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Chapter 1

When MC managed to find a spot on the overcrowded subway platform, she made sure nothing about her was disturbing anyone’s personal space. Not her messenger bag, not her posture, not even her hair, a blond mess she’d partially wrangled into a topknot. Satisfied, she took out her book.

She was rereading a Rebecca Sloane novel, a self-soothing ritual she performed after breakups. This latest split had been typical—undramatic, blameless, and not MC’s choice—so it called for the typical remedy. In this case, the passion and suffering of a Byzantine empress and her handmaiden. Their love was doomed, but it was beautiful and epic and, around the halfway mark, steamy. Though she was twenty-six and theoretically beyond getting excited by fingers brushing a wrist, MC blushed as a train arrived and she was carried by the human tide into the air-conditioned car.

She gripped the pole that ran above the seats. A napping woman in a shawl opened one eye to stare at her, like she knew.

“The next station is . . . Prospect Park.”

MC’s phone buzzed.

How are you still basically at home?

The train lurched into the tunnel and she lost service. Joe had summoned her to his office with zero notice, zero context, and a lot of all-caps messages about how he was freaking out. And no, he couldn’t discuss why, just come, please and thank you.

She’d text him back in a minute.

She looked down at her book again. The empress was getting ready for a ceremony with some priests, and her handmaiden was getting handsy. It was classic Rebecca Sloane: Two women from the distant past were consumed by lust for each other, then cursed by society to either suffer or perish, or suffer and then perish. This was her most hopeful work, in that the lovers got to eke out a secret affair with the blessing of the gay emperor. In the epilogue, the handmaiden died of pneumonia on the Black Sea. Still.

MC knew Sloane’s stories were old-fashioned, but they appealed to her on some primal level, for reasons she didn’t understand, and didn’t want to.

Trundling over the Manhattan Bridge, she pulled out her phone.

Train trouble, sorry!

Ughhhh

Just tell me what’s going on?

Joe didn’t reply. She figured he was in the middle of a conflict with a writer or minor television celebrity. Painful emails with someone’s lawyer needed to be exchanged. He’d been increasingly stressed about work over the past year, calling her late at night or early in the morning to discuss contract details and pitches he was on the fence about. MC was a freelance writer herself, though she mostly worked in advertising these days, so she was a safe and knowledgeable sounding board. Also, highly available. Most importantly, they’d been inseparable since middle school and trusted each other in the way of old married couples—not that either of them knew any of those.

She got off at Canal Street and walked with her hands in her pockets, enjoying the late-afternoon breeze. It was early September. The warmth of summer lingered even as New York’s businesslike pace left no doubt that fall had arrived. The scent of cinnamon drifted from a cart selling roasted nuts. Jackhammers pierced the hum of traffic. MC had grown up in a quiet Long Island suburb but adjusted to the sensory assault of the city in college; now she kind of liked it. It helped that when she graduated, she didn’t immediately aspire to the office caste. For the past five years, she’d had the luxury of traveling during off-hours, experiencing the grind when it was a little less grinding. Freelance work had been her only option at the time, but now she was glad she’d ended up in it. She made her own schedule, sort of, and she was her own boss, more or less. She knew she wouldn’t feel quite so serene if she weren’t in good health or had to take care of someone. But for the moment, she was comfortable: an established professional with almost a dozen brands paying her to throw sentences together. And though she’d come to the city with the usual dream of being a real writer—a journalist, to be exact—the mildness of her ambition had at least spared her from the insanities of the media class. Which she had enough secondhand contact with anyway, thanks to Joe.

She arrived at the cast-iron building on Broadway where Jawbreaker kept its offices. The ground floor was home to a certain fast-fashion European clothing store where she’d bought too many things, including the black slim-fit men’s T-shirt she was currently wearing. She took a door off to the side and stood in an elevator bank with several sharply dressed people in clear-framed glasses.

An elevator arrived, and they all shuffled in. MC remembered her first time riding to the fifth floor. It’d come as no surprise that her best friend was capable of ruling the world, or at least the arts-and-culture beat at the highbrow gossip hub of cubicle drones and young literary types everywhere. Being kept by his side on the way up had been a thrill and a relief.

“Mischa Celeste,” Sheena called out from her desk, phone tucked against her shoulder. She liked to elongate MC’s full name in a singsong voice, accentuating its absurdity, which never failed to delight Jerome, who sat across from her. He leaned back in his ergonomic chair as far as it would go, then tempted fate with another inch or two.

“New assignment?” he said.

“Does dealing with Joe count as an assignment?”

Jerome steepled his fingers. “He’s been locked in his office all day.”

“Any sense of what’s going on?”

“I assumed a variation on the usual drama.” He glanced over at Joe’s door. “But the paranoid part of me is wondering if there’s something else.”

MC was about to ask for theories when a man in a matte-black tracksuit walked up to her.

“The woman of the hour,” he said, his voice smooth.

It took MC a second to realize she was staring into the icy blue eyes of Seth Flanagan. She’d met Jawbreaker’s founder on several occasions over the last few years, mostly at their infamous holiday parties, but was pretty sure he didn’t know her name.

Yet here he was, smiling at her.

“Um,” she said, convinced he’d confused her with someone else and not sure how to explain it politely.

“Looking forward to Monday,” he said.

And then he continued on to one of the glass conference rooms.

She turned back to Jerome and whispered, “What was that?”

Jerome looked stunned. “No idea.”

Sheena uncrossed her legs—clad in the usual fishnet stockings—and leaned toward them. “He and Joe had a long-ass meeting this morning.” She raised an eyebrow.

“About what?” MC asked.

“You,” Sheena said, “would be the only person who’s allowed to even attempt to figure that out.” She readjusted the phone. “Hi, yes, I’m still here—”

MC took a deep breath, exchanged a final look with Jerome, and walked up to Joe’s door.

It flew open before she even had a chance to knock.

“Finally,” Joe breathed, waving her in with a frantic hand. As soon as she’d passed the threshold, he drew back to pace behind his desk, his normally perfect curls in disarray. “Close the door behind you.”

“Are we in the Matrix right now?” she said, looking over her shoulder. “Are agents coming for us?”

He dropped into his chair and stared at her, the arched lines of his brows high and expectant. He was framed by a wall of shelves stuffed with edgy collections from writers MC had never heard of, corkboards plastered with dimly lit pictures of him with journalists, poets, and podcasters. “Actually, yeah, kind of.”

She blinked.

“Sit,” he said, his catlike hazel eyes more shadowed than usual. “You’re making me nervous.”

“I’m making you nervous?” She settled into the big leather chair across from his desk. “I hear you had a long meeting with Seth Flanagan.”

Joe winced but said nothing.

“I guess that’s not nearly as weird as him calling me ‘the woman of the hour’ just now.”

His gaze fell to her lap, where she was still loosely holding the book. “Is that Rebecca Sloane?”

“You mean the high-water mark of eighties historical fiction?” She palmed the paperback. “Why yes.”

“Not over Lisa dumping you yet?”

“Getting there.”

“Well, I’ve got something that’ll make you forget about her for the rest of your life.” He picked up a book from his desk. “You haven’t read this. I know, because if you had, you’d be losing your shit.”

The cover was highlighter pink, with a cutesy illustration of two women on either side of a picket fence, oh-so-close to kissing. Girl Next Door, by S. K. Smith. According to the banner at the top, it was a New York Times bestseller.

MC was confused. “Is that a romance novel?”

“Technically, it’s a rom-com.” Joe’s eyes were sparkling now, his exhausted slump replaced by a giddy, spring-loaded perch. “And the only thing crazier than its fan base is the fact that no one has any idea who the author is. I called every publishing boy I’ve ever slept with to check.” He grinned. “S. K. Smith is a bona fide mystery—no bio, no interviews, no nothing.”

“Okay . . .”

“Are you ready for me to blow your mind?”

“Not really?”

He took a breath.

“This,” he said, pointing at the blonde on the cover, “is you.”

And who is that? she almost asked, her eyes moving over to the dark-haired girl on the other side of the fence.

But she already knew.





Chapter 2

Joe signaled to the bartender. “Whiskey on the rocks and a vodka soda.”

MC was too disoriented for a drink. They’d left the Jawbreaker office and migrated to a poorly lit bar where even the draft beer was overpriced. Visually, though, it fit the profile of the archetypal literary dive she’d fantasized about as a teenager: vintage metal signs hung askew, broken sconces, unoccupied booths in red velvet. It was early evening, so the atmosphere was placid. At least there was that.

MC wasn’t sure what Joe had been expecting when he’d presented her with the revelation that her childhood neighbor had secretly written a smash-hit rom-com cribbed directly from their senior year of high school, in which she and MC were not distant acquaintances, as they had been in real life, but madly in love. It probably wasn’t her staring into space and trying to recall the only moment of potential significance that had ever passed between them.

Despite having lived forty feet apart for fifteen years, MC and Nora Pike were never friends. Nora didn’t have friends. She’d been an oddball since elementary school, abrupt and prickly in conversation, when she was willing to talk at all. The only time she and MC had spent together was when they were on the literary magazine. MC had been elected editor in chief after her comic takedown of The Old Man and the Sea in English 12; Nora had been tasked with using her layout software skills on the sorry-looking printout the club issued at the end of every year. The teacher who served as the advisor had promised her extra credit.

But even as they’d spent long hours together, arranging terrible poems and stories alongside terrible art and photography, their dynamic remained distant. Sometimes they might have shared a smile or a semi-triumphant moment. Other than that, it was all business.

Then the magazine’s reading night had rolled around.

The event had drawn a crowd. Even Nora was in a decent mood. She’d gone from being a reluctant presence at their bimonthly meetings to an unofficial co-editor with MC by spring, delivering an actual publication that put the much-better-funded yearbook to shame. Performances of student writing were met with cheering and applause—especially an anonymous poem that MC had been cajoled into presenting in lieu of the real author.

“On the Look You Give (Before Turning Away)” had come in just before the end of the year. Nora, who served as the submissions gatekeeper on account of her excellent organizational skills, refused to reveal the author’s identity. It was the only thing from Explorations that’d been passed around the school at large, its short, precise verses perfectly capturing the speaker’s overwhelming desire for a person who couldn’t or wouldn’t acknowledge what was between them.

The after-party was bigger than the reading, a culmination of all the parties that’d been hosted at MC’s house that year, which had become their default hangout spot after her mom had moved out the previous summer and her dad had become a lot more permissive, or at least a lot less involved. It didn’t hurt that her older brother, Conrad, had decided to drop out of Harvard in March and had little to do but work at the grocery store and look the other way whenever they wanted to buy alcohol. MC had figured his sudden return had something to do with their parents’ impending divorce. But he refused to discuss it, at least with her.

Around midnight, when the party was in full swing, MC had decided to head to the basement for another case of beer. She needed a last swig of courage. A moment to gather herself before taking command of a situation she’d been agonizing over for two years: her longstanding crush on fellow Explorations member Gabby Ramirez, whose tendency to earnestly compliment MC while making intense eye contact had fostered something like love.

Unfortunately, MC didn’t quite get to the beer. Or her confession. Because when she made it to the foot of the basement stairs, she saw Gabby was already making out with someone else on the old suede couch.

And that someone was Conrad.

MC had fled to the shadows of an elm tree in their yard. She could still hear her friends’ drunken antics, but the high of the night was gone for her. In its place was a sense that she’d been a fool not to see this coming. Her brother might’ve been a dropout, but he was an Ivy League dropout, and the glory of his time at Green Hills High hadn’t faded.

“Your adoring fans,” Nora said flatly, “are wondering where you are.”

MC had noticed her walking out the back door, arms folded, but hoped they wouldn’t interact. She wasn’t in the mood to be seen, especially by the person least likely to show sympathy.

Nora was about the same height as MC, with choppy, shoulder-length black hair permanently pulled up in a ponytail. That she’d made the effort to maintain bangs was one of senior year’s big surprises. She was in all black, as usual, with a thick application of eyeliner.

MC sighed. “They’re your fans too.”

Nora had gone through a minor social transformation over the spring, her good taste earning respect from even the harshest critics in the club. Not that she seemed to care.

“I’m going home,” she said.

“Already?”

“It’s boring in there.”

MC toed a tree root. “Can I ask you something?”

“I don’t know, can you?”

MC was used to Nora’s rudeness by that point and skipped over it. “Did my brother write that poem? The anonymous one.” He wasn’t a student anymore, but he was only a year out. And after he’d become the supplier of their parties, he’d basically turned into an honorary member of the club; maybe he’d bribed Nora into putting the poem in as an overture to Gabby.

“Nope.”

MC blew out a breath. She was relieved, even if it didn’t change anything.

“Did you like it?” Nora added, her tone slightly less assured.

“Are you kidding? It’s the best piece in the magazine. No offense to everyone else.”

“You seemed pretty nervous when you had to read it tonight.”

MC laughed. “I guess I’m not too smooth when it comes to that sort of thing.”

“What sort of thing?”

“Uh, reciting sensual poetry?”

“I thought you did a good job.” It wasn’t just Nora’s tone that’d changed. It was her whole expression. Her posture wasn’t so confrontational, her green eyes wide in the moonlight. But as she took a breath—maybe to say something more—a shattering sound came from inside the house. MC seized on it, because an inexplicable panic had begun to rise in her chest.

“Shit,” she said, “hope that’s not my dad’s pottery.”

“Yeah,” Nora replied, snapping back from whatever had possessed her, “good luck with that.”

And then she walked toward the picket fence between their houses without another word.

MC hadn’t thought much about their exchange at the time. She’d been too preoccupied with Conrad and Gabby, whose kiss blossomed into a full-blown relationship over the summer. The only way she could distract herself from the romance filling her house was with the prospect of breaking away. She and Joe were headed to the city for college in the fall, a turning point they readied themselves for by acquiring piercings, overpriced haircuts, and an encyclopedic knowledge of gay bars across the five boroughs. Whenever the subject of Nora Pike had come up again in later years, which wasn’t often, their conversation under the elm tree had flickered in MC’s mind. But she’d refused to linger on it. Too confusing. And anyway, life in the city had been just what MC had hoped—an existence free of her brother’s shadow.

“Still among the living?” Joe said.

The bartender had brought over their drinks.

“Theoretically.” MC pressed the cold tumbler to her forehead. Had Nora really written that poem about her? It still didn’t feel possible. But there were more immediate concerns: “Do you think anyone else from Green Hills has read this?”

Joe had put the book on the bar between them. She’d avoided looking at it, like it might burn her eyes, but now she couldn’t help staring at the swooping font, the pastel palette, the cartoon protagonists. The flap copy was damning: Back in high school, Nicole Penny had it bad for Michaela Carson. But Michaela was too hopelessly obsessed with Abby Rodriguez—her brother’s hot new squeeze—to notice. She’d panic-scrolled reviews back at Joe’s office. The novel was “charming, stylish, and dazzling,” yet somehow also “refreshingly down to earth.” Nicole, the main character, was “whip-smart and not afraid to show it,” while Michaela was “next-level clueless in the most adorable way.” MC had been shocked that anyone would refer to a romance between teenagers as “unabashedly sexy,” but then Joe had explained that only the first couple of chapters took place during high school, while the rest detailed a ten-years-later reconnection between Michaela, a bestselling novelist, and Nicole, a curmudgeonly librarian with a heart of gold.

None of it should’ve mattered. MC didn’t care if Nora Pike had made it big. Even if she’d done it by twisting the quiet agony of MC’s senior year into a cute little romp.

Joe tucked the book under his arm, plucked up his vodka soda, and guided them toward a booth.

“Gabby would be the likeliest to have bought something like this,” he said. “But if she’d read it, she would’ve told Conrad, who would’ve told you.”

“Or maybe she did read it,” MC muttered, “and now she thinks I was hopelessly obsessed with her the whole time she and my brother were falling in love and would prefer never to speak to me again.”

“To be fair, you were hopelessly obsessed.”

“I was hopeless. Not obsessed.”

“You sure about that?”

“She’s my sister-in-law!”

“You gave a weird toast at their wedding.”

MC put her face in her hands. “Is this actually happening?”

“The fact that you’re in a rom-com? Or that you got written as the Oblivious But Sexy Love Interest?”

“Both.” She sipped her whiskey and wished it was a beer. “What’d you get written as?”

“The Envious Asshole.”

“Envious of who?”

“You.”

“That makes no sense.”

He shrugged. “She has you as the most popular girl in high school.”

Puja Singh, class clown and homecoming queen, had been the most popular girl in their high school. Or Trish Tanner-Cruz, who was now working in the White House. Friendly, unassuming MC Calloway?

No.

“And you’re one hundred percent sure it’s us?” she said.

“I don’t think you need me to review the names.”

“What does she call Explorations?”

“Discoveries.”

“Green Hills?”

“White Springs.” Joe leaned back. “But the book isn’t the story here. It’s Nora. And if there’s anyone who can tell Nora’s story, it’s you.”

He’d already made this suggestion, back at the office. She’d already swiftly shut it down.

“I know this feels weird as hell,” he said. “But it’s the opportunity of a lifetime. Everyone wants to know who S. K. Smith is. What she looks like, what she cares about, what she cooks for dinner.”

“I have no idea what Nora cooks for dinner. And I’m not outing her.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s totally immoral.”

“What’re you going to say if Gabby or Conrad actually do read it?”

“I don’t know. That it’s made up?”

“They’re not going to believe you.”

“Because something with a cartoon on the cover is so incredibly realistic?”

“No, because it makes so much sense.”

MC stared.

“Maybe you weren’t cheerleading captain or valedictorian, but everyone really liked you.” He smirked. “Even the grumpy girls in black.”

“Joe,” she groaned.

“Then you graduated and disappeared.”

“I still visit.”

“For, like, three hours on Thanksgiving and Christmas.”

“You don’t go back either.” But that was because Joe’s parents didn’t live there anymore.

“I’m just saying, to Conrad and Gabby—and probably a bunch of other people—there’s missing context about why you’ve kept your distance. This provides it.”

“Appears to provide it.” She sucked down her drink. She didn’t like to think about how the chilliness between her and her brother was rooted in a moment of teenage jealousy. But she and Joe both knew there were other reasons she’d let things go by the wayside over the years, and they were more complicated than her best friend seemed to want to acknowledge just then. “Even if I’m not happy about this book, I’m not going to write an exposé in revenge.”

“Don’t think of it as an exposé. Think of it as a multilayered meta mindfuck.”

She gave him a sour look. “Is that how you pitched it to Seth Flanagan?”

He had the grace to blush. “I mean, the idea wasn’t exactly formed when I spoke to him.”

“Then why’d you speak to him at all? Why didn’t you come to me first?”

He shifted in his seat a little. “That was my original plan.”

“But?”

“Our editorial meeting was already on the books for this morning. And I had nothing to throw out there, so . . .” He played with his napkin. “I should’ve talked to you. But I’ve been getting a lot of heat lately.”

“What kind of heat?”

“Clicks are down. Everyone’s nervous. We need a big story.” He cleared his throat. “I need a big story.”

MC sighed.

“Look, this morning I woke up with an insane hangover at this guy’s house, freaking out about the meeting. And when I went to take an anxiety poop, I started flipping through this book next to the toilet, which I assume was left there by his lesbian lioness of a roommate, and it just felt like . . . godsend.”

“You could’ve at least texted me.”

“I know. But I wanted to figure out how to sell you on it.”

“Sell me?”

“I knew this would freak you out. It would freak anyone out. And of course you’d feel disoriented.”

“Disturbed.” MC took a sip of Joe’s drink. “Deeply.”

“But also, it’s a major opportunity for both of us—”

“For you.”

“—and I think it’d be a big mistake to dismiss it before we’ve looked into its potential.”

“New idea.” She pressed her fingers to her temples. “What if you just told Nora you figured her out, and you want to do a profile on her?”

He shook his head. “This is Jawbreaker. The second we let it slip that we’ve figured her out, her team goes to the New York Times or The Cut. Our opportunity is killed. And then I am killed, by Seth Flanagan.”

“What exactly did you promise him?”

Joe took a breath. “An official pitch to the A-team. Me and you. On Monday.”

MC closed her eyes.

“Everyone is going to be so excited, MC! We can pull this off.”

“I haven’t spoken to Nora since high school.”

“So?”

“Conrad and Gabby invited her to their wedding, and she didn’t come, even though it happened in our yard, which is literally outside her kitchen window. What makes you think she’ll so much as pick up the phone if I call?”

“I don’t expect you to call.”

She frowned. Then it dawned on her.

Joe expected her to engage with the multilayered meta mindfuck by entering it.

She had to laugh. “No.”

“Text your brother. Tell him you want to get in some quality time together this weekend, it’s been too long, blah blah. Perfect position to lay a sneak attack.”

“Nope, nope, nope.”

“Nora will open up to you.”

“We don’t know that.”

“Oh yes we do.”

“I’m not going to be your secret agent on this.” Her chest was burning. She’d drank her whiskey too fast. “Sorry, there’s just no way.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s wrong! And weird.” And the last thing she wanted to do was to spend quality time with Conrad.

“This isn’t her diary. It’s a novel she submitted to an agent, then sold to a publisher, then got paid for.”

“I gave you my answer.” She took a gulp of water. “If you want to break the scoop or whatever, you’ll have to do it yourself.”

“Except I have no story. Just a name.”

“Maybe that’s a sign to find a different story.”

“But this book is about you. That’s why you have to do it.”

A long pause stretched between them. MC started to feel guilty, the way she always did when someone expected something of her. She wanted to figure out a solution of some kind, a compromise at the very least—this was her best friend, the person who’d been by her side through everything. He’d even been her first kiss, an impulsive, experimental, and truly awkward meeting of the mouths.

But what he was asking for was too much.

When he spoke again, his voice was quiet. “Also, word on the street is I’m getting fired.”

She almost choked on her water. “What?”

“Not right now. At the end of the year.” He managed to keep his tone light. “Jerome’s girlfriend went to grad school with Seth’s. She let it slip that there’s a restructuring coming.”

MC didn’t know whether she was more stunned at the news or the fact that Joe had kept it from her for what sounded like weeks. They’d been friends for long enough that she knew he’d always have some secrets, as she’d have hers.

But this was big.

“Technically it’s only a rumor,” he said, sounding so cavalier she almost believed he was okay. “But I guess I’m feeling like I need to do something major.”

“I’m sorry, Joe. That sounds incredibly stressful.”

He shrugged. “It’s the business. I just wanted you to know I wouldn’t be asking you to chase this otherwise.”

She stared at him, the boy who’d walked out in the middle of his British Lit final freshman year of college when she’d texted him, hands shaking, that her dad had died of a sudden heart attack. She hadn’t even figured out her summer plans yet. But when she’d confessed that she couldn’t handle being back home for three months, where her mom and Conrad would be obsessing over logistics with their usual stoicism, he’d insisted she stay with him in his student housing as long as she needed. Even with an internship at The New Yorker, he still found time to cook for her in the dorm kitchen or watch an old movie to pass a Friday night.

“I won’t write the article,” she said slowly. “But I’ll try to get in touch with Nora. See if there’s anything there.”

Joe crumpled to the table, staring up at her through his curls. “For real?”

“One visit,” she warned. “That’s it.”

He looked like he was about to clap, then sat on his hands and wiggled.





Chapter 3

All MC wanted was to have the apartment to herself that night, even just for thirty minutes. She needed to shower. To remember that the world was exactly the same as it’d been before Joe had texted her that afternoon, before he’d shown her that stupid book. But when she reached the third floor, she saw the usual deathtrap of fixed-speed bicycles and Pat’s longboard.

“What up?” said Pat, standing in the kitchen. He was drinking brine from a jar of dill pickles that belonged to MC.

“Not much,” she said.

He flipped his long brown hair out of his eyes. “Want a sip?”

“I’m good.”

“Oh my god,” said Laura, emerging from their bedroom half-dressed, red hair mussed at the back. “Loved that book.”

MC tucked Girl Next Door into her bag, even though there was no way anyone would associate her with the blonde bombshell on the cover. “A client recommended it.”

“The literary magazine stuff is so cute.” Laura grabbed the pickles from Pat and gulped. After she’d exhaled with pleasure, she said, “And the scenes where everyone’s all grown up . . . ugh. It’s, like, one of the most romantic things I’ve ever read.”

“Trail of rose petals to the bed?” Pat cooed.

“The emotions are just dead-on.”

“Wow,” he said, winking at MC, “hot.”

Laura put the pickles back in the fridge. “It actually is hot. There’s this one scene—”

MC coughed and said, “I should go get changed.”

“Party night?” Pat said.

“Sleep night. Long day.”

She turned and walked as fast as she could down the long, dark hall to her room with its one barred window overlooking what was supposed to be a courtyard but was really just an open-air love motel for feral cats. She wanted to shake off her increasing sense of doom. But when she flopped down on her futon and opened her bag, the twin specters of Theodora’s Concubine and Girl Next Door spilled out to haunt her.

Freshly overwhelmed, she put on her pajamas, pulled up The Matrix on her laptop, and lost herself in the green-and-black glow until she passed out.

The next morning, she woke up late, got dressed in a disoriented haze, and went for a walk on Eastern Parkway. The pedestrian path ran alongside the bike lane, a jet of activity that normally absorbed her attention. She’d always been a people watcher. She was a people person, or at least a certain kind of people person, fascinated by the infinite variety of experiences and perspectives out in the world. But today she felt exposed, singled out, though no one gave her so much as a passing glance.

By the time she’d looped back to her apartment, she’d convinced herself to get some work done. Real work, for a normal client. Something to take her mind off what she said she’d do for Joe.

But then she found him standing in her kitchen. In an apron.

“Dear god,” she said.

He smiled. “Hope you’re hungry.”

She sat in one of the threadbare couches crammed like circled wagons in the common room. Pat’s bong was on the coffee table, along with some half-melted candles and their fourth roommate Zeke’s tarot deck.

“When you said ‘mission prep brainstorming sesh,’ I assumed it would take place somewhere that is not my gross living room.”

Joe’s big, sunny one-bedroom was a mere five blocks away, in a much nicer building, on a much nicer street. But last year, when he’d asked her to keep being his roommate, just in a much more luxurious setup, she’d had to turn him down. She couldn’t afford any of the places he was looking at with his latest raise from Jawbreaker. He’d offered to split rent unevenly, but they both knew it would get awkward. So they’d started living apart. Joe had been self-conscious about the situation ever since. But it was fine. He was always at her place anyway.

“I was craving more of a scrappy PI vibe than lesbian James Bond,” he said, vigorously grating a potato. “Look in my bag, by the way.”

“I’m starting to develop a Pavlovian response to your surprises.”

“Salivation?”

“Panic attack.”

“I’m making you an exquisite hashbrown. Open the bag.”

She looked into his black pleather backpack. “Yearbooks? Are you serious?”

“If we’re going to pull this off, we need to be prepared.”

“I agreed to check things out for you. That’s it. No preparation needed.”

“First thing to note: Nora doesn’t have any social media. The only thing I could find about her online is that she works at the town library.”

“Just like in her book,” MC grumbled, pouring coffee into a chipped mug. “And let’s not forget her heart of gold.”

“How much of it did you read?”

“None.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“It’s not as bad as you think.”

She sipped her coffee. “I seem to recall a review that described my character as ‘next-level clueless.’”

“I think that’s reductionist. Not that I’m trying to defend Nor Dog.” He wrapped the shredded potato in a dishcloth and squeezed. “You should just read it.”

She grimaced at the yearbooks again. “Pretty sure all we’ll find about her in here is, like, one photo.”

“Senior quote: ‘Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, and I took the one that led to royalties.’” Joe turned on the burner and groaned when he looked in the cabinet. “Not a single cast-iron.”

“What’s wrong with nonstick?”

“That you even need to ask.” He lit a cigarette. “Can you look in the lazy Susan, Lazy Susan?”

“The name’s Michaela Carson, remember? I’m going to open a window.”

After Joe had fried up omelets, hashbrowns, and perfectly crunchy bacon, they sat down at the coffee table and poured mimosas.

MC went for senior year, their main focus, and looked up Nora’s portrait.

“Jeez,” she said, “I forgot they made all the girls wear a black velvet neckpiece.”

Joe leaned over, already smoking another cigarette. “Wow.”

“What?”

He smiled. “Nor Dog was actually low-key fine.”

“You realize saying things like ‘low-key fine’ makes us seem even older than we are?”

“I mean, do we think she’s high-key hot now?”

“I have no idea.”

Nora’s choppy black hair stood out among the middle-parted, flat-ironed looks of every other girl on the page, as did an intricate silver chain around her neck. MC tapped the jewelry with her finger.

“Her parents were always traveling for work,” she said. “Azerbaijan, Malaysia . . .”

“So, they were CIA agents.”

“International business consultants.”

“Same difference.” He squinted at her. “Did you ever see inside her house?”

“No.”

“It’s okay, you can tell me if you guys were secret lovers.”

“We weren’t.”

“I’ll be sad you didn’t trust me, but also, I’ll get over it.”

“Joe, we never even kissed.”

“But did you want to?”

“Wouldn’t have occurred to me.”

“Too busy being hopelessly obsessed with someone else, weren’t we?” He flipped to Gabby’s portrait. College should be a breeze for you, she’d written to him in loopy scrawl. All-nighters aren’t hard when you spend the day in a coffin! MC blinked, then remembered that Gabby had taken to calling him a vampire on account of his general sleeplessness. They’d all had so many inside jokes back then.

It didn’t take long to go through the yearbooks. Nora hadn’t done any clubs, sports, or activities, except Explorations, and even that had only been for a year. She hadn’t stood for the National Merit Scholars picture or the National Honor Society picture. She didn’t go to dances, pep rallies, or even bake sales, and thus made no appearance in the candids either.

MC, however, was in an embarrassing number of them. Joe, too, with his gelled, Cup Noodles hair and massive flannels. They looked young. Oblivious and hyperaware all at once. MC was stunned by how many vests she’d owned.

“I wish I had a copy of the mag,” Joe said. “Do you think Gabby has one?”

“Probably.” Gabby had been the most sentimental member of their crew. “Is that poem in Nora’s book, by the way?” She hoped she sounded casual. “The anonymous one?”

“No. But there’s a reading-night scene.”

She sipped her mimosa. “And an after-party scene?”

“That’s the big one.”

“Meaning?”

“It’s when Nicole and Michaela have their first kiss, and then an epic fight, and end up going their separate ways.”

She stiffened. “What do they fight about?”

“Are you sure none of this happened?”

“For the hundredth time, none of this happened.” At least, not the way Nora had written it.

Joe pursed his lips. “Basically, they’re getting into it when ‘Abby’ walks in on them. Michaela gets flustered, which makes Nicole—who has the usual trust issues—feel shitty.”

“And what does Michaela say about all this?”

“She admits that she’s still really into Abby.”

“Wow. Flattering.”

“You said none of it happened.”

“There are . . . parallels.”

“That’s what makes this such a fun mess to untangle.” He smiled. Then his phone buzzed. “Gotta take this real quick.” Ashing his cigarette in the candle, he put the phone to his ear and said, “Oh my god, it’s been forever . . .”

Overwhelmed, MC leaned back and tried to tune Joe out.

Then she realized who he was talking to.

“Joseph Khoury!” she hissed, launching herself from the cushions. “Get back here!”

She chased him down the hall like they were fifteen.

He locked her bedroom door in her face like they were twelve.

“Thanks, Con, I really appreciate you getting back to me so fast,” he was saying. “No, she’s totally fine.”

She wanted to scream, but Laura was walking into the apartment just then, waving at her from the other end of the hall. MC waved back.

“She’s just been super absorbed in writing a novel,” Joe was saying.

MC seethed in silence.

“I know, right? I thought she’d given up on the writing thing. But she’s just been keeping to herself, working away at it, and now she’s really close to finishing. The only thing is, it’s impossible to focus here. You wouldn’t even believe what a coworking space costs. That’s why I thought maybe she could crash with you and Gab? Like, just for a few days? She’d never want to impose on you, but I think it’d be super helpful.” He lowered his voice. “Also, between you and me, she’s kind of going through a rough time. I’m sure she’ll tell you more about it.”

MC closed her eyes.

“Amazing,” he said. “She’s going to be thrilled.”

The door opened a minute later. Joe was smiling like he’d just gotten laid.

“Thrilled?” she said.

“You will be, when this story launches you into literary stardom.”

“I won’t be writing a single word. Of an article or a novel.”

“A journey of a thousand miles . . .”

She sighed. “Begins in Green Hills, apparently.”





Chapter 4

Girl Next Door felt like a cursed relic in MC’s messenger bag, giving off an evil pulse. But she could handle that. What she couldn’t handle was seeing it displayed at a newsstand she passed in Penn Station, then shouted out in a queer pop culture email blast she subscribed to, after which she was served an ad for it as she tried to scroll the paper.

It was Thursday afternoon, and she’d just managed to catch the LIRR, sweaty from her subway commute yet also freezing in the powerful air-conditioning. Her black T-shirt clung to her skin as the train pulled out.

She reminded herself that Girl Next Door was ultimately just an annoyance. Something to be lived with and not considered too deeply, until it inevitably dropped off the bestseller list and faded away. Whatever had come out of Nora Pike’s imagination had nothing to do with MC’s lived experience. And even if maybe in some ways it did, any insights would’ve been come upon by chance, and were thankfully locked in time, nine years ago, irrelevant to her present moment.

A few nights with her brother and Gabby, however, could not be compartmentalized. Despite Joe’s accusations, she did come home for more than just three hours at a time. But he was right that she stuck to the major holidays and never stayed over.

An hour later, the train whistled. MC winced and uncurled herself. She’d had her knees braced against the seat in front of her for most of the ride, slouched as low as her spine would allow.

“This station is . . . Green Hills.”

The doors rolled open. MC walked out. The weather was sunny and warm. She tried to revive herself with it, taking deep breaths as she climbed the stairs to the overpass. For a few moments, she had a bird’s-eye view of the beat-up hybrid Gabby had been driving since high school, which was now the family car. A car that, once upon a time, MC had fantasized about getting stuck in with Gabby as an ominous weather event took place outside.

“Hiii!” Gabby called from the open window.

“Hey!” she said, smiling with so much force she wondered if she looked insane. “The Destroyer of Worlds is still with us.”

“And still getting fifty miles to the gallon, baby.” Gabby got out of the car, wearing an oversize tank top and cutoff jean shorts. She barreled into MC, throwing her arms around MC’s neck. “I’m so glad you’re visiting.”

“Thanks for having me,” MC said.

Gabby let go and smiled. She had an easy, good-natured grin with an unwholesome edge to it, a combination that’d given MC butterflies in high school. “I cannot wait to read this novel of yours.”

“Well,” MC said, trying to keep her tone even, “it’s anybody’s guess whether it’ll ever see the light of day.”

“Of course it will! Ms. Kim said she’s been waiting for you to do this since you graduated.”

Their senior year was Ms. Kim’s first as an English teacher at Green Hills High. She’d volunteered to be the advisor of Explorations, among other roles, and MC assumed her above-and-beyond involvement in student life was why she’d already climbed to the role of principal. At fortyish, she was probably the youngest person to ever hold the title there. She hadn’t been afraid to pick an even younger vice principal in Conrad. Though he’d graduated by the time she started, his reputation must’ve gotten back to her, as she’d poached him only a few months ago from the fancy private school where he’d just gotten some Teacher of the Year award. MC had learned about these developments from her brother’s Instagram that summer, where he’d posted a picture of himself with some of his old students, followed by a supposedly goofy but clearly just handsome picture of him in high school, under which he’d written a never-ending caption about his journey in education and the humbling power of return. Congrats dude, she’d texted him. Thx, he’d replied.

“Do you still call her Ms. Kim?” MC said, throwing her bag in the footwell and getting in the passenger seat.

“She was like, call me Jae! And I was like, I literally can’t.” Gabby turned the car on. “We’ll probably see her when we pick your brother up. They’ve been pulling a lot of late hours.”

“Classic.”

“When he was MIA before, I was like, okay, it’s a commute. But now, I don’t know. I got my hopes up he’d be home more.”

“I’m sure it’s just first-week madness.”

They drove down Main Street. Green Hills looked the same as ever. Scrubby woods and strip malls, fast food and drugstores. A deli that served pretty good sandwiches. A new bakery that was vegan, gluten-free, and virtually abandoned. The Mexican place had gotten a fresh awning. The Chinese restaurant was still extremely brightly lit. There was one playground—empty—and two churches, also empty.

“So,” Gabby said, “how’s the city? How’s Joe?”

“Both good. Joe says hi.”

“I wish he’d come visit too. I miss his weird jokes.”

“Maybe he’ll be around at some point,” MC said, though she sincerely hoped he wouldn’t. “How’s work been?”

“Predictable. All my teens are living in one big, nonstop anxiety attack.”

“Some things never change.”

“Every Monday I’m like, why did I go to school for social work?”

MC could’ve told her it was because she was kind, a good listener, easy to be around. But she worried that would sound too intense. “Are you at least enjoying the telehealth lifestyle?”

“I’m definitely happy to be away from my boss. But it’s also kind of lonely.”

“Have you thought about office space?”

“Yeah, just seems like such an unnecessary expense with the whole house . . .”

MC wondered if Conrad was paying rent to their mom, who was still out in LA. She’d never had the guts to ask. “I know what you mean,” she said quickly. “I feel bad when I buy a cup of coffee.”

“Well, I’m glad that economics has forced us back together.” Gabby smiled. “Do I get to know what your book’s about, by the way?”

MC felt heat rising to her cheeks. “It’s, uh . . . I’m kind of at the point where it just feels like the worst thing ever?”

“Don’t be silly. I bet it’s brilliant.”

MC was saved by their arrival at the school, a sprawling one-story building with an asphalt circle up front. The windows were plastered with posters and flyers, and an American flag waved listlessly from its pole over a patch of struggling grass. Gabby had her window down, so MC could hear the metal clips clanging in the breeze, lending the place an air of abandonment. She remembered Joe drunkenly peeing on the pole the night they graduated.

“Does it make you feel weird to come back here?” MC asked.

“A little. But I’m one of those lucky people who didn’t hate high school, so.”

Conrad was waving at them from a back entrance that connected to the parking lot, his tie and collar loose, wavy blond hair swept back and shining in the
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