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Chapter


1


 “THE SHOW’S NOT GETTING RENEWED.” THEO’S VOICE INTERRUPTS my thoughts.


My eyes cut to the time on the car dashboard, which reads 8:27 A.M., and two things cross my mind. The first being how I no longer have time to pick up a coffee before getting to the studio. The second being that there should be a general rule of thumb for bad news. Specifically, that your agent shouldn’t tell you you’re out of a job before 9 A.M.


“Oh,” I respond, trying to sound cool. “Well, that . . . fucking sucks.”


Swindlers is . . . or I guess was a half-hour comedy following the lives of TV executives in the seventies. Was it my defining role as an actor? No. Did it pay the bills? I mean, it was starting to.


“I know, but it happens all the time,” Theo assures me. There’s a painful stench of optimism filling my car through the Bluetooth speaker. I crack a window open and breathe in what one would normally call fresh air, but let’s be honest, it’s smog. Right now, LA’s eighty-degree weather in September is more suffocating than anything. “And, June, I know it’s shitty,” she continues. “But the industry is suffering right now. They’re barely making more than one season of anything.”


My brain goes on autopilot as I drive down Melrose, which is, no surprise, congested. These things do happen, especially on streaming networks. Shows have been getting canceled all year, leaving most of my actor friends out of work for months. While I can more than empathize, landing a recurring role on a show felt like a new chapter of security, a steady career.


I’m a working actor. That means I’ve had a few lines in almost everything, yet am known for nothing, and ironically, never know when I’ll be working again. People definitely don’t stop me on the street when I go out, which I prefer, and I’m lucky if my monthly residual checks are enough to pay the rent.


My knuckles turn white, gripping the wheel as I try not to feel overly defeated.


“Okay, so what’s next?” I try to pump myself up. “What about the self-tapes?”


“Well, that’s actually one of the things I want to talk to you about,” Theo says. “Film and TV are great, and I can get you the auditions . . . but let’s chat about theater again.”


“Is there a production in the city?”


“No, New York.”


“Theo . . .” I shoot an exhausted look at her name on the car’s display screen.


“I know it’s a stretch, but there are some amazing revivals happening, and with your background, you have a good shot. June, theater is steady, and you’re good at it.”


Theo’s been my agent for the past five years. She holds a level of authority most people work decades to attain, and she’s the most honest person I know, whether I like it or not. At thirty-two, it doesn’t get easier hearing she’s not white enough, she’s not Asian enough, she’s not ethnic enough, she’s too pretty to be the friend but she doesn’t have leading lady potential. So, when Theo says that I should go back to theater . . . she’s probably right.


“What are the revivals?” I ask.


“A few Off, but there’s two for spring that are on Broadway. They’re shopping around some big names.”


Almost missing my turn, I pull into the studio entrance. I tap my key card and nod toward the older man in the security booth.


“Morning, Gus! So, did we win the Powerball?”


“Morning, June.” He playfully tips his hat. “I’m still here, aren’t I?”


“There’s always next time.” I give an encouraging smile.


“Ain’t that the truth,” he laughs. “Have a good one!”


“You too!” The gate rises and I drive onto the lot for what might now be the last time in a while. “Theo, I just got to set. . . . Can I think about it?”


“Of course. Happy last day.” She lets out a weak laugh.


“Thanks.” I realize the irony.


“Okay, how about you give me a call next week and we can see how you’re feeling?”


“Sure, sounds good. Thanks.”


I jerk my key out of the ignition and close my eyes. There’s a pulsation around my temple that could be from the news or the lack of caffeine in my system. I rub the side of my head with my index and middle fingers, trying to ease the pain.


Lately, my career has been less dependent on how well I can deliver an emotional monologue and more on my ability to be socially relevant behind my phone screen. Which I hardly am. It’s not that I don’t want to do theater. I’m in no position to turn down a role on a Broadway or even an Off-Broadway play. I just can’t relocate to New York.


New York is not an option.


BEFORE LANDING THE part on Swindlers, I went almost a full eight months without booking any jobs. That meant giving up my studio apartment and moving in with my friends Shivani and Zach until I found something stable. Yes, I’m bummed about the show getting canceled, but I’m more bummed about losing a steady paycheck. A paycheck that, if I was guaranteed another year of work, could get me a place of my own.


“Okay . . .” Shivani initiates a cheers motion once all of our happy-hour drinks arrive. A week after wrapping, they managed to drag me to a bar in Silver Lake to “celebrate” my last day of filming. “How are we all doing?”


It’s a toss-up what to celebrate first, my health care ending or my next job being nowhere in sight.


“You know.” I nod sarcastically. “I’ve been better.”


“This just means that the universe has something else planned for you.” Shivani reaches across the table to squeeze my hand.


We met when I was still new to LA, almost five years ago. We went to the same Pilates class and she’s now an instructor and has managed to become a pretty successful influencer at the same time. It’s not surprising—Shivani is absolutely stunning, and since she started to date a shortstop on the Colorado Rockies, she’s someone the internet likes to pay attention to.


“I really thought Swindlers was what was planned for me,” I say.


“Don’t feel bad—the show was trash anyway,” Zach says with a shrug. Zach has been roommates with Shivani for the past couple of years, and he’s someone I immediately hit it off with.


“You literally said last week that it was the best show you’ve watched in a while and it was going to be a game changer for my career.” I laugh.


“I was hyping you up! Being a good friend.”


“Why do you think it wasn’t renewed?” Shivani cuts a piece of her wedge salad.


“Nobody’s getting picked up for a second season,” I say, scooping more guacamole onto my nacho chip.


“What about soap operas?” Zach says.


“Zach, please . . .” Shivani rolls her eyes.


“What? That actor on The Young and the Restless has played Victor Newman for like fifty years.”


Shivani squints. “But do we want that?”


“I mean, I’d want that paycheck every week.” He shrugs. If it were anyone else, I’d be slightly offended, but Zach’s a videographer who very much understands the ups and downs of freelance work.


Shivani turns to me. “June, what’s your agent saying?”


“I don’t know,” I sigh. “She wants me to go back to theater.”


“Okay, you have to do it.” Zach sits up. “If I could sing and dance, it would be over for everyone.”


“No, he’s right,” Shivani says, nodding. “All these celebrities are doing theater now! Do you have anything lined up?”


“She said there are some auditions she could get me . . . but I don’t know how I feel about going back to New York.”


“Mmm, I get that.” Zach nods. “I can’t do the subway.”


“First off, New York is amazing,” Shivani dismisses him. “Besides, it’s not forever. If you get a part, aren’t runs only like a year, tops? Just come back after.”


Despite my career trajectory, I never fantasized about my face being on the big screen. Performing on stage and the thrill I get from a live audience was always my first love. When I was growing up, you would find me burning through my Music Man VHS tape or reciting all the parts of My Fair Lady. My grandparents pretty much raised me, and when they passed away, I left home to study theater. The one place I could be anyone but myself. And I did it. I made it to Broadway. I had the career. I had the life I wanted. But I can’t go back.


“Okay, okay, I’ll think about it.” I take a sip of my margarita. “Happy?”


“Yes! Now seriously.” Zach straightens his posture. “What’s wrong with soap operas?”


“Hey, if I get offered a role on a soap opera, I will take it.” I sigh. “It’s tough out there.”


“Speaking of tough out there.” Zach grabs another nacho. “What the hell is going on with men?”


“Just like in general?” I ask.


“Yes.” Zach points a finger. “But specifically when it comes to dating me.”


“Oh no, what happened with Andy?” The last time Zach told us about his dating life, he and Andy were going to take a trip to Vegas.


“Apparently things are going too fast for him,” he says, using air quotes. “He wants to take it slow.”


“Isn’t he like sixty?” Shivani asks.


“Sixty-four.”


“Oh my—no, see, this is why you have to wait for the universe to bring someone to you . . . like the way I’m trying to set up June with Ben.” Shivani flashes me a wicked smile.


“No.” I shake my head. Ever since Shivani got a boyfriend, she has been determined to get all of her single friends in relationships. Her main project is setting me up with one of her clients who takes private Pilates classes.


My other friends in their thirties are either married, in committed relationships, having children, or buying homes. I can confidently say I’m none of those things. It’s impossible to buy property on a single income, and the LA dating scene is quite depressing. On the bright side, if I ever have to pivot career paths to stand-up comedy, which at this point doesn’t sound unrealistic, I’ll at least have good material.


“Come on! Why not?” Shivani urges. “It’s been like a year since you’ve been on a date. Probably two since you’ve had sex.”


“That is not true!” I defend myself, but Shivani and Zach look at each other without saying a word. “Okay, fine! Maybe it’s true.” I think about the last time I was intimate with someone . . . all I can remember is the awful one-night stand I had with another actor from Swindlers. “I’m just not interested in dating right now. You end up with guys like Andy. Sixty-four-year-olds who cancel Vegas trips just as you’re getting serious.”


“She’s not wrong.” Zach takes a sip of his margarita.


“Fine,” Shivani says. “But just so you know, Ben’s objectively attractive, and funny, and he runs this all-natural supplement and protein powder company.”


“Like a pyramid scheme?” I blink.


“No, he owns it.”


“Is that supposed to be a good thing?” Zach scrunches his face.


“He’s an entrepreneur!” Shivani says.


“I’m curious how you described me to him,” I say with a laugh.


“You’re like Michelle Pfeiffer in Grease 2,” Zach interjects, and I appreciate the inside baseball reference. “You’re a Cool Rider, ya know? Mellow, sarcastic, but fun.”


“Michelle Pfeiffer wasn’t a Cool Rider, she was looking for a Cool Rider,” I correct him.


“What the fuck are you both talking about?” Shivani shakes her head.


“Grease 2,” Zach repeats.


“You two are literally the only people who have seen that movie . . . We just want to see you happy, June.”


“Well, a relationship isn’t going to make me happy. You know what’ll make me happy? A job.”


Shivani laughs and then holds up her glass. “Touché.”


AFTER A NIGHT of three too many half-off cocktails, I wake up the next morning in a slight panic and with a mild headache when I realize I have no job, no upcoming paycheck, and no plans. While this fear isn’t uncommon for someone in my line of work, I’ve come to learn it only gets worse with age.


Because of the inconsistency of roles I book, it’s hard to keep a full-time job with flexibility. Every few months I’m back where I started: either at the end of a project or on the receiving end of another rejection, wondering if this is the right career for me. And I’m tired.


It’s far too early in the morning to be self-inflicting this kind of pain, but I grab my phone and open my mobile banking account. All the muscles in my face tense as I stare at the numbers. I have much less than I thought in my combined checking and savings accounts. I don’t even count the lump sum I received from Swindlers, since that will be going straight to our friend the tax collector.


My mind does some quick math and subtracts my share of next month’s rent. It’s safe to say that unless I book my next job today, I’m most likely going to have to ask Shivani and Zach for an IOU.


Groggy-eyed, I make my way to the bathroom and catch a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror. My eyes and bone structure are inherited from my mother’s Filipino side. Despite her vacancy in my life, I can admit she’s a beautiful woman. My nose and head of thick curly hair are a gift from my father, whatever he may look like. My curls look more out of control than usual, so I grab the closest silk scrunchie and tie it up in a bun, wincing at the few grays over my dark hair.


Our apartment sits on the edge of Eagle Rock and South Arroyo. We don’t live anywhere close to the ocean, and I prefer it this way. There’s something upsettingly commercial about the Westside, and this is a part of LA that feels like its own tiny town and not a performative social club.


My last place had no washer and dryer, no AC, and the shower tiles had a permanent black stain that I was told by my landlord multiple times was definitely not mold. While this three-bedroom apartment is the complete opposite of my old studio, I was looking forward to having a place of my own again. It looks like that won’t be in the cards for a while.


With the natural sunlight feeling a bit too much for my eyes, I draw the curtains and make myself a pot of coffee. My saving grace this morning is that both Zach and Shivani are at work, so I have the place to myself. As the pot makes a soothing sound of brewing the grounds, I pull out my phone, and am deflated. It’s been one week since we spoke, and there are no updates from Theo.


It’s then that I notice an email from an unknown sender appear.


Subject: 74 Perry Street


I jerk up and move the phone closer to my face. There’s no way. This must be spam, or better yet . . . a mistake.


Cracking the tops of my knuckles, a bad habit since high school, I click on the unread message. When I see that it’s in fact not spam, I move to the couch and pull it up on my laptop.


Hello Ms. Wood,


My name is Mara Davis. I am reaching out on behalf of Bower & Robbins Accounting. We have a matter of legal documents that require your immediate attention as they pertain to your residency at 74 Perry Street, New York. We kindly ask that you email us back with your availability for an in-person meeting with one of our representatives before September 24.


Best,


Mara Davis


CPA, Bower & Robbins


“What the fuck?” I mutter to myself.


My eyes scan the email, two, three, then four times over, and I’m thoroughly confused. The only people on this email are myself and this Mara woman, which is even more puzzling. Pulling up a new tab, I google “Bower & Robbins Accounting.” All right, so they’re legitimate, but the name doesn’t ring a bell. What legal documents would require my attention? Specifically, legal documents for a place I lived in five years ago?


My hands run through my hair, pulling out my bun. The beeping in the background lets me know my coffee is ready, but I draft a response before getting up.


Hi Mara,


It’s very nice to e-meet you. I am no longer based in New York. Would it be possible to sort out these details through a phone call or video chat? I’m available at any time.


Thanks,


June


Squeezing my eyes shut, I hit the send button and immediately close my laptop as if it was on fire. It’s not often that I drink black coffee, but this morning I’m dismissing the milk. I down the thin, watery liquid in an impressive amount of time and immediately pour myself another cup. Not even five minutes later, my phone vibrates across the kitchen counter.


“Ugh, come on . . .” I aggressively strum the side of my mug. “It’s just an email, June.”


June,


I appreciate your quick response. We cannot disclose specific details at this time, but please consider that there are potential monetary benefits involved and it is in your best interest to meet in person. I understand that this is a tight turnaround, but it is unfortunately nonnegotiable. I have shared our address below. Please let us know if you have any further questions.


Mara


“Are you kidding me?!” I throw my head back in disbelief. Yeah, I have a few questions. The main one being what the actual fuck is going on?


I quickly grab my laptop and search flights from Los Angeles to New York and wince at the prices for the rest of the week. Opening a new tab, I audibly groan at the list of available hotels.


If I ignore this, I’m positive I won’t be able to concentrate on much else today—or ever again, for that matter. Plus, it’s not like I have any other commitments right now. But more than anything, I need to know what this is about. Even if I’m terrified for reasons I have never allowed myself to fully process. I can’t ignore this.


My stomach begins to feel queasy and my heart beats at an alarming rate, which is not a direct effect of the caffeine on an empty stomach. This trip is going to cost me practically my entire savings, leaving me just enough to make it through next month.


“Shit,” I say under my breath, mentally preparing myself to lose the last $1,000 in my bank account. This better be worth it.


I reach for my phone and call Theo. As it rings, I scan Mara’s email over and over again like I’m memorizing lines. Not a single detail or punctuation mark missed. Legal documents that require my immediate attention? Best interest to meet in person? I can’t make sense of any of it.


“June, hi!” she answers.


“Hey, it’s not too early, is it?”


“No, you’re good, I just finished a yoga class.” In addition to being one of The Hollywood Reporter’s and Variety’s Top Film and TV Executives Under 40, Theo is a mom of two and the type of mother who attends all her kids’ soccer games and gymnastics competitions. I don’t know how she does it.


“Hypothetically,” I start. “If I were to be in New York next week . . . would I be able to book an audition?”


A fun fact about being an actor is that, like most freelance jobs, it allows you to write things off for taxes. An audition, if you’re lucky enough to land one, is one of those things. The only way I can justify spending my savings to go to New York is if I technically don’t spend them at all.


“Why are you asking me like this isn’t the only thing I’ve been trying to book you for years?”


“Theo, seriously!” I stifle a laugh.


“Yes,” Theo says. “Just tell me the days.”


“Thank God.” I let out a sigh of relief. “Are you sure?”


“I am sure,” she says slowly.


“Okay, I’ll text you once everything is booked.”


“I’m assuming you’re going to tell me what’s going on at some point?”


“Hopefully nothing,” I say.


“You know what, I’m not even going to ask,” Theo says. “Let me make some calls. I’ll talk to you soon.”


“Okay, thank you!”


After a heavy pause, I click reply.


Hi Mara,


Tuesday, September 24, works best for me.


June


Well, I guess I am going to New York.









Chapter


2


IN LESS THAN FORTY-EIGHT HOURS, I’M ON THE FIRST FLIGHT to JFK. The book I brought sits untouched in my purse and I don’t bother to look at the selection of films “curated for my viewing pleasure.” If ever there’s a slight hint of turbulence, my fingernails dig into the armrests on either side of me. Not because I’m a fearful flier, but because I don’t know what the hell I’m doing here. It’s been five years since I’ve been in New York and as each minute goes by, this starts to feel more and more like a bad idea.


My first instinct was to reach out to Chloe, who lives in the city—well, Connecticut; don’t tell her I said they’re the same thing—but my trip is for only forty-eight hours and socializing is not on my agenda. Not even with my best friend. Not because I don’t want to. I want nothing more than to see Chloe and hang out like we used to. Not to mention it would be actually much more economical to stay with her, take the train in, and save hundreds of dollars in hotel costs. Believe me, I thought about it. But what comes with that is an explanation. An explanation for why I’m out of a job . . . again. An explanation for why I’m back in the city, and a real explanation for why I left.


My goal is to go in and out. Easy peasy, painless, like it never happened.


“We’ll begin our descent into JFK in twenty minutes,” I hear a muffled voice say on the intercom. “The local time is 1:13 P.M. For your safety and the safety of those around you, please remain seated with your seat belt fastened and keep the aisles clear until we are landed.”


My chest stings when the plane gently leans to our left and I catch a brief glimpse of the Manhattan skyline. It’s just a mere moment, but it feels like I never left. I’m that bright-eyed girl who left Toronto to study theater. My days consisted of rehearsals and drama classes, my nights were filled with shifts at the local bookshop. That girl was hungry, and I miss her.


It’s not possible, but I swear I can hear whispers of the city’s rhythm beneath me. The buskers, the sound of subway tracks, the sirens wailing in harmony with the bustling traffic. As predicted, in no time the plane’s wheels touch the ground, and I’m back.


I’m back in New York.


I haven’t used public transportation in ages, and I’m not sure if I love or hate how naturally getting on the E train comes to me. Like muscle memory. Though driving is something I had to get used to once I moved to Los Angeles, the alone time in bumper-to-bumper traffic slowly became second nature. But sitting on the subway, I remember the way people are so exposed to one another here, how you can feel a sense of community.


My instinct is to get off at West Fourth Street and pick up a slice at Joe’s Pizza, one of my favorite spots on this side of town. But I fight the urge, remembering I’m here for business, not pleasure. Once I get to the hotel in Tribeca, comparable to your typical Hilton or Marriott, I’m assaulted by the clear snapshot of Manhattan from my room.


It’s a beautiful, sunny, late-September afternoon, and seeing the city from this high up, I find it’s easy to remember what the appeal is. Forcing myself to look away, I pull out a wool sweater from my carry-on and find the address Mara shared in her email.


IT’S A MODERN building, clean, and with a mostly white interior. Very sterile. The elevator takes me up to the eighteenth floor, where I see the plaque on the wall that reads Bower & Robbins.


“Hi, how can I help you?” a man with a head of thick brown hair and a black dress shirt asks from behind the receptionist desk.


“Yes, hi, I have an appointment with Mara Davis at four,” I say. “It’s under ‘June Wood.’”


His eyes scan his computer screen. “Perfect. If you could just take a seat. Mara will be out soon.”


“Great, thank you.” I take a step but then stop in my tracks. “Actually, do you happen to know what this meeting is regarding?”


“Mara will be giving you all of the details,” he says.


“Right, of course.” I nod. “But it doesn’t happen to say anything in your notes or—”


“If you could take a seat, please, Mara will be out shortly.”


I take a deep inhale through my nostrils and power a smile. “Fine.”


There’s nobody else in the waiting area, so I make my way to the opposite side and choose a corner spot to maintain a view of the space. Down the hall, there’s a ding from the elevator and someone emerges, heading to a different office unit. Every movement or sound makes me more anxious than I already am. This anticipation is far worse than any callback I’ve ever experienced.


“Ms. Wood?” A woman who looks to be in her early fifties turns the corner. She has a chic blond bob and thick-rimmed glasses. They’re the kind of glasses that are begging for you to say nice glasses. I stand up and before I can answer, she shakes my hand. “I’m Mara. It’s so nice to officially meet you.”


“Likewise.” I force a smile.


Mara leads me down the hallway, passing six or seven offices, and we turn into the last door on the right. She steps behind her desk and gestures to the seat across from her, which I take. Behind her is a floor-to-ceiling window, with once again a breathtaking view of the city. Okay, I get it. New York, you’re beautiful.


“Thank you for coming all the way here, Ms. Wood. I know this wasn’t exactly a cab ride away.”


“Oh, no problem at all,” I lie, trying not to think of how much of a dent this trip could put in my savings account. “And please, you can call me June.”


“June,” she says, nodding. “So, to introduce myself, I’ve been a CPA for over twenty years. I’ve been with Bower & Robbins for the past twelve years. We offer services for businesses, individuals, real estate companies, estates, trusts, nonprofits, and more,” she says, and I don’t tell her I already know this due to my extensive research over the past forty-eight hours. “And I specifically focus on individuals and families, as well as real estate.”


“Oh, okay.”


My brain continues to sweep through all the possible reasons I could be here. There had never been an issue when I lived on Perry. Could this be about the rent? Maybe the checks never went through, and I somehow owe a small fortune in rent money?


“Okay.” She adjusts her computer monitor. “Before we get started, there are a few details I need to gather from you that I didn’t have a chance to ask in our emails.”


“Of course.” I nod and tuck my hair behind my ear.


“So, I have here on file that you resided at 74 Perry for . . .” I watch her eyes dart back and forth across her screen. “Six years?”


“Correct.” I clear my throat and prepare myself for the rest of the questions.


“Perfect.” She hands me an iPad with a form full of details: legal name, occupation, current address, number, etc. “If you don’t mind taking a few minutes to fill this out, please.”


“Sure.” I take the device from her and fill out the necessary details and return it.


“Thank you.” She glances over my answers and then smiles. “Actually, it’s probably best if we wait for everyone before we continue.”


I move my head as if it will help me hear better. “Everyone?”


“Yes, he should be here any—” Then, as if on cue, her office phone rings, and she answers it. “Yes? Mhm. You can go ahead and send him in.”


She’s talking about someone else. She must be talking about someone else. Perhaps another CPA. There’s no way . . .


My palms start to get clammy and I can’t shake my heart palpitations. For the love of God, it can’t be. I remember specifically rereading my email exchanges with Mara and making a note that I was the only one in the chain.


There are some muffled sounds through the wall. I can’t make out any words being said, but I know I hear a man’s voice.


I know that man’s voice.


Typically, I’m not a huge planner. While I do have a calendar for any meetings or appointments, I’m usually a go-with-the-flow type of gal. However, there are things I like to mentally prepare for: auditions, going to a concert and knowing I won’t be home until 1 A.M., and possible encounters with people I’ve told myself I would never see again.


My hands squeeze so hard into a fist that my nails dig into the center of my palms. This is probably the closest thing I’ve ever had to a panic attack. Maybe I’m actually having a fucking panic attack, I don’t know. What does a panic attack entail? Does it feel like not being able to breathe and wanting to shit your pants at the same time?


My eyes go to the window behind Mara, and I wonder how many people have survived an eighteen-story jump. I clutch my purse, ready to make a run for it, but it’s too late. The sound of footsteps is getting closer, and I hear the man’s voice more clearly. I can quite literally feel my ass sweating. I didn’t even know that was physically possible.


He’s getting closer and closer, and the door finally opens. I refuse to turn around, but I see Mara’s face light up at whoever is behind me.


“I’m sorry I’m late,” a deep voice says. A voice that you can feel throughout your veins. A voice that you never forget.


Maybe it’s the adrenaline; I couldn’t tell you, because everything that’s happening is a blur, but somehow, I manage to stand up and turn around.


For the first time in five years, I’m face-to-face—well, face-to-chest—with Adam Harper.


The realization dawns on him, except the blood isn’t rushing to his face the way it is to mine.


He looks older, but not old. There are a few more lines around his eyes, slight facial hair that he would never have let grow before, and, although Adam Harper was always one to keep in shape, he looks somehow more fit, bigger, than I remember. He’s wearing an army green denim shirt and black pants with leather boots. He looks handsome. I guess he always was. His sleeves are rolled up a little and I notice a watch. He never used to wear watches.


“Hey,” Adam says.


My lips slightly part. Hey? Hey?! He is not supposed to be here.


“Hi,” I say, although it comes out a little shakier than I’d like.


I force myself to look into his eyes. The same hazel eyes I used to look at every day, eyes that apparently still make me go weak in the knees, for reasons that are unclear right now. Memories tower over me like a huge wave about to cascade.


I remember the way his fingers would run through my hair.


I remember how satisfying it felt to earn one of his laughs.


I remember the last time I saw him and our final words to each other.


“How are you?” he asks, keeping his focus on me.


I’m not imagining it: Adam looks calm and composed, like he’s asking his fucking barber what’s been going on since his last haircut. Instead of panic, I now feel slight anger. I’m angry that he’s . . . okay.


“Good.” I smile, only slightly concerned that my heart rate is not slowing down.


It’s not supposed to be like this. This is not how we should be reuniting.


“All right, let’s all take a seat.” Mara’s voice snaps me back to reality and Adam puts his arm out, gesturing for me to sit first.


Okay, well, I guess we’re doing this.


Mara begins talking but it’s hard for me to process what she’s saying, because Adam and I are sitting next to each other. We are really in the same room right now. I’m going to be sick.


At some point she passes him the same iPad that was in my hands a few minutes ago and he starts filling out the form. She then begins to scan our IDs and says something trivial about the weather. I have no idea. We are less than four feet away from each other and, yeah, I’m definitely going to be sick. The worst part is that Adam looks fine. Tall, strong, handsome, and fine with this situation.


He hands her back the iPad and looks at me. The moment we make eye contact my eyes dart back to Mara, like he’s the male counterpart of Medusa. Too late—I already feel like stone that’s crumbled.


“Mr. Harper, I have here on file that you also resided at 74 Perry for six years?”


“Correct.” Adam keeps his focus on Mara.


Six years. Six years we lived together. But Adam wasn’t just my roommate—you can’t reduce someone you shared a life with to a label like roommate. A roommate is someone who is strictly a percentage of the rent, a ship passing in the night that happens to dock at the same port as you. A roommate doesn’t know your deepest, darkest secrets, or your most intimate hopes and dreams. They certainly don’t know what spot on your collarbone makes you moan in pleasure.


There’s an urge in me to pull Adam’s arm and say hey, let’s get out of here . . . separately, but that would require talking to him.


“Great.” Mara continues to focus on her screen. What’s the point of those gigantic glasses if she can’t see that someone is about to throw up all over herself? “Okay, so thank you both for taking the time to come here in person.” Mara pulls out a brown folder containing a pile of paperwork.


I shift uncomfortably, because the last thing I need right now is to be looking at any form of documentation. I can barely concentrate. Had I known he would be here, I wouldn’t have flown across the country. I would’ve demanded this be a Zoom call with cameras off.


“As I was saying, I’ve been a certified public accountant for over twenty years and for fifteen of those years, I’ve worked with Stanley Hill.”


I sit up straighter. Stanley Hill is a name that I haven’t heard since I left New York. My mind travels to the few but lovely memories I have from when he was our landlord. The stories he would tell us of growing up in Brooklyn, how he’d always let it slide if we were a week or two late on rent, the comforting feeling I had knowing we could go to him if a pipe was leaky or the furnace needed repair.


“How is Stanley?” Adam asks.


Mara’s smile becomes somber. “It saddens me to let you know that Mr. Hill passed away earlier this month.”


“What?” My face falls, and I instinctively look at Adam. His arms are crossed with a fist to his mouth, telling me he had no idea either. My words come out gentle and slow. “M-May I ask how?”


“Alzheimer’s,” Mara says, and my throat becomes tight. I know he didn’t have a family or kids and that he must have battled his illness alone. “At Mr. Hill’s request, there was no funeral. But I want you both to know he didn’t suffer long and had a peaceful passing. I saw him a week before . . . and he was happy.”


Despite my regrets about not having stayed in touch and the utter shock of this news, those details are a silver lining.


“Thank goodness,” Adam says softly.


“That being said, as the granted executor of Mr. Hill’s assets . . .” Mara tentatively guides our conversation to a pivot. “There are some matters that need to be attended to regarding 74 Perry Street.”


Between Adam’s showing up and the news of Stanley’s passing, I’d almost forgotten that there was a reason we were summoned here. The past five minutes have already been far too much to process and I don’t think I can handle anything else.


Adam shifts and takes a breath in. “Yes, of course.”


Mara licks her index finger and flips to a specific page. She adjusts her glasses and scans what’s in front of her. Pulling out a single sheet, she places it on her marble desk. “Based on the estate plan”—Mara spins the paper in our direction, then pushes it forward—“74 Perry Street is now under the ownership of Adam Harper and June Wood.”
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SAY SOMETHING, I TELL MYSELF. SAY ANYTHING.


Mara is staring at Adam and me, and we’re staring back, speechless. This is quite literally the longest anyone has ever gone without talking. Ever.


“Excuse me?” I hear my voice after what I imagine was fourteen minutes of silence. How is this possible? Adam and I haven’t lived in that house or spoken to Stanley in years. Why would we own it?!


“I’m sure there’s a mistake . . .” Adam says, his eyes shifting from Mara to me. Even the brief eye contact feels overwhelming.


“No mistake, Mr. Harper. It’s stated right here.” She pushes a paper in our direction.


Adam snatches the paper in question off the desk, and I see his eyes dart back and forth. After a moment he passes it to me and I get a whiff of Adam, and he smells like cedar or pine, some sort of tree.


The room starts to spin as I process the fact that both of our names are indeed printed under “Property Owners.” This flimsy sheet of paper is telling me that I own a house with a man I don’t have the stomach to even look at? Being sued for a small fortune in rent money sounds like the ideal scenario right now.


“I’m a little confused.” Adam leans back and pinches the bridge of his nose. “Who lives there now?”


“So, it’s a vacant residence. It’s been used as an Airbnb under a property management company. Hence the slight renovations.” Mara moves her monitor to face us, and there are photos of the house—well, a completely new house if I knew any better. “Nobody has actually lived there since the two of you.”


From the outside, the brownstone looks identical to the last time I saw it, and my heart starts to feel heavy; 74 Perry holds so many memories, both wonderful and painful. The interior, on the other hand, easily looks like something that would be featured on the cover of Architectural Digest. There’s a gallery wall with a variety of artwork leading up the stairs and a giant textured rug in the living room, which now holds a vintage-looking piano, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, and a couch you could fall into and disappear in. It’s a significant portion of my life, and the cosmetic makeover stirs up a pang of emotion. This is not the same house Adam and I lived in all those years ago.


“All assets within the home are also included in the overall value,” Mara adds.


My brain is processing everything in slow motion. “Overall value?” I ask.


“Yes.” Mara licks her finger again and pulls up another sheet of paper from the pile. “So, as of three weeks ago, when the appraisal was conducted, the thirty-two hundred square feet with the included assets result in a total property value equaling approximately six-point-two million dollars.”


I nearly fall out of my chair while a sharp inhale comes from Adam. Is this a joke? Are we on a reboot of Punk’d?


“I just . . .” I choose my words carefully. “I’m just confused how this happened. Why us?”


“Ah.” Mara nods. “Mr. Hill’s estate plans clearly outline that homeownership is to be absorbed by whoever resided there last. In this case, the last people were the two of you.” Mara adjusts her glasses again. “Look, like I said, I’ve known Mr. Hill for many years. As I’m sure the two of you know, there wasn’t anyone in his life to leave this property to. The options were either the State of New York or the bank takes over, and he opted for this.”


Adam and I look at each other, completely dumbstruck and speechless. What she’s saying sounds logical, but I’m still unable to make any sense of it.


“Is there any mortgage to absorb or—” Adam leans in toward the desk and studies the paperwork. In most cases I would too, but it’s still a little difficult to think. I also can’t help but be bothered that Adam is acting like this is a casual business deal.


“No outstanding mortgage, Mr. Harper,” Mara says. “Of course, there will be logistics such as property taxes that come with owning a home . . . all of which will be detailed in the terms. It’s really just a matter of signing the proper paperwork to hand it over.”


“This is . . .” Adam says softly, and I’m still not used to hearing him talk. It’s a mix of not wanting to hear his voice but hanging on his every word. “A lot, as I’m sure you can imagine, but we’re very grateful.” He looks over at me, and I wince at the word we. There is no we.


“Of course, it’s a lot to take in. And if you decide to go the route of selling the property, I’m always happy to recommend some people.”


Sell the property! I feel a sudden release. Yes! Okay, now we’re talking. Let’s make this a quick and easy transaction. We’ll sell the house and split everything fifty-fifty. It then dawns on me that this house is a game changer. Selling it could mean security in between jobs, a decent savings account, a place of my own . . . not having to see Adam again.


This house, whether I like it or not, is the answer to everything.


“I’d like to have a lawyer look over everything first,” Adam says, not giving me a chance to oppose.


“Yes, absolutely. I will email everything over by the end of the day and we can regroup.”


“Thank you, Mara.” Adam shakes her hand, and whether intentional or not, his attitude feels like a response to me.


“It’s my pleasure. Now, a few housekeeping items,” Mara says. “We’ll set a follow-up meeting at the end of the month to sign and process all paperwork.”


“Sounds good,” Adam says, nodding.


“As part of the inheritance clause, we’ll need a deposit equivalent to one month’s mortgage.” She flips to another sheet of paper and highlights in yellow a sum value.


“What?” I let out an uncontrollable scoff. There’s no way in hell I can afford to pay that amount right now.


“Legally, we cannot make the ownership transition until these terms are met,” Mara says regretfully. “You will get the full deposit back after the paperwork is processed.”


I sit speechless, because the number staring at me is more than my entire savings.


“No problem.” Adam turns to Mara, pulling out his wallet. “Is credit okay?”


“Yes, that’s fine,” she says, taking the card from his fingers.


Everything is happening far too quickly. Adam is signing something, and before I can say anything, the transaction is done. Mara opens one of the desk drawers and pulls out a white envelope.


“There are two sets of keys. Feel free to take a look at the house, make your plans, and stay there if you wish.”


I stare at the envelope, confused. “So that’s it? We own the home?”


“Well, yes and no.” Mara lets out a laugh. “Your deposit allows you to have access to 74 Perry, but you can’t legally change your address or begin the selling process until our next meeting. Does that make sense?”


“Yes, thank you.” Adam takes the envelope from her, since I clearly can’t move.


“Does October twenty-third at ten work for you both?” Mara asks.


“I’m sorry . . . October?!” I say. “That’s a month from now.”


“I know it’s not ideal, but similar to being in escrow, we need at least twenty days to go through the vetting process.”


“But you said that we own the home?” I say.


“Technically, yes,” she says, clearly now annoyed. “But all the paperwork still needs to be signed.”


“Look, Mara.” I stand up and say her name as if we’re old friends, and like I haven’t forgotten her last name. “I have a life back home that I can’t put on hold. Responsibilities. Surely in this day and age, there has to be a virtual option here . . .”


Adam flips through the paperwork when Mara shakes her head.


“These terms were made a little before the kids were using Zoom.” She uses air quotes, and I’m sure I’m doing a bad job at hiding the look on my face. Mara awkwardly laughs and puts her hands down. “Anyway, I apologize to you both for any inconvenience, but this is a nonnegotiable.”


“October twenty-third is fine,” Adam interjects, and my face whips to his. “This is a lot of money we’re talking about here, and of course, a sensitive time for all of us . . . We definitely don’t want to make things more complicated than they already are.”


It sounds like he’s talking more to me than Mara.


“Hypothetically,” I say, “what would happen if we couldn’t go through with this?”


“Then the bank owns it.” Mara stands up and guides us out of her office, causing Adam and me to follow her like puppies. “And if I could share my two cents, that would be an awful loss. Especially considering the increasing value.” She shakes both of our hands once we’re back at the front desk. “Someone at the firm will be in touch with an appointment confirmation to finalize everything.”


“Mara—”


“Congratulations,” she says, and turns her attention to an older man waiting in the same seat I was in twenty minutes ago. He nods at us, then follows her down the hallway.


Before I know it, she’s gone. It’s not until Adam and I are awkwardly standing in the empty waiting room that I realize the only thing that was keeping me calm was Mara’s presence, knowing I couldn’t make a scene or burst into tears in front of a stranger.


It’s near impossible to not think of the history between us. Memories that took years to bury continue rushing back like a river bursting its banks. Adam’s standing there with one hand in his pocket, another one going through his hair, and he gives a little shrug.


I can’t do this.


“I have to go,” I say, pushing through the glass doors. The elevator is down the hallway, and I’m determined to be inside of it before I hear another word that comes out of Adam’s mouth.


“June,” I hear him calling out behind me. Saying my name in a way that only he can. “Can we talk about this?”


That’s a loaded question. Does he want to talk about what happened five years ago? Or the fact that we now own a multimillion-dollar home together?


My thumb jabs the elevator button over and over again, aware that he’s coming down the hallway. I consider taking the emergency stairs but then the elevator opens up and I jump in. He’s a few feet away and I hit the close button as many times as possible. Just as the doors start moving, he swoops in and of course I’m here alone with Adam Harper for eighteen floors.
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APRIL, 11 YEARS AGO


THIS MUST BE THE WRONG PLACE. THIS IS A BROWNSTONE. IN the West Village. I pull my phone out, scrolling to Chloe’s name because she gave me the address in the first place.


I hear her voice on the other end. “Hello?”


I met Chloe in freshman year of college, in line for orientation, and even though we never had a class together, we hit it off and were inseparable. Everything about Chloe demands your attention: She’s tall, dark, beautiful, loud, eccentric, and somehow the funniest and smartest person in every room. In the time I’ve known her she’s always looked out for herself—maybe that’s why we relate to each other. She rarely shows her emotions, and when she does, it’s genuine.


“Hey, are you sure it’s 74 Perry?” I ask, looking around me in case there’s a more realistic 74 Perry in view.


“Let me check,” she says, and I can hear her shuffling around. “Yeah, that’s it.”


My gaze travels from the reddish brown hue of the exterior to the tree-lined street on either side of me. There’s a woman in a white sundress listening to music through her headphones across the street, and coming up on my left is a man jogging alongside his gray and white pit bull. This is by far one of the nicest neighborhoods in the city, so much so that I don’t even feel worthy of knocking on the door.


“How did Ethan find out about this place again?” I lift my head, subtly trying to catch a glimpse inside one of the windows.


“I think his aunt knows the person renting out the apartment.”


“Okay, yeah, apartment. Chloe, this is a brownstone in the West Village.”


“What? Really?”


“Yeah, it’s like very nice.” I continue to scan the street.


“Then what are you waiting for? Go!”


When you’re a recent graduate paying off student loans with a part-time job at a bookstore, and your current roommates have little to no respect for personal space, you will do anything to move. In this case, showing up at a random address because your best friend tells you the guy she’s sleeping with heard it’s for rent.


“Okay, well, if I get murdered or something you know where I am.”


“You won’t get murdered in a brownstone,” Chloe says.


I sigh, turn off my phone, and put it in my back pocket. If this is really the right place, then it’s a steal.


I make my way up the stairs and knock on the front door, and about twenty seconds later an older man with white hair, khakis, and a cardigan over his dress shirt is in front of me.


“Hello there,” he says.


“Hi.” I wave politely, hoping that I didn’t interrupt this man’s morning tea. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m June Wood. I heard that this unit is for rent?”


“Oh yes!” He opens the door wider and gestures for me to come inside. “I’m Stanley, the owner. Nice to meet you.”


The house is empty, but it’s not difficult to imagine what furniture and a touch of home decor could achieve. Although it has a cozy charm, it’s big. I’ve never been inside of a brownstone before, and I now understand why it’s the New York dream. The stair banisters are a dark oak and there’s a breathtaking fireplace in the living room and the crown molding along the ceiling has been well preserved. The lighting fixtures are deep brass surrounded by antique herbarium wallpaper. This is the Plaza compared with the one-bedroom apartment I share with two other people.


I quickly take out my phone and text Chloe.


It’s stunning . . .


“We’re not posting the listing until tomorrow, but I guess word got around.” Stanley guides me into the living room. “So, June, as you can see, it’s pretty straightforward. Two bedrooms, two baths, and the square footage is a decent size and the neighborhood is safe compared to these other areas around the city.”


Chloe texts back.


Get it!


“It looks great,” I say as I peek around the corners and catch a glimpse of a kitchen with all the necessary appliances. There’s even a radiator, which will come in handy for the winter. Stanley gives me a tour of the place: It’s clean, spacious, and no comparison to the studio apartments I’ve been looking at within my budget.


“I’m just looking for someone who will take care of it. It’s been passed down for two generations, but far too big for me to stay here by myself,” Stanley says. “No pets, no loud parties or orgies or anything like that, and I’ll stay out of your hair.” He laughs as we make our way back to the living room.


“Oh, I promise there would be none of that!” I brace myself for the deciding factor. “Um, how much is the rent?” I say as coolly as possible, like no number can scare me off.


“Seventeen hundred a month with an eighteen-month lease.”


Holy shit. Anything in this neighborhood for less than $2,500 a month is unheard of. My only concern is that I’m still paying off my student loans, and it’s a hair over my budget. I also technically don’t need two bedrooms.


Stanley’s phone starts ringing, and he waves a hand to me. “Sorry, I’ll be right back. Feel free to keep looking around.”


Getting this place is a no-brainer, but I shouldn’t commit, knowing I can’t afford it. I pull my phone out of my back pocket and call Chloe.


“Pick up, pick up, pick up,” I mutter to myself.


“How’d it go?!”


“It’s perfect,” I whisper, mindful that Stanley’s in the next room. “I want it, I need it, but it’s a little over budget.”


“By how much?”


“Like four hundred dollars?”


“That’s not bad. Just pick up a few extra shifts at work.”


“I would, but I can’t with my rehearsals and class . . . Move in with me,” I beg.


“June, I literally just signed a twelve-month lease.”


“Nooo,” I cry. “I need this place.”


“Is there anyone else you could ask? At school?”


I’ve already tried asking everyone I could see myself living with if they’d go in on a new place with me. For some reason, everyone lives with their partners or just loves their current apartment and can’t imagine giving it up.


“I don’t think so . . . Chloe, I don’t want to lose this place.”


“Okay, okay,” she says in a voice that calms me a little. She’s always been good at that. “It’s only ten o’clock. Ask for an application and tell them you’ll fill it out tonight and get it back to them first thing tomorrow morning. We will figure this out.”


I hang up and pace around the empty living room. There’s a bay window where I could sit and read my books and a wall opposite the fireplace where I could install the floor-to-ceiling bookshelf I’ve always dreamed of. There’s a small outdoor space by the kitchen and an oak tree that would provide shade on hot summer days. I have already fallen in love with this house and I can’t lose it.


“June, I’m sorry about that,” Stanley says as he makes his way back to the living room.


“Oh, no worries at all.”


“So, what do you think?” he says.


“I love it! I really do. I was wondering if I’d be able to take an application and bring it back tomorrow morning?”


“Yes, yes, of course.” He walks over to the staircase and grabs an application from a stack of papers. “How about you come by tomorrow at eleven?”


“That’s perfect, thank you! And here’s . . .” I reach into my purse and pull out my wallet. I’m a little deflated about the lack of cash I have with me. “Five dollars . . .” I nervously laugh. “And my number and address. Can this be considered a deposit?”


“You know what, you keep the five. I’ll take your word that you’ll be back.”


“Sounds great—thank you, Stanley!” I head out the door and try to figure out how the hell I’m going to afford this home.


“WHAT ABOUT ALEXA? Wasn’t she looking for a place?” Chloe lies on my bed playing with a Rubik’s Cube.


“She went to Boston for postgrad.”


“Taylor?”


“Already asked her. She’s moving in with her boyfriend.” I flip through our old yearbook and scan each photo. “My shift starts in an hour. I need to figure this out before tomorrow.”


“I’ll ask around, don’t worry.” Chloe sits up. “But, June, if it doesn’t work out, maybe we just start from square one. There are a lot of studio apartments in Jersey you can live in.”


“Yeah, I know. It’s just that Perry is so perfect,” I whine.


“Jesus Christ!” Chloe practically screams, looking over my shoulder. “How long have you been standing there?”


Peeking his head into my room is Mason, one of my roommates. Not my roommate by choice—it was a last resort for trying to lower the rent. Katie in my theater class asked if I wanted to sublet a place with her last year and thought it would be smart to bring in someone else and split everything three ways. Now that Katie has a new girlfriend, she rarely comes home, so it’s pretty much just Mason and me.


“The door was open,” he deadpans at Chloe, reeking of weed and cat piss. “June, can you wash this for me?” He holds up a sweater with a beige stain.


“Ew, what is that?” I squint.


“Suki threw up on it. She keeps eating walnuts.”


“I don’t think cats should eat walnuts,” Chloe says.


“Well, no shit, that’s why she keeps throwing up,” Mason bites back, and Chloe widens her eyes at me.


“I’m not washing that for you.” I say with a shrug. How I got roped into doing his laundry on a regular basis is beyond me. “Besides, I’m moving out.”


“Just wash it with your next load then.” He throws the sweater on my desk and walks away.


I need to get out of here.


I’M ONE HOUR into work and trying my best to not think about the house. On most days, setting up book displays for a children’s author event would be the perfect way to spend my afternoon, compensated or not. Today, it feels difficult to concentrate on anything.


The Arcade Bookshop is one of the few independent bookstores in the West Village, and one of the more popular ones. I got the job in my sophomore year of college and always thought if I could no longer pursue theater, I would find a career in publishing.


There are only a few people in the store right now: a woman intently studying the titles in the historical fiction section and two men in deep conversation about a book for their thesis. It’s not hard to notice the shop doorbell signaling a new customer. I set aside the stack of books I’m arranging and see a guy around my age, maybe a few years older, looking at our curated staff- picks table.


He’s attractive, and not in a “Is he hot or is he just tall?” way. His hair is dark, a little shaggy, and he’s wearing a jean jacket with a gray sweatshirt underneath. I subtly smooth my hair and adjust my cardigan. His eyes lift to mine, and he smiles.


“Can I help you with anything?” I ask, walking toward him.


“Yeah.” He smiles. “I’m looking for a book.”


“Well, you’ve come to the right place.” I lift my arms to my side and look around.


“You know, there was a fifty-fifty chance,” he says, looking over to the giant Arcade Bookshop sign painted on the window.


“You’d be surprised how many people come in here looking for video games,” I say, and he lets out a morale-boosting laugh. “Is there a book in particular you’re looking for?”


He puts a hand on the back of his neck and looks around, overwhelmed. “A good one?”


“Well.” I nod. “This good one is always a hit if you’re looking for a thriller.” I show him one of my favorite Stephen King novels. “This good one is Harry Potter meets Eyes Wide Shut.”


“Whoa,” he says.


“It’s crazy.” I walk over to a shelf on our right. “And I haven’t read this one yet, but the staff says it’s a good one if you’re into historical fiction.” I continue to scan the books in my view in case there’s anything else that pops out.


“What’s your favorite?” he asks.


“Mine?” I turn, and he’s pretty good at the eye contact thing. He nods. I’m not sure why his interest in my preference catches me off guard; after all, I do work at a bookstore. “Oh, I mean I like them all, but I’m a sucker for romance.” I walk over to the table he was originally looking at and point to a book under my staff pick sign. “It’s from a debut author in Chelsea, actually.”


“June,” he says, looking at the name card I drew myself with a small sunflower on the top right instead of at the book. “Is that short for anything?”


“Just June.” I humbly shrug.


“It’s my favorite month.”


“No it’s not,” I say, a laugh escaping me.


“It is,” he says, giving a single nod. “The end of school, the start of summer. What’s not to love?”


“No, see, this is why October is the best month.” I shake my head. “Nothing beats the autumn weather, and from October on, you have Halloween, Thanksgiving, and Christmas to look forward to. It’s like the Friday of months.”


“Damn, okay, I might have to rethink a few things.”


“As you should.”


He smiles and then takes a breath. “As tempting as the erotic Harry Potter sounds, I’ll go with this one.” He picks up the book under my name and I bat away thoughts of this meaning anything more than a customer choosing a staff recommendation.


“Great choice,” I say, and hurry behind the cash register. I can feel his eyes on me as I ring him up, but I try my best to not look.


“I’m Adam,” he says.


I conceal a smile, like we’re in on an inside joke together. “Nice to meet you, Adam.” I place his book and receipt in a paper bag. “I expect a full review once you’re finished.”


“Oh, it’s not for me.”


Right. Of course. Unless it’s from the queer section, it’s not often that men buy romance novels for themselves. It’s usually for their girlfriends.


“Sorry.” I shake my head. “I hope whoever reads it enjoys it.”


“My mom,” he says, and a surprising wave of relief fills me. “And probably my sister once she’s done with it.”


“Oh, I’m happy to wrap—”


“That’s all right, no special occasion. I just always try to get her a book when I go home. She’s a big reader.”


There’s a wide range of clientele that comes through these doors, but an attractive guy who buys books for his mom and sister? I’m only human. It’s not until I see his gaze drop from my eyes to my hands that I realize I’m still holding his book. I cough and pass him the paper bag.


“Um, so where’s home?” I ask.


“Long Island,” he says.


“Oh, cool, I’ve never been. Do you like it?”


“Parts of it,” he says, nodding. “It’s looking like I might actually be moving back unless I can find a place in the city, so I kind of have to start liking it.”


“I know what that’s like,” I say, mildly triggered. “What kind of place are you looking for?”


“God, anything right now.” He sighs like I’ve hit a nerve. A nerve I know all too well. “A couch will do,” he says with a laugh. “I’m in a shoebox on the East Side and they just raised the rent. It’s tough with culinary school and— Sorry, you don’t care about any of this.”


“No, I do, actually. There’s this amazing brownstone on Perry, only a couple blocks away from here that I saw today, and the rent is crazy cheap . . .” I look at the time on the computer screen to my right. It’s almost four, which means there’s no way I’m finding a roommate before tomorrow morning. “But I don’t think I’ll be getting it, so it’s back to looking at studios in Hoboken.”


My coworker John emerges from the storage room behind me to start his shift. “Hey, June.” He gives me a nod and steps to my side, pulling out some inventory papers we both need to finish by the end of the day.


“Well, it was great meeting you, June.” Adam smiles and holds up his paper bag with his newest purchase.


For a brief moment, I wonder if I should ask for his number. I’ve never been good at reading those cues, especially when it comes to the opposite sex, but it feels almost like a missed opportunity to never see him again.


“You too, Adam” is all I end up saying.


He keeps his eyes locked on mine for a second, and then he’s gone.


AT 10:53 A.M. I’m waiting outside of 74 Perry. In the same spot I was almost twenty-four hours ago. I pull out my phone and text Chloe.


I feel sick.


10:54 A.M. Only six more minutes until I have to give up my dream home and tell the nice man inside that I wasted his time.




There will be other places. I promise!





10:55 A.M. I put my phone back in my purse, close my eyes, and take a few deep breaths as if preparing for a scene in class. When I open them, what I see fifty feet ahead of me causes my skin to prickle.


Shaking hands with Stanley is Adam. Hot guy from the bookstore. It looks like they’re saying their goodbyes. Stanley pats Adam’s upper arm and then closes the door behind him. Adam casually puts his hands in his pockets and heads down the stairs of the front stoop. He’s almost too far away at this point, but my vocal cords are more developed than the average person’s.


“Hey!” I run across the street.


He turns around, brows grooved, but then looks genuinely happy to see me. “Oh, hey, June!”


I meet him on his end of the sidewalk and cock my head. “What are you doing here?”


While I’m still genuinely confused, I notice how effortlessly attractive and confident he is. He’s the type of guy you can’t help but do a double take at. He surely has an equally attractive partner waiting at home for him who believes in helping a nonprofit when she’s not working her full-time job.


“I checked out the place.” He points behind him. “You’re right, it’s incredible.”


“Yeah, I know . . .” I squint and repeat myself. “What are you doing here?”


“Checking out the place.” Now he’s the one who looks confused. “You told me to.”


“No I didn’t.”


“Yes you did.” He lets out an incredulous laugh.


I try to think back to our conversation. I’m quite positive I didn’t tell him to look at the place I intended to get for myself.


“Are you going to get it?” I don’t mean for it to sound accusatory, but this is kind of psychotic behavior on his end.


“Oh yeah,” he says. “I mean, it’s such a steal.”


“But I was going to get it!” I say almost too loudly.


“I thought you said yesterday you were giving it up?”


“What, did you transcribe our conversation or something? I found this place.” I fold my arms. “The fact that you came here to check it out is kind of fucked up, don’t you think?”


“Whoa.” He holds up his hands. “It’s not uncommon for multiple people to apply for the same unit.”


“You don’t think I know that?”


“So, we’ll let Stanley decide who he wants,” he says in the most nonaggressive way possible, which only riles me up more.
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