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Chapter one

Abby





A single cherry flew through the air. 

As it gracefully somersaulted across the space between Abby and Freya, “The Blue Danube” started playing in Abby’s head. At first, she couldn’t figure out why that particular song had popped into her mind, but then she remembered that scene in 2001: A Space Odyssey. Wasn’t there something in the beginning with a bone flying through the air to the tune of “The Blue Danube?” That had to be the connection.

The cherry, a shade of, well, cherry red that could have only been achieved through years of genetic modification, was trailing slightly behind the rest of her drink. That would make sense, she told herself. The cherry had sunk to the bottom of her glass, so, naturally, it would come out of the gate a little slower than the Blue Envy Tequila-tini itself.

The Blue Envy: tequila, blue curaçao, pineapple juice, a splash of Sprite, and yes, a maraschino cherry. It was the orangey sweetness of the curaçao and sugary goodness of the pineapple juice that made the drink dangerous. Those two candy liquids created a beverage sweet enough to go down like a soft drink instead of a stiff drink. As she watched the bluish liquid speed toward Freya, it rippled and undulated in a way that reminded Abby of the sculptures she had seen in the Chihuly Garden and Glass in Seattle.

Abby wasn’t entirely sure how this moment—her drink about to hit her mortal enemy in the face at their high school reunion—had come about. The Blue Envys were partly to blame for that. She was on her fourth. Although, to be fair, the fourth one was about to make contact with Freya. Still, she’d never been able to hold her tequila very well, such that inhaling three Blue Envys would be ill-advised on a good day, let alone on a day that was definitely not.

She hadn’t expected to have so much to drink. Then again, she hadn’t expected a lot of things that had happened this evening.

Like Freya.

Naomi had promised her that Freya would absolutely not be at the reunion.

“She’s doing a whole series on the refugee crisis in the EU. She’s not even in the country!” Naomi had assured her.

Yet, here she was. She was not only at the reunion, she was being honored at the reunion. According to the evening’s program, which Abby had been handed by alumni president Puja Kapoor when she finished writing out her name tag, Freya was receiving an “Alumni of Distinction” award for her work in journalism on Nightly Global News.

Abby had always assured herself that one day, Freya would be the cellulite-ridden, oily-skinned hoarder who had peaked in her teens. That thought, that promise, had become a security blanket of sorts that had gotten her through high school. Sure, she didn’t use it very often all these years later, but there were still times when she’d find herself lying awake in the middle of the night, thinking of the perfect response for something Freya had said more than a decade ago. In those moments, she would reach for her blankie, well-worn and comforting, and drift into the familiar fantasy of a blubbery Freya sitting on her ripped sofa, covered in Cheeto dust, and surrounded by stacks of magazines. Instead, here she was, looking like time had forgotten to take a toll on her body, being recognized for her great achievements.

Still, it’s possible Abby could have avoided this drink-flinging moment, if that was all that had happened. Then, her best friend since the first day of Hebrew school had decided to flirt with Will.

Why did it have to be Will? She was thrilled that Naomi was actually connecting with someone. But Will? Really? There were at least one hundred of their classmates packed into their high school gym, including Michael Weinberg (who had been Naomi’s crush for their entire high school career and who had shown up not only alone but sporting the kind of well-manicured beard that was right up Naomi’s alley). Abby would have done a victory dance to see Naomi flirt with any of them.

Instead, she had hit it off with Will while she and Abby were waiting to spend their drink tickets at the bar. Will, was neither a classmate nor a classmate’s date, as he would explain, but Freya’s associate producer, who was only here because he and Freya were headed out to do an interview immediately after she accepted her award. Naomi appeared unphased by his nefarious connections, though, and her small talk turned to giggles and fingers twirling in her hair when he offered to spend one of his drink tickets on her until she walked off with him, the two of them practically leaving sparks in their wake. 

Maybe returning to high school was bringing back Abby’s teenage angst, but mingling with the enemy’s sidekick felt like a complete and total breach of BFF protocol. 

Not that she would go so far as to admit that out loud. 

What else was Abby supposed to do but drink? She was already at the bar when Naomi walked away with Will. It seemed like the best decision. Have a drink, and get the hell out of there.

She would have gone for a simple glass of wine. One glass.

If it weren’t for the bartender.

Why was she such a sucker for Southern accents? She hadn’t even given the bartender a second glance until she asked Abby what she’d have to drink, and a sweet New Orleans drawl languidly drew out her words like a stripper slowly, seductively, sliding down a pole.

Abby found herself leaning onto the bar, in that way that all humans seem to instinctively know how to do when they want to show interest, saying, “Why don’t you surprise me?”

The bartender leaned too. “Well, let’s see. You seem like a tequila girl to me,” she said with her luscious accent, now enhanced with a hint of playfulness. She brushed her ponytail away from her shoulder, and a tattoo teased its way above the neckline of her bartender’s uniform. Abby didn’t stand a chance. Tattoos were traditionally frowned upon in the Jewish tradition, which shouldn’t mean much to her, theoretically. Although she had been raised in the Jewish faith, her Jewish identity had evolved over time and as an atheist, she now considered herself a cultural Jew who was proud of her heritage and participated in many of the traditions, but also didn’t adhere to any practices that were restrictive or exclusionary. However, for some reason, the tattoo taboo had wheedled its way into her sexual psyche at a young age and never left.

After finishing her third Blue Envy, she thought that perhaps this night was redeemed. It seemed likely, very likely, that she was going to find out exactly how far down that tattoo went before the evening was over.

“So, I’m thinking,” the bartender had said, setting down a fourth drink before Abby even had to ask, “that when I finish up here, maybe we can—”

“Umm, excuse me. Can I get a drink over here?”

Although she didn’t know it right then, that was the moment. The moment when the countdown to 2001: Space Odyssey pineapple, flying Chihuly Blue Envy Tequila-tini began.

As Abby turned, her vision lagged slightly so that everything seemed to have a tail, like a shooting star across the night sky. Up until that moment, she hadn’t thought she was intoxicated—comfortably buzzed, maybe. The kind of buzzed that was like wearing a pair of noise-canceling headphones when all the background clatter is reduced to a low thrum. As she waited for the world and her thoughts to come into focus, she realized she may have sped well past comfortably buzzed.

She blinked twice, and her eyes finally settled on Freya. Her blond hair was pulled back into a chic and professional tight bun, the kind that made Abby, by comparison, look like an angry schoolmarm. She was dressed in a black pantsuit made of a thick and luxurious fabric that expertly hugged every single curve of her body. There were no out-of-place curves, no bumps or flaws, not even a single line across her immaculate milky face, that Abby could see. 

Freya let out a sharp chuckle, a single, breathy note in the minor key that said she knew she had caught Abby off guard. She put a French-manicured hand on her hip and lifted one perfectly-shaped eyebrow, like a matador raising the red flag and inviting her to charge. “Oh my God. I should have known it was you holding things up.” 

Abby remained still, but mentally slammed her head against the bar. She should have been ready for this. She’d had a lifetime to prepare. If not a lifetime, then at least the last hour, from the moment she’d seen Freya’s name on the program. If they were going to have one final rematch, she was not going to go down without a fight. She only needed a minute to get her footing. That was all.

Much like the spark that caused the Big Bang, the origin of the feud between Abby and Freya remained a mystery. The reality was, even Abby wasn’t entirely sure what had started it—but she was sure it was Freya’s fault. It was true Abby had never liked Freya. From the moment she had laid eyes on Freya on the first day of high school, something about her come-hither stride mingled with her cheerleader smile had rubbed Abby the wrong way. Still, she was sure that it was Freya who had fired the first shot. While she wasn’t one to start a fight, Abby wasn’t one to lose one either. Whatever the spark was, it led to four years of a Capulet-and-Montague situation with none of the romance and all of the endless cycles of revenge.

The feud had only ended because high school had ended—or so she had thought. Standing here, fifteen years later, she knew she had been wrong. They were about to pick up right where they left off.

“Honestly.” Freya laughed and tossed her head. “I have to admit this isn’t far off from how I imagined you’d end up. The sad, lonely drunk at a bar.”

“I’m not—”

“Let me guess. You live alone. With your cat.”

“Yes, but—”

“I knew it!” There was that laugh again. Someone once said it was musical. Abby thought it was musical the way a child banging on a piano senselessly is musical.

This was not going well. She felt like she was trying to run up an avalanche. Abby looked down and took a deep breath. She could see the unmistakable Christian Louboutin red peeking out from the soles of Freya’s shoes.

“No, hold on. Let me keep going. You’re still attached at the hip to that girl … What was her name? Nicole?”

“Naomi. But we’re not—”

“Abby?” Someone touched her shoulder and she turned around to see Naomi standing there, wearing the exact same expression she used to put on when she would try to intervene in their arguments in high school.

“Oh. My. God.” This time Freya actually clutched at her stomach as she laughed, her hand covering a Chanel belt, cream-colored with the distinct double C buckle in white. “And there she is, right on cue.”

“Hi, Freya,” Naomi said in a polite but placating tone. It was the same tone Abby used when approached by Greenpeace volunteers on the street. That sort of it’s nothing against you personally, but I don’t want to get involved, so I’m going to smile and say hi and keep walking. In true, sweet-natured, Naomi fashion, she had never been pro- or anti-Freya, despite Abby’s best attempt to convince her of Freya’s dark nature. Although loyal to Abby, Naomi had remained mostly neutral on the subject of Freya Jonsson. Her biggest hope was that everyone would get along. Barring that, at least find a way not to fight. It seemed nothing had changed there either.

“Abby,” Naomi said again, a little more forcefully. “Can I steal you for a second?”

Before she could respond, Will appeared next to Naomi. Had they been talking to each other this entire time? Why was he standing so close to Naomi? Was he touching her? Abby couldn’t exactly tell. Her vision wasn’t clearing at all. In fact, it seemed to be getting blurrier. The adrenaline she was feeling only seemed to be making things worse, as her heart beat quicker, and seemed to be fast-tracking the alcohol into her bloodstream.

“Ahh.” Freya sighed contentedly, plump lips spreading into a wide smile. “Honestly, this is exactly how I imagined it. You, peaking in high school—if we could even call it peaking—and ending up as an old cat lady who is still obsessed with your ‘friend’ from high school.”

The bartender, who had stepped away to serve someone drinks, wandered back in their direction. Abby felt a flush of embarrassment warm her cheeks.

“I am not—”

“Freya, um, I think they’re getting ready to start the program,” Will said, each word punctuated by hesitation. Or was that her imagination? Everything felt like it was starting to move slower. Like when she accidentally hit the button that made her podcasts play in half time. “Maybe we should head over to the stage.”

“Finally,” Freya said. “It’s certainly been a pleasure. For me, anyway.”

No. This couldn’t be how things ended.

“See you at the next one, then? I seriously can’t wait.” Freya’s voice dripped with sickening glee.

No. No. No.

Freya couldn’t walk off with the last word. She couldn’t say all those things and then disappear, thinking she had won. Thinking she was right. Thinking that Abby was some sad, lonely loser.

It was too late. Freya was putting her purse on her shoulder. She was about to leave—and Abby had nothing to say. No cutting remark that would put her in her place. No biting comeback that would let Freya know she wasn’t the victor.

Abby looked down at the drink in her hand and realized something important.

She didn’t have to worry about detention. She didn’t have to worry about going to the principal’s office. She didn’t have to worry about her transcript. She didn’t have to worry about getting references for college. She’d done all those things. She was an adult who could do whatever she wanted. She could finally put Freya Jonsson in her place, and no one could stop her.

With one swift motion, she lifted her hand, and tossed the contents of her glass.








  
  

Chapter two

Freya





As a global journalist, Freya was no stranger to having liquids unexpectedly spilled on her. She’d been soaked by sake on a private jet with one of Japan’s billionaires, by her coffee on a bumpy mountain road up the Alps, and even by vomit when a dignitary at a presidential dinner forgot to mention to the staff that he was allergic to quinoa. A little cocktail wasn’t a surprise to her. 

As she looked down at the beads of turquoise liquid rolling down her jacket, what did surprise her was just how good it felt. Her lip gave a threatening twinge upward, and she forced it back down. She could never let on that she felt this way. 

She could never let people know that even after all these years, she had always wondered what would happen if she ran into Abigail Meyer again someday. Or that it had always bothered her that the end of high school left them in a stalemate, with no clear winner. Or that she’d secretly been hoping to run into Abby at the reunion so that she could finally close this chapter once and for all. Or that it had all gone better than she could have imagined, because Abby had just turned her private loss into a very public display of failure. 

Now, everyone knew what she had always known: Abby wasn’t the witty, funny, cute, nerd she’d portrayed herself to be in high school. She was an inarticulate, immature, toddler, who threw things when she didn’t get her way. 

It was absolutely and completely exquisite.

“Ohhhhh …” Naomi held the word so long it sounded like she was a robot losing power. 

Freya instructed every muscle in her face to remain neutral as she lifted her head. Abby was looking at her squarely. Somewhat squarely. It was clear from the glaze across her hazel eyes that she was not entirely sober. It was also clear that she looked pleased. Like, pleased-as-punch. Not embarrassed. Not sheepish. Not horrified or despondent or even slightly perturbed. Most certainly not like someone who thought they had lost. She looked like she thought she had just won. 

This irked Freya, and the fact that she was irked, irked her even more. 

Abby let out a tiny, but unmistakably devilish, giggle. 

Freya didn’t have to command her face muscles anymore. Forehead, eyebrows, mouth, all plunged downward. “Really?” 

The giggle grew in size and volume, until it was a full, wide-mouthed, howl of laughter. 

Naomi placed a parental hand on Abby’s shoulder. “I think we’re going to, um, head out now; come on, Abby. Let’s go this way.” 

Abby accepted the directive and allowed herself to be guided towards the double doors of the gym, letting out a loud, almost post-orgasmic sigh. “Don’t be mad, Naomi.” She leaned into Naomi, causing the two of them to list like a ship on a stormy night. “You can’t be mad. I had to. I finally got to show everyone—”

“Napkin, honey?” The bartender held out a generous stack of white cocktail napkins. 

Freya didn’t respond, hoping she could catch the end of that sentence. Finally got to show everyone what? It was too late. The din of the crowd had overtaken their conversation.

Will took the napkins from the bartender. “Here, let me,” he said. He hesitated, then pressed the entire stack onto her arm so lightly that it barely brushed the fabric. 

Freya applied a reassuring smile and took the napkins from him. “I’m fine; it’s just a drink.” She set the pile of napkins on the bar, then took one and began to dab along her arm. “I’m pretty sure cleaning drinks off my clothes was not in your job description.”

Will shifted his weight from right, to left, to right again. She wanted to tell him to spit out whatever it was that was making him do this nervous dance, but at the same time, she didn’t. She knew he wanted to ask a question that he knew better than to ask. 

His baby-faced features belied the fact that he had years of experience under his belt, nearly all of which he’d spent by Freya’s side. It was that very baby face coupled with his homegrown midwestern mentality that made him her go-to producer for Nightly Global News. He was the yin to her yang, the piano to her forte. When she walked into a room, everyone noticed. When he walked into a room, no one noticed. He was unassuming and disarming. Most importantly, he knew how to use all that to his advantage and get things done. Also, it wasn’t horrible having someone genuinely nice around. It was not a common personality trait in her field of work. Genuinely trying to step on you to climb the ladder, genuinely trying to steal the story, genuinely trying to get the dirt on you, yes, but genuinely nice? No. She wouldn’t even qualify herself as that. But, that was also part of the job. She wasn’t supposed to be kind; she was supposed to get the story, no matter the cost. 

Will never seemed to judge her for that. She knew that she could sometimes be curt, demanding, or lacking in giving praise. For the most part, he didn’t appear to mind. Sometimes, it seemed like figuring her out was one of his favorite parts of his job. If she had to be honest, he’d done fairly decent work. He knew when she needed help, and when she needed to be left alone. He knew when she needed coffee, and when what she really needed was bourbon (and her favorite orders for both). He knew how to get her to take a break, and how to motivate her when she felt stuck. Most importantly, he knew to keep their conversation focused on work and to never ask personal questions.

Will gave in and went for it. “Are you … okay?” Even when Will screwed up, it was still because he was genuinely nice. 

“Yep.” She didn’t look up to answer. “Good thing I wore black, huh?”

“It’s just…”

Keeping her head down, she flicked her eyes up at him. “It’s only a drink, Will. I’ll be fine.”

“I think what your friend here is trying to say is, we’re all dying to know what just happened.” Freya had forgotten that the bartender was still there. But there she was, holding up her hands in a sign of peace. “I know it’s none of my business, but I work a lot of these reunion-type events, and that was a first for me.”

“You’re right. It is none of your business,” Freya said so fiercely that everyone was taken aback. Freya cleared her throat, attempting to buy herself a few seconds to collect her thoughts. That delectable feeling she’d been savoring only minutes earlier had started to curdle, spoiled by these questions and by that image of Abby’s triumphant, albeit lopsided, stare. She dabbed at her arm and gave a warm smile. She needed to keep this a funny story the bartender would tell her friends tonight and not have it turn into a twelve-part tweet that would end up on Gawker. “To be honest, you know about as much as I do. Um, what was your name again?”

“Caroline, but Lena is fine.”

“Lena,” she said, securing it to her short-term memory. “Thanks for the napkins, by the way. I think I was able to get most of it off me before it soaked into my jacket too much. As I was saying, I wish I had more to tell you. I came over here to get a drink, we exchanged a few words, and then …” Freya placed a handful of blue stained napkins on the bar to finish her sentence. 

“Oh, I get it.” Lena slid the napkins off the bar and tossed them into the trash. “You two dated or something? Bad breakup?” 

Freya braced her core like she was about to do a deadlift. “No,” she said, with as much measure as possible, glad she’d had years of practice masking her reactions to distasteful subjects. “Abby and I didn’t date. There’s no history.”

“Oh, these two have history,” a familiar voice said. 

“Can you say, 9021-oh my God, drama?” a second speaker added. 

Freya didn’t need to turn to see who was talking—she could never forget those voices. Out of politeness, she faced them anyway, her eyes landing on her high school girl gang, Penny and Ashley, as they approached. Freya gave her best enthusiastic gasp of delight, but they brushed past her, directing their attention to Will and Lena. 

“Listen, you want the goss?” Penny crooked her finger, inviting Will and Lena to come closer. To Freya’s annoyance, they both did. 

“It’s simple,” Ashley was next, squeezing in beside Penny. “In high school, Freya here was a queen. Little Abby over there, she was jealous. It was so obvious that she wanted to be popular.”

“Exactly.” Penny again. 

“She reminds me of those yappy little chihuahuas that always bark at the bigger dogs,” Ashley said. 

“Oh my God, exactly,” Penny said, giving her a little push. “And Naomi was always hanging on to her like a bad case of fleas. The whole thing was bizarre.”

“Yeah, it was so sad. But also kind of entertaining. Like four years of binge watchable, so pitiful you can’t look away, d-r-a-m-a.” Ashley looked at Penny. “Pen, stop me if I’m wrong.”

Penny gave a shake of her head. “Nope. Can confirm, that is one hundred percent accurate.”

Freya could confirm that she one hundred percent did not miss this routine, though Ashley and Penny had been the right people to keep by her side in high school. They were both beautiful and popular, but not enough to outshine her, and while she wouldn’t exactly have described them as loyal, they had been enthusiastic about being her chosen companions. She also wouldn’t have described them as particularly enjoyable to spend five days a week with at school, but then, like now, she wasn’t about to let on how she really felt about them. Instead, she laughed. “Will, meet Penny and Ashley, my absolute best friends from school who know a little something about drama themselves.” She crinkled her eyes as she smiled. “You two haven’t changed a bit, have you?” 

“Not where it counts!” Ashley said, in the same high-pitched voice from a decade ago. “We’re as pretty and as catty as we were freshman year.”

That one got a real laugh out of Freya. “If I had a drink, I’d cheers to that, but I got interrupted,” she said. She’d barely had a moment to wonder if she should explain why, before Penny spoke up.  

“Oh, we know,” she said, with the seriousness of a doctor delivering a terminal diagnosis.

“Why do you think we made a beeline over here?” Ashley said, then quickly added, “Not that we weren’t excited to see you anyway, but that kind of sped up our timeline for coming over here.”

“You saw it?” Freya asked.

“Are you kidding?’ Penny said. “Abby drink slapped you. Everyone saw it.”

“Everyone,” Ashley confirmed. 

Good. Then she remembered Abby’s giggle. Abby’s proclamation that she finally got to show everyone—what? No, it didn’t matter.

Penny turned her attention back to Will and the bartender. “I wish I could say I was shocked, but I’m not.”

“Not in the slightest,” Ashley continued. “If I were on the reunion committee, I can tell you that I would have lost her invitation, that’s for sure. It seemed inevitable that she was going to do something to try to ruin this for you.”

“Guess I dodged a bullet, then,” the bartender said, collecting a few empty glasses that had accumulated on the bar. “I was about to give her my number.”

“I was about to give my number to Abby’s friend too,” Will said. “Things went, um, south, before I could.”

Freya’s throat constricted so tightly, she let out a little cough. The idea that her most trusted colleague could be dating Abby’s best friend made her entire body cringe. Tonight had been her chance to put this chapter of her life to rest. Instead, she had nearly given it a case of Red Bull. 

“Okay, what?” Ashley said.

“Um, no.” Penny pointed at the bartender, then to Will. “And no.”

“No?” Will repeated, with a soupçon of disappointment. 

“Weren’t you listening?’ Ashley said. “Yappy chihuahua’s fleas? That’s Naomi.”

“I’m sure Naomi is a perfectly nice human being,” Penny insisted with a wave of her hand. “But if she’s stayed friends with Abby all these years, and it seems she has, imagine what kind of Stockholm Syndrome she must be living with.”

“Wait a minute,” Ashley said, when Penny paused to take a breath. “If you were going to get Naomi’s number, then that means you and Freya aren’t here together.” She ping-ponged her eyes between the two of them.

“Us? No, no, no,” he said so quickly that Freya could see Penny and Ashley’s eyebrows begin to lift. 

Freya laughed reassuringly. “You think I’d bring a date in a T-shirt?” she asked, gesturing to his Dunder Mifflin shirt. She hoped her comment wouldn’t land too poorly on Will. He knew she barely tolerated his insistence on wearing graphic tees but he also knew barely tolerating was more than she would do for anyone else in the office.

Ashley and Penny mimicked her laugh. 

“No, of course not,” Penny said, though she clearly meant otherwise. For all their talk of Abby being jealous, those two had always been on the lookout to claim the throne. It wouldn’t surprise her if Penny and Ashley hadn’t been busy engaging in some ‘goss’ about her and Will before coming over here.

“Will is my Associate Producer,” she said, applying a sprinkle of her on-camera voice. She wanted to make sure that they and anyone else listening heard her clearly. “We’re heading out to London tonight for the G7 Summit right after I accept this award. He offered to wait in the car, but I said he should come in and have a few drinks.”

Penny and Ashley shrank just the tiniest bit, enough to reinforce to Freya that they knew that she was, in fact, still the biggest dog around. 

“Speaking of the award,” she opened her purse and rustled around for a moment before continuing, “I need to head over to the stage. But it was a highlight to see you both. We should catch up soon! Lena, it was wonderful meeting you.” She extended her arm and handed her a tip, a single folded bill. 

Lena accepted it and then looked down. “Did you mean to—ma’am this is a hundred dollars.”

Freya was already walking away; her fingers dancing a goodbye before anyone could say another word. She hoped the tip would help stop, or at least shape, whatever story the three women were probably already posting about. 

With each step away from the bar, she began to feel more like herself again. Abby, Ashley, Penny … they were from another lifetime. What had she been thinking, giving Abby even a second of her time? She hadn’t really. When the woman who had been monopolizing the bar turned around and it was Abby, Freya had experienced a loss of control. Her high school self slid into the driver’s seat and pressed the pedal to the floor. Being transported to that girl again, with her skin buzzing like an electric fence, was exhilarating, and a waste of time. She wasn’t that person anymore, and she had more important things to do than spend one more brain cell on something that didn’t matter from so long ago. 

Despite his long legs, Will nearly had to jog to keep up with her. “Your friends seemed … nice,” he said, his voice rising at the end into an almost question. 

She gave a dismissive shake of her head. “They were right about one thing: they haven’t changed one iota. They’re still as shallow as a kiddie pool.”

“I mean they’re your friends, so I wasn’t going to say it, but … yeah. I mean, who says ‘the goss’?”

Something about that made her smile. It must have been bad if the genuinely nice guy could make fun of them. “They were good friends to have in high school.”

She assumed the conversation was over, but Will said hesitantly, “You think they were right about Naomi too? She seemed pretty … amazing.”

Freya forced herself to keep walking, to keep looking forward. “I don’t know, but it’s too late now, anyway, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, I guess so. It’s too bad. She seemed like something special.”








  
  

Chapter three

Abby





HELLO MY NAME IS Abigail Meyer.


Bleary eyed, Abby stared at the crinkled name tag sticking to her arm. The letters jiggled and wobbled in her vision, like fruit stuck inside a Jell-O mold. She waited until the letters stopped dancing before trying to make out the clock beside her bed. 

6:58 a.m. 

She wondered why she was awake so early on a Saturday morning, and with a Macy’s-Thanksgiving-Day-Parade-sized hangover marching through her head. 

Her field of vision continued to expand as her brain powered up, allowing her to eventually get her answer in the shape of the tall, birdlike, frame of Riley Tahara at the foot of her bed. The soft morning light coming in from her bedroom window—contrasted with their black tight jeans, even tighter button-down shirt, and thick, black eye-liner—made their honey skin practically glow. A large red bag was slung over their shoulder and in their hands were two to-go cups of coffee.

“Good morning, love!” Riley grinned and gave an excited shimmy with their shoulders.  “I brought you coffee!”

“Riley?” The word came out more like a croak. “What’s going on?”

“What do you mean? I brought you coffee!” Riley held one out to her. 

“At six in the morning?” 

“It’s almost seven; don’t be so dramatic. Now wake up, sleepy head!”

“Go away. I’m dying.” She knew it was too late. She was too aware of the pain in her body to go back to sleep. With a groan, she rolled over and pushed herself up to sit. On the other side of the room, the mirror reflected something out of a sci-fi movie. With her body entangled in green chiffon, white tulle sprouting from different angles, and black eyeliner streaking across her pale face in every direction, she was pretty sure she’d seen an alien like it in an episode of Dr. Who.

“There you go,” Riley leaned over the bed and handed her the coffee. “Drink up.”

She took a sip and while her stomach roiled in protest, a few more synapses in her brain fired up. Memories of the evening flashed through her mind like a 1980s movie montage. The reunion. Freya. The drink. She looked at the coffee in her hands and then at Riley, “Oh, my God. She told you.”

“Who? What? Told me what?” Riley placed a hand on their chest in a woefully unconvincing attempt to feign confusion. 

Abby set her coffee down on the nightstand, tossed the blankets aside, stood up, and wobbled. Then she ambled, zombie-like, toward her front door. As she opened it, she snatched her keys from the hook by the door. 

The rustling of her dress was drowned out by Riley following behind her, repeatedly calling her name. She ignored them and kept walking to the third door on the right, where a small, ornate, pink mezuzah was attached to the door frame. She lifted the key ring and squinted to focus her eyes enough to find the right one. 

“Abby, let’s talk about this,” Riley pleaded. “There’s no need to go in there. She’s probably sleeping. Why bother her about something that isn’t even a thing?”The apartment door next to them squeaked open. Abby didn’t need to turn to know that Mrs. Pachenkis, their elderly neighbor whose only hobbies seemed to be letting her cats escape from her apartment and calling in noise complaints to the building, wore a disapproving scowl. Abby located the correct key, unlocked the door, briefly touched her fingers to the mezuzah and her lips, and stormed in.

The apartment was laid out exactly like hers. The front door opened into a spacious living room with two large windows at the far end that looked out at a small boulevard below. Directly to the right was a long hallway, with doors to the bathroom, bedroom, and the kitchen. Without hesitation, Abby walked down the hallway and straight into the bedroom, and turned on the light.

“You told them,” Abby said, each word punctuated like a staccato pluck on a violin string. 

Under a tangle of luxurious black curls and light blue sheets, Naomi let out a squeak of protest. She rolled over enough to peer out at Abby and Riley from under her arm. “What is happening right now?”

Abby remained in the doorway, but she could feel Riley hovering behind her. “Riley broke into my apartment and woke me up in the middle of an ungodly hangover sleep because of you. So, now you are facing the consequences.”

Riley let out a small gasp. “I did not break in.” 

Abby glanced over her shoulder at Riley. “Did I invite you in?”

They paused to straighten their wheat-colored bow tie, then said softly, “What am I, a vampire? You gave me keys. I assumed that was an invitation.”

Abby’s hazel eyes made a full rotation along the edge of her eyelids. “I gave you my key last week because Naomi and I were both out of town, and I needed you to feed the cat.”

“Yes, and I made a copy then. You know, for emergencies.”

Abby waved her hand towards Naomi. “Please, enlighten Naomi as to what the emergency was that brought you into my apartment at 6:58 a.m. On a Saturday.”

“I never got to say what it was because you were busy jumping to conclusions about God knows what.”

“I know what,” Abby interjected.

“As I was saying,” Riley said. “I needed to tell you that I’m in love. It happened last night. I stayed late at work doing some last-minute fittings for a Fassi runway show we’re doing next week.” When Abby looked back at them, a playful smile was dancing across their thin lips.  

Riley was the creative director at the headquarters of Fassi, a popular chain clothing store that promised: “Couture Not Cost.”  While this position still meant more data entry than designing, they did occasionally get the chance to—as Riley put it—“play with fabric swatches and models,” which made the position tolerable. “Then I stayed even later doing … was it Ethan? No, Evan. Well, whatever his name was, he was a Greek god, wrapped in a Roman god, smothered in the nectar of the gods.”

Abby whirled around, rocking slightly on unsteady feet. “That was last week, and his name was Eric.”

Riley inspected their well-manicured fingernails and mumbled, “I mean, fine, maybe I also wanted to hear more about how you Real Housewife’d a star.”

Abby faced Naomi again. “Like I said, you told them.” 

Naomi wriggled herself into a sitting position, tucking her sheet under her arms. Her jaw shifted a millimeter. To the untrained observer it would be a meaningless gesture, but Abby knew it meant Naomi was biting down on the tip of her tongue to keep a straight face. 

“I see it, Naomi! I see you biting your tongue. The jig is up. Admit that you told Riley.”

Naomi threw her head back in defeat. “Riley! You swore you wouldn’t say anything!” 

Riley jutted their chin out indignantly. “I didn’t! I showed up with coffee. I handed Abby the coffee. Literally the most innocent and friendly thing a person can do.”

“Let me get this straight,” Abby said to her. “You’re yelling at Riley for not keeping a secret when you swore to me last night you wouldn’t tell a soul?” The ride back from the reunion had sobered her up just enough to come to the realization that throwing drinks wasn’t her proudest moment and definitely wasn’t something she needed anyone else to know about. Besides her entire graduating class, of course. That seemed like more than enough people for a lifetime.  

“Says the woman who used her spare keys to break into my apartment because she’s mad that Riley used theirs to break into hers.” Naomi looked more amused than she should.

“Ah ha!” Riley swung an arm around and pointed a finger at her. “J’accuse!”

Abby opened her mouth in protest, but nothing came out. 

Naomi was visibly trying really hard not to laugh as she spoke. “I’m sorry, okay? But I had to tell someone. It was killing me!” 

“Laughing while you apologize is not super convincing.”

“It’s hard to do anything properly without coffee,” Naomi said, swinging her legs out of bed. “Can I please go make some before we continue this?”

“Yes.” The mention of coffee reminded Abby of the throbbing in her, well, everything. “Please go make some.”

“Oh no, you don’t. No more delays,” Riley said. “There is perfectly good coffee in Abby’s apartment that I brought specifically to facilitate this conversation. Naomi, you can have mine. Let’s get a move on.”

Ignoring their death stares and whining, Riley shooed the two out of Naomi’s apartment and down the hall. “Come on now, chop chop,” Riley called to them from behind, clapping their hands. 

Naomi scurried towards Abby’s door, pulling down on the oversized T-shirt that barely covered her olive toned thighs. “You could have at least let me change first!” she protested. The commotion brought Mrs. Pachenkis to her door again—or maybe she had never left. 

As soon as they were herded into Abby’s apartment, Riley closed the door and whipped around to face them with tornado-like speed. “Story. Now.”

Naomi walked toward the sofa. As she passed Riley, she glared at them defiantly. At barely over five feet tall, she practically had to drop her head to her back to meet their gaze.

Riley, in turn, had to nearly touch their chin to their chest to present Naomi with their offended face. “What?” they demanded.

“You are in so much trouble,” Naomi said, plopping onto Abby’s sofa and pulling a blanket over her lower half. “This doesn’t seem like appropriate behavior on Shabbat.” She pouted. 

“You’re right,” Abby said. Naomi’s Judaism, like Abby’s, had evolved over the years. It was one of Abby’s favorite things about Judaism—everyone’s relationship with being Jewish was personal and unique. In Naomi’s case, she continued to fully embrace the faith she had been raised with, although much more casually than her parents. Except for moments, like this, when she suddenly became much more observant. “Which is why you were home lighting candles instead of out drinking and cavorting last night.”

“Cavorting!” 

“Spoilers! You have to start at the beginning,” Riley interrupted. They took a seat at the other end of the couch, leaning back and crossing their legs on the coffee table. They opened their mouth to speak, but their words turned into a gargle when Abby’s cat, Lancelot, leapt onto their lap. 

“No, no, Lancelot.” She could hear Riley say as she walked into her room to get the two, now very lukewarm, cups of coffee. “I hate to rain on your parade, good looking, but I’m in all black and you’re in all silver and never the twain shall meet.”

Abby returned and handed Riley’s cup to Naomi, then looked at Lancelot who was sitting on the coffee table, staring intently at Riley with his kelly-green eyes. “Are you tormenting Riley again?” 

“Yes!” Riley replied. 

“Good, get ‘em,” she said.

“Here, Lancey, come snuggle with me.” Naomi patted her blanket. Lancelot’s eyes flicked toward her but locked back onto Riley. Like all cats, he only wanted to be where he wasn’t welcome.

“Enough distractions!” Riley said. They crossed their legs, pressed two fingers to their lips, and closed their eyes, a habit they had picked up after watching the Cumberbatch version of Sherlock Holmes “I’m ready. Fill me in.”

Abby cut a sharp glance at them. Their eyes were still closed, but she glared anyway. “Freya emerged from the depths of the netherworld and started doing that same goddamn thing she did in high school, where she picks apart and belittles my entire life. And I was a few drinks in.” 

“A few?” Naomi stopped her. “I believe you told me you were four, tequila drinks in.” 

Riley’s eyes flew open. “Oh, sweetie, you’ve never been able to handle your tequila.”

“I’m aware.” Abby pressed her palms to her temples. “So yes, my tequila-soaked brain made a less than stellar decision. A decision I’m comfortable putting away in a vault and not talking about ever again. But if we’re locking it all in a vault, then I get to add how amazing it was, that after all these years, I finally got to put Freya in her place. For the first time in my life, I left her speechless. It felt so good. And now we close the vault door forever.”

“You can sleep soundly knowing that you have made many seasons of reality television stars very proud,” Riley said. “And now that I am comfortably sated in my need for gossip, I decree it is time to go shopping.” 

“I really need to work today,” Naomi told them.

“On a Saturday? What kind of totalitarian regime do you work for?”

“An accounting firm in the middle of the busy season.” 

Riley clucked their tongue. “Naomi, the three of us—we’ve gone through something big together. Fingers were pointed and lies were stripped away. Now we need to heal. There’s no better way than through shopping.”

“I really should—”

“Excellent! I’m glad we’re agreed on that.”

“I’m sorry,” Abby said. “Do I not get a say in this shopping trip? I could have plans. Or work.”

“Abigail Meyer, I know you well enough to know that you would never book clients during the sacred hours reserved for hangovers and the walk of shame. Besides,” they said, their dark eyes taking on an amused sparkle. “I peeped your calendar when I met you at your office for lunch yesterday, so I know you’ve got nothing planned.”


      [image: image-placeholder]After a few more cups of coffee, they were ensconced in a boutique clothing shop on Milwaukee Avenue. Naomi immediately went to the jewelry section. Riley mined every corner of the store while Abby absently inspected a rack of shirts, a well-worn shopping ritual that she and Riley had established years ago. 

Abby had met Riley in college, and they quickly had their own established things: their own way of communicating, their own jokes, and definitely their own rituals. Like this one. It wasn’t that Abby didn’t enjoy shopping, but this was not “shopping.” This was “shopping with Riley,” which really meant “watching Riley shop and admiring their choices.” 

After a late-night Sister Wives marathon, Riley joked that they and Naomi were Abby’s sister wives—each having a relationship with Abby while also having relationships with each other and with the group as a whole. She’d punched them in the arm in response, but it was moments like this that made her secretly agree. Although she had things with Riley, Naomi always belonged, and vice versa.

Naomi held a pair of silver hoop earrings to her cheeks. “Feels?”

Abby looked up at her, unable to keep the gnawing question to herself any longer. “What do you think she meant, ‘this is exactly how I imagined it?’”

“What who meant?”

“Freya. You were there. She said, ‘this is exactly how I imagined it.’”

Naomi put the earrings down. “I mean … does it really matter?” 

Abby pursed her lips. “No, you’re right. It doesn’t matter.”

Naomi nodded and reached for another pair of earrings.

“Except,” Abby continued. “She makes it sound like she’s been harboring this fantasy about me growing up to be some sad, friendless, cat lady. I mean, who does that? How immature.”

Naomi leaned forward to inspect a necklace. 

“And,” Abby continued, “apparently, I managed to live up to whatever it was she’s been picturing all these years. Right? Isn’t that what that means? ‘This is exactly how I imagined it?’ But I’m not some sad, friendless, cat lady. I’m proud of who I am. I’m a successful therapist who owns my own practice, I have plenty of friends, and seriously, the internet wouldn’t exist without cats, so the whole cat lady thing needs to be put to rest.”

“Exactly,” Naomi confirmed, turning back to face Abby. “You’re an amazing person and you should be proud of what you’ve accomplished.”

“Right, but she doesn’t know any of that.” Abby’s eyes squeezed together into a squint. “As far as she knows, I’m exactly how she imagined.”

“Okay, so maybe that’s true. Not to open the vault again, but an hour ago, you said that throwing a drink at her righted those wrongs. That you finally got to,” —she held up air quotes, —“‘put her in her place.’”

Abby shifted uncomfortably and tugged at her necklace, a small, silver Star of David that had been a Bat Mitzvah gift from her Bubby. “Yeah.”

“But?”

“But, did I? Really? She probably thinks I threw the drink on her because she was right.” A frustrated rumble emanated from Abby’s throat. “Except she’s not. And meanwhile, she’s nothing like I …” 

“Like you imagined?” Naomi finished for her.

Abby’s eyes narrowed but she didn’t argue.

“You couldn’t have been totally surprised by her. She’s kind of … famous.”

Abby made a sound between a gurgle and a gag. “Famous like, old people famous maybe. She’s a journalist on TV. I mean, who even watches TV to get their news anymore except people our parents’ age? And they’re not watching her. They’re all watching Kent James like they have been since we were kids. Tell me I’m lying.”

“About our parents watching Kent James? No, but that doesn’t mean she’s not famous.”

“I don’t see HuffPo doing any Top 10 Freya Jonsson Moments lists.”  

Naomi slipped her phone from her back pocket and googled Freya’s name. “I think she’s a little bigger than Buzzfeed. Here, look,” she said, reading off her Wikipedia page. “She’s won two Emmys for her coverage of the Syrian refugee crisis. She wrote a New York Times bestselling book called She Speaks—”

“Oh my God.” Naomi looked up to see Abby on her own phone now. “She has 4.2 million followers on Instagram? How—”

“I told you. She’s famous.”

Abby draped herself over a rack of clothing. “All these years, I’ve lived in my happy little bubble, getting my news from The Skimm and Twitter headlines. How was I supposed to know karma was completely slacking off?” She raised a fist and shook it. “Karma, you lazy little bitch.” 

A piano version of “Poor Unfortunate Souls” emanated from Abby’s purse and her already stormy expression darkened a few shades more. Naomi had helped Abby pick out that ringtone, so she also knew it meant Abby’s sister was calling. 

“Hello?” Abby answered, not bothering to mask her displeasure. “Hello?” she said again, this time with an added snarl before abruptly hanging up.

“Pocket dial?” Naomi asked.

As if in response, the phone lit up in Abby’s hand. She answered, not even bothering to say hello, and held the phone to Naomi’s ear so she could also hear the hum of engines and the rhythmic rustle of phone against pocket. After a few seconds, Abby took the phone back and hit the red icon to end the call.

Instantly, it was active again and beckoning her to answer. 

“I swear on all that is good and holy,” Abby moaned. 

Forcefully, she jabbed at her phone, declining the call, and then poked several times to pull up her contacts. With one angry tap, she initiated the call. 

A honey-sweet voice answered, “Hello dearest sister of mine!”

“Rebecca, can you please, for the love of God, lock your phone? Or at least, change my name so that I’m not your first contact? You pocket dialed me again!”

“Honestly, Abby, I don’t see why you hate it so much that you get pocket dialed all the time,” Rebecca chirped into the phone.

“Well, do you have any idea how annoying it is to have a seventeen-minute message from the inside of someone’s pants?”

Curiosity got the best of Naomi, and she mouthed the word “speaker” at Abby. It was no secret she liked being on the sidelines of the Abby and Becca show too.

Abby obliged, holding out her phone and turning it on speaker. 

“Someday, you’ll get a pocket dial and it will be someone plotting to rob a bank, or someone getting murdered,” Becca was saying. “Or at the very least, someone having sex. Isn’t that possibility worth it? It would be worth it to me.”

“I accept your apology.”

“I am not apologizing for what my phone did without my knowledge.”

Abby’s head dipped down, and she propped her forehead against her fingers.

“Although,” Becca said, with added pep, “this does work out perfectly, since I was planning on calling you anyway.”

“Where are you? It sounds like you’re standing in the middle of a runway.”

“I might as well be. I’m over in Bucktown.”

Abby checked the time on her phone. “Bucktown? What are you doing there at 10:30 in the morning on a Saturda—oh, please tell me you weren’t doing what I think you were doing.”

Becca hesitated before responding with a mousy, “Umm …”

“Becca!” Abby scolded loudly. Several customers turned to glance in their direction. Naomi smiled apologetically at them. “You told me you ended it with him! I thought you were on the straight and narrow!”

“I was,” her sister exclaimed. “But then I met Amos. He’s a dancer for the Joffrey Ballet. You’d love him, Abby.”

“Does the wedding band on your finger mean nothing to you?”

“Sure it does! Just … not … all the time.”

In nearly every respect, the Meyer sisters had nothing in common. Abby liked chocolate, Becca liked vanilla. Abby liked cats, Becca liked dogs. Abby liked red wine, Becca liked white. Abby liked girls, Becca liked boys. It seemed the only thing they did share was a dogged confidence in the things they liked and an indefatigable will to pursue them.

When it came to pursuing boys, Becca had jumped right in at the ripe age of three, when she toddled home from preschool announcing that she had a boyfriend. That relationship, like all those afterward, lasted only a few weeks before she was on to the next, and most people, including Abby, assumed that this would be a lifelong pattern for Rebecca—until five years ago when, without warning, she came home sporting an engagement ring the size of the moon on her finger.

Abby suspected that Becca’s recent graduation from college had been the reason behind the engagement, and that in the face of impending adulthood, Becca had turned to the only thing she really knew how to do well: find a man. The man who she had found was Peter Rhein, CFO of Lynch Mortuary Services, one of the nation’s largest funeral home supply companies. While his profession, personality, and small stature were a complete one-eighty from Rebecca’s usual type, Abby always assumed it was his large bank account and blind adoration of Rebecca that attracted her to him. Everyone liked Peter, and they had all hoped that his devotion and unlimited credit would be enough to keep Becca faithful to him. It had taken less than six months for her to fall off the wagon, although Abby wondered if she had ever really been on it at all.

Lost in apparel bliss, Riley was the only one in the shop who had failed to notice Abby’s earlier outburst and they beckoned to her, from where they were buried under a mound of clothes.

“Ready,” they sang with delight before bounding toward the dressing room.

“Coming,” Abby sang back.

“Who are you talking to?” Becca asked.

“Riley,” she answered, heading to the dressing area. 

“Who is she talking to?” Riley asked Naomi before stepping into a small booth and sliding the curtain shut.

“Becca,” Naomi said, as she and Abby took a seat on a small bench across from Riley’s dressing room.

“Is that Naomi I hear too?” Becca asked. “Where are you all?”

“We’re in Wicker Park,” Abby said. “And you’re lucky; if you had woken me up with this news—”

“Wicker Park!” Becca exclaimed. “That’s perfect!”

“Apparently,” Naomi said, continuing to talk to Riley, “she was out philandering with another one of her—”

“Wait, what’s perfect?” Abby cut in.

“You! Being in Wicker Park!” Becca said. “Cause I told Peter I was out with you and—”

“You what?” Abby shouted, this time receiving a warning glance from the cashier.

Riley poked their head out from behind the curtain. “Wait, she was out with another one of her boy toys? I thought she was going to—”

“So did I!” Abby said. Riley tsked in disapproval and vanished behind the curtain again. 

“From the sounds of it,” Naomi added, “she’s not only back to it, she wants to use us as an alibi.”

“What!” Riley shrieked.

“No!” Becca exclaimed. “It’s not like that. I told Peter I was going to hang out with Abby. I didn’t say when or where or for how long. So, I want to see you for a few minutes. At least that way I won’t be lying. I’d feel so guilty otherwise.”

“Your sense of morality is a shining light in this dark world,” Abby said, rubbing the visibly taut muscles at the nape of her neck.

Riley pulled back the curtain to reveal a pair of tight, yellow pants. They cocked their head, waiting for Abby’s response. Abby could tell by the look on their face that they didn’t like the pants. Abby responded accordingly.

“I don’t know. These pants don’t say,” Abby searched her barely functioning brain for the appropriate outlandish phrase, “goddess of the sun to me.”

Riley contemplated, tapping their finger against their chin.

“Hmmm … goddess of the sun, goddess of the sun…” they repeated, inspecting themselves in the mirror. “You’re right, I am not a goddess of the sun in these pants.”

Abby tapped mute on her phone and looked at Naomi. “I’ve officially hit that hangover zone where I’m caffeinated, exhausted, hungry, and nauseous at the same time. I literally cannot with her today.”

Naomi put an arm around her and gave a squeeze. “I think it’s in your best interest to get some food and give in to your sister. Tell her to join us for brunch.”

Abby let out a sigh that sounded like a balloon losing air. She unmuted the call. “Okay, fine, Becca. We’re going to get brunch, and you can come.”

“Yay!” Becca exclaimed.

“Meet us at Tragically Hip on Milwaukee.” Abby rotated her head to get a better view of the pile of clothes Riley had taken with them. “From the looks of it, we’ll be here for a while. So please … don’t rush.” Abby ended the call and dropped her head into her hands with a moan.

“When Becca gets here, I am going to give her a piece of my mind about this whole affair business,” Riley said over the rustle of clothes being removed. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for a little extramarital excitement, but only when I’m the extra in the marital. Either that girl needs to end it with Peter, or get her thruple on, because sneaking around is ridiculous. And frankly, it’s stressing me out, and I am not willing to waste my limited facial elasticity on her.”

“I think you telling my sister to have a threesome is not really the best route to take here. How about you let me handle it?”

“You’re acting like she would listen to either of you,” Naomi said.

“Touché.”

As long as Abby could remember, her younger sister had used her beauty, intelligence, and resourcefulness to neglect developing skills like responsibility and a moral compass. It seemed that no matter how bad the situation, Becca somehow managed to masterfully pilot her way out and emerge unscathed. It didn’t seem to matter if she was late for the twentieth time or never called you back or even if she was the one who hit your car. All she had to do was look at you with her big eyes, smile sweetly and say …

“Oh, you are such a darling, Abigail. What would I do without you?” 

Abby looked up to see Becca gliding toward them. Rebecca Rhein was six years younger than Abigail and, for all intents and purposes, identical to her sister. Despite being the same height, shape, and similar skin tone, Becca somehow managed to wear her attributes differently and come off looking smaller, curvier, and perkier than Abby ever had at any point in her life. 

Becca was clothed in a sequined tank top, a short, denim mini-skirt, and black, knee-high boots. She flung herself onto the dressing room bench next to Abby and exhaled. “What a day it’s been! Not quite what I was hoping for so far, but now that I’m here with you, I think it’s starting to turn around, don’t you?” She looped her arm around her sister’s. 

“Hello, Naomi!” Rebecca leaned toward Riley’s dressing room. “Hello, Riley!”

“Hello, love!” they called back. A moment later, the curtain flew open and Riley emerged wearing a black, fishnet, long-sleeved shirt. Their eyes sparkled with delight.

“Oh, look at you!” Rebecca said before Abby could get in a word. She shot up from her seat and circled Riley enthusiastically. “You skinny thing! Only you could pull something like this off. I mean, honestly!”

Riley was soaking up every word like a dry sponge, and Naomi could literally see their plans of speaking their mind drowning in her compliments. They clapped their hands with glee. “You think so?”

“Oh, absolutely! You have to get it!”

“Done!” Riley announced, sliding the curtain closed.

Her work complete, Rebecca returned to her seat next to Abby. “How do we all feel about mimosas?” 

“I’m in!” Riley called out. “I want to celebrate finding the perfect shirt.”

Rebecca turned to her sister, eyelashes fluttering. 

“Sure,” Abby agreed with the zeal of a full-fledged curmudgeon. 

“Great!” Becca exclaimed, clasping her hands in delight. “Oh, but would it be possible for you to spot me? I think I left my wallet at Amos’. Awkward!”

“Oh, that’s the awkward part?” Abby looked at Naomi for approval of her zinger, but Naomi was staring at her phone like it was a traffic accident. “You okay, Naomi?”

Naomi looked up and then wordlessly handed her phone to Abby. She looked down at a string of texts from an unknown number. The first two words made her feel like Sandra Bullock in Gravity, as if she were tumbling untethered through space with no safety line.

UNKNOWN NUMBER: Hi Kiwi



There was only one person who called Naomi that. 

The messages continued, piling on top of each other like Tetris blocks.

Did you go to the reunion last night?



I didn’t but I kept thinking about it. 



Kept thinking about you.  



Thinking about all the good times back then. Remember when we won that dance contest?



Wish I could have been there and danced with you one more time.



I miss you. I know I shouldn’t but I do.



I know you miss me too.



She scrolled down to read the last one.

I can see it in your eyes when I watch you. 



Finally, Abby managed, “Oh my God.”

“Ooh, what is it?” Becca asked, trying to get a look at the screen. “I need the tea.”

Riley’s face peeked out from the curtain. “Tea? What, what?”

“No gossip.” Abby stood up and held the phone out. “Simon.”

A bare arm snaked out from behind the curtain and grabbed the phone from Abby. Their eyes flitted across the screen. “Let’s get out of here.” Still clutching Naomi’s phone, they dipped back into the changing room.

When Abby looked back at Naomi, her horrified look had been replaced by tears. It was her turn to put her arms around her friend’s shoulders. “We’ll meet you outside,” Abby said to Riley. As Abby led Naomi out of the store and down the street, she sagged like a ragdoll in her arms. Abby set her down on a small bench nested under a maple tree. 

“I know ‘it’s going to be okay’ is the worst platitude in these moments,” Abby said, running a hand along Naomi’s back. “But it really is going to be okay. Not because of him, but because you’re not alone. We’re all here with you. Well, I don’t know if Becca is ever really here for anything, but Riley and I are here.” She hoped she’d made the right call by throwing in a little humor. 

It seemed to work, because Naomi’s sobs subsided enough for a laugh. “Sorry,” she said eventually, wiping her eyes. “I know I shouldn’t let him get to me like this, especially not after all these years.”

“Yes, I definitely think shaming yourself is the right call,” Abby said.

Naomi let out another laugh-sob and then buried her face in her hands. “I wasn’t expecting it, is all. I haven’t heard from him in, what, six months? I had started to think that maybe …” She bent over, wracked with more sobs.

“I know,” Abby said softly, her own eyes brimming at the sight of her best friend’s pain. 

They sat together, not speaking, until the jingle of the boutique doors broke the silence. 

“What?” Becca was saying as she and Riley exited the store. “You’re not even going to get the shirt?”

“You know what they say, Becca,” Riley replied. “Hoes before clothes.”

“Who is this Simon? The name is not ringing a bell.”

Riley sniffed. “And Abby says I’m the self-absorbed one.”

“Riley!” Becca’s voice rose to a sweet but desperate pitch. “Tell me!”

“Simon Phillips?” When Rebecca gave no response, Riley continued. “Does high school sweetheart, turned abusive and cheating husband, turned restraining-order ex-husband sound familiar?”

Abby looked up to see Rebecca, now only a few feet away, cock her head like a curious puppy. “High school sweetheart? Oh right! I remember him. Wait, they got married? And divorced?” Rebecca stepped in front of Riley to block their path. “So, what happened?”

Irritably, Abby stood and moved her out of the way. “We don’t have time to play Basil Exposition with you, Becca.”

Riley took Abby’s place beside Naomi. “You doing okay?” 

She nodded, wiping at her damp cheeks. “I’m better. It caught me off guard.”

They handed her phone back to her. “I searched the number. It came up right away on one of those text spoofing sites. There’s no way to trace it to him.”

“Of course,” Abby said.

Without any proof that Simon was violating his Order of Protection, there was nothing they could do. They had been through this a dozen times since the divorce. Simon would disappear and then reappear exactly like this, out of nowhere, with vague threats. As an attorney, Simon knew the loopholes that would let him reach out to her in ways that beat the system. Each time, Naomi contacted the police. Each time, the police told her that their hands were tied for one reason or another. 

Naomi let out a sigh.

“You know what you need?” Rebecca patted Naomi on the knee. “You need one night of really good sex. After that, you won’t even be thinking about this loser; trust me.”

“Rebecca,” Abby said through gritted teeth, “I think you should—”

“Should what? Stop giving good advice? Please, Abigail,” Rebecca said, propping herself up against the tree. “If there’s anything I know about, it’s boy troubles.”

“And don’t forget me,” Riley added eagerly. “I mean, if you think about it, of the three of us, you’re the only one without any boy experience. So really, it seems like Becca and I should take the lead here.”

Rebecca nodded. “You know, Riley, you have a point there. The two of us—we’re like the dream team of boy advice.”

Riley brought their hands together in front of their chest. “You’re right! We should have a podcast!”

“Yes! Oh my God, people would lose their minds. We could call it, um, Dicks for Days.”

“Ooh! Cock O’Clock.”

“Why not go simple and just call it Penis, Penis, Penis?”

“Okay, we’ll figure out the name later. But regardless, Naomi, my co-host is correct. The only way to get over a boy is to get under another one. Or at least near one.”

“I… uh …” Naomi stammered. “I suppose …”

“Trust me,” Rebecca assured her in a clinical tone. “This is exactly what you need.”

Naomi chewed on her lower lip and then glanced up at her friends. 

“Uh-oh.” Rebecca grinned. “I know that look. You’ve got someone in mind, don’t you, you naughty girl? Who is it?” She leaned forward in anticipation.

“Well.” Naomi hesitated. “I met this guy last night…”

Abby’s jaw unhinged and swung open like a screen door. “Freya’s minion?” 

Naomi’s face flushed in response.

Abby puffed out her cheeks, trying to stop her protestations from flying out of her mouth. 

“Perfect!” Rebecca exclaimed. “Text him.”

“That’s the problem. He was reaching into his pocket to give me his card. But that’s when, well …” She glanced at Abby. “Suffice it to say, things got a little crazy, and I never got his info. All I know is he works with Freya at Nightly Global News.”

“Freya from Nightly Global News?” Rebecca said. “As in Freya Jonsson? As in People’s Sexiest Woman of the Year? As in the face that has brought many lonely people great happiness in their beds at night?”

“Yes, as in Abigail’s archnemesis,” Riley added. 

Abby made a growling noise. “She is not my archnemesis.”

“Wait a minute.” Becca’s brow furrowed as she began piecing together the information. “That’s the same Freya? The girl from high school who she always used to complain about?”

“One and the same!”

“You never told me that you were friends with a celebrity!” Rebecca said to Abby, her eyes bulging. 

“That’s because I’m not,” Abby grumbled. 

“It doesn’t matter anyway,” Naomi said. “Like I told you—no number. I don’t even know his last name.”

“Naomi, Naomi,” Rebecca chided. “Let me show you how it’s done.”

Rebecca had reached into her purse and pulled out her phone. After a few swipes, she nodded. “Here we go. Nightly Global News, main line.” She tapped the phone and put it to her ear.

“Wait!” Naomi gasped, her face registering the terror of someone who realized the carnival ride had started and their seat belt wasn’t working.

Rebecca made a show of clearing her throat and tossing her hair back confidently. “Hello!” she said to someone on the other line. “I was hoping you could help me out.”

Abby blinked, moderately impressed at Becca’s professional tone. “Yes, I’ve been trying to get in touch with NGN’s…” She put her hand over her phone and whispered, “Wait, what’s his title?”

“Producer?” Naomi said haltingly. “No wait, associate producer. That was it.”

“Associate producer,” Becca repeated into the phone. She paused again and lowered the phone. “What’s his name?”

“Will!” the entire group said in a whispered shout.

“Will. He works directly with Ms. Freya Jonsson,” she said calmly into the phone. “Yes, Will Quinn. I believe that’s him. He gave me his business card, but I seem to have misplaced it. I know it’s Saturday and all, but this is a rather urgent matter regarding an upcoming interview.”

Abby looked at her friends and saw they were as taken aback by Rebecca’s performance as she was. 

Rebecca paused and nodded. “Oh, you could, could you? That would be wonderful, thank you.”

Another pause. Naomi, Abby, and Riley remained silent, staring.

Obviously relishing the attention, Rebecca pretended to ignore them by slipping a tube of lip gloss from her bag and applying a generous helping to her lips.

Riley was the first to give in. “What? What’s happening?”

Rebecca smacked her lips and dropped the lip gloss back into her bag. “She’s transferring me to his work cell. She said—oh, hello! Is this Mr. Quinn? Yes, how are you today? This is Naomi Hoffman’s personal assistant, Rebecca.”

Panic-stricken, Naomi pleaded with her eyes to stop, but Rebecca only smiled mischievously. “You met Ms. Hoffman at the … yes, the reunion last night.” Becca winked at Naomi.

Riley leaned in toward Naomi. “Well, that’s a good sign.” 

“Oh really?” Rebecca was saying into the phone. “I see. Well, Ms. Hoffman was wondering if you would be interested in having dinner sometime in the next … Tuesday? Six o’clock? Could you hold one moment while I check her calendar?”

She looked up at Naomi who gave the barest of nods in confirmation.

With another theatrical flip of her hair, Rebecca returned to the conversation. “Yes, it looks like she is available during that time. Bella Luna. On Halsted. Of course. Yes, yes, thank you. Have a wonderful afternoon.”

Hanging up, Rebecca tossed her phone into her purse and smiled.

“Becca …” Riley said, their voice hushed in awe. “Personal assistant—it’s brilliant. Abby will you be my personal—”

“No.”

“Damn you.”

Apparently exhausted from her show, Rebecca sighed heavily. “Well, dearest Naomi, Tuesday, six o’clock at the Bella Luna.”

“Thank … you,” Naomi said, still trying to process everything.

“Oh, it was nothing,” she said graciously. “I hardly had to do anything. He’s clearly smitten by you already. You heard me! I couldn’t even finish my sentences.”

“I don’t think we talked enough to move to smitten …”

“Trust me, I know when a boy is smitten. I also know when I am owed a drink for services rendered. Let’s go.”
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