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Fuck ber.

These were the words that got me down the subway steps. I was going to
Ursula’s book party, and if Wren was there, too, well, she could just go fuck
herself.

But my fingers were shaking in the moment before I gripped the subway pole.
So much for bravado. And I had to admit: this wild, frenetic energy coursing
through me wasn’t rage, exactly. It was more like abject terror.

Friday night commuters filled the sweaty subway car. I stood over two seated
girls who were maybe in high school, their mascara-laden eyes darting, hands
pulling nervously at hair. One leaned in and said something into the other’s ear.
She nodded sagely, and they regarded each other with smirks.

The interaction jabbed like a penknife in the ribs. Their shared world. Their
undeniable certainty that they were a team. It reminded me of early days with
Wren, holding hands as we rode out to Bushwick, wearing cheap pleather
leggings, swigging from a shared plastic bottle of vodka and soda.

Stop. 1 curled my fist in my pocket, digging my fingernails into my palm. I
couldn’t show up like this, with soft, pathetic yearning in my eyes. Wren and I
were no longer best friends. Or friends at all. And that was fine. I was thirty years
old. It didn’t make sense that I was still so broken up about a goddamn
friendship.

The doors slid open. I followed a small stream of people out, throwing a final
glance back at the teen girls. One stared directly at me, her gaze both curious and
hostile.
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Pete was waiting for me in the hotel lobby, a mishmash of leather couches,
gleaming wood surfaces, and golden chandeliers.

“Alex, hello!” He jumped up, then stuck his hands in his pockets and grinned.
“Don’t tell anyone, but I’'m definitely not cool enough to be here.”

I'd been more relieved than I'd let on that Pete, my one work friend, had
agreed to come to the book party. Seeing him in his smudged glasses, loose jeans,
and non-ironic running shoes caused my heart rate to slow.

“Careful.” I smiled, shrugging oft my heavy coat. “They can smell your fear.”

He chattered as we walked towards the basement steps and I tried to focus on
his words. Pete and I had only started hanging out outside work recently, and
while part of me enjoyed his unselfconsciously affable personality, another part
was bereft. I could almost hear Wren’s amused voice: Really? This nerd is your
new bestie?

At the top of the stairs, two women blew past us, waves of flowery perfume
streaming off their fur-trimmed coats. I felt like I was in a dream as I followed
Pete down the steps, studying the back of his head as he kept half turning to
explain something ridiculous his boss had done that day.

At the bottom a hallway stretched in both directions. From the right came
the sounds of laughter and clinking glasses, undercut by some kind of buzzing
electronic music. A mirror ran down the hallway, a thin strip cutting us oft
below the shoulders. I looked like a disembodied ghoul: pale skin marked with
red blotches from the cold, eyes teary from the wind, dark hair staticky from my
hat. I tried to bend my mouth into a smile. I'd redone my makeup before leaving
work, adding extra eyeliner and lipstick, but I worried it only made me look false
and weird.

We strode towards the music. A marquis sign with pressed-in letters greeted
us at the open doorway: URSULA’'S BOOK RELEASE!! WELCOME

Beyond was a wall of people. It looked like a living thing, blinking and
shimmering and pushing various tentacles towards the bar. My stomach
plummeted. I'd never been afraid of crowds before. In fact, I'd always thrown



myself in—at dance parties, sweaty basement shows, art galleries so packed that
you knew someone was going to knock over a sculpture.

But now I was afraid. More than that: on the verge of a panic attack.

“Yikes.” Pete considered. “I can literally feel my social anxiety rising.”

The words made me smile. “Me too.”

“What do you think?” Pete studied me. I knew that if for whatever reason I
wanted to leave, he'd take it in stride. He’d probably offer an alternative: a beer, a
snack nearby.

But I had to do this. True, I hadn’t seen Wren since that awful day—her
birthday, nearly a year ago now. Sure, I'd stalked her social media, watching as
her beauty editor job had earned her a blue check mark. I'd seen her style change,
her dark bangs go blunt instead of choppy, her growing proclivity for designer
jackets. I couldn’t comprehend seeing her in person; it'd be like confronting a
ghost who’d come back to life.

“Let’s make for the bar.” I said it grimly and Pete laughed.

“Here we go!” We plunged into the crowd. Pete slithered up to the bar,
leaving me a few steps behind. It was sweltering and loud, guests shout-talking to
be heard over the music, slurping drinks like it was 2:00 a.m. instead of early
evening. I glanced surreptitiously around. My breath caught in my throat as I
saw the back of her sleek dark bob. But she turned and no—it wasn’t her. I
forced myself to take a deep breath. Maybe she wouldn’t come; maybe she was
out of town or something. Wouldn’t that be hilarious, all that panic for
nothing?

“Jesus.” Pete returned with two beers. “These cost twelve dollars each! 1
thought that was the whole point of book parties—free booze!”

“Thanks. I'll Venmo you.” I took the glass gratefully and gulped.

“Hmm.” Pete squinted at the crowd like a shipman searching the horizon.
“Maybe let’s go over there where it’s more chill.” I followed him into the main
room with the stage. We made it to the back wall and both leaned against it with
relief. The tightness in my chest eased.

“That’s Ursula, right?” Pete gestured with his glass.

“That’s her.” She stood near the stage, holding court with a semicircle of

admirers.



“How’d you meet her again?”

“A writing group. A long time ago.” Seeing her in the flesh—tortoiseshell
glasses and animal-print dress against pale tattooed skin and hot-pink hair—
made me relax further. It was a bit sad that the fear of seeing Wren had made me
forget about the point of this whole event: to celebrate Ursula’s success.

I'd met Ursula through Wren, actually, shortly after meeting Wren at work.
An image reared up: Wren in her signature vintage black rabbit fur coat and red
lipstick. She’d been assigned to train me as an assistant, though she’d been
working at the educational publishing company only a few months longer than
me. That first morning with Wren, I'd known—instantly—what becoming
friends meant: secret dance parties in abandoned warehouses, madcap dates
ending with kisses in forlorn alleys, boozy brunches laughing over the night
before. It was as clear as if someone had whispered it into my ear. Wren was a
ticket into the life I'd envisioned in my fantasies, staring out of the window of
Mom’s broken-down hatchback as we raced over gray plains to get far away from
her last disastrous boyfriend. Wren was the tornado that could pick me up and
put me down in the midst of a luscious, Technicolor dreamworld.

But first I had to impress her. In an uncharacteristic burst of luck, it had
happened before I could even make a plan. Leaning over my desk to help me log
in, she’d seen the book I’'d set down: Polar Star, the most recent Roza Vallo. I'd
already read it, of course, having put a hold on it at the library before it had even
come out. But the past few months of job hunting had been demoralizing, and
I'd splurged on the gorgeous hardcover during a particularly low day.

“You like Roza Vallo?” Wren stared askance. I knew her skepticism stemmed
from my uncool professional outfit: slacks and a pale blue button-up shirt. She
loomed over me, a tall girl who wore platforms because she didn’t give a fuck
about towering over everyone else.

“She’s my favorite author.” I calculated and continued: “She’s a big
inspiration for me. For my writing, I mean.”

Wren’s ruby lips curved. “Me too.” She leaned in, eyes narrowing. “I kind of
love your eyebrows. Where do you get them done?”

I fought not to touch them self-consciously. Was she referring to my inexpert
plucking? “I do them myself.”



“Nice.” She yawned. “Lord, I'm hungover. Let’s get lunch.”

Though it was barely eleven, we'd soon found ourselves slurping spicy
noodles while talking nonstop about our current writing projects. We were both
working on novels, and both extremely serious about them. That afternoon I
sent my first email to her, containing a link to a Roza Vallo article that explored
the feminist themes underpinning her novels’ use of period blood. I also boldly
joked about my boss’s cleavage. She responded almost immediately, and we
started a spate of witty exchanges that I spent much more time and energy on
than my actual job.

Two months later Wren had asked me to join her writing group, since their
third person had dropped out. There I'd met Ursula. She was nearly ten years
older than us and had a calm self-confidence that I could only dream of. At this
point I'd been blatantly copying Wren—which meant spending whole days at
Goodwill, looking for clothes she might admire. But Ursula was her own person.
She had her own neon-colored, clashing style and wrote intensely personal pieces
about being Chinese American, queer, and a fat activist. She was so different
from Wren and yet was the one person Wren ever seemed in awe of.

The music switched off, and Pete’s next question rang too loud in my ear.
“How long have you known her?”

I blinked before realizing he was talking about Ursula, not Wren. “I guess
about eight years?” The crowd from the bar oozed into the main room.

“Hubh. Back before she was famous.”

“Yep.” Even back then I'd known Ursula would find success. I'd always
thought her essays were good enough to be published in the New York Times, so
it wasn’t a surprise when one actually was. After her Modern Love piece came
out, she got snatched up by an agent and editor who fast-tracked her first book
of essays. That had been three years ago; she was now publishing her second.

“You recognize anyone?” Pete scanned the crowd.

I forced myself to look. Hordes of hip people, many of them young, early
twenties, purposefully plain with severely shorn hair and no makeup. That level
of confidence—at such a young age!—amazed me. I couldn’t leave my
apartment without a full face of makeup.



“Not really,” I was saying, but then I heard it—a familiar laugh. About ten
feet away stood Ridhi, one of Wren’s choice friends. I shifted so that I was
partially hidden by Pete.

“Hi, everyone!” a female voice crackled over a loudspeaker. “We’re going to
start!” The crowd shuffled and I saw with relief that Ridhi and her group were
moving ahead. My stomach dropped as I recognized several others with her,
including another of Wren’s good friends, Craig. He wore a slim olive suit and
was murmuring into Ridhi’s ear with a wide grin.

“Welcome, everyone.” Ursula’s agent, Melody, had a commanding voice and
everyone quieted down immediately. As she introduced Ursula, I kept an eye on
the crew. Watching them gave me an unexpectedly powerful ache. The friend
breakup with Wren hadn’t just been between the two of us; I'd lost all our
mutual friends too.

I should’ve known; it was unthinkable now that I hadn’t. After all, the night
of Wren’s birthday had ended in arcs of blood, splattering black in the
moonlight.

People were applauding. I shook myself and clapped along as Ursula strode
across the stage in iridescent platform boots. “Guys, seriously, thank you so
much for being here.” Her low voice was often sardonic, but now it was
resonant with sincerity. “You are all amazing people and sometimes I have to
pinch myself that I have such an incredible support network.” As Ursula
continued speaking, I took another gulp of beer, realizing it was almost gone. I
hadn’t eaten since lunch, and the alcohol was making me woozy in the
overheated room.

“Okay!” Ursula raised her glass. “I know at book parties you’re supposed to
read an excerpt and blah blah blah, but why don’t we skip that boring part
tonight and just party?” She laughed at the ensuing wolf whistles. “Awesome.
Let’s go ahead and mingle, then! Oh, and buy a book or three!” Amidst cheers,
Ursula left the stage and the crowd dispersed, many making for the bar. I
watched Wren’s crew join the signing line, still oblivious to my presence. If Wren
was here, she’'d be with them. So she wasn’t here. She must be traveling, at a
photo shoot, doing something she was probably already posting about. And, no,



I wasn’t going to immediately check. The confirmation made me relieved but
also unexpectedly disappointed.

“This is wild,” I told Pete, attempting to distract myself as we joined the back
of the signing line. “Ursula’s last reading was in the basement of a bookstore in
Greenpoint with bottles of Two-Buck Chuck.”

“At least they had free alcohol.” Pete held up his own empty glass. “Want
another IPA?”

“Sure.” Finally, I could relax. This called for at least another drink, maybe
more.

Ursula’s publicist strode down the line with a stack of books. I bought two
copies, one for Pete. The smooth, weighty hardcover showed a picture of Ursula
on a vintage red-velvet couch. She sat cross-legged in ripped denim overalls,
gazing unabashedly into the camera. A hungry, wolfish feeling reared up in my
gut. What would it feel like to hold your own book in your hands for the first
time? For it to be a physical object, a thing that people paid for?

I glanced up, feeling eyes on me. The crew was staring at me, surprised and
faintly disgusted, like I was a racoon that had wandered into their living room.
Only Craig was looking at someone else—

Wren. He was looking at Wren.

The world blurred, and for a moment it was just me and her. There was
something glinting in her eyes, a reflection of the pain and loss that I so keenly
felt. A sob rose up in my throat at the realization that she felt it, too, that she did
miss me, that she, too, wanted nothing more than for us to grasp each other in a
tight, desperate hug, pulled back together like two powerful magnets.

But then a wall came down. The pain shifted into something else, something
darker: revulsion.

Don't touch me. I'd been drunk that night but could still remember her voice
with perfect clarity. How she'd hissed the words from between clenched teeth.
How literally moments later she’d been lying in a spreading pool of blood.

I felt frozen, unable to look away. Wren turned and said something to Craig.
He laughed and looked relieved. The others moved inward towards her, though
Ridhi glowered at me a few seconds longer.



The beer gurgled in my stomach. I turned and raced towards the bathroom,
making it to a stall just in time. Yellow liquid frothed in the bowl. I sat on my
knees and wiped my mouth. I was still clutching the books.

Slowly, I stood and flushed the toilet. At the sink a pretty girl washed her
hands and avoided looking at me. She must have heard my retches. I wanted to
burst into tears but I kept them firmly down.

What had I expected? For Wren to smile and ask if I wanted to be friends
again?

We were over. Forever. I knew that now.

A text pinged. Hey where are you? Can't find you. Pete. Leaning against the
sink, I wrote back with shaky fingers. | just saw someone | didn't want to run
into. Mind if we leave?

Sure! came the instant reply. Sounds like we need to get you another
drink.
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