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            Dedication

         
         
            For the dog you got in your twenties.

            The dog you got when you were unprepared and venturing out into the unknown. The dog who navigated the confusion of youth
               with you, who moved from apartment to apartment, who sat through every breakup and every first date. The dog who was the sole
               reason you got out of bed most mornings, while the heaviness of the world was weighing on your shoulders, who simply sat with
               you, existed with you, when loneliness felt like a living, breathing thing. The dog who made you familiar with every block
               in your city, who made every neighbor a friend. The dog who made the world seem not so scary. The dog who didn’t care where
               you were going as long as you were together. The dog who settled down with you, who fell in love with the same man you chose
               to spend your life with. The dog who finally got a backyard. The dog who now has white hairs sprinkled around their eyes,
               who is getting older just like you are.
            

             

            For my Simon: Thank you for everything. I promise I will be repaying you every day of your life for being the one constant
               in mine.
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            Chapter 1
Am I Crazy If I Take This Dog?

         
         
            Summer 2024

         

         A drop of sweat runs down my sternum, curving between my ribs. I take a big breath in, hold it in my lungs, and let it go
            slowly.
         

         
         I was surprisingly calm all morning. My newly prescribed anxiety medication certainly helped, but it was more than that. It
            was a deep sense of knowing that what I was doing was exactly right, a coin of gold discovered in the treasure map of my life,
            slipped into my back pocket. One more step in front of the other. I could feel my path bending and setting off in a new direction,
            and for once, for maybe the absolute first time in my life, I had no fear of the unknown.
         

         
         I look at the little dog in my lap, his bottom teeth sticking out like jagged seashells. His eyelids are heavy, sticky with moisture. Two men carry TV equipment into my backyard—tall, hot lights, monitors, expensive cameras, and sound mixing boards. My manager and the producer murmur in the background, arranging plants and tables as I snake a microphone wire down my linen top. 

         
         I’m getting ready for my first national television appearance: an entire segment on all the dogs I’ve loved and cared for.

         
         The Chihuahua yawns—jaw wide, paws stretched over his head as he flips onto his back. Just five days ago he wouldn’t let me
            touch him. I marvel at this creature on my lap, who has seen some of the most horrible things in life. And still, he trusts.
            Still, he loves.
         

         
         His name is Twinkle, which I think is a funny name for a dog with the worst behavioral rating at New York City’s open-intake
            shelter. I had gotten a call from Muddy Paws Rescue’s foster team the week prior.
         

         
         “Dead owner was found in the apartment along with a number of dead dogs,” she told me. “Apparently the home was in deplorable
            condition. The dog is rated New Hope Only.”
         

         
         New Hope Only—or NHO in the rescue world—is the highest behavioral rating at the shelter. It essentially means that the dog
            can only be transferred to a foster home through a rescue partner, and it is not suitable to meet the general public in a
            typical shelter setting. In much simpler terms, it means the dog will likely be a handful.
         

         
         Twinkle was understandably terrified. He didn’t allow the shelter staff to handle him, snapped at anyone who came near his
            kennel, and was generally just a terror to everyone around him.
         

         
         “Am I crazy if I take this dog?” I asked the foster manager.

         
         She laughed. Light, amused. She knew how this would go.

         
         “Yes,” she said honestly.

         
         Because she had called me for a reason, even if that reason was unspoken. The implication of the call was—he needs you, he deserves a chance, and what if no one else takes this old, mean dog? What if he gets punished for the nightmare
               he lived through?

         
         In rescue, there is always a chance that a dog could be euthanized if it has a bite history. The truth is, not every dog is able to be rehabilitated and not every dog makes for a good pet. But the hard part, the constant tightrope you’re walking when pulling a dog from the shelter, is that shelters are stressful. They’re loud, they’re chaotic, and many dogs decline mentally when they’re kept in that environment for too long. A dog can be completely different in a foster home. 

         
         They could also be exactly the same. Dangerous, unpredictable, and unable to heal.

         
         The problem with me was, I thought every dog deserved the chance to get better. Even when it was a bad idea.

         
         I let out a breath, quick and sharp. “Fuck it,” I said. “I’ll take the dog.”

         
         Later that day, a transport van double-parked in front of my apartment. They called when I was in the shower, so I frantically
            dried off and threw my soaking-wet hair into a clip. “Just give me five minutes!” I apologized.
         

         
         I ran out of my apartment to find a man with dreadlocks and soft, kind eyes. He opened the back of the truck.

         
         “I’m putting a slip lead on him. Just make sure you hold it tight so he can’t move his head. He can get a little, you know . . .”
            He trailed off, offering me a sheepish smile.
         

         
         Mean. Aggressive. Bite-y. Yeah, I did know. “Okay,” I said.

         
         He reached into the kennel slowly and pulled him out—a tiny Chihuahua with piano-key teeth and milky eyes. Luckily for us,
            Twinkle was completely frozen in fear. His body was stiff, his eyes were wide. We quickly transferred him from the man’s arms
            to mine, and I held the slip lead tight in one hand.
         

         
         “Good luck,” he said, before hopping back into the van.

         
         And then it was us, and only us. His weight was light in my hand, his white fur caked in dirt and grime and feces. I angled to see his face, but his eyes looked away frantically. I had done the heroic thing. I’d saved the dog. But then came the hard part—I needed to learn to live with him too. 

         
         That’s the funny thing about animal rescue. You hear gallant rescue tales—five hundred beagles saved from a testing lab, a
            drowning dog pulled from a rushing river, dogs taken in that were used in dog fighting—but rarely do you hear about the after.
            The days and weeks and months after the hero comes in to save a life. The nights that stretch on, a poor dog’s wail piercing
            through the thin, dark air. The moments of defeat, of distrust. And the moments that just straight up suck—cleaning diarrhea
            off your new carpet, cleaning pee from your light gray car seats. Cleaning, cleaning, and more cleaning.
         

         
         In that moment, Twinkle and I were in the after—after the initial rush of saving a life, you have to navigate living it. And
            how could I navigate a dog I couldn’t even get close to?
         

         
         The answer for Twinkle was time, patience, and lots of slices of ham.

         
         I had set his crate up in my bedroom with a pee pad and a fuzzy bed. I draped the crate with woven blankets to create a quiet,
            cozy place for him to decompress. As soon as we walked into the apartment for the first time I placed him in the crate and
            closed the bedroom door. The plan was quite simple—I was going to leave him alone until he decided he was ready.
         

         
         After a few hours I poked my head in. He lifted his head, baring his teeth. A low, menacing growl vibrated from his throat.

         
         “Okay, okay,” I said softly, closing the bedroom door.

         
         When the sun went down I attempted it again, easing the pocket doors open slowly, slowly, slowly, and crouched down to peek
            into his crate. His eyes cracked open and he squinted at me curiously. I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding, finding
            relief in his lack of reaction. Then came the second part.
         

         
         I reached down to my side and opened a container of deli ham. The room filled with the salty, slimy smell and I could see Twinkle’s nose lift. I ripped off a piece and went to open his crate door like I was moving through molasses—every movement crawling, unhurried. He looked at me with watchful eyes, his gaze following my hands as I slid the metal tab. I inched the door open and watched his lips curl up, teeth flashing. 

         
         Again, I stopped. I lowered my hand, letting the crate door inch open a bit farther. I looked away and shifted to the ground.

         
         We sat like that—me just outside his crate, him in the back corner—for a long, long time. I watched microscopic movements—his
            back muscles easing, his head lolling, his eyes easing shut. Even when he fell asleep, I sat and didn’t move. Snippets of
            conversations bled into the apartment as people walking by outside rushed to dinners, or dates, or work happy hours. But not
            for us. No, my plan that night was to simply coexist with this dog who had been taught to fear everything.
         

         
         The next day I did the exact same thing. I opened the crate door, let him smell the ham, and gently offered him a bite. To
            my delight, his tiny nose puffed air onto my fingers with no sign of distress. No growling, no teeth. He rejected the ham,
            but lay his head back down calmly, blinking at me.
         

         
         A few hours later, again: door, ham, sticky fingers. Waiting, and waiting, and waiting, and then—he opened his mouth, tongue
            cautiously dancing on his bottom teeth, and took the ham. I sucked in a sharp breath, trying to control my excitement.
         

         
         I reached into the container and ripped off another piece. I inched my hand into the crate, and instantly he ate the slice
            of ham. And then another, and then another. I closed the container of deli meat, satisfied with our progress for the day.
         

         
         Ham, of course, was not an ideal diet for a dog, but attempting to rehabilitate fearful dogs has you throwing all rules out the window. You give them the most delicious snacks to gain their trust—cheese, ham, mini slices of hot dogs. You celebrate them being naughty because it means they feel safe enough to do so. You tear up when they bark for the first time, touched that they feel the need to protect your home. Fostering is about teaching a dog to be a dog, even if that means teaching them to beg when you eat a ham sandwich. 

         
         I felt that sneaky feeling blooming in my chest, the feeling that pushes me to welcome dog after dog into my home—the hope
            of healing. The idea that maybe, with a little bit of patience, this dog could actually be okay.
         

         
         Within a few days, Twinkle started coming out of his crate, his delicate little paws hesitating on the hardwood floor. I eventually
            lured him out into the backyard, where he trotted across the deck and onto the grass. I’m pretty sure he sniffed every single
            inch of grass and every corner of the fence, his tail high and happy the entire time. I sat cross-legged and watched him,
            swatting at mosquitoes at my ankles.
         

         
         “Good boy!” I squealed. “You’re so brave!”

         
         He turned his head and locked eyes with me. I smiled and danced my fingers on the grass, trying to encourage him to come closer.

         
         He took one step, and then another, until his front paws were planted on my legs. He angled his face toward mine, his tail
            loose and swishing.
         

         
         My jaw dropped open. I lifted my hand up, resting it gently on his back. He leaned into my touch. I stroked his fur softly, moving my hand from the bottom of his neck to the base of his tail. After a few pets, he stepped farther into my lap before melting into my legs—his tiny body curled in the center, his breath soft and relaxed. I felt tears pricking the backs of my eyes, a rush of excitement and awe at this dog who had been through so much, had seen so much, and had chosen me to be soft with. 

         
         I tried to picture it. You never know exactly the scenario, why or how this particular dog ended up in such a horrifying situation,
            but you can usually form enough of a picture. The first words I learned about him rang through my head—dead owner, multiple dead dogs, apartment in deplorable condition. Was the owner murdered? Were the dogs starved? I didn’t know, and at the end of the day it didn’t even matter. We try to
            make sense of horrible things, as if knowing what happened will erase the hurt and confusion.
         

         
         What mattered was that Twinkle was here, with me. He was sitting in my lap. He felt safe for maybe the first time in his life.

         
         Twinkle blossomed. With each passing day, and every hour, he opened up, requesting more and more affection. Eventually he
            joined me for every nap I took, curled into the warmth of my neck. He would stretch out on his back, his eyes fluttering closed.
            If I stopped petting him he would paw me gently, a simple request: more, more, more.
         

         
         He developed another funny habit, one that I secretly loved—if I went to the bathroom without him, he would push open the
            door with gusto and jump up onto my lap. It was so incredibly sweet but also laughable, the image of me, my pants around my
            ankles, and a cranky old Chihuahua on my lap.
         

         
         One night, I made the (probably stupid) decision to bring him along on a girls’ night out, barhopping around our lively Brooklyn neighborhood. He spent the entire night being passed from friend to friend, getting fed treats and melted ice cubes from their cocktails. He happily accompanied us without complaint, occasionally licking the condensation from drinks on the table or the underside of the bar. He slept peacefully in the laps of strangers, a completely new dog from the one I’d welcomed into my home just days earlier. 

         
         Fostering Twinkle just so happened to coincide with the most important moment of my career thus far: a segment highlighting
            my fostering journey on the Today show, which would be airing on national television. It was hard for me to wrap my head around.
         

         
         When I told the Today show producers about Twinkle, there was definitely some hesitation.
         

         
         “Do we think he’ll do well with the crew? It’s a lot of new people,” they said. “It could be overwhelming.”

         
         I assured them it would be fine, but the truth was, I had no idea. I was taking a risk having a New Hope Only behavioral case
            be the face of fostering—showing this dog with bared, snarling teeth and encouraging people to give it a try. Twinkle was
            not the biggest fan of men, and I knew that two of the camera crew were men. I was confident in his healing, but had a tiny
            pit of anxiety in my stomach all the same.
         

         
         But wasn’t that the point? To show how fostering dogs could change, could heal, could repair years and years of hurt with
            some love and patience? Didn’t Twinkle’s story deserve to get told, even if it wasn’t picture perfect?
         

         
         I guess I’m about to find out.

         
         I look up now and see the producer shuffling papers, before pulling out her phone and reading a text. “Savannah will be here
            in five!”
         

         
         I take a deep breath as the crew gets into their places—hoisting cameras on their shoulders, placing headphones over their
            ears. A few minutes later, the anchor walks into my backyard and I greet her with Twinkle in my arms.
         

         
         We sit down on two black folding chairs, facing each other. Savannah Sellers is beautiful and radiates an unmistakable warmth. She has glasses and glossy brown hair, a green jacket rolled up on her arms. 

         
         Twinkle snores on my lap as we test our mics. “One, two, three . . .”

         
         “We’re all good to go,” says the cameraman, offering a small thumbs-up.

         
         My hand rests on Twinkle’s head. The world slows. Savannah smiles brightly.

         
         “So, tell me how this all began,” she says.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
Dogs and the City

         
         
            Summer 2013

         

         I sat in Central Park with a watered-down bodega coffee and a few regrets. This is how most Saturday mornings went.

         
         I’d trudge down six avenues with my two roommates and camp out on a bench. We’d occasionally bring bacon, egg, and cheese
            sandwiches, depending on how hungover we were or how much money we had in our bank accounts. Over the course of an afternoon
            we would diligently people watch, averting our gazes from whatever creep’s eyes lingered on us too long, their stares like
            nails clawing down our bodies. I was twenty years old and New York City felt both endless and freakishly small.
         

         
         I moved to the city after a series of coming-of-age experiences, the first of which was me dropping out of my small liberal
            arts college in Upstate New York. Much to my parents’ horror, I decided I hated college the month I arrived.
         

         
         I picked Ithaca College for no apparent reason. I had gotten into several colleges but couldn’t be bothered to go on any campus tours. At the time it felt boring and redundant to me, but now I can see that I was strong-arming change with all my might. I didn’t want to go, but I had to go. Not going to college was unacceptable in my academic, literary family.
         

         
         Ithaca is a quaint, snowy town tucked into the Finger Lakes region of New York. It’s the home of Ithaca College and Cornell
            University, the artsy kids and the Ivy Leaguers. In many ways Ithaca College felt like Cornell’s rebellious younger brother—instead
            of Cornell’s historic, Gothic architecture, the buildings we lived in were modern, sharp, and cold. Despite the buzzy downtown
            area with tons of bars and restaurants, Ithaca is often referred to as the most depressing college town in America. I can’t
            say I disagree.
         

         
         I fell into a deep depression during my first semester of college. As the leaves fell from the trees and the ground began
            to freeze, I found myself staying in bed for most of the day and barely eating. Over Christmas break, my parents commented
            on my sharp collarbones and hollowed-out cheeks. I told them I didn’t want to go back to school, but they begged me to give
            it one full year. I reluctantly agreed, dragging myself through a few extra months. On the day of my last final, they picked
            me up in their champagne-colored Honda. We blasted “Wide Open Spaces” by the Chicks the entire way home to New Jersey.
         

         
         “Do you think you’ll ever go back?” my dad asked from the driver’s seat.

         
         “Nope,” I said. I leaned my head against the window, my breath leaving a circle of fog.

         
         After letting me languish on the couch in my pajamas for a few days, my parents asked me what my plan was.

         
         “You should probably get started on some transfer applications,” my dad told me at breakfast one morning, buttering his toast
            with the back of a silver knife.
         

         
         The problem was, I didn’t have a plan. At least, not until I applied for a job one night, sitting in the darkness of my childhood bedroom, the pale pink walls shadowed, my computer perched on my lap. I had somehow stumbled across a sleepaway camp in the Sierra Nevadas of California. The website in front of me read: Gold Arrow Camp—have fun, make friends, and grow. I scrolled through photos of piercing blue skies, smiling children, and sun-kissed counselors. I was dazzled by the thought
            of new friends and the clean Sierra Nevada air, so I applied to be a camp counselor.
         

         
         I spent that summer disconnecting from my depression, leaving it floating in the ice-cold, sparkling lake. The mountains of
            California might as well have been a different planet to an East Coast girl like me, and it was exactly what I needed. I made
            deep friendships, slept under the stars with dirt caked on my skin, and came back home covered head to toe in freckles.
         

         
         After that summer, there was no way I was going back to college. So I did what any nineteen-year-old with no plan would do—I
            bought a one-way ticket to Europe and an enormous backpack. I had a little over a thousand dollars from working at camp, and
            bopped around hostels and European cities for a few months until I had exactly no money at all. I slept on couches and shaky
            bunk beds, I befriended forty-five-year-old nomads and sixteen-year-old girls who worked in bakeries. I sat alone at bars
            in Amsterdam and felt both incredibly brave and tragically alone.
         

         
         My next quest was finding more money, so I applied to be a nanny for a billionaire (yes, with a b) who lived in Madrid but had eleven homes around the world. To my surprise he hired me after a single Zoom interview. Before
            I knew it, I was being shuttled across the Atlantic Ocean to the family’s penthouse apartment in Miami Beach.
         

         
         My job was to follow the family around silently, a shadow who was supposed to be seen but not heard. If the baby started crying, I was to swiftly appear and remove her until she was quiet and calm. I wasn’t allowed to eat with them and instead ate their leftovers standing alone in the kitchen. I was so nervous around the parents that I’d sneak into the kitchen in the middle of the night, stealing pieces of fruit or packs of the kids’ snacks. I’d stand in the glow of the refrigerator light and cry, hot, fat tears running down my flushed cheeks. I was in the most beautiful home I had ever seen, let alone lived in. But this home wasn’t for me, even though I slept there every night. It was a parade of all the nice things I was close enough to touch but wasn’t lucky enough to have. 

         
         At the end of every week, the dad would write out a check and hand it to me without emotion. Some days I’d have to meet him
            out in public, and he’d make a show of handing me my payment in different flashy locations—a check signed with a Tiffany &
            Co. ballpoint pen slid across a wooden restaurant bar. I’d take the check and add it to my stockpile, every week that passed
            another step closer to freedom.
         

         
         I quit on a random Thursday. I had gone to visit my family, and the parents asked me when I was coming back. I decided instantly
            that I wouldn’t, that I couldn’t, and they didn’t seem particularly upset by my decision. To them I wasn’t a nanny, or a caretaker
            for their children. I was just a body in their home.
         

         
         “Very well,” the mom said over the phone. Her voice was tight, clipped. “We’ll mail you your last check. Good luck with everything,
            Isabel.”
         

         
         I was talked into spending the end of winter and beginning of spring in Hawaii, working on a sustainable farm with a friend
            of mine. We spent our days cleaning camper vans, cooking meals, and scooping up moist dirt from the ground before filling
            the holes with seeds. After work we’d hitchhike to black-sand beaches, staring wide-eyed at the older women walking around
            topless, breasts hanging low, their bodies wrinkled and folded and bright. I wondered if I’d ever be free enough to do the
            same.
         

         
         Each of these experiences made me grow and change, but I was always keenly aware that none of them felt authentic. It was like trying on a new hat and being painfully self-conscious that everyone around you knows you’re not really a hat person.
         

         
         I was not a hat person. I was also not an adventurous person.

         
         My parents lovingly referred to me as a worrywart growing up, a term they probably label as crippling anxiety in modern parenting books. I have a huge Irish Catholic family, and they’ve always been loud and boisterous and carefree.
            Holidays were spent packed into narrow Brooklyn brownstones, bottles of red wine flowing, and me in the corner with a stomachache.
         

         
         When I was eight I was a flower girl in my cousin’s wedding. The reception was beautiful—white and blue flowers decorating
            the entire room, looking out over a Long Island beach—and I wore a cream dress with a light blue sash around my waist. At
            the end of the night, a few men went out onto the patio to smoke cigars.
         

         
         “You know your dad’s smoking a cigar, right?” my cousin told me, a teasing smile on his face. I was the very youngest of fourteen
            cousins and an easy target for poking fun at. “That’s like twenty cigarettes in one. He might die.” I cried the rest of the
            night, already planning for a life without my father. I thought that he would die from that one cigar.
         

         
         I was convinced that being good was my ticket in life—if I just stayed on that path and didn’t stray, I would be safe and
            I would be happy. So when I decided to drop out of college and embark on a life journey that was so decidedly not like me,
            I think everyone was a little surprised.
         

         
         I was glad to have had the experiences that I did. I was happy I had stories now—tales to throw around at a dinner party or exaggerate on a first date—that plane ride from hell, the weird guy I made out with who worked at that café, losing my luggage in a tiny European airport, transporting rich children across continents, shirtless, salty boys in Hawaii. But I was also aware that for every story I had, there’d been days and days and days on end that I was alone. I was alone in my dorm room, I was alone in the hostels, I was alone on the streets of Miami, I was alone eating dinner while the family I worked for laughed in the other room. I longed for a place, a community, a person I could call mine. 

         
         And after two years of trial and error, of being bad for the first time in my life, I ended up on the doorstep of New York
            City with nothing but a twin bed.
         

         
         

         I decided to reapply for college on a night when my freedom was feeling especially suffocating. I had nothing but options
            in front of me, my tightly closed life was cracked so wide that it hurt. I was in a mildew-covered camper van on the Big Island
            of Hawaii, surrounded by miles of rainforest and mango trees. It was pouring rain outside, and I struggled to hold an internet
            connection, lifting my laptop closer to the ceiling as if it helped maintain my invisible string to the real world.
         

         
         I didn’t necessarily want to go to college, but I felt like I owed it to my parents and my future self to get a degree. I’d
            put them through the wringer for the past two years, and I was finally ready for whatever came next. I applied to Marymount
            Manhattan College on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. I knew nothing about the school itself other than they gave generous
            scholarships away like candy. They also had a writing program, which was good enough for me.
         

         
         New York City had always been a given. From a young age, I knew I would move there eventually. In my world, there was only New York—growing up in suburban New Jersey, just a thirty-minute drive from Midtown Manhattan, I had so many memories of days in the city. My mom grew up in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, so holidays were always spent in my uncle’s cozy apartment by Owl’s Head Park. When I was young, we would take weekly trips to visit my grandmother and eat lunch at the same diner. I was allowed to choose one sugary mini–cereal box, a luxury I was not afforded at home. 

         
         My dad also worked in the city, commuting on NJ Transit every day. I remember him walking home from the train station each
            night, his tie loose around his neck and his briefcase slack in his hand. His shirt always smelled like New York—a mix of
            cigarettes, street food, coffee, and sweat—and if I close my eyes, I can still remember the scent filling my nose during our
            nightly reunions.
         

         
         New York City was where my parents met. It was where my parents fell in love. It was where they had their first child—my brother,
            Miles—an enormous ten-pound baby in their Cobble Hill apartment. It was where my grandparents lived and died.
         

         
         The city was calling my name, a deep thrumming in my blood, and I decided now was as good a time as any.

         
         I got accepted to Marymount Manhattan, and things moved quickly after that. My friend Phoebe was already living in Queens,
            studying at a prestigious acting academy and on track to become a famous actress. She was also sharing a one-bedroom apartment
            in Sunnyside with her unstable male roommate, who would get into screaming matches with his girlfriend every other night.
            It didn’t take much convincing to get her to move in with me.
         

         
         Our third roommate was our friend Emily, a gorgeous, six-foot-tall blonde who had recently transferred to Hunter College.
            Together, the three of us were obnoxious, naive, and full of starry-eyed hope. We signed on a two-bedroom basement apartment
            on York and Seventy-Second, tucked as close to the East River as possible.
         

         
         Emily and I shared one bedroom, our narrow twin beds facing each other. We learned that the building had previously been used as a hostel, which explained the strange layout—our tiny apartment had two full bathrooms directly next to each other. It also had loft space in every room, which wasn’t quite big enough for a bed, although we certainly used it as one for our (many) drunk houseguests. 

         
         Like most basement apartments, natural light was basically nonexistent, but our parents insisted we install iron burglar gates
            on the windows anyway. The entire apartment had only three windows, which all looked out on a narrow alleyway and a brick
            wall. We groaned as they bolted the gates in, the remaining shreds of light sneaking in between the metal slats. Aesthetics,
            to us, were much more important than someone breaking in. Safety was never our concern—the only thing we were concerned with
            was which bars would take our fake IDs.
         

         
         And we found one quickly. To many New Yorkers, our neighborhood bar was a gross dive-y hole-in-the-wall with beer-covered
            floors but friendly bartenders. To us, it was a bridge into adulthood. We spent most of our nights befriending every bouncer
            who worked there and sipping vodka sodas as if we enjoyed the way they tasted.
         

         
         But despite finally living in New York City, despite being young and fresh and not yet jaded, the three of us were still on
            an island, drifting out to sea. School was fine, but I had no friends besides my roommates. I had no hobbies. I had nothing
            but the bragging rights of a New York City address and a grungy apartment to call home.
         

         
         So, I started volunteering at an animal shelter.

         
         

         Bideawee’s animal shelter was about fifteen blocks from my college campus. I strolled in one day for my volunteer orientation,
            and a staff member immediately placed me in a room full of puppies.
         

         
         “They need to be socialized,” she said. “Just play with them for the next half hour.”

         
         I stared at her, eyes wide. “That’s it?” I asked. “Just play with them?”

         
         “Yeah, play with them, cuddle them. Whatever you want.” She gave me a small smile and closed the door behind her.

         
         I picked up one of the three puppies and held it in front of me. He was warm and fat and perfect. He licked my nose and my
            heart pulled tight like a guitar string. I spent the next thirty minutes holding each one and rocking them to sleep, a sagging
            weight cradled in my arms. I rested my head back against the wall, my faded denim shorts on the cold linoleum floor. I could
            volunteer somewhere and just cuddle puppies all day? It was almost too good to be true.
         

         
         My first few months in New York were like flipping back and forth between channels—one channel a disgusting apartment with
            dishes piled high, the next a room full of puppies. Click: an empty library at 11 p.m. Click: a bar where an older man slurs
            my name like a sin. Click: the animal shelter. Click: the roof of the apartment. Click: cigarettes, mistakes, a kiss that
            tastes like beer. Click: dogs, dogs, dogs.
         

         
         My responsibilities at the shelter grew beyond playing with puppies—they included walking dogs and cleaning occasionally too.
            It was my own private world, one that never touched anything else. It was purely good, and nothing like the dingier life I
            had settled into.
         

         
         It was also where I learned that my love could be used to change something.

         
         I would watch scared, trembling shelter dogs slowly ease into my touch, their tight bodies becoming loose and wiggly over
            time. I would come back week after week just to take certain dogs on walks. I would witness the evolution of an animal right
            in front of my eyes, and it was nothing short of magic.
         

         
         My love was a tool, a vessel for good.

         
         Volunteering at the animal shelter was the only tether I had to true, pure joy. Everything else—our living space, my first
            real relationship, my college experience—was a dimming light, a lonely echo of a feeling. The excitement of being in the city
            that I had always dreamed about was starting to feel less and less sustainable. I was living with two of my closest friends,
            but New York was eating me whole.
         

         
         I came home one night nearly a year after we had moved in. Clothes were strewn on every surface of the apartment, and the
            sink was full of food-encrusted plates. Our coffee table was littered with matches and a table runner that had caught on fire
            one night, only to be extinguished with half-empty glasses of water we had lying around. It felt like the walls were closing
            in on me, like I could never get enough room in this tiny apartment we found ourselves in. It was the manifestation of three
            twenty-one-year-old girls who had no idea how quickly life could unravel, constantly surrounded by mess, engulfed in chaos.
         

         
         I walked to Phoebe’s room. She looked up at me, her face illuminated only by the glow of her laptop screen.

         
         “I think I’m done here,” I told her.

         
         She nodded her head, and gave me a small, sad smile. She closed her laptop, and we faced each other in darkness for a moment.
            My words floated in the air. So much went unsaid, so much we felt but weren’t brave enough to voice. How we both felt lost,
            scared, dirty, unsure, exhausted. How we didn’t know what would come next, but we knew it wouldn’t be happening here, in this
            apartment.
         

         
         “Yeah,” she said. She exhaled, relieved that we were on the same page. “Me too.”

         
         We were a candle burning rapidly at both ends, and after a year, we had melted to the middle. The three of us decided to move
            out.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
A First for Everything

         
         
            Fall 2013

         

         I met my first real boyfriend about a month after moving to the city.

         
         I had a long laundry list of boys I kissed in high school, memories of fogged-up car windows after curfew or dim hallways
            during house parties. There was the British boy who undressed me shyly under my bright blue sleeping bag, a full summer of
            California sunshine and exploring each other like the constellations we slept under. But I had never had a real boyfriend, and it was something I was ashamed of.
         

         
         It was a fact about myself that I carried with me everywhere. A huge billboard across my forehead—red, blaring letters that
            read: SHE IS UNLOVABLE. I watched my friends fall in love with their college sweethearts, while I waited and waited and waited some more.
         

         
         One night, Phoebe invited a friend over and said he was going to cook us dinner. “I hope you don’t mind,” she said over her
            shoulder as she cleaned a dish in the sink.
         

         
         I didn’t mind, of course. Phoebe’s life in New York City was so adult to me, and I watched her navigate each situation with a grit and maturity that I was in awe of. She didn’t go to college like the rest of our friends from high school—instead, she studied acting at an academy with people of all ages. She was the youngest student when she started, only eighteen years old, and most of her friends were in their mid-twenties and older. She had romances with older men, often staying over at their apartments and reading their newspapers over a cup of coffee. Phoebe also worked as a waitress and colored my world with exaggerated stories of disgruntled customers or friends that she’d made. I thought she was so adult, so New York. 

         
         A few hours later, her friend from acting school buzzed our apartment. She opened the door, enveloping him in a hug, and turned
            to introduce us.
         

         
         “Isabel, this is Charlie. Charlie, Isabel,” she said as she took the bottle of wine in his hands and turned to grab glasses.

         
         He was cute—cuter than I was expecting. He had blond hair and a clean-shaven face, and he wore a flannel shirt. Black-framed
            glasses sat perched on the edge of his nose. He smiled at me, and I smiled at him, a flicker of heat between us. It wasn’t
            anything profound, but it was there.
         

         
         The three of us spent the night talking and laughing as he cooked us dinner. I didn’t think much of the whole situation other
            than the look I would occasionally shoot to Phoebe—he’s cute. After dinner we packed the food up and hugged each other goodbye, promising we’d do this again soon.
         

         
         The next morning I had a message from him on Facebook, and that was all it took.

         
         We began texting each other feverishly, banter pinging back and forth like tennis balls. When you’re young, having a person
            to flirt with is everything—it’s something to funnel all your insecurities and heightened emotions into. I latched on to Charlie
            quickly.
         

         
         He was six years older, but I was more powerful. That was because of one very important reason: I cared less.

         
         Caring is a currency when it comes to dating. It’s really very simple—whoever cares less has the upper hand. Luckily for me,
            Charlie fell head over heels in love with me and I fell head over heels in love with the attention he gave me. He clutched
            me like a prize, and I let him, finding pride in the desperate way he wanted me.
         

         
         Our relationship was a constant push and pull. On the good days we’d lie in my twin-size bed, our bodies pushed together against
            the wall. My hair in his mouth, his fingers along the seam of my ribs. We’d undress each other in the rushed way you do when
            you’re young, when you think urgency means passion. Sometimes it would hurt and I’d stay silent, finding power in my stoic
            strength, in my ability to give him what he wanted without complaint. It was an exchange of energies, a way for us to speak
            without words, an expression of anger neither of us could quite identify.
         

         
         I think he was angry with me for not loving him back, and I was angry with him for loving me at all.

         
         Because this relationship, this attachment we were forming, was not how I had imagined my first relationship to be at all.
            I wanted love so desperately that it was pathetic, the way I’d fall asleep picturing what it might feel like to be cherished
            and understood. Whatever Charlie and I had seemed more like two actors pretending to be in love: We went on dates and fought
            and cried and took showers together and memorized the lines of each other’s faces just to say that we did. It was a whisper
            of what I imagined love to be, a shadow to hide behind.
         

         
         On the bad days there was tension without the pleasure, the grating, exhausting dynamic between two people who just weren’t
            compatible. Every conversation would turn into an argument, each one of our buttons always being pushed.
         

         
         One day we walked along the subway platform, and I commented on a cute couple in front of us.

         
         “Okay, so you think they’re cuter than we are?” he huffed, no hint of humor in his voice.

         
         I sighed. This was how most conversations went. “No,” I said. “No, of course not.”

         
         He was silent the rest of the way home.

         
         Another time he came with me to do my laundry. He got a phone call while we waited, and I sat next to him and picked at my
            nails. A few minutes later, Phoebe walked in to put her clothes in the wash. I walked over to her, chatting for a few minutes
            while Charlie finished his phone call. The afternoon ended in a screaming match outside of the laundromat, him accusing me
            of not wanting to spend time with him and me frustrated and confused.
         

         
         He was needy, pushy, and manipulative, but he knew something that went unsaid: I always had one foot out the door. I was never
            truly invested in the relationship. I was twenty years old and relishing the unbridled attention of a man, even if it was
            messy and chaotic. It felt so good to be wanted like that. For the first time in my life, I was desired with an urgency that
            would have made me embarrassed if I hadn’t taken so much pleasure in it.
         

         
         Two months after we met, he asked me to be his girlfriend at a Thai restaurant downtown. He built up the question over a long
            monologue about how much he cared about me and how perfect we were together. Finally, the question:
         

         
         “I was wondering if you’d like to be my girlfriend,” he said with a smile.

         
         I remember feeling nothing but dread as an answer curled out of my mouth. “Okay,” I said softly.

         
         

         My first boyfriend and my first foster dog had a lot in common. Namely, I had no idea what I was doing with either of them.

         
         I’d like to say I started fostering dogs out of the goodness of my heart, or to alleviate the overwhelming burden put on city
            shelters, but I think the truth was that I really wanted a dog of my own but was too broke to afford one. Fostering seemed
            like a good compromise—I was able to have a dog without the financial responsibility of caring for one. Because most rescue
            organizations will cover the expenses of caring for a foster dog (food, vet care, supplies, etc.) it was a choice that just
            made sense.
         

         
         My first foster dog was named Marble. Marble was adorable—he had one brown eye and one blue eye, black-and-white-speckled
            paws, and big floppy ears. I picked him up in the East Village one Wednesday afternoon and carried him five blocks to the
            subway, cuddling him tightly to my chest and smelling his puppy breath.
         

         
         Once we got onto the subway, he settled into my lap and did something that, at the time, I found truly bizarre—he latched
            onto the sleeve of my jacket with his mouth and sucked it as if it were a pacifier. I now know that dogs can do this to self-soothe,
            perhaps if they were separated from their mothers too early. But in the moment, I was genuinely perplexed. I gently removed
            his mouth from my sleeve and gave him a kiss on his head.
         

         
         His response to this was to bark at the top of his lungs.

         
         I murmured my apologies to the quiet commuters shooting me annoyed glances and tried to calm him down. Finally I realized
            that his suckling was the only thing that would keep him calm, so I reluctantly let him latch back on. By the time we got
            to my apartment my entire sleeve was soaked through.
         

         
         It was a few weeks of this—navigating Marble’s neuroses and trying to quell his many anxieties. He absolutely hated being left alone and refused to sleep in his crate. Instead, he slept curled into my neck, his paws stretched out straight above him. I spent the entire time stressed and worried, with dozens of soaking-wet blankets due to his self-soothing. 

         
         People expect your first relationship to be perfect—all innocence and romantic outings, long walks and whispered sweet nothings
            into clean sheets. I think people expect my first foster dog experience to have been perfect too. But the truth is that both
            were with cute, needy boys who I secretly couldn’t wait to get rid of.
         

         
         

         My relationship with Charlie continued into the winter. Every Friday I would take the 6 train to the L, transferring at Fourteenth
            Street, and make the long and frigid trip from the Upper East Side to Brooklyn. It was over an hour door to door; we would
            joke that we were in a long-distance relationship. He would often meet me outside his subway stop and make us swing by the
            Dollar General on the way back to his apartment. He’d purchase frozen dinners to eat through the weekend—fettuccine Alfredo
            and frostbitten chicken, steamed spinach with macaroni and cheese.
         

         
         We would spend the next forty-eight hours locked in his bedroom, only leaving to use the bathroom or watch the occasional
            movie on his couch. It was easier to pretend like I was happy when it was just us—he was a person to hold me and tell me I
            was pretty, a warm body outlining mine through an endless New York winter. In those moments, it almost felt worth it. In those
            moments, having a boyfriend didn’t mean being understood. It didn’t mean being seen or even being appreciated. But it did
            mean that I had someone—a person to talk to about my day, someone to play with my hair while I fell asleep. And maybe that was fine. Maybe that was
            good enough.
         

         
         Fostering dogs was not love at first sight for me either. In fact, my experience with Marble was mostly overwhelming and difficult. I didn’t feel an emotional connection to him, and, as horrible as it sounds, I almost resented how challenging he was. I was young and stupid and thought my experience growing up with dogs would effortlessly translate to caring for a recently rescued shelter dog, new to New York City and scared out of his mind. 

         
         I still took care of him, of course. I took him on long walks and washed his soiled blankets at the laundromat around the
            corner. I bought him the best dog treats I could afford. And every night we’d fall asleep together, him nestled in the curve
            of my neck, me softly stroking his ears. When the sun went down, things were quiet and okay. When the sun went down, it was
            easier to pretend like I had everything under control.
         

         
         

         Eventually, both things ended exactly the way they were meant to. Marble was adopted by a guy I went to high school with and
            went on to live a wonderful life. He had a big house, lots of dog friends, and many fuzzy blankets to sleep on. He seemed
            to settle into his life in the way most well-loved dogs do—happily and calmly.
         

         
         My relationship, fortunately or unfortunately, did not have as happy an ending. It’s a long, drawn-out story, one that I love
            telling over a few glasses of wine to a new friend who hasn’t heard it yet, but the gist is this—I caught him sending shirtless
            photos of himself to someone online. I ended things immediately over the phone, and he called me sobbing: “Please let me come
            explain myself.”
         

         
         I hung up the phone.

         
         An hour later he was there, banging on my apartment door. I could hear my name echoing through the hallway. I opened the door, my face impassive. 

         
         “Please,” he said, catching his breath. “I’ll do anything.”

         
         “Show me your phone,” I said. I extended my hand.

         
         He met my eyes, his expression hardening. He took a deep breath. “No,” he said.

         
         “Then we’re done here,” I said, shutting the door on him. The last thing I saw was the color draining from his face, the bags
            under his eyes puffy and bruised.
         

         
         I didn’t cry that day, or the next day, or the next. I remember waiting for the grief to come, the heartache that enters at
            the end of your first relationship. But it didn’t. I think in some ways I welcomed the chaos and the way Charlie made a mess
            of everything. I was able to get out of a relationship that was making me miserable, and I didn’t have to be the bad guy.
            I was able to sit back and watch it all burn to the ground, the photos and memories and sheets that smelled like him. I watched
            it end with pleasure.
         

         
         That night wasn’t entirely the end of it, though. Relationships don’t just end when you’re twenty-one. There were a few more months of chaos—he showed up to my birthday party uninvited, and I had to kick
            him out in front of a crowd of people. We slept together once more, twice more, maybe three times more—a punishment to myself,
            an unhappy reminder that my self-esteem was in the dirt.
         

         
         Eventually, one day, I went over to his apartment and ended it for good. It was a brutally hot day in July and his air conditioner
            was rattling loudly. I left him sitting on his bed alone, his hands resting on his knees.
         

         
         I’d like to say I never saw Charlie again, but I saw him twice after that, although he didn’t see me: once a few years later during a performance that Phoebe directed. Charlie had a piece in the same show, and I knew he would probably be there. Would you believe my surprise when I had to sit in the audience, shielded in darkness, and watch a scene he wrote of our exact breakup, a brunette actress playing me. The second time was when I was swiping through dating apps and came across his profile. My stomach dropped, acid roiling in my veins, as I scrolled through his photos. And there, the last photo in the bunch: him with my parents’ dog, sitting on my parents’ couch. A photo that I took. I made a screenshot and sent it to all my friends. 

         
         But the night I left for good, I walked to the subway and waited for the train, sweat trickling down the back crease of my
            knee, and noticed something out of the corner of my eye.
         

         
         Two rats were fighting on the train tracks—a brutal, ruthless fight. One rat bit into the other rat’s neck, pulling a chunk
            of flesh with it. The rat screamed and screamed, and I watched in horror. A few tourists took videos. I couldn’t look away.
         

         
         On the ride home I decided it was fitting, what I saw. I didn’t know how or why this gruesome scene felt appropriate, but
            it did, a symbol that expelling this man from my life was the right choice.
         

         
         As the subway car rattled along the tracks, I heard people replaying the video again and again, the rat screeching in agony
            the entire way home.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 4
A Girl with a Job

         
         
            Spring 2014

         

         I came home from my job interview soaking wet and covered in dog slobber.

         
         I had spent the day chasing dogs around New York City with a dog photographer, the open sky pouring rain the entire time.
            I barreled into my apartment and fell onto the couch, peeling off my socks and then my pants. I took a deep breath before
            hobbling into the bathroom, saying a quick prayer that we’d have hot water. Much to my delight, we did.
         

         
         I stood under the showerhead and let the hot water spill over me. I was exhausted and freezing, new blisters scraped raw from
            the many miles we’d spent walking. It was not an easy day, and it certainly wasn’t a normal job interview, but there was only
            one thought pulsing through my head: I really want this job.

         
         I really wanted to work with dogs. I really wanted to do what I had just done, every single day, for as long as I was able
            to.
         

         
         Phoebe came home from work an hour later, and we ordered Chinese food and sat on opposite ends of our sunken green couch. “So, how was it?” she asked, skewering a piece of sesame chicken. 

         
         “It was actually really fun,” I said. “I met a Bernese mountain dog named Memphis.” He was wearing a yellow raincoat, and
            we photographed him with the dopiest smile on his face. His owner was delighted.
         

         
         The potential of this new job was thrilling. It felt like an exciting new beginning for more reasons than one—I was gearing
            up to graduate from college, and Phoebe and I had officially traded in the bustling, hungry streets of Manhattan for the quieter,
            tree-lined streets of Astoria, Queens.
         

         
         

         On the day Phoebe and I found our new apartment, we rode the Q over the East River. It was a bright August morning, the sun
            stretched high in the sky. Our goal was to go apartment hunting, but we didn’t actually have a plan or any meetings set up.
            After getting off the train we wandered into a cute coffee shop, stopped, and stared at each other, eyes wide.
         

         
         Coffee, to us, was our sacrament, and a cute coffee shop was our church. Phoebe and I worshipped our mornings over coffee
            like it was a sacred ritual, one that we never skipped out on. We were two hopeful girls who romanticized coffee and New York
            and early mornings. We sat down in this new coffee shop and pictured ourselves here—writing papers in the corner, gossiping
            as snow fell outside the window. It was quaint and quiet, exactly the respite we needed from our previous year.
         

         
         We walked up and down Thirtieth Avenue before walking into a random realty office, a bell dinging on the door as we entered. Within fifteen seconds we were greeted by Peter Zikos of Zikos Realty, an exuberant Greek man who was eager to show us his very best apartments. He ushered us out to his car parked around the corner, and off we went. 

         
         Emily had moved out of the city, so it was just me and Phoebe. We had two requirements for our future apartment: we needed
            two bedrooms, and we needed windows that didn’t face a brick wall.
         

         
         The first apartment he showed us was stark white and clean. He walked from room to room, pointing out all the best features.
            A “cozy” kitchen (re: tiny), hot water and cold water, windows that opened, a double lock on the front door. And the best part: it was ridiculously cheap. Even so, a
            strange, hollow energy floated in the air around us.
         

         
         “This isn’t our apartment,” I whispered to Phoebe. She nodded her head in agreement, an entire unspoken conversation drifting
            between us.
         

         
         Peter heard me, his eyes shifting to meet mine. “Why do you say that?” he asked.

         
         “Just a feeling,” I said. “Can we see the next one?”

         
         With the wind officially taken from his sails, Peter led us back to his car and down five blocks. We parked outside a brick
            two-family home with a rust-red awning.
         

         
         This next apartment was sprawling—it had two huge bedrooms, an eat-in kitchen, and a full living room. It was also falling
            apart, with peeling wallpaper and floorboards that hadn’t been cleaned in decades.
         

         
         “The landlord used to live here,” Peter explained to us. “She just moved out to live with her daughter.”

         
         We walked around, shouting from one end of the apartment to the next. “I can barely hear you!” Phoebe yelled back with glee. The idea of having space—being able to stretch our arms, decorate, cultivate a place that was comfy and open and warm—felt like we were being gifted this apartment by the universe. We didn’t care that the apartment was old, we didn’t care that there was a dead cockroach belly-up under the sink, we didn’t care that the windowpanes were chipped. We signed the lease that day. 

         
         That apartment and the streets of Astoria became a haven for us. Long gone were the dark, sticky sports bars of Manhattan.
            Instead, we spent our Saturday evenings at the wine bar down the street. Astoria had so many things that the Upper East Side
            didn’t—little kids dancing in open fire hydrants, the water spitting and curving over streets; old men grilling meat on their
            stoops with the Mets game muffled on their transistor radios. Every language was spoken, every nationality accounted for,
            all neighbors living harmoniously. The neighborhood banded together over everyone’s mutual hatred of loud clubs, alternate-side
            parking, and our favorite Venezuelan restaurant closing. It was the first time New York felt like a community to us. The biggest
            and harshest city in the world suddenly seemed intimate and warm, fitting easily into our pockets.
         

         
         Phoebe and I sat on our front stoop nearly every day and talked. Depending on the time of day we’d have a beverage accompanying
            us—coffee in the morning, seltzer in the afternoon, wine in the evening. We talked about boys, we talked about us, we talked
            about the hazy outlines of our futures. We were true companions, sisters, weaving our lives together so intricately and intimately
            that our pain and joy became one, bottled together and left on a shelf to settle.
         

         
         Neither Phoebe or I grew up with sisters, and that’s what our partnership turned into. We would borrow each other’s clothes, bicker about whose turn it was to clean the kitchen, and watch our favorite Nora Ephron movies on days we were feeling particularly romantic. One night we scared ourselves into thinking our apartment was haunted. We slept in her bed together, terror pulsing through our veins. I held on to her tightly, my eyelids sealed shut, and fell asleep under the warmth of her heavy duvet. 

         
         Phoebe would come home from a long day of waitressing, her bones stiff, and draw herself a bath. Half the time the hot water
            wouldn’t heat, so we’d boil pots of water on the stove and transfer it to the bathtub, one trip at a time. We’d bake banana
            bread in cheap baking tins and learned to kill cockroaches with dish soap. We filled each room with furniture from Goodwill,
            including our mismatched kitchen chairs and a butter-yellow bookshelf for the living room.
         

         
         My room was big enough for a full-size bed, a dresser, a desk, and a reading nook. I loved opening my windows to the backyard
            and letting the breeze lift my white gauze curtains, a banner that represented peace and independence. I spent countless hours
            poring over my schoolwork—I was studying English literature and creative writing—and my desk was constantly piled with books.
            I wrote at my grandfather’s old mahogany desk through every season, every day of the week, every mood. College became a thing
            that I needed to conquer, and I was dead set on finishing with a degree in my hands.
         

         
         In my last semester of school, in between working on my thesis paper about Paradise Lost, I decided I should probably look at job listings. I was undecided on whether I wanted to stay in New York after graduation.
            I had a small itch to move on and see the world again, but there was a part of me that felt like I had exhausted my adventurous
            spirit already. I had yearned for a place, a community, for so many years, and I was just starting to feel like my purpose
            in the city was beginning to solidify.
         

         
         I kept coming back to the same question—what other place could be better than this?

         
         I know it sounds crazy if you haven’t experienced it. New York City is brash and dirty, loud and ruthless, but once you’re here it’s nearly impossible to leave. If you’re a true New Yorker, that is. 

         
         A year earlier I had a friend visit me for a few days. We walked along streets piled high with garbage and I could see his
            eyes widen. When we packed onto a subway car to head downtown, it was so crowded that our bodies were sandwiched tightly between
            strangers. Our arms reached high, holding onto the greasy subway pole, as our heads rested under someone else’s armpit.
         

         
         The next morning I walked into the living room, where he was sleeping on the couch. I saw something resting on his forehead—dark
            and twitching—and realized it was an enormous cockroach. My jaw opened in horror, and I took a step back.
         

         
         “Jack,” I whispered. “Jack!”

         
         His eyelids drifted open, and he smiled at me sleepily. “Good morning,” he said.

         
         “Don’t freak out, but there’s a cockroach on your head,” I said, trying to stifle my laughter.

         
         After we dealt with the cockroach (he did, in fact, freak out—but we managed to capture it regardless) he looked at me with
            an amused but weary look. “I can’t believe you choose to live here,” he said.
         

         
         And I understood what he meant. New York City was not for everyone—it’s always changing, evolving, a watercolor brought to life. It’s people and voices and anger and lust—it’s an energy you can touch. Among the streets filled with garbage, the crowded subway cars, and the cockroaches, there is a beauty that not everyone can see. It comes in the sun rising between skyscrapers, a man playing the saxophone in Central Park on a perfect fall day, and how every person here is invited to be exactly who they are. It’s in the screams and the laughter, the complete spectrum of love and emotions pumping through each person and building. New York is for the people who feel. New York is for the people who want it all—the good and the bad, because the bad makes the good days better.
         

         
         Was I really done with a place like this?

         
         I spent days scrolling through job listings, and everything sounded boring. Regional account manager, social media manager,
            copywriter. No, no, no. I knew I’d have to settle on something—that’s how being an adult worked. You don’t just graduate from
            college and find an exciting job.
         

         
         That’s when I came across a post—assistant to a dog photographer. I stopped scrolling, narrowing my eyes at my computer screen.
            Was this a real job?
         

         
         I checked the clock—I had twenty minutes before I had to leave for class. I quickly typed up a cover letter, slapped together
            a résumé, and shot off an email before I could second-guess myself. As I raced out the door and hopped on the subway, I made
            a deal with myself: If I got this job, I would stay in New York City. If I didn’t get this job, I would leave.
         

         
         A few days later, I got an email saying I had made it to the next round. The second task was listed below:

         
         
            
               
                  Take a photo or video of yourself doing something with a dog and integrate your favorite color in some way. Be creative and
                     feel free to have friends help you. Extra points for making me laugh.
                  

               

            

         
         That weekend, I took the train out to my parents’ in New Jersey, where I was greeted by their golden retriever, Harper. My
            sole reason for this trip was to take these photos, with Harper as my dog model. It was the beginning of March and a thin
            layer of snow and ice covered every inch of my hometown. I knew I needed to make these photos stand out in some way, but how?
         

         
         One of my favorite activities is hiking, so I decided to get Harper in the car and pack the trunk with tons of outdoor gear—hiking boots, scarves, fleeces, and hats. I drove up to a hiking trail above my childhood home and cleaned the lens of my DSLR. Harper and I hiked about a mile in the snow before I unloaded our props. I wore a bright red winter jacket and slowly dressed Harper in a flannel shirt and a red wool scarf. I took each of her delicate paws and guided them through the armholes, wrapping the scarf around her light fur. I positioned her in the center of a stone bridge crossing over the trail and set the self-timer. She looked up at me as I ran to stand next to her. Click. A girl and a dog, lost in the woods, covered head to toe in the color red.
         

         
         (Why red? I wonder now. I remember the New Year’s Eve party in high school where I wore bright red lipstick. A boy came over,
            slurring his words, and told me I was the only girl who could pull off red lipstick. Something about your dark hair and freckles, he said, and I was embarrassed by how much his words meant to me. I remember my red prom dress, posing for pictures with
            the captain of the basketball team, his fingers gripping the curve of my hip. I remember the red sundress I wore on a date
            with my best friend’s older brother. I love this red dress, he told me. He touched the fabric softly. I could have burst into flames, right then, and vowed to only wear red for every
            day I had left on Earth. Red made me noticeable, it gave me value. Red was a target for men, and I was happy to be taken down,
            a bull’s-eye straight into my yearning little heart.)
         

         
         Whether it was the photo or the red jacket, it worked. I made it to the final round of interviews: a full day of photographing
            dogs around New York City.
         

         
         The photographer, Elias, was very well-known, especially to dog lovers in New York City. He had a large following on social
            media and a New York Times best-selling photo book that I cherished.
         

         
         I was ridiculously nervous beforehand, but the day ended up being better than I expected. Despite the rain, we spent hours walking around, meeting dogs, and having easy conversation. But there was one solidifying moment that I think cemented everything, that determined my future for the next seven years of my life, that put me in the number one spot out of seven hundred other applicants. 

         
         He told me a story about his childhood dog and the deep bond that they had. “What was her name?” I asked.

         
         “Ruby,” he said. He smiled softly, as if remembering the weight of her companionship.

         
         Ruby. My brain flashed with images: a big, red dog. Summers swimming in the lake, winters curled by the fire. Taking her home
            for the first time, her soft ears slipping between my six-year-old fingers. Her sugared face as she got older, the sweet,
            warm smell of her breath. My Ruby. My childhood dog. My first true love, the dog who showed me how hollow you can feel once they’re gone, no matter how
            many years have passed.
         

         
         “My childhood dog was named Ruby too,” I said back. We sat on a park bench, side by side. It was the first of many times we
            would sit on a bench and talk about dogs. He looked at me, a beat of understanding passing between us.
         

         
         A few days later, I was taking notes in class. My professor had her book cracked open, the spine permanently creased. As everyone
            discussed the reading, I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket. I reached into my bag, angling the screen so I could see who
            was calling. It was Elias, my potential future boss.
         

         
         Without hesitation, I grabbed my phone and ran into the hallway. I breathlessly answered the call. “Hello?” I said.

         
         “Hi, Isabel! Is now a good time?” he asked.

         
         “Now is perfect!” I said, probably too enthusiastically.

         
         “I would officially like to offer you the position,” he said. “You should feel proud of yourself, you beat out a lot of people. I’m going to send over a contract for you to look over, but wanted to give you the good news myself.” 

         
         I burst back into the classroom, and everyone turned to look at me. My professor raised an eyebrow—not angry, but a question
            on her face.
         

         
         “I just got my dream job,” I said. My grin could have cracked my face in half.

         
         The entire room erupted in applause. My professor gave me a warm, genuine smile. “That’s wonderful, Isabel. Congratulations.”

         
         I was buzzing the rest of the day, a deep vibration under my skin. I had my first full-time job, and I couldn’t have imagined
            a better one.
         

         
         I was officially staying in New York City. I was officially working with dogs. I didn’t know how completely those two facts
            would define my twenties, an entire decade of my life. My love of dogs had always guided me higher and higher, a hill I had
            been climbing since childhood. But it was about to turn into an entire mountain.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 5
Drowning in Open Air

         
         
            Fall 2014

         

         I met Will on a sweltering day in early September.

         
         It was a Thursday. I’m not sure why I remember that detail, but it’s one of those memories that’s seared into my mind. If
            I close my eyes I can still feel it all—the sticky air, the heavy pit in my stomach, the chafing of my new sandals.
         

         
         My friend Crystal and I were going to see a movie that night. I had met Crystal in California working at the summer camp.
            She had wild, curly hair and an infectious laugh that you could feel in your chest. She had just moved from Madrid to Queens,
            a few subway stops from me, and we wanted to celebrate this life accomplishment with a bucket of buttered popcorn somewhere
            air-conditioned. We showed up to the movie starving, so we made a last-minute choice to grab something quick to eat beforehand.
            After we both shot down a few places, Crystal agreed on a fast-casual place that specialized in hummus and falafel.
         

         
         The restaurant was long and narrow, with glossy wooden tables and a motley crew of people inside—students, maybe-homeless people, young families. I walked toward the back and stared at the menu. 

         
         “Do you need help?” a voice asked me.

         
         I looked up, and there he was: a man with dark brown eyes that were almost black and a gap-toothed smile. A sleeve of tattoos
            trailed up his arm, curling under the arm of his T-shirt.
         

         
         I didn’t know it then, but the gaps in his teeth would come to be my favorite feature of his. He looked at me with a playful
            intensity, as if he was daring me to make a move, make a joke, say something, say anything. It was a moment, that kind of moment, and we both felt it. He would later tell me that for him, it was love at first sight. I liked to describe
            it as immediately knowing that I would love him someday, in some capacity.
         

         
         Either way, it was instantaneous, and it was sure.

         
         After he helped with our order, Crystal and I sat down. I was still tongue-tied and flushed, and Crystal smiled knowingly
            at me.
         

         
         “I need to give him my number,” I said, an out-of-character statement for me. In fact, I had never given someone my number
            unprompted before. I took a napkin and wrote my number on it. I stared at it and crumbled it up—the numbers looked too weird.
            I tried again. And again, and again. Finally, after many attempts, I was satisfied with my handwriting and message.
         

         
         I took a deep breath, and Crystal gave me a shove of encouragement. I turned to head over to the counter and knocked right
            into the very same man I was obsessing over.
         

         
         “Hi,” he said, a loose smile hanging on his lips.

         
         “Hi,” I said back.

         
         “I wanted to ask for your number before you left,” he said. He pushed his dark hair out of his hopeful eyes, and I was sure
            my heart thumped loud enough for him to hear.
         

         
         I nervously shoved the napkin into his hands. He turned it over and grinned.

         
         Crystal and I practically ran out of the restaurant, mostly because we were now ridiculously late for our movie, but also because I was high on the aching dizziness that comes with a new romantic prospect. She knocked into my shoulder as we crossed the street, and we erupted into giggles. We now had a new character in our stories, and I had a new boy to obsess over. 

         
         Please silence your cell phones, the beginning credits read. I respectfully declined the suggestion.
         

         
         Instead, I spent the entire movie checking my phone to see if the cute hummus boy had texted me yet. Much to my disappointment,
            he hadn’t.
         

         
         “He’s working,” Crystal hissed at me after the fifteenth glance at my phone.

         
         “I know, I know,” I whispered. And I did know, but that didn’t stop me from feeling the water slowly rising around me. When
            you’re young, a cute boy is enough to make you drown in open air. Even one I knew literally nothing about, not even his name.
         

         
         After the movie, Crystal and I took the subway back to Astoria. We sat next to each other as the train rumbled out of the
            tunnel into the clear night sky.
         

         
         I got off at Thirty-sixth Avenue, giving her a hug good night. I walked silently to my apartment, passing by groups of men
            smoking cigarettes outside the laundromat and a family eating ice cream on their front steps. I got inside and peeled off
            the sweaty clothes glued to my skin. I brushed my teeth.
         

         
         And as I nestled into bed, feeling my eyes grow heavier by the second, my phone pinged: Hi, it’s Will! We met tonight while I was working. I was wondering if you wanted to get lunch tomorrow afternoon?

         
         I fell asleep picturing our lives together, a storybook full of chapters. I flipped through every page twice, careful not
            to miss anything.
         

         
         

         We made arrangements to have lunch at The Grey Dog near Union Square. We didn’t know where the other person lived, so choosing a place close to where we first met seemed like a safe bet. 

         
         I agonized over what to wear until my bedroom looked like a war zone—jean shorts and sundresses littering every corner. Eventually
            I landed on a white, flowy dress and sandals. My dark hair was long, and my freckles had exploded after a summer galivanting
            outside.
         

         
         I walked to the platform and nervously waited for the train to show up. Out of the corner of my eye I spotted a cute guy in
            a black T-shirt and gray shorts. My gaze narrowed. Brown eyes, dark brown hair, gap-toothed smile. The same sleeve of tattoos
            decorating his tanned skin.
         

         
         My stomach dropped. That was him. That was definitely him. It was, wasn’t it?

         
         I started sweating, reminding myself that I’d only met him for a total of four minutes and it was entirely possible that I
            didn’t remember exactly what he looked like. But the way my body warmed, a strong cocktail of naivete and fate running through
            my blood, I knew it was him.
         

         
         I didn’t say anything on the off chance I was wrong, but when I walked into The Grey Dog and saw the very same man sitting
            in a patch of sunlight waiting for me, I knew I was in trouble.
         

         
         I approached the table. “I have a question,” I said. “Please don’t be weirded out.”

         
         He stood up to hug me. “Go ahead.” He laughed.

         
         “Did you get on the train at Thirty-sixth Avenue in Astoria?”

         
         A beat of silence. His smile faltered. “I did,” he said carefully.

         
         “I know this is weird,” I said, wishing I could stuff the words back into my mouth. “But we took the same train here. We both
            got on at Thirty-sixth Avenue, so I think that must mean we’re neighbors.”
         

         
         He gave me a small smile. I smiled back.

         
         “So, where do you live?” I pressed.

         
         A beat. Two beats. The slowing of time, the last moment I’d ever have before knowing the core of who this man was. He took
            a deep breath.
         

         
         “I really didn’t want this to be the first thing you learned about me,” he started with a hesitant look. “But I live at the
            halfway house down the street from the Thirty-sixth Avenue station.”
         

         
         And there it was, all spilled out on the tiny café table between us. In a perfect world, I would have gotten to know him first—where
            he grew up (Maine), what his mom did for work (nurse), what his dad was like (dead), what his favorite color was (blue)—but
            I now knew the two fundamental truths about this man in front of me: his name was Will, and he was a drug addict.
         

         
         It was my chance to back out, to respectfully walk away with no hard feelings. But as I stared at this man in front of me,
            so open and raw and beautiful, I knew I wasn’t going to. I was going to love him, and it wasn’t even my choice.
         

         
         I hadn’t loved anyone before—I had experienced my first relationship, but suddenly that felt so small, so meaningless. Somehow
            it made sense that this would be my first love, my first real love. Someone so complex, a man who was soft and hard and filled with shadows. It was the depth I was craving, and I was ready
            to jump, eyes closed.
         

         
         I reached for his hand over the table. He relaxed slightly, his gaze softening. It was a nonverbal agreement: This is fine. I accept you if you accept me. I will love you even when it doesn’t make any sense.

         
         We spent the next two years burning each other to the ground.

         
         

         It’s funny to love something so fiercely while simultaneously knowing that it’s not meant for you. To hold on to something
            wild and slippery with a tight grip, desperate to keep it close.
         

         
         Fonda was a picture-perfect dog to the naked eye. Muddy Paws Rescue texted me a photo of her one day. Any interest in fostering this dog? they asked.
         

         
         She was all black, eighteen pounds. Nine years old, with the cutest smile I had ever seen. What’s her story? I asked. Is she dog friendly?

         
         The ACC isn’t dog testing right now, so we don’t know, they responded.
         

         
         Animal Care Centers of New York City are the city’s open-intake shelters. This means that they’re the only shelters in New
            York City that must take in every animal that comes to their doorsteps, often hundreds of animals every month. They take strays,
            criminal cases, owner surrenders, you name it. A staff member once enthusiastically told me the story of how they saved a
            full-grown, 425-pound tiger living in a Harlem apartment.
         

         
         Because of the overwhelming number of animals they’re forced to care for, the ACC is constantly overcapacity and bursting
            at the seams. Their staff are overworked and they’re always looking for some relief. Because of this, I loved pulling fosters
            from them. But it also meant that they didn’t always have the time or resources to get all the necessary information on every
            dog. Sometimes, it’s a shot in the dark.
         

         
         I’ll take her, I texted back.
         

         
         Fonda was dropped off the next day in the pouring rain. She immediately hopped off the van, alert and anxious. She had no
            interest in me at first, just her new surroundings. She didn’t seem bothered by the rain, smelling every inch of concrete
            outside my apartment.
         

         
         I decided she probably wanted a walk, so I ran inside to grab an umbrella and took her around the block.

         
         The walk started well, and I was feeling optimistic. She was so petite and cute, her black tail standing straight up and alert,
            her eyes wide with curiosity.
         

         
         It wasn’t until we turned a corner and came nose to nose with another dog when everything changed.

         
         Within seconds, Fonda was lunging for the dog. Her lips were pulled back, teeth snarling, a deep, guttural growl coming from
            her throat. I quickly pulled her off, my heart hammering in my chest. The other dog was fine, but I was shaken up.
         

         
         I pulled her back home as quickly as I could, my skin vibrating from the sudden rush of adrenaline. Once we got inside, Fonda
            sat in the cozy crate I set up with blankets and a dog bed.
         

         
         She didn’t sleep for the first twenty-four hours I had her; whenever she heard a sound in the hallway she would immediately
            start panicking and barking her head off. I wasn’t worried—at this point, I knew how these things sometimes went. Dogs coming
            directly from a loud, stressful shelter often needed days or even weeks to decompress. I knew that Fonda had been found by
            a police officer as a stray. She was actually microchipped—her chip connecting her all the way to Atlanta, Georgia—but her
            owners would not call the shelter back. After a weeklong stray hold, Fonda officially entered the shelter system and then
            found her way to me.
         

         
         All by way of saying, this small, senior dog had been through hell. She had been abandoned, passed around, and left to die
            on her own. I looked into her eyes and understood what she had been through, the things I knew and the things I could only
            assume. I knew I would be patient with her. I knew I would love her even when it hurt.
         

         
         It was my superpower, being patient with my love. Sometimes it was magic, and other times it was a complete and total disaster.

         
         

         Will and I fell in love quickly and recklessly, the kind of love that changes your entire cellular makeup. Over the course of a month we stripped each other emotionally and physically, tearing down walls and demolishing whatever came before. He was everything to me—a big, hulking question of a man—and I felt honored that I was the person he loved, the person he opened up to. 

         
         He bared himself to me, every day and long into the night. He told me stories of his childhood, of his father, with anger
            always bubbling right under his skin. He told me about the house he grew up in, a white shingled cottage with a squeaky front
            door. He told me about the dark times and the moments of sharp clarity.
         

         
         He told me how much he loved me, constantly and poetically. He would write me long letters in looped cursive, his love poured
            over pages for me to read again and again and again.
         

         
         The first time he told me he loved me we were sitting in my bed only three weeks after we met. The windows were cracked open
            and our knees touched as we faced each other. We somehow both knew the moment was coming, an eruption inching closer and closer,
            the air around us so tight you could braid it.
         

         
         “Say it,” I said, my hand cupping his chin, fingers dancing down his throat.

         
         “You say it,” he said back. He smiled, eyes falling down to my lips.

         
         It went back and forth like this for minutes or maybe hours, a playful teasing on top of a tall, rocky cliff. The jumping-off
            point of a true, torrid love affair: the complicated boy and the only girl who could understand him.
         

         
         Hands in hair, skin pressed gently, and then more roughly. It was torture waiting for him to go there, to be the braver one
            between us. Finally, finally, the words I had been waiting for: “I love you,” he breathed, the confession on his lips. “I love you so fucking much.”
         

         
         “I love you too,” I said, and it was true. I loved him, and I saw him for everything that he was. He was my first true love, the first boy who got every part of me without expecting anything back. I was his for the taking, his to sacrifice however he saw fit. 

         
         I saw Fonda similarly: a sweet, complicated creature with a joy I would see in spurts. In the first week of having her, there
            were moments so bright and pure they made me cry. She loved sitting out in the backyard with me, rubbing her back on the grass
            or playing fetch with her favorite orange ball. She would often come over and climb into my lap, her small paws digging into
            my thighs. I would hold her in those moments and tell her how loved she was, and that she was perfect exactly the way she
            was.
         

         
         Walking Fonda was an entirely different story altogether. I had never had a foster dog triggered by nearly everything she
            passed: children, skateboards, large trucks. But the thing that sent her off more than anything was other dogs. Every time
            we would pass another dog—which was often—a switch would flip in her brain: desperate, erratic barking, snarling, lunging.
            It was impossible to calm her down in those moments. The sweet, gentle dog that I loved disappeared.
         

         
         A few months into dating, Will decided to quit his job and apply for an entry-level position at a well-known restaurant in
            the West Village. It was a long shot—he had no experience with a restaurant of this caliber and no connections. The first
            day of his interview he dressed in a suit, dutifully covering his tattooed arms, and headed into Manhattan. He got the job
            on the spot.
         

         
         Will had always been an intense person, but this job brought out shadows that I had not previously been exposed to. I quickly learned that passion and steadfast commitment went hand in hand with the white-knuckled grip of addiction: he was all in, completely dedicated, bordering on obsessed. As far as I could tell, there were two things that Will cared about—his job and me. 

         
         At the time I found this flattering—how a man could have eyes for me and only me. With other people he was cold, bordering
            on harsh, and I basked in the warmth that was reserved for me. It made me feel special, like loving didn’t come easily to
            him, but loving me did. I realized too late that when a man has that kind of icy exterior, that’s something to be wary of,
            not something to admire.
         

         
         He quickly rose through the ranks of the restaurant: he started as a busser, then a food runner, then a captain, and finally,
            an expediter. After we broke up he became the general manager, a far cry from the boy interviewing in an ill-fitted suit.
            And he was born for it. Brilliant and meticulous, he seemed to have a strong moral sense and impossible standards for himself
            and for others. He was the first one at work and the last one to leave. He lived and breathed and bled for this restaurant,
            a loyal servant catering to Manhattan’s elite.
         

         
         His moods reflected his intensity—there were bursts of joy, a playful and childlike Will that only I got to see. Other times
            he would come home from work steaming, irrationally angry about a coworker who showed up late or dropped a wineglass. His
            anger was palpable, and although it was never really directed toward me, I was always aware of his physical power and the
            bad things he’d experienced.
         

         
         Our relationship was the same—high highs and low lows. I was hopelessly in love with this man, but I never trusted him. At
            the time I thought all love made you crazy—that if you really, truly loved someone, you were always going to be emotionally
            frenzied.
         

         
         If he was late coming home, sometimes well after midnight, I would obsessively call his phone over and over again. I would send text after text, desperation leaking from every part of me. I could never fully relax until he was walking through the front door, lying naked beside me, and snoring softly. 

         
         Eventually, he would call me back. “Hi, baby, I’m on my way home now.”

         
         I would time him—the exact moment from when he picked up my phone call to the exact moment he was back home with me. Sometimes
            his commute would take half an hour, sometimes it would take an hour and a half. The trains were messed up, he’d tell me. My gut knew. It knew, it knew, it knew. But I had no choice but to believe him.
         

         
         I spent so many nights feeling raw and crazy, trying to make sense of a man who was unsolvable. Most days he had no time for
            it (I’m working, I don’t know what to fucking tell you) and other days he was soft and understanding. He would hold me in his arms and stroke my hair, whispering promises as if
            he might actually keep them.
         

         
         “I think you need to see a therapist,” he told me after a particularly explosive fight. “You don’t trust me, and that’s fine,
            but we can’t keep doing this, Isabel.”
         

         
         I agreed. We couldn’t keep doing this, and I seemed to be the issue in this relationship. I was constantly overflowing, constantly
            exposed, live wires sparking in every direction. I was ruining everything, and it was all my fault.
         

         
         That is, until I opened my laptop one evening. That night I learned that women might be loud, or emotional, or dramatic, but
            when women are crazy, there’s usually a good reason.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 6
It’s Not Supposed to Feel Like This

         
         
            Summer 2016

         

         A few months before, Will and I sat on the shores of Cape Cod as the sun rose over the horizon. The sky was a gradient of
            soft blues, cotton-candy pinks and pale yellows. It was picture perfect—a sunrise with the man I loved, in a coastal New England
            town.
         

         
         The only problem was the acid clenched in my stomach, a heavy pit settled in my bones. I held back tears as we sat in silence,
            hugging my bare legs tightly to my chest.
         

         
         We had come to the beach at the crack of dawn to go sea fishing, a tradition Will shared with his dad growing up. Despite
            the darkness during his teenage years, Will still had positive memories of his childhood. Maybe because he was an addict himself,
            he was able to separate his father’s behavior from the man he loved. Maybe he was hoping I could do the same.
         

         
         We collected all the necessary supplies the day before—the poles, the fishing line, the lures, and the bucket of bait. We set our alarms for 4:30 a.m., rubbing our eyes as we brushed our teeth in the musky, salty bathroom of our rental cottage. 

         
         Unfortunately, the fishing was unsuccessful, which soured the mood. Eventually Will trudged out of the crashing waves cold
            and empty-handed, and I wrapped him in a towel I had brought.
         

         
         It all felt like one big metaphor, and we let the feeling swell between us through chattering teeth. The fishing hadn’t worked—he’d
            gotten no bites, despite how prepared we’d been—and our relationship wasn’t working, despite how much we loved each other.
         

         
         “We should talk about the apartment,” he said eventually, his eyes gazing forward toward the water. “If we want to stay at
            my place or find a new one.”
         

         
         I nodded softly, swallowing dry saliva. It was a conversation we had often, always without resolution. “I just don’t know,”
            I said. “I’m still feeling like I’m not ready.”
         

         
         “Isabel,” he said, exasperated, low, my name used as a warning. “We already decided this. The plan is in motion, our roommates
            are moving out. We can’t just change our minds.”
         

         
         “I know,” I said. “But maybe we can think of some other solution. We could find new roommates! Or, or . . .” My hand shook
            beside me as I tried to think. Think, think, think. Everything in my brain was gray, fuzzy, blocking any image of what our life might look like in an apartment together. I just
            couldn’t picture it—our names on a lease, washing dishes, paying an electric bill at the kitchen table. I loved him, but there
            was something deep inside me that was protecting myself.
         

         
         I had no proof that Will was cheating on me—and believe me, I looked for one. When he was late coming home from work I would rip apart his room, searching in drawers and pants pockets and the inside of every jacket. I was looking for something, anything, that proved this nagging feeling in my gut was legitimate. I looked for items from other women, phone numbers scribbled on pieces of paper, long hairs in different shades from mine. Each time I would come up empty-handed, and I’d shamefully put his room back together with my tail between my legs. 

         
         Will, of course, convinced me it was all in my head.

         
         I would never cheat on you.

         
         I would never lie to you.

         
         I can’t wait to marry you.

         
         You are my person, forever, for every day we have left on earth.

         
         A wave crashed, the water edging close to our feet. I blinked away tears, blinked away my intuition, blinked away any self-preservation
            I had left.
         

         
         “We’re moving in together,” he said. “Okay?”

         
         And that was that. I guess what I wanted never mattered after all.

         
         

         It rained almost every day for the three weeks I had Fonda.

         
         A couple adoption events came and went, and Fonda was overlooked at both. I’d go to pick her up afterward and take her in
            my arms, her body shivering from the cold rain. She would be so exhausted after each event, so much energy exerted for nothing.
            She hated other dogs, and being at these adoption events was difficult for her.
         

         
         I wondered who might give her a chance—a dog that was so sweet and special but had so many demons to work through. There was
            no sugarcoating it—whoever adopted Fonda would have to be incredibly special and patient.
         

         
         On the day of the third adoption event, the sky opened and torrential rain poured down over New York City. I opened my closet and pulled out a modest black dress, low black heels, and a black wool jacket. Because on the day of the third adoption event, I was attending the funeral of my childhood friend’s father. 

         
         I dropped Fonda off with another volunteer who would be taking her to the event. Given how the last two had gone combined
            with the bad weather, I assumed I would be seeing her later that day. I kissed her between her eyes and told her I loved her.
            I handed off the leash in a haze of grief, distracted by the emotional mountain I still had to climb that day.
         

         
         I took the train back to my hometown in New Jersey and met my parents outside the train station. At the Catholic church I
            attended growing up, we parked quickly, opening our umbrellas as we headed in. The ceiling arched over sad, aching people,
            and the benches were packed. Soft voices murmured around us—I’m so sorry for your loss, he was an incredible man, this weather is terrible, huh?

         
         We found our seats and spent an hour honoring a man we all loved. A touching eulogy, a mention of the Mets, a Communion wafer
            placed on my tongue. We cried for our loss, we cried for the family he still had here.
         

         
         We cried for all the moments he would miss, no more second chances. An empty space that would echo forever, because grief
            is just love living on, tucked behind ribs, always a part of you.
         

         
         After the funeral, we walked across the street to the Elks Lodge for a catered lunch and open bar. The walls were wood-paneled
            and sun-bleached, a space lost in time. How many grieving families had sat at these round tables, politely making conversation
            between swallowed feelings? The stained red carpet grounding them in this room, this space, the last place their loved one
            would be the center of celebration. This thought felt both eerie and comforting—a reminder that life moves on but time stands
            still, and death will always bring us together, even if just for an afternoon.
         

         
         I picked at the salad on my plate, drenched with vinegar and raw onions. My mom sat down next to me with a glass of white wine, filled almost to the brim. “Have you heard anything about Fonda?” she asked. 

         
         “Not yet,” I said, moving a leaf around on my plate. The adoption event was still going on, and no update meant that she hadn’t
            been adopted yet.
         

         
         My parents drove me back to the train station in the pouring rain, and I kissed their cheeks from the back seat. I purchased
            a ticket on my phone and waited on the platform, checking my phone every few minutes for a text from the rescue volunteer.
            But still, nothing.
         

         
         The train pulled up to the platform and I got on, finding a window seat next to a fogged-up, rain-splattered window. I sat
            there and let my sadness weigh me down, my shoulders sagging with all the emotion I had felt that day. I thought of the finality
            of it all—how once you’re gone, you’re really gone. You will only live on in stories told over dinner tables, in the grief
            that comes from a newly empty seat.
         

         
         As I stared out the window, my phone buzzed. I pulled it out of my pocket.

         
         Congratulations, the text read, Fonda has been adopted!

         
         My eyes focused on each word, reading through them once, twice, three times. Fonda had been adopted. Fonda had been adopted!
            I couldn’t believe it was true. I felt my heart constricting, overwhelmed by the good and the bad and the hard. Overwhelmed
            by the love and gratitude I felt at Fonda getting her second chance on the same day that we were experiencing such loss. It
            didn’t make it better, but it was a good reminder that there were still glimmers of hope dancing around, guiding me forward.
         

         
         After her adoption, Fonda’s new parents stayed in touch with me. They moved to an entirely new dog-friendly apartment for
            her, hired the best trainers to help with her reactivity, and got her healthier than she’d been in years.
         

         
         “Our trainer says she’s a genius!” they told me.

         
         By Thanksgiving she had even evolved to coexisting peacefully with another dog, the two playing on the couch together, a reality
            that wouldn’t have been feasible less than a year earlier.
         

         
         Fonda’s parents adopted her knowing she wouldn’t be the easiest dog. They saw her and loved her for who she was, meeting her
            in the middle of that table: I accept you if you accept me. I will love you even when it doesn’t make any sense.

         
         The difference was: love and patience could heal a broken dog, but, most of the time, it wasn’t going to heal a broken man.

         
         

         I planned to move into Will’s apartment on September first.

         
         Two weeks before, I helped Phoebe pack her things into boxes in the sweltering summer heat. We were mostly silent, occasionally
            looking up at each other and exchanging sad, somber smiles. She was moving into a Brooklyn brownstone with her brother, his
            new wife, and their enormous Cane Corso named Cora.
         

         
         It was unspoken and mutually decided upon, this turning of our page. We knew things were going to be different. It was the
            bittersweet act of getting older, of moving and growing in directions that are different from your friends. I was moving into
            an apartment with my boyfriend, and she was moving into an entire home with multiple floors. We were growing up, whether we
            liked it or not.
         

         
         Phoebe had also found herself in a new relationship, one that was unexpected and unlike her typical relationships.

         
         Like me, she had found herself drawn to complicated love. We always joked that her husband would be a New York City firefighter
            who read Shakespeare in his spare time—a seemingly hard, calloused man yet with a soft and gentle spirit. But then, almost
            reluctantly, she fell in love with Isaac.
         

         
         Isaac was a smart and thoughtful journalist who lived in Harlem. He was careful and meticulous as he courted Phoebe, slowly turning my whip-smart, shit-talking best friend into someone who could love softly and gently. Phoebe resisted the safety net of Isaac’s steady presence, even breaking up with him at one point, until there was no more denying it. He was it for her, and their love wasn’t at all like we thought true love might look like. 

         
         I met Isaac for the first time a few days before Christmas the previous year—my last Christmas living with Phoebe. Phoebe
            and I had decided to purchase an overpriced Christmas tree and decorate it with glittering lights. In New York, Christmas
            trees end up for sale in the most unexpected places—lined outside of grocery stores, leaned against a fence in a park, or
            even in your neighbor’s garage. The pine trees have a way of turning a drab, concrete storefront into a winter wonderland,
            and it’s impossible to resist falling into the trap of purchasing one. Most of the trees are small so that they will fit in
            tiny, shoebox apartments, but there’s still the same song and dance—you ask how much? and the guy selling them makes up a number on the spot. Sometimes it’s $50, sometimes it’s $100. Sometimes a tree stand is
            included. Sometimes they take credit cards, but they mostly take cash. Sometimes you can convince the guy to help you carry
            it down the street for a tip.
         

         
         Once the tree was in our living room, we wrapped it with string lights and dollar store ornaments. We blasted Christmas music
            and made cheap sugar cookies with snowmen on them, filled with awe that we’d created this life for ourselves: this apartment,
            these holiday decorations, this friendship we cherished like an heirloom. When we were finished, we sat on the couch together,
            knees touching, a comfortable silence settling between us.
         

         
         “I invited Isaac over,” she finally said. I think even then, I knew it was important.

         
         Isaac showed up wearing a bright red woman’s pajama shirt he had purchased on a whim for SantaCon. I laughed at both details—the feminine sleep shirt, the fact that he even attended SantaCon—but as we settled into the night, I observed something else.
         

         
         I saw Phoebe—full of sharp edges, a force to be reckoned with—stare into his eyes as he spoke to her. I saw the melting of
            ice, and the smoothed-out edges of a woman in love. They talked to each other gently, playfully, and I knew in my heart he
            would never hurt her.
         

         
         Isaac wasn’t what we pictured, but he was somehow exactly right. We couldn’t explain it other than a deep sense of knowing
            that this was the kind of guy you should end up with, and Phoebe had found the right one.
         

         
         I didn’t admit it then, but seeing them together made me question my own relationship. I saw a trust between the two of them
            that I didn’t have with Will—a comfort of knowing that even on the bad days, this relationship would last. Even on the hard
            days, they would figure it out together.
         

         
         No, my relationship was much different.

         
         In my relationship, I cried myself to sleep more times than I could count, his broad, muscled back turned away from me as
            my sobs shook the bed. In my relationship, fights were not resolved, just forfeited.
         

         
         In my relationship, I always knew there would be an end, even when I chose to believe otherwise.

         
         

         On August 31, I packed a bag and walked ten blocks east to Will’s apartment.

         
         It was a big day—we were officially moving in together the next morning, the movers all set to pick my furniture up at 9 a.m. sharp. I had already started moving clothes over the past few weeks, organizing his closet and rearranging his impressively large shoe collection. 

         
         I let myself into his apartment with my spare key, knowing he wouldn’t be home from work for another hour or so.

         
         I planned to unpack a bit and get some work done on my computer, so I slid my shoes off and hopped onto the bed. His bedding
            was dark red—a slippery, cheap material. I made a mental note to pack my sheets and bring them over tomorrow morning.
         

         
         I opened my computer and clicked on my email tab when I noticed something. It wasn’t my email that was logged in, but Will’s.

         
         My fingers froze on the keyboard, my stomach sour and hollow. I had two options: one, log out of his email, and continue on
            with my night.
         

         
         Or two: Listen to my heart thumping in my chest, the feeling deep in my gut. Open my eyes to everything I knew but had yet
            to see. Understand that sometimes, loving someone isn’t enough to heal them.
         

         
         I clicked on his inbox and scrolled. Nothing.

         
         Drafts folder: nothing.

         
         Spam: nothing.

         
         And then I clicked his sent mail folder, and there it was: two years of suspicion laid out in front of me, as my heartache
            spilled onto this stupid red comforter. Email after email after email to women, strangers, Craigslist ads. After years of
            scouring every inch of this apartment for a clue, the evidence was blinding. There was no misunderstanding these messages:
            Will was cheating on me in extraordinary and creative ways.
         

         
         I sat on the bed with the laptop in my lap. The bed that would have been ours just the very next morning. The bed that was stained with so many tears, a relic of my profound sadness. I waited for the devastation to come, but I was shocked at what happened instead. 

         
         I felt relief. Strong, powerful, unmistakable relief.

         
         It was over. It was finally over.

         
         I closed the laptop and started packing my clothes. I folded everything neatly and calmly, my heartbeat pounding in my ears.
            After packing all my things, I called him.
         

         
         Unsurprisingly, he didn’t answer. So I called again, and again, and again.

         
         “Hi, baby!” He picked up on my fifth or tenth or fifteenth call. “About to head home.”

         
         I took a breath, suddenly brave after months of being a coward. “I’m just calling to tell you that I packed my things. And . . .
            I won’t be moving in tomorrow,” I said with a finality that I hoped was convincing.
         

         
         He was silent for a moment, as if he immediately understood. My heart raged against my chest, attempting to reach through
            the phone and fill the silence, an explosion of blood and betrayal. He knew. Of course he knew.
         

         
         “Can you just wait until I get home?” he asked, his voice small and thin. “Please, Isabel, just wait.”

         
         I stood in his bedroom and imagined what other people might have stood in this room, unclothed, unwound, smelling his skin
            and his hair and his hands. I imagined who else might have loved him, might have felt like they could fix him, might have
            hoped their love could be enough. I felt sadness for them, and I felt sadness for myself. But most of all, I felt sadness
            for Will. Because I could move somewhere else, and love someone else, but he would always be him, fighting tooth and nail
            with his demons.
         

         
         “Okay,” I said. “I’ll wait.”

         
         He was home thirty minutes later, his eyes red and wet. The man who walked through the door was a man I had never seen before—his walls torn down, his heart on his sleeve. I could picture young Will then, with his gap-toothed smile, and no idea how his life would turn out. No idea that he would continue to break his own heart over and over and over again. No idea that he would one day turn into some version of the father whom he resented so much. 

         
         Maybe it was foolish, but I wasn’t angry.

         
         “I’m sorry,” he gasped. “I’m so, so sorry.” And I believed him.

         
         We talked through the tears, laying every truth out between us. It had been going on throughout our entire relationship. It
            was like scratching an itch—it wasn’t necessarily about the other people, but about having something dark and shameful in
            your pocket, something no one knows but you. He was no longer getting high, but the secrets were still there. It was nearly
            impossible to give up those self-loathing distractions. That’s the thing people don’t talk about with recovery—that even without
            the drugs, you still crave the darkness, the damp, wet spaces. You just look for them down different alleyways.
         

         
         We talked for hours, and by the end of the conversation we were lying in bed holding each other. His arms wrapped tightly
            around my ribs, as if he could hold everything together if he just held long enough. Despite my shattered heart, I felt a
            peace I hadn’t felt in years, a deep reassurance that every feeling I had felt was justified.
         

         
         “Is there any way I can make you stay?” he whispered into my hair.

         
         My thumb traced his skin. I breathed him in one last time.

         
         “No,” I said gently. No more second chances.

         
         He walked me to the front door, his hand on the chipped doorframe. I turned to face him, my suitcase by my feet. We looked
            at each other, two years of love and fights and anger dissolving between us. He was him, and I was me. It was always going
            to end like this.
         

         
         “I love you,” he said.

         
         “I love you too,” I said back. My breathing was steady, my chest suddenly untangled and light.

         
         Our words echoed through the stairwell as I walked down, a lullaby for all of his sleeping neighbors. I walked out of his
            apartment building not knowing what was coming next, but knowing it was going to be important.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 7
Taking in a Broken Girl

         
         
            Fall 2016

         

         I started searching for a new apartment immediately. I moved my things to my parents’ house for a few weeks while I looked,
            my cheap furniture piled up in the dusty crawl space under the house.
         

         
         I was still working for the photographer and had some extra money to pay for rent. I was excited to finally be the version
            of myself I always imagined—young, single, living in New York City with a cool job.
         

         
         I answered countless ads on social media and marketed myself like a shiny new handbag—22 years old, likes dogs, reading, going out with friends, works in social media, clean, quiet, but not too quiet. It was my first time living with complete strangers, and I’d heard horror stories. I was determined to find the perfect
            living situation for a girl with a freshly stomped on heart.
         

         
         The first people I met lived on the Upper West Side in a spacious apartment that was filled with stuff—couches and blankets and empty water glasses, containers of spices and dying flowers in vases. A man and a woman who told me they were just friends but had an intimacy between them that was palpable. We sat on the couch together, strangely close, and they asked me questions. 

         
         “So, where did you live before?”

         
         “Astoria,” I said. “Off of the Thirty-sixth Avenue stop.”

         
         “We love Astoria,” she said, her fingers softly touching my knee. Her perfume was stamped on every surface of the apartment, a spicy,
            earthy smell. “Amazing Greek food. Remember that place we went to with Christina?” she asked the man, turning toward him.
         

         
         He nodded, a memory exchanged between them. “Why are you moving?” he asked.

         
         “My boyfriend and I broke up,” I said. “We actually broke up the day before we were supposed to move in together!” I laughed,
            hoping my tone was light and my story seemed like just a funny anecdote.
         

         
         “Oh my god,” she said, her face souring. “That’s horrible.”

         
         “Seriously,” he muttered.

         
         There was silence then, a settling of roles on the couch—they were the fun roommates who might be sleeping together, and I
            was the brokenhearted stranger. I wasn’t going to fit into their dynamic, nor did I particularly want to.
         

         
         They walked me to the door together. “We’ll text you!” she said, smiling politely.

         
         “Sounds good,” I said, but I knew they wouldn’t.

         
         The other meetings were similar. I didn’t meet anyone terrible or rude, but nothing seemed to feel quite right. I was starting
            to give up hope, feeling like I was looking for something spectacular when I should just settle for good enough. I didn’t
            need my roommates to be my best friends, did I? Cordial acquaintances were fine.
         

         
         One night, in a state of desperation, I decided to open Craigslist. I laughed to myself at the irony—my boyfriend had used Craigslist to cheat on me, and now I was using it to find my future roommates. The website that led me to my misery would hopefully lead me to finding a roof over my head too. 

         
         Right away I found an ad that had been posted less than two hours before. I skimmed the text: a four-bedroom apartment in
            Bushwick, three other girls, and one giant cat named Caveman. I hit reply and scheduled a time to meet them.
         

         
         Two days later I trudged into the city, taking the E to the L and getting off at DeKalb Avenue. It was a freezing fall day
            in Brooklyn, and I wore a long wool coat. I punched the address into my phone and walked toward the apartment, smoothing down
            my hair and reapplying my ChapStick.
         

         
         The apartment was directly next to a coffee shop named Dweebs. I was a few minutes early, so I wandered in and ordered a coffee.
            I observed the people around me, huddled around tiny tables, reading books in window seats, and thought: I like this. The coffee burned my tongue as I took a sip, but I didn’t mind. In that moment everything felt monumental, even the inconveniences.
            It was that strange feeling you get when you sense your life is about to change, a shifting in the universe, a page turning
            in your story.
         

         
         I walked next door and buzzed apartment 3L. Every step I took felt like I was running up a mountain, climbing farther, and
            farther, and farther. At the bottom of DeKalb Avenue was the sad, confused girl I had been for the past two years, and at
            the top of these three flights of stairs was who I had yet to become.
         

         
         I knocked on the door, and it swung upon.

         
         Sitting inside were two girls—a tall, lanky brunette who introduced herself as Hannah, and Sarah, a short, curvy redhead.
            And then came Mia, running out of her bedroom, a fat cat cradled in her arms, her long blond hair trailing behind her. “Sorry,
            sorry, I’m here!” she said.
         

         
         The meeting itself was brief—probably only twenty minutes—but we chatted casually about TV shows, bars we liked, what we did for work. The three of them were somewhat random roommates themselves, and had developed a deep, sisterly relationship over time. I watched them bicker among themselves—Mia, please clean up Caveman’s puke. Whose dishes are these? I’m going to use the shower after this—and could immediately picture living with them, wedged on the futon couch, watching a terrible reality TV show.
         

         
         We said our goodbyes, and I caught myself smiling as I walked down the street, past Dweebs, toward the subway.

         
         I wasn’t even halfway down the block when I got the text.

         
         We’d love for you to move in with us, it said. Also, where did you get your wool coat?

         
         

         I moved in two weeks later with the help of my parents.

         
         “This is the last apartment I’m moving you into,” my dad huffed as he carried the final remaining box up three flights of
            stairs. My mom was on decorating duty, looping my new curtains through plastic suspension rods.
         

         
         After a few hours the room had started to come together—it was tiny with tall ceilings, dark wood floors, and two huge windows
            right next to my bed. It overlooked the back of the building, a rusty fire escape lining the edges of my view. My dad hung
            a piece of art over my bed—a painting with four blue blobs I had found at some secondhand store. I didn’t quite understand
            it but it felt adult, something that had to be interpreted.
         

         
         When we were done, my parents insisted on taking a picture of me. I sat on my white duvet and crossed my legs, a wide smile
            across my face. My dad stood across from me with his phone horizontal. “A new beginning!” he said as he snapped a photo.
         

         
         We said our goodbyes, my mom’s perfume filling my nose as she hugged me. She held on for an extra beat.

         
         “Have fun, sweetie,” she said. She looked at me pointedly, and I knew what she meant. Be young, be stupid, go on dates. Get drunk, laugh until you cry, make friends, stop worrying about boys. I had the rest of my life to worry about boys. Worrying was not for twenty-three-year-olds.
         

         
         “I will,” I said. And I meant it.

         
         After they left, I continued rearranging clothes in my new closet when I heard a soft knock on the doorframe. It was Sarah.

         
         “We’re having some people over tonight, I hope that’s okay!” she said. “We’re having a little birthday party.”

         
         “Oh! Whose birthday is it?” I asked, standing up and rubbing my palms on my jeans.

         
         “Caveman’s,” she said with a wide smile. “The most important roommate.”

         
         Sure enough, two hours later, friends of theirs started piling into our living room. I smiled to myself as I got ready, putting
            on my tightest jeans, a velvet crop top, and a black choker necklace. I had moved into this apartment only hours before, and
            I was already going to celebrate a cat’s birthday in my most scandalous outfit. I was doing it. I was being young and stupid.
         

         
         After swiping on some lipstick I made my way into the living room where Hannah, Sarah, and Mia were standing in outfits nearly
            identical to mine. We all shrieked.
         

         
         “We match!” they yelled. “We need a photo!”

         
         “Dan, can you take a picture of us with Isabel?” Hannah said, handing her phone to a friend.

         
         We stood mashed together in our matching outfits, arms snaked around midriffs, birthday hats placed on top of our heads. My
            cheeks hurt from smiling, the rush of being placed in a completely foreign situation and immediately being accepted and embraced.
         

         
         We eventually made our way to The Three Diamond Door, a notorious dive bar in Bushwick, known for rowdy nights and random
            hookups. The front of the bar was wood-paneled and narrow with leather seating and red tables, opening up to a back area where
            there would usually be a DJ and dancing late into the night. We immediately tossed our coats on a random bench and made our
            way to the back, picking up shots and the cheapest beer on our way.
         

         
         “To Caveman!” Hannah said, holding up her shot.

         
         “To Caveman!” we all replied.

         
         I tipped the shot back, liquor burning from my tongue all the way down my throat. I felt it settle in my stomach, warming
            every inch of me.
         

         
         Hannah grabbed my hand. “Let’s dance,” she said. Her fingers were warm and slight around mine.

         
         We made our way onto the packed dance floor, laughing as we pushed through sweaty bodies. Britney Spears blasted through the
            speakers and we screamed every single word. Men around us watched with hooded eyes and we reveled in the attention, our hips
            swaying side to side, our hair long down our backs.
         

         
         The hours pushed on—1 a.m., 2 a.m., 3 a.m.—and we were so amazingly there, so present, that it made me wonder if things really did happen for a reason. If I fell in love and got my heart broken all
            for this—so I could move into this apartment, and meet these women, and stand on this dance floor with sweat slicked across
            my forehead and a plastic cup in my hand. It all felt worth it at that moment, and I understood why hard things sometimes
            happen.
         

         
         Hard things happen to make the good moments even better, a shining light to lift the darkest shadows.

         
         The next morning I woke up with a pounding headache. The sun streamed high and bright through my new windows, and I groaned as I turned to stuff my face into the pillows. My mouth was dry and sticky, the result of a long night of drinking and not nearly enough water. 

         
         I rolled onto my side and pushed my body up, my feet settling solid on the floor. I stretched my arm across my body, feeling
            my palm against my skin. I stood up and opened my bedroom door, heading into the kitchen.
         

         
         I was immediately bombarded with a sour smell and warm, sleeping bodies draped over every surface of our apartment. Garbage
            cans and various pots from the kitchen were placed around them, and it took me a moment to realize that they were filled with
            vomit. It was repulsive, but also hilarious. I covered my face with my hand, stifling a laugh.
         

         
         A door opened across the apartment, and Hannah stepped out. “Oh my god, I need a Gatorade,” she groaned. We put our coats
            on over our pajamas and headed to the bodega down the street, walking out with as many blue Gatorades as we could carry. There
            was comradery in this suffering, in knowing this would all make for a funny story a few months from now.
         

         
         As we walked back to our apartment, to our living room filled with pots of vomit, I felt extremely lucky. Because what is
            life without a few messy stories to tell?
         

         
         I had come into this apartment as a broken girl, and I knew deep down I would be leaving it more myself than I had ever been.

         
         

         I walked through the halls of the Manhattan Animal Care Center of New York City, lifting bedsheets that had been placed over
            crates. The hallway echoed with the cries of animals, cooped up, confused, hoping for someone to give them a chance.
         

         
         The ACC was at critical capacity, and they had paused intakes. Every single inch of their shelter was filled with animals—each office had a dog, every hallway was lined with pop-up crates that were too small for the large animals that were living inside them. The staff was struggling to care for the animals, and they were desperate for people to foster them. 

         
         I was there that morning to help photograph adoptable dogs, and before I arrived, I had scrolled through their website to
            see which dogs were listed. I liked to do this to get a better idea of which animals I wanted to focus on—which dogs were
            long stays, and which dogs needed the most help getting adopted.
         

         
         But there was one dog that caught my eye, and I couldn’t stop thinking about her. I can’t say what it was exactly—her sad
            eyes, her droopy face—but I knew I had to meet her.
         

         
         A woman named Lois greeted me as soon as I got to the shelter. She was on staff at the ACC and usually helped handle dogs
            when I came to visit.
         

         
         “I need to meet this dog,” I said, showing her my phone screen. “Her name is Poutine.”

         
         She looked at the screen, pinching her fingers to zoom in. “I don’t know this one, but we’ll find her,” she promised.

         
         We walked through all the dog areas, peering into each kennel and diligently reading every name card. Dogs barked and whined
            as we walked past, sticking their paws through the bars.
         

         
         We then started on the pop-up crates in the hallway, peering under sheets and trying our best not to disturb the dogs. After
            checking the six crates in one hallway, we rounded the corner. I headed for the crate tucked all the way in the back corner
            and lifted the covering.
         

         
         And there she was—a dog with gray fur, her back facing me, and her head hanging down. She gazed to the back corner, staring
            at the wall. I checked the name card: Poutine.
         

         
         “Poutine!” I said gently.

         
         She didn’t move, didn’t even flinch.

         
         “Poutine,” I said again. “Hi, sweet girl.”

         
         But still, she kept her eyes forward. Her head lowered even further, her tail tucked beneath her.

         
         I moved to the side of the crate. Finally she lifted her eyes to meet mine, and the look she gave me cracked me in half. So
            many of the other dogs we had seen that day were desperate to be noticed, trying to be loud and large, throwing their weight
            against the kennel doors. But not this dog. This sixty-pound bully mix was trying to make herself as small as possible, as
            if she could disappear into thin air if she just tried hard enough.
         

         
         I slid the metal tag on the crate door, inching it open. Lois looped the slip lead around her neck, easing her out slowly.

         
         As we led her outside, it was clear that the situation was worse than we anticipated. Once we got her in the backyard, I saw
            that her physical condition was just as bad as her mental state. Her ears were terribly cropped, clearly done by someone incredibly
            inexperienced, and her ear canals were solidified after years and years of infection. Her entire face was flaking and oozing,
            an open wound that was leaking puss. Her nose was dried out, her nails were overgrown, and her skin was scabbed all over her
            body.
         

         
         She stood there before us, a shell of the dog she should have been. I had never met a dog so absent—she wasn’t happy, or sad,
            or even scared. She was just there.

         
         I knew I had to get her out.

         
         “I’m going to help you,” I whispered to her, petting the top of her head.

         
         I took out my phone and emailed Muddy Paws Rescue, the organization I usually worked with to pull dogs from the ACC. I’d like to foster Poutine, I wrote. Can we make that happen?

         
         They emailed back right away: Can they drop her off today?

         
         I rushed out of the shelter, bursting onto the streets of Harlem. I raced down the sidewalk to the 6 train, dodging commuters and packages of bodega drinks on pushcarts. While I waited in the damp, humid tunnel for the train to come, I planned for Poutine’s arrival: I needed to find a large crate, pick up some food, and make sure I had a big enough collar and leash. 

         
         It was in the midst of my planning that I realized something: I knew nothing about this dog other than what she looked like.
            I didn’t know where she came from, if she liked other dogs, how old she was, or if she was house-trained.
         

         
         But maybe that was the point.

         
         The reason why I connected so deeply with Poutine was because I had felt the exact same way, all those years ago. I had searched
            for apartments after realizing my entire relationship had been a lie with that same look in my eyes—broken, shut down, resigned.
            I had given up on finding anything perfect, had decided perfect didn’t exist, when three unexpected strangers proved me spectacularly
            wrong. They knew nothing about me either. They knew nothing, and welcomed me warmly. They showed me kindness when I needed
            it most.
         

         
         I was going to take this dog in. I was going to heal her, and I was going to love her. I was going to show her that sometimes,
            strangers can make for the most wonderful friends.
         

         
         

         Poutine was dropped off on my doorstep later that afternoon.

         
         The transport van pulled up in front of my apartment and the driver hopped out of the front seat. “This dog’s face is unreal,”
            she said. “Get your phone out.”
         

         
         She opened the trunk slowly, easing open the travel crate. I held my breath for a moment, letting the excitement of a new
            foster dog rise to the surface.
         

         
         Finally, the door was wide, and she was here. Her head lifted slowly, her deep, soulful eyes taking me in. She sat in the crate, her heavy paws anchoring her in place. 

         
         “Come on, sweet girl,” the woman said. She took the slip lead and placed it around her neck, scooping one arm under her thick
            middle and hoisting her up. She placed her on the ground and gave her a pet on the head.
         

         
         “This one is special,” she said gently, almost to herself.

         
         “I know,” I said. Because it was true, and it was impossible to miss.

         
         As the van drove away, I encouraged Poutine to walk a few steps to our front stoop. She sat down on the first step, so I followed
            her lead. We sat side by side, watching neighbors walk by and smelling the roasted meats at the taco spot around the corner.
            I observed her face without touching, taking photos to send to the vet—her calloused ears, her leaking face, her skin that
            was covered in crust.
         

         
         We eventually made our way inside. I pushed open the apartment door for her, and she took a few steps in before promptly lying
            down. I watched her, mystified—usually when I brought foster dogs home they would be running around the apartment, trying
            to take in every single smell they could. They’d be circling the kitchen island, jumping on the bed, smelling under the couch,
            you name it. But this dog had no interest in any of that.
         

         
         Poutine was weary. I felt her weight in the apartment, like a heavy blanket. She needed to rest her bones. She couldn’t even
            muster the energy to be curious.
         

         
         And so I let her sleep. Boy, could she sleep.

         
         Soft snores began to escape her nose as I got her space ready. I pulled fresh food out of the freezer, placed a blanket over
            her crate. I got some toys out from the closet and filled her bowl with water. I tiptoed around the apartment as she snored,
            and I realized this might have been the first peaceful sleep she had gotten in her entire life.
         

         
         Of course I didn’t know her story for certain, but I could guess.

         
         I looked at her belly, which was swollen and tight, her low nipples making it obvious that she had given birth before. I looked
            at her botched ear cropping, a procedure that had clearly been done by an unqualified backyard breeder. I looked at the general
            state of her—absent and broken—and knew that wherever she came from before hadn’t been good.
         

         
         The shelter said she was dropped off by an anonymous person, who offered no information about her. I guessed that that person
            had used her for breeding, forcing her to provide them with litter after litter, and discarding her when she was no longer
            useful. Using her body as income and treating her as disposable. She had likely given birth to the dog who would take her
            place, mothering dozens and dozens of mistreated puppies. She had no choice in the matter, and withdrawing was better than
            acceptance.
         

         
         Which was how I ended up with this dog before me in a deep, peaceful sleep. She had no idea how to be a dog, and no idea who
            she really was. Underneath this pain was a dog with quirks, I was sure of it—funny habits, food preferences, things she hated—but
            she never had the chance to figure that out. At six years old, this was her first real day living. And she was going to spend
            that entire first day sleeping.
         

         
         I smiled as I put a blanket over her body, rising and falling with deep breaths. I couldn’t wait to see who she would become.

         
         

         One night I sat in the middle of our brown futon couch, Sarah and Hannah on either side of me, and signed up for every dating
            app that existed.
         

         
         “I don’t like that picture,” Hannah said, pointing to a photo of me sitting in my old apartment. The sun was streaming across
            the room; a soft smile was on my face. “It’s so serious.”
         

         
         I rolled my eyes. “Okay, so which one should I use instead?”

         
         We spent hours perfecting my profile—choosing photos that implied I was fun, cute, and had friends. We wrote answers to the
            question prompts, agonizing over the exact wording of every reply. Finally, we agreed on everything and made my profile live.
         

         
         “Good luck,” Sarah said, taking a bite of her Cocoa Puffs.

         
         “This is so fun,” Hannah said.

         
         I groaned, unpausing The Bachelorette on our TV.
         

         
         A few minutes later, my phone dinged.

         
         “Oh my god,” I said, my stomach dropping. “I got a match.”

         
         We huddled around my phone and scrolled through his photos. His name was James, he was a year older than me, and he lived
            in StuyTown, otherwise known by its formal name: Stuyvesant Town–Peter Cooper Village. StuyTown is residential development
            on the East Side of Manhattan, and it’s known for being its own, insular neighborhood. Residents of StuyTown have their own
            parks, their own gyms, and even their own grocery store. In the winter there’s an ice-skating rink for kids, and in the summer
            they have a café where you can sip iced lattes on the patio.
         

         
         “He lives in StuyTown?” Sarah said. “Holy shit.”
         

         
         I continued scrolling in silence, eyes wide, awestruck at his extensive travel photos and expensive clothes. At the time I
            was barely making $30,000, and anyone who made more than that was immediately impressive. Plus, he was cute: messy, dark brown
            hair, glasses, a strong nose, and nice arms.
         

         
         “I’ll wait to see if he messages me,” I said, putting my phone down. Suddenly my hands were hot, the phone a burning ember
            against my skin. Was I really going to meet someone from a dating app?
         

         
         Sure enough, James messaged me. We made plans to get lunch at a tiny brunch spot on the Lower East Side. I debated canceling in the days leading up to our date but pushed myself to go through with it. 

         
         “What are you going to wear?” Sarah asked on Saturday, poking her head into my room.

         
         “I have no idea,” I whined, tossing shirts out of my drawers.

         
         We settled on jeans and a tight sweater with simple black boots. I curled my hair with a hot iron and brushed the curls out.

         
         “You look hot,” she said with encouragement. And to my surprise, I felt hot.
         

         
         I took the L from Brooklyn to Manhattan, the train rumbling under the East River. When I walked onto the street I was struck
            with the brutal cold of a New York November, wind whipping my hair across my face. I ducked into the restaurant and unzipped
            my jacket.
         

         
         When I looked up, I immediately locked eyes with a man. His gaze was steady, calm, a controlled sort of fire. I’d been worried
            I wouldn’t recognize him or he wouldn’t recognize me, but it was immediate, a string pulling us closer, sewing a thread between
            his eyes and mine. I walked over, sitting next to him at the bar. I put my bag down and swung my legs around, my knees settling
            between his, knocking against them gently.
         

         
         “Hi,” I said.

         
         “Hi,” he said back.

         
         The eye contact held steady, as if breaking it might transport us back to reality. The reality in which he was rich and I
            was not, where I trusted no men and he didn’t understand why. The reality was, this would probably never work.
         

         
         But the chemistry was powerful, surging, a red wave crashing down between us, and it was impossible to ignore. More than that,
            I didn’t want to ignore it. Instead, I turned toward it, full-throated, ready to be consumed.
         

         
         “Do you want to order food?” I asked, taking the menu from the bar counter.

         
         “I’m not hungry,” he said. “I ate before coming here.”

         
         I laughed. What an odd thing to do—eat before a date that was happening at a restaurant. In the past I would have analyzed
            this weird quirk for hours, flipping it over in my palm until I could understand what, exactly, it meant. Did he not want
            to stay long? Was he weird about food? Did he not want to pay for my meal? Should I eat? Should I not eat?
         

         
         “Can I get you two anything?” the waitress asked, coming up behind me.

         
         I glanced at my date. “I’ll have the eggs and bacon with a biscuit,” I said, handing her my menu.

         
         “I’ll just have a coffee,” he said with a smile.

         
         I turned to study him—his angular face and strong jawline, his mustache and the glasses perched on his nose. I almost asked
            why he wasn’t eating, but I realized that I didn’t actually care to know.
         

         
         And not in a rude way.

         
         I realized that his answer wouldn’t impact me one way or another. That I had spent so long trying to figure men out—attempting
            to crack the code of their inner world, to know why they did what they did, why they felt what they felt—and I was exhausted.
            After Will, I didn’t have a desire to get deep or to fix someone. This man could be the most perfect person on the planet,
            and I would still have no interest in falling in love.
         

         
         I decided the more imperfections this man had, the better. Because I didn’t want him to be my boyfriend.

         
         I just wanted to make out with him.

         
         Our knees grazed as we chatted, a brush of denim on denim, friction in every sense of the word. I watched his teeth as he
            spoke, half listening to the words coming out of his mouth. They were perfectly straight and white, his lip catching between
            them as he considered his answers. Eventually, the check came.
         

         
         “I got it,” he said, signing his name at the bottom and placing his card down.

         
         “You don’t have to do that. You didn’t eat anything.”

         
         “I got it,” he repeated. His eyes settled on mine, steady, simmering. “Do you want to come over?”

         
         We made our way through StuyTown and into his building. We walked into the elevator and he pressed the button for his floor.
            The elevator rose in comfortable silence, our shoulders side by side, our faces forward.
         

         
         He turned the key to his apartment, opening the door for me to enter first. I took a step in, admiring his living room. It
            was very adult—a black leather couch, a full record collection, and a few plants.
         

         
         “Your apartment is nice,” I said softly.

         
         He took one step, two steps, until he was directly behind me. His hands fluttered against my hips, his mouth inches away from
            the curve of my neck. I leaned back, closing the space between us, allowing my body to act on its own, heat pressed against
            heat.
         

         
         “You haven’t even seen the whole place,” he said. Our bodies were warm together, buzzing in an unfamiliar way.

         
         “That’s true.” I turned to face him. “I’ll take the full tour.”

         
         A thrill ran through me as he led me to his bedroom, and it wasn’t because of this man or his adult apartment. It was because
            I was having fun without being worried about what came next.
         

         
         And as we undressed each other, our mouths clashing feverishly, I thought about going home when all of this was over. I thought
            about taking a shower, and putting on my sweatpants, and telling my new friends every painstaking detail of this date as we
            all lay on my bed. I thought about how much we’d laugh over the fact that he didn’t eat anything, and squeal when I told them
            about his hands, firm and strong.
         

         
         I thought about how they’d ask me if I was going to see him again, and I’d tell them, yeah, probably, but I also had another date planned for tomorrow. I thought about how we’d likely order takeout and watch that new show Sarah had mentioned. 

         
         I thought about how I didn’t care either way, whether or not there was a second date. Because men would come and go, they
            would please me and they would hurt me, make me feel good and make me feel terrible, but at least I had my roommates to come
            home to.
         

         
         He unbuttoned my jeans, inched the zipper down. “Is this okay?” he asked.

         
         “Yes.” I smiled. My nails traced down his arms. “It’s perfect.”

         
         

         Being young and broke in New York City felt like a badge of honor in many ways.

         
         Most days we could barely afford to eat, and we all had our go-to meals that would last us the entire week. Mine was buttered
            pasta with broccoli, and Hannah’s was noodles with peanut sauce made with peanut butter and soy sauce. Sarah ate Cocoa Puffs
            for breakfast, lunch, and dinner and Mia preferred frozen meals from the grocery store down the street.
         

         
         We would come together nearly every evening and take turns in the kitchen, calling shots on who got to use which burner first.

         
         It was a beautiful scene—four girls in mismatched socks, leaning against countertops. The floor beneath us was dusted with
            cat fur, the stove covered in crumbs. We’d vent about our days—God, my boss is such a creep. Has he texted you back? I don’t know what to get my mom for Christmas. I had the weirdest dream
               last night. Four streams of consciousness flowing in the space around us, every thought equally as pressing and delightful. Everything
            mattered, and everything felt monumental.
         

         
         Most of our money was reserved for beer at whatever dive bar we ended up at, but occasionally we’d splurge on weekend brunch and mimosas, telling ourselves we deserved to treat ourselves after a bad date or a particularly grueling workweek. 

         
         Our favorite spot was right around the corner from our apartment, a grilled cheese place named The Wheelhouse. Especially
            on a cold winter night, there was nothing better than hot tomato soup with a caramelized-onion grilled cheese. We’d talk about
            it all week, planning our orders until that Saturday finally rolled around.
         

         
         One cold afternoon we strolled in, unwrapping the many layers we threw on to survive the half-block walk. As we settled in
            our seats, our waiter walked over to us.
         

         
         “Can I get you started with any drinks?” he asked.

         
         The four of us glanced up, and then we immediately widened our eyes at one another. This man was gorgeous—towering, tall,
            muscular. He had curly dark hair and mischievous eyes, with a pad of paper tucked into his back pocket.
         

         
         My roommates ordered their drinks, and eventually he turned to me.

         
         “I’ll take a Blue Moon,” I said.

         
         “Can I see your ID?” he asked.

         
         I handed him my ID, and he studied it thoughtfully.

         
         He handed it back. “Your birthday is two days after Hitler’s.”

         
         I choked out a surprised laugh. “Do you do that for every ID you look at? Think of the worst historical figure and compare
            their birthdays?”
         

         
         “No, not every ID.” He smiled. There was a beat of eye contact, two. His grin widened. “I’ll be back with your drinks.”

         
         Conversation flowed among the four of us as we sipped our drinks. We discussed our current favorite TV shows and our loud
            Irish neighbors. We talked about possibly hosting a Valentine’s Day party and whether Caveman needed another cat sibling.
         

         
         Our conversations often started as soon as we woke up and continued late into the night. No topic was off the table. We were throwing our truths at the wall and seeing what stuck. All we really cared about was the island that was our apartment, and our friendship—our jobs, the boys we dated, and any true responsibilities came second. Every day we woke up, we were a little bit different, changes so tiny you’d miss them if you weren’t looking close enough. We were shaping the women we were becoming. We’d let our brains bend and twist in ways they never had before. I didn’t know who I was, exactly, but every day was a new day to figure it out. 

         
         I took a bite of my grilled cheese. Sitting down at restaurants was where we did our best work, the table between us our stage.

         
         Finally, the conversation moved to our plans later that evening.

         
         “Let’s go to Mad Tropical,” Hannah said. “We can go dancing!”

         
         “No, thank you,” Sarah groaned. “Can we please go to the Johnson’s? I need a Painkiller.”

         
         “Or several,” I said.

         
         “Fine,” Hannah conceded. “But I’m borrowing that shirt from you.”

         
         After we finished our food, the waiter came with the check.

         
         “I’ll put it on my card.” I took the bill out of his hands and smiled at him. His eyes glittered back, an unspoken confirmation
            passing between us.
         

         
         I tipped 20 percent and signed my name. And then, underneath, I wrote my number.

         
         

         I was sitting on the couch when Poutine played with her first toy. My computer was on my lap, and I could see her out of the corner of my eye. She sauntered past me, her hips swaying lazily, and she stopped at the toy bin. I turned to look at her, curious what her next move would be. 

         
         She had been with me for two weeks at this point, and she had shown no interest in toys or playing at all. She spent most
            of her time sleeping or climbing on the couch for pets, slowly recovering from her previous life of heartache. She was on
            strong antibiotics and medicated eardrops, improving little by little.
         

         
         Suddenly, she picked up a toy. It was a purple kangaroo, about seven inches tall. I stared at her, eyes wide, and she stared
            back at me. She seemed just as surprised as I was.
         

         
         We continued looking at each other, until she eventually lay down with the purple kangaroo still in her mouth. After a few
            minutes her eyes drifted shut, and her soft snores began.
         

         
         I was touched watching her—this big, lumbering dog who had no idea how to have fun. She had never had the chance to be silly,
            only a life of pain, her body used as a breeding machine over and over again. This was her first step toward joy, and it was
            a small one. But it was a step all the same.
         

         
         Day after day I saw more of her, lifting the blanket of her trauma and peaking underneath. One day I let her out in the backyard
            and she immediately flopped on her back, scratching herself on the grass, her limbs wiggling in the air. I walked over and
            started petting her belly, and her tail thumped against the ground. She stayed like that for a long time—lying upside down
            in the sunshine, her jowls hanging over her eyes, and I could see the joy she was capable of.
         

         
         A few days later, she decided to pull all the vines off the fence outside. She walked around the entire perimeter of our backyard,
            chomping on the overgrown greenery coming from my neighbor’s yard, and pulled at the ends until they snapped. I laughed in
            disbelief, so completely happy to see her being a little naughty.
         

         
         With most dogs you’d want to redirect bad or undesirable behavior, but that was never my approach with foster dogs. In fact, so many of them are so scared and shut down that they don’t show any personality, just a quaking shell of the dog they’re supposed to be. So when they begin to push the boundaries and explore their surroundings a bit, it’s something to celebrate. Poutine had been hiding, and now she was peeking around the corner. 

         
         “Are you landscaping?” I laughed as she pulled another vine from the fence.

         
         Her response was to waddle toward me and cover me in sweet, slobbery kisses. I know it might sound silly, but I think she
            was thanking me for being patient with her.
         

         
         That weekend I decided to clean the backyard a bit—it had rained the entire week prior, and the outdoor furniture desperately
            needed to be hosed down. I kneeled by the hose, turning the rusty nozzle left until water started spurting from the spout.
            I stood up and walked over to the outdoor couch, pulling the handle to spray the cushions.
         

         
         Before I could register what was happening, Poutine was diving in front of the hose, her meaty, compact body jumping higher
            than I had ever seen her jump. She furiously chomped at the water shooting out of the hose, trying to catch the stream in
            her mouth.
         

         
         I stopped the nozzle, frozen in place. I held back laughter as I looked at her wrinkled, gray jowls dripping with water. What
            was that about?
         

         
         I turned to the other side of the couch and did the same thing, and again she was diving for the water jetting out of the
            long green hose. With her jaws open wide, her white canine teeth shining, she was an entirely new dog, full of mischief and
            silliness. This time I couldn’t hide my laughter, letting it out in peals as I shot the water at her again and again.
         

         
         She loved it, running through the yard with glee, dripping-wet and muddy. I had never seen her have this much fun, never seen her so free and uninhibited. It was a beautiful thing to witness. I thought of the dog I had first met, and how different she was from the dog standing in front of me today. I thought about how different her story could have been if she had been judged by the way she appeared in that tiny, pop-up kennel. I thought about how grateful I was that I was the one who got to witness the peeling of layers, the healing of a broken heart. 

         
         When I thought about it, it all made sense. Because I knew exactly how to heal a broken heart. I had done it before, in a
            different apartment, with girls sitting next to me on the couch, napping beside me in bed, eating dinner with me as I watched
            bad reality TV, but I knew how it went.
         

         
         You find strangers who accept you. You give yourself time and space. And then you become so unapologetically yourself that
            it almost scares anyone who knew you before.
         

         
         

         Two years after my parents moved the last cardboard box into that tiny Bushwick bedroom, Hannah carried her own boxes down
            from her own bedroom.
         

         
         Sarah and I stood at the bottom of the stairs, and Sarah was a blubbering mess. Tears streamed down her porcelain skin, her
            red hair pulled back out of her face.
         

         
         “I’m just moving to Queens,” Hannah reminded her.

         
         “I know, but I’m going to miss you,” she said.

         
         “You’re still going to see me.”

         
         “But it won’t be the same.”

         
         We looked at each other and knew that all of it was true. That Sarah was being dramatic, that Hannah would still be close,
            and that it wouldn’t be the same. Yes, Hannah would only be one borough away, but she wouldn’t be across the hall. We wouldn’t have to fight about washing the dishes, who ate whose pack of Oreos, or who was responsible for purchasing our hangover Gatorades for the weekend. We wouldn’t have the closeness that only physical proximity could bring—hearing each other violently vomit after a bad bout of food poisoning, listening in on a screaming match between one of us and whatever guy we were dating, crying over something so stupid you can’t even remember what you were crying about. 

         
         “We’re real life friends,” Sarah said, squeezing both of our hands.

         
         “Real life friends.” I smiled back through tears.

         
         Real life friends was a term we coined one summer afternoon, lying on outdoor blankets in the middle of McCarren Park. We sipped our overpriced
            iced coffees and took bites of our bagels, observing all the different kinds of people who inhabited a park in Brooklyn on
            a beautiful day. There were young families with children, groups of men with backward hats and skateboards, beautiful women
            wearing nothing but string bikinis, lathered in oil and sizzling in the sun. We watched everyone thoughtfully and without
            judgment—it was the best part of living in New York, the gentle consideration of people so different from you but still existing
            easily in the exact same space.
         

         
         “I think we’d be friends in real life,” Sarah said.

         
         “This is real life.” My eyes were closed as I held my face up to the sun.

         
         “Okay, yes. But I mean that even if we weren’t randomly forced to live together, we’d find each other. I think we’d be friends
            even if we weren’t roommates.”
         

         
         “Real life friends.” Hannah smiled.

         
         It was an unspoken promise, as if we hooked our pinkies together and made a sacred oath: When all of this is over, when we all fall in love with men who deserve us, when we have children, when we get old and gray, we will still be here, at the metaphorical park, bickering over something stupid. We will always find our way back to each other, to the apartment and the women who changed everything.

         
         So when Hannah hugged us goodbye, tears streaming down her cheeks, a fluffy black cat curling its tail around her legs, we
            knew that it would be different. But we also knew, or at least we hoped, that this bond we formed would last a lifetime.
         

         
         Hannah moved to Queens with her college sweetheart, Paul, a tall man who loved baseball and music. They started performing
            at bars around Thirtieth Avenue, Paul on the guitar and Hannah on vocals. They would sit on stools and sing, gazing lovingly
            at each other as we sat and ate big, salty pretzels. Paul proposed to Hannah on a cold March day in 2020, a few weeks after
            the pandemic hit. They were on a beach together, and it was just the two of them. Afterward she sent us a photo: her hair
            windblown, a smile so big you could see all of her teeth, and a beautiful diamond on her left ring finger.
         

         
         On the day of their wedding I was terribly sick with a sinus infection, my entire body feeling weak and sluggish. I got my
            bridesmaid makeup done in the bridal suite of the hotel, letting the hair and makeup woman do whatever she wanted with me—curling
            pieces of my hair and applying fake eyelashes with sticky glue. As I sat there, I caught Hannah’s eye in the mirror. Hannah,
            who was usually sharp and opinionated and confident, stared back at me with eyes like saucers, round and wide. She remained
            silent for most of the morning, her lips sewn tight with nerves.
         

         
         We helped her put her mom’s wedding dress on, a beautiful seventies-style off-the-shoulder gown. “You look amazing,” I said
            softly as we both admired her reflection.
         

         
         She smiled. “I’m so nervous.”

         
         “It’s going to be perfect,” I promised.

         
         Eventually Paul and his groomsmen came into the room, and everyone took a shot. But Hannah and I sat in the corner, hands folded together, being each other’s strength. We didn’t take the shot, didn’t even speak a word, but instead said silent prayers that we’d both get through the day without a hitch. 

         
         And, thankfully, I was right. It was perfect. Hannah and Paul said their vows on the shores of Long Island, the rain clouds holding off until their kiss. Afterward
            they barreled down the aisle with smiles on their faces and a joy so palpable it warmed everyone there. I wiped a single tear
            away as the sky opened up, washing us all anew.
         

         
         Three years later, I struggled to find parking in Jackson Heights.

         
         I circled block after block, cursing my decision to drive and not just take the subway. I had recently purchased my first
            car—a used Honda CRV. Finally I found a spot, parking quickly and grabbing my bags. I just parked, be there soon, I texted Hannah.
         

         
         She buzzed me up and I climbed the four flights of stairs, refusing to wait for the ancient elevator system. I was out of
            breath as she swung the door open, a tiny baby in her arms.
         

         
         “Cece,” I whispered, taking her in my arms. She was here, and she was beautiful. She had wispy dark hair and tiny pink fingers.
            The first baby of the group.
         

         
         “You’re an aunt,” she said, smiling. Because real life friends did things like become aunts, and bring dinners and homemade
            cookies after your friend has given birth. Real life friends were there for these moments.
         

         
         Sarah moved out about a year after Hannah. She had fallen in love with Stu, a gentle and sweet accountant who lived in Williamsburg.
            They moved to a one-bedroom apartment in Greenpoint, across the street from Sarah’s favorite ice cream shop.
         

         
         The first time we met Stu he stayed over after a particularly wild night out, and we woke up in the morning to coffee and pastries that he ran downstairs to get for us. 

         
         “Sarah,” I whispered when he went to the bathroom. “You have to marry this man.”

         
         And his kindness continued—he brought us cookies while we watched The Bachelor, purchased Sarah a TV for her room and mounted it for her. But Stu’s gentle nature went beyond doing things for us. He was a man who asked you questions and genuinely
            cared about the answers. He had a true curiosity, and a deep love for Sarah and the people in her life.
         

         
         So a few years later, when Sarah held my hand over a plate of pasta and told me she was moving to Washington, DC, I understood.

         
         It was a warm summer night, and we were sitting outside at a restaurant in Clinton Hill. Twinkle lights sparkled around us,
            the magic of a perfect Brooklyn evening. My legs stuck to the chair and I sipped a glass of ice-cold white wine.
         

         
         “I have to tell you something,” she said.

         
         My eyes drifted from the street to her, her red hair around her shoulders, her blue eyes filled with tears. Sarah had always
            been the crier of the group, the underside of her eyelids already red.
         

         
         “I got a job.” She smiled sadly.

         
         It was four words that could have meant anything, but I immediately knew. She got a job, and she was moving far away. She
            got a job, and she was starting a new chapter with the man whom she loved. She got a job, and she wouldn’t be here for much
            longer.
         

         
         “When do you leave?” I asked. She took my hand on the table.

         
         “In two weeks.”

         
         Two weeks. It was a blow. Two weeks was no time at all, the blink of an eye, a single grain of sand in an hourglass. In two weeks she would be gone. And then two weeks happened, and she was. 

         
         But real life friends remain friends, even if they live far away. So subway rides turned to Amtrak journeys, weeknight dinners
            turned to full weekend visits. Coffee dates turned to FaceTime dates, and shopping for crop tops at the stores along Knickerbocker
            Avenue turned to shopping for wedding dresses.
         

         
         Hannah and I flew to DC about a year after Sarah had moved for one singular purpose: to find Sarah the perfect wedding dress.
            We rushed to get ready in the morning, tripping over hair dryers and makeup bags in the bathroom. It was so easy for us to
            transform back into those girls living in Bushwick—talking over each other, snapping at each other, offering to do each other’s
            hair. When I was done, I walked into the living room and smiled apologetically at Sarah’s mom, who was patiently waiting for
            us.
         

         
         “Sorry for all the commotion.” I laughed. “We fight like sisters.”

         
         “I think it’s wonderful,” she said gently, her eyes warm. “You girls remind me what it’s like to have that true, deep friendship.
            I miss it. Don’t take it for granted.”
         

         
         We went to two different bridal shops, sipped canned sparkling wine, and cooed over every dress Sarah came out in. As we walked
            along the streets of Georgetown, we marveled at the years that had flown by, and how one Craigslist ad turned into something
            so much more.
         

         
         The apartment on DeKalb Avenue remained. Any time one of us moved out, that person would get replaced with another young woman, usually on the edge of a major life change. The names on the lease continued to rotate as people moved out and moved on, but I like to imagine that apartment is still filled with four bickering women who are forming a sisterhood that will last a lifetime. 

         
         “I can’t believe you’re getting married,” I said.

         
         “I know, right?”

         
         We walked in silence, past groups of young girls rushing into shops, coming out of restaurants, giggling with their friends.
            We felt the passage of time so acutely in those moments, so aware of the shape of life and the squeezing reminder that even
            good things hurt in a dull, pulsing sort of way.
         

         
         But change no longer scared us, because we trusted what was to come. We trusted that no matter where we moved or who we married,
            whatever job we had or wherever life might lead us, we would remain friends. Because that’s what real life friends did—they
            stuck around.
         

         
         

         Poutine was with me for six weeks before her first adoption meeting, but it wasn’t because she didn’t have any adoption interest.
            No, quite the opposite—this long-forgotten bully mix, abused and discarded by whoever owned her before, had over fifty adoption
            applications from loving families who were eager to give her a home.
         

         
         The entire time I had her, Poutine was on a medical hold. First it was because she had caught pneumonia from her time in the shelter, and then we discovered that the drainage from her face was coming from her ears. Her ear infections were so severe and had gone so long without being treated that fluid started draining through openings on her face. Her ear canals were also so scarred from it, that after many vet appointments and seeing a specialist at the Animal Medical Center on 62nd Street, it was concluded that she would need a TECA, or a total ear canal ablation. This would involve putting her under for surgery and completely removing her ear canals, leaving her mostly if not totally deaf. 

         
         I was so relieved to have a plan of action, to finally know what exactly was happening with her health. But there was a part
            of me that also worried—would this deter people from going through with her adoption?
         

         
         On the day of her adoption meeting, I put on her light pink collar and hooked her pink leash on the loop. We waited for our
            car on the front stoop, her solid body an anchor at my feet.
         

         
         When the car pulled up, we hopped in, me on the seat and her on the floor.

         
         “To Chelsea?” the driver asked.

         
         “Yes,” I said. “Thank you.”

         
         Poutine looked up at me, and I looked down at her. I placed my hand on her warm, soft head, rubbing my thumb along the wrinkles
            between her eyes. We sat like this for the entire ride, about thirty minutes, the comfortable silence between a girl and a
            dog who had never had a true conversation but loved each other very deeply.
         

         
         Loving a dog is proof alone that actions speak louder than words. You exist together, a back-and-forth, a give-and-take, as
            fluid and reliable as the lap of a wave along a shoreline. You sleep together, eat together, walk together, love together,
            and your commitment to each other never has to be stated. It just is. You get to know each other through living, the careful observation of two beings who want to understand. It’s why you know
            exactly when your dog is hurting: their gait is off, they won’t eat their favorite treat, they’re sleeping more, their paw
            is sensitive to the touch. You know this without words, because you paid attention.
         

         
         So when Poutine and I gazed at each other wordlessly, with tall skyscrapers whirling past us, sirens blazing down Ninth Avenue,
            I knew exactly what she was telling me.
         

         
         Thank you for giving me a chance.

         
         Thank you for seeing me.

         
         Thank you for being patient.

         
         Thank you for loving me enough to let me go.

         
         You changed my life.

         
         And I knew what I was telling her back: Of course, of course, I love you, sweet girl, you were worth it all and then some. You changed my life too, probably even
               more, because you will forget about me and I will have to love you from afar.

         
         The car pulled up in front of Muddy Paws headquarters. I took my seat belt off and walked around to the other side, helping
            Poutine out onto the sidewalk. We buzzed the doorbell and were promptly let in by one of the staff members.
         

         
         “The adopter is here,” she said. “Let’s go to the back.”

         
         Poutine and I walked down the long hallway to the back room, and every step we took forward was a step farther from each other.
            We were walking toward her next chapter, one that didn’t involve me. I knew this was part of it, the purpose of fostering.
            Unfortunately, that didn’t make it any easier. But when we walked into the room and saw her new mom, it all melted away: every
            worry, every nagging feeling, all the knots formed in my stomach, and the deep, dark question of if I was doing the right
            thing.
         

         
         Poutine’s adopter was in her mid-thirties with beautiful, red curls and a face full of freckles. Her eyes filled with tears
            as she laid eyes on her new dog for the first time. “Oh my god,” she cried. “I can’t believe it’s really her.”
         

         
         She told me that she applied to adopt Poutine the second she saw the very first photo of her, no questions asked. That’s how
            quickly she knew. That’s how sure she had been. I smiled, because I knew how she felt. It was exactly how I felt meeting Poutine,
            and how I knew right away that she was something truly spectacular.
         

         
         We went over all of Poutine’s health records, taking extra time to talk about her ears and the surgery she would have to get in the future. Her adopter assured us she had no problem with her medical issues. She was in love, and nothing could change her mind. 

         
         “I live right on the beach,” she told me, gazing into Poutine’s eyes. “I can’t wait to show her the water.”

         
         After she signed the adoption papers, it was time for me to say my goodbyes. I knelt on the floor and pressed my forehead
            to hers, letting space and time stand still. I thought back to the dog I first met and how much she had changed. How this
            broken girl came into my apartment and shifted the shape of my heart, melting it and molding it anew.
         

         
         “Have the best life ever,” I whispered. “You deserve it.”

         
         By the time I left, the sun was starting to set. Busy New Yorkers rushed around me and large smokestacks bloomed from the
            pavement. I walked and walked, one foot in front of the other, because that’s all you can do after saying goodbye to something
            you love. There is no big event, no tantrum I could throw, just the quiet commute back to life.
         

         
         The next day I received a text from an unsaved number: She is a perfect angel. I am so in love. Attached was a photo of Poutine, asleep in her new mom’s bed. She looked so comfortable, so happy.
         

         
         Life moves on, and love doesn’t go away. Sometimes the only thing you have to show for it is how much you’ve changed yourself.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 8
Ireland Is a Lonely Place

         
         
            Spring 2017

         

         I dragged my extra-large blue suitcase down DeKalb Avenue, the wheels popping up with every dip in the sidewalk. It was cold
            and pouring rain, but I was sweating in my fleece jacket, a single line of sweat dripping from my collarbone to my belly button.
            After four blocks of torture, I made it to the subway, swinging my bag over the turnstile as I swiped my MetroCard.
         

         
         I was tired and uncomfortable and running terribly late, but it didn’t matter. I was going to Ireland.

         
         One of the perks of my job was that I got to do a bit of traveling. In the first few years I had gone to Chicago, Atlanta,
            Arizona, St. Louis, and California, mostly for shoots or the occasional work event. I got to meet dogs all over the country,
            holding camera equipment and scribbling down notes about each photo subject: Banjo, Border Collie, 10 years old. I loved every second of it, even when it included flying to a random Midwestern town I had never heard of.
         

         
         But this was my first international trip, and I was going to a place I had always dreamed of going. As I boarded the plane I had images of rolling green hills; cozy, dimly lit pubs; and cobblestoned streets racing through my head. 

         
         I felt the plane’s nose rise and wind rush under its wings. We took off into the night sky, heading far, far away from New
            York City, away from Bushwick and whatever I had waiting for me back at home. I felt my eyelids slowly drifting shut.
         

         
         When I woke, the sun was starting to rise. The sky was a gradient below me and above, the wing outside my window cutting the
            endless view in half. I rested my head against the wall as we landed, rubbing my eyes with the back of my knuckle.
         

         
         I followed the rest of the passengers off the plane, a neat line of people down a narrow aisle. Once I was out of the airport
            I flagged down a taxi, holding out a paper with my hotel written down.
         

         
         “I’m staying at the Lyndon Guest House,” I said.

         
         “Northside?”

         
         “Um.” I looked down at the hotel’s name. “I think so, yes.”

         
         We drove quietly, a soft song curling out of the radio. I couldn’t help my smile as we turned into Dublin’s downtown, the
            buildings growing taller and more historic the farther we drove. The streets were lined with townhouses, sleepy bars and restaurants
            nestled perfectly underneath. We passed Gothic churches, flowers hanging from storefronts, and children spilling out of picturesque
            stone schools. Eventually we pulled up in front of the Lyndon Guest House, and I was sad that our silent driving tour was
            over already.
         

         
         “I hope you enjoy Ireland,” the taxi driver said over his shoulder, his accent rising and falling with a gentle lilt.

         
         “Thank you,” I said. “I think I will.”

         
         The hotel I was staying in was an old brick townhouse with only four floors and a few rooms on each floor. The building was narrow and creaky, a dusty museum of all the travelers who had settled here before me. I hauled my overstuffed suitcase up three flights of stairs, dragging it along the red carpet, until I finally got to my room. 

         
         The room was tiny, but on the opposite side of the door there were three large windows, each fogged with condensation. I could
            see the tips of the buildings across the street, covered in the same bleary haze. I filled up the electric teakettle and made
            myself a cup of tea, my pale hands shaking from all the travel on a cold March day.
         

         
         I took a sip of tea as I stared out the window, feeling my toes and fingers come back alive. I untied my boots, peeled off
            my socks. I pinned my hair back with a clip.
         

         
         And then I did what any single woman would do in Ireland: I opened all my dating apps.

         
         

         The next morning, my boss, Elias, and I woke up bright and early and drove three hours west to Connemara, County Galway, along
            the Atlantic coast of Ireland. We curved along the winding green landscape, up and up and up rolling mountains, until we reached
            our destination: Sullivan Sheepdogs.
         

         
         Sullivan Sheepdogs was a family-run farm that used expertly trained Border Collies to herd Connemara Blackface sheep. I had
            done hours of research to find true, Irish sheepherding dogs, and there was a general consensus online: if you wanted to see
            herding dogs, you had to see these.
         

         
         We pulled up the gravel driveway and were greeted by a man emerging from a humble stone home. He waved us up, a huge smile
            on his face.
         

         
         “Hello there,” he said as we got out of the car. “You must be the New Yorkers!”

         
         His name was Shane Sullivan and he was a shepherd of the third generation of his family to farm sheep in the area. His hair was graying, his face slightly weathered, and he had a khaki newsboy cap placed on his head. He looked so perfectly placed in his surroundings. The farm was nestled between two enormous, sloped mountains with a wide lake on the right—Lough Nafooey. The tops of the mountains were impossible to see because of the flat, creeping clouds surrounding us, and it struck me for the first time how high up we were. We were so still in that moment, so beautifully and wonderfully alone. There was not a single other person, building, or car for as far as the eye could see. I breathed in and out, slow, steadying breaths. Even the air felt different—magical and light in a storybook sort of way. 

         
         “I take it you want to see some dogs.” Shane smiled, ushering us to the open field on the side of the house.

         
         “How did you know?” I said as I slid my bag over my shoulder.

         
         “Lucky guess.” He winked.

         
         He whistled, and three damp, black and white Border Collie puppies bounded toward us. One had longer fur than the others and
            floppy ears, the second had speckled paws, and the third had stark green eyes that bored right through you. Shane told us
            they were five months old.
         

         
         I knelt to pet them, and all three rushed up to lick my face. I squealed with delight, falling back onto the soft, muddy earth.

         
         “They haven’t started training yet, so they’re just a bunch of rascals.”

         
         He told us that they start training around twelve months old, and there are four commands that are instrumental for a herding
            dog to know: come by (right), keep away (left), lie down (stop), and back to me (come). These three still had another seven months before their training really began, so for now they could just enjoy being
            puppies.
         

         
         “You ready for the real show?” Shane asked us.

         
         Before we could answer, Shane was in motion, placing a small whistle between his teeth. He blew the whistle twice, two short, high-pitched sounds shooting across the field, bouncing through the valley in front of us. And then, bounding down the face of the mountain, a herd of Blackface sheep marked with colorful stripes of paint. Behind them, low to the ground, her head steady, her legs churning, was an adult Border Collie. She was racing up the side of the flock. 

         
         Shane whistled again, and the dog cut in quickly. The sheep turned right, then left, then forward, a ballet along the base
            of an Irish mountain, a symphony of whistles, wind, and hooves pattering on dirt. Elias whipped out his camera, kneeling on
            the ground, the sound of the shutter chirping through the air.
         

         
         Her body was so long and narrow it was almost like a missile gliding above the ground. She moved with such confidence that
            it was easy to forget she was a dog—in that moment, she had seemed to have grown out of the earth, out of wind and mud and
            rain. Her eyes were steady on the sheep, never wavering, her slender legs pivoting effortlessly with each chirp of the whistle.
         

         
         It was beautiful to see this ancient tradition between man and dog. This language they spoke with one another, so simple and
            so clear. I watched the puppies playing in the field as this older dog listened with careful intensity and knew that one day
            they would do this too. One day, they would be old enough to do the job they were born to do. One day, they would learn the
            dance of the mountains.
         

         
         He whistled once more, and the dog came to his side. “This is Nell,” he said proudly.

         
         Nell looked at us with crazed, wide eyes. Her tongue lolled to the side, her teeth bare and sharp. This was pure Border Collie—the
            look of a dog high on her purpose, who was exactly where she was supposed to be and doing what she loved to do.
         

         
         “She’s amazing,” I said with awe.

         
         “She is. And she loves doing it. I won’t give any of my dogs away unless they’re used for this.” He motioned in front of him, hundreds of sheep staring at us blankly. “It’s cruel to have these dogs and not let them work.” 

         
         Shane explained to us that there were roughly 1,500 sheep that were shared between five different farmers along the mountain.
            All the sheep were marked with colors—bright stripes of red or blue—to identify which the dogs needed to herd. The dogs would
            then collect a few hundred sheep at a time and bring them to and from each farm depending on what the sheep were needed for—shearing,
            bathing, or sometimes breeding.
         

         
         “That’s a lot of sheep,” I said.

         
         He scoffed, flicking his cane to the side. “Not nearly as many as there used to be. It’s a dying art, being a shepherd. No
            young person wants a life on this mountain. Can’t say I blame ’em.”
         

         
         He explained that there used to be quite a few families who lived on the mountain, many of whom operated their own farms.
            But as the years went on, fewer and fewer people stuck around. Kids were born, kids grew up, kids moved to cities and never
            came back.
         

         
         “The man across the way just passed,” he said. This fact hung in the air, heavy, proof of a lifestyle that was shriveling
            slowly.
         

         
         I looked around us. The landscape was jaw-dropping, straight out of a movie. The grass was lush and green, the mountains peaking
            over the sparkling lake. I saw a field of happy sheep, and dogs doing what they loved to do most. It was a beautiful, peaceful
            image. But I also knew what he meant.
         

         
         It was funny to compare this life with my life back in Brooklyn, which was essentially the opposite of what I was experiencing here. My life in Brooklyn was chaotic and messy, a never-ending tale of bad dates, weird subway stories, and constant noise. In fact, silence was so foreign to me that it had been difficult to fall asleep without the sound of car horns and screaming neighbors. The beauty of New York was the energy, the constant churning of life and feelings. It was everything all at once, the bad with the good, thrown into a blender and garnished with a stamped-out cigarette. 

         
         I would have been lying if I said I never tried to picture what life could be like somewhere else. I had dreams of living
            in the forest, far away from everything else. In my mind silence meant tranquility, and a slow pace of life meant happiness.
            I was still living in my apartment in Bushwick, which was constantly filled with bodies, a revolving door of friends and boyfriends
            and random houseguests. I never had a day where I didn’t speak to at least one person—whether it was one of my roommates,
            the guy at the bodega, or the barista downstairs.
         

         
         But despite the persistent chatter of my life, despite being surrounded by people and friends, there were many days where
            my loneliness was a living, breathing thing, a heavy weight felt in the deepest pit of my stomach. It didn’t matter that I
            had people to talk to or things to do. Loneliness still existed in my life of excitement, and it also existed in this life
            of isolation. It didn’t come from how tightly I was packed into a space; it just came.
         

         
         There was a solitude in the life of a shepherd, I could see. Here was a man who could speak the secret language of dogs, who
            could have an entire conversation with just two short whistles and a flick of his hands. But was it enough, a beautiful life
            with your dogs? The fresh air, the scenic views, the puppies playing at your feet, but no community to share it with?
         

         
         “Ireland can be a lonely place,” he said.

         
         I looked over at him, but he was gazing forward, his jaw set. I wanted to tell him that every other place could be lonely
            too, and they weren’t nearly as beautiful as this.
         

         
         But instead, I thanked him for his time. I zipped my bag and placed it back in the car. And then we left the shepherd on the mountain, his Border Collies disappearing into the misty haze. 

         
         

         Back at my hotel in Dublin, I scrolled through my dating app matches.

         
         The sun was setting, low light streaming onto my dusty windowpanes. I was freshly showered with a thin towel wrapped around
            my middle, my phone perched in front of me on the bed.
         

         
         I had never gone on a date while traveling, and never purposely met up with someone I would likely never see again. As someone
            who had always been labeled a hopeless romantic, casual dating was still relatively new to me. But dating while traveling
            was a whole new level of casual. In New York, there was always the possibility that something could turn into more, but as
            I swiped through photos of Irish men, I knew I was just searching for someone to have fun with.
         

         
         I sent screenshots of two men to my friends. This was a game we liked to play—which man should I spend the night with? Everyone
            got a vote. One was strikingly handsome with a boring profile, the other looked goofier but had funny responses. We all took
            votes on who I should go out with, and the handsome man won by a landslide.
         

         
         But as I stared at their photos, swiping furiously back and forth, trying to make my decision, there was something about the
            second guy that drew me in. There was a softness to his eyes, and an ease to his smile. He looked safe and happy. He looked
            like the perfect person to spend one, magical night in Dublin with. I decided to message him.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Hi Liam! I’m leaving tomorrow, but I’m free tonight if you want to grab a drink?

               

            

         
         Leaving? he said. Where are you going?

         
         
            
               
                  Back home.

                  Ah, you’re not from here. Where’s home?

                  Brooklyn. I was just here for the week.

               

            

         
         There was a pause in his messaging, three dots appearing and reappearing. I understood why: I rolled my eyes at any man who
            was visiting New York and just looking for a local to show them around. I wasn’t a tour guide, and I had no desire to be one
            for some random guy I would never see again. But alas, here I was, asking this random man to do the same.
         

         
         I don’t usually like to go out with people who are just visiting, he said.
         

         
         
            
               
                  But you’ll make an exception for me?

                  I’ll make an exception for you.

               

            

         
         I smiled at my phone and pushed myself up to start getting ready. I dried my hair with the hotel hair dryer, swiped mascara
            on my dark eyelashes. I frowned as I looked at my clothing options—pretty much everything was dirty, and I didn’t pack any
            outfits to go out on a date. I pulled on a pair of jeans and a sweater, telling myself it was good enough. It’s just a drink
            with a stranger, I told myself. Who was I trying to impress?
         

         
         I grabbed my bag and headed downstairs, bursting into the cool night. It was Friday night in Dublin, and the streets were starting to fill up. There were groups of young men stumbling into pubs, couples on dates, vendors selling street food on cobblestoned paths. The air was crisp but not cold; a crystal-clear sky glittered above me. 

         
         I had a feeling bubbling under my skin that was close to hope but not quite. It was the sneaking suspicion that the night
            I was about to experience would matter. It was equal parts excitement and dread, not knowing if this date would be magical
            or terrible or the worst option of all: it would be both.
         

         
         I entered the pub, pulling the heavy door handle and slipping inside. The lights were low and the bar was made of shiny dark
            wood, littered with pints of beer and glasses of red wine. I chose a table to the right of the bar, taking my coat off as
            I sank into my chair.
         

         
         I waited a few minutes, scanning the menu, before the outline of a man appeared at my side. I looked up and was blinded by
            his smile.
         

         
         His teeth were big and slightly misshapen, a collection of white in his wide mouth. I was struck by him and the light he radiated,
            as if he’d splintered off the sun to come and get a drink with me. He took off his hat and mussed his hair with one hand,
            his smile never leaving his face.
         

         
         “I’m so sorry I’m late.” He unzipped his jacket frantically.

         
         “It’s okay.” I laughed. “I was only waiting for about three minutes.”

         
         “Three minutes too long,” he said. He grinned at me, and his eyes crinkled on the side. “Drink?”

         
         “Oh.” I picked up the menu. “I’ll just have a Guinness.”

         
         “Very Irish of you. I appreciate you trying to fit in.”

         
         He walked to the bar and I watched him, his sweater hung across his shoulder blades, the fabric pulling tight around his neck. He leaned forward against the bar and drummed his long fingers on the wood. I saw him smile at the older female bartender, and her sullen, wrinkled face immediately lit up at the sight of him. They exchanged a few words back and forth, words I couldn’t quite decipher, but I watched their easy conversation from across the room. 

         
         He came back with our drinks and placed them down before sliding into his seat. The foam sat flat on the dark beer, filled
            perfectly to the top.
         

         
         “Cheers.” I raised my glass. “To never seeing each other again.”

         
         He laughed, clinking his glass against mine. “What a depressing way to start a date.”

         
         We both took a sip. A thin rim of foam stayed on the top of his lip and I eyed it, focused, imploring. He licked his lips
            and I watched it disappear into his mouth. His sip was then swallowed down, all the tiny muscles in his throat moving and
            contracting.
         

         
         “What brings you to Ireland?” he asked.

         
         “Work, actually.”

         
         “What do you do?”

         
         “I work for a dog photographer,” I said sheepishly. Not because I was embarrassed by my job, but because explaining it to
            strangers was always a hassle. It would be easier if I could just say—I’m a teacher, an accountant, a lawyer. Dog photographer always garnered a million follow-up comments, ranging from That’s so cool! to That’s a real job?

         
         He sat back in his chair, amused. “You need to elaborate.”

         
         “I actually spent the day with sheepherding dogs. Border Collies working in Connemara. We met the shepherd, watched the dogs
            herding the sheep, the whole deal. It was incredible. I think the photos turned out really great.”
         

         
         “It sounds incredible.” His eyes sparkled in the dark pub, as if he drank in every speck of light that surrounded us. I studied him as I would a painting, not knowing exactly why he was beautiful but that he simply was, not knowing what meaning he held but that he simply did. I knew I would not take any photos of him. He would only exist in this memory, and there was profound beauty in his fleeting existence. So many things in my life felt so permanent: the way I hated my dimpled thighs, the anxiety that lived beneath my ribs. He was here, and when the sun came up, he would be gone. 

         
         We continued chatting with the openness of two people who owed each other nothing, and who knew their time together was limited.
            There was something about this way of dating that was both completely unsustainable and intriguing—we could be exactly who
            we were, without restraint, because there was no expectation that it could ever be anything more.
         

         
         “I have to be honest,” he said, taking a sip of his drink. “I hate living here. I know you’re completely charmed by Dublin,
            but it’s not as great as you think it is.”
         

         
         “I’m pretty sure everyone feels that way about where they live.”

         
         “No, I know. That’s probably true. But here . . .” He paused, considering. “There’s not much to do here besides drink. If
            you don’t drink, there’s really nothing to do. I don’t drink much, for example. So it gets boring. And . . .”
         

         
         I waited for him to finish, but his thumb rubbed the side of his glass instead. “And?”

         
         “And lonely,” he finished with a sad smile.

         
         There was that word again: lonely. I thought of the shepherd high up in the mountains, with only his dogs to talk to. I thought of myself, with so many people to talk to, and yet some nights were so unbearably lonely it felt like I was dying. And then there was this man in front of me, so enchanting and full of light, with only a random girl from Brooklyn to spend his night with. A girl he would spill all of his secrets to, say all of the words he couldn’t normally say out loud, only for her to evaporate into the morning sky as if she never existed in the first place. 

         
         Was Ireland a lonely place, or were we all lonely in our own uniquely devastating way?

         
         After two hours of talking, he asked me if I wanted to go on a walk.

         
         “It’s a little cold,” I said.

         
         “It is a little cold.” He smiled, holding out his hand.
         

         
         I put my hand in his, feeling his warm fingers close around mine. His knuckles were large, his fingers long and almost wispy.
            He pulled me up to standing and put his arm around my shoulder. “We’ll stay warm, I promise.”
         

         
         We walked the streets of Dublin, so lost in conversation that we occasionally looped the same block twice. Every bar was more
            packed now, everyone out for their wild Friday night, and we looked on with curious eyes. Despite the fun surrounding us,
            we stayed centered, our gravitational pull keeping us close. We continued side by side as if moving through life together
            was the most natural thing in the world.
         

         
         “Do you want to sit on this bench?” he asked eventually.

         
         “Sure,” I said.

         
         We sat down, and for the first time all night a silence settled between us. We both continued watching friends passing by,
            groups of young people entering pubs and clubs and restaurants.
         

         
         “I’m really glad I decided to meet you,” he said.

         
         “Me too.” I turned to face him. “Thanks for making an exception for me.”

         
         He turned too, his smile disappearing. His face contained a thousand questions, an internal war he was waging within himself. I let him sit with whatever he was feeling, whatever he was thinking, watching his brain churn. Eventually, he shook his head slightly and looked up at me. 

         
         “Would it be okay if I kissed you?”

         
         I looked down and saw his hand fumbling, picking at a nonexistent spot on his jeans. I reached over and placed my hand over
            his, lacing our fingers together. It was a perfect fit.
         

         
         “I would like that,” I said.

         
         He grinned at me, so wide, so white, and it was like the sun rising over the horizon, a perfect crescent crashing on the surface.
            I leaned forward slightly, and his free hand rose to cup my face. His fingers grazed my skin so gently that goose bumps prickled
            down the back of my neck, every inch of my skin alert and alive.
         

         
         Finally our lips met, and we both smiled into the kiss. For what we were doing—essentially a one-night stand—there was such
            an innocence to it, a giddy excitement that comes with especially good first kisses. Our hands wandered over each other’s
            coats, fluttering over thick fabric and tracing up arms. We kissed and kissed until I pulled away, my cheeks flushed and my
            lips swollen.
         

         
         “Do you want to come to my hotel room?” I asked.

         
         We walked back to where I was staying, about five blocks south. We held hands and quietly pretended like this was a normal
            date, and we were a normal couple, and we would do normal things one day like meet each other’s friends or cook dinner together.
            There was an alternate universe in which things between us could unfold naturally, the unpacking of two people who felt safe
            enough to do so, who both felt alone but never felt lonely together.
         

         
         But, of course, what’s pretend is never real. So we climbed up the red-carpeted stairs and walked into my hotel room. We lay on the white duvet cover and slowly undressed each other. We touched skin and grabbed hair and were so delicate with each other, as if we were two heirlooms in an old Dublin townhouse. We laughed into mouths and swallowed each other’s joy, watching the sky get lighter and lighter. We begged time to stop, to slow down just this once, knowing that’s not how things worked but wishing that, sometimes, they did. 

         
         Despite our wishes, the morning came. We hadn’t slept for even a minute, not willing to let any time we had together pass
            without being fully present. He rubbed his eyes sleepily as I wrapped a towel around myself. I had to leave for the airport
            in forty-five minutes, and he had to go to work.
         

         
         The sun came up, and he was getting dressed. The sun came up, and I was going back to Brooklyn. And we would all keep on being
            lonely, just as we always were.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 9
A Love Worth Fighting For

         
         
            Summer 2017

         

         Life continued on in Brooklyn—I was still living in the same apartment and had the same job. It was the longest my adult life
            had been this consistent, and I felt myself settling into a grounded version of myself.
         

         
         I spent my days chasing dogs around New York City, trying to spot the best and most unique breeds for Elias to photograph.
            We’d walk around for hours, talking about life and dogs and whatever funny video we had just seen on the internet. We’d always
            stop for lunch, or coffee, or lemonade, determined to find the best spots in each neighborhood.
         

         
         At night, I was spending more and more time sitting on my couch.

         
         I started to get bored of staying out until 4 a.m., and suddenly had less interest in going on bad dates. What once could
            have been a funny story to share with my friends became a depressing way to waste my evening.
         

         
         “Maybe you’re ready for a relationship,” Hannah suggested over drinks one night. It was a warm night in June, and we sipped rosé in the backyard of a bar down the street. 

         
         I bit the inside of my cheek, a sour feeling washing over me. She was right—I had been craving that companionship more and
            more, wanting a person to come home to after a long day or have breakfast with on a Sunday morning. But saying it out loud
            made that need real. And acknowledging the feeling meant that dating would no longer be fun, it would be work.
         

         
         Dating when you’re not looking for anything serious is the easiest thing in the world. You can overlook red flags, date the
            hot asshole, make stupid decisions, and none of it actually matters. But dating when you want a boyfriend is a whole different
            game: you have to pay attention to things, like how they treat the waitstaff and if they call their mom enough. I groaned
            at the thought of it.
         

         
         But as daunting as finding a boyfriend seemed, I decided to take this nagging feeling seriously.

         
         I started to be more discerning about the men I chose to go out with. I went on a lot of coffee dates, walking dates, dates
            where we discussed deeper things like: What was your childhood like? What’s your relationship like with your father? What
            are you looking for in a partner? What’s your five-year plan? I stopped kissing boys just because they were cute and walked
            away at the very first sign of a red flag. I was focused, a laser beam pointed toward my future, determined to find the perfect
            target.
         

         
         One day I was sitting on the couch with Sarah and Hannah when I got a notification on my phone: a new dating match. His name
            was Sam. I swiped my main screen open to scroll through his photos.
         

         
         “Look.” I laughed, showing them the screen. “He has a photo at the Johnson’s.” The Johnson’s was one of our favorite bars, with incredibly strong frozen Painkillers and swinging chairs that hung from the ceiling. The photo showed Sam sitting in one of the chairs with a beer in his hand. 

         
         I would recognize those chairs anywhere, I messaged him.
         

         
         I used to live across the street, he wrote back. One time I overheard a guy outside talking about how he shits in the shower.

         
         All three of us burst out laughing. “Okay, he’s funny,” Sarah said.

         
         Sam and I continued messaging back and forth, a banter that was so rapid and electric that I actually grinned at my phone
            reading his messages. His commentary was so quick and witty that I found myself eagerly awaiting each one of his responses.
         

         
         Hey, he said after a few hours of texting. Do you want to get a coffee tomorrow?

         
         My fingers hovered above my phone screen, ready to type: yes, yes, yes. But something stopped me. Fear? Nerves? I hardly ever felt nervous on a first date, but this seemed different.
         

         
         I can’t tomorrow, I wrote back, which wasn’t a lie. The next day was the solar eclipse, and I had plans with my friend Billy to watch it on
            my roof.
         

         
         Maybe a drink the next day instead? I quickly followed up. A drink to calm my nerves seemed better. Coffee always made me even more jittery.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Sure! What are your plans tomorrow?

                  I’m watching the eclipse with my friend! I even bought those special glasses so my eyeballs don’t burn.

               

            

         
         Sounds fun, he replied. I’m jealous your friend gets to spend the day with you.

         
         I stared at the message, my heart beating out of my chest. His straightforward replies thrilled me and terrified me at the same time. It was an odd sense of skeptical joy—knowing that this stranger made me feel happy but not knowing why or how. 

         
         The next day, my friend Billy and I sat on the roof of my apartment building. I lived on the top floor, and there was a rickety
            ladder that led up to the roof. To get there, you had to slowly scale the ladder and push the heavy top panel until it lifted,
            nothing but blue sky above you. One person would go first while the second person held the ladder, and then the second person
            would climb up.
         

         
         It wasn’t a finished roof with furniture. In fact, I’m pretty sure being up there was probably illegal or a hazard in some
            way, but we often sat on the roof and watched the sunset, trying to befriend the people who lived in the fancy building across
            the street by waving like lunatics when we saw them. It was just a regular Brooklyn roof with scratchy black tar paper peeling
            along the edges, discarded beer cans, and a collection of wires stretching from one end to the other.
         

         
         However, there was one thing that made our roof unique.

         
         In the center was a homemade wooden coop, filled to the brim with birds. Our landlord had built it for his pigeons, and we
            often found him up there tending to them—hauling bags of bird feed over his shoulder, stroking their feathers, cleaning the
            floor of their coop. It was a tender act between a taciturn, stoic man and the birds that he cherished. Sometimes he would
            talk to us about them, his gruff voice suddenly light and gentle.
         

         
         “Pigeons are smarter than anyone gives them credit for,” he’d tell us. “Did you know they mate for life? They’re very loyal.
            If their mate dies, it takes them a long time to accept another one.”
         

         
         He would leave the coop open for hours at a time, letting his pigeons fly free through the streets of Brooklyn, swooping overhead, their wings wide. Being a “flier” was an old tradition in New York City, dating back hundreds of years. It was common in working-class neighborhoods, often comprised of gruff men who needed a respite from the grueling day-to-day of city life. Some of these men could even control their flocks once they were released, using whistles to send them higher and higher into the dense, polluted sky. 

         
         “Aren’t you afraid they won’t come back?” I asked him once.

         
         “They always come back,” he said, tapping his chest where his heart lay. “Loyal, remember?”

         
         So Billy and I sat on my roof on that blistering August day, my pale skin burning under the relentless sun, and listened to
            the pigeons coo. I thought about the messages from Sam, the date we had planned for the next day, and felt a warm fizzing
            in my belly. Wings flapping against wire, pecking at food spread in a tray. Mate for life.

         
         I handed Billy the solar eclipse glasses I had bought, and we both placed them over our eyes as we leaned back on our forearms.
            Soon the sky began to darken, one shade with every second that passed. We watched the moon creep toward the sun and eventually
            block it out completely. There was a dark circle engulfing the light, as if it were being swallowed in one enormous gulp.
            Rays shot out the side, begging to be seen, but the darkness prevailed, if only for a moment.
         

         
         And then it was over. The moon continued its journey, and the sun stayed still. The light was back, thank goodness, but it
            was hard to not remember the dark.
         

         
         I took the glasses off my face and turned to face my friend.

         
         “Do you want to get lunch?” I asked.

         
         “Absolutely, I’m starving,” he said as he stood up.

         
         I relaxed in his easy presence, the boom of his laugh, and the embellished way he told stories. Because there was something in me that knew this type of casual hang-out wouldn’t be happening for much longer. Not when I had a boyfriend, that is. 

         
         

         “I’m going to cancel the date,” I whined to Phoebe over the phone the next day.

         
         “You are not going to cancel the date,” she said.

         
         “I don’t want to go.”

         
         “Yes, you do.”

         
         “No, I don’t.”

         
         “Okay,” she exhaled. “Why do you not want to go?”
         

         
         “Because,” I said, “it probably won’t turn into anything, and I’d much rather spend my night in bed watching a movie that
            will make me cry.”
         

         
         “Exactly!”

         
         “Exactly what?”
         

         
         “It might not turn into anything. That’s the worst-case scenario. The best-case scenario is that he’s your future husband
            and you can stop being miserable and single.”
         

         
         I paused, the phone pressed against my ear. She had a point.

         
         “Fine,” I groaned. “I’ll go.”

         
         I reluctantly got dressed, pulling a short black sundress over my head. I slid on a pair of sandals and yelled goodbye to
            my roommates. “I’ll be back later!”
         

         
         “Have fun!” one of them yelled from their bedroom.

         
         Experiencing summer in New York is like being at a party that never really ends. Bars and restaurants are packed with beautiful people, skin glistening, drinks in their hands, laughter like bells in the air. Fire hydrants arch water over the paved streets, young children dancing in the ice-cold streams. Multigenerational families camp out on stoops, salsa music curling out of radios, an older couple twirling each other to the beat. It’s hot, way too hot, but it doesn’t stop people from living. The streets are cooler than the apartments, after all. 

         
         I walked through the crowded streets and was happy I’d decided to live a little tonight too.

         
         After a few blocks I got to the bar that we’d agreed upon—Clara’s, a sports bar with ice-cold air-conditioning. I walked in
            and scanned the room, my eyes landing on a man sitting at a tall table near the back: Sam.
         

         
         I walked toward him, feeling a smile spread across my face. He stood up and mirrored my smile, his eyes as warm and sweet
            as honey. He was tall and thin with a tattoo peeking out beneath the sleeve of his T-shirt, with another tattoo snaking along
            the light skin on his wrist. His hair was dark, his skin pale and freckled. He was much cuter in person, I realized with delight.
         

         
         He leaned down to hug me and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. I had immediate butterflies, tiny, velvet wings fluttering
            against the inside of my rib cage. As we sat, a feeling washed over me, refreshing and undeniable: it was the feeling of comfort.
         

         
         He was kind and effortlessly funny, his humor rolling off his tongue without a second thought. There were so many times during
            that first date when I couldn’t catch my breath because I was laughing so hard, and he would watch me with an amused, soft
            gaze.
         

         
         “I should probably ask you the normal first-date questions,” I said. “What do you like to do in your spare time?”

         
         He took a sip of his beer. “Donate to childhood cancer.”

         
         “Oh, come on.” I laughed.

         
         “I’m serious! You can check my bank statements.” His grin took up his entire face, and it was like seeing the ocean for the
            first time: beautiful and vast. “What about you?”
         

         
         “I like to read about missed connections,” I said.

         
         “What, like online ads?”

         
         “Yeah.” I smiled. “They’re much more romantic than you’d expect.”

         
         “Show me one,” he said softly, his eyes encouraging.

         
         I hesitated before reaching into my bag and pulling out my phone. I usually took screenshots of my favorite ones. After scrolling
            through my photos, I handed him my phone.
         

         
         “‘I saw you on the uptown A train, and you were so beautiful I forgot my own name. You had red hair and eyes I would love
            to draw if I was talented enough to do so,’” Sam read out loud. He stopped, smirking up at me.
         

         
         I gently nudged his elbow. “Keep going!”

         
         “‘We made eye contact before you got off at Columbus Circle. I would love to take you out for a coffee, or just know that
            you felt what I felt too.’” He whistled under his breath. “Wow.”
         

         
         “See? I told you.” I took back my phone.

         
         “Has anyone ever written one about you?”

         
         “Not that I know of,” I said. “And believe me, I’ve checked.”

         
         At one point I excused myself to go to the bathroom and caught my reflection as I washed my hands. My makeup was smudged slightly
            from laughing so much, and my eyes were bright and glistening like the sidewalk after it rains. I was struck by how happy
            I looked, and how genuinely comfortable I felt. I realized with a jolt that this date felt how everyone in every romantic
            comedy or sappy book I’d ever read described how love feels. It was easy, effortless, fun. But more than anything, and for some inexplicable reason, this man I just met felt a lot like home.
         

         
         After he closed out his tab, we hovered outside the bar.

         
         “Let me walk you home,” he said.

         
         “Okay.” I smiled shyly.

         
         When we got to my front door, we turned to face each other. Suddenly the ease of the night had evaporated, and all that was left were nerves. I really wanted to see him again. I really wanted to kiss him. I really didn’t want this date to end. I looked down at my shoes, trying to come up with something to say that didn’t sound crazy.
         

         
         “I had a really good time,” he said finally.

         
         “It was pretty much the best time,” I said as I bit back a smile.

         
         One beat, two, three. Eyes searching each other, a silent conversation passing.

         
         To me, this was the best moment of a first kiss. It’s the almost-kiss—those padded few moments right before it happens, when
            your brain has been dumped in molasses and you feel everything all at once, as excruciating as it is heavenly. Your heart
            thumps in your chest, booming rhythms to mark the passing of seconds, the countdown on the clock. Eyes flutter shut, hands
            find things to touch, and finally, finally, lips meet in the middle, a secret passing between them as if you’re the only two
            people in the world, or at least on this block. You kiss and you kiss until someone yells damn, okay! and you both pull away and laugh into each other’s shoulders. It’s clumsy and perfect. It feels like putting on your favorite
            sweater.
         

         
         “I’ll see you soon, okay?” he said.

         
         “Yes, okay,” I said. “I hope so.”

         
         I climbed up to my apartment and sat on the edge of my bed, catching my breath. My phone vibrated in my pocket.

         
         Missed connection, the text read. Tall, beautiful brunette. Very charming and funny, has a loud laugh and great stories to tell. Seeking a second date.

         
         

         About a year into our relationship, one of my friends asked me and Sam if we would watch his puppy for the weekend. We said yes immediately, fully prepared to turn Sam’s bedroom into a puppy playpen. 

         
         I picked the dog up a few days later, an adorable ten-week-old mutt named Trouble. After we took him out to pee, we placed
            him on Sam’s bed and sandwiched him between the two of us, watching his eyelids grow heavy as he eventually slipped into a
            deep sleep, his belly growing and shrinking with every breath like a balloon. It was incredible to watch something so small,
            to realize that he had a little heart and little lungs and a little brain that allowed him to make decisions. I lifted his
            lip to see his microscopic puppy teeth, no bigger than a grain of rice. Sam and I grinned quietly at each other, afraid to
            wake the baby sleeping between us.
         

         
         We spent the entire weekend completely consumed by this dog, taking him everywhere with us and celebrating every time he went
            to the bathroom outside. We took photos of him every chance we could—Trouble at the park, Trouble eating his breakfast, Trouble
            sleeping in different positions, Trouble at the coffee shop. We made crazy noises as we held our phones in front of his face,
            desperate to get a picture of him looking at the camera. And then, at the end of the night, we would scroll through all the
            photos we took that day and squeal over his cuteness, tucked under a heavy duvet cover with the air conditioner blasting.
         

         
         “We should get a dog,” Sam said as we were getting ready for bed one night. We stood in the bathroom together, the fluorescent
            light above us flickering.
         

         
         “We don’t even live together.” I put my toothbrush back on the sink.

         
         “We should live together.” He came up behind me, arms snaked around my waist. “And then get a dog.”

         
         I smiled at our reflection in the mirror, but the smile didn’t quite meet my eyes. I felt his arms around me, so warm and so sure, and willed myself to feel the same. I wanted to feel as confident as he felt about literally anything in my life—myself, my career, my friendships, and especially our relationship. 

         
         Sam was almost ten years older than I was, and for a long time I never even thought about our age difference. When we met,
            I was barely making any money at my job and he was a bartender. We both lived with roommates and seemed to be at the same
            place in our lives. I was twenty-five and he was thirty-four, and that was just a fact, not something to consider in our long-term
            plans.
         

         
         But, of course, relationships shift over time. They change shape and morph, incrementally, such tiny movements and adjustments
            that you don’t even know that they’re happening. Overnight you each edge one inch forward, or one inch back, and it’s pure
            luck if you shift in the same direction. Sam and I had been shifting, or, more accurately, I had been shifting, and Sam had
            stayed perfectly still in the center of our relationship.
         

         
         Tiny, nearly undetectable cracks had started to form. Or maybe they had always been there, but they began to deepen. When
            you fall in love that young, being in love is enough to warm every corner of your world. But then you get older, and grow
            wiser, and suddenly you want more. You want more than love, and you feel selfish for even asking. You want someone who pushes
            you, someone who inspires you. Someone whose capacity would take a lifetime to explore.
         

         
         I realized that my relationship was an island, and I wanted an entire universe.

         
         Which felt strange, because our relationship was so undeniably joyful. We spent nights cooking together and talking for hours, watching our favorite shows or old movies. We would often take Metro-North to a new Hudson River town and walk to a trailhead for a hike. We’d spend the day lost in the mountains, chatting as we climbed higher and higher and higher. He’d pack us snacks and we’d eat them side by side overlooking a vista, a landscape of trees sprawled out in front of us. After our hike we’d walk into whatever town we were in and find ourselves at a local bar, sharing a basket of fries and two cold beers between us. 

         
         I started sleeping at his apartment more and more, about eight blocks from mine. We would sleep fused together, our skin curving
            into the other’s, his breath light and sweet at the nape of my neck. Every morning he would walk me back to my apartment and
            buy me a coffee along the way—a cappuccino, whole milk, one sugar. He didn’t drink coffee but he’d sit with me as I took my
            first sip, his eyes never leaving my face. He found great comfort in caring for me and making my life easier.
         

         
         He bought me flowers weekly, wrote me notes on days I was feeling particularly bad about myself, and always validated my feelings.
            He was so warm and steady, a furnace placed permanently beneath my feet. He loved me in the way I had always wanted to be
            loved—wholly and unapologetically. And it felt so good being loved like that.
         

         
         I’d often catch him staring at me, his gaze so gentle, his eyes swelling.

         
         “You’re just so beautiful,” he would say softly, his thumb outlining the edge of my face. “My dream girl.”

         
         And I loved him right back. I loved his sense of humor, his tall and slender frame. I loved making him laugh, his canine teeth
            sharp and mischievous. I loved how safe he was, how soft, how absolutely devoted. I loved our life together, full of small
            adventures, full of light, full of special, mundane moments.
         

         
         I was practically drowning in love, in the sacrificial way he showed up for me and gave me every inch of himself.

         
         Maybe the drowning was the problem.

         
         Because despite the joy and the laughter, despite everything that makes a good relationship great, there was still that nagging feeling. It begins as a tickle, one that you can scratch. But it keeps coming back. It gets heavier and heavier, more confusing, more frustrating, and for a long time, the origins are unclear. You look at your happy relationship and think: I must be wrong. Because if I’m not happy with this, I will be happy with nothing. 

         
         You push and you push into different corners of your mind, your body, thinning out your fears until they practically disappear
            altogether. Doubts just become anxiety, anxiety becomes stress, stress becomes a bad day. And bad days we can deal with, bad
            days pass, bad days don’t mean you’re with the wrong person. They’re just bad days.
         

         
         I stared at Sam in the bathroom mirror, splattered with spots of toothpaste. He stared back, his light brown eyes searching
            mine. His hair was messy, his tattoos dark against his fair skin.
         

         
         He had asked to move in together many times before. Each time I said I wasn’t ready, I wasn’t ready, please just wait. I had
            been in this exact position before, and it had gone so horribly wrong. I knew Sam was not Will, but there was still something
            stopping me from being all in.
         

         
         I felt like there were only so many times I could say the same thing over and over again. There were only so many times I
            could ask him to wait for me to catch up.
         

         
         “Okay,” I said. I smiled.

         
         He paused, hands on my hips. He turned my body to face him. “Really?” He grinned.

         
         “Yes, really.” I laughed as he started kissing my neck, his lips trailing from my ear to my collarbone.

         
         “You want to move in together,” he said. “Say it again.”

         
         “I want to move in together.”

         
         He kissed me softly, tucking a piece of hair behind my ear.

         
         “You just made me the happiest man on the planet.”

         
         And it wasn’t entirely a lie, not completely. Maybe the better way to say it was, I want to want to move in together. I want to make you the happiest man on the planet.

         
         Either way, I fell asleep that night willing it to be true.

         
         

         Sam found an apartment within days. He sent me the ad, smiling over my shoulder as I scrolled through the photos.

         
         “It doesn’t look very nice,” I said cautiously.

         
         “I know,” he said. “But the price is amazing, it’s in the neighborhood we want, and I think it has so much potential.”

         
         Sam was very handy and loved working on a project. I didn’t necessarily want an apartment we would have to do work on, especially
            for a place we were just renting.
         

         
         “I already made an appointment for us to see it,” he said, kissing my temple.

         
         My stomach dropped. “What? For when?”

         
         “This afternoon!” he said excitedly. “We’ll just go to look. Get an idea of what we want, no pressure.”

         
         The knot in my stomach untangled a bit. Just to look. No pressure. But as I tied my shoes and trekked into the autumn air,
            a part of me knew I was walking into the next part of my life.
         

         
         I reminded myself it was okay to be nervous. It was normal to be nervous. Moving in with a significant other was a big deal, a huge deal, and I had never done it before. Allowing myself this tiny truth helped my breathing slow a bit, and I grabbed his hand
            as we walked to the apartment. I was building a future with the man I loved—this was exciting!
         

         
         The outside of the building was drab, the door rusted and chipped. I glanced at him, trying to gauge his reaction, but his
            eyes glittered back at me. “Ready?” he asked.
         

         
         “Let’s do it,” I said, squeezing his hand.

         
         We walked up three flights of stairs along a creaky, dark hallway. The walls were wood-paneled, the carpet along the steps
            dingy and stained. Finally we reached the top floor, where the building manager was waiting for us.
         

         
         “Here to see the apartment?” He nodded toward the door, turning the key. “Come on in.”

         
         We followed him through the doorway, into the long, railroad apartment. To my relief, the apartment itself was much nicer
            than the rest of the building—it was flooded with sunlight, streaks of warmth dancing across the large kitchen. Sam and I
            walked around quietly, noting the narrow living room and the sizable bedroom. It was well-kept, the bedroom painted a fresh
            shade of blue, but it was still a very old apartment. There also weren’t any doors—the kitchen led seamlessly into the living
            room, and the living room into the bedroom. If we lived here, there wouldn’t be any separation from each other.
         

         
         When we were done, we thanked the building manager and walked to a nearby coffee shop.

         
         “What did you think?” Sam asked me as we settled into our seats.

         
         “I think it was nice!” I took a bite of my croissant, the buttery flakes melting in my mouth. “Definitely a good start. It’s
            not perfect, but I like seeing what’s out there. What did you think?”
         

         
         He paused, taking one of my hands in his. His palms were calloused and warm, fitting perfectly with mine. “I think we should
            get it.”
         

         
         I stopped chewing and looked at him. “You think we should rent that apartment,” I said slowly.

         
         “It’s perfect for us. Why would we keep looking?” He squeezed my hand, his eyes outlining the map of my face. There was that look again—warm honey, a tender, loving gaze. It melted me every time. 

         
         I thought about it. He did have a point—looking at more apartments was just putting off the inevitable, slowing down the train
            that was moving at 100 miles per hour. It was racing along the track, full steam ahead, and there was nothing I could do to
            stop it.
         

         
         He loved me, and I loved him. He was kind, funny, and caring. Everything I had ever wanted in a partner. My friends had already
            moved out of the apartment that we shared—this was the logical next step for me. What was I waiting for?
         

         
         So I pushed down the voice in my head, the one begging me to wait, just wait, one more day, one more week, one more month,
            you’re not ready, you’re not ready. I pushed it down, far, far away, and gave him what he wanted.
         

         
         

         I cried every single day in the first week we lived together.

         
         It became a bit of a joke between us, but one that was always tinged with truth. I would randomly burst into tears, and Sam
            would come running over and hug me. My tears would soon turn to laughter, and Sam would laugh too, because the more it happened
            the more ridiculous it seemed. Everything was fine. Everything was good. What was wrong with me?
         

         
         I chalked it all up to the stress of moving, and the sadness that comes with a chapter ending. There was something so permanent about it all—the realization that my friends and I were all growing up and growing farther and farther from each other in big and small ways. We had all fallen in love with good, kind people, and all moved in with those good people. Gone were the days of eating fast food on the couch, texting boys who were mean to us, and staying up too late dissecting a topic for the hundredth time. 

         
         “It’s okay to be stressed,” Sam assured me. “I just want to make sure you don’t feel like you made a mistake moving in together.”

         
         “No,” I said. “No, I want to live together.” I said it with such conviction, a line I had unknowingly practiced again and
            again in my head. The more I said it, the more it would ring true.
         

         
         “But . . . ?”

         
         “But . . .” I wiped my eye with the back of my hand. “But . . . I don’t know. I’m just sad. I can’t explain it.”

         
         “You don’t have to explain it,” he said softly. “It’ll get better, I promise.”

         
         And so we did what people in love did—we built a life together. We scoured Facebook Marketplace for hours, choosing the perfect
            pieces of furniture for our apartment. We found a kitchen island, a table and chairs, a new desk for Sam, a TV console, and
            a dresser. It was like finishing a puzzle—when you begin you have a thousand tiny pieces, and on their own they don’t mean
            much. But you slowly match them to each other, sliding edges and curves together until they click into place. Suddenly something
            that was once overwhelming and messy turns into something recognizable, and eventually, something unified and beautiful. By
            the end of our first month living together, our apartment had been brought to life.
         

         
         The building, as drab as it looked, was also full of life, a constant buzzing that felt comforting and relentless. There were six apartments total, and four of them were occupied by members of the same family. They constantly had family gatherings, blasting bachata and flooding the hallways with the smell of sancocho. They would smile brightly at us as we passed, apologizing for the noise, and we always told them the same thing: Oh, we don’t even hear it! That was a lie, but what we meant was: We don’t mind, in fact, we like being on the outside edges of your joy.

         
         We spent nights cooking together, me swirling a pot of spaghetti while he lifted the cork on a bottle of red wine. We’d take
            wineglasses from our tiny bar cart and fill them too high, clinking them together to toast our new life together. It was difficult
            but also fun, in the way it usually is when two people merge their lives. There were places of friction, like who had to run
            down to the store to buy more paper towels, or whose turn it was to vacuum, or who left their socks on the floor. But there
            were also sparks of immense joy, like laughing together in bed before we fell asleep, or spending an entire Saturday curled
            up on the couch together, so close and sheltered that it was impossible to imagine being anywhere else.
         

         
         It was almost good enough to forget all of my doubts.

         
         Because, yes, there were still doubts, and I didn’t know what to do with them or where to place them. I’d hoped they’d go
            away once I did the scary thing and moved in with my significant other, but they remained, steady and persistent, like a leaky
            faucet dripping one drop at a time. I realized something, as we lived our happy life together, full of laughter and trust
            and boundless love.
         

         
         I realized that doubts are so much harder to vocalize when you’re dating the right guy.

         
         The right guy—the guy who loves you and respects you, who cherishes you and spoils you, who would never dream of hurting you. Who not only tells you how much he cares about you but shows you too. Who wants a future with you, who will do anything to build that future with you. Who wants you, and only you, for every day you have left on Earth. Who texts you all day every day, who constantly tells you how much you mean to him. Who makes it very, very clear that you’re the only person who matters, who texts you when you’re out with friends asking when you’ll be home. Whose life ambition is just to make you happy, who worships you, who prays at your altar for more of you and more of you and more of you, and suddenly you’re suffocating, and you can’t breathe, and you just need some air. But you don’t know why, because being loved is a good thing, and you just feel a little overwhelmed. 

         
         I just felt a little overwhelmed.

         
         “Sometimes devotion can be manipulation too,” my therapist told me one day.

         
         I sat in bed, a laptop placed on my lap. My therapist took up the entire computer screen, her glasses reflecting my own face.
            The words clinked along my ribs, in the empty cave of my chest. Sometimes devotion can be manipulation too. I felt them settle and stick, words that would stay with me for a long time to come. But no, no. Not Sam. Not us.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 10
For as Long as We Both Shall Live

         
         
            Winter 2019

         

         I was scrolling through my phone one day when I saw a photo of a puppy. He was chubby and fluffy with the tiniest little legs,
            his fur light brown with a tint of red, his feet dipped in white.
         

         
         Because of my job, I was surrounded by dogs constantly. Big dogs, small dogs, puppies, seniors, rescues, purebreds, working
            dogs, you name it. I had gone to every shelter, been to the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show more times than I could count,
            and by that point had traveled the world looking for interesting dogs. But there was something about this dog that made me
            stop in my tracks, something that seized my heart, squeezing so hard it almost hurt.
         

         
         I had never believed in love at first sight. But the way my body recognized him, the way I instantly knew he was supposed
            to be mine, there was no other way to describe it. I stared at the photo, memorizing the way his ears curved, his bubble-gum-pink
            tongue. I stared and I stared until I decided to show Sam.
         

         
         “Look,” I said, angling my phone screen to face him. We were sitting on opposite ends of our gray couch, our feet meeting in the middle. 

         
         “So cute,” he said absentmindedly.

         
         “So cute? That’s all you have to say?” I threw a pillow at him playfully. How could you look at this perfect creature and
            not immediately cry? I wondered. How could your universe not be irrevocably changed? How could you not see the power, the
            love, that lives beyond this phone screen?
         

         
         “Yes! He’s cute!” He laughed, throwing the pillow back at me.

         
         “I think we should get him,” I said.

         
         Sam’s smile slowly disintegrated. He held eye contact, searching my face, and immediately realized that I was serious.

         
         “I think I’d have to meet him first,” he said cautiously.

         
         “Maybe we can foster him! I’ll ask the rescue.”

         
         “Wait,” he said. He placed his hand on my leg, patting it gently. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

         
         We had been living together for about two months at that point, and things were far from perfect. We were still in our purgatory,
            where we both knew that I was unhappy in our relationship, but neither of us had the heart to say it or the ability to fix
            it. So we kept on moving, hoping it would just go away. Hoping we’d wake up and just go back to being happy and in love. Hoping
            that our love was big enough to make everything else seem unimportant.
         

         
         When Sam asked if this was a good idea, I knew what he was really saying: Should we add more stress to this dynamic? Should
            we wait a little longer? Should we make sure we’re ready? Shouldn’t we be happier? And the biggest question, the one that
            was never spoken out loud but always implied: Will you love this dog more than you love me?
         

         
         And his concerns weren’t far-fetched—I had them too. But I was so sick of putting my feelings and desires aside to make men feel more comfortable. 

         
         “I’m not sure,” I said honestly. We sat for a moment, marinating in this unsettled feeling. “He’s probably not even available
            for fostering. I’ll message them and ask just to make sure.”
         

         
         I messaged the rescue asking if the puppy was available.

         
         He’s actually with a foster already, but we can ask if she’d prefer to transfer him, they replied. She works long hours, so it might be better for her.

         
         I got up from the couch silently, walking over to the kitchen sink. I turned the faucet, placing my fingers under the water
            as I waited for it to turn hot. Once it was warm enough I started washing the dishes, soaping plates with an old sponge, letting
            my fingers run over the edges. It was a mundane task, something I did multiple times a day, but something had shifted in the
            air. Suddenly my feet felt firmer on the ground, my shoulders were steady and strong. I cleaned each dish with careful precision
            as I thought over my options.
         

         
         Sam didn’t feel strongly about this dog, that much was clear. I could scrap the idea altogether and focus on my relationship
            instead. Or I could follow this path in front of me, illuminated and clear, without anyone’s approval other than my own. Usually,
            I was a rule follower, a people pleaser, and a hopeless romantic, so the first choice was the obvious one. I wanted to make
            the person I loved happy. I wanted them to feel seen and understood. I had made that my priority time and again throughout
            my life.
         

         
         And making the person that you love happy is a wonderful thing. But sometimes making them happy means ignoring your own wants, slicing off tiny pieces of yourself, one at a time, until you wake up and realize there’s not much left of you to share. You’ve gotten smaller and smaller, so slowly, so incrementally, and all that’s left is the frame, bones stacked on top of each other. 

         
         I thought about why I wanted this dog so badly. Sure, he was cute, but it was more than that. Deep down, I felt like I was without a purpose.
            I was surrounded by dogs all day, every day, but none of them were mine. I craved something to fill this cold, confusing hole
            in my life, and for whatever reason, a photo of this dog seemed to fit that divot perfectly.
         

         
         My phone buzzed. Just talked to his foster. He’s yours if you want him.

         
         A wave rushed through me, from the top of my head to my toes. I looked over at Sam, so handsome and sweet, watching a basketball
            game on the TV. His long eyelashes blinked as he followed the players, blissfully unaware.
         

         
         When can I pick him up? I answered.
         

         
         

         The next evening I took the subway all the way from Bushwick to South Slope, the train rumbling softly along the tracks. It
            was almost 9 p.m.—the puppy’s previous foster had just gotten home from work and texted me her address, so I quickly put on
            my jacket and rushed over.
         

         
         I gazed at photos of the dog on my way to her apartment, zooming in on different parts of his face. I had spoken to the rescue
            earlier in the day, and they asked me if I’d rather meet the puppy’s sister instead.
         

         
         “He’s a little crazy,” they told me. “His sister is much calmer, are you sure you wouldn’t be more interested in meeting her?”

         
         But no. No other dog would do.

         
         “I can do crazy,” I said, biting back a smile.

         
         I got off the subway and climbed down the metal stairs. I walked a few blocks under the streetlights, noticing how calm and peaceful Brooklyn was that night. It was cold, but the streets were still alive, a gentle murmur of people walking to and from their destinations. I finally got to the foster’s apartment, a tall brick building, and buzzed her unit. 

         
         She greeted me at the door. “Come in, come in! Thanks for making the trek,” she said as she took my coat. She walked me into
            the living room to a tiny crate, where I could see a puppy pawing at the wired door. He started crying as he saw us approaching,
            his tail wagging furiously back and forth.
         

         
         “You can open the crate,” she said with a smile.

         
         I looked at her and then down at the crate. I slowly lowered to the ground, my arm reaching forward as I slid the metal bars
            to the side.
         

         
         The puppy bounded out, his tiny paws hitting the ground as he made his rounds saying hi to both of us. He ran around the room,
            picking up toys and dropping them as he went, unable to control his excitement. His legs were so short and his head was so
            big, his entire body completely disproportionate and funny-looking. I laughed as he tripped over a backpack strewn in the
            middle of the room, his tongue lolled to the side.
         

         
         “What’s his story?” I asked his foster. It was impossible to believe a dog this cute didn’t have a family to call his own.

         
         “He was apparently found in a shipping container on the streets of Korea. He was with his mom and five siblings before they
            were all transported to the United States,” she said.
         

         
         I tried to imagine this puppy living on the streets, his soft fur covered in dirt. It was miraculous that he was here in Brooklyn,
            and that he traveled across the world to be here. I gazed at him tenderly
         

         
         “So, what do you think?” She laughed.

         
         I felt tears prick the backs of my eyes and willed them to go away. I was not about to cry in a stranger’s apartment over a dog I was not going to keep. I reminded myself that I was just fostering him until he eventually got adopted by someone else. That was the plan, the compromise with Sam I had officially agreed to. 

         
         “I think he’s amazing,” I said honestly. Yes, he was wild, and untrained, and peeing on her rug, and biting everything he
            could get his mouth on. Yes, he would probably be a huge problem in my relationship that was already on very shaky ground.
            Yes, it was probably a bad idea.
         

         
         “Honestly, you’d be doing me a favor if you took him,” she said.

         
         I laughed softly as I ran one hand along his fuzzy puppy fur. “In that case, I will happily take him off your hands.”

         
         I told her I would pick him up from his neuter appointment the following day, and then it would be official—this puppy would
            be my foster dog.
         

         
         I spent the next half hour playing with him, throwing his toys for him to fetch. Eventually he started to tire, resting his
            fuzzy belly on the cool hardwood floor. I scratched him under his chin, and he lifted his eyes to me, so innocent and pure.
            My heart strained as if it were growing in size just by being in his presence.
         

         
         Before I left, I handed my phone to his foster. “Would you mind taking a photo of us?”

         
         “Of course,” she said.

         
         I picked him up, his tiny body slack with exhaustion. I held his face right next to mine, his front paws dangling over my
            hands. A grin cracked my face in half, a smile so big you could barely see my eyes. Snap. Our very first photo together.
         

         
         Him, a perfect little puppy, untouched by the world. Me, a broke twenty-five-year-old who had been touched by the world too many times to count. In that moment we had no idea how our story would unfold, how life together would be intensely difficult and blindingly joyful and achingly mundane, how we would grow into each other and around each other, how we would endure heartache and happiness, how we would watch the world change before our very eyes. We had no idea. 

         
         I kissed his forehead as I placed him back in his crate.

         
         “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I whispered. Tomorrow, and every day thereafter.

         
         

         I picked the puppy up at the vet clinic in Astoria the next day. The nurse was holding him with a small cone around his neck
            and a piece of gauze wrapped around his leg, the smile on his face dopey and drugged.
         

         
         I reached out for him and she placed him in my arms, a warm weight grounding me.

         
         “He’s a little out of it, but he should be fine in an hour or so,” she said, scratching him behind his ear. He whimpered softly,
            leaning into her touch.
         

         
         I called an Uber when I got outside, hauling myself, this puppy, and his multiple bags of supplies into the back seat.

         
         The driver glanced back, eyeing the crate where the puppy’s cries were softly escaping. “Dog?” he asked.

         
         “Yes,” I said cautiously. A lot of drivers didn’t allow dogs in their cars, and I silently prayed he wasn’t about to kick
            us out. “A puppy, actually. I’m fostering him, so he’ll be up for adoption soon.”
         

         
         His eyes lit up, a smile spreading across his weathered face. “I love puppies,” he said with a thick accent.
         

         
         He spent the entire car ride from Astoria to Brooklyn with one hand behind his back, gently sticking his fingers into the
            mesh carrier. He cooed sweet words to the puppy as he pet him—you’re a good boy, you’re going to have the best life, what a good mama you have, it’s okay, we’ll be there soon—and I watched as his calloused, knobbed knuckles lulled the puppy to sleep. I smiled as I realized this was the universal
            link—that no matter where you came from, how old you were, what language you spoke, and what you did for work, a puppy would
            make your day better.
         

         
         When we got to our apartment, the driver waved us goodbye. “Have a good life, puppy,” he said, rolling up the car window.
            I waved back.
         

         
         We got upstairs and I unzipped the carrier, letting him roam freely. His feet padded along every inch of the apartment, his
            nose to the ground as he took in his new environment.
         

         
         “Welcome home,” I said softly, watching him with wonder.

         
         Sam got home from his shift at the bar a few hours later, creaking the door open slowly. The puppy came sprinting toward him,
            tumbling into his legs. Sam laughed, inching into the apartment so the puppy couldn’t escape. “Hi, buddy!”
         

         
         I walked over and kissed him, my lips lingering on his for a moment longer. I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him
            close. “Hi,” I said.
         

         
         “Hi,” he said, kissing me again.

         
         “I love him.” We both looked down at our feet to see the puppy staring up at us, blinking slowly.

         
         “I know you do.” He squeezed my hip before letting go. “Let me get to know him too.”

         
         We spent the rest of the night in the living room together, watching the puppy explore and play and destroy various shoes he found lying on the floor. We were delighted by his enthusiasm, cheering and laughing at every new discovery he made. When he was tired we brought him onto the couch with us, letting him fall asleep in the curve between our bodies, just as we had done before. It was what Sam had previously dreamed of, back when we were watching Trouble—we were living together in the apartment that he chose, with a tiny puppy lying between us. I looked up at him and his eyes met mine, his eyebrows knit together. There was so much between us that we couldn’t speak out loud, so much we both felt and feared but kept ignoring and ignoring and ignoring. 

         
         “Are we keeping this dog?” he asked me, half amused, half unsure. He eyed me, and I could see something there. Not a broken
            heart, but something bruised. Something that suggested he knew this was for me, and not for us.
         

         
         I looked down at the puppy between us and smiled. It was a choice I was making for myself, whether it was smart or not.

         
         It certainly wasn’t part of the plan. Suddenly, the plan didn’t matter. All that mattered was this creature before me, his
            body rising and falling, his eyes fluttering closed. All that mattered was him, and me, and whatever came next.
         

         
         

         Two days after I picked him up, I had a work trip up to Vermont. Elias and I packed the dog crate into the car and started
            the long journey north. To our surprise, the puppy slept the entire time.
         

         
         About two hours into the drive we stopped at a pet store to pick up some dog food. I found my way to the register with my
            arms full of additional supplies—toys, treats, bones, sweaters, boots, and a little sweatshirt. Elias raised his eyebrows
            and gave me an amused look.
         

         
         “This is all for your foster dog?”

         
         “What if he gets cold?” I protested.

         
         “I’m just saying, it’s a lot of stuff for a dog you’re not keeping,” he said.

         
         When we finally got to Vermont, I instructed everyone to call him Puppy. The rescue had given him the name Luno, but I never thought it fit him. 

         
         “I just don’t want him to get used to a name that’s going to change,” I explained.

         
         “But who’s the one that’s going to be changing it?” A smirk. “Who says his adopter won’t like the name?”

         
         I shot him a look.

         
         It became a running joke—me pretending like I wasn’t head over heels in love with this dog, and everyone around me knowing
            full well that I was going to keep him. The puppy and I spent the week side by side, experiencing what life would look like
            together. We went for long walks along snowy trails, took naps by the roaring fire, and fell asleep each night with him curled
            in the crook of my knee, two perfect puzzle pieces slotted together, creating something more beautiful together than we would
            be apart.
         

         
         We took a team hike that was over five miles up a steep mountain, and I carried the puppy in my backpack the entire way up.
            Once we got to the top I took him out of the bag and held him close to my chest, showing him the snowcapped range of mountains
            before us. The wind whipped his fur wildly, his tiny eyes squinting from the harsh sun. It was freezing all the way up there,
            but now we were warm together, his fuzzy body cradled in my arms. He blinked at his surroundings and then looked up at me.
            I kissed him softly, a promise to us both. You will always be safe, and you will always be warm. It was a fierce instinct that was impossible to deny—I loved him and wanted to show him the world. But I also wanted to protect
            him, cherish him, keep him secure. I shook off the feeling, wrapping him back in his blanket and zipping him into the backpack.
            We started the trek back down.
         

         
         That night we assumed our usual position in our bed. I pulled the down comforter to my chin and turned to my side, and the puppy sleepily padded over and curled into the crease behind my knee. We stayed like that for an hour or so, my eyes wide and glazed as I stared at the white wall in front of me. My mind was racing and I didn’t know how to make it stop. I thought about what the next few days would look like—we would go back to Brooklyn, this dog would get adopted, and I would hand him over to his new family. I would go back to the same life, in the same apartment, with the same boyfriend, and the same job, and nothing would change, except it would be worse, way worse, because now I’d felt the love of this dog. I’d felt the love of this dog, and it was so big and wide that it touched every corner of my life, stretching and deepening and rising all at once. And I would continue living my life with a huge, gaping hole shaped like this puppy at the center. 

         
         I fell asleep eventually, reluctantly, because one more night’s sleep was one more night closer to not having him with me.

         
         The next morning I came downstairs quietly. Everyone else was already awake, sipping coffee and chatting about what we were
            going to do that day. I made my coffee in silence, stirring sugar into my mug, my free hand tapping anxiously on the counter.
            When I was done I walked over to the kitchen table, and everyone glanced up at me.
         

         
         “So,” I said with a smile. “What do we think about names for this puppy?”

         
         “Oh my god,” my coworker said. “Are you serious?”

         
         “I think so.” I laughed. “I mean, yes. But it’s probably a bad idea.”

         
         She stood up and hugged me, squeezing tight. “I think it’s the best idea you’ve ever had.”

         
         We all sat around the kitchen and threw potential names out like darts—Linus. Samson. Dexter. Ozzie. Archie. Sandwich. Elvis. Seamus. Ringo. Nothing felt right. I paced back and forth, my slippers dragging along the tiled floor. And then I thought of a name. 

         
         “What do we think about Simon?” I said. There was a beat, and everyone considered it.

         
         “I like it a lot, actually.”

         
         Simon. Simon. I looked over at the puppy, so tiny and fluffy and mischievous.
         

         
         I rolled it around in my mouth, chewed the syllables like gum. I felt it sit in the cave of my chest and echo, the name reverberating
            like a heartbeat. It felt a lot like love.
         

         
         We all hopped in the car, and I had the puppy held securely on my lap. We drove fifteen minutes to the nearest pet store,
            down curving roads and through the deep, leafless forests of Vermont, a cold March landscape with the promise of spring. Soon,
            it would be warmer. Soon, the world would come back to life. Soon, things would be better and more hopeful. Soon, soon, soon.
            Van Morrison blasted from the speakers, the lyrics curling and twisting as we drove through the frigid air.
         

         
         I wandered through the aisles of the pet store before choosing a collar for him—it was green with little orange foxes on it.
            I walked to the kiosk and chose a green tag, placing it into the machine and typing in his new name: S-I-M-O-N. The tag popped out a few minutes later—on the front, his name, on the back, my name and phone number. It was a simple, tiny
            act—one that only cost me ten dollars—but it felt like the ground was moving underneath me. Plates were shifting into place
            as I fastened the clasp around his neck. Suddenly, this dog was mine, forever, for every day he had left on Earth. We were
            bound by love and a metal tag, our names carved as an oath to each other.
         

         
         At that time I had no idea what was in store for the two of us. I didn’t know about Simon’s complex epilepsy, I didn’t know about the coming breakup, I didn’t know about the many different apartments we would call home. I didn’t know about COVID and that Simon and I would have to move back in with my parents. I didn’t know I’d be let go from the job that led me to him in the first place. I didn’t know how many times he would make me sick with worry, as I held his paws at the emergency vet. 

         
         I didn’t know that through everything, all the little changes and all the big ones, Simon would be the one thing I could count
            on. He would be the thing that brought me peace, that made each new place a home.
         

         
         But we made that oath to each other, in that moment, in that pet store—our names etched onto a tag, forever linked. Our story
            was yet to be written, but I could make out the hazy words in front of us, pages and pages of stories.
         

         
         It was the story of a street dog, and the girl who loved him madly.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 11
Lightning in His Brain

         
         
            Spring 2019

         

         I woke up to our bed shaking violently, a hard thrashing from underneath the mattress. It took me a moment to open my eyes,
            my brain shaking off the fuzz that comes from a deep sleep. I bolted upright.
         

         
         “Simon?” I said, panic rising in my voice. I frantically felt around the bed for his tiny body, but he was nowhere to be found.

         
         I whipped the blanket off my legs, falling to the floor. I looked under the bed, and that’s when I saw him.

         
         His body was completely limp, his eyes rolled back in his head. He had soiled himself, covering the rug and his fur. My breath
            caught in my throat when I realized that the sound I heard had been his body knocking against the wood bed frame.
         

         
         “Sam,” I cried, my voice high, shrill, an alarm going off. “Sam, wake up.”

         
         He sat up sleepily, his eyes wide and red. “What’s wrong?”

         
         “We have to do something,” I sobbed. “It’s Simon. We have to get him to a hospital.”

         
         My hands were shaking uncontrollably as I searched for twenty-four-hour vets near us. Sam called us a car as he wrapped Simon’s body in a blanket and helped me slip a jacket over my shoulders. I felt bile rising in my throat, a deep sense of dread bubbling over every inch of my body. This wasn’t happening. This couldn’t be happening. My perfect, healthy, chubby puppy could not be dying. 

         
         But as I climbed into the car, shaking Simon to stay awake, stay with me, please don’t go, please, we’re almost there, I realized that that was exactly what was happening, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.
         

         
         The car ride was silent except for my quiet sobs, begging whatever God would listen to me to not take my dog. Sam squeezed
            my hand as hard as he could, anchoring me in place, a reminder to stay strong however I could.
         

         
         “He can’t breathe,” I cried, watching Simon’s tiny chest struggling.

         
         “We’re almost there,” Sam said. “We’re almost there.”

         
         We finally reached the hospital, and I burst through the doors. Vet techs immediately came into the waiting room and took
            him from my arms, rushing back to the emergency room.
         

         
         I collapsed into a chair, my head falling into my hands. I let big, gulping sobs escape me, not knowing what was happening
            or what the outcome would be. I just knew it wasn’t good.
         

         
         We stayed there all night, the bright overhead lights keeping us awake. Eventually the vet came out to talk to us, a tight
            smile on her face as she approached.
         

         
         “Simon had a grand mal seizure,” she explained. “He had another seizure when he got here too. One of these seizures can be
            extremely dangerous, and two consecutively are considered cluster seizures, which can be deadly.”
         

         
         “Is he okay?” I asked. It seemed like such a silly, thin question given the circumstances.

         
         “He’s stable,” she said, taking a deep breath. “You can come see him if you’d like.”

         
         We followed her up a flight of stairs and through a swinging door into a sterile, bright room. She led us to a small kennel
            where Simon lay on the metal floor and opened the door.
         

         
         “Hi, baby,” I whispered, dropping to my knees.

         
         His eyes remained shut, his breathing soft and steady. I stroked his head with my thumb, tears tumbling out of my eyes. It
            was so strange to see my crazy puppy so still, unmoving, a shell of his normal playful, energetic self. My heart squeezed
            at the realization that he might not be that same silly puppy ever again.
         

         
         “He should stay here for a few days,” the vet said. “We like a dog to be seizure-free for twenty-four hours before we release
            them. We gave him anti-seizure medication so hopefully it’ll stick.”
         

         
         “Okay,” I said quietly. “And then what?”

         
         She hesitated, eyeing Simon in his kennel. “And then we’ll come up with a plan. For now, we’ll just focus on keeping him stable.”

         
         I stood still, unable to process what the vet was saying. I just knew that I was terrified.

         
         “You should go home and get some sleep,” she said gently.

         
         Sam and I called a car and headed back home, both of us silent the entire ride. There was nothing to say, no perfect string
            of words that would make this situation better. We were in limbo.
         

         
         When we got home we crawled into bed and held each other, as if we could keep the other from floating away into the abyss.
            We fell asleep hoping that, when we woke up, our dog would still be alive and this would all be over.
         

         
         We woke up the next morning and headed back to the hospital. We held hands on the car ride over, Simon’s favorite toy and a sweatshirt that smelled like me tucked into my jacket. When we got there we were escorted to the same room, where Simon lay unmoving, his eyes pressed shut. I placed the toy next to him and inched the sweatshirt under his head, hoping he would eventually wake up and remember the person who was waiting for him on the other side. 

         
         Another day went by, and we finally got the phone call we had been waiting for.

         
         “He’s awake and barking at the top of his lungs,” the vet said.

         
         I choked out a laugh through my tears. “Yup, sounds like Simon.”

         
         “You can come pick him up whenever you’re able to,” she said. “He’ll be waiting for you!”

         
         We rushed over and were directed to a waiting room by the receptionist. Every minute felt like an eternity, the seconds dragging
            on like a stick dragging through wet sand. My leg bounced impatiently on the linoleum floor.
         

         
         Finally, finally, the door opened and Simon bounded into the room. He noticed me and immediately started crying, racing back and forth and
            occasionally crashing into me. He jumped up and licked every inch of my face, his tail wagging and his paws clawing at my
            jacket. I laughed as I cried, relief rushing from behind my eyes to the tips of my toes. He was alive. He was alive. He was
            so very alive.
         

         
         Once he calmed down, the vet came in to talk with us. She sat on a short, round swivel stool and shuffled Simon’s medical
            records in her hand.
         

         
         “So, he’s officially twenty-four hours seizure-free, which is great,” she said. “And he tested negative for any type of toxins.
            Because he’s only six months old, it’s unlikely that this would have been caused by a brain tumor or anything age-related.”
            She took a breath, eyeing us both. “Which means this is probably idiopathic epilepsy.”
         

         
         “Okay,” I said. “What does that mean?”

         
         “It means that this will likely be something you’re dealing with for the rest of his life.”

         
         We let the words settle around us.

         
         I looked at the puppy racing around our feet, so full of life, and had trouble connecting the vet’s statement with what I
            saw in front of me. It was a reality I never saw coming, never even considered, and the implications squeezed my stomach.
         

         
         I had an epileptic dog.

         
         It was going to be expensive. It was going to be terrifying. It was going to break my heart over and over and over again.
            It was going to change my life, my daily schedule, the way I interacted with the world. It was going to change everything.
         

         
         Can I do this? I thought.
         

         
         Simon walked over to me, his tongue goofily hanging to the side, and jumped up into my lap. He turned once, twice, before
            settling on my legs, his tiny chin rested on my knee. My hand found his head, scratching behind his ears, and his eyes closed
            slowly.
         

         
         There was no other choice but to do this, I realized. And it wasn’t because I felt like I had to—it was because I wanted to. He was mine and I was his,
            an invisible string connecting his small beating heart to mine, a connection that would last until his very last day. And
            here he was, still here with me. He’d fought hard to continue living, and I knew at that moment I would fight hard to make
            his life the very best it could be. I didn’t know how I was going to pay for it, I didn’t know how I was going to handle it,
            and I didn’t know what it was going to look like, but I knew I was going to try.
         

         
         As we drove home, I rolled down the window in the back seat. Simon propped his legs up and I held his body, letting the fresh air rush in. His fur whipped with the wind, his eyes big and wide, and he took a few big, healthy breaths. I studied his short legs, shaved in patches where the IV had been placed, and looked forward to the day the fur would grow back, no more reminders of the week we’d just had. 

         
         But even without the reminders, it would still be true. Simon had seizures—violent, dangerous, terrifying seizures. In the
            blink of an eye, our lives were forever changed.
         

         
         

         The first few days back at our apartment were hard.

         
         Simon had to take his medication four times a day, which made me feel like I could barely leave the house. And even when I
            could leave the house, I was terrified to leave him alone, terrified the seizures would return. It was all I could think about,
            all I could focus on. It was impossible for me to see how my life could ever go back to being any semblance of normal.
         

         
         I began to feel trapped, in more ways than one.

         
         I had this perfect dog—a round, fluffy puppy with quirks and opinions and a spirited way of navigating the world—and yet he
            had something glaringly wrong with him. And it wasn’t something I could fix, but something I would have to live alongside
            for the rest of his life, a perpetual dark shadow looming over my shoulder. It was so hard to reconcile the dog I saw with
            the war that was waging inside his head, a flicker of sparks catching when we least expected it.
         

         
         He had lightning in his brain, and in some ways it made sense. It made sense that he had some sort of uncontrolled magic deep inside him—neurons and fire and heat sounding off, bouncing around his skull like a pinball. It was an overly romanticized way to describe seizures that were anything but beautiful, but it also felt right. I was drawn to Simon for some inexplicable reason, a force more powerful than anything I had ever felt. Caring for him was hard, but maybe I was born to do hard things. 

         
         I also had a perfect relationship. I had a man who loved me, who cherished me. Who made me laugh and helped me feel safe and secure. It was everything I had always dreamed of. And yet . . .
         

         
         Something was also glaringly wrong. As I navigated a new life with my epileptic puppy, it was getting harder to ignore.

         
         Slowly, day by day, life with Simon’s seizures became normal. We woke up at seven thirty every single morning, and I would
            hide his five medications in his breakfast. Luckily for me Simon ate everything in his path, including big, chalky seizure
            pills. He got more pills throughout the day, and I quickly became accustomed to our new schedule, bringing his medications
            with me if we went out for the afternoon. I realized that yes, life was different, but it didn’t have to look very different. We could still go on walks, go to the park, travel the world, and make new friends. We could still do everything
            we wanted to do, just with a little extra caution.
         

         
         There were times when he had seizures in public, his body cramping and tumbling over in the middle of the park. His eyes would
            be wide, pleading, terrified, as he shook on the pavement. All I could do was sit with him, gently stroking his fur, and whisper
            sweet words to him until it was over.
         

         
         I love you, sweet boy.

         
         It’s okay, it’s okay. It’s almost over.

         
         I’m here. I’m right here.

         
         I will always be right here.

         
         I will always make sure you’re okay.

         
         After two minutes he would slowly stop shaking, his eyes relaxing, his muscles regaining autonomy. He would sit up slowly, his head wobbling slightly like a bobblehead. He would stare at me so intensely, his eyes soft but focused. I’d place a kiss on his forehead, his sweet smell filling my nose. And then, just like that, it would be over. We’d walk back home, side by side, me knowing that another seizure would come but suddenly being a little less afraid when it did. 

         
         As I found my footing with Simon, as we slowly leaned into each other more and more, I felt myself imagining a life where
            it was just us two.
         

         
         Over the course of the one year that Sam and I lived together, through the days and weeks and months I tried to make it work,
            and make sense, and feel good, I learned something important: just because a guy is kind to you doesn’t mean he’s the love
            of your life.
         

         
         The thought hit me like a wall of cement, cold and unshakable. Sam and I had been having long, painful conversations almost
            daily, trying to uncover the part of our relationship that had rotted from the inside. We’d both cry as we spoke to each other
            gently, the excruciating process of falling apart. How could this be wrong? How could this not work? I had the same answer
            every time: I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know. The feeling kept coming and coming until I couldn’t ignore it anymore, a volcano about to erupt, hot and urgent.
         

         
         It was the day after Valentine’s Day, and I was taking a shower. I ran a washcloth over my pink skin, the scalding water punishing
            me in some way. I stared at the white tiles in front of me and realized, with finality, that I was done. I hated myself for
            it. For the way I couldn’t love him back, for the life I was throwing away. I hated that I couldn’t just be appreciative of
            this man in front of me, so ready to build a life around me. I hated that something was wrong with my brain, that I refused
            to be happy. I hated it all, but that didn’t make the feeling go away.
         

         
         I turned the hot water off and patted a towel over my body. I wrapped it around myself and walked out into the living room, where Sam was lying on the couch. 

         
         “How was your shower?” he asked. His eyes were heavy, sad.

         
         I gazed back at him and felt tears bubble inside me. I stood there, my hair dripping wet, unable to say any words other than:

         
         “I’m sorry,” I whispered, my voice thick.

         
         He understood instantly. He sat up, his shoulders sagging slightly. He took a deep, shaky breath.

         
         “Are you sure?”

         
         “Yes,” I said. “I think so.”

         
         “Okay,” he said. He looked down and placed his hands on his knees. “Okay.”

         
         Sometimes, that’s how a relationship ends. All it takes are ten words, the quiet dissolution of a life between two people.
            Two and a half years of laughter and dinners and sex and movies and dishes and laundry and coffees and fights and tears. All
            of it left here, right here, on our creaky floorboards with my wet feet and his sad eyes, a pile of memories for us to begin
            packing away.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 12
Living and Losing

         
         
            Winter 2020

         

         I tried to stay out of our apartment as much as I could when we first broke up.

         
         The first thing I did was fly to Florida for two weeks, where I stayed with a friend, spending my days reading by the pool
            and drinking seltzers. I slathered sunscreen on my skin, letting my body absorb the relentless sun. I pretended that the warmth
            symbolized change, growth, like the first few days of spring in New York City, cherry blossoms peeking out of their pale green
            buds. It felt good to be so separate from my life back home, to be in a cookie-cutter Tampa cul-de-sac and far away from the
            Brooklyn apartment I shared with my ex-boyfriend. I knew I had a disaster waiting for me back home, but I chose not to think
            about it.
         

         
         I flew back north to LaGuardia Airport. I planned to stay with my parents in New Jersey for a bit, but I needed to pick up Simon in Brooklyn first. Sam had kindly watched Simon while I was gone, and I was eager to be reunited with him. It was a long, treacherous journey that I was dreading, every inch of my body resisting all of this change I had bestowed upon myself. I hauled my suitcase onto the AirTrain, sandwiching my body between fellow travelers. I looked up and immediately made eye contact with a man, his gaze dark and brooding. 

         
         He’s hot, I thought to myself. The thought was instant, like the snap of a whip hitting the thin skin of my wrist. I spent the rest
            of the ride to my parents’ house feeling guilty for even having those thoughts—we hadn’t even been broken up for a month.
            What was wrong with me?
         

         
         My mom enveloped me in a huge hug as I walked through the door. Simon wiggled from my arms, sprinting back and forth down
            the long entryway. “Hi, sweetheart,” she cooed softly, smoothing my hair down. “How are you doing?”
         

         
         “I’m okay, actually,” I said, choosing to leave out that I was already thirsting after strange men on public transportation.

         
         She smiled, searching my eyes. She let her hands drop from my head. “Wine?”

         
         “Yes, please.”

         
         She led me into the kitchen, where she opened the yellow cabinet and pulled out two wineglasses with soap smudges on them.
            She reached into the fridge and took out a bottle of sauvignon blanc, dispensing two heavy pours.
         

         
         “Dad will make a fire,” she said.

         
         “Okay. That sounds nice.”

         
         I sat on their brown velvet couch as my dad poked at the fireplace, placing dry logs over rolled-up newspapers. I took a sip
            of my wine, letting the warmth settle at the base of my stomach. It was strange living in this in-between—knowing that my
            life was morphing dramatically but having no idea what shape it was turning into.
         

         
         Simon trotted into the living room with a ball in his mouth and plopped right in front of the fire. He pawed at the tennis ball before it rolled under the out-of-tune piano. He huffed dramatically, placing his chin on the floor before his eyes started to drift shut. The fire illuminated his fur, shades of red dancing along his back. 

         
         “Ruby’s favorite spot,” I said with a smile.

         
         My dad turned around and I pointed at Simon. He looked down and smiled too, full of melancholy, remembering the whisper of
            a life that used to exist in every corner of this house.
         

         
         “She loved being in the most inconvenient places.” He laughed ruefully.

         
         “Who?” my mom asked, walking into the room.

         
         “Ruby,” we said at the same time.

         
         We all sat with her memory for a moment, the big, red dog who changed the way we loved. It had been years since she died—ten,
            to be exact—and yet there were still days we expected her cold nose to poke us awake. There were still days we could feel
            her here with us, hear the jingle of her collar as she ran down the hallway, see tufts of her hair floating into the corner
            of our bedrooms like tumbleweeds.
         

         
         But she wasn’t here. She was gone, the echo of her spirit humming through this old, Victorian house.

         
         “She would have hated Simon,” I said, and we all laughed.

         
         

         When I was five, I pretended to be a dog for months.

         
         I drank water out of bowls, ate my meals on the ground, and walked around on all fours. Eventually, my preschool teacher called
            my mom.
         

         
         “I think you have to get this girl a dog,” she said. “It’s getting weird.”

         
         Which is how my parents ended up driving to south Jersey one September afternoon, the leaves along the parkway just starting to glitter red and orange and yellow. My older brothers, Miles and Brendan, listened to their Walkman CD players while I gazed out the car window. We arrived at a humble ranch house owned by a couple named John and Frank, their six golden retrievers greeting us at the driveway. 

         
         “Welcoming committee,” John said, swinging the front door open and gesturing to the dogs. “Come in, come in.”

         
         When I walked in, my eyes snapped to the pen in front of me. I saw a gaggle of tiny puppies piled on top of each other, climbing
            over each other’s limbs and biting each other’s floppy ears. There were probably eight of them in various shades of gold and
            red. I remember feeling an overwhelming sense of excitement, my hand shaking beside me. Yes, I probably wanted new toys and
            Barbies and ice cream for dinner. But what I really wanted, more than anything in the entire world, was a dog to call my own.
         

         
         My mom chatted with John, and Frank came up to stand next to me. I felt his presence, quieter, gentler than John’s, and turned
            to look at him.
         

         
         “You really want a dog, huh?” he said with a smile.

         
         “Yes,” I said softly, almost a whisper. I turned my head to look at the puppies again.

         
         “Should we go meet them?”

         
         I nodded eagerly. Frank grinned.

         
         “Come on,” he said, turning back to the rest of my family. “Let’s show this girl some puppies.”

         
         They brought the puppies out of the pen and put them in the yard, where all eight bounded through the grass, their fluffy
            tails wagging wildly. I squealed with delight, dropping to the ground so I could cover them all with kisses.
         

         
         “Oh, I love that one,” my mom said, pointing at a sweet red puppy. She was the darkest of the group and looked more like an
            Irish setter than a golden retriever.
         

         
         “Unfortunately, I promised that one to my mom.” John crossed his arms, watching the puppies run. “She’s definitely my favorite.”

         
         “Figures.” She smiled, getting down on the ground with me. The grass was warm and dry, tickling our hands as we pet the puppies
            running by.
         

         
         And then, as if my mom were holding one end of a magnet, the puppy’s attention locked on her. Her tiny ears perked up, her
            tail swooping and happy. She trotted right over to my mom, climbed in her lap, and curled up on her legs.
         

         
         “Oh my god,” she whispered. “Isabel, look!”

         
         We watched the puppy start to grow tired, her eyelids easing closed, her breaths getting deeper as she was lulled into sleep.
            I slowly reached my hand to pet her head, my thumb caressing between her eyes, and she nuzzled me sweetly. All the other puppies
            ran around, wrestling each other, but the tiny, red puppy decided she would rather take a nap on my mom’s lap than play.
         

         
         It’s hard not to believe in fate, or magic, or angels, or some sort of intangible higher power when, for some inexplicable
            reason, a dog chooses you. It’s perhaps the purest sense of love and belonging that a person can experience, the spectacular
            mystery of being chosen. It’s hard not to feel special, to feel like this was all meant to be, and yet . . . it couldn’t be.
            This dog belonged to someone else.
         

         
         “She really is special,” my mom murmured.

         
         I watched John and Frank exchange a soft look, a silent conversation passing between them—John raised his eyebrows, Frank
            tilted his head, John smiled, Frank nodded.
         

         
         “You know what?” John said. “My mom’s a bitch anyway.”

         
         We drove home an hour later with my new puppy seated on my lap. She wailed the entire way back, her screeches curling at an ear-splitting decibel, but we didn’t care. We all felt it in that moment, the stretching of our hearts, the instant growth of our family. She was the completion of our painting, the final touch on our masterpiece. Her presence alone completed our group—two parents, three kids, and a dog. She made us all love each other just a little bit more, in the way that only dogs can do. 

         
         “What should we name her?” my dad asked, looking at us from the rearview mirror.

         
         I ran my hand over her red fur, so deep it was almost maroon. I felt a squeezing in my chest, a feeling that, at five years
            old, I wasn’t quite familiar with.
         

         
         “What about Ruby?” my mom asked.

         
         I can look back now and locate that feeling, the tiny spark that ignited in me as a little girl. It caught as soon as I met
            her, and the embers started burning the moment she was placed in my lap. I was complete, whole, grounded, and suddenly, I
            knew what mattered to me more than anything else.
         

         
         That feeling was purpose, and it all began with Ruby.

         
         

         “They’re recommending everyone stay home for the week. No traveling, no going into work, no seeing friends,” my dad told me
            over coffee one morning. He looked over his newspaper, raising his eyebrow at me. “Looks like you’re stuck with us a little
            longer.”
         

         
         “It’s so crazy,” I said, scrolling through my phone. “Hopefully it won’t last longer than that.”

         
         It was early March 2020.

         
         Each morning I’d wake up and take Simon on a walk, a paper mask covering my mouth and nose with two elastic bands around my ears. If we happened to see a neighbor walking at the same time, we would cross the street to avoid each other—social distancing—and wave from afar. Then we would come home, wash our hands, and sip our coffee as we watched Andrew Cuomo on our TV telling us the daily death count in New York City. The number rose and rose at an alarming rate, a graph displayed on our screens with a steep incline. It was terrifying, horrifying, but not in the way that scary movies are. It was terrifying in its bleakness, its hopelessness, the graying of whatever
            future we had imagined for ourselves.
         

         
         One week turned into two, which turned into three, which turned into four.

         
         “Stay inside,” Andrew Cuomo told us day after day. So, we did.

         
         We stayed inside, we watched the news, we read books, we called our friends. We went to bed every day hoping that tomorrow,
            the death count would be lower. But it never was.
         

         
         “I feel for young people the most,” my dad told me over dinner one night.

         
         “Why? It’s more dangerous for you than it is for me,” I said, spearing my broccoli with a fork.

         
         “Because your life is put on pause. Mom and I . . . our lives wouldn’t look much different whether this was happening or not.
            But you.” He gave me a pointed look. “You shouldn’t have to be here, having dinner with your parents every night.”
         

         
         “I like having dinner with you guys.”

         
         “You know what I mean.”

         
         I looked up at him, offering a small smile. I did know what he meant, because I felt it so intensely that it kept me awake
            at night. It felt selfish, feeling sorry for myself, when there was so much suffering happening in the world. People were
            dying, without jobs, isolated from their families, working in hospitals. And here I was, living in my childhood home, eating
            a home-cooked meal every night. I was fine. But I’d be lying if I said the absence of life, normal life, or at least the life I had imagined for myself, didn’t scare me.
         

         
         There were days I deeply regretted breaking up with Sam, yearning for the comfort of a guaranteed future. There was no chance of dating right now, no going out to the bar and meeting someone, no making eye contact with a cute guy on the subway. All possibilities of accidentally tripping into a future partner were suddenly gone. The timing of my breakup seemed almost laughable. It was like the universe was pointing at me and saying, What a dumb idea that was. Good luck finding someone to love!

         
         But, of course, there was Simon, his steady presence in my life a balm to my sore heart.

         
         “I can’t believe there are people who don’t have dogs right now,” I said to my friend over FaceTime one night as I folded
            my clothes. “I swear he’s the only thing getting me through this.”
         

         
         Because I was never really alone, not once. Simon woke me up every morning with soft kisses on my nose and a quiet grumble.
            He’d sprint downstairs as I brushed my teeth, washed my face, and ran a brush through my hair. I’d find him waiting for me
            at the bottom of the stairs, sitting patiently, his tail swishing on the hardwood floor.
         

         
         “Come on,” I’d say, walking into the kitchen.

         
         He’d circle my legs as I prepared his food, so many times that it made me dizzy if I watched for too long, little shark circles
            while he waited for his breakfast. I’d place his epilepsy pills in his food, place the bowl down. He’d wait for the release
            word, a line of drool falling to the floor.
         

         
         “Okay!”

         
         He’d run eagerly, devouring his meal in a few short minutes.

         
         Then came his walk, which was the only true joy I had during those endless, excruciating weeks. Going on walks was the only time we were allowed to leave our houses, and walking Simon quickly became the highlight of my days. We would go on long, meandering strolls around the neighborhood, filling our lungs with crisp air, letting the sun warm our faces. Simon would trot happily by my side, occasionally looking up at me with glittering eyes and a huge smile. 

         
         We’d spend the rest of the day together—every moment, every meal, every mundane task, we were side by side, partners through
            it all.
         

         
         There was comfort in that too. I might be miserable and having white-knuckled anxiety about my future, but I knew Simon was
            simply just happy to be with me. He didn’t care if I had a boyfriend. He didn’t care how much money I made. He didn’t care
            if I lived with my parents until the day I died. He lived every moment in the moment, blissfully unaware of the society that was quickly crumbling around him.
         

         
         And while I tried desperately to just wait out the pandemic in my parents’ cozy home, I kept feeling a pull back to New York
            City that was impossible to ignore.
         

         
         “No,” my mom said when I brought up moving back. “Are you crazy?”

         
         I sighed, collapsing on the couch. She had a point—New York City was, without a doubt, the epicenter of the COVID-19 epidemic.
            The disease was completely overwhelming the health-care system, and people were fleeing from the city in staggering numbers.
            I had so many friends move out, packing their apartments into cardboard boxes and transferring their lives to the suburbs.
            It was the smart thing to do, the safe thing to do, leaving my life in Brooklyn behind.
         

         
         Newspapers were delivered to us every morning, thrown onto our front porch. Headlines in big, bold letters reading: “NEW YORK
            IS DEAD FOREVER.” I’d read every article, praying for a glimmer of hope, a sliver of optimism, but it just got worse and worse
            and worse.
         

         
         I was in bed one night, doomscrolling on my phone, when I got a text from my friend Megan.

         
         Kristin is moving out, it read. She just told us. I don’t know what we’re going to do.

         
         Oh my god, I wrote back. Why does she suck so much?

         
         
            
               
                  Great question. I just don’t know how I’m going to find someone to fill her room when New York is literally the worst place
                     to be right now.
                  

               

            

         
         Megan was my oldest friend by a landslide. We’d known each other since we were four years old and were more like sisters than
            best friends. She lived in Brooklyn with two roommates, one of whom hadn’t been very respectful of the COVID protocols all
            New Yorkers were supposed to be following. It had been an issue for weeks, a back-and-forth that was laced with anxiety, and
            I guessed she’d finally made the decision to move out.
         

         
         As I waited for Megan’s second text, the three dots blinking as she typed, an idea hit me like a brick wall, sudden and harsh.
            I sat up in bed suddenly and called her.
         

         
         “Hi,” she groaned on the first ring.

         
         “What if I moved in?” I said, breathless.
         

         
         Her own breathing hitched, and she was silent for a moment. “Oh my god,” she said.

         
         “Oh my god.”
         

         
         “Wait.”

         
         “I know.”

         
         “Are you serious?”

         
         “Only if it’s okay with you.”

         
         She laughed, her voice booming and joyful. “Of course it’s okay with me.”

         
         I told my parents over dinner that night, a plate of spaghetti and meatballs placed in front of me. We each had healthy pours
            of wine in our glasses.
         

         
         “So,” I started.

         
         My parents looked at each other, and then at me. “So . . .” my dad said.

         
         “I’m going to move in with Megan. Back in Brooklyn.”

         
         They each looked at me, their eyes soft and nonjudgmental. I knew what they were seeing at that moment—they were seeing themselves
            at my age, being young and beautiful and reckless in New York City. They had done the same thing—moved to the neighborhood
            their parents warned them about, went to the grungy bars in Alphabet City, dated people they knew were terrible, drank themselves
            sick too many times to count. And if they had been twenty-seven years old when a global pandemic hit, they would have also
            moved to the epicenter of it all, hot and chaotic and swirling, because they were brave, and they wanted me to be brave too.
         

         
         We did not run away when things got hard. We ran toward the scary thing, our eyes wide and our hearts raw.

         
         “I think it’s a great idea,” my mom said.

         
         “Well, maybe not a great idea. But a good one.” My dad smiled. He raised his wineglass. “To Brooklyn.”

         
         “To Brooklyn,” we said.

         
         To the city that wasn’t dead, and would continue to breathe life long after we were all gone.

         
         

         Ruby was the first one to show me the power of the dog. The unshakable, silent, selfless, and monumental way a dog can change
            your life.
         

         
         She grew from that small puppy in our laps to the most regal dog, her fur deep red and her eyes soulful. She was the perfect companion, the exact dog you imagine when you picture a family dog. She traveled with us on every vacation, trotted alongside us on hikes, swam in lakes as we canoed, and climbed sand dunes as we rolled down, laughter pealing out of our tiny lungs. 

         
         When we were home in New Jersey she roamed our town freely, often walking into town and lazing around the shops and cafés
            until my mom would inevitably get a phone call.
         

         
         “Hey, Clare,” some shop owner would say. “Just wanted to tell you that Ruby’s here.”

         
         My mom would then drive to get her, pulling up in our big, red minivan. “Come on, Ruby,” she’d say, opening the door. Ruby
            would hop in happily, her tongue hanging out to the side the entire drive back home.
         

         
         Ruby also had a habit of walking into our neighbors’ houses, always on the hunt for a snack. She would eat any dog food, cat
            food, or human food she could find. There was the story of her eating Mrs. Jane’s entire chicken casserole, or the time she
            gently took a bagel out of a baby’s hand who was being pushed in a stroller down the block.
         

         
         “Don’t worry about feeding Ruby tonight,” our voicemail would say. “She ate the cat’s food again.”

         
         But despite her mischievous tendencies, Ruby was also deeply, crushingly in tune with people, more so than any other dog I’ve
            met.
         

         
         My grandma lived at a nearby nursing home and came over every Sunday for dinner. As my mom stirred a meat stew on the stove,
            my grandma would sit in our living room and pet Ruby. Ruby never left her side, even for a minute, a sturdy pillar next to
            her wheelchair.
         

         
         The night my grandma died, Ruby woke up in the middle of the night, which was something she almost never did. She poked my
            mom with her cold, wet nose, panting at the side of her bed. My mom remembers her eyes shining in the darkness, her tail low.
         

         
         “Do you need to go to the bathroom?” my mom said groggily, rubbing her eyes with a knuckle. Ruby pushed her again.

         
         “Okay, okay.” They walked downstairs, the moonlight streaking through the windows. My mom opened the back door and Ruby raced outside, running to the middle of the yard. She stood there for a moment, looking out, before sitting down on the grass. Then, she lifted her head and howled at the moon. Long, painful howls, a lone dog’s call into the night sky. 

         
         “Ten minutes later I got the call about Grandma,” she told us the next morning, her eyes watery and full of sorrow.

         
         Another time, we got a call that Ruby’s best friend, Sophie, had passed away. Sophie was another golden retriever, owned by
            my mom’s friend Margo. Ruby and Sophie grew up together, wrestling and taking naps in the sunshine as they grew older and
            grayer.
         

         
         An hour later, my mom got another phone call.

         
         “Hi, Clare! Just wanted to call because . . .” A pause. “I’m pretty sure I just saw Ruby running down Prospect Avenue.”

         
         As I mentioned, it wasn’t odd for Ruby to wander, but that was certainly the farthest she had ever gone. And Ruby never ran—she was famous for her easy, sauntering sashay, her hips rocking back and forth as she moseyed around town. It was almost
            like . . .
         

         
         “She’s running toward Sophie,” my mom said, hanging up the phone.

         
         We hopped in the car with my brothers and found her galloping down the road, rushing past houses and busy streets. “Ruby!”
            we called, but she kept her head straight, her focus unshakable. Finally one of us got out of the car and caught up with her,
            catching her collar in our hands.
         

         
         “It’s okay, honey,” my mom said to her as we lifted her into the car. She turned in her seat to scratch Ruby’s ears softly.
            “Sophie’s gone.”
         

         
         We were silent the rest of the ride home except for the tiny whimpers escaping from Ruby. There was nothing else to say, and no way to explain loss to a dog. We just had to let her feel and understand in whatever way she was capable, and in some way, it seemed like she understood quite well. 

         
         Ruby herself died when I was sixteen.

         
         My brothers were older—one eight years older than me, the other six—so they had already grown up and moved out. It was strange,
            being the last sibling left behind, like trying to tie your shoe with one hand. You knew your siblings were still there, a
            phantom limb, but not in the way you needed. You felt the whisper of them everywhere, a previously rambunctious house suddenly
            still.
         

         
         My relationship with Ruby had changed, as relationships tend to do. I was a teenager, insecure and insurmountably selfish.
            The family dog that had been my entire life slowly became a side character, one I deeply loved, but a side character all the
            same. I was consumed with other, more pressing things, like the growing landscape of my body and whatever boy I was obsessed
            with that week. I spent every waking moment giggling with my friends or running my hands over my flat, bony chest, wondering
            if I’d ever feel comfortable simply existing.
         

         
         But there were moments of recognition, of familiar warmth, and afternoons when I was a little girl again. I would come home
            from school, swing the front door open, and throw my heavy backpack on the ground. Ruby would be lying there, her tail thumping
            on the ground, and I’d immediately fall to my knees and crawl to her. With my face nestled in her warm, sweet fur, it was
            easy to forget that I’d failed calculus, that the boy I liked didn’t like me back, and that my anxiety was a monster growing
            bigger and stronger by the day. In those moments I was five years old again, and I had just been gifted with the greatest
            thing to ever happen to me. I was a girl with a puppy and an entire life ahead of me, an entire world for us to explore together.
         

         
         In reality I was seventeen and awkward and exploring the world sounded terrifying. Ruby was twelve and gray with joints so
            creaky you could hear them clicking when she stood up. We had experienced life as it unfolded, the spectacular and the mundane,
            and all that was left to do was to be together. I didn’t need her as much, and she didn’t need me. But the simple act of sitting
            together and letting the rest of the world fall away felt nothing short of magic.
         

         
         On the night she passed, I sat down for dinner with my parents. I cut into my chicken while complaining about everything and
            nothing, my fingers tightly gripping my utensils. Suddenly, Ruby showed up by my side with a bone in her mouth, her tail wagging
            lazily. She threw the bone in the air, her paws slamming to the ground with her butt lifted high, before picking it up again.
         

         
         “Time for the bone dance.” My dad laughed, and we all turned to watch her.

         
         This was a nightly ritual for Ruby—every time we sat down to eat, she decided it was time to perform for us. She would take
            her bone into the dining room and throw it around, dancing and wiggling her hips. It was one of those quirks that doesn’t
            quite make sense to us humans but brought us joy that was so tangible it was like touching the sun, warm and bright. I liked
            to think she knew what she was doing—that she loved the sound of our laughter, and she would do anything to make us happy.
            Maybe she thought we gathered every night just to watch her. Maybe we did, in some unknowing way. Maybe she was the glue that
            kept us there, at that table, every night for twelve years straight. Maybe she was the reason we were the way we were, and
            we loved the way we loved.
         

         
         After her bone dance, Ruby decided to lie in her favorite spot—the doorway between the dining room and the kitchen. I got
            up to wash the dishes, taking a big step over her large, furry body.
         

         
         “Ruby, do you have to lie there?” I whined. “It’s like she chooses the most inconvenient spots on purpose.”
         

         
         My parents stayed at the dining room table while I washed the dishes, my hands warm and soapy as I ran a sponge over a plate.
            Suddenly, I heard a noise.
         

         
         I turned around, and saw Ruby taking big, gasping breaths, her body rising and falling quickly. I shut the water off.

         
         “Mom? Dad?” The words barely escaped my throat, trapped somewhere deep and dark. “Something is happening to Ruby.”

         
         They both rushed over, taking one look at her and then looking at each other. Their eyes rose to meet mine, a silent confirmation
            passing between us. It was happening. Somehow, we all just knew.
         

         
         As I had done so many times before, I fell to my knees and crawled to her, nestling my face in her neck. My knees were hard
            against the tiled floor, in a communion, a prayer, a plea to whoever was listening. Please don’t take my dog.

         
         But it wasn’t up to me, and I knew that. I hugged her tight, tears falling onto her fur.

         
         “I love you,” I whispered. “I love you so much.”

         
         I couldn’t watch any longer than that.

         
         I waited on the steps, just out of sight, as my parents coaxed her through her final moments. I heard murmurs in the kitchen,
            final words to the dog who’d changed our lives. I heard my mom’s cries, a waver in my dad’s voice. I heard one, final, big
            breath from Ruby, her last moment here with us. And then she was gone, just like that.
         

         
         It was in that moment I realized—losing Ruby would be the first of many great heartbreaks in my life. It was the loss of the
            purest love I had ever known. But, thankfully, accidentally, she had also shown me the power of a dog. Of unconditional love,
            of blind optimism.
         

         
         Of living and loving and losing and having it all be worth it.

         
         By the time Ruby died it was late in the evening and too late to bring her to the vet. My mom went upstairs and grabbed a sheet, old and worn from so many washes, and placed it softly over her body. It was strange going to sleep that night, knowing she was there but not really there, her spirit and energy and soul dispersed into the universe like a handful of glitter, impossible to collect. In the
            morning my dad hauled her body into our red minivan, one last trip together. He was alone when he returned, and suddenly,
            we no longer had a dog.
         

         
         The grief of pet loss is a quiet sort of suffering.

         
         There is no bereavement leave from work, no funeral with loved ones. Sometimes, if you’re lucky, someone will ask about your
            pet. Oh, we lost her last week, you’ll say. I’m so sorry, they’ll say back. And that’s it, the moment is over, and you’re expected to continue on with life like it’s any other day.
            Like your world hasn’t been flipped on its axis, the empty spot at the bottom of the stairs like a black hole in your living
            room.
         

         
         Pet loss is so intensely personal, so intimate and tragically singular, that others can’t really participate in your hurt.
            When a human dies, there are friends, coworkers, and family members—people who knew them and can recount funny stories or
            profound memories. Of course people knew Ruby, many of them loved her, but it was different.
         

         
         A pet is there with you more than any friend, any family member, and any significant other. They’re present in all your most private moments, when you can let your guard down and just be. They’re there for every heartbreaking cry, and every mindless laugh as you watch your favorite TV show. They’re there through every season, every dinner cooked, and every sleepless night. They’re there, consistent and content, no questions asked, just happy to be standing next to you. It’s something you’re so used to, something you might have taken for granted, and all of a sudden their presence is zapped from your life so quickly and violently it leaves marks on every part of you. 

         
         Over the following weeks, we collected the water bowls, slowly picked up all of Ruby’s toys. We put her leash away and brought
            her food down to the basement. Every time we walked through the door we expected to see her, her tail thumping on the ground,
            but every time we were met with silence and air and a dogless home.
         

         
         Our lives didn’t look much different, but they felt painfully different, and we knew that missing her would never really stop.

         
         My parents went on to get another dog a few years later—a blond golden retriever named Harper. Harper was sweet, nervous,
            and nothing at all like Ruby. In some ways this was a relief, knowing that there would be no comparison between the two. We
            loved Harper deeply, but it was a different love. It was the stretching of your heart rather than the filling of it, ensuring
            there was room enough for one more dog.
         

         
         Harper was also there when I brought Simon to New Jersey for the first time. I will never forget her unrelenting patience
            as he climbed all over her, stole her toys, and chewed on the tip of her tail. As Simon wreaked havoc on my parents’ home,
            Harper looked on with a toothy grin and squinty eyes, simply happy to be included.
         

         
         Harper lived to be eleven. She aged more rapidly than Ruby had, and my parents often had to carry her outside and hold her
            up to use the bathroom during the final months of her life. It was 2020 when they accepted that she was dying, and they drove
            her to a vet clinic with their mouths covered in masks.
         

         
         “Only one of you can come in,” a vet tech told them as they stood in the parking lot.

         
         My mom walked alongside the stretcher that carried Harper’s body, her lungs struggling to breathe. The vet walked into the
            room a few minutes later.
         

         
         “Tell me about Harper,” he said gently as he prepped the room. “What did she like to do?”

         
         “She liked to go on hikes,” my mom told him. Tears fell from her eyes, trailing the edges of her N95 mask.

         
         She sat with Harper as he gave her the shot. Eventually her whimpers quieted, her breathing slowed. My mom cradled her white
            face, kissed her brown nose.
         

         
         “She’s about to go on the best hike of her life,” the vet said.

         
         I like to believe that it’s true. That somewhere, in the thin space between life and death, there’s a place where Ruby and
            Harper are running through the fields, weaving between trees, and trading stories about the family who loved them.
         

         
         About three years after Harper died, a new dog came into the picture.

         
         I headed to the ACC on a Tuesday morning in June. I parked out front and walked into the dark lobby.

         
         “I’m here to pick up a foster dog,” I said to the receptionist holding a clipboard.

         
         “Name?” she asked.

         
         “Cheesecake.”

         
         I waited outside, peering through the iron gates, until I saw a staff member walking toward me. In his arms was a tiny, scruffy
            dog with bones as sharp as glass, his ribs straining against his skin.
         

         
         “Here’s Cheesecake!” he said, placing him on the ground in front of me.

         
         Instantly, Cheesecake jumped up to say hi to me, licking the tip of my nose. He was full of love and seemed to melt into my
            arms instantly. I was shocked.
         

         
         When the ACC first told me about Cheesecake, they told me that he was classified as a neglect and cruelty case. He’d been found abandoned, tied to a pole in a New York City park, and had clearly been starved for a very, very long time. He was a 1 on the body condition score, which is the absolute skinniest a dog can be before they eventually die. This dog had been mistreated by humans, and yet, somehow, he remained exceptionally loving. 

         
         That’s the question I kept asking myself over the next two weeks: How, how, how?

         
         How is he so loving? How is he so trusting? How is he so gentle, so sweet, so playful? How could anyone hurt him? How could
            anyone leave him? How could his life have started with such heartbreak?
         

         
         But as I cuddled him close each night, his tiny, hummingbird heart fluttering against mine, I realized that the how’s didn’t matter. What mattered was that he was here, and he was safe, and he was fed. What mattered was that his heart was bursting
            with love, overflowing its capacity, and I was there to catch the spillover, a bucket underneath him.
         

         
         After two weeks with me and Simon, Cheesecake started to gain weight. He was on a strict refeeding plan in which he had to
            eat five small meals a day. Every day he got a little bit stronger; every day he got a little more energy. Every day, his
            past got a little bit farther behind him.
         

         
         My parents decided to visit us in Brooklyn on a Friday afternoon. As soon as they opened the door, Cheesecake was jumping
            all over them, his tail wagging frantically back and forth. My mom squealed with delight as Cheesecake flopped over on his
            back, exposing his belly to her.
         

         
         “This dog cannot be real.” She laughed.

         
         We spent the afternoon in the backyard, and Cheesecake took turns between both of my parents, jumping onto their laps and requesting ear scratches. My mom fell in love with all my foster dogs, but I could see something shifting in my dad too. As my mom and I chatted, my dad sat with this tiny rescue dog on his lap. He gazed down at him tenderly, the whisper of a smile on his lips. He ran his fingers along his bony ribs, careful with his touch. 

         
         As soon as they got home, they submitted their adoption application.

         
         We just got home, and we’re so happy, my mom texted me. Thank you for the gift of a lifetime. He will be a fitting follow-up to both Ruby and Harper, both dogs with the greatest
               capacities for unconditional love. Please start calling our little man Gus.

         
         Attached was a photo of a name tag—a red, metal tag in the shape of a bone. On the front, it read: Gus.
         

         
         When you lose a dog, it’s impossible to imagine ever loving again. But then, one day, you stumble across another dog who needs
            you, and it just makes sense. With Ruby, and Harper, and then Gus, my parents were choosing the inevitable heartbreak that
            comes at the end of a dog’s life. They were going into it knowing how much it would hurt one day and doing it anyway.
         

         
         Because the loss is excruciating, there’s no way around it. But the in-between is pure magic.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 13
New York Is Dead

         
         
            Spring 2020

         

         I moved into Megan’s apartment on a Saturday in May. My face was covered with an N95 mask as I dragged the last box up three
            flights of stairs, my breathing sharp and labored.
         

         
         “Fuck this,” I groaned. “Moving with these masks on should be illegal.”

         
         Megan stood in the living room, drowning in furniture and bags and cardboard boxes. Her grin took up her entire face as she
            reached her arms out to hug me. “I can’t believe this is actually happening,” she said, wrapping her arms around me tightly.
            “Is this the stupidest decision we’ve ever made?”
         

         
         “Probably.” I laughed, leaning into her, warm and familiar.

         
         But as I began to arrange my room and meticulously unpack each article of clothing, I couldn’t shake this deep, visceral sense
            of belonging. It all just felt . . . right, which was odd for a girl with anxiety who was downright terrible with change.
         

         
         The apartment was long and skinny. At one end was Megan’s room, and at the other end lived a girl named Drew. Drew was petite and effortlessly cool, with an entire sleeve of tattoos and a talkative cat named Poptart. My room was up a flight of stairs, tucked over the rest of the apartment. The ceilings in my room were low and the windows sloped, and all I could see out of them were the tops of trees lining the street. It was small, but not in a cramped, claustrophobic way. It felt like a secret tree house, hidden from everything that could hurt me. 

         
         The last thing I did was place Simon’s bed next to my desk, right under the left window. I stood back and looked at everything—my
            bed, my dresser, my paint-chipped desk, my IKEA mirror. It was all furniture I’d owned before, but it held new meaning here.
            Everything felt more settled, the weight of my decision a comforting anchor reaching up through the arches of my feet.
         

         
         “Simon!” I called downstairs. “Come see our new room!”

         
         Simon ran up the steps and crashed into the room like a wrecking ball, immediately finding his bed and sniffing it deeply.
            After a few minutes of inspection, he sat on the bed and placed his chin on the windowpane, gazing out thoughtfully. It was
            the perfect height for him, and the first of many times he would look out that window. He would watch people bang pots and
            pans for essential workers, Black Lives Matter protests marching down our block, people on COVID walks with their masks on,
            and ambulances wailing past with sick people. He would watch me have first kisses on our front stoop, Megan and I going to
            pick up wine for our nightly TV binge, and other dogs trotting past. He would watch the world unfold, one day at a time; the
            seasons change; and, eventually, his mom fall in love.
         

         
         But for now he watched the promise of spring bloom, the trees outside the window with bright green leaves freshly sprouted.
            For a time of grave uncertainty and loss, I felt oddly hopeful for the future.
         

         
         That night, I sat on the couch with Megan and Drew as we shared a pint of ice cream among the three of us.

         
         “How are you actually feeling?” Megan asked, tucking her legs underneath her. “You went through a major breakup, got thrown into a global pandemic,
            and then had to move. That’s a lot, Iz.”
         

         
         “Yeah,” I said. The spoon hovered over the ice cream as I considered this. “I don’t know, I feel weirdly fine.”

         
         “You seem weirdly fine.”

         
         I looked up at her. My best friend since forever, the person who knew me better than I knew myself. I found comfort in her
            hearty laugh, the way she snorted when she found something especially funny, and how we couldn’t get through a single movie
            without pausing a million times to discuss it.
         

         
         I looked down at Simon, sleeping peacefully at my feet. His ears were low in the way they tend to be when he’s especially
            tired, his eyes squeezed shut. I could tell that he was immediately comfortable here in the same way I was, like we were meant
            to be right here, together, the two of us trudging through whatever life threw at us.
         

         
         “I think I’m just really happy to be here,” I said, scooping the ice cream into my mouth.

         
         Megan smiled. She leaned forward and squeezed my hand. “I’m really happy you’re here too.”

         
         “If you don’t pass me the ice cream I will literally die,” Drew said.

         
         A few hours later, Simon and I fell asleep curled into each other, just as I had done with various men throughout my life.
            But unlike with them, I was sure about him, and he was sure about me. With us, there would be no leaving.
         

         
         

         Sharing the Brooklyn apartment was the first time that Megan and I had lived together, but we had never been too far from
            each other.
         

         
         I grew up in an old, creaky house on Meadowbrook Lane. It had a front porch that my dad had us repaint every few years and a backyard big enough to play Wiffle ball in. My mom had our kitchen redone when we were young—bright blue countertops and yellow cabinets with flowers hand-painted on them. The living room was all moody lighting, dark velvet couches, and piles of books on every bookshelf. It was the home of two writers, cozy, whimsical, filled with artwork and journals and old cookbooks, the pages browned and water stained. 

         
         Meadowbrook Lane was tucked into a New Jersey suburb, surrounded by parks and trees and children playing four square in the
            streets. It had fourteen houses on each side of the block, a picture of domestic paradise straight out of a movie.
         

         
         The people who lived there were characters too. There was Bobby, who lived with his mother, Mrs. Jane, and his five feral
            boys. There was Chelsea and Jeremy, the picture-perfect couple whom everyone referred to as Barbie and Ken. There were the
            Bobcats, who let their oldest child choose their new last name and name his two younger siblings, Plum and Buzz. There was Chad, who seemed to collect old, broken cars and spend most of his
            time yelling at them out of frustration.
         

         
         And among all the eccentric personalities and the families who came and went, there was me, Megan, and our best friend Timmy.

         
         Megan lived next door to me, and Timmy right next door to her. Three mismatched houses, side by side, with three kids the
            same age. We were destined to become best friends.
         

         
         Our childhood was thick with memories—dodgeball, summer camp, block parties, long pool days, sneaking down to the park at night, trick-or-treating. Every snow day we’d pile onto the couch and watch a scary movie, a tradition we’d carved out for ourselves. It was the three of us against the world, walking to school together each morning and dreading every second. We knew each other at every age, at every unbearable moment and every extraordinary one. Year after year we’d settle into the new versions of ourselves and had no choice but to accept and love each other through it. 

         
         With high school came more friends, hobbies, and adjusting to a brand-new social landscape. Silly childhood crushes turned
            into full-blown relationships, and we navigated dating side by side. We drank warm beers at house parties down the street,
            occasionally throwing up on our moms’ nice rugs.
         

         
         In college we all shipped off to different places, although Timmy and I were only an hour bus ride from each other. In the
            midst of my freshman-year depression I would often show up on his doorstep and sleep in his bed, a few feet of mattress between
            us always. I would fall asleep to the sound of boys living their lives—music blasting, screaming over video games—and I would
            feel so grateful to have a place where I never felt like a burden. I would tag along with him and his college friends to their
            local, seedy bars, dreading each minute that led me closer to my bus ride back to Ithaca.
         

         
         In the summer he and Megan and I would always come back together and laze around after our summer jobs. We’d lie in the grass
            and get eaten by mosquitos, discussing everything and nothing. The twenty-year-old versions of us felt both warmly familiar
            and achingly different from the kids we once knew.
         

         
         During all of this living, there was loss too. The loss of Megan’s dad, and then the loss of Timmy’s. We sat in churches and
            temples and held each other, choking back tears, trying to reimagine a future in which we were the new adults, our parents
            long gone. Megan spoke about her dad’s exuberant storytelling; Timmy recounted his dad’s love of the Mets. We tried to fill
            the big, gaping holes they left behind with memories, but it always fell a little flat.
         

         
         There was the loss of Ruby, and the loss of Megan’s dog, Selwyn. Selwyn was a shepherd mix who was found tied to a pole on Selwyn Avenue in the Bronx and had made his way to Meadowbrook Lane through a family friend. Selwyn was the yin to Ruby’s yang—the chaotic, poorly behaved, but incredibly lovable counterpart in all their most mischievous adventures. Where Ruby was given free reign of the neighborhood, Selwyn was forbidden, but that didn’t stop him from sneaking out of the house every chance he got. He was known for slipping out the front door and disappearing for hours. By the time we saw him again, he would be in the back of a police car with a big smile on his face. 

         
         One time we decided to go sledding after a particularly heavy snowstorm. My mom walked over to the park with us kids, four
            sleds in tow. We climbed the hill eagerly, arranging our butts on the plastic sleds before launching down the hill. Suddenly,
            I heard a scream and turned around to see Selwyn chasing us manically and nipping at our backs as we skirted across the icy
            snow. We landed at the bottom in peals of laughter.
         

         
         “Selwyn!” Megan gasped. “How did you get out?”

         
         Another time, my mom was volunteering at an ice cream social at the middle school down the street. It was a warm day, almost
            summer break for the kids. We ran around the school’s courtyard playing tag with dripping ice cream running down our forearms.
            Across the yard, we heard a voice yelling.
         

         
         “Does anyone know who this dog belongs to?” a teacher shouted.

         
         My mom looked up, only to see Selwyn grinning back at her. How he’d navigated the halls of the school to find us, we still
            have no idea. My mom groaned, walking over and taking him by the collar. Selwyn’s tail wagged happily.
         

         
         Selwyn, unlike Ruby, lived a very, very long life. It was unclear how old he was when he was rescued, but he lived well into our college years. If you asked anyone from Megan’s family how old he lived to be, his age would increase each time. 

         
         “He lived to be sixteen,” Megan told me once.

         
         “He died when he was eighteen,” Megan’s mom said.

         
         “Twenty-one! Can you believe it?” said Megan’s father, Paul, and the most hyperbolic of the bunch.

         
         But regardless, Selwlyn’s was a long life of breaking rules and laughing about it afterward. By the end of his days he was
            much slower, and not nearly as naughty as he once was. He still loved car rides, his gray snout sticking out the minivan window,
            and Paul insisted on bringing him everywhere he went. And then, one day, he was gone. First Selwyn passed, and then Megan’s
            dad a few years later. I like to think they’re still together, driving around somewhere, listening to The Who.
         

         
         After college we all moved to New York City. Timmy immediately moved in with his college sweetheart, Mallory, who we loved
            like she had been there all along. Megan and I, on the other hand, dated an alarming number of people, many of whom we’d consistently
            forget the names of.
         

         
         “Who was that guy from Three Diamond Door?” Megan would ask me

         
         “Which one?”

         
         “The one from that one night . . .”

         
         “Oh! The one with the cute dog?”

         
         “Yes! The dog was named Toby, I remember that for sure. But the guy’s name . . .”

         
         “Max?”

         
         “No . . .”

         
         “Aaron? Something with an A. Adam?”
         

         
         “Nope.”

         
         It would go on like this, us attempting to remember forgettable men just to laugh about it again later. Timmy would listen to our stories over beers in a dimly lit dive bar, probably feeling lucky that he’d never had to look at dating as a sport like we did. 

         
         We were kids together, and one day, seemingly out of nowhere, we were all grown up. Timmy went by Tim now, Megan went by Meg.
            I was previously Izzy and now fully Isabel. We did things like get full-time jobs with health-care benefits and attend our
            friends’ weddings. We were all the past versions of ourselves meshed into one adult body, solid and strong.
         

         
         So when Megan and I decided to move in together, it seemed like a no-brainer to most people. But to us, I think there was
            that fear we would come together and realize we had been growing in opposite directions, two trees leaning toward different
            sides of the same sun.
         

         
         

         We went to sleep every night to the sound of ambulances, and woke up with the same, familiar wail piercing through our windows.
            New York City was bad. Really bad. And we happened to live down the street from one of the most impacted hospitals during
            the COVID-19 epidemic.
         

         
         As I walked Simon through the neighborhood, I’d see pop-up tents and massive refrigerators lining the blocks. My stomach would sour knowing that they were filled with the bodies of people who didn’t make it. I was living so close to death, practically breathing it in every time I left the house. I could feel the stillness all around me. The streets of Brooklyn were eerily quiet, and sometimes I could go a few blocks without seeing a single person. In those moments I would take my mask off and breathe in the fresh air, lifting my face toward the sun, and try to recall what a normal day used to feel like. What did I even do? Commute to work, get happy hour drinks, flirt at the bar with a man I’d never see again, ride the subway home, order a BLT from the bodega. It all seemed so simple, but I desperately yearned for it anyway. 

         
         Megan, Drew, and I were all working from home, stuffed away in our respective bedrooms until 6 p.m. hit. Then we’d migrate
            into the living room to sit on the couch before going back to our rooms to sleep. It was a well-practiced march—bedroom, couch,
            bedroom, couch—and we often dreamed of our colorful, exciting lives before.
         

         
         “I would kill to be at a crowded bar in a slutty outfit right now,” I said to Megan one Friday night. We were in matching
            gray sweatpants with bowls of Kraft mac ’n’ cheese in front of us. I uncorked a bottle of wine and poured us two glasses.
         

         
         “I can’t believe this is our life,” she said. “We’re way too young and hot to be doing this on a Friday.”

         
         I held my glass up. “What should we cheers to?”

         
         “Hmmm. The new season of Married at First Sight being added to the Lifetime app?”
         

         
         “Good enough.” I laughed.

         
         It was strange, feeling like your entire life was being put on pause. There was no moving forward—no new friends to make,
            no boys to meet, no places to travel to. But despite the stagnant nature of all our lives and the grief of what we were missing
            out on, the five of us felt incredibly lucky to be together—me, Megan, Drew, Simon, and Poptart.
         

         
         We binged all five Twilight movies in one day. We watched My Big Fat American Gypsy Wedding religiously. We had charcuterie nights every Saturday, where Megan would put together an enormous board of cheese, meat, and various jams and call it dinner. We cooked together, cleaned together, spent countless hours scrolling our phones in each other’s beds. When it was nice out, we’d pick up to-go drinks from a cocktail bar down the street and drink them on our roof. We’d wear string bikinis and bring our books, getting tipsy on booze and sunshine as we unloaded our family trauma one story at a time. We talked and talked and talked. Really, all there was to do was talk. 

         
         And then we’d come back to the apartment with Simon and Poptart and cuddle up on the couch. Drew would start a puzzle on the
            coffee table as Megan and I rambled on about a situation we’d unpacked a thousand times before.
         

         
         “You guys are insufferable,” Drew would say, but her smile said otherwise.

         
         On Drew’s birthday, Megan and I decorated the apartment and put party hats on Simon and Poptart. Drew came out of her room
            and squealed, running over to scoop the cat into her arms.
         

         
         “Are you kidding me!” she cried.

         
         We took a photo of ourselves in the mirror—Drew holding Poptart, me holding Simon—and smiled big, cheesy smiles. Afterward
            we ate an elaborate meal Megan had cooked—a spatchcock chicken, roasted potatoes, and a salad with homemade dressing. We shoveled
            cake in our mouths and chatted mindlessly over a bad movie playing in the background. We felt endlessly grateful to be together,
            sticky glue stuck to one another, as the world fell apart around us.
         

         
         

         There was a protocol loophole in New York during the darkest days of the pandemic. When we were all required to stay inside,
            many people had the same question: What about the dogs?
         

         
         Dogs still need to be walked and socialized. There was no getting around that, even in New York’s lowest moments.

         
         So, one day, a park employee walked to the dog park. She lifted the old, rusty chain that was keeping the black gate closed. She placed a key in the lock and turned it once, then twice, until it clicked open. Then, she snaked the chain through the open grates and opened the dog park. 

         
         There had been whispers of it for weeks. “Did you hear they might open the dog park again?” my neighbor told me one morning,
            safely a good ten feet away from me and Simon. “Apparently there have been so many complaints from dog owners that they just
            gave in.”
         

         
         It was, indeed, a momentous day. Up until that point, I had to gently lure Simon away from the dog park every time we got
            close. He would throw his body weight into his pull, silently begging to go back to his favorite place. It was only a few
            blocks from our previous Bushwick apartment, and I could tell he missed being able to run and wrestle with all of his dog
            friends.
         

         
         “We can’t go in, Si,” I’d say, lightly pulling on his collar. “It’s closed.”

         
         So when I was finally able to give into his earnest pleas, I felt my heart swell. His eyes were bright as I slid the latch
            to the gate up, slowly opening the entrance. I unclasped his leash and he sprinted inside, running laps around the entire
            perimeter. I felt tears forming in my eyes, and I wasn’t quite sure why. Maybe it was seeing his uninhibited joy, maybe it
            was the tiny taste of freedom. Maybe it was a reminder of what normal life used to look like—sitting at the dog park, talking
            to dog owners I had never met before. Regardless of the reason, I stood there and watched my dog come alive, his paws stamping
            on the damp gravel. He was without worry, without fear, without resentment. He just was—a vessel of life, full of light, brimming with wonder.
         

         
         The dog park quickly became a haven for all of us.

         
         I would take Simon twice a day, and often Megan or Drew would accompany me. We kept our distance from people within the gates, but there was still this sense of camaraderie and community that had been lacking before. Every day, without fail, the same dogs would enter the park and play together. Simon met new friends he would be genuinely excited to see, and we were also given the opportunity to meet new people. It didn’t matter that our faces were covered with masks or we had to stand at least six feet apart. Just the act of talking to someone new was like a drug to me. 

         
         And what started as a small community of dog owners grew by the day. A staggering 23 million American households acquired
            a new pet during the pandemic, and suddenly the Brooklyn streets, vacant the month prior, were flooded with newly adopted
            dogs. Each morning there would be a new dog to meet and a new owner to say hi to, and the lack of animals in the shelters
            reflected exactly that.
         

         
         Shelters would post videos on social media of their empty facilities. For the first time ever, there was a struggle to find
            a dog, any dog, to adopt. I wasn’t fostering at the time because there really weren’t many dogs to foster, a bittersweet but wonderful fact.
         

         
         It was a beautiful thing. That despite our fear of the future, or maybe because of it, people were finally starting to live
            in the moment. We were slowing down. We were realizing that there was a lot we could learn from the simplicity of dogs.
         

         
         In a time that was so isolating, so heavy with grief, we were turning to animals.

         
         There were many days when Simon was the only reason I got out of bed, his paws gently tapping my shoulder as the sun began
            to rise. There were many days when Simon was the only reason why I talked to a new person. There were many days when Simon
            was the only reason why I moved my body, why I got fresh air, why I laughed. He was propelling me forward, insisting I continue
            living my life, and he wasn’t even trying.
         

         
         It’s a dog’s instinct to live. To enjoy every day, to feel the sunshine. To exist in the moment. To feel joy without feeling embarrassed. To bark when they’re upset, or happy, or whatever emotion is currently flooding their brains. They live unencumbered, unrelenting, and the state of the world doesn’t matter. The way their bodies look doesn’t matter. The weather doesn’t matter, the season doesn’t matter. 

         
         And so, we all followed their lead. We lived. We got fresh air. We took naps. We told our people that we loved them. We felt
            grateful for every nice day. We ran freely every chance we got. We woke up every morning knowing that our day would look a
            lot like the day before, but there would still be small moments of joy: a perfect cup of coffee, starting a new book, a walk
            around the block, a phone call with our moms. All we could do was hold on to those small moments.
         

         
         One evening I took Simon to the dog park. The sun started to set as we walked over, the light low and dappled across the brick
            apartment buildings lining the block. I remember the air feeling soft, like a warm hug around my shoulders.
         

         
         By the time we got to the park, the sky had exploded with color—pinks and oranges and purples. It was stunning to see. Sure,
            we got pretty sunsets in Brooklyn sometimes, but this was electric, magical, like someone had melted cotton candy and stuck
            it to the sky.
         

         
         I opened the gate and let Simon run free, greeting his friends with a playful bow and a tail wag. I walked over to the side
            of the dog park and leaned against the gate, marveling at the sky above me and my dog playing at my feet. It was a perfect
            picture of hope and beauty.
         

         
         I took my phone out and snapped a photo. It was a photo of the sky, and Simon, and the park that provided us a community when
            community was impossible to find.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 14
Home for the Holidays

         
         
            December 2020

         

         After seven long months of keeping one another company, my roommates and I decided to re-download our dating apps.

         
         Summer was over, fall came and went, and December had just begun. We were no longer able to sunbathe on the roof or set up
            a blanket in the park. The darkness of winter was creeping up behind us, as was the reminder that we were coming up on a year
            of being locked inside.
         

         
         An entire year of my twenties, gone. I was twenty-eight years old, inching closer and closer to thirty every day.

         
         Megan, Drew, and I had long discussions about the logistics of dating. We decided that we could get back on the apps, but
            with a few rules put in place.
         

         
         “I think we should wait to meet them in person to see if they’re actually worth risking our lives for,” Megan said.

         
         “Okay, dramatic.” I laughed.

         
         “I’m serious! How many dates have you gone on and thought, this wasn’t worth leaving my bed for? A few FaceTime dates, and
            then you can meet.”
         

         
         “FaceTime dates are the worst,” Drew said.
         

         
         We all groaned in agreement.

         
         “Obviously both parties should get tested for COVID before meeting,” I said.

         
         “Yup.”

         
         “And I think it would be best if they lived close? That way no one has to travel back and forth on the subway.”

         
         Megan shot me a look. “I don’t think our future husbands are in Bushwick, Iz.”

         
         But I wasn’t looking for my husband, not necessarily. I was just desperate for the intimacy that came with physical closeness,
            someone to play with my hair and sling an arm around my back and kiss me breathless. I set my location parameters to less
            than a mile, hoping I could find a nice guy to make out with who lived a few blocks away.
         

         
         I chatted with a few guys, but no one really stood out.

         
         And then came Jacob.

         
         His profile popped up as I scrolled in bed one night. His first photo was of him outside, a big smile on his face and the
            sun behind him, illuminating him. He was wearing a sweatshirt that said Y’alls, which I later learned is a Minor League Baseball team based in Florence, Kentucky, where he’s from.
         

         
         Something about him stopped me in my tracks. I took a screenshot of his profile and texted it to Phoebe.

         
         He has kind eyes, she texted back.
         

         
         Maybe that was it, the kindness that was emanating off him. He was undeniably handsome, but it was more than that. There was
            something gentle about him, something safe.
         

         
         I swiped right, and it was a match.

         
         Right away I got a message from him. He was replying to one of my prompts that said: I’m just looking for someone to do the dishes for me.

         
         I’ll cook AND do the dishes, he wrote.
         

         
         We messaged back and forth before bed, and right away I could sense an emotional and intellectual connection that I hadn’t felt before. He kept me on my toes with his quick wit and quippy responses. Before signing off for the night, he asked if I’d want to FaceTime the following night. It was a few days before Christmas, and my roommates had already gone home for the holidays. I said yes, shocked that I had scheduled a FaceTime date I was actually looking forward to. 

         
         The next evening I poured myself a glass of wine and waited for his call. We had Christmas lights strung around the living
            room that twinkled softly, the magic of the season fizzing through my body. Simon jumped onto the couch next to me, curling
            his tail around his nose as he drifted off to sleep. As soon as Jacob’s name popped up, my stomach dropped. I took a deep
            breath before swiping the screen on my phone.
         

         
         “Hi,” he said, his voice deep and friendly, his smile wide. He was sitting in his own apartment with a glass of red wine in
            his hands. I could see a gray wall behind him and a kitchen with a newly renovated island.
         

         
         “Hi,” I said back, mirroring his smile.

         
         “So, how did you pick this place? Not your typical first date spot, but . . .”

         
         I looked around my dimly lit apartment. “Oh, I just googled ‘worst place for a first date’ and went from there.”

         
         He laughed loudly, unembarrassed. “I think it’s perfect, actually.”

         
         We ended up talking for hours that night, and I was absolutely fascinated by him. Jacob was unlike anyone I had dated before. My usual type was tall and tattooed with a sharp sense of humor and a questionable past, and Jacob was anything but. He was soft and sweet and painfully Midwestern. He was brilliantly smart, but not in a way that made you feel stupid. He was curious about anything and everything. Above all, he truly, genuinely gave a shit about people and the world around him. 

         
         Toward the end of the night I mentioned that I wrote poetry.

         
         “Can I read one of your poems?” he asked.

         
         “Oh, um . . .” I let out a quick, uncomfortable laugh. “I don’t usually let people read my poems on the first date. Or ever,
            actually.”
         

         
         “That’s totally fine, I understand.”

         
         By this point I had moved upstairs to my bed. I looked up, glancing around my room. I don’t know what I was looking for exactly.
            Maybe a sign plastered across my wall that said IT’S OKAY TO BE VULNERABLE, but alas, there was nothing there. All that I had was a gut feeling, warm and sure, that said this person mattered, and
            I should show him all of me.
         

         
         “Okay, fine.” I smiled sheepishly.

         
         “You really don’t have to,” he said. “But I’d love to see it.”

         
         “No, no. I want to, which is actually crazy.”

         
         He laughed, and the sound was so solid it made me sit up a little straighter. “Why is it crazy?”

         
         “Because I don’t know you.”

         
         “Oh, right. That.” His eyes gazed at me through the phone screen. I wanted to bottle this feeling and drink it.

         
         I sent him a poem and told him to read it before he went to bed. “If you read it now I’ll die of embarrassment.”

         
         We said our goodbyes and hung up. A few minutes later my phone vibrated. It was Jacob, responding to each individual line
            of my poem with a thoughtful and encouraging comment.
         

         
         I looked at the time stamp of our call: four hours. I fell back on my bed and stared at my sloped ceiling, unable to conceal
            my grin.
         

         
         

         Exactly four years later to the day, I was preparing to do the same, exact thing: go home to my parents’ house for the holidays.

         
         Christmas lights twinkled around a different Brooklyn apartment, my tiny, three-foot-tall tree sparse but festive. I organized
            all my gifts in one corner, doing a mental checklist to make sure every package got delivered on time. I was slightly hungover
            from a Christmas party I had attended the night before, a dull throbbing pulsing through my skull.
         

         
         I did one last glance around my living room: everything was in order. As I turned back to the kitchen, something caught my
            eye in the corner, and I breathed a sigh of relief—I had almost forgotten the dog crate.
         

         
         Simon didn’t use a crate at this point, but I needed it for something else. Because later that morning, a dog I had never
            met was being delivered to my apartment after going through a major surgery.
         

         
         I had gotten a text from Muddy Paws Rescue the day before. It was a screenshot of an email they’d received from the city shelter.
            Cezar is a very sweet pup, it read. He was a little shy at first but has warmed up quickly. Can you give this sweet boy the loving home he deserves, and help
               him recover from his surgery over the holidays? Attached were two photos of a nervous-looking Staffordshire Terrier mix, his ears pinned back and his eyes wide. But the
            cutest thing about him was his double cleft lip, with two tiny buckteeth sticking out.
         

         
         Oh, I like him, I texted back.
         

         
         
            
               
                  They’re having a hard time placing him. We’ve gotten a few emails about him, so he’ll need help getting adopted. He has a
                     broken leg that they’re going to repair, so there would be major exercise restrictions.
                  

               

            

         
         I’ll take him, I said. He sounds like an angel.

         
         
            
               
                  Amazing. I think we can change his life.

               

            

         
         I think we can change his life.

         
         I felt a spark ignite behind my ribs as I read those words, a feeling that was all too familiar at this point. It was a mix
            of excitement, nervousness, and determination—knowing that fostering this dog wouldn’t necessarily be easy, but it would be
            worth it.
         

         
         Of course it would be easier and more convenient to just go home for the holidays without an injured dog. No matter what,
            caring for Cezar would change my plans for the next few weeks. But the thought of this sweet, injured dog alone in the shelter
            over Christmas broke my heart in half, and I wasn’t going to let that happen.
         

         
         A few hours later, I got a phone call from an unsaved number. “Hi, I’m here with Cezar,” the man on the other end said.

         
         I slipped on my shoes and walked outside, where a man with dark hair and a neck tattoo flagged me down. “Isabel?” he asked,
            opening the back door of his car.
         

         
         “Yes! Thank you for transporting Cezar here.”

         
         “Oh, it was my pleasure. I’ve only known him for the past hour and I’m already in love with him.” He gestured to the back
            seat, and I peered in.
         

         
         Staring back at me were two big, glassy eyes. Cezar was perched on the back seat, his head low and his teeth poking out. Along
            his back right hip was a shaved patch and an eight-inch-long scar, threaded delicately with black stitches and a bandage hanging
            on by a corner.
         

         
         “He’s a really good dog,” the driver said. “Nothing but love.”

         
         He reached into the car and inched an arm under the dog’s ribs, lifting him delicately and placing him on the ground. Cezar
            stood with three legs planted, and his back leg raised. I leaned down to say hi, scratching him lightly behind his ears.
         

         
         “So, what was the actual surgery he had?” I asked.

         
         “An FHO—femoral head ostectomy. It’s when they remove the head and neck of the femur.”

         
         I winced. “Ow.”

         
         “Yup. I hear the recovery is long and rough.”

         
         Cezar turned to face me, staring deeply, a connection clicking into place. It was almost like he knew he was here to heal.
            “I’m glad he’s here with me, then.”
         

         
         The driver smiled. “Me too.”

         
         After he left, I slowly helped Cezar across the street, his legs hobbling one inch at a time. When we got to the front steps
            he looked up at me, a silent plea. I reached down and found a way to hold him where I wasn’t touching his hip. I awkwardly
            lifted him, carrying him up one stair, and the next, and then the next, his weight in my arms both foreign and familiar—it
            was my first time lifting him, but far from my first time lifting a dog who needed me. And I was so happy to answer the call,
            a loyal servant of these animals.
         

         
         Once I got him inside, I introduced him to Simon. I brought both dogs into the backyard and let them sniff each other, keeping
            Cezar on a tight leash just in case the dogs needed to be separated. Luckily they greeted each other neutrally before walking
            into the corner of the yard and peeing in the same spot.
         

         
         I watched them for a few more minutes as they immediately fell into a groove with each other. It was fascinating the way animals
            operated and how much could be communicated without words: a quick, wagging tail, a bow, a gentle sneeze. All of these things
            say hi, I’m happy you’re here.
         

         
         But it was not lost on me how incredible Simon was in this role of foster brother.

         
         After I adopted Simon, I took a break from fostering for several years. Among Simon’s health, COVID, and moving multiple times over the first few years of his life, I didn’t have it in me. Just keeping myself and Simon alive was a full-time job, and I couldn’t imagine adding another dog to the mix. 

         
         But then we moved to another apartment, and that apartment had a backyard.

         
         Simon and I lived there for a few months before I realized that the space would be perfect for fostering—we lived on the first
            floor, with that enormous backyard, and a landlord who loved dogs. In fact, she had three Cocker spaniels of her own. It didn’t
            get much better than that in New York City. Without thinking about it too hard, Simon and I started fostering again.
         

         
         One foster dog turned to two, and then three, and then four. Before I knew it, I had fostered twelve dogs in twelve months,
            all different ages, breeds, sizes, and medical needs, and Simon led me through each situation with a patience that was impossible
            to comprehend at times. We were a team in this, taking in broken dogs and loving them so fiercely they had no choice but to
            get better.
         

         
         I watched fosters eat Simon’s food, sleep in Simon’s bed, monopolize my time, bite him, hump him, steal his toys, and pee
            all over his apartment. And I watched Simon look on, completely unflustered and calm.
         

         
         I don’t know if he was born to heal other dogs, but I do know that it came to him naturally. After all, Simon had been in
            their position before. He’d been living on the streets, without a home, scared and confused. I like to think that there’s
            some part of him that stepped into this role because he knew what it was like. He knew what it was to be dropped on the doorstep
            of a shockingly unfamiliar place, to try to acclimate to a new life. He knew, and so he helped.
         

         
         The first few days with Cezar were very low-key. Because he was recovering from a major surgery, he was on a ton of medication to keep him calm and sleepy. He spent most of his time napping, exploring the backyard, and eating the occasional meal. He didn’t have a huge appetite but would watch me cook with curious, imploring eyes, as if he was deciding whether or not he was up for begging. It was hard for him to get up, so most of his observation came from a dog bed I had purchased for him and placed at the foot of the couch. 

         
         “Are you sure it’s okay if I bring him home for Christmas?” I asked my mom over the phone one night. I dumped pasta into boiling
            water, stirring it slowly.
         

         
         “Honey, yes. Stop asking. We’re so excited to meet him.”

         
         “Okay, I’m sorry,” I glanced over at him, his eyes on me. “I just want to make sure he has the best Christmas ever.”

         
         “Oh! That reminds me . . .” I could hear her writing something on the pad of paper that sat on the kitchen counter. “Just
            made a note. I need to buy him some gifts tomorrow!”
         

         
         I laughed, almost reminding her that she didn’t have to do that, but I knew it was pointless. My mom was as much of a softie
            for these dogs as I was, and a dog going gift-less on Christmas was not an option in her household.
         

         
         I normally wouldn’t be so nervous about making sure a foster dog was happy, but Cezar’s story was particularly hard for me
            to swallow.
         

         
         Cezar was an owner surrender, which means his previous owner willingly surrendered him to the city shelter. He was an older man who had taken a bad fall while walking Cezar one day and was no longer able to take care of him. Cezar was briefly handed off to the man’s son, but he had a few young children and didn’t have the time for a dog. Eventually, Cezar was dropped at the ACC, where he stayed for a few weeks before he found his way to me. It was unclear exactly how he hurt his leg, but the shelter determined that surgery was absolutely necessary for his quality of life. 

         
         Any situation in which a dog ends up without a home is heartbreaking, but there’s something particularly melancholy about
            knowing a dog was fiercely loved by someone who had to make the difficult decision to let them go.
         

         
         Cezar had known love before. He’d had a dedicated owner who took him on walks, who tried to find another home for him after
            his body betrayed him, and still it wasn’t enough to keep them together.
         

         
         I couldn’t help but wonder what Cezar was thinking. If he missed his owner, if he thought about him, if he wondered where
            he went or what he had done wrong. If he was happy to be here or if he was just counting down the moments until he could find
            his dad again. Those first few nights I watched him sleep, wishing I could crack his brain open and pour his memories into
            my own skull. I was desperate to understand him, to show up for him in the way he needed me to.
         

         
         Christmas was usually the holiday you spent with family, creating traditions and new memories. I imagined he had spent many
            Christmases with his previous family, waking up early, licking sugar off the faces of grandchildren, sneaking a piece of glazed
            ham from the dining room table. The more I thought about it, the more my heart squeezed.
         

         
         “Do you think he’ll be happy to spend the holidays with us?”

         
         My mom considered this for a moment. “I think so,” she said. “But regardless, I know that he’s lucky to have met you. You
            always make them come around.”
         

         
         I spent the rest of the night packing to go to my parents’ the next day, my apartment warm in the glow of our tiny Christmas tree. After everything was packed and set by the door, I remembered one more thing I wanted to bring. I opened Simon’s drawer and pulled out his Christmas sweater, and then pulled one out for Cezar too. 

         
         

         Going home for the holidays usually involved me schlepping a suitcase, a bag of gifts, and my dog from the subway to Penn
            Station before hopping on NJ Transit. I’d be sweating in my puffer jacket by the time we got on the train, sweat pooling down
            my chest despite the icy winter weather.
         

         
         However, Christmas 2020 looked different—my parents didn’t want me taking public transportation and insisted on picking me
            up. My dad pulled his car up in front of my apartment building, rolling down the window. “Merry Christmas!” he yelled.
         

         
         “Hi, Dad,” I said. I opened the back door and let Simon hop up on the seat.

         
         We drove through Manhattan, and I leaned my head on the car window. We drove along shockingly empty streets, rolling past
            Macy’s on 34th Street. The building was still draped with its usual holiday decor, glittering reds and golds.
         

         
         “What are you thinking about?”

         
         “Nothing,” I lied. I didn’t tell him that I couldn’t stop thinking about the boy I’d met over FaceTime the night before, the
            low, warm sound of his voice, like socks right out of the dryer. I didn’t say that we hadn’t stopped talking from the moment
            we woke up this morning, and we had plans to talk again later that night. I didn’t say that I yearned for whatever existed
            between us, energy and sparks and thick air, so desperately I could die.
         

         
         Instead, I turned toward him. “What’s Mom making for dinner?” I asked.

         
         Later that night, I found myself on FaceTime with Jacob again. He had just landed in Kentucky that morning and had been spending time with his siblings. He was the oldest of five—a younger brother and three younger sisters. He explained that he had attempted to make his parents fancy Negronis but couldn’t find a specific kind of sweet vermouth at the local liquor store. 

         
         “I must have sounded like such an asshole. ‘Do you have Antica sweet vermouth for my stupid New York cocktail?’”

         
         “This is a Hallmark movie waiting to happen.” I laughed.

         
         “What is?”

         
         “Big-city guy comes home to Kentucky for Christmas. He goes to the liquor store trying to find a specific, and frankly annoying,
            kind of sweet vermouth . . .”
         

         
         “Oh, the liquor store would definitely be owned by a local family.”

         
         “Yup, and usually the dad works the counter. But this time you go, and it’s Christmas Eve, and the person working the counter
            is his beautiful and age-appropriate daughter.”
         

         
         “And she immediately judges me for wanting the sweet vermouth, because she prefers an ice-cold beer or whiskey neat.”

         
         “She’s not like other girls!”

         
         “Definitely not like my uptight lawyer fiancée I left back in New York.”

         
         “You’d obviously fall in love at first sight and leave your fiancée less than a week later. We never discuss the fact that
            you cheated either.”
         

         
         “Yup, that’s pretty much how it’ll go.” He grinned, slow and wide.

         
         “Don’t,” I said.

         
         “Don’t what?”

         
         “Fall in love with the girl at the liquor store.”

         
         We both smiled shyly at each other, letting the rest go unsaid: I won’t fall in love with the girl at the liquor store because somehow, in some inexplicable way, I’m already falling in love with you, and it’s only our second conversation and we’ve never even met in person and it makes no sense but it’s true, I think. I won’t fall in love with the girl at the liquor store because all I want to do is talk to you.

         
         The next morning I poured coffee into a chipped mug I had painted when I was ten, oranges and greens splotched around the
            base. I heard my mom walking downstairs, the old stairs creaking, before she peeked her head around the corner, freshly showered.
         

         
         “Good morning,” she said, putting her watch back on. She gave me a teasing look.

         
         “What?” I asked.

         
         “Who were you up late giggling with last night?”

         
         “Oh . . . um.” I told my parents pretty much everything, but it seemed too early to tell them about a boy I hadn’t even met
            yet. At the same time, I knew we would be talking more, and even though I wasn’t sure this would turn into anything, I really
            hoped it would. I figured there was no point in lying to them. “A boy.” I smiled.
         

         
         “A boy! Tell me more.”

         
         “To be honest, there’s not much to tell. We haven’t even met in person yet. We’ve just been FaceTiming and getting to know
            each other. If we both feel like it’s worth it, we’ll take COVID tests after New Year’s and meet for the first time.” I played
            with a loose thread on my sweater, suddenly self-conscious about how strange this situation was.
         

         
         “Wow, that’s very responsible.” She gave my shoulder a squeeze. “I want to hear all about this lucky guy.”

         
         So I told her. I told her that his mind was wide and deep and stretched to corners I hadn’t even considered yet. I told her he was funny but in a kind way, that he cared deeply about nearly everything and teared up when he talked about something that moved him. I told her he was handsome but didn’t seem to know it, that he was curious about things most people didn’t have time for. I told her that he became close friends with his neighbors during the pandemic and did a weekly movie night with them, and that he had childhood arthritis as a kid. I told her he loved the Cincinnati Reds more than pretty much anyone and asked every person he met what song they would send to space to represent the entire human race. 

         
         “He sounds really special,” she said.

         
         “Yeah, I think so,” I said. “I mean, we’ll see.”

         
         Jacob and I continued texting throughout the day, messaging tiny, fleeting thoughts to each other whenever we thought of them.
            Meeting someone who opens your mind is like seeing the world for the first time—suddenly, everything is big and important,
            and you see your mundane life in a new light, shiny and bright and blinding. I texted him about my lunch, about the book I
            was reading, about a song I heard playing in CVS, about my favorite wine and how I didn’t like olives and how my anxiety can
            sometimes be crippling. He texted me about his sisters, an old journal he found in his childhood bedroom, and a cover he did
            of his favorite song.
         

         
         I spent the evening by the fireplace, my feet warm from the roaring flames. The mantlepiece was strung with garlands and white
            Christmas lights, and three vintage nutcrackers stared back at me. My phone buzzed next to me, and I picked it up.
         

         
         Being “seen” is so exciting, and that’s genuinely hard to come by, he wrote. Not to be cheesy, but there’s a new sparkle to the earth ever since meeting you.

         
         “What are you smiling about?” my mom asked.

         
         I lifted my head, grinning back at her.

         
         “Ah, I know that look. It’s the boy?”

         
         “It’s the boy,” I confirmed, hugging my knees, trying to conceal my excitement.

         
         It could be nothing, I reminded myself. I could meet him and feel nothing. He could meet me and feel nothing. It could crash and burn or never go anywhere in the first place. I tried to tether my heart with a rope, anchoring it in place, but it kept lifting higher and higher and higher. 

         
         Because even then, I think I knew that this would either be the love of my life or a big, earth-shattering heartbreak.

         
         

         I pulled up to my parents’ house on Christmas Eve 2024 with Simon and Cezar in the back seat. Their Christmas tree was perfectly
            framed in the front window, and the porch was expertly decorated with wreaths and lights and red velvet bows.
         

         
         Simon frantically jumped out of the car, but I helped Cezar hop down slowly. I gathered my suitcase and gifts and headed up
            to the front door, where my parents greeted me in cozy sweaters.
         

         
         “Cezar!” my mom cried, petting his side as he leaned into her legs. “Oh, he’s so sweet.”

         
         They had dinner waiting for me, and we decided to eat in front of the fireplace. It was a particularly frigid winter, and
            keeping warm in their old, drafty house was not always easy.
         

         
         We sat down, and Cezar followed. Before we knew it, he had curled up in front of the fire with half of his body splayed out
            on my mom’s lap. She scratched him between his ears, and he wiggled on his back, kicking his legs out, to get even closer
            to her.
         

         
         She and I looked at each other, our mouths hanging open. I squealed with shock, elated that he was clearly so happy. “Be careful
            of his leg!” I reminded her, but I didn’t want it to stop. Eventually he settled, his head cradled on her legs, and his eyes
            began to drift shut. We stared at each other, eyes wide, in disbelief that this dog she had met twenty minutes ago was already
            so comfortable with her. Eventually, soft snores began to escape from his cold nose.
         

         
         “That is amazing,” I said. It just felt right having him there with us.

         
         It was crazy, because I barely knew this dog. It had been three short days since I’d met him, and it already felt completely
            natural hearing his soft breaths as he rested his head in my mom’s lap. Already I was anticipating him as I rounded corners
            and entered rooms. Already I was writing his name on gift bags for him to open while we were gathered around the tree. That’s
            how easily dogs wiggle their way into your heart—they show up on your doorstep, and the rest is history. He melted into our
            lives so easily and seamlessly that it was hard to picture what the holidays were like without a medical foster with a stitched-up
            leg.
         

         
         On Christmas morning, I made my way downstairs with Simon. I was always the first to wake up in my family, usually heading
            downstairs around seven thirty while the rest of my family slept a few extra hours. Because of Cezar’s surgery, he slept downstairs
            so he wouldn’t have to walk up any steps. I let him out of his crate and gave him a scratch behind his velvet ears. As I prepared
            the dogs’ breakfast, I heard the squeak of a toy from the other room. I followed the noise, only to find Cezar throwing around
            a stuffed animal I’d never seen before.
         

         
         “Cezar, what do you have?” I asked, bending down to pick the toy up. It was a reindeer wearing a Santa outfit, and all the
            tags were still on.
         

         
         I let out a surprised laugh. “Did you take this out from under the tree?”

         
         He responded by jumping up and taking the toy from my hands, running into the other room with his new treasure in his mouth.

         
         I walked into the living room and immediately saw it—a gift bag on its side with tissue paper strewn everywhere. I smiled
            to myself as I approached the bag and picked it up. The name on it read Cezar.
         

         
         Of course I knew that Cezar couldn’t read and had no idea that the gift he opened was, in fact, intended for him. But I watched him throw the toy in the air, shaking it side to side, and let myself believe it for a moment. 

         
         I let myself believe that he knew he was welcome here. I let myself believe that he knew how much we adored him already. I
            let myself believe that, maybe, this was his best Christmas yet. He had gifts under the tree, a fireplace to nap in front
            of, and people who would make sure the rest of his life was without pain.
         

         
         And I had a dog I’d eventually have to say goodbye to, no matter how much I loved him.

         
         

         After a week of phone dates with Jacob, I headed back to Brooklyn to celebrate New Year’s Eve 2021 with Megan in our apartment.

         
         “I’m desperate for an excuse to look hot,” Megan said as she unpacked her suitcase. “Can we dress up tonight?”

         
         It was just going to be us two since Drew was still home in Washington. No bars were open, no one was allowed to go out, so
            dressing up would truly just be for us.
         

         
         “I thought you’d never ask.” I smiled.

         
         We spent the next hour going all out—we curled our hair, painted our faces with makeup and bright red lipstick, and threw
            on our laciest tops. I buckled a pair of strappy heels around my ankles and looped gold earrings through my ears. The finishing
            touch was Simon’s outfit—a miniature tuxedo that made his neck fur extra fluffy.
         

         
         We took photos on the couch, pouting our lips and delicately crossing our legs. Simon sat next to me and posed. We cackled
            at the pictures, settling into the couch as we swiped through my phone.
         

         
         “Are you going to send one to Jacob?” she asked, filling our flutes with cheap champagne.

         
         “Obviously,” I said. “I have to document the fact that I don’t look like a gremlin for once.”

         
         I sent him a photo of me with Simon. You look amazing, he texted back. I wish I was there with you guys.

         
         We officially had plans to meet two weeks from New Year’s. That was the amount of time we had to quarantine after traveling,
            and after that we would both get tested for COVID. Two weeks was nothing, but every minute I had to wait to meet him felt
            brutally slow, like I was running through mud. At this point he consumed all my thoughts, and it felt crazy to be so sure
            about someone I had yet to meet in person.
         

         
         But if I had learned one thing about dating, it was to trust my gut. I was all in.

         
         Megan and I spent the entire night talking while simultaneously stuffing our faces with cheese and crackers. We polished off
            a bottle of champagne and opened another one, curling up on the couch under two heavy blankets. Our heels were long gone at
            this point, thrown across the floor to collect dust for weeks to come.
         

         
         A few hours later, I checked my phone and screamed. “It’s five minutes past midnight!”

         
         “Huh?” she said, taking a sip of champagne.

         
         “We missed the countdown.” I laughed, hitting her with a pillow.

         
         “Oh my god! It’s 2021?”

         
         “It’s 2021.”

         
         “Oops.” She held out her champagne flute and touched it to mine. “I wouldn’t want to be celebrating any other way.”

         
         The truth was, we did wish we were celebrating differently. We wished life were normal, we wished we could be in a crowded bar, we wished that everything wasn’t so hard and lonely. We wished we had more excuses to wear uncomfortable heels and we wished that dating right now didn’t feel like applying for a job. But we were together, and that counted for a lot. Because no matter the devastation around us, the rubble piled under our feet, we would find salvation in each other. 

         
         Happy New Year’s, I texted Jacob.
         

         
         He sent back a kiss emoji.

         
         2020 was officially over, and thank God for that.

         
         

         It was a few weeks after New Year’s 2025 and New York was snowy and quiet in the way the city usually is in January. Life
            was always simpler in the winter, and New Yorkers tended to hibernate in those brutal months. But in the glow of our cozy
            apartment, Simon and I were doing something very important: we were preparing for Cezar’s adoption meeting.
         

         
         The three of us took one last walk together through our neighborhood, Simon on one side of me and Cezar on the other. Both
            dogs sniffed trash cans and yellow snow, weaving around each other as they devoured the many scents of Brooklyn. Over the
            few weeks that we had him, Cezar’s leg had been healing beautifully—he could now put pressure on his paw and enjoy short,
            twenty-minute walks.
         

         
         He took every opportunity to say hi to people who passed by us, wagging his tail and beelining for anyone who looked his way.
            He had a way of melting strangers’ hearts with a single look, his big eyes gazing up at them lovingly. My neighbor passed
            by and patted him on the head. “That’s a good dog,” he said in a thick New York accent.
         

         
         Later that morning our doorbell buzzed. I opened our apartment door and was greeted by a woman with a box of pastries. “Hi,
            I’m Jaine! These are for you! They’re from my favorite bakery out in Amagansett.”
         

         
         Jaine was one of many people who had applied to adopt Cezar. I was nervous going into the meeting, hoping that whoever Cezar ended up with would appreciate him as much as I did. He had already gone through so much change in his life, and I wanted to make sure that his next owner was someone who was sticking around for good. 

         
         We all sat on the couch, and Cezar immediately curled up on Jaine’s lap. I looked up at her and could see tears in her eyes,
            her hand shaking slightly as she petted him. My protective, icy wall instantly melted a bit.
         

         
         “So, why Cezar?” I asked.

         
         She took a deep breath. “I lost my dog, Daisie, in June. She was my first dog, and my heart dog. I’ve sobbed every single
            day since losing her. My friends kept asking when I’d be ready for another dog, and the answer always felt like ‘never’ . . .”
         

         
         I looked up at her and smiled, my hand reaching over to pet Cezar’s head.

         
         “But for whatever reason I saw Cezar, and . . . I don’t know. He’s so different from Daisie, but there was just a feeling.
            Like I could be ready again.” She let out a quick laugh. “I guess ‘never’ became ‘now.’”
         

         
         I watched the way she looked at him, like her entire world was sitting in her lap. Like somehow, in some way, she loved him
            before she even met him in person.
         

         
         I felt the gears inside me shifting and clicking into place. It was the shift that happened every time I handed a foster dog
            over to their new owner, when the dog stops being mine and is instead someone else’s, a transfer of love into a different
            compartment of my heart. It was so clear to me that Cezar and Jaine belonged together—two gentle, loving beings who had each
            experienced the loss of their family. Maybe they’d both believed they wouldn’t find it again. Maybe they could both prove
            each other wrong.
         

         
         I called the adoption coordinator and handed the phone to Jaine.

         
         She grinned as she gave the rescue all her information. “I’m all in,” she said, kissing the top of Cezar’s head.

         
         After the paperwork was done, we hung up the phone. “Congratulations, Cezar, you officially have a new home!”

         
         Jaine immediately burst into tears, and I reached out to hug her.

         
         “I’m the luckiest person in the world,” she said softly.

         
         We said our goodbyes, and I gave Cezar one last kiss on his big, blocky head. I lifted him into the car and watched them drive
            down the streets of Brooklyn.
         

         
         The next day I got a text from an unsaved number. I opened it and felt my heart grow, straining against my ribs.

         
         It was a photo of Cezar on the beach in Amagansett, his Christmas sweater covered in sand.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 15
Loving and Letting Go

         
         
            Winter 2021

         

         When both of our COVID tests came back negative, Jacob and I started planning for our first date.

         
         It had been a month since we first started talking, and we’d had the unique opportunity of really getting to know each other
            before anything physical was on the table. I truly felt like I knew him at that point, but there was a part of me that was
            still nervous—what if our connection didn’t translate in person? What if there was no chemistry in real life?
         

         
         Because we couldn’t meet at a bar or a coffee shop, Jacob invited me over for wine and cheese—he lived a few blocks away in
            an apartment by himself. The day we were supposed to meet, he sent me a text.
         

         
         Feel free to bring Simon, he said.
         

         
         He can get kind of overwhelmed in new places. I don’t want him to be annoying, I messaged back.
         

         
         
            
               
                  You’re a package deal. I need to win him over just like I need to win you over.

               

            

         
         I smiled at my phone, feeling hope bloom in my chest, unfolding big and bright. He understood my connection to Simon. To me, that was everything. 

         
         I got ready and headed over a few hours later. I wore a white sweater and put Simon in a plaid bandanna. My stomach dipped
            with every step I took, the anticipation of meeting this person I already knew so intimately washing over me. It was happening.
            It was finally happening.
         

         
         I walked inside Jacob’s apartment building and Simon raced up the steps. When we got to his apartment, I knocked on the door.

         
         The door swung open, and it was everything all at once. He was there, Jacob, my Jacob, so solid and kind and good. His smile knocked a breath out of me, and we instantly wrapped each other in a hug. I breathed him in, evergreen and mint
            and spice. I felt my bones settle, my breath grow even. Every fear I had was instantly washed away by him simply existing
            in front of me.
         

         
         “I was so worried you’d be shorter than me.” I laughed into his shoulder.

         
         “I was so worried you’d be taller than me!”

         
         We pulled back, grinning goofily at each other as I searched his eyes. We were silent for a moment as we drank each other
            in.
         

         
         Simon barked, shrill and sudden.

         
         “I’m so sorry.” He leaned down, offering his hand. “I forgot to say hi to you. That was very rude of me.”

         
         Simon licked his hand hesitantly before glancing up at me.

         
         “I think I have something that will win him over. Come in.”

         
         Jacob led us into his living room, which was sparkling clean and decorated in shades of gray and black. Above his couch was
            an enormous painting of the Cincinnati skyline, which is across the river from where he grew up in Kentucky. On the coffee
            table he had a candle lit, two glasses of red wine, a charcuterie board, and . . .
         

         
         “Is that a plate of dog treats?” I asked in disbelief.

         
         “I couldn’t leave him out! And I think they call it a bark-cuterie board.” He smirked at me, his eyes sparkling.

         
         Simon walked over to the table, sniffing suspiciously. Jacob picked up a treat and offered it to him, which he happily took.

         
         “Where did you get all of this?” I asked. There were at least three different treats arranged on a little plate, side by side
            with our human cheese plate.
         

         
         “At the pet store down the street.” He sat on the couch, and I sat next to him. “Thank you for coming tonight.”

         
         “I am so happy to be here,” I said. “With you.”

         
         “And Simon.”

         
         “And Simon.” I smiled.

         
         We spent the next few hours talking as if we’d known each other our entire lives, the coming together of two individuals who,
            in some way or another, were meant to find each other. We easily slipped between playful banter and deeper, more revealing
            topics. We talked about our families and love and relationships, books and movies and building a life in New York City. It
            was intimate, this level of emotional connection, so thick and tangible. It hit me while we sat on that couch together, side
            by side, that a conversation with Jacob felt nearly as good as sex.
         

         
         Still, though, there was that question.

         
         In our previous conversations, Jacob made it clear he wouldn’t make the first move.

         
         “I want that to be your call, and only if you’re comfortable,” he’d told me.

         
         So I knew a kiss wouldn’t be happening unless I made it happen. It was almost easy to forget about it, to get so lost in our
            words and that connection, the rest didn’t matter. Except that, as I watched him talk, his face full of joy, our knees touching,
            his finger tracing my palm, there was nothing in the world that I wanted more than to kiss him.
         

         
         We had finished our wine, and we were both relaxed on the couch. Conversation had stopped for a moment, and he looked at me. Really looked at me. There was a plea in his eyes, a question, a deep, insatiable yearning, but also a restraint that shot a jolt
            straight through me.
         

         
         He was waiting for my sign.

         
         I leaned forward, inching slowly and cautiously, inhabiting his space for the first time ever. I breathed. He breathed. Our
            foreheads touched. My hand gripped his knee, pulling myself closer across the couch.
         

         
         His hands flew to the sides of my face as our lips crashed together, kissing me deeply. All the air in the room was gone,
            the furniture, the wine, even Simon, for all I knew. All that existed was him, and me, and us, melting and feeling and changing.
            I was pleasantly surprised at how passionate it was, how this sweet Midwestern boy could make me feel this way. We gripped
            at clothing and fell back onto the couch and kissed and kissed and kissed. Suddenly there were no more words needed, an entire
            month of emotionally undressing each other coming into action. All that was left were our bodies, solid, warm, two pieces
            of the same puzzle, a match so even and perfect it almost felt like meeting yourself for the first time.
         

         
         At the end of the night, he insisted on walking us home. We walked together down Wilson Avenue, Simon sniffing at the ground
            beneath us. Jacob wordlessly reached for my hand, his profile illuminated by the glow of a corner bodega.
         

         
         When we got to my apartment building, he kissed me once more, quick and sweet.

         
         “Can I see you tomorrow?” he asked.

         
         The answer, of course, was yes.

         
         

         I do not adopt foster dogs. At least, that was the rule I put in place for myself.

         
         After I adopted Simon, I knew I couldn’t have two dogs full-time. Simon’s medical bills had financially drained me, and I didn’t have enough space to have two dogs and continue to foster. Once I moved into the apartment with the backyard, fostering was my biggest priority. I knew if I ended up keeping another dog, that wouldn’t be a possibility anymore. 

         
         But rules are easier to follow when there’s not a reason to break them.

         
         One day, Hearts & Bones Rescue posted that they needed fosters for a few dogs coming up from Texas in their next transport.
            I half-heartedly scrolled through the photos, aww-ing at the cute puppies, until I stopped at one dog in particular.
         

         
         To put it plainly, this dog didn’t look like any dog I had ever seen before. He had wiry gray fur that went in every direction,
            big bug eyes, a button nose, and pink pouty lips.
         

         
         This dog looks like Steve Buscemi, I messaged the rescue.
         

         
         Omg! He does, they messaged back. He’s still looking for a foster.

         
         I glanced at Simon, fast asleep on the couch. Our previous foster dog had just gotten adopted a few days before, and I usually
            liked to give Simon at least two weeks between fosters. But there was something about this dog . . .
         

         
         I’ll take him if you can’t find anyone, I said.
         

         
         A few days later, I was taking the subway to the Upper East Side to pick him up.

         
         It was always interesting to walk through your old neighborhood long after you left. As I walked to meet this dog, I passed by my old grocery store, laundromat, the coffee shop where everyone spoke French. I watched ghosts of my twenty-year-old self crying on stoops and fighting with men who would one day be characters in my stories. It was interesting to think about her, the past version of myself, before so much heartbreak and Simon and all the dogs I had yet to meet. I wanted to tell her that one day, years from now, she would be walking down this very block to meet a weird little dog, and she would feel so much surer of herself. 

         
         I waited outside a beautiful apartment building with a doorman standing at the entrance. A few minutes later, a woman came
            down with my new foster.
         

         
         “This is Lucchese,” she said, handing his leash over to me.

         
         “Lucchese,” I said softly, kneeling to meet him. He walked up to me confidently, his tail wagging back and forth.

         
         We hopped in a taxi back to Brooklyn, and Lucchese settled quickly on my lap. His bulging eyes looked out the window evenly,
            with one scruffy paw placed gently on my knee.
         

         
         I watched him hesitantly, trying to stop my heart from working overtime. His fur was sticking out everywhere, his mouth downturned
            and wet. It was instant and confusing, my love for him. Why did I feel this way? Why was he different? It didn’t make any
            sense.
         

         
         But that’s the thing about love—it’s usually when you least expect it, and it’s usually incredibly inconvenient.

         
         “I’m in trouble,” I said to myself.

         
         I don’t adopt foster dogs. But what happens when you want to?

         
         

         It was January 20, 2021, and Joe Biden was being inaugurated as the forty-sixth president of the United States.

         
         I sat on the couch with Megan and Drew as we watched the televised event. To our right were two boxes of large cheese pizzas
            and multiple bottles of wine placed on our kitchen counter. Suddenly, I heard a knock at the door.
         

         
         “He’s here!” I said, jumping up from the couch.

         
         “Are you excited or something?” Megan laughed.

         
         “Shut up,” I hissed as I climbed over her knees.

         
         I swung the door open to see Jacob. He had a huge smile on his face and another bottle of wine in his hands. I stepped out into the hallway to kiss him once, twice, three times, before I heard giggling inside the apartment. 

         
         “Hi, Jacob!” Drew called.

         
         He stepped inside and held up the bottle. “Let’s celebrate.” He grinned. We all cheered.

         
         It had been two weeks since we’d met in person, and Jacob and I had seen each other every single day. Whether it was him stopping
            by to drop off a coffee, us taking Simon on a long walk around the neighborhood, or the two of us spending hours tangled in
            each other on his couch, limbs and lips and whispered words. It was so natural being around him, rejuvenating, like your first
            big breath after climbing a steep staircase.
         

         
         He had met Megan and Drew in passing, but this was our first night spending time all together. It was a momentous day in American
            history, and we decided to spend it getting absolutely hammered.
         

         
         We spent the evening talking and laughing, occasionally stopping to listen to a speech or dance to a musical performance.
            When I’d slip away to open another bottle of wine, I would watch Jacob fully immersed in conversation with my two roommates,
            his eyes soft and sparkling. I felt a warmth spread through me as I uncorked the bottle, walking back over to refill everyone’s
            glasses. He made them laugh. He engaged with them. He fit in perfectly. There was no great revelation, just the confirmation
            that what I was feeling all along was true—that he and I just made sense.
         

         
         At the end of the night, Jacob and I stumbled up the stairs to my bedroom and fell into my bed. We faced each other, my leg
            hooked around his, the glow from my bedside lamp outlining the curve of his face. His light eyelashes shone warm, blinking
            slowly as the gears shifted in his head.
         

         
         “What are you thinking?” I asked softly.

         
         “Just wondering what this is.”

         
         “What? Me and you?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “You tell me.” I smiled shyly, tracing the fuzz on his ear.

         
         He took a deep breath. “Well,” he said. “I’ve never felt this way before. And I’ve tried to think of some sort of explanation,
            or analogy, for exactly what I’m feeling, but nothing seems to feel right. It all feels too small. And I obviously don’t know
            how you feel, although if I had to guess I’d say you probably feel the same, or at least similarly—”
         

         
         I laughed, which stopped his train of thought. “What are you trying to say?”

         
         “I think . . . I think I’m sure of two things.”

         
         “Which are?”

         
         “One, I’m in love with you.”

         
         My stomach dropped, my fingers curling into his hair. “And the second?”

         
         “That you’re the love of my life.”

         
         I felt happiness rush through me, through every vein, every finger, every toe, every strand of hair on my head and every freckle
            on my skin. It was everywhere, everywhere, in every inch of me. But . . .
         

         
         “You’re drunk,” I said.

         
         “That doesn’t mean it’s not true.”

         
         I knew that, because I was also drunk and also in love with him. I gave him a quick kiss.

         
         “If it’s true, you can tell me again in the morning.”

         
         It was our first time spending the night together. I pulled the blanket over our tired, loose bodies and nuzzled my head under his chin. His hand lifted to stroke my hair, soft, gentle caresses as my eyelids fluttered shut. Simon snored softly at the foot of the bed, curled between our legs. I thought about how good it felt to have Jacob here with me, in my room, among all my things. I thought about the words he spoke, so raw and matter-of-fact. I thought about how badly I wanted to hear him say them again. 

         
         Before I could think another thought, I was asleep.

         
         I didn’t have any curtains on my windows, so we woke up slowly with the rising sun. Jacob was faced away from me, and I kissed
            the freckle on his shoulder.
         

         
         He turned, slipping an arm around my middle. His breath smelled sweet; his hair was messy and soft. He looked at me, his gaze
            locking me into place. I knew what was coming before he even said a word.
         

         
         “I’m in love with you,” he said. His voice was strong, sure, a column holding up my sappy, yearning heart. “And you’re the
            love of my life.”
         

         
         Beams of sunlight crashed in, arching wide and tall across my ceiling. My head hurt but my mind was clear and cloudless. Simon
            stirred, blinking awake.
         

         
         This is how you fall in love.

         
         

         Lucchese folded into our lives neatly and effortlessly like a well-pressed button-down shirt, a clean transition from one
            dog to two.
         

         
         He was potty-trained, crate-trained, totally fine being left alone, playful with Simon and cuddly with me. He was quiet but
            still funny, his puckered little face making me laugh out loud any time I caught him staring off into the distance. He was
            easy to care for but not without his quirks, like the silly noises that would escape him every time he chased Simon around
            the backyard.
         

         
         Lucchese was, for lack of a better term, a unicorn. There was not one single thing wrong with him, only an overflowing list
            of things that I loved. Every day I spent with him only made my love for him grow more.
         

         
         I do not adopt foster dogs.

         
         It was something I repeated to myself from the moment I woke up to the moment I went to bed. I do not adopt fosters. I can’t adopt fosters. If I had two dogs, there was no way I could continue fostering, which was the thing that I loved most.
         

         
         But despite my logic, despite my knowing what made sense, the emotions came anyway, the crashing of an avalanche, shredding
            my delicate paper heart into a million tiny little pieces.
         

         
         Within the first few days of my having Lucchese, he had a ton of adoption interest. I wasn’t surprised, but I still felt an
            unfamiliar tug of jealousy that I never usually felt with fosters. Usually I was happy to see them go, thrilled that they
            had found a family who would love them the same way I loved Simon. With most fosters, I was able to keep a level head—I could
            love them deeply and still understand and accept the fact that they weren’t my dog. It hurt, but I always knew it was right.
         

         
         But with Lucchese, I found myself doing things I normally wouldn’t. I put off making an adoption profile for him. I ignored
            emails about scheduling meetings with potential adopters. I asked my friends over and over again, What should I do? But no one seemed to have the right answer.
         

         
         At least once a day I found myself holding his tiny body to my chest. He would nuzzle his head under my chin and fall asleep,
            the soft, warm embrace of a dog that felt truly safe and at peace. I would hold him there and cry, hot, wet tears streaming
            down my face, having no clue how I was going to give this dog up, but knowing that I had to.
         

         
         It was strange. It was strange to feel so much, to feel ripped open and completely sure of something, but accept that the
            timing wasn’t right. Because that was the truth, wasn’t it? The difficult, heart-wrenching, painful truth.
         

         
         Love wasn’t enough. In the grand scheme of life, love barely counted for anything. Living a life with another being required the perfect cocktail of ingredients—love and compatibility and, most of all, timing. Because if the timing wasn’t right, the rest didn’t even matter. 

         
         I knew, because I had loved someone when I wasn’t ready. I had loved someone when I was a shell of my future self, and it
            almost didn’t count for anything.
         

         
         One night, after all my tears had dried, I sat down at my computer with a glass of wine and wrote Lucchese’s adoption profile.

         
         

         We were together for six months before Jacob and I decided to move in together. It was quick, we both knew, but that’s what
            happens when you meet your person. You don’t want to wait for the next step, or the right time, or the timeline that would
            make everyone else comfortable. We were both twenty-eight and ready to build a life together.
         

         
         The decision to move in with Jacob felt so different than it had felt in the past, with other men. There were still nerves,
            but the overwhelming feeling was just excitement for the future. For the first time it was so easy for me to picture us five
            years from then, ten years, twenty. Our foundation felt concrete, sturdy, and I didn’t want to waste a single day not being
            with him.
         

         
         The month we began looking for apartments, we learned that Jacob’s best friend from Cincinnati had decided to move to Brooklyn
            with his enormous German shepherd mix, Evie.
         

         
         “I really think it’ll be fun if we all live together,” Jacob said over dinner one night. He put his beer down, his eyes flashing
            with excitement. “Like a sitcom!”
         

         
         I laughed. “You want me and Simon to live with my boyfriend of six months, his best friend who I’ve never met, and his hundred-pound
            guard dog?”
         

         
         “Yes.” He smiled. “When you put it like that, it does sound a little crazy.”

         
         “It sounds a lot crazy.”

         
         He leaned over, placing his hand on my knee. “Here’s how I see it. If you and I don’t live together we’re just putting off
            the inevitable. And having Jonathan with us will be fun. It’ll also help with rent, which would be great.”
         

         
         I looked at him, taking in his bubbling optimism. It was hard not to be swayed by his excitement. I cupped my hand around
            his chin, leaning forward to kiss him sweetly. I knew that choosing to live with another big dog would make fostering hard,
            if not impossible, but my future with Jacob was my priority.
         

         
         “I guess we should start looking for two-bedroom apartments, then.”

         
         His grin split his face, his teeth wide and white. “I guess we should.”

         
         The apartment search was brutal, as it usually is in New York City. We’d show up to see a place and be greeted by a line of
            people roped around the block, all waiting to see the same two-bedroom apartment. Jacob and I went from showing to showing,
            determined to find a unit with two equal-size bedrooms that also allowed dogs.
         

         
         Then, one day, we found it: a three-bedroom, two-full-baths, dog-friendly apartment tucked directly between Williamsburg and
            Greenpoint. It was newly renovated and spacious, with light pouring into the living room and dappling the dark hardwood floors.
            Jacob called Jonathan, who was still in Cincinnati, to show him.
         

         
         “I trust you guys,” he said, his voice muffled through the phone speaker.

         
         We put in an application and hoped for the best, knowing we were going up against dozens of other applicants who probably
            didn’t have two dogs to consider.
         

         
         When Jacob and I heard back from the broker, we were in the backyard of our favorite bar with Simon. The sun was setting, and a bartender covered in tattoos flipped on the outside lights so the backyard twinkled. We were expecting a text, so we both kept checking our phones every thirty seconds. It was a warm night in June and my light blue pants had faint dog paw prints on the knees from Simon jumping up on me. 

         
         Finally, two drinks later, the text came, and the apartment was ours. In a single moment Jacob and I went from a newly in
            love couple to roommates, the moving of a chess piece toward whatever was waiting for us in the future. We smiled and laughed
            and kissed and clinked our glasses together, cheering our new apartment and the next big step in our story.
         

         
         It was a beautiful, perfect, crystal-clear moment before everything came crashing down.

         
         

         After I finished Lucchese’s profile, an adoption meeting was scheduled quickly with a woman named Stacey.

         
         The morning of the meeting, I took Lucchese and Simon on a long walk along the East River. We found an empty bench and sat
            for a while, taking in our last moments together. There was a chance that Stacey would decide not to adopt, but I knew that
            a dog this special would be impossible to say no to.
         

         
         I watched Lucchese sitting by my feet and admired his calm demeanor. Of course, he had no idea that he was probably leaving me today, nor did I think he cared very much. That’s the thing people don’t realize about dogs—they’re pretty much happy anywhere they can get love, attention, food, and a warm bed. I think a lot of times we like to believe that we’re the only people whom our dogs could love that much, but they love most people, most of the time, without reason and without question. They love good people and bad people and criminals and saints, men and women and gender-nonconforming people. They love people no matter their race or education level or sexuality. They love, and sometimes lose, but they can always love again. I didn’t know Lucchese’s story, but I knew that no matter where he landed, he would be fine. 

         
         Dogs were resilient, magical little things. Most of the time, they had more love in one paw than humans had in their entire
            bodies.
         

         
         I didn’t think I had any more tears left to cry, but I did. I let a few fall onto the city bench I sat on, the wind blowing
            them sideways. The Manhattan skyline sparkled in the morning sun, and both dogs watched the water lap softly on the rocks
            lining the river.
         

         
         We walked back to our apartment and waited for Stacey. I knew nothing about her, and I had shamefully pictured the very worst
            in my head: someone mean and rude who wouldn’t appreciate this dog nearly as much as I did.
         

         
         But when she knocked on the front door, I was greeted by exactly the opposite.

         
         Stacey was beautiful and painfully stylish, her blond hair in big, natural curls that framed her brilliant smile. I held Lucchese
            in my arms, and she curled in on him, kissing his fuzzy forehead. I laughed and hugged her, placing him on the ground, and
            she immediately fell to her knees. Her warmth was captivating and soothing, like a fire sparking in a fireplace.
         

         
         “Oh, Isabel,” she said. “He’s perfect.”

         
         I watched her pick him up, and he nuzzled into her neck.

         
         “I have to tell you. I know this sounds crazy, but I think my dog sent him to me.” She stopped for a moment, running a thumb
            over his forehead as his eyes drifted shut. “She recently passed, and I was devastated. But then I was scrolling online and
            saw his face. I mean . . . his face! Ridiculous. I applied before I knew anything about him.”
         

         
         “I don’t think that sounds crazy at all.” I smiled gently.

         
         “But wait! The craziest part—I found out his name was Lucchese.” Her eyes welled up. “And her name was Lucia.”

         
         And in that moment, it all made perfect sense. Lucia sent Lucchese, in whatever way she was able to. I had agonized for two
            weeks over giving this dog up, wondering if it was the right decision, wondering if I would regret it. But seeing him in Stacey’s
            arms, feeling her love for him overflowing like a heavy pour, and knowing she had loved another small, scruffy dog named Luc
            before—I felt the tension between my shoulders ease. My jaw unclenched, my eyes softened. And my heart didn’t just loosen,
            it expanded.
         

         
         Lucchese wasn’t my dog, and that was okay. It was okay, because he was Stacey’s. Stacey, who was beautiful and gentle and
            kind. Stacey, who insisted I hold the title of Lucchese’s godmother and visit them in Hoboken often.
         

         
         While he wasn’t my dog, he had taught me something invaluable: that you don’t have to own something to love it. Sometimes,
            the best way you can love something is by letting it go and spreading that love far and wide.
         

         
         

         We moved into our picture-perfect apartment, arranged our picture-perfect furniture, and cooked a picture-perfect first dinner
            to celebrate—spaghetti and meatballs.
         

         
         Jonathan was a lot like Jacob, which didn’t surprise me. They were both kind and polite, with a great sense of humor and a
            booming laugh. Evie, Jonathan’s dog, was neurotic but adorable—we joked that she didn’t have any thoughts going through her
            brain, only exclamation points.
         

         
         From the outside, it really was like a sitcom waiting to be written. There was me, my brand-new boyfriend whom I was madly
            in love with, his handsome best friend, and two adorable dogs.
         

         
         Except . . .

         
         There was always an exception, right? Because life wasn’t easy and love wasn’t meant to last without conflict.

         
         Here’s the thing no one tells you about healthy relationships. You meet a man who is your equal in every way—you’re equally
            ambitious, equally successful, equally social, equally smart, equally attracted to each other. You have the same number of
            friends, the same big family, the same goals and morals and motivations. It’s wonderful. It’s a “heart on fire, stretching
            over your head, climbing to the top of the mountain” type of love, the first love you’ve ever experienced that exists without
            a shadow of a doubt, without worry or the need for delicate consideration.
         

         
         But, that type of equal is also like looking in a mirror. It’s seeing yourself in another person and seeing yourself through another person. It’s realizing that this person doesn’t need you, and could exist without you and be just fine. And you could
            live without them and be fine, because you are two complete people coming together to form a union, not organs relying on
            each other to function.
         

         
         This was my first relationship like that, and it was terrifying.

         
         The conflict started shortly after moving in together, and it kept growing and growing, weeds popping up as soon as one was
            pulled. In all my past relationships, it felt like my significant other needed me like they needed air. It was addicting and
            off-putting at the same time: it was as if I were constantly shifting from feeling loved to feeling controlled. The thing
            I loved most about Jacob was his independence. I had never been with someone who had such a full life. Someone who was so
            complete. But there was also a part of me that missed the high of being someone’s obsession.
         

         
         I had been taught that love was a constant push and pull, a high and low. Love, in the past, could only be all-consuming.
            Anything less meant nothing at all.
         

         
         But here I was, with something so different, and still I called it love. I knew I loved Jacob, madly, deeply, passionately, but why did it feel so different? 

         
         Why didn’t he need me?

         
         Why didn’t I need him?

         
         Did it mean everything or nothing at all?

         
         Pushing him away almost became instinctual after we moved in together. I didn’t want to, and didn’t know why I was doing it,
            but I did it all the same. Looking back, I can see it was my way of staying in control, of keeping myself safe, of making
            him want me more. But in the moment it just happened, a knee-jerk reaction, a protective shell always curled over me.
         

         
         “I feel like you’re keeping me at arm’s length,” Jacob told me before bed one night. We were lying facing each other in the
            darkness, his words landing on my lips.
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “I don’t know,” he said. “I just get the feeling that you’re not happy with me. It feels like you pick at everything I do.”

         
         “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I whispered, but I did. I knew that I was being harsh toward him for no reason in
            particular—I was mad if he stayed out late with friends or if he stayed home with me. I was mad if he talked too loud or if
            he mumbled. I was mad if he was too far from me or if he asked me to get closer. I was mad, I was mad, I was mad, a darkness
            inside me bubbling, an anger that was hot and ripe.
         

         
         I would pick fights with him and feel exasperated when he’d remain calm and levelheaded. I wanted him to shout, cry, plead,
            fall to his knees and sacrifice himself to me, anything. But no. It never happened.
         

         
         I began to define his steady, even keel as a lack of passion. Or worse, a lack of love.

         
         Even though we would find each other every night, a silent confession, a soul-bearing apology pouring from me to him, as we slowly undressed each other and came together with skin and breath and sparks. It was, undoubtedly, the pinnacle of passion, falling over the edge, again and again and again. In those dark, quiet moments, he understood me and I understood me. Without words, he apologized for not needing me, and I apologized for doubting his love, his commitment to our relationship. 

         
         But in the morning that understanding fizzled away. I knew that I was in the wrong, that I was being unreasonable, but the
            feelings came without logic.
         

         
         “He asked me why I never post him on Instagram,” I told Megan over coffee one day.

         
         “Well, why don’t you?”

         
         “I don’t get why it’s a big deal.”

         
         “Exactly. It’s not a big deal, so just post him.”

         
         I groaned.

         
         “I don’t get you,” she said, taking a sip of her coffee. She placed the mug on the table and gave me a stern look. “You say
            you want more from him but you’re only giving him the bare minimum.”
         

         
         I didn’t say the rest of my train of thought—that I wasn’t posting him because, emotionally, I had one foot out the door.
            That there was a part of me that yearned for the messy, toxic, plunging relationships of my past. I didn’t say it because
            it didn’t make sense, and I knew it was wrong. I knew I was sabotaging the first good, normal relationship I had ever had.
            The first relationship I could see myself in decades from now, when our faces were weathered and old. The first relationship
            that didn’t feel like a house fire burning me from the inside out.
         

         
         In October, Jacob and I went to his friend’s wedding in Kentucky. It was a beautiful, sunny day, with trees arching over the
            ceremony as the couple exchanged their vows. Afterward, we proceeded to drink too much and dance too hard, alcohol sloshing
            around in our empty stomachs.
         

         
         Toward the end of the night, Jacob came up to me on the dance floor and kissed me. His breath smelled of cigarette smoke, a stale stench lingering on my lips. 

         
         “You smoked,” I said.

         
         “I did.” Jacob had quit smoking years ago but still enjoyed the occasional cigarette. The smell made me sick.

         
         “You really shouldn’t do that,” I said, taking a step back from him, inserting physical distance.

         
         We took a car back to our hotel in silence. When we got in, I turned toward him.

         
         “I’m going to sleep in the other bed,” I said.

         
         “No,” he said, his words slurring, his eyes sad. “Please sleep next to me.” He swallowed. “I really want you to sleep next
            to me.”
         

         
         “I don’t want to sleep next to you,” I said. I knew my words were harsh, but for some reason, I wanted them to hurt. I could
            see them landing with a burn. He flinched. He searched my eyes, looking for an answer that I didn’t have.
         

         
         “You might as well leave, then. Get a flight back to New York,” he said.

         
         “I can’t get a flight back to New York right now,” I choked out, my chest caving in. I was hurting so badly, I was hurting
            him so badly, and I just couldn’t stop.
         

         
         “Okay, Isabel,” he muttered, turning away from me, his shoulders slumped.

         
         Weddings, for us, seemed to bookmark the most important moments in our relationship, the corner of the page creased down to refer to later. We had gone to two weddings before this one—the first was Phoebe and Isaac’s wedding up in the Catskills. I was Phoebe’s maid of honor, and Jacob watched me as I gave my speech to a crowd of our closest friends. After I was finished he reached for me, pulling me to my seat, and pressed a kiss into the side of my head. He didn’t need to say it for me to know what he was thinking: This could be us one day.

         
         The second was a called-off wedding of one of Jacob’s closest friends. We sat on the tarmac in a tiny plane when the text
            came in—the wedding was canceled the day before they were set to be married. Jacob and I stared at each other, eyes wide,
            before we felt the nose of the plane lift into the air. We spent the entire weekend with his friends, eating the catered wedding
            food, drinking too much, and commiserating with the groom. I remember my love for Jacob feeling so bright and blazing that
            weekend, like I burrowed directly into the core of the Earth.
         

         
         The third wedding was the bad one. I cried myself to sleep that night, feeling like the loneliest and stupidest girl in the
            world
         

         
         Our relationship continued like this for two months, our slowly picking away at each other, the angled chipping at what could
            have been an indestructible base. I was deeply unhappy with myself and the way I was intentionally hurting the only person
            I ever really, truly saw a future with.
         

         
         One day, a week before Christmas, I told Jacob I wasn’t happy in our relationship and wanted to go home to my parents without
            him. He nodded solemnly. “Okay,” he said.
         

         
         The morning after I arrived, I opened the front door to take Simon on his morning walk. On the steps were my glasses, which
            I had left back in Brooklyn—he had driven in the middle of the night to deliver them to me.
         

         
         You didn’t have to do that, I texted him.
         

         
         Can we talk? he replied.
         

         
         The next day we met in the parking lot of my hometown movie theater, sitting knee to knee in Jonathan’s tiny two-door Honda.

         
         “What is going on?” he asked. “I don’t get it. We’re so good together but you make it seem so bad.”

         
         “I’m just not happy,” I said.

         
         “Isabel.” He took my hands in his, warm and eager. “I know something is going on with you right now, and that’s okay. But
            I’m begging you to give this a chance. Don’t throw this away. Please.” He squeezed three times, our message to each other—I. Love. You.

         
         I felt my shoulders sag as tears fell out of my eyes. I didn’t know why I was being so difficult. I didn’t want to be.

         
         “I love you,” he said, this time out loud. “I love you so much.”

         
         “I love you too,” I whispered.

         
         “So you’ll try?”

         
         I nodded. I could try for him.

         
         But it only lasted a month and a half longer. We would fight over nothing, running laps around each other until we were completely
            and utterly exhausted. There were so many nights I would cry myself to sleep, feeling like compromise was a mountain we would
            never reach the top of. I was faced with all my flaws and a partner who begged us to work through them.
         

         
         I couldn’t handle it.

         
         Eventually, one cold winter night, I gave up, this time for good. I was so tired. Tired of the friction, tired of the growth,
            tired of climbing the mountain. I told him I was done, and that this wasn’t the relationship for me.
         

         
         “I can’t be the only one fighting for this,” he said. “So if this is your decision, I accept that.”

         
         We slept next to each other that night, a foot of mattress between us. I was letting go of this love, knowing I was probably
            making a terrible mistake.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 16
A Place to Heal

         
         
            Winter 2022

         

         I packed up my things while Jacob was out of town one night in February. I wrapped wineglasses in old sweatshirts, leaving
            behind the things that were too big to carry—my old desk that had survived three Bushwick apartments, a clothing rack, and
            an uncomfortable metal chair. I moved his mattress from my bed frame, taking apart the slats one by one. I left the mattress
            on the ground, stark and alone. I tried not to think of the symbolism there.
         

         
         Jacob had gone on a ski trip with a few of his friends. It was a trip I was originally supposed to go on, but instead I was
            fleeing our shared apartment in the middle of the night.
         

         
         He knew I was moving out, but I didn’t communicate when. The morning after I ended things, he’d turned to me.

         
         “I’m not kicking you out, but I’d rather you find a new place to go sooner rather than later.” His eyes carried the weight
            of his obliterated heart. His words were cold but not unkind.
         

         
         He left for his trip the next day. I quickly made arrangements for a moving company to come and pick up my furniture and I was packed within twelve hours. 

         
         In the morning, I assisted movers in taking boxes downstairs. I told them what was mine and what was staying. I tried to ignore
            the raw, singeing pain I felt, my body screaming at me to stop, but I was too far gone.
         

         
         Once everything was packed, I stood in the doorway with Jonathan. He opened his arms and I collapsed into them. I openly sobbed,
            whispering apologies over and over.
         

         
         “It’s okay, it’s okay,” he said, rubbing my back. “We’ll see each other again.” He seemed so sure, but I knew the truth: this
            was probably the last time we would ever speak.
         

         
         (I didn’t know it then, but Jacob returned from his trip with a black and white cookie for me—my favorite. He was greeted
            with the echo of my presence, all the tiny missing spaces, the parts of me that were now gone: gaps on the bookshelf, empty
            pockets in our shared closet, all the chipped mugs I had taken with me. I was gone, but remained in my lack of presence, a
            constant reminder of holes I had left hollow.)
         

         
         After saying goodbye to Jonathan, Simon and I waited on the front stoop of our apartment for my dad. My parents were always
            there to pick up the pieces, and for that I was eternally grateful. But this time, possibly for the first time, my parents
            vocalized their gentle disapproval at my decision.
         

         
         They loved Jacob. At dinner that night, they tried so hard to understand why I had done what I’d done, walking the line between
            gentle understanding and raw truth.
         

         
         “I’m going to be honest,” my dad said, cutting into his chicken. “None of what you’re describing to me sounds like grounds
            for breaking up.”
         

         
         “You don’t get it.”

         
         “No, I don’t. Explain it to me.”

         
         “In my past relationships, I was their entire world. I felt so adored and cherished. With Jacob . . . he has such a full life.”

         
         “And that’s a bad thing?” my mom asked.

         
         “It felt like I could disappear and he wouldn’t even care. I bet he doesn’t even care that we broke up.”

         
         “Isabel.” My mom looked intensely at me. “You know that’s not true.”

         
         I did know that it wasn’t true. I knew that Jacob was the one fighting for us, begging me to give us a chance. But at the
            same time, I knew he’d be fine without me. It didn’t make sense to me—how could he love me so much and not need me?
         

         
         Devotion can be manipulation too.

         
         The words I had heard when I was dating Sam echoed through my mind. The words I heard when I felt trapped, smothered, overwhelmed
            by his love. I shook them out of my head.
         

         
         I started apartment searching right away. I decided that I wanted to live alone for the first time, just me and Simon and
            my mountain of emotional baggage.
         

         
         The first apartment I went to see was nice. It was a one-bedroom in a new building with a dog park on the roof. I oohed and ahhed through the entire apartment tour, thanking the current tenant when I left. As soon as I got outside, I burst into tears
            in front of the car dealership next door.
         

         
         The second apartment I found online. It was ridiculously cheap for an apartment in Clinton Hill—$1,600. I put the address
            into Google and saw it was only a ten-minute walk from Megan’s new apartment. I immediately emailed the broker, attaching
            my phone number at the end of the message.
         

         
         A few minutes later, I got a phone call.

         
         “Isabel, hi,” said a muffled voice with a thick accent on the other end. “Can you come see the apartment on Clinton Avenue
            right now?”
         

         
         “Right now?” I looked around my parents’ dining room in New Jersey. “Can I come tomorrow? I’m out of town.”

         
         “The apartment will be gone by tomorrow.”

         
         “Okay, um . . .” I stood up and started pacing. “Give me a minute. I’ll call you right back.”

         
         I immediately called Megan and explained the situation. “Can you go see this apartment, like, right this second?”

         
         “Literally leaving right now,” she said.

         
         Megan raced over to the apartment and FaceTimed me so I could see it. It was tiny. Like, really tiny. Easily the smallest
            Brooklyn apartment I’d seen, no more than three hundred square feet. But it was tucked into the corner of a beautiful brick
            building on the historical side of Clinton Avenue, the entire block lined with grand mansions, vines creeping up their walls,
            with curling, iron gates. The apartment was also pet-friendly and happened to be incredibly close to my best friend.
         

         
         “Ask him for an application,” I said. And I applied for the apartment without ever having seen it in person.

         
         

         It was pouring rain on the day I saw the apartment for the first time.

         
         I met the building super, Glenn, a large, burly man from Grenada, in the front entryway to pick up the keys.

         
         “Welcome,” he said, turning away from me. He pointed a meaty finger toward a doorway. “That’s the mail room, the smaller key
            will let you in there. Your apartment is on the second floor. You can take the stairs or the elevator on the left.”
         

         
         I walked up the old, dusty stairs, taking in the smell of a New York apartment building that had been stuck in time. It reminded me so much of my grandmother’s house in Bay Ridge—slightly stale but oddly comforting. I found my apartment and turned the key. 

         
         The space was even smaller than I was expecting, but I immediately loved it. The front hallway had a curved nook leading to
            the bathroom, but the living space was all in one room. The kitchen was miniature—the refrigerator, stove, and sink were all
            smaller than appliances you’d find in a normal apartment. But the hardwood floors were original, the deep planks of wood weaving
            intricately back and forth. My windows looked out on a fire escape, delicately tucked over a few backyards with beautiful,
            blooming trees. Spring was soon approaching, but the cherry blossoms always bloomed early.
         

         
         My eyes filled with tears, relief flooding through me. After so many years of living with other people, of cohabitating with
            men, of trying to appease the people I loved, I was finally alone. I was still deeply confused about this next step in my
            life, but at that moment, I knew it was right.
         

         
         I met up with Sarah and Hannah for lunch after seeing the apartment. We drank mimosas and ate breakfast sandwiches as we planned
            the decor for my new space. Suddenly, I got a text. My phone was face up on the table, so Sarah craned her neck to see who
            it was from.
         

         
         “Oh my god,” she said, her eyes as big as saucers.

         
         “Oh my god, what?” I squealed, snatching my phone from the table.
         

         
         I clicked the button on the side of my phone, making the screen light up.

         
         The text was from Jacob.

         
         “Oh my god,” I whispered.

         
         “Told you.”

         
         “What are you waiting for?” Hannah clutched my arm. “Read it!”

         
         I opened the text.

         
         
            
               
                  I would like to meet up at some point to talk. Would you be open to that?

               

            

         
         What would you like to talk about? I texted back. I watched the text bubble form.
         

         
         
            
               
                  I’m still madly in love with you. It’s not going anywhere, it’s just growing despite it all. I think we’re the dumbest people
                     alive to have messed up something so beautiful so badly. I want you, I need you, I am completely and totally dedicated to
                     everything that you are.
                  

               

            

         
         Another text: I’ve been focusing on this a lot in therapy. I’d like to discuss our cyclical anxieties and triggers and how we can help each
               other. Ultimately, I’m hopeful for a future.

         
         Sarah and Hannah read the texts over my shoulder. There was silence for a moment.

         
         “That’s a lot for a midday text,” Hannah muttered, the more cynical of the two.

         
         “That’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever read.” I could hear the tears forming in Sarah’s words.

         
         “What are you going to say?” Hannah asked.

         
         “That I need to be alone.” I felt the ripples of my relief from this morning, knowing that I had to be alone to truly get
            to the bottom of whatever my issues were.
         

         
         I texted him back and put my phone away. I didn’t answer any of the other messages I could feel vibrating in my purse—cold,
            hard silence for a heartbreak I didn’t quite understand myself.
         

         
         After lunch, I hugged my friends goodbye and walked back to my new apartment. I’d be moving in that weekend but wanted to
            exist in the physical space just a little bit longer.
         

         
         I opened the door of my shoebox apartment, sat on the floor, and, for the first time in a long time, practiced being alone.

         
         It was time for me to be brave for no one other than myself.

         
         

         The ASPCA had just taken a group of dogs into their care, and none of them were in good shape.

         
         I read the written-out descriptions of each dog. Aloha, just had to have his eye removed. Ukelele, had all his teeth extracted.
            Lei, had cherry eye and a possible neurological condition.
         

         
         Tiki, by far the most shut down of the group.

         
         “Do you want one?” the foster coordinator at Muddy Paws Rescue asked me.

         
         “I want that one,” I said, pointing to the last name on the list.

         
         The way the shelter described Tiki, it sounded like they didn’t have much hope.

         
         “They said he never leaves his bed. He also bites and loses control of his bowels when being handled,” she said. “You sure
            you’re okay to take him?”
         

         
         I didn’t hesitate for even a second. “Can I have him even sooner?”

         
         A few behaviorists at the ASPCA expressed their concerns. They felt like Tiki was beyond rehabilitation, and that he would
            never be a good pet. And sometimes this was the case in animal rescue—sometimes, a dog is simply too broken to be saved.
         

         
         But I loved a challenge. I pulled Tiki anyway, not knowing what his outcome would be. I pulled him knowing there was a good
            chance he wouldn’t make it. In the end, the rescue and I determined that we felt comfortable with providing this dog with
            care, hoping that our optimism ended up counting for something.
         

         
         The next day I drove to the ASPCA in the pouring rain. I raced along Second Avenue up to East 92nd Street, turning right and double-parking in front of the shelter. 

         
         “I’m here to pick up a dog,” I told the staff member at the front desk.

         
         “Dog’s name?”

         
         “Tiki.”

         
         A few minutes later a vet tech came out. She had short hair with tiny ribbons of glitter weaved through. She pushed a huge
            bag into my arms, filled to the brim with dog food, medications, and paperwork. “Everything you need should be in here,” she
            said.
         

         
         “Thank you.” I rifled through and pulled some forms out, looking them over.

         
         “These dogs have been through a lot. I’m really glad you’re taking him.”

         
         I looked up and saw her eyes flash with something—hope, excitement, heartache. It was the unspoken language of rescue, feeling
            so much love for these animals but knowing that, sometimes, that love wasn’t enough. “Me too,” I said.
         

         
         We walked outside along with another staff member carrying Tiki’s crate. “Here’s your boy!” he said.

         
         He turned the crate toward me, and the breath was kicked out of my lungs. I was face-to-face with a dog who had experienced
            something horrific, and it was immediately clear. He was trembling, covered in crust, and across his eyes was a thick, hairless
            stripe where his fur had been shaved. I struggled to fill my lungs with air again, struck by the condition of this dog. It
            was much worse than I was expecting, and I was suddenly filled with doubt. Was I making a huge mistake? Was this dog too far
            gone?
         

         
         Tiki and I locked eyes. He pushed his nose through the door of the carrier, his eyes wild and pleading. I silently begged
            him to be brave, to give me a chance to help him. Maybe if I willed it to be true, we could prove everyone else wrong.
         

         
         The first few days with Tiki were heartbreaking. He didn’t eat, didn’t use the bathroom, and never left his crate. In fact, he would barely even lift his head when either Simon or I walked by, his eyes glazed over and absent. 

         
         I texted every dog person I knew, begging for advice. Should I try to pet him? Take him outside? Bring him to the vet? Inside my head, my pleas were repetitive and persistent: please get better, please get better, please get better.
         

         
         After three days, I decided the only thing there was for me to do was be patient.

         
         I left his crate door open with food and a pee pad just outside. For a while, nothing changed. Tiki continued sleeping for
            most hours of the day.
         

         
         But then, something happened.

         
         I was sitting at the kitchen counter, hunched over my computer. My eyes were starting to glaze over when I saw something out
            of the corner of my eye. It was Tiki, slowly emerging from his crate, arched downward in a full body stretch. He stuck one
            foot out, and then another, before his entire body was out.
         

         
         Tiki was still terrified of any noises, and especially my voice. So, despite the way my body wanted to scream with happiness
            and cheer him on, I kept silent, observing his tiny act of bravery.
         

         
         A few moments later, he sat on the ground. He looked up at me, and his eyes held something different this time. Instead of
            terror, he looked curious, his ears perked and alert. There was something else there too, simmering under the surface, and
            I recognized it immediately: deep in his eyes, under the layers and layers of trauma, Tiki was determined.
         

         
         

         Simon and I moved in slowly but purposefully, taking our time to find pieces of furniture that perfectly fit our tiny space. I hung my curtains up on my own, built a bookshelf and a dresser on my own, hauled bags and bags home from Target on my own. 

         
         I found so much joy in decorating a space that was completely and fully mine. I bought a bright green bistro table and opted
            for a shower curtain decorated in pink flowers. The rug under my love seat was covered in rainbow spots, and I found a side
            table that doubled as storage for all of Simon’s toys. It was a space big enough for just me and Simon, no one else.
         

         
         Every morning, we would walk one mile to Fort Greene Park, where there were off-leash hours for dogs until 9 a.m. The closer
            we got to the park, the more excited Simon would become, straining on his leash. Once we entered the park, I would unhook
            him and he would take off sprinting, his tongue flopping up and down.
         

         
         I consider off-leash hours in New York City to be dog paradise. The city is just waking up, and the streets are beginning
            to fill with the smell of fresh pastries. In Fort Greene, dog owners wait in line on the corner of DeKalb Avenue, where the
            coffee shop there has a to-go window and homemade dog treats. After they get their steaming cups of black coffee, they head
            to the park.
         

         
         Once you get into the park, you’re greeted by the sweetest sight—dogs being dogs. Dogs running all over, playing with each
            other, chasing balls, dutifully following their owners. People chat with strangers, other dog owners, and sip their hot drinks
            as their dogs roll around in the grass. It’s the coming together of people who don’t really know each other, who don’t need
            to know each other to understand that dog people are good people and therefore worth talking to. We don’t always know each
            other’s names, of course, but we can rattle off everyone’s dogs’ names, no problem.
         

         
         Simon and I would lap around the park twice, saying hi to his favorite dogs and occasionally pausing to chat with their owners. Sometimes we would sit on a park bench and observe the world go by—mothers toting toddlers to day care, commuters whizzing by on their bikes, two lovers sharing a coffee before heading into work. Simon would sit by my feet, the sun beaming across his fur, and watch. He clocked everything with a calm, curious look, his nose constantly twitching as he took in all the smells of the city. 

         
         After we were done, we’d walk back home. The walk back was always slower, more meandering, without the excitement of the park
            pulling us forward, but I didn’t mind. I loved walking down Clinton Avenue and seeing all the historic homes, wondering who
            might live in them. A famous writer? A movie star? Occasionally we’d pass by an especially beautiful home with flowers planted
            out front, and I’d make Simon pose for a picture.
         

         
         At the apartment, Simon and I fell into a comfortable, solitary life.

         
         I still had all my friends, but I suddenly had no motivation to see anyone. And not in a depressing way—I was simply burned
            out by the constant companionship of my twenties. I had just turned twenty-nine, and in many ways I felt like I was finally
            meeting myself for the first time.
         

         
         I worked from home with Simon by my feet. He insisted on tucking himself under whatever surface my computer was on, whether
            it was our bistro table, the miniature desk I had tucked in the hallway, or the couch. After work, he’d monitor me as I cooked
            dinner and slipped him pieces of raw broccoli. We’d watch our favorite TV shows as we cuddled on our love seat, and I always
            marveled at how perfectly we fit. There was certainly no room for a man here.
         

         
         And then, at night, we would crawl into bed. I always slept on the right side, Simon on the left. He would curl up by the
            pillows, as close to me as he could physically get, and we would slowly drift to sleep.
         

         
         This was how every day went. The comfortable, content monotony of a person who didn’t have to answer to anyone other than
            her dog.
         

         
         A few weeks into living alone, I was talking to my mom on the phone. “Don’t you feel lonely?” she asked.

         
         “I really don’t. I was expecting to, but it hasn’t happened yet.”

         
         I realized, as I uncorked a bottle of rosé that night and curled up with a good murder mystery, that I never felt lonely because
            I wasn’t alone. I was never lonely because I had Simon.
         

         
         Simon, my constant companion. Simon, who had weathered every storm with me. Simon, who understood me better than I understood
            myself, who could detect the most subtle of shifts in my demeanor and always knew when I needed him just a little bit closer.
         

         
         Simon, who was healing a heart he didn’t break.

         
         That’s the magic of dogs: The simple, unrelenting magic is that they don’t even have to try. They heal just by existing, reminding
            us to live every moment to the fullest. Because what is life other than taking long walks, eating good food, and spending
            time with the people you love most?
         

         
         These realizations were profound in their simplicity: that I was complete all on my own, that I was never lonely because I
            had a dog, and that choosing myself for the first time in a decade was an act of bravery in and of itself. Every morning I
            woke up and did something on my own—trying a new coffee shop, walking to a new neighborhood, going to an event—and while it
            could have seemed small to some people, it was monumental to me.
         

         
         I decided to start therapy again. I had done a few sessions a few years ago but never really stuck with it. Throughout our
            whole relationship, Jacob suggested I try therapy since it had been so helpful for him. I did one online session with a woman
            who lived with seven very loud Rottweilers and never tried again.
         

         
         I found a therapist named Lauren who was based in Greenpoint but mostly did Zoom sessions after the pandemic. For our first
            meeting, I curled up in my bed with Simon by my side and talked for forty-five minutes straight.
         

         
         “I know this is only our first session, so I won’t be insulted at all if you feel like this wasn’t a good fit for you. But I would love to meet again,” she said softly. She had short, dark hair and thick glasses. 

         
         “We definitely need to meet again,” I said. “We have a lot of shit to get through.”

         
         We both laughed.

         
         Lauren and I met every week for months, and Simon was present for every therapy session. At the start of each meeting, I would
            show her Simon and she’d marvel at how cute he was.
         

         
         “Animals are wonderful for therapy,” she told me, and I couldn’t agree more. As I unpacked every trauma I had ever experienced,
            every messy relationship, every persistent thought that pierced through my brain, Simon sat by my side. His soft breaths and
            occasional licks kept me grounded, especially on days when my anxiety made me feel like I could float away, a helium balloon
            kissing the sky. He was my anchor, sturdy and ever present, and, with the help of Lauren, we slowly made sense of my mind.
         

         
         Because of the deep work I was doing within myself, I was still having a hard time being around people. During those months
            I felt completely raw—with a jumbled knot in my chest that I was attempting to untie. Isolating myself felt like the only
            thing that made sense. Luckily, my friends understood and were extremely patient with me. They understood what I needed, and
            when I needed to just exist with myself.
         

         
         But my apartment building itself provided companionship in unexpected ways. Glenn, the building super, loved to chat while fixing a leak in the shower. He’d sit on the edge of the chipped-porcelain tub, telling me intricate stories about his childhood dog back home in Grenada—a German shepherd named Hero who saved people from hurricanes and walked him to school every day. I also became friendly with people down the hall, including my neighbor Georgia, who’d hug me every time we ran into each other. I met her when she had first adopted her dog, Paco, who quickly became one of Simon’s best friends. After their walks, Paco would race down the hallway and scratch at our door to say hi, his big, puppy paws growing every single day. 

         
         After a few months of therapy, I was finally starting to see the light at the end of the tunnel. I’d begun to understand why
            I acted the way I acted in my previous relationship, and where my anxieties and triggers stemmed from. There were parts of
            my childhood, my family’s relationship with alcohol, and being cheated on that all added up to a relationship within myself
            that was severed. It was almost like a game to me, figuring out the way my brain worked—making connections throughout my life
            to better understand why I operated the way I did. It brought me comfort to know that I wasn’t broken, but that humans were
            complicated and react in different ways to different experiences.
         

         
         One day, I went to the mail room and opened my mailbox. I saw a postcard sticking out with a picture of the Grand Canyon on
            the front.
         

         
         My stomach dropped. I knew that Jacob had a trip planned to the Grand Canyon, because I was supposed to go with him—his friends
            won the lottery to camp at Phantom Ranch at the bottom of the canyon. I turned the postcard.
         

         
         At the ends of the Earth, it’s still you, it said.
         

         
         I felt my heart ache, straining and beating in heavy, loud thumps.

         
         I still had more work to do.

         
         Do you have time for an extra session this week? I emailed Lauren.
         

         
         

         It took thirteen days for me to touch Tiki for the first time.

         
         It was the longest it had taken me to gain even a sliver of a dog’s trust. The wait was starting to get to me. I began to doubt if I was the right person to help Tiki, or worse, that Tiki was beyond helping. 

         
         We spent countless hours existing together. Day after day, Tiki would explore more of the apartment. It started with him just
            existing right outside his crate—sitting, eating, napping—but eventually he started to expand his world one inch at a time.
            One day he’d walk around the bedroom, the next day he’d walk into the living room, and then the kitchen. The last room he
            explored was the bathroom, which was at the very far end of the apartment. I was on a work call when I heard a rustling in
            the bathroom, only to see Tiki flailing around on the bath mat, rubbing his back on the pink terry-cloth material.
         

         
         Every day he was getting braver, pushing himself to do things that might have seemed small but were revolutionary for him.
            I watched from afar. Because despite the progress he was making, Tiki was still terrified of humans.
         

         
         Every time I put my hand down for him to sniff, he would sprint away. Any sort of movement near him made him flinch, and it
            broke my heart to imagine why that might be.
         

         
         But there were moments, beautiful, shining, all-consuming moments, where it almost seemed like Tiki would forget to be scared.
            I’d come home from being out all morning and he’d run toward me, his tail wagging happily, and sprint around the apartment.
            It was these tiny glimmers of hope that made me hold on—that made me believe maybe, one day, Tiki would decide humans didn’t
            have to be scary.
         

         
         On day thirteen, I collapsed on the couch after a long day.

         
         Almost immediately, Tiki came up to me. I reached out my fingers as I’d done so many times before, but this time, something
            happened.
         

         
         Instead of running away, Tiki stayed.

         
         He was hesitant at first, his body tense and rigid, but after a few seconds his muscles relaxed. He leaned his body into the couch, angling his back up to my hand, his eyes easing shut. 

         
         I took my hand away from him, giving him the option to end the interaction if he wanted, but he chose to stay. He sat down
            in front of me and gazed up at me, his eyes soft and sparked with light. I reached both of my hands down to cup his face,
            and he nuzzled into my touch.
         

         
         We stayed like that, eyes locked like a promise, understanding passing between us.

         
         Thank you for being brave. I’ll give this a try if you do too.

         
         From that moment, Tiki’s progress rolled fast and hard, like an avalanche. He had so many firsts: stepping outside for the
            first time, playing with his first toy, crawling into my lap, playing fetch, cuddling in bed with me, wrestling with Simon.
            Each moment was so sweet it was almost melancholy, the realization that this five-year-old dog had never experienced these
            things before now. I was honored that Simon and I were the ones who got to experience him blooming, wide and unapologetic.
         

         
         It became a bit of a saying, “to be brave like Tiki.” Any time my friends or I would do something we were hesitant to do,
            we would find inspiration from him.
         

         
         “Be brave like Tiki,” I’d say to my friend before she asked for a raise.

         
         “Be brave like Tiki,” they’d say to me before I tried a new workout class.

         
         It seemed silly, and in some ways it was. But there was deep, applicable truth to Tiki’s story and the way he touched us all.
            We had all experienced some sort of trauma, some unique version of heartbreak, and Tiki showed us that we could get better
            despite it all.
         

         
         He showed us that bravery didn’t have to be climbing Mount Everest or skydiving out of a plane. Bravery could simply be waking
            up every morning when all you want to do is disappear.
         

         
         Bravery could be choosing to get better, every single day.

         
         No matter how small Tiki’s steps were, they added up to something vast and sprawling—by the end of our six weeks together,
            he had taken so many of these tiny steps that he was suddenly miles and miles from that trembling, terrified dog I’d brought
            home with me.
         

         
         On the morning of Tiki’s adoption, I cried more tears than I thought humanly possible. I sat on the floor and held him, in
            disbelief that this funny, silly, affectionate dog I was hugging was the same dog I’d picked up just a few weeks before. I
            always found that my more difficult fosters were harder to say goodbye to, their mark on me deeper and more permanent, a line
            dragged down the middle of my heart.
         

         
         Saying goodbye to Tiki nearly broke me.

         
         I took giant breaths as the minutes ticked on—drying my tears with the back of my hand and trying to fix my smudged mascara.
            But there was no use. Before I knew it, my buzzer went off, and Tiki’s new parents were there.
         

         
         “I’m so sorry, I can’t stop crying,” I said, laughing as I opened the door.

         
         “Oh my god. I would be concerned if you weren’t crying,” a beautiful blonde responded, pulling me into a hug.
         

         
         It’s hard to believe, but Tiki had over five hundred adoption applications. He went from almost being euthanized to being
            the most popular rescue dog on the planet. Muddy Paws Rescue had the task of sorting through those applications to find the
            perfect family, and I had a few requirements: I wanted Tiki to live in a quiet neighborhood with a big backyard, and I wanted
            him to have friendly dog siblings to help him gain more confidence, just like Simon had. Through all the applications, they
            had found Aubrie and Vince—a couple, both thirty-two, whose energy was so gentle it immediately put me at ease. They lived
            in the suburbs of Boston with two older rescue dogs.
         

         
         They were perfect.

         
         I was nervous how Tiki would do during the adoption meeting. He wasn’t great at meeting new people and typically hid under
            the bed any time I had a friend come over. But for whatever reason, this time was different.
         

         
         Tiki hopped up on the couch with us, immediately accepting pets from his new mom and dad. I handed Vince a toy to throw, and
            Tiki chased after it with a wagging tail. Toward the end of the meeting Tiki was in the center of the living room, rubbing
            his back on the rug with his legs in the air. We all had our mouths hanging open, in shock that this shy dog was putting on
            such a show.
         

         
         After saying our goodbyes, Tiki drove off with his new family. I stood on my block in Brooklyn and watched them pull away,
            easing into their new life with their new dog.
         

         
         I stood there, alone, unsure of what to do next. I felt the hollow echo of this dog, his soft fur, the mask across his face,
            the way his tongue grew long when he was especially excited. It was over. I was tired, an emotional hangover starting to creep
            into my bones.
         

         
         I decided to go back into my apartment and take a nap.

         
         I crawled into bed, and Simon jumped in next to me. He gave my face a lick before curling up on the other pillow. It felt
            incredibly anticlimactic—I had just saved a life, and to celebrate, I was going to take a nap.
         

         
         But Tiki had taught me that small moments can be big moments. Small moments can stack on top of each other, day after day,
            until they are so big and important that you can’t help but notice. Choosing to listen to yourself, your body, and pushing
            forward every day—that was what mattered.
         

         
         Small moments are an act of bravery, even if you’re the only one who notices.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 17
To Live and Die with Dogs

         
         
            Summer 2022

         

         In August, I went to Aruba for work. We were going to spend the week with a group of women called the Crijojo Trappers.

         
         The Crijojo Trappers trapped, neutered, and returned stray dogs to avoid the birth of unwanted litters, which had created
            an overpopulation problem on the island. The plan was for us to document their process while also educating people on the
            importance of spay and neuter.
         

         
         At the time, there were more than a hundred thousand residents in Aruba, and about twenty-five thousand stray dogs.

         
         After we landed, our team drove up a winding dirt road to the top of a hill where an open-air home sat. Inside, a group of
            women were having coffee with dozens of dogs by their feet. We got out of the car and were immediately pulled into tight hugs,
            laughter in our ears, hard pats on our backs.
         

         
         “You ready to trap some dogs?” they asked me.

         
         I hopped in a truck with Elias and Jacqueline, who the other women told me was the heart and soul of the operation. She had short hair with a streak of hot pink, and kind but tough eyes. You could tell she had seen a lot but was willing to continue showing up anyway. 

         
         “She’s on call twenty-four seven, three hundred and sixty-five days a year. She is always available to go out and pick up dogs who need her,” someone told me while we were packing the car.
         

         
         I very quickly saw that to be true—during the entire car ride Jacquelyn was answering phone calls, scheduling dogs to be picked
            up, and making other arrangements. After one call, she hooked a sharp left.
         

         
         “We finally got eyes on a dog and her puppies we’ve been trying to trap for months,” she said, her determined stare not leaving
            the road.
         

         
         When we got there, we hopped out quickly.

         
         “Come,” she said, leading me to the back of an apartment building. It was a bit of a junkyard, with old, rusted cars abandoned
            within piles of trash. I looked around in disbelief—I couldn’t believe we were being thrown into the operation so quickly,
            but I was beginning to understand that this was the normal way of the Crijojo Trappers. The island was crawling with strays
            who needed medical intervention, and it was their job to step in.
         

         
         Suddenly, a black dog with pointed ears emerged from behind an old car. Her head was low, nervous, assessing the situation.
            I got down on my hands and knees and could see two of her puppies under the car.
         

         
         “There are two puppies with her,” I told Jacqueline.

         
         “Perfect. We’re looking for three more puppies.”

         
         The other women went to the truck to pull out a crate that they used for trapping. It was a metal crate with an opening that stayed lifted and could quickly close once the dogs were inside. It took a while, but with some coaxing and lots of food, we were able to get the mama dog to walk into the crate. We crinkled some food bags, which made the puppies come running. Once they saw their mom in one of the crates, it was easy to get them inside as well. 

         
         “What’s the plan for these dogs?” I asked when we were back on the road.

         
         “We’ll spay, neuter, vaccinate, and then release them back. That way they can continue living their lives without ever contributing
            to the overpopulation crisis. We also have a group of community feeders who make sure the dogs stay fed and happy.”
         

         
         It seemed straightforward enough. However, after her next call, Jacqueline’s demeanor seemed to dampen a little.

         
         “House call,” she said, turning the car around.

         
         We pulled up to a home and were welcomed by roughly seven dogs upon arrival. A man greeted us at the door, indicating which
            two dogs he was requesting us to take. The dogs were young and wiggly and had clearly been fed well. The Crijojo Trappers
            immediately got to work, taking another crate out of the back of the truck.
         

         
         I glanced over the fence, and locked eyes with a different dog.

         
         He had enormous ears, and eyes that broke me in half, imploring but still hopeful. He was completely emaciated, with his hip
            bones and ribs sticking out at unnatural angles. He also had no fur, his skin completely raw and scabbed over. He looked so
            uncomfortable but still walked close to the gate and gently asked for pets. I leaned my hand over, scratching his hairless
            ear. His eyes closed.
         

         
         “We need to ask about this dog,” I said. Jacquelyn nodded solemnly, walking over to the man who’d called us here.

         
         A few minutes later, she walked back. “He said no, we can’t take him.” She gave me an apologetic look—she had likely seen this a million times before. A dog she desperately wanted to help, without the permission to do so. 

         
         We all climbed back into the truck, driving down the road in silence. I watched the divi-divi trees flash by, their branches
            twisting toward the sky. The breeze was salty and warm. I leaned my head against the window.
         

         
         Suddenly, Jacquelyn’s phone was ringing. She answered, and then listened, the phone pressed against her weathered cheek. She
            hung up, turning toward us.
         

         
         “He changed his mind,” she said, her eyes shining. “Let’s go get that dog.”

         
         On our way back to the house, we contemplated names for him. Eventually, I suggested Toast.

         
         “He looks burned like a piece of toast,” I said. Everyone laughed and agreed—Toast was perfect.

         
         When we pulled up, the man was waiting for us out front. He opened the gate and eased Toast out, who was even skinnier up
            close. He waved goodbye, leaving us with this sick, broken dog. We couldn’t have been happier.
         

         
         We didn’t know what would happen to Toast, but this way, we knew that he at least had a chance. A chance was all we needed.

         
         

         We headed to the vet right away to get Toast some emergency care. Once inside, the vet techs carried him in on a stretcher
            because he was too weak to climb up the stairs on his own. They immediately took his blood and started doing various tests
            on him.
         

         
         While I watched in the doorway, Toast weak but still awake on the doctor’s table, I got a text message. I looked at my phone.
            It was from my dad, about a paragraph long.
         

         
         Hi kids. I’m sorry to tell you all like this, but Aunt Susan passed away last night, the first sentence read. I looked at it again. And again. And again.
         

         
         I immediately turned and walked out of the room, the edges of my vision blurring with tears. I tried to steady my breathing,
            but my breaths were shallow and tight, pinching my ribs.
         

         
         I burst out of the front doors of the vet clinic and fell to the edge of the road, sitting on the curb with my head between
            my knees. There, I let the tears fall freely. I looked at the message again.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Aunt Susan passed away last night.

               

            

         
         Aunt Susan, my dad’s sister, had been sick for a while. Her death wasn’t necessarily a surprise, but it was a blow all the
            same. And not just because of her kind, generous heart, her gentle demeanor, or the incredible loss my dad was suffering.
            My aunt Susan was possibly the only other person in my entire family who loved dogs more than me.
         

         
         I had vivid memories from my childhood of visiting her house in Maryland, where I was always greeted by her small army of
            dogs and cats. Her home was an homage to her animals—framed photos of them in every room, pet beds perched on most surfaces.
            But my absolute favorite part of her house was the animal room.
         

         
         The animal room was a secret hideaway right over the landing of her staircase. There was a tiny doorway that I’d crawl through
            with my cousins, and it would open into the most magical space—a cozy, warm room that was designed exclusively for her pets’
            comfort. It was decorated wall to wall with a soft, beige carpet, arching cat trees, and plush dog beds. Her cats slept on
            various levels of shelves, completely at peace and comfortable in their own space, a private oasis for her beloved animals.
         

         
         As I got older and started working with dogs, Aunt Susan and I shared our mutual passion with each other. Every time we visited, she would take my hands as we sat on the couch. 

         
         “Tell me about the dogs,” she’d say, her smile wide and brilliant.

         
         
            
               
                  Aunt Susan passed away last night.

               

            

         
         I looked at my right hand, the ring on my middle finger shining in the Aruban sunlight. Aunt Susan had given it to me on my
            thirteenth birthday, my birthstone embedded in the middle. I was grateful to have a tiny piece of her with me, all these thousands
            of miles away.
         

         
         It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair that someone that kind and beautiful and special could be gone just like that, with the snap
            of your fingers. Suddenly, she didn’t exist. Suddenly, all her beloved pets were without their loving guardian.
         

         
         I sat on the side of the road, taking big breaths. One of the women from the Crijojo Trappers came up behind me, putting a
            hand on my shoulder. I could feel my T-shirt sticking to my skin.
         

         
         “Everything okay?” she asked.

         
         “Yeah,” I croaked out. “Well, no. My aunt just died,” I said, feeling my voice shake.

         
         “Oh, honey . . .” She kneeled, pulling me into a hug. “I’m so sorry. Take all the time you need, and please let me know if
            we can do anything to help.”
         

         
         As I leaned into this near-stranger’s hug, feeling comfort in her strong arms and low, singsongy accent, I realized how fitting
            all of this was. On the day Aunt Susan passed, I was in Aruba saving dogs. I was on my hands and knees, getting dirty, doing
            the work, and trying my best to help these dogs have the best life possible.
         

         
         “Tell me about the dogs,” Aunt Susan would say.

         
         If I could, I’d tell her all about Toast. She would have loved this story.

         
         

         Later that evening, after a long day of trapping dogs, we got our last call.

         
         I was grateful the day was almost over. I insisted on continuing to trap dogs after hearing the news from my dad, but I was
            counting down the minutes until I could be alone again with my head on my hotel pillow.
         

         
         “That was from the police station. Apparently, there’s a dog stuck under one of their cars,” Jacquelyn explained.

         
         We pulled up to the local police station, where one of their employees was waiting out front with an umbrella over her head.
            On our way over it had started to rain, the sky opening and letting drops fall free.
         

         
         “Here,” she said, leading us over to a car in the parking lot. We all leaned down, and I gasped at what I saw.

         
         Underneath was a white dog who had clearly been badly abused. He was skin and bones, his skeleton protruding, with large,
            open wounds covering his body. His face was scraped raw, pieces of his flesh hanging loose between his eyes. He could barely
            lift his head.
         

         
         “Okay, thank you,” Jacquelyn said. “We’ll handle it.”

         
         It didn’t take much to get the dog out from under the car—he was so weak and could barely fight back. We put him in a crate
            and covered it with a blanket so he’d be protected from the rain. We started driving again and ended up in front of a different
            vet clinic. Jacquelyn stepped out of the truck and walked inside, coming back with a vet in a long white doctor’s coat.
         

         
         The vet came around to the back and opened the crate. She took one look at the dog, his eyes slowly closing, his lungs taking big, raspy breaths, and whispered something to one of the vet techs. She shared a look with Jacquelyn, who turned back to us. 

         
         “This dog is going to die,” she said. “There’s nothing we can do. But we will make sure he goes without pain.”

         
         My stomach crawled, but I nodded. We gathered around the back of the truck as the vet stuck an IV in the dog’s leg and we
            watched him slowly drift off to sleep.
         

         
         We all instinctively reached our hands out, gently stroking the dog in places where he wasn’t bleeding, as he passed from
            this life to the next. We watched him take his last breath, his body falling limp. We cried silently, holding vigil for a
            dog we had only known for a few moments. He had endured a life of cruelty and pain but had died surrounded by love.
         

         
         Afterward, the vet covered his body and carried him inside. We all stood for a moment, the silence compounding, before someone
            pulled me into a hug. There was no need for explanation, no need for more words or condolences. It was too much heartache
            to endure in a single day. The passing of life, the unfair and illogical way that the universe chooses who stays and who goes.
            I let my body feel the loss of my aunt. I let my heart feel the loss of the innocent dog I had met only moments ago.
         

         
         Tomorrow was a new day. It would be filled with other joys and other uniquely devastating moments. But I knew that no matter
            what, I would wake up, take a shower, and go save some more dogs.
         

         
         

         A few weeks later, I got the email I had been waiting for: Toast was set to come on the next flight from Aruba to New York
            City.
         

         
         It had been a treacherous journey for Toast. He had a long laundry list of health problems and there were a few times when we didn’t think he’d make it. We’d get grim emails, preparing us for the worst, and a few days later he would miraculously bounce back. We knew he needed time and space to heal, so he stayed behind in Aruba where the Crijojo Trappers could keep a close eye on him. 

         
         Slowly, over time, the healing began—his hair grew back, he started eating again, and, best of all, his adorable personality
            started to show. We also learned that he was deaf, which we hadn’t realized when we originally rescued him.
         

         
         After posting Toast on social media, his story got a ton of attention. Luckily he caught the eye of one very special person
            in particular—a woman named Jes who lived in Brooklyn. She applied to adopt him as soon as she saw his photo.
         

         
         When he was healthy enough, they booked his flight to the States, where Jes would meet him on the tarmac.

         
         I checked my phone obsessively on the day Toast was due to land, looking up his flight number to make sure everything was
            running on time.
         

         
         Finally, I got the photo I’d been waiting for—Toast, fluffy new fur lining his handsome face, with his new mom. Jes was hugging
            him tightly, her face covered in happy tears. They looked perfect together, like somehow, they were always meant to find each
            other.
         

         
         That’s the way life went sometimes. You suffer and you heal and you love. You find people who have been waiting their whole
            lives to meet you. You soak in every moment you can, taking in every drop of joy life gifts you. You live and you live until
            you can’t anymore.
         

         
         But once you’re gone, it’s not for nothing. Because your love lives on in the people you left behind, in the niece who cherishes
            dogs just like you showed her how.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 18
Running Toward You

         
         
            Fall 2022

         

         It was a Wednesday afternoon, and I was riding the subway into Manhattan. I opened my phone and clicked shuffle on my Spotify
            app, slipping my earbuds in.
         

         
         The song that played was Tyler Childers’s “Shake the Frost.”

         
         It was a song that Jacob and I had both loved. Any time it came on, we turned the volume all the way up and screamed the lyrics.
            But this time, I sat in the rumbling underground tunnel and let the words sink in.
         

         
         It was the first time I let myself feel the weight of missing him. The first time I gave myself permission to miss him. The feeling hit me like a truck, slamming against the side of my heart in a way that was impossible to ignore.
            The song was beautiful and painful and full of hope. It cracked me right open, my iron safe of emotions finally bleeding dry.
            I swallowed my tears down, trying desperately not to be the crying girl on the subway, but they came and came and came.
         

         
         A few days later, as if my heartache willed it, I got a text message from Jacob.

         
         And for the first time in months, I answered.

         
         I know this is weird, but I was wondering if you wanted to come to this concert with me. You bought me these tickets for my
               birthday, so it feels weird to go with someone else, he said.
         

         
         I’m going to be out of town that weekend, I wrote back, but I appreciate you asking.

         
         The conversation continued. We easily fell into a playful banter, and it felt so good. It was our first real conversation
            in months. Light, funny, slightly flirtatious. I surprised myself with how much I was leaning in, and I think I surprised
            him too.
         

         
         We ended up texting for three days straight.

         
         I was drunk off him, drunk off the conversation, and didn’t want to stop. I couldn’t stop the flood of feelings I had opened
            on that subway car in upper Manhattan, my love trailing all the way back to Brooklyn.
         

         
         When Jacob asked me if I wanted to grab a drink, I immediately said yes.

         
         But I didn’t say yes because I was expecting, or even hoping, to get back together. I said yes because, in all my months of
            therapy, I could see so clearly all the ways I had gone terribly wrong. I felt that I owed him an explanation and an apology—two
            things I had been incapable of providing him when we were together.
         

         
         Day after day, in all the days I spent alone with no one but my dog, I had slowly untangled the tight knot in my chest, and
            incrementally made sense of my big, beating, occasionally belligerent heart. I’d given up on our relationship, Jacob had not.
            I’d left him confused and brokenhearted, and assumed he’d be just fine without me.
         

         
         I agonized for hours over what to wear. What did someone wear to get drinks with their ex-boyfriend? I wanted to look good but not too good. I wanted to look hot without seeming like I was trying to look hot. 

         
         The last time we truly spent time together was in the dead of winter, knee-deep in a mud pit of relationship problems we couldn’t
            see the bottom of. Now it was early fall—my hair was long, my freckles were out after a summer in Brooklyn, and therapy had
            lifted me out of the pit and lovingly cleaned the mud off my knees. I was rejuvenated with a long list of things I wanted
            to apologize for.
         

         
         I decided on a pair of jeans I wore nearly every day, a white linen strapless top, and a pair of Birkenstocks.

         
         We met at a cocktail bar around the corner from my apartment called the Mayflower. It was small inside, maybe six tiny café
            tables, and the lighting was cozy and intimate. I looked around, wide-eyed, and realized that this bar was much more romantic
            than I anticipated. As my gaze swept the tiny room, I saw him.
         

         
         He was waiting for me at a corner table, tucked away from everyone else. He had two drinks on the table, one what I assumed
            was my typical order, a sauvignon blanc, placed in front of him. My heartbeat seemed to slow and speed up at the same time.
            Big, pounding thumps in my chest. I could feel every pulse.
         

         
         He looked good. Shit.

         
         Jacob wore a short-sleeved button-down and had a silver chain around his neck. More than anything, he looked happy and healthy.
            We hugged hello, genuinely excited to see each other. I couldn’t ignore the way my body warmed to him on instinct.
         

         
         The conversation started out surface level—How’s your family? How are your friends? Are you planning on moving out at the end of the lease? Tell me how work is going!

         
         The small tables forced closeness, but I found myself choosing to touch him anyway—knee to knee, a brush of a hand, thighs
            sandwiched together under the tiny tabletop. I was drawn to him, drinking in his way with words and his easy laugh. Instead
            of thinking of all the reasons why we didn’t work, I was reminded of all the reasons why I fell in love with him in the first
            place. I continued to check myself, trying to stay focused.
         

         
         Soon the conversation shifted, and I refused to chicken out.

         
         I took a deep breath and spilled all the words I had been keeping on dusty shelves. I said everything that needed to be said.
            I didn’t have an ulterior motive, and I didn’t expect him to forgive me or want to give me another chance. I just needed to
            validate every feeling he’d had throughout our relationship. I needed peace. I needed forgiveness.
         

         
         I was met with gentleness and understanding, a soft hand over mine and a symphony of thank you for saying that’s ringing through my ears.
         

         
         “Thank you, really,” he said, his eyes low. “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to hear these things from you.” I could
            see the tension in his shoulders loosen.
         

         
         And I felt better too. It felt so good to give him that closure, to finally own up to my own mistakes. Suddenly, there was
            no dark cloud looming over me but rather sun, brilliant and hopeful.
         

         
         We closed out our tab and lingered outside the bar. Neither of us knew how to end this interaction. See you soon? Have a good life? Instead, I looked over my shoulder.
         

         
         “I’m starving. Want to get some food?” I asked.

         
         He laughed. “Um . . . sure, yeah.”

         
         “I live right around the corner. We could order food and you could see Simon?”

         
         I could feel his hesitation. His eyes searched mine for an answer that wasn’t there. He was asking what are you doing? but the truth was, I didn’t know.
         

         
         We walked back to my apartment. When I opened the door, Simon tumbled out, immediately recognizing Jacob and squealing at
            the top of his lungs. His barks echoed through the empty hallway, and we laughed as we attempted to usher him back inside.
         

         
         “Thank god he didn’t forget me,” he said.

         
         “He could never forget you.” My heart pinched at this truth.

         
         We ordered Chinese food and ended up sitting on my little gray love seat for a few more hours, sipping wine and swapping stories
            about things that had happened in our months apart. We’d dip in and out of conversation, both of us elated just to be in each
            other’s presence. It didn’t make sense, but it felt right, like every inch of thick friction between us had been whittled
            away and all that was left was the good.
         

         
         It occurred to me suddenly, like a flash of lightning, that I wanted to kiss him.

         
         I thought back to our first kiss—hours of conversation on a different gray couch, sipping wine and swapping stories. The parallels
            were uncanny, but this time we had a graveyard of mistakes sitting in the air between us.
         

         
         “I’m not going to make the first move,” he’d told me back then. He didn’t that night, and he certainly wasn’t going to tonight.

         
         Before I could think about it and wonder if I was making a huge, monumental mistake, I leaned forward an inch. Immediately,
            his body tensed.
         

         
         He pulled back slightly. “Are you sure?” he asked. He looked at me deeply, and the implication was there: If you do this, you better mean it. If we do this, it will be different.

         
         I was sure. I was without a plan and without logical reasoning, but I was sure.

         
         Our second kiss completely trumped our first—the butterflies turned into bird wings, the fire in my stomach burning every inch of my skin. My body welcomed him like an old friend, quickly finding all the grooves I had fit before. It wasn’t the excitement of kissing someone new, it was the excitement of kissing someone you never dreamed you’d get another chance with. This kiss was filled with a million, tiny unsaid promises. 

         
         We didn’t know how it was going to work, or where we were going to go from here, but we both knew that our story was far from
            over.
         

         
         

         “Would you ever consider fostering a dog in a wheelchair? This guy needs help.”

         
         Attached were two photos of a brindle French bulldog named King. One photo showed him in his wheelchair, gazing up at the
            camera. The other showed him with his legs splayed out behind him and his bottom teeth poking out.
         

         
         The answer, of course, was yes. I had never fostered a paralyzed dog but I had a soft spot for the “undesirables.” Senior
            dogs, dogs with health issues, dogs with disabilities. After going through Simon’s own health scares, I’d experienced firsthand
            how rewarding it was to care for a dog who really, truly needed you.
         

         
         I immediately emailed the rescue and told them I was interested in fostering this paralyzed, incontinent dog. I went through
            a process of getting approved to foster through this organization—an application, an interview, and a virtual apartment tour—but
            by the time it was all sorted out they had already found him a different foster. I was devastated.
         

         
         A few months went by, and I welcomed other foster dogs whom I loved and cherished and, ultimately, found perfect homes for.
            Life moved on. More dogs were saved.
         

         
         And then, one day, an email: Any way you can watch King? We’re looking for a temporary foster.

         
         I emailed back immediately.

         
         A few days later, I rushed to my car after work. I had broken the sacred New Yorker oath a few months prior and purchased
            a used Honda from a dealership in Queens. It made dog rescue and fostering much easier, and I enjoyed navigating the city
            streets with my car piled high with dogs.
         

         
         It was pouring—coastal flood warnings alerting my phone with shrill, deafening pings. I briefly questioned if this was a good
            idea, if I should even be venturing out into the Manhattan streets, but the thought of King pushed me through. I drove slowly
            through flooded streets and over foggy bridges, heading toward the little dog who needed me.
         

         
         King met me in the lobby with his current foster, greeting me with kisses and little jumps. After a quick diaper-changing
            tutorial, I loaded up the car with his supplies—wheelchair, diapers, wipes, food—and we were on our way. I hooked him into
            the back seat as rain fell on the windows. Soft music played from the radio and King slowly closed his eyes, the first of
            many naps he would take with me, safe and warm.
         

         
         Within seconds of entering our apartment he was in the toy bin, pulling the fluff out of a stuffed bunny. He gave Simon a
            few licks, and that was that. King was here.
         

         
         Getting a new foster dog is occasionally a shot in the dark—sometimes you don’t really know what you’re going to get. The
            dog could be terrified or ecstatic, potty-trained or peeing on every surface, dog-friendly or cautious, cuddly or more independent—but
            King was a little different. I knew a bit of King’s story, which is not the norm for most rescue dogs.
         

         
         King was surrendered to our city intake shelter right around Christmas, and his previous owners said it was because he became paralyzed. French bulldogs are prone to a disc disease called IVDD, and it can be repairable through surgery if caught early. But when King got his first surgical consult, the vet determined that his condition was so prolonged that it was irreversible, and he was now permanently disabled and incontinent. 

         
         It’s useless to speculate on the motivation behind surrendering him, because we’ll likely never know the full story. This
            could mean the family didn’t want to take care of him anymore, or this could mean his family wasn’t able to. A dog with medical
            needs demands a large financial and emotional commitment, and not everyone has the resources to make it work.
         

         
         But the reason why I think King was truly loved by his family is because he came to us as a nearly perfect dog. He was incredibly
            well-adjusted and loved every human and dog he met. He loved kids. He begged for food and insisted on cuddling on the couch.
            He never once seemed sad or aware of his differences. He was silly and patient and carefree. He was confident in himself and
            his surroundings.
         

         
         I have to believe that giving King up came with great heartbreak. I have to believe that giving up this wonderful, loving
            animal only happened because his owner or owners were out of options. I have to believe it was the ultimate act of sacrificial
            love—an owner who knew they couldn’t provide the care this dog deserved. I didn’t know if that was the truth, but I’ve found
            that giving people the benefit of the doubt usually makes the hard things in life easier to swallow. His arrival was not without
            a few small hiccups, of course.
         

         
         My first diaper-changing experience was comical, me muttering to myself about which part went where. I was like a new mom to a newborn baby, completely unprepared and overwhelmed. King, a normally patient and relaxed dog, got annoyed with my twenty-plus minutes of problem-solving and decided to start a game of bite-y hands. Eventually I figured it out, both hands flying to keep each part in place. 

         
         Over time, I learned how to make it work. By our third day together King would sit patiently while I changed his diaper and
            cleaned him, tilting his head back for kisses the entire time.
         

         
         Another hard thing for me was figuring out King’s wheelchair.

         
         I spent so much time stretching his legs, trying to make them reach the loops that hung low. I’d try different positions—his
            knees bent, his hips in various locations, but nothing seemed to make sense. I watched tutorials on YouTube but somehow we
            always ended up in some uncomfortable position, his back legs folded tight.
         

         
         Luckily, we had the backyard, so King was able to spend countless hours without his wheelchair or a diaper. Despite having
            no control over the bottom half of his body, King was able to scoot around incredibly fast. He loved playing fetch, his front
            legs dragging his body to every corner of the yard. He also enjoyed scratching his back on the grass, flailing his limp legs
            as he wiggled around.
         

         
         Despite the medical issues that made people assume King would be too much work, he was one of my easiest and happiest foster
            dogs.
         

         
         One day, about a week into having King, I took Simon and King on a walk. Once again, I struggled getting King into his wheelchair
            but decided to take him anyway. He enjoyed the walk, but his spine was curved slightly. I watched him as we rounded the corner
            and winced.
         

         
         Suddenly, I heard a voice behind me.

         
         “Your dog is adorable.” I turned to see a woman, probably mid-forties, with graying hair and a soft smile. She was wearing
            a light pink sweater and had a bag slung over her shoulder. She pointed to King.
         

         
         “Oh, thank you. He’s actually my foster dog.”

         
         “I had a wheelchair Frenchie years ago. When I saw you down the block I knew I needed to say hi. Are you new with the wheelchair?”

         
         “Yes,” I said, slightly embarrassed that she could tell but mostly relieved that she could probably help.

         
         “May I? Is he friendly?” She gestured down to the wheelchair.

         
         “Yes, very.”

         
         She leaned down, and King gave her a few kisses. She took his back legs out of the foam sling I had placed them in. Then she
            tucked them into the two loops toward the back of the wheelchair, where they could hang comfortably. “There!” she said, smiling
            up at me.
         

         
         I let out a big breath, relief flooding through me. “Thank you so much,” I said. “I’ve been trying to figure that out for
            days.”
         

         
         “Of course. Good luck with this little guy.” She waved goodbye. “Wheelchair dogs are so special.”

         
         Simon and King both looked up at me, eager to continue the walk.

         
         “Okay, let’s go,” I said, taking one step forward.

         
         Much to my surprise, King took off sprinting. Simon followed suit, racing down the street. I laughed in shock, their leashes
            hitting against my legs as we ran past brownstones and trees and people sitting on their stoops. We ran and ran, turning down
            our block, until we finally reached our apartment.
         

         
         I was out of breath. I looked at King, who had the biggest smile on his face. His tongue curled up in a classic Frenchie way.

         
         He could run. He could run! For a moment I couldn’t believe it. I was in awe of this disabled dog who had been dealt tough
            cards in life but prevailed anyway. His soul shone so bright, his spirit never broken.
         

         
         But then I realized, of course he could run. It was his instinct to run. To experience life exactly as it happens, to not dwell on or even consider all the ways he might be different. 

         
         He was a dog, born to run. So, he would run every day he was able to, his wheels carrying him forward.

         
         

         A year after we reconnected, Jacob and I moved in together for the second time.

         
         Over that year, we slowly rebuilt. We had countless conversations, dissecting all aspects of our previous relationship. We
            both continued with therapy. We had honest, soul-baring heart-to-hearts about what we wanted and how we wanted our future
            to look. We fell back in love, and it was so much sweeter this time around.
         

         
         Because this time, there were no explosive fights. There was no pushing away, there were no cold, icy conversations. Our coming
            together was so delicate and gentle, flower petals unfurling from a bud. Our days were filled with long walks and hot pots
            of coffee and aching honesty. It was us coming to the relationship exactly as we were, no games, no mountain in our way. Just
            two committed people who wanted to build a life together.
         

         
         We pushed the key into the door of our new apartment. It had a big kitchen island for cooking dinners and a beautiful yard
            for our dog. It was exactly what I always wanted.
         

         
         We sat in the backyard together, two glasses of red wine between us, and knew that this was exactly the way it was supposed
            to happen.
         

         
         About a week before we moved, I had been unexpectedly let go from the job I’d been working for the past eight years of my
            life. That first job out of college, when New York seemed so unattainable and ferocious. The job that led me to expand my
            already-existing love of dogs, like an explorer with a map.
         

         
         Losing my job wasn’t something I’d planned on. It happened one night in March when I received a phone call, and five minutes later, it was over, just like that. Jacob came home from picking up groceries and I threw myself into his arms, sobs choking out of me. 

         
         “Whoa, whoa, whoa. What happened?” he said, pulling me back to look at my face.

         
         “I don’t have a job anymore,” I said. It was a straightforward, easy-to-understand sentence. People got let go from their
            jobs all the time. But this job was different. This job was my life. If I hadn’t been pushed out, I likely never would have
            left, and maybe that was the problem.
         

         
         Because, I realized through wet, gasping tears, over these past eight years, I had so easily fallen into someone else’s dream.

         
         I’d spent so many relationships falling back, appeasing, trying to fold myself into shapes that fit the situation better.
            It wasn’t dissimilar to this job, where I’d spent so many years climbing toward someone else’s achievements. Now, without
            warning or an explanation why, I was on my own.
         

         
         In the span of a month, I had moved in with the love of my life, gotten let go from the only job I had ever known, and was
            turning thirty. It’s funny how life works like that—how it thrusts you into change whether you’re ready or not. It was time
            for me to flip my life upside down. It was time to ask myself what I wanted, what I needed. I was running straight into my future, and I felt my foot pounding the pavement with every step.
         

         
         I’d planned a huge birthday party at a neighborhood bar with all my friends. Phoebe and Isaac were driving in from Philadelphia,
            where she had gotten a full ride to law school. Hannah was coming with Paul, Sarah with Stu. Megan and Drew were heading over
            early to help us decorate the room. Timmy and Mallory, newly pregnant with their first child, were taking the train from Astoria.
         

         
         I was closing in on exactly a decade living in New York City. I had moved when I was twenty, and in two weeks that chapter
            of my life was closing. While I was living it, the time felt as if it were passing excruciatingly slowly, but suddenly it
            was here at my doorstep, my thirtieth birthday, and I was suddenly aware of how rapidly life unfolds.
         

         
         And New York had changed too. Much like the rest of my life, New York had slowed down for me. Instead of messy, loud, chaotic
            nights, blaring music, screaming roommates, my nights were spent in our quiet apartment with soft music playing from the speakers.
            There were more home-cooked dinners with friends, laughter spilling over each other, a pile of voices trying to tell stories
            at once, half-empty bottles of wine littering dining tables. The twinkle of a New York skyline outside our windows, reminding
            us that the city would always be there.
         

         
         One night, while unpacking boxes and settling into our new life together, I was scrolling through photos on my phone from
            when Jacob and I first met. I was feeling particularly nostalgic, wanting to see the faces of two people who had no idea what
            their story would look like.
         

         
         I scrolled back to December 2020. I smiled at the photos of us on FaceTime, photos of Megan and me all dressed up for New
            Year’s Eve in our Bushwick apartment. Selfies of me with Simon, my face covered with a mask.
         

         
         I scrolled back a bit more and clicked on a photo.

         
         It was a picture of the dog park, the sky flashing with bright pinks and strokes of orange. I looked at the silhouettes of
            dogs playing, the curve of the gate on the left. I remembered this night vividly, with the exploding sunset, and recalled
            taking this photo. It was a moment I felt a single, solitary strike of hope in the midst of the pandemic.
         

         
         But my eyes hooked on something, looking to the right of the photo.

         
         Because on the path next to the dog park was a runner, framed perfectly in the photo. He was running toward the camera, his legs sturdy and strong, his arms pumping. 

         
         And I recognized the runner right away, because it was the man I loved. The man sitting on the couch, across the apartment
            from me.
         

         
         The runner was Jacob.

         
         I checked the date: December 3, 2020. I took the photo two weeks before we met.

         
         And there he was, running straight toward me, crashing into my life in magnificent and monumental ways.

         
         

         After discovering King’s love of running, I wanted to take him somewhere he could run without restriction.

         
         It was a beautiful day, the sun exploding across a cloudless blue sky. I decided to take the dogs to Coney Island, a famous
            beach on the southern tip of Brooklyn with an amusement park and boardwalk.
         

         
         We were also there to celebrate something very exciting—for the first time in months, King had a ton of adoption interest.

         
         It had been months since he’d been surrendered, and he’d gone to countless adoption events. The truth was that most people
            probably didn’t want to adopt King because of his disability, and I could understand why. Most people look at a dog like King
            and see all the ways he might make their life harder—the messy diaper changes, the limitations on walks or hikes—but what
            they couldn’t see were all the tiny and exceptional ways he could make their lives better.
         

         
         I had offered to foster King because I wanted to help a dog in need. I knew I was doing something good, and I was happy to take him into my home. What I couldn’t have anticipated were all the ways he would help me, slowly worming his way into my heart for good. 

         
         Watching King navigate the world with curiosity and ease taught me more than I ever could have anticipated. It made me realize
            that hard things make life hard, but not impossible. In fact, the hard things make the good things even brighter and more
            beautiful. Every good day with King was an amazing day, his limitations a crack that let so much light in.
         

         
         And as I started sharing videos of him online, something exceptional happened. Once I showed King to the world—really showed
            him—the applications started pouring in.
         

         
         All I had to do was love him out loud.

         
         It took the rescue a little over a week to review his applications. I anxiously waited for an update while also dreading the
            day I’d have to say goodbye. Finally, I got the news—King had an approved adopter: a couple with grown children, who happened
            to live on the beach. The husband was a pediatrician and had dreams of using King as a therapy dog to help kids who also used
            wheelchairs.
         

         
         So, today was a celebration.

         
         I did some research beforehand and saw that it was fine to take dogs in wheelchairs to the beach as long as you cleaned the
            salt water off the wheels so that they wouldn’t rust. I figured it might be difficult for King to walk on the sand, but thought
            it was worth a shot anyway.
         

         
         I unloaded the dogs out of the car as a roller coaster roared above us. King barked excitedly, making me laugh. After hooking
            him into his wheelchair, we headed for the beach.
         

         
         And would you believe my surprise when, as soon as we got there, my sweet, paralyzed, brave foster dog ran straight to the
            water.
         

         
         I squealed, almost unable to keep up with him. “King, hold on, hold on!”

         
         He raced through the lapping waves, and Simon ran next to him. The two of them leapt through the air, their paws crashing into the salty ocean, completely soaking their entire bodies. His wheels glided along, skirting the shallow water, creating ripples as he ran. 

         
         King spent the afternoon running into waves, splashing in the cold salt water. His black nose covered with sand, his wheelchair
            glistening from the sea.
         

         
         A true picture of resilience, of unencumbered joy.

         
         King was racing into the next chapter of his life, and he wasn’t letting anything stop him.

         
         Afterward we walked the Coney Island boardwalk, King’s wheelchair bumping along the uneven, wooden slats. He loved watching
            the roller coasters fly by. He’d run back and forth, tracking the swell of screams coming from over-sugared children and bark
            his head off. We found a picnic table and ordered Nathan’s—two hot dogs, a lemonade, and crinkle French fries. I fed the dogs
            fries under the table as they dozed off in the shade.
         

         
         It was a perfect day.

         
         The day of King’s adoption meeting, I cried the entire time. I hadn’t expected to love this dog so much, but, without even
            meaning to, he had taught me a great deal. Despite my melancholy sadness, I was so excited for him—he was finally getting
            his happily ever after.
         

         
         King would spend every summer he had left at the beach with his wheels in the water, running fast and far. He would be loved
            exactly the way he deserved.
         

         
         

         Jacob leaned down to stretch his legs as I watched from the couch. I was still in my pajamas, my eyes sandy from sleep. It
            was dark outside—the sun hadn’t risen yet and wouldn’t for at least a few hours.
         

         
         “Do you want me to write your name tag?” I asked.

         
         “That would be so helpful, thank you,” he said. I could tell he was distracted, and understandably so. He had a huge day in
            front of him, a day he had been tirelessly planning for months.
         

         
         Later that day, Jacob would complete the New York City Marathon.

         
         As I wrote his name out in thick, black letters, I tried to control my excitement. Marathon day has always been our favorite
            day in the city. There was something electric about the energy, and the way all New Yorkers came together to celebrate one
            another. I cried every year—whether it was seeing the blind runners, the runners who were in their eighties, their bodies
            wrinkled but strong, or seeing someone hug their family as they raced past—it filled me with emotion and gratitude. It connected
            me to humankind, centered me year after year, and made me fall in love with my city all over again.
         

         
         It was Jacob’s first marathon. He was running for Paws NY, an organization that connected volunteers to elderly or disabled
            pet owners in New York City. Those volunteers would act as caretakers for the pets—walking dogs, changing litter boxes, or
            taking the animals to the vet. Paws NY believed that every person was entitled to the love and companionship that came with
            having a pet, even if their bodies didn’t allow them to provide the animals with proper care. During our fundraising, we raised
            almost $15,000 for the organization.
         

         
         I walked over to Jacob and helped him pin his running bib to his shirt. Then, I carefully stuck his name tag to the bottom.
            He was taking big breaths, focusing himself.
         

         
         “It’s going to be incredible,” I said, taking his face in my hands. He kissed me tenderly, and I could have burst with how
            much I loved him.
         

         
         A few hours later, my parents came over with a few of our friends. I had purchased a ton of poster board and markers for us to write signs to cheer him on. The race route had him running right past our block, and we planned to cheer for him as he ran by. 

         
         Around 1 p.m., we walked to the top of the street and waited for him. I tracked his movement on my phone and alerted everyone
            when he was roughly one block away.
         

         
         Suddenly, we saw him racing toward us, his arms pumping above his head. A crowd of us screamed, a roar up and down the block,
            as Jacob scooped me into a kiss. I wrapped my arms around him, squeezing tight, tears forming as he let go. I was so incredibly
            proud of him. I was proud of how far we’d come. I was proud of this life we’d built together. I was proud of all the friends
            and family we had in our corner, cheering for the best man I had ever known.
         

         
         And then he was off, running to the next checkpoint, knowing he would soon complete one of his lifelong dreams. My emotions
            overtook me as I cried, my friends hugging me close.
         

         
         A few hours later, I set out to meet Jacob at the finish line. I took the ferry to Manhattan with our friends Josh and Fiona,
            and we all leaned over our phones, tracking him as he completed his final miles. I smiled to myself. He was really doing it.
         

         
         When he was done, we met him at the edge of Central Park where other family members were waiting to meet their runners. I
            found him in a sea of orange space blankets, his smile exhausted but wide. I pulled him into a hug, kissing his sweaty brow
            over and over again.
         

         
         “I am so proud of you,” I said. “I know you’re the one who ran the marathon, but I think today was the best day of my life.”

         
         Instead of answering, he pulled me in for a kiss.

         
         The four of us walked through Central Park as the sun began to set. The park was still buzzing with a quiet excitement as people began heading back home. Jacob held my hand tightly, his thumb skimming over the outside of my palm. He squeezed my hand three times: I. Love. You.

         
         Suddenly, he stopped walking. I turned toward him and saw him down on one knee. The cast-iron lampposts illuminated the park,
            glittering around his strong, sturdy frame. I drank in his face—the promise of forever etched on every inch of him.
         

         
         “Isabel Klee,” he said, his voice thick and teary. He swallowed. “I love you more than anything on Earth. I want to keep running
            toward you for the rest of my life.”
         

         
         In that moment, time halted. The air in Central Park stalled, the people around us watched, the birds in the trees held their
            breath. In that moment, it was just me, and him, and the rest of forever waiting for us.
         

         
         “Will you marry me?”

         
         I collapsed to the ground, knees on the pavement, as we hugged and kissed and laughed. People around us clapped, Josh and
            Fiona took photos. The answer was yes, yes, of course, yes. Because even when it wasn’t him, it was always going to be him. Hadn’t I known that all along?
         

         
         We took a car back to our apartment, where Fiona dutifully painted my unmanicured nails a pale pink to show off my brand-new
            ring. Jacob and Josh went through every painstaking detail of the proposal, telling me all they had been planning for months,
            and I listened with the biggest smile on my face.
         

         
         When we entered our apartment, we were greeted by another roar of cheers.

         
         Inside was every single one of our friends and family, traveling from all over the country to be there with us. Jacob’s family from Kentucky, my brothers from California. There were easily seventy people in our apartment, spilling out into the backyard, everyone crying and cheering and raising their glasses. It was a moment I wish I could have bottled, a feeling I wanted to keep in my back pocket just to remind myself how magical life could be. 

         
         And then, I heard a solitary bark.

         
         Simon raced through the crowd from the backyard, greeting us at the door. I knelt to kiss him, trying to control his wiggly
            body.
         

         
         “Simon’s parents are getting married!” someone yelled. A chorus of cheers followed.

         
         Later that night, Jacob, Simon, and I went to bed together. Everyone had left, but our apartment was covered with confetti
            and empty champagne bottles.
         

         
         I took off the ring and marveled at it.

         
         “Do you like it?” he asked.

         
         “Are you kidding? It’s perfect.”

         
         I watched as the diamond caught the light, sparkles exploding around the room.

         
         I twisted it to read the inscription on the inner band one more time. A hidden promise, for every day we had left together.

         
         It’s still you, it read. At the ends of the Earth, it’s still you.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 19
Healing All on Your Own

         
         
            Fall 2024

         

         After the interview wrapped, the sound tech came up to unhook the microphone from my top. By the end of the conversation,
            Twinkle was belly-up in Savannah’s lap, his eyes closed as he drifted to sleep.
         

         
         “I cannot believe this is the same dog as the one you picked up from the shelter,” she said.

         
         “I know. It’s amazing what a little love and patience can do in just a few days.”

         
         I heard our screen door close and turned to see Jacob walking out with two mugs of coffee. Simon trotted closely behind him,
            his tail swishing from side to side.
         

         
         “The interview was amazing,” he said, kissing my forehead. “You guys did a great job.”

         
         “You think so?” I took the coffee from him, taking a sip.

         
         I watched as Savannah rubbed Twinkle’s stomach, his tiny legs splayed off to either side. He was the picture of relaxation.
            I smiled and took a photo.
         

         
         I looked over as Jacob chatted with the producer. Savannah’s assistant came over, handing her a phone.

         
         “Great job,” she said. “By the way, Isabel, Jacob is like . . . the nicest guy ever.”

         
         I laughed. I was used to this reaction. “He’s the best,” I agreed. He was the best, because he did the work to be the best. We did the work together, every single day.
         

         
         Over the course of a decade, ten years of love and loss and plenty of heartache, I had learned that I could use my love to
            heal broken dogs.
         

         
         Broken people, on the other hand, would have to heal all on their own, although therapy and dogs certainly helped.

         
         

         Twinkle was adopted by an incredible couple who adored him immediately.

         
         A few hours after they completed their adoption papers, they texted me.

         
         We can’t thank you enough. We’ve only had Twinkle a few short hours and already he is our star, the text read. Attached was a photo of Twinkle in his new kitchen, a huge smile across his face.
         

         
         I usually liked to wait a few weeks before welcoming another foster dog into our apartment. I’d break down the crate, vacuum
            the carpets, and change the sheets. I’d clean the counters and run a load of laundry at the laundromat around the corner.
            I’d take a nice, long shower, maybe purchase a bottle of wine from the wine shop down the street.
         

         
         This time, however, I got a text right away. There was another dog who needed us: a bully mix named Aruba. Her photo showed
            her knitted, concerned brow and an adorable underbite. I agreed to pick her up later that day.
         

         
         So instead of cleaning, I put Simon’s leash on, and we walked to the water. I wanted to get as much alone time with him as I could—my partner in fostering, the most profound constant in a decade of turbulence and uncertainty. He was the reason I was able to open my heart. He was the reason I was able to love the way I loved. He was everything, the center of my world, and I would cherish these walks we took by the water long after he was gone. 

         
         When we got home, we curled into bed, Simon in his spot and me in mine. Jacob would be home from work in a few hours, and
            we had plans to watch an episode of a new TV show we had started. I had taken chicken out of the freezer to defrost and planned
            to call my mom later. It was the beautiful monotony of a sturdy life, and I loved every minute of it.
         

         
         But until then, we sat together, just me and Simon, and waited for our new foster dog to come.
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