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			That Day

			Cookies—Teddy’s bake sale

			Drop off cookies

			Cleaners—P’s suit

			Pick up throw pillows (Mannix)—Roberto

			Weber armoire—more antiquing?

			Mom—lunch

			Maggie’s bday present

			Black leotard (long sleeve, V-neck) 

			Fabric—PDC—Hoffman

			PDC—recon 

			Charlotte’s day wandered off course early. 

			She loved a to-do list. Especially checking things off. Sometimes, after jotting down the last item, she added a task already completed, just for the satisfaction of checking it off.

			But today—October 17, 2011—she was well behind. 

			It was nearly bedtime the night before when Teddy remembered the bake sale. He straggled into the kitchen, mouth full of toothpaste, and asked what she was bringing, as if he’d told her all about it. A flyer must have been sent home at some point, probably crumpled in the sticky bowels of his backpack, along with field trip permission slips and spelling tests. The fifth grade was raising money to turn a strip of grass at the back of the playground into a vegetable garden. She promised she’d bring something. How could she argue with fresh produce? 

			She gave the breakfast dishes a lick and a promise, as her mother would say, threw on a pair of black jeans and a white T-shirt. She added a camel blazer—the splurge item she predicted would earn its cost-per-wear keep. It always did on days like this, elevating a non-outfit into professional attire. Besides, it brought out the gold in her hazel eyes. She was about to slip into her favorite ballet flats but decided to go for a new pair of boots instead. It was October, after all. Then she gathered everything she needed for the Mannix job—paint decks, fabric swatches, tear sheets for easy chairs and end tables—and shoved it all into her massive tote, a battered leather thing with a temperamental zipper. 

			It was a little before 9:00 a.m. when she swung into the parking lot of Whole Foods. She grabbed a cart from the chain outside the door. It had one rogue wheel, but she didn’t bother to swap it for another. 

			Once inside, she made a beeline for the refrigerator case and grabbed a bottle of overpriced artisanal coffee. It was going to be an extra-jolt kind of day. She took a swig as she headed for the baked goods, convincing herself that the Whole Foods logo implied healthy. No studying labels today. Peanut butter fudge, oatmeal, chocolate sandwich: all fair game. No—not the peanut butter; peanut allergies were on everyone’s minds. At the last minute, she tossed in something pumpkin as a nod to the season.

			She was maneuvering the single-minded cart away from the bakery when Amy-from-high-school appeared. A plumper version of her teenaged self stuffed into morning-errand sweats, but Charlotte recognized her immediately. Amy was the town crier of the class of ’87. A catch-up would be unavoidable. Charlotte nodded a bit overzealously to hurry her up while Amy filled her in. Classmate updates included three divorces, two moves, and one case of inordinately premature grandmotherhood.

			“Wow!” said Charlotte. “That makes no sense. We’re too young for that, aren’t we?”

			“Apparently not,” said Amy. “You look great, by the way.”

			Charlotte tucked her hair behind her ears. Her waist-length chestnut hair had been a sort of signature in high school. It was shorter now, but still fell past her shoulders to her collarbone, now punctuated with a few silver strands. 

			“You too,” said Charlotte. Seconds ticked by, but politeness prevailed. “So, what’s new with you?” 

			“Me? I’m one of the divorces. Almost. It’ll be final in a few months.”

			“I’m sorry,” said Charlotte. She chugged her iced coffee in three gulps.

			“I’m not,” said Amy. “You know how it goes.”

			“I guess.” 

			“Between you and I…” started Amy.

			Charlotte mentally slashed a red pencil through the “I.” (Paul—Charlotte’s husband, the English professor—had shared his grammar pet peeves like a communicable disease. She’d grown equally determined to raise their children to say “between you and me,” no matter what they heard out there in the grammar-grubby world.) 

			“I believe there’s somebody somewhere who will make me happy,” said Amy. “I mean, it’s not some man’s job to make me happy, but, you know, who I can be happy with.”

			Charlotte nodded.

			“I’m moving on,” said Amy. Thank goodness. Charlotte had to get to the bake sale. But she realized Amy was speaking romantically, not literally. 

			“I’m sure everything will work out,” said Charlotte. They promised to call each other to make a lunch date. Then Charlotte dragged her cart, cranky wheel and all, to the finish line of the register. 

			The Santa Anas were blowing, a last hurrah of the Southern California fire season. A fire engine wailed in the distance. People blasted the AC in their homes; stoplights were out all over town, victim to grid overload. At some intersections, traffic cops waved cars through—two, three, maybe four at a time. Others were left unguarded, daring drivers to figure it out for themselves: no red, no yellow, no green. 

			It took twice as long as it should to get to Teddy’s school.

			She carried the goodies into the courtyard at the front of the school and set about arranging them on the platters she’d brought from home. Paper and plastic were taboo. She’d have to put retrieving her china on tomorrow’s list. 

			“You’re dying to do a better job of draping the tablecloth, aren’t you?” said Maggie. 

			Maggie Hopper was unloading a Tupperware tray of blondies into a basket. Charlotte and Maggie lived three blocks from each other and shared carpool duty. Today was Monday, Maggie’s morning; she’d been at school for an hour already, helping with the setup.

			“Is it that obvious?” said Charlotte.

			“It is to me.” Originally, their friendship was based on proximity, but in recent months, as Maggie began to fret about the state of her marriage, she’d come to confide in Charlotte, often abashedly. It was all so bourgeois—her husband’s sudden obsession with getting in shape, his newfound interest in clothes. Who was this stranger? A man having an affair, Maggie felt sure. Her diminutive frame had shrunk; her luminous eggshell complexion had gone ashen.

			“If you really turned me loose,” said Charlotte, “I’d run into the library and get some books to stack under the tablecloth to create tiers.”

			“Of course you would.”

			“I’m so predictable.”

			“Thank God someone is,” said Maggie. 

			Charlotte knew at once that Maggie was talking about her husband. These days, he was the only thing on her mind. “You’re torturing yourself. I wish you’d talk to him.”

			“Not yet,” said Maggie. “I will. But not yet.” The last blondie broke in two as she picked it up. She held a half out to Charlotte and kept the other. They each took a bite. 

			Charlotte tasted it like she was evaluating a sip of fine wine. “Rosie’s mom?” she asked.

			“How’d you know?”

			“She goes heavy on the vanilla, which is not a bad thing,” said Charlotte. “And she always does blondies.”

			Maggie nodded, distracted.

			“What can I do to help?” said Charlotte.

			Maggie shrugged. 

			Charlotte hugged her. “Everything’s going to be okay,” she whispered. “I promise. Do you want to go for coffee? To wash this down?” She popped the rest of the blondie in her mouth.

			“I can’t,” said Maggie. “I signed up to work the sale.”

			A quick latte with her friend would have forced Charlotte to rejigger her day, but she would have for Maggie.

			“Saturday,” said Charlotte. “At lunch.”

			Maggie nodded.

			“We’re going to have a fine lady’s lunch,” said Charlotte. “For your birthday!”

			She gave Maggie a quick hug, then hurried to the car and headed east to the upholsterer. 

			She’d phoned the day before to make sure the throw pillows for the Mannix job were ready, but when she arrived, Roberto took a good ten minutes to locate them, only for Charlotte to discover they’d been self-piped instead of with the contrasting flannel she ordered. Roberto was an old-world craftsman, the consummate upholsterer. He had a way with fabric. Not, however, with paperwork. The hunt for the original order took forever.

			He muttered to himself as he dug through the papers piled helter-skelter on the desk in the little back office. Chaos back there. Charlotte roamed the workroom trying in vain to get enough bars on her phone to call her client. She’d have to explain that the pillows would have to be redone. At least another two weeks. 

			While Roberto made sure he still had the trim fabric she’d ordered, Charlotte crossed a few items off her list, then added: “Call Barbara Mannix.” 

			In the corner of the shop, Roberto’s grandson, a pudgy preschooler, struggled to sweep the floor with a broom twice his height. Charlotte spotted a feather duster on a worktable. She offered him that instead, delighting him with the swap. 

			She dug the cosmetics pouch from her tote. It contained several products, but the Burt’s Bees lip balm was the one she used most. Upholstery factories and carpentry warehouses were dry, dusty places. That little guy had his work cut out for him. 

			Next stop: the custom furniture warehouse. Victor was bellowing at one of his artisans. An armoire had been over-distressed. (With distressing furniture, much like salting food, it’s always easier to add than to subtract.) At least it wasn’t one of Charlotte’s pieces. She tried to distract Victor from his tantrum, but he was on a roll. The Wexlers’ end table would have to wait until he finished his rant.

			By the time he loaded the piece into the back of Charlotte’s minivan, it was past noon. Someday, with a bit of luck, she’d have an assistant to share the legwork, but for now Charlotte Most Interior Design had to rely on Charlotte Most.

			Good enough. After all, it didn’t seem that long ago that she finished the Interior Design program at UCLA Extension. It took her several years, since she could only manage two classes per term when the kids were little. Color Theory and Application. Surface Materials. Accessories for Residential Interiors. She worked her way through them all, two by two. 

			The Wexler house was in the Valley. She headed north on the 405. When she crested the hill at Mulholland, a thin layer of peach-colored smog hung over the basin. She glanced over her shoulder before changing lanes; she liked to merge right well before her exit.

			She phoned her mother. “I’m so sorry. I can’t have lunch today. I’m running behind…”

			Mom understood. Alice Worden had never been a mother who didn’t understand. She knew Charlotte had a lot on her plate, as she was given to saying. “I’m sorry your day’s gone haywire,” she said. “Is there anything I can do?” 

			“No. Thanks, Mom,” said Charlotte. “Let’s shoot for tomorrow.”

			“I’ve got a lunch date with Eleanor tomorrow. I can change it.”

			“Don’t be silly. We’ll figure it out,” said Charlotte. “You’re coming to Dinah’s recital, don’t forget.” Purely rhetorical. Her mother would never forget. “That reminds me. Actually, you could do me a favor if you don’t mind.”

			“Sure,” said Alice. “Anything.”

			“Only if it’s no trouble.”

			“It’s no trouble.”

			“Okay, well, could you possibly go to Shelly’s?”

			“Who’s Shelly?”

			“The dance store on Westwood Boulevard. Long-sleeved leotard. Black.”

			“Of course,” said her mother.

			“Are you sure?”

			“Easy.”

			“V-neck. Very important apparently. It’s got to be V-neck. She has everything but that at home.”

			“Got it,” said Alice. “V-neck.”

			“What would I do without you?” said Charlotte.

			“Happy to be of service,” Mom said. Charlotte knew that was the truth.

			“Oh,” Charlotte added, “she’s a medium.”

			“Black, V-neck, medium,” Alice repeated.

			Charlotte made the trek over the hill and back. She was disappointed that her client hadn’t been home to receive the table, only the housekeeper. Carrie Wexler would call, but Charlotte liked to read a client’s face. 

			The return trip was pushing rush hour. Traffic ground to a standstill. She checked her list. Paul’s suit at the cleaners. 

			Paul was a professor of English Literature at UCLA. Tenured. Not usually a suit-required kind of job. But there was a dinner tomorrow honoring the retiring head of the department. Given that Paul had no memory of the last time he wore his good suit, she’d figured she should have it cleaned. 

			Parking seemed impossible. She circled the block, considered rolling the errand over onto tomorrow’s to-do list, but she’d already let Maggie’s birthday present fall by the wayside. Besides, tomorrow would bring its own snafus, so she circled one more time, waited as a car pulled out of a spot reserved for the cleaners (though driven by someone who did not, in fact, emerge from the cleaners, but from the pet shop next door). Charlotte thrived on a busy day, but when it didn’t go smoothly, every little accomplishment felt somehow tarnished, bit by bit, hour by hour, by frustration. Not to mention traffic. 

			This was one of those days. October 17, 2011. 

			She ran two yellow lights in hopes of making it home while the kids were still having a snack. (She kept the refrigerator stocked with carrot and celery sticks, and there was always trail mix in the pantry, but without Charlotte there, Teddy would go for the cookies.) She looked forward to those minutes before homework when they were most likely to download their days. Usually, once delayed, that was not going to happen.

			No matter navigating traffic. Both kids were at their desks by the time she lugged her tote bag and other paraphernalia through the back door. Nothing to complain about. A lot of professor’s kids fail class after class, either intentionally or subconsciously—the scholastic version of psychiatrist progeny flamboyantly acting out. Not Dinah and Teddy. Professor Paul Most’s children hated to have homework hanging over them. They inherited that compulsive strain from her, but their teachers routinely gave credit to their father. Charlotte spent countless Back-To-School nights listening to her children summed up with an offhanded “doing well, naturally,” as though the ability to scan a poem was genetically passed down from Paul like the dark rim around Dinah’s green eyes or the cleft in Teddy’s chin. 

			“I’m home!” she called. She laid Paul’s suit over one of the ladder-back chairs around the kitchen table. The scraps of Teddy’s day trailed through the kitchen.

			Something that sounded like “hi” came from Dinah’s room, a grunt from Teddy’s. 

			Several months earlier, she’d had the kitchen cabinets painted hunter green, semigloss for easy cleaning. It was a bold color move, but it gave the room a cozy, library feel she found comforting. She gave the kitchen counter a once-over with a damp paper towel, wiping away the kids’ crumbs. Yep, Chips Ahoy. 

			It was after five. She’d hoped to spend an hour or two before dinner assembling a color board for tomorrow’s meeting with a new client, but that would have to wait until after. That was okay. A new client was exciting; she wouldn’t mind working into the night. Only in the last six months had new clients come to her through word-of-mouth. She was finally past sprucing up rooms for friends. 

			She wished she’d stopped for a rotisserie chicken but had bought the makings of a meatloaf two days ago. Even though making meatloaf would push the night even later, the ground meat was hovering near its expiration date. She dumped the meat into a mixing bowl—beef, pork, and veal—binding it with egg, panko, and seasoning. No time to bring it to room temperature. The penetrating cold made her thrust her hands under warm running water every few seconds as she smushed it into a loaf. She couldn’t find the pastry brush, so made do with the back of a spoon to paint the top with a mixture of chili sauce and brown sugar, then shoved the thing into the oven. The oven wasn’t yet up to 350 degrees; the meatloaf would need more cook time than usual. At least twenty minutes. She’d use that time to work on her board. 

			She hefted her tote bag onto the dining room table. They could afford a slightly bigger house now, one with an office for Charlotte, but they’d grown attached to this one. It would be insulting to brand it as a starter house and move just for the sake of moving. Besides, in a matter of a few years, the kids would be out of the house, any house—starter or a “more advanced property” as realtors liked to say. They decided to stay put, and Charlotte claimed the dining room as her office. They only used it on Thanksgiving anyway. She could clear it out in plenty of time.

			The Pacific Design Center had been numbers nine and ten on today’s list. They call it the Blue Whale because of its size and shape and color. Even though she’d pushed the PDC to tomorrow, she felt like she’d made her way from spout to fin. When she finally sat down and yanked off her boots, her pinkie toe was throbbing. She was sure it would sprout a blister the next day, maybe another on the back of her heel. That’s what you get for eschewing a pair of well-worn flats.

			She pulled her hair back into a ponytail, grateful that she’d left it long enough to reach an elastic so that it didn’t fall in her face as she bent over her work.

			She spread several samples across the table and ran her fingers along a nubby camel chenille. An especially fine chenille—soft, almost silky. She flipped open the Dunn-Edwards paint deck to the warm neutrals, held the nine-inch square of fabric against Egyptian Sand. It brought out an unwanted yellow in the swatch. No good.

			“Mom!” Teddy called. “The printer’s out of ink.”

			She found a new cartridge in the pantry—how did it get there?—and helped him install it. He bent over the printer. She kissed the top of his head. These opportunities didn’t come so often now that he was almost her height—average for a grown woman, but tall for a fifth grader. He smelled like an eleven-year-old boy’s end of the day, like peanut butter and chocolate chips and a few games of handball.

			“Be sure you wash your hair when you take your shower,” said Charlotte. 

			“Shower?” he said. “What’s that?” He gave the printer a friendly tap when the cartridge clicked in. 

			“Very funny,” she said, inhaling the top of his head once more. It occurred to her that his hair, the same caramel brown as Paul’s, was not just dirty, but a little greasy. Pre-puberty, already? No wonder his knees had been aching. They couldn’t keep up with his growth spurt. 

			Back to the fan deck. Gentle Cream seemed like a good candidate for a warm neutral, but it, too, didn’t play nicely with the camel chenille. She flipped to the cool neutrals and tried Desert Suede. It had a rose undertone that made the chenille go muddy. 

			Dinah sauntered in. “Did you get my leotard?” she asked.

			“And hello-how-was-your-day to you too?” said Charlotte.

			“Hello, how was your day?”

			“Frantic.”

			“So you didn’t get my leotard.”

			“Grandma’s getting it. Got it by now, I’m sure. She’ll drop it off later. Or tomorrow.”

			Lately, Charlotte kept noticing how much her daughter looked like her own mother, Alice. In a dramatic commitment to modern dance, Dinah had cut her sandy hair. No more ballet bun. The cut turned out to be the hipper version of Alice’s ubiquitous page boy, emphasizing the sharp jaw inherited from her grandmother. Genetic leapfrog. 

			“Thanks.”

			“Thank her,” said Charlotte as Dinah grabbed a Snapple from the refrigerator and grand-jetéd back to her room. She was fourteen and simply had to leap.

			Charlotte studied the chenille swatch again. Maybe the fabric itself was the problem. She hated it when that happened, when something that seemed so perfect by itself became problematic in context. More accurately, when it became impossible to find context for it at all. 

			She’d set a pot of water on the oversized back burner for noodles to go with the meatloaf. Now, the burble of water boiling over. She turned down the flame and waited for the water to simmer down before wiping up the overflow. While she was at it, she gave the toaster a quick polish with the same paper towel. She caught sight of herself in its surface. The toaster curved like a fun house mirror, stretching her face. Her lower lip looked bee-stung, her eyes catlike. They were ringed with the long day’s smudge of mascara. 

			Oh well, the day was almost over.

			She took the salad bowl from the cupboard and began to tear a head of romaine. Cotton Knit! It came to her. Cotton Knit might work. That might make the chenille pop. She abandoned the lettuce. 

			Cotton Knit was one of those colors categorized as a white—“Our Most Popular Whites”—but was really a soft buff that could warm up the camel without making it go yellow. She fanned open the deck and held the fabric against it. Bingo.

			Now she could start to build the board. But first, better check the meatloaf. There was pork in the mix. She couldn’t remember the target internal temperature for pork. All they needed was a case of trichinosis raging through the house. The kids always made fun of her for scrounging in cookbooks when information was right there at her fingertips. Google knew: 145 for rare pork (as if anyone ever aimed for rare pork) and 160 for medium. She hoped that the beef and veal wouldn’t dry out as the pork climbed toward its safety zone, but better safe than sorry. Paul wouldn’t mind if dinner was late. He could get in a run. 

			He probably could do with one. He had his heaviest teaching load on Mondays this term. Twentieth-Century Poetry and The Short Story back-to-back. Short Story tended to attract students looking to fulfill their humanities requirements with what sounded like as little reading as possible. Short. Story. Emphasis on short. Inevitably, the class included a lot of non-English majors, so that Paul spent the bulk of his office hours—on Mondays and Thursdays—explaining rudimentary elements of analysis like symbol and metaphor. 

			“At least they cared enough to come in,” Charlotte sometimes said.

			“You’re right,” he’d say. 

			On this Monday, when he arrived home, she was bent over the dining room table, absorbed in growing a room.

			The back door opened with its usual creak. They’d been meaning to get that hinge fixed forever. 

			“Where’s my family?” he said. A carry-over from when the kids were little. Even though the kids were big now, she half-expected to hear the sound of tiny feet tripping toward him.

			“The wife part is in here,” she said. 

			Paul found her shuffling tear sheets for end tables of various shapes. 

			“That one,” he said, pointing to a square table with scalloped edges along the legs. 

			“The pie crust table,” she said. “See? It looks like pie crust?” 

			“I get it,” he said. “You’d be surprised. I got it almost immediately.”

			“You’re not as dumb as you look.”

			“That would be hard, wouldn’t it?” 

			One of their routines.

			“Everything copacetic?” he asked.

			“Status quo,” she said. “Monday.”

			“Monday,” he said.

			“Can’t trust that day,” they both said.

			He stepped into the kitchen, opened the cupboard that housed ointments, vitamins, cough syrup, half of them expired. He shook a couple of Tylenol into his hand, downed them with a swig of water. He took off his glasses—newly acquired progressives, tortoise shell—and massaged the bridge of his nose. 

			“Teaching The Waste Land?” she asked.

			“How’d you know?”

			“You’ve got that Waste Land look.”

			“Maybe I should change the syllabus.”

			“Admit it. You love that poem.”

			“Yes, I do,” he said. “But it can give me a headache.”

			“A Waste Land headache.”

			“The noblest kind,” he said.

			“Why don’t you go for a run?” She left the end table options behind to hunt in the kitchen for the meat thermometer. It had to be there somewhere, buried in the junk drawer that never managed to get cleaned out.

			“I’m kind of tired,” said Paul, his green eyes heavy.

			She shoved the thermometer into the thickest part of the meatloaf. It came out sticky with meat. 

			“Go for a run,” she told her husband. “You’ll feel better.”

		

	
		
			PART I

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Brian rotated slowly, evenly, his right arm outstretched, his index finger pointed straight ahead, sweeping the bedroom, his gray eyes laser-focused. Charlotte watched him as she stabbed at her earlobe with a rose gold hoop. There it was—the tiny hole. She snapped the wire into its channel, smiling as Brian did his sweep of the room. She had seen him do this dozens of times—a final sweep before leaving the house—but still, she half-expected to hear the click-click-click of a Geiger counter. It would make sense that Brian Novak held that kind of electromagnetic sway.

			He removed his steel-rimmed glasses and dug in his pocket for a cloth. He swiped it across the lenses, then put his glasses back on. Charlotte noticed that his silver hair was flipping at his collar. She liked it best like this, when, to his mind, he needed a haircut.

			He continued his sweep.

			Once upon a time, not all that long ago, she’d ask him, “What are you looking for?” But he always shook his head: no, not now, don’t break the force. He wasn’t looking for anything in particular. It was a ritual, a way to make sure that his automatic pilot was not asleep at the wheel. Half the time, he found nothing. The other half, he landed on something or another: his iPhone, partially covered by the New Yorker on the bedside table; a tin of Altoids; a packet of tissues to be shoved into his pants pocket. 

			When he homed in on the target, he stopped abruptly, finger vibrating almost imperceptibly. He would follow his finger to the object, retrieve it, and off they’d go—Brian and Charlotte—to the movies, to the theater, to dinner with friends.

			Charlotte wondered how long it would take for their friends to stop falling into categories—his and hers, defined by who had brought them to this new life, like his marble chess set or her collection of vintage teacups.

			Brian was home early tonight, especially for a Friday. He’d quickly changed out of his lawyerly suit into jeans and a polo. But the sweep was taking a while. There was more than one false alarm. His finger vibrated. 

			For a moment, she provided sound effects. Beep…beep…beep.

			He took a step in one direction. His finger continued on, leading him in another. Charlotte had never seen that before: a false positive. 

			“Let me help,” she said finally. “What are we looking for?”

			“You know me. Nothing in particular.”

			They had not one, but two hard stops, as Brian liked to say—a dinner reservation and a movie showtime, tickets already purchased. She didn’t remind him. His response would involve the theory that once something was already paid for, it was free—something about sunk costs, something about airlines making no profit on empty seats once the plane takes off. She’d heard it several times by now, and though she always followed along, she could never quite hold onto the explanation. What a challenging adversary he must be in court, making so much sense even when he didn’t. 

			By the third false alarm, Charlotte scanned along with Brian’s finger. She was on board for the treasure hunt, no matter how long it took.

			She wouldn’t mind if they skipped the movie and cuddled up on the couch instead. They hadn’t cozied at home on a Friday night in a while. 

			His finger made its fourth orbit of the room, hovered in the vicinity of the TV. Charlotte normally suggested to clients that they avoid putting a TV in the bedroom, but it was a do-as-I-say rule, not a do-as-I-do. She gave herself a pass on a lot of rules during all the alone years. They became habits too entrenched to break. So the television remained across from the bed, more companion than appliance. 

			Brian, specifically his seismic index finger, homed in on the stack of books piled next to the TV. His feet followed. Surely he wasn’t going for the remote.

			No. He wasn’t.

			He picked up a little blue box tucked just below the corner of the television. Charlotte didn’t have time to wonder how long the box had been there. Brian had already turned to face her and dropped to one knee. 

			He lifted the top from the blue box, slid out another box—this one, black velvet—and flipped it open.

			Her hands flew to her mouth, her breath suddenly hot and quick against her fingers. 

			The sight of the sparkle in the little black velvet box unleashed a kaleidoscope of butterflies in her stomach. They flapped themselves into something very much like nausea.

			He removed the ring from the box and held it out to her. A square yellow diamond, perfect for a second marital go-round. Faceted and sparkly, yet tinged with just enough color to suggest a past hanging out in the corner like a well-worn, but beloved armchair…something you don’t even see any more, but would change everything if it were gone.

			“I stole a ring out of your jewelry box,” he said. “That one with the greenish stone?”

			“Tourmaline,” she said.

			“I used it to get your size. I was terrified you’d notice it was gone, but I only had it for a couple of hours.”

			Charlotte squinted as if that might bring his words into focus.

			“Did you notice it was gone? Did you just think you’d misplaced it or something?”

			She shook her head, unblinking.

			“Then I was worried I slipped it back in the wrong place. I was so stupid. I should have taken a picture of exactly where it was before I took it out. Anyway, I hope it fits. If that greenish one fits…”

			“It fits.”

			“Well, then this one should fit. Assuming you wear that one on your ring finger. I didn’t think about that till this very minute. Do you ever wear your rings on other fingers? That’s a thing, isn’t it?” He was babbling. So unlike him.

			He reached to slide the ring onto her finger, but her hand flinched. A mind of its own like his Geiger finger. He looked up at her from where he still knelt. 

			“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t get my part right.” He executed a little half bow of the upper body. In one spot, his scalp was nearly visible beneath his silver hair. “Will you marry me?” he said. The twinkle in his eye said: we’re not too old for this.

			She gasped, her eyes widening. “Where did this come from?” 

			“I’ve been wanting to do this since the night I met you.”

			“I don’t know what to say.”

			“Yes is customary.”

			She didn’t laugh. And she didn’t say yes.

			Brian took a deep breath. “No is another possibility.” He stood.

			“It’s not no,” she said. “I love you.”

			“So it’s yes?”

			“It’s not no.”

			“It was an essay question?” Which was a funny thing for him to say considering it was her husband who’d been the English professor.

			Brian inhaled. Slowly. It took some effort. His lips tightened into a thin line.

			“I love you,” she said again, a sorry consolation prize. 

			He nodded. His clenched jaw shifted back and forth. His eyes, normally a warm gray, went hard. It was the one look of his she dreaded. Gathering clouds. Stormy weather. 

			“It has nothing to do with loving you,” she elaborated.

			“What does it have to do with?”

			She stepped into the bathroom and ran cold water on her wrists. Then she soaked a washcloth and pressed it against her forehead. She refolded it on her way into the bedroom so it wouldn’t drip, then held it to her forehead again.

			Brian was sitting on the edge of the bed, head bent. He held the ring in his left hand as he rested his forehead in his right. 

			“Maybe…” she said. “Maybe I’m the kind of person who only wants to be married once. I mean, wants to be married only once.”

			“Is that a category of person?” he said, still looking at the floor.

			She refolded the cloth to find a cool patch and pressed it against the back of her neck. 

			He jammed the ring into its slot, then slid the black velvet box into the cheery blue one—that promising shade of blue that suddenly seemed a little too chipper, almost smug. He tossed it on the bed as though he were emptying his pockets of the day’s detritus.

			“Well, then,” he said, “that’s that.”

			“I don’t know if I’m that kind of person…” she said. “That only once kind of person. But it’s a possibility. You know, in the abstract.” He was good at hypotheticals, the what-if’s that could persuade a jury.

			But now he said, “I don’t really give a shit about the abstract. I care about us.”

			“So do I. I love you…”

			The sliding glass door that led to the backyard was open. The sun was going down and the breeze had turned cool. A shiver shot through Charlotte; the washcloth was cold. Brian slid the door closed and shoved the bar along the slot in the track at the bottom, that extra layer of protection that had allowed Charlotte to sleep at night, one of the many safeguards put into place over the years. First, this bar, then the alarm system with its sensors. Followed by an interior motion detector. Then, when the kids moved out, a deadbolt on the bedroom door. 

			The first time Brian slept over and heard that deadbolt clank, he said, “What? No panic room?”

			He was joking, of course, but she was suddenly filled with retroactive anxiety—panic even—at the thought that she had lived without one.

			Now, he locked the sliding glass door. 

			“Ready?” she said, heading into the bathroom to drop the cold washcloth in the sink. She wished he would resume his Geiger sweep, as though the last five minutes had never happened. So she wouldn’t have hurt him in a way that felt headed for irreparable.

			“I think I’ll cancel the reservation,” he said.

			“Don’t be silly,” she said, too peppy. “We have to eat.”

			“We don’t actually. There’s no law.” 

			“You won’t be happy if your stomach starts to growl halfway through the movie.”

			“You still want to go to the movies?”

			“I bought the tickets,” she said, returning to the bedroom. “I know, I know, they’re free and all that since they’re already paid for…How does that work again?” she asked, desperate to engage him. Please, launch into the once-paid-for-equals-free speech.

			“It doesn’t matter,” he said.

			“No, remind me. I’m going to get it this time.”

			He ignored her, which was worse than if he told her she would never get it, which they both knew was the truth.

			She slid her arms around his waist and rested her head against his chest. “Let’s go to dinner,” she said into his chest. “And let’s go to the movies.” 

			He said nothing.

			“We’re having a wonderful life,” she said. “Let’s keep having our wonderful life.”

			“And that’s as good as it’s going to get,” he said. Then he walked out of the room.

			Even though she watched him lock the sliding door, Charlotte double-checked. It was a tic of hers: tapping the bar with her foot on her way out to make sure it was safely in its groove. As she turned to leave the room, she noticed a smudge on the glass. A blurry patch that Windex had missed.

			•••

			Charlotte saw the house on Cushdon Avenue first, before Paul. By the time she brought him, she’d already fallen in love with it. She pointed out the plantation shutters and the farmhouse sink (well in advance of the trend). She waxed rhapsodic over the separate shower and tub in the kids’ Jack-and-Jill bathroom. She whispered to Paul how lovely it would be to lie in bed in the master and look out through the sliding glass doors at their very own grass. 

			When they sat down with the realtor to discuss their offer, Paul slid her a look. Remember the rules of the game: pretend you don’t care, pretend there’s always another house, pretend you haven’t already decided that your daughter’s birthday party will include pin-the-tale-on-Eeyore tacked to the carrotwood tree in the backyard. 

			For Paul, the house was a ten-minute drive to campus. They walked almost everywhere else. There were so many places to walk. Actual destinations: restaurants; movie theaters; a park; Children’s Book World, the shop she’d visited at least once a week since Dinah was born. It was a great location for people who liked to walk. And Paul and Charlotte, though Angelenos, were people who liked to walk.

			Over the past two years, she had transformed Brian into a walker. Some weekends they never got in the car. It gave their time together a vacation feel. Which was precisely what she needed. By the time they got together, she’d had enough real life to last her a lifetime.

			But tonight, the forced togetherness of walking to dinner was oppressive. Brian walked in silence. She watched him out of the corner of her eye. She knew it well by now—the way he moved through space, the way he split the air. He ran his hand along a wall or a fence as they passed. Even indoors, he sometimes traced his hand along whatever happened to be there—the wall, a banister, the foot of the bed—as if to check in with the concrete world for a moment. A wall still being a wall, a banister still being a banister, the bed still being a bed. Making contact with something physical to anchor his busy brain. 

			Not tonight. His arms hung close to his body, barely swung. He carried ten pounds of middle age around his middle, but usually walked fast. Occasionally her shorter legs had trouble keeping up with him. Tonight, he nearly race-walked.

			Although it was April, the temperature had climbed to September highs in the last few days. Tonight, however, the fog was rolling in from the beach. She’d forgotten her sweater, and the dampness was penetrating.

			Her hand fidgeted in his direction. But she did not slip her fingers through his. 

			She floated various conversational balloons. Desperate, over-animated.

			“How’s the case going?” 

			Brian was an environmental lawyer. He grew up in Berkeley and liked to say that they put something in the water there, something that made you want to go out into the world and do good. 

			Windham, Curry, & Kapolsky had recently taken the case of an Encino woman, Sarah Sekulovich, who had become ill after having insulation installed in the attic of her home. After months of medical testing, including a biopsy of her right lung, and thousands of dollars in medical bills, the chemical culprit was pinpointed. The insulation was chemically treated against termites. 

			Weeks ago, Brian had relayed the bullet points of the case. Charlotte flung her hands to her face, shrieking, like in a horror movie, “It’s coming from inside the house!”

			Tonight, she asked, “Is she better?” 

			“Still using an inhaler.”

			“That’s a shame. You know, Teddy used to use his all the time, but I think he hardly ever needs it anymore. He had horrible asthma when he was little. We needed more than inhalers…he used a nebulizer…full-out breathing treatments four times a day for a few years. But he outgrew it. I don’t know if you can outgrow something when you get it later in life. What do you think? I guess there’d have to be a different word for it. What would it be? Regrow? Downgrow?”

			Brian shrugged. 

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “Rambling.”

			The star jasmine was in bloom. Charlotte paused to lean in close to one of the vines, inhaled. Brian didn’t bother. 

			“I don’t know what you call it other than getting better,” he said. 

			“How’s the discovery going?” said Charlotte.

			“Discovery,” he corrected her.

			“Discovery. I know. But I like to say ‘the discovery,’ like ‘the Facebook?’”

			“We got a few more names,” he said. “BBB complaints.”

			Charlotte knew he was referring to the Better Business Bureau, even though every time he said it, she imagined a Korean beauty product.

			“Even better, right?” she said. “People took the time and effort to do something about it already?” Her voice did that annoying upturn thing. She couldn’t seem to control it.

			He grabbed her hand instinctively, like a parent, as they stepped off the curb. Usually, when he took her hand, he ran his thumb across her palm, tracing her life line, but not tonight. 

			“We’re building a case,” he said. “A solid case,” he added, more for his own benefit than hers. “One guy developed hives. I saw pictures. All over his torso. Big giant red hives.”

			“Urticaria,” she said.

			“Right. Urticaria.”

			“He thought it was the detergent his wife had been using to wash the sheets because it got so bad at night. But it turned out he was just out of the house during the day.”

			Once across the street, he let go of her hand.

			They headed west on Pico. 

			He had made a reservation at the place beneath the theaters at the Westside Pavilion. They served a root beer float for dessert. One day Charlotte would order one.

			Brian gave his name to the hostess. She ran her finger down the reservation list, paused, then smiled, looking him right in the eye. Charlotte wondered if the young woman was flirting with him. He was good-looking enough to warrant that, even from a millennial. She was pretty sure the girl was indeed flirting when she led them to a table near the window and rested one hand on Brian’s shoulder as she set their menus in front of them.

			Charlotte was still studying her menu, even though she knew it by heart, when a waiter appeared with a giant root beer float and two straws.

			“We didn’t order that,” she said.

			“I did,” said Brian.

			“When?”

			“Before,” he said. “Earlier today. Never mind.” He spoke to the waiter without looking at him. “Just leave it.” 

			The waiter took a step but turned back. “I forgot.” He slid a piece of paper out of the breast pocket of his crisp white shirt and placed it on the table.

			“What’s this?” Charlotte said.

			“Just go,” Brian said to the waiter.

			Charlotte picked up the paper and read aloud, “Nothing but happy from now on.” Her eyebrows scrunched in confusion.

			“It was something you said once. It’s not important.”

			“What did I say?”

			“Never mind.”

			“Tell me.”

			“You said one day you would order a root beer float, nothing but a root beer float.”

			“I said that?”

			“You did,” said Brian. “You said one day you would order one when all you cared about was being happy.”

			“I did say that.”

			“Yes, you did.”

			“And you remembered?”

			“Yes,” he said, more sheepish than proud.

			“Thank you,” she said. “That’s the sweetest thing.” She tilted her head back as far as it would go and opened her eyes wide, so the tears would roll back inside where they belonged.

			“It was supposed to be the second sweetest thing,” he said. He ripped the paper off his straw—the waiter had tossed two onto the table—and stabbed it into the float. Foam bubbled over the edge of the schooner and puddled on the table between them. Neither of them bothered to sop it up with a napkin.

			“Roger had a heart attack,” Brian said, as though the spreading pool of root beer reminded him. 

			“Roger Windham?” Partner at the firm. “That’s horrible. Is he okay?”

			“They put a stent in.”

			“Just one?”

			“As far as I know.”

			“He’ll be okay.”

			“He’s going to take some time off,” said Brian. 

			“Good idea,” Charlotte said. “Should I call Paula?” Charlotte wasn’t friends with Paula, Roger’s wife, not even remotely. They’d only met a few times when the firm bought a table at fundraisers.

			“Why would you do that?” he said.

			“I don’t know. Never mind. You’re right. That would be weird.” She unwrapped her straw and plunged it into the root beer. She took a long sip, trying to tamp down the nausea that was squeezing again, worse since she realized how much thought and planning had gone into the evening. Thought and planning dashed. Along with everything else.

			She swallowed hard, willing the root beer down. She felt the same lump in her esophagus that came with eating all those years ago. After Paul. She’d lost twelve pounds. They stayed off, not out of choice, but because, it seemed, she was metabolizing everything about life, including food, differently. 

			“I’ve got some news too,” she said. “Good news, not heart attack news.”

			He swiped at his mouth with his napkin. 

			“I’m meeting with Ginnie Salinger.”

			“Who’s that?”

			“Virginia Salinger?” Charlotte released the straw from between her fingers. It bobbed out of the glass. More dribbles. Still, neither of them mopped it up. “You know who she is. She’s got her name on buildings all over town. She has a foundation… She is a foundation.”

			“You mean she’s rich.”

			“You might say that. She’s in the paper all the time. And…” She paused for effect. “I’m talking to her about doing her house.”

			“She wants you to do her house?”

			“She wants to talk to me about doing her house,” said Charlotte. “I’ll never get the job, but it’s fun to be up for it.”

			“How’d she hear about you?” 

			Was he genuinely curious or doing the same thing she was doing—acting like things were normal?

			“Remember that home office job? Last year? The converted garage?”

			“The psychologist.”

			“Right.”

			“In Venice.” 

			Marina del Rey, but Charlotte stopped herself from correcting him. Close enough.

			“They’re on a board together.”

			He nodded.

			“Anyway…Ginnie Salinger…she’s downsizing from a spread in Holmby Hills to a mansion in Beverly Hills…as one does.” If only he’d smile. “She’s old—like in her eighties—and I guess she’s decided fourteen thousand square feet is too much for her. Anyway, her new house is still really big—bigger than anything I’ve ever done. I don’t know if she needs someone to do the whole thing or just…who knows?…probably the maid’s room, but I guess I’m going to find out.”

			“Wow,” he said. As perfunctory a “wow” as could be uttered. He glanced at his watch.

			“I know!” she said. “I’m meeting her tomorrow.”

			“Saturday?”

			“Ginnie Salinger runs on her own time. Days of the week are meaningless.”

			Normally she would have told him that she had spent the afternoon researching Virginia Salinger online, finding every picture she could of the woman’s previous home, along with every photo of the woman herself: ribbon-cuttings, opening nights at the opera, wherever it was that a woman like Ginnie Salinger was photographed. 

			Instead, Charlotte said, “So, yes, Saturday,” and left it at that.

			The waiter paused next to their table and asked if they were ready to order. Charlotte really wanted a Saltine to settle her stomach but shook her head no. Brian answered by placing a twenty on the table. He checked his watch again. Apparently, he couldn’t wait to get into the dark and not have to look at her face.

			Upstairs, the theater lobby was packed, the ambient decibel level high. Even so, Charlotte heard her name called. It was Mindy, the kids’ old babysitter. She hadn’t seen her in forever. Mindy wasn’t that much older than Dinah, just three or four years, and had lost the remnants of baby fat she used to hide in oversized sweatshirts. She looked from Charlotte to Brian to Charlotte.

			Charlotte introduced them. “Mindy, Brian…Brian, Mindy.”

			“Nice to meet you,” said Mindy. 

			“I’ll let you two catch up,” said Brian. He handed Charlotte her ticket and headed down the hall to screen #4.

			Mindy leaned into Charlotte. “And he is…?”

			“My boyfriend,” said Charlotte. That would be a plus to saying yes to the proposal, she thought, never having to use that word again.

			“When did that happen?”

			“About two years ago.”

			“I’m so happy for you,” said Mindy. She hugged Charlotte tightly. Charlotte heard her let out the slightest sigh, like she was not simply happy, but relieved. Upon meeting Brian, Charlotte’s friends had let out that exact sigh, one by one—the sigh that said: finally. She hadn’t realized how long they’d been holding their breath, hoping she wouldn’t drown before landing safely on the shore of coupledom.

			Brian was not keeping an eye out for Charlotte when she entered the theater. There was no here-I-am wave. She took her seat beside him as he scrolled through messages on his Apple watch. 

			Normally they played a little game: guessing how many trailers would run before the feature. But tonight, as the lights dimmed, Brian silenced his watch and stared straight ahead at the screen. Charlotte leaned close, her mouth inches from his ear, about to wager “six.” But she said nothing, sat back in her seat, and stared straight ahead, like him, trying to pretend she wasn’t suddenly overwhelmed by a profound sense of loss. 

			Would it be possible to go back to a life without silly contests and hidden gestures, private double entendres and in-jokes? That sounded like no fun. Nothing would be any fun without him.

			The air conditioning kicked in hard. She instinctively leaned into Brian, threading her arm under his on the armrest that separated them. 

			She needed a do-over. She didn’t want to say yes to the proposal. She wanted to not say yes in a better way, a sweeter way, a way that would make Brian still be Brian instead of this person sitting stiffly next to her.

			Then, two-and-a-half hours later, walking stiffly next to her on the way home. Silent. 

			Fire engines screeched not far away. “Uh-oh,” said Charlotte. 

			“Don’t worry about it,” he said dismissively.

			When they got home, he made a beeline for the bedroom. Okay, she thought, this night is almost over. Tomorrow will be another day. But the night wasn’t over. Instead of undressing, Brian pulled out the duffel stowed behind his shoes in the closet and began tossing stuff in: a tangle of charging cords; his Kindle; a monogrammed handkerchief she’d given him for Valentine’s Day. 

			He even threw in the Encyclopedia Britannica, Volume F. (He’d decided he was going to make his way through the entire encyclopedia over the next ten years. It was the least a person could do in pursuit of acquiring knowledge. Besides, he liked information. He found it comforting, especially when it came in little alphabetical nuggets.) Tonight, Volume F landed in his duffel with a thud.

			He shook a bottle of Advil. Empty. “I’m out,” he said.

			“I’ll get some tomorrow,” she said, hoping he was referring to the Advil.

			He grabbed another fistful of cords and chargers from the top of the dresser. Brian was a man of devices, anything that pinged. So unlike Paul. Or would Paul have fallen in love with electronics, too, by now?

			“What are you doing?” she said.

			“I’m going home,” he said.

			She took the encyclopedia out of his duffel. “You are home.”

			“I’m not.”

			“This is ridiculous,” she said. “When will I see you again?” 

			“I don’t know.”

			She closed her eyes for a moment, trying to calm her racing heart. Give him a night to cool down. She could do that. “You’ll be back tomorrow night?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You don’t know?”

			“That’s not no,” he said, like he’d been waiting all night to spit those words back at her.

			“Come on…” she said, reaching for his arm as he threw the book back into the duffel.

			“Think of it as a Sunday,” he said.

			She knew what he meant. A Sunday of old. From before they were whatever it was they were.

			Early on, they’d had a routine. He stayed at her house on Friday and Saturday nights and went home on Sunday. After a few months, they added Wednesday because four nights apart grew a hole that even the weekends couldn’t fill. She knew the coming and going was hard on him. Invariably, he left something he needed at one place or the other. But they needed each other more.

			After a month of Wednesdays and Fridays and Saturdays, a duplicate set of his toiletries found a home in her medicine cabinet. She cleared out one drawer for his socks and underwear. But she didn’t say, “Bring them all. Bring every last pair of argyles.” A few months later, maybe three or four, when Brian arrived one Friday night, Charlotte opened three drawers, one after the other, with game show flourish. Empty, all three.

			“What do you think?” she said.

			“I think it’s a start. I’ll take it…” he said. “For now.”

			She began loading socks and underwear into one of the drawers.

			“My life is too complicated,” he continued that night. “Back and forth, back and forth. I’ll do it, but I don’t want to. I don’t want three drawers. I don’t want three nights. I hate this going back and forth. It’s exhausting.” 

			He grabbed her hand so that she would look at his face.

			“It’s more than exhausting. I want all the drawers. I want all the nights. I want to be with you all the time. I want us to be some-thing else.”

			She knew what he was saying: what are we?

			Whatever they were, she wanted it to stay exactly that way.

			Even so, she stopped him at the door that Sunday. Before he left for his divorce apartment in Santa Monica.

			“Don’t go,” she said.

			“Why?”

			“Because I don’t want you to. Please stay.”

			So he did. Every night thereafter.

			But not tonight. Tonight, not only was he leaving, he was making sure she knew they were going backward to when days of the week made a difference.

			He gave the bedroom one last glance. No vibrational sweep of the finger.

			“I’ll just leave this right here,” he said, placing the little blue box onto his side of the bed. A place holder. 

			“It’s the Salinger job. The possibility of the Salinger job,” she said.

			“What is?”

			“That’s got me rattled. You know me, when I’m preoccupied…And I’ve got an installation on Monday. I’m so sorry. I guess tonight wasn’t the night for…”

			“A marriage proposal.”

			“Can we table it?” she said. 

			“How romantic.” 

			“Poor choice of words. I’m sorry. What I mean is…”

			“I know exactly what you mean.” He hefted the duffel off the bed. “I’ll see you later.” 

			“Give me a hug,” she said. She threaded her arms under his and held him. “Call me when you get to the apartment,” she said. “Promise?”

			“Whatever you like,” he said.

			“I like you,” she said, trying coy. Coy was not a natural fit.

			“I’ll call you from home.”

			That sting landed. This was supposed to feel like his home. She may have wanted it to be his home. But they had never had that con-versation. Over the past year, she had sidestepped the topic, like a waiter avoiding a diner’s gaze. He’d moved in. They were living together. But he kept his place, and she never once told him to give it up. 

			Even as he carried his bag out of the bedroom, down the hall, through the living room, to the front door, she wondered why she could not bring herself to grasp the “yes” that hung out there in the near distance, just out of reach—to grab hold of the happily-ever-after dangling from that single word, the tail to its kite. 

			•••

			She thought she knew all the nuances of alone. She’d become intimate with them during the days, the weeks, the months…during the years after Paul died. 

			Those first several months, he was still so much present that it was weirdly impossible to feel alone, even when the kids were at school, until the aloneness walloped her, suddenly and lightning bolt sharp, when she reached for his favorite yogurt in the market or came across a scribble of his handwriting. After a while, only vaporous remnants of her former life lingered. A wispier aloneness.

			Tonight brought a different brand of alone. No Brian. No matter how much she had willed Paul back over the years, he was gone. Permanently. No choice. Not so tonight. Brian could be there if he wanted to be. He would be there, right now, if she had said yes. 

			She sat on the edge of the bed staring at the blue box, unable to remember if the stone was round or square, but afraid to look. 

			Shortly after Paul died, a friend had warned, “Don’t be a martyr.” Well-intentioned people said foolish things. She didn’t have the energy to explain that martyrdom was the farthest thing from her mind. She simply wanted to get through the day. 

			In fact, there were days when self-maintenance was over-whelming—when she convinced herself it was good for her hair to go unbrushed, good for her skin to skip washing her face, good for her muscles to remain motionless on the couch. But those days were not about her body. They were mental health days. 

			Now she wondered if martyrdom had stopped her from saying yes to Brian. Was martyrdom just another word for self-righteousness? For stubbornness? Is that why she was sitting on the bed alone instead of making…what? Jubilant, girlish phone calls?

			“How did he pop the question?”

			“Did you set a date?”

			“I’m so happy for you…” 

			“So happy…”

			“So happy…”

			“So happy…”

			Exclaiming. Shrieking. Outpourings of shared joy.

			Fireworks. 

			Instead, she stared through the sliding glass door to the backyard. 

			Those doors were one of the things about the house they’d always intended to change. “We’ll switch them to French doors,” she said when they first moved in. They debated which style—the classic six panel, two light, or the more contemporary single light. They flip-flopped day-to-day until neither Charlotte nor Paul cared anymore. They were already having a life there. Dinah was in second grade; there were dioramas to be constructed and ballet costumes to bedazzle. And Teddy. Which superhero cape to wear to preschool? Which construction site video before bed—excavator or bulldozer? Life preempted French doors. 

			Tonight, twenty years after moving into the house, Charlotte remembered how the sliding doors had annoyed her. When did she become less annoyed? And begin ignoring them altogether? Now, she was unable to imagine the house without them. 

			Other absences she noticed as though they were gaping holes in the very architecture of the house. Paul’s robe no longer hanging on the hook at the back of the bathroom door. The kitchen drawer once jammed with grilling paraphernalia now containing only one long-handled steel brush and a pair of crusty tongs. No more smell of Lilac Vegetal aftershave when she opened the medicine chest. She was still smacked by the missing things.

			All of which, she told herself, had nothing to do with the ring in the box. Or the man who gave it to her. 

			As she sat on the bed staring through the sliding glass doors to the patio and the grass beyond, and the rim of impatiens beyond that, she couldn’t figure out how to separate all this out. It was too much to think about all at once—a Whack-A-Mole of yearning and loss and desire.

			She texted Maggie. 

			Are you up?

			Maggie responded immediately. 

			Everything ok?

			Not sure.

			Put the kettle on.
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