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Chapter One


“YOU KNOW I HATE THIS, RIGHT?” MASHA SAYS, RIDING shotgun in my Nissan LEAF as I squeeze into a parallel parking spot two sizes too small. It’s a brilliant blue morning in Los Angeles, but Masha doesn’t know that—she’s blindfolded with the faded green bandanna my mom used to wear to weed her begonias.


“You’ve made your thoughts on bachelorette parties clear,” I say, squinting to read the four different parking signs through the fronds of a palm tree—if there’s a way to get towed in this town, I’ll find it.


Damn. Thursday street sweeping.


“Luckily,” I tell Masha as I throw my car into reverse, “twenty years of friendship has taught me to read between your lines. What you hate are penis-shaped plastic straws, male strippers, and Sex Position Bingo—”


Masha gags.


“Because,” I continue, “you’re still scarred from your sister-in-law’s bachelorette.”


“The stripper sat on my lap,” Masha says. “And grinded.” “I know, babe—”


“Then my sister-in-law sat on his lap. And grinded.”


I glance at my watch—three minutes to eleven—then boldly swerve into the marina’s paid lot.


It’s like there’s a hole in my bank account.


But what’s an additional thirty dollars for parking, compared with your best friend’s happiness? When I tug off Masha’s blindfold in a minute, the view of the Pacific will make a much better reveal than a side street dental office.


I park the car and reach into my back seat for the rusty green tackle box I stocked this morning with plastic lures and fishing line.


The cold nose of my terrier, Gram Parsons, nudges my hand. He loves to fish and is eager to get out of the car and consider the subtleness of the sea. Me too.


I place the tackle box on Masha’s lap and take a breath.


“Here’s what you don’t hate,” I say. “Intimate gatherings, Pabst Blue Ribbon, beef short ribs, nineties R & B . . . and fishing.”


I reach for the cooler, borrowed from my friend Werner, who owns a Greek-fusion restaurant in West Hollywood. Since I’m perennially short on cash, sometimes Werner gives me lunch shifts at Mount Olympus, and recently . . . there may have been some lighthearted petting in the walk-in fridge. But that’s neither here nor there. What’s here—what’s now—is my best friend on the eve of her wedding; my favorite pup, decked out in the turquoise life vest that makes him look like a doggie briefcase; my dad’s old tackle box; and this cooler, complete with Bluetooth speaker.


I crank Toni Braxton’s “Breathe Again” and undo Masha’s blindfold.


“Mrs. Morsova,” I say grandly, because I love how Masha and her fiancé are making a legal mash-up of their last names—come Saturday Eli Morgan and Masha Kuzsova will be Mr. and Mrs. Morsova. “Your deeply personalized, two-woman bachelorette party awaits. So, let’s fucking throw down!”


Masha blinks in sudden sunlight—then screams like she won the Powerball. She lets fly her beautiful, massive smile and throws her arms around me.


“BBS, Liv,” she says.


“BBS, Mash.”


BBS is a code that calls back to the beginning of our friendship, to the day Masha and I met.


We were eight years old, in third grade, each of us the only girls on our respective Little League teams. It was the playoffs. I was catching for the Yankees. Mash was batting cleanup for the Braves.


In the bottom of the ninth, Masha drove the ball to the center field fence. She was rounding third when our shortstop threw the relay to me. Masha charged the plate. I held my ground. We collided—and by some thunderclap of destiny, both of us broke our left fibulas. The same orthopedist reset both our bones.


I was in agony, physical pain compounding my grief at having dropped the ball, at the memory of the umpire calling Masha safe. But when she signed my cast (red, like hers) with Broken Bone Sisters, a lifelong bond began.


Now we clamor down the dock at the port of Marina del Rey, tackle box, fishing poles, and boom box cooler in hand. We’re laughing like we’re eight again. It’s a typical mid-May morning in Southern California, the kind of day that dazzles tourists, but here we take our midseventies, slight breeze, and periwinkle sky just a little bit for granted.


Even though I’ve spent my entire life in LA, the smell of sea air still makes me buzzy, primed for adventure. It’s a feeling I realize I haven’t had in a while. I’ve been wasting a lot of recent time stuck in other people’s traffic, or holed up in my bungalow, doom-scrolling job boards on my phone.


I push all that aside today. Today’s about being in the moment with Masha.


We head for the whitewashed tackle shack at the edge of the dock, where a couple of bored teenagers pass out paperwork and boat keys. While Masha slathers on sunscreen and checks out the boats, I slip two of the finest credit cards from my collection to the kid at the counter and suggest splitting the rental fee down the middle. I call this going Schizophrenic Dutch.


The kid sizes me up: cutoffs and flip-flops, no makeup, hoodie with a hole in one sleeve, long dark hair tossed into a messy bun. I’ve always looked young for my age, which my mom swears will someday be a blessing. But for now, at twenty-eight, it means that absolutely no one—not even this pimply stoner—takes me seriously.


He looks down at Gram Parsons in my arms. “There’s a fifty-dollar pet fee.”


“This isn’t a pet,” I say.


“What is it, then?”


“Haven’t you read The Call of the Wild?” I say. “This dog is my equal. This dog is—”


“You didn’t reserve a crew,” the kid says. “Just the boat.”


I look over his shoulder at our rig for the day. It’s a modified forty-two-foot sportfisher, circa 1965. In tall black letters someone has hand-painted her name on the hull: Tongva. My kind of boat.


“We’re the crew,” I say, enjoying his incredulity. My dad taught me to helm a 120-footer when this punk was in utero, but I don’t waste my breath bragging.


“The security deposit kicks in if you—”


“We’ll be fine,” I assure him, taking the boat keys.


“Where are you going to fish?” he asks, following me down the gangway to the boat.


“I was thinking we’d try the water,” I say with a wink as I climb aboard. “Come on, Mash.”


By eleven fifteen, I’m steering us out of the marina, standing at the wheel with the sun on my shoulders and a smile on my face. Gram Parsons pants in the captain’s chair behind me, and Masha’s got her feet dangling over the edge, wake kicking up and tickling her toes. Her floral sundress hugs her curves as she lays back and closes her eyes.


This peace is what I wanted for her today. Ever since she got engaged, it’s been a struggle for Masha to stick to her vision of her dream wedding: tiny and personal. Both Eli’s and her family have been pressing them to expand the guest list, to include cousins, colleagues, cat-sitters.


Masha’s big and opinionated Ukrainian family knows only one way to host a wedding, with factory settings for the DJ, catering, and decor. I’ve attended three such parties for Masha’s relatives in the past six months alone—and honestly, they’re fun. But they’re also the very last kind of celebration Mash would ever want for herself.


When she put her foot down at her bridal shower brunch—capping the reception at eighteen guests and trimming the rehearsal dinner to only the actual wedding party—Masha’s family was horrified. Babushka stormed out of the Ivy so fast the restaurant rattled. Ever since then, quietly and on the cheap, Mash, Eli, and I have been planning a much smaller version of a wedding that’s truer to their style.


I’m proud of the way my favorite introvert has held her boundary. Tomorrow’s rehearsal dinner and Saturday’s celebration are going to be precisely as the bride and groom want them, if I have anything to say about it. And, though Masha’s still not convinced, my money’s on her family showing up to the reception, taking one look at the happy couple, and putting all this pettiness aside.


I snap a picture of Masha in her sun hat, coastline receding behind her, her adult life zooming into view before her. I flip the camera to selfie mode and take a picture of my smiling self. Even though my own adult life may still be a little out of focus, it cannot blur how thrilled I am for Masha.


When you’ve been friends as long as we have, it’s impossible not to see yourself—every aspect of your identity—in relation to each other. Drop us into any situation and it’s a safe bet Masha’s instinct will be the opposite of mine. While she’s compassionate, contemplative, conscientious, and femininely curved, I’m impulsive and outspoken in my baggy boyfriend jeans. While she’s known Eli was The One since high school, I remain open to all the infinite possibilities future romances shall bring. Masha is the Sophie to my Frances Ha, the Lenù to my Lila, the Constance Wu to my Awkwafina. We couldn’t be more different, and there’s no logical reason we should get along so well, but we do. Chalk it up to two decades of history, plus our enduring love of baseball and Korean BBQ, and of course, each other.


When Masha went to Pomona to get her art history degree, and I got my teaching credential at Cal State, we wrote snail mail letters to each other twice a week, even though we were only an hour’s drive apart. When she landed the assistant docent job at the Getty Villa the week I started teaching drama at the local middle school, we surprised each other with congratulatory tickets to the same Dodgers game.


Three months ago, when I got furloughed from my teaching job, Masha actually cried. I held out the tissues, preferring the wineglass-half-full approach: if the school district hadn’t gutted its arts program, I wouldn’t be free on this fine Thursday morning to host her bachelorette.


I do miss my students. I miss that moment when I’d see it click in a kid’s eyes that they could channel their own emotions into a character completely unlike themselves and bring a role to life. I’m bummed those awkward eighth graders only got through half of The Glass Menagerie before the school ran out of funding, but I’m also trying not to let the layoff get me down. Because what good would that do? I’ll find another drama teaching job. If there’s one thing this town is full of, it’s parents who dream they’re raising Hollywood’s next big star.


I steer the boat toward the Star of Scotland, the sunken wreck of an illegal gambling boat that sank off the coast of Santa Monica eighty years ago. Now it’s a diving and fishing paradise, a double down on a good time. By the time we’ve made it through TLC’s first album, I’m dropping anchor and reaching for our poles.


“I haven’t done this since your eighteenth birthday,” Masha says. “Remember you caught that big blue fin? Then your dad dropped it back in . . .” Her smile fades as she locks eyes with me.


“The classic ‘one that got away,’” I say, making sure my tone stays bright. It’s not that my father’s death is still raw—it’s been ten years since his heart attack, and I’ve done my due diligence in therapy and broken dreams. The fact that losing my dad upended my one-time college and career plans isn’t even something I think about anymore.


Most of the time.


I’m the kind of person who likes to believe things have a way of working out for the best. And the proof is in this moment, right now, sharing a brilliant boat-ride bachelorette with my oldest and best friend.


“I hope you’re hungry for some galbi.” I go low on the penultimate syllable to sound like Oprah. Mash loves Oprah.


I kept the ribs warm using the partition in Werner’s luxury cooler, but I dressed the presentation down by tossing two of my mom’s old heating pads on top.


“You didn’t.” Masha reaches for one of the hot, floppy sacks and gives me a thwack with it. “These bring back so many memories.”


“PMS Eve,” I say, referring to the once-a-month holiday my mom invented when I got my period. Throughout my teen years, Masha, my mother, and I were all on the same cycle. We were that close.


“Remember when Lorena used to make us those awful vegan nachos?” Masha says. “She’d insist we lay on the couch in your den with these heating pads over our laps, while she force-fed us the entire John Hughes catalog.”


“For all our bitching and moaning,” I say, “that was an important cinematic education.”


“But we didn’t understand any of it.” Masha laughs. “We thought the Valium scene in Sixteen Candles was just what happened when a woman got married.”


I laugh, then realize Masha’s gone quiet. And a little pale. She slides her pole into one of the holders attached to the stern and pops open a can of PBR. “That’s going to be me two days from now.”


I feel the window narrowing before Masha wedding-spirals. I’ve got to make her laugh. I slump against her, impersonating Molly Ringwald’s wasted on-screen sister walking down the aisle: “Looovve the teapot.”


Masha cracks a smile, indulging me, but she’s clearly on her way to the fetal position. Her eyes clamp shut as she hugs her knees. And she’s rocking.


“What if it’s a disaster? What if my mom makes a scene?


What if I fall apart?”


I put my pole and beer down, take her shoulders gently, and look into her hazel eyes. “Masha. My love. I’ll be at your side. No matter what. You can do this. You and Eli are beautiful together. Your future sparkles with enthusiastic, introverted love.”


“But what if . . .” She trails off and we gaze at each other.


“Yeah,” I say quietly. She means the rest of it, the life that comes after I Do.


Divorce, infidelity, sudden death, unemployment, depression—every wrecking ball in the book found our nuclear families at some point while we were growing up. There’s no use pretending we’ll escape adulthood unscathed. But where Masha can take to her bed on these subjects, I become defiant, like, Life, do your worst. I dare you to flatten me.


I know a huge portion of my strength comes from having Masha and my mom in my corner. Without them, a flat tire would lay me low. But with their support, I could navigate a four-tire-blowout on the Autobahn, backward and upside down. Lucking into having Lorena as my mother and Masha as my BBS are the great gifts of my life.


Which is how I know that right now, my job as maid of honor is to dish out every support Masha needs.


“Do you want to do a visualization?” I ask. Mash and I got in the habit of doing these last year, before our intramural baseball playoffs. Since we won the championship, I know the technique works.


“Good idea,” Masha says, casting her line again, watching her lure vanish into the sea.


“Okay.” I close my eyes, feeling a nibble on my line. I jerk the rod, but the fish escapes. I wait for the right visualization to come to mind, and smile when it does. “Imagine: Eli’s in a white studio, alone . . .”


I pause as the details find me. Masha’s groom-to-be is a ballet dancer with the Los Angeles Ballet. The way the man looks in his tights ought to be illegal.


“The curve of flesh,” I intone. “The tension in the fabric of his tights—”


Masha laughs, breaking my focus. “First of all, Eli would die if he heard you right now. Second, you’re doing really well, but I think I need a more immediate visualization. Like, Saturday? The ceremony? Me standing before the altar, not pulling a Runaway Bride?”


“Yes, I see it!” I close my eyes and reset. “You’re standing at the altar. Your veil rests perfectly on your hair, which isn’t too poufy. The eccentric yogi officiant is fashionably late, enough to give you a thrill. Oh, but look, he’s here now. In the warm Santa Monica sand, Eli stands beside you—”


“No tights.”


“Completely tightless,” I say. “His tux looks great, and he’s gazing at you like Kenneth Branagh’s Hamlet looking at his dad.”


“You’re so weird.”


“I’m right behind you—”


“Yes, boo,” she says. “I see you.”


“I’m holding your bouquet, and I’ve got your back. Always.”


I feel Masha reach for my hand and squeeze. “Thank you, Liv. This is good. Maybe I can do this.”


Never one to be left out of group love, Gram Parsons barks and kisses both our hands.


“You can totally do this,” I say, smiling behind my closed eyes. It is a good vision, and in two days, it’s about to be real. I can see it: Masha’s elated. Eli’s lucky AF and knows it. I’m happy for them.


And, when I glance across the imaginary aisle of this imaginary ceremony . . . there is Eli’s very real Best Man.


Damn it. Glasswell strikes again.


Who let Jake Glasswell into my visualization? I did not order his famous smile or green eyes, and I would like to send them back. I was doing just fine, thank you, right up until he showed up.


But he won’t leave. He sticks in my mind, because . . . oh right, he just does whatever he wants. He just gets whatever he wants. He probably doesn’t even want half the stuff he gets, he’s just that lucky.


It’s not that I’m delusional. I know I’m going to have to face this guy at Masha’s wedding, but I intended to put off thinking about him for as long as possible. Like, until tomorrow’s rehearsal dinner, when—glowed-up and dripping in my legtastic mini dress—I’ll feel a tap on my shoulder and I’ll turn, slowly, casually, like whoever’s on the other side can wait.


And there he’ll be. After all these years. I’ll be ready for him. My tone and body language will be the essence of nonchalant when I say, oh hey, and yeah, I guess it has been a minute.


But I don’t need to think about Glasswell now.


As I will my brain to kick him to the curb, the boat rocks, and I realize Masha’s on her feet.


“Bite!” she shouts. “Big bite!”


I gasp and see Masha frantically reeling in her line, her pole bent like the Arc de Triomphe. I scramble to grab a net and get my phone out of my pocket. I video the bride-to-be lift a fat halibut from the water.


“Beautiful!” I say as Masha lowers the wriggling fish into the net.


I run to my tackle box, find my pliers, and remove the hook from the fish’s lip. Its scales glisten like diamonds.


“This is a good omen,” Masha says, as she tosses the fish into the tank attached to the deck. Then she gives me a hug that almost casts Glasswell from my mind.









Chapter Two


AN HOUR LATER, OUR BEERS ARE DRAINED, OUR GALBI reduced to bones. Gram Parsons dozes on a cushion at the bow, and I’m fileting the halibut as Snoop raps and Masha steers the boat nice and gentle toward home.


“I can’t tell you how much I needed today.” She sighs, facing the sea.


“You really thought I was taking you to a male strip club at eight a.m.,” I say, throwing fish guts overboard.


“Thanks for knowing me,” she says.


“I haven’t solved the mystery,” I say, “but I’ve uncovered some clues.”


“I love you, Liv,” Masha says, gazing into the horizon.


“I love you, too.” I give our words the space they deserve, then I say, “Is now a good time to discuss some maid of honor logistics?” I’ve got one gloved hand on the fish, the other pulling up the Notes app on my phone. I’m still unsettled by how easily Glasswell slipped into my visualization before and am glad to shift my focus to my many more important tasks.


“Sock it to me,” Masha says.


“You have one last dress fitting, tomorrow at two,” I say. “Eli’s tux is being dropped at his studio by noon. You’re confirmed for a manicure at three, then microblading at four.”


“Can you meet me for the manicure tomorrow?” Masha says. “My treat.”


“I’d love that, but . . .” I say, glancing at my chewed cuticles, which are presently covered in fish scales. “I can’t. I’ll be at Lorena’s.”


“Right.” Masha nods. “Of course.”


During the pandemic, my mom and I started a podcast called The Reader’s Daughter. Lorena is so avid a reader of self-help books that she lectures innocent strangers in the checkout line at Ralph’s. Now, thanks to our project, she has the perfect forum for expressing her zeal to the abyss.


And I do mean abyss. Our subscriber numbers are lower than the last round of a limbo line. But we love it because it’s fun. And an unexpected way to bond. I do the production and sound editing in the makeshift studio in her garage. We joke about our nonexistent sponsors, but it’s no joke that the pod is how we survived the pandemic. I didn’t think I could get any closer to my mom, but our podcast proved me wrong.


“Last week’s episode was amazing,” Masha says.


She truly is a fan. All our listeners’ love is sincere. All four of them.


“I particularly liked when Lorena called you out for not reading Why We Dream.”


“We were reading two different editions! Mine might have been . . . abridged.”


“Classic. Your dynamic with Lorena is gold. You should look into sponsors,” Masha says.


“Ha.”


“Olivia. The podcast could be something. Take it more seriously.”


“I take it seriously.”


“As seriously as you take messing around with Werner?” Masha knows about my walk-in fridge rendezvous with Werner, and she doesn’t exactly love it.


“Olivia,” she says. “Werner brought CliffsNotes when he came to see your middle schoolers put on A Midsummer Night’s Dream.”


“He’s a chef, not a renaissance scholar! Come on. Werner’s fun. He’s laid-back, no-drama, and even you had that sex dream about him in his chef whites.”


“Which I swore you to secrecy about!” she reminds me. “Werner’s . . . fine. On a scale of one to deserving you, he’s like a four.”


“Harsh!”


“I’m just saying, you have a pattern with guys like him. Very quickly, they bore you to tears. You’re two texts away from throwing your phone at the wall. Which means you’re four hookups away from ending things.”


I pretend to be offended. “I am not that predictable.”


“If you don’t believe me,” she says, crossing her arms, “check the top row of your bookshelf.”


Oh no she didn’t.


The top row of my bookshelf is where I keep my diaries. There are fifteen of them, one for every year of my life since eighth grade. Color coded in rainbow order.


“You know I never read those,” I say, though I can’t help suspecting that Masha is right. Not like I’d peruse my past to find out. “Purge and shelf. Purge and shelf.” I mime the act of diary writing, then flinging them away to gather emotional dust.


“What about Evan, from the mint green edition?” Masha says. “Or Jonah, from your periwinkle pleather book? Or . . . what was his name, that punk rock guy who went down on you in his nasty old truck—”


“Tristen! ” I recall with a smirk. “And that truck was only nasty in the very best sense of the word.”


“Tristen,” she says. “Teal journal, spiral bound.”


“Shut up. You don’t actually—”


“No, Liv, I don’t read your diaries while you’re taking too long to get ready, tempting as it is. It’s just that I’ve been with you on many of the occasions when you’ve been filling those books up—with accounts of attractive, forgettable men you’d never actually want to be with long term.” She nods at me. “And I’m right about the path you’re on with Werner.”


As I stack halibut filets on the cutting board, I reflect on my recent romantic history. I’d met witty but emotionally unavailable Evan when we were canvassing door-to-door for the last presidential election. That would be the mint green volume. And Jonah taught music—I think—at one of the schools where I taught drama. We’d had a few bland dates the year I was writing in the periwinkle journal, but, if Masha hadn’t remembered his name, I don’t think I would have. Tristen I remember—our chemistry had been worthy of more than a few diary entries. But if I’m honest, our best sex happened via FaceTime when his band was on the road.


Which is . . . pathetic.


But so what if my love stories thus far aren’t worthy of a Pulitzer Prize? What Masha’s not giving me credit for is this: each time one of my relationships ended, I’ve survived.


I know what real heartbreak looks like. I’ve seen it up close and way too personal: my mom after my dad died. I know all the things it can wreck.


No thanks. I’m good with guys like Werner—here today, whatever tomorrow.


“Liv, I love you,” Masha says. “You light up my life. And you deserve a bronze statue for how much you’ve boosted your mom’s last decade. You go out of your way to help other people like it’s your job. It’s beautiful. But you know—you do know—that you’re avoiding your own heart?”


“Can we put a pin in my love life until after we’ve celebrated yours this weekend?”


“Fine,” Masha says, wagging a finger at me. “But don’t think we’re done with this subject.”


I ignore her and return to my list. “We need to be at Mount Olympus tomorrow night by seven. The menu’s finally set.” Planning a rehearsal dinner for only five guests may sound easy—and it was certainly simpler than it would have been had Masha’s and Eli’s overbearing families been invited—but adhering to Eli’s dietary restrictions was no small feat. “Everything’s vegan, gluten- and dairy-free.”


“Bless you,” Masha says. “Eli’s nutritionist won’t kill me. Yet.”


“And,” I say, proud of this surprise, “I sweet-talked Werner into giving us the Treehouse for our party of five.”


The food at Mount Olympus is great but simple—Werner’s not winning any Michelin stars. His roof deck, though—it silences the snobbiest of LA haters. Two of whom will be in attendance tomorrow night.


Not that I care what Glasswell and his over-the-top celebrity girlfriend think. I’m still not entirely sure why she’s even invited.


“Oh wait, it’s now a table for four,” Masha corrects me. “Didn’t I tell you?”


I blink. “What?”


“Jake’s not bringing Aurora.”


“Oh?” I cough, feeling a tightness at the back of my throat. I suddenly wish I’d packed a few more PBRs. I feel Masha’s gaze on me. Even though I’ve barely said a word.


“Be nice,” she warns.


“Since when is Oh a derogatory word?” I use my filet knife to slice too hard into the fish’s spine.


“You know,” Masha says. “If I’d told sixteen-year-old Olivia that the Aurora Apple was canceling an RSVP, there would be hair-rending on the level of Greek tragedy.”


It’s true that in my younger days, I was a massive Aurora Apple fan. I internet-deep-dived her enough to know her real name is Allison Applebaum, and she was born two years before me to two schoolteachers in Topeka, where she starred in every musical production her high school put on. When she played Caligula in the teen rom-com Oblivious, her aesthetic took over my vision board for the rest of high school.


But last year, when Aurora started cohosting Glasswell’s internationally syndicated morning talk show, Everything’s Jake, rumors swirled that the cohosts were in fact a couple. I quit my intrigue with Aurora cold turkey. I started to see her for what she really was. Another fool duped by Glasswell’s phony charm.


I don’t ask why Aurora is gracing us with her absence tomorrow night, and I can’t know whether having one less snob at dinner is a good thing, or whether a table for four will force me into additional interaction with Glasswell. Either way, none of this is enough to spoil a successful day of friendship and fishing. I drop the ziplocked filets into the cooler and decide not to obsess. It’s that simple. Mind over madder.


“It’ll be fun,” Masha says as I literally bite my tongue. “I don’t think the four of us have hung out solo since, wow . . . prom?”


“Has it been that long?” I say, my voice suddenly tight. I start hosing down the boat’s cutting board so I don’t have to meet Masha’s eyes.


“Liv?” she says. “You okay?”


“Absolutely!”


I feel her squinting at me. “You’re not feeling weird about seeing Jake this weekend, are you?”


“Of course not!” I sputter. “That’d be ridiculous. Why would I feel weird?” We’re near the marina now, so I take the tiller and putter to a slower speed. I wave at a passing boat full of kids and grandparents, hoping Masha doesn’t notice the sudden heat in my cheeks.


“Hmmm,” she says, because of course she noticed.


We’ve taken a wrong turn in this conversation, and I need to get us back on track. I am (was) a drama teacher! A professional. Paid to understand the art of acting. If I can’t do this now for the sake of my best friend’s happiness, then what is wrong with me? I meet Masha’s gaze and commit:


“You’re right. The whole weekend’s going to be a blast.”


And somehow, just like that, Masha smiles and leans back on her bench, convinced. Hell, maybe I’m convinced, too. Maybe I’ll be fine seeing Glasswell tomorrow night.









Chapter Three


“THIS IS BULLSHIT, JOY!” I YELL INTO MY PHONE AT THE teenaged girl whose YouTube tutorial—Foolproof Box Dye at Home!—is now a failed hypothesis.


While Joy shows off her fabulous glossy highlights from the comfort of what looks like a very soothing pink bathroom, I’m squinting into my phone from a folding chair in my slanted backyard with dye oozing down my forehead and dripping into my eyes.


I toss the bottle over my shoulder in frustration. Then I wince and start crawling through the dirt, squinting my burning eyes in search of the busted bottle’s plastic pieces before Gram Parsons gets his underbite on them and I’m out another five hundred dollars at the vet.


And that’s when a jackhammer shudders into earsplitting action at the top of the hillside abutting my backyard.


“You’ve got to be kidding,” I shout at the sky.


The guesthouse I rent on a narrow crevice of Laurel Canyon backs up against a steep and rocky hill. At the top of that hill, some half acre above my backyard, lies a mansion that’s been under construction ever since I moved in three years ago. I’ve never seen the mysterious celebrity living the high life up there, but I’ve heard enough to form a strong opinion. The daily power saws and Bobcats and jackhammers, the troop of tree trimmers and various other burly men have come to dominate my aural landscape, and many of my nightmares.


And today, I’m less than in the mood.


I’ve fantasized about mounting a projector screen to that rock for outdoor movie nights. Now it sounds as if my neighbor might be breaking ground up there to put in a pool.


I grit my teeth. I can already hear that pool’s construction taking up the next nine months of my life, piercing like a diamond arrow through my skull, through my tranquility, my hillside. I know this space isn’t really mine, but I live here, and I need it.


This stamp-sized rental—and I say that as a fan of postage—is the best deal in the canyon. It’s tiny and quirky, the carpet is older than me, the doors stick, and the kitchen’s built into the hill so that its window is level to the ground. It makes Masha claustrophobic, but I love the fact that when pasta night strikes, I can open the window, reach out, and pluck fresh basil from the ground.


This house is cool in the summer, cozy in the winter, and smells like night-blooming jasmine for three solid months in the spring—always during my birthday. I love this house, and so does Gram Parsons, who has a real tight crew of puppy pals up and down the block. So as long as I can scrape together the rent to pay my slightly batty landlord, I’m not going anywhere, and I demand some peace.


I’m already past my breaking point, juggling all my maid of honor duties this weekend. Trying to primp and prep and prime myself to show Glasswell what a non-hot mess I’ve grown up to be. To pull that off, I need things to go smoothly for two days. I cannot deal with the ceaseless earsplitting scream of a jackhammer, or a singed eyeball from this cheap dye, or one more thing going to hell right now. I cup my face in my hands . . . and catch a whiff of something foul.


“Oh no,” I groan, becoming aware of the chemical burn spreading through my scalp. I race to the garden hose and turn it on full blast.


I scream as the water nails me, hard.


I’m afraid to survey the damage I’ve done to my head, but for Masha’s sake, I summon the strength. I find my phone, open my camera app, and shriek at the view in selfie mode. It’s worse than I feared. My hair is fried and slightly . . . blue. Everywhere except for my prematurely gray roots. I’m at the point where I’m contemplating Sharpie . . . when I imagine Glasswell gasping at the sight of me at the rehearsal dinner tonight.


Not happening.


A brick-like throb builds in my chest. When I think of showing up at Masha’s wedding, it’s not her judgment that worries me. It’s Glasswell’s. The Best Man. The guy who always managed to make me feel like a loser, starting way back in high school, when I was rather cool.


I can’t let him see that he was right about me all along.


I need professional help. I’m going to have to shell out at least a hundred dollars, probably more, for someone to properly fix this. I sigh and open my least favorite app on my phone: my bank. My balance laughingly informs me that my debit card will not quite carry me through a hair rescue at a salon.


I flop into my creaking hammock and curl into a ball. I pull out the stale bagel I’ve stashed in my sweatshirt pocket and take a bite. I will fix this problem like an adult. Which means I need to make some dough ASAP if I want to avoid asking my mom for a loan. And I do.


I text Werner to see if I can come in for the brunch shift. He writes back right away:




Shift’s covered, but the walk‑in fridge is open.





Ugh. I start to type back a no-nonsense rejection when I remember yet another irritating fact: I have to tell Werner that our party tonight is down from a five-top to a four-top. I had to beg him for the Treehouse, usually reserved for parties of twelve. I even used Aurora Apple as a bargaining chip, swearing to snap some social media pics of the famous actress loving Werner’s small plates.


Glasswell is nearly as good in terms of social media currency, but any pic I’d take of him would have to look like an accident, lest he think I think he matters.


Werner texts: You there?


I sigh. In person, Werner’s gorgeous, like a less symmetrical Ansel Elgort. But today his texts are just one more thing I can’t deal with. I feel an urge to throw my phone at my hillside—then I remember Masha’s words yesterday on the boat:


You’re two texts away from throwing your phone at the wall. Which means you’re four hookups away from breaking up with this guy.


Two texts = phone very nearly thrown at cliff.


Four more hookups and . . . honestly, I doubt we’ll get that far. The thought of ending things with Werner doesn’t bother me so much as my own predictability, at least according to Masha.


If you don’t believe me, check the top row of your bookshelf.


Not like I have time to do that today.


Instead, I silence Werner’s notifications and open my Lyft driver app. A moment later, there it is, that ding telling me a rider’s in need, and a very small amount of money will soon flow my way.


Gram Parsons whimpers hungrily. I give him the rest of my bagel. “This isn’t forever,” I say. “Just make it through the weekend.”


Inside my bungalow, I grab my Catalina Wine Mixer trucker cap and tug it over my wet, blue head. I search in thirteen places for my keys. I stare for half a minute at my calming visual mantra: a framed poster of the balcony kiss from Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet. Finally, at the door, I encounter Gram Parsons, who gives me side-eye and a disgruntled growl. I forgot I’d promised we’d hit the canyon dog park today.


“I’m sorry, buddy,” I say, giving him a scratch. “Mama’s gotta work.”


He changes tactics, to a mewling whine. I kneel to meet him at his level.


“Would you feel better if you came with me?”


He wags his crooked tail.


“Fine.” I swoop him up, praying none of my riders will be allergic.


We’re halfway out the door when I remember I’ve barely opened the book my mom’s reviewing on the podcast today.


Since I always have extra time while I’m waiting for my Lyftees, I circle back to my bookshelf. But instead of reaching for Get Out of Your Inner Hero’s Way, my gaze travels up. To the top shelf.


There they are. My color-coded row of diaries, all fifteen of them.


If you don’t believe me . . . I hear Masha’s voice again.


I run my hand along their spines, tracing my life. A shiver passes through me as I let myself remember the girl I used to be, and the woman I used to dream I would become. She’s all there, in those pages.


I touch the first diary, a red one, given to me on my thirteenth birthday. It’s the book that documents my first period, the summer I got braces, the paranormal romance novels I used to be obsessed with, and basement rounds of Spin the Bottle.


Next to it is the spiral-bound salmon-colored notebook from freshman year of high school—the year when my life kicked into a higher gear, when I started to see my future like a path that I could pave myself and follow. My first of many report card 4.0s. And the year Mash and I made school history by being the only girls to have made Palisades’s varsity baseball team.


Orange diary for sophomore year, when Masha got her license. I remember writing nearly all the entries in the front seat of her car. I was starting catcher by then, and a rising star on the debate team. That book holds the summer my parents took me to New York and we saw a new, life-changing Broadway play every night for a week.


Junior year is glittery gold—college tours and my first lead in a school play. It’s the year I got serious about acting, the year New York started calling my name. I wore a Juilliard sweatshirt like it was my capsule collection.


When I reach the fifth book on the shelf—pale yellow, senior year—I smile. I’m an accidental genius. I need to make a toast tonight to Masha and Eli, but I’ve been blocked on what to say. Nothing I’ve come up with yet has felt momentous enough. For all of senior year’s many peaks and valleys, only one matters today. This book contains the story of the first night Masha and Eli got together. Senior prom.


Call it instant inspiration. Call it a sentimental miracle.


I pull the journal from the shelf and slip it in my bag.









Chapter Four


NEAR THE BOTTOM OF COLDWATER CANYON, JUST before I reach the smooth, flat streets of Beverly Hills, there’s a 9:48 a.m. logjam Waze did not anticipate. I find myself sandwiched between a school bus and a party bus on a two-lane road. I can’t see in front of or behind me, but judging from the sustained honking up ahead, everyone stuck here should probably accept that this is where we live now.


On the bright side, I’ve got a passenger, so at least I’m being paid. I feel a little guilty about the traffic surcharges, but a glance at his suit in the rearview mirror tells me he’s probably expensing this ride anyway. And his soft snores say he could use the extra winks before I drop him at his office in Century City.


The sun glares through the window, threatening to burn his sleep-craned head if we’re stuck here much longer. This gnaws at me. Suddenly, this guy’s possible future sunburned scalp is all I can think of. I reach behind me, careful not to wake him so I can quietly tug down the sunshade.


Of course, because I’m me, I forget to put the car in park, and when my toe lifts off the brake, we creep forward until we almost fender bend the school bus up front. I slam on the brakes just in time. Thank God Gram Parsons was wearing his seat belt.


My heart pounds as I recover from the near-collision, but at least my passenger’s scalp has been spared.


Is there something very wrong with me?


Masha jokes that I can’t pass a stranger on the street without intuiting a need in them that only I can fill. Since we started our podcast, my mom has quoted from all manner of self-help books about how my compulsion to help others gets in the way of reaching my own goals. But I wasn’t always like this.


When my dad died at the end of my senior year of high school, my mom and I fell into a kind of grief that felt like drowning. A few weeks after we buried him, I was driving to baseball practice when I cut off a silver Audi on the 101. The driver changed lanes, caught up to my window, and then, for the next three miles, he rode alongside me, laying nonstop on his horn while flipping me the bird.


I lived ten lifetimes in those three miles. Anger turned to shame to resignation to bewilderment, and finally, I got there—to gratitude. Because yeah, dickheads gonna dickhead, but this one came swinging with a life lesson, writ large:


My suffering—blinding and radioactive to me—was invisible to him. Audi Man didn’t have a clue my dad just died. Audi Man didn’t know that my future had disintegrated because my family could no longer afford tuition at Juilliard. That, moreover, there was no way I could leave my mom and move across the country to New York. That, suddenly, so much of what I’d envisioned for my life after high school . . . simply wasn’t going to be.


I’d looked around at the other cars on the highway that day, imagining the millions of people in my city.


And ever since then, I’ve proceeded as if everyone around me could use a little extra grace.


Everyone except Glasswell.


Maybe it’s because my problems with him started right before Dad died, but Glasswell seems to have been grandfathered in, reserving the lone parking space of antipathy in me ever since.


Gram Parsons resituates himself so his paws push my yellow journal into the center console. I take the hint and open the book. My dog may not have any idea what’s going on, but I like to think he has my best interests at heart.


It’s strange: even after all these years, the book still opens automatically to the longest entry, a record twenty-seven pages. Holding the book open in my hands, the memory of writing it rushes back so vividly it makes my stomach hurt.




May 25, 2014


Dear Princess Di,


About last night . . .


All I can say is I’ve been sold a bill of goods. By adults. By eighties movies. By the universe.


What was supposed to be a magical evening became mortifying. And now, for the rest of my days, whenever anyone says the word “prom,” I’ll be stuck thinking of him.





I laugh, because I brought this diary to read some vintage Mash and Eli romance, not to trip into a Glasswell wormhole.


The years have dulled the acute humiliation of that night, but as I read on, unexpected sensations tiptoe across my chest. I feel agitated, on high alert.


Like I’m suddenly on a collision course with shame.




The dress—my mom’s yellow tulle, debuted at her own senior prom.


My date—Eli Morgan, whom I asked as a friend, because Mash was too scared to ask him as a crush. And too worried that if I didn’t take him, he’d go with Natalie Planco, and the next thing you’d hear would be wedding bells.


The plan—to go in a group. The plan was fun. But then Sumi got mono, and Alina and Duke had a fight, and soon our whole limo was dropping like flies, until it was just Masha, Eli, me, and—


Jake Glasswell.


Yes, Di, that Glasswell. He’s haunted these pages before. Remember when he joined Debate Club (see p. 58) and made verbal sparring with me his national pastime? Remember when he walked onto varsity baseball as starting pitcher (p. 63), right up‑mound from my catcher’s mitt? Remember when he capered into the auditions for Romeo and Juliet (p. 69), took one look at me atop the balcony and—mercifully—walked right out? Or, just last week, in homeroom (p. 89), when we received the same slip of paper, notifying us we’d each been named Most Likely to Succeed?


Why Glasswell decided to single me out as his lone high school rival, invading every one of my spaces, is a mystery. The boy has been enrolled at Palisades for only one year, but the two of us have enough rivalries to last at least three lifetimes.


That ends tonight, Di. Mark my words. I’m going to tell you this sad story, but let it be the last time I give Glasswell page space in my life’s unwritten book.





What is up with my writing style in this journal? I must have been reading Dangerous Liaisons at the time. It has that breathless epistolary feel. I just hope I don’t pull out the terms blackguard and alas.


I skip ahead, scanning for references to Masha and Eli. Surely I documented their first kiss? I can see it so clearly in my mind: The two of them at the center of the dance floor, under the disco ball, her hand on his butt as they swayed to Alicia Keys. She gave him her incandescent whole-soul smile, and then she rose on her toes to kiss him. It was the cutest. Full stop.


But somehow, it seems I didn’t get around to documenting their first kiss here. Maybe I didn’t feel that moment’s sweetness suited the style of my apocalyptic outrage?


Instead, I wrote twenty-seven angry pages . . . about Glasswell. I let it rip about his snug-fitting tuxedo and his long legs taking up the limo’s back seat. I wrote about how, on the way to prom, Glasswell made the limo pull over because he couldn’t pass a Baskin-Robbins without ordering a rum raisin. Then tried to get me to share it with him.


What kind of person likes rum raisin?


After that, I waffled, detailing moments when Glasswell had seemed almost deceptively . . . cool. How we’d bantered about my dad’s Nikon 7, which I was wearing like an accessory around my neck. How the two of us spent a fun fifteen minutes furtively snapping artsy shots of Masha and Eli flirting.


But then, I wrote about discovering that Glasswell’s coolness had only been an act.


I wrote the entire shameful scene in which Glasswell showed his true colors.




Here’s the thing I can’t get over, Di:


I almost made it out with my dignity intact.


It was eleven forty‑five—probably three songs left in the DJ’s bank—when I stepped out of the gym for some air.


I tell you this next part only because you’re physically bound to secrecy. Outside of you, I’ll never breathe this to a soul.


“What’d The Bodyguard do to you?” came the voice over my shoulder.


I startled and spun around. Why had Glasswell followed me outside?


“What?” I asked.


“You walked out when ‘I Will Always Love You’ came on.” He tipped his head toward the gym, the distant music playing inside. Our eyes met, and his narrowed slightly, like he was seeing something he didn’t expect. “Or maybe . . . you like the song too much.”


I blinked at him, tongue‑tied. Because I love that song. When Whitney sings it. When Dolly sings it. I love it so much that I couldn’t not dance to it in the gym. But I couldn’t dance to it, either. Because my date was dancing with Masha, and it’s not a solo number.


The thing is, I hadn’t realized any of this—not consciously—until Glasswell said those words. I’d just thought it was hot in the gym.


“What if I asked you to dance?” Glasswell said.


And now it was hot outside, too.


“Here?” I laughed and shook my head. I wasn’t going to dance with Glasswell on a curb. No matter how good he looked in a tux.


Why would the two of us dance? So he could try to out‑sway me? Like he’d tried to out‑everything me from the first day he showed up at our school?


“Or we could just talk,” he said, sitting down next to me. “I saw the Wednesday performance of Romeo and Juliet.”


And there it was. The signature Glasswellian dig disguised as an innocent comment. But he’d gone out of his way to make it clear he saw the Wednesday show, known as Ye Olde Clusterfuck among our cast and crew. It was the night the spotlight burned out in Act Two. And the Nurse’s understudy knew exactly none of her lines. And Trevor sneezed on me while parting with such sweet sorrow. And here was Glasswell, rubbing it in.


“So?” I said, not looking at him.


“So, your performance was nothing to sneeze at.”


“Puns are the lowest form of comedy.”


“Fine,” he said. “I have other notes.”


I groaned. Why was rich and fancy, son‑of‑a‑mogul Glasswell determined to pick apart our meager high school play? Then I remembered: He almost tried out for Romeo. He’d walked into the audition, saw that he’d be playing the balcony scene opposite me—and walked right out.


Like he was too good for it.


So, of course, he had to put down the whole show.


“Too much instalove?” I deadpanned.


He shook his head, then after a moment, said: “‘Who ever loved that loved not at first sight?’”


I rolled my eyes. “What didn’t you like?”


“Act Two, Scene Two.”


The balcony scene.


“‘So thrive my soul—’” he said, quoting Romeo.


I looked up at the stars and filled in the next line without a thought. “‘A thousand times goodnight. A thousand times the worse to want thy light . . . ’” I trailed off when I realized that I was getting into it. I didn’t want to get into it with Glasswell.


For several moments after that, neither of us spoke.


“Olivia,” he whispered.


“What?”


“How’d you do that?”


“Do what?”


“Become Juliet in a single line.” His eyes ran over my face. “That’s why you got into Juilliard.”


“I’m waiting for the punch line,” I said. But I was thinking: He knew about Juilliard? How?


Glasswell shook his head. “No punch line. Congratulations. I’ve wanted to tell you that all night.”


I raised my eyebrows, still waiting. This was Glasswell, after all.


“What was the audition like?” he said.


“Like a dream,” I answered unconsciously. But I didn’t want Glasswell to know about my trip to New York, my Juilliard audition, my big, bright, crazy dreams. I stood up, needing to tighten the walls around myself. The song was over by then anyway.


“Congrats to you, too,” I said, turning toward the door. “Columbia will be great.”


“You heard?” he said. “I mean . . . I guess we both can’t wait to get out of here.”


Why was he rising to follow me?


I glanced inside the glass doors of the auditorium, where I saw my history teacher, Mr. Coates, stacking folding chairs. “I think it’s over anyway.”


“I didn’t mean prom,” Glasswell said. “I meant . . . high school. This town. Our parents’ houses.”


I shook my head. “I just want to act.”


“You’re lucky,” he said. His eyes studied my face in a way that made me shiver, like he was seeing things I prefer to keep hidden, even from the people I like. “What about your parents?”


I lifted one shoulder, looked away. “Most people’s parents don’t want them to leave home, right?”


But I got the feeling Jake saw something more specific in my eyes, like he’d been a fly on the wall for yesterday’s epic argument with Mom (see previous page). Like he could tell I was still tender from it.


“My parents can’t wait to get rid of me,” he said.


“No way.”


Our eyes met. I knew his were green, but this was the first time I saw them look vulnerable. I couldn’t help being a little bit curious.


“My dad thinks journalism is ‘for losers,’” Glasswell said, looking down at his shoes. “That I’m a loser for wanting to go to New York, for not staying here and working immediately for him.”
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