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2005

Susan puts a salty, slightly stale Sunchip in her mouth, and the moment she bites down on it, Katie says, “I love you, but you’re the loudest chewer in the entire world.”

Susan’s sitting cross-legged on the carpeted floor of Katie’s bedroom with her back against the bed as she flips through the newest edition of SPIN magazine, already the September issue even though it’s still August. It’s three weeks before their senior year of high school, smack in the middle of suburban Long Island, land of strip malls.

Behind her, Katie is lying on her stomach atop the tightly made bed, painting her nails with Hard Candy polish, a navy blue. Katie’s room has been cleaned by someone else; even the CDs are dusted. It smells like fresh laundry and brown-sugar lotion from their town’s newly opened Sephora.

“Do you want me to just suck on it?” Susan says, with her mouth full.

Katie snorts. “Yeah, could you?”

Katie blows on her nails and her breath catches the back of Susan’s neck. Susan shivers and puts her hood up. It’s ninety degrees out and so humid the air has a texture to it, but inside, the AC is blasting hard enough that Susan has goose bumps beneath her black sweatshirt.

Death Cab for Cutie poses on the cover of the magazine in her lap, the baby-faced lead singer clutching a bloody heart like a sacrificial offering to some discerning deity of alternative music. The image is a little too on the nose for Susan, more cloying than cool. Now that they’ve gotten so big, the band no longer sounds like a tender secret between her and her headphones. It is hard for her to reckon with the idea that music can be both popular and good. Still, she loves SPIN in a way that verges on obsession, and she plans on reading every word, cover to cover, the mainstreaming of Death Cab be damned.

She puts another chip in her mouth, feeling self-conscious as she gently crunches down on it.

“Better?”

“No.” Katie laughs.

Susan and Katie are both Jewish, both a few hormonal months into seventeen. They like the same indie rock bands and they get their clothes from the same combination of Delia’s, Goodwill, and merch tables at shows. People often ask if they’re sisters. Most of the time, though, Susan feels like she’s a dimmer version of Katie. Katie is louder; she was edgy first; it’s her opinions that tend to dictate the shape of things. They both have brown hair, though Katie’s is red in the sun, while Susan’s color remains flat and neutral. Katie’s eyes are wide and blue, while Susan’s are small, a muddy sort of hazel.

When they’re alone, Susan is confident that she and Katie are cool. Once other people are around, though, it feels less certain. They don’t get invited to house parties, and they’ve never sat at the popular table at lunch. They’re not exactly losers—boys pay attention to them, which counts for a lot. They’re something else: the weird artsy girls, self-proclaimed music snobs, whose Saddle Creek T-shirts and Sub Pop pins make their English teachers smile in the malodorous, yellowing halls of their overcrowded public school.

“What are you reading down there?” Katie asks.

Susan swallows, wipes the salt from her lips on her sleeve.

The magazine is open to an interview with the lead singer of a band Susan has been listening to a lot lately. In the grainy black-and-white photo next to the column, he’s cute in that gentle, androgynous way all the indie guys are these days.

Susan brings the magazine closer to her face. “It’s the lead singer of What-What,” she says.

“Hmm?” says Katie. “Who is that?”

“You know. The band name that’s two question marks. It’s pronounced What-What.”

“How the fuck do you know that?” Katie is laughing.

“It says so. In the first sentence: Jonny Lakes, the New York–born lead singer of the band called?? (pronounced What-What), is only just getting started. So fucking pretentious to name your band with symbols.”

“Are they good?” Katie asks. “If they’re good, they’re allowed to be pretentious.”

“Yeah, they’re great. They have a new album. I haven’t heard it yet.”

“I wanna hear it,” Katie says, whining. “I hate when you discover new music without me.”

“You wanna go to Tower?”

“Yeah, but not right now. Let’s just go use the computer,” Katie says. “We can kick Greg off it.”

Katie is already on her feet and bounding down the hallway, and Susan struggles to keep up. She came over straight from her shift at the mall’s jewelry kiosk, and she’s tired from standing and being polite all day, especially to the needy guys who come to buy expensive-looking garbage for their girlfriends, gold-plated copper chains and mood rings that Susan knows from experience will turn their skin green.

Meanwhile, Katie has spent the summer loitering in different parking lots, eating blue raspberry Italian ice until she gets a Smurf tongue and then using it to make out with Jake, who is two years older than them and has been Katie’s boyfriend since she and Susan were freshmen.

Sometimes, if Jake has other plans, Katie comes to visit Susan at the jewelry kiosk, where she brings her a caramel Frappuccino and then pretends to be looking for something to buy. Susan likes when Katie visits, but it also makes her nervous; she’s terrified of seeming like she’s not working, of losing this job that she very badly needs. Unlike Katie, Susan’s parents don’t just give her money.

Susan follows Katie down the hall, entering the all-beige living room just in time to hear Katie cry, “Jesus fucking Christ, Greg!”

Katie’s twin brother is hunched over the family computer like a gargoyle, and at the sound of Katie’s voice he lunges for the mouse. Katie gets to it first, holding it hostage so she and Susan can see what’s on the screen.

It’s a photo of a girl splayed out on an unmade bed, wearing nothing but a black lace thong and white tube socks.

Susan’s and Katie’s mouths fall open simultaneously.

“Give it back,” Greg whines, but Katie holds the mouse just out of reach.

The girl in the photo has tiny, perfect triangular boobs, pointed improbably upward and framed by tan lines, the summertime ghost of a very small bikini. A too-flat stomach punctuated by a belly button ring. Straightened long dyed-blond hair partially obscuring her face but revealing enough to show lots of black eyeliner and clear lip gloss. Her head is hanging off the bed, her neck arched back, showing off a Tiffany necklace, the chunky one with the heart that all the Long Island girls wanted for their sweet sixteens last year. Eyes closed, lips parted, arms over her head. Jarringly beautiful. She could be posing, or sleeping, or just somehow kind of blissfully unaware.

“Katie, come on.”

They ignore him.

The photo was clearly taken in a teenager’s bedroom, as evidenced by the posters and mess. A camera’s abrasive flash shows in the smudgy mirror on the wall, obscuring the photographer’s reflection but for their sneakers.

Greg finally jumps on Katie, tackling her to the floor.

“Ow! What the fuck!” she screams as he wrestles the mouse back and then clicks the window closed. The page vanishes, whisked away into the ether.

When the photo is gone, all that’s left is the desktop background: a family portrait of Greg, Katie, and their parents on vacation in Miami, smiling and sunburnt, the sky and the sea the same glowing shade of digitized sapphire, dotted with icons for Microsoft Word and AOL and Solitaire.

“I hate you,” Greg shouts at Katie.

“You’re such a fucking perv,” Katie cries as she gets up, sounding both delighted to have caught him doing something bad and totally grossed out by what that bad thing was, as though Susan and Katie had never looked at porn together. “And on the family computer? What’s wrong with you?”

He ignores this question, its judgment. “Nice haircut,” he says to Susan as he slinks out of the room.

“Shut up,” she replies, eyes down.

“No, I’m serious,” he says. “It’s very Tegan and Sara.”

He’s not wrong. Last week, Susan had taken a photo of a John Frieda shampoo ad to her mother’s hairstylist. She hadn’t gotten a real haircut in ages, and up until that day it was the same as it had always been: to her waist and parted down the middle.

“This is a horse’s tail,” the hairdresser said, holding her split ends up. “You came to me just in time.”

But the haircut Susan left with was not at all like the choppy bob in the magazine photo. If anything, it was more like a mullet, with short, uneven bangs and layers that ended just below her collarbone, not unlike one of the sisters on the cover of If It Was You, a Tegan and Sara album from a couple of years ago that Susan listened to so many times she started to hear it in her sleep.

“It’s a fashion mullet,” Katie declared when she saw her. Katie would have admitted if Susan couldn’t pull off such an alternative hairstyle. Rather, she told her, “You look like you’re going to Misshapes,” which was the nicest thing she could have said. Susan and Katie are too young to have ever been to the party in the city so instead they’ve spent hours scrolling through the photos posted online, marveling at how impossibly hip everyone looked—while also laughing about it. They feel strongly that self-seriousness is the death of coolness, and this gives them a shadow of maturity.

When Greg is gone, Katie throws herself into the desk chair.

“Who do you think that photo was of?” Susan says when he’s out of earshot.

“Could have been anyone,” Katie says. “Some skank.”

“Katie!” Susan gasps.

Katie shrugs. “Sorry,” she says, though she sounds anything but apologetic. With a wicked grin she adds, “Can’t believe she kept her socks on.”

Katie is clearly not thinking deeply about the naked girl in the photo, so Susan shrugs back, eager to conceal how thrown she was by the image, the bare breasts and pale stomach and … She blinks. She needs to stop thinking about it. Now. She grits her teeth.

Katie hums to herself as she pulls up a new music-pirating program and begins downloading the?? album. Pop-up ads for Girls Gone Wild and local injury law firms and contests to win a TV or a Caribbean cruise flood the screen and Katie deftly x-es out of them while the songs load.

“My parents would kill me if I did this on their computer,” Susan says, and Katie rolls her eyes.

“Yeah right,” Katie says. “People with old parents get away with murder. You’re just paranoid.”

The computer makes a cash register noise, the sound of a completed download. Katie cranks the speaker to the highest volume while she hits play.

Over a twangy acoustic guitar, a man’s voice begins to sing in the kind of whispery croon they can’t get enough of. I was born in the shadows under your eyes, he sings.

“Fuck,” Katie says. “I think this is a perfect song.”

Susan smiles, closing her eyes. Thirty seconds in and she already loves it; she loves how something sad can sound so pretty. Like the inside of her heart has been transposed onto liner notes. To better absorb the music, she lies down on the rug. It smells like feet and carpet cleaner, but she doesn’t mind. She spends a lot of time on this floor listening to music they rip from the internet.

Susan is not a musician, though at one point during freshman year she half-heartedly tried to learn the drums, giving up once she realized how little talent she had. She’s not a performer of any kind; she’s never wanted to be on a stage. But she loves music more than anything in the world. It makes her bones vibrate, like her body itself is a tuning fork, capable of resonating at the precise frequency of the emotions in the songs she plays on repeat.

“Now that we’ve seen his face, you know who he kind of reminds me of?” Katie says. She’s hugging her knees on the desk chair and spinning it around.

Susan raises her eyebrows.

“Fishman,” Katie says.

“No,” Susan groans. “Can’t I just have this one thing?”

Katie begins to giggle. “Oh my god,” she says, “he’s a total Kyle Fishman.”

“I don’t even like Kyle anymore,” Susan says. “It was too humiliating.”

“For him, or for you?”

It’s a fair question, though Susan doesn’t answer.

Instead, she watches Katie spin around and around in dizzying circles.

“Whatever, Susan. You have a type. Kyle was just the original.”

“I’m hungry,” Susan says, sitting up, wanting to change the subject. “Do you want to go to the mall?”

“Hell yeah,” Katie says, flinging herself out of the chair mid-spin. “I would die for pizza.”



Later, the taste of pizza grease is still on Susan’s tongue as she wanders aimlessly down the alt rock aisle of Tower Records, one parking lot over from the Walt Whitman Mall, next to the TGI Fridays. She runs her fingers along the top edges of the CDs while a Fall Out Boy song plays through the store’s speakers, nails on a chalkboard with its high-pitched harmonies. She’s wearing her large headphones like a necklace, plugged into a Walkman in her black pleather messenger bag. She considers putting her own music on, but there’s no way she could play it loud enough to drown out the store’s surround sound.

Katie sometimes likes to schlep Susan all the way down Sunrise Highway to the nearest independent record store, which is always an annoying journey because Katie is also too afraid to actually drive on Sunrise Highway, with its short merge lanes and frequent drag racers. This means Susan is the default driver while Katie gets to be the DJ and the passenger princess.

The truth is Susan likes Tower Records better, even if it is a chain. First, the size: this huge open space with endless possibility. Also, they always have everything she wants. And the best part is no one judges her. The people who work at Katie’s place don’t even say hi, they just sit at the front and read magazines until you decide you want to blow all your money on some out-of-print vinyl and then they judge you for the one you pick.

Her cell phone, clipped to her belt loop, buzzes. It’s a text from Katie, who is on the other side of the store. “Cute cashier today,” it says. Susan glances at the front. She can’t really see who is working, but that’s beside the point. The point is that she has only 150 text messages per month and Katie has just wasted one of them. Katie’s parents have her on an unlimited plan, and she seems to have no empathy for the limits of Susan’s cell phone usage.

Susan looks at the flyers on the corkboard in the back. There’s one asking people to come to an Iraq war protest; people looking for roommates; guitar lessons with a guy named Dan Smith. Then she sees it: The paper looks like a homemade collage that’s been photocopied and reads SUPER SICK ALL AGES ROCK SHOW. And there, in the middle, two question marks.

“Katie!” she yells across the store. A few people glance up, and she blushes for calling so much attention to herself.

Katie walks over. “What are you screaming about?”

“What-What is playing the Masonic temple this weekend. Look.” She points at the flyer.

The Masonic temple is twenty minutes away if they speed on the LIE, in a neighboring town Susan doesn’t know the name of. Actually, she doesn’t really know what a Masonic temple is, either, but this one has a large basement and they let local kids put on shows there, so she and Katie have been a few times.

“I wish it didn’t say super sick,” Katie says. “That’s so annoying.”

“It’s not amazing,” Susan agrees. “But, still!”

“Why in the world would they play Long Island?” Katie asks.

“No idea,” Susan says. “We should go.” She takes the flyer and shoves it in her bag.



After buying nothing (“Why would we spend money when I can just download it?” Katie had said), they sit in Susan’s old red Volvo station wagon while it idles, a pair of fuzzy dice dangling from the rearview mirror, making plans for the weekend. Susan smooths the flyer out in her lap and together they study the details.

“If we do end up going, just promise me you’re not going to wear that,” Katie says, gesturing to the pink floral dress that Susan has on over her skinny jeans. The laces of her black combat boots are untied, permanently muddy at the ends, dragged through too many parking lot puddles.

“What’s wrong with this?”

“A dress over jeans is, like, a thing,” Katie says, rolling her eyes as though this is something everyone knows. “I promise you people will make fun of you. Like, older, cooler people.”

Susan groans and throws her head back.

Katie is wearing flared brown corduroys and a knit yellow cardigan with black Converse sneakers. No bra, not that she needs one, and lots of necklaces.

Susan thinks Katie looks perfect. She always does.

“Fine. What time do you want me to pick you up?” Susan puts her seat belt on and starts to pull out of the parking lot.

Katie pops in one of the burned CDs that are spilled on the floor in front of the passenger seat and turns the volume up. “I don’t know, seven? Do you mind if Jake comes?”

“I assumed he would,” Susan says.

Katie almost never wants to go anywhere without Jake these days, especially now that he’s in college and only home for the summer. This afternoon they are spending together without him is a rare treat.

Jake is Korean American, with long black hair and acne-scarred skin. He’s also artsy in the kind of way that means for most of his life, the popular kids liked to slam him into lockers and call him a fag. Which is ironic, to Susan, because Jake is one of the most heterosexual boys she’s ever met. His long hair and tight black clothes don’t mean he likes girls any less. And he likes Katie a lot; he’d liked her forever, and once she finally noticed him toward the end of freshman year, it was like they were glued at the pelvis, making out and dry humping everywhere in a way that strikes Susan as gross and also kind of rude, but she’s happy for Katie, if a little jealous and way too involved in the details of their sex life to express disgust outwardly. When Jake gave Katie her first orgasm, Katie and Susan went out for milkshakes to celebrate; when they lost their virginities to each other after Jake’s prom, Katie texted Susan about it from the bed.

Susan is still a little surprised they’ve been able to make it work while he’s at NYU, but he and Katie travel back and forth on the LIRR to see each other as often as they can, and every time he comes back for the holidays and summer it’s like he’s never been gone. Katie has learned a few phrases in Korean in order to be polite to Jake’s parents, an effort that stands out given that Katie nearly fails French every year. Susan figures they’ll probably get married, and she will be the third wheel for the rest of her life. She doesn’t imagine that Katie and Jake getting married will mean they have their own world that doesn’t include her. It would be far too painful a thought.

“I have to go home to help my parents with their new TV,” Susan says to Katie. “But I’ll drop you off first.”

“Wow, I can’t believe they got a new TV. Haven’t they had the same one since you were, like, born?”

“Literally,” Susan says, turning left onto Jericho Turnpike. “It’s a fucking miracle. But now they can’t figure out how to turn it on.”



When Susan gets home, she sits in the driveway for a moment to rub what she can of her eyeliner off on her fingers, wiping her black-stained hands on her pants.

She opens the front door and sees her parents on the couch—two frizzy-haired pear shapes—huddled over the remote.

“Hi, Mom, hi, Dad,” she calls.

She unlaces her boots in the entryway as her parents start to tell her their daily list of complaints: the humidity, the traffic, the leaf blowers.

Susan had been an “oopsie baby,” conceived long past the point her mom had thought was possible and kept for the sheer miracle of the matter. They hadn’t planned on having children, but Susan knows they love her and that they’re grateful for the blessing of a healthy daughter. They often tell her so, at least.

Susan’s parents aren’t like other parents. They’re suspicious of technology, the government, Western medicine, and sometimes of chain stores like Target and Super Stop & Shop. “We’re old hippies,” they like to say. “We don’t believe in all that shit.” Katie once told Susan that being a hippie means doing yoga and eating granola, but by her parents’ definition, it seems to mean they’re contrarian just for the sake of it.

Her mom is the office manager for a real estate company. Her dad is a FedEx driver. She finds it hard to believe they were ever anything but her curmudgeonly parents, though in the living room, there’s a framed photo of them kissing passionately at Woodstock 1969, a haunting reminder that the universe didn’t blink into existence the moment Susan was born.

“Okay, and what’s up with the new TV?” she asks, flopping down on the couch next to them. “You put batteries in the remote, right?”

As it turns out, they hadn’t.



On Friday night, Susan picks Katie and Jake up from Katie’s house. Katie takes the passenger seat and Jake throws himself into the back.

Susan has dressed in her best imitation of Katie: tight black jeans, dirty pink Converse sneakers, a knit green T-shirt from Urban Outfitters. At the last minute she decided to keep her black frame glasses on instead of her contacts. She thinks they make her look older.

“You look hot,” Katie says approvingly.

“Thank god,” Susan says, pulling out of the driveway.

“Hope it’s okay I invited someone else,” Jake says.

“That’s fine.” Susan sighs, imagining one of the many irritating guys from high school Jake hangs out with in the summer. “Who? Am I driving them?”

Jake reaches forward and begins rubbing Katie’s shoulders. “I don’t know if you remember him. He’s my year. Kyle? Fishman.”

Susan stops the car in the middle of the empty street and turns around in her seat. “Tell me you’re joking.”

“What?” Jake asks.

“Jake!” Katie cries. “How could you forget that Susan devoted a year of her life to stalking Kyle?”

“Oh my god,” Susan says, annoyed that this is how Katie is choosing to sum up what happened. “I didn’t stalk him!”

Jake thinks for a moment. “I got nothing,” he says, and from the blank and indifferent look on his face, Susan believes him. “Sorry. Do you mind picking him up?”

During their sophomore year, Susan had decided to be in love with Kyle, who’d been a senior and, according to just about everyone, hot: His wheat-blond hair fell in a swoop across his face, and he always wore hardcore band T-shirts with jeans so tight she wasn’t sure how he got them on. But he was a jock, too, a star on the lacrosse team, so he had a real body with actual muscles, not like the skinny emo boys who hung around Susan and Katie. His appeal was kind of transcendent that way; he was an anomaly, something only boys were granted permission to be.

One day he met Susan’s eyes as they passed each other in the hall and that was all it took for Susan to become obsessed with everything about him. The way other people looked at him; his effortless power; his coolness. She wondered what it would be like to not have to try so hard. To simply be beloved because you exist.

She was a little jealous of him, if she was being honest with herself. It seemed so easy to live in his skin. She imagined that if he liked her, some of that power might transfer to her. She’d learned about osmosis in bio.

Susan started doing things to try to get him to notice her, like listening to the bands on his T-shirts and putting their lyrics in her away messages on AIM. Even music that she hated, like Thursday or Thrice. She stopped wearing dresses with combat boots and began wearing tight T-shirts with tighter pants, bowling sneakers, and a white belt with silver pyramid studs, trying to look like the kind of girl he might like, or at least look more like him, lingering near his locker when she knew he’d be there.

Finally, after weeks of this, he’d flashed a crooked smile at her, nodded, and said, “Susan.”

In return she only nodded back, too caught off guard for anything further, and walked away. (“So mysterious, Suzie,” Katie would tease her later.)

That night Susan held her breath as she pulled up AIM. His screen name was xFISHxMANx; hers was, for his benefit, motionisntmeaning.

She messaged him: “hey, it’s susan”

He wrote back, “hey you. oh sick, thrice.”

It worked: He’d gotten the reference. She beamed at the screen.

After that, their conversation didn’t go beyond “what’s up” and “nm u” but he did start saying hi to her in person every day—not just hi, but “Hi, Susan,” in a way that told her there was something special going on between them. Every night he IM’d her about nothing, and her heart soared higher and higher.

She would have been content for things to stay this way forever, but one evening he messaged her, “wanna go do something”

Heart pounding, she wrote back: “like what”

He took five minutes to reply: “idk maybe just drive around”

Her parents were already asleep when he picked her up an hour later in a black Jeep Wrangler with all the windows rolled down and an Early November song blasting. She crept out of the house and then got into the car, smiling nervously.

“What’s up,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

He drove her to Huntington Harbor and parked in the public parking lot, and then they just sat there, listening to music and looking at the moon reflecting on the inky water. The air smelled like Kyle’s Axe body spray and the fish that died every fall in the heat and then bobbed morbidly to the water’s surface, lifeless mouths gaping.

“Do you take all the girls here?” she asked, hoping to make him laugh.

“Just you,” he said, not laughing.

She didn’t know how to take that. She didn’t believe it.

He reached for her hand then.

“Sorry my palm is so sweaty,” Susan said, feeling vulnerable, this physical manifestation of her nervousness giving her no way to fake being calm.

To her relief he just smiled at her, that sideways flash of straight white teeth.

She tried to remember if he’d ever had braces or if he was just blessed.

They held hands for a moment, skin sliding on skin, and she felt warm and alive, like his attention confirmed she really did exist, like without it she might vaporize, become nothing but a cloud. Oh wow, people would say as the fog of her floated past. That mist looks like Susan.

Then, slowly, he started guiding their hands toward his lap. He was moving so gradually that it didn’t occur to her to question where he was taking her until he pressed her hand into the crotch of his skinny jeans.

This is fine, she thought. This is what people do. There, she felt the lump of what she had to assume was his erection, though she couldn’t be sure. It was smaller than she expected it to be. Really squished in there.

A few years prior, she and Katie had done some light research into the matter, asking Jeeves to show them naked adult men on the family computer after another abstinence-only video in health class left them with more questions than answers. Susan’s only reference point for what should be between Kyle’s legs came from their somewhat horrifying findings, pictures that made Katie giggle and Susan gag.

Kyle’s didn’t feel anything like the erect weapons she’d seen online. It was something else, something less significant.

Susan froze but kept her hand there, unsure what was expected of her. It couldn’t feel good for him over his tight pants like this, but what did she know?

After what seemed like an eternity the lump softened and she pulled her hand away.

He said, “Okay, then,” and took her home.

When she got out of the car, she wasn’t sure what to say or do, so she squeaked, “Thanks!” and then ran back inside, where she took a scalding- hot shower while wondering why she felt like unzipping her skin.

“There was just something so weird about it,” Susan said, describing the scene to Katie as they lay around her house the following afternoon.

“It is strange that he didn’t kiss you before trying to get a hand job,” Katie agreed. “But maybe he’s just not as experienced as we assumed? Maybe he has no idea what he’s doing.”

“Maybe,” Susan said, not convinced. On the contrary, it seemed like Kyle knew exactly what he was doing.

“I mean, I feel like he’s obsessed with you,” Katie said. “Why else would he want to go listen to music by the light of the moon?”

Susan didn’t have an answer to this. She’d spent such a long time willing him to like her, and now that he was showing interest, she didn’t know what to do with it.

Still, they met up several more times over the next month, each nearly silent drive ending with her sweaty hand perched on his wilting erection, followed by an awkward goodbye. She kept waiting to enjoy herself more—isn’t this what she’d wanted?—but enjoyment never came.

One night he messaged her: “are u ever going to want to h/u”

The message was a jump scare. Without thinking, she hit the power button on her computer. She stared at her blurry reflection on the black screen, paralyzed by a tidal wave of shame. Susan didn’t know much, but she did know that she didn’t want to hook up with Kyle. There was only one way out of this mess, and that was to go cold turkey.

The next time he said hi to her in the hallway, she averted her gaze, and after a few days of trying to say hi, he gave up.

She told Katie that she just wasn’t feeling it anymore, and Katie didn’t press it. She changed her screen name back to feversandmirrors, a Bright Eyes reference, and started wearing her regular clothes again, though sometimes she did miss having a reason to dress so boyishly. Still, she very much felt that he owned the trademark of his style, and unless she was pursuing him, it was no longer hers to appropriate.

“Susan, I have to tell you something,” Katie said one day, leaning against Susan’s locker. “Kyle is telling everyone that you’re a slut.”

Susan felt all the blood rush out of her face. “He called me a slut because … I didn’t hook up with him?”

“I think you can work this to your advantage,” Katie said, ever the optimist. “Your new reputation can be, like, slutty music snob. That’s kind of hot. Don’t you think?”

Susan considered it. There was another benefit to the allegations, one she wasn’t ready to articulate even to Katie: If people thought Susan was someone who fucked boys, they wouldn’t know how desperately she didn’t want to fuck boys. She resolved not to defend herself, and for the next two years, she sat back and let the rumors circulate.



Susan and Katie look at each other. I’m so sorry, Katie mouths. Susan clenches her jaw. She can do this. She can hang out with Kyle.

She puts the car back in drive.

Jake has never paid attention to rumors and gossip; it’s part of his charm, one of the reasons Susan approves of him for Katie. So she can forgive him for bringing Kyle. She has to at least try.

She makes two lefts and a right, pulling up to the house she’s seen countless times.

Jake unbuckles his seat belt. “Don’t worry, Susan. Kyle knows you’re coming and didn’t say anything about it, so I think it’s all good.”

Before she can reply, he bounds out of the car and up the front steps.

Susan feels her stomach twisting. “I want to die,” she says, and for a moment she rests her head on the steering wheel, wondering if this is a nightmare she can force herself to wake up from.

Katie puts a hand on her arm and squeezes.

Not a nightmare, then.

Susan lifts her head as she hears Jake and Kyle approaching. And then they’re in the back seat.

Kyle looks a little beefier than the last time she saw him, but his hair is still in a blond swoop and he’s wearing a Thursday T-shirt that she recognizes. Their eyes meet in the rearview mirror and Susan starts to sweat. The last time they’d spoken in person was in his car by the lake; she assumes he thinks she’s the weirdest person on the planet. He wouldn’t be wrong, she thinks. She wonders why she can’t just be normal and like boys the way Katie does. Katie would have been thrilled to have her hand perched on the lumpy crotch of her crush, not repulsed.

“Hi,” she forces herself to say.

“Oh, hey, Susan,” he says. Casual. Cool. Like this is normal.

Susan’s face has never felt so red. She can’t believe she’s been ambushed like this. “So you guys are in school together?” she says. Kyle and Jake were in different friend groups in high school. Different social classes, really. “But, Kyle, aren’t you at…”

“Columbia,” Jake says, interrupting her. “There was, like, a party. In his dorm. I actually can’t remember how I ended up there.”

“Love at first sight,” says Kyle, and they begin pushing each other and laughing.

Katie looks just as surprised as Susan is. “When you told me about your new friend Kyle, I didn’t realize you meant … Kyle Kyle,” she says.

“Kyle Kyle!” Jake chants in response. “That should be your new name.”

Kyle laughs.

“Cool,” Susan says. “Okay, seat belts.” She’s going to put on a smile and get through this.

“Wait,” Kyle says. “Do you mind if we give one more person a ride?”

Susan looks sideways at Katie, who mouths, I don’t fucking know.

“Sure, Kyle Kyle,” Susan says, trying to push through her growing sense of dread and give in to whatever this night is turning into: something beyond her control. Besides, the last thing she needs is Kyle thinking she’s even more of a wet blanket than he probably already does. “Just tell me where to go.”

“It’s one town over. It’s on the way, actually.”

With both boys in the back seat, the smell of Axe body spray is overwhelming. Susan rolls down the windows as she gets on the Long Island Expressway. Katie turns the stereo on. A Yo La Tengo song is next on the mix CD, and Susan raises the volume as loud as it’ll go. For a moment, she can forget that there’s anyone else in the car, and it’s just her and Katie and you in your autumn sweater.

Then Kyle is telling her to get off at the next exit and her reverie ends. She turns the volume down so she can hear him. He directs her through a quiet neighborhood and to a split-level house with a well-manicured lawn.

“You can just honk,” he says, and she does, even though she knows it’s impolite.

Within minutes the rear door opens and a girl slides in.

“Hi!” the girl says, buckling her seat belt.

“Hey, you,” Kyle says, and puts an arm around her.

Katie rests a hand on Susan’s knee. She mouths, I’m so sorry. Susan ignores her. She’s too stressed. This is all so much at once.

But more than anything, she wants to seem like she’s cool with whatever, so she turns around and faces her new passenger. “I’m Susan,” she says.

“Eliza,” the girl says.

Looking her up and down, Susan’s first thought is that Eliza is deeply out of place in her beat-up Volvo. She’s wearing flared black yoga pants folded over at the waist with a white spaghetti-strap tank top, her black bra straps showing, and a chunky silver choker. Susan can tell from her limited knowledge of jewelry that it’s real, probably the one from Tiffany. She has a few inches of dark roots but otherwise her hair is butter blond and falls limply around her face, which is slightly orange, like fake tanner or the wrong shade of foundation. She’s pretty anyway, though, clearly popular. She’s holding herself with the confidence of someone who is used to being well liked, admired. She looks like someone who would have bullied Susan and Katie in middle school and is definitely too pretty to be hanging out with this crowd of misfits. But that was always the thing about Kyle Fishman; the boundaries of cliques do not apply to him. So maybe it does make sense.

Susan squints. “You look really familiar,” she says.

“I get that a lot,” Eliza says, and next to her, Kyle is smirking, as though there’s a joke Susan doesn’t get.

Katie finally turns around, her face full of judgment. “Hi,” she says, clearly pissed. “Oh, wait,” she says, brightening. “You do look familiar! What year are you?”

“I’m about to be a junior. You guys don’t look familiar to me at all,” Eliza says.

“Do you go to our school?” Katie says.

“Nope,” Eliza says, and by the way she says it Susan can tell they need to drop it.

“Okay,” Susan says. “Sorry. Everyone ready?”

“I remember when we were juniors,” Katie says, faux wistfully, and Susan laughs.

“A hundred and one years ago,” she says.

“Oh, come on!” Jake shouts from the back. “You guys don’t even know. Just wait.”



Susan gets back on the LIE, wondering what Kyle is doing hanging out with someone so much younger. Two years is one thing, but three is a world of difference. As she merges, she meets Eliza’s green eyes in the rearview mirror.

“Yes?” Eliza says.

Susan is a little bit scared of Eliza and how direct she is. “Sorry,” Susan says, looking back at the road. “You just don’t look like someone who would go to a What-What show.”

Eliza tilts her head to the left. “A what now?”

Susan feigns surprise. “Uh, the band we’re seeing tonight?”

Eliza starts to laugh. “That’s how you pronounce it?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Susan says, trying hard to keep a straight face as she teases Eliza. “Two question marks in a row are obviously pronounced What-What.”

“I’ve been saying question mark, question mark,” Eliza says.

Susan finally breaks, erupting into giggles.

Eliza looks quietly out the window, as though embarrassed. Susan immediately feels bad, and silently vows to be nicer.

“So,” Katie interjects, “how long have you guys been going out for?”

Kyle says, “Since the summer began.”

At the same time, Eliza says, flatly, “We’re not.”

“Uh-oh,” Katie says.

“Kyle wishes,” Eliza clarifies. “I’m still thinking about it.”

Susan wonders what there even is to consider. They look right together, squeezed into the back seat. More right than Susan would have ever looked with him.

Out of the corner of the rearview mirror, Susan sees Jake fishing around in his jacket pocket but has to look where she’s going and misses what he’s produced until he hands it to Katie and she takes a swig.

“Ew,” Katie says. “What is this, nail polish remover?”

“Sorry, but can you guys not drink in my car?” Susan says.

“What?” Kyle says, laughing. “Drinking and driving refers to the driver.”

“I heard that if you get pulled over and there are underage people drinking in your car, it’s on you,” Susan says. “I mean, that’s what my parents said.” She’s getting nervous.

“That’s stupid,” Kyle says.

“Maybe you guys should just do what she says,” Eliza pipes up. “She’s giving you a ride, after all.”

Kyle pulls his arm back from where it’s been around Eliza’s shoulders. “You don’t have to be a bitch about it,” he says.

Susan chooses to ignore this. “Thank you,” she says to Eliza.

Jake puts the flask away. “We can wait until we get there,” he says, clearly trying to keep the peace. “Sorry, Susan.”

At the next stop sign, Katie puts a hand on Susan’s arm. Are you okay, she mouths.

Susan nods, forcing a shaky smile.

She is very thrown off by Kyle’s presence in her back seat. She doesn’t know what to do with herself. And the addition of Eliza is an extra layer of awkwardness. Eliza is too pretty to be in her car, she keeps thinking, and then corrects herself: Both Eliza and Kyle are. She’s not sure why Eliza’s prettiness feels louder to her, but it does, as though each part of Eliza is screaming at her. Eyes! Mouth! Body! Body! Body!

On the highway, Susan drives exactly one mile over the speed limit while sports cars race around her until finally she’s turning off and navigating through a town that’s eerily similar to her own: the same chain store logos flicker on in the dusk, the houses all built in that unfortunate architectural era of the ’80s, as though all of Long Island is different shades of one idea.

Young people dressed in black are strewn about the parking lot of the Masonic temple. Everyone looks vaguely familiar; it’s a small community of teens in Suffolk County with the same taste in music.

“Very scene-y tonight,” Katie says, grinning as she looks around, and it’s obvious to Susan that she’s trying not to sound as pleased as she is.



A girl with blue hair and cat-eye glasses sits at a small desk in front of the entrance. “Five dollars,” she says.

Everyone digs around in their pockets to produce cash.

Susan opens her wallet, her stomach sinking as she realizes it’s empty. “Oh shit,” she says. “I don’t have anything on me.”

“I got you, Sue,” Katie says, turning to the door girl. “Two, please, for me and my lady.”

“Sorry,” Susan says, and Katie waves her off.

The door girl makes inelegant x’s with a black Sharpie on their hands. She looks back and forth from Katie to Susan and asks, “Are you guys sisters?”

When she marks Kyle, she holds his hand for a second too long, and as if on cue he grins at her, that disarming smile that once made Susan’s brain go smooth. Then he lifts the door girl’s hand to his mouth and kisses her fingers.

Here we fucking go, Susan thinks.

The door girl giggles. “Get outta here,” she says, smacking him away, but she’s grinning. He’s clearly made her night.

Their group starts to walk away. Susan, Katie, and Jake are a few paces ahead of Eliza and Kyle, but close enough that Susan hears Eliza say, “Dude, what the fuck?”

“You said you didn’t want to go out with me.” Kyle shrugs, infuriatingly casual. “I’m a free man.”

Eliza quickens her stride so she’s next to Susan, and Susan feels a rush of protective energy. She has the urge to put her arm around Eliza and pull her close, but she doesn’t. They don’t know each other, and it would be a strange thing to do. She keeps her arms stiff at her sides.

Only once they are inside does Susan finally relax. She feels at home here, with these weirdos who are leaning against the walls and glaring at each other, their skinny jeans and too-tight T-shirts and studded belts and face piercings and hair in their eyes. This is a world she understands.

Eliza, on the other hand, looks totally out of place. Like she got lost on her way to Juicy Couture.

The overhead lights are dimmed, making the atmosphere feel charged and somewhat romantic, like anything could happen here. There are no chaperones. It’s filling up quickly with young people, little cliques of teens who don’t dare talk to anyone outside the groups they came with, an unspoken rule, though Susan sees a lot of people making eyes at each other across the room. She wonders if anyone will look at her. They usually don’t.

The small stage is empty but for a drum kit, a tangle of cables, and amps covered in stickers.

Katie sits cross-legged on the ground a few feet from the stage and pulls Susan’s hand until Susan plops down next to her. Eliza, Jake, and Kyle stand awkwardly over them, eventually turning their backs and talking to each other.

“Why do I feel like we’re the kids and they’re the grown-ups?” Katie says.

“What the fuck is up with Jake bringing Kyle?” Susan whispers.

“I’m so sorry,” Katie says, putting her face in her hands. “I don’t know what’s wrong with him. I wish he had just asked first.”

“I want to hide in a hole for the rest of my life.”

“But, Suzie, I really don’t think this has to be that big of a deal,” Katie says, leaning closer because music has started to play and the room is crowded now, getting louder with talking and laughter. “I think he really liked you. You’re the one who rejected him. Whatever he said about you afterward, he was clearly just butthurt.”

“It’s just so embarrassing that everyone knows I had a crush on him,” she says.

“But that’s how life goes,” Katie replies. “Humans like each other. It’s normal and good. And anyway, if it makes you feel better, Jake clearly didn’t remember. So it wasn’t everyone.”

Susan recalls how excited Katie was the first time she and Jake hooked up. How could she ever relate to Susan’s feelings of disgust and dread?

“Can we talk about something else?”

“Definitely,” Katie says. “Can we talk about Eliza?”

“Shh!” They both look up at Eliza, whose back is still toward them. “She has a good butt,” Susan says, eyeing Eliza’s yoga pants, unable to contain this observation.

“I know,” Katie says. “And great boobs. I think I hate her.”

“It’s like she’s from another planet.”

“Planet popular,” Katie says.

“Planet JAP,” says Susan.

“I don’t think she’s Jewish.”

“JAP is a lifestyle,” Susan says, and Katie snorts.

There’s some commotion from the stage as the first band comes out. Katie jumps up and pulls Susan by the hand with her.

The opening band is three people. The drummer is a girl, which Susan thinks is cool. The other two look like every other boy in a band.

There’s a deafening, high-pitched scream of feedback as the microphone turns on, and then the space is filled with noise. The singing is inaudible over the roar of the music. The audience rushes toward the stage, their heads nodding in time. Susan’s ears already hurt, but she doesn’t mind. She loves when her thoughts are drowned out with sound.

Susan turns to her left and sees that Eliza is the only person in the crowd not dancing. She looks almost shy. “What’s wrong?” Susan says.

“What?” Eliza shouts over the music. “I can’t hear you.”

Susan cups her hands over Eliza’s ear and shouts, “Why aren’t you dancing?”

Eliza flinches. “Ow,” she says. “My fucking eardrums!”

“Sorry.” Susan shrinks away.

Eliza puts her own hand around Susan’s ear and says, at a much more reasonable volume, “What kind of music is this?”

“Oh!” Susan says. She feels delighted. This is something she can help with. She feels, suddenly, cool, as though knowing something Eliza doesn’t gives her a certain kind of power. “Prog rock.”

“They’re from Prague?”

Susan tries not to blush as Eliza’s lips brush her earlobe.

“No, prog like progressive.”

Eliza glances around. “I don’t understand how everyone is dancing to it. I don’t hear a beat.”

Susan points to the girl in front of them, who is tapping her heel in time with the music. The rest of the movement in her body is coming from that momentum; it’s making her head bob and her shoulders move. “She’s got it,” Susan says. “Follow her heel.”

They spend the rest of the set so close they’re almost touching, heels hitting the floor in sync together.



When the opening band finishes, Eliza excuses herself to the bathroom, and Katie says to Susan, “That was nice of you.”

Susan shrugs. “It’s what you did for me, once.”

It’s true: Katie is the one who taught Susan how to dance at rock shows without looking like an idiot.

“The student becomes the teacher,” Katie says, and then Jake is wrapping his arms around her and the conversation is over because she’s turned and put her mouth on his.

Susan walks toward the bathroom. She doesn’t really have to pee, but she doesn’t want to be alone with Kyle, who was looking as awkward as she felt when Katie and Jake started going at it.

In the bathroom, a girl with a boy’s haircut wearing shorts over ripped fishnet stockings is fixing her hair in the mirror. For a moment Susan is transfixed by the pale legs beneath the fishnets—her skin looks so soft, and her knees are bruised like peaches—but the girl catches Susan staring and she looks away.

Alone in the stall, trying to squeeze out some pee so at least she has a reason to be in there, Susan studies her blue Victoria’s Secret bikini-cut underwear, which looks like someone has used it as a tissue. She’s used to a little nervous discharge here and there, but this is something else. When it dries, it’ll glue her pubes together. She hopes no one can smell it. She often feels like her vagina is her emotional spokesperson, though at this moment she’s not sure what it’s trying to say.

When she’s done and washing her hands, a toilet flushes and then Eliza emerges.

“Oh, hey,” she says, washing her hands in the sink next to Susan.

The bathroom is brightly lit and painted orange. Wet toilet paper is balled up on the floor. The hand soap is crusted over. Susan feels bad for whoever has to clean up after the all ages shows.

“Hey.” Susan wipes her hands on her jeans and leans against the wall, trying to look casual. “So what do you think of your first show?”

“Who says it’s my first show?” Eliza says. She digs into her bag and pulls out a Lancôme Juicy Tube lip gloss. It’s sparkly blue.

“Is it not your first show?” Susan says, ready to apologize.

“No, it is,” Eliza says. “I’m just fucking with you.”

Susan laughs, surprised Eliza is funny. “Why is your lip gloss blue?”

“It’s not,” Eliza says, and when she puts it on, it shows up clear. “Want some?”

She gives it to Susan, who sniffs it. “I kind of hate lip gloss,” she says, but puts it on anyway, handing it back to Eliza while licking her lips. “It tastes like candy.”

“Exactly,” Eliza says. “It looks cute on you.”

“Should we go back out there? I think What-What is starting soon.”

“I guess,” Eliza says. “Or we could just keep hanging out in the bathroom.”

Susan can’t tell if she’s kidding or not, but Eliza follows her out when she leaves.

The band is setting up onstage and soon Jonny Lakes walks out. Susan and Katie grab each other’s hands and begin to scream.

“Hi, we’re What-What,” Jonny says into the microphone. He’s got an easy smile, a warmth to him. He’s not too cool to enjoy this. “Thanks for coming out.”

They open with Susan’s new favorite: “Pink Days,” that sad love song she now knows from the first chord. Instantly forgetting about Eliza and the others, Susan and Katie push their way to the front until they’re standing directly in front of Jonny. Susan puts her hands on the stage, looking up into his gorgeous face, which is partially hidden behind a mop of soupy brown curls that he keeps tossing backward.

Jonny is wearing a T-shirt that’s just slightly too short, showing the bottom inch of a flat, hairless stomach. Despite his slender figure, he’s larger-than-life. Susan can’t take her eyes off him. She’s never seen someone who is so clearly a star.

I was born in the shadows under your eyes / In the salt of your sweat I was baptized, Jonny sings, his voice angelic and sweet, soft, like he means every word. Maybe it’s overly earnest, a little saccharine, but Susan doesn’t care. To her, it’s transcendent.

The world wasn’t ready for me and you / We were black-and-blue, but golden and true / Till you withdrew.

The chorus comes and Susan is singing along at the top of her lungs.

I remember pink days, pit stains, heat waves, baby / I remember bite marks, false starts, damp in the dark. The music swells here. So now I’m a time traveler / Searching for when I stopped being enough / Now I’m a medium / I speak to the ghost of our love. And here the music stops and everyone starts clapping on the same beat, singing together: Black, blue, golden, true / I never really knew (and now the music comes back all at once, an orgasmic crescendo) you.

Susan’s heart aches with a kind of euphoric empathy. She feels like she’s lived this, though she definitely hasn’t. Not yet, at least.

Jonny Lakes looks down at her as she sings every word. The next time the chorus comes, he takes the microphone off its stand and holds it in front of Katie and Susan. He lets them sing the first line together—I remember pink days, pit stains, heat waves—before pulling it back.

Katie hugs Susan.

“This is the best night of my life,” Susan says.

For the rest of the set, Jonny smiles and winks at Susan, dancing at her with his guitar. She feels like she’s dreaming.

When they finish, Jonny says, “Thank you, Long Island!” And then he walks offstage.

His bandmates follow. The floppy-haired drummer is last to leave. Before he does, he stops in front of the mic stand and mutters, “Bush did 9/11,” and then he pushes it to the ground. It falls with a squeal of feedback and a thud. A single woo echoes from the back. And then it’s over and the venue becomes just a basement again. Susan is drenched with sweat.

Kyle, Jake, and Eliza are all leaning against a wall in the back, looking bored.

“You guys are no fun,” Katie says when they rejoin the group.

“I just like to watch you dance,” Jake says.

Susan makes a gagging noise.



They’re getting back into Susan’s car to leave when Katie says, “You know what? I think Susan should go wait for Jonny.”

Susan slides into the driver’s seat. “Excuse me?”

“Yeah!” Jake shouts from the back, banging his hands on the headrest of Susan’s seat so that she jolts forward and back. “Go get his number.”

“No,” she says. “First of all, he’s old. Second of all, no.”

“I think you should,” Kyle says.

“Wait,” Eliza says. “Who? The lead singer?”

Katie nods vigorously. “He was totally into her.”

Eliza starts laughing.

“Is it funny that he would be into me?” Susan says, her face beginning to burn.

“No! Of course not,” Eliza says. “It’s just, that guy is gay. Like, obviously gay.”

They all turn toward her.

“What?” Eliza is still laughing. “Was it not obvious to you? ‘The world wasn’t ready for me and you’? ‘We were black-and-blue’? Give me a break. Even that song is about being gay.”

“Do gay people get baptized, though?” Susan asks. “That’s in the song, too.”

“No,” Katie says with certainty, shaking her head.

Susan doesn’t know anything about gay people or baptisms.

“Have you guys heard of metaphors?” Eliza says.

Katie ignores this and says, “He’s gay in the way Jake is gay, which is to say, he just looks like he is.”

Katie has told Jake he looks gay so many times that it lacks the bite of an insult and is instead just an observation.

Jake nods, putting on the faux-academic voice that he uses sometimes now that he’s in college, pushing imaginary glasses up his nose. “I am the expert in this subject and I declare he is not a homosexual.”

“As if we’d go see some fag,” Kyle chimes in.

“You wanna make a bet?” Eliza says, deadpan, unmoved by their arguments, their silliness.

Susan groans. “You’re going to make me go talk to him?”

“Someone needs to settle this,” Katie says.

Kyle says, “I guess you better go before he leaves.”

“Fine,” Susan says, mostly just to make the debate end. “I’ll be a dumb groupie and hit on the musician.”

“Yesss!” Katie cheers. “Really? Oh my god, Susan, you’re so brave. We’ll wait here for you.”

“You have to wait for me, I’m your ride,” Susan says, rolling her eyes as she gets out of the car and heads back inside.

Susan savors the power of this moment; it’s out of character, and there’s some shock value. She looks back and sees all four of her passengers pressed to the windows, watching her. She grins, despite herself. Rarely is everyone paying attention to her.

When she gets back inside the temple, she finds the lead singer of the band packing up his gear. Susan leans against the wall, waiting for him to walk by, and when he does, he looks right at her and grins, putting his guitar case down.

“Hey!” Jonny says. “Thanks so much for coming.”

She hadn’t anticipated he would actually stop to talk to her, and she immediately turns pink, but tries hard to seem relaxed. “Oh, yeah,” she says. “Uh, you’re welcome. You guys were great.”

He smiles. He’s very cute, close-up. “Thanks,” he says.

“Can I ask what made you want to play out here? You guys are way too big for a show like this.”

“I’m from here,” he says. “We like playing hometown shows. Keeps us humble.”

Susan laughs in surprise. “SPIN said you were from New York.”

“Long Island is in New York.” He smiles. “I don’t have to tell the press everything.”

The Masonic temple is emptying out, a few stragglers making out in the corners of the room. The lights come on, and Susan notices for the first time how dingy the carpeting is, how dated the wood-paneled walls of the space are. That it smells like mildew.

Just then another man appears. There’s a red bandana hanging out of his pocket. He’s shorter than Jonny, younger, too, with a delicate face that strikes Susan as almost elvish and hair that looks like it’s never been out of place. He loops an arm around the lead singer’s waist as Susan realizes that Eliza called it.

“Baby, can we go?” he says. He’s clearly Jonny’s boyfriend.

Susan wonders if she should feel disappointed, but instead she feels something else: floaty. Lighter somehow. Like her heart is swelling as she watches the easy affection between these two men.

“Sorry, babe,” Jonny says, kissing the top of the man’s head. “I’m coming.”

The boyfriend turns to Susan, looking her up and down. “I know how you love to meet the local baby gays,” he says to Jonny.

“Oh,” Susan says, the floaty feeling replaced with panic, “I’m not…”

The boyfriend cuts her off. “A local?”

Susan stutters. “Why do you think that I’m…” She can’t finish the sentence.

“I’m sorry,” Jonny says, with genuine kindness. “He didn’t mean to assume.”

“I just don’t know why you’d think that,” she says in a small voice.

“First of all, your hair.” Jonny gestures to her mullet. “But it’s more of an energy thing.”

She doesn’t know what to do with this. She feels her mouth hanging open. She’s never considered her own energy before.

A small group of people walk by on their way to the exit and high-five Jonny as they pass. “Great set, man,” a guy says, and a girl adds, “You’re so awesome.”

Jonny smiles and thanks them for coming.

When they’re alone again, Jonny’s boyfriend says, “Do they still not teach gaydar in New York State public schools?”

“Don’t bully her,” Jonny says, and then smiles at her in a way that’s good-natured and kind, like he’s her fairy godmother. “What’s your name, kid?”

“Susan,” she whispers.

The boyfriend says, “God, how old are you, Susan?”

“I’m seventeen,” she says.

“Well, you look twelve,” he replies.

“So do you,” Susan says, and he laughs.

“Thank you so much.” He winks. “Botox.”

The temple is empty and quiet now but for the three of them and the door girl, who is on the other side of the venue folding up her table and stashing it in the corner. Susan understands that the door girl can’t leave until they do—it’s a service industry job, after all—and feels a twist of guilt that they might be holding her hostage.

Before she can think too deeply about it, though, Jonny puts both of his hands on Susan’s shoulders and looks into her eyes. She’s lost the ability to blink.

He says, “Susan, I promise, one day you’ll get out of this town and your life will become amazing. In ways you can’t even begin to imagine. How you feel now is not how you’ll feel forever.”

It sounds like a song lyric: so perfect, exactly what she needed to hear. She feels as though she’s about to burst into tears. “Do people know?” she asks, when she can find her voice. “About you?”

“Indie rock is very don’t ask, don’t tell,” he says, knowing what she means. “But I’d tell if anyone asked. They just don’t.”

She nods, as though she understands. And maybe she does.

“Let me give you my number,” he says. “If you do move to Brooklyn to become a lesbian someday, we should hang out.” He writes his number on her arm with a black marker that he pulls from his pocket. His area code is 631, just like hers. “Seriously,” he says, and she can tell he means it. “Anything you need. It’s my sacred duty to help the queers escape Long Island.” He pauses, studying her face for a moment, and then adds, “Just giving you an opening if you need one.”

The other man pulls him by the hand and they walk away, waving.

Susan is trembling so hard that she takes a minute before going to the car.

I’m not gay.

She wonders what would happen if her friends found out about this conversation or, worse, if people she isn’t friends with found out. It’s bad enough that she’s so alternative and has a reputation as a slut; she’d never fit in if she was a lesbian, too.

Lesbians are her gym teachers with their mushroom haircuts and high-waisted khaki shorts. Lesbians are Rosie O’Donnell and Ellen DeGeneres. Lesbian is the word the popular kids sneered at her and Katie while they sat together at lunch.

No, she wasn’t that.

She liked boys, or, at least, she’d liked Kyle. Plus she’d felt his little hard-on over his skinny jeans and she hadn’t … what, exactly? Melted, wicked-witch style? She suddenly wasn’t sure why she’d always assumed that lesbians couldn’t—due to the inexplicable laws of an all-powerful universe—encounter a penis and survive it. And anyway, regardless of this abstract, borderline religious belief she held in her mind about what lesbians could and couldn’t do, she had survived it.

But she hadn’t liked it, hadn’t felt curious or horny or pleased with herself, though after the fact her life had gone on just the same, and surely that has to count for something.

Unless …

She picks at her bracelet, a pink leather wristband with silver pyramid studs. She counts the studs. She tries to breathe.

The amps and cables have been removed from the stage. The door girl lingers at the entrance, waiting for her. Susan is the last person left. It’s time to go, but it takes a few more moments for her to remember how to use her legs.



“Well?” Katie says, as Susan climbs back into the driver’s seat.

Susan holds up her arm, showing the phone number. She doesn’t need to tell them the rest. If she speaks, she’ll start crying.

“Wow,” Eliza says. “I stand corrected.”

There’s something in Eliza’s voice that Susan can’t place. It sounds a little bit like jealousy. Maybe she’s not used to someone else getting male attention.

“I knew it!” Katie shouts, and throws her arms around Susan, who is still trying hard not to cry.

“Yay,” Jake says. “Susan gets a boyfriend.”

“Bitch, finally,” Katie squeals.

In the back seat, Kyle puts his arm around Eliza, who is looking out the window and not saying anything.

“Where to?” Susan says, desperate to change the subject.

“Diner?” Katie says, and everybody agrees.



Under the diner’s fluorescent lights, they all squeeze into a sticky booth. The interior looks like it hasn’t been updated since the ’80s. Simpler times, Susan imagines. Everything is a primary color; the booths are red, the bar is blue, the signage glows yellow. There’s even a jukebox. It’s the only building on the corner of a busy road that leads to the expressway, surrounded by empty lots. Outside the windows, cars fly by.

Everyone orders things that are fried, breaded, and covered in cheese, butter, and salt—Susan ordering slightly less than she feels hungry for, knowing that Katie will be footing her bill—while Eliza gets nothing.

“I don’t eat carbs at night,” she says, and sips her Diet Coke.

“So that’s why you have such a hot bod,” Katie says.

Next to her, Susan laughs nervously.

“What?” Katie says. “We were all thinking it.”

“We were,” Kyle says.

Eliza rolls her eyes. “Uh, thanks,” she says. “Now that we’ve objectified me, can we move on?” Eliza seems like she’s used to people talking about how hot she is.

“Yes,” Jake says, and pulls his flask out. Looking around, he pours some of it into his soda and then passes it under the table to Kyle.

Their drinking—especially in public—makes Susan nervous, but it’s not worth saying so. They’d just tease her.

Kyle passes the flask to Katie, who then passes it to Eliza.

“I’m good,” Eliza says, giving it back to Jake.

“You straightedge?” Jake says.

“No, I just don’t drink anymore,” Eliza says.

Susan doesn’t know why she finds this so surprising. Eliza looks like she’s the kind of girl who loves to drink and have fun. Instead, she’s proving to be serious, thoughtful. It’s unnerving. Meanwhile, Jonny’s words are still clamoring in her head. Lesbian lesbian lesbian lesbian lesbian lesbian. She shovels food into her mouth to keep from having to speak.

Across the table, her friends are starting to seem drunk. Their voices are getting louder, and Katie is laughing uncontrollably at something Susan must have missed. Jake sticks french fries up his nose. Kyle is singing the guitar solo from some screamo song to himself. Besides Susan, only Eliza is quiet, taking small sips of her diet soda and examining her fingernails, which are ballet slipper pink with white tips.

“You wanna come over after this?” Kyle asks Eliza.

“Sure,” Eliza says, in a voice that doesn’t sound at all like she wants to go to his house, or maybe Susan is just overthinking it.

“Sick,” Kyle replies.

The weary waitress stops by their table, looking as though she’d rather die than serve these rowdy, impolite teens. Susan feels a pang of recognition; this is how she feels at work, too.

“Can I get you anything else?” the waitress says through her teeth.

In solidarity, Susan clenches her jaw.



Susan pulls up in front of Kyle’s house and puts the car in park. “We’re here,” she says.

“Aw, fuck,” Jake says. “I don’t want the night to end.”

“I know you love going on dates with me,” Kyle says.

Jake sings in reply, “I was born in the shadows under your eyes.”

Susan catches Eliza rolling her eyes in the rearview and smirks.

“Hold on,” Susan says. The street is a dead end. “Let me just turn the car so I can get out of here.”

She puts the car in reverse and then rests her right hand behind the passenger seat, twisting around to watch where she’s going. Before her gaze gets to the back window, though, her eyes get stuck on Eliza, who is staring directly at her from the middle seat.

There’s a slow smile spreading across Eliza’s face as she continues to look at Susan with her head tilted to the side. Susan’s foot is still on the gas but she can’t look away from Eliza. She wants to smile back but instead she just kind of feels her mouth hang open.

Suddenly there’s a loud scraping sound. Metal on metal. Susan slams on the brakes.

“What the fuck?” Kyle says, and jumps out of the car.

“Shit,” Susan whispers, gripping the wheel.

Kyle starts screaming her name.

“Fuck,” Susan says. She’s frozen in place.

“Oh shit, Suzie,” says Katie. “I think you need to go see what the damage is.”

Susan shakily gets out and sees that she’s dented and scratched the entire side of a parked car.

“This is my dad’s car,” Kyle says. “He’s going to kill me. Really nice job, Susan. Amazing work.”

It’s almost pitch-black outside but for her taillights. She wouldn’t have seen the parked car even if she’d been looking, which she hadn’t been.

“I’m so sorry,” Susan says. “It was an accident.”

“Was it?” Kyle says, walking closer to her, leering down at her aggressively. “Was it an accident, Susan? Are you sure you didn’t do it on purpose?” He’s wielding her name like a weapon.

She takes a step backward. “Of course it was,” she says. Her eyes fill up with tears. “I’ll pay for everything.”

“You think?” he shoots back.

Susan has $900 in her bank account from her summer job at the jewelry kiosk. She will probably have to take all of it out to pay for the damage. She’d been saving it for college, or at least for an iPod and some new clothes. If it doesn’t cover everything, she’ll have to ask her parents to help, which is probably the worst part of all of this. She knows how far they spread their paychecks each month, with very little, if anything, ever left over for nonessentials.

“I’m sorry,” she says again.

“You’re such a fucking freak, Susan Goldstein,” he shouts at her. And then his voice drops to a whisper, so that only she can hear him. “First you practically stalk me for a year, and then you basically force me to like you. And then once I do—and I did like you, Susan, I really did—you start ignoring me? Who the fuck does that? You’re a terrible person.” He doesn’t just sound angry now. He sounds hurt, too.

Susan is shocked. It hadn’t occurred to her that she had the power to hurt Kyle.

“You’re the one who told everyone I’m a slut,” she says, in a rare moment of assertiveness.

He laughs. Slaps his knee. Snorts.

He seems crueler than Susan had ever noticed. She’s never seen him like this. She’s scared. She hears the door of the car open and shut.

“Kyle, that’s enough.” It’s Eliza.

“Stay out of it, babe,” he says.

“I think you should go inside now,” Eliza says, calm but firm. “Susan will call you tomorrow to deal with the car stuff, right, Susan?”

Susan nods.

Kyle snickers.

“Kyle,” Eliza says, “go inside.”

“Aren’t you going to come in with me?” he asks Eliza.

“Not after that display,” she says. Susan wonders how much she could hear from the car. Eliza puts an arm around Susan’s shoulders. “Come on, Susan. You can drive me back home, right?”

Susan nods. “Yeah,” she whispers.

“You’re acting like a bunch of fucking high school girls,” Kyle says, and kicks a rock before turning and walking up the steps to his parents’ house.

“We are high school girls, you fucking creep,” Eliza shouts after him.

Susan and Eliza get back in the car, where Jake and Katie are sitting tensely in the back seat.

Jake says, “Well, that was a fun end to the night.”

Katie hits him. “Don’t be an asshole,” she says. “Susan, are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” Susan says. She’s not, and it’s obvious from the tremble in her voice.

Katie puts her hand on Susan’s shoulder. “What do you need? Do you want me to fucking kill him?”

Susan shakes her head. “I’m fine,” she repeats. “I just want to go to bed.”

Katie nods. “We can just walk home from here, right, Jake? And do you think you maybe owe Susan an apology on behalf of your friend?”

“Totally,” he says. “Hey, Susan, I’m sorry. That was fucked-up. We all know it was an accident. Kyle’s dad is really strict. He’s probably just freaking out because he’s going to get in trouble. And I’m sorry for springing him on you like that. I had honestly forgotten that you used to like him, or whatever happened.”

“Thanks, Jake.” Susan sighs, disarmed by Jake’s evolved response to the situation. She should really give him more credit in general, she thinks, but the thought quickly leaves her head and is replaced with annoyance. “I’m just not really sure why you’re friends with such an asshole.”

“That’s a good question,” Katie agrees. “Jake?”

“He’s not an asshole to me,” Jake says meekly, and Katie gives him a withering stare. Susan assumes this discussion will continue in private during their twenty-minute walk home.

Katie and Jake get out of the car and disappear into the thick darkness, the roar of crickets overtaking the sound of their footsteps.



“How did you meet Kyle, anyway?” Susan says, merging back onto the highway with Eliza next to her.

“He crashed a friend’s birthday,” Eliza says. “I thought he was the cutest thing for a while there. But now I’m starting to feel like he was the kind of little kid who, like, tortured small animals.”

“Oh my god, totally,” Susan agrees. “I can absolutely imagine him pulling the legs off spiders for fun. I used to think he was so cool. But, like, why is he even hanging out with us? He’s old now.”

Eliza laughs, smiling so wide that Susan notices, for the first time tonight, how crooked her bottom teeth are. “He’s nineteen.”

“Like I said,” Susan deadpans. “Old.”

They’re quiet for the rest of the ride. Susan puts music on but can still hear the sound of Eliza’s silver necklace clinking as she fidgets with it. Susan feels awkward. She wonders if Eliza thinks it’s weird that they’re hanging out.

Susan pulls up in front of Eliza’s house and puts the car in park.

“Thanks for defending me,” she says.

“Of course,” Eliza says. “Sluts have to stick together.” She winks.

So Eliza overheard what Susan said to Kyle. But she doesn’t seem bothered by it. Susan blushes. Eliza is holding eye contact in a way that is making Susan’s stomach begin to do flips. “Um,” Susan says. “So.”

“So,” Eliza says, and smiles again, in the same way she was smiling right before Susan crashed her car. “Do you want to come in? My parents are out.”

Susan thinks she might have a heart attack. Instead, she says, “Yeah. That might be cool.”

She takes her seat belt off and faces Eliza, who does the same. Eliza is, incredibly, starting to lean forward, toward her.

All at once Susan feels a hot glow between her legs. A match lit in a dark room.

It feels like that moment right before the chorus when you finally understand what the melody has been building toward. Like it deserves its own horn section. She doesn’t know much, but she’s pretty sure that if she doesn’t kiss Eliza, she’s going to die. Every cell in her body has been tuned to a new frequency all at once, a radio station that plays only the sound of Eliza’s voice. She can smell Eliza’s cucumber melon perfume, and now Eliza is close enough that Susan can see every freckle and blackhead on her nose and the endearing line at the edge of her face where she didn’t blend her bronzer well enough.

Eliza reaches out and pulls Susan’s glasses off, and the details blur again.

That cursed word from Jonny rings loudly in her head: lesbian lesbian lesbian lesbian. Is she actually a lesbian? Is Eliza? It seems impossible. The only thing she knows for sure is that a dam has broken deep inside her, unleashing a lifetime of desires that have been held at bay. It’s not just that she wants to kiss Eliza; it’s that, with the exception of Katie, who has always felt like her sister, Susan wants to kiss every girl she’s ever met. There’s nowhere to hide from this feeling, not now, not with Eliza getting closer and closer and closer and—

A car honks. Susan realizes she’s too far into the street.

“Sorry,” she says, scrambling to put the car back in drive. “Hold that thought.”

Eliza laughs. “Classic,” she says.

The other car swerves around them as Susan pulls toward the curb. For a brief moment Eliza is illuminated in the headlights like a flash photo.

In the harsh, quick light, Eliza’s straightened blond hair, Tiffany necklace, and black eyeliner call to mind another image Susan has seen.

She does know her. Well, sort of.

Eliza catches her staring. “What?”

“I just realized it.” Susan can’t believe she didn’t put two and two together sooner. “That … picture.” She reaches up and turns the dome light on, as though this will help her confirm what she already knows.

“Oh,” Eliza says, her shoulders slumping, tucking her hair back behind her ears, all of a sudden looking very sad. “You’ve seen it.”

“Katie’s brother, Greg, has it,” Susan says, shaking her head in disbelief as she remembers the naked photo on Greg’s computer. Eliza was even wearing the same necklace she’d had on in the picture. “How…?”

“I have to assume everyone’s brother has it,” Eliza says, in an eerie monotone.

“But why does it even exist?” Susan says. She doesn’t mean to be judgmental, but she knows that’s how it sounds. Still, she can’t help it.

“I don’t know,” Eliza says. She lifts her jaw up, a display of pride, but her top lip is trembling.

“What do you mean?”

“I can’t remember,” Eliza says. She brings her chin back down, lowering her eyes. She sounds like a different person, deflated, like the air has gone out of her tires. “I was at a party, and then I woke up at home, and then a few days later I started hearing about people seeing a photo of me.”

“So did someone send it around?”

“I guess so.” She folds her arms across her chest, which, lit softly by the yellow dome light, is turning splotchy as it rises and falls.

“That’s why you don’t drink anymore,” Susan whispers, realizing all at once that she misjudged the picture. If Eliza doesn’t know who took it, or who sent it out, she wasn’t just half asleep. She wasn’t posing. Susan tries to swallow again, but her mouth has become too dry. “I’m sorry,” she says quickly, needing things to go back to how they were just a minute ago. “I didn’t mean to offend you. I just…”

“You saw my tits and now you think you know me,” Eliza says, her Long Island accent becoming more pronounced as she gets more upset; the vowels become longer, like there are w’s attached to them, and her t’s become more lispy, as though the consonant is formed against her front teeth with a soft tongue. Tits.

Susan has seen Eliza’s tits, and she’ll never forget them. The shame of this—what it means about her that she found Eliza’s naked body appealing in this horrible context—makes her eyes well up with tears again. “That’s not what I meant. I was just worried, that’s all.”

“I can take care of myself,” Eliza says. “Not that it’s any of your fucking business.”

No, you can’t, Susan thinks. Not if this happened to you.

“Stop looking at me like that,” Eliza snaps, as though she can hear Susan’s thoughts, or at least sense her pity.

This is the second time Susan has been yelled at tonight, and she’s feeling very small.

“Do you want me to leave?” Susan says.

“Do you want to leave?” Eliza shoots back.

“Um,” Susan says. “I don’t know. I feel like you hate me now.”

Eliza rolls her eyes and then grows stern. “Grow up,” she says.

Susan can’t see a way through this conflict. “I guess I should get going,” she says.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah,” Susan says. She doesn’t really have to go, but she’s so uncomfortable she thinks she might throw up. “Okay, well, bye, I guess.”

Eliza is shaking her head in what Susan interprets as disbelief. “Bye,” she says. She hands Susan her glasses back. The lenses are covered in fingerprints. Eliza gets out of the car and slams the door. Then she leans into the window and says, “See you never.”

“Okay,” Susan says, defeated, trying to clean her glasses on her shirt, but she’s only making it worse, so she gives up. She puts the car in drive and takes off down the dark and quiet suburban street. The tears that have been building all night finally let loose down her face, dragging her eyeliner down her cheeks. In her rearview mirror, she sees the blurry figure of Eliza standing exactly where she left her, watching her drive away.

“See you never,” she whispers, her foot heavy on the gas, taking herself farther and farther away from the only person she’s ever been sure she wants.

For once, Susan drives home without music, just the sounds of her turn signal clicking in the darkness, the Volvo’s old engine humming, and the beat of her heart, which, despite the absolute failure of the whole night, is steady with the knowledge of who she might become, if she can ever manage to leave Long Island, or at least just get out of her own goddamn way.
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“Blueberry and a large cold brew?”

“Yeah, thanks.” Susan grins, thrilled that the tattooed barista at New York Muffins has memorized her order. There are trendier cafés on this block in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, but she doesn’t care about three-foot-tall slow-drippers or single-origin espresso. She just wants something strong and cheap in a big cup.

Susan is twenty-two, a recent college graduate. It’s New York’s hottest summer on record, six weeks after the largest oil spill in American history, and her life has finally begun.

While she waits for her breakfast order, she examines her reflection in the dingy mirror on the wall, trying to arrange her mullet-y layers into something that looks intentional, or at least less like she rolled out of bed and directly out the door, which is, in fact, what she did. At least she showered before going to sleep last night, though it must not have been a totally thorough cleansing because yesterday’s eyeliner is still crusted around her eyelashes.

She’s wearing a Sleater-Kinney T-shirt with the sleeves cut off, creating long armholes that reveal her neon green sports bra, and ripped black skinny jeans. She looks, she thinks with not a small amount of satisfaction, very gay.

Today marks four weeks into Susan’s job as an assistant at Rider Die Records, an indie label—a job she has thanks to Jonny Lakes. Before his phone number faded from her arm, she scribbled it onto a Post-it and then saved it among her most treasured possessions for nearly five years. She hadn’t actually expected him to pick up when she nervously called him from her bedroom a few weeks before her college graduation and begged to be his personal assistant. He’d laughed, but not unkindly, at the implication that he could even afford a PA, and then offered instead to put her in touch with Ben Kaplan, the CEO of his label, who apparently owed him a favor. That favor was hiring Susan.

Since then, Jonny has become something of a mentor, though Susan generally thinks of him as more like a guardian angel. They’ve seen each other a few joyous times at the office, Jonny coming in for meetings about his record sales and publicity strategy, but for the most part, their relationship takes place over text. Susan frequently reaches out for guidance as she navigates the new waters of adult life, and Jonny always seems happy to help.

The label’s office is a big room in a converted warehouse building a block from the water’s edge. In her first few weeks at Rider Die Records, which all the cool people just call Rider, Susan arrived before everyone else so many times, eagerly waiting in the hallway for more than an hour until someone could let her in, that they gave her a key.

Now her cold brew is slippery with condensation and hard to hold along with her bag as she unlocks the squeaky metal door, but she manages without dropping anything. She pushes the door open with her shoulder and that’s when she sees him: Ben, her boss, passed out on the office sofa.

Splayed out face up like a starfish, he has one retro Air Jordan still on and the other is nowhere in sight. His stomach hair is exploding out the bottom of his maroon V-neck T-shirt, his mouth hanging open. He’s still wearing what he had on yesterday, down to his salmon-colored skinny jeans. The coffee table is cluttered with empty PBR cans and McDonald’s wrappers.

The office is a mess, even without the remains of what she assumes was Ben’s party. Sagging bookshelves that overflow with magazines serve as DIY walls, sectioning the room off into different smaller areas, only an illusion of privacy between what’s supposed to be a lobby and a conference room and different people’s workspaces. Still, she looks around with great fondness at the posters covering the walls and the stacks of CDs littering every desk. Despite how hard she works, she loves being here—there’s always new music to be discovered, and helping bands get the attention they deserve (or, at least, helping the people who are helping to do that) gives her a kind of satisfaction she’s never felt.

Susan tiptoes around Ben like he’s a sleeping lion, but the ambient dust gets the better of her and she sneezes, several times in a row.

He opens his eyes on the fourth one. “Oh, hey, Assistant,” he says, sitting up. His eyes are puffy and red.

She’s a few feet away from him but Susan can smell his breath. Tobacco and stomach acid. “Sorry,” she says. “I didn’t realize anyone would be here yet.”

He doesn’t seem surprised to see her. Instead, it’s like he’d counted on being woken up by whoever got to the office first. She’s not sure how she feels about being his alarm clock. It certainly wasn’t in her job description.

He stretches his arms over his head, then pulls a device out of his pocket and checks its screen. “Hey, you seen one of these yet?”

“What, the new iPhone?”

“Yes, my young ward,” he bellows. “The future is now. When are you going to get rid of that fucking flip-brick you drag around?”

“Maybe when you put me on salary?” she suggests. Susan makes twelve dollars an hour working for Ben.

To her relief, he laughs. “You’ve worked here for five minutes, and you already want a raise? I swear, you goddamn millennials.” Ben is probably in his mid-to-late thirties: Gen X, the last cool generation, or so they’ve labeled themselves. “That a cold brew?”

Susan nods, resists the urge to say, Obviously.

Ben searches the coffee table for an empty Solo cup and holds it out to her. “Go on, then.”

Reluctantly, she takes the lid off her coffee and dumps some of it in.

He downs it in one sip, then sits all the way up and studies her. “Assistant, take a load off,” he says, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “You’ve just been quietly churning out press clippings for a month. Tell me what’s up.”

She sits down nervously on the ratty armchair. “What do you want to know?”

“Where’d you go to school? What did you study?”

“Baruch,” she says, trying to hide her dismay that he’s forgotten the basic details of her life, but maybe he never knew any of her details to begin with. “I studied music management.”

“The finest major.” He looks at her with renewed interest, as though having something in common alerts him to the fact that she is indeed a fellow human. “And where do you live?” Smells are coming off him; she gets whiffs of fries and Old Spice deodorant, the coffee doing his breath no favors. She has to breathe through her mouth so as not to react.

“Um.” She pauses, not wanting to tell him. “On Long Island.”

“Oh, that’s a fucking miserable commute,” he declares. “How are you supposed to go to shows?”

“I go to shows,” she says in a small voice.

Susan is somewhat of a fixture in the local Long Island music scene, but her commuting schedule has made it difficult to go out in the city with any regularity.

Ben sniffs this out quickly. “Shows here?” he says, and she looks at her feet. “I thought so. You need a crash pad.” He gestures to the couch. “Feel free to use the office for sleeping purposes anytime. I mean, anytime I’m not using it.”

“Thanks,” she says, though the thought of sleeping on a couch that Ben’s entire body—and all his smells—has been on makes her want to throw up.

“So,” he says, now stretching his legs out on the coffee table. He kicks the remaining sneaker off. His socks don’t match; surprising, given how much he seems to care about appearances. Maybe it was a deliberate choice. “I meant to ask.” He takes out a bag of loose tobacco and begins to roll a cigarette. “You’re a lesbian, huh?”

“Queer as a three-dollar bill.” She nods, and then blushes.

Why did she say that? Who even put that dad joke of a sentence in her head?

“Interesting.” He licks the rolling paper and a few flecks of tobacco get stuck on his beard. “No guys, ever?”

“I mean…” Susan trails off. “I guess I sort of dated a guy in high school.” She’s sweating. She’s not sure if Kyle counts.

Ben lights the cigarette. “I knew it. You know, sexuality isn’t completely black-and-white. We should all be open to possibilities.”

Susan quickly clocks the windows and doors, trying to imagine how she’d get out of the office if she needed to make a break for it. Just as she decides she could knock a magazine shelf over if Ben tries to touch her, the rest of the staff starts filing in.

Heather, the label’s publicist, walks over to them, shouting, “Ben, you total fucking slob! Did you sleep on the couch again?” She’s standing over him now, arms folded across her chest. “And you know we all hate it when you smoke in here.” Heather is wearing a galaxy-print minidress. She has a jet-black bob and baby bangs and a nose so tiny there’s no way it’s the one she was born with. She’s also the only one who talks to Ben like this.

“Oh, Heaths.” He smirks, although Heather’s name doesn’t easily lend itself to abbreviation. He puts his cigarette out on the table. It folds in two, wet from his saliva. “I was just planting seeds with the assistant.”

“You were what?” Heather says.

“In case one day she decides not to be a lesbian anymore. Now she’ll think of me first.”

Susan clenches her jaw, a surge of rage heating her cheeks.

“I cannot believe we have to work for you,” Heather says, rolling her eyes.

He shrugs. “Not my fault the assistant is cute.”

It makes Susan feel small to be talked about like she’s not there, and she feels herself starting to slouch. Cute doesn’t feel like a compliment. She’s spent her whole life feeling like she’s missing something other girls know about how to present themselves, like she can’t get a solid grip on gender because the world is spinning too fast. Femme vertigo.

Heather turns to her. “Susan, what are you doing today?”

“Um,” Susan says. “Whatever you need?”

“I think it’s time someone alphabetized the CD shelf,” Heather says.

“Oh, that seems like a great use of her time,” Ben says. “Sorry, Assistant. Guess the office’s killjoy needs you.”

Susan is just glad to have an excuse to stop talking to Ben.



By the end of the day, most of the CDs on the shelf are organized by the names of bands and release dates. Susan went ahead and dusted them, too, for good measure.

Susan is still on her knees finishing up the last section when, on his way out, Ben says, “Wow, you really did it,” as though he hadn’t expected her to.

Heather follows close behind, bending down and speaking in a whisper. “You’ll tell me if he’s really bothering you, right?”

Susan nods. “Definitely, thank you so much.” The truth, though, is she doesn’t know if she would tell Heather. She’s not sure if it would be worth losing Ben’s trust.

Besides, Ben has already made her uncomfortable, and she lived.

When she leaves, Susan walks to the L, enjoying the golden hour light reflecting off the buildings and the infinite symphony of honking cars. It’s Friday and she wonders where everyone else is off to. She imagines first dates in candlelit bars, raucous birthday parties, sweaty punk shows. She’s always sad to leave Brooklyn.

Penn Station is a bustling nightmare, everybody trying to walk in a different direction at once, and Susan has to run to catch the train that’ll take her back to her parents’ house.

She gets there just before the doors close, settling into a window seat and pulling a stack of recently published magazines out of her backpack, SPIN and Rolling Stone and Nylon and Alternative Press, reading through them for any mentions of Rider or the label’s bands for the ongoing press clippings that Heather has her collect. There are a few articles here and there, though mostly the features are about bigger artists, like M.I.A. and Lady Gaga and even Andrew W.K., who has somehow transcended the DIY scene into the mainstream. It’s better that Susan do this now; it’ll free up her Monday morning for the more urgent things that will undoubtedly fall to her, the coffee runs and hotel bookings and communicating with various music venues about what artist requires what kind of alcohol, or specifically no alcohol, backstage. She is everyone’s assistant, which means her work touches all the facets of the label, and she feels this gives her an advantage: She is starting to really understand how the whole machine works.

On the train, Susan is too absorbed in the task to pay attention to the people around her, with their business suits and briefcases, or the drone of the voice announcing each stop: Woodside, Jamaica, Mineola, Hicksville, Bethpage, the suburbs a green-and-gray blur out the dirty window. She doesn’t even notice the guy in uniform who comes around to collect tickets, and he has to clear his throat a few times before she jumps, rummaging through her bag for the little piece of paper she’s already crumpled up.

She loves working in the music industry so much that she doesn’t mind the way this job spills over into her off-hours. She’s grateful for it, too, as there was a moment, not too long ago, when she wasn’t sure she’d ever be employed at all: Graduation was approaching and she’d applied to more assistant jobs than she could count, never hearing back from a single one.

Everyone told her it was because of the recession. There are simply fewer jobs than there used to be. Even her parents’ steady work has been affected; her junior year of college, right after the stock market crash, her mother was laid off, her father forced into early retirement, and eventually part of her own measly paychecks from her weekend job at the mall’s jewelry kiosk had to be used for groceries for the three of them.

The job market she was graduating into was hard for everyone, but she also suspected that in her case, the problem might be her. While she’d been commuting and working retail and going to parties with Katie that she didn’t even want to be at, her peers had been interning, networking, laying the groundwork for their postgrad careers. It was only thanks to Jonny’s connections that this job had come through. She doesn’t know how she’ll ever be able to repay his kindness.

Now, on the train home, she eats a protein bar for dinner, chasing it down with a warm Diet Coke. It’s dark by the time the train pulls into the station, but still hot and muggy out.

The parking lot is full of vehicles both newer and larger than hers, though they lack the personality and history of the Volvo. Susan’s car, squished between two luxury SUVs, wears memories: the scrape and dent on the corner of her bumper that she never got fixed, the floor on the passenger side still covered in CDs full of stolen rock songs, labeled in Sharpie.

She pops in an old mix for the drive home, tired from the week but feeling conflicted about its end. On weekdays, her life has become vibrant and exciting. But on weekends, she’s mostly just been hanging around her parents’ house.

She’s not sure she’s making enough money to move out. She knows she could apply for a service job in the city to supplement her day job, probably even find a cheap room to rent somewhere, but though she longs for a life in the city, the truth is she also likes sleeping in the bed that’s always been hers. She did it all through college, too, opting out of the financial strain of dorm life in favor of comfort. She still doesn’t feel ready to give it up, even while she resents it.

She has only partially launched.



On Saturday, Susan sleeps until 11 AM, and then her parents drag her to a barbecue at the neighbors’ house. A swimming pool glitters sapphire in the sunlight, and the wind rustles the maple trees while pop radio plays from a small speaker. She politely answers questions about her new job while thinking about how everyone she knows in the city—Katie and Jake and her coworkers and the small circle of acquaintances she’s made over the years—must be having fun without her.

“Brooklyn, huh? You should meet my nephew,” one of the neighbors says to her while chewing a hot dog with her mouth open. “He’s perpetually single.”

So is Susan. Her love life is mostly fantasy.

In college Susan developed a never-ending series of crushes on girls in her classes, which sometimes culminated in a stilted date or a make-out at a party or, a few times, awkward one-night stands in various dorms around the city. But she never really found her people. The other lesbians, who traveled in packs, didn’t seem to be taking in strays.

Susan had come out to Katie shortly after that fateful night she met Eliza, unable to contain herself. Katie was supportive, though also so unsurprised it bordered on offensive. When Katie pressed her for details, she’d told her all about what almost happened in the Volvo, including how it fell apart when she recognized Eliza from the photo Greg had been looking at, a revelation that shocked Katie as much as it had Susan. Once they left for college, Katie sometimes tried to scout lesbians for Susan at NYU, but she had a habit of assuming anyone with an alternative haircut was gay and, beyond that, that anyone who was gay would be attractive to Susan. The truth was Katie never managed to present Susan with anyone Susan was actually interested in, despite her best efforts.

Commuting from her parents’ house didn’t help, of course. Nor did the weekend job that kept Susan on Long Island instead of in the city with everyone else.

Because it was easier, she eventually tacked herself onto Katie’s life, sometimes sleeping in Katie’s dorm room and pretending to be interested in the endless parade of straight people Katie and Jake surrounded themselves with. Their activities, too, struck Susan as distinctly boring, going to hookah lounges and bars that didn’t card. As it turned out, college was kind of just like high school, in a different location.

Susan looks sideways at her mom, as though she needs permission to come out to this woman who has stacks of gold bangles on each freckled wrist and red lipstick bleeding out into the crepey skin around her mouth. Susan’s mom grimaces, clearly anticipating something awkward.

“I’m sure I have some straight friends I can introduce him to,” Susan says.

It’s the most reasonable response she could think of, but the woman seems stunned and walks away with her mouth still ajar.

“Susan,” her mom groans, shaking her head, but she’s laughing. Her long gray hair is pulled back into a loose, frizzy braid, which makes her stand out among the neighbors and their dyed, styled coifs. When she was younger, Susan used to wish her mom would put more effort into her appearance, but now it’s a point of pride. She likes that her parents don’t fit in, because she doesn’t, either. She’s only starting to realize this is where she gets it from.

Susan shrugs and grabs some watermelon. It’s fun, bringing a little shock value to the party. It’s not like she was trying to start something.

She puts her arm around her mom’s shoulders and starts to tell her a story about something that happened at work last week, but her mom cuts her off and says, “Did we tell you we need a new roof?”

“No.” Susan sighs, shelving the thrilling tale of how she had been on Bedford Avenue putting up posters for a band when the band itself walked by. “What’s wrong with the old one?”



On Sunday, Susan helps her parents clean out the garage. They’re turning it into something resembling a studio apartment that can be rented out.

“You either die poor or live long enough to become a landlord,” she deadpans to her mom while they drag the last box of Susan’s childhood artwork to the curb, parroting something she’d heard in a lecture.

Her mom winces, though Susan was trying to be funny. “We’re not poor, sweetheart,” she says, and Susan lets it go, though she wonders: Are they not?

When Sunday night rolls around, she’s so excited to return to the world that she can’t sleep. Instead, she watches pirated TV on her chunky Dell laptop, wishing she could afford one of the sleeker new Macs. When she runs out of new episodes, she downloads music and listens to it while lying on the floor, lights dimmed, feet up in the air.



The following afternoon, Susan is at her desk scouring through LiveJournal, MySpace, Tumblr, and Facebook for artist mentions when she feels someone looming. It’s Ben. She jumps, knocking over her coffee, and then scrambles to pick it up before it drenches her keyboard. With him is Drew, who has messy brown hair and a puppy dog sort of charm. Drew runs Rider’s blog and can’t be much older than Susan. They wait for her to mop up the spill with tissues.

“We need you to check out an artist,” Ben says.

He’s got dark Ray-Bans on, even though they’re inside. He must be hungover or still high. She recently learned about a cocaine delivery service that her coworkers use.

“Me?” she says.

“No, my other assistant,” Ben says. “Yes, you.”

“Okay.” She balls up the coffee-soaked tissues and grabs a notepad and pen. Everything is sticky from her spill. “Who is it?”

“You’ll love them. New group out of Bushwick. Girls. Mostly. I think. They’re hot. They’re called the Moans.” He looks at his phone. “No. Sorry. The Monas. They’re getting some buzz and we really need new talent here. The lead singer has real Cory Kennedy vibes. Can you be at the Bog at ten PM? You’re already on the list plus one.”

Susan is quickly realizing there is only one correct answer to this, and that’s “Great! I’ll be there.” It does sound like the kind of show she’d enjoy, but she resents being commanded to go like this. She forces a smile.

Around them, other people are packing up for the night, shoving their laptops into canvas tote bags and rinsing their coffee mugs out in the office sink. Susan sighs, realizing her day is about to feel very long.

“Find out if they’re any good,” he says, already walking away. When he’s gone, Susan slumps back in her chair, her fake smile no longer needed.

Drew lingers for a moment. “They are good,” he says, looking a little sheepish. “Find out if they’d want anything to do with us.” He gestures to the room around them, the piles of mail and the magazine shelves that are only neat because of Susan’s efforts. “Please.”

“I will,” Susan promises, and then turns back to her computer.

There are many hours in between the end of the workday and the start of the show. It’s not enough time to go home and change and too much time to loiter in a bar by herself. It’s too hot to go sit in a park.

From her desk, she calls Katie. “What are you doing tonight?” she asks when Katie picks up.

There’s commotion in the background—loud talking, dishes clattering, music.

“Jake and I have some friends over,” Katie shouts over the noise. Thanks to her fancy new finance job, Katie already has her own apartment, a cute one-bedroom in the East Village with creaky hardwood floors. Meanwhile, Jake has become a freelance photographer, and though he technically lives in a punk house in Ridgewood, he sleeps at Katie’s most nights of the week and treats her apartment like it’s his. “Hang on, let me go into the bathroom.” Susan hears the door close and the noise subsides. Katie says, “What are you doing? Do you want to come here?”

“Mmmm,” Susan says, noncommittally. “That’s okay. I have to go to a show for work and I wanted to see if you’d come.”

“Oh, damn,” Katie says. “I’m sorry.”

“Oh, it’s fine.” Susan sighs. “I’ll figure it out.”

They get off the phone. Susan pulls up directions to the venue on MapQuest and prints them out. The directions take up several pages. Two trains and then a winding fifteen-minute walk into the depths of Bushwick.

She doesn’t want to go by herself, and this overrides her fear of being needy. She opens her phone again and this time she texts Jonny.

“Do you by any chance want to go to a show with me tonight? It’s in Bushwick. Ben asked me to check it out.”

She holds her breath as she hits send. She’s never asked him to hang out before.

To her surprise, he says, “Sure, yes, let’s do it. Just tell me where and when.”

She laughs in delight. “Amazing,” she replies. “Wow. Okay. Cool.” She realizes that this still doesn’t solve the problem of what to do for the next four hours. “Would you maybe want to get dinner also?” she asks.

“I would but I can’t,” he sends back. “I’m trying to find a husband. See you later.”



At 6 PM, one by one, everyone else leaves.

Heather is the last one out. “Will you lock up?” she asks, and Susan nods.

The office is creepy at night, especially as it starts to get dark outside and Susan can no longer see out the windows. There’s something claustrophobic about it.

She has pizza delivered and shovels it into her mouth while reading the music blogs, careful not to get grease on her keyboard. Then she paces around, looking at other peoples’ desks, but not too closely in case anyone walks in.

No one does. It’s just her and her smudged reflection in the windows. Susan can’t believe they trust her to be here alone. It feels like an enormous responsibility.



Outside the subway in Bushwick, Jonny greets her with a tight hug. Susan feels the narrowness of his waist as the stubble on his neck exfoliates her cheek. He smells like sandalwood. She still can’t believe he’s real, or at least really in her life like this, a mentor who is becoming—she hopes—a friend.

Together they walk to the Bog. It’s a warm, muggy night, and Susan’s skin feels damp with humidity, her hair sticking to her face. This part of Bushwick is still quiet and empty in a spooky way, with a few bodegas here and there. Many of the blocks are poorly lit. She’s glad she has someone with her.

“How was your date?” she asks.

“He’s not the one.” Jonny sighs. “Zero chemistry.” Susan has to take two steps for every one that Jonny takes with his long legs.

“Wait. Whatever happened to the guy you were with when we first met?”

“Who?” Jonny says, and winks.

“You guys seemed so happy,” Susan says.

“I think we were.” He shrugs. “But I tend to be wrong about these sorts of things.” He sounds sad, and she doesn’t press it. “We’re here,” Jonny says, though Susan doesn’t know how he can tell.

The Bog has no signage. Just the side door of a large industrial building propped open with a brick. It leads to a hallway that takes them to a loft apartment where wall-to-wall people are waiting in front of a stage. And though Ben had said they’d be on the list, there isn’t one.

“How quaint,” Jonny says, grinning at her.

It smells like body odor and mildew in the Bog, but Susan likes it. Most DIY spaces she’s been to double as homes, this one included, and she wonders what it would be like to live here—where people might put their stuff when they turn their apartment into a music venue, if they mind the strangers in their space or if it’s part of the thrill. She can’t think of anything that sounds better than having access to live music whenever you want.

Three girls walk out onstage and begin setting up: a drummer, a synth player, and a guitarist. As if in uniform, they all have short hair, wearing black tank tops and combat boots.

Jonny says, “You didn’t tell me it was a dyke band.”

“I didn’t know,” she says. “Ben just told me to come see if they’re any good.”

“Let’s fucking hope so,” Jonny says. “It’s so embarrassing when gays don’t have talent.”

Susan looks around and observes that the crowd that has assembled is mostly queer people, too. It’s a very different scene from the parties she usually goes to with Katie and Jake, neither of whom seem aware of how resoundingly straight their social circles are. They support her, but she’d never ask them to go to a queer party with her. She’s not even sure what they’d say.

She should have worn something cuter for tonight, Susan thinks. She’s just in black jeans and a roomy vintage T-shirt.

A girl who is presumably the lead singer walks onstage and everyone around them claps and screams. She has long, straight brown hair and is wearing a zip-up hoodie and large, brightly colored sneakers.

She says, “Hey, we’re the Monas. Thanks so much for coming. I’m Ramona.”

The music starts. It’s more dance-y than Susan is used to, more pop. A strobe light begins flashing.

And then the girl named Ramona starts speaking into the microphone.

One, two, three, four / I like you, but you like me more.

It’s not quite rap and not quite spoken word poetry—it’s too robotic. She could be reciting a grocery list. There’s no soul to it.

“Oh, fuck no,” Jonny groans, laughing. “I can’t. Susan, why?”

Five, six, seven, eight / When we met, you said you were straight.

Susan holds her hands over her face. “I want to pass away.”

“White gays in Bushwick always make me want to fucking kill myself,” Jonny says.

“Are you not … also a white gay in Bushwick?”

“Shh,” he says. “Self-awareness makes a big difference.”


Four, three, two, one

All I wanted was to have some fun.

Eight, seven, six, five

You’ll take me dead or alive.

Dead or alive.

Dead or alive.



The music hits a crescendo, filling the Bog with pulsing notes that seem to shimmer in the air. Something shifts in the room. The strobe light turns pink.

Dead or alive / Dead or alive.

“Wait,” Susan says.

Jonny’s head is tilted to the side. He’s listening hard, his mouth starting to twitch into a smile. “Huh,” he says. “Unexpected.”

“Is this good, or am I having a stroke?”

Dead or alive / Dead or alive / Dead or alive. Ramona maintains that same vocal fry–heavy monotone, but somehow it’s working. The floor is heaving with bass and Susan can feel the rhythm tingling up her legs, her spine. Before she knows it, she’s mouthing the words. Dead or alive / Dead or alive.

All that is taking a back seat to Ramona’s real talent, though: It’s impossible to look away from her. The way she moves around the stage, the way her clothes cling to her.

“Let’s go to the front,” Jonny says, and they push their way to the stage.

For the rest of the set they dance as though bewitched: Ramona has cast a spell on them.



“I’m obsessed,” Susan says when it’s over.

The crowd seems antsy, as though unsure if they should leave or stay. Someone nearby lights up a joint and passes it around.

Jonny is nodding vigorously, jumping up and down with excitement. “Yes,” he says. “Their music is literally so weird, but I think they’re going to be a big deal.”

“Do you mind if I try to talk to her? I want to get her info for Ben.”

“That asshole,” Jonny says.

“He is an asshole, right?” She pauses. “I thought maybe I was just being sensitive.”

“Ben Kaplan invented assholery,” Jonny says, shaking his head. “If he didn’t pay for my albums, I’d never have anything to do with him.”

“Good to know,” Susan says.

“I did try to warn you,” Jonny offers.

“Did you?” Susan considers this, but comes up empty. “I can’t remember.”

“You were too excited about the job to listen to me,” he tells her, and she knows this is probably true. There’s likely nothing Jonny could have said that would have dissuaded her from the opportunity.

She takes a few deep breaths and then walks over to where the lead singer (rapper? Poet? Orator? She wonders) is unplugging things from an amp.

“Hi,” Susan says, trying to project loud enough that Ramona can hear her from the stage. “That was so great. I’m from a label called Rider Die Records, and I was wondering if you guys are signed?” While she’s talking, she thinks, Fuck. Don’t be so fucking weird. Just be chill for once.

Ramona turns, looks down at Susan, and smirks. Then she hops down off the stage so that she and Susan are eye to eye. “Did you say Rider?”

“Yeah,” Susan says. She feels herself blushing.

Ramona takes her hair down and shakes it out, a shiny curtain. Susan notices that Ramona’s bandmates are watching. She pretends she can’t see them. It’s too much pressure to have an audience.

“Cool,” Ramona says. “I read the blog every day. And no, we’re not signed.”

“Cool,” Susan echoes. She has forgotten how to make small talk. Be normal be normal be normal. “Here is our info—” She digs around in her bag for one of Ben’s business cards. “You should totally hit Ben up, like, ASAP. He’s going to be really excited about you. I mean he already is. But…” She trails off.

Ramona takes the card and then, in a way that is so obvious Susan almost laughs, she looks Susan up and down. “Hope I see you again,” Ramona says, one eyebrow raised.

“Yeah, same,” Susan manages to say, though it comes out more high-pitched than she intended. She does an awkward little wave and then quickly turns, beet red. She can feel Ramona watching her walk away.

“Well?” Jonny says when Susan gets back to him. “Have you given them a record deal?”

“Better,” she says. “I think she was into me.”

Jonny squeals. “I feel like a proud mom.” And then he says, “Hey, you’re not trying to take the LIRR back tonight, are you?” He checks his watch. “It’s almost midnight.”

“I was,” she says. “It’s fine, really.”

“No no no. Come with me. You can sleep on a couch, right?”

“Oh, I can sleep on anything,” she says, which is not entirely true, but she’d never pass up the chance to get eyes on where Jonny lives. “But are you sure it’s okay?”

“Obviously,” he says. “It’s a twenty-minute walk from here, if you’re down for that. Just don’t judge my mess.”



Susan has to stop herself from skipping alongside Jonny on the walk to his apartment, which is dark and quiet but for the occasional distant siren or pulsing reggaeton from passing cars.

Jonny lives on the third floor of a sagging townhouse. His apartment is not, in fact, messy, as he’d said. It’s exactly as Susan pictured it: The walls are covered in framed black-and-white photos, the furniture is brown leather, the rugs look antique. Succulents line the windowsills. It’s cozy and warm, a space that’s lived in and appreciated. Sacred.

“I just have to be up early,” he says, getting pillows from a linen closet. “I’m sorry in advance if I wake you up.”

Susan perches on the leather couch. “What do you have to get up for? I thought the life of a musician happened at night.”

Jonny throws his head back and laughs as though it’s the funniest thing he’s ever heard. “Oh, babe,” he cries. “You don’t think I pay for this gorgeous apartment with indie record sales, do you?”

Susan is confused. “What do you mean?”

“I have, ahem, a day job.” Jonny shakes his head in disbelief. “Art don’t pay the bills, girlfriend. At least not since kids like you started downloading songs for free. And I like to live well. In case you couldn’t tell.”

“What’s your day job?” Susan’s mind is being blown.

“I compose jingles,” he says, looking a little embarrassed but also proud, like there’s something funny about it.

“Oh my god.” Susan is, for some reason, delighted by this. Perhaps because it makes him seem human. At the same time, she realizes how little she’s bothered to learn about him, blushing as she considers the fact that she’s somehow made their relationship all about her and that she assumed that because she’s familiar with his music, she’s familiar with his life. But then curiosity supersedes her embarrassment and she asks, “Can I hear one?”

“You probably already have. My most recent ad for Tylenol is playing in every Duane Reade in the city.”

She has heard the Tylenol song. It’s often stuck in her head. “That’s amazing,” she says, and means it, resisting the urge to sing his own jingle to him.

He smiles, shrugs, and gestures for her to move so he can make up the couch.

As he adjusts the linen sheet, she asks, “Hey, why are you always so nice to me?”

“It’s selfish,” he says. “Helping you makes me feel better about myself.”

She can’t tell if he’s kidding or not. There is nothing selfish about the way he takes care of her.

“Can I ask you one more question?”

He nods. “It doesn’t have to be just one.”

“How did you convince him to hire me?”

“I gave him a thinly veiled ultimatum.” Jonny pauses, a small, sheepish smile playing across his face, like he feels guilty. “I told him that Sub Pop is trying to poach me.”

She gasps. “But why don’t you just go to Sub Pop?”

“Because they’re not actually trying to poach me.” He grins.

Susan laughs with delight. He’d lied for her. He is a real friend.

“Sleep well,” he says. “Let me know if you need anything. I gotta pass out.”

Still vibrating with glee from her friend and the show and how the front woman of the band looked at her, Susan doesn’t sleep for one second.



Ramona and her bandmates come to the office the next Wednesday afternoon. Susan meets them in the front and brings them over to where Ben, Heather, and Drew are sitting on the couches in the back. She’s trying hard not to look at Ramona, but she feels Ramona watching her and finally she turns around and smiles.

“How’s it going?” Susan says.

Ramona smirks.

Before she can say anything, Ben is on his feet and overwhelming them with his enthusiasm. “Assistant, go get water for our guests,” he shouts at her.

Susan slinks away, embarrassed to not be invited to the artist meeting she secured and to instead be treated like the help.

Later, when the band is leaving, Ramona stops at Susan’s desk. Without saying a word, she takes a pen and writes a phone number on a Post-it note, followed by a smiley face. She doesn’t look at Susan as she turns to leave.

Before Susan can really react, she catches Heather watching her.

“Please don’t do anything that would compromise our business,” Heather says.

“I’d never,” Susan says, but she’s already wondering what would count as something compromising.



As per the advice she gets when she googles “how long do you wait to call a girl when she gives you her number,” Susan commits to giving it exactly three days before calling Ramona. She doesn’t want to seem desperate, but she also knows if she waits too long, Ramona will likely have forgotten all about her.

In the meantime, she looks Ramona up on YouTube and listens to every song she’s ever put out into the world. The music is just okay, Susan realizes, now that she’s not caught up in the mesmerizing glow of the live performance. But it doesn’t really matter. Ramona is attractive in a way that makes her seem destined for success. Writing better music could be learned, Susan thinks, or someone could be hired to write it for her. It seems rare to be both talented and hot enough to be famous.

On the third day, standing on the corner outside the office on her lunch break while groups of tiny summer campers in matching T-shirts are led toward the water by stressed-out-looking teen counselors, Susan calls Ramona.

“Hey, this is Susan, from Rider,” she says. It occurs to her that Ramona probably doesn’t know her name. “You left your number on my desk?”

“Hey,” Ramona says in her ear, and it sounds like she’s smiling. “You finally called me.”

“Yeah,” Susan says, trying to be casual. “Thought I might give you a ring.” Fuck, she thinks. She sounds downright middle-aged.

“What are you doing tonight?” Ramona asks.

“Tonight?” Susan repeats. She begins to pace in a circle.

Ramona laughs. “Tonight.”

“Um, nothing?” Susan says, wondering if she should have pretended to have plans in order to seem busy and important. But it’s too late.

“Why don’t you come meet me in Park Slope when you get off work,” Ramona says. “I’ll text you the address of a bar.”

Susan agrees, though she had not counted on Ramona wanting to meet her that same night.

It’s almost ninety degrees out and her T-shirt has yellowing pit stains. Susan leaves work early, knowing no one will notice, and walks to the nearest secondhand store, where she grabs a stretchy black American Apparel dress from the first rack she sees and runs into the dressing room.

It’s skintight. She turns around and looks at her butt over her shoulder. This is fine, she thinks. There’s a little rip at the bottom but it’s not major. Her panty line is showing pretty severely, though. She sighs, facing herself in the mirror, and then pulls her underwear off and stuffs it into her bag. If she stands up straight, her bush is visible through the dress, a small round mound of wiry hair, but if she slouches, you can’t see it at all. She’ll just have to slouch, then.

When Ramona first eyed her, Susan wore skinny jeans and an oversize T-shirt. Still, she can’t imagine anyone would like her like that, in her natural state.

“Can I wear this out?” she asks the dressing room attendant.

The attendant shrugs without looking at her. “You could have just taken the tags off and left.”



Susan is so nervous she can barely speak, but the good news is that Ramona just keeps talking, only occasionally prompted by questions from Susan.

They’re sitting in a mostly empty bar, the Yeah Yeah Yeahs blasting through the speakers, red leather bar seats sticky and cracked. A bartender with full-sleeve tattoos is cutting lemons a few feet away from them. The walls boast photos of famous people who have drank here, though at a glance there’s no one Susan recognizes. She’s grateful for the air-conditioning and the new dress and the fact that Ramona hasn’t stopped to ask her anything about herself. She’s not sure what she could say that would be remotely interesting.

Ramona is twenty-six. Most recently she was in Berlin on tour and then decided to stay for an extra month just to be there, which strikes Susan as deeply glamorous. She’s been all over Asia, South America, Europe; she has stories about waking up in celebrities’ homes, about warehouse raves and limos at sunrise.

“So, like, do you have a day job?” Susan asks at one point, thinking of Jonny and how hard he works to be able to play music. She takes a sip of her PBR. Somehow she’s already on her third one.

“A what?” Ramona looks offended. “No. Music is my whole life.”

“Oh,” Susan says. “Cool.” Perhaps the Monas are more successful than Susan realized, though it feels unlikely.

“Hey,” Ramona says, finishing off the last watery sips of her whiskey. “Do you want to just come over?”

“Sure,” Susan says, though the truth is she’s not sure if she wants to come over. It feels very abrupt. But there’s no time to reconsider.

Ramona takes her by the hand and leads her down the street to the entrance of a brick building.

“Oh,” Susan says, too drunk and nervous now to keep her observations to herself. “That’s why you wanted to meet in this neighborhood.”

Ramona grins. “I like to be close to home, just in case.”

In the doorway of an ornate brownstone, Ramona pauses, keys in her hand, and kisses Susan with an open mouth. Her tongue flicks across Susan’s deftly. Despite her whiskey breath, she’s a good kisser, a practiced one. Susan doesn’t know what to do with her arms, and they hang limply at her sides.

Ramona pulls away with a smirk, a trail of saliva still connecting their mouths. “Come on in,” she says.

Ramona guides Susan up two flights of stairs and into an apartment that takes Susan’s breath away. Huge windows, furniture that looks like it cost more than Susan’s parents’ house, not that Susan knows how much furniture costs. Not a speck of dust anywhere, not even on the baseboards—so, professionally cleaned. Susan can always spot the difference between people who have a housekeeper and people who don’t.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” she blurts out, frozen in the entryway. “How do you afford this?”

“Technically this is my parents’ apartment.” Ramona shrugs.

Susan feels relieved. “Oh! I live with my parents, too.”

Ramona shakes her head, laughs. “Oh, no. I mean, they don’t live here. They bought this for me and my sister.” She kicks her shoes off, and Susan does the same.

Susan is unmoving and silent while Ramona gets a glass of water from the kitchen.

“Something wrong?” Ramona says. It sounds defensive. Like she wants Susan to criticize her so she can get mad.

Susan thinks: I’m just learning a lot about who gets to make art in this city. But what she says is “No. That’s cool.” She finally forces herself to enter the apartment and sits down on a large, plush white sofa.

“Not there,” Ramona says. “Come to my room.”



Later, when they’re naked and wound around each other in the bed, Susan realizes she’s going to have to fake an orgasm.

“Tell me what you want,” Ramona keeps asking.

Susan doesn’t know what to say, how to describe the way she wants Ramona to fuck her. What she wants is for Ramona to know without having to be told. Ramona is doing it too hard, too fast, her fingers a little farther up and to the left than they need to be, but Susan, who doesn’t understand that she should just give directions, that giving directions might even be hot, keeps saying “Just do what you’re doing,” until she can tell that Ramona is getting bored of rubbing her and, fearing that means Ramona will soon be bored of her, she begins to moan in a way she hopes is believable, louder and louder, arching her neck to really make a point. Finally, Ramona stops.

Ramona seems to accept the performance and rolls off her. “That was cool,” Ramona says, and turns away from her, checking her phone.

Susan lies there until it sounds like Ramona is asleep and then she tiptoes into the bathroom, where she puts the toilet seat down and perches on top of it to finish the job herself.

As soon as her eyes close, a familiar image surfaces: Eliza in her car all those years ago, leaning in for a kiss. Unlike what happened in real life, though, in this fantasy, Susan doesn’t ruin it. Instead, their lips meet and their tongues swirl. Eliza’s hands dig into Susan’s hair. She can practically feel Eliza’s hot breath as she imagines what sort of sounds Eliza might make if she wanted Susan to touch her.

This has been her go-to masturbation vision for a while.

Back in real life Susan comes quickly, doubling over, trying so hard to be quiet that she can’t enjoy it. If anything, it’s a little painful; Ramona has rubbed her raw. She pees, wincing when she wipes. She’ll be shocked if this doesn’t turn into some sort of yeast infection or bacterial vaginosis.

She goes back to the bedroom, curling up in Ramona’s bed. There’s no way she can actually fall asleep here; she feels unwelcome even though she was literally invited.

She waits for the sun to rise, then sneaks out and heads to the office, wondering what Heather would say if she knew—if last night counts as something that compromises her work or if sleeping with talent is par for the course.



A few weeks later, Susan and Jonny are at a diner at 2 AM. The lights are abrasively bright, and it’s full of people dressed as they are, in tight black clothes, everyone boisterous and young and alive. Only the waitstaff looks miserable. Susan eyes a girl wearing a T-shirt that says RIDER DIE. She loves seeing the label’s merch in the wild.

They’ve just left the afterparty of a show at Elvis Guesthouse in Manhattan where one of Jonny’s friends was performing.

Susan’s backpack is stuffed with her things for tomorrow, since she’ll sleep on Jonny’s couch tonight—something she’s been doing more and more of, now that they’re hanging out regularly. Her neck hurts from keeping the backpack on for the whole show, but there hadn’t been a safe place to stash it, and anyway, getting to stay in the city for the night is worth the pain.

She puts a cold, too-chewy mozzarella stick in her mouth. Susan essentially drank beer for dinner and she’s starving.

“Have you heard that Ben wants me to go on tour again?” Jonny says.

“You gonna go?” she asks, her mouth full.

“The problem is, I already took four weeks off earlier this year to record the album.”

“You still need to send me that,” she says.

“Yes, yes, when it’s done,” Jonny says, waving her off, because this is beside the point. “But if I lose any more vacation days, I won’t be able to see my family for the holidays.”

“Oh no,” Susan says. “But you have to go on tour.”

“Do I?” He raises his eyebrows. “Is that really the most important thing?”

Susan looks at her food. She’s not sure what to say. She thought Jonny’s music was his everything.

“I just can’t really risk my day job like this. Or my time with family. The tour will barely pay me enough for gas. And Ben, that cheap asshat, doesn’t want to put me in hotels anymore.”

“Shit,” Susan says, her eyes meeting Jonny’s. They both startle at the sound of a plate clattering to the floor followed by shouting in the kitchen. “I’m so sorry. Where does he expect you to stay?”

“Couches.” He shrugs. He seems uncomfortable with sympathy. “It’s fine. Let’s talk about something else. How’s it going with your spoken word artist girlfriend?”

Susan and Ramona have had a few more dates since the first one. Susan meets Ramona at different bars near Ramona’s apartment and spends hours listening to Ramona ramble on about the places she’s been and the shows she’s played.

They always go back to Ramona’s apartment afterward. Susan is no closer to having a real orgasm with Ramona, but she’s getting better at faking it, becoming a little bit more convincing each time.

Ramona’s sister is often home, but with her bedroom door closed. The sister is an artist, like her. Not music, though. Sculpture.

A couple of times, Ramona has taken Susan to chic loft parties, where she introduces her to people as “This is Susan from my label,” or, with a wink, “This is Susan, she’s twenty-two.”

Susan feels unbelievably lucky to be Ramona’s young, trendy accessory. She likes being paraded around, that her day job is cool enough that a mention of it can be used for clout, that her age deserves a wink. She feels chosen.

“Not technically my girlfriend,” Susan says to Jonny, smiling. “But maybe soon.”

“You’ve come so far,” he says, throwing a french fry at her. She tries and fails to catch it in her mouth.



A couple of weeks later, after she and Ramona finish a round of drinks at Ramona’s local bar, Susan gets a text from Katie that says, “Party. My place. Come. Please?”

She shows Ramona her phone. “Do you want to meet my friends?”

“I guess,” Ramona says, and when Susan looks hurt, she quickly says, “Just kidding, babe. Yes, of course. Take me to them.”

They split a taxi to Katie’s building in the East Village. They always split things fifty-fifty, even when it’s nothing to Ramona and a strain on Susan, though she’d never say so.

“Wow, I can’t remember the last time I went to a college party,” Ramona says, as they walk up the stairs to Katie’s door.

“We’re not in college,” Susan says.

“I wasn’t saying it like it was a bad thing,” Ramona says, and pokes her in the ribs, just a little too hard.

Susan doesn’t get it. “We all graduated,” she insists.

Ramona rolls her eyes and doesn’t respond.

Katie’s living room is packed with people, and the air is humid, thick with their smells and their smoking. All the windows are open even though the AC is blasting, and Susan wonders how long it’ll be before a neighbor complains about the noise.

She tries to see the party through Ramona’s eyes and cringes as she imagines the judgments: everyone wearing too much denim, some Bruno Mars song playing from a single tinny speaker, the furniture all IKEA. There are no famous people here, likely no one with more clout than the two of them. This is not a hip party. It’s just a group of friends getting wasted together in a small apartment.

Jake and Katie materialize. “So this is her,” Katie says, and hugs Ramona. Ramona pats Katie’s back with one hand, limply.

“You’re exactly how I pictured you,” Katie says.

“You guys,” Susan says.

“So you’ve heard of me,” Ramona says, clearly pleased. “Hey, do either of you have any blow?”

“Yeah, no, it’s not really like that,” Jake says, eyes narrowing at her. “I’m sure someone has weed, though.”

Susan flinches but lets it go. Ramona can’t help that she’s from a different scene, where they do harder drugs, take partying more seriously.



Sometime later, Susan is sweating and smooshed between people on the small couch, taking drags from a damp joint that’s just been passed to her, when Ramona commandeers the iPod attached to the speaker.


One, two, three, four

I like you, but you like me more.



Susan feels her stomach curdle as the first few lines of the Monas single starts. She isn’t sure if anyone else notices what’s happening, until her eyes meet Katie’s. Katie raises an eyebrow. Susan looks away, pretending not to understand the silent question.

Susan passes the joint to the person sitting next to her, overly cautious to make sure the ash falls into the lumpy ceramic bowl Katie made in their high school art class and for some godforsaken reason still holds on to. Ramona is now in a conversation with a small group of people on the other side of the room, laughing and gesticulating so wildly that she knocks the standing lamp over.

Susan jumps up and rushes over, picking the lamp back up and saying, “It’s fine, I got it!”

Ramona says, “Thanks, hall monitor,” and Susan feels her face grow hot. If Ramona notices how much this stung, she pretends not to.

Toward the end of the night, Katie pulls Susan into the bathroom and closes the door. Katie is wearing a big NYU sweatshirt over jeans, socks with her Birkenstocks, auburn hair piled and twisted into a topknot, a digital camera sticking out of her back pocket. College made Katie more basic and Susan more alternative, a change that still shocks Susan. Katie five years ago would have balked to see herself dressed like this.

“Ramona,” Katie sings, the cheesy beginning of a Guster song they used to listen to in high school. She closes the toilet and sits on its lid while Susan perches on the rim of the tub.

Susan sighs impatiently. “Well?” she says. “What do you think? Do you like her?”

The bathroom is small and crowded with Katie’s endless beauty products. Susan accidentally knocks some body exfoliator off the edge of the tub and lets it roll across the floor.

Katie looks like she’s thinking hard about what to say. “Yeah, I mean, sure,” she says. “And she’s definitely hot. But, like, is she really the kind of person you want to be in a relationship with?”

“What do you mean?” Susan says. “Ramona is great.”

“Is she, though? She seems kind of sketchy. It’s like, I can’t tell if she’s actually cool or if she just decided that she’s cool and acts accordingly.”

Susan shakes her head. She’s getting angry, but it comes out like a whine. “You didn’t even give her a chance.”

“I’m sorry if I’m being protective over you,” Katie says. “I just don’t think you need to date the first girl who shows interest in you.”

Now Susan is genuinely annoyed. “She’s not the first girl who has shown interest in me.”

“You know you’re beautiful, right?” Katie says, her voice softening. “Like, everyone thinks so. And everyone always has. Beautiful and fucking cool, Susan. That’s, like, your whole thing.”

“Me?” Susan says, aghast. “No. I’m so awkward.”

“I could kill you,” Katie says. “I know we don’t speak of him, but do you really think Kyle would have been into you if you weren’t hot? And Ramona, for that matter? You really think the girl out there is interested in what’s on the inside? Your dazzling inner beauty?”

Susan rolls her eyes. She doesn’t believe Katie at all. It’s not that she feels ugly; she feels plain. “You just love me.” What she doesn’t say: You’re the pretty one.

“I do love you,” Katie says. “But I’m also capable of being objective.”

Susan laughs and squeezes Katie’s hand, the anger lifting. “Can I go back to your party now? Or do you want to keep yelling at me?”

“Go.” Katie sighs. “But later you have to tell me what to name this Facebook album.” She whips the camera out and takes a photo of Susan sitting there on the edge of the bathtub, legs tightly crossed, hands over her face like a celebrity hiding from the paparazzi.

“You should call it ‘The Night I Met the Girl Susan Is Fucking and Decided She’s Not Good Enough.’”

“Ha ha,” Katie says, not laughing. “Maybe too literal, no?”



Once, when Susan was in college, she had to give a presentation as the final for some bullshit filler class she’d taken called the Performance of Poetry. The assignment was simple: Find a poem and read it in front of the class. They’d spent all semester studying the ways in which a poem can come to life. Susan had chosen a short one, but still, when the time came for her to walk to the front and perform it, she found she was so nervous that her whole body was shaking. She leaned against the podium for support, fairly certain that without it, she’d fall over. She had not been able to look up from the page, to make eye contact with her bored audience, though she knew she was supposed to. Instead, she blew through it as fast as possible.

When she was safely back in her seat, her professor resumed his place in the front and then launched into a lecture about how much body language communicates. “Someone casually leaning against this podium,” he said, “for example, will appear as though she doesn’t care at all about this assignment. Someone who won’t make eye contact with you seems to care even less. Perhaps she thinks she’s too cool?” He even leaned against the podium and looked down, a crude impression of her, while her classmates snickered.

After the shame of this feedback settled, the truth of it hit her. People were reading her abject terror as aloofness. When she was dying of nervousness, she came off like she didn’t care at all. What a strange thing, to have to think about what your body does in space so that people don’t assume the worst.

Beautiful and fucking cool, Katie had said. How funny, given that most of the time Susan feels like twelve chihuahuas in a trench coat pretending to be a human girl.



At work a few days after Katie’s party, Susan calls Ramona from her desk.

“Hey,” she says. “Can I stay over tonight? I have to be at work at like eight AM to set up for an advertiser meeting.” She has her overnight bag with her. She’d expected an easy yes—planned for it, even.

But to her surprise, there’s a long pause on the other end, and then Ramona says, “My sister doesn’t want you staying at our place anymore.”

“What? Why?”

“She, uh…” Ramona trails off, and Susan presses the phone harder to her ear, as though that’ll help her understand what’s happening. “She thinks you stole money from her.”

“What?” Susan looks around to see if anyone in the office is listening. They aren’t. “Why would she think that?”

Ramona sighs, loudly. “Well. Because I told her you did.”

“Um,” Susan says. She doesn’t get it. They’re quiet for a few moments, and then it dawns on her. “You stole from your sister and blamed it on me?”

“Well? I needed cash, and I didn’t think she’d notice. She keeps all these balled-up twenties in her drawer.”

“But why did you blame it on me?”

“Because I have to be her sister for the rest of my life,” Ramona says. “And, I mean, no offense, but who knows how long you and I will be doing whatever it is we’re doing?”

“Okay,” Susan says. “I gotta go.” She hangs up the phone. Around her, people are working, reading their screens and making phone calls, oblivious to Susan’s drama.

She’s furious and hurt. She waits for Ramona to call back or at least text, but she doesn’t.

Her feelings aside, without being able to stay at Ramona’s, Susan needs a new plan for where to spend the night. She could crash at Jonny’s, but she’s been doing that so much lately that she’s starting to feel guilty. Katie’s is technically an option, but her couch is so small that Susan has never managed to actually fall asleep on it. She probably needs to get more friends.

Susan could go home to Long Island and take a 6 AM train back to the city, but that would mean waking up at 5 AM. Or she could even skip the train and drive directly to the office from her parents’ house in the morning, but traffic is always a risk and so is parking. Ultimately, though, the biggest issue is that she’s just so tired. The commute is catching up with her. She simply doesn’t have it in her for one more back and forth on not enough sleep.

And so Susan does the thing she promised herself she’d never, ever do: She waits for everyone to leave and then, when it’s late enough that she can be sure no one is coming back, she locks the door, closes the blinds, turns the lights off, and sets up for the night on the disgusting office sofa where Ben so often sleeps.

A small part of her can’t believe it’s come to this, but a larger part always knew she’d end up here, so devoted to the idea of this job and the music industry clout it represents that she doesn’t even leave at the end of the day.

She curls up on the couch and tries hard to get comfortable. Sleep doesn’t come, though. She’s too mad, too cold without a blanket. It’s spooky in the office with the overheads off, the little blinking lights from all the desktop computers like a thousand sinister eyeballs watching her in the dark.

She texts Katie: “Do you think it’s deranged that I’m sleeping at my office?”

Katie writes back: “yes baby”

Susan writes: “k”

She tosses and turns on the couch for a while, pretending not to notice that the cushions smell of Ben and cigarettes and spilled coffee.

In a moment of weakness, she texts Ramona: “Goodnight”

Ramona doesn’t write back.

At some point, she dozes off. She dreams of following Ramona’s hair through a crowd of people, never quite catching up with her. When she tries to call Ramona’s name, nothing comes out of her mouth.

Susan’s alarm goes off at 7 AM. Groggy, she reaches for her phone to turn off the hellacious buzzing. Ramona still hasn’t responded. Susan’s whole body hurts from the couch.

She makes a pot of coffee in the darkness. While it’s brewing, she goes to the small office bathroom and brushes her teeth, washes her face with hand soap, runs her fingers through her hair. She looks like she crawled out of the sink drain, but she at least has a change of clothes, deodorant. The basics.

She opens the blinds and drinks her coffee at her desk. The sky is so bright it feels like an insult.

She calls Jonny. She knows he’ll be up.

“I think I need to move out of my parents’ house,” she says.

“As the prophecy foretold,” he replies.

“And you’ll never believe the shit Ramona pulled.”

He laughs. “Try me.”

As she tells him what went down the night before, she can hear him sighing.

“Oh, Susan,” he says. “You know you don’t have to put up with being treated like that, right?”

“I don’t know,” Susan says. “I can’t tell what’s normal and what’s not.”

“It’s not normal,” he says.

“Okay,” she says, but mostly she doesn’t want to face the truth of it. She’ll give Ramona one more chance, she thinks. Maybe things can still turn around.

Jonny takes a breath and then says, “Intimacy brings out the worst in people. Welcome to how adults behave under the guise of dating. You’ll get used to being treated like dog shit, but you never have to put up with it.”

She doesn’t really hear him.

After she hangs up, before she deals with the tasks of the day ahead of her, she texts Ramona again. “Are you alive?” Maybe something bad happened to her, and that’s why she didn’t write back. Maybe while Susan was feeling mad, Ramona was in a ditch somewhere, fighting for her life.

She waits a few moments. There’s no response. She snaps her phone shut and leaves for the coffee shop, where she has to pick up the order she placed last night: two dozen doughnuts, a couple of boxes of coffee, cream. She knows that no one will eat the doughnuts and counts on having one or two of them for lunch, though they’ll probably be stale by then.

Around 8 AM, the office fills up, everyone looking a little pissed off and tired to be there so bright and early for the big advertiser meeting.

“Assistant, why do you look like you slept here?” Ben barks, but he’s joking; no one actually thinks Susan of all people would have slept in the office. Nor would they care. Still, she doesn’t want her coworkers to think she’s the kind of person who would crash on the couch. She’d like to be thought of as more responsible than that.

A few hours later, Ramona texts her back. “Hi I’m alive,” she says. “But I think we should just be friends. Cool?”

“You never even made me come,” Susan types, her thumbs pummeling the keys. Her lack of sleep has robbed her of her usual cautious filter. After she hits send, she almost can’t believe her own assertiveness. It’s terrifying, being so frank.

She doesn’t expect a reply this time, which is good because she doesn’t get one.

Before she can think about it any further, Susan is handed a stack of new magazines and told to look for artist mentions, and Ben starts yelling across the room about the list for tonight’s show, and Heather needs her to order bagels for another meeting, and Drew needs her to transcribe an interview for the blog. Katie texts her about several other, more pressing things, like plans for that night and a link to a couch she wants to buy and if she can go with Susan back to Long Island to see her parents next weekend, and then Jonny sends her links to cheap, small rooms for rent in Brooklyn. By the end of the day, the Ramona situation doesn’t seem like that big of a deal anymore.



Early one morning on the subway a few weeks later, as the heavy heat of New York summer begins to fold crisply into fall, something odd happens.

The train car is nearly empty but for a small handful of ambitious yupsters going to work and bleary-eyed partiers dragging themselves home from the club when a girl with long, ratty purple hair and a torn flannel shirt holds eye contact with Susan just a beat too long. They’re sitting across from each other, just close enough for Susan to see the girl’s shredded cuticles and dark under-eye circles and hollow cheekbones in the abrasive yellow light.

The girl tilts her head to the side. “Susan?”

There’s something familiar about her that Susan can’t place. Someone from one of her lecture halls, maybe. The girl starts to laugh, noticing Susan’s confusion. Then her hair falls across her face and all at once Susan is brought back in time: It’s five years ago, and she’s sitting in her Volvo on a dark residential street with a girl she desperately wants to kiss.

“Oh my god.” Susan gasps. “Eliza?”

It is Eliza, somehow. She’s translucent, a ghost, even the purple in her hair fading to gray in some places. Her eyes are rimmed in red.

Susan can feel each individual blood cell crashing through her veins. As thrilled as she is to see Eliza, something is very off about her appearance. She looks like she needs some serious help. Susan wants to leap across the train and pull Eliza into her lap, pet her wan face, feed her a sandwich.

“Hey,” Eliza says. “Look at you.”

“Look at you,” she says. It’s not what she meant to say, but the words have left her lips already. She hopes Eliza doesn’t take them the wrong way.

How embarrassing to be faced with the reality of someone you’ve turned into a fantasy.

Out with Katie, Susan often thought she saw Eliza, particularly at the frat parties and underage clubs. There were so many girls who could have been her, with their bad fake tans and straightened blond hair. But they never were, always made a face when they caught Susan staring. Susan had eventually given up on ever seeing Eliza again.

Now here Eliza is. On the subway, of all places. Looking completely different. If Susan had seen this person at a frat party, she would not have thought she was Eliza at all.

“It’s nice to see you,” Eliza says.

It feels like an invitation. Susan starts to stand then, wanting to go sit next to Eliza and ask her a million questions, but right as she does, the train pulls into the Bedford Avenue station and the doors open and the subway car promptly fills up with people. The distance between them grows greater and greater as more people pour into the space, and then all Susan can see is the purple top of Eliza’s head.

It’s Susan’s stop. She needs to get off. She stands up, trying to meet Eliza’s eyes, but there are too many people standing in front of her. It’s like the train has swallowed Eliza whole.

Susan squeezes through the doors just as they close.

After the train pulls away she stands on the platform for a long time, bereft and haunted. She wishes she had said something more, something else. It’s always too late to say what she wants to Eliza.



“You’ll never guess who I just saw on the subway,” Susan says to Katie on the phone as soon as she gets to her desk.

“Who?”

“Do you remember Eliza?” Susan feels her cheeks immediately get hot, just from saying Eliza’s name out loud. There’s no one in the office yet, which means she’s free to talk as loudly as she wants to. She starts spinning her desk chair around and around.

“Of course I remember Eliza,” Katie cries. “How could I forget the girl so hot you literally became a lesbian?”

Susan laughs, though she’s also rolling her eyes.

Katie says, “Wait, you saw her? How’d she look?”

“Like shit, honestly,” Susan says, spinning faster, her worry making her feel like she might blast off. “Like she’s on drugs. And/or homeless.” She doesn’t say this lightly. The thought of Eliza without a place to live is setting off alarm bells in her head. She wishes there was something she could do.

“You know, I heard she dropped out of high school,” Katie says.

Susan sticks her foot out so it catches on her desk and she abruptly stops spinning. “She what? Why? Who did you hear that from?”

“Kyle, a while back. I forgot to tell you.”

Susan groans. How could Katie forget to tell her something like that? Or did she just choose not to tell her, because she knows how much Susan hates hearing Kyle’s name? “I can’t believe you guys still hang out with that fuck face.”

“Jake does, not me,” Katie says.

“Yeah, but…”

Katie cuts her off. “We don’t tell each other who to be friends with.”

“Jesus, okay,” Susan says.

Susan hasn’t seen Kyle since 2005, when she’d emptied her checking account and showed up to his house with an envelope of cash to pay for the damage she’d caused to his dad’s car. He took the cash from her wordlessly, a football game on full volume in the background. She didn’t know what she was expecting, but some sort of acknowledgment of the transaction would have been nice. After all, it meant Susan had to keep her summer job through senior year to make the money back.

These days, she doesn’t keep track of him, though she knows vaguely that he lives uptown and has a boring, basic job and is in general way more around than she’s comfortable with.

She sighs, not wanting to have a fight with Katie right now. “I’m sorry. Back to Eliza. God, I hope she’s okay. She looked really rough. It was pretty disturbing, honestly.”

Susan tries to picture the shape of Eliza’s life. She knows it’s a little melodramatic, but she imagines pills bought in dark alleys, park benches slept on. How troubling that the popular girl who once sat in the back of her car and accused her of not knowing about metaphors might be fighting to survive. She knows this is a somewhat dubious line of thinking—obviously there can be smart people in bad situations—but she is struggling to reconcile the two opposing images of Eliza.

Katie says, “I wonder what happened. I mean, she seemed smart and, like, normal. Dropping out is so extreme.”

“I wish we could find out what happened.”

“Why, you need some new material to jerk off to?”

“Oh my god,” Susan says, regretting that she ever told Katie about her Eliza fantasies. “I hate you.”

“Why don’t you just google her?” Katie asks.

Susan has googled Eliza more times than she can count, variations of “Eliza” combined with the name of her town, school district, zip code, the year they met. “I don’t know her last name.”

“Huh,” Katie says. “We could ask Kyle.”

“I’d really rather not involve Kyle.”

“We could ask Jake to ask Kyle,” Katie offers.

“That’s still involving Kyle.”

“Fine.” Katie sighs. “Wait, why don’t you post a Missed Connection?”

Susan pauses. “I can’t tell if I hate that or if it’s brilliant.”

Susan and Katie spend many nights just getting drunk and reading the Missed Connections section of Craigslist out loud to each other.

“It’s brilliant,” Katie assures her. “Send it to me before you post it. I have to go.”

But Susan doesn’t want to send it to Katie. It feels too vulnerable to share with her, despite the fact that it’s about to be public. So instead she boots up her computer and goes to Craigslist. Before she can second-guess herself, she clicks into the Missed Connections section. She types furiously, as though possessed:


SUBJECT: “LOOK AT YOU”—W4W (MISSED CONNECTION)

I almost didn’t recognize you on the train this morning. I guess a lot has happened since we last saw each other. Me, speechless in my Volvo on Long Island; you, rightfully angry. I’m sorry I never know what to say around you. You look good with purple hair. I wonder who you’ve become and what your life is like. Maybe you want to tell me?



She hopes it’s vague enough to ward off strangers but specific enough to get Eliza’s attention. Surely Eliza will recognize the subject line referencing what they said to each other, and if not, the mentions of the Volvo and Long Island and purple hair should do the trick.

When Susan hits post, her hand is shaking. It’s scary, reaching out into the void like this. She mostly does not expect to get a response, but it’s nice to feel like she’s tried, instead of just mind-fucking about it forever.

After it publishes, she scrolls through the other posts. Others say things like, It’s summer and I’m HOT, who wants to make out??? And Jessica PLEASE give me the cat back. She wonders if she’s made a terrible mistake, exposing herself like this.

She refreshes her inbox a few times, wondering how long it’ll take to get a reply, if ever.



Jonny meets her after work to accompany her while she looks at a room he sent her a link to. It’s a month into her search and she still can’t find an apartment that checks all her boxes—cheap, safe, well located—but is hoping tonight’s viewing will be different.

“How was your day?” he asks, as they walk toward Bed-Stuy. It’s too nice out to take the train two stops—leather jacket weather, at last.

“Weird,” she says. “I posted a Missed Connection for someone I knew in high school. I saw her this morning on the subway.”

“I love doing that,” he says. “I went through a phase of posting Missed Connections for anyone who dared to make eye contact with me.”

“Did it ever work?”

“Depends how you define work,” he says. “So who is she? Tell me everything.”

Susan recounts the story of Eliza to Jonny as they walk down the street. A story which, of course, includes him; he laughs when she tells him how Eliza was the only one who knew he was gay.

She describes how different Eliza looked on the subway, tries to recount exactly what she wrote in her Craigslist post.

“It sounds beautiful,” he says. “I hope she sees it and you fall madly in love.”

“Me too,” Susan admits.







3
No One New



2015

It’s Monday morning and Susan is on the toilet swiping through Tinder.

She swipes left so many times that eventually she gets the same message she always sees: “There’s no one new around you.” It’s oddly poetic.

Susan is addicted to dating apps. She can’t stop looking at all the beautiful—and even the not-beautiful—girls who fill up her phone with bathroom selfies and pithy bios and stilted pickup lines. She can’t stop swiping or talking to new people even after she’s met someone she likes. Each individual match feels like it has the power to spin off an alternate universe where she could be anyone, have any sort of life. At this point, though, women have also started to blend together; she can’t keep track of who is originally from what suburb or who is vegan or who is afraid of dogs or who hates the smell of red wine.

She hooks up with bartenders, DJs, party promoters. Trust fund babies and weed dealers; trust fund babies who are also weed dealers. People who text her all day and then drop her as soon as she gets attached. Girls who look like they would have bullied her in middle school.

Katie has stopped learning their names and refers to everyone Susan dates as “the new Ramona.”

Mia, Susan’s roommate, bangs on the door. “Can you hurry up? I’m late for work.”

Susan sighs, rests her phone on the edge of the sink while she flushes.

Mia is Black and very pretty and fashionable in a way that’s unfamiliar to Susan, with an endless collection of brightly hued designer pantsuits and a generous habit of buying luxury candles for their shared living room. Mia takes the bigger bedroom and pays a larger share of the rent while Susan crams her life into what is definitely supposed to be a closet and pays much less. Their apartment is in Bed-Stuy on a block in the midst of a tense transition; an overpriced cocktail bar sits next to a dusty hardware store, and apartment buildings designed to look like gray boxes stacked on top of each other fill the spaces between beautiful old brownstones.

Out in the living room, Mia is perched on the couch in her silk pajamas. “Sorry, I just really can’t be late today.”

“No, I’m sorry,” Susan says. “I fell into a Tinder hole.”

“I feel you.” Mia laughs, then pushes past her into the bathroom, not stopping to ask Susan if she’s done. She’s not—she hasn’t even begun to get ready—but it’s okay. She can be late for work. She’ll get ready after Mia leaves.

While Mia is in the shower, Susan picks out her outfit. Asymmetrical black layers, a gray wool coat, a lime green beanie hat; she likes to look like a wintry Brooklyn witch. Then she flops onto the bed and opens Tinder back up, refreshing it a few times to see if it’ll recalibrate and show her new people.

It doesn’t.

“All you,” Mia calls, finally vacating the bathroom.



Susan takes the G to Williamsburg, which spits her out about a mile from her office, but she doesn’t mind. She likes the walk, even if it’s freezing and she has to dodge black puddles. Her commute is her only form of exercise.

On the way, she calls her mom. “What are you doing today?”

She has to turn the volume up to hear her mom over the bustle of the Metropolitan intersection. She misses how quiet it used to be, before the Starbucks and Urban Outfitters and luxury condos. Salt crunches under her boots. Everything is wet and gray and loud.

“Hi, honey,” her mom says. “We’re going to go to the grocery store, and then your dad has a doctor’s appointment. I miss you. Are you coming home for the weekend?”

“I miss you, too,” Susan says, looking both ways before she jaywalks. She miscalculates and has to jog to get to the curb before a green cab whizzes by, splattering sludge on her boots.

“And no, Mom, remember, Katie and Jake are getting married this weekend?” she says. She’s a little out of breath from dashing across the street, cold but now sweating in her wool.

“That’s fine. Go live your life,” her mom says, as though Katie’s wedding isn’t a major event.

Susan’s parents were invited but decided to send a check instead of attending, citing their joint pain, which is worse in the cold.

“I’ll come out next weekend,” Susan says. “Promise.”

They hang up and Susan feels guilt like a rock in her stomach. She’s felt guilty ever since she moved out of their house a few years ago, despite how blasé her parents were about it. Without her there, she’s not really sure how they are getting by, how they’re managing the physical tasks of homeownership or navigating the bureaucracy of the healthcare system and bill paying. But she’s never regretted leaving. Not for one second. At a certain point, she had to choose herself.

She stops at the coffee shop to get her usual, hoping they won’t be playing that same Ed Sheeran song that’s everywhere right now (they are). The days of her 9 AM arrivals to the office are long over. It’s already after 10 AM. She has earned the right to arrive late, and she likes the feeling of rolling into the office with her sunglasses on and a coffee in hand when everyone is already at their desks working. As the social media manager, a job she practically clawed her way into, she has seniority.

She also likes that she’s not responsible for anyone else’s coffee anymore, though she almost always brings Heather one just to be nice. Heather is, after all, her closest friend at work. But this morning when she texts Heather for her order, Heather doesn’t write back. “Helloooooo,” Susan writes, and when a few minutes go by without an answer, she assumes Heather must be in a meeting and forgets about it.

At the office, a bright and airy loft a few floors up from the original dust dungeon, she settles at her desk. Though she tries to stay on top of it, her work area is a perpetual mess, crowded with magazines and press mailings and CDs and records and free concert tickets and gifts from labels and brands. A small corkboard has Polaroid photos of her and her favorite artists, many of whom have become friends, or at least acquaintances, or at least people who know her name and seem happy to run into her at parties.

A few years ago, the blog had suddenly started generating traffic. Maybe it was the mainstreaming of indie rock or the nonstop hunger for celebrity news or the rise of the influencer but, regardless, more traffic meant more advertisers, more advertisers meant more money, and more money meant they had to keep doing the thing that was making money. Somewhere along the way, the company had become less of a record label and more of a digital media platform, focusing on the content they could make instead of the artists they could represent. It even got a new name—Rider Die Media—though everyone still just calls it Rider.

Susan peers over her computer and sees Ben across in the area where the ten-person editorial team lives; he looks angry. Now in his forties, Ben has started to age rapidly; he has a beer belly and a bald spot on the back of his head but is still squeezing himself into those same old skinny jeans and the staff makes fun of him behind his back. When he bends down, his hairy ass crack shows, his love handles spilling over his belt. In other ways, he hasn’t changed at all; right now, he’s yelling at the events girl.

“Fuck,” Susan says.

Frankie, a graphic designer who wears all black every single day, leans over from the neighboring desk. “I heard he went home alone last night.”

“Oh, Jesus,” Susan says.

Everybody knows that if Ben doesn’t go home with someone after one of the company’s many parties, he has a temper tantrum, usually aimed at the events team, who is responsible for introducing him to the models on the VIP list. Every now and then Susan suggests to one of them that they don’t have to provide this service for Ben, but she’s usually met with an eye roll. Ben’s toxicity is so baked into the fabric of his company that very few people seem to be able to imagine it running any differently.

It horrifies Susan whenever someone actually goes home with him. But Ben is rich and powerful and well connected now, and Susan assumes that counts for a lot with the much younger fame-hungry women who trail after him.

Ben, having finished yelling at the events girl, saunters over to Susan and looms over her desk.

“Hey, Assistant,” he says.

He still calls her this even though she runs a team of four.

“Hey, Boss,” she says: their shtick.

“Did you have fun last night?” His chest hair looks like it’s climbing out of his collar.

“I, uh.” She pauses. “I didn’t go.”

“You didn’t go,” he repeats, drumming his fingers on her desk. “Well, perhaps you had a good reason. Were you doing the nasty?”

She laughs, because there’s nothing else to do when Ben gets like this. “Sure,” she says.

She’d been home smoking pot and watching Law & Order: SVU on the couch with Mia and had fallen asleep with the bowl of popcorn in her lap, woken up to the end credits and a puddle of drool on her chin.

“Hey, long story, but,” he says, his tone shifting into something vaguely resembling professionalism, “Heather is no longer with us. Can you cover for her?”

“What?” Susan’s mouth falls open. Rider doesn’t run without Heather. “What happened?”

“She didn’t like our office culture anymore.” He shrugs.

“Our office culture?” Susan pinches the bridge of her nose where a stress headache is about to grip her. “Ben, what did you do?”

“What did I do?” he shoots back. “What have I ever done?”

It’s a rhetorical question. Sometimes she really hates him.

“Just promise me you’ll replace her soon. I don’t think I can run social and PR indefinitely.”

“Never doubt yourself,” he says, missing the point on purpose.

She’s furious, but there’s no use expressing it. To get him to go away, she says, “Hey, do you want to see my strategy deck for February?”

“Nope,” he says. He gives her desk one final thwap with his hands and leaves.

“Works every time,” Susan says to Frankie, who rolls her eyes.

She takes out her phone and texts Heather a series of question marks. Heather doesn’t write back.



Around noon, as the front desk fills with plastic bagged lunch deliveries, Susan pulls Tinder up on her phone again. At last, it shows her someone new.

Eliza, 26, Brooklyn.

Susan drops her phone to the ground.

It lands with a loud clatter on the concrete, though no one looks up from their computers. With trembling hands, she retrieves it, then turns the screen on and off just to make sure she’s not hallucinating.

It still says Eliza, 26, Brooklyn.

Her heart is pounding in her throat. Eliza? Popping up on Tinder after all these years? It’s like something she made up. A fantasy. It doesn’t feel real. And it probably isn’t. It’s likely just some other twenty-six-year-old queer named Eliza in Brooklyn. There are definitely more than a few of them. She tells herself to calm down. She tries, despite the fact that her blood feels like it’s made of lava, to breathe.

The woman in the photo doesn’t even really look like Eliza, at any rate. Well, actually, it’s hard to be sure. She has a shaved head and huge round sunglasses obscuring most of her face. She’s sitting cross-legged on a striped towel. Susan can tell the photo was taken at Riis, the queer beach in the Rockaways, from the derelict building in the background. Eliza is wearing red bikini bottoms and a ribbed white tank top, nothing under it, squinting in the sun directly at the camera. Her nipples are clearly defined through the tank. She looks sandy and tan and very hot.

The bio reads, It was a queer, sultry summer, the summer they electrocuted the Rosenbergs, and I didn’t know what I was doing in New York.

Eliza—her Eliza—never responded to Susan’s Missed Connection, though Susan had gotten a lot of replies from randos that said things like I’m not her, but I could be. In the intervening years, Susan—who was busier and busier with work and, finally, a robust social calendar centered around her new life in Brooklyn—gave up on ever seeing, or hearing from, Eliza again. She’s not going to get her hopes up this time, though she also can’t look away.

Susan tries to swipe to see more but it’s the only photo. The picture is taken from above, and Susan looks closer at it, noticing some details strewn about the striped towel: a copy of Paper magazine, a bottle of Neutrogena sunscreen, a pack of American Spirits. Nothing that really tells her anything.

Regardless, she’s intrigued. Even if it’s not her Eliza, this looks like someone she definitely wants to meet.

She swipes right.

Her phone dings instantly. You have a match, it says.

Before she can think of what to say—her usual “hey there” with a rose emoji doesn’t seem at all appropriate for the potential magnitude of this moment—she gets a message: “I can’t believe you still have that fucking mullet.”

The office is not an appropriate place for the absolute mental breakdown she feels coming. Trying her best to appear normal, and not like the most monumental thing in the entire world just happened, Susan decides to take a lunch break.

She shares an elevator down with Drew.

“Hey,” he says. “Missed you last night.”

He’s wearing a crisp long-sleeve button-down shirt, an upgrade from his former uniform of black jeans and band T-shirts. Susan suspects it’s to impress the new hires. They’ve come from places like Condé Nast and Hearst and Wenner Media, and they take work much more seriously than any of the original team do. She thinks most of them would be horrified to see how it used to be, all those mornings when she’d find Ben sleeping on the couch, not to mention the many nights when she herself slept there before finding an apartment.

Now there’s even a real HR person, though Susan isn’t sure how effective Linda is. She doubts, for example, that Linda had a role in whatever went down with Heather.

“How was it?” she asks, relieved to have a small reprieve from what’s happening on her phone, in her hand. “Ben seems pissed.”

“I mean, it was great.” Drew shrugs. “The artists were happy. Press showed up.”

“If only that were all that mattered,” she says. “Hey, do you know what’s up with the Heather thing?”

“No idea,” he says. “She’s not texting me back.”

He gets off on the next floor, waving goodbye like a cartoon of an office worker.

Once she’s outside and alone, Susan walks to the water and sits on a bench in the sun to reexamine her phone. It’s colder and breezier over here, and she pulls her hat down around her ears.

Instead of responding to Eliza’s message, she texts Katie. “You’ll never guess who I matched with on Tinder.”

Her phone starts buzzing.

Susan is laughing when she picks up. “Hi,” she says.

“Tell me who,” Katie says. “I’m in between meetings but I need to know.” Katie, who is working her way up the corporate ladder at a financial institution Susan has never heard of, lives vicariously through Susan’s dating app misadventures.

“Eliza.”

There’s a pause. “Oh my god?” Katie says.

“I know,” Susan says, relaxing a little bit now that she has someone to share the news with.

“How does she look?”

“Better than the last time I saw her. Like, very, very hot. Hold on, I’m sending you a screenshot.”

“Jesus Christ.” Katie gasps when the photo of Eliza’s profile comes through. She pauses, reading. “Oh, wow. I didn’t peg her for a Bell Jar girl.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Ugh, Susan,” Katie says, and Susan can practically hear her eye roll. “Wait, look at her nipples! I would kill someone to have nipples like that.”

“I know,” Susan says. “I didn’t recognize her. Actually, I almost didn’t recognize her last time I saw her, either. I have such a vivid image of her in my memory and it’s never anything like what she really looks like.”

A woman walks by with a tiny white poodle in a baby carriage. Susan smiles at the dog. It growls at her.

Katie says, “Wow, it’s almost like you only see her as a projection.”

Susan groans. “Can we analyze me later?”

“Fine, but you have to tell me everything,” Katie says, even though she knows Susan will.

Susan gets an invite to a meeting that started five minutes ago and, with a sigh, rushes back to the office.



Susan is at her desk when Heather finally calls her cell phone.

“Heather, shit,” Susan says, and then lowers her voice. “What the fuck happened?” The thought of Rider without Heather is unbearable.

“Oh, girl, it’s the world’s most predictable story. It’s almost boring.”

“Are you okay?” She looks around to see if anyone is listening. Everyone is curled toward their computers, typing and clicking furiously, headphones on.

“I’m okay! Pissed off. Fine, though. Actually, I was hoping you and I could get together and talk about some things.”

“Of course,” Susan says.

“Lunch? Thursday? Don’t tell Ben.”

“Great.” She writes Doctor’s Appointment in her calendar.

“Meet me in Manhattan?”

“Manhattan,” Susan echoes. “Where is that?”

“There’s life outside those walls,” Heather says.

“Who woulda thought,” Susan replies.



On the subway home, Susan pulls up the Tinder chat. “I can’t believe you still have that fucking mullet.” Susan hadn’t meant to leave Eliza hanging. She hopes she wasn’t waiting around for a response.

“Wow, hi,” she writes. As soon as she hits send, her heart starts pounding. She can’t believe this is happening.

Eliza responds immediately. “Hi:)”

“You look different,” Susan says. An understatement.

“You look exactly the same.”

Susan pauses. She’s not sure what to write back. Does she look exactly the same? Is that a good thing? She does have the same haircut. She still wears band tees and skinny jeans. She is sure her face is starting to look older, narrowing out a bit, her cheeks losing their roundness, but maybe not. Maybe she does still look seventeen. She often feels like it, at any rate.

She looks up and notices that the man holding the pole above her is craning his neck to see her phone. She pulls it close to her chest and glares. He looks away.

When he gets off at the next stop, she writes, “Should we skip the banter and go get a drink?”

“I’m free tomorrow,” Eliza says, which means Susan has about twenty-four hours to try to stalk her online.

Susan orders Indian food on her phone so that it’ll be waiting for her at her door when she arrives home. Saag paneer, chicken tikka masala, veggie samosas, garlic naan. Enough in case Mia wants any.

“Hey,” Mia says from the small kitchen table as Susan bursts into the apartment, holding the takeout and her work bag, out of breath from running up the stairs. “Oh my god, did you get Indian food? That smells so good.”

“I was hoping you’d have some.”

“Have I mentioned how much I adore you?” Mia replies.

Susan kicks her snow boots off, her work bag landing with a loud thunk on the floor. “Oh fuck, my laptop,” Susan cries, but doesn’t bother to check if it’s broken. There are more important things to worry about.

Mia laughs. “Do you need help?” She’s already in her house clothes—a navy blue matching set—and a lit candle is making the living room smell like pumpkin pie.

“Sorry. I’m such a mess right now,” Susan says, and flings herself onto the couch, aware that she’s bringing chaos into Mia’s serene evening but unsure how to get it together. She begins eating her dinner so quickly that she gets the hiccups. She’d forgotten to eat lunch.

“What’s up with you?” Mia asks. She makes herself a plate while eyeing Susan with a raised eyebrow.

Susan spills some chickpeas onto her lap. “Shit,” she says, grabbing a napkin. “Oh, nothing. I just, I matched with someone I know from high school, and we’re hanging out tomorrow. I’m a little freaked-out, I guess.”

“Oh, damn,” Mia exclaims. “That’s juicy. Was she gay back then?”

“Sort of?” Susan says. “I actually don’t know. She was a friend of a friend.”

“Can I see her?” Mia asks, and Susan hands over her phone, the Tinder photo pulled up. They often do this after work in the evenings; evaluating each other’s dates is how they bond.

“Gorgeous,” Mia declares. “Good for you. I can’t wait to hear about it.”

“You know I’ll spare you no detail.”

When she finishes dinner, Susan excuses herself to her room to begin her deep dive into Eliza. But when she flips open her MacBook, it occurs to her that she doesn’t know who to search for.

She texts Katie. “Did we ever figure out Eliza’s last name?”

Katie writes back, “lol no”

Susan says, “what do you think it is?”

Katie replies, “what do I look like?”

Susan groans and tosses her phone onto the bed.



The next night, after spending hours deliberating over what to wear, Susan decides that simpler is better and lands on high-waisted black jeans that are ripped at the knees, a soft white T-shirt with a black bra under it, and a thin gold necklace.

They’re meeting at a bar in Greenpoint that has overpriced, overembellished cocktails, and Susan gets there first on purpose. She wants to settle in before Eliza arrives, check her makeup in her phone camera, drink some water. The bar has white marble cocktail tables and dark hardwood flooring that signals how trendy it is. Nearby, men wearing black-framed glasses are on dates with women in colorful tights. She wonders if she should have picked a lesbian bar—Ginger’s, with its chill post–softball practice vibes, or even Cubbyhole, known for being somewhat of a tourist trap—so at least they could be around other queers. It’s too late now, though.

Within minutes she sees Eliza walking through the doors, looking around. She’s so pretty, it’s a hate crime against average-looking people. Susan feels the edges of her vision blur with anxiety.

Somehow she manages to lift her arm and wave. Eliza smiles and crosses the bar to get to the small table where Susan has already poured two waters.

Eliza is wearing an outfit almost identical to Susan’s, and they both laugh as Eliza approaches.

“Twins,” Susan squeals, because she doesn’t know what else to say.

“I look like the boy version of you,” Eliza says, and it’s true; where Susan’s shrunken white tee is see-through and flimsy, Eliza’s is thick and sturdy, oversize. You can’t see anything through it.

“It’s really good to see you,” Eliza says.

Susan musters the strength to stand, and they hug. It occurs to her that this is the first time their bodies have touched, though she’s imagined it happening more times than she cares to count. Eliza’s waist is small, like Susan could wrap her arms around her several times. She smells like that expensive, woodsy Le Labo perfume everyone trendy has been wearing lately. She looks nothing like the girl Susan drove home almost a decade ago, and even less like the girl with purple hair on the subway. There are so many versions of her. Susan wonders which Eliza is the real one.

There’s something surprisingly masculine about her, too, Susan observes while they finish hugging and sit down. It’s not just the shaved head, it’s how she moves. Eliza sits with her legs spread, puts her elbows on the table, and leans forward. Like a prayer to the ancient balance of butch and femme, Susan crosses her own legs, folds her hands in her lap. She’s only partially aware that she’s doing this, that she’s hoping to be whoever she needs to be in order to be right for Eliza.

“So, Susan,” Eliza says, grinning, confident. “Tell me everything.”

“What do you want to know?” Susan is thrown off by how at ease Eliza seems, how she’s jumping right in. If it were up to Susan, they’d spend twenty minutes just staring at each other.

“I mean, how are you?” Eliza laughs. “How was your day?” Eliza’s laugh reminds Susan of a wind chime.

Susan blushes. She’s not sure how to make small talk with Eliza, who she has already decided she’s in love with. “I’m good,” Susan says. “How are you? How … was your day?”

“Fine,” Eliza says, still laughing. “Do you work?”

Susan nods. “I do social media for an indie media company.”

Eliza grins and claps her hands. “Yay,” she says. “I love the MySpace-girl-to-social-media-manager pipeline.”

“What makes you think I was a MySpace girl?”

Eliza raises her eyebrows.

“Was it that obvious?”

“Yes,” Eliza says. “But also, I know because I looked at your page.”

“Oh, god. You did?”

“Of course I did. I looked you up after that night we met.”

“How did you even find me?” Susan wonders what search terms Eliza used that maybe she should have thought of, in lieu of last names.

“I honestly don’t remember,” Eliza says, to Susan’s disappointment. “I do remember that I kept thinking maybe you’d reach out.”

“I didn’t know how to contact you,” Susan says. “And I didn’t think you’d want to hear from me anyway.”

“I get that,” Eliza says, serious now. She rests her face on her fist.

“And then we had that run-in on the subway.”

“We did?”

Susan is confused. “You don’t remember? It was maybe five years ago.”

Eliza shrugs. “I don’t think so, no.”

Susan is shocked. “But we talked to each other. Well, sort of. You said my name. You had purple hair.”

“I believe you,” Eliza says. “I’m sorry.”

“I even wrote a Missed Connection for you.” Susan blushes again.

“You did?” Eliza says, like it’s the most romantic thing she’s ever heard. “Susan, that’s so nice. I’m sorry I didn’t see it. I never check those kinds of things.”

“I figured.” Susan shrugs, like it’s not a big deal, though of course it was at the time. “It was too late, anyway, I guess. I should have just tried harder to reach out in high school. But never in a million years did I think it was an option. You were so different from us. We were such dorks and you were, like, popular and mean.”

Eliza gasps, incredulous. “I was mean?” She shakes her head. “Name one mean thing I did.”

Susan combs her memory and comes up empty. “It was a vibe,” she says. “You didn’t have to do anything.”

“Please. You were the most pretentious little shit I’d ever met in my life.”

Susan’s mouth falls open. No one has ever said this to her face. It feels so far away from how she sees herself. “I was a total loser,” she insists. “You were way too cool to be out with us.”

“I mean, I was pretty basic,” Eliza says.

“Oh my god.” Susan laughs. “I wish we’d had that word in high school. Imagine?”

“It was invented for suburban millennials in the early aughts,” Eliza agrees. “The olden times when you could make up an entire personality for someone based on whether or not they were wearing Ugg boots.”

“Did you wear Ugg boots?”

“I didn’t know another shoe.” She grins. “See? Basic.”

“Maybe. But you were still hot.” Susan didn’t mean to say this, but she doesn’t want to take it back.

Eliza looks directly at her. “Were?”

Susan feels herself begin to turn red again, but decides to power through how nervous she feels. “Are. You are still hot. I like this version of you.”

“I’m still me,” Eliza says. She gestures to her clothes, her hair. “Gender is a drag.”

“I feel like things ended really badly between us,” Susan says, unable to hold back. “I’m really sorry.”

“Oh, it’s totally fine. We were young and stupid.”

“I wasn’t judging you for the photo,” Susan says. “I think I misinterpreted it. I didn’t realize that…” She pauses, wondering if it’s too soon to say this, but continues on anyway. “That you didn’t want it to be taken. I think it freaked me out, the idea of that being done to you. It shook my world. I was pretty naive.”

“I mean, it was essentially kiddie porn,” Eliza says, her voice containing none of the anger it had the last time they talked about it. Instead, she sounds generous, understanding. “It was normal to be shocked by it.”

Despite how forgiving Eliza is, Susan doesn’t know what to say. The words kiddie porn hit her right in the stomach, sending uneasy shock waves up into her throat.

The server comes over at last to take their drink orders.

Eliza says, “Can you recommend a cocktail?”

“They’re all good,” he says. He’s wearing suspenders and a bow tie and looks exceedingly bored.

“Okay,” Eliza says. “Uh, this first one.” She points to the menu.

“Me too,” Susan says, and he nods and leaves.

Around them, the space is filling up, an after-work rush bringing more people in suits. It’s getting louder and louder. Patrons standing at the bar have begun eyeing their table, as though trying to gauge how long they’ll be sitting there for.

“So tell me about you,” she says to Eliza. “Tell me everything you’ve been doing since the last time I saw you.”

“Oh, there’s not much to tell,” Eliza says, but by the way she says it Susan suspects that’s not true. “I ended up dropping out of high school.”

“Oh,” Susan says, pretending to be surprised.

“I took a few years off to, um”—she hesitates—“find myself. Went down a few wrong paths. Then I got my GED and put myself through college at New York Institute of Technology by bartending and crashing with friends.”

“Wow,” Susan says. Not what she’d expected to hear. “So when you say crashing with friends…” She trails off, unsure if she’s allowed to ask the question.

“You mean, was I homeless?” Eliza replies, reading her mind. To Susan’s relief, she doesn’t seem bothered.

Susan nods.

“I guess technically,” Eliza says. “But I was never on the street, so I don’t really feel like that word accurately describes my situation. I always had people to stay with. I made a lot of friends in college especially, and they really helped me get through everything.”

“That’s amazing,” Susan says, a little embarrassed at her assumption, but mostly confused. If Eliza doesn’t remember seeing her—and looked as rough as she did—she must have been on drugs. So maybe she wasn’t unhoused, but she was at least really going through it. Eliza doesn’t seem to want to tell Susan how bad it was, though, so Susan follows her lead. “What did you study?”

“Film,” Eliza says.

“And what do you do now?”

“I work at a production company,” Eliza says. “I’m a line producer. I do commercials, mostly, so yes, I am a total sellout, thank you.” She smiles, her green eyes darting to the side, as though she’s both proud of herself and self-conscious about her own success.

“That’s … very cool,” Susan says, and she means it. She did not expect Eliza’s life to be so interesting.

Once Susan found out Eliza was a high school dropout, she made a lot of assumptions about what Eliza’s life might look like—mainly that it would be about getting by, not about making art. It hadn’t occurred to her that Eliza might be ambitious, might have her own goals and dreams. She feels horrible for this judgment, for thinking that Eliza was two-dimensional, and feels even worse that she’s relieved Eliza actually went to college and has an impressive job. It shouldn’t matter. But it does.

Eliza looks a little sheepish. “It’s fine,” she says. “To be honest, what I really want to do is write screenplays. Maybe someday I’ll have time. Or talent.”

“You should do it,” Susan says. “I bet you do have talent.”

Eliza shrugs. “We have no way to know.”

“Oh my god, Susan!” a woman says as she walks by their table.

It takes Susan a moment to recognize her, but then it clicks. Tina. She’s a model and also a DJ who frequents Rider’s parties.

“Girl!” Tina squeals. “I had so much fun the other night. We all missed you!”

Of all the people to run into while on a date, Tina, in her crop top and sparkly eyeshadow, is a good one; she makes Susan look important.

“Yeah, I was sad to miss it,” Susan says. “Next time.”

“I’m opening for a show at Webster Hall next week,” Tina says. “I’ll have my team put you on the list.”

“Oh, nice,” Susan says. She’s grown used to artists thinking that her presence means an endorsement from Rider. “I’ll try to stop by.”

When Tina is gone, Eliza shoots Susan a sidelong glance. “You’re in high demand,” she says, and then adds, “Wow, she’s seriously so pretty.”

Susan wants to ask Eliza if she’s jealous, but it’s too soon for that kind of banter. And anyway, based on the way Eliza’s eyes narrow as she watches Tina walk away, Susan has a feeling she knows the answer.

As they finish their drinks, they search for common ground: what TV shows they’re watching, how expensive the city is getting, how crazy it is that Donald Trump might be running for president, the unseasonably warm weather.

Eliza asks her about books, but Susan only reads blogs.

Susan asks Eliza about music, but Eliza likes whatever’s on the radio.

There’s a friendly feeling to the conversation, and Susan is starting to get fearful that this is just two old pals catching up.

There’s still time to turn it around, though. Susan says, “Should we get another drink or do you want to go somewhere else?”

“You pick,” Eliza says.

“Okay,” Susan says. “I know where we can go.”

She takes out her wallet and starts to put her card down, but Eliza stops her.

“See those guys over there?” Eliza whispers, pointing to two men at the bar. “I bet we can get them to pay our bill.”

Susan is confused. “I can pay our bill,” she says. “We don’t need some random men to pay for our drinks.”

Eliza shrugs, looking mischievous. “Up to you,” she says. “I thought it would be fun.”

It occurs to Susan that she and Eliza might have different definitions of the word fun, but she lets it go. She wants to focus on what they have in common, not what might set them apart.



The subway station is covered in American Apparel advertisements starring Ramona in various states of undress. Her recent stint as a model is so predictable it’s boring. She’s platinum blond now, and still looks great after so many years, which annoys Susan to no end; she has to see Ramona’s flawless face every time she’s at this station.

Eliza catches Susan eyeing the advertisement and says, “Are you a fan?”

Susan groans. “I actually dated her.”

“Wow! I had no idea you were rolling with all these hot famous girls.”

“She wasn’t famous yet,” Susan says, eager to convey how unimportant Ramona is to her. “And actually I’m not even sure if you can classify it as dating. Also, she kind of sucks.”

“She seems like she sucks,” Eliza says. “I hate her.” She puts her arm around Susan’s waist, protective and comforting.

“Thank you,” Susan says. The spot on her waist where Eliza’s hand is resting feels very warm. So maybe it’s not just a friendly hang.



Susan takes Eliza to a bar near her apartment, a move she stole from Ramona, though she suspects Ramona wouldn’t mind.

“I live around the corner,” Susan says, as they walk in. The bar is dark, with loud music, but it’s a nice place, the kind where you can’t leave without spending at least fifty dollars on things like oysters and negronis. There are little glass vases with dried daisies in them on each table.

“Oh?” Eliza says. “So you’re a gentrifier.” She’s teasing, but she’s not wrong.

“Oh, completely, but I don’t know where else I’m supposed to live,” Susan says. “This is one of the only neighborhoods I can afford with a decent commute to work. Where do you live?”

“Jackson Heights,” Eliza says, sounding a little superior. “Queens doesn’t gentrify the way Brooklyn does. I have less to feel guilty about out there.”

Susan isn’t sure if this is true, but she lets it go, not wanting to seem confrontational.

They sit at the bar. The bartender nods at Susan; she’s been here many times before. They order two glasses of wine. On either side of them, other people are on dates, though Susan doubts anyone is experiencing anything as monumental as she is.

“Hey,” Eliza says, when their drinks come. “Did you ever call that guy from the band? The obviously gay one who for some insane reason gave you his number.”

“Jonny? Oh, yeah,” Susan says. “He’s my fairy godmother. He got me my job.”

“Oh!” Eliza says, sounding thrilled with this answer. “You still talk to him?”

“He’s one of my best friends,” Susan says. “I honestly don’t know what I would have done without him.”

“But he’s gay, though, right? I just need to hear that I was right.”

Susan laughs. “He’s the gayest. Actually, that’s why he gave me his number.”

“What do you mean?” Eliza’s eyes twinkle at her expectantly.

“He could tell I was a baby dyke who needed help. I don’t know how.”

Eliza puts a hand to her heart. “That is so fucking sweet. But for the record, I could tell, too.”

Susan sighs. “How did everyone know before me?”

Eliza shrugs and sips her wine, smiling without showing her teeth. “I thought it was pretty obvious. So does he still play in that band? Why-Why?”

“What-What,” Susan corrects, taking the bait, and Eliza rolls her eyes, looking both annoyed and pleased. “Yes. But that’s not all he does. He composes music for commercials. Jingles, I guess.”

“That is so cool,” Eliza says, and Susan is touched by her earnestness. “And what’s Katie up to these days?”

“She works in finance. She and Jake are engaged. He’s a photographer.”

“Why does none of that surprise me?”

“Actually their wedding is this weekend,” Susan says. “It’s upstate.”

“Oh, cute,” Eliza says. “A winter wedding.”

“It’s cheaper, I guess.”

They’re quiet for a minute. Susan has to keep herself from staring at the blue-green veins decorating Eliza’s delicate hands.

“Hey,” Susan says. “Before I forget. Do you have a last name?”

“Yeah, I do,” Eliza replies. “Do you?”

“Goldstein.”

“Klein.”

“Eliza Klein,” Susan says, enjoying how the syllables feel on her tongue. Their knees touch, and Susan feels a tingle run up her thighs. “Wait, are you Jewish?”

“Half,” Eliza replies. “But not the half that counts. You?”

“Whole,” Susan says. “Though I haven’t been to Temple since my bat mitzvah. Organized religion is kind of a cult.”

“Definitely a cult,” Eliza agrees. “Anyway, I guess you can stalk me online now.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Susan says, trying hard to hide her grin. It’s funny to be called out like this.

“You’ll be disappointed, though,” Eliza continues. “I’m not really online these days.”

“That’s too bad. I was looking forward to reading every tweet you’ve ever posted.”

Eliza laughs. “I feel like you’re kidding but also totally serious.”

“I’m serious,” Susan confirms, emboldened by the pressure of Eliza’s knee on hers. “So were you just curious about what had become of me, or is this a date?”

Eliza looks surprised. “I hope it’s a date. Is it not obvious?”

“No. I mean, I just never want to assume, you know?”

Eliza turns to Susan and puts both of her hands on Susan’s face. Then she quickly leans in and kisses her lips, one hard good smack that knocks Susan’s teeth into her gums. She pulls away, grinning, and drops her hands from Susan’s cheeks. “How about now?”

Susan is sure her face is as red as the wine, and all she can do is nod. She doesn’t care that it wasn’t a great first kiss. She’s more turned on than she’s ever been in her life.



As soon as Susan opens the door to her apartment, everything is Eliza’s mouth and arms and legs. Susan forgets to wonder whether Mia is home.

They push each other into the walls as their clothes fall to the ground, leaving a trail of white T-shirts and black jeans and Nike sneakers. Susan wants to freeze time so she can get a better look at Eliza’s naked body, but she also can’t slow down, can’t take her hands off her. There is so much of Eliza she wants to touch all at once. She wishes she had more hands, more eyes, perhaps another mouth.

They stumble to Susan’s bed, where Eliza pulls Susan on top of her. They yank each other’s underwear off, find their way deep into each other.

Sex for Susan is typically best defined by a certain stillness: finding a position that seems to work for both and holding it, the only motion coming from someone’s furiously working fingers or tongue. Not so with Eliza. In fact, it’s as if they can’t hold still. They wrap around each other endlessly, eager to experience all the different ways their bodies might fit together.

Eliza is smiling. At one point, she laughs.

“What’s so funny?” Susan says.

Eliza, still laughing, says, “Sorry, it just feels so good.”

So it’s mutual, this shock of pleasure. Susan grins. She would like to crawl all the way inside Eliza and live there, but three fingers will do for now. She watches Eliza’s eyes briefly roll back as they close.

“Do it harder,” Eliza urges her.

Meanwhile, Eliza is working some sort of dexterous witchcraft on Susan’s clit, sending glittering shock waves to her stomach. Susan wouldn’t be able to replicate the feeling if she tried (and she will).

It’s hard to talk while Eliza is touching her. It’s getting harder to think, too. The feeling is welling up inside her, growing bigger and bigger, and she’s worried she might lose control.

To stave it off, she pulls her mouth away from Eliza’s and plants it between her legs, where she pushes her tongue into Eliza and drinks from her. Eliza digs her hands into Susan’s hair and arches back, opens her legs wider, makes room for Susan to taste more of her. Eliza’s wetness, sweet and sticky as melted icing, slides out of Susan’s mouth, up her cheeks, and down her chin, a slippery face mask. Susan imagines it has healing properties. She’d like to coat her whole body in it, allow it to dry, and wear it like a second skin.

Susan is so close to orgasm that it’s going to happen without Eliza actually touching her. For once she has perfect timing, and her climax rides the crescendo of Eliza’s. The only thing she’s worried about is that it feels like her skull might get crushed between Eliza’s thighs, but that also doesn’t sound like a bad way to go out.

Trying hard to catch her breath, she crawls back up Eliza’s body, pausing to kiss her belly button ring, and then collapses on top of her. She doesn’t bother to wipe her mouth.

Eliza kisses the top of her head, and they fall asleep entangled.



Susan wakes up early. Eliza is sleeping with one arm across her face. The bedroom smells like low tide.

She gets up as quietly as she can and goes into the kitchen to make coffee. She’s tired but happy, wondering if maybe what happened last night is the start of something more. It feels like they really know each other, like they always have.

She tries to picture a future with Eliza, and it’s not hard: They’ll get a cute one-bedroom in an up-and-coming neighborhood with lots of trees and community gardens. She’ll make Eliza coffee every morning, bring it to her in bed. In the fall they’ll pick apples and in the summer they’ll take turns putting sunscreen on each other at the beach. They’ll hold hands at shows, make out on the train, share a vintage leather jacket. They’ll adopt an elderly three-legged mutt and name her something that will be humiliating to yell across the dog park, like Cashew, let her sleep in the bed. On a whim, they’ll go to Paris for New Year’s Eve and gain twelve pounds each, then lose it together by getting really into CrossFit and protein powder.

Sunlight spills into the kitchen and everything is glowing.

When the coffee is ready, Susan takes a mug over to the couch where she sips it while scrolling through Twitter. She considers taking a mug to Eliza, but wants to let her sleep. She doesn’t have to leave for work for a couple of hours, but she can’t help checking the accounts she oversees.

Her phone vibrates. She answers quickly, hoping the buzzing didn’t wake Eliza.

“Oh my god,” Katie says. She’s already in her work clothes and a full face of makeup, and it looks like she’s in a taxi. “Tell me everything.”

Susan laughs and rubs her eyes. Mascara smears around her face. “So,” she whispers, unable to hide the smile that’s tugging the corners of her mouth.

The door to the bedroom opens and Eliza emerges.

“Hey,” Susan says, looking up.

“Oh my god,” Katie says again. “Is that her? Is she still there?”

Eliza is standing in the doorway, smiling. “Tell me that’s Katie,” she says.

“Eliza!” Katie shouts. “Susan, put her on.”

“We just woke up,” Susan protests. “Not everyone gets to work at, like, dawn.”

“Bitch, put her on!”

Eliza, who is wearing just her T-shirt from last night, comes to the couch and sits down next to Susan, resting her head on her shoulder so that her face is in the range of the camera.

“Holy shit,” Katie says. “Eliza, you look fucking amazing.”

“There is no way that’s true,” Eliza says.

It is, actually. Despite the messy traces of makeup still clinging to her skin, she looks perfect. Susan fights the urge to press her nose into Eliza’s cheek and huff it.

“Hey,” Eliza says, “I heard you’re getting married this weekend. Congratulations.”

“Oh, thanks,” Katie says. “It’s not really a big deal. It’s overdue, actually.”

“Come on,” Susan says. “It’s a huge deal. I’m so excited. I can’t believe you’re going to be someone’s wife.”

“Please. I’ve been someone’s wife for a long time.” And then her eyes light up. “Oh my god, Eliza, you should come.”

“What?” Eliza laughs. “Uh, thank you, but that’s okay. I don’t need to crash your wedding.”

If Katie notices Susan squirming, she doesn’t react. Instead, she presses: “No, seriously. Susan has a plus-one and isn’t bringing anyone. As far as I know. Are you, Suze?”

Susan shakes her head. “I am just going to be on call for you.”

“Nope,” Katie says. “Unacceptable. I need you to have a good time, not be my servant. Eliza, you’re coming, okay? I’ll have a seat for you, so you better show up.”

“Oh, jeez,” Eliza says, but she’s smiling. “Okay. Cool. See you this weekend, I guess.”

Susan says to the phone, “We’re going to talk about this later.”

“You’re welcome!” Katie blows a kiss and hangs up.

“I don’t have to come if you don’t want me to,” Eliza says, lifting her head off Susan’s shoulder.

“Are you kidding?” Susan says. “I really, really want you to. I just don’t know why you would want to.”

“I like weddings,” she says. “And also, I like you.”

“Well then, I guess we’re going to Katie’s wedding together,” Susan says, trying to control the surge of dopamine that’s threatening to take control of her body and make her dance like a happy puppet. “Do you want coffee?”

“I would literally do anything for a cup of coffee. Though I also have to start getting ready for work.”

“Me too,” Susan says, rising from the couch and pouring her a steaming mug.

“Do you mind if I shower? Not that I mind smelling like your pussy, but, you know. Work.”

Susan is overcome with desire. “Only if I can join you,” she says.



“How should we get there?” Eliza says as they get dressed together. “I mean, to the wedding.”

Susan’s hair is wet and dripping on the floor, her shoulders still pink from the orgasm she had as she clutched the shower curtain, trying not to fall over, while Eliza knelt in front of her.

“I’ll drive us,” Susan says, picking out a loose dress from her closet. Her body feels too raw for anything that would dig into her skin. “Oh, do you need to borrow anything for today? Like to wear?”

“Underwear would be amazing,” Eliza says. “Wait, do you still have the same car?”

Susan nods. “The Volvo has lived with my parents since Sandy. I’ll go get her Friday morning and then drive back to the city to swoop you up.”

“Dreamy,” Eliza says.

Susan digs around in her dresser for a pair of underwear that doesn’t have holes or period stains and tosses it to Eliza.

“Cute,” Eliza says, pulling it on. It’s a little big. “Now it’s like you’ll be with me all day.”

They walk to the G together, holding hands. Birds are chirping and lines are starting to form at the coffee shops. The sky is the clearest blue.

“Which way do you take it?” Susan says, at the top of the subway stairs.

“I’m going to walk,” Eliza says. “The office is that way.” She points toward Bushwick. “I just wanted to stay with you for as long as possible.”

Eliza puts an arm around Susan’s waist and pulls her in. They’re still kissing as a horde of people rushes up the stairs, and now they’re getting jostled and pushed apart.

Eliza laughs, already getting carried away in the crowd. “See you Friday,” she shouts, and then disappears.



Susan almost forgets about lunch until Heather texts her with a place and time.

She takes an Uber into the city. There are flowers everywhere: overflowing boxes on the windowsills with violets and pansies, purple and pink and blue petals, like someone is throwing a parade to celebrate Susan and Eliza’s budding love. It doesn’t occur to Susan that the flowers are fake, just decoration and not natural blooms. She’s so high on hormones she’s forgotten it’s winter.

“We’re here,” the driver says, interrupting her reverie.

“Thank you!” she chirps, and then accidentally shuts the car door too hard behind her. “Sorry!”

Heather is waiting for Susan outside the entrance to a restaurant in the West Village. She takes her sunglasses off as Susan approaches. She’s wearing a herringbone overcoat, wide-legged black trousers, loafers, and a loose white button-down. She grew her hair out this past year and now it swings just below her shoulders, the perfect lob. She’s always so deeply chic.

“I’m so happy to see you,” Susan says, and pulls Heather into a hug. “Two days without you is too many.”

For a moment, Heather sags into Susan’s arms.

“Are you okay?” Susan asks.

Heather pulls away. “Let’s just go inside,” she says.

The restaurant is decorated to look like a French bistro and is almost at capacity with a well-dressed lunch break crowd. Heather fits in here, with her tailored clothes and perfect red nails, but she looks nervous and a little puffy, like she hasn’t slept well in days. Once they’re seated, Susan asks, “So how are you? Why did you leave me?”

“Oh, you know,” Heather says, brushing the questions off again. “Actually, let’s order, and then catch up.”

They both order salads. Susan gets a latte; she’s so tired from her night out with Eliza that it almost feels like she’s dreaming. “Can you throw an extra espresso shot in that? Or two?”

When the waiter leaves, Heather says, “Okay, so, there’s no easy way to say this, so I’ll just tell you: I think it’s time to take down Ben.”

Susan chokes on her water. “Excuse me?”

Heather’s left eye is twitching. “So here’s what happened. At that party the other night? He pushed me against the wall and licked my fucking neck.”

Susan’s heart stops. “He what?”

“Yeah. I thought I’d aged out of being at risk for a Ben assault but as it turns out I’m still fair game.”

“And then what happened?”

“I told him I was going to make a complaint, and he told me not to bother, because I no longer work for him.”

“Oh my god” is all Susan can muster, though she doesn’t know why she’s shocked. It doesn’t take that big of a leap to picture this.

“So, as you might know, it’s illegal to fire someone who wants to report you for sexual harassment. It’s retaliation. He’s done it to other women. You know how he speaks to you. I think if we can all come together, we really have a shot at this.”

“A shot at what exactly?”

“Taking it to the press,” Heather says.

Their food comes, but Susan can’t eat. Around them, in the natural light spilling in from huge windows, people are eating burgers, chicken salads, eggs and toast; some are even drinking white wine. It’s a lively vibe for a lunch hour, the kind of place she’d enjoy if she wasn’t having such a stressful conversation. “You know I love you and support you completely. But taking it to the press is honestly terrifying. What if nothing changes? I mean, everyone besides us just acts like this is all normal. He could just fire me, too, and then what would we have accomplished?”

Susan is often a victim of Ben’s verbal abuse, but she also feels complicit; she’s never really told him to stop. Plus, without Ben, there’s no Rider, and Rider is her whole personality. She can’t imagine a way to hold him accountable that doesn’t upend her life.

“Oh, god, they’ve broken you,” Heather says. “It’s not normal or casual, Susan. How often does Ben ask about your sex life?”

“You know the answer,” Susan says, looking down at the blue cheese on her arugula salad. “Often.”

“He’s not supposed to do that,” Heather says. “And he wasn’t supposed to do it to me, either.”

“I know, I know.” She can smell her own nervous sweat.

“Look,” Heather says. “If he fires you, you can come work with me. I’m probably taking a job at an agency. Agency life is much better, anyway. I bet I could double your salary.”

Susan fidgets with her lower lip, which is still a little swollen from so much kissing. She has never considered working at a creative agency. She likes the clout of the music industry, the free concerts and the VIP lists and the early access to music and the casual friendships with bands she loves. She doesn’t really mind the low pay; she’s so used to living paycheck to paycheck that she hasn’t bothered to want anything else.

“How come you’re not asking Drew for help? He knows what Ben does just as well as I do.”

“Obviously because he’s not the target of it,” Heather says, her rising voice revealing how little patience she has left for Susan’s hemming and hawing. “He’s just a bystander who, frankly, should speak out without being asked.”

Susan has always had a soft spot for Drew, with his good taste in indie rock and his golden retriever enthusiasm, but she knows Heather is right. Drew, as a man, is someone Ben actually listens to. He hasn’t used this power for good. Instead, he’s steadily climbed the corporate ladder, never making waves.

“Okay. Walk me through it. How would we take him down?” Susan asks.

“There’s a reporter at The Cut who wants to do a story,” Heather says. “As I’m sure you can imagine, he’s had this reputation for years, but no one’s really said anything publicly. Times are changing, though. You can’t get away with being a sexist pig anymore.”

“So you want me to talk to the reporter.”

Heather nods. “I already talked to her, but she says she needs more stories to make it a full piece.”

Susan isn’t proud of her hesitation—she wishes she could just join Heather’s cause and not think twice—but it’s more complicated than that. “He made me a manager this year,” she says, ashamed of how meek she sounds.

Heather shakes her head, her jet-black hair bouncing. A piece of it briefly sticks to her berry-colored lip gloss. “You realize it shouldn’t have taken him this long to give you that job, right? You’re the one who established Rider’s social media presence in the first place.”

“Maybe,” Susan says. “I know he’s awful. But I also feel like my entire career is thanks to him.”

Heather looks disappointed. “Your entire career is thanks to you and your hard work. Your talent.”

“I hear you,” Susan says. “But still. Shouldn’t I make a formal complaint before going to the press?”

Heather says, “You could make your complaint and see where it goes.”

“And if it explodes in my face?”

“Then you know where to find me.”



In the Uber ride back to the office, Susan calls Katie.

“Should I blow up Ben’s life?” she says.

“Probably,” Katie says. Susan can hear the sound of Katie’s heels on the sidewalk. “That man sucks.”

“I know,” Susan says. “But I’m afraid I’ll lose my job.”

The Uber is stuck in traffic at Delancey waiting to get on the Williamsburg Bridge. Susan looks out the window at all the people walking by. They will probably cross the bridge on foot faster than her in this car, which is not actually motivation for her to get out. She watches them pass.

“Who fucking cares,” says Katie. “You’ll get a new job. It’s about time you do that anyway, no?”

“I guess,” she says, though it’s unfathomable.

Katie doesn’t understand Susan’s relationship to remaining employed. If Katie lost her job, her parents would just help her out until she found a new one. If Susan can’t make money, she’s shit out of luck, as her mother would say.

“I can tell you don’t think I understand,” Katie says, reading her mind. “But I do. It’s hard out here in corporate America. I know things are wild and weird over in indie music, but finance bros are something else. The one thing I’ve learned is if you don’t say something, it’ll just get worse. Nip that shit in the bud, girl.”

“How come you never complain to me about it?”

“I don’t have time.” Katie laughs.

After they hang up, Susan calls Jonny.

“Two things,” she says. “One, I went on a date, and I think she’s the one. Two, Ben fired Heather and she wants me to help take him down in the press. Which do you want first?”

Finally, they’re on the bridge. She looks out over the water at Manhattan, a view that always makes her feel like she belongs.

Jonny laughs, and then, in an uncanny impression of Susan’s voice, says, “Hi, Jonny, how are you? How’s work, how’s your family?”

“Sorry, sorry!” She groans. “I’m the worst. How are you?”

“I’m kidding,” he says. “I love when you call to tell me things. Tell me everything about both.”

She does, sparing no detail.

“This is a huge day,” he says. “I really feel like you are stepping into your power as a boss-ass, gay-ass bitch.”

“Me, too,” she says.

“And don’t be afraid of calling Ben out. There are a thousand people who will join in. Me included.”

“Okay,” she says, at last accepting that no matter how complicated it might be for her professionally, she’ll help Heather. She has to.

When she gets off the phone, she takes a photo of the skyline and the sparkling blue river. Some things never get old.



On Friday morning, Susan is running late to pick up Eliza for the drive upstate to Katie’s wedding.

It’s her own fault for sleeping in, but the truth is she couldn’t have gotten out of bed any earlier if she’d tried. The past few days have burned her out, and she’s feeling a little manic; between the intensity of her date with Eliza and then the overwhelming and terrifying ask from Heather and then spending all week covering for Heather at work, she’s not sure which end is up.

When she finally gets to Jackson Heights, she’s so stressed about the time that she’s worried she might start to cry. It’s past noon, which means they’re going to get cursed by the dreaded Friday afternoon weekend traffic; everybody fleeing the city for greener—or, in this case, snowier—pastures. But then Eliza appears, looking perfectly road trip ready in black sweatpants and a cropped puffer jacket, two coffees in hand, and Susan forgets to be upset. Instead, all she can think about is when they can get back in bed.

“Hi.” Eliza smiles, sliding into the passenger seat. “Wow, this fucking car. It really takes me back.”

“Welcome to 2005,” Susan says.

Eliza leans over and kisses her on the mouth.

“Okay, well, not literally 2005.” Susan laughs, goofy with the ridiculous joy of all this, of Eliza here with her. “If only.”

“If I’d kissed you then, I probably wouldn’t be kissing you now,” Eliza points out, buckling her seat belt and putting on the same enormous round sunglasses she was wearing in her Tinder photo.

“I never thought of it like that,” Susan says. She rests her hand on Eliza’s thigh as she merges back into traffic. “You look like a ’90s grunge goddess, with your shaved head and those sunglasses,” Susan observes, glancing at her. “Like Sinéad O’Connor.”

“I’ll take that,” Eliza says. “Though I feel like Sinéad is too punk for Chanel.”

“Chanel!” Susan repeats. “So you paid like eight hundred dollars for shades.”

“You can take the girl out of Long Island,” Eliza says, and they both laugh.

“Tell me about your week,” Susan says.

Eliza describes the commercial she produced, the long hours on set, the demanding client, and the expensive talent. The budget spreadsheets, the catering, the coordinating.

“Do you like it? All that pressure?”

“I love it,” Eliza says. “I like being in charge.”

“What do you usually do after work?”

“I collapse in bed. I’m useless after a twelve-hour day.”

“I get that,” Susan says. “I used to always go to shows during the week, but now I’m, like, tired.”

Susan merges onto the highway, being a little extra careful to check her mirrors as she does. She has precious cargo with her.

“Are we old?” Eliza asks.

“I’m old,” Susan says. “You’re still a spring chicken.”

“I’m one year younger than you!”

“There’s a big difference between twenty-six and twenty-seven,” Susan says.

“I can’t tell if you’re kidding or not.” Eliza laughs, and then she takes Susan’s hand and gives it a squeeze.

“I’m kidding.” Susan grins, momentarily taking her eyes off the road to look at Eliza, who is smiling and looking out the window.

It’s a gorgeous day, the sky so bright and blue she’s squinting behind her sunglasses. Susan says, “Do you mind if I put my road trip playlist on?”

Eliza says, “You must.”

Susan hits play and the first chords of a song by the New Pornographers fills the car.

“Miss Goldstein.” Eliza gasps. “Please don’t tell me you have the exact same taste in music that you did in high school.”

“It’s not my fault that music peaked in the years 2002 through 2006,” Susan says. “Hey, can you look at the GPS and tell me how much longer we have?”

“Four hours,” Eliza says. “What time is the dinner?”

“Six,” Susan says. “Fuck. Katie’s going to fucking kill me.”

“She can’t blame you for traffic.”

“No, but she can blame me for being a bad planner and leaving so late.”

They slow to a stop, the traffic stretching out as far as she can see. Susan rests her head on the steering wheel.

“Maybe this isn’t the right thing to say, but I’d be a little relieved if we missed the dinner,” Eliza says. “I don’t really want to have to share you with anyone.”

Susan lifts her head and smiles. “Well, it’s not the wrong thing to say,” she says. Then there’s another silence, so Susan racks her brain for questions, coming back to the image of Eliza she saw on Tinder and all the clues within it. “Oh, I’ve been meaning to ask,” she says. “Do you smoke?”

“What?”

“Cigarettes? Do you smoke them. There was a pack of American Spirits in your Tinder photo.”

“Okay, Special Agent Susan,” Eliza says. “I used to. Do you?”

“No. I was always too afraid I’d get addicted.”

They’re quiet again. Susan worries that it’s awkward between them, that she’s not entertaining enough to keep Eliza’s attention.

“When did you come out?” Susan asks.

“I’m not sure I ever really did,” Eliza says. “As soon as I was on my own, I was dating girls. I didn’t really have anyone to tell.”

“Not your parents?”

“We don’t really have that kind of relationship.”

Susan waits for her to elaborate, but she doesn’t.

“Sorry, it’s the world’s most anticlimactic coming-out story. How about you?”

“Oh, I came out like three days after I met you,” Susan says. And then she brings a hand to her mouth. “Fuck. I didn’t mean to say that. Too much?”

Eliza grins. “No, I’m honored. Really.”

Susan glances at the GPS. Every time she looks at it, their ETA gets later and later.

“I just had never met anyone who, like…” Susan searches for the words, wanting desperately to look at Eliza but needing to keep her eyes on the road. “I don’t know. We flirted, didn’t we?” Her heart catches in her throat, wondering if she’s taking it too far.

But Eliza replies, “I mean, I was trying to flirt with you. You were really awkward about it.”

Susan laughs. “I’m sorry. I was terrified.” She can breathe normally again, now that it’s been confirmed. “It was a big turning point for me. Like, I knew gay girls existed, but I didn’t realize that hot gay girls existed. Or that hot gay girls might be into me. I told Katie pretty immediately. I was like, You’ll never believe this, but I think I’m actually a lesbian. She was like, Oh, no, I definitely believe it.” Susan laughs at the memory. “She was also totally supportive. I made her keep it a secret until we went to college, though. I wanted to just get through senior year with my head down. Not make myself a target.”

“I get that,” Eliza says. “We didn’t grow up in the most welcoming place.”

“Crazy, right? An hour from NYC but, like, twenty-five years in the past. I didn’t know any queer people until I left.”

“That you knew of,” Eliza points out. “What did your parents say?”

“They were surprisingly chill. Like, not surprised or mad. They were just like, We love you no matter what, and that was that.”

“That’s so nice,” Eliza says.

“Yeah. But they also didn’t want to hear about it beyond that. We haven’t talked about it since. They’ve never met anyone I’ve dated. Not that I’ve really dated anyone seriously enough to take them home. I don’t know. Sorry. Now I’m rambling.”

“You don’t have anything to be sorry for,” Eliza says.

Still, Susan worries she’s shared too much too soon. She feels vulnerable, telling Eliza how much she meant to her, about her dynamic with her parents. They’re quiet again. The traffic seems to extend out in all directions.

“So, uh,” says Eliza, breaking through the silence and changing the subject. “How’s work?”

“Actually something happened yesterday,” Susan says. “My coworker—or I guess she got fired, so my former coworker—wants me to help her take down my boss.”

“Oh yeah? What did he do?”

“You mean other than sexually harassing every woman who has ever worked for him?”

“Ah,” Eliza says. “I’m familiar with the type.”

“I’m worried because I really like my job and I’m afraid of losing it. But I know something has to change. We can’t go on like this.”

“I get it,” Eliza says. “And I mean, not to sound like the problem, but if it’s just sexual harassment and not, like, assault? At a certain point, I feel like you just have to accept that men are problematic and get through it. It’s what we all have to do. You don’t want to get a reputation for ruining men’s lives. Especially not a man who has presumably helped your career.”

Susan changes lanes, eyeing Eliza quickly as she checks her blind spot. She’s looking out the window, turned away.

Susan’s stomach twists. “That is not what I was expecting you to say,” she says.

Eliza sighs dramatically. “Sorry if that’s not what you wanted to hear. Okay, let’s say you help take him down. What’s the worst that can happen? You get fired? He hates you and never speaks to you again? You get another, better, job and move on with your life?”

“I’ve already made up my mind about it,” Susan says, trying hard to ignore how patronizing Eliza sounds. “It’s just a matter of when I help her, not if.”

Still, she can’t unhear Eliza’s first point: If Susan speaks out, she’ll be the whistleblower, forever known as the girl who took down the boss. It’ll overshadow everything else. It might hold her back. She’s fought so hard to get to where she is.

But not saying anything would be betraying Heather, and that might be worse.



They do miss the dinner, in the end, but Katie seems too busy to be mad, and Susan takes them straight to their Airbnb, a studio above someone’s garage, up in the mountains. The window looks out over a frozen pond.

“This is nice,” Eliza says, putting her bag down and lying on the bed. “Is there anything you need to do tonight?”

“Nothing we didn’t already miss,” Susan says.

“Then do you want to come over here, or what?” Eliza says, and Susan does.

Eliza pulls Susan by the collar of her T-shirt down to the bed, wrapping her legs around her hips, and Susan presses herself into Eliza as their mouths collide. Eliza tastes like coffee and she smells like Santal 33, that same Le Labo perfume she wore on their first date. Susan wonders if she’ll ever smell it without thinking of Eliza again. Susan’s hair hangs down, making a dark cave around their faces, their mouths.

Eliza lifts Susan’s T-shirt off, unbuttons her jeans. Susan removes her socks with her feet and then yanks Eliza’s sweatpants off, tossing them to the ground. Eliza takes her own tank top off. Susan kisses her neck, her shoulder, her stomach.

Eliza stays on her back, which means Susan holds herself up in a one-armed plank until her shoulder is weak and trembling. She doesn’t mind. She likes feeling in control, especially now, when she’s so nervous. This is the third time they’ve had sex and Susan still can’t believe it’s happening, can’t believe Eliza wants to be kissed and touched and held by her. Eliza’s specific desire for her makes her feel like she’s floating, hallucinating. She doesn’t quite trust it, but even so, she can feel it with her hand, Eliza’s body insisting that it’s not only real but urgent.

A wet spot is growing underneath them. She can feel it on her legs. She briefly wonders if she’s going to get charged an extra cleaning fee, but before she can worry about it too much she’s already lost again in Eliza, as they’re both getting sweatier and hungrier for the moment when the intensity can’t possibly build any further, and then it explodes, too soon but also at the exact right moment.

“Fuck,” Eliza says, when she can catch her breath.

“Right?” says Susan, and then they both begin laughing, infectious giggles so intoxicating that Susan feels high on the smell of Eliza’s skin.

There’s a leftover pulsing between Susan’s legs like her whole body is smiling.



In the morning, Susan’s left shoulder aches, but it feels good, like pain she earned.

Lying in bed together, Eliza massages it absentmindedly. “Top shoulder.” She smiles.

“You know, I’m not usually the top,” Susan admits.

“I’ve always found that topping and bottoming are situational,” Eliza replies.

“That’s a good point.”

“But,” Eliza adds, “I’d be happy to top you if that would make you more comfortable.”

“I won’t say no,” Susan says, as her cheeks flame the color of a raspberry. “But the truth is I’m thrilled either way. However you want me.”

“Wow, maybe you are a bottom,” Eliza teases.

They stay in bed to drink coffee, watching the sunlight filter through a white curtain. They’re both naked but for their underwear. Eliza’s is a small black triangle over what appears to be a freshly waxed bikini line. Susan’s is somewhere in between high-waisted and granny panty, and she’s never waxed a thing in her life. She’s too happy to feel self-conscious about it. And anyway, Eliza doesn’t seem to mind.

“Should we start getting ready?” Eliza says.

“Sure. You shower first. I’m going to try to get ahold of Katie and see if she needs anything.”

But while Eliza showers, Katie doesn’t answer her phone. Susan calls once, twice, three times, then texts: “Just checking in!” How could the friend she once had milkshakes with to celebrate her first orgasm not want to talk on her wedding day? Susan has a sinking feeling that she tries to ignore. Katie’s not having a bridal party—she said it wasn’t worth hurting anyone’s feelings by excluding them. Instead, they kept it simple and just family; Greg, Katie’s twin brother, is Jake’s best man, and Jake’s sister, Jenny, is Katie’s maid of honor. So Susan isn’t sure what Katie’s morning is like. She’s probably just busy getting her hair and makeup done, or whatever it is brides do on the day they get married.



The wedding is in a barn in the middle of a large field, surrounded by dead grass and mud and a few patches of snow here and there, blinding white puzzle pieces.

Susan and Eliza have accidentally worn matching outfits again, silk button-downs and wide-legged black trousers, though Susan’s shirt is green and Eliza’s is light blue, and Eliza is wearing boyish loafers while Susan wears high-heeled boots. They laughed about it briefly as they got dressed, buttoning up their shirts like mirror images of each other, but this time it was less of a surprise.

Susan’s heels sink into the wet grass as they enter the barn. Inside, it’s warmed with heat lamps and decorated with string lights and mason jars with white flowers and handwritten chalkboard signs that say KATIE & JAKE, FEBRUARY 21, 2015. Susan and Eliza quietly take their seats in the middle, watching the space fill up. Susan waves to Katie’s family members in the first row. Katie’s mom blows her a kiss.

“I’m nervous for her,” Susan says.

Eliza laughs. “Aw, Susan, why?”

“I don’t know. It’s just a big deal.”

“It’s going to be great,” Eliza reassures her.

“I wish she’d picked up her phone this morning. It feels so weird that she’s doing this without talking to me today.”

“I get it,” Eliza says.

On the other side of the barn, Susan spots Kyle, who is still friends with Jake after all these years. He looks handsome as ever, which is annoying. Even his suit seems somehow cooler than what the other male guests are wearing, and he’s not even slightly balding. He’s laughing at something one of Katie’s younger, beautiful cousins has said. Their eyes meet and he flashes her a crooked grin. She says a silent prayer that she won’t have to talk to him, nodding coolly in his direction before turning back to Eliza, who doesn’t seem to notice him at all.

Before Susan can point him out, everyone rises to their feet. Music starts playing from a speaker.

Jenny and Greg walk down the aisle first, arm in arm. Greg looks thicker than the last time Susan saw him, his white button-down barely containing his middle. He looks great—happy and grown. Jenny, too, looks beautiful, her shiny black hair pinned up in a braid crown.

There’s a collective gasp from the guests as Katie appears.

She walks down the aisle in a sleek white dress that’s hardly a wedding gown and more like a red-carpet statement, deeply out of place for this rustic setting, but she looks so good that it doesn’t matter. Katie winks at Susan as she passes her.

As she walks by the front row, Susan hears her whisper, “Mom, stop crying.”

Susan laughs. Katie will always be Katie, and she loves her for it.

The ceremony is kept short and sweet, incorporating nods to traditions from Katie’s Jewish family and Jake’s Korean one, officiated by a stranger from the internet. Susan knows Katie would roll her eyes but she cries anyway, standing to clap and cheer when Katie and Jake kiss.

“Is my mascara all over my face?” she asks Eliza.

“A little,” Eliza says, and wipes Susan’s cheek gently with her thumb.

When it’s time for the cocktail hour, they each get a glass of champagne and stand together off to the side of the barn, waiting for Katie to have time to see them. A few relatives begin dancing, though it’s not really time for that yet.

“That could be us,” Eliza says.

“Getting married?” Susan asks, eyes wide with wonder.

“Dancing,” Eliza says, giving her a funny look.

Susan has never been more mortified. She can’t believe she came on so strong. It’s like she’s never dated before.

Then she hears a man’s voice. “Hey, Tegan and Sara!” It’s Greg, walking toward them.

Eliza turns to Susan. “Am I Tegan or Sara?”

Susan shakes her head. “I’m both.”

Eliza laughs. “Oh,” she says. “Because that makes sense.”

“Hi, Greg.” Susan hugs him. “It’s so good to see you.”

He pulls away and sizes Eliza up, good-natured but protective. “I hope you know how to treat our oldest friend,” he says.

Eliza looks like she doesn’t mind being challenged. She stands up a little straighter. “Don’t you worry,” she says. “Susan is in very good hands.” She winks.

Susan blushes at the mention of Eliza’s hands.

“Wait,” Greg says. “Do I know you? Where did you go to high school?”

Before Eliza can answer, someone is pulling Greg away, and Susan is glad. They don’t need Greg remembering where he knows Eliza from.

Katie and Jake are walking toward them now. “Oh my god,” Katie is screaming. “Look at you guys.”

Susan laughs and wraps her arms around Katie. “Don’t mess up my makeup,” Katie says.

“Whatever,” Susan says. “You’re fine.”

“You look beautiful, Katie,” Eliza says. “Congratulations.”

“You look beautiful,” Katie shrieks.

Jake is nodding. “You do look great, Eliza. I like the shaved head.”

“Thanks,” she says, rubbing a hand over it. “I’m really happy for you guys.”

Jake and Katie leave to greet other guests, and Susan kisses Eliza on the cheek. “You do look beautiful,” she says.

Eliza grins at her. They’re holding hands. “You do, too,” Eliza says. “I’m with the hottest girl at the wedding.”

I love you, I love you, I love you, Susan’s thoughts whirl. She knows it’s an insane thing to think at this point, but she can’t help it. It’s all she can do to keep the words locked in her mouth. She wonders how long she has to wait to tell her. One month? Three? Six? What’s a normal amount of time when you’ve found the person you can see yourself spending your whole life with? I love you, I love you, I love you.

Instead of saying it out loud, she asks, “So will you dance with me later?”

“Are you going to mansplain music to me like you did at the What-What show?”

“Oh my god!” Susan laughs. She can’t believe Eliza remembers that. “First of all, I was helping you. And besides, it was not mansplaining. I’m not a man.”

“It was … ma’amsplaining,” Eliza says.

They’re still laughing when Susan notices someone standing beside them, waiting for them to notice. It’s Kyle.

“Hey, you two,” he says.

Up close, his face looks more chiseled than it used to; any softness left over from adolescence is long gone, replaced with a sharp jawline. His hair is still in that same swoop across his forehead as though emo never died.

“Oh, hey,” Susan says.

He looks at Eliza. “I guess this means you’re not homeless anymore.”

“Excuse me?” Eliza says.

Susan holds her breath. This comment might be her fault. Five years ago, Susan remembers, she may have told Katie that Eliza looked homeless on the subway. Had Katie told Jake? Had Jake told Kyle? Was this the consequence of a poisonous grapevine, a game of telephone she’d accidentally initiated by confiding in Katie? She shouldn’t have been so careless in sharing her snap judgments.

Kyle gestures to their clasped hands and says, “You know, this doesn’t surprise me one bit.”

“What doesn’t?” Susan says, but she has a sinking feeling in her stomach, and she already knows what’s going to come out of his mouth next.

“The two of you together,” he says, shaking his head in feigned amazement. “I should have known you were both dykes.”

Dykes. The word hits like a gut punch, though Susan often uses it herself. Kyle’s homophobia is akin to the kind of hipster racism that white people their age often think they can get away with: ironic, like it’s just a joke.

“Not everyone who doesn’t want to fuck you is a dyke,” Susan snaps. “But I guess you were right.”

He laughs.

Eliza starts squeezing Susan’s hand a little too tight.

“There’s just one thing I don’t get,” he says.

Susan braces herself.

“Which one of you is the man? I had imagined it would be you, Goldstein, but, Klein, you’re looking pretty butch.”

Again, that horrible sense of irony. As though if someone were to call him out, he could insist he was kidding, in on the humor. Like being familiar with the idea that there are different kinds of lesbians gives him license to weaponize it.

“Neither one of us is the man,” Susan says. “That’s the whole point, you absolute fucking asswipe.” She’s not sure where asswipe came from, but she’s thankful for its accuracy.

This seems to tickle him further, and he laughs again. “Well, see you around,” he says, and walks away.

“Oh my god, I hate him,” Susan says, her voice shaking with rage. “I can’t believe he said that.”

Eliza’s face suddenly looks different, closed off, drawn inward. She drops Susan’s hand, finishes her champagne in one sip, and slams the glass down on a cocktail table so hard, Susan is surprised it doesn’t shatter.

“Are you okay?” Susan asks.

Instead of answering, Eliza says, “Want to go make out in the bathroom?”

“Right now?” Susan asks, confused.

“Right now.”

Susan follows Eliza to the elevated porta-potties Katie has rented for the evening. But in the single-occupancy bathroom, which smells like bleach and piss and some sort of Glade plug-in chemical sea breeze, the music and conversation from the party muffled through the door, they don’t make out at all.

Instead, Eliza says, “I think I’ll feel better if you just fuck me.”

Dutifully, Susan unbuckles Eliza’s belt and unzips her pants, which fall to the floor. Eliza turns around so they’re both facing the mirror and leans back into her. Susan wraps her arms around Eliza, kisses her neck, runs her hands over her chest.

Eliza watches Susan in the mirror as she brings Susan’s hand into her underwear. She tilts her head back onto Susan’s shoulder.

“Are you sure?” Susan asks, her fingers colliding with dry skin.

“Yes,” Eliza says.

Susan traces nervous circles around Eliza’s clit, trying not to go too fast too soon. She’s not sure how to touch someone who doesn’t seem to be aroused.

“Just press on it for a second,” Eliza says, sounding annoyed.

Susan holds her fingers firmly and kisses Eliza’s neck, ignoring her tone. The wetness comes, finally, hot and slick, a relief. Eliza does want this; she probably just also had too much to drink.

“Okay, now go,” Eliza says, and Susan resumes.

There is something almost unbearably hot about having felt the exact moment Eliza became wet, and Susan has to stop herself from humping Eliza’s back like a dog. She’s ashamed of how desperately attracted she is to Eliza, like she’s back in high school and her desires are dirty, need to be kept secret. The shame is even more of a turn-on. She wonders, not for the first time, what is wrong with her.

“Shit,” Eliza says, too loudly. “Fuck. That feels so good. Don’t stop. Don’t you dare stop.”

“Be quiet,” Susan says, worried the party guests will hear.

Eliza keeps moaning, as if in defiance of her request, so Susan puts her free hand over Eliza’s mouth. Eliza bites the fleshy part of Susan’s thumb, at first gently and then harder, too hard. Susan tries to pull away, but Eliza won’t let her, holding Susan’s skin pinched between her front teeth. Minutes pass like this, though how many, Susan can’t be sure. The pain is making it hard to measure time.

As Eliza starts to come, she digs her teeth in harder and harder and harder. The pain is almost blinding now, but Susan doesn’t ask her to stop, doesn’t even say ow. She keeps telling herself it’ll be over soon. The more Eliza convulses against her, the deeper her teeth go into Susan’s flesh.

Tears prickle in her eyes. Don’t cry, she tells herself. Don’t even think about it.

Finally, Eliza releases her.

Susan examines the bite while Eliza steadies herself on the edge of the sink, panting.

Beads of blood are appearing around a set of teeth marks, a yellow bruise already blooming behind it.

Eliza, still out of breath, turns around and inspects it. “I can’t believe you let me do that. Why didn’t you tell me I was hurting you?”

“I didn’t want to ruin your orgasm,” Susan says. She wonders if she needs a tetanus shot.

“I didn’t need to wound you to get off.” Eliza pulls away from her and yanks her pants up. She sounds angry—confusing, considering Susan is the one bleeding.

“Then why did you?”

“I wasn’t really thinking,” Eliza says, buckling her belt. “I guess I haven’t been thinking since the moment we matched.”

“What does that mean?” Susan says. Her hand is throbbing now.

“Nothing,” Eliza says. “You should wash your hands. I’ll meet you back out there.”

Susan’s hands are shaking as she scrubs the bite marks with soap that smells like roses.

“Get a grip,” she whispers to her reflection.

The girl in the mirror just stares back, disheveled and bewildered.



Night falls. Katie and Jake’s families slur their way through speeches, and then the dance floor fills with drunk relatives bumping into the stressed-out caterers as they hold hands and spin around.

Susan’s thumb feels like it’s been set on fire. She wants to amputate it.

She gets two flutes of champagne and brings them back to their seats, but Eliza has left the table.

Susan finds her in the doorway, looking out into the cold night. Clouds are coming in, blocking the stars that have only just started flickering into view.

Susan gives Eliza the drink, and Eliza takes it without looking at her.

The wind is picking up more now, and the air feels heavy. Snow begins falling in soft, silent clusters.

“Did I do something wrong?” Susan asks.

Finally, Eliza turns to her. “No,” she says. “I’m sorry. I think I’m just tired.”

Susan doesn’t believe her. It’s like Eliza has closed a door in Susan’s face. Eliza has become as cold as the snow.

“How often do you see him?” Eliza asks. “Kyle.”

“Never. I avoid him. But, I mean, he’s around,” she says. “He’s still Jake’s best friend.”

A large snowflake lands on Susan’s cheek and she brushes it away.

“Can we leave?” Eliza says.

“Leave? Katie would kill me,” she says, but as she says it, she looks over at Katie, who seems too drunk to notice anyone but Jake; their arms are wrapped around each other and Katie’s face is buried completely in Jake’s neck, his hair falling over hers. Katie won’t notice.

“I can call a cab,” Eliza says.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Susan says, destroyed by the idea of Eliza leaving without her. “I’ll drive us.”

They walk quickly to the car, and Susan drives as carefully as possible through the terrifying darkness of the winding country roads while snow falls all around them. It’s not necessarily a dangerous storm, but she’s definitely too buzzed to be driving. It feels like a miracle when they get back to the Airbnb unscathed.

Eliza strips her clothes off and lies down on the sofa. Susan sits on the edge of it, wanting to talk more about what has changed between them, but she’s not sure what to say. Instead, she busies herself by looking around at the Airbnb’s decor, the white shag rug and the wooden mid-century modern furniture, wondering about the people who live below and what their lives must be like, out here in the country. She imagines that it’s peaceful. Not anything like her life in Brooklyn. She would bet they’re in love, that they never question their love for each other. That they can talk about anything.

When Susan turns to look back at her, Eliza has fallen asleep.

Susan lays a blanket over her and then finds a first aid kit in the bathroom. She disinfects the bite, swearing under her breath as the hydrogen peroxide bubbles. She wraps her hand in gauze and gets into bed alone.



Susan is pulled from a heavy slumber by the sound of her phone vibrating on the nightstand. For a few seconds she doesn’t know where she is, and her eyes have a hard time adjusting. Her hand is throbbing. The phone keeps vibrating. She sees Eliza sprawled out on the couch, holding a cushion over her face.

She reaches for the phone.

“Yeah?” Her voice comes out hoarse and strained.

She had way too much to drink and not enough water, dinner, or sleep. A deadly combination. She knows she’s on borrowed time until she starts throwing up.

“Sorry to wake you. This is your Airbnb host,” a woman’s voice says. “The Volvo station wagon in front of the house. That’s yours, right?”

“Yeah?” she says again. Oh no, she thinks.

“You’re going to want to come look at it,” the voice says.

Susan hangs up and ventures outside, where the sky is bright blue and cloudless, reflected in the freezing puddles on the ground and the icicles dangling from the house. It hurts Susan’s eyes. Even the birdsong feels offensive, little high-pitched personal attacks.

And then she sees it. There’s a tree lying on top of her car, which has nearly folded in two under the weight. The ground is littered with broken glass.

She gasps, bringing her hands to her face.

It’s totaled. She’ll have to get it towed.

“Fuck,” she groans.

She looks up at the sky. A raven floats overhead, riding a gust of wind. She wishes she could go back in time and do this whole weekend over again. She blows on her fingers for warmth while she calls a tow truck.

She’s loved this car, but she probably won’t get a new one. She doesn’t really need to drive that much anymore. She probably shouldn’t have held on to it for this long, but some things are just harder to let go of. She can’t believe her bad luck. If the car had been parked a few feet to the left, it would have been fine.

Back inside, Eliza is sitting up, scrolling through her phone.

“How do you feel about the Metro-North?” Susan asks.

Without looking up, Eliza says, “Sounds good.”

Susan’s stomach churns and she runs to the bathroom, kicking the door closed behind her as she falls to her knees on the cold tile. Last night’s champagne and crudités froth out of her mouth with surprising violence. She clutches the lid, her face dripping with sweat and saliva and tears. Her hair clings to her wet cheeks. She wonders if she could flush her whole body down the toilet, disappear forever into the sewer, join a family of rats, eat garbage.

Anything would be better than Eliza not looking at her while they speak.

She spits and then retches again.

If Eliza heard her throwing up, she doesn’t say anything about it when Susan emerges from the bathroom. She’s glad, at least, that she can maintain this one microscopic shred of dignity.



On the train back to the city, Eliza puts her headphones in and stares out the window. They don’t hold hands. Their legs and elbows don’t touch. They might as well be strangers seated next to each other.

Susan looks at Twitter but can’t actually focus on the words. She’s not sure which is making her feel more sick: her hangover or her panic. She doesn’t know why Eliza is ignoring her.

She texts Katie to distract herself. “I’m so happy for you guys. I’m sorry we left a little early.”

Katie writes back, “thanks, it’s okay.”

Oof, Susan thinks. Katie’s always brief when she’s pissed off.

Susan wonders if she should tell Katie the reason they left is because Eliza wanted to, because suddenly she turned to ice, shutting Susan out, but she doesn’t. Besides, putting it in writing would make it real, and she’s still hoping that maybe it’s not, or at least maybe it’s not as bad as she thinks it is.

So instead, she writes, “My car got totaled!”

Katie doesn’t write back to this.

Susan types out: “are you mad at me?” but then deletes it. Instead, she says: “anyway ignore me and enjoy your new husband. Call me the second you get back from Greece.”

“You know I will xx,” Kate replies.



When they get to Grand Central, Susan isn’t sure what to do. Everything feels awkward and horrible. They pause at the entrance to the green line. Susan clutches her MetroCard.

“Do you want to come over and talk?” she asks.

“I don’t think so,” Eliza says. “I just want to go home.”

“Please?”

A woman carrying grocery bags knocks into Susan on her way to the turnstile and Susan almost loses her balance.

“Look, Susan,” Eliza says, her face softening. She puts a hand on Susan’s arm. “I don’t know if we’re looking for the same thing.”

Susan imagines her heart falling out of her chest, shattering onto the floor in glistening wet shards. “What do you think I’m looking for? Is it because I said we should get married? I was just kidding.”

She hadn’t been kidding. She wants to marry Eliza. She’d pick Eliza up and carry her all the way to the courthouse right now. She’s never felt clearer on anything.

Eliza squeezes her arm. When she takes her hand away, Susan wonders if Eliza will ever touch her again.

“No, Susan, it wasn’t that. You just have all these wonderful connections to the past, and…” She trails off. “I’ve done a lot of work to move forward, you know? I can’t get stuck with all these people from Long Island.”

“Because of Kyle?” Susan says. She can barely breathe. People are staring at them, but she doesn’t care. “We never have to see him again.”

“It wasn’t just Kyle, no. And you do have to see him again.” Eliza is being so gentle and direct that it’s making everything worse. “He’s in your life. Katie is your best friend. Jake is her husband. You can’t stop seeing them. I wouldn’t want you to change your life for me like that.” Her voice is too kind for the words she’s saying.

The 6 train pulls in and empties out. More people are milling around them now, occasionally bumping into them.

“I thought I could do it. That’s why I came. I really thought it would be fine. But it wasn’t. It’s too triggering. The way I felt last night? I can’t do that again. I can’t be part of that whole … scene.”

“But why?” Susan asks. “I don’t understand.” And then like a ton of bricks it hits her. She doesn’t know why she didn’t see it before. “Is Kyle the one who took the photo of you?”

“Maybe.” Eliza won’t meet her eyes.

“Well?” Susan presses, desperate for answers. “Did he?”

“I don’t know for sure, okay? And that’s not really the point.”

“He used to make me do stuff I didn’t want to do,” Susan says. “You’re not the only one with … trauma.”

She’s never called what Kyle did to her trauma, but now that she’s said it out loud, she realizes it’s somewhat true. She can’t believe she’s divulging the most painful, private moments of her past in this dirty, crowded train station where strangers can see her, probably hear her. Everything about this moment is wrong. She wants to pull Eliza to the side so that they’re less in the way of everyone rushing to catch their trains, but she can’t move.

“I’m so sorry that happened to you,” Eliza says. “I didn’t know.”

“I’m just saying, I don’t want to be around him, either. We wouldn’t have to be.”

But Eliza just shakes her head, as though she doesn’t believe her.

“I can’t believe you’re reducing me to ‘people from Long Island,’” Susan cries. “I have this big amazing life. They’re such a small part of it now.” She realizes that in being so insistent, it sounds like she’s whining. Or worse, begging. She doesn’t care, though. She’ll beg. She’ll get on her knees if she has to. “You can’t hold things Kyle did against me. It’s not fair.”

“Susan, I’m not,” Eliza says. “I’m not blaming you.”

“I should never have brought you to the wedding,” Susan says. “I knew it was too much, too soon.”

Eliza says nothing, patiently waiting for her to finish.

“You’ve already made up your mind,” Susan says. “There’s nothing I can say, is there?”

“I’m sorry,” Eliza says again.

“So it’s over?”

“I just can’t go backward.”

Tears flood Susan’s face. Never would she classify her feelings for Eliza as going backward. She wants Eliza to be her future.

“Okay,” Susan says. “See you never.”

“Can I hug you?” Eliza asks, but Susan shakes her head.

One final hug would be a cruelty. Besides: If she puts her arms around Eliza now, they’ll have to call the fire department to break her grip.

After Eliza walks away, Susan stands there for a long time, as though if she stays very still, Eliza might return and take it all back. Only when someone bumps into her so hard she drops her bag does she decide to go home.



When Katie and Jake get back from their honeymoon, Katie calls Susan and says, “I think this is the longest we’ve ever gone without talking to each other.”

Susan is in bed, where she’s been for the past week, calling in sick to work in order to wallow. Her acne, which is usually manageable, has gone haywire, bursting in painful constellations along her jaws. Canker sores cluster inside her cheeks. It’s as though her body has released a special sort of grief hormone to wreck her. Mia has taken to making extra dinner for her, though she’s no longer capable of telling whether she’s hungry. She’s mostly glad to not be alone through this crushing heartbreak, though a small part of her wishes she didn’t have a witness for what is without a doubt the lowest moment of her life.

Katie continues, “Do you and Eliza want to come over for dinner and look at pictures from Greece?”

Susan pulls the blanket over her face. “She dumped me.”

“What?” Katie exclaims. “Oh my god.”

“We wanted different things,” she says. “Allegedly.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that.”

“It’s okay,” Susan says, weak with defeat. “I still want to see your photos.”

“It was so magical,” Katie says. “I can’t wait to show you.”

Susan wants Katie to ask for more detail about what happened with Eliza, so she can tell her about what Kyle said to them and the fallout from it, but Katie doesn’t ask her anything at all. It’s probably for the best. Susan doesn’t want to taint Katie’s memory of her wedding with her own bad experience of it. That would be selfish, she thinks. So she pushes it down, into the box where she keeps the memories of every terrible thing that ever happened with Kyle, and closes the lid.



Weeks pass. In March, Susan flies business class to Austin for SXSW, her first time out of economy, her first time going to Texas. She has this hope that the farther she gets from New York, the less thinking about Eliza will hurt.

She’s wrong. There’s nowhere on earth she could be that would make thinking of Eliza hurt less.

It’s at least a distraction, though. She, Drew, and a few of the others are going to share an Airbnb and spend two nights at the festival checking out new bands and listening to panels. Thankfully, Ben isn’t coming; he wasn’t asked to speak on any panels this year, and thus can’t be bothered to show up.

On the airplane, Susan drinks the free champagne and watches Gone Girl. She falls asleep in the middle and wakes up as the wheels touch down.

In arrivals, she finds Drew, and they take an Uber to the house they’ve rented. As they drive through downtown, she presses her face to the car window like a little kid. Music is coming from every different direction and hordes of people are walking in the middle of the street, crowds of festivalgoers in crop tops and cowboy hats and denim and flower crowns. It’s hot out, hotter than she realized it could be so early in the spring, and even though the AC is blasting, she’s sweating. It makes sense that everyone outside is so near naked.

As they get to a main street, it seems like every house is dedicated to a tech company or a brand; there’s the Twitter house and the Uber house and the Fender house, marked with neon signage. She missed its heyday. It’s not an indie festival anymore. It’s decidedly corporate.

But so is she, she thinks, as she yanks her suitcase out of the car and walks up the steps to the bungalow she reserved on her company Amex. She sometimes wonders what the teenage version of herself would think of the woman she’s turned into. She’d probably judge her.



Susan is sitting on her bed with her laptop when Drew pops his head in. “You wanna go out?”

It’s so weird to see her coworker in a house as opposed to the office. She feels protective of the clothes that are spilling out of her open suitcase on the floor and self-conscious to be seen in a bed, even if it’s not her own; it all feels too intimate.

“Tomorrow,” she promises. “Tonight I have to review the newsletter.”

“Sucks to have actual work,” he says.

“Drew, what do you even do anymore?”

“I say yes or no to twenty-two-year-olds about their dumb story ideas.” He shrugs. “Mostly no, though.” He hits the top of her doorframe as he turns to leave, in a way that comes off as a little boyish, a little rambunctious, like he’s showing off how tall he is.

For the first time, it occurs to her that Drew is cute. It’s a confusing thought. She shakes it off immediately.

“Text me if you change your mind,” he says.

She doesn’t.



That next day, she and Drew make a list of shows they want to hit, and then they begin hopping from one venue to another. Thanks to a recent partnership, Spotify gives them VIP wristbands and they get to cut the lines. It’s exhilarating to have access to whatever they want. Susan knows the wristband is symbolic, but it truly does make her feel like a Very Important Person.

They have a few drinks at each stop, grabbing free cocktails from the various liquor sponsors, and at some point they’re splitting a joint, and before Susan knows it, she is drunk and high enough to be enjoying herself.

Around midnight, they head to a cowboy bar, a dusty wooden house with a gate that looks like it’s from the set of an old Western, actual tumbleweeds in the dry dirt surrounding it.

Outside the bar, there’s a man with an enormous, tangled beard wearing dirty Levi’s and cowboy boots holding a sign that says I HAVE THE RIGHT TO CARRY IT. A gun is prominently displayed in a holster on his hip. He looks like he could be one hundred years old or twenty. Impossible to tell under the grime and the beard and his thick, large glasses.

Seeing the gun, Susan feels jumpy. She walks a little closer to Drew as they pass. He hovers his hand near her lower back, not quite touching her, as though he’d be ready to move her out of the way if he needed to.

“I forgot it’s your first time in Texas,” he says.

“I don’t think I’ve seen a gun that’s not on a cop before,” she whispers.

It’s a strange moment between them, Susan leaning into him—for, what, protection?—as they pass the scary man with his weapon. She feels embarrassed that this was her instinct. And he just went with it, as though it was natural, maybe even inevitable.

On the other hand, it probably didn’t mean anything at all. They are both quite tipsy.

Inside the bar, Drew goes to the bathroom, and Susan orders beers. Her phone buzzes with a text; it’s from Drew.

“Should we make out?”

She groans, putting her face in her hands. They’ve been drinking for almost twelve hours straight.

There’s nothing to do but drink some more. When the bartender brings her beer, she says, “Actually, can I also have a tequila shot, too?”

She considers the text and tries to be open-minded. She thinks of her high school obsession with Kyle, the validity of it or lack thereof. It’s hard to remember. She likes Drew a lot as a friend, and he’s definitely cute in a rumpled sort of way, and sometimes she wishes she could be more like him, the way he’s so cool and easy to be around. She could be attracted to him if she stops overthinking it, maybe. If she turns her brain off.

Out of the corner of her eye, Susan sees Drew leave the bathroom and linger by the jukebox in the corner, looking busy with something on his phone, probably waiting for a response from her.

The attention would be nice. Is nice already. She wants someone to hold her, to help her forget that the last person who held her also broke her heart. What would making out with him actually entail? She knocks back the tequila and grimaces, trying to imagine it. She orders another one, and then another one, until the tacos she ate earlier start to breakdance in her stomach. The problem is she doesn’t want Drew’s tongue in her mouth or his cigarette smell on her clothes or his weirdly long hands on her body or, most horrifyingly, to feel his boner poking her through his jeans. The room is spinning.

She wonders if anyone has ever died of desperation.

She gets up and finds herself wandering toward the corner where Drew is leaning against the wall. He’s still staring down at his phone and doesn’t see her approach. He looks up just as she’s upon him. He’s a good bit taller than she is, and she stands on her tiptoes to press her whole body into him as her mouth lands on his.

He wraps his arms around her and though his body is warm and sturdy and he doesn’t even smell bad, everything about it is off. His stubble is painful against Susan’s skin, like she’s getting jabbed by a thousand tiny needles. She wonders what about this experience is appealing to anyone.

She doesn’t mean to but she actually says, “Oh, shit.”

She pulls her mouth away from his as she sinks back onto her heels. She rests her face on his shoulder. He keeps his arms around her and they stand like that, hugging for a while, as the room spins.

“I can’t,” she whispers.

“I thought I caught a vibe,” he says. “You sure?”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay, dude,” he says, and pats her back. He sounds a little resentful but resigned. “Just thought it was worth a try.”

She’s grateful for his forgiveness, even while she knows objectively it’s within her rights to refuse him. Still, she can’t help but feel like she’s done something wrong.

They leave the bar together and she notices a group of older lesbians in cowboy hats, rowdy and full of swagger. Seeing her staring, one of them tips her hat at Susan, and Susan is immediately brought back into her body and the reality of who she’s actually attracted to. She can appreciate how Drew looks without wanting to fuck him. She smiles at the woman in the cowboy hat, who watches her walk away.

Their flight leaves at 7 AM, just a few hours from now. Ben hadn’t wanted them to stay any longer than they needed to. So instead of going to bed, she and Drew stay out, eating breakfast in their party clothes and going to the airport as the sun rises. They don’t talk about what transpired between them. Susan doesn’t want to ruin their fun.



“Are you going to the office?” Susan asks Drew when the plane lands.

“You’re kidding, right?” he says. “I’m going to go home and sleep for a hundred years. You should, too.”

But as Susan turns off airplane mode, she sees she has a text from Ben. “Come in this afternoon,” it says. “Meeting with Facebook.”

“I guess I’m needed,” she says.

“What’s it like to be important?” he deadpans.

“It would be more enjoyable if he paid me real money,” she says, thinking back to the conversation with Heather and the plan she’s been avoiding to report Ben to HR, mostly because she’d been so caught up in Eliza it had become impossible to think about anything else with any real seriousness. “You know, actually, it might be really helpful if you told me how much you make. So that I could make a case about why I deserve more.”

He frowns, unbuckling the airplane seat belt and stretching. “Yeah, no. I don’t think I’m comfortable with that,” he says.

Like it’s nothing.

Susan has never been a violent person, but she’s pretty sure that right now, she could kill him with her hands.



At work on Monday, Susan messages the HR person, Linda.

“Do you have time to talk today?” she writes.

The way Drew wanted to make out with her but wouldn’t share his salary makes Susan realize how inappropriate the whole thing at the bar was. He didn’t assault her, didn’t even really harass her, but there are some indisputable facts: They are coworkers, he knows she’s a lesbian, and they were very drunk. It crossed a line, albeit in a soft boy kind of way. If he saw her as an equal, if he actually respected her, he wouldn’t have sent the text in the first place.

Drew is not the worst man she’s dealt with recently—Kyle and Ben are in a tie for that award—but the incident with him is what pushes her over the edge. It’s a symptom of the work culture, which, under Ben, has turned poisonous. She can’t put this conversation off any longer.

“Anything for you,” Linda replies.

“Can I come now?” she writes.

Linda’s office is crammed with a desk and a couch and a window and some plants. Susan sits on the sofa.

“What’s up, hon?” Linda says. She’s a little bit older than Susan, wearing a simple blue dress with sneakers and oversize black-framed glasses, her brown hair in a friendly ponytail.

“I want to talk about Ben.”

“Oh no.” Linda groans.

“What?” Susan says.

“Sorry, go on,” Linda says, shaking her head. Nothing hangs on the white walls, as though Linda has never really moved into the space, or maybe she just expects to have to leave it soon.

“I just…” Susan isn’t sure where to begin. “I think we’re all getting sick of the way he treats women.”

Linda nods, suddenly looking very tired.

“He talks to everyone about sex, and he’s gross with the interns, he makes people find models for him to sleep with at events, and I’m sure that’s not even half of it.”

She’s never said these things out loud before, but now she feels she could talk forever.

Linda lifts her hands up. “I need to stop you there,” she says.

Susan stops, though she feels like the words are still trying to burst out of her.

Linda points to a folder on her desk exploding with forms. “You think you’re the first person to come into my office and file a complaint against Ben?”

“So what are you going to do about it?” Susan cries. “If so many people are coming to you?”

“Susan, be realistic.”

Part of her had expected something like this, but it still infuriates her. “Can’t you, like, talk to him?”

“And how do you think that would go for me? This is just what he’s like, Susan. Be grateful it’s not worse.”

“What is the point of having HR?” Susan demands.

She considers flipping Linda’s desk over.

“Honey, I’m going to be real with you, because I like you. The point of HR is to protect the employer,” Linda says.

“I know that,” Susan pushes back. “But what about when the employer is breaking the law?”

“Even then.”

“So nothing is going to change,” Susan says. She’s almost laughing. It’s all just so ridiculous.

“Not today,” Linda says.

Though it doesn’t reveal anything she didn’t already know, deep down, this conversation makes Susan feel out of her mind with rage and frustration.

When she’s back at her desk, she takes out her phone and hits stop recording on the voice memo app, then texts the file of their conversation to Heather.

“Hope this helps,” she says. “I’ll talk to whoever you want. Fuck it.”







4
Pivots



2017

From her desk in the office, hours after the winter sun has set and the windows have turned to dark mirrors all around her, Susan hits send on a tweet that reads, Don’t miss??’s record release show tonight at Bowery Ballroom. The Monas are opening. We’ve got a few tickets left. All your friends will be there.

The copy is decidedly not her best work, but it’ll do the trick.

She’d always thought that by now—the last year of her twenties—she’d be done writing Rider tweets herself, but it seems her career has plateaued. At least now that Ben’s gone, she can post without anyone asking about her sex life, or lack thereof, as the case may be.

The office is mostly empty, besides her and a few other senior-level people. The younger generation seems to have better boundaries. They’re always gone before 6 PM. Susan can’t tell if she’s annoyed by it or jealous of it.

As she scrolls through the replies to her tweet, her phone buzzes. It’s a text from Jonny: “Remind me why I have to perform tonight?”

She writes back: “Because your adoring public demands it. (Me, I’m your adoring public.)”

Jonny had wanted to do the show at Cake Shop, with a smaller, more intimate crowd, maybe even invite-only, but like many independent music venues it recently closed. Only the big or midsize spots are still able to pay the always-rising rent, which means two things: One, the city has lost some of its DIY appeal—and two, Jonny’s show is going to be larger than he’s comfortable with.

She chalks Jonny’s misgivings up to nerves. The album is his most ambitious project to date. She’ll always have a soft spot for his early stuff, but Susan thinks, technically speaking, this one is his best yet. The music sounds fuller, more grown-up, cinematic. Some songs feature a string quartet, and others have a horn section.

The lyrics feel more personal, too, more explicit. His feelings aren’t couched in metaphor anymore. He’s baring it all, like he wrote it in his own blood.


He said he liked my face and so I gave him too much power.

Now his touch is growing sour. The minutes feel like hours.

But if this thing never flowers, who will devour me?



The first time she listened to it, lying on her bedroom floor with her legs up on the wall like a teenager, she wept, overwhelmed by its richly textured beauty and Jonny’s bottomless well of creative genius. It sounds like all her hopes and regrets in harmony at once, like a combination of Eliza wanting her and Eliza leaving her. Though most songs remind her of Eliza these days. There’s no escape from her memory; she still lingers around the corner of Susan’s every thought.

Susan has been looking forward to tonight for some time. She always loves watching Jonny play, because it makes everything else sort of just fade into the background. At the very least, it makes her feel like she’s seventeen again, dancing at the Masonic temple.

Susan hears the sound of sneakers squeaking on the floor as Tamara, Ben’s replacement, approaches her desk.

“Have fun tonight,” Tamara says.

“You’re not coming?”

“Some of us have kids, Susan.” Tamara flashes an impatient smile. “Tell Jonny we love him.”

“I will,” Susan says, ignoring the microaggression aimed at her childlessness. “I think it’s going to be amazing.”

Tamara nods in brusque agreement. “Always is.”



“Ten Women on What It’s Really Like to Work for Ben Kaplan, Dark Lord of the Music Scene” came out a month after Susan sent Heather her recording. Susan’s headshot was collaged alongside women she sort of recognized. She was the only current employee.

“Viva la revolución, babe,” Heather texted afterward. “Remember that no matter what happens, you have a job with me.”

Jonny texted her next. “SHERO!!!!”

Soon, dozens of other women came forward with similar stories about Ben.

A media frenzy followed. On Twitter, he was accused of harassment, groping, stalking. There was an op-ed in The New York Times by a prominent female musician about a time he hired her to play a private party and then tried to pressure her into coming home with him, withholding her fee when she wouldn’t.

Ben stopped showing up shortly after the article came out. The staff was anxious about what it meant for the future of the company, but more than that, they were vindicated. The women couldn’t stop talking to each other about everything they’d endured. The men were supportive, but Susan also suspected they were afraid of being implicated next. For once, people were being careful about the things they said at work, especially to her.

They continued working, but not very hard. Susan told her department to stop posting on social; it felt tacky to promote articles when everyone knew the controversy they were embroiled in.

Linda quit, left without saying goodbye to anyone. That was a relief, too. She was a traitor. Susan never wanted to see her again.

After what seemed like a lifetime, but was really only ten days, the senior staff got an email from the director of the board, a man Susan had never met. She read it at her desk, her hands over her mouth.

“We’ve voted to remove Ben Kaplan as CEO, effective immediately,” it read. “Ben has also decided to sell his majority share of the company, which means we’ll be looking for new ownership. Please communicate this to your teams. We have a zero-tolerance policy for sexual harassment of any kind and will be providing harassment training in the coming weeks.”

As she read the email, Susan thought that Ben’s punishment was more like early retirement: He got to cash out. Some people just fail up.

Soon, a private equity firm bought Ben’s stake, and shortly thereafter, Tamara was poached from iHeartRadio, an infinitely more established, more corporate environment. Susan couldn’t imagine why she’d leave it for a place like Rider. There were rumors, of course, about the size of the salary Tamara was lured over with, though Susan had a hard time believing anyone could make that kind of money in media.

On her first day, Tamara walked around the office introducing herself to the staff wearing a hot pink pantsuit and Nikes, her hair cut into a chic brown pixie, exuding a kind of queer masculine confidence. She looked like a basketball coach, though Susan could also tell—how, she wouldn’t be able to say—that Tamara was totally straight.

The entire floor was silent as she moved from desk to desk.

When she got to Susan, she took one look at her and said, “Susan Goldstein. The original assistant, right?”

In a weird way, by going public about Ben, Susan had given herself the kind of job security she’d never had before: She knew she couldn’t be fired. The optics would be terrible. But it would also be hard for her to find another job if she wanted to leave. She was glad Heather would hire her if she needed, but she also hated the thought of leaving the music industry. She was committed to sticking it out as long as she could, for better or worse.

Tamara continued, “I’ve heard a lot about you. I’m excited to hear what you think about the future.”

It was a big deal that Tamara performed being nice to Susan in front of everyone, even though it stung that she mentioned Susan’s role as an assistant instead of her actual job managing the company’s social media.

“Oh,” Susan had said, trying her best to seem professional and calm, like she didn’t think this was a test. “Thank you. I’d love to tell you.”

Tamara gave a satisfied nod and then, knowing the whole editorial floor was listening, gestured to the space around her and said, “But first we need to do something about this office. We’re hemorrhaging money on rent.”

A lot of things changed that day. Later that same afternoon, Drew pulled Susan aside and said, “Hey, I just wanted to say that I’m sorry for Austin. I wasn’t trying to take advantage of you or anything.”

He looked sweaty and paler than usual. He was having trouble meeting her eyes. She let him squirm for a moment before she said, “I’m over it. Really. It’s not even a blip on the radar compared to the shit Ben put me through.”

She meant it. After all, though he’d sent the text, she was the one who had kissed him. She’d been drunk, but not too drunk to give it some real thought, to walk across the bar and try it, even if she’d ultimately decided that she didn’t want to kiss him again. There are shades of gray, she thought.

Drew looked so relieved, Susan wondered if he might cry. “Thank you,” he said.

“It was more annoying that you wouldn’t tell me your salary,” she said.

“One ten,” he said, looking at his big feet.

“I fucking knew it.”

Susan had fought to get $80,000.

“I’m sorry,” he nearly whispered.

She considered telling him it wasn’t his fault, but she didn’t. She didn’t have the energy left to make him feel better.

A few months later, everyone packed up their desks for the moving company that would transfer their things to a new space in the Financial District. Tamara had allowed a real estate developer to buy them out of the lease. The warehouse where Rider was born was going to be turned into waterfront condos.

In the new space, Tamara is the only one with her own office. Everyone else sits in the middle of a huge open floor plan. There are no magazine shelves or posters or merch. It’s soulless. A content farm.

Even the building their new office occupies is huge and sterile, and the security guard never seems to remember who anyone is. There’s nowhere good to get lunch or coffee or even happy hour drinks, just cheesy finance bro bars and bad delis.

Susan’s commute has become long and annoying. She hates getting on the subway to and from City Hall with people in suits. Still, it’s better than when Ben was her boss. Even when she’s frustrated with the changes, she’s grateful he’s gone.



Susan gets ready for Jonny’s show in the bright office bathroom, peeling off her jeans and throwing on a thrifted black slip dress, combat boots, and a leather motorcycle jacket, though she’ll also have to wear her long puffer coat over it, because it’s freezing out. She uses a paper towel to blot the grease on her face and fluffs her hair with her fingers. These days she settles for looking good enough. She’s not trying to impress anyone.

She gets to Bowery Ballroom a little after 8 PM.

The dimly lit lounge on the first floor of the venue is slowly filling up with people, many of whom she recognizes: Jonny’s fans, industry executives, musicians, bloggers. She avoids making eye contact so she won’t have to talk to any of them. She’s feeling less social these days in general. She can’t be bothered to make small talk, especially not with people who want something from her.

The entrance to the venue itself is at the back of the lounge. There’s a girl sitting at a desk in front of it. She has radiant light brown skin and short, dark hair shaved on the sides, a carabiner keychain attached to the belt loop of her black jeans. Short, plain fingernails, a few silver rings. Definitely gay, Susan idly assesses, not that it matters. Susan doesn’t care about meeting new gay women anymore. None of them are Eliza.

“Hey, we’re not letting people in yet,” the door girl says as Susan approaches her.

“Oh, I’m actually working,” Susan says. “I’m with Rider?”

“Oh, hi.” The door girl smiles. “Okay, let me just mark your hand.”

Susan holds her hand out and the door girl marks a gentle x on the inside of her wrist with a Sharpie.

“I’m Angie, by the way,” the door girl says. “You can leave your coat with me if you want.”

“Oh, fuck, thank you, that’s really nice,” Susan says, taking it off and balling it up. “I’m Susan.”

Angie stashes Susan’s coat under the table. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

“Actually, do you have the list?” Susan says. “Can I just make sure my friends are on there?”

Angie pushes a clipboard over the desk.

Susan scans it, seeing Katie and Jake’s names. “Okay, great, thanks,” she says. “Do you mind if I sneak inside?”

“Go for it,” Angie says.

Inside the venue, Susan goes up to the balcony, roped off with a handwritten VIP sign. She texts Katie: “Are you guys still coming?”

“We’re going to try our best,” Katie writes back, which sounds like a no.

Susan had invited Mia, too, though Mia doesn’t really like going to shows and the invite had been a stretch. Heather definitely won’t come—she still boycotts Rider events even without Ben at the helm. But that’s okay. Susan has other friends who might show up, music industry buddies she’s met over the years.

Just then, as though conjured from her thoughts, Jonny appears. “Oh, thank fuck you’re here,” he says.

He looks sadder than she’s ever seen him.

“My love,” she says.

“I think I’m going to have to call it.”

“Call … what, exactly?” she asks.

“This.” He gestures to the stage, the techies setting up his equipment. The house lights are still on. “The rock star life that wasn’t.”

“But, Jonny, you can’t quit now. This record is the most wonderful thing I’ve ever heard.”

“And then what happens?” he says. “It’s still not bringing in enough money to quit my day job. I can’t even do a proper tour. It’s just going to create more work for me. Not more money or more stability. I’m not as young as I used to be.”

“We can push it harder,” she says. “We can try to get it on, like, an Apple commercial. What’s the point of Tamara if she can’t make that happen for you?”

“Ha,” he says. “Tamara. What a fucking trip.”

“Oh, before I forget, she wants me to tell you she loves you.”

“Not Tamara thinking she loves me.” He laughs, incredulous. “Listen, I don’t want What-What to be in an Apple commercial or any of that nonsense. This band was always supposed to be for the people. Not the corporations. The corporations get the music I make during the day.”

“Noble,” she says.

He waves this away. “It was a passion project, and I’ve run out of passion. I’m doing this show because I want to go out with a bang. And because I can’t say no to your sweet little face.” He pinches her cheek. “After this, though, I don’t know.”

They let that hang in the air between them for a few moments. Susan doesn’t believe him. He’s prone to believing the worst-case scenario when it comes to his own career.

Before she can say anything else, Ramona walks up to them wearing a red boilersuit and steel-toed boots, her platinum hair in an aggressive ponytail.

The Monas are doing a favor for Rider by opening tonight. They don’t really need to play shows like this anymore. They’re doing arenas now, opening for pop stars. Since American Apparel has declared bankruptcy, Ramona only models for niche luxury brands like Eckhaus Latta and Collina Strada, who put her on wheat paste campaigns that run beneath scaffolding in Bushwick. One of the many reasons Susan hates going to Bushwick, aside from the fact that everyone who lives there looks eighteen.

“Goldstein.” Ramona nods at Susan, who forces a tight smile back, before giving Jonny a hug. “Congrats, man. We’re all stoked for you.”

Jonny is never anything but gracious to Ramona’s face, but the second she’s out of earshot, he says, “She looks like a fucking car mechanic.”

“I hate that she always looks good,” Susan says.

“She doesn’t,” he says. “You have your ex-goggles on. She’s just rich and mean. And besides, didn’t you say the sex was bad?”

“Yeah, but maybe I was the problem. Maybe I just didn’t know what I was doing,” she says.

He raises his eyebrows. “My friend, I highly, highly doubt that.”

“Thanks,” she says. “Too bad you and I can’t be together.”

“No, no, you don’t want that. I would make a terrible lesbian.”

“As if I make a good one?”

“You will,” he says. “You just need to get back out there. Get some more practice.”

Susan wonders how much more practice she could possibly need.



The room has filled up with people waiting to see the Monas. Their fans are young and hip; Susan suspects many of them are using fake IDs. She scans the crowd out of habit, her stare lingering on anyone with purple hair, or a shaved head, or hair that’s been dyed blond and straightened. Not that she’d know what to say if Eliza was here.



She’s heard from Eliza only once since their breakup. It was 2 AM, right after the article about Ben came out, and she awoke from a sweaty, stoned sleep to the sound of her phone vibrating. Susan squinted at the screen in the darkness, her eyes having trouble focusing.

The text said: “hey, I’ve been following the news. hope it’s ok that I’m reaching out. just wanted to say I’m really proud of you. and fuck that guy.”

She turned her phone over, unable to write back. There was nothing she could say that would feel true other than I’m sorry for falling in love with you too soon.

In the morning, she forced herself to block Eliza’s number. She didn’t want to have to risk the shock of seeing that name on a screen again.

But she still spends a good deal of time wondering what she could have done differently, or if every road would have just led them away from one another. And she can’t break the habit of looking for her. Sometimes she even sees her, but then she looks closer and Eliza’s specter vanishes.



The Monas walk onstage to a roar of applause. Ramona shields her eyes from the light, grinning. “Hi, we’re the Monas,” she says into the mic, as though everyone there doesn’t know. “Cheers to What-What on the new album. It fucking rips.”

Jonny raises his beer and bows his head. He’s so good at being nice.

Ramona nods at the synth player behind her as she counts, “One, two, three,” and the air is filled with the grating dance-pop beat of their latest single.

Susan can barely conceal her grimace.

Jonny nudges her. “You don’t have to be here for this.”

Susan heads back out to the bar. It’s quieter here, though still full of people huddled at tables speaking at normal volumes to each other. It’s a nice break from the screaming crowd.

“Leaving so soon?” Angie says, from her perch by the door.

“No,” Susan says. “Hiding. My ex is performing.”

Angie makes a sound that’s halfway between a laugh and a groan. “Ramona?”

Susan pauses in front of Angie. “Oh no.”

“Oh, yeah. My ex, too.”

Susan gasps, putting her hands on either side of her face like the painting The Scream. “Oh my god,” she says. “Why are there only ten lesbians in this city?”

“It’s our curse,” Angie says, not looking the least bit surprised. “Can I buy you a drink about it? I can leave my post for a little bit.”

When she stands up, Susan notices that Angie is very tall. And cute.

At the bar, Susan orders another PBR, but Angie stops her. “What would you drink if you could actually afford something good?”

Susan doesn’t know. She quickly eyes the line of beer cans behind the bar. “Uh, Stella?”

“Great,” Angie says. “Two Stellas, please.”

One sip in and Susan discovers that she absolutely cannot tell the difference in taste or quality between a PBR and a Stella, but Angie seems pleased with her choice, so she tries not to second-guess it.

“So what did Ramona do to you?” Angie says.

She’s sitting with her knees pointed at Susan, hirsute skin poking through the rips in her jeans.

“She stole money from her sister and told her sister it was me,” Susan says, laughing at how ridiculous the story seems now.

“Sounds about right,” Angie says.

“And you?”

“Oh, you know, the usual dirtbag stuff. She told me she wasn’t seeing anyone else and was, like, dating half of Brooklyn. Well, North Brooklyn, at least.”

“She was probably doing that to me, too, now that I think about it,” Susan says.

“I don’t think she’s ever not doing that,” Angie says. “At least she doesn’t have dreadlocks anymore.”

Susan chokes on her Stella as she remembers seeing an old photo of a dreadlocked Ramona on Facebook. “Oh my god.” She wipes the beer from her chin. “How did she trick both of us into dating her?”

“Witchcraft, probably,” Angie says. “So what do you do at Rider? I’ve been reading the blog for, like, my whole life.”

“Social media.”

“Very cool,” Angie says. “How long have you been there for?”

“Forever. I started as an assistant and now they can’t get rid of me. What do you do when you’re not guarding a door?”

“I’m a nurse,” Angie says.

“Oh, wow,” says Susan. “So you’re, like, a real person.”

Angie laughs. “And you’re not?”

“Social media is definitely not real,” she says. “We’re all just making it up as we go along.”

“You’re funny,” Angie says.

Susan can hear Ramona playing faintly in the background and is glad to be removed from it.

“So why are you working here if you have a good job?”

“It’s fun.” Angie shrugs. “My friend is the bartender. And, you know. I like making extra cash to help my parents.”

Susan is touched by this commonality. Despite herself, she feels a tugging in her chest, like maybe she could open herself up to possibility again someday.

“So you totally have a girlfriend, right?” Angie says.

“What?” Susan isn’t sure she heard the question correctly.

“Dykes who look like you are never single.”

“Dykes who look like me?” Susan laughs, incredulous. “Have you seen yourself?”

Angie raises her eyebrows. “So you are single, then?”

“I’m the most single person in the entire world,” Susan says.

“We might be tied for that position.”

“How is that possible?” Susan imagines a line around the block of women waiting for a chance to date Angie.

“Lesbians are so messy,” she says. “I’ve become picky. I can’t deal with drama.”

“I get that,” Susan says.

“You’re not drama, are you?” Angie asks.

“Not usually.”

As they finish their beers, they talk about less important things: how the subways are so fucked right now, what new music they’re listening to, the ways the Lower East Side has changed so much recently. When Susan speaks, Angie holds still, as though she doesn’t want to miss a single syllable. By the end of their conversation, Susan has picked up what Angie is putting down. Hard to miss, given that Angie’s hand ends up resting on Susan’s leg, where it feels comforting and warm. Maybe not electrifying, but having someone hot and charming hit on her is more fun than she thought it would be. Susan hasn’t tried to date anyone since Eliza. She hasn’t wanted to. It’s felt safer just to keep moping, indefinitely.

Susan takes the last sip of her Stella, checks her watch. “I guess I have to go back in there,” Susan says. “You should come watch What-What. They’ll be on soon.”

“Aw, I love that band,” Angie says, as though there’s something uniquely cute about being a?? fan. “I’ll see you there.”

“Thanks for the drink,” Susan says.

“My pleasure,” says Angie. “I can see why Ramona liked you,” she adds.

“I can see why she liked you, too,” Susan says. “I guess she has good taste.”



The Monas are finishing their last song. From the applause and the screaming, Susan can tell it was a good set. She sees Jonny in the corner and rolls her eyes. He sticks a finger into his mouth, gagging on it.

She pulls up Twitter and writes what she hopes is a compelling tweet from the company account about how amazing the Monas were, even though doing so makes her teeth hurt. It’s her own fault that she has to promote her ex’s band. She could have chosen not to sleep with her.

She looks back up to find Jonny but he’s already gone, presumably to set up. Katie and Jake are still not here, which means they’re not coming.

She’s okay being alone at shows, though. In fact, these days, she prefers it.



Jonny walks out with his guitar to a roar of applause. Susan has left VIP and made a spot for herself directly in front of the stage.

“Hey, everyone, thank you so much for coming out on this fucking freezing night,” he says.

There are cheers. “We love you!” someone screams from the back.

Jonny looks down at Susan. “And thanks to my friends for supporting this album. Means the world.”

Susan blows him a kiss with both her hands.

The drummer hits her sticks together a few times and then they’re playing. Jonny’s voice fills the room like a ray of sunlight piercing through clouds.

He said he liked my face and so I gave him too much power.

They run through the new album from start to finish. Halfway through, a pretty violinist in a black dress walks out. Later, she’s joined by a trumpet player. All Jonny’s musicians are women these days. It’s magic. Susan sings every single word, dancing by herself, wanting to inject the music into her veins. Jonny is so brilliant. She wishes the world knew. It doesn’t make sense to her that people with less talent are more successful. She wonders if it’s because he’s chosen to be open about being gay; he never became a heartthrob the way other men from the scene have over the years. Instead, it’s like he’s indie rock’s best-kept secret. Not one single radio hit, despite his devoted fan base and everything Susan has done throughout her twenties to get his music out there.

“Hey, guys,” Jonny says amid the screams and the cheers. “This is probably our last show as What-What.”

Someone in the audience screams, “NO!!!” Everyone laughs, but the room quiets.

“It’s been a long, wonderful adventure,” he says. “I’m so thankful to everyone who made it possible. This last one’s for Susan. I love you.”

I love you too, Susan mouths.

I was born in the shadows under your eyes.

She’s overwhelmed with the happy-sadness of the moment; teenage Susan would have never believed that she’d be standing here, a song dedicated to her at the band’s supposed final performance.

I remember pink days, pit stains, heat waves, baby / I remember bite marks, false starts, damp in the dark.

She loves him so much she thinks her heart might explode in her chest, though it’s harder to hear this song these days; it makes her ache in a way it didn’t when she first heard it. She absentmindedly rubs the place on her thumb where Eliza’s teeth once pierced her.

Before she knows it, the song is over. She’ll never hear it played live again. She feels like she’s waking up from a dream she won’t be able to get back to.

Jonny says, “Thank you, Bowery!” and walks off the stage. The lights come back on. He’s not going to do an encore. That was it.

Just then, Susan notices Angie standing next to her. “That was really sweet,” she says. “I didn’t realize you’re actually friends with him.”

“I can’t believe he’s quitting,” Susan says, turning to her. “I feel like he was only just beginning.” A tear escapes her eye and she quickly wipes it away before Angie can see.

Angie doesn’t seem to have noticed. Instead, she shakes her head. “They’ve been around for a long time. It’s an exhausting life.”

“I guess so,” she says.

“I’m off soon,” Angie says. “Maybe you and I could go get another drink somewhere?”

If Susan says yes, she can easily see where the night would go; they’d get drunker and drunker and end up back at someone’s apartment, fumbling sloppily through medium-fine sex, then go to work tomorrow feeling like shit and probably never speak again, avoiding each other at the Wednesday night lesbian party at the Woods in Williamsburg for the rest of eternity.

It wouldn’t be worth it. Besides, what she really wants is not an impersonal orgasm from someone who finds her attractive but a hug from someone who loves her. Susan feels too vulnerable, like she’s been flipped inside out.

“I need to find Jonny,” she says. “I’m sorry.”

“Okay,” Angie says. If she’s disappointed, her face gives nothing away. “Bye. It was nice to meet you.”

Susan wonders if she needs to ask for Angie’s number, or say something kind to her, but she simply says, “Yeah, same.”



Jonny is sitting on the curb of Delancey Street alone, smoking a cigarette.

“What are you doing out here without a coat?” he says when she sits next to him.

“I left it with the door girl,” she says.

“So go get it. It’s zero degrees.”

“Well, she was flirting with me and then I bolted, so I think I’ll take my chances without it.”

“Angie, that gorgeous Filipina lesbian?” He laughs and puts an arm around her. “I’ve met her a few times. She’s amazing. Why did you bolt, babe?”

Susan leans her head into his warm shoulder. “I think I’m just not in the mood. Plus, she dated Ramona. Too weird.”

What she doesn’t say: She’s not who I want.

He laughs again. “Sorry, buddy, but you’re gay in New York City. This has happened before and will happen again.”

“I hate it here,” she says.

“No, you don’t,” he says. “You wouldn’t have it any other way and neither would I.”

Jonny is still sweating from the performance, and he smells like his deodorant is working overtime. She looks at his beautiful face and notices how drawn it is. The stubble that used to make him seem edgy now gives him a kind of unkempt, wild look.

A group of people emerges from the venue. “Great show, man,” they call to Jonny as they walk past.

“Can I try your cigarette?” Susan asks him.

“Absolutely not.”

She sighs. “I can’t believe you’re giving up.”

“It’s time for new things. I’m drunk and exhausted.”

“But critically acclaimed and respected,” she sings in response, though she’s not sure if he was quoting that Hold Steady song or just being honest.

Still, he smiles. “Anyone can write a song about anything,” he says. “Sometimes it makes you rich, sometimes it doesn’t. It’s a crapshoot.”

“Speaking of which, thank you so much for the song for me,” she says. “I think it was the best thing that’s happened in my whole life.”

“What are you now, twenty-nine?” he asks, and she nods. He says, “I promise you there will be better things in your life than some song written by an aging queen.”

She’s not so sure.

“So that’s it, then? You’re killing my favorite band.”

“Didn’t you notice that there are more people here for the Monas than for me?”

She hadn’t.

“But they were just the opener.”

“Right. And now it’s their time. Besides, there’s no competing with people who have money. Maybe if I didn’t have to work, I’d be more successful. But we’ll never know. This is an industry for rich girls who want to feel special. I’m ready to move out of the way. Don’t cry for me, Argentina. I’ve made my peace with it. Indie rock is dead.”

“Long live indie rock,” Susan whispers, her words drowned out by the wail of a passing ambulance.

There’s an after-party, but Susan decides to just go home. She’s tired. She’s sad, too: sad that Katie didn’t come, sad that she’ll never see?? play again, sad that she left without getting her warmest coat from Angie so that she wouldn’t have to have a stilted goodbye. Sad that she felt so awkward, even though Angie was so nice.

Sad that she’ll never be a teenager again, even while it’s a relief.

When she gets home, Mia’s bedroom door is closed and Susan can hear the whir of her white-noise machine.

Susan gets into bed with her computer, scanning Twitter and the blogs to see what people are saying about Jonny’s retirement. There’s not much chatter yet. He was never as famous as she imagined he was. That’s what happens when you idolize someone, she realizes. You don’t understand that not everybody else does, too.

As she often does, before she falls asleep, she googles Eliza Klein.

And as always, none of the Eliza Kleins who populate the search results are the one she’s looking for.



Early the next morning, there are only a few other people at their desks when Susan knocks on Tamara’s office door.

“Come on in, Susan,” Tamara calls. “Close the door behind you.”

Susan sits on the couch that faces Tamara’s desk, crossing and then uncrossing her legs, unsure how to act, what version of herself to present.

“I want to talk to you about our content strategy,” Tamara says. “I think it’s time we join the competition and start prioritizing video.”

Since Tamara comes from tech, Susan has been anticipating something like this. Pivot to video. The bitter phrase on everyone’s lips.

“It’s what the Facebook algorithm is prioritizing,” Tamara continues. “Though I’m sure as our social media director, you already knew that.”

“Director?” Susan is the social media manager, not the director.

Tamara nods. “Director. I put in your promotion this morning, with a fifteen percent raise.”

“Wow, thank you.”

The money will be helpful. She tries to feel excited about the new title, though, and comes up empty. She doesn’t really feel anything at all.

After all, it’s still less than Drew makes.

“So, as I was saying, as our social media director, surely you have heard about the changes to the algorithm.”

Susan nods. “I’ve read about it,” she says. “But I haven’t really seen any evidence that it improves views. Just because a platform is pushing a tool doesn’t mean people want it.”

“Mmm,” Tamara says. “I don’t know if I agree with that. The algorithms know better than we do what people want.”

“People come to us for written words,” Susan says.

“And our traffic is flat,” Tamara says. “We need to start growing, and this is how we’re going to do it. We need to figure out what our version of a Tiny Desk Concert is. I’m putting you in charge of this. Please tell me you’ll get on board.”

“Okay,” Susan says, admitting defeat to herself. There’s no point in fighting Tamara. Besides, this is the first thing she’s been put in charge of in a long time. “I’m on board. Let’s grow.” She takes out her phone. “I’m just going to take a few notes.”

But instead of taking notes, she texts Drew. “piv to vid???”

He replies: “lmao kill me.”



Her first director-level paycheck lands in her bank account on Friday morning while she gets ready for work. Suddenly, it all seems real: the title, the pay. For a few days she doubted if Tamara really meant it. It’s so hard to trust authority figures, especially after Ben, who used to just promise her things and then never follow through. But she can’t argue with the numbers on the deposit.

She rushes into the kitchen half-dressed, showing her bank statement to Mia, who is chugging coffee standing up.

“Fuck yes,” Mia cries. “I’m so happy for you. This is almost what you deserve to get paid.”

Susan laughs, delighted and a little bit bewildered. It just feels like so much cash.

As she finishes getting dressed, she calls her mom and tells her about the promotion, adding, “I can start sending you money, if you want.”

She hits speakerphone while she tugs a crew neck sweater over her head and starts digging around in her closet for her boots.

To her surprise, her mother says, “Oh, honey, don’t.”

“What? Why?”

“We’re doing good these days. Keep it for yourself.”

“All of it?”

“All of it.” And then she adds: “We’re so proud of you.”

It feels strange, but Susan doesn’t press it. It’s like getting a double raise.

For the first time in her adult life, she has enough cash to do everything she wants. The bar is very low, however, since she’s so used to being broke. The most she dreams of is taking a taxi home if it’s past 10 PM, instead of riding the subway alone at night.

She’s pulling a lot of late nights in the office now. And while pivoting to video is annoying in theory, Susan is glad to be busy with work.

She starts organizing live sessions in the office. Musicians come in and play short sets while Susan films on her iPhone, streaming into the ether of Facebook or Instagram. Tamara says the more they use the new social media tools, the more views they’ll get, which means more eyeballs that they can promise to advertisers. Susan has never been more keenly aware of how her work impacts the company’s bottom line. It’s a pressure she’s not sure she wants, but she’s learning a lot.

Everything becomes a video. Instead of writing profiles of artists, they start filming Q&A sessions in a studio. And it’s working. The audience is growing, at least on social. She begrudgingly admits to herself that Tamara might know what she’s talking about. Susan has never learned such tactical skills from a boss. Everything she learned from Drew and Ben and even Heather was about taste.

There’s one big problem. As busy as Susan is working on the social media strategy, she’s having a hard time staying up-to-date with new music. During work hours, instead of combing through the blogs like she used to, she’s deep in analytics.

For maybe the first time, it occurs to Susan that she’s not going to be young and hip forever. That there are people who are younger than her, more plugged in to the scene. She leans on her team more and more to keep her abreast of what’s hot and cool; she eavesdrops on their conversations and then googles Muna, Hayley Kiyoko, Troye Sivan.

It’s amazing to her how many of the artists the kids are listening to are queer. It would have been unfathomable a decade ago. She wonders how Jonny’s life would have been different if he’d been ten, fifteen years younger. If he’d had the opportunity to go to a bigger label, be given a bigger budget, have more marketing and publicity support from whole teams of pros. She bet he wouldn’t have quit.



In the spring, Susan is sitting at her desk gazing out the window at the water, ignoring the full inbox and Slack messages pinging endlessly on her computer, when Heather calls her cell phone.

“Listen, babe,” Heather says. It sounds like she’s rushing off somewhere. “I’m doing a Pride event for Fender, and I’d love to get you involved.”

“You don’t know any other lesbians?”

“On the contrary, I feel like I only know lesbians. But you’re my favorite one.”

Susan grins into the phone. “Thank you. My love language is being your favorite lesbian.” Heather laughs and Susan says, “So what’s up? Wait, let me guess. Fender wants to spotlight ten queer people in music?” She taps her pen on her notebook and then begins to draw a spiral.

“Five,” Heather says. “And it’s a panel. I was hoping you could moderate it.”

“Me?” Susan is surprised. She’s never moderated anything in her life. “I mean, I’d love to. Thank you for thinking of me.”

“I can pay you six hundred dollars. I know it’s not a lot, but they want the rest of the panel to be musicians, and frankly they are more expensive than you.”

“Six hundred is a lot,” Susan says, wondering if she should finally give in to the beautiful black clogs that have been haunting her. She pulls up the Opening Ceremony website and begins scrolling through shoes. “Do you want Jonny for the panel?”

“You know I love Jonny,” Heather says. “But he’s not big enough. They want this to be a little more A-list.”

“A-list indie?” She’s doubtful that exists.

“No, A-list period. This is the big leagues, girlfriend. Maybe not Gaga, but we do have an ask out to someone in her band.”

“Wow. Send me the details.”



The panel takes place in June, in a loft space in Dumbo. Susan wears a Rider Die T-shirt with a black blazer and ripped black jeans. She’s reserved seats for Katie, Jake, and Jonny, and when she walks onto the small stage, she sees them in the front row. They cheer as though she’s a child having a recital, and it’s a little embarrassing but she loves it. Her face turns bright pink.

There are four empty chairs next to hers on the stage, and as though in a dream, a microphone is handed to her and she reads the names of the very famous musicians who enter in a line and take their seats. It’s one man, two women, and one nonbinary person. They look at her expectantly, faces professionally contoured and outfits expertly styled.

She smiles, though she’s so nervous her lips are trembling. “Okay, queer people in music,” she says, and everyone laughs.

The tension lifts. I’ve got this, she thinks.

Heather had tried to coach her on what sorts of questions to ask, but Susan found all Heather’s ideas awkward. Things like, What’s it like to be a queer person in music? As though their queerness made their music something different, as though there haven’t been queer people in music since the invention of music. Instead, she made a list of questions about their craft, their ambitions, their hopes and dreams.

The conversation that follows is a blur. There’s no lull, not for one second.

When it’s over, each panelist gives her a hug before they’re whisked off by their publicists and she’s surrounded by her friends. Susan’s heart is still pounding. She feels high.

“That ruled,” Jonny says. “You’re so iconic, babe.”



The day after the panel, one of the artists uploads a photo of the five of them onstage and tags Susan in it. She wakes up to several hundred new followers. People are combing through her entire Instagram liking things. Before her eyes have even fully adjusted to the daylight, Susan starts deleting old photos; anything overly earnest or too revealing, she gets rid of, until her feed is tightly curated, showing only things that look impressive or vague enough to seem cool.

When she gets to work, her desk mate says, “I saw you blowing up on the ’gram.”

Throughout the rest of the day, she watches out of the corner of one eye as her follower count goes up and up and up. Finally, she calls Heather.

“Girl.” Heather picks up on the first ring. “Did I forget to tell you how amazing you were last night?”

“Yes.” Susan laughs. “But thank you.”

“You’ve got something special,” Heather says. “Your passion. It really comes through. You better watch out. I’m going to start forcing you to star in all my brand campaigns.”

“Honestly, whatever you need,” Susan says. “That was really fun. Also, I got, like, a thousand new followers overnight.”

“Look at you. You’re an influencer now.”

Susan spins in her desk chair. “Oh, god. I definitely do not want to be an influencer.”

“Yeah, yeah. You just want to have influence.”

“I guess so,” Susan says, and what she means is: That’s exactly what I want to have.

“Oh, and listen, babe, I know you trusted me to get you the best rate I could, but in the future, I don’t want you to ever accept the first number someone says.”

“What?”

“When you negotiate for money, just know that no one is ever going in with their best offer. And if they’re not willing to be flexible, they’re not worth your time.”

Susan tries her best to internalize this advice, though it terrifies her.



A few days after the Fender Pride panel, Tamara summons Susan into her office. “Goldstein, I want to start pitching you as talent to brands.”

Susan perches on the couch. “You want to what?”

“Pitch. You. As talent. To brands.”

Susan often wonders if Tamara thinks she’s an idiot.

“I’ve seen your Instagram,” Tamara continues. “It’s good. It’s cool. It’s exactly what our advertisers want.” Tamara always talks like she doesn’t have time for the conversation she’s having. “And I know you’ve been asked to be in campaigns with an outside agency, and frankly I don’t think you should be going out of house for that sort of work, but you don’t have a noncompete so there’s nothing I can do other than start booking you with our own brand studio.”

“It was just one,” Susan says. “It was a gay Pride thing.”

“Regardless, I think it’s important we start driving some business using the talent we have here. Like you. You could be the type of online personality that people come to us for.”

Susan is flattered, but she can’t let that distract her from what she knows she has to ask. Heather has prepared her for this moment.

Despite her trepidation, she says, “Thank you so much. What would my talent fee be?”

“Funny,” Tamara says, but she’s not laughing. “I was hoping you could be a good team player.”

The rush of disappointment is overwhelming. Susan had hoped that having a female boss might mean she’d be exploited less.

She smiles as politely as she can. “I can be a good team player and also want to be compensated fairly.” Her heart is pounding.

Tamara sighs, taps her red nails on the desk. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. You’re not famous yet. This would be a great opportunity for you.”

Susan hears Heather’s voice in her head. If they’re not willing to be flexible, they’re not worth your time.

“It’s still work,” Susan says, holding firm, though she’s also sweating profusely now.

Tamara sighs. “I’ll have to look at the budget and talk to the brand team about what we usually pay people. Then I probably have to get permission from HR and figure out what a pay structure could look like since you’ve got a salary.”

Susan thanks her and leaves.

Tamara never follows up. In fact, Tamara never asks her to star in branded content again.

She wonders if she’s made a mistake, not doing the labor for free. If she should feel lucky to be here, not demanding more money. But she’s been here for a while. Luck has less and less to do with it.



Susan is in a cab scrolling through Instagram, despite the fact that it’s making her carsick, when she gets a notification that someone named Angie has started following her. This isn’t unusual; her follower count is constantly going up since the panel. But something about the name makes her pause.

She visits Angie’s page and sees a cute girl with short black hair. The door girl from Jonny’s release show. Susan had declined to go out with her. She hadn’t been ready to go on a date with someone who wasn’t Eliza. She wonders if she’s more ready now. It’s worth a try, she thinks. If Angie is still interested.

Susan follows Angie back, and then gets a DM: “hey, I thought you might want your coat.”



A few nights later, Angie is waiting for Susan outside a small Italian restaurant in Clinton Hill that used to be a pharmacy. She’s looking at her phone and doesn’t see Susan walk up.

Susan is wearing a simple, tight black jumpsuit with a zipper in the front. She thought it looked chic, until she sees that Angie is wearing slouchy plaid trousers and a leather jacket, white T-shirt, and Vans, clothes that hang loosely off her, the epitome of effortlessness. Susan’s skintight ensemble feels tacky in comparison.

Angie doesn’t have the coat with her, but Susan has already forgotten about it. Angie is even hotter than Susan remembered, or maybe Susan was more distracted when they met the first time.

Susan clears her throat as she approaches and Angie looks up, smiling. She puts her phone away.

She has a perfectly square jawline, thick black eyebrows, piercing brown eyes. Susan begins to sweat.

There are a few tables outside the restaurant, and Susan notes with a kind of nauseous amusement that a woman with pretty red hair is looking at Angie with one eyebrow raised. She knows abstractly that hot people always attract a lot of attention and hopes she can just enjoy this, instead of feeling paranoid about it.

Angie takes a step toward her, but they don’t hug. “Hi,” she says. “I was worried you wouldn’t remember me.”

“Oh, please,” Susan says. “I bet nobody has ever forgotten you.” She immediately blushes. She hadn’t meant to be so direct.

“Thank you.” Angie laughs, confident and easy. Like she’s used to receiving and accepting compliments.

It occurs to Susan that Angie might be very well adjusted. Imagine that, she thinks.



Over steaming rolls of bread and arugula salad and broccoli rabe and house-made pasta and several glasses of cab franc, Susan learns that Angie is not just a nurse but a pediatric one.

“You must love children,” Susan says. “God, I wish I did something that actually helped people.”

“Music helps people,” Angie says. “Art is important.”

“Sure,” Susan says. “But I’m not making the art. And I mean, it’s not like I grew up dreaming that one day I’d get to be the one to hit ‘send tweet.’ The older I get, the further away I feel from the music itself.” She tears a piece of bread in two, dunking it in olive oil.

“Isn’t that the case with all creative jobs? At least, under capitalism?”

“For sure.” Susan nods. She likes how smart Angie is.

The server stops by their table, an older woman in orange lipstick. “You need anything else, girls?” she asks.

“I think we’re good,” Susan says. When the server walks away, she says, “It’s so funny to be pushing thirty and still get called girls.”

Angie tugs at her lip. “Yeah, I mean, that’s not why it was awkward for me.”

Susan doesn’t get it. “Why was it awkward for you?”

“I’m not really a girl,” Angie says. She smiles when she says this—charming, even while she’s schooling her.

“Sorry, sorry,” Susan says quickly, embarrassed by her queer faux pas. “I forgot to ask your pronouns.”

“Oh, it’s chill. She/her is actually fine, but the older I get, the less comfortable I feel with the idea of being called a woman. I don’t know what I am, but I’m not that. I guess that means I’m probably nonbinary, but I’m still thinking about what that would entail. Gender is a process, you know?” Angie’s elbows are resting on the table, and she’s leaning toward Susan in a way that’s making Susan’s head swim. “Though, when queer people say it, I do feel that the word girl can be gender-neutral. Like, girl, bye.”

Susan laughs and then racks her brain, trying to remember if she’s ever dated a nonbinary person before, and realizes that she hasn’t. “Still, I’m sorry I didn’t think about it. I blame my cis privilege, or maybe my femme privilege.”

A half smile plays across Angie’s mouth. “Are you femme, though?”

“Am I not?” No one has ever questioned this before.

“I can’t really tell. There’s something kind of masc about you, but it’s hard to pinpoint.”

“In a good way?”

“Very.”

They smile at each other for a tense beat, and Susan gets the strange feeling that Angie is really seeing her, not the version of herself that she painstakingly curates. She feels a faraway shimmer between her legs, not anything life-changing, but not nothing, either.

“But I don’t mean to, like, marginalize myself,” Angie says. “I certainly grew up with other kinds of privilege in the suburbs of New Jersey.”

“Are you trying to tell me you have a trust fund?” Susan jokes. “Is that what you and Ramona had in common?”

“Yeah,” Angie says, rolling her eyes. “My parents bought me a neighboring penthouse and that’s how we met.”

“Wait, really?”

“No!”

Susan laughs. “So how did you and Ramona meet?” she asks, unable to help herself.

“Tinder.” Angie sighs. “Where all mistakes come from.”

Susan flushes. “I know a thing or two about that,” she says, but doesn’t elaborate, and Angie doesn’t ask her to.

They split a glob of chocolate mousse for dessert, and when they’re done, Angie leans over and touches Susan’s lip. “Got it,” she says, and then licks the chocolate off her finger in a way that’s less sexual and more just totally unselfconscious.

After dinner they stand outside the restaurant and then hug, a brief and awkward embrace that leaves Susan feeling confused and wanting more.

She gets a text from Angie as soon as she gets home. “Just checking to make sure you got back safe.”



On their second date, Susan and Angie go to a show together, an obscure punk band that Angie likes at Market Hotel, a DIY space in Bushwick that looks out onto the tracks of the J/M/Z train. Angie has brought earplugs for them. Susan, who has never worn earplugs to a single show and is probably going to go deaf early, finds this very endearing, while also hoping none of the punk kids in the crowd notice.

They drink beer out of plastic cups from the back of the crowd—neither of them wants to squeeze to the front, where a mosh pit has started. When the music begins, Angie takes Susan’s hand and doesn’t let go until the set is over.

They have another awkward hug before parting ways.

This time when Susan gets home, she has a text from Angie that says: “I really like you.”

“I know you do,” Susan replies. And then, worrying she sounds like a bitch, she sends a heart.

Angie doesn’t write back and Susan starts to panic.

“I like you too,” she sends, though she’s also worried that Angie likes her more than she likes Angie, and she’s not sure if she should say so or just go with it and hope her feelings catch up.

Angie writes back, “Phew.”

On their third date, to a wine bar, after they talk about their families and their friends and the places they want to travel and the TV shows they’re watching, Angie says, “Are we going to go back to my place, or what?”

Susan doesn’t know why she’s been avoiding sleeping with Angie, who is gorgeous and sweet and works hard and always shows up on time, always texts back right away, always asks Susan questions and remembers her answers.

She says, “Take me there,” although she’s not sure she’s ready. She worries if she puts it off any longer Angie will lose interest.

Angie lives in a studio in Greenpoint overlooking McGolrick Park, which has huge trees with peeling bark that reminds Susan of puzzle pieces. While Angie puts their coats away, Susan inspects her books and her records, her framed photos and the sentimental objects on her shelves. It’s cluttered, like she’s lived here for a while, but not messy. Susan feels at home in Angie’s space.

As she’s touching the spines of old photo albums, Angie comes up behind her and wraps her arms around her. They stay like that for a few moments, Susan feeling the soft expanse of Angie’s torso against her back.

Angie says, “I’m going to kiss you now, okay?”

“Yay,” Susan says, and they both laugh.

Angie kisses her neck, and then Susan turns her head to offer her mouth.

Angie tastes like bubble gum and she smells like the bar they just left. Susan turns around to face Angie and Angie presses her into the bookshelf, her tongue in Susan’s mouth and a leg between hers. This isn’t so bad, she thinks. Maybe she’s more ready than she realized.

Angie’s hand crawls up Susan’s stomach and under her bra, instantly lighting up the electrical superhighway that connects her nipples to her crotch. She slips her other hand underneath the waist of Susan’s pants.

As Angie is touching her and Susan is gripping Angie’s shoulders to steady herself, her eyes flutter closed.

She thinks of Eliza.

In excruciating detail, she relives the first time they had sex in Susan’s bed, then the second time in the shower, the third time at the Airbnb, and the fourth time at Katie’s wedding. She can almost feel Eliza under her, Eliza’s skin in her mouth, the way Eliza laughed when it felt really good, the sweat that dripped off Eliza’s face and onto hers.

Back in the present, Susan, gasping, buries her face in Angie’s neck. She’s not sure how much time has gone by.

“Wait, don’t come yet.” Angie laughs, but it’s too late.

She comes so hard she feels it in her stomach, nearly falling over from the strength of it. Then she sinks to her knees, unzipping Angie’s pants. Her hands are shaking.

“You next,” she says, and kneeling almost feels like atonement, like a religious sort of penance for the way she thought of Eliza’s face while Angie was inside her, but there’s nothing punishing about putting her mouth on Angie, and this makes her feel even more guilty.

Sometime later, they land in Angie’s bed. Her sheets are soft gray linen.

Angie says, “Do you want some water?”

But Susan can’t answer because she’s already falling asleep.



It’s been a long time since Susan has had an orgasm without thinking of Eliza. In fact, it hasn’t happened since they slept together.

Alone in her bed, Susan’s Eliza fantasies take a violent turn; maybe if she can terrify herself, it’ll stop being hot. She touches herself and imagines Eliza slapping her across the face, choking her, digging a high heel into her neck. As she masturbates harder, she thinks of Eliza calling her stupid, ugly, boring. She imagines that Eliza is a vampire, pinning her down and biting her thigh. She tries to imagine herself slowly losing consciousness as Eliza drains her blood. But, for some reason, that’s the part that always makes her come. Susan wonders what it means that part of her wants Eliza to kill her, or if maybe Eliza already has killed her in some way.

She tries to reprogram herself by fantasizing about Angie, and it’s effective right up until her orgasm starts to build, and then no matter how hard she tries to stop it, images of Eliza flood her brain. It feels like someone else is changing the channel and has pinned her down to watch.

She doesn’t tell anyone that she can’t come without thinking of Eliza. Especially not when there’s someone so new and so perfect who wants her. It feels like she’s having an affair with her memories.

To try to make up for her imaginary indiscretions, she doubles down on paying attention to Angie. Her internal landscape feels further and further away from reality. She and Angie start spending most nights of the week together, as though that will help Susan get over Eliza faster.

It doesn’t. She thinks she might need whatever the Jewish equivalent of an exorcism is.

Meanwhile, dating Angie is nice dinners and late brunches and walks in the park. They go to the movies on Sunday afternoons and to museums on Friday evenings. Angie is good at having an activity; she likes exploring the city and it makes Susan realize how lazy she’s become. She usually just sticks to what she knows, while Angie loves nothing more than trying something new.

Angie’s affection is uncomplicated and generous. She holds Susan’s hand when they walk down the street; she holds doors for her; she holds her all night while they sleep.



“Will you be my girlfriend?” Susan says.

It’s a few weeks in, and Susan and Angie are lying in Prospect Park on a blanket, watching the wind move through the trees. Angie is playing with Susan’s hair. It’s hot for October, and the changing leaves look like flames against the bluest sky. Susan wants to commit to Angie; she hopes that if she does, it’ll mean she’s finally moving forward.

“I thought I already was,” Angie replies, kissing her.

Susan has never had a girlfriend. She’s slept with countless people and has had many “situationships,” but no one has ever actually wanted to partner with her in a meaningful way. She doesn’t tell Angie this, and Angie doesn’t ask. Of course, she also doesn’t tell Angie that she might be permanently hung up on someone else.



On the day before Thanksgiving, Susan takes the LIRR with Katie and Jake back home.

She holds her overnight bag on her lap and stares at the suburbs blurring together out the smudgy window while Katie and Jake look at their phones. She’s wearing her gray wool coat that ties at the waist and her black clogs, already scuffed from being worn daily since she bought them with the money from the Fender Pride panel.

Three teen girls sit in the row facing them drinking forties of beer out of paper bags. They look hipper than Susan remembers kids being, dressed in clothes she herself would probably wear now, and their makeup is expertly applied. All those fashion blogs and YouTube beauty channels really have made a difference. With heavy Long Island accents, they’re talking about boys, about which boys liked whose Instagram posts, about other girls they hate, about what they’re going to do later when their parents go to sleep. Susan feels relieved that she didn’t have social media when she was that age. Just AIM, which at the time felt illicit, and now seems adorably harmless. All those “what’s up” and “nmu” messages that used to thrill her. It was like living on a different planet.

Of course, she knows, there were more adult things happening for other kids. While Susan was fretting over what song lyrics to put in her away message, Eliza was becoming notorious as her naked photo circulated among teen boys.

One of the girls catches Susan staring and says, “Wait, oh my god, sorry, but are you Susan Goldstein?”

Katie and Jake look up simultaneously.

“That’s me,” Susan says, blushing.

“I follow you on Instagram,” the girl says. “I’m obsessed with Rider.”

“Oh, wow,” Susan says, and pride wells up in her. “Thank you so much.”

“Sorry if this is weird, but I want to work in music because of you. Your life is so cool.”

Susan puts a hand on her heart. “Thank you. That’s so nice. I promise it’s not actually that cool.”

The girl’s face falls, and Susan realizes she’s said the wrong thing. “Sorry.” She laughs nervously. “I mean, maybe it is?”

Katie elbows her. “This is amazing,” she whispers.

Susan plays it off like this happens to her all the time, but it doesn’t. She’s never been recognized by a stranger before.

When the train passes Wyandanch, the station before theirs, Katie says, “Susan, are you sure you and your parents don’t want to just come over tomorrow?”

“Sadly, I’m sure,” she says. “They’re committed to being recluses.”

“But you’ll still come over after, right?”

“Of course,” she says. “As long as you’re not trying to go to Thanksgiving Eve.”

Jake glances up from his phone, a mischievous smile on his face. “Are we not?”

Susan groans, shaking her head. “You can’t make me.”

“Oh, yes, we can,” Katie cries, wrapping her arms around Susan and shaking her back and forth. “Thanksgiving! Eve! Thanksgiving! Eve!” she chants.

Susan is laughing so hard she can barely speak. “Ugh,” she says, wiping tears from her eyes. “Fine.”

“Yay!” Katie squeals.

Thanksgiving Eve is a Long Island (and probably elsewhere, she suspects) tradition wherein adult children who have left home all meet up at bars in the nearest town the night before Thanksgiving. Susan never participates; she didn’t go to bars when she lived here, and she doesn’t feel the urge to start now. When she’s home, she’s home, with her parents. Also, the bars on Long Island aren’t exactly hip. Sports bars filled with the kind of douchebags who never moved on from who they were in high school—as though she’s not doing the exact same thing, in her own lane.

“I don’t have anything cute to wear,” she says.

“Who are you trying to impress?” Katie says.

“I mean, whoever we run into?”

“Who cares about them?”

“If you don’t care, why do we have to go out? Why can’t we just watch bad reality TV on your couch?”

“Because I’m still curious,” Katie says.

The train pulls into their station. Susan sees her parents’ Honda waiting in the parking lot.

“We’ll pick you up at nine,” Jake says.



At home, Susan throws her bag down on her old twin bed and takes out her phone.

“Just got to my parents’ house,” she texts Angie. “Wish you were here.”

Angie sends back a heart. “I’m home too. Can’t wait to see you again.”

If she’s being honest with herself, though, Susan is relieved that Angie didn’t come home with her for the holiday. Even if Angie is her girlfriend, it still feels too soon. She can’t imagine Angie seeing the place she grew up in or making small talk with her parents around the dinner table, even though she’s sure Angie would excel.

It feels too intimate. More intimate than sex or sleeping in the same bed.



At 9 PM, Susan climbs into the back seat of Katie’s parents’ car. Jake is driving, and Katie turns around to look at Susan while he pulls out of the driveway.

“Hi, beautiful,” Katie says.

“I can’t believe you’re making me do this.”

“Oh, come on.” Katie grins. “You never come to Thanksgiving Eve. Live a little! You’re famous now. I want to show you off.”

“I’m here, aren’t I?” she says. “Stop looking at me, you’re going to make me carsick.”

Katie faces forward and puts the radio on. The Z100 DJ’s voice fills the car and then a Drake song begins.

“And I’m not famous,” Susan says.

“You have a five-figure Insta following,” Katie says. “You got recognized on the LIRR, for fuck’s sake. You’re the most famous person I know.”

Susan laughs. She barely has over ten thousand followers. She thinks of all the famous people she constantly interacts with through work. Her life and Katie’s life are so different. But, still, it feels good that Katie is impressed with her. Katie has always been at the top of the short list of people whose opinion Susan truly values.

“So where are you taking us?” Susan says.

“Some bar in Huntington,” Jake says. “Kyle is there already.”

Susan freezes. “Oh, shit,” she says.

Katie glances back at her. “What’s wrong?”

“I never told you,” Susan says, shaking her head and beginning to sweat.

Katie turns the radio off. “Told us what, babe?”

Jake stops at a red light and they both turn around to look at her.

“What he said to me and Eliza at your wedding.”

“What the fuck did he say?” Katie demands.

Susan has had many opportunities to tell Katie and Jake what happened, but tonight feels different. Maybe it’s the fact that they’re back on Long Island, the place it all began; Susan always feels closer to her teen self here, like if she closes her eyes she can time travel, feel those intense, vulnerable, awkward emotions all over again. She lets them come.

“He called us dykes,” she says. “And like, I am a dyke, whatever, but it’s not his word to use. And then he asked us who the man is. Like, the oldest joke in the book. He’s not even original in his homophobia.”

There’s a pause, and then Katie says, “What?”

“No way.” Jake is shaking his head. “Kyle’s an idiot, but…”

“Jake!” Katie yells, appalled at whatever the second half of that sentence was going to be. “Believe women.”

“Fuck, I’m sorry,” he says, immediately looking embarrassed. “That was a terrible gut reaction.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Katie says.

“I’m sorry,” Susan says. “I didn’t know how. And plus, you guys had just gotten married, and I just felt like I couldn’t bring you into my drama.”

“So instead you just kind of iced me out,” Katie says.

“I’m sorry,” Susan says again. “I didn’t know how to talk about it. There’s more, though. Katie, remember that naked photo of Eliza? The one that Greg had.”

“As if I could forget.”

“Well, Eliza thinks Kyle was the one who took the picture. But she doesn’t know for sure because she was, you know. Drugged.”

Their mouths fall open in tandem.

“So that’s why she broke up with me. I mean, that’s what she said. That she couldn’t deal with the chance of seeing him again. That dating me felt like going backward.”

A car pulls up behind them and honks. Jake turns back around and keeps driving. It’s completely dark out but for his headlights on the road in front of them and quiet but for the occasional clicking of his turn signal.

Katie speaks first. “I want to murder him. I fucking hate men.”

“Is there any way we could go do something else?” Susan says. “I really don’t want to see him.”

“Honestly, same,” says Jake. “I don’t know what I’d say.”

“We could go see a movie,” Susan says.

“I love that for us,” says Katie. “Jake?”

He nods. “Lemme turn around.”

“We could see Lady Bird,” Susan says.

“Oh!” Katie gasps. “That looks so sweet. Yes.”

On the way to the movie theater, after they buy tickets on their phones, Susan says, “I’m glad I told you. It feels good to talk about.”

Katie turns around and puts a hand on Susan’s leg. “He’s dead to us,” she says.

“Thanks for being on this journey with me.”

“I’m on every journey with you,” Katie says.

“Me, too,” says Jake.

“And it explains a lot,” Katie says, turning back around.

“What do you mean?”

“Well…” Katie trails off. “How you acted at our wedding.”

Susan’s stomach sinks.

Jake says, “Katie, we agreed not to bring that up.”

“Bring what up?” Susan asks, but she already knows. A wave of anxious nausea hits her.

“I mean, you missed the rehearsal dinner, and then you guys fucked in the bathroom and left early,” Katie says, still not facing her. “I knew there had to be a reason why you’d act like such a dick on the most important day of my life. I just didn’t know why you wouldn’t tell me. I already tried to make it so easy for you. I didn’t even have a bridal party because I didn’t want to put pressure on you. And you still couldn’t show up all the way for me.”

“Katie, I’m so sorry,” Susan says, her voice cracking with guilt. “I was being the worst version of myself. Have you been mad at me all this time?”

“I was pissed off and kept waiting for you to apologize, but then you didn’t, so I tried to let it go. I feel like everyone has something they’re mad about from their wedding. I try not to be so cliché.”

“I hate myself,” Susan says.

“Don’t, baby,” Katie says. “Really. I already feel better just saying it to you.”

“I wish I could have a redo.”

“I know. Hopefully I won’t be getting married again, though.”

“Yeah, I think that was a one-off,” Jake says. They exchange smiles.

“Katie, can you look at me?” Susan says. There’s a tremble in her voice.

Katie turns around. “I forgive you,” Katie says. “Promise.”

Susan tries to believe her. In doing so she feels a weight lifting; the guilt that’s been squatting in her brain shifts, making room, perhaps, for other feelings.

She takes out her phone and texts Angie, “We’re going to the movies. Just wanted to say goodnight in case you’re in bed when I get home.”



Susan wakes up late on Thanksgiving morning with a salt hangover; everything on her body is puffy. Too much popcorn, she thinks, splashing her face with cold water.

As she brushes her teeth, she gets a text from Jake. “Susan, I’m really sorry for how I reacted when you told us about Kyle. He was a good friend to me. I mean, he was there for me when my grandfather died last year, and he helped me move a bunch of times. It didn’t occur to me that he’s not good to women, which is dumb. I’m really mad at myself for not realizing it. I hope you’ll forgive me.”

Her eyes fill with tears, though it’s way too early to cry.

It’s not that Susan ever questioned Katie’s enduring love for Jake, but she’s never really seen his depth like this. She’s moved by it, by the fact that Jake is such a mensch and that good straight men still exist. She wants to tell him that she loves him but reins herself in.

“Thanks, dude,” she texts back instead. “I obviously forgive you.”

The next text comes from Katie: “I promise I didn’t ghostwrite that text for him.”

Susan laughs, sends back a heart, and then puts her phone away.

As she descends the stairs, she smells turkey, gravy, potatoes. It makes Susan’s stomach twist; Thanksgiving food in the morning is a disgusting thought. Her mom always starts cooking this meal at dawn, even though it’s just for the three of them.

“Hello,” she calls out as she rounds the corner into the kitchen.

“Hi, honey,” her mom says from the living room.

Susan puts on a fresh pot of coffee and inhales a banana while she watches the drip start.

Her mom appears in the doorway wearing an apron over her pajamas, her gray hair sticking up in every direction.

“Did you have a fun night?” she asks.

“It was fine,” Susan says. “I convinced them to go to the movies instead of to a bar.”

“That’s my girl,” her mom says. “I never liked bars either.”

It’s not that Susan doesn’t like bars, but it’s not worth explaining.

Instead, she says, “Can I help with anything?”

“You can make a salad later,” her mom says. “Otherwise just relax. Come watch the parade with us.”

Looking around, Susan notices that the appliances in the kitchen have been upgraded; the ancient microwave that she used to joke was the original model has been replaced with something sleek and black, and the rickety electric stove is gas now, industrial-looking and sturdy.

“I didn’t know you guys were updating the kitchen,” she says.

Her mom smiles. “Oh, it’s nothing,” she says. “Our stocks are finally in a good place so your dad wanted to fix things up around here.”

“Oh,” Susan says, surprised. Nothing about this is on-brand for her parents, who are famously suspicious of the stock market and always drag their feet on home repairs. “That’s nice.”

“Thank god the economy is back on track.”

“The economy,” Susan repeats. She’s not really one to follow financial news, but she’s plugged in enough to know it’s rare to hear someone—or at least, someone who votes blue—say something positive about the current state of the country. “I didn’t realize you guys cared about the economy.”

Reading between the lines, her mom says, “Say what you will about Trump, but he’s been good for our wallet.”

Susan brings a hand to her mouth.

“I don’t love him as a person,” her mom says. “Most of the time I wish he’d just shut up. But we can’t deny that things have been easier for us, under him.”

“What about people who aren’t like you?” Susan says, wishing she had her coffee before facing this conversation.

What she wants to say is: What about people like me? She knows her parents accept her in a way that means they don’t see her as different from them, don’t imagine that there are other sets of rules for her that depend largely on the people in office. It’s something she herself has only recently realized, thanks to the targeted hate speech coming from elected government officials and the people who voted them in. She also knows it’s a privilege to have remained apolitical as long as she did.

“What do you want me to say, Susan?” her mom says, losing patience. “Should we suffer because others are suffering?”

“No, but…”

“We were poor for a long time, and now we’re less poor,” her mom says.

“You always contradicted me when I said that.”

“I wanted to protect you from the truth of our situation.” Her mom throws her hands up. “Sue me. Anyway, it doesn’t matter now. There’s money in the bank and I intend to enjoy it.”

“For now,” Susan says. “You think this is going to last? Isn’t he known for being a failed businessman?”

“Well, the markets certainly like him.”

“Just because your stocks are up this month doesn’t mean he’s made life better,” Susan presses. “It just means rich people with power are conservative.”

Her mom gives an exaggerated sigh. “Susan, updating our kitchen because Trump made us some money doesn’t mean I agree with his politics.”

Just as Susan’s trying to figure out what she could possibly say, her mom adds, “But he is better for Israel.”

Deep in the folds of Susan’s brain, something snaps.

“How can that be true, when there are all those Nazi rallies in his honor? And what does ‘better for Israel’ mean, anyway? Don’t you think he just supports Israel because he hates Muslims more than he hates Jews?”

They stare at each other for a few tense moments, each doing mental calculus about how much effort they want to put into this conversation.

Her mother’s shoulders slump first. “Maybe you’re right. You know, they always say that you get less radical as you get older, but I never thought it would happen to me. Turns out money does make a difference.”

Susan instantly feels bad for how defeated her mom seems. “I’m glad you guys have some more resources,” she concedes. “It’s just hard for me to trust it if it’s because of that goon.”

“I hear you, honey,” her mom replies, and Susan feels a brief burst of satisfaction, like maybe she’s made a microscopic difference in something.



When the coffee is done, Susan brings a steaming mug that says BEST DAD EVER into the living room and squeezes between her parents on the brown corduroy couch they’ve had since she was born. Her mom seems to have forgotten the argument already; she welcomes Susan with a smile.

She rests her head on her mom’s shoulder and her dad pats her knee. Later, she’ll call Angie, and at some point, she’ll check her work email and make sure all the scheduled tweets have gone out, but for now she’s happy to be pressed between her mom and her dad, pretending that she’s ten years old, the outside world and everyone in it just abstract ideas that don’t touch her life at all.



In December, Susan is turning thirty.

Yo La Tengo is playing all eight nights of Hanukkah at the Bowery Ballroom, and Susan pulls some strings to reserve a small roped-off section for her friends up on the balcony.

“You have the same taste in music as a forty-five-year-old divorced father of three,” Katie says when Susan calls to invite her.

“Taste in music is Gen X’s only redeeming quality,” Susan says. She’s lying in her bed with her feet up on the wall, her small Bed-Stuy bedroom with its view of brownstone rooftops feeling like the most special place on earth. “And you used to like Yo La Tengo.”

“Some of us evolve,” Katie says, but she’s just teasing, and Susan laughs.

“Ugh, yes, sure,” Susan says. “It’s just hard for me that all the new music sounds like pop. It’s like top forty dance garbage but with indie girl voice. I miss when everything sounded like folk.”

“I know, baby,” Katie says. “You like what you like.”

“Every time I think I find something new to like, it turns out to be the solo project of someone from a band we used to listen to in high school.”

Katie laughs. “You’ll have to make me a playlist. Anyway, we’ll be there. And we can’t wait to meet Angie.”

“She’s a good one,” Susan says.

The small invite list is Jonny, Angie, Katie, Jake, Mia, Heather, and Drew. The show falls on Susan’s actual birthday, a Friday. She briefly considers getting dressed up, touching the old dresses in the back of her closet, and instead lands on black skinny jeans and a white band T-shirt. She feels like herself.



“Look at all these sad dads,” Katie says when they arrive. It’s true: The crowd is mostly made up of lone white men in their forties, standing around in their tortoiseshell glasses and Doc Martens boots and denim jackets. “I should have brought my single friends.”

“I’m single,” Heather says, making eyes at a man across the room who smiles sheepishly back.

“Oh, he’s cute,” Mia says. “Do we think he brought a friend?”

“Pay attention to me,” Susan whines at them. “No heterosexuality on my birthday.”

“Sexuality isn’t a choice,” Katie reminds her. “If it was, we’d all be gay.”

“Yeah, because being gay is so easy and fun in Trump’s America,” Susan says.

“Hey, this is where we met,” Angie interrupts, beaming at Susan.

“Duh, babe,” Susan says.

They kiss, and everyone cheers. Susan laughs into Angie’s mouth.

The VIP section is on the balcony; no seats, but at least it’s their own area where no one can bump into them or block their view. It’s nice to have all her people together, and even nicer that they are there specifically for her. She is so, so happy that her twenties are finally over. She imagines that in her thirties she’ll be more confident, more settled, clearer about what she wants and needs and more able to say so.

“You know, I turned thirty once,” Heather says, and Jonny lets out a snort.

“Yeah? When?” Susan asks. She still has no idea how old Heather actually is.

“Wouldn’t you like to know.” Heather winks.

Susan goes to get beers, and when she gets back, Angie, Katie, Heather, and Mia are talking to each other in a circle.

“Don’t worry,” Katie says over her shoulder. “We are talking about you.”

Meanwhile, Jonny is trying to flirt with Drew, who appears to be enjoying the attention.

Susan and Jake find themselves on the outside of the group, and Susan turns to him and says, “So how’s photography going?”

“It’s a fucking grind,” Jake says, sipping his beer.

Susan notices that his long, stringy hair is starting to thin at the temple. He should really consider another hairstyle, she thinks.

“I wish I could just, like, worry about making art, instead of worrying about having to market myself.”

“You mean on social,” Susan says.

“Yeah. No offense.”

“Oh, please.” She waves this off. “No one hates social media more than social media managers. I totally understand.”

“I don’t know how you do it,” he says. The lights start to dim, and Susan hears some commotion from the stage, indicating the show might start soon.

“I dissociate.” She shrugs.

This is an exaggeration. Susan doesn’t hate social media. But she feels, on some level, like it’s gauche to admit that.



Yo La Tengo always starts live shows gently, with quieter, more obscure songs, gradually building into the louder, catchier hits. Susan is the only one in her group of friends who knows all the words to everything they play, and she’s grateful they showed up for her anyway.

Later, when the band starts playing “Autumn Sweater,” which is one of Susan’s all-time favorite songs, Angie puts an arm around her waist. Susan nuzzles into her and they stand like that for a while, Susan feeling Angie’s warm body against hers.

Angie whispers in her ear, “Hey. I love you.”

Susan freezes.

She wants to say it back.

She tries to.

But what comes out of her mouth is: “Sorry, I can’t hear you.”

Angie looks confused.

Susan feels a cold chill through her whole body as she realizes she has no choice but to commit to the lie. “Say it again?” she says.

Angie shakes her head, removes her arm from Susan’s waist, and turns away.



At a dark, crowded dive bar down the street, Susan orders a round of shots for everyone, but there’s one extra, because as soon as they arrived, Angie excused herself to the bathroom and hasn’t come out.

Susan and Katie clink tequilas. Susan winces as she chases it with lime.

The bar is excruciatingly loud, and Katie has to shout over the din when she says, “Why did I see your girlfriend crying on the walk over here?”

Susan puts her face in her hands.

“Oh, god, what did you do?”

“I didn’t say I love you back,” she says, her hands still covering her face.

“Oh no.” Katie groans. “Why did she say it so soon, though?”

“Have you ever met a lesbian?” Susan says. “It’s not that soon in my culture.”

Katie doesn’t take the bait. “Just don’t be a jerk, Susan. I like this one.”

“I’m not trying to be,” Susan whines, and as she says it, she realizes she hasn’t been trying to not be a jerk, either.

Mia eventually heads out to meet a guy she’s been seeing in Queens. Heather and Jonny say their goodbyes, too. Drew has disappeared into a corner with someone he knows from some other facet of his life. By the time Angie emerges from the bathroom, cold and distant, only Katie and Jake remain at the bar with Susan, committed to staying out with her as long as she wants.

She can tell they’re tired, though, and lets them off the hook, hugging each of them tightly while Angie waits with her arms folded over her chest.

When it’s finally just them, Susan says, “You’re still coming home with me, right?”

Angie nods, though she’s still silent.

When they get to Susan’s and climb into bed, Susan thinks that maybe she is actually in love with Angie; maybe the problem is that she has just been comparing Angie to Eliza, which was lust and infatuation, while this is something real. Sure, Angie doesn’t give her butterflies. But maybe stability is more important. Maybe love is trusting how someone feels about you.

She’s suddenly sick with anxiety as she thinks about the fact that she has, potentially, irrevocably fucked this up. Angie is everything she’s ever wanted in a partner. She’s so good for her. And now Susan might have lost her.

Angie’s back is to her and Susan scoots over, becoming the big spoon, wrapping her arms around her as tightly as she can.

“I love you, too,” she says.

“So you did hear me,” Angie says, the first time she’s spoken in hours.

“I’m sorry,” says Susan. “I’m so fucking awkward.” She can hear the muffled pulse of the city outside the window, the honking of cars, the drunken shouting of partygoers.

“You really freaked me out,” Angie says. “I thought maybe this was all in my head.”

“It’s not,” she says. And then she says it again: “I love you. I love us together. You make me so happy.”

“I can tell, you know,” Angie says, still turned away from her.

“Tell what?”

“When we’re having sex, it’s like you disappear. Who are you thinking about?”

“No one,” Susan lies, mortified at how obvious she’s been.

Angie is crying the saddest, smallest sobs into the pillow, and all Susan can do is lie there and hold her, feeling guilty and regretful and wishing so badly that she could fix it, that she could have behaved differently this whole time.

“It’s like you’re here, but you’re not,” Angie whispers.

“That’s not true,” she says. “I am here.”

And for the first time in a long time, she actually is.



On Monday, Susan has organized a performance in the office, to be filmed for Facebook Live, and she invites Jonny, because it’s a band he introduced her to.

They lean against a wall in the back. She lets the younger staff members crowd around the front. They’re more excited to see the band play, and they look better on camera anyway.

“What’s up with you and Angie?” Jonny whispers. The band starts playing an acoustic set, Susan’s coworkers swaying in time.

“It’s a long story,” Susan says.

“Let’s go make time,” he says, and they sneak out as the performance begins.

Outside the office, Susan and Jonny stroll into City Hall Park and sit on a bench in the sun.

“Tell me,” he says, and puts his hand on her knee.

“I didn’t say I love you back fast enough, and I think I might have ruined everything.”

“Fucking lesbians,” he says. “I feel like you’re allowed a pause when you hear I love you for the first time, no?”

She shrugs.

Across the street, they watch a man plunge both his hands into the garbage and dig around, pulling bottles and cans out and tossing them into a shopping cart.

“Angie is so great,” she says. “I don’t know why I’ve been sabotaging it.”

“I have a feeling you do know,” Jonny says.

“There is a mental hurdle that I can’t seem to get past,” she admits.

He quietly waits for her to continue.

“Do you remember Eliza?” she says, and she feels like she’s going to cry, because this is the first time she’s said Eliza’s name out loud to Jonny in over a year.

“Oh, honey,” he says.

“I don’t know why I still think about her. I’d really like to stop.”

“You’re not going to want to hear this,” he says, “but I don’t think we ever really get over the things that end before they begin.”

She hangs her head. “Yeah.”

“It was peak romantic obsession when she dumped you,” he says. “She never became a real person. You might as well have made her up. And it’s easier to love a made-up person than a real one.”

Did Susan make Eliza up? It’s hard to fathom, given that during her days with Eliza, she felt more present than she’d ever been in her life.

“I also think there is some significance to the fact that she’s a girl from back home,” he adds. “Maybe she’s come to represent something about the past.”

This is too scary to look at directly. Susan has no idea what Eliza could possibly represent. Eliza is not abstract. She’s golden flesh and hot blood and a laugh that sounds like wind chimes.

Susan sighs. “For the past couple of years, I’ve just felt like I’m watching myself live my life. Like I’m looking through a thick wall of glass. Like, objectively, I understand that everything is good. Work is fine. I finally have Instagram followers. I have a beautiful girlfriend who is into me. What is wrong with me?”

Instead of answering, Jonny asks a question back. “Could you even say what you liked so much about Eliza?”

Susan is stumped. “I mean … she was funny. And smart. And hot.”

“Blah, blah, blah,” Jonny says. “Anyone can be those things. What is it really about her?”

“I don’t know,” Susan says. “I can’t really define it.”

It’s cold out, and Susan pulls her hood up, shivering into it.

“Maybe because there’s nothing of substance there,” he says. “I’m Team Angie. She’s substantive and the hottest person I’ve ever seen in my life.”

“I know, right?”

“I would let her top me,” Jonny says, dead serious.

Susan laughs.

“But, honey, it sounds like you’ve got a little case of ye olde depression. I hate that you’re looking at your life through a wall of glass. Maybe time to find a therapist?”

“We should go back inside soon,” Susan says, unable to respond to this diagnosis. “I have to make sure the assistant is doing the livestream correctly.”

“I can’t believe you trust an assistant with that,” he says.

“Well, someone once trusted me.” Susan pauses. “Anyway, you’re right. I am going to try to fix things with Angie. That is, if I haven’t already messed it all up.”

“Good,” Jonny says. “Just don’t lie to her about how you feel.”

Susan considers this point. “I guess I thought I was protecting her.”

“It doesn’t work like that,” he says. “The only thing you can do is be honest and let her make her own choices. You only get this one wild and precious life, as they keep telling me.”

Susan searches for the truth of how she feels. “Dating Eliza was like, I don’t know. How I imagined MDMA would be. Really incredible in the moment, but not necessarily recommended for long-term use. And I think I like Angie because she’s more like a daily vitamin supplement. She…”

Jonny cuts her off. “How have you made it to thirty without doing MDMA?”

“Ecstasy makes holes in your brain,” she says, knowing that wasn’t the kind of answer he was looking for.

“Myth,” he says.

“Fine.” She meets his eyes. “Risks scare me.”

“There it is.”

“It’s been a theme. Look, I’m self-aware now. Yay, me.” Susan claps sadly for herself.

Jonny turns so that he’s facing her on the bench. He takes both her hands in his. “Well, you know, love is a risk. Maybe this isn’t about an obsession with Eliza at all. Maybe it’s about having an excuse to be closed off.”

“So I don’t have to risk getting hurt?”

“Yes, but more than that”—he squeezes her hands—“so you don’t have to risk being known. If someone doesn’t really know you, they can’t ever really reject you, can they?”

“Fuck,” Susan says. Tears are streaming rapidly down her face and she can’t wipe them away because Jonny is still clutching her hands. Her vision blurs. “Have you ever thought about starting a podcast?”

“Yes, of course.” He laughs, but quickly grows serious again. “Susan, my dear friend, you need to be real with the person who loves you, even if it scares you, even if it means telling her about your feelings for someone else, and even if it means you might lose her in the process. She deserves to know where you’re at. Now more than ever.”

“I’ll try,” Susan whispers.

And she does.







5
First Peach of the Season



2021

Hello, friends, Susan begins her LinkedIn post. It’s been a hard year for those of us in creative industries.

She’s curled into herself in her bedroom in her parents’ house wearing threadbare sweatpants she got from someone’s Y2K bat mitzvah and slippers from Costco, her hair piled into a stringy mess on top of her head. Her CDs sit in piles collecting dust in a corner next to her old boom box. There are three half-empty water glasses on her rickety desk, plus a crumpled Diet Coke can, a stack of books on marketing, a bag of almonds, and various colored Post-it notes. A pile of clean laundry is draped across the back of her chair; she’s given up folding it. Most of her belongings are still in boxes in the garage, where they’ve been since last July.

It’s eighteen months into the pandemic, and though her whole life has changed, she can’t help but feel that she’s slipped into the past, where everything is just as she left it.

Susan keeps typing: I never thought I’d leave my job at Rider Die Media. But perhaps getting laid off was the kick in the butt I needed to make a change. Since then, I’ve had the pleasure of working as a freelancer with incredible clients on projects I’m passionate about.

Though she used to find this sort of gig-fishing embarrassing, it’s Susan’s world now. As a contractor she needs to network to keep the work coming. She lists the companies she’s worked for—a mix of streamers, dating apps, and clothing brands—and describes how she creates brand strategies on Twitter and Instagram and TikTok, developing concepts for promotional videos, crafting voice and tone and aesthetics for each new launch.

She’s good at it, this marketing stuff. Susan knows how to get people on the internet interested in new things. Understanding the audiences for brands is not that different from knowing about music fandoms. Fans are fans.

She’s even gotten used to working remotely. On weekdays she sleeps until right before her first meeting, drinking coffee with her camera off, not showering until lunchtime—if at all. No one notices, or if they do notice, they don’t bother to say anything. No one is paying much attention to anyone but themselves these days, their own images trapped in small squares on their screens.

She wonders if being a freelancer is really just looking for more work forever, or if she’ll ever hit a point where it sustains itself. It’s exhausting, but she doesn’t care that much about the work, which is oddly nice. It’ll never take over her life the way Rider did. She can have emotional boundaries, which she supposes is a net positive.

Net positive. Even Susan’s thoughts have new lingo.

She sums up her skill set as best she can, concluding: I’m always looking for new opportunities, so if any of this sounds relevant to you, please don’t hesitate to get in touch. She can hardly believe her own tone when she writes this. It sounds so adult.

A few minutes after she posts, a message pops up from some guy named Dave Weinberg.

“Send me your email,” it says. “I have a project that might be a fit.”

Susan replies quickly with her email address and a “Thanks,” then closes her computer and gets under the covers, scrolling through soup recipes on Instagram until her eyes can’t stay open anymore.

Above her bed, she’s removed the teenage posters that used to crowd the wall, and the room feels strangely naked. She falls asleep trying to remember what it used to look like when she was in high school. The longer she lives with her parents, the harder it is to leave.



At the start of the pandemic, while everyone else Susan knew was sheltering in place, Angie was working longer and longer shifts in the ER.

People banged pots and pans from their balconies at 7 PM every night while Angie texted Susan, “Just put another person on a ventilator.”

When they saw each other, Susan noticed Angie was becoming too skinny, stooped over. A question mark that had once been an exclamation point. And then they couldn’t see each other at all; it wasn’t safe. They didn’t know how the virus spread yet, and they still didn’t live together.

A couple of years ago, Mia had moved out, having decided she wanted to try living in Manhattan. Susan didn’t ask Angie to take her place. Instead, unable to pay the rent on the two-bedroom, she found herself a little studio in Crown Heights above a bodega, with big windows and a joke of a kitchen, perfect for one person who never cooked. Susan felt strongly that she needed to experience living alone for a bit, instead of going straight from a roommate to a live-in girlfriend, and Angie, as always, was understanding. Their friends teased them for being so unlike other lesbian couples; they protested that they didn’t need to cohabitate to be committed. The one exception was when Angie got top surgery, and Susan stayed with her for a month to help take care of her. Otherwise, they were happy living separately, or so Susan thought.

But then one night a few months into quarantine, Angie called her from her separate apartment and said, “I used to think your life was wild and exciting, but now all I can see is how different we are.”

At first, Susan was defensive. She was in bed with her laptop, wearing the same sweatpants she’d had on for a week. “My life is not wild and exciting anymore.”

“You know what I mean,” Angie said. “Someday the pandemic will end. Our lives are not going to get more similar.”

“I feel like I’ve spent our whole relationship waiting for you to realize you’re too good for me,” Susan admitted. “I’m spiraling about tweets while you’re saving lives. You probably want someone who can understand the stress you’re under.”

“Yeah,” Angie said, and Susan could hear the relief in her voice. “That about sums it up. But I’m not too good for you. Just different.”

Susan hated that they had to break up over the phone, but beyond that, she was okay. It wasn’t cold, the phone call. It was the best they could both do, given the state of things. They even said I love you before hanging up forever. Susan had known, deep down, that she and Angie weren’t going to last. It was as if they’d each been waiting for the other person to pull the plug. She was glad it had been Angie, and not her, who made the final call. She probably could have let it drag on for another three—or ten—years. They stayed in touch over text for a little while in an attempt at a friendship, until one day Susan woke up without a “good morning” from Angie, and that’s how she knew it was really over.

After that, everything else fell like dominoes.

People she knew started leaving the city. Heather decamped to LA; Mia went back home to Chicago.

And then Tamara decided it was best for the business to pivot from Rider Die Media to Rider Die Studios, abandoning editorial completely in favor of sponsored content, and Susan—along with her entire team—was laid off on a company-wide Zoom call, her email shut down before the meeting was over. She was given a measly four weeks of severance.

It was impossible to find a new job. Every other media company was in the midst of layoffs, too. The checks the government sent to people who got laid off didn’t cover her rent. Her landlord let it slide for three months—more than most would—before asking her to move out of her precious little studio. There was a new law protecting people from getting evicted, but the truth was Susan was relieved to have an excuse to bail on the life she’d built for herself. She was tired of trying to hold it all together on her own. She didn’t want to go down the bureaucratic rabbit hole that would have allowed her to stay. So she left.

Before she knew it, Susan found herself back at her parents’ house, as though the past ten years of freedom in Brooklyn were a wish that came true and then was taken back by the fickle genie who granted it.

The only bright spot was that shortly after Susan moved home, Katie and Jake did, too. They had chosen the safety of Katie’s parents’ house, where they didn’t have to hear the endless, ominous drone of sirens that filled the city streets and could be outside without fear of someone breathing on them.

Susan began freelancing for brands, at last understanding that her skill set wasn’t limited to the music industry. Heather had reached out with some projects promoting TV shows, which helped her network in new spaces. She was too tired to worry about selling out, too burned-out on the false promises of indie rock to feel like something had been lost. She’d work a few hours and then head over to Katie’s for the rest of the day, and sometimes the night, too.

But then, just as they’d all fallen into a routine of baking cookies and watching movies together, Katie got pregnant. Apparently they’d been trying for a while, which was news to Susan. She was a little hurt that they hadn’t told her sooner, but she understood. It was private.



Katie gave birth to Allen a couple months ago, and Susan has seen Katie only a couple of times since: once when they first got home from the hospital, masked and in the backyard, and a few days later when Susan dropped off her first and last attempt at a lasagna. The main problem is that Katie wants Susan to quarantine for three days before spending time with them, which is fair, but Susan’s parents are refusing the newly available vaccine (“Why would we inject something into our bodies that hasn’t been tested long-term?” her dad said, despite her begging and sometimes yelling about it), which means even if she stays home, she could be exposed.

Two months feels infinitely long in this strange new world, where the passing of time in general has lost meaning.

In lieu of hanging out with Katie and Jake, Susan has started rewatching old TV shows from start to finish: True Blood, Friday Night Lights, Game of Thrones, The L Word. At night, she dreams of monsters: vampires, football players, dragons, LA lesbians.

Her only other form of entertainment is watching Ramona get dragged online. Someone has, at last, surfaced the photo of her with dreadlocks.



The next morning, Susan drinks coffee with her parents while she reads through Apple News, checks Instagram and Twitter and TikTok. Only after she showers and puts her sweatpants back on does she sit down at her desk and open Gmail.

She has an email with the subject: Hi from LinkedIn.

“Hi, Susan,” it reads. “Dave Weinberg here. I’m producing a feature. The writer saw your post and thought you’d be a great fit to come on and lead social media marketing. We all remember you from the Ben Kaplan story, and thought maybe the themes would resonate. I can send you the script if you sign on. We want to have a plan in place before we start shooting, in case there’s any on-set content capture we need to do. Let me know if this is of interest. Thanks.”

Susan has never been hired to market something that hasn’t even been filmed yet, but she’s not in a position to turn it down.



After multiple phone calls with different people, Susan accepts the job and signs a contract. She’d do it for any amount of money at this point, but the rate is good. More than she’s ever made.

Within days, there’s a kickoff Zoom with the whole team, the producers and the studio execs and the director. The writer will be leading the meeting.

Before the video call, Susan cleans her room, making sure that nothing personal can be seen in her background. She fluffs her hair with her fingers and puts a tinted lip balm on. She forces herself not to pick at the zit on her cheek. She checks to see if there are stains on the visible part of her T-shirt. On the bottom, she’s wearing ratty pajama pants, no shoes.

She dials in. In general, she’s used to these things. There’s a dozen or so people in their little video boxes, on mute. She waves at the screen. A few people wave back. Dave pops up, wearing a black baseball hat and black T-shirt, and unmutes himself to say, “Hi, all, Liz Cook should be joining us soon. Those of you who are new to our team, I can’t wait for you to meet her and read her script. She’s amazing.”

Three endless minutes later, Eliza appears.

For a moment, Susan feels as though she’s looking at the world through a straw.

Eliza looks too different and too familiar all at the same time. Her long blond hair falls in soft waves around a glowing, unwrinkled face. But it’s definitely her.

“Hi, everyone!” Eliza chirps.

Eliza is Liz. Liz is the screenwriter. Eliza wrote the movie Susan has been hired to promote.

The sound of her voice causes Susan’s eyelid to start twitching. She turns her camera off and writes in the chat, “sorry, wifi issues! Going camera off.” Eliza does not need to see her freak out like this. She certainly does not need to see directly into Susan’s childhood bedroom, either.

Within seconds, Susan gets a private Zoom message.

It’s Eliza: “Don’t leave the call when it wraps.”

Susan writes back, “You got it, Liz.”

Eliza sends back an eye-roll emoji. And then: “And maybe it’s time to unblock me.”

The only way Eliza would know that she’s blocked is if she’d tried to text her. Which means she’d tried to reach out. Susan wonders how many times, and when, and what she wanted to say.

Back on her computer screen, Eliza says, “Thanks so much for joining our kickoff call today. I’m so excited to meet you. So, as you know, I set out to make a film about what happened to me when I was a teenager.” She takes a breath. “When I was sixteen, I went to a party. When I woke up the next morning, my entire life had changed. I just didn’t know it yet.”

Susan starts to bite her nails.

“A photo of me had been taken while I was passed out. I was naked. Within a few days, it had been sent to hundreds of people.”

Eliza keeps talking, but Susan is finding it impossible to pay attention to the words she’s saying. Her heart is pounding so hard that she double-checks she’s on mute, in case the computer microphone could pick up the noise. Everyone else appears fully immersed in Eliza’s monologue, nodding along intently. Meanwhile Susan searches Eliza’s face for evidence that time has passed. Other than the changes in her styling, she doesn’t seem to have aged at all. How annoying.

Susan swallows. You have to listen, she tells herself. This is a work thing now.

Her brain snaps back online in time to hear Eliza say, “After my parents kicked me out, I did whatever I could to get by. I was lucky enough to have friends that let me stay with them, so I didn’t have to be in the system, but I also got into drugs. It’s hard to remember much from that time, frankly. Finally, I got sick of living on the edge like that and started to pull it together. I got a job as a bartender and got my GED. I put myself through technical school, where I got a degree that allowed me to get into the entertainment industry, and I turned my life around. I was one of the lucky ones.

“But my mental health suffered for a long time. I had panic attacks; I couldn’t get close to anyone. I haven’t spoken to my parents since they kicked me out. I struggled to maintain romantic relationships.” She pauses, as if looking directly at Susan, whose camera is still off.

“My story isn’t unique,” she says. “The early aughts was a time when technology was just starting to impact how kids moved through the world. No one had the language to talk about what was done to me. Instead, they just thought I was an out-of-control slut. I was punished.”

Susan has bitten her nails down to the quick, and she has to sit on her hands to get herself to stop.

“This film, which for now I’m calling Long Island, 2005, is based on my story, with some narrative liberties taken in the name of entertainment.” Eliza smiles. “The way it happened in real life was not a perfect hero’s journey arc. And I wanted to protect certain identities, of course. My hope is the emotional truth comes through anyway. And that it will resonate with a lot of other women.”

Susan wonders, for the millionth time, if it would have changed things between them if she’d known the details of what really happened before taking Eliza to Katie’s wedding. If she could have prevented Eliza from seeing Kyle and reliving this trauma, if she could have stopped Eliza from associating her with it.

Dave comes back on camera. “I’m just going to run through some housekeeping stuff, and then we’ll get to next steps.”

Ten minutes later, the call is over, and one by one the faces flicker out until it’s just her and Eliza.

Susan takes a few deep breaths.

Eliza waits, her face unreadable. “Let me see you, Susan.”

With a shaking hand, Susan turns her camera on.

They stare at each other for a few long seconds. Eliza is holding so still that for a moment Susan isn’t sure whether her computer has lagged.

But then she blinks, slowly, and something wound tight inside Susan starts to unspool.

Eliza says, friendly, almost businesslike, “It’s really good to see you. I hear you’re doing our social media.”

“It’s good to see you, too,” Susan says, and wonders, Is it? “I mean, you would know. You had Dave pluck me from the bowels of LinkedIn.”

“I was so excited when I saw your post,” Eliza says. “What are the chances, right? I really needed a social media manager, and there you were, looking for work.”

Eliza is talking to her like they are old friends, not people who have seen each other naked.

“When did you even add me?” Susan asks.

“Oh, like, years ago,” Eliza says. “All your shit is public.”

“I had no idea it was you.”

“I figured.”

Susan can’t read Eliza at all. She’s so different, so professional. So femme.

“Where are you?” Susan asks. “Are those palm trees?”

“I’m in LA,” she says. “Where are you? It looks kind of suburban.” Behind Susan is the window looking out into the yard, its vibrant if overgrown grass and big, old oak trees.

Susan hesitates. “I moved back in with my parents when the pandemic started, and I guess I’m still here.”

“No.” Eliza gasps. “You poor thing.” Her sympathy is grating.

“Where in LA do you live?” Susan asks, as though she knows the difference between neighborhoods.

“In Silver Lake, with all the other gay people from New York,” Eliza says, laughing at her own joke.

“That sounds nice,” Susan says.

“So listen,” Eliza says, her tone changing again. Apparently the small talk is over. “We’re starting production in a few months. I was wondering if maybe you’d want to make a trip out here now, so we can make a plan. And you know, catch up. That way when you come back to capture content during production, you’ll already have the lay of the land.”

Susan doesn’t know why she’d need to come to LA to make a plan. She stares blankly, unsure what to say.

“Please?” Eliza says. “It would be really good to reconnect before we start working together.”

Susan feels like her brain is spinning in a centrifuge. Why can’t they just have a few phone calls to catch up? Spending time with Eliza will likely set her back years of progress, but she’s in too deep to set a boundary now. Besides, she’s desperately curious. About what has become of Eliza, and about what might happen if they see each other.

“That’s a great idea,” she says. “Would you believe I’ve never been to LA?”

“Actually, yes,” Eliza says. “You’re just such a New Yorker.”

“It’s like I’m cursed,” Susan says. “No matter what I do, I can’t escape it.”

“So will you come? You can stay with us. We have a guesthouse.”

Us? Susan decides not to address this. Instead, she says, “Oh, I mean, that’s really nice of you.”

“Well, you’d be working for me,” Eliza says. “It’s the least I can do.”

“Not with you?”

Eliza smiles. “That, too. Okay, so you’ll come, right? I’ll send you our address and the production calendar and you can figure out when it makes sense to get here.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re going to love it,” Eliza says. “Every girl in Silver Lake has your haircut.”

“Okay,” Susan says, ignoring the jab. “Let me think about it.”

She’s already decided, but Eliza doesn’t need to know.

“Yay,” Eliza says. “Oh, I hope you say yes. I would love to see you.”

“You would?”

“Of course I would,” Eliza says, like it’s obvious. “Okay, gotta go. Talk soon!” She hangs up, and Susan is alone in the Zoom call, staring at her own dumbfounded reflection.

Susan goes to Liz Cook’s LinkedIn page. Her profile photo shows a woman on a red carpet, holding a gold award statue over her face, obscuring it completely. Her biographical details are vague—a list of production companies she’s worked at, mostly.

Liz Cook is a commercial producer turned screenwriter.

It takes only a few minutes to discover that Liz Cook, whose own social media profiles are set to private, follows Susan on every platform. Instagram, Twitter, TikTok, Spotify, Snapchat, Pinterest, even Goodreads, which Susan hardly uses.

She knows what she’s going to find before she hits search on Google, but the images still take her breath away.

In the photos, Liz Cook’s hair is long and straight and softly streaked with blond, and her skin is glowing, dewy, and tan, as though she’s been given a wet kiss by the sun. She’s thin. Her bottom teeth are crooked.

She’s a fun house version of Eliza: Eliza stripped of queer signifiers and replaced with a bland body double, like an alien’s interpretation of a woman, someone they abducted and swapped with a look-alike.

It’s her but not her.

But it is her.

Eliza at parties, Eliza on panels, Eliza’s beauty routine featured in blogs.

As Eliza Klein, she’s a ghost: no social media presence, hardly any Google search results. But as Liz Cook, she has a heavy digital footprint. At least, within a specific corner of the internet. Susan has been siloed away in a totally separate algorithmic prison.

With her stomach in knots, Susan clicks deeper into the rabbit hole, where she finds that Liz Cook is married.

To a man.

Don’t be biphobic, Susan tells herself. This doesn’t mean she’s straight.

Still, it’s a shock to see the man Eliza chose.

Graham Cook is a psychiatrist. He has a private practice that looks robust. He wrote a book called The Psychodynamics of Polyamory.

Whatever that means, Susan thinks.

He’s a real functioning adult, a productive member of society with several degrees and predictable income. Definitely a WASP, too.

Susan feels like throwing up. She should stop looking, but she’s in it now.

Together, Dr. and Mrs. Cook are golden and godlike. Radiant.

Susan finds photos of their elopement that ran in Brides magazine (chic, downtown, Eliza wore pants). The couple is in red-carpet photos all over Getty Images. Eliza is a little bit taller than Graham, and it seems she’s taken to emphasizing their height difference by wearing stiletto heels. Graham looks unbothered by this. If anything, he seems stoked.

Susan scrolls through her IMDb. Liz Cook has been in countless writers’ rooms for hit TV shows, shows that Susan has binged, never knowing that Eliza was probably responsible for the very same dialogue that made her laugh or cry, sitting on her parents’ couch through the worst months in recent memory.

As though Eliza’s hands have reached across time and space and through the TV to touch her, or maybe strangle her.

Long Island, 2005 is Eliza’s first feature film.

Susan thinks about Eliza less than she used to, but she wouldn’t go so far as to say she ever really got over her. She’s not sure what to do with the fact that Eliza has found her, has hired her to work on a film she wrote about her life. It’s too much. She wants to scream, break things. She wishes she suffered from some sort of mania so she could justify going on a self-destructive spree of buying designer clothes and doing club drugs and sleeping with strangers and getting a horrible tattoo. But that’s not her. It never was.

She pulls out her phone and unblocks Eliza.



Susan closes her laptop and goes downstairs to talk to her parents about her potential trip to California, but when she gets to the kitchen, she finds her dad sitting on the ground looking confused and her mom crouching next to him. There’s a puddle of coffee and a broken mug on the floor.

Her heart immediately starts to pound. “What happened?” She gasps. “Should I call 911?”

They look up at her. “I’m fine,” her dad says, but he looks pale.

“Dad fell,” her mom says.

“You fell?” Susan repeats. She sits on the floor next to him, taking one of his hands in both of hers. It feels cold and clammy, rough and ancient. “Why did you fall?”

“Just lost track of my feet,” he says. “I’m fine, honey.”

Susan looks at her mom. “Mom?”

“If he says he’s fine, he’s fine.” She sighs.

“Did you need something?” her dad asks.

“I was going to let you know I might be traveling to LA soon, but if you need me, I can just stay here.”

“Help me up,” her dad says, and she rises to her feet and then uses all her weight to pull him up with her. He steadies himself on the counter. “Don’t cancel your plans on account of us,” he says.

“Are you sure?” Part of her wants them to tell her not to go.

“Of course,” her mom says. “You know, we managed without you for a long time. We’ll be fine.”

“But can we at least talk about why, or how, Dad fell?”

“Because I’m old,” he says.

Her mom hits him on the arm. “If you’re old, what does that make me?”

“Older.” He winks.

“Oy,” Susan mutters.



On the flight to Los Angeles a few weeks later, once she’s sure her parents will really be okay without her for several days, Susan can sense pimples forming under her mask. Her ears are starting to ache from being pulled forward under the straps. She knows by the time she gets to LA, she’s going to look nothing short of monstrous, but her fear of COVID is greater than her fear of looking ugly. Like most people from New York City, she knows a handful of people who died. No one close enough to her to warrant a grieving process, but the kind of acquaintances whose absences she’d notice, if she still lived in the city. Her pandemic trauma is like a low-grade fever that never really goes away.



Outside of LAX, Susan stands on the sidewalk for a few minutes to feel the sun on her face. She can’t believe there are palm trees around the airport. She’s starting to feel as though the picture of the world she got from living in New York her whole life is very narrow.

In Arrivals, Susan learns she can take a bus to the Lyft lot or pay one hundred dollars extra to get an Uber right to where she stands—a preposterous amount to spend on convenience. But Eliza had said she’d cover her travel expenses, so Susan opts for the latter. While she waits for her car, she texts her parents to tell them she landed, sends Jonny a picture of the palm trees, and then pulls up Twitter and scrolls aimlessly. She refreshes her email several times.

She tries not to think about the fact that she’s in Eliza’s city. It’s easier to think about Eliza as Liz Cook: a married woman she doesn’t know, has never known. Otherwise, Susan is not sure what she thinks she’s doing here. Trying to reunite with a long-lost love who is still not interested in her? It’s pathetic, if she thinks about it too hard, so she opts out of thinking about it at all.

The car pulls up and Susan heaves her bag into the back.

Once they’re on the freeway, the driver looks back at her and says, “So what do you do?”

“Social media,” she says. “You?” She realizes after she asks that it might be a faux pas to assume he does something outside of driving for Uber.

“I’m an actor,” he says.

She notices his headshot and résumé hanging on the back of the seat. He looks clean-cut and tan, like a manufactured Ken doll sort of attractiveness, cooked up in a lab or a doctor’s office.

“Cool,” she says, and smiles.

She’s amused to find this stereotype about LA to be true.

The driver gets off the freeway and turns onto Silver Lake Boulevard. There are a few streets covered in encampments where, she assumes, unhoused people live. It’s disturbing to look at: shacks made of garbage clustered densely together. She catches a glimpse of a fully naked man around the side of a tent.

Susan had thought she’d seen it all in New York City, but the truth is she’s never encountered poverty like this before. The driver meets her eyes in the rearview mirror and says, “It’s gotten really bad over here. The problem is that it’s also a mental illness thing.”

But then, a few blocks in, everything explodes around her with green and orange and yellow. The houses are small but pristinely kept, mid-century modern and Spanish Colonial, painted white and pink and teal. The obvious inequality is jarring.

The driver makes a left, and all of a sudden they’re driving around a sparkling reservoir. She didn’t realize there was an actual body of water here and feels like an idiot. Silver Lake. There’s a metal fence around it, and some concrete at its edge, but other than that she thinks it’s the most beautiful thing she’s ever seen; it looks enchanted, made of glitter, surrounded by green hills dotted with houses and palm trees, and then she looks up and she can see huge blue and pink mountains looming in the distance. There’s a big green field where people are lying on towels, dogs running about. Flowers are exploding everywhere, bushes and trees dense with red and orange and lavender, like candy, like something out of a Dr. Seuss book, or an acid trip.

“Oh my god,” she says.

“Everyone knows Beverly Hills, but Silver Lake is LA’s real crown jewel,” he says. “Rich folks only, though.”

“That tracks,” she says.

“You know, they used to call this area the Swish Alps,” he says.

“Wait.” Susan laughs. “Why?”

“Fancy gay men,” he says. “It’s mostly just yuppies now, though. Where are you from?”

“New York.”

“You know what they say,” he says. “New York is fun hell, and LA is shitty heaven.”

“That’s kind of perfect.”

He turns off from the reservoir and drives up a steep hill. It seems too narrow for a two-way street, and he has to pull over several times to let other cars go by before finally slowing to a stop.

Eliza’s house is surrounded by thriving vegetation: green bushes with pink flowers and the largest succulents Susan has ever seen. The garden is so dense that you can barely see the house, just the front door and some windows. The driver helps her with her bag and then takes off, his tires squeaking on the sharp turns back down the hill.

Eliza’s garden is alive with jewel-toned hummingbirds and monarch butterflies and thick squirrels that look buffer than the ones in Brooklyn, as though they all belong to a little squirrel gym together, where they do pull-ups on bird feeders and deadlift acorns.

The front door opens.

“Susan,” Eliza says.

Hearing Eliza say her name makes every cell in Susan’s body sing.

Eliza’s hair is the color of a sugar cookie and she’s wearing an oversize white cotton button-down and brown linen pants. She looks like a cult leader, or a wellness guru, or some combination of the two. Like she might be running a pyramid scheme involving handmade candles out of her garage.

Time expands and contracts. It’s been five minutes since they last saw each other and also a million years. Susan feels strongly that she needs to put her hands on Eliza to confirm it’s really her. Eliza is standing too far away for Susan to even smell her. Instead, she’s getting hit with strong whiffs of jasmine, which is pleasant but distracting.

“It me,” Susan says.

“What’s that?” Eliza asks, as though she’s never been online.

“Do you hug these days?” Susan asks back, instead of explaining herself.

“Thank you for asking. Do you mind just taking a rapid test first?”

“Of course,” Susan says, even though she knows this is stupid; if she got COVID on the plane, it won’t show up for days. But she knows it’s important for people to feel like they have something resembling control. “That will give me time to shower, too. I’m disgusting.”

“Great,” Eliza says, still in the doorway. “I’ll give you a big hug after.”



Susan gets settled into the guesthouse in Eliza’s backyard, which has a bedroom, a bathroom, and a tiny kitchen with a café table and two chairs. It’s bigger than her last apartment in Brooklyn had been, decorated in that minimal California style she’s seen on Instagram, complete with rattan furniture and potted cacti on the bookshelf.

It’s throwing her off, how casual Eliza was, but she’s not sure what she expected. To fall into each other’s arms? She tells herself not to be ridiculous.

She shoves a nasal swab into her nose and mixes it with the tiny vial of test solution. She leaves the test on the kitchen table to process while she showers the airplane stink off and tries to make herself look presentable, but she’s feeling overly self-conscious about how tight her clothes fit and how blotchy her skin is. She wonders how Eliza always manages to look so good. Now in their mid-thirties, they should be too old for the kind of effortless, unintentional beauty that radiates off Eliza. Susan has the quiet beginnings of crow’s-feet and a single white hair near her left ear. It’s not that she’s unhappy with how she looks; if anything, she’s glad that people no longer tell her she looks twelve. But it’s hard not to compare herself to Eliza.

She checks the test on the table. It’s negative. Part of her is disappointed. If she was positive, she could avoid whatever is going to happen next.



Susan lets herself in through French doors at the back of the main house. Inside, it’s decorated minimally; the mid-century modern furniture is simple and low to the ground, and all the walls are white. She wanders through an arched doorway into the living room—feeling like she’s about to get arrested for breaking and entering—and then into the kitchen, where Graham, whom she immediately recognizes from the photos online, is sitting at a white marble island reading a book. He’s dressed like a hipster from another era: black jeans, a tight black T-shirt, flannel button-down, work boots. Only his tortoiseshell reading glasses and the lines in his face anchor him to the middle-aged present.

He stands up, greeting her with a warm smile. Just like Eliza, he is too casual.

“Great to meet you, Susan,” he says, and shakes her hand. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

He’s even more handsome up close.

From another room, Susan hears Eliza call, “Only good things!”

“I wish I could say the same about you,” Susan says. She only knows what she’s googled. “You’ll just have to tell me yourself.”

Eliza emerges into the kitchen, looking a little bit out of breath, as though she’s frazzled to see Susan and Graham interacting without her. A loose strand of blond hair sticks to her forehead. She immediately busies herself assembling a tray of cheese, olives, and crackers, which prevents them from the promised hug. Susan wonders if Eliza doesn’t want to touch her, or if she just doesn’t want to touch her in front of her husband, or if—most likely—Susan is just overthinking it.

Eliza says, “Let’s go outside.”

Susan follows her out onto a terrace in the front of the house, where there’s a view of hills and palm trees. The sun is starting to set, turning everything a shade of electric pink that Susan didn’t realize could exist in nature. The palm fronds look like tinsel as they shimmer in the fading light. Three Adirondack chairs are arranged in a half-moon facing outward. Eliza places the tray of food on a small wicker table between them. A railing that doesn’t look up to code is the only thing preventing them from a tumble down into the street.

“You look like someone from a TV show,” Graham says, lowering himself into the chair in the middle. Susan and Eliza sit on either side of him.

“Oh, god,” Susan says. “Which one?”

“The L Word?” he says. “Sorry if that’s a truly uncool comment.”

Susan groans. “Who? Don’t say Shane.” She looks at Eliza for affirmation that this is cringey, but Eliza’s face gives nothing away.

“Shane!” He slaps his knee. “That’s the one.”

“Because of my hair, right?” Susan has had this conversation with straight men before. They only have so many pop culture references for girls with alternative haircuts.

“Susan is so not a Shane,” Eliza finally pipes up, though it sounds less like she’s correcting Graham and more like she’s piling on Susan.

She’s not wrong, though. Susan says, “Yeah, I never really saw myself in any of those women.”

“You’re kind of a mix of Alice and Dana, may she rest in peace,” Eliza says.

“May her memory be a blessing.” Susan nods solemnly. “Eliza is a total Jenny,” she says to Graham.

“How could you?” Eliza says, but she’s laughing in a way that tells Susan she agrees.

A motorcycle roars down the street, loud and out of place in this quiet, peaceful neighborhood. Eliza covers her ears as it passes.

“So you guys met in high school,” Graham says, changing the subject as he pops an olive in his mouth, the first among them to touch the snacks.

“Technically,” says Susan. “We met while we were in high school. Different schools. Not that we would have been friends.”

“That’s right,” he says. “Liz was popular.” He grins as though it’s the silliest thing he’s ever heard, while Susan feels herself tensing—the implication being he can tell Susan was not popular. Based on what? Her hair? Her queerness? Maybe she hadn’t been popular, but she’d always been cool—just not cool in a way that was visible to her peers. She wonders if she should bother getting into it with Graham on this and decides against it.

“Let’s just say we wouldn’t have sat at the same table at lunch,” Susan concedes.

“And what table were you at?” he asks.

“Next to the emos and adjacent to the metalheads, I guess. There was a very specific niche within early 2000s indie rock that I based my whole life around.”

“So you were a music snob,” he says, smiling. He puts another olive in his mouth, spitting the pit out into his hand and placing it on the table, where a small tower of his olive pits is growing.

“Oh, yes.” Eliza leans forward, cutting in. “Imagine the most pretentious teenage girl you’ve ever met in your life explaining how to pronounce the name of some obscure band. That’s one of my fondest Susan memories.”

“I honestly don’t think I’m that person anymore,” Susan says while wondering what other snapshots of the past Eliza might be holding on to. “I can’t keep up with new stuff. I like what I like.”

“Welcome to getting old,” Graham says.

Susan narrows her eyes at Graham, trying to determine his age. He is, she thinks, maybe seven years older than her, unless he’s just been prematurely weathered by that powerful golden California sunlight.

“I think I actually have a few good years left,” she says.

“You know what he meant,” Eliza says. She looks at Susan with imploring eyes that say Please be kinder.

“I guess it is kind of a relief, not being young anymore,” Susan says, trying to appease Eliza. “Keeping up with what was new and cool was taking up a huge amount of space in my brain.”

“I feel you,” Graham says.

“Graham sat with the nerds,” Eliza offers up, and Susan can’t be totally positive, but she’s pretty sure she sees Graham wince.

“I was a late bloomer,” he says.

Eliza smiles at him, full of fondness, like she can’t tell how annoyed she’s made him.

“Anyway,” Susan says, eager to talk about something—anything—else, “I’m really excited to be working with you.”

“We’re excited to have you,” Eliza says. “And I’m so glad you decided to come now. There’s so much to see and you won’t have time to be a tourist once production starts.”

“I can’t believe this is your first time out here,” Graham says. “Lots of pressure on us to get you to love it. And us, I guess.”

It’s getting chillier as the sun sets, the sky changing from pink to lavender, the birdsong quieting.

“Yeah?” Susan says, thinking of the title of Graham’s book, his work on polyamory. Perhaps she’s auditioning to join a throuple. “Is this the part where you seduce me?”

She’s kidding, but it doesn’t come out that way, and no one laughs.

Graham clears his throat.

Eliza taps her nails on the armrest.

“Only joking,” Susan says, as lightly as possible. “Anyone else feel like they’ve forgotten how to socialize, post-lockdown?”

“Absolutely,” Eliza says.

Graham checks his watch. “I made us a dinner reservation, but I can cancel it if you’re too tired,” he says. “The jet lag is no joke.”

“No, let’s go,” Susan says, even though she’s exhausted. She doesn’t want to make any more waves.

When they head out, Graham leaves his pile of olive pits on the table. Susan wonders who, exactly, is expected to clean it up.



The backyard of the restaurant, with heat lamps and potted succulents, feels dreamy in the way Susan always assumed California would. Even the light looks different. She can’t tell if it’s the jet lag, but it almost feels like they’re on the set of a movie. They take a table nestled in the corner; Susan sits across from Eliza, Eliza next to Graham. Like she and Eliza are on a date that he’s crashing. She tries hard to address them both when she speaks. She’s not here to cause trouble. Or is she?

“So what brought you guys out here?” Susan asks.

“I’m from here,” Graham says.

“I wanted to be famous,” Eliza says, a little too seriously.

A laugh escapes from Susan before she can hold it back, and Eliza looks embarrassed. “Sorry,” Susan says, taking a sip of water. “Go on.”

Eliza shrugs, and the humor returns to her eyes. “You know, when you’re conventionally attractive, you end up kind of expecting certain things out of your life.”

“Like fame?”

“Like fame.” Eliza nods, now fully laughing at herself, which is a relief to Susan; there’s some self-awareness happening. “But this city is full of girls who spent their whole lives being told they were beautiful, only to get here and realize you can throw a rock and hit the most gorgeous person you’ve ever seen in your life.”

As if on cue, a group of women with long blond hair and flawless tans is seated at the table next to them. They’re all wearing floral-print prairie dresses, and they’re so pretty Susan has to look away.

“So you wanted to be an actor?” she asks Eliza.

“An actor, a director, a writer, just something.”

“Well, you’re a writer,” Susan says. “Seems like you’re about to be known in the way you’ve wanted.”

“Maybe,” Eliza says. “We’ll see.”

A server who looks like he’d rather be surfing comes over. “Any dietary restrictions?”

“Nope,” Susan says.

“Paleo,” Graham says.

“Raw vegan,” says Eliza.

“So that’s how you’ve stayed skinny,” Susan says, and Eliza laughs, waving her off.

“We’ll have a bottle of wine, too,” Graham says. “Whatever you’ve got that’s red and organic. We like it a little funky.”

“Chilled okay?” the server asks, and Graham nods.



When they’re each two glasses in, Graham says, “So, Susan, are you dating anyone?”

Susan has never had chilled, funky red wine before. It tastes a little bit like rot, but in an appealing way. At the neighboring table, the blond women are sharing pasta, though none of them look like they’ve touched carbs since the ’90s.

She shakes her head. “I haven’t been this single since I was straight.”

Graham rests his hand on Eliza’s knee. Susan notes it with a small pang of longing.

“What happened to the hot nurse?” Eliza asks.

Susan narrows her eyes. “How do you know about Angie?”

“I know how to use Instagram,” Eliza says.

“Oh, that’s right,” Susan says. “Liz Cook follows me.”

“It me,” Eliza says, parroting Susan, which is annoying. “So what happened to Angie?”

“We broke up during the pandemic.”

“I’m sorry,” Graham says.

Eliza rests her head on Graham’s shoulder. It’s the first time Susan has seen her touch him. They look like a married couple. Which they are. Who is she to have feelings about it?

“It’s actually okay,” Susan admits. “She was great, but it just wasn’t right. For either of us.”

“Oh,” Graham says. “Well then, good, I guess?”

Trying to change the subject, and feeling emboldened by the wine, Susan says, “Is this weird for you guys at all?”

Eliza lifts her head off Graham’s shoulder and then they both stare at her, frozen and unblinking.

“Because Eliza and I … have history?”

They’re quiet for a few moments, and Graham says, “I’m going to use the restroom.”

“It’s a little weird,” Eliza says, when Graham is out of earshot. She leans forward, speaking in a conspiratorial whisper. “But that’s why you’re here. So we can figure out how to make it less weird. And anyway, as I keep reminding myself, we only slept together three times.”

“Four times,” Susan corrects, leaning forward, too, her hushed voice mirroring Eliza’s.

“Three and a half,” Eliza offers.

“Why half?”

“You didn’t get off at Katie’s wedding.”

Susan is stunned that Eliza remembers this level of detail. She wonders what it means. Or if she’s perhaps too drunk and jet-lagged to be the judge of anything.

“That’s true,” she says, sitting back, remembering. “And then you really hurt my feelings.”

“I’m sorry.” Eliza frowns. “I didn’t mean to. I needed to protect myself.”

“I know,” Susan says. “I’m sorry I put you in that position.”

“Do you still talk to Kyle?” Eliza asks.

“Never,” Susan says. “And for what it’s worth, Katie and Jake don’t, either. He became super conservative. He’s really deep into QAnon, too. Also, and this is kind of funny, he plays in an Alkaline Trio cover band at some trashy bar on Jericho Turnpike.”

“I could have called all of that,” Eliza says, and the corners of her mouth tug down.

“I didn’t mean to dredge up the past like that.”

“I know.” Eliza sighs. “It’s okay.” The dark look on Eliza’s face lifts and she smiles. “How many times do you think we should apologize to each other in this conversation?”

“Probably like five to ten more times, just to be safe.”

Graham emerges from the bathroom. As he begins to walk across the restaurant toward their table, Susan, feeling a little reckless and more than a little masochistic, says, “Can I just say one more thing?”

Eliza nods, and Susan says, “It was the best sex of my life.”

Susan almost doesn’t recognize herself, hearing these words come out of her own mouth.

Eliza is still blushing when Graham gets back to the table.

“What did I miss?” he says.

Eliza is speechless.

“Your wife was starting to tell me what I should do while I’m visiting,” Susan lies.

“Oh, my favorite topic!” he says. His chair makes a horrible scraping noise on the concrete as he pulls it out. “Do you like to hike?”



After dinner, as they approach the house, Eliza says, “Do you need me to show you how to use the AC?”

“Sure,” Susan says, though she is pretty sure she could figure it out on her own.

The guesthouse feels even smaller with both of them in it. Eliza locates a remote control on the bookshelf while Susan stands awkwardly by the bed, unsure what to do with her arms.

“Here’s the on button,” Eliza says, handing it to her. “And the temperature control is those arrows.”

“Thanks,” Susan says.

There’s a long pause. Susan pretends to study the remote.

Finally, Eliza says, “For the record, it was that for me, too.”

Susan feels like she’s going to pass out. Instead, she says, “Just to clarify, you’re talking about sex?”

Eliza looks back toward the house guiltily, but then nods. “Yes, Susan. I’m talking about sex. What happened between us meant a lot to me.”

“You’d never know it, from the way you dumped me.”

Eliza frowns. “We were very young.”

“We were,” Susan agrees.

“I should get going,” Eliza says, glancing at the house again. “Good night, Susan. Let me know if you need anything.”



From bed, Susan texts Katie. “You’ll never guess where I am.”

But Katie doesn’t reply. It’s late in New York, anyway, and Katie probably doesn’t want to hear about Susan’s drama at 2 AM ET, even if she’s up with the baby. Susan turns her phone on silent and falls asleep so quickly that, in the morning, she barely remembers turning the lights out.



At Griffith Park the next morning, Susan struggles to keep up with Graham and Eliza, who bound up the dusty trail like gazelles.

“Come on, New York!” Eliza laughs. “Didn’t the subway stairs prepare you for this?”

“I’ve been sedentary for two years,” Susan says, trying to catch her breath.

Her eyes burn with sunscreen. She hates hiking.

The trail is crowded with people in matching athleisure sets and panting dogs fighting to keep up. The views are like nothing Susan has ever seen; sweeping panoramas of the city below and endless brown peaks dotted with green above.

When they get to the observatory at the top, she flops down on the grass. It feels cool and damp, healing against her burning back. Her mouth is dry, lips starting to peel in the relentless sun.

“Drink water,” Eliza says, pressing a sweating bottle into Susan’s hands.

She sits back up to drink it. “Thanks.” She wipes her mouth on her arm.

Around them, children are screaming with glee while their parents chase after them.

“This is nice, right?” Eliza asks Susan. “You’re having a good time with us, yeah?”

Susan wonders why Eliza needs this kind of validation, but she nods. “Yes. This is nice.”

It’s not, really. It’s hard and weird. But damn if she’s going to admit that.

Eliza and Graham are ready to resume before Susan is, but she’s too embarrassed about it to say so. She had no idea everyone was out here exercising and being fit while she was shuffling from her bed to her desk and back again.

“Isn’t it crazy how long we’ve known each other?” Eliza asks Susan on the way down. “Like, what, fifteen, sixteen years?”

“That sounds right,” Susan says. “Though does it count as knowing each other? I’ve only see you once every…” She tries to calculate. “Five to ten years, ish.”

“I think it counts,” Eliza says. “We were such babies when we met, and now look at us.”

Susan is wearing black biking shorts and a big T-shirt that says CERTIFIED HOMO. She narrowly avoids slipping on some loose rocks, and then says, “Our heterosexual youth.”

“Neither of us were ever straight, but I know what you mean.”

“We both liked Kyle.” Susan has to stop herself from covering her mouth with her hands after the words spill out. She hadn’t meant to go there.

But Eliza seems okay with it. Maybe it’s the sunshine or the dramatic views or just the physical activity—or maybe it’s that Graham is here. Either way, she doesn’t freak out. Instead, she says, “Compulsory heterosexuality is, like, a thing. He was easy to like. He checked all the boxes we were supposed to want.”

“I never thought of it like that,” Susan says, trying hard not to slide on the sandy incline. A dog runs by off-leash, way too close to the edge, followed by a sweaty man with an alarming amount of abs.

“How did you think of it?” Eliza asks, appearing to have no trouble at all navigating the terrain.

“I idolized him. I think I wanted to be him,” Susan says. “When I tried to get him to like me, I started dressing like him.”

“Aw, teen boy drag,” Eliza says.

Susan smiles, thinking of the skinny jeans, the band T-shirts, the thrifted men’s flannel shirts, the Converse sneakers, the white belt, the bangs swooped across her face. She must have looked, she realizes, like a perfect little baby dyke.

“You know,” she admits, “I think I probably looked pretty cute.”

The ground moves under Susan’s feet, and she skids a few paces down, her arms wheeling wildly as she tries to find her balance. She imagines herself careening off the edge of the cliff, falling onto a cactus, and bleeding out before the helicopter finds her.

Fortunately—or unfortunately—she’s saved by Graham, who grabs on to her just as she’s about to wipe out.

“You okay?” he asks, still holding her arm.

“Fine!” she says, pulling herself free of his grasp, thankful to have not fallen to her death and deeply embarrassed that Graham had to rescue her.

She shakes it off. “What are your thoughts on compulsory heterosexuality, Graham?”

Eliza says, “Susan, go easy on him.”

“No, I’m serious. If you liked Kyle because of comp-het”—she pauses, aware that she’s being a jerk but not really caring—“what does that mean for your marriage?”

Graham shrugs, unbothered. “I don’t think Eliza married me out of a compulsion to act straight. She would have gone for a much manlier man, if that was the goal.”

Susan considers this. It’s true; Graham is short, soft-spoken. He works in a caring profession.

“Have you always been into queer women?”

“Susan!” Eliza snaps.

“What?” Susan feigns ignorance. They pass a cluster of neon yellow wildflowers bending in the breeze.

Again, Graham doesn’t seem fazed. “I’m not sure how to answer that. Maybe I am usually into queer women, or maybe I’m just into the kind of women whose lives have been interesting enough to foster a sense of queerness.”

Susan laughs, but stops when she realizes he’s not kidding. “What now?”

“We’re all just the products of a series of circumstances. We could be anyone, depending on what we experience.”

Susan lowers her eyebrows. “So you’re saying I wouldn’t be a lesbian if I’d just met the right man?”

“Don’t be so literal,” Eliza says.

Susan sighs. If she’d never met Eliza, she would probably be a different person. But she’d still be gay. And maybe she would have just found someone else to imprint on, like a deranged baby bird.

The yellow wildflowers have given way to tangerine-colored California poppies and agave plants the size of dinosaurs. She resents how pretty LA is.

“Don’t you think there’s something kind of sad about that thinking?” Susan asks. “About the idea that you don’t have like … a self that’s independent of external factors?”

“It’s just a theory,” Graham says. “We’ll never truly know why we are who we are.”

So fucking pretentious, Susan thinks. The idea that she’s nothing but her circumstances threatens the importance of everything she’s gone through to get to this place where she doesn’t hate herself.

Maybe this theory works for Liz Cook, justifies her shape-shifting. But regardless of the circumstances, Susan remains herself. She’s just starting to realize that this might be a virtue.

Susan is quiet on the rest of the walk down the steep incline. She focuses on putting one foot in front of the other, not slipping.



It takes Susan five minutes to figure out how to open the door to Eliza’s Tesla, but there’s no way she’s about to ask for help, especially after Eliza said, “Promise not to crash it into a parked car or, like, let a tree fall on it,” when Susan asked to borrow it. Instead, Susan pulls out her phone and googles, tesla door open how to.

Once she’s behind the wheel, Susan feels like she’s commandeered a spaceship.

It takes only a few minutes to realize that driving in LA is stupid.

For one, the freeways are wider than any highway has the right to be. Also, everyone she passes is staring at their phones. People are swerving around not looking. It’s total madness. She brings the seat all the way forward so she can clutch the wheel like a terrified old woman. The Tesla shows her the cars around her as though she’s playing a video game, and she has to force herself to stare at the actual road, not the road the computer is showing her.

When Heather suggested they meet for lunch on the west side, Susan texted back: “I’ll go wherever!”

In return, Heather said, “oh my god really???? thank you so much,” which is when Susan first suspected she might have made a mistake.

Heather’s office is in a place called Culver City. It’s farther than Susan can fathom. LA feels less like a city and more like its own little nation.

When she finally gets there, Susan pays twenty dollars to leave the Tesla with the valet in front of a restaurant made to resemble an Italian villa.

She finds Heather in the garden, at a table overlooking a swimming pool. Heather is dressed in all cream and her hair is longer. She looks happier, fitter, tanner. Susan wonders if being hot is a requirement to live here, or if living here somehow makes you hotter.

Heather stands to give Susan a hug. “You look so good,” Heather says.

“Oh please,” Susan says. “You look good. I look like a middle-aged woman who lives in my parents’ house.”

Heather laughs. “We just need to get some sunlight on you.”

They order sparkling water and salads and bread and a side of fruit.

“So what do you think of LA?” Heather asks.

“It’s beautiful,” Susan says. “I forgot that people could, like, live in a beautiful place. I thought that was what vacation is for.”

Heather smiles in a way that strikes Susan as patient. “It’s definitely pretty.”

“It just feels like, how could you ever feel bad here?”

Heather laughs. “The depression just hits different. Sometimes all I want is a good snow day to feel like shit on the couch and we can’t even have that. The sunshine can be obnoxious.”

There’s a famous person at the next table. Susan can’t remember his name or what she knows him from, but she knows he’s someone. She has to force herself to stop staring.

“Okay,” Susan says, her elbows on the table, leaning forward. “Tell me everything. How is HBO?”

“It’s really different,” Heather says. “Don’t you find the entertainment industry to be such a different world from music?”

“Yeah. I mean, I’m only just now wading into it, but I hate how social climb-y it feels. It almost makes me want to go back to digital media.”

“But you can’t do that,” Heather says forcefully. “You’re so much better than that world. Dream bigger for yourself.”

“I know,” Susan says, allowing herself to feel flattered by these extremely LA self-empowerment mantras. “I’m only moving forward from now on.”

“What you’ve done is really impressive,” Heather presses, and reaches across the table to give Susan’s arm a warm squeeze. “You made a total pivot and you’re succeeding. Look, it brought you here. People dream of coming here to work. You made it happen in just a couple of years.”

“Thank you,” Susan says. “That means a lot. I am actually proud of myself, which is kind of a new feeling.”

“Good. I’m so happy to hear that. And anyway,” Heather says, “I do still want to poach you. I can find you a job with me whenever you’re ready.”

“That is so nice of you,” Susan says, overwhelmed with Heather’s kindness, though she doesn’t want another full-time job. The freedom of freelance work is too good to give up.

“It’s not.” Heather smiles. “Bringing someone with your talent in would look really good for me.”

Susan laughs and relaxes a little. She’s more comfortable with ambitious Heather than generous Heather.

“Wait,” Susan says. “I just realized you got out of telling me how work is for you. I really want to know. Is it a dream job?”

Heather grins at her. “My dream is to retire early and move to Tuscany. But until I win the lottery, it’ll do.”



Susan doesn’t want to go back to Eliza’s house just yet. Having a little space from her and Graham has been nice; her head feels clearer. She has the urge to explore, and Eliza didn’t ask her to bring the car back at any specific time. Zooming in and out of the map on her phone, Susan picks a spot called Point Dume in Malibu, because it sounds familiar. She feels like someone once recommended it, but she can’t totally remember.

The drive there is so beautiful, her mouth hangs open. It looks a little bit like Jurassic Park, complete with verdant mountains and yellow wildflower fields and then, around the bend, the sparkling blue Pacific Ocean in the distance.

Susan has to force her eyes back on the road in front of her.

She pays another twenty dollars to park at the beach, and then leaves her Doc Martens and socks on the passenger seat and walks barefoot into the sand. The Pacific is so different from the Atlantic Susan is used to. It’s not just that it’s more blue—it seems deeper, more alive somehow. It’s not a city beach like Riis. It’s more untamed than that. To her left is a rocky cliff and behind her are fields of flowering succulents. Susan goes right up to the water and touches it with her toes, jumping back when the ice-cold froth kisses her sharply.

She walks back a few feet and then sinks to the ground, sitting cross-legged in the white sand. There aren’t many other people around, just a few families with young children. The waves crash as seagulls swoop overhead. The salt air twists itself around her hair. The sand cakes and dries on her bare toes. Her eyes settle on the horizon.

And then, all of a sudden, just past where the waves are breaking, a dolphin jumps out of the water, sleek and sparkling in the sun.

“Oh my god.” Susan gasps.

And then there are more of them. And more, and more. A huge pod of dolphins is swimming right past the beach. Like Lisa Frank art come to life.

The nearby children start to scream with glee as they all run to the water’s edge, jumping up and down and pointing while their parents smile at them from their towels.

Susan has never seen dolphins in the wild before. Her heart feels like it wants to leave her chest and join them.

Before she realizes it, she’s on her feet, next to the children, screaming and laughing alongside them. They ignore her, which is probably for the best.

When the dolphins are gone, Susan sits back down and wonders what her life would have been like if she’d seen things like this regularly. If experiencing awe for the earth and its creatures would have made her a deeper, better person, instead of someone who was always so sucked into NYC grind culture. If she’d have an identity outside of work.

Not that there wasn’t beauty on Long Island; she just never sought it out. Growing up, she and Katie didn’t go see the lighthouses or the state parks or the cuter, beachier towns out east. She wishes they had, instead of wasting whole days wandering Tower Records and getting Starbucks. Even as an adult, while rich city people drove the whole LIE to get to the Hamptons and Montauk, she always stayed in the city for the weekends, her fear of missing out holding her captive in a prison of concrete. Maybe when she’s back home, she’ll take herself on a little beach vacation. She should at least, she thinks, check out Fire Island, which is supposed to be beautiful in the summer, though the thought of that many gay people on one strip of sand is also intimidating.

Besides: Now that she’s seen the Pacific, she feels addicted to it. She wants to drive up the coast and see the way the water changes as she goes.

Susan feels a new sense of reverence for something bigger than herself. A higher power, Jonny might say. Her parents would say: Hashem. She stares at the ocean for a long time, waiting for the dolphins to come back. They don’t, but she does spot a seal, fat and happy as it bobs in place. Eventually the light turns lavender and a chill fills the air and the families around her start to pack it in.

It’s time for her to pack it in, too. In a lot of ways.



It takes Susan over two hours to get back to Silver Lake. She did not think to factor in rush hour when she decided to go to the beach after lunch.

By the time she pulls up to Eliza’s house, the sun has set. Through the living room window, she can see Graham watching TV.

She lets herself in through the back and calls out, “Want company?”

“Definitely,” he says.

She leaves her sandy boots at the door. Inside, she makes her way into the living room, where the lights are dimmed and a vanilla-scented candle burns on a shelf in the corner. There are two bowls on the coffee table, one with popcorn, and one with the largest green grapes she’s ever seen. Graham is drinking tea out of a ceramic mug. He moves over so she can sit beside him on the couch. Eliza is nowhere in sight. He’s watching MSNBC, and mutes it when the commercial comes on.

“How was your day?” he asks. He’s wearing gray sweatpants and a matching hooded sweatshirt.

She tells him about Heather, dolphins, traffic. He listens with an amused smile on his face. “You’re really getting the full LA experience,” he says.

“How about you?”

“Saw some patients,” he says, vague but not dismissive. “Caught up on paperwork. The usual.”

“Where’s Eliza?”

“Don’t know,” he says. “You know how she likes to do her own thing.”

This is not something Susan knew, but she probably could have guessed.

“I’m glad you’re going to work on the film with her,” Graham says. “It’s nice to have someone who is familiar with the place and time she’s writing about.”

“I mean, doing social media is not really working on the film,” Susan says. “I’ll just be promoting it for her.”

“Take the credit, Susan,” he says.

“Fine.” She laughs. “Thank you. I’m glad, too.”

“Do you want tea?” he asks. His arm rests on the back of the couch, relaxed and calm.

“That actually sounds great,” she says.

He goes to the kitchen and comes back a couple of minutes later with a steaming mug. “Peppermint okay? That’s all we have.”

“Perfect.”

Rachel Maddow’s contoured face appears on the screen and he unmutes it. They watch in comfortable silence together. Susan puts her feet up on the leather ottoman. Graham rests his hands behind his head. They laugh at Rachel’s wry jokes together, shake their heads in unison when she talks about the state of the country. They polish off the snacks.

It’s weird how comfortable Susan feels doing nothing with him, but she tries not to second-guess it. It’s nice just to lie around, without any pressure or expectation. She is starting to understand why Eliza chose this. She and Graham have such a nice, quiet little life. Susan wonders if she’ll ever have any such thing.



After a few days of hiking and green juice and natural wine–soaked dinners, Eliza is asked to join a production call with the film’s funders.

Eliza brings her laptop into the living room, and Susan posts up at the kitchen island, eavesdropping. Thanks to the house’s wide, arched doorways, sound carries perfectly, and she can hear everything.

The creative executive who made the deal leads the meeting.

“You know we love you and we love this project,” Susan hears the executive say. “But it’s just not the kind of thing we can pay for anymore.”

Susan recognizes Dave’s voice through the speakers. “Dude, what?”

There’s a long pause before Eliza demands, “Are you kidding me?”

“I’m really sorry,” the executive says. “We’re just going in a different direction with content.”

“It looks really bad to pull funding from a queer-led project,” Eliza says.

“I know.” The exec sighs. “Sorry, Liz. It’s not personal. It’s just, the team who measures this kind of stuff says our investment won’t be worth the return. There’s not an appetite for things like this right now.”

“Can we take the project elsewhere?” Eliza says. “Or are you just killing it?”

“It’s ours,” he says. “Sorry. That’s the contract. Maybe someday someone else here will want to do it. If the market for content like this changes.”



“This happens all the time,” Graham says. “It’s going to be okay.”

They are in the living room and Eliza is crying. Graham sits beside her, patting her arm. Eliza balls up her fist and hits the pillow next to her. She makes a noise like an animal being tortured.

“Let it out,” Graham says.

Susan, standing awkwardly in the doorway, is having trouble understanding how something like this could have happened. Wasn’t the deal already signed? How could funding just get pulled? And does that mean she’s out of a job?

She’s not sure she should be here for this moment. She wants to say something supportive, but instead what comes out is “I hate to be this person, but what does this mean for me?”

Graham and Eliza look up at her. “What?” Eliza says through her tears.

“Should I go home?”

“I don’t know yet, Susan,” Eliza snaps. “Do you think you could give us a minute to regroup?”



“The studio is killing the film,” Susan tells Jonny over the phone. There’s a spider in the corner of her room in the guest house and, sitting on the bed, she watches it slowly begin a web. She had no idea that funding could be pulled and end a project. She assumed once it was green-lit, it would just move forward.

“What else is new?” Jonny says. “That’s Hollywood. The number of projects that never happen would blow your mind.”

“I guess I should come home,” Susan says.

“Oh, babe, no,” he cries. “Don’t you dare give up that easily. You made it all the way there. You need to see where it takes you. You don’t even know what you’ve learned from this experience yet. Don’t run away.”

“What do you mean?”

“Just because the project is killed doesn’t mean it has to die. It can come back to life as something else. It just depends on her contract, on what the buyer has the rights to. It’s not unlike selling an album to a label.”

There’s a knock on the door, and Eliza lets herself in.

“Sorry, Jonny, I have to go, but I’ll call you later.”

“Hi, Jonny,” Eliza calls, loud enough for him to hear.

“Hi, Eliza. Don’t break my baby’s heart again.”

Thankfully, Eliza can’t hear him. Susan hangs up.

“I’m sorry for yelling at you,” Eliza says, and then sits on the floor next to the bed. Her knees crack as she lowers herself.

“I deserved it,” Susan says. “I didn’t mean to make that moment about me. I know this really sucks for you.”

“It sucks for you, too.” Eliza shrugs. “Sometimes I forget that part of producing is providing a livelihood for others.”

“Do you want me to leave?” Susan says.

“Absolutely not,” Eliza says. “Maybe I haven’t done a good job of expressing it, but I really like having you here. The pandemic has been pretty isolating. Graham and I basically only talked to each other in person for the past two years.” She hugs her knees to her chest, making herself into a ball.

Susan wonders what it means that Eliza likes having her there. If this weirdness is working for her, or if it’s something more than that.

“I can’t just, like, crash with you indefinitely.”

“You could pay rent,” Eliza says.

Susan laughs. “You’d make me pay rent?”

“If it would make you feel better about staying here,” Eliza says.

“Thank you, but no,” she says.

“Don’t go back to New York,” Eliza says. “Everything you could ever want is here. I’m sure you could find something to rent in Silver Lake.”

“It is sweet that you think I can afford this neighborhood,” Susan replies.

She has spent every night of this week looking at Zillow, zooming in on properties in the surrounding area, and she can’t believe what people are paying for their tiny houses in the hills. She has a chunk of money saved from the years she spent working from her parents’ house, but it’s not an infinite amount.

“Okay. Well, let’s at least try to enjoy the rest of your visit,” Eliza says. “I’m just going to go cry for a few hours.”



That evening, Susan can hear Eliza and Graham fighting. She’s getting ready to go to a premiere with Eliza, some low-budget indie about two girls on a road trip. This will be the first time since she arrived that the two of them are going out without Graham.

From the guesthouse, she can’t make out what they’re saying. Just a lot of shouting back and forth, doors slamming. Eliza is being louder than Graham, though they each seem to have a lot to contribute.

There are a few minutes of quiet before Eliza knocks on her door. She’s looking elegant and sophisticated, wearing a loose black dress and high-heeled boots, her hair in a wet braid.

“Ready to go?” Her face gives no indication of conflict.

“Are you okay?” Susan asks. “I heard yelling.”

“Marriage is complicated,” Eliza says. “We’re fine.”

“What were you fighting about?”

“You.” Eliza sighs.

Susan’s mouth falls open. “Me?”

“It’s a long story,” Eliza says. “Can we go?”

“Yeah,” Susan says, realizing she’s going to be incredibly underdressed in jeans and a leather jacket.

They were fighting about her. She can’t stop turning this over in her head.

Something feels different between them as they Uber west to the theater. Eliza is holding her eye contact a few seconds longer than she needs to, touching Susan’s arm when she laughs. It almost feels like they’re on a date.

Susan can’t help but comment on it. “Why are you being so sweet tonight?”

“Am I?” Eliza asks.

“Yeah.”

“I don’t know. I’m excited that you’ll be my arm candy.”

“Graham’s not good arm candy?”

“It’s not that simple,” Eliza says. “When I’m with him, people read me as straight.”

“Ah.” Susan nods. “So by bringing me, you’re coming out.”

“I just want the people who will be there to know I’m one of them,” she says. “And you’re a hundred-footer.”

Susan laughs, though she’s not sure how she feels about people being able to tell she’s a lesbian from a hundred feet away.

“It’s cute,” Eliza says. “You’re very cute, Susan.”

“Stop,” Susan replies. She doesn’t want Eliza to compliment her. It feels too confusing. “Is that what you were fighting about? How cute I am?”

“He’s mad that your visit is almost over and I haven’t talked to you about it yet.”

“What the fuck is it?”

Just then the car pulls up to the theater, and Eliza doesn’t answer.

Susan can’t imagine what it could possibly be. It makes her feel dizzy to try to guess.

In front of the theater is a table where publicists are checking people in on iPads. “Liz Cook, and this is my plus-one,” Eliza says.

“Great to see you, Liz,” the publicist says. “We’re all so excited for Long Island, 2005.”

“Thank you,” Eliza says, and steers Susan toward the entrance, where a man is checking vaccination cards at the door. Susan has lost hers and has to pull up a photo of it on her phone while a line forms behind them.

There’s a Step and Repeat in the corner of the lobby with a horde of photographers crowded around it. Eliza seems to know everyone; girls as young as twenty and men as old as seventy rush to kiss her cheek and ask her how Long Island, 2005 is going.

Eliza lies easily; she tells everyone it’s going great, she can’t wait for them to see it.

They ignore Susan, though Eliza makes a few polite attempts at introducing her. Susan can tell that these Hollywood people care only about other industry types. Susan has nothing to offer them and is therefore irrelevant. She doesn’t mind. Irrelevance offers her a good vantage point. She can observe Eliza in peace.

In the theater, Eliza whispers in her ear, “Thank you for coming with me.”

Eliza’s breath on her skin makes Susan ache. She nods, unable to say anything back. It feels like a wall has come down between them.

When the film starts, their elbows touch, then their knees. Then Eliza is leaning into her. Susan can’t tell if Eliza is torturing her on purpose. She holds very still. Each time she inhales she can smell Eliza’s perfume. It’s not Santal 33 anymore, which makes sense—the fragrance eventually became so popular that it’s practically a cliché. Instead, Eliza has a new scent that Susan can’t place, something richly layered and bitter, like orange peel and smoke.

When the movie is over, Susan doesn’t remember any of it. Her entire focus had been on the parts of her body that met Eliza’s.

Eliza wants to stop by the after-party at a swanky hotel bar down the block, where they each order the specialty tequila cocktail and Susan sips it furtively while more and more people keep coming up to Eliza.

“You’re so popular,” Susan says when they get a moment alone in the corner of the bar. They’re standing so close that Susan can feel the warmth radiating off Eliza’s skin.

“I’ve worked really hard to have a network here,” Eliza replies.

“It’s admirable.”

“Thank you.”

Eliza is on her third cocktail and is getting sloppy, teetering on her heels.

“You look hot in that leather jacket,” Eliza says.

Susan rolls her eyes. “Stop. I look ridiculous. You should have told me people would be wearing gowns.”

“Would you have worn a gown?”

Susan laughs. “We’ll never know, will we?”

“It’s very New York of you to wear layers to a party,” Eliza says. “Brooklyn girls dress to look cool and LA girls dress to look sexy.”

Susan looks around them at all the glowy skin and cleavage, an aesthetic that seems less about the clothes and more about the lithe bodies beneath them. “Wow,” she remarks. “Oddly accurate. And what about Long Island girls?”

Eliza shoots her a wry smile. “Long Island girls are just out here doing the best we can.”

A server comes by with a tray of drinks, and Eliza grabs one, downing it quickly and placing it back on the tray.

“Another?” Susan can’t hold her judgment back. She’s barely finished her first. “Why are you drinking so much?”

“I’m nervous,” Eliza says, a goofy grin splattered across her perfect face.

“No, you’re not.”

“No, I’m not.”

Eliza traces one finger along the zipper of Susan’s jacket. Susan can barely breathe. She wants Eliza to stop touching her. There’s something cruel about it.

“Should we go home?” Susan asks.

“We should go home.” Eliza nods.

“Do you need to say goodbye to anyone?”

“That’s not really my style,” Eliza says.



On the freeway, Susan looks out at the rolling hills, dotted with softly glowing homes and tall skinny palms illuminated by the full moon. In the distance, she can see downtown and its little oasis of high-rise buildings.

“LA is kind of beautiful,” Susan says.

“It has its moments.”

Eliza takes Susan’s hand and holds it. Her fingers are cold and sweaty.

Susan tries to pull away, but Eliza holds tighter. “Eliza,” she says.

“Don’t overthink it,” Eliza says.

“Why are you flirting with me?”

“Sorry. I’m drunk.” Eliza starts to laugh, not her usual wind chime sound but something unfamiliar and grating.

Susan feels like she might have a heart attack. Eliza only lets her hand go when they pull up to her house.

“Good night,” Susan says. But instead of saying it back, Eliza follows her to the guesthouse.

In the doorway, before Susan puts her key in the lock, they stare at each other for a few tense seconds, and then Eliza says, “I’m glad you came.”

“Are you?”

“Is it not obvious?”

“Eliza,” Susan says, exasperated. “What am I doing here?”

Eliza just stares at her, speechless.

“I mean, what do you want from me? You could have hired any social media person. Why me? And why do you follow me on everything? Why have you been keeping track of my life under a pseudonym?”

Eliza’s cheeks flash red. “It’s not a pseudonym.”

“You know what I mean.” Susan leans her back against the door, no longer trusting her legs to keep her upright for this. “Why is Graham mad at you? What haven’t you talked to me about?”

Eliza looks down. “My feelings, I guess.”

“Your feelings? Why am I having to drag this out of you?”

“I missed you,” Eliza whispers.

“I missed you, too,” Susan says, too angry about the secrecy to appreciate the gravity of those words. “But I didn’t force you across the country about it.”

“Did I force you? I thought you wanted to come.”

“It’s just a lot,” Susan says. “It took me a really long time to get over you. Like, an embarrassing amount of time.”

Eliza’s eyes turn glassy.

“It only took one night to fall in love with you,” Susan says, which is more honest than she wants to be, but now there’s no turning back. “And then I spent the next few years in a K-hole of heartbreak.”

Eliza laughs then. “A K-Hole of Heartbreak: Essays.”

Susan smiles but can’t manage a laugh.

“It was hard for me, too,” Eliza says.

“How was I supposed to know that?”

“I don’t know, Susan, you blocked me.”

“You could have reached out on one of the many different platforms you found me on.”

Eliza makes a pained expression. “I was trying to respect your boundaries.”

They’re quiet for a few minutes. Susan feels physically ill, sweaty and panicked.

Finally, Eliza says, “Look. The truth is I always wondered if I made a mistake. If I should have given us a chance. I was just so triggered, you know? I was having a trauma response to seeing Kyle. Once I calmed down, I realized maybe we could have worked it out. I’ve always wondered about it. That’s why you’re here, Susan. Because it’s affecting my marriage, to wonder if I’d be happier with you and not Graham. It was his idea. I think he couldn’t stand it anymore—my regret. It was like a third person in our marriage.”

Susan is not sure if she believes this. Eliza seemed so sure, when she broke up with Susan in the train station.

Eliza has grown pale, as though this confession is draining her of life.

Susan feels many different things at once. Sad for all the years she spent thinking Eliza moved on quickly. Angry that Eliza hadn’t tried harder to reach her. Bereft that maybe there’s an alternate universe where they end up together. Confused that Eliza is telling her all this now, when it’s obviously too late for them.

“I wish I had known this five years ago,” Susan says when she can speak again. “Before you got married. I can’t believe you told Graham all that.”

“We tell each other everything.”

“So, what, are you guys, like, poly?” The thought fills Susan with a queasy mix of hope and dread.

“Not … really,” Eliza says, slowly. “More like our marriage can open as needed.”

“As needed,” Susan echoes. “So you, like, need to fuck me? To see if you’ve made a mistake or not?” She could have fantasized about Eliza for a thousand years and never come up with this scenario.

“It sounds so trite coming out of your mouth,” Eliza says, but she doesn’t correct her. “But what about you? What do you want? What would make you happy?”

“I mean, I’ve wanted you,” Susan says. “I wanted you for so long that I think it might have ruined my other chances at love. Now I don’t even know what I want. I think if you and I were to have sex to measure our feelings, it would ruin my life all over again.”

“I’m so sorry, Susan,” Eliza says. “I never meant to hurt you.”

“I didn’t mean to tell you that.”

“I’m glad you did.” Eliza takes a wobbly step toward her. “I had no idea we were feeling similar things, separately.”

“I’m not convinced we were.”

Susan can’t imagine Eliza acting the way she did in the aftermath: broken and desperate. Eliza was even capable of marrying someone else, something that would have been—is still—unfathomable to Susan.

“How can I prove it to you?”

“Why do you need to prove it?”

Eliza doesn’t answer. She reaches both her arms out and grabs Susan at the elbows, as though she’s steadying herself.

“What are you doing?”

Eliza leans toward her, her lips pursed.

Susan wonders if she’s hallucinating. But her Eliza visions are always hot, and there is nothing remotely sexy about this. It’s painfully awkward. Eliza is without a doubt making a pass at her, but clumsily, inelegantly. It’s a move she’ll certainly regret in the sober light of day.

Still, every cell in Susan’s body is urging her to meet Eliza in the empty space between them, to save Eliza from the embarrassment of a one-sided attempt at a kiss. And she could do it. She could kiss Eliza. She could kiss her and then drag her to the bed in the guesthouse, where they could have very quiet, very clumsy sex. She thinks she could maybe even convince Eliza to leave Graham and they could move to Portugal, get married, adopt three children or just one big slobbery dog.

Or they could fuck all night and then Eliza might tell her, in the morning, that she’s never leaving Graham, that this didn’t mean anything, and now she’s gotten it out of her system at last, sending Susan back into the aforementioned K-hole she spent so many years crawling out of.

The other option is that Susan could just act like an adult.

She can see all the different ways this could play out, how it all hinges on this one moment and what Susan does with it.

She steps to the side, narrowly missing Eliza’s face.

“Eliza,” she says. “Please. Don’t blow up everyone’s life.”

Eliza drops Susan’s elbows. “That’s not what I was trying to do.”

And then—in the weak yellow light from the bulb above the doorway, in the sickly looking shimmer of sweat on Eliza’s forehead, in her skinny frame with its jutting hip bones, in the bags under her eyes and the obvious fillers in her cheeks, in the way she’s looking at Susan so full of regret and embarrassment—Susan sees it: Eliza is a real person.

She’s human.

She’s flawed. She’s only nice when she wants to be. She drinks too much alcohol, doesn’t eat enough food. She’s oblivious to her privilege. She’s pretentious.

Eliza is real and Susan’s fantasies about her are not. It’s all clear now. She’ll never unsee it.

“What’s the plan here, Eliza?” Questions begin tumbling out of Susan’s mouth before she can think twice. “What do you think will happen if we sleep together and fall in love? Graham will move out and I’ll move in? Where would he go? Would you get a divorce? Or do you want both of us? Would I have to contribute to your mortgage? What if we fuck and you realize you’re over it and I realize I’m not? Would you just send me back to New York to deal with it on my own?”

“Susan, I…” But Eliza can’t finish the sentence. She doesn’t have any of the answers Susan needs. There’s a long pause. Above their heads, moths collide with the light.

“Did you factor my feelings into this plan at all?” Susan demands.

Eliza is still speechless, as though she’s never been called on her bullshit.

Susan continues, “I exist outside of the week we spent together.” She’s saying it as much to herself as to Eliza.

“I do, too,” Eliza says finally. “Though it hasn’t really felt like it.”

“Same. And I’m starting to wonder what I missed out on because of that.”

Eliza looks like she’s calculating a math problem in her head.

“I’m sorry,” Susan says, and she genuinely is. Part of her wishes she could be immature enough to just go with it. But she can’t. That part of her life is done. “You do still have a whole husband, though. And, not that I know anything about marriage, but I bet what you guys have is more real than whatever you think this is between you and me.”

“What we gained in physical intensity we lost in time,” Eliza whispers.

“Huh?”

“Annie Ernaux?” Eliza shakes her head, like she can’t believe she and Susan both live on planet Earth. “Simple Passion? It’s a novella about an affair. About how you can lose yourself when you just live for someone else’s fleeting attention.”

“I can’t relate to that at all,” Susan says with a wry smile. “Sounds like a real bummer, though.”

“You really don’t like to read, huh.” She doesn’t say it judgmentally. It’s just an observation.

“We have basically nothing in common,” Susan says. “Other than being queers from Long Island.”

Eliza nods slowly, taking this in.

“Though we were good at fucking each other,” Susan offers.

“I think, if I’m being realistic, we would have stopped having that kind of sex after a few years,” Eliza says. “Something that intense doesn’t last. I don’t think it’s supposed to.”

“How depressing,” Susan replies. “But you’re right.”

“Some other girl will be very lucky to graduate into boring sex with you,” Eliza says.

Susan doesn’t know what else to say. She’s out of words and suddenly very tired.

“I’m going to go to bed,” Susan says. “You probably should, too.”

She doesn’t look behind her as she goes inside the guesthouse and closes the door.



In bed, Susan revisits a montage of red flags she hadn’t noticed until tonight. Or maybe she did see them and liked them. Maybe the things that are repulsive about Eliza now are what originally drew Susan to her.

The ways in which they’re wrong for each other have always been there. It’s Susan who has changed enough to recognize it.

She thinks back to the lightning bolt of understanding that struck her the night they met, as she was driving away from Eliza and toward a new version of herself. Most things end the way they begin. Her obsession has been bookended by clarity.

She pulls out her phone and starts a text: “You’ll never guess who I didn’t fuck.”

But she doesn’t know who to send it to. This is a victory she needs to celebrate alone.



Susan wakes up with a throbbing headache. There is no coffee machine in the kitchenette, a cruelty. With a sigh she pulls on some clothes and makes her way over to the main house where Eliza is nowhere to be found but Graham is sitting at the table reading a book.

“Coffee?” she croaks. He gestures to the counter.

She brings a ceramic mug over to the table and sits across from him.

“Sounds like you had a big night.” He looks up from his book with his brows furrowed and his pretty mouth in a frown.

“Graham,” she starts to say, “nothing happened. We didn’t—” but he interrupts her.

“There are no secrets in my marriage,” he says, dog-earing a page as he puts the book down. “I know that she brought you here because she felt like there was unfinished business. I know she tried to kiss you. I know you put a stop to it.”

Susan has to keep her mouth from falling open. “And you’re okay with all that?”

“I wouldn’t say I’m okay with it, but I love her. I would never hold her back from exploring unresolved feelings. It makes our marriage stronger. I don’t want her to have to wonder if she made the right decision by marrying me. I agreed to host you in my home so she could figure it out.”

“Has she done the same for you?” Susan asks, curious despite herself to understand how their situation works. “Have you explored things with your version of the one who got away, or whatever I am to her?”

He shakes his head. “I’ve never doubted that Eliza is the person I want to be with. But I also would never presume that her needs are the same. I try to be flexible. Marriage is a made-up concept, anyway. We can shape it so it works for us, rather than shape ourselves to fit something archaic. I believe people should have the freedom to get the love they need however they want. So, yeah. We agreed she needed to figure out her feelings for you, one way or another, because of the strength of our relationship. It’s hard for me to feel safe with someone who is pining for someone else.”

“This is insane,” Susan says, and then rushes to clarify: “Not what you’re saying about marriage. I mean, weirdly, that makes sense to me. The idea of Eliza pining.”

“Let me try to explain how I see it in a way that you can relate to,” Graham replies. They’re facing each other like it’s a business meeting.

“Okay.” She prepares herself to feel very annoyed.

He says, “I went to this music festival a few months ago for all these aging millennial bands. The bands I used to absolutely lose my mind over in high school. And some of them were transcendent. Wolf Parade still fucks. Franz Ferdinand blew me away. But most of them were horrible. Like, painfully bad. And I thought—were they always this terrible or are they just getting old? And if they were always terrible, why couldn’t I see it? How could I love something so much that sounded like this? The guy from Bloc Party could barely hit the notes of his own song. And I started thinking about how when we’re young and don’t know any better, we love these things that are bad, and eventually we grow up and we realize how bad they are, but we don’t start liking newer, better things. We continue to love that same awful old music, not because of what the music is but because it reminds us of how we used to feel when we listened to it.”

Susan takes several gulps of coffee, until her throat is burning with acidity. “You’ve just described nostalgia,” she says. “What’s your point?”

“That’s how I think about what goes on between you and my wife. And what I’ve gathered is, you’re wrong for each other in every way. Together, you make bad music. But you can’t let it go because you’re still chasing that feeling.”

“And what do you think that feeling is?”

“I don’t really think that’s for me to say,” he says. “What do you think?”

Susan is too tired to be anything but totally honest. “Up until last night I didn’t know she was having a hard time letting it go. All these years, I’ve been obsessing over her, thinking it was completely unrequited.”

“But why?” he presses. “What is it that you can’t move on from? And I don’t mean what is it about her. I mean, what is it about you that you can’t let this go?”

She resists the urge to shut down, to hide from the magnitude of this question. They’re quiet for a long time as she tries to figure out how to answer.

It’s so much easier to talk to Graham than Eliza. She appreciates the way he gets to the heart of the matter quickly. It’s always been easier, she realizes, for her to hear hard truths from men than from women. She wonders if it’s some internalized sexism, or something deeper about her own gender that she’s never bothered to examine. Probably both.

“It meant something, when we first met, that she was interested in me. I don’t mean to sound superficial, but a hot girl flirting with me—it was so validating. Not just a hot girl but the girl that everyone wanted, you know? And then when we reconnected in our twenties, she was still that girl. She still had that power. It was like her interest in me somehow legitimized me. Like if someone like Eliza wanted me then maybe I wasn’t so bad.”

Graham makes a face as though this isn’t a real answer and says, “But surely you’ve had other attractive women interested in you.”

Susan sighs. He’s not wrong. Angie is certainly gorgeous, maybe even more than Eliza. Even Ramona is famous because of how she looks.

She listens to the Silver Lake sounds through the open window: a helicopter flying overhead, the Amazon truck rumbling down the street. A breeze moves through her hair, carrying the smell of jasmine and car exhaust. She runs a finger over the scar on her thumb.

“I think it has to do with possibility,” she says at last. “When Eliza and I met, we could be anything, anyone. The older I get, the less possibility there is. I am who I am. All my choices have led me here.”

“And you’re not happy being here?”

“Are you?”

“Yeah,” he says. “I think I am.”

Susan wonders if she’d be happy in his place, married to Eliza. But she knows she wouldn’t be. She’s seen Eliza at her worst and she didn’t like it. They are wrong for each other. But she’s been holding on to this idea of them together anyway, as though Eliza holds the keys to infinite possibility. Maybe the opposite is true. Eliza is, if anything, in the way of the kind of expansiveness she longs for. And Susan has been keeping her there. Pining after Eliza all these years has been hard, but it hasn’t been the hardest thing. No: The hardest thing would be freeing up the Eliza-size space in her brain. Susan wonders what she will be able to make room for, if she’s to finally let Eliza go, if she’s really about to accept that they aren’t soulmates and there’s nothing she can do about it. Just like she’ll never be seventeen again, or twenty-seven, for that matter.

All this time she thought she was obsessing over Eliza, but really she was just infatuated with her own desire.

With how alive she felt when she loved someone with such abandon.

And she couldn’t let it go because it was easier to hold on to something that had already failed than to open herself up to getting heartbroken all over again.

Something clicks into place, albeit a little painfully. “Change has always been hard for me,” she says.

Susan thinks of growing up with her parents: how settled they were, how stable—yet monotonous—life was. How they never moved or changed jobs or traveled or took risks. How she didn’t, either.

“But, Susan, everything is changing all the time, regardless of our feelings about it.”

The truth of this settles over her.

And—she’d always felt that Eliza popped up at particularly pivotal moments, but looking back over the past twenty years, every moment feels pivotal. The time she spent alone matters just as much, if not more, than the time she spent with Eliza.

She thought Eliza was the chorus, but in truth, she’s more like the bridge. Or maybe even an interlude.

Susan finishes off her coffee with one final sip, its bitter dregs making her eyes water. “How much do I owe you for this session?” she asks.

“This one’s on the house,” Graham says. “In exchange for not running off with my wife.”

Susan starts to apologize but stops herself. Instead of saying sorry, she says something more accurate: “Thank you.”

Then she hears the sounds of Eliza coming home: the car in the driveway, the front door opening and shutting, her jingling keys, her sneakers squeaking on the hardwood floor. When she appears in the doorway, wearing yoga pants and a matching sports bra, smoothie in hand, she looks back and forth between the two of them, taking her round sunglasses off.

“We’re all good, right?” she says. Her eyelids look a little bruised, the only evidence that she might be tired.

Susan and Graham nod together.

“We were just talking about bad music,” Susan says.

“I knew you’d hit it off,” Eliza says. And then, growing serious, she adds, “And, Susan, I’m sorry for being so messy last night. It won’t happen again.”

“I didn’t think it would,” Susan says.



Susan is lying in bed reading the news on her phone when she finally hears back from Katie.

“So sorry babe,” the text says. “Having a kid is crazy but I’m here now. Tell me everything. Where are you?”

Susan writes back, “I’m at Eliza’s house in California.”

Her phone promptly starts vibrating with a FaceTime. She answers it laughing. “Hi.”

Katie looks exhausted. Her pajama top is stained with what is likely baby food or maybe throw-up. But she’s grinning, her blue eyes wide, and Susan wishes more than anything that they could be in person so she could rest her head on Katie’s shoulder.

“You’re where?” Katie cries. “You’re not dating her again, are you?”

“No, no. God, I have so much to catch you up on.”

“I’m listening,” Katie says.

Susan wonders if she should tell Katie about the almost kiss, but she feels like it would be disrespectful to Eliza, and even to Graham, who she begrudgingly doesn’t hate. So she leaves it out, telling Katie everything else that’s happened since Dave messaged her on LinkedIn.

When she’s done, Katie says, “So, just so I’m getting this right, you’re in LA to reconnect with Eliza before doing social media for a film she wrote about what happened to her? I mean, it’s kind of the perfect job. It’s kind of like your whole life has led you to this moment?”

“That’s the short version, yes.” Susan laughs. “I mean, that was the plan. But then she lost her funding. So I guess now I’m not sure if it’s happening at all.”

“I’m sure she’ll figure out a way to get it done,” Katie says. “She seems resourceful.”

“I guess so, yeah.”

“But how are you feeling about being there?”

“I’m simultaneously thrilled and heartbroken,” she admits. “I’m so happy for Eliza that she has this beautiful life. But…”

“You still have feelings for her?”

“I mean, I actually don’t think so. For the first time, I can see her clearly. Like, I think I kind of made up a personality for her. It’s helpful, being here, seeing her in her real life. She’s just kind of … normal.”

Katie throws her head back and snorts with laughter. “Of course she’s normal, Susan. She’s like the most normal person ever. I’ve been trying to tell you that for years and you never wanted to hear it.”

“I don’t know how you deal with me.” Susan sighs. “Okay, so what’s going on over there?”

“I do have news,” Katie says, and by the look on her face Susan can’t tell if it’s good news or bad news. “We’ve decided to stay on Long Island.”

It takes all Susan’s effort to keep from audibly gasping.

“Jake is going to get his real estate license. We found a house near my parents. It just makes more sense, you know? I’ve been having nightmares about that woman who died falling down the subway stairs with her stroller. I don’t want to raise a kid in the city.”

“That does make sense,” Susan says. Even if she wasn’t aware of it, she knew on some level this day would come. “So you’re going to, like, send him to Half Hollow Hills and join the PTA and drive his friends to the Walt Whitman Mall on weekends.”

Katie laughs. “I guess I am. It doesn’t sound so bad. I mean, we were pretty happy growing up, weren’t we? We were angsty as fuck, but nothing really bad ever happened.”

“Not to us,” Susan says.

“That’s all I want. Something boring and safe.”

In the background, Susan hears Allen start to cry.

“Sounds like your other phone is ringing,” Susan says.

“It’s the mom alarm.” Katie picks Allen up and brings his face to the phone. “Say hi to Aunt Susan, Al,” she says.

Allen looks directly into the camera. Then his face turns reddish purple and he lets out another devastated-sounding wail, as though he can’t believe he has to exist in a world with screens.

“Same, dude,” Susan says.

“I should go,” Katie says. “If he doesn’t go to bed soon, he turns into a pumpkin. Or a demon. But I love you. I’ll call you soon.”

“I love you, too,” Susan says. “Thanks for calling.”

“I always want to be calling,” Katie says. “If I ever don’t, it’s because there’s a baby yelling at me. It’s not because of you.”

“I know,” she says. “But thank you for reminding me.”

They get off the phone and there’s a knock on the door of the guesthouse, as though Eliza has been listening on the other side of the wall, waiting for Susan’s call to end.

“Do you want to come to the farmers market with me?” Eliza says.

“Give me ten minutes,” Susan shouts from the bed.

In her old life in New York, Susan would have needed an hour to get ready to go anywhere. But she’s seen enough of this city to know that everyone looks rumpled before noon, and so she doesn’t second-guess what she sees in the mirror: sheet marks still on her face, T-shirt wrinkled from being balled up on the floor, hair sticking out all over the place. She’s starting to look so much like her mom, which is a little scary. She puts on her sunglasses.

“Do you mind if we walk?” says Eliza, who is wearing loose terracotta- colored linen overalls and a baseball hat, looking like the poster girl for an advertisement that says VISIT CALIFORNIA!

It’s only a mile to the farmers market, but it’s all hills, and Susan is sore from so much hiking this week. Still, it’s a nice walk, and beautiful at this hour, when everything is quiet but for the birds and the occasional ambitious jogger.

They don’t talk about what happened last night. In fact, they don’t talk at all. It’s like they have nothing left to say.

Finally, as they get closer, Eliza says, “I’m so excited.” Her walk is more like a skip now. She’s bouncing. “I think there should finally be peaches today.”

The market is smaller than Susan expected, but it’s quaint: white tents covering tables overflowing with produce so gorgeous it looks like a food stylist arranged it.

A young girl walks by wearing green cargo pants and a pink leather wristband with metal studs.

“Wow, I had that same exact bracelet in high school,” Susan says. She’d worn it the night she and Eliza met, but she doesn’t say this. Some memories are too specific to be shared.

“I think that one is probably Valentino,” Eliza says. “Can you imagine? Did you ever think the aughts would become cool again?” She shakes her head with amazement. “That is how I know we’ve gotten old.”

“I knew we were old when Gen Z discovered the Mountain Goats on TikTok,” Susan says.

Eliza laughs. “I have no idea what any of those words mean.”

“You’re probably better off.”

“Oh, yay!” Eliza squeals, tugging on Susan’s arm and taking her to a table that’s covered in peaches, nectarines, apricots, plums.

“Would you like to try anything?” the man working there asks.

He slices off pieces of white peach and hands them each one. It’s hot and slippery and juicy, and when Susan puts it in her mouth, she has to stop herself from groaning. She’s never had anything so sweet.

“Fuck,” she says. “Why is that so good?”

“First peach of the season, baby,” Eliza says. “We’ll take six,” she says to the man.

“Twenty-five dollars,” he says.

Susan laughs, but when no one else does, she stops.

As they walk away, arms loaded down with produce, Susan says, “You know, when we first met, never in a million years would I have pegged you for someone who would grow up to be excited about the first peach of the season.”

“Well, if you think about it, you didn’t really know anything about me at all.”

“I guess I still don’t,” Susan says, and there’s a certain relief that comes with saying it. “Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask you something.”

“Anything.”

“You do think it was Kyle, right? Who took the picture?”

Eliza slows her gait, giving Susan a sidelong look before answering. “I know it was.”

“How, though?”

“There was never any doubt in my mind. He was the one who invited me out, to a party at Megan McDonald’s house, do you remember her? He picked me up in that stupid fucking Jeep. He held my Solo cup while I went to the bathroom. I mean, we were there together. I was kind of obsessed with him at that point. I felt like I’d won the lottery. Everyone was jealous, I could tell from the way they glared at me. I even let him kiss me in front of everyone.”

“Then what happened?”

Susan hopes it’s okay that she’s asking these questions, but after last night it feels like nothing is off-limits.

“I don’t remember. When I woke up in my bed the next afternoon, I was wearing my underwear and socks. My clothes had been folded at the edge of my bed. My parents were conveniently out of town for the weekend. I was, in theory, old enough to take care of myself for a couple of days.”

Susan feels nauseous. “Oh, god.”

An older couple with a large poodle walks by, the dog pausing to lick the moisture from Susan’s ankles.

When the couple is out of earshot, Eliza says, “I just didn’t think he’d have let anyone else get close enough to me that night to take me home. We were all over each other. I didn’t think much of it that day, to be honest. I thought I just drank too much. Part of me even thought it was sweet that he’d folded my clothes, although I wasn’t sure why he’d needed to take them off. I wasn’t sure why I’d slept for eighteen hours, either. Why I couldn’t remember anything. Why my head hurt so much.”

There’s something different about Eliza’s voice as she tells Susan the story this time. Like she’s never said it out loud like this before. She fictionalized it for her screenplay, but maybe in doing so, she removed herself from her actual experience.

“I understood when I saw the photo a few days later. Some random girl from school emailed it to me.” She shudders, remembering. “I’ll never forget the chill as it loaded on my screen. His sneakers were even visible in the photo, in the mirror next to the bed, but the flash covered his face.”

They turn and begin walking up a hill so steep, Susan can’t see the other side.

Eliza keeps talking, not out of breath at all. “So here’s the worst part. I couldn’t bring myself to confront him about it. I told myself maybe I just didn’t remember telling him he could take the photo, and maybe someone else sent it out? I don’t know. I was good at lying to myself. I thought if we’d had sex—I mean, if he’d raped me—that even if I couldn’t remember it, I’d probably wanted to do it. I know that’s fucked-up logic, but I was just a kid. And then, for whatever reason, I still couldn’t stay away from him. I kept seeing him, kept going to parties with him, and, yeah, I kept hooking up with him.”

She stops talking to search Susan’s face, as if to see if she’s being judged.

“Go on,” Susan urges.

In all the years they’ve known each other, this feels like the first time Eliza has ever been honest with her.

Eliza sighs. “Every time we hooked up, I promised myself it was the last time. But then we’d be at some house party and I’d think, well, maybe this is my chance to get the power back, or have a do-over, or something. I don’t know. I liked that it was almost like I was stringing him along. But it’s hard to remember what I was thinking, because I’d also started to drink. A lot.”

They reach the top of the hill. The sun is higher and hotter now, and Susan is drenched in sweat.

“You good, Goldstein?” Eliza laughs. Susan nods and Eliza continues, “I’m just so sick of trying to psychoanalyze myself, you know? So, anyway, then the school caught wind of the photo and called my parents, who sat me down and demanded to know who had taken it, who had sent it out. But I couldn’t bring myself to tell them it was Kyle, because they would know I’d continued to be around him. I mean, he’d even been over for dinner with them a few times after it happened. I just couldn’t explain it, why for so long I had the strange urge to be around the person who had degraded me like that. I still can’t. So instead, I let them blame me, and then my entire life unraveled. But even when things were at their worst, it still felt easier than admitting the truth. I mean, I couldn’t even tell you the whole truth when you asked me about it a decade later.”

“I get it,” Susan says, and she does.

Teenage Eliza was in a hole and didn’t know how to climb out of it. She was failed by the adults around her who didn’t notice. Who punished her for it instead of helping her.

“Did it make me less of a victim, if I kept going back for more?”

It’s a rhetorical question, but Susan still says, “No, of course not. You were a kid.”

“No, I know. It was just that implicating him felt like it would implicate me, too. So I let him off the hook.”

Before they reach Eliza’s house, Susan says, “So what changed? How’d you decide to stop hooking up with him?”

“You really don’t know?”

“I really don’t.”

“It was the night I met you.”

They’re in Eliza’s front yard now. Graham’s car isn’t in the driveway. A hummingbird dips around them, eyeing the bag of fruit.

Susan’s stomach sinks as she wonders if she’s going to have to let Eliza down all over again.

As if she can read her mind, Eliza says, “Don’t worry, I’m not going to try to kiss you. But I thought you should know the impact you had on me, in the sober light of day. Not to sound too earnest, but realizing you’re queer is like being granted access to multiple parallel universes. All of a sudden there are all these possibilities. I never wanted to see Kyle again after we met. I liked you enough—awkward as you were—to be pulled from the hold he had over me. You kind of set me free.”

How odd to think that their mutual desire set Eliza free while Susan felt held hostage by it for the better part of twenty years.

“You could have told me,” Susan says. “When I told you that I came out after we met. On our drive up to Katie’s wedding. You really left me hanging.”

Eliza puts a hand on her hip. “I was trying not to love bomb you. Besides, it wouldn’t have changed anything. It would probably have just made the breakup harder, don’t you think?”

At this, Susan doesn’t know what to say, because Eliza is right.

“And anyway,” Eliza continues, “even though I didn’t want to see him again, it was kind of too late to make a difference. My parents found out about the photo a week or two later. Then they kicked me out. So, like, I knew I was queer, and that was great. I knew I didn’t need anything from Kyle. But then everything else fell apart anyway. If only we’d met sooner.”

“There are a lot of if onlys when it comes to you and me,” Susan says.

Eliza closes her eyes for a few minutes, as though she’s picturing an alternate life. When she finally opens them, she looks like she’s made peace with something. “We don’t have to keep talking about this. I just wanted to tell you. And now you know. Let’s figure out what to do with these peaches, yeah? We probably have to eat them today.”

“Thank you for telling me,” Susan says, but Eliza’s back is to her as she unlocks the front door and goes inside.

Susan wipes her face with her hands, her breath coming in shakily. She feels bowled over by what Eliza said. It almost seems like she means more to Eliza than Eliza means to her, which yesterday would have been unfathomable, but today, in a strange and surprising way, makes sense.

Inside, Eliza is unloading the produce into ceramic bowls on the pristine marble counter. Everything in the kitchen is worthy of a photo, including Eliza, whose arms are glistening with golden sweat and sunscreen, though her beauty is no longer making Susan yearn for her.

“So now what?” Susan asks, perching on a barstool. “What are you going to do when I leave?”

“I guess I’ll have to go back to producing commercials and being in writers’ rooms, maybe try to write another feature. Not that I think I have anything left to say. It all went into that script. But what about you? Got any other gigs lined up?”

“Actually,” Susan says, “I had a thought.”

“Tell me.”

“Does Long Island, 2005 have to be fictionalized?”

Eliza freezes, one peach in each hand. “What?”

“I mean, you’re writing about a real thing that happened to you and presumably a lot of other girls. What if we made a documentary? About the aughts, and how all the new technology was fueling rape culture in ways we couldn’t understand yet.”

“A documentary,” Eliza repeats.

Eliza’s eyes fill up with tears.

“No, no, don’t cry,” Susan says, rushing to fix whatever she just broke. “I’m sorry. We don’t have to.”

“No, we do,” Eliza says. “It’s perfect.” She lets the tears spill down her face. “I don’t know why it’s making me weep.” She laughs then. The wind chime sound of her laughter mixed with the tears on her face is like a sun-shower. Like soon there’ll be a rainbow.

If Eliza and Susan are to work together to make something, it would mean they’re creative collaborators, a different kind of partnership than Susan has spent the better part of her adulthood dreaming about. She feels a tingling sensation as she allows herself to imagine it.

If there’s a greater, more cosmic reason she and Eliza keep colliding into each other’s lives, maybe this is it.
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Bits of brown locks float around Susan like feathers as the cool evening air licks the back of her neck. With every snip, she feels lighter. She fights the urge to look at herself in her phone’s front-facing camera.

She’s in her backyard with her hairstylist, Sal, getting a haircut.

She can’t believe she has a backyard, not to mention her own house, which is a rental but still larger than anywhere she’s ever lived, on a palm tree–lined street in a hilly neighborhood called Highland Park. It has a main drag that reminds her a little bit of Bed-Stuy, in terms of the gentrifying mix of overpriced coffee shops, corner stores, scrappy young queers, and older families of color. But she also tries not to compare it to Brooklyn, because it’s very much its own place. Her yard is small, but it has a view of the San Gabriel Mountains, and she spends most of her free time sitting in it, gazing at the rocky peaks as they turn blue and pink in that famously exquisite California light.

Not that she has a lot of free time. Work has once again consumed her, though it feels different now that she’s on the other side of the creative equation: a creator, not a marketer. It’s easier to justify her obsession when she’s the one making the thing.

In this new neighborhood, she tries not to be just another white person taking up space while guiltily paying the exorbitant monthly rent that’s partly responsible for driving people out of their homes and into poverty. She’s been trying to convince her neighbors not to call the cops on the unhoused people who occasionally wander down the block. There’s one guy in particular who sometimes sleeps at the edge of her fence, and she’s taken to bringing him peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. It is, quite literally, the least she can do.

If Susan can’t believe she has a backyard, she really can’t believe that the reason she’s having her hair cut and styled today is that tonight is the premiere of a documentary she has a producing credit on.

It was an easy phone call, in the end, to ask for Heather’s help. Heather quickly agreed to do whatever she could, and she kept her word. She helped Susan and Eliza write a pitch and then she got it in front of the right people, whispered suggestions into powerful ears. It worked. Everyone was interested in early aughts nostalgia, in revisiting the recent past with a new lens. And the suits loved the idea of Eliza on camera: the face of the film, the voice of the story they were telling. They were charmed by her beauty and her dry wit, just as Susan once had been. Contracts were sent, redlined, sent back, and signed, and then HBO Max acquired the rights and paid to produce it. Screen Time is an HBO Max premiere; there will be a red carpet, press, a celebrity guest list.

There’s a bespoke black suit hanging in Susan’s closet, created specifically for her and the post-pandemic curves that she decided to stop trying to get rid of. She likes this rounder version of herself now. She feels sturdier, more commanding than she did in her twenties. She likes how the suit fits, how it lays over her hips in a masculine sort of way. She’s excited to wear it.

The only wild card has been her hair. One morning Susan woke up and realized that she’d had the same hairstyle since she was in high school, which at one point had been a source of pride and suddenly felt pathetic.

She called Sal and said, “Do you want to cut all my hair off?”

Sal laughed. “I literally thought you’d never ask.”

Now, in the yard, watching the birds consider taking her hair to their nests, her forehead is suddenly cleared of the weight that’s been resting on it since she was seventeen. Sal cuts it close on the sides, leaving it longer on the top, and she feels like a ’90s heartthrob, like Leonardo DiCaprio in the poster of Romeo + Juliet that Katie used to have hanging in her bedroom.

“Let me know how much to Venmo you,” Susan says, as Sal buzzes the baby hairs on the base of her neck.

“No, no,” Sal says. “It’s on me.”

“What?” Susan says. “Why?”

“I have a favor to ask.” Sal puts the clippers down and faces her. “My little sister is graduating from college and she wants to work in entertainment. Would it be okay if I give her your info? She really needs someone to talk to. She doesn’t know where to start.”

“Oh my god,” Susan says. “Sal, duh. I would love to talk to your sister. I’m still going to pay you for the haircut, though.”

Sal grins. “I mean, I can’t stop you.” They pick up the scissors and resume cutting her hair. “Thanks, Susan. It really means so much to me. And it will to her, too.”

“I can’t wait,” Susan says.

It’s an honor to be asked to mentor someone, and Susan doesn’t take it lightly. She hopes she has the answers that Sal’s sister needs. She still feels like a bit of an impostor, playing pretend that she’s a producer in this crazy new industry. But she also knows it’s her turn to help someone younger, just as Jonny once helped her.

Inside, Susan’s dog starts barking at the FedEx truck. “Cashew, stop!” she screams.

Sal laughs. “I can’t believe you named that dog Cashew.”

Susan grins. “It’s because she’s a nut.”

“How’d she lose the leg?” Sal asks.

“I don’t know. That’s how she was when I saw her at the shelter.”

“Good for you, adopting an old three-legged dog. Not many people would.”

“Really?” Susan laughs. “It’s always been my dream.”

When Susan looks in the mirror, she’s shocked. She’s never seen so much of her own face. For the first time, she’s not hiding behind anything. She’s just herself. She has the odd feeling of seeing in color for the first time, or maybe Technicolor. Everything has shifted into focus.



For a while, producing was all about making phone calls.

Susan called culture writers, sociologists, activists, city offices, entertainment lawyers. She learned about permits, labor laws, unions; light, sound, narrative arcs. She filled her cloud with spreadsheets. She set meetings, she led the meetings, she emailed afterward with takeaways and to-dos.

Susan was disappointed to find that there were some people who remembered her name from the story about Ben Kaplan, and this created several roadblocks. Certain men were reluctant to take her calls, fearing she was trying to cancel them. She did not have the patience to reassure them and instead opted to leave their voices out of the narrative. She knew this would perhaps make the documentary a little unbalanced—there was no one to speak in defense of the boys who’d distributed revenge porn online—but that was fine with her. It was art, not journalism. It was okay to have a strong point of view.

And then, when everything was in place, Eliza and their small team of camera operators, a sound person, and a PA began to travel the country talking to people about their experiences. Eliza directed it while Susan made sure everything went smoothly.

She loved everything about it: being the person to manage the details, making the final calls on big decisions. She often felt she was the glue holding the entire project together, and from this she derived a sense of purpose. She didn’t mind the long days or the late nights or the way everything always felt like an emergency; she liked scrambling to fix problems.

Twice, Eliza had to force Susan to take a weekend off, days during which Susan fretted nonstop about what might have slipped through the cracks. She had a hard time trusting that things could happen without her, and this made the job harder than it needed to be. It was the only thing she and Eliza fought about. Eliza would say Susan was no good to her if she burned out; Susan would reply that she’d sleep when she was dead.

When they had collected enough interviews to fill several seasons of TV, they hired an editor to cut it into a feature-length film, and Susan found herself spending more and more time in front of the screen, helping shape the story they were trying to tell.

She hired Jonny to write the score for the documentary. A film about the early 2000s set to music written by the person whose melodies were the soundtrack to her own 2005 was the finishing touch that tied it all together. Jonny’s gentle croon and acoustic guitar accompanied by the occasional violin and horn made it feel emotionally complex and nostalgic.

The job was, apparently, the final push Jonny needed to come to LA. A year after Susan arrived, he followed her, getting a condo in a trendy neighborhood called Los Feliz.

“The great queer migration!” he had bellowed the first night after he moved in while they sat on his balcony drinking champagne. “Go West, ye olde fags and dykes.” In the distance, palm trees looked like paper cutouts silhouetted against the twilight. “There’s gold in them there hills.”

“I will drink to that,” Susan replied, clinking his glass with hers.

“Look at us.” He grinned at her after taking a long sip. “Just a couple of Long Island girls washed up on the shores of Old Hollywood.”

“Who are you calling washed-up?”

They laughed for a long time at that, until Susan wasn’t sure if they were still laughing about the exchange or just from the pure joy of being together in a new place, twenty years after they first met and closer than ever.



Susan’s town car pulls up in front of Jonny’s condo. He’s waiting on the curb in a tuxedo with an enormous bouquet of yellow roses in his arms.

“I can’t believe you got me flowers.” Susan blushes. “What am I supposed to do with these all night?”

“Fucking hold them, milady,” he says, sliding in the back seat next to her. Then he realizes. “Susan Goldstein, as I live and breathe.” He throws the roses to the side and grabs her head. “You cut your goddamn hair.”

She laughs. “Do you like it?”

“Like it?” He runs his hands through it, scratching her scalp affectionately. “I’m in love with you. And obsessed with this butch glow-up. Be my dad?”

She blushes even harder. “Thanks,” she says. “Don’t mess it up though, okay?”

“You look even gayer than before. I didn’t think it was possible.”

“Okay, okay.” She pushes his hands off her head. “Thank you. Yes. Tonight is actually my coming-out party.”

“Not no,” he says. “You’re coming out as the person you were always meant to be.”

“So would you say I’m kind of butch?” Susan asks.

It’s a word Susan has been turning over in her head for some time now, looking at it from every angle, as though it’s a prism refracting the light.

“Would you?” Jonny replies.

“Not no,” she echoes him. “Maybe I’ll try it on for a while and see how it feels.”

He beams at her like he’s been waiting a lifetime for her to say this.

When they turn onto Sunset Boulevard, Susan is confronted with a billboard that by now she’s seen hundreds of times advertising Ramona’s comeback album. She’s ditched the band and is a solo artist now. The album is called Problematic Favorite, and the ads for it show Ramona’s face, wearing what appears to be minimal makeup, looking pensively at the camera.

Jonny sees Susan eyeing it as they drive past. “That ghoul,” he says.

“I’m just surprised it took her this long to rebrand.”

“She was busy learning to do better,” Jonny says.

“What do you think her first single is going to be called? ‘White Tears’?”

“Savage!” he cries. “As if she could write a song that doesn’t begin with a first-person pronoun.”

“Sorry. ‘My White Tears’?”

Jonny laughs. “At least she didn’t launch a podcast.”

Susan shudders, knowing exactly what he’s referring to. Ben’s latest venture—a podcast for straight white men to complain to each other—feels like something out of a nightmare and also totally inevitable. No one, it seems, ever stays canceled forever.

“Listen,” Jonny says, “I have something for you.” He roots around in his pocket and then pulls out a thumb drive, pressing it into her hand.

“Oh my god.” She gasps. “Is this what I think it is?”

“For your ears only,” he replies. “I haven’t decided how I’m going to release it. Either for free or I’m going to charge people five dollars and give away all the money.”

“Wow.” Susan exhales. “I’m so excited and so honored. Thank you for sharing it with me.”

“Don’t tell me if you hate it. It’s really different from my old stuff.”

“I could never hate something you’ve made.” Susan cradles the thumb drive of Jonny’s first album in god knows how long in her hands. “I want to listen to it right now.”

“No, love, tonight is about you,” he says. “Let me be your biggest fan for a change.”

At this she grins. “Fine.”

The car pulls up to the theater, where Katie and Jake are waiting on the sidewalk.

They’ve flown out just for the premiere, leaving Allen with Katie’s parents for the weekend. Katie is five months pregnant, wrapped in a tight yellow dress to show off her baby bump, and Jake is wearing thick, black-framed glasses.

“You came,” Susan says, leaping out of the car and into their arms.

“As if we would miss it,” Katie shrieks at her. And then: “Oh shit, your hair!”



Susan and Jonny stop by the red carpet while Katie and Jake go into the theater. There’s a horde of photographers in front of it, blinding Susan with their flashes. They take photos together and separately, and then finally Eliza and Graham arrive.

Eliza is wearing a long cream-colored dress and Graham is in a white suit.

“Why do you guys look like you’re getting married?” Susan shouts from the Step and Repeat.

“Shut up,” Eliza calls back, but she’s laughing.

After they take photos with the whole team, Eliza says, “Now let’s do one of just me and Susan,” and everyone clears out.

Eliza puts her arm around Susan’s waist and pulls her close, putting her cheek on Susan’s and grinning.

“I’m so proud of you,” Susan says, overwhelmed with a feeling she can only describe as complete and total respect for Eliza and everything she’s done with her life, in spite of her trauma and the cards stacked against her. There is no one she admires more.

“You know I couldn’t have done it without you,” Eliza replies.

“See you inside?” Susan says when the photographers are done, but Eliza has already turned back to Graham.



Susan has seen the documentary countless times, but sitting in the theater with popcorn and soda and her best friends next to her in the darkness, it feels like the first.

She feels an intoxicating thrill as Eliza’s voice comes on over the big black screen. “It was 2005, and I was sixteen years old.”

Then there’s a montage of fuzzy early aughts archival footage: teens at shows, on computers, skateboarding, texting. Eliza’s voice says, “We had the entire world at our fingertips. Something no generation had before ours. And what did we use it for?”

Another scene of teens at a computer, this time on AIM.

“We used it to torture each other.”

The words SCREEN TIME flash, and then Jonny’s music comes on. The audience cheers. Someone near the front screams his name, and Susan puts a hand on his knee, squeezing it. She has always wanted him to feel loved. She keeps her hand there for the rest of the film, looking back and forth between him and Katie, watching them watch what she made.

The documentary is really good, and she doesn’t just think that because her name is in the credits. All their original footage was shot on film, making it grainy and moody, like a night out caught on a disposable camera. It’s thoughtful and sad and poignant, and it perfectly captures the feeling of the early 2000s.

Eliza is great on camera. She’s beautiful and smart and funny, and watching her is almost hypnotizing. It won’t be long before she becomes famous, Susan thinks. Just like she wanted.

When the credits roll and the lights come on, the audience stands to clap.

Next to her, Katie grabs Susan’s arm. “Jesus fucking Christ, Suze,” she says. “That blew my mind.”

“Dude,” Jake says, and to Susan’s surprise, his eyes are glossy with tears. “Yes.”



The after-party is down the street in the dark bar of a hotel. Clusters of people are taking cars over, but Susan walks there with Katie, Jake, and Jonny. She’s happy to move her legs, and besides, she knows her New Yorkers won’t understand the culture of taking a car four blocks.

She and Katie are holding hands while Jake and Jonny walk ahead of them, nerding out over the cinematography.

“So how’s motherhood going?” Susan asks.

“Piece of cake, for now,” Katie replies. “Allen just wants me to always have snacks and sometimes pretend to eat his toes. Otherwise, he’s like, See ya!”

“That doesn’t sound so bad.”

“It’s possible that I’m just forgetting the hard parts at this moment because I miss him,” Katie says. “And who knows what’s going to happen when there’s two of them.” She glances up at the street sign. “Ha, look at that. From Sunrise Highway to Sunset Boulevard.”

“Sunrise, sunset,” Susan sings, a song from a musical she can’t remember seeing but whose melodies are kept in her blood like a prayer.

“Swiftly fly the years,” Katie joins in for the next line at full volume.

Jake turns around and grins at them, which prompts them to sing louder.

As their duet ends, they walk past a restaurant with a horde of paparazzi around the door, wearing all black and smoking cigarettes, presumably waiting for some celebrity to step out.

Katie shoots Susan a sidelong glance and says, “I’m so happy you’re happy here, but I do have to say, it is really fucking weird to me that you live in LA and not Brooklyn.”

Susan chuckles. “Girl, you’re telling me.”

“Do you miss it? New York, I mean.”

“Sometimes, yeah,” Susan says. “But the things I miss about it are gone. And then I feel like, do I actually miss New York, or do I just miss being in my twenties?”

“I do not miss being in my twenties,” Katie says. “Except when I look in the mirror. I’m like, Who are you and what have you done with me?”

“Is it weird that I like how I look better now?”

“No, because you do look better now,” Katie says. “Meanwhile my face is sliding off.”

“Oh my god, not true.” Susan laughs, aware of how the vowels of the word god stretch out more when she’s talking to Katie. Gawd.

Susan’s heart aches a little bit, noticing Katie’s smile lines and the new soft pocket of flesh under her chin. When she looks at Katie, she sees every age they’ve been at once. Behind those deepening grooves around her mouth, there’s still a seventeen-year-old girl giving Susan shit for chewing Sunchips too loudly while she paints her nails navy blue and daydreams about the future.

“Anyway, I love you,” Katie says. “I’m so impressed and not at all surprised that it turns out you’re brilliant.”

“I didn’t realize it was a secret.” Susan laughs, but she knows what Katie means. Her whole life has been oriented around other people’s art. This is the first thing that’s ever really felt like hers. Katie squeezes her hand, and that’s when Susan realizes they’re both crying.

“It’s the hormones, I swear,” Katie says, sniffling. “I just feel like, did you ever think when we were teenagers that we’d be here? Watching a movie you made?” Katie pauses to wipe her cheeks. “Fuck, my mascara.”

“A movie about Eliza, no less?”

“It’s not really about Eliza,” Katie says. “It’s about our millennial girlhood.”

“I guess that’s true,” Susan agrees. “In a lot of ways.”

Katie waits for her to go on.

“Everything I used to think was about Eliza was actually just about … me.”

Katie grins at her. “I think I just got to see the moment you became an adult.”

“Never too late, I guess.”

The tears have stopped as they approach the bar, which she’s thankful for, because as soon as they walk through the doors she’s whisked away by Heather, who needs her to talk to the press.



The rest of the evening is a blur; journalists and filmmakers and executives all want to talk to Susan about the documentary and what she’s going to work on next. She tries to give Eliza as much credit as possible. After all, the film wouldn’t exist without Eliza.

But occasionally she indulges in letting herself feel proud. There are some things in the documentary that couldn’t have come from anyone but her: the soundtrack, the way they recreated the indie aesthetic of the aughts. The story is Eliza’s but the look and feel and sound of the way it’s told came from Susan. The texture, as they say in the industry.

Toward the end of the night, she runs into Eliza in the bathroom. Eliza is fixing her makeup in the mirror.

Susan leans against the next sink, watching as Eliza reapplies lipstick the color of an overripe cherry. “I miss your blue Juicy Tube,” Susan says.

“Honestly, so do I,” Eliza replies, smacking her lips and holding the lipstick out to Susan. It says TOM FORD on it. “Do you want some?”

“Ha ha,” Susan says. “No.”

“Hey,” Eliza says, her voice shifting into something softer, more vulnerable as she drops her lipstick into her bag. “Isn’t it kind of amazing that we’re here?”

“It is.”

“Do you ever think about everything we’ve been through? Like, all the ways we’ve loved each other?”

“Yeah,” Susan says. “But not as much as I used to.”

“Same,” Eliza says, though it sounds like a lie. Susan lets her have it.

Instead, Susan says, “I wanted to ask you something.”

“Shoot.”

“I guess I was just wondering … what happens now?”

When Eliza grins at her, there’s a small fleck of red lipstick on her front tooth. “Whatever you want,” she says.



When the documentary airs on Max, Susan and Jonny screen it together at Susan’s house.

Mostly, though, they plan to watch their laptops, carefully monitoring the social conversation around it.

There’s a bowl of popcorn between them, a case of beer on the coffee table, and a vase of pink tulips on the bookshelf with a card that says, For my friend Susan. I miss you all the time and I’m so excited to watch you bloom. Love, Mia.

At 9 PM, the key art pops up on the Max app—it’s a photo of Eliza as a sulky teen that she unearthed for marketing purposes. With shaking hands, Susan clicks on it and then she turns the volume up.

There’s been a little bit of buzz leading up to the launch, especially because of the rave review Drew published. They spend the next hour in quiet anticipation, looking back and forth from the TV to their laptops. Susan compulsively hits refresh every thirty seconds.

Forty-five minutes later, Jonny gasps.

“Fuck, we’re trending,” he shouts.

Susan looks. They are.

She and Jonny start reading out posts to each other. Under #screentime, there are hundreds of people saying:

I’ve never felt more seen

Not the point but I am so ready for an indie sleaze revival

Wow. Millennial adolescence has NEVER been more accurately portrayed.

Does anyone know if Liz Cook is single?

By the time the doc is over, #screentime is the number one hashtag in the US. The accounts Susan made for the film on Instagram and TikTok are growing exponentially. Each time she refreshes the profiles, there are thousands of new followers. Memes are already being made, stills from the movie screenshotted and captioned, taking on a new life.

Susan’s phone starts going off. She has sixty-two text messages. People from all corners of her life wanting to tell her they watched it. Sixty-three. Sixty-four. Sixty-five.

“You fucking did it,” Jonny screams. “It’s a hit.” He pulls Susan up off the couch and together they begin to twirl around her living room. He’s singing her name over and over to the tune of the national anthem.

Hearing the commotion, Cashew comes bounding out of the bedroom and tackles Susan to the ground. She lies there, letting the dog lick her face, laughing until she weeps.

Jonny lies down next to her, and the three of them hold each other.

Cashew noses her way into Jonny’s armpit, sniffing loudly. He lifts his arm to make room for her.

“That’s right, you little freak,” he coos to the dog. “That’s the smell of success.”



By the end of the week, Susan has general meetings lined up with every major studio in Hollywood.

“You need a manager,” Heather texts her. “I’ll send you some names.”



Susan calls her parents to tell them about how well the documentary did, but when her mom picks up, all Susan’s able to say is “Hi” before her mom launches into a monologue complaining about their new doctor.

Susan insisted they find a specialist after her dad had another bad fall while her mom was out, lying on the floor for hours alone. She’ll do anything to keep them out of a shitty, sterile nursing home, though she often worries about them all alone in their house, where the stove could be left on overnight or their medications forgotten. There doesn’t seem to be a right way to go about caring for aging parents, though the one thing she can help with is their finances. Susan pays for the out-of-network care and is glad to.

The second Trump presidency tanked whatever financial gains they made in the stock market during his first term, as Susan predicted, though she tries not to hold it over them. There are more pressing things to be on them about, not least of which is what she now understands as the well-worn path of boomers who started off as granola hippies, veered too hard into the all-natural lifestyle until they became anti-vaxxers, and then found a perfect spokesperson in RFK Jr. They entertain her when she gives them shit for it.

Finally, her mom says, “Were you calling about something specific?”

“No, Mom,” she says. “Just missing you and wanted to say hi.”

“Well, how’s California?”

Susan hesitates, unsure how to describe this hot, dusty place and the way it has wrapped itself around her like the morning glory vines taking over her yard, rocking her in gentle earthquakes. Her mom interrupts her silence: “Honey, maybe someday you’ll learn this, but part of being a parent is accepting that your kid will eventually leave you. But damn if I don’t wish you coulda chosen some place closer.”

Lately, Susan has been remembering bits and pieces of songs her mother used to sing to her when she couldn’t sleep. She googles the fragmented lyrics as they come to her, as though their origins might tell her something about her mother, something about herself. Many are Joni Mitchell but others seem to belong to no one, perhaps made up on the spot just to soothe her. She finds herself singing these made-up songs to herself around the house, each bar transporting her back in time to when she was small enough to fit in her mother’s lap, held tight and close. With three thousand miles between them, it’s easier to believe this tender version of her mom is the real one, instead of the person on the other end of the line, though in her better moments she also understands both are her mother.

“I know,” she says. “I’m sorry it’s so far.”

There’s a rustling sound. “Your dad wants to say hi.”

“Put him on.”

“Hi, sweetie.” Her dad’s warm, deep voice fills her ear. “Rebecca, give us some privacy, would ya?” he shouts at Susan’s mom.

Then he says, “Honey, your mom isn’t ready to talk to you about it, but we loved your movie.”

Susan has been crying a lot this week and isn’t surprised when her eyes fill with tears again. She’s just so raw, like she’s been flipped inside out. “You watched it?”

“Of course we did. It’s hard, you know. She blames herself for not knowing what it was like for you as a kid. All that new technology, we just never learned it, which meant we didn’t know how it was affecting you.”

“I was okay, though,” Susan says, not wanting them to have to worry about her, not now. “It was harder for other girls. I was pretty good about setting boundaries, I think. I was lucky. I had really good parents.”

She can hear his smile through her phone. “You shoulda heard us clapping and hollering when your name came on the screen.”

“Really?” she asks, though she can easily picture it: two gray-haired pears in twin reclining chairs, cheering in the TV’s glow.

“Really. My daughter, the big movie producer. You can’t imagine how proud we are of you.”

Susan makes a sound that’s somewhere between a laugh and a sob. “Thanks, Dad. That means a lot.”



A few days later, sitting on an Adirondack chair in her backyard watching the sycamore trees bend in the breeze, Susan decides it’s time to download the dating apps again.

It’s been a long time since she’s looked. Women in LA terrify her, if she’s being honest. Everybody here is somebody, or at least adjacent to a somebody.

But really, she thinks, as she downloads Hinge and Tinder and Raya and Lex, her phone growing warm with the effort, maybe it wasn’t the other women she was afraid of. Maybe it was that she felt like she had nothing to offer them in comparison to every other super-accomplished person in this town of high achievers.

She knows that’s not true now. If someone asked her what was going on in her life, she’d have interesting, potentially impressive things to say. Not that it comes down to what she’s doing professionally—she knows better than that. It more has to do with how confident she’s become, how comfortable in her own skin. She’d very much like to share these new feelings with someone else.

She is happy to have Cashew to keep her company. A dog is a warm body in bed, and that counts for a lot. But Cashew doesn’t speak English beyond the words breakfast, dinner, treat, and walk. She’s given up on sit and stay.

She wants someone to talk to who will actually talk back. Someone she can trust with the most secret, most tender parts of her.

Someone who will meet her now—successful and self-assured—and at first not believe Susan when she tries to describe how awkward and nervous she used to be. Who will laugh in disbelief when Susan tells her that she’s only had one serious girlfriend. Who will demand to see old photos and then look at them and say: “I wish I could go back in time and give this little girl a hug.”

Or something to that effect.

She’s also trying not to put expectations on this future person, whose face she hasn’t even memorized yet, whose specific laugh she can’t yet locate in a crowded room.

She uploads a profile photo from the red carpet of the premiere. Susan, 37, she writes, filling out the bio questions. City: Los Angeles. Height: Five foot six. Profession: Producer.

In the About Me section, she hesitates. Then she adds: Reformed music snob.

She quickly deletes it. There’s no need to be sarcastic. That’s not the kind of energy she wants to put out into the world—or rather, it’s not the energy she wants to get back.

Instead, she writes: Loves music, movies, and trying new things. She’s learned it’s the small moments between the big ones where real happiness lives, and she knows this makes her kind of basic, but she doesn’t care.

She wonders what she should do with herself now that the film is out, the press cycle coming to an end. She doesn’t want to rush into the next job, though there’s always that fear between projects of never working again. Maybe this will be the only documentary she ever makes. Maybe it’s just the first one. But she’s too burned-out to really scramble for more work, not yet. Instead, she’s been toying with the idea of taking herself to Paris, or even Lisbon, or maybe both.

Regardless, she knows she should probably find time to go back east and see her parents, spend time with Katie and Jake and Allen, maybe try to be there when their second kid, a girl this time, is born. She hopes Jonny will agree to watch Cashew. She had no idea having a dog would create such a tether to this place that is slowly becoming her home.

She misses all her Long Island people something fierce, even while she loves her new life in LA, land of palm trees and promise.

Cashew starts pressing her nose into Susan’s legs, whining.

“I know, I know,” she says. “Let’s go for a walk.”



Outside, she savors the sun on her face and the breeze on her neck. They take their time walking down the street. She has nowhere to be. A luxury, to be bored like this.

Cashew starts sniffing a bush and then pounces on something just out of view.

“Oh, fuck, Cashew, don’t eat that.” She groans, bending down to wrench what appears to be a decaying mouse corpse out of the dog’s mouth. She tosses it into the bushes and tries not to gag. “You’re disgusting, my dude.”

The dog looks up at her adoringly, drippy pink tongue lolling, and then pulls her farther down the block.

A red-tailed hawk swoops across the cloudless sapphire sky overhead. A Prius coasts by and the driver, a neighbor who recently left a brown paper bag of backyard oranges at Susan’s doorstep, waves at her.

Cashew’s long tail is wagging like a metronome as they pass a lush pink trumpet tree filled with black-capped chickadees performing a symphony of chirps. A delivery truck is backing up nearby, adding its beep beep beep to the chorus. On a balcony overlooking the street, a woman is talking loudly into her phone, her voice rising and falling with urgency and excitement, intonations swinging like jazz. Incredible that Susan once thought this was a quiet neighborhood. On the contrary, it’s filled to the brim with its own wild, ever-changing song.
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