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The caption had to be exactly right.

Not good. Not serviceable. Not the kind of thing you dash off at eleven-thirty on a Tuesday night while your instant noodles go cold on the other side of the desk. It had to be the kind of caption that made people stop scrolling at midnight and feel, for four seconds, like they were being told a secret about someone they loved. That was the whole job. That was the whole point of running @novaarchive for six years: finding the words for the thing the photographs couldn't quite say.

Dominic Reyes typed, deleted, typed again.

He was sitting in the dark. Not dramatically in the dark—the rest of the apartment was dark because it was past midnight and he kept forgetting to turn lights on when he moved between rooms, which was a habit Aisha had been trying to correct for the three years they'd lived near each other and the four years they'd lived apart. His monitor was on. His noodles were cold. The lightstick from NOVA's third anniversary concert sat on the corner of his desk where it had lived since he bought it, still in decent condition because he'd only used it twice and kept meaning to display it properly and had not, in three years, done anything about that.

NOVA posters on the wall. Four of them, tacked up with the kind of careful precision that was probably a personality red flag if you thought about it too hard, which Dominic generally didn't. The group shot from the Orbit era. The black-and-white press photo from the Gravity comeback. The solo poster of Seon Junho from the magazine spread last spring, printed at the correct resolution because Dominic was not an animal.

He looked at Seon's poster for a moment, which was a thing he did sometimes when he was stuck. Not in a weird way. In the way of someone who had spent six years learning to read a specific face for the emotional content underneath the professional surface, which was exactly the skill set required to write captions for a fan account. It was, if you were being charitable, a transferable skill.

He looked back at his screen.

Six years ago today, NOVA performed their anniversary stage in a venue that seated eight hundred people. Tonight they'll sell out the first of three nights at a seventy-thousand-seat stadium. This is not a story about fame. It's a story about five people who learned to trust each other under conditions specifically designed to prevent it, and somehow did it anyway. Happy anniversary to a group that still surprises me. (And to Seon, specifically: the third-act key change in Gravity was a choice, and it was the right one, and I will be talking about it for another six years at minimum.)

He read it back. Read it again. Made two small edits—"conditions specifically designed to" was a little clunky, and the parenthetical about Seon was tipping from affectionate into the territory of slightly-too-much, which was a line he'd spent six years calibrating.

He posted it.

The counter ticked up immediately, the way it always did on anniversary posts—the @novaarchive account had two hundred and thirty thousand followers now, which was a number Dominic had spent the first three years not looking at directly, like staring at the sun. He'd started the account at twenty-one because he had a lot of feelings about NOVA's debut and nowhere to put them, and somewhere between year two and year three it had become a thing people actually came to, which was gratifying and also occasionally alarming.

He leaned back in his chair. The noodles were extremely cold by now.

The apartment was small and in a neighborhood that was technically up-and-coming, which was a real estate phrase that meant affordable until it wasn't, and Dominic had lived in it for four years and done almost nothing to make it feel like he intended to stay. The furniture was fine. The kitchen was functional. There was a bookshelf that held his actual books and a second bookshelf that held his camera equipment and editing hard drives, and the walls had the NOVA posters and one print of a photograph he'd taken himself, a blur of stage lights from a concert three years ago, which was the only piece of decor that was entirely his.

He was good at making other people's spaces look considered. His own looked like a moving box that had never quite gotten unpacked.

His phone was charging across the room. He'd been avoiding it since eight p.m., when Aisha had sent a voice note that was either six minutes long or eight minutes long—he'd seen the timestamp before the screen went dark—and he was fairly certain he knew what it was about, because he'd made the mistake of mentioning the application two weeks ago in a moment of what he could only describe as temporary insanity.

The application.

Right.

He'd seen the posting in March, which was three months ago, which meant he'd had three months to forget about it, and he had almost managed to do exactly that except for the part where he'd filled out the entire form at two in the morning on a Tuesday and hit submit before he could think about it properly. Temporary social media manager for NOVA's world tour. Eight months, beginning in June. Full creative oversight of the group's social channels across all platforms. The salary was listed and it was very good and the requirements were a portfolio of relevant work and three professional references, which meant the relevant portfolio was six years of @novaarchive content and the relevant references were the three brand account managers he'd contracted for in the last two years.

He had applied for a job managing social media for the K-pop group he had been running a fan account about for six years.

He had done this while wearing socks with a hole in the left toe and eating cereal at two in the morning, which was not, he felt, the auspicious origin story the position deserved.

But it didn't matter, because he wasn't going to get it. The label got hundreds of applications for positions like this. He'd submitted it as a kind of exercise, a proof-of-concept for what the portfolio could do, and he'd feel good about the process and then move on and continue writing captions in the dark for an account that wasn't his job and keep doing the brand contract work that was. That was the plan. That was a reasonable plan.

He'd written the anniversary caption. He'd done his actual job. He was going to go eat his cold noodles and read himself to sleep and in the morning everything would be the same as it had been yesterday.

His email notification went off. He heard it from across the room—the specific chime he'd set for his professional address, the one he'd attached to the application.

He did not get up.

He looked at the Seon poster for a moment. The photograph was from the spring magazine spread, Seon in a black coat, looking slightly to the left of the camera with the particular quality of not-quite-smiling that his fans had been writing dissertations about for the better part of a decade. Dominic had read those dissertations. He had contributed to at least two of them, anonymously, in comment sections.

The email chime was still sitting there in his chest, a small insistent thing.

He picked up his cold noodles. He ate four bites without tasting them. He put the bowl back down.

He was fine. He had a system. The system worked. He was going to finish his noodles and go to sleep, and in the morning he was going to open the email and it was going to be a polite form rejection and he was going to feel the small, survivable sting of it and move on, and that was going to be that.

If he had gotten the job—which he hadn't—he probably wouldn't even take it.

He told himself this with the calm, complete conviction of someone who was absolutely lying, and then he went to bed.
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He did not open the email in the morning.

He opened it at eleven-seventeen a.m., after two cups of coffee and one failed attempt at starting a caption for a brand account that sold ergonomic desk accessories, which was the kind of work that paid his rent and which he was very professional about and which had produced, this morning, a total of forty words, none of which he liked.

He stared at the subject line for forty-five seconds before he clicked it.

Then he closed the laptop, because his brain needed a moment to do something with what he'd just read.

He made more coffee. He didn't need more coffee. He drank it anyway, standing at the kitchen counter, looking at the middle distance.

He opened the laptop again.

The email was still there. The email was going to keep being there.

He had not been rejected. The email was not a rejection. The email was, in fact, an invitation to a preliminary interview, which was the specific phrase that appeared in the third line of the third paragraph, and Dominic had read that paragraph four times and it kept saying the same thing, which meant he had done it wrong. He had applied for a joke—a proof of concept, a two-a.m. Tuesday exercise in what the portfolio could theoretically do—and somehow the portfolio had done the thing.

He closed the laptop.

He opened his voice note app and stared at Aisha's unlistened message from last night, the one that was six minutes long.

He put his phone down without listening to it.

He picked it up and recorded his own voice note, which went like this: "So I opened the email. It's—it's a preliminary interview request. Which is not a rejection, so that's. Hm. That is a thing that has happened." A pause. "I don't know why I'm telling you in a voice note and not a call, I think I'm not ready for you to have real-time reactions to this." Another pause, longer. "I might delete this. I'm not deleting this. Aisha. They want to interview me. For the actual job. For a real interview at their actual offices." He stopped again. He could hear himself breathing. "I'm going to listen to your voice note now. I'm very calm."

He sent it.

Aisha's response was immediate, which meant she'd been awake and watching her phone, which meant she'd known about the email somehow, which meant—

"Dominic." Her voice note started the way her voice notes always started, mid-sentence, as if she'd been talking to him continuously since the last time they'd spoken and was simply resuming. "I was wondering when you were going to listen to my message. That one was from last night, by the way, when I happened to be checking your email—yes, I still have the password from when you asked me to check it during that brand deal negotiation, I've been very responsible about not using it until now, please focus—anyway. I saw the preliminary interview email. Dominic. You have to do it. You have to do the interview. You have to take the job if they offer it. You have to—" The sound of her moving around a room, something that might have been a coffee cup. "Okay. Okay I'm going to say the thing. Are you ready?"

He was not ready. He pressed play anyway.

"Dom." She said his name the short way, which meant she was being real now. "You've been watching other people's lives for so long you forgot you're allowed to have one."

He pressed pause.

He sat with that for a moment. The apartment was quiet. His cold coffee was on the counter. The ergonomic desk accessory caption was still in his draft folder, half-finished, slightly bad.

She wasn't talking about NOVA. She was nominally talking about NOVA—the job, the interview, the specific professional opportunity that had arrived via email—but she wasn't talking about NOVA. She was talking about the last six years of his life, which looked, from the outside, like a person who was very busy and very engaged and very productive and very, fundamentally, careful. He produced content. He managed accounts. He wrote captions for other people's photographs and other people's brands and, yes, for the account he ran about a group of people whose lives he knew better than he knew most of the people he'd actually met. He watched. He documented. He was very good at it.

He pressed play.

"—and I know you're going to say something, you're going to say something very reasonable and funny about not romanticizing a professional opportunity and keeping expectations managed and whatever, and I'm telling you right now that I will know you are lying. Because you have been writing about these people for six years, Dom. Six. Years. And at some point—I've been trying to figure out when, and I think it was around year two, maybe year three—at some point it stopped being about sharing something you loved and started being about—I don't know. Safe distance. That's the phrase I keep coming back to. Safe distance." A pause. "Okay that's the thing. The rest of this voice note is me telling you about the barista situation which is ongoing and honestly more pressing to my life, so you can stop whenever."

He listened to the barista situation, which was ongoing and involved someone named Theo who may or may not have been putting extra espresso shots in Aisha's drinks as an act of romantic interest, which was the kind of thing that happened to Aisha regularly and that she narrated with a mixture of delight and performed exasperation. He listened to the whole thing. He was not thinking about the barista situation.

He recorded his response.

"Okay, first of all: the extra espresso shot is definitely intentional and you know it's intentional and the fact that you're describing it as ambiguous is extremely Aisha of you. Second of all." He stopped. Started again. "Second of all, I'm not romanticizing it. It's a preliminary interview. Most people don't get past preliminary interviews. The process has about four more stages before it becomes a job offer, and statistically the odds are—you know what, the statistics aren't the point, the point is that I applied on a whim and the application somehow worked, which is gratifying, but it doesn't mean anything is actually going to change. I'm going to do the interview. I'm going to be professional and I'm going to not be weird about the fact that I've been writing about NOVA for six years, and then I'm going to go home and if they don't advance me I'll feel fine about it because I always felt fine about it, and if they do advance me I'll—I'll evaluate at that stage." A beat. "I'm calm. I'm being very calm about this."

He sent it and immediately recorded a second one.

"The safe distance thing was a bit much by the way. Very dramatic. I'm going to think about it all day and pretend I'm not." He paused. "Tell Theo his espresso shots are appreciated. Don't tell him I told you to tell him that."

He put his phone down and opened his laptop and finished the ergonomic desk accessory caption, which was not his best work but was perfectly competent. He sent it. He opened the email from the label and read it a fifth time. He wrote back and confirmed the interview date.

He did not listen to the safe distance comment again.

He thought about it, twice, while editing photographs that afternoon. He thought about it while making dinner—real dinner, not noodles, with vegetables in it, which was something he did when he was processing something and needed his hands occupied. He thought about it at nine p.m., when Aisha sent a final voice note that was four seconds long and said only: "okay but actually. you're excited. don't lie to me."

He thought about the safe distance thing all the way to the edge of sleep.

He did not record a response.
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