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Prologue

One evening, when Ava Nickerson was eight years old, her parents betrothed her to Russell Markowitz, the son of their friends Lana and Jeffrey Markowitz. The adults seemed to find the idea of an arranged marriage between their kids very funny, but the whole thing embarrassed Ava, especially when Mr. Markowitz called her his “daughter-in-law” and tried to get his teenage son to embrace his future bride. “Come on, Russell,” said Mr. Markowitz, who had a genial smile and small, shrewd eyes. “Do an old man a favor and give us some proof for once that you’re batting for the right team.”

Ava didn’t know what he meant, but the phrase “batting for the right team” stuck in her head, and since the Markowitzes drifted out of her family’s life soon after that visit, she only ever remembered Russell Markowitz as the kid who played baseball and had annoying parents.


Chapter 1

Your sister is on the phone,” Jeremy said as Ava approached his desk and snagged a Hershey’s Kiss out of his candy dish. Jeremy was a perfectly good assistant in other ways, but his endless supply of chocolates made him an indispensable one, in Ava’s opinion.

Ava looked at her watch. “She wants to talk now?”

“Should I tell her you’ll call back?” he asked. Jeremy had sweet big brown eyes and thick, tousled hair. There was something slightly babyish about his round chin and full lips that made Ava feel mildly maternal toward him, though he was only a few years younger than her.

“No, it’s all right. I’ll take it.” Ava went into her office, shut the door, and punched the speaker button on her phone.

“Transferring,” Jeremy’s voice said, and then there was a beep and Lauren’s voice came out of the speaker. “Ava? Are you there?”

“Yep. Just got here.” She shrugged off her coat.

“Really? So late?” Lauren’s voice had the breathy quality of a young girl, but she lingered on her s’s in a way that was oddly sultry. The combination suited her: in person she managed to be simultaneously childlike and alluring, with wildly curly dark hair, big eyes, a pointed chin, and a small, curvy figure.

In theory, she and Ava resembled each other—they were both small and dark-haired and anyone could immediately identify them as siblings—but Ava, whose hair was straight and who knew herself to be neither childlike nor alluring, didn’t see it at all.

“It’s nine a.m.,” Ava said. She hoisted her heavy briefcase onto her desk. “Three-hour time difference—remember?” She extracted her laptop and a few folders, which she arranged in a neat pile on her desk, squaring the corners.

“Yeah, I know. I just figured you got up with the sun and made it to the office by six. Hey, A?”

“What?”

“How seriously do you have to take letters from a collection agency?”

Ava digested that for a moment and then the weight of it made her sink into her desk chair. “You want to start at the beginning?”

“Not really.”

A pause. “Okay, then it depends a little on how many you’ve gotten and how much time has passed since the initial notice, but . . . I’d certainly take them pretty seriously. Who’s sending you the letters?”

“Who isn’t?” Lauren said with a little laugh. “I’m up to my ass in debt, Ava. No, deeper. Up to my ears.”

“Why?” Ava said. “I mean, you rent your apartment, you have a job, you don’t have kids—”

“My job is the problem,” Lauren said. “I can’t go out there and buy stuff for the boutique without seeing things I want for myself.”

“Wanting something and having to own it are two different things.”

“Not for me.”

“Well, that explains why you’re up to your earholes in debt,” Ava said. “So do you need me to lend you some money?”

“No, no,” Lauren said. “I don’t want your money. Unless, you know . . . you feel like you want to—” She cut herself off. “No, really, I don’t. But I thought maybe if you wrote some of these debt collectors—you know, on your letterhead—maybe used some legalese, sounded official—”

“And tell them what exactly?” Ava said. “That you’re above the law and shouldn’t have to pay money you owe?”

“Would that work?” said Lauren with a hopeful little laugh.

“You need to talk to a debt counselor, Lauren. Someone who’ll contact your creditors, consolidate all your debts, and set up a payment schedule for you. Do you want me to get some names for you?”

“Would I still have to pay it all back?”

“Of course.”

“What about declaring bankruptcy? Don’t people do that all the time?”

“It’s a morally corrupt way to avoid accountability,” Ava said seriously.

Another little laugh. “But besides that—”

“It should only ever be a last resort,” Ava said. She stood up, which made her notice a small stain at the bottom of her sweater that hadn’t been visible in the mirror of her badly lit bedroom that morning. “I’ll e-mail you about the debt counselors as soon as I get some references. In the meantime, cancel all your credit cards and stop buying stuff. Make yourself a strict budget and stick to it. And if you can’t stand being around beautiful, expensive things, get a different job. Did I mention that you should stop buying stuff?”

“I get it,” Lauren said. “How are you doing?”

“Fine,” Ava said. “I got my TiVo fixed.”

“Woo-hoo. It’s an exciting life you lead.”

There was a knock on the office door and Ava walked over and opened it. “It had been broken for a while,” she said, raising her voice so Lauren could still hear her. “I was missing all my favorite shows.” Jeremy was waiting outside the door, a steaming cup of coffee in his hand. She mouthed her thanks as she took the cup, then said out loud, “I need to get to work, Lauren.”

“Yeah, okay,” Lauren said. “Bye. Oh, wait—one last question. I almost forgot.”

“What?”

“Hypothetically . . . A landlord can’t just suddenly evict you for not paying your rent, right?”

Ava groaned.

Lauren’s boss had asked her to cover the boutique that afternoon. Normally Lauren was the one who went to trunk shows and designer showrooms while her boss manned the store, but Saralyn had promised a friend with a new handbag line that she would check it out herself. Lauren didn’t mind. She liked working with customers. She knew what looked good on people and enjoyed creating outfits for them. And once she had put them in something really spectacular, she was often inspired to try on something similar, so she frequently ended a day in the store with a bag of her own purchases—bought, of course, with her employee discount.

It was a fairly slow weekday, and after she had helped a preteen and her mother find something they could agree on for the girl’s first middle school dance—the girl wanted it to look sexy, the mother didn’t, and Lauren got them to compromise on a tube dress that was form-hugging but didn’t actually reveal anything—she was all alone in the store until a young man entered.

He was probably about twenty-eight, in good shape, and wearing a blue wool suit and a dark red tie. He could have wandered in from any of the financial or legal offices that surrounded their downtown store. She wasn’t crazy about his goatee, but it didn’t matter: any guy who came into their store was taken, or he wouldn’t be shopping there.

“Hi there,” she said, looking up from the sweaters she was refolding and stacking. “How are you doing?”

“Great.” He studied her briefly. Lauren was wearing a very short skirt with go-go boots and a tight heather-brown cropped sweater that was much shorter than the crimson tissue tee she wore underneath. “I have a feeling you’ll be a big help,” he said with a pleasant nod. “You’re so stylish. I need a present for my girlfriend.”

“What’s the occasion?”

“Birthday,” he said. “It’s today, actually.”

“Today?” Lauren said. “You sure put it off till the last minute, didn’t you?”

“I kind of forgot.” He gave a sheepish smile. “She had to remind me this morning.”

“Ouch,” she said. “That’s why BirthdayAlarm-dot-com was invented, you know.”

He held out his hands in a gesture of supplication. “So long as I get it in before midnight, I’m okay, right?”

“Don’t worry—we’ll find her something fantastic. Did you have anything in mind?”

He indicated her outfit. “How about that sweater you’re wearing? I wouldn’t mind seeing her in that.”

She adjusted the sweater slightly. It was one of her favorites. For that month. But she hadn’t bought it at the boutique. “You sure you don’t want to go with jewelry? You don’t have to worry about size and everyone loves to get it.”

“You know best.”

“Let me show you what we’ve got.” She circled around behind the jewelry counter, which was also the cash register stand, and sorted through the necklaces hanging on the wooden display tree. She slid a long silver link chain off a branch and held it up. “This is really popular right now. It’s extra-long, but it can be doubled up if she wants to wear it choker-length. I bought one myself a couple of weeks ago.”

“How much?” he said.

She squinted at the tag. “A hundred and twenty-nine dollars.”

He gave a low whistle. “That’s a little more than I was hoping to spend.”

That was actually fairly inexpensive for their store. “Okay,” Lauren said, slipping the necklace back into place. “We’ll find something else.” She poked through the other necklaces, checking the price tags, and then pounced on one that was less than a hundred dollars and very simple, just a teardrop red stone hanging from a delicate silver chain. It wasn’t exciting but it was completely unobjectionable.

She slid the necklace off the post and laid the stone across the palm of her hand. “This is it,” she said. “This is the one you want.” Men shopping for gifts liked to be led to a decision—that much she had learned from her years of selling to them.

“It’s pretty,” he said obediently. “How much?”

“Eighty-nine.”

“You know what would help?” he said. “If you put it on. So I could see what it looks like. Would you mind?”

“Not at all,” Lauren said, but the clasp was a tricky one and the little hook kept slipping out of the link.

The guy said, “Let me help,” so she handed the necklace to him and gathered her long hair in one hand to bare her neck as she turned her back to him. He leaned over the counter that was between them and strung the chain out above her chest, then brought it around to the nape of her neck. His fingers brushed against her skin—possibly more than was necessary, but she wasn’t sure and decided to ignore it.

Once it was fastened, she turned again with a bright smile, letting her hair drop back into place. She touched the necklace to reassure herself that the stone hit just below the hollow at the base of her neck. “There,” she said. “How beautiful is that? If you don’t buy it for your girlfriend, I might have to buy it for myself. And I can’t afford to go around buying myself any more jewelry, so you’d better take it.”

“It looks great,” he said. “But I’m not sure the necklace can take the credit. I bet everything looks good on you.”

“Hardly.” She reached up behind her neck again. Fortunately, it was easier to undo the clasp than to fasten it. “Shall I wrap it?”

“It’s a go,” he said with a nod.

While she was tying a ribbon around the box, another customer walked in. Lauren looked up and said, “Hi—be right with you,” and the woman said “Take your time” and wandered over to the sweaters. 

“There you are!” Lauren said, slipping the box into a bag and handing it to the guy. “I hope she enjoys it.”

“Me too,” he said and took the box out of the bag and held it out to her. Lauren stared at it uncomprehendingly. Then he said, “It’s for you.”

“Excuse me?”

“It looked so good on you,” he said. “I think you should have it.”

“You’re so funny,” Lauren said, trying to pass it off as a joke, give them both an out. Flirting with a male customer was one thing—it was practically in her job description—but the flirting was supposed to end as soon as the charge was approved.

Apparently he hadn’t read the rulebook. “No, really. Take it.” He put the box on the counter between them and pushed it toward her.

“I can’t.” She folded her arms. “Take it home and give it to your girlfriend. She’s going to love it.”

“If you’re not comfortable taking a gift from a stranger, then give me a chance to get to know you. Have dinner with me tonight.”

“I doubt there’ll be enough birthday cake for all three of us,” Lauren said.

“That’s not what I meant—”

“I know.” She gave the box a backhanded slap. It flew across the counter and the guy had to make a dive for it before it hit the floor. She took advantage of the moment to escape from behind the counter and quickly hail the new customer, who had some question about hat sizes.

The guy lingered for a little while longer, trying to catch her eye, but she pointedly ignored him, and eventually he gave up and left, carrying the little box with him.

At least his girlfriend would get a pretty necklace, Lauren thought, though she suspected it might get thrown back in his face sometime in the not too distant future.

A few weeks later, Ava returned to her office from a meeting to find that her father had sent her and Lauren a joint e-mail. The subject line said, “Serious news.”

The entire body of the e-mail read “Your mother has cancer. Call home.” 

“Oh my God,” she said out loud and grabbed the phone. Her parents’ line was busy: her father refused to get call waiting because he thought clicking over to a new call was disrespectful to the original caller.

She kept trying, dialing with trembling fingers that fumbled and hit the wrong buttons, but the line stayed busy. After a few minutes of this, Jeremy buzzed in to tell her that she had a call.

It was Lauren, who didn’t bother to greet her, just said, “Have you spoken to Mom and Dad yet?”

“Not yet. I was in a meeting and only just got Dad’s e-mail. My God, Lauren, Mom . . .”

“I know, I was freaking out, too, but it’s okay.” The normalness of Lauren’s voice was the most reassuring thing Ava had ever heard. “I can’t believe Dad told us like that. The man is insane. Mom’s fine, Ava. They just found a few cancer cells in one of her breasts—I mean, literally, we’re talking a few cells. They’ll blast them with some mild chemotherapy and she’ll be fine.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive. I talked to Mom about it. She was actually laughing at me for being so upset. Dad sent that e-mail without even asking her. Anyway, you should call them, of course, but don’t worry. Everything’s okay.” Her voice broke on the last word and there were little sighing sounds. It took Ava a few seconds to realize that her sister was crying. “I’m sorry,” Lauren said, her voice thick. “I’ve been doing this ever since I got the e-mail, even though I know everything’s fine. I think it was the shock of thinking Mom could be that sick.”

“I know what you mean,” Ava said. “But she’s not, right?”

“But what if something goes wrong? Or there’s a next time and it’s more serious? They’re getting old, Ava.” She took an audible deep breath. “Anyway, you should call Mom now. But remember—don’t overreact.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Ava said. She hung up on Lauren and called home.

Her father answered. “Finally you call.”

“I only just got your e-mail a few minutes ago,” she said. “But I spoke to Lauren and—”

“You called her before you called us?”

“Your line was busy,” Ava said. “And she called me, which by the way is what normal people do when they have to give scary bad news. They pick up the phone—they don’t send mass  e-mails telling people their mother has cancer.”

“I had to do it by e-mail,” he said. “You know how touchy you girls are. No matter who I called first, the other one would have been hurt.”

“That’s not true,” Ava said.

“It is true,” he said. “Lauren called us right away, you know.”

Ava let out a slow breath between her teeth. “May I talk to Mom?”

“I think you should,” he said seriously and put her mother on the phone.

Her mother sounded oddly cheerful. “It’s good to hear from you, sweetie!” she said. “How are things at work?”

“Fine,” Ava said. “How are you?”

“I’m so fine it’s embarrassing,” Nancy said. “I’m sorry about that e-mail. Your father wanted you girls to know as soon as possible that I’m dealing with this thing, but it’s really nothing all that serious.”

“Tell me exactly what the doctor said.”

“He said I have a few cancerous cells in my breast. It’s hardly even a lump—just the beginning of one.”

“How’d they find it?”

“Oh, something showed up on a mammogram and then they did a biopsy and it came back positive.”

Ava felt vaguely that a good daughter would have already known that her mother was having breast cells biopsied, but she hadn’t. She wondered if Lauren had. 

Her mother was still talking. “—the thing about this family,” she said. “I love you all dearly, but little things become big ones. First your dad with that over-the-top e-mail, and then Lauren calling up sobbing as though the world had ended and insisting on coming home—”

“She’s coming home?” Ava said. “She didn’t tell me that.”

“Day after tomorrow. I told her not to, but she insisted. She’s been living across the country from us for years and suddenly she can’t be apart from me for one more day. She can be so melodramatic.”

“Yeah,” Ava said. “I’ve met her.”

“But since she is coming, I thought we could all have dinner together Friday night. Can you make it?”

“I’ve got to check,” Ava said, pulling her keyboard closer so she could get to her online calendar.

“You have to come,” her mother said. “It’s my dying wish. You have to honor your mother’s dying wish to get her family together.”

“That’s not funny,” Ava said.

“It’s a little bit funny,” her mother said. “See you on Friday.”


Chapter 2

Time for a toast,” Lauren said, standing up. She was wearing a silk slip dress, which she had layered over a pair of wool and silk capri leggings, a look that practically screamed “autumn in L.A.” to her—which is why she had bought the whole outfit right before flying back home. She raised her glass to Nancy. “To our mommy. Because we love her and should remember to tell her so even when she’s not sick.”

“Hear, hear,” Ava said, raising her own glass to her lips.

“To my wife,” said their father. “Whose health is precious to us all.” He drank.

“Had to rewrite me, didn’t you, Dad?” Lauren said.

“She’s not my mommy,” he said.

“I liked both versions,” Nancy said.

Lauren looked at her mother’s familiar, very pretty face, framed by fire-red hair (L’Oréal Preference Intense Dark Red, she knew now as she hadn’t as a child), and felt a sudden ache. She had barely seen her mother in the last few years, hardly spent any time with her since going off to college in New York. Once she had moved across the country, she pretty much only ever bothered to call home when she was walking somewhere, which meant she was usually distracted and in a rush. But that fear she had felt when she read the e-mail her father sent, the fear that had sent her flying across the country to see her mother immediately—that had shaken her up, made her realize that knowing her mother was always waiting for her back home was what allowed her to roam freely, and that if she ever lost that base, she would come crashing down, alone and scared.

The doorbell rang as they set their glasses down. “Who would come by now?” Jimmy said. “It’s dinnertime.”

“Probably a solicitor.” Nancy pushed her chair back.

“I’ll take care of it,” Lauren said. “You sit.” She ran to the front door and threw it open. A young Asian girl stood alone there, wearing what was unmistakably a school uniform: a blue and white plaid jumper and a white polo shirt. She had long straight black hair pulled back by a matching plaid headband. “Hey, who ordered the little girl?” Lauren called out.

Nancy emerged from the dining room. “Oh, hi, Kayla!” she said. “How are you? Kayla lives next door,” she said to Lauren, gesturing toward the south side of the house.

“I’m very well, thank you,” the little girl said. She spoke very gravely and precisely. She held up a large yellow envelope. “My mother said I could come ask you about this. My school is doing a walkathon. Would you be willing to sponsor me? It’s for a good cause.”

“Of course,” Nancy said. “Let me just get my purse.” While she went to get it, Lauren and Kayla were left alone again.

“It’s a good thing to do,” Lauren said, feeling that, as the adult, she was responsible for making conversation. “Raising money for charity.”

“Uh-huh,” Kayla said.

“What is the cause?”

Kayla stole a glance down at the big yellow envelope she held in her hand. “Cerebral palsy?” she said.

Nancy returned with her purse. As she opened it and pulled out her wallet, Lauren said to her, “I thought the whatstheirnames lived next door. You know. The ones who had that yearly Halloween party.”

“They haven’t lived there for years,” Nancy said. She handed Kayla a couple of bills. “Here’s twenty dollars, sweetie.”

“Thank you.” Kayla carefully tucked the money into her envelope.

“I want to sponsor you too,” Lauren said with sudden conviction. “Just let me get some money.” She ran to the family room to get her purse. She took out her wallet and opened it up—and realized she only had two dollars left.

“Shit!” she said out loud, desperately searching through all the folds of the wallet, hoping she would find a twenty hidden and forgotten somewhere. But those two dollars were it. She could write a check, but her checking account was completely depleted and bouncing a check to a charitable organization probably guaranteed you a seat by the fire in hell. Lately she had been charging everything—she would deal with the repercussions later—but she doubted Kayla could accept a credit card. 

She threw her purse on the sofa, angry at it. She had wanted to make the little girl like her, and now she was going to look like an idiot.

Then she spotted Ava’s handbag.

“Here!” she said, running back into the foyer a minute later. “Take this.” She thrust thirty dollars at Kayla.

“Wow, thanks,” Kayla said and put it in the envelope. Then Nancy told her to say hi to her parents and they watched as Kayla crossed their front yard and was safely welcomed back inside her house.

“Man, she’s cute,” Lauren said as Nancy closed the door.

“You should see her little brother. I may have to steal him one day and raise him as my own. We lent them our power drill once, so I think it’s fair.”

“What was all that about?” Ava asked as they returned to the dining room. She had stacked a bunch of dishes while they were gone and was on her feet, about to carry them into the kitchen. Jimmy was still sitting at the head of the table, sipping his wine. Lauren had never seen him clear a dish in her life.

“The little girl next door was collecting for some charity,” Lauren said.

“Kayla?” Ava asked Nancy, who nodded. “I love that kid,” Ava said. “She’s like a forty-year-old CEO in an eight-year-old’s body.”

“Oh, I had to raid your wallet, A,” Lauren said.

“What do you mean?”

“I didn’t have any cash, so I borrowed thirty bucks from you.”

“Borrowed?” Ava repeated. “As in you’ll pay it back?”

“One hopes,” Lauren said cheerfully. “You should have seen her earnest little face—I had to give her something.”

“It’s easy to be generous when it’s not your money,” Ava said.

“I would have been generous with my own money. I just didn’t happen to have any. And you’re a rich lawyer.”

Ava turned to their mother. “You see why this is annoying to me, don’t you?”

“She certainly should have asked you before taking your money,” Nancy said. “But at least it’s for a good cause.”

“See?” Lauren said. “Everyone wins.”

“Except me,” said Ava. “I’m out thirty dollars and Kayla thinks you’re the generous one.”

“Oh, who cares?” Lauren said. “She doesn’t even know us.”

“That’s not the point,” Ava said.

“What is?”

“I don’t know,” Ava said. “But if I ever find you in my wallet again without my permission . . .” She didn’t bother to finish the threat, just picked up the stack of dishes and headed into the kitchen.

“Oh, I’m scared now,” Lauren said with a laugh. She looked up to find her father glowering at her. “What?” she said.

“You don’t think,” he said. “You don’t ever stop to think.”

There was no answer she could make to that familiar refrain, so she just slumped in her seat feeling misunderstood and waited for someone to serve her dessert.

Another glass of wine took care of any lingering resentment Ava might have had, and a couple of hours later the girls were sprawled out companionably in the family room, their parents already gone up for the night.

“This house is so cozy and wonderful,” Lauren said with a contented sigh. “You’ve never seen my apartment, have you? It’s a studio and it looks out on a brick wall and the whole building smells bad. It sucks, Ava. This is how I grew up”—she gestured around at the pretty, warm, slightly messy room they were in—“and now I live in a shithole.”

“If Dad heard you using that kind of language—”

“He’s asleep,” Lauren said. “And I’m twenty-six years old. And he’s asleep.” She put her wineglass down and hugged her knees to her chest—she was perched precariously on the edge of a low ottoman, despite the fact that there were several comfortable armchairs and a sofa in the room. “The point is, when I come back here and remember how nice it is, I wonder why I’m living there and not here.”

“Uh, maybe because you’re an adult?” Ava said. “Growing up means you stop living with your parents.”

“Guess I’m not grown up, then.”

“You can say that again,” Ava said and then suddenly sat upright. “Wait a second. Are you trying to tell me something?”

“You mean like that I quit my job and I’m moving back home to live for a while?” Lauren said. “Nah. It’s nothing like that.”

“Oh, good,” Ava said. “Because I thought maybe—”

“I got fired from my job and I’m moving back home to live for a while. Completely different. Oh, and I also got evicted from my apartment.”

Ava’s mouth fell open. “Seriously? What happened? How did you get fired?”

“My boss found out I had some credit problems.”

“She can’t fire you because of that,” Ava said. “That’s not right.”

“Oh, she didn’t,” Lauren said. “Not exactly.” She unfolded her legs and reached for her wineglass again. “My boss— ex-boss—Saralyn—she’s not a bad person, but she can drive you crazy. She thinks she has to turn everything into a morality lesson. I mean, I know that if I spend more than I make I’m going to end up in debt. I don’t need some idiot boss lecturing me like I’m four years old.”

“So what did you do? Get mad and quit?”

“Not mad so much as—” Lauren stopped and shrugged. “Well, she started the truth-telling, not me. If she wanted us to be brutally honest with each other, I certainly wasn’t going to hold back.”

“Oh, God, Lauren. And you also managed to get evicted at the same time?”

“Not exactly,” Lauren said. “That was an exaggeration. But the landlord was getting pretty nasty. He even turned off my hot water.”

“That’s illegal,” Ava said. “Even if you haven’t been paying rent, that’s illegal.”

“Well, it’s also possible I just forgot to pay the gas bill.” She laughed and Ava did too, but the laugh ended in a sigh. “I’ve already shipped all my stuff out here,” Lauren said. “I just shoved it all in boxes and called UPS—Dad paid for that. So I’m out of there.”

“But you love New York.”

“Loved,” Lauren said. “Past tense. I want to try L.A. again.”

“Okay,” Ava said. “If you want to move back home for a little while, fine.”

“Thanks for the permission,” Lauren said with a roll of her eyes, which Ava ignored.

“But you need to have a plan and a definite move-out date. How long do you intend to be here?”

“Jesus, I don’t know,” Lauren said. “I’ll see what happens.”

“I have an idea,” Ava said. “I just need a pen.” She jumped to her feet and tugged a cabinet door open. A bunch of papers flew out and swooped down onto the floor. “Whoa!” she said. The cabinet shelves were bursting with shoeboxes and baskets and stacks of old pictures and drawings and photos and school essays—all the paper relics of their childhood. “What a mess,” she said, shoving a stack of photos back from its precarious placement at the edge of one shelf.

Lauren got up and came over to her side to peer in at the mess. Glancing sideways, Ava noticed that with neither of them wearing shoes—they had both kicked them off at some point that evening—they were roughly the same height. Usually Lauren wore very high heels, so Ava always thought of her little sister as being significantly taller. But she actually wasn’t. 

A photo had fallen on the floor. “Look,” Ava said, picking it up. “This is exactly why you shouldn’t be living at home.”

“Why? Who is that?”

“Fiona. Dad’s aunt. Look at her—she was a good daughter who lived with her mother her entire life. When Rose died, Fiona was like fifty-five and had never been married and had barely ever left the house she was born in. She inherited enough money to do whatever she wanted. So what did she do? Stayed in the same house, hardly ever went out, never got married, and died a decade later, the most boring person who ever lived.”

“You give her a run for her money.”

“Shut up. The point is she never had a life because she didn’t have the sense to move out of her mother’s house when she was still young.”

“I’m nothing like her,” Lauren said. “I moved out of my mother’s house and I’ve had plenty of boyfriends. Besides, back in those days, if you lived with your mother, it was because no guy would marry you. Now tons of people move back in with their parents—”

“And never leave again,” Ava said. “It’s not a positive step, Lauren. Learn from Fiona.”

“Fine, I’ve learned.” Lauren snatched the photo out of Ava’s hand and shoved it in the cabinet. “Boring cautionary tale over now. Scary great-aunt goes back in the closet where she belongs.”

“Of course, that could have been the problem right there,” Ava said thoughtfully. “Being in the closet, I mean—it is possible she was gay at a time when that would have been unacceptable.”

“Some girl-on-girl action for Great-Aunt Fi,” Lauren said with a smirk. “Now there’s a thought.”

“Not one I want to dwell on,” Ava said. “Anyway, the point is, if you’re going to move in with Mom and Dad, you have  to agree to a checkout date. One you’ll stick to. Which is  why we’re going to put it down in writing. If I could just find a pen . . .”

“Forget it.” Lauren slammed the cabinet shut. Some pieces of paper that hadn’t been pushed back far enough got caught in the door and she pulled them out and tossed them on the table. “I don’t need to put it in writing. Do you really think I want to live with Mom and Dad forever?”

“No,” Ava said. “But—”

“End of discussion.” Lauren threw herself onto the sofa—lying down the long way, so there wasn’t room for Ava. “Let’s do you now,” she said. “In the interest of sisterly . . . interest. Let’s talk about how you’re almost thirty and you haven’t had a decent boyfriend or the prospect of one since—when? Law school?”

“Lauren—”

“It was law school, wasn’t it?”

Lauren always knew how to push her until she had to rise to her own defense. “Of course not. I’ve had relationships since then.” Ava sat on the little orange slipper chair she always thought of as their mother’s, since Nancy tended to sit in it when they were all in the family room.

“Name one.”

“Michael Rodriguez.”

“Michael Rodriguez?” Lauren’s forehead wrinkled in thought. “Oh, wait. He was the one who did that weird thing with his cat, right?”

“I can’t believe you remember that story,” Ava said. “I can’t believe I told you that story.”

“What was it again?”

Ava hesitated, then sighed. “Whenever he took a shower, he’d let his cat lick him dry. Well, parts of him, anyway.”

“Which parts?”

“He was a nice guy,” Ava said defensively.

Lauren laughed. “I never said he wasn’t. So anyway, how long ago was Michael?”

Ava thought. “Three years?” she said after a moment. “Yeah. Three years.” She slid way down in the chair. “I can’t believe it’s been that long since I’ve dated anyone even halfway decent. And Michael was a little weird. The cat was weird too, come to think of it. It had these little squinty eyes—” She made a face. “Why are we even talking about this?”

“Let me take you out,” Lauren said, suddenly sitting up. “The night is young. We could hit some bars—”

“Are you kidding?”

“Come on, it’ll be fun. The worst thing that happens is you and I have a drink and some laughs. The best thing that happens is you meet some handsome young doctor who falls madly in love with you—”

“Make him a pilot,” Ava said. “I’ve always wanted to date an airplane pilot.”

“We’ll go to a bar near LAX,” Lauren said. “Got to be pilots there.”

“I was joking,” Ava said. “I don’t meet guys in bars, Lauren.”

“That’s because you don’t go to them.”

“No, it’s because I don’t look like you.”

“You look a lot like me.”

“Not in the ways that matter.”

“Let me make you over,” Lauren said excitedly. “I’ll do your hair and face and lend you an outfit. I’ll make you look so hot the guys’ll be lining up—”

“I’m tired,” Ava said. “I just want to go home.”

Lauren stamped her foot. “Why do you always have to be such a loser?”

“Says the girl who’s about to move back in with her parents.”

Lauren stuck her tongue out at her sister.

“A brilliant comeback,” Ava said.

“Sorry. Guess we can’t all be straight-A geniuses.”

“Too bad for you,” Ava said. “Good night.”

As Ava left the room, Lauren immediately and automatically reached for the TiVo remote, accidentally knocking off the papers she had tossed on the coffee table earlier. They fell to the floor and she reached down to pick them up.

It was, she thought with amusement as she glanced through them, a classic Mom stack of papers, completely random: there were a couple of childish crayon drawings, a manual for the DVD player, a photo of Lauren on prom night (wearing too much makeup, she had to admit—she had a heavy hand with eye shadow at that age), a page torn from a Spanish-English dictionary, and, finally, some sort of handwritten document that Lauren stopped to examine more closely.

In her mother’s slightly loopy handwriting were the words:

We, the parents of Ava Carrie Nickerson and Russell Douglas Markowitz, do hereby agree that our two children are betrothed to each other and upon reaching maturity, or some semblance thereof, will be joined in matrimony to live Happily Ever After. We also agree to be good in-laws and to share them on the major holidays and not try to make the grandchildren love one set of grandparents more than the other.

The document was signed at the bottom by her mother and someone named Lana Markowitz—presumably Ava’s intended mother-in-law.

Lauren heard footsteps and assumed it was Ava coming back for some reason, so she called out, “You have to see this!” but it was Nancy who entered, wearing the same crimson silk bathrobe she had worn every morning to make coffee for as long as Lauren could remember.

“See what?” she asked with a yawn.

“What are you doing up? I thought you had gone to bed a while ago.”

Nancy flopped down on the sofa next to her. “I’ve been having trouble sleeping since the diagnosis.”

“Are you worried?” Lauren slid closer and leaned her head on her mother’s shoulder.

Nancy put her arm around her and squeezed. “Not in the light of day. It’s just in the middle of the night that my mind runs on and I start imagining crazy things like you girls getting married and having kids without me.” She said it lightly enough, but Lauren’s heart contracted.

“You’ll be there,” she said.

“Oh, I know,” said Nancy. “I expect to be. But, just in case I’m not—?”

“What?”

“Promise me you’ll pick out Ava’s wedding shoes? If she wears a pair of those ugly Aerosole pumps she’s always got on—just in white—I swear I’ll come back to haunt you both.”

Lauren laughed. Her mother wasn’t a real clotheshorse, but she did love a beautiful pair of shoes, and it wasn’t the first time she had expressed pain over Ava’s determinedly utilitarian approach to footwear. “I promise,” she said. “But you’ll be fighting that battle at my side.”

“So what is that?” Nancy asked, flicking at the piece of paper Lauren was still holding.

“Look.” Lauren handed it to her and Nancy read it, holding it far from her face and squinting at the writing even though the room was fairly bright.

She gave a short laugh. “I had forgotten we did that,” she said, dropping it on the table.

“Who was Russell Douglas Markowitz, anyway?”

Nancy pushed off the pretty velvet mules she wore for slippers and curled her feet up under her, snuggling down into the cushions with Lauren. “His father worked with Dad for a while back in the late eighties. Dad liked Jeffrey—he was a very entertaining guy, very smart and funny—so we got together with them a bunch of times, but I never really hit it off with the wife.”

“Why not?” Lauren rubbed her cheek against her mother’s silk-covered upper arm.

“I don’t know. We just didn’t click. She didn’t have much of a sense of humor, for one thing, which, given how funny Jeffrey was, made for an odd marriage and ultimately a divorce.”

“I don’t get it,” Lauren said. “Why would you want to marry Ava off to one of her kids if you didn’t really like her?”

“I didn’t mean it.” Nancy shrugged sheepishly. “I needed several glasses of wine to get through an evening with Lana Markowitz, so I was probably a little tipsy when I wrote that.”

“I’m shocked,” Lauren said. “Such goings-on in my own home.”

“I do remember thinking the boy was sweet, though.”

“Are you still in touch with them?”

“Not for years. They both moved away after the divorce.”

Lauren yawned, and Nancy gently pushed her upright. “You should go to sleep, Lulu. It’s late and you’re still on East Coast time.”

“Okay.” She stood up. “Just tell me one thing: am I engaged to anyone I should know about?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” Nancy said. “You have anything to tell me?” Lauren shook her head. “Anything at all?” Nancy persisted, almost pleadingly. “Doesn’t have to be an engagement. Could just be an interest. Or even a breakup.”

“There really isn’t anything or anyone worth talking about,” Lauren said.

“I feel like I know so little about your life these days.”

“You’re not missing anything.” It was true, though, that Lauren hadn’t told her much about the last few guys she had dated, well aware that they weren’t the kind of men she would ever end up bringing home to meet her parents.

Nancy said wistfully, “When Bobby Cho kissed you in Extended Day, I was the first to know.”

“That was fourth grade, Mom.”

“I know. I miss how you girls told me everything in those days.”

“Not everything,” Lauren said. “I never told you what Bobby Cho did the next week at Extended Day.”

“What?” Nancy asked, a little too eagerly.

“On second thought, I’d better keep it to myself,” Lauren said. “Good night, Mom.”

“Now I really won’t be able to sleep,” Nancy called after her as she left the room.


Chapter 3

Hey,” Lauren said, sticking her head around Ava’s office door and peering in. “Jeremy said I could come on in.”

“I’ll just be a sec,” Ava said. “Make yourself comfortable.” She bent back over her work.

“Thanks.” Lauren came in and wandered around the room for a moment. She picked up the one framed picture Ava had on her desk. “Hey, it’s me!”

Ava looked up. “That was at Aunt Jeanie’s wedding. Remember?”

“Not really. Mom let me wear a torn tutu to a wedding?”

“You wouldn’t take it off.” Ava dropped her pencil. Clearly she wasn’t going to get any more work done. “There was a huge fight and you said you wouldn’t go to the wedding unless she let you wear it.”

“I loved that tutu.” Lauren put the picture back down. “Can we go? I’m starved.”

“I ordered in for us.” Ava pressed the buzzer. “Jeremy? Is the food here yet?”

Jeremy’s voice said, “Not yet. Do you want me to check  on it?”

“No worries. Just meet us in the red conference room when it gets here.” Ava stood up. “Come on, Lauren. There’s someone I want you to meet.”

“Ooh,” Lauren said, jumping down from the edge of the desk and catching up with her at the door. “Is he cute? And if he is, why not keep him for yourself?”

“All will be explained in time,” Ava said.

“I hate you when you’re mysterious,” Lauren said as she swept by her.

Ava just smiled at her back. And then she sighed.

Carolina Hernandez was waiting outside the conference room for them, looking every inch the professional in a well-tailored, formfitting navy blue suit. Ava greeted her and they shook hands and then Ava introduced her to Lauren, who looked suddenly wary. And very young. Maybe it was the pink babydoll tunic top she was wearing over tight blue jeans, but sandwiched between two older women who were both wearing fairly formal dark work clothes, she looked like a teenager who had been forced to accompany her mother to the office and couldn’t wait to run free at the mall again.

“So,” Carolina said once the greetings were over with a nod toward the conference room door. “Shall we—?”

“Shall we what?” Lauren asked warily.

“Get started.”

Even more suspiciously: “Get started doing what?”

Ava said brightly, “Carolina is a debt counselor, Lauren. She’s going to help you consolidate your debts and set up a payment schedule so you can work toward restoring your credit rating.”

“Ah,” Lauren said.

“Lunch is on the way.” Ava took a step back. “If you two don’t need me, I’ll wait for you back in my office.”

“We shouldn’t be more than a half hour or so,” Carolina said over her shoulder as she headed into the conference room. “It was sweet of you to get us lunch, though.” She put her briefcase on the table and briskly popped it open, then began taking out various papers and a laptop computer.

Ava took another step back, but Lauren put her hand on her arm, stopping her. She said in a quiet falsetto, “Gee, Lauren, why don’t you come on in at lunchtime and we’ll go grab some sushi or something?” Then, still quietly, but back to her regular voice: “Why didn’t you just tell me you were doing this?”

“Honestly?” Ava said. “I wasn’t sure you’d show up if I did.”

“It’s not that I mind meeting with her,” Lauren said. “But you could have been up-front about it.”

“Could I have?” Ava said. “Really?” There was a short silence. “Go on,” she said. “Just get it over with. Carolina’s very nice and you’ll feel so much better when things are in order.”

“Maybe,” Lauren said. “But you’re a bully and a jerk.”

“I’ll see you when you’re done,” Ava said.

As she went down the hallway, she ran into Jeremy, who was carrying a stack of sushi-filled plastic containers. She swiped her own order (a spicy tuna roll) out of his hands and sent him on to the conference room with the rest.
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