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My dear Lady,


I’m not sure how to say this politely, so I’ll just say it. You’re incorrect in every sense of the word. You haven’t lived until you’ve tried a lemon sorbet on a hot summer day in the city. Ice cream, by comparison, is so very pedestrian. I thought I knew you.


Yours in gentle contempt,


Sir





To Sir, with equal contempt, less gentle:


I stand by my assertion that sorbet is an affront to frozen treats everywhere. I’ll see your lemon sorbet and raise you a pistachio gelato any day of the year.


Lady
















One


“What am I looking at here? What is that smile?”


I drop my cell phone back into my bag and turn my full attention to the baby settled on my thighs, my hand resting protectively over his warm tummy. I wipe a tiny bit of drool from his adorable mouth. “That smile is me plotting to steal this baby. And maybe the baby’s beautiful daddy.”


My best friend is unfazed by my threats to steal her child and husband. “Never going to work. Felix assures me he’s partial to Jewish women. Oh, and he likes big boobs.”


“I can convert.” I make a cooing noise at the baby. “And get a boob job.”


“I hope those fake boobs produce milk. Because Matteo here’s still breastfeeding.”


“You’re a boob man already, hmm?” I ask the baby, who wraps tiny fingers around my own and shakes, grinning at me.


“Not for long,” Rachel says. “I’m trying to wean the little bastard, but bottles make this one gassy.”


“Farts from bottles?” I look over. “That’s a thing?”


“Oh, trust me,” Rachel says in a dark tone. “It’s a thing. Too bad there’s not a return or exchange policy for children.”


“No need.” I make smooching noises at the baby. “I’m stealing him, remember?”


“So you said in your attempt to distract me, but back to your Disney princess smile over whatever you were looking at on your phone. I’ve known you for over twenty years, and I know that smile. You’re in your Cinderella mode.”


“I do not have a Cinderella mode.”


“You totally do,” Rachel says. “I just watched you feed half your sandwich to the pigeons. Who you named.”


“Are you even a real New Yorker if you don’t befriend pigeons in Central Park?”


“And then you sang to them,” Rachel continues.


“I hummed. A slight but crucial distinction.”


“Mmm-hmm, and what song did you hum?”


I purse my lips and refrain from answering the question. I’d been humming “It Had to Be You,” Frank Sinatra style. To the pigeons. Which, when not in my so-called Cinderella mode, I know are basically sky-rats.


This isn’t looking good for me, and we both know it.


Rachel very slowly shakes her head. “Gracie Madeleine Cooper, you are in love and you didn’t tell me.”


I snort. “That’d be a hell of a feat, considering I haven’t been on a second date in almost six months and waaaaay too many first ones.”


She holds out her palm. “Phone.”


“What?”


“That dreamy smile comes on your face every time you check your phone.” She reaches over me to grab my purse in the confident, overbearing way of a best friend of twenty years. “Let me see it.”


“What? No! Here,” I say, trying to maneuver Matteo into her arms. “Let’s trade. Your baby for my privacy.”


Her jaw drops. “You never want privacy! You have a secret!”


“I do not have a secret!”


I do. I totally have a secret, and it’s delicious and also a tiny bit embarrassing to admit, even to someone who’s held my hair back over the toilet of a Coney Island bathroom after too much blue cotton candy.


I manage to safely get the baby back into her arms, and Matteo takes my side and starts to fuss, granting me a brief reprieve from my best friend’s prying. As though reading my mind about the hair thing, Rachel shifts Matteo to her shoulder and hands me a hair band. “Tail me,” she orders, turning her back to me.


Obediently, I gather her thick hair and attempt to wind the elastic around her mass of gorgeous curls. I smile as a childhood memory bubbles up. Me, on the first day of third grade at a new school, my ponytail a lumpy mess, courtesy of my widowed father who did his best but didn’t know the first thing about little girls’ hair.


Rachel, the definitive alpha of Jefferson Elementary’s third-grade class, had taken one look at my stricken face, marched over, and announced that she needed to practice her French braiding and that I was her muse.


We’ve been styling each other’s hair ever since.


“You have the best hair,” I say, tucking an errant curl into the band and studying my handiwork.


“Attempt to distract from the matter at hand rejected,” she says, turning back around.


“You’re such a weirdo.” But I sigh and relent. “Okay, if I tell you what’s going on, you have to promise not to lecture.”


She makes a mock-wounded face. “If you care about me at all, you wouldn’t ask me to deny my true nature.”


“Fine,” I relent. “But as you lecture, at least try to remember that I already have an older sister who has yet to grasp that I’m thirty-three and not ten.”


“I will take it into consideration. Proceed.”


I take my time, leaning back on the green park bench, studying the cheerful energy of Central Park at lunchtime on a late summer’s day.


I exhale. “So there’s this dating app.”


“Tinder?”


“No.”


“Hinge?”


“No.”


“eHarmony?”


“Okay, you rattled those off way too quickly for someone who’s been married for seven years,” I say. “And it’s called MysteryMate.”


Rachel makes a face. “Oh, I don’t like the sound of this at all. There is no good use for the word mate outside of the Discovery Channel.”


“Yeah, the name’s not great,” I say.


Their tagline’s even worse: Love at no sight. And that’s not even the embarrassing part of my secret.


“So how does it work?” she asks.


I reach over and rip off a piece of her unfinished sandwich and toss it to my pigeon friends, Spencer and Katharine, as in Tracy and Hepburn.


“So, you know how Tinder is all about first impressions based on someone’s photo?” I say. “Well, this is sort of the opposite. There are no photos. No names, even. Instead you choose from these little cartoon avatar things and a screen name, and the app matches you with potential mates.”


I emphasize the word deliberately with a grin, and she rolls her eyes. “Okay, I get it. The app is all ‘beauty is on the inside.’ What happens after you’re matched?”


I shrug. “You message each other. If you click, you set up a meeting in person.”


“But what if the other person’s hideous?”


I give her a gently chiding look, and she shrugs as she rubs the baby’s back. “It’s a fair question. A meeting of the minds is nice, but physical attraction is hot.”


“Well, so far, none of the guys I’ve decided to meet in person have been hideous.”


“But one of them was hot, huh? Oh wait, no. You said you hadn’t been on any second dates.”


“I haven’t,” I say a little glumly. “All of the men have been perfectly nice, all pleasant looking in their own way. But no chemistry. None.”


Rachel tilts her head. “Then why the Cinderella mode? You only ever revert to that when you’ve got a crush.”


I take a deep breath. “Okay. Here’s the part where you’re going to want to dust off your best lecturing voice.”


Rachel taps her throat and hums like a singer warming up her voice. “Okay, ready. Hit me.”


“There’s this guy on the app I really like talking to. But… we haven’t met.”


“Hmm.” She purses her lips. “No lecture yet. But why not just meet him and see if you have chemistry?”


I bite my lip. “He’s not really available.”


“Then what’s he doing on a dating app?”


“He didn’t actually sign up for the app. He was at a friend’s bachelor party, and I guess one of them got drunk and thought it would be hilarious to steal his phone and set up a profile on his behalf.”


“Okay, but if you guys hit it off—”


“He has a girlfriend,” I interrupt.


“Ohhhhhhhh,” Rachel says, eyes widening. “That’s tricky. Wait. You’re having a cyber affair! With a cheater!”


“I’m not. I’m really not!” I repeat at her look. “And he’s not a cheater. After we matched, I messaged him, and he explained right away what had happened and that he wasn’t looking for a relationship. If he were looking for some sort of weird Internet affair, would he have told me about his girlfriend right away?”


“No,” she admits. “But then why are you two still talking?”


“We’re just friends,” I say, shrugging. “After he replied to my message, I replied saying no problem, and then he replied, and then I replied. Somewhere along the line we discovered both of our first crushes are from Empire Records—”


“I’d forgotten about that! You loved A.J.”


“Still do,” I say with a nod. “He had a thing for Corey. We both live in Manhattan, we’re both highly suspicious of oatmeal, we both lost our dads to lung cancer four years ago, we both put mustard on our scrambled eggs—”


“So gross.”


“We don’t, however, like the same ice cream, apparently.”


“You’re smiling that smile again,” Rachel says. “Sweetie. I’m not buying this just friends thing. You’re in love with this guy.”


“I’ve never met him!”


Rachel’s lips purse as she shifts Matteo to her other shoulder. “Does Lily know about this?”


“That I sometimes message a male friend? Why would I bring it up?”


I don’t add that I might have mentioned it, if the last time we had dinner Lily had not been going on and on about a documentary she’d just watched about online predators.


“Caleb?”


“Yes,” I say sarcastically. “My younger brother loves to hear all about his sister’s love life.”


“Ah-ha! So it is a love life.”


Whoops. I definitely walked right into that one.


“Did I tell you Caleb moved to New Hampshire?” I ask in an admittedly lame attempt to change the subject.


“Yes, and I still don’t fully comprehend moving out of a rent-controlled loft in SoHo to a barn in New Hampshire, but quit trying to distract me. Does anyone know about this? I need backup that this is nuts.”


“Keva knows,” I say, referring to my friend and upstairs neighbor.


Rachel looks away with just the slightest flinch, and I feel instant regret. She and Keva have met a couple of times and get along, but I sense she’s sometimes jealous of the friendship.


“Hey,” I say gently, pushing my finger into her forearm. “You’re still First Bestie.”


“I know,” Rachel says with a sigh. “It’s just another reminder that living out in freaking Queens means I don’t get to see you as often or get to know the daily details of your life anymore.”


“But you have a yard,” I point out.


“It’s more like a patch of dirt, but…” Rachel grins. “Yeah, I have a yard. My mother is scandalized. I swear, half the reason she wanted me to bring the kids into Manhattan today was because she’s worried they’re not getting enough concrete.”


Amy and Sammy, Rachel’s other two kids, are spending the day with her mom in Morningside Heights, which is the only reason I’m not fussing more that I don’t get to see my de facto niece and nephew. Grandma trumps best friend, and though I’m careful not to mention it, Rachel’s fears about Astoria being too far away from her old life aren’t totally unfounded. It’s at least an hour by train, which means I don’t get to see her or her family as much as I’d like.


Rachel gives me a sly look. “What do you think he looks like?”


Medium height. Wiry build. Longish brown hair, warm brown eyes. Big smile.


“I haven’t thought about it,” I say casually.


“Uh-huh. Liar. In these fantasies of yours, is he by any chance a musician and a Sagittarius?”


“Okay, that’s impressive,” I admit.


“I know,” she says, looking mollified to have best-friend status restored. “But you forget that we spent all of middle school and most of high school discussing our future husbands in very specific detail.” She pauses. “Damn, I was far off.”


“You mean your hot Puerto Rican husband isn’t a blond surfer named Dustin? Get out.”


“Oh, Dusty. What might have been,” she says dreamily before turning back to me. “Aren’t you worried your mystery guy could be, like, a hundred? With gout and gingivitis? What if his girlfriend is a caretaker at his nursing home, and the most action he gets is a sponge bath?”


“That would be fine,” I say primly. “I can be friends with someone of a different generation.”


I send out a silent plea to SirNYC. Please don’t get sponge baths.


Rachel takes a last bite of her sandwich, then scrunches the paper wrapping into a ball with a sigh. “I want to warn you about catfishing, but honestly this is too adorable, assuming you don’t do anything dumb. Like agree to meet him in a back alley.”


I let my eyes go wide. “Wait, so I shouldn’t have wired my life’s savings to his overseas account and then given him my home address when he asked to see my panty drawer?”


“Aren’t you funny. Here, want to give my arms another break?”


“Absolutely,” I say, taking the baby and kissing his head. “How’d you manage to escape with this one? Grandma Becca would have snatched him right up.”


“Oh, she tried. But though she’d die for her grandkids, she’s not big on diapers, so all it took was a casual mention of eruptive poops to secure some Auntie Gracie time.” She gives a slight sniff. “Joke’s on me though. I think he’s just backed up my lie with a very real diaper situation that needs to be addressed.”


“You want to change him at the shop?” I ask, gathering up the remnants of our lunch as she straps Matteo to her chest in some fancy-looking sling thing.


One of the best things about the champagne shop I own and run is that it’s just across the street from Central Park.


Rachel gives me an apologetic look, and I shake my head before she can speak. “You need to get back. Don’t worry about it.


“I do. Ugh. I’ve become one of those moms, huh? Can’t be apart from her Littles for more than two hours.”


“Those are the good kind of moms,” I reassure her as we begin making our way toward the west side of the park.


Rachel tosses our garbage into the green trash can and links her arm in mine, careful not to jostle Matteo. “You don’t have to walk this way with me,” she says, checking her watch. “Doesn’t the shop open at noon?”


“Josh and May are there. Plus, I need to get flowers for the counter, and Carlos on Seventy-Fourth and Broadway always has the best ones.”


“Damn, I miss those pop-up Manhattan flower carts. Almost as much as I miss May. Give her a squeeze for me, it’s been way too long. And wait, who’s Josh?”


“Newish hire. Mostly helps with inventory and stocking, but it’s sweet to watch him overcome his shyness customer by customer.”


“I’m surprised you even know what shyness looks like. Have you ever met a human being who didn’t instantly adore you?”


“Blake Hansel, fifth grade.”


“No, he just really adored you, in the pull-her-pigtail kind of way,” Rachel says as we exit the park and step onto the bustling Central Park West sidewalk. We embrace, careful not to smoosh the baby between us.


I pull back and give Matteo a proper goodbye, unapologetically inhaling his sweet baby smell, mingled with—yep, there’s the eruptive poop. “Goodbye, handsome. You sure you don’t want to run away with me?”


“You, young lady, will text me more often,” Rachel orders with a pointing finger as she begins walking backward uptown toward her parents’ place in Morningside Heights.


I salute in acknowledgment and wave goodbye.


The second my best friend’s back is turned, I pull out my phone to see if I have more messages from him.


Okay, fine. So maybe I’m a tiny bit in love with a man I haven’t met.











My dear Lady,


Pistachio gelato, you say. That’s my mother’s favorite, on the very rare occasions she lets herself eat food with actual flavor or calories. Alas, I confess the often-added green food coloring creeps me out.


Yours in renewed devotion to sorbet,


Sir





To Sir, with alarm,


Did you just compare me to your mother? Not sure how I feel about that…


Lady





My dear Lady,


I hear it now. I take it back and reassure you that in no way do I think of you as my mother.


Yours in apology,


Sir













Two


Okay, a little bit about me.


My name is Gracie Cooper and I’m thirty-three years old, middle child, New Yorker by birth and choice, proud owner of a champagne shop called Bubbles & More, and I love my life.


Now, let’s be clear. I can’t quite claim it’s the life I’d envisioned as a kid, and let me tell you, my best subject in school was daydreaming, so I did a lot of envisioning my future life. And no. Thirty-three does not look like I thought it would.


I don’t have the husband or the kids. I live in a cramped one-bedroom walkup, not the tastefully renovated brownstone. In my daydreams, my parents were happily running their champagne shop together, and I was a world-famous artist (hey, if you don’t dream big, why bother!). My brother and sister lived close by, happily married with their own kids, and noisy family dinners would ensue every Sunday like clockwork. It’s also worth mentioning that in my daydreams, adult Gracie’s hair and boobs were a lot less flat.


Alas. Destiny served up something a little different.


My mom died young—a hit-and-run accident a few blocks from our home in Brooklyn when I was seven. Four years ago, I was gearing up to tell my family I’d been accepted into art school in Italy, only to be blindsided by my dad’s Stage IV cancer diagnosis and his bluntly stated dying wish that Bubbles stay in the Cooper family.


My sister and brother hadn’t exactly leapt at the chance to take over, and I was already Dad’s de facto protégée in the wine business, so no art school.


Instead, I’m a shop owner who paints only as a hobby. And considering my sister and I have drifted apart and my brother moved to New Hampshire on a whim… no weekly family dinners either.


Not the life I imagined, but it is a good life. And I’d be lying if I didn’t take a lot of pride in what I think of as my personal superpower: the ability to accept and embrace things as they are, not as I wish they could be.


Which is why it’s so darn frustrating that there’s one dream I can’t seem to let go of, one area in my life where my heart refuses to settle for anything less than the daydream:


The guy.


No matter how many times I put myself out there, no matter how many dates I go on—and believe me, there have been plenty—I can’t let go of the sense that when I see him, I’ll know.


Rachel calls it my Cinderella mode. I call it having high standards.


Okay fine, really high standards.


But why should I settle for less than a stomach-flipping meet-cute or the kind of romance you see in old movies and listen to in Frank Sinatra songs?


My Sagittarius musician with the floppy brown hair, crooked smile, and dad bod is out there. I’m positive.


Which brings us full circle back to SirNYC.


It’s crazy, even in my own head, but messaging with him is the closest I’ve ever felt to it. Which is why I can’t quite give up our unusual friendship, because until Prince Charming shows up? Sir is really good company.


Turning onto Amsterdam Avenue, I head toward Carlos’s flower stand, taking my time and letting myself enjoy the energy of New York City coming out of summer hibernation. Two taxis narrowly avoid a fender bender, communicating their dislike with that classic blaring NYC horn. Two old ladies gripe about Zabar’s raising the price of smoked fish. An ambulance siren wails in the distance. A lanky man in headphones sings a pitch-perfect rendition of “Wait for It” from Broadway’s Hamilton.


I smile at the city’s soundtrack. Home.


I was born in Brooklyn, but I’ve lived in Manhattan since I was eight. And I mean no disrespect to the fine residents of Prospect Heights, but this bustling rush of the city, with skyscrapers and people way too close together… this is my New York.


After my mom was killed, my dad moved us to Morningside Heights, a West Harlem neighborhood right on the Upper West Side border. Manhattan represented a fresh start for all of us. A chance to navigate life without my mom in an apartment that didn’t have her stamp all over it. A new school district for me and my siblings, plus an easier commute for my dad to the Midtown shop.


None of it was easy. I still remember the horror of having to ask my dad to pick up pads on his run to the bodega while my older sister was at summer camp. And of course I missed my mom like crazy. I still do.


But something weird happened when my dad drove the U-Haul over the Brooklyn Bridge and we were instantly surrounded by skyscrapers. Something inside me seemed to click—a sense of rightness.


I once went on a date with a guy from Toledo (who by the way did not have that click of rightness) who said Manhattan either got into your blood or made your blood run cold. It’s a little graphic and gross, but he’s not wrong. I was in the first category.


On Amsterdam, the crosswalk signal is red, but like any true New Yorker, I pay attention to actual traffic, not signals, giving a friendly, semiapologetic wave to the NYPD officers who either missed, or more likely, turned a blind eye to my jaywalking.


The flower cart is right where it always is, and I smile at the short man currently rearranging bouquets in their little buckets of water.


“Good morning, Carlos!”


“You are late.” He scowls at me.


“I know, I know. I had a hot date with a beautiful baby.” My gaze is skimming over my options, and I’m disappointed, but not surprised, to see fewer choices than usual. Typically I get here as early as I can on Monday mornings to get first pick of the arrangements, but today it’s well after lunch. I reach for a bouquet of cheerful yellow roses, but Carlos swats my hand and bends to lift something out of what seems to be a secret stash tucked behind the cart.


I gasp at the lavish bouquet. “Oh, it’s stunning.”


“Pauline, she made this late last night, told me not to give it to nobody but Ms. Gracie.”


“You saved it for me?” I inhale the fragrant blooms. I’d have never thought to combine freesia, sunflowers, and hot pink roses—which is exactly why I’m not a florist.


“Wasn’t easy,” he grumbles good-naturedly.


“I definitely don’t deserve you,” I say, shifting the bouquet to the crook of my left arm, and with my right, fish around in my back pocket for the cash I’d shoved in there specifically for this purpose.


I hand over the bills to Carlos, making him promise to keep the change and thank Pauline.


Just as I’m putting my remaining twenty back into my pocket, the wind picks up, and it escapes.


“Oh damn.” I don’t usually curse, but much as I love this city, its busy streets aren’t exactly an ideal place to drop a twenty-dollar bill on a breezy day. I make an awkward lunge for it, but miss as the wind picks up again, taking it farther down the sidewalk, only to be stopped by the toe of an expensive-looking male dress shoe.


I reach for the fluttering bill, but the owner of the shoe beats me to it, bending and plucking up the twenty with long fingers.


I smile in relief, already reaching for the money as my gaze travels up the tall length of a navy suit, conservative maroon tie—


Our eyes lock, and I freeze. Aqua eyes—yes, that’s a thing—stare back at me, his surprised expression matching my own shock.


All that noise I mentioned? The New York City soundtrack? It all fades away until it’s just me, him, and Frank Sinatra singing “Summer Wind.”


Well, whatever, it’s almost October, but close enough.


“You,” I say, my voice quiet.


I’ve never met the man. I’ve never even seen him before. And yet I know him. My heart knows him. This is my Prince Charming, my love at first sight.


Turns out, he’s not an average-height, musically inclined Sagittarian, with long brown hair, brown eyes, and a dad bod after all. He’s tall, lean, and serious, with black hair, sharp features, and Tiffany-blue eyes.


The man has his phone in his hand, but slowly he slips it into his suit pocket, all of his attention on me. He doesn’t take his eyes away from my face, and when our fingers brush as he hands me the twenty, his eyes narrow ever so slightly, as though in puzzlement. “Who are—”


“Sorry, babe. Thanks for waiting.” A tall woman with thick honey-colored hair appears by Prince Charming’s side. She holds up a Stuart Weitzman bag. “They had over-the-knee boots in dove gray. I couldn’t resist.”


He blinks and looks her way, and the Frank Sinatra record playing in my head scratches and cuts off midtrack. Moment over.


The woman glances my way and gives a curious smile. She’s pretty. A perfect blend of approachable, wholesome, and Manhattan chic, all freckles and big white teeth, in a dress that looks like it was custom made for her statuesque, curvy frame.


Of course. Of course a man like that would be with a woman like this, pure sophistication and polish.


Not a five-two shop owner who names pigeons, who had eggs with mustard for breakfast, and who probably has… I glance down. Yup. Baby spit on my shirt.


I check their fourth fingers. No ring—yet—but I’m sure it’s only a matter of time.


The woman’s gaze drops to the flowers in my arm, and her smile grows even prettier. “Those are gorgeous. Where did you get them?”


I snap back to reality and go into autopilot, smiling back at her. “Carlos here has the best flowers,” I say, turning and gesturing to the stand where he’s helping an older man pick out what I like to imagine are flowers for his longtime lady love. Ooh, or maybe a new lady love—a second chance for both of them as they help each other heal after losing beloved spouses.


Frank Sinatra starts to sing in my head again, albeit faintly. Whew. Still got it.


“Look at those hydrangeas,” the pretty woman is gushing. “I need those in my life.”


She walks past me without a second glance, thick hair and Stuart Weitzman bag swaying as she begins perusing Carlos’s wares.


I glance once more at The Guy and find he’s studying me as though I’m a puzzle he can’t quite figure out.


Look all you want, buddy. You’re taken.


I smile. A bright, platonic smile that’s the equivalent of a friendly punch on the shoulder. “Thanks for this.” I lift the twenty-dollar bill, which, had things gone differently, I totally would have framed and hung above the mantel of our first home together.


Alas. He’s Prince Charming, all right.


Just somebody else’s.


Huh. I’d been so sure that had been The Moment.


Oh well. I begin humming “New York, New York” to myself and pull out my phone, smiling when I see I have a new message on MysteryMate.


At least I still have Sir.











To Sir, with curiosity,


Do you believe in love at first sight?


Lady





My dear Lady,


Of course.


Yours in dying of curiosity why you ask…


Sir













Three


By the time I get back to Midtown, I’ve pushed the man in the fancy suit with teal eyes to the back of my mind and heart, where he will sit on the shelf alongside my other perfect, unattainable men, like Prince Eric from The Little Mermaid, Mark Ruffalo’s character from 13 Going on 30, and of course, A.J. from Empire Records.


The bell that’s been on the front door of Bubbles & More for longer than I’ve been alive jingles as I let myself into the shop, and my mood boosts a little when I see we have three customers. It’s not a lot. But it’s better than the zero customers we had three years ago.


The shop’s always been small, the revenue modest. But even though I worked at the shop throughout my twenties, I hadn’t realized how much we’d been struggling—none of us kids had—until I took over after Dad died. Not that it was Dad’s fault. The reality of modern life is simply that people want to be able to order their vodka, their cabernet, and their Prosecco all from one place. They want to be able to do it online. And they want it delivered to their doorman while they’re at work.


For all Dad’s adamancy that customer service, product expertise, and neighborhood loyalty would carry the day, the numbers had said otherwise.


And though I can’t claim that champagne or being a shop owner has ever been my dream the way it was Dad’s, the desire to protect a loved one’s dream and legacy is a powerful motivator. In the months following Dad’s passing, I swapped art school in Italy for business school here in the city, taking all morning classes so I could be here when the shop opened at noon. I changed the store’s name from Bubbles to Bubbles & More and expanded our inventory. In addition to being a champagne store, it’s now also an upscale gift shop—the type of place you pop into on your way to a dinner party, bridal shower, or birthday gathering to get a bottle of celebratory bubbly and a little something fun for the host or guest of honor.


Slowly but surely, the store began making money instead of losing money, but I’d be lying if I said I wouldn’t sleep easier if we were just a bit more comfortably in the black. Or if I said I didn’t have flickers of resentment that while my dad had left the shop to all of us—Lily, Caleb, and myself—my siblings have been off busily chasing their dreams, while only I fought to preserve Dad’s.


It grates more than I want it to.


But I wasn’t the only one who practically grew up here. I wasn’t the only Cooper kid who did homework on the little table in the back corner, who spent early teenage mornings restocking before the store opened, who could recite the difference between dry and extra dry champagne long before I could legally drink it. And all of three of us had been in the hospital room during Dad’s last days when he’d requested that we carry on his and Mom’s legacy.


But those flickers of regret and resentment are just that—flickers. Like I said, making the best of what I’m handed is my superpower, and I’m proud of what I’ve achieved. Proud most of all that in addition to the pretty journals, rose-gold staplers, and cute cocktail napkins, the most popular items are the paintings we sell in the little “art corner” I set up.


My paintings.


In fact, while one of the customers is getting a rundown from my employee Robyn on the nuances of Franciacorta in our Italy section, the other two are in the art corner, gushing over one of my more recent works—a leopard-print martini glass with a sassy red lipstick mark on the rim. Originally, I stuck with mostly champagne-themed prints. But they sold so quickly I decided to try painting all types of wine, not just sparkling. Then cocktails. Then fancy coffee, with the foam shaped into little Empire State Buildings, as many of our customers are tourists looking for NYC souvenirs.


That each new idea for a painting seems to sell better than the last is a point of pride and frustration, mainly because the operation of the shop leaves me with little time for painting.


Carlos’s flowers still cradled in my arm, I head toward the cash register, where a sixty-year-old woman is reading one of the historical romances she’s never without.


“Thank God,” she says, not looking up from her book as I reach for last week’s bouquet, which has seen better days. “Those other ones were starting to smell like rot.”


“Which, clearly, you fell all over yourself trying to remedy,” I say good-naturedly.


She peers at me over the top of her purple-rimmed reading glasses, then slowly removes them, letting them rest against her impressive bosom, held in place by a hot pink chain.


I tilt my head and point to her right ear. “Is that a rabbit’s foot?”


She flicks the fuzzy red thing with a coral nail. May Stuckley has always been a cacophony of color and unique fashion sense. She’s also the closest thing I have to a mother, almost as much a part of this store’s legacy as my actual mother, and one of the most important people in the world to me.


“Rabbit’s feet are lucky,” she informs me.


“Then why only one?” I ask, since her left earring is a glittery pineapple.


“The asymmetry suited my mood,” she says, putting an ancient-looking bookmark with a little tassel into her book about an earl and his bride. “How was Rachel and her little one?”


“Good and adorable,” I answer. “Everything okay here? Thanks again for opening.”


May shrugs. “I didn’t, really. She was already here,” she says, “lowering” her voice to a whisper that’s somehow louder than her usual voice. She tilts her head in the direction of Robyn, who’s still going on about the pinot bianco grape.


“I hear that tone. I’m ignoring that tone,” I say over my shoulder, heading toward the back to swap the wilting flowers for the new ones.


“You don’t like her either,” May mutters.


I swallow a sigh at the familiar refrain. I don’t dislike Robyn, though I swear, the woman sometimes acts like it’s her life’s mission to ensure that I do. Robyn Frank was my dad’s last hire before he got sick—a sommelier I expect he hoped would be the ticket to ending the store’s struggles. I’ll grant that the woman knows her stuff when it comes to sparkling wine. Not just your basics, that cava from Spain is the best bang for your buck and that only sparkling wine from the Champagne region of France should actually be called champagne. Robyn takes it to a whole other level. She knows the flavor differences between a chardonnay-forward sparkling and a pinot noir–forward sparkling. She knows the different types of soil, the flavor effect of a vine’s location on a cliff, what happens to a grape in the sun, and a host of other things that I honestly do not give a fig about, but some of our customers seem appropriately impressed.


She’s brilliant. She can also be difficult and condescending.


I enter the “cave” at the back of the store. My parents called it that for as long as I can remember because it’s windowless and constantly cold for the sake of the wine inventory that’s not fancy enough to warrant a spot in the refrigerated wine locker, but still needs to be kept at fifty-five degrees.


I’m still hot from my walk, so the blast of cold air is welcome. I drop the old flowers into the trash—May’s right, they do stink—and rinse out the crystal vase. It’s got a fairly decent sized chip from when eleven-year-old Caleb thought bouncing a golf ball off the counter in a wine shop was a good idea, but I’ll never get rid of it.


I don’t have many memories of my mom, and those I do are a little foggy. But I do remember her painstakingly arranging yellow flowers—her favorite color—in this vase every week. Using the same vase makes me feel close to her, even if I like to change up the flower colors a bit more than she did.


The flowers don’t need much arranging—Pauline is a genius like that, creating “plop and drop” bouquets that look good without any fussing. I admire the gorgeous flowers once more as I carry the vase back out into the shop. All three customers have left, and May’s disappeared, so it’s just Robyn, who makes a very big show of putting away the enormous wine tome she’s reading before giving me her attention.


She’s the type of woman who’s in her late twenties but looks older—on purpose, I’m pretty sure. She always, and I do mean always, wears a black blazer over a white button-down, paired with black slacks. Even in the middle of summer. Her straight brown hair is cut to her chin, and she once informed me she has it trimmed every twelve days, precisely, to maintain “the line.” Completing the look is her trademark brownish-red matte lipstick that somehow emphasizes the fact that she never smiles.


I sense that she’s gearing up for a complaint and try to beat her to the punch. “Any takers on the Franciacorta?” I ask, knowing that spreading awareness about the excellent Italian sparkler is one of her pet projects of late.


Robyn shrugs. “He said he’d be back later to pick up a bottle.”
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