
      
         [image: cover image]

      
   
      
         [image: title page]

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            For Brian, who always believed that I could do this (even when I wasn’t so sure). Thank you for your love, support, and all
               that iced coffee.
            

             

            And for Indy, who remained steadfastly by my side (or in my lap or on my keyboard), softly snoring, as I typed every word
               of this story.
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            Prologue

         
         
            May

            I was halfway through making a mental list of everything I wanted to tell Dotty about when I remembered that she was dead.
               I kept forgetting. Remembering felt like waking up from a pleasant dream only to find that my home had been incinerated in
               a firenado.
            

            
            I would gladly live in a firenado if it would bring Dotty back.
            

            
            My hands trailed along the thinning upholstery of my chair. It was rough and scratchy beneath my fingertips. My best friend,
               Marcia, had taught me to focus on whatever I could see, feel, hear, or smell whenever I needed to be more present. It usually
               helped, but now that I think about it, I probably shouldn’t call Marcia my best friend anymore. Not after what she did.
            

            
            “How did you know her again?” My brother, Tommy, was talking to Dotty’s lawyer, a tall, sandy-haired man who insisted we call
               him Peter. I’d never be able to do that, though, because his full name was Peter Simpson, Esquire, and that was the kind of
               name that begged to be said in its entirety.
            

            
            Peter Simpson, Esquire sat behind a comically large desk with ornately carved legs. His office was small—no bigger than my living room, which wasn’t saying much—so his desk took up more than half the space. The rest of us—my parents, my brother, and his poor, pregnant wife, Lily—sat on a mismatched collection of stools and chairs that Peter had dragged from disparate corners of the room upon our arrival. 

            
            Tommy was telling Peter about how Mom had suddenly decided to leave Dad for no discernible reason. My brother was leaning
               forward, eyes narrowed with suspicion as he spoke. He was weirdly territorial around other lawyers. It was one of his many
               annoying traits.
            

            
            I’d never admit this to Tommy’s face, but I was starting to think that maybe caring too much about your job wasn’t such a
               bad thing. Maybe if I cared more I wouldn’t have gotten fired. (Stealing all the best snacks from the office pantry probably
               didn’t help, either. But in my defense, the siren call of a cheese puff is all but impossible to resist.)
            

            
            Peter Simpson, Esquire waited patiently for my brother to finish talking. Then he nodded. “Dotty told me. And we’ve accounted
               for that in the will.”
            

            
            Dad forced out a barking huff of a laugh, startling Dotty’s pug from her catatonic state. Bug sat upright in my lap and sighed.
               I wrapped my arms protectively around her pudgy little tummy.
            

            
            “How long have you been planning this divorce, Claire?” Dad had swiveled on his stool to face Mom, who stared straight ahead
               and refused to respond.
            

            
            Dad raked his hands through his graying curls. “I can’t believe this. It’s in the goddamned will? My aunt knew before I did?”
               He was talking to Peter Simpson, Esquire, now.
            

            
            “Let’s try to get through this without dragging Mr. Simpson into our family drama,” Mom said through her teeth. This must
               have been killing her.
            

            
            Dad looked back and forth between Mom and Peter before giving up and sinking back into his chair. “Fine by me.”

            
            If Dotty were here, she’d be leaning over to whisper a crack about my family’s ridiculous behavior in my ear. I could almost
               feel her wrinkled hand resting on my wrist, the cool metal band of her turquoise ring pressing against my skin.
            

            
            Dotty was the only one who could make me feel calm in the midst of my family’s chaos. She made being a misfit look easy. Fun,
               even. But now she was gone. Right when I needed her the most. The shoddy patchwork that was my life had ripped at the seams
               and I had no clue how to stitch it all back together. I needed Dotty to tell me where I’d gone wrong. She was never shy about
               that sort of thing.
            

            
            I hated that I’d never get to talk to her again. Hated that I’d have to face my twenty-fifth birthday without her. Hated that
               I’d only learned her real name was Eugenia this morning. Where did “Dotty” come from? I’d asked. No one bothered to give me a straight answer.
            

            
            I used the hood of Bug’s knit sweater to dab at my eyes, unsure if my tears were from sadness or shame. Either way, she didn’t
               seem to mind.
            

            
            Now Mom was saying something about my current state of unemployment as Tommy nodded in agreement. They were talking about
               me as if I weren’t even there, as if I were the ghost.
            

            
            My shoulders sagged with grief. I was exhausted. I hadn’t slept at all last night. Or the night before, for that matter. But
               that had been for a very different reason. My one-night stand with Donovan felt distant and foggy, almost like it had happened
               to someone else. That was probably for the best, since I wasn’t supposed to be talking to him. Let alone sleeping with him.
            

            
            I mentally retraced my steps, analyzing all the mistakes that had led me here. Had I gone to the wrong college? Accepted the wrong job? Been born into the wrong family? Probably, to all three. But, if I had to single out a fateful moment, one specific turning point, there was only one that came to mind. 

            
            As I sat there in that cramped little office, my thoughts clouded by despair, one thing was crystal clear: I never should
               have gone to the beach with Marcia that day.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            March

            
               Six Weeks Earlier

            

            “You can’t go to work today.” It was a Thursday morning and still dark outside. Marcia stood in the doorway of my bedroom,
               light from the hall illuminating the tight curls of her hair.
            

            
            “Five more minutes,” I said, pulling the covers over my head. I was always grumpy in the mornings. Especially on weekdays.
               I didn’t exactly hate my job, but I definitely didn’t like it, either. Driftwood was the type of start-up everyone wanted
               to work at after they graduated from college—the office boasted rows of Ping-Pong tables, a dedicated barista, and views of
               the Bay Bridge. And the people were nice enough. But selling software was not nearly as glamorous as my manager, Raj, made
               it sound when I’d interviewed with him. Every cold call was just another opportunity to embarrass myself. That wears on you
               after a while.
            

            
            Marcia flipped on the bedroom light with a dramatic sigh and stalked over to my bed. “It’s going to be eighty-five degrees
               this afternoon.”
            

            
            “Go away.”

            
            She tugged my bedspread off in one fluid motion. “Don’t you know what this means?”

            
            I grabbed Bob, my stuffed frog, and used him to shield my eyes from the blinding light, his gangly limbs dangling by my ears.
               Marcia tried to pitch me on harebrained schemes like this every few months. She’d decide that we needed to take a road trip
               back to our old college town because she was craving a slice of pizza from our favorite restaurant, or she’d say we needed
               to dress up as Santa Claus and run around the city with flasks of peppermint schnapps in our boots. And once she got an idea
               like that in her head, she was relentless. “I think this means you’re dead to me.”
            

            
            She yanked Bob off my head. “Rosie,” she said before pausing dramatically. I half expected her to announce that she’d been
               nominated for an Oscar. “Today is a beach day.”
            

            
            Real, true, bona fide beach days were a rarity in San Francisco. So when the weather gods graced the city with a heat wave,
               half the population would drop what they were doing and run to Baker Beach or Chrissy Field.
            

            
            “Come on, Ro,” Marcia was full-on whining now. “Didn’t you hear me? We’re going to the beach.” She picked up my limp arm and
               started tugging. “You need to text your boss that you had a family emergency or something and then come help me in the kitchen.
               I’m making frozen vodka watermelon pops.”
            

            
            “The sun isn’t even out yet,” I said, still trying to process everything Marcia was saying. I was not a morning person. “And
               I can’t miss work.” She dropped my arm and stomped to the other side of the room, her footsteps echoing on the bare hardwood,
               and began rummaging around in my closet. I listened as she tossed shoes and purses and dirty laundry aside in search of god
               knows what.
            

            
            Marcia and I had been friends since the first day of third grade, when we’d walked into Ms. Noor’s class, both clutching identical Hannah Montana lunch boxes. But we didn’t become best friends until two weeks later, when we discovered that we preferred the contents of each other’s lunch boxes. Mom always sent me to school with a bland peanut butter and jelly sandwich and a bag of celery sticks while Marcia’s dad would pack her plantain and bean porridge with crackers or rice stew and bananas. When I told Marcia that her dad’s cooking was the most delicious thing I’d ever tasted, she would roll her eyes and say, “My parents make me eat Nigerian food all the time. Sometimes I just want something boring.” 

            
            It was the perfect metaphor for our relationship: I found Marcia to be endlessly fascinating (her dad had moved to California
               from an entirely different country! I wasn’t even sure if mine had ever left the state), and she knew I was boring-as-could-be
               but loved me anyway. When our moms realized that they’d graduated from the same high school (albeit a few years apart), it
               sealed the deal. We were the perfect combination of similar and different, destined to be friends forever.
            

            
            Giving in to the inevitable, I rolled onto my side, propping myself up on an elbow. “What are you looking for?”

            
            She didn’t look up. “Where do you keep your backpack?”

            
            “What do you need a backpack for?”

            
            Marcia turned to face me; her brown eyes were narrowed, lips pursed. “For beer,” she said, like it was the most obvious thing
               in the world.
            

            
            I flopped back down on the bed. “I’ll find it for you. Just get out of my room.”

            
            “Fine. But I want to see your beautiful face in the kitchen in ten minutes or less.”

            
            I lobbed my pillow in her direction. It landed at her feet with a feeble thud. “Make it fifteen,” I said, half pouting, half
               smiling.
            

            
            *  *  *

            I tucked the straps of my bathing suit under my armpits and lay back on the towel, reveling in the delightful warmth of the
               sun on my chest. Marcia was right. There was no way I could have gone to work on a day like this. After years of working under
               the harsh glow of fluorescent office lighting, I was in desperate need of a tan.
            

            
            “Another beer?” Marcia asked, rummaging around in my old college backpack. She’d lined it with a plastic garbage bag and filled
               it with ice.
            

            
            “Why not?” I stretched out a hand.

            
            “What did your boss say?”

            
            I shoved a rolled towel behind my shoulders and took a sip of beer, feeling myself sink further into sheer bliss. There was
               something wickedly luxurious about drinking before noon on a workday.
            

            
            “He didn’t respond to my text.”

            
            Marcia looked at her own phone. “Maybe he’s taking the day off, too.”

            
            “Maybe,” I said. But I doubted it. If Driftwood were a cult, Raj would be its most loyal member. He seemed to genuinely enjoy
               being at work.
            

            
            I would have given anything to genuinely enjoy being at work.

            
            “You’re not missing anything major today, right?”

            
            I shook my head. “Just a cold-calling workshop. Raj wants us to try out some new scripts, but I’ll just practice by myself
               tomorrow.” I did my best to keep my tone light and breezy. It was probably fine that I was missing today’s training, but Raj had specifically mentioned that it would be helpful if I came, as part of the performance improvement plan he’d made for me. He made them for everyone on the team anytime they didn’t hit quota for the previous quarter. It was just a formality—some strategy he’d picked up during one of his many seminars for “up-and-coming leaders”—but still. He’d definitely notice I wasn’t there. And I’d definitely hear something about it tomorrow. 

            
            But that was tomorrow’s problem.

            
            Marcia took a long pull of beer and then looked around as if surveying her kingdom. She wore her favorite bathing suit, a
               vibrant green one-piece, and oversize Ray-Ban sunglasses that made her look like she could be an influencer. Her dewy, deep
               brown complexion and obnoxiously high cheekbones didn’t hurt, either.
            

            
            Marcia sighed. “I needed this.”

            
            Marcia was a publicist at Drip, one of the largest PR firms in San Francisco. She’d started as an intern two years ago and
               had been promoted twice since then. She now had her own assistant and was a full-fledged workaholic. There were moments when
               I’d start to feel jealous of how quickly her career had taken off, but then I’d remind myself of how she was always out the
               door before the sun rose and sometimes wouldn’t return home until around the time I was getting ready for bed.
            

            
            There was also the gray hair incident.

            
            Just three weeks after Marcia took on her newest client—a young, rich, and terribly handsome entrepreneur named Donovan Ng—I
               found Marcia sitting alone in the bathroom, clutching a pair of tweezers in one hand and a compact in the other. “Are you
               okay?” I asked, squatting down so we were at eye level. “You look like you swallowed a goldfish.”
            

            
            “It’s much worse than that,” she said, her voice sounding distant, hollow. “I found a gray hair . . . down there.”
            

            
            She’d been trying to work up the courage to pluck it out but was paralyzed by the threat of more growing back in its place. I happily volunteered after she swore me to secrecy. We never spoke of it again. But I’d concluded that as glamorous as Marcia’s job seemed, it probably wasn’t worth all the stress. 

            
            “How are things going with Donovan Ng?” I asked.

            
            “Annoying,” Marcia said. “He’s so picky. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think he would have preferred to plan this party
               himself.”
            

            
            Donovan had hired Marcia’s agency to handle the grand opening of his new venture capital firm. She’d spent an inordinate number
               of hours planning what sounded like an incredible launch party (a bar buyout complete with branded swag, signature cocktails,
               and a surprise musical guest), and from what I’d gathered, Donovan had been overly involved every step of the way. He made
               Marcia send him daily updates and texted her constantly.
            

            
            “When’s the party?”

            
            “The first Friday in May. I can’t wait for it to be over.”

            
            I moved my sunglasses to the top of my head and swiveled my neck to face her. “But won’t you miss working with Donovan?”

            
            “Not even a little bit.”

            
            I’d visited Donovan Ng’s LinkedIn profile precisely four times since Marcia had told me about him. He was gorgeous, as advertised,
               with dark, stylish hair and the kind of smile that made you wish you could afford to get your teeth professionally whitened.
               “He can’t be that bad.”
            

            
            “You’re just saying that because you think he’s hot. But his looks have no effect on me.” She tossed her hair dramatically.
               “Guys like Donovan aren’t my type—he’s way too high maintenance.”
            

            
            The idea of Marcia having “a type” was a bit of a stretch. She’d brought home all kinds of guys over the years: veiny CrossFit
               fanatics, skinny hipsters with thick glasses, frat guys in polo shirts. The one thing they’d all had in common was that they
               were not relationship material. Marcia was too restless to commit to anyone for more than a few weeks.
            

            
            “Well, I think the party sounds fun,” I said.

            
            “Want to come?”

            
            I bolted upright, sending my sunglasses flying into the sand. “Do I want to go to an exclusive party where I could breathe
               the same air as Donovan Ng? Is that even a question?”
            

            
            Marcia laughed. “Wow, okay. It’ll be nice to have you there for moral support, just try to play it cool.” She moved her hand
               in a circular motion. “Because this is a lot.”
            

            
            I returned my sunglasses to the bridge of my nose and brushed stray grains of sand from my cheeks. “I’m always cool.”

            
            “Uh-huh,” Marcia said. She was wearing her my best friend is ridiculous but I love her anyway smile. “We can go out afterward, too. To celebrate my freedom.”
            

            
            I wriggled my shoulders, not bothering to hide my excitement. “Thank you, Marshmallow!”

            
            “We’d agreed you wouldn’t call me that in public.”

            
            “You may be Marcia Adebayo, PR superstar to the rest of the world, but you’ll always be my Marshmallow. Even in public.” I
               held up a finger. “Especially in public.”
            

            
            “You’re so annoying.” She shook her head before picking up her phone and waving it in my direction. “Selfie time.”

            
            And here was the fundamental difference between Marcia and me. I would have been perfectly content to lie flat on my beach
               towel all day, and she couldn’t sit still for more than six minutes. I’d timed her. “Don’t you have enough pictures of yourself
               already?”
            

            
            Marcia peered at me over the top of her sunglasses. “We’ve been through this, Rosie,” she said, feigning annoyance. “Someday
               we’re going to be old and tired and boring and all we’ll have to look back on are the images of our youth.”
            

            
            I’d heard the “Images of Our Youth” speech before. Marcia had been fine-tuning it ever since our senior year of high school when she’d tried to convince me to start a crowdfunding campaign so we could hire a film crew to document prom night. It’s no wonder she’d ended up working in public relations. It was scary how persuasive she could be. 

            
            “Whatever,” I said as Marcia stretched her arm above her head. She alternated between snapping photos, squinting at the screen,
               and rotating on her towel to capture the best lighting.
            

            
            “That’s the one,” she finally said, declaring victory.

            
            “If you post anything, don’t tag me,” I said, thinking of Raj. I’d stupidly accepted his follow request on Instagram when
               I started at Driftwood and had regretted it ever since. If I had to pity like one more of Raj’s lame hiking photos, my thumbs
               might fall off in protest.
            

            
            Marcia’s eyes remained fixed on her phone. “I’m not going to post these. They’re just for the guy I’m talking to.”

            
            I ran through the names Marcia had mentioned over the past few weeks, but only one came to mind. “Kickball guy?”

            
            “Maybe,” she said coyly, biting her lip.

            
            “Is he an Elephant?” I asked, referring to Marcia’s team, the Enyimba Kickball Club, which was named after the most famous
               soccer team in Nigeria. Their mascot was an elephant, which I, of course, loved. Elephants were one of my favorite animals.
               After apes and pigs, of course. Marcia had been really into kickball for the past few weeks and had even taken to dragging
               herself out of bed to practice on Saturday mornings, which was wildly out of character. She usually loved sleeping in on weekends.
               But maybe she’d been motivated by more than honing her recreational sports skills.
            

            
            Marcia shook her head. “No. He’s on another team” was all she said. She finished her text, then turned to me. “Should we go
               take a picture by the bridge?”
            

            
            It was an inartful dodge, but I decided to let it slide for now.

            
            Baker Beach sat at the foot of the Golden Gate Bridge, encircled by rocky cliffsides and tree-lined hiking trails. People
               were always going out of their way to take family photos or engagement pictures there. It was a little cliché, but I couldn’t
               blame them—it was stunning, especially on a clear sunny day like today. The bridge’s rust-colored towers complemented the
               blue sky and green cliffs so perfectly that you could almost convince yourself it had been there all along, a natural outgrowth
               that had risen from the swirling waters below.
            

            
            The sun had only grown brighter since we’d arrived that morning, the temperature creeping from warm to hot. “Can we dip our
               feet in the water first? I can feel my insides starting to sizzle.”
            

            
            “With lines like that, how are you still single?”

            
            “It’s a mystery,” I said with an exaggerated shrug.

            
            It wasn’t a mystery. While I certainly wasn’t above a drunken bar makeout or a one-night stand here and there, I also wasn’t
               looking for a boyfriend. The idea sounded nice, but not nice enough to troll dating apps or accept Marcia’s attempts to fix
               me up with guys from her kickball league. She was the boy-obsessed one. I figured I’d find my person when the time was right.
               My sister-in-law, Lily, said that was because I was secretly a romantic, but I wasn’t so sure.
            

            
            Marcia and I threw our wallets and phones into her macramé bag before picking our way down the beach, past a group of guys
               in thigh-high swim trunks drinking canned rosé and a row of identical-looking blond girls with matching SoulCycle towels.
               I think I heard one of them giggling about a group of elderly nudists sunbathing by the foot of the bridge.
            

            
            The buzz of activity faded behind us as the sound of crashing waves grew louder. I breathed in the briny ocean air as we neared the water’s edge. I needed to do stuff like this more often. I liked the way I was feeling—relaxed and free. That part of myself had been slipping away over the past couple of years. It’s surprisingly difficult to be carefree when you have responsibilities. 

            
            It dawned on me that maybe Marcia needed more days like this, too. I promised myself I’d be better about helping her blow
               off steam.
            

            
            “Oh my god.” Marcia’s voice broke into my thoughts. “Isn’t that your aunt?”

            
            I followed her gaze down the beach, my breath catching at the sight of a gaggle of naked senior citizens strutting along the
               shoreline, their assorted private parts bouncing limply as they walked. At the center was a pale, wrinkled old woman with
               a familiar silver bob and a puff of gray hair in a spot I’d never be able to unsee. She wore a radiant smile and had a purple
               fanny pack fastened around her waist.
            

            
            It was my great-aunt Dotty.

            
            I spun instinctively in the other direction and grabbed Marcia’s hand. “We have to get out of here.”

            
            Marcia giggled as I began pulling her down the beach. “Was that Dotty?”

            
            “Unfortunately.”

            
            Marcia glanced over her shoulder and then stopped in her tracks. “Too late. She’s coming this way. Actually she’s . . . jogging
               this way.”
            

            
            I refused to turn around. I didn’t need another look at my naked aunt. The image was already burned into my retinas.

            
            “Hey there, kiddo!” Dotty’s voice sounded closer than I’d expected. “Almost didn’t recognize you in your skivvies.” Before
               I knew it, she had one hand on either of my shoulders and was planting a kiss on each of my cheeks. Then she did the same
               thing to Marcia, who smirked with delight.
            

            
            “Beautiful day, isn’t it?” Dotty said, taking a step back. It took everything in me to keep my eyes glued to her face.

            
            “Dotty, you’re naked.”

            
            “I know. Isn’t it great?” She struck a pose. “You two should try it sometime. Enjoy those young bodies while you have ’em.
               You’ll look like the rest of us soon enough.”
            

            
            “You look great,” Marcia said, her eyes sweeping up and down Dotty’s wrinkled frame.

            
            Dotty leaned in as if she were about to share a secret. “It’s all the sex.”

            
            That sent Marcia into a laughing fit.

            
            Dotty glanced back at her naked friends, who’d stopped to enjoy the waves lapping at their ankles. They seemed oblivious to
               the stares of the crowd. A part of me admired their total absence of shame. But the other part was utterly horrified.
            

            
            “I should probably get back to the group. But I’m so glad you girls are playing hooky,” she said. “Your generation takes work
               way too seriously. There’s so much more to life.”
            

            
            Dotty eyed me pointedly. Marcia nodded her agreement. I guess it takes one to know one.

            
            “Say,” Dotty said, “want me to snap a picture of you two before I head out?”

            
            “Really?” Marcia asked, bouncing on her heels. “That would be great.” She went to hand Dotty her phone, but my aunt waved
               her off before reaching into her fanny pack and producing a small digital camera.
            

            
            “How about a real picture?” Dotty said, holding the camera up like a trophy.

            
            Marcia tucked her phone back into her bag before dragging me into the water. She wrapped her arms around me and pressed her cheek to mine. She smelled like sunscreen. “Smile like your eighty-year-old aunt’s vagina isn’t on display,” she said through her teeth. That got me to laugh. 

            
            “Got it,” Dotty declared, holding the screen away from her face to review her work. “I’ll email this over to you when I get
               home. Sound good, kiddo?”
            

            
            I nodded dumbly, still shell-shocked from seeing my aunt in the buff. Dotty gave a final wave before rejoining her naked friends.

            
            “Your aunt’s so cool,” Marcia said with genuine admiration in her voice. “I think I want to be her when I grow up. Only less
               naked.”
            

            
            I rubbed my temples in a futile attempt to erase the events of the past five minutes from my memory. “Definitely less naked.”

            
            Marcia draped her arm over my shoulder. “What a day,” she said dreamily. “Totally worth missing work, right?”

            
            “Totally,” I agreed, turning to face the sparkling waters of the Pacific. Familial nudity aside, today had been pretty great.
               With any luck, seeing Dotty naked would be the worst—and only—consequence of calling out sick.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         
            
               
                  From: Dotty Polk

                  To: Rosie Benson

                  Subject: Bathing Beauties!

                  Date: March 24

                  Dear Rosie,

                  Great running into you at the beach yesterday! We should meet up there more often. Baker Beach is one of my all-time favorite
                     spots. Bug loves it, too. Anyway, I’ve attached the photo I took of you and Marcia to this email. It’s frameworthy if you
                     ask me. You were glowing yesterday—haven’t seen that side of you in months.
                  

                  Will I be seeing you at your parents’ place for dinner tonight? I want to tell you about my trip to Peru. I’m working on an
                     article about my entomologist friend, Dr. Burmeister. He’s counting tiger moths in the Amazon. It’s fascinating work!
                  

                  Love,

                  Dotty

               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         I sat, only mildly sunburnt, at my desk snacking on a bag of cheese puffs and admiring the picture Dotty had taken of Marcia
            and me. It looked candid, like Dotty had snapped it when we thought no one was looking. Marcia and I were wrapped in the kind
            of hug you save for your best friend, beaming at each other, both midlaugh, with shimmering green-blue water swirling around
            our calves. Dotty was right—it was frameworthy.
         

         
         “Rosie, will you be joining us?”

         
         I tried not to flinch at Raj’s sudden appearance above my desk, his fingers curling around the frosted glass wall. I glanced
            at the time. It was 3:34 p.m. and I was late.
         

         
         “I’ll be right there,” I said. “Sorry.”

         
         “Great.” He knocked his knuckle on the glass. “We’re in the Redwood Room.” He disappeared down the hall without waiting for
            a response.
         

         
         I minimized the photo and sent up a silent prayer that Raj hadn’t seen my screen. He would have said something if he had,
            wouldn’t he? I pushed the thought from my mind and snuck a final cheese puff before tucking the bag into my desk drawer.
         

         
         *  *  *

         “Ready?” Raj asked, flashing an alarmingly white, toothy smile.

         
         “Ready,” I lied. I hoped no one could tell that my eyelids were sweating. I’d been dreading this moment all week, ever since
            Raj returned from his leadership seminar and announced that we’d be trying out a new training exercise: cold-calling as a
            team! He’d said it as if we’d all won a trip to Disneyland. I’d planned on practicing the new call scripts yesterday, but
            then I called out sick instead and went to the beach. Most of my day today had been consumed by attending to my neglected
            inbox. So this was going to be interesting.
         

         
         I drew a deep breath, pulled up my customer profile, and dialed the number, doing my best not to wince when the line started
            to ring. I could feel my coworkers’ eyes on me, waiting for me to implode. Performing well under pressure wasn’t really my
            thing. Maybe I’d get lucky and no one would pick up.
         

         
         “This is Jan,” an authoritative voice answered, making the room feel suddenly cramped. I could have sworn the glass walls
            had inched their way closer to the conference table when I wasn’t looking.
         

         
         “Hi, Jan,” I said, sounding froggier than I would have liked, “this is Rosie with Driftwood Technologies.” Raj flashed me
            an encouraging thumbs-up. Getting praise for introducing yourself over the phone was like being awarded a participation trophy,
            but at least I was off to a decent start.
         

         
         “Okay . . .”

         
         I cleared my throat. “I was on LinkedIn earlier today, and I wanted to tell you that I enjoyed your post about integrating
            technology into human resources.” Jan didn’t reply. Raj made an exaggerated circular motion with his hand, a signal for me
            to keep going. “I also noticed that you’re a cat person. So am I. Well, I like dogs, too. And frogs. All animals, really.”
            Raj dropped his face into his hands.
         

         
         “Who is this again?”

         
         “Sorry—” I stopped myself. Raj had told me a million times not to apologize during sales calls. “This is Rosie with Driftwood
            Technologies.”
         

         
         “How do I know you?”

         
         “You don’t,” I said, speaking with increased urgency. “But I think I can help you. I know you’re a PlainStaff customer and
            I think our software could save you money, give you a smoother user experience, and make you better at your job.” I cast a
            glance around the room, but not a single person would meet my eye. Still, I soldiered on. “Jan, how about we schedule some
            time for a demonstration next week? I can come to your office. I know exactly where it is. I walk by the Transamerica building
            every day. It’s right next to my bus stop.”
         

         
         There was a long, excruciating pause. “That won’t be necessary.” Another pause. “Please don’t call me again.” Then the line
            went dead.
         

         
         I don’t know how much time passed before Raj spoke, but I could feel the seconds scraping by, slow and painful. I tugged at
            the sleeves of my sweater, bringing them down around my thumbs, and used the soft fabric to dab at my eyelids. I was sure
            all my eye makeup had melted off, carried away by a nervous sweat.
         

         
         “How do you think that went, Rosie?”

         
         “Not great.”

         
         “What would you do differently next time?”

         
         “Everything.”

         
         Raj leaned back in his ergonomic chair, tapping a pen on the reclaimed wood table. It was acacia, I think. Dotty would know.
            She was like an encyclopedia of useless facts. “Chad, Gemma, do either of you have any feedback for Rosie?”
         

         
         Gemma twisted the end of one of her braids between her manicured fingers before attempting to make a thoughtful facial expression. “I thought you sounded pretty confident in the beginning.” 

         
         Raj nodded as if Gemma had said something profoundly helpful. “Chad?”

         
         Chad smirked. “Where did all the cat stuff come from?”

         
         My cheeks warmed. “Her profile said she volunteers at a cat shelter.”

         
         “You sounded like a stalker,” Chad said, not bothering to suppress a laugh. “Especially when you were all ‘I can come to your
            office.’ You were giving off a serious I-want-to-wear-your-skin vibe.”
         

         
         I couldn’t believe I’d ever had a crush on him. Dotty had always warned me never to trust a man with perfect hair.

         
         “It wasn’t that bad,” Gemma said, giving Chad’s shoulder a playful shove.
         

         
         Raj leaned forward, the zipper of his Driftwood Technologies fleece dangling over the table. I was almost two years into this
            job, and I still couldn’t tell whether he owned five identical vests or if he wore the same one every day. And I wasn’t sure
            which would be worse. “I think what Chad is trying to say is that when we look for relevant information about our potential
            customers, it’s best to keep it specific to work.”
         

         
         I nodded, doing my best to look like I was taking it all in stride. Cold calls were by far the worst part of my job. I didn’t
            even like sales. But it paid pretty well, even when I didn’t make my numbers, which was every quarter. On the bright side,
            most of the business development representatives got promoted to either account executives or account managers after two years.
            I wanted to be an account manager because they didn’t have to make cold calls. I was so close I could taste it.
         

         
         “Thanks for the feedback, guys. I’ll keep at it,” I said. I was always saying stuff like that: I’ll keep at it, let’s do this, let’s crush it. I’d become fluent in meaningless phrases designed to make people feel pumped. 

         
         “Excellent,” Raj said, seemingly satisfied. “Let’s give someone else a shot, shall we? Gemma?”

         
         I settled back into my chair and flattened my shaking hands on my thighs. That was a disaster, but at least the room was back
            to its original size again.
         

         
         Chad’s and Gemma’s calls went much better than mine had. Gemma struck up a lively conversation with a human resources director
            about the benefits of running payroll and paid time off on the same system. Chad got his prospective customer howling with
            laughter over some lame story about PlainStaff’s recent data breach. I had to make a concerted effort not to roll my eyes
            as Raj beamed with pride. If this became our new Friday afternoon team-building activity, I might have to join the Witness
            Protection Program.
         

         
         “Great job today, everyone,” Raj said, shutting his laptop. “Hope you all have an epic weekend.”

         
         We said our goodbyes and I made my way back toward my workstation, past the Ping-Pong tables that no one ever used, past the
            always-busy kombucha tap, and past the massive, reclaimed wood reception desk, but I stopped short at the community pantry.
            Driftwood had the best snack selection I had ever seen, and it was impossible to resist. I ducked inside and stuffed bags
            of jalapeño chips, peanut butter pretzels, and cheese puffs into my Driftwood tote bag. The good snacks always ran out first,
            so I’d taken to stockpiling a personal stash at my desk. Junk food was one of my few sources of comfort, and at a place like
            Driftwood, where my boss seemed to relish putting me in the hot seat in front of my obnoxiously perfect coworkers, I needed
            all the comfort I could get.
         

         
         I dumped my haul into my secret snack drawer and turned the lock before flipping off the strand of twinkle lights I’d strung up my first week on the job. I was unplugging my laptop when Raj’s head appeared over the frosted half wall of my cubicle. “Hey, Rosie.” He said it like he was a sympathetic doctor checking on a terminally ill patient. 

         
         “Hey, Raj.”

         
         “Any big plans tonight?”

         
         “I’m having dinner with my family. Same as every Friday,” I said. I couldn’t wait to get to my parents’ house. I needed to
            see Dotty. She always made me feel better after a bad day. But I wasn’t going to tell Raj any of that. He was only capable
            of communicating in toxic positivity.
         

         
         “That’s great,” he said, bobbing his head enthusiastically. Raj was only a few years older than me—maybe twenty-seven?—but
            the benevolent boss vibe he’d carefully cultivated made him seem ancient.
         

         
         “Yep.”

         
         “Hey, let’s sync up on Monday. Can you put something on my calendar?”

         
         This wasn’t good. Sync-ups usually amounted to Raj bending over backward to list all the things I was doing wrong in the most
            diplomatic way possible. But pretending that I valued his attempts at mentorship was part of this twisted little game we’d
            been playing. I summoned my most bubbly voice. “Sure!”
         

         
         “Excellent.” He tapped his fingers on the shiny white glass. “I’ll see you Monday.”

         
         “See you then,” I said, trying to ignore a familiar feeling of dread. Monday was going to be rough. But I had the whole weekend
            ahead of me and I wasn’t going to let one of Raj’s feedback sessions get me down now.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         “Is that a new jacket?” Mom asked, pulling me into a too-tight hug, her freshly highlighted hair tickling my cheek. “It looks
            new.”
         

         
         Mom had been horrified when I’d decided to move to San Francisco with Marcia after college. “Don’t you want to live at home
            for a while? Save up some money?” she’d said, eyebrows raised. Questioning me about my spending habits was now her form of
            revenge.
         

         
         “It’s good to see you too, Mom.” I patted her back and wriggled out of her embrace. Then I hung my suspiciously new-looking
            jacket on one of the hooks by the front door and beelined for the kitchen. I knew I’d find Dad there, at his usual post behind
            the bar whipping up a fresh batch of margaritas for cocktail hour. He didn’t disappoint, pressing an icy, salt-rimmed glass
            into my hand and kissing the top of my head. “How’s my little CEO in the making?”
         

         
         I was hardly a CEO in the making (I considered myself more of a reluctant saleswoman with a hopeful lottery win in the making),
            but I liked the idea of Dad thinking I was capable of climbing the corporate ladder.
         

         
         I held up the drink. “I’m better now.” He beamed with pride, broadening his slight chest and revealing a gap-toothed grin. Dad might have been a great accountant, but wine and spirits were his real passion. He’d once spent an hour explaining the agave harvesting process to me in excruciating detail. That had been a very long night. 

         
         “Well, if it isn’t my favorite niece,” a familiar voice rasped. I turned to see Dotty standing at the entrance to the kitchen,
            a martini in one hand and a tubby little pug tucked under her other arm. I was relieved to see that she wore the same outfit
            she always did: black slacks, black turtleneck, vibrantly hued pashmina (tonight it was fuchsia), and matching cat-eye glasses.
            “Life is short,” she’d once told me, “I don’t have time to worry about clothes.” Dad said that was because Dotty was a part-time
            nudist. I’d hoped that was a joke, but unfortunately, I now knew it to be true.
         

         
         I smiled, maybe my first real smile all day. “If it isn’t my favorite aunt,” I said, the beginnings of a dull stress headache
            melting away.
         

         
         Dotty winked in response to our usual greeting as her dog, Bug, began kicking her legs as if she were paddling through water.
            Dotty set her on the floor and I knelt just in time for her to scramble into my lap. “Hi, Love Bug,” I said, scratching behind
            her stubby ears. She grunted a reply as any lingering worries about my Monday meeting with Raj evaporated. Bug, with her smooshy
            little face, bulging eyes, crooked tail, and cable-knit sweater that didn’t quite fit over her tummy, was like antianxiety
            medication.
         

         
         Dotty strode to her favorite barstool and set her glass on top of a coaster that read World’s Greatest Aunt. I scooped Bug into my arms and joined her at the counter. Dotty kissed me on either cheek. “How are you, kiddo? Quit that
            job yet?” she asked before licking her thumb and dabbing at the plum-colored lipstick marks I was sure she’d left on my face.
         

         
         Dotty was shameless about telling everyone what she thought about their lives, and she made no secret of her disdain for my choice in employers. She’d warned me hundreds of times not to work at companies that offered free food, insisting it was a trap. I would have chalked Dotty’s bluntness up to her old age, but Dad said she’d been like this for as long as he could remember. The key to dealing with Dotty’s unsolicited advice was to get her talking about something else. The woman loved the sound of her own voice and was full of wild stories. My personal favorites were the time she followed a politician into the bathroom just to tell him she hated his tie, the time she smashed a car window to rescue a trapped dog, and the time she accidentally ended up on The Price Is Right. She claimed it was because Bob Barker had the hots for her.
         

         
         I passed Bug back to Dotty and tied one of Mom’s floral aprons around my waist. “How was Peru?” I asked, hoping to change
            the subject.
         

         
         “I see right through you, kiddo,” she said, narrowing her eyes. But she didn’t protest.

         
         We slipped into a familiar rhythm: me chopping vegetables, sipping my drink, and passing pieces of carrot to Bug; Dotty talking
            about her latest adventure in international travel (this time it was counting tiger moths in the Amazonian rainforest); and
            my parents bickering over the proper technique for marinating a chicken. Soon enough, the house smelled of sizzling garlic.
            Then Dad put on his go-to Frank Sinatra playlist. I savored every moment of our well-worn Friday-night routine. Until my brother
            arrived.
         

         
         “Look what the cat dragged in,” Dotty cracked as Tommy and his wife, Lily, walked through the door. I did my best to hide
            a smirk. It’s not that I hated Tommy. I loved him, just like I was supposed to. But we were different in every way: he was
            tall and lean and graceful like Mom, with golden hair and symmetrical features. I took after Dad: brown hair, brown eyes,
            neither tall nor short, and always a little rumpled.
         

         
         Tommy was my parents’ favorite, and everyone knew it. He was the reason my parents got married in the first place, a souvenir of their young love. There was no competing with that. No matter how hard I tried to keep up with Tommy, I never could. He was on the partner track at a fancy law firm. He intentionally creased his pants. We were worlds apart. Especially now that he was married with a baby on the way. 

         
         The most grating thing about my brother was that he always happened to be doing something remarkable right around the time
            I was accomplishing something mediocre. Like in seventh grade, when I decided to try out for the school play. I’d practiced
            for weeks, singing “The Sun Will Come Out Tomorrow” in the shower, rehearsing choreography in my bedroom mirror, and reciting
            my monologue to Twizzlers, our family cat. The morning the cast list was posted, I made Marcia walk to school with me an hour
            earlier than usual because I couldn’t stand waiting.
         

         
         When we got to the auditorium, there was a white piece of paper taped to the door. I elbowed past the other kids and ran my
            finger down the list, feeling increasingly crestfallen as it became apparent that I hadn’t gotten any of the lead roles. But
            there at the bottom, under “Ensemble” was my name: Rosie Benson. I’d made it. I couldn’t wait to tell my family.
         

         
         Marcia and I ended up getting detention for talking in history class (we were simply agreeing that learning about the Great
            Depression was, in fact, depressing), so I’d gotten home late that day. When I walked through the door, I found Mom and Tommy
            sitting at the dining room table. Mom had tears streaming down her face as she said, “Rosie, your brother was just offered
            a scholarship to play baseball at UCLA!”
         

         
         I didn’t bother telling my parents about the play until a week later.

         
         “Hey, sis,” Tommy called from across the room, tugging my attention away from the pepper I was dicing. I held up the knife and waved it in response. I didn’t mean it as an act of hostility, but the thought that he might take it that way was quite satisfying. 

         
         “What can I help with?” my sister-in-law asked, her rounded belly pressing against the marble countertop. Lily was one of
            those women who made pregnancy look like a trip to the spa. She was literally glowing. The only time my skin had ever looked
            that good was when Marcia had talked me into buying a Groupon for a couple’s mud bath.
         

         
         “I’ve got it covered,” I said, trying to sound confident. I’m not sure if it was because Lily was almost ten years older than
            me, or because she was Liliana Lopez: Realtor to the Richie Riches of Silicon Valley, or because her dark hair always seemed
            to be luminously shiny, but I never quite felt like we were on equal footing.
         

         
         Lily eased herself onto a stool next to Dotty, watching as I sliced a fat red tomato. “Can I show you a trick?” She didn’t
            wait for me to respond. “Dicing the tomato this way will keep all the juice from squirting everywhere.” She mimed a cutting
            motion with her hands, her gigantic diamond ring winking at me from under the bright kitchen lights.
         

         
         “On second thought, you can help Tommy set the table,” I said, pretending not to notice Dotty’s wry, knowing smirk out of
            the corner of my eye.
         

         
         *  *  *

         “No meat for me,” Dotty said, adjusting Bug on her lap as we passed plates around the dining room table.

         
         “We know, Dotty,” everyone replied in unison.

         
         “You can never be too careful,” she said, sounding gravely serious. Dotty never missed an opportunity to remind us of her dietary preferences. Maybe she didn’t trust Mom not to sneak a stray splash of chicken broth into her pasta sauce. “Your mother doesn’t seem to understand that veganism is practically a religion,” she’d once told me. 

         
         I had stopped eating meat after an unfortunate experience with my high school’s 4H club. (I didn’t know that they were raising
            animals to be auctioned off for slaughter when I signed up. I naively believed we were just taking care of them for the enriching experience. I cried for weeks when
            they took my piglet, Poppy, away.) But I didn’t want to make a big show of my eating habits like Dotty did. Mostly because
            I didn’t want to deal with Mom’s disapproval. Sometimes I think she even forgot, which was the way I liked it.
         

         
         I don’t know what it was about Mom and Dotty, but they’d never fully warmed to each other. Maybe it was because Dotty was
            Dad’s favorite (and only) aunt, and he was her precious nephew. There wasn’t a lot of space for Mom when Dotty was around.
            And Dad had only grown closer to Dotty since my grandma Ruth, Dotty’s sister, had died.
         

         
         I think Mom and Dotty were just too different to get along. Mom was traditional and polished and cared about what other people
            thought. She stayed home to raise Tommy and me and loved watching home renovation shows and looked great in pearls. Dotty
            was single and independent and decidedly unpolished. She traveled incessantly and collected troll dolls and cared about endangered
            beetles. And she wouldn’t be caught dead wearing pearls. The only thing they had in common was us. At least that was enough
            to keep the peace.
         

         
         Once we’d finished passing serving dishes and filling our plates, Dad rose from his seat at the head of the table and held up a bottle of wine as if he were a sommelier at a fine restaurant. “Tonight, we’ll be enjoying a 2015 bottle of Châteauneuf-du-Pape from France’s Rhône region,” he said. That meant nothing to me, but 2015 was a while ago, so I assumed I should be impressed. I made a point of jutting out my bottom lip and nodding slowly, hoping to appear both sophisticated and appreciative. 

         
         “How much did you spend on that bottle, David?” Mom asked. I could tell she was annoyed because she was talking out of the
            left side of her mouth.
         

         
         “You won’t care once you taste it,” Dad said as he expertly wrapped a cloth napkin around the base of the bottle. “This vintage
            is exceptional.”
         

         
         Dad filled everyone’s glasses (Lily’s with water) before raising his, signaling the rest of us to do the same. “To my dear
            family,” he said, “thank you, as always, for giving me the greatest gift of all—the gift of your presence.” He didn’t seem
            to notice Mom rolling her eyes. Mom and I didn’t agree on many things, but when it came to Dad’s cheesiness, we were a united
            front.
         

         
         Dinner progressed the same way all our family dinners did: Dad talked about tax season, Mom grilled Lily about her upcoming
            baby shower (wouldn’t peonies make lovely centerpieces?), Tommy jabbered on about intellectual property or something, and
            Dotty interjected comments about the bee population, frequent flier programs, nondairy ice cream, pumas (the cat not the shoe),
            and microplastics wherever she saw fit. I nodded along blandly, hoping no one would ask me about my job or my bank account
            or my nonexistent love life.
         

         
         “Can you pass the wine?” I whispered to Lily.

         
         “Only if you let me smell your glass.”

         
         “Deal.”

         
         I topped off my glass and passed it to Lily, who closed her eyes and took a long, deep breath. “God, I miss wine.”

         
         “The doctor said you could drink a glass every once in a while,” Tommy said.

         
         “I don’t care what the doctor said,” Lily replied through gritted teeth. “I’m not taking any chances.”

         
         Mom said Lily’s doctor told her that her pregnancy was borderline geriatric, which didn’t make any sense to me because Lily
            was hardly old. Still, it must have shaken her. I’d often wondered if it bothered her that she was a few years older than
            Tommy. I certainly wouldn’t be excited to date a twenty-year-old. But I know age matters less the older you get. At least
            that’s what Dotty told me.
         

         
         “Pregnant women booze it up in France, you know,” Dotty said. Lily shot her a look. I took the glass out of her hand.

         
         “How’s work going, Rosie?” Mom asked. The way she was sitting, with her elbows resting on the table, hands folded under her
            chin, made me feel inexplicably guilty, like I’d been caught doing something wrong.
         

         
         “It’s great.”

         
         “Care to elaborate?”

         
         “Well”—I took a big gulp of wine before returning my glass to the table—“I’m still learning a lot. My boss is really into
            employee development, so that’s cool.” I paused, hoping that had satisfied Mom, but her arched eyebrow suggested that I should
            continue. “Plus, my coworkers are great. Supersupportive.” I tried to push Chad’s smug face from my mind.
         

         
         “Aren’t you due for a promotion soon?” Tommy asked, glancing up from the roll he’d just finished slathering with butter. I
            think he was trying to help, but he sounded suspicious, maybe even accusatory.
         

         
         I bobbed my head. “Yep. They promote everyone in my role after two years.”

         
         “Everyone?” Mom asked. Her eyebrow looked like it was caught in a fishhook.

         
         “Yes, Mom. Everyone. Even me.”

         
         “And is that what you truly want?” I turned to face Dotty, who squinted at me through oversize glasses. “You don’t have to
            turn yourself into a corporate clone just because everyone else is, you know.”
         

         
         I’d wanted to be a primatologist—just like Jane Goodall—since I was five. At first, I just liked the idea of living in the
            jungle and making friends with apes (who wouldn’t?), but over time, my dreams became more about wanting to take care of animals—wild
            and domesticated. By the time I was in high school, I’d decided that I was going to become a veterinarian.
         

         
         But making the jump from high school science classes to preveterinary college courses was a lot harder than I’d anticipated.
            And dorm life proved to be detrimental to my study habits. I’ll never forget the look on Mom’s face when I’d told her I’d
            failed both my college biology and organic chemistry classes. “Totally unacceptable,” she’d said. It hadn’t helped that my
            perfect older brother had been on track to graduate magna cum laude that summer.
         

         
         So I’d changed my major to business (Mom’s suggestion), scrapped my plans to apply to veterinary school after graduation,
            and took a job at the most reputable start-up I could find. And it was all working out just fine so far. Probably because
            it had to. If it didn’t, I’d be a total and complete failure in the eyes of my family, washed up before I even turned twenty-five.
         

         
         I know everyone in my generation was supposed to have goals and passions, or whatever. And I knew that someday, I would find
            mine. Maybe I’d open my own animal shelter or invent the next Beanie Baby or suddenly discover a burning desire to raise children.
            But until I figured it out, I needed a job, and it might as well be one at a cool company.
         

         
         I turned to look Dotty square in the eye. She wouldn’t buy it otherwise. “I’m hardly a clone, Dotty,” I said, mostly believing it. “And yes. This is what I want.” 

         
         Dotty licked a stray breadcrumb from the corner of her mouth. I could tell she wasn’t convinced, but the rest of my family
            seemed to approve.
         

         
         “That’s wonderful, sweetheart,” Dad said. “Soon enough you’ll be running the place. We’ll take you out for a nice dinner to
            celebrate when it’s official.”
         

         
         I nodded uneasily, feigning confidence. From what I could tell so far, that’s what adulthood was mostly all about: pretending.

         
         Tommy cleared his throat and eyed Lily meaningfully. “Speaking of celebrations, Lily and I have some exciting news.” I reached
            for my wine, relieved for the change of subject, yet weary of Tommy and Lily’s news. Leave it to my brother to rescue me from
            an interrogation by announcing yet another accomplishment.
         

         
         Dad leaned forward. “Well, don’t leave us hanging.”

         
         Tommy grinned. “We’re buying the house down the street!”

         
         Of course they were. It only took moments for my parents to erupt into a flurry of congratulations. I believe the term “dream
            come true” was thrown around.
         

         
         “That house was listed for almost two million dollars,” Dotty said. Tommy beamed, appearing to mistake Dotty’s judgment for
            approval. “Waste of money if you ask me,” she said under her breath.
         

         
         “That’s great news,” I said, flashing the I’m a proud sister who isn’t at all jealous smile I’d spent years perfecting. “Congratulations.”
         

         
         Something pointy jabbed at my shin. I lifted the lace tablecloth just in time to see Dotty kick me again. “Ouch,” I said,
            dropping the cloth.
         

         
         “Don’t feel bad, kiddo,” she whispered, a conspiratorial glint in her eyes, “you wouldn’t want to live in a neighborhood like this anyway. You’re too much of a free spirit. Just like your old aunt Dotty.” She reached a skinny arm across the table to squeeze my elbow. 

         
         I patted her leathery hand. She was probably right. I loved my life in the city. And I had no interest in moving back to my
            old neighborhood. I just wished my family was a little more supportive of me. Or, better yet, a little less enthusiastic about
            their support for Tommy.
         

         
         But at least I had Dotty.
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