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            Dedication

         
         
            For all the rescued animals and the people who love them. Adopt your next pet from a shelter if you can. They’re the best
               ones!
            

            Especially my little Indy. I love you so much, Bubs.
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            Prologue

         
         I don’t care what my superstitious Italian mother says, there’s no such thing as luck. I’ve been around long enough (thirty-two
            years) to know that for certain. Everything has a cause and effect. That’s why it’s so important to always have a plan.
         

         
         I’m a Virgo, so I come by my love of planning and exceptional organization skills honestly. They were literally written in
            the stars. (I don’t actually believe in horoscopes, but as a card-carrying California native, I’m comfortable using astrological
            signs as shorthand for personality traits.)
         

         
         I’ve had my life mapped out since my junior year of high school. My dad says that I’m goal-oriented. My therapist, Nora, says
            I have control issues and suffer from perfectionism. I don’t get too hung up on labels.
         

         
         It’s not that I’m totally inflexible—I don’t have to color-code my sock drawer or wash all the dishes before I leave the house
            or anything like that. I do love using a label maker, though. But that’s just practical.
         

         
         I’ve come to see life as a series of hurdles to clear, each one building off the last. Kind of like compounding interest. It works like this: scoring a 1500 on my SATs led to getting accepted to UC Berkeley, which led to an internship at Google, and then a job at Swayy, one of the top marketing agencies in Silicon Valley. I’m now the youngest account manager at my company and I’m on track to be an executive by the time I’m forty-five. This is an oversimplification, but you get the idea. 

         
         I have goals for my personal life, too, of course. I planned on meeting my future husband by the time I was twenty-seven (I
            met Marco days before my twenty-seventh birthday), start living with said future husband by thirty (conveniently, Marco already
            had a rent-controlled apartment in North Beach—close to Muni and walking distance to my parents’ bakery), get married by thirty-two
            (we got engaged last year), buy a house by thirty-four (I’ve nearly saved up enough for a down payment on a condo), and have
            my first baby by thirty-five.
         

         
         I’ve always wanted to have two daughters, but there’s only so much you can control. Even I know that.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            June

            San Francisco

         

         Marco tops off my wineglass and I resent him for it. I resent him for just about everything these days—the subtle Italian
            accent he claims to have picked up from spending summers with his grandparents in Sicily, the way his dark curls fall just
            so over his forehead, the fact that he no longer wants to marry me.
         

         
         It’s been four weeks since our relationship imploded, three since we told our friends and family, and about eight days since
            our last real conversation. Instead of talking, we’ve thrown ourselves into perfecting the art of avoiding each other—no easy
            feat in a one-bedroom apartment.
         

         
         Marco returns to the pot of marinara he’s been simmering and gives it a gentle stir. My traitorous mouth waters as the aroma
            of savory garlic and sweet tomatoes wafts through the kitchen. Marco makes the best pasta sauce I’ve ever tasted—aside from
            my mom’s.
         

         
         I kind of resent him for that too.

         
         I don’t know why he insisted on cooking me dinner tonight, but I have some ideas. And if I’m right, as delicious as Marco’s
            marinara smells, I know I won’t be able to choke it down. I take a big gulp of wine instead, which does nothing to settle
            my nervous stomach.
         

         
         “So, Lize,” Marco begins. His back is still to me, but it’s like he’s reading my thoughts. I used to like it when he did that. “I think it’s time to talk about what comes next.” 

         
         I shift on my barstool. “You mean the apartment.”

         
         As I say this, the old radiator in the living room sputters to life, completely unaware that it’s technically summer. San
            Francisco has always refused to follow seasonal weather norms. It’s been gray and drizzly all week.
         

         
         Our apartment used to be my favorite place in the whole world. It was so quintessentially Marco, with worn parquet floors,
            arched doorways, the clunky radiator that reliably warmed our poorly insulated walls, a green velvet couch broken in just
            the right amount. If I’d had it my way, the entire place would have been brighter, lighter, more floral. But I liked his way,
            too.
         

         
         Marco turns to face me and I look at him, really look at him for the first time in more than a week. His style could best
            be described as Italian Harry Potter meets East Coast Sherlock Holmes. Dark academia, I think the kids call it. It’s sexy,
            yet understated as if to say, I know I’m hot but I also have a brain so eyes up here, folks. I found it to be incredibly appealing when we first met. It also seems to work like a charm with Marco’s clients. He’s the
            perfect antithesis to the typical clean-cut finance bro. Those guys are a dime a dozen. And there’s only one Marco.
         

         
         He furrows his perfect eyebrows. “Don’t you mean my apartment?”
         

         
         “No. I mean the apartment we’ve shared for the last two years. The apartment I helped you decorate. The apartment where we put up our first Christmas tree
            together and celebrated our engagement and logged god knows how many hours on that couch.” I gesture emphatically in the direction
            of the living room.
         

         
         Marco crosses his arms over his chest and assumes an authoritative, fatherly stance. “I lived here before we met,” he says evenly. “And I’m the only person on the lease.” 

         
         The past year has made Marco feel like a stranger to me, but this moment cements it.

         
         “You want to kick me out?”

         
         “You weren’t planning on staying indefinitely, were you?”

         
         Actually, I was. That was the entire reason I was still here. Under better circumstances, I would have moved out the night
            we ended things. But instead, I’d stuck around, hoping that Marco would be the one to go. I probably should have known better.
         

         
         I run my finger along the deep brown grout lines in our countertops. They used to be beige, probably. I can’t help but think
            this is a metaphor for our relationship. The idea of marrying Marco had once filled me with a sparkly, effervescent joy, but
            when I reach for that feeling now, all I find is a dull, gray void.
         

         
         Marco proposed last year—right on schedule—after a romantic dinner at our favorite waterfront restaurant, complete with oysters
            and champagne (his favorite). We were walking along the Embarcadero, the lights of the Bay Bridge twinkling in the distance,
            when he dropped to one knee and presented me with an art deco gold band dotted with tiny rectangular emeralds. It was both
            beautiful and practical—just like Marco. I was barely able to gasp out a yes before burying my face in the warmth of Marco’s
            tweed peacoat, savoring his cedarwood cologne, his arms wrapped so tightly around my waist that I thought I might burst.
         

         
         I would have been perfectly content to burst.

         
         “Why do you even want to keep this place?” I ask. “All you ever talk about is how much you want to live in one of those fancy SoMa condos with a gym and a doorman.” I don’t need to add that I can walk to my job from here or that my family’s bakery is just down the street or that our place is rent-controlled and therefore one of the few apartments I’d be able to afford on my own. Marco knows that. 

         
         “I don’t want to stay here,” he says, his voice drops as his gaze falls to the floor.

         
         I lean forward. “Then why are you asking me to move out?”

         
         He shifts his weight from one side to the other before lifting his big brown eyes to meet mine. The way he sighs makes me
            feel small and pitied, which I can’t stand. Then he hits me with, “Because the new tenant moves in a month from today.”
         

         
         “The what?” I say with such force that I nearly fly backward off my stool.
         

         
         “The new tenant,” he repeats, as if I hadn’t heard him the first time.

         
         “You gave up the lease?”

         
         He shakes his head. “Of course not. Only an idiot would give up a rent-controlled apartment. I’m subletting it to one of my
            clients who’s been looking for a pied-à-terre in the city.”
         

         
         My fingers find their way to my temples and I can feel my pulse beating against my skin. “Why wouldn’t you just sublet to
            me? You knew I wanted to stay here.” I’d been explicitly clear about that.
         

         
         “I just think it’s better if we have a clean break, don’t you?”

         
         Typical Marco, thinking he knows better. He doesn’t have to add that he’s five years older than me or that he earns more than
            double my salary or that he goes to Mass every Sunday and I haven’t been in . . . well, who’s counting. It’s implied. I’m
            not sure when all of this started to grate on me, but it doesn’t really matter. All that matters is that his holier-than-thou
            attitude is insufferable.
         

         
         It wasn’t always like this. It was actually really, really good for a while.

         
         The reasons our once seemingly perfect relationship fell apart are myriad—we’re both too stubborn, too rigid. He’s traditional and old-fashioned and a bit of a snob about money. I’m pragmatic and driven and deeply disinterested in becoming the type of woman Marco now expects me to be. It’s like he flipped a switch the moment he slid that ring onto my finger, his priorities shape-shifting until I no longer recognized the person I’d agreed to spend my life with. 

         
         The nail in the coffin was when Marco and I realized we wouldn’t be able to give the other what they wanted most. Things unraveled
            pretty quickly from there.
         

         
         I unglue my fingertips from my temples and shoot Marco a stare so withering that he actually flinches. “You need to tell this
            guy that he can’t live here.” He balks. “Come on, Marco. It’s the least you could do for me.”
         

         
         He tilts his head to the side, his eyes pooling with something akin to sadness. “It’s too late. We’ve already finalized the
            agreement.”
         

         
         “You’re unbelievable,” I say. Rage gathers in my stomach, but there’s no point in fighting. I’m so tired of fighting.

         
         Marco has the audacity to rest his hand over mine. It feels hot and heavy in all the wrong ways. I slide my hand out from
            under his. He doesn’t resist. “I’m just doing what I think is best for us, Lize,” Marco says. I can tell by the way his eyes
            bore into mine that he believes his words are comforting.
         

         
         “I’m going to my office,” I say. That’s code for I need to be left alone. Marco knows better than to push back.
         

         
         

         There’s a funky little alcove nestled to the left of our entryway. When Marco first looked at this apartment, the Realtor tried to pass it off as a second bedroom but the lack of closets, windows, and square footage begged to differ. When I moved in, we used it as a catchall for our jackets and ever-growing collection of reusable grocery bags until I got promoted and started working from home two days a week. I spent the better part of that summer transforming the nook into my own little sanctuary, complete with botanical wallpaper, an antique writing desk, floating shelves lined with paperbacks, and a slender lounge chair. It’s now my favorite spot in the apartment. 

         
         It’s also where I’ve spent every night for the past month since Marco blew everything up.

         
         I push aside a pile of neatly folded laundry before settling under a blanket on the chaise. As I wait for my laptop to come
            to life, I find myself imagining how nice it would be to have a little dog curled up at my feet.
         

         
         I wasn’t scheduled to adopt a dog until I turned thirty-four; after I got married but before I had my first baby. The dog
            was meant to be practice—the dry run before kids came along. It hadn’t occurred to me that it might have been nice to have
            a dog around for moral support in case my carefully arranged life collapsed into ruin. I guess that’s what I get for thinking
            I’d thought of everything. I curse myself for not insisting that Marco add me to the lease when I moved in. I shouldn’t have
            trusted him. I should have made a backup plan.
         

         
         No time like the present, I guess.

         
         I pull up my inbox and start deleting advertising emails—a consequence of the online shopping habit I developed to distract
            myself from my failing betrothal—between sips of wine. For a moment, I wonder if I should feel lame for spending my Friday
            night this way, when only a couple years ago, I would have been singing my heart out to Spice Girls songs at nineties night
            with my friends at our favorite subterranean dive bar. But there’s no sense in wishing for things you no longer have. I’ve
            learned that the hard way.
         

         
         I take a deep, steadying breath and return to the task at hand. I find clearing out my inbox to be akin to meditation. I’ll never understand the people who have hundreds of unopened texts and emails languishing on their phones. It’s depraved. 

         
         I’ve just snoozed a promo email from Pottery Barn when I spot a message from my best friend, Farah. The subject is Mandatory Happy Hour! I hold my breath as I open it. I’ve taken to subconsciously steeling myself around my friends since my relationship with Marco
            started to unravel.
         

         
         When we were still in our twenties and unencumbered with any real responsibilities, Farah, Brittany, Carmen, and I would meet
            for drinks every Thursday at Starfish, a cozy sake and wine bar that was roughly equidistant from each of our respective offices.
            We’d feast on dumplings and half-priced bottles until Ren, the owner, would start wiping the wood slab that passed for a bar
            with an old rag, a signal that she was ready to close.
         

         
         Now that we’re older, each of us burdened with some combination of partners, children, or mortgage payments, we’re lucky to
            see each other once a month. With Farah and Brittany already settled into life in the suburbs, I know that we’re teetering
            on the edge of a new era, one filled with barbecues and kids’ parties and T-ball games, but a part of me wants to hold on
            to the present for just a little bit longer.
         

         
         I take another pull of wine, hoping to wash away my anxiety about the future and turn my attention back to Farah’s email.

         
         
            
               
                  Hey Ladies!

                  It’s been far too long since we all got together so I’m going to insist that we make happy hour happen this week. No excuses! I need a break from my kids, Brittany needs to escape home renovation purgatory, Carmen has to enjoy every second of freedom she has before the baby comes, and most importantly, Eliza needs us. 

                  See you Thursday!

                  Love,

                  F

               

            

         
         Brittany and Carmen had both already chimed in with a string of heart and wine emojis.

         
         I know Farah has only the best of intentions, but all of this makes me feel like I’m being slowly smothered by a big, fluffy
            pillow embroidered with the words turn those tears into cocktails, queen! I suddenly want to run far, far away.
         

         
         There is nothing in the world that I loathe more than being pitied.

         
         Well, that, and a chaotic junk drawer. The Container Store makes organizers for those—there’s just no excuse.

         
         I pull up an apartment listing website, an exercise in futility, I’m sure, but I need to get a handle on the market. I’d prefer
            to live on my own—I’m probably too set in my ways to start fresh with a new roommate at this point, but I am a woman on a
            budget; I’ve always stuck to that rule about only spending 30 percent of your income on housing. Despite the raise I got over
            the summer, I’m worried that might not be realistic anymore. Whatever happens, I can stay with my parents if I have to. That’s
            probably what I should have done in the first place.
         

         
         It’s no surprise to find that not only are the listings in my neighborhood scant, but all the one-bedrooms start at $4,000
            a month.
         

         
         So, I’m probably screwed.

         
         Defeated, my eyes wander to a series of suggested articles that hover to the right of the listings on my screen. They’re all travel- and home decor–related with one intriguing exception. 

         
         
            
         
            Looking for a Fresh Start? These Small-Town Charmers Will Pay You to Relocate

         

            

         
               
               
         Apparently the universe has a sense of humor.

         
         “Okay, I’ll bite,” I mutter as I click the link. I’m met with a series of promotional photos of adorable little towns around
            the country, from Alaska to New Mexico to Alabama, each more charming than the last.
         

         
         As a lifelong city dweller, I have always fantasized about what it would be like to pack up and move to a small town for a
            simpler life. My childhood best friend, Hannah, and I even hatched a plan to run away to Stars Hollow the summer after eighth
            grade. We were devastated when her mom caught on to our scheme and told us that our dream town only existed in the fictional
            world of Gilmore Girls.
         

         
         The last city on the list is a small town in Minnesota called Juneberry Lake. I’m instantly taken by the idyllic photos of
            shimmering turquoise water, soaring pine trees, rows of colorful canoes, waterfront cabins, a life-sized moose statue, and
            a main street decked in twinkling lights.
         

         
         
            
         
            Come for the fireflies and Juneberry blooms, stay for the annual end-of-summer festival, friendly neighbors, and the best bear claws this side of Lake Superior! The Juneberry Lake Committee for Growth will gift new full-time residents up to $10,000 to use toward the purchase of a home within the city limits. With median house prices hovering below $300,000, moving to this picturesque lakeside community will be the easiest decision you ever make. 

         

            

         
               
         I nearly spit out my wine. I couldn’t buy a studio in the worst part of town for less than $500,000. Imagine the kind of house
            I could get in a place like Juneberry Lake. I could have a garage. And a guest room.
         

         
         I could have a home office with a door.

         
         When I was eight, my parents booked a house in Lake Tahoe for the Fourth of July. We rented Jet Skis and swam in the ice-cold,
            crystal-clear water and roasted s’mores around a fire. To this day, I can’t smell pine trees without flashing back to watching
            fireworks exploding over the water, my brother, Enzo and I nestled under a nubby blanket.
         

         
         I click on the Join Juneberry Lake website. I work in marketing, so I know when I’m being sold to, but with every lake life
            photo that graces my corneas, I become a little more convinced that a fresh start will solve all of my problems.
         

         
         It’s worked for me before.

         
         The application is simple enough. It asks for some basic information, an updated résumé, a handful of short form essay questions.
            Why Juneberry Lake? What do you believe you would contribute to our community? Who will you be moving with? Tell us about
               yourself and your family (if applicable).

         
         I start typing.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         I begin to turn on San Francisco that week. The parking? Impossible! The fog? Bone-chilling! Public transportation? Broken
            beyond repair! On Monday, I huff in disapproval when the man in front of me at Equator Coffee orders an overly complicated
            latte (but give myself a pass for ordering a flat white with oat milk—no foam!—as soon as he steps aside). On Tuesday, Minh,
            my favorite sandwich maker forgets to include extra pickles on the side of my tofu banh mi—again. I bet stuff like this never
            happens in Juneberry Lake.
         

         
         I know they probably don’t even make tofu banh mi sandwiches in Juneberry Lake. But still.

         
         My fixation on a picturesque lake town in a state I’ve never visited is as good a coping mechanism as any, so I let myself
            indulge in the escapism as I slog through another week of Marco’s pitiful stares. Especially since it’s Wednesday and on Wednesdays,
            I stop by my parents’ bakery for lunch.
         

         
         The Colletti family goes back four generations in this city. My great-great-grandparents passed through Ellis Island on their
            way to San Francisco, where they lived for more than seventy years. They never bothered to learn English, but still managed
            to open what’s now one of the longest-running bakeries in the city. My dad took over the family business right out of high
            school and now my mom and brother work there, too.
         

         
         Mom beams as I walk through the door. She’s always been great about that, making me feel important no matter what else is going on. Her curly hair is tied in a knot at the top of her head and there’s a smudge of frosting above her eyebrow. 

         
         Colletti’s makes an assortment of Italian cakes and cookies, but my family is famous for their focaccia bread—and not the
            kind of focaccia you get in a breadbasket at a restaurant or use to make a deli sandwich. Our recipe is special. And a fiercely
            guarded family secret.
         

         
         The bakery hasn’t been renovated since, well ever, which if you ask me, is part of the charm. A letterboard menu, bleached
            from black to slate thanks to years of sun exposure, hangs over the tiled countertop and adjacent display case. A sizable
            wood-fired oven is built into the corner and three tiny bistro sets sit along the wall. Every year, my parents swear that
            they’re going to install booths for additional seating, but they never do. I look back up at the menu and smile when I see
            the focaccia of the day is tomato.
         

         
         It’s tomato every day.

         
         My brother emerges from the back wearing a red apron covered in flour. Enzo is an even better baker than Mom. He might actually
            be better than Nonna was but no one would ever dare say that out loud. “Hey, sis,” he says, flashing his signature jerky wave.
            It looks more like he’s tossing an invisible pizza than saying hello and it melts my heart every time.
         

         
         When we were kids, Enzo was diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder. At the time, my parents were devastated. I think they
            were worried about what it would mean for Enzo’s future, but ASD is what gives my brother some of his greatest strengths.
            He’s meticulous about baking, very hard to distract, and incredibly reliable.
         

         
         He’s also pretty good with customers. Sometimes he goes into way too much detail about how best to serve the focaccia (same day if possible, and don’t you dare top it off with cheese—it’s not pizza) or the allergens in our tiramisu, but people can tell he means well. I’m sure Enzo will be running the place in no time. 

         
         Mom lifts a sheet of tomato from the line and begins slicing it into long strips. I pull up a stool at the modest tiled countertop
            and watch as she places a stack on a cloth napkin. I reach out my hands and flex my fingers greedily as she passes it to me.
            I could live on the stuff if I had to. I kind of wish I had to.
         

         
         I bite into the focaccia and savor its warm, pillowy, salty dough, the sweet tang of tomato sauce, the delicate crunch of
            green onions as Mom looks on. Once she’s satisfied that her firstborn won’t go hungry on her watch, she starts with the familial
            updates. The headlines are that Cousin Talia got accepted to every college she applied to, Cousin Paul and his husband are
            adopting a baby, and two of my aunts aren’t speaking to each other. Again. “Oh,” Mom says, her eyes brightening. “Zia Michelle
            called to say that your cousin Alexandra set a wedding date.”
         

         
         Of course she did. My brother’s big brown eyes catch mine. He’s the only person who knows all the nitty-gritty details about
            my broken engagement with Marco. I did my best to spare my parents the worst parts.
         

         
         “That’s great. Congrats to Alex,” I say before shoving a massive piece of focaccia into my mouth.

         
         “Alexandra’s fiancé proposed the month after Marco proposed to you.”

         
         “That’s a fun fact.”

         
         “How are things going with Marco?” she asks, undeterred.

         
         “The same,” I say between chews.

         
         “You really don’t think you can work things out with him? He loves you.”

         
         Loved. Past tense. I don’t correct her. “He asked me to move out and rented our apartment to some stranger without even consulting me, so no, Mom. I don’t think we’re going to work it out.” 

         
         She throws her hands up and lifts her face toward the ceiling. “At this rate I’ll never be a grandmother. Maybe I’m cursed.”

         
         “There’s no such thing as curses, Mom.”

         
         She looks at me as if I’ve just told her the sky is green.

         
         “Give Eliza a break, Mom,” Enzo interjects. “She has a lot going on.”

         
         Mom looks from Enzo to me then back to Enzo. “You don’t think I had a lot going on when I met your father?” she says indignantly.
            “I lived in a different country! I didn’t speak English!” Mom grew up in Italy. She met my dad on a train in the Tuscan countryside
            and moved here when she was just twenty-two. I know it kills her that her daughter is an entire decade older than she was
            when she got married. Sometimes I think Mom longs for the simple way of life she left behind. I don’t think she realizes that
            millennials are putting off marriage and babies in Italy, too.
         

         
         The bell above the door jingles and I turn to see Dad, struggling with a box of fresh tomatoes. Colletti’s bakery makes all
            of its sauces from scratch. Dad always says the only canned item allowed within these walls is San Pellegrino. And even then,
            he prefers the bottles. I jump up to help him.
         

         
         “I’ve got it, Elisabetta,” Dad protests. I pretend not to notice the relief on his face when I lift the box from his arms.

         
         “Uh-huh,” I say as I plop the surprisingly heavy mass of tomatoes onto the countertop.

         
         “It’s as though I’ll never age,” Dad says, flexing his tanned arms. Then he runs his fingers through his thick mane. “I’m
            sixty years old and almost no gray.”
         

         
         The fact that Dad has been dying his hair for years is an open secret, but I let him have it. “You’re a modern marvel, Dad.”

         
         He beams in response. I pluck a tomato from the box and breathe in its sweet, sunny scent. Enzo does the same, squeezing his tomato to assess its firmness. He juts out his bottom lip in approval. 

         
         “So,” Dad says, cocking his head to the side. “How are you feeling?”

         
         “I’m fine, Dad.”

         
         He rubs my shoulder. “You don’t have to pretend around us.”

         
         This sets my teeth on edge. I know Dad means well, but all I want is to get through one visit without my parents grilling
            me about Marco.
         

         
         “I think you and Marco could still work this out,” Dad continues. “Maybe we can have him over for dinner this weekend. What
            do you think, Elisabetta?”
         

         
         I’ve only blown up on my family three times in my life. The first was when Dad donated my favorite toy, a stuffed owl named
            Mrs. Blinky to charity, the second was when Mom snuck chicken into her Christmas lasagna and told me it was vegetarian (she
            doesn’t consider birds to be animals—it’s a long story), and the third was during my junior year of high school when my parents
            decided to host our entire extended family for dinner the night before I took the SATs. I can feel blowup number four on the
            horizon, a distant rolling thunderstorm. I want to scream and bang my fists and beg them to stop treating me like I’m a helpless,
            injured little bird. But then my eyes find Enzo’s. He’s holding a vine full of ripe tomatoes above the floor.
         

         
         He winks.

         
         Then he lets them drop.

         
         My mouth falls open as the tomatoes splatter all over the penny-tiled floor in spectacular fashion. Mom gasps, Dad tugs at his unnaturally dark hair, Enzo mouths “you’re welcome.” My brother loathes messes—especially sticky ones—and he hates wasting food. But this is so Enzo. He avoids hugs and will rarely say I love you, but he finds all kinds of ways to show how much he cares. I couldn’t have asked for a better brother. I mouth “thank you” back to him as my boiling rage cools to a manageable simmer.
         

         
         A knot twists in the pit of my stomach as I watch my parents scramble to clean up Enzo’s mess, Dad scooping goopy seeds into
            his hands, Mom mopping up juice with a towel.
         

         
         I hate myself for this, but all I want to do is turn and run out that door.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         I’m putting the finishing touches on a marketing campaign for Fido, a buzzy start-up that claims to have developed a virtual
            assistant for dogs, when my phone rings. I glance at the time—nearly 1 p.m. I should be heading to lunch soon. On Thursdays,
            I get an arugula and walnut salad with raspberry vinaigrette (the best I’ve ever had) from the Swayy cafeteria. Unless it’s
            raining. Then I’ll get pumpkin soup.
         

         
         I don’t know why I answer. I never pick up my phone. And don’t even get me started on voicemails.

         
         “Hello?” I say.

         
         “Hey there,” comes the reply. It’s a human woman, not a robot, and she sounds friendly. “I’m looking for Eliza Colletti.”
            The way she says my last name makes me think she’s never met an Italian person before.
         

         
         “You found her,” I say cautiously. I’m almost positive this is some kind of sales call. Or a scam.

         
         A good-natured chuckle floats out of the speaker. “Great. Well, this is Trish Miller. I run the Join Juneberry Lake program.”

         
         “Oh,” I say, perking up in my chair. “Hi.”

         
         “Is this a good time?”

         
         I look at my monitor. A scruffy mutt in a lime-green hoodie rests his little paw on an iPad. A word bubble hovers near his
            mouth. The text inside it says, “Hey, Fido, fetch me some treats.” My boss, Jordan, had squealed with delight when I sent
            them the mock-up.
         

         
         “Now’s fine,” I say.

         
         “Excellent. Well, I want to start by thanking you for your interest in our program. The team here thought your application
            was outstanding. You’re just the type of person we’re looking to attract to Juneberry Lake—a young techie professional with
            a great job and a genuine interest in being part of our little community. The committee especially loved what you had to say
            about giving yourself a fresh start and getting to know your neighbors.”
         

         
         My chest bangs with excitement. “Oh,” I say. “That’s so . . . great?”

         
         The dog stares back at me. His friendly expression has morphed into one of judgment. It was one thing to indulge in the fantasy
            of moving to a picture-perfect lake town, but this—whatever I’m doing right now—is another thing entirely. And this dog knows
            it.
         

         
         Trish Miller launches into a detailed overview of the Join Juneberry Lake program. She explains that the city has been trying
            to attract higher income remote workers to give the economy, which currently relies almost entirely on tourism, a much-needed
            boost. Last year, thirty new people relocated from around the country and all of them still live in town. They’re hoping to
            attract the same number this year and have already met more than half their goal. If I were to buy a house within the city
            limits and commit to living there full time for at least a year, I’d be gifted with a $10,000 stipend to put toward my new
            home. The details come back to me as Trish elaborates. Then my wheels start turning. If I could get Jordan to agree to let
            me work remotely, this could be a win-win. Worst case, if I absolutely hate it there, I can rent the house out or sell it
            after a year, no questions asked.
         

         
         Even better, I could get out of my depressing rut. A change of scenery could do me good.

         
         I grip the phone more tightly. “How long do I have to decide?” I ask, hoping that Trish doesn’t notice the desperation in
            my voice.
         

         
         “We can hold your spot for two weeks,” she says, before sighing. “For legal reasons that I won’t bore you with. Plus, we have a decent-sized waiting list. But don’t let the quick turnaround intimidate you—you don’t have to move right away. We’ll help to get you set up with housing and all that good stuff first.” 

         
         Two weeks? That’s way too fast. My mind goes blank; I don’t know what to say.

         
         “Have I scared you off?”

         
         “It’s just so sudden.”

         
         “Well you don’t have to decide right this minute,” her voice is warm and reassuring. Almost familiar, in a way. “But I do
            have something that might sweeten the deal. This great little cabin just came on the market—the former owner moved rather
            abruptly, so, lucky for you, no one’s had a chance to jump on it yet. It’s lakeside and it comes with its own dock.”
         

         
         Trish says this as if I had a use for a dock. I know nothing about boats. I don’t even own a car let alone a water-bound vessel.
            Nevertheless, the idea of having my own dock is appealing.
         

         
         “I’ll shoot the listing over to you. It’s a real charmer.”

         
         “Okay,” I say, at a loss for anything more.

         
         Trish assures me that I can call her if I have any additional questions and promises to check in with me later this week.
            Within seconds of hanging up, my inbox pings, alerting me to a new message. My pulse quickens when I see Trish’s name. I skip
            over the content of the email, eager to see the cabin she’d mentioned.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Newly Renovated 2 Bed / 1.5 Bath Lakeside Cottage

                   

                  Live the lakefront dream in this sweet two-story charmer. Situated on a large lot in a friendly cul-de-sac, this freshly renovated home boasts an open-concept kitchen/living room/dining nook with breathtaking lake views, a finished basement, and a dedicated dock.* Enjoy a morning cup of joe by the stone fireplace or an alfresco dinner on the screened back porch. Sold furnished. Just bring your toothbrush! 

                   

                  * Dock is designated for homeowner use but may also be used by the owner of a neighboring house. Sharing is caring! Inquire
                     for details.
                  

               

            

         
         The house looks like something out of a storybook, with brown shingles and dark green trim, colonial-style windows, a sweet
            little front porch, and a stubby, stacked stone chimney that rises from the second floor. The calm blue waters of Juneberry
            Lake glisten in the background.
         

         
         I’m instantly smitten.

         
         If mapping out your life were an Olympic sport, I’d be a favorite to win gold. But my old game plan has been ripped to shreds.
            Metaphorically speaking, I’ve suffered a career-threatening injury. I need to change tack.
         

         
         A new plan begins forming in my mind—I swear I can actually see the pieces falling into place. I could leave all of this behind,
            at least for a little while. Sort of a time-out from my current situation.
         

         
         A much-needed break.

         
         There are thousands of reasons why I should nip this in the bud, delete Trish’s email, and chalk this all up to a misadventure
            in magical thinking or temporary grief-induced insanity.
         

         
         But the thing is, I really want to say yes.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         “This kitchen renovation is taking twice as long and costing us twice as much as the contractors promised,” Brittany groans,
            her face pinching. “It’s going to be the death of me.”
         

         
         My friends and I are squished into our usual booth at Starfish, an array of dumplings, samusas, spring rolls, and a platter
            of firecracker cauliflower scattered between us. As has been customary for our last three happy hours, Brittany kicked things
            off with her latest complaint about the trials and tribulations of living through a home renovation.
         

         
         “I bet your contractors feel the same way,” Carmen says. She has a famously low tolerance for first-world problems.

         
         Brittany juts her chin out in indignation. “You’ll understand when you buy a house someday,” she says, somehow managing to
            sound both superior and defeated.
         

         
         “Have you settled on a backsplash yet?” Farah asks, ever the peacekeeper. We’ve been a foursome since college, but Farah is
            the glue that holds our group together. She’s the one who introduced us. We’re just little planets orbiting her sun—we’d all
            probably have gone our separate ways a long time ago if it weren’t for her.
         

         
         Carmen swallows her dumpling and swivels in the booth, facing away from Brittany and toward me. “So, Eliza, how are you doing?”
            Her tone is gratingly, uncharacteristically gentle.
         

         
         Farah perks up at Carmen’s query. Brittany pouts, unhappy about ceding the floor. That makes two of us.

         
         I decide to rip off the Band-Aid and bring my friends up to speed on the latest developments with Marco and our apartment as I watch their expressions transform into uncanny impressions of that sad, watery-eyed emoji people usually use when they see a picture of a puppy. 

         
         “What are you going to do?” Brittany asks, her voice barely above a whisper. She’s acting like I just lost all of my earthly
            possessions in a fire.
         

         
         I look down at my bare finger. The tan line that my absent engagement ring left behind has begun to fade. “I’m thinking of
            moving, actually.” My unexpected candor makes me suddenly aware of how desperately I want their approval and how terrified
            I am that I won’t get it.
         

         
         That’s probably because I can tell they haven’t approved of any of my decisions lately, no matter how many different ways
            I’ve tried to explain myself.
         

         
         Brittany squeals. “Are you finally coming to the East Bay? There’s a house for sale down the street from Brad and me that
            would be perfect.”
         

         
         Brittany and Farah have been trying to get Carmen and me to move to the suburbs with them for years, but Marco and I had agreed
            that we wanted to start our lives in San Francisco. And Carmen had made it clear that she would die before she left the city,
            insisting that she felt her soul wither a little every time she came within a mile of a tract home.
         

         
         I’d been chewing on Trish’s offer for the past week, growing increasingly drawn to the idea with each passing day. But saying
            it out loud to my friends will make it real.
         

         
         Here goes nothing. “I’m thinking about moving to Minnesota.”

         
         Brittany gasps. Carmen chokes on her water.

         
         “Minnesota?” Farah fixes me in her mom stare. She and her husband, Gabe, have three-year-old twins, which enabled her to perfect the look in half the time it takes most women. “Eliza,” she says in the same warning tone she uses with her boys when they’re holding
            a marker dangerously close to a wall. “Rearranging your entire life is probably the last thing you need right now. Do you
            think you might be having a midlife crisis?”
         

         
         “What if rearranging my life is exactly what I need right now?” I shoot back. “And who are you calling middle-aged?”

         
         “Yeah I take offense to that part, too,” Brittany says.

         
         Farah huffs in exasperation. “That’s beside the point!” She reaches for the wine bottle and tops off her glass. Back in the
            day, we used to go through at least three bottles in one sitting, but tonight Farah and I are the only ones drinking. Brittany
            is “not not” trying to get pregnant and Carmen is abstaining in solidarity with her pregnant wife.
         

         
         I take the opportunity to wrest back control of the conversation. “The point is, this is something that I might want to do
            and I would really appreciate your support while I figure it out.”
         

         
         “What’s there to figure out?” Farah asks. “Running away isn’t going to solve anything. And what about all of your plans? You’ve
            worked so hard to get where you are. You can’t just throw it all away because you’ve had a run of bad luck.”
         

         
         There’s no such thing as luck—good or bad. Farah knows that. I shoot her a look.

         
         Farah changes tack. “You can’t leave your family. Or us.” She looks around the table. “We’re your support system.”

         
         I swallow an uncharitable scoff. The truth is, these past few months, my “support system” has either been fleeing city life
            for babies and backyards or peppering me with unsolicited advice. They’re either (understandably) distracted or (less understandably)
            meddling and neither feels particularly supportive.
         

         
         Besides, I never hang out one-on-one with Brittany or Carmen. Only Farah. It’s always been the four of us all together or one of us and Farah. What she’s really saying is, you can’t leave me.

         
         “It was bound to happen eventually,” Carmen says. “The chances of all of us living within twenty miles of each other for the
            rest of our lives were pretty low.”
         

         
         “But why does it have to be Minnesota? It’s so far away. And they have seasons.” Farah crinkles her nose. “I bet it snows there.”
         

         
         “Maybe I’ll like the snow.”

         
         “What if you don’t have anything in common with your neighbors? What if a pipe explodes and you don’t know who to call?” Farah
            says this as though I’ve proposed a solo mission to Mars.
         

         
         “I don’t have anything in common with my neighbors now and I’ll Google whatever else I need. I’d be moving to another state,
            not traveling back in time.”
         

         
         “What about Marco?” Brittany asks.

         
         I roll my eyes. “It’s not really any of his business anymore, is it?”

         
         They all stare at me, unblinking.

         
         “You’re really serious about this, aren’t you?” Farah asks.

         
         I hold Farah’s gaze. “I am.”

         
         “But what if you miss my baby shower?” Brittany says through an indignant pout.

         
         “You’re not even pregnant yet,” Carmen says, exasperated.

         
         Brittany gasps. “Carmen!” Her eyes find mine. “That’s such a mean thing to say.”

         
         Carmen chugs the rest of the water in her glass and then fills it with wine. “You all are driving me to drink tonight.” Then
            she adds, “Don’t tell Daisy.”
         

         
         

         My therapist’s reaction surprises me the most. “I think it’s a great idea,” Nora says in her matter-of-fact way. Nora and I have been meeting every week for the last year—ever since things started going south with Marco—and I still can’t get a read on her. No matter how hard I search her neutral facial expression for clues, she continues to be inscrutable. 

         
         “Are you serious?”

         
         “I am.” She nods to further affirm her support. “This is the first time I’ve seen you show any willingness to deviate from
            your goals. I think this is a healthy new development.”
         

         
         I twirl the tassel of one of the decorative pillows that adorn Nora’s couch between my fingers. Her office is otherwise unremarkable,
            with cream-colored walls, a plain wooden desk, and a clear glass coffee table that sits between identical brown pleather couches.
            I think the pillows are her attempt to signal to her clients that sure, this is therapy, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have
            a little fun, too! “Where’s the ‘but’?”
         

         
         Nora considers me. I think I detect a hint of amusement in her eyes. “Well, are you familiar with the expression, wherever you go, there you are?”
         

         
         “Are you trying to tell me that running away won’t fix all of my problems?”

         
         She pulls her lips into a thin smile. “Yes.”

         
         “Do you think that’s what I’m doing?”

         
         “Do you?”

         
         “Nora.”

         
         “Fine.” She sits back in her chair, a signal that she’s going to level with me. I love it when I can get her to level with
            me. “Yes and no. I think you feel like you’re stuck and maybe a little trapped, so wanting to escape the situation is a natural
            reflex. That said, sometimes, life-altering events can be the catalyst for real, necessary change.”
         

         
         Intellectually, I understand what Nora is saying. The only problem is, I’m not sure if my motivations are driven by the former or the latter. 

         
         “What are you hoping to get out of an experience like this? What’s a best-case scenario for you?” Nora prompts.

         
         I’ve been turning that question over in my mind on a loop for the past week and a half, but I’m still not sure. “There is
            definitely a part of me that wants to get away—not forever—I don’t want to disappear or anything like that. I just want some
            space to breathe and to think. To regroup, I guess.”
         

         
         Nora tilts her head to the side but doesn’t say anything. I know that means she wants me to keep talking.

         
         “I have this feeling,” I say, pressing a fist against my diaphragm, “that if I dismantle my old life, I’ll be able to build
            a new one. Is that weird?”
         

         
         Nora’s face softens, then shakes her head no.

         
         “My friends think I’m having a pre-midlife crisis.”

         
         Nora runs her hands along the tops of her creaseless pants. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her clothes wrinkled. I’ve long suspected
            that she’s a control freak like me. It’s probably why we work so well together. “So what if you are?”
         

         
         “I don’t want to have a crisis.”

         
         “Well no one wants to have a crisis. But we don’t really have any control over that. What we do have control over is how we respond. Whether
            we allow ourselves to grow.”
         

         
         I bury my face in my hands, as if hiding from this conversation, this decision, this reality will change anything. “This is
            not at all how I’d planned on my life going.”
         

         
         “Plans don’t always keep you safe, Eliza.”

         
         I scoff. Nora was right about a lot of things, but not that.

         
         Definitely not that.

         
         “Sometimes bad things happen for no good reason at all,” she adds gently.

         
         My hands tighten into fists without my permission. It happens every time Nora tries to steer the conversation in this direction.
            “I don’t want to talk about Hannah.”
         

         
         “Who said anything about Hannah?”

         
         “It was implied.”

         
         “Have you been thinking about her lately?”

         
         There isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t think about my childhood best friend. Hannah and I met the first day of sixth
            grade and were instantly inseparable. ElizaandHannah. A package deal. Until she died the summer before our junior year, before either of us even turned sixteen.
         

         
         I don’t like talking about it.

         
         Hannah’s death had taught me two things: first, that it’s best to stick to a plan if you want to avoid disaster. “It’s just
            so unimaginably unfortunate,” I’d overheard one of our friend’s moms say at the funeral. As if Hannah’s life had ended simply
            because she was unlucky. I’d mentally retraced every single one of her movements that day, pinpointed the decisions, the changes
            in plan that got us here—luck had nothing to do with it.
         

         
         The second thing Hannah’s death taught me was that a fresh start can do wonders for a person. Hannah’s death hung over me
            like a rain cloud for the rest of high school. It wasn’t until I went away to college that I found the sunshine again.
         

         
         Everything that has happened with Marco and me over the past year kind of reminds me of that feeling. I can’t seem to shake
            the cloud.
         

         
         Hannah’s freckled face, her tangled, copper-colored hair, her unabashedly loud belly laugh, all flash through my head. To this day, there are moments when I can picture her so vividly that I feel like I could reach out and touch her. “I haven’t been thinking about her any more than usual.” 

         
         “What do you think she’d tell you to do about all of this?”

         
         The thought makes me smile because I know exactly what Hannah would want me to do. “She’d tell me to go.”

         
         Nora tilts her head to the side. “How does that make you feel?”

         
         Conflicted. The truth is, Hannah was reckless. Since she died, the guiding principle of my life has been doing the opposite
            of whatever Hannah would have done. I threw myself into schoolwork, I didn’t go to parties or drink alcohol (until college,
            of course), I started a savings account.
         

         
         And I most certainly didn’t ride around in trucks with cute football players in the middle of the night.

         
         But maybe this was the first thing Hannah and I had agreed on in a long, long time. Fifteen years, eight months, and twenty-one
            days to be exact. Not that I’m counting.
         

         
         I take a long, deep breath. Then I say, “It makes me feel like I have a very big decision to make.”

         
         

         I decide to go straight home after therapy. I want to enjoy as much time alone in my little office nook as I can before Marco
            steals it away from me. Plus, I have a lot to think about.
         

         
         But, when I push open the front door, I’m not alone.

         
         Marco is standing in the kitchen with some dude in a fleece vest, the kind all the tech bros think make them look cool. My
            former fiancé’s handsome face twists with confusion when he sees me standing in the doorway. “Lize, what are you doing here?”
         

         
         “I live here.”

         
         “I didn’t think you’d be home until later.”

         
         I cross my arms over my chest, keys still dangling from my right hand.

         
         Marco arranges his lips into a tight smile. “This is Kwame,” he says, gesturing toward the vest guy. “My client that I told
            you about?” The way his voice ticks up carries a subtle plea. He doesn’t want me to make this awkward.
         

         
         I turn to Kwame. “Nice to meet you,” I say, regretting my compulsion to be unfailingly polite no matter the circumstances.

         
         Kwame shoves his hands into his pockets. “It’s a great place you have here.”

         
         I look back at Marco. “Not for long.”

         
         Marco lets out a nervous laugh. “I was just telling Kwame that you’ll probably be taking the furniture in your office and
            a lot of the . . .” He sweeps his hand around the room, his eyes grazing over the art deco bar cart, bust of Cleopatra, and
            a framed photo of an aristocratic-looking pug. “. . . stuff you bought for decorations.”
         

         
         It wasn’t stuff. Everything I’d bought for our apartment—with the exception of the things in my office—I’d chosen for Marco. To suit his tastes. He used to love it when I’d bring home my latest finds.
         

         
         “Would you mind removing the wallpaper in the alcove, too?” Kwame ventures, his nose crinkling. I guess tech bros can’t have
            whimsical design elements in their pieds-à-terre.
         

         
         Something about the image of me peeling the pretty floral design I’d carefully selected from the wall piece by piece breaks
            my steely resolve, sending inconvenient tears to my eyes. I blink them away, hoping no one notices.
         

         
         Kwame tilts his head to the side. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you. I know you’re going through a lot.”

         
         And there it is again. That cloud. I didn’t want Kwame’s pity. I didn’t need Kwame’s pity.

         
         He should be getting my pity. He’s the one wearing an unflattering vest.
         

         
         That’s when I make up my mind. I uncross my arms, drop my keys on the entryway table, and start tugging off my jacket. “I’ll
            be out of here before the fifteenth,” I say, with all the casual breeze I can muster. I turn my attention to the brass coat
            rack I’d picked up at the Treasure Island Flea Market last year. “But I’m afraid I won’t be able to take any of the furniture
            with me,” I say as I drop the jacket over a hook.
         

         
         Marco’s eyes flash. I can tell he thinks I’m being irrational. Or worse, hormonal. “Why not?”
         

         
         I take a breath so deep that it reaches all the way down to my stomach. Then I smile. “Because I’m moving to Minnesota.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         
            July

            Juneberry Lake, Minnesota

         

         Summer in the Midwest is not just a season. It’s an experience. The moment I step off the plane, I’m smacked with a wall of
            moisture and heat so thick and syrupy that I have to force myself to move through it. By the time I get to my Lyft, my hair
            has frizzed up to twice its usual size and my clothes cling to my body, heavy and damp.
         

         
         “Juneberry Lake, huh?” Doug, my driver, asks, flicking his eyes to the rearview mirror to meet mine. “Beautiful town. A little
            sleepy in the off months, but you’ll like it.”
         

         
         I’d bought the lake house without ever stepping foot inside of it, which is so out of character that it gives me vertigo if
            I think about it too hard. But I did a virtual tour with the Realtor and the home inspector assured me that the house is in
            excellent condition. By that point, I was so in love with the idea of my new life by the lake that I didn’t need much convincing.
            “That’s the hope,” I tell Doug.
         

         
         “The lake shares a border with Wisconsin, you know,” Doug continues, shaking his head. “Nice enough people but their football
            team . . .” He makes a tsking sound. “You’re not a Packers fan, are you?”
         

         
         “I don’t really watch football,” I say. Ever since I saw that Will Smith movie about CTE I haven’t been able to enjoy a game. Not that I’d ever been a die-hard fan or anything. 

         
         “The Vikings’ll change that,” Doug says, tapping the Minnesota Vikings air freshener that hangs from his mirror. He’s wearing
            a purple and gold jersey and I can’t help but respect his commitment. “Preseason is just around the corner. Do yourself a
            favor and head into town to watch a game at the Common Loon. They have every kind of beer you could want and their cheese
            curds are out of this world.”
         

         
         I’m charmed by the local flavor Doug is previewing for me. Cheese curds and a football game at a dive bar couldn’t feel further
            away from my life in the city. Just like I wanted.
         

         
         “I’ll be sure to check it out,” I say, meaning it. “Thanks.”

         
         “Anytime,” he replies with a wave of his hand.

         
         Doug proceeds to regale me with trivia about the state (Did I know that Minnesota is called the land of ten thousand lakes
            but there are actually more than eleven thousand? Or that Prince was born and raised in Minneapolis?) while I soak up the
            scenery as it whizzes by. It’s beautiful and a bit foreign here but also comforting in a way that I can’t quite put my finger
            on. The rows of corn and wide-open blue sky give way to simple houses situated on large, fenceless lots. I count fourteen
            above-ground pools and wonder if I should consider

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
               
                  
               

            

         
         
         
         
         
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            
               	Start unpacking

               	Explore downtown

               	Find a coffee shop

               	Go grocery shopping

            

            
            
               	Establish a routine

               	Explore public transportation options or get a bike

               	Meet my neighbors

               	Finish unpacking

            

            
            
               	Get invited to a party

               	Find a doctor & dentist

               	Sample local cuisine

               	Become a regular at a restaurant

               	Swim in the lake

               	Go to a Join Juneberry Lake mixer (ask Trish)

            

            
            
               	Host a housewarming party for new friends

               	Attend the annual end-of-summer festival

               	Celebrate my birthday

               	Create new life plan and timeline
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