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            Prologue

         
         I hear him snoring before I even open my eyes. His left arm is draped over my side, his breath on my skin. Another day, another
            lover. As the sun rises, I watch, with curiosity and envy, the shadows dance on the bedroom wall. They flutter unencumbered—free
            and light—reminding me of how topsy-turvy my life has become. 
         

         
         These past days have been a blur, and, frankly, I’m still making sense of it all, and yet, I don’t bother rolling over to
            size this one up. Is he tall? Short? Does he have a temper? Scratchy stubble on his chin? A foreign accent, maybe? He could
            be any or all these things. He could be a humanitarian, a con artist, a neurosurgeon, or a philanderer. But I don’t care.
            I just want to understand what is happening and make it stop.
         

         
         “Morning, sexy,” he whispers, inching closer. He kisses my neck, just below my left ear, as I catch a whiff of strong cologne—too
            strong. His voice sounds familiar, though I can’t immediately place it, or where we met. 
         

         
         I close my eyes and hold my body still, pretending to be asleep, relieved when he finally takes the bait, yawning, then rolling
            over. When the snoring starts again, that’s my signal: time to go—and fast. 
         

         
         Fortunately, I’m able to pull away undetected. I take a moment to find my bearings, surveying the spacious loft apartment at the top of some high-rise in some city. This guy’s obviously well-to-do. An enormous oil painting hangs on the far wall. It looks like something a six-year-old might create with a canvas and a few jars of paint, though it probably cost six figures. They always do. 

         
         Cool air hits my bare skin and I shiver as I catch my reflection in the full-length mirror. I’m not sure whose idea the red
            lace teddy was, but I cringe nonetheless. Clothes. I need clothes. Fortunately, I spy a closet ahead, and what a closet. 
         

         
         Divided in half, his belongings encompass the right, hers the left. He must be an executive of some kind, judging by the suits.
            So many suits. I turn to the other side, wondering about the woman who lives here—well, about her life, anyway. I know who
            she is, of course, but not really—she’s only a sketch, just a scribble on a notepad. Is she happy? Successful? Bored? I glance
            back at the hallway leading to the bedroom, wondering if she’s in love with the snoring man draped in expensive linen sheets.
            Is he her sun, moon, and stars? 
         

         
         I sigh, running my hand along a shelf of buttery-soft cashmere sweaters, folded in perfect stacks. I select a black one before
            eyeing her impressive shoe collection. She’s got a thing for Jimmy Choos, obviously—and Louis Vuitton bags. I reach for one—might
            as well—then find a pair of jeans and some flats. Seven and a half—perfect. 
         

         
         I tiptoe out to the living room, pausing next to the marble-top kitchen island, where an empty wine bottle and two glasses—one
            with lipstick on the rim—rest beside a wallet. 
         

         
         I look out the window and spot the Space Needle and the Smith Tower, with its pyramid-shaped rooftop. Seattle! My heart surges as I pry the American Express card out of its slot, then grab the rest of the cash in the wallet: a few hundred-dollar
            bills and some twenties—might as well. 
         

         
         “Lena?” he calls from the bedroom, which sends my pulse racing as I dash for the door, slipping into the hallway, then bolting
            for the elevator. I feel a little sorry for this one, but I don’t have time to go back and explain. Nope. I’ve got to get
            out of here—and fast. 
         

         
         Like most of the others before him, I probably won’t see this one again. He’ll remain a blip on the radar. I sigh as the elevator makes its descent. I do love this cashmere sweater. 

         
         The cold air stings my cheeks as I make my way down the hill to Pike Street, picking up my pace as I weave through a crowd
            of tourists near the Market. I have a ferry to catch and a lot of things to sort out. The top priority: FIGURE OUT HOW TO GET MY LIFE BACK.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part One

         
         
            EARLIER . . .

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1

         
         “I’m going to need you to open a little wider, please,” the dental hygienist says as she scrapes my teeth with what looks
            like a miniature version of Captain Hook’s prosthetic arm. I can’t decide if being annoyed is her default, or if my annoyance
            is contagious. Probably the latter. 
         

         
         Why my twenty-three-year-old assistant, Samantha, scheduled a dentist appointment today is beyond me, but I’m here, and I obediently open my mouth wider when told—while holding my phone over my head to read the
            latest stream of work texts. Earnings are next week, and we’re scrambling. 
         

         
         “How many times a day do you floss?” the hygienist asks, her tone suspicious and prosecutorial.

         
         “Two,” I lie.

         
         “Hmm,” she says, unconvinced. “Well, your gums tell a different story.”

         
         I ignore the gum police. My boss, Christina, is calling, and I can’t not take her call. 

         
         “Heffow?” I mumble. The hygienist’s hand is still in my mouth. 
         

         
         “Lena?”

         
         “Fime fat fe fentist.”
         

         
         “What the hell are you doing at the dentist—today?” As difficult as Christina can be, honestly, I’m impressed. She speaks Dentist.
         

         
         I should explain to her that this is my assistant’s fault—the one who spends more time on TikTok than managing my calendar—but I don’t. Besides, I can tell by her exasperated tone that our CEO is on the warpath. “Let me guess, Phil’s pushing back on the talking points?” I ask when my mouth is momentarily unoccupied. 

         
         “To put it lightly,” she says with an exaggerated sigh. “But, yes, he has questions. Lots of them. When will you be back at
            your desk?”
         

         
         “Soon,” I say, glancing at my watch before declining the fluoride treatment. The hygienist looks critically wounded, but I
            don’t have time to play the dental shame game. I have a fire to put out at work, a hair appointment to get to, and a dinner
            reservation tonight—a very important one.
         

         
          

         An hour later, I find Samantha in my office, back turned, lingering over my desk. She’s holding the framed photo of Kevin
            and me, a selfie we snapped last year on a hike to Alamere Falls, the only waterfall on the West Coast that spills out into
            the Pacific Ocean. It was beautiful, yes, but hiking isn’t my forte—far from it. In fact, I can think of an exhaustive list
            of things I’d rather do than trudge through muddy hills, out of breath—things like cleaning my toilet. But, for Kevin, I hike.
            He loves it, and I must admit, the tender moment we shared that day on the bluff overlooking the sea, well, it was worth all
            the huffing and puffing. He reached for my hand, looked into my eyes, and told me he thought we were “meant to be.” That was
            one year into our relationship, and everything was going according to plan. It still is.
         

         
         I clear my throat, realizing Samantha hasn’t heard me come in.

         
         “Oh,” she says, looking up, startled. “I thought you were at the . . . dentist. I was just . . . dusting.” She smiles nervously,
            the corners of her mouth turned upward like the Cheshire cat’s. 
         

         
         “You’re really lucky, you know,” she continues fawningly—a little too fawningly. “Kevin’s a catch.” She sets the frame back
            on my desk.
         

         
         “Yep,” I say, repositioning it back in place before sliding into my chair and opening my email. “He is.” It’s no secret that Samantha has a thing for my boyfriend. I mean, I see the way she lights up when he calls or stops by the office. I don’t feel threatened, though. Samantha isn’t his type. She dresses her three cats in infant onesies and refers to them as her “children.” 

         
         “I noticed the dinner reservation on your calendar for tonight,” Samantha says, lingering. “Le Rêve—fancy.” She pauses, eyes
            wide. “Do you think he’s going to . . . propose?”
         

         
         My cheeks burn. What’s wrong with this generation and their lack of boundaries? Of course Kevin’s going to propose, but I
            don’t need to discuss this with Samantha. We’ve been dating for two years and have checked all the boxes. He brought me home
            to Nashville to meet his family last Christmas, and tomorrow we’re flying to Seattle to visit my aunt Rosie on Bainbridge
            Island. We’ve discussed the future, too—travel, the house we’d envisioned in Sausalito, with a little garden, just paces from
            the shore. But it was that stroll through Tiffany a few months ago that was the culminating moment. I casually pointed to
            an engagement ring that caught my eye, and he smiled knowingly, then asked the sales associate for her card. Yes, it’s all
            going according to plan. And tonight? The crescendo. 
         

         
         “Are you sure?” my best friend, Frankie, asked me the other night over FaceTime. She was wearing a mud mask and lounging on
            the sofa in her New York apartment while we shared a glass of wine three thousand miles apart. It’s not that she doesn’t like
            Kevin. She adores him, of course. Everyone does—especially my assistant. I nodded my reply to Frankie that evening, but avoided
            eye contact as I took a long sip of wine. “Hey,” she continued. “Sorry. I just want to be sure that . . . you’re sure.”
         

         
         Sure. Of course I am. In business, my instincts are honed sharper than a double-beveled Japanese knife. I can schmooze the boards
            of Fortune 500 companies and lead CEOs through corporate minefields like a Pied Piper. I’m decisive, focused, and tough as
            nails. And love? In my dating life, I’ve applied the same techniques: assessing pros and strategically analyzing flaws. Like
            the most ruthless judge on American Idol, I have zero qualms about giving someone the X. Why waste time with someone who isn’t right? 
         

         
         But then came Kevin. His “résumé”? Impeccable. Also, he looks great in a suit, knows how to change a tire, and his apartment
            is spotless. Hired. 
         

         
         “I’ll tell you how I was sure,” Frankie said, smiling nostalgically as she recounted the night she met her husband, Christian. “It was like he
            was the missing puzzle piece I’d been searching for my whole life.” She paused, staring at me through the screen. “Are you
            sure you feel that way about Kevin?” 
         

         
         Frankie spoke with such certainty, such knowing, I’ll admit her words tugged at my heart: Is Kevin my missing puzzle piece? Then my sensibilities took over. He’s successful, kind, ridiculously handsome. Duh!
         

         
         “Of course I feel that way about Kevin,” I exclaimed, a little miffed. “Now, can you stop giving me anxiety, and can we start
            talking about what I’m going to wear to Le Rêve?” 
         

         
         Yes, tonight will be the beginning of the rest of our lives—if I can just get through the rest of this workday. I square my
            shoulders, then open an email from Christina about our CEO’s objections to the talking points I prepared earlier. I know the
            drill—an endless hamster wheel of chest-puffing, appeasing, placating, repeat—and I already know the outcome: Change everything,
            then change it back. I’ve got this.
         

         
         “Oh, I almost forgot,” Samantha says, still lingering in the doorway. “You got a few calls while you were out: Jen in accounting,
            Nick from BlackRock, oh, and—”
         

         
         “No time,” I interject. “I’ve got to deal with Phil’s drama, before I leave for my appointment.”

         
         Samantha eyes me with that pinched expression she makes when the copier breaks, or when accounting asks her to send in the
            expense report early. “You mean your hair appointment, right?” 
         

         
         I ignore the tinge of judgment in her voice. “Please get the door on your way out, okay?”

         
          

         I arrive at the salon out of breath and greet my longtime stylist, Kristen, with a hug. She scrolls through her phone, proudly showing me the latest photos of her eight-month-old baby daughter, with a pink floral headband adorning her bald scalp. 

         
         “Aww, she’s so cute,” I exclaim, my expression animated, but forced. Is it just me, or do all babies look the same? Like aliens. 

         
         I slide into Kristen’s chair just as Frankie FaceTimes again. “Hey,” I say with a sigh.

         
         “What’s wrong?” she asks, her eyes narrowing.

         
         “Work’s been crazy,” I explain. “It’s been one fire drill after the next. I swear, one of these days this job is going to
            be the death of me.”
         

         
         “But not today,” Frankie replies with an encouraging smile.

         
         I grin, relieved to be out of the office, but also still going over today’s play-by-play. “I’m not going to lie,” I continue.
            “I am really jazzed about the tweaks I made to our CEO’s call notes for tomorrow. I think I found a more holistic way to diagnose
            our stockholder issues; you know, drive value to create bottom-line operational efficiency.”
         

         
         Frankie rolls her eyes. “Uh, Lena, English, please?” 

         
         “Sorry,” I say, laughing, aware of how my corporate lingo makes her cringe. Frankie (Francesca) and I met our freshman year
            of college when we were paired together as roommates at NYU. Similar enough to connect about the important things in life
            and different enough keep each other laughing, we bonded over a thousand divergent things: our dislike of cafeteria food and
            the boy-crazy girls on our floor, our preference for multicolored vs. white Christmas lights, the smell of freshly sharpened
            pencils, Anne Lamott books, the Strokes, and Zooey Deschanel. 
         

         
         “Anyway, I’m at the hair salon,” I continue, smiling at Kristen in the mirror. “I thought I’d go all-out for tonight.”

         
         “Just promise me,” Frankie says jokingly, “no bangs.”

         
         I laugh to myself, remembering that night in college when we decided to cut each other’s bangs. I can still picture Frankie, panic-stricken and sobbing as she stood in front of the mirror in our little bathroom after I lopped off a giant chunk of her hair. “I mean,” I reply, laughing so hard my sides hurt, “it was . . . kind of cute.” 
         

         
         “On you,” she scoffs. “I looked like a poodle, Lena. You should have told me that curly-haired girls can’t pull off Zooey bangs!”
         

         
         “I was eighteen,” I counter, still laughing. “What did I know?” 
         

         
         After she and I spent several years as post-college roommates in Brooklyn, I got a job offer in San Francisco, while she stayed
            behind finishing the final semester of her MBA. Despite being at the top of her class at NYU, she passed up lucrative opportunities
            in Manhattan and instead accepted a position running a nonprofit in Greenpoint serving underprivileged youth. That’s Frankie.
            
         

         
         When Kristen takes me over to the sink to shampoo my hair, our call ends abruptly, in only the way best friends can. 

         
         “Why don’t we give you some loose curls,” Kristen suggests when I’m scrubbed and deep-conditioned. “Something feminine, romantic.”

         
         “Curls?” I hesitate. “I don’t know. Do you think that might be . . . too much?”

         
         Kristen shakes her head. “I’m not going to let you walk out of here looking like Shirley Temple—I promise.”

         
         What’s wrong with curls? I imagine Frankie saying, running her hand through her bouncy dark ringlets, which perfectly match her spirited personality.
            
         

         
         I eye my limp, stick-straight, medium-blond hair, remembering a comment Kevin made a few months ago before I left for a haircut.
            My blunt cut has always been my trademark look, but he’d suggested I change things up a bit, maybe choose a “softer style.”
            
         

         
         “All right, let’s go with soft curls,” I finally say, biting the bullet. “But nothing too overdone. I don’t think I can pull off Frankie’s iconic look.”
            
         

         
         She is iconic, in every sense of the word. Smart, funny, down-to-earth—beautiful but not in a showy sort of way. Her mom’s a Montessori
            preschool teacher from Sicily; her dad, a banker from Ohio; but Frankie is uniquely herself. With olive skin and piercing
            hazel eyes, and those curls, she’s beautiful, but effortlessly so—the type of woman who has no clue when people are eyeing
            her from across the room. 
         

         
         While I’m certainly not iconic, I am slim; my eyes are mossy green, which I’m told is rare; and I do have great calves, and I like to think that makes up
            for my shortcomings in the hair department.
         

         
         “Let me work my magic,” Kristen says, wielding her curling iron this way and that—spritzing and scrunching and tousling my
            lifeless mane until it looks, well . . . kind of amazing.
         

         
         “There,” she finally says, taking a step back as she smiles at me in the mirror, pleased. “Lena, you look stunning.” 
         

         
         I swallow hard, taking in my reflection. While I’ve always been fairly disciplined about my appearance—a touch of makeup,
            never overdone, a daily three-mile run to keep my 125-pound frame in check, tasteful work attire—this is a whole new softer me. Kevin will like it, I know. But do I? I feel a lump rising in my throat.
         

         
         “Hey,” Kristen says, sensing my unease. “What’s that face for?” 

         
         I bite the edge of my lip. 

         
         “It’s normal to be a little anxious,” she promises. “I was a nervous wreck before I got engaged.” She pauses for a long beat.
            “Is something else going on?”
         

         
         “I’m fine,” I say quickly, squaring my shoulders. “Like you said, it’s just nerves.” 

         
          

         My heart beats loudly in my chest as I step out of the cab and gaze at the restaurant ahead. With two Michelin stars, Le Rêve
            (“The Dream” in French) has a six-month waiting list, a cult following among foodies, and, as evidenced by the smug look on
            the hostess’s face, an unmistakable air of pretentiousness. 
         

         
         I look around the lobby for Kevin, but when I don’t see him, I check my phone and find his latest text:

         
         
            Sorry, crazy day.

            Running late.

            Get our table for us, and I’ll be there in 15–20.

         

         I tell myself not to be annoyed. Kevin works in commercial real estate; his job is just as hectic as mine, perhaps even more
            so, and today he agreed last-minute to chaperone his six-year-old nephew’s field trip. 
         

         
         “Ma’am, your table’s ready,” Smug Hostess says as I attempt to shake off my disappointment. 

         
         I follow a man in starched whites to the center of the dining room. At the table, alone, I feel like I’ve been thrust into
            a gigantic fishbowl as nearby diners look over. Fortunately, the approaching waiter’s smile calms my nerves—also the glass
            of champagne he offers. I take a big sip.
         

         
         “Good evening,” he says, one hand placed formally behind his back. “While you’re waiting on your guest, may I ask if we’re
            celebrating anything special tonight?”
         

         
         I down a little more champagne, then crack a smile. “Well,” I begin, lowering my voice to a whisper. My black-sequin dress
            is chafing my underarms, so I sit up straighter. “Just between you and me, I think my boyfriend might propose tonight.”
         

         
         “Oh, how wonderful!” the waiter exclaims. “I’ll let the violinists know.”

         
         As if on cue, the musicians descend—hovering around my table like a mini-symphony for . . . one. I smile awkwardly and nod
            a few times, then turn back to my phone. Fortunately, they get the hint and meander to another table.
         

         
         Twenty-five minutes and two champagnes later, Kevin finally arrives, looking just as handsome as always. “Hey,” he says with a sigh as he slides into his chair, declining the waiter’s offer of champagne with a dismissive wave. “Bourbon. Double—on the rocks.” 

         
         “Hi,” I say, wondering if he likes my hair.

         
         “Sorry I’m late,” he says, rubbing his forehead. “Max refused to leave until we saw the tigers, and then I hit rush-hour traffic.”

         
         I smile. “Uncle of the Year.”

         
         “As long as it’s once a year,” Kevin replies with a laugh. “I don’t know how my brother and sister-in-law do it. Kids are freaking exhausting.”
         

         
         I nod in agreement, reaching for his hand, but he picks up his phone instead. “Hold on, I’ve got to tie up one last work thing.”

         
         “Oh,” I say, leaning back in my chair, just as the eager violinists reappear. “Okay.”

         
         I watch him as he types, wondering if the ring is in his pants pocket or the inside of his coat. I tell myself that we’ll
            laugh about this someday. We’ll tell the story at dinner parties, recounting how he showed up late; that I was overdressed
            and he, underdressed. Everyone will smile and—
         

         
         “What’s up with the violinists?” Kevin asks, casting an annoyed glance at the hovering musicians.

         
         “Um,” I begin as the waiter returns with Kevin’s bourbon. “I don’t know. Don’t you think it’s kind of . . . nice?”

         
         He rubs his temples, then continues jabbing his phone screen. “Not when you have a splitting headache.”

         
         Our waiter takes the hint and discreetly sends the musicians to another table, while I fish through my purse for a pack of
            Advil, with no luck.
         

         
         Finally, Kevin sets down his phone and clears his throat. “Sorry about that.” He straightens his cutlery, then glasses—water
            and bourbon—in parallel lines before patting the lapel of his jacket proudly. “So. I have a surprise for you.”
         

         
         I lean in expectantly, eyes wide. 

         
         “I know we’ve talked about this for a while,” he begins, “and that the circumstances weren’t right last year, but . . .” 

         
         I smile, my heart beating faster as Kevin slips his hand inside his jacket.

         
         “But I think that it’s our time now.”
         

         
         I reach for his hand. “Yes, it is,” I say, beaming, eyes welling up with tears as he pulls out . . . an envelope. 
         

         
         “Coldplay,” he says, fanning two concert tickets in the air as my heart sinks. “You know how I wanted to go last year, but
            you had the flu? Well, they’re coming back in May, and I decided to go all-out: VIP entrance, backstage access, front-row
            seats—hell, we might even meet Chris Martin!”
         

         
         Coldplay? I don’t even really like Coldplay. I mean, “Fix You” is an okay song, but . . . Coldplay? 
         

         
         “Kevin,” I begin, searching his face as my confusion builds to anger. “What the . . . hell?”

         
         “Wait, what?” he says, a little stunned. “You’re not happy? Lena, do you realize how hard it was to lock down these tickets?
            I thought you’d be . . . a little more excited.”
         

         
         A tear trickles down my cheek and I’m vaguely aware of the violin trio creeping toward our table again. Vivaldi has never
            sounded so vile. 
         

         
         “Babe,” Kevin mutters. “What’s wrong?”

         
         “What’s wrong?” I reply, shaking my head. “Kevin, I thought you were going to . . .” I pause, looking away. 
         

         
         “Oh,” he replies after a long beat, my words sinking in as he lowers his head. “Lena, I . . .”

         
         “Please, Kevin,” I mutter, embarrassed, eyes downcast. “Just don’t.”

         
         “You know I care about you,” he says, pandering. “And I know we’ve been talking about . . . things, but . . .” He stops again, rubbing his forehead as if this conversation has upgraded his tension headache to a full-fledged
            migraine. “Listen, I need to be honest with you. I don’t know if I’m ready to take such a giant leap. I mean, are you?”
         

         
         “Giant . . . leap?” I reply, wondering if the room is spinning or if it’s just the champagne.
         

         
         He scratches his head. “I know we have fun together, but do you think we’re really . . . compatible?”
         

         
         I shake my head. “After two years, you’re seriously asking me that?”

         
         “Lena,” he continues, shaking his head, “you don’t even like hiking.”

         
         “Hiking? Are you kidding me?” I grip the edge of the table. “This isn’t about hiking! Kevin, we’ve talked about the future,
            we—” I take a deep breath. “That day at Tiffany, I showed you the ring I liked. I thought we were on the same page—that you
            wanted to move forward. I mean, you got the salesgirl’s card!”
         

         
         Kevin looks like a suspect under police interrogation, one who’s about to plead the Fifth. He closes his eyes, then opens
            them again. “Listen,” he says, pausing as he runs his hands through his hair. “Lena, you’re accomplished, funny, beautiful . . .
            special.”
         

         
         Why does it feel like he’s reading my obituary aloud?

         
         “But just because you’ve been with someone for two years,” he continues, “well . . . it doesn’t automatically mean you should
            be together . . . forever.”
         

         
         “Right,” I say, equal parts heartbroken and furious. “Then tell me. What does it mean?”

         
         “I don’t know,” he says, furrowing his brow. “I look around at our friends and colleagues, and it just feels sort of like
            a factory, like people, well, are all on this conveyor belt chugging along, and that when they reach that time in life when
            society expects them to get married, they feel obligated to do it. It’s like the next step of the assembly line. It doesn’t
            even matter if it’s true love, a soul connection—whatever you want to call it. They just settle for the person next to them
            on the conveyor belt.” He pauses, tugging at the collar of his shirt. “I don’t want to do that.” 
         

         
         “Wow,” I say, dumfounded. “So that’s what you think of me? Just a passing human on a . . . conveyor belt?”

         
         “No, Lena,” he says, face softening. “Sometimes I worry that’s how you see . . . me.”

         
         I gape at him. Honestly, I don’t know what to say, and all this right before we were supposed to fly to Seattle tomorrow.
            I’d envisioned the moment we’d announce our engagement to my aunt Rosie, my late mother’s older sister who raised me after
            she passed. I must have turned the scene over in my mind a hundred times, imagining the expression of joy on her face when
            I showed her the ring, how Kevin would be smiling lovingly in his puffer vest with his arm tucked around my waist. 
         

         
         I feel silly and foolish and nineteen shades of embarrassed when the waiter catches my eye from a nearby table and flashes
            an expression of pity. He knows. 
         

         
         “Kevin,” I finally say, tears stinging my eyes. “This isn’t a conveyor belt. It’s real life. I thought you wanted to move
            forward. I thought . . . wrong.” 
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Lena,” he says, reaching his hand across the table, but I don’t take it. It feels like the entire restaurant is
            watching as I sling my purse over my shoulder and rise to my feet, the chair beneath me screeching against the hardwood floor.
            Wobbling in my heels, I adjust the hem of my dress as I eye the exit. I already know I’ll forever despise sequins—and Vivaldi.
            
         

         
         “Goodbye, Kevin,” I finally say. 

         
         I watch his mouth open and close, his lips forming words—a sentence or two, or three—but I can’t make any of it out. All I
            can hear is the pounding in my chest and the nauseating sound of Baroque music. Kevin reaches for my arm, but I lurch forward,
            extricating myself from his grip as I bolt for the door. 
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         I drop my keys into the bowl on my apartment’s entryway table, beside the withered houseplant that has long since given up
            on life, then sink into the sofa and burst into tears—mascara pooling under my eyes like raccoon rings.
         

         
         SOS, I text to Frankie, our emergency code. She immediately FaceTimes, even though it’s after midnight in New York. 
         

         
         “What’s going on? You okay?” 

         
         Through fits of tears, I download the unfortunate events of the evening. 

         
         “Maybe this is just a misunderstanding,” she says, in triage mode. “Has he called? Texted?” 

         
         “No, not a peep,” I say with a sigh. “And it’s not a misunderstanding.” Stomach growling, I walk to the kitchen, wishing I would have at least ordered an appetizer before my
            life imploded. Instead, I stare into my fridge, surveying my options: a pack of raw chicken breasts, spinach, a container
            of couscous from the market, yogurt, and a bottle of sauvignon blanc, which I grab from the upper shelf. Nothing sounds good,
            nor do I have the energy to cook. I want takeout—stat. 
         

         
         “I know how hard this is for you,” Frankie says. “You really like Kevin, and I see why: He’s successful. He cooks. He likes
            dogs. His parents are normal. Don’t they even drink eggnog on Christmas Eve—in matching pajamas?” 
         

         
         I groan. “Please, don’t rub it in.”

         
         “Honey, listen to me. What happened tonight royally sucks, but . . . it might be for the best. Yes, Kevin may be great,” she continues, “maybe just not great for you.”
         

         
         I let out another hiccup of tears and pour the sauv blanc into my glass. “Easy for someone who’s happily married to her soul
            mate to say.”
         

         
         “That may be true, but Christian and I don’t have a perfect marriage—not by a long shot. I mean, sometimes I don’t think he’s
            even listening to me—like this morning when he came back from the market with two bags of groceries, none of which were on my list.”
         

         
         I know that Frankie’s only trying to help, but her situation pales in comparison to mine. So what if Christian missed the
            memo on the organic tomatoes! Kevin missed the memo on everything! I slump back into the sofa, covering my face with a pillow for a long beat before I resurface, Kevin’s words replaying in
            my mind. 
         

         
         “There’s something else,” I begin, shaking my head, still trying to make sense of it all. “He had this bizarre . . . conveyor
            belt theory.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry, what?”

         
         I bite the edge of my lip. “I don’t know. It was something about how . . . we’re all on this assembly line in life, and that
            most people just end up partnering with the person that happens to be next to them.”
         

         
         “How romantic,” Frankie scoffs. 

         
         I nod. “He accused me of only wanting to be with him because, well, right place, right time.”
         

         
         Frankie’s quiet for a beat, then she lets out a big sigh. “Oh, Lena. I hate to say it, but he might have a point.” 

         
         “Hold on—you’re actually taking his side?”
         

         
         “I love you, but listen. You can’t treat a relationship like a career, and I know how you run your career.”

         
         I cover my face with the pillow again. 

         
         “All I’m saying, Lena, is that Kevin was—is—great on paper, but you’re so goal-oriented that maybe you’ve been in a rush to seal the deal. Like, you might have overlooked some of his less-appealing qualities.” Frankie pauses, smirking. “I mean, he’s pretty uptight.” 

         
         All I can think of is hiking. I hate hiking, but I could have tried harder. Should I have tried harder?

         
         “Honey, I know this probably won’t be easy for you to hear, but I don’t think Kevin was . . . your guy.” 

         
         “But he was—is,” I rebut, as I peer out of my pillow fort. In this moment, I realize that everything I thought to be true,
            everything I banked on to happen, has all just slipped from my grasp. But how? I did all the right things. “Frankie, how did
            I get this so wrong?” 
         

         
         “Maybe you were too busy checking the boxes on your list to see that Kevin was just the person next to you on the assembly
            line.”
         

         
         I groan. “Can we please stop talking about assembly lines?”
         

         
         “Sorry,” Frankie replies with a little laugh. “Hey, why don’t you fly out for a visit? I’ll help you work through this, and
            maybe we can spruce up your online dating profile.”
         

         
         “Honestly, I’d rather become the person who adopts all the stray cats in the Presidio than dip my toe into the online dating
            cesspool.” 
         

         
         “Oh no,” she replies with a laugh. “You’re not turning into a cat lady on my watch.”

         
         “Fine,” I say. “But I’m leaving for Seattle tomorrow, remember? Kevin was supposed to meet Rosie.” I sigh. “So much for that.”

         
         “His loss,” Frankie replies without a second thought. “And I’m glad you’re going home—you need that—but, come visit soon.”
            
         

         
         “I will. I promise.”

         
         We hang up, and I quickly place an order for Chinese, then crawl into bed to call Rosie. 

         
         “Hi,” I say to the only mother figure in my life. “It’s me.”

         
         “Lena!” Rosie sounds the same—bighearted and wise—but also a little tired, which is when I realize it’s after ten, and I’ve
            woken her up.
         

         
         “Sorry, it’s late,” I begin, “but, Rosie, it’s been . . . a day.” 
         

         
         “Talk to me, dear. What’s going on?”

         
         “It’s Kevin,” I say, wiping away a tear. “We broke up.”

         
         “Oh my goodness,” she replies. “What happened?”

         
         I feel gut-punched and paralyzed. Unlike corporate drama, this isn’t a situation I can fix with a spreadsheet. “I thought
            he was going to propose,” I finally say, “but . . . nope. Literally the opposite.” 
         

         
         “Oh, Lena,” Rosie says, her voice like a salve. “I’m so sorry. This hurts, I know. But you’ll get through it. We’ll figure
            it all out when you get home.”
         

         
         I exhale deeply. Home. I can almost taste the salty air. “I’ll be on the afternoon flight tomorrow—without Kevin, obviously.”
         

         
         “To hell with Kevin,” Rosie replies. I immediately picture her face—strong and steadfast, with a mischievous twinkle in her
            eye. “We’ll have more fun without him.” 
         

         
          

         The plane touches down in cloudy Seattle the next day, just as the workday is ending. I gather my things and race to baggage
            claim. If I’m lucky, I’ll be able to cab downtown in time to catch the 7 p.m. ferry to Bainbridge Island. How long has it
            been since I visited? Two years? Too long. Yes, work had always been the mitigating factor, but Kevin, too. I feel a pang of regret, recalling the recent holidays I’d
            spent with his family instead of making the long-overdue trip home.
         

         
         When my mother died, I was only twelve. Her absence, especially at that delicate age, knocked the wind out of me in one fell
            swoop, but Rosie was there to pick up the pieces—to lift me from my despair. And she did, brilliantly. In some ways, it was
            as if she were always meant to be my mother, and I her daughter. 
         

         
         Mom and I had been living with Rosie for almost two years when Mom passed. Before that, I’d never known a consistent home.
            We’d shuffled through as many grungy apartments as Mom did boyfriends. I lost track of the number of elementary schools I
            attended, always the new kid. Fortunately, I was nothing like her. She was plagued by highs and lows and would spend days
            in bed fighting her demons. 
         

         
         While I thrived under Rosie’s care, Mom deteriorated. She tried to work on her art, but without consistency. Half-finished canvases littered the floor of her bedroom. New boyfriends came and went, and when they went, she’d disappear, sometimes for days. When she would finally return, her eyes were vacant and her heart somewhere else. 

         
         After a particularly bad heartbreak, she’d been missing for two days when a sheriff knocked on the front door, delivering
            the crushing news no young girl should ever receive. A drunk driver going the wrong direction on a freeway off-ramp had plowed
            into her. 
         

         
         I remember feeling as if I’d detached from my body—my young soul hovering above, watching the scene play out like a movie:
            Rosie weeping, the sheriff offering his awkward condolences, me in the fetal position on the living room rug. It didn’t feel
            real. How could it be real? How could she be . . . gone?
         

         
          

         Mom was undeniably complicated, and it took me years of therapy to realize that although she’s sorely missed, her absence
            quelled the turbulent waters. In fact, after she was gone, the sea was like glass. Maybe her soul feels that way, too.
         

         
         As the cab veers off the freeway, dipping toward downtown, my heart contracts. Seattle. Memories seep in, hitting me at all the angles: Pearl Jam at the Showbox, afternoons puttering through hidden corners of
            Pike Place Market (in Doc Martens, of course), and all those rainy Saturdays hunkered down in cozy cafés, lingering over foamy
            vanilla lattes with friends. In some ways, the city is just as I left it, though I can’t really say the same thing about myself.
         

         
         I think about Café Vita, tucked beneath the Market. It was a mainstay for me the summer after college, when I interned for a venture capital firm before moving back to New York. I smile, recalling all the hours I spent at the café before and after work. It felt like my second home, and I can still picture the cast of characters: Spencer, the barista, smiling behind the old La Marzocco; Annelise at the cash register with her cat-eye glasses and that whole Lisa Loeb vibe; Vaughn, the creepy/not-creepy regular in the dark trench coat with clunky headphones who ordered a doppio con panna at seven-thirty every morning. I laugh to myself, remembering the time Spencer asked him what he was listening to. We all
            assumed it would be heavy metal, but no. “Mozart,” he replied, as if there were no other plausible answers. “Always Mozart.”
            
         

         
         At least it wasn’t Vivaldi. I cringe at the memory of last night as I board the ferry. A few minutes later, the captain blares
            his horn, the familiar sound like a giant hug as I slip into a seat on the main deck. How many times have I ridden the ferries
            to and from the island in my life? A thousand? More? Memories, like old friends, creep out of the corners of my mind—of Rosie
            taking me to dentist and doctor appointments in the city and late-night trips home with friends, gliding through the Puget
            Sound on vessels that looked like gigantic illuminated layer cakes in the night. I breathe in the familiar scent of sea air,
            engine oil, and burnt coffee in the galley. I’m almost home. 
         

         
         Thirty minutes later, when the ferry docks on the island, I wrangle my bags and disembark, flagging down a cab in the terminal
            parking lot. The road that leads to Rosie’s waterfront home on Manzanita Bay appears untouched by time—the local farmstand’s
            sign for fresh eggs, the blue spruce at the bottom of the hill, my old friend Natalie’s house with the gazebo in front where
            Robbie Fenway tried to kiss me the summer I turned fourteen, though I made a quick exit the moment he leaned in with puckered
            lips. It wasn’t that I didn’t like him. It was the braces—both of our braces. We’d all heard the rumor about the couple in ninth grade whose orthodontic gear got stuck together during
            a make-out session. The fire department had to be called. Yes, Robbie was sweet, but the risk of humiliation loomed large.
         

         
         It all feels just like yesterday, but also a million years ago. As the cab veers left, passing a quaint Craftsman with a picket fence, I imagine Robbie, all grown up, but with that same goofy smile and acne scars on his cheeks, married, with a couple of kids—a swing set in the backyard and a wife who bakes blueberry muffins. While my life raced on at the speed of light the past ten years since I’ve lived in California, it seems as if Bainbridge Island remained fixed in time, just as I left it. 

         
         “Is this the place?” The cabdriver grunts, pulling into the gravel driveway and me from my reverie.

         
         Too overcome with emotion to speak, I nod, pay the fare, and heave my bags from the trunk. As the driver motors away, I gaze
            up at the old house perched on the sparkling inlet of Manzanita Bay. Built in 1922 and buffered by five wooded acres, the
            sprawling white farmhouse has five bedrooms—six, if you count the attic. From the outside, the house looks like something
            out of a Bing Crosby Christmas film. The interior is just as charming—with a big open kitchen, expansive windows facing the
            sea, and a woodburning fireplace in the nearby living room. 
         

         
         I make my way along the brick walkway leading to the front door. Rosie’s beloved hydrangeas with their enormous lavender and
            pink blooms line the path. Why did I stay away so long?

         
         I don’t knock, just turn the knob and let my bags drop to the floor with a thud as I breathe in the familiar scent of the
            smoldering fire, Rosie’s sandalwood perfume, and . . . memories. I’m home. 
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         “Rosie!” I call, peering into the living room, where I find her, book in hand, sitting in her chair by the fireplace, the
            embers glowing orange and crimson in the dim light. Before she can get up, I rush to her side, immediately noticing the wrinkles
            around her eyes and the pronounced hollows of her cheeks. She turned seventy last month; my time away has aged her—perhaps
            us both.
         

         
         “I’m so glad you’re here,” she whispers, pulling me to her chest. “I’ve missed you so much.” Her eyes are glossy in the firelight.
            
         

         
         “I’m sorry I’ve been gone so long,” I say, my heart contracting.

         
         “No apologies,” Rosie says, holding her hand to her heart. “For me, you’ve never left.”

         
         I nod, sinking into the overstuffed chair beside her as I watch the flames dance in the fireplace. 

         
         “Do you want to talk about it?” she asks.

         
         I sigh. “About Kevin?”

         
         Rosie nods. 

         
         “I don’t know if there’s anything to say,” I begin. “Just that I feel shell-shocked and stupid. We were together for two years.
            I thought this was . . . it.”
         

         
         “I know,” she replies. “These feelings are real, dear, but they’ll pass in time. Someday you might even feel grateful for
            all of this.”
         

         
         “Grateful?” I shrug, recalling the look on Kevin’s face last night, the humiliation seeping from my pores. “I don’t know about that.” I let out a long sigh, burying my face in my hands. “How did I get this so wrong? I thought we wanted the same things.” 

         
         Rosie shifts in her chair. “Honey, you can’t approach love like a business plan.”

         
         “Yeah, that’s pretty much what Frankie said.” I sigh. “Guilty as charged, I guess.”

         
         She smiles, setting her book aside as I eye the spine. 

         
         “Rosie!” I exclaim, laughing for the first time in twenty-four hours. “Fifty Shades of Grey?”
         

         
         She shrugs, her chin-length gray hair thinner than I remember. “Well, I’m not getting any younger. I figured I should know
            what all the fuss was about before it’s too late!” 
         

         
         “So?” I crack a sly smile. “Is it . . . good?”

         
         She grins, pausing for a second. “Well, I wouldn’t call it great literature, but . . . interesting? Yes, indeed.” 
         

         
         Rosie and I have always shared a love of reading. While my apartment in San Francisco may be sparsely furnished, books are
            stacked precariously high on my bedside table, just as they’re piled up in stacks in Rosie’s living room.
         

         
         “Tell me, did Kevin like to read?” Rosie asks, eying me curiously. 

         
         I pause for a moment, recalling him—headphones on, iPad in hand—binge-watching shows on Netflix while I kept my nose buried
            in a book. “No, actually.”
         

         
         “Hmm,” Rosie replies. “You used to say you could never be with someone who didn’t love books.”

         
         I look away wistfully. 

         
         “Your ‘business plan’ was flawed.”

         
         “More like doomed,” I reply, eying the shelf on the far wall. “I see you’re still collecting your rocks.” 

         
         “Crystals, dear,” she says, nodding proudly. “They’re quite powerful, you know, and healing.” While Rosie and I are similar
            in most ways, I didn’t inherit her affinity for all things woo-woo. 
         

         
         “Pull down that pink one, top right?” she continues. 

         
         On my tiptoes, I reach for the stone, feeling its coolness against my skin, before handing it to Rosie. “No,” she says, quickly. “I want you to hold on to it.” 

         
         I look down at the square-shaped pale pink stone in my hand. It’s almost iridescent in the dim glow of the firelight. 

         
         “She’s quietly wise, this one,” Rosie muses. 

         
         I’m not sure if all crystal lovers refer to their rocks as “she,” or if it’s just a Rosie thing. 

         
         “And incredibly powerful. Rose quartz is one of the most beneficial crystals for the heart. It has a way of bringing about
            harmonious love.”
         

         
         “Harmonious love, huh?” I say, a little sarcastically, setting the rock on the table between us. “I love you, Rosie, but I
            think it would take a truckload of rose quartz to fix my love life.” 
         

         
         “Why not keep it for a while?” She grins. “You’ll see.”

         
         “Okay,” I concede, but only because I know it’ll make her happy. 

         
         Rosie’s wise eyes search my face. She’s always been able to read me, sometimes eerily so. “Let me ask you a question,” she
            begins again. “How did Kevin make you feel, I mean, when you were in his presence?”
         

         
         I shrug. “I don’t know. I guess I’ve never really thought about that.”

         
         “Well, you should, because it’s everything. It’s how I knew about Bill. With him, it all just felt . . . right. We fit.”
         

         
         “Let me guess,” I say with a tinge of sarcasm. “Like two puzzle pieces?” 

         
         “Well, yes, actually.”

         
         I roll my eyes.

         
         She looks toward the darkness outside the window where the waves crash onto the shore, saying their good nights. Unlike me,
            Rosie has known love—true love. As I watch her smiling peacefully, I wonder if she’s thinking of him. 
         

         
         Though Bill died shortly after I was born, Rosie’s vivid descriptions made me feel as if I’d always known him: the fly fishing tackle box in the mudroom, his raspy voice, love for shepherd’s pie. They loved to laugh, Rosie told me, but especially to dance. I liked to imagine the two of them in the living room, feet stepping in time to an old jazz record—Rosie squealing with delight when Bill dipped her in his arms. After his death, she never remarried, never even dated. When I once asked her why, she told me that she didn’t need to, that her heart was already full. 

         
         She pats my arm, sensing my disquiet. “You’ll find your way, honey.”

         
         I think of my mother and the revolving door of boyfriends and romantic disappointments—her
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