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    When I was twenty-four, I was working at an oppressive law firm in Chicago. I had many jobs around that city in my early twenties, but this one in all its seriousness seemed more finite. After I had worked there only a few weeks, the days felt meaningless and unending—like I had signed my life away to this job. My friend told me with compassion and exasperation, “This isn’t your whole life. This is a season in your life. In a couple of years, we’ll say ‘Remember that weird time you worked at a law firm?’”
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    She was right. It was a season. A brief, informative season that ended up having much more significance than I could have predicted, but I always forget to add it to my résumé.

    It didn’t feel like a season at the time; it felt like the rest of my life. That’s how most seasons feel while you’re living them, and then your surroundings transform just as you’re getting settled in. The winter-to-spring shift is slow but dramatic, bringing with it a change of heart and wardrobe. The fall-to-winter transition is quick, taking place the very minute Santa Claus comes floating by at the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. The end of summer is slower. This time of year is precious to everyone. It belongs to the soft cotton part of your heart that never ages past ten years old. You can smell it—fresh pencil shavings and cinnamon.

    Fall is a grieving period. It’s beautiful and magical and has its own dress code, but it’s a season all about loss. Even if you’re not sad to see summer go, fall is still heartbreaking, especially when rain sings through empty branches and leaves litter the ground like dusty garnets, waiting to be stuffed in black trash bags.

    When I entered my twenties, an older friend told me it was my time to explore. I had ten whole years just to grow and experiment and push my limits. “If you stumble,” she said, “that’s a great sign. It means you found your edge. You tried something that didn’t work, and now you know.”

    This insight has guided me. I’ve tried jobs I didn’t think I’d be any good at and ended up learning gobs about my interests and abilities. I’ve dated people I didn’t think would be good for me and they’re still some of my best friends. I’ve moved to cities I didn’t think fit my personality and, for the first time in my life, found what feels like home in Washington, D.C.

    All too often, I was anxious to feel more settled, to have it figured out, to stop learning lessons and just reap the benefits of lessons learned. The most helpful way to get over this anxiety was to think about my life as a collection of seasons, rather than as individual steps. It’s tempting at this age to carry around a mental checklist of Things an Adult Should Have and a monthly report card with markings for each Life Category.

    There were so many times I felt like I was sitting around waiting. So many times I was meandering around with a heavy heart, mourning the loss of a happier season without any idea what would come next, and when. I can see now that those were the seasons of loss—my own personal autumns—and they were some of the most important. That’s what my law firm job was: an autumn.

    Life has seasons that mimic the earth’s seasons: times of abundance, times of cultivation. Fall is a season of loss, but it shows you up front what you’re losing. That’s what makes it so sweet in its melancholy. You can watch summer slip away as a new world takes over. You’re a frontline witness to the ultimate triumph of winter, conquering warmth degree by degree, until one evening at five P.M., the night swallows up the afternoon in a sudden coup.

    Seasons of loss, like the colder seasons, are the hardest ones to endure, even if you logically understand they won’t last forever. I once heard an interview with an artist whose father died at the height of his creative success. He was really close with his dad, and spent the next few years in a tense combination of obligatory gratitude and overwhelming sadness.

    When asked to describe loss, this guy said that it was like having the casino cashier gone. He compared everything that happened to him—any happiness, any difficulty, any mundanity—to a poker chip, saying his father would validate those experiences like a cashier, making them worth something. His father turned every one of the man’s moments into something meaningful just by listening to his stories.

    After his father died, the man said he was sitting among piles and piles of worthless poker chips. He was dwelling in loss, running his fingers through it. He was a witness to his own grief. It’s really hard to sit with loss; I’m doing it now. My dad died in 2015.

    But it takes so much discipline to resist numbing oneself and skipping quickly to the next season. It’s even hard to watch someone else sit in it; hearing someone say “I’m hurting” calls for immediate action. It’s a lot easier to tell someone, “Things will get better,” “Look on the bright side,” or “Everything happens for a reason!,” rather than “I can’t imagine what you’re going through—I’m so sorry.”

    Just like seasons of the year, seasons of life don’t have a finish line. Wearing a sundress in the middle of winter isn’t going to make it go by any faster. Pretending the cold doesn’t exist isn’t nearly as effective as making the most of the silence a snowfall brings. Even the most die-hard winter-haters can probably find some beauty in a cold morning with hot coffee, and can appreciate that the inevitable return of summer makes those chilly mornings seem all the more cozy.

    Now in September, I dwell in both “actual fall” and “life fall” seasons of loss. I’m trying to learn from the calendar to make sense of life. It’s not easy. It’s also not my whole life; it’s a season. And there is a ton of beauty in it.
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    One summer I went to San Francisco to visit a love interest. I left behind Washington, D.C.’s, summer heat and found myself napping across four empty airplane seats somewhere over Nebraska, my ultimate destination being the front of Mission Dolores at seven P.M.
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    The whole trip felt like a dream, a different dimension than my real life. The cooler air was a jarring disruption from reality. I call San Francisco the Land of Eternal Fall the way most Latin American cities call themselves the Land of Eternal Spring. I arrived on a cool night, wearing turquoise tights and leather boots.

    And the activities in San Francisco were also out of the ordinary to me in just about every way. For example, I went hiking. Listen, it takes a lot to get me hiking. Like, you basically have to drag along an entire pot of coffee and a bagel the size of my face and promise me dessert afterward. So I went hiking, and lo and behold, I ended up discovering the activity’s benefits. Mainly, if you start walking the lush, crooked trails of Mount Tamalpais early enough, the fog below peels back and reveals the ocean right when you get to the top. At first you can’t even tell it’s water; it looks like a solid sheet of cobalt stone all the way down at the bottom of the slopes. That is, until the sun finds its way through the fog to the waves. My San Franciscan love interest asked me if the view had been worth it; I said yes. Very, very much so.

    During most of those chilly, blissful August days, I felt like I was watching someone else’s life. There was one moment, however, in which I felt so present with all my thoughts, each contained in my body. I stood next to the window after a post-brunch nap, and looked outside for a long time, my gaze skimming over the rooftops and palm trees to the farthest point I could see—the early stages of a sunset in the distance. It was a rare sort of moment when two alternate universes suddenly collided—my life in Washington, D.C., and the life I could have been living in San Francisco.

    I had originally planned to move to San Francisco. I thought about moving there again and again, but I never did. Finally, during that trip, I thought, Perhaps I can fight fate and take matters into my own hands. Perhaps I can choose now. There were some really good reasons to move, and even practical reasons to move, and reasons that were neither good nor practical.

    The open window ushered in the mismatched smells of the sweet breeze and the smoke from a nearby burrito kitchen. I realized I had a choice: to be in this moment either as a visitor or as an inhabitant. I could either choose for this to be my summer—this paradise of morning sweaters and golden afternoons—or this summer could remain my alternate reality. My choice of D.C. over San Francisco came down to financial logistics, but I suspect that some fear crept into the pro/con list as well. At that point I prioritized the career I hoped to find and stability that seemed far from my reach. It felt too indulgent to value a sweet breeze over the promise of an entry-level job that provided insurance.

    By moving to Washington, D.C., a few years after college, I said no to many alternate lives. I don’t obsess over them, but I do think about them from time to time. In fact, some day I would like to check in on these lives, then contentedly go back to my true life and enjoy all of it in its imperfect, surprising splendor.

    When I returned to summer on the East Coast, I was still delighted to feel a little cold in the morning, until I remembered that it was my air conditioner on the lowest setting and I wouldn’t be needing a sweater after all. It was already hot at eight A.M., so I prepared myself for my increasingly uncomfortable walking commute. I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used to summer storms or humidity, and I still thought fireflies looked like an optical illusion. Most seasons in Washington, D.C., are pretty standard fare, but summer is an exotic beast that I’ll never domesticate. It will always shock me in small and sublime ways.

    On days like this one, I think about the Other Me in the alternate universe that is a San Francisco summer, the summer I almost chose. It’s a tame, well-mannered house cat of a summer. A summer that comes out in the morning, naps in the afternoon, retires early at night. Not anything like this raging East Coast monster that won’t sleep until melancholy mid-September. I think about what that Other Me might be doing in her San Francisco life. Perhaps hiking is the norm for her now. Perhaps she has the svelte muscular body of a regular hiker! (Best-case scenario, of course.) It’s possible Other Me is lonely. It’s possible she is the happiest she’s ever been. It’s possible she has no job, or a job she hates, or her dream job. It’s possible she is sitting next to that same window with the palm tree view, drinking whiskey, listening to romantic guitar ballads that come from the neighbor’s living room downstairs. It’s even possible she is missing the East Coast heat and its wild nighttime storms.

    But when I was standing there, smelling the ocean-soaked air and watching palm fronds do the salsa in the salty summer evening breeze, all those possibilities came alive.

    My Californian friend jokes that Midwesterners “stay there because they don’t know winter is optional.” But I discovered that summer is optional, too. I had a chance to choose a breezy, summerless year, and I didn’t take it. The frustrating thing about making a choice is that you never know what the alternative would have been like; I can only squint to imagine what Other Me in San Francisco is doing while Real Me wilts in humid Washington, D.C.

    By choosing summer, however, I chose the rest of the year, too: its fall, its snow, its new friends, its job that rekindled a passion, its trips up and down my beloved East Coast, its many nights of dancing. I chose summer and I will choose it again.
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    Cities are really just a bunch of small towns lumped together, connected by trains that run underground or sometimes above it. Mount Pleasant is a particularly small-towny neighborhood in northwest Washington, D.C. It has a cute, small-towny name, a small-towny square, and even small-towny people who would make for a charming opening-credit montage in a drama about a bunch of lovable characters just trying to make it in the city. Let me introduce you: 
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    The Avocado Sorceress is a modern sibyl who understands the fickle quiddity of her tiny domain: a pile of avocados she attentively guards behind the counter at the international market. She asks only how many you need and when you will need them. You can get as specific as 6:27 P.M. and she will select the ones whose interior will ripen into buttery green just in time for dinner.  
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    I’ve never seen him, but I know he exists. The Radio Bicycle Phantom rides around the streets of Mount Pleasant with an ancient boom box that’s strapped to a rack on the back wheel. It’s almost always playing Michael Jackson. He unwittingly soundtracks my commute, my solitary dinners, and my creation of my home in this neighborhood.
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    Who did this to you, Grumpy Baker? Who gave you that premature set of wrinkles on your forehead and that roughness in your voice? Do you dream of setting your apron aflame and investing in your dream career? Well, we wake up and
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