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CHAPTER 1

It feels like an unnecessarily cruel joke that my welcome back to Boston, the city where I fell in love for the first and only time, is the rhythmic pounding of my upstairs neighbor’s sexual exploits.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

“I feel like I’m being forced to listen to porn,” I whisper, leaning into Jo’s ear as we stare at the popcorn ceiling of my brand-­new-­to-­me-­but-­actually-­quite-­old basement apartment.

Jo nods seriously. “I’ve always said, anything can be audio erotica if you imagine hard enough.”

Thump. Thump. Thump.

“You’ve literally never said that. Also, there’s no imagination needed.”

“Oh! Yes!”

“It’s like we’re being serenaded,” Jo says, matching my whisper.

“It’s a Welcome to Boston fanfare. An unwelcome fanfare, actually.”

“A venereal salute.” Jo chuckles at herself. Even at this ­volume, my best friend’s laugh echoes through my apartment, bouncing from yellow stucco wall to cardboard box to grimy laminate floor, but doing nothing to block the carnal clamor.

“Well,” Jo says, shrugging as she turns back toward me. “Hearing your upstairs neighbor’s banging is a rite of passage. Macy and I got a noise complaint once. I consider it one of my greatest personal victories.”

“Absolutely did not want to know that,” I mumble. “This sucks.”

Jo lets out a half ­laugh, half ­snort, then winks. “Yeah, it certainly sounds like someone sucks.”

Thump. Thump. “Oh, god! Yes!”

We tilt our heads toward the ceiling as the thumping increases in tempo and volume. This ceiling is either as soundproof as a piece of linen or the woman above us is moaning with impressive gusto. Probably both, actually.

“We have to do something about it,” Jo says, whispering again. She pulls her hair into a ponytail so aggressively that I think the months-­old red box dye might rub off on her hands.

“Whatever you’re thinking, I’m begging—­”

Before I can finish, Jo lets out a horrifyingly inappropriate moan and starts banging her hand against a moving box. A loud THUMPTHUMP calls out in response.

At the ripe age of twenty-­seven, I should be laughing this off; instead, embarrassment courses through my body. It’s hard not to feel self-­conscious listening to cries of ecstasy when I myself have the sexual experience of a sacrificial virgin.

Am I trying to change that? Absolutely. Since graduating from college, I’ve let friends set me up on blind dates (bad idea). I’ve tried Hinge (worse idea). I’ve even let my mom connect me with one of her co-workers’ sons (The Worst Idea). But when your body makes it difficult to jump into bed with someone, it’s tough to get past date two or three. That’s when your date starts issuing invitations, and that’s when things get complicated.



ThumpthumpBANGthump.

Jo glances upward with raised eyebrows before continuing, her voice raised. “OH GOD, PLEASE! HARDER!”

“I am begging you to stop,” I hiss, but before Jo can acknowledge me, or, more likely, keep moaning, the thumping pauses.

“Wow, I didn’t think that would actually—­”

THUMPTHUMPTHUMP.

Jo and I both groan (non-­sexually).

“Fine,” I mumble. “I’ll tune it out.”

I rip open a moving box, and I’m greeted by a “Ms. Rogers” nameplate, a gift from a middle school English student. My former middle school English student. It has beautiful cursive lettering, and I feel bile and the taste of fast-­food breakfast rising in my throat. I toss the nameplate back in the box. It’s time to celebrate new adventures, not rehash old failures.

Leaving my hometown of Tampa, Florida, and moving to Boston, the city where I went to college for four brief and painful years, was supposed to be my fresh start. Cross that—­it is my fresh start. Who cares that this basement apartment is probably going to be one singular degree Fahrenheit in the winter, or that my upstairs neighbor is already making me want to rip my hair out? I’m here, living in the same city as my best friend and working at my best friend’s coffee shop. Not that we’re codependent or anything.

Jo saunters up to my side and plucks the nameplate out of the moving box. I taste fast-food breakfast again. A honey butter chicken biscuit and bitter coffee from Wendy’s. I’m never going to eat there again.

“Keep this out,” Jo says. “You can put this on the counter when you’re working. That way everyone will know who their barista is.”

I reach over and attempt to slap it out of her hand, but she has faster reflexes, so she ends up slapping my hand before I can slap her hand, and then we end up in a catfight that ultimately results in the nameplate being knocked back into the box, thus accomplishing my goal.

Thumpthumpthumpthumpthump.

“Isn’t that what name tags are for?” I ask. “ I mean, this has apples and yellow pencils on it. How is that relevant to coffee, exactly?”

“Maybe we should start selling branded pencils,” Jo says, squinting as she thinks. “Or apples. Or apple-flavored coffee?”

“That’s a fall drink.”

She points at me, eyes wide. “So true.”

“Did your parents never do seasonal specials when they ran the coffee shop?”

Jo nods, shrugging. “Like . . . maybe? But I’m pretty sure they were just putting a pump of peppermint syrup in drinks and calling them seasonal. We can do better. Remind me tomorrow to start brainstorming a list of seasonal specials.”

“You’re biting off more than you can chew,” I say, eyeing her. “Again.”

She flips me off, even though we both know I’m right. She has a tendency to jump five steps ahead of where she should be, get excited, and then forget about steps one through four. Case in point: She should be focused on learning the basics of operating her parents’ coffee shop—­sorry, her coffee shop—­not daydreaming about seasonal specials for three months from now. Bills have to be paid and paychecks have to be signed before she can move on to taste testing flavored syrups.

I suppose seasonal specials could draw in more money. But what do we know? We both have teaching degrees, not business degrees. Which is perhaps why Jo didn’t know how difficult it would be to run her own business.

ThumpthumpTHUMPTHUMP.

“Ahhhhh,” Jo moans, thumping her hand against a box.

I stare at her, silently willing her to stop. She stares back.



“I’m putting you in time-­out,” I say.

“While I’m already in time-­out, I have a question.”

“You don’t get questions during time-­out.”

“Have you texted him?” she asks, a sneaky grin crossing her face.

I clear my throat, coating my voice with a mask of innocence. “Have I texted who?”

THUMPTHUMP. “Oh! Yes! I’m close!”

“Harri—­”

“YOU’RE IN TIME-­OUT!” I yelp. There’s a loud thump, and I lower my voice. “And now you’re in double time-­out for asking questions you know you shouldn’t.”

“Fine,” she hisses. “I know I swore not to say his name, but I will break that pact if you’re going to be annoying.”

I gasp, and it’s only half in jest. “You wouldn’t.”

“All I’m saying is if you call him, we could go on a double date. You two. Me and Macy, when they move back to Boston,” she says, a pang of sadness crossing her face so briefly it’s barely visible. She smiles at me reassuringly. “Just like old times.”

“Oh, please,” I say, rolling my eyes. “That’s literally never happened. We have literally never been on a double date.”

“That’s not true. The four of us used to get dinner at the dining hall all the time.”

“That doesn’t even remotely count.”

“Plus, I heard from a mutual friend that he works near here.”

I narrow my eyes. “A mutual friend?”

Jo blinks several times, then has the good sense to look guilty. “Okay, he told me himself. A few months ago.”

I freeze, my hands buried in the depths of a box labeled Emma’s Random Shit <3. “Wait—­you still hang out with him?” Jo opens her mouth, but I cut her off. “Why didn’t I know that?”

“I don’t hang out with him. I just get coffee with him, like, once every three to four months.”



“You get coffee with him? I used to get coffee with him. That was my thing.”

“Coffee can’t be your thing, dumbass. That’s, like, ninety percent of the adult population’s thing.”

I stare at her, brows furrowed. “My point stands.”

Thumpthump thuthump BANGTHUMP.

“Well?” she asks. “Are you going to ask me how he’s doing?”

“No,” I say so quickly that I don’t even convince myself.

Jo waits for me to change my answer. When I don’t, she shrugs it off and lets out another loud moan as she stands up, making her way over to a stack of boxes. I swat her away as she starts to rip off the tape. She carried a bunch of heavy crap inside for me, so she’s met her work quota for today. I may have weak arms, but I am not an asshole. (Frame that quote and put it on my wall, please.)

“Fine,” she says, taking a seat on a particularly large box labeled Shit <3. “OH, PLEASE! MORE!”

“Anyway,” I yell, cutting her off as I throw various winter clothing items from the box onto the floor, “I’m not going to text him. You can’t text someone out of the blue after five years.”

My stomach flip-­flops, and an image of warm brown eyes flickers through my head before I can stop it. Five years may fade some feelings, but it doesn’t erase them completely.

“Holy SHIT!” THUMPTHUMPTHUMP.

“What else are you supposed to do? Show up at his door with an ‘I’m sorry’ cake? He lives in Allston,” Jo says, winking.

The image forms in my mind. Me, showing up on his doorstep. I’d wear a sundress—­the white one with embroidered sunflowers he used to compliment me on. It wouldn’t really fit me anymore, so I’d probably have to wear breath-­restricting shapewear. I would spend too long on my makeup, trying to hide the permanent dark circles and tired skin I’ve developed. I’d bring a cake, preferably one I’d baked myself, because that seems more thoughtful. He’d open the door. His first reaction would be shock. His forehead would crinkle up, and his mouth would form that small o that is so frustratingly endearing. Before he could say anything, I’d apologize, giving him some form of the speech I’ve practiced in my head (and in the shower, and in my journal, and in therapy) for the last five years. He’d forgive me. I’d smile. His eyes would light up the way they used to. He’d tell me he missed me. We’d make up. We’d be friends again. We’d . . . No, even in my fantasy of our reunion I can’t let my mind go there. We’d be friends. Everything would be as it should be.

I tuck the vision away in the Fantasy Corner—­the back corner of my mind reserved for dreams that will never come true. It’s in good company with extraterrestrial encounters and dragon-­slaying knights and successful dates.

“What I’m not supposed to do is reach out. It’s complicated.”

Jo scoffs as I rip the packing tape off another box. “Just because it’s complicated doesn’t mean it’s not worth it.”

I ignore that comment, as is best when someone makes a good point you’re not willing to admit is a good point.

“And you know that. You’re living that right now,” she adds.

“What the hell are you talking about?”

Jo plops down on an unopened moving box, the cardboard sagging slightly under her weight. “You picked up and moved to Boston. You didn’t like your job, so you decided to start over. And that’s all I’ve ever wanted for you—­to make a hard decision and follow through with it.”

“I did that because you did it first. You quit teaching to do something else, and you proved it was possible to pick up and start over.” I also did it because Jo seemed like she was on the verge of a breakdown every time she talked about taking over this coffee shop, especially since her partner is out of the country for work for the next six months. I was unemployed, she was having trouble hiring staff, so: voilà.

“Still,” Jo says, shrugging. “Doesn’t mean it was an easy decision for you.”

“Well. I’ve made some bad decisions that I’ve followed through on, too.”

I laugh as I say it, but Jo tilts her head, contemplating. “I think what you view as bad decisions are actually just times when you didn’t make decisions and had to live with the consequences.”

“You’re in time-­out,” I remind her. “Double time-­out.” She hmphs in acknowledgment.

“Yes! Yes! Oh god, YES!”

Jo scowls at the ceiling, then lets out one last “OH, YES! PLEASE!” combined with rhythmic pounding against a moving box. Mercifully, the upstairs noises die down with a final thump.

“UGH,” I yell in the general direction of the ceiling.

“You can’t seriously tell me you’ve never accidentally heard one of your roommates having sex,” Jo says. “Didn’t you have, like, four roommates at one point?”

I did. That turned into two roommates when roommates three and four married each other and moved out. Roommate two then married her high school sweetheart. The final straw was when roommate one—­the last woman standing, other than me—­moved in with her college boyfriend.

Roommates three and four are parents now, and both roommates one and two are pregnant.

I’d be lying if I said that didn’t make me feel . . . bleh.

“Two of them were definitely banging in the house, but I guess they kept it quiet,” I tell her. “The other two roommates mostly went to their respective partners’ apartments instead of bringing the partner to our place.”



“You scared them off, huh?” Jo asks.

I freeze, eyes widening. “Holy shit. That’s never occurred to me. Do I give off No Sex in the House vibes?”

Jo’s responding “No” comes too quickly for comfort, but I set it aside for the sake of my sanity.

* * *

We spend the next hour moving my belongings out of boxes and onto the floor. I’m not sure that’s an effective unpacking method, but I don’t have cabinets or shelves to properly store anything yet, so neatish piles are the best I can do.

It’s perfect anyway. The apartment is tiny, and there’s no furniture, and I can hear every noise from above, but it’s my tiny, empty, acoustically challenged apartment. It’s the first place I’ve ever lived alone, and it’s a step in the right direction.

I’m about to take a load of boxes to the recycling bin when I hear the door to the upstairs apartments open. Jo and I switch our attention to my front window, where I have a clear view of the walkway leading to the street. After a moment, a tall, brunette woman dressed in head-­to-­toe athleisure walks past, a tote bag slung over her shoulder.

“Oh my god, it’s her,” Jo says. “It’s Thumper.”

The woman’s steps are light and bouncy, and I desperately wish I didn’t know why she was in a good mood.

“The landlord told me my upstairs neighbor was one guy. So, is she a girlfriend or a booty call?” I whisper.

“Girlfriend, maybe? If it’s a booty call, you don’t stick around for an hour afterward, right?”

“Are you seriously asking me? Why would I know?”

Jo ignores me. “Look at the way she’s walking. That must’ve been good sex.”

Thumper makes a right turn when she hits the sidewalk, and we move our heads away from the window and back ­toward my boxes, wary of her peripheral vision. A minute later, her car starts up, and I hear it drive away and count to one-­hundred-­Mississippi before grabbing my stack of cardboard. The boxes are so large they block my vision, and I stumble forward.

“I’m going to go recycle these, will you grab the door for me?” I ask. Jo obliges, swinging it open, and I slowly maneuver out of the entryway and up the small set of stairs leading to the yard.

Just as I reach the last step, the door to the upstairs apartments opens again, and I try to turn around, but instead, I end up slamming into the handrail. Before I can stop myself, I crumple to the ground, landing on my butt with the cardboard resting on top of my face.

“Oh, gosh!” a man says, footsteps pounding as he rushes down the stairs. The voice rings a bell in my mind, or maybe the odd, old-­lady exclamation does, but I’m too stunned to consider why. Instead, I groan as I try to lift myself off the ground, my ass throbbing from the impact on the concrete, my head spinning from the crash landing.

“Here, let me grab the boxes,” the voice says, closer now. The boxes are lifted a moment later, and I cover my face with my hands, hiding the blush and protecting myself from the sunlight now streaming directly into my eyes. There’s a soft thud as my rescuer sets the boxes down next to me.

“Jesus, sorry about that,” I say, my voice winded. “Carrying large items isn’t my forte.”

There’s no response.

Rubbing my face one more time, I finally look up to see if my rescuer has fled the scene.

I’m met with a pair of warm, brown, familiar eyes.

We both freeze.

His forehead crinkles up, and his mouth drops into a small o.



I hear a breathless “oh my god” escape me.

A billion seconds pass. An entire history flashes before my eyes. Late-­night conversations, early-morning pre-­class breakfasts, day trips around Boston, pining, longing, wishing, wishing things were different—­

“Emma,” he whispers.

There he is, in all his glory. Adult Harrison. Real adult Harrison, not twenty-­two-­year-­old almost-­college-­graduate Harrison. This new Harrison looks almost the same, dressed familiarly in navy pants and a well-­cut T-­shirt, but his hair is longer than it used to be, long enough that those dark waves are hanging down onto his forehead in a way that begs you to brush them aside. He also has more stubble on his jaw than he ever did in college. And all I will say about that is it doesn’t look bad, even though it does something to my stomach that makes me feel physically ill.

I am unequivocally fucked.

All thoughts of moving and unpacking and starting over fade away and are replaced with a singular need to reach out, to embrace him, to make up for five years of lost hugs, and before I know what I’m doing, I’m taking a step forward and stretching out my arms and—­

He takes a step back.

Harrison’s eyes widen as his mouth clamps shut. He looks alarmed by what he did, or at least surprised, but instead of stepping forward and correcting his mistake, he just stands still, staring at me like he’s seen a ghost.

Raised eyebrows · Head turn to the right · Mouth clamped shut | Facial expression | Frequency: low

1. Taken aback.

2. Indicates that the surprise is net negative.



The dictionary entry pops into my head before I can stop it, having been locked away in the Fantasy Corner for the last five years. I used to tally the frequency of Harrison’s facial expressions as part of my Mental Dictionary of Harrison’s Emotional Tells—­and while this expression has a preexisting entry, it’s the first time it’s been used on me. And that’s certainly not an indicator that this will be a positive interaction.

“I—­”

“You’re—­”

Our eyes lock in a staring contest.

“You’re not supposed to be here,” he murmurs, talking more to himself than to me. He blinks rapidly as he speaks, his arms hanging limply at his sides, as if he doesn’t know what to do with them now that he’s turned down my hug. “You’re supposed to be in Tampa. Why aren’t you in Tampa?”

I ignore that question, for the time being. “How have you been?”

He ignores me in return. “Why are you here?”

I might be imagining it, but the tone of his second question sounds less Wow, what a surprise! and more What could possibly have inspired you to come here and infringe upon my peace?

“I live here?”

His eyes widen again. “What does that mean?”

“I—­” I pause. “I’m actually not sure how to rephrase that, but yeah, I live here now?”

Harrison’s eyes, bronzed in the afternoon sunlight, finally move away from my face and down to the moving boxes now piled at his feet. He stares at them for a moment, then jerks his head back up, his mouth returning to its original o shape.

“So, when you said you live here—­”

“Basement,” I say, tilting my head back down the stairs. “As of this morning?” I keep putting statements in question form? I need to stop? I don’t know how to act like a normal human being?



“That basement?” Harrison looks at my front door like it’s a portal to hell.

And then it occurs to me to wonder why Harrison is standing outside of my apartment.

“I . . .” he says, stumbling over his words. “I live upstairs. First-­floor apartment.”

I stare at him. “No, you don’t.”

“I . . . yes, I do, actually?”

“No,” I say, my breathing growing rapid. “Jo said you live in Allston. This is not Allston.”

Harrison studies me like he’s studying a patient exhibiting signs of shock. “Yeah, I . . . I moved? Last month. I moved here. To Jamaica Plain.” He points to our building. “Specifically, to right there.”

Something lodges in my throat, and I’m not sure whether it’s my saliva or my sanity. My heartbeat pounds in my ears, but the thumpthumpthump is more sobering than comforting, reminding me of a completely different thrill than the blood-­pumping evidence of my life force.

Is it possible for my greatest regret in life to be something I had zero control over? If so, my greatest regret in life is unintentionally listening to my former best friend/one and only love of my life have loud sex with his current . . . booty call? Girlfriend? I don’t know which option is worse. I don’t want to think about it long enough to decide which option is worse. Nor do I want to think about why I care so much.

And is it possible to have a former love of my life, or does “love of my life” suggest the feelings are forever?

No way. It’s been five years. Of course I’m not in love with him anymore.

In so many of my memories of him, his eyes are always lit up, his eyebrows always raised in a slightly questioning way. His smile is always soft, and his tone is always gentle and caring. Now, his brows are furrowed, and his eyes look . . . confused? And hard.*

That’s my fault.

I should probably take his stuttering words and his lack of hug to mean he wants me to leave this conversation, and probably also this city, but instead, all I can think is that this is all my fault, and that I would literally do anything to change the expression on his face and erase the tension in his shoulders, and so I add, “Maybe we can get coffee sometime?”

He stares at me blankly. “I don’t know about that.” He opens his mouth, then closes it, then opens it again. “It’s just that, I—­”

A pause.

“You—­” he continues. “And I, we—­”

Another pause.

I clear my throat. “Right. Yeah. Maybe another time.”

For the first time during this interaction, his eyes soften the tiniest bit as he tilts his head gently to the left.† Unfortunately, I know this face well, seeing as I was so often the cause of it.

Harrison stares down at the cardboard boxes.

“Right, well, I’m going to bring that to the recycling bin,” I say.

Neither of us moves for a full five seconds. When I finally start to bend down to collect my mess, Harrison gives a barely audible sigh and steps forward.

“Stop—­just—­stop, please. I’ve got it.” He grabs the boxes, pulling them gently out of my hands. As he stretches out his arms to hold all the cardboard, his shirt pulls taut against his muscles. I am vaguely aware of my mouth going dry.

I will not objectify him. I will not objectify him. He shakes his head to the side, flinging the waves out of his eyes, and I swear the movement takes place in slow motion. Harrison Carter is the type of man who uses conditioner in addition to shampoo. And I’m not counting 2-­in-­1 Head & Shoulders. This man goes to CVS and picks out two separate bottles.

Harrison doesn’t utter another word as he walks away with my boxes. That’s probably (another!) cue that he wants to be left alone, but I speed-­walk to catch up.

“Thank you, Harrison,” I say, my voice breathy.

Harrison grunts in response, and I do everything in my power not to file that noise away to fill in some gaps in my imagination the next time I hear thumping coming from my ceiling.

Was he this silent in college?

No, definitely not.

No, we definitely used to talk at all hours of the day. I would word-­vomit about my homework and my classes and my dorm drama and my hopes and dreams, and he would word-­vomit in return. Except “word-­vomit” isn’t really an appropriate descriptor, because he’d always think before he spoke. I’ve certainly stunned him into silence before, like when I performed all of “Fergalicious” without looking at the screen during dorm karaoke our freshman year, and also when I told his mom to go to hell (not in those exact words, but in words more similar to that than they should have been) for trying to pressure him into going to law school instead of pursuing a career in nursing during dinner that one time. But those were positive, or at least neutral, or maybe impressed, silences. This silence is weighty and impermeable, less of a fog and more of a brick wall.

We remain silent as we walk to the side of the house, we remain silent as he puts the boxes in the bin, and we remain silent as we return to the front stoop. Harrison starts to walk up the stairs, and—­

There’s a flash of orange on his socks.

Actually, it’s a flash of oranges, because he’s wearing navy blue socks with tiny Florida oranges embroidered on them.

“Holy shit,” I whisper, and he finally turns around to look at me. He seems concerned by my outburst, as if he’s looking to see what’s threatening me, but I only have half a second to appreciate that before he notices what my eyes are trained on.

He pulls his leg down from the first step, his pants now covering both of his socks. But I know what was there. And I know what that means.

I lock eyes with him. “You still wear those socks.”

I bought the first pair for him for Christmas during our freshman year of college, when our dorm’s floor did Secret Santa and I, in a lucky turn of events, drew Harrison’s name. He wore the socks so much over the next five months that they started to get holes (don’t ask me about the quality of these socks), and so I bought him the same pair for his birthday in late May. The following Christmas, I decided I might as well keep it going, and when I noticed they were on final sale clearance, I bought them out.

It was an investment in our friendship. That’s what I told him. And that’s what I convinced myself.

By the time we graduated, he owned more than a dozen pairs, thanks to a couple of Get Well Soon and Happy St. Paddy’s Day gifts thrown in there.

We were dedicated gift-­givers, the two of us.

He pulls his lips to the side thoughtfully. Just when I think he’s going to deny it, he surprises me. “Yeah, Emma,” he says, quietly sighing. “They’re still my favorites.” I have to stop my brain from automatically translating his sentence into You’re still my favorite, because I know that’s not still true.

I’m about to stutter out some incomprehensible string of words when I see Jo’s face pressed against the glass of my window, fog bubbles appearing beneath her nostrils every other second, her eyes wide and a little unhinged as she takes in the scene. Her lips curl into a deranged smile that reminds me of the movie poster for The Shining. Here’s Johnny!

When I drag my eyes away from the window, I expect Harrison to be laughing at Jo. Instead, he’s still looking at me with pained, red-­rimmed eyes.

“I guess I’ll see you around, then,” he murmurs. When I don’t respond, he nods his head toward my door. “Neighbors, and all.”

“Just like freshman year.” I attempt a smile. “Four-­twelve and four-­thirteen.”

The memory crash lands in my brain, and I wish it had stayed locked away in the Fantasy Corner. This memory is best revisited in dark, half-­asleep moments, not Saturday afternoons. I don’t want to think about the way we met, the way he welcomed me into his life at the one moment I needed a friend more than anything else. I don’t want to think about our neighboring freshman dorm rooms or our shared coffees or our late-­night study sessions. And I certainly don’t want to think about the many, many times he made my heart feel things it never has with anyone else.

Harrison nods silently, takes a deep breath, and walks through the upstairs door. I’m frozen for a moment, but when I finally recover the mental capacity to move, I run back into my apartment and immediately collapse.

“Holy shit,” Jo says. She looks like someone surprised her with a new car—­wide eyes, unhinged grin, nervous energy.

I shoot her a desperate look. “How hard is it to break a lease?”






* Furrowed brows · Parted lips · Bated breath | Facial expression | ­Frequency: low

1. Confused devastation.

2. Unsure of appropriate reaction.

† Softened eyes · Head tilt to the left · Clenched jaw | Facial expression | Frequency: medium

1. Emotionally conflicted.








CHAPTER 2

Nine years ago

When Hot Boy from Spanish Class sticks a finger up my vagina, three knee-­jerk reactions occur in rapid succession:

1.	I scream “SHIT” at the top of my lungs as a flash of blinding pain shoots through my reproductive system.

2.	I knee Hot Boy from Spanish Class in the balls.

3.	I scream “SHIT” again as I realize I’ve just kneed Hot Boy from Spanish Class in the balls.

On the one hand, the embarrassment that immediately floods my system cleanses the inexplicable pain from my vagina. So that’s a huge win.

On the other hand, Hot Boy from Spanish Class is now on the floor, doubled over in pain. And if the force of my knee corresponded to the level of pain I felt, then . . . oops. Or rather, ouch.



“Shitfuck,” I say, kneeling down on the floor of the third-­floor single-­use bathroom in Hall Hall (Hall Dormitory, but no one calls it that), where we hid about six minutes ago to make out. It’s gross, but it’s more private than the common room, where there’s a herd of drunk freshmen enjoying our first Saturday night of college. The aforementioned crowd wasn’t stopping several other pairings from making out right then and there, but that’s a level of confidence I haven’t reached in my seven days of college. I’m sure it’ll come with time and practice.

I don’t know his name, but he’s hot, and I’m a little drunk (albeit less now), and there’s no adult supervision for the first time in my life, and, most important, my roommate Jo and I have an ongoing competition to see who can hook up with someone first. We both went out tonight planning to win. Not a home run, necessarily, but definitely a couple of bases.

So, about eight minutes ago, it was with a competitive spirit that I locked eyes with Hot Boy from Spanish Class and hit him with the Do You Want to Get Out of Here?

Spoiler: He did.

Another spoiler: He’s probably regretting that decision.

Oops.

Ouch.

We spent the following eight minutes using our hands and lips with the confidence of people who don’t even remotely know each other and will, in all likelihood, never have to talk to each other again. And I probably wasn’t going to want to even before the unfortunate kneeing-­of-­the-­balls, because his stubble scratched my face in a really uncomfortable way that’s probably going to give me acne, and his lips were kind of dry and crinkly, and his breath smelled faintly of cheap beer. We’re talking Natty Light cheap. Also, his hands felt a little sticky, and I’m not sure whether it was from sweat or alcohol or an indeterminate third option, but I’m still trying really hard not to determine the answer to that question.



Maybe that’s just what kissing college boys is like. It wasn’t the most pleasant experience of my life, although it was perhaps more pleasant than the awkward high school dance kisses that make up the bulk of my experience with boys thus far.

In summary, was it shaping up to be the sexiest hookup in the world? Not even remotely, no. But being desired makes me feel desirable, and I like feeling desirable—­and so when he gripped my left thigh and hoisted my leg up to his waist, leaving my dress pooling around my hips and my lacy underwear exposed, I thought, hell yeah. And I told him as much.

Because, again, he’s hot. And I was trying to get some. (And also, to win this competition.)

And then when his fingers kept moving upward, finally reaching the top of my thighs, a jolt of nervous excitement and pleasure shot through my body and I, once again, thought, hell yeah.

But being the overeager eighteen-­year-­old boy he is, he didn’t slow down there. No, teenage boys aren’t exactly known for being masters of foreplay. And so, he only allowed me one millisecond of pleasure before he slipped his middle finger inside my vagina.

Cue the kneeing of the balls.

“Shitfuck,” I repeat, jolting back to the present as I tentatively reach a clammy hand toward his shoulder. “Shit. Fuck. I’m sorry.” My curses come out breathy and weak like I’ve been punched in the gut.

“What the hell?” he grumbles as he pushes my hand away. He’s crouched on the floor, and I’m trying not to think about the amount of piss and puke that’s probably coated these pea-­green tiles over the years. And, unfortunately, there’s a thin sheen of sweat on his face, and he has that pained glint in his eyes that’s reserved for people who are about to be physically ill. That clear the area look. There’s a very real chance he’s going to add a fresh coat to the floor’s germy varnish if he doesn’t pull it together.



“I thought you said that was okay,” he huffs, his voice muffled by his forearms. I feel bad for him. Should I be feeling bad for him, since he hurt me? But also, he didn’t mean to hurt me. Is it even his fault? I don’t know what’s happening.

“I did,” I assure him, biting my lip so hard my mouth starts to taste metallic. Inhale. Exhale. “It was, I mean—­I did say that. I’m—­I mean—­I’m sorry. It was a gut reaction.” I can’t stop my brain from saying: a crotch reaction, perhaps? Inhale. Exhale. “Are you okay?”

He slowly unfurls himself, and his eyes flick over to the toilet, as if my prediction may be about to come true. But thankfully, he looks away and peels himself off the floor limb by limb. With a penetrating glare and no additional words, he limps out of the bathroom.

The door shuts with a deafening click, marking the end of my first college hookup.

I drag myself off the floor and manage to find the mental wherewithal to lock the door before stumbling over to the sink. Bile rises in my throat, and it’s unclear whether it’s from alcohol or from whatever just happened. I swallow it down, but it leaves the taste of Natty Light and stomach juices mingling in my mouth.

Shitfuck is right.

All the blood in my body has seemingly rushed down into my reproductive system, even though his finger only made contact with maybe one inch at most. My heart beats in my chest and in my uterus, pounding, pounding, pounding, like something’s about to burst out of me.

What the hell is wrong with me?

This was supposed to be a casual hookup. This was supposed to be inconsequential. This was supposed to feel great. Or at least, like, good. I even would’ve settled for okay.

“You idiot,” I murmur as I raise my head and peer warily into the mirror. My raspberry lipstick is smeared around my lips, and my mascara hasn’t fared much better. Paired with my formerly-­sleek-­but-­now-­lifeless dirty-­blond hair and the two hickeys forming across my collarbone, I look . . . well, bad.

I splash cold water on my face, letting my regrettably non-­waterproof mascara streak down my cheeks and mingle with droplets of concealer and lipstick. After wiping it away with one of those brown paper towels that repel water, my face is red and raw, but the color hides the tears.

The muscles in my gut are still so tight that I’m starting to cramp up—­something akin to menstrual cramps, but I’m not on my period, and as far as I know, there’s no blood down there. I peek to double-­check. Yep. No blood.

There’s no physical mark to show for my pain.

It’s the same kind of discomfort as a clenched jaw or a stiff neck. As if my body is holding the remnants of some past trauma or some severe sexual anxiety I didn’t know I had. But is it even possible to have physical symptoms of anxiety without feeling mentally anxious?

That doesn’t make any sense.

I rack my brain. Sex is supposed to hurt the first time, but this wasn’t anything close to sex. This was something closer to inserting a tampon.

Except I can’t wear tampons—­I’ve never been able to get one in.

When you grow up in Florida and spend all your time at the beach or the pool, you start wearing tampons basically as soon as you start bleeding. I was first faced with this dilemma at Katie’s thirteenth birthday pool party. My mom gave me a tampon and told me to read the instruction booklet that came with it, but when I got to the bathroom, I could not for the life of me get it inserted. For a few insane moments, I was convinced I didn’t have a vagina. But upon closer inspection with a handheld mirror, I was definitely trying to insert the tampon into the right spot. It just wouldn’t fit—­it was too tight. I discussed this with my middle school best friend, Hannah, the next day, who told me (with all the wisdom of an eighth grader who has a boyfriend with whom she’s shared several kisses) that tampons would work better once I’d had sex. Not that I really knew anything about sex, but that sounded about right to me, and Hannah seemed like a trustworthy source of information. Although, as I learned a few months later when I found her crying in the bathroom and had to run to my locker to find a pad for her, she hadn’t actually started her period yet. Then there was my friend Marissa, who told me her mom said she wasn’t allowed to use tampons until she was older. And then there was also Maya, who didn’t know you were supposed to take the plastic part off. She went through an entire swim practice with a piece of plastic shoved inside of her before she realized it wasn’t absorbing blood.

All of that said, I’ve never worn tampons, no one taught me or my friends how to wear tampons, and I’ve never thought twice about it. We all hate tampons! That was a uniting fact of our girlhood! Maxi pads all day, baby!

Turns out my issue with tampons was more complicated than the tampon itself. It (foolishly, apparently) never occurred to me I’d have the same problem in . . . other situations involving my vagina.

I take a deep breath and throw back my shoulders. I’m a mess, but my boobs still look good in my black spaghetti-­strap mini-­dress.

At least there’s that.

Buzz. My phone vibrates in my bra, sending a surprised jolt through my body. Cursing, I fish it out and open up my messages.

Jo (roommate): remember that cutie we saw in the cafeteria



We’d seen them from a distance while eating lunch this past Monday, the first day of classes. Jo had taken one look at them standing at the self-­serve salad station with their beachy, golden waves and corduroys and whispered, “Oh my god, they’re like a ray of sunshine!”

Buzz.

Jo (roommate): okay, well, i win our bet. their name is Macy. they’re a sophomore and they’re from California and i think I’m in love.

Jo (roommate): also i need the room for a while

Jo (roommate): this is my prize for winning. sorry not sorry

Jo (roommate): seriously though, do text me when you need to come home tonight. or even better, go find a hot guy to sleep with. and then text me to let me know ur ok <3

Shit.

Fine. That’s fine. My night might suck, but there’s no reason Jo’s needs to. I’ll just hole up in our common room for an hour or two before I kick Macy out.

This was not the plan for tonight. I was supposed to be hooking up (successfully) with a cute boy, preferably someone whose name I actually knew, and preferably in a bedroom instead of a bathroom.

Maybe if I had exercised a single goddamn bit of patience and not seized the opportunity of the first boy who met my questioning smile with a grin, I would still be mingling and enjoying myself, and Hot Boy from Spanish Class wouldn’t be hiding somewhere, clutching his groin.



Except the issue doesn’t seem to be with the guy. It seems to be with me. Specifically: with my vagina.

I drag myself up the flight of stairs leading to my floor. For the past week, this climb has thrilled me. I finally have a room of my own—­not my childhood bedroom, but a bastion of autonomy. But right now, every step sends a cramp shooting through my uterus, and the echo of my unsteady footsteps in the stairwell sounds like a dirge. The thing about growing up and moving out of your parents’ house is that suddenly your problems are actually your problems. The hand-­holding stage of my life is over, and for the first time, I’m not feeling good about it.

Not that I’d be tempted to walk into my parents’ bedroom and start crying about how My vagina clammed up when a boy tried to finger me! and No, Mom. I didn’t catch his name before I let him suck a purple bruise onto my collarbone!

But still.

Maybe I would’ve just cried and told my mom I’d had a bad day, and we would’ve gone to our favorite coffee shop to get iced chai lattes and gossip about the other teachers at her elementary school. Or maybe my dad and I would’ve put on a low-­budget 1980s horror film, as we’ve always done on low-­key weekend nights.

Now my only company is an empty stairwell and an off-­limits bedroom.

As I swing the door to the fourth-­floor common room open, a blast of cool air hits me. It’s mid-­September in Boston, and although my Floridian brain associates this time of year with temperatures in the upper eighties, there’s fifty-­some-­degree air seeping into the common room through the windows, which have been thrown wide open by one of the many people in my dorm who grew up in New England and feed off fall weather like it’s an addictive drug. For them, it’s a mood-­boosting high fueled by apple picking and hot cider and weird-­looking boots from L.L.Bean, but for me, it’s more like a withdrawal, leaving me with full-­body chills and a never-­ending flow of snot. The chills and snot currently afflicting me may be from the brick-­wall-­vagina situation, but I’m happy to blame it on the open windows for now.

I collapse into a beanbag in the corner of the common room, the beads making quiet rustling noises underneath my body. I don’t sink into it as much as I expect to, and it feels like I’m sitting on top of a rock with a slight indentation in the shape of my butt. Cursing, I let my head fall back and knock against the wall.

“You good there?” a voice says from my right.

“Jesus,” I say, whipping my head to the side to find a vaguely familiar and somewhat confused face studying me from another beanbag about ten feet away. My neighbor, I think—­room 412. Across the hallway from my room, 413.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.” His coffee-­colored eyes crinkle as he looks at me, brows pinched with concern even as the rest of his face is soft with calm energy. Dark brown waves frame his face in a disorderly way that is confusingly contradictory to his otherwise buttoned-­up appearance.

I scan him from head to toe. “Looks like you’re ready to party, huh?” I ask, the combination of anxiety and alcohol in my bloodstream erasing any type of filter I might normally have.

He chuckles, brushing the question aside unselfconsciously as he looks down at his light blue button-­down shirt, the sleeves rolled up to just beneath his elbows. At least he’s wearing navy blue pants and not khakis.

“Homework,” he says, lifting up his book by way of explanation. The Symposium by Plato. “This is my only plan for tonight.”

“Thrilling.” My plans for the night were not supposed to include an anti-­social teenage boy reading philosophy, but somehow this is what we’ve come to.



“Are you okay?” he repeats.

“Huh?” I stare at him blankly.

“You sat down and immediately started cursing.”

“Yeah. I hate this beanbag.”

“Is that why you were crying?”

“I wasn’t crying,” I lie. The obviously false nature of this statement makes him raise his eyebrows and smile, which makes me giggle, which makes him chuckle.

And suddenly, we’re both laughing, and I don’t even know why. My laugh is a hysterical giggle, but his is a quiet, breathy sound. It’s a subtle noise, even while the amusement on his face is obvious. His eyes light up, turning from coffee to caramel.

“I’m not trying to be nosy,” he finally says. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

I blink before responding, startled by his sincerity. “No, it’s okay. That’s nice of you, actually.” He gazes at me expectantly, and I realize my mouth is still open as if I’m going to continue speaking, so I do. “Boy problems. Sort of. It’s complicated.”

He nods but doesn’t press me. “We’re seven days into college, so if you’re already having boy problems, I’d say you’re still a step ahead of the rest of us.” The corner of his lips quirks up into a half grin, and my eyes are immediately drawn to a small dimple on the left side of his face. My eyes flick back up to his, and as he realizes I was staring at his mouth, the other dimple forms.

If he were someone else, if we were somewhere else, if this were sometime else, maybe I’d find those dimples swoon-­worthy. But right now, all I can think about is how much I don’t want to be in another intimate situation. Sorry, pal. Better luck next time.

“I’m Emma,” I finally say.

“Yes, Emma, I know that,” he says, frowning slightly even as the playful glimmer remains in his eyes. “We’ve been living across from each other for a week.” I cringe, and he takes the hint. “I’m Harrison. Harrison Carter.”



“Bond. James Bond,” I respond, and when he looks confused, I roll my eyes. “We’re eighteen. You’re not supposed to introduce yourself with your last name.”

He studies me intently, tilting his head to the side. “Bond is his last name, though. So, it would be ‘Carter. Harrison Carter.’ Not ‘Harrison. Harrison Carter.’ ”

“I think my point stands regardless.”

“Well, now you’re at an unfair advantage. You have more information about me than I have about you.”

I’m not sure whether he’s trying to be funny, but I grin anyway. “Emma. Emma Rogers.”

His dimples form in response. He pushes off with his feet, sliding the beanbag closer to me. When he’s close enough, he reaches out his hand, and I lean forward to shake it. The contrast between this interaction and the prior interaction with Hot Boy from Spanish Class is so stark I have to bite my lip to keep from laughing, because here I am, about to shake hands with this guy who reads philosophy alone on Saturday nights. My plan was to hook up with someone tonight, and on a scale of Forced Group Project (1) to Hooking Up (10), this interaction falls no higher than Friendly Dining Hall Chat (3).

Good work, Emma. You’re absolutely killing it tonight.

As soon as our hands make contact, he flinches. “Good grief, your hands are ice.”

I shoot him a guilty as charged look as I pull my hand away and bury it under my thigh, trying to warm it. “You curse like my grandmother.”

“I get that a lot.” He gives me a lopsided smile, and I bite back a giggle.

“Cold hands are the primary symptom of being a Floridian in Massachusetts. I’m not built for fifty-­degree weather.”

“Florida
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