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CHAPTER ONE

I feel light-headed, like all the blood is draining from my face, arms, legs, baby toes. This might have something to do with the fact that my hands are pressing against the armrests so tightly my fingertips are turning purple. My entire body is ready to pounce. If that flight attendant would just get out of my way, I could head back up the aisle, through that maze of a connecting ramp, past the gate personnel, and into the safety of Sea-Tac Airport. But she’s struggling with someone’s stupid oversize blue carry-on that’s clearly too big to fit in that tiny wire frame at the check-in counter that tells you when your stupid oversize blue carry-on is way too big to fit in a plane’s overhead compartment. I could try one of those exits conveniently located at midcabin: two near the front and two near the back. We haven’t actually started moving, so how far down could it be to the tarmac anyway? 

I peer out the window—it looks pretty far down—and the lunacy of this plan hits me. Am I actually plotting my escape from an airplane just minutes from takeoff? If this moment were happening to someone else, a character in a movie, say, I’d probably be laughing. It is funny, isn’t it? I attempt a laugh, but all that comes out is a sad little wheeze. No, not funny. Definitely not funny. 

The tanned and taut older woman in the seat next to me glances in my direction. “Afraid to fly, dear?” she asks in a buttery Spanish accent. 

“No,” I reply. “Afraid to land.”

She looks at me quizzically and, I think, a bit amused. She wouldn’t give me that look if she knew what I’ve gotten myself into. If she knew my pathetic state, she’d be offering me one of those little purple pills she chased with a miniature bottle of vodka a few minutes ago when she thought no one was looking.

Two weeks ago, life was so so so perfect. Flawless. On track. Nobody had it more together than I did. I watched in pity as Gen Xers wandered the streets of Seattle disillusioned and disassociated in their post-grunge, pre-Prada uniforms, desperately grasping their Motorolas and Starbucks as though instant messaging and a smooth Ethiopian roast could fill the gaping holes in their lives. They didn’t have a clue where they were going or how they were getting there. My life, on the other hand, was going exactly according to plan, due in no small part to the fact that I had one.

When I was seventeen, I planned my life. The whole thing. Being someone who’s particularly good at organizing things, I have to say it was a rather spectacular plan. I didn’t just scribble a hopeful list of things to do in the back of a diary or one of those fancy leather-bound journals that cost so much I never understood how people brought themselves to spoil them with Bic scribblings. No, my plan was serious business, and I treated it accordingly. Everything I wanted to accomplish over the course of my life was carefully, deliberately contained in one handy color-coded spreadsheet completed in my grade-twelve word-processing class.

I had always been an orderly child—the kind who has different crayon boxes for each season (use burnt umber in the spring? as if) and took her days-of-the-week underwear very seriously—so it never occurred to me that perhaps planning one’s entire life before one can even vote or buy alcohol might be a tad on the ambitious side. I approached the process systematically, as I did all things, drafting version after version until I had it exactly right. My plan was broken into eight manageable ten-year stages. Those ten-year stages were further broken down by major five-year goals, with a list of detailed tasks that would lead to each goal. I’d considered drilling down even deeper, but I didn’t want to be neurotic about it. The point was to simply clarify what I wanted and when. It was all there—nothing unrealistic, like be a rock star or discover the cure for cancer, just your typical how-to-be-sure-you’ve-got-it-all-covered-and-are-blissfully-happy-forever-and-ever life plan kind of stuff. You know, job, apartment, man, kids, house, dog, summer home, volunteer work, crafts, grandkids, another dog, etc.

For years I kept a copy of the plan on my fridge the way other women tack up photos of anorexic models for inspiration. There was one tucked into the back of my day planner, naturally, and another folded into my wallet, in case I lost my day planner. Once I discovered the World Wide Web, I ramped things up a notch and took my plan online. That way I could look at it from home, work, on vacation even, check things off on the go, and quickly print updated hard copies.

I know I can get a little obsessive about it—I know each step in the plan as well as I know every Sex and the City plot twist—but if you want to stay on track with your life, you’ve got to know where the track is, right?

Okay, so not everyone agrees. My friend Trish calls it The Plan, as in “Want to try snowboarding next weekend—or is it not in The Plan?” and “I’m not sure if red’s your color. Better check The Plan.” Last year one of my hilarious coworkers with far too much time on his hands posted his own version on the bulletin board in the lunchroom: Become president of the Daughters of the American Revolution, get sex-change operation, take over Canada, knit scarves for the cast of Cats, etc. My initially pro-Plan mother thought it was brilliant until she realized that my plan was not exactly like the one she had for me. She found my decision not to have children until my early thirties particularly distressing.

But I knew something they didn’t. I had figured out the secret to happily ever after.

Last month, on the eve of my twenty-eighth birthday, instead of wallowing in self-pity or indulging in a quarter-life crisis—on her twenty-eighth, my old roommate Sarah quit her job and moved to Alaska to work as a cook at a logging camp (a logging camp—I mean, who does that?)—I sat back with a glass of wine and the plan (version 12.4) and admired all those happy little checkmarks I’d earned in the past decade:

•  Get accepted to any—ANY—college out of state. Check. University of Wisconsin. Solid academic program, good social scene, and hundreds of miles from my parents’ house. Go Badgers.

•  Eschew snotty college sorority experience and embrace dorm life à la Felicity. Check. Okay, so my RA didn’t look like Noel, but I did make some amazing friends who still liked me when I cut my hair into a pixie senior year.

•  Lose virginity freshman year to a cute, popular sophomore or junior. Check. Cam Bowers after a kegger. Painful, clumsy, and thank God, fast. I heard Cam got fat and works at his dad’s tire company. Still counts.

•  Try one illicit drug. Check. Pot, acid, X, pot, X, X, X . . . What can I say? It was college. Of course, all that came to an abrupt halt when I woke up one morning wearing someone else’s bra.

•  Get a degree in something non-flaky that might actually lead to a good job. Check. Business admin. So what if my college friends enjoyed their English lit/political science/modern dance classes. They might as well have majored in upselling appetizers for all the good their degrees did them. I, on the other hand, was upwardly mobile.

•  Get previously mentioned good job. Check. Assistant producer at Idealmatch.com, the fourth largest dating website in the U.S. Worked my way up from researcher. All those dull statistics courses finally came in handy.

•  Have a one-night stand. Check. Starbucks barista with a Kurt Cobain thing going on. Bonus: still get free Macchiatos.

•  Buy a pair of shoes over three hundred dollars. Check. Check. Check.

•  Find adorable apartment in University district, Capitol Hill, or somewhere else really cool. Check. One-bedroom Bridget Fonda-in-Singles-esque walk-up with hardwood floors, a fountain in the courtyard, and rent so cheap I felt like I was stealing. (Three-hundred-dollar shoes helped ease the guilt.) Of course, I eventually gave it up to move into a downtown loft with floor-to-ceiling windows and a concierge. So what if the building was kind of impersonal and I never looked at the view. My new roomie trumped Matt Dillon any day.

•  Meet perfect man. Check. Gorgeous, smart, ambitious Jeff with fabulous downtown loft.

•  Get engaged. Check. Jeff proposed on Valentine’s Day after a decadent meal at the top of the Space Needle, where he gave me a stunning two-carat diamond ring hidden in a piece of cheesecake. My friends would swoon when they heard the story. Like everything else in our one-year relationship, it was pure fairy tale. Could anything but bliss follow?

•  Have dream wedding. Almost check. Jeff was too stressed working full-time and studying for the bar, but once he was done with that, we’d set a date and start planning (or rather, start putting my wedding-day plans in motion). As long as it happened before I turned thirty, I was fine.

How could I not be? I was twenty-eight and everything in my life was precisely the way it should be. To top it off, Jeff was taking me away for the weekend, I wasn’t currently arguing with my mother, and work was great. Being an assistant producer suited me. I spent my days making and enforcing schedules, drafting and checking off lists—it doesn’t get much better than that. They liked me, too. There’d been a recent round of layoffs, but I was still there. Better yet, word around the office was that they were going to fill the empty producer spot from inside the company.

I put down my glass of wine and started packing for the trip, trying to focus on all the activities Jeff had planned, but my mind kept wandering back to that job opening. They won’t pick you, I told myself. Definitely not. It’s too soon. They’ll promote someone who’s been there longer. According to my plan, I wasn’t even scheduled for a serious promotion until thirty. But what if? Or, better question, why the heck not? The big boss loved me. I worked twice as hard as the other assistant producers, rarely ate lunch (except for a fat-free yogurt consumed at my desk between noon and 12:15), and, unlike most of my coworkers, I never, ever showed up to work looking like I was about to start in a triathlon. And I had a plan! When my boss asked me where I saw myself in six months or a year, I had an answer (and an accompanying pie chart). Why not me? A promotion would mean more responsibility (goodbye, yogurt—maybe I could acquire a taste for protein bars?) and more money, but that wasn’t what excited me. All I could think about was the plan. Two weeks into stage two, and I’d already be checking off an item! Maybe it was the wine, but it suddenly seemed that things couldn’t possibly go any other way. I was going to get that promotion, and twenty-eight was going to be my best year ever.

I didn’t even care that Jeff was taking me to the same resort where he’d once taken his ex, Lauren. At first I’d been surprised that he wanted to go back there. Lauren had done a number on him, and I figured the place would be full of bad memories. But I guess guys aren’t as sentimental as women are. She was the past, he said. I dug through my underwear drawer and found the white teddy Jeff had brought home a few months before. I tucked it into a side pocket along with the black bra and panties he loved. This was our weekend, and everything was going to be perfect.

Perfect it was, from the beautiful room overlooking the ocean to the bottle of champagne Jeff hid on the beach for our moonlit walk to the pearl earrings he gave me over dinner. When I walked into work the following Monday morning, I was still floating on the memory of it all. As usual, the office was dark and quiet. I liked to start early so I could go over the day’s schedule (meetings, industry research, paperwork, bonding with coworkers in the kitchen over espresso drinks, cleaning my desk, scheduling the next day, etc.) before the crowds filed in, the latest garage band cranked out of the office stereo putting its cheap speakers to the test, and the Frisbees started flying. Ah, the Web industry. Never before has so much been accomplished by so many dedicated underachievers. If not for me, nothing would have gotten done in that office, with the exception, naturally, of espresso drinks and spontaneous indoor Ultimate matches. But on this particular morning, I couldn’t focus on my e-mail in-box or the list of tasks I’d left for myself the Friday before. I opened Word, intending to compose a letter, but ended up creating a mock business card complete with a new title and new last name.

I could barely hide my excitement when I returned from the printer, a sheet of pretend business cards in hand, to see the big boss waiting at my desk, admiring my wall chart that mapped all current, past, and future projects (color-coded, naturally). She was wearing her gray Armani knockoff, an appropriate suit for a serious occasion, promoting someone, for example. A huge smile broke across my face. I wanted to play it cool, but I couldn’t help it. I was already dreaming about getting online and pulling up the plan. Check!

“Good morning,” I said quickly, trying to hide the tremor in my voice. My hands were shaking so bad I had to shove them in my pockets.

The big boss turned to face me. “Good morning, Cassie. Glad you’re here early. There’s something I need to—”

“Talk to me about?” Check!

“Yes. Well. Why don’t we go to my office?” She was stammering a bit. What did she have to be nervous about? But then she smiled warmly. I’m just projecting my own nervous energy, I assured myself. And so what if she doesn’t look as ecstatic as I feel? She’s promoting someone into middle management. Do I really expect the woman to kick off her Prada loafers and do cartwheels? Surely it was enough that she came all the way downstairs to give me the good news herself.

“You bet,” I answered, trying not to sound too eager and failing miserably. “Just let me get my notebook.”

“You won’t need it,” she said and started down the hall to the elevator.

I shook my head and smiled to myself. Duh. Star Web producers don’t write things down. Star Web producers have people to write things down for them. And make them color-coded charts. And espresso drinks. No, that’s pushing it, I decided. No matter how powerful I became, I resolved, I would always make my own coffee. In this state of complete and absolute exhilaration, I followed her down the hallway, rode the elevator, and entered her office. I was so giddy—chattering about the weather while mentally constructing the perfect producer wardrobe—that I didn’t notice she hadn’t said anything for several minutes, until she spoke again and the sound of something other than my own ramblings made me jump.

“Cassie,” she began seriously. I put on my most serious face to match. I am a serious Web producer. This is the face that serious Web producers wear. “As you are well aware, this is a competitive marketplace.” She frowned. I frowned back, adding a contemplative nod. “We’re slipping into fifth place, and there are a dozen new dating sites coming online every month—”

“None as good as Idealmatch.com,” I said.

“Yes, well. If only it were that simple.” She took a deep breath and let it out with a whoosh, her cheeks puffing and deflating with cartoonlike perfection. I shifted from foot to foot. All this lead-up was killing me. “Let me say first of all that everyone here has been consistently impressed with your hard work.” God, I thought, here it comes. I tried not to smile, but it was nearly impossible, so I settled on a straining grin. “We’ve seen the long hours you’ve put in without being asked. You’ve delivered everything you’ve been asked to deliver, on time and on budget. Honestly, you’re the most organized person I know. You’re a perfect associate producer.” My grin burst into a full-blown, dopey, big-toothed smile.

“But times are tough.”

Wait a second, I thought, did she just say “but”? My brain came to a screeching halt and then started racing backward, sideways, every direction to figure out where this “but” had come from.

“Right now we need visionaries who can help us lead this company. We need people who can make things happen, people who aren’t afraid to take risks. And . . .” And? And? “And we don’t feel that’s your area of strength right now.”

My mouth fell open. I couldn’t believe it. There would be no raise, no assistant. Some slacker in spandex was going to get the promotion that I had earned. I would be stuck in this stupid job I was perfect at forever. The day couldn’t get any worse.

“Unfortunately, with the economy the way it is,” she continued, “we can’t afford to keep people on just because they’re good at their job.”

And there it was. Worse. Much, much worse.

My ears started to buzz. The tastefully decorated room began to spin. The big boss stopped talking, reached into her top drawer, and pulled out a manila envelope. It had my name on it in big block letters. This was real. This was really happening. I wasn’t only being passed over, I was being fired. “I think you’ll find that we’ve been more than generous, because we like you, Cassie, and we really do appreciate everything you’ve done here. And, of course, we’ll be happy to provide you with glowing references.”

I somehow managed to take the envelope, but I couldn’t make my mouth move or push air through my lips to form actual words. I wouldn’t have known what to say, anyway. I was not going to be a star Web producer. I wasn’t even a star associate producer. I wasn’t a star anything. Not only would I not be able to check another item off my list, I’d have to uncheck something. This was the worst thing that had happened to me. Ever.

That it had happened early in the morning so I could go downstairs and pack up my desk in solitude was at least some consolation. Pitying looks from a bunch of thirty-year-olds in bike shorts would have pushed me right over the edge. As it was, each thing I picked up and put in my sad little cardboard box made me wince. Half-used notebooks. A purple mechanical pencil tagged by a piece of tape with my name on it. Magazine articles I had cut out and organized in a three-ring binder. Hair elastics. Each was a checkmark being erased. I sniffed back tears.

Then I caught sight of something that made me see how ridiculous I was being: my beautiful two-carat diamond ring. I stood still for a moment and looked at that ring as it played with the light breaking in through the blinds. I am something, I thought. I am engaged. That’s more than something. That’s the most important something. I sent a quick goodbye e-mail to my best office friend, Deb, dropped the manila envelope in my box, and walked out of the office with my head high.

Thank God I have Jeff, I repeated in my head over and over on the cab ride home. Thank God. Thank God. The more I thought it, the stronger I felt. My box of notebooks and hair elastics resting in my lap was no longer a symbol of failure—it was merely a box of things. So Jeff wasn’t exactly the most sensitive guy sometimes. He was a busy lawyer, overworked and under tremendous pressure to perform. All I needed was to have him put his arms around me, and everything would be fine. Better than fine. Perfect. Everything was going to be perfect. This was a minor setback. A temporary glitch. A learning experience. A window opening to another turning into a door, or however that saying went.

I certainly didn’t need that stupid job, I told myself. Jeff never thought much of it, and clearly, he was right. I’d find something better in no time. It wasn’t like I was some hard-nosed career gal, anyway. I’d use the extra time to plan the wedding, get a good jump on things. Item 1: Delete boss from guest list.

The more I thought about the wedding and Jeff, the more I realized nothing had changed at all. Everything that mattered was still on track. I was engaged, in love. Not the kind of all-encompassing love I’d imagined as a child, but a real, steady love. The kind of love a girl can rely on. Jeff, Jeff, Jeff. His very name grounded me. What did girls without fiancés do in times of crisis? I wondered. I didn’t even want to think about it. Jeff was the most important thing in my plan—in my life. My mother was right. That one thing was worth all other checkmarks combined.

I tried to keep this thought with me as I pulled an eviction notice off the door of my apartment. It said that Jeff and I had thirty days to vacate. I shook my head in disbelief that things had gotten this far over one neighbor’s complaints of imaginary music coming from our apartment in the middle of the day. Sure, Jeff loved his Brahms and Mozart, especially when he was feeling frisky after a shared bottle of wine, but we always kept the volume to a reasonable level. And we both had day jobs, so unless the stereo was possessed, none of it made sense. Several times we’d explained this to the building manager, who said we seemed like a responsible couple and apologized—he was only doing his job. When two more warning letters followed, Jeff had called the management company and straightened it out. We’d laughed it off before, but this formal eviction notice didn’t seem funny at all.

I was halfway through the document—what was this nonsense about the complainant having recorded evidence?—when I was practically knocked backward by a thunderous clanging from the other side of our apartment door. It stopped, and the hall was quiet again. Then clanging again, though softer this time.

I put my key in the lock and turned, but the tumblers didn’t catch. It was already unlocked. I froze. My heart started to race; adrenaline was flowing. Someone was inside. Robbed on the same day we were being evicted? The odds had to be astronomical. I scanned the eviction notice again. Didn’t it say something about the building manager accessing the apartment only with the current tenants’ prior permission? There it was, third paragraph, clear as day. Mr. Davidson was a nice man, but how dare he enter our apartment without our okay. It was bad enough that he had let this ridiculous charge escalate into an eviction. I fumed, dialing Jeff’s office on my cell phone. Wait till he hears about this, I thought with smug satisfaction. By the time he gets through with the management company, we’ll own the building.

No answer at Jeff’s office. I’d have to handle this myself.

As I turned the doorknob and opened the door, I was greeted with a third clang. It sounded like it was coming from the living room, or the bedroom, maybe. Sheesh. What was the guy doing in there, anyway? Renovating? I was past the bathroom before I realized that it wasn’t random clanging I was hearing. It was symbols crashing together toward the crescendo of Jeff’s favorite aria. I followed the sound to the living room, and sure enough, his overpriced, state-of-the-art, wall-mounted CD player was on, with the speakers set to full volume. “Jeff,” I called out, feeling guilty about blaming poor Mr. Davidson. If there was an answer, I couldn’t hear it over the rising whine of violins. I reached out to turn the CD off, but something stopped me. My stomach tightened. A tingle shot up my spine. “Jeff?” I whispered.

I walked slowly, so slowly, toward the bedroom.

The music was so loud in the bedroom—Jeff had installed the tiny ceiling-mounted speakers himself—that they didn’t realize I was there. But I saw them.

Jeff and Lauren in our bed, pale gray three-hundred-thread-count Egyptian cotton twisting around their naked bodies, their legs wrapped around each other, arms flailing with the music as though they were conducting their own personal symphony. Lauren the anorexic cellist. Lauren who’d dumped him three years ago for her bisexual psychoanalyst. Lauren who’d left him with a full set of emotional baggage, from trust issues to the occasional bout of performance anxiety. Lauren whose name he couldn’t mention without a disgusted snarl forming in the corner of his mouth. Lauren and Jeff. Lauren and Jeff.

The box slipped from under my arm, suddenly so heavy with all those tiny uncheckmarks, and smacked against the hardwood floor. Despite the music, I swear I heard the box sigh, its contents shifting into a more comfortable state.

“Oh, God,” said Lauren, eyes wide and mouth open.

“Oh, shit,” said Jeff, much more appropriately, I thought, given the context.

The music paused for a breath before reaching its climax. I didn’t say anything. No one moved. The climax came. Boom, boom, boom. (In retrospect, I had to admit that it was impressive the man upstairs had tolerated us this long.) The sound shook Jeff and Lauren into action, as though it would provide cover as they searched for clothing that had been tossed around the floor. The room became a blizzard of naked flesh. I stood perfectly still, the eye of the storm, though I was anything but calm. My entire body trembled. My chest hurt. My mind was simultaneously full of every thought possible and completely blank. Wood instruments, strings, horns, cymbals—the orchestra carried the weight of the moment up into the air and smashed it against the walls. The dresser shook. Jeff’s beloved Japanese knickknacks rattled on the shelf above the bed. It was the perfect soundtrack to a life falling to pieces.

While they scrambled to get dressed (with Jeff chanting “shit, shit, shit” almost in time with the music), I ran through my options. At that moment I was livid—would have stormed out without a word if I could have gotten my feet to move—but what about tomorrow or a week from now? How would I feel then? If this had been part of my plan, I might have had some idea of how to react properly. In the absence of a plan, I reasoned, best not to do anything rash.

A strange sense of calm settled over me. Maybe this isn’t as bad as it seems, I ventured. I can get past this. We can get past this. People who love each other can get past this. Maybe getting through this horrible thing will make our relationship better than ever. Maybe surviving an affair is something everyone needs to go through. Maybe I should have added it to my plan from the beginning. I never said I couldn’t revise the plan, did I? No, I didn’t. Revisions are good. Every good plan involves some degree of flexibility. What great document hasn’t been amended? The Constitution, the Bill of Rights. Yes, surviving an affair is definitely checkmark-worthy, I decided. As I considered the ramifications of this alteration on Phases Two, Three, and so on (you must always consider the ramifications of alterations on future plan items), Lauren streaked past me, apparently having given up on finding her bra and left shoe.

Then everything went quiet. The CD was over. The front door clicked shut behind Lauren, and we were alone—me, Jeff, and the box. He looked frantically from bed to walls to window to floor to bed again, as though searching for words. I looked at him but didn’t speak. If I was going to forgive him, he was going to have to do all the work.

“Oh, God, Cass, I am so sorry.” His voice cracked. He stared at the floorboards, but I sensed that tears were coming, that the groveling was about to begin. I straightened my back and looked at him, determined to accept his contrition with the utmost dignity and grace. He is lucky to have me, I thought. He is lucky I have enough vision to see beyond this moment, that I understand that our future is so much bigger than this.

“You can’t know how sorry I am,” he continued, taking a breath and pulling himself together. “You’re great, Cassie. Really, really great. You don’t deserve this. And I love you, I do. But—”

“But?” Blood pounded in my ears, inner alarm bells sounding the alert. “Did you just say ‘but’?” I wanted so much to sound mad, indignant, though I’m pretty sure I sounded confused, because that’s how I felt.

“But.” He cleared his throat, picked at the seam of his shirt. “But I’m not in love with you.”

This wasn’t happening. Not happening. Not twice in one day. You’re great, but . . . I love you, but . . . Life is perfect, but . . . I could taste salt in the back of my throat. It took all my concentration to hold the tears back. My life was crumbling; that didn’t mean I had to.

“Tell me one thing,” I said finally, breaking the silence. “Was it something I did?”

“God, Cass.” Jeff dropped his head into his hands. “Don’t make this harder than it has to be.”

“Just be honest with me.” The words came out like a squeak, as though a mouse had spoken them. And that was when it hit me: I was losing him, and I was very, very afraid.

He lifted his head and looked at me. “You didn’t do anything. Really. I mean, let’s face it, you’re perfect.” The words sounded good, so why did I feel like I’d been slapped in the face?

“Is that a bad thing?”

“No, of course not.” He shook his head. “I guess I’m just not looking for perfection.”

“Clearly.” All the stories he’d told me about Lauren made that fact obvious.

“I know this won’t make sense to you, but I need to be with someone who doesn’t have it all figured out. I need someone who doesn’t make it so easy.”

You’ve got to be freakin’ kidding me, I thought. “Are you freakin’ kidding me?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean this isn’t the way it’s supposed to happen,” I blurted out, not so much at Jeff as at the world. “It’s supposed to be you and me. Jeff and Cassie. Not Jeff and Lauren. Not you and some stick-thin, neurotic cellist. It’s supposed to be me in cream Vera Wang and you in pale gray pinstripes. It’s supposed to be a partnership for you and a corner office for me. It’s supposed to be a house on the water and a boy and a girl and Christmases at your parents’ cabin and Sunday brunches with Sam and Trish and group vacations to Puerto Vallarta every winter . . .” My unlived future came pouring out of me, blending eventually into chest-heaving sobs. Jeff didn’t say a word, only sat looking stunned and too scared to speak until I reached the end of my fairy tale.

“I know that’s what you wanted,” he said. “But I don’t think I ever really did.”

“So why . . .” I lifted my hand and rubbed my thumb against the diamond’s surface.

“I don’t know.” He looked away, ashamed maybe, and spoke to the floor. “You needed it to happen so bad.”

“But I thought . . . I thought.” I thought we were in love. I thought we were forever. I thought I was getting everything I’d dreamed about. I didn’t know what I thought anymore. My chest began to tighten, my breath quickening. Please, God, I pleaded in my head, don’t let me hyperventilate. Not now, not in front of him. I took a deep breath and let it out. I was deflated. There was no better word for it.

“It’s for the best, Cassie. Trust me.”

“How the fuck can this be for the best?” I shouted. “Please tell me, because I’d really like to know.”

“I’m sorry.” He lifted his eyes, and I saw instantly that it was over. There was nothing I could do. There would be no revision to the plan. I would not be a star Web producer. I would not be getting married. There would be no Vera Wang dress, no house on the water, no Mexican vacations with all our friends. What was left? I wondered. So much had been stripped away, I wasn’t even sure who I was anymore. All I knew was that there was nothing left for me in that room.

“I have to go now,” I said the way you end a conversation with a telemarketer, perfunctory, detached. And that’s how I felt. Detached from the moment, from my life as I’d known it, from the room in this stranger’s apartment. I was floating up and away, and there was nothing to grab hold of anymore, nothing to keep me grounded. I picked up my box of office supplies, stepped over Lauren’s wayward shoe, and walked out of the apartment. When I reached the sidewalk in front of the building, I stopped. I looked left, then right, then left again. For the first time in my life, I had absolutely no idea where I was going.


CHAPTER TWO

I’d never felt so completely lost. It was a dry Seattle day, but it might as well have been pouring down rain for the dark cloud that was following every aimless step I took. I must have wandered the streets for hours, my box of office supplies locked protectively under one arm and a blizzard of questions thrashing about in my head. Were there signs I didn’t see? Did Jeff ever love me? Was this all really my fault? What did I do wrong? What didn’t I do right? What are all those stupid love songs about, anyhow, all those tear-jerking movies? Wasn’t love supposed to conquer all? What was so great about love if it didn’t make everything perfect? I could have drowned under the weight of all those questions.

Nothing made sense anymore. Nothing was the way it should have been. I’d stuck to the plan, done all the things I was supposed to, and now everything was wrong, wrong, wrong. My life—the life I’d thought I had before being abruptly awakened into my current nightmare—was upside down, inside out.

My life was spilling out onto the road. Well, the remnants of it, anyway. Notebook, purple pencil, butterfly paper clips I’d bought with my own money—it all toppled out of the box that I’d apparently been squeezing tightly enough to rupture. Everything landed around my feet. I stopped, unsure what to do, only vaguely aware of a car screeching to a halt somewhere nearby. I poked at the notebook with a pointy leather toe, kicked lightly at a cluster of paper clips. Even office supplies know when they’ve outgrown their usefulness, I thought. I lifted the cardboard lid, retrieved the manila envelope, and rested what was left of the box gently on the ground. A car honked loudly. I looked up and saw with a start that I was in the middle of the street. I crossed quickly, and the car roared by, crushing the box under its right tires. There was a slight popping sound, and that was that.

I turned away from the cardboard carcass and found myself at the pier. I’d always loved it down there, especially in the summer, when the shops and restaurants came alive with tourists happily enjoying this Tom Hanks version of the city and tanned locals vying to see and be seen. Now it was empty and gray. I walked to the edge of the wharf. There was nothing before me but cold, dark sea. The end of the world as I knew it.

The reality of the situation began to really sink in. I didn’t have a fiancé. I didn’t have a place to live. I didn’t have a paycheck. I needed a cup of coffee.

I ducked into a coffee shop for a latte and my bearings. I didn’t even get to enjoy the first hot sip before my cell rang. Jeff! It had to be him, calling to take it all back, to tell me he was an idiot, out of his mind to give me up. I fumbled through my pocketbook for my phone and caught it at the last ring without checking the number on the display. That was my first mistake. The second was telling my mother what had happened.

“What did you do?” Even through the cell phone static, I could hear the panic in her voice. My mother has some lovely qualities, but I could hardly expect empathy from her in this situation. It’s not that she doesn’t love me, it’s just that she comes from a long line of disappointed women who have passed down hard-won lessons in self-preservation (and oddly small earlobes) to their daughters. She’s been married to my sweet, devoted stepdad for over twenty years, but she will always be the woman my father walked out on when I was seven. Security is to my mother what Manolos are to Sarah Jessica Parker.

“Why do you automatically assume that I did something wrong?” The words came out angrier than I had intended, but her criticism was the last thing I needed right now, especially when it sounded a lot like the criticisms circling in my own head. Besides, I needed to be mad at someone within shouting distance, and that was either my mother or the barista. “Let’s try being supportive for five seconds. After that you’re free to blame me for the world’s evils.”

“You don’t have to snap at me,” she said, clearly hurt. “And I don’t automatically assume you did something wrong, Cassandra. What I meant was what did you do when you found them?”

“Sorry,” I choked out. “I’m just a little . . .” Destroyed. Amputated. Flailing like a headless chicken. “On edge.”

“Of course you are, sweetie.”

“I don’t know what to . . . I can’t seem to . . . Mom, what did I do wrong?”

“You didn’t do anything. Men cheat. Period. End of story.”

“He said I’m too perfect.”

“Too perfect? What the heck does that mean?” Now she was the one getting angry, which was possibly the nicest thing she could do for me at the moment. A little parental indignation can go a long way in the right circumstance. Then she took a deep breath and added, “Okay, let’s not overreact.” And just like that, the old Gwen was back. “We can get through this. Let’s give him some time. Maybe he’ll—”

“Give him some time? He’s not exactly the injured party here.”

“Of course, sweetie.” She put on her best mom voice. “But we’ve still got some damage control to do. We need a plan.”

Her words triggered something inside me, and I couldn’t hold it back a second longer. This wasn’t going to be discreet. This was going to be Niagara Falls. I cupped a hand over the phone and held it out at arm’s length. My mother had begun talking about some woman named Margaret whose daughter had been left at the altar, and I was falling apart at the seams right here in the coffee shop beside a display of oversize, overpriced mugs. The guy behind the counter smiled sympathetically. He couldn’t have been over nineteen. This was probably his first job, some part-time work to put a bit of spending money in his pocket while he finished school. He had his whole life in front of him, years and years to get it all right.

I wanted to punch him in the face.

Instead I collected myself, told my mom I’d have to call her back, and finished my latte. The coffee was good and strong, and I felt better—for about ten seconds. No amount of caffeine and soft amber lighting could keep the day from playing over and over in my head. I needed advice from an impartial (nonparental) party. I needed a shoulder or two to cry on. I needed a drink. I called Sam and Trish’s office—so convenient having best friends who work together—and asked if they could cut out of work early and meet me at Jimmy’s. This was an emergency.

“What’s going on?” Trish asked over speakerphone. “Big sale at the Bon?” I started to speak but choked on Jeff’s name. All I could manage were several big gulps of air before I broke into sobs. “Hang on, sweetie. We’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

When I got to Jimmy’s, our regular après-work venue, there was no sign of Sam and Trish, so I sat at the bar and sipped on a martini. Jimmy’s looked a lot different at two in the afternoon. In place of generically cute, suited guys swigging Heinekens, and PR bunnies spinning on the small dance floor at the back, were scruffy freelancers hunched over their laptops, modern-day cowboys roaming the cyber range. We used a lot of freelancers at my company, and I’d always assumed that to live without any real job security, you had to be either incredibly brave or incredibly crazy, maybe a bit of both. Yet at that moment, sucking back bar coffee and free wireless Internet access, they seemed full of direction. They had project, deadlines, purpose. What did I have? Termination papers, an eviction notice, and a two-carat diamond ring worth as much to me as the beer-stained cocktail napkin stuck to the bottom of my shoe. I threw back my drink and, choosing to ignore the bartender’s mixed expression of disapproval and curiosity, ordered a second. The girls would have to catch up.

Halfway through my third drink, Sam and Trish plopped themselves down on the bar stools on either side of me. I hadn’t told them anything on the phone, but Sam took one look at my face and threw her arms around me while Trish signaled the bartender for a round. “What did you tell them at the office?” I asked, always amazed by how much freedom they had at the market research firm they worked at.

“What we always tell them,” said Trish. “Field research.” She passed a martini to Sam and took a big swallow from her own. “Now start from the very beginning.”

I took a deep breath and started from the beginning, not sparing even the smallest detail. Sam and Trish listened. The bartender listened. I think a couple of the cyber cowboys might have been listening, too. Most importantly, I was listening. By the time I got to the nineteen-year-old barista, I was more depressed than ever. I’m too perfect. I’ve got it all figured out. I don’t take risks. Could it be that the qualities I prided myself on were actually faults? Jeff’s words, my boss’s words—it all flashed in my brain like giant road signs telling me I was going the wrong way. Instead of speeding down the fast lane to Success City, I was rolling into Loserville on bald tires and an empty tank of gas.

Sam and Trish stared, looking dumbfounded. I’d never seen them speechless before. Of course, it was only natural that they’d be surprised. If not about the job, then certainly about the guy. They’d liked Jeff. Everyone had liked Jeff. Jeff was very, very likable. Just ask Lauren.

“Unbelievable,” said Trish.

“Un-fucking-believable,” agreed Sam.

“He’s an idiot,” said Trish.

“They’re all idiots,” added Sam.

Trish slammed a hand down on the bar. “Screw ’em all. This could be the best thing that ever happened to you.”

I winced. That’s what people tell you when something truly, horrifically awful happens. I’ve said it to pining ex-boyfriends to alleviate my own guilt. I’ve said it to friends who fell victim to downsizing. Now I was the ex. I was the jobless. I smirked at myself, which seemed to make Sam and Trish feel better.

“That’s the spirit,” said Sam, giving me a squeeze. Trish took my hand and smiled enthusiastically. I nodded and forced a small smile. They were trying so hard to be helpful, needing me to be okay, that I couldn’t possibly tell them I knew it was all bullshit.

In fact, the only thing that made me feel even the slightest bit better came in a ridiculously shaped glass seemingly designed to maximize spilling. Cocktails thinly disguised as martinis for the I’m-not-really-sophisticated-but-I-do-drive-a-Jetta crowd are the best invention ever. I downed the drink in front of me, which may have been Trish’s, judging from the look she gave me, and ordered another.

“Maybe you could use a break,” said the bartender.

“Look, friend,” I began, though it sounded more like “Lick, fren” (those martinis were really strong). I was about to give him a piece of my mind. Who did he think he was telling me when I needed a break? Did he just lose his job, his home, and his Jeff all in the same day? I don’t think so. I leaned back, almost fell off my stool, and then tipped forward again, ready to let him have it, but as I opened my mouth, it hit me. The bartender was a genius!

A break. That was exactly what I needed. Not from martinis—from my life. I had worked long and hard to get the right job, the right fiancé, the right apartment, and I’d done it all wearing the right shoes. For over a decade, I ate, slept, and breathed The Plan. Hadn’t I earned some time off? You get two weeks for every year in a job, right? With a bit more difficulty than usual, I calculated in my head: ten years times two weeks . . . twenty weeks . . . five months. Heck, let’s call it six for good measure.

A girl could do a lot in six months, I figured. A girl could also do absolutely nothing. I could go somewhere I’d never been, spend time by myself. Hello, self. I could learn. Reflect. Get perspective. And, naturally, come up with a new plan. I’d come back six months later from Italy or Morocco or whatever fabulous place, tanned and thin and glowing with inner peace. It was all so Oprah. Maybe they’d feature me in her magazine. Maybe I’d get invited to appear on the show—one of those people who sit in the front row of the audience because their stories aren’t quite amazing enough to earn them a spot onstage but are still special enough that you’re on-camera and Oprah might even walk down and hold your hand while you tear up. Maybe I’d end up famous, or at least with an endorsement deal for a yogurt company. Maybe I’d even meet someone new.

My brilliant genius bartender was leaning across the bar, waiting for me to say something, his arms folded in that resigned, unshakable bartender way. There was only one thing to do. I grabbed his cheeks and kissed him, a big sloppy wet one, my long-lasting lipstick leaving an optimistic smudge under his nose. He jumped back, blushing cherry red. Sam and Trish laughed so hysterically, I don’t think they even noticed me throwing down a couple of twenties and tearing out the door.

The door swung shut behind me, muffling their calls as I stumbled into a cab. There was no time for goodbyes. I was too excited about my new plan to take a break from my old plan so I could figure out a new new plan. I couldn’t wait to get started. I’d explain it all to Sam and Trish tomorrow, and they’d understand. How could they not? It was so genius!

“Where to?” asked the driver.

“Any goddamn place I want,” I answered smugly. He looked at me in the rearview mirror as if trying to figure out whether I was high. “Oh, you mean right now.” I smiled sheepishly. I couldn’t go back to the apartment and there was no way I was going to my parents’ place, but other than a last twenty, all I had on me was the credit card that Jeff had insisted I get for emergencies. There’d never been one—until now. “To the most expensive hotel in the city,” I commanded. It was the start of a new plan, a new life. Might as well start it with crisp white sheets and room service. The cabdriver smiled approvingly into the rearview mirror and took a left.

We pulled up to the W Hotel on Fourth Avenue. I gave the driver my twenty, swiped a finger under the bottom rim of each eye, sensing smudged mascara, and staggered into the most beautiful hotel I’d ever seen. The walk to the check-in counter was a bit awkward, what with the room swaying the way it was, but the clerk was either too polite or too sophisticated to acknowledge this minor point. She took my platinum card happily and called me Ms. Moore. I felt like a movie star. Despite my lack of luggage, a bellhop escorted me to my room on the fourteenth floor. As I watched the elevator numbers rising, my smile got bigger and bigger. Things were looking up already.

A new plan. The very idea thrilled me to the core, hummed in the back of my mind. I was so young when I came up with the first one. Now I was sophisticated, worldly, twenty-eight, for God’s sake. Not that everything on the old plan was bad, not at all. In fact, I was certain most of it was dead on. But there was always room for improvement. Clearly. Like this break thing. Why hadn’t I scheduled that in somewhere between first college boyfriend and first non-minimum-wage job? I’d never been to Europe or Africa, or outside of the U.S., for that matter. Major flaw in the plan, that one. And Jeff—what was I thinking? A lawyer with a thing for classical music and Japanese minimalism? If I was going to find my ideal match, I would have to put more thought into it. No lawyers. No one who spends more on hair products than I do. No one with ex-girlfriend baggage, especially not in the shape of a cello. But what about MBAs who listen to jazz? Divorced doctors who speak Mandarin? I needed criteria. I needed a contingency strategy. I needed to check out the minibar.

A jar of macadamia nuts, two tiny bottles of vodka, and a list of amendments scribbled on hotel notepaper later, and it was time to get serious. The hotel notepaper, though elegant, would get me only so far. Taking a break was serious work. I needed some serious tools. I called room service.

“Good afternoon, Ms. Moore,” said a pleasant voice on the other end. “What can I help you with?”

“I need a laptop.” I realized as I said it that they probably don’t keep computer hardware in the same place they make your grilled cheese sandwich. Which reminded me that I hadn’t eaten since breakfast. “And a grilled cheese sandwich, please.”

“Certainly, Ms. Moore. They’ll be right up.” Half a rerun of Friends later, I was in full research mode and eating the best eighteen-dollar grilled cheese sandwich in the history of mankind.

God, I love the Internet! With one laptop and one high-speed wireless connection, I found everything anyone could possibly need to plan the perfect life break. Or Life Break, as Trish would call it. There are sites for people planning to travel, sites by people who’ve already traveled, sites for people who want to help you travel, sites by countries that want you to travel there. There are apartment rental agencies, language schools, hotels, hostels, homestays. There are cost-of-living numbers, travel warnings, vaccination recommendations, literacy statistics, personal anecdotes, e-zine stories . . . I bet some people look in a brochure and point to the prettiest beach photo. Not Cassie Moore. If I was going to take a break from my life, I was going to do it right. And the fact that the screen was getting progressively blurry as the evening wore on wasn’t about to stop me.

I woke up the next morning to my cell phone ringing. It was my mother, so I let it go to voice mail. My head throbbed “aspirin, aspirin, aspirin.” My tongue felt like it was wearing an angora sweater. My phone rang again. Sam. Probably checking in to make sure I’d made it home okay. It rang again; my stepdad this time. Strange, I thought. He never calls me during the day. He must be really worried about me. I’d get back to him as soon as I was finished throwing up.

When I finally checked my voice mail, there were twelve messages, but I never made it past the first one: “Cassie, this is your mother. I just read your e-mail. Is this some sort of joke, or have you gone completely insane? If it’s the former, I’m not amused.”

E-mail? What e-mail? I went online and checked my webmail, open from the night before, though I didn’t remember sending any messages. Please, I prayed, don’t let me have e-mailed something sappy to Jeff.

My in-box was flooded with messages, each subject line more cryptic than the next: “I am so jealous!” “Way to go, girl!” “Take me with you . . .” And then I saw the one that really mattered. An automatic response confirming my flight to Buenos Aires. My flight. To Buenos Aires. Confirming my flight to Buenos Aires. Where the heck was Buenos Aires?!

My head began to throb again, but I had a feeling that aspirin wasn’t going to help this time. What had I done? How drunk had I been? Clearly drunk enough to do something incredibly stupid, like book a flight to Buenos Aires, but not so drunk that I couldn’t enter the numbers of my credit card onto a Web form.

This had to be the worst hangover in the history of the world.

My brain switched to autopilot. I don’t want to go to Buenos Aires. I don’t want a break. I don’t want another martini to come within five feet of me ever. What I do want is to get back on track. I need to get back on track. I need a new job, a new apartment, and a new fiancé. Surely there’s a way out of this mess. Tickets are refundable. I could send a mass message to everyone saying the whole thing was a joke. Ha, ha. “That kooky Cassie,” they’d say and forget all about this in a few hours. Either that, I thought, or I’ll shave my head and join a cult in California.

As I roughed out a damage control plan in my head, my cell phone rang again. I dove to reach it before it went to voice mail, certain it would be Sam and Trish, who would tell me once again that everything was going to be okay. But it was Jeff’s name on the screen, and my thumb hit the talk button before my brain could veto.

“What the hell is this all about?” Jeff’s normally calm and slightly muffled speakerphoned voice was loud and sharp, piercing from right ear to left temple.

“Not so loud, please. Can you talk a bit quieter?” I rummaged through my pocketbook for aspirin. Echinacea, vitamin C . . . bingo.

“No, I cannot,” he said even louder. “Jesus Christ, Cassie. You can’t be serious about going to Argentina. I mean, Jesus Christ.”

Right. Argentina. Buenos Aires is in Argentina. That’s South America, right? “I’m about as serious as you are about Lauren.” I popped two aspirins and forced them down without water. They left a bitter film in my mouth that tasted a hell of a lot better than my morning-after breath.
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