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			Chapter 1

			How It Started

			“Signor, slow down!” shouted Magda over the growling sound of the revved-up engine.

			“Si, signora,” the driver answered, and I slid across the backseat as he rounded the corner. Why did I even agree to come, anyway? Zigzagging across Rome, slipping and sliding in the backseat of a musty cab in a foreign land, wasn’t my idea of sight-seeing. Our driver Pinocchio—or was it “Antonio”?—had promised us the “bezt zenic route,” but he continued to zip past every single structure. Pinocchio was the more fitting name, I decided.

			At this pace, there was no opportunity to take in the majestic and historic sites…but every chance of getting a concussion. The driver blurred past a set of seemingly beautiful stairs, then zipped past what seemed to be a fountain. Fountains were everywhere in Rome. I thought we had just passed the Trevi Fountain…. Were those Roman gods bathing? Or important emperors posing in what looked like luminous lights drowning them? How would I know, I thought dryly. I was being tenderized in the back seat by a goddamned Roman. I wish I had a coin to throw in there so I could wish for this cabbie to slow down.

			“Pantheon!” shouted the driver, before eventually rounding the ancient Colosseum with shrieking tires.

			Was that an ancient court? A recently excavated Italian market? Glancing backward in the rearview mirror, I managed to savor another millisecond of these historical landmarks, exactly what I had envisioned and seen in guidebooks.

			It felt like we were in some kind of Gravitron-like time machine that tossed us from present day to 179 AD with ancient aqueducts all around. I was thrown onto Magda from my end of the backseat, and then thrown back again, before we zipped by more ancient structures I didn’t know the name of.

			We had been warned about the cabbies.

			“Mag, I don’t feel so great.”

			“I think we just passed this place,” she whispered, seeming to ignore my last statement. “I think he’s taking the long route, Rach. He’s definitely ripping us off.”

			“Mag,” I complained again. “I wanna throw up.”

			We sped toward the middle of a dark—and what looked to be abandoned—alleyway, coming to a sudden stop. Both of us jerked forward. Magda was reluctant to get out, but I couldn’t get out fast enough, almost tripping over the cobblestones in my haste. No sooner had I exited the taxi—my arms folded over my constricted stomach and my body hunched over—than I gagged uncontrollably. We both turned our heads to look at the audibly laughing cabbie.

			I had known this trip wasn’t such a good idea. I’d been nervous to come to Italy. Not only was it outside my comfort zone, but I had read about petty crime and pickpocketing, and I didn’t understand a word of Italian (except for maybe ciao, which was useless when I really wanted to say, “Stop driving so fast, you lunatic!”).

			But when my college roommate Magda invited me to go to Italy with her—something about it being a “magical place that awoke your inner soul,” which prompted her to buy two round-trip airfare tickets—how could I say no?

			Plus, I needed a desperate getaway from work. Was I that unhappy at the law firm? I pondered, and then answered myself immediately. Yes. Yes, I was. I should have been happy with such a prestigious job. My peers were. Lynch & Burnham, LLP only accepted the top of the top from the Ivy League universities for their entry-level program—and I got in? I had secretly hoped I wouldn’t, since I was becoming unhappy with my life. At the core of it was this job that erupted all sorts of damaging, volcanic ash into my life: regret, anxiety, insomnia, backaches, even carpal tunnel. Partners and bosses who simply expected you to give up life to serve them their documents in their corner suites while they overzealously billed their clients by the hour and paid you one-fourth of the one-fourth billed amount. As if suffocating from the dense ash of legal work wasn’t bad enough, my college sweetheart, Nate, had texted me earlier in the week while I was redacting documents for one of the largest corporate scandals in US history. The text had read, “We need to take a break,” which felt like the biggest scandal of my premature love life.

			“We need to take a break”? What the hell did that mean? There was no elaboration. Just eighteen characters emitted into the universe that damaged my heart like an 18.0 magnitude earthquake crushing the ash still erupting from that aforementioned volcano. Was the “we need to take a break” followed by a measurable, quantifiable metric of time? I had more questions that began with—Huh? What? Why? I needed an explanation. I needed to understand this statement. And I needed to know why he couldn’t call me.

			Nate and I met the first week of college. During orientation he was trying to find his dorm room and accidentally ended up at mine, comfortably unpacking his belongings onto my desk. It was a co-ed dorm room with co-ed bathrooms, and room “410” looked like “416.”

			“Hi, I’m Rachel. We corresponded over the summer,” I said, not even looking up and opening another jar of the spicy cabbage my mom had so neatly packed for me.

			“What’s that smell?” He paused, putting his nose up in the air to take another sniff. His canvas bag dropped off his shoulder.

			“It’s kimchi,” I answered, reaching for a plastic fork and scooping a little bit from the jar. I handed it to him.

			“What is kimchi?” he asked, pulling away.

			I rattled off what sounded like a Webster dictionary definition of the vegetable. “It’s a traditional side dish made from salted and fermented vegetables, most commonly napa cabbage and Korean radishes, with a variety of seasonings including chili powder, scallions, garlic, ginger, and jeotgal (salted seafood).”

			Nate finally leaned in, face puckered, as he put the fork into his mouth. A little dropped off the side of his mouth. “That’s the most disgusting thing I’ve ever eaten.”

			I could go on and on about the most disgusting things I’ve ever eaten: anchovies, blue cheese, mutton, crickets, pig feet, chicken feet, intestines, fish eggs, and ketchup on Doritos. Instead, I kept a polite face and only grinned.

			“Is this suite 410? I’m Nate.” He struggled to swallow the last bit of kimchi. He flashed a smile, and an unusually long canine tooth protruded from the side with a piece of kimchi on it.

			At that very moment, my real roommate, Magda Kim, arrived. She was donned in a baggy, dark tracksuit, walked in, dropped her two big duffel bags to the floor, and let out a hostile, “Who the hell are you?” directed at Nate. And what the hell is that smell?

			Our eyes met. “You must be Rachel See,” she said, as she moved forward, her shoulders brushing Nate’s arm. Nate’s real dorm room was down the hall.

			After that incident, Nate and I spent almost every day of college together (to Magda’s chagrin). We were that couple other couples snarked at under their breaths to “get a room” because of all the embarrassing public displays of affection that would be totally acceptable in a place like Paris. We endured the tragedy of all-nighters together, studying subjects neither of us really cared for at the Student Union. We rushed Greek life during the same semester and moved into the respective fraternity/sorority organizations across the street from each other on Thorston Avenue.

			Nate and I became more unified, vowing to be “do-gooders,” whatever that meant, for the rest of our lives. We stopped eating out. With the rice cooker in my dorm room, and the packaged spicy cabbage I still had, Nate frequently came over. He learned to love kimchi…or at least to tolerate it.

			“I can’t eat this anymore, Rach,” Magda complained. She didn’t like kimchi, which was odd since she grew up with this stuff. She had a mom and a grandmother who spent summers teaching her how to make kimchi under the perfect temperature conditions. I wasn’t as fortunate. My Chinese family preferred their futile attempts at making me memorize Chinese vocabulary during the summers. Please, Magda, will you share your family’s unwavering devotion and kimchi recipe with me? “No,” she would tell me, eyes swelling up. She opened the door and left us for the evening.

			“Finally, the room to ourselves. I can’t stand her.” Nate moved closer to me.

			I opened my chemistry book to the chapter I was struggling with.

			“I love you, Rach,” he said suddenly. My focus was lost, and I hesitantly looked up into his unapologetic eyes. And just like that, I felt the whoosh of air as his body approached mine. I’d never imagined our first kiss to be filled with kimchi-smelling breaths, but it was, and it was perfect. Every beat of my heart increased, and everything in the world seemed to freeze, like we were the only ones left in the world. The following semester, we adopted our little hamster, Jimmy Chew, together and moved off campus. Followed by a kitten named Miss America. I even met Nate’s family. I’ll never forget the first words Grandma Lucetta said to me: “You don’t look like a slut!”

			A month earlier, she had driven almost 250 miles in an ’86 Chevy by herself to drop us off food because she “didn’t think we were eating well.” We weren’t.

			“What the hell is that smell?” she said, barging into our dorm room. She was holding a heavy cooler of homemade Italian, which was as fresh as any food could be after the four-hour trip.

			“Grandma, it’s kimchi.” Nate moved the jar close to her.

			“Gum, who? It smells like an elephant just died in here. Get rid of that stuff.”

			I took the jar from Nate and closed it. I couldn’t believe I was letting this stranger who knew nothing about kimchi tell me what to do with my favorite comfort food.

			“Now here…have some real food.” Grandma Lucetta opened the cooler and pulled out carefully wrapped lasagnas, meatballs, ravioli, and Caprese salads. It was the most nourishing food we had all semester. It surprisingly tasted good (and for a fleeting moment, I forgot about my kimchi). Grandma Lucetta would continue to take regular road trips to see us and make us “real” food that rivaled the delicious spicy cabbage.

			After college, Nate and I moved to New York City. He worked in banking, and I worked in corporate law. Admittedly, we each began growing more distant, but I attributed that to our intense, seven-days-a-week, “important” jobs. He thrived on the stress and hard-earned six-figure bonuses that followed the large corporate deals he helped ink (the same ones I would soon come to despise). Meanwhile, I seemed to spiral into a sad “Rachel” state and emit a toxic aura whenever someone we encountered asked, “What do you do for a living?” My response was almost always pleasant and politically correct, but whoever was asking seemed to sense the true toxicity of that response, which really reeked of I hate my job. I hate my life. Nonetheless, I never would have expected the way I felt about a job to warrant a “break” from Nate (whatever the hell that meant).

			But I certainly needed a break from all of this. And so I gave Magda a reassuring, “Yes, I will join you in Italy”—especially since she got a good deal on what was now a non-refundable ticket!

			The cabbie pointed straight ahead into the depth of a narrow, dark alley, and proclaimed in heavily Italianized and broken English, “It would be the most bellissimo of places.” There was nobody else around and I felt scared. He saluted us by jointly placing his index and forefingers to his lips, then extending his arms with fingers pointing toward us and making an all too familiar sound: “Muah!” I heard him mutter the word “Americans’’ as he sped off.

			“Are you OK?” Magda asked nervously.

			“I’ll be alright,” I said, trying hard to believe myself. I could barely muster up the words between each gasp. “I just need to catch my breath. What a maniac!” I stood upright and composed myself, breathing a bit more calmly. I stretched my arms, and we began to sheepishly walk toward the alley.

			The alley between the two ancient buildings grew narrower toward the intersection of what may have been either another alley, a dead-end, or the unlikely intersection of another street. I prayed to Pope John Paul the Second. Antonio the Cabbie had said it was around the corner, but failed to mention in which direction. Were we supposed to interpret his instructions by the motion of his well-defined, sleeveless, and hairy dark arm? We took what we thought was a wrong turn until we found a barely lit yellowish button adorning the right side of the doorframe and a bronze, three-inch number “8” nailed on the door at eye-level for a child. We had arrived. We pressed the button with some remaining hesitation, and a flamboyantly dressed young Italian dandy greeted us with an operatic baritone voice: “Benvenuto! Welcome! Mi Chinezze bellas! Comeee! Siiiit! Eat!” he roared.

			As a Korean American, Magda usually took offense to being called “Chinese”—but for some reason she had a forgiving look on her face.

			“Oh my gosh, he’s hot, Rachel. So hot!”

			“I’m guessing that’s why you weren’t offended by what he called you?”

			“He could call me whatever he’d like,” she whispered, and then he placed his arm around us both and escorted us in. “Have you seen those arms?” she added.

			To our pleasant and relieved surprise, we were brought to the back of a large room with a spectacular vaulted ceiling, full of gregarious patrons—most of whom were speaking some dialect of Italian or another.

			“Our speciale today iz il un bistec…you like the steak?”

			“Magda, I don’t want steak. We’re in Italy. How about something more Italian? Like Mac ‘n’ cheese?”

			“You must try the meats here, Rach!”

			“Fine, fine. Just order.”

			Our poorly manicured and unshaven waiter dispensed the menus and promptly placed fresh homemade focaccia bread with Parmigiano Reggiano chunks and a bowl of large, green and black olives at the center of the table. Oh my God, it was unlike any Italian restaurant either of us had been to in the United States: this tasted as if it was just made by a short, medium-plumped, lovely Italian grandmother.

			Shortly thereafter, Magda picked a variety of foods, including a parade of buffalo burrata, a sampling of a variety of local handmade pastas, slow-cooked wild game from the Italian Alps, and the appropriate Montepulciano d’Abruzzo. Our waiter took charge with his Italian machismo in a full peacock-like display, along with his surprisingly bare chest peeking through his mostly unbuttoned collared shirt.

			“Magda, I can’t eat anymore. I’m about to burst,” I said.

			“We are in Italy, Rachel. Italy! Eating real Italian food. Cooked by real Italians.”

			Magda won again, and we gluttonously ate more than what our waistlines permitted, necessitating the unfastening of our jeans and, I joked, applications to The Biggest Loser upon our return to the United States.

			Our waiter, along with our vivacious friend who greeted us at the door, told us the covert establishment belonged to his family and that we were in the presence of the brothers, Vincenzo and Aldo.

			“We…our very fabled rezipes are passed from generation to generation from our very large and old familia. Madre and Nonna would be so angry if we no take over. My nonna source and simmer the ingredients, all, slowwwwly, for many hours, and we dun open the restaurant until all il food is ready, uzually around one o’clock in the afternoon!” one of them proudly exclaimed.

			“Rachel, this is typical of Southern Italy but unusual for Rome!” Magda exclaimed. “We’ve hit an Italian, food-served-by-hot-Roman-brothers, gem!”

			I believed her. There were so many obvious signs this was not a tourist trap, nor was it for the impatient traveler. There weren’t any English menus, and we had to rely on Aldo’s elementary English that sounded more like Italian to me. Even so, I loved being serenaded by the conversations of gregarious patrons surrounding us, like we were in the audience of their opera di Verona performance still going strong hours later.

			Several hours later, we were under the psychedelic influence of a vino stupor. We laughed hard with our newly formed friends, as though we were alone and had shared many fond memories together. Soon joining our festivities was a lovely Irish couple who sounded like they spoke a hundred words a minute.

			“‘Oly Jaysus, Mary, an’ Joseph, waaat are ye birds drinkin’? It looks loike ye ‘avin’ a gran’ time! Where’s our lad? Mario? Luigi?! Refill!”

			Aldo—or was it Vincenzo?—came over and soon brought the group downstairs to the cavernous and gloomy wine cellar, complete with the prerequisite amount of mangled aging cobwebs amidst the hundreds of neatly shelved, dust-covered bottles. There were vintage wines. New wines. Wines from his family estate. The collection was simply breathtaking. It was also damp and cool and smelled of an equal mixture of fermenting, overly ripe fruit, and mold.

			The Irish couple danced around a bit. Is this what the Irish like to do? I wondered.

			They asked us to take their picture, mumbling in their heavy accents, “Wud ye take a photo av us? Make sure yer git de gran’ gran’ bottles av wine in de backgroun’. Me wife ‘ere, she’s a lush.”

			Were we asked because we were Asian? How about asking the Italian fellow instead, I wondered. They were kind enough to reciprocate, but the pictures were blurred.

			“T’anks a million.”

			Upon returning to our table with two different wine bottles in tow and a corked, half-full bottle of grappa—Italian moonshine (or was it Italian oil-paint thinner?)—we laughed some more and exchanged stories.

			“Rachel here was too nervous to come to Italy. I practically had to lure her with free tickets!” Magda balked.

			The Irish gentleman laughed.

			“Me name is Pat. Pat McGrowgan.”

			He slipped towards the edge of the seat. “Nervous? What’s dare ter be nervous aboyt? Yer ‘en er tried me wife’s cookin’. Nigh that’s somethin’ ter be nervous about.”

			After drinking some more, we rummaged through our purses and gave them our business cards, something we should have given them in the first place. They reciprocated. One read: Claire McGrowgan, Head of Recruiting, WilHeltek Commerz, GmBH, East Point Business Park, Dublin 3, Ireland.
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			Chapter 2

			But, But...

			“C’mon…email her already!” Magda wailed from her yoga mat, fidgeting as she tried to balance herself on one foot; meanwhile, I was trying hard to ignore her and focus on Jillian’s vinyasa yoga class (if everyone can transcend into a child’s pose and take deep breaths).

			It was cold for a spring day in New York City. Barely even forty degrees outside, but inside the studio, it was a sweltering combobulation of 100 degrees of sauna-like heat exacerbated by stings of instigation from Magda that came at me sideways. It was a new style of yoga—“Bikram Yoga” they called it—and Magda insisted “we just had to try it,” mentioning that the heat would stimulate our metabolisms and enable more body fat loss.

			“Email Claire,” Magda insisted, now clumsily shuffling into a downward dog pose, her head upside down now, peering in between her bent legs toward me, and howling back as five other women surrounding us began giving her dirty looks.

			“She’s the Head of Recruiting at her firm, Rach. She could potentially get you out of your hell hole,” Magda continued.

			“No. I can’t. I won’t,” I responded, letting out a deep exhale. My glasses were fogging up.

			“Email her!” Magda exclaimed in a more aggressive tone. One woman stood up at this point, rolled her mat up, and moved to the opposite end of the room, clearly annoyed as she let out a passive aggressive grunt. Jillian didn’t seem to mind the commotion; after all, classes were eighty-five dollars per person.

			Jillian reached for the window and tried to open it, but the knob was still broken. It opened only slightly, and a burst of humidity exited.

			“No, I won’t,” I resisted, in a slightly more aggressive tone this time. I bent forward with my hands touching my toes. I focused on my breathing, closed my eyes, and remained calm.

			“Email her! Tell her how lovely it was to meet her and her partner.” Magda’s cantankerous voice grew louder, and soon muffled Jillian’s instructions.

			I wiped the sweat from my forehead and bent backwards into a bridge position.

			“No. I don’t know her. What did you expect me to get out of this, Mag? A job in Ireland?”

			The humidity allowed me to flex even further backwards.

			“I was tipsy when you and I exchanged contact information with her. I wouldn’t even know where her contact info was,” I said on an exhale.

			“You need to get out of your shell, Rachel! Be uncomfortable!” Magda yelled. “I abhor when you get like this!”

			Somewhere, lost in my luggage that was stowed away from our trip to Italy last year in the deep furrows of my cluttered closet, maybe was her business card. I took a deep exhale and closed my eyes, trying to follow Jillian as she positioned her body into a bridge.

			“All your life, you’ve been taught to be submissive. To listen to authority.”

			I took a deep breath, trying hard not to succumb to the pressure Magda was sending my way in the middle of yoga class.

			“…To never question anyone. To never speak up. To color in between the lines.”

			Jillian stood up on her mat. I followed.

			“To never do anything different. To accept. To study. To work. To care for others first. To put Nate first.”

			I moved my head slowly in the opposite direction, blocking out any negative energy that attacked me by way of Magda’s words.

			“To never go to bed without first brushing your teeth for exactly two minutes and twenty seconds. The obsequious one. Never one to socialize…”

			I loudly exhaled this time. I hated when Magda got like this. She was that best friend you loved—and hated—all at once. The one you wanted to wrap and embrace before choking to death. The one who slapped you with the harshest dose of reality, and you suffered from whiplash as a result.

			“Fucking A, Magda. For fuck’s sake! I socialize…especially if I have a bit of alcohol….” I lifted my head, retaliating back.

			“You’re not happy at the law firm. Yes? Yes.”

			I bent forward as Magda went into a child’s pose. “I will be the one who will lead the revolution against yourself. I’m not going to stop protesting until you do something.”

			I pretended not to listen.

			“Now email her!” Magda said, with some finality.

			My head fell forward as Jillian raised the volume of the peaceful meditation music.

			“Oh darling, listen to your friend here and email her.” The voice came from a stranger sitting behind Magda. He was equally flamboyant and compassionate, perfecting his bridge pose and looking at me as he turned around.

			“Listen to your friend, darling,” he repeated. A moment later, we learned his name was Augusto and he had been a fellow Yogi for five years.

			As Magda became the ferocious sesquipedalian person she was and started using words too big even for my legal (non) grandiloquence, I wondered if she—and our new friend, Augusto—were right. This was Magda, after all. I always listened to Magda. She was always right. She and I shared a camaraderie like two soldiers from the same infantry now deployed on the ground and embroiled in World War Nate, a war declared on me by an eighteen-character text message with the weapon of mass destruction being, “Let’s take a break.” GI Magda shielded me from artillery shells and torpedoes aimed at my heart when my will for self-preservation was too weak to fight back.

			“What about Nate?” My head hung low.

			“What about him? Has he called you?” Magda wobbled, and almost came crashing down on her mat, before turning toward Augusto and bringing him up to speed with World War Nate. I saw Augusto shake his head from the corner of my eye.

			“No.” I moved away, afraid to confront Magda—and now, Augusto. It was becoming increasingly difficult to breathe in that studio.

			“Has he written to you? Offered some kind of explanation? Apologized? Stopped being an asshole to you?!” Augusto was nodding his head in agreement with Magda before jumping in with a “Girlfriend, he don’t deserve you,” before transcending into a bridge pose.

			No, I thought, but if only you knew.… I had spent the last few weeks gripping the pendant Nate got me for my birthday, thinking about when he said, “You are the one,” and trying to decipher his text message…but neither having Sherlock Holmes’s knack for solving mysteries nor the strength to accept what had just happened.

			Sweat and tears rolled down my face.

			I didn’t want to go to war with Nate anymore. But did I have a choice? It was really hard not to hear from him. He ignored every one of my twenty-one (and counting) text messages, emails, and voicemails thus far. On my phone background was a photo of the three of us: Magda, me, and Nate. Magda always thought I could “do better.” But was I ready to “do better” and cut Nate out of my life? Out of that photo? Emailing Claire would mean “yes,” and would be the first step in my retribution against Nate.

			“Count this as a blessing in disguise, Rachel. You dodged a bullet. He changed after college. You and I both know that. And that gap between his two front teeth…so not attractive.”

			Jillian clasped her hands together and moved her right foot against her left thigh.

			“But this was the year he was supposed to propose to me, Mag.” I couldn’t bear another moment in this war. My body had never been so beaten up in my life, and as much as Magda tried to protect me, my heart still felt captured and tortured by Nate.

			The window suddenly burst open, and a gust of cold, wintry-like air blew into the studio.

			“Rach, ask yourself. If the last year or so was this rocky, what do you think a lifetime with him would have been like? And think about what your children would have looked like with those buck, gap teeth!”

			But it was Nate. It was still a life I wanted. I wanted his big, buck-teeth children. All three of them. I wanted to live in the suburbs with him. I wanted to marry Nate.

			As I struggled whether or not to reach out to this woman I knew nothing of, an email arrived in my inbox that evening:

			Dear Rachel,

			It was lovely to meet you and Magda at Fabrizio’s. We had a grand time in Rome, and an even grander time meeting you both. Wasn’t that wine cellar just something? I was just wondering if you would happen to have any group photos from that evening. If so, I’d truly appreciate you passing them on.

			All the best,
Claire

			Feeling like this was the sign from the Irish Italian Goddesses I was waiting for, I hastily drafted a reply:

			Dear Claire,

			It was nice meeting you and Pat too! Most of my photos came out blurry (must have been the poor lighting in the wine cellar), but the best ones from that evening are attached here. I noticed you are an executive human resources recruiter in Ireland. I’m desperate to leave my job here in New York. It sucks. They’re overworking me with all the tasks they don’t want to do. And the partners are mean. So mean. And my long-time boyfriend sent me the meanest text suggesting we “take a break.” It might as well have been a sticky note. Do you have any job openings—ANYTHING—over there? I need to get away—permanently. I can type fast, I am multi-lingual, and I hail from a top school in the United States where I learned to tip cows…. 

			I would love to chat with you about opportunities if you have a moment. Please find my resume attached for your review too.

			Rachel





[image: ]

			Chapter 3

			The Offer

			You have a very strong resume, and we’d love to speak with you! I dropped my half-eaten bagel, which was smeared with strawberry cream cheese. I scrolled through the email again to make sure the words were what I was reading. My medium-sized iced cappuccino was ready, but it wasn’t until the fifth time the barista had called my name that I actually went up to get it.

			Would love to speak with me? I had a million and one questions. What was the name of this company again? What did they do? Who was “we”? And where were they located again?

			“Dear Claire,” I typed out, taking a sip of my cappuccino before continuing.

			“Thank you for taking the time to read through my resume…” I paused to look up at a couple who was quarreling over their coffee order (grande, tall, grande!).

			“I look forward to connecting with you too. Please advise your availability for a call.”

			No sooner than an hour did Claire’s assistant, Sinead, send me a video call request with Claire, someone named Hilda Künt, and me. It was scheduled for the following day. It went something like:

			“Is this Ray-chul?” The one with the dirty-blonde hair asked (I think Hilda).

			“Yes,” I responded. I stared straight into the camera, without even a grimace.

			“Tell me about yourself,” Hilda continued. So, I did. I told them about my major, about my aspirations for law, about my hunger for new challenges that really disguised my desperation to get out of law. But, all the while, I couldn’t stop thinking about Nate. Would he call me back? Was he just punishing me, like that one time in college when he ignored me for a week because I coordinated a prank with his fraternity brothers? At the time I’d thought our relationship was over, but he came back. I was secretly hoping that he would come back this time too.

			Claire and Hilda hired me soon thereafter. Hilda was clearly a boss, likely a big boss, since Claire remained quiet most of the interview, jotting notes instead. I should have been happy. Ecstatic. Joyous. But I was utterly apathetic.

			“Mag, you won’t believe this. After a short conversation with Claire and someone from the global accounts team, they hired me on the spot. I got a job in Ireland.” I was unfazed and walking down Fifth Avenue when I called Mags. Good things seem to happen on Fifth Avenue. But today, that good thing didn’t seem like a good thing to me.

			“What?! Congratulations! You’re going to accept, right? Please tell me you’re going to take it.” Suddenly, Mag’s phone reception was cutting out. A cloud moved in above me, and it started to drizzle. I didn’t have an umbrella.

			“I don’t know.” Magda could hear the trepidation in my voice, and I felt the wrath of Magda bubbling up to the surface of my mobile phone.

			“What do you mean you don’t know?!” yelled Magda. I wanted to create “fake static” so I could hang up on Magda politely, but instead, I retaliated.

			“You know what ‘I know’ means? Well, ‘I don’t know’ is the opposite. I don’t know. They couldn’t even give me a job title, Mag. Something about when ‘you get here, we will place you.’” A loud clap of thunder roared above me. Tourists began fleeing under awnings.

			“What did their offer letter say?” she asked. I dashed into a convenience store to pick up a cheap five-dollar umbrella, hoping to avoid the downpour that was imminent.

			“You mean, email? Here, I’ll read it to you:

			“Rachel,

			We are so excited to extend you an offer with WilHeltek Commerz, GmbH! You will be joining our global Key Account Management team in a capacity to work on various matters as needed at a salary of […] per annum (Mag, I love you, but I’m not telling you my salary). You will be reporting to Hilda Künt. Your job title will be determined accordingly. You will be required to submit to a criminal background check, and upon verification, your start date will be June 5. You will immediately meet with Helen Waite upon your arrival.”

			“So, they’re more interested in whether you’re a criminal than putting forth a legal document solidifying what you’d be doing for them?”

			“Mags!” The owner of the convenience store looked at me as my voice grew loud.

			“Thank goodness your worst offense was a twenty-five-dollar parking ticket in Ithaca…which technically wasn’t your fault, it was Nate’s! Oh, and chewing gum at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, where they so politely escorted you out of the newest exhibition. Luckily for you, such a heinous act would not be deserving of the highest capital punishment of canning in Ireland.”

			“Mags…!”

			“OMG, I just did an image search for Hilda Künt.… This bitch looks scary, Rach!”

			“Stop judging a book by its cover,” I snapped. The clerk shot me a look of death. I hated when Judgmental Magda came out. She never gave anyone—anyone!—a chance if she thought they were below her standards.

			“Uh…look! Look at those eyes! And that crooked, sorry attempt at a smile! Be careful.” She paused, and then conceded, “But you should accept the job, nonetheless. You endured the worst partners at the law firm. What’s Stew going to say?”

			Stewart, otherwise known as Stew Pitt, Esq., was my direct boss at the firm. The one who, more often than not, dangled that “partner” carrot above me so I would work appallingly long hours, redacting documents filled with heinous white-collar crimes while he had both his feet up on his desk. I wanted out.

			But I still had a million and one questions. What was the Key Account Management team responsible for? What various matters would I work on? What did Hilda do each day? More importantly, what would she want for me to do each day? How big was the team? What did I need to pack? And where in Ireland was this job again?

			But did any of this matter? I wanted to escape New York City, and this offer was the potential key to me “starting over” as Magda continued to remind me. The prospective reboot. The “control-alt-delete” to my heart and my career. Getting away from corporate law. Getting away from Nate, because the truth was, we weren’t going to get married this year—or probably ever. Acknowledging this hard truth—as much as I vehemently wanted to deny it—pierced my heart. A piece of me still hung onto hope that this was a “break,” not a “break up.” But it felt like Nate was one step closer to declaring “checkmate” (or “checkNate”) on me. I had no more pawns to protect me. He usurped any good left standing, one by one, and now, surrounded by his ego, his arrogance, and his newfound wealth, his insistence on wanting a break pushed me into an inescapable position. Moving to Ireland could be my escape, could be the solution to freeing me from being stuck in this miserable state of suckiness.

			After much reading on the law job I was supposed to love, I learned something about Ireland. Ireland was experiencing something called the “Celtic Tiger” boom. That’s why there were so many jobs in Ireland. Lots and lots of jobs. Companies were relocating there from all over the world to evade—I mean, save—on taxes.

			Call it the reverse immigration (or, more accurately, emigration) of Ireland, where more Americans were moving in droves for jobs than Irish were emigrating out of the country. The Irish economy was booming so much that they needed workers fast. Hence why Claire virtually hired me on the spot, with a salary on par with what the law firm was paying me. I should have accepted right then and there.

			Nonetheless, I didn’t respond for several days. Even after receiving all of the answers to my endless questions in a packaged formal letter slightly smaller than the size of a car manual, I couldn’t make a decision. Did I really want to leave the love of my life and a potential career at one of the best international law firms for a company I didn’t even know the name of in a job I knew nothing about? It seemed like an obvious answer—at least for the old me. I was hanging on to the last thread of hope with Nate. Surely he would respond—eventually, at least—and we would talk, make up, and talk some more, because break-ups were always part of make-ups. I imagined it going something like this: a big bouquet of long-stemmed red roses would await me at the apartment. He would gush over me and apologize a thousand different ways in a sweet, little note, before showing up, getting down on one knee, and asking me to marry him with a two-carat, round cut, diamond ring. He would explain how he really needed the alone time to figure out how much he wanted me in his life. I would forgive him, say yes to his proposal, and live happily ever after with him. Of course, Magda would hit me upside the head with her Lauren Merkin clutch bag whenever I brought this fantasy up. I didn’t blame her. I needed a reality check via some form of physical altercation, because Nate seemed to want nothing to do with me. And I wanted nothing to do with Lynch & Burnham. Was the solution moving to Ireland?

			It felt like a quagmire more suited for a flip of a coin, or maybe a rose whose petals I pulled one by one—reciting, “I will go, I will not go,” instead of, “He loves me, he loves me not,” (although the more classic question would make sense too, since Nate still hadn’t responded to my last text of “I love you”).

			I walked three hundred fifty steps to the bodega on my block and bought the only bunch of roses left. They were lifeless, but that didn’t matter since I would pluck them, one by one, like the “happily ever after” that, too, had slowly wilted before me and Nate’s eyes. In over one hundred coin flips, the answer came to an astounding “go,” and with a dozen red roses whose droopy petals were scattered on the floor of my bare living room, the final petal said, “I will go,” and Nate “loves me not.” So, there you go—I sealed my fate with a quarter and a fifteen-dollar bunch of roses from the corner Bodega.

			After exactly three hundred seventy-two days serving as an attorney for one of the top international law firms—which pitted Ivy League graduates against one another like roosters in a cockfight, then bred us in demoralizing conditions to make us angry, ill-tempered, and more competitive and cutthroat against one another—I submitted my resignation letter to Stew Pitt, abandoning the heroic fight while my integrity and body were still somewhat intact.

			“This won’t look good on your resume, kid,” Stew would say quickly, pulling his feet back before rising up over me as I sat there, dreading his every movement.

			I’m not a kid! I’m twenty-nine years old! I’d hear my inner voice bicker back.

			“I have a great opportunity ahead of me,” I’d say, although I wasn’t sure I did. All I knew was, it was getting me out of this hell hole.

			It wasn’t easy to quit. In fact, I felt defeated. There was a part of me still beating myself up, as if my opponent had snuck up behind me and I had abruptly surrendered to their fight with a giant white flag.

			Only, it was me who surrendered to myself.
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			Chapter 4

			I Love You, I Love You Not

			When Nate finally emerged from the abyss of ghosting me—and I continued to map out what exactly triggered his silence—I was beyond ecstatic. He was to come over in a few hours, so I decorated the apartment quickly with rose-smelling candles and bought his favorite foods. I wanted to make sure he subliminally and subconsciously connected me to his favorite things in the world so he would apologize and propose to me tonight.

			That’s not what happened.

			“It’s not you. It’s me, Rach,” he said, as he fumbled through the closet collecting his button-down shirts and not making any eye contact. The kitchen timer coincidentally went off like sirens and muffled much of what he had to say.

			“Do you want to stay for dinner?” I asked desperately. “I’m making roast chicken.” Roast chicken was Nate’s favorite. He shook his head.

			“I do still love you,” he said, “and it’s because I still love you that I think we need to take a break.” Nate stood halfway across the cold room, belting out these cold words as if banishing me to a dungeon to be locked up and starved of love.

			I didn’t usually give up. But this time was different. It was different because I surrendered to Nate too. Nate had come to my apartment, but not to propose. He came to collect his belongings and give a half-ass explanation of his eighteen-character text message.

			“You need to focus on you,” he continued. “I want you to be happy again. Let’s see how we still feel about each other next time we see each other and if we can work things out then.”

			If we could work things out then? I had all kinds of questions. It just seemed too subjective to me. Was this technically some kind of trial period where I would take home this “break,” feel it, play around with it, experiment with it, and if I didn’t like it prior to the trial period ending, return it? Would we communicate to each other during this break? Would we see other people to better assess if this “break” was right for us? Could you elaborate and quantify how long this “break” would be? Will you remember to feed Jimmy Chew and Miss America during this break?

			I wanted to speak, but nothing came out. Instead, I sat there, slumped over the corner of my bed with a lump forming in my throat, nose sniffling and heart bleeding as he packed up his belongings and so easily walked out of an eleven-year relationship.

			It felt like I was on a gurney on the brink of death. Magda would be the one to administer my “last rites,” seeking forgiveness for the sins I have committed:

			Thou shalt not have given your heart to anyone, especially an unsure prick;

			Thou shalt not make any one person (especially Nate) your God;

			Thou shalt never, ever, ever, ever let a person into your heart again.

			I was guilty—very guilty—of having committed the sin of gluttony (the gluttony of love) and was seeking forgiveness before my soul was shipped off to Ireland. More specifically, before Magda shipped my soul off to Ireland. Magda picked me up on the following Saturday afternoon for my one-way flight to Ireland. Nate didn’t even know I was leaving.

			She was late, as usual, doing everything and anything Magda-related before she finally arrived in front of my house.

			“Hurry!” she said. “We only have an hour and a half to get to Newark.”

			“My parents want to come along and send me off,” I said, and Magda opened the back door to let them in. They slowly climbed in, holding onto the arm rest of the backseat. I carried my heavy luggage and tucked it into the trunk of the van.

			“Hi, Mr. and Mrs. See!”

			“Herro Magda. Long time! How you do?”

			Magda adjusted her rearview mirror and smiled at them.

			“Don’t drive too fast,” my parents said as they reached for their seat belts.

			We were stuck in a bumper-to-bumper, weekday, morning rush-hour-like gridlock with nowhere to detour on this sunny weekend afternoon. The sound of beat-up cars honking at each other drowned out any cries my heart still let out and any music blaring from the radio.

			A driver in a red, two-door sports car with a New Jersey license plate crept up next to us and tried to cut into our lane without signaling. He was playing some concoction of Latin-reggae on the radio with his sunroof open, and Magda pressed the gas pedal of her mom’s minivan to cut him back off. I tried my best not to look toward the driver and make eye contact; he made muffled sounds at us, and in the side-view mirror, I was able to make out that he was sticking one of his long fingers at us. He became relentless, tailing us in the adjacent lane and trying to cut us off again. I was too numb to really respond to, or care for, such aggressive behavior.
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