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PROLOGUE



Fuck you, Marc Jacobs. Those were the words running through my mind right before I fell backward and flipped over the side of the Nordstrom escalator.


It was ten o’clock on a Saturday morning. The store was already filled with shoppers succumbing to the addictive, wallet-emptying lure of new leather and hundred-dollar face cream. I should know; I had fallen for this store’s siren song too, and was paying the price. Before I fell, I was gliding up the escalator, cursing and mad, bracing myself to go head-to-head with customer service.


My plan was simple—to beg. They just had to take back the glossy red leather purse, even though I had carried it for a few days, and even though my five-year-old daughter had recently decorated one side with a deep scratch, an accidental maiming from a chopstick turned light saber. My hope was that whoever was manning customer service today had terrible eyesight or a forgiving heart, or both. As I made my way up the escalator, I balanced the glossy silver box up and away from my rain-spattered coat and dripping umbrella, careful not to inflict any more damage. In my other hand I held a coffee. Its steaming liquid sloshed onto my fingers, my sleeve, and the slow-moving metal below my feet.


I was steaming inside too, having just run into two “friends” from high school, their not-so-thinly veiled insults embarrassing me more than the current state of my hair.


“Don’t you look so cozy?” cooed one as they took in my outfit, then exchanged glances under perfectly blown-out bangs. “I wish I could wear something like that, but I have to be careful in case I run into one of Bill’s clients,” said Betsy, looking crisp and confident in her Main Line mom uniform: designer jeans, fur-lined boots, and puffer coat.


“I guess not all of us can be ‘sweatpant moms,’” sniped Ellen as she brushed an invisible piece of fuzz off her Pilates-toned stomach. I was so caught off guard, I just stood there, wishing I could sink into the gleaming marble floor. I couldn’t even think up a lie and found myself admitting to returning a purse that was too expensive. They smiled their close-lipped smiles of pity before rushing off to the shoe department.


Betsy Claiborne was the daughter of a single mom just like me and she never even finished college and now she acts like she’s Jackie Kennedy. And Ellen Hadley gave out hand jobs like Tic Tacs before she lost forty pounds and married the heir to a dry-cleaning fortune. Now they spend their days driving around in Range Rovers, taking their kids to “the club,” and ambushing sleep- and gym-deprived moms at department stores. I was so furious, I stomped up the escalator trembling in fury, cursing them, my bank account, my husband, and even Marc Jacobs himself, whose $598 bucket bag would be returned in favor of running water and pediatrician co-pays.


I loved that bag, and I got to carry it for only two weeks—to work, Rite Aid, Grange Hill Elementary, the Springfield School of Irish Dance, Rite Aid again, and Mario’s Bake-at-Home Pizza. Not to a trendy restaurant, not to a boutique, not even to the posh Bryn Mawr library the little guy and I crashed for its better Thomas the Train set and less disgusting rug. That bag was like a tree falling in the forest. If no bitchy Main Line moms saw it, did it even exist?


To be fair, it meant more to me than just making people jealous. That bag was a quilted red leather anchor, tethering me by its thin gold chain to a former life. Its links were links to the real me, the one who was cool and fun and spontaneous; who wore hip, clean clothes and ate dinner later than five thirty p.m.; who watched foreign films and read the latest novels; and who still recognized her face in the mirror. That bag meant I was still “Abbey,” not Mommy or Mrs. Lahey. And it could have kept my former self alive and afloat for a little while longer, before the chain, so taut under the pressure, snapped for good, setting me forever adrift in the suburban-mom abyss.


But given the way everything was going lately, maybe it was a good thing I knocked myself out on the cold marble Nordstrom floor.


After all, I really needed a break.















CHAPTER ONE



The day before my accident started like every other morning of my life: pure chaos. The dog was barking, the baby was screaming, my daughter had wet the bed again, and my husband, Jimmy, was long gone to one of his landscaping jobs. Jimmy usually left around five in the morning, silently finding his clothes, lunch, and work boots before slipping out the back door like a cat burglar.


He was always so careful not to wake us, moving as quietly as his burly physique and heavy gait could manage. But early rising must be hereditary, because no matter how stealthily he left the house, one of his small children would feel the change in the parental atmosphere and wake the moment his truck left the driveway. Today, it was both of them.


So at just twenty minutes past five in the morning, right when Channing Tatum was about to hand me the keys to the HGTV dream house, I found myself jarred awake. And just two minutes after that, I was wrestling thirty-two-pound Sam from his crib-in-the-closet and heaving him down the hallway to the sound of muffled whimpers. I saw the telltale yellow stain and the tangled bedclothes before I found a little-girl-shaped lump in a white plastic laundry basket.


“You hate me; I know you do,” said the dirty-clothes-covered heap.


“It’s way too early for psychological warfare, Glo,” I told her. “It’s just a little pee, no big deal.”


“It is a big deal!” screamed the basket. “No one else in kindergarten wets the bed!”


“I think there are a lot of kids who wet the bed,” I said. “Look at Sam. He’s covered in pee twenty-four hours a day.”


“But he’s a baby; he doesn’t count,” she argued. “I’m never going to kindergarten ever, ever, ever again!”


Think fast, Mommy, I said to myself, shaking off the early morning fog. We were four minutes into the day, and already one of us was making threats of monumental proportion.


I slid the baby down my legs, letting him toddle off toward some contraband, and crouched down beside the lump of laundry. I dug my daughter out of the underpants and sweatshirts and leggings and pulled her close, feeling her familiar warm breath, the messy brown curls, the scratchy pajamas.


“I’ll tell you a secret,” I whispered. “You know who used to wet the bed until he was ten years old?”


“Who?”


“Daddy.”


“Our Daddy?”


“Yes, our Daddy,” I white-lied. “He did it all the time.”


She quieted, so I kept going, embellishing the lie with extra drama. “And because he slept on the top bunk, it would drip down on Uncle Pat too.”


Her eyes widened. Her mouth opened.


“But one day his bladder became big and strong enough to get through the whole night and he never did it again. And that’s what will happen to you. You just have to keep growing, and eventually your bladder will catch up, just like Daddy’s did.”


“Really?”


“Absolutely,” I said, hugging her tiny body close. She felt so light in my arms, three and a half years older than her brother but only a few pounds heavier.


She must have bought the Daddy story because she looked up at me with those big brown eyes, and for a moment, it looked like I was going to get one of those gorgeous Gloria grins. But before I knew it, her little-brother sonar caught Sam as he chewed aimlessly on Celebrity Chef Barbie’s pink plastic whisk. She jumped up, knocking me back hard against the bookcase. An epic tug-of-war ensued, one that was sure to test the very limits of Mattel engineering, leaving me just enough time to run downstairs and start the coffeemaker.


Today would require extra caffeine. Possibly even an intravenous drip.


After the three-hour morning madness, everyone was buckled in the car with their various backpacks, folders, lunches, snacks, sippy cups, nap mats, animal-shaped umbrellas, and, just in case, extra underpants. I had my various necessities too: laptop, week-at-a-glance calendar, refillable water bottle, travel toothbrush, and next to me on the passenger seat—perched scarlet-faced with embarrassment at its shabby surroundings—my new purse.


I had wanted to do the bag proud with a hipper-than-usual outfit, but comfort beat out style once again. For a moment, I stared at my best work outfit, a fitted black J.Crew pantsuit, and imagined the TV version of myself clipping down the sidewalk and being brilliant in the boardroom. But then I pushed the image out of my mind, already too tired to deal with the high heels it required, not to mention the added dry-cleaning expense. Instead, I went with my usual weekday uniform: skirt, cardigan, and flats.


Today’s version was a machine-washable charcoal gray pencil skirt, a long-sleeve white T-shirt, and a nine-year-old lavender cashmere cardigan, its “pearl” buttons chipped to reveal the burnished silver underneath. Though technically I would be classified by most as “skinny,” at least when seen fully clothed, I still needed a pair of super-control-top tights to corral and conceal the flabby postpartum flesh that stubbornly clung to my middle. One of these days I would deal with those extra ten pounds, perhaps take up spinning or yoga or some such thing, but for now, spandex was my strategy. It worked well enough; the zipper on my skirt went up with a few quick tugs. I finished up with some black mascara over my blue-gray eyes but skipped the under-eye concealer and blush. No one important ever came into the office, anyway.


My hair was another story. Once my pride and joy and the subject of much research and development, it currently featured an inch of brown roots on top and an inch of split ends on the bottom, and its highlights had long ago turned brassy. Today, as on most days, there was no time for styling, just a quick look in the rearview mirror as I pulled my hair into a messy bun. Also in the rearview was Gloria, glowering at Sam, still miffed about the morning’s fight. She was no doubt plotting revenge, even as Sam cheerfully tried to woo her with a bungled version of “Itsy Bitsy Spider.”


“Shut up!” cried Gloria. “That is not even the right words!”


“First of all, don’t say ‘shut up.’ Second, it’s ‘those aren’t the right words,’” I corrected with my most confident Mom voice. “And please don’t scream at your brother.”


“But he’s soooo annoying,” she cried, her tiny hands clenched in frustration.


“Well, that may be true,” I told her. “But you better be careful; he’ll soon outweigh you.”


I realized too late what I had said, and I cursed Wisecracking Mommy under my breath. Mentioning Gloria’s size was never a good idea, but especially not on the way to school, where she was painfully aware of being the smallest in her class.


But she surprised me with a question, not tears: “Why am I so small, Mommy?” she asked, the question I’d learned to dread.


“You’re not small,” I lied.


“Yes. I. Am. Mommy,” she said, her clipped tone giving me a sneak preview of teenage Gloria. “Why?”


“Well, people come in all shapes and sizes, and you just happen to be petite,” I explained. “You’ll grow. Just be patient.”


But I knew that wasn’t true. Gloria was tiny and she probably always would be. According to the many specialists we’d visited before and immediately after Gloria was born, she’d suffered from intrauterine growth restriction due to a problem with my placenta. In what should have been an all-you-can-eat buffet, Gloria’s in utero experience was more like nine months at Canyon Ranch. She didn’t have any cognitive problems, but she was tiny, didn’t eat much, and never made it above single digits on our doctor’s height/weight chart. Not fair for a kid whose parents were above average height and whose brother was breaking all-time pudge records. Luckily we hit the school parking lot before she could think of any more questions.


Grange Hill Elementary looked cute from a distance, with a cherry tree–lined drive, wide lawn, and brick- and flower-ringed flagpole. But up close, it was proletarian Russia: all rough cinder-block walls, flimsy wooden doors, and a few bricked-in windows. It hadn’t been renovated, or even thoroughly cleaned, in decades. The classrooms were overcrowded, security was nonexistent, and in winter its boilers ran so hot, the students sweated through their T-shirts. No one seemed to notice or complain, all of us public school veterans.


I unbuckled and unloaded, caught Sam before he toddled into traffic, and then steered both little bodies toward the school door. Smiling and nodding, but moving fast, I maneuvered past the conga line of silver minivans, the stay-at-home moms desperate for conversation, and a confused grandfather holding a dripping lunch box. He was probably hoping someone might take pity on him and stop to help, but today it wouldn’t be me. I knew I had exactly twenty-eight minutes to get Gloria inside, drop off Sam, and get to my office, ten miles up the Blue Route in Conshohocken. I pretended not to notice the lunchroom coordinator motioning to me but managed to wave to my heavily pregnant neighbor Mary Anne as she waddled past with her three boys. I’d catch up with her over the fence this weekend. Or in fifteen years.


Inside, a quick kiss and Gloria was on her way, a bobbing fuzzy hat, giant backpack, and boots disappearing down the hall. Both Sam and I paused to watch her go. She looked so confident and capable, the morning’s incident forgotten in the shrill of the morning bell.


“Sissie bye-bye,” babbled Sam, jolting me back to the task at hand.


“C’mon, little guy, let’s get you to Grandpa’s,” I responded.


If Gloria’s school was Communist Russia, then Sam’s day was a visit to Middle Earth. Jimmy’s dad, Miles, a gentle but absentminded Irishman, took care of Sam while I put in face time at the office. Over the years, Miles had owned a variety of companies: carpentry, house painting, auto repair, even a short-lived stint as an Irish DJ (surprisingly popular in our town). His house was a little boy’s paradise, full of tool belts, handmade wooden toys, rusty fishing poles, sixties-style turntables, and old car parts. Sam probably wasn’t getting much circle time at Grandpa’s, but at this rate, he’d be able to fix our car’s transmission or reroof the house by age six.


Miles’s house hadn’t always been such a man cave. When Jimmy’s mother was alive, the two-story brick row home had been bright and orderly, even with four boys at home. But since she’d died five years ago, there was barely a trace of her—except for one room. It was the front parlor, and even Sam wasn’t allowed to trespass. Miles kept it just as his beloved Jane had left it. As if she’d walk in at any moment and ask who moved her figurines and why the shades were still drawn.


Pulling up to the curb filled me with the usual dose of stomach-tightening Mommy guilt but, in my case, not just for my son, but for my father-in-law as well. How did this happen that a seventy-nine-year-old retired housepainter, himself someone who could use a little looking after, was taking care of our rambunctious toddler? Sam should be in day care or nursery school, gluing together Popsicle sticks and singing “Wheels on the Bus,” not watching The Price Is Right and going on Powerball runs. And Miles should be reading the paper and napping under an afghan, not struggling with tiny snaps and butt paste and temper tantrums. But since the recession had hit the lawn care business with a wallop, Jimmy and I didn’t have the money for day care, or even a regular babysitter. I knew Miles adored Sam, and Sam adored Miles, but still I worried. The old man was becoming more and more forgetful, and he moved much slower than he used to.


“It’s only temporary, it’s only temporary, it’s only temporary,” I repeated to myself as I lifted Sam out of his milk-stained car seat and onto the tiny patch of grass. I grabbed his bag and beloved stuffed giraffe and walked behind him as he toddled up the front walk.


The door opened and out stepped Miles, looking like an artist’s rendering of a grandfather in his wool cap, chunky cream sweater, and carved wooden cane.


“Good morning, little laddie!” he shouted as he shuffled to meet Sam, his gnarled, work-weathered hand gently taking Sam’s baby one.


“Hi, Pop,” I said, reaching out and handing him Sam’s daily supplies. I kneeled to give Sam’s head a kiss, then ran back to the car, calling out last-minute instructions over my shoulder: “Make sure he naps today. There’s diaper cream in the bag. And no more bean dip!”


As I cranked the ignition, I watched Miles help Sam navigate the front steps. I should have been comforted by their easy camaraderie, but as I backed out of the driveway, thinking of the next eight hours away from him—and all the babbles and giggles and little tumbles I’d miss—I bit my lip to hold back tears.


I arrived at Elkins Public Relations mere seconds before my boss, threw my new bag under the flimsy gray cubicle, took the lid off my coffee, and stared intently at my computer as if I’d been reading e-mails for hours.


“Hiiiii, Abbey,” purred Charlotte, my former underling turned boss with the perfect bob, perfect blouse, perfect butt.


“Good morning,” I said, eyes not moving from my screen. “See you in a few minutes.”


“Actually, I really need to talk to you before the meeting,” she insisted, not even turning her head as she glided toward her corner office.


Of course you do, I thought. You want me to bring you up to speed on the account, since you’re always too busy schmoozing to actually do any work. I sighed to myself as I kicked off the purse straps still tangled around my feet and grabbed my notebook. As I walked by, I made a face at my best friend, Jules, also pretending to work but really stalking the new FedEx guy’s Instagram.


Seconds later, standing in Charlotte’s light- and leather-filled office, I told myself not to give up any info, and not to fill the silence with my usual blabber. After arranging herself neatly in her chair but not offering me one, Buns of Steel began her usual inquiry:


“Sooooo, what’s new with our friends at Maxim Pest?”


I took a breath.


“Jules and I have the fall e-blast all set for today, just waiting on one last photo from the client,” I told her, pretending not to notice as her eyes slid from my faded sweater to my scuffed ballet flats. “And I’ve been working really hard to get the word out about the new stink-bug promotion. I’ve got some interest from reporters, but nothing definite yet.”


Actually, I did have a really good lead. For weeks, I’d been doing some schmoozing of my own, and I was very close to getting a reporter at the New York Times to interview our client Max DiSabatino regarding a top secret bedbug product he was developing. Max was the founder and owner of Maxim Pest, the biggest pest-control franchise in the Philadelphia area and a man so intimidating and irascible that he kept me up more nights than my teething toddler. His company’s communications strategy was my main responsibility at the firm.


Before I got on the mommy track, I had represented some of the agency’s best and most creatively challenging accounts: Web developers, restaurants, architecture firms, and the Fine Arts League. But now that I wasn’t as available for travel or late-night drinks with clients—and since Charlotte was promoted to vice president of public relations—I was assigned all the clients nobody wanted: exterminators, chemical manufacturers, mushroom farms. If an account involved something that people tried to avoid thinking about, it was mine. And if it was something that I wanted to work on—something with museums or artists or medicine—Charlotte always either snatched it for herself or gave it to one of the straight-out-of-central-casting clones she had recently hired.


Still, stories by the New York Times didn’t come along all that often, and if I could pull this off, I could ride this placement for a few months without the client or Charlotte asking me, “What’s next?” And with holiday bonus checks coming out in November, the timing couldn’t have been more perfect. But I also knew I couldn’t say anything about it just yet. If I told her, she’d announce it at the staff meeting as if it were her idea and then hound me about it from then on. And if the story didn’t happen, then I’d look like I’d failed at something that had always been a long shot to begin with. Don’t say anything, I told myself as I tried to slowly back out of her office.


But she wasn’t letting me go so easily. “Abigail. Surely you have something you’re working on,” she asked, nose wrinkling in disbelief. “You know how important this account is to the firm. To Richard.”


“I promise, I’m working on it,” I replied, my voice growing terser at the mention of Richard Elkins, our firm’s owner. “But it’s not exactly the most exciting account. There’s been another mass shooting and it’s an election year. No one cares about bugs.”


“It’s our job to make them care,” she said sharply. Then she leaned closer, her expression disbelieving. “You’ve been running this account for a while now. Don’t you have any leads?”


She was questioning my abilities. And it made me roar inside. Despite my disheveled appearance, I am very good at my job, I wanted to scream. Of course I have leads. I get more story leads in a week then you’ve gotten your entire career. But I stayed silent, staring at the little crystal clock on her desk.


A moment passed and I heard her sigh. “If the account’s too tough, we should consider getting you help with it. Perhaps Britney. She’s got some new ideas.”


My head snapped up to see her expression. She was serious. If I didn’t give her something, she would stick me with some pretty young thing, maybe even demote me. Nicely played, Charlotte.


“Well, there is one reporter who seems interested…”


Her eyes narrowed and she leaned back in her chair, victorious. “Well?”


“I had a brief conversation with Marty Alyward at the New York Times. Turns out he’s working on a story about new technology in pest control and he wants to talk with Max next week.”


“Fabulous,” she said, picking up her silver pen and beginning to scribble.


“Well, it’s still not definite, so let’s not get too excited,” I told her. “Seriously, it’s just a ‘maybe.’ I really don’t want Richard to know; he’ll think it’s a done deal. So please don’t say anything—”


“Of course not. I totally understand.” She nodded, all wide eyes and false concern. “My lips are sealed.”


“And, well, I had to offer him the exclusive,” I said, almost under my breath. “I hope that’s okay.”


She stared at me, considering. Then she sighed and said, “An exclusive? Without asking me first? Well, I hope you at least put a clock on him.”


“A clock? It’s the New York Times, Charlotte,” I told her, incredulous. No one makes demands on the Gray Lady. You wait for them. As long as it takes.


“Put a clock on him,” she repeated, “or pull the offer.”


I opened my mouth to protest but then stopped. She looked down at her iPhone and starting responding to a text, and I swear I noticed a smile curving on her lips. She was probably already texting our boss to tell him that she had a lead on the New York Times.


I waited for her to finish and cursed my big mouth. Despite her threats, I should have kept my mouth shut. But once again, I’d given in.


“One more thing,” added Charlotte, with fake nonchalance. “I need all the current Quaker Chemical clips analyzed, including impressions and ad equivalencies, by Monday morning.”


I should have refused, told her it would have to wait until next week, but I was tired, and I figured it was just easier to acquiesce. “Okay,” I said. “No problem.”


She smiled, then turned her perfectly painted crimson lips and professionally blown-out hair toward her computer screen, showing me her Pilates-toned back. I was used to it and I knew what it meant.


The stained sweater, scuffed shoes, and I were dismissed.


Three hours later, I was seated in a booth in the only lunch spot within walking distance of my office, a little café promising Conshohocken’s biggest bagels (my happy place). As my sesame-and-light-garlic-cream-cheese monstrosity cooled, I checked my e-mail, praying for word back from the New York Times. I debated internally whether to contact the reporter again and composed several versions of a “just following up” e-mail before deleting them all in frustration. I then proofread a press release and cringed, dreading the thought of spending all afternoon pushing “Maxim Pest’s Five Tips for ‘Sinking’ Stink Bugs in French Drains” on innocent reporters. I sighed and closed my laptop.


Looking out the window at the pretty, quiet streets of Conshohocken, a nineteenth-century factory town trying to reinvent itself as a small business enclave, I sighed. Sure, it offered views of the Schuylkill River, no city wage tax, and old brick warehouses turned into open-concept office space, but I missed working in the city, where the hustle and bustle made even stink bugs seem important. I took a bite of my bagel when a text appeared from Jules. She was going to “need a few more minutes,” which could mean anywhere from three to thirty-three.


Jules, my best friend since college, was chronically late. She’d grown up the last of six kids born within ten years to hippie parents, so things like schedules, rules, and deadlines were only words, and time was arbitrary, not finite. At times her lateness brought tragic consequences—failed classes, big arguments, missed flights—but she never changed, or thought to buy a watch. And when she became a graphic designer, and a darn good one, she had no incentive to change, her constant tardiness discounted by her bosses as “artistic idiosyncrasies.” Usually it annoyed me, especially when it ate into my comically tight daily schedule, but after today’s long morning, I needed a moment to collect myself. I took another bite, then a breath, and repeated the sequence until I was halfway through the enormous bagel. When I washed it all down with a sip of coffee I was in a better place, my mood buoyed by the carbohydrates, not to mention the luxury of five minutes spent without anyone asking me for anything.


I lugged my heavy workbag up onto the table, setting salt and pepper shakers dancing. I should have started with the latest Pest Control Technician and Bugs Today, but I bargained that I deserved a few minutes to peruse the latest feel-bad-about-your-skin/thighs/life fashion monthlies instead. That was one of the few good things about working in PR—free magazines.


I pulled out my nine-hundred-page September Vogue, now a month old. I flipped through the blur of colorful stilettos, long limbs, and glossy lips before digging into an article about a young mother in irresponsibly high heels and a red taffeta ball gown. Her two toddlers roamed between cypress trees and sculpture in gauzy white dresses, oblivious to the world beyond. The idyllic scene seemed galaxies away from the sizzles and clanks and beeps of Bagel Towne.


Finishing Vogue—and still no sign of Jules—I moved on to my other guilty pleasure, Town & Country. The pages revealed a world so decadent and beautiful, it was like peeking at life on another planet, a place where roses never wilted and every house fronted a sapphire-blue sea.


I was only a few pages in, somewhere between the fancy rugs and the fancier watches, when I saw it. Or rather, him.


There on the party page, looking slightly uncomfortable at having his photo taken, but very comfortable in his perfectly tailored tuxedo, was Alexander Collier van Holt. His smile was straight and wide, his hair thick and dark, his eyes as blue as I remembered. Pulled apart, each feature was impressive, but together they created an image so rare among the scruffy, bearded looks of today—the traditionally handsome man. The kind you might see advertising cologne or watches, not sneakers. Beside him were two women in plain gowns, one older, one younger, but each with hair and eyes the same color as his. Their hands placed protectively on his arms told me they recognized his uniqueness too.


I leaned in and peered at his face, then let my thoughts escape out loud: “Oh my God,” I said to anyone listening.


This man, who I knew simply as Alex, had worked in the same building as I when I was a year out of college. He had been interning at Philadelphia First, a big foundation that gave away tons of money to the arts, schools, and health care. My employers at the time, a small PR firm run by two ex–Philadelphia Inquirer reporters, shared a floor with the foundation, and we often benefited from the proximity. Many of our firm’s clients were recipients of Philadelphia First grants, eager to give us at least part of their new capital in exchange for some media recognition.


It had mostly been grunt work, but I loved Sharon and Barbara, my smart and sarcastic bosses. I had learned more on my first day with them than in a whole semester’s worth of Image versus Morality: Best Practices in Media Relations, even if I was just typing up media lists, faxing press releases, and pasting newspaper clips in spiral-bound books. I also loved the building, a former nineteenth-century department store once known for its elaborate window displays. Walking through the lobby each morning, I hunted for the peeling gold cherubs who peeked down from the ornately carved ceiling. At one time they presided over shoppers buying bowler hats and rose-water perfume, but that summer they watched, chortling, as a young blonde in an Ann Taylor suit and Payless heels shuffled by each day.


It was on a warm day in late April, while waiting in the line at the lobby coffee cart, that I first saw Alex. The morning sun threw curved patches of yellow across the lobby, lighting up women’s stockings and men’s briefcases as they crossed. He stood behind the crowd, at the farthest elevator, hitting the up button over and over and looking around for help.


He was tall and angular and boyish, his looks still a rough draft of the masterpiece they would become. His cheeks and nose were tanned, as if he had just stepped off the slopes, and his thick dark hair had loosened from the grip of its pomade, falling into his startlingly blue eyes. He wore a classic navy blazer, crisp white shirt, and tan pants, all expensive looking and well tailored, but with contrasting muddy boat shoes and a fraying red-and-black REI backpack. The overall look was one of Outward Bound counselor turned management trainee, the kind of young man who made both mothers and daughters swoon.


Still befuddled by the elevators, he looked up with anxious eyes as I walked up, attempting to be cool and nonchalant. “Need some help?”


“Thanks,” he said, smiling with relief. “It’s my first day today, and I can’t figure out how to make this thing open.”


“You need a key card,” I told him. “They’re locked.”


Juggling my coffee and my bag, I tried to slap my electronic card against the keypad nonchalantly, but it slipped from my grip and went flying. I watched as it hit him squarely in the groin and then dropped to the ground with a clatter.


He cringed for a second and then bent to retrieve it. Too mortified to speak, I stepped into the elevator, hoping the dim lights would shroud my face, now red and blotchy with embarrassment. He hopped in after me, apparently not seriously hurt.


“What floor?” I whispered, finger hovering above the numbers.


“Six,” he said as the door slid shut.


“Oh, same as me.”


“Philadelphia First?”


“No. I work at Salmon and Sisley Communications.”


As the elevator ascended, I kept my gaze on the blinking buttons inching closer to floor six, still too mortified to make eye contact. It was not every day that I found myself alone with a man like him. Most of the guys I met smelled like cheesesteaks and cheap shampoo; this guy smelled like Christmas morning.


“I’m starting at Philadelphia First. An internship in their public policy department. I’m Alex.” His voice, deep but warm, filled the elevator.


“I’m Abbey. Nice to meet you.”


“Nice to meet you too,” he said, extending one hand while keeping the other one protectively over his groin. I looked at him, horrified, then realized he was joking. I shook his hand and we both laughed.


The door slipped open and he motioned me out first. I turned and walked slowly toward my office, wishing I could have prolonged the conversation. Then I heard his voice—“Abbey, wait, I think this is yours.”


I turned around and saw his arm extended again, this time with my elevator key card. As I walked back toward him, our eyes locked. Silently and slowly, I took the card from his hand, our fingertips touching. It was a moment that felt dangerously intimate for an office hallway. And sure enough, another elevator opened, adding others—nameless, faceless strangers—to our private moment. Alex smiled, then turned toward the walnut-and-glass doors of Philadelphia First.


I stood and stared, watching him walk out of my life.


Or so I had thought.


Two days later, while I was busy faxing press releases, a call caught me off guard. I had almost missed it, its ring barely audible over the screeching fax machine.


“Hi, Abbey,” said a male voice, a bit timid. “This is Alex. We met the other day?”


“Hi! How are you?” I swiveled in my chair and leaned down, a finger over my other ear. This was important.


“They let me come back, so I guess I’m doing okay. And you?”


“Fine, thanks.” My voice was higher than I wished. I cleared my throat. He did the same but didn’t say anything else. The uncomfortable seconds ticked on. Finally, I broke the silence with a question: “Um, do you need some PR or something?”


“No,” he said with a nervous laugh. “I’m not calling for that, though I’m sure you would do a fantastic job. I… I was calling to see if you wanted to go out with me sometime. Maybe Friday night? My friend’s band is playing… and there’s this new Thai place nearby and…”


His voice began to fade in and out as I struggled with what to say. Even though every bone in my body yearned to say yes, even though I was twenty-three years old with every reason to play the field, and even thought this guy seemed nice, sweet, and more than a little sexy, I did what any good, rule-following girl would do. Told the truth.


“I’m really flattered,” I said, my heart thumping in protest, even my internal organs disbelieving what I was about to say. “But I have a boyfriend.”


“God, I’m so sorry I’m late,” said Jules. “But Charlotte made me change a layout even though the client already approved it.”


She slammed her giant key ring on the table and then slid herself, her giant woven purse, and her brown-bagged lunch into the seat across from me. “So now I’m totally caught between the client and her and I really don’t know what to do. I think I’ll just send the file as is and tell her the client was not happy. Or maybe I’ll change it and let her take the… take the… why aren’t you listening to me? What’s wrong? Please don’t tell me it’s the termite mailer.”


“No, the mailer’s fine. It’s termite-tastic. Really.”


“Well, what, then? You look like you saw a ghost.”


“Well, I kind of did.”


“What? Who?” she said, first sinking back with relief, then sitting back up and waving her hands. “Wait! Don’t tell me until I get everything out.”


She threw her cell phone and keys into her bag, unstuck her long reddish hair from her striped sweater coat, and pulled out three plastic containers of food. I peeked over the table, anxious to see what bizarre, low-calorie cuisine she would be dining on today.


To a (mostly) skinny, flat-chested gal like me, Jules was curvy and voluptuous and lovely. But to the rest of the world—and in her own mind—she was about twenty-five pounds overweight. Every few months she would try the latest fad diet, cooking up a week’s worth of recipes in her tiny studio apartment kitchen, but usually giving up by day three. I’d seen her try the no-carbohydrate diet, the caveman diet, the blood type diet, and even eat only red and yellow foods. I didn’t dare tell her what I really wanted to: that none of these “guaranteed” diets would ever work and to me, she was perfect and beautiful just the way she was. Whenever I made any comment about her looks, she always glared at me and said the same thing: “Easy for you to say. You have a husband and kids. My time is running out.” To which I would always respond, “Nonsense. You have plenty of time.”


Though because she was just shy of her thirty-sixth birthday, we both knew Jules was probably more right than I. Time was a cruel and discriminating bitch, and she preferred to leave slightly pudgy, often wifty, dog-loving hippie chicks behind. No matter how sweet, beautiful, and talented their best friends thought they were.


So as she pulled out her current surefire weight-loss solution, I didn’t say anything, just watched her open small plastic containers and pour all the items onto a paper plate snatched from Bagel Towne’s counter. At least this week’s choice—the Pacific Rim diet, which promised that if you ate with chopsticks you would eat slower and feel full faster—had lasted all the way until Friday. I acted like eating homemade pad thai with chopsticks at a bagel place was perfectly normal and continued with my news.


“Do you remember when I worked at that little agency after college, and I met that guy in the elevator? The one doing the internship?”


“Not really. Why?”


“Come on. You remember. The really cute one? The one I almost castrated with my key card?”


“That sounds familiar. Didn’t he ask you out or something?”


“Yes! And like a dope, I said no,” I said, then turned the magazine toward her and stabbed his face for emphasis. “Well, there he is.”


“Wow, he sure knows how to wear a tux,” she said as she pulled the magazine closer.


“Well, he should. He’s a van Holt.”


“And apparently an ardent supporter of botanical gardens,” she said, reading the caption. “How admirable.” She rolled her eyes as she handed it back to me.


“I never even gave him a chance,” I said, my voice serious and quiet. “My bosses were horrified—they couldn’t believe I turned down a van Holt. Or understand why someone who was twenty-three wouldn’t say yes, boyfriend or not.”


“Oh, well,” said Jules. “He’s probably a weirdo anyway. A cokehead or serial killer or something.”


“No, he seemed sweet. Not like a rich jerk or anything. Not that I knew who he was then.”


I pulled the magazine and stared even closer, then looked up. “Why was I so stupid?” I continued. “The boyfriend I had at the time—the one I was so devoted to—broke up with me, like, three minutes later. Couldn’t he have realized he didn’t want to be tied down, like, before Alexander van Holt asked me out?” I felt my heart drop, as if that phone call was just yesterday, not years ago.


“Stop,” said Jules. “Why are you getting so upset? It doesn’t matter.”


“I know it’s silly, but I can’t help but think about what my life would have been like if I had just said yes,” I said.


“Oh my God, Bee,” said Jules, using my college nickname and a softer tone. “It wasn’t a mistake. You have a great life.”


“I know, I know. I love my kids. They are more than wonderful,” I replied as tears welled. “But life’s just so much harder than I thought it would be. There’s no money and no prospect of money, and Jimmy’s gone all the time, and the kids are always fighting and work is overwhelming and I’m just so tired. So, so tired.”


Inexplicably, I began to cry, tears dripping down my face and splashing onto the orange Formica tabletop. I pushed over the bagel and magazines and laid my forehead down among the sesame seeds. I started sobbing uncontrollably, right in the middle of Bagel Towne’s lunch rush. Jules, always the supportive friend and never one to be embarrassed, reached out and stroked my hair, shushing me quietly while using her other hand to stab my bagel with her chopstick. After a few minutes, I began to calm down, letting the cool of the plastic tabletop and the hum of the restaurant lull me to silence.


When I had quieted down, Jules spoke. “Well, Abigail Owen Lahey, I, for one, am glad you never went out with that rich guy. I can’t imagine you all Botoxed and blown out and lunching with the ladies.”


“Me neither,” I said, head still resting on the table. “But I bet Mrs. Alexander Collier van Holt never has to worry about the mortgage. And by the way, don’t think I can’t hear you eating my bagel.”


“Shut up, you dirty whore,” she deadpanned.


Leave it to Jules to make me laugh through tears.


Jimmy was picking up Sam on his way home from work, and Gloria’s carpool didn’t drop her off until later, so I knew I had a few minutes to change into sweats and slippers, start dinner, and maybe even use the bathroom without an audience. I was able to sneak out of work a half hour early, thanks to Charlotte needing a polish change before tonight’s Young Friends meet-and-greet at the Rodin Museum. As soon as she was safely out the door, computers were powered down and bags packed so fast you’d have thought there was a bomb threat.


I turned up our street of seventies-era brick boxes and stone bungalows and arrived at the Lahey residence. It was typical of the area, its front door facing the neighbors’ in the Pennsylvania Dutch style, its white wood siding accented by a blue-gray stone chimney. Nothing spectacular, but solid and well built. It was one of the few houses on our street without an ugly addition tacked to its rear. In other neighborhoods, our family of four was average; in Catholic Grange Hill, we were just getting started.


Ours was a commuter town, a lower-middle-class Bermuda Triangle wedged between West Philadelphia, the prestigious Main Line, and the rolling horse farms of Chester County. It was the kind of place where parents still yelled at their kids in public; lawn ornaments and birdbaths were considered chic without any sense of irony; and stores were named after what they sold: Fruits & Veggies, Beer/Soda, and Lamps! (the exclamation point the Grange Hill version of branding). The town seemed to suffer from decades of both overuse and neglect, the entire zip code in need of a good power washing.


Turning into the driveway on autopilot, I slammed on my brakes, narrowly avoiding the side of a shiny red sports car parked sloppily across the asphalt. Its vanity license plate—“GRRRR”—did nothing to help identify the owner.


“Who the hell…?” I said, shutting off the ignition and grabbing my stuff. Running up the back porch steps, I noticed every light in the house was on and the door was not only unlocked but slightly ajar, swinging inward easily as I rushed inside. I also noticed that the dog, usually pawing at the door, was already out in the yard.


Panicking, I threw my bags down on the kitchen table and ran from room to room, though not sure what I was looking for. Thieves? Meth-heads on the hunt for drugs? A neighbor, already drunk from happy hour, mistaking our house for his and passing out on our couch? (That had actually happened once before; we gave him a cup of coffee and drove him home.)


And then upstairs I heard voices and the sound of water running.


“Jimmy?” I whispered as I crept up the steps, feet moving quietly on the worn runner.


And then another sound, a high-pitched giggle. But this I recognized.


As I opened the bathroom door, steam flowed out, revealing my daughter, Gloria, sitting on the toilet with a white towel wrapped tightly on her tiny frame and a second towel wrapped atop her head, framing her rosy-pink face. And standing just in front of her, someone even more sinister than a burglar, a desperate addict, or a drunken neighbor—my mother.


Roberta Eleanor Owen DiSiano was not your typical grandmother, or your typical mother. Hell, she wasn’t your typical woman. At sixty-two years old, she had short, fluffy blond hair, layers of makeup, and long, dangly earrings that touched her shoulders. In the summer, she lived in tennis skirts and halter dresses, but on a cool fall day like today, she sported tight jeans, a fuzzy sweater, fur-trimmed boots, and plenty of turquoise and silver jewelry. Next to my tiny daughter wrapped in giant white towels, she looked like a slutty Eskimo hovering over the world’s smallest igloo.


I had to admit Roberta looked good for her age—fit and firm and painted and plucked—but for decades now she had embarrassed me with her choice of attire. Day or night, her clothes were always a little too tight, a little too short. She said she dressed to match her “tiger spirit,” but I had no idea what that meant and wasn’t about to ask. All I knew was that she was desperate for attention: from men, from women, from bank tellers, from bartenders, from Gloria, from me, from anyone with a pulse.


“What are you doing here?” I asked, catching my breath. “And what is Gloria doing with you?”


“Relax, Abigail,” she said, her eyes not straying from the nail polish, the exact flame-red shade as her lips, she was carefully applying to my five-year-old’s toes. “I got off work early, so I thought I’d pick up Gloria from school and show her my new car.”


“Mom, you can’t do that. They have rules,” I said, exasperated. “I have to let them know in advance if we change the pickup person.”


“It’s just elementary school; it’s not the Pentagon.”


Gloria chimed in, emboldened by her new nails and an hour spent with the tiger spirit—“Yeah, Mom, it’s not the Pentagong.”


I closed my eyes and took a breath, trying to remain calm. “I really don’t want Gloria wearing nail polish, and you know this. She knows this. Mom, I wish you would respect—”


“Well, us girls just have to look great on a Friday night, don’t we?” she asked, steamrolling over me, then turning back to her granddaughter. “And when we’re done we can go downstairs and eat ice cream and talk about boys!”


“Eeeewwww,” shrieked Gloria, jumping off the toilet and racing out before I could say no to the ice cream, the nails, the fun.


I reached in and turned off the shower, then started picking up Gloria’s discarded clothes.


“Mom, how many times do I have to tell you? My life is not an episode of Sex and the City, and my five-year-old daughter is not one of your girlfriends,” I said. “I am not Miranda, Gloria is not Charlotte, even if you are Samantha.”


“Of course not, Abigail,” she replied, her eyes locking with mine for the first time since I entered the room. “Even Miranda wouldn’t be caught dead in that outfit.”


After the kids were asleep, the dishes washed, and the laundry folded, I carried a cup of herbal tea up to bed. I padded carefully into the room, trying not to wake Sam, sleeping profoundly, as only a toddler could, just a few feet away. We kept his crib in our closet since the nursery radiator stubbornly refused to get hot. (When we had first bought the house, our plan was to renovate the back bedroom and add a bathroom, but with money being tight, what should have been a blue-and-brown monkey-themed nursery was now just a catchall for out-of-season clothes, old speakers, hockey sticks, and tax files.)


I climbed into bed, holding my steaming cup carefully as I sank back into my stack of pillows. I had just cracked the Edith Wharton novel I was reading—only a few pages from the end—when Jimmy appeared carrying a white envelope.


“What’s up?” I whispered.


“Can you tell me what is a ‘bucket bag’ and why the hell is it five hundred and ninety-eight dollars?” he asked, half-laughing, half-serious. “I’m really hoping it’s some sort of marketing stunt that you’ll be reimbursed for.”


“First of all, I’m in PR, not marketing, and second of all, it’s none of your concern,” I said, attempting to grab the envelope.


He held it out of reach, knowing I was trapped by hot tea on a lumpy bed. He stared at me until I confessed.


“It’s a purse, okay? I bought it a couple weeks ago.”


“Why?”


“I don’t know. I was having a bad day. And I guess it caught me in a weak moment.”


“So you spent six hundred dollars on a purse? That’s crazy.”


“No, it’s not. Lots of women I know carry purses way more expensive.” And those women don’t work half as hard as me, I wanted to add but didn’t. We glared at each other.


“Abbey, you know we can’t afford it.” He sighed and looked away. “God, why do you always do this?”


“Do what?”


“Make me the bad guy.”


“You’re not the bad guy; obviously I am for wanting to spend my money on something for me.”


“Your money?” he whisper-shouted. “How come when you make money, it’s yours, but when I make it, it’s ours? That’s not fair.”


What’s not fair is that you’re not making any money at all, I wanted to scream back. You sit in your office just waiting for the phone to ring or drinking at your brother’s bar, while I run myself ragged with work, the kids, the house, and the four thousand other responsibilities that somehow got dumped on me when I married you.


But instead, too tired to fight any longer, I told him, “I’ll take it back.”


“Tomorrow.” He threw the envelope down in front of me, his brown eyes almost black with anger, and walked out, the creaking floorboards underscoring his rage.


I picked up the bill and attempted to toss it back at him, but its pages separated and fluttered back down into my lap, mocking me. I shoved them onto the floor, set aside my mug, then flopped back onto my pillows.


I should have gotten up and brushed my teeth and wiped the mascara off my eyes. But I didn’t care. I turned off the light and curled up under the bedspread, the bitter taste of tea still on my lips.


The next morning I made Jimmy watch the kids while I headed straight for Nordstrom. I was dreading it, knowing the saleslady would take one look at my fake Uggs and even faker diamond studs and give me that “we both know you shouldn’t even be in here” look. As I turned onto Route 1 toward the City Line Mall, I found myself thinking of that photo of Alex van Holt in Town & Country. What was his Saturday morning like? Was he married? Did he have kids? Had he ever thought about me again after that day?


At a stoplight, I pulled up behind a smooth navy BMW, its glossy windows hiding the glossy family inside, and wondered why the choices you make when you are young don’t ever seem to matter until you’re too old to go back and fix them. Or too tired to even try. I was a thirty-seven-year-old woman who had worked full-time her entire adult life, yet I belonged wholly to other people—my kids, my husband, my boss, my clients, even my mother. My daybook was filled with grocery lists, half-written press releases, dry-cleaning receipts, appointment reminders, overdue cable bills, and a prescription for something my vet swore would heal those spots on the dog’s back.


And I wasn’t even allowed a designer bag to carry it all in.


So it was with a mix of irritation, anger, and self-pity that I walked into the busy first floor of Nordstrom and onto the escalator, feeling exposed and vulnerable, not just from the Betsy/Ellen run-in, but from the department store’s overly bright lights. Clomping up the moving steps and muttering to myself, my hands occupied with an umbrella and coffee and bags and boxes, my heart beat fast and my body felt strangely unsteady. As the first-floor accessories receded, I lost my footing—and my balance.


What happened next was so fast, there was no time for me to be truly terrified, and I must have looked to others as if I was performing some strangely choreographed high dive. I swooned backward, my hands windmilling, as coffee flew upward in a thick arc. I tried to connect to the railing but overcompensated, so when I turned toward it, I hit it like a gymnast on the uneven bars, flipping over easily. Together with the umbrella, my old purse, and the silver box, my body twisted downward.


A second later, my head hit the Nordstrom piano bench and then smacked the floor, a one-two punch of the most unforgiving wood and marble. I saw the red purse free itself from its box, then skid away on its little gold feet.


And then I smelled roses and heard a few bars of a classical tune, the overly sweet scent and dramatic music making the whole incident seem all the more ridiculous.















CHAPTER TWO



I woke to the soft, repetitive drip of an IV machine in an otherwise still and silent room. As my eyes opened and began to focus, I saw spotless cream paint on smooth walls, the warm glow of a crystal lamp on a walnut dresser, and a small silver frame with “No Smoking” stenciled in calligraphy. Also on the dresser—and strangely out of place in this perfectly curated room: a blue plastic pitcher of water and some gauze.


I lifted my head, then shut my eyes and grimaced. It felt like someone had hit me with a hammer, leaving a pulsing ache above my right ear. I reached up and gently touched the spot, expecting to find matted blood and a gaping wound, but felt only smooth hair over a slight lump.


I took a few deep breaths, and when the pain subsided, or I adjusted to it, I took another look around. And better understood. I was lying in a bed, in a hospital. But not one of the shared and shabby rooms in Delaware County Memorial, where I had given birth to my children. Here, there were tasteful watercolors on the walls; a flat-screen TV; a private, en suite bath; and beside me on another pretty mahogany table, an obscenely large bouquet of peonies. Eyeing the explosion of pink petals, I became scared. Just how long had I been here? And how badly was I hurt? The only way Jimmy would spend more than $12.99 on flowers was if something was really wrong.


Oh my God, I’m paralyzed. I’m permanently disfigured. Or worse, I’m bleeding internally and have only days to live. I’ll be the first person in history to die from shopping… how humiliating.


But then, before my racing heart could accelerate into a full-blown panic attack, in walked the most gorgeous doctor I’d ever seen, all straight teeth and bright eyes and strong shoulders, smiling at me like I was Marilyn Monroe back from the dead. He wore a beautiful suit, not scrubs, so I wondered if his shift was ending and he was heading out for a meeting or for dinner. If it was a date, she was one lucky lady.


“You’re awake!” he said as he moved alongside my bed, grabbing my hand. “Sorry, I wanted to be here when you opened your eyes.”


Wow, this hospital keeps getting better and better, I thought, staring up at the man. Then, slowly, as if he were a blurry photo coming into focus, I recognized the hair, the jaw, and the face from the magazine. His eyes, then dulled by the limitations of print, were sparkling and intense in reality. What a weird coincidence after all these years. I had no idea that Alex van Holt had planned to go to medical school.


“What happened to me, Doctor?” I asked, hoping he didn’t recognize me.


“Doctor?” He smiled adorably. “That’s a new one.” He laughed for a moment but then turned serious as he registered I wasn’t joking.


“It’s me, doll,” he said quietly. “Alex.”


“Yes, I know,” I said, attempting to smile. “Small world, huh?”


His concern only intensified as I babbled, “Why am I here? What happened? And where is my husband? Did anyone call Jimmy?”


His eyes got wider, and he squeezed my hand. “What do you mean? I’m your husband.”


I blinked at him, confused.


“Don’t you recognize me?” he continued. “We’ve only been married for ten years.”


I moved my eyes up and down, taking in his anxious expression, his warm hands, his thick silver Rolex, his thin gold wedding band. I figured I must have been dreaming, so I closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths, expecting to open them and see Jimmy’s tattered baseball cap and five-o’clock shadow.


“You’re in the hospital. You had a fall while you were shopping. The doctors say you are going to be just fine. No permanent damage. Nothing but superficial bruises, really.”


I opened my eyes again. He was still there. I snatched my hand from his and pulled down the sheets, looking for the nurse’s call button. I started to get out of bed, but with the sudden movement came a rush to my head that sent me reeling back toward the pillows.


The handsome nutjob claiming to be my husband started shouting to the nurse’s station, and in rushed two women clad in scrubs the same tasteful color as the walls, urging me to be still. “Mrs. van Holt, please lie back!” Their warm hands gently but insistently held me down.


The older nurse began to speak loudly and slowly: “Mrs. van Holt, Abigail, you’ve been in an accident. You’re going to be fine but you must calm down. You’ve suffered a head injury and we want you to be still…”


I kept thrashing, trying to get up, looking around wildly for my family. And then I felt a prick in my arm, warmth rush over my body, and a heaviness in my head.


As I drifted away from them, I heard the words “my wife” and “Mrs. van Holt” several more times.


“But, I’m not…,” I said, fighting to hold on to consciousness. “I’m not…”


And then I was sinking into a pharmaceutically induced sleep the same deep blue as the eyes of the man beside me.


When I woke again it was dusk, the setting sun turning the walls orangey pink. No one else was in the hospital room, so I had a chance to take it all in and—and think.


What the hell was going on? If this was a dream, when would I wake up? I eased myself up on my elbows by degrees, waiting for the pain to subside, until I was sitting up. I kicked off the thick sheets and swung my legs around until they hung off the bed like overcooked spaghetti. The top of one knee had an angry black-and-purple bruise, fortunately more ugly than painful.


I heard a male voice in the hall, and I strained to hear—


“The doctor says it is not unusual for someone with head trauma to experience confusion… We’re canceling St. Joe’s and KYW; let’s see what happens tomorrow… Well, yes, Mother, I am concerned about the press… kids okay?… No. Yes. Okay. Ciao.”


Was he talking about me? My kids? Our kids? And why was he concerned about the press? And what kind of a man calls his mom “Mother”? Or says “ciao”?


I was still pondering, my brow quizzical, when he appeared in the doorway. Even more handsome than when I’d last seen him, if that was even possible.


“You’re up. Are you feeling better?”


“Uh-huh.”


“Does your head hurt?”


“Not as much.”


“Do you recognize me?”


“Yes. You’re Alexander van Holt. We met years ago,” I told him. Then I smiled and asked, “Did Jules put you up to this? How did she find you?”


This time when his blue eyes looked into mine, I saw tears.


That night, thanks to another shot from a nurse, I slept deeply and dreamlessly from nine at night until eight the next morning. When I woke, I was still confused and anxious, but the throbbing in my head had quieted. In fact, I felt better and more rested than I had in months, miraculously caught up on five years of lost sleep.


With no one in the room and no sound from the hallway, I decided to have a look around. Clad in fuzzy hospital socks and wheeling my IV pole around with me like a dance partner, I tiptoed around the room. I read the cards on the flowers and balloons, all addressed to “Abbey van Holt.” I looked at the clipboard hanging from the foot of the bed and learned I had been admitted on Saturday, the twenty-fifth of October, at ten thirty-five in the morning.


I found some clothes in the closet that definitely didn’t belong to me: Rag & Bone boots, Current/Elliot skinny jeans, a J.Crew T-shirt, and a yummy cream sweater from Theory. In the pocket of the jeans was some cash and an appointment card for a facial at Bellevue Salon & Spa. The appointment was for Saturday at two o’clock. Guess I missed that one.


On the back of a chair near the door hung a man’s size forty-two long black cashmere sports coat, presumably Alex’s. I patted down the pockets and found an iPhone. I slid it on, but it was locked. I slipped it back into the breast pocket, jiggling the fabric. I heard something clang the metal arm of the chair. I reached into the lower inside pocket and found a BlackBerry. Unlocked.








DATE: October 26, 2014


TO: Alex <avanholt@vanholtforcongress.org>


FROM: Larry Liebman <lliebman@philadelphiainquirer.com




Van Holt—





The city desk got wind of Abbey’s accident. If you can give me something on your wife’s condition, it would hold them off at least a day or so. Otherwise, who knows what they’ll write. The election is nine days away.


Larry











DATE: October 26, 2014


TO: <lliebman@philadelphiainquirer.com


FROM: <avanholt@vanholtforcongress.org>







She’s going to be fine. She slipped and fell on an escalator. Doctors kept her here last night only for observation. Canceling all campaign events until tomorrow, though.


AVH











DATE: October 26, 2014


TO: mirabellevanholt@vanholtfoundation.com, aubynvanholt@vanholtfoundation.com


FROM: avanholt@vanholtforcongress.org




All—





Abbey is still confused. The doctors can’t find any reason for it on the X-rays or CAT, and there’s some talk of transfer to psych ward if she’s not better. No mention of this to anyone—not even other family. Canceling all events today.


More later,


AVH





Van Holt for Congress? Election? Events? The man claiming to be my husband was also running for office. And apparently that made me, and my retail swan dive, front-page news. Before I could read further, I heard footsteps approaching.


I quickly shoved the BlackBerry back in its pocket and then dragged the IV pole back to the bed. I was just smoothing the sheets over my legs and catching my breath when two little children came running toward me in a blur of navy blue and white.


“Mommy,” they cried as they flung themselves at the bed.


There they were—my children. Gloria’s hair was a little darker, a little thicker, and her eyes were blue, not brown. Sam was just as cute and pudgy, but with a tiny cleft in his chin and close-cropped hair, not his usual dark blond ringlets. And yet, despite these differences, it was still them, all shiny cheeks, bright eyes, and unbridled enthusiasm. They stretched their tiny arms across the hospital bed, with Sam’s little fingers just barely reaching my thighs. I pulled them both up on top of the bed and breathed them in.


“Whoa, whoa,” said Alex from the doorway. “Let’s not hurt Mommy.”


“It’s okay,” I said. “I’m fine, really.”


After hugs and kisses and giggles and testing out the nurse’s call button forty times, they plopped back down with double slaps of leather-soled shoes, eager to inspect the room’s bounty of balloons. Their clothes were neat, their faces jelly-free, and their voices low. Even Sam’s cowlick was behaving.


Alex looked relieved. “So you remember them?” he asked quietly. “How about me?”


I knew that I would never get out of there and find out what was really going on if I kept on about Jimmy. “Of course,” I told him with a smile. “You’re my husband, these are our kids, and I had some sort of an accident. But I feel fine now.” I gave him a little jazz-hands maneuver for emphasis.


“Are you sure? Yesterday you insisted you were married to someone named Jimmy.”


“I did? That’s funny,” I said, trying to act natural. Then I put my hand over my mouth as if to whisper and added, “They must have way overserved me.” He didn’t laugh, just continued to stare, so I told him again, “I promise you I feel fine.” And I wasn’t lying about this; I really did feel pretty good.


I looked up and around the room, then back at him. “Can we get out of here?”


Finally he smiled, and I couldn’t help but smile back. I had no idea how this happened, or what was going on. But I also knew that I wasn’t going to figure things out from the confines of this hospital room. Or on lockdown in a mental ward.


I needed to be there for my kids, who obviously had no problem with the new me or the new Daddy. I also figured that if this was a dream or an out-of-body experience or temporary insanity, I might as well enjoy it. And him.


Since I had no dizziness, nausea, or double vision, and since there was no swelling or bleeding detected by the CAT scan that Alex had insisted upon, the hospital had to let me go. I signed oceans of paperwork with a smile, promised to be more careful, and, following hospital protocol, even relented and used a wheelchair. After a ride across town in a huge black Suburban with tinted windows and a quick trip up a wood-paneled elevator, I found myself rolling along the top floor of an ornate mid-rise condo on Philadelphia’s exclusive Rittenhouse Square. Because I was being pushed by a tall black man named Oscar, whose warm smile and joking attitude clashed with his secret service–style suit and sunglasses, and whom the kids knew well enough to call “Big O,” no one could tell I didn’t know which door was mine. But then again, on this entire floor, there were only two to choose from.


Alex let Gloria and her jumble of balloons walk ahead, while Sam rolled along with me, perched proudly on my lap. It seemed like an excruciatingly long roll, but eventually we made it to the door marked with a cursive “Twelve,” which Alex pushed open without a key. On the other side was a living room the size of a Banana Republic.


Two lacquered consoles lined the short entryway that led to an open-plan living and dining area decorated in various shades of cream and white. In the center, wide beige velvet couches flanked a low glass-and-metal table perched on a soft white carpet. On one wall, a built-in bookshelf housed decorative bowls, gold Buddha heads, and oversized books, and to the right, a long polished-wood dining table gleamed under the largest drum shade I’d ever seen. The walls were filled with large canvases of modern paintings, some with just a few smears of color, some antique-looking mirrors, and, in the dining room, a massive black-and-white photograph of sheep. It was the kind of effortlessly elegant look that only the very rich could pull off.


I lifted Sam off my lap and stood shakily. I began to walk around the room as if in a trance. I ran my fingers down the glossy dining table and felt the soft cashmere throw on the sofa. I breathed in the faintly lemony smell of all-natural cleaner mixed with orchids in full bloom. Moving to the windows, I pushed aside the filmy sheer curtains and looked down at the tops of the trees, their leaves just beginning to turn yellow and red, that filled the square. Between the branches, I could make out the fountains, the strollers, the wrought-iron benches, and the large bronze statues. I could also see people moving around like windup dolls, walking straight, then turning, then disappearing from view. They moved in ordinary clothes toward ordinary jobs and ordinary houses, oblivious to the luxurious paradise that floated just twelve floors above.


I turned back to the living room and the people in it: Alex intently scrolling through messages on his phone; Oscar trying to maneuver the wheelchair back out the door; Gloria untangling her balloons.


Only Sam stood motionless, his big blue-gray eyes fixed on mine and his mouth slightly open. We stared at each other for a few seconds, our eyes locked and knowing. I shrugged and gave him a funny look. He grinned and giggled his baby giggle.


This will do just fine, he seemed to say.


It had been two days and two nights since I’d last showered, so that became the next order of business. Alex led the kids away, promising them cartoons. When I heard the click of the television and the shrill voice of Dora the Explorer, I walked toward the opposite hall in search of a master bedroom.


It was much like the living room, but in shades of white, gray, and a blue somewhere between slate and robin’s egg. Anchoring the room was a king-sized bed with a smooth, spotless white duvet and four stiffly arranged pillows. The tables and dressers were equally clean and uncluttered—with no car keys or pennies, no dry-cleaning slips, no single socks or errant Lite-Brite pegs. Just wide expanses of polished wood with an occasional silver-framed photograph or ceramic elephant.


The bathroom continued the same white, gray, and blue color palette, but this time in marble. I saw a walk-in shower with a massive showerhead, a double vanity sink, and a huge rectangular soaking tub. Open shelving held stacks of white towels, plush circular rugs dotted the floor, and a separate room housed the toilet. It looked like a hotel bathroom, the maid having just left, except for a toy boat lying on its side beside the tub’s drain.


Though I wasn’t sure what I was looking for, I turned on every light and began opening the vanity drawers. Little boxes clacked into one another, all solid black or silver and emblazoned with simple monograms: “Chanel,” “Bobbi Brown,” “NARS.” The second drawer held designer face creams and body lotions; the third was full of fancy perfumes and shampoo. I pulled out a pot of Crème de la Mer and touched a tiny bit on my face. It smelled as one would expect—like the sea.


Opposite the shower was a door that opened to a long room anchored by a marble-topped island. On each side hung clothes and coats interrupted every few feet by floor-to-ceiling shelves housing neatly folded clothes, as if for sale in a fancy boutique. At the back, two full-length mirrors faced each other, allowing whoever stepped before them an infinite look at both front and back.


Everything was organized by type and then color, the stacks of blouses, T-shirts, skirts, jeans, sweaters, and dresses creating fabric rainbows around the white room. One section of hanging clothes held an array of black satin, smoke gray velvet, and silver sequins, the most elegant collection of formal wear I’d ever seen in person. Tucked to one side were zippered garment bags, the fabrics underneath too vulnerable to be exposed. At home, there was only one garment awarded a home in plastic—my wedding gown.


But all that paled in comparison to what I saw when I looked up. Perched on a thick shelf that ran all the way around the top of the closet was a cavalcade of leather. Not just bags, but designer purses, all polished and poised for action, their gleaming leather and heavy gold chains begging to be touched.


I reached up and took them down one by one. There was a tasseled gray Balenciaga, a purple-and-black Stella McCartney, a large white YSL Muse, a straw-and-leather Michael Kors, a pebbled orange Prada, and twin quilted Chanels in cream and black. There was an Alexander Wang tote, a sparkling Anya Hindmarch clutch, a caramel Céline shopper, a boxy Botkier, and a spiked Valentino. It was the Twelve Wonders of the purse world.


I started to put them all back when a large orange box stowed away in a corner caught my eye. I pulled it down, put it on the marble counter, and opened the lid. Inside, underneath silky monogrammed tissue, was the mother of all designer purses, the it bag of it bags, one that outshone all the others like a movie star in a room of civilians.


A bright red Hermès Kelly bag. The leather was dulled with age (read vintage), but in exquisite condition, its handles still stiff and upright, its lock and key shiny and unscratched. It looked like it hadn’t been touched in years.


Inside was some tissue paper and a card that read “Happy 30th Birthday.” I quickly rewrapped it and put it back on the shelf, wondering what kind of person gets a Kelly bag for her birthday and then never uses it.


Standing before the wide mirror in the van Holt bathroom, I began to peel off my clothes. I slipped off my boots and then my jeans and was surprised to find a perfect pedicure. And my soles—usually so cracked and dry—were as smooth and unbroken as the marble they stood on.


Quickly, I pulled off the thick cream sweater I had thrown on during my hasty hospital exit and stood up straight, taking it all in. With a look of disbelief on my face, the same look I imagined one might have when looking at a new Lexus in their driveway on Christmas morning, I saw my body in the mirror. My stomach was flat and smooth, with no droopy skin or love handles, just taut, firm skin as if pulled across a drum. My legs were free from stretch marks and broken capillaries; instead they were long and lean, and still tan, as if I were just back from the islands.


And my breasts. There was something definitely different about my breasts.


I looked down at them sticking out of my chest, then again in the mirror. I tentatively touched one with the tip of my finger, the way you touch a cake to see if it’s done. I cupped each in a hand, feeling their soft weight. Gorgeous, full, awesome…


And fake.


As boob jobs went, this was peerless work. These were the Cadillacs of implants: pliant, under the muscle, any incision scars artfully concealed.


I stood slack-jawed, wondering what had made Abbey van Holt decide to go under the plastic surgeon’s knife. Especially since I had always claimed I never would. And secretly looked down on women, like my mother, who did. (Breast cancer survivors excepted.)


But, then again, maybe I was against plastic surgery because our financial situation meant I never really had the option. I stepped closer to examine my face and hair and see what other improvements, surgical or otherwise, might have been made.


Where were the two deep grooves in my forehead and the little lines around my eyes? The skin was smooth and poreless, as if someone had blurred it in Photoshop. My hair was shorter and blonder, with a razor-sharp edge that just barely grazed my shoulders. I smiled to reveal straight, alabaster teeth.


“Holy shit,” I mouthed to myself in the mirror.


I was still naked and admiring myself when Alex walked in. I reached down for my towel and covered myself as best I could as he walked to the double sinks and dropped his heavy silver watch on a crystal tray.


“So, I guess we should figure out tonight,” he said, removing his sports coat and unbuttoning his shirt.


“Okay?”


“I know it’s a lot to ask, but if you are feeling up to it, it might be good for you to come. It’ll stop all the rumors, the media barrage.”


“Sure,” I said, stealing glances at him in the mirror.


“But are you feeling well enough?”


“Surprisingly, yes. I feel fine. And you heard the doctors; they said I can go back to my normal life.”


“I know, but still. Why don’t you just stay for a few minutes, shake some hands, get your photo taken, and then Oscar can bring you back,” he said. “If it runs late, I can always just sleep at the house. You know how long-winded the Presbyterian League can be.”


“No kidding,” I said, trying to keep up. “Those Presbyterians are so… so…” My voice trailed off as I watched him step out of his pants.
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