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         Just between you and me, I’ve always found crossword puzzles condescending.

         
         And yes, I know. Crossword puzzles are inanimate objects. They can’t be condescending or judgmental or smug.

         
         But they totally are.

         
         All those infuriating white boxes and pretentious clues, just laughing at you while you stare at them stupidly. Like, oh,
            you don’t know who Deborah of The Innocents (1961) is? And you don’t know a five-letter word for “simply be”? You poor, sad human. Do you even have a working brain?
         

         
         I read somewhere that doing a crossword puzzle every day improves cognitive function and reduces brain shrinkage (which sounds
            like a bad thing any way you look at it) so about a year ago, I downloaded the New York Times crossword app and decided to try it out. I got up at seven a.m., sat myself down by a sunny window (also proven to be good
            for cognitive function), and was determined to make a go of it.
         

         
         But . . . I couldn’t do it. I literally could not get a single answer. I kept clicking to the next clue, then the next, just
            waiting for that “Aha!” moment when I’d finally get one.
         

         
         Industrious animal in a classic fable. No idea.

         
         Steppenwolf author. Nope.
         

         
         Something that might be put on plastic bags. Immune system components. Unit in a duel.

         
         No, nope, absolutely no sweet clue.

         
         I called my father for advice, since I know he does the crossword every Sunday, and he said not to get frustrated and that
            it gets easier the more you do it.
         

         
         Which . . . how?
         

         
         It’s not like math. It’s not like you learn what two plus two is and then the next day you can still remember that it’s four.
            It’s like learning that a brandy glass is called a snifter and then being asked the next day to fill in the last word of a
            Benjamin Franklin quote. Surely one does not inform the other?
         

         
         But it must, somehow, because millions of people do these things every day. Millions of people are strolling along knowing
            a nine-letter word for “abruptly resign” and who the president of Finland is.
         

         
         Honestly, it’s no wonder I can’t get a better job.

         
         Anyway. I kept trying for about two weeks, waiting to get the hang of it (or for easier clues to show up) and for my morning
            routine to transform into a blissful, fulfilling experience that improved my cognition and stopped my brain from shrinking.
            But it never did. If anything, it felt like my brain was shrinking more, like it was contracting from stupidity or something.
         

         
         I was just about to give up and revert to my old morning routine—scroll through cute animal videos on Instagram, realize I’m
            wasting my life on my phone, frantically look up job postings, change the font on my résumé for the fortieth time as though
            that might be the secret to getting an interview (“Helvetica? Let’s call her!”)—when I stumbled upon Wordle.
         

         
         The instructions were simple enough for even my shrunken brain to grasp. You get six tries to guess a five-letter word. When you make a guess, the letters will turn gray, yellow, or green. Gray means that the letter isn’t in the word at all. Yellow means the letter is in the word, but you have it in the wrong place. Green means that it’s in the word and you have it in the right place. 

         
         It sounded doable, so I thought, what the hell, I’ll just give it a try. Surely it can’t be any harder than trying to figure
            out a seven-letter word for “Off-the-books business, perhaps.”
         

         
         So, I tried.

         
         And I could do it.
         

         
         It was easy enough that I didn’t want to smash my phone against my skull but hard enough that I had to work at it a little.
            There were a few hiccups, like the first time I didn’t get a word and IDIOT popped up on my screen (I genuinely thought the
            app was insulting me until I realized IDIOT was the five-letter answer), but after a while I got the hang of it. And it was
            thrilling! That little surge of satisfaction when I figured it out quickly, the adrenaline rush when I got it right on the
            last guess. I got a ten-day streak before KAYAK stumped me, then I made it twenty-nine days before I lost out to SQUAT. Then
            suddenly, somehow, I had a forty-nine-day streak, and when I made it to fifty—BLUFF—I genuinely jumped up and down.
         

         
         And okay, look, I can see you rolling your eyes. Thinking to yourself, what kind of loser gets so much excitement out of a
            stupid app? Don’t you have anything meaningful in your life? You’re a twenty-seven-year-old woman, for goodness’ sake, don’t
            you have a career to build or beloved children to adore?
         

         
         And to that I say, go do a crossword, you pretentious cow. I think you’re the type of person who’ll enjoy it.

         
         No, I’m kidding.

         
         You’re entirely right.

         
         The truth is, I don’t have a lot going on for me right now. I don’t have a career, just a low-paying job as a receptionist
            at an auto shop and a bachelor’s degree in science that is entirely useless since I realized in my last year of university
            that I actually want a career in the arts. And I don’t think I want any children, even if I had a boyfriend to make them with
            or a salary to afford IVF or adoption.
         

         
         So . . . yeah. It isn’t much, but I’ve got my Wordle. And I’m up to a three-hundred-day streak, now!

         
         This morning, I put in DOUGH as my first guess (I was eating cookie dough for breakfast; don’t judge). The H was yellow (right
            letter, wrong place), the rest of the letters were gray. Next, I tried PESKY (inspired by the housefly buzzing at my window),
            which gave me a yellow P and a green Y. Then my mom called to have a chat before she and my dad go off on vacation to New
            Zealand, so now I’m trying to finish the puzzle at work. Which might make me sound like an irresponsible employee, until I
            tell you a little more about my job.
         

         
         First of all, before you ask, no, I don’t have any particular interest in cars. I applied for this job for one reason and
            one reason only: it was near a cute house that had crazy low rent. See, in my last year of university, when I realized I wanted
            to work in a creative field like film or art, it was too late to go back and change my major. But I figured, hey, a bachelor’s
            of science is still a degree. I could still apply for low-paying entry positions or internships in creative fields. Surely my passion and enthusiasm would
            make up for my lack of a BA.
         

         
         (Spoiler alert: they didn’t.)

         
         The trouble was, for every job or internship I applied for, I was competing with equally passionate, enthusiastic people who had figured out what they wanted to do in the womb, like you’re supposed to, and who not only had proper arts degrees but who had already done all these impressive, artsy things. Like when I applied for a job at an art gallery in Toronto that went to a girl who had won a National Geographic youth photography award. Or when I applied for an internship at a Vancouver film studio that went to a twenty-one-year-old who had directed an award-winning short film. And honestly, I don’t blame them for not choosing me. I wouldn’t have chosen me either. But it felt like I was trapped in a catch-22. I couldn’t get a job without any experience, and I couldn’t get any experience without getting a job. 

         
         To make some money in the meantime, I applied for a few entry-level jobs for people with a bachelor’s in chemistry (my actual
            degree), but there I ran into the opposite problem. I had the degree and decent grades but absolutely zero passion or enthusiasm.
            I didn’t want to be an agricultural chemist or a toxicologist or a water chemist (whatever that is), and I just couldn’t fake
            it well enough to get past an interview.
         

         
         So, after about a hundred rejections (and eighteen months of living with my parents in their tiny condo in Halifax), I made a new plan. I was going to go back to school and do a proper, creative degree. But I already had a twenty-six-thousand-dollar student loan from my bachelor’s in chemistry, and no clue which arts degree I wanted to do. I wanted to choose the right thing this time, and every time I thought I knew for sure—Writing for Film and TV, yes!—I’d get prickles of doubt when I actually started the application. Was this what I was really passionate about, or did it just sound cool? What if I dug myself twenty-six thousand dollars deeper into my student debt hole and wound up with nothing to show
            for it?
         

         
         I waffled and I stressed, and all the while my loan payments piled up and my living situation grew a little more strained.
            Not that I don’t get along well with my parents or anything, but it was pretty tight quarters, and I just felt so pathetic
            every time I’d run into an old friend and they’d ask, “Where you living these days?”
         

         
         So, when my mother’s friend told me her sister was looking for someone to rent their house in Waldon, Prince Edward Island,
            for practically nothing, I jumped onto my computer to find jobs nearby. And there were exactly two: line cook at a local restaurant
            and receptionist at an auto shop called Martin Auto.
         

         
         I applied for both. After a ten-minute phone interview with the auto shop owner, Fred Martin, during which he asked me zero
            questions and complained at length about his old receptionist leaving without any warning, I got the job.
         

         
         (It’s probably lucky for the people of Waldon that the restaurant never called.)

         
         I work at the shop from nine to five, Monday through Friday. I could try to describe what the shop looks like for you, but
            that feels like a waste of both our time. Hop in your car and drive to the nearest auto shop. That. It looks exactly like
            that.
         

         
         Martin Auto has two mechanics—Dave, who’s old and car-obsessed, and John, who’s young and car-obsessed—and only schedules about ten appointments a day. The owner, Fred, doesn’t actually work in the shop anymore, so I’ve seen him maybe three times since I started. I answer the phone, check people in and process their payments, tidy up the break room, and empty the garbage cans. And . . . that’s about it. 

         
         There are definitely good things about it. It pays just enough for me to chip away at my student loan, and it’s not very busy,
            which gives me plenty of time to do Wordle and research arts degrees. And the town of Waldon is actually pretty lovely, with
            brightly colored buildings scattered around a small fishing harbor, red sandstone cliffs to the east, and a long stretch of
            farmland to the west. The air always smells like the sea, and in spring and fall, I wake up to the sound of lobster boats
            whirring in the harbor. If I was someone who wanted a small-town life, I might be perfectly happy here.
         

         
         Hang on a minute.

         
         Happy.
         

         
         H, P, Y.

         
         Of course! I smack my forehead with the heel of my hand and swipe open Wordle. I type in HAPPY and voilà. The letters turn
            green, one after another. My streak’s up to three hundred and one days!
         

         
         As I do a little celebration dance in my chair, the shop doorbell jingles and an elderly woman with curly white hair steps
            inside. She’s wearing a heavy coat even though it’s pretty warm out for May, and she looks vaguely familiar, although that
            isn’t saying much. Waldon is such a small town that basically everyone looks vaguely familiar.
         

         
         “Morning,” I say cheerfully. “Do you have an appointment?” I glance down at the schedule and wonder if she’s “Maud Williams,
            tire change, 9:30 a.m.”
         

         
         She looks a bit nervous. “No, there’s something wrong with my car. It’s making this awful sound.”

         
         “Oh no.” I pull a sympathetic face. “Have you brought your car to us before? What’s your name?”

         
         “Ethel Cox.”

         
         I type her name into the awful, ancient program they use to keep track of customers and open her file. “You were here last
            month.” I squint at the scanned receipt, struggling to make out a word of Dave’s writing. “Your car was acting up then, too,
            wasn’t it?” I squint harder. “For a—a squelching noise, it says?”
         

         
         “A squeaking,” Ethel corrects.

         
         “And did they fix it?” I ask uncertainly. I can see that Dave charged her forty dollars last time, but I can’t see exactly
            why.
         

         
         “No, they couldn’t find anything wrong! Then the squeaking stopped, just like that. I thought it must have fixed itself, but
            now there’s a new sound.” Ethel’s brow creases. “Could someone look at it today? I’ve got bridge in Charlottetown at three.”
         

         
         She looks really stressed, poor thing. “It’s a pretty light day,” I tell her. “Let me go see if they can squeeze you in.”

         
         She brightens. “Oh, thank you.”

         
         I smile at her and then retreat into the garage to find Dave. He’s got a car up on the lift that belongs to one of the local
            lawyers. It’s an old Porsche that’s apparently really rare or interesting or something. Dave and John both went nuts over
            it when she brought it in.
         

         
         “Morning, Emily,” Dave says. He’s a tall white guy in his late fifties, with graying hair, broad shoulders, and large, calloused hands. He’s divorced, with two adult children named Analyn and Jenny. Or at least, that’s what I’ve managed to glean from his Facebook page. He’s not big on personal talk, Dave. 

         
         “Morning,” I reply. “Do you have time for a fit-in today? There’s a woman here whose car is making a weird sound.”

         
         “Not today,” Dave says. “John might.”

         
         I turn away with an inward sigh. Great.

         
         It’s not that I don’t like John, it’s just—

         
         Actually, no. That’s exactly it. I don’t like John.

         
         His full name is John Smith (because his parents knew how boring he was going to grow up to be, I guess) and he’s around my
            age. He’s sort of good-looking, in a can’t-be-bothered-shaving, too-cool-to-care-about-how-I-dress kind of way, and I’ll admit,
            when I first met him, I kind of thought we might hit it off. I put extra time into my hair and makeup the first few weeks
            I worked here and tried to think of clever conversation to make.
         

         
         But the thing is, John doesn’t care about clever conversation. Or conversation in general, really. Like, there was this one
            time I walked into the break room and heard him speaking Spanish on the phone. So when he hung up, I said, all bright and
            interested, “I didn’t know you spoke Spanish!”
         

         
         And he said, “Yup,” and started scrolling on his phone.

         
         I waited for him to elaborate, but when it became clear that was never going to happen, I asked, “Did you learn as a kid or
            an adult?”
         

         
         I was planning to tell him about this interesting study I’d read about how age impacts your ability to learn new languages.

         
         Without looking up from his phone, he said, “My mom’s Dominican.”

         
         I already knew that because of the time John was away for a few days and Dave told me he was visiting his grandparents in the Dominican Republic, but I nodded like it was news to me. “That’s cool. I wish I was bilingual. I’m trying to learn French, but it’s super hard. I should’ve done French immersion in school.” 

         
         To which he responded with a nod. No actual words, no “mm” of acknowledgment, just a slow nod, like what you do when someone
            is being really annoying and you’re trying to get them to take the hint.
         

         
         I should’ve just given up then, but at the time I thought he was cute enough to bother trying once more. So I asked, “What
            language do you think in?”
         

         
         He stared at me. “What?”

         
         “I just . . . wondered what language you thought in,” I said. “Like, if you learn two languages in childhood, do you think
            in both of them, or just one? Or does it depend on the situation?”
         

         
         He stared at me again—slightly incredulously, I might add—and then shrugged. “Dunno.”

         
         At which point I really did give up.

         
         And look, I’m not saying it was a particularly genius conversation starter on my part, but at least I was trying to fill the silence. John has never once tried to initiate conversation with me, unless it’s, like, to ask me what time a
            customer is coming in.
         

         
         When he does talk—which is rare—all he talks about is cars. Even when he and Dave and I happen to be in the break room at
            the same time, all he talks about is the cars they’re working on, or this race car he and his friend are fixing up to take
            to the local track. And he never even tries to include me in the conversation, like he just assumes I couldn’t possibly be
            interested.
         

         
         Which . . . okay, I guess I’m not. But it’s still rude, and feels sort of sexist.

         
         He’s also a jerk to customers, which is why I wish I didn’t have to ask him about this fit-in.

         
         “What kind of noise?” he asks unhelpfully, when I tell him about Ethel’s car.

         
         “She didn’t say,” I answer politely. I’m always polite to John. When you only have two coworkers, you can’t afford to be snarky
            to one of them. I don’t think John has any idea I don’t like him (or that he’d care if he did).
         

         
         He sighs. “She out front?”

         
         “Mm-hmm.” Where else would she be?

         
         I follow him back out to reception, where Ethel is sitting in one of the plastic waiting room chairs.

         
         “This is John,” I tell her, since John never introduces himself to people. “He might be able to squeeze you in, but he was
            wondering—”
         

         
         “What kind of noise is it?” John interrupts. “Do you hear it all the time?”

         
         “Oh, well, I don’t know,” Ethel says, looking flustered. “It started last week.”

         
         John frowns. “So do you hear it all the time? And is it a grinding or rattling or what?”

         
         I have to stop myself from rolling my eyes. This is what I mean. It’s not like he yells at customers or swears at them or anything, but he’s so curt and impatient. Like he expects a seventy-five-year-old woman to walk in and say, “Why, good morning, young man. I’m afraid I’ve just heard a distinct ticking noise from the exhaust manifold, so I’ve popped in to see if the gasket needs to be replaced. I would do it myself, but silly me, I seem to have misplaced my torque wrench!” 

         
         Honestly.

         
         “It’s sort of a rattling,” Ethel says. “You know, I had a Honda for years and it never gave me any problems, but then I got
            in an accident last year and I had to buy an old Toyota because the Honda dealership closed down—”
         

         
         She launches into a story about her late husband, who didn’t get along with the owner of the Toyota dealership, and how she
            can see why, because her new car isn’t half as reliable as her old one. I can feel John growing irritated beside me. And okay,
            yes, this story is going on a bit long, but she’s a nice old woman. There’s no need for him to frown at her like that.
         

         
         “I’ll take a look,” he says pessimistically, when she finally peters off. “Are your keys in the car?”

         
         “No, I’ve got them here.” Ethel rummages through her purse. “Will it take very long? I’ve got bridge at three.”

         
         “Depends what’s wrong,” John says, then heads off without offering any more information. I scowl at his back.

         
         “Would you like me to call you a taxi so you can wait at home?” I ask Ethel.

         
         “Oh, no, dear. I’ll just wait here, if that’s all right?” She eyes the tiny space. It’s basically just my desk and four ugly
            plastic chairs. “I don’t want to be a bother.”
         

         
         I smile at her, feeling a spark of warmth in the center of my chest. “It isn’t a bother at all.”
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         Since we’re being honest with each other, I’ll tell you another little secret: I don’t really have any close friends. It’s
            pretty embarrassing to admit it, but there you go.
         

         
         I don’t mean that I don’t have friends. I do have friends. I have three friends from university I still chat to regularly, and a decent amount of high school and
            childhood acquaintances I occasionally touch base with. But none of them are close friends. You know the kind I mean. Those magical adult friendships you see in shows and movies, the ones who go to brunch
            together and share all their secrets and would help each other bury the body if they killed someone.
         

         
         None of my university friends live within a thousand kilometers of me, so there’s no chance of brunch dates, and if I killed
            someone, the police probably would’ve caught me by the time they showed up. Or the family of the person I killed would have
            murdered me for vengeance.
         

         
         Okay, I’ve taken this to a bit of a dark place.

         
         Sorry about that.

         
         The thing is, if you think about the ways adults make close friends, it’s usually through work or through their kids. Or maybe through some shared interest, like a book club or sport or something, but there just aren’t a lot of opportunities for socialization in Waldon. So when I get customers like Ethel who have to hang around while they wait for a service, I really do enjoy it. Especially when they’re older, which most people in Waldon are. Older people love to have a chat. Most people think it’s boring to listen to them, but that’s probably because they don’t ask the right questions.
            You wouldn’t believe what you can learn if you ask the right questions! Like Ethel, for example. She just told me she was
            born in 1948, and that she still remembers watching the moon landing with her husband and children in their first home. She
            made onion dip and they had Chicken à la King for dinner (no, I don’t know what that is either).
         

         
         I do some quick math and calculate that she was twenty-one when the moon landing happened. At twenty-one, she had a husband
            and children and a home. When I was twenty-one, I’d just broken up with my first serious boyfriend and spent a month drinking
            wine in bed and binging Netflix.
         

         
         Yikes.

         
         Ethel is there for nearly an hour, and I think she enjoys the time as much as I do. She looks disappointed when John returns,
            and downright devastated when he says, “You’ll have to come back tomorrow. Suspension’s worn out.”
         

         
         Ethel stares at him blankly. John never bothers explaining things to customers; he just assumes they know as much about cars
            as he does.
         

         
         “Can you fix it?” she asks.

         
         John nods without looking at her, absently wiping his greasy hands on an even greasier rag. “Not today. Come back tomorrow.”

         
         I almost roll my eyes. Honestly, can’t he say it a bit more apologetically? Poor Ethel’s brow crinkles right up and I just know she’s worrying about missing her bridge club. I’m actually thinking of offering to drive her there myself when she sighs and says, “Oh, well. I suppose I’ll have to go with Shirley or Dotty.” 

         
         “Would you like to use our phone to call them?” I ask. “We’ve got a phone book.”

         
         Ethel laughs. “I don’t need a phone book. Their numbers haven’t changed in forty years!”

         
         My smile is a bit hollow as I hand her the cordless phone. Even Ethel has close friends. If she murders someone at bridge
            club, Shirley and Dotty will help her bury the body and then drive her back home to share some Chicken à la King.
         

         
         John disappears back into the garage and another customer comes in to drop their car off. By the time I’m finished with them,
            one of Ethel’s friends has pulled in to pick her up. Ethel smiles and thanks me for keeping her company before she goes. I
            smile back, but once she’s gone, I settle a bit heavily into my chair.
         

         
         I desperately need a distraction from my gloomy thoughts, but the shop phone stays silent almost all day and the rest of the
            customers hurry in and out without any small talk. Around three, my phone dings with a text. I reach for it gratefully.
         

         
         
            
               
                  [3:06] Mom: Off to New Zealand! Boarding plane now.
                  

               

            

         
         Safe flight! I text back.
         

         
         They’re traveling with another couple, Abe and Ann, and they’ll be gone for six weeks. They’ve known Abe and Ann since before I was born, and now that they’re all retired, they’re going on trips to all sorts of incredible places, Costa Rica and Switzerland and South Africa. 

         
         At this rate, I won’t have anyone to hang out with when I’m retired. I’ll have to get a bunch of cats. (Which actually sounds
            quite nice, but you can’t take a bunch of cats on vacation to Costa Rica, now can you?)
         

         
         My phone dings again in my hand.

         
         
            
               
                  [3:08] Mom: Your father is asking if you’ve heard anything from that film studio in Calgary?
                  

               

            

         
         My stomach twists unpleasantly.

         
         
            
               
                  [3:08]: Nothing yet!

                  [3:09]: Could be a while

               

            

         
         This is a slight lie. I applied for an internship at this small independent film studio a few weeks ago, and about a week
            later, I got a rejection. But I’d already told my parents all about it, and how I thought it might be the perfect stepping
            stone into the industry because the posting specifically said, “People of all experience levels encouraged to apply!”
         

         
         
            
               
                  [3:09] Mom: Hopefully you’ll hear soon!
                  

                  [3:09] Mom: Going on airplane mode now. Love you!
                  

                  [3:09]: Love you too!

               

            

         
         I put down my phone with a sigh. I should really stop telling my parents about all the jobs I apply for, but I don’t want them to think I’ve given up trying. They’ve never once told me they’re disappointed in how my life’s turned out, but I think deep down, they sort of are. 

         
         Like, there was this one time when I accidentally overheard my mom talking to one of her friends in the kitchen, and her friend
            said something like, “What’s Emily up to these days? Still doing fill-in jobs?” And when my mother confirmed I was still doing
            temp work, her friend clicked her tongue in sort of a regretful way and said, “She was always such a bright girl.”
         

         
         I don’t remember exactly what my mom said in response—something like, “Oh, she’s just sorting things out”—but I do remember
            her tone. Like she secretly sort of agreed. Like she didn’t quite want to admit it, but deep down, she knew I was squandering
            my potential.
         

         
         Which is why I keep telling her and Dad about all the jobs I’m applying for, even though they all end up in rejections. I
            am still sorting things out, and I will find my dream job. Someday, my mom’s friend will ask her what I’m up to, and she’ll be able to say, “Oh, Emily? She’s doing
            such-and-such. Oh, yes, she absolutely loves it!”
         

         
         This auto shop job, and Waldon, are only temporary. A stop on the road to my dream job. My dream life. A life where I’m happy and fulfilled and have close friends to share it with.
         

         
         On impulse, I open the group text between me and my three university friends. The four of us really did have one of those magical friendships you see on TV. We met during frosh week and were basically inseparable for the next four years. Almost every photo I have from university is of the four of us. Squished together on the bleachers cheering on our university hockey team, posing on the library steps wearing matching sequin headbands (we were going through a Gossip Girl phase, all right? And I never said that we were cool). If I’d killed someone in university, they definitely would have helped me bury the body. If they weren’t too hungover from partying the night before, I mean. 

         
         We’ve kept in touch since then, but our lives have gone totally different ways. Divya moved back to India for a while and
            now lives in Toronto with her fiancé, whom she met in law school. Fallon and her husband started their own company selling
            cold-pressed juices and they now have four locations across Canada. And Martha moved to Maine, where her husband is from,
            and is pregnant with her third child.
         

         
         I scroll through our last texts—a debate on whether Martha should name her next child Harold (I voted no; I kept picturing
            this creepy old-man baby with wrinkles and a monocle)—and then start to type.
         

         
         
            
               
                  [3:36]: Miss you girls! We should plan a reunion trip sometime soon!

               

            

         
         I don’t really have money for a trip right now, but if you book way in advance, you can sometimes get flights from Charlottetown
            to Toronto for less than a hundred dollars.
         

         
         No one answers right away, which isn’t unusual. I take my lunch break at my desk and scroll through information on a degree in classics. I think I can see myself doing that. I really like Roman history. Or at least, I really liked this podcast I listened to last week about Julius Caesar. And I bet you could get a job in an art gallery with a degree in classics. I picture myself striding through a gallery, my hair drawn up in a bun, a long skirt swishing at my ankles, my heels clicking on the marble floors, talking to someone about . . . whatever art gallery workers talk to each other about. 

         
         I’m Googling “What does an art gallery worker do” when my phone dings.

         
         
            
               
                  [3:38] Fallon: That would be so fun!
                  

               

            

         
         Divya texts a moment later. It’s a GIF of a bunch of girls dancing. I quickly search flight prices on my phone.

         
         
            
               
                  [3:39]: Maybe we could all meet in Toronto in September!

                  [3:40] Fallon: I’ve got the new store opening in Calgary then
                  

                  [3:40] Fallon: Maybe next year!
                  

                  [3:41] Divya: I’ll be way too pregnant in September lol
                  

               

            

         
         I blink at my phone. Divya’s pregnant?

         
         
            
               
                  [3:41] Martha: Omg!!!!!!! Congratulations!!!!!!!!!!!!
                  

               

            

         
         I type a little slowly.

         
         
            
               
                  [3:41]: Omg! Congrats!

                  [3:42] Martha: When’s your due date?
                  

                  [3:42] Divya: September 30
                  

               

            

         
         September 30? That means she’s like . . . five months pregnant, if my mental math is right. I wonder why she hasn’t told us
            until now.
         

         
         
            
               
                  [3:43] Fallon: Crazy
                  

                  [3:43] Martha: Have you found a good birth coach yet??
                  

               

            

         
         She and Divya talk about birth coaches for a while (I can’t help picturing an angry hockey coach screaming at the obstetrician
            from the side of the hospital bed—“You call that an epidural? I’ll show you an epidural!”), and when that peters off, I try
            again.
         

         
         
            
               
                  [3:47]: All the more reason for a reunion trip! We can all come meet the baby!

               

            

         
         There’s a minute of silence.

         
         
            
               
                  [3:48] Divya: Yeah, maybe!
                  

                  [3:48] Fallon: That would be fun
                  

                  [3:49] Martha: Have you found a good preschool Divya?
                  

               

            

         
         The preschool talk goes on for a few minutes. I try to stick with the conversation, but I don’t really have anything to add.
            As the conversation tails off, I half-heartedly suggest a group video chat sometime, which Divya and Martha agree to so enthusiastically
            that I know it will never happen. Fallon doesn’t even answer. I’m pretty sure she dropped off the conversation the moment
            the preschool talk started. Fallon has complained to me more than once that all Martha ever wants to talk about is her children.
            Which is true, but at the same time, all Fallon ever wants to talk about is her business. Since I have nothing interesting
            to say about children or business, most of my conversations with them are pretty one-sided. And my conversations with Divya
            are usually pretty superficial. She can’t talk about her work, since her law firm handles all these super-sensitive, confidential
            cases, and we don’t have a ton of interests in common, so all we’re left with is bland, soulless exchanges. How are things? Great, you? Oh, not bad. Love your new haircut! Aw, thanks, girl!

         
         I put down my phone with a sigh. It’s probably just as well. I can’t really afford a trip right now, anyway.

         
         The afternoon drags on. I practice a bit of French on a free language app (I have this secret dream of living in Paris someday—it’ll
            be just like Emily in Paris, except I’ll try not to be the worst), and I straighten up my desk and clean the windows. In desperation, I even wander back
            to the garage to see if Dave or John want me to make coffee (no).
         

         
         Just before closing, John comes out to the front desk with a customer, arguing with him about . . . I don’t know. Something to do with the guy’s car. The customer, an older man, is a bit red in the face and John’s voice is sharp with impatience. 

         
         “I don’t know what you want me to tell you,” he says.

         
         “Well, thanks for nothing, then,” snaps the red-faced man, and storms out.

         
         “What was that about?” I ask.

         
         “Huh?” John blinks at me like he hasn’t noticed me sitting here. (He does that all the time. I’m one of three people who work here, is it really so hard to remember?) “Oh. Nothing.”
         

         
         Nothing? A customer storms out and he says it’s nothing? Does he really not care, or does he think I’m too stupid to understand
            their argument?
         

         
         All of a sudden I’m just furious, and I can’t stop myself from snapping, “You should really be nicer to people.”

         
         He blinks at me again. “What?”

         
         He doesn’t sound offended, just mildly surprised, which if anything just irritates me more.

         
         “You’re rude to the customers,” I say.

         
         “Oh.” He looks to the door and back again, like he’s just putting together what happened. “That guy’s a dick.”

         
         “He’s still a customer,” I say. “If you want to keep his business—”
         

         
         “I don’t,” John says, then looks at me as if to say, Are we done here?

         
         My hands clench in my lap. “Ethel isn’t a dick, and you were rude to her too.”

         
         “Who?”

         
         “Ethel! The woman with the worn-out suspension!” This is the only way John can remember customers, by what’s wrong with their cars. 

         
         “Oh,” he says, completely unconcerned. Then, “What time am I booked tomorrow? I’ve got a thing in the morning.”

         
         I want to scream in frustration. It’s like trying to argue with a wall. A really flat, boring wall covered in stupid car posters.

         
         “Nine thirty,” I say through my teeth.

         
         “’kay,” he says, and wanders off.

         
         Conversation over, I suppose.

         
         I close up the front part of the shop at five and head home. John and Dave are still clanging around in the garage, but I’ve
            learned not to wait around for them to finish.
         

         
         I drive home in a sour mood. My spirits are so low that not even the sight of my house can raise them. Maybe I’m being biased,
            but I’m pretty sure it’s the prettiest house in all of PEI. If I showed you a picture, I bet you’d agree. It’s set a little
            way back from the road, with two huge leafy trees in the front yard that partially conceal it from view, and a huge backyard
            that slopes down toward the harbor. The walls are white, and the window trim and metal roof are a matching shade of dark green.
            It has three bedrooms, two bathrooms, and an office, which makes it approximately one billion times larger than any house
            I could actually afford on my current salary. The owners are living in their condo in New Mexico for a while, and I’ll tell
            you right now, if you’re looking for me the day they tell me they want it back, you’ll find me sobbing hysterically in the
            bathroom.
         

         
         I pull into the driveway and get out to check my mailbox, hovering for a little while just in case my elderly neighbor spots me and wants to come out for a chat. After a few fruitless minutes, I give up and go inside. 

         
         I change into sweatpants and wander aimlessly around the house. I could make dinner, but I’m not really that hungry. I could
            go for a run, but all my limbs feel really heavy, like they’re weighed down or something. I could have a glass of wine, but
            I’m starting to worry I’m becoming one of those people who drinks alone too much, and Canada’s new alcohol guidelines (two
            drinks a week, what sadistic monster came up with that?) are stressing me out a bit. I pick up my phone to call my parents and then remember
            they’re on a plane somewhere and will be out of touch for six weeks.
         

         
         In the end, I curl up on the couch, put on Anne of Green Gables—the original one from 1985, which I’ve watched about fifty times since I moved to PEI—and cry a little bit when Matthew dies
            at the end.
         

         
         Just because it’s a sad movie, you know.

         
         No other reason.
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         Okay. New day. Here we go.

         
         The sun is out, the trees are starting to bud, and as Anne of Green Gables would say, every day is fresh, with no mistakes
            in it.
         

         
         (I think she actually said “with no mistakes in it yet,” but I don’t like that as much. It makes it sound like the mistakes are inevitable.)
         

         
         I make myself a coffee and some crunchy toast with peanut butter and then sit down at my kitchen table and open up Wordle.
            Day three hundred and two, here we go.
         

         
         I start with READY. Ready for a good day.

         
         The R and E are yellow—the rest are gray. Hmm.

         
         PRICE. As in, I can’t afford the price of this organic peanut butter. (Plus it doesn’t taste as good as the cheap stuff, and
            the weird layer of oil on top kind of grosses me out.)
         

         
         Shoot. The R and the E are still in the wrong place, and the rest of the letters are gray.

         
         Okay. Changing strategy here. I need to eliminate some other letters.

         
         TOUGH. As in, I need to toughen up and stop feeling so sorry for myself.

         
         The O is in the right place, the rest of the letters are gray. Still, that’s a lot of options ruled out. And now I know three
            letters: O, R, and E.
         

         
         O, R, E.

         
         R, E, O.

         
         O, E, R.

         
         LOVER, I type. As in, it’s been months since I’ve had one.

         
         Aha! The L and V are gray, but the O, E, and R are green.

         
         How about . . . MOVER. No, wait, I already know there’s no V. MOWER? Like a lawn mower?

         
         I type it in.

         
         Crap. Crap, crap, crap. It’s still wrong—and now I’ve only got one guess left.

         
         _ O _ E R

         
         Why are there so many words that could fit? POWER? POKER? No, those don’t work. There’s no P or W. COVER? HOVER? No, there’s
            no V.
         

         
         C’mon, brain. Think.
         

         
         I close the app for a moment and try to let my brain wander. I check my email (nothing), my bank account (ha), the new dating
            app I’m trying out.
         

         
         Oh! There’s a message.

         
         I open it with a bit of trepidation. The thing about PEI is, it’s really idyllic and beautiful but the population is only,
            like, 150,000, and I’m pretty sure 80 percent of them are above sixty. So trying to use a dating app here is a bit risky.
            The last few guys who messaged me were in their fifties, which, like . . . maybe they were really lovely, and I’m sure some
            people don’t mind a bit of an age gap, but my rule is, if you’re closer to my parents’ age than to my age, I’m going to have
            to politely pass.
         

         
         But this guy, the one who sent the message, he looks quite young! I scroll through his profile. He’s named Arjun, he’s twenty-nine, he works as an engineer in Charlottetown . . . his favorite movie is Die Hard (that’s such a common answer I wonder if the app shouldn’t start making it the default for guys), favorite musician is Drake
            (another answer that should be the default) . . . his profile picture is a little blurry, but he’s definitely cute, with short
            dark hair and a really friendly smile.
         

         
         Best of all, his message isn’t anything cringey or creepy, it’s just normal. Hey, how’s it going?

         
         With a pleasant flutter of nerves, I message back. And by the time I get my second cup of coffee, he’s answered!

         
         We message back and forth a bit—the usual stuff, nice to meet you, how’s your day going—and I make him laugh (or at least,
            type “lol”) when I tell him how I think Die Hard should be the default movie choice for guys on the app. We banter back and forth about movies for a while (he tells me he
            waffled between Die Hard and The Dark Knight for his favorite movie, and I make an argument for why A Knight’s Tale was actually Heath Ledger’s most iconic work) and within half an hour, we’ve set up a date for tomorrow night in Charlottetown.
         

         
         I get dressed for work, singing cheerfully to myself and thinking I should do a Heath Ledger movie marathon sometime. I can
            watch A Knight’s Tale, 10 Things I Hate About You, maybe even The Dark Knight, although I’m not really into superhero movies—
         

         
         Hang on a second.

         
         The Dark Knight. Heath Ledger.
         

         
         JOKER.

         
         I grab my phone, swipe open Wordle, type the letters in—and that’s it! JOKER! That’s the Wordle answer!

         
         I do a little spinny dance in my bedroom. Three hundred and two days! Only sixty-three days until I hit a year!

         
         I stop dancing abruptly. Actually, sixty-three still sounds like quite a lot of days. What if tomorrow is some really weird
            word, like ERGOT or CRAIC? If I lose out after three hundred and two days . . .
         

         
         Well. Nothing will happen, I suppose.

         
         But I’ll be super disappointed.
         

         
         I grab my bag and head out to my car. My neighbor, Mrs. Finnamore, is watering her garden plants in rubber boots and a pink
            dressing gown.
         

         
         “Morning, Mrs. Finnamore,” I call.

         
         “Morning, dear,” she replies.

         
         She’s so sweet, Mrs. Finnamore. She’s had me over for tea a few times since I moved here, and I try to keep an eye out for
            her in return. I think she forgets that she’s eighty-eight sometimes, and I’ll catch her trying to lift fifty-pound bags of
            gardening soil by herself or trying to clean out her gutters without anyone to hold the ladder steady.
         

         
         “I’m going to the grocery store later,” I tell her. “Need me to pick anything up for you?”

         
         “No, thank you.”

         
         I wave again and climb into my car, humming to myself. I’m determined to be cheerful today. This is already a better day than
            yesterday, right? I’ve done Wordle, and I’ve got a date tomorrow! That’s exciting.
         

         
         Mostly exciting.

         
         Okay, I’d say I’m feeling, like, 95 percent excitement, 5 percent dread. And I know dread probably sounds like a strong word, but trying to meet people using dating apps is kind of weird. It’s like you’re locking yourself into this weird social ritual called “The First Date.” You arrive, you exchange pleasantries, you chat about this and that, you eat some food, maybe you laugh a little, but the whole time it’s kind of like you’re on a job interview. A strange, nighttime interview for a position where you’ll do some of your work naked. 

         
         And, like, you and your date both know why you’re there, but you don’t talk about it directly, and at the end there’s always this awkward moment when I want to
            blurt out, “All right, well, thanks for coming in. We’ll check your references and be in touch.”
         

         
         And that’s assuming the guy is nice, and not just trying to get you to come back to his place for sex. Which, can we talk
            about for a second? Because not only is it super annoying having to come up with excuses to get away from pushy guys (because
            if you try to tell them the truth, that you’re just not interested, they either get sullen and defensive or straight-up nasty),
            but sometimes the idea of having a one-night stand actually does appeal to me. I’ll see a guy on the app who’s super hot but
            also clearly not long-term-commitment material, and I’ll think, hey, maybe I should just go on a date, have a fun night, and
            be done. But that’s the catch-22 about men. You don’t want to have casual sex with the ones who are only on the app to get
            casual sex, but the nice ones will never push you for casual sex, which means it’s up to you to suggest it, and I’ve just
            never been confident enough to do something like that.
         

         
         I tried asking my friends for advice once, but none of them had ever used a dating app, so they couldn’t really understand what I was talking about. Fallon met her husband, Ethan, doing her MBA (they were the two top students in the class; very Anne of Green Gables and Gilbert Blythe) and they got married straight after graduation. Divya’s parents set her up with her husband, Ishaan, but they’d already known each other for a few years through their families, and they were going to the same law school. And Martha met her husband, Jason, when we were in university and was married and pregnant with her first child by the time we all graduated. 

         
         When I tried to talk to them about how tricky dating apps were, their replies were:

         
         
            
               
                  Divya: omg, that sounds brutal
                  

               

            

         
         True, but not particularly helpful.

         
         
            
               
                  Fallon: You don’t need a guy!! Plus don’t you want to get your career settled first?
                  

               

            

         
         Also true, also not helpful. I know I don’t need a guy, but I would like one, and at this rate, if I wait until my career is “settled,” I’ll be about seventy-five.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Martha: Is there a filter to show if they want kids?
                  

               

            

         
         Which is a valid question, I suppose, but probably the least helpful response of the three. I told Martha once that I don’t
            think I want kids, but she shook her head and said, “Just wait,” and then told me for the fiftieth time about how she thought
            she didn’t want kids until she met Jason, and then the second he asked her to marry him she suddenly knew in the depths of her soul that she was ready to be a mother.
         

         
         I’m not saying that it might not happen to me someday, but I always get a little annoyed when she says it. Just like Fallon’s convinced that life is meaningless without a career, Martha is convinced that life is meaningless without kids. 

         
         I suppose my life is double-meaningless, since I have neither. It’s meaningless-meaningless. Meaningless squared.

         
         No, stop that, Emily.

         
         I shake my head firmly, as though I can shake the negative thoughts away. I’m not going to let myself sink into a dark mood
            again. This is going to be a better day.
         

         
         Dave’s daughter Analyn is pulling out of the parking lot as I get to work. I wave at her eagerly and roll my car window down
            to talk to her. I’ve got a bit of a crush on Analyn. She’s a little older than me, in her early thirties, I think, and from
            creeping Facebook I’ve learned that she then went to culinary school in France and now owns the highest-rated restaurant in
            Summerside. I have this secret daydream that she’ll pop into the shop one day, and we’ll get to chatting and become close
            friends. Which is extraordinarily unlikely, since she works about a million hours a week and probably already has hundreds
            of friends.
         

         
         “Morning, Analyn!” I call brightly.

         
         “Morning,” she calls back, waving.

         
         Then she pulls out onto the road and drives off. Which is totally fine. I need to get inside and get to work anyway.

         
         I answer a few phone messages and clean off the layer of grime on the window that seems to have regrown overnight, then wipe
            down the bathroom taps, which are covered in Dave’s and John’s trademark black fingerprints. I don’t know how they can stand
            it. I don’t even work in the garage yet I still somehow go home with little smears of oil and grease on my clothes.
         

         
         (Actually, who am I kidding? They probably don’t even notice.)

         
         John comes in a few minutes after nine from whatever nondescript “thing” he mentioned he had this morning and goes straight
            to the open garage without stopping at the front desk. The morning passes by unusually quickly, with plenty of phone calls
            and customers flitting in and out. None of them stay to chat, but there’s a distinct sense of cheeriness in the air. It’s
            the nicest day so far this spring. The sky is a really bright shade of blue and I can hear birds chirping outside the windows.
            It’s like the whole world is conspiring to lift my spirits.
         

         
         (And yes, obviously I realize the weather is not actually related to my life, but just—let me have this one, okay?)

         
         At lunch, I sit down in the break room and pull out my handwritten “Dream Job List.” It’s a list I started a little while
            ago of all the things I want my dream job to have. So far, it’s this:
         

         
         
            	Located in a big city (i.e., New York, Paris, London)

         

         This one’s a biggie. Don’t get me wrong, I think small towns are lovely, but I want to be somewhere vibrant. Somewhere I can meet incredible people and go to art galleries and theater shows. Somewhere I can be a part of something
            important, somewhere I can really make something of myself.
         

         
         
            	In a creative field

         

         This one is also a biggie. I’m not sure why I decided to major in science, except that it felt like what I was supposed to do. All of my high school teachers always said the same things: I was such a smart girl; I had such a bright future. Smart girls with bright futures didn’t waste their potential on something as fickle and self-indulgent as the arts. 

         
         I don’t know exactly which creative field I want to work in yet, but I’m casting a wide net, keeping an eye out for internships
            in film, photography, art history . . . anything rooted in creativity. If I keep an open mind, I just know the perfect job
            will present itself someday.
         

         
         
            	In person

         

         I added this one after the COVID pandemic. I was doing a few temp jobs in Halifax at the time, and all of them got switched
            to virtual only. I was obviously really lucky that switching to virtual was an option, rather than just getting fired, but
            the experience taught me I am just not cut out to work from home every day. It’s nice once in a while, for sure, but I like
            seeing people every day. And I like having an excuse to get dressed up nicely (and not just from the waist up).
         

         
         Those three are all I have so far, the only absolute musts, but today I take out my pen and add a fourth.
         

         
         
            	Six-figure salary

         

         I know it sounds shallow, but it’s something that’s been pricking at me ever since I looked up those flights to Toronto. I want to be able to enjoy little luxuries—girls’ trips or spa days—every now and then without completely stressing over every dollar. And when I say six figures, I’m not saying I want to earn $999,999 or anything. I would be perfectly content with $100,000. (Perfectly content? Who am I kidding, I would be thrilled.) And I don’t expect to earn that right away. But if I’m going to go back and do another degree, I want to be working toward
            a career that will give me more financial security in the long run.
         

         
         I nod at my list, pleased, just as John steps into the lunch room. In a rare moment of interest, he leans over the table.

         
         “What’s that?” He squints and reads the title aloud. “Dream job list.”

         
         I scowl. It sounds stupid when he says it with that tone.

         
         “Yes,” I say with dignity, while simultaneously shifting my hand to hide the “six-figure salary” bit.

         
         “This isn’t your dream job?” he asks, pulling open the fridge.

         
         He doesn’t say it sarcastically, which somehow makes it more insulting. “You think it’s my dream job to be a receptionist
            in an auto shop?”
         

         
         He unwraps a sandwich and shrugs. “I dunno. It’s a good job, isn’t it? Pays benefits and stuff?”

         
         Well, now I feel like an elitist jerk. “Yes, it is a good job,” I say tersely. “But that’s not the

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            	No irritating, one-dimensional coworkers who don’t understand anything about dreams
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