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Part One
The thing about coming home early is that you're not supposed to find anything interesting.
You're supposed to discover that your girlfriend has, in your absence, done something devastatingly mundane like reorganize the spice cabinet or fallen asleep watching The Great British Bake Off. 
Or she’s done something lovely, like fallen asleep after baking you a sweet treat, British or otherwise.
You are not (and really, Anna couldn't stress this enough) supposed to open your own apartment door with your own key and find your own girlfriend (of two years!) with her tongue down someone else's throat.
Anna's brain, helpful as always, processed the scene in stages.
Stage One (0.3 seconds): That's Tate's favorite flannel shirt.
Stage Two (0.6 seconds): Tate is not wearing that flannel shirt.
Stage Three (1.2 seconds): The person wearing that flannel shirt is not me.
Stage Four (2.3 seconds): Oh.
The cosmic joke in all of this was Anna had left the coffee shop early specifically to do something nice. The design project wrapped up faster than expected, and she concocted this little plan involving Tate's favorite Chinese takeout and maybe, maybe, finally having that conversation about whether they were ever going to actually set a date instead of just being "engaged to be engaged" in that vague millennial way that drove both their mothers (and Anna, though she'd never admit it) to despair.
Instead, here she was standing in her own doorway (their doorway? her doorway? the legal implications would need sorting at a later date), laptop bag still slung over her shoulder, watching her girlfriend spring apart from a brunette woman Anna had never seen before with a velocity usually reserved for chickens caught by foxes.
Except – and, honestly, this part almost hurt worse – Tate didn't actually look that startled.
"Anna." Tate's voice was flat. Not guilty-flat, not oh-god-I've-made-a-terrible-mistake-flat. Just ... flat. The same tone she used when she said things like "we're out of oat milk" or "the internet's down again."
Anna's mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. She was doing an excellent impression of a goldfish, which was perfect, really stellar physical comedy for this particular moment of her life imploding. If only it came with the memory limitations! What she wouldn't give to not remember what happened more than 10 seconds ago.
The brunette, at least, possessed the common decency to look uncomfortable. Anna didn't catch her name, and didn't particularly plan on it either. She grabbed her bag and mumbled something that might have been an apology before fleeing past Anna and out the door.
And then they were down to two.
Tate crossed her arms. Wearing the white t-shirt Anna had bought her for Christmas (because apparently Anna was someone who got cheated on while the cheater wore her gifts, thanks universe). "I didn't think you'd be back this early."
Oh, well, it must be my fault. That makes it fine, then. The thought arrived in Anna's head fully formed, dripping with sarcasm, but her actual mouth seemed to have disconnected from her brain entirely. She just stood there, hand still on the doorknob, because she'd forgotten how to perform basic human functions like "standing without support" or "blinking."
"Are you going to say something?" Tate's tone had shifted into something Anna recognized, a particular flavor of irritation Tate always deployed when Anna was being, in Tate's words, "too sensitive" about things. As if walking in on your girlfriend with another woman was some kind of social faux pas on Anna's part. Sorry, should I have texted first? Given you a heads up so you could schedule your infidelity more conveniently?
“I,” Anna's voice came out strangled. She cleared her throat, tried again. "How long?"
Tate shrugged. Actually shrugged. "Does it matter?"
And that casual dismissal, that profound lack of ... anything, finally broke through whatever shock had been insulating Anna's nervous system. She felt the hurt hit like a delayed reaction in a movie, that moment where the character gets shot but doesn't realize it until they look down and see the blood.
Or maybe the Road Runner looking down to realize he's hovering in mid-air?
But no. It was just her entire relationship dissolving in real-time while she stood in her own doorway like a goddamn visitor.
"Does it matter?" Anna heard her voice go up an octave. "Are you–Tate, I just watched you making out with someone else on our couch. Our couch." The couch they bought together at IKEA, argued about assembling, spent countless nights on watching movies and talking about their future. That couch.
"Look." Tate sighed, and Anna recognized that sigh too, the one that meant Tate was about to explain something to Anna like Anna was being unreasonable. "This hasn't been working for a while. You know that."
Anna did not know that. Or, wait, should she have known that? Was this one of those situations where everyone else at the party knew something Anna somehow missed? Had there been signs? Had she been walking around like someone with toilet paper on their shoe while everyone else exchanged knowing glances about her failing relationship?
Her brain was spiraling now, doing the thing where it started compiling evidence for its own inadequacy. All those nights Tate worked late. The way she'd stopped asking about Anna's design projects. How they hadn't had sex in ... wait, how long had it been? Anna's mental calendar started frantically flipping backwards, which was a truly spectacular use of her processing power right now, really excellent prioritization.
"I guess we're done then," Tate said.
Anna blinked. "What?"
"I mean, that's where this is going, right?" Tate gestured vaguely between them, like their relationship was nothing more than a puzzle she had grown tired of assembling. "You're mad. I’m not going to apologize for,” she stopped, seemed to reconsider, but not in a good way. Not in an oh-god-what-have-I-done way. More in a how-do-I-phrase-this-to-make-it-not-my-fault way. "I can't keep doing this. Pretending this is enough."
"This?" Anna's voice cracked. "'This' being ... what? Me?"
"Being someone I'm not." Tate's jaw set in the stubborn line Anna once found endearing. "I need more than this."
The absolute audacity of it. The sheer gall of Tate standing there, fresh from making out with another woman, somehow making this about her own authenticity journey or whatever the fuck. Anna's shock was curdling into something else now, something that tasted like battery acid and felt like static electricity crackling under her skin.
"Get out," Anna heard herself say.
Tate raised an eyebrow. "This is my apartment, too.”
"Then I'll leave." Anna was already turning, muscle memory moving her body when her brain was still buffering. "I'll come back tomorrow for my stuff."
She made it to the hallway before Tate called after her. "Anna, don't be dramatic!”
But Anna was already gone, door closing (not slamming, she wouldn't give Tate the satisfaction) behind her. She made it to the elevator. Pressed the button. Watched the numbers light up as it climbed to the fourth floor.
The doors opened. She stepped in.
And then, alone in the fluorescent-lit box descending toward the lobby, Anna's hands started shaking.
She pulled out her phone. Stared at the screen. Her fingers hovered over various contacts – her mom (no), her sister (god no), her therapist (not available at 4pm on a Thursday) – before finally landing on the right answer.
Can I crash at your place tonight? she texted Marissa. It's an emergency.
The response came back almost immediately: Door's unlocked. I'm here.
Anna emerged into the September sunlight, laptop bag still slung over her shoulder, the Chinese takeout she'd never ordered sitting unordered in a parallel universe where her girlfriend hadn't destroyed their entire relationship on a random Thursday afternoon.
She started walking toward her car, her brain unhelpfully supplying a running commentary: This is fine. You're fine. You're a twenty-eight-year-old woman who just became single in the time it takes to microwave leftovers. Totally normal Thursday. Very standard experience.
Her phone buzzed. Tate's name on the screen.
Anna declined the call, and kept walking.
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The thing about packing up your entire life is that it requires significantly more boxes than you might think, and significantly fewer than you’d really hope for.
Anna optimistically estimated she'd need at least twenty boxes. Maybe thirty. Surely someone who'd lived in an apartment for two years accumulated enough stuff to require a small moving truck, right? That's how domestic life worked. You nested. You gathered. You slowly filled a space with the physical evidence of your existence until the thought of moving became genuinely daunting.
Turned out she needed twelve.
Twelve boxes to contain twenty-eight years of life, two years of cohabitation, and one spectacularly imploded relationship.
(Thirteen if she counted the box currently half-filled with kitchen items, but given that it contained exactly three mugs, one small pot, a knife and a set of measuring spoons she was pretty sure came from her mom, Anna didn't feel generous about the count.)
She'd arrived at 9 AM sharp. Well, 9:17, because the bus had been running late and her brain was absolutely not going to let her be late even though punctuality to your self-eviction felt like some kind of psychological self-harm. She confirmed (via text) that Tate would be at work. The response had been, characteristically, terse: I'll be gone. Take what's yours.
Take what's yours.
Simple instruction. Completely reasonable. Would've been even easier to follow if Anna had any fucking clue what was actually hers anymore.
She started in the living room, her first mistake. The couch (Tate's; they'd argued about buying it, but Tate's credit card paid for it). The coffee table (Tate's; inherited from her aunt). The bookshelf (Tate's; IKEA, but Tate picked it out). The TV stand (Tate's). The TV (also Tate's, purchased during a Black Friday sale Anna actively advised against because do we really need 55 inches but apparently they did).
The books on the shelf were a mixed bag, but Anna found herself doing the calculus of trying to remember who'd bought what, who'd read what first, whose undergraduate literature class was ruined by what overpriced textbook. She pulled out three novels she was absolutely certain were hers (two with her name written inside the cover in her own handwriting, which felt a little bit like maybe past-Anna had sensed something and planned for exactly this kind of forensic accounting). Everything else existed in this murky zone of relationship ambiguity.
In the end, she took five books total and tried not to think about what that said about her.
Box one: Books (five), one decorative succulent (probably dying, definitely hers as Tate's brown thumb could kill plastic plants), a framed photo of Anna and her sister (why had this been on Tate's bookshelf?).
The bedroom was even worse.
Anna stood in the doorway for a full forty-five seconds (because her brain had decided this was how it wanted to process trauma, through aggressive time-tracking) before she could make herself walk in.
The bed was made. Tate always made the bed, even during apocalyptic arguments, because Tate was psychologically incapable of leaving the house with an unmade bed. Anna used to find this charming. Now it just felt like evidence of how little Tate had been bothered by their entire relationship disintegrating. Sure, I destroyed my girlfriend's sense of reality and trust, but at least the duvet is properly aligned.
The dresser: mostly Tate's. The nightstands: both Tate's (matching set, purchased before Anna moved in). The lamp: Tate's. The rug: Tate's. The curtains ...
Okay, the curtains were Anna's. She'd bought them because Tate's original blackout curtains made the room feel like a sensory deprivation chamber, and Anna needed at least the possibility of natural light or she'd have gone feral. Small victory: Anna owned curtains. She was practically a full-fledged adult.
She left them. The idea of standing on a chair to take down curtain rods felt like a bridge too far.
Box two through six: Clothes (mostly). Some toiletries (her fancy shampoo, the leave-in conditioner Tate always "borrowed," her electric toothbrush). The small jewelry box her grandmother gave her (still sitting on Tate's dresser, which, ouch). A heating pad. The body pillow Anna needed for her back. Three pairs of shoes.
She moved through the apartment like a ghost haunting her own life, opening drawers and cabinets and closets, trying to identify which pieces of physical matter belonged to her and which belonged to the relationship and which always belonged to Tate's world where Anna, clearly, was just a visitor.
The bathroom: her medications (box seven, just barely), her contact lens solution, a half-used bottle of the perfume she'd stopped wearing because Tate said it gave her headaches. She was tempted to leave it out of spite, but the meagerness of her boxed inventory compelled her to take it.
The kitchen: this was where it got truly pathetic. The cookware was Tate's. The dishes were Tate's. The fancy stand mixer Anna bought for Tate's birthday sat on the counter like a monument to her own stupid optimism. (She left it. It was technically hers, purchased with her money, but taking your ex's birthday present back felt like admitting something Anna wasn't ready to.)
She salvaged three coffee mugs, a small pot she'd brought from her old apartment, the measuring spoons, and, after only a moment's deliberation, the good chef's knife. Tate barely cooked. Anna had actually used the knife. This felt defensible in court.
Box seven (the kitchen box): the saddest assemblage of culinary items ever packed. If minimalism was aspirational, Anna was absolutely crushing it.
Ah, the office, the only room that felt genuinely hers. Her desk (she'd bought it), her monitor (hers), her tablet and stylus (definitely hers), the corkboard covered in design inspiration and color swatches and one postcard from her sister's trip to Iceland (all hers). She packed carefully, wrapping cables with the obsessive precision of someone whose brain desperately needed something to control.
Box eight through ten: Work equipment, files, her small collection of design books, the framed print of the first poster she'd ever been paid to create.
She found herself sitting on the floor of the office, surrounded by half-filled boxes, trying to remember what her apartment before Tate had looked like. Had she owned furniture then? She must have. You couldn't live in an apartment without furniture. That was physics or something.
But her memory kept glitching, replacing her old studio with this space, Tate's space, the space that had never actually been theirs no matter how many times Anna had said "our apartment" or "our home" or "our life."
She'd been a guest. A long-term Airbnb visitor who'd overstayed her welcome. Who somehow confused occupancy with ownership. Who'd gotten so small, so carefully fitted into someone else's life, that when she finally left, the space wouldn't show a dent.
Box eleven: Random items discovered while sitting on the floor having an emotional crisis – a laptop bag, a heating pad, the foam roller her physical therapist recommended for her shoulder, three notebooks filled with sketches, a flash drive, the weird crystal Marissa gave her for "clearing energy" that Anna kept because she loved Marissa even when Marissa was being aggressively woo-woo.
By noon, she was done.
Twelve boxes. Lined up in the living room like evidence of her own erasure.
She'd lived here for two years and her entire existence fit into twelve boxes she could carry out in three trips (four, realistically, because she absolutely would hurt her back trying to be efficient about this).
Anna sat on Tate's couch – the couch, just the couch, neutral territory, Switzerland of furniture – and looked at her boxes.
Her phone buzzed. Marissa: How's it going? Need help with anything?
Anna took a photo of the boxes, sent it.
Marissa's response was immediate: That's it???
That's it, Anna confirmed.
I'm coming over. We're getting your shit out of there and then we're getting tacos.
You don't have to.
I'm literally already in a Lyft. Argue with me and I'll order you the spicy salsa you can't handle.
Despite everything, Anna felt herself smile.
Box thirteen, she decided, would be for hope. Even if right now it was mostly empty.
Even if she had no idea how to fill it.
 

Part Two
The coffee shop on Morrison had exactly three electrical outlets, seventeen people who also worked remotely, and wifi Anna's laptop described (with what she could only interpret as digital passive-aggression) as "connected, no internet."
Absolutely ideal workspace situation.
Anna hunched over her laptop at a table clearly designed for aesthetic purposes rather than actual human use, artisanal reclaimed wood that looked beautiful on Instagram and destroyed your posture within twenty minutes. Her spine was developing a curve that future chiropractors would write papers about. Note the distinct "freelancer with no fixed address" slouch, a condition we're seeing more frequently in late-stage capitalism patients.
She was supposed to be finalizing mockups for a client rebrand. What she was actually doing was watching the spinning wheel of death on her screen while someone behind her continued on a very loud conversation about their cryptocurrency portfolio.
Her phone buzzed. The client. Because of course.
"Hey, just checking in on those mockups? We've got the presentation tomorrow and I wanted to make sure we're all set."
Anna glanced at her laptop, which had progressed from "connected, no internet" to "searching for network" on a journey through the five stages of wifi grief. "Absolutely! Just doing some final refinements. You'll have them by end of day." 
Her voice had that particularly chipper quality she'd perfected, the one that meant I am actively lying to you but with such confidence that we're both going to pretend this is fine.
"Great! I know we can count on you."
Anna hung up and stared at her screen, which finally arrived at acceptance, "no network found.” Around her, the sixteen other people typed away on their laptops with seemingly functional internet.
She packed up (four minutes), walked three blocks to a different coffee shop (six minutes), ordered another coffee she didn't want and couldn't afford (one overpriced oat milk latte, $6.50), and discovered this establishment had a strict thirty-minute limit for the dining room.￼
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The library's study rooms could be booked for two-hour increments, which Anna discovered through the kind of desperate googling usually reserved for people researching symptoms waiting for the doctor. She'd blocked out Room 3C from 2-4 PM, which seemed like plenty of time to take a client call and review the contract details for a new project.
She did not account for the fact that Room 3C shared a wall with the children's section, currently hosting what sounded like either a very enthusiastic story time or a small riot. Possibly both.
"So if we move forward with the timeline we discussed,” the client was saying.
"AND THE WILD THINGS ROARED THEIR TERRIBLE ROARS!" came through the wall.
Anna pressed her phone harder against her ear, as if physical force could somehow cancel out the sound of twenty children roaring. "Absolutely, the timeline works perfectly for,”
"GNASHING THEIR TERRIBLE TEETH!"
"I'm sorry, are you ... is there a," the client paused. "Are you at a zoo?"
"Library," Anna said, with as much professional dignity as she could muster while Maurice Sendak shouted down her livelihood. "Community space. Very collaborative environment." Please don't ask follow-up questions. Please don't ask follow-up questions.
"Right. Well. As I was saying about the deliverables …”
The wild things gnashed and roared for another fifteen minutes. Anna took notes in a notebook because she'd learned (the hard way, via one mortifying client call) that typing during phone conversations made her sound like a transcriptionist rather than a designer. She nodded along (despite being on a phone call, not video). She said "absolutely" and "that makes sense" and "I can definitely deliver that" while her handwriting deteriorated from professional to doctor's prescription to evidence of demonic possession.
When she hung up, she realized she'd agreed to a timeline that required her to deliver final assets in ten days. For a project that would normally take her three weeks.
She stared at her notes. The wild things had gone quiet, off to places who only knew where.
Her two hours were up in seven minutes.
Anna gathered her things and vacated Room 3C, leaving behind only the faint energy of desperation and the lingering roar of terrible teeth.
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Marissa's couch was very comfortable, which was exactly the problem.
Anna had set up her "temporary workspace" (going on week two, not super temporary anymore) in Marissa's living room with an organizational system that looked impressive and functioned terribly. Laptop on the coffee table. Tablet propped on a stack of books. Phone charging on the floor because the outlet situation in Marissa's apartment was clearly designed by someone who'd only heard of electricity.
She'd blocked out the entire evening to finish the rebrand mockups. The ones she'd promised that were now (she checked her phone) four hours overdue.
The plan was simple: work until midnight if necessary, deliver the files, maintain her professional reputation, prove that she was still a functional human being capable of meeting deadlines despite her entire life currently fitting into twelve boxes stacked against Marissa's wall like a Jenga tower of failure.
The execution was less simple.￼
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Anna woke up at 8:37 AM still on Marissa's couch, laptop closed beside her, headphones still on her head playing the white noise she'd put on to focus. Her neck had achieved a excruciating angle. One leg was completely asleep. Her phone showed three missed calls and six texts, all from the client, progressing from "just checking in!" to "getting concerned" to "we had to postpone the presentation."
Oh god.
Her stomach lurched as she opened her laptop. Please let there be something, please let drunk-tired Anna have finished something. 
But the mockups were exactly as incomplete as they'd been when her brain had decided that closing her eyes for "just a second" was a reasonable professional strategy.
She'd fallen asleep. During a deadline. While wearing headphones like some kind of tech bro who'd never heard of work-life balance, except she didn't have work-life balance, she just had work-life chaos and a couch that was too comfortable for its own good.
Marissa emerged from her bedroom at 9 AM, found Anna in the exact position of someone whose soul had left their body, and said, "Uh oh."
"I fell asleep."
"I can see that."
"I missed the deadline."
"I can see that too." Marissa sat down beside her, carefully moving Anna's tablet. "What do you need?"
What Anna needed was a time machine, a stable living situation, and the ability to not sabotage her own career through the powerful combination of housing instability and furniture that was too fucking comfortable. What she said was: "Coffee. And maybe a new identity."
"I can do one of those things. I can't promise which."
Anna drafted the email while Marissa made coffee. Apology (brief, professional, not too groveling). Explanation (technical difficulties, absolutely do not mention "fell asleep on friend's couch like a college student during finals"). New timeline (aggressive but achievable if she didn't do anything else all day). She hit send. The alternative was staring at it until morning.
The response came back in six minutes.
Anna, I need to be honest with you. Your work is usually excellent, but the last few projects have been concerning. Missed deadlines, communication issues, that call from the library. Is everything okay? I'm asking as someone who values our working relationship, but I need to know if I can count on you moving forward.
Anna read it three times.
Then a fourth, because she was clearly a masochist.
Everything okay? Sure. Fine. Perfect. She'd just lost her relationship, her apartment, her ability to own furniture, and now her professional reputation was circling the drain along with everything else. But other than that, absolutely crushing it.
She stared at her laptop. At the stack of boxes against Marissa's wall. At her phone with its cracked screen (when had that happened?). At the mockups she should've finished, the deadline she'd missed, the life she was watching deteriorate in real-time.
Marissa handed her coffee. Said nothing, because Marissa was good at knowing when Anna needed silence instead of solutions.
Anna typed: I understand your concerns. I'm going through some personal transitions, but I'm committed to delivering quality work. The mockups will be ready by end of day, and I'll make sure this doesn't happen again.
Professional. Measured. Gave away nothing while promising everything.
She hit send and started working, because that's what you did when your life was falling apart. You hunched over a laptop on someone else's coffee table, wearing yesterday's clothes, drinking borrowed coffee, and you delivered the fucking mockups.
Even if your jaw ached from clenching.
Even if you had no idea where you'd be working tomorrow.
Even if box thirteen through box infinity were still waiting to be fully packed, and you had no idea what they'd contain.￼
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The apartment listings blurred together somewhere around 2 AM, morphing into a depressing catalog of Anna's failures rendered in thumbnail images and optimistic square footage claims.
$1,800/month – Studio – "Cozy" (translation: you could touch all four walls simultaneously while standing in the center).
$1,600/month – "Charming vintage" (translation: the building predated the concept of insulation and possibly indoor plumbing).
$2,200/month – One bedroom – "Updated unit" (translation: they'd slapped on new countertops and jacked the rent up four hundred dollars).
Every single one was either wildly, cosmically beyond her budget, or already rented by someone who'd presumably submitted their application seventeen seconds after the listing went live, cash in hand, credit score gleaming like a perfect paragon of financial responsibility.
Anna refreshed the page. Same apartments. Same prices. Same slow realization that she was completely screwed.
Behind her, Marissa slept the sleep of people who owned furniture and paid rent in one location and hadn't recently had their entire life collapse like a poorly constructed Ikea shelf. Her breathing was soft, even, peaceful; a sound that made Anna want to scream into a pillow, though that felt rude given the whole "providing emergency housing" situation.
She opened a new tab. Her savings account balance loaded with the aggressive speed of information desperate to show you what you absolutely did not want to see.
$4,847.32
Anna stared at the number like it might change if she applied enough willpower. It didn't. It just sat there, glowing with accusatory certainty on her cracked laptop screen.
Two weeks ago, she'd had just over $5,500. Which wasn't impressive exactly, but it was something. A buffer. A theoretical foundation for starting over.
But two weeks of coffee shop purchases (because apparently she couldn't just make coffee at Marissa's place without feeling like the world's most pathetic houseguest), meals out (because she had no kitchen, no meal prep routine, and had discovered that eating exclusively from convenience stores made her feel like a college student going through some kind of prolonged mental health crisis, which, accurate but rude) plainly burned through money.
She pulled up her banking app and scrolled through recent transactions, a masochist's greatest hits:
Coffee – $6.50
Coffee – $7.25 (oat milk upcharge, naturally)
Salad from that place downtown – $14.87 (because surely eating vegetables would make her feel like a functional human)
Coffee – $6.50
Coffee – $6.50
DoorDash lunch – $18.43
Coffee – $6.50
She was caffeinating herself into bankruptcy while simultaneously destroying her digestive system and achieving absolutely nothing in terms of finding actual housing.
Excellent life choices, really stellar decision-making, A+ work all around.
Anna refreshed the apartment listings again. A new one had appeared.
$1,900/month – "Spacious studio in up-and-coming area."
Anna's brain was quick to translate "up-and-coming area" to "next to a highway on-ramp" and "spacious studio" to "meets minimum legal requirements for human habitation."
She clicked anyway, because desperation made you do inadvisable things like seriously consider apartments described with real estate euphemisms.
The photos loaded with the speed of Marissa's actually functional wifi (another thing Anna felt guilty about – hogging bandwidth like some kind of digital parasite). The "spacious studio" appeared to be roughly the size of a shipping container. The kitchen was (generously) three appliances arranged in a way that suggested the landlord read about kitchens once in a magazine.
Monthly rent: $1,900
First month + last month + security deposit: $5,700
Anna did the math automatically, her brain helpfully supplying the calculation before she could stop it. She had $4,847.32. She needed $5,700. She was approximately $852.68 short of being able to afford an apartment that looked like a crime scene waiting for a detective.
She closed the tab.
Opened her email. Three new client inquiries (good!), two follow-ups from existing projects (fine!), one passive-aggressive note from the client she'd disappointed last week asking if she'd received their previous message about timeline concerns (bad, very bad, would deal with that tomorrow when her brain wasn't actively trying to catastrophize itself into oblivion).
Marissa shifted on her bed across the room, a small movement that meant she might be waking up. Anna immediately minimized all her tabs like she'd been caught watching porn instead of apartment listings. She was allowed to look for housing at 2 AM like a normal person experiencing a normal amount of housing insecurity.
Marissa didn't wake up. Just rolled over, still peacefully unconscious, still blissfully unaware that Anna was having a crisis three feet away.
Anna opened the apartment listings again.
Refresh.
Same apartments. Two old ones she tried to reconsider ("alcove studio" for $1,800, "cozy floor-through" for $2,100, both immediately disqualifying based on the math she'd just done).
She started scrolling through Craigslist, because she'd reached the "questionable housing platforms" stage of her search. The listings here were even more depressing – rooms for rent in apartments with "quiet, respectful housemates" (translation: they would judge your 2 AM crying), "temporary sublet situations" (translation: you'd have to do this entire nightmare search again in three months), shares with "one friendly cat" (translation: allergies plus deposit).
$1,200/month – Room in three-bedroom (Everett) – Available immediately.
Anna clicked. Read the description. "LGBT-friendly household" (good), "vegetarian kitchen" (fine, whatever), "looking for someone drama-free and clean" (personal attack).
She pulled up the photos. The room was small but actual room-sized. The common areas looked mostly non-disastrous. The kitchen had a full-sized refrigerator, which at this point felt like luxury accommodations.
$1,200/month. First month + deposit: $2,400.
She could afford that. Barely. If she depleted most of her savings and committed to eating exclusively rice and beans for the foreseeable future.
Anna stared at the listing. At the room that could be hers. At the possibility of not sleeping on Marissa's couch while her twelve boxes of life slowly became a permanent installation piece titled "Failure, Mixed Media."
Her cursor hovered over the "contact" button.
What if they'd already rented it? What if they took one look at her (recently single, mildly unstable, too anxious) and decided she was exactly the drama they wanted to avoid? 
What if she applied and got rejected and had to add "couldn't even get accepted as a roommate" to her growing list of personal inadequacies?
She clicked. Her finger moved and she watched it like it belonged to someone braver.
Hi, I'm interested in the room. I'm a freelance graphic designer, clean, quiet, can provide references. When would be a good time to view the space?
Professional. Normal. Gave away nothing about the fact that she was drafting this at 2:14 AM while having a small existential crisis on her friend's couch.
She hit send.
Immediately regretted it.
What if they wanted to meet tomorrow and she looked exactly like someone who'd been sleeping on a couch and working from coffee shops and slowly losing her grip on professional boundaries? What if they asked about her previous living situation and she had to explain that she'd been living with her ex-girlfriend until she came home early and found said ex-girlfriend with her tongue down someone else's throat? Very normal backstory, extremely reassuring for potential roommates.￼
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Her phone buzzed. Not the Craigslist ad, a text from her sister.
Mom's asking about Thanksgiving. Are you and Tate coming home this year?
Anna stared at the message through bleary eyes. Right. Her family. Who still thought she was in a committed relationship. Who didn't know about the breakup, the couch-surfing, the slow-motion career crisis happening in real-time.
Just me this year, she typed. Will explain later.
She sent it while her thumb still had the nerve.
Her laptop screen had gone dim, the apartment listings fading into sleep mode like even her computer had given up. Anna jiggled the mouse. The screen lit up again, bathing her face in the cold glow of housing she couldn't afford and rooms that probably wouldn't want her.
$4,847.32 in savings.
Twelve boxes of belongings.
Two weeks of coffee shops and libraries and borrowed couches.
Zero apartments.
She refreshed the page one more time, knowing it was pointless, knowing nothing would have changed in the forty-five seconds since she last checked, knowing that her desperate refresh wasn't going to magically manifest affordable housing.
But she refreshed anyway.
Because that's what you did when everything was falling apart and you had no control over anything. You refreshed the page and hoped that maybe, maybe, this time something would be different.
The listings loaded. Same apartments. Same prices. Same insurmountable gap between what she had and what she needed.
Anna closed her laptop with the careful quiet of someone trying not to wake their friend who'd generously offered their couch while not signing up for this to become a permanent arrangement.
Box fourteen, she thought tiredly: the ability to refresh a webpage and feel anything other than despair.
She'd left that one behind too.
 
Anna's cursor had developed a tremor.￼
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Not her hand. Her hand was perfectly steady, thank you very much, despite the fact she'd consumed approximately four hundred milligrams of caffeine in the past six hours and was operating on sleep deprivation usually reserved for new parents or people training for medical residency. No, the tremor was entirely digital, the little arrow wavering over the "refresh" button like it was making a moral decision.
One more time, Anna's brain supplied helpfully. Just one more refresh and then you'll close the laptop and accept that you're going to be living on Marissa's couch until you're forty and your boxes become a structural architectural feature.
She refreshed.
Same listings.
Her phone sat face-down on the coffee table, a power move she'd read about somewhere. If you put your phone face-down, you're telling the universe you don't need it, you're not desperate, you're a person with boundaries and self-respect. 
The universe was not impressed by her display of independence. 
The Craigslist roommate situation hadn't responded. Neither had the other three inquiries she'd sent earlier (one at 3 AM, two at 6:30 AM, all with the energy of someone who definitely wasn't having a housing crisis).
Behind her, Marissa's breathing continued its soft, even rhythm. The breathing of the housed. The securely domiciled. The people who could sleep past 8 AM because they weren't having an existential crisis illuminated by laptop glow.
Anna pulled up her banking app again, because she was committed to this particular flavor of self-torture.
$4,847.32
Still. The number hadn't magically increased through the sheer force of her desperation. Rude, honestly. If manifesting worked the way the internet claimed, she should have at least another dollar or two by now.
She tabbed back to the listings. Her eyes were doing that thing where they stopped focusing properly, each apartment description bleeding into the next until she was reading about a "spacious charming studio in a luxury pre-war upcoming" for "$3,200 (flexible) per month."
This is fine, her brain announced with the confidence of someone whose grip on reality had become negotiable. You're fine. This is a very normal way to spend a Tuesday morning. Not spiraling. Very standard behavior for a twenty-eight-year-old woman with a college degree and a theoretical career.
She should close the laptop. Go to sleep. Try again tomorrow with fresh eyes and optimism that could only be achieved through unconsciousness and temporary amnesia.
Instead, she refreshed the page.
And … wait.
New listing.
Anna sat up straighter, her spine protesting the sudden movement after two hours of hunching over the laptop like some kind of design-world Gollum obsessing over apartment listings instead of jewelry.
Garage Apartment – $1,400/month – Available November 1st
She clicked, noting that "garage apartment" could be code for "definitely haunted" or "technically not zoned for human habitation," and decided not to care.
The space was ... small. Obviously. It was a garage apartment, not a "sprawling estate apartment" or "reasonably sized apartment with room for both furniture and human movement." But small in a way that read as cozy rather than crime scene on the laptop screen. One main room with what looked like actual windows (plural! sunlight! the possibility of vitamin D!). A kitchenette that was barely a kitchenette but contained the holy trinity of stove, sink, and refrigerator. A bathroom that appeared to have a full-sized shower rather than the torture chamber standing-room-only situation she'd seen in other listings.
The furniture in the photos was minimal. A bed (included?), a small table, one chair that had seen better days but was still theoretically functional. The walls were white in that landlord-special way, but clean white, not "we painted over mysterious stains" white.
Anna scrolled to the description, the caffeine finally staging a coup against her cardiovascular system.
Garage apartment in Snohomish, WA. Private entrance. Utilities included. Quiet tenant preferred. No smoking, no pets. Available November 1st. First month + security deposit. References required.
Her brain was absolutely convinced there had to be a catch, some fine print she was missing. Utilities included meant … wait, that meant she wouldn't have to pay electric? Heat? Internet? That couldn't be right. Nobody included utilities anymore. This was either a scam or an elaborate setup for a true crime podcast.
Snohomish meant ... she pulled up Google Maps, her fingers moving with the automatic precision of someone who'd been researching towns for two weeks straight. Snohomish. Small-town downtown with actual character. Coffee shops and antique stores and that Pacific Northwest quality of life that made you think maybe things could be quieter, slower, manageable. A library. Real grocery stores. Trees everywhere, mountains in the distance on clear days.
A town where people lived. Like, lived lived. Had routines. Knew their baristas. Felt like part of something.
$1,400/month. Plus security deposit. First month plus deposit: $2,800.
Anna’s mental calculator app was open before she consciously decided to do math.
$4,847.32 - $2,800 = $2,047.32
She'd have two thousand dollars left to live on while she rebuilt her client base and stopped having panic attacks about her professional reputation and figured out how to be a person who existed in one stable location.
Two thousand dollars was ... Well, it wasn't a lot. It was, objectively speaking, a terrifying amount of money to have as your entire financial buffer. But it was something. It was possible. It was the first apartment she'd looked at in two weeks that existed in the realm of "theoretically achievable" rather than "absolute fantasy."
Her cursor hovered over the contact button.
What if it's already gone? her brain supplied, always helpful. What if you're the forty-seventh person to see this listing and they've already rented it to someone with better references and a more stable employment history and a personality that doesn't scream “recently experienced major life trauma?”
What if it's a scam? another part of her brain chimed in, because anxiety was a team sport. What if you show up and it's actually just a regular garage with a space heater and someone trying to charge $1,400 for the privilege of dying from carbon monoxide poisoning?
What if they ask about your previous living situation?
What if they want to meet the landlord and you have to explain that you don't technically have a current address, you're just a woman with twelve boxes slowly becoming a barnacle on your friend's living room?
Anna looked at the photos again. The clean white walls. The actual windows. The kitchenette that could maybe, possibly, allow her to cook something other than instant ramen and meals that came from packets.
She could be quiet. She was excellent at quiet. Quiet was basically her factory setting. She was so quiet that sometimes people forgot she was in rooms. Peak quiet tenant material, honestly.
She mentally catalogued her references. Previous landlord: complicated, given that she'd been living in Tate's apartment and wasn't entirely sure whose name was on the lease. Current landlord: Marissa's couch, which didn't typically provide professional references. Clients: several, though "please rent to this person, she only occasionally misses deadlines when her life is imploding" felt like damning with faint praise.
Anna could be someone going somewhere important. She could be someone with an apartment. A garage apartment, sure, but an apartment apartment, a place with an address she could put on forms and tell clients and maybe, eventually, stop feeling like she was one missed deadline away from complete structural collapse.
She clicked.
The contact form loaded. Name (easy). Email (also easy). Phone number (fine). Message …
Her fingers hovered over the keyboard.
Hi, I'm interested in the garage apartment. I'm a freelance graphic designer, quiet, clean, can provide references. When would be a good time to view the space?
She read it over. Too desperate? Not desperate enough? Should she mention that utilities included was basically the sexiest thing she'd read in weeks? Probably not. Keep it professional. She deleted "quiet" because it felt redundant given the "quiet tenant preferred" thing, then added it back because what if they didn't know she'd seen that part? Then deleted it again because she was overthinking a single adjective, which was very on-brand but also deeply unhelpful.
Hi, I'm interested in the garage apartment. I'm a freelance graphic designer, clean, responsible, can provide references. I'm looking for a place available November 1st. When would be a good time to view the space?
Better. Professional. Gave away nothing about the fact that she was currently operating in the zone of sleep deprivation usually reserved for interrogation techniques.
Anna hit send before the anxiety could get the full editorial in gear.
The page refreshed. Your message has been sent.
Anna closed the laptop with the careful precision of someone handling something either very precious or very dangerous, she wasn't sure which.
Her phone was still face-down on the coffee table, playing it cool, pretending like it wasn't about to become the most important piece of technology in her possession.
She picked it up. No new messages. No response from the Craigslist roommate situation. No magical notification that the garage apartment landlord had received her inquiry and immediately decided she was the perfect tenant.
Anna plugged in her phone, positioned it on the coffee table where she could see the screen if any notifications came through, and lay back down on Marissa's couch.
The cushions had developed a Anna-shaped depression over the past two weeks, a physical reminder of her extended stay. She fit into it perfectly now, her body automatically arranging itself into the position that made the throw pillows work as neck support and kept her feet from hanging off the edge.
She should sleep. Close her eyes. Let her brain power down from its anxiety-fueled marathon of catastrophization and apartment-hunting and financial calculations.
Instead she stared at her phone screen, watching for the specific pattern of light that would mean a new email, a response, a possibility.
And tried not to think about how much she wanted that clean white-walled space with its actual windows and included utilities and possibility of being somewhere that felt, maybe, like the beginning of something other than disaster.
Box thirteen, she thought: hope that wasn't just exhaustion-induced delusion.
She wasn't sure she'd packed that one yet.
 
 

Part Three
Anna had constructed an entire persona for this moment: A financially stable graphic designer with a thriving remote business, a totally normal person who wasn't scanning Craigslist roommate ads like they were life rafts and she was drowning in a sea of her own bad decisions. 
But as she pulled up to the address, the carefully rehearsed script evaporated somewhere between parallel parking and actually having to get out of the car.
The house was charming! Aggressively charming. Suspiciously charming, because nothing in her life lately had been charming without some catastrophic catch lurking underneath. Victorian-era bones with fresh paint in a soft sage green that probably had some aspirational name like "Meditation Garden" or "Organic Wellness."
The garden was even worse. Better. Whatever. It was meticulously maintained in that way that looked effortless but absolutely wasn't, a space that required someone to actually give a shit about things like mulching schedules and when to cut back the hydrangeas.
She should get out of the car. She was going to get out of the car. Any second now.
The house had a porch (of course it had a porch, because this was a place where people sat on porches with lemonade and waved to neighbors, probably discussing property values and the best local farmers markets) with two rocking chairs painted white and a small table between them. There was a watering can by the door.
This was a mistake. People who lived in houses like this didn't need roommates who were one bad client payment away from moving back in with their parents. They needed other people, people with their lives together. People who knew what hydrangeas needed. People who knew what hydrangeas were. People who hadn't spent last Tuesday crying into a pint of ice cream while hate-reading their ex's Instagram posts.
But Anna's bank account had other opinions about her life choices, and those opinions were extremely loud and numbered in the low four figures, so.
She checked her reflection in the rearview mirror one more time. Normal person face: engaged. Desperate person face: suppressed but lurking right under the surface like a shark in those nature documentaries, the ones where they tell you the shark is right there but you can't see it until suddenly you very much can.
Her outfit had been strategically selected to convey "successful remote professional" while hiding "owns exactly three pairs of pants that aren't pajamas." Dark jeans (no holes), a chunky sweater in a gray the internet promised brought out her eyes (the internet was a liar, but at least a well-meaning one), minimal jewelry because she'd read somewhere that successful people didn't over-accessorize, which was probably bullshit but she was grasping at straws here.
The rehearsed talking points scrolled through her mind like a teleprompter: Yes, I've been freelancing for five years (true, if you counted the college jobs where she'd designed her friends' terrible band logos for beer money). My income is steady (a lie so bold it deserved its own standing ovation, but she'd brought three months of bank statements that told a slightly less damning story if you didn't look too closely at the dates). I'm quiet, clean, respectful (true, mostly because she barely left her room and survived primarily on delivery food and the crushing weight of her own anxiety).
A notification buzzed on her phone. Probably Marissa checking if she'd chickened out. Anna had told exactly one person about this viewing because she couldn't handle the humiliation of telling everyone and then having it fall through. Marissa had responded with a string of encouraging emojis and a reminder that Tate was a "trashfire disaster human."
Marissa wasn't wrong. But this house. This house looked like a place where people had their lives together. Anna was not people who lived in places like this.
Right. Okay. Getting out of the car now. Definitely getting out of the car.
Anna grabbed her folder of documents (bank statements, references, a background check she'd paid for herself because she was that desperate to seem legitimate), took a breath that was meant to be calming but mostly just made her lightheaded, and opened the door.
The air smelled like flowers and fresh-cut grass and new beginnings, which was probably her catastrophically hopeful brain making shit up, but she was rolling with it.
The porch steps didn't creak (of course they didn't, because this house was maintained by someone who fixed things before they became problems, unlike Anna who waited until catastrophe struck and then dealt with it while having a minor breakdown) and suddenly she was standing at the door, finger hovering over the doorbell, making one final desperate attempt to embody "reliable tenant" rather than "disaster human in desperate need of affordable housing and possibly a life coach."
She pressed the doorbell.
From inside, she heard movement, and then a bright, warm (slightly frazzled) voice called out "Coming! Sorry! I'm coming!"
Anna arranged her face into what she desperately hoped looked like a smile, clutched her folder of false confidence, and waited to find out if hope was about to disappoint her again.
The door swung open before Anna could second-guess her entire existence, which was really saying something given her current speed-run capabilities.
"Hi! You must be Anna!"
The woman in the doorway was a burst of color and energy that felt like someone had cranked the saturation dial. Bright yellow cardigan over a floral dress that somehow worked despite containing seven different colors that should have clashed but didn't. Auburn hair pulled back in a messy bun that looked deliberately messy rather than "I gave up" messy, which was the only messy Anna had mastered lately.
"That's me," Anna said, and wow, great job, really nailing the verbal communication there. Two whole words.
"I'm Emily! Come in, come in!" Emily stepped back, gesturing with her entire body in a way that reminded Anna of those inflatable tube people outside car dealerships, all enthusiasm and movement. "Sorry, I'm kind of scattered today. I had a work thing that ran late, then I remembered I needed to call my friend Emma to find out what she wants to do for her birthday because it’s coming up and I almost forgot again which would make me the worst friend in human history, and then I was like, shit, Anna's coming, and … Sorry, I'm totally word-vomiting at you. I do that when I'm nervous. Or excited. Or both. Currently both."
Anna stepped inside, her prepared speech about steady income and professional references dissolving somewhere between the entryway and her brain's capacity to process how alive this person was.
The inside of the house matched the outside's aggressive charm but with a twist: organized chaos. The living room was bright and clean but lived in. Books stacked on the coffee table (some with sticky notes bristling from the pages), a laptop open on the couch, four different mugs scattered across surfaces, a basket of yarn next to the armchair suggesting hobbies that actually got pursued rather than aspirationally purchased and forgotten.
"So, full tour or just the highlights?" Emily was already moving, kinetic energy given human form. "I figure you want to see the space, obviously, but also like, I don't know, maybe you want to know where the kitchen is? The bathroom? You’re welcome to share some of the common areas, I know the apartment is a little small. I have two bathrooms, which sounds fancy but one of them is technically a half-bath which means it's basically a closet with a toilet and sink, but still counts, right?"
"Tour sounds good," Anna managed, clutching her folder like a shield from the relentless chipperness.
"Perfect! Okay, so, living room (obviously). I'm here a lot because I work from home most days and my home office is actually more of a home corner of my bedroom because I have this whole thing about boundaries and spaces that my therapist says is 'an interesting coping mechanism,' which is therapist-speak for 'weird but functional.'" Emily was moving through the space as she talked, pointing at things with enthusiasm usually reserved for museum docents discussing artifacts. "Kitchen is through here. I cook sometimes, by which I mean I cook a lot when I remember to grocery shop and then order takeout for three days straight when I don’t. Oh, and I have a thing about labeling food because one time I ate my roommate's leftovers by accident and she was so nice about it which somehow made it worse, so now I label everything compulsively. Fair warning."
The kitchen was sunny and surprisingly spacious, with a small table by the window that looked out onto the garden. Everything was clean but not intimidatingly so. There were dishes in the drying rack, a container of utensils by the stove, a grocery list on the fridge written in purple marker with items like "coffee (the GOOD kind)" and "vegetables (be specific next time, dumbass)."
Hope stirred. Dangerous, unwanted, exactly the feeling that got you hurt.
"This is really nice," she said, and meant it, which was terrifying.
"Thanks! I bought it last year which was either the best decision or worst decision of my life, depending on which day you ask me and whether the mortgage payment is coming up." Emily grinned self-deprecatingly. "Okay, the apartment's up top. Separate entrance, so you don't have to come through the house or anything."
Back through the front door, around the side of the house. Anna had noticed the garage when she'd pulled up, of course she had. It had been the first thing that complicated her mental image of the place. A two-car garage built right against the house, sharing a wall with the main living space, its doors painted the same sage green as the rest of the siding, and above it: a row of windows, an external staircase hugging the side wall, a small landing at the top with a potted fern that had absolutely no business thriving up there and yet.
She'd told herself not to get her hopes up about it.
The stairs didn't wobble. Of course they didn't.
"Full disclosure, my mom did most of the garden planning down there," Emily said as they climbed, catching Anna looking at the yard spread out below them. More of it was visible from up here, the whole careful geometry of it. "I just water things and pull weeds and occasionally talk to the plants, which definitely works and is not at all me projecting my need for conversation onto unsuspecting vegetation."
Emily unlocked the door at the top of the landing and stepped inside, holding it open.
"So. Here it is. Your potential new home and/or my potential new source of mortgage relief. Oh god, that sounded mercenary. I just meant ..." She gestured vaguely. "You know what, I'm going to stop talking for five seconds and let you actually look."
Anna stepped inside.
The space was small. One main room with a kitchenette along one wall, a door to what was presumably a bathroom, a closet, a window that looked out over the garden below and let in afternoon light in golden slants across the hardwood floor. It was perfect. It was everything she needed and nothing she thought she could afford and it was so fucking perfect that she wanted to cry, which would really undermine her "stable professional" image.
"It's furnished – bed, desk, dresser – but you can bring your own stuff if you want. Or not. Whatever works." Emily was doing this thing where she rocked slightly on her heels, like standing still required more energy than she currently had. "The WiFi reaches up here, there's a separate heating unit, and the bathroom is small but functional. Oh, and there's ... Okay, so. I have a question, and it's kind of weird, but I need to ask it before we go any further because it's a dealbreaker and I'd rather know now than have it be A Whole Thing later."
And there it was. The catch. The thing that was going to make this perfect space disappear. Anna's stomach dropped seventeen floors while her face maintained its pleasant expression. Years of client calls had taught her how to smile through impending disaster.
"Okay," Anna said carefully, bracing for impact.
Emily took a breath, and for the first time since opening the door, looked genuinely uncertain. Vulnerable, even.
"How do you feel about noise?"
Of all the questions Anna had prepared herself for (Do you have references? Can you pay first and last month? Are you okay with no pets? Do you do drugs? Are you a serial killer?) that wasn't one of them.
"Noise?" she repeated, buying time while her brain scrambled to figure out what kind of noise could possibly be a dealbreaker. Music? Loud phone calls? Some kind of industrial hobby? Oh god, was Emily secretly running a woodshop? A home forge? Did the garage below them have a second life as something terrible?
"Yeah. Like,” Emily's hands were moving again, sketching shapes in the air like she could physically construct the explanation she needed. "I have a thing. A coping mechanism. Look, I'm just going to say it. I talk to myself. Out loud. A lot. Like, a lot a lot. It started as voice memos, but it's become more than that. I process things verbally, I narrate what I'm doing, I give myself little ... directions. Announcements. And I work from home, and I have ADHD, and I've found that if I don't externalize my thoughts they just rattle around in my brain like those old-school Windows screensavers, so I just announce things. Constantly. And I know that sound travels differently with a setup like this. You're right above the garage, not inside the house, but, especially if I'm in the kitchen or my bedroom,” She cut herself off, looking mortified and defiant in equal measure. "My last roommate said it was fine but then moved out after three months, so I'm trying to be upfront about it now because I don't want ..."
She stopped again. Looked out the window at the garden below them, the little slate path, the bare branches waiting out the season.
Anna stared at her. At this person who'd just verbally processed her entire explanation of verbal processing, who labeled her own food with self-deprecating markers, who talked to plants and openly admitted to being scattered and weird and herself.
The wariness that had spiked at "dealbreaker question" didn't disappear, exactly. Anna had learned too much lately about people who seemed genuine and turned out to be anything but. But something else happened too. A recognition, maybe. Of someone else who was just trying to survive themselves.
"That's it?" Anna asked. "The noise is you ... talking to yourself? Or your phone?"
"I mean, it can be loud? I get enthusiastic. And it's not always at convenient times. And I know it's weird.”
"I don't think it's that weird," Anna heard herself say, and the surprise on Emily's face was somehow endearing and concerning in equal measure. Like she'd expected judgment and didn't quite know what to do without it.
"Really?" Emily's eyes, brown and expressive and currently cycling through an emotion Anna couldn't quite parse, searched Anna's face for signs of deceit.
"Really," Anna said, nodding, more sure now.
She should probably be more cautious. She should probably ask more questions. She should probably not make decisions about housing based on three minutes of conversation and the way afternoon light fell across hardwood floors from a window overlooking a garden she couldn't name and made everything look like possibility.
But her bank account was still loud, the apartment was still perfect, and Emily was still looking at her like Anna had just said something revolutionary instead of just not being an asshole.
"So," Anna said, gripping her folder. "Should we talk about logistics? Rent, move-in date, that kind of thing?"
Emily's face split into a grin that was sunrise-bright and dangerously contagious.
"Yes! Oh my god, yes. Come back down. I have everything written down, I made a whole document, it's very official and not at all me having a panic spiral about forgetting important information. Come on!"
She was already moving back toward the door and the little landing and the stairs above the garage, a force of forward momentum, and Anna followed because what else was she going to do?
Hope was a dangerous thing. But apparently, Anna was doing it anyway.
The office (a corner of Emily's bedroom that had been designated as Professional Space through sheer force of will and strategic furniture placement) had a desk positioned under a window, a filing cabinet that actually seemed organized, a corkboard covered in color-coded sticky notes that suggested either impressive productivity systems or the visual representation of someone's brain trying to hold itself together. Possibly both.
"Okay, so, lease agreement," Emily said, pulling open a drawer and extracting a folder with efficiency that seemed at odds with the scattered energy she'd been projecting for the last twenty minutes. "I had my lawyer friend look it over because I didn't want to accidentally include anything illegal or weird. Well, illegal. The weird is probably unavoidable given that I wrote half of it at seven in the morning when I couldn't sleep and was having an anxiety spiral about whether I'd remembered to include something about parking."
She spread the papers across the desk, actual printed papers, multiple pages, with tabs marking sections like someone had really thought this through.
"Rent is fourteen hundred a month, utilities included except internet but you can use mine, first and last month up front." Emily was in business mode now, or at least her version of it, which involved the same enthusiasm but with bullet points. "Move-in date is flexible, I'm thinking first of next month but if you need it sooner we can figure something out. Lease is annual with option to renew. I'm not going to do the whole landlord inspection thing because honestly I don't care if you rearrange furniture or paint or whatever, just don't burn the place down or do anything that requires me to explain property damage to my insurance agent because that woman already thinks I'm a disaster."
Anna scanned the first page, then the second. It was thorough. Surprisingly thorough, in a way that suggested someone had anxiety-researched every possible scenario and documented accordingly.
"There's a clause about noise," Emily said, pointing to a paragraph on page three. "Both ways. Like, I acknowledge my verbal processing situation, you acknowledge you've been informed, we both agree to be reasonable humans about volume after ten pm. And there's a section about guests and partners because my last lease didn't have that and it got weird when my roommate's boyfriend basically moved in but we'd never discussed it and I felt like an asshole bringing it up."
"This is really detailed," Anna said, and it came out more surprised than she'd intended.
Emily's expression flickered, self-conscious, then defiant. "I know it probably seems like overkill. My therapist says I over-prepare as an anxiety management strategy, which is technically true but also I think being prepared is actually good? Like, this is literally a legal document about us living in proximity to each other for a year, it should probably cover the important stuff."
"No, I,” Anna caught herself before she could verbally stumble into the rambling explanation Emily seemed to specialize in. "It's good. It's really good. Professional."
The smile Emily gave her was relieved and slightly self-deprecating. "I have my moments of functionality. They're interspersed with longer periods of chaos, but they exist."
Anna pulled out her own folder, the one she'd assembled like armor against judgment. Bank statements, references, the background check that had cost forty dollars she couldn't really spare. "I brought documentation. Income proof, references from previous landlords and clients, background check …”
"Oh god, you paid for a background check yourself?" Emily looked genuinely distressed by this. "That's so … I mean, thank you, but also I feel bad now. I was literally going to just trust you weren't secretly a serial killer based on vibes."
"The vibes might have been wrong," Anna said, attempting something that might have been a joke if her face had cooperated with the tone.
"Were they? Are you secretly a serial killer?"
"Not even secretly. I lack the organizational skills."
Emily laughed, delighted, and Anna felt her shoulders drop for the first time in weeks. Maybe this could actually work. Maybe she was allowed to have something go right.
"Okay, so, I'm going to skim these because it seems rude not to after you went to all this trouble, but honestly you had me at 'I don't think it's that weird.'" Emily was flipping through Anna's documentation with efficiency that suggested she was actually reading it, not just performing. "These look good. Really good. You're like, legitimately qualified to rent from me, which is more than I can say for some of the people who responded to the ad. One guy asked if I'd be cool with him paying in cryptocurrency. Another wanted to know if I'd consider a barter situation involving his artisanal soap business."
"You're not interested in artisanal soap?"
"I'm interested in giving my mortgage company actual money." Emily set Anna's folder aside, pulled out a pen from a cup that contained approximately fifteen other pens plus some markers and what looked like a paintbrush. "Okay. So. If you want it, it's yours. We can sign now, you can take a copy, move-in first of the month or sooner if you need. Does that ... is that something you want to do?"
And there it was. The moment. The decision that would determine whether Anna spent the next year in this perfect little apartment above a garage overlooking a garden she couldn't name, living above a person who seemed simultaneously chaotic and competent, warm and slightly unhinged, exactly the person Anna would normally be wary of because the bright ones always had something underneath and Anna had learned to watch for the underneath.
But the apartment was still perfect. And Emily was looking at her with an expression that was hopeful but trying not to be, like she'd learned the same lessons Anna had about expecting disappointment.
"Yes," Anna said, ignoring all the reasons this was potentially a terrible idea. "I want to do this."
Emily's face did something radiant. "Really? Oh my god, okay, yes, amazing. Sign here, and here, and initial here. I'm going to print you a copy, remind me to email you a PDF too because paper copies are great until you lose them, which I will definitely do with mine within a month, so digital backup!"
She was talking to herself now, or to Anna, or to both of them at once, already moving toward a printer on the dresser that Anna hadn't noticed before. Anna signed where indicated, her handwriting somehow steadier than she felt, watching Emily mutter her way through the printing process with fascinated bewilderment.
"Okay, printing, printing, why is it so slow, I paid extra for the fast one, this is not fast," Emily drummed her fingers on the dresser. "Email the PDF to Anna, don't forget, you'll forget, write it down, no wait, you'll lose the note, just do it now. Where's my phone?"
She was patting her pockets, looking around the desk, low-key panic Anna recognized from her own life, except she usually kept it internal rather than narrating it in real-time.
"I think you left it on the kitchen counter,” Anna said.
Emily stopped, blinked at her. "Was I using it when we were in the kitchen?"
"You were checking the time when you mentioned the mortgage payment."
"Oh my god, you're right. Okay. I'm going to get it and email you immediately because if I don't do it now I'll tell myself I'll do it later and later-me is a liar who never does anything." The printer finished with a triumphant beep. Emily grabbed the pages, handed them to Anna with a grin that was only slightly manic. "Welcome home. Or, welcome to your future home. In like, two weeks. You know what I mean."
Anna took the papers. Her copy of the lease, proof that this was actually happening, evidence that she'd made a decision and it might even be a good one, and felt that dangerous hope thing bloom wider in her chest.
"Thank you," she said, and meant it in more ways than she could articulate.
"Thank you for not being scared off by my whole," Emily gestured vaguely at herself, at the color-coded sticky notes, at the general situation. "Anyway. I'm going to get my phone and email you that PDF right now, this instant, before I forget. Don't let me forget."
"I won't," Anna said, and watched Emily disappear down the hallway with the same kinetic energy she'd had since opening the door forty-five minutes ago.
Anna stood alone in Emily's bedroom-office hybrid, holding a lease agreement that gave her her own space, looking at the color-coded sticky notes that represented a stranger's organized chaos, and let herself feel it: Relief. Curiosity. The possibility that maybe, somehow, this could actually be okay.
From the other side of the wall, faintly, she heard Emily's voice: "Found it! Emailing now! Anna, I'm emailing it now!"
Anna smiled. A real one this time, not the professional mask she'd worn for so long. 
She called back, "Got it!”
 

Part Four
The boxes were multiplying. That was Anna's current working theory. She’d only brought up five and now she swore there were at least seven clustered around the door of her new garage apartment, breeding in the golden afternoon light like particularly stationary rabbits.
She hefted another (the one labeled "DESIGN STUFF (FRAGILE) (SERIOUS)" in her frantic handwriting) and navigated the exterior stairs once more.
Inside, she set the box down with careful precision. Her Wacom tablet was in there somewhere beneath three charging cables, two external hard drives, and approximately forty-seven pens she'd stolen from various coffee shops over the years.
The apartment looked different with her stuff in it. More real. Less like a theoretical space she was considering and more like a place where she would actually live. Sleep. Eat. Work. Cry over her ex-girlfriend at 5 AM while eating cereal directly from the box. You know, the essentials.
She surveyed her options. The bed was still shoved against the wall. The small table sat under the window, catching those golden slants of afternoon light like it was auditioning for a lifestyle blog photoshoot. The sad chair lurked nearby, structurally sound but aesthetically exhausted.
Anna made an executive decision: function over comfort. She'd unpack her design equipment first, because rent didn't pay itself and neither did the therapy sessions she needed but couldn't quite afford yet. Making the bed could wait. She'd been sleeping on the couch at Marissa's place for three weeks. An actual mattress, even one of questionable thread count, was already a significant upgrade.
She attacked the tape on the DESIGN STUFF box with her keys, because she'd packed her scissors in a completely different box like an amateur.
Wacom tablet. External hard drives (she had a labeling system for these, organized by project type and paranoia level). The good monitor, wrapped in two hoodies and a prayer. Her wireless keyboard that had exactly the right amount of key resistance and could not be replaced because they'd discontinued the model, which meant she'd probably be buried with it someday.
She was considering the logistics of her setup (desk by the window for natural light, or desk against the opposite wall to avoid glare?) when a voice came through the wall.
"Going to make coffee. Kitchen. Coffee."
Anna froze mid-cable-untangle, an HDMI cord dangling from one hand.
The voice was clear. Not muffled or distant or hey-I-can-vaguely-hear-my-neighbor-is-home clear, but clear. Like Emily was standing right there, narrating her own movements with the enthusiasm of a nature documentary host describing a particularly interesting migratory pattern.
Anna stared at the wall. The wall stared back, perfectly innocent, just being a wall, not betraying any indication that it had the sound-dampening properties of tissue paper.
Right. The call-outs. Emily been very upfront about them, actually, in that refreshingly honest way that made Anna think this person is weird but at least she's not hiding it. And Anna had known, intellectually, that she would hear them.
But knowing intellectually that you'll hear your landlord's narrated intentions and actually hearing your landlord tell you she's getting coffee were two very different experiences. Like the difference between knowing that skydiving exists and being shoved out of an airplane.
She stood there, HDMI cable still in hand, caught in the paralysis of not knowing what the appropriate response was. Should she ... respond? Call back through the wall "Great, have fun with that coffee?” Pretend she hadn't heard it? Emily didn't know she was here yet. Anna had texted that she'd be moving in today, but not the specific timing, because her relationship with punctuality was complicated at best.
This was her life now. This was her new normal. Living in a garage apartment with walls that had apparently been constructed from hopes and good intentions, listening to her landlord narrate her way through basic household tasks.
It was fine. She'd lived with worse. She'd lived with Tate, who used to leave passive-aggressive notes about dish soap usage and had once eaten Anna's leftover pad thai "by accident" despite it being clearly labeled with Anna's name in all caps.
At least Emily was honest about her weirdness. At least the call-outs were predictable. Anna could work with predictable.
She set down the HDMI cable and picked up her monitor, carrying it toward the window. Natural light won. Glare could be managed. And if she was going to hear every single thing her landlord did, she might as well have a nice view while she processed the absurdity of her current situation.
Welcome home, she thought, and couldn't quite decide if she was being sarcastic or sincere.
Probably both.
Definitely both￼
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Again Anna woke to "Bathroom. Morning routine. Seven minutes," filtering through the wall like an alarm clock she hadn't set and couldn't snooze.
She lay there in her unmade bed (because yes, five days in and the bed was still unmade, bite her) staring at the ceiling and processing the fact that her day now began with Emily's bladder schedule.
Cool. Normal. Not weird at all.
By day two, she'd started unconsciously tracking Emily without meaning to. Not in a creepy way! She wasn't keeping a spreadsheet or anything, she wasn't that far gone. But her brain had decided this was important information to catalog and retain.
Morning coffee: 7:15 AM, like clockwork.
Bathroom: approximately every two hours, announced with the precision of a train conductor.
Laptop retrieval: whenever Emily had a meeting, which seemed to be constantly, because what exactly did project managers do all day besides have meetings about having meetings?
Leaving for errands: announced with a full itinerary ("Grocery store, then post office, back in forty-five minutes") that made Anna feel like she was receiving operational updates from a very organized military unit.
By day three, Anna had started tensing up before the call-outs happened. She'd be deep in a design – currently a logo for a local coffee shop that wanted "something edgy but approachable, modern but timeless" (translation: they had no idea what they wanted and Anna would go through seventeen revisions) – and she'd feel her shoulders creeping up toward her ears around 9:15 AM.
Sure enough: "Coffee. Second cup. Kitchen."
Anna's cursor hovered over the Illustrator artboard, her concentration fractured.
She tried to dive back into the logo. The client wanted a coffee cup, but not a basic coffee cup, something that said "we're not like other cafes" while also being immediately recognizable as a cafe. Which was, you know, totally reasonable and not at all contradictory.
She was adjusting the curve on a steam swirl (too literal? not literal enough? was steam even cool anymore or had coffee shop aesthetics moved past visible heat indicators?) when Emily's voice sliced through her focus again.
"Bathroom break. Three minutes max. Setting timer."
Anna's hand stilled on her mouse.
She stared at the wall, her new nemesis, the betrayer, the thinnest fucking wall in the history of walls, and felt her stomach clench.
Three minutes. Max. Setting a timer.
She didn't want to know this. She didn't want to know that Emily timed her bathroom breaks, that she gave herself a maximum allowance like she was rationing a limited resource. She didn't want to picture Emily setting an actual timer on her phone before going to pee, didn't want to imagine the anxiety that made that feel necessary.
It was too much information. Too intimate. Like accidentally seeing someone's browser history or reading their diary. Except Emily was voluntarily broadcasting her inner management system, and Anna was just sitting here. Receiving it. An involuntary voyeur into someone's private thoughts.
The worst part? Anna got it.
Not the specifics, her own brain didn't work exactly like that, but the underlying current. The need to control something, anything, when your brain felt like a browser with forty-seven tabs open and twelve of them were playing different songs. The comfort of structure, even arbitrary structure, especially arbitrary structure, because at least it was your structure.
She'd done her own version of it, even before the Tatesplosion. Made elaborate systems for her day: work blocks color-coded in her calendar, meals planned on Sundays, a strict rule about not checking Instagram after 9 PM (broken regularly, but the existence of the rule mattered). Little frameworks to keep herself from dissolving into a puddle of self-recrimination.
But she'd never announced them. Never said them out loud. And she certainly hadn't broadcast them through apartment walls.
Anna forced her attention back to the logo. The steam swirl looked stupid. Too whimsical. She deleted it and started over with something more geometric, more angular, trying to find that impossible balance between edgy and approachable.
Her phone buzzed. Marissa, texting a meme about bisexual lighting. Anna sent back a laugh-crying emoji and didn't mention that she was currently spiraling over her landlord's bathroom schedule, because how did you even explain that without sounding unhinged?
Hey Marissa, just casually eavesdropping on my landlord's time-management anxiety through walls made of cardboard and wishful thinking, how's your day?
She could hear Emily moving around now. Footsteps: quick, purposeful. A door closing. The faint sound of water running.
Anna looked at her monitor, at the half-finished logo that was supposed to be edgy-but-approachable, modern-but-timeless, and felt the familiar weight of too many expectations pressing down on her shoulders.
Three minutes max. Setting a timer.
God, they were both so fucking tired, weren't they? Both building elaborate systems to get through the day, both trying so hard to manage their respective brands of brain chaos. Emily just had the audacity (or maybe the courage?) to do it out loud.
Anna adjusted the geometric steam (still steam, but make it architectural) and tried to ignore the knot forming behind her ribs that might have been empathy or might have been horror or might have been the uncomfortable recognition that she'd rented an apartment from someone whose inner world was now unavoidably bleeding into her own.
The timer must have gone off, because she heard footsteps again. Quick. Efficient. Back to whatever Emily was doing in there. Back to the next scheduled segment of a day broken into manageable, announced, timed pieces.
Anna saved her work and reached for her coffee.
She'd adjust. People adjusted to all sorts of things. Roommates with weird habits. Partners who snored. Neighbors who played drums at midnight.
She could adjust to a landlord who narrated her existence.
She stared at the geometric steam on her screen and wondered if three days was too soon to start looking for a new apartment, and also whether that made her a terrible person for not being able to handle someone else's coping mechanism, and also whether the steam should curve left or right, and also whether she should just delete the steam entirely and start over with something completely different.
Forty-seven tabs. All playing different songs. Some of them anxiety, some of them empathy, some of them just the design question of whether coffee steam could be edgy.￼
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The headphones were buried somewhere in the box labeled "BEDROOM? OFFICE? BOTH?" — perhaps the most honest piece of organizational work Anna had done during the entire packing process.
She found them under a tangle of charging cables (why did she own so many charging cables? what were they all even for?).
The noise-canceling headphones were industrial-grade, the kind that made you look like you were either producing a podcast or preparing for psychological warfare. She'd bought them during a particularly brutal open-office situation at her last in-person job, back when "collaborative workspace" meant "acoustic nightmare where you can hear Derek from accounting chewing his bagel from forty feet away."
Anna plugged them into her laptop and pulled up her work playlist, four hours of instrumental electronic music that her brain had been Pavlovian-trained to associate with productivity. Music that was interesting enough to drown out ambient noise but not so interesting that she'd start actively listening to it. Background music for foreground thinking.
The first beats hit, and Emily's voice from the main house ("Switching to deep work mode, ninety minutes, do not disturb unless fire") faded from crystal-clear announcements to a distant murmur. Like someone had turned down the volume on her life and turned up the volume on her actual job.
Anna opened the bakery project and felt her shoulders unclench a little.
This she could do. This was familiar territory. This was a problem with solutions, a challenge with clear parameters, a client who, miracle of miracles, had actually provided a decent creative brief.
The bakery was called "Rise & Grind," which, okay, was a little on-the-nose for a coffee-and-croissants place, but Anna had worked with worse. Much worse. She'd once designed a logo for a CrossFit gym called "Pump Up the Jam" and they'd been completely serious about it.
She started with color palettes. Warm tones, obviously. Creams and golds and that specific shade of brown that said "fresh-baked bread" rather than "we found this furniture on the curb." Maybe a pop of something unexpected. A dusty rose? A sage green? Something that felt European and artisanal without screaming "we charge eight dollars for a croissant" even though they absolutely charged eight dollars for a croissant.
Her cursor moved across the screen like it was choreographed. Selecting swatches, creating variations, adjusting saturation levels until the palette felt cohesive but not boring, harmonious but not precious.
Typography next. The client wanted "modern but with personality," which was code for "please god not another sans-serif geometric font that looks like every other millennial business." Anna pulled up her font library and started scrolling. Something with character. Maybe a serif with unusual terminals? Or a hand-lettered style that felt crafted but not kitschy?
She tried six different combinations before landing on something that made her sit back and think yes, that's it. A custom serif for "Rise" with these beautiful curved stems that echoed the shape of rising dough, paired with a clean sans-serif for "& Grind" that kept it from feeling too fussy.
The flow state crept up on her slowly, then all at once.
One minute she was consciously thinking through each decision (this shade versus that shade, this kerning adjustment versus that one) and the next minute her hands were moving faster than individual thought, her brain skipping straight past the analytical stage into pure instinct.
This was what she'd lost. This feeling, this sense that she was good at something, that her hands and her brain were working in perfect sync, that she could take a vague idea and transform it into something real.
During her time at Marissa's place, she'd barely been able to open Illustrator without spiraling. Every project felt like pushing a boulder uphill. Every design decision felt monumental and terrifying and proof that she was a fraud who'd somehow convinced people to pay her for work that maybe wasn't even good, maybe she'd just been lucky, maybe.
But now? Now she was adjusting the curve on a hand-lettered "R" and feeling that specific satisfaction of watching something come together exactly right.
She created a lockup. Tried it in horizontal orientation, then vertical. Tested it against different backgrounds. Created a version with a subhead ("artisan breads & pastries") and one without. Mocked it up on business cards, on a storefront sign, on a coffee cup.
Hours passed in what felt like minutes.
The light outside her window shifted from mid-morning blue to afternoon gold to early evening amber, and Anna didn't notice. Her coffee went cold, then room temperature, then whatever temperature came after that (tragic, probably) and she didn't drink it.
She was dimly aware of Emily's voice filtering through occasionally, muffled enough by the music that it registered only as a rhythmic presence rather than specific words. Like living next to train tracks, you learned to tune it out, let it become part of the ambient soundscape of your life.
Anna exported variations. Created a presentation deck. Wrote notes about the design rationale in that brand-consultant language that made it sound like she'd discovered ancient wisdom rather than just trying different fonts until one looked good.
When she finally pulled off the headphones, her ears were hot and her neck was stiff and her eyes were dry from staring at the screen.
But the bakery had a brand identity. A good one. Maybe even a great one.
She saved everything, backed it up to two different drives (paranoia level: reasonable), and stood up to stretch. Her spine made an alarming series of pops that would've concerned her if she were someone who took better care of her body, which she was not.
The apartment was quiet. Emily must have finished whatever deep work mode she'd announced … when? Anna checked the time. Seven hours ago. She'd lost seven entire hours to typography choices and color theory.
It felt like the first good thing that had happened in weeks.
Her laptop screen dimmed into sleep mode, and Anna caught her reflection in the darkened monitor. She looked tired. She was always tired lately. But there was something else there too, a spark of something that wasn't quite satisfaction but was at least in the same neighborhood.
Progress. Adaptation. The beginning of functioning again.
She'd make the bed tomorrow. Probably. Maybe.
But tonight, she'd done actual work. Created something from nothing. Found her flow state in a garage apartment with walls like tissue paper, using noise-canceling headphones as a barrier between her focus and her landlord's subway-announcement-based existence.
Small victories. She'd take them.￼
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The window had become a problem.
Not structurally. The window was fine. The window was great, actually. Big enough to flood the apartment with that quality of late afternoon light that made everything look like it belonged in a Kinfolk magazine spread, back when Kinfolk was still cool and hadn't become a parody of itself.
The problem was that the window faced the driveway, and the driveway was where Emily parked her car, and Emily's car was where Emily appeared two to three times a day doing normal human activities like leaving for errands or coming home from errands or sitting in the driver's seat for seven minutes doing whatever people did in their cars before going inside (texting? decompress time? questioning their life choices?).
Anna had discovered this problem on day six of living in the garage apartment, when she'd been standing at her desk adjusting her monitor angle and had accidentally made direct eye contact with Emily, who was getting into her car.
They'd both frozen. A moment of pure mutual oh-shit-I-see-you suspended in the space between garage apartment window and Honda Civic. Then Emily had waved (a slightly manic hand gesture that seemed larger than the situation required) and Anna had waved back with the kind of stiff precision usually reserved for hostage proof-of-life videos.
Emily had driven away. Anna had stepped back from the window like it had burned her.
Now it was day seven, and Anna had developed a system. (Of course she had. Forty-seven tabs, all playing different songs, one of them titled "Elaborate Avoidance Protocols.")
The system went like this: when working at her desk, position the monitor so she could see the screen without the driveway in her peripheral vision. When walking past the window, don't look out. When she heard a car door (and she could hear car doors now, had been unconsciously cataloging them the same way she'd cataloged Emily's call-outs) resist the urge to check who it was.
Schrödinger's driveway. If she didn't look, Emily was both there and not there, and Anna didn't have to make any decisions about whether to wave or hide or engage in whatever passed for normal neighborly interaction between a tenant and her landlord who announced her bathroom trips.
It was working great. By which she meant it was working terribly, but Anna had committed to the bit.
She was deep in a revision for the coffee shop logo (the client had decided steam was "too predictable" and could she try something with a sun? but not a basic sun, something edgy?) when she heard the front door of the main house open.
She tensed slightly but kept her eyes glued to her monitor.
Footsteps on the driveway. The jingle of car keys. The sound of Emily's voice, not muffled by walls this time, calling back toward the house: "Grocery run! Back in an hour!"
Anna's cursor hovered over the artboard. She'd been about to adjust the kerning on the word "brew" but her hand had stopped moving.
Don't look. Just don't look.
She looked.
Of course she looked.
Emily was walking toward her car, wearing a top so aggressively purple it could probably be seen from space. She was digging through her bag for something (wallet? shopping list? her phone that she'd set down somewhere and couldn't remember where?) and muttering to herself in a way that Anna couldn't hear but could definitely see.
It would be so easy to wave. To open the window and call out a casual "hey!" To do the normal human thing that normal humans did when they saw their landlord heading out for groceries.
Anna's hand moved toward the window latch.
Then stopped.
Tate's voice in her head, crystal clear, from a conversation from months ago that somehow seemed to repeat itself: "You're too available, you know that? You just ... give yourself away to everyone. The barista who mentions she's having a bad day. Your mom's friend who needs help with her website. That guy at the dog park who doesn't even have a dog. You're everyone's emotional support lesbian and you wonder why you're exhausted all the time."
It had been framed as concern. Caring. I just worry about you, babe. You need to have better boundaries.
What Tate had actually meant: I need you to have worse boundaries with me and better boundaries with everyone else. I need you fully available for my needs and completely unavailable for anyone else's.
But Anna hadn't figured that out until later. Much later. After the "I'm not ready for that much commitment" conversation that had come approximately eighteen months into their serious relationship, three weeks after they'd signed a lease together, the same day Anna had mentioned maybe adopting a cat.
She pulled her hand back from the window latch.
Emily found whatever she'd been looking for in her bag and clicked the car remote. The Honda beeped. One of those friendly little chirps that meant hello, I'm unlocked now, please don't steal me.
Anna was being respectful of Emily's space. That's what this was. Respectful boundary-having. Not every interaction needed to be an interaction. Emily was just running errands. Anna was just working. Two people existing in adjacent spaces without requiring acknowledgment or engagement or …
Emily looked up.
Anna jerked back from the window so fast she knocked her water bottle off the desk. It hit the floor with a plastic clatter that seemed unreasonably loud, like the universe was personally calling her out for being a coward.
She stood there, pressed against the wall next to her desk like she was hiding from a sniper, her pulse hammering in her ears.
Had Emily seen her? Probably not. Maybe not. The angle was weird, and the afternoon light on the window probably created a glare, and Emily had been focused on her car anyway, and this was fine, everything was fine, Anna was totally fine and not spiraling over the simple act of not waving to her landlord.
She heard the car door open. Close. The engine starting. The sound of tires on the driveway, then the street, then fading into the general ambient noise of the neighborhood.
Anna stayed against the wall for another thirty seconds, or about twenty-nine seconds longer than the situation warranted.
When she finally moved back to her desk, her water bottle had rolled under the chair and the half-finished sun logo (edgy sun, not basic sun) sat on her screen, waiting.
You're protecting yourself, she thought firmly. Healthy boundaries. Not making everything into a relationship that requires maintenance.
You're full of shit, her brain replied. You hid from someone who would've been happy to wave.
Tate had rewired something. Taken Anna's natural instinct to reach out and turned it into evidence of character deficiency.
Boundaries, she told herself. Healthy boundaries.
The sun on her screen looked judgmental as hell.￼
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Anna wasn't wearing headphones.
This was notable because she always wore headphones while she worked. But today the battery had died mid-morning, and her charging cable was .... somewhere. Possibly in the box labeled "CABLES & CHAOS" that she still hadn't fully unpacked. Possibly eaten by the cable-stealing monster running loose in her apartment.
So she was working raw. Unfiltered. Every sound in the main house arriving with crystalline clarity, like the universe had decided she needed to experience Emily's narrated existence in high definition.
The weird thing? It wasn't bothering her anymore.
No, scratch that. The actual weird thing was that Anna couldn't pinpoint exactly when it had stopped bothering her. At some point (time was fake anyway), the call-outs had shifted from intrusive to just there.
Ambient noise. Traffic sounds. Birdsong. "Taking a call in five minutes. Getting water first."
Her brain had filed Emily's announcements under "background audio" alongside the hum of her laptop fan and the occasional car passing on the street. She was tracking them without tracking them, the same way she knew when the refrigerator was running or when the afternoon light was shifting to evening.
Then one afternoon, Emily's voice cut through the background hum with unusual urgency: "Okay. Mirror assessment time."
Anna had already learned to recognize these opening gambits. They were never good.
"Why did I think I could pull off bangs?" Emily demanded of her reflection, that perfect note of betrayal in her voice, as though her forehead had personally victimized her. "This is a disaster. This is ... No, you know what, we're not doing this. We're not having a crisis about a choice we made three weeks ago that cannot be undone. They'll grow. Eventually. In several months. Maybe a year. Oh God, a year."
Anna laughed out loud. An actual laugh that surprised her enough that she clapped her hand over her mouth, cursor frozen mid-adjustment.
She knew she shouldn't be enjoying this. It felt like reading someone's diary, except the diary was being broadcast through her wall and the person inside had no idea she was their entire audience. She'd invaded Emily's privacy just by existing in the space next to Emily. By having functional hearing. By failing to find her charging cable.
She should have felt guilty.
She did feel guilty.
But she was also laughing at the bangs crisis, and the guilt tangled with affection, the strange intimacy of finding someone genuinely funny when they weren't performing for anyone.
"Maybe a headband," Emily mused. "Mental note: research headband viability. Second mental note: you're thirty-two, maybe stop being a person who makes impulsive hair decisions."
A pause. Then: "Okay. Headband ordered. Crisis averted. Moving on."
Anna realized she'd saved her work without meaning to, her hand moving on autopilot while she'd been listening.
That felt like diagnostic information.
"Emma's birthday is Saturday."
Anna's cursor paused over the layer panel in Photoshop. She was working on a website mockup for a yoga studio that wanted "calming but energetic, minimalist but warm" (translation: they'd seen three different Pinterest boards and wanted everything from all of them, simultaneously).
"Cannot forget. Setting reminder now."
The voice was closer than usual. Emily must be in the room that shared a vent with Anna's apartment. Probably her bedroom/office, where she had all those video calls that seemed to consume approximately seventy percent of her waking hours.
"Emma's birthday, Emma's birthday."
There was something different in Emily's tone. Not the usual brisk efficiency of "bathroom break, three minutes max" or the methodical precision of "coffee, kitchen, french press not drip." This was ... softer?
Anna found herself listening despite her intention to tune it out.
"Emma's birthday," Emily repeated, like she was programming it into her brain through sheer repetition. "Saturday. Emma. Birthday. Saturday."
The image that formed in Anna's mind was so clear it was almost intrusive: Emily at her desk, probably typing the reminder into her phone, saying it out loud to cement it into whatever complicated organizational system kept her life from flying apart. Someone trying so hard to remember, to not let someone down, to prove that she could be someone who remembered birthdays without three backup reminders and a small prayer to the patron saint of executive function.
Anna caught herself smiling.
Just slightly. A tiny upward curve at the corner of her mouth that she only noticed because her face had been set to "neutral grimace" for so long that any other expression felt foreign.
The smile surprised her enough that she touched her own face, like she needed physical confirmation that her mouth was doing something besides its usual tight line of concentration-slash-anxiety.
When was the last time she'd smiled? Really smiled, not the performance smile she used for client video calls or the tight-lipped acknowledgment she gave cashiers at the grocery store?
Not for the weeks leading up to the Tate Incident. Definitely not during the three weeks at Marissa's place, sleeping on the couch and pretending everything was fine while internally combusting. Not during the move here, or the first week of adjustment, or any of the days when she'd been so focused on rebuilding her life that emotional responses beyond "functional" and "spiraling" seemed like unnecessary luxuries.
But Emily's desperate repetition of "Emma's birthday" had cracked something open. A hairline fracture, barely there, letting in warmth she hadn't asked for and didn't know what to do with.
Not warmth toward the situation, obviously. Anna's life was still a disaster. Her relationship had still imploded. She was still living in a garage apartment with walls made of good intentions and acoustic negligees.
But warmth toward what, exactly? The image of Emily trying so hard to be a good friend? The vulnerability of hearing someone caring, trying not to let someone else down?
The reminder that other people were trying just as hard as Anna was, just in different directions?
"Emma, Saturday, birthday," came floating up one more time, like Emily was triple-checking her work.
Anna's smile widened fractionally.
Then she realized what she was doing and immediately tried to school her face back to neutral. This was not the time for feelings. This was work hours. She had a yoga studio mockup to finish, and the client wanted revisions by end of day.
But the smile wouldn't quite disappear. It lingered there, stubborn and small, while she returned her attention to the screen.
Calming but energetic. Minimalist but warm.
She adjusted the color palette, softening the blues, and pretended she wasn't still thinking about Emily's birthday countdown. Pretended she wasn't cataloging this moment as significant in some way she didn't want to examine too closely.
Pretended she hadn't just felt the first crack of warmth toward another human being in weeks.
It was just a smile. Just a fleeting moment of empathy for her landlord's determination not to forget her friend's birthday.
It didn't mean anything.
It didn't mean Anna's careful isolation protocol was developing structural weaknesses.
Outside her window, a bird landed on the railing. Something that had been frozen solid for weeks shifted infinitesimally toward thaw.
Anna saved her work and told herself it was nothing.
She was lying, obviously.
But she was very good at lying to herself these days.￼
[image: Dingbat Diamonds Dingbat Diamonds]
 
Anna hit send on the email at 4:47 PM on a Thursday, which felt significant in the way that most things felt significant when you were trying to rebuild your life and every completed task was evidence that you were, in fact, still a functional human being.
The bakery files were good. Better than good. She'd done three rounds of revisions, each one tightening the design until it sang. The final logo had this beautiful balance, with the hand-lettered "Rise" with those curved stems that echoed rising dough, paired with the clean sans-serif "& Grind" that kept it from drowning in its own whimsy. She'd included the full brand package: primary and secondary logos, color palette with hex codes, typography guidelines, mockups on business cards and signage and those little stickers they could put on pastry boxes.
Professional. Polished. Work she used to do before her brain rewired itself to question whether she was actually good at anything or just catastrophically lucky.
She closed her laptop and tried not to obsess over whether the client would hate it. Whether they'd come back with a dozen more revisions. Whether they'd ghost her entirely and she'd have to send one of those awkward "just following up!" emails that made her want to sink through the floor.
This was the worst part. The waiting. The moment after you'd sent your work into the void and before you got confirmation that it was, in fact, work and not just elaborate procrastination disguised as design.
Anna stood up to stretch. Her spine made its usual alarming symphony of pops. From the other side, she could hear Emily on a call, her voice doing that project-manager thing where she was simultaneously reassuring and redirecting someone who was panicking about a deadline.
"Right, but if we move the timeline back two days ... yes, I hear you, but if we move it back, that gives your team the buffer they need, and we can still hit the client presentation on Monday."
Anna smiled despite herself. Emily was good at this. The soothing and the solving. The way she could take someone's spiral and transform it into a manageable set of steps.
Kind of like what Anna did with design, actually. Taking a client's vague panic ("we need a logo but we don't know what we want but it needs to be perfect") and translating it into something concrete and deliverable.
Different skills, same underlying …
Her laptop chimed.
Anna froze mid-stretch, one arm still above her head like she was auditioning for a very confused yoga class.
Email notification. Could be spam. Could be Marissa sending another bisexual sitting meme. Could be her mother with another "just checking in!" message that was ninety percent emotional manipulation and ten percent actual concern.
Or it could be the bakery.
She sat back down so fast her chair rolled backward and nearly dumped her on the floor. Her heart was hammering. Which was ridiculous. It was just an email. Just a client response. Just the difference between making rent this month and having to ask Marissa for a loan, which would be fine, Marissa would be fine about it, but Anna would have to live with the knowledge that she'd asked and that was its own special flavor of humiliating.
She opened the email.
Subject: RISE & GRIND BRAND PACKAGE - ABSOLUTELY PERFECT!!!
Anna's brain stuttered over those three exclamation points like they were a foreign language.
Anna, I'm sitting here at my desk literally tearing up (in a good way!!!) because this is EXACTLY what I wanted but couldn't articulate. You took my mess of ideas and Pinterest screenshots and that one napkin sketch I sent you (sorry about that) and turned it into something that feels like my bakery already exists. Like you reached into my brain and pulled out the platonic ideal of what Rise & Grind should be.
Anna's throat had gone tight, but for a different reason now.
She kept reading.
The logo is perfection. The color palette is exactly right. Warm but not twee, sophisticated but not pretentious. The mockups made me want to print business cards immediately even though we don't open for another three months. My partner looked at it and literally said "holy shit, we have a real brand now."
Something was happening. Something unfamiliar and almost uncomfortable. Not anxiety. Not dread. Not the constant low-level hum of impending failure she'd been carrying around like a weighted blanket made of self-doubt.
It was ... pride? Satisfaction? The dizzy relief of being good at something and having someone else confirm it?
I'm sending this portfolio to everyone I know who needs design work. My friend with the pottery studio. My cousin who's starting a food truck. My dentist, who mentioned wanting to rebrand. (Is that weird? That's probably weird. But his current logo is TERRIBLE and you could fix it.)
Anna laughed. Out loud. An actual laugh that surprised her enough that she clapped her hand over her mouth like she'd committed some kind of social violation.
Payment sent via the original invoice. I added a 10% tip because this is genuinely the best freelance experience I've ever had and I want to make sure you prioritize my future projects when I inevitably come back with more requests. Thank you for making my dream bakery feel real.
Anna scrolled to the bottom of the email, then back to the top, then to the middle, like she was searching for the paragraph where the client would say "just kidding, actually we hate it and want our money back."
But it wasn't there. It was just enthusiasm. Genuine, effusive, three-exclamation-points-in-the-subject-line enthusiasm.
She tabbed over to her payment portal. The invoice was marked paid. With a 10% tip. Which meant she could pay rent this month and next month and maybe even buy groceries that weren't just variations on "pasta and anxiety."
Anna sat back in her chair and stared at her laptop screen until it went blurry.
She'd done it. She'd taken a project from concept to completion after her life had been completely devastated. While listening to her landlord narrate her bathroom schedule. While rebuilding her entire life from the smoking wreckage of a relationship that had convinced her she was too much and not enough simultaneously.
She'd done good work. Work that made a client tear up (in a good way!!!). Work that would lead to referrals, to more projects, to the slow steady reconstruction of her career and her confidence and her sense that she was a person who could, in fact, accomplish things.
Her eyes were stinging. Which was ridiculous. She was not going to cry over a client email. She was not going to sit here in her garage apartment and get emotional about someone liking her font choices and color theory.
(She was absolutely going to do both of those things.)
Emily's voice, muffled but warm: "Coffee break. Kitchen. Five minutes. Setting timer."
The call-outs that had felt like an invasion two weeks ago now felt like proof that she wasn't alone. Evidence that someone else was also trying their best to function in a world that required constant narration and time management and elaborate systems just to get through the day?
Anna pulled up her bank account. Looked at the new balance. Did some mental math about rent and utilities and groceries and maybe a spare pair of headphones since the old ones kept dying at inconvenient moments.
Anna closed her laptop and stood up. The afternoon light was doing its golden-hour thing, turning the apartment into something that belonged in a lifestyle blog despite the unmade bed and the box of chaos and her collection of coffee mugs that had achieved sentience and were staging a coup on her desk.
She could do this. She was doing this.
The thought was so fragile she almost didn't let herself think it. Hope felt dangerous. Hope felt like setting herself up for another fall. Hope was what had made her ignore all the red flags with Tate, convinced that if she just tried harder, gave more, made herself smaller, things would work out.
But this wasn't that. This was different. This was her work, her skill, her ability to take someone's vague dream and make it real. This was evidence that she could build something from nothing. That she hadn't been catastrophically lucky—she'd been good. She was good.
"Timer done. Back to work. Forty-five minutes until next meeting."
Anna smiled. Just barely. Just enough to count.
"Okay," she said to the empty apartment, to the golden light, to the laptop that held the email she'd probably read seventeen more times before bed. “Okay."
 
 

Part Five
It wasn't until the bakery project was finished that Anna had enough spare bandwidth to notice what had been going on.
It certainly wasn’t intentional. But somewhere between move-in day and the morning after she'd sent off the final Rise & Grind files, Emily's rhythms had become the scaffolding of Anna's weeks, and she'd been too deep in survival mode to notice it happening.
The Tuesday thing had come first. Emily's voice, arriving mid-morning: "Okay, back-to-back meetings until three. You can do this. Hydration is key. Where's your water bottle ... There it is." Anna had heard a version of this exact monologue the following Tuesday. And the Tuesday after that. Same harried energy, same reminder about water (which Emily never learned to prep in advance), same resigned acceptance of her fate.
She hadn't meant to clock it. Her brain was just good at patterns, at finding the rhythm in chaos: The same thing that made her decent at design work, the way she could spot when spacing was off by two pixels or when a color palette was almost-but-not-quite harmonious.
Emily's week had a rhythm. Tuesday meetings. Wednesday afternoons spent on what sounded like "the Peterson account," which Emily discussed with her laptop in tones ranging from wheedling to threatening. Fridays were report deadlines, heralded by increased coffee consumption and a very specific kind of typing (aggressive, punctuated by sighs, accompanied by muttered commentary like "this metric is nonsense but sure, let's pretend we care about quarterly benchmarks").
Anna found herself working from the couch more often. Purely coincidental. Better light. The desk forced her into a weird angle that hurt her neck. Totally legitimate reasons that had nothing to do with the fact that she could hear Emily better from the couch.
(She was lying to herself. She knew she was lying to herself. The lying itself had become part of the routine.)
By the fourth week, Anna knew that Emily called her mom on Sunday afternoons. She knew this because the first time it happened, Emily's voice took on a different quality. Lighter, somehow, less performative. "Hi Mom. Yeah, I'm good. No, I remembered to eat lunch today, I had it right after I told myself to eat lunch."
Anna was supposed to be finalizing a brand guideline document. She sat very still on her couch, laptop open to a page she wasn't reading, and listened to Emily have a twenty-minute conversation with her mother about (based on Emily's half of things) a cousin's baby shower, a recipe Emily wanted to try but probably wouldn't, and whether Emily had started dating again.
She did not finalize the brand guideline document.
"I'm trying," Emily said, and Anna could hear the strained smile in her voice, that particular kind of smile you give your mother when you're lying but you want her to believe you. "I went out with someone last week. It was fine. No, just fine. I know. I know, Mom. I'm working on it."
Something twisted in Anna. She closed her laptop.
The next Sunday, Anna told herself she wasn't waiting for it. She was just ... she happened to be cleaning her bathroom at 2:47 PM, which happened to be around the time Emily called her mom last week. She was scrubbing the sink with more focus than it deserved when she heard it: "Okay, calling Mom. You've been meaning to all day. Just do it."
Anna abandoned the sink. Returned to the living room. Sat down with a book she pretended to read.
This time Emily was telling her mom about a work presentation that went well, and Anna felt a weird little bloom of pride, even though she'd contributed nothing and had no right to feel anything about Emily's professional victories. Emily mentioned the date she'd gone on Thursday.
Anna hadn't known about a Thursday date, and okay, that was – that was something she'd need to not think about.
Emily described it as "nice but no spark, you know?"
Anna knew. Anna knew so much more than she had any business knowing.
She started structuring her own work around Emily's schedule without quite realizing she was doing it. She saved her tedious tasks for Tuesday afternoons when Emily was in meetings and wouldn't be narrating anything interesting. She took her own lunch break on Wednesdays around twelve-thirty because that was when Emily usually took hers, and there was something companionable about eating a sandwich while listening to someone next door also eat a sandwich and provide commentary on said sandwich. ("Okay, turkey and cheese. Classic. You're very predictable. Maybe try something with avocado tomorrow. Mental note: buy avocado. Another mental note: actually remember to check notes.")
Friday afternoons Anna worked with headphones on because Emily's deadline stress was contagious and Anna didn't need that energy in her life.
Sunday at 2:45 PM, Anna watched the clock.
She was doing this now, apparently. Waiting for Emily to call her mother like it was appointment television. She'd arranged herself on the couch with her laptop and a cup of tea she didn't want, staging the scene of her own casual Sunday afternoon, when really she was just ...
Pathetic. That was the word. She was being pathetic.
But at 2:52 PM, Emily's voice arrived: "Mom time. You've got this. She's going to ask about your love life again and you're going to be honest this time instead of deflecting."
Anna's heart did something acrobatic and completely unauthorized.
She sat very still as Emily made the call, as the conversation unfolded in familiar rhythms. The recipe update (still hadn't tried it). The cousin's baby shower (Emily bought a gift, very proud of herself for remembering). And then …
"Actually, Mom, I wanted to talk to you about something."
Anna stopped breathing.
"I think I might be interested in someone. No, don't—I know. I know I always do this. But this feels different. It's someone who … God, this sounds ridiculous. Someone who laughs at my ADHD talking. Or I think they do. But endearingly? They didn't seem to be bothered by it, at any rate? Is that delusional? That might be delusional."
Anna pressed her hand over her mouth.
She was laughing. She was. She was laughing through the wall and she didn't even care if Emily heard because Emily thought she was laughing at her narration, when really Anna was laughing because of course Emily was next door having a crisis about whether someone liked her while Anna was on the other side of the wall having the exact same crisis about the exact same situation.
"No, I haven't asked them out," Emily continued. "I'm working up to it. I have a whole plan. Yes, I wrote it down. Because that's how it works now, Mom, we've discussed this."
Anna thought about the dates Emily had talked about. The "fine" ones with "no spark." She thought about Tuesday meetings and Friday deadlines and Sunday afternoon phone calls, about the way she'd memorized the architecture of Emily's week like she was studying for a test she didn't know she'd signed up for.
Oh.
Oh, no.
I've been structuring my entire life around someone else's rhythm again, which is exactly what I promised myself I wouldn't do after Tate.
Except this didn’t feel like losing herself. It felt like finding someone worth synchronizing with.
Next door, Emily wrapped up her call with promises to keep her mom updated and reminders to send the recipe Emily wouldn't make. Then there was silence.
Anna sat on her couch in her apartment – Emily’s apartment, really, Emily's garage apartment – and counted her own heartbeats. Tuesday meetings, Wednesday lunches, Friday reports, Sunday phone calls. The rhythm of Emily's life, which had somehow become the rhythm of her own.
 
In the weeks that followed, Anna kept listening. She￼
[image: Dingbat Diamonds Dingbat Diamonds]
 couldn't make herself stop. Emily was funny in ways that felt private and nonperformative. Someone who processed the world out loud because that was how her brain worked, not for anyone's benefit. The call-outs had become the rhythm of Anna's days, catalogued without quite meaning to catalogue them.
She knew it was a problem. She kept doing it anyway.
The pre-date energy had its own distinct register: optimistic, slightly manic, the timber of someone psyching herself up for a performance she wasn't sure she'd enjoy. When it first appeared (“Okay, outfit selection time. We're going for 'approachable but interesting’") Anna closed her laptop without deciding to. She sat in the golden hour light of early evening, listening to her landlord talk herself into a date, and identified the feeling twisting in her stomach with a precision that appalled her.
Jealousy. That's what it was. Not the civilized kind, not the vague discomfort of imagining someone you liked having a good time without you. The feral, stomach-churning kind that tasted like copper and made her want to do something stupid like knock on Emily's door and say ... what, exactly?
She worked for three hours after Emily left and accomplished nothing.￼
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One afternoon, Anna heard Emily on the phone with Emma.
She recognized the name from fragments — "Emma's birthday is Saturday," the green top comment, the monthly lunches Emily mentioned to her mom. A real person in Emily's life, not just a detail Anna had assembled from call-outs.
Emily was mid-complaint about the Peterson account when Emma said something. The shift was brief: Emily's voice going quiet for a moment. Then: "Oh, no, is she okay? That’s … okay but here's what kills me, Chambers signed off on the whole concept after six months of stonewalling and now suddenly it was his idea.”
The conversational window opened for maybe five seconds. Then closed.
Anna sat with her laptop, cursor frozen on a gradient she'd been pretending to fix, and noticed something she hadn't let herself notice before. Emily was endlessly generous with her own interior. But the traffic moved mostly in one direction. Whatever Emma had started to say was already gone, absorbed and rerouted into Emily's ongoing monologue about Chambers and the Peterson account.
It wasn't malicious. It probably wasn't even intentional. Emily's brain moved fast and outward, and that was the same quality that made her funny and alive and impossible not to listen to.
But Anna had been cataloging this woman's life for months, building an entire emotional architecture out of secondhand narration. And Emily, for all her openness, had spent that time processing herself at the wall rather than through it.
There was something important in that distinction. Anna wasn't sure yet what to do with it.
 
The next date went badly enough that Emily stopped￼
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 trying to narrate it into something better.
Anna knew this because it was eight-thirty on a Thursday night and Emily had been home for exactly fourteen minutes (not that Anna was counting, except she absolutely was) and the call-outs had a quality that made Anna wince.
"Okay, changing into the pajamas with the dinosaurs on them because we're five years old and also because they're clean and that's the bar we're working with tonight."
Anna was supposed to be finishing a social media template set. She'd been staring at the same Instagram story mockup for twenty minutes, changing nothing, achieving nothing, just sitting there in her dark living room with only her laptop screen for light like some kind of digital-age lighthouse keeper watching for ships that weren't coming.
“Ordering Thai food. Making tea," Emily announced. "The sleepy kind. Not because we're upset. Just because it's nighttime and that's when people drink sleepy tea."
Anna closed her laptop.
She'd learned Emily's disappointed voice. It was different from her frustrated voice (higher pitched, more staccato) and her overwhelmed voice (faster, words tumbling over each other like they were trying to escape). Disappointed Emily sounded tired. Resigned. Like she was narrating her own life out of obligation rather than actual need.
"Sitting on the couch now. We're sitting. This is fine. Everything is fine. That was a perfectly nice date with a perfectly nice person who spent twenty minutes explaining their podcast to me like I asked about their podcast."
Oh, Anna thought.
"Adding 'maybe tone down the call-outs next time' to the mental notes that we absolutely will not remember because that's not how this works but we're writing it down anyway because hope is a thing we're still doing, apparently."
Anna's hand tightened around her laptop.
No. Absolutely not. Emily couldn't just change herself because some podcast bro couldn't appreciate that she was interesting. That she was funny and self-aware and turned mundane tasks into narrative performance art.
Anna's anger burned. She was sitting in her dark apartment getting genuinely angry on behalf of someone who didn't know she was listening, which was a whole separate ethical crisis Anna wasn't going to examine right now because she was too busy being furious at a person she'd never met who'd made Emily feel like she needed to be less.
"Okay, tea's ready. We're drinking it. We're having a normal Thursday night like a normal person who definitely doesn't talk to herself too much. Who is absolutely the right amount of weird. Which is debatable. Which we're not debating right now because we're drinking tea."
Anna stood up. Sat back down. Stood up again.
She should text Emily. She should text her what, exactly? Hey, I've been eavesdropping on your entire life since I moved in and I heard you come home from your date and I need you to know that anyone who makes you feel like you should be quieter doesn't deserve you? That would go over well. That was definitely a normal thing a tenant said to their landlord.
Except Emily wasn't really her landlord. Or she was, technically, legally, but that wasn't it. They weren't just tenant and property owner doing a transaction. They were people who existed in the same space, who'd built this weird accidental intimacy through shared walls and Anna's complete inability to mind her own business.
"Tomorrow we're going to wake up and try again," Emily said, and her voice had gone soft in a way that made Anna want to break something. "We're going to be less intense. Maybe lead with normal conversation topics instead of the thing about the documentary on urban planning. Maybe just try to be the version of ourselves that doesn't scare people off."
Anna was moving before she'd made a conscious decision. She was at her door, she was opening it, she was standing at the top of the stairs that led to Emily's entrance, and …
She stopped.
Because what was she doing? She was going to knock on Emily's door and say what, exactly? Don't change yourself for people who don't deserve you from the girl who'd been treating Emily like background noise for two months? Who'd never actually spent time with her, never suggested coffee or dinner or literally any activity that would require acknowledging they were both humans who existed in three dimensions instead of just voice-and-wall?
The irony wasn't lost on Anna that she was standing there judging Emily's dates for not appreciating her while Anna herself had been perfectly content to collect Emily's call-outs like they were a podcast series she subscribed to. Listen and enjoy and never actually engage.
She was no better than podcast guy. She was possibly worse than podcast guy, because at least he'd showed up for an actual date instead of just lurking on the other side of a wall like some kind of emotionally invested ghost.
Anna went back inside her apartment.
She picked up her phone. Put it down. Picked it up again.
You should never have to make yourself smaller for someone else, she typed. Then deleted it because how would she even explain?
The call-outs are great, she tried. Deleted.
Anyone who doesn't appreciate you exactly as you are is an idiot with terrible taste and probably boring opinions about everything, she wrote, and her finger hovered over send for three full seconds before she deleted that too because it was too much, it revealed too much, it pulled back the curtain on exactly how much attention she'd been paying.
Next door, Emily's house had gone quiet.
Anna sat on her couch in the dark and thought about Sunday afternoon phone calls and Tuesday meeting marathons and the entire architecture of Emily's week that she'd memorized without permission. She thought about learning someone's rhythms, about finding them fascinating and doing absolutely nothing about it except bearing witness from a safe distance.
She thought about Emily deciding she needed to be less weird, less herself, quieter, smaller – for people who never bothered to appreciate the original version.
And she thought: I've never properly spent time with her either.
The realization sat heavy in her stomach, sour and uncomfortable. She'd been so focused on listening, on learning Emily through narration and inference, that she'd never considered actually participating. Having a conversation that wasn't a thirty-second exchange about rent or parking or whether Anna needed anything from the store.
She'd kept herself separate. Safe. One wall away and emotionally distant enough that she couldn't get hurt again, couldn't make herself vulnerable to someone who might turn out to be another Tate, another person who took up space in Anna's life and left nothing but damage in their wake.
Emily announced when she was loading the dishwasher and gave herself pep talks about being worth someone's time and had spent twenty minutes tonight hearing about a podcast she didn't ask about and come home thinking she was the problem.
Anna was still awake at nine-forty when Emily's voice filtered through the wall one last time.
"Okay, brushing teeth. Then bed. Then tomorrow, which will definitely be better because tonight set a very low bar."
Anna was lying in her own bed, staring at her ceiling in the dark like it might have answers. It didn't. It just had that textured pattern that seemed legally required for every rental, the kind that was supposed to look intentional but really just hid imperfections in the drywall.
She should have been asleep. She had a client call at eight that she was moderately unprepared for, and she was going to look like she'd been awake for several consecutive days (accurate) thinking about things she had no business thinking about (also accurate).
"Setting alarm for six-thirty even though I'll snooze it three times," Emily announced, and Anna could picture her doing exactly that, the same way she'd pictured everything else. Emily at her bathroom mirror. Emily folding laundry. Emily giving herself pep talks that she shouldn't have needed because she was already enough exactly as she was.
The wall went quiet for a moment, and Anna thought that was it, that was the end of today's narration, except ...
"Going to sleep now." Emily's voice was softer than usual, that particular late-night quiet of someone who was alone and tired and done pretending for the day. "Tomorrow will be better."
Anna's throat tightened.
She thought about Emily saying to her mother, I'm trying, Mom. She thought about pre-date pep talks and post-date comfort food and the way Emily's voice went carefully neutral when she was disappointed but didn't want to admit it.
She thought about someone spending an entire evening hearing about marathon training and podcasts and whatever other monologues Emily's dates subjected her to, all while Emily was sitting there being funny and warm and getting exactly nothing back except the feeling that she needed to be less.
"Goodnight," Anna whispered to her ceiling.
She didn't mean to say it out loud. It just happened, this tiny exhalation of sound in her dark bedroom that Emily couldn't possibly hear and wouldn't understand if she did. But Anna said it anyway, spoke directly to the wall like she was benedicting the other side.
This was so much worse than just finding Emily funny or learning her schedule or structuring her work around Tuesday meetings. This was caring. This was lying awake at midnight whispering goodnight to someone who didn't know she was listening, who thought Anna was probably asleep or absorbed in whatever graphic designers did with their evenings (definitely not eavesdropping, definitely not memorizing the entire rhythm of someone else's life like it was a song she couldn't get out of her head). 
Or, more likely, not thinking about Anna at all.
She'd become exactly the person she'd promised herself she wouldn't be after Tate. Someone who arranged her entire existence around someone else's orbit, who found meaning in proximity, who mistook attention for intimacy and built entire emotional architectures on foundations that didn't actually exist. She'd spent two years with Tate slowly vanishing, and Tate hadn't even noticed. 
And now here she was, invisible again, except this time she'd done it to herself.
Emily wasn't asking Anna to be smaller. Emily didn't even know Anna was paying attention. Emily was just existing, narrating her own life because that was how her brain worked, and Anna was the one who'd built this entire parasocial relationship out of wall acoustics and her own inability to maintain appropriate emotional boundaries.
But she didn't know how to cross that distance without revealing that she'd been there the whole time, listening, learning, caring about things she had no right to care about.
She didn't know how to say I've memorized your schedule and I think you're funny and anyone who makes you feel like you need to be quieter is wrong without sounding like exactly what she was: someone who'd been conducting surveillance-grade observation of her landlord's domestic life and had developed feelings about it.
Anna rolled onto her side, faced the wall instead of the ceiling.
Tomorrow she had that client call. Friday she was supposed to finish the template set she'd been avoiding. Sunday afternoon at 2:45 PM Emily would probably call her mother and Anna would probably arrange herself on the couch with tea she didn't want and pretend she was doing anything other than waiting for it.
Tuesday there would be meetings. Wednesday, lunch commentary. Friday, deadline panic.
The rhythm continued. The pattern held.
And Anna lay there in her dark bedroom, one wall away from someone who'd just gone to sleep hoping tomorrow would be better, and had absolutely no idea what to do with this feeling except hold it carefully and whisper goodnight to the wall like it meant something.
Like maybe, eventually, it could.
 

Part Six
The call-out came through the wall at 7:47 PM.
"Home. Just going to change into pajamas because this day is over."
Anna paused the Netflix show she’d been half-watching. She glanced at the time display in her menu bar, then at the wall as if she could see through it, as if the drywall might suddenly develop x-ray properties and reveal whatever had put that particular flavor of defeated into Emily's voice.
7:47 PM. On a Friday night. When Emily had left at 6:15 in a sundress the color of optimism itself (some kind of coral situation that had made Anna feel actively creepy for watching from her window as Emily had gotten into her car). Not watching. Just happening to be near the window. Coincidentally. While Emily happened to be walking to her car in a dress that should probably require a permit.
Anna had heard the getting-ready call-outs starting at 5:30: "Okay, shower time. Need to shave my legs because I actually like this person and … nope, we're not spiraling. Shower. Now." Then: "Mascara. Just mascara. Do not get ambitious with eyeliner, you know how that ends." And finally, around 6:10: "Keys, wallet, phone. Breath mint even though dinner isn't for an hour because anxiety is a thing. Okay. We're doing this. This is a good idea. Probably."
An hour and a half ago. The reservation had been for 7:00. Anna knew this because Emily had confirmed it aloud yesterday, followed by, "Okay, calendar alert set. Don't want to be late for someone who actually texts back."
You didn't come home ninety minutes into a date that was going well. Anna did the math with grim precision she usually reserved for calculating how many months of savings she had left. That was barely enough time for appetizers and maybe half of one awkward conversation.
"Bra off. Blessed freedom. Why do we even wear …. no, not tonight. Not processing the patriarchy tonight. Just soft clothes and maybe Ben & Jerry's if past-Emily had the foresight to – yes! Phish Food. Present-Emily loves past-Emily."
Guilt moved through her, tangled with relief she refused to name. Empathy and concern and, also, if she was being honest with herself (she was trying very hard not to be), a tiny, terrible spark of hope wrapped in shame.
Because Emily was home early. Because the date had clearly crashed and burned. Because whoever had gotten to sit across from Emily in that coral dress had fumbled so badly that Emily was currently narrating her way into ice cream and emotional shutdown at not even eight o'clock on a Friday night.
And there was Anna. Anna, who was supposed to be recovering from Tate, who was supposed to be focusing on rebuilding her life and her bank account and her capacity to trust literally anyone, who was supposed to be grateful for a cheap room and minimal human interaction. 
Anna was sitting on her couch feeling a sick sort of relief that someone else had failed to see what she saw.
You are a terrible person, she informed herself. Emily is clearly upset and you're over here doing mental calculations about what this means for your completely inappropriate and thoroughly unreciprocated feelings.
From downstairs: "Spoon. Big spoon, not that tiny dessert spoon nonsense. We're eating feelings now, efficiency matters."
Anna closed her laptop. The show could wait. Everything could wait.
She'd gotten good at this, at listening for the emotional subtitles beneath Emily's verbal processing. Had learned to distinguish between Emily's running-late anxiety (faster cadence, clipped consonants) and her scattered-but-happy rambling (longer sentences, frequent tangents). Had developed what was probably a deeply unhealthy ability to track Emily's moods through whatever terrible insulation this 1960s garage conversion had originally been fitted with.
This was Emily's disappointed voice. The one that tried to sound pragmatic but couldn't quite hide the hurt underneath. Anna had heard it before. After the date three weeks ago who'd spent the whole evening talking about his ex, after the woman two weeks back who'd "just wanted something casual" right after Emily had mentioned she was looking for something real.
Anna understood, intellectually, that she should not know these things. That normal tenant-landlord relationships did not include comprehensive mental databases of each other's romantic disappointments. That she had somehow crossed a line from "pleasant housemate who happens to share a wall" into "person who experiences actual physical discomfort when Emily sounds sad."
The problem – well, one of the problems, there were multiple problems, Anna had a whole bulleted list of problems – was that Emily's call-outs mattered to Anna.
She had begun to feel a disproportionate amount of fondness for someone she'd had maybe a dozen actual face-to-face conversations with, most of them about trash pickup schedules and that one time the hot water heater made concerning noises.
But through the wall? Anna knew that Emily set five alarms and snoozed four of them. That she talked to her plants while watering them every Sunday, offering encouraging commentary about new growth. That she practiced difficult conversations in the mirror before making phone calls. That she remade her bed every morning even when running late because "coming home to chaos just makes the chaos worse."
Through the wall, Anna had learned more about Emily in three months than she'd learned about Tate in two years.
Which was A Thought. A thought Anna was going to pack away into the mental box labeled "Things We're Not Examining Right Now Because We're Still Emotionally Compromised and Also She's Your Landlord."
The ice cream consumption was happening in silence now, which somehow felt worse than the narration. Emily only went quiet when she was really processing something, and the quiet never lasted. She'd start up again once she'd figured out what she was feeling, worked through it out loud in that way that had seemed so strange at first and now felt like the most honest thing Anna had ever heard.
Her phone sat on the nightstand, screen dark, radiating possibility she wasn't ready for.
She could text. She had Emily's number for apartment emergencies and rent coordination. This could, technically, if you squinted at it enough, almost qualify as checking in about a household concern? Except it absolutely could not and would not and Anna needed to get a grip.
Then, finally: "Okay. So. That happened. Or didn't happen. Mostly didn't happen because,” A long pause. "Because apparently being myself is still too much for people who say they want authenticity. Cool. Cool cool cool. Love that for me."
Anna's hand tightened around her phone.
"Note to self: when someone says they think your ADHD coping mechanisms are 'quirky,' that's a red flag, not a compliment. We know this. We've learned this. We're just going to keep forgetting it apparently."
No, Anna thought fiercely at the wall. They're wrong. You’re–
But she couldn't finish the thought, couldn't let herself follow that thread to its inevitable conclusion, couldn't acknowledge that she'd spent three months falling for someone through drywall and self-narration and the way Emily said "okay" to herself when she was gathering courage.
Couldn't acknowledge that every failed date she heard about felt less like sympathy and more like borrowed time.
Emily again: "Thai food. That's what we need. Comfort food. Going to order the usual from that place on Madison."
Anna felt a complicated little lift. This, she recognized. This was Emily's reset protocol, the thing she did when life handed her disappointments that required more than just ice cream. Order Thai food, put on a comfort show (usually The Office, sometimes Schitt's Creek if the hurt went deeper), and talk herself through it until the world made sense again.
The pattern was as reliable as Emily's morning alarm symphony. Which meant Anna could predict what came next: the footsteps to Emily's bedroom to grab her phone, the extended period of menu-deliberation narration ("Spring rolls, yes or no? Yes. Always yes. Why do I even debate this?"), the order confirmation, then approximately thirty-five minutes of waiting punctuated by intermittent updates on the delivery driver's progress.
Sure enough, Emily's footsteps tracked across the floor toward her bedroom. Anna could map Emily's entire floor plan in her head now, could distinguish between walking-to-the-kitchen steps and walking-to-the-bedroom steps, could probably identify Emily's gait in a lineup of footsteps if that was somehow a thing required by forensic science.
Normal, Anna thought.
She pulled her laptop back open, determined to at least pretend to be doing something. The show still looked cheesy. Everything looked wrong, actually, but that was probably less about the computer and more about how Anna's entire emotional regulation system had decided to hinge itself on the mood of a woman she barely knew.
Barely knew. What a laugh. She knew that Emily's voice went up half an octave when she was trying to convince herself of something. Knew that she always ordered Thai food after bad dates but pizza after bad work days. Knew that the silence between call-outs meant Emily was either really focused or really upset, and you could tell which by whether it lasted thirty seconds or three minutes.
Three minutes had passed.
Anna's fingers stilled over the keyboard again.
Emily hadn't started the menu narration. Hadn't announced that she was opening the app, hadn't begun the usual spring-roll debate, hadn't verbally processed whether she wanted medium spice or was feeling reckless enough for hot.
The silence stretched. Four minutes. Five.
Then, muffled enough that Anna had to actually stop breathing to hear it: Emily's voice, but different. Smaller. Not the projected narration meant to keep herself on track, but the worried murmur of an actual phone conversation.
Anna couldn't make out words, just the anxious cadence of them. The tone of someone getting bad news, or trying to solve a problem, or ...
"Need to follow up with Randy about my paycheck."
The call-out came through clearer, but quieter than usual. Not the confident announcement of a task being added to the mental queue, but the tired acknowledgment of one more thing gone wrong.
Anna's stomach dropped.
The Thai food order had been abandoned. Emily's whole comfort protocol, the thing she did to reset after disappointment, interrupted by something worse. Something that had bumped "process feelings about failed date" down the priority list in favor of "figure out why your paycheck is a problem."
Which meant money stress. Which meant Emily was dealing with not just romantic disappointment but actual material anxiety, the kind that made you forget about food entirely because your brain was too busy calculating rent and bills and how many days you could stretch your budget if things went sideways.
Anna knew that particular spiral intimately. Had lived in it for the first month after Tate, when she'd been frantically mathing at 3 AM to figure whether she could afford first and last month's rent anywhere in the entire county.
Had lived in it until she'd found Emily's listing. This apartment. This wall.
The wall that was now completely silent.
No footsteps. No narration. Just the particular quality of quiet that meant someone was sitting very still, trying to figure out what to do next.
Anna stared at her phone like it might tell her what to do.
This wasn't like the other times. The other disappointments had been painful but manageable, hurt that Thai food and clueless but lovable characters could eventually soothe. This was a problem that ate through comfort rituals and required actual solutions.
She could text. She should text. Something casual. Something that wouldn't reveal that she'd been listening, that she'd learned to read Emily's moods through drywall and vocal cadence, that she was currently experiencing distress that was disproportionate to what a tenant should feel about their landlord's financial difficulties.
Except, if Emily's paycheck was delayed, if she was having money problems, then this apartment, Anna's apartment, the rent that Anna paid.
Anna's fingers were typing before she'd fully thought it through.
Hey, are you okay?
She stared at the message. Deleted it. Too direct. Too revealing.
Heard you mention something about your paycheck – let me know if I need to hold off on rent until you sort it out?
No. That made it sound like Anna was worried about whether she could pay, not offering help.
If you need rent early this month I can swing it.
She looked at her phone again. At the message she couldn't send. She closed the text thread.
Opened Uber Eats instead.
This was fine. This was a normal thing that normal people did for other normal people they cared about in a normal, totally platonic way. Friends ordered each other food. Colleagues ordered each other food. People who shared walls and had never actually had a real conversation but somehow knew each other's entire emotional ecosystems through the power of ADHD narration and questionable insulation absolutely ordered each other food.
Everything in Anna rattled, her pulse less like beating and more like attempting to escape through sheer anxiety.
The Thai place on Madison loaded. Anna had never actually ordered from here herself but she could navigate this menu in her sleep. Could recite Emily's order the way some people could recite poetry or their childhood phone number.
Pad see ew, extra vegetables, medium spice. Tom yum soup, shrimp, hot. Jasmine rice.
Anna's fingers moved through the selections with the confidence of someone who had not, technically, been taking detailed mental notes of her someone else’s dietary preferences for three months. That would be weird. This was just incidental retention. Perfectly normal incidental retention of information that happened to come through shared walls.
The cart filled. Three items. Emily's reset protocol, the holy trinity of post-disappointment comfort.
Anna's thumb hovered over the checkout button.
Then scrolled back up to the menu.
Spring rolls. Emily always debated the spring rolls. "Spring rolls, yes or no? Yes. Always yes. Why do I even debate this?" Except tonight she hadn't gotten that far. Tonight the order had been abandoned for paycheck panic and the silence of someone trying not to spiral.
Anna added the spring rolls.
Her pulse was ticking in her wrist, visible if anyone had been watching. Still within the bounds of plausible deniability, technically. Someone could conceivably guess that another person might want spring rolls with Thai food. That wasn't weird. That was just statistically probable.
She scrolled further down the menu.
Mango sticky rice.
Emily had only ordered it once, two weeks ago. After the date with the woman who'd wanted casual. Anna had heard the order go in: "And you know what, mango sticky rice. We're doing it. We deserve nice things even when people don't recognize how nice we are."
Anna's finger touched the screen. Lifted. Touched again.
This was the line, she realized. The demarcation between plausible deniability and revealing that she'd been paying attention in ways that could not be explained away as coincidence or casual neighborly awareness. Spring rolls were defensible. Mango sticky rice was a confession.
Emily had sounded so small when she'd murmured to herself about the paycheck. Had gone so quiet after. Was probably sitting in her living room right now, ice cream forgotten, doing the same kind of desperate mental arithmetic Anna had done after Tate. Trying to figure out what to sacrifice, what to delay, what to hope for.
Anna added the mango sticky rice.
Then immediately removed it.
Then added it again.
Her phone screen had gone dark from inactivity by the time she'd removed and re-added it a fourth time. Anna jabbed it back to life, furious with herself. This was not a difficult decision. This was Thai food, not a marriage proposal. This was a small gesture of care toward someone who was having a shit night, not some grand revelation of feelings that Anna didn't have and was certainly not processing through the medium of dessert selection.
Except it absolutely was and she absolutely was and the mango sticky rice sat in her cart like evidence.
You don't even know if she still wants food, Anna's brain supplied helpfully. She abandoned the order. Maybe she's not hungry anymore. Maybe you're about to send her a care package she specifically decided she didn't want, which will make this weird and intrusive instead of thoughtful.
Or, the smaller, braver voice in the back of her head countered, maybe she still wants it but can't afford it right now if her paycheck is delayed. Maybe she gave up on the one thing that helps her process disappointment because she's too worried about money to justify comfort food.
Anna ached.
The Uber Eats checkout screen was still waiting, the total displayed at the bottom. $47.83. Not cheap. Not trivial. 
She entered Emily's address in the delivery section. Watched her fingers type out the delivery instructions: Knock normally, don't ring bell.
Emily had said that once, narrating her own delivery order. "Special instructions: knock normally, don't ring bell. Because the doorbell sounds like a dying robot and I'm trying to reduce daily startle responses."
Anna almost smiled. Then realized what she was doing. not just ordering food, but ordering it with Emily's own specifications, revealing the truly unhinged depth of her attention.She felt her anxiety spike into the red.
She could still back out, close the app. Could text Emily something normal instead, something that didn't involve demonstrating that she'd memorized Emily's comfort protocols like they were scripture.
Her thumb moved to the checkout button.
Hovered.
This is caring about someone, she told herself firmly. This is not weakness. This is not setting yourself up for disappointment. This is not Tate.
Emily, who processed her emotions out loud instead of letting them calcify into resentment. Emily, who tried so hard to be herself even when people called it quirky like it was a critique. Emily, who was currently sitting alone after another failed date, worried about money, and Anna was, what? Too scared of her own feelings to send someone food?
She pressed checkout. Didn't let herself pause.
The confirmation screen loaded. Order placed. Delivery estimate: 35 minutes.
Anna flooded with equal parts relief and terror.
She'd done it. She'd sent Emily food. Food that Emily liked, ordered exactly the way Emily would have ordered it, including dessert that Emily had ordered exactly once but that Anna remembered because Anna's brain had decided that every single detail about Emily was important information worth filing away for future reference.
This was either going to be fine or it was going to be the moment Emily realized that her tenant had developed what could generously be called "boundary issues" and less generously called "an obsessive knowledge of her daily patterns."
Anna set her phone face-down on her desk like that might somehow contain the situation.
Nothing. Silence. Emily still processing whatever paycheck problem had derailed her entire evening.
Thirty-five minutes. In thirty-five minutes, food was going to arrive at Emily's door. Food that Anna had sent. Food that Emily would have questions about.
Anna picked up her phone again. She should text. Should give Emily a heads-up. Should make this less weird by providing context that was somehow both truthful and not completely revealing.
Heard you mention Thai food earlier, she typed. Already had an order going to the same place so I added yours. My treat.
She read it back. Deleted it. Too obviously a lie. Where was Anna’s food?
Thought you might still want dinner. Consider it a thank you for the great apartment.
Better. Still not entirely convincing as a motivation for $47.83 of eerily tailored food, but at least it gestured toward plausibility.
Anna's finger hovered over send.
Thirty-three minutes until delivery.
She pressed send before she could rewrite it again.
Then immediately wanted to throw her phone out the window.
The message showed as delivered. Then, after three seconds that felt like hours, as read.
Anna stopped breathing.
The typing indicator appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.
Her phone buzzed.
Anna you didn't have to do that
Then, immediately after: but thank you. today has been A Lot and I really appreciate it
Anna exhaled for what felt like the first time in an hour. Emily wasn't questioning it, wasn't demanding explanations for how Anna had known what to order. Was just ... grateful.
Of course, Anna typed back. Then, reckless: The mango sticky rice is non-negotiable btw. You deserve nice things.
She hit send.
Watched the message deliver. Watched it change to read.
The typing indicator appeared. Stayed. Anna's throat went tight.
how did you know about the mango sticky rice
There it was. The question Anna had been simultaneously dreading and, in some deeply unhealthy way, almost wanting. The moment where she had to decide how much to reveal, how much to continue pretending she hadn't been cataloging every detail of Emily's life through drywall and narration.
Anna stared at her phone. At the cursor blinking in the message field. At the choice point between deflection and honesty.
Walls are thin, she typed finally. I pay attention.
She sent it. No softening. No qualifying. No walking it back into something safer.
The typing indicator appeared immediately.
weird, Emily sent back. Just that. One word.
Then: but also good. I’m really glad you do
Anna set her phone down carefully, like it might explode. Her pulse was hammering in her fingertips. Her heart was doing something that felt less like anxiety and more like hope, and that was somehow more terrifying than anything else that had happened tonight.
After a moment, Emily's voice: "Okay. Okay. We're. .. processing some things. We're going to process them later. After Thai food. And possibly during mango sticky rice."
A pause. Then, softer, like Emily was smiling: "Good walls. Very thin walls. Excellent walls, really."
Anna pressed her palm against the wall, grinning.
Box fifteen, her brain supplied from nowhere. The old inventory from Marissa's couch — the desperate numbering of things she needed and didn't have. She hadn't added to the count in months. Being heard back.￼
[image: Dingbat Diamonds Dingbat Diamonds]
Anna brushed her teeth twice.
Not because of any particular commitment to dental hygiene, though her dentist would probably applaud the initiative, but because she'd finished the first round, walked back into her bedroom, realized she was still vibrating with an emotion she couldn't quite name, and decided that maybe a second pass would somehow metabolize the nervous energy currently threatening to escape through her pores.
It did not work.
She was now standing in her bedroom at 10:13 PM, wearing the oversized t-shirt that had once been Tate's (she knew she should throw it out, but it was soft and also she was spiteful enough to enjoy demoting it to sleepwear), staring at her phone like it might suddenly provide instructions for what the hell happened next.
The food had arrived at 9:17. Anna knew this because she'd been tracking the delivery driver with a focus usually reserved for space launches or high-stakes sports events. She watched the little car icon move through the streets, had felt her heart rate increase proportionally to its proximity to Emily's address. She experienced something close to cardiac arrest when the app had cheerfully announced: Your order has been delivered!
Then she waited.
Listened.
The knock had come (normal volume, no doorbell) exactly as specified. Then Emily's footsteps, faster than usual. The door opening. A pause that Anna had felt in her bones.
Then: "Oh my god."
Followed by what sounded like bags rustling, the door closing, more footsteps tracking toward Emily's kitchen.
"Okay. Okay. Anna sent me," A pause. "She got the spring rolls. She got the mango sticky rice. How did she? Walls. Right. Thin walls. We established this."
More rustling. The sound of containers being opened.
"We're not crying over Pad See Ew. We're not. That's not … okay, we're a little misty. That's allowed. Someone just … She paid attention. She was paying attention."
Anna had stood frozen in her tiny kitchen, hand pressed over her mouth, trying not to make a sound. Trying not to reveal that she was, in fact, currently paying attention right now, listening to Emily process the very act of being listened to.
"Need to text her back. Need to say … What do I even say? 'Thank you for the food and also for noticing literally everything about me through drywall?'"
Anna had smiled so hard her face hurt.
The text had come through a few minutes later: I don't even know what to say except thank you. This is the nicest thing anyone has done for me in... a while. I really needed this tonight.
Then, after a pause: The mango sticky rice though. That's some next-level attention to detail. Good walls indeed 😊
Anna had written and deleted seventeen responses before settling on: Enjoy your dinner. You deserve it.
Safe. Casual. Completely inadequate for whatever was unraveling inside her.
That had been an hour ago.
Since then: the sounds of Emily eating (narrated: "First bite. Okay. This is perfect. This is exactly what I needed."), putting on what sounded like Schitt's Creek based on the opening music, laughing at something David said, processing her day out loud in between bites ("So the date was bad because he literally said my ADHD stuff was 'quirky in small doses' which is just, ugh. Tonight we're eating feelings and watching emotional growth happen to fictional rich people."), and eventually, the sound of containers being closed, the TV turning off, the familiar rhythm of Emily's nighttime routine beginning.
Anna had tried to distract herself. Had opened her laptop, stared at Netflix, stared at work when that didn’t work, before closing the laptop again. She picked up the book on her nightstand (something she'd been meaning to read for weeks) and absorbed exactly zero words across three pages.
She had brushed her teeth. Twice.
She stood in her bedroom, exhausted but too wired to sleep, her whole body attuned to every sound from the other side like she was some kind of human sonar system designed exclusively to detect Emily's emotional state.
Totally normal. Sustainable behavior.
Emily's voice, muffled: "Okay, bed. We're going to bed. Tomorrow is a new day. Actually, let's add some things to the list. Phone reminder: text Randy first thing about paycheck. Need to not spiral about that until Monday. Also ..."
A pause. Anna held her breath.
"Nope. Processing time is over. Sleep time is happening."
The familiar sounds of Emily's bedtime routine continued: water running in the bathroom, the creak of Emily's bed as she got in, the click of a lamp turning off.
Then silence.
Anna exhaled slowly. Walked over to her own bed, pulled back the covers that she'd made this morning because Emily's voice in her head had said "coming home to chaos just makes the chaos worse" and Anna was, it seemed, internalizing other people's coping mechanisms as her own.
She got into bed. Pulled the covers up. Stared at the ceiling.
The thing Anna was trying very hard not to think about but was absolutely thinking about is that she'd spent three months telling herself this was just proximity. Circumstantial intimacy. The kind of artificial closeness that happened when you shared space with someone, nothing more. That her feelings were just rebounding attachment, her brain desperately grasping for connection after Tate had burned everything down.
But tonight, when she'd heard that small, worried voice murmuring about a paycheck, when Emily had gone quiet in a way that meant actual distress, Anna hadn't felt the distant sympathy you'd feel for an acquaintance or the detached concern you'd have for a landlord whose financial problems might affect your housing.
She'd felt the fierce, immediate need to fix it. To do something. To make sure Emily knew that someone saw how hard she was trying, that the person who'd called her ADHD "quirky in small doses" was an absolute fool who didn't deserve spring rolls, let alone Emily.
Anna turned on her side, facing the wall that separated her bedroom from Emily's.
On the other side of that wall: someone who narrated her life out loud because her brain worked differently and she'd found a way to work with it instead of against it. Someone who kept trying at dating even though people kept disappointing her. Someone who'd rented out her garage apartment probably because she needed the money but had been nothing but kind about it, had warned Anna upfront about the call-outs instead of hiding them, had been herself without apology.
Someone who'd texted back: I'm really glad you do.
Anna stood in the dark of her bedroom, arms crossed over her chest. Close enough to hear Emily's daily routine. Far enough to pretend she wasn't totally falling for her.
She should sleep. Should close her eyes and let today end and deal with the implications tomorrow.
Through the wall, so soft Anna almost missed it: "Remember to thank my neighbor for her kindness."
The words were quiet, careful. Not the usual projected narration meant to keep Emily on track, but gentler. Deliberately gentle, like Emily knew they'd carry through the wall. Like maybe she wanted them to.
A reminder to herself. Part of the nighttime protocol, the verbal processing that helped Emily's brain sort through the day. But also?
Also a message.
Warmth bloomed, fierce, terrifying warmth. Filling spaces that had been cold since Tate. Since before Tate, maybe. A feeling terrifying in its intensity, in how much it mattered, in how much it could hurt if she was reading this wrong.
But Emily's voice, barely above a murmur: Remember to thank my neighbor.
Not "the tenant." Not "Anna who pays rent." My neighbor.
Anna stayed very still, barely breathing.
On the other side: silence now. Emily's breathing evening out into sleep, probably. The quiet settling of a house at night, two people in separate rooms, separate beds, separated by drywall and rental agreements and the various complications of Anna's recent romantic implosion and the question of what came next.
Because Emily had mentioned her. Had made her part of the verbal processing, the careful cataloging of things that mattered enough to remember. Had done it out loud, knowing (she had to know) that Anna would hear.
Good walls, Emily had said earlier. Very thin walls. Excellent walls, really.
Anna's mouth curved into a smile she couldn't contain. Stood there grinning at the wall like a complete disaster, like she could somehow transmit through drywall and shared space and three months of call-outs that she'd heard. That she understood. That she was paying attention too.
She lay there, still smiling, her heart doing something that felt less like anxiety and more like anticipation.
Tomorrow she'd probably panic about this. Would probably second-guess everything, would have concerns about the power dynamics of developing feelings for your landlord, would need to process the implications of whatever this was becoming.
But tonight Anna let herself feel it. The warmth. The possibility. The particular hope that came from being noticed by someone you'd been noticing all along.
She heard Emily shift in bed, settling into sleep.
Anna closed her eyes.
"Thank you too," she whispered, too quiet to carry, too soft to cross even these very thin, very excellent walls.
She said it to the ceiling, to the darkness, to the gentle sounds of someone sleeping just beyond the drywall. Said it like Emily did: Out loud, making it real, committing to the intention.
She let herself fall asleep smiling,
 

Part Seven
The morning light filtered through the window in that specific way that meant it was later than Anna usually woke up. Not alarmingly late, but late enough that her internal clock had already started its gentle guilt-spiral about wasted morning hours. She lay there for a moment, staring at the ceiling, replaying last night's events with obsessive detail usually reserved for analyzing particularly embarrassing middle school memories.
She'd ordered Emily food. Because she'd heard Emily say – through the wall, like some kind of eavesdropper, which, okay, she was – that she couldn't afford it.
And Emily knew. Had followed up with that "thank you for hearing me" that had landed somewhere in Anna and set up permanent residence.
Anna rolled out of bed with more determination than she'd felt in weeks. Months, maybe. Since before Tate, certainly (a timeline she was trying very hard not to use as a measuring stick for her entire life, but here they were).
She padded to the kitchen, her socked feet silent on the hardwood floor, and reached for the coffee canister. The beans rattled as she scooped them into the grinder, and she paused, staring at the machine like it held the secrets of the universe. Or at least the secrets of how to be a person who communicated openly instead of hiding behind walls both literal and metaphorical.
"I'm making coffee," Anna announced to her empty apartment.
Her voice came out too loud. Too formal. Like she was narrating a nature documentary about the wild coffee-making habits of the anxious lesbian in her natural habitat. She winced, immediately regretting every choice that had led to this moment. Her poor brain had never been great at proportional responses.
The apartment seemed to deflect her words, refusing to absorb them. Instead, it just let them sit there.
This was stupid. This was so stupid. Emily's call-outs worked because Emily was Emily, naturally effusive, comfortable in her own skin in a way Anna had never managed. Emily could announce she was going to the bathroom and somehow make it sound charming. Anna couldn't even announce coffee without sounding like a malfunctioning robot attempting human behavior.
She pressed the grinder button with more force than necessary, letting the noise drown out the ringing silence her failed experiment had created. The beans pulverized into grounds with aggressive efficiency, which felt appropriate for her current emotional state.
What were you even trying to accomplish? she thought, measuring out the grounds with precision that definitely wasn't displacement. Emily calls out because it helps her focus. You call out because you're trying to ... what? Cosplay vulnerability?
She poured water into the reservoir, watching it disappear into the machine. The coffee maker gurgled to life, beginning its familiar percolating rhythm, and Anna leaned against the counter, arms crossed, glaring at nothing in particular.
The humiliating thing was, she'd actually wanted to try it. Had woken up thinking maybe, just maybe, she could be someone who said things out loud instead of keeping everything locked in her head like emotional Fort Knox. Maybe she could be someone who reached out instead of waiting to be reached. Someone brave enough to exist audibly in her own space.
Instead, she'd managed approximately three words before her entire body staged a coordinated revolt against the concept of being perceived.
The coffee dripped with agonizing slowness, each drop a tiny reminder that she was standing in her kitchen at 8:41 AM on a Saturday, having a crisis about talking to herself.
"This is pathetic," she muttered, then froze because apparently she could talk to herself, just only when she was being self-deprecating about her inability to talk to herself, which felt like a recursive loop that could trap a person forever.
The coffee maker gave its final spluttering gasp, and Anna pulled down her favorite mug. (The one with the graphic design pun that Tate had always rolled her eyes at, which in retrospect should have been a red flag because who doesn't appreciate a good design pun?) She poured the coffee, watching the steam rise in lazy (non-geometric) spirals.
She could try again. Could announce that she was adding creamer, or that she was going to sit on the couch, or literally anything. Could practice this whole "external processing" thing in the privacy of her own apartment where the only witness to her awkwardness was herself and possibly whatever FBI agent was assigned to monitor her search history.
Anna opened her mouth.
Closed it.
Took a sip of coffee instead, scalding her tongue in the process, which felt like cosmic justice.
The problem (one of many problems, her brain helpfully supplied) was that Emily's call-outs weren't performances. They were functional, necessary, a coping mechanism that happened to have the side effect of letting Anna know her. 
Trying to replicate that felt like showing up to someone's house with store-bought cookies and claiming you'd baked them. Technically the gesture was there, but everyone could tell how much effort you'd put into it.
She carried her coffee to the living room window, the one that didn't face the driveway because she'd learned that lesson about accidentally staring like a creeper. The neighborhood was doing its slow Saturday morning stretch, as a person and their dog (or a dog and their person) walked by while she heard a car backing out of a driveway with the careful precision of someone who definitely hadn't had their coffee yet.
Anna pressed her forehead against the cool glass.
Maybe the point wasn't to copy Emily. Maybe the point was to find her own way of ... whatever this was. Connection. Reciprocation. Being a human person who engaged with other human persons instead of treating every interaction like a potential minefield.
But that required knowing what her method of connection even looked like, and Anna had spent so long building walls and checking sight lines and making sure no one could hurt her again that she'd forgotten how to do anything else.
The coffee had cooled enough to drink properly. She took a long sip, letting the caffeine begin its daily ritual of convincing her brain that consciousness was a worthwhile state of being.
Behind her, the apartment was silent. Patient. Waiting for her to figure out how to exist in it without apology.
Anna turned away from the window, surveying her space: the couch with its carefully arranged throw pillows, the desk with its dual monitors, the kitchen where she'd just had a minor breakdown over breakfast beverages. All of it quiet. All of it safe.
All of it incredibly, crushingly lonely when she let herself notice.
"Okay," she said to the empty room, softer this time. Not an announcement. Just a word. Just her voice existing in space.￼
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Sunday, she tried again.
"I'm doing a little work," she told the apartment, and listened to the words land with all the naturalism of a phrase she'd rehearsed in a language she didn't speak. She had not said to get ahead. She would consider this a win.
Emily's side stayed quiet. Anna stared at her monitors, then did the work, then sat in it — that specific, airless weight of someone who has attempted something twice and learned nothing except that she'd attempt it a third time anyway. The afternoon moved around her.￼
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The apartment settled into the evening like a cat that wasn't going to move – heavy, warm, utterly indifferent to Anna's emotional state. She'd migrated from her desk to the couch around six, which felt like a reasonable geographic expression of giving up on productivity. The client revisions were done. The email was sent. The Sunday-work performance had been performed for no one, and now she was lying sideways on her couch with her laptop balanced on her hip, scrolling through streaming options with the dead-eyed focus of someone using entertainment selection as a substitute for processing their feelings.
Emily's voice drifted over: "Okay. Netflix. New season of Love is Blind dropped and we've been saving it all weekend like responsible adults, which means we've earned this. Pajamas: on. Snacks: assembled. Emotional investment in strangers' relationships: disturbingly high."
Anna's thumb stopped scrolling.
She'd been half-listening, the way she always half-listened now: That state of ambient awareness where Emily's voice registered as comforting background noise rather than distinct words. But Love is Blind cut through the fog like a signal flare, because Anna had also been saving the new season. Had, in fact, been exercising what she considered remarkable restraint by not binge-watching it the second it dropped on Friday, the only area of her life where she was currently demonstrating any self-control whatsoever.
"Settling in," Emily continued. "Pod one. Let's see who's delusional this time."
Anna heard the Netflix intro sound, that familiar ta-dum slightly muffled but unmistakable, like hearing someone else's heartbeat.
She should put on something else. Should watch literally anything other than what Emily was watching, because the alternative was sitting here in parallel, tracking the same show through shared walls, which was just a more elaborate version of the parasocial nightmare she'd been constructing for months.
Her thumb hovered over the Love is Blind thumbnail on her own screen.
Don't do it. Don't be weird. Pick something else. Pick a documentary. Pick something educational and solo and completely divorced from whatever Emily was doing on the other side of that wall. Be a separate, independent person with your own entertainment choices that have nothing to do with …
"Oh my god, did he just say that with his whole chest?"
Emily's voice carried through with the particular frequency of someone who'd forgotten other people existed because she was too busy being appalled by a reality show contestant.
Anna's mouth opened.
"I'm watching that too."
The words left her body before her brain had filed the proper authorizations. Just flew on out there. Into the air. Projected toward the wall with a volume that split the difference between conversational and unhinged, like she was trying to sound casual but had accidentally calibrated her voice for a person standing across a parking lot.
Silence, except for the television show now playing on her laptop.
Not regular silence. Not the comfortable absence of sound that meant two people were existing independently in their own spaces. This was charged silence. The kind that had texture and weight and felt like the three seconds between lightning and thunder where you couldn't tell yet how close the storm was.
Everything in Anna relocated to her throat.
What did you just do. What did you just DO. You just announced that you're watching the same show she's watching, which is either a normal coincidence between two people with Netflix accounts or the most transparent attempt at connection in the history of human communication, and now she's quiet, she's SO quiet, oh god she's probably …
"Wait, really?"
Emily's voice came through bright, startled – and was that pleased? That sounded pleased. Or confused. Or both. Anna's ability to read vocal nuance through plaster, usually operating at a doctoral level, had short-circuited under the pressure of having actually participated in the conversation.
"Yeah," Anna called back. Her voice sounded weird. Not robot-weird like the coffee announcement, but shaky, like she was trying to sound normal from inside a body that had decided this was a fight-or-flight situation. "Just started it."
A pause. One second. Two.
“Okay, so did you catch what the guy in the trailer said about his ‘non-negotiables?'" Emily's voice had shifted into something Anna had never heard directed at her before: conspiratorial delight. The same energy Emily brought to her mom calls and her laundry monologues, but aimed, deliberately, at the wall between them. At Anna. "Because I need someone to validate that I'm not overreacting. His list was unhinged."
Anna laughed. A real one, not the muffled hand-over-mouth versions she'd been hoarding for months. "The part about wanting someone who 'challenges him intellectually but not in arguments'?"
"YES! That's just saying you want someone who agrees with you but makes it look collaborative! That's a group project partner, not a spouse!"
The laugh that came out of Anna was loud enough to surprise her. Something cracked open, not painfully but the way ice cracks in spring.
"Okay, okay, hold on," Emily said, and Anna could hear her resettling, the creak of her bed. "Are you at the part where she talks about her parents' marriage? Because that's coming up and I have thoughts."
"Just got there."
"Perfect. I'm going to shut up for exactly ninety seconds and then I'm going to have a lot of opinions."
Anna pulled her laptop onto her stomach and watched the same scene Emily was watching through a wall that had never felt thinner or more purposeful. The contestant was explaining, with the earnest intensity of someone who'd rehearsed this in front of a mirror, how her parents' thirty-year marriage was her "template for love."
Ninety seconds. Anna counted them without meaning to.
"Okay," Emily said, right on cue. "Here's the thing. Using your parents' marriage as a template is only useful if your parents' marriage was actually good, and based on what she described, her dad worked seventy-hour weeks and her mom 'kept the home fires burning,' which is just 1950s propaganda in a sundress. She doesn't want a partnership, she wants a rotation schedule."
Anna was grinning so hard her face ached. "She also said she wants someone 'emotionally available but not clingy,' which is just, pick a lane!"
"RIGHT? That's not a preference, that's a paradox. That's a Mobius strip boyfriend. Simultaneously present and absent depending on which side you’re looking at."
They fell into a rhythm so quickly. Emily would narrate her reactions in real-time. It was less the self-directed processing Anna had been eavesdropping on for months and more a deliberate performance, pointed and participatory, aimed at the wall like she was throwing a ball and trusting Anna to catch it. 
And Anna caught it. Every time. Tossed it back with her own observations, her own jokes, her own read on whatever absurd thing was unfolding on both their screens simultaneously.
"He's going to pick her," Anna said, during a scene where a man was clearly being edited to look torn when talking to two different women. "He keeps touching his face when he talks to the blonde one. That's his lying tell."
"Oh my god, you're right. He did the same thing when he said he was 'open to anything.' Face-toucher. Noted. Adding that to the red flag database."
"You have a red flag database?"
"It's a mental spreadsheet. Poorly organized. Mostly vibes-based. But it exists and it's been shockingly accurate."
Anna laughed, and it felt easy.
They didn't talk during the intense moments. When someone cried, when the music swelled and the editing did its manipulative work, both sides of the wall went quiet. Not awkward quiet. Companionable quiet. Silence that happened between people who were sharing an experience and didn't need to fill every second of it with proof that they were sharing it.
Anna noticed when she stopped noticing the wall. When the boundary between her apartment and Emily's became less of a barrier and more of a convention? A technicality? Like they were sitting in the same room but with an unusually aggressive room divider.
"Oh NO," Emily breathed, during a scene that was clearly heading toward disaster. "Oh no oh no oh no. Don't say it. Don't ... he said it. He said the thing. Why do they always say the thing?"
"Because the producers told him to."
"I KNOW but I still feel betrayed!"
Forty-five minutes disappeared. Just gone. Absorbed into the space between their voices, into the rhythm of commentary and reaction and the joy of watching something ridiculous with someone who found it exactly as ridiculous as you did.
The episode ended with a cliffhanger that was designed by a team of psychologists to maximize emotional distress, and Emily let out a noise that was somewhere between a groan and a war cry.
"They can NOT leave it there. That's criminal. That should be prosecutable."
"They do it every season."
"And every season I fall for it like a goldfish swimming into the same castle."
Her cheeks hurt. Her stomach hurt. Her whole body felt present in a way it hadn't since before Tate. Since before the careful, calculated smallness she'd been performing for years.
She'd been funny. Quick and sharp and herself, the version that existed before someone convinced her that being herself was the problem. And Emily had laughed, actually, properly laughed, the kind Anna had only ever heard directed at Emily's own narration or her mom's stories. At things Anna said.
The warmth was still spreading when Emily's voice returned. Softer now. The late-evening register, the one reserved for the nighttime routine, for the last few thoughts before the day released its grip.
"Really need to remember to thank my neighbor for being so nice."
Anna went still.
Not the frozen stillness of her earlier panic, not the held-breath paralysis of someone terrified of being perceived. A different kind of still. The kind where your body goes quiet because your heart has expanded past its usual boundaries and every other system temporarily shuts down to accommodate it.
My neighbor. Said softly, deliberately, the way Emily said things when she wanted to remember them. When they mattered enough to be spoken aloud and committed to the verbal record of her life.
Emily knew Anna could hear. Of course she knew. They'd just spent forty-five minutes having a conversation through this wall, proving definitively that sound traveled between them with the fidelity of an open window. And Emily had chosen say this anyway. To put it in the call-out, the nightly processing, the ritual that kept Emily's world organized and intentional.
Anna had been added to the routine. Filed alongside "set alarm" and "brush teeth" and "call Mom on Sunday." Filed under: things that matter.
For being so nice. Which could mean anything. Could mean the Thai food from a few nights ago. Could mean tonight, the laughter and the commentary and forty-five minutes of shared experience that had felt like the most honest thing Anna had done in months.
Or it could mean all of it. The accumulation. The slow, careful acknowledgment that they'd been building something through drywall and narration and proximity, and Emily had noticed, and Emily was grateful, and Emily was telling Anna so in the only language that was fully, completely hers.
Anna stayed very still, one hand resting on the arm of the couch, the other pressed over her own heart.￼
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Sleep should have come easily. Anna's body was loose and warm, her face still carrying the ghost-ache of sustained smiling, her brain pleasantly tired from the kind of social energy expenditure that happened when you accidentally had the best night of your recent life through a shared wall.
Instead, she was lying in bed at (she checked her phone) 11:47 PM, staring at the ceiling with the focus of someone trying to memorize it, replaying the evening frame by frame like she was editing footage of her own life and couldn't stop rewinding to the good parts.
Emily's laugh. That was the thing Anna kept circling back to. Not the polished version Emily used on work calls or the performative cheer she deployed for dates that went nowhere. This laugh had been surprised out of her, startled and bright and helpless, the kind that happened when something caught you so off guard your body responded before your brain could moderate it.
Anna had caused that laugh. Multiple times. With observations about reality TV contestants and their transparent emotional manipulation, which wasn't exactly Thurber Prize material but which had been enough to make Emily sound delighted.
She turned on her side, facing the window. The streetlight outside painted a stripe of amber across her bedroom floor.
Anna had felt matched, like she'd found someone who operated on the same frequency she did, the frequency she'd packed away in the mental box labeled "Too Much For Public Consumption" somewhere around month eight of dating Tate.
She rolled onto her other side, now facing the wall. Emily's wall. Behind which Emily was presumably asleep, having processed her evening through the usual nighttime protocol and landed on remember to thank my neighbor for being so nice as a closing thought significant enough to say out loud.
The problem? And there was a problem, there was always a problem. Anna's life was basically a series of problems separated by brief intermissions of design work. 
The problem was something changed tonight. Shifted the entire emotional topography of whatever this was from "tenant with an inappropriate eavesdropping habit" to "person who had just discovered she could make Emily laugh and wanted to do it again immediately and possibly forever."
Which was. A lot. That was a lot of feeling to be having at 11:52 PM about someone she'd technically known for months but had only actually talked to for forty-five minutes.
Except it wasn't forty-five minutes, was it? It was the whole thing. Every call-out she'd absorbed, every rhythm she'd learned, every moment she'd spent mapping the architecture of Emily's week and finding it beautiful and chaotic and impossibly endearing. The forty-five minutes was just the part where she'd finally participated instead of observing from behind the one-way mirror of their shared wall.
Anna's brain, helpful as ever, chose this moment to produce a comprehensive highlight reel of every interaction they'd had, starting from "You must be Anna!" and ending with Emily's voice going soft and deliberate at bedtime: Really need to remember to thank my neighbor.
The warmth was doing something structural. Not just blooming anymore, settling. Establishing itself as a permanent feature of Anna's emotional landscape in a way that was going to be extremely inconvenient for her carefully maintained isolation protocols.
She was invested. Not in the passive, observational way she'd been invested for months, collecting Emily's call-outs like a birdwatcher logging species from a distance. This was active. Participatory. She'd stepped out from behind the wall (metaphorically, anyway) and now she couldn't step back.
Didn't want to step back.
And there it was: the terrifying part. The part her brain had been dancing around all evening, prodding gingerly at the edges like testing whether a bruise still hurt.
Tate had taught Anna that wanting things was dangerous. That reaching for connection made you vulnerable. That the more you invested in someone, the more surface area you gave them to destroy you. 
That lesson had been written in permanent ink across the inside of her skull for months, and she'd followed it dutifully, building walls within walls, keeping Emily at headphone-distance and call-out-distance and never-actually-engaging distance.
And then tonight she'd opened her mouth and said I'm watching that too and the whole artful facade collapsed in forty-five minutes of reality TV commentary.
Anna pressed her face into her pillow.
Tomorrow she'd need to spiral about this. Construct elaborate risk assessments and contingency plans and seventeen different scenarios for how this could end badly. 
She’d probably spend her entire morning oscillating between giddy and terrified with occasional stops at "what if she was just being polite" and "you are reading way too much into a conversation about a reality show."
But tonight. Right now. In the dark, in this apartment that had started as a financial necessity and become something she couldn't quite name yet.
Anna let herself feel it. The warmth. The want. The terrifying, exhilarating possibility that she wasn't just falling for someone through a wall anymore. She was falling for someone who might be listening back.

Part Eight
It started with grilled cheese.
Anna was standing at her kitchen counter on Monday, buttering bread with the focus of someone defusing a bomb, when Emily's voice arrived: "Lunch. We're doing lunch. Turkey sandwich situation. Mustard, not mayo, because we have opinions and we're sticking with them."
"Grilled cheese," Anna said. Not loud. Just her voice, existing in her kitchen, aimed loosely at the wall.
A beat.
"Classic or fancy?" Emily called back.
"What qualifies as fancy?"
"Like, do you add tomato? Or avocado? Or are you a purist? Because I respect all grilled cheese philosophies but I do judge silently."
Anna looked down at her cutting board (while trying and failing to imagine Emily doing anything silently), where she'd sliced a tomato with more precision than the situation warranted. "Tomato and a little hot sauce."
"Oh, hot sauce. Okay. You're chaotic. I respect it. I'm intimidated by it, but I respect it."
Anna smiled at her frying pan. The butter was starting to bubble, filling her kitchen with a smell that suddenly felt less like a solo lunch and more like a shared moment, which was an insane amount of emotional weight to put on melting dairy but here they were.
"Mustard over mayo is a bold stance," Anna said, and she could hear herself doing it, actually doing it, talking like it was normal, like she was someone who communicated openly about condiment preferences without having an existential crisis about it.
"It's not bold, it's correct. Mayo is just aggressive egg cream. I said what I said."
"Aggressive egg cream is going to haunt me."
"Good. It should. Someone needs to be thinking about the mayo situation."
They ate in what Anna could only describe as companionable parallel. Not silence. (The occasional comment drifted through,) Emily narrating her sandwich assessment ("Seven out of ten. Lost points for bread structural integrity. We need better bread."), Anna responding with updates on the hot sauce grilled cheese experiment ("The tomato is doing something interesting.").
For fifteen minutes Anna stood at her counter eating a grilled cheese sandwich and talking to someone through a wall about mustard philosophy, and it felt like breathing after holding your breath so long you'd forgotten oxygen was an option.
She washed her plate, dried it, put it away. Stood in her kitchen for an extra moment, hands resting on the counter.
"Back to work," Emily announced. "The Peterson account awaits. Pray for me."
"Sending thoughts," Anna said.
"Thoughts won't fix these spreadsheets but I appreciate the gesture."
Anna went back to her desk, sat down, and stared at her monitor without seeing it. She was smiling. She was aware that she was smiling. She was also aware that a fifteen-minute conversation about sandwiches was going to be the best part of her day, which said something about either the quality of the conversation or the quality of her days.
Probably both.￼
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By Wednesday, it had become a thing.
Not A Thing in the dramatic sense that Anna's brain usually applied to situations requiring emotional processing. Just a thing. A pattern. A small, daily rhythm that slotted itself into the existing architecture of their shared-wall life like it had always been there, just waiting for someone to notice the gap.
Emily would announce lunch. Anna would announce lunch. They'd compare notes: ingredients, ambition levels, whether either of them had remembered to grocery shop recently (Emily: sometimes; Anna: theoretically). Sometimes it lasted five minutes. Sometimes fifteen. Once, on Tuesday, it had stretched to twenty because Emily had gone on a tangent about the decline of the American sandwich and Anna had found herself making counterarguments with opinions she hadn't known she held.
It was easy. That was the part that kept catching Anna off-guard: how easy it was. The Love is Blind conversation had cracked something open, and now words just oozed out. Not always graceful. Not always clever. But real, which turned out to be the part that mattered.
Wednesday afternoon, though. Wednesday afternoon was different.
"Okay, I'm going to say something and I need you to not judge me," Emily said, her voice carrying the specific tightness of someone about to vent.
Anna minimized the logo she'd been working on. "No promises, but go ahead."
"This client. This client, Anna. She's changed the color palette four times. Four. We agreed on teal. Teal was perfect. Teal was the answer. And now she wants to 'explore coral options' because her niece said teal was 'giving 2019.' Her niece is seventeen. Seventeen-year-olds should not be making branding decisions. This is a financial consulting firm, not a Coachella booth."
Anna leaned back in her chair, already invested. "What kind of coral?"
"I don't know! Some kind of ... she sent a photo of a child’s nursery. A nursery, Anna. For a corporate rebrand. There are fairy lights on the wall. Fairy lights! For a company that manages retirement portfolios!"
Anna was laughing. Not the muffled kind, the real, full-volume kind that she'd stopped trying to hide since Sunday night. "Did she say what she didn't like about teal specifically?"
"She said it felt 'too serious.' For a financial consulting firm. I need you to tell me: Am I insane? Is teal too serious for people who manage other people's money? Should I be recommending pastels? Should retirement portfolios come in blush pink?"
Pleasure flared in Anna, quick and unexpected. Emily said her name like it was a word she used. Just Anna, easy and familiar, like it belonged in her sentences.
"Teal is not too serious."
"Thank you! Thank you. I'm going to print that out and frame it. 'Teal is not too serious – Anna, a person who actually understands design.'"
"Show her three coral options that are clearly wrong and one teal variation that fixes whatever she thinks the problem is," Anna said. "She'll pick the teal because it'll look professional next to the coral, and she'll think it was her idea."
Silence. Then: "That's actually genius. That's diabolical genius. You're a design Machiavelli."
"I've had the same client. Different color, same crisis. They always come back to the original."
"I'm implementing this immediately. You've saved the Peterson account. You've saved my sanity. I owe you a sandwich."
"Mustard only."
"Obviously. We're not animals."
Anna returned to her own screen. The logo she'd been working on looked different now. Better, maybe. Or maybe everything looked better when you weren't doing it in total isolation, when there was someone on the other side of the wall conducting a one-woman war against vibes-based corporate branding.
Emily went quiet after that, the focused quiet that meant she was actually working, not the upset quiet Anna had learned to dread. Anna could hear the faint, rapid clicking of a keyboard, the occasional murmured strategizing ("Okay, coral one: aggressive. Coral two: worse. Coral three: this shade literally looks like salmon. And then tell the designer ... teal but 4% warmer. She'll never know.").
She worked for an hour. Solid, focused, a productive stretch that used to be normal before Tate and had become rare in the months since. Her hands moved with certainty. The design took shape.
At some point Emily called out: "She picked the teal. THE TEAL, ANNA. The Machiavelli method works. I'm naming it after you. The Anna Protocol."
Anna pressed her lips together to keep from grinning so hard it interfered with her ability to function.
"Happy to consult on future color emergencies," she said.
"Oh, you're on retainer now. This is a permanent arrangement. No takebacks."￼
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Thursday, Anna's client sent revisions.
Not the small-tweak kind that could be handled with fifteen minutes and mild annoyance. The rebuild kind. The we've reconsidered the entire direction and need this by Friday kind. The kind that made Anna stare at her screen with the specific numbness of someone whose confidence in ever not working had just been disassembled and laid out on the floor in component parts.
Surely they weren't asking her to scrap the visual system she'd spent two weeks building and replace it with something "more dynamic" and "less corporate," which, in Anna's experience, were words that meant "we showed it to some rando and he had opinions."
The imposter syndrome arrived on schedule, settling over her shoulders like a coat she'd never taken off, just temporarily forgotten she was wearing.
Maybe they're right. Maybe the design was too safe. Maybe you've been playing it conservative because you're scared of being wrong and now you're being wrong anyway, which is exactly what happens when you try to avoid failure: you fail differently, in ways you didn't prepare for, and …
"Everything okay over there?" Emily's voice, tentative. Careful. "You went quiet."
Anna blinked. She'd been quiet. Hadn't realized that Emily was tracking her noise levels with the same attention Anna paid to Emily's.
"Client wants to start over," Anna said, and her voice came out flatter than intended. "Two weeks of work. Scrapped."
"Oh no."
"They want it 'more dynamic.' Which could mean literally anything. I don't know what they want. I'm not sure they know what they want. And they need it by Friday."
Silence. But not the empty kind. The listening kind.
"Can I tell you something?" Emily said. "And you can tell me to shut up if it's overstepping."
"Go ahead."
"I've worked with you for … okay, I haven't worked with you, but I've heard you work. For months. And the thing I've noticed is that you get really quiet when you're doubting yourself, and then really productive when you push through it. Like, aggressively productive. Scary productive. You do this thing where you stop for a while and then suddenly your keyboard goes really fast and I can tell you've figured something out."
Anna's throat tightened.
"I don't know what 'more dynamic' means either," Emily continued. "But I know you're good at this. I know because you diagnosed my design problem in thirty seconds yesterday and you were right. So maybe your design is good and the client is confused, or maybe the design needs to evolve, but either way, you'll figure it out. That's the part I'm sure about."
Anna sat very still in her desk chair, her hands hovering over a keyboard she couldn't see through the blur in her eyes.
Emily had been listening to the sound of Anna working and constructed an entire theory of her creative process from keyboard cadence alone. No one had ever paid that kind of attention to how Anna worked. The realization landed somewhere deep and stayed there.
"Thank you," Anna said. The words felt inadequate, like trying to describe a sunset with a crayon, but they were what she had.
"Also, 'more dynamic' usually means they want more movement," Emily added, and her voice had shifted into that briskly supportive mode she used on herself during pep talks. "Like, visual flow? Things that guide the eye? I'm totally guessing but I've read enough marketing briefs to know that clients use 'dynamic' the way my mom uses 'interesting.' It just means they want something to be different but they don't know how."
Anna laughed. Wet and a little shaky, but real.
"That's actually helpful."
"I absorb things. It's the ADHD. I retain random industry knowledge like a sponge retains water, indiscriminately and with no organizing principle."
Anna pulled the client email up again. Read the feedback with Emily's voice in her head instead of the imposter syndrome's, and the words rearranged themselves into something less catastrophic. Not great, but workable. A puzzle instead of a verdict.
"Can I tell you something?" Anna said.
"Always."
"Sometimes I hear you giving yourself pep talks about whether your work is good enough, and I want you to know .... the thing you just did for me? You should do that for yourself. Because you're good at what you do too. The Peterson account would be in coral hell without you."
Emily went quiet for long enough that Anna's anxiety began its familiar ascent.
Then: "Okay, that's, I'm going to need a moment because that was really nice and I process nice things out loud, so," A breath. "Note to self: Anna just said a genuinely kind thing and we're going to sit with it instead of deflecting. We're sitting. We're not making a joke. We're sitting with the nice thing."
A pause.
"Okay, I lied, I do need to make one joke: coral hell is the name of my post-punk album."
Anna laughed, and the sound carried, and she could swear she heard Emily laughing too, and the two sounds tangled together in the space between them like they belonged there.
She worked until midnight. The design came together, different from the original, more fluid, and honestly? Better. She'd never tell the client that. But she sent the draft at 12:04 AM with a professional email that betrayed none of the emotional upheaval that had produced it, and sat back in her chair feeling something she hadn't felt in a long time.
Capable. Not just competent but actually capable. The way she used to feel before Tate's indifference had slowly convinced her that her work was minor and her skills were average and her ambitions were aspirational at best.
Emily had given her that back. In five minutes of unsolicited encouragement through a wall, Emily had handed Anna a piece of herself she'd misplaced, and Anna didn't know what to do with the gratitude except sit with it, the way Emily had demonstrated, without deflecting, without minimizing.
She sat with it.
It was warm.￼
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Friday, Anna caught herself checking the clock at 12:14 PM.
Not because she had a deadline (the revised design had been sent, the client had responded with an enthusiastic "Love the direction!" that left Anna simultaneously vindicated and annoyed) but because Emily usually started her lunch narration around 12:20.
Anna's hand froze on her mouse.
She was timing her lunch break. Deliberately, with full conscious awareness, she was waiting for Emily's cue to eat because somewhere in the last five days she'd stopped having lunch and started having lunch with Emily, and the distinction mattered in ways her brain was only now catching up to.
She pushed back from her desk, chair rolling into the wall behind her, then pulled herself forward again. Then pushed back. Her body couldn't decide what to do with the information.
You're structuring your day around her. You're doing the exact thing you swore you wouldn't do. You're rearranging your life to fit someone else's patterns because you can't handle existing independently, because you need someone else's rhythm to give your day shape, because you're ...
Except that wasn't what this was.
With Tate, the restructuring had been subtractive. Anna had flattened herself, trimmed away the parts that took up too much space, rearranged her schedule to be available when Tate wanted her and invisible when Tate didn't. She'd gotten smaller. Quieter. Less.
This didn't feel like less.
This felt like waiting for the good part of her day to start.
Which was still a problem, probably. Still a dependency she should examine with the rigorous emotional honesty her therapist (if she could afford a therapist, which, freelancer) would undoubtedly encourage. Still a pattern she should be wary of.
But it didn't feel the same. It didn't feel like losing herself. It felt like finding someone worth being present for.
Anna walked over and stood in the kitchenette, leaning against the counter, watching the clock tick from 12:17 to 12:18 to 12:19.
"Okay, lunch!" Emily called out. "We've earned it. That report was a beast and we slayed it. Sort of slayed it. Mildly inconvenienced it. It's done and that's what matters."
Anna opened her fridge.
"Leftover situation over here," she announced. "Questionable pasta from two days ago. I'm assessing structural integrity."
"Describe the structural integrity."
"It's ... holding its shape? But the sauce has developed a skin."
"Skin is not a dealbreaker. I once ate pizza that had been in my car for six hours. I survived."
"That's not the endorsement you think it is."
"It's an endorsement of the human immune system. We're resilient."
Anna heated the pasta, and they talked while she ate, and she didn't let herself think about the clock or the pattern or what it meant. She just ate lunch with Emily and let it be what it was.
She'd examine it later. Probably.
She would not, in fact, examine it later.￼
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Saturday morning. Emily was on a cleaning kick. Anna could hear the vacuum, the opening and closing of cabinets, the narration that accompanied domestic activity like a director's commentary on the world's most relatable film.
"Okay, music. We need music for cleaning. What's the vibe ... actually, Anna, do you know Samia?"
Anna looked up from her book. "The singer?"
"Yes! I'm going to play 'Honey' and you need to listen because this is the most perfectly crafted three minutes of emotional devastation committed to audio and I need someone else to know about it."
"I'm listening."
Emily played it loud enough that the wall became irrelevant, the music filling both their spaces simultaneously. Anna listened. The song was good. Melancholy and sharp and aching in a way that reminded Anna of Emily herself, of someone who felt things at full volume and couldn't (wouldn't) learn to turn it down.
"Well?" Emily asked when it ended.
"Play it again."
"Oh my GOD, you get it. Okay, playing it again. And then I'm making you listen to 'Is There Something in the Movies?' because we're going on a journey now."
They spent twenty minutes on the journey. Emily curated; Anna listened and responded, each song prompting a new conversation about what made music good, about why some songs hit you in the sternum and others just washed over you, about the specific alchemy of voice and lyric and production that turned sound into feeling.
Anna found herself smiling at how perfectly Emily's taste mapped onto Emily's personality: earnest, emotionally intense, slightly chaotic, deeply invested in the experience of being alive. The music was Emily's emotional landscape in audio form, and sharing it felt more intimate than any of their conversations so far, like being handed someone's diary and told here, this is how I feel about everything.
That afternoon, Anna finished the project. The big one, the corporate rebrand she'd been wrestling with for three weeks, the one that had survived the client's "more dynamic" crisis and emerged better on the other side. She exported the final files, wrote the delivery email, double-checked everything twice because she was Anna and triple-checking was just how she expressed love for her own work.
"Done," she said to her empty apartment. Then, louder, aimed at the wall: "I finished the project. The big one."
"WAIT, the one they made you redo?"
"That one."
"And it's good? It's done-done?"
"Done-done. Delivered."
Emily let out a sound that could only be described as celebratory, a whoop that rattled through the wall with the unselfconscious joy of someone who experienced other people's victories as their own.
"That's AMAZING! Okay, this calls for celebration. What do we celebrate with? We need a thing. A ritual. When you finish a big project, we celebrate. This is a new rule."
Anna was laughing, overwhelmed by the specific absurdity of someone she'd never shared a room with wanting to create a victory ritual for her professional accomplishments.
"We don't need a ritual–"
"We absolutely need a ritual. Every big finish gets acknowledged. Life is hard and work is harder and when you do something good someone should say so out loud. Consider this me saying so. Out loud. As I do."
Anna's eyes burned. She pressed her fingers against them, hard.
"Thank you," she said. "That's ... yeah. Thank you."
"You're welcome. Now I'm going to vacuum the hallway and think about what our celebration ritual should be. I'm thinking ice cream. Or fancy coffee. Or, actually, do you like champagne? Is champagne too much? It's probably too much. We'll workshop it."
Emily went back to vacuuming, and Anna sat at her desk in the aftermath of a finished project and an unexpected celebration, pressing her palms against the faux wood grain, grounding herself in the physical reality of a moment that felt disproportionately significant.
Emily had whooped. Through a wall. For a project she'd never seen.
Anna sat with that for a long time.
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The realization didn't come as a single dramatic moment. It came the way Anna's feelings always came, gradually, and then all at once, and then with a frantic attempt to shove them back into whatever box they'd escaped from. (Box thirteen, probably. Hope. It had always been the least secure.)
It was Saturday evening. Anna was on her couch, laptop closed for once, listening to the Samia album Emily had introduced her to that morning. She'd downloaded it. Had been playing it on a loop while doing nothing productive, which was either self-care or avoidance depending on which therapist-voice in her head was currently speaking.
Emily's side of the wall had gone quiet. The cleaning was done, the vacuum retired, the evening routine settling into whatever Emily did when the day's tasks were finished and the narration slowed to the occasional murmured thought.
Anna was thinking about humor.
Emily's. The way she could take any mundane situation and find the absurdity in it, not cruelly but lovingly, like she was in on the joke the universe was playing and wanted to share it. The way she narrated her own life like she was the protagonist of a story she found both exasperating and endearing.
And then she was thinking about kindness. Emily's specific brand of it, aggressive, immediate, unsolicited. The way she'd diagnosed Anna's creative process from keyboard sounds alone. The way she'd celebrated a stranger's (not a stranger's, not anymore) professional victory like it was her own. The way she'd said you'll figure it out, that's the part I'm sure about with such unshakeable certainty that Anna had believed her.
And then she was thinking about rhythm. Emily's Tuesday meetings and Wednesday lunches and Friday deadlines and Sunday phone calls. The entire architecture of a life that Anna had memorized without trying, that she'd synchronized her own days around, that she knew better than she'd ever known Tate's schedule because Tate had never narrated her life and Anna had never been invited to know.
She'd known Tate for two years. Had shared a bed, a kitchen, a life. Had attended Tate's work events and met Tate's friends and still, at the end, couldn't have told you what Tate's morning routine looked like or how she sounded when she was worried or what she ate when she needed comfort.
Anna knew what Emily ate when she needed comfort. Knew what she ordered first (pad see ew) and what she always debated (spring rolls) and what she allowed herself only when the hurt went deep (mango sticky rice). Knew the sound of her focused quiet and her upset quiet and her delighted laughter and her defeated sigh. Knew that she talked to her plants on Sundays and set seventeen alarms and rehearsed difficult conversations in the mirror.
Knew that she called her mom at 2:45 on Sunday afternoons and was honest about everything except how lonely dating had made her.
Knew that she gave herself pep talks before dates and comfort food after, and that someone had once called her coping mechanisms "quirky in small doses" and she'd come home and told herself to be less.
Anna sat on her couch in the evening light and felt it settle over her – not a word, not yet, but a shape. The outline of something she'd been refusing to look at directly, the way you don't look at the sun. You know it's there by its effect on everything else. By the way it warms you. By the way the room changes when it goes behind a cloud.
This wasn't the vague admiration she'd been packaging and repackaging for weeks. It wasn't proximity-based attachment or a rebound or a coping mechanism. It was bigger than the boxes she kept trying to fit it into, and it had been growing for longer than she wanted to admit.
She wanted Emily. Wanted to sit across from her at a table instead of on the other side of drywall. Wanted to watch Emily's face when she made the jokes Anna had only ever heard. Wanted to be the person Emily called when she needed comfort food, not because Anna overheard but because Emily chose to tell her. Wanted to make Emily laugh in person, to see whether the surprised brightness of it matched what Anna had imagined, to discover all the things she couldn't know through walls, the way Emily's eyes looked when she was being funny, whether she talked with her hands as much as her voice suggested, what happened to her expression when she was listening to someone she cared about.
Anna wanted to be someone Emily cared about.
The want was enormous. Room-filling. It made her breath come shorter and her eyes sting and her jaw clench with the fear that only existed in the gap between I feel this and I don't know if it's safe to feel this.
Because Tate. Because two years of loving someone who'd found it easy to betray her. Because the particular lesson of walking in on your girlfriend with someone else wasn't just people can hurt you but the people you trust the most are the ones positioned to hurt you worst, and Anna had internalized that lesson with the diligence of a straight-A student at the school of emotional devastation.
But Emily wasn't Tate.
She kept coming back to that. Kept landing on it like a refrain in one of the songs Emily had played her that morning. Emily wasn't Tate. Emily processed her feelings out loud instead of hiding them until they festered. Emily announced when she was struggling instead of pretending everything was fine until the pretense collapsed. Emily lived her entire life as if honesty wasn't something to be rationed. As if being known wasn't dangerous but necessary.
She could hear Emily settling into her evening. The creak of a couch. The faint sound of a show starting.
She wasn't going to name the shape, the feeling. Naming made things real, and real things could be lost, and she'd already lost enough. So she sat there. Let the unnamed thing fill the room without trying to shrink it into a word.
She sat with it. Didn't push it away, didn't repackage it, didn't file it in the mental box of things she wasn't examining. Just sat with the feeling the way Emily had taught her by example, through the wall, without even knowing she was teaching anything.
It scared her. It didn't go away. And that, Anna thought, was enough to know for now.
Emily's voice, casual: "Going to start the next episode of Love is Blind. Anna, I'm starting without you. Fair warning. If you want commentary you know where to find me."
Anna was already reaching for her laptop.
"Give me two minutes," she called back.
"You have ninety seconds. This cliffhanger has been haunting me."
Anna opened Netflix, found the show, pressed play. Settled into the couch with her laptop balanced on her chest, feeling simultaneously too full and too fragile, like a glass filled past the brim with something it couldn't quite hold.
She let herself have this. The evening. The conversation. The easy, terrifying intimacy of knowing someone through a wall and being known back.
Tomorrow she'd figure out what to do about it.
But tonight: "Okay, he's already lying. Look at the face-touch."
"I TOLD you! Red flag database! It's never wrong!"
Anna laughed, and the sound carried through the wall, and she didn't try to muffle it.

Part Nine
The announcement came on a Tuesday, which felt like a betrayal of Tuesdays.
Anna was at her desk, deep in a productive flow that happened maybe twice a month if she was lucky: the logo design she'd been circling for days had finally clicked into focus, and her hands were moving with the confident precision of someone who actually knew what they were doing. She was good at this. Emily had told her she was good at this. She almost believed it.
"So," Emily said, her voice carrying that particular blend of forced casualness that Anna had learned to recognize as the preamble to something significant. "I have a date tonight."
Anna's hands stopped.
Not a dramatic freeze. Not the full-body paralysis she'd experienced during the Love is Blind announcement or the mango sticky rice confession. More like her fingers simply forgot what they were doing, like the neural pathway between her brain and her keyboard had been quietly severed mid-keystroke, and now she was just sitting there with her hands hovering over the home row, staring at a half-finished vector path that suddenly looked like nothing.
Something tightened. Compressed. Like someone had taken the warm, settled feeling of the past week and squeezed it until it changed shape, harder and sharper and significantly less comfortable.
"Oh nice," Anna said, and her voice came out perfectly normal, which was either a testament to her acting skills or evidence that her body had developed autonomous self-preservation protocols. "Anyone interesting?"
"Someone from Hinge. She seems cool. Works in publishing. Has strong opinions about semicolons, which I respect as a personality trait."
She. The word registered with a small, electric clarity.
"We've been texting for a couple weeks and it's been really good, actually? Like, she asks follow-up questions. Which I know sounds like a low bar but after the podcast guy and the marathon talker, someone who demonstrates basic conversational skills feels angelic."
Anna was nodding. At her screen. In her empty apartment. Like Emily could see her.
"That sounds great," she said. "Follow-up questions are ... underrated."
Underrated. She'd said underrated, about follow-up questions, like she was reviewing a restaurant feature rather than responding to the news that someone else was taking Emily to dinner. Someone who worked in publishing and had opinions about semicolons and asked follow-up questions and was, presumably, going to sit across from Emily at a table and see her face when she laughed and watch her hands move when she talked and experience in three dimensions all the things Anna had only ever known as sound through drywall.
"Thanks! I'm cautiously optimistic. Which, you know. Famous last words. But the vibe has been good over text, so we'll see."
"Good luck," Anna said. The words tasted like something she'd rather not examine.
Emily moved on to her afternoon work and Anna returned to her logo design. Or tried to. The vector path that had been flowing so naturally five minutes ago now looked wrong in ways she couldn't articulate. She zoomed in. Zoomed out. Adjusted a curve. Undid the adjustment. Adjusted it differently. Undid that too.
A flush of heat climbed her neck. Her stomach had tightened into something small and hard, and the cursor wobbled when she tried to place anchor points with precision, which was incredibly inconvenient for a graphic designer and also, she suspected, not actually about graphic design.￼
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The getting-ready narration started at five-thirty.
Anna knew because she checked the clock, which she'd been doing approximately every four minutes since the announcement.
"Outfit assessment time. We're going for ... I don't know what we're going for. What's the vibe when you want to look nice but not like you tried too hard but also you definitely tried because you have self-respect and also anxiety?"
Anna's jaw clenched. She kept her eyes on her screen. The logo still looked wrong.
"The blue dress. The one with the … no. Too formal. This is drinks, not a gala. We're not auditioning for a period drama."
Every word arrived with the same fidelity it always did, except now each one landed differently. Before, Emily's date prep had been painful in a confused, unexamined way. Jealousy she could package as protective concern or landlord-tenant solidarity or literally anything other than what it was. She'd had the luxury of denial.
That luxury was gone. She'd sat on this couch four days ago and admitted to herself that she had feelings for Emily. Had tested them like a bruise and found them true. And now those feelings were watching Emily get ready for a date with someone else, and there was nowhere to hide from the misery of wanting someone who was currently selecting earrings for another person.
"Okay, the black pants and the green top. The Emma-approved one. We're going with it. It's a good top. It makes our eyes – okay, we're not doing the eyes thing, we're just wearing the top because it's nice and we feel good in it."
The green top. The top Emily wore on dates when she wanted to feel confident. The top that did something to Emily's eyes that her friend Emma had commented on and Emily had been self-conscious about ever since.
Anna knew these things. Knew the wardrobe rotation and the reasoning behind it and the insecurities each choice represented. Knew them because she'd been listening. Because she'd assembled a comprehensive encyclopedia of Emily's habits from sound alone, and right now every entry in that encyclopedia was being activated simultaneously in service of someone else's evening.
"Earrings. The small gold ones. Where are the small gold ones? Check the bathroom counter. Check the ... why do I own this many earrings when I only ever wear two pairs?"
Anna pushed back from her desk. The chair rolled into the wall behind her with a soft thud.
She should put on headphones. Should blast something loud enough to drown out the getting-ready soundtrack, loud enough to give Emily privacy and give Anna the mercy of not having to hear every detail of someone she wanted dressing up for someone else.
She didn't put on headphones.
"Hair up or down? Up is more put-together but down is more ... I don't know, approachable? What says 'I'm a functional adult who also knows how to have fun' without trying too hard? Anna, help. Up or down?"
Anna went still.
Emily was asking her. Directly. Casually, like it was the most natural thing in the world to ask your neighbor for date-prep advice through a shared wall, like they were friends who helped each other get ready, like Anna's opinion on Emily's hair was a thing Emily valued and wanted and sought out.
"Down," Anna said. Her voice sounded strange to her own ears. "You always second-guess when you put it up."
"You're right. I do. How do you … right, walls. Down it is. Down feels right."
How do you know that? Emily had almost asked. Had caught herself, redirected, but the question had been there, hovering at the edge of the sentence like a door neither of them was ready to open.
Anna pressed her thumbnail into the pad of her index finger, hard enough to leave a crescent mark. A small, private pain to anchor herself while Emily continued narrating the final stages of becoming someone who was about to walk out the door and spend an evening with a person who was not Anna.
"Okay. Lipstick. Just a little. The rose one, not the red, because the red is a Statement and we're making statements with our personality tonight, not our mouth. That came out weird. Moving on."
Anna's stomach was doing something she could only describe as grieving, which was melodramatic and she knew it was melodramatic but knowing a feeling was disproportionate didn't actually make you feel it less. It just made you feel the feeling and feel stupid about the feeling, which was somehow worse.
"Phone, keys, wallet. Breath mint. Two breath mints. Okay, three, because we're nervous and when we're nervous we eat breath mints like they're ... well, mints."
A pause. Then, softer: "We've got this. She seems nice. She asks follow-up questions. That's more than most people offer. We're going to be ourselves and if that's enough, great, and if it's not ..."
Another pause. Longer.
"It's been enough for someone lately. So maybe it can be enough for someone else too."
Anna stopped breathing.
It's been enough for someone lately.
The words detonated quietly in the space between them. Emily didn't clarify. Didn't say who. Didn't need to, because there was only one person who'd been on the receiving end of Emily being herself for the past week, only one person who'd laughed at the call-outs and celebrated the Peterson account victory and said teal is not too serious and you should do that for yourself and down, you always second-guess when you put it up.
Emily was talking about Anna. And she was using that knowledge, the knowledge that Anna found her enough, as fuel to walk out the door toward someone else.
"Okay. Heading out. Wish me luck through the wall!"
"Good luck," Anna said. The words were made of glass.
The door closed. The car started. The driveway emptied.
And then: nothing.
The silence was immediate and total, the kind that only existed in the sudden absence of someone whose presence you'd learned to track by sound. No footsteps. No narration. No Emily, doing the hundred small audible things that constituted existing in the space next door.
Anna sat at her desk in the quiet and let the feeling land.
It wasn't complicated. That was the thing she'd been telling herself, that this was messy and confusing and hard to parse, but sitting here in the silence that Emily had left behind, the feeling was startlingly simple.
Jealousy. Clean and sharp and absolutely undeniable. Not the vague, deniable unease she'd felt during earlier dates, back when she could pretend it was protectiveness or empathy or some noble concern about Emily's wellbeing. This was possessive. Specific. The feeling of watching someone you want choose someone else, and having no right to object because you've never told them, because they don't know, because you've been too scared to cross the distance between listening and saying.
Anna pressed her forehead against her desk.
She'd known. Since Saturday. Since the couch and the Samia album and the quiet, devastating inventory of everything she knew about Emily that she'd never known about Tate. She'd known, and she'd sat with it, and she'd let herself feel it, and then she'd filed it in a new mental category. Not denial anymore, but acknowledged feelings I'm not going to act on because acting on them would require being brave and I am currently out of brave.
And now Emily was at a restaurant with a publishing woman who asked follow-up questions, wearing the green top that made her eyes do the thing, with her hair down because Anna had told her to wear it down, and Anna was sitting alone at her desk in an apartment that felt like a shell of itself without the sound of Emily's life filling it.￼
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She tried to work. She really did.
The logo was still on her screen, the vector path still wrong, and Anna spent eleven minutes staring at it before accepting that she wasn't going to accomplish anything tonight that didn't involve suffering.
She moved to the couch. Opened Netflix. Stared at the home screen without seeing it. Closed Netflix.
Picked up her phone. Put it down. Picked it up again. Opened Instagram. Scrolled through three posts without absorbing any of them. Closed Instagram.
Checked the time: 6:46. Emily had left at 6:12. Thirty-four minutes. The reservation was probably for 6:30, assuming Emily mentioned the time at some point during the prep narration (which, yes, she had, Anna's brain had logged it automatically the way it logged everything about Emily now, with the compulsive thoroughness of a system that had decided this information was critical infrastructure).
They'd be seated by now. Ordering drinks. The publishing woman would be across from Emily, seeing Emily's face for the first time in three dimensions, watching the way Emily's expressions changed when she was telling a story, discovering whether Emily gesticulated as much as her voice suggested.
Anna's thumbnail found the crescent mark on her index finger again.
She paced. Kitchen. Fridge door open, fridge door closed, nothing she wanted in there anyway. Living room. Couch. Up again.
This was absurd. She was pacing her apartment like a caged animal because someone she'd never dated was on a date with someone else. Emily owed her nothing. They were neighbors who talked through walls and watched reality TV in parallel. That was it. That was the sum total of their relationship as it existed in the real, tangible world where people sat across from each other at tables and asked follow-up questions and wore green tops for each other.
Everything else, the rhythms Anna had memorized, the comfort food she'd ordered, the nighttime call-outs she'd leaned close to the wall to receive, all of it existed in a liminal space that belonged to neither of them. The wall was the relationship. The wall was all they had.
Anna sat on the floor of her living room, her back against the couch, and pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes.
7:14. Forty minutes of appetizers? An hour? How long did first dates last when they were going well? Emily's failed dates had lasted ninety minutes max. A successful one could go two hours. Three. The whole evening, if it was really working, if the publishing woman was funny and kind and capable of appreciating someone who turned laundry into narrative art.
Anna dropped her hands. Stared at the wall across from her. The wall that connected to nothing. Emily's wall was on the other side of the apartment, and it was silent, and it would stay silent for however long it took Emily to have dinner with someone who wasn't her.
She picked up her phone again. 7:16.
This was going to be a long night.￼
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At 8:43, Anna heard the car.
She'd been lying on her couch for the past forty minutes doing absolutely nothing. Not pretending to work, not pretending to watch TV, not pretending to be a functional human. Just lying there, staring at the ceiling, existing in a state of suspended misery that she recognized from the early days after Tate but that felt different now because this time the misery was anticipatory rather than retrospective. She hadn't lost anything. She'd just never had it.
The car door closed. Quieter than the dramatic slams that accompanied Emily's worst date nights, but without the lingering-in-the-driveway energy of a good one either. Somewhere in between. Anna's entire nervous system came online like a switchboard lighting up, every sensor tuned to the sounds of Emily returning.
Footsteps on the path. The door opening. Keys landing on the counter with the clack that meant Emily had tossed them rather than placed them.
Silence.
Anna waited. Emily always narrated re-entry. Always. The call-out was as reliable as gravity: pajamas, comfort food, emotional assessment. It was the protocol. The system. The thing Emily's brain required to transition from one state to another.
Five seconds. Ten.
"I need ice cream," Emily said, and her voice was the flat, depleted version that Anna hated. The one stripped of performance and bravado and all the narration tricks Emily used to process in real time. Just a woman in her kitchen, tired and disappointed, stating a fact. "So much ice cream."
Anna's hand was on her phone before the sentence finished.
Not a decision. Not a deliberation. No agonizing over the cart, no adding and removing items, no seventeen-stage approval process. Just her thumb moving across the screen with the muscle memory of someone who'd done this before, who knew exactly what was needed, who didn't have time for the luxury of overthinking because Emily sounded hurt and that was the only thing that mattered.
Uber Eats. The grocery option. Search: salted caramel brownie.
Emily had mentioned it once. Three weeks ago, on a Thursday, while grocery shopping (narrated, of course): "Ooh, the salted caramel brownie is back. We shouldn't. We absolutely should. It's seven dollars for a pint and that's a lot but also you can't put a price on feelings and right now my feelings cost exactly seven dollars."
She'd bought it. Had come home and eaten it while watching Schitt's Creek and pronounced it "life-changing, actually, and I don't use that phrase lightly, I've said it about maybe three things in my life: this ice cream, the first time I heard Phoebe Bridgers, and the day I figured out my calendar app could do color-coded categories."
Anna found the pint. Added it to the cart.
Then, because she was already here and because her hands seemed to be operating on their own recognizance: a second pint. Chocolate peanut butter, the one Emily bought when the salted caramel brownie was out of stock and declared "acceptable but not transcendent, which, same energy as most of my dating life." A backup, in case the salted caramel brownie didn't fully address whatever had gone wrong tonight. And a box of those fancy waffle cones Emily had debated buying last week ("Do adults buy waffle cones? Is that a thing adults do? You know what, I'm an adult and I want waffle cones and I'm not going to let societal expectations about age-appropriate ice cream delivery systems stop me." She had, in fact, let societal expectations stop her.)
The cart totaled $23.47. Anna didn't hesitate.
Delivery address: Emily's. Instructions: Knock normally, don't ring bell.
She pressed order.
Then sat back on her couch, phone resting on her chest, and stared at the ceiling she'd been staring at all night. But the restless, pacing energy had drained out of her, replaced by calm. Quiet and steady and sure.
On the other side, Emily was moving through the apartment with the slow, heavy steps of someone whose evening had failed to meet even the modest expectations she'd set for it. Anna could hear cabinets opening and closing. The fridge door. A sigh that carried with the particular resonance of someone discovering they were out of the one thing they wanted.
"Of course there's no ice cream. Of course. Because tonight is a night of having nothing you want, apparently."
Anna closed her eyes.
She'd ordered for Emily. Again. The way she'd ordered Thai food weeks ago, except this time there was no confusion about what she was doing or why. No elaborate self-deception about friendly neighborly gestures or plausible deniability or the statistical probability that someone might want spring rolls with their pad see ew.
She was in love with Emily.
The thought arrived without ceremony. No dramatic music, no earth-shifting revelation, no moment of crystalline clarity breaking through months of fog. Just the quiet, matter-of-fact recognition of something that had been true for longer than she'd been willing to look at it directly.
Not the unnamed shape she'd sat with on the couch Saturday night, the thing she'd refused to look at directly. This was past that. Past the hedging and the refusal and the elaborate architecture of avoidance she'd been constructing to keep from arriving at the simplest, most terrifying word.
She was in love with Emily, and she was sitting on her couch at 8:51 PM on a Tuesday night, having just ordered ice cream for the woman she loved because the woman she loved was sad, and the fact that Emily's sadness was about another date going wrong was simultaneously the most painful and most irrelevant detail in the world.
Because here was the thing Anna understood now, the thing the pacing and the jealousy and the two-hour spiral had clarified with agonizing precision: love wasn't the part where you got what you wanted. Love was the part where you wanted someone else's happiness more than your own comfort. Where you heard I need ice cream through a wall and your body moved before your brain could calculate the cost. Where the jealousy and the care existed in the same breath, tangled together, inseparable.
She'd spent the whole evening consumed by the thought of Emily at dinner with someone else. Had paced and spiraled and pressed her hands against her eyes and felt the sharp pain of wanting something she hadn't asked for and didn't know how to reach. And then Emily had come home, sounding small and defeated, and Anna's very first impulse hadn't been relief.
It had been fix it.
Make it better. Send comfort. Show up, even through a wall, even quasi-anonymously, even in the only language she'd figured out how to speak so far.
That was love. Not the jealousy, though the jealousy was real and present and not going anywhere. The love was underneath it. The love was what moved her hands across the phone screen without hesitation.
Anna sat with this. The way Emily had taught her by example. Without deflecting. Without minimizing. Without filing it in a box or wrapping it in qualifiers.
I'm in love with Emily.
She let the thought fill the room.
Her phone buzzed. The Uber Eats notification: Your order is being prepared.
Emily's voice, low and contemplative: "Okay. So. The date. It was fine. She was nice. She asked follow-up questions, which was great. She was smart and funny and perfectly lovely, and I sat there the entire time thinking about how she wasn’t ... she was fine. Which makes me either a terrible person or an honest one and I genuinely can't tell."
Anna stopped breathing.
"Not processing that right now. Processing that later. Much later. Possibly never. Right now we're going to find ice cream alternatives because the universe has decided we can't have the one thing we want tonight in any category."
Anna's phone screen glowed in the dark. Delivery estimate: eighteen minutes.
She pressed her palm against the wall. She'd ordered the ice cream. That was something. That was the thing she could do, the gesture that existed in the space between I love you and I'm terrified, the small act of care that said everything and nothing simultaneously.
Eighteen minutes.
Anna sat in the dark and waited, her hand against the wall, waiting.
On the other side: Emily, rummaging through her freezer, finding nothing, narrating her disappointment in the voice that Anna knew better than any voice in the world.
It's been enough for someone lately.
Emily had said that. Before the date. While getting ready. While using the fact that someone found her enough as fuel to walk out the door.
Anna sat in the dark with her hand on the wall and her heart doing something she didn't have a name for: too hopeful to be grief, too frightened to be joy, too stubborn to be anything other than exactly what it was.
She didn't let herself finish the thought. Not yet. Not until she was braver than this, which might be tomorrow or might be never.
But she kept her hand on the wall, and she waited for the ice cream to arrive, and she didn't look away from what she was feeling.
That was new. That, at least, was something.

Part Ten
The ice cream had arrived. Emily had cried. Anna had listened.
That was three days ago. Since then, something had changed in the frequency of Emily's call-outs. Not the volume or the rhythm, but the content. Like a radio station that had been playing pop hits suddenly switching to late-night confessional programming. 
The surface-level narration was still there (the schedule updates, the lunch announcements, the ongoing Peterson account saga), but underneath it, closer to bedtime, when the day's noise had burned off and left only the honest parts? Emily was saying things she'd never said before.
Thursday evening, while Anna was tweaking a color palette for a wellness brand that wanted to convey "calm but exciting" (an oxymoron she was being paid handsomely to solve): "Sometimes I think the call-outs are just me making sure someone hears me exist. Like, if I say it out loud, it happened. If I don't, maybe I was never here."
Anna simply waited, enthralled.
"My therapist says that's a valid coping mechanism but also maybe I should examine why being witnessed feels necessary for me to feel real." A pause. "We're examining it. It's a process."
Friday morning, while Anna was eating cereal and trying (and failing) not to check whether Emily was also eating cereal: "I keep going on these dates and I keep coming home and I keep narrating the disappointment and I'm starting to wonder if the problem isn't the dates. Like, maybe the problem is that I've gotten so comfortable being disappointed that I don't know how to handle it when something actually feels good. Maybe I sabotage the good things because the disappointment is familiar and familiar is safe, which is basically just choosing to be unhappy on purpose, and if that's not the most broken way to—"
Emily stopped herself. A long breath.
"We're not spiraling. We're making observations. There's a difference."
Anna sat at her kitchen table, cereal untouched, aching with the pain of hearing someone articulate your exact emotional dysfunction like they'd stolen it from your diary.
Because Anna did the same thing. Had done it with Tate, had done it before Tate, was doing it right now: Choosing the safety of the wall over the terror of actual connection because at least the wall couldn't leave. At least the wall couldn't find someone better. At least the wall was predictable in its limitations.
Saturday, the call-outs went deeper.
"Do you ever feel like you're too much for people?" Emily's voice came through around nine PM, softer than usual. Anna was on her couch, laptop closed, not pretending to do anything other than what she was doing: existing in Emily's orbit. "Like, not in a dramatic way. In a daily way. In a 'you are fundamentally configured at a volume that most people can't sustain' way. Because I feel that. A lot. Like I come with a warning label that says 'contents under pressure, may talk excessively about feelings and also punctuation.'"
Anna pressed her thumbnail into the crescent mark on her finger. The one that had become a habit.
"The ADHD makes it worse. Or maybe the ADHD makes it more visible. Like, everyone has internal chaos, but mine just leaks into the air. Through walls." A small, sad laugh. "Everyone I’ve ever been on a date with has either said or not said some version of 'you're a lot,' and I know it's meant as a neutral observation but it never lands neutral, does it? It lands like a diagnosis. Like they've identified the problem and the problem is you."
Anna sat up.
"I keep trying to be less. After every date that doesn't work, I add it to the list of things to moderate. Talk less. Share less. Feel less. And then I can't sustain it because that's not how my brain works, so I go back to being exactly who I am and then the next person says it again and–“
"You're not too much."
Just words, aimed at the wall with a conviction that surprised her, because she meant them with a ferocity that felt disproportionate until she realized it wasn't. It was exactly proportionate to the months of listening, of cataloging, of watching someone extraordinary convince herself she needed to be smaller.
"You're not too much, Emily. You're not."
Silence.
Not the anxious silence of waiting for a response you're terrified of. This silence had a different quality, fragile, like the air before someone starts crying or the moment after someone says something true.
"You're ..." Anna's voice was shaking now, but she kept going because she'd started and stopping would be worse, would leave the sentence hanging between them like a door opened and immediately slammed. "The call-outs aren't too much. They're the best part of my day. You narrating your entire existence is the reason I … It's just … You're good. The way you are. You're really good."
She was crying. She realized this with the detached observation of someone noting a weather event: Oh, it's raining. Inside my face.
Through the wall: nothing. Then a sound that Anna couldn't identify at first because she'd never heard Emily make it before. Not a word. Not a narration. Something smaller and more honest than language. A breath that broke halfway through, the sound of someone's composure folding in on itself like a house of cards receiving the news that wind exists.
"Anna." Emily's voice was thick. Waterlogged. "That's – I don't …”
A breath. Another.
"Note to self: someone just said the kindest thing anyone has said to you in actual years and you need to not ruin it by deflecting."
Anna laughed. Wet, broken, real.
"Thank you," Emily said. Quiet. So quiet Anna pressed closer to the wall to catch it. "I really, really needed to hear that."
The silence that followed wasn't empty. It was full, saturated with everything they weren't saying, everything that hovered between them like humidity, invisible but impossible to ignore.￼
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They talked for four hours.
Anna didn't realize it until she glanced at her phone and saw 1:17 AM staring back at her with the pointed certainty of a clock that knew she needed to be asleep by 10 to function the next day. The conversation had unspooled the way certain conversations do, each honest thing creating space for the next, and the next, until you're sitting in the rubble of all your careful defenses wondering how you got here and whether you'd ever want to go back.
Emily told Anna about her diagnosis. Not the facts (Anna knew those) but how its shape felt confining. The twenties she'd spent convinced she was broken. The therapist who'd finally said, "Your brain isn't broken. It's just loud."
"The call-outs were her idea," Emily said. "Or, her idea-adjacent. She suggested external processing, and I took it to an extreme, because of course I did, because moderation is not a feature of this operating system."
Anna told Emily about Tate.
Not the version she'd given Marissa, the clipped, sardonic summary designed to preempt pity: caught her cheating, moved out, found your listing, the end. The real version. The one that started long before the flannel shirt and the brunette in the doorway.
"I spent two years making myself smaller," Anna said, her voice barely loud enough to cross the wall. "Not because she asked me to. That's the part that's hard to explain. She never said 'be less.' She just ... didn't notice me. And when someone doesn't notice you, you start cutting away the parts that take up space, because maybe if you're smaller they'll see you. Maybe if you need less they'll have room for what's left."
Emily was quiet. The listening quiet.
Anna noticed it the way you notice a change in weather. Months ago she'd overheard Emily on the phone with Emma, watched the conversational traffic flow in one direction, Emily's brain moving fast and outward, absorbing whatever someone else was saying and rerouting it back into her own narration. She'd filed it away as a limitation. The cost of all that outward processing.
But Emily wasn't doing that now. Emily was holding still. Holding space. Letting Anna's words exist without redirecting them, without filling the silence with her own parallel experience, without doing the thing her brain was wired to do. She was just there, on the other side of the wall, listening like it was the most important thing she'd ever done.
"So when I found her with someone else, the thing that broke wasn't trust. Trust broke too, obviously, but the thing underneath, the thing that really shattered, was the realization that I'd spent two years disappearing and she hadn't noticed that either. I could have been anyone. I could have been no one. The relationship would have been exactly the same."
She was crying again. She hadn't cried about Tate in weeks and now she was crying through a wall at midnight on a Saturday to someone who'd started the evening confessing she felt like too much for people, and the symmetry of it was almost unbearable.
Too much. Not enough. Two women on either side of a wall, each convinced they were the wrong amount of person.
"Anna," Emily said, and her voice carried something Anna hadn't heard in it before. Not the bright enthusiasm or the narrated self-talk or the late-night vulnerability, but anger. Quiet, controlled, fierce. "That's not ... she didn't deserve you. I need you to hear that. Someone who can't see you when you're right there, that's not your failure. That's hers."
"I know." Anna closed her eyes, the drywall cool against her temple. "I know that intellectually. The rest of me is still catching up."
"The rest of you will get there. I mean, you told me I wasn't too much. You're the first person who's said that since Dr. Reeves, and Dr. Reeves gets paid to say nice things, so you're technically the first person who's said it for free."
Anna laughed, raw and unguarded. 
"She should be paying you," Emily added. "This is quality affirmation. Very specific. Well-delivered."
"I'll send an invoice."
"We can work out a barter. Affirmation for lunch commentary. Very reasonable exchange rate."
They kept talking.
"Can I ask you something?" Emily said, and her voice had the careful lightness of someone approaching a question they'd been holding for a while. "About the cheating thing. You don't have to answer."
"Okay."
"Did you know? Before. Like, some part of you."
Anna was quiet for a long time. Long enough that Emily added, "You really don't have to …”
"I think I knew something was wrong. But I'd gotten so good at explaining away the wrong things. She was distant because of work. She was distracted because of stress. She forgot our anniversary because she had a lot going on." Anna pulled her knees to her chest. "It's amazing how creative you can get at protecting someone else's version of themselves. I was basically ghostwriting excuses for her."
"God." Emily's voice was raw. "The ghostwriting thing. I do that too, except I do it to myself. I come home from a bad date and I spend forty-five minutes narrating it into something survivable. It wasn't that bad. He was just nervous. She probably didn't mean it like that. I'll rewrite the whole evening until I can live with it."
"You shouldn't have to rewrite your evenings."
"You shouldn't have had to rewrite someone else's personality."
They sat with that. The parallel recognition of two people who'd spent years making other people's failures livable.
"My mom does the voicemail thing," Anna said, and the shift felt deliberate, lighter territory, somewhere to rest between the hard parts. "Every message is minimum ten minutes. She just talks. Stream of consciousness. Your dad called, the garden is doing well, I saw your sister's post about that hike, did you see it, I tried to send it to you but I think I sent it to Aunt Carol instead, anyway your father and I are thinking about getting a new dishwasher but he wants to fix the old one which he absolutely cannot do but you know how he is,” She stopped. "Sorry. That's basically a live re-creation.”
Emily laughed. The surprised kind, the one that happened when something delighted her before she could decide how she felt about it. "I love that. My mom does the same thing except shorter and she always ends with some version of 'I'm not trying to guilt you, I just miss you,' which is absolutely trying to guilt me and also absolutely working."
"Do they know? Your parents. About the … you."
"The ADHD or the queer?"
"Either. Both."
"The ADHD they learned about when I did, which was late enough that my mom spent about a year cycling between 'we should have caught this sooner' and 'are you sure they didn't make a mistake.' She's come around. The queer part ..." A pause. "They know. My dad's version of supportive is just never mentioning it and being very normal about it, which, honestly, I'll take. My mom asks about my dating life every Sunday with the same aggressive optimism she brings to everything. 'Have you met anyone nice?' Like she's checking the weather."
"My parents were fine with it," Anna said. "The being gay part. My mom's sister is married to a woman, so I think they'd already done the processing before I got there. The Tate breakup was harder for them than the coming-out. My mom left me a fourteen-minute voicemail after I told her. Fourteen minutes. She cried for the first three, gave advice for the next eight, and spent the last three apologizing for the advice."
Emily made a sound, half laugh, half ache, the exact midpoint between humor and heartbreak. "That's the most loving thing I've ever heard."
"It was. It really was."
The conversation kept shifting. Layering. Each new thing one of them said seemed to create a small, safe clearing where the next thing could land. Emily talked about the loneliness of dating in her late twenties: The apps, the profiles, the exhausting performance of being someone's potential. The particular dread of a first date when your brain was running four conversations simultaneously and you couldn't tell which one was coming out of your mouth.
Anna described the other version of that dread. The first-date paralysis of someone who'd been invisible so long she'd forgotten how to be seen on purpose. The way she'd sit across from someone and feel the ghost of Tate's indifference hovering over the table, whispering you're not interesting enough for this, you know that, right?
"That's such bullshit," Emily said, with a vehemence that rattled through the wall. "Sorry. But it is. You're one of the most interesting people I've ever met, and I know we don’t like super hang out, which is insane, but I feel like I know you better than people I've had dinner with twelve times. Like, you notice things. You pay attention. Do you know how rare that is? To have someone just pay attention?"
Anna's breath caught.
"Sorry," Emily said. "I'm being intense. It's late and my filter is–“
"Don't apologize for that."
A beat.
"Okay." Softer. "I won't."
The silence hummed between them. Anna could hear herself breathing. Could hear Emily breathing. Two people in the dark, separate, but closer than they'd ever been.
"I keep thinking," Emily said, and her voice had gone very quiet, the 1 AM quiet, the voice you used when you were too tired to moderate yourself and the truth just fell out, "that maybe I've been looking in the wrong places. Going on these apps and these dates and trying to find someone who gets it, when maybe ..."
She trailed off. The silence filled with the weight of an unfinished sentence.
"Maybe what?" Anna whispered.
"When maybe the person who gets it is already ..." Emily stopped again. Started again. "When maybe I already have something and I keep going out looking for it somewhere else because I'm too scared because of the relationship and–“
A breath. Sharp. The sound of someone catching themselves at the edge of a cliff.
"It's late," Emily said, and her voice had changed. Pulled back. The careful, deliberate retreat of someone who'd realized how close they were to saying something that couldn't be unsaid. "I'm being sentimental and I should sleep."
"Emily."
"Goodnight, Anna." Softer now. Almost tender. "Thank you for tonight. For all of it. For ... yeah."
The for yeah hung between them. Anna pressed her forehead against the wall and heard, in that trailing syllable, everything Emily wasn't saying. Everything Emily had almost said.
When maybe the person who gets it is already …
Already here. Already listening. Already on the other side of the wall.
Emily's breathing evened out eventually. Anna stayed where she was, replaying the unfinished sentence with the obsessive precision she usually reserved for client feedback, except this feedback was: Emily had almost told her. Had stood at the edge of something enormous and pulled back, not because she didn't mean it but because saying it out loud (from Emily, who said everything out loud) would have made it real in a way that neither of them was ready for.
Anna didn't sleep until three. She lay in bed staring at the ceiling, turning already over in her hands like a key she didn't yet have the courage to use.
 

Part Eleven
Tuesday came dressed up just like any other normal day and Anna almost fell for it.
She worked. She ate lunch with Emily through the wall (leftover soup, Emily critiqued the sodium content of her own canned minestrone with the authority of someone who'd never once checked a nutrition label on purpose). 
She traded commentary on a podcast Emily was listening to, offered opinions on whether Emily's coworker Steph was being passive-aggressive or just bad at email (passive-aggressive, they agreed, with a secondary diagnosis of chronic reply-all syndrome). Normal things. Safe things.
At 4:47 PM, Emily said: "Oh! I have a date tonight."
The words entered Anna's bloodstream like ice water.
She knew this feeling now. Knew it with the intimate familiarity of someone who'd been here before, who'd mapped every contour of this particular pain just last week. 
But knowing didn't help. Understanding the anatomy of heartbreak didn't make it hurt less. It just meant you could name the specific parts that were breaking while they broke.
"Canceled on the other one," Emily continued. "The publishing woman. She was nice but, you know. This is someone new. Who I kind of know from … work? Sort of. Anyway, we’ve been talking and I thought, you know what, why not. New approach. Someone who's already seen me be unhinged and hasn't fled."
"That's great," Anna said. Her voice was perfect. Warm, supportive, completely counterfeit. "Someone who's already seen and approved of the authentic version is ahead of the curve."
"Right? She's been present for me forgetting my own name during a conversation and still wants to eat food in my presence. I know it sounds like the bar is underground, but trust me, she’s soaring over it."
Anna closed her laptop with a gentleness that belied the violence happening inside her.
Three days ago she'd held Emily's grief through a wall. Had told her she wasn't too much. Had shared things about Tate she'd never said to anyone. They'd talked for four hours in the dark and Emily had almost said something (maybe I've been looking in the wrong places) before pulling back, and Anna had lain awake until the wee hours turning that unfinished sentence over in her hands like a puzzle box.
And now Emily had a date. With someone from work. Someone who'd already seen Emily be herself and had decided to pursue it, which was exactly what Anna had wanted for Emily in theory and could not handle in practice.
The getting-ready narration started at five-fifteen.
"Okay, what do we wear when the person has seen us as we are and still wants to hang out? Lower stakes outfit-wise but higher stakes emotionally because if this doesn't work out I still have to interact with her."
Anna was in her kitchen. She'd gone there to make tea. She'd been making tea for twelve minutes and the kettle hadn't been turned on.
"The dark blue top. The nice jeans. Boots that don't give blisters because we've learned."
Every word was a small, precise injury.
"Makeup check. Mascara: solid. Eyeliner: ambitious but we're committed now. Lipstick: the rose, not the red. We like the rose. The rose says 'I'm here and I'm trying but I'm not desperate about it.'"
Anna turned on the kettle.
Her hands were steady. That surprised her. The rest of her was in free fall: stomach, chest, the entire emotional infrastructure she'd been constructing and deconstructing for months. But her hands were steady, pouring water she didn't want into a cup she wouldn't drink from, performing the motions of a normal evening while everything inside her rearranged itself around the central, unavoidable fact that Emily was about to walk out the door.
"Keys. Keys keys keys, where are … not on the hook. Why am I like this? Check the bathroom. Check the … they're in my jacket from yesterday. Of course they are. Future Emily, please put keys on the hook. Present Emily knows you won't."
Anna's jaw ached. She'd been clenching it.
"Oh no. Oh no. The nail polish chipped. The left hand. I literally just ... okay. We're touching it up. We're not spiraling about nail integrity. It's fine. Nobody looks at your left hand on a first date. Probably."
Five-thirty-two. Emily was supposed to leave at five-forty-five. Anna had done the math involuntarily, the way she always did. Emily mentioned the reservation was for six-fifteen, the restaurant was twenty minutes away, Emily always left early because lateness gave her anxiety.
"And the necklace, the little gold one, it doesn’t work. Different necklace. Silver. Fine. Silver is fine. Silver is actually better. We're pivoting. This is a pivot."
Anna was standing in her kitchen, both hands wrapped around a mug of tea she hadn't made because she'd forgotten to put the tea bag in and was now holding a cup of hot water like it was a prop in a play she'd forgotten her lines for.
Her phone rang. No, Emily's phone rang, the sound bleeding through the wall. Emily answered.
"Hey! Yeah, no, I'm doing it. No, I heard you and I get it but I don't," A laugh, nervous. "Yes, see? Thank you for understanding."
Emily hung up, pausing for a minute. “She's running later than I expected, but I still have faith. I am going on this date. In ten minutes."
Ten minutes. Anna had ten minutes of this: of standing in her kitchen with a cup of empty hot water, listening to the woman she loved get ready to meet someone else, knowing with absolute clarity that she was in love with her, that she'd been in love with her for longer than she'd admitted, that every conversation through this wall had been building toward something she was too scared to name and too honest to deny.
Ten minutes of borrowed time.
"Okay. Nail polish: fixed. Necklace: replaced. Outfit: intact. We’re good. We're doing this."
Emily's footsteps tracked toward the door. Anna heard the particular sound of someone gathering their things: phone into purse, jacket off the hook, one last check in what was probably a mirror.
"Heading out. Here we go."
The jingle of keys.
Something inside Anna came apart. Not a shatter. A release. The emotional fist she'd been making for months finally unclenching.
She was in love. She'd been in love. And all the protection she'd built, the walls within walls, the safe distance, the listening without speaking, none of it had worked. She was here anyway, standing in her kitchen with a cup of warmish water that should have been tea, about to let the person she loved walk out the door.
The door hadn't opened yet.
Anna set down the cup.
"Going to ask someone on a date!"
Her voice came out loud. Louder than the coffee announcement, louder than the Love is Blind declaration, louder than any sound she'd made in this apartment since moving in. It tore out of her with the force of something that had been building pressure for months, a declaration launched at the wall between them like a ballista missile. Like a confession, like the bravest or stupidest thing she'd ever done.
She thought she might be sick.
The silence that followed was total.
No footsteps. No door closing. No Emily narrating her own departure. Just the vast, terrible quiet of a confession hanging in the air, and Anna standing in her kitchen with her stomach in free fall and the growing, sickening realization that …
Emily was gone.
She'd already stepped through the door. The keys had jingled, the handle had turned, and Emily had left while Anna yelled her declaration at an empty house. At a wall with no one on the other side of it. At nothing.
Emily was in her car. Driving to a date. And at some point tonight or tomorrow morning, or whenever she came home, she'd hear it. Would piece it together. Would understand that her tenant, her neighbor, the person who knew her Thai food order and her ice cream preferences and the sound of her focused quiet, had shouted a confession into the void thinking Emily could hear.
Anna pressed her hands over her mouth.
Oh god.
Oh god oh god oh god.
The mortification arrived first, the old familiar friend, crashing through her with the force of every social anxiety she'd ever experienced concentrated into a single moment. She'd confessed her feelings to an empty house. Emily would know. Emily would know and she wouldn't be there to explain, to contextualize, to walk it back or soften it or wrap it in the careful qualifiers that Anna had been using for months to keep the truth at arm's length.
The words were just out there now. Loose. Uncontrolled. Evidence.
Anna dropped her hands. Stared at the wall.
Going to ask someone on a date. That's what she'd said. Not I'm in love with you. Not I've been listening to you for months and you're the best thing that's ever happened to me. Just the call-out. Emily's language. The verbal processing, the thinking-out-loud, the external narration of an intention before the intention became action.
Emily would understand that. Would decode it instantly, because Emily was the person who'd invented this entire communication system, who'd taught Anna through example that saying things out loud was how you made them real.
And Emily would know exactly who Anna meant.
Anna couldn't leave it like this. Couldn't let those words exist as an echo in an empty room, couldn't let Emily come home hours from now (minutes from now? How long would the date last? How long would Anna have to sit here with this confession hanging in the air like smoke?) and find them waiting, unattended, unexplained.
She needed to … to what? Text? Call? Show up?
Show up.
The thought landed with the specificity of a decision already made. Not a question. Not a deliberation. A fact: Anna was going to walk down the stairs, cross the yard, go to Emily's front door, and ... and ...
She didn't know what came after “and.” She didn't have a speech. Didn't have a plan. Didn't have anything except the frantic energy of someone who'd finally said the true thing and couldn't take it back and wasn't sure she wanted to.
Anna caught her reflection in the kitchen window: wild-eyed, hair unbrushed, wearing the ratty t-shirt that had once been Tate's because she still hadn't thrown it out, the very picture of someone who was about to do something either incredibly brave or catastrophically ill-advised.
She shoved her feet into shoes. Didn't check which ones. Ran her hands through her hair (a gesture that accomplished nothing except distributing the chaos more evenly) and opened her door.
The evening air hit her face. Cool. Early spring. The smell of Emily's (mom's) garden rising from below, the lavender and the whatever-those-yellow-ones-were, the whole carefully maintained ecosystem that Anna still couldn't name but had learned to love the same way she'd learned to love everything about this place: by proximity, by accident, by paying attention.
The stairs didn't wobble. They never wobbled. Because Emily maintained things.
Anna's feet moved across the yard in the fading light. The grass was damp. Her shoes (she looked down) were mismatched. One sneaker, one flat. She was wearing mismatched shoes to confess her feelings. This was fine. This was the level of preparedness she was bringing to the most important moment of her recent life.
Emily's front porch. The two white rocking chairs. The watering can by the door. Everything exactly as it had been the first day Anna had come here, clutching her folder of documentation like armor, trying to be someone she wasn't.
She was not trying to be someone she wasn't anymore. She was standing on this porch in mismatched shoes and Tate's old shirt, shaking, terrified, exactly herself, and she was going to knock on this door even though Emily wasn't home, even though it was pointless, even though the only thing waiting on the other side was an empty house and the particular humiliation of a grand gesture that arrived after the curtain had already closed.
Anna raised her hand to knock.
The door opened.
Emily stood in the doorway. Dressed for her date in the dark blue top, the nice jeans, the boots that didn't give blisters. Keys in her hand. Purse over her shoulder. Lipstick in the rose shade that said I'm here and I'm trying.
She hadn't left.
She was standing in her own doorway with an expression Anna had never seen because she'd never seen Emily's face during any of this, had only ever heard her, and now Anna was looking at her for what felt like the first time and the expression on Emily's face ...
It was the sound of I'm really glad you do made visible. It was every late-night call-out and every "my neighbor" and every almost-confession that trailed off into "nothing, it's late, we should sleep." It was a face that knew. That had been waiting. That had heard going to ask someone on a date through the wall and had not walked out the door.
Anna's prepared speeches (all zero of them) evaporated. Every word she'd ever known packed up and left her standing on this porch in mismatched shoes with nothing but the terrified, exhilarated blankness of someone who had run out of wall to hide behind.
Emily looked at her. Just looked. Eyes bright, mouth slightly open, a stillness Emily almost never achieved because her body was usually in constant motion, kinetic energy personified, but right now she was perfectly, completely still.
Anna's mouth opened.
"Going to the coffee shop," she said.
Of all the things. Of all the possible things she could have said – I love you, I've loved you for months, I know your comfort food order and your bedtime routine and the sound of your focused quiet, I told you that you weren't too much because you're exactly the right amount and I've been terrified of saying so – of all of that, what came out was a call-out. The safest, smallest, most familiar version of the truth. The language they'd built together, the communication system that ran through walls because neither of them had figured out how to exist without one.
Emily's expression shifted. Not disappointment, but something more complex. The look of someone reading between lines that weren't very far apart.
Then Emily shook her head.
Anna's stomach dropped. The free fall she'd been in all evening suddenly had a floor, and she was about to hit it.
But Emily stepped forward. Out of the doorway, onto the porch, into the space between them that had never been this small. And she reached out and took Anna's hand.
Emily's hand was warm. Sure. Steady in a way that Emily's voice almost never was, as if all the certainty she couldn't locate in words had pooled into her fingers, into the pressure of her palm against Anna's. A hand that wasn't hesitating. That had maybe stopped hesitating a while ago and had just been waiting for Anna to show up.
"Not risking this first date," Emily said, and her voice was thick with something. Tears? Laughter? Both? The Emily cocktail of emotions that never arrived singly. She looked at Anna and smiled, and Anna saw it, saw Emily's smile for the first time after months of hearing it, and it was exactly what she'd imagined and nothing like what she'd imagined and so much more than anything she could have constructed from sound alone. "Taking her out to dinner."
Anna's breath left her body in a sound that was half laugh, half sob.
"I'm wearing mismatched shoes," she said, because her brain had apparently decided that this was the relevant information to contribute to the moment.
Emily looked down. Looked back up. Her smile widened into something incandescent.
"Perfect," she said. "I broke my necklace and my nail polish is a disaster and I've been waiting around all day for you to realize that you were the person I wanted to go on a date with but didn’t know how to ask. We're a mess. Let's be a mess at dinner."
She didn't let go of Anna's hand.
Box thirteen, Anna thought. Not empty anymore.
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