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R. F. KUANG

WIP!), squealing over cover reveals (THIS lS SO GORGEOUS I WILL

DIE!!l), and posting selfies of group hangs at literary meet-ups across

the g1obe. But Athena's Instagram photos feature no one else. She

reqr-rlarlr- t\\'eets career updates and quirky jokes to her seventv thou-

s.rnd io11os-ers, but she rarelv @s other people. She doesn't nane-

drop. doesn't blurb or recommend her colleagues' books, and doesn't

pubhcll' rub shoulders in that ostentatious, desperate way early ca-

reer u.riters do. In the entire time I've known her. I've never heard

her reference any close friends but me.

I used to rhink that she was simply aloof. Athena is so stupidly,

ridiculouslv successful that it makes sense she wouldn't r,vant to min-

gle rvith nrere mortals. Athena, presumably, chats exclusively rvith

blue check holders and fellow bestselling authors r,vho can enter-

tain her with their rarefied observations on modern society. Athena

doesn't have time to rlake friends rvith proletarians.

But in recent vears, I've developed another theory, which is that

e\ ervone else finds her as unbearable as I do. It's hard, after all, to

be friends with someone who outshines you at every turn. Probably

no one else can stand Athena because they can't stand constantlv

failing to measure up to her. Probably I'm here because i'm just that

pathetic.

So that night it's only Athena and me at a loud, overpriced roofl

top bar in Georgetown. She's flinging back cocktails like she has a

dr.rtv to prove she's having a good time, and I'm drinking to dull the

bitch in me that wishes she were dead.

ATHENA AND I ONLY BECAME FRIENDS BY CIRCUMSTANCE. \vE LIVED

on the same floor at Yale our freshmarryear, and because we've both
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R. F. KUANG

My riehts reverted back to me. Miraculousllr, my literary agent-
s'ho had signed me after Evermore's initial ofrer-resold the rights

to one of the Big Five publishing houses for a trventy-thousand-

dollar advance-a "nice dea1," read the Publishers Marketplace an-

nolrncement. It seemed like I had finally Made It, that all rly dreams

of fame and success w'ere about to come true, until my launch day

drew closer, and my first print run was reduced from ten thousand

to five thousand copies, my six-city book touruvas reduced to three

stops in the DMV area, and the prornised quotes fronr famous r,vrit-

ers failed to materialize. I never got a second printing. I sold two,

rnavbe three thousand copies total. My editor was fired during one

of those publishing squeezes that happen every tine the economy

dips, and I got passed along to some guy named Garrett who has so

tar shown so little interest in supporting the novel that I often won-

der whether he's forgotten about me entirely.

But that's par for the course, everyone told me. Everyone has

a shittv debut experience. Publishers are Just Like That. It's always

chaos in New York, all the editors and publicists are overworked

and underpaid, and balls get dropped all the time. The grass is never

greener on the other side. Every author hates their imprint. There

are no Cinderella stories-just hard work, tenacity, and repeat at-

tempts at the golden ticket.

So why, then, do some people rocket to stardour on their first

try? Six months before Athena's debut novel came out, she got a big,

sexy photo spread in a rvidely read publishing magazine under the

title "Publishing's Newest Prodigy Is Here to Tell the AAPI Stories
'We Need." She sold foreign rights in thirty different territories. Her

debut launched amidst a fanfare of critical acclaim in venues like the
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R. F. KUANG

just say it, "diverse" erough-and lavishes all its money and re-

sources on them. It's so fucking arbitrary. Or perhaps not arbitrary,

but it hinges on factors that have nothing to do rvith the strength

of one's prose. Athena-a beautiful, Yale-educated, international,

ambiguously queer wornan of color-has been chosen by the Powers

That Be. Meanwhile, I'm just brown-eyed, brown-hairedJune Hav-

ward, from Philly-and no matter hou, hard I rvork, or how well I

write, I'11 never be Athena Liu.

I'd expected her to skyrocket out of my orbit by now. But the

fr-iendly terts keep coming-how's wnting going today? hitting that

word count target? good luck with your deadline!-as do the invita-

tions: happy hour margaritas at El Centro, brunch at Zaytinya, a

poetry slam on lJ Street. We have one of those skin-deep friendships

r,vhere you manage to spend a lot of time together without really

getting to know the other person. I still don't know if she has any

siblings. She's never asked me about my boyfriends. But we keep

hanging out, because it's so convenient that we're both in DC, and

because it's hard to make new friends the older you get.

I'm honestly not sure why Athena likes me. She alrvays hugs nre

when she sees me. She likes rny social media posts at least twice a

week. 'W'e get drinks at least every other month, and most of the

time it's by her invitation. But I've no clue rvhat I have to olTer

irer-l don't possess anywhere near the clout, the popularity, or the

connections to make the time she spends rvith me worthwhile.

Deep down, I've ahvays suspected Athena likes my conlpany

precisely because I can't rival her. I understand her world, but I'm

not a threat, and her achievements are so far out of my reach that

she doesn't feel bad squealing to my face about her wins. l)on't we

bbfbotq:Hu
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U-dntrdlwd



dru ot seruol tr ueq,^a d;orueru s,qsgplo8 E seq eqs 'erurt a13ur' :l
-Ae srql Eueqtv purureJ ol eAEr{ I'drs 1 ,,'q8noqt't,uplp eH..

.,iaq l,uplp '1r..,:-:

rnod pe;rnblt eH,, 'eueqlv sdes ,,'uoqs;1es.rnod IIes l.uop tr{O..

.. altl qt.

euop eq urc deql os uortdo eqt Surlleler ot prl],t\roJ 3ur1oo1 rsni , :

Iulqr I '.{llseuoq 'ile1A.,, ',(es 1 ,,'go uerreC ssrd ol lue,\\ t,uop J.,

'ut rt Surqqn: .' -
seruof Lluo sde,Llp elrlpe Jo uoJruoJ sr s{urqt Euoq}y Surqr rr: -

esntleq 'ter8er [1daep I qJIrI^A 'reqsrlqnd dru qtr,tr selqnor] -ir-.r ,-

lrelqns perrt aql oluo perepue,tt el(er{f ':rou lourdgo sse13 prrr{r .

uo ru.I pue '-rnos dlsrq.u puotres req Surlzzn8 sr eueqry 'tasun.s :- -

8uror; lrese^ol r uo SurDrs 'rrq dolgoor sllurqerg aql lr er.a_\\

'uorlclrJJr dur Srrr^uoil, ..,

lsnl ueqt qtr,u dn lnd ol reprtq s,teqt put ':r1e3o1odt dlperr::.'-;

-xa 'd1.re,r.o ste8 eqs 'sseltret Suraq roJ go Euar{ly 11el no-i _JI ::-.

tno t€qt Lrs t,uop I 'llp ip saqplot Suuia7 wJ awnssp ol nol Jb 7,109

,,g1q8rr 's8ururl roAIrS lsLt.udue sre.\orp.rL-rl - -

sertpl.or e.roru le8 no1 'Lrro,tr l.uop 'qO,, 'raplnoqs dur sgrd aqq

,,'elnpeqrs Surlur-rd rreqt ur tr ro; ecrld r ees ],uplnoJ r:,-

.{egt eur plot nerg 'polelutl s,11,, 'dr:s 1 ,,'pedrlap tou s.ll..

(.'sqtuoru ,{\eJ Ego ptqreded eql Surqsnd er,Laql rrr:.-.

rsnf 
^iIHJ 

gulls w.I,, 'vNaHrv s,\vs .,'cvg JvHr frv ag J.Nyt r ,

23tg Surgrund t st tea-Tl r-: -

e,la euoaruos peau IIr a,&\ l.uocl Zasnef tsol r s.tr,tr.ou>l .(pee:1r r:'.--

asntlaq'dluouedns rno a8uelpqf ra^e l,uo^\ oq.&\ puerg E luE\\ -'l

gcvd.&\orral.

e/![ l(uocl 'surna req lnoq" 3

teql qrrer (ru 5o tno rg os

ur.I tng 'pporrr. Jaq pustsnl

durduror dru sa1-q suaqry

'aIq \glJo 1eu rfl-Lra s

er{l ro ,furrelndod eqr lnop
rego ot e^eq I lBqI$, anP (

erll Jo lsour PIIB 'gluou I3
? eorlvu lsee[ l? srsod Erpffi

eru s8nq sde,trle egs 'eE sJ:

'te8 nof Jrplo :
pue 'cc[ uI qroq a+en rErF

dael ezro. rng 'spuer-qIoq i
dur seg oqs Jr aou{ l.uop I

dlper tnoqlr,tr reqtaSol m
s drqspuerrg deep-urqs r6op.

e 'e1ru91'e7 lt q:un-rq 'oU

-E]I^q aqr op sE-ioutlE
leql 6u!l]!q 6[epol ouloo 6u

arll tng 'mou dg rrqp Iu.3

I flellr,^aorl ro '{Jo.t' I PIErI

-./rtg aunf parreq-u,rorq $
sre^\od or{t dq uosoqf uaeq r

'leuorlruralur'palernps-a1

rllSuerts eql qrrrr op or tu
'drrrlrqre 1ou sdeqrad rO 'l
-or put Leuoru srr IIE sorp

!



R. F. KUANG

problerns-it takes two or three repetitions for anything to stick. "The

editor rvho did got fired, and the buck passed to hirn, and every time

r.r,e talk about it, it feels like he's just going through the motions."

"'Well, then fuck him," Athena says cheerfully. 'Another round?"

The drinks are stupidly expensive at this place, but it's okay

because Athena's buying. Athena always buys; at this point, I've

stopped offering. I don't think Athena's ever really grasped the con-

cepts of "expensive" and "inexpensive." She went from Yale to a

full,v funded master's degree to hundreds of thousands of dollars in

her bank account. Once, when I told her that entry-level publishing

jobs in New York only make about thirty-five thousand dollars a

year, she blinked at me and asked, "Is that a lot?"

"I'd love a malbec," I say. It's nineteen dollars a glass.

"Got it, babe." Athena gets up and saunters toward the bar. The

bartender smiles at her and she exclaims in surprise, hands flying to

mouth like she's Shirley Temple. It seems that one of the gentlemen

at the counter has sent her a glass of champagne. "Yes, we are cele-

brating." Her dainty, delighted laughter floats over the music. "But

can I gec one for rny friend as well? On me?"

No one's out here sending me champagne. But this is typical.

Athena gets show-ered by attention every time we go out-if not by

eager readers who want a selfie and an autograph, then by men and

wonen alike who flnd her ravishing. Me, I'rn invisible.

"So." Athena settles back down beside me and hands rne my glass.

"Do you want to hear about the Netflix meeting? Oh my God, Junie,

it was insane. I met the guv who produced Tiger King. Tiger King!"

Be happy for her, I tell rnyself. Just be happy for her, and let her haue

this night.

People always describe jealousy as this sharp, green, venornous
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