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      “We’re getting married,” Nisha says as we walk to the Jeff Buckley show at Sin-é. I am uncomfortably aware of the crescent moons of sweat waxing at the armholes of my silk slip dress. This is the dumbest thing to wear in ninety-five-degree heat with one thousand percent humidity in the dead center of August, but I uncovered it at Screaming Mimi’s for three dollars and made good on a promise to myself to wear things that look pretty but feel out of range. Trivial, sure, but maybe by taking small risks, I can somehow trick myself into becoming the person I want to be: free, embodied, and not so scared of the world. A little bit more like Nisha.

      When I tried it on, I liked how the color of it, a sexy gunmetal gray, lifted the silver from my steel-blue eyes.

      “I can’t picture you in a wedding dress,” I say now. I adjust my camera strap. It leaves a slick of sweat across my shoulder.

      “That’s because I won’t be wearing a dress,” Nisha responds. “I’ll be wearing a bikini, as Jeff and I will be wed on the white-sand beaches of Bora Bora.”

      I laugh. “Your mother will be thrilled.”

      “She will be, actually. By that point, I will have discovered a cure for cancer, and that achievement will eclipse any questionable decisions I make thereafter.”

      “So we’re going the biochemical engineering route today?”

      Nisha grins. I don’t know much about the singer-songwriter headlining tonight. But my best friend does. She’s made it her mission to learn everything about him. He doesn’t even have an album out but has already earned cult fame, in part through his appearances at the local spots—the Knitting Factory, Fez, Cornelia Street Café—and in part because he’s the son of Tim Buckley, the folk-jazz musician who died of a heroin overdose at twenty-eight in 1975. Two years after Nisha and I were both born.

      Nisha happened to sit next to Jeff at the SideWalk Cafe a couple of months ago, days after she and I moved into our apartment on Avenue A—a shoebox on the second floor of the building that also houses Two Boots, the pizza joint that effectively sustains us. And also, probably, the small colony of rats and cockroaches I once found peacefully coexisting underneath the warped floorboards of my bedroom.

      When Nisha came home the afternoon of the Great Jeff Buckley Sighting, she told me that he drank his coffee black and smelled like cigarettes and peppers and rose soap.

      She was sure she had fallen in love. Not that she worked up the courage to talk to him. He had the aura of an immortal, and she was merely a rising junior at NYU who didn’t even know whether she wanted to major in biochemical engineering or physics.

      As we round the corner onto St. Mark’s, I accidentally kick a syringe. I watch it clatter into the street, where it’s promptly run over by a bike messenger. No amount of NYPD officers, glossy condos, or newly opened Gap stores can buff the East Village to a shine.

      We reach Sin-é, and my pace slows when I notice a limousine parked in front. A tendril of cigarette smoke curls out the driver’s side window.

      “I think your husband’s going to be famous.” I gesture to the car. It’s so slick, just begging to be broken into. Only record-label people would be so arrogant as to bring it down here.

      Nisha shrugs. “You don’t think talented people deserve success?”

      “Of course I do. I just don’t think talented people need to sell out to do it.”

      She opens the café door for me. “Oh, my sweet, sheltered Lili. If only we could all be gifted artists with artistic parents. Life would be so much simpler.”

      “Simpler, maybe. But I’ll never be able to afford the lavish lifestyle I truly crave,” I joke. We both know I would happily subsist on cans of chickpeas for the rest of my life if it meant I could keep doing photography.

      I gently push my way toward the stage, which is really just a few square feet of floor with a banner reading “Sin-é” hanging on the wall above it. Two years ago, I would have been trailing Nisha, but I’m trying to be bolder. Since the moment she came blazing into my room to introduce herself on move-in day of our freshman year, I knew I needed her kind of energy in my life. She was already glimmering then, and tonight, she is incandescent in her silver-foil minidress with a hot-pink bindi gleaming between her brows.

      I’ve been to Sin-é once or twice, but never when the narrow, brick-walled room has been so full. It’s mostly fellow NYU students, moonlighting actors, and some grizzled old Irish men, but over in the corner, at the table closest to the door, I spot two people, maybe in their midtwenties, locked in a conversation. Their heads are bowed over their steaming mugs—they famously don’t serve hard liquor here, only tea, coffee, and cans of Rolling Rock—and the woman has a blood-red buzzcut and a slash of lipstick to match. She looks like a regular.

      But the man is clean-cut, clad in a full suit despite the heat. Conspicuous among this sea of denim and facial hair. When he picks up his coffee cup, his watch flashes. He looks like a limousine rider.

      All the tables are taken, the walls already lined with spectators, so Nisha and I have no choice but to sit on the floor, right in front of this duo. I shudder to think of dry-cleaning my dress, which will likely cost three times as much as the actual garment.

      The toe of the man’s dress shoe nudges my butt cheek. I feel my face burn. He quickly retracts his foot.

      “Sorry,” he mumbles. I pick up his scent, distinct even over the aroma of spilled beer that’s soaked into the floorboards. Something piney. A sharp contrast to the sweltering day.

      Nisha taps my knee and gestures to the stage. Jeff Buckley has appeared underneath the banner, his white Telecaster hanging across his chest. He’s probably just come out of the bathroom, but it’s like he conjured himself into being.

      Now I understand what Nisha has been banging on about these past few months. This guy glows.

      He steps in front of the mic and slings his guitar behind his back. He stomps his boot on the floor in a rhythmic beat. To someone offstage, he says, “Oh, you’re rolling. Goodness. Is there any reverb to roll with?”

      Then he begins punctuating his stomps with claps, and the song takes shape: Nina Simone’s “Be My Husband.” Nisha squeezes my knee in silent alarm. This is her favorite song, from her favorite Nina Simone album. This, the squeeze implies, is fate at work.

      Jeff pulls his guitar around to play the second song, something I have never heard before but which evokes a familiar emotion: the irresistible melancholy of longing. Encountering this kind of sublimity is so overwhelming that it makes me want to capture it in an image. Discreetly, I take a single photo, the click of the shutter buried in the reverb. Then I abandon the camera and give myself over entirely to the moment. Over the course of the set, Jeff sometimes leans against the wall, like he’s fiddling around in his own living room, casually being a genius. Sometimes he cradles his guitar closer to his chest, turning its face up so he can gaze upon it with more attention, as if it were a lover.

      When the set ends, I look over at Nisha. Her face is streaked with tears.

      “I think I just saw god,” Nisha says.

      For once—and just this once—Nisha is not overreacting.

      “Go talk to him,” I urge her. “Do it now, before he gets too famous.”

      At the front of the room, Jeff is already being swallowed up by the crowd. Nisha moves, zombie-like, into the fray.

      I peel myself off the ground, unsticking my dress from the unswept floor. When I stand, my knees buckle underneath me. My legs have fallen asleep. How much time just passed?

      “What’d you think?”

      The guy in the suit. Over the past however long, I had been so fixated on the music, and the musician, that I’d almost forgotten he was just above me.

      Earlier, I could tell that he was handsome, if out of place. Now I see that he’s unbearably hot—and also, somehow, intensely familiar. As if I’ve previously seen the way his forearms flex under his rolled-up shirtsleeves, and already know how a section of his dark hair falls, curling over one eye. Like I’m familiar with how the corners of his mouth turn downward, not up, when he smiles, which makes it seem like he’s harboring a secret I’m desperate to be in on. As though I’ve already heard the deep rumble of his laugh. And felt the weight of his body pressing me up against a wall.

      It doesn’t make sense. But to question it—I don’t know where to start.

      “I thought . . . I don’t know what I thought,” I say. “I have nothing to compare it to.”

      “In a good way or a bad way?” he asks.

      For a moment, I wonder if I have the future of Jeff Buckley’s career in my hands. “Definitely in a good way. I don’t think he’s signed yet, but if he’s not, he should be.”

      “I agree.”

      I shift on my feet, still trying to get the blood moving in my legs. I touch the back of the man’s chair for balance, accidentally brushing against his suit jacket, which he’s folded and neatly draped over the back. His eyes shift to my fingers, then trail up my arm, my shoulder, my neck. I force myself to blink.

      He nods at the red-haired girl. “You ready to go, Cat?”

      “What time is it?” Cat runs her hand over her head.

      He checks his watch. Up close, I see that it’s a scuffed Timex. Not fancy after all. “Seven fifteen.”

      “Dinner’s not until eight. Dad can wait.”

      Dad. My gaze darts between them.

      “The express is running local,” the guy says. “It’ll take an hour to get up to Park.”

      “So you don’t have a limo,” I start. When they look at me blankly, I add, “So you can whisk Jeff Buckley away and offer him a million-dollar record deal? With a golden tablespoon of coke as a signing bonus?”

      Cat cackles and elbows the guy. “I told you, you look like a fucking suit.”

      “Well, I am one, for the summer.”

      “Not record-label people, then.” I feel foolish, out of sorts.

      I look out the window. The limo is gone. So are the musician and his gear, I discover as I glance around the room. Patrons are slowly making their way out to the street, into the hot, real world.

      I feel a flicker of panic. I’m not ready to go back out there. I’m not ready to face the impending school year—or the fact that I desperately need to get a job this semester after spending the summer doing nothing other than sunning myself in Tompkins Square Park and sneaking photographs of the leftover eighties punks, their mohawks drooping in the heat. I’m not ready to replace the feelings this night elicited with the avalanche of things I need to do.

      “I’m definitely not cool enough to be a record-label person,” the man says. “I have a temp gig at my uncle’s investment firm.”

      “Which means he’s basically working for free,” Cat cuts in.

      “I’m making enough to get myself this suit.” He brushes his hands down his pant legs.

      “My point exactly,” Cat says. “Ten dollars an hour, Reid. I’d make more as a waitress at Veselka.”

      Reid. So the man has a name. A good one too.

      “You’re a waitress at Veselka?” I ask. If so, it would be a little like encountering East Village royalty.

      “No.” Cat smirks. “But I did fuck a line cook one time.”

      Reid laughs, then he turns back to me, his eyes studying something. I’m suddenly very aware that I’m not wearing a bra, and that the hard peaks of my nipples are likely making this obvious to him as well.

      He clears his throat. “I like your camera.”

      I fiddle with the strap. “Are you into photography?”

      “Looking at it, sure. But I can’t be the one doing it, assuming you want your head in the photo.”

      I try to fight a smile.

      “Reid does write screenplays in secret, though. And they’re actually not terrible.” Cat arches her brows. I give Reid a glance that says, Really? and he returns one that says, Up for debate. “Which makes it even more of a shame that my dad has him identifying acquisition targets for IBM.”

      “I’m not actually identifying acquisition targets,” Reid says to me, as if I know what those words mean. “I’m making photocopies and binding books out of research that other people did about identifying acquisition targets.”

      “Yes, but what beautiful binding skills you have.” Cat grabs his chin between her thumb and her forefinger, giving it a squeeze. “My dad is no less immune to this punim than those girls are.”

      She motions to the table behind them. The two women sitting there look away quickly, caught.

      “They’ve been staring at you this entire time,” Cat stage-whispers.

      Inexplicably, I feel a flare of jealousy.

      That’s when Nisha reappears, announcing her return with a forceful “Lili!” Her usual entrance.

      “Did you get to talk to him?” I scan her face.

      “He left with some people from Columbia Records,” Nisha says. I exchange inside-joke glances with Cat and Reid. Reid’s gaze lingers on mine.

      “But guess what I got?” Nisha asks.

      “His panties?” Cat quips.

      “Almost better.” Nisha waves a crumpled napkin in front of my face. “The address of someone who knows Jeff Buckley’s manager. Apparently the manager is having a party right now, and this girl said Jeff might come later. We’re going.” She cocks her head, addressing Cat and Reid. “You guys could come, if you want to.”

      I’m not surprised by Nisha’s invitation—this is not the first time my ever-magnanimous friend has encouraged strangers to tag along with us. Or the first time that a stranger has been a hot guy who I’m too shy to ask out myself.

      “We have to go to dinner at my uncle’s apartment.” Reid looks at me like this warrants an apology. “I owe him . . . well, a lot. But at the very least showing up for dinner at his apartment.”

      Before I can consider a response, Cat is shaking her head. Her stack of silver earrings clacks vigorously. “One does not just pass up an opportunity to party with Jeff Buckley. Let me call my dad and get us out of it.” She turns to Nisha. “Where is this thing?”

      “520 East Fifth.”

      Cat claps her hands together once. “I’ll use the pay phone on Sixth. We’re good to go. Allons-y.”

      Already Cat and Nisha are halfway out the door. Reid is frozen in place on his stool, and I watch his face closely, attempting to read whatever he’s thinking.

      He smiles, then stands. He’s taller than I would have thought. Towering. “I’ll come for thirty minutes, then I’ll head uptown.”

      “Sure,” I say, like we both already know this bit. Like it’s a regular game we play.

      His eyes soften when he looks down at me; it’s as if I’ve elicited that response in him a thousand times before, and now I am simply remembering it.

      Then I feel a falling sensation in my stomach. A plummet.

      That is new.

      “Lili,” he says, and I can’t even remember whatever Jeff Buckley just did with his magic hands and his enchanted tongue—my name in Reid’s mouth is the most beautiful thing I have ever heard. I would do anything to make him say it again.

      “Reid,” I respond.

      That downturned smile. “Let’s see what’s happening on Fifth Street.”
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      The four of us start hoofing it up five flights of stairs at 520 East Fifth Street, one of those dilapidated but cozy former tenement buildings with both steel bars and flower boxes framing its windows. I almost slip on the worn-smooth black-marble steps twice before the first landing. Each time, Reid’s arm shoots out to steady me.

      “And your major?” he asks, his hand hovering behind my lower back. He’d successfully guessed I was an NYU student.

      “English. Mainly to please my mom. She’s an antiques dealer—a successful one—but she regrets that she didn’t have a proper liberal arts education.”

      Even from the stairwell of the building, I can hear the rangy beat of music playing. By the second floor, I can make out the song: “Tugboat” by Galaxie 500. I thought no one else knew about that band.

      “But I’m minoring in fine art photography, for myself,” I say. Even though he’s behind me, I can sense his bottled-up energy, feel that he’s reining in his pace to match mine. I let myself say the whole truth. “But also to please my father. He’s an art appraiser for an insurance company. By day. But he’s also an avid collector. You know Jerry Saltz of The Village Voice? He once called my dad’s eye ‘Nostradamusian.’”

      I catch a hint of Reid’s scent and feel the impression of his upper arm as his hand reaches for the railing. “Seems like you lucked out with your parents,” he says. “A good combination of cool and stable.”

      Inside the apartment, a series of warren-like rooms is choked with people our age clutching Yuenglings and cigarettes. Sweat and smoke throw a dim fog over the place.

      We’re trailing behind Nisha and Cat as they scan the rooms for the musician. When they keep not finding him, Nisha’s disappointment is discernible, even on the back of her head.

      “What about your parents?” I ask Reid. “Too much of one thing?”

      “My mom was a backup singer for Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young, which should tell you pretty much everything you need to know about her.”

      “I disagree. I absolutely need to know more about her.”

      After we’ve made a tour of the entire apartment—playing it cool is obviously not the goal here—Nisha turns back to me. “It wasn’t meant to be.” She does a cartoonish shrug-and-pout thing, but I know she feels betrayed by the workings of fate, which earlier had seemed to be on her side.

      Cat slings an arm over her shoulder. “It’s still early. Drinking will make the time go faster.” She starts to steer Nisha toward the galley kitchen, then stops herself, turning to address Reid: “Don’t fuck this up.” She swings her finger between the two of us, indicating exactly what it is that Reid must not fuck up.

      It seems we’ve picked up a second wingwoman. I feel my face flush, though whether it’s in embarrassment or anticipation, I’m not sure.

      “Sorry about my cousin,” Reid says when they’re out of earshot. He gives me an aggrieved look. “She wouldn’t understand subtlety if it punched her in the gut.”

      I laugh. “Nisha is a lot like that too.”

      Reid nods toward the kitchen, where we can just make out Cat’s buzzed red head over the crowd, then Nisha’s cackle, flitting through the crunchy bass of “Cannonball,” the new Breeders song I keep hearing on K-Rock. “Kindred spirits. I love my cousin, but I know she can be a lot for some people.”

      “I like her a lot–ness. Nisha’s too. She absorbs the attention from the room, and that leaves me free to be kind of anonymous. Which I want to be, sometimes.” I tug at the ends of my hair, which fall almost to my waist, loose and sun bleached.

      His eyes skim over my bare shoulders. “Why would you want to be anonymous?”

      “So that I can exist without the pressure of performance. I’ve been trying to let go of that, though.”

      He considers me, his brows pulled together. “I can see why you’re a good photographer.”

      I raise an eyebrow at him. “You’ve never seen my photography.” My voice has a playful edge, but something in me is giddy at the prospect of Reid seeing my work.

      “I don’t need to see it to know you’re good at it.” He reaches up to knead the back of his neck. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think you could be anonymous if you tried.”

      A man in a leather bomber jacket and a beret accidentally backs into Reid, which sends him colliding into me. My face presses against the buttons of his shirt. On an inhale, I take in his up-close scent: Underneath the pine, there’s something quieter, like laundry detergent rolled in a bed of musk.

      This, I think, is what a man smells like.

      Two big, warm hands wrap around my upper shoulders. Reid is righting me again. “Should we go somewhere we can actually hear each other?”

      I gesture to the chaos around us. “Do you think that exists?”

      “If you want it, I’ll find it.”

      I nod. He takes my hand and coaxes me through the crowd, eventually leading me to a tiny bedroom in the back of the apartment. It’s oddly austere: a twin mattress made up in hospital-cornered maroon sheets with a Reservoir Dogs poster hung over it. The only other furniture is a complicated-looking boombox that takes up an entire wall. Miraculously, the room is empty.

      “Do you want to keep this open?” He puts his hand on the door.

      “You can close it,” I nod, but he still leaves it ajar.

      There’s a window over the flaking radiator. I open it, letting in a gentle rush of humid air and summer city sounds—promise, in audio form.

      The window leads out to a fire escape. I’ve lived in New York for my entire life but somehow have never been out onto one. It’s always just felt easier to play it safe. Among other dangers (taper candles, the invisible filth on hotel bedspreads), my mother raised me to believe that you must have a death wish to traverse a fire escape voluntarily. Terrible things are always going to happen, so why make it so easy for them to come to you?

      Now I can practically hear her yelling at me as I climb out onto the landing, my platform sandals clanging on the metal.

      Reid stays inside the room, leaning cautiously against the windowsill.

      “Heights aren’t my thing.” He reaches out a hand toward me, seemingly on impulse. It brushes the ends of my hair, as if to make sure I’m really there, sitting on a sort-of-sturdy surface and not tumbling five stories down onto the sidewalk.

      “Didn’t you say you’re a screenwriter? You’re missing out on some good material here.”

      “I didn’t call myself a screenwriter. My cousin did.”

      Clearly, though, he takes this as a challenge. Behind me, I hear a low fuck and feel the metal underneath me vibrate with his added weight.

      When he sits next to me, he folds his long legs into his chest and loops his arms loosely around them. He takes a deep inhale and closes his eyes, steadying himself.

      “Not so bad, right?” I say.

      “Not if I can’t see that we’re fifty feet off the ground.”

      “If you keep your eyes closed, you’ll miss the little community garden down here. Also the people having sex in front of their window.”

      It’s not an unheard-of thing in New York, to see people having sex in full view of the street, but the timing of it adds something surreal and cinematic to the moment. Reid’s eyes are closed, but I still motion across the way, to where a woman’s bare breasts are on display. Even from here, I can make out the sated glaze in her eye, her wet mouth half open. I feel a slickness between my legs. I’ve never considered voyeurism a turn-on, but I’ve also never had Reid beside me, the coiled promise of his body within reach.

      He opens one of his eyes to squint at me. “You’re fucking with me.”

      “I’m not the one fucking right now.”

      He braves a glance across the street, then turns to look at me again.

      “Well, you’re right about the material.” He rasps a hand over his face. In the failing light, I can see a layer of stubble coming in across his jaw.

      “Why are you still looking at me,” I say, “and not the woman spread-eagled in plain sight thirty feet across from you?”

      He laughs. “Because I don’t know her.”

      “You don’t know me either.”

      “It feels . . . weird. To watch them without their permission. I don’t know, I think I need to have more of an emotional connection with someone before anything sexual happens with them.”

      “That’s suspiciously noble of you.”

      “Must be all the classic movies my mom forced me to watch as a kid.”

      “Reid.” I put a hand on his arm. “I’m going to ask you a serious question: Are you being forced to work in finance against your will?”

      A lopsided smile. “My uncle didn’t need to give me this job. He probably shouldn’t have. But he knew I didn’t have anything lined up yet and that I’m reasonably capable of following orders. I think my mom pushed him into it. She knows I’ve always wanted to live in New York, and I just graduated. Also, Jewish guilt is a powerful thing. If I were to walk back a commitment to her brother, my mom would work it into every single one of our conversations until one of us dies.”

      “I’m well acquainted with the feeling. So you’re not from New York?”

      “Is anyone really from New York?”

      “I am.” I point skyward, the universal sign of uptown. “I grew up on West Eighty-Sixth Street.” He makes a hm sound, silently taking in this new information about me. “What about you?”

      “I’m from LA.” I notice him hesitate for a moment. “My contract at the firm ends next Monday. I only have one more week in New York before I head back.”

      Monday, which also happens to be my first day of classes. It is rapidly promising to be a terrible day.

      “So we’re both from places that no one is really from,” I say while my mind contemplates whether it is possible to miss a person you barely know. It’s sort of an insane thought. “Did you consider going to school here? In New York?” I ask.

      “Sure, but money was an issue. When I was in middle school, my mom got a job as an administrative aide at an elementary school. You’d be surprised how many transferable skills she picked up from her groupie days.”

      “I thought you said she was a backup singer?”

      “Technically. But that wasn’t the extent of her job description.”

      He laughs, so I do too. I feel a prick of curiosity about who his dad is. Am I shooting the shit with David Crosby’s son right now? My own father would actually die of happiness.

      “Anyway,” Reid is saying, “my uncle helped us out sometimes, but my mom was too proud to let him fully fund my tuition. It was easier for everyone if I went to a state school. And UCSD has a solid screenwriting program, which is pretty hard to find.”

      “So what are you going to do when you’re home? In LA, I mean.”

      “Hug my mom.”

      “And then what?”

      I notice it again—his hesitation. I’m starting to sense that he’s an overthinker like me. According to my parents, this is also part of what makes me an artist: that I possess an excess of empathy but maintain a clinical, observational distance from all that emotion.

      I see myself in him, which means I can tell he’s holding back. I am desperate to get closer to his core, to unearth what it is that’s causing a crease to form between his brows.

      But also—I’m starting to feel protective of him. You can do it, I want to say to him, just like I often want to tell myself. You can say the hard thing.

      He sighs. “I don’t really have a plan. This is kind of embarrassing, but at the beginning of the summer, like in my first week of working at the firm, I was making a hundred copies of a case I could barely understand, and what I did understand of it was so crushingly dull that I could actually feel a part of my soul dying. There was no art in it. I hadn’t had a creative thought in weeks. I realized I was miserable. I missed writing. I missed who I was when I was writing. So I decided to do something sort of risky.”

      He looks over at me, like he’s making sure I’m still with him. In the distance, I hear the twinkle of a glass breaking, a muffled cackle, and something too fast and violent playing on the sound system—Minor Threat or Circle Jerks, one of the older hardcore bands. I can’t explain it, but I already know that this will be one of those moments I’ll feel nostalgic for in years or decades to come—that this is one of those instants from which the rest of my life will unfurl.

      I nod at him, coaxing him along.

      On a breath, he says, “I sent the screenplay I’d submitted as my thesis to Jake Bellingham.”

      I find it ridiculously sweet that he considers mailing a screenplay to a stranger “risky.” Especially because I have never heard that name in my life.

      When I don’t respond, he cocks his head. “He wrote Forgive Me?”

      I know this one, of course—the movie about the lapsed Catholic priest who descends into a sex addiction. It swept the Oscars a couple years ago.

      “He writes scripts that read like novels. His characters are super complex, and it’s like every word they say has a second, deeper meaning beneath it. He’s the kind of artist who depresses me a little, because I know I’ll never be that good, but it’s also exciting—he’s making the format feel so much more expansive.” He runs a hand over his face and sighs. “So, yeah. I sent him the script with a cover letter that was probably way too fawning. I told myself I wasn’t expecting an answer, but now it’s been over two months, which probably means an answer is never coming. I’m disappointed, and I feel stupid for being disappointed.”

      “So you really are a rebel.”

      “And I used the office machine to make a copy.”

      “You belong in jail.”

      He laughs. The strap of my dress has fallen halfway down my shoulder, revealing the swath of skin between my breast and my arm that I’ve always secretly found elegant. That I’ve always wanted someone else to admire. I feel Reid’s eyes drift right to that spot, and then, as he remembers himself, quickly shift back up to meet my face.

      I am suddenly aware, unselfconsciously, that I am being perceived by this man in exactly the way that I’ve yearned to be: unburdened, charismatic, like I, too, might have a second, deeper meaning. I want to tell him that he can keep looking; that I want him to. That, somehow, I feel safer within the cradle of his gaze than outside of it. He doesn’t need to leave the door open for me. I don’t want anyone else to find me here.

      “I’m worried about what time it is.” I realize I’m whispering, that suddenly this moment feels so fragile. “But I don’t want you to leave the party.”

      “I don’t really want to leave either. But I’m free tomorrow night. And the night after that. And—I don’t want to be presumptuous here—but also the night after that.”

      “But you won’t be here next week.”

      He leans back on his hands, tilting his head to seek out the invisible stars above. “No, I won’t be here next week. I’ll be back in LA then.”

      A pit opens up in my stomach. It is absurd, really, how much dread I feel at the prospect of a person I barely know not sitting next to me a few days from now.

      But the boundaries of time also create a sense of safety, and I resolve to treat this as a test: How deeply can I allow myself to feel? How much can I release myself, to really transform into the person I think I can become—the one I feel like I am when in his gaze? If I fail, if my shell refuses to crack, if I’m halting and unsure and overthinking, then there will be no repercussions—no potential humiliation, no lingering awkwardness. Reid will simply disappear from my life, securely tucked away on the opposite coast, and I’ll never risk seeing him again.

      But then, I can’t quite acknowledge that those are also the repercussions if I succeed.

      Reid turns to look at me again. The little rambling garden below us is spangled in fairy lights, and it’s like each tiny bulb has unlatched and floated up here to glitter in his eyes.

      You’re done for, I think, counting every tiny flash. I don’t even want to hide from his prolonged eye contact—that’s how much I like this guy.

      He slowly raises his hand, and his knuckles graze my cheek. I lean into his touch, desperate for more and prepared to plunge headfirst into the challenge I’ve laid out for myself.

      So I lean in and kiss him. When our lips meet, there’s less a spark than a current, like a circuit being completed. His fingers reach for the hair at the nape of my neck that’s frizzing with the humidity, and I thrill in that private scent of him, clean and musky at once.

      But the sound of my name breaks the spell: It’s Nisha, yelling for me from the bedroom. Cat’s voice, yelling for Reid, follows.

      Panic crosses Reid’s features. We get up and climb back into the room.

      I see Nisha’s face first, glistening with tears. Before I can ask her what’s wrong, Cat grabs Reid and me both by the arms.

      “He’s here,” Cat says. Her tone is hushed and reverent. “Jeff Buckley is fucking here.”
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