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For anyone who’s been told they should be quieter about the things they love—

be even louder.




Author’s Note

While Extracurricular is primarily a romance, it’s also a story about healing from trauma. In that vein, it deals with emotional abuse by a parent, panic attacks, and references to sexual assault (in the past, not graphically described on the page).

If you’ve experienced something like Ramona and can’t put a name to it, you are not alone. Please take care while reading.


24/7 Rape and Sexual Abuse Support Line: 0808 500 2222

https://247sexualabusesupport.org.uk






Prologue

ON NIGHTS LIKE THIS, SHE loses herself in feeling adored.

Ramona Wilder twirls around the stage, platform heels threatening her life with every step. Long dark hair streams behind her, miraculously untangled even after ninety minutes of performing. She’s feverish and sweatier than usual and might be catching a cold, but these 21,000 people waited for hours in sleet and slush to get inside the arena—they deserve a show that doesn’t look like she’s sleepwalking through it.

As usual, the lights are too bright for her to see past the first few rows. The audience is a blur of pale yellow to match her latest album cover, the one with her sprawled in the wreckage of a giant cake. There are fishnets and tulle, plaid miniskirts and corset tops. An almost irresponsible amount of glitter. Her fans always dress up for her, and she loves their confident expressions of girlhood even more than she hated scraping buttercream out of her lashes.

Tomorrow, though—tomorrow she’s going to break their hearts.

“Milwaukee!” she yells into the mic, and they cheer like it’s the title of their favorite song. She arranges her doe eyes and cherry-stained lips into an expression of dramatic concern. “Milwaukee, I need your help.”

At this, she waits a beat while the crowd quiets down. Scattered whoops. Hundreds of phones pointed at her face.

“I’m a little nervous,” she continues, her voice grave, “because it’s been a while since this next song came out, and I’m not sure I remember how it goes. I think it’s something like—” She hums the chorus, brow furrowing. “Sort of like that, right?”

Laughter rolls through the arena, even though most of them have seen her do this bit online. A girl in the third row who can’t be older than seven perches on the shoulders of a mother or sister. She’s been singing at the top of her lungs all night. Ramona makes eye contact. Gives her a wave.

She’s still humming, purposefully off-key as she searches for the tune. “God, this is embarrassing for me.” Her bottom lip snagged between her teeth, and then: “Does anyone here know the words?”

Their screams are a hit of dopamine straight to her veins, such pure joy that she can almost ignore the itch in her throat and the fear that her voice will crack. Thank god for the backup singers.

Her guitarist hits that familiar crunchy chord, and then Ramona launches into the song that made her famous.

It’s the last stop on her Wasted Potential World Tour that kicked off in Los Angeles five months ago, winding its way across the country and up into Canada before a string of dates in the UK and Europe, then back to the Midwest for a few final shows that no one knows yet are her final shows. Not her parents or her producers or Len at the record label. And certainly not Thaniel, the lead singer of her opening act, who she’s been hooking up with for much longer than she planned, and who insists on going by that name despite how awkward it is to pronounce and the sheer number of better nickname options there are for Nathaniel.

She wanted tonight to be a true grand finale. The best show of her life, the one that will define her career even as she ends it.

Instead, she tweaks her ankle during the first chorus and spends the rest of the song focused on keeping the pain off her face. It’s more of a whimper than a crescendo, but none of the fans seem to care. Heart-shaped confetti rains down from the ceiling while she blows kisses to the audience, hugs her dancers and her band, thanks everyone for being there. For supporting her on this tour. For being the reason she’s able to do this.

She wishes it were enough, their adoration, and a ribbon of guilt wraps tight around the parts of her midsection that aren’t squeezed by her high-waisted leather shorts. Maybe it would be, if this were only about the music.

But that’s the thing—it’s never been only about the music.

Then she’s backstage and someone is pushing a bottle of sparkling water into her hands, someone has an ice pack for her ankle, someone is helping her unbuckle these godforsaken shoes. She pushes hair and confetti out of her face and breathes.

It should feel like a bigger relief.

“You were incredible, baby,” Thaniel says as he swoops in for a kiss, though she’s too exhausted to give him anything but her forehead. “So fucking hot.”

She reaches up to pat his cheek. “Thanks, Thaniel.” Just because she hates that pretentious nickname, she makes a point to use it as much as possible. “I think I’m ten seconds away from passing out.”

“You gotta let me take you out to celebrate.” The suggestion comes with a hand on her ass, because what he really means by celebrate is her blowing him in his hotel room before faking an orgasm that’s more of a performance than anything she’s ever done onstage. And as appealing as that is—

“I really just want to sleep. For two weeks straight.” She coughs into her elbow, but it does nothing to ease the pressure in her chest. “And I might be getting sick.”

“We could sleep afterward,” he offers with a flutter of one eyebrow, and she wonders how she ever fell for this.

Soon, she reminds herself. It’ll all be over soon.

Her parents descend, her mother giving Thaniel a tight smile and a dismissive wave. DeeAnn Wilder, who handles her promotion and merchandising, and Beck Wilder, who handles her music, have been jointly managing her since her children’s television days, her role on Greta Life! that made her a tween idol before her debut album broke all those records.

“They could see your underboob for the last three songs,” DeeAnn says, passing Ramona a towel so she can dab the sweat on her face. In an instant, the relief is replaced by a too-familiar emotion: shame. “I knew that leather bra was a disaster waiting to happen. One more spin, and you would have been flashing your nipples.”

“A hell of a way to end the tour,” Ramona deadpans, but DeeAnn is unamused. She glances down at the bra and the apparently offensive part of her body that’s on display. Adjusts it, though it doesn’t matter now.

This is the line Ramona has never been able to walk without stumbling, the careful balance between sexy and slutty.

Men should want to fuck you, an exec told her once, but they shouldn’t feel dirty about it.

She should have bolted from that meeting and never looked back.

There are so many times she’s pleaded with the universe to tank her career. When she had her first panic attack at age fourteen during a live taping of Greta. When a boyfriend broke her heart right before she went onstage in São Paulo. When she reads any of the comments sections.

Maybe it’s taken her a decade to summon the courage, but now she has it all planned out. A carefully written statement waiting on her laptop that she’ll post directly to her Instagram without running it by a single publicist.

Her resignation.

Because that’s what it is, in simplest terms—she’s quitting her job, the one she’s had since she signed that first contract as a starry-eyed kid, when she didn’t know where any of it would lead.

Her parents follow her into her dressing room, where she collapses onto the gray suede couch that witnessed her preshow panic attack. She can still hear the tender chaos out in the arena. “Do we have any more DayQuil? Or I guess it would be NyQuil? Bonus points if it knocks me out.”

“Suzette might,” her father says, but makes no move to call the assistant into the room. “I promise we won’t keep you too long. Can’t believe this one’s really over, huh? What a ride.”

Ramona chugs the rest of her seltzer, her preferred method of hydration. Her throat is aching, her brain fuzzy. She can’t decide if she’s too cold or too warm, so she grabs a fleece blanket, scattering sequins on the floor as she wraps it around herself. Her bed sounds heavenly right now, not the one in a Milwaukee hotel suite but the one in her LA home that she hasn’t seen in months. Her bed and her white-noise machine and her cat curled up next to her.

“You’ve been looking through those songs Milo sent you, right?” Beck rolls over a chair while DeeAnn takes a seat next to her on the couch. She should probably text Suzette about that NyQuil, only she can’t remember where her phone is. “And I think we’re all dying to know what you’ve been working on yourself. Ideally we can get you back in the studio next month, but we should really start talking themes for the next album. Some people think you’re still trying too hard to be edgy, and the last thing we want is to keep doing the same thing over and over.”

“Maybe even a full rebrand,” her mother puts in. “The Real Ramona. Ramona Deconstructed. Et cetera.”

She’d rather eat glass, even if Pitchfork’s review of her last album still haunts her. Wannabe feminist drivel, they called it. “Do we really have to do this now?” she asks.

DeeAnn scrolls through one of the three phones she has on her at all times. “It’ll only take a second. L’Oréal wants you for their new sustainable beauty campaign, but we can do better. I still think we ought to reconsider you starting your own line. I know there was that little kerfuffle with that set of lip glosses—”

“The ones that had lead in them? That kerfuffle?” She’d been fifteen, high off a series renewal and her first six-figure paycheck, when the sickly-sweet lip gloss set with her face on the box was pulled from shelves, and she’d had to issue a public apology. She’d even made a donation to a nonprofit focused on reducing lead exposure.

DeeAnn waves this off. “It was a long time ago. No one remembers that.”

Then her parents launch into their favorite activity: discussing Ramona’s career like she’s their employee instead of their daughter. Because it isn’t enough that she just wrapped a tour that earned them both millions of dollars. She learned early on—back when she still had some of her baby teeth, grinning into the camera for a Children’s Claritin commercial—that no matter how good she was, there would always be someone wanting more.

The pressure in her chest returns with a vengeance. Before the show, she did the whole five things you can see, four things you can touch … method her therapist taught her, but it was no match for the anxiety that’s been steadily growing since she left the UK, when the end of the tour suddenly felt like a tangible thing. She swipes at the zipper at the back of her shorts. Tugs it down a little, in case that’s what’s preventing her from getting a proper breath, but her clothes have only ever been a symptom of the real problem. The disease is the whole fucking industry.

She wasn’t going to do this tonight. But between her parents and the cold and the way she can still feel the press of Thaniel’s palm on her ass, she can’t help it.

She cracks.

“There isn’t going to be a next album.”

DeeAnn doesn’t even glance up from her phone.

“You don’t want to write with Milo again?” Beck asks. “Fine. We could always get Greg and Liza back. I’m sure they could help us find a more mature sound—”

“No,” Ramona says, straightening her posture. “I’m done. With all of this. I want … to retire.”

The word is so ridiculous she almost laughs. Retire. At age twenty-six. And yet maybe it’s the only way to get them to understand what she means.

Because god, she really doesn’t want to be onstage singing a song called “Never Be Prom Queen” in her thirties.

Finally, DeeAnn must realize her daughter is serious, because she puts down her phone and scoots to the edge of the couch. Her natural blond hair is dyed dark to match Ramona’s—she loves it when the two of them pose together and everyone remarks on the resemblance that’s really only there if you squint.

“Ramona Jane. Are we really doing this again? The whole woe-is-me shtick?” DeeAnn dramatically pinches the bridge of her nose. She was the one who wanted to be on TV, whose auditions never led to anything beyond a role as a dead body in not one but two episodes of CSI, who foisted all her ambitions on her daughter. “You’ve just had the most successful tour of your career. Now’s not the time to slow down. You know how many people would kill to be in your shoes?”

Obviously. It’s what’s made Ramona so wary of complaining. But the sleeplessness and the early flights and the protein shakes and the sound checks and the plain chicken for dinner for the fifth time this week, the fact that sometimes she just wants a plate of lasagna bigger than her face but not while we’re touring, you know that.

She does know that. As well as she knows that after the tour, there will be another photo shoot, another music video, another reason to deny her body the joy it so desperately craves.

“How about some time off?” Beck suggests, trying to play peacekeeper between mother and daughter. Ramona and DeeAnn aren’t just oil and water; they’re oil and whatever hazardous chemicals were in that lip gloss. Oil and fucking uranium. “We could do that. A couple weeks in Hawaii, or we could book that resort in Big Sur again if you want to stay closer to home?”

“Hawaii sounds perfect.” DeeAnn holds out her arms, frowns down at her pale skin. “I could use some sun.”

Beck gives Ramona a pat on the knee, as though the whole matter is settled. “We’ll discuss it in the morning, yeah?”

Now they want to let her sleep.

Her blood thrums with frustration. She wanted to stay calm during this conversation, but maybe the truth of it is that she doesn’t have the energy to fight them. Hawaii could be okay, as long as she doesn’t have to do any spa days with her mother, who loves schedules so much that she creates a “relaxation itinerary” for every vacation.

But Hawaii would only be temporary.

Someone knocks on the dressing room door. Suzette. “There’s a crowd of people waiting by the bus,” she says. “Security could send them away, but we didn’t know if you’d want to come out and say hi, with it being the last show? A couple reporters are there, too. Billboard and People.”

“Ramona’s pretty exhausted,” DeeAnn says, rubbing her daughter’s shoulder, a fake nail getting caught for a moment on the strap of that leather bra. “We did the meet and greet last night, and we’re flying home tomorrow morning. I think our girl just wants to rest!”

And that’s what does it. The subtle but persistent reminder that she is not the one with the power.

That none of this has ever been hers.

With a sudden burst of adrenaline, Ramona shoves aside the blanket and leaps to her feet. Combs fingers through her hair. “I can talk for a few minutes,” she says, and she doesn’t pause to hear her parents’ protests as Suzette leads her down the hall, bending to whisper in her ear that her shorts are unzipped.

Before she steps outside, Suzette hands her a sweatshirt. She barely has time to utter a thank-you before the screams hit her eardrums, Milwaukee’s chilly air biting at her cheeks. The fans are wearing puffer jackets and wool coats over their concert outfits, and she can’t explain why it’s so incredibly endearing.

One of the reporters makes eye contact right away. She looks kind. Young. “Ramona, hi,” she says, fumbling to open a voice recording app. “I’m Astrid at Billboard. Amazing show. We’d love to get a quick statement—how do you feel about the Wasted Potential Tour ending?”

Ramona grins, feeling in complete control for what might be the first time all tour. “Hi, Astrid,” she says. “A lot of mixed emotions, definitely. Mostly because …” An are you sure about this? shiver runs up her spine—because what she says next could alter the course of her entire life.

And that’s exactly what she wants.

Right before all hell breaks loose and she’s swallowed up by the crowd, she takes a deep breath, her heart pounding to the beat of a song she’s never heard before.

“That was my last show. I’m leaving the music industry.”





Ramona Wilder Announces Retirement

“Prom Queen” of teen angst expresses desire for quieter life

ew.com

That anguished, window-shattering sound you just heard? That was the collective cry of millions of fans around the globe as singer-songwriter Ramona Wilder declared her intent to retire.

Wilder made the announcement to a crowd gathered after the final show of her Wasted Potential World Tour last night in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, triggering shock and panic when distraught fans crashed through the security barrier. Before security regained control, Wilder sustained minor injuries that did not seem to require immediate hospitalization.

Wilder, who released her fourth album last year, got her start in commercials as a child before landing a role on the hit kids’ TV show Greta Life!, which followed a young aspiring stand-up comedian and her wacky group of friends. Wilder played Greta’s fan-favorite nemesis Billie for four seasons and a spin-off film. At age 17, just weeks after the movie’s release, her debut single, “Never Be Prom Queen,” burst onto the charts, shooting up to number one and breaking records for the most streamed song in a single day—as though to firmly separate her career as a child actor from everything that would come next. Her lyrics cover everything from bad boyfriends to complicated self-image to raging against the establishment, sometimes all in one song.

While she’s struggled to replicate the success of her breakout hit, the three-time Grammy Award winner remains beloved worldwide with a dedicated fan base, with her most recent tour selling out within hours and resale tickets going for as much as $2,000.

In a statement this morning, Wilder indicated she would be taking time away from the public eye. “I’m so grateful to the fans who’ve supported me all these years,” she wrote on Instagram, “and I hope they’ll give me the space to figure out what comes next.”



Related articles:

Ramona Wilder: “My Songs Have Matured and So Have I”

10 Times Ramona Wilder Wowed on the Red Carpet

Young Love: Ramona Wilder’s Complete Dating History
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SIX MONTHS LATER

RAMONA SEES THE IRONY IN taking an Uber to a hike, but her car is in the shop, and she lives in Calabasas and Betty lives in Culver City, and as much as I adore you, muffin, I value my sanity too much to go to the Valley on a Friday afternoon.

And Ramona loves that about her—that Betty has never bent over backward just because her friend is Ramona Wilder.

Was Ramona Wilder.

The verb tense is still a little confusing. She’s not sure where the persona ends and the person begins.

“Is the music okay?” the driver calls as he merges onto the 101, and it jars her so much that she has to ask him to repeat it.

It shouldn’t, of course—it’s a simple question. But any mention of music turns Ramona sensitive, makes her feel like she’s under a microscope. When the silence in her home gets to her, she turns on jazz or a podcast, something with zero chance of yanking her back in time.

“Sure,” she says, because although the electronic untz untz untz pulsing at the base of her skull is about as pleasant as the hard-core dental work she had done between seasons two and three of Greta Life!, she hasn’t been able to eliminate that people-pleasing part of her entirely. “It’s fine.”

Another few moments of silence, and then: “Do you like it?”

Her automatic five-star rating drops to a four. “Uh … yeah?” She phrases it as a question, unwilling to insult his taste.

The driver’s eyes meet hers in the rearview mirror. “It’s my new single.”

And then he proceeds to spike the volume while Ramona plasters a grin on her face, inwardly cringing.

Jesus, what if she’d said she didn’t like it? Her life is literally in his hands, and though she’s taken hundreds, maybe thousands of cars, it really is an absurd amount of trust to give a stranger. Next time she’ll opt for a rental.

At the very least, the driver doesn’t seem to know who she is. Maybe her sunglasses and hat are keeping her anonymous, or he never follows pop music.

One thing has become clear in the months since that show in Milwaukee: Ramona is too paranoid. But not without good reason.

Her parents seemed convinced the earth would careen off its axis if Ramona Wilder stopped making music, but it has in fact continued spinning. Was it an absolute clusterfuck in those first few days after her announcement? In the few minutes after her announcement, even? Oh, absolutely. Order had collapsed; fans had grabbed at her clothes, her hair; and she’d even indulged a brief is this really how I die? before security swooped in. She still wound up with a couple bruises. A scrape down one leg from a metal gate. The news exploded on social media before she’d even reached her hotel—articles and speculation and conspiracy theories and sadness. She’d anticipated some of that, sure, but the videos of preteen girls filming themselves crying were almost too much for her to bear.

She flew home after posting her planned statement and spent the next forty-eight hours in bed with her cat, Janet, alternating cold medicines until she could breathe through her nose again.

Once she was healthy enough to see her parents, DeeAnn begged her to see reason. Beck thought they could spin it as a publicity stunt, that she could announce a comeback the following year and emerge bigger than ever.

“I can’t believe you could be this selfish,” DeeAnn said. “We raised you better than this. This is our livelihood. Our family business.”

If it really was a family business, then why was Ramona’s face the one on every album cover?

Ramona explained herself until she was hoarse. “My mental health is in a fucking dumpster,” she said, because it was impossible to divorce her self-worth from the charts, the number of streams, the number of likes. “I had a panic attack before nearly every show on the tour.”

So we’ll find you a better therapist.

“I’ve never had the chance to think about what I might actually want in life.”

You have money, fame, and thousands of fans who worship you. Who wouldn’t want that?

Around and around they went, until DeeAnn started crying that her daughter was leaving them to rot out on the streets and Beck suggested they take a breather and Ramona opened a delivery app without worrying about how many calories were in the KFC Family Feast.

The simple truth was this: if she kept going, she didn’t know how much longer she’d last until she completely fell apart.

After that, she confined herself to her house like she was going into hibernation. It would all blow over soon enough, and then she could stride confidently into her new reality, even if she wasn’t quite sure yet what it would hold for her.

“She’s taking time off to rest,” her parents told the tabloids, so Ramona hired her own publicists to reiterate her statement. Her own lawyers, who bought her out of her contracts.

Quitting her job, it turns out, is the most expensive thing she’s ever done.

“Look me up on Spotify,” her Uber driver says, jabbing a finger at the QR code taped to the back of the passenger seat.

“Yeah, of course,” she says, and honestly, maybe she will. Maybe she never really knew anything about music at all.

WHEN FIVE-STAR FRANK—SHE CAN’T help it—drops her off at Cherry Canyon’s parking lot, Betty’s waiting for her wearing a muscle tee, hot-pink shorts, and the kind of effortlessly sadistic grin that promises it’s not going to be an easy hike.

“You’re doing advertising now?” Ramona reaches forward to flick the brim of her friend’s cap, navy blue with BODY BY BETTY embroidered on it.

“My little sister made it for me for Christmas last year. Not my fault I look cute in it.” Then she turns serious, hugging Ramona before pulling back to examine her. Ramona has five inches on Betty, but in a fight she’d put her money on Betty to win every time. “How are you doing? Or are you sick of that question yet?”

“You’re one of the few people who might actually care about the answer.” Ramona lets out a slow breath. Inhales the earthy tang of nature. Her own athleisure is designed to blend in: gray tank, black leggings, giant Ray-Bans. “Today … today I feel decent. Ready to climb a fucking mountain.”

“That’s what I like to hear.”

Betty Zhu started as her personal trainer a few years ago and has, much to her surprise, become her best friend, the person she texts when she’s lonely on tour or has gossip to share with someone she knows won’t pass it on. Ramona’s worked with a number of trainers, all of them selected by DeeAnn and eager to push her until she threw up. She got Betty’s name from the indie singer-songwriter who opened for her last tour. She’s tough but gentle, she said. She doesn’t actually want to kill you.

That had been enough for Ramona. During their first session at a private gym in Glendale, Betty didn’t make a single comment about Ramona’s career. Didn’t pinch the skin beneath her bra strap like her previous trainer did. Didn’t ask for a photo. A couple months later, just before Ramona performed at Coachella, she offered Betty free tickets.

“Oh,” Betty had said with a scrunch of her brow. “Are you like, famous or something?” She maintained the faux confusion for three full seconds before both of them burst out laughing.

Betty’s known for her discretion, which is why she has plenty of celebrity clients, and ever since those first few sessions, Ramona’s been able to open up to her in a way that she hasn’t with anyone else. Something about sweating and grunting in front of a near-stranger will do that to a person.

“I forgot how long it’s been since I’ve done this,” Ramona says with a rough laugh as they pound the dirt trail. Her phone and keys are tucked into the pack around her hips, water bottle dangling from one hand. She takes a long sip. “Is this what people feel like after being cryogenically frozen?”

“We can take it as slow as you want, sugar-bean.” Betty is relentlessly creative with her pet names. She’s also relentlessly cruel for barely breaking a sweat while Ramona already feels like she’s swimming in it. “You set the pace.”

They got into the habit of hiking last year, when Ramona remarked that the gym was starting to feel a little claustrophobic, and she’s grown to love it—the thigh-burning, breath-stealing freedom.

She decided to stay in LA for two reasons: one, the weather, and two, because it’s always been home. She was born in a drafty one-bedroom apartment in Lancaster, at least fifty miles north of anywhere her parents would have rather lived, but still LA County, a source of pride for them. Her toddler years were spent in the back seat of DeeAnn’s ’95 Dodge Neon, shuttling back and forth to auditions she didn’t fully understand but loved when she could make strangers smile. Then there was the furnished apartment she rented in Burbank while on Greta, and the first house she bought for herself and her parents in Studio City before realizing she couldn’t keep living with them if she was going to maintain any sense of calm.

Every time she imagined abandoning the city, she couldn’t bear the idea of leaving behind the sepia-toned vistas or taco trucks or grit, that ambition ingrained in nearly everyone from the highest-earning celebrities to five-star Frank, promoting his music in an Uber. Even this rocky desert landscape is beautiful to her, the sagebrush fighting to survive under the same sun that roasts her bare but heavily sunscreened shoulders.

Ramona readjusts her baseball cap to push loose strands of hair back into her ponytail. “Guess I should have considered, you know, moving when I was sitting on my couch eating takeout and watching Gilmore Girls for all those months.”

“That’s just what your body needed. You were starving yourself,” Betty says. “Don’t beat yourself up for it. Even though you’re inexplicably Team Logan.”

“The older I get, the more I see the appeal!” she volleys back, igniting one of their age-old debates.

Ramona hasn’t beaten herself up for it—at least, not today. She knows she’s gained weight since the announcement, but when she looks in the mirror, she tries to focus on how the dark circles under her eyes have faded a bit. The rosiness coming back to her cheeks. The new softness to her belly and around her thighs, all of it proof that she’s listening to what her body needs. She wants to make peace with every part of herself. However long it takes.

“Have the reporters stopped calling you?” she asks Betty as they turn a corner, elevation steadily increasing.

“They’re always calling, and I’m always blocking. You know I’m a vault.” A swift shake of her head. “And what about you, bumblebee? Your parents still trying to convince you to come back?”

“I haven’t heard from them in three weeks, actually. A record.”

Even though they’ll be able to comfortably retire in a few years—sooner if they hadn’t been so reckless with their money—Ramona has some guilt that her decision ended her parents’ careers, too, though she supposes there’s nothing stopping them from finding someone else to manage. She hates that, the guilt, because how many times has her mother ever apologized for calling up the paparazzi, or for the photo shoots that bordered on inhumane? At age fifteen, the first time Ramona saw an airbrushed magazine cover of herself with slimmer cheeks and fuller lips and thought, I hadn’t realized there was anything wrong with my face as DeeAnn fawned over how pretty she looked. There’d been no apology then.

It feels a bit like a breakup, although at least with Thaniel, she didn’t feel at all conflicted about ending it. What remained after the lawyers’ fees were paid was an acute, staggering loneliness. She’d be lying if she said she didn’t have second thoughts sometimes—mostly when she’s still awake at two in the morning, Janet fast asleep on her lungs—if only because some noise might make the quiet more bearable.

“I guess I thought that once they were done being my managers, they might go back to being my parents?” She catches her foot on a stone, takes a moment to right herself. God, it sounds idiotic when she says it out loud. The two things have been twisted together for too long—they probably don’t even remember how to be parents. “What I’m learning is that I was extremely wrong about a lot of things.”

“You’re healing,” Betty says. “Of course it’s going to be a process.”

Against her thigh, Ramona’s phone buzzes. She usually turns it off during her sessions, but there’s one particular email she’s been waiting on. An email completely disconnected from her past life.

As she taps the notification, she tries and fails to bite back a smile.

“I’m in,” she says on a giddy exhale, eyes scanning the screen again to make sure she’s reading it correctly. And yes, she is. “All the paperwork went through. I’m officially a UCLA Bruin.”

“What, were they waiting for your SAT scores?” Ramona gives her a nudge, but Betty squeals and lassos her for a hug. “My little college student! I’m so happy for you—why do I feel like a proud mom all of a sudden?”

Over the past six months, she’s spent hours talking this through with Betty. She’s always admired how Betty found her passion—she’d spent her whole life training to be a ballerina, but an injury late in high school forced her onto a different path. As she slowly built her strength back up in the gym, she discovered something she loved more than ballet, and decided she wanted to help other people feel powerful in their bodies.

Ramona doesn’t have an origin story like that. The question of what now? has pounded away at her brain since before Milwaukee, because at first she didn’t have a concrete plan. All she wanted was out, and then once the pressure faded away, maybe she’d have the space to consider it.

So she journaled and meditated and took long lavender-scented baths, until an idea appeared, almost so laughably obvious that she couldn’t believe it hadn’t come to her right away.

More than anything else, she’s always felt she missed out on school. And while obviously she can’t go back to high school … she could enroll in college.

When fall quarter begins in two weeks, she’ll be a UCLA freshman, and any amount of nerves she has are overshadowed by the thrill of getting to do something completely different. She’s weirdly nostalgic about her education, despite only having experienced online classes and on-set tutors. Even though she’s played arenas all over the world, her worldview still feels limited. Tunnel vision, but for her brain. She craves homework and teachers and tests and structure, and the chance to worry only about herself for the first time in her life.

If Ramona’s ever going to figure out what happens next, she’s convinced it will happen there.

“You’ll look adorable in blue and gold.” Betty lifts an eyebrow. “Then again, do you look bad in anything?”

“Chartreuse,” Ramona says, her mind still spinning. College. She’s finally going to college. “And that white avant-garde dress I wore to my first Met Gala that no one on my team seemed to realize looked like a toilet until I was memed to death the next day. Speaking of …” Ramona nods toward a questionable bathroom up ahead and breaks from the path.

No outdoor bathroom possesses a flattering mirror—it’s probably inscribed in law by the UN—and yet that doesn’t stop her from examining her slightly warped reflection as she washes her hands. She tries not to focus on every imperfection DeeAnn would spot right away. The dry skin on her forehead, the oily skin along her nose, how short her lashes are without mascara or extensions.

So much for progress. She hates that she notices—she’s exercising, she’s not supposed to look hot—but wasn’t that the goal every single night onstage, no matter how drenched in sweat she was? Before classes start, she’ll book a facial. Get her hair trimmed.

As she’s exiting the bathroom, she spots two girls self-consciously approaching Betty, and for a moment, Ramona’s frozen in place.

She knows that cautious approach. The request for selfies that follow. It’s happened much less than usual over the past few months, mostly because she got spooked when paparazzi snapped her leaving Erewhon and opted for delivery after that. There isn’t an on-off switch; she can’t immediately begin having a private life when the majority of it has been spent in the spotlight.

But are these girls really about to pounce by asking her friend about her instead?

“Excuse me,” one of them says. “I’m so sorry to bother you, but are you Betty Zhu?”

Ramona watches Betty blink back her shock. “Uh,” she says, and then adjusts her BODY BY BETTY cap. “Yes. I am. I don’t always wear merch for my own gym, I swear! This was a gift.”

The girls laugh along with her. “No shame in self-promo.”

Ramona has to slap a hand over her mouth to keep from cackling. Despite her distaste for it, Betty’s been no stranger to the press, from nights out with Ramona to reporters dying to know celebs’ workout routines, though she never gives them what they want. It’s not entirely unusual for her to be recognized.

“This might sound weird,” the girl continues, “but we’re just huge fans of your clients.”

The other girl nods vigorously. They look late teens, maybe early twenties. “We love Ramona Wilder so much. We’ve been thinking about her a lot, and we just—we hope she’s doing okay.”

Betty offers a tight-lipped smile. “I don’t like to talk about my clients, but I can tell you that she’s doing really well. And if she were here right now”—she says this part especially loud while Ramona doubles over laughing—“she’d be so touched that you asked about her.”

They ask for a photo, and Betty obliges before they continue their hike, excitedly passing the phone back and forth. Ramona waits until the coast is clear before she heads back over.

“Holy shit,” Betty says with a shake of her head. “Did that really just happen? Am I one of the anointed ones now?” She grips Ramona’s shoulder, eyes wide. “Will I know when the Illuminati reach out, or are they going to do it in code?”

It takes Ramona another few moments to breathe through her laughter. “Now you know what it’s like.”

“Yeah, and you know what, you can keep it.”

“Nah,” Ramona says, and then spreads her arms wide, tilts her face toward the sun. “Out here, we can both be a couple of nobodies.”
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THIS ISN’T A STEP BACKWARD, Nick’s therapist told him during their most recent session. You’re moving forward. Getting closer to the life you’re meant to have.

As he hauls his last box into Lexi’s guesthouse, already missing the weight of his old key in his pocket, he tries to believe that the life he’s meant to have isn’t the one he just left behind.

Nick Navarro never expected to be divorced at thirty-six and moving in with his sister. He is someone who lives for silver linings, the type of optimist who asserts his beloved Clippers still have a chance at bringing home a title despite the fact that they have never won a single championship and are, tragically, considered one of the worst teams in the NBA. He firmly believes that even the students who don’t turn in their homework can still pull it together before the final buzzer and pass his class. He never writes someone off. Always makes himself available for extra help.

That optimism is why it took him so long to realize his marriage was over, that Kathryn had fallen for someone else—an emotional affair that she confessed to her husband before it became physical. And still, he suggested a separation over a clean break at first. Because he thought the space would give them a moment to breathe. Regroup. Repair.

The truth of it is that they probably got married too young. Twenty-three, a year out of college, and in the middle of Nick’s PhD program. Of course they’d grow and change during their twenties, and that would be part of the magic.

Nick just assumed they’d be doing that growing together. Twin stems of the same plant, bending toward the same sun.

Now the papers are signed and he is officially, legally single for the first time since he was eighteen years old. Hacked off at the roots.

Someone knocks on the guesthouse’s open door.

“Home sweet home?” Lexi asks gently. She’s in her gardening gloves, balancing a basket of weeds on her hip. “We may not have all those persimmon or fig trees, but there’s a pool.”

Nick fights a wince of homesickness. He loved those trees. The first year they lived there, they plucked a bowlful of persimmons and tried to make a pie, far too confident in their limited domestic abilities. The filling was too watery and the crust cracked in the oven, but they ate every single bite straight from the tin. “I can’t thank you enough, Lex. Seriously.”

“My doors are always open for heartbroken brothers. You know you can stay here as long as you need.”

Her tone is kind, but he wishes he had a precise measure of time for as long as you need. He likes Los Feliz, the neighborhood Lexi’s lived in for the past decade—but he’s not sure what it would take for it to feel like home.

He and Kathryn made the decision to sell the house together, and even now, he can’t feel anything but empathy for his ex-wife, along with a heaping bucket of guilt. Had she wanted something he couldn’t provide? Was he emotionally unavailable? Was that why she’d started spending all that time with her male colleague who looked like a discount Glen Powell, or would it have been inevitable even if he’d been the most doting husband of all time?

Ex-wife. A word he’s still getting used to—because that makes him an ex-husband, someone who used to know exactly where he belonged but now exists in this murky state of after.

“Come inside once you finish up,” Lexi says, drumming her knuckles on the door and dragging him from the ten minutes of self-pity he allows himself per day. “I’ve got a bit of work to wrap up first, but Audrey insisted on cooking you a welcome meal.”

If anything could lift his spirits, it’s this. He adores his niece.

So he allows his features to soften into something that could, in certain circumstances and good lighting, resemble contentedness. Rakes a hand through deep auburn hair and assesses the guesthouse. With a kitchenette, small bathroom, and bedroom–living room combo, it’s more than enough space for him and his limited ration of wallowing. And it’s only temporary, because the LA real estate market is hell on earth and he doesn’t want to rush into anything.

He unpacks the essentials, clothes and toiletries and the materials he’ll need when fall quarter starts next week, then swaps his Bruins T-shirt for one he hasn’t been sweating in all afternoon. That’ll do for now.

In Lexi’s kitchen, Audrey is busy at the stove, glasses steamed up and bright red curls piled on top of her head. A pop song is playing from the speakers, something with raw female vocals that he knows he’s heard before but doesn’t instantly recognize.

Audrey started getting interested in cooking last year and Lexi’s done her best to encourage it, enrolling her in a course on kitchen safety while keeping some of the knives off-limits. His sister was always certain she wanted kids, less so about marriage, and had Audrey via sperm donor thirteen years ago. She’s a serious, intense kid, one who gravitates toward conversations with adults at parties as opposed to playing with anyone her age, and Nick hopes middle school hasn’t been torture for her. The rest of their family is so easygoing that sometimes they wonder how it happened—but then she’ll light up when she hears her favorite song or someone tastes one of her stir-fries, which makes it all the more special.

In a way, his divorce was timed perfectly: Lexi, an environmental lawyer who just started work on a big case, could use some extra help around the house, and he’s promised to be there for Audrey as much as he can.

“Need a sous chef?” he asks.

She brightens as soon as she sees him, then immediately turns her attention back to a pan of sizzling onions, adding chopped garlic and ginger. “Do you mind peeling those potatoes for me? Mom hates doing it.”

“I don’t!” Lexi calls from the kitchen table, eyes on her laptop.

“Then why do you always have a very important call to make when you see a pile of potatoes on the counter?”

“You mean you don’t find it … a-peeling?” Nick asks, and both Audrey and his sister groan. “What? It’s crucial if you want a really spud-tacular meal!”

“If this is what having Uncle Nick here is going to be like,” Audrey says, completely straight-faced as she pushes up her glasses with her wrist, “then I’m going to get really fed up, sooner or tater.”

Nick breaks before she does, the grin taking over his face. He loves that she isn’t too old yet for his corny jokes.

He gets to work peeling the potatoes, losing himself in the routine of it, and then Audrey asks him to handle the rice while she adds spices to her pan, turning the kitchen fragrant. As Lexi finishes up work and sets the table, Nick tries not to think about how many times he and Kathryn cooked together while they listened to one of her true crime podcasts, and he’d tease her about how she could happily stir herbs into pasta sauce no matter how many gory details the hosts shared.

It isn’t that he’s still in love with his ex-wife—he’s had a year to come to terms with the fact that their marriage is over.

It’s that his entire adult life has been wrapped up in another person, and as much as he hates to admit it, he’s really fucking scared that he may not be able to function on his own.

He’s probably exceeded his ten minutes of wallowing for today, but the move was always going to be rough. Tomorrow he’ll only take five minutes to make up for it.

“I should have moved in earlier,” he says after taking the first bite of Audrey’s aloo chana, a potato chickpea curry. “Michelin-quality meals like this every night?”

Audrey digs her fork into the basmati rice and beams at the compliment. “Well, not every night. I can’t create magic like this on demand.”

Nick gives her a solemn nod. “Fair. I respect your craft.”

“But we’ll both be grateful for all the free babysitting,” Lexi says.

“Does she really still need a babysitter?”

Audrey presses her lips together, sharing a look with her mother. With Lexi’s red hair in a similar high bun, both of them wearing glasses—all three of them, actually, because evidently nearsightedness runs in the Navarro family—the resemblance is impossible to miss.

“Mom wanted me … to babysit you, kind of,” Audrey admits. “To make sure you have some company and don’t get too lonely.”

Nick’s eyes flick back and forth between them. “How could I be lonely when my two favorite people live right across the yard?” When they only crack halfhearted smiles at that, he takes a deep breath. “It’s obviously going to be a transition. But I promise, I’m fine. You aren’t going to hear ‘Everybody Hurts’ blasting from the guesthouse every night.”

“I can make you a much better breakup playlist,” Audrey says, and he has no doubt she can.

“If you really are going to babysit me,” he says, “can you at least take me out for ice cream if I finish everything on my plate?” He reaches into his pocket for his car keys and gently tosses them to his niece, who giggles as she catches them.

It’s true that he’s never spent much time on his own. He went from his childhood home to his college dorm to his first apartment with Kathryn, and he forced himself to pick up a dozen new hobbies this past year to reduce the amount of time he spent in the house. He joined a pickleball league. Took glassblowing classes. Burned his hand. Quit glassblowing. Started swimming early in the mornings at the UCLA pool.

Anything to keep the loneliness from catching him.

Lexi taps a finger on her chin. “There is this new ice cream place we like just down the street,” she says, and Audrey can’t finish her curry fast enough.

He tries his best to be optimistic about the upcoming quarter, to be hopeful about this new living situation. Because maybe he’s no longer a husband, but he’s still a brother. An uncle.

Still, as the mid-September sun sets and blackberry ice cream melts on his tongue, he wonders if all he’s doing is delaying the inevitable: falling asleep in a strange new room that doesn’t hold any of the memories of nearly half his life.

THE DEAN OF THE LIFE sciences department calls a meeting a couple days before the start of the quarter.

Nick is one of those saps who gets emotional about the beginning of the school year—he always has, ever since he was a kid. He’s already tidied his office, updated his exams and assignments, edited his PowerPoint presentations. He even hung a banner that says Get Psyched on his office door, because as a psychology professor, he feels humor is a vital part of his job. He takes every opportunity to show his students that the subject can be both complicated and bizarre, its history full of colorful personalities. Freud is really only the tip of the iceberg.

Is the banner a little dorky? Sure, but this is academia—dorks proudly welcomed.

He doesn’t even dislike these meetings or any of the university red tape. Structure is exactly what he needs to move forward, and the optimism comes easy as he nods his hellos to the other two professors in the dean’s office, Fumiko Hayashi, who teaches marine biology, and Marshall Klein, who he’s never met but teaches philosophy in the humanities department. They all take seats in front of Dean Traci Eckhart’s desk as she waits for the printer to spit out some documents.

Nick crosses one leg over the other. He’s in chinos and a collared shirt, his thermos of coffee an extension of his right arm. At least he’s no longer living out of boxes, aside from the handful he’s not going to touch until he has his own place, and he’s been able to pick Audrey up from school every day so his sister can work a bit later. They’ll grab a bite to eat or grocery shop for Audrey’s next masterpiece or park themselves at the kitchen table while she does homework and he preps for class, struggling to remember the quadratic formula when she asks him about math. It’s the closest thing to a routine he’s had in months, and as eager as he is to meet his students, he’ll miss it.

“Welcome, welcome,” says Dean Eckhart, a petite middle-aged woman with a background in molecular genetics and a slight mistrust of technology. Case in point: she asks everyone to turn off their phones during the meeting so none of them can listen in. After they exchange pleasantries, she gets down to business. “I wanted to speak with you before you receive your most up-to-date class lists. We have a celebrity enrollment this quarter, and she’s in all three of your classes. Ramona Wilder.”

The name is so unexpected, it takes a moment to register. They have celebrity students not infrequently—some under the radar, some not—and Nick’s had a couple in class before. Most of them keep to themselves, as though worried about drawing even more attention, though toward the beginning of his career, he taught one young actor who asked such insightful questions and performed so well on his exams, Nick recommended him for one of his high-level psych seminars the next quarter. Instead, the guy left for Atlanta to shoot a Marvel movie.

Despite having lived in LA since college, Nick’s never been very interested in the industry. It’s always seemed like this strange, hyper-glossy behemoth that exists entirely outside his own life.

Marshall, the oldest of the three, with shoulder-length shaggy gray hair and a beard to match, leans forward in his chair. “Sorry, who?”

“She’s a singer,” Nick says. One of Audrey’s favorites, in fact. He took her to a concert a few years ago when Lexi came down with the flu. He remembers the throngs of screaming girls, how he regretted not wearing earplugs when he could barely hear the next day and decided this must mean he was getting old.

And now she’s apparently a UCLA freshman.

If he doesn’t have to sign an NDA, this is going to earn him some serious cool uncle points.

“Former child actress, too,” Dean Eckhart says, passing around her printouts. “She was on a kids’ show called”—a squint down at the paper—“Greta Life!? Ah, I get it. Clever.”

Nick has to muffle a laugh. For as much as they tout the importance of proper research and vetting sources, the dean really just went and printed Ramona’s bio off Wikipedia.

“Very accomplished,” Fumiko muses, lowering chic reading glasses from the top of her head as she scans the printout. “I think my daughters listened to her when they were younger. Didn’t she announce she was retiring?”

“Could be a publicity stunt,” Nick says. That was his first thought when the news broke, and Audrey spent half the day in her room sobbing into a pillow. Didn’t celebrities do that kind of thing all the time, declare they were retreating from the spotlight only to create buzz for a comeback?

Dean Eckhart lifts her eyebrows at him. “It’s not our job to pass judgment. This is a delicate situation, and we want to give it the gravity it deserves.”

“With all due respect,” Nick says, as though he himself is holding on to some of Audrey’s anguish, “what makes her so special?”

As he says it, he thinks back to that concert. Ramona Wilder strutting around the stage in combat boots and ripped tights, everyone in the arena half in love with her. He didn’t really care for the music, though some of the songs were catchy, but she had such a confident command of her voice—he remembers that, how she knew exactly when to hold back and when to belt. How she flirted with the audience. A well-timed smirk. A jut of her hip.

Even in this grainy Wikipedia photo, she’s objectively beautiful. Long hair hitting mid-back as she leans over the stage, microphone an inch from deep red lips. He supposes being pretty is simply part of her job—surely it must cost a lot of money to maintain it.

That’s what celebrity means to him: a wholly manufactured sense of superiority.

“There’s a good chance a lot of your students will have grown up with her,” Dean Eckhart says. “We just want to make sure to foster a learning environment where all our students feel safe and comfortable.”

“I consider it a privilege,” Marshall says, and then, with zero cynicism: “I’m sure she’ll have some fascinating insights on free will and determination. I look forward to hearing them.”

It doesn’t matter, Nick decides after the meeting, that Ramona Wilder’s net worth is $28 million—he googled it—or that she has three Grammys. Some of his colleagues might fawn over a pop star, but in his classroom, everyone is equal.

Once the quarter starts, she’ll be just another student.

And he fully intends to treat her that way.
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