







“True.” I narrowed my eyes. “And what about the mother of these five children?”



“Well, she’ll be home with them.” He started backpedaling almost before he finished the sentence. “It’s not a political thing, barefoot and pregnant and forced to bake pies. I just think that if you’re going to have children, you might as well raise them yourself. My mom was a single parent, and it was not a good scene. It’s nice for kids to have someone at home.”

“Sure, it’s nice for the kids. But what happens when happily ever after breaks down and Mom is stranded in the middle of nowhere with no job and no income while Dad takes off with some popcorn-obsessed chippy?”

He waited patiently for me to settle down. “No Waltons for you?”

“Can I get a ‘hell no’?”

We studied each other across the table.

“Hmm,” he said.

“Hmm,” I said.
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The first time I ran into Dennis after the infamous nonwedding, I was wearing a coffee-stained tank top, no makeup, and baggy red track pants that made my ass look as big as Montana. I ordered a double espresso, collected my change, turned around to grab a napkin, and lo and behold, there was the man who’d “needed to talk” after our rehearsal dinner six months before.

I should have known this day was coming. UCLA is a big campus, but the medical plaza is a small world.

It was not good. We gaped at each other, both of us mute and rooted to the sun-bleached concrete. His gaze slid away from mine, so I focused on the small blue name tag pinned to his white coat: DR. D. SCHELL. We were standing, fittingly, in The Bomb Shelter, which is the café adjacent to the med school.

The silence between us stretched into eons. Stars flared up and extinguished in the heavens. Species evolved and died out. It became tragically apparent that the Big One was not going to hit right now, swallow me up into the San Andreas Fault, and save me from the raw humiliation of this moment. I had to say something. Anything.

“How’s Lisa?” Those are the words that actually came out of my mouth.

He startled when I said her name. “She’s good. She’s…you know.”

I nodded at his left hand, which, although tan and sprinkled with thin dark hair, remained ringless. “Still not married?”

“No.” He scuffed at the ground.

“Good to know. And actually, as long as we’re on the subject, I still have a few bills I could use some help with. As you know.” I smiled at him, sweetly. The expression on his face suggested that I had sprouted pointy, glistening fangs. “The photographer, mostly. The engagement ring paid for the jazz band and the catering, and I sold the bridesmaids’ gowns on eBay, but I took a loss, so…”

He flinched. Couldn’t bear to think of my platinum-set Tiffany diamond ring sparkling away in some second-rate North Hollywood jewelry shop. Poor baby.

He cleared his throat, pulled his Palm Pilot out of his pocket, and commenced poking at it with the plastic stylus. One of his nervous little tics. That and pulling on his earlobe. “I want to help out with that stuff. I kept meaning to call you, but…”

“Lisa.” I nodded briskly. “I know.”

“Listen.” He finally raised his gaze, up to about my chin, as he gestured to the café counter. “Can I buy you something?”

“Like what?” I planted my hands on my drawstring pant waist. “Chai? Latte? No thanks. You’ve done enough. Just pony up ten thousand bucks, and we’ll call it even.”

His big brown eyes were those of a puppy cowering in the face of a rolled-up newspaper. “I deserve that. I know. Listen, Gwen, I never meant to—”

But I was already walking away. Strutting my stuff in red track pants and a messy ponytail, trying to make an imperious Miss Thang exit before I burst into tears. Which I did, approximately four minutes later, when I reached the campus botanical gardens and caught sight of the quaint little mission-style chapel across the street. A bride and groom were posing for photographs on the church lawn.

Late Friday afternoon was an odd time for a wedding, but sometimes the church and reception site are cheaper if you’re willing to book a Sunday or a Friday. Just another fun fact I’d amassed on my long, meandering, and ultimately aborted trip down the aisle.

The bride was tiny, disappearing in swaths of white lace that I recognized from the Modern Bride special issue on Vera Wang. The groom was tall, lanky, a little goofy. Both of them looked stunned in the afternoon sunlight filtering through green leaves. Shocked by the final fruition of all those months of strategizing and bickering over centerpiece ideas. They were married, for better or for worse. Off with the wedding gown and on with the rest of their lives.

I sat down right there on the sidewalk and rummaged through my bag until I unearthed my cell phone, then speed dialed my roommate (and would-be maid of honor) Cesca. At times like this, a girl needed to hear someone say things like “When he asked about the ring, what you should have said was, ‘Pawned it. Went to Hawaii and slept with a cabana boy.’”

What a girl did not need was to discover that she had forgotten to recharge her cell phone last night, and consequently had no battery power left.

Where was the justice? I was already pinballing around rock bottom. Literally kicked to the curb with no dignity and no Kleenex. Were a few ions of Nokia lithium really too much to ask?

I swiped at my eyes with the back of my arm and checked my watch. I had fifteen minutes until my meeting with my research adviser, who, much like a pit bull, would lunge for my jugular at the first sign of fear or weakness. I needed to talk to Cesca. Now.

“Come on.” I punched the phone’s power button one more time.

The phone beeped angrily and gave me the technological equivalent of the finger—the “please charge battery” message. Then the illuminated screen went blank.

“Come on!” I pressed the power button again. Nothing.

A sleek black limo pulled up across the street. The Vera Wang brigade piled in amid a flurry of tulle. Guests streamed toward the parking lot, no doubt headed to a gala reception with champagne fountains and ice sculptures, where the groom would manfully blink back tears while toasting his new wife.

I couldn’t even get thirty seconds from Verizon.

So I did the only thing left to do. I hurled my cell phone into the middle of Le Conte Avenue, where it was promptly run over by a forest green Saab. The driver, a blond beach bunny with dark sunglasses, honked her horn and flung her cigarette butt at me as she vroomed away.

“Okay.” The time had come to take a minute and ask myself, What had I become?

Since the night of my (unnecessary, as it turned out) rehearsal dinner, I had turned into the kind of woman who commits phonicide and willfully creates road hazards just because she sees a glowing, happy couple who apparently registered at Good Karma, Inc.

And the truly horrible part was, I missed him. He had lied to me, cheated on me, and humiliated me in front of a rented reception hall’s worth of friends and family, but I missed him anyway, and I could never admit it to another living soul.

“Swear to God, Gwen, if a guy ever did that to me I would cut off his penis. And then FedEx it to his new girlfriend.” That’s what Cesca had said, and she had a point. Part of me knew that he didn’t even deserve my chilly courtesy—that what he in fact deserved was to have his nether regions severed, sealed, and delivered—but another part of me was still holding on to what we’d had: the sunny Sunday mornings brunching at Glad-stone’s while watching the tide roll in. The postsex, late-evening showers we took together, dueting “Summer Lovin’” at the top of our lungs. The safe, even spaces between his breaths when he slept.

We had been in love, you see.

Or, at least, I had.

But now “we” had been reduced to me, the dead cell phone, and the limo tracks of another couple’s dream wedding.

I heard footsteps on the pavement behind me as a long, dark shadow engulfed my little patch of sidewalk. I craned my neck around to see who had witnessed my curbside meltdown. Praying—to God, Buddah, Gaia, anyone who might listen—that Dennis hadn’t followed me out here.

Wincing, I forced myself to look up. My eyes skimmed over khaki pants, a blue button-down shirt, and the face of a man I’d never seen before. Midthirties, with dark hair and dark eyes. He seemed concerned.

“You look like you need to borrow a cell phone.” His voice sounded all deep and East Coast. The kind of guy who’d been on the crew team at prep school.

I blinked up at him, hoping we could both ignore the fact that my eyes were red and puffy. “What?”

“Do you need to make a call?” He offered up a silver Motorola with one hand, but his eyes never left my face.

“Oh. Not really.” I started tucking strands of hair behind my ears. “There’s no emergency. I just wanted to call my roommate. To…tell her something.”

Ooh, pithy. Why wasn’t anyone chiseling this down in stone?

“What’s the problem?” He reached out to help me to my feet. His grip felt warm and steady, but not too tight. Obviously, he was practiced at making people feel comfortable and secure. I wondered if he was a doctor, like Dennis.

“It’s kind of a long story.” I hitched up my track pants and pasted on a smile.

He continued to stare, and I was feeling less comfortable and secure by the second. Finally, he nodded and said, “You’re Gwen, right? Gwen Taylor?”

I took two giant steps back and shaded my eyes with my hand. No matter how I squinted, this guy’s face did not ring any bells. “Gwen Traynor…why?”

Already my eyes were darting around, trying to find the best escape route. Had I been dumped by my physician fiancé only to be slain by a stalker from Banana Republic?

He laughed at my expression. “Don’t worry. We haven’t met, but I recognize you. I saw you in your office when I visited the mental health clinic.”

This did not go a long way toward calming me down.

He laughed again, the corners of his eyes crinkling up. His skin looked tan and a bit weathered. Probably from all that yachting down at the asylum.

“I’m Alex Coughlin.” He offered his hand. “I’m the new trustee on the children’s clinic board. Dr. Cortez showed me around the new building this morning, and he took me by your office. We just peeked in, but I remember you. Dr. Cortez said you were one of his best new therapy interns.”

Oh.

“Well, I try. When I’m not having meltdowns in front of the new trustees.” I sighed. “Listen—”

He smiled. “Don’t worry about it. I know how much pressure graduate school can be.”

“Oh yeah? What fancy degrees do you have slapped up on your wall?” I sized him up and took a guess. “M.B.A.?”

He blinked. “Maybe.”

“Definitely.”

“How do you know I’m not some nice anthropologist who just happened to wander into the medical plaza?”

I nodded at his wrist. “Anthropologists don’t wear Patek Philippe watches. And all that brushed twill—it’s a dead giveaway.”

“Damn. You psychologists have quite the eye for detail. All right, I admit it—I’m a preppy M.B.A. who wears an ostentatious watch.” He turned both palms outward. “What can I say? It was a gift from my mother, and it does keep good time.”

I willed my puffy eyes to deflate. I hadn’t worked up the nerve to flirt with anyone in the six months since Dennis had dumped me. But maybe it was time to dive back in the dating pool. Maybe all was not lost. Maybe, just maybe, I wouldn’t have to grow old alone in Los Angeles just because I was an academic with a head for useless facts instead of a serene Modern Bride or a Britney Spears backup dancer.

I smiled back at him, feeling attractive for the first time in weeks.

Then I glanced at the ostentatious watch. “Oh my God. Is it really five o’clock? I’m late for a meeting with Dr. Cortez.”

He paused for a second. “I just came from a meeting with him myself, so if you’d like, I could call and tell him you’re showing me around the campus. We could go grab a cup of coffee.”

My eyebrows shot up. “Are you asking me for a date?”

“Yeah, I guess I am.”

I looked at him, and then I looked at the chapel and the cell phone laying disembowled on the pavement, and shrugged. “Fair enough. Let’s go?”

“Such enthusiasm.” He followed my gaze to the Great Nokia Massacre of 2005. “You want to tell me why that cell phone had to die so young?”

“I might as well. You should know what you’re getting into.” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “That—I’m sorry, what was your name again?”

“Alex.”

“That, Alex, is what eight months of wedding planning leads to.”

He looked confused. “But you’re not married?”

“Nope. I was all wedding, no marriage. I learned my lesson.”

“Got it.” He nodded. “Well, I don’t know about weddings, but I always thought it’d be nice to settle down, move out to a ranch in Colorado, have a bunch of kids, and live happily ever after.”

“Really. Well…that sounds great too,” I assured him. But inside, I was like, Good luck with those catering bills, suckah.

Yes, right from the beginning, the big red flags were there.

 

As we strolled two blocks over to Café Chou on Wilshire Boulevard, Alex called my adviser and told Dr. Cortez I was graciously providing a “walking tour of the campus facilities.” Shiny, late-model Boxsters and BMWs whizzed by on their way to Bel Air and Beverly Hills. I examined the fractured pieces of plastic and metal that had once been my cell phone and wished, not for the first time, that I could add a little impulse control to my life.

“Done.” He snapped his own phone shut and grinned at me. “He bought it. We are officially playing hooky.”

I closed my eyes and turned my face up to the golden sun. “How can something so wrong feel so right?”

“So you’re that kind of girl.” He opened the glass door to the coffee shop and ushered me into frigid, mocha-scented airconditioning. “Fiesty.”

“That’s one word for it.”

He ordered a large coffee, black. I opted for herbal tea, as my system clearly did not need any more stimulants of any kind. We waited through a long, awkward pause at the counter while the server prepared our drinks, then found our way to a table by the café’s front window, where he shook his head at my phone and tossed it into the trash bin.

“Hey! I need that!” I protested. “I mean, I know I should have thought of that before I chucked it in the street, but I could still fix it…maybe.” The truth of the matter was that I couldn’t afford a new phone, but he didn’t need to know that I lived off a meager fellowship and a lot of boxes of orange macaroni and cheese.

He raised one eyebrow. “God himself couldn’t fix that thing. So who is this guy who drove you to such senseless violence?”

“Oh, let’s not go down that road.” I tried to avoid broaching this subject with strangers, as I tended to go off on long, frothy-mouthed, spirally eyed rants.

“We’re going down that road. Drink your tea and start talking.”

I flushed. “Let’s just say that he was not worthy of the many hysterical breakdowns I had over whether the wedding invitations should be white or ecru.”

“Really?” He shook his head, his eyes bright and intense. “How can planning a wedding be that bad? What’s to do? Call a few churches, buy a few cases of booze, end of story.”

“Ha.” I sipped my tea. “The bride needs a few cases of booze before she even gets to the bachelorette party. You have no idea. Guest lists, church decorations—”

“Come on. Church decorations? Buy a few rolls of crepe paper, some duct tape, problem solved.” His smile was so disarming that I forgot I was bitter for a second and smiled back. “I don’t see the need for hard liquor yet.”

“And then there’s the dress.” I covered my eyes and shuddered. “First fitting, second fitting, final fitting…”

“Fittings?”

“Yeah. You know, so the bodice stays on and the hem is short enough that you don’t trip.”

“Well, just buy some extra duct tape and you’re good to go.”

I rolled my eyes. “Of course. I can’t believe seamstresses all over America are letting their most precious resource go to waste on plumbing facilities.”

“I’m serious.” He feigned great earnestness and masculine consternation.

“Duct tape. Honestly. What would Emily Post say?”

“She’s dead. She doesn’t get a say.”

“Listen, I’ve seen the dark side of ‘I do,’ and it is ‘I don’t.’ Uttered the night before the ceremony, when the erstwhile groom decides that his true destiny lies with his ex-girlfriend, a massage therapist who makes popcorn mosaics on the side.” I waved my spoon for emphasis.

He looked skeptical. “Popcorn mosaics?”

“With shellac and spray paint and stuff. Apparently, it’s her true calling.”

“What’s her medium? Pop Secret? Redenbacher? Does she have a corporate sponsor?” His laughter was contagious.

“You know, I don’t believe that ‘true art’ and ‘corporate sponsorship’ mix.”

“I guess you’re right.” He rubbed the emerging stubble on his chin. “To keep it real, she’d have to get a grant.”

“A few well-placed patrons and she might be able to move on to her pasta period and take the L.A. art world by storm.”

“Yeah. And then on to rice, legumes—who knows what poignant sorrows lie within the humble lima bean?”

“You wanna hear my sad little story, or not?”

He pretended to debate this for a minute. “I’ll hear the sad little story.”

“Very gracious of you. Anyway, long story short, my ex couldn’t resist the siren call of his ex, and by the time the dust settled—”

“Don’t you mean ‘the kernels settled’?”

“—the only thing I needed duct tape for was to box the gifts back up and return to sender.”

He saluted me with his coffee cup. “And you still have your sense of humor.”

We lost eye contact.

“I’m over it,” I agreed.

“You’re better off without him.”

“Totally.” I stared down at the gold-speckled Formica table-top, my thoughts turning inexorably to the wedding dress still moldering away in my closet. The bridal salon wouldn’t take it back. Apparently, all Amsale gowns were final sale, even if Dennis wasn’t.

Morning after morning, as I selected the day’s ensemble, I was greeted by the ivory silk reminder of my failure and disgrace.

Dennis had found bliss with a “less complicated” woman, some other euphoric bride-to-be would soon be flashing my pawned ring, and still I hung on to the hand-beaded fabric that tied me to the life I’d almost had. The life I’d wanted so badly that I’d been blind in my faith and careless with my heart. The life I’d wanted so badly that I’d—oh, God, the shame—literally begged Dennis not to leave when he said he was meant to be with Lisa.

On the sidewalk in front of the rehearsal dinner restaurant, I’d sobbed that my life could never be the same without him. And he had cleared his throat and said, “I love you, Gwen, but I need Lisa.”

Well, I’d been right about one thing. My life had never been the same since that night.

I yanked myself back to the date in progress and Café Chou and smiled at Alex in what I hoped was a winsome manner. “Let’s talk about something else. Like you, for instance. Let’s talk about you.”

He leaned back in his chair. “All right. What do you want to know?”

“Well…what do you do with your time when you’re not playing hooky on Friday afternoons or stewarding the clinic?”

He groaned. “Stewarding the clinic?”

“Isn’t that what you do?”

“Technically, yes, but stewarding…it makes me sound like I smoke a pipe and wear an ascot and I’ve got one foot in the grave. I’m only thirty-five.”

I laughed. “Okay, then, what do you do when you’re not, ahem, charitably donating your time to the psychological improvement of young minds?”

“I’m a financial analyst and consultant.”

“Oh.” Pause. “That sounds really…um…”

“Boring?” He laughed. “It’s not as dry as it sounds. I love the challenge of turning around companies on the brink of disaster. Kind of like bailing out the Titanic with a hand bucket.”

“But how on earth did you end up working with the clinic?”

“I was tricked. One of my friends roped me into helping out on the board of a children’s charity, and somehow I just got sucked in deeper and deeper. And now I enjoy it.”

“Wow. That’s really generous.”

He shrugged. “Not really. It’s kind of a personal thing for me.”

Ah. I could see where this was going. “You have children?”

This question surprised him. “No. I’ve never even been married.”

“Obviously not, if duct tape is your idea of a pew decoration.”

“I almost got engaged once.” He seemed suddenly mesmerized by the bottom of his coffee cup.

I pounced. “Almost? What happened?”

He tapped his fingers on the table. “We went our separate ways before I actually bought the ring.”

“No way are you getting off that easy after I spilled my guts all over this table. What happened?”

“Oh, you know how it is with L.A. dating. She was beautiful, I was a sucker for a pretty face, neither of us had any common sense. One thing led to another and…we’re much better off without each other. The end.”

“Alex.” I tossed a sugar packet at him. “Come on. I got dumped for a box of Jiffy Pop. You gotta give me something here.”

“I’m not discussing this,” he said, hanging his head sheepishly.

I gave him a look.

He lowered his voice. He looked to the left. He looked to the right. “The woman I was dating—Harmony—”

“Harmony?”

“Like I said. L.A. dating. She’s a soap opera actress, if that tells you anything. I met her at a black-tie dinner for one of the companies I worked with.” He leaned in closer. “We were just different personalities.”

I nodded. “Which is the polite way of saying she was stark raving mad.”

He shrugged. “She was a force of nature. A gorgeous, charismatic—and okay, crazy—force of nature. I made the classic male mistake.”

“Not reading the instruction manual?”

“Letting good looks get in the way of good judgment. I kept telling myself that a woman that beautiful had to have some redeeming qualities.” He was still communing with his coffee mug. “I saw what I wanted to see, instead of who she really was.”

Hmm. He sounded quite reasonable and insightful. (For a man.) I couldn’t decide if this meant he had unlimited romantic potential or if, given that he had once dated a woman so good-looking that people were willing to overlook her full-blown psychosis, he was wholly out of my league and I should just give up now.

Further investigation was warranted.

The two of us huddled together. The passersby on the other side of the plate glass must have thought we were planning a heist.

“And? What happened?” I prompted.

He straightened up in his seat. “I shouldn’t say any more than I already have. It was a long time ago, and it’s not worth remembering.”

I nodded knowingly. “Bad breakup?”

“Only if you consider finding another man’s sopping-wet boxers in your bathtub ‘bad.’ But on the bright side, I stopped being such an idiot about dating.” He placed his mug back into the saucer with a definitive, end-of-story clink. “So the short answer to your question is, no, I’ve never been married and therefore have no children.”

“But, you know, some people don’t get married before they have kids,” I pointed out. “Look at Calista Flockhart. Heidi Klum. Look at everyone.”

The J. Crew smile blinked on again. “We shouldn’t even get into this. I don’t want to scare you more than I already have.”

I made a big production out of bracing myself against the table with both hands. “No, no—bring it on. I can take it.”

“Just remember, you asked for it.” He met my eyes. “I’m old-fashioned. I’ve always wanted to find the right woman and get married. Big believer in two parents, family dinners, the whole Waltons scenario.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Ranch in Colorado and all.”

“Exactly.” And he got that look on his face that guys get after they watch too many McDonald’s commercials featuring precocious blond moppets playing catch with their dads. “All that fresh air and room to run around. What a great place to raise a family.”

I signaled the guy at the counter for another tea. “Why Colorado? Did you grow up there?”

“Nope. Born and bred in SoCal.”

“So why…?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. It just sounds nice—all the trees, the slower pace…”

“You’ve heard, of course, about the Colorado winters.”

“Sure! I’ll teach the kids to ski, take them tobogganing.”

“How many kids?”

“Oh, five or so.”

“Five! That ranch house is going to need a lot of square footage.”

He shrugged. “Real estate’s cheap, compared to Los Angeles.”

“True.” I narrowed my eyes. “And what about the mother of these five children?”

“Well, she’ll be home with them.” He started backpedaling almost before he finished the sentence. “It’s not a political thing, barefoot and pregnant and forced to bake pies. I just think that if you’re going to have children, you might as well raise them yourself. My mom was a single parent, and it was not a good scene. It’s nice for kids to have someone at home.”

“Sure, it’s nice for the kids. But what happens when happily ever after breaks down and Mom is stranded in the middle of nowhere with no job and no income while Dad takes off with some popcorn-obsessed chippy?”

He waited patiently for me to settle down. “No Waltons for you?”

“Can I get a ‘hell no’?”

We studied each other across the table.

“Hmm,” he said.

“Hmm,” I said.

He pushed back his shirt cuff and consulted the controversial Patek Philippe watch. “Listen. I’ve got to get back to the office, but I’d love to finish this discussion later. How about next Friday night? I have Lakers tickets.”

I must have looked hesitant, because he added, “I solemnly swear not to chain you to the stove in the ranch house. Until the third date.”

I laughed. “All right, I’ll go. But I ain’t bringing no pie.”

We shook on it.

[image: space]

Later that evening, while I was finishing up some final case notes and preparing to go home for the night, a courier showed up at my office door with a small package and a release form to sign. When I unwrapped the box, I found myself staring at a brand-new, top-of-the-line cell phone. The thing weighed like two milligrams. The message included read:


Thought you could use the latest model—

it’s shock absorbent.

See you Friday.



He had attached the note with duct tape.

I sank down in my chair. My heart was doing a little flutter kick that I hadn’t felt in so long, I wasn’t sure if it was infatuation or the early symptoms of cardiac arrest.

I had survived the breakup with Dennis along with all the accompanying humiliation, despondency, and self-doubt. And now I was getting all melty and blushy over a cup of tea and a glorified walkie-talkie. It would appear I was ready for another spin of the roulette wheel of love.

The human heart is either really resilient or incredibly masochistic.
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“R-E-B-O-U-N-D, find out what it means to me!” Cesca did her best Aretha impression and followed it up with a heaping spoonful of Cheerios. It was the Monday morning after I met Alex, and my roommate felt it was her right—nay, her duty—to interrogate me about the new prospect. And to editorialize.

For the last four years, Francesca DiSanto and I had shared this squalid shoe box of a two-bedroom apartment in Westwood. True, it was on the ground floor of a building overrun by rowdy undergrads and it occasionally smelled like mold, but it was in a safe neighborhood, we could walk to campus, and we could (sort of) afford the rent. Due to space constraints and the fact that neither one of us had ever gotten around to buying a kitchen table, we had fallen into the habit of eating breakfast standing up and leaning against the counter.

“I’m not rebounding,” I protested. “I’m done with Dennis. It’s been six months. That whole debacle is dead, buried, and decayed.”

“Ha. No one can pile on the denial like a psychologist.” She jabbed her index finger at me. “How many times do I have to tell you? If you have man problems, the answer is never another man. You have to stop this vine swinging.”

“I’m not vine swinging,” I huffed. “How dare you?”

“You’ve gone from boyfriend to boyfriend to boyfriend from the day I met you.” She paused for another bite of cereal. “And that was a very long time ago.”

We had been thrown together during our freshman year of college, both of us rolling our eyes in the back row of the Psych 101 class we had been forced to take to fulfill our social science requirement. Nine years later, we were both working on our doctorates in clinical psychology. But our attitudes had not improved.

“Woman. You’ve been single for like, eight months, grand total, since you hit puberty.”

“Hey! I am not one of those annoying girls who always has to have a boyfriend!”

“Well…you’re not annoying, anyway.”

I gasped in outrage.

She tilted her head. “What’s so scary about being single?”

I busied myself with rinsing off the dishes in the sink. “You didn’t meet Alex. He seems really nice. He’s smart and well mannered, and—”

“Re-bound,” she intoned like a foghorn.

I played my trump card. “He has season tickets to the Lakers.”

Her eyes lit up. “Are you serious?”

“Would I tease you about the Lakers? Do I look suicidal?”

“All the more reason you should steer clear of him. And give his number to me.”

As the lone girl in a family with four brothers, Cesca tended to be loud and obsessed with sports. Despite her dainty appearance (think Audrey Hepburn with an olive complexion and a cute pixie haircut), she was the only female I had ever known who looked forward to Thanksgiving and New Year’s Day “because I am ready for some football, baby.” And for a chick currently wearing an extra-large Lakers T-shirt as pajamas and ankle socks with lavender pom-poms on the backs, she was awfully judgmental.

“So let me get this straight.” She pushed a clump of dark brown hair out of her face. “This guy sees you going postal in the middle of Le Conte Avenue—”

“On the sidewalk,” I corrected.

“—having a hissy fit and wearing those hideous red track pants—”

“They’re comfortable. I had a chapter due to Cortez.”

“And he asks you out for coffee? And calls Cortez to get you out of your meeting?”

I nodded. “Yes, your honor, that is correct.”

She planted her hands on her hips. “Well, what’s his story? Does he just cruise the campus looking for damsels in distress?”

“No. He’s a new trustee for the clinic.”

“Just what you need—a romance with a guy who’s all buddy-buddy with the adviser from hell. Do yourself a favor and give yourself some more grieving time.”

I tried to play defense. “Listen, missy, don’t you have a qualifying exam to study for or something?”

“Don’t remind me.” She grimaced. “I have three more days to come up with some endless paper on the efficacy of cognitive behavioral therapy versus antidepressants.”

“Well, it sounds like you better get your ass to the library.” I stuck my head into the fridge and started scavenging for something to pack for lunch. I snatched up a can of Diet Coke—actually, better make that two cans, okay, four—a peach and a container of yogurt. These would go nicely with a Kit Kat from the clinic’s vending machine.

A Cheerio came sailing over the refrigerator door. “Don’t try to change the subject. What are you going to do about this?”

“I’m going to go to the Lakers game with him. I like him and I’m giving him a chance.” I cleared my throat. “Despite his reactionary worldview.”

“Reactionary…” She tossed her bowl into the sink. Milk sloshed up onto the counter. “What the hell does that mean?”

“Well. He clearly watched too much Nick at Nite as a child and now envisions marriage and family life as some black-and-white, Eisenhower-era wet dream.”

“Ward Cleaver meets Carrie Bradshaw. Yeah, this’ll solve all your problems.”

I shoved the yogurt and a spoon into my black tote bag. “Sarcasm is very unbecoming this early in the morning.”

“Mark my words: this is only going to lead to trouble.” She tugged at her T-shirt. “Tell you what—get out while you can, and I’ll go to the game.”

“Your advice is neither solicited nor appreciated,” I said primly.

“But it is right on the money.”

I scowled at her.

“I’m just saying, this guy seems too good to be true. And when they seem too good to be true, they usually are.”

I headed for the door. “Did you get that directly out of Ben Franklin’s autobiography?” I sighed and turned around, one hand on the doorknob. “Listen, Ces, I appreciate what you’re trying to do here. But I don’t think you understand what I’m dealing with. I mean, when you broke up with Mike—”

“Do not speak that man’s name in this house,” she warned. “He’s dead to me! Him and his stupid eight-track collection.”

“Well, if you think you were upset about breaking up with him when you did, imagine how much worse you would’ve felt if you had planned to marry him.”

She crossed her arms. “I have to go to the library.”

I crossed my arms. “And I to the clinic.”

And with that, the Dysfunctional Future Therapists of America meeting huffily adjourned.

 

“Gwen?” Julie, the clinic receptionist, stuck her chignoned head into my office. “Your ten o’clock’s here.”

“Oh. Okay.” I finished my first Diet Coke of the day, shuffled through the papers in my bag, and tried to focus on the task. Which was salvaging troubled young psyches. Not to be confused with obsessing over the petty nuances of my own love life. “I’ll be right out. Give me one second.”

I scanned the information sheet the clinic director had left for me and tried to get into Work Mode.

My newest patient was a four-year-old boy, L. St. James, who’d been referred by his preschool teacher. He was described as displaying irritability, negativism, and “attention problems.” Could be depression, which, in young children, often manifests as pouting, defiance, or chronic crankiness.

Well, I’d have to see. I wouldn’t be meeting L. St. James himself for another week or so—today, I had asked to meet only with L.’s “primary caregiver,” who was listed only as “H.” St. James (nice record-keeping system we had going here), so that I could ask her about recent changes in her son’s behavior and get an idea of their home environment.

Most moms of depressed kids are exhausted and absolutely at the end of their rope from trying to deal with their unruly children. So when I stepped into the toy-strewn waiting room, I was expecting to find a woman who looked like she’d been pulling her hair out between shots of bourbon. But I saw no one fitting that description. Only a little boy in a baseball cap and a young lady, barely out of adolescence, with a sandy-colored French braid and a placid, milkmaid face.

The girl looked up at me expectantly. She looked far too young to have a four-year-old, but hey, this was life in the big city, right? The child didn’t look up from the toy truck he had overturned on the blue carpet. He turned the wheels round and round with the palm of his hand.

“Ms. St. James?” I ventured.

“Oh, no. I am not Ms. St. James.” The girl smiled. She had a lilting European accent I couldn’t quite place. Swiss? “I am her au pair. My name is Nell. This is Leo. Leo, say hello.”

The little boy looked up at me. His face was nearly hidden by the brim of his red and blue cap, but his brown eyes were huge and serious. “Hello.”

“Well, uh…” I stared at the information sheet in my hand, hoping for instructions on how to handle last-minute au pair insurgencies. “Where’s his mother? I’m supposed to be meeting with her today.”

Nell turned her palms up helplessly. “She is at work. She asked me to come with Leo here, so I do.”

I gave her my very best fair-but-firm smile. “Well, I appreciate your time and effort, but I really can’t start with Leo until I’ve had a chance to meet privately with his mother. It’s very important. So I’m afraid you’ll have to take him home now, and I’ll call Ms. St. James to set up a new appointment.”

Nell looked worried. “But I don’t have a car. Ms. St. James dropped us off. She will pick us up in another hour.”

I sighed. “I thought you said she was working.”

“She has a break before lunch.” The au pair started to shred a stray magazine subscription card. Thin strips of paper fluttered to the floor. “Should we just stay here until she comes?”

Grrr. Of all the days for my supervisor to be on vacation.

I took a deep breath. “All right. Let’s start over.” I turned to the kid on the carpet. I couldn’t do any clinical work with him yet, but we might as well have a breezy little meet-and-greet. “Leo, how about you come with me? I’ve got some really fun toys in here.”

“Okay.” He abandoned the truck and followed me without a backward glance at Nell.

As we headed toward my office, I peered down at the head obscured by the red and blue baseball cap. Fringes of downy blond hair curled out over his T-shirt collar.

“I like your hat, Leo. What’s that on the front?”

“Fider-Man.” He pointed at the masked web slinger embroidered over the bill. “Everybody loves Fider-Man.”

“What’s not to love?” I opened the door to my office. “So Leo, my name is Gwen and I’m—”

“I know.” He nodded solemnly. “You’re a side-kick.”

I blinked. “I’m sorry. What?”

“A side-kick,” he repeated. “Like on TV. The lady that talks to kitties.”

“Oh! You mean the pet psychic?”

“Yeah. On TV.”

“No, I’m a psychologist. Not a psychic.” I ushered him into the room. “Psychics are people who can see the future and guess what other people are thinking. I can’t do that.”

“Are you sure?”

“Very sure.” Just ask Dr. Dennis Schell. “So this is where we’re going to play today.”

He scrunched up his mouth as he surveyed the piles of paper on the windowsill, the children’s drawings on the wall, the big corduroy cushions piled in the corner. “It’s kind of messy.”

“Yeah, I guess it is, but since we’re going to be playing, it doesn’t have to be totally neat. You can help me straighten up when we’re done, if you want. When your mom comes to pick you up.”

He looked up at me with a glimmer of anxiety. “How long ’til she gets here?”

“Don’t worry, she’ll be here soon. Now, what do you want to do first? We could color, or play with Legos…I have some dolls and stuffed animals, too.”

He mulled this over for a minute. “Color.”

“Okay.” I broke out the paper and a plastic bin full of crayons. We settled down on the floor with our supplies and waited for inspiration to strike.

His big brown eyes were shaded by his hat, but I could see that there was a lot going on in there. He was obviously an intense and watchful kid. Cute too. He had round, peachy cheeks and the kind of eyelashes that maiden aunts everywhere would describe as “wasted on a boy.” But the Precious Moments exterior didn’t fool me—I’d met a lot of preschoolers in my day, and this kid was macho and fearless as only a four-year-old male can be.

He silently selected a red Crayola and drew a long, thin, continuous spiral on his white piece of paper.

“Wow.” I nodded at his design. “That’s pretty cool.”

He didn’t look up. “Mm-hmm.”

“Want to talk about what you’re making?”

Apparently, he didn’t. Still no eye contact. Another loop added to the coilings of red crayon.

I tried again. Sometimes directives were a better way to go with young kids. “Tell me about what you’re drawing.”

He sighed deeply, as if I had just interrupted progress on the Sistine Chapel. Shooting me a look of great condescension, he explained slowly, “It’s a snake.”

Duh. “Oh. That’s a very long snake.”

“Yes.” He seemed pleased. “The longest snake in the world. Thirty-two feet.”

Because I was not a Freudian, I let this comment slide. But he was on a roll.

“Snakes,” he announced, raising his index finger like a pint-size Confucius, “are very dangerous. Not all of them. Just some of them.”

“That’s true,” I agreed.

“That’s why I’m never going to the desert. Or the jungle. Or the woods. Or the ocean.”

I raised my eyebrows. “The ocean?”

“That’s where the sea snakes live.”

“You certainly know a lot about snakes.”

“Yes.” He paused to pick at a Band-Aid on his elbow. “I’m very smart.”

Well, at least we knew he wasn’t suffering from low self-esteem. I hid my smile and started doodling with a gray crayon on a spare sheet of paper.

Leo stopped progress on his serpentine scribbling and stared at my sketch. “Miss Gwen?”

“Yes?”

“What’re you drawing?”

Busted. I felt a warm blush creep into my face as I stared down at my Crayola creation. “It’s, uh, it’s a cell phone.”

He wrinkled up his face. “A cell phone?”

“Yeah. Because I got a new phone on Friday, so it’s on my mind.” I dug the item in question out of my bag and showed it to him. “See? Here it is.”

“Oh.” He walked across the floor on his knees and hunched over the phone until his face was mere inches from the antenna. “Can I call my mom?”

Uh-oh. “No, Leo, I’m sorry. But she’s going to be here soon.” I hoped. “Don’t worry.”

“When is she going to be here?” he persisted.

I consulted the wall clock. “In about half an hour.”

“Okay.” And after a final look of longing at the cell phone, he resumed coloring. “I’m going to draw a picture of my dog. His name’s Jellybean. He died.”

My ears pricked up. “I bet you felt pretty sad.”

“Yeah.”

I tried to continue the conversation, but the life and times of Jellybean were apparently not up for further discussion. For the next thirty minutes he acted quiet and placid, not the sort of demeanor you’d expect from a kid who’d been referred for treatment by his preschool.

At 10:05, Julie rapped on my door and ushered in Leo’s mother, who was, hands down, the most beautiful woman I had ever seen outside the pages of Vogue.

I noticed the contrasts first. The waist-length black hair streaked with gold in the front. The simple sleeveless white dress accented with a black leather belt and strappy high heels. Her diminutive stature and the way her ripe, almost cartoonish curves managed to fit into some ridiculous, nonexistent clothing size like zero. Scratch that. This chick could wear a negative two.

The tawny tones of her cheeks and forehead set off startling, ice blue eyes. And yeah, she was wearing too much makeup, but so what? This was the kind of woman who had a heavy metal ballad written for her. The kind of woman a man might leave his fiancée for. She looked, I realized with a flash of raw red déjà vu, the way I’d always been afraid Lisa looked.

Thus, I wanted to hate her on sight. But I couldn’t. She just seemed so delicate and, well…vulnerable. Charisma oozed from her every perfect pore.

“Mama!” Leo looked relieved to see her but did not, I noted, run over to her.

“Hi, pookie.” She tilted her head and smiled down at him. Her teeth were perfect, dazzlingly white and evenly spaced. “Were you good for Dr. Traynor?”

His eyes widened for a second. Since I had introduced myself only as Gwen, he had no idea who this Dr. Traynor character was. But he decided to hedge his bets. “Yes.”

She turned to me. “I am so, so sorry I’m late. The receptionist already yelled at me.”

“Well, no one should yell at you. It’s just that, for an initial interview, I really need—”

“To talk to me, I know, I know.” She ducked her head with a naughty-kitten grin. “But I was running late this morning, because I couldn’t find anything black or white to wear, and my spiritual adviser says I should only wear black and white for the next lunar phase.”

I tried to remain poker-faced.

She ran her hands through her artfully tousled tresses. “And then I just couldn’t get the director to rearrange my shooting schedule this morning, but I thought I’d at least send Nell and Leo.”

Oh, Lord. “Your shooting schedule?”

“Yeah.” She stopped and shook her head. “Oh, of course, I’m sorry! I work in television. That’s why I’m wearing way too much makeup way too early in the morning.” She laughed. “You probably haven’t seen my show—you don’t exactly look like the type to watch daytime dramas.”

Had I just been complimented or insulted?

“I work on Twilight’s Tempest.” She struck a pose and offered up a dainty, French-manicured hand. “Harmony St. James.”

 

“Okay, okay, there’s no need to shriek.” Cesca switched on her turn signal and ruthlessly cut off the minivan behind us.

“No need to shriek?” I shrieked. “Did you hear what I just said? Her name is Harmony St. James and she looks like a digitally enhanced Carmen Electra.”

“I hear you loud and clear.” She flinched and stomped on the brake as traffic slowed to a crawl. She yanked open the Civic’s glove compartment and threw a roll of Sweetarts my way. “Have some candy. Good God, woman.”

I popped a Sweetart in my mouth, washed it down with my customary late-afternoon can of Diet Coke, and grimaced as the sugary tang seeped into my mouth. The 405 Freeway was rapidly turning into a parking lot, as it did every day at the stroke of five o’clock. Much like Cinderella with the pumpkin, except with insane auto insurance rates and horrible gas mileage.

I blinked at the sunlight glinting off the bumper of the Volvo in front of us and tried not to hyperventilate. “I don’t think you comprehend the gravity of this situation. You did not see this woman, so you could not possibly understand, but she could have her own swimsuit calendar. She probably does have her own swimsuit calendar.”

“Don’t you think you’re losing perspective a little here?” Cesca patted my arm. “You have no idea if this is the same woman Alex was talking about—”

“How many soap opera actresses named Harmony do you think there are out there?” I demanded.

“I don’t know! Maybe in soap opera world, ‘Harmony’ is the equivalent of ‘Sarah’ or ‘Jennifer.’”

“That is such bull—”

She put a hand up. “All I’m saying is, we don’t know. So until we do, stop screaming the house down.”

“How the hell am I supposed to compete with Carmen Electra?”

“You can’t.” She shrugged. “You don’t. Alex doesn’t want her, he wants you.”

I tipped my head back and let loose with the bitterest laugh in the world. “Where have I heard that before? Oh yeah. My ex-fiancé.”

“You have some real trust issues, you know that?” Keeping one eye on the road, she dug a Tootsie Pop out of her purse and unwrapped it.

“You and your damn candy,” I muttered.

She batted her eyelashes at the BMW convertible next to us until the gray-suited yuppie in the driver’s seat let us pull in front of him. Then she readjusted the lavender Lycra sports bra she’d donned for the gym. “If I didn’t eat candy, I wouldn’t need to go work out, and then I wouldn’t get to feast my eyes on Polo, the Pilates instructor.”

I banged the back of my head against the seat. “Oh my God. You dragged my ass out into five o’clock freeway traffic to go mack on some guy named Polo? What the hell kind of name is Polo?”

“I think he’s Brazilian or something.” She grinned. “Besides, if anyone ever needed to work off some stress, it’s you. You’ll thank me for this later.”

“This isn’t even our regular gym,” I pointed out. We could have walked to the UCLA fitness center, our usual routine, but this week she’d suddenly gotten a bee in her bonnet about wanting to try a Pilates class in Marina Del Rey. Now the truth was out. “Polo. Unbelievable. Polo and Harmony. They should hook up. Hippie children, unite.”

“If you can’t say something nice…”

“Bite me.” I slouched into my seat and cranked up the air conditioner.

Cesca turned on the radio. The upbeat female announcer informed us that there was “a bit of a delay” on the 405 southbound. I glanced at the car’s speedometer. Sure enough, we were still going 0 mph.

“So? Have you heard from your main rebound man today?” she asked.

“Who? Alex? President of the Twilight’s Tempest fan club? No, I have not. And I probably never will, since apparently he only dates pneumatic bimbos who look like they’ve starred in movies called Vixen Sorority Girls Unchained.”

She pulled down her sunglasses and gave me a look. “Are you sure you don’t want to go audition for a soap opera?”

And then radio station Star 98.7 FM shut us up and proved my point. I winced as I recognized the mellow opening chords of Sting’s “Fields of Gold.”

“Sorry.” She punched at the buttons. Beyoncé wailed through the stereo speakers, but the damage was already done. “I don’t suppose there’s any chance you didn’t hear that?”

I didn’t say anything for a few minutes. Just listened to the upbeat pop now ping-ponging around the car and rained silent curses upon Sting and his damnable sappy love songs.

You’ll remember me when the west wind moves…


I remembered him all the time. And I hated it. I hated that the wounds Dennis left could be ripped freshly open even in the sealed safety of Cesca’s car. I hated that radios were still allowed to play the song that we were supposed to dance to at our wedding.

He didn’t even have to be present to hurt me. Star 98.7 could smite me in his stead.

I sighed. “What do I have to do to get that song banned worldwide? Can we start a petition or something?”

My roommate had the trapped, frozen look that I had grown accustomed to seeing on the faces of my family and friends over the last semester. The I-don’t-know-what-to-say-please-don’t-freak-out look.

“Oh, relax,” I told her. “I’m not going to bust out crying.”

She removed the Tootsie Pop from her mouth. “I think I might cry. I’m so sorry, Gwen.”

I snorted. “Why are you sorry? You’re not the one who got engaged to a mind-changing toadass.”

“I know, but…Jesus, you know?” She really did look a little weepy. “I mean, this time last year you were asking me to find a reading for the ceremony and now…”

“Cesca. Seriously. Stop with these Steel Magnolia lines. You’re killing me.” I took a moment to compose myself. “I’m good. I’m over it.”

“That’s what you keep saying.”

“And it’s true!” I insisted. “I admit, I had some temporary setbacks. But it’s all for the best. I’m moving on. I’ve found a new man who’s way better than Dennis. Even though he hasn’t called yet. Now pass the Sweetarts and let’s go do some Pilates. A fie on exes everywhere.”

She suddenly became fascinated with the exit sign for the 10 Freeway. “Speaking of exes…”

I leaned over and killed the music.

We spent a long, silent minute listening to the hiss of the air conditioner and the rumble of the Mustang idling next to us.

“I, uh, I’m thinking about calling Mike.”

“What? Why?” I demanded, sounding just a tad more like General Schwarzkopf than I’d meant to.

“Well, he’s been leaving all these messages on my voice mail, begging me to call him back.” She turned the radio back on.

“Again, I must ask why you would consider doing such a thing.” I eased into my calmest therapist’s tone. “Perhaps the plate-smashing marathon of last month’s breakup has slipped your mind, but as the woman who had to sweep up the kitchen floor and go buy new dishes at Costco not three weeks ago, let me refresh your memory.”

“Actually, I already called him.”

“No. You. Didn’t.”

“We’re getting together Friday night.” She jabbed her index finger toward me. “And I don’t want to hear it from you.”

“What happened to not speaking the man’s name in our house? What happened to him being dead to you?”
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