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      ONE


      Early Fall, September


      Something wasn’t right, and she knew it before opening her eyes.

      


      She’d been having the oddest dream about a man she was sure she’d never met in her waking life, though in the dream he was

         as familiar as an old friend. A man she would not be able to recall later, beyond that his presence had buoyed her with happiness.

         A man she only understood wasn’t Brock and was in fact someone Brock should never know about. And though she knew the correct

         thing to do was to go home to Brock at once and apologize for all of it—the argument, the way she’d left things, and now this—she couldn’t bring herself to break the spell. She and the dream-man were laughing and talking, about what she wouldn’t recall,

         either, as bells rang and cheers erupted in bursts, and smiling dream-people stood back to watch them in the manner of wedding

         guests ringing the floor for the first dance. Then, just as she and the man were about to embrace, Peggy Adams had a moment

         of clarity. Something isn’t right, she thought in her dream, and with that, it all dissolved.

      


      This was one of the many side effects of Peggy’s chronic anxiety: Traveling made her jumpy, and she could not get comfortable

         in a strange bed. Not even in a luxury hotel. She’d try to laugh it off—Hello, housekeeping? There’s a pea under my mattress—and go to sleep. But the pillow would be too plump or the fitted sheet would come untucked, revealing an expanse of bare

         mattress inches from her face. The rest of the night she’d alternate between imagining exactly what might be on that mattress,

         thinking wistfully of her own bed, and chastising herself. When had she become afraid of everything? Why couldn’t she snap

         out of it?

      


      But this particular out-of-kilter feeling went beyond the dream and beyond Peggy’s sense that her world was closing in and

         it was her own fault. It went beyond her concern that her friends were leaving her behind, moving ahead with their lives while

         she remained in the same place. It certainly went beyond being in not-her-bed. The past two mornings, Peggy had awoken not

         to the distant growl of Manhattan traffic on Ninth Avenue or, depending on the day, the splash of Brock shaving in their apartment

         bathroom, but to the gusty air conditioner in a room at the New York New York hotel in Las Vegas, with Bex Sabes-Cohen—her

         best friend, business partner, and fellow bachelorette-weekend guest—rustling sleepily in the other double bed and a view

         of a reproduction Chrysler building out their window. It had caught her off guard Friday and Saturday, but it was Sunday,

         she’d be flying home later today, and with her everyday life within an afternoon’s reach, the foreignness of the hotel room,

         her remaining hours of contrived gaiety in Las Vegas, even her fight with Brock, seemed perfectly manageable.

      


      Still, Peggy wasn’t ready to face any of it. She burrowed into the unyielding pillow, suspecting she hadn’t slept nearly enough.

         Her eyes seemed glued shut, and she wondered, Makeup? Had she somehow not washed her face? She ran her left index finger across her lashes. They were gummy and stiff. When she

         moved her other hand under the covers, the clasp of her watch caught on the knit fabric of her cocktail dress.

      


      Watch? Usually, Peggy set it on the bathroom counter before brushing and flossing. Why couldn’t she remember brushing and flossing?

         Could she have forgotten to, just as she’d forgotten to remove her makeup, her watch, and…this was curious. Was she really

         wearing her dress?

      


      She opened her eyes. The curtains were open, and blue white sunlight shrieked in through the window. She shut her eyes, but

         not before registering that she was still wearing the low-backed black jersey number she’d chosen for the weekend’s climactic evening of dinner and drinks and

         blackjack with Bex and their other former college roommates.

      


      What in the world was going on?


      Peggy did remember having faced a wardrobe dilemma. Las Vegas had turned out to be a city of tourists wearing baggy T-shirts

         and shorts. Bex had already pointed out that the other bachelorettes weren’t much chicer. Jobs, relationships, and circumstance

         had flung their four New York University friends thousands of miles from the city and out into the wide world of sneakers

         and sweatpants and logos on everything. For the past two days, Andrea, the guest of honor, had lived in a white tracksuit

         with “Bride-to-Be” appliquéd across her backside.

      


      Peggy had had her dress over her head and been about to shimmy it down over her hips when she’d heard Bex come out of the

         bathroom.

      


      “Do I look like an alien from Planet Overkill?” Peggy had asked through the layers of fabric. When no response came, she slithered

         the dress all the way on, letting it brush silkily around her calves.

      


      Bex was wearing a camisole, black pants so snug that a thong would have left lines, and one skyscraper-heeled, pointy-toed,

         patent-leather boot. She laughed. “You’re asking the wrong girl.”

      


      Peggy adored Bex for her brash self-assurance, her unflagging trust in her own choices.


      Unfortunately, Peggy did not share these characteristics.


      “I’ll wear jeans.” She started to back out of the dress.


      “No, you don’t. You’re going to be festive this weekend if it kills us both.…” Bex had gotten a look at Peggy’s face. She

         stopped tussling with her other boot. “I know, sweetie. Fights—they’re miserable.”

      


      Peggy let the dress fall back around her and dropped onto the bed. “Thirteen months, Bex.”


      “I know,” Bex said.


      “Andrea meets Jordan, they go to dinner, they move in together, and poof—engaged.” She held up her palms, mimicking a scale.

         “Andie: thirteen months. Me: seven years.”

      


      Bex nodded. “I know.”


      “And I shouldn’t have yelled at Brock. I never yell at him. I don’t nag; I don’t push; I give him space. How long am I supposed

         to wait?”

      


      “I don’t know. I would have left him already.”


      “I’m not leaving him.”


      “I know,” said Bex.


      Peggy had registered the disapproval in her best friend’s posture and slipped on her shoes. Shoes that she now suspected—


      Her heart began to pound. She kicked the bedclothes off her feet.


      She was still wearing them.


      As for Bex, what had become of her? Bex, along with her bed and the Chrysler building outside their window, had disappeared.

         How was that possible? The only bed in the room now was Peggy’s.

      


      But Peggy wasn’t the only one in it.


      It took multiple tries to work through this last piece of information. Man. A man. A man in bed. In her bed. No, on her bed.

         He lay on his back on top of the coverlet, in a rumpled shirt and a diagonally striped tie, in slacks, socks, and burnished

         dress shoes that looked as if they’d been polished and repolished for the past twenty years. He had blond lashes and a peaceful

         face. His chest rose and fell gently. He could have been a sleeping boy, except for the red gold stubble on his cheeks.

      


      She had never seen him in her life.


      She scrambled to her feet, one high heel leaving a small, three-cornered tear in the hotel sheet, and stood swaying next to

         her bed—which, of course, couldn’t really be hers. She’d already forgotten the dream; her imagination was busy doing what

         it did best: spinning ghastly scenarios. He’d slipped her a drug, and they’d had wild, condom-free sex all night. He’d won

         her trust by dressing like a nice, traditional gentleman, gotten her drunk, and persuaded her to empty out her bank account.

         Or what about that urban legend where the traveler wakes up in a hotel room with a kidney missing?

      


      The man mumbled and stirred.


      Who is this person? Peggy tried to force down her rising panic, the choking, suffocating sensation that signaled she was especially anxious.

         She tapped him on the arm. “Excuse me.” Her voice was barely audible, a twig scratch on a pane of glass.

      


      The man didn’t move. “Excuse me,” she croaked louder, and tapped him again, then jiggled his arm. Nothing happened. I’m practically middle-aged, Peggy thought. She hadn’t done anything like this in her twenties, when it might have been excusable. She was thirty-four

         and mortified.

      


      She tottered into the bathroom, hoping despite all odds to find Bex washing her face. There was no Bex, only Peggy’s own reflection:

         chin-length hair falling in dirty blond strings across a forehead already traversed with worry lines like her mother’s; dark

         circles and the first signs of crow’s-feet. Yet even as Peggy was bemoaning her appearance, she registered the leather Dopp

         kit on the otherwise empty counter, and the full impact of the situation hit her.

      


      She’d passed out in a strange man’s room.


      Her next thought was, My purse!


      She half expected not to find it, but it was there, on a table with a scattered stack of papers, two smudgy champagne glasses,

         and a bottle nose-down in a bucket of melted ice. The man’s jacket was draped neatly across the back of a chair. Peggy swooped

         up her bag and wrenched it open. Wallet and credit cards—check. The photo of her and Brock at the Sports Emmys—check. Cash—not

         as much as she remembered, but a few bills, and the card to her own hotel room.

      


      A blast of electronic music shrilled. Peggy jumped and tripped over her feet to the door, fumbled with the safety latch, and

         stumbled out into the hall, holding the door ajar with her elbow. She reached into her purse for her phone and flipped it

         open. Mercifully, the music stopped.

      


      “Bex?” Peggy whispered. “Are you okay?”


      “Where are you? Brunch, remember?”


      Peggy was flooded with relief at the sound of her friend’s voice. She glanced back into the room. All she could see was the

         lower eighteen inches of the man’s legs. He didn’t appear to have woken up. She shut the door carefully. “I’ll be right there,”

         Peggy said into the phone, steering herself toward the elevator.

      


      “Are you bringing your future husband?”


      Peggy made herself walk slower—the corridor was spinning. “What?”


      “You told us you were engaged. You were skipping around with that WASPy guy, calling him ‘my future husband.’ The two of you

         were all over each other. We couldn’t figure out what had gotten into you, Peggy. You wouldn’t let us take you upstairs. We

         finally left you at the roulette table. Did you actually go to his room?”

      


      Peggy pressed “Down,” and an elevator opened as if it had been waiting. There was a family inside—a mother and father and

         two children, all bright-eyed and fresh and well rested. “I guess so. I’m coming to ours now.”

      


      “We’re not there. Hilary and I packed and checked out for you. Meet us in the lobby and we’ll go straight to brunch.”


      The children were staring at her. The parents were pointedly trying not to. Peggy wished she could vanish. “I have to change

         my dress,” she whispered.

      


      “No time, sweets. We’ve all got planes to catch. Meet us down stairs. We’ll wait for you.”


      “Thanks, Bex. I owe you.”


      “You’ll pay me later,” Bex said. “I expect a full report of last night.”


      


      “All right, then, what about hepatitis?” Peggy worried aloud once the plane was in the air and pointing east. She was in the

         window seat, and she lowered the shade against the sun. Every women’s magazine cautionary tale she’d ever read, every casual-sex

         exposé about the dangers of letting one’s guard down for an instant, was coming back to her in a dizzying rush. She shook

         out a small white pill from a vial in her purse.

      


      Bex tilted back her seat and twirled her black-coffee curls into a chignon, which she secured with a pen from her handbag.

         “Come on, Neurotic Nelly, open your shade or we won’t see the Grand Canyon. And don’t take that. There’s nothing to be afraid

         of. The pilot knows how to fly the plane. And if you take the Ativan, you’ll pass out, and I’ll be lonely for the rest of

         the flight.”

      


      “Then you take one, too.”


      “No thanks.” Bex pried Peggy’s fingers from the vial. “From here on out, my body is a temple. No alcohol, no late nights,

         no stress. Only organic foods, yoga, and Josh giving me shots in my ass. Sexy, right? Put that pill back in here.”

      


      Peggy dropped it in. “Bex, do you think I’ve caught hepatitis? Or worse?” She was making herself breathless.


      “That guy was so conservative, he looked like a 1962 Brooks Brothers ad.” Bex clenched her teeth and finished in a mock upper-class

         drawl, “No one like that could possibly be diseased.”

      


      “That’s not true and you know it.”


      “And no one has sex and then puts his conservative pants, shirt, tie, socks, and shoes back on before passing out. Therefore,

         you don’t have to worry about whether you had safe sex, because you didn’t have sex.” Bex capped the pill vial and returned

         it to Peggy’s purse. “If I were you, I’d feel kind of cheated.”

      


      Nauseated. That’s how Peggy felt. “If you knew anything, you’d tell me, right?”


      “Only you know what happened. It’s back there in your subconscious. Concentrate.” Bex opened the in-flight magazine.


      The plane vibrated. Peggy’s heart jolted. She looked past Bex into the aisle, at the passengers chatting or sleeping, the

         flight attendants doling out drinks and bags of pretzels. Just a little turbulence. She made herself loosen her death grip

         on the armrests.

      


      Bex set down the magazine. “Did you get his name and number?”


      “Why would I want his name and number?”


      “He was cute. Did you give him yours?”


      “I thought you were going to be quiet.” Of course Peggy hadn’t given out her phone number. Then again, she realized with dismay, how would I know?


      “Think back to the last thing you remember.” Bex rustled the magazine so Peggy would see she was reading.


      Peggy had gone with Bex to Andrea’s room. There were margaritas from room service. She’d had one, possibly two. Jen, with

         whom Peggy had bonded over a mutual love of Wallace Stevens during their freshman honors poetry seminar, had raised a glass:

         “Okay, let’s go around the room. When did you know he was going to pop the—” She’d looked at Peggy and winced. “Yikes, Peggy,

         sorry.” To shake off the weight of the bachelorettes’ pity, Peggy had busied herself gathering trash and going down the hall

         for ice, reciting to herself a stanza from “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird.”

      


      A man and a woman


      are one.


      A man, a woman and a blackbird


      are one.


      When she returned, Andrea was describing her wedding. It would be in Hawaii—just the bride and groom and their families. The

         other bachelorettes clamored to hear about the dress, the food, the flowers. Peggy had poured herself another drink, reminded

         herself to be happy for Andrea.

      


      They’d had steaks and martinis and hit the casino. Peggy, by then considerably more cheerful, had played roulette with Bex,

         jumping up and down and hollering, “Come on, rent money!” At some point, holding yet another martini, she’d lost her grip

         and seen her drink on the floor. She was, inexplicably, on the floor, too.

      


      “Are you all right?” The man had rushed over to her. He’d taken her hand and pulled her gently to her feet. She’d stood, leaning

         against him.

      


      Peggy tapped Bex’s magazine. “Why was I calling him my future husband?”


      “You know,” Bex said. “Because of the tiara.”


      It was frightening. Peggy rarely had more than a glass of wine with dinner and never in her life had gotten so drunk that

         she’d blacked out. What subconscious, self-destructive impulse had taken over?

      


      “Andie gave us tiaras at dinner. Remember?”


      Oh, right. Peggy did, thankfully, remember: The bride-to-be had presented them all with gag veils—froths of tulle attached

         to shiny rhinestone tiaras. Peggy had loved hers and worn it into the casino. “What happened to it?” She hadn’t seen it that

         morning in the man’s room.

      


      “You must have lost it. Anyway, you told Brooks Brothers you were a bride, and all you needed was a groom.”


      “I wouldn’t say that!” It was too hot on this plane. Peggy reached up to the air blower above her seat, but it was already

         on. “I respect Brock far too much. Don’t say a word about you-know-what,” she added—she’d just given her friend the perfect opportunity to mention Florida. Considering

         the way Peggy had acted last night, she was in no mood to hear Bex, whom she loved with all her heart, dig up a two-year-old

         mistake Brock had promised over and over not to make again. Bex’s disdain for Brock never failed to hurt Peggy’s feelings.

      


      “Well, I think it’s great that you broke out of your comfort zone,” Bex said cheerfully. “You should do it more often. And

         if you did sleep with Mr. WASP, you can just call it payback.”

      


      “Shut up, Rebecca. I mean it.”


      “Let’s change the subject.” Bex took a cardigan out of her bag. Peggy couldn’t understand how Bex could be cold when it was

         stifling in here. “How are Max and Madeleine?”

      


      “Remember Dad’s little cough that wouldn’t go away? He went to see some guy in the RV park. A retired veterinarian.” Peggy

         rubbed her temples. “He told Mom it was cheaper than paying a real doctor. What if it’s serious? Those two make me crazy.”

      


      “They’re cool—free spirits. All right, work. Think Padma accidentally burned down the store this weekend? Speaking of catastrophes,

         how much do you think the Evil Empire will raise our rent? I was sure we’d hit the jackpot in Vegas and our troubles would

         be over.”

      


      Peggy had been struggling all weekend not to fret about the inevitable increase in their store’s rent. It was the exact opposite

         of Bex’s way of coping—Bex liked to attack worries head-on. “Ugh, don’t remind me,” Peggy said.

      


      Bex immediately upended her frown back to a smile. “Don’t beat yourself up over last night. You had a fight with Brock, and

         you were acting out. Understandably, I might add.”

      


      “I gave him an ultimatum. I said if we weren’t engaged in a year, I’d leave him,” Peggy mumbled.


      “Maybe that’s a good thing,” Bex said. “To show him you mean business.”


      “He knows I’d never follow through. And to top that stupid move with last night’s stupid move—”


      “Sweetie, stop. All that happened was you drank too much and had fun with a man and didn’t make it back to our hotel room.

         Nothing bad. You’ll go home, and your life will be exactly as it was before. And if you do follow through on that ultimatum,

         my offer stands.”

      


      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Peggy said. Bex, who still lived in the apartment she and Peggy had shared in their twenties, was

         always telling Peggy she could move back in anytime. Peggy was usually offended at the suggestion, but she had to think now

         that it might come in handy.

      


      “Here, eat.” Bex poked at Peggy’s bag of minipretzels. “And ask what’s going on with me for a change. It’s been Brock, Brock,

         Brock, all weekend.”

      


      Peggy opened the pretzels, ashamed of herself. “You’re right. I’m so sorry. When’s your appointment with Dr.…?”


      “Kaplan. Guess what New York magazine calls him? The King Midas of fertility—everything he touches turns to gold.”

      


      “So when are you going? Josh will be there, too, right?”


      “Tomorrow morning. It’ll just be me. Josh will be in court.” Bex’s husband was a lawyer with the Legal Aid Society.


      “I’ll go with you.” Peggy was glad for the chance to turn the tables and help Bex. “For moral support. You’re always taking

         care of me. I’ll call in Padma to open up the store.”

      


      “Some other time.” Bex helped herself to one of Peggy’s pretzels. “He’s just going to explain the protocol he’s picked for

         me. The real fun begins later: hormones and blood tests and more hormones and blood tests.”

      


      “And then what happens?”


      “Then they retrieve my eggs. That’s what they call it, ‘retrieval.’ Like the eggs are lost in there. Then they fertilize them

         in a petri dish or something, see if any of them take, put those in me, and it’s Next stop, Babyville. I mean, if it works.”

      


      Peggy studied her best friend’s profile, the stubborn set of her chin. She ached for Bex whenever a customer came into the

         store with a baby, whenever one of their friends blithely announced another pregnancy. When she and Bex walked together on

         the Upper West Side, its sidewalks clogged with young families, Peggy tried to run interference. As if stepping between Bex

         and a stroller could shield her friend from the fecundity that mocked from every corner. “It will work,” Peggy said. “It has

         to.”

      


      “Says the woman who’s sure a thief stole her kidney.”


      Peggy laughed for the first time all day. “Then let me do the worrying, so you don’t need to. I’m excellent at it.” She took

         Bex’s hand. “Let that be my job.”

      


      


      It was nearly eleven when the taxi driver hoisted Peggy’s suitcase out of the trunk with a grunt and thudded it onto the sidewalk.

         “Thanks, sorry,” she said, and overtipped him.

      


      She stood in the middle of Fifty-ninth Street in last night’s dress and heels. She pressed her left leg against her suitcase,

         claiming it, and looked up at the glass-and-granite facade of her building, trying to spot the dark windows of her and Brock’s

         apartment on the twentieth floor; and then at the cab speeding off into the late-September night. A part of her wanted to

         chase after the taxi and have the driver take her…where, she didn’t know. She reminded herself of what Bex had said: “Life

         will be exactly as it was before.” Of course it would. Nothing had happened.

      


      In the elevator, she searched her purse for her keys. Before she’d stormed off to the airport, she was pretty sure Brock had

         said he was going to Chicago. Wait, Cleveland. Bengals at Browns. His return flight wouldn’t get in until past midnight. If

         you were going to be a sports cameraman’s girlfriend, you had to accept that he’d be away most weeks, from Thursday or Friday

         through late Sunday night. It had come to seem normal to Peggy. She spent her weekends minding the shop anyway and often came

         home drained from hours of bright-eyed girl chatter, with nothing to talk about beyond the typical store happenings—a European

         tourist who’d bought one of every soap, lotion, and shower gel on the shelves; a customer who’d tried to return an empty jar

         of body scrub. Tonight, Peggy was downright glad of Brock’s absence. For starters, she wouldn’t have to explain why she’d

         flown across the country in a little black dress badly camouflaged with an airport gift shop T-shirt that said “Sin City.”

      


      She stepped out of her shoes at last and dragged the suitcase through the dark living room into her and Brock’s bedroom. A

         bath. That’s what she needed to wash away last night once and for all.

      


      In the tub, Peggy channeled the instructor of a meditation course she’d once taken. She imagined Birch—that had been the woman’s

         name—in the lotus position with one of the different-colored stick-on bindis she’d change to coordinate with her tank tops, saying, If a negative thought enters your mind, observe it impartially, and let it go.

      


      It was time to let Las Vegas go. Peggy was home, where she was comfortable and knew her place in the world. Tomorrow at the

         shop she had two deliveries coming in and was planning to redo the windows and balance the books. A busy day, but she could

         do these tasks in her sleep. She’d just spent the weekend with her oldest and most beloved friends. Tomorrow morning, she’d

         apologize to Brock for her outburst. The truth was, they had been getting along far better than during the rocky period after

         Florida. Maybe that’s why Peggy had been so shaken this morning: She’d barely escaped pulling the rug out from under herself,

         upsetting the stability she’d worked so hard to create.

      


      She slid deeper into the tub, tipping her head back into the lavender-scented bubbles. She concentrated on relaxing.


      “Hey!” The front door slammed. “What’s for dinner?”


      It was Brock’s voice, she knew it as well as her own, but still she shrieked. There were heavy footsteps, and Brock appeared.


      “Sheesh!” He had his keys in one hand and a colossal bouquet in the other. “Kidding. I ate already.”


      “You scared me!” Peggy’s hands were shaking. “I thought you weren’t back until late.”


      “I caught an earlier flight.” He held out the bouquet. “For you.”


      So he was apologizing. Peggy reached out both hands to take the flowers—each bloodred rose the size of a child’s fist. She braced

         her arms on the edge of the tub. After Florida, Brock had sent bouquets just like this to the store—one a day for twenty-three

         days, until Peggy had relented and let him move back into the apartment.

      


      “They’re beautiful,” she told him now.


      Brock Clovis was black-haired, blue-eyed, a former high school football star with the shoulders to prove it. People on the

         street often mistook him for someone famous. When he smiled, a dimple deepened in his chin. “How do they smell?” Brock bent

         to nuzzle his face in the roses.

      


      “Careful, thorns.” Peggy waited for him to apologize so she could, too. Marriage was overrated. She and Brock were in a committed

         relationship. What did she need a piece of paper for?

      


      “Huh.” Brock lifted his head. “They don’t smell like anything.”


      Peggy drew her knees to her chest. “Could you please put them in a vase for me while I get out of the tub?” The bubbles were

         starting to dissolve, reminding her of a dream she had occasionally where she’d be in Grand Central, confused about which

         train to take, and she’d realize her clothes were slowly falling off.…

      


      A wisp of something, perhaps a déjà vu, drifted into her brain. A vague memory of laughing with a friend while lights sparkled

         all around.

      


      “Hang on a sec,” Brock said. The wisp drifted back out. “There’s one thing. It’s kind of serious.” Rarely emotional, he had

         the faintest tremble in his voice.

      


      Peggy shivered in the no-longer-hot water. She wasn’t irrational enough to imagine he knew how she’d woken up this morning,

         but something was clearly bothering him. Had he had another slipup? That’s what he’d called it last time: a slipup. Wouldn’t

         that be ironic, she and he both in the same twenty-four hours. “Brock—” she began.

      


      “Close your eyes.”


      “Something very odd happened this weekend.”


      “Close ’em.”


      Peggy bit down on the inside of her cheek and closed her eyes.


      “Open.”


      She opened her eyes.


      Brock was holding out a small blue box with a white satin ribbon.


      “Open it, Pegs,” he said as Peggy sat in the tub, finger-tips wrinkling, wet hair plastered to her face, the last of the bubbles

         melting away.

      


   

      TWO


      A promise ring?” Bex yelled. The string of bells on the shop door jingled as it shut behind her. “Brock gave you a promise ring? What is this, seventh grade? Hi, Padma,” she added to the only other person in the shop, their new, nineteen-year-old salesgirl,

         as if “seventh grade” had reminded Bex of her presence.

      


      “It’s an engaged-to-be-engaged ring. It’s pretty, see?” Peggy was behind the counter, unpacking a case of Gaia Apothecary’s

         Vision Body Splash, with extracts of hibiscus and ylang-ylang, reconciling the contents of the carton against a purchase order

         in her accounts binder. She held up her left hand to show Bex the ring, a spray of small diamonds set to resemble a flower

         and leaves. It glinted in the late morning light.

      


      “He couldn’t give you the real deal?”


      Peggy had known this was coming. “This is a major break-through for Brock. You know how afraid he is of commitment.”


      Bex rolled her eyes. “I realize he’d be shocked to hear this, but at a certain point men do grow up. Let me guess. He gave

         you that line about not wanting to turn into his dad.”

      


      “How was your appointment?” Peggy didn’t need to hear Bex say anything else discouraging.


      “It went well. Actually, I can’t stay long.” Bex took a square of paper from her pocket. “Would you believe it’s a prescription

         for—”

      


      The phone rang. “I’ll get it!” Padma shouted unnecessarily—the phone was three feet away—and picked up. “ACME Cleaning Supply.”

         Pause. “We sell specialty soaps and lotions, uh-huh.…Um, Columbus Avenue, between, uh, Eighty-first and Eighty-second.” Peggy

         made a mental note to coach Padma on her phone manner. “Today’s Monday, right? Till eight.…Okay, yeah, bye.”

      


      “—birth control pills?” Bex went on, seemingly oblivious to the interruption. She walked through the store as she talked,

         neatening shelves, straightening sample bottles so their labels faced forward. “Kaplan says I’m supposed to take them for

         a few weeks before the hormone injections to ‘quiet my ovaries.’ All I can think of is my ovaries rampaging around in there

         like hyperactive schoolkids—Oh, no!” She interrupted herself, pointing out the front window. “Black and White Books is going

         out of business!”

      


      Black and White Books was an Upper West Side institution, a large, cluttered store across the street from ACME Cleaning Supply.

         Both Peggy and Bex hated to hear of any shop failing.

      


      “I can’t believe it.” Bex shook her head sadly. “I’ve been buying books there since I was six.”


      The phone rang. Peggy picked up before Padma could.


      “My darling. You’ve been ignoring me. I call and call.” Peggy recognized the voice of Mark, the sales representative for Promised

         Land, a line of biblical-themed products. His flirtatious greeting was a giveaway that he was about to try to wheedle her

         into placing a bigger wholesale order than she’d already committed to. Bex was better at dealing with the line reps; you had

         to talk fast or they wouldn’t let you off the phone. Yes, Peggy agreed with Mark; Promised Land’s frankincense-and-myrrh shampoo

         was flying off the shelves, but—

      


      Mark cut her off. Peggy let her attention roam around the familiar room. The store was a tiny, narrow rectangle, with windows

         at the front, a tin ceiling, and a trompe l’oeil cloud mural Peggy and Bex had painted on the back wall. It had taken them

         twelve years to build their little business, including two working at Bex’s parents’ store, Sabes Shoes, after college before

         landing a small-business loan for a place of their own. Peggy was proud of the shop and of herself for gambling on it in the

         first place. She’d been a different, braver person back then. The real me, she liked to think. She’s still in there somewhere.


      Bex waved good-bye. The door jingled shut behind her. Mark was still talking. “Tell you what,” Peggy jumped in. “I’ll have

         Bex call you.” She hung up.

      


      Padma was wandering among the displays, dabbing herself with essential oil. “Who was that?”


      “A sales rep. If you get one of those calls, give it to Bex. She’s the only one who can rein them in.” Peggy wished Bex had

         stayed a little longer; she would have liked to hear the rest of what Dr. Kaplan had said. She decided to stop over at Bex’s

         place after work.

      


      “Got it.” Padma reached her arm up and over to scratch her own back. There was a small tattoo on the side of her neck that

         said “IH.” Padma had explained this was so she got a friendly message when she looked in the mirror: HI. “Can I run out for

         coffee? I was up till, like, four.”

      


      “Get me a cup, too, and I’ll treat.” Peggy took a twenty from the register.


      Padma dashed for the door. “Someone dropped off an envelope for you guys yesterday,” she called over her shoulder.


      The envelope was from Empire Property Management.


      The new lease would be inside. Peggy wasn’t ready to open it without Bex around for moral support, although if Bex did get

         pregnant, Peggy would have to shoulder more of these burdens on her own. When Bex got pregnant, Peggy corrected herself. She wished she could figure out a way to solve the coming rent crisis on her own.

      


      She put away the unopened envelope and returned to the Gaia Apothecary purchase order, then gave up and studied her pre-engagement

         ring. All right—a vague promise wasn’t what she’d hoped was in that Tiffany box. What she’d really wanted to do last night

         was shake Brock and yell, Just get on with it! Everyone’s already having babies! How long would it be before Bex, too, abandoned Peggy for her new role and new friends—mommy friends with whom she’d have

         everything in common?

      


      No, Peggy decided. Better to think positive: A real proposal couldn’t be far off. She tested phrases in her head: Mrs. Patricia Adams Clovis. Brock and Peggy Clovis. Mr. and Mrs. Brock Clovis. She could use this waiting time to at long last get Bex to see Brock’s good side, to think of him as a friend in his own

         right, the way Peggy loved Bex’s lawyer husband, Josh. Bex could certainly stand to be more tolerant of Brock’s marriage fears,

         since Bex had her own odd notions about relationships. She’d been with Josh eight years, ever since he’d moved in down the

         hall from the apartment Bex and Peggy had shared and had come over with a letter for Bex that had accidentally ended up in

         his mailbox. But after five happy years of marriage, Bex and Josh still lived in their separate apartments. Bex called it

         the best of both worlds—she and Josh could be together when they wanted and alone when they needed. But once, Josh had confided

         in Peggy, “I think she likes to believe she has an escape route.”

      


      The bells tinkled, and in a flash the room was overflowing with the orthodontic smiles and tossing hair and high-pitched shrieking

         of a horde of teenage girls cutting class. One was preoccupied with a text message on her pink phone and nearly upended a

         table of organic soaps. “Watch out, Courtney!” a second girl screeched from behind her Chanel sunglasses.

      


      “Stop it!” squealed a third.


      “Devon, cut it out!” yelled a fourth.

      


      Peggy was thinking she’d have to say something, but just then the bells heralded the return of Padma, who stepped briskly

         into the maelstrom. “Hold this.” She handed a teen a coffee cup. The girl took it, surprised. Padma held a patchouli-passion-fruit

         candle high above her head, a retail Statue of Liberty. “Get this. A couple of nights ago I lit one of these just before a

         guy came to my apartment to study, and now he’s, like, my boyfriend. The wax melts into massage oil!”

      


      “No way!” The girls started to grab for candles.


      Padma caught Peggy’s eye and grinned, just as the phone began to ring. Peggy nodded—Don’t stop doing what you’re doing—and reached for the handset.

      


      “I’m looking for Peggy Adams,” said the man on the line.


      The teenager Courtney placed her candle on the counter. Peggy clutched the phone in one hand and started to ring up the purchase.

         “This is Peggy,” she spoke into the receiver.

      


      “This is Luke.”


      Another sales rep. Peggy held the receiver against her shoulder. “Enjoy your candle.” She gave the girl her receipt.


      “Are you there?” the man asked.


      The girl with the Chanel sunglasses put three candles on the counter.


      “You’re calling from where?” Peggy understood the man on the phone was just doing his job, but really, there were too many

         reps asking for their money. There was a new chain of stores in the Midwest, Bath, that was having success by showcasing hundreds

         of bath-and-body lines in huge, airy spaces, but Peggy and Bex had to make do with keeping their shop small and praying the

         rent stayed low enough to keep them in business.

      


      “I’m from New Nineveh. But we—”


      “The thing is, we already carry a biblical line that’s doing well for us.”


      The Chanel girl waved an American Express card from chipped-burgundy-polished fingertips. “I’d like each of these candles

         gift-wrapped individually.”

      


      Courtney clutched the girl’s arm. “They’re presents? For who?”


      “For me. I like opening presents.”


      “I want mine wrapped!” Courtney shrilled.

      


      “I think it would be best if you called back and spoke with my partner,” Peggy said into the phone.


      “This is important,” the man said. “You and I, we met in Las Vegas. You passed out in my room.”


      Peggy felt her heart stop beating.


      The Chanel girl drummed her fingers. “Hello, gift-wrap?”


      “Why are you calling?” Peggy was untethered, careening between disbelief and alarm; anxiety wrapped itself around her chest.


      “I live in Connecticut. We should meet.”


      “You live in Connecticut?” This was a practical joke. Or a mistake. Or a scam. It had to be. How could a person she’d met

         nearly all the way across the country possibly end up residing one state away? She didn’t bother hiding the disbelief in her

         voice. “Then what were you doing in Vegas? Isn’t that a little far from home?”

      


      His voice was aggravatingly calm. “I could ask the same of you.”


      “It was my first time there. I’m not a Vegas person, believe me.”


      “Rest assured, neither am I. Now, can you meet me? For coffee, maybe.”


      “I can’t meet you. I’m…” She ducked her head and whispered, “Involved with someone.”


      “It didn’t seem that way Saturday night.”


      This couldn’t be happening. “I’m engaged. To be engaged. I’ll be getting married probably in a year or two.” Nor was she sure

         why she felt the need to explain herself, especially with a trumped-up story. Brock had put no time frame on their pre-betrothal.

         “I have a promise ring,” she finished lamely. “I can’t have coffee with you.”

      


      “You can’t get married,” the caller said.


      “Oh, really?” She didn’t need this. Not from Bex and not from some stranger she’d…No, don’t think about it. She turned to face the wall, away from the prying eyes of her customers and Padma. “Brock and I love each other, and when

         people love each other, they get married. I can get married, and I will get married.”

      


      “I’m afraid you’re wrong,” he answered. “You’re already married. To me.”


   

      THREE


      Luke!” Abigail was calling. “Luke!”

      


      Luke Sedgwick awoke with a start at the unexpected noise. He must have dozed off. The events of the weekend, topped off by

         this morning’s uncomfortable phone call, had left him with a deep weariness a good night’s sleep would go a long way toward

         curing. Now sleep wasn’t in the cards tonight, either.

      


      “Luke!”


      He consulted his watch: It was Monday, one twenty-two in the afternoon. He’d been unconscious only a few minutes. He slid

         his glasses onto his forehead and rubbed his eyes. If only he had been asleep for the past fifty-two hours. There would have been no trip to Las Vegas, no Family Asset Management Conference,

         no unfortunate dalliance.

      


      He tried again to recall what had happened Saturday night—after the point where he’d drunk so many Scotches that he’d forgotten

         he was Luke Silas Sedgwick IV of the Connecticut Sedgwicks. The Connecticut Sedgwicks who, with the possible exception of

         Luke’s black-sheep uncle Bink, would never have gotten into such a mess. Luke thought back and came up with the same unsatisfactory

         snippets: An intoxicating fragrance. A black dress. An attraction so intense, it had seemed preordained. A piercing disappointment

         at finding himself alone in the morning. Beyond that, impenetrable nothingness.

      


      He shouldn’t have let Tom Ver Planck talk him into attending that conference. “It’s an opportunity. Don’t waste it,” his friend

         had said. Ver Planck, whose name and business reputation garnered him a hundred such unsolicited invitations a year, had been

         offered an all-expenses-paid trip by the conference organizers. “If anyone asks, just pretend you’re one of my associates.”

         Ver Planck had practically shoved the first-class plane ticket into Luke’s hand. “And have some fun. You and Nicki called

         it quits, right? You’re a free agent.”

      


      “Luke!” his great-aunt continued to call.


      Still, Ver Planck had been right; Luke had picked up some useful investing advice. And despite his weariness, he had actually

         written a little today. A small miracle.

      


      He contemplated a jagged sheet of plaster about to fall from the ceiling of his third-floor study, then reread the paper in

         front of him:

      


      They’re all so frail, these sunveined southern winds


      vanishing the day dark northern chill begins;


      Bright leaves imitate flowers, but soon descend


      to frost-barbed, tattered ruin…


      These were the first lines he’d composed in ages, arriving out of nowhere this morning as soon as he’d hung up the phone,

         and not that bad, though “imitate” was all wrong and threw off the meter. “Bright leaves suggest flowers” worked better.

      


      Luke returned to his computer screen, where columns of numbers taunted him. He thought he should turn on a light; the day

         was already fading. Summer was over, and any of its lingering pleasures—a long afternoon, a last, unexpected blackberry from

         the bush by the south fence—were understood by Luke, as by all native New Englanders, to be temporal.

      


      Another thing Luke knew was that it was hard to be alone in a two-hundred-plus-year-old New England house, even with only

         one other person living in it. It wasn’t the presence of ghosts—though Abigail insisted there were many—it was that the musty

         old mausoleum couldn’t keep quiet. Luke tracked the progress of Abigail Agatha Sarah Sedgwick as she ascended the front staircase:

         a sharp creak from the third step from the bottom, which had been making that same noise for as far back as he could remember.

         Then a rhythmic trembling as the staircase strained to support all five feet and ninety pounds of its owner. Luke was nearly

         twice Abby’s weight and over a foot taller, and when he walked, the house would vibrate with each footstep, its six-on-six

         paned windows rattling in their rotting casements. The Silas Sedgwick House—erected twenty years after the Revolutionary War

         by Silas Ebenezer Sedgwick, farmer, merchant, and patriot, and built grander and larger by his descendants; for over two centuries

         the pride of New Nineveh, Connecticut—threatened to come crashing down around the only two remaining Sedgwicks: Abigail and

         Luke, Silas’s great-great-great-grandson.

      


      Any day now, Luke thought. When he was having a particularly bad time in the market, which so far in his new career of Sedgwick family

         financial manager was the rule rather than the exception, he would cheer himself with fantasies of the house’s demise. In

         his current favorite, Abigail’s beloved black cat, Quibble, in a rare daytime foray out from under Abby’s bed, leaped onto

         the mantel in the grand parlor, setting off a chain of events ending with the cat still perched calmly on the intact fireplace

         surrounded by three stories of rubble.

      


      “Luke!” The scratched crystal doorknob rasped, the double doors squeaked open, and his great-aunt stepped into what had once

         been the Sedgwick ballroom and was now Luke’s study. Abigail’s faded brown eyes were fierce. Her white hair stood out from

         her scalp. “It’s that Riga woman.” She stomped one foot. “Come with me.”

      


      “What’s she done now?” Luke decided to interpret Abigail’s appearance as a sign that it was time to quit for the afternoon.

         He closed out his positions and shut down the computer. He stretched his legs, which felt easily as old as the house.

      


      Abigail led him down the new staircase—as the family still called the back steps, rebuilt after the fire of 1827—to the first

         floor. She skirted the grand parlor and led him down another hallway, past the east addition, circa 1850 and now closed off

         and cobwebby, and onto one of the Sedgwick House’s three porches: the screened-in one called Charity’s Porch, after the long-deceased

         ancestor for whom it had been built. Charity’s Porch faced out onto the garden, which extended back three acres to Market

         Road. It was toward that far end of the garden that Abigail pointed a spindly finger.

      


      “There. Plain as day.”


      Luke squinted toward the road at the new structure that had sprung up. It appeared to be a small, covered, open-sided farm

         stand. Its yellow, virgin wood had not yet been battered by one of New Nineveh’s legendary nor’easters. “Go get your sweater

         and we’ll have a look,” he said, thinking of Abby’s bark-colored gardening sweater, which hung on a hook in the mudroom, its

         pockets always filled with crumpled Kleenex, and was older than he was.

      


      “I don’t need a sweater.”


      Luke tried to argue that it was getting cool outside. Abigail insisted she wasn’t cold, and inevitably won, and it wasn’t

         until some time later that the two were walking over the uneven stone path, Luke moving aside overgrown bushes of crispy brown

         roses, until they reached the structure and went around to the front, which faced the traffic on Market. A neatly hand-lettered

         sign read: “Fall Color, $1.50 Per Branch.” The stand was otherwise empty; the autumn leaves wouldn’t be at their peak until

         at least Columbus Day.

      


      “It’s the spitting image of our flower stand,” Abigail said. “If I weren’t a Sedgwick, I’d march right over to Lowie’s office.

         If I had stolen Ernestine Riga’s idea, instead of the other way around, she would prosecute to the full extent of the law.”

      


      “Now, now…” Luke put his hand on her arm.


      “Don’t you ‘now, now’ me, young man.”


      “It’s called capitalism, Abby.” And I’m hardly young, he added silently, though currently he wasn’t convinced he’d learned anything in his forty-one years. He, unlike Abigail,

         did need to talk to Lowell Mayhew, and right away. He wanted this mess over with. The sooner the better. Thankfully, it seemed

         Peggy Adams did as well, though if Luke were the sort to let his emotions rule him, he might have admitted to the smallest

         pang of disappointment that she’d been so quick to agree.

      


      Abby turned her back on the flower stand. “In that case, I’ll beat Ernestine at her own game. Anyone can see the quality of

         our trees. Before Bink sold off the pumpkin patch, we had the most marvelous pumpkins, too. Perhaps we should grow pumpkins

         on our twenty acres, Luke.”

      


      Pumpkins. That would cover the property tax for sure. “I’m off, Abigail. I’ve got to run to Seymour’s and do some errands

         and tie up some loose ends. I’ll be home tonight, but very late.”

      


      “Loose ends, my foot.”


      You have no idea, he wanted to say.

      


      “Seeing that Pappas girl is more like it. Why are you still courting her when you should be out finding a wife? A wife with

         proper manners and a proper name?”

      


      Luke felt slightly ill at the word wife.

      


      “There’s nothing wrong with ‘Nicole.’ It’s a perfectly fine name.” He was aware this wasn’t the half of his currently off-again

         (but no doubt after tonight, if history was a reliable predictor, on-again) girlfriend’s name to which his great-aunt was

         referring. Abigail wanted Luke to pair off with a nice girl from a nice old New England family with a nice old New England

         pedigree; a woman worthy of providing an heir to the obsolete Sedgwick legacy and the no-longer-existent Sedgwick fortune.

         Luke had never pointed out that Abby’s plans for him ran counter to her own youthful romantic past. He knew how she would

         respond: that he was the last Sedgwick, and a man. That he had a duty to the family.

      


      Nicki was neither wholesome nor pedigreed, precisely what he found most appealing about her. That, and her aversion to marriage,

         which matched, if not surpassed, his own. You don’t need to worry about Nicki. She doesn’t believe in marriage any more than I do, he generally told Abigail. And in case you hadn’t noticed, nice old New England families are virtually extinct.


      Both statements were true. Yet here Luke was in a position he’d never considered: not only married, but married to a stranger.


      “I’m not seeing Nicole tonight; I’m playing poker,” he lied, not in the mood to be scolded. “You’ll be okay. Don’t forget

         to leave on the hall light in case you get up in the night. And put your cell phone near your bed. If you can’t reach me,

         call the Fiorentinos, and Annette or Angelo will help you.”

      


      Abigail drew her mouth into a frown. “Leaving lights on wastes money. And if I need to talk, I’ll talk to Quibble. I don’t

         like that cellular geegaw. I don’t trust a phone without a cord.”

      


      Though he wouldn’t admit it to Abigail, Luke shared her innate suspicion of any technology not around since he was a child.

         He tolerated his computer and cell phone only because he couldn’t do his job without them. “I put Annette’s number on your

         nightstand. It’s right there, so you can’t miss it.”

      


      She wore the same keen expression she had when he was sixteen and home from school for the summer and Ernestine Riga had told

         her a nighttime vandal had been running amok through town, knocking over flower boxes and throwing eggs at shop windows. Abigail

         had repeated the story to Luke after his parents had sent him to mow her lawn. “I sure will be sorry for the culprit’s family

         once Officer Wharton catches him. They’ll be terribly ashamed,” she’d said mildly, and pinned Luke with that look. The vandal

         never struck again.

      


      When she looked at him that way now, it was hard to believe what anyone could tell after spending ten minutes in her company,

         and as he had been told by the best gerontologists in Connecticut. At ninety-one, his headstrong Yankee great-aunt was losing

         her marbles. It was why Luke had quit his job at Hartford Mutual, why he’d taken his friend Ver Planck’s advice and committed

         to two years of hands-on management of the Sedgwicks’ pitiful assets—to “grow,” as Ver Planck had phrased it, what was left

         of the family money, in order to afford the medical care his great-aunt would soon need. It was why Luke had given up his

         apartment and moved into the Sedgwick House, so he could keep an eye on her. For now, Abby’s doctors had deemed her competent,

         but as she slipped further into dementia, someday soon she’d need more care than Luke alone could provide. And that cost money.

         More than he could have possibly brought in at Hartford Mutual.

      


      You have to take risks to reap rewards, Ver Planck always said. You can’t be risk-averse, Sedgwick.


      “Remember I told you they’re building a new assisted living development in Torrington? If we sold this place, you could afford

         your own condo and people to do your cleaning and check in on you twice a day,” Luke told Abby, by rote.

      


      Her answer, too, was predictable: “The Silas Sedgwick House shall never be sold, Luke. Ever.”


      


      Seymour’s Hardware had always been New Nineveh’s only such store until last year—when the area’s first minimall had sprung

         up a mile out of town. Pilgrim Plaza had a pristine black parking lot, an entrance right off Route 202, and an outpost of

         a national home supplies chain that sold the same products as Seymour’s at lower prices. This afternoon, Seymour’s was empty

         except for a few diehard locals who all had known Luke since he was in diapers, and loved nothing more than to remind him

         of it. To Luke’s surprise—not because he didn’t run into someone familiar each time he stepped outside Abby’s house, but because

         this time it was to his advantage—Lowell Mayhew was standing by a display of leaf blowers.

      


      “Nice to see you. How’s your great-aunt?” asked the lawyer.


      “Same as always. Nice to see you, too.” Luke shook Mayhew’s hand. He hesitated. “I need a word with you. Can you see me in

         your office tomorrow? It’s urgent.”

      


      “What’s going on?”


      Luke saw Emily Hinkley, president of the New Nineveh Ladies’ Auxiliary, incline her head in his direction from over by the

         pruning shears. He lowered his voice. “I’d prefer to come to your office.”

      


      “Just call Geri and she’ll make an appointment.”


      Luke thanked Mayhew and exchanged passing nods with Wesley Buckle, an old family friend who, as the recently appointed head

         of the town zoning commission, had been the most enthusiastic champion of the Pilgrim Plaza project. Luke wondered why Buckle

         wasn’t at the new home supplies store; perhaps old habits died hard. Luke headed to the back of the room. He should get more

         candles. And kerosene. Winter wasn’t what it used to be, but it was on its way, and there was no excuse for being unprepared.

      


      Mayhew followed. “Luke.” His grin had faded. “You should talk to your great-aunt about her will. I can’t say much, you understand,

         but she’s made significant changes I suspect you would agree are ill-advised.”

      


      Luke dared not hope. Abby’s long-standing will had made it clear that the Sedgwick House was to go to him—along with ironclad

         legal provisions preventing him, and any theoretical descendants, from ever selling it. The thought of being saddled with

         this burden for all eternity had kept Luke awake too many nights of his adult life. “Meaning what—she’s not leaving the house

         to me?”

      


      Mayhew scratched his pink forehead under his gray hat.


      “Hallelujah!” Luke exclaimed, a rare show of excitement. He pulled a twenty-pound sack of ice melt off a low shelf and led

         Mayhew to the front of the store. He couldn’t imagine what his great-aunt had in mind. For years, he’d been trying to get

         her to donate the mansion to the New Nineveh Historical Society to turn into a museum. “So who gets the albatross? I know

         you can’t tell me.”

      


      “Just talk to her.”


      “What makes you think she’d listen to me any more than she’d listen to you?”


      Mayhew scratched his chin. “Try.”


      Not a chance, Luke thought, suddenly lighter than air despite his troubles. “Will do,” he said, and went to get the kerosene.

      


      


      This absolutely, positively, couldn’t be happening. Peggy clenched the wheel of her rented Chevrolet and peered through the

         slanting rain for a sign that she hadn’t lost her way literally, even if it appeared she had done so metaphorically. Outside

         was nothing but wet trees. Connecticut was leafy and luxuriant—a five-thousand-square-mile Central Park—a fact Peggy would

         have appreciated more in other circumstances.
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