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For Marc



AUTHOR’S NOTE

The internet is a weird place, full of unexpected rabbit holes. Follow them at your own risk—you might discover something new and interesting, or you might find yourself reaching for the eye bleach.

One day I stumbled upon the latter while idly browsing the Legal Advice subreddit. It’s one of my favorite places to kill time online: as a non-practicing lawyer, I enjoy the discussion surrounding the more mundane queries (landlord-tenant disputes, arguments with neighbors over property lines), and as a practicing writer, I can’t get enough of the more outrageous tales (discovering gold in the walls of an inherited home, learning a spouse thought long dead is in fact alive). That afternoon, I came across a poster concerned that his boss was accessing employees’ home security cameras.

How outlandish, I thought. This post must be fake. But no one else appeared to have the same reaction and instead casually rendered advice as though it were no more exotic than a speeding ticket. I saw references to another subreddit dedicated to “controllable webcams,” and, intrigued, visited it. There I found post after post sharing links to what appeared to be live footage of restaurants, bars, doggy day cares, and more. I turned to the internet at large, attempting to discern what exactly a “controllable webcam” was, where they were located, and how these internet denizens were discovering them. Could anyone find them? Could I, for instance, find more puppy cams?

But my research took a hard left turn as I stumbled across an article with the chilling headline “Meet the men who spy on women through their webcams.”I

I read in horrified fascination how someone, using only minimal technological skill, could secretly install a remote administration tool, or RAT, on another person’s computer. With the RAT installed, the “ratter” then has almost complete access to the victim’s computer, including their files, screen, and webcam. From that point on, whenever the victim uses their computer, a stranger might be monitoring their activity—both digital and physical.

I read about how some ratters toy with their victims, playing pranks like opening porn on their screens; some steal website credentials; and some are more invasive, scouring hard drives for compromising photographs or other blackmail material. I was far more disturbed, however, by the ratters who collect “slaves”—their name for the women they’ve spied on via webcam. In addition to watching their “slaves” in secret, these ratters gather in forums to share what they’ve observed their oblivious “slaves” doing and posting screenshots of the women. When they’re bored with a “slave,” they might sell or trade her to someone else on the forum, further perpetuating the violation of privacy.

My skin crawled at the idea of a stranger electronically invading my home, riffling through my personal files, and watching me while I thought I was alone. And then for that stranger to be sharing my secrets on a forum filled with like-minded creeps? Petrifying. When I read that many victims involuntarily downloaded the RAT software while torrenting, I relaxed—I never use torrent sites—but I relaxed only slightly. After all, I had recently listened to an episode of the podcast Reply All titled “What Kind of Idiot Gets Phished?”—which made it abundantly clear that idiots are not the only ones getting phished. As that podcast proved, a minimally proficient phisher can quickly and easily gain access to your email—even with two-factor identification enabled—so who knows what else they could do?

I was so deeply unsettled by the thought of an anonymous ratter lurking around my computer that I did two things: first I covered my laptop’s built-in webcam with a sticker, as Mark Zuckerberg and James Comey both reportedly do, and then I began writing this story.

I. Ars Technica, March 10, 2013, https://arstechnica.com/tech-policy/2013/03/rat-breeders-meet-the-men-who-spy-on-women-through-their-webcams.



PROLOGUE HIM

Everyone on the internet is a liar. Every last one of us. The difference is the magnitude of our lies. On one end of the spectrum are the scammers, the phishers, the lowlifes trying to convince your grandmother to bail you out of a fictional Thai prison. On the other end are those whose untruths are the smallest, the most inconsequential: those who click a box affirming they’ve read terms and conditions, who click “like” on a cousin’s photograph of her pug-nosed child. In the middle are the rest of us: those who tell slightly bolder lies designed to make ourselves look better. We embellish our job descriptions. We smile in pictures even when our hearts feel shriveled and black. Because what’s the harm in making our mediocre lives look and feel just a little less mediocre?

But the internet can reveal just as much as it can obfuscate.

Take Sabrina, for example. When I was sixteen, she was my whole world, my pocket-sized, red-haired princess. Every thump of my beating heart was an echo of her name. With her small hand in mine, I could do anything. But seven months into our relationship, her family moved across the country to California. Part of me wanted to drink bleach and die, and another part of me was certain Sabrina and I were simply enduring a test to prove our everlasting love and that fifty years later we would laugh about those years apart. The day she left, I found two strands of her strawberry-blonde hair on my pillow, and I placed them in an envelope beside my bed for safekeeping.

At first, we talked for hours on the phone each night. I twisted those hairs around my finger and listened to Sabrina say how much she hated California and how much she missed me. She promised she still loved me. She promised nothing would change. She promised. But her calls gradually became less and less frequent. She started taking an hour, and then two or three, to respond to text messages. I assumed she felt as gutted as I did, so I mailed her gifts and flowers to cheer her up, sent her poems all but written in blood squeezed from my aching heart.

And then Astrid Marshall, one of Sabrina’s bitchier friends, sent me a link to a YouTube video called “HOTTEST GUYS AT NEWMAN HIGH RATED!” I felt sick as I watched Sabrina, her gorgeous hair hacked to her chin and streaked through with brassy blonde, sitting in some unfamiliar room in a circle of strange girls. The ringleader—a bleached blonde who was wearing so much makeup that her face was a different shade than her neck—screeched a greeting into the camera and then led the others in discussing which of the boys at Sabrina’s new school were the “hottest.” My stomach churned as Sabrina giggled and nodded in agreement, but the bile started to really climb my throat when someone asked her, “But you have a long-distance boyfriend, don’t you, Sabrina?” She shook her head quickly, her alien hair swishing around her small face. “No, no. There’s this guy who’s, like, obsessed with me, but we’re not going out. I just keep him around for the gifts.” The entire circle cackled with cruel laughter, and I slammed shut the computer before that treacherous whore could take another bite out of my heart.

That night, I stole a lighter from one of my older brothers and watched those glimmering strands blacken and break.

When I confronted Sabrina about the video, she cried that she was sorry. But that was just another lie. She was only sorry that she was caught, that her duplicity had been exposed. After all, a quick search had shown me that there were more videos, and in them Sabrina didn’t look sorry at all. That stone-cold bitch had moved on, leaving me completely and utterly destroyed. For years, I thought my heart had been broken beyond repair. I thought I would never love again.

But then there was Audrey.

Ironically, Sabrina is the one who brought me to Audrey. If it weren’t for Sabrina and her lies, I never would have ended up on the Overexposed forums. That was where I took shelter, commiserating with other men who had discovered disheartening truths online about the women they thought they loved. The other commenters helped me gain perspective, helped me see that this was less a reflection of me and more a reflection of Sabrina and the grasping, unhappy women like her.

But the forums didn’t just contain grievances and complaints about ex-girlfriends. They were also home to lively discussion about online women. You know the type: the bloggers, the vloggers, the Tumblrinas, the Instagram models. The women who peddle their bodies online like fruit at the supermarket. The consensus on those threads was that admiring these virtual women was better, easier than finding one in real life because all women lie, and at least these liars were up-front about it. It was no secret that their perfect bodies were Photoshopped, that their sultry eyelashes were glued on. Online women could never humiliate you. They couldn’t carve a gaping wound in your soul because they didn’t have souls themselves.

The thing that I would never admit to in those threads was that I missed the pulsating heart of a real woman. I missed burying my face in silky hair, inhaling the scent of perfumed skin. I missed the softness of feminine lips beneath mine. If only that bitch Sabrina hadn’t broken me.

And then one night, I was lying in my extra-long twin bed, listening to my roommate snore and battling insomnia by browsing Overexposed. I was on a thread where users were posting screengrabs of their ideal woman when one of them caught my eye. I rocketed to a seated position, my chest clenched so tightly I could barely breathe. The thumbnail image was small, only an inch or two at most, but I would recognize that mane of shimmering, red-tinged hair anywhere.

Sabrina.

With trembling fingers, I tapped open the picture. Relief and disappointment coalesced as I realized it wasn’t her. It was another flame-haired beauty smiling at the camera, her name discernible in the screenshot from her social media post: Audrey.

Her resemblance to Sabrina had initially taken my breath away, but the more I studied her, the more I saw the differences. Both were small and red-haired, but Audrey was sharper, more femme fatale. Aquamarine eyes flashed beneath thick lashes, heart-shaped face came to a point, pale breasts swelled beneath a plunging neckline. My mouth filled with saliva; heat surged through my body.

Audrey.

I found the rest of her online presence, from her Tumblr to her WordPress blog, and followed her wherever I could. For days, I binged on her. I went through her blog archives, committing every image to memory, parsing every chatty post for its deeper meaning. She was more adventurous than Sabrina ever had been, and funnier, too. I learned what she was listening to, what she was watching, what she was reading; I devoured every morsel she shared of herself.

Lucky for me, that was pretty much everything.

My favorite image was of her standing on a beach, her milky-white skin glowing against her black crochet bikini. She was partially turned away from the camera, her body angled toward the ocean behind her, her eyes looking straight through the screen into mine. One hand restrained her flowing hair, the other was extended to the camera, beckoning, as if to say, Follow me.




CHAPTER ONE AUDREY

What doesn’t kill you makes you more interesting. At least, that’s always been my personal motto, and it was echoing through my mind as I tried to stave off a panic attack on a southbound train to Washington, DC. In this instance, though, it wasn’t helping—largely because I wasn’t sure that the logic held. What if this move actually made me less interesting?

I shuddered and once again considered petting the emotional support Chihuahua currently occupying a quarter of my seat. When I’d extended a hand to scratch behind his ears earlier, his owner—a ferocious woman with a French-tip manicure and wearing a lemon-yellow velour tracksuit—had practically screamed, “He’s working!” The little dog looked to me like he was snoozing, but I was in no hurry to set his owner off again.

Instead, I fished a Xanax from my purse and took another surreptitious photo of the dog. I added “Hour 2” in purple text and a GIF of a small, yapping dog before uploading it to my Instagram Story. Almost immediately, comments from my million-plus followers appeared:


Safe travels!

That dog looks like he has it in for you! [image: Image]

Hang in there, Audrey!



The tension that had ratcheted my shoulders up by my ears began to melt, and I finally relaxed into my seat. Comments from my followers were hands down my favorite part of living my life on the internet. My former roommate (and former best friend) Izzy used to say that was because I was a narcissist, but Izzy was the one who couldn’t pass a reflective surface without checking herself out, so, you know, glass houses and all that. Anyway, it wasn’t a love of myself that kept me sharing my world with my followers—it was my love of connection. With a million friends at your fingertips, how could anyone ever feel truly alone?

I started responding to comments about my clothing, nail color, and music in my headphones, but not the one query that kept reappearing: Why are you leaving New York?

Good fucking question.

It was the question that was raising my cortisol levels, the one that had me chewing benzos. I mean, I loved New York. It was the most vibrant city in the world, the most exciting and unquestionably best place to live. For almost as long as I could remember, I’d dreamed about living there. I’d even collaged my childhood bedroom walls with images of the Empire State Building, Statue of Liberty, and dozens of other landmarks.

But now, seven years after I thought I’d found my home, I was speeding away from it on the Amtrak while my belongings simultaneously made their way south on a moving truck. I used to imagine that if I ever left New York, it would be for someplace almost as glamorous: Paris, London, Tokyo.

Washington, DC, had never made that list.

I fingered another Xanax and wondered whether I was making an enormous mistake.

You’re doing the right thing, I told myself. How could taking your dream job be anything other than the right move?

Because the truth was that I had aspired to work in a museum even longer than I had wanted to live in New York. I’d graduated from college with a degree in art history and planned to take a year to work in galleries in New York before applying to graduate school for a museum studies degree—but one year turned into two, and then I kept finding reasons not to apply. I put it off even as I watched the plum museum jobs I coveted all go to candidates with master’s degrees, and so I was stuck working part-time in a couple of privately owned art galleries and volunteering at museums like MoMA and the Whitney.

Last month, though, I had been browsing the job boards and spotted the advertisement for the Hirshhorn Museum’s Social Media Manager position. I could do that, I thought as I read the description. I could totally do that. I excelled at social media. Seriously, how else did a random midwestern transplant construct a minor cult of personality out of thin air? I submitted an application before I could second-guess myself.

When Ayala Martin-Nesbitt, Director of Public Engagement, called to offer me the job, I had momentary cold feet. I’d fallen in love with the world-class museum—part of the Smithsonian system—during my interview, but I’d been less taken with the location. How could I move away from New York? Ayala gave me a day to think it over, and I’d decided to celebrate the offer and talk it out with Izzy. Izzy had been my best friend since grade school and had talked me through decisions ranging from whether to cut bangs to how to confront a former boss who made inappropriate jokes. She’d always steered me straight; I knew she wouldn’t let me down.

But when I’d flung open the door of our East Village apartment, clutching a bottle of Prosecco and bursting with enthusiasm, I found Izzy sitting stiffly on the couch.

Frowning, I set down the bubbles and asked, “What’s up?”

Izzy lifted a few strands of her long, dark hair and examined them for split ends. To her hair, she said, “Russell’s lease is up at the end of the month.”

“Oh, bummer,” I said, hoping this meant that Izzy’s terrible boyfriend and his annoyingly trendy beard would be leaving the city.

“Yeah, well.” She dropped her hair and finally met my eyes. “He’s moving in.”

“What?” I gaped at her. “No way, Iz. You can’t just announce that your boyfriend and his collection of fake Gucci sneakers are moving in.”

Her hazel eyes darkened and she pursed her mouth. “Actually, I can. My name is the only one on the lease, because you were too busy working below-minimum-wage jobs and chasing Instagram fame to qualify as a renter. This is my apartment, and I decide who lives here.”

Her words hit me like a fist in the chest. Over the course of our decades-long friendship, Izzy and I had fought infrequently, and never about money. I had no idea she was harboring resentment for covering a few rent payments years ago. I’d long ago paid her back, and it wasn’t like I didn’t fork out my share these days. Besides, she never objected to accepting the sheet masks, adaptogens, and slow fashion items I got from brands courting me to promote them on Instagram.

“Whatever,” I sniffed, picking up the Prosecco. “I’m moving to DC anyway.”

Izzy blinked, surprised. “You got the job?”

“Yep,” I said, unwrapping the foil around the bottle’s top.

Not too long ago, Izzy would have demanded to know all the details, would not have relented until she’d heard my conversation with Ayala recounted in excruciating detail. She would have stayed up all night with me, discussing the pros and cons of taking the job, thoughtfully helping me reach the right decision. Now, she merely nodded.

“Oh. Well. I guess this will all work out then.”

“Yeah,” I snarled, popping the cork and taking a swig. “Everything’s going to be just fine.”

And it would be. Better things awaited me in DC. That much was finally clear.




CHAPTER TWO CAT

Every Saturday, I ran my hand along the rows of nail polish displayed on the salon wall, lingering on shades of cherry and coral and fuchsia. And every Saturday, I selected the same pale pink I’d been wearing for the last four years.

“Live a little!” Monet, my favorite manicurist, implored. “Go for something with a little pizzazz!”

“Maybe next week,” I said, knowing I would not. “I have an important client meeting on Monday.”

“You always have a client meeting,” she clucked as she began removing the chipped remnants of last week’s polish.

That wasn’t strictly accurate but it was close enough. If I wasn’t meeting with a client, I was seeing opposing counsel, having lunch with a partner, or accompanying a more senior associate to court. I needed to command respect, and I couldn’t do that with “Showgirl Red” on my fingertips.

Monet nodded at my phone as it balanced faceup on the arm of the chair. “Must be an important client.”

My phone usually stayed in my purse at the salon. My weekly manicure was one of the few bits of time I carved out for myself, and it was the only time I turned off my ringer. For a glorious forty-five minutes on Saturday afternoons, I was unreachable. Client emails had to wait; partner requests for more research were put on hold.

I had been using manicures for stress relief since freshman year of college, when Audrey first got me hooked on them. She’d found me in the library, unshowered and unraveling into a pile of textbooks. She’d grabbed me by the hand and physically dragged me to the nail salon, despite my protesting the whole way. I told her I didn’t have the time for a break, that manicures were a waste of money. She just laughed like she knew better. And she did. There was something inherently soothing in having someone else gently shape and lacquer your nails. I was an immediate convert. Maybe now that Audrey was moving to DC, she and I would start going together again. I wouldn’t mind sacrificing my weekly forty-five minutes of personal time for Audrey time.

Audrey and I had lived together in college, but after graduation seven years ago, she had moved to New York to live the glamorous life of her dreams and I moved to Virginia for law school. As many college friends do, we went from sharing secrets and Diet Cokes daily to catching up at the occasional wedding festivity or baby shower. I missed her. Audrey wasn’t a perfect friend, but she was the best one I’d ever had.

I could still remember, with brilliant clarity, the day we met. It was the first day of college, and I had been hopeful things would finally be different. After all, I was different. I had shot up in height since that disastrous summer at camp, and counseling and medication had nearly eradicated my stutter. I was no longer the girl Emily Snow had called “freak.” My fantasies about college being tolerable were shattered when I met my roommate, a snub-nosed brunette who introduced herself as “Tiffani with an i” and regarded me with barely concealed disdain. When our floor assembled for a meeting that afternoon, Tiffani pretended not to know me, and I resigned myself to being at the mercy of mean girls for another four years. I took a place on the floor, sipped a Coke, and tried not to cry.

When Audrey sauntered in, perfectly fashionably late, everyone turned. With her shiny, red-gold hair and her infectious laugh, she was impossible to ignore. She was flanked by a pair of thin blonde girls, all three of them in denim cutoffs so short the pockets were visible, and as she sat down, she said something to the blondes that made them cackle like hyenas. I was captivated. Throughout the meeting, I watched Audrey from underneath my eyelashes, wondering what it would be like to make my way through the world so self-assuredly. She never so much as glanced in my direction.

But when Tiffani (purposefully, I think) kicked over my can of soda on her way out the door, it was Audrey who materialized by my side with a wad of paper towels.

“Here,” she said, handing a few to me and dropping the rest to the floor, using her sandaled foot to wipe up the mess.

“Thank you,” I said.

She flashed a bright smile as she nudged the mass of soaked paper towels in the direction of the trash can before abandoning them in a pile at its side. “No worries. See you around.”

That “see you around” shifted my entire perspective, made the entire college experience stretching before me seem doable. And, with Audrey by my side, it had been.




CHAPTER THREE AUDREY

Other than the afternoon I interviewed at the Hirshhorn, I’d only been to Washington, DC, for an eighth-grade class trip. I had exactly one distinct memory from the visit—that of a classmate with food poisoning decorating a White House carpet during our tour—but it was otherwise a dim haze of monuments and museums.

I should have come down one weekend to apartment hunt, but after I accepted the offer, the reality of leaving New York hit me like a wrecking ball and I couldn’t imagine wasting even one precious second of my remaining time there. My last two weeks in New York were a blur of indulgent dinners at favorite haunts; drinks upon drinks with friends, acquaintances, anyone I’d crossed paths with in my tenure there; and late nights roaming the streets, trying to commit every crowded, trash-heaped corner to memory.

One such night, buzzed on spicy margaritas and feeling the weight of my impending move, I’d gone home and inquired about a random apartment on Craigslist. When I awoke in the morning to an email from the landlady, I did just enough research about the neighborhood to convince myself it wasn’t a scam listing and told her I would take it. But even my meager concern felt like overkill: the woman used an email signature that included a motivational quote in rainbow text, for crying out loud. How bad could one of her apartments be?

I arrived in DC the afternoon before my scheduled move-in, and so I crashed with my college friend Cat. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d seen each other—two years ago maybe? At Amber’s wedding? I vaguely recalled unsuccessfully trying to pull a blushing Cat up onto a bar with me at the after-party—but when I told her I was moving to DC, she immediately and enthusiastically invited me to stay with her as long as I wanted.

When Cat opened the door of the well-maintained, three-story brick row house where she lived, she looked exactly as I remembered: thick, blonde hair falling to her shoulders in an enviable natural wave; bare face; long limbs emerging from a preppy sleeveless chambray shirt and pink chino shorts.

“Cat!” I exclaimed, leaning in for a hug. “It’s so good to see you!”

“You too!” she said, embracing me in a floral-scented squeeze. Until I was pressed up against her, I’d forgotten just how tall Cat really was; my head only hit her collarbone.

“Come in,” she continued, pulling away and leading me up a set of interior stairs to her unit. “How was the train?”

“You mean aside from Chi-Chi the Chihuahua? It was—” I broke off when I saw Cat’s confused expression. “You saw my Instagram Stories, right?”

She shook her head. “I don’t really use Instagram.”

“I forgot how weird you are about social media,” I teased.

“I just—”

“Relax, Cat, I’m kidding. Anyway …” I trailed off as Cat opened the door to her living area. “Wow. Nice digs.”

The entire second floor was one open space cast in a soft yellow light from the enormous front bay window. The seating area was anchored by a pale gray sofa I’d drooled over in the Restoration Hardware catalog and arranged around a brick fireplace filled with cream pillar candles. A full-size dinner table made of rustic-looking wood separated the living area from her well-appointed kitchen with its shining stainless-steel appliances, espresso machine, and high-end blender. Behind that, a wrought-iron spiral staircase disappeared upstairs.

“This place looks great,” I said appreciatively and a bit enviously, running my fingers along the supple fabric of the sofa. “I know you said you don’t do Insta, but this living room—or even just this fireplace—could get you a thousand likes easy.”

She laughed. “My decorator will be pleased to hear that.”

“Oh, you hired someone?” I asked, instantly relieved but not surprised. Style was my domain. Cat was sweet, but she lacked imagination—she was the kind of woman who walked into J.Crew and bought whatever was on the mannequin. Besides, Cat had the money to splash out on interior designers. She worked at a fancy law firm, and she came from money. In college, she was the only one of us wearing real Burberry, and I’d often wondered why she—smart, ambitious, wealthy—went to a state school. I assumed she’d flubbed her interviews at the elite private schools. Poor thing could be so awkward.

“You think I have the time to decorate? Come on, let’s put your stuff in the guest bedroom.”

Impressed she had a guest bedroom—my guests had always been lucky if I could scare up an extra blanket for the couch—I followed Cat up the tightly coiled staircase.

“Whoa,” I said, clutching the handrail. “This thing is an accident waiting to happen.”

Cat smiled apologetically. “I don’t recommend going down it in socks.”

At the very top of the stairs was Cat’s bathroom. Through the open door, I glimpsed gleaming white tiles and the edge of an old-fashioned bathtub. Cat pushed open the next closest door to the bathroom.

“Here we are. Is this okay?”

“Um, this is more than okay,” I said, looking around the room. Like the rest of Cat’s apartment, her guest bedroom had the obvious touch of a professional: clean lines, soft linens, thoughtful accents. Most of the room was occupied by a low Scandinavian bed covered in a gray duvet, accompanied by a minimalist nightstand topped with fresh flowers. But beside the flowers, one thing seemed out of place.

“You’re kidding me,” I said, laughing as I picked up the framed photo of Cat and me at a sorority formal. We were the picture of opposites: Cat draped in a gauzy, powder-blue dress with her hair pulled into a severe bun, and me squeezed into a skintight black dress with my long hair flat-ironed within an inch of its life. I remembered consuming nothing more than lemon water for two days before the event just to fit into that thing.

“Look at us! We were such babies.”

“I know,” Cat said, smiling fondly. “We were juniors there. Can you believe it’s been eight years since that picture was taken?”

“Unbelievable.” I sank down onto the bed and slipped off my sandals. “Thanks again for letting me stay tonight.”

“Stay as long as you want. Really. I rarely use this bedroom.” She smiled shyly. “It could be like college all over again.”

“You mean we could do shots of Goldschläger while watching Gossip Girl?” I laughed. “Sounds tempting, but my movers are arriving at the new place tomorrow.”

Concern flickered across Cat’s face. “I still can’t believe you rented a place sight unseen. How can you be sure the apartment even exists?”

“Don’t worry, I promise I didn’t wire money to some offshore scammer. I searched Google Maps and checked out the landlord, who, by the way, is a nice old lady named Leanne—”

“You think she’s a nice old lady. She could be anybody. She could be a he. She could be Ted Bundy!”

“Ted Bundy’s dead, Cat.”

“She could be like Ted Bundy. She could be worse than Ted Bundy. You never know.”

I shrugged. “Sometimes you have to roll the dice. You know what I always say—”

“Whatever doesn’t kill you makes you more interesting,” Cat finished. “Let’s just hope that apartment makes you nothing more than fascinating.”



CAT’S INVITATION TO MOVE IN was generous, and for a hot second I even considered backing out of my lease, but ultimately I knew I couldn’t live with Cat for more than a few days. It wasn’t that Cat was a bad roommate. Rather, she was too good of a roommate. When we lived together in college, she was always doing my laundry or fixing me tea or checking on me when I was out late. It was like living with my mother but with less nagging.

I never said anything to her, of course. Cat meant well. She was just a little needy. My stomach bottomed out as I remembered the first day of sorority rush. I’d stood in front of the Kappa Gamma Alpha sorority house—my top choice and the house I would eventually pledge—sweating in the midwestern August heat and scanning the (pleasingly lackluster) competition. As I was doing so, I locked eyes with Cat.

I recognized her from my dorm and looked away quickly, hoping she wouldn’t come over. There wasn’t anything wrong with her per se, but her entire demeanor seemed a little forced. She walked around with this approximation of a smile on her face that verged on a wince, and she was always lurking. She would come up behind the rest of us and just stand there, nodding like she was part of the conversation and smiling that weird smile.

As the door swung open and singing sorority sisters paraded out, I glanced over my shoulder to make sure Cat wasn’t going to glom on to me. She must have read my expression, because her face was red, her cornflower-blue eyes bright with hurt. My mouth went sour with guilt, but what was I supposed to do? I couldn’t let some girl I barely knew torpedo my chance at getting into a good house.

If I’d known she was a legacy, I might have behaved differently.

At the bid day party, the KGA president stood at the front of the room in a size zero Diane von Furstenberg wrap dress and clasped her manicured hands together, gushing about how lucky they were to have us, how lucky our chapter was to consistently pledge such amazing women. Later, after we had dispersed into smaller circles, I noticed Cat standing alone. As she was nearly six feet, it was hard for her to fade into the wallpaper, but that’s exactly what she was trying to do.

She’s in way over her head, I thought unkindly.

But then I remembered her wounded expression from the first day of rush, and I felt a flicker of shame. Hadn’t I promised myself I would be less of a bitch in college? And here I was, just a couple of weeks into the venture, already being exclusionary—and to one of my own sisters, no less! I excused myself from a conversation about sunless tanner with two girls named Lindsay and crossed the room to Cat.

“I’m Audrey,” I said. “We live on the same floor.”

“I know,” she said shyly, ducking her head so that her thick hair curtained around her face.

Stop acting like some bashful fucking tween, I wanted to scream. Instead, I smiled brightly and said, “Looks like we’re going to be sisters.”




CHAPTER FOUR CAT

I was perpetually astounded by Audrey’s apparent belief in her own immortality and the risks she took because of it. I still felt queasy when I remembered the trip we took to Mardi Gras senior year, when Audrey disappeared with some guy she met on Bourbon Street. She laughed when I tried to stop her from leaving the group, calling me a worrywart and swearing to kill me if I told her boyfriend, Nick. Four anxious hours later, I was on the verge of calling the New Orleans Police Department when she stumbled into our hotel room, giggling and wearing her shirt inside out.

But even with Audrey’s history of making reckless decisions, I was stunned she was foolish enough to rent an apartment blind. She scoffed at my concern and insisted she’d done her due diligence: googling her landlord, reverse image searching the pictures from the Craigslist ad, scouting the location on Google Maps street view.

I was reserving judgment on the actual unit, but I felt good about the location at least. The address she gave me was near Logan Circle, a neighborhood that was vibrant and largely safe. Most of the buildings in the area were either classic row houses or new construction, so her unit was almost certainly decent unless she was terribly unlucky. And Audrey was never unlucky.

Besides, her new home was only a few blocks from mine, and I was pleased with the idea of Audrey living so close to me. I envisioned us picking up our friendship where we had left off, getting manicures and brunch and dancing along to old Britney Spears songs in our pajamas. That night, we had opened a bottle of wine, and then another, as we caught each other up on our lives, and everything had felt so much like the old days that I thought I might burst with happiness.

In the morning, a hangover throbbing behind my eyes, I walked with Audrey to meet her new landlord. I crossed my fingers that this “Leanne” was truly who she claimed to be and that Audrey’s laissez-faire attitude to apartment shopping wouldn’t lead to trouble. We turned onto one of the neighborhood’s quiet, narrow side streets, lined with leafy green trees and colorful row houses. It was the kind of street that made you forget you were in the middle of the city.

Audrey stopped midsentence and checked the address on her phone. “Here it is. Home sweet home.”

I followed her gaze to a picturesque four-story row house, its brick painted pale beige and its shutters a crisp black. It was set slightly back from the sidewalk, a short path leading to the steps cutting through a small, grass-covered front yard. A couple of flowering bushes were crowded along the building at ground level, and window boxes dripping with flowers hung from the upper stories.

I exhaled with relief. “It looks nice. Which unit are you in?”

“B. I’m not sure which one that is. Maybe the second floor?”

I cringed, certain that “B” did not stand for second floor. I had seen enough “B” units during my own apartment search to know what it meant.

“Hey, check out the dungeon,” Audrey said, nudging me and pointing to an iron gate underneath the front steps. Behind it, a bright blue door was partially hidden below street level.

“Um …” I murmured, pointing reluctantly to the letter “B” above the buzzer next to the gate.

“Oh. I guess it’s my dungeon.”

I tried to give her a sympathetic look but she wouldn’t meet my eyes.

“Leanne said to ring the bell for Unit 1 when I arrived,” she told me, then set her jaw and marched up the front stairs, platform sandals heralding her arrival. She depressed the buzzer and then looked back at me, offering a brilliant, obviously fake smile.

Her smile dropped when the door swung open to reveal a thin, wiry man in his twenties. He had greasy dark hair looped into a bun on top of his head and a tattoo of something with wings—an eagle? a dragon?—spreading out from beneath his wifebeater, and he clutched a canned energy drink in one hand with jagged, dirty nails.

“Sorry,” Audrey said, obviously taken aback. “I must have pushed the wrong buzzer. I’m looking for Leanne Lo—”

“Grandma!” he hollered over his shoulder. Then he turned back to Audrey, running his jumpy, mud-colored eyes over her body. “You must be the new tenant.”

His feral stare sent a shiver down my spine, but Audrey remained as composed as ever.

“Good morning!” a singsong voice called as a small, smiling woman with a creased face and vibrant maroon hair appeared behind him. “You must be Audrey. Let me grab the keys and we’ll go down to the unit. This is my grandson, Ryan. He lives on the first floor here.”

As Leanne bustled away, Ryan looked at Audrey and curled his mouth into a smile, revealing small, yellowed teeth. “Hello, neighbor.”

This is why you don’t rent apartments over the internet, I thought uneasily.

“Tell your grandmother I’ll be waiting downstairs,” Audrey said brusquely. She pivoted and hopped down the stairs, ponytail bouncing, mouthing oh my God to me.

“You don’t have to do this,” I hissed to her. “I can look at your lease. I’m sure there’s an escape clause or—”

“It’s fine,” she interrupted. “Honestly, you should have seen some of my neighbors in New York. They’d make this guy look like Mister Rogers.”

“Here we are,” Leanne trilled, hobbling down the stairs.

She unlocked the gate under the stairs and then the door, and Audrey and I followed her inside. I held my breath as I ducked through the hobbit-sized doorway, prepared to see one of the dark and dreary “English basements” that were so ubiquitous in the city. To my surprise and delight, however, we stepped into a decently sized, recently renovated apartment with an open-plan living area. The faux wooden floors gleamed, the updated appliances in the small kitchen shone, and the whole space smelled like lemon-scented cleaner. Sunlight streamed in, despite the living area’s only window being partially blocked by an overgrown bush and covered in iron bars.

“What’s with the bars?” Audrey asked, pointing to the window.

Leanne pulled open a closet door. “Did I mention this unit has a washer and dryer?”

She then proceeded to hit the rest of the highlights—dishwasher, rain-style showerhead, ample closet space—before pressing two keys into Audrey’s palm (“The big one is for the gate, the small one is for the door,” she explained) and telling her to call if she needed anything. As Leanne gave us a final, cheery wave and pulled the door shut, I noticed there were three locks on the door.

“You should ask her about those other keys,” I noted, pointing to the pair of keys Audrey held. “But otherwise this place is incredible.”

“There’s no need to be hyperbolic,” she said, laughing drily. “But it’ll do until I find something a bit more upscale … or, you know, aboveground.”

“You know you’re always welcome to stay with me.”

“Thanks, hon.” She threaded one of her Pilates-toned arms through mine and tugged me toward the bedroom. “Come on, help me decide where to put the bed.”

As we entered the bedroom, I noted how bright it was—even brighter than the front room. Row houses traditionally have all the windows on the fronts and backs of the buildings; the sides remain windowless because they share walls with neighboring row houses. But Audrey’s bedroom had two windows: one small, slit-like window at what was the back of the building, and one larger one to the side.

I peered through her side window and frowned. “This bedroom looks out onto an alley.”

Audrey shrugged. “Yeah, I saw it on the way in. But it’s a skinny little alley. It’s not like there are going to be cars driving up and down it all night or anything.”

“It’s not cars I’m worried about,” I murmured, pressing my face against the window to better view the alley. “At least it looks like there’s a gate on either end. But you should definitely get a curtain ASA—”

Bang!

Audrey and I both jumped at the sound of her front door whipping open. We exchanged a look and returned to the living room, where we found her skeevy upstairs neighbor standing in the doorway, his fingertips drumming an irregular beat on the can he still clutched.

“You ever hear of knocking?” Audrey demanded, hands on hips.

He looked at her without blinking. “Grandma wanted me to tell you that the dumpster and recycling are behind the building.”

“Thanks. Knock next time.”

He lifted a bony shoulder in a noncommittal response.

“By the way,” Audrey said, “can you tell your grandmother she only gave me one key for the front door?”

“There’s only one key.”

“But there are three locks,” she said, pointing.

He barely concealed the amusement on his face as he repeated, “There’s only one key.”




CHAPTER FIVE AUDREY

I’d never lived alone. I moved from my parents’ suburban home to a shared dorm room at OSU to a crowded sorority house to New York City, where I couldn’t have afforded to live alone even if I had wanted to. I met my first New York roommates—a pair of eating-disordered PR assistants looking for a third for their soulless, cramped Upper East Side convertible—on Craigslist, and I cheerfully abandoned them and their empty refrigerator when Izzy announced she was moving to the city. The fact that we hung sheets to partition that first apartment—a tiny one-bedroom in Chinatown—didn’t faze me at all; there was something comforting in hearing someone else sleep. I would die before I admitted it, but I was a little sad when we upgraded to our two-bedroom in the East Village.

As the movers stacked my boxes in my living room, I worried I had made a mistake and should have taken Cat up on her offer. I wasn’t cut out for living by myself. The silence alone would kill me. I thought of my Granny Wanda, who took to leaving the television on all day after my grandfather died. My mother chastised her for it, argued she was wasting electricity, but I understood. Granny Wanda had needed those soaps and game shows to keep her company; she needed their voices so she didn’t go completely mad.



AFTER THE MOVERS LEFT and I’d made an inaugural trip to Trader Joe’s to stock up on necessities like cheap wine, frozen Indian food, and animal crackers (my favorite snack food, something my ex-boyfriend Nick had mercilessly teased me about, often quipping, “Can you really call yourself a vegetarian if you eat animal crackers?”), I collapsed onto the only piece of furniture in the apartment—my bed—and, too tired to locate glassware, began swigging wine directly from the bottle.

I scrolled through Instagram, double-tapping gorgeous nature shots, pictures of internet-famous dogs, and candids of my sister Maggie’s children with their chubby faces smeared with food, until I stumbled upon one of Izzy’s posts. It was a softly filtered, overhead shot of a meal for two: two plates of green salad topped with slivers of rare steak, two glasses of bloodred wine, and a partially sliced artisan baguette on a wooden cutting board. I recognized the dinner plates as the mismatched blue and green ones we’d found at the Brooklyn Flea. Izzy and I had picked them out together, but she’d insisted on paying for them, later claiming that made them hers when I tried to take half of them with me. I rolled my eyes and continued, seeing more celebrity pets, some gorgeous shoes I couldn’t afford, and then my friend Hannah’s attempt at an artsy shot of what appeared to be a bourbon old-fashioned. I cringed with secondhand embarrassment. The poor thing would never learn. She had been running a
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