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			“With vivid prose and a heroine to root for, Brooklyn Thomas Isn’t Here is a clever take on the ways women change shape to fit into society. Part existential study and part feminist rally cry, Alli Vail’s incisive debut is a reminder that it is never too late for a second chance at life.”

			—Holly James, Author of Nothing but the Truth
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			—Katherine Fawcett, Author of The Swan Suit and The Little Washer of Sorrows

		

	
		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			 

			A POST HILL PRESS BOOK

			ISBN: 979-8-88845-289-9

			ISBN (eBook): 979-8-88845-290-5

			 

			Brooklyn Thomas Isn’t Here

			© 2024 by Alli Vail

			All Rights Reserved

			 

			Cover design by Jim Villaflores

			 

			This book is a work of fiction. People, places, events, and situations are the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or historical events, is purely coincidental.

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

			 

			[image: ]

			 

			Post Hill Press

			New York • Nashville

			posthillpress.com

			 

			Published in the United States of America

		

	
		
			Contents

			Prologue

			Chapter 1

			Chapter 2

			Chapter 3

			Chapter 4

			Chapter 5

			Chapter 6

			Chapter 7

			Chapter 8

			Chapter 9

			Chapter 10

			Chapter 11

			Chapter 12

			Chapter 13

			Chapter 14

			Chapter 15

			Chapter 16

			Chapter 17

			Chapter 18

			Chapter 19

			Chapter 20

			Chapter 21

			Chapter 22

			Chapter 23

			Chapter 24

			Chapter 25

			Chapter 26

			Chapter 27

			Chapter 28

			Acknowledgments

			About the Author

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			For Crystal, the most resilient and bright-hearted woman I know.

		

	
		
			June

			Prologue

			If there were warning signs, I missed them. I didn’t notice my heart becoming sluggish, didn’t realize that, from its cozy spot beneath my left ribs, it was only tepidly thump-thumping. Maybe it slowed to stillness over days or weeks or months. Years. The exact progression is speculation. I wasn’t paying attention. There’s a reason we slowly turn up the heat on the proverbial frog in the pot. Same logic applies, I guess, to a heart.

			Before it stuttered and stopped, I would have confidently said there was no way I could hear or feel my heart beating inside. I probably could have rattled off a litany of medical facts pulled from social media and quasi-scientific TED Talks about the impossibility of sensing the daily functions of one’s own heart.

			But when it’s not beating? That’s a whole other thing. On the first day of summer, I woke up to complete silence. The faint echo where the pillow cupped my ear like a seashell and captured the throb of my beating heart was gone.

			Nothing moved inside my chest. Still half-dreaming and groggy, I pressed my fingertips against my wrist. Zip. I woke up in a frantic instant. I checked. Checked again. I flew out of bed and dug a heart-rate monitor—last used eight months ago when I still ran obsessively—from a desk drawer. Once I was outside, my body remembered hill sprint patterns even though it lacked the required fitness to finish them. The fitness watch stayed at zero while I threw up from exertion on my neighbor’s lawn.

			I was sure I was dead.

			No one else noticed. Not then. Not later. Not my mother, who assumes with a mother’s single-mindedness that she sees and hears everything. Not my father, who’s concerned with the structural integrity of bridges, not people. Not my coworkers, who only notice adorable customers in the latest jeans carrying books or guitars. Not my friends, because they’ve moved on in the big, wide world.

			The morning I woke up and realized my heartbeat was gone, I did what anyone would do. I went to work.

		

	
		
			July

			Chapter 1

			Cute Lil’ Doughnuterie’s front door is swollen shut. Again. The wood, covered in a chipping, municipal government–approved heritage paint color, swells, sweats, and sticks to the door frame anytime the temperature jumps over eighty-two degrees Fahrenheit. I jam my key into the lock, wiggle it, and then use both hands and my shoulder to drive the protesting door inward as I twist the antique metal doorknob. Two good hits usually does it.

			I’ve been complaining about the door to Matt, and he’s been ignoring me, since he hired me back in April. I think he knows, on some deeply buried level, that I’m not the glowing twenty-two I said I was to get this job. At twenty-nine, I’m well over his threshold for attention. We’re too close in age. Still, I’ve been trusted with a key to this fucking front door and the accompanying opening shift. I like it; before 7 a.m., there’s no one to keep me company except the odd neighborhood resident rattling by with a shopping cart filled with all his worldly goods.

			This morning, thanks to the humidity, I’m forced to shoulder-check the door a third time. It squeals. I prop it open with a rock painted to resemble a doughnut. We have Matt’s ex to thank for the kindergarten-level quality art. The ex-girlfriend before the most recent ex-girlfriend.

			I neatly tuck the cash into the till drawer, stock the display counter with doughnuts that were delivered from the baking location sometime earlier this morning, and flick the neon sign against the window to “Open.” The sign is locally made by one of Matt’s buddies, this one an “artisanal sign-maker,” and it’s also the shape of a doughnut.

			I make two espressos and neglect to note them on the staff meal sheet. I pour one into a paper cup loaded with sugar and milk and grab a bag of day-olds from the fridge. Keeping the door to the shop in view, I cross the street and leave the snack outside a ratty, faded blue tent sitting at the edge of a park. I’ve never seen the person in the tent—the angle of the sun into the doughnut shop or the crowds lined up outside the window normally hides the view of the park. The coffee cup and doughnut bag are always gone, along with the tent, by the time my shift ends.

			Back inside, I reflexively press my fingertips into my neck, a nervous habit I’ve managed to craft and perfect in only a few days. I’ve had time to get used to the idea that my heartbeat is absent—gotten used to falling asleep not sure I’ll wake up. But I do. It surprises me every time, although surprise is turning into the more familiar feeling of ambivalence. It’s been over a week. Canada Day has come and gone, along with all the red-frosted strawberry-banana-flavored doughnuts decorated with white vanilla bean stripes.

			Nothing. Stillness. My prying hands fall back into my lap. I wait. This location, outside of Vancouver’s main commercial and financial areas, means we don’t get a crowd until people start heading into their offices, several Skytrain stops away. With no orders for pick-up to prep, I feel entitled to sit.

			I flick through headlines on my phone, avoiding local news and focusing on overseas coverage from Syria. The news isn’t good—activists killed, bombs dropped, people starving, the country fed by violence and political posturing. Even the past is being wiped away, ancient structures gone in a burst of light and sound. I wish my own past could be erased so quickly, as much as it distresses me to see the destruction of history a world away.

			Syria. It’s where Penny Parker, my best friend, vanished. She was—is—an international aid worker. Syria swallowed her one night last August and hasn’t given her back.

			I read the headlines every day, searching for the one I want to see more than I’ve ever wanted anything, the one that reads “Missing Canadian Nurse Found Alive After 11 Months.” I refuse to believe she won’t come back. Penny, who saves lives while I unload day-olds onto a squatter in the park.

			Outside, the sky brightens to cerulean, and out of the corner of my eye I see a short woman with blonde hair flit briskly past the front window. I paste on a semblance of a smile and wait for my first customer, but the front doorway remains empty. Minutes later, Kailey bounces in.

			“Brooklyn! I had the best class this morning. Come to yoga with me this week. No more excuses.” It’s quarter after eight, early for her, even considering her shift started at 8 a.m.

			“You know me. I don’t do yoga.” Or jog, or do Pilates, or hike, or loiter on bar patios on sunny Vancouver evenings. Not anymore. Not for months. I was exhausted, emotionally and physically run down about Penny—about life—even before I noticed that my heart quit on me. Now I can barely muster the energy to drag myself to work and fling carbohydrates at customers.

			Kailey is only a few inches shorter than me, but leggy and almost naturally red-haired, although she denies her stylist has anything to do with the color. She stands like she’s balancing a yoga block on her head. Sometimes, I imagine there’s an actual divot between her shoulder blades where her lime-green yoga mat snaps into place. I’ve never seen her coming or going without it.

			She dumps her stuff in the back, talking the whole time. It’s easier to let her. She doesn’t seem to notice my silence. She asks me a question, and I jam a new doughnut flavor in my mouth so I don’t have to answer. Peachy Keen. Sickly sweet, filled with peach compote and drenched in iced tea–flavored frosting. The tourists are going to die. By die, I mean line up out the door for more than an hour’s wait just to taste it. Some weekends, the line wraps around the block, forcing the tourists and foodies with fancy phones to compete for sidewalk space with the unhoused people who live and sleep outside. There haven’t been any quiet weekends since some Portland food blogger raved about the place online. Her post led to an article in the New York Times food column, which led to mayhem for those of us stuck behind the counter. Everyone who works at Cute Lil’ has had to learn how to kindly crush the dreams of wannabe Insta-famous food connoisseurs because we usually run out of new flavors well before closing. Matt believes that scarcity will improve demand. He’s not around to deal with the fallout and has never been yelled at by someone who drove in from the suburbs—or Seattle—to try the hottest new treat only to be told it wasn’t available.

			“There’s a note for you,” Kailey says as she bounds over to the front counter, holding a piece of paper between two long fingers. “From Matt.”

			“Brooklyn,” she reads theatrically, “Can you edit the press release about our summer flavors and then send it to your contacts? The cool online pubs, social media influencers. No newspapers.”

			He signed the note with an oversized M with a slash underneath it.

			“He could have asked nicely,” Kailey says. “You have a fucking PR degree.”

			“Bachelor of communications,” I correct automatically, used to clarifying my education for people. Used to explaining to clients at the expensive, boutique marketing firm I previously worked at that yes, I have the experience to do my job and that no, I’m not the boss’s assistant.

			“Come on, Kailey. Why would he ask nicely? He’s got those amazing abs. They mean he doesn’t have to ask for anything.”

			“Consent joke. Funny.” She rolls her eyes.

			Kailey is the only other employee who is not in love with Matt. Everyone who works here is female, thin, or curvy in the “right” way, and under twenty-two. Except me. I stew about this blatant display of sexism, about Matt’s conviction that only pretty young women can sell doughnuts, and welcome a hot rush of anger. The heat is invigorating after a constant state of listlessness.

			But what can I do about Matt’s hiring practices? Nothing, I realize, my anger dissipating and leaving me deflated. Matt is incapable of being serious, except about doughnuts and his hair. And his abs.

			“Do I look okay to you?” I ask, needing reassurance from someone, anyone, that I’m perfectly healthy. That despite evidence to the contrary, I’m not actually dead. This morning in the mirror I was pale, and a little blurry around the edges. Expensive eye drops swiped from my mother’s medicine cabinet hadn’t cleared up my reflection.

			Kailey looks at me critically. “You look the same as you always do. I don’t know why you always wear a white T-shirt and that black skirt, though. Washes you out. You could try some color. But you do you. Or whatever.”

			“I don’t look sick?”

			“Why? You got your period? I think I’ve got some painkillers. Heavy duty ones. Or you want something stronger? It’s a bit early but…”

			“No. Definitely no. Forget it.”

			Kailey is sweet and outgoing—not someone to confide in. She’s a perky stranger, despite our mutual culinary prison. Our conversations are as fluffy as the doughnuts we serve. Besides, I’ve never been good at sharing with anyone except Penny, and even Penny and I had our limits. I’d always been envious of close, tell-all friendships between women. It looked so easy on television, the way besties were knit together with each other’s secrets.

			“Oh my God.” Kailey’s fingers wrap around my wrist and her royal-blue gel nails bite sharply into my skin. “Guess who?”

			Henry Cavill walks in the door. At least, a close enough approximation of the actor. A thinner, less meaty version. Right down to the slight dimple in his chin. We’d already started calling him Henry Cavill when we found out his name is, in fact, Henry. “Besotted” is the fancy, BA-in-communications word I’d use to describe how I feel about him. It’s ridiculous. I know nothing about this handsome man, except that he likes his coffee with a splash of milk and he will order whatever doughnut we recommend. He always looks happy to see us. Not me. Us, I remind myself. His smile is real and his eyes crinkle in the corners.

			“Brooklyn, Kailey. Good weekend?” He remembers all our names.

			“Super good,” I lie. I spent the entire time I wasn’t at work alternating between lying on the floor hyperventilating about my missing heartbeat and watching Netflix on my laptop. I was too afraid of what I’d find out if I Googled my heart issues and stuck with familiar reruns of This High-School Life, which I’d watched compulsively as a preteen. I have nothing to add to Henry’s inquiry, so Kailey jumps in with an anecdote about a friend who fell into a nearby lake and was pulled out by his dog. She even takes out her phone and pulls up a video of the incident, while I mutely look anywhere except directly at Henry. Kailey has tried to befriend Henry on my behalf since she saw me drop a Blueberry Crumble Chai doughnut on the floor the first time he came in. Half a cup of coffee joined the doughnut. She’d harassed me for days to admit that he was adorable, but so far I’ve resisted the urge to fawn over the way his nose crinkles when he grins. Out loud, anyway.

			My crush is real, even if it isn’t followed by an increase in heart rate. The rest of the symptoms are there—the urge to fidget and to giggle hysterically at the ordinary, unfunny words coming out of Henry’s mouth. I’ve never devolved quite so much over a man before.

			I’m also never more aware of my job status and how it’s deteriorated than when Henry comes in, sharply dressed and friendly. I used to have invites to exclusive events, big international brands as clients, a discretionary budget for expenses, a travel allowance, staff to delegate to, stylish clothes, and a professional aura validated by high-quality business cards and a fancy job title. Marketing and communications director. The title barely fit on the card.

			When Henry stops by, I mentally make excuses for this new unmotivated and unimproved Brooklyn, who’s wearing scuffed runners, a T-shirt, and a dour expression. I long for my designer dresses, my flat iron–crafted beachy waves, my three-inch high heels, my pre–doughnut consumption body weight, and the confidence borne from success. When Henry isn’t around, I don’t have the enthusiasm to care about those things. But his presence is a reminder of who I used to be.

			That Brooklyn and Henry would have had something in common. Here, I put a doughnut in a tiny paper bag and a coffee in a compostable cup and he goes off to do whatever it is he does downtown, in an office building with an ocean or mountain view. At least, that’s what I assume. I have no idea where Henry works, having never gotten past asking him what doughnut he wants and gaping at him silently. Given my nonverbal performance around him, it’s mystifying to think I used to get paid to say exactly the right thing when six- or seven-figure budgets were on the line. I can’t fathom the amount of liveliness that Brooklyn had.

			“Busy morning?” Henry asks, while waiting for his coffee. Kailey is dragging her feet. I catch her spilling an Americano back into the waste tray.

			“Pretty quiet. It’ll pick up later, when the cruise ships come in. The Gastown location will send overflow this way.”

			Could I be more pedantic?

			He grins at me, apparently comfortable making benign chitchat while I cringe inwardly.

			He snaps his fingers. “I just remembered. I need a dozen for pick-up next week. It’s our accountant’s birthday, and this is her favorite doughnut place. I can’t believe I almost forgot. Heads would have rolled. Probably mine.” He crinkles at me again.

			“Sure,” I mumble, pulling the order pad off a shelf under the till. “What do you want?”

			“You pick,” he says, leaning toward me conspiratorially, his eyes practically sparkling. I draw a sharp breath. He smells like laundry detergent and a freshly peeled orange. “Make them all different. Nothing powdered. Sugar everywhere. No one eats those.”

			“We don’t do powdered,” I say. I try to smile charmingly. I try to be cute. My lips stretch with the effort.

			“Perfect,” he says, flashing his white teeth and deepening his dimples. Somehow, he’s not affronted by the fact that my lips are tight against my teeth like the grimacing emoji.

			He picks up his coffee and doughnut, says goodbye, and steps out into the beautiful, gleaming morning. Then, he walks past the storefront window and is gone.

			“You’re terrible at this,” Kailey says, interrupting my ruminations, which have followed Henry down the street in some vague fantasy of him cooking dinner for me while I curl up with a glass of wine and a book.

			“At what?”

			“Talking to Henry,” she says.

			“Why would he want to talk to me? He wants his doughnut and his coffee. I’m office furniture. Doughnut shop furniture,” I amend.

			“He wants to talk to you because you’re cute. You have this whole smart-and-sassy vibe when you’re not grumpy, which, admittedly is most of the time. And you have sexy eyebrows and big, blue cartoon eyes. And a nice ass.” She reaches over and slaps it firmly enough that I jump.

			“You’re wrong,” I say.

			“He came in on Friday and made a quick retreat when he realized you weren’t here. When you’re not working, he doesn’t hang around,” Kailey says. “Barely says a word. He talks to you. He’s trying to get you to talk back.”

			I shoot her a skeptical look. “I’m sure he’s just being nice. He seems…nice.” He seems perfect. His dimples certainly are.

			“You’re ridiculous. Go for it. Go for him.”

			“You don’t understand,” I mumble. No heartbeat. No interesting career prospects. No friends. No hobbies. No ability to function like a responsible adult. I had to move back in with my parents for God’s sake. I’m an emotional disaster. My hermitting skills, however, are razor sharp.

			“I do understand. You think you’re above all this doughnut shit because you had a real job.” Kailey uses air quotes. “You always act like working here is beneath you, or like we’re all a little worthless. Watch it, or Matt is going to fire your ass for acting all superior. You think he can’t tell that you hate him? That you hate all of us?”

			“I don’t hate you,” I say, because it’s the truth. Whatever I feel is complicated and messy and tinged with jealousy, yes. But it’s not hate.

			“You’re lucky no one else wants the morning shift, or you’d be done,” Kailey says, flicking her loose hair over her shoulder. She’s the only one who refuses to wear the mandatory high ponytail. Matt doesn’t care. He’s blinded by her fiery glow.

			We’ve had this conversation before. She always gets over it. I wouldn’t. I’d be disgusted with myself and my bad attitude and my snide remarks. I would write me off as hostile. But by the end of our shift, she’ll have her arm around me and be trying to convince me to come to yoga with her. Kailey would feel bad for even thinking I’m hostile.

			Mostly, our interactions make me feel like I’m missing some necessary piece of programming that connects me with other women, especially women like Kailey who are genuinely kind and caring. Kailey is twenty-one, almost certified to be a yoga instructor, and in September she’s going to university for a BA, followed by an art therapy diploma. Kailey has a plan. I can’t plan tomorrow. My plans have shattered around my Puma sneakers and I have no idea how to put them back together. I don’t even know if I want to.

			Kailey handles the customers, directing goodwill toward them and irritation toward me, while I pull shots of espresso.

			“Fine,” I say, after working in silence and tired of Kailey boring holes into the back of my head. “You’re right. Henry is adorable. I think he is a sexy, gorgeous man with excellent taste in dress shirts and if things were different”—if I were different—“I’d go for him. Whatever that means.” All true, except the part about going for him, and she doesn’t need to know that. I cross my arms over my chest and glare at her.

			“Knew it!” Kailey crows, fist pumping. “Yes you do!”

			Of course she knew. Last time, during Henry’s coffee pickup, I’d stood there holding a tub of lemon custard frosting, the tips of my fingers dipped into the cold, clammy lemonyness while staring in the direction he’d left for an uncomfortably long time. I’d gone to throw out the contaminated filling, and Kailey had pried it out of my hands before I could. She’d methodically scraped the top two inches off, her shoulders shaking with laughter, before putting the container back in the fridge.

			In between waves of sugar-starved workers, I plug away at Matt’s press release on the laptop he keeps in the tiny staff room at the back of the store. The press release is filled with adverbs and adjectives. I cut them out, knowing he’s going to put them back in the second he reads my changes. I send it off to a few publications, influencers, and bloggers who I still have good relationships with. I send it to Matt too, because I know he wants to make sure I did what he asked.

			“Some help?” Kailey calls. I close the laptop and stuff it under a pile receipts Matt keeps for this purpose. He says the mess will distract would-be thieves. No safe, just crumpled paper to protect the computer.

			“Coming!” I yell back. Given the rumble at the front of the shop, it’s once again packed. I sigh outwardly and loudly. Sure, a busy day makes it go faster, but it means talking. So much talking. I rub my chest and sigh again. At this point, there’s no reason to think my heart is suddenly going to start revving again.

			Then things get worse. So much worse that there is a roaring in my ears and my fingers start to tingle. Within seconds the tingle spreads up my arms.

			Kyle hasn’t changed. I spot him three customers back in the line that spills out the doorway. His face hasn’t changed from age or weight gain, although his hair is shorter and his clothes fit better. I wish I was unrecognizable, buried in years or plastic surgery. But no. I still look like me, even though I feel less me than ever.

			“No,” I whisper. “Anyone else.” Panicked, I scan the room for an exit, or someone, anyone, who can help. Kailey catches my eye and whatever’s on my face causes her mouth to tighten, but her hands are full of Coconut-Maraschino Cherry Dumpling doughnuts, and even if they weren’t, there’s nothing she could do.

			Kyle is the last person I’d ever want to see me working behind the counter of a doughnut shop, no matter how trendy it is. It’s devastating, worse than when Henry comes in because Henry is a stranger, one whose only hold on me is his overall hotness. I numbly help serve a customer at one till while Kailey handles the other.

			“Brookie,” Kyle says, smiling, when he’s standing in front of me. The smile doesn’t reach his hazel eyes, which captured my attention and my wrath in university. He couldn’t have known I worked here. This must be an accident. Please. An accident.

			“Kyle.” I try and fail to sound friendly and nonchalant, as if I’m thrilled to be standing behind a counter ready to serve him a tequila sunrise in gluten form.

			“I heard you were at Lawrence Communications,” he says, craning his neck to look past me, as if there’s some sort of explanation at the coffee station that would explain my presence in this blazingly hot café. He refocuses on me, looking for some weakness that allowed him to surpass me without any effort on his part.

			“I was.”

			He raises his eyebrows and a corner of his mouth. Something strange—maybe the way his mouth asks a question without him saying a word—tricks people into answering when they intend to remain silent.

			“I quit,” I blurt.

			“Why?”

			“Long story.” I don’t want to say anything else.

			“A doughnut shop?”

			“For now.” I seal my lips firmly.

			“You’ll find something else.”

			“Of course.”

			Fraught silence builds between us while the lineup grumbles. I haven’t seen Kyle since I cut off all contact, right after graduation. I despise how we slip right back into our speech patterns. We were never good at talking. We were incredible at arguing.

			“I’m working at a PR agency that does crisis management,” he says. He tells me the name and I promptly forget it. I’m sweaty and anxious and stupid.

			“That’s great,” I say, trying to blot my forehead with the back of my hand without him noticing.

			“Brookie. This is crazy. I can’t believe you’re working here. What happened to you?” He wears faux concern like a mask—as if I haven’t seen it before, used against someone else before he went in for the kill. As if it didn’t used to thrill me, the way he could find someone’s exposed belly and gut them before they ever realized he was close.

			“It didn’t work out.”

			“You cracked, huh?”

			I cracked.

			“I didn’t crack. I needed a break.”

			“Sure.” He looks at me for a long time. My entire being is screaming at him to leave, but I can’t find the words to ask him to. I could. I should. People are waiting, crankily. I can ask him to leave. The words stick in my mouth. He leans on the counter and seems to hear the muffled discontent behind him.

			“I’ll take a Lemon Cup Custard Frosting,” he says, and I almost bark with laughter, remembering my fingers in the container. Instead, I dutifully collect his order.

			“You know, now that I think about it, I did hear something about you leaving Lawrence Communications while I was at an awards dinner. I didn’t believe it, of course. The Brooklyn I know wouldn’t just quit, not when she worked so hard to claw her way to the top.”

			Fuck. Kyle had known I was here. He’d come looking. After all this time, he hadn’t gotten over the fact I got a job first. Or that I’d graduated at the top of our class, him trailing behind me. Or that I’d walked away from him without a second thought. I’m not sure who was more surprised that I’d managed to shake off his thrall.

			“Somebody mentioned you wrecked some big accounts and got fired.”

			“Not true,” I grind out. I need Kailey to rescue me, but despite her frenetic activity to my left, the line isn’t getting any shorter. I catch her eye again and she shrugs helplessly before turning an icy gaze on Kyle, which he breezily ignores.

			Kyle’s proximity is making my stomach roil. He’s not a big guy—only a few inches taller than me, and slim. Nonetheless, I shift away from the counter, sinking my weight into my heels for the few extra inches it will put between us. It’s hard to breathe; my lungs are flat and airless. Threat, my body screams.

			A slow grin creeps onto Kyle’s face and he casually crosses his arms. This is his moment of triumph, which he doesn’t deserve and which I can’t fathom being needed after all this time.

			“The guy seemed pretty confident. You should’ve reached out. I would have been happy to help find you another job.”

			“I’m good. Thanks, though.”

			I step around the counter and hand Kyle his order, stretching my arm as far as possible to keep space between us. But he closes the gap and puts his arm around me to squeeze my shoulders.

			I’m trapped against his chest. My flesh crawls under the weight of his limb and my knees quake. There’s something on Kyle’s face, something dark and familiar.

			“Things will get better,” he says. Smugness oozes from his Gucci loafers to collar of his mint-green Lacoste polo.

			He leaves and my lungs fill with air and relief. Somehow, I manage to help Kailey with the remaining customers even though the tingling in my hands has spread up my arms, and from my toes up to my knees.

			“Who was that?” Kailey asks when the last customer has drifted away from the counter. She hovers next to me, her hand outstretched like she wants to put it on my shoulder but isn’t sure she should.

			Moisture beads on my forehead, and if I could get my hands to function normally, instead of being locked into claws, I would blot it with a napkin. I settle for swiping at my face with my forearm.

			Answering feels impossible. That’s Kyle. We went to university together. We dated.

			But that’s not the question she’s asking.

			She wants to know who made me sweaty, shaky, and desperate for her help.

			I inhale and open my mouth. Close it again.

			“He seemed like an asshole.”

			“Yes,” I spit out.

			She frowns harder.

			“Old…boyfriend,” I manage to say, rubbing my hands together, trying to get the tingling to dissipate and my hands to flatten out from their T. rex curl.

			“You? And that guy? Can’t see it. He’s a creep.”

			I try to swallow but don’t have any saliva, and my throat sticks closed.

			“Oh Brooklyn,” she says, gently, so kindly, as if she heard every word I didn’t say.

			As if she’d heard that I’d slept with him, and kept sleeping with him, even when he sabotaged my projects or trash-talked one of our classmates. How I’d given back as good as I got. How one time I’d shredded his paper so it would be late and I would get a higher mark. How on the rare occasions I bested him, he would be furious but impressed, like I was a good little protégée. Our behavior had escalated in our efforts to outperform each other and I’d let it, because it made me feel strong and in control, even though now it’s clear we were out of control. I was high on being unafraid for the first time in my life. Now, though, I’m ashamed of who I was with Kyle.

			Back then, Penny had let me have it. Told me I was acting like a narcissistic maniac, that I was going to hurt myself or someone else. After she did, all I could think was how I didn’t want to be like Kyle. Or someone worse.

			Kailey keeps staring.

			“Bad breakup?”

			“The breakup was fine,” I say. “The relationship was…problematic.”

			I’m gripped with the urge to blurt out everything that’s gone wrong in my life. Penny. My career. My family. My heartbeat—or lack thereof. I bite my lip so I don’t spew anything that will make me seem more bonkers. Telling the truth did nothing in the past. There’s no reason to think it will make a difference now. Instead, I stagger to the counter and reach for an empty glass from the shelf. I fill it from the tap and drink it in one go. The cold water steadies me and I stuff the memories down.

			Kailey seems to be waiting for more, but I hold my silence.

			“We all date the wrong guy at some point,” she says after a long pause.

			“It was a long time ago,” I say. “I learned my lesson. No more assholes.” I try to smile, but my lips stick on my teeth and my mouth is still dry despite the water I just downed.

			“Which is why Henry is perfect for you.” She stretches the vowels and grins like a cherub.

			Later that morning, Becca comes into Cute Lil’ Doughnuterie wearing a red and black long-sleeved flannel, sleeves rolled up, tucked into a ratty blue denim miniskirt with buttons in a row down the front. She’s topped with a commercially produced knitted beret pulled so far up her head a slight summer breeze would send it tumbling.

			“Seriously Becca? It’s nearly ninety degrees out,” Kailey says.

			“I’m freezing,” objects Becca.

			I believe her. She’s skin stretched over bone. She doesn’t eat anything in the shop. She doesn’t eat—period. Meanwhile, I spend every day at work mechanically consuming doughnuts, even when I’m not hungry. Sugar is the only thing that gives me a jolt these days. Aside from Henry, who is so none of my business.

			When I worked in marketing, I barely ate. Who had time? I made excuses, like I needed my clothes to fit, or that hunger gave me an edge, forced me to keep moving, forced me to drink water to fill the gaping hole in my stomach. I was trying to take up less space, or fit in the one that had been carved for me by the mostly male colleagues at the firm. The resulting thinness didn’t make me any happier, or make life any easier. I was just hungrier. Is it ever our idea, that thinness is essential? Becca had gotten the message, no matter the source.

			“Is Matt in?” Becca asks, craning her neck to see down the hallway that leads to the microscopic staff room.

			“Later, maybe,” Kailey says. “Why do you care anyway?” She chucks an apron at Becca.

			Becca says nothing, but she wraps the apron around her teeny waist and wears a tiny, secret smile.

			Matt doesn’t care how we dress as long as we wear our aprons, which of course no one does unless they know he’s going to make an appearance. My apron is stuffed behind the stacks of extra coffee mugs.

			Becca perches on a stool behind the counter and flicks through her phone while I dig the store laptop out from under the papers in the office and carry it to the storefront so I can help with the inevitable afternoon rush. As expected, Matt has already heavily reedited the release with indecipherable tracked comments in the margins of the Word doc.

			“What do you think ‘communicate flavor’ means?” I ask Kailey. She peers over my shoulder and her chest rises and falls against my back. There’s a heartbeat underneath it. It seems to thunder through me.

			Great. Now I’m envious of Kailey’s bodily functions, on top of her career plans.

			“It says the flavor right there. Maple sugar with anise, or whatever.” She touches the screen and leaves a smear of pink icing behind. I wipe at it.

			“I know what it says. What does he mean?”

			“It means you need to, like, make people taste it. Show not tell.” This insightful comment comes from Becca, who will be starting year one of a two-year marketing program at one of the local colleges in September.

			“It’s a press release, Becca,” I say. “Not a short story. Most pubs will cut most of this out and just run the facts. People aren’t going to read paragraphs about a doughnut.” I sound like a bitch. Becca’s frostiness doesn’t bring out any of my better qualities, and I don’t have the will to muster them on my own. The only reason Kailey and I get along at all is because she’s so effervescent. I have nothing to do with it.

			Becca shrugs. “Well, that’s what his comment means. He talked to me about it right before I got here. I said when you finally finished it, I’d put info on my Instagram. I have ten thousand followers.”

			“That’s great, Becca,” Kailey says. “Why don’t you rewrite the press release so people can really taste the doughnut? Then, reach out to your vast network of media contacts.”

			Becca shoots her middle finger at Kailey, hops off her stool, and goes to the back counter to load the dishwasher.

			Matt turning to Becca for marketing advice isn’t a good sign. As much as I grouse about the extra work, it feels good to string words together, turning and twisting them to get them just right. I have enough competitive spirit left to not want to be replaced by Becca. The idea forces me to suck it up and give Matt what he wants in the release. Or, an improved version of what he wants. I’m not writing “awesomely innovative flavor synergy.” I have limits.

			Matt does whatever he can to get services for free. The neon signage from his bro, the loaner artwork on the walls from a never-ending rotation of local creators. There’s a reason Kailey leads the yoga practice at the company’s spring “retreat”—Matt feels he doesn’t have to pay her because she already works for him. It’s the same reason he gets me to fix up his attempts at marketing. No professional service fees. Instead, I write his shit while serving doughnuts for minimum wage.

			“You’re pretty good at this writing thing,” Kailey says as she reads my edits.

			“Really?” I say. “My high school guidance counsellor told me to get into nursing or teaching.”

			Kailey cries with laughter. “You would be terrible at both those things. You can barely hand customers a cup of coffee without throwing it at them. Could you imagine handling teenagers? Or being nice to sick people?”

			“My best friend’s a nurse. And my mom’s a nurse,” I say, as if that somehow proves I’m not completely without empathetic social and genetic qualifications. My stomach flips. Penny. Where is Penny?

			“So, Mom would have loved it if you followed in her footsteps?” Kailey says, wiping tears from her cheeks, unaware that I’ve drifted.

			“She got something better than a nurse,” I say, absently. “My brother is in med school.”

			Shit.

			“Wait. You have a brother?” She stops laughing and pins me with a stare.

			Interest piqued, Becca wanders over from where she’s been digging in the half fridge where we keep our milk and milk-like products. This is a neighborhood that loves soy and almond milk. Or mylk, or whatever it is that marketers are branding the nondairy replacements with after a series of lawsuits from the dairy lobby.

			“Spencer.” Who lives in the corner of my brain labelled “things to avoid.” I didn’t pay attention for one second and he slipped out.

			“You’ve never mentioned him. Is he hot? I could date a guy in med school.” Kailey bumps Becca conspiratorially with her shoulder.

			“Too serious,” Becca says, dismissively. “Insane student loans. No money. Not for years.”

			“We’re not close, Kailey.” My voice comes out strangled and higher pitched than usual. My fingers stray to an old scar, four inches long, on my forearm.

			“I’m kidding,” she says. “You need to relax. You should come to yoga with me. You practically can’t stand up straight your shoulders are so tight.”

			“Right. Because contorting myself into uncomfortable positions with a bunch of people sweating in stretchy fabric is super relaxing.”

			“You’ll love it.”

			“About as much as I love working here.”

			She opens her mouth, but we’re interrupted by customers and I focus on plunking pastel blobs of yeast and sugar onto plates and into boxes that cost more to print than the doughnuts do to produce. Spencer retreats into the closed-off corner of my mind as I deal with an onslaught of people and paste a toothy, customer service–approved smile on my face.

			I help restock the display cabinet and wipe down tables before packaging a Peachy Keen for my dad and saying goodbye. Becca ignores me.

			Kailey grins and hip checks me out the door and into the afternoon sun. There’s laughter from the groups of people drinking poorly concealed beers and playing Frisbee in the park across the street. A tiny flame of envy flickers in my stomach and my hand strays to my neck, where I dig for a pulse. I’m fine, I tell myself. I’m fine.

			I turn away and pause on the sidewalk in front of the shop’s window to convert my ponytail into a bun. My outline is sharp in the lightly tinted glass. Inside the shop, Becca has put down her phone and is chattering away. Huh. Maybe it’s just me she doesn’t like.

			As I adjust my hair, my reflection fades in the glass. Skin first, then ropey red muscle and tissue, gone. Bones are left stacked, neatly and precariously, in a human shape. Then, they vanish too. There’s an empty spot where I once stood. I blink and rub my eyes, still able to feel the heat of my skin and the soft texture of my eyelashes.

			But the spot where I was just seconds ago reflected in the window is empty. I wave my hands around and there’s no corresponding movement in the glass. Kailey and Becca jump to work as a group of teenagers enters the store. None of them look at me, even though I’m less than a meter away.

			Panic surges in my chest. This can’t be happening. This can’t be real. I reach out to tap the window, softly, with a fingertip. The glass is hot and solid. I bang on it with a fist. No one inside the shop spares a glance my way. I howl a feral, frenzied shriek before stuttering to a shocked hush. Behind me, activity in the park goes on, uninterrupted by my scene. I stare at nothing in the window, gasping in viscous summer air. Then I bolt down the sidewalk.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			I make it three blocks before I realize A: I’m sweating and gasping for air, and B: my reflection reappeared during my desperate dash to find a cab to take me to a hospital. I sag against a brick storefront that mercifully has an awning shading me from the worst of the afternoon sun. Across the street, my watery reflection in the window of a boutique selling handmade soaps and wicker baskets follows my movements as I put my hands on my knees and inhale deeply. I straighten and discard the idea of going to the ER.

			“It was a trick of the light,” I say to reassure myself. It’s the only logical explanation.

			A woman walking past with a stroller shoots me a worried look and pushes her baby as close to the edge of the sidewalk as she can.

			“Oh, sure, now people can hear me,” I say. The woman picks up her pace and slips around the corner.

			At least I’m scaring other people instead of myself for once.

			What would I say at the ER? Any explanation I could give would result in me peeing in a cup and being sent for a mental health evaluation. My mother would find out. I shudder. Nurses somehow always know when another nurse’s kid comes into a hospital.

			I walk home and the twenty-five-minute jaunt zaps the last of my strength. Even my underwear is soaked with sweat.

			“Gross,” I complain as I wriggle my damp feet out of my socks. My toes are shrivelled and pink. I flop on my unmade bed in the basement suite of my parents’ house and drag my laptop toward me. The urge to confide in someone about the weird day, about vanishing, about my heartbeat, swamps me. There’s no one to tell. I take a deep breath and shove the feelings away.

			Reality is overrated. Television can fill most gaps in life. I press play on an old favorite. I’m asleep in seconds.

			– – –

			My body stretches and recoils like an elastic band released from fingertips and I jerk awake. Whatever I was dreaming about rapidly retreats into some inaccessible corner of my brain, leaving behind a frazzled feeling. The laptop is still open next to me, the dark screen communicating that the battery is dead and that I’ve been asleep for hours.

			I’m not alone in my room.

			“Hey!” A woman on the edge of my bed cheerfully greets me.

			“Who the fuck are you?” I yell, scrambling backwards, searching for a weapon. My fingers collide with the metal of my laptop and I grasp it with both hands, prepared to swing.

			The woman watches me jerk around my bed and tangle my feet in the blankets as I struggle to put distance between us. She’s petite, blonde, familiar—and wearing athletic tights and my pastel pink sneakers, paired with a gray, chunky cable-knit sweater that looks exactly like one I know is buried in my closet. Her outfit looks great. I wish I’d thought of it.

			The woman stands and briskly straightens her—my—clothing before flicking on the overhead light. She looks like the teenage nerd from This High-School Life. The actor won an Emmy when her character sustained an injury to her legs that meant she could no longer walk, after one of her fictional television friends drove drunk and ran her over. At age fourteen, I’d bawled through the forty-five-minute story arc. I’d also been in love with her onscreen basketball captain boyfriend. Their romance was a real “will they or won’t they?” for six seasons.

			I manage to stop flailing. “Emily Porter? What are you doing in my bedroom?” My hands, still holding the laptop, drop.

			“I thought you’d be grateful for my company,” she says, rolling her eyes. “Or do you have an amazing social life I’m not aware of?” She’s got the same sass as Ella, her teenage brainiac character. “I’m famous. People usually like that.”

			Dreaming. I’m dreaming.

			“Wake up, Brookie,” I mutter, slapping my face lightly. “It’s time to wake up.” I’d fallen asleep watching This High-School Life, and Emily’s character was my favorite. When I was an awkward thirteen-year-old, did I wish for Ella and I to become BFFs so hard that I was sure it would come true? Yes. We’d meet by accident in the mall and have an epic conversation, and then she’d take me back to This High-School Life with her and I’d become just as beautiful and famous. I imagined every detail down to my outfit and begged my mom to take me to the mall every weekend. Each trip was a crushing disappointment. I’d been so sure.

			Ella was smart, outspoken, and unafraid of her mean, bullying classmates. She’d reminded me of Penny. Or Veronica Mars. I’d wanted to be like her. God. I probably still do.

			Emily reaches over and pinches me. I yelp. Her hot-pink acrylic nails are sharp and get a stronger grip on the inside of my bare thigh than my own chewed digits ever could. I grab her birdlike wrist. It’s bony and warm.

			“No offense, but you stink,” she says, her full brows drawing together over her hazel eyes as she snatches her hand back. There’s a bruise blooming where her fingers twisted my skin.

			I catch a whiff of perspiration, stale coffee, and deep-fried sugar. When was the last time I washed this shirt?

			Emily bounces next to me on the bed, followed by a waft of lemons and lavender. Hallucination, dream, or not, she used the soap in my bathroom. She settles in, her shoulder brushing mine.

			“Anyway, I’m here now. What’s new?” She folds her slender legs under her. “I’ve got time for a chat.” She smiles—the smile that made her famous. Year ago
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