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For anyone who feels like the hype girl.

You’re the main character of your own story. 




“The minute I heard my first love story, I started looking for you, not knowing how blind that was. Lovers don’t finally meet somewhere. They’re in each other all along.”

— Rumi




Note to Readers

While my books are romantic comedies, there may be topics in this book that might be triggering for some readers. If you consider content warnings to be spoilers, you may want to skip this page. 

This book contains a main character with obsessive compulsive disorder and panic attacks. I acknowledge that everyone’s experience with this illness is different, and the experience of this character is not intended to depict the universal experience of OCD, because it does not exist. Having OCD myself, I hope that this story feels relatable to some readers, while helping others to understand the day to day lives of those affected. 

The book also contains mention of divorce, explicit language, a sibling with a disability, and descriptive sexual scenes. 

Please take note of these warnings if you need them, and always do what is best for you and your mental health. 

xx Cristina 





Prologue

Elle

“I’m just saying that if I die a tragic death, don’t go on Dateline and lie about me.”

Lucy stuffs another book on my already full shelf and it bangs against the wall with a thud.

“You’re reading way too much into it, Luce,” I say, shaking my head at her.

“No,” Lucy stops me. “There is no way that literally every victim on these shows ‘made the room brighter when they walked through the door.’ I mean I don’t know them, but statistically, there’s no way,” she rants.

“Okay, sure,” I reply, placating her. If I don’t stop her now, we’ll never finish unpacking. “If I ever have to go on Dateline and talk about you, which I really hope I don’t, I’ll say you were a sassy bitch who never returned her shopping cart.”

“That’s all I’m asking!” Satisfied that she’s proven her point, she swivels around on the wood floor to grab another box of books. I roll my eyes at my best friend. Lucy’s helping me move into my new studio apartment, and she’s been on this tirade about Dateline for at least ten minutes.

Technically it isn’t my new apartment anymore—I’ve lived here for almost two months, ever since Lucy moved in with her fiancé, but I haven’t had the chance to fully unpack all of my boxes that I drove—horribly—uptown in a rented U-Haul from the apartment Lucy and I used to share.

We spent most of the morning putting together a bookcase from Ikea, and we only mixed up the screws once. Lucy is now filling said bookshelf with the hundreds of books I own, and I think there’s a real chance the whole thing might come crashing down under the weight of it all. That would be just my luck.

“Can I suggest that you just stop watching crime shows? I don’t think it’s good for you,” I say, flopping down onto my bed. I look up to admire the pictures I hung above it. From this angle, they’re mostly straight.

“Liam likes them, which might be a bit of a red flag, but I’m trying to make an effort to like what he likes. Apparently, mature people in relationships do that.” She shrugs at the last statement, implying that she is not used to being said mature person in any relationship.

“Well, it’s good to know that he at least has some red flags. It’s creepy how perfect he is.”

“Perfect? Where is he while we’re doing all of this manual labor?” Lucy scoffs.

“You’re the one that told me he has a business to run,” I state, using her own words against her. Lucy smiles. I know she misses him, but this is the first weekend we’ve had alone together since she met Liam, and I am not going to let it be derailed by boy-talk.

“Ugh, my fiancé is so dreamy,” I say in a high-pitched voice. “I miss him soooooo much when I’m away from him.” I laugh as she throws a pillow at me.

A loud bang shakes the floor above us and both Lucy and I jump. My eyes roll to the ceiling, half expecting it to fall down on me. This building is at least a hundred years old, and my apartment is in the basement. I’m not fully confident in its structural soundness.

Lucy looks concerned. “I think the girl upstairs is moving out,” I say, turning my attention to another box of pictures. “I’ve seen her carrying boxes down the stairs a couple times.”

“Have you ever spoken to her?” Lucy asks, walking into the minuscule kitchen to get a drink. No girls weekend is complete without pre-mixed margaritas. I make grabby-hands at her and she pours me one, too.

“No, I don’t think she’s home much. I rarely hear any noise coming from up there.”

Lucy makes a face that reads yikes. “You’re so screwed for the next neighbor then. They’ll probably be the loudest person you’ve ever met.”

“Thanks for speaking that into existence, Luce,” I huff, glaring at her. Lucy shrugs, downs her drink, and rips the tape off the next box.





One

Elle 

This cannot be said enough: Living in New York City in your twenties is nothing like Friends makes it out to be.

Really, nothing about being in your twenties is how Friends made it out to be. I’m thirty years old, and I have not had an all-consuming romance like Ross and Rachel. I haven’t found my Chandler. I don’t have a close-knit group of friends who would drop everything if they heard my apartment was on fire. Or who would go to see a terrible play just because I’m in it. I don’t have a two-bedroom apartment and a roommate who I can share clothes with. I don’t even have a one-bedroom apartment. Heck, even when I had a roommate, we didn’t even have a one-bedroom apartment.

Man, I’m feeling cynical tonight.

I blame the episode of Friends that was on TV when I got home from work. It was “The One Where No One is Ready.” Ross makes a speech at the museum, and the whole gang has to dress up to go support him. Chandler steals Joey’s underwear, Joey wears all of Chandler’s clothes and does lunges, Phoebe has “the hummus.” It’s a classic. Damn, I’d kill for that kind of support— renting a tux just to watch another friend make a boring speech, someone doing the little things just to make my day better.

I reach across the bed for my phone, thinking about Lucy. My best friend and former roommate moved away to live her happily ever after with a hunky mountain man she met upstate. I miss Lucy, but I’m happy for her. Or at least, I want to be happy for her. Given that I’ll be her maid of honor in three months, I should really work on my “happy for you” face. But, how does Rachel put it? I’m about 80 percent happy and 20 percent jealous.

I want to call Lucy. I want to tell her that at my annual review last week, I was promoted to editor.

Editor.

I’ve worked my ass off for five years at Heartwarming Romance. I made copies and got coffee as an assistant, continued to make copies and fought tooth-and-nail to acquire books as an Assistant Editor, and then Associate, and now, I am an editor. I did it. My hard work paid off.

Maybe I’ll just text her instead, in case I interrupt her cooking or watching TV with Liam, or whatever else it is couples do. I don’t want to bother her.

SLAM!

My hesitation is interrupted by a huge crash from the apartment above me. Of all the things I’ve tried to actually manifest in my life—a boyfriend, a thousand dollars, a friend that didn’t move away—Lucy’s one statement about a noisy neighbor just had to be the one to come true. That’s another example of how unrealistic Friends is: the gang all live in the same building, and don’t have problems with their neighbors. Well, except for Mr. Heckles, but he only lasted a few episodes.

I can already tell that my new neighbor and I are not going to be friends. He is a self-centered ogre sent from the sixth layer of hell to torture me. Granted, I haven’t met him yet to confirm this, but I haven’t gotten a wink of sleep since he moved in two days ago.

It is almost 9 p.m., and the jerk has already done a thirty-minute session on his treadmill, dropped what I presume to be everything in his shower, and slammed the door so violently I swear dust started falling from my ceiling. I only saw the girl who used to live there a couple times, but I really miss her right now.

For the past two nights, the guy has left the apartment around eight o’clock, and I’ve heard weird noises above me for hours afterward. The floor is so thin that I can’t tune whatever it is out. I’m really hoping this is not a regular thing, because I love sleep. I live for my sleep. If I don’t sleep, I’m the most bitter, nasty version of myself. I know New York is the city that never sleeps, but that rule doesn’t apply to me.

I haven’t met him, but so far I know this guy stays out all night and seems to love heart-pumping workouts. I don’t think we’ll get along.

I close my eyes again, trying to focus on my meditation practice. It’s not long before I hear scratching above me. Seriously, what the hell?

Scratch. Scratch. Whine. I wonder if the guy has a very needy cat. I put my pillow over my head, and focus on the sounds of the nightlife outside to try and distract myself.

It’s the crying that finally propels me out of the bed.

My apartment building is an old brownstone, so each floor is split up into either two or three apartments. When Lucy moved out, I had to move to a smaller apartment a few blocks from our old studio, because renting in New York is absurdly expensive. I’m in the basement where there are two other studios, so I have to walk upstairs to the entrance level to get to New Guy’s door.

I’m not really sure what my plan is as I climb the stairs to the first floor. Maybe he has a roommate whose humanity I could appeal to? A knot of nerves builds in my stomach, and I wrap my sweatshirt tighter around my torso and look behind me for the tenth time as I round the railing of the stairs. I doubt any resident of the building is a serial killer. We have to consent to a background check when applying for the apartment, so hopefully this expedition won’t end in me getting murdered. Something a lot of people don’t realize about New York is yes, we do all live on top of each other, but we never really see our neighbors. So I could be living next to Ted Bundy and not even know it.

I swallow hard as I approach the door to 2A. The anxious voice in my head makes me pause. What are you doing, Elle?

Avenging my lost sleep, I answer myself. I love my sleep.

I turn back around. This is ridiculous. I can’t investigate a noise if no one is home.

And then I hear the crying again.

I take a deep breath as my shaking fist knocks against the door.

It’s met with a small, yappy bark, and I jump back in surprise. Okay, definitely not a cat.

I see a shadow of the dog moving back and forth in the crack under the door. His sad little barks are clearer with just the door between us. Mystery solved. I start to back up to make my way back to the stairs when I hear the barks morph into a muffled snorting sound.

I look down and see a small black nose trying to squeeze under the inch-wide space under the door. The poor dog is squishing his nose so much that he makes himself sneeze.

“Oh, puppy,” I whine, crouching down at the door. This poor thing must have separation anxiety. My annoyance towards my new neighbor immediately turns to rage and disdain. Who leaves a dog alone all night? When will he be back? What is wrong with this guy?

I boop the dog’s nose with my pointer finger and he sneezes again. “It’s okay, buddy. You’re okay,” I coo. I give the door a once over, wondering what the chances are that he locked the deadbolt before he left, and then scoff at myself. I would need three of me to break that door down.

“But I’d do it for you, bud,” I say softly to my new friend.

The dog sticks his tongue under the door. I can picture him in downward-facing dog, butt in the air, head turned to the side to be able to get his snout under the door. I giggle as he licks my finger. What am I going to do? I can’t in good conscience leave him here alone. And it’s not like I would be able to get to sleep with all the whining anyway.

God, I hate this schmuck and I haven’t even met him.

The black nose returns to the door crack. He’s snorting like a horse. I can’t suppress the smile that spreads across my face.

When I was eight, I convinced my mom that my brother Nicky needed a dog. As sad as it sounds, I knew my only chance of getting one was if I made it about Nicky. I did all kinds of research on our dated desktop about the benefits of dogs for kids with Down’s syndrome. Finally, we got Meatball. Nicky chose the name. I wasn’t mad about it because Meatball was a bulldog with an eating problem—that is, he never stopped eating. Food, treats, trees, grass, dirt, anything. He once found a box of candies that he individually unwrapped before eating them. That incident was only topped by the time he jumped up (jumped being a strong word) onto the kitchen table and ate an entire plate of bacon. I loved that dog so much.

I remember how he used to stick his nose in the corner of the back door and snort, trying to smell anything he could. My heart hurts watching this poor guy do the same.

“Wait here, I’ll be right back,” I say, presumably losing my damn mind. No, losing my mind would have been breaking the door down. This is one step below that.

When I get back down to my apartment, I quickly grab some peanut butter, a spoon, and my yoga notebook off of the counter. Yes, I’m going to sit in that damn hallway and keep the dog company, because that’s the kind of crazy I am.

I run back up the stairs with gleeful excitement, a stark contrast to my first trek up this flight earlier. Of course participating in a stakeout with a dog I can’t even see is the first thing that would make me happy since Lucy’s fleeting visit.

“Hey, bud,” I say, sitting on the floor outside of my heartless neighbor’s door. “Look what I got.” I take a spoonful of the peanut butter and squeeze the spoon under the door.

I smile when I feel a tongue pushing against the other side of the spoon.

This, my mother would say, is why you’re single.

Damn straight, Mom.
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