our Emergenkey. The trusty key was infused with all our power and given its own secret hideaway for a time when we needed one another but couldn’t find our way back together. As far as we knew, the key was still there. The lock was still there too. Britton had found it safely intact on her freshman-year trip to Paris.

Britton ran her fingernail down the wooden picture frame. “No one picked Paris for me. I picked it.”

Until now, no one had challenged it either. Until a time when we were all on different edges of seventeen. Nico had been right. We were stepping into our most difficult year yet. Luz’s university choice was creeping closer. Hopkins or UCSD? Maryland or… home? And I was battling the toughest classes I’d ever had at MPHS, pushing to make the grades to secure my USD tuition forgiveness. But Britton faced a different kind of tough. It tried to claim every inch of her, pushing to displace a heart that already knew its true home.

Because whenever Britton talked about Paris, it sounded almost like singing.




— then — When We Were Seventeen

LUZ’S BIRTHDAY CAKE DID NOT come from a grocery store. Nor was it yellow with chocolate frosting. Mrs. M. finally got the chance to throw her daughter a birthday party, and the cake was spectacular. Grant could barely look at it, which made it even better.

Stuffed with Mr. M.’s grilled bacon cheeseburgers, our Crown Point “family” crowd oohed and aahed, snapping pictures of the crown jewel of Luz’s backyard barbecue party: a heart-shaped cake. No, not a valentine heart, but the organ. Red-velvet cake molded into a human heart was covered with red icing, complete with a blue vena cava and pulmonary artery, and thinner artery details branching in bright yellow.

Originally the party theme was supposed to be “heart-healthy.” But Mrs. M. had the darkest sense of humor of all our moms, and she’d changed it at the last minute. Heart-attack homemade onion rings and fried croquetas de jamón were added to the menu, and Luz was delighted.

After singing and candle-blowing, Britton and I stood closely as Mr. M. sliced through the center of the cake. A much better surgery than anything I’d seen on Luz’s iPad.

“Who’s the first victim?” He held up a piece of the macabre confection. After the birthday girl, Anika and Kem went in strong.

We all got slices and dragged plates around the firepit. The “kids” were relegated here while parents drank red wine on the other side of the patio. I pulled back my view. Votives flickered, and white café lights crisscrossed the yard, but these people were brighter. This yard was my personal galaxy; the heads bobbing with laughter formed the constellation of Willa Joan Davidson. Only one star was missing.

“Card time,” Luz said, reading my mind.

I reached into my purse and brought Nico here. Britton had given me his card for Luz earlier, like I was the new keeper of all things Nico. If only it were that simple.

Happy bird jay. My chest squeezed; I willed the bittersweet notion away and faced my friend.

Luz’s black sweater tilted off one shoulder, topping a tiered lace mini. She’d crowned her outfit with the burgundy Doc Martens Britton and I went halves on and surprised her with this morning. This was how she looked when I handed over her brother’s card. Tan envelope, the word “Luz” scrawled in Nico’s signature lettering. I knew his script as well as his face, entwined with it in a deeper way than even my own party-trick ability of forged notes and mimicked signatures.

The space between her cheekbones and chin crinkled. Naval duties had caused Nico to miss her last birthday too. Whether he was present or not, you never knew what a Nico card would be like. Witty, irreverent, poignant—his only predictability was his timing. He was never late, and if he knew he’d be gone, he’d send them early. This year he’d gone for humor.

The three of us snickered over the card featuring a personified pinto bean wearing headphones, sneakers, and sunglasses. Inside, the caption read, Happy birthday to my favorite human bean. Luz grinned and let us read his personalized message.


DEAR LUZ ALLISON MARTÍN,

SINCE I STARTED SEAL TRAINING, I’VE MET SOME OF THE TOUGHEST PEOPLE ON THE PLANET. I’M SORRY I’M NOT WITH YOU WHEN YOU TURN SEVENTEEN BECAUSE I’M TRYING TO BE ONE OF THEM. BUT THAT’S NOT MY POINT, WHICH YOU ALWAYS NAG ME ABOUT GETTING TO. OKAY, I’LL JUST SAY IT. NOT ANY OF THOSE SEALS, BUT YOU. YOU ARE THE TOUGHEST BEAN. THE TOUGHEST I’VE EVER SEEN. (RHYME INTENTIONAL)

I LOVE YOU MORE,

NICO



Britton let out a small sob, one hand landing over her heart. But Luz looked so peaceful—Mission Bay at dawn, not Mission Beach during a thunderstorm. She read the card a couple more times before carefully placing it back into the envelope.

Her mom had made a cheeky “bloodred” sparkling punch. I suddenly needed a gallon of it. Tears pressed against the backs of my eyes, scratching the base of my throat. I set down my half-eaten cake and wiggled my plastic cup to the girls to signal my exit.

Inside, drinks were set up on one end of the kitchen counter, and Grant was emerging from the fridge with a beer, humming. I recognized the melodic theme from hearing Brit sing it a dozen times at Adela’s.

“ ‘But Who May Abide’…,” I said absently.

Grant shut the fridge and eyed me quizzically.

“That piece,” I told him. “It’s from Handel’s Messiah.”

“Ahh.” He popped the bottle cap open. “Lately it’s the soundtrack of my new home.” My face itched to move from grief to grimace, based on the past interactions I’d had with Grant. But he looked… proud.

“Hard to believe one human can produce so much music,” he added, and I actually smiled. Maybe he did genuinely appreciate Britton’s talent. “Sometimes clients hear her in the background and want me to hold the phone out for more.”

“I think she’d like to know that. Even though she can be shy, and she’s not about putting her stuff on social media, or anything like YouTube. So not her thing.” I peered out the slider at Britton laughing over Adrienne’s shoulder. “But sometimes I wish the whole world could press play and hear her.”

Grant grinned and might have replied before he returned to the patio, but my mind had tripped over my own words. My personal world also wanted what it didn’t have: to press play on a swing-set kiss, over and over. I grabbed my cup and drained the last remnants of red punch, then decided water was a better idea for flooding away my feelings. I filled my entire cup from a gallon bottle, downed it in one gulp, then refilled and drank again.

“Dang.”

With the rim almost to my lips, I turned, finding Kem strolling out of the hallway bathroom. “If that bottle wasn’t marked Geyser Spring, we’d be having a different conversation,” he said.

“We can only dream.” I tried for a smile and a light, nonchalant tone but failed. Bodies do that when they’re trying to keep themselves together.

“You need an ear or two?” Kem’s brows perked in invitation. “Or you can tell me to scram, and I can get back to my cake. My piece is almost the entire pulmonary artery. That’s some good shit.”

Don’t cry, don’t laugh. Immediate fail on both counts. I was the mixed-up clown at this party.

“Well.” My friend softened, whisking out one of the Martíns’ breakfast table chairs. He flipped it around and straddled the seat before patting the one beside him.

I slumped into it. “Sorry. Just some memories.”

“Now, this I’ll never understand.” He handed me a napkin as a makeshift tissue. “Why do people always apologize for crying? Like you feeling something is some huge inconvenience?”

“Okay.” I blew. “Point taken.”

His knowing smile sat just right, forever as steady as the heart it came from. “No secret who’s missing tonight. I mean, you’ve got your triangle, but your circle’s half closed.”

Of course eagle-instinct Kem had picked up on those vibes. “There is no circle, and no me and Nico. That doesn’t exist.”

“I think I’ll trust what I’ve seen for years, even when he was with Sydney. Some things can only be what they are.”

“Well, we can’t be anything now,” I quipped. “So, yeah. Call me free. Unattached. Available—take your pick.”

“Is that so? Because I know two guys who wanted to ask you to homecoming, but we’re doing the friend group thing. And that’s more than cool. I’m just noting it.” His arms hung like goalposts.

Kem was infuriatingly right on another point. Homecoming was next week, and I’d painted myself with a virtual DO NOT ASK sign. I slinked in shadows. I did my thing, getting the marks to make USD happen, all while clinging close to my girls. Homecoming this year was ironically themed Coming Home. And date-wise, we were circling back to the only home that had ever been perfectly clear: us.

Brit had gone on a couple mediocre dates lately, so she was happy to be mine. And Luz loved a group event. While her party hummed outside, no one at this table was fooled. Nico had kissed me three months ago, and I was not ready to get over it. Not ready to move on like he wanted. Options or not.

I shifted the spotlight across the table. “Well, it’s not like you’ve been eyeing anyone either, Kem Hudson. Or you’ve been keeping secrets.”

“No secrets.” He shrugged. “What I see between you and Nico, it really hasn’t ever been that way for me. So, I’m attracted to both guys and girls.” I nodded, and he went on. “Stuff like going on dates, hugs—all good. But anything physical beyond that, like, a spark? I’ve never had that. I don’t really get sparked.”

“Even with Maya?” I asked about the girl he dated last year.

“I went along with her because she was a stellar girl. But I ended up hurting her because she wanted more and I couldn’t get there, you know? That messed me up.”

I’d never known this—the way his feelings worked. “At least you cared about hurting her. Didn’t play games to hook her, then trash the whole thing as some joke.”

Our eyes locked; we rarely talked about Kason. Only a bit when it happened, but there was something back then that I hadn’t felt right about saying. It felt right now.

“This is way overdue, but thank you,” I said, shifting my gaze slightly off-center. “After one minute of explanation, you had Kason, plus Terrence and Jonah, blocked everywhere. You didn’t have to do that, but it was really huge for me, and I wasn’t clear about it then. So, thanks. They were on your team.”

“They were an embarrassment.” Kem shook his head dismissively. “Last spring they ran track with me. But they were never on my team again.”

Kem’s large, warm hand clamped over mine. We sat like that for a bit, until Kem said, “The girls probably think you went for a dip in the punch bowl. Plus, I probably need me a new piece of heart-attack cake by now.”

I let him pull me up. “It is really good cake.”

Kem made a standard Hudson noise of agreement as we slipped through the slider. Things outside had changed. In the short time I’d been in the kitchen, Kem’s parents had moved to the firepit with both our siblings. And Britton and Luz were at the rectangular patio table with the rest of the parents. Luz saw me, immediately dispatching our practiced SOS signal. A combination of facial and body cues, the signal was only detectable by the three of us. Something was up, and I’d missed it. Kem went for cake, and I took my place on the other side of Britton.

To get to one of us, you had to go through all of us.

“There’s still plenty of time yet for these big decisions.”

This had come from Adrienne. She looked extra pretty tonight in a silk floral duster over a strapless black jumpsuit. But her face was missing that relaxed looseness I was used to. She gripped a glass of wine like a lifeguard rescue can.

“But Britton is only seeing it from one angle.” Grant thrust out a hand clamped around his bottle of pale ale. “And that’s totally understandable. It’s all she’s known.”

So this was about Paris. I cut my eyes to my friend. Her anxious tell was on full display; she clenched the side of her blue maxidress with her left hand.

It was my mom that offered, “It’s all we’ve known too. Britton and Paris are a matched set for as long as I can remember.” Mom’s smile carried a hint of happy memory. The black-haired, angel-voiced star that had run through her home since elementary school.

“I can see her thriving there. Her French is as good as the foreign language majors’ at USD,” my dad added.

Grant gave an overblown shrug. “True, Greg, but in my opinion, that way of thinking is so limiting. For her, I mean.” He gently nudged Brit. “Her talent is bigger than that. It’s brand-worthy.”

Oh no. So much for Grant earning a few points with me. Game over. What?

I realized I’d said this out loud.

“A brand,” Grant happily clarified. Under the café lights, his blond hair tried to be a halo. “Brand recognition is why I’ve made top broker for five years now.” He paused with a meaningful look at Adrienne. “Why we, as team Hanover, are going to nab that top slot nationwide. We’ve already started planning for this. Adrienne’s flair for the catch, and mine for the close.” Next I thought he was going to stand and ask for a mic. “And Britton is a brand too, just like any celebrity. The newest soprano diva sensation.”

Britton was a mezzo. I felt the agitation rolling off of Luz’s limbs. She shifted her weight on her new boots.

“Trust me, she’ll be the one to watch,” Grant said, then took a swig. “Picture New York. Juilliard under her name, with crowds lining up around the corner at Carnegie to see her. And then once they hear her sing…”

“Britton was all about opera when no one around her understood, except her mom,” Luz noted.

Adrienne grinned at the birthday girl, while Britton’s half smile dithered like a timid trill between them.

I bumped Brit’s shoulder. “We tease her about her skill and quirks sometimes. But deep down she’s always known how to build her future.” I spun my words toward Grant. “And she could explain it to all of us in four languages.”

“No doubt,” Grant countered. “But I know the language of business. At their core, all art forms are just beautiful wrappings for carefully crafted and ingeniously marketed business models.”

“Mom,” Britton barely voiced, her calm exposure shattered into speech.

Adrienne’s posture snapped straight against the patio chair. “Well, one thing we know for sure is how wise Britton has grown up to be. I have no doubt she’ll be able to carefully weigh all of her options when it’s time. And in the meantime, she’s been working on the loveliest aria from The Marriage of Figaro.”

Appreciative sighs hummed around the table as Grant tipped his beer bottle. “I’ll drink to that. I hear it every night, along with that Handel piece. Stupendous.”

Britton’s stance relaxed beside me, but we still needed an escape. “Time for more cake before Kem finishes it off,” I said.

Mrs. M. beamed. “I was afraid you’d all think it was too much.” She threw a teasing look at her daughter. “The baker was a little put off himself, but he came through.”

“ ‘Too much’ and ‘put off’ is my favorite combo.” Luz snared Britton’s arm. “We need another hunk of vena cava.”

We stood alone in front of the hacked-up heart. I shaved off pieces of red cake and sweet cream filling for the three of us. But Britton’s expression soured.

“All these points Grant is making are wack, and I don’t know what to do,” she said. “He definitely has Mom on his option-train.”

Luz swiped one finger into yellow frosting. Licked. “I know, but your mom is still your mom. Those wedding gown magazines and florist brochures won’t change who she is. Or what you’ve all worked for.”

This was a lot of counsel from Luz. She was always the analyzer, the skeptic and balance scale of our trio. I leaned in. “Did your new boots zap you from devil’s advocate into Pollyanna-positive?”

“The hell?” Luz snorted and bit into a chunk of cake. “I am only noting the power of Britton’s Paris parts.”

“We hope.”

I sensed Britton’s fear behind her shred of hope. And I understood what it was to want something so badly, you ached for that crucial part of your whole self that wasn’t home yet.

“Don’t forget the power of us,” Luz said.

I was about to cosign, but an awkward shriek came from the patio table. Mrs. M. had one hand over her mouth. She’d stood forcefully, her chair tipping over.

We rushed back with Anika, Audrey, and Kem on our heels. My stomach dropped to the ground when Luz’s mom was so overcome with emotion, her words jumbled.

“Nico. Coronado. Medical center.”

Tears sprang to my eyes for the second time that night. Luz gripped my hand, her face paralyzed with shock. She couldn’t even run her normal triage on her own mother.

“Mom?” she finally voiced.

Luz’s dad looked away from his wife’s phone screen and held out his hands. “It’s okay, mijita.” His voice wobbled. “He’s just being checked over. Todo está bien.” Everything was fine, whatever that meant.

But we all found out a few moments later, when Teresa Martín untangled herself from my mother’s protective embrace. She dashed tears from her eyes and presented Luz with the best birthday gift ever. One so bright, it outshone the tight ball of worry and unease over Britton’s dreams of Paris. “Nico made it!” she said proudly. “He survived Hell Week.”




— graduation week — Wednesday

I SEE THE BOOTS FIRST. Matte burgundy, the color of a healing scab. Our unique and remarkable Luz had declared this at Bloomingdale’s a year ago when she’d picked up the Doc Martens, admiring their style. Brit and I never had a clue what to get her. It didn’t matter that we knew her best—Luz Martín was a bitch to shop for. One minute she’d complain that a top was too “foofy.” The next she’d show up to mass in an off-the-shoulder blouse in pale pink with white daisies. You had to laugh. I had to love her even more for these little breaches into the staunch predictability of a girl who lives for scrubs and beating hearts.

Luz had made it easy that birthday. Arguably the easiest thing of all inside our fated junior year. None of us had known any of that then, though. If we had, maybe Britton and I would have chosen our own steel-toed boots to wear from October to June and into always.

And I wish someone would have just told all of us to go one step further and wrap our hearts in layers of steel. That we would need it more than shoes.

After a government final that was more bark than bite, the boots scurry in front of me. Hurried steps clap from where I’m coming out of Mrs. Yamata’s room and the B classroom wing.

At first I think she doesn’t see me, or she does but refuses to stop. Why should she?

I continue forward, trying to close the distance between me and the student parking lot before she appears. She blocks my next move.

“Oh!” I halt, and there’s so much at once. Luz is the one who came back over, not me. She looks more preoccupied than ragey. I’ll take that any day.

She waves a single sheet of paper. “I have to turn in my speech to Dr. Ramírez.” Because that’s what you do when you’re the MPHS valedictorian. “I didn’t want you to think I saw you and ignored you.”

The resigned calm I’ve been carrying since Kem’s house is suddenly in need of stitches. Just put your fingers to my neck and tell me how I am.

I miss her so much, and I’m horrible because I sent her into an emotional tornado right before she had to write her valedictory address. Any other time, she would’ve asked me to weigh in and listen. But I only have: “Britton’s helping with your delivery?”

She nods. “The stage queen had some good pointers. I always speak too fast when I get going.”

I know, I know, I know.

Luz turns. “I have to go—”

“Wait!”

She does, and I need to make this good because I’m already using up my last chance this week. “You were right. About everything. What I did… why. It wasn’t as simple as I thought.”

Luz’s eyes are the color of dark liquors I haven’t tried yet. Cognac, whiskey, bourbon. I’ve only seen them lined up on Adrienne’s bar cart. “No surprise there.” It’s not harsh, her tone. But there’s no color at all in these words.

“I knew it would be hard, but it’s harder.” I toggle back and forth on my sandals. Flip my bent purse strap across my shoulder. I rake back my loose waves and tug my droopy cardigan. I fix what I can. “I’m still trying to sort it all out. To explain, like you asked.”

“Maybe we can talk again after the ceremony?”

I tell myself that she’s stressed over the commencement speech and the rest of her finals, and that she’s not trying to blow me off, or put me on a shelf for later. “Okay.”

“Okay,” she echoes.

The space between my tall and her short is ten years close. We both blink, and the space between us is as wide as a single week and three biting words… Or we’re done.

And I don’t know anymore, which one is true.




— then — When We Were Seventeen

“TIME TO HUMOR AN OLD MAN.”

My dad was leaning in my doorway, dressed in track pants for the night jogs he favored. But first, he held up his new camera with a fancy lens.

“Dad! We’re not even close to ready,” I said from the middle of my search for my black chain wallet. I wished I owned another option besides the fated clutch that had launched one of the most embarrassing moments of my life to date (Mom, a wrapped surprise, eons of horror).

Dad threw us a look and arced his hand in a wide sweep. “If this isn’t you ladies being ready, I do not understand… this.”

“We might not either,” Luz said from the floor, trying to locate one stray patent peep-toe pump under my bed. Retro burgundy velvet poufed around her. “Also, I have no other shoe.”

“My cue to come back in a few minutes,” Dad said.

Britton was so predictably ready, she was glossing Audrey’s lips and dusting her cheeks in a peppy fuchsia shade. It was junior-year homecoming, and we’d decided to dress at my house, which was a first. The second first was that Audrey was allowed into the room this year. This translated into my dreamy-eyed sister teetering around on Britton’s heels, playing store makeup counter with all of our pots and tubes.

Our primping was also less organized than ever. We’d crowded around my mirror, wanding Brit’s hair into spirals and straightening mine into a sleek style I rarely wore.

“Audrey, I need you down here!” Mom’s request brought an instant frown to my sister’s made-up face.

“Go on, pretty girl,” Britton said. “Tell your daddy we’ll be right there.”

I was already in a partial state of shock when Audrey obeyed and abandoned makeup hour without protest. Britton’s expression did the rest. Perplexed, she slowly pulled my lost chain wallet from the Hippo box (currently spending its week on rotation in my room) and handed it over.

“How did this end up in there?” I asked.

“That is weird.” Luz brandished her missing shoe like a winner’s trophy.

I began transferring essentials. “Yeah, it’s freaky. Like we’ve been wrong about haunting this whole time, and the Hippo’s been trying to spook us all along.”

No one said a word. We simply formed a triangle around the gray canvas box resting next to my dresser. We looked down, then at one another. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t sense a shift, the air shivering to match the icy blue on the walls. It wasn’t a power strike, like the Emergenkey. More a frosted, moth-wing whisper. It could’ve been my imagination, or a psychosomatic reaction (Luz had explained those once) giving me goose bumps. Or it could’ve been something… else.

We still didn’t speak of it. With body language consensus, we decided it was time to go. The three of us and our cloud of dresses and heels and perfume wafted downstairs.

Dad took a few photos of us. Mom strolled in as we posed on the wrought iron staircase for a final artistic shot. “Oh! The three of you make a garden even prettier than mine.” She held up a box. “Speaking of, I just finished these.”

I approached and peered into the shallow white box. Three floral wrist corsages were lined up, matching our dress colors. But unlike the tasteful boutonniere Mom had made for Kason last year, these were oversize and gaudy, with way too much ribbon. “I would’ve asked this time, but we weren’t planning on wearing corsages this year.”

By now Britton and Luz had seen their corsages too. So awkward—I was well used to their fake smiles.

I fingered one of the red ribbons on mine. “I mean, they’re really pretty, and we could display them in our rooms or—”

“Nonsense,” Mom said, and passed out her creations. “Flowers are always a fitting accessory. You should show them off.”

“We don’t have dates. It might be weird.”

“So? You can celebrate your friendship.”

“We always celebrate our friendship.” And lately outsiders had been trying to meddle with that. Clearing out our signature yellow cake, trying to steer us away from hopes and dreams.

“They’re beautiful,” Britton interjected, coming between my mother and me with both her words and body as she reached toward the corsages. Britton slipped hers on. The oversize spray with purple tuberoses and white roses, tied with purple and gold ribbons, tipped her lavender look into too-sweet.

Mom was only staring at me, frowning. “Willa, I don’t understand. I’m not half as skilled as Britton or Adrienne with makeup, but I wanted to help and do something useful.”

I exhaled; Mom thrived on being useful. She could conquer any stubborn stain, and grow anything to flourish. Usefulness led to some of her strongest moments of happiness. But that was also the issue—everything was usually about her happiness. Her self-care and well-being.

I looked down at my red and white blooms. I hadn’t wanted any corsage, but the worst part was, she couldn’t have known that. My cheeks flamed. I had to accept that my mom couldn’t understand my hurts because I had never told her. And that I couldn’t tell her about them, because of the way she handled her own hurts: escaping to a silent garden.

I cut my glance from my friends to Mom. She was frozen on the carpet, peering into my face as if she wanted any preview of my next move. But our reality was a repeating cycle. She could rarely read me, and I could barely reach her. This was as green as grass, as suffocating as water in the Davidson home.

But then there was my dad. His stare pulled tight with concern as he stood between the living room and kitchen. He’d put the camera away, just observing his family and my friends. None of our glitches were his fault. Was he wondering how he was going to console my mom after we left?

Probably, if I knew him.

I did the next thing for Dad as much as for her. “You’re right, Mom,” I said, and tried to smile. “I guess I was just surprised.” I put on my flowers. Luz nodded and added hers to her left wrist. “Thanks for thinking of us and working so hard on these.”

She grinned, and stepped back to take in the sight of the three of us as one.

It seemed like forever, but we finally made it outside. Luz had parked Mrs. M.’s Suburban down the block, so we teetered along the uneven sidewalk with care.

“Okay, I’m not showing up with this virtual candy cane on my arm.” My white and red roses were loud against bright silver ribbon glinting in streetlights. I ripped it off. “Sorry about the weirdness. And about these.”

“Don’t be sorry,” Luz said. She removed her lily and rose spray, tugging at the overly curled plum and gold ribbons.

“She was just being thoughtful,” Britton said. “Look, we’ll wear them for a couple Instagram photos of us at Kem’s.”

That settled, we neared said SUV. Every single time, we snickered/snorted/cracked up over the contrast between Luz and the imposing white vehicle her mom lent her. Luz needed a pillow to see over the steering wheel, but even in heels, she hopped in like a gazelle, already buckled tight before we opened the back door. “Hurry up, losers! Lord Hudson hates to be kept waiting.”

“Yes, Doctor Martín, ma’am!” From Britton. We pitched the flowers onto the dash.

Luz was never a reckless driver, but manning her mom’s SUV like a battering ram was a certified Luz-brand item. She just went, and it behooved you to keep up or get out of her way. With these girls and our tunes, I felt impossibly more infinite and freed from the awkwardness in my living room. The night opened like a wish.

But as we turned left onto Promontory Street, where both the Martíns and Hudsons lived, my freedom clenched into confusion.

It happened so fast, the way Luz slammed the brakes and fled the vehicle like it had caught fire.

“What the hell?” I said, my head plastered like Britton’s against the headrest. And then I saw everything at once. We were stopped in the middle of the street, driver’s door hanging open, engine idling in park. We found Luz running with all her little-legged might. And in the yellow-white headlights, there was Nico on the Martíns’ driveway, arms out wide to catch her.




— then — When We Were Seventeen

BY NOW KEM HAD COME out front, and I’d parked the Suburban. We were all on the driveway, and Luz had wrenched herself from the virtual force field of her brother long enough for him to gather me close for a hug.

He wore a navy-issued tan T-shirt and camouflage pants, his skin blotched and peeling with patches of sunburn. But his body was unusually cold, like he needed a wet suit to insulate him from his entire life. “I’ll explain,” he said.

“¡Cállate!” Luz dropped into more than Spanish. She was in full triage mode, her hands poking and prodding. And I got why. Her only sibling was a mass of bruises and scrapes. His eyes hollowed with the level of repeated sleep deprivation that makes people hallucinate. Nico—our Nico—was all shades of battered. But he was here, even though some unsettled parts of him seemed to be everywhere at once.

“Luz, stop,” he said wearily.

My friend shook her head, her fingers testing his carotid artery for her own proof of life.

“Basta—enough! I’m okay, sis. I went through two full health screenings after Hell Week.”

“You didn’t wash out and ring the bell, but BUD/S still isn’t over, right?” Kem asked when Luz finally released her brother.

Nico’s mouth started a smile before landing on a wry tilt. “Months left. No one can get off base until after Hell Week, but I signed out for a few hours’ leave until morning.” He turned and glanced at his childhood home. “I just needed a break.”

He pivoted and caught me staring. Exhaled. Everything that had happened between us rushed back into that single breath, but we weren’t alone.

“Mama and Dad are in Palm Springs for the weekend,” Luz said.

“It’s okay. We’ll FaceTime.” He scrubbed his face, sighing wearily under the effort. “Wait, your slick getups. Homecoming’s tonight?”

“Nah. Since you left, we always go to movies dressed this way.” Britton fluffed lavender tulle.

“Listen, I’m a surprise. I get it,” he said through our waning laughter. But why hadn’t he texted that he was coming home for a bit? I kicked the thought away. “You all should go on and do your thing. Don’t miss your big night.”

My body stretched in two directions, between Nico and my friends. Between dream and reality. I didn’t know why Nico was here tonight, and more, our situation was as blurred as it was three months ago. But my feet had their own ideas. My nude ankle-strap heels pointed right to his boots, already deciding where I wanted to be.

“You shouldn’t be alone,” Luz said. “We’ll go to dinner and the dance, and maybe Willa can hang with you?”

His trademark smile came quicker than a blink. When he nodded, my stomach went straight into tangles.

“Um, yes. Hold, please,” I said, and grabbed Luz. I towed her down the block.

“What are you doing?” I whispered.

“You know exactly what I’m doing.”

“Luz!”

Her face angled and her eyes bugged. “Willa?”

“He’s your brother, and he’s only here until morning.” My head rattled back and forth with a dozen impossibilities sinking over me. “Family? You know, yours? So obviously you should be the one to stay with him.”

“Not this time.” She gently grabbed my arms, wrapping ten warm fingers just beneath my elbows. “Do I need to run triage on you, too?”

I rolled my eyes.

“Once I got done prodding, he barely took his eyes off you,” she said.

“But you guys—”

“Stop falling on all these fucking swords. It’s bad for the body. Please go back there and have your night. He obviously agrees, and I’ll catch him for breakfast. This is a homecoming if I’ve ever seen one, so go have the one you’ve always wanted.”

God, Luz.

I knew what this decision cost her. Brown eyes pinned me with force and the greatest kind of love I knew.

“I’m terrified,” I said, so small.

“So is he. And not just about BUD/S, and not about what happened at the park. He’s not okay. You’d better find out why or your ass is mine, Davidson.”

I spurted out a messy laugh, then sobered just as fast. “What if he does more than talk? What if he kisses me again?” And what if he doesn’t?

“Like I have a clue?”

Luz took exactly zero percent more of my fearful excuses and marched me back to the group. Our friends were discussing new movies; the world had passed by without Nico for weeks. She planted me right next to him. I hadn’t felt this much forward motion inside my life in months.

Luz elbowed Kem. “Change of plans. Your number of homecoming dates now matches your number of available arms. It’s better for all parties.” And to Nico. “Eat something and sit down.”

“Ma’am, yes, ma’am!” He saluted his sister, then drew her in for a squeeze. Britton and Kem were next in line.

Amidst the shuffling, Britton got right up to my ear. “I could not part with you tonight, my dear Willa, for anyone less worthy.”

“Isn’t that almost exactly what Mr. Bennet says to Elizabeth in Pride and Prejudice? Before she marries Mr. Darcy?” We had watched the classic BBC version at her house so many times.

My personal songbird winked, blowing me a kiss before she caught up with Luz and Kem.

Nico stepped close, and we laughed as Luz peeled away with gusto, leaving us alone on Promontory Street. The boy at my side was suddenly more man than ever. I knew this person to the core, but new angles and facets had been trained into him that I wasn’t sure of yet. I didn’t know what to say, or where to put any of my parts. I cast my eyes low.

“Willa-Bee.”

I nodded repeatedly at my red toenails.

“For once I’m gonna listen to Luz. If they’re going to dinner, that means you haven’t eaten. The navy feeds me well—about the only constant I’ve been able to count on. But nothing sounds better right now than scrambled eggs in my kitchen. You down?” He held out a hand.

I took it. “I’ll make the bacon.”

We strolled up the block. “For curiosity’s sake, and so I don’t feel like a jerk, you’re not standing up another date to hang back here with me?”

“No.” The word weighed a thousand pounds.

“It would’ve been fine, you know.” He gave a weak shrug. “It’s okay if you’d had another date, and Luz had stayed back instead. If that was what you wanted.”

“It’s not that simple. You know that.”

Abashed, he ducked his head briefly at his front door. “Here’s what’s simple.” Keys jingled in his palm. “You look beautiful.”

There it went, my heart bursting through layers of red organza pleated into folds that skimmed the length of my body.

He grazed the gentlest fingers through my straightened hair. “I don’t want to talk about Hell Week. But one thing I learned, you take what you get in the moment. You focus on that one thing in front of you, whether it’s chow, or the next obstacle course, or sleep. And right now, it’s you.”



Inside the Martín home, Nico moved silently. I watched him just be inside his own walls after so long. Coming Home. That was the theme of the dance I was about to miss, but that idea had never been so fitting.

We met in the kitchen and worked side by side. He beat eggs, and I laid out strips of bacon in a skillet, wearing his mother’s owl-print apron.

Of all my friends’ kitchens, this one was the smallest, and had barely changed since our childhood. The dark cherrywood cabinets were still dented in one corner from Nico’s errant surfboard. The same mini stained glass sunburst hung over the sink window. A couple job sheets from their landscape design company were strewn on the table next to one of Luz’s medical journals. A few things were new, like the two boxes of Duncan Hines cake mix and frosting cans that lived in the pantry—Mrs. M. housed our stash now. Nico swallowed it all down like a remedy.

I was new here too, like this. An older me with more height to my heels, and more red to my lips. As a girl, I’d been as common in this kitchen as all the spoons and forks. Tonight, as Nico added some grated cheese to the pan, he wasn’t staring at me—loose and goofy and casual—like a sunburned friend coming off his backyard Slip ’N Slide. He was looking at me the way you look at a girl you have kissed.

We cleared off the kitchen table and tucked into our meal. “You were right,” I offered after a bit, trying to get him talking. “This tastes like the best food of all time right now.”

He smiled and tore into his last slice of bacon. “Sorry if it’s too quiet. Like no music or TV. My brain needed a break. It’s barely ever quiet on base.”

“I know you said you don’t want to talk about Hell Week.” His face shadowed, and I leaned to trap his gaze before he could turn away. “But I worry about you. And I care too much not to make sure you’re okay despite passing Luz’s triage. I can’t even imagine what you’re doing half the time, and that’s hard.”

“Welcome to my new life. Classified.” He pushed his plate away. “You want details? Well, half the shit I’ve had to do these past two months, you wouldn’t even believe.”

I reached out and touched the splash of a bruise on his forearm. One of many. Shades of purple and blue swirled like finger paints. “You made it through the worst.”

“Not even. That part was only step one in finding the ones who’ll go on to do”—he paused and dashed his hand—“quién carajo sabe. Things a hundred times worse.”

My hand flattened over his arm. “Your skin is so cold.”

“Weeks in the Pacific,” he said. “I’m virtually part fish now, and I might never be fully warm again.”

“You were always part fish. So put on a sweatshirt.”

“I got used to doing without.” His stare arrowed with precision. Then he jumped up and urged me along, forgetting the dishes. “Let’s go out back.”

“Haven’t you been spending most of your life outside?”

“Compared to a Coronado beach at midnight, this feels like the tropics. But I’ve literally got you covered.” He grabbed a throw blanket on the way and moved us to the patio. As he lit the firepit, I remembered what Luz had said. I knew for myself now. Something was up more than the hell of Hell Week. I secured the cozy throw around me as the flames swayed.

“Can I have two questions?”

He smiled; the game of two questions was a Luz-regular. “Okay, but only for you.”

“Is it worth it?” No need to specify.

“All day.”

At least he was happy and fulfilled. “Why didn’t you tell anyone you were coming home tonight?”

“It’s not because I didn’t want to see you, or didn’t want you to know.” He fingered the fringe on my blanket. “It’s the opposite.”

“What does that mean?”

His chin jerked up. “That’s three questions.”

Just like his sister—just. But my eyes filled out of frustration. I bit the inside of my cheek, angling my face toward the fire.

“Hey.” He grabbed my hand and scooted closer. “The only way to make it out there is to become a machine. To shut yourself off. But I forget to shut that off sometimes. I don’t want to be that way with you.” When I turned back, his eyes were misted too.

“Something more than hard training happened,” I said. And Luz had known.

He nodded. “What I’m preparing for, there’s no Crown Point home to escape to for a break. And I was okay for Hell Week. I managed the pace, and tried to set goals for myself and my buddies. I was dealing with the physicality. Spending hours in mud, nearing hypothermia. Running forever. No sleep. Feeling like you could pass out on a rock.” His hand arced aimlessly. “I was a beast with all that. But…”

I’d known his prework training in building the right muscles would get him through the physical challenges. He was clearly exhausted, but I needed to know the other part—the obvious something that had ripped gashes into his heart. “Tell me.”

I watched him fold into himself. “I don’t know how to tell you, okay? Because you’re the first person I’d normally want to tell. But not this time, because of your family. I don’t want to do that to you.”

Family? My radar flashed with realization, along with our shared past and the day that linked us forever. “Nico, I am sick of people not talking about the hard things around me. If you care about me at all, then you won’t be like her.” Like my mother.

He exhaled. Once, then again. “They try to drown you.”

I stared and stared into the root of the flames.

“Not literally. But we had to do drown-proofing tests in the pool a few days ago. Two guys who made Hell Week washed out. And it’s all mental. Our hands and feet were bound. And we had to keep our heads clear, and not give in to the helplessness. You tread and dive for masks. And during all that, the instructors are messing with you. Throwing shit. Trying to trip you up and make you panic. The goal is to make you see that your mind is your worst enemy when you get into trouble. You’re stronger than you know, but in order to make it, you have to get as close to blackout as humanly possible. To test your limits.” He stood. Paced away and spoke to the opposite fence. “One guy did black out, and they had to revive him on the deck.”

My view shot backward, but I had replayed the events of our fated July Fourth pool party a thousand times. Tonight I tried to reach into Nico’s memory, imagining what it would’ve been like to be that fifteen-year-old boy there, and the first—no, the only—person to notice a drowning toddler.

Au—she’s under! Audrey!

His hitched scream roared between my ears, then and now.

By the time Dad and I came around the house from the grill, others had clued in and were pulling my sister from the water. Two neighbors performed CPR on the deck, but I could barely recall who they were. Forever, behind my mother’s frantic wails, I would only see Nico. He was the one who really rescued Audrey.

I rose, letting the blanket fall away with the flashback, and went to him. I wrapped my arms around his back and rested my cheek on the hard and battered plane of his shoulder blade. “It got too close.”

I felt him nod. “It’s horrific, Willa. It hurts so much. Like your lungs are gonna explode. I got right up to that point in the pool, and the next day the accident with Charles happened.” He turned but stayed in my arms, speaking into my shoulder. “It fucked me up. Audrey was so little and…”

“And? And you saved her! You saw what no one else did, and acted right away.”

He snorted. “Already trying to be a SEAL.”

“You were made to be incredible in the water. It’s your home. And your friends—that’s where they had to be to find you.”

He smiled at this. “Including you.”

“Especially me.”

His mouth drifted closed, and the haunt returned to vacant eyes. “While they worked on Charles, we all sat on the deck. I was sobbing, as much for him as for that July Fourth. I was already pushed to breaking before it all came back. I got too close to how she felt, and it was worse than anything at Hell Week.”

“That’s why you came home?”

“I won’t be able to come home in the field. But you take what you have in the moment. Food. A hot shower. This time I had my house. I needed to leave those memories here for good.”

“But you didn’t tell me.”

“Because I felt like shit for pushing you away last summer. On the swings.” He thumbed my cheek.

I tripped over my next breath, leaning into his palm. “You said you needed to focus. And to be alone to get through BUD/S.”

“Took me about two weeks after the park to realize I was wrong. I had it backward.” He straightened, rattling his head. “All that time I spent training and prepping, and I go and fuck this up like a scrub. I’m sorry.”

I nodded, believing him. He’d been beaten down to scraps and shreds, but the sincerity pouring out of every part remaining was real. It was Nico. “You could use some pointers on pushing away girls you have a thing for.” My words came out half playful, half starstruck, wobbling a little on the ends. “I never went anywhere.”

“Touché, Willa-Bee.” His face shifted through a dozen expressions, ending on a rough sigh.

I gripped his shoulders. “I missed you.”

“I missed you too.” He covered my hands with his own. “But it’s still not fair—choosing any life with me and this job. That’s why I didn’t text you right away. I was trying to work that part out.”

My heart pounded. “Are you asking me to choose?”

He evaded my stare, rearranging our limbs. “How about we start with me asking you to dance. I did ruin your homecoming, after all.”

How ridiculously wrong he was—my last thought before he pulled me closer than you dance with friends. The only tune was the strum of traffic on Ingraham Street behind the fence. The last gasp of Santa Ana wind through the liquid amber trees, and the nagging ricochet of crickets. I shut my eyes as sound coiled with memory. A creaky swing. Seagulls arguing, and the clack of mugs at Josie’s. The crack of a baseball bat against a leather ball. Our childhood and our ocean. But we weren’t kids anymore.

I turned as fiery as my dress and lodged my cheek in the crook of his neck. I took his pulse with my lips and pressed deep, marking him red. His fingers skipped up and down my back. Then lower and closer. I slid my mouth up and kissed him simply because I wanted to. My stomach fizzed and fluttered when he doubled my effort.

“I’d choose you if you asked,” I whispered into the shell of his ear. “I know what I’m getting into.”

He turned us again. “You say that, but—”

“You say that like you didn’t more than grow up with me too. Like I don’t love you.”

He lined us up head-on. “I kept going back and forth about telling you. I thought about saving something for later, when I’m done and home for good. If we could ever call it that.”

“But earlier you said—”

“Another thing I had backward.” He kissed me, soft and long. “I love you.” He picked me up like I was made of feathers. We landed on the wicker couch, me in his lap.

Tonight I floated. I lived. No one drowned here. Our hands went everywhere, alternating between lazy and hurry-up as we tried to fool clocks and orders.

Sometime between soon and almost never, he said two words. “Choose me?”

I didn’t even remember answering. It was more about knowing, the way you know that the next wave is the one and you go out for it, and not another.

A century passed there on that couch. He said other words—about stopping and should, and we, and my choice again. Tonight and always. This homecoming night, I could give in to the dizzying high because I knew I’d be safe. So safe in every way.

My hands warmed the muscles under his tee. His played the knobs along my spine; it bent and curved toward him like a garden flower into its sun. Together we looked toward the sliding glass door. Inside was the home where my best friend fed her mind with knowledge, and the new place we baked yellow cake. Inside was a bedroom with a blue-and-gray comforter tucked military-tight. A picture of friends on a desk.

I nodded my answer this time. It didn’t matter if the question had been affirmative or negative. He understood, his own realization from earlier beating strong between us. You take what you can in the moment. And we took everything.




— then — When We Were Seventeen

NICO: JUST GOT HERE BUT can only text. I have 30 mins and they belong to you

Me: [image: black heart emoji] Where is here?

This was always the question since Nico graduated from BUD/S in March, two months ago. Next came jump school in Georgia for training with parachutes and fleeing perfectly good airplanes. And now he had entered the final phase before getting his gold trident pin. SEAL Qualification Training, or SQT, took place in different locations and was meant to expose trainees to all the various forms of hell nature could offer. There would be cold weather resistance in Alaska, and dive mastery, and combat maneuvers, and brutal wildlife survival tests.

Nico: Can’t say this time. But it’s foresty

Me: You and the squirrels

Nico: I might have to eat them

Me: SUBJECT CHANGE

Nico: Ha! Must be wedding central

Me: It is everything everywhere

Nico: Plenty of swank?

Me: You know it. 250 people at the L’Auberge Del Mar

Nico: Nice. Sorry I’ll miss Grant in a tux

Me: SUBJECT CHANGE

Nico: Haha. How’s school?

Me: Off for teacher in-service today. Going hiking at Torrey P. with Luz. Precalc and chem tests early next week, so gross!!! Even someone with your boss skills can’t rescue me from those

Nico: But you can use my marching songs to pump yourself up and get in the zone

Me: For tests?

Nico: They got me through 2 am 10-mile runs with soaked boots then log carries. They’re supernatural

Me: CHEM

Nico: Come on, W-Bee. Out of blood and guts we grew…

I laughed as I typed the response he’d taught me on FaceTime.

Me: We’re a rough and ready crew!!!

Nico: Yeah you are!

Me: For you, I’ll try it

Nico: That’s my girl

Would that sweet, soft pressure against my heart ever stop?

Me: Don’t forget it

Nico: Your pic in my pocket. Always

Nico: Hey they lied about 30 minutes. I have like five now

Me: They always lie

Nico: Part of the fun

Nico: Real quick, Mama knows this, but there’s a shoebox in my closet. I packed it after BUD/S but didn’t tell you. I should have

The sunlit warmth running through me cooled into dusk. I had been a navy girlfriend long enough to know the significance of this box, but I couldn’t have guessed what he’d heard or seen to bring it up now. He was telling me where he put his most important things. Not valuable items. Just sentimental bits for those closest to him to have if…

Me: I can’t even think of that

Nico: Then don’t. Think of June when I get a weekend home. I just want you to know it’s there

I wouldn’t forget.



“Any special reason why your hiking resembles marching?” Luz asked after a long stretch of companionable silence. It would be summer break in less than a month, and less than two until I could try out for an advance Guard Intern spot this year. Six weeks until I could kiss Nico for real and not through screens.

“Navy running cadence. The worst earworm ever, and it’s your brother’s fault.” I tried to relax my steps through Torrey Pines state park. Oceanfront trails of varying difficulty wound through acres of badlands, Torrey pine tree groves, and scrubby chaparral clusters. “ ‘Superman is a man of steel. But he ain’t no match for a Navy SEAL,’ ” I chanted.

Luz’s wide grin slashed through the mid-May gloom.

“What?”

“He’s even in your feet.” She held out both hands. “The formula looks good on you.” Dopamine, serotonin, oxytocin, she meant. The chemical formula for love.

I smiled, but honed my attention on crossing a steep bit of rocky terrain without landing on my ass.

“I’m still deciding what my perfect formula looks like,” Luz offered when the ground levelled.

“Plenty of time for you to gather more evidence?” I said.

Well played, Luz’s face said before my notification chime harmonized with her dog bark signal—had to be Britton from our group text. Today was one of those strange but not rare times where our day was only Luz and me. Britton was singing at a charity lunch in Los Angeles, and updating us with pictures.

One glance at my phone told me we were wrong; the text was from Adrienne, and it was a short video with a caption. Just look at your girl! Love you

The paused screenshot captured a stunning black-haired girl in a white, gauzy, tiered gown.

Luz gestured broadly. “It’s only a little farther to the viewpoint. Let’s listen to her there.”

I agreed, and we stepped through the red dirt terrain along the Razor Point Trail until we reached a railed platform. Black’s Beach stretched and spread in panorama, like a promise that never failed. Visibility was low today, but we knew what lay ahead through the swirl of mist and surf. Luz’s phone was newer, so she was the one to release Britton’s voice into the rock and brush.

“Oh” tumbled out of me at the first strains. “She’s doing ‘Lascia Ch’io Pianga.’ ” Two and a half years ago Britton had sung this aria near an open window and made me cry. Tears were already forming now, not because of the translation: leave me to languish. Not because of the delicate and haunting melody. It was because—

“When did she skip to this new level of brilliant?” Luz said, completing my thought perfectly. We’d gone to Adela’s to watch her. We’d even heard her at spring school performances. But today, at this benefit for Alzheimer’s research, Britton put it all out, and down, and everywhere it went. In two and a half years Britton hadn’t just transformed the piece. She had transformed herself.

Luz and I were bent shoulder to shoulder over the tiny screen, awestruck. “We’re not listening to a high school singer,” I said.

“She’s a Paris singer.” Luz shuffled her head in wonder, her ponytail pouf rising from a double-wide hair band. “Her music—this is my current romance.”

Our eyes met under so many layers of understanding. A kiss or a song, a city or a dream. A childhood love or a friend, and damn if the heart didn’t have a million different ways to love. As the clip rolled, we spoke no more about Britton, letting the music play out. I did make room for one thought:

What would it feel like to be actually talented enough to pursue your wildest dream? Britton could tell me.

We texted back our praise, then backtracked along the trail to another fork, leading the opposite way from the towering ocean cliffs. Luz fell silent into our steps.

“Any special reason why your hiking resembles deep thinking?” I said, giving her best right back to her.

“Haha,” she deadpanned. “UCSD is only four miles from here. A lot of students walk the trails on breaks. There’s even a group that meets here to work out.”

“Interesting.” I didn’t have to remind her that her decision lay only months ahead. She didn’t have to tell me that between Nico at SQT and choosing her undergrad school, her mind was operating at full capacity.

“Turns out, I have to decide by the end of October. Mama and Dad said I can apply for Early Decision at Hopkins if I want.”

My stomach clenched. “Hello, huge news!”

Luz plowed on in her black leggings and blue sports tank. “Right? Considering my projected aid and scholarship package, they said I can accept without waiting for what UCSD would offer. So now I really have to be sure about my first choice.”

If Luz was admitted via Early Decision at Johns Hopkins, she wouldn’t be able to apply to UCSD. No one in our circle doubted her acceptance. But, did she want the prestige and security of an early acceptance to Hopkins more than having a choice later on in the process?

We turned our college musings into a game as we hiked. Luz played the role of Hopkins and Baltimore, and I played UCSD and San Diego. Maybe it would help and a winner would begin to emerge.

“Crab cakes,” she said about Baltimore.

“Fish tacos.”

“Baltimore has real winters.”

“San Diego’s seasons are all mixed up,” I noted.

“Cannoli.”

“Mr. Frostie.”

“Close to DC.”

“Close to LA,” I countered.

“Mid-Atlantic. Inner Harbor. The Orioles.”

“West Coast. Crown Point. You don’t even watch baseball, so…”

She snorted, but since she didn’t carry on with the game right away, I flashed to Nico. Foresty—that was how he’d described his training zone. I imagined the ripe, green heat of a place like that, webbed by a shady network of streams, if he was lucky. Maybe in the South? Or the Pacific Northwest?

“Hopkins, 11.5 percent acceptance rate,” Luz said as we rounded a new bend.

I hawked out a laugh. “Not fair. Help me out.”

“UCSD, 30.2 percent acceptance rate,” she provided.

I didn’t know USD’s acceptance rate. I could ask my dad. But for Luz, the difference in percentage points didn’t make a difference for a mind and “whole package” like hers. Wherever her first choice stood, they’d eagerly want her.

What would it feel like to actually be smart and brilliant enough to pursue your wildest dream? Luz could tell me.

What would it be like to know what your future dream even was?

We trudged through the sandstone mesa, the rock faces etched vertically by rain and wind. And Luz said, “The Hopkins premed student body.”

Ferns and wildflowers poked through at our hips and feet. Not the sharp, piney tang of forest, but a dry, needled basin. Brown and purple, golden-orange tan. The deep military blue of our ocean.

“Family.” This was my last countermove in a game where she played far away, and I played home.




— graduation week — Wednesday

HOME. WHEN I PULL UP to the curb after finals, and Luz and her burgundy Docs, my grandparents’ Subaru sits in the driveway. The dusty license plate brands them as ZONIES and stereotypes their lazed driving and slow highway speeds. But impatient San Diego drivers don’t realize that Gram and Pops aren’t only here to pass the sweltering Arizona summer in Crown Point’s relative coolness. They have another reason. In two days I am going to graduate.

I park the Camry and sit for a few minutes; a line of sweat teases between my bare legs and the leather upholstery. Now is a good time for the deep-breathing exercises Adrienne once showed us.

The downpour of anxiety—I distill it into a bottle. Diminish it to a focal point, a single beam of light. Full diaphragm, flat diaphragm. In and out, in and out.

I can’t ignore my grandparents. Normally, I wouldn’t want to. Our things are crossword puzzles and walks around Riviera Shores with Pops. Trips to the mall with Gram for Nordstrom tomato soup and their lemon coconut cake. Helping her try some new denim options. (High-waisted, no. Boyfriend cut, yes.) But my life hasn’t been normal since last June.

They came into town this time last year to a ruin. They come now, when I’m trying to figure out how to stop being the ruiner.

They’re waiting inside, these people who love me. And I will have to tell them how I’m doing. Good grandparents have to ask these questions, maybe with their hands braced on my shoulders, and well-meaning comforts stinging like a sunburn.

But—I know, I know—it’s natural for people to look at you against the last time they saw you. These grandparents will want to know how their granddaughter has coped and recovered. I will have to paraphrase my life into a glossy brochure highlighting the last twelve months. And mixed into the watery palette is a black mark of No, Luz and Britton aren’t coming over for dessert later. Like Kem’s mom, they will ask why.

So many questions.

Something I’ve learned in the last three-sixty-five: You don’t always get full ownership of your grief. To simply have it.

This realization flattened me with its undertow.

In new grief, people think you’re something to be divided up and cocooned into Bubble Wrap; the small piece they get of you is theirs to handle with care. Take Father Sprouse. He prays for my broken heart, but even he can’t fill the emptiness tunneling through my bones. I don’t mean to say he doesn’t care—he does. Yesterday he even used my favorite poem to encourage me. That means something, but it only goes so far because heaven and earth have rules.

(Sometimes I see through his good wishes and robes like he’s part jellyfish, and, just give me back what I lost already?)

(What? You can’t? Okay, then let me be.)

But I’ve never said that out loud. No, I’ve had to sit there and take his care, and hers and theirs. Because if they don’t nurture, or ask, or brace shoulders and stare deep, they are insensitive jerks. Inconsiderate, too. I know, I know—I get it.

My friends never did that. They rarely had to ask the questions. Wordlessly, they baked a cake and spread it with cheap chocolate icing. They threw me and us into a red car, and put the top down. They were near with quilts, and tacos, and movies, and drawers with pajamas that grew with growing girls.

But they are not here today.

In and out, in and out. I repeat the tidal motion until I’m ready enough to go in.

Granddaughter-me can eat the welcome lunch Mom has prepared, like always. I’ll small-talk through an hour or so, and then lock myself inside my bedroom. Finals, I’ll announce. I still have one more final, and academics come first. I won’t mention that it’s art photography, and my final was a project I already finished last week. All I have to do is show up, turn in the digital presentation, answer a few questions about my process, and that’s it.

I can be okay.

I release myself from the Camry. Even the front lawn is guest-ready, slick with the ripeness of razored earth. Dad must have mowed after I left for school; this is one gardening task Mom doesn’t do. She prunes and plants, composts and weeds. Dad trims the rectangular patch heralding the front of our home, and the one shaped like an amoeba that used to be a pool.

I use my key and expect a cluster of family in the living room, chatting over freshly squeezed lemonade.

Nothing.

For no reason, I kick off my silver Birks like Kem does when he comes over.

I call out, “Mom? Gram and Pops? Hello?”

On the breakfast bar, there is a note. Actual written words on a pad decorated with rose vines, while my text message box is empty.


We know you have finals. Signing Audrey out early and taking Gram and Pops to Old Town Mex for lunch. Left you a salad. —Love, Mom



But I smell them. The Yuma they bring in their clothes, and the remnants of Nivea lotion and newspaper. Gram’s bookmarked mystery novel perches on one of the barstools. Pops had his usual black coffee, and his favorite Padres mug rests next to the sports section.

I didn’t plan for this. I psyched myself out for a repeat of their arrival from last summer. How Gram squeezed me so hard the light silvered and the room dissolved into dust. And Pops, our sweet, sweet man, saying—

Ah, kiddo. I’m so, so sorry.

Tomorrow we’ll walk, just you and me. Walk the bay—

How Mom stood in the corner, all of her downturned like a wilted tulip.

Now fresh tears blur over a note on rosy paper, and I’m their only cause. No one is here trying to take part in my grief, comforting because that is what you’re supposed to do.

Leaving the salad for later, I see myself up the stairs. And I make another choice by myself.

The Hippo contains items that came from another smaller box. Also filed inside is a copy of Luz’s college application essay; I’ve never read it. These items go together in a way that only a life like mine could orchestrate. In this unexpected aloneness, I’m finally going to read Luz’s essay. I’m finally going to lay the small-box items along my bed. I’m ready to break free from the comforting arms, trying to coddle and protect me for good. This time, they’re my own.




— then — When We Were Seventeen

THIS WAS ALL I REMEMBERED.

The second half of June after junior year felt like the color blue had washed everything over. Life moved in filtered reality. The air we breathed was the kind found on mountaintops, thin and skirted by clouds. Many of the details ran together, but everything had started with a clear image of a sunny afternoon, and a beautiful dress.

“Well?” Britton Estelle Rose spun a silken circle in her bridesmaid gown. She and Adrienne had done a final fitting at the Beverly Hills bridal salon after the charity event. With a few more nips and tucks, the gown was shipped south, and it was our turn to see.

I called the color pink lemonade.

My mom would call it primrose.

Luz would probably say it matched the shade of an exposed throat wall, or a fading scar, but she didn’t.

Britton called it something she was peacefully resigned to wear when her mom married Grant next month.

“The shade is amazing with your hair,” I said.

And Luz said, “So pretty, and it fits you like a song. Wait.” Her face scrunched up. “The fuck did I just say?”

We dazzled in our own laughter, shimmering in a bedroom that looked like Paris, under a City-of-Light dream that was slowly dimming. But not by any of us. It felt so good to laugh, though.

When Britton spoke next, it was into her antique gold mirror, so we saw what she saw. “I’m going to take the SAT in August with you two. Grant got me into the same test sitting.”

I threw my shock onto Luz’s face. She frowned back. “Your idea of a compromise?” I asked.

“Mom’s idea.” A dismissive shrug into the glass. “But I’ll go along with it. Keeps the peace until after the wedding. We decided last night.”

How long until whatever was keeping the peace could no longer cage it? Friends as good as us asked this question. We would’ve, too, but Britton got thirsty. “You want me to bring you something?” she called from her doorway.

Instead, we all went on a kitchen raid, but Britton didn’t change first. Three seventeen-year-olds trampled downstairs as the eight- or nine-year-old girls they used to be in this house. Like today, younger Britton was always in some princess gown or costume of grandeur (white faux fur capelet, a crown of dried flowers, maybe a glittery wand if she was casting spells). Luz loved a pirate or black cat getup. And I would transform into any combination of these, depending on my mood. We went barefoot, then and now, Britton leading the way in a dress as pink as it ever was.

In the kitchen, we found sparkling water and got out cobalt-blue tumblers. A clink-clank of ice in each glass. Britton thought to add a splash of cranberry juice and freshly squeezed lemon.

That’s when two of our mothers came in. And it was all wrong.

The amount of wrong was too much to absorb at once. This was what I remembered.

Adrienne was supposed to be at a staff meeting, but she was home early, disheveled and off-center in a white blouse and pencil skirt. Sling-back pumps. And the face grabbing all our attention was nothing like the face of my Adrienne. That woman was never stricken like this.

(Our first clue that the world was backward was that no one had texted any of us. You text mildly alarming or urgent news. You deliver catastrophe face-to-face.)

And then, what was my mother doing at Britton’s house, all but hooked into Adrienne’s side? Her pale face and neck were blotched with beets and poppies, and all the red things she grew.

I stayed quiet, so quiet, because when you asked questions, you got answers. I knew not to want to know why Mrs. M. was the missing mother.

(Where was Teresa Martín? Where?)

I remembered most of the first words—

Luz, honey, you need to get home. We’ll take you home—

But why? Why did Luz have to go home?

Then it was said. Never mind which woman formed the syllables and sounds, because the noise became one bleeder from two mother hearts. It forked into a narrow V and struck on either side of Britton. To Luz and me.

I’d spent too many times being Willa in the scene, with the room filtered blue and the air like frost. I never wanted to be her in that kitchen, on that day, again.

Sometimes I was Britton there.

The pad of pedicured feet, a pink hem lifted as she shuffled down the stairs. A laugh shimmering. The clink-clank of ice, the tart squeeze of a lemon wedge.

Then the dying words came, when she was dressed to dance, and so impossibly…. Which friend would she reach for first?




— graduation week — Wednesday

HERE’S A SECRET: LUZ WOULD not let me help edit her college application essay. Britton did the job. I know the topic and the theme, but Luz wanted to spare me the sharp slice of memory. For that alone, she was a better friend than me. And because of that, I read it now.


“I Fix What I Can”

By Luz Allison Martín

I realized that I had to come up with a worthy sound bite, or a stock answer. Interviewers and professors will ask me: Why do you want to become a doctor?

Everyone has a why, I suppose. Some are more glamorous or important than others. All I can say is that my why is my own.

When I was thirteen, I watched a baby’s heart stop. I watched the world of a backyard swim party stop too. Everyone was frantic. The baby’s mother was what I now know as hyperventilating. But I remember that I was instantly rapt. Nothing in my short life had ever captured me like that scene at my neighbor’s pool. Not seeing Mickey Mouse for the first time at Disneyland. Not any Christmas morning. I was fascinated, one of the only calm ones, way too intrigued for being three feet away from a drowned baby.

But two of my neighbors knew CPR. Back then, I already knew that you could breathe air into someone else’s mouth. You could force air into lungs that were filled with water. I knew that you could manually compress the chest and move blood through arteries and veins, thereby maintaining some semblance of flow to the brain. But I’d never seen it in front of me.

At thirteen, I watched medical intervention bring a baby back from death. Later I learned that she’d had no pulse for at least one minute. Even then, I knew that this death would have ripped apart a mom and dad, and a sister. The miracle of medicine fixed this family.

I learned about that lifesaving power of medicine as I was still learning why my own family was a little different. I understood my neighbor bringing back a pulse before I could grasp why I had a family tree full of grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins I had never met. I was the product of a real-life feud. It’s Romeo and Juliet, minus the poison, minus the suicide.

Growing up, I learned there are other poisons. Pride and bitterness are the alchemy practiced by my relatives. I grew up with my dad saying that marrying my mom was “worth it” every day, even if it meant being disowned by his family. It hurts my mom in different and deeper ways, but if never seeing her parents or siblings again was the cost of marrying my dad, she would have paid it over and over again.

This made us small and close. Two parents, and me, and my older brother. We fit perfectly in small cars, and small houses. But that budding healer in me asked my parents why we couldn’t heal our fractured extended family. For years I’ve waited for a grandmother or cousin to make a call, or to take one of ours. I am still waiting for that kind of medical miracle, but that is not always how the anatomy and chemistry of life work. Sometimes we get sicker.

Four months ago my family was the thing that was stricken in its own health, falling to the floor with chest pains. When my older brother was killed in an accident, all I could see was me and Mom and Dad lying on a draped table as one patient. We were pried apart, held wide open with spreaders where our one heart was raw and exposed. It needed fixing.

I don’t usually conflate the heart muscle with the emotional heart, but I felt actual pain in my body when my brother died. I felt it when I got the news. Acute pain when we buried him. A bright flare in my chest when my mother received an American flag folded into the triangle that had become our new, smaller shape.

My nervous system was on full power, consumed with fight or flight. Victims who experience these effects in high levels carry a much higher risk for cardiomyopathy, a disease of the heart muscle that can impair the pumping of blood. Here, the heart organ and the emotional heart converge. They did for me, too.

And more so, we had experienced a real loss of flesh and blood. Our genealogy was lessened and diminished.

As a future cardiologist, and as a friend, and daughter, and sister who loved a brother, I can’t restart this part of us. I can’t transplant another him into that empty fourth dinner chair. A part of us will always be spread open, unsutured.

So this is why I want to be a physician even more than I have for most of my life. I lost my sense of control when I lost my brother. The science of medicine couldn’t have worked. But I have seen when it did. I saw a baby’s pulse come back, and watched as she vomited water onto a pool deck. I saw how that fixed a family, and saved them from having to choose from a selection of coffins like we did. Today, she lives.

For the severed extended family I can’t repair, for the still-raw smallness of my home, I’ll make others live.

I’ll bypass your arteries, and give you ten to fifteen more years with your grandchildren. I’ll fit you with a pacemaker. I’ll treat your hypertension, and perform your angioplasty. I’ll give you your children back, and transplant a dead girl’s heart into another living girl. I’ll make a difference, and use my knowledge and all the power I can control. One day, I might be the one who will massage your beating heart with my own two hands.

I fix what I can.






— then — When We Were Seventeen

IN THE DAYS AFTER, MR. M. found the closet shoebox containing his son’s prized possessions. And we were only told it was Virginia.

We were only told it was a deep-bend swerve and a head-on crash.

We were only told the math of it. One pickup, plus one Uber, plus four passengers, minus no survivors.

We were told there was one half-night of leave

between training and coming

back to

Coronado.

Things it could have, even should have been, but it was not: Drowning. Equipment failure. Ammunition failure. A fall. A head injury. A parachute malfunction.

What it was: a single unsent text from a phone, still lodged in a hand, telling a wife named Nancy, Sorry so late im almos

Home. Coming home. Homecoming.




— graduation week — Wednesday

THERE WAS SOMETHING INSIDE THE closet shoebox for each of us. Dad was the one to bring my appointed gift to my room, and seeing it, I cried into his shoulder until I soaked his shirt. He’d wept too for different reasons. It was unthinkable that the boy who’d saved his baby daughter, at his home, was never coming home. Dad said he had a closet full of shirts if I needed them. I rarely did after that day, but I think he understood the way my friends and I went to one another.

This was maybe the first and only period of time I hadn’t wanted to talk about Audrey’s accident. Which was fine, because of the way Mom cared for me. It’s not fair! She’d voiced this in her tears, wrapped around Dad or Mrs. M., and over a too-soon coffin. But her care was the kind she gave best. She cooked whatever sounded good to me. She bought me the Barefoot Dreams fleece blanket I’d always wanted, as if she feared this would be my coldest summer. And on one day, about two weeks after, she came to my room with a gentle warning.

“I had something special made,” she’d said quietly. “I didn’t want you to be shocked when you finally went out back.” To her garden. To the place she coped best. “I felt it was… right, to put up a little stone plaque with his name.” Nicolas Anthony Martín.

She would not use the words “save,” or “Audrey,” or “pool” that day, and I didn’t need them. For that short, distinct time (a June caged in parentheses), our silence matched for once. It wasn’t until weeks later that she and Dad said I should meet with Father Sprouse. I was still too everywhere-tired to find the voice to refuse.

But the little closet shoebox, and the gifts he’d left us, spoke the loudest in the aftermath.

Britton got his favorite framed photo from the beach, from our ninth-grade year. The boys (him and Kem) crouched on all fours in the hot sand and called Brit to stand on their backs like the star she was. They bent and flattened themselves into a human stage. Britton stood tall with her core-toned balance, using a sunscreen bottle as a faux microphone. Mrs. M., laughing, laughing, laughing, took the shot.

Luz got a sparkly spider pin everyone thought she’d lost. He’d had it all along.

I got his surfboard.

I have his surfboard.

In the shoebox, there was a simple note: The Blak Box is for Willa-Bee.

The board rests in honor in my bedroom, tilted against my wall. I’m saving my old board for Audrey. Last summer, I opted out of SoCal Junior Guards even though I qualified for a role as Guard Intern. I couldn’t set foot in the Pacific for months. Everyone understood why and treaded carefully.

Even Audrey stopped coming to my room as much. I was the kind of sad she couldn’t understand yet. It made her hesitant, asking less and less for me to play Polly Pocket, or to go out for Mr. Frostie soft serve. It hadn’t taken me long to notice, and once I had, I tried to live in small, better bits with her. She would not almost lose a sister, too.

I decide I’m going to tell Audrey that when it’s time, I will teach her how to surf like a mini-wahine. We will use the Blak Box board. I’m going to let her on it because it’s magic. It makes girls feel powerful and strong.

The beach picture, and the spider brooch, and the surfboard note went into the gray box right away. We buried them there, and I exhume them on my bed for the first time, like I’m breaking a different kind of silence. I make myself stare at the photo, and hold the pin and the folded note-card paper with the words he wrote for me.

This is the final part before I reach the worst of last October, and this is me telling him:

I hurt your sister. You loved her so much, and I am so sorry. I will fix what I can.

Right here, it dislocates me all over again, and I’m Britton in pink silk, reaching wide and cinching Luz and me close. (This was what she did. She didn’t choose; she just made herself as big as we needed her to be.)

I know it’s the next part of my healing to let the hurt in on purpose, to sit with grief alone in our Crown Point. For a year I’ve hung out on the outskirts of it, like a town you avoid at its center. You’ll be recognized there. Seen.

But today I need to let grief burrow deeper. I need to let it pause, so I can go a little bit forward. I release it into my blood and give it permission to find me. No one is trying to reframe my “situation.” Oh now, now this grief is my own, over these small shoebox things—

—how he webbed Luz into that magnificent spider who sneaked where no one saw her, because she wanted to slice skin and see hearts. How Britton was always a star to him, raised high and bright. How it was always me and him and the ocean.

The ocean.

Piqued, I grab the essay again, skimming the title of the work I must’ve read a dozen times this afternoon. Blurry-eyed, my fingers bruising the paper and crinkling soft edges.

I fix what I can.

This time through, the words change. They won’t let me go, because once I let grief in for real, it shows me more truth. It reveals something tangible and concrete I can do—finally. There’s a broken piece I can fix immediately between me and Luz and Britton.

I dab my face with a tissue and reach for the OB Pier jump pin. Yes, the guard coaches placed this pin into my hands when I was fifteen. I’d celebrated this award with my friends at Hodad’s. I got the pin… but I never jumped off the Ocean Beach Pier. I was too scared. Of my feet leaving the solid rail. Of the sensation of my body falling, out of control, from so high up.

I. Didn’t. Jump. But it doesn’t have to be too late. I could jump off the pier tonight. I could fix this.

Minutes tick. I’m already anticipating the feeling of standing on a narrow wooden ledge and plunging forty feet into the Pacific Ocean. Luz always says it’s my mind responsible for the rippling churn inside my stomach, inside a body that was already grieving. It drives the heat branching through my chest over this secret I will keep the rest of the day, through the meat loaf Mom’s making later for dinner. Over Scrabble and small talk with Gram and Pops.

It’s time.

The words “I could” get stronger and change shape, becoming “I will.”



I’m not exactly sneaking out. I’m eighteen. I make it as far as the last porch step before I nearly run into my mother. We both back up. She’s carrying the food-scrap bowl she takes to the compost bin.

“Wait, you’re going somewhere? This late?” she asks. The things we carry stand between us. Her silver bowl, the bag she knows I only take to the beach. The wet suit slung over my arm.

“I…” Lying and evading would be so much easier. Especially when I know as well as my own name that she won’t ask about the “watery” items I’m carrying. But it’s not like I can even think of saying, Yeah, I’m actually about to plunge off the OB Pier when most people are cuing up their Netflix picks and settling in for the night. But not me, you know, I’m about to become one with a freezing ocean.

This slightly-too-long silence is my mother, and it is me. But I can do better than I have before. Another small step. “I am. I know it’s weird, but there’s something I have to make right.”

She nods thoughtfully, casting another glance at the black neoprene. “And it has to be now?”

“I’ve been putting it off, and I don’t want to do that anymore.” My eyes cut left and right to bottlebrush and liquid amber trees, my neighbors’ lit-up houses. “I wouldn’t be going out now if it wasn’t super important.” Trust me, I will into my words. I haven’t earned it. But this time I need it. No crying wolf, I’m just crying out.

Her fingers clench around the bowl. “Okay, then. Don’t be too long?”

“Promise.”

“And be safe?” Three words carrying years of worried history.

I only nod, because I can only try.



Ocean Beach is minutes away with no traffic on the bridges leading out of Crown Point. After I park, I scan the boardwalk; it’s populated enough to make me feel more secure. Tourists are strolling with frozen treats from Newport Avenue. Music is tinny from Bluetooth speakers. There’s enough safety in the noise and good lighting. I walk up a set of stairs from the adjacent parking lot and survey the pier. It’s patrolled too, but not right now. There are a few NO JUMPING OR DIVING signs I’m more than ready to ignore. Small clusters of people group at various spots, but more toward the T-shaped end. It’s empty enough.

I came wearing sweats over my old guard suit. I return to my car and fit myself into my black full wet suit. Ahead, the water laps at the concrete footings, spraying and taunting as I try to block out what I will do in minutes. Junior Guards jump with a rescue can. I will jump with the will it takes to undo a lie.

No one stops me. If people notice my neoprene getup, they likely dismiss my appearance for the eclectic vibe OB is famous for. A free and quirky place where most anything flies—that’s this stretch of the Pacific. I’m nothing all that weird either.

On pier jump day three years ago, Dad was out of town, and I never would’ve asked Mom to drive me to a lifeguard event. A friend from another team brought me along with her family. Later I would go home with Adrienne and the girls, after a music lesson Britton couldn’t miss. After Hodad’s.

My friend and I had taken a quick dip to get used to the water temp, then lost one another in the throng of students and leaders on the pier. Licensed lifeguards from various posts were everywhere. Bullhorns and music blasted. My group was one of the last. But as I watched jumper after jumper, my mind wired shut. I could not, and would not, jump. Five minutes later, I was inside the portable toilet at the mouth of the pier with an excuse. Then I shuffled down the stairs and hid at the edge of the parking lot. I could see everything from there.

I was never planning to take a pin. That part has always been true. But I had rivaled Luz in my stealth abilities that day. No one was looking for me not to be there. In everyone’s view after I’d rejoined the crowd, I’d jumped. Excitement and families and gear made a cloud of controlled chaos. Before I knew it, the gold pin was shoved into my palm by a team leader I’d never met.

Tonight I will earn my golden pin. The same terror grips as I approach the jump zone. And I don’t care that I feel like I’m about to be swallowed alive. I will stay alive. I will fight the water with skill. And I am strong—a beautiful Cuban boy helped make me that way until I learned to build some strength and speed inside myself.

I’m sorry, Luz and Britton. This is for you. For the way you looked at me at Hodad’s, when I was ready to be honest.

From their first sight of me in the restaurant doorway, they’d lifted me high to their level—like a winner. So special. Like Britton and Luz already were. I robbed the delicious rush of that feeling, then held it for all the days they kept believing. I’m sorry. I kept their praise. Used it to feed myself even as my mom kept feeding me everything green and good.

I walk toward the wall until there’s no way forward but down. My brain plays the role of Britton, reminding me I’m breaking the law. Forbidden! There’s a sign! My limbs beg me to flee, claiming that simply getting suited up and coming here is good enough. Turn around. You tried. Just turn.

I’m sweating streams in the tight neoprene. My pulse would send Luz into fits, I know it. But good enough is not good enough anymore. I climb up to the narrow flap of wood, the water folding and unfolding forty feet below. I push beyond the trembling and hold my arms the way I was taught.

Jumping off the Ocean Beach Pier is not a jump at all, but a single step.

Finding hope is not a giant leap, but a single step.

Facing what is true, and what hurts and grieves, takes a single step.

I take one step for all of these.




— then — When We Were Eighteen

IT WASN’T SOMETHING I WANTED to make a big deal out of—me going back into the ocean. I left the showmanship and theatrics to Britton. There weren’t stage directions that read, ACT III, Willa Joan Davidson will now reenter the Mission Beach waters after a summer on dry land.

It wasn’t even our normal fall beach Wednesday. I was simply ready to swim. So what if it was Monday?

My app had said no big waves, so I brought out my spring suit and fins. And then Luz brought herself in the form of showing up in my living room minutes after I’d come home to gear up.

I didn’t question how she’d managed to change so quickly. How she’d gotten here so fast after we’d parted at our lockers and sent Britton on her way to Adela’s. My chest had been knocked sideways when I saw her from the top of the stairs. The girl I knew as Beach Luz was waiting in oversize chambray and black shorts. Red flip-flops. And her words were not—

I wanted to tag along. Make sure you were okay.

Or this is kind of important. I should be there.

Or anything else but—

“The truck’s out front. Let’s do this.”

On the ground floor I said, “Chips and seltzer? No way you had time to get snacks.”

“Salt and vinegar or don’t even bother. And lime-flavored. I know it’s usually orange, but I want lime today.”

Our eyes locked, blue to brown. Water to sand. Today we would have both for the first time in four months. And my Luz would get all the lime seltzer that existed in my fridge.

“Done.” I handed her my gear. “Go start up the ’Burb.”



As our feet grazed the lip of the boardwalk at South Mission, her little hand reached for mine. My eyes stayed dry, even in front of the dull burn that had glazed my throat since Luz turned onto Mission Boulevard.

We kicked off our flip-flops but hovered near the wall. “It’s good that we said no tributes or memorials here,” I said as a pair of seagulls squawked our welcome. I couldn’t have handled a paddle-out ceremony for my lost surfer.

Luz’s head lifted, then fell in a brisk movement. “We’ve done all that. I can’t take any more.” Our whole summer was red, white, and blue.

And I said, “I know,” but the next wave landed over it. Still too small to ride. “How do we make this not horrible and weird?”

I tried a few steps, towing her along, attached to me like a surfboard tether. She’d stayed quiet like she does when her mind’s spiraling. “Tell me some cool heart organ stuff,” I said.

The crease of her mouth stretched. “The fairy fly has the smallest heart on the planet.” We stepped forward onto warm sand and found we could keep going.

“What fresh hell is a fairy fly?”

“A kind of really, really small wasp.” She freed our hands, reshuffled her share of the gear. “The giraffe’s heart is lopsided.”

“Funky.” We kept weaving toward Tower 13.

“The left side of the giraffe’s heart has to pump blood up their long necks to their brains.” Luz was speaking faster now, knowledge fresh off her tongue. “So the left ventricle has to be bigger. Lopsided.”

At our spot, we laid out towels and set up chairs.

“Most heart attacks are on Mondays,” she said.

“Today is Monday.”

“If you drop, you’re in capable hands.”

My laugh rang out across the shore. I couldn’t help it. And when Luz laughed too, I said, “Thanks, genius girl.”

“I fix what I can.”

“What about for you?” I dared to ask.

“I’m the one who showed up in your living room. You’re the one who got us here on heart-attack Monday.”

Her admission rattled my stance, at once more straining to my core balance than any board I’d ever ridden. We leaned on each other.

After we set up more, I held my black spring suit like I’d forgotten how it worked. How it fit. But Luz grabbed the second skin and helped me inside. Then she said, Go.

And I went. Luz needed me to get her here, but I needed her to get back into the water. Maybe she’d sensed this at school, how our symbiosis worked. If I’d come alone, I’d still be clutching this suit against a dry body until dinnertime, watching the sun disappear.

Instead, I swam. The first try lasted long enough for me to wet my hair and shoot through the frothy break. Past the drop-off, the waves lacked height and power, but they swelled with raging yesterdays. The tide was so good at bringing things back around. The loop of memory was never going to stop, and I hit the shore seconds after the first rip of panic.

Heart-attack Monday.

All of me reached for Luz this time. I found her in my sight line and felt my jittering pulse slow, then still. She was my focal point remedy—her earbuds plugged into her head—oblivious under her straw hat with a careless snag in the weave, enthralled by her iPad surgery videos. She was still here, and I could be here.

I’ve got you, I’ve got you, I’ve got you.

I forced myself around and back underneath the water, like the time she’d stood above me on the deck at the USD pool and made me swim as fast as she knew I could.

I could swim here, too. I could beat the water for me this time.

On my second dip in the Pacific, panic-memory was waiting where I’d left it, but I fought back. I forced it into smallness until it shrank and rolled underneath me. Like the stages of grief Father Sprouse counseled me about, this pass was all anger. I might’ve looked silly and strange, batting against the surf, rocketing myself upward, and refusing to let even one wave skim the top of my head. I stayed up high and above.

But even my level of fitness couldn’t sustain that amount of work for long; I needed a break. I quit while I was winning and staggered toward our camp. I plunked myself ass-first into the sand and took a handful of chips from the bag Luz held out. Then a few swigs of fizzy lime water to wash down the tang and vinegar of well-made carbs. The dry Santa Ana winds blew sand into everything, but I didn’t care.

Luz popped out one earbud and paused YouTube. “Whales have the largest hearts of any mammal.”

I drank again. “I’m… entirely unsurprised by that one.”

“The heart in a blue whale weighs four hundred pounds.” When my features bent with awe and disbelief, her grin made the whole afternoon. “That’s better.”

I turned to watch the water. And Luz said, Go.

On my third pass, I was tired and loose enough that I believed the Pacific was trying to show its softness. I fell for its silence and hung my limbs to tread.

But the ocean is a liar. A roofied drink.

It’s an unreliable narrator that lures you far and deep into its underneath.

Called and coaxed, I forgot to remember that the ocean would always be water at its massive heart—infinitely heavier than the one inside a blue whale. And water had one goal: to kill you the moment you went below. All it needed was time.

This last swim, I would not let its stored memory in. I didn’t fight; instead I became nothing but limbs and the kind of strength to merely stay afloat.

I’d buoyed for long, long minutes inside this blissful unfeeling. How much time had I lost? An hour? More? When I dragged myself back, I found the sky had changed, the light diluting like white poured into clear blue. On the shore, more had changed. Britton—Britton?—was on the beach. She sat in Luz’s chair, and Luz had come to the shoreline, waving me forward.

I swam in with the fastest strokes and kicks I’d made all afternoon.

Luz walked toward me, lent a hand to brace my dripping, wobbling stance, even as she pressed fingers along my carotid artery. I closed my eyes as the receding trickle of tide washed over our feet, and never loved a quirk more. She didn’t comment, so I must’ve satisfied her parameters.

I said, “Britton?”

“Something’s up. And by up, I mean wrong.”

“Huh?”

“I don’t know the details. She said she’d wait for you. She stopped at home but never made it to Adela’s.” And she’d come to South Mission, to us. But Britton never missed voice. I followed Luz to our spot.

Britton was parked in Luz’s chair, so I shooed Luz into mine and stripped out of the spring suit. I dried off and sat cross-legged on a clean towel and let my hair just do its thing. No fancy post-swim sprays today.

Something inside Britton was far more tangled. My surprise friend wore a maxidress and a black cardigan. “I might need more than twenty-seven seconds.” Britton’s iPad was cued up to the essay section of her college application hub account—the Common App.

Nothing linking Britton to any sort of college experience had ever felt right. Not the glossy university brochures littering her home. Not the SAT she’d taken with us in August. Not even Grant seeing her results, swelling with pride at Britton’s impressive score of 1250. A capable mind, plus stellar grades, plus a top SAT score never added up to a Britton who wanted to go to a traditional university. She had only created the Common App account to keep her mother out of the middle. The essay portion was the last section she had to complete.

“I stopped to get my birthday gift for Adela. Grant was home.” Brit set the iPad on her lap. “He was all excited that he’d managed to snag this private dinner in LA for us at the end of the month. With some dean of something or other at USC.” Britton snarled. “His beloved alma mater.”

“So you have to schmooze faculty now?” I asked.

Luz’s brows sprang together. “Britton, January will be here in no time. Application or not, you need to speak up.”

“Every time I try, I never get the words out right.”

The wind blew across my bare shoulders, a skittering chill joining the dry blaze. “Brit, it’s your life. I’m sorry, but he’s a newcomer to you and opera. Since we were little, your mom has—”

“Mom won’t do anything!” my friend spat out, her voice dipping with frustration. “Thing is, she’s happy. After so many years of never finding anyone, she’s so happy.”

Her gaze swerved to the bank of sand where the SoCal Junior Guards worked. The beach was emptying, and the large plots made for sandcastles and paddleball games lay vacant with the remains of the day. “I’m afraid, okay? That when January comes and Claire makes her picks for the fall program, Mom won’t fight for me enough.”

“She’s always fought for you,” I said. But even I felt the doubt edging my words. Was the Adrienne with the new diamond ring still that same mother I had always known?

“That’s changing,” Britton said. Luz and I drew closer, the space we took up shrinking. “There’s something you both don’t know. It happened in July, so I didn’t say anything.”

July. The month that came after June.

“Brit,” Luz said on a sigh.

“I didn’t want to add any more to our summer. But when I found out you two were coming back to the beach today, that meant something. And it seems right to tell you now.” A short pause. “Grant went to Paris last spring and didn’t tell me or Mom.”

“Shit.” Luz squirmed in the low chair. “The one in France? Not Paris, Texas, or some Vegas hotel?”

Brit nodded. “I’m almost positive. Last May he was in London for his college roommate’s bachelor party. It was like a week of doing whatever.”

That we all knew. Adrienne had baked our yellow cake as a surprise.

Britton continued. “So in July the housekeeper did some extra projects while Mom and Grant were on their honeymoon. One was cleaning out the pantry.” She reached into her beach tote and pulled out a miniature pale-blue tin. “I found this when I was looking for my protein powder.”

Luz took it, reading, “ ‘Mariage Frères.’ ”

“It’s one of the best teahouses in Paris,” Britton said.

Luz handed me the tin. I stumbled through the print on the back. “What does ‘Échantillon gratuit—ne peut être vendu’ mean?”

“Sample, not for sale. Mom or Grandma couldn’t have ordered it. And it’s dated this year.” When our eyes snapped onto hers, she said, “I wouldn’t have even paid any attention if the tin wasn’t blue. Their normal packaging is black and gold. And when I went online, people on these tea enthusiast message boards posted the same collectible tin. It was for a promotional campaign.” She stopped and took back the little container. “Only for spring. They gave them to customers who dined at the upstairs café. I showed Mom when she got back.”

“What did she say?”

“That it was impossible. The tea had to be some coincidence because Grant was in England the whole time.” Britton shook her head. “Worse, she refused to confront him. Said he’d called her every night and told her about what he did each day. The Tower Bridge and Stonehenge and Bath and so on. Not a word about Paris. So she felt no need to upset or accuse him. She told me to ignore it.”

“She brushed you off,” I said.

“But his calls could’ve come from anywhere,” Luz noted sharply. “Your mom wouldn’t have known any different.”

“Exactly. And him taking the Eurostar to Paris and back wouldn’t have been a big deal if he’d mentioned it.”

Luz stacked her spine. “But he didn’t. He hid it.” She balled her left hand. After months of blue haze and hollowed eyes, her entire body flared with red and heat. “The fuck if he was nosing around the Académie… or worse!”

“Mom insists nothing like that is going on. It’s like she doesn’t hear me anymore.” Britton picked up the iPad again. “Because of last summer, I let it go. I couldn’t confront Grant myself. He was doing everything to try to comfort my mom, and me, to be honest. So I felt weird about opening a can of French-tea worms.”

Britton never wore the pink silk gown she’d tried on when the news came. Adrienne didn’t feel right about throwing a huge wedding. Instead, she and Grant married quietly at the courthouse before Kauai.

Britton said, “But now that he got my scores, and with this USC dinner, I realized it’s completely up to me to make sure Paris happens,” she stated. “I don’t care what I have to do to get there.”

“You mean what we have to do.” My words came so easily, because one of us needed all of us. “How can we help?” A flame lit under my skin, and it spread across our triangle. It was the most tangible sense of life I’d felt since June. More real than salt and water, or any wave today.

Right there on the beach, we fused the power of three brains in a way we’d never quite managed since hiding the Emergenkey. At the end, we had the Paris Plan, and all its outlined points.

First, cohort and ultimate Britton-champion Adela would secretly correspond with Claire at the Paris Académie to funnel all communication through her from now on. Grant wouldn’t find a trace. We’d research the blue-book value of late-model Ford Mustang convertibles. Britton would sell her car if her funds were suddenly cut off. It could at least get her started with expenses. Finally, from here on out, Britton would play the stage role of her life. Dutiful daughter, smiling across the table at a USC dean. We, as faithful companions, would play along too. We’d stop mentioning France completely. Our minds were suddenly open to the idea of Britton at Vanderbilt or Indiana.

“There’s one more thing,” Britton said. “After I found the tea in July, I was so mad, I wrote a mock college application essay as a ragey joke. I still have it.” She switched to the Word app on her iPad and pulled up a file. “I can write another fake essay to show Grant and Mom. But I want to upload this one now, for real. I just added one more thing.” She copied, pasted, and produced the screen.

My confusion winked away as soon as Luz and I bent over the words on Britton’s iPad. “Oh my God” was all I could manage.

Luz exhaled a hot breath. Her grin was more Cheshire than sheepish. “This is what you’re actually sending in?”

“And not a word more,” Britton confirmed. “Our Paris Plan can do its thing, and all I have to face is this upload button. Watch me make a move no serious college applicant has ever pulled.” She made a faint but feral sound, toned between a shriek and a laugh. “I might also puke in about two minutes, so…”

She did not puke. But she did press send.


“Paris Parts”

By Britton Estelle Rose

Je vais à Paris.

I am going to Paris because I fucking want to.






— graduation week — Thursday Morning

I WAKE TOO EARLY, RESTLESS, as if my body isn’t quite sure if we’ll be jumping off more piers in the dark again. I dreamed of the beach and Britton. She’s still there inside the fuzzy aftermath of sleep and dawn, the way she’s suddenly everywhere when you let in a single piece of her. Her college essay sits on my bedside table.

It’s clearer than ever now: this essay sparked everything surrounding my betrayal.

Last fall Britton didn’t understand right away that she’d given Luz and me our first scrap of real hope after an unforgivable summer. She didn’t get that we would come home from our first day back at the beach with something more than salty skin. We’d found a new purpose.

We pickpocketed her move from the seashore, like the shells you’re not supposed to take. The image of Britton in that black sweater, with that tablet, and that biting determination, had been ours to keep, and no one could take it away.

Today, her entire college “essay” fits into the palm of my hand. Small but powerful. In the night-light glow, I drag the Hippo close and trade the printed papers for two items: a silver masquerade mask and the green prank book.

Of course, Brit’s Common App antics had to go into the book of Pranks, Schemes, and Tricks. I remember, we didn’t even wait for Saturday at Josie’s. The following Tuesday morning at school, Luz had it all recorded before the first bell.


PST Incident Number: 32

Location: South Mission Beach by Tower 13

Year: Twelfth grade

Circumstances: Britton uploads the most disrespectful college application essay* of her anti-college-bound dreams. She uses the word “fucking.”

*Actual essay filed in the Hippo.

Players: Britton, with Luz and Willa as witnesses

Instigator: Britton



That same Tuesday afternoon, we went shopping for three dresses for Kem’s eighteenth birthday party.

Before Britton’s plan, I’d heard stories of jealous students sabotaging their peers’ college chances. Some outright tampered with applications, or sent letters or salacious online photos to admissions boards. But my best friend’s scheme was grander than all these. And more, the biggest rule-follower I had ever known had sabotaged herself. I still wish we could’ve seen the faces of those Vanderbilt or USC or Indiana admissions reps as they read her words. Before they perfectly denied her, and sent their regrets.

(I regret to inform them that they were always unwanted first.)

But I come back to the hope we took from the beach on that October Monday, because that’s why I’m here—to rewind. Britton didn’t know right then, but she’d fueled Luz and me in enough places to add something back into our bones. Her Paris Plan plus her bold actions helped us fight against that angry stage of grief that still came.

(It still comes.)

Maybe it was enough to say we knew her. We knew Britton Rose, a girl who had sung “Lascia Ch’io Pianga” over a June-gloomed, flag-draped coffin without one break or tear. She had performed for the love of him, and for the ridiculous love of all of us. And I loved her for that.

To simply say we knew that girl—a self-saboteur on an October beach day. We were her friends and chosen company. This hope helped two girls who had lost a boy. It helped to be that brave girl’s friend.

But now I have to accept the whole truth. I would take the small beach hope that made us decide to buy dresses and attend our first party since June—a chartered boat bash around San Diego Bay. I’d take the hope rolling off bold words that fit inside the palm of my hand.

I would twist these, too, like I did everything else.




— then — When We Were Eighteen

“AM I BEING PARANOID?” I asked as soon as we were the only three girls left in the bathroom of the Emerald Hornblower. “It feels like a hundred eyes are tracking our every move, even behind all the fancy masks.” The eyes belonged to the MPHS students invited to Kem’s eighteenth birthday party—food and dancing to DJ-mixed hits as the two-level charter yacht circled San Diego Bay. Anika had dreamed up the masquerade theme. It was the first notable event, school or otherwise, my friends and I had attended in months.

Maybe it was fading now, but all of September and the first part of October had looked like this from our peers:

Eggshell Walking 101. Or—

Passing periods graced by looks inked so thick with pity, they could’ve filled greeting cards. Or—

Genuine concern.

“If they’re staring, it’s because of our smart footwear,” Britton said into the mirror. “No pain here, and they wish they’d thought of it.”

“And there’s more. They wish they could figure you out,” Luz said. “The only senior to decline a homecoming court nomination and get people whispering.” For a reason other than loss.

Britton shrugged dismissively and touched up her delicate pink lip shade.

The day after the beach, we’d decided to skip all approaching homecoming festivities, but reply with three yeses to Kem’s party. Tonight isn’t his real birthday; that was last week, and we wouldn’t have missed the small family dinner at the Hudson home. He’d understood about this more crowded social jam, though. He’d given us extra time to decide if it would be too much, too soon.

Our last-minute RSVP came with some self-appointed guidelines.

Rule number one: new outfits were a must. They came with new resolve.

I’d made even stricter rules: White was off-limits. My lace disaster from sophomore year was still balled up at the back of my wardrobe with bad memories. No red, either. I’d had the perfect dress, but I’d never slip that tight organza over my frame again. Red was meant for a girl with a different life, and even a masquerade mask couldn’t trick reality.

I’d settled on a flowy mini in royal blue. Earlier I’d zipped up the tiered chiffon and slipped out my front door, toting strappy heels and my silver masquerade mask through Crown Point.

Rule number two: we’d get ready alone and meet at Britton’s.

When I’d reached Jewell Street, I immediately spotted Luz emerging from the opposite end in pearl gray. We met in front of Britton’s and had to laugh at our synchronicity. We’d both trudged over in the ratty flip-flops we saved for the beach.

“So there was a memo,” an amused Britton called out. She’d materialized at the end of her driveway, barefoot in the raspberry-pink gem she’d scored off the sale rack.

“Undone-chic?” I ventured.

Britton approached, and we looked ourselves over. This time, there were no oil-slick buns or complicated updos. Our jewelry was everyday simple, not statement. And none of us had parked in front of a vanity mirror, perfecting a cat-eye or any other notable eye.

“I was considering my sling-back pumps,” Britton said. “But I have an idea.”

And it was a good one. In the ivy wallpapered bathroom of the Emerald Hornblower, three seniors attended their friend’s “dress to impress” party wearing the identical silver flip-flops Adrienne still kept in our sleepover drawers.

It was a look. It was something ours.

But I wore another look over my face when the DJ announced they’d be crowning the king and queen of the masquerade ball (a cute party gimmick, also Anika’s idea). The muffled sound carried just fine over the New Orleans–themed decor, bumping across an open-air dance floor and into the bathroom just below. There was only one rightful queen in my world, and she’d abdicated homecoming before even being crowned. How could she, when Luz and I had just lost our prince?

Britton noticed and said, “I know what crown you’re thinking about. You’re wrong, mon amie.”

I bent a doubtful eye. “Then I wouldn’t feel so guilty. I don’t want you to miss out on anything because we’re doing less for senior year.”

Luz spun on the ball of one foot. “That’s on you, then. How many times does she have to say it?” The force of her ricocheted off the narrow walls, exploding inside my chest. “Saying no to senior court wasn’t because of you or me. When has she ever lied to us?”

My bones pulled tight. “Jesus, Luz.”

“Not fucking everything is about him!”

Oh, that landed hot and clean. For months we had done our best at being as good as possible together. Trying to go on and get through each day. But behind the hugs and linked arms, there was a spreading cancer of thoughts we didn’t know where to store. And words we didn’t know how to form, even around friends like us. What I didn’t realize was that it would take a celebration to unleash the mess inside our mourning.

Britton started toward Luz, but she stepped back. “There is, like, three percent left of my life that is not about losing my brother,” she said. “And Brit is in there. And there’s a part of you in there too. You and me and Britton. Us.”

I knew I needed to at least try to reach Luz, but all I could see was the dark shadow where the rest of my heart used to be. “I’m sorry if this is hard for me. I am trying. I am trying to be a girl at her friend’s party. And I am obviously doing a shit job of it, while you seem to have your process all graphed and quantified.” I went on, dashing my arms out. “We can get new dresses and make all new rules, but that doesn’t make stuff heal faster.” Tears streamed down my cheeks. “I am still going to question everything against him now. Because he was everything and everywhere! And now he’s not, and I am still going to want what I lost.”

“No one is saying you shouldn’t. But don’t go on and assume I’m done healing just because I—”

“Oh my God, it’s not a competition!” Britton said. “It’s not a contest of who loved him more. If we are going to go on, can we just please acknowledge that? Once and then never again?”

I squeezed my eyes shut, feeling like all the undone edges of me were crumbling away. Luz moved one way and I moved another until we stood at different quadrants, far apart enough in this small space. It felt like another death to say those words. To hear them. It also felt like a clearing storm, the wind that blows everything from its hiding place.

In seconds or minutes, I felt the smallest, most delicate fingers I knew circling my bare wrist. The most dexterous, meant to heal. And there was counting, in a twinkling whisper. My view hinged open, letting in the fake fluorescent light and all of her.

“Christmas is going to be hardest for you,” I told the girl taking my pulse. I see you.

Luz exhaled. “No one better make you sit on a swing ever again. And I can see why you still haven’t opened your… your last birthday card.” I see you, too.

Not inside, but resting on top of a shoebox in a Promontory Street closet were two birthday cards, marked Luz and Willa. He thought he’d get home in time for January and Britton. And as keeper of things, Brit was guarding them both until Luz’s birthday, and the day when I was ready to look.

“I think I’ll just know,” I said. “When it’s time.”

“I wanted to peek in June, just to have it with the spider brooch,” Luz said. “But we promised not to cheat and read ahead.”

Our faces locked over unspoken apologies.

Britton drew closer. “That’s something right you can just… do.”

“I believe you, about the homecoming crown,” I told her.

Brit nodded. “It’s for me. I’m choosing to stay out of spotlights for a bit. I have places to go and notes to master.” Paris, the plan. Flying low and quiet until she was ready to strike.

“We’ll get you an Eiffel Tower–shaped crown,” I said. “Something sparkly and extra tacky.”

The smile on Britton’s face lit up the best of her, and Luz sputtered a laugh. We spent a few minutes just being better and as close to okay as we could that night.

“As future queen of the Paris opera scene, I would like to continue our bathroom selfie tradition, even though the lighting blows,” Britton declared formally.

We slipped three silver masks over tearstained faces and lined up in front of the full-length mirror, wearing the exact same shoes.

Before I took the photo, I saw a flash of us at eight years old, when we became forever close. When the tops of our heads had measured nearly level. That fact would only hold true for a few more years until our varying heights placed us like crayons in a jumbo box. From sixth grade on, bathroom mirrors would say I was the eternally tall puce green no one ever chose, while Britton was worn down slightly—a somewhat useful violet. But Luz was a tiny, wrapper-less nub of dandelion yellow that had shaded in a thousand suns.



Soon enough I danced with the birthday boy (and masquerade king, playfully rigged) with our masks dangling behind our necks. The upper deck of the yacht was open to a cloudless night, welcoming the glittering San Diego skyline and a full, spotlight moon.

“I would’ve dressed up more had I known I’d be dancing with royalty,” I said, and flicked the golden crown circling the short nubs of hair marking his signature style.

Kem’s shoulder jerked. “Actually, I think this—what do we call it—an array? Yeah, it totally fits. Suits you more than fine too.”

For a thousand reasons I bristled. “So you expected me to half-ass your party?”

“What?”

“You figured, why would I even care? Because… because—”

“Back up, Willa.” His gaze yellowed like a hawk’s. “Can we unpack the real place this shit is originating from before the pile needs its own zip code?”

“Um, eww. And also, just because you’re king of the night doesn’t give you free rein over my thoughts.”

His face angled downward. “I figured being your friend gets me an observation or two. Or is that not how we do things anymore?”

It was. For my heart and sanity and mind, it had to be. I waited one beat, then two, before “Sorry. No… I’m really sorry, Kem. I’ve been bitchy all night. For every reason but you.”

He turned us out of the way of some errant junior with sloppy dance form. “Accepted.” His smile was hesitant, but genuine. “You and the girls were my first invites, but I didn’t expect you to want to come. I can’t imagine, okay? And no one should rush you into anything. But I’m glad you came. And you just being your usual self in a nice dress is right because it’s real.”

My eyes welled for the millionth time. Kem always saw through me, deeper than heart level. He followed my line of sight toward the DJ rig that led to my girls. “We’ve been a little messy tonight. I mean, we worked it out. But Luz and Britton came because I did. And I came because they did. And all of us came for you, if that makes sense.”

He nodded.

“Truth moment?” I sighed heavily. “I’m terrified of what I would be right now. Without them.”

“I don’t think most people would even admit that. Props.”

I felt a few shades lighter, just for speaking it. “Yay, me.”

He snickered, and it twitched the edge of his wide mouth, just like always.

“Let’s try this again,” I said. “Happy birthday, friend. And you win for best party.” The boat, the tunes, the sushi and dumpling bar.

“Well, it helps when your dad treats the manager of this fleet after his hip replacement, and he offers a huge discount on this sweet setup.”

More than that helped. I squeezed his shoulder. “After we dock, we’re crashing at Luz’s. Cheesy board games and TV. You interested?”

“Go on….”

I sobered and said, “Mrs. M. likes it when we’re there. We’ve been watching our movies more in their living room. Doing homework at her kitchen table while she makes us snacks. Staying over for Sunday waffles.”

“She likes the noise. The people. It helps, yeah?”

“Yeah.” How forced silence could devour. How a table missing a place setting could set an entire room ablaze.

“I’ll bring my crown.” The song changed but we didn’t. “And Willa?”

“Hmm?”

“Feel your feels. It’s all good.”



I woke with my throat packed with gauze and a sandpaper tongue. Sweaty waves stuck to my cheek. The aroma of syrup and bacon urged me off the drool spot on my pillow. Food? Steam and sizzle. And then I powered on. I wasn’t home; I was in Luz’s living room.

We all were. I’d slept on top of a twin air mattress in my wrinkled blue finery, covered by Mrs. M. with a cozy quilt. The muted TV had run all night. The coffee table carried dregs of our midnight junk-food vices. Luz snoozed on the floor by the front door, curled into a ball like a cat dressed in pale gray.

I tried sitting up and found the movement sticky with slowness. And then I saw Kem. He’d woken first, and in the next few moments I saw everything. He’d won the plush recliner but had lifted the back again. And his eyes were full of Britton.

Britton?

His mouth perched uncharacteristically soft, slightly parted and loopy with feeling. A freight train couldn’t have busted through the laser beam from him to her. She was stretched long on the couch, all raspberry pink and black silk hair.

When I turned, he caught me looking and flinched. I sprang up with new vigor and hit the bathroom to pee and discover what a few splashes of water could do to my sleep-creased face and typhoon hair.

Emerging as good as it got, I found Kem at the kitchen table, already tended to by Luz’s mom. The small round top was filled with a pancake platter, fruit salad, and bacon. And blessed be—coffee.

“Morning, sweetie.” Mrs. M. pulled out a chair for me. The clock said nine, and she was dressed for the gym.

“Thanks for letting us take over the living room.” I forked a pancake onto my plate as Kem went for seconds already.

“We’ll clean up everything,” Kem said.

We lost her for a moment, her eyes cutting away before she pivoted with a brisk headshake. I never knew what to say anymore. But I could just be at her table. “This looks amazing. Thank you.”

She planted a sweet kiss on the crown of my head. “Stay as long as you want. Victor’s on a run, and I’ll be at the barre gym.”

Soon Kem and I were alone with hot coffee and carbs. He was adorably disheveled, wrinkly dress shirt butterflied across his toned chest, untucked. “So, Britton. How long?” I whispered.

His brows dipped in confusion.

“How long have you been in love with her?”

My friend swallowed, looking back to make sure the others were still asleep. “Like I’m not a little in love with all of you.”

“That’s different. I promise I won’t say a word. Promise.”

“Doesn’t matter either way,” he said to his bare feet.

“Not buying that.” I tried to keep my voice down.

Kem speared a melon ball. “I told you about how I am.”

He had, and since then he’d found some words that went along with the way he felt. Biromantic. Demisexual. I jostled his forearm and urged him to continue.

“Brit and I’ve been tight for years, and then the two of us hung out more last summer,” he said. “When you and Luz were with your families and just… couldn’t. Look, I know I’m not one of you three, but I’m me with you three.”

A stubborn smile flickered across my face. “You are the perfect you with us.”

“Right. So one day, she was just Britton, if that girl could be just anything.” His head rattled, almost imperceptibly. “The next, she was everything. You go on and tease. I can take it.”

I closed my eyes over the sweetness. Wished it were yellow cake and I could steal a bite. “When are you gonna tell her?”

He stacked his spine. “Doesn’t seem right to make you sit through this kind of talk right now. I’m less of a dick for just shutting my trap and dealing with it.”

I hated my new normal. “What happened to ‘feel your feels’?”

“Willa, how can hearing this stuff not sting—”

“It can’t not sting either way.” I felt the tears well and didn’t care. “So if you’re any kind of friend, you’ll tell me something pretty and sparkly right now.”

“Fine.” Kem briefly jostled my free hand before peering into the living room. “When it first happened, it was way too close to last summer.”

I nodded.

“Come on, Willa. She’s going to Paris. I can’t just bounce over from Long Beach State on a Saturday night.”

“Not for months, though.”

“Girl, you don’t get it. I can’t risk myself even more, then she leaves.” His words were ringed with sadness. “It’s always been Paris with her.”

Words I knew to biblical proportions still found their way in to jab me. And yet… “I know what it’s like to want someone and keep quiet.” For years until you claim your rightful kiss on a swing.

“Wanting doesn’t change reality. Okay, you tell me something. Has she ever mentioned me like that?”

I hated to have to shake my head.

But he bore it well and went for more syrup. “She’s out of my league.”

“Nope.”

“Fine. My continent. She’s already half gone and living in some other lane. Hell, she didn’t even tell me about her YouTube channel.”

“Britton? Showcase herself on YouTube? Right,” I said on a chuckle. I wiped my face dry and exhaled all the world I could. Kem obviously needed more caffeine or an eye exam. “Talk about off-brand.”

“Well then, what’s this?” Kem cued up the YouTube app on his phone.

I stared in disbelief at the channel with over five thousand subscribers. There was Britton’s picture, all right, along with a list of video clips, most of which I recognized from the thumbnails. The MPHS Fall for Funds performance. Clips from school spring showcases. Even the same video from the Los Angeles charity lunch Luz and I had watched while hiking at Torrey Pines. Then I saw the name of the channel and lifted my eyes. “Brit Estelle?”

“I’m confused. How didn’t you know about this?”

“Kem, she doesn’t know about this. Brit Estelle?” Not Britton Rose. Not something any of us would land on with a Google search.

“My mom found the channel a couple days ago. She wanted to hear the song from the memorial and looked it up in the service program. She did a search and found Britton’s version.”

Seething, I pressed play on the charity video. “Lascia Ch’io Pianga” filled the kitchen and flattened my guts. A piece floating through a bedroom window. A song she had to grow into to master. A gift of love in a cathedral, over a flag, over a mahogany box.

“Willa, God.” Kem reached for the phone. “Don’t.”

I batted him away and made us listen for a few moments, but he was right. It was too much for me to take just now.

By the time I pressed pause it was also too late. Movement alongside a hollow sound jolted us from Kem’s phone. In the shock, we’d forgotten our volume. I sniffled and knuckled my eyes clear. When we bent around and widened our view, Luz and Britton stood in the archway.




— then — When We Were Eighteen

RUNNING IN FLIP-FLOPS IS A skill California beach girls own. Luz and I trotted after Britton across Ingraham Street. We made a sight—three girls in last night’s dresses, feral hair, and stubbly legs. Only one of us had even eaten anything.

“Britton!” Luz dashed out her arm. “Slow down for the love of—”

Britton finally halted and spun in front of a fire hydrant. “Don’t you dare try to triage me.” She held up her own phone, now cued to YouTube.

“No triage.” I aimed this at Luz, earning her feigned innocence. “We walk beside you. That’s what we do.”

Britton blew out a strained sound as we pressed on, shoulder to shoulder. We were almost to Jewell Street.

“How do you feel?” I asked.

“Pissed. Violated. Shocked.”

“That combo makes you a walking adrenaline drip,” Luz said gently. “You need water, food, and a shower. In that order. The channel is just more ammo on your side. Don’t forget the Paris Plan.”

We approached the beautiful gray-blue home with its sweet porch and magic song window. Today it was clamped shut. “Right. The plan,” she repeated.

Adela was already on board with said plan—a stealth ally. Meanwhile we were all playing it cool and quiet, arousing no suspicion. Let Grant think he was getting somewhere with Britton and university vocal programs. The cherry was Britton’s sabotage essay, uploaded into the college Common App.

And now Grant’s recent YouTube activities were only more proof to present to Adrienne when it was time. Behind the plan was the looming, dark reality that to get to Paris, Britton might have to go against her mother if Adrienne didn’t take her side. What was January going to look like around here?

The three of us halted at the property line with smaller goals, though. Food and cleaning up were tops. At the final edge of morning, the sun was far into its western climb. Britton’s thriving front lawn was lawn-shaped; it grew no memory. “We can come in with you.”

She backed away toward her porch. “You think I’m the only one who looks like crap? Go get clean and shiny. Let’s meet later?”

“Like you even have to ask,” Luz said before we watched the front door close. Our twin silver flip-flops scraped invisible lines on the sidewalk, but we couldn’t make them move.

“I hate how we got last night. The bathroom on the boat,” I said, because I couldn’t stop the replay.

Luz nodded. “Why don’t we decide that if shit like that comes up again, we know we don’t mean it?”

“We can say that all we want now. But…”

“But, if we focus on that idea enough, our brains will make new pathways. Then our actions will follow. That’s a scientific fact. Proven.”

I actually smiled, for more reasons than Luz’s proven facts. “So later, yeah?” The shadows were deepening under her eyes. “I’d hug you, but we both reek and—hmmph.”

She squished us together anyway, until odd noises from Britton’s property wrenched us apart. None of them pointed to Brit eating and showering. We looked and listened beyond the sidewalk.

We caught the screech of metal outdoor furniture on concrete. Adrienne’s car was missing, but the open garage door revealed Grant’s Jaguar. The thick tenor of a familiar voice rumbled from the backyard. Then another sound, raw and rasped, growing louder by the phrase. It was another voice we’d known at eight and twelve and sixteen. But she wasn’t singing.

“Britton? That’s not—wait, what is she…?” Did Luz have a medical term for a tongue struck helpless?

We were already sneaking into the garage. Most Crown Point houses had old bones. And most featured detached garages, including the Rose-Hanover property. I left the stealth mechanics to Luz—she was good at it. She released the brass chain and coaxed the side door open just enough for us to witness Britton and Grant on the back patio.

“This is so not what we decided at the beach,” I whispered.

Luz shook her head. “Who is she right now?”

This plan-changer in a tired pink dress, staring down a stepfather.

“Hey, hey, now,” Grant told Britton. “Let’s not make this into more than what it is.” Grant’s arms were outstretched in prime appeasement mode over his Sunday brunch setup. His tennis pro look was somehow pushed from sporty into smug by a visor and sunglasses combo.

“Than what it is? You mean, you building an entire YouTube persona for me? Uploading my photos and performances without my consent?”

“I did it as a birthday surprise to show you in January. Did you see how many subscribers you have after only two weeks? People love you.”

Britton jutted forward. “Her!” She waved her phone. “They love her. Brit Estelle, which sounds like a preteen pop star. You made me a logo with a treble clef morphing into a pink heart. That’s not how I want to showcase myself.”

“You haven’t been showcasing yourself at all.” Grant casually sipped his drink.

“All of my time has gone to growing my voice. I am going to be a professional. Respected because of my control, dexterity, and tonal mastery. Not for how ‘banging’ my chest looks in that profile picture you used, as someone wrote in the comments. Do you even know what I do in training, and who I really am as a classical artist? No, to you I’m the girl in this bio you so carefully added.” Brit clicked onto the phone screen and read:

“ ‘Brit Estelle is living out her California dream. Between training sessions, she tools around in her red convertible with her best friends. She loves sunbathing at Mission Beach, and her soaring popularity has made her one to watch on the classical stage. Look for her soon. Come for the voice. Stay for the vocalist.’ ”

Luz elbowed me, whispering, “Oh my God. He made her into Opera Barbie.”

I felt for Britton, more than ever. To shine so brightly as who you truly were, and to still be so poorly seen.

“You’re missing the point. We need to capitalize on where you are now, to get you noticed for tomorrow. You’ve been thinking too small.” Grant tipped his glass her way. “You’re so good, the whole world should be able to hear you anytime, with one click. All I did was make that happen.”

“Jesus,” Luz deadpanned.

My ears roared, memory slamming into my skull as my eyelids clamped shut. Junior year, Luz’s seventeenth birthday party. I’d been the one to drop this notion around Grant. And he’d actually done it. Sure, he’d waited a year, but he’d actually taken my wistful, futile wish and inserted his own twisted plans right into it, ignoring her clear boundaries. I’m sorry, Brit.

Probably because of me, Britton was stuck inside a spotlight she hadn’t chosen. If I’d kept my mouth shut, she wouldn’t have had to open hers.

But when I risked another look, I didn’t see an anxious girl, or a victim. Luz and I saw something else: our friend wearing an absolute ending on her face. And what happened next took seconds.

Thirty.

Britton drove herself solid into the ground, and all Grant got was the razored edge of her eyes.

Twenty-five.

She marched into the house, returning with a Paris tea tin sample.

Fifteen.

She held up the blue rarity, nice and close. Waited for him to know that she knew.

Five, four, three, two, one—

“Did you meet Claire? Introduce yourself to Luca, the accompanist?” Britton asked.

I gaped at Luz. She only had time to nod before we whipped back to the scene.

To Grant’s credit, his face stayed poker-ready. “I’m, ahh, not sure what you mean. Or how tea relates to YouTube?”

Britton let out one single chord of dark laughter. “They let visitors sit in on sessions. Did you hover in the back? As long as you’re quiet, you can stay all morning.”

“Britton—”

“Maybe Elaine was singing for critique?” Britton grinned. If Grant had wanted a showcase, he was getting one lit by her white, white teeth. “She’s my favorite mezzo. I shadowed her.”

After a celery-stick stir, Grant sipped his cocktail. “This is getting tiring. Now, I understood your first reaction to the channel. You were surprised and didn’t understand my motives. But you’re verging on disrespect, and that’s not acceptable in this house.”

Luz inhaled sharply. The pacifist Britton we’d grown up with would have quit there. Played nice and retreated into her secret, quiet scheming, her seemingly unobtrusive Paris Plan. But out came another black-haired girl with a voice that refused to tacet. Not this time. Luz and I still knew this girl from head to toe, even with everything erupting in between.

“You probably stayed at the Ritz. Or is that too obvious, and maybe you picked the Plaza Athénée?”

Grant swayed three paces forward; Brit didn’t even flinch. “Whatever you think you know, you’re wrong. And you need to quit before you find yourself without that car and any time with your two tagalongs.”

Luz grabbed my hand so tight, her nails pinching.

Britton merely answered, “You lied to my mother. I found a group selfie on Facebook of your London friends in Bath, from May. You weren’t even in the—”

“Okay, okay! I paid your precious school a visit.” Grant’s face pinkened like a growing welt. “Your esteemed opera academy is nothing more than a tribute to loose artistry. It’s a free-for-all there. No structure in the slightest.”

I clamped my free hand over my mouth.

Victory sparked Britton’s face before it dimmed under a snarl. “You know nothing about the Académie or how they operate.”

“You actually believe your mother and I are going to be okay letting you just traipse off to Paris on your own without question, or any investigation?”

“I don’t believe that was all you did. Because people who go to that much effort to cover up sliding into an entire country for a couple days are doing more than investigating.”

“Once again, you’re wrong.” Grant crossed his arms. “No good father would be satisfied with those precarious conditions. Now, I get this is new for you. You didn’t grow up with a father. You don’t know any better.”

Oh. Luz and I had to turn away, ducking our heads. We ached enough in our own bodies, for being two girls who loved another with every cell that made us.

“I want to smash his pretty face in for that,” Luz whispered. “I want to go back there and—”

“Me too. But she’s doing it on her own.” Somewhere between a beach and a back porch, Britton had learned to fight for herself. If I had helped create this moment, she was transforming my flub into her… debut. Words I thought I’d never say crept off my tongue. “She doesn’t need us.”

Britton was shaking. She crumpled the fabric of her dress into her left hand.

“I’m part of your family now,” Grant said. “And it’s my responsibility to forecast for you. So, yes—fine. I milled around a bit. Spoke to a couple students. Took in the culture. I will not be supporting this plan.”

A tear leaked down her cheek, but she stayed on that porch. “My mother was the one who brought me to the school years ago! She watched me fall in love and kept bringing me back. She’s the one who recognized my skill when I was little. She brought me into the opera world and got me into the best training program possible. You’ve been in our lives for less than two years and think you know everything.”

“What I know? Oh, here’s what I know. I toured the housing complex. Guys and girls can share apartments. There’s no curfew, or anyone like a resident advisor to monitor students and their behavior.”

“ ‘Monitor’? Do you know how difficult it is to even be considered for acceptance? Anyone who dreams of the stage at that level knows that staying out all night and ruining your voice and health will get you nowhere but sent home. I’m going there to sing, not for some party scene!”

Grant flicked his gaze to the sky, then down again. “Have you forgotten another person in your family who went to France as a young woman?”

Oh no. No, no, no. I could barely watch.

“Your mother went to Paris to study.” He made a dry sound, raking chest-deep. “But she got a lot more than school credits, didn’t she? A one-night stand, and she can’t even tell you the name of your father. Sure, she did right by you all these years, but that doesn’t erase the fact that she was grossly irresponsible when no one was watching out for her.”

His words were an ice storm. Luz and I were frozen and fused together in bitter disbelief, clutching the edge of the narrow door, still hidden. A nine-year-old Britton found me there. I saw the third grader who’d turned in her family tree poster board for a school project. Under the space for father, she’d proudly glued a French flag. When other kids asked the question, we flanked her side, our chins set high and mighty.

Kids kept asking as we grew and changed schools. But they never asked more than once.

That’s right. A whole city is my dad.

That’s right.

And a mother became everything else.

But this pseudo father found sick power in hauling a girl and a woman back to one fateful night both of them had remade. They’d remade it into a loving family. Into growth and success.

“Take that back,” Britton demanded with all that was left of her voice—hit but not struck down. A strong mother had built these bones. “You’re her husband, but you don’t know her at all.”

“Oh, I know she’s lucky she didn’t come home from France with more than a baby, and that’s disgusting. You’re lucky you’re healthy. Your glorified father could be anywhere in the world. How do we know this kind of thing wasn’t a pattern for her? Can we really trust her guidance here?” He chuffed a haughty laugh. “If you think you’re immune to those temptations, you’re kidding yourself. She always says you’re just like her. And that means you have the makings to be just as reckless. It’s all there, Britton. So forgive me if I want more for you than what your sainted mother found in—”

“Get out.”

Luz and I jolted against each other and the doorframe. The biting edict had come from Adrienne, as she arrowed from the sliding door to Britton’s side, shielding her trembling daughter inside her arms.

“Adrienne, I didn’t mean—”

“You have one hour to get yourself and your shit out of my house.”




— then — When We Were Eighteen

THE NEXT DAY, THE HOUSE on Jewell Street was repainted female. Marble counters where girls had learned about condoms, and gotten their secret wounds patched, overflowed with Rubio’s take-out containers and yellow cake crumbs. We shared the clearing-out kind of tears, and I added Adrienne to the list of newly broken hearts.

Adrienne scored her knife into a second row of cake. We would all get seconds because, because. “I was thinking of taking you out of school Friday,” she told Britton. Her voice dragged with dried-up emotion. “We can go to Laguna Beach, just the two of us? And be back Sunday for Luz’s birthday.”

Britton nodded into her mother’s shoulder. The sting of Grant’s words and actions were still raw, but they would inch back into the way they used to be. Adrienne gathered us in tight as the Rose family made new, unsecret plans. No one had to hide these. It was everything to be talking together again.

After Adrienne went upstairs, Britton came down with the Hippo. It was time to add a memento: a snapshot printed out on photo paper of three sets of silver flip-flops against the deep green tile of the Emerald Hornblower bathroom.

“Now it’s happening for real next summer,” Britton said as we sat, cross-legged around the gray box. She’d cut into a long stretch of us silently examining the tribute items we were ready to see, after a summer no one had been ready for. Besides our new photograph addition, Britton strewed Paris postcards and vocal recital programs around the living room rug—pieces of her world Grant had tried, and failed, to take away. “Nothing’s standing in my way.” She looked at us and said, “I’m going to Paris.”

“Yes, you are! Because you fucking want to,” Luz said on a laugh, hitting our friend with a high five.

The part of me who’d cheered for Britton and helped her hold up this dream for years gave a superstar smile. I jostled her shoulder and held one of the France postcards next to her face, making her a part of the Parisian scene already. But there was another part—the flesh and blood of me—sitting right next to the flesh and blood of her who would have to get used to sitting with this box alone. How do I do this?

I needed to get better used to our future. I needed to get used to the true idea of her departure. “When?” I asked. Maybe knowing the date would help. “You know, the big move?”

Britton tilted her head. “Mom and I will need to discuss that with Claire. But I think I should head over at least a month before classes start. Get myself acclimated. So maybe around the end of June or early July?”

“You’ll slide right in like one of those slimy escargots you swear are delicious,” Luz said, punctuating with a silly snail hand motion. I even laughed at this. And as we replaced all of the Hippo box items, Luz added, “I think half of you is already there and always has been.”

I shut my eyes, nodding, because it was true.



But later, I did more than shut my eyes. I cried them out raw, alone.

I’d come home after we’d repacked the gray box and told my parents as simply as I could about Adrienne, Grant, and Britton. Mom should call or drop by. Adrienne would need a friend right now.

My family didn’t seem to notice, but I felt my words slipping out like thin paper versions of themselves. By the time I stopped by Audrey’s room to say good night, I was down to scraps that would disintegrate under a hint of water.

I fell into my bed as my tear ducts went into overdrive. My nose spilled all the excess. My eyes swelled to funnel more and more over my cheeks. But these were different tears than I’d cried with Adrienne—not the good clearing-out and flushing-away kind. These were the ones that collected instead, and then plunged you into their deep middle without a rescue can.

In Junior Guards, I learned about the drowning period when distress turns to panic. Victims feel overwhelmed by the water, while quickly losing any survival tools they’d ever possessed.

All the months of holding on and pushing forward pushed back with more force than I could stand. What was real about my life was that half of my heart never came home.

Directly on top of that, Britton was going now too. It was a different kind of going, to a different place. But she was really, truly, and absolutely leaving for Paris after graduation.

I’d been mentally preparing for this for years, but it was another matter to be living it and coming down from the high of our Paris Plan. Of us holding up Britton as she sent a saboteur’s essay at our beach, and watching her finally stand up for herself.

We’d stood at her side and supported her, but it was Britton’s actions, her bravery, her courage that had ensured her future. The truth was, she hadn’t needed Luz and me to make her plan into a promise. This was as foreign as France to me when I needed them so much.

And now, for certain, one of those friends was leaving for the home of her blood. I was really going to lose the strong, perfect everyday of her.

I panicked.

Luz.

Flailing, I reached for her name. The other perfect half of my half heart that was left. Luz didn’t have to go away. She could stay.




— graduation week — Thursday

WHEN I COME HOME FROM my last day of high school, a bagged black graduation gown under my arm, Pops kisses me on the forehead, and I agree to a game of backgammon after lunch.

Mom and Gram are in the garden. Mom’s been training a baby avocado tree, and the two women are slightly crouched over surfboard-shaped leaves. They don’t notice me until I drop into one of the bistro-table chairs, metal feet scraping along the patio.

Heads turn and smiles bloom. Mom and Gram share the same blond hair they gifted to me and Audrey. Their gait across the amoeba lawn moves in tandem—straight-backed and narrow-hipped.

“Well, you did it. How does it feel to be officially out of high school?” Mom asks.

“About the same, I guess. Nothing’s official until tomorrow, anyway.” After turning in my project, I’d gone through graduation rehearsal, watching valedictorian Luz with silent pride as she led our class onto the football field. Nodding to Britton as the R group mustered and took their places.

Tomorrow. Tomorrow we’ll talk.

Gram bends slightly, eyeing me like Luz does when I’m under her triage. “Where are the girls?”

I am out of bold lies (like they ever really work). “Um, you’ll see them tomorrow. We’re kind of working through some stuff.”

“It’s been… Willa, it’s been more than a week since they’ve been around,” Mom says. She turns aside, pensive enough to make me think she’s pairing last night with me and a wet suit to my surprise reveal. “Is this why you weren’t sure about them at Ruth’s Chris?”

I count one, two, three seconds before nodding.

Her faces softens, and she opens her mouth to speak but hesitates.

“Promise I’ll let you know about the reservation. And more… later?” I say, toying with the tag on my graduation gown bag.

Gram steps up. “Let me help with that.” She grabs the package, and her kind intrusion is just what I need to steady myself. “I’ll steam this out for you and make sure it’s perfect for your big walk.”

“Thanks, Gram,” I tell her before she trots into the house.

Mom stays behind and rests one hand on the spare chair, maybe to sit or talk. A hopeful step of her own? It’s not that it’s too late. More, I’m still recovering from the plunge of my body into a dark, deep ocean. (Succeeding, overcome with emotion and relief, swimming in safely.) Other parts of me are still inside October and trying not to die there this time. Trying to find my way out of it without another lie this time.

Her pickings basket loops onto her tanned arm. Cucumbers and lemons, basil and tomatoes. The last of her spinach, cilantro, and arugula for salads. “Can you make me a smoothie?” I ask. “It sounds good right now.”

A strawberry-red smile. “I can do that.”

A short wave breaks inside me as she leaves, knocking everything off-kilter for a beat. I’m not sure if it’s my heart or my head telling me I need to do more with my mom. I’m not ready to open up fully about Luz and Britton, but I need to at least work harder at acknowledging her.

I enter the house and find her washing veggies. “Can I help so I can actually learn how you make them?”

She chuckles and dries her hands. “It’s about time. College girls need to learn to feed themselves, and I don’t mean Rubio’s.” Chia seeds, protein powder, and peanut butter are already waiting. She pulls almond milk, berries, and a bag of hempseed hearts from the fridge. “Let’s make enough for all of us and call it lunch. Pops will drink one if he knows you helped.”

I smile, but it wanes as I think of all the times Kem and Anika, and even Luz and Britton, have cooked with their mothers, learning family recipes and enjoying time together. Beyond an occasional batch of cookies or brownies when I was little, I haven’t cooked much with my mom. But I’m here now.

She puts me on spinach duty; I clean off soil and tiny pebbles and tear the thin, veined leaves. We work side by side, and I follow her lead, learning to make her fruit and greens smoothie with all her secret ingredients.

“Let’s be fancy today.” Mom pulls rarely used soda fountain glasses from the cabinet, and an antique metal tray. We make double batches, and I fill the four tall glasses with berry-colored drinks.

Mom tosses more pickings from her garden basket into the sink to wash later and jostles my forearm affectionately. “Go set up outside, and I’ll and get Gram and Pops.”

I glance down; a glop of soil lingers on the sleeve of my pale blue surf tee. More than the stems of her freshly picked greens, dirt forever stains her nail beds, despite enthusiastic scrubbing. If Gram and Pops weren’t here, she’d probably still be kneeling on her foam board, her sunny ponytail dangling under a canvas Tilley hat. She’d bury her hands into that soil and make things grow and live.

The dirt she leaves now is just as alive between my fingertips, damp from hiding underneath the flower beds and grass.

The grass…

Chills pass over my skin as I grab the smoothie tray and stroll out to the patio table. I begin to see what’s really underneath the amoeba-shaped lawn in front of me. And what it means.

Audrey is at school, but she skips to the front of my mind. Back then, seventy-two hours after she’d lost her pulse for one minute, Mr. M.’s workers arrived with their demolition equipment. I stood—a thirteen-year-old in my favorite blue robe—eating a granola bar. Mom watched from the window, steel-faced. This Crown Point wife would no longer tolerate the pool her husband swam in as a boy. The pool their daughter had nearly died in. They filled the new empty space with dirt. And when they left, my mother seeded and tended the ground until a blanket of grass covered the place where Audrey had fallen into a deadly, negligent sleep.

Not concrete, not rock. They’d replaced the pool water with soil.




— then — When We Were Eighteen

PANIC OVER MY FRIENDS SIMMERED underneath my skin all week. Outside, I moved like normal. I played a better actress than Britton, who’d skipped class today to visit Laguna Beach with Adrienne. I was more rational and clinical than Luz, who’d gone shopping with Mrs. M. after school, agreeing to meet the next day for breakfast at Josie’s.

Inside, all my parts were everywhere at once. Like Luz, I bounced between Hopkins and UCSD. Baltimore and San Diego. Away or home, like the game we’d played that didn’t feel like a game anymore. I couldn’t stop seeing a small family home—with no grandparents or cousins—that shouldn’t get smaller.

There was a mother with waffles and empanadas and a tiny kitchen table.

I saw myself, impossibly more alone inside my own home where we don’t talk about hurt.

A hand-me-down Camry carried one passenger. Not a convertible, alive with red and music and sky.

And dropped over all these life pictures was the single statement Luz had spoken wearing a sophomore homecoming dress, while we did our hair and ate In-N-Out fries in her bedroom.

I’ll know when I feel that one of these places needs me as much as I need it.

This simple rule would guide her college choice. It would plug her into a zip code and time zone, for years. She wanted to study in the place that needed her most.

A grieving mom and dad were in that kind of place. I was in that place too.

I needed her most.

But I couldn’t tell her this and frame it right. I would mess it up and create another communication disaster like we’d had at Kem’s birthday. There had to be another way.

The idea that came Friday after school overtook my body from head to toe. I was at my desk staring at the empty space where a card—an ocean scene signed happy bird jay—used to rest. From there, scenarios flipped before me in a dizzying rush. It was all I could think about after days of feeling like I was back at the USD pool, clawing after a goal just out of reach. Luz was drifting farther out of reach with every passing week. I might be able to change that. But this time, desperation would drive my fight. And I would use words instead of water.

My words had power with Luz, but not the most power. Not enough. Someone else had always had the greatest power and influence. And I knew where his final words still lived.

I didn’t see all the way into what I was doing. I was just doing it. In eight months Britton was going to Paris because she wanted to. Like her bold beach essay, I would sabotage for my dream too. I’d do it for the Crown Point closeness of Luz as we’d leave each morning for college, and meet together later in all the places we called ours.

I started with a house key.

Years ago Adrienne left her front-door key with my mom for emergencies. I found it on a rose-shaped key ring in our kitchen catchall drawer.

Once I’d decided, my steps came easily. I launched myself from my home, crossing the three blocks to Ingraham Street. For once, the bustling road was clear; I skirted across as if the Santa Ana winds had blown me through with their blessing. The winds were usually the strongest in October. They swept hot across my back, pulling my feet over a trail of dropped autumn leaves toward Jewell Street. Once I rounded the corner, neighbors milled around cars and mailboxes. But I was a regular sight here, as inconspicuous as sunshine and the liquid amber trees along the parking strip.

The alarm code for the Rose house was the month and year of Britton’s birthday. And it wasn’t until I reached the sweeping staircase that I wavered for the first time. I gripped the handrail and froze on the bottom step, teased by Adrienne’s perfume and the echoes of everything she’d taught me. Lulled by Britton’s songs that seeped into framing and floorboards. But—

She’s really going to Paris.

I self-injected those five words until they drugged me. Softly numbed, I continued up until I reached the sunbright room that looked like it belonged in a neighborhood where students ate pain au chocolat at outdoor tables.

I went in.

Britton had stored the two final birthday cards for Luz and me in her desk drawer. Sunday. Luz’s eighteenth birthday was Sunday, and she’d been waiting for this card ever since her father had found it resting on a closet shoebox of prized possessions. The drawer slid forward. I already knew mine was blue and Luz’s was pink. The envelope flaps weren’t sealed, only tucked in.


WILLA

LUZ



Even the names in his signature script made my eyes mist. No—there was no way in hell I was opening that blue card. I wasn’t close to ready. My eighteenth birthday had come and gone, cardless. I couldn’t bear the words meant for a girl he loved and was coming home to. The small home left inside me refused them.

With this same pain, I willingly accepted my act of sabotage. I was the stealth spider ten years later, my soul shrouded black. Forgive me, Father, for I will sin.

I would and did as I lifted Luz’s pink envelope and exchanged my innocence for a card.




— graduation week — One Hour Until Friday

I’M EVERYWHERE BUT ASLEEP. I moved from my rumpled sheets to the soft velvet chair in the corner. Then to the square of carpet in front of the Blak Box surfboard, listening like it has something to tell me.

Another place—not the ocean that floated this board—calls me back. Louder. I ignore it at first because, unlike the Pacific, it has never been mine.

Time ticks, and the other place still nags relentlessly. The white fence posts have mouths by now. A thousand flower buds knock together like bells. I finally give in and slide into slippers. I dig through my closet for my sleeping bag and tote along my fleece blanket. The house sleeps on without me.

When I step outside, it’s only to the way midnight is supposed to sound—late-night drivers and a flash mob of crickets. The faint glow of a full moon and the neighborhood streetlamps offer just enough light.

The air is balmy and cool, but not cold. My gray ribbed cotton sleep set feels just right. I walk until I reach the center of the grass that used to be a pool. I spread out the sleeping bag and wrap the blanket around me. I go where she goes. I sit where there used to be water—the kind that wants to kill you. It tried to kill my sister, and for that it had to die.

Mom had the pool drained as soon as possible after Audrey’s accident. Earlier I realized that she’d filled the space with opposites. Earth and dirt and soil replaced water. Life replaced death.

I have always known this, but I understand it deeper—almost photographically now—because I’ve had to look back at October. I find the heartbeat behind the feeling of trying to hide an entire month. I understand now that the garden is more than a safe place to escape to and nurture. My mother comes here every day to hide her pain with all the roots. She buries the cold, stopped heart of it. Here, she finds its opposite, too. Over and over, she goes to earth, the polar opposite of water. She has to keep making things live here. The opposite of death.

Since Audrey’s accident, she’s worked daily, decorating the boundaries of our yard with peony and hydrangea. A lone cherry blossom tree grows; it’s spindly and dormant now but erupts in shades of pink during spring. White Bacopa gathers like snowflakes. Roses bloom in rock-circle borders and around a statue of the Blessed Virgin. Her vegetables and herbs fill the east end plots. We eat and share buckets of crisp cucumber and zucchini in summer. Winter yields bitter greens, and carrots with floppy-haired tops.

The earth feeds us. But now I see that it keeps taking from her too. It welcomes her shame with all the worms and seeds. It welcomes her. Every day, she buries the guilt of a mother who turned all her attention away from her baby.

Under this midnight, in all the elements, I see her and how she became like this. I see where she has put herself, and the words she can’t say.

But there’s more. I finally see myself.

I see the Willa of last fall. There’s what grew in me for five years, and what never really grew at all. I find what I’ve buried and what I couldn’t say, too. I diagnose my own cancer hiding behind the heart and the head. It was this girl that Britton found, by mistake, a week ago. And I know why.




— then — When We Were Eighteen

HALLMARK STILL CARRIED THE IDENTICAL card I’d taken from Britton’s house; I found it on a rotating display rack in the birthday section. My hands had shaken thirty minutes ago, blurred eyes squeezing shut as I’d pulled out the original in my bedroom. I’d learned the weight of it first, feeling it in the dark. Matte finish—not glossy—and not meant for me. But the girl named on the outside envelope had always listened to the boy writing on the inside. The promise of keeping her here became bigger than all things.

With that swell of bigness, I’d gotten bolder. I’d consulted Google, learning the model in my hand was one of Hallmark’s bestselling Peanuts cards. And then I’d gone to buy a replica.

After, when I pulled up to my house with a thin plastic bag, I ducked into my room and placed my renegade purchase on my desk. Luz’s intended eighteenth birthday card featured her favorite Snoopy dancing on a background of pale yellow. Everywhere on the front, in all kinds of fonts and colors, were the words Happy, happy, happy. Inside, the sentiment was completed. Birthday, birthday, birthday filled the page with variety, sprinkled with a few simple flower motifs and stars.

Luz always thought my particular stealth skill—forging—had shown out in its finest with her brother’s handwriting. This was likely because I secretly practiced his penmanship the most. It was another way to tether myself to an ocean boy as well as any surfboard leash.

Even though we’d laughed about how I could impersonate him on paper, I’d never forged a note in his name for real. But now I could. And if I did… I might be able to keep my friend.

If I did, I might.

And so I would.

I started by writing Luz’s name. I studied the inked doneness of it before I opened the original envelope and the card. I thought I would cry when I first read the message so grievously not meant for me. But I was kicked senseless and locked tight into another kind of feeling. I read with purpose. I tried not to see the whole person behind the pen. Instead, I saw individual letters and spaces, the faint punctuation ticks. I saw a boy in pieces that I could rebuild, word by word. It felt like putting us all back together.


DEAR LUZ,

I KEEP MISSING BIRTHDAYS, BUT I MISS THE REST OF YOU MORE. EIGHTEEN. THERE’S A PART OF YOU WHO WAS AN ADULT TEN YEARS AGO. THAT PART IS JUST GETTING STARTED. I AM SO PROUD.

LOVE,

NICO



On Buena Vista Street, in a room, at a desk, I rewrote these things in the new card with my hand moving like his hand. And then I chose to add a small bit more that sounded like something Luz had said herself, taken right from words he’d told her. I hadn’t forgotten them either. Yes, the words were his, but the methods were all mine. He might not have understood those, but he wasn’t here to argue. He wasn’t here. But his sister was here, and she was mine, and she had said about Hopkins versus UCSD—

I’ll know when I feel that one of these places needs me as much as I need it.

I turned that into my own statement masked as his statement, sealing it into the new pink envelope. I retraced my steps across Ingraham Street to Britton’s house, and into her room, and into her desk. I left the replica card there, where she would find it to give to Luz on Sunday.


I AM SO PROUD. YOU ALWAYS SAID YOU WANTED TO GO TO THE PLACE THAT NEEDS YOU AS MUCH AS YOU NEED IT. AS THE BROTHER WHO KNOWS YOU BEST, I KNOW YOU DON’T HAVE TO GO ANYWHERE AT ALL FOR THAT TO HAPPEN. THERE IS NO PLACE THAT COULD NEED YOU MORE THAN HOME, AND I THINK YOU’VE ALWAYS KNOWN THAT TOO.



I started back for my house, repeating these words I’d written right after a brother’s last words. Before I’d signed a name that wasn’t mine.




— graduation week — Friday

“WILLA?”

I wake to my name with its disbelieving tone and… Mom. It’s my mother, and this is all I can process for a few seconds. I breathe in the coolness, and all the rest comes so fast. I’m outside on the grass; I dozed off and stayed here all through the night. And my mouth is dry, but the rest of me wrings damp with dew. I unfold and lift up on the sleeping bag, tightening the fleece blanket around my shoulders. My eyes are pasted closed with whatever gunk your ducts make. I have to pick off the crusted particles so I can see.

“Of all the places. It’s your graduation day and you chose to sleep outside?”

“Yeah.” The word frays inside my throat.

Mom wears a navy tracksuit and the frown she makes when she doesn’t understand. Mostly she doesn’t understand because I haven’t told her anything.

“What were you doing out here?” Her arms gesture across my current situation. “Like this?”

God, how long does she have? The woolen sky tells me it’s barely past dawn. The birds aren’t feeding yet. But I’m still cycling through a morning that came after a night when I saw who she really is, and what I really am. Only because of that, I ask, “Can you just sit?” I scoot along the sleeping bag.

My request falls oddly, wilting her posture before she lowers. Her face is bare, and I know she’s here this early because she likes to come to her green altar before the rest of the house wakes. She always does. She is studying me, too, her blue eyes widening into mine.

A short gasp. “Willa. God, Willa.” Her chin wrinkles. “It’s June. I’m so sorry, honey. With Gram and Pops and your graduation and the dinner, I forgot that it’s June. I mean, of course I know the month but…” Her hand drops to my clavicle. “Is that why you’re here?”

Is a neighborhood navy boy why I’m here?

He is the why behind so much of the last three hundred or so days, but he’s not why I came outside. “It’s not about him.”

Mom glances across at her fat, round lavender bushes, then shifts back quickly with a bright revelation. “Of course. Earlier you said you were having issues with the girls. Is that—”

“It’s not Britton and Luz.”

And Luz.




— then — When We Were Eighteen

LUZ?

Even in the graying dusk, it could only be her walking toward the corner of La Mancha and Promontory, brown curls loose like she’d worn them at school. No one else was this Luz, close-up or far away.

She was supposed to be at the mall on a birthday shopping spree. She wasn’t supposed to be approaching me, holding up her phone, no doubt wondering who the hell her friend was right now. She wasn’t supposed to have met me on the way back from leaving her forged birthday card at Britton’s. My body froze over as the dry winds angered through the trees and raged over me. The sharp contrast of heat and ice. People got sick that way.

“I texted ten times! Called, too, and you know I fucking hate voice mail!” Luz yelled because she was still too far. To get from Britton’s house to my house, you had to cross her street. But she was coming the way she always walked from my house. “Even your mom didn’t know where you were!”

Hot into cold into numb. She went to my house, and her real card was right there in my room.

I removed my phone from my jeans pocket. Remembered I’d shut it down as just one more way to hide. I powered it on. Lights and sounds burst like firecrackers, notifications of my real life.

The real Luz was twenty feet away, then ten, then inches.

Don’t touch me.

If she touched me now, she’d know too much. Her pulse-taking and triage. She’d diagnose the betrayer behind the friend.

I laid my voice flat, ironed it smooth. “Sorry. I went dark and… I thought I left something at Britton’s. Needed a walk and used our key.” Because Crown Point Park was the only other place I could’ve been coming from. And Luz knew I hadn’t been able to go there yet. Lies came easily when ringed by a bit of truth.

“Shopping?” I asked to divert her attention, almost spitting the word. “I mean, what happened to the mall and Nordstrom Café?”

Luz was still hyper-focused on my face. “I picked jeans and a black leather biker jacket. Britton will approve. But Mama got a stomachache, and we came home early.” She glanced back toward my house. “Hence the rush of texting to stop you before you ate. Let’s go to Rubio’s?”

My lungs deflated. My friend was asking me to do what we always did. The tanned flesh and red blood of her. Not the scrawled name of her on pink in a forger’s hand.

What would it feel like to actually be smart and brilliant enough to pursue your wildest dream? Luz could tell me.

Her body told me enormously. I was smart, but she was brilliant—the magnificent kind. She took up little space in cars and chairs, but she swallowed this sidewalk like a giant. It had always been this way. But to try to keep her, I’d folded her into the smallest Luz she’d been in ten years, her real heart flat like the paper valentines we made in second grade. In second—

Worms have five hearts, she’d said, wearing a spider pin. Actually, they’re called aortic arches. I wanted to see.

“I…”

“Willa?”

Luz was all worry, and she would touch my neck or grab my wrist. I stepped back and made it look like restless fidgeting, the swoop of my blond waves following. Don’t touch me. She would know too much if she touched me.

I glanced toward my house. Food would help. I just needed to eat and let the rest of my plan settle. But—

They don’t know what to do with me, Luz had said, and these words came hard. How I had done my own doing for her. And in the after, two pink envelopes lay blocks apart like endpoints, and I needed to be anywhere but in their middle.

“Yeah, tacos sound good,” I said. “Um, let me run home for a sweatshirt, and I’ll come pick you up.”



Hours later I threw up the remains of fish and tortillas and beans and chips. The house was asleep and didn’t hear my retching and wandering.

What had I done?

Red alarm-clock digits flashed the earliest hour of Saturday. Britton was coming home tonight, on the other side of darkness. Two pink envelopes hid in two desks. If it worked and Luz listened to the words, I would not be alone next year. If it worked, I would only lose one friend, and we would be two-thirds of what we were. That would be enough. After all, Luz always said we could carry on with less of ourselves, medically. A shaved piece of liver, or one kidney. Gallbladders and spleens could go. We would still be together enough. Whole enough.

But if it worked, I would take an entire heart. I would hold the bright organ in my palm. Hold it inside our Crown Point, the span of my hands like parentheses.

A whole heart? Monsters did this. They ripped away hearts and kept them as trophies.

My own heart sped. I stood in the middle of my bedroom with a surfboard ready at the watch. My old red guard suit winked from the corner. Was I actually watching myself sink and doing nothing? Is this what I had become?

I had forged the card to keep us together, a single act of one for the good of three. But it wasn’t working. My feelings weren’t matching the action like I’d thought they would.

I was drowning in guilt that was supposed to feel like love. But it didn’t. It didn’t, it didn’t.

At this, I surfaced and sucked in a long breath, sweet and clean.

I was wrong—I had gone too far past the drop-off. Past the point where anyone could find me. But I could get back before anyone noticed.

I would fix it and erase not only the act, but the entire ocean. No one would know.

With the taste of bile in my mouth, I bundled up. I took the real pink envelope holding her real yellow card. I took a house key on a rose key ring.

I set out after midnight, into a Santa Ana windstorm. It was one of the most powerful I’d seen in years. I went anyway with the trees and shrubs and debris arguing around me. I exchanged and made right. I unhooked Luz from my scheming life support to breathe and live on her own. I cried, so afraid over this. Of being so alone while the others had their most beloved songs and the blood of dreams.

I cried and cried. But I would never speak of this day.




— graduation week — Friday

THIS DAY IS BARELY STARTING, but Mom repeats her questions like she does most afternoons. Your classes went well? Friends all good? Tests were fine? Now she asks again if I’m outside at dawn because of troubles with Britton and Luz. In her view, there is nothing else besides them that could make me distressed enough to spend the night in the middle of the backyard.

And she’s right about that. But I shake my head, because she’s also wrong.

I am why I am here. And coming here overnight after a week alone with a gray box, I finally know what I am going to tell my friends about how and why I hurt us.

Knowing this makes me want to be like Luz and stop all the hemorrhages I find. I want to tell Mom about my work in the ocean and being a Junior Lifeguard. I want to ask Mom to tell me, just once, about Audrey, and I want her to let me listen. Like me with Luz and Britton at Mission Beach a week ago, I’d thought—

Please say something. Can’t you just let me have it all so we can do the next thing? Whatever that is.

Is she waiting for someone to do this for her and doesn’t know how to ask?

I could be the one to just scream—

Yes, it was your fault! It was because of your negligence that my sister almost died in our pool. It was you. So own it, and then let it go because we have all forgiven you. But you have not forgiven yourself. Mom, you are the only one who has not forgiven you!

But I stop myself. Because these words about my sister’s accident are not the very next thing in all the things I need to say to my mother. Neither are all the reasons I chose to swim, or my betrayal of Luz. Not the hushed, hidden places inside my broken heart. The girl who loved—Mom only gets shadows of that girl.

“Can I tell you a secret?” I ask instead.

This—my huge leap of a hopeful step—is so rare coming from me that she flinches, her brows inching toward midpoint. “Always.”

Always? I had rarely felt any sense of always, but I go on. “Homecoming night, sophomore year, Adrienne had to pick me up after midnight because I was in trouble, and I wasn’t where I was supposed to be.”

All the rest comes next: Kason and the park and the missed party. My fear and a torn white dress. Running barefoot on the cold, rough sidewalk. The texts and me, strong with my girls, confronting a coward.

As I spill more, she listens. We sit on the damp green grass. I talk, and she hears me when I end with “I’m sorry. And I haven’t done anything like that again.”

“You called Adrienne.” Her face tenses over a memory she never had.

“She always said I could.”

This settles every way I expect it to. She hears what I don’t add and ducks her head like I’ve piled extra weight into the atmosphere. “But you decided to tell me today.”

“Because I don’t want to not tell you things anymore.”

We meet over that in a still-quiet garden that sleeps longer than we do. Her mouth lifts a bit. But there’s more. I smooth my hand over the grass that used to be water. “I thought I should tell you that right here.”

I know, Mom.

It’s okay if we say things. Let’s say things, not bury them. Not bury us.

She nods three times, slowly, her eyes locked onto the Virgin Mary statue and the stone memorial plaque tacked to the fence behind it. She scoots closer and cups my shoulder. “You didn’t get nearly enough sleep for your big day.”

“Britton taught me some makeup tricks for that.” My voice catches on the name, and this time my mom hears and sees. She pulls me in tight. She doesn’t know what I did, only that I’m hurting, and that I don’t know what the end of a ceremony that’s supposed to send me into the future will say about mine.

Instead, she simply tends me for a while, with her full care and attention. I don’t make any of our first small words about rescue cans and salt water, or Audrey. She is a gigantic pine or an enormous maple in this yard. The ocean is exponentially larger than all of it. The big things, the biggest steps, take time.




— now —

KEM WALKS ME TO MY car, all dapper in a dress shirt and tie. “So everything comes down to now, right?” he asks, knowing what I’m about to do.

I nod. He hugs me tight, and I whisper in his ear, “There’s still time. Brit’s not gone yet.”

Kem pulls back and twists his jaw. “Yes, she is. And I’ll be all right. I know what I’m supposed to go for, and what I’m supposed to let go of.”

Then he knows so much more than me. But all this friend wants is for me to accept that he knows what’s best for him. So I do, behind a closed smile. “You’re still coming to Ruth’s Chris tonight?”

He guffaws, stepping back. “Are you kidding? I live for that food. Company’s cool too. Go say your words, friend,” he adds before he returns to his family.

I pull out my phone and pull up our dormant group text.

Me: The Hump

Britton: The park? You sure?

Me: I’m sure

Britton: A couple more pics with grandparents then coming

Luz: Turning in my gown. Coming

I arrive at Crown Point Park first and leave my black mortarboard cap and goldenrod tassel on the passenger seat. A leather-covered diploma leans against the seat back. But I tote things to the hill. A green book in a gray box.

I stay in the black A-line dress Britton helped me pick out last month but exchange my sling-back pumps for silver flip-flops. I go to the place of my first kiss. From the top of the hill, I see the swing set with the creaky swing. The jungle gym where we all played.

The red Mustang descends the access road into the park. Ten seconds later the white Suburban arrives and stops beside it. These girls have already spoken today, and they merely glance at one other briefly before they turn toward me and walk.

I’m sitting now, legs bent on the dry grass. Britton appears first. She is always beautiful, but today she is perfect. Her hair shines over a cap-sleeve dress too pink to be white and too cream to be pink. She would call it blush.

Luz follows in a navy-blue dress shaped like a short tulip. I tear up again at this—the color. It’s the first time I am seeing what was under our long black gowns. I had already cried from my white plastic chair when Luz took the podium as the best and brightest of our class, wearing burgundy Docs.

“First I’ll say how” is the way I start as they sit across from me. We form a triangle for the first time in a week. “It was the wind.”

Eyes widen because they don’t know this part.

“Those really bad Santa Ana gusts last October when you were in Laguna,” I say, more to Britton. “I meant to throw the fake card away. The recycle bin lid was open because the container was too full. It was pitch dark, and I chucked the card in there and heard it land. But it probably didn’t go down far enough between all the broken-down boxes and stuff. I was rushing to get back inside. The wind must have blown it out and into the space behind Mom’s old compost bin.”

“It was there since October?” Britton asks.

“But I didn’t know,” I say. I shift toward Luz. She’s been listening with her torso half hinged over her lap. I turn back to Brit. “Dad installed a new compost bin last week, and the card probably got dislodged. He didn’t see it because the new bin is so much bigger, and it was a pain to set up and fit into the space. He was more than over it.” I bark out a dry laugh from the memory. “But last week, when you went back there to toss your LaCroix can before heading home…” And saw the name Luz on pink paper lying on the concrete.

I break from our triangle and stare at the distant hills. The blue SeaWorld tower and the eastern rise of the city.

“I’m sorry you saw me like that,” I say to Britton. She bobs her head in acceptance, and I pull the gray box closer. “And Luz, you were right. It wasn’t just because I couldn’t take any more loss.”

Luz straightens now. My chest squeezes because this is her day. She has just inspired three hundred graduates to not be like her. But to be like themselves. A girl who lost her only sibling said that she knows there are things she can’t fix as a doctor, and more, as a person. And knowing that is a certain kind of knowing we all need. But then, we need to know the things that we can fix. And she told us to go out into a world that is big and not small. To go and fix what we can.

No matter what I say, I will spend the next year alone in Crown Point because Britton is going to Paris. And Luz is going to Baltimore.

I’ll try to explain now, but the tears roll freely because I still don’t know if my fixing words fall into can or can’t.

“We’ve all been in the same friendship for ten years,” I say, half choked. “We grew up together.”

There is a brief glow where we let this be enough. Our bodies drift closer.

To Britton, “You were a part of the three of us, but you also grew your own way. In your own place.” I point to the towering jungle gym where she stood and sang. “You grew up enough to fight for your music, and to go out on your own.”

Her face wilts, and she grabs my hand to keep me going.

To Luz, “And you… You were a part of us, and you grew with us, but you grew so big and brilliant in your own way. And even coming from where you do, you were always ready to go away to bigger things. For yourself.”

She nods, and I know the hurt is unspeakable.

But this is the hardest part, the worst diagnosis. “I grew too. But I only really grew up inside of us.” I lift the Hippo box lid and draw out a peach earthworm toy and a yellowed white corsage. College essays and a green book of our pranks. “And while you two grew up and out, I only grew sideways. To need us more.” Like the white Bacopa ground cover blanketing my mother’s garden. Not like the climbing vines, the outward spread of them, pushing boundaries. Not like the trees that rise to touch the sky.

“Willa,” Luz whispers. “You know you’re—”

“I know I’m not a prodigy like you two, and I own that I feel that way. My life has always been just underneath both of yours, in the shadows. Being good in the water is what I do, but not who I am. And that’s what I want to know.”

“We’ve always known who you are. We love that girl,” Britton says.

“Who you loved was the me inside us. I hid all of myself in you two. Everything I’ve been through, stuff I couldn’t tell anyone else—you took it. You absorbed it so I could go on.”

I draw out pictures and beaded bracelets. “My life is in here with all these memories, like yours. But you also live in Paris and on stages and in the operating room. You live in so many more places besides our place.” I lift my eyes. “So after last June… and after I knew for sure you’d both go away, I panicked. And as much as I told myself it was because I didn’t want to lose you two, really, I didn’t want to lose me. My mom always put everything she couldn’t say into her garden. She buried it all in dirt, and still does. But you’re my garden. I buried myself in you both, and without you… I felt like I’d be nothing.”

I fill the short space between Luz and me. “I am so sorry. I wasn’t trying to keep you here. Not really. I was trying to keep the only part of me I really knew here.”

Luz briefly rests her hand on my chest, not my wrist or neck to check my pulse. “You broke my heart. But you broke yours worse.”

“You don’t talk about the heart like this.”

“Now I do, when I want to.” She’d straightened her hair for graduation. She seems older and even brighter. “I like to think of medicine and the body first, and probably will forever. But when I lost my brother, I felt the emptiness in my body and in my feelings. And I needed to accept that we have two kinds of hearts, but they can be one sometimes.”

Luz takes Britton’s hand and mine, too. She forces my gaze. “I understand about the card. I forgive you.”

I break into pieces and once again, they carry them. And when we are more steady, Luz dashes her free hand over her eyes. “But there’s more. We can’t—”

“Wait,” I say, but not to stop the words I know are coming. I need to be the one to say them. I came to this entire day hoping, praying that my truth would be enough to repair our friendship. But a realization came at the end of my reasons. We can’t go back to the way we were. I can’t ignore or brush off this next step I need to take to really move forward.

It’s time to triage myself. Luz is going to be the greatest doctor the world has ever seen, but I will be issuing our first prescription. I’m already trembling, but I press on. “We can’t be friends like this anymore.”

Today I slice myself from end to end. I am pinned wide open, but I only have one heart.

Britton is a river. But she is nodding rhythmically in agreement, and she really is the strongest person I know.

“You’re right,” Luz says, her voice cracking. She sniffs and edges closer. “After hearing everything, I know for sure—you should find out who you are without us. And if we’re too close, you’re never going to know for real.”

“Yes. I have to, but how? I don’t know how to start.” This course is so new, I had only gotten as far as those first few words.

“Let’s go our own ways,” Luz says. “And we can stay friends on social media. We can watch and cheer each other on. But…” She pauses to place all the displaced items into the gray box. “Let’s grow apart for a while. All of us.”

My arms break free, flailing toward Britton. “But it’s not fair to her. Brit didn’t do anything to you. And she shouldn’t lose you because of me and what I did.”

“Willa, it’s okay,” Britton says. “I mean, it’s not okay, but it is. In two weeks, I’m getting on a plane, and I’m going home.”

We are all rivers now.

“I’m going to make more friends and see new things. And I’m going to train and sing so much. I’m never ever going to forget us. There won’t be a day that I don’t think of you. But I’m going to go.”

And Luz is going to go. And I am going to stay. And be all right.

First, though, we stand. Britton draws us close for long minutes as we watch the gentle ripple of our old bay. Then, “Not adieu. Let’s say au revoir.” Even I know the difference—not goodbye, but so long. She kisses both our cheeks like a French girl and walks down the hill with a gray box Adrienne will store for us on Jewell Street. It will always be there if we need it.

I watch Luz watching Britton. Then she folds her little-big body into mine, staying close until we both sense it’s time. I open my mouth to speak, but her hand stops me. “I know,” she says. “I am going to be awesome in Baltimore.”

I can’t help the desperate, watery laugh. It catches, and it is the last thing we share for now.

She takes her first step back. “When you find her, I’ll already know her.” Luz takes all the rest of her steps back, and down, and away. I fold myself onto grass that was always grass.

And even though I stay, I go.




— epilogue — When We Are Nineteen

THE ITEMS CAME THREE WEEKS ago, inside a card made with paper so thick and textured, I instantly pressed it to my cheek. The French crafted stationery held the rose perfume and lavender essence of a faraway city. Today it is my city too. And Paris is everything she’d said it was.

I text pictures to Kem of the storybook view from my hotel room and scroll back to the selfie he sent last night of him and Shawn—fellow track star and his boyfriend of five minutes after months of classes together at Long Beach State. I flash to us in the MPHS parking lot holding new diplomas and can’t help but smile.

That day of our high school graduation, Luz and I made a choice for all of us. One year later, Britton makes another choice. I haven’t spoken to her, but pictures and posts tell me she is full of art, work, and song. And she has grown, too. She has grown in the confidence to declare, on behalf of all of us, that it’s time.

When we are nineteen, Adrienne writes a generous check to cover the greatest sleepover of our lives. I leave my Left Bank hotel room in Saint-Germain-des-Prés. My balcony juts out from toothy white limestone, and flower boxes of red geranium bloom across the iron railing. I wear black skinny pants and a simple white tee. My waves are down, and my hair blows freely, not in the hot, dry wind but the warm, balmy breeze of early summer. I have already eaten two croissants.

The route to my destination is easy, but I walk slowly. I bring old loves, and that sweetest love. Some new things, and more forever things. Not in a virtual gray box—today I’m a suitcase.

I’ve learned that it takes four to six hours of studying a day to do well at USD. I’ve learned that you can make new friends in the beautiful and ornate parlor in Founders Hall while you wait for your biology class. I learned what I am going to study, for almost as many years as Luz will spend in school. I will be another kind of doctor, one that treats those who have lost things and loved ones. I want to help people who’ve misplaced pieces of themselves and need someone to listen. Helping others cope feels like my own way to be magnificent.

But now Paris wants to be the most magnificent thing in my mind.

Here the people seem to be from everywhere. The noise swarms into the pleasant kind of loud—music and pigeons, laughter and impatient horns. The click of heels on pavement. I walk my little neighborhood with its keyhole shops and dollhouse cafés. And I remember the beauty of Britton. Of course she came from a place like this.

After a few more blocks, I break free of the packed matrix of stone and posh, toward the bridge where Britton said they’d removed acres of padlocks. I cross without pausing, moving as steadily as the River Seine. I know where I will finally stop.

Britton sent a photo of the specific place to go, since there are a few look-alikes. I descend a staircase that accesses Les Berges, the floating park barges along the river. They are green and full of benches and art installations. I walk and it’s no, no, and not this one, or that one. Until it’s the right one.

I step onto this barge a few minutes early, on purpose. In my bag is my eighteenth birthday card in its blue envelope. I’ve brought… Nico.

Happy bird jay. A hundred times I’ve tried, but I have never been able to open this envelope to see the card inside and read the inscription. No time has felt like the right time. A few weeks ago, after getting Britton’s summons, I got an idea. I talk to my mom so much more now. Sometimes I join her in the garden, and she and Audrey fill the two empty seats for breakfast at Josie’s café every Saturday. We are learning not to hold our feelings in, but I decided it’s more than okay to keep a few secrets to myself. This is one.

I tested my idea. It wasn’t rash and reckless like what I did with Luz’s card almost two years ago. It didn’t come from panic, but acceptance. There is no guilt today, and the feelings match up to the act.

When I want more of Nico, I know where to find him. He’s in our ocean. At our park. In our restaurants and ice cream shops. Sometimes I seek him there on purpose because that’s a part of my healing. But recently, I have learned to let him rest in one special place: the one inside me that knows I was loved, and what I have to feel and sense to truly be loved again. The next time I love will be different. But it will not be less.

Reading words that were not supposed to end with goodbye will put him back in the wrong places. I fix what I can. Sometimes that means protecting who I can.

But Nico is headed somewhere beautiful and worthy, and I don’t want to wait anymore. Along with the card, I brought the gold pier jump pin. I might never be certain, and don’t have concrete proof or any other explanation. But I know what I feel about this mystery. I share my truth with the river and speak to the little round disk. “You always said you’d never haunt us. But I never believed you.” I kiss the pin and count to three before gently tossing it with his card into the River Seine. Here they will join the vibrant, winding artery feeding an entire city, bisecting it straight down the middle. He was made for water.

As I watch the items disappear, there’s still no guilt. I did right this time. And love still feels like love.

With this in my feet, I cross the barge to the section of the chain-link barrier captured in my framed photo back home. I reach through thick vines until my fingers meet cool brass; Britton’s lock is still hooked here. The writing is faded but no less strong. Britton Luz Willa. I swipe my thumb over our names, thinking of the padlock Emergenkey I left in the gray box. It was there when I’d needed it.

“Still looking like shit in Paris.”

“No, she doesn’t. And her ass might be the best one here.”

I hear these giggly words almost on top of one another and turn. Before I get my next breath out, we are one again. They’ve pulled me up and perfectly close, and we can’t stop laughing.

When we part, we take in one another. Luz must’ve researched how to dress for Paris, dark skinny jeans and striped shirt and all. Her hair is in a Luz-bun, and how desperately I’ve missed it.

Britton is the best of this city, its flowers and music and sweetness. She wears a black sheath dress and ballet flats, her hair tousled and lips so red.

Tomorrow night we will hear her sing at an exhibition.

We spend few seconds saying everything, and minutes just being, arms locked tight as we become us and we and them again.

Britton opens her black tote, and I really see why she has summoned us. It’s time, but it will be different. We will be different.

This year a girl made in Paris comes here with three silver locks and a Sharpie. I write my name on one, and they do the same. We take turns hooking them in a line above where the old hidden lock still dangles.

But we leave more.

Britton and Luz attach the magnificent pieces of themselves that live inside their names. I’ve learned more about what lives inside mine, and who. I leave her here. The others already know her.

This is how we will be now. Forever linked, but alone to grow and go our own way too. Like the word “heart” can live as two forces at once—the one that beats and the one that feels—so can we.
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