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			For the readers, the writers, and all the book lovers—­thank you for giving my stories a chance
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			Part One

			Meet-Cute

		

	
		
			

			Now

			You are my favorite ghost. I see you everywhere: a flash of hair on a busy street, that fool’s-­gold catch in the sun. A familiar laugh reaches into my marrow, and it springs to my lips like a childhood song, a curse.

			You.

			But it never is. A head turns, or the light changes, and then the illusion is gone. Still, I can’t escape you.

			I find you today at the window—­front and center, you’ll be glad to know. A stack of your candy-­pink books entices readers inside: Haunt Me Then by Ivy Harcourt, right beside a poster with your author photo: honey-­blond waves, baby-­blue eyes, and cherry-­lipstick grin. It’s an advertisement for your launch event, which happened a week ago, but evidently, they’re not ready to let go of you yet.

			I know the feeling.

			Suddenly eager to see your signed copies, your name scrawled in ink, I step up to the bookstore entrance and reach for the door, and that’s when it happens: the scratch at the base of my spine, the undeniable tingle that signals the truth to my body before I see it myself.

			You, standing inside the bookstore, chewing your lip as you browse the stacks. I wait for the mirage to fade like always, but this time, you’re real. Here, close enough that I could touch you. I want to press my hand to the glass, to let my breath fog it with all the unasked questions: Do you feel me? Do you know?

			

			Does it terrify you?

			The temptation is so strong that I almost let it carry me away, let myself push through the door and call your name. But not yet. You’re a writer, so you know the value of building tension—­those little threads weaving until they become something new and surprising but wholly beautiful.

			Soon.

			I step back from the door, the fire in my blood receding to a dull, quiet sizzle. It never goes away, that feeling. The anger, the need. It will be necessary, too, in the coming weeks—­fuel for what I have planned.

			For now, though, I let it simmer. I leave you behind.

			A smile cracks on my lips as I slip back onto the street, just another one of your readers disappearing into the crowd.

		

	
		
			

			1

			He’s standing in the Romance section—­new releases—­and it hits me with the force of a subway car plowing into the station: If my life were a rom-­com, this is how it would start. Bathed in gentle spring light through the bookstore windows, the handsome stranger browses, pushing back tousled brown hair. He’s wearing a Kate Bush T-­shirt—­the album cover for The Kick Inside, as soft and worn-­looking as the identical one that hangs in my closet, a college thrift-­shop find that practically begged me to take it home.

			But what really captures my attention—­the string plucked in my heart, buzzing with the quiet hum of fate—­is the book in his hand: Haunt Me Then by Ivy Harcourt, the story I know like I know the way home.

			“That’s my book.” The words slip out, and he looks up at me, brown eyes locking on mine. A bolt of heat zips down my spine, my cheeks no doubt flushing as pink as the cover.

			“Sorry.” I let out a laugh—­nervous, breathless. “I mean, I wrote it.”

			He looks down at the book and then back up at me. A small, sweet smile curves on his lips, making me sizzle inside like butter on a hot pan. “No way.”

			Now I can’t fight my ridiculous grin. “I had my launch party here last week.”

			

			“That’s so cool.” He opens the book to the first page, my signature looping beneath the title. “Congrats.”

			That sweet-­puppy smile is still on his lips, so distracting that it takes me a moment too long to realize how this looks. Oh no.

			“I promise I don’t usually go lurking in my own book’s section, like, waiting for someone to pick it up,” I rush to explain—­laughing a little too loudly to compensate for my burning cheeks. “Although you’re the first guy I’ve ever seen with it, which”—­I tuck my hair behind my ear, shamelessly flirting now—­“is a definite point in your favor.”

			His smile fades. “Oh. Actually, I grabbed this for my—­”

			“Babe, look. I found this in the Used section for eight bucks.” A petite, curvy woman rushes up to him with another bestselling romance in her hand, stopping when she sees me. Her eyes widen, darting from me to the book. “Wait, you look so familiar. Are you . . .”

			“Hi,” I say, flooded with white-­hot humiliation as I understand what’s happening here. “I’m Ivy. Um . . .” I give a little ta-­da gesture. “I wrote the book.”

			“No way!” She gapes. “I’m literally so excited to read it. I’ve seen it everywhere, and my friends have been raving. Wait, would you sign it?”

			“It’s already signed,” the guy cuts in.

			“Oh.” She laughs, bumping his hip with her own. “You officially win boyfriend of the year.” She turns to me. “Wait, did he make you sign this for me? Oh my god, I’m so—­”

			“No, it’s okay!” The overly bright ring to my own voice makes me want to wince. “I signed all the stock when I did my launch event here.”

			“Wow.” The girl gives another stunned look at the cover. “This is so unbelievably cool, thank you!”

			My cheeks burn with a mix of gratitude for the compliment and humiliation at my own misreading of the situation.

			“Thank you.” I take a step back, bumping into a rotating display of vintage mass-­market paperbacks that nearly topples over. My heart thuds as I catch it. “Well, I hope you enjoy! I have to go, but it was so nice to meet you . . . ?”

			

			I trail off, realizing I didn’t even ask for their names. Not only have I just hit on this girl’s boyfriend, but I’m also rude.

			“Shara,” she says. “And this is Dave.”

			He gives a small, awkward wave.

			“Shara and Dave. Really great to meet you.” I’m about to turn and flee when Shara speaks again.

			“I already can’t wait for the next one! Do we get to hear more about it anytime soon?”

			She’s clutching the book to her chest with a playfully conspiratorial smile. Dread winds its way through my bloodstream.

			“As soon as I can,” I tell her with a little wink.

			I don’t think I’ve ever winked in my entire life. Shara, bless her, doesn’t call me out on the winking or the full-­body sweat that is definitely shining on my skin.

			“We’ll be looking forward to it,” she says, squeezing Dave’s arm.

			I wave goodbye, turn, and make a break for it.

			By the time I remember the rotating display, it’s too late. It crashes to the ground in a spectacular rain of shirtless men and heaving women, pages fluttering—­loud enough that every head in the bookstore snaps in my direction.

			“Shit,” I blurt. Instantly, I reach down to haul the display up, but a bookseller stops me. Maggie, one of the people who worked my launch event.

			“That’s okay.” She gives me a kind smile. “We’ve got it.”

			I watch in humiliated horror as another bookseller comes to help her fix my mess. I do my best to grab the fallen books, but I don’t really know where they go on the shelf, and eventually, I realize I’m doing more harm than good. With another round of profuse apologies and thanks to the booksellers, I make my escape.

			

			From one of the covers on the floor, a bare-­chested Fabio looks up at me with his signature smolder, like we all should have seen this coming.

			 

			It’s not until I’m two blocks down Broadway that I see the pure, ridiculous irony here: The reason I came to the bookstore in the first place was to distract myself from my last romantic disaster.

			The walk light on the corner flashes orange, and I stop, a dry laugh bubbling out of me.

			Two days ago, my debut novel surpassed all my wildest dreams by hitting the New York Times list as an instant bestseller. When my editor called with the news, I burst into tears and immediately called Aunt Mia, who cried joyfully along with me. That night, Dani organized a celebratory dinner with all our friends in the city, and we did everything we were supposed to: fell into squealing hugs, spent way too much money on fancy dessert, and cried some more.

			And the whole time, in the back of my brain, I kept hoping that Xander would text me.

			“Don’t even think about it,” Dani said when she caught me staring at my phone, her best-­friend telepathy sharp as ever. “He’s not worth it, Ives.”

			She was right. Deep in my bones, I know that no man who cheats on me deserves even one iota of my attention. He didn’t even come clean—­if I hadn’t stumbled across those texts with some girl named Cat, a whole month’s worth of raunchy banter and plans to meet up, I probably never would have known.

			The worst part is, I miss him anyway. I may have been the one to break up with Xander, but he barely even fought it, and now, three weeks later, I still find myself wondering how someone who was so important to me for six months—­my longest relationship in years, as sad as that is—­could have cared about me so little.

			Maybe I just need to accept that the only happily-­ever-­after in my future is fictional.

			The walk light changes, but still, I don’t move. The crowd surges ahead without me, spilling over with the excitement of a warm Friday afternoon. It’s my favorite kind of spring day in New York: bright, buttery sun with cool shade to cut the heat, flowers blooming in store displays and bouquet armfuls. Tote bags and books, lemonade and picnic blankets. It feels like everyone is in love—­with the weather, with the city, with each other.

			And I am not going to waste it moping over a shaggy-­haired poet. With a renewed buzz of energy, I shove my phone into my pocket, veer away from the subway station that would take me home, and turn instead toward Washington Square Park.

			I’m nearly there when my phone buzzes with an incoming call. When I see the name on the screen, my stomach twists.

			“Hi, Laura!” I answer, putting on a bright, casual tone.

			“Ivy! How’s my newest bestseller?”

			My agent doesn’t sound like she’s about to drop disastrous news on me, and I let out a small breath. Most publishing professionals thrive on email, but Laura is old-­school. I know this, and still, every time she calls me out of the blue, I can’t fight the instinctive response that Laura dubs Gen Z phone panic, even if, at twenty-­six, I’m not entirely sure that I qualify.

			“Good,” I say, trying even harder to mean it. “Loving this weather. How about you?”

			“Oh, you know.” I can picture her wry, hand-­waving expression. “Dreading the three-­month period when everyone decides it’s fine to wear flip-­flops in New York.”

			I chuckle, looking down at my own strappy sandals. What Laura doesn’t know won’t kill her. “What’s up?”

			“Just checking in to see how things are going on book two,” she says. “Selene is wondering if you’ve got pages to share.”

			Now I tense all over again. “But I still have three weeks until the first-­draft deadline.”

			I wince as soon as I say it: I sound like a kid protesting bedtime. Just five more minutes!

			“Marketing wants to get a jump on things early, especially now that Haunt Me Then has taken off,” Laura explains. “She just wants to give them a taste, since they haven’t had an outline or synopsis.”

			I bite my lip. Laura and Selene both know that I’m a pantser—­also known as a writer who flies by the seat of her pants, as the adage goes, instead of creating a detailed outline. Still, they believe in my writing enough to trust me. As part of my book deal for Haunt Me Then, my publisher also bought my second novel based on just the loose pitch: Lizzie, a lovable hot mess of an English teacher, butts heads with Liam, the high-­strung British architect in charge of building a huge apartment complex next to her elementary school. Of course, enemies-­to-­lovers ensues.

			The problem is that I’ve had almost a year to draft this book, and the hundred pages I’ve eked out feel trite and flat, like a soulless, AI-­generated replica of every rom-­com that’s ever existed.

			“Right,” I say, voice getting even brighter to overcompensate. I dig my nails into my palm. “The thing is, it’s still a little unpolished. I want to make sure it’s as perfect as possible before I send it their way.”

			The park looms ahead of me now, bright green and teeming with people and music—­stereos blasting, someone playing live guitar. I stop just outside the dog run, cupping my phone closer.

			“Of course,” Laura says. “But they’re not looking for perfection. Anything will do. A few chapters, even.”

			Something else tips into her voice now—­an edge, almost suspicious. I swallow down the paranoia, telling myself that she’s not accusing me. She trusts me and my writing. Even if, a darker voice whispers, she shouldn’t.

			My mouth suddenly waters for a cool glass of rosé, sweet and burning on my tongue. I take another deep breath.

			“Definitely,” I say, smiling even though she can’t see it. “Let me just clean some things up, and then I can send those chapters over next week.”

			I try not to picture the look of uncertainty I’m almost positive I can hear through the phone.

			“Great,” Laura says. “I’ll let them know. Thanks, Ivy.”

			“Of course. Thank you.”

			“And listen, if you want to workshop anything beforehand, feel free to—­”

			I don’t hear the end of Laura’s sentence. It’s cut off by a shout behind me, and then a commotion of barks and footsteps. I turn just in time to see an Australian shepherd racing out of the park, its owner running behind.

			The man shouts again, eyes wide with fear. “Frank!”

			But the dog doesn’t stop. He’s laser-­focused and overjoyed, leash trailing behind him like a comet tail as he barrels straight toward me.

			Toward the busy intersection right behind me.

			My stomach plummets. Just as the dog is about to leap into the street, I lunge, my phone dropping onto the concrete. The dog crashes into me, and I scramble to grab hold of him. When my fingers brush a collar, I grip tight, and everything slows until there’s nothing but fur, puppy breath, and a barrage of hot, sloppy kisses to my face.

			“Frank, down.”

			Through the dog’s snuffles and the ricochet of my heart, I hear the owner’s footsteps pounding on the sidewalk. His voice is panicked and sharp.

			“It’s okay,” I say, scratching Frank’s back. “He’s fine.”

			It’s not until I say it that it finally hits me, and I let myself breathe, shaky relief flooding in to replace the adrenaline.

			The owner tugs gently at the leash to pull Frank away, and it’s there, with my ass on the sidewalk, that I get my first good look at the man.

			He’s tall, probably over six feet, with thick brown hair, a sharp jaw, and handsome stubble. Everything about him is handsome, actually: the white button-­down and slacks tailored perfectly to his lean muscle, professor-­style glasses framing his blue eyes, even the sexy leather messenger bag slung over his shoulder. The only giveaway that he was just sprinting through the park is the lock of hair that’s fallen from its careful style onto his forehead—­that, and the quick rise and fall of his shoulders.

			“Thank you,” he says. Clipped. Polite. Like a long-­lost British prince, right down to the posh accent I’ve just picked up on. It’s actually kind of suspicious how perfect he is—­no one this hot should be roaming the streets with the world’s cutest dog, unchaperoned—­but somehow, he’s standing over me, fresh out of a rom-­com.

			As soon as I have the thought, all the air sucks out of my lungs.

			Not just fresh out of any rom-­com. The hair, the eyes, the accent, even the ramrod posture. I know this man. Not in real life, but in my head. Standing before me is my latest manuscript brought to life. My hot British architect, the living, breathing embodiment of—­

			“I’m Liam,” he says. “Can I give you a hand?”
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			Liam?” I repeat. It takes everything in me not to add From my book? It’s impossible, but somehow, this man has walked right out of my laptop and into my orbit. He even has the exact same name.

			I realize I’ve been staring at Liam’s extended hand for at least five seconds and quickly grab it, his grip warm and strong—­still impossibly real. As he pulls me up to standing, logic tugs me back down to earth. Yes, he’s startlingly similar to my fictional character, but it’s not like “handsome British man named Liam” is an impossible find in a city with eight million people. It’s just one hell of a coincidence.

			“Thank you,” I say. “I’m—­”

			Frank’s leash tangles around my leg, and suddenly I’m falling forward. Liam catches me with one arm around my waist. My hand falls onto his broad chest, and we’re almost nose to nose.

			Oh god. He smells good.

			“Sorry!” I step back, untangling my foot from the leash while Frank pants happily.

			“No, don’t apologize.” Liam gives a shy smile as he helps me. “I should be thanking you. I don’t know what I’d have done if you hadn’t been there to catch him.”

			“I guess I could say the same thing to you,” I joke, indicating the leash.

			Liam’s eyes lift from Frank to mine, and something strange happens behind them. A flicker and shift, a new lens sliding into place.

			“I know you,” he says.

			The words are like cool breath down the back of my neck, skin prickling to attention. Me too, I want to say, but obviously I don’t. I’m still half convinced that I was hit by a car back there and this is my bizarre but beautiful version of heaven: my fictional dream man come to life, sprung forth from my brain like Athena from Zeus.

			“You do?” I ask instead.

			“We met before, haven’t we? At the bar on . . . where was it?” Liam’s brow furrows, the excitement in his eyes dimming to a low simmer when he realizes I have no idea what he’s talking about. “I could have sworn we did.”

			It hangs in the silence between us, along with my unspoken answer: We couldn’t have met at a bar, because I wouldn’t have been there—­and even if somehow I was, I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t forget the hottest man I’ve ever seen.

			Frank sniffs at my shoe. Liam is hesitant, a curtain drawing over his expression as he winds the leash around his hand. He’s embarrassed, I realize, that I don’t recognize him. The thought makes me guilty, because I do—­just not by any widely understood laws of this universe. I know him in a way that doesn’t make sense, which tugs at something low in my gut, an invisible string too powerful to resist.

			“Actually, it’s funny. When I saw you, I felt like I did recognize you.” The words tumble out of me before I’ve considered that they might scare him off, but he’s looking at me with those deep ­blue eyes, and I feel at home in his gaze. “So, I’m an author, and this might be totally weird, but—­”

			“Wait, that’s it.” He laughs, and the sound is so nice and musical that I forget what I was saying. “You’re Ivy Harcourt.”

			I stare at him, stunned for a full breath before I remember how to nod.

			“I’ve actually . . .” Liam rubs the back of his neck as his eyes drop to the sidewalk, shy. “I’ve read your book.”

			The four sexiest words in the English language, coming from quite possibly the most beautiful man I’ve ever laid eyes on.

			“I’ll admit I don’t read much romance,” Liam adds, “but my sister was raving about it last time we talked, so I picked it up on a rainy day.” Another smile, cracking a little wider than the first, and it’s like a curtain opening, hinting at the bright lights and wonder on the other side. “I quite liked it.”

			I was wrong: Those are the four sexiest words in our mother tongue, and now I’m at a loss for any of my own. My fault for thinking about tongues.

			“Thank you,” I say, a little breathless.

			Liam holds my gaze, and my heart thuds. I’m not entirely sure that I can keep myself from reaching up and kissing him on that polite mouth, lips quirked slightly like there’s a secret behind them. And maybe it really is brain damage, but the bright, wondrous look in his eyes tells me he might be thinking the same thing. Maybe we’d both be forgiven for leaning in and—­

			Frank barks, tugging on the leash. His tail wags excitedly, like he’s forgotten all about his near-­death experience.

			Liam blinks as if breaking out of a spell and then laughs. “I know, mate. You’re getting restless.”

			I feel it like the shadow of a passing cloud, racing to cover the sun before I’ve fully soaked in its warmth. He’s about to leave, and this beautiful, impossible coincidence will dissipate like a daydream.

			“I should be getting Frank home,” Liam says. “But is there any chance I can get your number?” His brows lift hopefully. My heart grows wings. “I’d love to take you out for coffee or dinner—­to repay you for saving Frank, of course, but also . . .”

			A lovely blush deepens his cheeks, and all my fears vanish as I hang on the fishhook of those words.

			“I’d like to get to know you, Ivy.”

			He smiles, a little shyly, and now I’m crashing up through deep blue waters, breathless in the sun-­bright air.

			“I was worried I’d have to wait until the next time Frank escapes,” I tease.

			Liam’s smile stretches into a brilliant grin. Then he reaches for his messenger bag.

			“I think I should have a pen and paper somewhere, or . . .” He stops, a soft, slightly embarrassed laugh bubbling out of him. “Well, er, I do have this.”

			Even before Liam pulls it out of his bag, I know what it is: a copy of Haunt Me Then. I laugh, warmth crackling in my chest like embers stoked in a fireplace.

			“You know, I could just put my number in your phone,” I say.

			Liam’s cheeks flush pinker.

			“Right.” He chuckles, running a hand over his hair. “I’m a little nervous, if I’m honest.”

			I beam, reaching for my own tote.

			“No, I like this better. Besides . . .” I pull out the Sharpie I keep on hand in case I want to sign stock at a store. “I just so happen to have this. Not that I expect to give autographs at a moment’s notice.” I laugh. “But I like to be prepared.”

			With a smile that turns my insides molten, Liam flips the book to the first page and hands it to me.

			As I write my number, the surreal nature of the moment hits me with full force. Here I am, giving my phone number to a real-­life manifestation of my newest fictional love interest. Maybe it should unsettle me that this man appeared out of nowhere with my character’s exact name and appearance—­with my book in his bag—­but isn’t this exactly the sort of thing that would happen in a rom-­com?

			As soon as I’ve had the thought, though, another, darker one swallows it: It’s also the sort of thing that happens at the beginning of a horror movie.

			Fighting a shudder, I give the book back to Liam, and our hands brush with a warm spark that shoots all the way up my arm, landing in my heart with a buzzing certainty: It’s too late for me to care. He opens his bag to put the book back, and that’s when I notice the reusable water bottle in its pocket, branded with a logo: meyer and green architects.

			A dry, surprised laugh escapes me. An architect—­just like the Liam from my book.

			“You all right?” Liam asks, concern dripping into his expression.

			I blink, fixing on a smile. “Yeah. I just . . .” I hesitate. Suddenly, explaining this whole coincidence to Liam seems like a bad idea—­too intense and off-­putting for a first meeting. “Had this weird déjà-­vu feeling.”

			Liam closes his bag with a small chuckle. “I know it well. It really does feel like we’ve met before, doesn’t it?”

			When his deep ­blue eyes lift to mine again, they glint with something I can’t quite read—­awe mixed with something else. Something dangerous. It tugs at that invisible string again, and I can’t help but wonder if this really is fate. As soon as I have the thought, a small shudder runs through me. The thing with fate is it can also be deadly: fatal flaws, Achilles’ heels, prophecies where all roads lead to death.

			But then Liam smiles again, and I forget everything but the warmth in my core.

			“I’ll see you soon, Ivy. It was lovely to officially meet you.”

			Excitement flutters in my chest, melting through all my hesitation, and I know there’s no turning back: I’ve stepped over the ledge, a breath away from the familiar fall.

			I can only hope that this time, he’s there to catch me.

			 

			I’m all the way back to my apartment before I remember Laura’s text: Got disconnected. Hope everything’s ok. Looking forward to your pages next week!—­L

			All the anxiety I felt on our call has faded, leaving only a big grin on my face as I respond.

			So sorry! Had a minor incident with a runaway dog and dropped my phone! Will get you those pages on Monday J

			Is Monday an optimistic goal? Probably, given that the pages are currently a mess—­but I’m still riding on the high of Liam and his text that flew onto my screen mere moments before I remembered Laura’s.

			I really enjoyed meeting you today (as did Frank!) Hope to see you soon—­perhaps next Friday evening, if you’re available?

			Now I kick off my sandals and sink into my couch, feeling like a heart-­eyes cartoon as I write back.

			Friday sounds perfect!

			The crush-­struck part of me wants to sit and stare at my phone until Liam responds, but Laura’s deadline lingers like a leak in my ceiling, threatening collapse if I don’t handle it soon. I set my phone aside and open my laptop, settling deeper into the cushions.

			Since I got my book deal and became a full-­time author, my small but cozy studio in Yorkville—­one of the more affordable neighborhoods on the Upper East Side, which is to say I’m still paying an arm and a leg—­has become my office. At first, I had grand ambitions of being one of those authors who works at trendy cafés or, at the very least, at an immaculately organized desk. But even if I had one of those, the truth is that I do my best work when I’m holed up on the couch, usually in sweats and wrapped in blankets like a human burrito. From here, I can face the decorative fireplace that made me fall in love with this apartment, its mantel decorated with my latest struggling succulents, one fern that’s hanging on for dear life, and all my favorite books—­now including copies of my own.

			My heart glows as I think of the day I opened that box from my publisher, my hands shaking with excitement—­the first time I held a copy of Haunt Me Then. I loved the cover instantly: a cartoon illustration of the two main characters, Cath and Hayden, leaning back-­to-­back in front of a beautiful Victorian house. It’s a modernized reimagining of Wuthering Heights, following two childhood friends turned enemies who are forced to spend the summer together in the Westchester historic hotel that Cath’s late father used to run, which has now been taken over by Hayden. Of course, they fall in love . . . and in this version, they get their happily-­ever-­after.

			The first draft of Haunt Me Then poured out of me in just one month, words flying onto the page like they’d been written already—­because in a way, they had. I may have gotten the idea from my favorite book of all time, but there was also so much of me in my debut novel: heartbreak, romance, my love of old New York architecture—­and, most importantly, hope. I have always loved Wuthering Heights, but Haunt Me Then was for the version of me who wished, every time I read Brontë’s masterpiece, that it had a happier ending—­one where they didn’t have to die to be together.

			Like Haunt Me Then, my second novel is technically meant to be a reimagining of a classic, in this case Pride and Prejudice, but I can’t seem to make it click. Now, after staring at the document for nearly half an hour, I’ve barely made a dent. All I’ve done is read over what I’ve already written, slowly eaten up by a strange new insecurity: The Liam from my book is nowhere near as compelling as the man I met today. Maybe that should inspire me to write, but instead, it leaves me feeling even more blocked.

			So I do something I shouldn’t.

			It is a truth universally acknowledged that authors should never read their Goodreads reviews. Doing so is basically like approaching a wild bear with your arms outstretched and your face covered in honey, but still, I can’t help it. It’s as irresistible as reading an open diary—­one where my own name is scrawled all over the pages. And if I’m honest, the five-­star reviews are a hell of a confidence boost when I need one.

			When Haunt Me Then’s page loads, my breath catches. My stomach sinks. There, at the very top, is a one-­star review. Logic screams at me to scroll away, the sort of instinct that stops you from touching a hot stove, but the gnawing curiosity wins over. I read the piercingly brief review, from a user called Heathcliff.

			Ivy Harcourt is a fraud.

			My hands go cold against the keyboard. A coincidence, I think, my heart thrumming. Obviously, the name is a reference to the character from Wuthering Heights—­plenty of people probably use that name on their profiles. This person’s profile picture is a black-­and-­white portrait of Laurence Olivier as Heathcliff in the 1939 movie adaptation, and when I click on the profile, I can see their information. Twenty-­six years old. Based in Tarrytown, New York. The page was created this month, and Haunt Me Then is the only book they’ve reviewed.

			Stomach churning, I drag my cursor over the Report This Review button. Coincidence, I tell myself again. It’s nothing. Just—­

			My phone rings, jolting me out of my head. When I see the name on the screen, I let out a slow breath, closing my laptop. Then, once I’m certain the panic isn’t visible on my face, I answer the video call with a smile.

			“Hey, Aunt Mia.”

			At first, all I can see is her face mushed up close to the screen, squinting through her glasses.

			“Can you hear me?” she asks. “I’ve had this new phone for a whole week and I still can’t figure out the volume. I swear, they move things around just to confuse us.”

			I smile, genuine this time. My aunt has always been a bit of a modern-­day hippie. She teaches art at a fancy high school in Los Angeles—­the one where I got discounted tuition, thanks to her job there—­and when I first moved in with her back when I was fifteen, she still had a flip phone.

			“I can hear you,” I say. “Can you hear me?”

			“Yes!” And then Mia gasps. “Oh no. You’re getting a front-­row seat to my forehead, aren’t you?” She pulls back to reveal herself at the kitchen table, sighing dramatically. “I’m ancient. I’m a dinosaur. It was nice knowing you before the meteor hits.”

			I chuckle. “Oh, please. You’re hardly a day over Mesozoic.”

			Mia snorts. “Thank you, my dear niece, for that vote of confidence.”

			“Anytime.” I smile, but my nerves prick as I shift on the couch. “So, what’s up?”

			My aunt and I are pretty close, but she isn’t the type to FaceTime me out of the blue, and the anxious, paranoid part of me fears this can only mean bad news.

			“I wanted to get your take on hotels,” she says, and I relax. “A friend from work recommended some places in the city, but I know the venue is in Westchester, so I was wondering if I should—­”

			“Wait, hold on,” I interrupt. “I thought you were staying with me for Dani’s wedding.”

			Mia hesitates. “Well, I figured since you probably aren’t staying with He Who Shall Not Be Named . . .”

			“You can call him Xander.” I give her a joking eye roll, but hurt thrums beneath it. Originally, the plan had been for Mia to stay in my studio while I crashed at Xander’s for the weekend.

			I’m so stoked to meet her, he’d told me one night, around two months ago, as we were cuddled up in his bed, my head on his tattooed chest.

			You’re sure it’s not too much? My tone had been playful, but I meant it. Plenty of my relationships had ended because I’d wanted things to get serious too quickly, and part of me still had a wall up with Xander, even though I felt more comfortable with him than I had in ages. Not just Aunt Mia, I added, but the wedding, and—­

			Xander interrupted me with a kiss.

			I’m sure, he said, sandy hair falling onto his forehead as he gave me a teasing grin. I’ll even wear a suit for you.

			Now none of it would be happening. He’d already been messaging Cat by then, though at the time, I hadn’t the slightest idea.

			“But don’t even think about paying for a hotel,” I tell Aunt Mia now, pushing down the thought. “Prices are probably ridiculous a month out from the wedding. I’ll just sleep on the couch, and you can take my bed. We’ll take the train to New Rochelle together.” When Mia still looks uncertain, I add, “It’ll be fun!”

			She sighs, relieved. Money has always been tight for my aunt, especially after she had to take in the teenage niece she’d never even met—­a fact I’m well aware of, even though she never made me feel anything other than welcome. Mia rarely travels, but Dani’s wedding, of course, is an exception. As my best friend for the past decade, she’s like family to me and Mia both.

			“All right,” Mia says. “If you’re sure.”

			I give her a serious look. “I am.”

			“Then it’s settled.” She smiles. “Now tell me about your day! Writing’s still going well?”

			Uneasiness churns in my gut as that review flashes through my head, but I push it down.

			“Yeah! Actually, speaking of the book . . .” A real smile plays on my lips as Liam takes over my thoughts. “The weirdest thing happened today.”

			Mia’s eyebrows lift, intrigued, and I tell her the highlights: Frank’s great escape, how I looked up at his owner and saw my own character staring back at me.

			“I mean, identical,” I say. “Same name, same hair and eye color, same accent. He’s even an architect, like the Liam in the book. And here’s the weirdest part: He knew me.”

			Mia gapes. “How?”

			“He thought we’d met at a bar, at first,” I say. “Which doesn’t make sense, obviously—­but then he realized that he actually knew me from my book. He literally had a copy in his bag.”

			Even now, my face heats at the memory of Liam—­his closeness, those awed blue eyes—­but in Mia’s expression, there’s a subtle shift, barely noticeable if I didn’t know her so well. She’s concerned.

			“Wow,” she says. “That’s wild, Ives. But—­”

			“But?” The word slices out of me too sharply.

			Mia hesitates, and cold trickles down my spine before she asks the question I know she’s thinking.

			“You’re sure you hadn’t met him before?”

			I swallow, a strange metallic taste on the back of my tongue.

			“I’m sure,” I say. “I would have remembered.”

			“Of course,” Mia says gently. “I just want to be sure it hasn’t started again.”

			Somewhere in my memory, there’s a distant crackling—­a pop of embers. A splinter of wood.

			“It hasn’t,” I say firmly. “If it did, I’d tell you.”

			My heart thrums for a different reason now—­the sudden desperation for her to believe me.

			“Of course.” Mia’s face softens. “I know.”

			I let out a breath, letting go of my defensive shell.

			“So,” I say brightly, eager to move on. “Tell me about your week.”

			Mia launches into her recap, including a detailed update on the squirrels that have taken up residence in her backyard. I smile and laugh along, but in the back of my brain, there’s still that quiet hiss and pop, the low warning of a growing flame. Blackening the edges. Hungry.

		

	
		
			Eleven Years Ago

			Cold.

			That’s the first thing I feel, gasping awake in the darkness. Cold and something else, sinking into my hands and knees.

			I rock back onto my heels, lifting my palms. As my eyes adjust to the dark, I can see that my hands are wet, dirt and grass caked into my skin. I brush it onto my pants without thinking, smearing mud onto the fuzzy pink fabric.

			Pajamas. A hole yawns wide in the pit of my stomach: I should be in bed.

			Something creaks behind me, and I turn, heart racing as the thing takes shape in the shadows. A swing set, the old chains blowing in the wind.

			My teeth chatter as I get to my feet, legs shaky. Feet numb. Moonlight glints off the green metal play structure, the plastic slide.

			I’m at the playground, just a few blocks from home. A breath of relief. I can be home in two minutes, before anyone worries.

			But then understanding burrows beneath the thin layer of my tank top, goose bumps rising on my arms.

			This isn’t my playground. I’m not even in New York state—­I’m thousands of miles away in Los Angeles, because home is gone. I live with Aunt Mia now, in the room that used to be her office, with a bed frame and mattress that she’d had shipped overnight from an online retailer, the chemical smell still clinging to both.

			I went to sleep, and I woke up here, at the public park in Mia’s neighborhood.

			The understanding digs its teeth in, making me shudder: I walked all the way here. It’s at least half a mile.

			Another gust of wind billows my pajama pants, and I look down at my feet. Bare. Caked in mud.

			An uncontrollable shiver takes hold, reaching down to the roots of my teeth.

			I don’t remember a thing.

		

	
		
			3

			So.” I set down my menu. “Margarita?”

			Across the table, Dani lifts a perfectly styled eyebrow.

			“I’m getting a soda,” I explain quickly. “But I’m also buying a drink for my beautiful and talented best friend.”

			Now Dani gives a playful roll of her eyes. “You don’t have to do that.”

			“I want to. We’re celebrating your graduation and your wedding!”

			“Graduation’s still over two weeks away,” she says, ever the pragmatist. “And the wedding’s not for a month. But . . .” Dani lifts her water glass in a toast with a little sparkle in her eyes. “I’ll allow it.”

			I tap my own water to hers, grinning. Sitting outside at our favorite Mexican restaurant, my earlier worries have all but vanished in the evening breeze. Pop music drifts through the restaurant’s windows, thrown open to welcome the first hints of summer, and the streets are alive with the energy of a Friday night in the West Village. On a night like this, it’s easy to forget everything but the good.

			“So,” Dani says, once our waiter has brought over our drink orders and a basket of chips and salsa. “How are you adjusting to life as a newly minted bestseller?”

			Even now, pride beams through me at the reminder.

			“Still putting on my pants one leg at a time,” I joke. “Except, of course, when they’re skirts.”

			I swish my maxi skirt, and Dani laughs, a delightful snort that most people would never expect from someone so generally poised. “Wise words from the author herself.”

			As she sips her margarita, the gorgeous diamond glints on Dani’s ring finger. She’s had it all laid out for as long as I’ve known her—­literally. On the day we met, the first of our sophomore year at my new school in Los Angeles, Dani told me her exact plan: go to Columbia for undergrad and med school, meet a fellow doctor, get engaged at the end of her third year, married between graduation and her OB-­GYN residency, have two kids by thirty-­five, and then spend her career kicking ass, taking names, and fighting to make the medical industry safer and more equitable, especially for other Black women.

			Meanwhile, I barely know what I’m making for dinner tomorrow, much less what my life will look like ten years from now. But that’s why we work so well: Dani keeps my feet on the ground when I start to drift, and I remind her to look up at the clouds every once in a while.

			“Actually,” I say with a thrum of excitement, “you’ll never believe what happened to me today.”

			Dani sets down her drink with an intrigued expression. “Oh?”

			Now I tell the full story, including the details I left out for Aunt Mia: my humiliating encounter at the bookstore, the adorable dog, and his even more adorable owner, like my story brought to life.

			“And . . .” I pause, building to the last thing I didn’t tell my aunt. “He asked me out. We’re going on a date next Friday.”

			For a moment, Dani’s face is unreadable, ever so slightly agape. Then she takes a small breath and straightens her spine—­the exact series of motions she always makes when she’s just been presented with a problem to solve. She grabs her phone.

			“What’s his last name?”

			It’s not the question I was expecting, but I hesitate, embarrassed, as I realize that I don’t know the answer. Dani cocks her head with a reprimanding look that says, Ivy.

			“Ivy,” she says.

			“We didn’t get that far!” I throw up my hands in surrender.

			Dani starts typing on her phone and then, a few moments later, she spins the screen around to show me.

			“Is this him?”

			My best friend really is some kind of internet-­stalking wizard, because there he is, smiling from my screen. It’s his LinkedIn profile photo, perfectly identical to the man I met today: button-­down, glasses, gorgeous smile, and deep blue eyes.

			Liam Carraway. My stomach flutters. It’s a good last name—­one I want to say out loud, feel on my lips. At the same time, a part of me relaxes: The character in my book is Liam Darcy, after Pride and Prejudice. If their full names had been identical, that would have been a step past charming coincidence, veering straight into creepy. Somehow, this makes it all a lot more plausible.

			“That’s him,” I say with a little smile.

			“The profile looks legit.” Dani takes the phone back and scrolls. “Architect at the Meyer and Green firm. Went to MIT.”

			Now my stomach knots into a tight, surprised ball.

			“Wait, MIT?” I look at Dani’s screen, and sure enough, it’s there. “The Liam in my book went to MIT.”

			Dani’s eyes widen. “No way.”

			Before I can say anything else, she’s typing again with renewed intensity. Then she frowns. The knot tightens.

			“What?” I ask, too quickly.

			“I can’t find any other results for him,” she says. “No social media or anything.”

			“That can be good though, right?” I fiddle with my straw wrapper, pushing away the little thrum of anxiety. “Maybe he’s just . . . not super­ficial. Or he doesn’t want his personal life online.”

			With a rumble of uneasiness, I picture what Liam will find if he looks me up: all my socials plastered with selfies and videos of me and my book, shiny graphics made by my publisher. I’m proud of my work, and I love sharing it with people, but I worry that to someone like Liam, my vast digital footprint could come off as vain.

			And then there’s that review still hovering on my Goodreads page: Ivy Harcourt is a fraud. My stomach churns.

			“Maybe.” Dani gives her screen another glance and then sets the phone down, fixing me with a serious look. “Ivy . . .”

			“I know.” The words spill out of me, defensive. “Maybe I’m rushing into things again, but I don’t know how to explain it. It just feels . . . different. Right. And I’m sure the book stuff is all just a weird coincidence. I mean, it’s not like I invented hot British architects who went to MIT.”

			A small smile curves on Dani’s lips.

			“I guess not,” she says. “And I’m really happy for you, Ives. I am. I just want to make sure this guy is going to treat you right.”

			In her worried expression, Xander’s ghost lurks, and I can’t fight the little tug of embarrassment. Two weeks ago, Dani was consoling me as I wept into a pint of Van Leeuwen, and now here I am, diving headfirst into someone new.

			“I know,” I say, “and I appreciate it. I really feel like Liam is a good guy, though. But I’ll be careful.”

			Now Dani’s concerned-­best-­friend expression stretches into a full mischievous grin. “He is cute. You’ll tell me how it goes on Friday?”

			All my anxiety melts away, leaving only warmth. Despite all the failed relationships Dani has helped me through, she still trusts my judgment. She wants the best for me—­and even if every romantic prospect in New York City leaves me hanging, I know I’ll always have my best friend.

			“Promise,” I tell her, reaching for a chip.

			Just then, my phone lights up on the table. My heart skips a beat: Liam.

			How about a walk of the High Line and then dinner? 6 p.m.?

			I break into a grin and show Dani the screen.

			“That’s him,” I say. “Planning our first official date.”

			Dani gives an approving nod. “Point one for Hot Brit. I like a man with a plan.”

			I laugh and reread the text, a pop and buzz like a shaken soda can in my heart. Just as I’m about to type a response, another notification flies onto my screen, this one from Instagram. When I see it, all my joy drains away.

			Heathcliff2015 wants to send you a message.

			Ignore it. The thought slices quickly through me, but I’m numb to the self-­protective instinct: I open it before I can stop myself, heart thumping as the DM loads.

			It’s a video of a bonfire. I don’t totally understand what I’m looking at until I realize what’s sitting in the middle of the pile: a copy of Haunt Me Then, the pages blackening and curling as it burns.

			My mouth goes dry. The sounds of the city wash away, leaving only the blood rushing in my ears, roaring and growing until it becomes something else: the distant echo of a scream.

			“You okay?” Dani asks.

			I snap back into myself with a small shudder, like I’m coming out of a nightmare.

			“Yeah, sorry. Totally spaced for a second.” I set my phone face down on the table and nod at the menu. “What are you thinking?”

			My voice comes out normal, bright, but it feels like someone else’s, some other Ivy controlling my avatar. Dani gives me a wary look, but she doesn’t push it. As she talks through the taco options, my eyes drift to the other tables, the street around us—­a stream of anonymous faces passing through the fading light.

			When the waiter comes, Dani orders first. Icy condensation collects on her margarita glass, bright and beckoning.

			I force down a sip of my Diet Coke, the carbonation burning my throat. When it’s my turn to order, I pick the first thing on the menu. It doesn’t matter.

			I’ve lost my appetite.

			 

			I manage to get through the rest of dinner as my usual self. Then, as soon as we’ve said goodbye and gone our separate ways, I whip out my phone, opening Instagram and searching for @heathcliff2015.

			Their page is basically empty. The profile picture is that same photo of Laurence Olivier, and the page has no posts. No followers. They’re only following one account: mine.

			Uneasiness grips me from within, frozen fingers curling around my ribs. It’s probably just a troll, I tell myself. As an author with a public profile, I’ve gotten plenty of weird DMs. Still . . . 

			A car honks up ahead, jolting me back into myself. The street around me swirls with young people walking hand in hand or in tight packs, spilling from restaurants to bars and back out again, the night thick with possibility.

			With a deep breath, I go back to the Heathcliff profile and block it. There, I think. Done. Then I open my texts and respond to Liam.

			Sounds great!

			And it is, I tell myself as I keep walking. Everything will be perfect, as long as the past stays where it’s buried.
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