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CHAPTER ONE


It would not be an exaggeration to say that Marguerite and I were both in love with Rosecliff. Of all the gardens where I worked, hers was the most remarkable. So I was honored to be included in her party. I didn’t expect it.


Marguerite extended her hands, open palmed, to everyone gathered under the tent and spoke into a microphone. “To my brilliant husband, Geoffrey Gray!” The sky darkened and the wind picked up, drowning out her speech. Our view of her silhouette, framed by the sky and the lake, was almost identical to the famous painting of her by Serge Kuhnert, Marguerite by the Lake. She had planned it that way, of course.


Geoffrey joined his wife on the stage. Marguerite took his hand and looked up at him. I could hear a hum of delight from the guests. A photographer crouched low, snapping photos. Marguerite was in her mid-fifties, a few years older than Geoffrey, but I wouldn’t have known that from looking at them. Her green dress was perfect with her gold hair, which fell in waves around her shoulders. Geoffrey’s suit draped loosely over his tall frame. He had delicate features, like a girl, along with the rugged look of someone who spent his time outdoors. The Grays commanded the stage, like shining stars, like a god and goddess. The guests were mesmerized by them. And so was I.


Earlier in the afternoon, Marguerite had posted photos on social media of her flower arrangements, table settings, and stacks of her new book, Rows of Roses, as well as the baskets of bright red umbrellas stationed around the edge of the high-ceilinged tent, a precaution her husband said was overkill because the storm was forecast for the evening. But Marguerite loved to play up the drama in anything. In the caption of the post, she’d written: Welcoming my dearest friends for a joyous celebration. Hoping we make it through the storm unscathed!


Now, a thin streak of light came down from the sky to meet the horizon. I thought I was imagining it. But I saw a second streak of lightning reflected in the surface of the lake below. The sound of thunder followed.


A wall of rain descended from dark purple clouds. Marguerite looked up and registered the pounding on the tent: “At least we’ve got the tent!”


“Goodness gracious,” Geoffrey said in his British accent.


My eyes zeroed in on the eighty-foot landmark spruce tree, not ten yards from the tent on the north side. On the south side of the tent was a cliff overlooking Lake Spiro, fifty feet below. Marguerite had insisted she’d chosen the only position for the tent that would take full advantage of the lake view. I didn’t agree with her. The Grays’ whole property had lake views. It encompassed a peninsula that turned in on itself in the middle of the lake, like a subtle spiral. The tip of the peninsula was not very wide, but it expanded quickly, the angle growing wider until it merged into the mainland.


The wind came from behind Marguerite, so that her hair blew into her face and into her mouth. She laughed and held it back with one hand while speaking into the microphone. “Some of you know that we chose this date for...” Every few seconds, her voice was drowned out and I missed some words. “...toast my husband of twenty-five years...sacrificed so much....” Leaving her microphone in the stand, she spun toward Geoffrey and kissed him on the lips, then slid her hand inside his jacket and around his waist.


His face colored. When he turned to her, I could see his profile—a high forehead and a long, elegant nose.


Marguerite returned to the microphone. “Thirteen years ago...” I was still missing a lot of her words. “...to leave a boring law practice for all this!” She laughed, but Geoffrey didn’t.


The wind was blowing the rain horizontally so that the stacks of books and all of us under the tent were beginning to get wet. A few people had come prepared with rain jackets, but I hadn’t. “When Geoffrey...” The whistle of the wind grew louder. “...write a book...” Uniformed staff appeared and began rolling down the transparent plastic panels on the sides of the tent. I focused on the spruce, which was over a hundred years old; its trunk was brittle. Much more likely to snap than a young, healthy tree would be, especially because, a year earlier, Marguerite insisted on installing a granite path that ran under the tree’s canopy, too close to its trunk, potentially suffocating its roots. My boss, Frank Brizzi, and I cautioned her against the path. So had the arborist we worked with, but she hadn’t listened. She thought she knew best.


Marguerite continued. “‘Your friends come to you for design advice. They...’”


Guests were seated in wrought iron English garden chairs, at tables covered in cream-colored linen. Some held on to their napkins and place cards, to keep them from blowing away. The men were in lightweight pants and linen shirts. The women in sundresses and sandals. My wrap skirt missed the mark.


In the last few months, it became clear that the Grays’ spruce was failing, partly because of the granite, partly because of age and disease. I warned Marguerite to take it down. I never waited for a problem to come to me. Because then it would be too late. I learned that lesson early.


Marguerite continued. “...Greenhaven Garden tour...Midsummer Night’s Dream...Titania’s woodland bower...‘I know a bank where the wild thyme blows, where oxlips and the nodding violet grows, quite over-canopied...’ ”


More applause. The guests, myself included, stood. Prior to the party, I’d heard that the group of over two hundred would include Mrs. Gray’s publishing team, as well as the producers of her gardening TV series. I saw a few of our clients, like Helen Spielman, a close friend of Marguerite’s, who lived directly across the lake. Mrs. Gray liked to host parties, and photos of her gatherings were the main source material for her books. The scale of this event wasn’t unusual for Marguerite, but entertaining a crowd was always a big lift, since the Kuhnert painting required security for a large group, like it was a foreign head of state.


One more look at the tree. The wind. And then I stood up, and I yelled as loudly as I could, “Get out. Get away!” I had a strong, low voice, and, under normal circumstances, it carried. But today, there was too much wind, and no one was looking in my direction. Hardly anyone noticed me.


Marguerite clasped her hands in front of her heart. “Every single time...” More applause.


I crossed the tent, turning my body to slide between tables and chairs. I called up to Marguerite. “The tree!” She didn’t seem to notice me.


I scrambled onto the three-foot platform, grasped her by the shoulders to get her attention, and pointed to the tree.


Marguerite’s eyes narrowed. Covering the microphone, she turned her back to the crowd. “Phoenix,” she whispered heavily. “Get down.”


I was interrupting her speech at the high point, but I didn’t have a choice. I took the mic from her hands and spoke to the crowd. “Go. Go. Get out. That tree.”


Geoffrey understood. He took the microphone from me. “Evacuate the tent,” he called out in an authoritative tone. “Move to the other side of the lawn.” Then he jumped down from the platform and helped me usher the crowd away from the tree, out from underneath the tent, onto the open lawn.


“Geoffrey...” As Marguerite spoke, an enormous branch fell, landing a few feet away from her. Then another branch crashed to the ground. Several guests broke into a run.


In a matter of seconds, everyone was soaked. Thick rain, like heavy tubs of water, hit us from above and water slapped our faces. The baskets of umbrellas were irrelevant.


Geoffrey jogged, head down, across the muddy grass, in the direction of the valet station. Maybe to help them. A few guests were already waiting for their cars.


Geoffrey ran past the granite walkway, underneath the spruce tree.


He didn’t realize.


I yelled his name. The wind was so loud.


He wasn’t going to make it.


My legs propelled me forward with all my power, the wind pushing me back in the opposite direction, twenty yards, ten yards, five, right into him, and I threw my full weight against him, like a football tackle. I pushed him as hard as I could—away. Away from the path of the tree. I threw my shoulder into his chest. The spruce was on its way down. I could hear it now. Cracking. I could see it. Geoffrey and I were out of the path. The eighty-foot spruce split down the center and landed, crushing the tent and most of the chairs and tables underneath it. It barely missed us. The uprooted root ball rose high in the air, towering over us like a giant monster, and the ground around us looked like the aftermath of an earthquake.


Geoffrey’s suit sank into the soggy grass next to me. He was completely still. I leaned over him. “Are you okay?” The rain was pounding my back and pricking my cheeks.


He blinked a few times and then his blue eyes focused. “My bloody shoulder,” he mumbled. He was shaking. He pulled my hand toward his mouth as if he were going to kiss it. His hand was ice cold. My knees were sinking deeper into the mud.


Marguerite appeared over us. Her face was white and unmoving. Her golden hair was matted down against her head. But she still looked like a countess in an old movie.


I moved away from Geoffrey.


Marguerite knelt by his side. “I thought you...you’re here.” She turned inside herself. Her voice was a ghost whisper. She touched Geoffrey’s forehead, his jaw, his ribs, his hands. She brushed mud off his necktie and adjusted it, as if his tie was the only problem.


It seemed like I was intruding, so I ran toward the house, the rain like thick needles on my shoulders and back. A few guests followed me onto the verandah.


“I have to give you a hug,” one woman said to me. She was probably from New York, because she was holding a pair of mud-covered heels in one hand, shoes that were a bad idea for any garden party.


Under the verandah, several people were already gathered. I recognized Wren Lacquer, who ran the Grays’ e-commerce, and Basil Scott and Amar Ansari, two senior executives.


“What the hell...”


“I thought we were dead....”


“Geoffrey...my God...”


A few other guests I didn’t recognize circled me.


“How did you know?”


“You saved his life, sweetheart.”


“Geoffrey was...”


“He owes you one.”


“You’re welcome,” I said to no one in particular. This kind of gratitude made me uncomfortable because I didn’t know whether to trust it. I was cold, and my head was hurting.


“I’m very thankful,” a pretty woman in a long white dress said. I liked her because her nose turned up, just like my mother’s did in the photos.


The turned-up-nose woman, the high-heel woman, and Wren Lacquer were crowding me, and I quickly felt claustrophobic. They were too close and too wet. The pain behind my eyes was constant.


A couple of people helped Geoffrey up and led him to the house, supporting him on either side. I saw him wince when someone touched his shoulder.


Staff members emerged from the house with stacks of towels. I took one and wrapped it around myself. It was heavier and softer than any towel I’d ever used.


Geoffrey stepped onto the verandah. His lips were blue. He had a gash underneath his left eye and on his neck. “Thank you, Phoenix,” he said quietly. I didn’t remember him ever saying my name before. I didn’t even know that he knew my name. When he smiled at me, I had an impulse to reach for him, but checked myself.


Marguerite placed her arm around my shoulder and squeezed. She was vibrating on too high a frequency. I had a feeling she didn’t like everyone saying that I saved Geoffrey’s life. Maybe it made her uncomfortable. The only reason I was at the party was because of her generosity. She and I both knew that.


Marguerite’s sleeves were wet and sticking to my arms, the fabric heavy on me.


When Geoffrey sat on a bench, she left my side to attend to him.


“He needs a hot drink and a hot bath,” she said. “We need a doctor. Are there any doctors here?”


A couple of people who might have been doctors moved toward Geoffrey. Now Marguerite was seated next to him, towels wrapped around each of their shoulders. Her hand rested on Geoffrey’s thigh.


Meanwhile, several other guests were breaking away, in pairs and singly, bracing themselves against the wind and rain as they crossed the lawn, in the direction of the valet drivers. I saw an opportunity to leave.


“I’ll call you tomorrow,” I said to Marguerite, but the sound dissolved into the air.


The first time Marguerite and I met, I was a senior in high school. I was going out with Geoffrey’s nephew, Peter Gray, and I came as his date to the Grays’ house for a wedding. Geoffrey’s younger cousin was getting married at their home. The Grays had gone all out, like they’d done for the book launch, but the wedding was even more extravagant, with dancing and a band, and an all-night party that moved indoors in the early hours of the morning. At that time, Marguerite wasn’t a household name, but even then, she’d glowed more than the bride. All eyes turned to her when she entered a room. Peter bragged to me that she was from old money—one of the Astors. I didn’t know what old money meant or who the Astors were, but I was in awe of her, Geoffrey, and their eight-year-old daughter, Taylor. Their world was unlike anything I’d seen or heard of. Until that day, I didn’t know that something as beautiful as the Grays’ home existed. Rosecliff took root in my mind.


Then a few years later, I saw Marguerite quoted in Formal Gardens. Over time, articles about her became more frequent, and then she was doing interviews on television. She was everywhere. And that painting of her was everywhere. I liked being able to tell people that I knew her.


When I started working for Frank at Brizzi’s, I had in the back of my head that the house I really wanted to work on was the Grays’. I knew that Frank had worked on their property on and off for a long time. I’d held on to the image of Rosecliff over the years, almost as if I had a series of photographs to refer to. I remembered the details that well. And then one day, I finally returned to work there.


I reminded the Grays that we had met at the wedding they hosted. Marguerite and Geoffrey both said they remembered me. And maybe they did. I’d like to think so.


Two days after the party, our crew began to clear the Grays’ mile-long driveway, which wound all the way down to the road, at the level of the lake.


When Frank arrived, Marguerite greeted him at his car. I joined them, hoping to iron out details of our plan to remove the spruce, which was still hanging over the side of the cliff. “In two hours,” I said, “those five river birch will be out of your driveway.”


Marguerite angled her shoulders, edging me out of the conversation. “Frank and I discussed that already.” And she walked away.


I was used to having easy and friendly conversations with Marguerite. Just a few days before the party, she’d been in a terrific mood because her newly planted Marguerite Gray shrub roses (a famous English rose breeder named a variety after her) were thriving, along with the Lady of Shalott and Manderley varieties we’d planted the prior year. She’d peered at me over the rim of her large dark sunglasses and beamed. “Would you look at these roses?” And then, “Pretty girl, where’s your hat? Don’t let the sun hit that beautiful skin, ‘fair Phoenix bride.’” Marguerite liked to throw phrases of poetry into conversations. Most of the time, I didn’t know what she was talking about.


Later, she asked, “Phoenix, how deep do you usually plant tulip bulbs?” She often asked me questions like that and listened attentively to my answers.


But something between us had shifted. Her tone of voice changed. It lost all its breeziness. She avoided eye contact. Maybe it had to do with my saving Geoffrey from the tree. He’d touched my hand, and then my hair. He was in shock though. He probably hadn’t even known what he was doing.


My crew and I had been working for months to have everything ready for the book launch. Hours and hours of labor on the roses. Organic fertilizer, compost tea, cow manure, worm castings, Epsom salts. Week after week, we weeded, deadheaded, mulched, watered, and fertilized. In August, we cut back all the roses so that they would shower forth with blooms, just in time for the late-September party. It was a lot of work but gratifying in the end, because the roses were glorious.


But now, the gardens looked like a war zone. By far, the most damage came from the spruce tree. The bulk and weight of the tree falling, more than twenty thousand pounds. The tree’s mass had crushed the land underneath it; huge pieces of rock had dropped off the side of the cliff. Fallen branches were scattered over the entire lawn. The root system of the spruce tree was so vast that when the tree fell and the root ball was pulled out of the ground, the earth around it cracked and shifted. The root ball looked like something from a horror movie, looming over us. I felt as though dark forces were released into the atmosphere when that tree came down and the root ball came up.


Our arborist had several men stationed below, near the lake, to warn passersby, just in case the tree trunk fell. We had cordoned off a wide area. We also had to prepare for the possibility that the tree would bounce back up, once some weight was removed. That happens sometimes with a huge root system.


Frank, Geoffrey, Marguerite, and I all watched from the porch as the removal team sawed off branches. They were stripping the tree of its dignity. It couldn’t even die in peace. I’d seen trees fall and I’d seen them removed. Some trees’ roots travel deep into the ground, and some spread wide near the surface. This spruce’s roots did both. The root system was more significant than the tree itself. This tree would not go easily. It would resist. Even after the arborist carried away the trunk and branches from above ground, much of the tree would remain. For most old trees, there isn’t one moment when a tree dies. Not like for a person, when the coroner writes down the time of death. It doesn’t work like that with trees. I read about a tree that was chopped down five hundred years ago, but the stump was still living.


That day, something between Geoffrey and me felt different. He had barely acknowledged me in the past, but on the occasions when he had, his attitude was strictly paternal. I didn’t mind that from male clients. Patronizing was better than flirting. Flirting would guarantee that the wife would eliminate me from the picture.


But sitting on the porch, I felt Geoffrey’s eyes on me, and I turned to him. I was pretty certain he looked at me first. Didn’t he?


In the late afternoon, when the arborist’s team had retired for the day, Geoffrey appeared next to me with a glass of wine, which he offered me. His pale blue eyes were open and generous.


“Where’s Marguerite?” I asked.


“Out for the evening.”


A voice in my head said, Smile and walk away.


But my hand lifted from my side, like it wasn’t even connected to my brain, and my arm extended to take the glass from him. Every impulse in my body was reaching for the glass, reaching for...whatever he was offering me.


Go home, the voice in my head said. Go home now.


But I’d stood there for too long thinking about it. Now, it would be rude to refuse the wine. I didn’t have a choice. I took the glass, and, in that instant, I felt like the air around me turned warm and balmy. Geoffrey invited me to sit on the verandah, which faced the lake, spanning the width of the house. We could see the orange sky over the rolling hills on the other side of Lake Spiro. The house was perched high, and three sides of the house had a view of the entire spiral-shaped lake, formed by glacial activity during the last Ice Age. Rosecliff stood at the very center of the spiral. The autumn colors gave the water below an orange glow, just like the sky. I was familiar with many of the houses in the area and worked on half of them, but the Grays’ property was the most beautiful by far.


Now that I was sitting close to Geoffrey, I could see the cut underneath his left eye beginning to heal. The cut was from the fine, sharp branches that scratched us as the tree came down. He looked like he’d been in a fight.


I reached my hand toward his left eye, almost involuntarily. And then pulled it back.


Instead, I touched my own face, under my left eye. “Is it okay?”


“Does it make me look like a tough guy?” He laughed.


Geoffrey’s face would have been too perfect, if it weren’t for his crow’s feet, his crooked smile, the gray in his hair, and now the cut under his eye, all of which added to his charm. He was about fifteen years older than me, around fifty. His imperfect teeth, no straighter than mine, told me he hadn’t grown up in the US or hadn’t grown up with money, one or both.


“You’re brave, Phoenix.”


I found his accent charming, and I liked the way he smelled. A combination of pine needles and mint.


“You saw that tree coming down and you ran toward it. You risked your life for me.”


I shifted my body and crossed my legs. “I’m not so brave.” I was aware of the wicker digging into the bottom of my thigh and the top of one leg sticking to the bottom of the other leg. I wasn’t comfortable, but I stayed still because I was scared any move I made would ruin the moment.


“Those roots are still there,” he said. “The tree’s in purgatory. I wonder if it’s like that for us when we die. Everyone thinks we’re dead, but our roots are still here.” It was exactly what I’d been thinking, though I wouldn’t have been able to say it so clearly.


I felt the weight of Geoffrey’s hand on my forearm. For a moment, I thought I was imagining it. Then I looked down and saw his fingers, one by one, wrapping around my wrist. Each finger on my skin sent a current through me. I was self-conscious about the mud and grass stains on my jeans, the dirt underneath my fingernails, but Geoffrey didn’t seem to notice.


I couldn’t relax. The verandah was out of my normal range, the range in which I worked. The range that I understood. I was trespassing, in a sense. And it was possible that someone was watching us. The Grays had a lot of staff, and there were still a few cars parked in the driveway. Several people in the vicinity. Marguerite might return.


It was reckless to be drinking wine with Geoffrey Gray. Stupid, too. But something kept me rooted to the spot. I couldn’t pull myself away. On this evening, there was a disconnect between my thoughts and actions.


The sun was setting, and the air that felt warm and balmy a few minutes earlier was growing cooler.


“This was the worst storm we’ve had in a long time,” I said, trying for a lighthearted tone. I pushed my hair behind my ears.


Geoffrey shifted forward in his chair, like he was memorizing what I looked like. “How did you land at Brizzi’s?”


“Frank knew my grandmother.”


Geoffrey nodded. He wasn’t touching my wrist anymore. But I could still feel the place where his fingers had rested on my skin.


“At first, I needed cash. And then, it turned out I’m good at this.” I laughed and crossed my legs in the other direction. “I never wanted to spend too much time at a desk.”


Just then, it started to rain very lightly. I took that as a cue to leave.


“There’s a nice bloke at home, wondering where you are?”


“No...”


“No?” His lips moved into the beginning of a smile. A light in his eyes.


I stood up and then Geoffrey stood. I could feel his breath, warm on my face. With one finger, he traced the outline of my neck and shoulder.









CHAPTER TWO


After the party and the storm, Marguerite took a walk in the woods on all the days I was there. She was a lot more charged than usual. She walked briskly, coming and going. It was like she was monitoring me, like the walks were a ruse, a chance to keep an eye on me. She might have heard something about me and Geoffrey drinking wine on the verandah. I hadn’t kissed him. I’d barely touched him. But it was inexcusable, all the same.


More than once, I saw her watching me from the window of her bedroom. When she came outside, I felt her eyes on me as soon as I turned my back. If Geoffrey happened to be outside also, I did my best to stay far away. I didn’t want her to see me looking at Geoffrey or not looking at Geoffrey.


When I was pruning the viburnum on the side of the house, I overheard parts of a conversation on the verandah between Marguerite and Geoffrey, though the lawnmower in the background made it hard to catch all of it.


“It’s essentially a gift, an extravagant gift,” he said. “We can’t afford it.”


“We can,” she said. “As long as...” Her voice faded out.


“What?” His tone was short.


“...expenses have gone up,” she said. “...two or three years.”


“Yes?”


“I’m just noticing it. That’s all.”


Was there something strained in her voice?


She continued. “Let’s...” I was still losing a few of her words. “...it’s his due.”


The lawnmower approached close to where I was standing, so I missed the rest of the conversation. I would have liked to hear more.


Later on, I noticed Marguerite taking photos with her phone, standing near the two rows of pylons we’d placed near the edge of the cliff. She often took photos from that spot. It was her favorite view and almost the exact same place where she’d posed for Serge Kuhnert, only now she had to keep a little more distance from the edge. Since the boxwoods had been wiped out, there wasn’t a layer of protection. We wouldn’t be able to replace the hedges until the spring. That was one of many things we had to accomplish in the spring, when over a thousand people would descend on Rosecliff as part of the Grays’ Greenhaven Garden tour.


I was relieved the day I arrived at Rosecliff and neither Marguerite nor Geoffrey were there. Teddy and I sat next to each other on the Grays’ porch steps. He had been working at Brizzi’s for two years. He was getting a Ph.D. in horticulture and took this job to support himself, but also for field experience. He was twenty-five, nine years younger than me, but more responsible than most.


Landscape architects make decent money. I did pretty much the same thing, but I made much less because I didn’t have a degree in it. But I didn’t care. Frank let me do what I wanted because our clients loved me. I knew how to make every idea seem like it was theirs.


As Frank had pulled back this past year, I spent more time looking over our finances. I told him we had to cut costs. I told him our suppliers were ripping us off. He didn’t want to negotiate, because these guys were his friends. So now I was back and forth with our suppliers, trying to save Frank money.


I drank my lukewarm coffee and looked out at the spiral-shaped lake, underneath a bright blue sky. It wasn’t a full spiral, but enough of one that, once upon a time, someone had decided to name it Lake Spiro. This view was one of the only things that could clear my head.


“Mrs. Gray wants us to add more Epsom salts to the roses,” I said.


“She’s a micromanager,” Teddy said. “That’s for sure.”


Marguerite published books about the gardens at Rosecliff—selling herself as the ultimate gardener. I read an article in Vanity Fair that described her as an old-school tastemaker, more glamorous than Gwyneth Paltrow or Martha Stewart. I suppose she felt her name was on the line.


Marguerite had five million loyal followers. In a lot of the photos she posted, her hands and face were covered in dirt, like she was immersed in physical labor. But my crew and I handled most of the hands-on gardening, and I liked it that way. Occasionally, she left town and we worked on the property while she was gone. When she came back, she would dig up one of the plants and plant it again so she could get herself on video.


Sometimes I imagined what would happen if I were to post a photo of Rosecliff and claim it as my own work. Which it was, in fact. It was.


But it wouldn’t have occurred to me to be resentful or jealous of Marguerite Gray. It would have been like being jealous of a queen or a character in a book.


What’s more, my work in these gardens was rewarding, whether or not anyone recognized it as mine.


“It’s a weird marriage,” Teddy said quietly. “Right?”


“Hmm?”


“Sometimes they walk right past each other like strangers. And other times, Mrs. Gray’s like a teenager, hanging on him.”


I pushed my hair behind my ears. I’d forgotten to bring a clip. It was too hot to have my hair in my face.


“Whose money is it anyway?” he said quietly.


I’d googled both the Grays many times but preferred not to mention that to Teddy. After Geoffrey graduated from Oxford, he served as a commander in the Royal Navy. Then he studied law in the US and worked at a corporate firm before he quit to run the business with Marguerite. My high school boyfriend Peter was right when he told me that Marguerite was an Astor. According to Wikipedia, they were one of the fanciest families in the country. But People magazine said she’d been disinherited the year before when her mother died. I wondered if that was true. I was hoping Geoffrey didn’t have to rely on Marguerite’s money. I asked myself why I cared about that.


I focused on my coffee and kept my eyes down.


In a few weeks, the temperature would drop, so we needed to wrap up our planting. I had eight guys at the house to plant two dozen PJM rhodies on the south side of the house since the PJMs do well with a lot of sun. And to weed the rhodies’ beds.


We were planting the final two rhodies when a black Ford Bronco pulled into the driveway. I didn’t recognize the driver or the car. Geoffrey got out of the passenger seat. He closed the door behind him, then turned back and said something to the driver through the open window—something funny because the man laughed, then made a U-turn in the motor court and took off.


Geoffrey waved at me across the lawn. My stomach dipped, like I missed a step coming down the stairs.


“Nice trip?” I spoke loudly over the noise of the Weed eaters.


“A weekend in Boston,” he called. “Visiting family. Marguerite’s staying on for another day, so I had to find myself a ride home.” Geoffrey, wearing his usual khakis and button-down, crossed the lawn and approached me. “Listen, Phoenix, thank you for everything you’ve done here.” I’d forgotten about his pale blue eyes.


“We still have a ways to go.” My voice sounded hoarse.


“What a transformation.” He was referring to the work we’d done since the storm—removing the spruce tree and filling in the massive cavity in the earth that the root ball had vacated. Then covering everything over with grass and plantings. He placed his hand on my upper arm. I was aware of the pressure of each of his fingers through my shirt and a deep undertow pulling me toward him.


I told myself, Step away, step back.


But I stood still, paralyzed. He slid his hand down in the direction of mine. I thought about wiping my muddy hand on my jeans before his fingers reached it. But I didn’t manage to do it in time, so he held my dirty, calloused hand in his. I could feel his wedding ring pressed against my fingers.


Pull your hand away from his.


Why couldn’t I move?


He was handsome and charming. But it was more than that. I was dipping my toes into his world, ever so slightly. There was a force stronger than my rational mind, pushing me to jump.


My crew finished leveling out the beds with mulch. They began packing up their trucks.


“I think you and I should celebrate our...recovery,” Geoffrey said. He managed to make the word “recovery” sound intimate. He spoke to me as if it was acknowledged that we had a shared understanding.


I saw Teddy out of the corner of my eye, walking in our direction.


“I’ve got to get going,” I said to Geoffrey. “Another time.”


“Have one drink with me.” He mouthed the word “please.”


Teddy widened his eyes. “Hey, Phoenix. Remember you wanted to drop your truck off to get serviced.”


“Yeah, I’ll do that tomorrow,” I said to Teddy. “You can take off.”


Teddy backed away, his eyes fixed on me. I’d invited him over to my place for a drink after work. I could tell he was disappointed that I was flaking on him, but, in the moment, I didn’t care.


On the porch, Geoffrey opened a bottle of champagne for the two of us. When he filled my cup, the champagne frothed over the sides and spilled onto my hand.


It was a cool night, but with no breeze. The lake was a giant piece of glass—so still it mirrored the surrounding hills. The moonlight was bouncing off the water.


Geoffrey sat next to me on the wicker sofa. “To our beautiful gardens.” He wanted me to know that he appreciated me.


We clinked our glasses. The champagne felt warm in my throat.


“Phoenix, I’m grateful to you. That’s all. I don’t want you to think...” He paused. “I like talking to you. Listening to you.” He looked out at the lake. “You grew up around here?”


I nodded.


“Your parents nearby?”


“They died in a car accident when I was thirteen.”


“I’m sorry.”


I smiled. “I’ve managed okay.”


The version of my childhood I told Geoffrey wasn’t entirely accurate; the truth was my mother left when I was two. My brother, Curtis, said my dad and grandma were bullies. My mom didn’t know how to stand up for herself.


When my dad had a heart attack, I moved in with my grandmother, who loved to talk about all the ways that my mom was a loser. That was her favorite subject of conversation. I’d learned to smile and nod when she trashed my mom. My mother couldn’t take the abuse. When she left, she told Curtis she wasn’t worried about me because I was resilient. I was much tougher than her, she said. Maybe she was right.


“What about you?” I said.


Geoffrey refilled my glass and his. “What about me?”


“I want to know more about you.” I was surprised at the words coming out of my mouth. In my conversations with clients, I usually reacted to what they said. I didn’t initiate subjects of conversation.


Geoffrey looked down at his glass, studying it closely, from every angle. Then he set it on the side table. The idea that he found my company interesting was hard to believe—especially when someone like Marguerite was his wife.


“I’m relieved that Marguerite’s away,” he said.


I tried to hold my face still. The champagne bubbles expanded into the air around me.


The wind picked up a bit, and so did the current of the lake.


“She’s...” He didn’t finish his sentence, but it seemed like he wanted to. “I love her. Of course, I do. But I always have to prove it to her. When Taylor was living at home, it was easier.”


I’d seen their daughter, Taylor, a few times over the years, when she was around, which wasn’t that often. She’d been away at boarding school, then college and law school, and had just come home for breaks.


I hadn’t ever had a conversation with her. Not since she was a little girl. I remembered her from the wedding. She was the flower girl. She was a little princess. During the reception, I noticed she was upset because she spilled her Shirley Temple on her dress. I got her a refill, and she said thank you. She looked a little like Marguerite back then. But these days, she was practically a clone.


Geoffrey ran his fingers through his hair, starting at his forehead and going straight back. The day I saved him from the spruce tree, I remembered touching his soft hair. I would have liked to do it again.


“I’m sorry,” I said.


He looked up at the stars, like there might be an answer in the lavender sky. “Ten years ago, I quit practicing law because we both thought the business needed me. Marguerite asked me to, though she remembers it differently,” he said. “Anyway, it was a mistake.”


I wrapped my sweatshirt tightly around my body. I brought my hands up inside my sleeves, like I used to do when I was a teenager.


“Are you cold?” He put his arm around my shoulders.


I backed away from him. I told myself to leave. Go home.


Get the hell out of here.


“I should go. This isn’t...a good idea.”


But I couldn’t stand.


“I apologize.” He bowed his head.


“No...”


“I’m happy sitting next to you.” He twisted his wedding ring on his finger. Maybe he was trying to take it off. “Do you ever see Peter?”


I shook my head. “Not since high school.”


“You were too good for him. He was a spoiled kid. Still is.”


I wondered why he was telling me this.


“You have grit,” he said.


Why was Geoffrey drawn to me? Had I flirted with him unintentionally?


“You don’t know me very well,” I said.


“I can hear it in your voice. The rest of us, we’re like the aristocracy during the French Revolution. Any moment, we’re going down.” He laughed, but it was a strained laugh.


Maybe he liked me because I was different from him. He existed inside a cushioning system. Blankets of padding, with pockets of air in between each one. I’d seen Marguerite try to shield Geoffrey from pain or disappointment. She gave Geoffrey the soft airy blankets, but she didn’t want or need them for herself. Marguerite wasn’t going down. She wasn’t going anywhere.


It was several days later that Marguerite approached me, holding her signature pruning shears through goatskin gardening gloves in one hand and a basket filled with freshly cut roses in the other. The velvety crimson Marguerite Gray shrub roses. It looked like she’d cut three dozen of them. When I turned to look at the rose beds behind her, I expected them to appear bare. But they were just as abundant as before. That was a trick about cutting gardens. There were always more flowers on a bush than you could possibly realize were there. Marguerite was especially proud of her cutting garden, which bordered both sides of the path from the front door to the driveway and broke off into a second path that led to the woods.


“Hello, Phoenix.” Her lips were pressed into a thin, straight line.


“Hi, Mrs. Gray.” Most of my clients would have said, Call me Marguerite. But she had never said that.


“Now would be a good time to cut back the delphiniums”—she pointed to the foundation plantings—“and deadwood the rhodies.” There was none of the affection she usually threw my way. She was solid ice.


“We’ll get to that as soon as possible.” I could feel the heat in my face spreading to my neck and my ears.


“Today,” she said quietly. I could see her fingers tightening on the pruning shears.


“Of course.”


Marguerite’s brown eyes were large and glassy. With no makeup, she appeared vulnerable. The sun shone from directly overhead, and her wrinkles were apparent to me for the first time. She looked her age, which I had never seen before. The corner of her eye twitched. And then it twitched again. She reminded me of a disoriented bird. I felt an unexpected twinge of something like pity.


It seemed like she saw me as a threat, though I was not nearly as beautiful as her.


She’d probably found out I spent some time with Geoffrey.


She rested the basket on the grass, then dropped her shears and gloves into it. She took a pair of dark sunglasses from her pocket and put them on. “And we need to replace the screening around the generator and the HVAC equipment.” She looked over the rim of her sunglasses. “The Little Jokers from last year are dreadful.”


The Little Jokers were thriving, actually, deep burgundy stems and pale pink flowers; they looked better than I’d thought they would, given the storm. Just a bit of curling, possibly from aphids.


“A reminder,” she said in an edgy tone, “I don’t want your secondhand plants.”


I thought I must have misunderstood her. It’s a sleazy move to take one client’s rejects and pawn them off on another client. I’d worked with many of my clients for more than a decade. They trusted me. I was very careful about Frank’s reputation, and mine.


“Of course not.”


“And one more thing.” She smiled and placed her hand lightly on my shoulder.


For a moment, I thought Marguerite was going to confide in me, like an older sister or a good friend might. I even thought she might say she was grateful that I saved Geoffrey’s life. She lowered her voice and took a half step closer to me, so her face was just inches from mine. “Please check each plant for disease before you bring it onto my property.”


I had trouble keeping my voice even. “I’ve never brought you a diseased plant.”


“Are you sure about that?” She paused and held my gaze for several seconds. Then she turned her focus and her body away from me. “Maybe I’m just feeling protective—of my garden, my home.” It started to rain lightly. Wren Lacquer’s SUV was pulling into the driveway. Marguerite waved to Wren, her hand high in the air making large swooping arcs. Then she turned back to me. “You can understand that. Can’t you, pretty girl?”


“Of course, Mrs. Gray.” I looked away, unable to hold her gaze.


A little after eight, I arrived back at my grandmother’s house on Sunny Valley Road in New Milford, off Route 7. In my mind, it was still her house, even though she’d died ten years earlier. I saw a familiar 2008 Hyundai parked there. It was my older brother’s. Curtis liked to show up and start sleeping on my couch. It usually happened to be when he was broke.


He was leaning against my white picket fence smoking a cigarette, his hair slicked back. Curtis had both our parents’ coloring: copper hair, blue eyes, and freckles. People used to think I was adopted. My great-grandmother was Native American, and her dark coloring must have skipped the two generations before me.


“Hey, Phoenix.” He held up an expensive-looking bottle of tequila.


“I’m exhausted.” I stepped out of my truck into humid air. My house was two thousand feet lower altitude than Rosecliff and fifteen degrees warmer. It was unseasonably warm for October.


Curtis lifted a box that contained margarita mix, ice, limes, and tortilla chips and presented it to me.


“Okay,” I said. “One margarita.” I was on edge from my afternoon at Rosecliff. I thought a drink would help.


Once we’d made a pitcher, Curtis and I sat outside on two Adirondack chairs under my weeping willow tree. The rain had almost stopped. It was just barely a mist and refreshing in the heat.


I’d turned my grandmother’s small backyard into a garden that was prettier than some of my clients’ properties. My foundation plants looked good this year, especially the bigleaf hydrangea, which Brizzi’s used a lot because they’re repeat bloomers. The flowers bloom on old and new stem growth. They’re cold hardy and can handle acidic or alkaline soil, if you’re flexible on the color. My soil was acidic, so my hydrangeas were blue.
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