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Dedicated to my family




PROLOGUE

POSTCARDS FROM THE EDGE

It’s my wedding day. T minus two hours until I’m supposed to be walking down the aisle.

My best friend, Beatrice, helps me pull my dress over my head, smiling as it rustles down around me, fastening the small row of delicate buttons in the back. Thank God for Bea, I think for the millionth time that day. We both look at the bride in the mirror. She looks just the way brides are supposed to look: dark mahogany hair pulled back into an elegant twist at the nape of her neck, flawless makeup, porcelain skin, diamonds dripping off each earlobe.

I spin a little to see if the Perfect Bride in the mirror will follow my lead—and she does, of course. Then she examines her spectacular train, custom-designed by Vera herself, onto which a dozen seamstresses at the House of Lesage have sewn the finest little diamonds to look like fairy dust.

“You’re stunning, Claire,” says Bea, because what else can you really say to a woman wearing this kind of masterpiece. We stare at me in the gilded mirror. Neither of us bothers to smile.

A bony knock on the door of my bridal suite snaps us out of the fog.

“It’s open,” Bea calls out, and in charges Lucille Cox, my mother-in-law-to-be—face taut as a Doberman pinscher’s, body the size of a scrawny eight-year-old boy.

“I come bearing a gift from the groom!” Lucille booms exuberantly to neither of us in particular—what Lucille lacks in stature, she tends to make up for in decibels. Today she is smaller and louder than usual, drowning in a crimson Oscar de la Renta gown that cost three times more than my mother’s car. Prewedding jitters have reduced Lucille’s diet from Spartan to Ethiopian. The pigeons in Central Park are better fed.

“Oh, Claire, darling, you look …” Lucille ends her sentence by pressing a jewel-encrusted hand to her freckled, skeletal décolletage—a gesture in lieu, I have to assume, of kind adjectives. Then she finishes her thought: “You look just like your mother.”

Stop the presses—has Lucille actually said the right thing? Shockingly, Lucille—a woman whose most frequent meal is her own foot—has paid me my all-time favorite compliment, and one that I know is highest praise coming from her. Lucille has always idolized my mother, ever since their roommate days at Vassar.

I feel a rush of gratitude toward her. Lucille, as if sensing softer emotions in the air, awkwardly thrusts a velvet box into my hands to dispel them.

“Open it!” she commands.

I do as I’m told, as has become my bad habit. I undo the little clasp and crack open the box’s stiff hinge. On a pillow of plush black velvet rests a spectacular necklace, loaded with diamonds—the most expensive piece of jewelry I’ve ever seen, let alone held.

“Oh, my dear,” purrs Lucille, gazing with adoration at the necklace as if it were her first grandchild. “Vintage Bulgari. Stunning.” I fasten it around my neck, and the three of us turn to the mirror once more. It’s perfect. Absolutely spectacular. My fiancé’s secretary has exquisite taste.

“And I got my hands on an advance copy of the Sunday edition,” Lucille trills, unclasping her Judith Leiber and pulling out a newspaper clip, which she hands to me.

Claire Truman,
Randall Pearson Cox III

Claire Truman, the daughter of Patricia and the late Charles Truman of Iowa City, Iowa, and Randall Pearson Cox III, the son of Lucille and Randall Cox II of Palm Beach, Florida, are to be married today at St. James’ Episcopal Church in New York City.

Miss Truman, 27, is an editor at Grant Books. She graduated summa cum laude from Princeton with a degree in English literature and language. Her mother is a painter, and her late father was a poet-in-residence and professor at the University of Iowa.

Mr. Cox, 31, is a Managing Director at Goldman Sachs, an investment bank in New York. He also received his bachelor’s degree from Princeton, as well as an M.B.A from Harvard. His mother is on the board of the Flagler Museum and the Palm Beach Historical Society. His grandfather was the former CEO and Chairman of McCowan Trust, where his father retired as Senior Vice President last year.


“Are you all right, Claire?” asks Lucille, looking down. I follow her gaze. My hands are shaking violently, as if they’re gripping an invisible sledgehammer. Thankfully, Lucille has the attention span of a baby gnat and is diverted by the entrance of our makeup artist, Jacques, who pulls her into a chair for a touch-up.

“Where is that mother of yours, anyway?” she calls out to me over her shoulder, scanning Jacques’s tool kit for the right shade of burgundy lipstick.

“She’ll be here any moment.” I check my watch, silently willing time to stop for just a second to let me catch my breath. Doesn’t work. Hasn’t worked all month.

“I need her advice on earrings,” Lucille whines.

Bea looks up, incredulous. Well, it is pretty laughable, the thought of Lucille—society matron, with several walk-in closets full of unworn couture—asking my aging hippie of a mother for her advice on which arrangement of Harry Winston diamonds works better with a straight-off-the-Paris-runway gown. Mom, whose only adornment since I’ve known her has been her plain gold wedding band. Mom, whose idea of decadent pampering is a hot bath and some organic aromatherapy given to her by her best friend in Iowa—a lesbian farmer/fellow artist who makes her own soap. Mom, whose wardrobe consists of flannel, denim, tie-dye.

It’s hard to imagine, but apparently Mom and Lucille had been as close as sisters at Vassar. Lucille (who grew up in a one-horse Kansas town that drifts closer to Chicago every time she’s asked) spent four years peppering Mom (who hails from Boston Brahmin) with pointed questions about etiquette, style, refinement. I suppose Mom found Lucille’s aggressive social climbing benign and even somewhat amusing—she didn’t care enough about the world into which she’d been born to feel possessive of it or object to anyone’s desperate desire for access. And Lucille’s secondary education paid off richly when she landed Randall Cox II, a debonair, blue-blooded polo player. He’d been dating five Vassar girls at once, but he’d chosen Lucille to be his wife. Quite the campus coup, or so she’s informed me.

Lucille’s snared husband, aka my future father-in-law, turned out to be as unfaithful as he was successful (wildly, both counts). But as far as I know, Lucille’s never minded her husband’s flagrant transgressions—so content has she been with the mansion in Palm Beach, the private jets, the jewelry, the seven-bedroom “cottage” in Southampton, the fashion shows in Paris and Milan, the peripatetic cook and masseuse and secretary, the town house in Manhattan. The lifestyle of Mrs. Randall Cox II.

Mom, on the other hand, traded her family’s life of privilege for my incomparably wonderful father—the love of her life, a close to penniless poet who nonetheless provided us with the richest life imaginable. Money was always a bit tight—Dad taught classes at the university, Mom sold her watercolors in local boutiques to subsidize his income, and I worked hard to gain my scholarship to Princeton—but looking back on my childhood, I wouldn’t have changed a thing.

I grew up in a small, picture-perfect white farmhouse in the emerald cornfields of Iowa, an only child surrounded by a brilliant coterie of poets, students, playwrights, novelists—all of whom had gravitated to the university’s famous Writers’ Workshop. Starting at around age ten, I was often asked to read and give my input on the work of this extended family circle. Having my opinion valued was a thrill for a burgeoning bookworm (okay, burgeoning nerd) like me, and I would spend afternoons holed up in my bedroom writing detailed letters with my thoughts and suggestions. Maybe our friends were just humoring me, but working with such brilliant writers, penning my first “editorial letters,” getting my first taste of creative collaboration—these were the unusual childhood delights that led me to major in English in college and then into a career in book publishing.

Maybe that’s my problem: My life has been a series of easy, clear choices. I’ve never appreciated it until today. Unlike almost everyone else I know, I’ve never had to grapple with which path to take.

I look down at the Times announcement again, my eyes suddenly stinging with tears.

“You okay?” Bea rests her hand on my shoulder. Then she grips my hand, which is still shaking.

“Cigarette,” I whisper urgently. She nods like a dutiful soldier. Thank God for Bea.

Ten minutes later, Bea and I crouch in the stairwell, sharing our second contraband Marlboro Light and swilling Veuve Clicquot straight from the bottle, a blanket underneath us so my dress won’t get soiled. I feel like a fugitive and know I’m on borrowed time.

“Mandy’ll have a search party out in about two minutes,” Bea snorts. Mandy is the de rigueur neurotic wedding planner whom Lucille forced upon me the day after Randall and I got engaged. (Here’s some advice: Never trust an unmarried wedding planner over the age of thirty-five. Mandy’s single and forty-two.)

Combined, Mandy and Lucille have the diplomatic skills of a bulldozer. At first, I put up a halfhearted fight about the wedding plans, but they quickly broke me—and the intimate gathering on my parents’ farm exploded into a white-tie soiree at the St. Regis Hotel with 600 of our “closest friends.” Otherwise known as 300 of Lucille’s crusty Palm Beach set, 250 of Randall’s business associates, and a handful of my friends and family.

I shouldn’t complain—the Coxes are picking up every tab. There was no way Mom could afford the kind of wedding Lucille had her heart set on.

“Here,” says Bea, handing me the champagne. I chug, and the fizz goes straight to my head. She refills. I chug again.

The past two months have been grueling. My boss—the notorious sociopath Vivian Grant—has been on a particularly ruthless rampage. I’ve been working around the clock … barely an exaggeration. If Mandy and Lucille hadn’t stepped in, I wouldn’t have had a free minute to deal with the wedding details. I’ve barely had time to see Randall since we got engaged three months ago.

Lucille even set the date for us, a shockingly early date at that—she hadn’t wanted our wedding to get “lost” in the lineup of society weddings planned for the following fall.

A door crashes open down the hall, some distant floorboards creak, and Bea and I exchange furtive glances.

“Claire,” starts Bea, biting her pinkie nail as she always does when she’s not sure how to phrase something gently. (After a decade of best friendship, we’ve developed an awareness of each other’s body language that sometimes borders on telepathy.)

“Okay, don’t,” I interrupt. “All brides get cold feet.” I can’t back out now. Maybe Julia Roberts can dodge the altar a few times and still seem adorable, but this isn’t some Hollywood movie. This is my life. Deposits have been paid … What am I thinking? I can’t back out now because Randall is a good man—no, he’s a great man—and I’d be pretty much insane not to marry him.

As I take the last drag of our cigarette, a memory involuntarily pops into my head—an increasingly frequent problem—of the night before Beatrice’s wedding to Harry, now three years ago. She’d been one of the first of our circle to get married, and they’d opted for a simple ceremony in the garden of Bea’s family’s home. We’d stayed up the night before trying to bake something remotely akin to a wedding cake, sitting around the big table in their kitchen and dipping our fingers into the spilled batter.

“Getting nervous, Bea?” one of the bridesmaids had asked.

I remember how Bea had just shrugged, taking another swipe of the batter. “Excited, yes. Nervous, no,” she’d answered honestly.

I think of my own wedding cake. How could any bride not get excited about a statuesque twelve-tiered cake with sugar-spun, botanically correct rosebuds and irises (a dusting of colored sugar on each one to look like pollen), not to mention a background pattern in the frosting that’s consistent with the beading on my dress and the china? So what if this skyscraper of a cake costs roughly the same as a year of tuition at a private college? It is literally perfect. A Sylvia Weinstock masterpiece. What more could I ask for? What more could I possibly want?

The heavy door to the stairwell slams open, and Bea and I both jump two inches. The bloodhounds have found us.

“Claire, darling! Sweet pea! I’ve been looking high and low for you! Just an hour until we have to leave for the church!” Mandy, flushed and badly in need of a Xanax, rushes over to pull me to my feet and smooth out my dress. “I’ll get hair and makeup to come do a touch-up.”

“Unbelievable,” I distinctly hear her whisper as she herds us back to the bridal HQ. I shuffle wordlessly behind her like a prisoner called in from the yard.

“Claire!” Mom sprints toward me as we turn the corner to the suite, pulling me away from Mandy and into just the kind of hug I desperately need. I feel my shoulders drop, my neck relax. It feels so good to be held—really held. I take a deep breath, inhaling the faint eucalyptus scent of her shampoo. Mom squeezes me tighter.

“I have something for you, sweetie,” she says, pulling a small velvet pouch out of her handbag. “Your grandmother’s pearl necklace. I know you’ve always loved it, so I thought it could be your ‘something old.’ ”

“Oh, Mom,” I gasp, running my fingers over the cool, lustrous pearls. As a girl, it had been such a special treat to try on my grandmother’s necklace during our summer visits. “It’s beautiful, Mom. Thank you so—”

“The pearls are lovely, Tish-Tish,” interrupts Lucille, “but Randall just surprised Claire with this necklace. Fabulous, isn’t it?”

Mom steps back, taking in the sparkling rope of diamonds around my neck. “Well, my goodness!” she says, “It’s … it’s gorgeous. How generous of Randall. Well, Claire, you can wear Grandma’s pearls another time. They’re yours now.” Mom slides the pearls into the velvet bag. It hurts to see the effort in her smile.

“Or, um, maybe I could wear Randall’s necklace some other time?” I ask tentatively, knowing it’s a long shot.

And sure enough, Lucille explodes immediately. “What’s this? Not wear Randall’s necklace? Why, Claire, he’d be crushed! It was his special wedding-day gift to you! You must wear it, you just must!

Mom nods in agreement. Then she stretches out her arms to give me another hug.

Please don’t let me go, I think, burying myself in her arms, twenty years melting off me. With Mom’s arms around me, I feel the pit in my stomach dissolve just a little.

“Tish-Tish, please, I’m desperate for your help with earrings,” whimpers Lucille, wresting Mom away from me. The feeling of Mom’s arms pulling away is worse than the sound of a blaring alarm clock after a night of insomnia. I watch helplessly. I’m too old to dive for my mother’s knees and hold on tight, but it takes every ounce of restraint not to do that.

And then, just when I couldn’t feel any worse, I do.

Because I hear her. The unmistakable voice: deep, throaty, powerful, cruel. The voice that’s ricocheted off the walls of my nightmares for the past eleven months.

And the dreaded voice seems to be walking very briskly down the hallway toward me.

“Claire! … Claire! There you are!”

If I were a deer, that voice would be the headlights. Freezes me in my tracks every time.

Is it actually possible?! It seems too horrible to imagine—

“Jesus, Claire, I’ve left you a dozen fucking messages on your cell and home phones! Finally I got through to some pea-brained, inbred relative of yours—and after much hemming and hawing, she finally managed to tell me where you were. Unacceptable, Claire. I need to be able to reach you 25/8, we’ve been over this—”

Breathe, I think frantically, not turning around, palms starting to sweat. This must be another nightmare. It just can’t be real.

I force myself to turn around. She’s really here. The aforementioned boss from hell: the merciless, glamorous, one-and-only Vivian Grant. At five feet one, a tiny terror. Hip jutting out impatiently, face flushed with rage, legal pad in hand.

No, no, no! I scream silently. There is no way that Vivian is really crashing into my bridal suite with a look in her eyes that can mean only one thing—

“I need ten minutes to give you some of my ideas for next week.”

Bea crosses her arms and glares. She looks ready to rip Vivian limb from limb. Mom and Lucille reappear in the doorway, dumbstruck. Vivian’s audacity has even managed to silence old Luce.

“Vivian,” I say very slowly, “I’m getting married in one hour. I’m postponing my honeymoon so that I can stay on top of my work responsibilities. Can this wait until Monday?”

Vivian glowers at me, brow knit. This is exactly what she’d been hoping I’d say. It allows her to segue seamlessly into one of her favorite tirades.

“I’m so glad you think my schedule should revolve around yours, Claire! All I’m asking for is a measly fucking ten minutes. Do you think you can tear yourself away from all this”—she sweeps a hand dismissively around the room, where Mom, Lucille, and Bea are now staring with jaws open—“for something so frivolous, so insignificant, as your career?”

Briefly, I consider running over to the window of the bridal suite, prying it open, and …

“I thought you were made of stronger stuff, Claire,” Vivian sneers derisively, “I thought you had it in you. But I guess now that you’re getting married …”

I know she’s crazy. Her elevator doesn’t go up to the top floor. Still, the woman has a powerful, pathological effect on me—as she does on most of her employees.

“I’ll give you five,” I tell her (brazenly, for me), taking a big slug of champagne as I grab the notepad and a pen.

“This is really nuts,” Bea hisses after Vivian has swept past her. “You’re a book editor, Claire, not the leader of the free world. What could possibly be so urgent that she needs to barge in on your wedding day? It’s insane! Why is she doing this to you?”

Why does Vivian do any of the things she does? I think about the question.

“Because she can,” I tell Bea.

I have a chilling epiphany: As ludicrous as it is that my boss won’t leave me alone on my wedding day, part of me is grateful for something to take my mind off the impending event.

For a few moments more, I won’t have to think about that long walk down the aisle. I won’t have to think about the life I’m stepping into or the life I’m leaving behind. I won’t have to think about the man who’ll be waiting for me at the altar, or why I’m not overjoyed to be marrying someone so undeniably great.

And most of all, I won’t have to think about the man I kissed six weeks before.




ONE YEAR EARLIER




CHAPTER ONE

A GOOD MAN IS HARD TO FIND

Exactly one year before my June 26 wedding day, I was curled up on my couch with a large pepperoni pizza, a half-empty pack of Marlboro Lights, the world’s most comfortable blanket, and several hours of TiVO ahead of me.

Under normal circumstances, this lineup would’ve thrilled me. On another night, my pack of cigarettes would have been half-full. But tonight, even the prospect of watching Kiefer Sutherland save the world for six straight hours was of little solace.

For starters, I was still fresh on the heels of an ugly breakup with my wannabe rock-star boyfriend, James. (In the interest of full disclosure, it was the final of four breakups, each one more obviously necessary than the last.) That had me down.

But what had me out was a crisis of a professional nature. Just that afternoon, I’d gotten the crushing news that Jackson Mayville, my beloved boss at Peters and Pomfret (the top-tier New York book publishing house), my professional mentor during the five years since I’d graduated from college, would be hanging up his cleats this summer. He and his wife were moving down to Virginia to be closer to their grandkids.

I probably should’ve guessed it was coming, but I’ve always been pretty bad at doing that. So, when Jackson gave me the news, I immediately misted up—embarrassing but very genuine tears.

“Aw, now. Don’t do that. We’ll still be in touch, my dear,” Jackson had consoled me in his gentle Clintonian drawl, patting my head gently and offering me his handkerchief. He pulled me into an awkward half hug, his forehead wrinkling with paternal concern.

All of which, perhaps needless to say, did nothing to dry my tears. I tried to smile and act somewhat professional, but I couldn’t pull it off. I was devastated. Jackson had been much more than a boss—he’d been a father figure for me since Dad passed away five years ago. Like Dad, Jackson radiated kindness and intelligence. Both men were tall, lanky, dashing (if not precisely handsome), with a thick shock of silver hair and a tendency to rail against the Way Things Were. Both had approached their work with unwavering devotion. Both were generous, emotional, sincere. Both adored their wives.

And both men made me feel … well, loved. Many a Friday night, Jackson would find me working late and wave me into family dinners with his wife, Carie, and their teenage sons, Michael and Edward, the youngest of their brood of five. Sitting around the table in the kitchen—warm and toasty from the oven in which Carie had almost invariably burned the roast or the lasagna—made me feel I’d found a real home in New York City.

“I’ll be okay,” I gulped, my face still muffled by Jackson’s Harris Tweed blazer.

Jackson and I first met at the tail end of my senior year of college. I’d stepped nervously into his office, crisp résumé in hand, and perched on the same worn leather couch that I’d cried on this afternoon. Graduation loomed just weeks away. I’d been able to nab a job offer from another big publisher—the result of many trips to New York City in Bea’s beat-up station wagon—but when I managed to get a meeting with the legendary Jackson Mayville, I told the HR representative at the other company that I needed more time to consider my options. After all, it was Jackson Mayville. He’d edited some of the century’s most important literary voices and was truly in a league of his own.

I’d known since girlhood that I wanted to be a book editor. By high school, I’d pore over the acknowledgments section of novels I loved, daydreaming that someday a brilliant talent might see me as the person who “made her book possible” or “enhanced every page with editorial wisdom and insight.” Could I be the Maxwell Perkins to some future Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Wolfe? Learning the ropes from Jackson Mayville seemed like a great first step.

And, as it turned out, it had been. Five years with Jackson had flown by, and I’d learned more from him than I’d ever imagined I would.

Sure, it hadn’t always been a bed of roses—professionally or personally. It’d been five years of struggling to make ends meet, weathering one failed relationship after another, watching friends settle into domestic bliss while I was still heating up Campbell’s soup for one most nights of the week. But it’d also been five years of learning the ropes from a talented and generous mentor, kicking up my heels, savoring my independence. So it all evened out.

But now that balance was about to shift. No more Jackson.

And frankly, my heels were beginning to get tired from so much kicking. James had been an exhausting experience, but then so had most of my recent flings. Lately it seemed I was always trying to convince myself that the guy I was dating wasn’t A) a moron (So what if he isn’t into opera? Or museums … or newspapers … or reading without moving his lips?); B) a slacker (So what if he’s been unemployed for a decade? He’s nonmaterialistic. And so secure with his manhood that he lets me pay for everything); C) an inconsiderate prick (So what if he’s left me waiting in this restaurant for nearly an hour? He’s Latin).

I cued up another episode of 24. You know what? I thought. A day like this calls for a double pie. I called Mimi’s for backup. Some people practice yoga, some people run to therapy—when life gets me down, I prefer to cope by eating my own weight in pepperoni pizza.

Of course, it wasn’t just the emotional loss of not seeing Jackson every day that was upsetting me. I had my practical concerns, too. Jackson had gone to bat for me countless times—making sure that Gordon Haas, the publisher, paid attention to some of the proposals I brought to the table, fighting for my promotions, haggling with HR for a few much-needed bumps in salary. What would his retirement mean for my prospects at P and P? I’d still have my job, or so I’d been immediately reassured, but there was no doubt that the absence of a strong ally like Jackson would slow my trajectory. Not a cheering thought, given that it’d taken me five years to climb the editorial ladder to become an associate editor—a rate that the company considered fast.

I lit up my eighth cigarette of the evening and tried to focus my attention on Kiefer—but it was uncharacteristically difficult.

The thing was, I already had a tough time lining up meetings with Gordon—meaning it was hard to get his approval and financial support to bid on books. How could I get promoted to editor if I couldn’t show my ability to make good buys and edit well? I knew there were many of us on the junior staff who grappled with this catch-22. With so many talented senior editors laying claim to Gordon’s attention and budget, it seemed nearly impossible to break into the starting lineup as a junior staffer—even with Jackson pushing for me.

During the past few months, I’d watched several promising books fly out of my fingers because I’d been unable to get an answer in time from Gordon. I couldn’t fault him for the bottleneck—not only was he a nice, well-intentioned guy, but he was clearly working at full capacity and trying his best to get to everyone.

Still, it was frustrating. I was hungry for more responsibility. I’d entered the business because I was drawn to the conceptual, collaborative, creative work of an editor—not because I loved to photocopy manuscripts for five hours a day.

And this is where I was one year before my wedding day: no romantic prospects and a career that seemed stuck in a holding pattern. I was in a rut roughly the size of the Grand Canyon.

As soon as I’d dug into my second pizza, the phone rang: Beatrice, asking if I’d meet her for the opening of some new art gallery.

Not a chance, I thought—and, come to think of it, might have said out loud. I could guess the kind of party it’d be. A sea of laughing, reaching, swilling, flirting, posing New Yorkers. Socialites who’d spent the entire afternoon choosing their outfits. Slick-haired men who scanned the room while you answered their questions. Young fogies with farcically WASPy first names and platinum blond girlfriends. Trustafarians who’d been born on third base but bragged as though they’d hit a triple. The flashing bulbs of society rag photographers. Cheap chardonnay. Watered-down conversation. Small talk was the only language spoken, and even the most interesting characters went bland after spending too much time on the circuit.

I was cynical, yes. But also pretty well-informed. I’d been a peripheral part of the scene for five years—mainly because Bea, an interior designer, worked these parties to expand her clientele—and I knew what to expect from it by now.

Recently, for example, she’d dragged me to a cocktail party at Soho House for a budding young writer who’d just published her first collection of short stories. I watched as a cluster of A-list party girls, all clad head to toe in white (the season’s new gray, which was last season’s new black), positioned themselves in a corner by some bookshelves. Society shutterbug Patrick McMullan hovered nearby; the girls coyly pretended not to be aware of the enormous camera hanging from his neck. And then Patrick began to click away. One of the girls, an ex-model, pulled a book at random from the shelf and pretended to read it. Another followed suit. One by one, the girls each adopted expressions of academic seriousness, their eyes narrowed as if absorbing some deep point, their ever-so-slightly furrowed brows a caricature of scholarly intensity. Patrick loved it. One of the girls held her book upside down, but nobody cared. It was a completely harmless photo op, I knew that, but it still made me put down my drink and say my good-byes.

Anyway, I just wasn’t in the mood. Not tonight. My mind was stuck on my work situation, plus I still had a solid week of moping over James left in me. (Who doesn’t secretly relish a breakup—or at least the guiltless freedom it provides to smoke way too many cigarettes, eat buckets of ice cream, not move from the couch, and indulge in every other possible cliché? I wasn’t about to cut this short.)

I explained to Bea that my sweatpants had developed a terrible case of separation anxiety, but she persisted. Then she begged.

Still I wasn’t budging. And so she moved on: “I wonder if James is sulking on his couch right now.”

“I’ll meet you in an hour,” I muttered, getting up. Had to give her credit, she’d played her hand well. As we both knew, odds were high that James was at that moment chatting up some indie-rock chick who’d been throwing herself at him during his opening set. His weakness for these types had been a precipitating factor in our breakup.

“You won’t regret it, Claire,” Bea said excitedly. “And wear your red dress, okay?”

My red dress? She hung up before I could renege, having caught the unmistakable whiff of a setup.

Walking into the crowded gallery at 8:20, I spotted Bea by the bar and made a straight shot for her. “All right, where is he?” I smiled wearily, kissing her hello and snagging a miniquiche from a meandering cater-waiter.

Harry ambled up behind me, smoking an illicit cigar that only he could get away with. He laid his hand affectionately on Bea’s shoulder and gave me a wolf whistle. “Watch out, men of New York”—he leaned in for a kiss—“Miss Truman is back in circulation.”

Side note: I love, love, love Harry. He’s one of the most self-effacing, smart, funny human beings I’ve ever known, one of those men who make you grin by sheer proximity. He’s also a bad-ass assistant district attorney, always full of real-life Sopranos stories, and he’s been a steady part of my life since Bea finally agreed to go on a date with him during our sophomore year of college. Thank God she saw the light, because you’ve never seen a college boy work so hard. And that’s what it is, really—apart from his considerable charms, what I really love about Harry is how much he loves my best friend. Bea’s a goddess among women in his eyes, a perspective I agree with wholeheartedly.

Not a perspective that’s uniquely ours, I realize. Bea is stand-out fabulous. Naturally thin, despite a lifelong aversion to “healthy” food that prevents her from eating vegetables—she subsists on steak frites and KFC, but you’d never know it to look at her. Classic, fresh-faced, straight-off-the-Miss-Porter’s-lacrosse-field good looks. Thick cascades of flaxen hair that would make a Breck girl weep with envy, enormous eyes the color of sea glass. In the looks department, Beatrice could give Charlize Theron a run for her money—a fact of which everyone is aware but her.

Then there’s her blissful marriage to a man who still pens spontaneous love letters, who took a year between college and law school to study French cooking, who brings her home violets (Bea’s favorite) every single Friday. Plus she’s got her thriving career as an interior decorator—the creative work she’s always loved, with great flexibility in her hours.

Yeah. If I didn’t love Bea like the sister I’d never had, I’d probably have to hate her.

But I do love her. Always have, ever since she sat a few rows ahead of me during one of the placement tests we were forced to take during our first week at Princeton. She and I had each happened to wear a brightly colored grosgrain ribbon tied around our ponytails for luck—one of those random details that one takes notice of while scanning the room during a mind-numbingly dull, four-hour-long quantitative reasoning test. Leaving the test room, we struck up a lighthearted conversation over our shared, if misguided, fashion superstitions—a shallow dive into what would become a deep friendship.

“You are going to thank me for dragging you out tonight,” Bea whispered now, grabbing my elbow hard to get my undivided attention. Her knuckles were white. “You’re never going to guess who’s here. Guess!”

I glanced around the party, not really seeing anyone who’d merit her level of excitement.

“Pabst Blue Ribbon,” Bea pronounced the words slowly, solemnly.

My eyes grew as wide as hers. “You’re joking.”

“Would I joke? He’s here. And I think he’s gotten even more gorgeous since college, if that’s possible.” She jerked her head slightly to the left, and I looked over nonchalantly.

Randall Cox.

There he was, across the room. I almost couldn’t believe my eyes, but there was no mistaking the tall, lean rower’s build, the wavy auburn locks and piercing blue eyes, the air of absolute confidence.

“Catch me if I faint,” I instructed Bea, only half-joking.

A little background: Randall Cox was the most desirable man that anyone I knew knew. The gold standard in hotness. During our freshman year, Bea and I would walk ever so slowly by Randall’s off-campus apartment building, hoping for just a glimpse. He was a senior, a Princeton icon with an equally gorgeous girlfriend.

By second semester, Bea and I had developed an intricate underground network of spies to keep us informed of Randall’s public appearances at parties or local bars. Then we’d plant ourselves wherever he’d been with hopes that lightning would strike twice in the same week. If by chance we were so blessed, we’d pretend not to notice him—such were our highly mature mating rituals as eighteen-year-olds.

Once, Bea saw Randall coming out of McCosh Hall and pretended to take a picture of me in front of the building. That framed photo, with Randall’s slightly blurry figure in the background, rested on our dorm-room mantel for years.

In other words, we stalked him. Hard.

“You have got to talk to him,” said Bea, squinting to check if any miniquiche had gotten stuck in my teeth. “You must. I’ll never speak to you again if you don’t.” Harry raised his eyebrows and wisely took that as his cue to hit the bar.

Déjà vu. Two weeks before Randall’s graduation (a very traumatic event in our young lives, needless to say), Bea and I had spotted him through the window of the Annex, the local watering hole. Hearts aflutter, we’d emptied out our piddling student bank accounts to grease the bouncer.

“This is your last chance,” Bea coached as we made our way to the bar where Randall was waiting for a refill of his pitcher of beer. Our crush had really become my crush; Bea was slowly starting to warm up to Harry, who’d been pursuing her relentlessly all year.

Standing at the bar with our backs to Randall, trying desperately to look cool, we struggled for a plan, some entrance ramp into talking to him. Say hello? Too unoriginal. A girl couldn’t be so pedestrian when starting a conversation with a Greek god.

Twenty seconds of awkward vacillation later, Bea did the unthinkable. Pretending to trip on an uneven floorboard, she checked me hard with her right shoulder and sent me careening backward into Randall. He steadied my arms with his strong hands, and for one sweet, golden moment, I could feel his strong chest pressing against my back.

I peered up to find Randall looking down at me, amused. I was awestruck. And dumbstruck. I couldn’t move or breathe. He smiled—graciously, I might add, considering that I’d caused him to spill some of his freshly refilled pitcher down the front of his rugby shirt.

“Can I get you another pitcher?” I offered, shocked and proud that I’d been able to form words in his presence.

“Hmm. I don’t know, can you?” he asked, fingering the laminated ID I was holding in my hand. He grinned. It was as bad as fake IDs got. The girl in the picture had long, stringy white blond hair and freckles. I have my father’s olive skin and light brown eyes, and like most of my peers at the time, I was wearing my dark hair in the ubiquitous “Rachel” cut. Instead of freckles, I had a spotty, scarlet blush spreading like wildfire across my cheeks and down my chest … very alluring.

I stared at Randall. Forget witty banter—I was suddenly unable to connect syllables to form words.

“Hey, no worries,” Randall said finally, perhaps realizing that I’d exhausted myself with my first sentence. He asked the bartender to top off his pitcher and ordered a Pabst Blue Ribbon, which he handed to me. I mumbled my thanks, and he nodded good-bye, joining a group of his crew buddies at the pool table nearby.

No contest, this was the most exciting moment I’d ever experienced in my eighteen years of life. I felt dizzy and exhilarated—still too giddy, in fact, to start kicking myself for my nonexistent conversational skills. After I’d savored every precious drop of the beer he’d bought me (smuggling the empty bottle out in my purse, natch), Bea and I walked home in a daze, collapsed on her futon, and analyzed the entire encounter.

“I really think he liked you,” she murmured before dropping off to sleep—further cementing the bond of our friendship.

Weeks later, back home in Iowa, I gave the play-by-play to my mother at our kitchen table. “Randall Cox?” she repeated innocently. Then she proceeded to tell me about her old friendship with his mother, Lucille—what would have been the perfect fodder for conversation. Why hadn’t I mentioned my crush to her a few weeks earlier?

History could’ve been rewritten; the string of failed relationships and love-life disappointments that I’d go on to endure throughout my twenties could’ve been sidestepped. At age eighteen, I could’ve started living happily ever after.

So anyway, here was the second chance I’d been waiting a decade for. Hadn’t I evolved from that tongue-tied teenager into a confident, articulate woman? Yes, I thought, I’m going to talk to him—

I was still giving myself a pep talk when I saw Bea’s expression change.

“Hi, girls,” said a sonorous voice behind me. I turned around. There was Randall—staggeringly gorgeous Randall—extending his hand. I could hear my heart thudding like a bass drum.

“I think we were at Princeton together. Randall Cox,” he said. Beatrice shook his hand and introduced herself.

“Claire Truman,” I answered in a surprisingly calm voice that belied my inner percussion. “I think you were a senior when we were freshmen, right?” Hmm, yes, the memory is vague, my tone of voice implied. Little did he know I’d once saved an empty detergent bottle he’d used for three weeks. And I still remembered the color of the window curtains in his room, visible from the outside courtyard. And I knew his shoe size. And if I spent ten minutes looking for it, I was pretty confident that I could find that blurry snapshot of him outside of McCosh.

“Right. You’re both looking very grown up.” Randall kept his eyes on me as he said it. Wow. This dress. Men generally zoom right in on Beatrice, and she has to deflect them back to me. I was never going to take this dress off—well, unless Randall himself happened to ask me to.

“I’m going to refresh my drink,” said Bea with a twinkle in her eye. “Can I get either of you something?”

“I’m fine, thanks,” Randall and I said at the same time. Then we laughed. Talking in unison? We were freaking adorable!

After Bea headed off, Randall and I moved seamlessly into the two staples of New York cocktail party chitchat: where we lived, where we worked. Even small talk with Randall was riveting—or maybe it was just the thrill of being able to stare directly at him while standing three feet apart.

“I went back to Goldman after getting my MBA,” he told me after I’d given my far less impressive synopsis, “and I live all the way uptown—Fifth Avenue and Eighty-second Street.”

“Right by the Met?”

Randall smiled modestly. “My terrace looks out over the Met, yeah. I wish I were home more to enjoy it, but the view from my office is all I’ve been seeing lately.”

Forget crazy real estate: My mind burned feverishly with the most important but as yet unanswered question. Was he single? Could a guy who looked so fabulous on paper and in person be unattached?

Of course not, I told myself. There’s got to be a Molly Simms doppelgänger lurking in the wings.

Not wanting to come right out and ask him, I took a roundabout route. “Didn’t you date Alexandra Dixon back in college?” I asked. Alexandra was the femme fatale.

“I did, you’ve got a great memory. Did you know Alex?”

“We took a few English classes together. She was such a nice girl.” Okay, so these were not exactly true statements: Alex Dixon and I had taken one class together, and she’d never looked at me once. I had no hard evidence that she was nice—only that she was stunning, brilliant, poised, and multilingual. I swear I never heard her speaking the same language twice. Since I didn’t necessarily want to remind Randall of those attributes, I’d pulled a more banal adjective out of thin air. Nice.

“Well, she’s doing amazingly well. Spent a year modeling in Milan, and then came back to the States for med school. Now she’s a neurosurgeon, if you can believe that!”

Of course I believed it.

“Wow,” I said lamely, “I bet not many models can make that transition. Are you guys still in touch?”

“No, we’re not. Haven’t been for years, unfortunately. She’s living in Chicago now, with her husband and two kids. Crazy, huh?”

“Two kids?” I repeated, mood brightening. At least his model-neurosurgeon ex sounded pretty tied down.

“So how about you?” he asked, his eyes focusing on me intensely. “Married? Kids?”

“Nope, not yet”—I could feel myself blushing—“I’ve been pretty focused on my career.”

“I hear that.” Randall looked at me again in a way that made my knees wobbly. “I ended something long term last year. My ex was a terrific girl, but I just couldn’t see myself marrying her. It didn’t seem fair to keep her hanging.”

My heart did secret backflips at the poor girl’s misfortune. “Well, I’m sure you have no problem meeting women.”

“Meeting women like you is much harder than you think,” he answered. “You know … smart, successful women who also happen to be beautiful?”

Had I just received the triple crown of compliments from Randall Cox? Smart? Successful? Beautiful? Was this actually happening?

“Listen, Claire, I know the party’s just getting going, but is there any chance you’d feel like grabbing dinner? The cheese puffs aren’t doing it for me.”

Remain calm. Remain cool. Do not dork out.

“I’d love that,” I squeaked.

Randall smiled. The next thing I knew, we were gliding together toward the door, Randall’s strong hand on the small of my back. I waved to Bea over my shoulder, and she gave me a discreet thumbs-up.

“You’re quiet, Claire. I’m talking too much about work,” Randall apologized, refilling my wineglass.

It was a slightly out-of-body experience, having a date with my biggest crush of the past decade. It might be comparable to sitting down to dine with some mega-watt celebrity and having to gracefully overcome the shock of being so close to a face you’d seen on billboards, on movie screens, on E! True Hollywood Story. Randall’s face had starred in my daydreams for so many years, replaced temporarily by lesser crushes but never completely retired. So, naturally, I was a little overwhelmed to find myself sitting across a small candlelit table from him at Il Cantinori—a perpetually hot date spot that Harry referred to as Il Can’t-Afford-Me.

“Not at all,” I answered, “It’s really amazing how much you’ve accomplished in such a short amount of time.” It was true, even if it did sound as though I were laying it on thick—Randall had a phenomenal résumé for such a young guy. Besides picking up his MBA from Harvard, he’d become the youngest managing director in the history of Goldman Sachs—an investment bank not exactly known for employing noncompetitive slackers. And he’d done it in one of the toughest economic climates imaginable.

“Well, I like to feel challenged,” Randall deferred humbly. His BlackBerry went off and he glanced at the screen. “I’m sorry, Claire, it’s Greg again. Really busy time at the office. I’ve got to take this quickly.”

Greg had called three times since we left the gallery. I checked my watch. It was now 10:45. Did Randall ever get a break from work? Poor guy! Although I often gave Bea a hard time about gabbing on her phone when we were together, I waited patiently as Randall gave his associate a series of indecipherable commands.

Actually, I was impressed by Randall’s work ethic, especially given that he could’ve coasted through life without lifting a finger. I knew from Mom that the Coxes lived large and that Randall could’ve chosen a far less arduous career path—as an ancient compass collector, say, or an unemployed actor—if he’d been so inclined. That he’d instead opted for the rigors and challenges of a fast-paced career said a lot about the kind of guy Randall was.

“Where were we?” he said a moment later, after the crisis had been averted. “Tell me more about your job. What kinds of books do you work on?”

“Well, I have a feeling it might be changing. Jackson Mayville—my boss since college—just announced his retirement, and it’s a bit unclear how his departure will affect my track at Peters and Pomfret.”

“I know Jackson. He’s a member at the Racquet Club. Nice guy. Lousy squash player, but a nice guy.”

I giggled, unable to imagine Jackson doing anything more athletic than tying his shoes. “He’s the best. I’ve learned a lot from him. I actually just found out about his retirement today. Pretty crushing news, although it’s great that he’ll get to spend more time with his grandkids.”

Randall chewed thoughtfully. “I don’t have much time to read these days. Actually—I really shouldn’t admit this to you, you’ll think I’m a complete cretin—but I did just finish a book that Vivian Grant published. It was a New York Times best seller, I think—about the nun who left her order to become a stripper? The title was really bad … what was it? It’s right on my bedside table, I can see the cover—”

“Naughty Habits?” I asked. Gordon had made a few cracks about it during last week’s editorial meeting. Naughty Habits had been on the Times Best Sellers list for six weeks already, which was a little depressing. Randall had read that?

“Exactly, Naughty Habits.” He bobbed his head, a thick lock of hair falling across his forehead. “Not great literature, I realize. Probably not even literature.” He looked at me with a sheepish grin. “I just ruined any shot at a second date, didn’t I?”

“Of course not,” I said, heart racing. Who cared if he wasn’t the literary type? Working as hard as he did, Randall probably had zero desire to dive into a book that felt like more work at the end of the day.

“You know, I’ve met Vivian Grant a few times,” Randall continued, “she’s a friend of my father’s. Smart woman. I know she’s always looking for good editors. I’d be happy to give her a call on your behalf, if you think you might be ready for a change. It can’t hurt to meet with her.”

Meet with Vivian Grant?

Grant was a big hitter who was widely known as the most hotheaded, ruthless woman in the industry. Her name seemed to be often met with eye rolling. Grant had her own imprint at Mather-Hollinger, another major publishing house, and she’d made her name and fortune by producing tabloid-inspired blockbusters and crass market stuff, including authors such as underage porn queen Mindi Murray, a despicable serial killer who’d terrorized Chicago for an entire year, and a roster of loudmouthed pundits from the furthest extremes of the political spectrum.

To be fair, these high-profile, lowbrow authors obfuscated some of the very intelligent, quality books she published. Grant had also thrown her weight behind some great novels, garnering a stratospheric level of success and recognition for a few previously unknown authors. I’d read one interview in which she’d complained—justifiably—that nobody ever seemed to give her kudos when she published a book of literary merit and that people were only interested in associating her with smuttier fare.

Whether people liked her or not, Vivian Grant was widely considered to be one of the most fascinating characters in the business—as well as one of the most successful. Meeting with a woman who’d single-handedly forged a huge publishing empire? It wasn’t an opportunity I should pass up, regardless of whether Grant Books was a place at which I wanted to work.

“That’d be really nice of you, Randall, thanks,” I answered. How sweet of him to take such an immediate interest in my career.

“My pleasure.” He typed himself a reminder in his BlackBerry.

A molten chocolate cake—sent over by the owner of the restaurant—arrived at the table, and I actually felt relaxed enough to enjoy it. I speared my fork in, letting the chocolate ooze out like lava.

“Couldn’t eat another bite.” Randall smiled, sitting back and patting his rock hard stomach. I put down my fork. Randall was probably used to dating models who considered dry watercress a hearty meal (and then spent two hours on a treadmill burning it off). Even though the chocolate cake was spectacular, there was no need to reveal—on our first date, at least—what a little piglet I could be.

“I’m so glad we bumped into each other at that party.” Randall reached across the table and laid his hand gently on mine.

With my other hand, I discreetly pinched my thigh. Had I actually been moping over James three hours earlier? And now I was gazing into the eyes of the most perfect man I’d ever encountered?

“To old acquaintances and new beginnings,” Randall said, raising his glass.

I lifted mine to meet his. Life was really looking up.
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