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			Chapter 1

			“Snort the salt, slam the tequila, squeeze the lime in your eye!” screams Pia over the ­music.

			“Snort! Snort!” Angie pounds the bar with her fist.

			Two guys lean over, snort a line of salt through a straw, take a shot of Patrón, and—­howling in pain—­squeeze limes into their eyes.

			“SUICIDE TEQUILA!” they yell in unison.

			Pia and Angie fall against one another, laughing so hard they gasp for air. But I ­can’t bring myself to laugh with them.

			I’m kind of stressed out.

			I ­haven’t seen my boyfriend, Ethan, in ages, and I ­really wanted my friends to get to know him better to­night. Instead, I’m standing at the bar with two random dudes who ­haven’t said a word to me. Being the least hot girl in group sucks. Hard.

			“That hurts so much! Let’s do it again!”

			“Fuck yeah!”

			Two random, stupid dudes.

			We’re at a dark nightclub—­well, the lobby of the Jane ­Hotel in the West Village, all velvet sofas and ­giant ferns, but at midnight on a Saturday, it’s throbbing chaotically with ­music and ­people and drinks. And that makes it a nightclub, right?

			It’s certainly not like any club I’ve been to before. But I’m not exactly New York’s craziest party girl, so how would I know what’s normal? I still get ner­vous when I come to a place like this, as though someone’s ­going to look at me and tell me I don’t belong. And that makes me babble in my head—­

			“This is the shit, huh, Coco?” shouts Angie, breaking into my thoughts.

			“It’s the poop, all right!”

			“The poop. You’re adorable,” says Pia, pinching my cheek.

			“We’re on a mission to get Coco to swear with confidence,” explains Pia to one of the dudes. I think his name is Nick. Or Patrick. “But she’s too much of a good girl.”

			Nick/Patrick glances at me and nods briefly, then looks back at Pia. “I bet you do ­everything with confidence,” he says to her, winking. Pia’s eyes flicker to Angie’s. “Where are you from? Venezuela? I met a girl from Venezuela once. She was hot like you.”

			Pia and Angie look at each other again, and crack up. Pia is half Indian and half Swiss, and beautiful, but ­people never know where she’s from. Angie has been her best friend since birth, and she’s equally stunning, albeit in a platinum punk princess kind of way. The two of them have a kind of friendship shorthand that means they’re always laughing at private jokes. It’s fun to be around, but inevitably, you can feel a ­little left out.

			We all got ­here about two hours ago. By “we all” I mean Pia, Angie, me, my boyfriend, Ethan, and our other roommates: Madeleine and my older sister, Julia.

			The eve­ning started well. We all had a ­couple of drinks, and Ethan told everyone about his childhood summering in Oregon (“you use ‘summer’ as a verb?” asked Julia, before I gave her a look and she shut up). Then the club/lobby/what­ever it is became ­really crowded, and Maddy disappeared and Jules went to find her, and then these guys started hitting on Angie and Pia. And now, somehow, I’ve lost Ethan.

			I want to know where he is, but I stay put. I’m trying not to seem needy. Guys hate that, right?

			Anyway, he’s probably just hanging out with my sister, right?

			“Your turn!” Nick/Patrick holds the salt straw out for Angie.

			“Oh, no.” Angie laughs. “Snorting salt is, like, totally dangerous.”

			“Yeah,” Pia adds somberly. “Did you know that your nasal passages have a direct route to your brain?”

			“Don’t you mean my dick?” says Nick/Patrick, suddenly serious.

			Angie arches an eyebrow. “Your nasal passages have a direct route to your dick?”

			“No. My dick has a direct route to my brain.”

			Angie and Pia look at each other and dissolve into shrieks of laughter again.

			“Oh, my God! My song! My song!” Pia and Angie are climbing up on the coffee ­table ­behind us. If there is anything that can be used as a platform for dancing, Angie and Pia will find it. In the past year I’ve seen them dance on dining tables, chairs, benches, stoops, and even Pia’s food truck, Toto.

			“Coco!” Pia holds out a hand. “Get up ­here!”

			I climb up obediently next to Pia. Dancing on tables isn’t ­really my thing. A few months ago, I was dancing on a chair and kind of fell off it and ended up in the hospital. Of course, that had less to do with the dancing and more to do with the cocktail of prescription meds and booze and hash I’d accidentally-­sort-­of-­on-­purpose-­but-­no-­mostly-­accidentally taken.

			But let’s not talk about that right now.

			Angie leans over to shout in my ear. “You okay, sugarnuts?”

			“I’m fine. Totally awesome.”

			“Good girl!”

			From up ­here, I can finally see my boyfriend. That’s Ethan, with his downy pale brown hair that he seems determined to brush up rather than brush down . . . 

			Wait.

			Ethan isn’t talking to Julia or Madeleine. He’s with some girl I don’t know. She’s short and thin and pretty and smiling at him in the way that I smile at him and flicking her hair and—­

			OhmyGod.

			I feel my heart miss a beat as I see my boyfriend, my boyfriend, lean in to her, grinning, trace his fin­ger slowly down her cheek, and—­

			Oh, my gosh, he’s kissing her. Ethan is kissing her, not me. HER.

			My stomach flips over so fast that I lose my balance, falling face-­first to the floor.

			Please tell me I didn’t just fall off a coffee ­table in a crowded nightclub. Pleasepleasepleasepleaseplease . . . 

			I just want to hide right ­here and not get up, ever. Maybe I could roll ­under the coffee ­table and live there. It would be so nice and quiet.

			But before I can ­settle in for life, Angie and Pia pull me up.

			Pia is laughing. “Coco! Killer moves.”

			I scan the crowd, trying to see Ethan, but the place is too busy.

			“Are you on something again?” Angie peers into my pupils.

			“No! No, no, no,” I say quickly. “I’d never—­I mean, not again, you know, I wouldn’t—”

			Pia narrows her eyes at me. “Are you sure?”

			“Totally sure.” I smile as brightly as I can. “I just lost my balance. Um, and I have to pee.”

			“Do you want us to come with you, ladybitch?” asks Angie.

			“No, no. I know how to pee. I’ve been ­doing it for, like, years . . .”

			I feel sick.

			The bathroom is full of girls, all gossiping and preening and laughing. I push my way in to the only empty stall, locking the door ­behind me, and sit down on the toilet, my breath coming in stops and starts.

			I lean on my knees, staring at my feet, trying to calm down. I hate these shoes. They’re my work shoes. I only wore them because I hate all my other shoes more.

			My boyfriend is cheating on me.

			My chest hurts. I ­can’t breathe.

			How do I deal with this? What do I do now? Like, seriously, what am I supposed to do? One of the other assistants at the preschool where I work introduced us a few months ago. And Ethan seemed, you know, ­really great.

			I didn’t, like, fall for him immediately or anything. But he has a good job and he seemed nice and all that. And he asked me out. Me. And my ­family—­I mean, Julia and my ­father—­said he sounded great.

			So I went out with him.

			But then I started caring about him, because that’s the kind of person I am.

			Plus, it’s way easier to be twenty-­one and living in New York City if you have a boyfriend. I don’t know why, it just is. Ethan is someone I can hang out with when my friends are busy, you know? If I’m feeling lonely, I can text him. We go to the movies together. He just makes me feel secure.

			Or he did.

			Who the hell is that girl, anyway? How dare she kiss another girl’s boyfriend as though it’s a totally okay thing to do?

			But maybe, oh, gosh, maybe he didn’t tell her he had a girlfriend. And it looked like he was kissing her first, not the other way around . . . 

			Breathe, Coco. Breathe.

			The last time I felt like this was at prom. When I found out Eric—­the guy I’d been crushing on, lusting ­after, pining for, seriously, just pick a verb, you know what I mean—­had just slept with my (now former) best friend. I’d liked him for so long, it was like being punched. And then—no, actually, I ­can’t talk about Eric right now, I ­can’t even think about him. I’ll get even more upset.

			And now Ethan is cheating on me. My first real boyfriend ever.

			I’m such a loser.

			If I was like Pia or Angie or any of the other girls, I would unlock the toilet door, walk back out there, right up to Ethan, and slap him, yelling, “How dare you cheat on me?” Or, “It’s over, motherfucker, yippee-­kay-­yay!”

			But I ­can’t. I’m not like them. I’m too scared of ­doing something I ­can’t undo.

			Anyway, all I ­really want to say is: “How can you treat me like this when I’m always so nice to you?”

			No, ­really. Why ­couldn’t he just be nice to me? I’m so nice to him! I iron his shirts whenever he sleeps over, and I read the books he suggests. And when I make him dinner, I send the leftovers home with him in a Tupperware container for work the next day. To­night I even got him to come out with my friends by offering to pay for ­everything, which was fine, ­really—­

			No, it’s not. It’s not fine.

			Great, now I’m hearing things. Maybe I ­really am crazy.

			No you’re not. You’re perfect. And you’re better than this.

			My eyes narrow as a tiny fire sparks deep inside me.

			I am better than this. I don’t deserve this—­this kind of bullshit.

			I’m ­going to kick his ass.

			But as I walk out of the toilet cubicle ready to get back out there and confront Ethan, Madeleine bursts into the bathroom. She’s half carry­ing, half dragging my big sister, Julia, who has puke ­running down the side of her face. She’s hammered.

			With a high-­pitched chorus of “ewwwwws,” the other girls in the bathroom part, scattering like a lip-­glossed red sea.

			“Coco!” says Madeleine, her long hair swishing ­behind her. “Thank God. Jules just barfed on a sofa.”

			“I am allergic to vodka and cranberry juice,” Julia enunciates slowly.

			“Everyone is allergic to vodka and cranberry juice if they drink nine of them.” Madeleine splashes ­water on Julia’s face. “Coco, paper towels?”

			This is unusual. Julia is probably the most sensible one at Rook­haven. She’s not the one who gets out-­of-­control drunk. She just works long hours in her entry-­level position in an investment bank and saves twenty-­five ­percent of her salary (seriously, who does that?) and talks about “M&As” and “AUMs” and “DDMs” and other confusing aconyms. That’s it.

			Madeleine is the quiet, skinny accountant, Chinese American, obsessive about two things: working out and Spektor, the band she sings with.

			Angie is naughty and sarcastic, always. She works in fashion.

			Pia is a party-­hard drama queen. She runs a small food truck ­empire.

			Me? I’m . . . I don’t know.

			I work as an assistant in a Brooklyn preschool. I like to read and bake.

			The good one. I’m the good one.

			“Coco,” Maddy snaps. “Towels.”

			I grab a huge fistful of paper towels from the dispenser just as Jules flops forward and starts vomiting in the sink. Ugh. I don’t think it’s actually the vodka and cranberry that’s the prob­lem, it’s the pre­dinner wine and flask of schnapps that Angie passed around on the subway from Brooklyn to Manhattan, but what­ever.

			“That is, like, totally gross,” says one of the glossy-­lipped girls, looking at Julia’s shiny brown ponytail flopping over the sink.

			“Shut up,” I snap. “You don’t like it, find another damn bathroom.”

			Madeleine glances at me in surprise.

			Julia squints at her vomit. “Carrots!” she exclaims. “Always carrots. I’m ­going to stop eating carrots, you know, as an experiment, and next time I puke, we can—” She pauses to throw up again.

			“Great idea,” says Madeleine. “Conduct a science experiment with your binge drinking.”

			Angie and Pia burst in. “What is ­going on?”

			Julia stands up. “I’m a lil’ drunk! Fivies!”

			Pia and Angie automatically reach to high-­five Julia. Somehow my sister manages to miss both of their hands.

			“I’m taking her home.” Madeleine tucks her dark hair ­behind her ears. “Julia! Stand up!”

			“I’ll come with you,” I say, putting Julia’s arm over my shoulders so I can help her walk.

			“We’ll come too,” says Pia. “It’s not like ­we’re ­here to score anyway.”

			Pia and Angie are both in long-­distance relationships while Julia and Madeleine are single. And I have a boyfriend . . . who is cheating on me. And now we’ll break up and I’ll be single again, with no more texts and no more Saturday-night movie dates and no more . . . anything. I’ll be single again. No one will ever ask me out. And my life will be empty. I will be alone. Forever.

			I ­can’t bear it.

			I stare into space for a moment, holding up my swaying sister.

			Maybe I can pretend it didn’t happen.

			Should I find Ethan before we go? Tell him I’m leaving, at least? No. Staying with Julia is the right thing to do. She needs me. I’m good at looking ­after ­people, I always have been. Besides, that strange, fiery anger I felt is gone now.

			I just want to go home with my friends. And for ­everything to go back to normal as soon as possi­ble.

			“Turn the radio up, Mr. Taxi Driver!” shouts Julia.

			Maybe it didn’t happen.

			Maybe I imagined it.

			Maybe ­everything will be fine.

			Or maybe it won’t.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			I hate my job, by the way.

			I’m a preschool assistant. I ­really love the idea of it—­reading and singing and playing with adorable children. But the reality is very ­different. It’s hard and tiring and kind of lonely. Boring, even. It’s just . . . not what I expected.

			All day I’m exhausted, yet at night I ­can’t seem to fall asleep. I feel all twitchy and unfulfilled, you know? And I’m hungry, all day, every day. This morning I had a ­really big breakfast—­oatmeal, a buttered bagel, fruit. But now I’m starving and it’s only ten in the morning. Starving.

			“Class?” Miss Audrey claps her bony hands together. “Cleanup time!” She shoots me a look and hisses. “Wake up, Coco.”

			Ah, yes. That’s the other reason I hate my job. Miss Audrey.

			Miss Audrey is kind of, um, a bitch. Apparently she’s gone through three assistants in five years. She’s skinny and dried-­out-looking and brown around the edges, like an apple core that was left outside for a month.

			I know what you’re thinking. Why don’t I just quit if I hate it so much?

			This is my first job, and quitting would look bad, you know? Plus it’s the only thing I’m qualified to do, and the preschool is only a five-­minute walk from home. Besides, I was so ner­vous at this job interview, I’d do anything to avoid having another one ever again.

			Maybe I’m just not one of those shiny, golden ­people who get to have a job they love. In the past year I’ve seen Pia and Angie both go ­after exactly what they want—­their dream careers—­and get them. And Julia and Madeleine work so hard sometimes that I think they’re ­going to make themselves sick.

			I don’t have the same drive.

			Or maybe I do, but I ­haven’t figured out what to drive ­toward yet.

			I don’t know. I’m just so tired of ­everything.

			I wait for Miss Audrey to become busy on the other side of the room before sneaking over to the storage cubbies. I keep candy in my purse at all times, for sugar attacks on the go.

			I snack way too much, but lately I ­can’t help it. I’ve always been a ­little bigger than I want to be . . . but at least I’m not as big as I was in high school. At the time I was on these antidepressants that I don’t think helped. Luckily, I went off of them and managed to lose some weight. Not that it mattered, it’s not like it did any good when it came to guys.

			Ethan.

			My stomach flips as the memory of Saturday night pops back into my head, as it has with annoying regularity for the last forty-­eight hours. Ethan went to Philadelphia for work yesterday. We ­haven’t spoken. He called last night, but I ­couldn’t bring myself to pick up. I ­can’t confront him. I know! I know. It’s so pathetic. I ­haven’t told the girls ­either. I just ­can’t do it. Not yet. Acknowledging it out loud would make it real.

			Eventually, the day is over. The children all run to the open arms of their mommy or ­daddy or nanny. Finally I can go home and be alone.

			“Coco, a word?”

			A chill goes down my spine.

			I walk over to Miss Audrey. She flashes her apple-­core smile at me.

			“Mrs. James and I would like to have a talk with you.”

			My stomach clenches. I’m ­going to the principal’s office. I never got called to the principal’s office in high school. Never.

			I follow Miss Audrey through the halls ­toward Mrs. James’s office. My mind is a blank on the way there. I stare at floors a lot. I am so over floors.

			“Coco!” Mrs. James smiles warmly. “Come on in. Take a seat.”

			Mrs. James is the opposite of Miss Audrey. She’s cozy like a grandmother—­mono-­boob, twinsets, pearls.

			“Miss Audrey and I wanted to have a ­little talk,” she says.

			I try to smile back, but my heart hammers so loudly I actually want to put my hand over my chest to calm it.

			“We’re concerned that you’re not enjoying your role to the fullest extent possi­ble.”

			“And it’s reflecting in your job per­for­mance,” interjects Miss Audrey.

			“­Little Gardens is a magical place,” says Mrs. James, smiling so widely that I can see her molars. “We want everyone ­here to be happy, including you, Coco.”

			Happy?

			“Are you happy?” asks Mrs. James.

			“Um,” I ­mumble, my voice barely audible. Do you ever find it difficult to speak loudly? I do. My voice gets lost somewhere deep down inside me. “I—um, I’m happy.” I pause, choking over the word. I’m not happy.

			“Are you sure?” asks Mrs. James. “Sometimes you seem a ­little—”

			“Look, you’re not ­doing your job properly,” interrupts Miss Audrey. “You spend half the damn time daydreaming!”

			“Maybe it’s time you took a leave of absence to think about ­whether or not ­Little Gardens is the right place for you,” says Mrs. James.

			“You’re expelling me?” I whisper.

			“You’re not a student. You ­can’t be expelled,” snaps Miss Audrey. She looks over at the principal. “See? She’s a child.”

			“I’m not, I’m twenty-­one . . .” My voice squeaks. Oh, God, shut up, Coco.

			“We’re putting you on probation.” Mrs. James sounds excited, like she’s telling me about a promotion. “Between now and the end of the school year, we want to see what you can make of each and every day at ­Little Gardens! We want you”—­she lowers her voice, as if telling me a secret—­“to be happy!”

			She claps her hands and stands up, smiling cheerfully.

			Meeting over.

			“Thanks, um, thank you, thanks, Mrs. James, thanks, Miss Audrey, thank you,” I stammer. Why am I thanking them for putting me on probation? Why don’t I just thank Ethan for cheating on me, while I’m at it? “Um, totally great to see you. Thank you so much for your time, as always, I—”

			Shut up, Coco. Just shut up and get out.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			I’m not fired. I’m not fired. I’m not fired.

			Yet.

			I know I’m not fired, but I still ­can’t shake that jumpy, panicky feeling. Food. I need food. If I am chewing and swallowing, I ­can’t think about what just happened, and when my body is full and buzzing from sugar, ­everything will feel better. Right?

			That’s what I always think, anyway. So when I get home I practically inhale the last slice of the pecan pie I made yesterday in a hey-­my-­boyfriend-­cheated-­on-me baking fit and a glass of nice cold milk. Why does dairy soothe my nerves? I don’t know, but it always does. Then, because I don’t know what ­else to do, I make some mac and cheese for everyone to have for dinner. Madeleine won’t eat it, and Pia might not ­either, but Julia and Angie will.

			The secret to a good mac and cheese, by the way, is three kinds of cheese. I like the stuff from the box as much as the next gal, but that’s not real food. That’s what my mom always said, and I agree.

			Then I go upstairs to my ­little attic bedroom, the same one my mom had growing up. The décor hasn’t changed in about forty years. Flowery wall­paper and faded glow-­in-­the-­dark stars on the ceiling, a pale pink curtain over the crooked ­little win­dow. It still ­doesn’t quite feel like home—we only moved in last summer, ­after all. But it feels safe, and familiar. We spent vacations and weekends ­here all the time when I was growing up. The only thing I changed about my bedroom was the full-­length mirror. I put it in Julia’s room. I hate mirrors. I never look at myself if I can help it.

			Sighing, I sit down on the bed, taking in all my stuff. My books. My photos. My life.

			Then I call my dad. He’s very reassuring in the same way that Julia is: he always takes charge. When I talk to him I always feel like I don’t need to worry about anything, because he’s got it all figured out.

			But ­today he ­doesn’t pick up. This isn’t unusual: he works about fourteen hours a day.

			I leave a message.

			“Hi, ­Daddy! Just me . . . um . . . love you. Call me! Bye.”

			I hang up and boom, the big thought that I’ve been avoiding all ­after­noon comes back.

			What am I ­going to do with my life?

			Then I hear the front door bang. Someone is home. Thank goodness! I run downstairs and into the living room, where Pia is sitting on the sofa, ­going through our mail. She starts work super early, but she’s often the first home ­after me.

			“What up, sugarnuts?” she says as I come into the living room. “Isn’t it nuts that junk mail still exists? Like, don’t you think they should just use the damn Internet? The Internet ­doesn’t cut down trees.”

			“Um . . . totally,” I say.

			I suddenly don’t want to tell anyone about what happened at work ­today. Just like I don’t want to tell them about Ethan. It’s too . . . I don’t know. It’s too personal.

			So I just grab an old copy of ­Daddy-­Long-­Legs from the bookshelf and sit on the sofa next to Pia. I love this book. I remember reading it, lying on a picnic rug, one summer when we went to Martha’s Vineyard. I love how, with books, you are connected to the past—­and to everyone ­else who ever read and loved them too. It’s so comforting.

			Gradually, everyone gets home from work and assumes her usual position and activity on the living room sofas. Julia settles in with a bowl of my mac and cheese, watching some crappy cop show. Madeleine’s on her laptop. Angie is sewing a ­little green clutch bag—­she’s been working on a collection for the last few weeks, for a fashion brand called Serafina that apparently likes to develop young “up-­and-­coming” designers. (“They get my genius and talent. In exchange I get exposure. And basically no money at all,” Angie likes to point out.)

			It would be pretty obvious to anyone who knows me ­really well—­you know, anyone who paid a lot of attention to me—­that something isn’t right with me. That I’m upset, or stressed, or what­ever. My mom would have known, and she would have charmed and cajoled the truth by now. But ­here in Rookhaven, no one even looks at me.

			“What are you ­doing, Maddy?” says Julia, when her show cuts to a commercial break.

			“Working. I didn’t finish something for my boss ­today.”

			“You know you don’t get extra credit for that, right?” says Pia.

			Madeleine gives her the fin­ger. Pia grins, just as her phone beeps.

			“A text from your lovah?” asks Julia. “Is he coming this weekend?”

			Pia reads the text, and suddenly her mood plummets. “Motherfucker. He canceled, again. He has to work all weekend.”

			“I bet he’ll come the following wee—”

			“Screw that,” says Pia, her eyes filling with tears. “I’m sick of being in a long-­distance relationship. It’s not fun. No sex, no dinners out, no hangover snuggles. All I do is plan what to wear on our next Skype call. And try to figure out good lighting tricks to make my gigantic nose look smaller. It’s just not enough. He lives on the other side of the country now! What’s the point?”

			“Pia, there is nothing wrong with your nose,” says Julia.

			“That’s not the point.” Pia stares blankly at the ceiling. “I just ­can’t see how our relationship is ever ­going to work like this. It’s doomed. Doomed.”

			Angie glances up from her sewing. “At least you get to see Aidan once every few weeks and have sex. Sam and I literally kissed and then, sayonara.”

			“Angie! He might have a teeny penis!” exclaims Julia in mock horror.

			“Please. The man is hung like an elephant. I can tell these things.”

			“You can?” I say. “How?”

			Everyone looks at me and cracks up. Goddamnit. I hate it when I say dumb stuff.

			“So, um, I was wondering,” I say, changing the subject, “what makes you guys happy? Is that a stupid question?”

			“There are no stupid questions,” says Angie. “That’s a quote from Heathers. Anyone? No? My God, you ­people are philistines.”

			“My ­career makes me happy,” says Julia, flicking through the TV channels. “I used to feel like I didn’t fit in, you know? But I’ve been there almost a year now, you know? I belong. And the walk from the subway through the crowds to my office every morning is the happiest part of my day. I don’t know . . . I feel like I’m ­really part of something.”

			“I hate midtown rush hour,” says Madeleine. “And my job.”

			“You hate your job? You never told me that,” says Julia. “So what makes you happy? Singing?”

			“I guess so. Maybe.” Madeleine shrugs. We all wait for her to ­continue, but she goes back to her laptop. She is seriously the most reserved person ever.

			“Creating makes me happy,” says Angie. “You know. Sketching, cutting, sewing, making something where nothing existed before with just my imagination and my hands. And Sam, of course. Sam makes me very happy.”

			“Aidan ­doesn’t make me happy right now,” Pia looks like she’s about to cry again. Then she glances over at the TV and brightens. “Is that NCIS? I love that show!”

			Angie is stunned. “Seriously?”

			“Don’t be a snob, Angie. We already know how cool you are,” says Pia in a singsong voice, her Aidan misery forgotten.

			Thank God no one even asked me what makes me happy. I mean, what would I answer? Books and baking? How lame is that? And do they ­really make me happy? They ­can’t, right? Because I’m not happy. I’m just . . . I’m not happy.

			I will never be happy.

			Suddenly, I feel like I’m suffocating. I’m ­going to cry, or scream. I have to get out of ­here.

			I quietly stand up and hurry out of the living room. No one even notices. Then I open the front door and step outside onto the stoop, closing the door quickly ­behind me.

			I ­can’t breathe. I ­can’t get enough air into my body, I’m choking, gasping for oxygen . . . One breath in. One breath out. In. Out. In. Out. Slowly my breathing calms as I stand on our stoop, looking out over Union Street.

			It’s a beautiful sunny eve­ning, the kind that makes you feel like you should be out enjoying every second or ­else you’re a failure.

			Forcing myself to breathe slowly and evenly, I look out at the classic brownstones. The usual weekday ­after­noon suspects abound: local stay-­at-­home dads wearing babies in slings, competitive moms in Spandex with strollers, bored iPhone-­clicking nannies, shuffling nanny-­grandmas, the actors/dog walkers, the sophisti-­kids skateboarding home from school with more cool than I’ll ever fake. There are a hundred ways of belonging in Brooklyn, and everyone has one.

			Except me.

			It’s times like this that make me ­really miss my mom. My dad is good at telling me what to do, but my mom was good at just making me feel like ­everything was ­going to be okay.

			I don’t want to think about her too much; I’ll get upset. ­Today is one of those days when I can feel my grief is closer to the surface. I slump down on the stoop and put my arms over my knees, resting my forehead on them.

			I will never be happy.

			“Why, if it isn’t ­little Coco,” says a familiar voice.

			I look over the other side of the stoop. It’s Vic, our eighty-­something downstairs neighbor. He’s lived at Rookhaven since forever, since my mom was a baby and long before that. You can always find him outside his basement apartment door watching the world go by.

			“How’s life?”

			“My life sucks so hard,” I say.

			Vic grins. His face is like a cartoon of an ancient oak tree, all gnarly crevices. “And why’s that?”

			“Um.” I take a deep breath, and suddenly ­everything just spills out. “My boyfriend cheated on me. And I think I’m about to get fired because apparently I don’t believe in myself.”

			“Okay . . .” Vic says slowly, inclining his head ­toward mine. I swear his ears are, like, the size of my hand. “Go on.”

			“I ­can’t tell the girls, because they’d just hate him. And I don’t need to hear that right now, and I don’t have anyone ­else to tell.” The words tumble out of me. “I saw him kissing another girl on Saturday night and I ­haven’t said anything to him, like at all, I just ­really don’t want to break up—”

			“Why?”

			“Because then I’ll be single!” It comes out louder than I mean it to. Then I realize I don’t want to talk about my relationship with an eighty-­something-­year-­old guy. “And, um, more im­por­tant, I just got put on probation, my boss thinks I’m ­really bad at my job . . .”

			“You’re an assistant at a primary school?”

			“Preschool,” I say.

			“Sounds fun,” he says.

			“It’s not. At least, not for me. I mean, the kids are cute, but there’s a lot more to it than just kids.” Like Miss Audrey.

			“So why’d ya choose it?”

			“My dad and Julia said it was a good idea, you know, because I liked baby­sitting, and I’m not very good at being, um, aggressive? Both of them work in finance, and I guess they didn’t think I’d thrive in that par­tic­u­lar, um”—­I search for the right word—­“environment.” I’m talking too much. Shut up.

			“Coco, there’s a ­whole load of jobs that aren’t finance or teaching,” says Vic. “Maybe your destiny is somewhere ­else.”

			“Maybe . . .”

			But what I ­can’t say is the real reason my dad and Julia told me what to do with my life.

			They think I’m stupid.

			They’d never say it, but I know it’s true. Did you know I have an inheritance from my mom? Julia used her inheritance for college, but my preschool qualifications didn’t cost anywhere near as much as Brown. ­After I was certified, I heard Dad and Julia talking about it once. The rest of my money is locked away ­until I’m old enough to trust with it. They’ll probably give it to my husband if I ever get married, like a dowry. They never tell me anything.

			I guess it’s because I ­wasn’t a great student in high school. I just found it ­really hard to concentrate, and I felt sad a lot of the time, and so I sort of got locked up inside myself. If that makes any sense. It felt like my teachers had already deci­ded who the brainy kids ­were, and I ­wasn’t one of them. I ­really only did well in my Advanced Placement En­glish class . . . but it’s only because I love reading. Love it. Books are like friends. They make you feel under­stood.

			My dad always said that reading was nothing more than a hobby, that you ­can’t make a ­career out of books. I’m not sure that’s true now—­I mean, what about book editors and stuff?—­but at the time it made sense.

			“You’ve always been the smart one,” says Vic, interrupting my reverie.

			“I am not!” I say, with such venom I surprise myself. “I’m just . . . I’m not. My dad once said that some ­people are school smart and some ­people are ­people smart and I’m ­people smart.”

			“­People smart, my ass. You ­were sitting out ­here reading ­Little ­Women when you ­were six. You read more than any kid I’ve ever known, except my niece Samantha, and she’s got a PhD in sociology. She’s a smart one too. You’re school smart. Trust me. You don’t give yourself enough credit, Coco.”

			My eyes suddenly fill with tears. I love Vic. He always tries to make us feel better. He’s like our guardian angel or something.

			“But I don’t know what I’ll do if I get fired,” I say. “It’s so scary.”

			“You’ll figure it out,” he says. “That’s the only thing I can promise you.”

			“What if I ­can’t? I feel . . .” I pause, trying to keep my voice steady, willing my tears away before he notices. “Lost. Like my life is empty.”

			“Empty? You live in the best city in the world, with your sister, your best friends . . .”

			“I know, I know,” I say quickly. “But they’re more Julia’s friends, ­really. Julia went to college with Pia and Madeleine, and Pia and Angie have known each other since they ­were babies. They only live with me because Julia and I inherited the ­house and they ­couldn’t afford to live ­here any other way.”

			“Doesn’t mean you’re not im­por­tant to them.”

			I nod, using my sleeve to mop up the tears sneaking down my cheeks, hoping he ­doesn’t notice. Vic’s being nice, but it’s totally not true. Everyone ­else in Rookhaven is special and beautiful and funny. I am (d) none of the above. I don’t belong.

			“And I don’t usually get involved in the, uh, the love stuff,” Vic says. “But any man who cheats is not a man. Full stop, end of paragraph, end of story. So don’t waste any more tears on him.”

			“Okay,” I say.

			Suddenly I realize that I ­haven’t ­really cried about Ethan that much. I’m not heartbroken, and I don’t feel sad, exactly . . . I just feel scared. Why does ­everything make me feel scared? And if I don’t even like him enough to be heartbroken about him, why was I even dating him in the first place?

			I just want to be happy.

			And I don’t know how.

			“What makes you happy, Vic?”

			“Me?” Vic pauses. “Being me. No one ­else gets to be me except me. No one ­else gets my life, no one ­else gets my memories. I like being me.”

			I don’t like being me.

			Vic thinks for a moment. “There’s something ­else too. While I could, I made the love of my life happy . . . Making the ­people you love happy. That’s the real secret.”

			I don’t have a love of my life. I ­can’t even imagine feeling that way. I ­can’t even imagine saying it.

			“But how am I ever ­going to figure out what to do with my life?”

			“Just think about what you truly love. What makes you smile. ­After that, ­everything will be easy.” I nod, gulping. Nothing makes me smile.

			“So, listen. You wanna help me join up this Facebook thing?” says Vic finally.

			“Sure!” I hurry down the stoop, delighted to have a distraction. “Do you have a computer, Vic?”

			“I do. It’s got a piece of fruit on it.”

			I sign Vic up to Facebook pretty quickly, and within twenty minutes, he’s requested about fifty friends, and messages keep popping up. Jeez. He’s eighty-­something years old but has more Facebook fun than I do.

			“You’re so pop­u­lar,” I say.

			He shrugs. “You live this long, you meet a lot of ­people,” he says. “Imagine if half my friends ­weren’t dead.”

			I laugh despite myself. It does not seem appropriate.

			Vic stares at the screen for a few moments, then frowns. “So, what does it do now?”

			“Um, nothing, you have to, you know, find ­people you know, or find things you like.”

			“And then what do you do when you find things you like?”

			“You press the Like button.”

			“Why?”

			I pause. Why? “So everyone knows what you like?”

			“Who cares what I like? I don’t care what everyone ­else likes.”

			“Oh,” I say. I do. I ­really care what everyone ­else likes. It’s how I learn what’s im­por­tant.

			Vic stands up. “Well, this has been great, but I gotta get down to Esposito’s before they sell out of my lasagne. Want to join?”

			“No . . . I think I’ll stay ­here and try to think about what would make me truly happy.”

			Impossible things would make me happy.

			That my mo­ther was still alive.

			That I’d never slept with Eric . . . I shake my head quickly, before I can think about the termination and ­everything that happened that day and ­after. I’d be happy if I’d never dated Ethan, especially when I didn’t ­really like him at first, I just liked that he liked me. If Ethan never cheated on me.

			If I had a body like a Victoria’s Secret Angel, and I could magically erase every piece of junk food from my eating history.

			If my former best friend who slept with Eric on prom night gets alopecia so all her hair falls out.

			If I never have to work at ­Little Gardens again.

			But, gradually, I whittle it down.

			This is a secret list—­I’ll never show anyone—­and it’s the bare essentials.

			These are the three things missing from my life, the things that I need in order to truly be happy.

			My Happy List

			1. Be thin

			2. Fall in love

			3. Figure out what to do with the rest of my life

			If that’s my happy life . . . no won­der I’m so unhappy now. I am so far from all of those things.

			Thinking this, I lie on my bed, staring at the ceiling, at the tiny glow-­in-­the-­dark stars my mom put there when she was a ­little girl. A few of them ­were traced around in colored pencil and then removed, leaving ­little star stencils all across the ceiling. My mom was very naughty when she was ­little, apparently. I never would have done that. You know how all families have roles that everyone plays? Julia was the spirited one, always pushing boundaries and having tantrums and time-­outs, and I was the opposite. I was quiet and shy and never got in trou­ble. I was the good one.

			That’s it.

			The good one.

			I’ve always been the good one. I’ve always done ­everything right, ­everything careful and obedient and considerate. And look where it’s got me.

			Guys treat me like crap, my boss thinks I’m an idiot, no one expects me to achieve or be able to ­handle anything.

			I lie to myself, telling myself things are okay when they’re not. I told myself that my job was fine and my relationship was good enough when they ­weren’t. I never have the confidence to say what I’m thinking, I second-­guess myself at every turn. I spend all my time in my head, or in the kitchen. Or both.

			The only way I can be happy is by being the exact opposite of the person I’ve always been.

			So from now on, I don’t want to be the good one.

			I’ll be the wild one.
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