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            Dear Emma,

            I am a freshman, and everything is going great: I’m pledging my first-choice sorority, I love my major and my classes, and my roommate, while extremely emo, goes home every weekend to visit her boyfriend and parents, leaving me the room—not that I have much time to spend there. I’m having an amazing time, and would have absolutely nothing to write to you about if it weren’t for my best friend, “Kelly.” She and I have been best friends since we were 12. We applied here together and were super excited when we both got in. I actually wanted to be roommates, but Kelly thought it would be good for us to have space and make ourselves meet new people. But now that I’m actually doing it, she’s not happy. I know there are reasons—her roommate is practically a nun and only leaves the room for class and church, and Kelly didn’t get into the sorority she wanted, which is the house I’m now in. Instead of pledging the house that did bid her, like I thought she should, she decided not to pledge at all. But now she doesn’t do much, and asks me to hang out all the time, and gets mad when I have other stuff going on (especially Greek stuff), which I usually do. She’ll always be my best friend, but I want to do my own thing. All her moping is kind of driving me nuts. Help!

            Sincerely,

            Get a Life

         

         
            Dear GAL,

            The first thing you need to do is talk to her about this, which, from the sound of things, you haven’t yet done. Why? What’s the worst that could happen—she’ll get upset with you? She already is! Stop blowing her off thinking she’ll just stop asking you to hang out. For one thing, I don’t think you really want her to stop completely. For another, it’s not an efficient plan. All you’re doing now is pushing off talking to her one day at a time. Text her or email her and find at least a two-hour block you both have free, and meet somewhere quiet. Don’t tell me you don’t have two hours free because you do. If you don’t think you do, it’s because you don’t want to find it. I know full well what freshman schedules are like. Most of you are barely in class after one PM.

            When you do talk to her, I suggest not starting, or finishing with, or ever mentioning again, any phrase remotely resembling “Get a life.”

            What you do tell her is the truth. You know you haven’t been super available lately, and you’re sorry that’s been hard on her. You’re very busy. You need to put in extra legwork now so your new sisters like you and don’t kick your butt to the Greek Row curb before May. You want to make new friends and you want to do well in school. Then listen to what she has to say. Most of the time, it’s easier to find a resolution for this kind of thing than you think. It might not be a permanent one, but I promise it will help for at least a while. You can ask her for patience until things calm down for you—unless, of course, you don’t really want her to wait it out at all.

            I want you to think about something for me: What does it mean to say that she (or whoever) will “always be your best friend”? I hate it when people say that. It’s very presumptuous. “Best friend” isn’t a fixed status. It’s not like you guys reached that point and now you never have to work at it ever again. Kelly is having a hard time. She needs you. She hasn’t had your luck with roommates or the somewhat arbitrary approval of fifty girls who wear the same T-shirt. She will feel better eventually, but not right now. I can’t make you be a good friend, especially if it’s to someone you don’t really want to be very good friends with, but I want you to remember that you will be where Kelly is one day. Not in exactly the same way, necessarily, but close enough. I know that asking you to understand that is a tall order, because most of us can’t imagine anything that hasn’t already happened to us. But one day, you will feel lonely and left out and ignored, and you will be like, “Huh, I get it now.”

            And at that point you might really want to rely on the person who’s known you for what will soon be half your life. And in order to ensure she’s still there, you might have to give up just a little of your precious time now. Not tons! You may still have to say no to her sometimes, or even most of the time. At least this semester. That’s fair, and I think it’s fair of you to ask her to do her best to understand that.

            I’m definitely not saying the only reason you should be there for her now is for your own future benefit. You should do it because she’s your best friend and you love her. But because most of us need the promise of some amount of personal benefit to make us do much of anything, sure, do it for your sake, too.

            And finally: Never underestimate the value in having friends from nonintersecting social circles. Who else will so willingly and vehemently agree that your friends are crazy and annoying when they’re being crazy and annoying, if not your other friends who don’t know them at all?

            Most humbly yours,

            Emma
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         I guess what I am wondering is: is he dead?”

         I clutched my phone in my left hand and squinted at its screen, as if, like a Magic 8 Ball, it might produce a response to my question. Instead, my roommate Logan did. “It doesn’t seem that likely to me that he is not texting you back because he is dead,” she said.

         “There’s a first time for everything,” I said. “I could be the first girl who can say, ‘The guy I was seeing stopped texting me back, and I didn’t know why, but then I found out he fell off of a mountain before he could hit send. He text-walked off a mountain.’ There could be a tragic movie about me, like A Walk to Remember.”

         “This is not like A Walk to Remember.”

         “It has some similar elements,” I said.

         “Not really.”

         “Well. Whatever. The last time I checked, last night, he hadn’t done anything on Facebook in forty-nine hours. So I think his continued survival is very much uncertain.”

         “I just saw him on Friday,” said my other roommate, Mel, who walked out of her bedroom, where she had been, I thought, watching something on her laptop—YouTube videos of international boy bands I’d never heard of, probably—with headphones on.

         “You always join conversations in the middle,” said Logan. “The moment you start listening is the moment you should come out here. Instead of lurking.”

         “I was catching up from my bed. I was like, ‘Oh my god, maybe he IS dead and Harriet knows something I don’t,’” said Mel, who took two chocolate chip cookies from a package on top of the refrigerator, poured herself a glass of milk, and sat down next to Logan, across from me. She lowered one of the cookies into her glass and held it there.

         “Where did you see him? And what time?” I asked her. I flipped my phone over on its face, as if to punish it. For a moment I thought about getting up to put it on the floor in the corner of the kitchen, to give it a proper time-out, but the dull pulsing behind my forehead confirmed that standing up right now, or making any unnecessary movement, was a bad idea.

         “Ummm, I’m not really sure,” said Mel.

         “What?” said Logan.

         “WHAT??” I said.

         “You guys know I don’t recall narrative details well!!” said Mel, repeating a phrase we’d often told her ourselves.

         “Yeah, but, this was two days ago,” I said. “Right? Are you sure it was Friday? Or could it have been upward of… sixty-one hours ago?”

         “No, it was definitely Friday, I think. Because, I remember”—and here she pointed first at me, and then at Logan—“I was in the hallway on the upper level of NSC, so I must have been on my way to TA hours for Organic Chem,” she said. NSC was the Natural Sciences Center, where she and Logan practically lived. Mel crossed her arms and smiled proudly.

         “Congratulations,” said Logan, putting her hand on Mel’s right shoulder. “You have a modest capacity for placing events from your own life in chronological order.”

         “What did he look like?” I asked Mel, already imagining it—he’d have been limping, first of all. He’d have been wearing a torn shirt and jeans, and had one arm in a sling, and gauze wrapped around one eye. Or both eyes. It would actually explain a lot if he’d become blind in both eyes. I felt a little better.

         “Ummm, I think he was wearing, like…some shirt?” said Mel.

         “Mel,” said Logan.

         “What! It was like, two seconds! I didn’t even notice that it was him until he had already passed me. All I registered was that it was him,” said Mel.

         “But did he seem, like…sad, or anything?” I asked her. “Or…disoriented at all?”

         “I don’t know, it was two seconds.”

         “Just try to remember anything.”

         “I guess he could have been sort of frowning,” she said. “Yeah. His lips must have looked extra tiny, because as I passed him I was like, ‘Did that guy even have a mouth?’”

         “What do you mean by ‘extra’?” I asked.

         “He has the smallest lips I’ve ever seen on anyone in my whole life,” said Mel. “Including babies.”

         “Maybe that’s why he can’t communicate,” said Logan.

         “OK,” I said. “This is all beside the point, which is that UNLESS something terrible happened last night, which is something I personally believe is a very real possibility, Keith is alive and, presumably with free will, choosing not to respond to my texts.”

         “I just don’t see how that could be it,” said Mel.

         “Why?” said Logan. “It happens all the time.”

         I groaned.

         “Look, he’s weak,” said Logan. “Like all guys. He’s just lucky we’re not living in the Stone Age. He’d never be able to provide for you.”

         “I can’t believe you of all people would suggest Harriet couldn’t take care of herself in the Stone Age,” said Mel.

         “Yeah!” I said. “I’m self-reliant.”

         “You definitely couldn’t prepare your own food,” Logan said.

         “That’s fair,” I said, crossing my arms on the table in front of me and burying my head in the crook of my elbow.

         “All I’m saying is that if you’re going to willingly participate in our society’s regressive mating rituals, the partner you select should at least bring some survival skills to the table,” she continued. “Keith has no useful skills. He’s a philosophy major.”

         “I didn’t select him,” I said into my elbow. “I just want to make out with him again.”

         “Read us your last message again,” said Mel.

         I sat up and very slowly turned my phone over onto its back. I unlocked the screen carefully, like either it or I could explode at the slightest wrong touch, and pressed “Keith.”

         “One twenty-two AM—technically earlier today,” I said. I sighed. “I wrote: ‘heyyyy’—I remember thinking, ‘four Ys is a good, not-crazy amount of Ys’—‘heyyyy, am I going to get to see you this wknd?’ W-k-n-d, to be casual,” I said.

         “Right,” said Mel. “Totally the right vibe.”

         “I’m worried it was a little too direct,” I said, reading it over again to myself. Maybe I shouldn’t have framed it as a question. Maybe I should have only used three Ys. In daylight, four Ys looked weird. The more I looked at the word, the more it started to look like a bug. Like a disgusting centipede. I put my head back down in my arms.

         “Don’t worry about that. Seriously,” said Mel. “At some point you had to say you wanted to hang out again, because otherwise he might’ve thought, like, ‘maybe she doesn’t like me anymore!’ You guys were, like, going out! You’re allowed to say you like him!”

         “It doesn’t seem like that’s true,” I said.

         “He didn’t say anything?” said Logan.

         “No!” I said. I sat back up, checking to see if anything had come in—silently, somehow—in the last ten seconds. “No,” I said again.

         “I’m telling you,” said Logan. “Weak.”

         “I don’t know what to do,” I said. “I guess that’s…it?”

         “Well,” said Mel. “What would Emma say?”

         I thought about it for a second. Emma was no-nonsense. She had zero patience for anyone’s bullshit and would find Keith’s tepidity repugnant. Emma told the people who wrote to her asking for advice to have a backbone for once in their sorry lives, and I knew she’d say the same thing to me.

         I knew this because Emma was me. To everyone else at school, she was a pseudonymous sage with a weekly column in the student newspaper. Aside from the paper’s editor-in-chief, a senior named Alexia Collins, Mel and Logan were the only ones who knew the column was mine. I’d started it as a sophomore, and written it for a semester and a half before breaking down and telling them. It was briefly very exciting that they knew and I could talk to them about it, until they started using her against me.

         “She’d probably say ‘Tell him to go fuck himself,’” I said. I could see myself writing the response to this letter, and I knew that I/Emma would not give Keith the benefit of the doubt. I would tell me that I was wasting my time.

         “Exactly,” said Logan. “So don’t stress out over him. He’s unworthy.”

         “I think you should text him again. Write ‘See you in HELL!’” said Mel.

         “That implies that Harriet will also be there,” said Logan.

         “I already am,” I said. “I think I need to go back to sleep for a little bit.” I got up from the table to refill my glass of water and swallowed a second Advil. “Are you guys going to the library later? I work two to six.”

         “Yeah, I’ll probably head over after I shower,” said Mel.

         “Me, too. Except for the shower part,” said Logan.

         
              

         

         After closing my bedroom door, I picked up my laptop off my desk, placed my water on my nightstand, propped up my pillows, and slid into bed. I did not plan to go back to sleep, exactly. I planned to resume my now-multi-day, ongoing investigation into Keith’s whereabouts, physical and emotional.

         The last I’d heard from him was ten days earlier. A Thursday. Two days after we’d studied for a quiz together in the library. I’d texted him to ask if he was going to make it out to the bars, and, forty-seven minutes later, he’d texted me “Nah, I think I’m in for the night. Have fun.” Except there was no period. “Have fun” was an unclosed statement, wide open with potentially infinite space after the n. “Have fun” without an exclamation point, the more I looked at it, seemed an almost ominous command. Or maybe it was just sad. “Have fun…like you used to be able to, once.” “Have fun…on your own, specifically not with me.” Was “have fun” without the period a kind of good-bye? Did he think that counted?

         I’d texted back “Ah, okay, goodnight (and thanks)!” Exclamation point. And then I’d waited. I didn’t see him out on either weekend night. He didn’t come to the class we had together on Monday, either. So that evening, I’d texted him to ask how his thesis was coming, and he didn’t ever respond. On Wednesday, he showed up late to class and sat down several rows from me, near the door. “It was just because he was late,” my friends told me, and I tried to believe them. Then, last night, at 1:22 AM, after consuming approximately 1.5 shots of tequila, 2 whiskey sours, and 2.25 beers, I’d texted him a centipede.

         I didn’t have to think of what I did today, or tomorrow, as “waiting” for him to respond. I knew he wouldn’t. I still sort of believed he might, but I knew he wouldn’t.

         I looked at the exchange again, scrolling back to two weeks earlier, back to the last time it had seemed good. I tried, again, to find anything telling, anything that seemed like a warning, but I still couldn’t. A couple weeks back there was a good day of texting each other needless emoticons and giggling sounds, and then he stopped gushing: periods over exclamation points, the smiley face disappeared altogether. Mel and Logan had told me I was imagining things, and reading too much into texts, and that his shift in tone didn’t mean that he hated me now. And maybe it did not. But now I felt I had been right to think it didn’t mean anything good.

         Before opening my laptop, I started my search with a cursory examination of the sources available on my phone. Keith wasn’t much for Instagram. His last post was eleven weeks ago, before we even knew each other. He’d taken it at home over winter break. The picture was of an open book in his lap and his dog’s head resting on his outstretched leg, and I remembered that when I saw it for the first time (whenever it was I first looked him up), I considered it proof positive of his intellectuality and sensitivity. I was like, Wow, I cannot believe I found someone who also likes dogs and books.

         Next I checked Twitter, which he did not have. A few of his friends did, though, and if he had suddenly died, I thought they might be tweeting about it (“RIP Keith”). Instead I found only a handful of days-old tweets about cross-country practice and New York Times articles. A tweet from Keith’s friend Jake reading “Yoooooo this is too real” seemed mildly promising, but the timestamp and surrounding context kind of made it seem like it probably referred to something that had happened on Game of Thrones.

         Next I checked AstrologyZone to see if it had any relevant-seeming predictions about my day and/or love life. “Work now, play later” began today’s entry. “This is a hard pill to swallow for an adventurous fire sign, but it’s important—especially for your financial well-being.” I sighed.

         Having consulted all relevant phone sources, I lifted my laptop screen and opened a new tab for the main locus of my search: Facebook. For serious searches, I never dared look at it on my phone. The risk of accidentally “liking” someone’s post seemed far too high. Not that the web version was without its various stresses, though—as always, I was struck with overwhelming panic that I’d accidentally type Keith’s name into my status bar instead of the search box. (Sometimes the fantasy would carry on for several minutes, through several possible outcomes. Maybe I wouldn’t notice my mistake, and his name would sit up there for hours, and I wouldn’t know until he commented with a single question mark. Or maybe I’d delete it right away, but he’d still get a notification.) I took a deep breath, triple-checked that my cursor was in the search box, and, as if typing his name extra slowly would provide added protection against embarrassment, pecked the letters of his name out one by one using only my forefingers. K-E-(quadruple-check the box I typed in)-I—and at that point his full name (Keith Rapp) appeared auto-completed in the box, in what I felt was an aggressive and accusatory move on Facebook’s part.

         Keith’s profile picture was not of him, or any human being, for that matter. It was, as it had been for a year and a half, according to the timestamp, a modernist painting. Though I didn’t care much for the piece itself, I’d found this choice and this consistency charmingly self-effacing. It was odd and discomfiting to have a crush on someone and, partway into it, watch him change his profile picture. It forced a reevaluation (“What does he think this picture of him hiking in the woods says about him that the other picture, of him lying in the sun with a T-shirt draped over his face, did not?”), and a recognition that his presentation was something he actively participated in. To come upon an already made Facebook profile was one thing, but to realize its owner, like you, sat there wondering which picture to use, and which facts about himself to include, was nearly heartbreaking in its exposed vulnerability. Do I think about Facebook too much? I wondered.

         I was somewhat relieved to find nothing new in Keith’s recent activity, or on his wall—the latest post was still a link to a campus environmental event that had taken place the previous Friday. He’d linked a reminder the night beforehand: at 8:13 PM. I looked at the clock on my laptop’s navigation bar—10:09 AM, Sunday, March 15. As far as I could see, Keith had now gone a little over sixty-two hours without doing anything on Facebook. It wasn’t so long, or so far off his typical usage rate (not that I kept a log or anything), but it was starting to feel conspicuous. But maybe that was only because I’d never before paid quite this much attention.

         I could pretend that the inactivity pointed toward something temporarily all-consuming in his life, like an exam, or a serious (but not fatal, or too sad) family issue, or some deep, emotional self-examination from which he’d emerge a better man. Or something. But the explanation that seemed most likely was that he hadn’t used Facebook in a while because it didn’t matter that much to him. Just like the reason he hadn’t been texting me back was probably that I didn’t, either.

         
              

         

         We met in January in HIST 365: Special Topics: The Spanish Civil War—Mondays and Wednesdays, 1:10 PM. It was a very specific class, but it was a popular choice among humanities students looking to satisfy their modern history prerequisite because it was moderately easy and because the professor, who was from Spain, made charming, cheesy jokes. I liked to sit near the back of the lecture hall and write them down on the last page of my notebook.

         On the fourth day of class, Keith moved past me to sit in my row, and when I stood up to let him by, he smiled at me in polite thanks before taking a seat that left one empty chair between us. That’s when I noticed that he a) was even hotter than he’d looked from across the room, where I’d noticed him the first day, and b) smelled the way all guys should smell, though I hadn’t known I thought so until just then. (The only way to describe it was that he smelled like a Christmas tree, including the lights.)

         I didn’t write a single word in my notebook that day. Instead, I stared straight ahead at the whiteboard, trying so hard to appear fully absorbed that I went too far and slipped over the edge into something that must have looked more like hysteria. A few minutes before the end of the lecture, I looked in Keith’s direction with my peripherals, first trying not to move my head at all and then, when that proved dizzying, turning it only very slightly to my right. He looked up from his notebook, where, I noticed, he’d been drawing in the margins, and then he looked right at me. He smiled again, and I kind of half smiled and half grimaced, I think, and quickly looked down at my completely blank page. I picked up my pen and held it point down on the paper, like a prop, until we were dismissed.

         The next two classes proceeded about the same, with him one seat away.

         After the seventh class, a Wednesday, I had a work-study shift at the library from 3:00 to 6:30. I worked at the circulation desk and did very little but check out students’ books, show them how to work the photocopier, and answer the odd phone call about our hours from people who apparently didn’t know how to check them online. I considered it an ideal campus job because it provided me with several blocks of time a week during which I could reasonably argue that I had almost nothing to do but look at the Internet and people-watch.

         The collection of four-person tables near the circulation desk, an area that was inherently noisy and ripe for distraction, had long been unofficially designated for unambitious, performative studying. On the weekends hungover students brought snacks there, sat with their unopened books in front of them, and gossiped about the night before, while I eavesdropped. Weekday afternoons were usually less interesting—the overheard gossip more academic, less boozy and sexy—but still, sometimes, something exciting would happen. Once I overheard a trio of statistics TAs plan a mutiny against an absent fourth one. “It’s like he thinks he’s George E. P. Box,” one of them had said, and they’d all laughed for like two full minutes. For months afterward, anytime anyone acted like a know-it-all in one of my classes, I thought to myself, It’s like he thinks he’s George E. P. Box.

         On that February Wednesday, though, it had been 12 degrees outside, and the library was totally dead. I exhausted all my various Internet time-killers within the first hour and became so bored that I was practically forced to do some actual work. Instead, though, I started drafting the following week’s Dear Emma, answering a letter from a freshman who hated her roommate because the roommate’s boyfriend slept over at least four times a week. In the top bunk.

         I had only managed to type “Dear SSH”—Sleepless in Seaver Hall—before I noticed Keith approaching the circulation desk from the right. (My peripherals had, apparently, learned to recognize his distinct blur.) Reflexively, like a deer who has just noticed she’s been spotted by a human being, I stopped moving. I stopped typing. I sat up straight. My fingers hovered over the keyboard for a second before I realized that looked weird, and then I resumed frantic mime-typing: “Dear SSH, a;lsdfkja;leifaow;eiffasdl;kfjasl;kdfjas;lkdfja;lskdfj;.”

         “Hey,” he said, having traversed the thirty or so feet between the front entrance and the desk in what seemed to me an inhuman speed. “Oh, hey!” he said, again, in apparent recognition.

         “Oh, hi…hey!” I said. I figured I should probably pretend not to know his name, because I’d only learned it by looking up our class’s registered student list and then searching for all the guys in it on Facebook, one by one, until I found him.

         “Spanish Civil War, right?” he asked, which I liked as a question out of context.

         “Right!” I said. “I’m Harriet.”

         “Keith,” he said, extending his hand over the stretch of desk between us. I shook it. He had a really great grip. For the first time I felt free to look at him directly: He was tall and skinny with broad shoulders, and was wearing a too-small plaid button-down shirt and jeans. He had deep-set dark eyes and long eyelashes and a pronounced jaw. His hair was very dark brown, and so was the partial beard growing in on and around what I must state again, for emphasis, was truly a stellar jawline. We smiled at each other for another beat.

         “I was hoping to check out one of the special texts back there,” he said, pointing to the racks behind me, where professors put aside their harder-to-find or too-expensive books for students to photocopy or check out for a few hours at a time. He told me the professor’s name, and the name of the text’s author, and I said, “Sure, one sec.” I stood up, turned around, and immediately forgot everything he’d told me. I stopped in my tracks, then turned back to him.

         “Um, sorry,” I said. “What…were the names again?”

         Keith laughed and picked up a pen and a small slip of paper from the little plastic containers that sat behind my computer screen. He wrote down the two names and, next to them, a smiley face.

         (I kept the slip of paper. The professor’s name was Kendall, and the author’s name was Reuchlin. The smiley face had vertical dashes for eyes and the mouth was sharp, almost like a v.)

         He pushed the paper facedown across the desk to me like someone making a deal with a Mafia boss in a movie, and I laughed as I picked it up. I headed back to the stacks, a little slower than I would have otherwise, trying to make the encounter last. I saw the book he wanted right away but pretended to look for a few moments longer, making a concerted facial expression that, to me, said “Hmmmmmmm, where could that book be?” I picked it up and walked back over to the desk, where I was disappointed to see that Keith was scrolling through something on his phone. But then he looked up, and smiled, and said, “Awesome, thanks, Harriet.”

         It was thrilling to hear him pronounce my name. It doesn’t matter how simple your name is; it’s always a surprise to hear it spoken aloud for the first time by someone new, how the specific arrangement of syllables sounds coming out of their mouth. Hair-ee-it, he pronounced it—just like everyone did, but different. He said it like it was the first time he’d said “Harriet” in his life. Like it was a word he’d never thought about, or needed to know before, but that he would from now on.

         I’d handed Keith the sign-out form on the book, which told him he needed to return it within two hours. I’d hoped he’d sit at a table near me so I could cautiously observe him for that entire period, but he headed up the stairs to some unknown floor and corner. I was disappointed, but I also had to admire his work ethic.

         In an hour and forty-two minutes he came back, said “Hello again,” and handed me the book, which I traded for the form. Then he stood there for a second—maybe even half of one—and to fill the interminable space I said, “Well, see you on Monday! In class!”

         “Yeah!” he said. “It’s been kinda slow but it seems like things are about to take off.”

         “Yes, I think Nationalist tensions are running high,” I said.

         He laughed. “I don’t think I trust that Franco guy.”

         “Me, either,” I said, legitimately beaming.

         “OK,” he said. “See you Monday.”

         “Yep!” I said, which was not cool. I could have said “See ya” or “Monday!” or something flirtatious, like “I can’t wait.” Any of those things would have been better than the curt, dorky half word that came out of my mouth. But then he did a kind of awkward half wave/salute-type gesture, and I figured we were basically even. He smiled, and I smiled, and he picked up his book bag and walked out of the library. I spent the rest of my shift looking at my restricted, nonfriend view of his Facebook page and wondered what he was trying to say with that painting.

         The next Monday Keith sat next to me in class without the open seat in between. Instead of writing Professor Ferrer’s jokes in the back of my notebook, I took actual notes on the lecture. But after he made a particularly cheesy pun involving the Fascist Falange, I noticed Keith writing it in a word bubble next to a cartoon drawing of Ferrer’s face. And then something very exciting happened: Keith elbowed me. It was a soft jab, his flanneled elbow just barely meeting my sweatered upper arm, but it felt like a jolt that ran through my entire body. He nudged his notebook an inch or two closer to my desk, indicating that I should look at it, which I did, more overtly now. I smiled. I should have looked up at him but I was afraid of how close our faces would have been.

         At the end of class, Professor Ferrer announced that we’d have a quiz on Wednesday.

         “Maybe we should study,” Keith said when we stood up at the end of class.

         “That would be good,” I said.

         “Cool,” he said, and then he turned around and bounded down the stairs so quickly I could not have caught up if I tried. I stood there for a moment, confused as to whether or not we had made an actual plan, since we hadn’t given each other any way to get in touch.

         When I got home in a panic and told Mel and Logan what had happened, they urged me to at least add him as a friend on Facebook. After ten minutes of deliberation, I slid my laptop across the coffee table to Mel, who pressed the button for me.

         He accepted my friend request eight minutes later.

         
              

         

         That a month had passed since seemed both too much and too little. I checked my laptop’s clock again: It now read 11:07. My laptop, which still sat open on Keith’s Facebook profile, had slid halfway off my thighs and rested at a distraught-looking angle on my comforter. I slid it back into an upright position on my legs and looked at his timeline and recent activity one last time. Still, nothing.

         63+ hours now.

         I clicked on the “Post” button and watched my cursor flash in the little box. It’s not like I was really about to write something on his wall, obviously. It would be embarrassing, and pathetic at this point, and people barely used Facebook walls to say hi anyway. (Except for aunts and uncles and weird people you hadn’t seen since high school.) But there was still something territorial about posting on someone’s wall, like claiming a small plot of their land, like you had to earn it somehow. Because everyone would see it, you needed a good reason. You needed to be close, or at least to have been close once. Part of me wanted to try to make that true.

         Instead I closed out of the browser window, shut my laptop screen, and pushed it off to the side. I took another Advil, set my phone alarm for 1:00, and lay back down to sleep. But first, for exactly the ten minutes I gave myself and no more, I read through my texts to Keith just one more time in case I found something that might explain everything.

      

   


   
      
         
            2

         

         I woke up to the sounds of my phone alarm harp and eased myself out of bed, relieved to note that my headache had subsided to a more tolerable muted pressure. I walked through our shared bathroom, which led into the kitchen, and peered out, but nobody was there. The dirty lunch dishes in the sink told me that Mel and Logan had already left. I stood looking in the bathroom mirror for a few minutes trying to decide between a shower (the underdog) and dry shampoo (the favorite). I opened the cabinet, took out the bottle of powder, and dumped some of it over my head, making my dark brown hair slightly gray in this process. I combed it through my hair, pulled the whole thing into a high bun, and fixed the mascara smudged under my eyes.

         I got to the library five minutes before my shift and dropped my bag on the floor below my usual seat at the circulation desk. On Sundays I worked with a sophomore named Lara, who wanted to be an actual librarian after graduation. She had a lot of pretty, drapey cardigans and was quietly menacing, so I thought this seemed like a wise choice. But today, her seat was empty. I walked over to check the work study schedule that was pinned up next to the staff librarian’s office door, but it was the same printout that had hung there all semester. As far as I knew, Lara should’ve been there since one.

         I sat down again, feeling increasingly frustrated by how infrequently everyone kept me updated on where they were all the time.

         I took my notebooks and folders out of my bag. My plan was to first work my way through the two readings I had for Victorian Era Prose and Poetry and then to write the 1000-word reading recap I had due the next day in Spanish Civ. I had arranged my books in front of me and uncapped my favorite blue highlighter when a girl I didn’t know pushed open the swinging circulation gate and sat three feet down from me at the long desk.

         “Hey?” I said.

         “Hi,” she said, smiling more at the book bag in her lap than at me. I paused, waiting for her to explain herself.

         “Are you filling in for Lara…or …?” I said finally. “I’m Harriet, by the way.”

         “Yeah—well, we swapped shifts for the semester, actually. I guess she had a conflict with a new study group or something,” said the girl.

         “Sorry, what was your name?” I asked.

         “Oh! Right. Remy,” she said.

         Remy? I thought. But of course her name would be Remy. She was short and fair-skinned and thin, with an angular, jagged bob dyed jet black. She was wearing a loose, dark purple sweatshirt over floral-patterned leggings and ankle boots. She had on about ten bracelets and she looked amazing.

         “I really like your leggings,” I said. She smiled, said nothing. I went on. “I always want to wear things with flowers on them but I don’t think I have the right vibe, if that makes sense?”

         “I think the vibe comes after you put them on,” said Remy, which was easy for her to say.

         “No, really,” I said. “I’ve tried. I just end up looking like I’m going to church.”

         “I’m sure that’s not true,” said Remy.

         “Well,” I said, and then I shrugged, because I didn’t want or know how to argue with someone I’d just met about whether or not I could pull off florals. I needed to change the topic. “What do you study?”

         “Art,” she said. Of course. “Well, and English writing minor, though I always feel dumb saying that because it’s like three classes.”

         “Cool,” I said, pausing again. “I’m an English lit major,” I said, when it became clear she wasn’t going to ask me the same question. “Because it’s extremely practical, career-wise.”

         “Oh, cool,” she said. “Are you…a sophomore?”

         “Junior,” I said. Like I looked young enough to be a sophomore. “And you are…”

         “Senior,” she said, and I thought, well, if she and I get trapped in this building by a sudden nuclear war, and we sit here for years and years, and this conversation never starts to feel normal, at least she will probably die a little bit before I do.

         Remy pulled her bag onto her lap. I half expected her to produce a canvas and oil paints, but instead she took out a notebook and folder not unlike mine. I sat there dumbly for a moment with my hands folded in my lap, looking between her and my computer, because I didn’t want to seem like I was in a rush to get to studying. Lara and I had not been best friends or anything, but we had established a nice, routine camaraderie with each other. We’d start our shifts complaining about things like books being returned with creased pages and how cold it was in there. She always had a small plastic container filled with Earl Grey tea bags in her backpack, and sometimes she’d disappear into the staff kitchen and come back with mugs for each of us, the little tags hanging out over the sides. I don’t really like tea, but I always drank it anyway.

         Remy, on the other hand, opened her notebook and started scribbling with a pen, her face hovering just above the paper and her body definitively faced away from me.

         I could not really see Remy making us tea in the foreseeable future.

         I opened my email and typed a quick note to Lara: “You dropped your Sunday shift!! :(” I looked over at Remy and saw that she’d already filled nearly a page in wide, loopy writing. She put down her pen and stretched out her writing hand, and then sat up to use her computer. I quickly looked back at my own. I decided to reverse the order of my homework plan and opened up a document for my recap. I’d already read the assigned text during my Friday shift and was now able to get to 340 words through memory recall and overly long sentences. At 2:28, I decided I deserved a quick break.

         I logged into Facebook, where, unsurprisingly, I had no personal news. I looked at Remy to make sure she couldn’t see my monitor screen, and typed “Remy” into the search bar. “Remy Roy” popped up right away. I couldn’t see very much of her profile, but her main picture, of course, was beautifully lit and interestingly cropped.

         I returned to my own page and sat there staring a moment before reflexively checking Keith’s page. I scrolled down quickly, hardly looking, and had already clicked back to my profile when I realized that I’d registered something new. The link to the environmental event had been just a little lower on the page, and above it, something else.

         I felt my pulse quicken, which was so stupid. It was probably nothing, at least not anything helpful or telling, and in a moment I’d click back and I would feel silly for letting Facebook rule my circulatory system. I took a deep breath and a sip of water from my water bottle. I clicked over to my Spanish Civil War recap and pretended to reread what I’d written. And then, casually, I clicked back over to my browser, and typed K-E-I into the search bar for what felt like the four hundred millionth time that day.

         I scrolled down as slowly as humanly possible.

         The first thing I saw was the post, a link to a YouTube video for what looked like some kind of stop-motion animated short. In itself, this seemed innocuous enough. Links were impersonal and unoriginal; this was not a movie made FOR Keith but simply something someone else saw, either liked or hated, and sent over to him. There was no personalized message that accompanied the video. It sat there unadorned, with no likes or comments beneath it. It was posted twenty-seven minutes ago.

         I checked the name and gasped involuntarily.

         Remy looked up at me and I panicked.

         “Sorry,” I said, forcing a weird little laugh. “I was just watching this video of …” I hesitated, unable to think of literally anything plausible. What about snakes?? said my brain. SOMETHING ELSE, I thought. Snakes. Snakes. Snaaaakes. “… snakes,” I said. Whatever.

         “O…kay,” said Remy, smirking back down at her notebook.

         I watched her a moment to make sure she wouldn’t come over to check out this very interesting alleged snake video, but she had resumed her scribbling and seemed likely to continue doing so. I realized I’d been holding my breath and I exhaled, and then I looked back at my screen.

         It seemed impossible, but the person who was apparently responsible for having posted this video on Keith’s wall twenty-eight minutes earlier was Remy Roy.

         Did she post this while she was WALKING to the LIBRARY? I wondered. Are they on a POSTING-on-each-other’s-FACEBOOK-while-WALKING basis??

         My face felt hot and flushed, and my heart thudded dully against my chest, then dropped, as far as I could tell, completely out of my body. I knew it was just a link. It didn’t say “I think it is so great we had sex last night!” or “Pretty cool that we are now in love!” above it. But I worried, and my body worried for me, overruling whatever pathetic attempts at rationality and caution I might have otherwise made, throwing me into full-throttled panic, that it might as well have.

         I clicked on the name “Remy Roy” in the post, just in case there were secretly two of them out there, two Remys with very similar profile pictures, but of course it took me back to the page I’d visited only minutes earlier. I wanted badly to add her as a friend if only to find out anything more about her, any small detail that might have helped me determine how she knew Keith and what he might think about her, what role she played (or what role he wanted her to play) in his life. I clicked on her profile picture and realized I could see a few more—there she was studying abroad in what looked like Greece; there she was making a funny face with red lipstick on, holding up a peace sign while standing in front of what looked like some kind of light show; there she was a year or two earlier, standing behind a beer pong table with two teams of two guys on either end, holding a plastic cup and smiling with her mouth closed, looking down. The common theme among these photos was that she looked fucking great in all of them. Rarely had I been moved to use the adverb “exquisitely,” but Remy was exquisitely beautiful.

         I looked over at her and noticed she now appeared to be texting. With Keith? I wondered. I tried to surreptitiously evaluate her expression. Did she look happy? Infatuated? Stressed, but in an antsy-crushy sort of way? Her face was unreadable until she laughed and I felt my face get hot all over again. For just a moment, I wondered if there was some way I could rush her chair and knock her out of it so that she and her phone would fall to the floor, and I could pick it up, and apologize, and read it very quickly while handing it back.

         No, I decided. That would probably come off poorly.

         Remy put down her phone and I realized I hadn’t stopped staring. How had she not noticed? It was weird. One could argue that it was actually weirder to be stared at that long without noticing than it was to be the one staring.

         I clicked back to Keith’s profile and, after making sure the computer’s sound was muted, took a careful screenshot of Remy’s post, which I then attached to an email and immediately deleted from the library computer’s desktop. I addressed the email to Mel and Logan. In the subject line, I wrote: “WTF IS THIS HORSESHIT.” In the body, I wrote: “Help me I am sitting next to this girl RIGHT NOW in the library and I just saw that she wrote on Keith’s wall within the past hour?????? Do either of you know her?? If you guys are here you need to come to the desk and like…look at her, I don’t know, HELP.” I pressed send and sat back too hard into my chair. This, finally, made Remy look up. She glanced over at me. I looked over and whispered “Bored” by way of explanation. She smiled thinly and looked back down at her notebook.

         What the FUCK was she writing about that was so all-consuming is what I wanted to know.

         A few minutes later I saw Mel and Logan coming down the central stairwell and relaxed. They walked toward me slowly, gaping at and evaluating Remy.

         “Hey!” I said, almost hissing. The subtext was get over here now.

         “Heyyyy, Harriet, how are you doing today?” said Mel, who was incapable of acting natural in situations that called for it, and would start to speak too formally, and use people’s names too often.

         “Good,” I said, “just slow, you know.”

         We sat there nodding at each other for a moment.

         “Were you guys studying on three?” I asked. I was pretty sure the answer was yes; Mel, a pre-dental major, and Logan, who was pre-med, frequently had overlapping classes, and would hole up together somewhere on the third floor and come visit me when they needed a break. Mel looked back over at Remy.

         “Yes,” she said. “We do not know anyone”—she paused significantly—“else here.”

         “Um, OK,” I said. “Cool. Do you guys think you’ll leave before my shift ends?”

         “Probably not,” said Logan. “Exam tomorrow. So we’ll meet you here at six?”

         “Sure,” I said. “See you.” I looked at Remy out of the corner of my eye, confirmed that she wasn’t looking at any of us, mouthed email me, and tilted my head in her direction.

         “What?” said Mel.

         “OK, later!!” said Logan, gently shoving Mel back in the direction of the stairs.

         A few minutes later I received a short email reply from Logan: “As you may or may not have gathered from Mel’s extremely subtle hint, neither of us knows her. Neither of us thinks that link really means anything. (Except that it seems insufferably twee, but, maybe that’s up his alley.) She is hot though.”

         Why couldn’t she have just left off that last sentence? I thought. I clicked “Reply” and wrote back, “I knowwwwww, ughhhhhhhhhhhhhh.”

         I clicked over from my email to Keith’s Facebook, scrolled down, and sharply inhaled. Sometime within the last few minutes, he had liked Remy’s link post. There was his name below it, the approving little thumb to its left. So, yes, it was up his alley.

         I watched it for a moment to see if a comment from him would immediately follow, and when it didn’t, I felt mildly consoled. A like could be genuine, but it could also merely be a way to acknowledge that you saw something you didn’t care much about. It could be a way of ending the interaction—of saying “Thanks, that will be all.” Maybe Remy had a crush on him, and, however implausible it seemed that any guy could resist her charms, Keith didn’t have one in return. Or maybe they had been friends once, maybe their freshman year, and now had the kind of relationship sustained only by sporadic, near-thoughtless link-sharing.

         I scrolled down farther, to his recent activity, and saw that I could safely rule out the latter: Keith and Remy had only become Facebook friends a few hours ago.

         I really hate this website, I thought, and closed out of the whole window. Left with no other alternative, I returned to my Spanish Civ assignment. And they say the Internet isn’t good for productivity.

         
              

         

         At six on the dot, Mel and Logan returned to the front desk, coats and backpacks on.

         “Hey,” I said. I looked over at Remy, who was now wearing headphones and mildly bouncing along to whatever she was listening to. She did not look as stupid doing this as any normal human being would have.

         I walked toward the gate with my things and was just through it when I heard Remy say, “Oh, are you done?”

         “Yeah,” I said, a bit too cheerily. “Two to six!”

         “Oh, okay,” she said, moving to put her headphones back on.

         “See you next Sunday,” I said, and she nodded.

         Mel and Logan and I made it into the vestibule before any of us said anything.

         “She seems easy to talk to,” said Logan.

         “GOD,” I said. “It’s like pulling teeth. Eh??” I elbowed Mel.

         “Good one,” she said. “I haven’t heard that before.”

         “Thank you,” I said, pushing open the doors that took us outside. We walked in silence for a few seconds, adjusting to the cold. “He liked her post. So I guess he is alive.”

         Mel and Logan didn’t say anything but exchanged looks.

         “What?” I said. “What was that?”

         “Well,” said Logan. “We may have had prior confirmation of that fact. More, I mean.”

         “We saw him upstairs,” explained Mel.

         “WHAT?” I said. “Why didn’t you tell me??”

         “It’s not like you would have done anything about it,” said Logan.

         “How do you know that?” I asked. “I could have done a drive-by with the reshelving cart or something.”

         “Would you have said anything to him?” asked Mel.

         “I don’t know!! I don’t know what I would have done, because you didn’t tell me,” I said, feeling hurt for reasons I couldn’t specifically name.

         “Who cares where he is? He sucks. You shouldn’t even care whether he lives or dies,” said Logan.

         “Thank you, Logan, that’s very reasonable,” I snapped. “I’ll just stop caring. Good idea.”

         “I still bet he’ll say something in class tomorrow,” said Mel. “I mean, you’ll see each other in class for the rest of the semester.”

         “I bet you he won’t,” said Logan. “I mean, maybe,” she added when I glared at her.

         “OK, look,” I said, coming to a stop and waiting for them to stand still, too. “I don’t want you guys not to tell me things about Keith, or anyone, to protect my feelings. OK? Because they’re already hurt.” I paused to look at my feet. “I’m not stupid. I know he isn’t going to text me back. Ever. But I don’t know why, and I’m sad, and I’m angry about it, and I’m going to want to know where he is, what he’s doing, until I stop caring. I will tell you when I stop caring. OK?” I felt my eyes brimming with tears and I blinked them away. “I don’t want you guys conspiring to keep things from me.”

         “We weren’t conspiring,” said Logan.

         “I’m sorry,” said Mel.

         Logan sighed. “I’m sorry, too,” she said. I could tell that, in spite of herself, she meant it.

         We started walking again, crossing half a block in silence.

         “Just, tell me about something else, something science-y,” I said.

         “Ummm,” said Mel, “oh my god, OK. Wait. I know. There is some prettyyyy juicy drama happening with the Tri-Beta leadership,” said Mel. Tri-Beta was the biology department’s honor society. A fraternity for nerds, according to my roommates.

         “Peter Dorffman is positively tyrannical,” said Logan. “He wants us to have a singles mixer.”

         “Ew, why?”

         “I think he thinks if he plans it with Nora, they’ll fall in love or something,” said Mel.

         “You can’t have a couple as Tri-Beta co-presidents,” said Logan. “It’s a conflict of interest. And you can’t make us court each other. The entire system is going to crumble.”

         It took five more freezing minutes for us to speed-walk our way home, but I was grateful for them. Those were five minutes during when I couldn’t check my phone, or my laptop, or think about Keith and what might have happened. I knew that as soon as I got home it would be all I was able to do.
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