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  1


You might have been right about me, Doctor Foster. Because how else can I explain this? Balancing on a window ledge, fifty feet up, with a cop standing on the street directly below. 
As a bead of sweat tickles my nose, the wail of a car alarm pierces the night. I glance down. The officer ignores it, blowing out a plume of smoke, trying to look cool for the two ladies who appeared on his radar a moment ago. He leans against his cruiser, giving it his best, but the women are humoring him. I can tell even from up here.
So, Doctor Foster, I guess now’s the time to apologize for my reaction to your expert opinion. At fifteen, I wasn’t interested in what anyone had to say, but I can now admit you were onto something. Dopamine most definitely rules my life. Applause, food, sex and wine. I chase the hits, no question. But maybe you missed a piece of the puzzle, Doc, because what about adrenaline? The kick you get from riding roller coasters or picking a fight with someone bigger. Risk, thrill, danger. Faster, hotter, better. Because while I’m usually paddling out for dopamine, sometimes I’m surfing back on adrenaline, for sure.
My leg twitches. Heat swarms my biceps. I may have discovered a new muscle near my scapula. Or maybe it’s an old one that isn’t happy right now, because I’ve been out here a while. I take a breath and try to command my body to relax. I’ve done this a million times, but I’m out of practice and this is stupid. Because if that cop sees me, he might recognize me for what I am.
Correction: what I used to be.
The whomp of a helicopter beats down. Sudden and intrusive, even over the city din. And this time, the uniform looks up. I close my eyes and turn to marble. I become one with the concrete; meld my body to the building. I inhale a slow breath to calm my heart and quiet my mind. But a chopper is old news for this guy, and his attention is already back on his female friends. That cleavage won’t ogle itself and thank god for boobs.
I should get out of here. But the spring evening is warm, and the city is humming. Whispering promises of excitement. Anything can happen, all you have to do is show up. No. Like a hero, I call it a night. Maybe I’ve finally learned when I’m pushing my luck. What do you think about that, Doctor Foster? Progress.
I make my way back using balconies and window ledges but avoiding actual windows. I can’t become the peeping Tom (Tammy) of the neighborhood. That’d be a rough introduction to my brand-new life in this brand-new building.
Yes, Doctor Foster, one of these condos is mine.
The doors to the Aurora opened this morning. A low-rise with only sixteen apartments and a plain, ugly-trendy exterior—industrial chic?—but the inside is beautiful and modern, with high ceilings and shiny new appliances. This is what people do in their thirties, right? Sort out their shit and settle down. Some get married and have kids, sure, but let’s not get carried away.
I drop lightly onto my balcony and slide open the door. I amble past my new Chesterfield armchair, an impulse buy after the unexpected thrill of ordering a three-seater sofa, to the bathroom. After unclipping my safety belt, I peel off my climbing gloves and shoes. Finally, I remove my slate-gray spandex top and leggings set—I have these in eight colors to match different ‘occasions’—then kick them toward the spot my hamper will go. I’ve mostly stayed in hotels until now, and I had no clue how much random stuff I’d need to set up my home.
In the shower, heavy droplets massage my head. I sigh. Epic water pressure. As tension melts from my shoulders, I close my eyes. For the past month, all I’ve wanted to do is eat, drink and sleep. But parts of me are reawakening, and maybe it’s time to get back on the horse. I glance down. Hmm. Not quite ready to ride, though. A bit of grooming to take care of first. A trip to Shoppers Drug Mart tomorrow, for sure.
Pink and fragrant, I pad into my bedroom and pull on boxer shorts and a tank, then kneel beside the suitcase next to the closet. I’ve unpacked my clothes, shoes, and toiletries—the first thing I do when I arrive somewhere new—but this case differs from the others. For one, it’s locked. For another, it doesn’t contain clothes. I caress the silver polypropylene exterior. Oof. It makes my fingers twitch and my insides itch. Because I already miss it. Heart pounding, nipples hardening, body tingling. The risk of getting caught. Dopamine and adrenaline, baby. I push away the urge to revisit my tools: grappling hooks, glass cutters, climbing ropes, and a variety of gloves, flashlights and lock-picking kits. I want to admire my babies and revel in nostalgia, but I won’t.
Because I’m not doing that anymore.
Thirty-six days ago, I quit my life as a cat burglar. And no, crawling around the outside of a building isn’t the behavior of someone who’s given up the game. I don’t know what to tell you, Doctor Foster. Except, well, dopamine. And adrenaline. And it’s my first climb since that blood-spattered shitshow of a retirement gig in which my universe imploded: I almost got busted and my best friend disappeared. All up, I’m doing pretty well, thanks very much.
I stand and lift the case. It’s heavy but I’m strong. Maybe the only thing my parents did right was enroll me in gymnastics. My robust but bendy body was perfect for it and I was immediately obsessed. Too bad for me, the parents lost interest as soon as things got real: when I needed someone to drive me to out-of-town competitions, or even to early morning training sessions. I’d cried and begged, but nope. Parents are supposed to love their kids unconditionally, but I can tell you for free that isn’t always true. So I kept practicing in secret. Any way I could. I showed up at gyms and snuck onto the mat, hoping they’d let me stay. I joined my school cheer team, sucking back sarcastic responses and nuclear eye rolls so I could continue tumbling. Eventually, my smart mouth and rebellious nature won out, and I was asked to leave. But contorting yourself into weird-ass shapes is like riding a bike, apparently, because when I discovered the exciting world of criminal climbing, my body already knew what to do.
I push the suitcase to the back of the closet and step away.
Out of sight, out of mind, right?
New building, new life. A fresh start. A clean slate.
There’s a knock at the door.
Who the hell is that?
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My past hasn’t poked its ugly face into my new life, has it? Or did someone see me out there? 
I step up to the peephole. A woman, a complete stranger, with an expectant expression pointed straight at me. I keep watching as she knocks again. I want to ignore her, but now I’m curious.
“Hello, neighbor,” she says as I open the door, her bright eyes feasting first on my face, then shifting past to look into my apartment. Boundaries, lady.
Shit. I’ve just remembered who’s back there. He’s squirreled away in the bedroom, but what if he strolls out? I step to the right so my body blocks her view. Her brows pull together. She seems both surprised and annoyed that I’m not letting her inside.
“You haven’t finished moving in yet?” she says, sounding disappointed. “I love seeing what other people do with their space.”
A ping of relief. I guess she didn’t see me playing Spiderman. Or my illicit roommate.
“Most of my stuff is still coming,” I say. True, I just haven’t bought it yet.
“Huh.” She tilts her head, studying my face.
I wait, uncertain. Is this normal building behavior? Randos showing up to chit-chat without saying who they are?
“Did I catch you at a bad time?” she adds.
“It’s kind of late,” I reply, even though I’ll be up for hours yet.
A bloom of color crosses her cheeks. “Oh. It’s just… we’re neighbors, and I wanted to say hello.” She blinks her wide eyes at me and I’m clearly supposed to be all like, no it’s fine, please come in or whatever, but I’ve never been super interested in other people’s expectations.
After a pulse of awkward silence, she pushes on. “I’m downstairs in two-oh-three. Penny Pritchard.” She smiles and raises her eyebrows, waiting.
Finally, I nod. “I’m Gemma.”
“Welcome to the Aurora,” she says with a bright smile. “And nice to meet you.”
Penny has choppy highlighted blonde hair, an elfin face, and a petite stature. I’d guess she’s around forty. She’s wearing a floaty top under a cardigan and neat blue jeans, and she might be the most harmless-looking person I’ve ever met. But what do I know? I’m a terrible judge of character. It’s as if my little alarm bell—the one warning you when someone is shady—doesn’t work. I’ve made some defective decisions in my life. Penny could turn out to be another.
“When I was looking around the garden earlier this evening,” she continues, “I noticed the light go on up here. I’m pretty sure only three apartments are occupied as of tonight,” she adds. “And I’ve met the guys in three-oh-one.” Her mouth twists. “I suppose others will move in tomorrow and Sunday, but some of these condos are investment properties. The Aurora is supposed to be mostly owner-occupier. It’s the reason I bought here.”
On this, I guess I agree with Penny. The old Gemma would have hidden away in a large complex, where you have no clue about the lives of the people twenty feet away. The new Gemma opted for a place with the word community in its advertising. With a communal area on the roof and a garden out back, the Aurora clearly wants its residents to interact. I probably shouldn’t be surprised Penny is at my door.
“Gemma?” Penny tilts her head. “Don’t you think?”
Whoops, she’s been talking this whole time.
“Um, yes, totally,” I bluff.
“Wonderful.” She clasps her hands together, beaming.
Is that moisture in her eye? Is she tearing up right now? What the hell did I just agree to?
“How does late afternoon sound? We can plan it all over a glass of wine,” she adds. “Or a cocktail.” Her eyes twinkle.
I brighten. Random day-drinking. Nice.
“Sure.”
“Perfect. Five o’clock?”
“Five o’clock.”
Penny smiles, claps twice, then disappears down the hall.
I guess I’ll find out tomorrow what we’re planning.
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Ipat the pillow. When my fingers find the sleek oblong of my phone, I force one eye open to check the time. Almost midday and I have errands to run before drinks with Penny. Mr. Solomon lifts his gray head and fixes his green eyes on mine. Are we getting up? I’m only getting up if there’s food, they seem to say. Fair enough, Sol. Like me, Mr. Solomon prefers the simple life. Indulgent, some may argue. If I’m not getting a hit of dopamine or adrenaline, I prefer to be asleep. At the very least, dozing. Sol’s three speeds are eating, sleeping, and stretching out in patches of sun. And no, pets aren’t allowed in the building, so yes, I’ve already broken a condo rule. Scaling the exterior is also probably a no-no, so I guess that makes two.
But no way am I abandoning Sol. He’s all I have, even though I’ve only had him for a little while. After what I stumbled into a month ago—Tarantino could have directed that bloody mess—I knew he had to be an orphan. So when I saw him cowering on the balcony, looking up at me with trusting eyes—Sol doesn’t appear to be a good judge of character either, so we’re perfect for each other—I took him with me. We rappelled away together into the night and now I have a cat. And it’s as if we’ve never been apart, Sol and me.
After we arrived at the Aurora yesterday, he slunk around, sniffing everything and emitting a few growls of displeasure—no one enjoys moving, Sol, no one—but as soon as he found the sunny spot in the spare room he parked himself there and has seemed happy ever since. He’ll hang out on the balcony in summer and monitor the birds through the windows when it gets colder. As long as he’s good, we’ll stay. I just have to make sure Penny doesn’t catch sight of him like she could have last night. I bet she’s the type to rat out rule-breakers.
“Okay, Sol, let’s do this.” I scratch the top of his head and watch him extend each limb individually, taking his sweet time. He likes to let me know who’s in charge. To remind me I’m not his boss just because I can make food appear.
In the kitchen, I check the refrigerator. Nope, it didn’t magically fill with treats overnight. There’s something for Sol, though—I could never leave him hanging. I spoon it into a bowl and set it down, eyeing him with jealousy. I wish I had someone dishing out my meals. All up, the life of a cat seems pretty perfect. But I’m not too far off, really. Surely I can manage feeding myself? And if I’m going to be a proper grownup, I should leave takeout city and fill my pantry with actual food.
But that sounds like something you start on Monday.
Still, I need to stock up on wine—I can’t show up at Penny’s empty-handed, even I know that—as well as something for tomorrow morning when I’ll be ravenous from all my sex-ing tonight. After I leave Penny’s, I mean. Pretty sure that’s not what I agreed to, and she’s not that kind of girl.
I should make a grocery list. Bacon, eggs, bread, chocolate, wine, and more Sol food. There. A list. I’m nailing this.
As I walk through the lobby to the exit, my eyes catch on something lying on the ground, almost out of sight. I do this automatically—scope my surroundings for nooks and crannies, threats and opportunities, escape routes. Because in my line of work, getting a sense of your environment is crucial. Whoops, my old line of work.
I take a step closer. A padded A4 yellow envelope. I pick it up and turn it over, my fingers pressing against the hard lump in the middle. Addressed to Tom Bollard at the Aurora, but no apartment number. This building isn’t large enough to have a concierge, so we have to receive our own deliveries. I hope couriers won’t dump packages in the lobby like this; I do most of my shopping online. Retracing my steps back to the mailboxes, I leave it on top for him. Look at me being all neighborly. Gold star for Gemma.
As I turn, there’s a rush of motion behind me. Someone hurrying to the door leading out to the garden. A rangy woman, maybe late twenties, with tattooed arms and short shorts and a mop of jet black hair. Is this one of my new neighbors?
“Hey,” I call.
She doesn’t stop. Should I pull a Penny and introduce myself? Why not? Because a moving truck has pulled up to the main entrance and things are about to get crowded. And who am I kidding? She’s hot and I want to meet her.
I find her outside the door, kneeling beside a push-bike, fiddling with the lock. I take in her long brown legs and her capable-looking hands working to untwist the cable.
“Can I help?” I ask, and she jumps, literally, whirling around to fix wide eyes on me. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare—” I begin, but my words dissolve into laughter. Clips of cats being little weirdos (or assholes) are my favorite time wasters, and she just looked a lot like one. Still does, actually.
“Sorry,” I say again, relieved when she also lets out a chuckle.
“My startle reflex has always been off the charts,” she says, then holds up the lock. “But all good.” She shoves it in her backpack. “Thanks.”
“No worries.” I study her brown-with-gold-flecked eyes, trying to get a read, but she looks past me, a frown knitting her brow.
“I’m Gemma,” I say. “Apartment four-oh-one.”
She blinks and nods. “Tobi, hey. Uh….” She looks over my shoulder. “Sorry, Gemma. I can’t chat.”
But as she turns, her eyes drop to give my body a quick once-over, then rise to hold my gaze a beat longer than necessary. Then she’s gone, wheeling the bike through the garden and up to the street. I remain where I am, heart thrumming faster. The hot, cagey, enigmatic Tobi just checked me out. My new life at the Aurora is already getting interesting.
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The Aurora sits at the end of Cannon Street where it intersects with Bright Street, a block that has a couple of bars and restaurants, a Loblaws with an LCBO inside, and a Shoppers next door—thank you grocery store gods. I cut through the garden and backtrack through a side alley, heading toward the café at the other end, a place called Bouche. I walk slowly, casting my eyes around my new neighborhood, even though I checked it out before I signed on the dotted line. 
Directly across the road from the Aurora is a two-story building with a business on the first floor and what looks like an apartment above. Next door is a locksmith—ha!—a couple of nondescript buildings with who knows what going on inside, then Bouche. On the same side as the Aurora, a long and flat structure houses an auto repair shop and beyond that, about a hundred feet away, is an empty lot. All up, the street has an almost industrial vibe and I love it.
Inside Bouche, I order the all-day breakfast special and a double-shot Americano, then pull out my laptop. Penny for sure will ask for my backstory at drinks this afternoon, so what do I say? I need an explanation for my leisurely lifestyle and if I’m not a high-end thief, then what am I?
I open a text file and type the name of my project at the top—My Normal Life—then stare out the window. A normal life. Is it possible? Yes, because it has to be. I have no clue what went down at my last climbing job, except a detective nearly nabbed me and my best friend and literal partner-in-crime Danni disappeared. Whether her ticket was one-way doesn’t matter. She’s gonzo. Much like the diamonds that also vanished that same night. She’s gone and I have to move on. I push away a curl of grief. No. Most likely, she’s living it up somewhere tropical, not a care in the world.
And I’ve left my old life behind too. I dove in headfirst and became a homeowner. What do you say to that, Doctor Foster? You warned me about avoidant attachment styles leading to future commitment issues, but look at me now. If this isn’t a commitment, I don’t know what is. 
So now I need a cover story. I’m in my thirties, so I should have something of a career. Not having a job would be weird, right? And, as you used to say, Doctor Foster, a person’s profession can be their way of finding their place in the world. But being someone’s employee doesn’t gel with my vision of living a cat’s life. No one makes Sol get up at some arbitrary time and go to some random location to be told what to do all day. No. I don’t need to slap on a suit and join the corporate commute to keep up my charade. I couldn’t do that even if I wanted to because I have a problem with my résumé. I don’t know much about living a normie life, but I do know that to get a job, you usually have to submit a résumé. The last legal job I had was bartending and as much as I sucked at it back then, I’m likely to be even worse at it now. So how do I explain a decade-long hole in my career?
Maybe I can say I’ve been in a coma.
No, too many questions. OMG you were? What happened? Could you hear people talking to you? What brought you out?
What if I was a kept woman? I didn’t have to work because I had a rich boyfriend. It’s not exactly a Hi-Five to feminism, though. Or maybe I was a child bride who’s just received a healthy divorce settlement. But then I’d have to make up a spouse, and when lying, the fewer details to remember, the better.
What about some online or influencer-style fortune? I have almost no internet presence, though, and I’m hardly a tech savant. One conversation and a quick internet search and I’m busted. Ooh, what about an inheritance? In truth, I have one parent still hanging on, but so what? I could be an orphan, like Sol. And perhaps the reason I’m not working right now is because I’m taking some time to deal. It’s not so far from the truth. I am still grieving. For my AWOL best friend and my old life.
My fingers move clumsily across the keyboard as I type out my story—I’m not destined to become a professional typist, that much is clear. But eventually I get there. History rewritten. Gemma Cross, for the past ten-ish years, lazed around with her wealthy boyfriend until her parents tragically died and she inherited a bunch of money. Is that going to fly? I guess I'll find out.
The server arrives with my food, so I pack away my laptop. I’ll have to figure out the question of my hobbies later. Really, I should already have one. You don’t need to be living a non-criminal life to have a pastime or two. How have I spent the hours until now? It seemed to disappear, what with working out, sleeping in, and planning heists. Time flies when you’re stealing stuff.
So what happens when you stop?
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NICO


DS Nico Davis, surrounded by the bustle of one of Toronto’s busiest central police precincts, jiggled her leg and waited. The whirr of something mechanical hummed away in the distance and the familiar smell of burned cheese floated in from the breakroom. Saturday at the station. The Singles Shift. Those working either didn’t have a family yet or were en route to divorce-town. The atmosphere was diligent industry—young, ambitious officers hustling toward a promotion—tinged with the distinct whiff of loneliness. Nico knew all too well in which camp her tent was pitched. She’d volunteered to work because she couldn’t face tiptoeing her way through the minefield that was her weekend. Painful reminders everywhere she turned. Unexploded grief bombs, just waiting to be triggered. 
Nico used to love her weekends. Friday nights had been drinks with the unit, indulging in endless, sometimes pointless reviews of their cases—open or closed—reliving busts and picking through evidence. If she wasn’t chasing down a lead or hanging with Izzy, she’d spend Saturday night happily alone. Either a movie and takeout, or cooking dinner, making noodles from scratch while classic Motown serenaded her from the stereo.
But all that was before. 
A motion near the door drew her gaze, her eyes sharp and hungry, ready to get on with it. Just a couple of uniforms, joking and chatting as they ambled through. She sucked in an irritated breath. Where the hell was this guy? Way to be late on your first day, Detective Jackson.
Her phone beeped. She threw her scratchy mood that way, already knowing who and what. Her sister, demanding Nico join them for dinner tomorrow night. Technically younger, Tatiana was in some ways older. In societal terms, at least, with a husband and three kids and a crippling mortgage. For the past few Sundays, over roast lamb and Tati’s famous garden salad, Nico had endured her sister’s scrutinizing eyes and incessant questions. All some iteration of: You sure you’re okay? Yes, she was okay; yes, she was fine. She just needed to get back to normality. Immersing herself in Tati’s family and their chaotic energy should be a pleasant distraction. Therapeutic, even. Instead, it made her feel hollow in a way that Tati wouldn’t understand. Nico sighed and typed out a reply. Will confirm tomorrow.
Unlikely to satisfy her sister, but Nico wasn’t ready to tell Tati that she’d returned to active duty. On Wednesday, after three weeks of nothingness, she’d received clearance from the department’s psychologist, and Sarge had given her the green light. He couldn’t keep one of his best detectives benched, and there was nothing wrong with her. Nico simply needed to get on with things. To get back to work. But not filling out reports, confined to her desk. She needed a case to throw herself into and grind into dust.
“But I’m putting someone new with you,” Sarge had said at their meeting. “You can hold each other’s hands.”
Nico had felt her mouth drop open, the blood rush out of her face.
He’d frowned. “Nico?”
“What?” she’d snapped. “I’m processing.”
Because Nico was still waiting for Izzy to stroll up to her desk and say, “What’s up, pardner,” in the goofy Clint Eastwood voice she used to put on for no reason.
“Not solo, Nico. With a partner, you can get back out there,” Sarge had said, his message clear.
“Who?” Her question had come out weird and strangled, but she’d lifted her chin and met Sarge’s eyes and they’d both pretended everything was normal.
“He’s new to the city,” Sarge said. “And you don’t have to become besties,” he’d added, the young person’s word sounding strange in his mouth. “But I think you’ll be a good match. He’s smart, Nico. Don’t underestimate him.”
Nico hadn’t asked for any more details apart from his name. She hadn’t even looked him up, except for his department-issue ID photo. She’d meet him soon enough and find out for herself. So here Nico was, kicking it at the station on a Saturday afternoon, waiting for the freshly minted Detective Sergeant Jared Jackson to show up and ruin her day.
“Where is he?”
Nico looked up to see DC Patterson hovering by her desk.
“Who?”
“Jared,” Patterson replied.
Nico frowned.
“DS Jackson,” Patterson added.
Nico tilted her head. “You’ve already met him?”
For a moment he looked almost guilty, then shrugged. “Grabbed a beer last night.”
One beer and Patterson is hanging around asking after this guy? What did this apparent man-crush mean for Nico? And what kind of crap had Patterson been feeding Jackson? Nico and Patterson had never been friendly, but since Izzy, their interactions had become even cooler, bordering on hostile. It was clear he blamed Nico. She could almost hear his accusations. You should have noticed. You should have done something. And no matter how much she wanted to tell him to fuck off back to the crevice he’d crawled out of, Nico knew Patterson was at least partly right. 
She felt a scowl creep across her face. If that little shitter—
Suddenly, her chest was tight. Locked in a vise. She swallowed hard and turned away, trying to breathe normally, panic knotting her shoulders.
“Forget it,” Patterson muttered, wandering off.
Nico kept her head down for a moment, eyes closed as she gripped the desk, riding the storm. She forced herself to expand her lower belly as she took a slow breath in through her nose. A full minute passed before she felt ready to lift her gaze again. Damn, that was unpleasant. It had happened a week ago, out of the blue, but she’d dismissed it. The human body was a mysterious beast. It wasn’t Nico’s job to decipher that particular puzzle and where the hell was this guy? Nico unclipped the gate holding her irritation at bay and let it wash over her; flow freely around her body.
Imbued with a pleasing sense of justified incense, she stalked over to the coffee machine and shoved a cup under the nozzle. She jabbed at the button and sloshed in a dash of milk. Just as she returned to her desk, DS Jared Jackson, the man himself, strolled through the door. Immediately obnoxious, ambling toward Nico all swagger and attitude, as if strutting a catwalk. In the next moment, she realized he was aware of her gaze. And shit, he was enjoying it, her eyes on him. She looked away as he made his approach. Nico was not a gambling woman, but she’d bet money Jackson was going to be a major pain in her ass. And how could she trust anyone after….
He knocked on her desk. “What’s up, DS Davis. Nice to meet you. I’ve heard—”
“Forget what you’ve heard,” Nico barked.
He widened his eyes. “Hey, it wasn’t bad.”
But then he ruined it by smirking.
She narrowed her gaze, weighing him down with her flinty stare. “Is this it? Is this how it’s going to be? You being an asshole and me holding back a slap? Because I’d rather do paperwork for the rest of my life.”
“Hey, hey.” He leaned back, hands up in a placatory gesture. “No assholes here. I’m all yours and ready to learn.”
“Learn?”
Nico’s voice sounded gravelly and hard, but so what? The way he’d sauntered in as if he owned the place. Ten minutes late and no apology? 
“I’m new to the city,” he said easily. “Figured we can cruise around while you give me the rundown on our area.”
Nico eyed him for a long moment. It wasn’t a terrible idea, but she wanted to say no, anyway.
“I’ll drive,” he said, waggling his eyebrows.
“You will not.” She stood, grabbing her bag and keys.
“It’s already past four,” he continued as they walked out to the elevator bay. “Any interest in getting food after? Get to know each other.”
Nico hit the call button and turned to eye him. Who did this guy think he was?
“No?” he continued. “I'd settle for a beer.” He tilted his head, his playful smile dropping as Nico continued to regard him in stony silence.
“I’m heading out either way,” he persisted. “Would love some company.”
His doggedness was almost inspiring. If he was anything like this as a detective, he would be useful, Nico had to concede. And she didn’t need to become his buddy. Sarge had said himself, they didn’t have to be friends to work together.
The elevator pinged, and Nico stepped inside. She ignored Jackson’s gaze and fixed her eyes on the closing metal doors. “You’ll do just fine without me.”
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Penny’s apartment is like mine, except I have a small second bedroom. Probably meant to be a home office or even a nursery, it’s definitely too large for a cat. But Sol’s already claimed it, and I’m not going to argue with him. 
“There are only sixteen apartments in the Aurora,” Penny says as she shows me around hers. “Bedroom… bathroom…” She nods and points, as if I might not know what they are otherwise. “Four apartments on each floor,” she continues, “except for the first and fifth, which have two three-bedrooms. All the oh-ones like yours are one-and-a-half bedrooms, the oh-twos are large bachelors, the oh-threes are singles, and the oh-fours have two bedrooms.”
“Huh,” I say. “How—”
“I read the building manual and studied the floor plan,” she interrupts, anticipating my question.
I’ve inspected more than my share of blueprints, but it never occurred to me to do so when buying a condo. I cast an appraising glance at Penny. She’s obviously ahead of me in the grown-up game and I should stick close to her.
“It was all in the developer’s vision,” she continues. “Creating beautiful, luxurious homes hidden inside a concrete block. Spacious and high-ceilinged, with whiteware and laundry closets in all. A modern, sumptuous secret.”
Is Penny part of their marketing team?
“And we have the waste diversion system in the garbage room, which is a fantastic initiative,” she continues. “All of this is the reason these apartments are more expensive than average. In terms of price per square foot.”
I nod, even though I'd done zero property market research. And how did Penny afford a fancy apartment on her own? She doesn’t look like a high-flying executive or seem like she was born rich.
I follow her back to the kitchen, wondering how to bring up the subject of her job-slash-wealth without being interrogated about my‌ own situation.
“What do we feel like? Wine or cocktails?” Penny turns and raises her eyebrows.
I hand over the bottle of pinot grigio I’d brought with me. “Happy to drink wine, but whatever,” I say, taking in her jeans and floaty tank—classic Penny, it seems—pleased I got my outfit right. Jeans with a sloppy but not scruffy off-the-shoulder cropped shirt. It’s not that I don’t know how to put together outfits, it’s that I have zero experience of what to wear to neighbor drinks.
“You haven’t said anything,” Penny says suddenly.
Said anything? About what?
She waves her hand from the kitchen to the living room. “What do you think?”
Oh. She wants me to compliment her apartment. Her furniture and her décor. Of course.
“Love it. So elegant.”
It’s not even a tactful lie. Penny has done a great job. Working with a base of taupe carpet, chrome and stainless-steel appliances, white walls and glossy tiles, she’s added floor-length floaty off-white curtains that give eighties rock ballad vibes, but in a good way. She’s thrown in just the right amount of color to liven up the otherwise neutral tones, with mint, rose and peach pillows and accessories. Her furniture is a combination of sleek—Scandinavian style dining table and chairs—and lush, with overstuffed armchairs, and all up it totally works. How did she do all this in thirty-six hours?
“Seriously, it looks great.”
“Oh.” A flush of pink crosses Penny’s face. “Thanks.”
I smile, pleased with myself. I haven’t done this female-bonding, friend-making thing much before, because if I wasn’t hanging out with Danni, it was with random hotties or criminal world acquaintances, and the less bonding you did with either of them, the better.
As Penny opens the wine, I amble around the living room, wondering what aspects of the décor I can copy without seeming too Single White Female-ish.
“I thought we could sit on the balcony,” Penny calls out.
“Sure.”
As I walk over to the sliding glass door, I see a sliver of coppery-colored wood on the floor. “Hey, I think you dropped something under the couch,” I call out, bending down to get a better look.
Smash.
I jolt upright and spin around. Penny is hurrying over to me, a mess of wine and broken bottle behind her on the kitchen floor.
“What happened?” I ask.
“It’s nothing.” Her face is bright red as she rummages under the couch. Keeping her back to me, she tucks something under her arm and runs into the bedroom.
I stare after her. “Are you… should I…?”
But she doesn’t reply. I look back at the kitchen. Am I supposed to clean it up while she does whatever it is she needs to do? But then she’s back, a bright smile fixed on her face and a bottle of spray cleaner in her hand.
“What a clumsy Chloe, right?” She tears off several paper towels from a dispenser on the bench and crouches down.
“Can I help?” I ask, uncertain. The vibe is… off.
“Don’t be silly. Go check out the view from the balcony.”
“But—”
“Please, Gemma?” She looks up, her eyes wet and fierce.
“Uh, okay.”
Penny obviously needs a minute, so I take a seat outside. The spring afternoon is warm and lights from the entertainment district a few miles away are already sparkling, even though the sun is just beginning its descent.
“Here we are,” Penny says, pressing a glass of wine into my hand. “Cheers.”
I clink my glass against hers, watching as she gulps back a large mouthful. I’m curious, but I’m hardly going to push her to reveal her secrets when I have so many of my own. Instead, I take a sip of wine and settle into my chair. Hanging out and drinking wine is a pretty good kick-off to my Normal Life and I don’t want to jeopardize it by being Nancy Nosy Parker.
“So, shall we talk about it?” Penny says, clutching the stem of her wine glass with both hands.
I turn to face her. She wants to talk after all? I wait.
Her lip trembles. “You’re still on board, aren’t you? Oh, Gemma, please don’t back out now.”
Right, the mystery planning session. The reason she invited me over.
Her eyes moisten again. I take another sip of wine to stall. Can I wing this without admitting I tuned her out last night? Worth a shot. And does it even matter what this is about? I don’t think I can say no to Penny’s pixie face.
“Sure. I’m on board.”
She immediately brightens. “Fabulous. I thought we could call ourselves The Aurora Crew. Or something.” She blushes, fiddling with the ends of her hair. “But we can figure out the name later. And we could put up a poster in the lobby to tell the other residents and give them, I guess, my contact phone number?”
I nod. No way in hell are we posting my number for randos to call me. About what, exactly, I’m still not sure.
“So,” I say casually. “What’s the, uh, scope of this?”
“Well, like I said, the main idea is to build a community at the Aurora. To have a Neighborhood Watch without the actual patrolling of the streets. That kind of thing. And of course the social aspect. And discussing local events, anything affecting us.” Penny’s cheeks are pink with excitement. “What do you think? Gemma, I don’t have the confidence to do this by myself.” Penny locks earnest eyes with me and I find myself, once again, nodding.
It wasn’t enough for me to commit to one location, I’ve bought a condo in a small, not-at-all anonymous building, and now I, ex-criminal Gemma Cross, appear to be a founding member of our Neighborhood Watch club.
I guess there’s no going back now.
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