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            To Rebecca Tucker Holliman,

            my childhood friend and fellow detective

            (or were we spies?)

             

            and

             

            John Frederick Sutton,

            my ninth-grade English teacher,

            who encouraged my love of words

         

      

   


   
      
         
            I mean, don’t forget the Earth’s

about five thousand million years old, at least.

Who can afford to live in the past?

            —Harold Pinter

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            
               A noun is a person, place, or thing.

               Bad luck comes in threes.

            

         

         The sound of hammering on the roof wakes me, and for a moment I don’t remember where I am. I glance at the white coverlet, the pink rosebuds on the wallpaper, the jar of sea glass on the dresser, and I remember I’m not in my apartment in Manhattan. I’m in my old room, in Dorset, Connecticut, in the house where I grew up, in a bed with a mattress that feels much too hard.

         It’s Thursday, and if it were a normal Thursday, I’d be getting up and going to work. But my job of four years is gone, eliminated in last Friday’s corporate reorganization. If it were a normal Thursday, I’d be looking forward to spending the weekend with Scott, maybe in the Hamptons. But Scott’s gone, too. He’s fallen out of love with me and in love with a paralegal in his office—another reorganization. I should be back in my apartment, grieving over my losses, licking my wounds, but I can’t even do that. Yesterday, a chunk of my ceiling collapsed from a water leak and I had to evacuate, probably for three weeks. So, here I am—jobless, homeless, and single. All I want to do is sleep through the rest of my life. And somebody is banging on the roof.

         I head down the back stairs and into the kitchen, where the copper pots hang over the island like a constellation and my mother’s collection of blue and white Staffordshire china gleams in the corner cabinet. Through the bank of windows, I see the long stretch of lawn that slopes gently toward the rocks and sedges. The waters of Long Island Sound flash and sparkle in the sun, and a salty breeze sings through the window screens. A lone kayaker skims by, his oar dipping in and out of the water.

         “Anybody home?”

         The house is empty.

         I look at the wooden countertop, at the usual clutter of papers and magazines and unopened mail. Leaning against the toaster is a note from Mom, written in her wide, slanted architect’s lettering. GRACE, GONE TO DEAL WITH THE FLOWERS AND THE CAKE. SEE YOU AFTER WORK. The flowers and cake are for my father’s sixty-fifth birthday party, which takes place here in two weeks and to which my mother has invited a hundred and thirty people.

         The hammering continues, driving me down the hall, toward the front door, the old pine floorboards creaking under my feet. A small pile of books rests on the bottom of the staircase banister, where the mahogany ends in a swirl. Wallace Stevens, W. H. Auden, e. e. cummings, Anne Sexton. Dad must be teaching his modern poetry master class this summer.

         Each year he swears it’s going to be his last year teaching, but then he lets the university talk him into doing it one more time. I don’t think they’ll ever really let him go. It was even a huge deal five years ago when he said he wanted to step down as head of the English Department, give up his administrative responsibilities, and return to just being a professor. From their shocked reactions, you’d think he’d told them he was going to open a strip club.

         Outside, the June morning is warm. The dew on the grass dampens the soles of my feet as I step onto the lawn. The air smells dank, like seaweed and oysters and mussels, a very New England smell.

         Two men are on the roof, tool belts slung low on their hips. “Excuse me!” I yell. They peer down at me, and I realize I haven’t even brushed my hair. I give a little wave.

         “Hey,” the shorter man says, waving back and then scratching his beard.

         I tighten the belt on my robe. “What are you doing? Putting on a new roof?”

         The shorter man drops his pile of shingles. “Yeah, you got it. I’m surprised this one lasted as long as it did.”

         I glance at my watch. “Do you know it’s only eight twenty-five? Isn’t that a little early?”

         The men look at each other. “Uh, well, we always start at eight,” the taller man says, tucking in his green Down’s Auto Body T-shirt where it’s popped out in the back.

         Maybe in a perfect world, one in which I still had my job and my boyfriend, not to mention my ceiling, this wouldn’t seem so outrageous. But today it does. Today I just want to sleep.

         “Sorry if we woke you up,” Auto Body says. He stares at the legs of my pajamas and grins. “What are those, anyway? Dogs?”

         I look down. “No, actually, they’re reindeer. And Santas.” I stuff my hands in the pockets of my robe. “I like to keep the Christmas spirit going all year.” I’m not about to explain how I ran out of my apartment with barely the clothes on my back and how I’m lucky I had these here.

         “Ah,” he says. “Good idea.”

         “So, is this going to take long?” I ask, wondering how many mornings my sleep will be curtailed.

         The bearded man glances at the roof. “A couple of weeks, maybe longer, depending on the weather.”

         I make a mental note to pick up a pair of earplugs. “I’d better leave you to your work, then.”

         Back in the kitchen, I furiously sort through the mail, throwing out the junk and making piles of what’s left—invitations, bills, magazines, and catalogs. There’s something so comforting about order. The counter already looks neater, giving me a small sense of accomplishment and relief. I gather up the scraps of paper—receipts from the dry cleaner’s, stickies with phone numbers on them, and an envelope on which my father has scrawled a line, probably part of a poem. She leaves them in her wake.

         I turn to a little stack of photographs. The picture on top is of an old barn, its wood weathered to a soft chestnut. Another photo shows the interior, where a ladder leads to a second-floor loft. There’s a drawing of the barn next to the photos—a little rendering Mom has done. Someone must have hired her to refurbish the space into an artist’s studio. She’s added a number of windows, allowing light to stream in and illuminate a whimsical figure she’s drawn by an easel. This little touch, so typical of Mom, makes me smile.

         Most of the second floor of the barn is gone in Mom’s sketch. What remains looks just the right size for a sleeping loft or a reading nook. My mother has added a window up there and has replaced the ladder with a staircase. I can’t help but wonder if this little loft is really a shrine for my sister, Renny, who always loved to curl up in a cozy space with a book.

         The doorbell rings, and I set my mother’s drawing aside. I can see Cluny’s red Jeep through the front-door side lights as I head down the hall. My best friend since our first day of school at Smithridge Elementary, she still lives in Dorset, with her husband, their two young daughters, and five adopted animals—two dogs, two cats, and a canary.

         “Grace!” She greets me with a big smile. A breeze ruffles the hem of her long skirt and lifts her hair, and her auburn curls float behind her willowy frame as if they have a life of their own.

         I pull her into the front hall and give her a hug. “It’s great to see you. I wasn’t expecting you until later.”

         “I know, but my meeting at the printer’s got switched to this afternoon. We’re running proofs on some new cards.”

         Cluny has her own line of greeting cards, featuring drawings she creates with pen and ink and watercolors. She places dogs and cats and other animals in human situations, doing things like blowing out candles on a birthday cake, sailing a sloop in a race, drinking cocktails at a party, and relaxing in beach chairs by the ocean. I’m so proud of how successful she’s been, with her cards in gift shops all over the country now.

         “I figured while I had the time this morning, I’d see if you were up,” she says.

         I lean against the Chippendale chest. “Oh, I’m up, all right. The roofers woke me. They’ve got nail guns that sound like AK-47s. And they’ll be here for at least two weeks.”

         “Don’t worry,” she says, casually flicking her hand. “We’ve got plenty of things to do. You’ll be out of the house every day.”

         “But I don’t want to be out of the house. I don’t want to see anybody. I want to stay in and sleep.”

         “What? Not when you’re finally going to be here for more than a day! How many years has it been since you’ve had a real visit, Grace? I can’t even remember.” She brushes a strand of hair away from my face and softens her voice. “The point is, you’re here now, and you can’t lock yourself away like some kind of depressed person.”

         “But I am some kind of depressed person.”

         “No, you’re not. You’re just going through a rough patch.”

         “This is a lot more than a rough patch. I lose my job, and then Scott dumps me. And then my ceiling comes crashing down.” I can feel my eyes getting prickly. “I just want to hibernate.” I walk down the hall, toward the kitchen.

         “Grace, you’ll find another proofreading job. And you’ll—”

         “It wasn’t proofreading,” I say as I stop. “I was reviewing translations done by computers and correcting the mistakes. It’s much more complicated than proofreading.”

         She puts her hand on my arm and gives me an apologetic look. “I’m sorry. I know I always get that wrong.”

         “It’s okay. Everybody does.”

         “Anyway, I know you’ll find another job.”

         I wish I could be that optimistic. I don’t even know where to start. “It’s hard thinking about a job when I’m so upset about Scott. How could he do this to me? We were about to celebrate our one-year anniversary. We had plans to go to Italy this fall. Italy. And then he tells me about Elena, the paralegal from Structured Finance.”

         Cluny gives me her concerned-mother look as we walk into the kitchen. “It just means he wasn’t the right guy for you, Grace.”

         “I guess not.” I look away and dab my eyes. “Oh God, I just want to go back to bed.”

         She sits down at the table. “No. You can’t go back to bed. You can’t spend your whole time here in your…” She waves her hand, and her eyes go to my legs. “Your Christmas pajamas.”

         “I can find some other pajamas.”

         She gives me an exasperated look. “That’s not the point.”

         I pick up the coffee carafe. A cup or two is still left. “Do you want some of this?”

         “That much,” she tells me, making a narrow gap between her thumb and index finger.

         I fill a mug halfway for her and another for me, and then I open the freezer and inspect the ice cream containers lined up like silos. Chocolate chip, mint chocolate chip, cookie crunch, banana swirl, strawberry cheesecake.

         “Got enough ice cream in there?” Cluny begins to count the containers.

         “Excuse me, but did you know that desserts is stressed spelled backward?”

         “Is it really?” She moves her finger as if she’s writing the letters in the air. Then she smiles. “You’re right.”

         I grab the cookie crunch and take a seat across from her at the table. “All natural,” I say, reading the words on the label and savoring the first spoonful. “You would like this.” When I turn the container around, however, I notice that someone has left out the comma between Madison and Wisconsin in the company’s address. Sometimes I hate myself.

         “I have something that will cheer you up,” Cluny says as I put another spoonful of ice cream in my mouth. “Are you listening to me?” Her green eyes dance.

         “Yeah, I’m listening.”

         “You’re not going to believe whose picture is on the front page of the Review.” She pulls a piece of folded newspaper from her handbag. “Guess,” she says, keeping the paper concealed with her hand.

         “I’m thinking.” I scoop up another spoonful of ice cream. “Teddy McRandell?” Teddy went to Smithridge Elementary with us and was always getting into trouble. I heard he recently moved back to town. Apparently he’s in real estate development and he bought the old Lawrence estate.

         Cluny laughs. “No, it’s not him. Try again.”

         I put my spoon on the table and sit up straight. “Just tell me. I hate how you always do this.”

         “Do what?” She guards the newspaper.

         “Make me guess.”

         “No, I don’t.”

         “You’ve done it ever since we were kids, back in our Nancy Drew days, when we wanted to be detectives. Whenever you found a clue, you’d make me guess what it was.”

         “Spies.”

         “What?”

         “We wanted to be spies, not detectives.”

         “No, I wanted to be a detective, you wanted to be a spy. Now show me what you have to show me.”

         She opens the folded paper, revealing the front page of the Dorset Review. “Read this.” She points to a caption underneath a photo: FORMER RESIDENT RETURNS TO DIRECT MOVIE.

         
            Peter Brooks, 33, director of three hit romantic comedies, including Paris Love Letter, has returned to Dorset after seventeen years to film scenes for a new movie. Brooks will be in town for the next two weeks.

         

         I stare at the man in the photo, with his wavy, brown hair, blue eyes, and smile that almost jumps off the page, and my heart stops. It’s Peter, all right. I pick up the paper for a closer look, and instantly I’m back in my emerald-green dress. I’m at the Dorset Yacht Club, and it’s May of our sophomore year of high school, seventeen years ago. As the band plays a cover of the Shania Twain–Bryan White song “From This Moment On,” Peter and I are slow dancing. His arm is around my back, his breath warm on my neck. I close my eyes and lean against his chest, and it doesn’t seem real. This isn’t the same Peter who has thought of me only as a friend for the past three years, while I’ve imagined so much more. This is a different Peter, who finally, today, has begun to look at me with new eyes. And here we are. And it’s magical.

         I glance up.

         Cluny is smiling. “Your old high school sweetheart, a big-time Hollywood director, back in town. What do you think?”

         “I think we had one incredible night, Cluny. One dance, one kiss. But it was a short romance.”

         “Maybe, but you had a long friendship before that. And they always say a romance that grows out of friendship is the best kind.”

         I study the photo, Peter’s eyes, warm and friendly, gazing back at me. “Hmm. Is that what they say?”

         “You know the romance part would have lasted a lot longer if things hadn’t happened…the way they did.” She swallows the last few words, her voice becoming quiet, and I know what she’s thinking. If things hadn’t happened the way they did the next day. With Renny.

         “Hey,” she says, steering the conversation in a lighter direction. “You’ve seen all of his movies, right?”

         “Yeah, I’ve seen all three.”

         “Me too,” she says. “I liked Paris Love Letter the best.” She grabs my mug of coffee. “I’ll heat these up.” She walks to the microwave, and I watch the cups revolve on the platter. “He was always such a movie nut. Like you. Remember how he used to sneak us into the Dorset Playhouse? He’d buy a ticket and go in, and then we’d knock on the side door and he’d open it?” She hands me my coffee and sits down. “God, he was cute.”

         The memory makes me laugh. “I can’t believe we never got caught.” When the playhouse closed a few years ago, I couldn’t help but wonder if they’d gone broke from kids like us sneaking in over the years, but I know that’s absurd.

         Cluny leans back in the chair, crosses her arms, and gives me a self-satisfied glance. “It’s more than a coincidence, you know.”

         “What’s more than a coincidence?”

         She gestures at the newspaper. “Peter, back in town. You back in town. At the same time.”

         “So we’re both in town at the same time. Don’t give me any cosmic mumbo jumbo, Cluny. There’s nothing so strange about that.”

         She sits up straight. “Are you kidding? The odds against it must be a billion to one. It’s happened for a reason. You were crazy about him. He was crazy about you. You need to see him. It beats sitting around here by yourself, eating pints of ice cream.” She looks at the ice cream container as though she might try to confiscate it.

         I grab the container and pull it to my side of the table. “That’s ridiculous. I wouldn’t even know what to say. Too much water under the bridge. That was a long time ago.” I pick up the spoon.

         “Oh, come on,” she says. “Time has no meaning when it comes to love.” She puts her hand over her heart.

         “Where did you get that? From one of your Louise Hay books?”

         “No, you always used to say it. Back in high school. Remember?”

         I point my spoon at her. “Well, you shouldn’t listen to everything I say. Besides, I don’t think it would be a good idea to see Peter. It might be uncomfortable. You know, because of the way things ended.”

         Cluny is about to protest, but I cut her off. “Look, my apartment won’t be fixed for three weeks. So while I’m stuck here, my plan is to sleep, eat junk food, read trashy novels, go to my dad’s party, and try to forget for just a little while that right now my life is a total mess.”

         “Grace, come on, this is Peter we’re talking about. We used to bribe Renny to drive us around town looking for him. That’s how crazy you were about him, remember?”

         I remember. Of course I remember.

         “By the way,” she adds, “today that would be considered stalking. And we’d probably be arrested.”

         “Yeah, they’ve ruined everything fun.”

         I gaze out the kitchen window, onto the swath of grass that pushes the land toward the sound. A small sailboat whizzes by in a puff of wind. I look at the wooden table, at the scratches and cracks that have collected over the years. They look like the lines a fortune-teller might read to predict the future. I wonder what they would say about mine.

         Cluny leans closer. “And this will be a good distraction. Something to help take your mind off Scott and your job and your apartment. Plus, I’d love to see Peter again. Get the details on what he’s been doing all this time. It’s so exciting that he’s back in town.” I can feel her staring at me. “Don’t tell me you haven’t thought about him.” She sounds a bit smug.

         She’s smug because she’s right. Of course I’ve thought about Peter. Long before I began to see his name appear in magazines and entertainment blogs, there were things that reminded me of him, things that made me wonder where he was and what he was doing. Twister would come on TV, and I’d think about the night we went to the Dorset Playhouse and watched it from our favorite seats in the balcony. Or I’d be in a luncheonette and hear someone order a coffee milk shake, and I’d remember the afternoon at the Sugar Bowl when we drank so many coffee milk shakes we were both awake all night, jittery, talking to each other on the phone. Or I’d hear “Claire de Lune” on the radio, and I’d think about the day I heard Peter playing it on the piano in the empty high school auditorium.

         Cluny looks at me. “Yeah. I thought so.”

         I shake my head. “No, it’s not like that. Of course I’ve thought about him, Cluny. But I got over him a long time ago. I had to. You know that.”

         “We should go see him,” she says. “We’ll find out where he’s staying. It’ll be like solving a mystery. Just like when we were kids.”

         “Are you going to dig out your detective handbag?”

         She sighs. “I wish I still had it. Remember all the great stuff we put in those things? Tweezers? Handkerchiefs?”

         “Those big magnifying glasses we got at the stationery store?”

         “From that salesman who always had the horrible dandruff.”

         “Remember how we bought those little black notebooks?” I say. “For jotting down clues?”

         “God, everything was a clue. What about that time in fifth grade when you thought the man and woman who lived at the end of your street were bank robbers hiding from the police?”

         “Well, they looked suspicious,” I say, feeling the need even now to defend myself. “Come on, the wife, with all those weird hats and the sunglasses. She was always wearing sunglasses.”

         “She had an ocular disease.”

         “Even so.” I give a dismissive wave. “And what about the husband? He always seemed so wary of everyone.”

         “Grace, they were retired schoolteachers in their eighties.”

         “Oh, so retired schoolteachers in their eighties can’t also be criminals?”

         She gives me a skeptical look. “Besides, the husband was in a wheelchair.”

         “Yeah, but he was fast in that thing.”

         She taps a few crystals of sugar into her coffee. “I’ll tell you what I also remember.” A sly smile crosses her face. “How you rang their doorbell and told them you were collecting for the Red Cross.”

         I’d forgotten that. “Oh my God, yes. So I could peek inside for stolen money. I thought they might have a safe.”

         “And they believed you. They actually gave you ten dollars.” Her voice is full of awe, even now.

         I raise my hand as though I’m taking an oath. “Which, I might add, I immediately turned over to the real Red Cross.”

         “Yes, you did…after you dusted it for prints.”

         “Well,” I say, “a detective’s gotta do what she’s gotta do.”

         Outside, the wind chimes jingle, and a breeze sends a branch of hydrangea tapping against the screens. I feel a little wistful for the old days, a little sad to have lost that time in my life when the tiniest burst of imagination could power an entire summer day.

         “I think we were great detectives,” Cluny says. She’s silent for a moment. Then she adds, “We could resurrect our skills and find Peter.”

         I try to think of a way to convince her, once and for all, that I’m not interested, because I can sense what she’s going to say next. “Cluny, he’s married. I read that a long time ago. And he probably has two gorgeous children.” Everybody else does. Why not Peter?

         “He was married,” she says. “But he isn’t anymore. He’s divorced.”

         “He’s divorced?”

         Cluny’s eyes light up as she perceives a spark of interest. “Yesssss,” she whispers.

         “Oh, forget it!” I catch myself. “I’m not doing it. Besides, I just want to stay home.”

         She sighs. “I know. In your pajamas.”

         “Yes.” I hitch up my Santa bottoms.

         “Eating ice cream.”

         “And why not?”

         “Whatever you say, Grace. But, just so you know, cookie crunch is like a gateway drug. It leads to coffee toffee and chocolate-chunk chip and all those varieties that are much more dangerous. It’s a slippery slope.”

         “Okay, just tell me this.” I pick up the newspaper article and point to the photo. “How do you know for sure he’s divorced?”

         She winks. “Google, baby. How else?” She moves her fingers as though she’s typing. “And, yes, I cross-checked the information on several different sites. All very reliable.” She raises an eyebrow. “By the way, do you have any idea how many results come up when you Google Peter Brooks movie director?”

         I take a sip of coffee. “Five hundred and twelve thousand, something like that.”

         Cluny tilts her head and gives me a long, hard stare. “Oh, so you do know.”

         Damn it, she should have been a spy.

         She narrows her eyes. “Good guess, Einstein. I’ll pick you up tomorrow at ten. Dust off your detective handbag.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            
               Prepositions often indicate where one noun is in relation to another.

               It is never a good idea to store a bicycle inside a damp garage.

            

         

         The next morning, I wake up bright and early again, to the tune of nail guns on the roof. Mom has already gone to work, but she’s left another note in the kitchen. Although it’s still two weeks before the party, she’s got me tackling her to-do list. First task: find the plastic coolers she says are in the garage. That’s easier said than done. My parents are genetically incapable of throwing away anything.

         I head out the kitchen door and across the lawn to the garage, where I take inventory. Dad’s blue Chrysler and my old yellow Volkswagen Beetle sit in two of the three bays. In front of the cars is a large space filled with things my parents can’t part with. It looks as though a tidal wave came to shore and swept out again, leaving its debris—a rusted hot-water heater; a motorbike without an engine; two pink porcelain lamps with frayed wires; a mahogany table missing a leg, with the splintered half of a Louisville Slugger baseball bat as a prosthesis; old car tires; tennis rackets; gardening equipment; a microwave oven with no door; cans of paint labeled Versailles Blue; and two stacks of plastic coolers with hinged lids are just a part of what’s there. The garage is our own Sargasso Sea.

         I manage to clear a path to the coolers, and when I lift off the one on the top of the pile, what I see behind it makes my breath catch in my throat. It’s Renny’s racing bicycle. Although I can still see bits of the names Schwinn and Paramount, the frame, once a bright cherry red, is covered with dust and grime. The tires are flat and cracked, and the material on the sidewalls is flaking off. The wheel spokes, once shiny silver, are dark gray and speckled, and the chain is encased in rust. The bell Renny loved, with the blue enamel flower, is still on the handlebar. But when I pull the ringer, all I hear is a grinding sound.

         I remember the summer Renny and I bought our bikes; she was twelve and I was ten. After weeks of stopping by the Bike Peddler, the cycling shop in town, and studying the different models, I decided on a new Raleigh Mercury, white with orange and gray trim. Renny had been eyeing the Schwinn for a while, even though it was secondhand. We trotted into the store, our pockets bulging with cash we’d saved from chores like dog walking, weed pulling, and window cleaning, supplemented with money from Mom and Dad, and we walked out with the bikes. I’ll never forget how proud and grown-up we felt, having made our first big purchases on our own.

         I look at the Schwinn now, and I can see Renny, the way she used to bend over the handlebars in her Peace Corps T-shirt, her long legs pedaling defiantly, probably to the tune of some teenage-angsty Tori Amos song playing in her head. Her tawny hair would fly behind her as she breezed down a hill, turning a corner ahead of me.

         Often, on sunny summer mornings, she’d say, Come on, we’re going for a ride. We’d fill our water bottles, stash sandwiches and fruit in our baskets, and we wouldn’t come back until evening. Usually we’d ride with a particular destination in mind—a friend’s house, the beach, or the Hickory Bluff Store and the dock. But sometimes the destination would find us.

         One Saturday when I was thirteen, we rode to Miller’s Orchards, a farm in Dorset where apples have been grown for more than a century. We bought cheese and crackers and juice in the market, and then we walked into the orchards, where the trees grow in rows on a hundred and fifty acres of green land and the branches stretch their arms toward the sun. As we picnicked, the sky began to rumble and turn purple, and before we could reach the parking lot, it started to pour.

         We ran inside the market, and the woman at the cash register gave us each a black plastic trash bag to wear. She cut holes in them for our necks and arms. The ride home was crazy, with rain pelting our heads and water running down our hair, into our eyes. The trash bags flapped in the wind, and the puddles splashed up and soaked us, but we laughed and screamed the whole way. I often think of that day when I think about Renny. I look at it as a kind of high-water mark in our relationship, because it was after that when things started to change.

         I move the rest of the coolers out of the way and stare at the bike. I still can’t believe it’s here. I thought my mother had donated it to the thrift shop years ago, when I told her she could take my Raleigh there. I pick up the Paramount as though I’m moving a patient in critical condition, and I carry it outside.

         
              

         

         “Are you really planning to ride this?” Cluny asks as we lift the Schwinn into the back of her Jeep and close the tailgate.

         I’m not sure what I’m going to do with the bike. It’s been years since I’ve ridden one, unless you count the stationary bikes at the gym, and I don’t even get on those very often.

         I slide into the passenger seat. “I don’t know. Right now I just want someone to clean it and get it running again.” It almost hurts to look at it the way it is.

         Cluny turns on the radio—some station comes on with wind chimes and flutes and the sound of breaking waves, the kind of thing you’d hear if you were getting a massage. Gravel rumbles under the tires, and the dream catcher hanging from the rearview mirror sways as we head down the driveway to the green mailbox at the end, followed by the faded sign bearing the words Private, No Trespass, the ing having fallen off years ago.

         Cluny turns onto the road, and we leave behind the little peninsula people often refer to as Hammond’s Point because the property has been in Dad’s family for three generations. The road meanders along the water, a brackish breeze sweeping in through the windows. I look for glimpses of blue where the sound peeks in from between the houses and trees. Most of the homes in the neighborhood are old colonials or farmhouses—many, like ours, from the eighteen hundreds. The lawns are sprawling, adorned with sturdy oaks and maples that have seen generations of children swing from their branches or scuttle up their trunks for a better view of the water.

         Turning away from the sound, we travel the next few miles up and down hills flocked with the dense growth of summer and the faint smell of honeysuckle. I remember how Mom used to clip honeysuckle sprigs and put them in jelly jars for Renny and me when we were kids, the yellow and white blossoms dangling like little bells, the scent perfuming our bedrooms.

         We round the bend where the white-shingled Presbyterian church sits proudly at the end of a large, green rectangle of lawn.

         “They finally put up the new steeple,” I say. The old one caught on fire a few years ago, and the church had to raise the money for a replacement.

         “I think it looks good,” Cluny says.

         I liked the old one better, but I don’t say anything. The new steeple seems a little too modern, and I wonder if it’s even made of wood or if it’s been molded from some synthetic fire-resistant product.

         On Wallach’s Road we pass an antique red clapboard house, once a dance studio and now the home of Bellagio, an Italian restaurant. I think about all the pliés and relevés I did in that little studio, when I was seven and eight, trying to learn ballet. People are eating pizza and chicken Marsala in there now, ordering ravioli and eggplant parmigiana.

         We drive by the trio of Victorian houses that are home to Elephant’s Trunk Antiques, Nutmeg Market, and Sage Hardware. The structures, with their porches festooned in gingerbread trim, sit back from the road, nestled together like girls in white party dresses waiting to be asked to dance.

         Cluny glances at me and grins. “Has your dad bought anything new at Sage lately?”

         “No, thank God. At least, I don’t think so. Mom keeps a pretty good eye on that.”

         Sage Hardware is one of my father’s favorite stores, although he’s always had a complicated relationship with tools. Years ago, Mom finally decreed that he could only go in there and look—that he couldn’t buy anything because he might hurt himself again. One summer, when I was nine, he decided he wanted to build birdhouses, and not from kits but from scratch. He went to Sage and bought a bunch of tools, went to the lumberyard for the wood, and then he came home and promptly cut himself with a saw, resulting in twenty-one stitches in his finger and a lecture from the emergency room doctor about tool safety.

         Now he only goes in to browse. He likes to pick up hammers, drills, and soldering irons; to open sets of wrenches and admire their sleek, silvery designs; to check out stud finders, flashlights, and fasteners; and to chat with the sales guys about sockets and ratchets. I’ve caught him in there a few times, pining over storage boxes and workbenches. He’s even written poems about the store. “Zeal,” inspired by the saw incident, was about the fine line between knowing when to be careful and when to let yourself go.

         We make a quick stop at the harbor, where Cluny and Greg keep their Boston Whaler. A half-dozen boats glide by, heading down the river toward the deeper waters of the sound, their engines gurgling in low, throaty voices. Across the river, stately old homes with dormers and gables and filigree porch railings sit on wide, green lawns that wander down to seawalls.

         I follow Cluny into the Hickory Bluff Store, where the collection of boating equipment and beach-related odds and ends hasn’t changed. While she buys an oyster knife, I peer into a mahogany case with a dusty glass top, heartened to see there’s still candy inside and recalling how Renny and I would buy M&M’s and Snickers bars here and eat them on the dock out back while we dipped our feet in the water. Without even looking, I know there’s an old refrigerator full of bottled drinks on the far wall and a room off to the side where they sell bait. It’s comforting that these things are still the same.

         When we drive into town, however, it’s a different story. I immediately notice a new awning over the Sugar Bowl, the luncheonette where all the kids hung out when we were in high school.

         “When did they put that awning up?” I ask, pointing to the yellow building with the pink geraniums in the window boxes.

         “I don’t remember,” Cluny says, taking a quick glance. “In the spring, maybe. I think the blue and white looks pretty.”

         I’m not so sure, and I wonder what was wrong with the old yellow and white one.

         We pass a children’s clothing store called Twenty-One Balloons. It must have sprung up since the last time I was in town, back in the fall. I try to remember what business used to be there, but I can’t.

         Cluny parks, and we lift Renny’s bike from the Jeep, pushing it slowly down the sidewalk to the Bike Peddler. Bells jingle when I open the door. Bicycles of various styles and colors and sizes, from tricycles to tandems, sit in racks on the floor and hang from the ceiling. Cycling clothes, helmets, water bottles, baskets, bells, and other accessories are wedged into every square inch of space, and the air is heavy with the smell of rubber.

         “This place looks so different,” I whisper. It seems a lot smaller. Or maybe it’s just because I’ve grown up. It’s probably been twenty years since I’ve set foot inside here.

         “I think the old guy who owned the business when we were kids sold it,” Cluny says. “What was his name? Scooter something?”

         “Dees,” I say. “Scooter Dees.”

         I walk the bike toward the checkout counter in the back, past a man in a navy T-shirt. He’s talking to a woman and her daughter, but he looks up and glances at me with soft, brown eyes.

         “I’ll be with you in a minute,” he says, and then he smiles.

         One side of his mouth edges up a little more than the other. A lock of dark-brown hair falls onto his forehead. Around six feet tall, he’s got the build of a tennis player, lean and muscular. There’s something vaguely familiar about him, but I can’t place his face. I’m guessing he’s around my age, but he doesn’t look like anyone I remember from school.

         I lean the Paramount against the side of the counter and follow Cluny around the shop as she browses.

         “Greg was in here last year,” she says. “Buying bikes for the girls.” She picks up a yellow reflector from a basket of accessories, looks at it, and puts it back. Then she leans toward me, lowering her voice. “I was just thinking. I know you’ve got rent to pay and bills, and I know your parents will always help you out, Grace. But if you ever need money or anything, Greg and I are here to lend a hand.”

         This catches me off guard. I feel grateful, but I also feel a little uncomfortable, especially because my parents made the same offer. Does everybody else know something I don’t? Am I never going to find another job?

         “That’s really nice of you, Cluny. But I’ll be fine. I got some severance pay when I lost my job.” I leave out the fact that I’ve already spent a lot of it on bills. “And I have a fair amount of money saved up.” That’s also a lie, but I could never borrow money from a friend, especially from Cluny. It’s the kind of thing that can destroy a relationship.

         “Oh, I’m sure you’ve put away money for a rainy day,” she says, a little too quickly, as though she’s not totally convinced. “But if you run into any problems, you know we’ll help. I mean, what are friends for?”

         I thank her, unable to meet her eyes.

         As we step closer to the counter, I notice a stack of flyers on the top and I lift one off the pile.

         
            Fourth of July Dorset Challenge Fund-Raiser

            The Bike Peddler and the Dorset Land Conservancy have teamed up for a great fund-raising event to be held Wednesday, July Fourth. Start the morning with a complementary continental breakfast and then ride through beautiful eastern Connecticut on a five-mile, twenty-five mile, or fifty-mile adventure.

         

         “Hmm.” I dig into my handbag for my black Sharpies and pull out the one with the fine point. I remove the cap, releasing the pungent odor of whatever it is they put into Sharpies to make the ink last forever. Then I change the first e in the word complementary to an i.

         “What’s that?” Cluny looks over my shoulder. “Uh-oh, what are you doing?”

         “It’s a flyer for a bike trip. There’s a typo.” I take the stack from the counter.

         Cluny grabs the Sharpie. “Hey, come on,” she whispers. “You’re not at your old job anymore. They might not like you fixing their stuff.” She glances toward the door, where the bike-store guy is standing now, still in conversation with the mother.

         “But if I’ve noticed it, so will everybody else. And it’s wrong.” I pull the marker from her hand. “Do you know what came across my desk the day before they cut our whole department?” I ask, continuing my corrections. “A bag of chivda. It’s this Indian snack with rice flakes and things in it. The bag said, Bombay Garden Chivda, The Taste of People. Can you imagine? As if there were ground-up people in there.”

         “Yuck,” Cluny says, making a face.

         “Exactly. So much for computer translations. It reminded me of that old movie Soylent Green, where everybody’s living in the future and they’ve run out of food, so they’re eating ground-up people.”

         “Stop.” She raises her hand.

         “Anyway, my point is, being correct does matter. It can mean the difference between The Taste of People and The Taste People Love.” Just as I’m about to aim my Sharpie at the next flyer, I hear a voice.

         “Excuse me. What are you doing?”

         I look up. The bike-store guy is staring at me with those brown eyes.

         “Bye, Mitch,” the mother calls as she and her daughter leave.

         “I’m just fixing these,” I tell him. “You’ve got a typo here. A typographical error.” I smile.

         “I know what a typo is,” he says. “And I don’t need our flyers fixed.” That lock of hair is still in the middle of his forehead. I wonder if he realizes it. He grabs the flyers, but I clutch them tighter.

         “I can fix these in sixty seconds,” I say. “Even less—I mean fewer. I’m just trying to be helpful.”

         Mitch tugs harder. “Stop messing with them.”

         “Come on, Grace,” Cluny says. “Let’s get out of here.”

         “But they’re wrong,” I say, holding on tighter.

         Maybe it’s the sugar from the cookie crunch I ate last night, but for some reason I just can’t let go of those flyers. Mitch and I keep tugging until he pulls so hard, I lose my balance and stumble backward, crashing into a bike, which crashes into another and causes a domino effect. In a few seconds a dozen bikes have fallen, and I’m tangled up in several of them, one of my sneakers caught in the spokes of a wheel.

         “Ow, my back.”

         Cluny rushes to pull the bikes off me. “Are you all right?”

         “I don’t know. I think so.” I start to get up.

         “Here.” Mitch extends his hand. “Let me help.”

         “No, no, I’m fine,” I say, too embarrassed to accept his offer. I pick myself up and survey the mess. Most of the flyers have scattered across the floor, but several are blowing through the air, propelled by two large, elevated fans.

         “I’ll clean this up,” I say as I begin to gather the papers.

         Cluny joins me. “Yes,” she says. “We’ll have this picked up in just a minute.”

         “No, you should sit down so you don’t break anything,” Mitch says. At first I think he’s talking about my legs, but then I’m not so sure. He snatches a flyer from the air.

         “I’m fine,” I say. “And we want to help.” I grab a flyer that’s stuck to the back of a fan, the paper fluttering at the suction from the blades. I place the rest of them in a pile on the counter. “I’m really sorry.”

         He gives me an exasperated look. “Do you always go around fixing what other people write? Even when they haven’t asked you to do it?”

         “She gets a little carried away sometimes,” Cluny says. “She has three copies of The Elements of Style.” She looks at Mitch, who doesn’t seem to be registering this. “Strunk and White?”

         He doesn’t say anything. I wonder if he’s even heard of the book. Probably not. He begins to pick up the bikes I knocked over.

         “I didn’t mean to mess up everything,” I tell him, although when I glance around the room, I can’t help but think the place looked pretty disorganized already. Cluny and I move to help, but Mitch puts his hand up, halting us.

         “No, I’ve got this,” he says. “You’ve done enough already.”

         I don’t think he means that in a good way. I’m about to tell Cluny we should leave and find another bike shop when Mitch notices the Schwinn leaning against the side of the counter. He walks toward the bike. “What’s this? Is it yours?”

         “Yes,” I tell him. “It’s a Schwinn.”

         “I know,” he says. “A Paramount.” He runs his hand gently over the seat. “These were great bikes,” he says, his voice quiet, studied. “Top-of-the-line for their time. This one here—she’s got to be over thirty years old.”

         “I’d like to get it fixed,” I say.

         He bends down to take a closer look. He examines the frame, his eyes wandering over the grime on the tubes, the rust spots on the chrome, the bits and pieces of the Paramount name still visible under the mess. He looks at the wheels and runs his fingers along a few of the spokes. He nods at the rusted chain and derailleur. He picks up the cracked cables, noting the wires underneath, and lets them fall back into place.

         “It could use some work,” he says. “Looks as if it’s been stored in a damp place and just forgotten.” He brushes a piece of flaking leather off the seat. “Everything needs to be replaced or repaired.” He looks up at me. “But we can do it.”

         “That’s what I was hoping to hear,” I say as a young guy with a beard and a little hoop earring steps from a doorway to the left of the checkout counter and wheels a gray bike across the floor.

         Mitch straightens up. “So you didn’t just come here to correct our flyers, then.” He glances at me from the corner of his eye, a sliver of a smile on his face.

         “No,” I whisper. “I didn’t.”

         “Well, you’ve got two options here,” he says. “We can fix her up using new parts.” He runs his hand over the front brake. “Or we can do a restoration and use original parts—Weinmann Carrera side brakes, Shimano gears, Brooks saddle, that kind of thing.” He begins to pick at the dried black tape around the right handlebar, pieces of it falling to the floor. “Then the bike would look like it did when you bought it.”

         I don’t tell him I didn’t buy it, that it was Renny’s. I just nod. All I wanted to do was get the bike cleaned and working again. I wasn’t planning to do anything special with it. But the vision of a restored bike with vintage parts begins to blossom in my heart.

         Mitch continues to pick away at the tape until it’s gone and what remains is a section of shiny silver, a vision of the way the bike looked when Renny had it. And now I have my answer.

         “I’d like to restore it,” I say.

         “I think you’ll be happy with the result,” he says. “Why don’t you give me your name and number, and I’ll call you after we price it out?”

         He passes an index card to me, and I jot down my info.

         Picking up the card, he holds it close to his face. “Grace Hammond.”

         “Yes,” I say, ready for the usual question. “I’m related to the poet D. H. Hammond. He’s my dad. And, no, I don’t write poetry.”

         “Poetry?” he asks, looking a little confused. “I was just going to ask what these last two numbers are. I can’t read them.”

         “Oh.” I grab the card and rewrite the digits.

         The bells above the door ring, and a very tall, stick-thin woman in skinny jeans and platform sandals walks into the store. She has a big head of wavy, blond hair that she flips off her shoulder as she struts to the counter.

         “Mitchell,” she says, in a low Southern drawl. “How ya doin’ today, darlin’?”

         Her voice sounds familiar, and I’m trying to place it when she turns to Cluny and says, “Hey there.”

         “Hello, Regan,” Cluny answers.

         And I know exactly who it is: Regan Moxley. Her family moved to Dorset from Texas when we were in middle school. She was always a troublemaker. In seventh grade she told Cluny and me that we were supposed to get on bus eight for a field trip to the natural history museum when it was really bus two, and we ended up at a Sesame Street Live show with all the little kids. But that was nothing compared with twelfth grade, when she stole my boyfriend, Grover Holland, from me. I heard she’d moved back to town.

         “Regan, you remember Grace?” Cluny says, never one to forget her manners. “From high school?”

         Regan steps back, looks me up and down, and smiles. “Grace? Oh, hi there. I didn’t recognize you.” I can just tell what she’s thinking. You look like you gained a little weight. Trust Regan to notice the five pounds I’m constantly trying to lose.

         She turns to Mitch, who is behind the counter, removing an inner tube from a box. “Mitchell, did my mountain bike come in yet?” she asks, batting her eyes at him.

         “Not yet, Regan. The beginning of next week, remember?”

         She purses her lips. “Hmm, okay. Just thought I’d check.” She looks at me with a puzzled expression. “Didn’t your hair used to be a couple of shades lighter, Grace? Almost blond? Maybe that’s why I didn’t recognize you. You know, some highlights would really brighten it up.” She runs her hand through her own hair. “You might want to consider that.”

         “Yeah, I’ll keep it in mind, Regan.”

         She stares at my hair for another moment and then says, “So, what brings you to town, Grace? Visiting family?” She snaps her fingers. “Oh, wait, I heard there’s some big party coming up for your dad.”

         “Yes, that’s right.”

         “Seems like a lot of people are going, although I never got my invitation.” She laughs as though she’s joking, but I detect a serious undertone. Regan has never liked being excluded from anything.

         “It’s mostly family,” I tell her. “And some close friends of my parents.”

         “Ah,” she says. “And do you have a date coming out from New York to join you? I heard you live in the city.” She steps toward a blue mountain bike on a stand.

         “No, I’m not bringing anyone from New York,” I say, wondering why Regan Moxley still has the ability to put me on the defensive. I sneak a peek at her left hand to see if she’s wearing a wedding band. She married Roger Webber, the captain of the football team, but I heard they divorced ages ago. I don’t see a ring.

         Regan glances up from the blue bike as she runs her hand lightly over its seat. “A single girl in the big city.” She looks at Mitch, who is holding a hand brake lever and writing something on a pad, and she gives him a little smile.

         “Actually,” I say, stepping closer to the counter, “I’m not single. This is my date right here.” I plant my hand firmly on Mitch’s toned arm. It’s rock solid.

         He looks at me, a brief shimmer of surprise in his eyes.

         I grin. “We’ve been going out now for…oh, four or five weeks, I guess. Right, Mitch?”

         “I think it’s more like six,” he says, catching on. “Maybe even seven. I’ve lost track, it’s been such a whirlwind romance. Even in that short time, though, I feel as if I’ve gotten to know you so well—all of your interests, your endearing little habits…” He glances at the stack of flyers and then looks back at me, as though he’s stifling a grin.

         Cluny bites her lip, and I hope she doesn’t laugh.

         “I feel the same way, sweetie.” I give Mitch’s arm a playful squeeze.

         “Well, that’s so nice,” Regan says. “I didn’t realize you were involved with anyone, Mitch.”

         “He likes to keep that stuff kind of private,” I say, giving him a wink.

         He winks back.

         Regan slips her hands into the back pockets of her jeans. “I saw your cards in Nutmeg Market,” she tells Cluny. “They’ve got such a big display of them now. Business must be good.”

         “Yes, it is,” Cluny says. “Thanks.”

         Business is really good, but Cluny’s too modest to tell Regan her cards are now in more than two hundred gift, gourmet, and specialty stores across the country.

         “Well, I’ve got a few ideas for you,” Regan says as she picks up a pair of sunglasses from a display on the counter. “For your cards—if you’re interested.”

         Cluny shoots me a glance. I know my mouth is half-open. I can’t believe the nerve. “Oh, sure, yeah,” Cluny says. “Thanks, Regan. I’ll let you know.”

         Regan puts the sunglasses on, appraises herself in a bicycle mirror, and then returns the glasses to the counter display. “And what about you, Grace? What kind of work are you doin’ these days?”

         Oh God, the dreaded question. I’m not about to admit to Regan that I’m out of work.

         “She’s a proofreader,” Mitch says before I can come up with a reply. “Get out your Elements of Style.”

         “You’re a proofreader? I thought you’d be some big-time writer by now. I mean, the way Mr. Palmieri used to talk about you in English class.”

         “I’m not a proofreader.”

         “It’s a private joke,” Cluny says.

         “Actually, I review computer translations and fix the mistakes,” I say, standing up a little straighter.

         Regan just stares at me.

         “Here’s an example. Have you ever heard of chivda?”

         “Chiv what?” She squints.

         “Soylent Green,” Mitch says as he picks up a stack of mail. I see him grin.

         “What kind of soy?” Regan asks.

         “Never mind,” I say.

         “What are you doing with yourself, Regan?” Cluny asks, and I silently thank her for changing the subject. I can’t wait to hear the answer. The only thing I ever remember Regan doing well was flirting.

         “Oh, me? I own the bookstore,” she says, flicking back her hair.

         Regan owns a bookstore. That can’t be right. “You own what?”

         “The bookstore down the street. It used to be the Open Book.”

         “You own the Open Book?” I can’t believe it. In school, she never read anything but SparkNotes.

         She straightens the green jewel on her necklace. “As of three weeks ago. I changed the name to Between the Covers.”

         “That’s an interesting name,” I say. “So many connotations.”

         I’m sure Regan’s father bought the bookstore for her. He made a killing years ago when he sold his publishing company. He was the creator of Tell All and the Source, two gossip rags that are stocked in the checkout aisles of every grocery store in the country. He made six hundred million dollars on the sale, and he can afford to buy Regan whatever business she wants, and keep it afloat as well.

         “Well, I’ve got to run to boot camp—my exercise class,” she says, glancing our way for a second. “Did you sign me up for the bike trip, Mitch?”

         He looks up as he tears open an envelope. “The one with the complimentary breakfast?” He gives me a little glance. “Yeah, all done.”

         “Oh, I don’t care about the free breakfast,” Regan says. “But did you sign me up for the long ride? The fifty-mile ride? The others are way too easy.”

         Mitch nods. “Yeah, I’ve got you down. Fifty miles. You’re all set.”

         “Okay, good.” She looks at me. “I try to get all the exercise I can. I like to stay in shape.” She brushes some invisible piece of lint off her skinny jeans. “You should do the bike ride, too, Grace. You could do the baby ride. It’s only five miles. I mean, in case you can’t handle anything more intense.” She takes out her lipstick and touches up her lips.

         Baby ride?

         I lift my chin. “Oh, I am doing the bike ride,” I say, ignoring the fact that I haven’t been on a bike in years. “That’s why I’m here. I’m getting my bike fixed so I can take it on the long ride.”

         Cluny’s looking at me as though I’ve lost my mind. But how hard can a fifty-mile ride be? I’ve driven fifty miles plenty of times.

         “You’re doing the ride?” Mitch asks as he points to me with a catalog that has training wheels on the cover. “The long one?”

         “Of course, honey.” I walk to the counter and reach for one of the flyers, my own correction staring me in the face. I scrawl my name and information on the bottom and hastily write a check for seventy-five dollars. Seventy-five dollars I shouldn’t be spending.

         “Well, that’s great,” Regan says. “I didn’t know you were a cyclist.”

         I try to look surprised. “Me? Oh, sure. Huge cyclist. I ride in Manhattan all the time. I love dodging the buses and the cabs. It adds an element of danger you don’t get out here.”

         Cluny pushes me toward the door. “Come on, I’ve got a proposal to work on. I need to get back.”

         She’s about to turn the knob when Regan says, “Sooo, Mitchell, guess who came into my store the other day?” Without waiting for a reply, she adds, “Peter Brooks, the movie director.”

         “Hold on,” I whisper to Cluny as we both turn around.

         Mitch barely looks up. “The director who’s in town?”

         “That’s the one,” Regan says as she leans over the counter, her chest grazing the edge. “I went to high school with him.” She winds a lock of hair around her finger.

         “Really,” Mitch says, crumpling up a piece of paper.

         “Sure thing.” Regan glances at her fingernails. “He walked into my store and remembered me right off the bat. Oh, he was always the biggest flirt. Had every girl thinking he was in love with her.”

         “Seems as though everybody’s going crazy about that movie being filmed here,” Mitch says. “Personally, I don’t think it’s such a big deal.”

         “Well, it sure is to me, because I know Peter. And he looks good, by the way. That man is hot.” She shakes her hand as if it’s on fire. “They’ve been filming over at Rance Marina. I went there yesterday and got to see some of the action.” She raises her chin just a little, as though her entire persona might be elevated by the gesture. “Peter said I should stop by again and watch another shoot.”

         Mitch nods. “Well, I hope you have fun then.”

         I stand there by the door, dumbstruck at how Regan still manages to get under my skin. So what if Peter told her to stop by his shoot? I’m sure he’d make the same offer to me if I saw him. He’s a friendly guy.

         “Oh, I sure will have fun,” Regan says. She waves to Mitch. “Well, tootle-loo.” Then she saunters toward Cluny and me. “Are you girls going to watch the filming while the crew’s in town? I’m not sure Peter would remember you, Grace. But you might enjoy it anyway.”

         Something twists inside me. “No, we’re not going,” I say. “We’re not interested in any of that.”

         Regan leans in close. “Well, if you change your mind, I can probably find out where they’re going to be. Peter and I are like this.” She holds up two fingers, pressed together. “Oh, and you should come into the store sometime. Come look around. See what I’ve done with the place.” She flicks her hair a final time and walks out the door.

         I heave a deep sigh. “She hasn’t changed much.”

         “No, not too much,” Cluny says.

         “All right,” I say. “Let’s go. I know you’ve got work to do, and I guess I have to face the rest of my mother’s to-do list. She’s going to run me ragged helping her get ready for the party.”

         Mitch clears his throat. “Uh, about that party…” He flips through the rest of the mail. “I don’t see my invitation here, so don’t forget to send one.” He points to me. “After all, I am supposed to be your date.”

         I laugh. “Right,” I say playfully. “I’ll put you on the list.”
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