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            Content Warning

         
         This book mentions eating disorders, alcoholism, abuse, sexual assault, murder, suicide, and drugs.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         Neither of them knew how to dance—only jump. The other people in the crammed Lower Haight basement gave them space, more as
            a precautionary measure than any kind of courtesy. But Edie and Peter were a decade older than everyone else on the floor
            and hardly noticed. They were like two kids bouncing on a bed, so wild was their joy, so tiresome was their energy.
         

         
         The song changed.

         
         Edie bent her knees, attempting to “get low,” moving closer to the floor with each beat. Peter followed her with ease. They
            were as far down as their respective thirty-five-year-old knees could take them when their eyes met, thighs on the verge of
            collapse.
         

         
         Edie fell first.

         
         “Shit,” she shouted between breaths of laughter, reaching for his hand to pull herself up from the sticky wooden floor. Peter
            lifted her toward him. She was tall but he was taller, and she let her head rest against his chest, just below his neck. She
            could tell by the moisture in the air and the sweat on her brow that her thin, fraying curls had expanded into a cloud of
            frizz above her head, but she was too drunk to attempt a remedy.
         

         
         To Edie’s delight, Peter’s girlfriend, Nicole, had recently stopped coming to parties where she knew there would be dancing. It wasn’t that Nicole hated dancing; it was just that she hated dancing with Peter. Not because he was a terrible dancer, but because he was enthusiastically bad. 

         
         But Edie and Peter had been jumping together since college. Back then they’d stomp on Peter’s torn sofa after a long day of
            engineering labs, screaming along to Pearl Jam or Red Hot Chili Peppers or whatever angsty male pop CD was in rotation until
            they crashed, then drifting into debate about capitalism or sexism or whether cups should really be round when squares stacked
            so efficiently, until their eyes closed.
         

         
         Fifteen years later, they still reverted to this youthful version of themselves when they were together, like siblings settling
            into their roles, drawing out in each other something the rest of the world could not. Sure, Nicole knew the details of Peter’s
            current life better than Edie—which underwear he preferred, the sounds he made when he slept, whether his smooth, straight
            hair still curled in the morning—but Edie knew the seed of his very being, a seed inevitably buried by the gnawing pull of
            adulthood. Nicole would never know this part of him because he was no longer capable of showing it. And though Edie couldn’t
            quite prove it, she knew that Peter liked this earlier, foundational version of himself best, and would always love Edie for
            being the only one who could see it.
         

         
         Edie wanted to live and die in the old version of herself. At thirty-five, Peter could have anything he wanted because in the past ten years Peter had become very, very rich. But whereas Peter had grown more confident with time, Edie had grown more insecure. As a teenager, she’d flip through the J.Crew catalog at night, picturing herself as a grown woman in the sleek, angular suits, running a company and bossing men around, returning to a tastefully designed home, which she surely owned, where her husband and child were waiting with love and dinner. But adulthood was no longer a fantasy to shape, it was a reality to deal with. Her uniform was old Reebok sneakers and whatever hoodie was clean, she could barely tolerate the men around her enough to wake up each morning, let alone run her own company, and she had nothing but streaming services in her one-room home, if you could call a rented studio apartment a home, to return to. There was no single thing to blame, just a continuous string of dreams that hadn’t worked out. Being with Peter made her feel like the ambitious know-it-all she was in college because he expected nothing less. She was allowed to be her old self with him. He reminded her who she was. 

         
         She placed her hands on his shoulders, like softballs in her palms. It still surprised her, how round and firm they’d become,
            how different he was from the skinny nerd she used to know. She had stopped dreaming that something might happen between them
            when Nicole had moved in. Instead, she took solace in the fact that he would never really be wholly happy with her, that part
            of him would always need Edie.
         

         
         “How’s your cult going?” she shouted into his ear, Rihanna blaring in the background.

         
         “Some cults are good, E.” He loved the chance to defend himself, and she loved making him try. “Just because you had one bad
            CrossFit experience.”
         

         
         “After ten minutes of exercise, you can’t move for a week. How is that good?”

         
         “If you tried it more than once, maybe you’d know.” His hands were tight on her hips.

         
         “Sorry I don’t want to align myself with a bunch of libertarians who pride themselves on competition and aggression. But I’m
            glad it works for you!”
         

         
         “And yet you work in tech?”

         
         She had to laugh (or cry).

         
         He looked down at her with his big olive eyes, shining with pleasure at their usual push and pull.

         
         When the song ended, Peter leaned closer, his mouth to her ear. “I have to tell you something.” She braced herself. They had reached the age when this phrase was a predictable prelude: marriage or children, one then the other. Surely, he hadn’t proposed to Nicole without consulting with Edie, but she’d assumed the topic was on the horizon. 

         
         “Nicole and I broke up.”

         
         The music faded and she jumped back to look at him, desperate for more than these small, impossible words, life-changing words,
            which he was somehow dropping like an afterthought on the dance floor. He had to be fucking with her. He and Nicole had considered
            “taking a break” in the past, but a full-on breakup, and without discussing it with Edie first? Her heart raced beneath her
            damp V-neck T-shirt. “What the fuck, Peter?”
         

         
         “It’s too loud in here,” he shouted, Drake now unbearably pounding. She followed him through the sweaty basement crowd, up
            the stairs, and down the hall until they found an empty corner.
         

         
         Although Edie considered Peter a gem, a sparkling pearl in the middle of the foul, murky ocean otherwise known as Dating at
            Thirty-Five in San Francisco, he was still a man. And what had happened, she realized, as he began to describe the previous
            evening, was that he had stopped “feeling” his girlfriend of seven years.
         

         
         “I feel terrible about it.” He shook his head, staring down at his gray New Balances. “I really thought we could make it work.”

         
         The thing about Peter was that he really did want to make it work. He wanted to be an average guy who could fall in love with
            an average woman and have a kid and buy a house, and be a good dad with a good dog who was very good at playing fetch. But
            Peter had become a multimillionaire at twenty-nine when his adtech company, PrimalSearch, went public, a year after he’d gotten
            together with Nicole. Back then, the tech scene was still emergent and the city was full of nerdy, insecure men. Which is
            to say, it was a woman’s market. When Nicole expressed interest, Peter thought he’d won the lottery. Edie hated the idea of
            “love at first sight,” a phenomenon reserved for the beautiful, but Peter refused to admit it was anything but.
         

         
         Time passed and his million in stocks multiplied by five, then ten, then twenty, until the idea of working was nothing more than a cute distraction. He started sleeping in and spending most afternoons at CrossFit, going into the office just enough to feel like he had a place to be. He bought a multimillion-dollar Victorian on Dolores Park and hired a personal stylist. With each year that passed, his skinny boyish body became more muscular, and his graying hair hotter, merely by the fact that it stayed on his head. 

         
         Meanwhile, San Francisco was becoming an actual destination for everyday people, not just a haven for nerds—Edie included
            herself in this category—which meant that now, in 2017, attractive women were no longer a rare find. So, by the time Peter
            hit his midthirties he had power, power he had never had a chance to leverage. And he was curious.
         

         
         Or at least that’s how she interpreted his underwhelming, not-feeling-it line, which he couldn’t stop repeating as if the
            simple repetition might give it shape, like kneading dough.
         

         
         They had never been a good fit anyway, she reminded herself. Nicole looked like she’d been plucked from a Madewell campaign,
            with thick chestnut hair and well-behaved bangs. She was petite and somehow always seemed to be smiling. She was charming
            enough to float breezily along in conversation without adding much of herself, like a perfectly suitable side dish.
         

         
         “I know you didn’t mean to hurt her.” It was second nature to affirm him. To Edie, Peter was still the lanky boy in college
            who was there for her when her life had depended on it.
         

         
         “Exactly.” He nodded. “That’s the last thing I wanted.” He kept his head down, the way he must have looked as a boy, Edie
            thought, getting gently scolded by the nanny. “But she said if I didn’t propose, we were over.”
         

         
         Well, then. That explained the suddenness of the news. Edie couldn’t help but feel proud of Nicole for forcing him to confront
            what must have felt inevitable.
         

         
         “I should have ended it years ago. She’s almost forty. She wants to have kids.”

         
         Edie had forgotten Nicole was four years older than them. She panicked at the thought that a woman could put seven years into a man and have it end in an instant. Meanwhile, here she was, unable to even get started.
         

         
         “Don’t blame yourself,” she got out, despite her own mounting discomfort. “She could have left at any time.” He had loved
            Nicole. Edie was shocked when he’d agreed to go to couples therapy years ago, and read books with names like Attached and How Can I Get Through to You? “You were doing your best. She wasn’t, like, held hostage.”
         

         
         “That’s right.” More nodding. “Thanks, E.” He looked up, concern on his face. “I totally forgot to ask—how was your doctor’s
            appointment?”
         

         
         She assumed he’d forgotten about her fertility check-in, especially given his news, and was touched by his interest. “It was
            fine. We don’t have to talk about it now.”
         

         
         “Please, I want to take my mind off the breakup. And I know you’ve been worried about the appointment.” He angled his body
            toward her, blocking her from the newly formed crowd.
         

         
         The doctor had been kind when he broke the news, or at least not overly sentimental. Like any other diagnosis, it was simply
            fact. Her follicle count was below average for her age, which was already above average for pregnancy. If she decided to have
            a child in the future, hers would be a geriatric pregnancy, he’d added (rather cruelly, Edie couldn’t help but think).
         

         
         “Do you want children?” the doctor had asked. When she opened her mouth to explain that she wasn’t sure, she was shocked to
            realize that she was on the verge of tears. She managed to get out a curt “Don’t know,” before retreating back to silence.
            To no longer have the option was to confront her own mortality, like when a small child sees their own blood for the first
            time. It was terrifying. “I want to have the option,” she added. After all, she had scheduled this checkup.
         

         
         “I’m going to freeze my eggs,” she declared to Peter, as if this were an empowering choice, not a dire recommendation from a concerned gynecologist. 

         
         “That’s great!” He looked so happy for her. “Now you can take your time.”

         
         “Right.” It was all so depressing.

         
         “Hey.” He took her arm in his hand. “I’m really proud of you. If I can help at all—bring you groceries, help with the shots—tell
            me.”
         

         
         His eyes lingered on hers and she considered saying it right there. Her love for him had grown, from a platonic gratitude
            for the kind boy in her dorms, to a deep admiration and awe at the way he seemed to make life work for him, to now—the first
            time in their lives that they were both single—an overwhelming need to finally formalize their closeness. There was no one
            in the world who knew her better than he did, and she knew the same was true for him. They understood one another. They had fun together. He was finally free. They could finally try.
         

         
         He touched his nose with his index finger, before her words could form. “Want any?”

         
         She shook her head. Peter never went to a party without drugs but she never let herself take them, sure that if she did, she
            wouldn’t be able to stop. He never pushed. “How about you get us drinks while I run to the bathroom? I’ll meet you in the
            kitchen.”
         

         
          

         Her phone buzzed as she refilled their glasses with whatever was left on the foldout table—Smirnoff and tonic. The alert barely
            hit her consciousness. She mindlessly swiped it open.
         

         
         “New match?” Peter said, back from the bathroom, his coke eyes peeking over her shoulder at her Tinder prospect. He grabbed
            her phone before she had a chance to see the face on her screen, but his laughter told her everything she needed to know.
         

         
         “You can do better than that,” he said, and began to swipe for her, as always. His standards for her were higher than her own, and he proceeded to reject each new face. 

         
         She took a long sip of her drink and considered this new world, a world in which Peter Masterson was now single. A world where
            Peter was now single and telling her that she, a thirty-five-year-old woman in San Francisco, should still be picky.
         

         
         “Let’s go back to the dance floor. I can’t think about any of this right now.” He looked up and held out her phone. “None
            of these guys are good enough for you anyway.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         The next morning, huddled under the fluorescent lights of her office bathroom, Edie tapped open Tinder. Nothing had happened
            between her and Peter last night, and she knew she’d have to be patient. Even if he had technically left Nicole, it was a
            sudden, major change in his life. He’d barely wanted to talk about it before running off to get high. He needed time to process.
            And she needed a distraction.
         

         
         The man wore a robot mask, but Edie swiped right anyway. According to the one line of text on his profile, he was a professor
            and didn’t want his students recognizing him. She liked the professor part, and in the split second she gave herself to form
            a judgment, she failed to register that this forty-five-year-old man was swiping on women young enough to be his students.
            They didn’t match anyway.
         

         
         She flushed the toilet. No one was ever in the women’s bathroom at Tixster. She let her hands rest under the automated faucet, staring at her reflection. She didn’t love what she saw but by now she was tired of trying to change it. Her scalp was too easy to spot through her thin, frizzy curls, and the smile lines from her nose to the tips of her mouth seemed cavernous. More and more frequently, she couldn’t seem to catch her own eyes, as if she were in a trance, and maybe she was. In the hours from ten to seven, she floated from one meeting to the next, playing the part of a woman in charge. It was easier to play if she wasn’t all there. 

         
         She walked from one end of the bright yellow office to the other, offering how’s-it-goings without pausing for answers. The
            room was loud, from the voices of the open-office setup, but also visually—oversize photos of concerts and crowds lined Tixster’s
            walls. The company gave everyone a budget for desk decor, so each day she passed succulents in pots shaped like cats, a life-size
            Han Solo cutout, a family of stuffed teddy bears, and too many crystals. Her desk was bare except for a photo of her and her
            mother in a simple black frame. It was taken when Edie graduated from Stanford Business School, the only time her mother ever
            visited California—her dad had stayed home to work—before her fall. She’d pocketed the decoration money, instead.
         

         
         Elizabeth approached Edie’s desk as she took her seat. Elizabeth insisted everyone call her Elizabeth. Not Liz, not Beth,
            even Lizzy wouldn’t do—Edie had tried them all. Elizabeth demanded people give her every syllable of their time.
         

         
         “Morning, Edie!” Elizabeth chirped. “How was your weekend?”

         
         Mondays and Fridays were the only days people at Tixster had anything to say to one another. Edie knew Elizabeth was only
            talking to her because Edie was her boss, but, despite herself, Edie appreciated the attention. The rest of her team were
            men and couldn’t be bothered. “Good,” Edie lied, unable to remember a single thing about it other than Peter’s news.
         

         
         Elizabeth’s neatly shaped eyebrows popped up, waiting for more.

         
         “How was your weekend?” Edie asked in turn.
         

         
         “So good! We went to the new exhibit at the MOMA.”

         
         She didn’t specify the composition of her “we.” Elizabeth had moved in with her college boyfriend last year once he’d finished law school, granting her access to a one-bedroom apartment, while Edie, almost a decade her senior, had not yet graduated from her studio. Elizabeth would probably be married by twenty-seven, the age that, so many years ago, Edie had planned to be, back when she believed she could plan those sorts of things. 

         
         “How was that?”

         
         Elizabeth jumped into a description of an exhibit and, like the steady, mumbled buzz of NPR, her voice gently nudged Edie’s
            brain awake. All her co-workers ever did was brag about consuming art. Their weekends were a visual résumé of cultural experiences:
            a way to show the world that they were artsy without ever creating actual art.
         

         
         In the last five years Tixster had become an international platform of self-congratulation. People posted the cultural events
            they had attended on their Page—concerts, exhibits, DJ sets, the occasional poetry reading for the obscure—while friends and
            strangers applauded with “Claps.” It’d started as a discovery platform, for users to meet other people attending the same
            events. But it quickly became clear that people’s need for validation far surpassed their desire for connection, so “Claps”
            were born. The app was very popular.
         

         
         Edie had joined Tixster two years ago for the money when she finally admitted that she needed a tech salary to survive in
            San Francisco. The salary from her previous job at a nonprofit—the best she’d ever had, a family of sorts—was hardly enough
            to cover her rent and pay off her student loans, let alone support her mother, who could no longer work after she’d fallen
            and needed in-home care. It wasn’t hard for Edie to get the job at Tixster; she’d studied computer engineering at Cornell
            when “tech” was mostly microprocessors and defense companies—she’d chosen the highest paying major, knowing her loans would
            be large—so there were few women in her field at her level. The problem was that Edie hated tech companies.
         

         
         “I posted some shots on my Tixster page if you’re interested.” Elizabeth seemed to have concluded her story.

         
         Edie squeezed out a smile. She had done nothing interesting with her weekend. Other than dance with Peter, all she’d done was go on dates. But those felt like more of a life sentence than a choice. She felt as if her time to find a partner and start a family was narrowing like a real-life game of “escape-the-room.” Despite the fact that Edie didn’t have an active desire for children, she did feel an aching urge to move forward, to establish the real life that her colleagues were (apparently quite easily) settling into.
         

         
         “Great to see Pages getting good use,” she said as Elizabeth’s freshly painted fingers held out her phone, displaying attempts
            at artful compositions of the exhibit.
         

         
         Really the posts made Edie want to die. It was the slow dilution of actual beauty through the exploitative performance of
            its consumption. But that was what Pages were for—the key performance indicator was number of posts, followed by number of
            Claps—and Edie was the director of Pages at Tixster.
         

         
         “Very cool,” Edie said, handing Elizabeth’s phone back to her after pretending to admire a self-consciously framed photo of
            a painting depicting what looked like a perfectly ordinary square. “Okay, time for work,” Edie said, pulling a mock sad face
            before turning to her screen. She took out her Nutri-Grain bar, the same strawberry treat she allotted herself each morning,
            and opened her calendar.
         

         
         Edie’s first meeting of the day was in Burning Man. All conference rooms were named after events and Burning Man was the biggest
            room in the building. She was one of four women in the twenty-person meeting, one of whom was taking notes. A group of guys
            from the mobile team presented their “process,” which was mostly photos of them surrounded by sticky notes for reasons that
            were unclear. When her phone buzzed it felt like a gift from the gods.
         

         
         What do you think? It was a text from Peter, with an image attached—of a woman.
         

         
         She opened the text cautiously, like a Tupperware that’s been sitting in the fridge for months. Her hair was long and thick and wavy in that flawlessly messy way that either took hours in front of a mirror or incredible genetic luck. Her features were bold and unforgiving but also proportional. She was tall and thin but not in a sickly way. She had a Julia Roberts smile, wider than Edie’s entire face and full of Chiclet-white teeth. Her skin was smooth and olive, which made her enormous dewy eyes pop. In short, she was stunning. Edie’s heart sank as she realized what she was looking at. 

         
         Next screen: Her smile was tempered as if she were hiding a secret, there were deep lines around her mouth and eyes, marking
            a face that had let itself live, like a good, worn hoodie. Her eyes were bright and telling. Next screen: all text. She had
            a PhD from Princeton and a reference to Cardi B in her profile.
         

         
         This was a dating profile. Peter was already on the apps.

         
         “So, in conclusion, we want to maximize the value of our user base,” the VP said, as if it weren’t the most obvious fact in
            the world. The meeting seemed to be ending.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Going out with her tonight! Meet up after?

               

            

         
         Was he absolutely insane?

         
         P, she seems great. But online dating is a lot. I think you should take it slow. She sent the text before she had a chance to read it over. Then added, I don’t want you to get hurt.

         
         He had not only found the perfect woman in under twenty-four hours, he had matched and scheduled a date with her. Edie knew
            how impossible it was to find an attractive man capable of love at her age. What she tried to forget, though, was its harrowing
            flip side—the city was crawling with brilliant, competent women ready to jump at the possibility of potential.
         

         
          

         People shuffled out of the room and Edie followed. Her boss, Derek, zoomed by on a scooter toward his standing desk. No one wanted to walk at Tixster, but everyone wanted to stand. Edie always wanted to sit. She ran five miles every night and couldn’t be bothered with the quasi-exercise of the standing desk, which she had a feeling burned about as many calories as chewing a stick of gum, while coating the entire day with slight discomfort. Instead, she sat in her cushy chair, looking up at her co-workers like trees in a forest. 

         
         “Lunch?” Derek called from his perch a few feet away. “Tom and I are hitting up that new organic burrito bowl place.”

         
         “No thanks.” She smiled. “I’m good.” She needed to concentrate.

         
         “We should catch up at some point.” His look signaled disapproval.

         
         Derek regularly canceled their weekly one-on-ones and she refused to give him the satisfaction of feeling like he’d spent
            time with her without actually doing it on the clock.
         

         
         “Definitely,” she said, and headed toward the bathroom.

         
         Elizabeth was washing her hands when she entered. They smiled at one another. Edie raised her eyebrows for no reason, then
            jumped into a stall. She played with the toilet paper roller, trying to make some noise in the face of the devastating silence
            that endured while Elizabeth looked at herself in the mirror for what seemed like an embarrassing length of time, until she
            had the place to herself.
         

         
         The woman’s profile was from Bumble, her least favorite of the apps. Thinking of an opening message was the worst part of
            online dating; ignoring creeps was far easier than coming up with a witty first line.
         

         
         It didn’t take long to find his profile. She swiped frequently enough that any new prospects surfaced quickly. Of course, it was perfect. Its slight imperfections added just the right amount of charm, like how earnestly he smiled in his first photo, looking straight at the camera like a small child on picture day. There were no gym selfies or beach shots, but a photo of him at the grill gave a clear sense of his body. 

         
         She didn’t want to love Peter. They had never dated or even kissed so she had no reason to believe they should be together.
            Yet seeing him in the pool of icons, available for any woman in the greater Bay Area to swipe, felt wrong, like a knife twisting
            in her back. She deserved him.
         

         
         She took screenshots to study, to reference, to understand what he was looking for. And to send to Alex. Then she closed the
            app and restarted her entire phone so she could open it again without having to see his face.
         

         
         Your dude is the cheesiest motherfucker alive, Alex had replied by the time her phone restarted.
         

         
         I think I love him? Edie texted back.
         

         
         Alex was her best friend. Peter was the only one who knew the core of Edie, but Alex knew everything else. They’d worked together
            at Safe Home Society—a seven-person domestic violence nonprofit in the Mission—before Edie had joined Tixster. Alex was an
            illustrator for Safe Home and hosted fundraisers in her loft. She’d lived in San Francisco for ten years, which was the only
            reason she could afford to stay; her loft was, in a sense, her currency. The first time Alex invited Edie over, she’d declined.
            Alex was an artist, which felt like another species to Edie, and one she couldn’t imagine imposing her blandness on. But then
            Alex’s long-term girlfriend had suddenly ended things, and heartbreak was a language Edie knew well. They hadn’t stopped talking
            since.
         

         
         He loves himself, too, Alex replied with three vomiting emoji faces. She was not a fan.
         

         
         Edie was flipping through the screenshots, staring at the photo of Peter sipping a tall glass of IPA in the beer garden where
            they met nearly every Saturday, a photo she had taken only months ago, when his name flashed on her screen.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Don’t worry, I’m ready! Nicole and I should have broken up years ago. Text you later!

               

            

         
         She kept her head down as she walked to her desk. A calendar reminder to book her first egg freezing consultation was waiting
            with a note to herself, Do not put this off!!! And so she didn’t.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Her date’s ponytail was longer than she’d anticipated. Not that she could blame everything on the ponytail. Surely some men
            with ponytails were perfectly hygienic. But she had learned to assess a person’s character by the small hints available.
         

         
         Sadly, the ponytail wasn’t the worst of it. Her date, Dave, was obsessed with Muppets and spent all of dinner explaining their
            history. This, too, was her own fault, agreeing to dinner on a first date.
         

         
         As Dave went on about Jim Henson the way other people might talk about Gandhi or God, she imagined what she would be doing
            if she were a wiser woman. Most likely eating Chinese food with her usual shows, like the warm sensation of coming home to
            family.
         

         
         But by the time the plates were cleared, she had put in enough time and had enough vodka that anything began to feel justifiable.
            He was passionate! Wasn’t that what she’d always said—that she just wanted someone passionate about something. What was so wrong with puppets, after all? Maybe he was perfect for her, good enough, at least.
         

         
         Though she couldn’t quite convince herself to listen to the words, especially now that Peter was single, she had to admire
            the energy in his voice. “That’s very cool,” she said.
         

         
         He looked pleased. “Thanks.”

         
         There was a long silence and she used every ounce of her willpower not to break it. She didn’t enjoy tallying who-asked-who questions, but if she didn’t force silence once in a while, she was often the only one asking. To pass the time, she let her mind wander to her research on Peter’s date. Her name was Anaya, and as an adjunct professor of feminist studies at UCSF, she had written three books that had very few reviews on Amazon but, sadly, looked quite interesting. One was even about dating, though Edie doubted someone as beautiful as Anaya could ever be in the trenches. She had a Twitter account, but no Instagram, so Edie only had one headshot to go off of, aside from the photos Peter had shared, when picturing them together. Their conversation was probably flowing easily by now. Unlike Dave, Peter was always ready with a question.
         

         
         After a few sips of wine, Dave seemed to realize that no one was speaking. “What are you into?” he asked.

         
         The downside of being asked questions was that she had to think of an answer and on this particular topic she had little to
            offer. “I’m really into running,” she said pathetically. For years her life had revolved around her job at Safe Home Society.
            As chief of staff, she had juggled a bit of everything—scholarships, retreats, donations, their partner hotline. She had no
            time for anything besides work and she preferred it that way. Her optimum state of being was one of obsession. If she did
            something she preferred to do it 200 percent or not at all. She often stayed at the SHS office till ten at night, sometimes
            later, drafting up new programs and measurement plans, taking calls with partner organizations on the other side of the world.
            The number of hours didn’t faze her; to not be working was far worse.
         

         
         “Okay,” Dave replied, clearly hoping for more.

         
         “I used to work at a nonprofit,” she continued. “I was really obsessed with the work. It took up my life.”

         
         “Oh cool.” His face lit up. “Why’d you leave your job if you loved it?” he asked and she could sense the judgment creeping
            into his voice. To not love your job was the greatest millennial offense.
         

         
         She looked up, anticipating his reaction. “It didn’t pay,” she said flatly.

         
         She knew he would flinch. If not liking what you did was bad, admitting you did something for money in San Francisco was nothing
            short of blasphemy.
         

         
         “The nonprofit couldn’t pay what I wanted and I needed the money.” SHS’s funding was draining and the city was changing. Her
            once fine salary hadn’t budged since she’d started and within a few short years it suddenly felt like scraps, something for
            a college intern, not a Stanford Business School graduate carrying over a hundred grand in debt. She watched her friends and
            colleagues, people she once considered peers, become millionaires ten times over, while she still chased happy hour specials.
         

         
         For a long time, she tried to remind herself that money wasn’t an indicator of happiness, that the people she envied had their
            own emptiness and longing. At least she was doing something with her days that mattered. It worked, for a while.
         

         
         Then she’d gotten the call on a Tuesday at 8 p.m., 11 p.m. East Coast time, she remembered because she had just canceled dinner
            plans to stay late in the office. Her mother had fallen down the stairs, her knees were failing but she usually managed. Edie
            flew out the next morning. Her mother needed surgery, which included a long bill of out-of-pocket costs. She needed a walker
            that wasn’t covered by insurance. She needed someone to help her do simple tasks like cooking and bathing because she couldn’t
            trust Edie’s father to do anything.
         

         
         Edie remembered the first night her dad came home drunk, her mom’s shouting, a breathy shriek, her dad’s voice, muffled but
            booming. She knew her father was an alcoholic. Her mom had told her he drank regularly before she was born. She didn’t mean
            it maliciously, her mom was grateful, almost disbelieving that he’d stopped.
         

         
         As a child, her father had been Edie’s idol. They spent weekends together in the garage of their Upstate New York home, recording audio segments about the goings-on in their small town. Piles of cassette tapes covered his long desk—an old wooden door that Edie had helped sand and paint—with scribbled titles on masking tape labels. With her help, they would build worlds together, narrating the changing of the maple trees or the new sandwich specials at the town grocer. But his stories rarely got picked up, and when they did, they paid almost nothing. Eventually, he increased his hours at the bottling factory and stopped recording. 

         
         Edie didn’t know what made him start drinking again. Her mom said it was his job at the factory, the long winters. But he
            had endured all that for years, and though Edie would never say this to her mother—she knew it sounded ridiculous—the only
            thing that had really changed, were the changes she was experiencing. Now he had to live with a teenage girl. She was no longer adventurous and
            playful and brimming with potential. She was awkward and self-conscious and clearly not turning into anything special. After
            that first night, there was always a twelve pack of Bud in the fridge.
         

         
         When her mother was released from the hospital, Edie asked if she wanted to leave him.

         
         “Where would I go? It’s impossible.”

         
         Looking down at her mom on the couch, the woman who had sacrificed everything for her, in desperate need of financial support,
            she had never felt more useless. She had turned her life upside down to do something she cared about, moved across the country
            to attend business school, buried herself in a job that was like the work version of her soul mate. But confronted with the
            one thing that mattered to her more than anything, she was utterly helpless.
         

         
         She gave her notice to SHS the day she returned. She would pay off her loans and save enough money to buy her mom a small
            apartment in the Bay Area, so Edie could take care of her and get her away from her father. She just needed a few years to
            save. A month later she had an offer from Tixster.
         

         
         She didn’t like Dave enough to get into it. “So you’re a marketing analyst?” she asked, sensing he’d be happy to change the subject if it circled back to him. “You like it?” 

         
         He did, very much. He explained something about a love for succinct metrics and Edie had to hide her smile at the idea that
            this was a more acceptable answer than liking a job for money. When the bill came Edie reached for her wallet. Though she
            thoroughly believed that she should have been paid for her time, given she had interviewed this man like a reporter, she refused
            to give him the satisfaction of thinking he’d pleased her.
         

         
         When Dave said he’d had a good time and asked if she wanted to go next door for a drink, she declined quickly, grateful she’d
            paid for the absence of guilt.
         

         
          

         Valencia Street was a strip mall of first dates. Somewhere nearby Peter was on his date with Anaya or, if Edie was lucky,
            just finishing up. She texted to ask if he was done yet like a child waiting for dinner. She couldn’t risk standing still,
            for fear Dave might ask what she was doing. Instead, she walked with purpose to nowhere in particular. She relaxed into her
            podcast—a true crime drama that her Twitter feed wouldn’t shut up about—then felt a slight vibration against her hand, which
            she had not realized was gripping her phone tightly in her pocket.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Nope, still going strong. Want to meet her?

               

            

         
         She leaned against an empty bike rack. That Peter wanted to introduce her to his first ever online date felt momentous. He
            could have been bored; Peter had pulled that move with Nicole many times, inviting Edie to spice up their conversation. But
            that seemed improbable given the “going strong.” The other, more likely option was that he wanted to show her off. To prove
            that Edie had been wrong and online dating wasn’t that bad after all.
         

         
         But his motivations were irrelevant. She had needs of her own. Meeting the women Peter fell for gave her the information she needed when he would inevitably ask for her advice. Though she’d always been frustrated with his choices in women, she was rarely jealous of them. She had never met someone who fit with Peter as well as she did. And she preferred to feel confident, to pepper her explanation with details, when she advised him to end it. 

         
         Wow, she texted with a surprise-face emoji. Sure! Where?

         
         She had always had a high tolerance for pain.

         
          

         They were sitting at a booth when Edie entered the dark, smelly bar she was sure Peter had picked. He was facing the door
            and she spotted him immediately. She saw Anaya’s thick, shining hair as she walked toward the booth.
         

         
         Only when she reached their table did the ridiculousness of the situation flood over her. If a man she was out with had asked
            his best friend—let alone a female friend—to join them on their first date Edie would have walked out. But her adrenaline
            had been too high and her date too bad to consider how embarrassing the whole thing would feel for everyone, least of all
            herself. If she hadn’t already reached the table she might have turned around.
         

         
         She had anticipated a tempered smile, a cloak of contempt covering justifiable rage. But there was no anger hidden in Anaya’s
            face. On the contrary, Edie felt the way she imagined a celebrity might feel upon being recognized. When Anaya stood up to
            greet her, her eyes warm and striking, her smile twisted in a knowing smirk, Edie’s concerns melted. “You must be Edie.”
         

         
          

         Apparently, Peter had told Anaya that Edie was a “high-up” at Tixster. He also introduced Anaya as a feminist professor while
            Edie did her best to pretend this was new information.
         

         
         “Did you always want to be an engineer?” Anaya asked when Edie returned from the bar with a vodka soda. She noticed Anaya’s drink was also clear and bubbly and decorated with a lime. She wore a paisley blouse—cornflower blue and bright yellow with little specks of pink—that Edie wouldn’t have bought in a million years but looked stunning on this woman. It was buttoned up to the top, as if showing skin was for the desperate, under a thin leather jacket, and Edie felt terribly silly in what she had thought was her cool and simple deep-V T-shirt. 

         
         “Kind of. I didn’t actually know what an engineer was when I started,” Edie laughed. “Neither of my parents ever graduated
            from college, so none of us had a clue. But I always loved math and science.”
         

         
         “Edie wanted to be a spy when she was a kid,” Peter added, kindly leaving out that her dorm room had been wallpapered with
            Matrix and Mission Impossible posters. He shot her a smile with his big green eyes that seemed to penetrate through her entire body. He knew every last
            inch of her. In a sense, he owned her.
         

         
         Anaya laughed and looked to Edie for confirmation.

         
         She took a sip of vodka. “It’s true. I was obsessed with spy stuff. I thought computer engineering would inch me closer to
            the CIA. And also pay for college.”
         

         
         Anaya shook her head in sympathy. “I don’t understand why we can’t keep more women in tech. They’re getting locked out of
            the highest paying jobs, it’s awful.”
         

         
         Edie nodded. She thought about this more than nearly anything else, but wasn’t in the mood to get into it. Most of the dialogue
            around women in tech was flat and boring and largely missed the point. Diversity planning was well and good but any real change had to happen
            outside of the office. It required a seismic shift in culture.
         

         
         “So, you like Tixster?” Anaya continued.

         
         Edie hated admitting how much she hated her job. She wanted to be a proud woman in tech, not a begrudging one who bolstered the very stereotypes she was trying to fight. “I love coding,” she started. “But these tech companies all feel very useless. Like Tixster—you can’t post original art or events that actually matter, like support groups or protests or anything like that. It’s just an ego-stroking tool feeding on people’s insecurities.” She caught herself sounding rant-y but Anaya was nodding encouragingly. 

         
         “I’ve noticed that.” She sipped her drink. “These tech companies design apps to exploit us, they cater to superficial cravings,
            not who we actually are and what we need. It’s like they suppress what makes us human.”
         

         
         “Exactly.” Edie could feel herself grinning. “I used to work for a nonprofit,” she continued. “When I was doing that, I felt
            like I was doing something important, beyond just solving puzzles or whatever. I loved it.”
         

         
         Anaya’s nods were thoughtful. “That seems to be very common for women.”

         
         Edie flinched. “For sure,” she offered. “But I hate that it’s a woman thing. Men are just as capable of caring about making
            a difference.”
         

         
         “Hey.” Peter hunched into the table. “I care,” he said, and Anaya offered a weak smile.

         
         “No, you don’t,” Edie said. “You just like hard problems.”

         
         He laughed.

         
         “My nonprofit was all women,” Edie offered. “Women are raised to be helpers. We feel bad if we’re doing something for ourselves
            and I hate that.”
         

         
         “I mean I care a little,” Peter tried again.

         
         “I think that’s right,” Anaya replied. Edie was perversely grateful that she was ignoring Peter. “And we’re rewarded for caring.
            If a woman throws herself into something for no other reason than she loves it, or wants to make money, or anything selfish
            we’re shamed for it. We’re expected to have a purpose beyond ourselves. At the cost of ourselves, really. I think it all ties
            back to motherhood.”
         

         
         It was extreme and little too hand-waving feminist for Edie’s taste but she didn’t disagree.

         
         “The environmental nonprofit I volunteer with is almost all men,” Peter interjected. “Maybe men are just drawn to bigger issues.”

         
         Edie winced and pinched his leg. She’d told him not to say shit like that.

         
         “’Cause we’re insecure, we need to feel important,” he added. “I’m not saying it’s a good thing, men are terrible.”

         
         When Edie looked up, Anaya’s head was tilted, her face painted with a patient smile. “Men love to call themselves terrible.
            It’s funny because they really don’t have to be.” She took a sip of her drink. “What do you mean—men are drawn to bigger issues?”
         

         
         “You know, whatever.” He waved his hands. “Issues that affect more people.”

         
         “Peter.” Edie put her hand on his shoulder, then turned to Anaya. “This is why he’s a good engineer, very analytical, but”—turning
            back to Peter—“you oversimplify things.”
         

         
         “No, it’s good,” Anaya started, and Edie could hear the pinch of restraint in her voice, “that some people don’t have problems
            affecting them every single day, so they have the luxury to invest in—not bigger by any means, please—but issues they want to spend time on, not just challenges they have to address to survive.” Her tone
            was authoritative and teasing at once.
         

         
         Edie watched Peter toss Anaya an apologetic smile, eyes shining. “You’re right. I’m sorry for saying that.” And she watched
            Anaya, with a faint smirk, receive the power of his approval.
         

         
         Anaya shifted her large eyes back to Edie, who was grateful for the attention. “It must be tough sometimes, working in such
            a male-dominated field. What makes you stick with it?”
         

         
         It occurred to Edie that this was the most enjoyable date she could remember being on. “Honestly, I always fantasized about becoming a gender studies major. To basically do what you do. But I was obsessed with not quitting. Almost every woman I’d started out with had changed majors. I decided, maybe unwisely, it was better to experience gender bias than read about it.” 

         
         Anaya leaned into the table, grabbing Edie’s hand before she’d even finished her sentence. Her skin felt soft, like a child.
            A chill rushed down Edie’s back. “I thought the same thing. I’m not kidding. I considered dropping out of gender studies to
            be an engineer every single day. Like, why am I just reading about this when I could be living it?”
         

         
         Anaya’s smile was warm and intense. Edie had to look away. “Weird,” she admitted.

         
         “I feel like I should leave you two alone,” Peter laughed, reminding them that he was still there.

         
         This time they both ignored him.

         
         “How do you like teaching?” Edie asked Anaya.

         
         “I don’t love it,” she started.

         
         Edie smiled. Everyone in San Francisco was so afraid of negativity, as if they’d be struck down for uttering a simple dislike.

         
         “But I love the writing part. If I could just write all day, I would.”

         
         “You’re a writer?” Edie feigned surprise.

         
         Peter nodded as if needing to participate in some way.

         
         “Yeah. I’ve written a few books on gender, on dating.” She shot a glance at Peter, who raised his eyebrows playfully. From the looks of it, this was covered ground for them.
         

         
         “What about it?” Edie asked, still skeptical she could possibly
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