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For the Brooklyn kids—have some respect, this place made you



CHAPTER ONE

The developer burns, I think, my stomach knotting up. Did I do it wrong?

It’s a creeping kind of burn, that chases from my eyebrows up my temples and races along my tightly greased edges. Sweat beads on my forehead, and I can feel the baby hairs starting to lift. The Vaseline surrounding my eyebrows feels dangerously close to sliding down my face and into my eyes.

I probably shouldn’t have decided to bleach my eyebrows so soon after getting my hair braided. With hair so fresh, the tension combined with the burn of bleach is a recipe for pain. But the way my yellowing brows plus the darkness at the roots contrasted with the white blonde of my hair? No cohesion. And I want to be put together for the party.

I’m going to show up and show out to all of Drew’s little friends.

“It kinda burns,” I admit finally, rubbing at my edges, but Leila swats my hand away. “Yo!”

“Don’t touch your edges. You have developer on your gloves,” Leila reprimands.

I wince. “Ow. Ma did the braids really tight.”

“There’s nothing wrong with the developer, though. Turn, Devon,” Leila commands. “You missed the edge. Right here.” Her tongue peeks out from the corner of her mouth. There’s a dark curl hanging between her eyebrows, chasing the slope of her nose. She leans in with her brush, smearing 30-volume developer over the few loose hairs that aren’t part of the proper arch. I could just thread them, but Leila is an artist. “There. All good.”

She sits back on the toilet, pulling her socked feet up on the edge, and she leans back. “And now we wait.”

“Now, we wait,” I agree.

I sit on the side of the claw-foot bathtub, gripping the edge between my legs. We’re silent, but that’s not an issue. We exist well in silence, and it brings a kind of peace that soothes my mind. Leila hums to herself, drumming a beat on the bowl of the toilet. She always has to be doing something with her hands. I listen to her beat and revel in the feeling of coming home.

I like to bleach my hair and eyebrows. The very first time I did it, at thirteen, it was just because of my sister’s dare. My eyebrows came out the same neon yellow as a highlighter. When I looked at myself in the mirror, I knew it was off, but there was something so alien about it, I fell in love with my own reflection for the first time and resolved to try again. But the time after, I’d hated them so much, I’d just decided to shave them off. Luckily, they grew back normal instead of the patchy mess that my mom would constantly remind me was possible. When I tried a third time, though, I still couldn’t get it right.

That’s where my best friend, Leila Benady, came in. She took one look at me after the fourth attempt, the summer after our freshman year, and vowed that she’d never let me bleach my eyebrows by myself again, no matter how much my parents and twin sister insisted that I looked fine.

“No, Devon, girl, you don’t look fine. You look terrible. Hadras i baranas,” Leila had said, with so much conviction that I hadn’t been able to do anything but laugh.

Two years later I still don’t have it down to a science exactly, but I usually manage to fix it up fine on my own. Leila’s just around for the nostalgia. Or to check my work, she’d claim—not that she’s any better at math.

“You’re serious about going to this party?” Leila asks, interrupting our silence. She takes down her sagging bun, sending big dark curls spilling over her shoulders and down her back.

“Yeah,” I say. “I’m sure.” I have to be sure. Because if I’m not, that means I’m doubting my genius plan, and there’s no way I’m doing that, because, like, my plan is genius. “The beginning of the ‘Best Summer EverTM.’”

Leila sighs, the sound laden with meaning.

“Nah, don’t do that,” I say flatly.

Leila resecures all that hair, pinning it in a more secure position at the nape of her neck. I purse my lips, staring at her, and when she looks back, she does that thing where she makes her eyes round and wide, shiny like two cue balls. “Do what?”

“You know,” I say, leaning in.

“I just don’t know why you’re pushing this so hard, Devon,” Leila says. “And also why you haven’t even … like, told her? Some of this stuff, man … it’s kid stuff. Like the carousel? Last time we went to the carousel, we were, like, eight and I’m pretty sure you threw up.”

“Drew threw up. We laughed about it three weeks ago,” I say sharply.

Leila snorts. “Devon—”

Stubbornly, I stare forward. “You know why. It’s her last summer. Our last summer together. We have to make it perfect. And fun.”

Leila hums. “Sometimes … you sound more like Drew than you think, you know,” she retorts. “Perfection is overrated.”

“Not in this case.”

And that’s enough to silence Leila. She knows that in a battle between her will and mine, she’ll always lose when it comes to Drew.

There’s no resentment between Drew and me, not really. I had the complete luck and fortune of being born first and blessed with the skill of crochet, while Drew is just a genius.

It had manifested itself early. Drew was the first to walk and talk and eat on her own. She was the first to learn to read, too, which our parents realized when they found her reading Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What Do You See? to me, after we’d been put to bed, sometime around two years old. That’s not when they’d put her in her fancy little private school, though. That had come later, around middle school, when they decided that we both had the social skills to function without each other. Or, as I later came to suspect, that Drew had developed the social skills to function without me and our friends.

The transition had been seamless for Drew, but that was certainly not the case for me. No, there was no smoothness to the sudden jagged absence of Drew by my side. I felt it deep, but I learned not to question it, because Drew needed a challenge, and she certainly wasn’t going to get it in the New York City public school system, according to my parents. Drew needed her fancy private school and all the bells and whistles it offered more than she needed me, because she was a genius, and she was going to do something for the world. This was the truth that held me together every time she was off doing something I didn’t know, until finally the raw edges began to dull into something resembling a new normal.

“You ever even met these people?” Leila asks.

“Nope,” I say. I’d never felt the need to, never understood Drew’s need to have them either. Not when we had all of this, right here, right near home. “But they’re probably on her Insta.”

“You know she doesn’t post,” Leila says, even as she thumbs off one of her gloves and pulls her phone out of her back pocket to check. She flicks it unlocked, searching through Drew’s followers, presumably. “Ugh, they’re all private. What’s the point of being rich if you’re not going to show off all your cool stuff to poor people?”

“Wealth whispers or whatever,” I say with a shrug.

Leila guffaws violently. “Our wallets must be screaming then. They live in Brooklyn? Not around here, right?”

“God, I hope not,” I say without shame. We’re lucky enough as it is to not have been priced out of Crown Heights yet without the added influx of more rich people.

The timer on my phone goes off, having reached the fifteen-minute mark. Leila leans in to inspect my eyebrows before I can even turn to look in the mirror myself.

“Oh, I think this is the winning combo. No extra coat for you,” Leila says.

She’s right. My eyebrows have come out wispy and white like dandelions against the brown of my skin. I smile at my own reflection, beaming. We abandon the bleach mixture on the sink and rush out into the creaky hallway, down the steps, and through the pocket doors into the living room, which smells like aloe vera and freshly pressed hair.

“Auntie Carole, that’s tight,” Malachi whines. He’s not sitting in her hairdresser chair; instead, he’s on the floor between her legs, perched atop a pillow.

Mom smacks his hand away from his scalp. “It’s supposed to be tight but not too tight, and I know it’s not too tight. You’re just tender headed,” she insists. “Always have been.”

“I’m not tender headed, you’re just rough,” Malachi retorts.

Mom snorts but doesn’t say anything else. She brushes her hands over the slightly raised sides of his head and mutters, “I’ll shave the sides too. Clean it up. You wanna look sharp, right?”

“No one’s said ‘look sharp’ in like three decades, Ms. Harris,” Gael says, and she gives him a warning look. Out of the six of us, Gael is the only one who’s still required to call Mom by “Ms. Harris,” the aftermath of a particularly bad episode in our sophomore year when I was caught with his weed by my homeroom teacher after Gael had begged to slip it into my bag because our homeroom teacher liked him enough to keep it a secret once, but a second time was not gonna fly.

We don’t have a name, the six of us, but it has always been the six of us, since we all went to Miss Carter’s day care three blocks over from the house. I remember it less clearly than Drew does—she remembers down to the color of the bo-bos Ma put in our hair—but with more swathes of feeling. Like how it felt to talk to Leila for the first time when she was assigned to sit next to me by our teacher. The excitement of finding out that my cousin-not-cousin-godbrother Malachi was also going to be in our same class. My fury when Gael shoved Drew out of the way to be the first to recess, and the satisfaction of tripping him into the sandbox, his knees getting scraped raw. Then how he’d laughed like he knew he deserved it.

Most of all, though, I remember Yaya.

“Your eyebrows look good,” Mom compliments.

I can’t help but preen, touching a finger to each perfectly white-blonde brow, until I’m interrupted by a familiar voice floating in from the kitchen: “Are you going to draw freckles on tonight?” After a beat full of rattling in the cupboards, Drew emerges with a bag of chips tucked under her arm.

“Would that be a problem?” I ask.

The thing is that while Drew and I are twins, we don’t strictly look the same. At least, not anymore. For the first few years of our lives, our resemblance was strong in the inherited slope of our noses, the fullness of our cheeks, even the curves of our necks. But as we’ve grown older, our aesthetics have settled firmly at the opposite ends of the spectrum. I am all neon colors and bleachblonde hair. Dark freckles drawn across my cheeks and the bridge of my nose, to go with graphic liner. Drew, on the other hand, is clean and classic, with long black hair kept in perfect health by our mother’s careful hand. While she wears it straight, she prides herself on the fact that her scalp has never known the chemical burn of a relaxer, only the touch of salon-grade heat protectant and Mom’s hyperexpensive ceramic blow-dryer. Drew looks the part of a private-school girl, a preprofessional Black. Almost immediately, the familiar thought that Drew might not want her friends to see me—know me—rises like a churning panic before I remind myself that Drew’s first loyalty is to us. Me. And our friends. She’s always loved us best.

“No, just wondering,” Drew confirms. She’s already dressed, but she’s always the first to be ready to go anywhere. Her long hair is pulled up into a ponytail, glossy with oil and stray touches of gel to press the flyaways down. She only needs to slide into her carefully cleaned Converses. “I’m excited for my friends to finally meet you.”

But she doesn’t sound excited at all. She sounds as skeptical about the idea as she was when I’d overexcitedly floated it to her in the midst of her asking my parents if it was okay for her to go. I can still so clearly see her raise of an eyebrow, can hear her hesitant “You wanna go to a party? With my friends?” Oddly enough, her skepticism had faded only when I’d mentioned bringing the others, too.

I deserved Drew’s skepticism. Especially after how I’d reacted when she’d told me that she was graduating a year early. The memory is hazy at the edges, in contrast to the sharp despair that had lanced through my gut as Drew had sat me and our parents down, and just laid it plain with a strident, “My graduation will be at the beginning of June.” It had been even worse when I realized that our parents had already long known about it all, and that really this was just her revealing it to me. I had been out of the loop on this, and for far longer than I had realized.

Soon, there would be no more dinners with my sister. No more passing each other by on the way to the bathroom or bumping into each other with an awkward laugh on our way to do laundry. No more bickering over whose night it was to do the dishes. None of the innocuous, reassuring ways that I was used to seeing her. Drew wouldn’t just be gone a weekend or two a month, out with friends or at some extracurricular. Drew would be gone forever, and I wouldn’t know her at all.

“Well, you shouldn’t be excited for your friends to meet her. She looks like an alien,” Gael says. Like Drew, he’s ready. His hair looks freshly washed, curls hanging in his eyes and stuck to the nape of his neck, dampening the collar of his white T-shirt, which reads, SPLATTERFEST ’23. He wants some girl to ask him about it probably, so he can revel in her horny sighs when he reveals that he’s a short-film-maker. A horror auteur or whatever.

“You think so?” I ask, pleased.

“Not a compliment,” Gael promises.

I’m careful that Mom doesn’t see when I give Gael the finger. He’s not nearly as careful as he mimes sucking dick right back at me.

“Funny, because she doesn’t do that,” Mom says, without an ounce of humor in her voice. “If you’re going to be vulgar, you can wait on the stoop.” She sounds exhausted with him, and I smirk because it really is everyone’s default setting with Gael.

“No, I’m sorry, I’ll stop. It’s too hot to sit out there, and I forgot my fan,” Gael says. “And that lady at the end of the block complained about the ice-cream truck again last week so he’s still skipping us.”

Mom sucks her teeth but doesn’t say anything else, thankfully. I’ve heard more than enough about Kendra Thompson-Bryant, dead Mr. Thompson’s daughter, who finally moved back to the neighborhood just to gut his brownstone and turn it into overpriced apartments.

“You could go back six blocks to your house and then maybe you could catch him,” Leila suggests innocently.

“Clever, Leila, but nah, I’m good,” Gael says with the attitude of someone who doesn’t find Leila clever at all. He throws himself onto the couch next to Mom, watching her fingers, slick with loc butter, twist at the roots of Malachi’s locs. She’s nearly done.

“When y’all are walking to the subway, I need you to do me a favor,” Mom says idly.

I narrow my eyes at her, suspicious. “What kind of favor?”

“I need you to take the stack of flyers just there and give them out to the neighbors. And hang them on the streetlights,” Mom says, nodding over to the short pile of pale-blue paper. “Leila, go on and take that roll of tape from the mess drawer.”

Malachi groans. “Why?”

“I’m twisting your hair for free, little boy,” Mom says snarkily, and Malachi sighs because there’s really not much he can say to that.

I stand over the coffee table, peering at the words upside down, but it’s easy enough for me to glean the information—an invitation to this year’s block party, in just about two weeks. The bubbly letters are all printed out evenly in dark ink. Mom probably went to the UPS Store on Bergen and Nostrand to get it printed, all professional and stuff. She may be just announcing it, but like every year, I know she’s been planning this for months and I can’t help but smile. The block party always feels like the official-official start of the summer. In my head, I amend my list for the Best Summer Ever, tacking on “Make it the best Block Party ever” at the end.

“Everyone on the block?” I ask apprehensively.

The implication of Kendra and all the nonsense that entails is heavy in my tone. It would be hard to make it the best one ever if Kendra shuts the block party down like she did the ice-cream truck.

“Everyone on the block. And the next until you run out. Just put them in the mailboxes,” Mom says. She pats Malachi’s shoulder and adds, “You’re done, baby. Go on.”

I’m still not. Rifling through my canvas bag, I find my freckle pen and lean over the console to stare into the mirror as I haphazardly spatter them across my cheeks. Messier than I like, but we’re already cutting it close, especially now that we have to disseminate the flyers. Leila scoops up the roll of tape, Malachi grabs the stack of pale-blue papers, and then we finally spill out onto the block.

Drew takes charge: “Let’s divvy up the pile between the five of us. Devon, Malachi, you get this block. Hit all the mailboxes. Gael and I will do the other side of the block. Leila, you can hit the streetlights.”

So not the pair of us. That’s cool. Fine, I guess. We’ve never been the Wonder Twins.

Leila folds her arms, pursing her lips. “Mhmm, got it, Captain,” she sings. She gives me a roll of her eyes that isn’t particularly subtle before taking her section of flyers and rushing down the block to fulfill her duty.

I pass over half to Gael and Drew, then turn to Malachi. He takes his portion and we take the block slowly, sliding flyers neatly into each rusting mailbox that sits on the little gate out front.

“So Drew’s finally letting us meet her friends, huh?” Malachi asks with a hum, raising his eyebrows. “That’s … super.”

“I’d love if you could be a little more enthusiastic, Malachi,” I say.

Malachi pastes a fake smile onto his face, shaking his head at me tauntingly. I do it right back, and he giggles.

“Nah, I’m just saying, I’m glad that we’re finally up to standards,” Malachi says with a sniff.

“Oh, don’t pretend that you’ve wanted to meet them,” I retort.

Malachi raises his eyebrows as he runs up the next stoop to deposit a flyer under the door. From the top, he says, “Oh, I’m not. It’s a privilege for them to meet me. Just a shame they’ve been denied this long.” He runs back down, two steps at a time, and nearly crashes into me, but slings an arm around my shoulders like nothing happened.

I lean into him, laughing as we walk down the block. Between the five of us, it’s quick work, and before I know it, we’re nearly at the brownstone I know that we’re all dreading.

That I’m particularly dreading.

Sure enough, he’s sitting on the stoop when we finally get to the end of the block.

Keith Thompson-Bryant calls out, “Yaya is waiting at the subway.” He’s staring out at the street, a book open halfway in his lap. He’s always got a different paperback, but I’m not even sure he can read any of them.

Keith Thompson-Bryant is not a huge part of my life in any way, shape, or form, but he is a constant. When we were younger and Mr. Thompson was alive, Keith would visit every summer, but as we grew up, his visits to his grandpa would become an every other Christmas or Thanksgiving kind of thing. His family lives mostly in California, somewhere expensive like San Francisco, because his dad is a tech guy, and his mom, Kendra, does something film related. Something about being a production designer, which apparently makes her qualified to be a wannabe HGTV star.

Keith always manages to show up when no one wants to talk to him and ask after Yaya, who he has had a noticeable crush on for years now. When he used to come every summer to stay with his grandfather, he would stare at her from inside and stutter when she invited him to hang out with us. He hadn’t had the courage then, not to talk to Yaya properly or put up with Gael and Malachi’s taunting. That had suited me fine. I liked Keith best when he fawned from afar.

It hadn’t been weird back then, because we were all so young. But then Keith got older. Keith got braces, then got them off. Keith finally found a Black barber to give him a decent line-up. Keith graduated. He started feeling himself because suddenly he’s got good teeth and a sharp hairline, and he’s smart and goes to USC and he’s a boy, which means, of course, a girl like Yaya has to like him.

Yaya still never even notices, but she humors his attempts at conversation with pleasantries. She doesn’t like when we complain about how annoying he is, insisting that it’s probably lonely to be shipped off to New York every summer where you don’t have friends. Yaya is more than nice, she’s good, so it makes sense that she would make it a point to be kind to Keith.

It’s, unfortunately, had the side effect of Keith thinking that he has a chance with her.

To me, though, it’s always felt like Keith still wants Yaya just because she’s the last remaining item on a checklist. Something he’s always wanted and never been brave enough to ask for.

“And why the fuck do you know that, weirdo?” Gael asks, folding his arms. He doesn’t even bother looking at Keith, but Drew shoots him a glare. She purses her lips, folding her arms over her chest as she eyes Keith up and down, using her powers of disdain for good. Keith shifts, self-consciously, and a strange little laugh rattles from his mouth.

“What?” he asks. “I was just letting you know Yaya is waiting for you at the station.”

“You think we don’t know that?” Leila sniffs.

Drew clears her throat and offers a flyer from between her fingers. “Here,” she says. She makes no move to get closer, and Keith slowly stands, approaching us like we’re a pack of wild, roving dogs. He snatches the flyer from Drew’s hand and glances over it.

“A block party? Really?” Keith asks. “This block?”

“Yeah, what other block would it be?” Malachi retorts.

Keith shakes his head. “That won’t work. We’ll still be doing construction,” he mutters to himself. He looks over his shoulder and shouts, “Mom—”

“Shut up, dude,” Gael groans, crumpling a flyer in his fist and lobbing it at the back of Keith’s head.

“Hey—” Keith retorts, head swinging around.

He’s nailed with another crumpled flyer to the face, and I have to smother a laugh in my arm. Leila looks extremely proud of her aim.

But our amusement is a short-lived thing as the door swings open and Kendra Thompson-Bryant’s hellish presence emerges.

“Are you disturbing the peace again?” she asks coldly.

The “again” could be referring to so many normal things that she considers “disturbing the peace.” Hanging out on the stoop is disturbing the peace. Walking to the corner store is disturbing the peace. We once were a little too loud coming home from school while she was showing an unfinished apartment, and she considered that disturbing the peace. That was the one that resulted in the ice-cream truck being taken away the first time.

We wait patiently for her latest accusation.

Sure enough, she continues, “Littering on my land?”

Kendra Thompson-Bryant looks nothing like her father, with her razor-fine features, all long-limbed and smooth, with the kind of silk press that would fall off the bone. It’s the first thing I noticed when I met her at his wake. Mr. Thompson was short and curled up, like his spine had cracked and fallen to pieces with age. He’d had a large head and wide features, and had exclusively worn flannel tucked into khaki pants with a thick, weathered black belt. Mr. Thompson had been well loved, a neighborhood cultural touchstone since the seventies. He was a curmudgeonly old Black man who would complain about how much noise we were making late into the summer nights but would still offer us Italian ice from his downstairs freezer when the sun beamed down too hot. He always had a soft spot for Drew, but that wasn’t surprising. Most adults have a soft spot for Drew. They love a Black kid who proves all the white people wrong—identity politics strike again. But at least he hadn’t hated the rest of us, who screamed and ran around. Not like his daughter does.

The day of his funeral, a somber late May afternoon, it was uncharacteristically hot, just like the days he would call us in to cool off. We’d known the second we met her, though, that with Kendra Thompson-Bryant now owning that home, we’d never get a free Italian ice again.

The next week the construction started.

“There is no land, Mrs. Thompson-Bryant. This is the sidewalk, you see, and no one can own the sidewalk,” Gael says, voice too bright, too pleasant.

Kendra’s eyes narrow immediately at his smart-assery. She snaps at Keith and he scoops up the two balls of paper quickly, stuffing them in his pockets with a nasty look back at us.

“We’re just passing out flyers, ma’am. Sorry,” Drew says. “We’ll go now.” She takes a step back and gives all of us a steely-eyed gaze, jerking her head. I remember now—Mom was clear that everyone was invited. No need to taunt the beast of the block and ruin Mom’s party.

“You can keep your … flyer,” Kendra says, voice dripping with her disdain. It’s a coveted dismissal, one we take.

“Tell Yaya I said hi.” I turn and see Keith looking shockingly smug for someone who needed his mommy to save him.

I’m not nearly so restrained.

“Why doesn’t your grown ass get a job instead of watching what we’re doing?” I bark.

Keith bares a smile that he probably thinks is charming, the smile of a boy whose mama and daddy have good dental insurance, which is sick because nobody has good dental insurance. He shouts after us, “I’m on my summer break. From USC! It’s practically an Ivy—”

“Fuck off,” Gael finishes for me, and then he breaks into a run, dragging me after him. My blonde braids whip behind me as I cling to him to keep up, giggles overcoming me, and I let go of the idea of sending the rest of the flyers off in a civilized matter.

Whooping loudly, I toss a flyer onto each stoop without stopping, feeling the intoxication of summer wash over me. I’m free to do as I please, to throw flyers to the best block party of the summer, to call out Keith for being the worst, to party with Drew’s friends. I can’t let Keith and Kendra ruin this, because this isn’t just any summer now. It’s my last summer with Drew. My last summer with all of us before everything changes.

By the time we make it to the subway, there’s only one more flyer left, and Leila expertly sticks it to the streetlight on the corner.

“Train in, like, two minutes. Let’s hustle,” Malachi says, squinting at the LED sign right beneath the Nostrand Avenue sign.

Even from street level, I can hear the rattling of the tracks.

As we thunder down the steps, Drew casts me a look and says, “You could stand to be less rude to our neighbors. Especially Mrs. Thompson-Bryant. Mom is having a hard enough time with her because of the ice-cream truck and the construction and everything. Let’s try to make life easier for her.”

I bite back my irritation. Drew’s not wrong, but I hate when she lectures me like this, like we’re not the exact same age. I can’t push back, though, because it’ll start another fight and ruin everything, and I’m trying. I’m trying so hard. I have to try harder.

I force a smile onto my face and salute.

Another amendment to the list: “Don’t fight with Drew.”

The Best Summer EverTM

1. Go to one of Drew’s friends’ parties. Bring the crew. Remind Gael to not be a piece of shit. Remind friends to be friendly.

2. Go to the Prospect Park Zoo. (We’ve never been, it’d be funny.) Drew likes animals—maybe interested in zoology? [NOTE: What DOES Drew want to do in college? Ask, maybe?]

3. Ride the carousel at Brooklyn Bridge Park like we used to.

4. Make nice with Alexis so that Mr. Ahmed doesn’t have to tell me off for making her cry again ➞ parents won’t be mad at me for Alexis’s snitching to her mom ➞ shows Drew I can just ignore Alexis like she’s always telling me to.

5. Girls’ night at Movies-in-the-Park biweekly. (Checked the schedule and there’s a summer series of rom-coms. W!)

6. Vet each and every one of Malachi’s dates—no repeats of what happened last summer. Be on Malachi shift with Drew?

7. Make the Block Party the best Block Party ever. It’s Drew’s last one (maybe).

8. Don’t. Fight. With. Drew.




CHAPTER TWO

The thing is, I don’t strictly want to go to this party. I’m going to go and I’m going to drink these rich people’s alcohol and smoke their weed and take up space in their fancy-ass house. But I don’t want to. It’s never been my idea of a good time.

That’s what I said to Drew during our first year of high school, when we’d revisited the idea of maybe meeting up with some of her friends at brunches in Midtown or going to house parties in Cobble Hill. My idea of a good time is hanging out in the back of Leila’s parents’ brownstone and disguising the smell of our weed with burning incense and Gael’s disgusting aftershave. Or even getting my hair rebraided while watching Living Single reruns with Mom. And so Drew had assured me that that was fine. After all, she still made time for us when she could; her presence was sparing during the school year, but it’s not like she disappeared off the face of the Earth.

But. But. Now that has to change.

This is Drew’s Best Summer Ever.

It has to be.

With graduating a whole year early, come fall Drew is going to college to be brilliant in whatever she does. Of course she’s going to be brilliant. But she’s going to be far away, and even when she comes back, she’s going to have to be an adult, which means internships and summer jobs that aren’t bullshit like working as the temp secretary at Yaya’s mom’s ballet studio. So, I’d begun to plan the Best Summer Ever for her.

But also for me and for our friends. To remind Drew that she loves us and that we love her, and maybe a little bit of a “this is what you’ll be missing.” I’ve even written it out in my journal in a numbered list because Drew is so organized, and if it works for her, it’ll probably work for me, okay? And it starts with this party tonight, whether I want to go or not, because this party will be a reminder that even when she’s gone, I’ve tried. I’ve tried with her friends and with all the things she likes, and so she has to try with me.

I’m rattled out of my thoughts by the sound of a Euclid Avenue–bound train coming from across the platform, and I’m the first to see her, because I always am. She’s lingering by the MetroCard machines, wiggling because she can’t quite stand still.

“Does anyone have five dollars? I need to reload my Metro-Card,” Yaya asks.

“Please just use Apple Pay like a normal person,” Leila says, waving her phone in front of the turnstile. Yaya turns up her nose.

“Or be a real New Yorker and just”—Gael punctuates his snobbery with a well-executed hop over the turnstile while Malachi hustles through in the same swipe as Drew, pressed up against her back.

“I have five dollars,” I say, reaching for the ratty bill tucked into the back pocket of my shorts. I offer it to her between two fingers, and Yaya beams.

“Thank you,” she says, moving to fill her MetroCard.

I rock back and forth on my heels as I keep one eye on the monitor for the train times and the other on the way Yaya’s hair sits against the swanlike length of her neck. Her curls are bound in two braids, with teal ribbons woven through like flags. They trail down her back, touching the waistband of her low-rise jeans. I notice the skin between the bottom of Yaya’s camisole and her jeans and fidget, my fingers itching. I used to find so many reasons to touch Yaya, to hug her or to hold her hand. Until the first time I kissed a girl and realized I wanted to do that and so much more with Yaya.

Now I try not to touch her at all.

I manage to look at her like a normal person again just in time for her to finish up and beam at me with the brightest, whitest smile in the world.

“Ready,” she says, and then she grabs my wrist and tugs me along.

I never said Yaya made the no-touching rule easy.

When we get through to the platform, I very pointedly ignore the knowing stare that Leila is giving me. Leila loves looking at me that way, like she knows all about my horny Yaya-occupied thoughts. Which she does. But still.

“They don’t live that far,” Drew says, staring down at her phone. She’s texting so hard that I can hear the rhythm of her words. “We transfer to the G at Hoyt and take that to Bergen, and then we walk.”

So it’s in Carroll Gardens. I’ve never found a reason to be in Carroll Gardens in my entire life. I want to say so, but Drew looks up from her phone suddenly and stares owlishly right at me. It’s a reflex, the way I beam back at her, and Drew’s surprised smile makes it all better; my plan is working. I’m not complaining about how her friends don’t know anything about Brooklyn besides Jay-Z and Smorgasburg and their little expensive slice of the borough. She’s not snippily calling me judgy while she skips out on one of our group hangouts to go to the Hamptons for the third time that month. Everything is A-okay. Nothing wrong with a little bit of Carroll Gardens.

The A Train rattles into the station with the loud screeching of brakes. It’s a familiar sound that settles where my molars used to be. Only three people exit the train where we stand—two white guys in head-to-toe Supreme and an Asian girl with one of those expensive beaded bags looped over her shoulder.

Very loudly and obnoxiously Gael calls, “There goes the neighborhood.” One of the guys looks over his shoulder, nose wrinkling, and Gael stares back balefully. He only gets on the train before the doors close because Leila pulls him through. She lays into him immediately. “Do you have to do so much always?”

“Yes,” he says, unbothered.

I tune them out, wishing that I’d remembered to bring my headphones. The train isn’t full, but it’s certainly not empty, I note as we spread out in search of a seat. Gael and Leila are already paired off, still arguing. Malachi and Yaya are next to them, whispering. Finally, I spy Drew sitting by the window. There’s someone eyeing the seat next to her, a girl with box-dyed red hair, but Drew doesn’t even flicker a glance the girl’s way, just sets her flimsy little purse right on the chair to claim it. The other girl stops in her tracks, affronted, and then takes another step, ready to say that snide “Excuse me” that we know so well. But I don’t let her. I slide right in next to Drew quickly and then meet the girl’s eyes.

She does a double take and then slinks back as I smile. Victory. Drew doesn’t even notice, though. She’s still looking at her phone when she says, “My friend Avery is excited to meet you.”

I rack my brain for anything she might have said about Avery. All I know, though, is that he’s the party host. Drew talks about her school friends as if they’re cartoonishly unreal characters in a beloved television show, one where I should know every single member of the cast despite never having seen an episode. Which makes anything she does tell me hard to follow.

Drew can tell I’m coming up empty, and she sighs in a long-suffering way. I fight the urge to roll my eyes.

“Avery is Lydia’s ex-boyfriend. Christophe and I sided with Avery in the breakup,” Drew says. More names that I don’t recognize, but I nod anyway, and Drew seems pleased by my feigned interest. “I think you’ll like them. They’ll definitely like you.”

“‘Definitely’ is such a strong word.”

“Do you not want them to like you?” Drew questions.

“Couldn’t be further from the truth.” I can be proper too, I think. I can say things like “furthermore” and “regards” or whatever shit you sign off with when you text your friends that aren’t us.

Spite is so sour, it turns the stomach, and I can’t afford that. Not tonight. We’re leaving the passive aggression at the door.

The train pulls into the next stop, allowing us to reshuffle. Malachi grabs a now-vacant seat near us, and Yaya perches on his knee, curled forward, chin resting on her fist as she doesn’t make an effort to hide that she’s now listening to our conversation.

“Have they graduated like you? Or …” I trail off.

“No, they’ll be going into their senior year as planned,” Drew says, still looking at her phone.

“Oh. Oh, wow. Bet that bums them out,” I try. “You leaving and all.”

“It does.”

We fall into a silence far less comfortable than the ones I share with Leila, but then Drew sits up and sets her phone face down in her lap, looking me in the eye intently. It’s either too much eye contact or none with her. “This is kind of like my graduation party.”

A beat.

“Oh, shit, are you serious?” Malachi interjects before I can figure out what to say.

“Of course I am,” Drew says, raising a waxed eyebrow. She is so rarely unserious that it makes Malachi’s question a little ridiculous. “Avery wanted to throw it since he’s especially ‘bummed’ about it all. I told him I just didn’t think it was a productive use of my time to continue there.”

Yaya nods sagely. “Yes, that makes sense.”

“Only you would resent a year of coasting, Drew,” Gael sighs, shuffling nearer. “I wish I had an extra year. I’d spend it all doing what I actually want to do.”

“And what’s that? Making low-budget splattercore monstrosities?” Leila asks derisively.

Gael grins. “Exactly.”

The ride really isn’t so long, but when we get off, we have to wait a whopping fourteen minutes for the G Train. It’s a train I take so little that once we do finally get on, I have to look at the overhead map three times to remind myself where we need to get off. It’s strange to have lived somewhere your entire life, to have that place in your veins, and to not know parts of it at all.

“The G is so weird. You know—” I start, but the end of my sentence is drowned by the screech of the brakes.

“Here,” Drew proclaims, and she exits the air-conditioned comfort of the train car without looking back. She never looks back, never afraid that she’s forgotten something. I envy Drew’s self-assuredness.

I choke on the sweaty heat of the train station as I follow her, only seeing and breathing normally again when we get up to ground level.

“Okay?” Yaya asks kindly.

“Yeah. Just no stamina,” I admit. A humiliating thing to confess to someone like Yaya, who I’ve seen do six-minute ballet routines without breaking a sweat. But she is kind enough to rub my back as I heave. Of course that means my heart never stops racing, though. The two of us walk slower than the rest, and like with Drew, my silences with Yaya are never comfortable.

I reach for something to fill it. “I … Keith was talking about you today,” I say quickly. Yaya tilts her head, squinting into the air, trying to place the name, until I add, “Kendra’s son.”

“Keith Bryant?”

“Thompson-Bryant,” I correct, because the hyphenated last names are a point of pride for Kendra and her son, and I can’t help but mock it.

“Isn’t he, like, twenty?” Yaya asks slowly. Like she’s finally cottoning on to how Keith is weird for that. The being obsessed with a teenager of it all.

“Nineteen.”

“Sure.” Yaya snorts out a laugh. She doesn’t explain the joke, but she shakes her head. She’s always been like this—dismissive of all interest in her, even the noncreepy kind. She’s never dated, never has the time, she claims. But sometimes it seems like, really, she’s just waiting for something, like the doll in a music box, anticipating being wound up.

“Do you know the guy who’s throwing this party?” she asks, changing the subject.

“His name is Avery.”

Yaya’s eyes go wide. “Oh, he’s the one who was dating Lydia until Lydia tried to have sex with Christophe, right?”

It fills in the blanks from Drew’s story on the train, but I don’t remember hearing any of this. It just makes me feel shittier, like I should’ve studied before throwing myself headfirst into this party and my plan.

“Drew’s been going to that school for like a million years and I’ve never met any of her friends,” I say, even though of course she knows. “Does that make me a bad sister?”

“No,” Yaya says immediately, like she anticipated what I was going to say before even I did. And she says it with such conviction, I should just believe it.

Still, I question her. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” Yaya says, and then she loops her arm through mine, tugging me close, without taking her gaze off Gael’s back. “You made an entire list of how to make this her best summer ever. That doesn’t really make me think of you as a bad sister.”

Maybe a selfish one, though.

“Okay,” I say feebly as we turn into the more residential area.

As we follow Drew, I notice the streets over here are calmer, quiet even though it’s only just past eight, and the sun is still cresting the horizon, bathing the world in a stringent orange. These brown-stones are so different from the ones that Leila, Drew, and I live in. This one is clean on the outside. There are no jutting rounded parts or sloping steps up to the parlor floor. It’s all so … strange.

“Are you sure this is the right house?” Gael asks.

Drew sends him her most withering look before she rings the doorbell.

We wait for only ten seconds. And then when the door swings open, a wall of sound slams into us, so loud that I feel like I’ve gone deaf for a second. A light-skinned boy with a shock of red hair and freckles across his dusty brown cheeks says something that I can’t make out. Then he gathers Drew into a tight hug and looks over at us, grinning widely.

“Welcome to my humble abode,” Avery-I-presume says, sweeping into a low bow but not quite letting Drew away from him. “So … let me see if I get this right.” He looks at each of us, pointing in order. “Yaya, Leila, Gael, Malachi … and you’ve got to be Devon. Holy shit, you both really do look alike.”

Drew snorts. “We don’t, but okay, you got it right.”

“You’re right, she looks way cooler than you, you square,” Avery says, and then he presses his face into her hair and inhales. Drew doesn’t even seem to notice.

We certainly do, for how weird it is. Malachi elbows Gael hard in the gut as he takes a deep breath, probably preparing to say something stupid. Gael grunts but takes the hint, then extends a hand, shaking Avery’s free one. “Nice to meet you, man. Can we come in?”

“Yeah, yeah, of course,” Avery says, shuffling inside like a crab with Drew still attached to him. Their closeness feels alien. “Drinks are on the bar. Drugs in the bathroom. If you want food, raid the fridge, or Andrea has my Uber Eats account on her phone; get anything you want. We’re here to celebrate her after all.”

The sound of her full name is a jump scare, and I have to physically stop myself from flinching. Drew hasn’t gone by her full name in a literal decade. Except, clearly, she has, if Avery feels so comfortable using it.

“Fuck off,” Drew says, but she allows the tiniest of smiles to creep across her face. Then Avery tugs her off into the crowd, and the room seems to swell with even more noise, everyone’s voices booming their congratulations over the droning of Sheck Wes.

For a moment we stand in the middle of the foyer like a bunch of assholes. Malachi leans over, staring at the pile of shoes that sits underneath the empty coatrack. “Look at those ugly Balenciaga sock sneakers.”

“How much do you think they would go for on GOAT?” Leila asks.

“Without the box? Not much,” Gael sighs.

“Damn.”

I roll my eyes and turn to look at them. “Stop trying to steal these kids’ sneakers and let’s have fun,” I insist sternly, like someone who has never experienced fun in her entire life.

Gael salutes and says, “He said drugs in the bathroom.” And then he’s off, ingratiating himself with a comical ease. There are already at least three girls eyeing him and the way he smiles so easily and shakes out his loose glossy curls as he passes.

“Come get a drink with me,” Leila demands of Malachi, but Yaya grabs her wrist with an “I’ll go.” Leila winces and gives a half shrug, leaving me with Malachi, the only one who still looks as uninterested in being here as I feel.

“So that Avery guy. He’s into your sister,” Malachi says as we ease our way into the party. It’s all open concept, a stark difference from our own brownstone full of dark wood and pocket doors. All of that’s been blown away for a sleek, soulless modern kitchen and a bright, open living room with a back wall made of glass.

I snort. “Yeah, I suspect so.”

“How much do you want to bet that she doesn’t know?”

“I’m not going to take that bet. There’s a one thousand percent sure chance that she doesn’t know at all,” I say, lingering in the kitchen, tracing my fingers along the edges of the speckled marble counters. I’ve never thought of Drew as particularly primed for romance.

I search the crowd and it’s like I have a tracker on her; that’s how easy it is to find Drew, even amongst the crush of people. She’s sitting on the arm of the most central couch, surrounded by a swell of people that I don’t know, but she looks … comfortable. She holds herself differently, keeps her shoulders a little looser than back at home. Her usual slight aloofness just makes Avery sway closer into her space, his hand sitting on her thigh like both a reassurance and a claim, but she doesn’t seem to mind.

I don’t get a chance to process this further because my vision is suddenly obscured by a bouncy redheaded girl, tall with lean muscles. Volleyball muscles.

“You must be Devon. You look just like Andrea,” she says, without introducing herself.

There it is again—Andrea.

“I mean, of course you’re blonde and edgy and alt, but yeah, you’ve got to be Andrea’s sister, right? I’m totally right,” the girl continues, not waiting for confirmation. She leans one hip against the edge of a kitchen counter and unsubtly leans in, assessing. She likes what she sees—that’s easy enough to notice, particularly with the smirk Malachi sends my way—so she continues. “When Andrea talks about you, it’s like she expects us all to know you and she always seems so confused that we don’t. It’s kinda funny, especially, because … you know Andrea.” She wiggles her eyebrows.

“Totally,” Malachi drawls, in a way that’s very much making fun of her, but she doesn’t catch the insincerity.

“Yeah, Andrea is literally never confused,” I confirm, trying to be nice.

“Right? Half the time she’s correcting all the teachers,” the girl says. She continues to chatter about Drew and I let her, because I’m curious about this Andrea Harris. The one that everyone else here seems to know.

Apparently, Andrea Harris is composed and confident, which is no surprise. But when I learn that her role as president of the student council, a position of ridicule at my school, is a coveted one that she got because of her six-part campaign strategy but most of all because she’s popular, that does surprise me. Andrea Harris is popular.

Malachi checks out of our conversation and does his Instagram sleuthing as one drink turns into two. I pick up more bits and pieces from Volleyball Girl, interspersed with Malachi whispering to me about how the boy two seats down from Drew is a newly graduated senior who’s going to Princeton for lacrosse, or how that girl against the wall who’s pretending not to stare at me is the girl who owns the house in the Hamptons that Drew always ends up at. Each bite of information is a new porthole into the shape of Drew’s life—no, Andrea Harris’s life. Each contextualizes her a little more, and I can see that just like she’s a cut above the rest back in Crown Heights, she’s smarter than everyone else at her school too.

“Your hair …,” the girl says, suddenly shifting gears.

“What about it?” I ask. I still don’t know her name, and it feels too late to ask it.

She leans in, flicking her gaze up and down again in a way I think is supposed to be flirtatious.

Jesus. The girl’s not particularly good at it.

“I know that’s, like … not your natural color. But Andrea has long hair—is that all yours?” the girl asks.

Malachi snorts violently and he says, “Chile, we should go.”

I blink once, twice at the girl, and then I turn on a heel and walk away.
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