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CHAPTER 1

“THE HOUSE NEXT DOOR finally sold!”

My mother was in a tizzy. No, tizzy was her normal state. She was in a state most mothers could achieve only by some combination of a Nordstrom liquidation sale and cocaine.

Head pounding, I squinted at my phone. My eyes were too bleary to make out the time, but I was pretty sure it started with a seven. Only my mother would think it appropriate to call at this hour on New Year’s Day. Answering the phone: my first mistake of the new year. I blamed my hangover. A muffled groan of protest emanated from the man in my bed. And that man’s name was…

It would come back to me.

I turned down my phone’s volume and slipped quietly out of bed, planting my feet in my leopard-print slippers.

“Mom,” I whispered as I tiptoed to the bathroom. “It’s only seven—” But she was barreling on. Mom needed no back-and-forth in conversation; she simply needed a listener with a pulse.

“—thought surely they had priced it too high, but it was finally bought for three-point-five million dollars! By a young man!”

Good Lord, her voice was shrill. Was it normal to be so invested in neighborhood gossip? Somehow I thought not. And yet “normal” had never been a guiding factor in my mother’s behavior.

I put the phone on the counter, not bothering to put her on speakerphone as I peed, flushed, and brushed my teeth. I splashed water on my face and rubbed at the black makeup smudged under my eyes. For half a second I considered putting on fresh makeup so I’d look a little more like I had last night when I’d brought home… what’s-his-name. I really thought it would come back to me. But, on the whole, I couldn’t be bothered.

Mom was still in full swing when I picked up the phone again.

“Mom, I have to go,” I interrupted. “Sorry, but I was in the middle of something, and I—”

“Come over; we need to discuss this.”

“Discuss… what?”

“The house! Next door!”

“You already told me. It sold.” I paused, then added, “Yay?”

“There’s more,” she whispered, in what was clearly meant to be a compelling and mysterious voice.

“Um…” I had been looking forward to a day of rest. You know, a day when I ordered Mexican food, watched trash TV, and only left my couch for bathroom breaks.

“I’ll make sandwiches.”

“Done.” So what? As an adult, I’d learned never to say no to food prepared by somebody other than myself.

After hanging up, I crawled back into bed next to the snoring hottie and checked the group chat. All was quiet. Amy, Eva, and Sumira were probably still asleep like normal people with normal mothers. We’d gone hard at our college friend Davis’s party the night before. But hey, it was the last New Year of our twenties. We were turning thirty this year. We deserved to go big.

There was no chance of me falling back asleep now, so I opened my Notes app to write some New Year’s resolutions. Ten minutes later, I read through my list:


• Smoke one bowl a day or less.

• Ditto coffee: one cup a day.

• Dress for my age. Show less cleavage and midriff. Not saying I need to don linen slacks and sweater sets—what is a sweater set?—but I can class it up a little.

• Learn what a sweater set is.

• Try new forms of exercise.

• Be nicer to Mom.

• Be nicer to the nerds at work.

• Finally try Jdate. (Break it to Mom gently so she doesn’t expire of happiness on the spot.)

• Comport myself with dignity befitting a woman of my age. For example, starting a conga line while wearing Davis’s assless chaps over my jeans with my bra as a hat WILL NOT happen again after last night.

• Oh yeah, DRINK LESS.


It was a good list. Admirable, really. I read through it once more, and then, with a quick flick of my thumb, deleted it. Who was I to try to fix what was already perfect?

The man was now snoring, so I hopped out of bed and began to get dressed. I didn’t exactly slam my dresser drawers, but I also didn’t try too hard to be quiet—rather hoping he would wake up. I pulled a chunky sweater over my head and watched him for any sign of wakefulness, but he was out cold.

Should I poke him?

I felt bad about the whole not-knowing-his-name thing on top of my desire for him to leave my apartment as soon as possible. Maybe breakfast in bed would soften the blow.

I rummaged around in my fridge and the tiny cabinet that served as my pantry. A trip to Trader Joe’s was overdue, to put it mildly. There was nothing here that I could possibly serve to a guest, let alone an attractive half-naked man. Bread: stale. Eggs: nonexistent. Yogurt: mold city. I gagged slightly as I shoved it back in my fridge to deal with later. I really needed to stop buying the family-size tub of yogurt.

Well, at least I had coffee.

A few minutes later, I’d scrounged together something resembling breakfast on a tray.

“Good morning,” I said sweetly as I crept back into my room.

He propped himself up on one elbow and gave me a lopsided grin. He had tousled, curly hair and brown skin smattered with freckles. I mentally patted Last Night Rachel on the back. Nice one.

“You made breakfast?” His voice was croaky, and slightly awed.

“I did.” I slid the tray onto his lap with the coffee facing him. It was the most respectable part of the spread, with a little bowl of sugar and cup of cream next to the steaming mug. His eyes roved over this while he wore a look of amused pleasure on his face. And then he took in the rest of it.

“Is that… ice cream?”

“Yes.” I began pointing to the other dishes. “And string cheese. And a pickle!”

He made a face that I couldn’t decipher one way or the other and then dug the spoon into the ice cream and took a bite.

I perched on the side of the bed.

“Listen…,” I began. He raised an eyebrow.

“Sam,” he added, his tone flat.

“Sam,” I repeated, a beat too late. Smooth, Rachel. I should have made him waffles, poor guy. “I have to head out soon. It was really fun hanging out with you.”

“Oh, okay.” He looked like he wanted to linger over the coffee, so I busied myself tossing things in my purse.

Ten minutes later, I shouted a cheerful goodbye down the hall of my apartment complex as Sam departed. Note to self: stop letting the guy sleep over. The next morning was always so awkward.

Around lunchtime, I arrived at my parents’ house and eagerly searched the kitchen for the promised sandwiches. They were in the fridge, piled on a plate wrapped tightly with plastic wrap. I selected a cream cheese and lox one and munched on it as I observed the present state of chaos in the house. My twin sisters were wailing like sixteen-year-old toddlers, Dad was darting about with our older sister on speakerphone trying to calm them, and Mom was nowhere to be found. Apparently the twins had been under the impression that Dad would take them to get their driver’s licenses today—the concept of national holidays having never crossed their self-obsessed minds. They believed that since they had been promised their licenses this year, they’d be able to waltz into the licensing office on January first. Jane tried her best eldest-sister peacekeeping over the phone but had the good sense to stay snug in her condo with her cat.

After enduring a good fifteen minutes of screeching, I found Mom tucked up in bed, happy as a clam, with her phone pressed to her ear. She talked for so long and in so much detail about people I’d never heard of, I thought I was losing it and perhaps Mom had a secret family. Finally she put the phone down and pulled the blanket up to her chin. “That was Pamela.”

“Who?” Perhaps it came out a touch aggressive.

“The Realtor, darling, the Realtor.”

“What Realtor? You’re not selling—?”

“No, no, of course not.” She patted her curls, which were piled decadently atop her head, and plucked a silver-backed mirror from her nightstand to examine them. “Pamela sold the house next door, silly. We were just discussing the Butkuses.”

“The who?” I was sure there was some elaborate joke being played on me. Butkus, I ask you.

“The couple moving in! Oh, come here.” Mom patted the bed beside her and held out the edge of her chenille coverlet. With a fair amount of grumbling, I climbed into bed and sat back against the Mount Rainier of throw pillows. “Speak up, speak up, don’t grumble.”

“The Butkuses?”

“Yes. Ooh.” She fluttered her eyelids with relish, as though she had a steaming vat of gossip tea, as the twins would phrase it. I think. I can never quite grasp their teen talk. “Ooh, wait till you hear.”

“Go ahead, then.”

She took a deep breath, then held up one finger and rummaged in her nightstand drawer, from which she extracted a long box of Fran’s Chocolates. She was like Mary Poppins—always pulling things out of that bottomless nightstand. She handed me a sea salt caramel and popped one in her own mouth, then continued.

“The Butkuses are a lovely couple about our age. Teachers nearing retirement.”

“Teachers?” Confused, I glanced through the curtains, where the edge of the house next door was just visible. It was a sort of nautical, white-brick, Cape Cod house with forest-green shutters and about four thousand square feet—and again, $3.5 million. Sure, back in the 1980s a man like my dad could buy a house in Madison Park on one salary. But oh, how times had changed. Now a couple of hardworking teachers could barely afford a house out in Bothell, let alone this neighborhood.

Mom’s eyes positively gleamed. She clasped her hands under her chin. “Their son, Christopher Butkus, thirty-two, bought it for them. And darling…” She was practically weeping with joy. “He’s single.”

“Ah.” I made a play for time and reached for another caramel. “And what exactly does Christopher Butkus, thirty-two, do for a living that enables him to buy three-point-five-million-dollar houses for his parents?”

I knew what she was going to say. I knew it. You knew it. Davis’s assless chaps knew it.

“Some sort of tech start-up. It’s been rather successful.” Of course.

“Hmm.”

“They move in on Monday, darling. I’ll invite them all over for a dinner party. You know what you should wear, that green wrap dress from Nordstrom. It sets off your figure, shows a bit of leg. You hear people say, choose whether to show leg or cleavage, but I can’t understand why. What’s the point of keeping your cards hidden if you’ve got a winning hand? When I first met your father, I was wearing—”

“Mom!”

She giggled. “Well, anyway, I know you’ll look gorgeous. So we should do a Google for Christopher Butkus and see what comes up. I wonder if he’s tall.”

“Mom,” I sputtered through a mouthful of caramel. I considered my words carefully. Telling my mother she was getting ahead of herself was a sure way to get her to speed ahead like a curly-haired bowling ball. I opted for a change of subject. “Do you want to hear my New Year’s resolution?”

Clearly I would say anything to shut her up. I took a deep, excited breath and looked her in the eyes. “I’m going to try Jdate.”

She let out a bloodcurdling wail—you see where the twins learned it—and flung the box of caramels against the wall. I stared, slack-jawed and glassy-eyed. This did not seem like a cry of delight. Surely this was the same woman who had begged me for the last two and a half years to try something, anything, to find a nice Jewish boy? Had I entered an alternate reality? I pinched myself, then pinched Mom. She screamed louder.

“I thought you’d be happy!”

She shook her head frantically, fluttering her hands in distress as she cried. Finally she raised a trembling finger in the direction of the window. “B-B-B-Butkus!”

“What?” I jumped out of bed. “You want me to give up meeting new people in the hopes that I’ll end up with this rich nerd?”

She stopped crying at once, a glowing smile on her face as she nodded.

“No!” I shrieked. “I don’t like tech bros, especially ones like him. You know I have to put up with them at work. All they care about is money and algorithms. It’s so dull. I can’t stand to talk to one for more than thirty seconds. They’re all greedy capitalists who couldn’t flirt their way out of a North Face jacket. They want robots to take over the world while they relocate their rich-boy club to outer space, where there’s plenty of virgin territory for them to pillage and destroy! Meanwhile us mere mortals try to save the dying planet that they ruined with their—”

“Shut up, SHUT UP!” Mom sank back and smashed a pillow against her face. “You’re so pretty, Rachel; why can’t you be more like Jane? Polite and quiet. Jane is going to end up married while you’re scaring men off with your politics. Not everything in this world is an apocalyptic corporate conspiracy!”

I pouted for a moment. “I don’t want to meet Christopher Butkus.”

“Well, I don’t want to talk to you anymore. Send your father up.”

I turned to leave, hesitated, then scooped up the sea salt caramels from the carpet and put them in my pocket.

I found Dad cowering in the kitchen pantry. He pretended to be searching for something when I opened the door, but I caught him hurriedly stuffing a bookmark into the novel he’d been reading.

“How are the twins?” I asked.

“Fine, fine. I told them I’d take them to Sephora, so.”

I cringed. “Did you give them a spending limit?”

“No… I didn’t think that would be wise…” He gazed through smudged glasses at the back corner of the pantry, no doubt reliving the trauma of the last hour. I chose not to warn him that he would soon be parted from three or four hundred dollars.

“Mom wants to see you. I’m off.”

He nodded, gave me a peck on the head, and left me in the pantry. I saw the appeal at once: it was dark and quiet and smelled like food. I sat on the floor with my back against some cereal boxes, ate my pocket caramels, and plotted out my Jdate profile in my head.

I spent the rest of the day at Jane’s, complaining to her while Owen cooked us dinner. I hoped Mom was right about Jane marrying Owen soon. And I did wish I were more like Jane: successful, calm, loved. Probably never worn a bra as a hat in her life.

I shrugged off that train of thought. I learned long ago not to compare myself with my older sister—we’re so different. Anyway, I had it all figured out now: I just needed to find a boyfriend immediately so Mom would leave me alone about Christopher Butkus.
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