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For my dad, who has always loved and accepted me just as I am (1 percent amazing, 99 percent a pain in the butt).


And in memory of my mom, always and forever.
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THE TEXT MESSAGES from my assistant, Lydia, came through back-to-back at exactly 7:24 p.m., announced by two beeps chirping from my phone, like baby birds fighting over a worm from their mother.


OMG. Clara!!!


Charles is ENGAGED.


????????? I replied, smashing the question mark key until the tip of my index finger ached. This was the universal text message bat signal for Ex-Boyfriend Panic, and I was now deep in it.


Just the sight of Charles’s name sent my sweat glands immediately into overdrive. It didn’t help that I was already an anxious mess over the disaster on the computer screen in front of me. If there was ever a moment for my drugstore antiperspirant to show off its promise of forty-eight-hour “protection,” this was it.


After waiting through the longest minute of my life, I finally shot up from my desk with an exasperated huff and rocketed out of my little corporate cave, plowing straight into a wall of sensible, pale-blue collared shirts tucked into equally sensible khaki pants. I’d landed behind the sales team, and right smack in the middle of the Summer Friday happy hour I was definitely supposed to be attending.


In the center of it all was Amaya Conrad, our company founder and CEO, dinging the edge of her iPhone against a plastic cup of champagne. She’d never met a toast she didn’t love to give, especially when it was about all the money Four Points was raking in. And this quarter, Four Points’ earnings had “been lit,” according to a recent company-wide email she’d sent.


Lydia had scrunched her nose in horror when she’d read it. According to her, forty-somethings using Gen Z slang was “cringy.” Lucky for me I was only thirty-five, so she cut me some slack when I did the same.


“I’m so thrilled to celebrate our biggest quarter yet!” Amaya shouted through a cupped hand as she simultaneously kicked off her Valentino rock-stud pumps with the gusto only a buzzed person could muster.


She practically tossed her drink to her assistant, Abe, who had taken up his usual spot, hovering dutifully just a few inches off to her side. Then, with a grunt, she pushed herself up to stand on a chair. Stepping onto his pristine white desk, she steadied herself with the edge of his computer screen before grabbing her cup back, chugging whatever was left, and pumping her fists in the air.


Oh, yeah. Definitely drunk.


I glanced down at my text messages—still nothing—and then back at Amaya, who was pontificating about the many ways in which Four Points was “the freaking G.O.A.T. of creative marketing here in Boston. We are the Tom Brady of branding. You could literally call us Tom Branding!” Oh, man. Someone was going to be chasing ibuprofen with Gatorade tomorrow morning.


I gave my phone another impatient glance. “Come on,” I murmured under my breath, which elicited a stern look from…Mark? Mike? Our sales team was made up entirely of straight dudes with M names, and they all seemed to blur together into an amorphous blob of button-down shirts or fleece vests, depending on the season.


Engaged to who? I tapped out as my heart ping-ponged around my chest.


Blocking Charles across the internet had done wonders for my post-breakup mental health. But it had also severely restricted my favorite hobby of late-night internet sleuthing and falling down social media rabbit holes. I had no idea what he’d been up to since he’d unceremoniously dumped me in the middle of the Public Gardens last year with the casual disgust of a person discovering a week-old cup of coffee in their car console and emptying it out in the street.


Not being able to stalk Charles online hadn’t stopped me from obsessively wondering, of course. Crafting elaborate fantasies of my ex miserable and regretting his decision was a skill I’d honed over this past year: Charles, devastated when he couldn’t remember our Netflix password (it’s B@@bs69, which was obviously hilarious but never made him laugh). Charles, restless and grumpy waiting for his drink at the Starbucks counter, crumbling when they called out an order for someone with my name.


None of these concocted tales included Charles falling in love with another human, much less proposing marriage. But it was fine. And I was fine! Totally fine. He was my ex; he could get engaged to whomever he liked.


After all, I was also off doing my own thing. I’d bought a new vacuum this year, one of those futuristic handheld thingies that cost a small fortune but can suck up an entire spilled bag of Dorito crumbs in, like, three seconds flat.


When I hadn’t been self-soothing with late-night internet shopping, I’d been channeling my energy into work, like the looming proposal that was currently causing me acid reflux, for Boston’s very hip, woman-owned brewery, Alewife.


Our pitch—selling them on why we should brand and launch their new Summer Ale—was in exactly two weeks. Current status: a total fucking mess, and my chest tightened at the thought of it, the same kind of heart-racing, jaw-clenching anxiety that had become my constant companion.


I’d be fixing it tonight, all night if I had to.


I was absolutely, completely fine.


Amaya’s voice cut through the din of jumpy thoughts in my head.


“You all are killing it out there.” Her face crumpled ever so slightly, like a parent about to weep at their kid’s high school graduation. “I’m so proud, and so deeply honored to know each and every one of you.”


I clapped along, following the lead of the Mikes and Marks in front of me. My phone buzzed in my hand, setting off a jolt of adrenaline that electrified every muscle in my body.


Finally!


But the new message at the top of my screen wasn’t from Lydia at all.


There, instead, was my oldest camp friend, Sam Cohen; she’d sent a photo of her face—framed by her gorgeous, dark ringlets—peeking out from under a white cap on her head. Her cheeks were rounder, with circles under those familiar, wise eyes, and she was pointing a finger at the logo on her hat, a dark green pine tree, complete with an exaggerated pout.


It was a photo designed to make me feel guilty, and it definitely worked. I’d missed our last five reunions at Pine Lake Camp, and tomorrow our old crew of camp friends was making the annual trek up to the woods of northern New Hampshire without me, yet again.


This had been the year I swore I’d finally get back up there, workload be damned. I’d even ordered a sleeping bag online from L.L. Bean and then took a nap in it on the couch surrounded by piles of notes I’d taken researching New England breweries. But then the Alewife pitch took over my life, and there was no way I could head off to New Hampshire with it unfinished. So I’d bailed on Pine Lake again this year, certain that my friends would understand why.


I tapped out a crying emoji face to Sam in reply just as Lydia’s text came through.


Not tagged, Lydia wrote. Cute though. Looks like he did it on a swan boat. Want me to screenshot it?


The words registered with shock, like someone holding an ice cube to the back of my neck.


Those ancient red boats, with their beautiful carved swans on each side, circled around a murky pond in the middle of the Public Garden. I’d lived in the city for over a decade and never once ridden them, because, well, who on earth actually did any of the cash-grabby, touristy things in their own city? Surely no New Yorker ever walked across the Brooklyn Bridge. I’d never once been to Paul Revere’s House, and that was, like, less than a mile from my apartment.


But the swan boats had meant something to Charles, who’d grown up just steps away in the South End and had loved riding them as a kid. And so for his thirty-sixth birthday, I’d indulged him, planning a date night that started with a boat ride and ended with a picnic in the park. An emergency meeting at work upended our five p.m. meet-up plans, and I raced over a little after seven with a bottle of wine and a mouthful of apologies. But I was too late—to save our date or our relationship.


“I’ve done some thinking,” Charles had said.


“Huh?” He’d caught me off guard, right in the middle of digging through my tote bag for a tissue to wipe the sweat off my forehead that had accumulated after power-walking ten blocks.


“I don’t know if I’m in love with you anymore.” His delivery was matter-of-fact, like he was reciting data points off a presentation rather than ending our eight years together.


“Because of me missing the fucking swan boats?” I’d yelled back, almost knocking out a nearby goldendoodle with the Pinot Noir in my hand.


“No, it’s not that. It’s not you. You’re the best.” He’d stepped forward and rested both his hands on my shoulders, giving them a gentle squeeze as I blinked back in disbelief. “You do everything right. I just don’t think that’s what I want anymore.”


At least after all that, I’d found a tissue.


Sam sent through a broken heart emoji, recentering my thoughts onto camp for a moment. When had I last seen her? She’d been in Boston a few years ago with her now ex-wife, Regan, for a wedding. Maybe then. But I couldn’t remember the last time we’d really talked, besides the occasional text. Our friendship had fallen by the wayside over the years, life’s collateral damage, pushed aside in favor of sticking to the path I’d so meticulously laid out ahead of me. I really owed her a phone call and some dedicated catch-up time, but there was no way to do that now.


Miss you! I typed back, as Amaya let out a high-pitched “wooooo!” and suddenly my attention was back in the room. Drunk Amaya didn’t come out very often, but when she did, she was even more intense than the sober version, which was saying a lot.


“Four Points’ mission is more than just selling products and producing events. It’s about creating a pathway to people’s emotions, and hearts,” Amaya gushed, beaming from above. “But we can’t do this work unless we take care of our own emotions too.”


Amaya’s belief in her own brilliance was more enviable than annoying, but it also meant she rarely backed down once an idea took hold, whether it was a creative brand theme or a company-wide meditation class, which she’d implemented last fall.


This combo of laser focus and uber-confidence was how she’d built Four Points into the kind of company that had won the local marketing trade mag’s Agency of the Year award for three years straight. But it also made her, occasionally, slightly terrifying. Like right now, for example.


“Burnout is real,” she lamented, her tone now boss-serious. “And it not only can destroy us individually, but it can wreck a company’s success if it’s not addressed head-on.”


Someone gently bumped my arm with their shoulder, and I turned to find Lydia squeezed in next to me as Amaya’s voice carried from overhead.


“I know this firsthand, which is why my yearly silent meditation retreat in Sedona is so vital to me as a person, and as your boss.” She beamed down at us, our very own, slightly tipsy motivational speaker. “And so I’m proud to share with you today that we are implementing our new ‘Four Points, Five Days’ micro-sabbatical program, for folks to take breaks when needed. This will be in addition to the four weeks of vacation time everyone already currently gets.”


One of the Mikes/Marks grunted out a “wow,” and there was a smattering of applause from around the room. Someone on the other side of the gathering hollered out, “Slay!” and Amaya beamed.


“Yes.” She nodded proudly. “This does slay.”


Next to me, Lydia pressed a clenched fist to her mouth, trying to suppress a laugh.


“You can ask for a micro-sabbatical for yourself, of course,” Amaya continued, “but this program is unique because your supervisor or your direct report can also suggest you take one. It’s just one way we can look out for each other here.”


Delilah, the designer working with me on the Alewife pitch, hooted excitedly nearby as the room erupted in boisterous, booze-fueled applause. I tried to stay focused, and in the room, but the news about Charles had rattled me, and my thoughts spiraled back in time to our final conversation.


“Clara, look, I know we make sense together, like on paper,” he’d said to me in a steady, patronizing voice. “But come on. There’s no spark between us anymore. There’s nothing sexy about spending most of our time together watching reruns of Friends and occasionally having sex. We’re like roommates. I don’t want to feel like I’m dating my sister, or, like, one of my fraternity brothers.”


“Are you fucking kidding me right now?” I’d shouted through the foggy lens of tears, so loud a couple pushing a baby in a stroller had fully stopped in their tracks to gawk at us. “Your sister?”


But he had just shrugged and wrapped me in a tight, clinical hug. “I really want you to be happy, Clara. Like, truly happy. Not just what you think happy should look like.”


He’d said this with a firm nod before wandering off to sleep at his parents’ house, leaving me to stumble home, blotchy-faced and weepy, polishing off that bottle of wine alone.


Now here, almost a year later, my shoulders twitched as the uncomfortable memory echoed through me. Nothing had hurt as much as that comment, not even the breakup itself. Something about it had felt too revealing, like he’d suddenly figured out something about me that I didn’t yet understand.


The next morning I’d marched into the office with swollen eyes and a raging hangover, and informed Amaya that I wanted to take on a heavier workload as project manager, to see if I could gain some experience that could level me up to vice president even. She’d been vaguely alluding to a promotion in the months since, and I’d kept hustling, assuming it was just within reach.


One of the finance bros next to me gave me a friendly elbow jostle, and I popped my head up just in time to see Amaya windmilling her arms as she said with gusto, “—the person who has been here almost as long as I have. Let’s give her a round of applause, shall we?”


I’d completely spaced out, and the roaring applause shook me out of the past and back into the room. I knew instantly who she was talking about, and the eager, curious faces of seventy-five of my colleagues—all frozen in my direction—confirmed it.


She was talking about me.
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PULL YOURSELF TOGETHER, Clara! cried the alarm bells going off in my head. It’s happening! She’s about to promote you in front of the entire office.


The realization was so thrilling that my fake smile transformed into something genuine, proud even. I quickly puffed up my chest and tucked a loose strand of hair—the same stick-straight, bark-brown strand that would inevitably fall right in front of my eye in approximately thirty seconds—behind my ear.


All eyes were angled in my direction, and the two most important ones in the room were gazing down at me with such affection that I instantly felt guilty for totally tuning out what she’d been saying before.


“From intern to assistant to almost every other job in between, she’s worked her way up to project manager, where she’s juggling some of our biggest accounts. Clara, we all see how hard you bust your ass here at Four Points. How many of us have left to go home for the night, only to see the lights still on in Clara’s office?”


There was a murmur of agreement from the crowd.


“Girl, you are an example to all of us.” Grabbing her glass back from Abe, Amaya pointed it in my direction as she pressed her other hand against her chest, creasing the creamy silk blouse that looked both entirely effortless and perfectly put together.


“Thank you,” I said with a polite nod. It was an attempt to be humble in front of a crowd, but inside I was full-on glowing. I’d dangled the fantasy of this promotion in front of my own face like a carrot, and it had been the only thing keeping me slogging along in the wake of this bleak, depressing year.


Charles can have his swan boat engagement, I thought. I have this.


“An example,” she drew the words out slowly, seriously, “of burnout.”


“Wait, sorry. What?” My chin practically dropped off my face in shock as I rewound her speech in my head, desperately trying to process exactly what was happening.


“She wants you to take a micro-sabbatical,” Lydia hissed in my ear. “Like a vacation.”


“Clara Millen, your Four Points, Five Days micro-sabbatical starts now,” she said, bending forward, hands on her knees to look at me, as my colleagues laser-beamed their eyes onto my face. “Because you need it more than anyone else here.”


Every drop of moisture exited my mouth until all that was left were dust and some teeth. All the grinding, and late nights, the years I’d spent following her instructions to a T, and the last twelve months of foaming-at-the-mouth devotion to my job and she was…


…diagnosing me with burnout, like she’d run me through some sort of internet quiz? Which, I recalled with a flush of shame, was something I had actually taken a couple of months ago thanks to an Instagram ad and which had, indeed, suggested that I might be kinda fried at work.


“But the Alewife pitch,” was all I managed to squeak out as my hair slid—as predicted—right back into my face.


“Can wait,” she said, chipper. “I want you to focus on you first.”


Landing a major account like Alewife had been on my goal list for years, and I was mere days away from being able to put a giant check mark next to it. What the hell was happening?


“She was supposed to go to New Hampshire this week!” Lydia blurted out next to me, and Amaya’s face lit up.


“Perfect!” she replied with a clap of her hands, tossing her empty cup on the floor below her.


“But I can’t actually take a whole week off right now,” I protested, trying desperately to keep a calm look on my face, even though inside, panic reigned. Sure, the pitch wasn’t in the greatest shape, but I’d get it there. I always did.


Amaya thought for a moment, index finger tapping at her painted lips.


“Clara, tell me, in your own words. How are you feeling? Right now.”


Exhausted. Confused. Like I wanted to cry and throw up at the same time, and then hide in my bed for approximately forty-eight hours.


“Fine,” I countered.


“You know what a synonym for ‘fine’ is?” she asked.


“Good?” I ventured, my voice pitched and hopeful, like a kid desperately guessing on the final word of a spelling bee.


“No, Clara,” she continued. “Fine” is code for terrible. When someone says they’re fine, what they really mean is they’ve been working around the clock on something and getting nowhere but stressed out.”


“Well, yeah.” I let out an uncomfortable laugh, desperate to salvage this conversation. “But that something still needs a lot of work. That’s why I can’t just take time off next week.”


“In order for the pitch to be better, I need you to be better,” she said, and it was clear from her tone that Zen Amaya had been replaced by take-no-prisoners Amaya.


I swallowed hard, willing the tears that were rushing to the corners of my eyes back where they came from.


“Okay,” I said quietly. If I could just keep my face emotionless and steady, then no one would see the mortification that was bubbling up just underneath the surface. But I caught Delilah’s face out of the corner of my eye, and the pity etched across her brow was enough to send my shoulders clenching. I pressed my lips tightly together in a futile attempt to quell the panic that was overtaking me.


“This is going to be so good for you, Clara.” Amaya summoned me toward her with a wave. “Healing, even.”


The Mikes and Marks parted as I awkwardly stepped forward until I was face-to-face with her waist. She bent down and wrapped her arms around me.


“Can’t this wait until after the pitch?” I pleaded, stiffly leaning in to her embrace.


“Clara, we just announced it in front of the entire office,” she said, her voice low. “It’s official.”


Because I wasn’t already humiliated enough, her diamond tennis bracelet snagged in my hair as she pulled away. All I could do was stand there, cheeks flushed, as Abe rushed forward and gingerly yanked us apart.


“See, everyone?” she said, once we were separated. “This is how I want you to support your teams, the people you manage, and your managers. I expect my inbox to be inundated with time-off requests. I can’t wait to hear all about your plans. And now, we celebrate!”


The room exploded in giddy applause, and soon everyone was grouping off into their collective work cliques, Rihanna thumping from a nascent desk speaker somewhere.


I rushed back into my office before someone could corner me in conversation about my newly announced vacation and plopped down in my chair, dumbfounded. My eyes settled on my trusty spiral-bound notebook. Aside from Lydia, this thing was my best friend. I’d spent weeks agonizing over the cover color (sea-foam blue) and paper style (dotted) alone.


The notebook was flipped open to my current scribbled to-do list from hours earlier. The words taunted me with their ignorance of what was to come. This morning I’d titled it “Clara’s Friday To-Do List: Get It Done And Go Home!!!” which now seemed a bit on the nose after Amaya’s proclamation. I plucked my favorite pen off my desk and pressed its round point against the paper with an exasperated, emotional huff.


Directly underneath “Print budget PDF for review,” I drew a small square and wrote, “Have life thrown into a tailspin” next to it, practically carving the words into the paper.


And then I checked it off.
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“HEY, BOSS. I thought you might need this.” Lydia hustled into my office clutching a stack of cardboard containers in her arms, tucked under her chin for balance. The savory scent of French fries washed over me like a siren song, and my stomach immediately responded with a greedy growl.


“Here.” She passed me one that was overflowing with crisp, matchstick fries, and a greasy, paper-wrapped burger. “Extra pickles.”


“Hell yes, thank you.” I reached forward eagerly, barely getting the words out before inhaling a handful of fries, so hot they singed the roof of my mouth.


“I hope it’s okay that I yelled out about your New Hampshire trip. I swear I was just trying to help,” she said, offering me an apologetic look as she flopped down on the modern, steel-gray love seat next to my desk. “You looked shook, like you were about to freak out.”


“Oh, I’m not about to freak out,” I said, tearing open a packet of ketchup with my teeth.


“Well, that’s good—”


“I’m already there. I’m in def-con five, the world’s about to explode, and mankind as we know it will be extinct freakout.”


“Oh.” Lydia’s face fell, bright pink lips pursed with worry.


“It’s not your fault, Lyd,” I said through bites. “You didn’t know Amaya was going to make me the poster child for burnout in front of the entire office.”


“Yeah, that was wild.” She wrinkled her nose, giving me a sympathetic look.


“And you know how much stuff we still have left to do!” I smacked at my notepad with the back of my hand to make my point. “We’re so far in the hole on this thing. How am I supposed to fix it if I’m not here? I know for a fact that Amaya secretly checks her email when she’s on that ridiculous silent yoga retreat. She’s so full of shit.”


Lydia rolled her eyes in solidarity. “She has serious main character energy. It’s terrifying. But…”


I raised brows at her, impatient. “But what?”


“But, it’s not the worst idea she’s ever had. I don’t think you’ve taken a full week off since I’ve been here, and I’m going on three years.” She very purposefully avoided my stare and propped her laptop on the edge of my desk, flipping it open to the PowerPoint we’d been working on all week. This morning I’d spent an hour obsessing over a slide featuring an animated pint glass only to delete the entire presentation in a fit of frustrated rage.


“Excuse you.” I reached over and lowered the screen so she couldn’t ignore me. “I went to South Carolina in March.”


“For, like, your great-aunt’s funeral,” she scoffed.


“Yeah, but I totally saw the beach while I was there,” I mumbled, taking another bite of my burger. “And I had dinner with my dad. That counts.”


“Look, I don’t mean to comment on your tendency to, like, be an extreme millennial, but your work–life boundaries could use some help.” Lydia’s brown eyes shifted as she studied me, in therapist mode. “Remember when you slept here?”


“It was one time! I fell asleep on the couch. It wasn’t, like, planned.”


It had actually been three times, but that was neither here nor there.


“Whatever you say,” she replied, though her tone said otherwise.


“Let me see the picture of Charles first.” I flipped my palm open, demanding her phone. “This night’s already a shitshow. I might as well just completely go balls to the wall.”


“Seriously?” she asked with a raised brow, and when I didn’t reply, she simply shook her head and handed it over.


A few clicks later and there they were, beaming in front of those giant, polished swans. She was cute. Muddy brown, straight hair, not much different from mine. A smattering of freckles across pasty white skin. Nice smile. She fit easily into the crook of Charles’s arm, whereas I, at five foot ten, was always a smidge taller than him.


Charles looked completely different: His reddish hair was now shaggy and—I squinted just to be sure—he had a short, clipped beard. But it wasn’t just the fact that he’d gone and given himself a makeover; it was something even bigger, more jarring: he looked relaxed. Happy. This was not the tightly wound Charles I knew, who constantly worried about things like hurricane preparedness and forgetting to take out his Invisalign before a meal.


I scrolled down to the next photo in his feed, the two of them red-faced, sweaty, and beaming, rackets in hand.


“Good lord, they play pickleball?” I dug around my brain for any mention, any inkling of interest, that Charles might have expressed in pickleball. I came up blank.


“I thought everyone over thirty played pickleball,” Lydia said.


“I don’t play pickleball,” I replied.


“Maybe you should,” she countered. “Isn’t having a hobby, like, a major part of self-care?”


“Right now, my hobby is Charles’s Instagram.” I swiped the screen gently so as not to accidentally hit the like button on any of his photos. “He’s turned into a completely different person in, like, twelve months. Oh my god.”


I paused and shot her a shocked look. “There’s a photo of him camping, in jean shorts. Jorts.”


Lydia—whose wardrobe was almost entirely made up of vintage scores from the By the Pound floor of the Garment District—turned her mouth down in horror. “Well. That’s just poor sartorial judgment.” “I know, but”—I spun around in my chair to face her—”he’s morphed into this entirely different person, and all I have to show for myself since we broke up is that I’m doing a shit job at work and am so burned out I have to be forced to take time off.”


“Don’t let Amaya get in your head,” Lydia said, grabbing the phone out of my hand.


“Oh, it’s way too late for that,” I grumbled.


“They went to Tulum!” she cooed, tapping her bejeweled nails on the screen. “God, this looks amazing. Now I want fish tacos.”


“You should have told Amaya I wanted to go to Mexico instead of New Hampshire.”


The words came out more bitter than intended. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to spend time with my friends at Pine Lake, a place that conjured up memories like an old song on the car radio. But heading back there meant revisiting cherished relationships I’d neglected, all for a job I apparently sucked at.


“Clara.” Lydia crossed her arms in front of her chest, assuming her favorite no-nonsense position. “You’re a fucking rock star. Just because you need a little break doesn’t mean you’re not good at what you do. This place isn’t going to collapse without you. Go try to get some sleep.”


“What’s sleep?” I joked, just as my phone buzzed on my desk.


“Do you even hear yourself?” Lydia snapped back as I wiped my hands with a scrunched-up pile of napkins.


I did hear myself. I sounded defensive, panicked, even. This wasn’t me, I reasoned. But when I paused to think about what was me, especially lately, I came up blank, empty—just like the PowerPoint on my screen.
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“CLARE-BEAR!” SAM’S face was tiny and cloaked in darkness on my phone screen. “I’m just trying one more time to peer-pressure you into coming up to Pine Lake this weekend. I want to wake you up by throwing socks on your face.”


The memory of fifteen-year-old Sam chucking her clothes at me as specks of morning sun snuck in through the cabin windows flashed in my mind. It was a good one that shone brightly in an otherwise hard summer. Things had been raw and unsettled at home before I’d left for camp that year, but nothing could have prepared me for the letter I’d gotten one afternoon from my mom, informing me that she’d told my dad she wanted a separation.


Sam had wandered into the bunk shortly after I’d opened it and found me listening to Fiona Apple on my iPod and sobbing into my sweatshirt sleeves. She’d promptly marched me to the camp store, still in tears, and bought me three packs of Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups, which we ate side by side, our feet dangling off the edge of the dock that stretched out into the lake.


“You are not going to believe this,” I said, panning the phone to show Lydia behind me, who greeted Sam with a wiggle of her fingers. “But my assistant Lydia is going to hold things down here so I can come.”


Before I could tell Sam the uncomfortable reason why, she shouted, “Shut up!”, her voice crackling through the phone speaker as relief settled across my body. Eventually I’d tell Sam the real reason my plans had changed. But Amaya’s public pronouncement was too raw, too fresh to even discuss.


“I will not shut up,” I said, forcing what I hoped passed for a cheery smile onto my face. “I think I can make it after all.”


“Oh my god, this is the best news. I’ll put you on the group chat. Nick and Trey are flying in on a red-eye from Oakland tonight, so I bet you could ride up with them in the morning. And Mack’s going to be excited.”


Mack’s name was almost enough to distract me from the fact that there was a text chain out there for our group of camp friends, and I wasn’t on it. My constant absence had pushed me outside of our inner circle, and I felt the taste of shame in the back of my throat.


“Mack will be excited to tease me about old camp stuff and accuse me of being a corporate sellout,” I said with a groan. Even though I hadn’t seen him in years, I knew exactly what to expect from Mack, who was both obnoxiously “chill” and always up for anything, including ribbing me. He would have a field day with the news of my boss forcing me to take a vacation.


“Oh, please, you’ve always been on his case, too, with your Color Week captain bullshit. Just because your teams tied and you both couldn’t handle not winning. And you still can’t. The two of you are cut from the same cloth,” Sam teased. “He just refinished the boathouse, by the way.”


“That’s because he lives in the boathouse,” I snapped back, before turning to give Lydia the short version. “He still works at our old camp. He never really left.”


“Oooh, is he, like, a sailor or something?” Lydia said, looking over my shoulder.


“Lydia, ask her about their kiss,” Sam said before changing the subject. “Hey, you never told me if you got the thing I sent you in the mail.”


“I don’t think so,” I said, squinting in thought, trying to remember exactly what was in the pile of mail that had been accumulating on my kitchen table. “What is it?”


But before Sam could elaborate, Amaya draped herself around the doorway to my office, announcing herself with a dramatic wave of her arm.


“Sam, I gotta go,” I said quickly. “I’ll text you later once my plans are final.”


“Time to vacate, baby!” Amaya punched the air like a cheerleader. Well, a drunk cheerleader. Her flaxen hair, normally taut in a bun at her neck, was now loosely draped over her shoulders, and she was still shoeless.


“I thought my micro-thing started tomorrow?” I said.


“Sabbatical,” she corrected. “It’s a time for you to get away and”—she inhaled a long breath and then let it go loudly, a smile spreading across her face—”breathe.”


“I breathe just fine in Boston,” I grumbled. “I like the rotting fish smell of the harbor.”


Lydia made a gagging sound from the couch.


“Clara, I’m on your team here,” Amaya purred as she stepped closer and rested both hands on my shoulders. “You can’t possibly lead a pitch in front of a client when you’re this fried.”


“Totally.” I nodded, because agreeing with her seemed like the easiest way out of this conversation.


“I’ll see you in a week,” she said with a decisive nod. 


As soon as she was out the door, I turned toward Lydia.


“I feel like an idiot,” I said, my stomach sinking again. Amaya using me to make a point in front of the rest of our team was one thing. Somehow, her reiterating it tenderly one-on-one made it that much worse. “Have I just been oblivious to the fact that I am currently in my burnout era?”


“Tell me more about this romantic camp kiss,” Lydia said, looking down at her phone. “I need to see a photo.”


“Wait. Do you think I’m burnt out? Fried? Seriously, you can tell me.” I swiveled myself back around to face her, leaning closer as she squinted her eyes, apologetic.


“A little?”


“Crap.” I collapsed back in my chair, which wobbled in all its ergonomic, supportive glory. I spun around in panicked thought, letting out a giant yawn.


“See?” she said pointedly. “I don’t think it’s crazy that you could be, you know, burnt out. You’ve had a really hard year.”


“Don’t you think I would know if I was struggling?” I huffed, turning back to examine my checklist. I hated feeling defensive, but digging into this felt way too exposed. I forced a breath through my lips, trying to slow down my pounding heart.


“Let’s just try to get through this and call it a night,” I continued more gently.


“Oh, shit, he’s cute.”


My feet tip-tapped as I turned back around to face Lydia again, only to find her holding her phone within an inch of her face. She flipped it around to show me her screen, and there was Mack, grinning, a wet suit unzipped down his chest, the ocean a blur in the background. He still had that disheveled, sun-kissed, light brown hair, and the same bump in his nose from when he broke it playing in the boys’ soccer tournament the summer we were twelve.


I’d long ago just accepted that the sight of him, in person or on a tiny screen, would flick on some sort of switch inside of me. It didn’t matter that I’d changed so much since we first met as kids. This one thing had stayed exactly the same.


She looked up and made a perplexed face. “He can’t be that bad.”


“He’s not bad,” I replied finally. Mack was a lot of things: cocky, pointedly funny, often obnoxious, and, fine, occasionally kindhearted—with tousled hair that was one beat away from being a tangled mess and soft lips that curled into a mischievous grin at even the slightest hint of a joke. Once, he’d even been a boy I thought I loved, before I understood what love was and wasn’t. And now?


“He’s just…Mack.”


“You’re supposed to tell me about the kiss.” She wiggled her eyebrows at me.


“Oh my god, it was just stupid teenage drama.” I tried to keep my voice light, brushing the conversation aside. She gave me a look that very clearly signaled that she didn’t buy it, but she didn’t push it either. “Come on,” I said finally, stretching my arms over my head. “Let’s give Amaya what she wants and go…sabbatical. That’s a verb, right?”


She laughed and tapped at her phone. “Listen to this. The internet is telling me that the word ‘sabbatical’ comes from the Greek word ‘sabatikos’ and the Hebrew word ‘Sabat,’ or Sabbath, which is a day of rest.”


“Great, thank you, internet,” I said, shoving work files into my tote bag. “I’ll rest then.”


The only problem was, I wasn’t quite sure I knew how.
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THE TO-GO MARGARITAS had been Lydia’s idea, grabbed at the Mexican restaurant around the corner from the office.


“Nothing says rest like tequila!” she toasted before popping her straw through the top of the plastic cup. The drinks sloshed in our hands as we walked across the Congress Street Bridge toward my apartment, navigating the usual sidewalk traffic that made up Boston’s crooked cobblestone streets on a Friday night.


“You don’t need to walk me home, you know,” I said with a raised brow to Lydia, who met my skeptical look with her own, enhancing it with a loud slurp of her drink.


“And you don’t need to tell me what to do,” she replied, booze-sass mode activated. “Technically you’re on a micro-sabbatical right this very second, remember?”


“What a terrible, made-up word.” My eyes rolled as I sucked up another ice-cold gulp, the tequila going down easy. “She should have called it a playcation, or something cute that actually makes you want to do it.”


“Wow, playcation.” Lydia nodded, giving me an approving look. “I like it. See? This time off is already doing you some good.”


“Shh, you sound too much like Amaya,” I said, and she let out a cackle. “I can still work even if I’m not in the office, you know. You’ve seen how much we have left to do for Alewife.”


“Clara, I know it’s hard to believe, but the pitch will survive without you for one week,” she said as we crossed the street in front of the Old State House building, lit up in all its ancient, redbrick glory. This time, there was not a trace of sarcasm in her voice.


“Maybe I can convince her to let this sabbatical thing wait until after the pitch,” I offered, a reasonable compromise. “I’m going to email her this weekend once she’s sobered up.”


“You already told Sam you were coming!” Lydia said.


“I’m sure she’d understand,” I reasoned. “She knows how important this job is to me.”


“I just don’t get what’s so bad about taking a break.” Lydia rarely let things get to her, but tonight her frustration with me was palpable.


I didn’t have words sharp enough to describe the sinking feeling that plagued my stomach at night, when it was just me and my thoughts, curled up together in bed. Work was my only distraction, and the thought of being without it to focus on was terrifying. Voicing those fears aloud was even worse.


“I just like being busy,” I said instead, and was met with an exasperated sigh as we rounded the corner to my apartment building.


“Oooh,” she admired, gazing up at the sleek, black facade, an endless wall of windows. “I can’t believe I still haven’t seen this place.”


“Don’t get too excited,” I said dryly, waving my fob in front of the keypad. “It’s more like a dorm for finance and biotech bros.”


I’d chosen this apartment without much thought, and I’d signed the lease while functioning with a post–breakup brain that was operating in survival mode. It was reasonably priced, close enough to work, and had a dishwasher. Worked for me.


Lydia laughed as the glass door swung open, welcoming us into the sterile lobby, with its pristine marble floors and bright neon lighting. “Shit, I see what you mean.”


“Right?” I said as she followed me over to the mailroom, where I unlocked my tiny silver box and pulled out a stack of what was surely junk mail.


“Dentist office waiting room chic,” she said, analyzing the large, ornate topiary in the corner. “But, like, a fancy dentist.”


It was an accurate assessment. This place had the personality of dried dog poop, but it had been easy—elevator building, gym on the top floor, and the apartment came partially furnished. All I’d had to do was move in. But enough time had passed that it felt like it should feel like home. And this was, well, not that.


The elevator chugged its way up to the twenty-fourth floor, and when I finally cracked open the door to my studio, she let out a cautious, “Okay.”


I tossed the mail onto the pile that had already taken shape on the tiny kitchen table and watched as she made her way around the room, stopping to pause in front of the windowsill.


“You murdered Richard!” She gasped, pinched the drooping, yellowed leaf of my snake plant—her holiday gift to me this past year—between two fingers, examining it with a grimace. “I have to hand it to you, Clara. This is, like, the hardest houseplant to kill, and yet somehow, you’ve done it.”


“Please don’t use that plant to make some sort of metaphor for the state of my life right now,” I warned, plopping my drink down on the table and scooting onto a chair.


“That plant had a name, Clara,” she corrected. “And I don’t need to say anything when Richard says it all, don’t you think? Farewell, sweet angel.”


I raised my margarita somberly. “May he rest in peace.”


She turned and walked toward me with a devious grin. “But seriously, you need to inject some sign of life into this place.”


“It’s basically just corporate housing,” I said quickly. I still mourned the loss of the South End apartment I’d shared with Charles, with its giant bay window that practically sucked in the sunshine, and the sliver of garden in the back that overflowed with lilacs each spring. It had felt like a living, breathing thing. This place felt like a funeral home.


At first it had seemed too permanent to decorate my new apartment, and I’d assumed I wouldn’t be here more than a couple of months. But two months turned into four, and then six. I pondered putting some art up on the walls, but every choice left me frozen with indecision. What did I—me, Clara, all on my own—even like? I had no clue. And so I did nothing.


Well, not absolutely nothing. I did kill Richard.


“Yeah, but you’re not corporate housing,” Lydia crowed, hands on hips. “You are better than this beige carpet and”—she wandered over to my fridge and let out a huff—”one pet adoption flier from six months ago.”


“I was thinking about getting a dog,” I explained with a shrug. “There’s no way, though. I’m too busy. I took it off my list.”


“Get the dog!” she said, her voice landing somewhere between amused and exasperated. “Slap some art on these walls! Stain this carpet!”


She jokingly tilted her cup, which was half full of strawberry margarita, toward the floor, and I yelped.


“Don’t! I want to get my deposit back.”


“I wouldn’t actually do it,” she said as she yanked out the chair across from me and sat down with a huff. “But can I be real with you?”


I nodded. “Of course.”


“You’re an amazing boss. I know you’d go to bat for me, the same way you always show up for everyone at work. For Amaya. The same way I know you showed up for Charles too. But you need to start showing up for yourself.”


“You sound like one of those posters with the cat hanging from a tree branch,” I said, reaching forward and sliding the stack of mail toward me.


“I have no idea what that is,” she said.


“Are you kidding me?” I raised my brows at her, horrified.


“Excuse me if I don’t get all of your old-person references,” she scoffed back. “Seriously, though, Clara. You know how my dad died right at the beginning of my sophomore year in high school?”


I softened my expression, nodding. She’d told me about losing her dad in a car accident in bits and spurts, but I never pushed it, wanting to give her space to share her grief on her own terms.


“Well, after that I threw myself into building my art portfolio. My dad was a photographer, went to art school at RISD, moved to New York City, all that shit. So I thought that’s what I should do too. What I was supposed to do. And so it was all I did. Obsessively. For over two years I devoted all my time to art so I could follow in his exact footsteps.” She threw up her hands, making her point. “And you know what I didn’t do?”


I shook my head, not entirely sure where she was going with this.


“I didn’t deal with my grief,” she continued. “I didn’t do anything for myself that truly made me happy. I don’t even think I really wanted to go to art school. It was just what I felt like I should do, which is probably why RISD rejected me.”


“Well, I’m selfishly glad that you ended up at Northeastern, because it means you got to be my intern,” I said as I fiddled with the lid of my now-empty cup.


“That’s not the point of this story!” she scolded.


“I know, I know, I’m sorry. Continue.” I waved her on.


“I want you to get out there and fucking live, that’s all!” Lydia smacked her palms on the table emphatically, leaning forward. “I think you’ve been doing what you’ve thought you should do for so long that you don’t even know what it is you want. And don’t make some dumb fucking dad joke about wanting pizza or something right now, to deflect from this conversation.”


I let out a snort of a laugh. “Am I that obvious?”


“Most of the time, yes.” She slumped back in her chair, like this talk had exhausted her.


“Thank you for sharing that,” I said, tilting my gaze to catch her eye. “Seriously.”


“But?” she asked, still wary.


“But,” I said as I slipped off my sneakers and curled my legs in my chair, “what if I go away for a week and nothing’s changed? Or what if I go, and I still screw things up with this Alewife pitch? It’s just not what I’m supposed to be doing right now.”


I’m supposed to land Alewife, run the account, and snag a promotion, I thought to myself, refocusing. I’d repeated these goals over the last few months like a mantra, written them over and over in my notebook, as if they could save me from that sinking feeling of dread that plagued me when my thoughts drifted to anything other than work.


And sometimes they actually did.


“Were you not just at the same office party I was at?” Lydia cracked, and I avoided what was surely a look of disbelief, turning my focus to the mail pile in front of me.


“Go to New Hampshire! See your friends. Relive your past,” she continued, leaning forward to tap me on the hand as I riffled through the stack of catalogs, yanking out the occasional bill. “Get out of here for a little bit. Go run naked through the woods.”


“Excuse me?” I paused and looked up, giving her a look. “What the hell kind of camp do you think I went to?”


She shrugged. “I’ve never been to sleepaway camp. I’ve only seen Wet Hot American Summer and both versions of The Parent Trap.”


“And you make fun of me for being a millennial,” I scoffed.


“What?!” She raised her hands defensively. “I stand by the Lindsay Lohan remake. It’s better than the original.”


“Well, I’m not sure streaking through a forest naked is going to fix my issues.” I pressed my lips together, holding back a laugh.


“Says you,” she snapped, never one to back down from a fiercely held opinion about something ridiculous. “Do you have anything to drink in here?”


She gave her chair a scoot back, hopping up with an expectant clap of her hands.


“I think there’s some wine in the…” I trailed off, my mouth dropping open at the sight of the letter I was about to toss in the junk pile. “Holy shit.”


That was enough to send Lydia backtracking. “What?” she asked, leaning a hand on the table as she peered over my shoulder.


“This is what Sam was talking about,” I said, tracing a thumb across my name, neatly printed across the front of the envelope. “Oh my god. I’d totally forgotten we did this.”


Sam had sent it to my old address on Tremont, scribbled in her messy cursive. But my name, written above it in those precise, familiar block letters—I’d recognize that handwriting anywhere.


It was my own.
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THE LETTER HAD finally found me, and the sight of it sent my heart pounding, the rush of once-foggy memories suddenly clear in my head.


“Did what?” Lydia asked, puzzled. “Did you guys all secretly bury a body somewhere decades ago but the person survived and is now writing you all letters?”


“The wine is in the cabinet next to the fridge,” I said, smacking at her with the envelope. “And no, I’m not a murderer, yet, unless you wanna try me.”


“I’ve seen you attempt to kill a cockroach,” she said with a snort. “I’m not too worried.”


I turned the envelope over in my hands, studying its slightly worn shape with awe. “We wrote these letters to our future selves on our last night of camp. Sam said she’d mail them to us twenty years later, because that seemed so ancient and grown up to us then. I had no idea she actually kept them.”
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