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• Part 1 •


April & May




• Chapter 1 •


Tonight’s date was the kind of disaster that makes people give up on finding love forever. For starters, I had eyeballed his height from his Tinder photos; I had guessed he was about six feet, maybe four inches taller than me. Instead, I arrived at the bar, Golden Years, to discover that he was approximately five-foot-four. When I ordered a whiskey, he made fun of me for being the kind of girl who orders whiskey to impress a man. (It stung because he’s half right; that’s why I first started drinking it, before I developed a taste for it on my own.) He spent the first round of drinks quizzing me: had I been to this restaurant, or that museum, or that new club that had just opened up downtown? My plans to excuse myself were dashed when he insisted the bartender bring us a second round. It turned out his alcohol tolerance is much lower than mine, and by the time our glasses were empty again, he slid off his bar stool and tottered toward the door. “Eliza, you got the bill, right?” he called over his shoulder. “That’s what the feminists always say they want!”

Now, alone at the bar, I wince at the check: sixty dollars plus tip for my hot date. I lock eyes with the bartender, a guy with a mop of dark hair wearing a gray hoodie with the sleeves scrunched up. I lean over the bar.

“Can you believe that guy?” I mutter, shaking my head. I toss him a flirty smile and cross my arms under my chest to give him a better view of my cleavage. “Hi, I’m Eliza, by the way.”

The bartender glances up from polishing a glass.

“Raj. Hi. Sorry about your date,” he says. For a split second, his dark eyes flash sympathetically. But then he shrugs. “Better luck next time,” he says, returning to his task.

So I’m stuck with the bill. I slide my credit card across the bar. While I wait for the bartender to run it, I pull my phone from my purse and begin deleting the neat row of dating apps from my home screen. Enough is enough. Muscle memory triggers a spree through my phone: I toggle through my work email, personal email, and Instagram. I’m scrolling through my feed when my heart drops.

Holden is engaged. Holden, engaged? Holden, my on-again, off-again ex whose birth name is Hayden but who goes by a J. D. Salinger reference because he thinks it makes him sound smarter. Holden, the one who used to say that monogamy isn’t natural and that he would always want the freedom to pick up and move to Borneo or Mexico City or wherever else pops into his head. Holden, the guy with a Bernie Sanders tattoo who forgot to register to vote. I repeat, Holden is engaged.

Right there, at the very top of my feed, a photo of him kneeling in front of his girlfriend, Faye, who appears as if she’s based her entire personality off a Free People catalog. A fringed, floor-length robe slides artfully off one shoulder as she claps a hand over her mouth in surprise.

“Two souls became one today,” Holden solemnly captioned the photo.

I navigate to Faye’s profile, where she’s posted not only that photo, but also a close-up of the diamond ring on her hand against a backdrop of lush green trees. Her caption: “I went hiking with the love of my life today . . . and I said YES!!!” She geotagged a misspelled version of the Appalachian Trail.

I sign the check and get the fuck out of the bar. My apartment is just across the street. It should be an easy walk—except, of course, it’s suddenly pouring. Water squelches into my shoes as I break into a sprint. My purse slaps against my side.

Holden and I were caught in flash floods like this once. We were on vacation in Nashville for our one-year anniversary (if you didn’t count the three-month break we took halfway through), and the sky just opened up. We huddled under a tiny awning while he scrolled through Yelp reviews of nearby restaurants. I had begged him to just pick a restaurant, any restaurant.

“Eliza,” he said slowly, clearly annoyed. “I can’t eat just anywhere. I’m a chef, all right?”

He was not a chef. He was a cook at a second-rate grill on Long Island during the summers and was looking for a full-time job at a restaurant in Brooklyn. My shoes were waterlogged for the rest of our trip.

    Fucking Holden. Engaged. I’m not like some of my friends who, at twenty-seven, are still deeply shocked whenever people our age announce they’re getting married. I acknowledge that twenty-seven is a perfectly reasonable age for Holden to propose to Faye. And fine, whatever, maybe he’s changed. It’s not exactly like we’ve been in touch often during the past four years since our final, brutal breakup. And more than anyone else I know, engagements are my bread and butter. Ever since my sister Sophie and I opened up Brooklyn Jewels last year, diamonds have become my world. I guess I just always assumed that between me and Holden, I would pair off for good first. I’m not good at losing; I’m not used to it. And his engagement means that I’ve officially lost the breakup.

I reach the door of my building and I’m home. I live in a second-floor walk-up on top of the shop. I dig my keys out of my purse and jam the right one into the lock. I know before I’m even inside my apartment that I won’t want to stay. From the sound of it, you’d think my neighbor was personally hosting New York’s most crowded EDM festival. I can feel the bass of his soundtrack vibrating in my chest. My walls are so thin that I need noise-canceling headphones just to sit in my own home.

I drop my rain-soaked purse on the floor of my bedroom, strip out of my damp clothes, and pull on my oldest sweats. Then I grab my phone, swing by the galley kitchen to pick up my bottle of Jack Daniel’s and the cleanest glass from the cupboard, and head downstairs to the quiet shop.

Holden and Faye may have a diamond ring, but I have an entire store full of them. It’s not a huge space, but we have a storefront in one of the most coveted parts of the city with a stable of chic customers to match. And it’s ours. Sophie and I opened it last year after years of planning; I handle the business side while Sophie masterminds our jewelry design. Running our own business felt like a natural choice after growing up underfoot in Mom and Dad’s store, the largest boating shop in Portland, Maine. When we were young, we loved to hang out after school at the jewelry boutique next to Mom and Dad’s place. Helen, the owner, was like the eccentric, indulgent aunt I always wanted. She’d let me try on every sparkly thing in the store and tell me stories about her two failed marriages and her romantic dalliances in far-flung destinations. As I got older, I started asking more serious questions about the jewelry: the story behind why she acquired each piece, how she works with customers to create bespoke works of art, and what makes each item so valuable. She taught me that jewelry isn’t just a product; in order for a customer to make a purchase, they have to develop a sentimental attachment to it that goes far beyond the price tag.

Helen retired and shut down her boutique during my senior year of high school. She said she was too old to run the business anymore, and I knew she was right, but I was upset. I missed spending time in the shop with her. It was a pivotal year for me; I was applying to colleges and browsing course catalogs, dreaming up a future for myself. That’s when the first seeds of my idea to open my own jewelry shop began to sprout. Eight years later, Brooklyn Jewels was born.

Grandma and Grandpa each left money for me and Sophie in their wills when they passed. We pooled it to open this store. The first year for any small business is notoriously make-it-or-break-it. We just hoped to stay afloat. We never expected to land the occasional celebrity client or build such a massive following on Instagram (100,000 strong and counting). I use @brooklynjewels as both my professional and personal account—it’s 90 percent jewelry shots with a few personal photos thrown in. Sophie never wanted to be the face of the brand, so I’ve gladly stepped in. We’re even doing well enough that we could afford to hire Jess, our resident sales specialist/office manager/all-around wizard. She’s Helen’s grandniece. When she got laid off from her position assisting a fashion stylist, we stepped in to hire her as a favor to Helen.

The store’s back room is a combination of an office for me and a small production studio for Sophie. My favorite item in the room is Helen’s old leather armchair, and I slump into it. I use a heavy hand to pour myself a drink, and then I pull up Faye’s ring shot again. It looks like an old European-cut diamond on a gold band—small, but surprisingly expensive, since that cut is no longer made. The only available stones in that style are antiques. I try to zoom in to get a better look at the diamond’s quality, but my finger slips and I accidentally graze the “heart” button. Fuck. I liked it. I liked Faye’s engagement announcement.

In desperate times like these, I have a game I like to play. I unlock one of the TL-30 safes in the back. (You can’t get insurance for a fine jewelry business without them. The safe’s door is six inches thick and can survive a continuous half hour of destruction by every imaginable thief’s tool before it’ll break—and the minute it senses damage, it triggers a call to the police.) I select a three-carat, round-cut ring with side stones. It’s not what I’d ever choose for myself, were I really to get engaged (too glitzy, too heavy, too trendy), but I slide it onto my left ring finger anyway.

Here’s my dirty secret: when the irony of being a single girl who sells engagement rings for a living becomes too much, I blow off a little steam by making fake engagement announcements. I stage ring shots and pair them with overwrought captions like, “I can’t wait to marry my best friend!” or “ ‘You don’t know how long I’ve waited for you.’ —Stephenie Meyer, Twilight” and pile on hashtags like #engaged, #isaidyes, #waitingforthewedding. Of course, I never actually post any of them; I save them as drafts. It’s like writing a nasty letter to an ex to unload all your feelings, then ripping it into pieces.

But now I need a backdrop—the shop feels too stale. I fling open the front door, stepping out into the twinkling darkness. I splay my left hand out in front of me and use my right hand to snap a picture. The rain has stopped by now, leaving a glinting sheen to the street. Behind my hand, pretty string lights pop. The streetlights cast an angelic glow. Perfect.

I shut the door and return to the cozy armchair. Even after all this time, it still smells faintly of Helen’s perfume. I take a hearty swig of my drink and pull up the photo on Instagram. I up the contrast and saturation and take a second to dream up a schmaltzy caption: “They say when you know, you know . . . and I know I want to spend the rest of my life with you.” I add a red heart emoji for good measure and jab my finger at the screen to triumphantly save the post to my drafts.

It’s silly, but the pressure that’s been building up behind my eyes ever since I left the bar seems to ease up a tiny bit. It’s not fair—I spent the first three years of my twenties in a joke of a relationship, and the next four completely single. It’s not that I’m a leper. But running a business doesn’t exactly leave me with tons of free time or energy to bother much with dating apps. When I do go out on dates, they either fall flat or they just don’t blossom into real relationships.

I have a Word document on my laptop that I’ve been keeping since college, titled “LIL BLACK BOOK <3.” The name seemed cute at eighteen. It’s organized by year, a chronological list of every single guy I’ve gone on a date with. A name gets italicized if we sleep together and bold-faced if I actually like him. Only one name is highlighted in pink: Holden. It means he was actually my boyfriend. The list is too depressing to look at for long, but I like to keep it up to date so I can scroll through it when I’m old and married and nostalgic for the adventures of my youth.

There haven’t been any pink or bold names in ages. Instead, recent dates included Todd, the startup engineer who drinks Soylent instead of having real meals because he claims eating food tanks his efficiency; Marcus, the guy who rambled for four hours straight and then texted that he didn’t feel chemistry because I was “too quiet” for him; and Zachary, who mentioned after we ordered forty dollars’ worth of oysters that he’s saving himself for marriage.

And meanwhile, Holden has apparently found the person he wants to spend the rest of his life with. I was in love with him, once upon a time. It’s not so easy to remember now; so many years have passed that it feels like recalling the hazy details of a movie I fell asleep halfway through watching. I believe that what I had with Holden was real at the time. But that doesn’t mean it was good, or right, or the kind of love that should last forever.

The music is no longer blasting from upstairs. I lock the ring back in the safe, trudge up to my apartment, and flop down on my own bed. The whiskey lulls me to sleep.
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Morning hits like a truck. I’m jolted awake, not by the harsh light streaming through the narrow window and not by the hot, sticky sensation of my tongue glued to the roof of my mouth, but by my phone vibrating at full blast. Sophie is calling—and I can’t remember the last time she actually used her phone to make a call. My thoughts in order: Who died? Was it Mom, Dad, or Waffles the cat? Is it dumb that I’d be almost as sad about the cat as I would about a real human being?

“Sophie? Is everything okay?” I ask. My voice is groggy with sleep.

“What the hell did you post on Instagram last night?” she snaps.

I rack my brain. “I didn’t post anything on Instagram last—” Wait. Shit. “Can you hold on for a sec?”

I can’t see her, but I know the exact haughty way in which she probably just rolled her eyes. Liv is probably patting her knee, as if that could help calm her down.

I open Instagram and am horrified to find an avalanche of notifications. Fourteen thousand people have liked my ring photo, which apparently did not save as a draft, but instead, must have been posted to my feed. This is terrible. I scroll through five hundred comments. Sasha, an old friend from college who I haven’t seen in months, wrote, “Omg WHAT?!” Rachel, a girl I met while drunk in line at a bar bathroom three years ago and haven’t seen since, wrote, “I’m crying!! This is beautiful!!!!!” Kate, a cousin I see a couple times a year, wrote, “I didn’t know you were dating anyone???” Holden commented, “This is simply wonderful news.” And the rest are variations on “Congrats!” or “So happy for you!” Some are from followers whose names I recognize, but most are from total strangers. As if that’s not freaky enough, it looks like the account gained more than a thousand new followers overnight. My phone is warm to the touch, as if all the activity is overheating the delicate device.

I sit up in bed, steadying myself against a mountain of pillows. My heart thumps against my rib cage.

“Okay, Sophie, I know what happened. . . .” I tell her everything about the date, Holden’s engagement, and my bad habit of letting off steam on Instagram. I leave out the part about the whiskey.

“Mom and Dad are gonna flip,” she says. “Kate’s probably already sent a screenshot to Aunt Linda, who probably called Mom.”

I check my phone’s notifications, which are overflowing. Sure enough, buried among emoji-laden texts, an avalanche of Instagram likes, and an email from Helen, are three missed calls from our parents. It’s not even 8 a.m.

“You’re taking the photo down, right?” Sophie asks.

It’s clear she doesn’t really mean it as a question. Because Sophie is five years older than me, she’s convinced that she’s right about everything.

“I’ll call you back,” I say, hanging up before she can protest.

I stare at my phone, scrolling through the endless stream of praise. I’m amazed at how many people think I’m actually engaged, but even more so, I’m surprised by how positive the reactions are. People are happy that I appear happy. Nobody knows how crushed and alone I felt last night. America is a sick place in which girls still grow up thinking that getting someone to fall in love with them is some kind of achievement. I know it’s not, because I see that anyone can fall in love at any time; it’s not like Holden deserves to be in love, and yet, he is. It’s unfair that we give relationships such importance; I can’t even begin to count how many Thanksgiving dinners I sat through during which Aunt Linda asked about my love life instead of, oh, I don’t know, the business I was building. I recognize that I’m not totally innocent here—selling engagement rings as a dream luxury item means that I’m part of the problem. If only people saw what I see now: I might look “engaged,” but instead of feeling happy, I feel hungover, defensive, and panicked.

My phone buzzes with an incoming email. It’s a Google Alert for the shop. We’re mentioned in a story on a wedding blog that trumpets the news: cofounder Eliza Roth—yours truly—is engaged. “While nothing is known about the mystery man quite yet, one thing is clear: he knows how to pick out a rock,” it says. Within minutes, there’s a rush of new followers on Instagram. Judging from their profile pictures—mostly engagement photos with their significant others—they must have seen the story. I want to be happy about the good publicity; any press is cause for celebration, and this site is massively popular. But instead, I only feel panic creeping up my chest and closing in around my throat.

An automated email from the e-commerce platform we use comes in, alerting us that we made a sale. It’s unusual for us to sell a product without some kind of catalyst; typically, our customers prefer to buy pieces in person from the shop, so online purchases mostly happen when we send an email blast about a flash sale or a celebrity wears one of our pieces. (Not to brag, but Blake Lively purchased a five-carat, emerald-cut, platinum-band vow renewal ring from us last month, and both Ariana Grande and Cardi B like to wear our stackable rings.) Sales online tend to be smaller than ones in-person. It makes sense—before you drop an entire paycheck on a piece of jewelry, you probably want to see it up close. So, I didn’t have any expectations of greatness when I read the e-commerce email.

A new customer bought a $10,000 diamond necklace. Engagement rings aside, it’s the most expensive piece we carry. And now, it’s sold.

If it looks good for me to be engaged to a mystery man, and that translates directly into sales, then damn it, I’ll be engaged to a mystery man. What’s the harm? I call my sister back.

“You saw the sale?” I ask.

“Yeah, I did.” She sounds awestruck.

“That photo is working to our advantage,” I say, summoning my firmest voice. “I’m not taking it down.”



• Chapter 2 •


I shower. I put on an underwire bra and pants with a real waistband. I make myself look like I have my shit together, which for me, means piling on jewelry like armor: my signature stack of thin silver Brooklyn Jewels bangles, each embedded with a different family member’s birthstone; the chunky amethyst pendant Helen gave me as a bat mitzvah gift that ignited a lifelong love affair with jewelry; the round-cut diamond studs Sophie made for me to honor the shop’s launch, topped by a delicate pair of mismatched studs in my second holes—a star and a crescent moon—from an indie designer whose work I admire. Some people think jewelry is an overpriced fashion statement, but it’s so much more than that. When chosen with care, each piece tells a story of who you are and what matters to you. I don’t feel like myself without all of this.

I pick up a large coffee from the café next door and make it to Brooklyn Jewels by 8:30 a.m. I always like to get here early. Jess will be in by 9, and Sophie typically makes it in twenty minutes later. That’s half because she’s a slowpoke in the mornings and half because she’s coming from Park Slope, the neighborhood she and Liv moved to in anticipation of the babies that are taking longer to come than either of them expected. I don’t think it’s healthy for her to be in Brooklyn’s greatest per capita concentration of strollers after two rounds of IVF. I keep telling her to move to Williamsburg, or at least closer to the shop, but she claims that living within ten blocks of the bar Union Pool again would give her hives. As a person who’s had more than her fair share of hookups in the Union Pool bathroom, her point resonates on a cellular level.

Everything looks different in the daylight, and the shop is no exception. I flick on the lights, flip the white-lacquered sign in the window to OPEN, and unlock the safe so I can set out jewels in the window boxes and the glass display case. The routine calms me, and I take extra care with it today, adjusting the placement of each piece until it’s flawless.

I should set what is now, I guess, “my” ring into the case, too. We keep engagement rings and bridal jewelry on one side of the store and other fine jewelry pieces on the other. There’s a spot just waiting for it. But instead, I slide it onto my finger and flex my hand under its weight. Sunlight streams through the shop’s window and hits the bulky center stone at a fiery angle, radiating sharp bursts of light from my hand. The bauble is monstrous. I always pictured myself with a pair of our vintage-inspired ballerina bands stacked around a classic solitaire, or maybe a pear-shaped diamond for a more modern look. (It’s impossible to choose just one dream ring when you sell them for a living.)

I’m Windexing the glass counters when Sophie pushes through the door. It’s 8:58 a.m. She’s early and her eyes are wild. She wears a tomato red caftan that makes her copper red bun look even brighter, and her oldest clogs. Sophie always looks more polished than this; it’s like my news has sapped the energy she’d need to iron a silk Everlane button-down or to swipe on some mascara.

“I can’t believe you’re actually doing this,” she says in lieu of a greeting.

“You saw that ten-thousand-dollar sale,” I point out. “You can’t think that’s a coincidence.”

“It’s clearly not, but also, you must be deranged if you think you can pull this off.” She crosses her arms over her chest and leans a hip against the counter. Sophie’s always been more tightly wound and risk-averse than I am. Design is her release; she relaxes when she sketches out a new piece. I can see her gearing up to slip into big sister mode. “Have you called Mom and Dad? Have you thought ahead to what’s going to happen when you don’t actually wind up getting married to anyone? Are you just going to string people along forever? And how, exactly, are you planning to take that ring from the shop without paying for it? Because if you borrow it indefinitely, we’re losing out on money there.”

I put up my hands in defense. “I’ll figure it out. I’ll call Mom and Dad back. It’ll work out somehow.”

She slumps over the counter, rubbing a hand over her face. Her own (real) engagement ring, an Art Deco, emerald-and-diamond piece she sourced at an estate sale, glints back at me. She and Liv got married three years ago on the coast of Maine.

“I’m worried this could backfire on us,” she says. “You know, hurt the business.”

    That’s a more legitimate concern. But there are certain entrepreneurs—Whitney Wolfe Herd of Bumble, Emily Weiss of Into the Gloss and Glossier, and Leandra Medine Cohen of Man Repeller—whose businesses are bolstered because the founders have enviable lives. Maybe I can be one of those. Maybe that’s the reason today is already one of the most successful days in our company’s short history.

“I’m going to make this work,” I say. “I promise.”
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Sure enough, it’s a shockingly good day at the shop. Three more online orders roll in; though none are as big as the first, combined, they pay a month’s worth of rent for my apartment. Sophie busies herself by packaging them up and shipping them out. Two more blogs pick up my “news” and write fawning stories about me and the company. The @brooklynjewels account blows up with new followers. The energy in the shop is frantic but hopeful.

At noon, a girl about my age wanders in. Jess is supposed to take the lead with customers, but Sophie and I are equipped to handle sales in a pinch. That’s the reality of running a small business like this one—everyone has to wear a million hats. Jess greets the customer first, but the customer gives me a shy look and approaches my side of the counter.

“I’m on my lunch break, and I just wanted to pop in and check out your pieces,” the customer says. “You came up on my Instagram Explore page and I just love your work.”

“Well, thank you!” I say. She peers into the cases, and I use that opportunity to throw a pointed smile Sophie’s way as if to say, “See?”

“My boyfriend and I are just starting to talk about getting engaged, and while nothing is definite yet . . .” The customer trails off, kneeling down to examine a round-cut diamond with side stones, the smaller (and more affordable) version of the piece I’m wearing. She smiles and straightens up. “I’d just love to try that one on. You know, get a sense of what I like before I start dropping hints to him.”

I unlock the case and remove the ring for her to try. She squeals a little when she slides it on. Her eyes dart from her hand to mine.

“I saw yours this morning and was totally obsessed,” she explains.

She tries on two more pieces but keeps coming back to that first ring. She tries it on once more and looks at it longingly before twisting it off her finger.

“I’ll be back—next time, with my boyfriend,” she promises.

After years of watching Helen work with customers, and more than a year of handling customers here, I can spot when a potential buyer bullshits me. She isn’t. I know she’ll be back.

When I walk to the nearby vegan restaurant, By Chloe, to pick up my favorite avocado pesto pasta on my lunch break, I call Mom and Dad.

Mom picks up. “So are you going to tell us what’s going on?” she demands.

“So what happened is—” I start.

She cuts me off, calling for my dad. “Paul? Paul! Come here. She finally called us back.” Then to me, “Honey, I’m putting you on speakerphone. You have a lot of explaining to do.”

That would be fair for any parent to say under the circumstances, but she has even more of a right to be clued in. When Sophie and I first told our parents about our idea for Brooklyn Jewels, they helped us out and invested; they have a 10 percent stake. Any decision I make with the business doesn’t just affect me—it affects them, too. And since another boating shop opened up a few blocks from theirs last year, they’re worried that their own business might suffer. I spent the morning thinking about how to explain the photo to them, and I think I’ve got it. When Dad says “hi,” I take a deep breath.

“It’s a marketing stunt,” I say, as if it’s the most obvious explanation in the world. “It drums up interest in the business. If I’m the face of the company, then it’s good for people to be intrigued by my life. Basically, all our Instagram followers are single girls who are dying to get engaged—so this panders to them. It’s aspirational content.”

“I don’t know about that, honey,” Mom says, sounding concerned.

“It seems a little far-fetched,” Dad adds.

“It’s going to be fine,” I recite for what feels like the millionth time today. “You don’t grow unless you take risks! You taught me that.”

“Right, but this seems . . .” Dad struggles to find the right word.

“Creative!” I shout.

“Ill-advised.” He settles on a word of his own at the exact same time.

There’s a long moment of silence. “Please trust me on this one,” I say.

I can hear him sigh. Mom speaks first. “We want to,” she says.

“Wow, look at that, already at my lunch place. Gotta go,” I say. I hang up before they can protest.

By Chloe is a hotbed of the kinds of customers who go for our pieces: well-off, well-versed in indie brands they learned about on Refinery29, and artsy (or they want their Instagram followers to think they are). I recognize pretty much all of the employees, since I eat here at least twice a week. I order my regular dish, and when I hand over my credit card to the cashier, her gaze follows my ring. She looks up at me appreciatively.

“That’s pretty,” she says, nodding at my hand.

It’s the first time we’ve ever had a personal conversation. “Thank you,” I say.

If I’m going to do this, I’m going to do it for real. I linger by the napkin dispenser as I wait for my pasta to be ready and pull out my phone. I upload the ring photo from last night to both Facebook and Twitter. I refresh each platform once, and watch dozens of likes and comments spill in. People are so quick to be happy for me. It stings a little bit. Not even my post announcing the launch of our shop got so much positive feedback in such little time. An engagement marks a new phase in your life, sure, but it’s not an achievement.

Next, I open Gmail. I do some work as our company’s de facto publicist, and so I already have the email addresses for various editors at jewelry blogs, wedding sites, and women’s magazines saved in my contacts. I draft an email to all of them pitching a big story with the announcement that I’m engaged. I ask if they’d like to cover it.

It’s a risk, for sure. But so is doing nothing. Nobody’s exposed me as a fraud just yet, and our company’s bank account is flush. I call that a small victory. And today, that’s all I need.



• Chapter 3 •


Carmen and I have had a standing happy hour date every Thursday since we got fake IDs our freshman year at NYU nearly a decade ago. At first, we went to Sigma Burger Pie, the frat-themed dive bar behind the library that miraculously let you pay for PBRs using Campus Cash. When the police shut it down after less than a semester, we migrated to Crocodile Lounge, where beers cost $4 and every round got you a free personal-sized pizza. After graduation, we traded up; these days, we mostly hang out at wine bars and don’t flinch at the cost of the cheese plates. So it doesn’t matter that today has been a beast of a day—today is Thursday. It’s time for happy hour. It’s tradition.

It’s her turn to choose the spot, so I trek up to the Upper East Side to meet her at AOC East, the French wine bar. We’ve never been here before, but that’s typical. Carmen doesn’t have regular spots; she gets bored too quickly. It’s out of the way for both of us, but she swears the wine list is worth it.

When I arrive at AOC East, I feel transported to Paris. The walls are musty brick and cranberry paint, stacked with bookshelves filled with classic editions and landscape paintings in gilded frames. A French flag hangs proudly on one wall and the ceilings drip with dainty string lights. The low chatter from other tables is all in French. It’s not hard to spot Carmen at a table by the window. She’s resplendent in a pink jumpsuit, white sneakers, and gold hoop earrings. Last year, she made the switch from doing marketing at old-school giant L’Oréal to the relatively newer Tinder, and she’s been reveling in the lax dress code ever since. She wears magenta lipstick and sips a glass of what must be French rosé (the only kind she has determined worthy of drinking) carefully. Her eyebrows shoot up when she sees me.

“Hi! Okay, gimme all the deets,” she commands.

We’d been texting about everything that happened since this morning, but it’s different in person. Here, she can fake gagging noises when I tell her about Holden commenting on my Instagram, and she can slip the ring off my finger to try it on herself. The waiter comes by to drop off a glass of French rosé that matches hers; it’s part of our tradition to order for each other if we’re running late so we never miss the happy hour special.

“So, if you’re faking an engagement, don’t you need . . . a fiancé?” she asks.

“I have a plan!” I explain. “What if I pretend that I’m madly in love but he has a super-private job and can’t appear on any social media?”

“Like that consultant you dated once,” she recalls.

“I think that was a line he gave girls so he never had to be Instagram-official with any of them, but yes,” I say. “Like he works for a really private hedge fund, or the FBI, or he’s a billionaire who thinks he’s above it all.”

“Right, because there are so many of those floating around,” she says, deadpan.

“What if he was a victim of a house fire and is recovering from debilitating injuries and isn’t ready to show his face yet?” I ask. “Or maybe that’s a little dark. What if he’s one of those off-the-grid types?”

Carmen rolls her eyes.

“Okay, okay, but seriously, what if I just find some aspiring actor to pose as my fake fiancé?” I ask. “I can throw a stick on Broadway and hit a dozen potential candidates.”

“Eh,” Carmen says, squinting. “Actors are flaky. And besides, do you really want to pay some rando off the street?”

I shrug. “Do you have a better plan?” I ask.

“I do,” she says. Her eyes sparkle dangerously. “I thought of it at work today, inspired by The Bachelorette.”

“Excuse me?”

“We get a dozen, two dozen, whatever, eligible dudes in one place, and you get to choose from all of them.”

“That sounds unreal. How are you expecting to pull that off?”

She grins. “It’s more real than paying someone off.”

The plan, I gather, goes like this: Carmen grabs my phone, pulls up Tinder, and tweaks my profile so I look like bait for future Stepford husbands, catnip to guys whose grandparents’ names adorn hospitals and who refer to the Hamptons vaguely as “out east.” I’m glad she explains this as she goes, or else I would’ve been offended when she deletes nearly every single photo from my existing profile. When she swipes, she’s like a NASCAR driver—making life-changing decisions at lightning speed as she careens around bachelors. She’s judicious, not generous. I trust she knows what she’s doing. She must know tricks I don’t, because by the time we order and finish a cheese plate, she’s amassed a pool of suitors who I’m sure consider themselves worthy of making the Forbes 30 Under 30 and Town & Country’s Top 50 Bachelors lists. I’m not so convinced. She launches into high flirt. She hides the phone from me, but I can see her type fiendishly fast, then press the phone to her chest to throw back her head and cackle. She signals for the check.

“Where are we going?” I ask.

“Dorrian’s. Two blocks from here.”

I can’t help but make a face.

“That’s why I didn’t tell you!” she says. She’s already fishing twenties out of her purse and gathering up her things. “We have two guys confirmed already to meet us there, and if they suck, I bet we can snag a bunch more once we’re on their home turf.”

“And they’re . . . hot? Eligible? Gullible?” I ask.

She makes a face. “Well, we’ll see. ‘Hot’ can be a flexible term.”

I take off my engagement ring and tuck it into the zippered compartment of my wallet.

I have to hand it to Carmen, Dorrian’s is a smart choice, albeit not one I would’ve ever made myself. The bar is an old Upper East Side watering hole that briefly shot to national fame in 1986 when it was splashed across tabloids in conjunction with the “Preppy Killer”—a prep school kid got drinks with his date here, then dragged her into Central Park to rape and murder her. While the bar is stuck in the past, there’s nothing openly morbid about it today: tables are topped with cheery red-and-white gingham cloth, framed black-and-white photos depict Kennedy lookalikes sailing or playing polo, and felt Ivy League pennants hang from the walls. It’s essentially the townie bar for people who grew up in this money-soaked neighborhood and never left.

My first instinct is to sidle up to the bar for a drink, but Carmen stops me.

“Someone will buy you one,” she says confidently.

I don’t really get nervous on first dates anymore; the first fifty or so sort of beat that out of me. But there’s something spine-tingling about knowing I could potentially cross paths with my future fake fiancé tonight. Carmen was right—I feel like the Bachelorette. There could be a simple way out of this mess.

Carmen’s first match appears in the well-worn wooden doorway. He looks like a walking human khaki and introduces himself as Keith. He runs a hand through his dark blond hair.

“I hear you need a plus-one for your cousin’s wedding this weekend?” he asks.

“She does,” Carmen purrs. “Why don’t you tell her a little about yourself?”

He pivots toward me as Carmen whispers in my ear, “I’m going to go round up more troops,” and slips past me.

“Well, uh, I’m getting my MBA right now,” he offers up.

“Cool,” I say, nodding. I do not think this is cool. I studied marketing and entrepreneurship at NYU’s undergrad business school, and the students fell into two clear categories: the first, like Keith, wanted to get MBAs, launch management careers, and speak in corporate buzzwords for the rest of their lives; the second, like me, wanted to gain just enough business sense to launch a company, then get the eff out.

“Yeah, it’s good,” he says.

“Yeah.”

“You ever think about getting your MBA?”

I am just about to flee back to Carmen when she returns, this time flanked by two guys in Nantucket red shorts. They introduce themselves as Jordan and Kyle. Soon, I’m fielding three offers to buy me drinks, and trying desperately to remember which nearly identical jawline matches up with which guy’s name. It’s not the worst way I’ve ever spent a Thursday night.

“You’re beautiful,” Jordan says, leaning in two inches closer than a stranger ever should. “You know, I know a thing or two about beauty. My grandfather was a pretty serious art collector back in the day.”

Kyle wilts ever so slightly by his side, as if he’s heard this line before. He dips his head and fiddles with the straw in his gin and tonic.

“Like, he was really tight with Jackson Pollock before anyone looked at his stuff,” Jordan continues, not waiting for me to respond or nod or react in any way. “I could take you over to the Met sometime, show you some of my family’s contributions.”

“Mmm,” I say noncommittally.

There’s something very sad about a dude who believes his best chance to land a date is to brag about his grandfather’s accomplishments more than a half century earlier.

Kyle works up the courage to jump in. “When did you say this wedding was?”

“Uh . . . Saturday? Saturday night,” I say.

“In the city?” he asks.

“Greenpoint,” I say, just to test how they’d respond to the suggestion of visiting Brooklyn.

To get there from here, you’d have to transfer from the 6 train to the L to the G—it’s basically impossible.

Jordan wrinkles his nose. “Far.”

“We’ll be out east by Saturday,” Kyle adds.

“We could always double back in your uncle’s jet,” Jordan counters.

“Not if it’s raining,” Kyle says.

At this, Jordan and Kyle both nod their heads heavily and sip their gin and tonics in silence.

“If you’ll excuse me, I have to . . .” I trail off. They don’t seem to notice that I don’t complete the sentence. Carmen is talking to two guys by the door, and I pull her away from them.

“Excuse us for one sec, gentlemen,” she says.

“Okay, Chris Harrison, let’s talk. These dudes are duds, and you know it.”

    “They’re all suuuuper eligible bachelors who would look amazing on Instagram and are dumb enough to not question whatever scheme you’re cooking up,” she counters. “Isn’t that what you’re looking for?”

“They’re just so . . . boring,” I whine. “Keith, Jordan, and Kyle do not get roses.”

“Right, because your whole ‘tortured artist who hasn’t showered in three days’ thing has been working out really well for you.” She raises one smug eyebrow.

I mentally review my last few dates. There was the guy who left me with the bill the other night. There was the guitarist who ghosted me after I downed espresso shots at 10 p.m. to stay awake for his midnight gig in Bushwick. There was the cute, floppy-haired movie critic who took me to the dive bar on his block for dollar-beers night, then asked me to cover the $4 check. I still have the crick in my neck from hooking up with the photographer who slept on a twin-sized mattress in a crawl space lofted above his microscopic studio.

“Look, you are a successful, badass entrepreneur. You can do way better than the unwashed schmucks you dig up from god knows where.” She holds up my phone hopefully. “The best ones are still on their way, I promise. Give me twenty more minutes and then we can head out if it’s a disaster. Deal?”

I tilt my neck to the right and revel in the satisfying crack. “Deal.”

I make a promise to give Carmen’s plan a chance, and soon, the night gets better. I wouldn’t necessarily call it great, but at least I’m entertained. I meet a producer who has a podcast about podcasts; a redhead who only identifies himself as an equestrian; a model who appears to be under the impression that this is a casting call; and an anesthesiologist who immediately places his hand on the small of my back and explains, “This is where I’d put the epidural when you go into labor with our children.”

I head to the quiet end of the bar to collect my thoughts. I wouldn’t date any of these guys on my own terms. But for the sake of my current situation, I could see myself not totally hating the podcast producer, Isaac, or the equestrian, Finn. They’re the most interesting, least creepy of the bunch, and they certainly have the right amount of square-jawed magic to reel in likes on Instagram, should our relationship ultimately progress to that level.

“Can I ask you a question?”

To my left, there’s a man leaning against the bar, holding a gin and tonic. He’s dressed sharply in a navy suit and lilac shirt, open at the collar. His cheekbones jut out at swoony angles and his wavy dark hair makes his brown eyes pop. He looks like a Disney prince who got lost at Ralph Lauren.

“Is this some kind of casting call?” he asks.

“Something like that,” I say.

I don’t recognize him; he’s not one of Carmen’s recruits.

“What are they auditioning for?” he asks, gesturing to the crowd of men sprawled across the middle of the bar.

I hesitate. “To be my boyfriend.”

He laughs out loud, then stops. “Oh, you’re serious, aren’t you?” He falters and stares down at his shoes to hide his grin. In any other circumstances, my cheeks would’ve flushed. But today has been intense—I feel beyond embarrassment at this point. He composes himself and extends his hand.

“I’m Blake,” he says. “Pleasure to meet you.”

“Eliza.” I give him my sturdiest handshake, the one I give to my wholesale suppliers who try to jack up their prices.

“So, Eliza, tell me about yourself. I might want to be in the running.”

I straighten up and flip my hair over my shoulder. “I run a jewelry business with my sister. We have a store in Williamsburg.”

“Jewelry? Me, too,” he says.

“No way, what do you do?” I ask. The industry is on the smaller side; I’d expect to run into people I know in the Diamond District on 47th Street, but not necessarily uptown at this preppy dive bar.

“I founded Bond and Time,” he says simply, like that’s not a big deal or anything. “It’s like—”

“Rent the Runway for high-end watches,” I finish, cheeks flushing.

“So you’ve heard of me,” he says, cocking an eyebrow.

I make a sound that’s probably not so ladylike out of the corner of my mouth. “I mean, I’ve heard of your company. Probably at an industry thing. Or maybe I follow your company on Instagram, I can’t remember.”

I definitely follow them on Instagram.

He shrugs. “I don’t have anything to do with that. Social media isn’t my thing. I don’t even have my own account. I outsourced that to a PR agency. Do you think they’re doing a good job?”

“You could increase your followers and engagement,” I say.

Once, a few years back, when Mercury must have gone retrograde and life got topsy-turvy, I briefly dated a string of guys like Blake—the kind who wear dry-clean-only suits regularly and have a signature cologne. I learned that they secretly enjoy being called out on their shit. So I hold my gaze and wait for his response.

He nods deeply. “Noted. So, why exactly are you holding a casting call to find a boyfriend?”

I consider telling him the truth. Blake doesn’t seem like one of the dopey men in khakis across the bar. Plus, as a fellow entrepreneur, I’m sure he’d go to any length possible to ensure his business will succeed. I’m on the verge of explaining the scheme Carmen and I cooked up, but then I lose my nerve. He’s too cute to mess things up with.

“I need a date to bring as a plus-one to a friend’s wedding this weekend,” I offer.

“It’s a shame, then. I’m out of town this weekend,” he says. He takes a sip of his drink, and when the glass leaves his lips, I see a grin lingering there. “I’m around other weekends, though. I hope that doesn’t take me out of the running.”

My stomach flip-flops. “Not necessarily.”

He pulls his phone out of his pocket; it’s buzzing. He gives it an annoyed glance and sends the call to voicemail.

“Unfortunately, I have to head out,” he says. “But I’d love to be considered for, you know, the position. Could I take you out sometime?”

His smile is just as genuine as one could hope for in this ridiculous scenario. I get that sensation that every girl who’s ever felt beautiful and valuable and important has ever felt: like you’re zooming over the top of a roller coaster, untouchable, winning, perfect.

I grab his phone and enter in my number. I don’t leave a last name—too traceable. For now, I’m just Eliza. I return his phone when he closes his hand around it, the gleaming face of his watch winking back at me.

“It’s been a pleasure, Eliza,” he says.

For a split second, I wonder if he’s moving toward me for a hug or a kiss, but then he slips past me into the crowd. If I need a fake fiancé who won’t ever question why I look engaged on Instagram, Blake might be my jackpot. All I need to do now is convince him.



• Chapter 4 •


Click. A flashbulb pops. Click. Another one. Click.

I clench my left butt cheek to give myself a better grip on the metal stool I’m leaning against, precariously balancing in silver stiletto booties. Unbelievably, those emails I sent actually panned out. My story was picked up by jewelry blogs and wedding websites right away, and then I caught a big fish: a women’s magazine. It was an easier reel than I ever could have dreamed. Elle’s digital director apparently follows Brooklyn Jewels on Instagram and was eager to assign a piece about my business and, yes, my engagement. Now, less than a week later, it’s happening.

It’s my first time ever doing a magazine photo shoot, and to be honest, it’s not what I imagined. I know that magazines aren’t exactly thriving at the moment—I didn’t expect to share a private plane to a secluded beach in the Maldives with Pat McGrath as she did my makeup—but I expected a tiny bit more than this. The photographer, reporter, and I are stuffed into what probably used to be a storage room. There are scuff marks on the walls and a mishmash of camera equipment and clothes strewn about. My hair and makeup were done by a woman summoned from the beauty editor’s phone via Glamsquad. My outfit is sweet, though—the fashion editor was waiting with a rack of clothes for me when I arrived, and I got to choose. I asked why everything was white, gray, and silver, and she shrugged like it was obvious: “To play up your engagement ring, you know?” I slipped into charcoal gray leather leggings, a whisper-thin white camisole, and a white jacket dripping in silver zippers. This morning, I had spent a half hour debating which accessories to bring. Ultimately, I went with my signature bangles, hammered silver hoops, and a simple diamond pendant on a silver chain, all from Brooklyn Jewels: they create a pretty effect without stealing focus from my ring.

The photographer, a petite woman with an intricate floral tattoo snaking up one arm, looks up from her camera. “Can you adjust your hand? Move it onto your thigh again?”

Oh. Right. She had suggested that I casually rest my left hand on my thigh so that my engagement ring is visible in photos. I move my hand. The photographer smiles. Click.

I am not a model; I never dreamed of being a model; I never even fantasized for a moment during a particularly juicy rerun of America’s Next Top Model, I swear. And yet, something about this whole ordeal—the photo shoot, the interview, the office outside full of editors who can create a trend or launch a brand’s success with a single story—feels inevitable.

People always ask how a girl like me who grew up around boats in the most picturesque seaside city wound up moving to New York City. The subtext: Who would give that up? Back in middle school and high school, Mom, Dad, and Sophie would go out on our boat on the weekends when the weather allowed for it. It was their passion. But the thing is, I get seasick. Not just a little bit queasy, but debilitatingly nauseous. So, while the rest of my family was gone, I hung around Helen’s boutique with a stack of glossy magazines, poring over each page carefully. I liked the fashion spreads and the celebrity interviews, but that’s not what drew me in. No, I couldn’t get enough of the profiles of women to watch—chic women with booming careers in cities like New York and Los Angeles. It’s like Diane von Furstenberg said after marrying a prince and building a multimillion-dollar company well before turning thirty: “I didn’t really know what I wanted to do, but I knew the woman I wanted to become.”
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