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			For anyone going through it.

		

	
		
			
				Help, I’m alive

				My heart keeps beating like a hammer.

				—Metric, “Help I’m Alive”

			

		

	
		
			1

			Who knew that time could move so slowly?

			It’s been three minutes, and I swear I thought an hour had gone by. Just me, standing in the middle of this studio apartment. My studio apartment. I live here now.

			It’s home but it isn’t, because I’m alone. Alone with the echoes of this empty space. Alone with stacked boxes waiting impatiently to be unpacked, mocking me from dusty corners. Alone with an obnoxious question many have asked before me and will continue to ask well after I’m gone, until the earth gets sucked back into the big, dark, hungry maw of the universe. The question, of course, being: Is home a place or other people? Is it a feeling? Is it happiness? Is it love?

			This is the kind of thing we used to talk about over dinner, back at the beginning. Ravi loves a philosophical question. Loves deliberating over some cosmic problem, confronting it head-on. Loves a puzzle. Loves pressing on a bruise to study the feeling. Loves interrogating life’s complexities, sliding everything under a microscope to see the wriggly bits.

			Not me.

			It’s a waste not to wonder, he’d say.

			I hear him now. His voice in my head like he’s there. I mean, I guess he is. He’s part of me. We met young, my bones fortifying in his presence, for so many years my heart beating to the rhythm of us. And now, a void. I think about the life I almost had. I think about people who survive shark attacks. Phantom limbs. I think about loneliness, the dorsal fin circling me as I tread water. Maybe I’m hopelessly self-involved. Maybe I’m jaded. Maybe I’m depressed. Maybe I’m dramatic. It’s a breakup. It’s not the same thing, losing a leg and losing a fiancé. I’m just grasping. I’m just bored. I’m so bored. There’s so much time. It’s here. It’s there, like the boxes, waiting. Existing. Inescapable.

			Four minutes? It’s been only four minutes? Fuck me.

			I grab my phone off the kitchen counter and call Cassie. It rings and rings and I worry she won’t answer, and then what will I do? But she picks up.

			“Hey, Willa.” I can hear it in her voice. She’s sick of me. “What’s up, doc?”

			“Hi, hello. I’m at the new place. All moved in.”

			“How is it?”

			“Um,” I say, looking around. It’s a decent size for a studio. There’s an alcove for a bed. The appliances are new, the kitchen and bathroom recently redone. There’s a dishwasher. Washer/dryer in unit. Closet space. It’s thirty-five hundred dollars a month, including off-street parking. Not bad for Jersey City. It’s fine. And I should say so, but my stubborn throat constricts in protest, won’t let the word out.

			Fine? Is this how I want to describe my life? Where I live? My future? Fine?

			Cassie sighs. “Do you need me to remind you that this was your decision?”

			“That’s a gross oversimplification, but okay.”

			“It is and it isn’t,” she says. “You’re making your own choices. I get that there are factors outside of your control, but you—”

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah. You win. Please tell me again how I’m in a hell of my own making.”

			“Willa, honey, you are in a hell of your own making. Is it hot?”

			“It’s so fucking hot, Cass.”

			“How hot?”

			“Scalding.”

			“Mm,” she says. “That sucks.”

			Cassie is all about tough love. It’s her specialty. If I wanted kid gloves, I would have called Steph.

			Honestly, I did want kid gloves, but Steph is busy with wedding preparations. And Evan wouldn’t have answered. And no one else gets me like they do.

			“It’s going to suck for a while, Willa. Until it doesn’t.”

			I stumble over to the wall, put my back against it. Slide down to the floor. “What if it sucks forever?”

			“Then it sucks forever.” There’s rustling in the background. She’s multitasking. Cleaning, probably. “But it’s not gonna. Everything is temporary. Good and bad.”

			“Good? What is this gah-uhd of which you speak? Never heard of it. Unfamiliar.”

			“Willa.”

			“I know. I’m sorry.”

			“Look. You’re doing it,” she says. “It’s happening. You’re in it. You’re in the suck. Only way out is through.”

			“Or,” I say, hugging my knees tight to my chest, “or I can turn around and go back. Retreat, retreat.”

			“It’s too late for that. And what story worth telling starts with a retreat?”

			“Oof. You’re right.”

			“I love you. You’re gonna get through it. And I get to see you so soon! We’re all gonna be together.”

			“Keyword ‘all.’ Including my ex.”

			She sighs again. She is a world-class sigher. So full of emotion. Of pure exasperation. “You had the opportunity to veto.”

			“I wasn’t going to have him disinvited to the wedding. That puts Steph and Jace in a weird spot. I don’t know. I feel like I’m already the villain.”

			“Villain? Really? Villain. That’s a little—”

			“Dramatic? Have we met? Have we been friends for fifteen years?”

			“Fifteen? Don’t round up on me. How dare you.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“We’ve been friends for thirteen years. Thirteen. Next month, actually. Aww.”

			“Lucky me. Lucky you.”

			“Lucky us,” she says. “I really do love you, Willa Ann Sullivan. And I know you’ll get through this. Go watch something extremely messed up. Go watch a murder show. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: Nothing gives you perspective like a true crime doc. And if that’s too real, a nice classic slasher bloodbath. Or a creature feature will do the trick. Giant monsters. Haunted real estate. Aliens. You know that’s what I do when I’m hanging off a cliff.”

			“I have always envied your grip strength.”

			“Take my advice.”

			“I did! I’ve told you. All I watch lately is horror.”

			“You’re still in the kiddie pool. You need to come over to the deep end.”

			“Let me get my floaties on. Jeez.”

			“I’m sending you another list of recs. Trust me. You’ll find them all surprisingly soothing. A reminder it could always be worse.”

			“Worse? I don’t think so.”

			“Okay, that’s it!” she says, faking outrage. “I’m hanging up!”

			“Noooo!”

			“I’m kidding. I love you. Have I mentioned that?”

			“No. Never. Not once.”

			“I actually do have to run. Luke just got home with the kid. He says hi. Luke, not Theo. Theo doesn’t…Is that—what is that? Luke, what is that? Right there, on his head! Willa, I’ll call you back in like an hour, if that works?”

			“Don’t worry about it.”

			“I will. In the meantime, enjoy the hellfire hot tub.”

			“It’s supremely unpleasant.”

			“Great! Bye!”

			“Bye, Cass.”

			I’m too afraid to check the time, to see how many minutes ticked away during that phone conversation. To see just how much day is left ahead of me.

			Scientists should study the phenomenon of breakup time. Why aren’t there dedicated resources? I’m certain heartache bends the laws of physics. Isn’t that worth looking into?

			Per Cassie’s suggestion, I put on an episode of some crime series about people who survive plane crashes and attempted murders. Their perseverance should be inspiring, but instead it just makes me feel inadequate. I’m barely surviving this breakup, fumbling my intended fresh start. I’m subsisting on noodles and muffins because they’re the only things I can stomach. I’m spending more on THC gummies than groceries. My hair is falling out in clumps due to stress or vitamin deficiencies. Both. And it was ultimately my call. I was the one who decided that the issues between us were irresolvable, that the life we’d been planning to live together wasn’t right for either of us.

			Now I get to wonder if it was a big mistake. The kind of mistake I can’t come back from. The kind that’s going to leave me with a strain of parasitic regret that will destroy me, eventually.

			It’s a waste not to wonder.

			I go through it all in my head every single day. Several times a day. On fucking repeat. Flash back to those early years—the spark between us sun bright, everything easy. Moving in together, the simple joy of falling asleep and waking up in the same bed. I construct a timeline of domestic disagreements—dishes in the sink, unfolded laundry, hair left to clog the drain. I make mental evidence boards of recurring arguments—my lack of communication, his lack of communication, my desire to go out, his desire to stay in, my love of the city, his longing to return to his suburban hometown in Northern Virginia. When exactly did these cracks start to show? When he applied to his dream job in DC—behind my back, because he thought it was a shot in the dark? When he accepted the job? When he asked me to come with and to marry him in the same breath? When I said yes with happy tears in my eyes and a knife at my back?

			When was the shift? When I quit my dream job to follow him home? When I left my beloved Manhattan and began to work freelance, feeling isolated and unfulfilled, subconsciously reluctant to settle somewhere I didn’t want to be? When he started working late and coming home irritable? When we stopped fucking? When his father got sick? When the thought of losing his dad prompted a change of heart about having kids, and he asked me if I’d reconsider becoming a parent? When I said no, it wasn’t something I wanted, and he assured me it was okay, but I couldn’t shake the guilt or the suspicion he thought I still might change my mind?

			When did it get away from us? The nights we spent sleeping with our backs to each other, when I would cry into my pillow, wondering how I could love someone so much and not know how to talk to them anymore. A year like this. A year trying to ignore it, to reassure myself it was just a phase, that we would figure it out, because love conquers all. Until it doesn’t. Until I was hyperventilating three weeks before our wedding, breaking down in the kitchen telling him I couldn’t go through with it.

			We were holding each other hostage in a relationship that wasn’t working anymore, and I felt like I was underwater, like I was drowning, like I was screaming but no one could hear me. I would sit around and fantasize about another life, one free of that feeling.

			But now here I am in that life, hurting, just in a different way, on the floor of this studio apartment, with time standing still.

			

			—

			The dress I got for the wedding no longer fits. It hangs off me. I need a full-length mirror to properly examine, but I don’t have one. I have nothing. When I met Ravi, he had the stuff. Mirrors. Silverware. Plates. Lamps. An ironing board. Two sets of sheets. His own place. An IRA. He was responsible, twenty-four going on forty. I was a twenty-three-year-old party girl, a perpetually hungover barista at the coffee shop around the corner from his office, where he’d get a small black coffee every morning. He asked me out, and that was that. I never learned how to be an adult. I deferred to him, so I never acquired the skills, the adult stuff. Linens. Tools. Do I need tools? Like, a hammer? Is that something I should own?

			I don’t fucking know. I’m thirty-one and making ramen for dinner, about to eat it out of a plastic bowl while watching a movie on my laptop in bed, my bed being a mattress on the floor. I slip the straps off my shoulders and let the dress fall to my feet. I pick it up and hang it in the closet, on one of the six plastic hangers I went out and bought after realizing I didn’t have any. Ravi had the hangers. Nice ones. Velvet. Why didn’t I buy myself nicer hangers? Now I regret not investing in the velvet ones.

			Now I regret everything.

			I can hear Cassie sighing inside my head. She lives up there, too, apparently.

			“Go figure.”

			A soft grunt emanates from the bathroom, where my cat is wedged between the toilet and the wall. “Archimedes. The reason you can live here, rent free, and that I feed you, scoop your litter, and take such good care of you, is so that you reciprocate with love and affection.”

			Another grunt.

			“Fine. I knew I should have gotten a dog.”

			This gets him. He emerges from the bathroom to scowl at me. He crosses the apartment to the closet, where he hides behind a tower of boxes.

			“Why are all my relationships so dysfunctional?” I ask him. “Is it me?”

			I reach behind the boxes, attempt to pick him up, and he scratches me.

			“I’ll take that as a yes.”

			Maybe he’ll come to me if I’m patient. I abandon my ramen, let it congeal on the counter, flop down on my mattress and skim through movies on Netflix. Again on Cassie’s recommendation, I try the first installment in a famous horror franchise. A dumb slasher where pretty teenagers get eviscerated by some masked assailant who, from what I gather, is an interdimensional grim reaper. I half watch while scrolling on Bumble, which is honestly scarier than any horror movie. These dudes…The audacity. The delusion. The deranged hatchet-wielding teen murderer is a more eligible bachelor.

			I drop my phone, slam my laptop shut, and roll out of bed. I pull on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. Grab my purse, my life crisis cigarettes, and step into my boots. I leave my phone and take a book instead.

			The sticky summer heat is overstaying its welcome, and it makes me ache for fall. There are no leaves on the ground yet, only trash. I kick through it on my way to the bar around the corner. They don’t know me there, but they will.

			“What can I get you?” the bartender asks, cool as can be with blue hair and a septum piercing.

			“Whiskey sour, please.”

			They nod.

			Across the bar are two women seemingly on a date. They sit close, elbows on the counter, faces almost touching. They look so happy, breathing in each other’s air. Their drinks are near-empty, glasses sweating, soaking the cocktail napkins underneath. I inhale, hoping for a contact high. New crush, young love—the best drug on earth. And maybe the most dangerous.

			So many years I spent on the couch next to someone I loved more than myself, someone I made the center of my universe, my whole life, distance growing when we weren’t paying attention, the chasm between cushions sucking up loose change and lint and romance and connection and we were just sitting there, fucking around on our phones or computers or watching TV, none the wiser. Now I sit alone witnessing lovers, with my love lost, my universe laid to waste.

			Now I sit crying in public at this bar I was hoping I could frequent. I wipe my tears on the backs of my wrists and open my book, pretend to read.

			The bartender slides my drink across the counter.

			“On the house,” they say, winking at me.

			The kindness is too much, and I can’t be subtle about this. About the crying.

			“Thank you,” I whimper.

			They salute me and turn their back.

			Now the lovers watch me. Probably full of pity. It’s easy to be smug when you’re newly in love. They must be thinking, Not me. Never me. Never us.

			I know because I thought that once, too. Kissing Ravi’s hands on our first date, as we walked through the West Village on our way to eat at a hole-in-the-wall place that served exclusively chicken fingers. I remember picking our dipping sauces with such glee, discovering a mutual love of spicy mustard. The establishment literally blew up a few weeks later thanks to an illegally installed gas line, killing two people and injuring many others, collapsing the building. There’s a metaphor in there somewhere.

			I left Ravi thinking it was the right thing. I left hoping to feel something again, but all I feel is pain. And those two women, their legs tangled under the bar, hair spilling over each other’s shoulders, I envy them. God, I envy them. For the joy they feel in this moment. But it’s inevitable. If they feel sorry for me, I feel sorry for them. Because love cannot be kept, cannot be sustained. It cycles through. With the euphoric highs follow the brutal lows. They will be me, someday, as I was them.

			I down the rest of my whiskey sour and leave a twenty on the counter because I can’t accept the generosity of a free drink. I don’t deserve it. I smoke half a cigarette before going up to the apartment that is now mine. Archimedes is on the bed but evacuates to the closet when he sees me.

			On my mattress, on the floor, I open my laptop and resume the movie. Watch a bunch of beautiful young people meet horrible fates. A hatchet to the head. An unfortunate fall into a sawmill. They run, they scream, they cry. They fight for their lives.

			When the girl with hair almost as red as mine gets her hands hacked off while attempting to rip the mask off her assailant, I lean close to the screen and whisper, “Could always be worse.”

		

	
		
			2

			“You have sufficient food and water for the next forty-eight hours,” I tell Archimedes, who glares at me from the closet, his eyes glowing neon with disdain. “Your litter box is clean. And I’m leaving. You should be thrilled.”

			I almost tell him that I’m going to see his father, but I fear that would only intensify his loathing. Archie is technically my cat; I adopted him a few months before Ravi and I got together. They sure took to each other, though. Best buds. While Ravi was around, Archimedes tolerated me. I’d get the occasional cuddle. Some charity purrs.

			When we split, I offered for Ravi to keep the cat, not wanting to separate them. To cause either of them more hurt.

			“He loves you more,” I’d said.

			“I’m not taking your cat,” Ravi said. Then shook his head, softened his tone. “He reminds me of you.”

			A power drill straight to the heart. I failed to muster up an argument, to insist as I probably should have. Which is how I ended up here, cooing to a creature I adore, who happens to dislike me almost as much as I dislike myself.

			My suitcase is packed. The dress for tonight. A daytime look for tomorrow, a nighttime look for tomorrow. A backup dress. Comfy pajamas. Multiple pairs of shoes. A genuinely unsettling amount of makeup. Travel toothbrush, mini face wash, et cetera. It’s too early to leave, but I’m not doing anything now except waiting around anxious. I somehow managed a full day of work before ten a.m., finishing an entire pitch deck for a new client—an actor’s tequila brand, because what the world really needs is another celebrity spirit. I thought breakups made you useless, inefficient as a result of excessive wallowing. But I’m incredibly productive. Desperate for distraction. It’s when I run out of things to do that it all falls apart. That I begin to look around and wonder if this is it, if this is what I blew up my life for.

			It’s a waste not to wonder.

			Is it, though? Because I swear, I could go for a lobotomy right about now.

			I toss Archie a few treats, make sure none of the faucets are running, that the stove is off, that nothing is plugged in that could possibly catch fire, and drag my suitcase out into the hall. Take a video of myself locking my door.

			Ravi used to get impatient with my anxiety. It exacerbated his own, I guess. We were good at amping each other up, which is to say, we were bad for each other. He could never talk me off the ledge, I could only ever talk him into joining me up there, and vice versa. I thought by going our separate ways, we could be released from our mutual catastrophizing. Maybe he’s better off, but I still expect a pipe to burst and soak everything I own. Now I’m just alone with the worry.

			I struggle down the stairs with my suitcase, out to my car. Struggle to lift it into the trunk. It’s embarrassing to be so weak. No one’s around to observe my poor upper-body strength, but that’s almost worse somehow. A solo reckoning with this truth about myself.

			My car sputters to a start—a noisy reminder that I need to take it in to get it serviced, another adult thing that I’d rather not deal with, that I hope to put off for as long as possible. I hold my breath until I’m able to successfully pull out onto the road.

			It’s about a two-hour drive up north to the Hudson Valley, where Steph and Jason rented out a former summer camp that is now a wedding venue. The ceremony will be held right on the lake where campers used to paddleboat and swim and pull one another under. Today, at dusk, they will exchange vows, followed by dinner and dancing. Tomorrow will be brunch, and nature walks, a field trip to a local distillery, an evening cookout—casual fun. It’s a gorgeous day today and the forecast for the weekend is all blue skies and sunshine, highs in the seventies, lows in the sixties. Steph and Jace have been planning and saving for this weekend for years. Their perfect wedding. They deserve it.

			I turn on some music. Stupid fun pop with stupid cheery lyrics. I sing along, loud and off-key.

			The good thing about a broken heart is it makes you feel more alive.

			The bad thing about a broken heart is it makes you feel more alive.

			

			—

			I’m humbled by the magnificence of the landscape up here. The river winding through the mountains, the camaraderie of the trees, the big, big sky. It’s so beautiful, so— Shit. Did I just hit a squirrel?

			I check the rearview for furry carnage but see none. I cross myself even though I haven’t been Catholic since I was sixteen. I’m grateful that Steph and Jace aren’t having their ceremony in a church, that there won’t be a priest or psalms or prayers. Though maybe it would’ve been nice, to be surrounded by faith. Maybe I could have taken some for myself.

			I put on “Like a Prayer” and sing at the top of my lungs for the short remainder of the journey. When I pull up the dirt road to the Lakeside at Wild Heart Acres, my throat is raw.

			The photos on the website don’t do the place justice. Formerly Camp Serling, it was built in the late seventies as a summer retreat for wealthy city kids, for them to experience true nature—thick grass and tall trees, thirsty ticks and hungry bears and vengeful wasps—while their parents vacationed in Europe. At some point it transitioned from silver spoon summer camp to dreamy wedding venue. The property borders a small lake on one side, woods on all others. Close family and closest friends get the privilege of staying on-site in the refurbished cabins; all other wedding guests will get shuttled back and forth to the nearby Whistlewood Inn and Spa. Same owners, judging by the cringey whimsicalness of the names. I anticipate spotting at least one Live Laugh Love sign this weekend. An abundance of embroidered pillows.

			There’s a clearing at the top of the hill, and I see the main building, the former mess hall, now reception space. It’s a long rectangular structure with a low-pitched gable roof. The back half of the building is on stilts to accommodate the slope down to the lake, and there’s a deck that wraps around, a canopy of string lights for when it gets dark. It looks enough like a log cabin to maintain some rustic charm, but it’s been painted a chic ivory. The windows are clearly new, glass clean and gleaming in the midday sun. There’s a giant stone chimney that climbs up the side of the building and continues high above it.

			The dirt road ends in a small gravel lot, and I park beside what I recognize to be my dear friend Evan’s red Honda Civic. I step out to stretch my legs, inhale the sweet scent of the place—wet earth, smoke from campfires past, fresh flowers for the celebration.

			“There she is.” Evan stands across the way, on the steps of the reception hall, one hand on his hip, the other giving me a regal wave. He’s impeccably dressed as per usual. Khakis, button-down, bow tie, brown leather oxfords, brown leather belt, tortoiseshell Ray-Bans. Wyatt is beside him in flannel. Always flannel.

			“Here I am,” I say, skipping over and throwing my arms around Ev. “So good to see you. You smell incredible. What is that?”

			“Why would I tell you?” he says. “We’re sharing a cabin. Did you know? You, me, and Cassie. And Luke. And…”

			He gestures to Wyatt, who gives a thumbs-up. He’s a six-foot-five, burly, bearded Minnesotan with a friendly, constantly flushed face and sunny Midwest disposition. But every once in a while he’ll crack a joke or slip in a comment that’s so cutting, so razor-sharp, it’ll make you wonder what really goes on behind that big aw-shucks grin.

			“What do you mean sharing?” I ask, giving Wyatt a hug. He pats me on the back like a proud dad. “Not rooms, right?”

			“No. God, no. Imagine? We get our own rooms and bathrooms. But we share a common room.”

			“This weekend really will be just like college.”

			“So you’re going to be a big slut?”

			“I think I’m too depressed,” I say, rolling my neck. “Too world-weary.”

			“Wyatt, can you please take this depressed slut’s bag to our cabin?” Evan asks, tipping his sunglasses down to give his husband puppy eyes.

			“That’s all right. I can take it,” I say.

			Evan shushes me and swipes the fob out of my hands, tosses it to Wyatt.

			“I’m happy to,” Wyatt says, catching the key.

			“He is,” Ev says. “Any opportunity to show off his brute strength.”

			“Such a stud. Thank you, Wyatt. I appreciate it. Suitcase is in the trunk. I’m sorry in advance—it’s stupid heavy.”

			Wyatt plods off. Evan threads his arm through mine and leads me around the side of the building where there’s a series of Adirondack chairs facing the lake—a stunning view. The water is this amazing cobalt blue, the surface glittering in the sun. The distant trees are lush and vibrantly green; they sway gently in the breeze. It’s all so serene and perfect that I can’t stand it. I’m compelled to reach out and touch it, to roll around in the grass, to wade into the lake, to disturb. It’s like when you see a cake on the counter and feel that mad temptation to stick your finger in the frosting. Maybe it’s a me thing—this secret, selfish, nefarious impulse to sully the beauty in the world that I can’t have for myself, that I can’t fully enjoy in the moment because I’m too busy anticipating it slipping through my fingers.

			“Sit,” Evan says, sinking into one of the chairs. “I was hoping for some time alone with you before the festivities begin. How are you? And please don’t say you’re too depressed to be a slut again because that was genuinely the most upsetting thing I’ve ever heard.”

			Instead of sitting in my own chair, I squeeze in beside him. He groans but lets it happen.

			“I’m…managing? Like, I’m alive.”

			“When’s the last time you saw Ravi?”

			“He came by the house in July to get something. He’d usually time it out to avoid me but no such luck. I mean, you know he’s been living with his parents since the split, right? Helping with his dad’s care.”

			“How is his dad?”

			“Good days and bad days. I’m still on the extended family email update. I’m not sure if that’s intentional or if his mom just hasn’t realized yet.”

			“What were things like when you saw him? Cordial? Icy? Did you speak?”

			“Not really. We’ve just been ghosts for months. I think he knows it was the right thing but resents me anyway. Oof. It’s miserable, Ev. Fucking miserable.”

			“Mm. You know what’s miserable?” he asks. “You know who else is coming today? You know who else our dear friends Stephanie and Jason thought it was a good idea to invite to their wedding? Vicky Moldando. Did you know this?”

			“Why do you hate her so much?”

			“It’s not that I hate Vicky. I just hate having to look at Vicky.”

			“That’s very kind of you. So sweet.”

			“Please. She was artificial before all the fillers, which she didn’t even need, by the way! We both know who she really is. She’s not. That. Innocent.”

			“All right, fine. When you’re right, you’re right. Appreciate the subject change.”

			“Thought you might. But in all seriousness, I did want to check in on you. Make sure you weren’t going to self-immolate during the ceremony tonight.”

			“I’m glad that’s the level of mental stability I’m presenting. Safe from self-immolation.”

			He lifts a hip and uses the arm of the chair to push himself to stand, then extends a hand to help me up.

			“You’re going to be okay.” Evan would never bullshit me, never tell me something he didn’t sincerely believe for the sake of reassurance, and that makes it so much more painful. Because I want so badly to believe this, to believe him. But I can’t fathom a future free of this existential malaise, and it’s scary to hope for something that I can’t see.

			The emotion is too much. I can’t erase it, can’t ignore it, so I mold it into something else. Turn it into a joke. “I’ve been thinking about getting another cat.”

			“Stop.”

			“I’ve been so lonely. And you never pick up my calls.”

			“I fall asleep on the phone. You know this.”

			“A convenient excuse. All right. You want to show me this cabin?”

			“Right this way.”

		

	
		
			3

			We walk up the hill to a path that leads to a series of white cabins. They’re bigger than I thought they’d be, each with its own porch. Porch swing. Rocking chairs. Windows with flower boxes brimming with purple impatiens and jolt pink dianthus and red snapdragons. Me five years ago would be horrified that I could identify these flowers, that I’ve become a plant lady.

			It’s one of those things that I can’t tell if I actually care about or just feel like I’m supposed to care about. Do I like to garden, or did the need to pull weeds from the lawn teach me how to dissociate with my hands in the dirt?

			Cassie greets us at the door. She wears an old cutoff sleeveless T-shirt that shows off her tattoos, cigarette pants, and fuzzy slippers. Her bleach-blond bob is pulled into a low, nothing ponytail.

			“Thought I smelled gossip,” she says, drawing me in for a hug. “Come in. Let me show you. This is this room…”

			She gestures vaguely. The walls are white shiplap, adorned with framed postcards from the camp’s bygone era. There are leather chairs and couches, plaid blankets, dried flowers in vintage milk jugs. There’s a fireplace mantle but no fireplace, a TV mounted above it. I count three doors—two at the back, and one directly to my left. I’m guessing that’s my room, since my suitcase is in front of it.

			“Me?” I ask, pointing.

			“It’s a twin bed. Sorry,” Cassie says, making a please-don’t-be-mad-at-me face.

			I flip her off.

			“You two. So well-mannered,” Evan says, grabbing one of the plaid blankets and draping it over his shoulders.

			“Oh, hey! Willa the Killa.” Luke appears out of nowhere, shooting me with finger guns.

			I return fire. “Luke the Nuke. How are you?”

			He wears a button-up shirt unbuttoned, no undershirt, saggy sweatpants, rainbow boxers. He’s the same lanky stoner I met freshman year. He hasn’t aged a day, and the rest of us are green with envy.

			“Did you get the cooler?” Cassie asks him, annoyed. “The thing I fucking sent you to the car to get?”

			He turns on his heel and walks out of the cabin.

			Cassie throws her hands up. “He’s so stoned. Five minutes without the kid, and he’s high out of his mind.”

			“You don’t send me enough pictures,” I say. “Such a cute baby, and I never see him.”

			Cassie takes her phone out of her back pocket and shows me her lock screen—baby Theo with his nose scrunched, tongue out.

			“He’s a ham,” she says, smiling.

			“So cute! Oh my God, Cass. He’s growing up on us!”

			Wyatt wanders into the room, a tie loose around his neck, a confused look on his face. “Help?”

			Evan kiddingly rolls his eyes and goes over to assist.

			“What time does it start again?” Cassie asks. “Should I be getting dressed?”

			“The pre-ceremony welcome reception is at five,” Evan says. “So, yes.”

			“I don’t need three hours to get ready,” Cassie says. “I’m insulted.”

			“I do,” I say. “I need to look good. Somehow.”

			“Somehow,” Evan and Cassie say in unison, all melodramatic.

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I wave them off and roll my suitcase into my room.

			It’s a glorified closet. There’s a window that looks out to the porch, which is great for privacy. There’s the twin bed, as promised. A nightstand with a frosted glass lamp, a small retro alarm clock, and a key card that I assume is for the cabin. A clunky wardrobe that makes the space even more claustrophobic. There’s a pocket door that leads to the bathroom. Toilet, sink, standing shower stall. Those tiny hexagonal black-and-white tiles. The mirror’s a decent size and the lighting isn’t terrible, so there’s that.

			I kick off my shoes and start to undress, pull down my jeans, then remember I’m potentially putting on a show for anyone who steps foot onto the porch. I scurry over to the window and pull the thick burlap curtains closed. Now it’s dark, and I’m half naked, and I can hear my name being whispered in the other room.

			“Willa is…” Cassie starts. I miss the rest, so I tiptoe to the door and press my ear against it. “It’s not good, Ev. It hasn’t been good.”

			“She’s fine,” Evan says. Whispering is not one of his many talents. “Is there a small chance she’ll have a nuclear meltdown in the middle of the ceremony tonight? Perhaps.”

			Cassie sighs.

			“Exceptional acoustics in this place,” I say, at a normal volume.

			A moment of silence.

			“I didn’t say anything I wouldn’t say to your face,” Evan says.

			“Me, either,” Cassie says.

			“Yeah, thank you. Thanks for that. I’m about to get in the shower so you have an approximately fifteen-to-twenty-minute window to continue your discussion of my shit show of a life.”

			“Good to know!” Evan says.

			“He’s kidding,” Cassie says.

			“No, he’s not,” I mumble. I take off my shirt, unhook my bra behind my back, step out of my underwear. Leave the dirty laundry in a pile on the floor.

			I turn the shower on, dial it to the left as far as it will go. The room fills with steam, and I disappear inside it. The water trickles over me, the pressure too light. I don’t know if I appreciate this softness or if I resent it. If I want to be held or to be beaten. If I want the universe to reach out and pet my hair, or to grab me by it and drag me through the streets. If I want forgiveness and relief or pain and punishment.

			I press my head into the tile. I turn the water cold.

			

			—

			Cassie knocks on my door but doesn’t wait for permission to enter.

			“Look at you,” she says. “Stunner.”

			“Is it too obvious how hard I’m trying to look good? Is anything about this”—I gesture to myself—“desperate? Like, without knowing me, would you look at me and think I’m—”

			“I get it.” She cocks her head, thinking it over.

			“Fuck,” I say, turning back to the mirror.

			“Willa. Relax. I’m mulling.”

			“Exactly. If it requires that long of a mull—”

			“Did you want an honest answer, or did you want bullshit? Because my honest, mulled answer is that you look casually stunning. Not at all like you’ve been in here for hours torturing yourself, letting your anxiety spread through the cabin like carbon monoxide.”

			“Phew. What are you wearing?” I ask her. She’s still in her day clothes.

			“A wedding dress. Do you think Steph will be mad?”

			I snort.

			She tosses her makeup bag onto my bed and flops down beside it.

			“Babe?” Luke from the other room.

			Cassie looks at me and presses a finger to her lips, shakes her head. I tiptoe over to the door and close it.

			“He’s driving me fucking crazy,” she whispers. “Oh, actually. Luke? Luke!”

			He opens the door. “Yo!”

			“Do you have the—”

			He hands her a canned cocktail, then takes another out of his pocket. “Willa, you want one?”

			“I’m good,” I say, then immediately change my mind. I need anesthetic. “Who am I kidding? Good? Me? I do want one. Need one. Yes. Please.”

			“That’s my girl!” He makes the decision to toss it to me, which I realize too late, after I haven’t caught it, after it hits the wall and explodes all over my room. All over my dress. Hair. Shoes.

			“Shouldn’t have done that,” he says, turning on his heel. He returns a second later with towels.

			My hair, which I just spent the last hour blowing out, is now sticky with margarita. My dress, too. I burst out laughing because why not? What else am I going to do? Cry? Self-immolate?

			“Okay. Here’s what’s gonna happen,” Cass says, jumping up, jumping into action. “I have a pack of Tide pens in the van, and, Jesus Christ, let that be the most mom thing I ever say. I’m going to clean this dress tonight for you to wear tomorrow, and whatever dress you packed for tomorrow or as a plan B you can wear tonight. And I’ll fix your hair. And I’ll kill my husband. Or you can kill him. Whichever you prefer.”

			“You want a replacement, Willa? I won’t throw it this time. Promise,” Luke says, holding up another canned margarita.

			“Do you have straight tequila? Is this safe to inject directly into my veins?”

			“I got whiskey,” he says. “You’re a whiskey gal.”

			“Go to the car and get the Tide pens. They’re in the center console. And get the whiskey,” Cassie tells Luke. She materializes her vape and takes a hit.

			“Whatever you say, boss! Willa, you look great. Don’t even worry about it. Tanya’s got nothing on you.”

			“Go!” Cassie says, exhaling.

			“Going, going,” Luke says, kissing Cass on the cheek before bolting out of the cabin.

			“Tanya?” I ask.

			Cassie opens her can and passes it to me. “Ravi’s date.”

			“His what? He brought a fucking date?”

			“Hey, hey! Oh my gosh, I’m so happy to…”

			We turn to see Steph in the doorway observing the margarita mess. She looks so beautiful that I literally can’t breathe, with her long, dark hair in a glamorous updo, birdcage veil, her makeup perfect, her dress simple—a shade of lavender that suits her, that is her. Sweet and lovely and fun and unique.

			“Get out of here, you look like a fucking dream,” Cassie says, taking another pull on her vape and then tucking it into her bra.

			“Is everything okay?”

			“Luke threw a cocktail at my head,” I say, as Cassie unzips my dress. “Now I’m going to look like a wet dog in front of my ex-fiancé and, apparently, his date.”

			“Did no one tell her?” Cassie asks Steph.

			Steph gasps, slapping her hands to her cheeks in horror. “I assumed you knew.”

			“Never assume.” I don’t have it in me to be self-conscious, even though I’m now in my underwear. We’ve all seen one another naked—swapping outfits in our dorm, squeezing into the same bathroom at parties to gossip, skinny-dipping on group vacations. But that was a long time ago. Our bodies are different now, as we skid into our thirties.

			“Oh, Wills. I’m so sorry!”

			“It’s not on you, Steph. It’s your day! Your weekend!”

			Evan’s voice carries through the wall. “What are you bitches doing in there? Sounds like Friday night at the asylum.”

			“It is unreal to me that he didn’t talk to you about it. He reached out to Jace to ask and then, you know Jace, he was like, okay, yes, sure. Then Jace came to me, and I almost called you to check but then I thought it might be annoying, or upsetting, or that maybe you’d be insulted I would think you’d care, and I…” Steph trails off, biting a manicured nail.

			“Don’t!” Cass and I shout in unison. We’ve been scolding Steph about her nail-biting habit since first semester freshman year.

			“Right. I’ll ruin them.” She takes a moment to admire her ballet slipper–pink nails. “Willa, if you’re not okay with it I can see if…”

			“Steph. It’s fine,” I say, even though it is not fine. Even though Cassie is stabbing the back of my head with a bobby pin.

			“Did you not know he was seeing someone?”

			“I figured he was starting to date. I mean, we’ve been broken up for seven months.”

			“You’ve been dating,” Cass says, either trying to downplay this situation or absolve herself of guilt over not bringing it up to me. Both. My guess is she did know that I wasn’t aware—she must have—and she just didn’t want to be the one to break the news, to deal with my reaction.

			“Yeah, kind of. A little. But…I just…It’s quick, right? To be serious enough with someone to bring them to a wedding? To this wedding. Is it not just a little bit vindictive to bring a plus-one?”

			Cassie and Steph lock eyes.

			“What?” I ask.

			“I care about Ravi but…” Steph is on the verge of tears. “I feel like this is my fault. I should have—”

			“It is not your fault. Please. It’s your wedding! You’re not allowed to be sad. Or stressed. I’m good, I swear. I’m glad that Ravi is here. He’s your friend. He’s close with Jace. We’ve all spent so much time together over the years. He was there when you guys got engaged. He should be here today.”

			“You know,” Cassie starts, and I am very curious where this is going. “I get wanting to move on. But I agree that this is not the time or place.”

			“I knew he’d find someone else. I told him he would when we broke up, and he just kept saying he didn’t
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