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          SAN FRANCISCO, CRONELLI’S 7 P.M.

        

      

    

    
      The restaurant pulsed with old-world charm and the low murmur of people about to fall in love.

      Outside, the fog had rolled in like a rom-com stagehand, dimming the streetlights just enough to make the neon glow of the Cronelli’s sign feel more romantic than tacky, like something out of the old-timey movies my parents loved. As if reading my mind, a street car dinged past with romantic nostalgia.

      Cronelli’s was one of those San Francisco institutions where the servers still spoke Italian and garlic was currency. Inside, it was warm and heady. The scent of roasted garlic clung to the blood-red velvet drapes, wine glasses clinked in candlelit rhythm, and a jazzy Sinatra cover crooned over the speakers like he had a personal stake in my love life.

      I pressed a hand to my stomach, trying to calm the butterflies currently reenacting the Running of the Bulls.

      Not nerves. Not exactly. Just... potential energy. I could feel something coming, something big and glittering and life-changing.

      When Nick had made this reservation—a month in advance—my bestie Penny had gone full Nancy Meyers directorial when I told her.

      

      “He’s going to propose. You’re going to black out. Try to keep your mouth closed when you cry.”

      She sent me links to manicures, Pilates classes, emergency teeth-whitening kits. I did all of it. And then I bought the dress. Black. Silk. One shoulder. Subtle slit. Not really my style, but just enough to whisper I’m effortless, while also screaming THIS IS MY ENGAGEMENT NIGHT.

      The shoes were a splurge. Silver platform heels in buttery-soft Spanish leather, sexy and impractical, which is really the only way I do footwear. I took one last look in the mirror before I left the apartment. Tousled hair, flushed cheeks, and—dare I say?—a sparkle in my eyes that hadn't been there in a while. I looked like a woman on the brink of something wonderful.

      It was everything eight-year-old Freya would have dreamed of, staring at her parents’ fairy-tale wedding photos. I know it’s a little old-fashioned, but my parents had one of those beautiful love stories that started at age twenty, and I hadn’t quite thought mine would take until thirty. But it didn’t matter. This was it.

      By the time I stepped into Cronelli’s, I’d given myself a full TED Talk on managing expectations, and then promptly ignored every word of it and replaced it with I am a vibrational match for all I desire.

      Who says daily manifestation doesn’t work?

      I spotted Nick at the host stand instantly. He was standing tall in his usual casually stylish way: black cashmere sweater, slim jeans, hair that had that artful just-rolled-out-of-bed-but-in-a-movie-star way about it. He always looked like someone who belonged in a San Francisco coffee shop commercial. I was still kind of dazzled by him, even after three years. Which felt like a good sign.

      He kissed my cheek when I reached him—polite, a little too European cousin for my taste, but whatever. This was a classy place.

      “Wow,” he said, stepping back, looking me over with those sharp blue eyes that I knew would be stunning in our future children. “You look incredible.”

      I smiled. “Thanks. So do you.”

      His eyes lingered on my dress. “New?”

      I nodded. “Thanks for noticing.”

      “I always notice.” He took my hand and gave it a small squeeze. His fingers felt warm and familiar, a little callused from weekend guitar-playing, a little dry from never using moisturizer, no matter how many times I left little samples by his sink.

      The host appeared with a flourish of hand gestures and polite smiles. “Your table is ready, signor. Follow me, please.”

      We were led past murmuring couples and candlelit tables to a secluded corner booth in the back. The kind of booth that had witnessed at least five proposals and probably two illicit affairs. I settled in, smoothing the hem of my dress and trying not to think too hard about which one we were about to add to the list.

      Champagne arrived before we’d even settled. Champagne! I took that as a sign from the universe. I eyed the label. Ooh, la la, the good stuff. My heart tap-danced in my chest.

      Would we move into his condo in the city or buy a house on the Peninsula? The housing market was crazy, but if his start-up IPO’d…

      Nick raised his glass, and we clinked.

      “To what?” I asked, voice light.

      Nick smiled, slow and unreadable. “To… new beginnings.”

      I laughed, a little breathlessly. “That’s cryptic. Should I be nervous?”

      “Maybe,” he said with a wink. “But in a good way.”

      I took a sip and tasted bubbles and destiny. Or at least a really good vintage. Wasn’t champagne just a party in your mouth?

      We made it halfway through the bread basket—fresh, warm, buttery—and a discussion on whether saffron was overused at Cafe La Boca (he said yes, I said you’re boring) when the server arrived with the calamari and a conspiratorial smile like she knew something I didn’t.

      Perfect. The ring was probably under the calamari. Surely, seafood grease was easy to get out of diamonds. Was it greedy to secretly hope it was actually a sapphire?

      Then Nick cleared his throat.

      “So,” he said, voice casual. “I wanted to talk to you about something important.”

      My heart thudded.

      I had the figure for a mermaid cut dress. Off white. Subtle beading…

      “I’ve accepted the job in London.”

      I blinked. “Hmm?”

      He leaned back slightly, as if he'd just commented on the weather. “The London job. I’m taking it.”

      “What job?” My hand shook as I raised my flute to my lips and drained the glass.

      “Freya, I told you about it months ago.”

      My mind peeled back the layers of the last few months.

      “I—yeah. Right. I remember you mentioning something vague, but I thought it was one of those fantasy escape plans, like moving to Bali and opening a surf hostel.”

      He chuckled. “No, this one’s real. Leadership reached out again last month. It’s a big promotion, and the package is great. Leading up the whole new team. Bringing AI across the pond!”

      “But isn’t Scylla supposed to IPO, and you’re supposed to get that huge equity payout and⁠—”

      He grinned like a little boy with a new racecar. “Isn’t that the best part? I’m not losing the equity! Win-win.”

      I stared at him for a beat too long. My mind was starting to short-circuit. “I… okay. That’s... a surprise.”

      Nick gave a sheepish shrug, reaching for his water. “I figured you might be surprised. But yeah. It just feels like the right time.”

      The right time for what? Relocating? Reinventing our lives?

      I subtly stared down at the table, at the hand that was supposed to be wearing a ring by now.

      “So…we’re moving to London? When? I guess we have a lot to discuss.”

      “Um, no. Not we...” He drew out the words, and I felt a sickening sensation fester in my gut.

      “So… then we’re doing long distance?” My voice ticked up with desperation.

      He hesitated. And that’s when I felt it—the shift. The quiet pull of something unraveling.

      “Freya, I think we both know things haven’t been… aligned lately.”

      “Aligned?” My voice came out sharper than I meant. “What are we, planets?” I skewered a calamari tentacle and shoved it into my mouth.

      “Just using language you’d understand. I just mean—we’ve been drifting. And maybe this is a good moment to take a step back. See what we really want.”

      I put my fork down. Slowly. “I know what I want, Nick. I want this. I thought we were heading somewhere. Together. I thought you were proposing tonight.”

      He let out an incredulous, clipped laugh. “You—proposing? Freya—why would you think⁠—”

      My chin wobbled with shame. “Seriously? We’ve been together three years. We share a Netflix account. I have a drawer at your condo. I—my parents invited you to Tahoe.” My voice wobbled as tears threatened to break through.

      “Freya, you don’t want this. Not really. You don’t really love me, or us.”

      I let out a breathy laugh. “What?”

      “You just love the idea of us. Of me. You’re chasing a story, Freya. The perfect romance, the fairy tale.”

      His words were like a poisoned arrow shot by an evil cupid, right through my tender little heart.

      He exhaled through his nose. “I didn’t plan this to hurt you.”

      “Then why this whole show? Why not break up with me via text like every other tech bro would have?”

      He ran a hand through his hair, then drained his champagne. “I—I thought it would be, like, a celebration of what we’ve had. Moving into the next chapter with a bang.”

      I ground my jaw. “I think you sorely miscalculated this one, Nick.”

      The server swooped in and refilled our glasses. “Are we ready for—” he eyed me and gingerly stepped back. “Right. Another moment then.”

      Nick turned back to me. “I just… I need to figure out what’s next for me.”

      “And I’m not part of that.”

      He fiddled with his champagne flute. “I didn’t say that exactly.”

      “You didn’t have to.” I shoved back from the table.

      “Freya—come on—don’t do this here.”

      “Oh, where should I do this? At the airport? At the going-away party I wasn’t invited to yet?”

      Nick tried to reach for my hand, but I was already standing. Rage was boiling up now, thick and fast, chasing out the heartbreak.

      “I wore Spanx for this,” I said quietly. “I spent two hours getting ready. I bought this dress thinking I was getting engaged.”

      “I didn’t ask you to do any of that.”

      “And yet here we are,” I said. “You wanted a dramatic life change? Congrats. You got one.”

      Then, I picked up my full champagne glass and flung it in his face. A clean, perfect splash. He gasped. Somewhere behind me, someone actually applauded.

      I didn’t wait to be asked to leave.
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      The croissant was stale.

      Not just “day-old” stale. More like “was probably soft during the Obama administration” stale. I had to gnaw through the corner like a rodent trying to access drywall. It was the kind of pastry that made you question everything, including your job, your life, and the continued existence of gluten.

      “Screw Nick,” the latest text from Penny read, punctuated with a flamethrower emoji.

      I stared at the message, then typed back:

      “Everything happens for a reason.”

      Penny: “That’s not a real thing. That’s what people say when they lose the Olympics or their boyfriend.”

      Me: “I’m fine.”

      Penny: “You’re eating a sad desk croissant and ghosting our group chat. You are not fine.”

      I picked up my mug, sipped the coffee, and winced. Cold. Burnt. Somehow both watery and offensively strong. The kind of coffee that makes you want to apologize to your kidneys.

      Eight years at this company, and they still hadn’t figured out how to make coffee that didn’t taste like betrayal. What did American corporations have against decent espresso?

      The truth was, I wasn’t fine. But I was also not not fine. I was in that liminal post-breakup phase where everything feels slightly surreal, like you’re watching your own life from the wrong side of a fish tank. I kept thinking, if I just showed up at work, wore real pants, and answered all my emails, the universe would reset. Like I could just out-type the heartbreak.

      Spoiler: heartbreak is faster than Outlook.

      I glanced at my screen. Subject line: “Quarterly KPIs + Q3 Vision Alignment (ACTION REQUIRED)”

      Kill me.

      As it turns out, Director of Employee Conversations was about as sexy a job as VP of Staplers.

      Good pay, good benefits. Build the nest egg so you can pursue your passions later…

      That’s when Lauren, the department admin, popped her head over my cubicle like an extremely professional prairie dog. She was wearing her usual sweater set combo and shiny black slacks in that kind of functional material that could double as Pilates wear.

      “Hey, Freya? Brian wants to see you in his office.”

      I groaned into my keyboard. “Seriously? I just sent him the Capella Deck like four minutes ago. What does he want?”

      She gave me a tight, sympathetic smile and the smallest of shrugs. “Didn’t say what it was about. Just said ASAP. And you know ASAP for Brian means⁠—”

      “Yesterday, yeah, I know.”

      I already hated whatever he was going to say.

      I stood and brushed the croissant crumbs from the lap of my paisley-print pants, sending a small cascade onto the floor. I made no attempt to clean it up. The ants could have it.

      As I trudged toward Brian’s office, I passed the hallway where they'd hung motivational posters that were supposed to make us feel like working until 9 p.m. on a Sunday was noble, and not a slow form of corporate death. One showed a mountain range with the words “HARD WORK PAYS OFF.” Another, a picture of a bald eagle flying into the sunrise: “DARE TO SOAR.”

      I am here for some affirmations, but these felt like a violation of universal laws.

      When I reached my boss’s door, it was already open. Brian sat behind his glass-and-steel desk, wearing the expression of someone about to talk to you about synergy or your personal brand. He gestured for me to sit, smiling like we were on a date I didn’t remember agreeing to.

      Brian wasn’t the worst boss, but he was always trying painfully too hard to be on the same TikTok cool level as our majority Gen-Z employee base. I say this as a relatively young person, but I wanted to explain to him that there was dignity in aging gracefully.

      “Freya. Hey. Thanks for coming by.”

      “Right. Of course.” I forced a grin to soften the sarcasm begging to come out.

      He chuckled. “How are you doing?”

      I shifted uncomfortably. Brian’s small talk was usually a precursor to something I didn’t want to hear. “Um, fine. Why?”

      “Just doing a vibe check. I noticed you’re not quite as…bubbly as usual lately. Lauren told me you had a breakup recently.” I groaned internally. Of course she did. “You hanging in?”

      I forced my lips to spread into what I hoped was a smile. “Oh, yeah. Totally hanging. In.”

      “Good, good,” he said, in that voice people use right before they ask you to work the weekend or relocate to Fresno.

      He folded his hands. “So I’ll just jump right in. With the merger officially finalized, there’ve been some necessary organizational shifts. Realigning departments. Lowkey streamlining. You know.”

      “Uh, no. I didn’t…know. What does that mean exactly?”

      “You’ve done a fantastic job here, Freya. Truly. But unfortunately, your position is being eliminated under the new structure—effective today.”

      My brain stalled. I shook my head like I could put the pieces back into place.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      Brian nodded solemnly, like a priest delivering fatal news to a parishioner.

      “We’re offering you a generous severance package and career transition support through a third-party outplacement firm. They’re excellent. Really help you find your next step.”

      My ears were ringing. “I—wait. My job is… gone?”

      “I know it’s a lot. Believe me, this wasn’t easy for any of us. You’ll be missed. Truly. Rasha, head of HR, will coordinate your exit interview, but I wanted to give you the terms of your severance personally.” He handed me an envelope, which I reflexively took.

      “But—why?”

      Brian sighed and stroked his beard. “I suppose the new leadership feels all of our employee conversations have been had.” He cracked a forced smile that made me want to throw his monogrammed stapler at him.

      “Right,” I whispered with a sharp nod. “And this one didn’t even include calamari.”

      Brian blinked. “I—I’m sorry?”

      I stood suddenly. “Nothing. I’m just trying to figure out if I accidentally walked under a ladder or broke a mirror or slept with a dark witch’s husband in college.”

      Brian let out an uncomfortable laugh. “This isn’t personal, Freya. Really.”

      “Not personal?” I said, my voice shooting up into a new, uncharted octave. “I’ve been here since I was twenty-four. I started as an intern. I’ve given this company my twenties, Brian. My best years! My perky years! I’ve sacrificed my core strength sitting at that desk when I could have been backpacking through Europe or finding myself in ashrams.”

      He leaned forward, looking like he wanted to help, or at least escape through the HVAC system.

      “Freya, I⁠—”

      “I bought a whiteboard to track our team goals. A whiteboard. You think I did that for fun?”

      “You actually really seem to like that whiteboard. Your doodles are really good⁠—”

      I stood theatrically and paced his office. I spun around.

      “Remember when we rolled out that employee wellness initiative? I didn’t go home for three days. I napped in the supply closet under a pile of swag backpacks.”

      Brian rolled his eyes. “Freya, no, you didn’t. Don’t exaggerate.”

      “Metaphorically speaking, anyway. And for what? A gift card to Panera?”

      “We appreciate everything you⁠—”

      “I even defended your beard when Penny said it made you look like a magician in a community theater production of The Prestige.”

      Brian looked briefly offended and stroked his facial hair. “That’s not fair. I think it’s a solid beard.”

      I ignored him. “You want to know the worst part? I liked this job. I was good at this job. I told people at parties I liked it here.”

      “That’s… sweet?”

      “No. No, Brian. It’s tragic.”

      “Freya—you are—were—good at this job, no doubt. You’re really talented. Ambitious. You’ll land on your feet.”

      “I just got dumped by my boyfriend at Cronelli’s last week. You know what I thought when you asked to meet today? I thought maybe I was getting promoted. Or at least looped in on a cool new project for all my hard work. Instead, I’m being excommunicated with a smile and a third-party firm.”

      There was a long silence. Even Brian looked like he wanted to cry, or flee, or time-travel to before this meeting.

      “I bet I don’t even get to take my coffee mug,” I added, voice breaking. “It’s a Taylor Swift lyrics mug, Brian. It got me through two reorgs and one bladder infection.”

      He coughed nervously. “You can definitely keep the mug.”

      I blinked at him, and then burst into tears. Not pretty tears. Full-on-snot, gasping, ugly crying.

      Brian handed me a tissue box as if it were radioactive. I took five and blew hard.

      “You’re going to land on your feet,” he repeated, trying to sound sincere. “You’re smart, capable. You’re one of the most creative people I know.”

      I snorted. “How would you know how creative I am? All I do here is regurgitate corporate jargon to keep employees from realizing their indentured servitude.”

      A pause.

      “Well… yeah. But maybe with your… other recent breakup, the time off will be healing.”

      I sent him a death glare, and he snapped his mouth shut.

      We both sat in the quiet for a minute. Then I stood, dabbing at my mascara smears with a tissue that disintegrated on impact.

      “Can I make a dramatic exit, or do I need to badge out formally?”

      His body folded into an uncomfortable shrug. “You can… be dramatic.”

      “Thank you.”

      I stood and turned to walk out. I paused at the door and looked back.

      “Oh. And I’m taking my desk fern. It’s dying, but so am I.” I reached the door and turned back once more. “This isn’t even what I wanted to do with my life. I’ve been dumped by something I don’t even want.”

      This time, Brian smiled, almost nostalgically. “Then consider it a gift from the Universe, Freya.”

      Then I walked out of his office with whatever pride I had left, chunky heels clicking against the tile like I was going somewhere important. Which, at the moment, was the nearest bathroom stall to ugly cry.

      The texts from Penny buzzed as I reached the elevator.

      “Update?”

      I stared at the screen, then typed:

      “I’ve just been dumped again. But this time by capitalism.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          ONE MONTH LATER

        

      

    

    
      They say there’s no timeline for grief. That healing is not linear. That breakups don’t come with a manual. But apparently, they do come with a 30-day grace period, after which even your most supportive friends start sending you TikToks about moving on and articles titled “Seven Ways to Reclaim Your Spark After Heartbreak,” as if you’re a dying appliance.

      I was definitely not sparking. But maybe I wasn’t dying either. I was in some kind of post-breakup, post-layoff limbo.

      I was curled on my couch in pajamas that had seen too many consecutive days of wear, halfway through a bottle of Trader Joe’s Chianti that cost less than a latte, scrolling Instagram with a joyless blank stare. There were crumbs in my lounge bra. I hadn’t worn a real bra in days. Possibly weeks. What was the point? Nowhere to go. No one to see.

      Penny had texted earlier:

      “It’s been a MONTH. Get on the apps. Let me vet your Bumble matches.” Followed by a GIF of a woman dramatically swiping left.

      I’d written back. “I don’t bumble.”

      I wasn’t ready to “get my scroll on” and flirt with some tech bro who listed “grit” as a personality trait and thought a trip to Tahoe was exotic.

      I was still bleeding. Quietly. Invisibly.

      And the worst part? I wasn’t even angry anymore. Just… hollow. If I had been a friend, I would have advised that if someone doesn’t love you back, then you don’t really want to be with them. Because love is only truly love when it’s reciprocated. But current me wanted to stab that hypothetical me in the eye with the random chopstick sitting on my coffee table.

      Because Nick was supposed to be it. I’d done the thing. The career, the long-term relationship, the investment in throw pillows I thought would go so so well in his condo once we were finally ready to live together. Which, after three years, had to be annny day now. We even did joint holiday cards last year—ironic sweaters and all. I thought we were building a life. Turns out, we were just renting it until something shinier came along.

      How could I compete with London?

      Worse yet, I didn’t even have a job to distract me from the emotional wreckage. Had I really been unceremoniously let go during a meeting that ended with me sobbing about a Taylor Swift mug and marching out with a dying desk fern?

      Not your best showing, Freya. My therapist said I was in a “liminal space.”

      My thumb continued its zombie scroll through a sea of curated joy—honeymoons in Bali, engagement rings the size of ice cubes, someone’s baby in a cashmere sweater vest. The internet was a minefield of other people’s fake happiness.

      Even my usual go-to pick-me-up accounts like @SpiritGirl and @ManifestYourAbundance weren’t helping. I’d trusted the universe, and where had it led me? Right off a cliff.

      I tipped the remainder of the Chianti into my glass and took a healthy gulp. And then, like a fever dream, it appeared.

      This Italian Town Will Pay You to Move There

      A sun-drenched villa filled my screen, its shutters the color of faded sea glass, with ivy clinging to cracked walls. Beyond it, rolling vineyards stretched out toward the horizon like an oil painting.

      I blinked.

      The caption read: Have you ever dreamed of leaving it all behind? Of starting fresh somewhere magical?

      I sat up straighter, wine sloshing dangerously close to the rim of my glass.

      “Yes,” I whispered into my screen as I swiped to the next image, so lush and vibrant it bordered on obscene.

      For just one euro, you can live your Italian dreams. Your new home awaits.

      “Oh, you seductive little algorithm,” I murmured and read the caption below.

      “Montefiore, Italy: a postcard-perfect village seeking new life. Apply for a restoration grant and buy a charming fixer-upper for the symbolic price of one euro. Must commit to beginning renovations within 90 days and completion within one year. Link in bio.”

      This wasn’t just a listing. This was a sign.

      “You’re drunk,” I said out loud.

      Meh…even if I was…I clicked the link anyway.

      The application form looked… real. The pictures were real. The map was real. The price? Literally one euro. Definitely couldn’t be real. But I’d read about these one-euro schemes before.

      It was either the most well-designed scam in history, or the universe telling me that maybe, just maybe, everything falling apart had been a plot twist.

      Not a punishment. A redirection?

      I stared at the screen for a long time. Then I whispered, “Screw it,” and clicked Apply Now.
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      “Have you completely lost your mind?”

      Penny’s face filled my phone screen, frozen mid-blink as FaceTime glitched. When she came back into focus, her expression was a perfect cocktail of panic and exasperated love. She pressed a take-out coffee to her red lips. She had her dark hair pulled back into an impossibly chic bun that my wild waves would never adhere to.

      I smiled as I gently laid out my newly purchased flirty dresses I felt were appropriately Italian chic.

      “Possibly.”

      “Not possibly. You have. You bought a house in Italy on a wine-soaked whim.”

      “Technically, it was on a wine-soaked whim and a Black Friday-level deal. One euro, Pen. That’s less than a cup of gas station coffee.”

      “And when have you ever had a cup of gas station coffee?”

      “Remember that truck stop in Fresno?”

      She shuttered. “I try not to.”

      Penny groaned and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Freya. Sweetheart. Platonic love of my life. You’ve been in pajamas for over a month. You haven’t made eye contact with another human since the barista at Peet’s called you ‘miss.’ You’re not in a place to make major life decisions like this.”

      I held up a finger. “Exactly why I need to make one.” I tilted my phone toward the bed. “Look at all these pretty Italian dresses. How can I lose?”

      She shook her head. “Dresses are not decisions.”

      “They are a representation of my commitment to my destiny.”

      She sighed heavily. “Honestly, Frey.”

      I sat on the edge of the bed. “Look, I know it sounds crazy. But my whole life imploded. Nick dumped me. I got laid off. I’ve spent the last few weeks rage-ordering scented candles and stress-eating artisan string cheese.”

      “Wait, where are you getting artisan string cheese, and why are you holding out on me?”

      “Giuseppe’s on First.”

      “Ok, continue.”

      I flubbed my lips. “I need a clean slate. A change of scenery. And possibly a tetanus shot, depending on the condition of this house. This just felt like a sign from the Universe.”

      Penny looked at me for a long beat. “Let me guess, the microwave flashed your lucky numbers as Mercury was leaving retrograde?” I glared playfully through the screen. “How long have you been working on this?”

      I fiddled with a random pen. “I applied six weeks ago.”

      She practically climbed through the screen. “What? Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

      I dropped the pen and stroked the hem of my new favorite dress—a mosaic print that reminded me of Spanish tiles. “Because I knew you’d talk me out of it.”

      She bit her lip. “I might’ve. Or I might’ve booked a flight to come with you. Thanks for the missed opportunity, by the way.”

      That made me smile. “You’re happy here. Your job, your boyfriend, your adorable Rose Garden apartment with the plant wall. I didn’t want to drag you into my post-breakup spiral.”

      Her eyes softened. “I do love that plant wall. Hey, you’re not a drag. You’re my best friend. You’re allowed to spiral.”

      I nodded, throat tightening. “Thanks.”

      “When do you leave?”

      I scrunched up my nose. “Friday.”

      “What? Like, in four days, Friday?”

      I sighed. “That’s the one.”

      “What about your apartment?”

      I shrugged. “I got out of the lease. There’s a list a mile long to get into this building. The manager had someone ready to go.”

      “But you had rent control! You’re going to give that up? You’ll never get back in!”

      I laughed. “That’s kind of the point. Will you chill? I think it’s a small price to pay for dreams.”

      She rolled her eyes. “What dream? The dream you’ve had since breakfast?”

      “The dream was in my subconscious, waiting to be discovered.”

      She massaged her temples. “What tarot card told you that?” After a beat, she said in frustration, “Do you even speak Italian?”

      I shrugged. “I downloaded Rosetta Stone and watched Under the Tuscan Sun three times. I’m basically fluent.”

      She laughed in spite of herself. “And you’re sure it’s not a scam?”

      I bobbed my head. “Mostly sure. It’s government-endorsed. There’s paperwork. And a clause about mandatory renovations that I only half-skimmed. They’re even giving me a $5,000 grant for fast-tracking the renovation. I guess the previous owner gave up, and the local authorities were anxious to find someone new. Worst case, I come home with a cautionary tale and a really good pasta recipe.”

      She leaned in closer to the screen. “And you’re really okay?”

      I glanced at the mirror across the room. My reflection didn’t scream ‘okay.’ There were shadows under my eyes, a hollowness to my cheeks that hadn’t been there last fall. I’d lost enough weight to make the Y2K tabloids proud. Even my hair looked tired somehow.

      But underneath the fatigue and the heartbreak and the existential dread… there was something else. A little spark of something new.

      Hope?

      Or maybe just delusion in a romantic mosaic dress. Hard to say.

      “I’m getting there,” I said finally. “And if I’m going to lose my mind, I’d rather do it with good wine, terracotta rooftops, and a crumbling villa that smells like rosemary.”

      Penny smiled, bittersweet. “The Instagram copy writes itself. I’ll miss you.”

      “I’ll miss you, too. But you’ll visit.”

      “Already packing. But hey, we’re sending you off in style. I’m booking a table at El Toro tonight.”

      “You’re the best, Pen.”

      “I know, I really am. See you at seven. Wear something festive.” She kissed the phone and hung up.
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      If you’ve never dragged a broken roller suitcase up a cobblestone hill in ninety-degree heat while being watched by half an Italian village, let me spare you: don’t.

      The once-daily train from Siena to Montefiore had deposited me at what could generously be called the edge of town—though it felt more like the middle of nowhere with aspirations. The train had sputtered to a stop in front of a chipped bench and a crumbling stone wall covered in sun-bleached posters for events that probably hadn’t happened since the early 2000s.

      I’d barely stepped off when a tiny, wiry woman in all black—head scarf, orthopedic-style sandals, the whole cinematic package—gave me the once-over. Then, with all the disapproval one might expect, she muttered something in rapid-fire Italian. I caught only “Americana” and what might have been “madness.”

      “Ciao,” I offered weakly. She sniffed, made the sign of the cross, and shuffled away, leaving a faint trail of fennel and doom in her wake.

      So. Not exactly the Welcome Wagon I’d envisioned, but one must not be deterred.

      There hadn’t been a taxi in sight, or even a clearly marked road, just a weathered sign pointing up a narrow, sun-bleached path and the vague scent of roasted garlic riding the wind like a taunt.

      I thanked the travel gods I’d read enough Rick Steves to know how to pack light. Unfortunately, “light” was still a relative term, and the suitcase—my one “practical” purchase for this grand adventure, a bright blue capsule with wheels allegedly designed for uneven terrain—let out a dramatic wheeze and toppled over. Again. For the fourth time in as many minutes. I was going to be leaving a less-than-stellar Amazon review.

      I stood in the middle of the lane, hands on my hips, glaring down at it.

      “Va bene,” I muttered. “You win this round, TravelPro.”

      This was supposed to be my big Eat-Pray-Love moment. Me, breezing into a charming Tuscan town with a silk scarf in my hair and a mysterious past. Not panting, sunburned, and looking like I’d just lost a fight with a piñata.
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      Around me, the village of Montefiore, nestled in the western hills of Tuscany, basked in the golden haze of late afternoon, like it had just stepped out of a Renaissance painting and into its sleepy retirement. Shutters hung half-closed over faded stone windows. Terracotta pots overflowed with geraniums and basil. A pair of cats dozed on a stairwell like heat-drunk royalty, barely flicking their ears as I passed. Laundry flapped lazily overhead—sheets, striped shirts, a lace-edged tablecloth—all swaying in the breeze like the town itself was exhaling.

      The street twisted upward in lazy, charming defiance, each uneven stone threatening to twist an ankle or a dream. Crumbling brick facades bore the soft blush of age and summer sun, and ivy crept up the walls as though it had nowhere else to be. Somewhere nearby, a church bell chimed five times, slow and reverent, and I caught the scent of rosemary and something tomatoey wafting from an open kitchen window. I felt like I’d stepped into a Pixar movie.

      For a second, I paused. This was what I’d dreamed of—Tuscany, romance, a simpler life. But somehow in my fantasy, I wasn’t sweating through my bra.

      A swallow swooped overhead, and I paused long enough to tilt my face to the sky, letting the sun soak into my travel-worn limbs and wondering what, exactly, I’d gotten myself into.

      A scooter zipped past me, its driver—an old man in a flat cap and navy cardigan despite the heat—nodding like this was all perfectly normal. Maybe it was. Maybe women dragging half-collapsed luggage uphill toward crumbling one-euro houses was just part of the town’s regular entertainment. Maybe tomorrow I’d be listed on the local event calendar: Foreign woman arrives. Melts slightly. Performs modern art installation entitled: Existential Crisis in Linen.

      I took a deep breath and checked my map app. In the distance, a dog barked once, then gave up. A toddler wailed. Somewhere—God bless this country—I swear I heard someone plucking a cork from a bottle of wine. Or maybe that was my jet-lag delirium.

      I adjusted my grip on the suitcase, squared my shoulders, and kept climbing. Because no matter how sweaty, ridiculous, or precariously unhinged this first impression was—this was the new reality.

      My new town. My new mess. My new, very expensive, possibly misguided, grand new beginning.

      I pushed sweaty hair off my forehead and looked up the hill that rose from the north end of the main street. There it was in the distance, waving at me from the top of the hill. My one-euro dream. My fixer-upper fantasy.

      I squinted into the afternoon Tuscan sun and conjured the images Francine had sent me—whitewashed stone with a terracotta roof, half the shutters missing, and ivy crawling up one wall like it was trying to escape. It had been mine for exactly twelve days and cost one euro—ok, one euro plus a few thousand dollars in administrative fees and headaches, plus one ironclad notarized guarantee that I couldn’t just flip it and flee. Which, I had no intention of doing.

      “You bought a house off of Instagram?” My mom had yelled from somewhere deep in the Amazon rainforest, the call glitching with monkey sounds.

      I hadn’t wanted to worry them. They were somewhere between Machu Picchu and the Maldives, halfway through their post-retirement one-year world tour after selling their travel-inspired home goods company to World Market. Living the kind of life I’d once imagined for myself—until I got stuck in a loop of back-to-back strategy meetings and birthday cupcakes in the breakroom.

      “Right. But it’s not as sketchy as it sounds, Mom…”

      “But you haven’t even seen it?” She’d pushed.

      “I—I saw pictures.”

      “Are you sure you’re ok, love?” Mom’s voice was always smooth as honey, no matter what insane thing I had just announced.

      No. But also yes? I wanted to say.

      I hadn’t felt okay in years. Not really. Not since I accidentally found myself climbing the Silicon Valley corporate ladder only to find it led directly into a burnout pit with catered lunches and Slack notifications that haunted my dreams. Albeit with endless free LaCroix.

      Then there were years of falling all over myself trying to make Nick happy. A man whose steadfast ambition and level-headedness seemed the perfect balance to my head-in-the-clouds approach. A man who thought compromise meant we watched his show my way.

      So, yeah. Maybe buying a falling-down house in a village I couldn’t properly pronounce was a terrible idea. But it was my idea. A bold, spontaneous, borderline unhinged declaration of independence. A one-euro leap of faith that might help me figure out who I was really meant to be in this life.

      I closed my eyes and focused on my breath. “Okay, Universe,” I whispered. “Linen curtains. Fresh basil. A working toilet. Show me my new life.”

      One more shove, and the suitcase finally made it to the crumbling stone path leading to the front door.

      I glanced up. The house looked smaller than I remembered from the listing photos. Listing photos that I was now mildly convinced were stock photos.

      The structure was perched crookedly at the top of the hill, as if trying to slip away unnoticed. Its stone walls were weathered to a soft, crumbling beige, and missing roof tiles gave it the appearance of a Scrabble board. A wooden shutter hung askew on a single rusted hinge, swaying in the breeze with the half-hearted menace of an old ghost.

      Well, at least it had the promised ivy wall.

      An abandoned garden jutted out from one side and the other—I tilted my head and examined. Well, that was a surprise. It seemed my house was actually more of a townhouse with a shared wall. I sent up a little ask to the Universe that my new neighbor was a kindly nonna with a killer pesto recipe.

      It wasn’t pretty, or welcoming, or particularly safe-looking. But as jarring as the initial appearance was, there was something about the house—worn down, yes, but standing. Stubbornly, defiantly, still here centuries later. Like it had decided it would outlast whatever came next.

      I could work with that. I stepped closer, and the air shifted—cooler, shaded by the overhang of a fig tree just to the left of the entrance. The scent of ripe fruit mingled with something musty and unmistakably feral. With a breath, I made my way to the front.

      Francine, my American real estate liaison, had mentioned she had left it unlocked with the keys on the counter inside. That seemed terribly trusting, but then again, it wasn’t like someone was going to run off with the place. I glanced at the front door—if you could call the warped, splintered thing that. It was wedged open at an awkward angle, like it had tried to run for its life and gotten stuck. Locking it seemed like a moot point anyway.

      “Ok,” I breathed, dragging my suitcase the final few feet. “You’re finally here.”

      Cautiously, I pushed the front door open farther. It groaned in protest like it hadn’t been touched in years. The hinges coughed up a puff of dust that floated lazily into the shaft of late-afternoon light cutting across the entryway.

      I gingerly lifted my foot over the threshold and stepped inside, hoping it wasn’t currently occupied by squatters or ghosts.

      And immediately stepped back out again.

      I hadn’t quite been expecting the smell—damp, earthy, a hint of mildew overlaid with something vaguely... rodent-adjacent.

      I took a deep breath of fresh country air and steadied my nerves.

      “C’mon, Freya. Don’t be a chicken now.”

      I forced myself back in. Dust danced in the slanting light, and the air felt… still. Too still.

      My eyes adjusted slowly to the dim light inside. I cautiously moved through, assessing the layout.

      The living room—using that term generously—was a cavernous space with faded tile floors and walls the color of cigarette ash. Exposed wooden beams stretched across the ceiling, charming in theory but in practice looked like one gentle sneeze away from collapse. A small fireplace sagged in the corner, its brickwork blackened and chipped. Something skittered in the shadows and disappeared behind a pile of dislodged plaster. I shuddered.

      “Okay. Okay.” I rubbed a hand over my face. “You’re... really rustic. That’s fine. Rustic is charming. Rustic is authentic. Timeless. I was expecting rustic.”

      The floor creaked beneath my sneaker. I glanced up. A chunk of plaster detached from the ceiling and fell in slow motion, landing with a soft thud at my feet.

      I froze, hands lifted as if to calm a wild animal. “Okay, so maybe rustic bordering on cursed.”

      Still, I couldn’t look away. The bones were here. Thick stone walls, a fireplace, good light—well, in theory. The fantasy still faintly pulsing behind the decay.

      Was that a—yes. That was a tree growing through a broken window. Okay, I could work with a tree. Trees were magic.

      This house had history. Stories. Probably a few ghosts. But it was also mine.

      Mine, mine, mine!

      It wasn’t the glossy Pinterest fantasy I’d built in my head—bright tiles, whitewashed walls, linen curtains fluttering in the breeze while I sipped espresso and fueled my long-dormant creative muse—but it could be. Someday. With help. And possibly an exterminator.

      My stomach flipped as I took a few careful steps farther in, shoes crunching over debris. The air smelled old and forgotten. The way a closet does when it's been shut too long. Like memory.

      From what Francine had told me, the previous owner had gotten as far as establishing electricity, clean running water, and a finished bedroom, but looking around, that had to be the extent of it. It seemed he’d left in quite a hurry, which I had to admit had me a little nervous.

      And yet, something inside me stirred. A weird, warm ache that landed right between my ribs.

      This was what I wanted, wasn’t it? Not the smell, not the structural instability—but the newness. The clean slate. The big, terrifying adventure. I’d left behind a life of group chats and kombucha-fueled Monday stand-ups for this. And even standing here in this crumbling deathtrap, it still felt like the right decision.

      I turned in a slow circle, surveying the cracked walls, the dust motes, the sheer potential of it all. Something about the way the light fell through the one intact window gave the room a quiet grace, like the house was trying to remember what it felt like to be loved. And the best part? Nick would hate all of this to his core. I grinned.

      “I’ll take care of you,” I whispered to the room, mostly for myself.

      Then something rustled in the rafters, and I yelped. I turned to run, tripping backward and nearly taking down the doorframe on my way out.

      I staggered back into the hazy afternoon sunlight, brushing cobwebs from my arms and trying not to think about spiders and rabies.

      “Well,” I said aloud to no one as I caught my breath outside, “this is fine.”

      “Are you sure?” A voice said behind me.
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      I yelped and spun around, heart catapulting into my throat.

      A man leaned against the low stone wall like he had all the time in the world—and possibly a modeling contract with a Tuscan olive oil company.

      He looked like he’d been sculpted directly from the Italian countryside: golden skin, worn white T-shirt, a day’s worth of stubble on a jaw so sharp it could probably whittle wood, and thick dark hair that was either effortlessly tousled or recently electrocuted. I couldn’t tell which, but either scenario somehow worked. His folded arms showcased well-sculpted muscles with an intricate tattoo sweeping down one corded forearm. I swallowed a lump and peeled my eyes away.

      “Sorry,” he said, with an American accent and the tone of someone who was absolutely not. His sunglasses dipped a fraction, revealing slate-gray eyes that seemed to register my disheveled state and file it under mild curiosity. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “You didn’t,” I said quickly, swiping my sweaty upper lip in the least suspicious way possible. “I was just… startled by how aggressively my house smells like an abandoned wine cellar. With possibly a possum problem.”

      “If you’re lucky,” he said, “sometimes they come with abandoned wine. Possums guaranteed.”

      “You sound like an expert.”

      One eyebrow quirked just barely. “More than some. Less than others.”

      “Cryptic. I’m Freya. I—just bought this place.” My eyes trailed to the open door.

      He made a little grunting noise. “I gathered. Brave girl.”

      I tried not to glare at his slightly condescending turn of phrase.

      “I prefer ‘visionary.’ Or delightfully impulsive. Depending on how kind you’re feeling.” I stuck out my hand.

      He hesitated, then finally took it. “Cyrus. I live next door.”

      “Oh! Amazing. My neighbor!” I squealed. Immediately regretted it. Tried to cover it with a cough that sounded like a dying goat. “Wait, next door? Like⁠—”

      “Like right next door.” He nodded toward the charmingly restored stone house attached to mine—shutters painted a cheerful Provençal blue, a tidy lemon tree bursting with fruit, actual herbs in terracotta pots on the windowsill like something out of a cooking show. I sort of wanted to hate how perfect it looked, but it was also kind of Pinterest porn.

      “Wow, your place is gorgeous.”

      “Thanks,” he said, slowly looking from my hand to the sagging roof behind me and back again.

      “It’s, um… a fixer-upper,” I added, as if that wasn’t painfully obvious.

      He dropped my hand. “That’s generous.”

      “I like to be generous,” I said, straightening my shoulders. “Generous, optimistic, and slightly delusional. It’s a lifestyle brand.”

      That earned something close to a smirk. I would’ve called it a victory if I hadn’t been melting into my shoes.

      “Well, welcome to Montefiore,” he said. “And congrats on your extremely questionable life choices.”

      “Is that how you greet all your new neighbors?” I teased.

      “No,” he said flatly. “Just the ones
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