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			To my own fierce friendships—some of which have lasted, some of which are lost. I think of you all often.

		

	
		
			ONE

			
			

			2018

			I KNOW IT’S HER FROM the moment I hear the knock at my door. After ten years, with no warning, somehow, I still know.

			

			—

			Over the years, I’ve begun to think of Joni only in photographs—reassuringly flat shots of her golden arm slung over my shoulders, eyes knowing, grin wolfish, face tanned and inscrutable, maybe careless in the wrong light. Now that she is inches away, I remember the full animality of our friendship. The clamminess of her skin as we slept side by side, matching leg hairs dusting our thighs; the keloid scar just above her left temple; the viscous blood that would trickle from her nose often and without any warning, although usually when she was being her worst self, as if her body wanted so badly to remind us that she was human.

			Joni’s short hair is wet, slicked back, and her lips are swollen in the flickering porch light. I remember that she used to chew her bottom lip when she was feeling vulnerable, and I never mentioned it because it felt like a waste of this rare insight I’d been given. Now I can see that her mouth looks painful, red raw where she’s torn at it.

			Joni doesn’t attempt to hide her shock at my own appearance in return, and I stand rigidly as she takes me in—hair hanging limply to my waist, faded T-shirt thrown over flannel pajama shorts, pale skin that has seen less sun in five years than it used to in one summer. From afar, I’ve kept abreast of Joni’s transformation from scrappy, magnetic teenager to overgroomed media rent-a-personality, but this is the first time she’s seen me outside of my teenage state, probably seared as indelibly into her mind as it is my own (hip popped, pink tongue sticking out of lips coated in MAC’s Rapturous).

			“Jesus, Bess,” she says finally. “You’re a little fucking young to retire to the desert, aren’t you?”

			As Joni’s openers go, it could have been a lot worse, but I still feel my perspective shift. I wonder if she can already sense the stifling flatness of life next to the Salton Sea—a wasteland or a kingdom, depending on how you ended up here.

			“I need your help,” Joni says next.

			I think of the ghost between us. The three of us sticky with sweat, sunburned bodies loose from cheap beer as we danced to our favorite song underneath a palm leaf canopy, or lying on our stomachs on a hotel bed, dirty soles of our feet in the air, as Joni and I competed over who could shock Evangeline into laughing first. Then, inevitably—the unnatural angle of Ev’s neck under the skinniest moon I’ve ever seen. Ten summers that have felt like ten seconds and ten lifetimes all at once.

			When Joni takes a step toward me, I move away and she pretends not to notice, just like how I pretend not to notice that her hand is shaking as she plays with the button of her white linen shirt. I think about the last time we were together and the cruel things we both said, knowing they could never be undone. I think about everything I lost while Joni elevated our shared existence, upgrading her life like a company car. I think about the end of that summer and feel the shame trickle down the back of my neck. There are ten thousand reasons why I shouldn’t let Joni Le Bon inside my house tonight, but still, I take a step backward.

			“Follow me,” I say.

		

	
		
			TWO

			
			

			2018

			I LEAD JONI INTO THE kitchen, walking carefully around the saguaro cactus that shoots through the center of my house like a missile, causing the tiles around it to crack and cave. When I look down, I realize I’m wearing the humiliating pair of bunny slippers my ex-boyfriend Ivan gave me as a birthday present, and I wonder if I can slip them off before Joni notices.

			“You are aware you have a strikingly phallic cactus,” she says, more at ease now, “in the middle of your house.”

			“I had noticed,” I say as I open the fridge. “Do you want some water?”

			Joni frowns. “I’d prefer wine.”

			I rifle through the cupboard under the sink, coming up with a bottle of California chardonnay that Ivan must have bought before he decided I was unsalvageable. It has to be a shitty bottle for him to have left it behind, considering he unscrewed all the halogen lightbulbs on his way out.

			I pour two glasses, watching as Joni takes in the surroundings—the slate gray blinds pulled down; the peeling shiplap walls and mismatched furniture; the stark print of sunflowers hanging on the wall above the TV, an image so bland that my brother once asked if it came with the frame. If I see a flicker of approval on Joni’s face, I think I know why—my home is the diametric opposite of the Calabasas McMansions we both grew up in, with their acute angles and surfaces designed so that you can never quite escape your own reflection, because why would you want to when you’ve spent thousands of dollars on tweakments to not only maintain but elevate your own face?

			“You live here alone,” Joni says.

			“Does that surprise you?” I ask, leaning against the cabinet, waiting for her to tell me what she wants from me. Nine years ago, I spent my dead grandmother’s inheritance on this cabin beneath the San Jacinto Mountains precisely because of its isolation—so that people from my past wouldn’t just show up one day because they were “in the area.”

			“Are you off the grid?” she says instead. “Are you generating energy from compost or something?”

			“Joni.”

			“I’m just trying to understand,” she says.

			“Why are you here?”

			Joni nods and takes another sip of wine.

			“It’s my fiancée,” she says. “Willa.”

			“Your fiancée,” I repeat, even though I already know that “Willa” is Willa Bailey, semifamous influencer and activist—information I have gleaned from Joni’s Instagram account, which I follow from an anonymous burner profile: @pizzancacti23. I can already picture Willa’s face in my mind as clearly as I can any celebrity’s—wide easy smile and thick, expressive brows that tend to cave inward when she talks, like the Sad Sam dog I kept stuffed down the side of my bed for the duration of my teenage years—but I would never give Joni the satisfaction of knowing it.

			“Trouble in paradise?” I ask.

			“I guess you could put it that way,” Joni says carefully, and it throws me. Is Joni careful now? Does she deliberate over each perfect word instead of letting them fly out of her mouth like a swarm of wasps?

			I watch as she bites down on her lip, hard.

			“A few weeks ago, Willa found out that I slept with someone else,” she says after a long pause. “And, while I promised her it was a one-night thing, it wasn’t exactly as simple as that…”

			“You’re still cheating on her,” I say.

			“I didn’t say that,” Joni snaps back like a snake before she catches herself, smiling a little.

			“I may have been keeping a door open that I should have closed,” she says, and I don’t know why I’m surprised at how little she’s changed.

			“But, earlier tonight, Willa found a…photo that this person, Zoey, sent me, and I knew that it had to stop. So, I drove over to Zoey’s apartment and I ended it. For real this time.”

			I stare at her, still unsure exactly what she wants from me. The Joni I knew always owned her choices unequivocally; surely she doesn’t need me to tell her that she’s a good person, that Willa probably doesn’t deserve better, that she’s only human despite all the praise and fervor and adulation claiming otherwise in the years since we were friends.

			“The thing is, Willa thinks I came straight here,” Joni says. “To give her some space.”

			“And why would she believe that?”

			“Because every time I was with Zoey, Willa thought I was with you,” Joni says levelly. “I told her we were planning something to mark the tenth anniversary. A celebration of Evangeline’s life, since we obviously didn’t make it to her funeral.”

			I swallow, wishing I hadn’t asked, because what would a celebration of Ev’s life even look like now? The only people we could invite would be other ghosts from our past—people Evangeline would also have been destined to outgrow and forget existed had she made it past her nineteenth birthday; people who had never really known her anyway, not like we had.

			“But, Bess. If Willa finds out I lied to her, it won’t be good.”

			“It won’t be good,” I repeat. “Because…?”

			“Because I have the biggest month of my career coming up,” Joni says. “Because everything I’ve ever done has been building toward this moment, my book release, and for someone who has built a career on radical honesty and authenticity, this secret liaison isn’t exactly a great look for me.”

			Everything I’ve ever done. Funny how this book, this pinnacle of Joni’s career, happens to land on the ten-year-anniversary summer of the incident that made her infamous, I think, fighting a swell of resentment. Her MO is self-help, only Joni never calls it that. In her posts, it’s always self-growth and personal development, as if it’s never too late to overhaul your disappointing personality.

			“Not because you love Willa, though,” I say. “What, did you just get bored of her?”

			Joni glares at me.

			“Bess, I don’t want to go into the minutiae of my relationship with you right now, I’m just asking for your help.”

			For a split second, I am blindsided that, once again, Joni has built a life worth lying for to protect.

			“You haven’t actually told me what you want me to do,” I say, even though by this point, I already know.

			“If anyone asks, I left my house around six and got here at nine p.m.,” Joni says slowly, scanning the kitchen and landing on the dirty pan still sitting on my stovetop, a telltale strand of anemic spaghetti hanging over the edge. “You made pasta, and then we sat in the kitchen drinking this bottle of wine and catching up about the past. It’s three hours, Bess. What difference does it make to your life?”

			I think of all the ways I could say no to Joni. I could tell her how horrified I am that she would ask me this—that after ten years, I would be the person she canvasses to lie for her, even after everything we’ve been through. I could remind her of how badly she’d betrayed me the last time we saw each other, how much we’d wanted to hurt each other back then and how stunningly we succeeded. I could tell her about my life as it is now—how I’ve worked to tread lightly, to leave little trace of myself, to forget all the things we did and didn’t do, constructing a new identity based on my actions rather than my instincts, and how Joni turning up and asking for this will disrupt everything all over again because I didn’t leave space for anyone else in my life, but least of all her.

			“Why did you do it?” I ask quietly, and Joni’s eyes flash with fury.

			“You’re not listening to me,” she says, speaking slowly as if I’m being willfully stupid. “I would have thought that you, more than anyone, wouldn’t question me.”

			I swallow a rising lump at the back of my throat.

			The problem is, Joni has always known who I am. And that’s exactly why she’s back.

		

	
		
			THREE

			
			

			2018

			IN THE MORNING, JONI is poised and collected, already showered as she deftly works the imposing coffee machine my parents insisted on sending me, eyebrows groomed, smile impenetrable. I stand by the breakfast counter and, when she places a bowl of cereal in front of me, I try to appreciate being waited on, even if it is just dry shredded wheat from someone who has gone our entire adult lives without wanting to see me until now.

			“Is everything okay today?” I ask.

			“Okay?”

			“With Willa,” I say, eyeing her curiously.

			“Oh.” Joni tucks her dark hair behind her ear. “I’m not sure. I left my phone at home.”

			I stare at her for a moment longer. “You can use mine if you want.”

			Joni waves her hand at me and searches for something in the fridge.

			“I have half-and-half under the sink,” I say. “If that’s what you’re looking for.”

			Joni winces and closes the fridge.

			“I’m sorry for asking you to help me after…everything,” she says, widening her eyes at me. The mannerism is so odd, so decidedly un-Joni-like, that I instinctively narrow my own eyes back at her.

			“How have you been, anyway?” I ask. “Apart from this.”

			“What a tragically quotidian question,” Joni says as she studies the use-by date on a bottle of Advil before tossing it into the trash. “You realize I haven’t seen you in nearly a decade?”

			And whose fault is that? I think.

			“Fine,” I say. “How’s your mom?”

			“If you find out, do let me know,” Joni says, without missing a beat. “Last I heard, she was in Dubai. She still doesn’t believe in the internet.”

			As she’s talking, I take a seat in the low fishing chair I keep set up for the rare occasions my own parents visit from wherever they are in the world. Their visits are generally fraught, and we all avoid referencing life before 2008, unless my brother, Steven, is there, because he has all the tact and confidence of a Southern California real estate agent despite working in software engineering, and he never seems to notice when my parents go pale or when my smile has been pasted on my face for so long that my lips are cracked. Every time they leave, they invariably try to replace every freestanding item in my home, and I invariably have to send it all back.

			I open my laptop and sign in to the complaints interface of the dating app I moderate: 5oulm8s. It’s 6:05 a.m., an hour before I’d usually start, but I want to make it clear to Joni that I’m not going to mold my entire day around her just because she’s been back in my life for all of six hours. Now seems as good a time as any to start sifting through the darkest dregs of online behavior—the private interactions on a dating app notorious for its hookup culture.

			“Is this your work uniform?” Joni asks. I look down at my gray leggings, already sagging at the knees, and the oversized green 5oulm8s hoodie I received when I first joined the team nearly eight years ago.

			“I am both wearing this and working, yes…”

			“I mean, your whole vibe,” Joni says. “This is a deliberate choice?”

			“I work from home,” I snap. “And you were hardly looking like Gisele yourself last night.”

			Joni grins at me, her mouth as wide and knowing as it was the day I met her. I feel a small sense of relief that the Joni I once knew is still in there somewhere, underneath all that taut and glossy skin and motivational messaging, until I wonder whether she is hoping for the same, if she will try to coax out the old Bess, the one I’ve taught to yield and be good and expect little.

			“We were always so envious of your hair,” Joni says now, the subtext being that nobody would be envious of anything about me right now. As she talks, she reaches out and takes a clump of my hair in her hands, the split ends nearly translucent in the morning sunlight.

			“It’s just dead skin, Joni,” I say, and Joni raises her eyebrows slightly, as if someone else were here to log her dissatisfaction with my answer.

			“Have you spoken to Theo recently?” she asks casually.

			“Not for years,” I say. Joni nods like she had expected that answer, which begs the question of why she asked it in the first place.

			“So, what’s Zoey like?” I ask.

			“Touché,” Joni says, and it feels like it’s one for one now, an eye for an eye, and maybe we can stop poking each other to find the places we’re still tender.

			“Joni, as thrilling as it has been to see you, I do actually need to start work,” I say.

			“What do you do?”

			“I’m a moderator for 5oulm8s. The dating app.”

			I brace myself for Joni to bring up the gaping divergence between my current job and my childhood dream of moving to New York and becoming the next Patti Smith, but she just runs the back of her hand across her lips.

			“Soul mates,” she repeats. “You know, I tell my followers not to be bound by concepts like soul mates or destiny. Those labels are just designed to imprison you, to make you feel so grateful you never stop to question anything.”

			“Hmmm,” I say, thinking of the videos I’ve watched of the masses of followers who show up at Joni’s speaking engagements—women who fill sprawling ballrooms and marquees in places like Palos Verdes and Great Neck carrying Le Bon Babes–branded tote bags as they work up the courage to leave their husbands and take what they truly deserve, and who shout back her snappy catchphrases with the unselfconscious abandon of the newly converted. And it has become something of a cult—Joni has one of the top weekly podcasts in the country, where she coaches anonymous callers through a crisis; a YouTube channel on which she interviews other women in media about their tool kits for emotional resilience; and a further side hustle as a keynote speaker. She is also a regular on the daytime TV circuit, doling out advice on bouncing back from adversity, seemingly working double time after any sort of national crisis. She’s worked ferociously to use what happened to us to her advantage, and her success is further proof of her dogma—the idea that through determination and sheer grit alone you can all but guarantee your own happiness.

			“I want someone to be with me because they wake up each morning and choose me,” Joni continues. “Not because of some ridiculous myth that we found each other because we were destined to do so, as if to drift apart would then amount to some massive universal failure as well as a personal one.”

			“From Blocked to Unlocked,” I say, quoting the title of her book, mostly to shut her up. “Choose your way to happiness.”

			Joni glances at me quickly, a small smile appearing on her face.

			“So you keep track of my career,” she says.

			“You’re hard to miss,” I say. “Is that a regular slot on The Morning Hour, or do they just cart you out after a national tragedy to offer up pithy platitudes and toxic positivity?”

			“You may well laugh, but those pithy platitudes paid off my mortgage,” Joni says. “Or, I should say, those national tragedies did.”

			“Did you ever do a test to find out if you’re an actual psychopath?” I ask.

			“I asked my therapist once.”

			“And what did they say?”

			“She said I probably wasn’t,” Joni says. “Or she might have said possibly.”

			“That’s a big difference,” I say.

			Joni grins at me.

			“Okay, Joni,” I say. “I have to focus on work now.”

			“I haven’t seen you in years, and you can’t even have breakfast with me?”

			“Unfortunately, I don’t have access to the same mine of refrigerator magnet quotes you seem to have plundered,” I say instead, realizing as I do how easy it is to fall back into our old rhythm, the well-rehearsed patter of saying a lot without saying anything at all. “So I had to find an actual job.”

			Joni is quiet for a moment.

			“I know it’s weird, me turning up here after however long, but doesn’t it mean something that, after all this time, you’re the person I came to first?”

			“Maybe your new friends are just worse liars than I am,” I say.

			“I came here because there isn’t anyone else in the world I trust as much as I trust you,” Joni says softly.

			I swallow, keeping my eyes trained on the laptop even as my heart jumps in my chest at her words. A throwback, I tell myself. A former version of myself still desperate to be needed by sixteen-year-old Joni with her fierce wit and her monogrammed lime green iPod Nano.

			“And maybe something good can come out of this whole shit show,” she says.

			I raise my eyebrows at her.

			“You,” she says as she slips her oversized Gucci sunglasses over her eyes. “You and me.”

			I watch as she finally moves across the room to leave, unpredictable as ever. When she reaches the door, Joni turns back around to appraise me one final time.

			“It’s the difference of a matter of hours. Can you do it for me, Bess?”

			As she’s talking, I think I see a flash of the Joni I once believed existed underneath her jagged confidence—my loyal, vulnerable friend who would always strike first but only ever to protect us. The one who would have done anything for me, and who once proved it in the worst possible way.

			And, after a moment, I nod.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			
			

			2018

			ONCE JONI HAS LEFT, I throw myself into the day’s work, tearing through the first few complaints quickly. With each case, I have the option of only three responses—ignore, block, or warn. There is a definitive list of circumstances and behaviors that warrant an instant block (unsolicited nudes, transphobia or any hate speech, soliciting and general phishing for ca$h), and these are the holy grail of cases as they take up the least time, leaving little room for interpretation. Complaints that result in a warning are generally more nuanced situations that could be interpreted in various ways, and they can take a little longer to unpack. I open a complaint where a female user has accused a male user of standing her up at their arranged meeting spot, and I skim through their messages, the last of which was an exchange of phone numbers a few days earlier. In this case, since the users were no longer interacting within the app, there’s only one action I can take. I click ignore and continue to the next complaint. I swipe through some more cases, blocking a user five thousand miles away for unleashing a flurry of misogynistic language that would have once made me flinch but now registers only as being blessedly simple to resolve. Block. Then another dick pic sent after a user didn’t respond for a few hours—this one red and wet at the tip, belligerent-looking. Block.

			When I first started working for 5oulm8s, I used to spend hours on each individual case, searching for the absolute truth, as if anything is ever that binary. Every decision felt vital—what if I blocked someone who didn’t deserve it? Or, even worse, what if I ignored a complaint about a real predator who went on to hurt someone? It has taken me a while to grow a thicker skin and to understand that I am being paid per resolved case, not per hour. Now I speed through each complaint, my decisions as swift and instinctive as they are considered in my own life. Going with my gut seems to work—I’m the most consistent moderator working on the app, not to mention the longest serving, but the irony that I’m the one doling out such swift and unsubstantiated judgments isn’t lost on me.

			

			—

			
				Thanks, team! All active complaints have been resolved!

			

			I feel vaguely panicked when I read the pop-up message, even though I know the well of complaints will be replenished once the hour is over, a time when most users have a free lunch hour to fill and work colleagues to avoid, not to mention that the other side of the world will be waking soon and reframing their late-night interactions in the stark morning light. I lean back on my chair and stare up at the lightbulb above my head.

			Can you do it for me, Bess?

			I grab some cash from the drawer under the TV before making my way out of the house. As the desert unfolds around me in every direction, I think of how daunting it felt when I first arrived here, buying a home for myself in a place where I knew nobody, back when I didn’t know how long I’d have to punish myself for. How, once I’d made the decision to leave everything I knew behind, I had envisaged myself curling up on the porch each night with a glass of wine as I read alone in the dying light. Maybe a Maggie Smith anthology or some Plath, depending on how hopeful I was feeling, how much of a cliché I felt like becoming. A life of scarcity and solitude, but still a Hollywood version without any of the grit or mundanity of real life—realizing too late that I’ve forgotten to buy toilet paper for the third day in a row; accidentally sleeping through to dusk without anyone else on earth noticing; the quiet humiliation of being the only person around to turn off the lights I turned on hours earlier.

			I drive with the windows down, letting the breeze sail between the blistering sun and my skin. I’m waiting at the lone set of traffic lights when a man walks past my car, carrying a large, panting mutt in his arms. We nod at one another, his wrinkled face folding into a quick smile, eyes hooded and sad. Once I’ve safely pulled away, I allow myself to wonder whether he seemed lonely and if I should have asked if he needed anything.

			The town center consists of a liquor store, a taqueria that is rarely open, and a gas station. Three sunburned men stand outside the liquor store, drinking cans of cheap beer as they hungrily eye each passerby. The youngest, topless and sunburned, grins lasciviously as I approach, and although my instinct is to meet his eye defiantly, to walk right through him until he has to step aside, I force myself to cross the street instead. I’ve taught myself to be smaller like this—less reckless than I was made.

			

			—

			The gas station attendant, Ryan, smiles when I enter the brightly lit store. Ryan is tall and good-humored, and, when I first moved in, he told me that he was only working in the family business to make enough money so that he could move far, far away from his siblings. That was nine years ago, and in that time I’ve come to understand that the family business, this gas station, is also possibly a drug front, judging by the constant stream of faceless people I see slipping out the back entrance whenever I drive past at night.

			When I walk toward the grocery section, Ryan grimaces, warning me to keep away, and on closer inspection I can see that the oranges are dusty with mold, the tomatoes already rotten from the heat. I pick up a few packets of instant ramen instead and drop them onto the counter.

			“Good day?” Ryan says, wiping the back of his hand across the wispy hairs on his upper lip.

			“Same same,” I say, and he laughs.

			“It’s always ‘same same’ with you,” he says, and I smile at him as if to say that same same is all I ever wished for.

			

			—

			Once the water has boiled, I ease the noodles into the saucepan and watch as they begin to soften. While I’m waiting, Joni’s voice fills my mind once again, so unlike her smooth podcast voice, which has a barely contained creamy smugness to it, as if she alone has been chosen to understand the secret to true happiness.

			Can you do it for me, Bess?

			I swallow a forkful of noodles, and then I turn on a local country music station in an effort to drown out Joni’s voice in my head. I’ve spent the past ten years trying to forget what happened, only for her to walk back into my life as if no time has passed at all. The problem is, with a history as complicated as ours, I have a feeling one simple favor won’t be the end of it.

			I open the 5oulm8s app interface. There are 3,827 new complaints since I logged off. When I first started, I used to lament the fact that there was no way of contacting the complainant or, for that matter, the user being complained about—no dialog box into which I could justify my decision, apportion some blame, or impart any advice. Now it is a comfort to me. Whatever the details of the complaint, however convoluted or heinous the story, there are only ever three possible outcomes: ignore, block, or warn.

		

	
		
			FIVE

			
			

			2008

			THE TRIP WAS A graduation present from Evangeline’s parents to her, or rather, to all of us. A ten-week stay at the Aetoses’ family home in Tinos, a Greek island in the Cyclades, all expenses covered, including first-class flights.

			My parents were horrified when I told them about it, as if it were just one more way that living in Calabasas was bound to ruin me and my brother, Steven, who was two years younger. Since moving to California from England, my parents had frequently described our requests and decisions (me trying out for the cheerleading squad, Steven matter-of-factly requesting a German car or nothing) as being “one step too far,” as if it wasn’t their fault that we were even there in the first place. They meant one step too far in testing their inherent values, the values they had once believed they would instill in us too, but they almost always gave up in the end. Our priorities may have been warped, but our parents were the ones who had made strangers out of us by depositing us in the heart of this new world.

			I was fifteen when we arrived in Calabasas, a strange Disney-like enclave made up of immaculate gated communities and unequivocally desirable public schools. My family had uprooted from the suburbs of Sussex after my mom was tapped to take over the economics department at Pepperdine University. I still remember her bewildered face as she showed us around the McMansion the university had found for us, and the exact moment I understood that for miles around us, all that existed were more gated cul-de-sacs just like ours, all filled with comedically large houses and the same marble fountains and clinical front lawns and teenagers driving luxury cars with personalized plates. “The public school is really good,” she kept repeating every time we entered yet another sterile room in the house, and it instantly became a family mantra, one that we’d throw out whenever we were taken aback by some local quirk, something we didn’t understand. “The public school is really good” is what I said when we were asked to move tables in the middle of our first Christmas Eve dinner, chopsticks only just buried into plates of noodles, because we were disrupting an otherwise clean shot on a soon-to-be infamous reality TV show.

			Once we arrived and understood that everything we thought we knew about the world and our peers was now void, my brother and I figured that either we could stumble around under the dazzling sunshine like my parents did, equal parts bewildered and bemused, as if they still couldn’t quite work out how they’d ended up there, or we could start over, immersing ourselves in this new culture like nothing had come before.

			At first assimilating involved effort—observing our new classmates closely, all of whom seemed to implicitly know when to be impressed and when to be bored by the unfamiliar trappings of excess around us, as well as knowing what to wear to a kickback and what to wear to a party, and how the difference between those two things could sometimes be a festival-quality sound system or a thirty-thousand-dollar arch made of real, tie-dyed roses. I was often a beat behind my classmates, missing the pop culture references and movie quotes and song lyrics that seemed to be ingrained within the brains of these Southern California natives, and which always served to remind me how different I was in the least rectifiable of ways—all these tiny holes in my knowledge that somehow amounted to something infinitely more significant. I felt myself retreating as I became an observer, a student of the nuances of this strange subculture.

			Until I met Joni. We were in the same biology class, and I had noticed her immediately, predominantly because she seemed popular, maybe even slightly feared, despite the fact that she eschewed the Calabasas High uniform I had quickly adopted like it was part of the curriculum—low-rise jeans and a skinny tank, oversized sunglasses, and as many necklaces as our parents would buy us. Joni, on the other hand, had a vintage fringed leather jacket that you could smell from five feet away whenever it rained, and she wore it with baggy jeans and a rotation of faded T-shirts she’d cropped herself, all with slogans like o’connell family reunion ’98 or camp ramah in the rockies. Her blunt hair grazed her angular chin, and her dark brown eyes were set above high cheekbones. When she spoke, you could see the glint of metal from her tongue piercing.

			From the start, I heard the rumors about Joni’s temper—a preschool expulsion for scratching a girl so hard it left a scar on her cheek; a soccer team ban after she broke the record for the most fouls committed in a single game; how, in fourth grade, Joni had allegedly fractured a kid’s nose at his own birthday party because he’d dared to laugh at her bowling shoes. I didn’t know if these stories were all true, but I always listened a little more closely when I heard her name.

			

			—

			The first time I spoke to Joni was during cheer tryouts. I had already noticed her standing on the sidelines with Evangeline, wearing a black T-shirt that read will fight for beer in orange fuzzy letters across her chest, and I could feel her eyes on me as I stood in the field. At one point, I felt something graze my bare shoulder, and when I looked down, I saw a tampon lying at my feet. I glanced over at Joni and she raised her eyebrows, as if to say, Really? I turned my attention back to the soft-spoken senior who was lecturing us earnestly about how the life lessons we could learn on the squad would transfer to real life, but already I was seeing it all through Joni’s withering gaze, a habit I would soon find impossible to shake. I began to feel mortified that I was even standing on the field, trying out for the role of some idealized version of myself I’d never become, with all these other girls just desperate to find another label, another shortcut with which to identify ourselves—daughter, dog lover, cheerleader.

			Once the speech was over, I debated whether or not to follow the stream of girls heading to put down their names, and the captain noticed my hesitance. “Get over there, bitch,” she said enthusiastically, and I took all of three seconds to think about it before loping right off the field in the tiny PINK shorts I’d begged my mom to buy me just three days earlier.

			“Temporary insanity, right?” Joni asked, grinning as I handed her back the tampon. “Did you skip lunch or something?”

			“Must have been the meth I took with breakfast,” I said, surprising myself and evidently Joni, who let out a shock of laughter. After that, she introduced me to Evangeline, whom I’d registered before only as someone who made surprisingly thoughtful points about books I assumed had already been bled dry of any signs of life in our shared English class, as well as being quite startlingly pretty when you bothered to look at her, which I almost hadn’t on account of her otherwise slightly bland manner.

			We all climbed into Evangeline’s car, a cherry red G-Wagon, and went to the beach instead. There, as the sun beat down on us and brazen seagulls edged ever closer, I learned that Ev and Joni had been best friends since seventh grade, after Ev transferred over from her showy private school in Chatsworth because she was being bullied. At first, I couldn’t quite comprehend how they’d bonded—Joni was fierce and coiled, each observation sharp and unpredictable as a bayonet, while Evangeline was more placid in temperament, babyish even, with her goofy smile and colorful crochet crop top and her blanket of pecan brown hair. She turned out to be one of the most lusted-after girls in our high school, and I thought at first that she was the type of girl guys decided to fall in love with because her goodness reflected well on them, but that wasn’t quite right. She was more complicated than that.

			

			—

			That first afternoon, I felt intimidated by Joni’s confidence and envious of the way Evangeline didn’t feel compelled to wade into everything, shouting her opinions like the rest of us in the hopes they might define her, and over time I understood that this was how it worked, that they balanced each other out. Evangeline never judged when Joni and I smoked weed, or drank until we peed ourselves laughing, or hammed up our sexual exploits to make each other shriek, and, in return, we were fiercely protective of Ev, never making as much fun of her as she sometimes deserved with her blind spots and almost willful naïveté.

			Over the next year, we became close in a way I could never have anticipated, but that’s not to say that it was effortless. Instead, I felt a conflicting pressure to keep up with them while always deferring to their longer, closer friendship, at the same time as I worked to create a groove for myself as the natural bridge between them. Even though I understood that they’d chosen me, I never felt entirely safe in the knowledge of why, and, as a result, I often tried to overcompensate with exaggerated tales of my old life in England that I thought might impress them but instead compelled Joni to raise an eyebrow, or Ev to kindly change the subject.

			However fraught it could be, my attempt to assimilate with them felt substantially less daunting than trying to assimilate with an entire shifting student body, and by the end of that next summer, we had all brought our own cultural touchpoints into our shared canon: littering our sentences with the odd syrupy French word thanks to Joni’s bilingualism (Merci, mon ange, I’d say when Joni passed me the bong); obsessing over every scene in Ev’s favorite book, Valley of the Dolls; and dressing up as the Heathers for Halloween after I stayed up all night making a PowerPoint presentation about why it was inarguably more iconic than their long-standing costume tradition of the Virgin Suicides. I took the rumors of Joni’s latent violence with a pinch of salt, since other than the odd poke or sharp pull of my hair if she wanted my attention, I was yet to witness it firsthand.

			Soon, my family became uncomfortable reminders of how much I’d changed, and I felt wary around them, like if I relaxed for even a moment, there was the possibility that the old, unacceptable version of me would inadvertently step out of this human suit I’d created from nothing but sheer will. My parents eyed me with interest, like a stranger they’d invited into their own home, but I always figured that I’d return to them one day, maybe after college, or just once everything didn’t feel quite so critical anymore. I promised myself I would be good again.

			

			—

			After Evangeline’s death, I told my parents not to come to Greece. I knew that seeing them there, stumbling around foreign surroundings all over again, might be the thing to break me. I didn’t think it would be long until I could return to California, and, for some reason, they listened to me. By the time they arrived in Greece, it was too late—Joni and I had already been reduced to sound bites from strangers constructed from the bones of our very worst behavior. We had become caricatures not only of ourselves but of every parent’s nightmare come to life. We were ruthless. We were sex-crazed. We were killers. And to my own parents? I was a stranger all over again.

			We had all assumed that losing Evangeline would be the hardest part. We were all wrong.

		

	
		
			SIX

			
			

			2018

			ON THURSDAY NIGHT, JONI calls to tell me that Willa is gone.

			“Gone,” I repeat, flinching at Joni’s choice of word and the slew of memories it elicits. Evangeline’s gone. Gone too soon, gone to a better place, and any of the other hollow euphemisms I had to grit my teeth and tolerate in the brutal year following our best friend’s death.

			“Not actually gone,” Joni says now, her voice filled with barely concealed irritation. “But she’s not here.”

			“Okay,” I say, swallowing. “Where is she?”

			“I wouldn’t know,” Joni says. “She’s unreachable.”

			I freeze, the phone pressed to my ear.

			“Joni…”

			“She’s just attention-seeking, Bess. These fucking zillennials, they can’t handle not being the center of the universe at any given moment. I swear she’ll be back within the week.”

			“How do you know?” I ask, trying to keep my voice level.

			“Because my darling fiancée has done this to me before, multiple times after a fight.”

			“So why are you even telling me?”

			“I’m telling you because Willa’s parents are now involved, and obviously they’re only too happy to blame this most recent escapade on me. They haven’t liked me since Willa dropped out of USC to focus on her activism, but what they fail to understand is that Willa is actually protesting against her lobster-roll, sorority-legacy, Verbier-vacationing upbringing, and that it has very little to do with me. I eat at Nobu three times a week and my house costs nearly twelve hundred dollars a month just to run, for God’s sake. I’m hardly the poster child for sustainability.”

			I pause, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

			“So,” Joni says eventually. “I might need you to extend our white lie a little.”

			“You want me to lie to Willa’s parents for you?” I ask.

			“It will just make my life a lot easier if you stick to our original story,” Joni says. “This is so fucking typical, I can’t even tell you. I’m about to have the biggest work month of my life and Willa pulls this shit.”

			I pull my cardigan closer around me, a familiar sense of dread threading through my veins.

			“Joni,” I say slowly. “I don’t know how I feel about covering for you when you don’t actually know where Willa’s gone…”

			There is a silence while Joni processes my words, and I think about also asking if she suspected Willa was going to pull her disappearing act when she came to my house three nights earlier, but I can’t quite find the words to accuse her of this. I wonder what it would take for Joni to throw our past back in my face; whether her scars really have healed or if her sacrifice will always be there, simmering just below the surface.

			“Look, Willa’s parents, the media, all the assholes who are jealous of my success because I’m a woman, and a queer one at that, they’re going to use this—this moral miscalculation of mine—to destroy everything I’ve built,” Joni says furiously. “And I would have thought that you might know better than anyone how it feels to be miscast.”

			Miscast, I think. Like an inadequate actor floundering onstage. From where I’m standing, the problem was never that we were miscast; it was that we were exposed.

			“This obviously complicates things, but I’ll need you to cover me for another week, max,” Joni says. “Just until Willa has made her point.”

			“And what point is that?”

			“That she’s the one in control.”

			I pause because I can’t imagine Joni not being in control of any aspect of her life, and the thought disturbs me more than anything else she’s said.

			“And Zoey?” I ask. “She’s aware of all this?”

			“Zoey’s my problem,” Joni snaps.

			“Have you even told the police that Willa’s missing?”

			“Have you been listening to me?” Joni says, her voice tight with something I can’t identify. “If this gets out, it will blow up just because of who I am, and that’s both the last thing I need right now and exactly what Willa wants to happen.”

			Joni says who I am, but we both know she means who we are. A knot forms in my stomach, and now I’m thinking not of Willa but of the photographers who tracked our every move from the moment we landed in LAX from Athens; the wheedling reporters who pretended to be on our side until they felt compelled to mention our strange behavior after Evangeline died; the miles of newspaper inches taken over with a postmortem of not only that one night but our entire dumb teenage lives leading up to it—thousands of careless texts and emails and snide yearbook quotes wedged alongside our classmates’ overwrought accounts of the most mundane interactions recast in a sinister new light; the creepy offers of support from a certain type of stranger on the internet; the cruel and scathing commentary from every other faceless stranger on the internet; and then, worst of all, the subtle shift I saw in both my parents’ faces, as if in the time I’d been gone they had both been crushed and reconstructed so carefully that only I was cursed to notice and understand all over again that it was my fault nothing would ever be the same.

			“Trust me, Bess,” Joni says. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

			

			—

			I don’t hear from Joni for a few days, a fact that bothers me more than I want it to, mostly because I understand that she will be playing it like this on purpose. Joni will know that her reappearance in my life has only made it feel all the more empty now that she’s gone, just like she’ll know that I now check my phone for news of Willa half a dozen times before I’ve even logged on to work. Most of all, Joni will know that I’m questioning whether the predictability of a life without her is still preferable to one with her, even with the threat of chaos she brings, and it’s this fact alone that stops me from calling the number I find scrawled on the dishwasher manual next to my fridge, the familiarity of her pretentious French sevens nearly winding me.

			One night in bed, I load up an old YouTube video of Joni on my phone. She’s addressing a crowd from the stage of an anonymous conference room in downtown San Diego. It was filmed a couple of years ago (before she discovered her trademark ivory jumpsuits), and Joni wears a green velvet suit as she scans the crowd with purpose, as if she has endeavored to make eye contact with every single audience member before she utters so much as a word.

			“You all know what happened when I was eighteen,” Joni starts, her voice more honeyed than I’ve ever heard it in real life. “You read about me at the time; you probably judged me. Maybe you even hated me. But that’s not why you’re here today.”

			Joni holds the audience’s awe like a newborn baby.

			“You’re here because of what happened next. You’re here because you witnessed me taking the worst thing that had ever happened to me, the injustice, the shame, the grief, and you watched me transform it into something so magical, so brilliant, that you almost didn’t believe I was the same person you first saw, all those years ago.”

			On-screen, Joni pauses, her eyes shimmering under the stage lights. “But I’m not special.”

			The audience is silent, absorbing every word as if she were delivering a sermon.

			“I am just like you.”

			Joni lets the words resonate before she starts pacing, her posture near perfect as she crosses the stage.

			“The only difference between us right now is one choice. One simple choice I made when I saw not only how the world expected me to behave but who they wanted me to be. So I made the choice to become who I wanted to be instead. Not only did I refuse to be defined by my past for a moment longer, but I refused to be defined by any other human in my life, whether that was a stranger behind a computer screen or my own mother. And now I’m here, standing in front of you, asking you to make that same choice. People in your life will want to shame you, to keep you in your old habits and dysfunctions because you’re easier to predict that way. They’ll want to keep you trapped on autopilot, an eternal victim of your own trauma, because you’re easier to control that way. But I want to tell you that we deserve so much more. Say it with me—we deserve more.”

			I pause the video, the frame stuck on a close-up of Joni’s face, flushed with the thrill of believing her own hype, and I wonder if the fury that once lived inside her is still lurking somewhere. I remember now why I stopped watching her videos, choosing to track her progress instead via her Instagram page, where I can at least read her grandiose captions and claims in my own voice, flattening them with varying levels of skepticism, to paper over the fact that I am still a bystander in my own life. Joni moved so quickly to secure her status as the keeper of our shared story that I never stood a chance.

			I open Instagram next, searching for Willa’s account. I scan her grid as if she might have left a clue as to her whereabouts, but it remains uncharacteristically dormant. Up until a week ago, Willa was posting daily, speaking out on a range of issues, from climate change to trans rights to corporate tax evasion, as well as posting sponcon in her role as “brand ambassador” for a millennial makeup line and an ethically sourced mineral water company. The two most recent posts are bright and poppy shots of Willa’s twenty-third birthday taken by a famous fashion photographer solely so they could be shared and fawned over on their socials—Joni grinning as she presents Willa with a five-tiered rainbow cake, topped with a single sparkler; Willa, heavenly in a white dress as she slots one of her birthday presents, a signed early Nikki Giovanni anthology, into her sun-soaked bookshelf, her new, glittering engagement ring pulling focus. Photos designed solely to make you regret every decision that has led you to your own sorry existence.

			Afterward, I google Willa’s name. When nothing new comes back, I feel reassured, somehow, to know that nobody else seems worried about her either.

		

	
		
			SEVEN

			
			

			2018

			I OPEN THE DOOR THE following afternoon expecting to find Joni but facing two detectives from the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department instead. I stand blinking in the stark sunlight for a moment before pasting a smile on my face. It feels both shocking and inevitable that this is happening, that I am calmly inviting these two strangers into my home and offering them a cup of coffee in the 105-degree heat.

			The detectives, a male and female, visibly sweltering in their beige LASD uniforms, decline a drink and take a seat instead on the sofa Joni had slept on one week earlier, before introducing themselves to me as Detectives Frost and Jenkins. I take a seat on the fishing chair opposite them, my back already slick with sweat.

			“Elizabeth Winter, huh,” Detective Frost says, in a thoughtful way that makes me think she must have already recognized my name, because surely nobody would make the connection between my current state and the defiant, shameless girl from that final summer. I can feel my heart rate pick up even as I maintain a mask of amiability, as if I have no history with conversations just like this one—questions that seem innocent on the surface but are riddled with hooks sharp enough to gut you at the earliest opportunity.

			“Bess,” I say. “I’ve always gone by Bess.”

			“Do you know Willa Bailey?” Jenkins asks, his flat tone giving little away. He has thin lips and a worryingly uneven mole on his chin. I shake my head: No, I do not.

			“What’s this about?” I ask.

			“Willa’s parents have notified us that she hasn’t been in touch with them for coming on a week now,” he says, before adding, “We’ve been assured this is out of character,” as if to justify his presence in my home.

			The fact that Joni didn’t even think to warn me the police are involved should tell me everything I need to know: Joni believes that by simply reappearing in my life and bestowing her sparkling presence on me once again, she has done enough to secure my loyalty toward her. I feel sick with the effort of trying to resist the pull of her, even when she’s nowhere near me.

			“A week,” I repeat. “And they’re only just getting in touch?”

			“There seems to have been some confusion,” Frost says. “Between her partner and her family as to where exactly she was supposed to be during this time.”

			I pretend to be transfixed by a loose plastic screw in the leg of the fishing chair.

			“I’m sorry, I don’t know Willa personally,” I say, shaking my head again slowly. “I wish I could help you.”

			“And how long have you known Ms. Le Bon?”

			I pause, pretending to count. “Thirteen years in September.”

			Detective Frost raises her pale eyebrows and makes a note in her pad. I wonder if she views it as an achievement to have preserved a childhood friendship for so long, or whether she’s acknowledging our shared history and that this is no normal friendship. I stiffen as I remember the leaked topless photos that made the rounds online, or the viciously cavalier messages I sent to Joni and Ev after I had sex for the first time, soon to be printed in newspapers across the world.

			“When did you last see Ms. Le Bon?”

			“She stayed over last week. Monday night.”

			“That’s May seventh?”

			I nod as Detective Jenkins makes a note this time.

			“What time did she arrive?”

			I swallow, thinking not of Joni or Willa but of Evangeline, of how she used to clench her hands into fists whenever we made her lie for us. I try to shake the feeling that I’m in a lucid dream, that I might open my eyes in a moment to find that none of this is real and Joni never came back for me at all.

			“Are you worried?” I ask. “About Willa, I mean.”

			“Please answer the question, Ms. Winter.”

			Both detectives are staring at me now with growing interest, and I know this could all end here if I just tell the truth. I’ve already lived a lifetime without Joni; what’s another one? My mouth is bone-dry as I work out what to say next. And then—“Joni got here around eight or nine. Or actually…closer to nine.”

			A split in time. Irreversible. But isn’t that what I wanted? I remember Joni’s face on the beach in Mykonos the night Evangeline died, her eyes drilling into mine as she held my face in both her hands.

			“And this is normal for you?” Detective Jenkins asks, a light snark to his voice. “A weekday slumber party?”

			I frown at him and Detective Frost quickly qualifies her partner’s words. “Everything seemed fine? It was just a regular night for you both?”

			“Well, I don’t know if I’d say that,” I say, my mind reeling at the thought of what I’ve done. Then, reluctantly, because they’re still watching me closely: “We were planning a tribute for a friend who…we lost ten years ago in July.”

			The two detectives exchange a look.

			“Right,” Frost says gently. “Well, we’ll let you know if we have any follow-up questions.”

			At this point, Jenkins stands up and thanks me before he heads toward the door, perhaps already mentally moving on to the next interview, the next alibi he needs to check in order to keep Willa’s hysterical family at bay. The thought that this is over and soon they will both leave panics me because it means I will be left alone to think about what I’ve done and, even worse, why.

			“When was she last seen?” I blurt out, and Frost glances at her colleague, who is already opening the screen door to the porch.

			“We’re trying to find that out,” she says as she hands me her card. Anastasia Frost, Homicide Bureau. She sounds like she should be a harpist at a New York conservatory, not trudging around a forgotten corner of Imperial County, I think, before the word homicide registers.

			Noticing my discomfort, Detective Frost puts her hand on my arm.

			“Right now, this is a missing persons investigation,” she says reassuringly, and I tell myself that she wouldn’t be acting so kindly toward me if she had any reason to doubt my story.

			“Does she do this a lot? Willa, I mean?” I say, as we walk toward the door. “Does she disappear a lot?”

			Detective Frost glances above my doorframe as if to check for a security camera and, once again, I’m relieved not to have any close neighbors peering through curtains or pretending to take their dog for its sixth walk of the day just so they can get a better view of the action.

			“Not as far as we know,” she tells me, leaning in close enough that I can see the fine dusting of hairs on her upper lip. “Not according to her parents. But parents aren’t always the best judge of things like this.”

			My heart is pounding as I wave goodbye to them on the porch, forcing an appropriately concerned smile as they drive away, and then I eat a microwave burrito while watching a game show in which contestants have the duration of the show to teach their old dog a new trick.
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