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CHAPTER 1






All right, I’m Anna. What am I up to?


There’s a full moon tonight, and in Paris it’s hanging bright and low behind the Eiffel Tower. My face is covered with ultra-futuristic Ziggy Stardust–style makeup, and the golden café lights are shining all reflected in the Seine like fallen stars. I’m exhausted after a long day of back-to-back runway shows, but this is only my second time in Paris, and it’s the first quiet moment I’ve had since the plane landed three days ago. Despite the setting—or maybe because of it—I’m lonely. (Anna is always a little bit lonely.) So I take out my phone and text Max, who’s been waiting.


Me: Damn, this is beautiful.


The streets have a cartoon van Gogh quality and from a restaurant open late “La Vie en Rose” filters out into the street just like in Sabrina. Max writes back Show me? and I’m already searching “full moon paris night” on Flickr. It takes only a second to find the right photograph, and just a few more to crop and filter, turning it into Anna’s Full Moon Paris Night. I send it off to Max.


Max will wonder at the pretty picture, and though he won’t think of it consciously, the girl who sent it to him will become a bit less abstract. She is across an ocean, but he’s seeing what she’s seeing right now. The face he fell in love with is placed in time and space, and in his mind, through his longing for her, she is made more real.


I never slip up, but if I do—if Anna takes a misstep beyond the realm of possibility—these solidifying moments will help Max instantly forget. When he doubts, he will soothe himself, repeating: But I’ve seen so many pictures. She has so many Instagram followers. If I ask for something, she supplies it. It is not impossible that I could be loved this way by a woman like her.


Max’s capacity for denial is a bottomless well inside him, like it is for everyone.


A text from someone else interrupts. I leave Anna standing on the moonlit bridge while I look at the clock—not the clock on my phone, but the clock on the classroom wall. It reads 3:40 p.m. That’s 6:40 p.m. in New York, forty minutes after midnight in Paris, and five minutes until the bell rings.


New message from GEORGE


George: Skype?


Another woman, Emma, stirs restlessly in the bedroom of a mansion in Savannah. Asleep next to her, the duvet-covered mound of her abusive husband, Ron, snores and farts, a detail she has been waiting to share with George.


But the phone’s red light is blinking, beckoning, telling me that Max has seen Anna’s picture and has something new to say. Sorry, George, not now.


Max: Wow, that’s pretty.


Anna, paused, takes a deep breath back to life.


Me: They offered to have a driver take me back to the hotel, but I felt like waiting. It should be romantic, strolling along the Seine way past midnight, but I’m lonely without you. And I’ve been thinking about our fantasy all day. . . .


Max: Naughty girl. Get back to your hotel and take another picture for me. I’m stuck in the lab, and I need a distraction.


Me: Hmm, I don’t know. I’m feeling pretty uninspired.


The red light’s blinking.


Now Mary-Kate’s saying ANSWERRRR CAREY NOW AGHGHHG


Oh shit, I thought, and tried to diffuse the haze that’s been comfortably separating me from sixth-period precalc for the past forty-five minutes. My phone, hastily shoved back inside the desk I’d been slumped over, made a sad little scraping sound. I missed it as soon as it left my hands.


I looked up, but the equations covering the SMART Board at the front of the classroom blurred and spun and refused to come into focus. My eyes landed on the phrase “real zero,” and it became an anchor. I hauled myself up from the abyss.


It was clear I should say something, so I said “Yes?” but I was thinking, Wait, what’s an unreal zero?


There was no precalc in Paris. There was no Anna in Ms. Carey’s class.


“Joss, is there something more interesting you’d like to share with the class?”


Pretty much everything is more interesting than a sophomore math class, but how could I explain that I had just been five thousand miles away, inhabiting the body of a woman who doesn’t exist? Or that she does exist, just not with the name and history I gave her? Hey, Ms. Carey, I took a candid Polaroid of an Estonian girl from a modeling agency’s website and turned her into a whole new person?


I looked at the clock again—3:44 p.m. (That’s 6:44 in New York, 12:44 in Paris, where the early-summer night is warm enough for a riverside stroll.) I drew a triangle between the three of us—me in Arizona, Max in New York, and the ghost of a made-up girl in France.


“No. I’m sorry, Ms. Carey. I was just reading ahead.” I touched the open textbook in front of me. “Real zeroes, right? They’re really—”


Across the room, Mary-Kate stifled a laugh. At the beginning of the school year we’d been forced to move our desks apart because we couldn’t stop talking to each other, like hyperactive third graders.


“—exciting.” I finished the sentence, dragging it out as far as I could toward the last remaining tick of the clock.


Three forty-five came as slowly as ever, two seconds forward, one second back. But the bell rang, setting me free. Everyone stood up, and I slid the phone out of my desk and into the sleeve of my sweatshirt. Before I could make it out the door, though, Ms. Carey called to me.


“Joss? A minute, please.”


Suddenly, the room was empty.


I took the tiniest step possible toward her desk.


“Hmm?” I mumbled.


“Hand it over,” she said. Coldhearted troll!


“Excuse me?”


“Your phone. Hand it over.”


“But it’s in my locker.”


Here’s where she knows I’m lying but can’t do anything about it because she’s a high school teacher and she’s tired and can’t exert any real power over me.


“Honestly. It’s in my locker.”


You’re walking the Seine right now. It’s the dead of night in Paris. There’s no precalc, no speckled linoleum tile and water-stained ceilings. The city’s asleep, but everything’s humming, and you’re a beautiful girl in a beautiful place, in love and beholden to no one.


The bags under Ms. Carey’s eyes were showing. I wondered how many episodes of Grey’s Anatomy she binge-watched on Netflix last night instead of grading our pop quizzes.


“Oh, by the way, do you have the quizzes from Monday ready yet? You said we’d have them back by Wednesday, but—” I said, trying to avoid looking at a faded, ruler-shaped poster with MATH RULES! printed across it in lime-green Comic Sans.


The look on her face said she suspected I knew about the Netflix. The look on mine said I’d put a firm bet on the probability of a software engineer boyfriend who plays video games all night while she looks at pictures of baby nurseries and oatmeal in mason jars on Pinterest.


“I can’t do my job if I’m competing for attention with cell phones. Show some respect.”


I hate it when people talk about respect like that, like we should all just automatically respect someone because they happen to be our teacher, or older than us, or a priest or a cop or a politician. That reduces the whole concept into nothing. I don’t know whether or not Ms. Carey’s a good person. I don’t know if she is wise and righteous. I don’t even know what a respectable person would look like. Probably some little kid playing in the mud somewhere is respectable.


Ms. Carey yawned at me. How much better would her life be if she were a fake doctor in a fake hospital with heartfelt traumas and romantic intrigue? No insolent teenagers, Pinterest crafts in her spare time—


“Look, I like precalc,” I said. “I do my homework. I got an A on my last progress report. Okay, maybe I have problems paying attention sometimes, and you know I hate talking in class—”


Resigned, she waved me away, and I caught the beginning of a sigh of defeat as I bolted out the door.


In the bustling hallway, I moved through a sea of identically dressed girls, slipping the phone out of my sleeve—six new messages from Max.


Max: I could help you.


Max: Here’s something to add to our fantasy [image: ]


Attached, a photo. Despite everything I’d learned about men in the three years I’d spent lying to them on the Internet, I got excited. That private thrill. A photo, just for Anna/me.


It could be a photo of anything—Max’s face, his hands, the view outside his window, the cover of the book he’s reading. Something immediate, something that would make him more vulnerable, something to give me the upper hand.


Slowly, I scrolled down.


And . . . my hopes for something deep and meaningful evaporated. Same old, same old. Full frontal, totally lacking in creativity, a demented still-life painting. Penis and fruit bowl.


But after he’d made his bold move, his valiant foray, Anna hadn’t responded quickly enough. Max felt wobbly. He sent three messages in a row.


Max: You like?


Max: [image: images]


Max: . . . ?


Classic ellipses-only text. Always a sign of a great mind. And do not get me started on his use of emojis.


“Hey,” Mary-Kate said—she was waiting at my locker, smiling her permanent faint smile. She wore it as protection, like a talisman, but it never looked forced.


“Can you tell me something, my genius, levelheaded, dearest best friend? My angel?” I stroked her cheek, tucking a strand of her dirty-blond bob behind her ear.


“Of course.” The smile widened a bit, and she rolled her eyes.


“Why, oh why, do guys always send these—”


I flashed her the photo of Max’s member, artlessly cropped and badly lit, sitting there all proud and pathetic.


“—without any invitation whatsoever?”


“Oh God, Joss! Warning, please.”


“I’m sorry. It’s hideous, I know,” I said, shaking my head.


“So hideous,” echoed Mary-Kate—but she grabbed my phone to get a closer look.


“Which guy is this?” she asked, swiping her fingers across the screen, zooming in until the picture was nothing but orangey, flesh-tone pixels.


“What the hell is Ms. Carey’s problem?” I asked, ignoring the question.


“All she wanted was to whine at me. I’m on the honor roll every damn day, man,” I went on, emptying my backpack, stuffing books and binders into my locker. “How did I offend her? I think she’s jealous of me, in a really sad, creepy way.”


Mary-Kate laughed. “I’m on her side. You didn’t even know she asked you a question.”


“You’re stone-cold, Mahoney.”


“You should have gotten into trouble for staring at your Internet boyfriend’s boner, Wyatt.”


“I wonder what Ms. Carey would do if she saw all the dick pics stored on my SIM card.”


Mary-Kate made a face.


“But yeah,” I said. “I get what you’re saying. I should do like you do. Fly under the radar. Get good marks, no confrontations, keep my rep clean. Just like in prison.”


“Why are you so obsessed with prison?”


“Why are you not?” I said. “It’s an apt metaphor. You think it’s insensitive? Off-color?”


“No, this is off-color,” Mary-Kate said, waving my phone—and Max’s penis—through the air.


“It’s dancing!” I laughed, speaking with a bad, overwrought, old-British-lady accent. “Oh, it’s so happy, it’s dancing! It’s dancing and it’s laughing!”


Mary-Kate was a good five inches taller than me, and she held the phone out of my reach.


“I don’t know. If this were my penis, I’d at least try to make it prettier,” she said, squinting at the screen.


“Penis? Where’s penis? Show me now,” said a familiar voice.


There’s this thing that happens when you’re about to close your locker for the last time on Friday. You hook up to a universal teenage feeling—the third person in your sixteen-year-old-girl trifecta has just walked up, and there’s an open weekend on the horizon with a couple interesting prospects. You’re thrilled to near euphoria by the thought of the next two days stretching out in front of you. A tinge of sadness to it all, a romantic sheen. The weekend is never going to be as long as it seems it will be on a Friday afternoon.


Mary-Kate handed the phone to Rhiannon, who looked at it, frowning. “Another guy who can kiss his political career good-bye.”


“Slight moral transgressions are a net positive in politics,” I said. “Sexting scandals hardly even register anymore. It’s just assumed everyone has one. I chatted with this state senator for a few months, and—”


Rhiannon interrupted, as usual, so I didn’t get to finish my sentence—and it would have been so easy to blackmail him.


“I see what you mean about making it prettier, though. He’s not looking his best here. A nice Instagram filter and he’d be good to go. That’s basic politeness,” Rhiannon said, sighing as she untucked her white uniform polo from her plaid skirt, which was already hiked up so impossibly high that the untucked shirt nearly covered it.


She swiped her finger across the phone’s screen.


“No response for ten minutes? You’re making him suffer,” she said disapprovingly.


“The moment’s ruined,” I said. “I can’t get inspired by another hairy penis. He has to be punished a little.”


“Aww,” Mary-Kate said. “But what are you going to say when you write back?”


“I’m not going to say anything,” I said. “Anna the model, however—”


“So what will Anna the model say?” Mary-Kate said, a hint of annoyance behind the enigmatic smile.


I’m telling a story, I want to explain. But they know. They know all the stupid things I do. They’ve heard all my stories.


“Nothing!” I shouted instead, slamming my locker door shut.


“You’re such a professional,” Rhiannon said, finally handing me the phone.


We began to make our way through the hallway, and after a moment Mary-Kate asked, “Wait. Why nothing?”


“Because he bored me,” I answered, pushing through a heavy metal door.


“That doesn’t make sense,” Mary-Kate replied skeptically. “If he likes you—I mean, if he likes Anna—then won’t he be upset that she’s ignoring him?”


“You’re so cute, MK,” I said.


Mary-Kate furrowed her brow. “But what if he gets mad? Like Crazy Guy?”


My whole body started to blush, like it does every time something reminds me of Peter.


“That was”—I hesitated before deciding—“a mistake. It wasn’t even my fault. He was sick. I was, like, thirteen. I’m a lot more careful now.”


Remember him, staring at you? And not staring at you. Staring through you. Wanting a ghost. Needing her.


“Are you talking about the guy who called your dad?” Rhiannon asked, reliably pouncing on anything resembling a lurid detail. Mary-Kate and I met Rhiannon the middle of freshman year, when she transferred to Xavier after being homeschooled her entire life, so she wasn’t around when everything happened. I tried to remember which details I’d shared with Mary-Kate and which I’d shared with Rhiannon.


They don’t know his name. Just Crazy Guy. I’ve never even said “Peter” in front of them.


“Yeah,” Mary-Kate said. “And she got her phone and computer taken away for months, and her parents sent her to that weird therapist she used to see. Before she switched.”


“Oh yeah! That’s how I knew we were going to be friends. You were messing with those smiley-face How Are You Feeling? cards and it was so fucking funny,” Rhiannon said, smiling at the memory.


I was feeling nothing.


Rhiannon gasped, adding, “Do you still have those? I want to use them for something.”


I didn’t respond.


“Uh-oh,” said Mary-Kate. “We’ve displeased our mistress.”


“Do you want to talk about it, Joss?” Rhiannon asked, throwing her arm around me, pulling Mary-Kate in on her other side. “Do you need your angry-face card?”


“Guys,” I said, stopping in the middle of the hallway. “Can we please not?”


Rhiannon shrugged. “I’m just sorry I missed it all.”


“It was not that dramatic.”


“It kind of was,” Mary-Kate whispered to Rhiannon.


“Whatever, Anna-Joss,” Rhiannon said. I wriggled out of her side hug and kept walking.


“But still, I don’t see what you’re trying to accomplish by waiting so long to respond to Max,” Mary-Kate said, with an awful lot of conviction for someone who, for as long as I could remember, had never even had a crush on a boy.


“It’s the best move,” I said. “Trust me. I’ll text him tomorrow and say Anna met up with the male model from her shoot as she crossed the Pont des Arts. It’ll drive him nuts.”


Outside, we were met with a blast of ninety-two-degree heat, like stepping into a furnace, so hostile your mind goes straight to cremation.


“Oh, fuck this place!” Rhiannon muttered.


“Fuck this place,” I repeated in solidarity, taking off the sweatshirt that I wore so I could hide my phone in its sleeves during class.


We had to cross through the main courtyard of our school, Xavier Prep, to get to the parking lot, where Rhiannon’s car waited, heated up like the inside of an Easy-Bake Oven. It could be a treacherous walk for lesser girls, full of invisible fault lines carved into the ground by ancient, made-up social separations.


The fault lines didn’t bother us—we’d banded together. We were protected by the shared, unshakeable sense that We Did Not Belong Here. We were three very different people, who felt out of place for very different reasons, but it turns out that’s a pretty solid basis for friendship.


Halfway across the courtyard, someone called my name.


As I turned toward the sound, I thought I saw something dart across the courtyard—a kind of undulating flash. Paws in the dead grass. Gone before I took a breath, sun-blasted.


Jackrabbit, I thought, hoping that was all.


Mary-Kate and Rhiannon walked on without me. I grabbed for my sunglasses.


“Hey, Joss!” the voice said again, closer. This time I could place its sickeningly sweet enthusiasm, which, to my ear, never failed to sound absolutely hollow. It was Leah Leary, a girl I’d had three sleepovers with in elementary school because our mothers were on the same committee.


I watched her walk toward me, wheeling a gigantic rolling backpack. It hit the back of her ankles with a thunk when she stopped moving.


“What do you want?” I asked. She never seemed to get offended, which was why I couldn’t help but try my hardest to offend her.


She fiddled with the backpack’s plastic handle, which was decorated with ribbons in Xavier Prep’s signature blue-and-yellow plaid. I pictured her braiding them together, at home, alone.


“Shane said you might be interested—”


“He’s wrong,” I interrupted.


“We’re going to this movie tonight—”


“I’m not interested.”


“Sorry,” she said, her voice rising ever so slightly, to the frequency of a boiling teapot. “I was just trying to be nice. Shane wanted me to ask you.”


“Tell Shane I’m busy,” I said, leaving before she could say anything more.


Just because she’s dating Shane doesn’t mean I’m available for re-friending. She should know better, anyway. She should be protecting herself.


Rhiannon’s hand-me-down Volkswagen pulled up to the curb at the front of the school. Across the parking lot, streams of gross little steroid monkeys from the boys’ school, Brophy, descended on their huge pickup trucks and ugly-era Mustangs.


Rhiannon was blasting a Blondie song when I climbed into the backseat, and her off-key voice competed with Debbie Harry’s perfect one as they both screeched against the roar of the air-conditioning.


“Mr. Lauren, behind us,” Mary-Kate shouted from the passenger seat as we started driving.


Mr. Lauren, my AP bio teacher. Friend of the youth, on the side of the angels. British, weirdly attractive. Drives an intensely cool little car—small, red, foreign, old, but not too precious or showy—a dented Volvo coupe, teacher’s salary paint job. He lets me play music during class and doesn’t mind if I look at my phone while we’re running experiments. I smiled at him through the back window. He looked surprised and smiled back.


“Mmm,” Rhiannon said, watching him in the rearview mirror. “He makes me feel all Dateline: To Catch a Predator.”


I laughed. “That show was an insult to teenage girls everywhere.”


“Here it comes,” Mary-Kate said.


“I mean it. They have these people whose job it is to pretend to be teenage girls, and they all do the same thing—dumb themselves down by ninety-five percent and type stuff like ‘I’m so horny 4 U’ in some dark lair of a Yahoo chat room. There’s no style, no nuance, no character development. And they’re scraping the bottom of the barrel. Picking up creeps like that is the easiest thing ever.”


“Joss is defending the child molesters again,” Mary-Kate scolded.


“I am not. I’m defending us. What does it say about society if the mark of authenticity—for both perverts and pervert catchers—is that teenage girls must talk and write like complete idiots?”


They didn’t respond. Rhiannon rolled the windows down and turned the music up as we slowly coasted across campus.


My phone buzzed.


New message from JAMES


James: Are you there?


I checked the clock, cursing daylight saving time for throwing off my calculations. I couldn’t remember if it was an hour behind or ahead in Los Angeles.


“Let’s get coffee!” Rhiannon sang.


Am I here? Am I here?


“Drop me off first?” I asked.


“What?” she and Mary-Kate both complained.


I searched my phone for the right time zone.


“I have a—a thing,” I said.


They groaned.


“Fine,” said Rhiannon, making a hard U-turn that sent me flying across the backseat.


“Rhiannon!” I shouted.


“Fine,” she repeated. “But you’re coming out tonight. No way you’re staying home to chat with Random Weirdo number 2,863.”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I said, fastening my seat belt.


Rosie is sitting in the café at her exclusive art school, looking out at a tree-covered hill. A tiny brown rabbit appears, just at the edge of the tree line. The rabbit twitches his nose. Rosie watches—there’s something strange about this animal. He is small, but he looks heavy. Not fat. Held down by a force. Rosie looks away. It takes effort. She looks at her phone.


I texted James.


Me: I’m here.







CHAPTER 2






Church, mall, school, prison. Church, mall, school, prison. In the desert they’re indistinguishable—a never-ending row of big stucco boxes pumped full of freezing, artificial air. Windowless monoliths. I watched them zip by, judging the churches by the size of their crosses, the malls by the size of their parking lots.


The only break in the chain of stucco boxes is the occasional lush, rolling golf course, landscapes so out of place they are like a gash in the desert floor, spilling neon green. Lakes with cement beds.


Rhiannon merged onto the freeway, headed north. Beneath the overpasses there are mosaic depictions of Kokopelli, the ancient Native American trickster god, paused mid-dance, playing his flute. A god reduced and cheapened, banished to rush-hour traffic for eternity.


As we drive past, I swear I see the turquoise tiles shift as the Kokopelli lifts his head out of the concrete.


Trickster.


Arizona can be beautiful, though, if you take away the boxes and asphalt. The valley is surrounded by patchwork mountain ranges—some red and round, some scrubby and low, and the biggest, distant and snowcapped. Every night there are brilliant sunsets, and in the late summer, monsoons like color-shifting mood rings full of pink and purple light come barreling across the desert at a hundred miles an hour. A high wall of dust envelops everything, bringing with it the smell of rain on hot concrete and an aura of wild electricity, and it’s like you’re on another planet.


On days like that, on days when it’s not too hot or too hazy, it almost makes sense that humans should live here. But most of the time, it doesn’t. Why anyone would settle here instead of plodding on just three hundred miles west and living in paradise, I will never understand.


Off the highway now, moving out of Phoenix up through the vast burbs, way out, all the way to my neighborhood, nestled against red-dirt foothills. Rhiannon and Mary-Kate are talking, but the music’s so loud I can’t hear them, and I’m thinking of James, anyway—James and the Kokopelli, James in the middle of a monsoon.


James is my favorite. James is my favorite? James is my favorite, right now. He’s twenty-eight and heads an art collective—I’ve thoroughly stalked each member on their fantastically non-ironic social media feeds. He is shy about his own art and forthcoming about his insecurities in a way that isn’t tiresome or narcissistic. He lives in New York—not upstate, where Max lurks in a grad school laboratory, but in Brooklyn.


He messaged my avatar Rosie on Facebook a year ago. Rosie is nineteen and goes to art school in LA. She’s kind of a mess, but well-read, a flirt with a dry sense of humor. Not light-years away from the truth, at least compared to Anna the model, Emma the married former beauty queen, Rebecca the anthropologist studying remote Alaskan villages, Jessica the pro surfer, Lucy the dissatisfied housewife who lives in a trailer home in Nevada, or anyone else I’ve ever made up. I even used my real pictures for Rosie’s profile.


From the first notes James and Rosie exchanged, they were able to talk about real stuff without worrying the other person might not understand. I am acutely aware of how unusual that is.


Me: We can do it, though. We could walk in a dream forest together.


In his last nightly e-mail, James said he didn’t believe that we could meet on the astral plane—that our bodies could follow the trail of our words and manifest in front of each other in a new dimension. He didn’t say “Rosie, that’s crazy,” but he was definitely thinking it.


But I know it’s possible. I’ve done it before.


He is quick to respond, and I can feel the hunger there.


James: You’re teasing me with this whole idea. You know how much I want to meet you.


Me: Why don’t you think it’s possible?


James: Let me think about it.


I know to wait before responding. He is going to change the subject.


James: Hey, have you read that Alan Watts book yet?


Me: I checked it out from the library, but I haven’t started it.


That’s true.


James: You have to. It’s so good.


Me: Cross my heart. I’ve just got to get my dumb show finished and ready before I can think of anything else.


I was on the edge of a sweet James daydream, ready to jump into it and escape, to distance myself from six classes of boredom and clock-watching, from the stubborn heat and my frustration with Max. I wanted to walk in nature as Rosie, who would notice the subtle beauty of pale green moss on a dark tree trunk, who would record it with an artist’s eye, in that special way she had of describing. She would tell James, and he would see, too—


My phone buzzed. The text with James was obscured by a new notification.


New message from BLOCKED NUMBER


I love the moment after you get a new text, before you open it. Sometimes when I’m feeling self-indulgent I let them sit awhile, so I can just exist with the knowledge that there’s an unread text waiting for me. It’s like mini Christmases all day. Despite the heat, I got goose bumps.


But the text wasn’t right. It was wrong.


XXX: LIAR


The wrongness was somewhere between the screen and the four black letters. Serrated pixels sent on bad vibes, reaching out from a remote, unseen place.


I remembered other texts. The first had come about three weeks ago, and since then, there’d been one every few days. New message from BLOCKED NUMBER. Blank when I opened them. Maddening, an empty text. I thought it was a glitch.


But now it was talking.


It could be any of them, Joss.


Joss. Whose voice was that? My own, but removed, as if the thought had jumped ahead without me. My thumb hovered over the reply box, and I realized my hand was shaking.


“Joss!” Rhiannon shouted.


“What?” I snapped, startled, deleting the text from Blocked Number. I could not think about the unseen place and who might be reaching out from there.


“We’re here, you horny little liar.”


“Here?” I asked, then realized the car had stopped and was idling in front of my house. “Oh. Here.”


“Yes. Where you live. In the real world. Get out. Go do whatever it is you do,” Rhiannon said.


“I like to refer to it as ‘decompressing,’ ” I said, reopening the conversation with James.


Me: Can we switch to Chat? My phone’s about to die. No idea where the charger is.


Get the phone away. Put it out of your mind.


“So go. Decompress. I will collect you later. To go to a party. With real people, who have faces and feelings.”


I climbed out of the car and slammed the door, giving Rhiannon a big fake smile as they drove off. From the passenger seat, Mary-Kate shot me a worried look.


I hurried to the gate and punched in the access code: 1113, my birthday. People like gates here. Gates and access codes and security guards patrolling in tricked-out golf carts. The gate clanged shut behind me, and I ran through the tiny front yard and punched the same code into another keypad to get into the actual house. Saltillo tile, stainless-steel appliances. A tract home with all the upgrades.


Just like every day, I passed by my dad’s studio and pressed my hand to the door. It’s always shut now—what a cliché. Someone dies and you shut up the room like a coffin. That big home office with oak built-ins. He’d stacked the shelves with canvases and ripped the carpet out. “I need a glass room. I need more light,” he said once, when my mom caught him about to take a mallet to the back wall. “For God’s sake, Jay, we’ll hire a contractor.” But here we are. There hasn’t been any light in there for months.


Enough. Up the stairs to my room, past another closed door—my older brother Dylan’s bedroom. It’s empty too, but not because of death. Shoes off. Uniform off. Mind racing with a thousand thoughts to tell James, all the things I’d been thinking about while staring at a splotch on the wall in French class, or the back of someone’s head in US history.


I pulled on a pair of pajama bottoms and a tattered Kinks T-shirt, grabbed my laptop, and sprawled across the bed, throwing the computer open, impatient as it labored to wake up. The screen flickered and the dashboard appeared with a shudder of mechanical protest.


I skimmed through my long list of screen names, chose RosieRose, and signed in. James was already on—he messaged me first.


sharkliver: Someone left it in the stairwell of my building.


RosieRose: Left what?


sharkliver: The Alan Watts book. That’s how I found it.


RosieRose: It was me. I left it there for you.


sharkliver: (Some small part of me thought so.)


RosieRose: The part that sees me, sometimes, walking ahead of you on the street, or across a crowded restaurant? Even though you know I’m here in LA?


sharkliver: That part, yes.


RosieRose: The squishy part.


sharkliver: The part that belongs to you.


sharkliver: We are god in disguise, pretending not to be himself.


What was James saying? Did he know? Was it him, controlling things? James and the Kokopelli. A flash of blue as the car drives by, a mosaic made of turquoise planets, each spinning, each a world. James in one, figuring me out.


sharkliver: ^ That was a quote. From the book.


Mary-Kate and Dr. Judson would say, have said, that lying so much and so easily makes me paranoid.


RosieRose: Woah. Deep.


RosieRose: But it should be “herself.” God is a girl.


sharkliver: You’ve met Her?


RosieRose: She is cruel, but fair when supplicated.


sharkliver: I want to read this book to you.


RosieRose: You can, on the astral plane.


sharkliver: DON’T SAY “ON THE ASTRAL PLANE”


The last two messages, sent at the same time. Down to the last fraction of a second on the timestamp.


sharkliver: In our bed.


Sometimes, with James, in the pauses between our messages, it feels like he’s in the same room. Distance becomes fluid, and I can bring him closer just by looking at the words on the screen.


RosieRose: If we were in Our Bed, we wouldn’t be reading.


sharkliver: Our brains already fit together. Imagine what it would be like if our bodies could catch up.


I clicked over to Rosie’s Facebook account and found the page for James Constant. In his profile photo, he was standing on a balcony looking out—at what, I didn’t know. I always picture the ocean. Short brown hair, a shadow of stubble, eyes turned up at the corners by an easy smile. Artistic, smart, evolved. That a guy like him existed made every forced interaction with a Brophy boy all the more depressing.


Thank you, Goddess Internet, for showing me the way.


sharkliver: Tell me about your show. Did you decide what you’re going to do?


I looked around my room for inspiration. Everything neat, orderly. Rhiannon would say “anally organized.” A corner full of houseplants I was trying to keep alive. My bearded dragon, Bueller, in her tank, hiding beneath a faux dinosaur egg. Posters—Dalí’s Galatea of the Spheres, Christina’s World. Four squares of color on the wall from the time I almost decided to paint the walls blue. Hanging near them, a small collage.


What was that from? Seventh grade? Personal mandalas.


RosieRose: I’m trying to find a way to fabricate these sculptural personal mandalas I designed. Since my last crit I’ve felt so shitty about it all. People were mean. I want the work to protect me from that.


RosieRose: I’ll show you when I have something made. I can’t really focus right now though. There’s all this other crap going on.


sharkliver: What crap?


RosieRose: I think I have a stalker.


RosieRose: I keep getting texts from a blocked number. They just say LIAR, that’s all. Nothing else. For a few weeks now, like five times a day.


sharkliver: Why LIAR?


Was that too much? I should have changed the word.


RosieRose: No idea.


sharkliver: It’s probably a friend fucking with you.


RosieRose: Yeah. But it makes me edgy. And I did have an incident, when I was thirteen. This guy was obsessed with me. But it couldn’t be him. At least, I think.


Maybe James can help.


sharkliver: Shit. I gotta go.


sharkliver: I’m sorry.


I didn’t expect that.


sharkliver: Rosie?


I watched the blinking text box.


sharkliver: You know you’re the only one for me, right?


I slammed the laptop shut. He’d won that round. I was thinking of him. I wanted him.


I thought of how his hands might rest on my shoulders, what it would be like to look into his eyes as they met mine for the first time. The idea of having a real boyfriend paralyzes me—it seems so much more satisfying to imagine something perfect instead.


The doorbell rang, and I ignored it. Probably a delivery—files for one of my mom’s cases or the monthly shipment of contraband wrinkle cream she orders from China. I started searching for a top to wear to the party later, but it seemed so tedious a task that I gave up immediately and went downstairs in search of food.


The doorbell rang again. I stomped into the kitchen and threw open the refrigerator doors, grabbing a carton of leftover Chinese and a bottled iced coffee. I set them on the counter and pushed the talk button on the intercom mounted on the wall.


“Yes?” I said.


“Hey, let me in.”


Shane.


“I’m busy,” I said, grabbing two pairs of wooden throwaway chopsticks from a drawer stuffed full of wooden throwaway chopsticks.


“No you’re not,” Shane answered.


I buzzed him in. I heard the door open down the distant, tiled hallway, then his footsteps squeaking—he’d been wearing the same pair of hideous Hush Puppies for the past two years. Predictably, the soft jingle of Ferris’s bell followed. Ferris was my dad’s cat. She hates women. And men too, actually, but she really likes Shane—maybe because he is neither.


He was holding her when he came into the kitchen. He grabbed a soda from the refrigerator and sat on the stool next to mine, at the kitchen island.


“Chinese, huh?”
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