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Part One


    

    Success

    


    


One



    AS I PULLED OPEN the heavy glass door of Richards, Dunne & Krantz and walked down the long hallway toward the executive offices, I noticed a light was on up ahead.

Lights were never on this early. I quickened my step.

The light was on in my office, I realized as I drew closer. I’d gone home around 4:00 A.M. to snatch a catnap and a shower, but I’d locked my office door. I’d checked it twice. Now someone was in there.

I broke into a run, my mind spinning in panic: Had I left my storyboard out in plain view? Could someone be sabotaging the advertising campaign I’d spent weeks agonizing over, the campaign my entire future hinged on?

I burst into my office just as the intruder reached for something on my desk.

“Lindsey! You scared me half out of my wits!” my assistant, Donna, scolded as she paused in the act of putting a steaming container of coffee on my desk.

“God, I’m sorry,” I said, mentally smacking myself. If I ever ended up computer dating—which, truth be told, it was probably going to come down to one of these days—I’d have to check the ever-popular “paranoid freak” box when I listed my personality traits. I’d better buy a barricade to hold back the bachelors of New York.

“I didn’t expect anyone else in this early,” I told Donna as my breathing slowed to normal. Note to self: Must remember to join a gym if a twenty-yard dash leaves me winded. Best not to think about how often I’ll actually use the gym if I’ve been reminding myself to join one for the past two years.

“It’s a big day,” Donna said, handing me the coffee.

“You’re amazing.” I closed my gritty eyes as I took a sip and felt the liquid miracle flood my veins. “I really needed this. I didn’t get much sleep.”

“You didn’t eat breakfast either, did you?” Donna asked, hands on her hips. She stood there, all of five feet tall, looking like a rosy-cheeked, doily-knitting grandma. One who wouldn’t hesitate to get up off her rocking chair and reach for her sawed-off shotgun if someone crossed her.

“I’ll have a big lunch,” I hedged, avoiding Donna’s eyes.

Even after five years, I still hadn’t gotten used to having an assistant, let alone one who was three decades older than me but earned a third of my salary. Donna and I both knew she wore the pants in our relationship, but the secret to our happiness was that we pretended otherwise. Kind of like my parents—Mom always deferred to Dad’s authority, after she mercilessly browbeat him into taking her point of view.

“I’m going to check in with the caterers now,” Donna said. “Should I hold your calls this morning?”

“Please,” I said. “Unless it’s an emergency. Or Walt from Creative—he’s freaking out about the font size on the dummy ad and I need to calm him down. Or Matt. I want to do another run-through with him this morning. And let’s see, who else, who else . . . Oh, anyone from Gloss Cosmetics, of course.

“Oh, God, they’re going to be here in”—I looked at my watch and the breath froze in my lungs—“two hours.”

“Hold on just a minute, missy,” Donna ordered in a voice that could only be described as trouser-wearing. She bustled to her desk and returned with a blueberry muffin in a little paper bag and two Advil.

“I knew you wouldn’t eat, so I got extra. And you’re getting a headache again, aren’t you?” she asked.

“It’s not so bad,” I lied, holding out my hand for the Advil and hoping Donna wouldn’t notice I’d bitten off all my fingernails. Again.

When Donna finally shut my door, I sank into my big leather chair and took another long, grateful sip of coffee. The early-morning sunlight streamed in through the windows behind me, glinting off the golden Clio Award on my desk. I ran a finger over it for luck, just like I did on every presentation day.

Then I stroked it a second time. Because this wasn’t an ordinary presentation day. So much more was riding on today than winning another multimillion-dollar account. If I nailed my pitch and added Gloss Cosmetics to our roster of clients . . . I squeezed my eyes shut. I couldn’t finish the thought; I didn’t want to jinx myself.

I leapt up and walked across the room to look at my pictures of my babies, another one of my superstitious rituals on big days. One of my walls was covered with simple but expensive black frames, each showcasing a different magazine ad: a dad in a red apron barbecuing hot dogs; a preppy couple sinking their bare toes into their new carpet; a young executive reclining in her first-class airline seat. Blissfully reclining.

I smiled, remembering that campaign. It had taken me two weeks and three focus groups to decide on the word blissful instead of peaceful. Yet my whole campaign was almost torpedoed at the last minute because the model I’d chosen had the exact same hairstyle as the airline owner’s ex-wife, who’d convinced him that true love didn’t require a prenup. If I hadn’t spotted a five-dollar tub of hair gel in the makeup artist’s case and begged the client for thirty more seconds, our agency would’ve lost a $2 million account on account of a chin-length bob. Clients were notoriously fickle, and the rule of thumb was, the richer the client, the crazier.

The one I was meeting today owned half of Manhattan.

I grabbed the mock-up of the magazine ad my creative team had put together for Gloss and scanned it for the millionth time, searching for nonexistent flaws. I’d spent three solid weeks 
agonizing over every detail of this campaign, which I’d get maybe ten minutes to present in our conference room in— I looked at my watch and my heart skipped a beat.

Unlike other ad shops, it was the culture of my agency to blur the division between the creative work and the business side of our accounts. If you wanted to succeed at Richards, Dunne & Krantz, you had to be able to do both. Of course, that also meant all the responsibility for this presentation was mine alone.

The worst part, the part that gnawed at my stomach and jolted me awake at 3:00 A.M. on nights when I managed to fall asleep, was that all my work, all those marathon stale-pizza weekend sessions and midnight conference calls, might be for nothing. If the owner of Gloss rejected my ads—if something as simple as the perfume I was wearing or a splashy adjective in my copy rubbed him the wrong way—hundreds of thousands of dollars in commission for our agency would slip through my fingers like smoke. Once a Japanese tycoon who owned a chain of luxury hotels sat through a brilliant, two-months-in-the-making campaign presentation our agency’s president had personally overseen—I’m talking about the kind of creative vision that would’ve won awards, the kinds of commercials everyone would’ve buzzed about—and dismissed it with a grunt, which his assistant cheerfully translated as “He doesn’t like blue.” That was it; no chance to tweak the color of the ad copy, just a group of stunned advertising execs with the now-useless skill of saying, “Konnichi-wa!” being herded like sheep to the exit.

I gulped another Advil from the secret stash inside my desk drawer, the one Donna didn’t know about, and massaged the knot in my neck with one hand while I stared at the mock-up ad my team had created for Gloss.

After Gloss Cosmetics had approached our agency last month, hinting that they might jump from their current agency, our agency’s president—a forty-two-year-old marketing genius named Mason, who always wore red Converse sneakers, even with his tuxedo—called our top five creative teams into his office.

“Gloss wants to kick some Cover Girl ass,” Mason had said, swigging from a bottle of Lipton iced tea (they were a client) and tapping his Bic pen (ditto) against the top of his oak conference table. Mason was so loyal to our clients that he once walked out of a four-star restaurant because the chef wouldn’t substitute Kraft ranch for champagne-truffle dressing.

“Gloss’s strategy is accessible glamour,” Mason had continued. “Forget the Park Avenue princesses; we’re going after schoolteachers and factory girls and receptionists.” His eyes had roved around the table so he could impale each of us with his stare, and I swear he hadn’t blinked for close to two minutes. Mason reminded me of an alien, with his bald, lightbulb-shaped head and hooded eyes, and when he went into his blinkless trances I was convinced he was downloading data from his mother ship. My assistant, Donna, was certain he just needed a little more vitamin C; she kept badgering him to go after the Minute Maid account.

“What was the recall score of Gloss’s last commercial?” someone at the other end of the table had asked. It was Slutty Cheryl, boobs spilling out of her tight white shirt as she stretched to reach a Lipton from the stack in the middle of the conference table.

“Can I get that for you?” Matt, our assistant art director, had offered in a voice that sounded innocent if you didn’t know him well.

Matt was my best friend at the office. My only real friend, actually; this place made a sadists’ convention seem cozy and nurturing.

“I can reach it,” Cheryl had said bravely, tossing back her long chestnut hair and straining away as Matt shot me a wink. You’d think that after a few hundred meetings she’d have figured out an easier way to wet her whistle, but there she was, week after week, doing her best imitation of a Hooters girl angling for a tip. By the purest of coincidences, she always got thirsty right when she asked a question, so all eyes were on her.

“Cover Girl’s last commercial, the one with Queen Latifah, hit a thirty recall, and Gloss’s latest scored a twelve,” Mason had said without consulting any notes. He had a photographic memory, which was one reason why our clients put up with the sneakers.

I could see why Gloss was testing the waters at other agencies. Twelve wasn’t good.

The recall score is one of the most effective tools in advertising’s arsenal. It basically tells what percentage of people who watched your commercial actually remembered it. Cheryl, who’s a creative director like me, once oversaw a dog food commercial that scored a forty-one. She ordered dozens of balloons emblazoned with “Forty-One” and blanketed the office with them. Subtlety, like loose-fitting turtlenecks, isn’t in her repertoire. And I swear I’m not just saying that because I’ve never scored higher than a forty (but just for the record, I’ve hit that number three times. It’s an agency record).

“I want five creative teams on this,” Mason had said. “Have the campaigns ready for me three weeks from today. The best two will present to Gloss.”

As everyone stood up to leave, Mason had walked over to me while Cheryl took her time gathering her things and pretended not to eavesdrop.

“I need this account,” he’d said, his pale blue eyes latching onto mine.

“Is the budget that big?” I’d asked.

“No, they’re cheap fucks,” he’d said cheerfully. “Name the last three clients we signed.”

“Home health care plans, orthopedic mattresses, and adult protection pads,” I’d rattled off.

“Diapers,” he’d corrected. “Ugly trend. We’re becoming the incontinent old farts’ agency. We need the eighteen to thirty-five demographic. Get me this account, Lindsey.” His voice had dropped, and Cheryl had stopped shuffling papers. She and I had both leaned in closer to Mason.

“I don’t have to tell you what it would do for you,” Mason had said. “Think about the timing. We’re presenting to Gloss right around the time of the vote. You bring in this one on top of everything else you’ve done . . .” His voice had trailed off.

I knew what Mason was implying. It wasn’t a secret that our agency was about to decide on a new VP creative director. The VP title meant a salary hike and all the sweet side dishes that went along with it: a six-figure bonus, a fat 401(k) plan, and car service to the airport. It meant I’d be able to buy my sunny little one-bedroom apartment on the Upper West Side, which was about to go co-op. It meant first-class flights and obscene expense accounts.

It meant success, the only thing that had really ever mattered to me.

“I’m on it,” I’d said, scurrying out of the office and diving into the world of Gloss Cosmetics.

Now I was surfacing for the first time in three weeks.

I gulped more coffee and finished scanning my ad. Something as simple as a typo could mean professional death for me, but our ad was clean. This ad was my 3:00 A.M. baby, born from the unholy alliance of too much caffeine, an entire bag of potato chips (but eaten in small handfuls, with the bag primly sealed up and put back in my pantry between handfuls), and my old reliable bedmate insomnia. Gloss wanted to steal a chunk of Cover Girl’s market, but they didn’t want to pay for celebrity models like Halle Berry and Keri Russell. I was giving them the best of both worlds.

Mason loved it; now I just needed to perfect my pitch to the owner and CEO of Gloss. I glanced at my watch again. Ninety-six minutes until their limo was due to pull up in front of our building. I’d be downstairs in seventy-six, waiting to greet them.

I pressed the intercom button. “Donna? Have the caterers arrived yet?”

“Don’t you think I would’ve told you if they hadn’t?” she snapped. She hates it when I second-guess her. “They bought red Concord grapes, though.”

“Shit!” I leapt up so quickly I knocked my coffee to the floor. I grabbed a handful of napkins from my top drawer and swabbed it up. “I’ll run out to the deli right now—”

“Relax,” Donna said. “I already did. Green seedless grapes are in our freezer. They’ll be ready in plenty of time.”

Red grapes instead of green. It’s the simple things that can annihilate a career.

“Thank you,” I breathed as my heart slowed its violent thudding. I reached for one more Advil and promised myself with all the sincerity of a street junkie that it would be my last hit. At least until lunchtime.

I couldn’t be too prepared. Cheryl and I had won the two chances to present our Gloss campaigns, and she was a wild card. Many of her campaigns were uninspired, but when she nailed it, she was spectacular. I was dying to sneak a peek at her storyboard, but I knew she was guarding it like a hostage. As I was mine.

Cheryl was thirty-three, four years older than me, and she worked hard. But I worked harder. I lived, breathed, and slept my job. Seriously; if I weren’t so chastened by Donna’s disapproving huffs when she noticed the imprint of my head on my couch cushion, I’d barely have any reason to go home at night. Even though I’d lived in New York for seven years—ever since Richards, Dunne & Krantz came recruiting at my grad school at Northwestern and made me an offer—I’d only made one real friend in the city: Matt. My job didn’t leave time for anyone or anything else.

“Lindsey?” Donna’s head poked into my office. “It’s your mom on the phone. She said she’s at the hospital.”

I snatched up the phone. Could something have happened to Dad? I knew retiring from the federal government wouldn’t be good for him; he’d immediately begun waging a vicious gardening war with our next-door neighbor, Mr. Simpson. When I was home for Thanksgiving—two years ago; last year I’d missed the holiday because I had to throw together a last-minute campaign for a resort in Saint Lucia that was suffering a reservations lull—I’d had to physically stop Dad from climbing a ladder and sawing off all the branches of Simpson’s trees at the exact point where they crossed over our property line.

“Oh, honey, you’ll never believe it.” Mom sighed deeply. “I bought a subscription to O magazine last month, remember?”

“Ye-es,” I lied, wondering how this story could possibly end in a mad rush to the hospital to reattach Dad’s forearm.

“So I bought the November issue and filled out the subscription card that comes inside,” Mom said, settling in for a cozy chat. “You know those little cards that are always falling out of magazines and making a mess on the floor? I don’t know why they have to put so many of them in. I guess they think if you see enough of them you’ll just go ahead and subscribe to the magazine.”

She paused thoughtfully. “But that’s exactly what I did, though, so who am I to cast stones?”

“Mom.” I cradled the phone between my shoulder and ear and massaged my temples. “Is everything okay?”

Mom sighed. “I just got my first issue of O magazine today, and it’s the November issue! Which, of course, I’ve already read.” Her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper: “And so has your father, but you didn’t hear it from me. That means I get only eleven issues and I’ve paid for twelve.”

“Lindsey?” It was Donna again. “Matt’s here. Should I send him in?”

“Please,” I said, covering the mouthpiece.

Mom was still talking. “. . . almost like they’re trying to trick you because they say ‘Save fourteen dollars off the cover price’ but if you end up with two of the same issue and you paid for them both, you’re really only saving ten forty-five with tax—Dad sat right down with a paper and pencil and did the math—and—”

“Mom,” I cut in. “Are you at the hospital?”

“Yes,” Mom said.

Pause.

“Um, Mom?” I said. “Why are you at the hospital?”

“I’m visiting Mrs. Magruder. Remember, she had a hip replacement? She won’t be able to manage stairs for six weeks. Last time I was here I noticed the waiting room only had copies of Golf Magazine and Highlights and I thought, No sense in me having two copies of O magazine. Maybe someone else can enjoy it. And there’s a recipe for low-fat cheesecake with whipped cream—the secret is applesauce, of all things—”

“Mom, I’ll take care of it.” I cut her off just before the pressure in my head began boiling and shrieking like a teapot. “I’ll call Oprah’s office directly.”

Matt stepped into my office, one eyebrow raised. He was wearing a black blazer, which looked good with his curly dark hair. I’d have to tell him black was his color, I thought absently.

“Thank you, honey,” Mom said, sounding the tiniest bit disappointed that she couldn’t milk it a bit longer. “It’s so nice to have a daughter who knows the right people.”

“Tell Stedman we should go fly-fishing again sometime,” Matt stage-whispered as I made a gun out of my thumb and index finger and shot him in the chest.

“By the way, did you hear about Alex?” Mom asked.

I should’ve known it would be impossible for us to end our conversation without a mention of my twin sister. If she compliments me, Mom has to say something nice about Alex. Sometimes I wonder if Alex and I are as competitive as we are because Mom is so scrupulously fair in the way she treats us. Probably, I thought, feeling comforted that I could reliably blame my personal failings on my parents.

I sighed and squinted at my watch: fifty-eight minutes.

“Oprah,” Matt croaked, rolling around on my office floor and clutching his chest. “Rally your angel network. I’m seeing . . . a . . . white . . . light.”

“The TV station is expanding Alex’s segments!” Mom said. “Now she’ll be on Wednesdays and Fridays instead of just Fridays. Isn’t that wonderful?”

When people learn I have a twin, the first thing they ask is whether we’re identical. Unless, of course, they see Alex and me together, in which case their brows furrow and their eyes squint and you can almost see their brains clog with confusion as they stutter, “Twins? But . . . but . . . you look nothing alike.”

Alex and I are about as unidentical as it’s possible to be. I’ve always thought I look like a child’s drawing of a person: straight brown lines for the hair and eyebrows, eyes and nose and mouth and ears generally in the right places and in the right numbers. Nothing special; just something to pin on the refrigerator door before it’s covered by grocery lists and report cards and forgotten. Whereas Alex . . . Well, there’s no other word for it: she’s flat-out gorgeous. Stunning. Breathtaking. Dazzling. Apparently there are a few other words for it after all.

She started modeling in high school after a talent scout approached her at a mall, and though she never made it big in New York because she’s only five foot six, she gets a steady stream of jobs in our hometown of Bethesda, in suburban Washington, D.C. A few years ago, she got a part-time job for the NBC affiliate covering celebrity gossip (or “entertainment,” as she loftily calls it). For three minutes a week—six now that her appearances are being doubled—she’s on camera, bantering with the movie review guys and interviewing stars who are shooting the latest political thriller film in D.C.

I know, I know, I hear you asking what she looks like. Everyone wants to know what she looks like. Alex is a redhead, but not one of those Ronald McDonald—haired ones with freckles that look splattered on by Jackson Pollock. Her long hair is a glossy, dark red, and depending on the light, it has hints of gold and caramel and chocolate. She can never walk a city block without some woman begging her for the name of her colorist. It’s natural, of course. Her skin defies the redhead’s law of pigmentation by tanning smoothly and easily, her almond-shaped eyes are a shade precisely between blue and green, and her nose is straight and unremarkable, the way all good, obedient little noses should be. My father can still fit into the pants he wore in high school; Alex got his metabolism. My mother hails from a long line of sturdy midwestern corn farmers; I got hers. But no bitterness here.

“I’ll call Alex later and congratulate her,” I told Mom.

“Oh, and she booked the photographer for the wedding,” Mom said, winding up for another lengthy tangential chat. Alex’s upcoming wedding could keep our phone lines humming for hours.

“I’ve got to run,” I cut her off. “Big morning. I’m going after a new account and the clients are flying in from Aspen this morning.”

“Aspen?” Mom said. “Are they skiers?”

“The really rich people don’t go to Aspen to ski,” I told her. “They go to hang out with other rich people. My clients have the mansion next door to Tom Cruise’s.”

“Are they movie stars?” Mom squealed. The woman does love her People magazine. And so does Dad, though he’d never admit it.

“Even better,” I said. “They’re billionaires.”

I hung up and took a bite of blueberry muffin, but it tasted like dust in my mouth. It wasn’t the muffin’s fault; it was the unpleasant thought tugging at me like an itch. I’d told Mom about my presentation so the message would get back to Alex: You’re prettier, but don’t ever forget that I’m more successful. Don’t get me wrong; I love my sister—she can be generous and outspoken and funny—but no one can push my buttons like Alex. Around her, I light up like a skyscraper’s elevator control panel at rush hour. We’re complete opposites, always have been. It’s like our DNA held a meeting in the womb and divvied up the goods: I’ll trade you my sex appeal strands for a double dose of organizational skills, my genes must’ve said. Deal, Alex’s genes answered, and if you’ll just sign this form relinquishing any claim to long legs, you can have my work ethic, too.

If Alex and I weren’t related, we’d have absolutely nothing in common. The thing about Alex is that she doesn’t just grab the spotlight, she wrestles it to the ground and straddles it and pins its hands to the floor so it has no chance of escaping. And it isn’t even her fault; the spotlight wants to be dominated by her. The spotlight screams “Uncle!” the second it sees her. People are dazzled by Alex. Men send her so many drinks it’s a wonder she isn’t in AA; women give her quick appraising looks and memorize her outfit, vowing to buy it because if it looks even half as good on them . . . ; even cranky babies stop crying and give her gummy smiles when they see her behind them in the grocery store line.

If Alex weren’t my sister, I probably wouldn’t be nearly so driven. But I learned long ago that it’s easy to get lost and overlooked when someone like Alex is around. In a way, she has made me who I am today.

I pushed away my muffin and glanced over at Matt. He was sprawled on my couch, one leg hooked over the armrest, half-asleep. How he always managed to stay calm amid the chaos and frenzy of our agency was a mystery. I’d have to ask him for his secret. When I had time, which I didn’t right now, since I was due downstairs in forty-four minutes. Mason was letting me greet the clients, since I was presenting first, and Cheryl would get to walk them to their car afterward.

“Can we do one more run-through?” I begged.

“We did twelve yesterday,” Matt reminded me, yawning. He opened one sleepy-looking brown eye and peered up at me.

“You’re right, you’re right,” I said, lining up the pencils on my desk at a perfect right angle to my stapler. “I don’t want to sound overrehearsed.”

“Knock it off, OCD girl,” Matt said, pulling himself up off the couch and stealing a bite of my muffin. “Mmm. How can you not be eating this?”

“I had a bowl of Advil for breakfast,” I told him. “High in fiber.”

“You’re beyond help,” he said. “What time is the party tonight?”

“Seven-thirty,” I said. “Is Pam coming?”

Pam was Matt’s new girlfriend. I hadn’t met her yet, but I was dying to.

“Yep,” he said.

Tonight was our office holiday party.

Tonight was also the night the name of the new VP creative director would be announced.

“Nervous?” Matt asked me.

“Of course not,” I lied.

“Step away from the Advil,” Matt ordered me, slapping my hand as it instinctively went for my desk drawer. “Let’s get your storyboards into the conference room. You know you’re gonna kick ass, Madam Vice President.”

And just like that, the cold knot of anxiety in my stomach loosened the tiniest bit. Like I said, Matt was my only real friend at the office.





Two



WHEN THE STRETCH LIMOUSINE glided to a stop outside our building forty minutes late, I hurried to the curb and pasted on a welcoming smile. I hoped I looked okay. I’d gone for a professional, no-nonsense vibe, which was lucky, since those were the only kinds of clothes my closet was capable of coughing up. I was wearing a classic black Armani pantsuit with an ivory silk shell and black sling-backs. My hair was pulled up into its usual twist, and my earrings were pearls encircled by tiny diamonds—a gift to myself for my twenty-ninth birthday last month. Boring, yes, but safe, too. I wanted my clients to be dazzled by my work, not me.

“Mr. Fenstermaker? So nice to meet you.” I greeted the head of the Gloss empire like he was Prince William as he grunted and heaved his squatty body out of the limo.

“And this must be Mrs. Fenstermaker?”

As if I hadn’t read a half dozen magazine profiles about the Fenstermakers and studied their pictures so carefully that I could ID them out of a lineup of thousands. He looked more like a meat butcher from Brooklyn than a multimillionaire purveyor of glamour, but his wife—make that his third wife—more than made up for it. She could double for a Bond villainess, the icy blond kind who could open a man’s jugular with a single swipe of a nail. He shook my outstretched hand, and she swept by me with a nod, oversize Prada sunglasses firmly in place.

“I hope you didn’t encounter much traffic on the drive in from the airport,” I said as we entered the building, crossed the gleaming marble floors, and stepped into the elevator. He grunted again, and she didn’t deign to answer. I hate awkward elevator silences, but apparently the Fenstermakers didn’t share my bias, which meant elevator silence was my new bosom buddy.

“I’ll be presenting our first campaign,” I said as we stepped off the elevator. “We’ll be joined by Mason Graham, our agency’s president, whom you already know. But first, let me offer you a drink.”

I led the Fenstermakers into our oval-shaped conference room, which has glass walls showcasing a gorgeous view of the city. Even though I’ve seen it countless times, it still takes my breath away. Directly below us were yellow cabs duking it out for lane space and globs of people buying hot, salty pretzels from street vendors and shouting into cell phones and ignoring traffic signals as they swarmed across the streets. Middle fingers were flying and tourists were snapping photos and pigeons were squawking and a crowd was gathered around two guys dressed in togas who were banging on overturned plastic buckets that substituted for drums. I’d heard them before; they were really good. If you squinted and looked farther north, you could just make out the green oasis of Central Park, filled with walking paths and dog parks and fountains and playgrounds and the best outdoor theater in the world. All of New York—the messy, pulsing, glorious city of possibilities—was at our feet. But the Fenstermakers didn’t even look at the view. They’d probably had a better one on the way in from their private plane, the one I’d read was equipped with a massage table, a selection of rare single-malt scotches, and his-and-hers glass showers, each with six showerheads. Mrs. Fenstermaker had wanted a Jacuzzi, but the FAA told her the weight would endanger the plane. Apparently she’d reacted about as well as an overtired two-year-old to hearing the word no.

My storyboard and sample ad were still propped up on easels and covered with drape cloths, I was happy to see. I wouldn’t have put it past Cheryl to steal my presentation props. Seriously; they’d gone missing a few years ago and I’d unearthed them in a Dumpster fifteen minutes before my presentation began. Cheryl blamed the maintenance man, but she’d smelled suspiciously like old eggs and wet newspapers. (Maybe I wouldn’t have to check the “paranoid freak” personality box, after all. I could probably upgrade to the “anal-retentive, neurotic-celibate-workaholic” box. I’d better hire a bodyguard to ward off the men.)

“Espresso?” Mr. Fenstermaker grunted as he sat down.

I’d read that he was as miserly with his words as he was with his money, at least when it came to things other than his personal toys.

“Of course,” I said, mentally thanking last year’s New York magazine profile for mentioning that he mainlined espresso.

I poured some from a silver thermos into a tiny china cup and added a twist of lemon peel on the side. I turned to Mrs. Fenstermaker, who was glaring at her blood-red lipstick in her compact mirror as if it had just insulted her.

“Is room-temperature Pellegrino still your preference?” I asked.

She snapped shut her compact and took in the gleaming wood buffet I’d stocked with their favorites treats—bagels with Nova Scotia lox and chive cream cheese for him, frozen organic grapes for her. Green grapes, by God. I’d also ordered croissants, muffins, exotic sliced fruits, and fresh-squeezed juices from one of the city’s best bakeries, just in case Mr. Fenstermaker’s assistant had steered me wrong when I’d called about his culinary preferences. And Donna was standing by, ready to race out and fulfill any other requests.

My smiling lips were slicked with a fresh coat of Cherrybomb, and Gloss’s signature perfume, Heat, filled the room. A crystal vase overflowing with purple orchids imported from Thailand—Mrs. Fenstermaker’s flower of choice, according to her personal secretary—sat squarely in the middle of the conference table.

Mrs. Fenstermaker looked at me for the first time. At least I thought she did; she’d put on her sunglasses again after she checked her lipstick, but her face was turned in the right general direction.

“Are you always this thorough?” she asked, sounding more bored than curious.

Mason strode into the conference room just then, his Converse sneakers squeaking against the wood floor.

“I can promise you she is,” he said. “Lindsey’s one of our best. You’ll be in good hands with her, and you’re going to love what she’s got in store for you. I know you’re busy people, so let’s get right to it.”

He turned to me. “Ready?”

I nodded and stepped to the head of the conference table. The sun had just broken through a cloud, and the room was flooded with light. It seemed like a good omen. My throbbing head, the knot in my neck, my nails, which were bitten so close to the quick that they hurt, my body that cried out for sleep—it all evaporated as the eyes of three powerful people turned toward me. Everyone was waiting to hear what I had to say, waiting for me to dazzle them with my skill and smarts and preparation. The bad taste in my mouth from the muffin disappeared. Now the only thing I could taste was the vice presidency.

    * * *

Three minutes into my presentation, things were going better than I’d hoped. I’d just pulled the drape cloth off my dummy magazine ad, revealing a blown-up photograph of Angelina Jolie smoldering at the camera. Her lush lips pouted ever so slightly, and her famous mane blew back from her face, courtesy of two standing fans I’d spent a half hour adjusting during the shoot, which had stretched until 2:00 A.M. last Saturday night.

Except it wasn’t really Angelina. The people at Gloss were cheap bastards, remember? I’d found an Angelina clone at the Elite model agency, a fourteen-year-old schoolgirl from Russia who didn’t speak a word of English and whose scowling father accompanied her everywhere, on the lookout for the cocaine-wielding photographers he’d heard roamed freely in America. The poor makeup artist was still recovering from offering him a Tic Tac.

The copy underneath the ad was simple and boldface: “Isn’t that . . . ?”

Then beneath, in smaller type: “Nope, but you can have her red carpet lips. Just slick on Gloss Cherrybomb and wait for the double takes. Brad Pitt clone not included.”

The corners of Mr. Fenstermaker’s mouth twitched when he read my copy. Mrs. Fenstermaker’s sunglasses were still turned in my direction, which I sensed was a major triumph.

“We’ll unveil our print ads and thirty-second television spots simultaneously,” I said, my voice ringing with confidence, my posture ramrod straight. “I recommend an initial saturation in midwestern cities: Chicago, Indianapolis, St. Louis. We’ll focus-group to test the appeal of different celebrities in each market and tweak each campaign before we take it national. If Jennifer Garner tests well in Iowa, this is the ad we’ll run in Des Moines.”

I unveiled my storyboard for a thirty-second TV spot. It featured an ordinary girl (you’d be surprised by how shockingly ordinary most models look without makeup) taking a swipe at Cover Girl: “Of course actresses look gorgeous; they’re paid to have flawless skin. But what about the rest of us?”

A quick cut to her makeup bag—filled with Gloss products in their trademark black and silver tubes and bottles—and voilà! Our ordinary girl is transformed through the miracle of modern mascara into a Jennifer look-alike as the voice-over announces our tagline: “Gloss: Gorgeous for Every Day.”

“When we spread to the coasts,” I continued, “we can look at television tie-ins. Drew Barrymore is producing a new HBO series about colleagues at a fashion magazine. It’s going to be this decade’s Sex and the City. We’ll want to look at a product placement deal.”

“How much is this going to cost me?” Fenstermaker grunted.

Probably less than the Jacuzzi you had to scrap, I thought.

“Eight million for the initial phase,” I said, making sure my voice didn’t contain a hint of an apology.

“Can you guarantee I’ll earn it back?” he asked.

“I think our track record speaks for itself,” I said. “We can’t make you more money unless we spend some first.”

Fenstermaker grunted again. There was a bit of cream cheese on the tip of his bulbous nose.

“I could swear this is Angelina,” he said, almost to himself, as he looked at my dummy ad again. “Just met her last week. She wanted me to donate to some orphanage.”

He batted around his hand, as though the orphanage was a pesky fly he was trying to swat away.

“Every second our targets spend looking at that ad and trying to figure out if it’s really her means that much more time for the Gloss name to brand itself into their subconscious,” I said. “We’ll make the fine print as fine as our legal department allows.”

I was moving into my finale. I walked over to a row of three easels and whipped off the drape cloths, revealing three photographs.

“Surveys of plastic surgeons show that women want Angelina’s mouth and Keira Knightley’s eyes and Cameron Diaz’s cheekbones,” I said, gesturing to enlarged photos of each celebrity. “On the back of every package of Gloss cosmetic, we’ll have a diagram showing women how to replicate the look of their favorite celebrity. For instance, Keira wears black mascara and eye shadows in the peachy-brown family for most of her red carpet events. Those colors are already all in the Gloss arsenal, meaning we don’t need any new R and D, which we all know is the real money drain. What we’ll do is shake up the packaging and marketing.”

I stepped back to the front of the table and looked directly at Mr. Fenstermaker. I knew he was the decision maker; he’d dropped out of college during his junior year and built his empire from scratch. Behind his bulldog exterior was a whip-smart brain.

“We’re not just selling lipstick,” I said, lowering my voice and speaking slowly. This was it; I was rounding third base and running for home with everything I had. “We’re making the childhood dreams of every woman in America come true. They’re all going to become movie stars.”

Fenstermaker nodded and swallowed a second bagel without appearing to chew.

“Any questions?” I asked. “No? It’s been a pleasure.”

This time Fenstermaker reached out to shake my hand first. It was a subtle detail, but I felt Mason notice it. I nodded and smiled at Mrs. Fenstermaker and headed for the door.

“Nice job, Lindsey,” Mason said under his breath as I passed him.

As soon as I stepped out of the conference room, I lost it. Stage fright never hits me when I’m giving a speech or presenting to a client, but the second I’m done, I start trembling and my mouth goes dry.

“How’d it go?” Matt said as I stumbled into his office, which was directly across from the conference room.

I collapsed into a chair and put my head between my knees.

“That good?” he asked, putting down the photographer’s proofs of turkeys—Matt was on the Butterball campaign—that he was studying with a little magnifying glass called a loupe. “Usually you just turn white. You must’ve done really well if you’re about to puke.”

“Give me a second,” I croaked, waiting for some blood to rush to my head. “He kind of smiled at the end of it. That’s good, isn’t it? And she nodded twice. Her expression never changed, but I think it’s because of the Botox.”

“Better than pelting you with frozen grapes,” Matt agreed.

“Helpful,” I said, lifting up my head to look at him and grinning for the first time that day. Really grinning; my client smiles didn’t come from the heart. “Supportive and positive. I think I got everything in. Focus group response, magazine ad placement, budget increases tied to performance targets—”

“It’s in the bag,” Matt interrupted. “I overheard Mason on the phone saying your campaign blows Cheryl’s out of the water.”

“He said that?” I asked eagerly.

“Not in so many words,” Matt said. “I was just trying to get you to stop babbling.”

“You’re such a liar,” I said, twisting my head around so I could peek into the hallway and see if Cheryl was approaching the conference room. “How can I trust you when you’re such a liar? God, I hope I nailed it—”

“Look, can I ask you something?” Matt interrupted again, his fingers fiddling with the yellow grease pencil he’d been using to circle the photos he liked the best. “Why do you want the vice presidency?”

I stared at him.

“Seriously, think about it,” he said. “Tell me why you want it so badly.”

“Why did I become friends with someone who was a psychology minor?” I moaned. “I hate it when you do this.”

“Classic case of avoidance.” Matt pretended to scribble something in a notebook. “Look, you’re making plenty of money. You’re working hard. All a promotion would mean is more money and more work. Is that what you really want in life?”

“Lots more money,” I pointed out.

“Okay, lots more money,” Matt said, leaning back and putting his feet up on his desk. “But you make a ton already. And can I be brutally honest? You’re not looking so good these days.”

“Hey,” I said, wounded. Maybe I wouldn’t tell him black was his color after all. Maybe I’d say it was fuchsia. Unless he thought I was getting alarmingly thinner, in which case, all was forgiven.

“Do you even sleep?” Matt asked. “I got an email from you at two A.M. last week.”

“Psychology minors with detective skills,” I joked. “Lethal combination.”

“Linds,” Matt said, using his serious voice, the one he’d probably trot out when he was a dad and his kids had covered the dog with Crisco. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you about this for a while, but you’re always too busy. I’m worried about you.”

“Matt, that’s sweet,” I said. “But I’m fine.”

I swiveled my head around again to check for Cheryl.

“See? You’re not even listening to me,” Matt complained. “You know you’ve got a lock on being VP. Even if Cheryl gets this account, which she won’t because you’re better than she is, you’ve still brought in tons more business than her. Everyone knows you’re getting it. Donna even sent around a card for people to sign for you. So can you just listen to me for two seconds?”

“Do people really think I’m getting it?” I asked excitedly. “Who did you talk to?”

Matt exhaled loudly, like I was trying his patience.

“You need a vacation,” he said. “When was the last time you took a vacation? And you need to start dating. You need to have something in your life other than work.”

“I do date,” I said indignantly.

“Two dates in the past six months,” Matt said, “doesn’t count.”

I couldn’t argue with that: One of my dates was with a marathoner who carbo-loaded his way through three bread baskets and spent ninety minutes talking about his training regimen—in a nutshell, it entailed putting one foot in front of the other. Scintillating stuff. I’d also gone out with a veterinarian, but since I’m allergic to cats and he hadn’t changed his shirt after work, I spent the whole night dabbing at my watery eyes as I sat beside him on a barstool. A table full of middle-aged women who’d clearly been around the block a time or two thought he was breaking up with me.

“He’s probably got a chippie on the side,” one of them hissed as they shot him dirty looks. All in all, a bit lacking in the ambience department.

“I just really want to be VP,” I told Matt. I picked up the tiny rake in the Zen garden I’d gotten him last year as a joke and smoothed new patterns in the sand (I’d written on the card: “This garden seems stressed. Can you help it?”).

I really didn’t want to have this conversation, not now, and it wasn’t fair of Matt to bring it up. I didn’t just crave the promotion, I needed it. If I didn’t get it now, it would be years before I had another shot. Vice-presidency slots were as rare as solar eclipses. And next time around, I wouldn’t be the agency’s golden girl. By then someone else, someone younger and fresher, would be nipping at my heels. If I slipped and lost my momentum now, I’d never regain it, no matter how hard I scrabbled for a new handhold up the corporate ladder. I might even have to go to another advertising agency and prove myself all over again, to avoid the stigma of having been passed over for a promotion. How could I explain to Matt that working hard didn’t scare me, it was failing that terrified me?

“Are you sure?” Matt asked. “Think about what it’ll mean for your life. You’ll be locked so tight into this place that you’ll never get out. Can you imagine still being here twenty years from now?”

“I haven’t thought that far ahead,” I lied. Twenty years from now I wanted my name on this building. I wanted a house in Aspen and one in the Berkshires. I wanted a car and driver to take me to work every day, and to be waiting outside when I finished.

“Don’t you ever feel like you’re missing out?” Matt said, more gently this time. “Is this what you want?”

I dropped my eyes from his. So that one stung a bit. It was impossible not to notice that more and more of my friends were getting engaged. My old college roommate had just had a baby. They were expanding their lives, while mine shot like an arrow up its quick, straight path. But Matt knew how hard I’d worked for this. Why was he picking on me today of all days?

“I—” I began, but for some reason, my lower lip quivered. I cleared my throat and was about to start again. Then I saw something out of the corner of my eye. I never finished my sentence.

Cheryl was strutting down the hallway toward the conference room. Apparently she’d been a bit absentminded this morning, because she’d forgotten to put on her shirt. Sort of thing that could happen to anyone.

“Holy shit,” Matt whispered in the hushed, intense way men do when they see their favorite athlete making an impossible play and saving the game. His feet fell off his desk and hit the floor with a thump.

Okay, maybe “forgotten” was an overstatement. Her shirt was there all right. All six inches of clingy, silky, backless black fabric. As she came closer, it became all too obvious that it was her bra she’d forgotten.

She looked fantastic, in an I’m-the-entertainment-at-a-bachelor-party kind of way. Her long hair was loose and wild, and her lips were so full I knew she’d had more collagen shots. Her heels were as high as skyscrapers, and she seemed like she was about to tip over, but that also could’ve been because of the front-loading. Was it possible she’d gotten more collagen shots in unorthodox places?

“What the hell is she doing?” I said.

“She’s playing dirty,” Matt said. “Don’t worry, it just makes her look desperate.”

“Really?” I asked eagerly.

He didn’t answer.

“Matt!” I hissed.

“Huh? Oh, sorry,” he said.

He moved his seat over a few inches for a better view. “I can see into the conference room from this angle. Do you want a play-by-play?”

“Yes,” I said, chewing on my only fingernail that had a little life left. “No. I don’t know.” I leapt up from the chair, sat back down, ran my hand across my forehead. “Does she actually think flashing her boobs is going to win her the account?”

“No, but putting her hand on Fenstermaker’s knee might,” Matt said.

“What?” I shrieked.

“It’s off the knee now,” Matt said. “She’s done with her greetings, now she’s launching into her presentation. Her storyboard’s up.”

“Why not just give him a blow job under the table?” I muttered.

“I think she’s saving that for the grand finale,” Matt said.

“Is he smiling?” I asked. “Does he look like he likes her? Is his wife pissed?”

“The wife’s on the other side of the table,” Matt said. “She can’t see what’s going on under the table. Plus, she’s looking into her hand mirror.”

“Oh, shit,” I said. I covered my eyes with my hand and sank deeper into my chair. “Fenstermaker’s wife is doing their pilot; I read about it on ‘Page Six’ when I was researching them. It was supposed to be a blind item, but it was obvious. Fuckity, fuckity, fuckity.”

“Fuckity?” Matt said. “Seriously?”

I leapt up again and started to pace while I shot questions at Matt like he was on the witness stand.

“How does Fenstermaker look?” I asked.

“He doesn’t look unhappy, let’s put it like that,” Matt said diplomatically.

“What’s the wife doing now?”

“Eating a grape,” Matt said. “One grape. Actually she hasn’t eaten it yet. She’s examining it like it’s a diamond.”

“Look up from the grape!” I willed Mrs. Fenstermaker the message.

Matt snorted, and I glared at him.

“Sorry,” he said.

“This is so unprofessional,” I hissed. “So . . . so . . .”

“So Cheryl,” Matt finished for me.

My headache was back with a vengeance; I should’ve known Cheryl would’ve fought dirty. A few years after I came to Richards, Dunne & Krantz, when she and I were competing for a dishwashing liquid account, we went to Kentucky to do focus groups with stay-at-home moms. My campaign focused on speed—moms were too busy these days to scrub pots and pans, so our soap would get the job done in half the time. Cheryl went for a “same great product, new look” approach by redesigning the bottle. We sat there together, chatting up four different groups of moms, writing down their comments and thoughts and recommendations, and it was clear my campaign was the winner. Except when we got back to New York, hers was the one the client chose. I chalked it up to bad luck. Maybe the client had a thing for phallic-shaped bottles. Maybe he liked the new bigger, firmer bottle because of something missing in his own life (again, no bitterness).

Then, six months after the campaign aired, I learned Cheryl had switched the group’s comments before submitting them to the client. It wasn’t anything I could prove, just a whispered accusation from Cheryl’s assistant as she left for a new job.

“She’s bending over in front of Fenstermaker,” Matt said. “I think she’s pretending to drop something.”

“What’s Fenstermaker doing?” I asked.

“Watching her pick it up,” Matt said. “Either that or putting a dollar in her G-string.”

“She’s so pathetic,” I sputtered. “She’s actually a very smart woman. She does good work. Why does she always pull this crap?”

“Because she’s Cheryl,” Matt said. “Hey, she must be wrapping up. Mason just stood up.”

“What’s Fenstermaker doing?” I asked.

“He’s getting up, too,” Mason said. “Whoops—he’s following Cheryl into the bathroom for a quickie.”

“What?” I squealed.

“Kidding,” Matt said. “He just shook Mason’s hand and they’re all heading for the elevator. Hang on a sec. I’ll go take a walk past them and eavesdrop.”

Matt stepped out of his office while I let out all the air in my lungs with a whoosh and dropped back into my seat. I felt as weak and dizzy as if I’d run a marathon. Had I eaten dinner last night? No, I remembered, unless you counted the frozen burrito I’d microwaved when I finally stumbled home. It had tasted like the cardboard tray it came with so I’d tossed it in the trash after one bite and gobbled down enough Cherry Garcia to hit the food pyramid’s recommended fruit allowance for the day. I needed to pick up some vitamins. Maalox, too; my stomach felt like someone was twisting it in knots and setting it on fire. It was probably the ulcers my doctor had warned me were in my future. By now it felt like I had a family of ulcers living in my stomach, who were all biting their nails.

What the hell could be going on in the hallway, anyway? Had Fenstermaker made a decision yet? I twisted around and peered out Matt’s door just as he walked back in.

“No verdict,” Matt reported. “But I heard Fenstermaker tell Mason he’d call soon.”

“Soon?” I demanded. “In an hour? Next week? Next month? What the hell does soon mean?”

“Lindsey, knock it off,” Matt said. “I told you, no matter what happens today, it’s in the bag.”

“You’re just saying that because you’re my shrink,” I said, but I couldn’t help smiling.

I stood up from my chair slowly, every bone in my body suddenly aching. It had to be postpresentation letdown; I couldn’t be getting sick. At 6:00 A.M. tomorrow I was flying to Seattle to lead focus groups for a brand of sneakers whose sales were inexplicably lagging in the West. I needed to identify the problem and restructure the campaign quickly, before we blew any more money on our old ads. From there I was flying directly to Tokyo for thirty-six hours to oversee the shooting of a cologne commercial featuring a B-list celebrity. It was going to be a nightmare; like most washed-up former sitcom actors, he gobbled Ativan like popcorn, so I’d have to babysit him during the entire shoot. In between all this, assuming I won the Gloss account, I’d need to finalize details for our TV and magazine shoots and buy ad space and oversee the production.

“I’ve got a ton of work,” I told Matt. “I’d better get back to my office.”

“Hey, Linds?” Matt said.

I turned around.

“You never answered my question.”

“Can we talk about it later?” I said, massaging my neck again.

By now I couldn’t even remember what Matt’s question was. There was so much to do before tonight, which was good. I needed the distraction so I didn’t go crazy worrying about the announcement. Dozens of emails were waiting for me to sift through on my computer, plus I needed to review the point-of-sale displays and store promotion samples my team had put together for a new line of wine coolers and make sure we were on the same page as the client, who made Donald Trump look calm and humble.

I’d already proposed five different campaigns, all of which the wine cooler mogul had impatiently shaken his head at while he shouted into the cell phone that was permanently affixed to the side of his face, “I don’t give a shit how expensive it is to harvest grapes! Tell him if he raises the price again I’ll harvest his fucking nuts!”

I needed to light a fire under my team so we’d come up with something spectacular to appease him. I also had to ask Donna to book my flights. I made a mental note to remind her not to put me on a red-eye; the flight attendants always turned off the lights, and it was impossible to get anything done. Didn’t they realize the cocoon of an airplane was the best place for uninterrupted work? Oh, plus I had to shake some sense into Oprah, stat.

I’d wanted so much to seal up the Gloss account before tonight’s announcement, but I had to be patient. No matter what Matt and everyone else said, I wouldn’t feel confident I’d won the promotion until I heard Mason announce my name. Not knowing whether I’d won was a loose end.

Loose ends made me nervous.





Three



BELIEVE IT OR NOT, I used to be the pretty sister.

I’ve even got proof: an old sepia-colored photograph of Alex and me as babies, being wheeled down the street by Mom as we sat side by side in our double stroller. My thick brown hair was tied up in crowd-pleasing pigtails with pink bows, and my arms and legs were soft and plump—the only time in my life when people have complimented me on that particular trait. I was a happy, easygoing baby who smiled a lot, even when the Greek grandma down the street pinched my rosy cheeks and turned them redder. Alex, on the other hand, was as scrawny and bald as a plucked chicken for the first twelve months of her life. She also had a bad case of baby acne, she was colicky and fearful of strangers, and her crying, as Dad says, still shuddering at the memory, “could drive bats insane.”

I have no memory of what it felt like to have people’s eyes drawn to me during that first year of my life, to have them coo and exclaim over my big eyes and pretty smile, to soak up their compliments while Alex wailed and spit up her breakfast. Because right around the time of our first birthday, our family photo album began telling a different story.

Alex outgrew her colic and acne and shyness, and though our eyes were a matching navy blue when we were born, mine darkened into a muddy brown while hers grew lighter and lighter, until they were the shade of a Caribbean sea with sunlight filtering through. She put on some much-needed weight, though she remained small-boned and delicate, and her hair began growing faster than Rapunzel’s, coming out in long fiery-gold spirals.

No matter where we went—the playground, the beach, the first day of preschool—one sentence always surrounded us, like the background music of our lives: “Ooh, that hair!”

People would smile at me, too, and maybe even say something nice, after they’d finished gushing over Alex and telling Mom she should be in commercials. At least the kind people did. I remember once when I was about five or six years old and my family was eating lunch at our neighborhood deli. Alex and I were sharing an order of French fries—the good, greasy, crinkle-cut kind—as a reward for going to the pediatrician’s office and enduring an immunization shot. Mom was just starting to divide up the fries on our plates, with Alex and me both watching to make sure the other one didn’t make off with a single extra fry, not even the charred brown one that had gone a few extra rounds in the deep fryer, when an old lady tottered by. She was so arthritic and bent over that she was almost at my eye level, and I couldn’t help staring because she looked just like the witch in my Snow White book. She was even dressed all in black. She didn’t smile or say hello; she just reached out with a hand that looked like a claw and touched my head, while I sat there, frozen in fear.

“Too bad this one doesn’t look like her sister,” she said in a raspy voice.

Mom tried to distract me by talking loudly about something else, but I could still feel the touch of that blue-veined hand, and I could tell Mom knew. Then, when Alex wasn’t looking, Mom slipped me a few extra fries. That was what did it; that’s what caused a lump to form in my throat that made it hard for me to breathe. It was like Mom was trying to make up for me not being as special as Alex. Like she was conceding the point, too. I hadn’t cried at the doctor’s office, not even when the nurse jabbed a needle into the soft flesh of my upper arm, but as I sat there looking at the French fries I was no longer hungry for, it took all I had to hold back the tears from rolling down my cheeks.

Don’t get me wrong—my parents did the best they could. They tried for ten long years to have kids before Alex and I came along. On the day we were born, Mom, still woozy and weepy and holding a pink-wrapped bundle in each arm, asked the doctor for advice on raising twins.

He thought about it for a minute, then said, “They’re individuals. Treat them that way. Don’t dress them alike.”

Mom took his words to heart: Those pink hospital blankets were the last things Alex and I ever wore that matched. We had our own rooms and our own clothes and our own friends. We never had to take the same ballet class or get the same haircut. But Mom needn’t have worried. Left to our own devices, Alex and I would’ve carved out completely different paths all by ourselves. I can’t imagine my life without Alex, but not because she’s the only one who truly understands me, or because we have a psychic connection from the womb. It’s because I’ve spent my entire life pushing away from Alex, like a swimmer using the force of a concrete wall to do a flip turn and kick away in the opposite direction.

I learned early on that if I embraced the same things Alex did, like popularity and flirting and fun, I’d always come in such a distant second that everyone would’ve lost interest and gone home by the time I reached the finish line. Alex was chosen for the homecoming court during our freshman and senior years of high school; she got to skip school to model in junior fashion shows for Saks Fifth Avenue and Macy’s; she dumped the captain of the football team at the end of football season and started dating the captain of the basketball team just in time for their first game. As she flitted through the halls of our high school in the cheerleader’s skirt that swished around her long legs, it was obvious from the stares following her that every girl wanted to be her, and every guy was secretly in love with her.

So unless I wanted to go through life being invisible, I had to figure out another way to get noticed, one that didn’t require a perfect smile or long eyelashes or a size-four body. I learned that if I studied hard and brought home straight A’ s, the principal would call me up onto the stage at the end of the year to give me a certificate while my parents beamed in the audience. I learned that if I crammed four years of college into three and made the dean’s list every semester, employers would come recruiting me. I learned that if I took a job in New York and made six figures and worked until my head felt like it was about to explode and my body felt like it belonged to a woman twice my age, I could fill out the questionnaires for my high school reunions with updates about my life that were sure to impress my former classmates.

Sometimes when I lay awake in the middle of the night, thinking about everything I needed to get done the next day, my mind would race so quickly that I’d feel dizzy and panicky. I’d toss and turn, my silk sheets twisting around me like snakes. Nothing could soothe me—not a comedy on my wide-screen plasma TV or the softness of my cashmere throw pillows or the vivid colors of the original abstract painting I’d bought at a Soho gallery with my very first bonus.

During those dark, endless hours, as lists flew through my mind and my heart pounded, I sometimes thought about what would have happened to me if I hadn’t had to fight so hard to carve out my own identity, one that would keep me from fading into a shadow when my twin sister was around. Would I be this driven, this fixated on success, if I’d been born into another family?

During those long, lonely nights when my body cried out for sleep but my mind refused to allow it, I sometimes wondered: If Alex wasn’t my sister, would I be a completely different person?

* * *

“Are you sleeping?”

Matt’s incredulous voice cut through my dream, a sweaty, fearful one in which I raced through an airport, trying to catch a plane that was about to take off, desperately running faster and faster even though I could see the gate agent close the door to the Jetway and stand in front of it with her arms crossed, shaking her head at me.

I lifted my head up off my desk and blinked groggily. Matt was standing in my office doorway, his preschool-teacher girlfriend by his side. A sheet of paper was stuck to my cheek, probably affixed with drool. A good first impression at all costs—that’s my motto.

“I thought you never slept,” Matt said.

“I was just resting for a second,” I said. God, I sounded exactly like my father. I pulled the sheet of paper off my cheek and prayed my lipstick wasn’t smeared across my face.

“Hi,” I said to Matt’s girlfriend. “I’m Lindsey, and I swear I’m usually more alert than this.”

“I’m Pammy,” she said, smiling sweetly. Pammy? I could forgive her for it, I decided. She was tiny and blond and looked perfect for Matt; his last girlfriend had been a moody vegetarian who always made scenes in restaurants by grilling the waiter about ingredients in various dishes.

“You’re going to be late,” Matt said. “You’ve got five minutes to change. We’ll wait for you downstairs.”

It was like he’d thrown a bucket of ice water over me. I leapt up from my chair and snatched the hanging bag off the hook on the back of my door. How could I have forgotten what night it was? I looked at my watch: It was five-thirty, and I’d been asleep for two whole hours. This was impossible; I never napped. Why hadn’t my phones woken me up? Why hadn’t anyone come into my office? The answer came to me in a rush: Donna. Sure enough, the sheet of paper that had been stuck to my cheek was covered in her spidery scrawl: “I’m holding your calls and telling everyone you’re in a meeting. You need to rest or you’re going to make yourself sick.”

For the love of God, why couldn’t I be the boss in anything but name around here?

I had five minutes to get ready, five measly minutes to make myself look presentable for the announcement that could change my entire future. I could do this, though; I was used to pulling rabbits out of hats around here. I unzipped my garment bag and pulled out the black silk dress a personal shopper had picked for me at Saks. It was simple and conservative, but elegant, too, I hoped. I raced to the bathroom, changed, and slipped into the shoes the shopper had tucked in the bottom of the garment bag. They fit perfectly, the heels weren’t too high, and their style was classic. I made a mental note to use this shopper again; she could actually follow instructions, unlike the last one, who’d added holiday-themed sweaters to the clothes she sent over. I may not be a fashionista, but I know it’s a hanging offense to wear anything featuring Rudolph’s blinking red nose.

I rinsed out my mouth with cold water, splashed some more on my cheeks, and spritzed on a little perfume. Then I leaned toward the mirror and studied my reflection. My hair was still twisted up and looked okay, but I really needed some concealer for the dark circles under my eyes and eye drops to get out the redness. The only makeup in my purse, however, was my Cherrybomb lipstick. I’d never liked makeup, probably because Alex kept telling me how much better I’d look with it. I slicked on a light coat of lipstick, just to give my face some color. Matt was right; I did look kind of pale, even with all that sleep.

I told myself I’d look better in the dim light of the party, especially because by then the crease marks on my face from sleeping on a wrinkled piece of paper would have faded. I popped a piece of cinnamon gum in my mouth and raced for the elevator.

“It’s a Christmas miracle,” Matt said as I stepped into the lobby. “C’mon, I’ve got a cab waiting.”

We hurried to the curb and smushed ourselves into the backseat of the taxi, with Matt in the middle. I moved my leg as far away from his as possible so Pammy wouldn’t feel jealous. The hairy-armpit vegetarian had hated me because she knew how close Matt and I were and it threatened her (my new suede purse hadn’t helped matters, either—but I swear I only got it because it was on sale). But she never had any reason to feel threatened; Matt was just a friend. My best friend, really. There was no way we’d ever get involved.

Sure, the thought had entered my mind, but I’d given it a swift kick in the rear so it didn’t get any funny ideas about my brain being a nice place to settle down in. Two years ago, Matt and I had both worked late one Saturday night, then caught dinner at this little Italian place with the best gnocchi ever. Two bottles of Chianti later, we’d ended up at Matt’s apartment watching Casablanca (yes, we’d covered every possible romantic stereotype that night). As we sat side by side on his love seat (see!), I realized just how easy it would be to snuggle closer to him, to send a signal and see if he’d scoop it up and run with it. I could lean my head to the right and rest it on his shoulder. Six inches of space was the only thing that prevented me from forever changing the tenor of our relationship. The three glasses of wine I’d consumed made it all seem so simple.

I turned to look at him, and discovered he was staring at me instead of the movie. Our faces were so close I could see tiny flecks of green in his brown eyes. I’d never felt any wild attraction for Matt before. He’s got a roundish face, curly dark hair, and he’s about five eight—he’s a teddy bear of a man, not a Harlequin hero who makes panties spontaneously combust. But in that moment, as I looked into his kind eyes with the smile creases at the corners, he was irresistible. So I leapt up and raced around his apartment, looking for my shoes and babbling about how tired I was. In retrospect, given that I was jumping around like someone who was repeatedly being mildly electrocuted, it probably wasn’t the most believable excuse. But I was terrified.

What if Matt and I did get together, then broke up? What if my perfectionist tendencies—fine, neuroses—drove him insane and I couldn’t live with his habit of leaving his toenail clippings in neat little piles in the bathroom? (I’m not sure why this is the hypothetical deal breaker I came up with, but it’s probably best not to dwell on what it says about my psyche.)

But in those frozen seconds as Matt and I stared at each other, I’d fast-forwarded through our relationship and leapt smack into the middle of our breakup, and I’d glimpsed what my future would look like without him. It was like looking into a dark, lonely abyss. If he and I ended up not liking each other, I’d have no one in New York who truly cared about me. I wouldn’t have a single real friend. Matt was the only person I could complain to about work, the only person I knew who loved black-olive-and-mushroom late-night pizzas as much as I did, the only person who still liked me when I was tired and anal and insecure. I couldn’t risk losing him—the abyss was too scary to contemplate—so I fled his apartment and hurried to the safety of my own. We hadn’t been alone in his apartment since; I’d made sure of it.

“Turn right at the next corner,” Matt instructed the driver as we neared the club.

“You ready for this?” he asked me.

“Absolutely,” I lied. My heart was pounding again, and I felt light-headed, probably from skipping lunch. You’d think missing all those meals would be great for my waistline, but I heroically managed to make up the calorie deficit when I got home at night. Now, though, it was more than an empty stomach that was making me feel like I was about to pass out.

“It’s going to be fun,” Pammy chirped. I smiled at her and tried to shake off my anxiety. She really was adorable; all sunny and petite and friendly. And did I mention petite? I’d work really hard at overlooking the fact that both of her thighs could fit into one of my pants legs.

“You can let us off here,” Matt said, and he paid the driver while Pammy slid out.

“She’s cute,” I whispered.

“You think so?” Matt asked me while the driver painstakingly counted out change. It’s my theory that most cabdrivers take their time giving change in the hope that hyperactive New Yorkers will shout, “Oh, for Christ’s sake, just keep it!” and race away.

We slid out of the car, Matt took Pammy’s witty-bitty little hand in his, and a bouncer stepped aside and pulled opened the door to Night Fever. A blast of music hit me and almost propelled me back a few feet. Ah, now the name of the club made sense. A Bee Gee was wailing in what could’ve been misery but just as easily could’ve been ecstasy, a waitress with Farrah Fawcett hair and love beads passed by with steaming red-and-green-colored drinks on a tray, and even Mason was wearing bell-bottoms. Welcome to the seventies, because apparently we didn’t get enough of them the first time around.

“Matt, great to see you!” Mason shouted, detaching himself from a knot of people and walking over to us. “Lindsey, can I borrow you for a second?”

Without waiting for my answer, he pulled me past a giant TV screen that was suspended from the ceiling. It was airing our top commercials of the year in a continuous loop. Every two feet or so, a waiter wearing John Lennon glasses or platform shoes was passing around a fresh tray of drinks, which meant new and inventive combinations of colleagues would hook up tonight and spend the next year suffering violent coughing fits and looking at the floor whenever they bumped into each other in the office hallways. In the weeks after our holiday parties, it always sounded as though our office had been hit with a record number of cases of bronchitis.

Mason motioned toward a corner, where oversize beanbag chairs were clustered in a semicircle under a disco light.

“Any word from Fenstermaker?” I blurted, eyeing a chair and deciding that, if I sat down, I’d never be able to get enough traction to stand back up again.

“Not yet,” he said. “It may take him a few days to decide. Look, there’s nothing to be nervous about. I wanted to tell you that you’ve done a great job for us this year. A great job.”

Mason was slurring his words ever so slightly; those holiday-colored drinks must have been potent. I made a mental note to order a seltzer with lime that could masquerade as a gin and tonic.

“Thanks,” I said. “That means a lot.”

He leaned closer and whispered, “I shouldn’t tell you this, but we voted this afternoon.”

Time shuddered to a stop. I could feel each individual hair on my arms stand up.

“What?” I croaked.

“You’re the new VP creative director,” Mason said.

I closed my eyes as relief crashed over me, making my legs weak and unsteady. I’d done it; I was the youngest ever vice president creative director of Richards, Dunne & Krantz. All the vacations I never took, the movies I’d missed seeing, the weekend mornings when I got up to work while everyone else slept in or curled up with the Times or went hiking in the sunshine—they had all culminated in this glorious moment. Now I could buy my apartment. I could celebrate by splurging on any restaurant in the city, and even take a car service there instead of a cab. Maybe I’d make a grand gesture at Christmas and hand my parents plane tickets to Europe. I’d get a bigger office, one with an amazing view. I’d get my own monogrammed company stationery! I couldn’t wait to get to a phone and call my parents and Alex. Inside I was exploding in joy, but I kept my face calm and professional.

Mason grabbed a passing waiter. “Get this lady a glass of champagne.”

“I can’t thank you enough,” I started to say, but Mason interrupted me.

“You earned it,” he said simply, smiling at me. How could I ever have thought Mason was an alien? He was the warmest, kindest man alive. A beautiful, beautiful specimen of a man. He should be an exhibit in MoMA.

“I’ll announce it in about an hour,” he said. “I want you to say a few words, too.”

“Absolutely,” I said, a giddy grin spreading across my face.

I took a gulp of champagne to hide the fact that I was blinking back tears of joy. It was sweet and delicious against my parched throat. God, I loved champagne. Why didn’t I drink it more often? I should drink it every day. I should bathe in it.

“Enjoy,” Mason said. “I’ll signal you when it’s time.”

He walked away, and I hurried over to Matt and Pam, who were watching a copywriter attempt the hustle on the orange-and-avocado shag carpet.

“I’m declaring a new law for company holiday parties,” Matt announced. “No one should ever see their coworkers dance or wear bathing suits.”

“Oh, God, that’s funny!” I said, laughing hysterically.

Matt took a closer look at me as I wiped the giddy tears from the corners of my eyes. “Are you pregnant?” he asked.

“Mattie!” Pammy chastised him. But she cast a discreet glance at my stomach as I instinctively sucked in. “You should never ask a woman that!”

“Either you’re pregnant or you just got named VP,” Matt said. “Because you’re glowing brighter than those Lava lamps.”

I couldn’t help the huge grin from spreading across my face.

“You did it, didn’t you?” Matt said, tapping his glass against mine. “Like it’s a surprise.”

“Congratulations!” Pammy squealed. “You’re a vice president?”

“Keep it a secret,” I begged them both. “Mason’s not going to announce it for another hour.”

“You look really happy,” Matt said. “Good for you.”

“It’s kind of overwhelming,” I said. “But I am happy. Really happy.”

“Happy about what?” Someone stuck his face so close to mine that I could smell his lime-scented aftershave. I twisted to the right and found myself staring at Doug, one of the copywriters on my team.

Doug’s gorgeous, if you like your men big, rawboned, and as subtle as sledgehammers. Every woman in the office has a secret crush on him, and he seems intent on fulfilling all of their fantasies, one at a time. Or two at a time, if you believe the stories of what went on after last year’s holiday party.

“And who’s this?” Doug asked, turning to Pammy with a smile. Matt put an arm around her and pulled her closer.

“Pammy,” Matt said tightly. “My girlfriend.”

Doug held up his hands as if to say: No harm, no foul, man—plenty more where that one came from.

“Why so happy?” Doug asked me. “Are you the new VP yet?”

Matt saved me: “No, we were just talking about Lava lamps. Lindsey loves them.”

“Seriously?” Doug said. “That’s cool. So can I get you a drink, Lindsey? Pammy?”

“I’m good,” Pammy said.

“Why not?” I said. Forget the seltzer; what harm could there be in downing a couple of glasses of champagne on the best night of my life?

“Hey now,” Doug said, his head whiplashing toward the front door. Cheryl was making her grand entrance. She was still wearing the nonshirt she’d had on at her pitch for Gloss. The shirt hadn’t gotten any bigger; if anything, it had caught the flu and lost a few pounds.

Doug was off like a shot to greet her.

“You may have to wait awhile for that drink,” Matt told me.

“You think?” I said sarcastically. By now three other guys were vying for airtime with Cheryl.

“I should go on over and wish her luck on the Gloss account,” I said. It was customary for competing creative teams to wish each other the best, much like boxers tapping mitts before beating each other to a pulp.

“I’ll get the drinks,” Matt said, and he waved down a waiter as I headed toward Cheryl. God, this was turning out to be an amazing day. My exhaustion was gone. Now I felt like I could stay up all night.

I was only a few steps away from Cheryl when my BlackBerry vibrated in my jacket pocket. I pulled it out and looked at the message:

You’ll never believe where I am and who I’m with. Call me.

I smiled. The message was from my old buddy Bradley Church. I hadn’t talked to Bradley in weeks, maybe even a couple of months. I’d call him later tonight, I promised myself. Getting his message made me realize how much I’d missed him. Bradley and I had officially become friends in the second grade when the class bully tripped Megan Scully in our school lunchroom, making her fall splat on top of her tray of mystery loaf. As she sat there groping for her glasses and crying, Bradley had quietly uncapped the bottle of ketchup on our table and dumped some into the bully’s glass of orange juice. The bully went to swig his juice and ended up spitting it all over his white shirt.

When the bully started clenching his fists and looking around for the culprit, I tiptoed over and slid into the seat next to Bradley’s and pretended we’d been chatting the whole time. We’d stayed pals ever since that moment, even going to our senior prom together as friends, but we didn’t see each other much these days. Bradley still lived in our old neighborhood and worked as a photographer for The Washington Post. His portrait of a nine-year-old girl sleeping on her living room floor with the fireplace lit up for warmth while her mother stared at a stack of unpaid bills had just won an award.

Bradley was still sticking up for the underdog, I thought, smiling fondly as I visualized his face.

I’d call him right after I phoned my parents and Alex, I decided as I approached Cheryl and fought my way through the crowd of guys jockeying for position around her.

“Cheryl? Just wanted to wish you luck,” I said, putting out my hand.

She looked down at it for a long moment before shaking it.

“Thanks,” she said. She dimpled up as one of the account executives handed her a red drink that exactly matched her lip color.

“I doubt we’ll hear anything for a few days, so I guess we can relax,” I said. Now that I was going to be VP, I’d have to try to make peace with Cheryl. She’d be working for me, after all.

“Oh, I think we’ll hear a lot sooner than that,” she said, taking a sip of her drink and holding our eye contact above the rim of her glass.

Something about the gleam in her eyes sent a shiver down my spine.

“Really?” I asked, trying to affect a careless giggle that somehow came out like a Woody Woodpecker laugh (men love this, I’m told—it probably accounts for my runaway success in dating).

“What makes you say that?” I asked Cheryl. “Mason said Fenstermaker hadn’t decided yet.”

Cheryl stared at me for another beat and licked her shiny red lips as I forced myself to hold her gaze. It was a power play; that’s all it was, I told myself. She was trying to throw me. Even that predatory lip-licking thing was probably a move she’d seen on Animal Planet and rehearsed in front of the mirror.

“Oh, just call it a feeling,” she said and turned away from me.

I stared after her, trying to shake the sense of unease creeping over me. I felt like a deer in the woods who has just caught the scent of a hunter. Something was wrong.

Cheryl knew I had the promotion lined up; she was just playing her usual games, I told myself. I had nothing to worry about.

But . . . why the hell did she look so confident? She should be kissing up to me.

I started to walk slowly back across the bar to Matt and Pammy. Trust Cheryl to try to put a damper on the best day of my life. She was just jealous. I needed to forget about her and start planning my speech. I glanced at my watch for the umpteenth time: Mason should be making his announcement soon. I’d keep my comments short and sweet, I decided.

“Here’s your drink,” Matt said when I reached him.

He handed me a fresh glass of champagne, and I took a gulp. It didn’t taste quite as good as it had a few minutes ago. When I looked up at Matt, he was frowning. He wasn’t looking at me, though; something across the room had caught his eye. I followed his gaze.

He was staring at Mason.

“What’s up?” I asked.

Matt didn’t answer.

I turned to get a better look at Mason. He was pacing in a corner, jabbing buttons on his cell phone. He ran his free hand over and over his bald head, like he was trying to soothe a jittery dog by stroking it. Gone was his happy, tipsy vibe. He looked like a man in a panic. His big eyes were roaming the room, but when they met mine, they dropped to the floor.

As if he couldn’t bear to look at me.

“Matt?” I said, feeling the floor shift under my feet. My voice came out kind of strangled.

Now Mason was shouting something into the phone, but the music was so loud I didn’t have a chance of hearing him.

“Everything’s fine,” Matt said, putting a warm hand on my shoulder. I hadn’t realized how cold I was. “He’s probably just talking to an insane client.”

“Ooh, looks like the food is ready,” Pammy said. “Yummy, pigs in a blanket. Should we go get a plate?”

“Let’s hang out another second,” Matt said, his eyes never leaving Mason. Now one of our agency’s founders, Mr. Dunne, was hurrying across the room to Mason’s side. The two of them huddled together, gesturing frantically, and at the exact same moment, they both turned to look at me.

“What’s going on?” I whispered. Nausea rose in my throat.

“It’s going to be okay,” Matt said in a low voice, and I tried desperately to believe him. I felt like I was watching a horror movie and the heroine was about to descend a rickety staircase into an unlit basement. Cheryl was being too cocky. Mason looked too upset. Now Mason was passing the cell phone to Mr. Dunne, and he was talking into it. Something bad was going to happen; the killer was in the basement.

Oh, God, why were they walking over to Cheryl?

Mr. Dunne was shaking Cheryl’s hand, and she was smiling. Something about her smile . . .

“I need to—” I couldn’t get out the rest of the words. My stomach was bucking. I raced to the bathroom and flung open the stall door just in time. I hadn’t eaten much of anything all day, so the only thing that splashed into the toilet was champagne.

“Lindsey?” Pammy had followed me in. “Oh, no. You’re not really pregnant, are you?”

“I think I just ate some bad sushi for lunch,” I lied, flushing the toilet and closing the lid. I sat down on top of it. My legs were shaking so bad I didn’t trust them to hold me up.

“Can I get you some water?” she asked. “Maybe a few crackers?”

“That would be great,” I said hoarsely. I couldn’t imagine eating a thing, but it would get Pammy out of here and let me be alone so I could fight through my panic. I needed to stay calm; I was good at staying calm. I was good at fixing things, too. I could fix this, whatever it was.

What was happening?

Logically I knew there could be a million explanations. Maybe Matt was right; maybe a big client was being difficult. Maybe Mason and Dunne had turned to look at me because they were thinking of handing him off to me but decided to give him to Cheryl. It was probably that. I was sure it had to be that.

It wasn’t that.

I knew it with a staggering, rock-solid certainty. Something big was about to happen, something awful. What had Cheryl done? My mind raced as I considered the possibilities. She couldn’t have messed with the agency vote; Mason had already told me I’d won the VP title. I had the job locked up.

Didn’t I?

“Lindsey, here’s your water,” Pammy said, entering the bathroom again. “That bald guy was looking for you, but I told him you were in the ladies’ room. I didn’t tell him you were throwing up, though. He’s making some speech right now, so he said he’ll talk to you afterward.”

I unlocked the stall door and stepped out, a giddy, hysterical hope rising inside me like a balloon. Could I have been wrong? Could the champagne have made me paranoid? Mason was giving his announcement; everything was proceeding on schedule. And he was looking for me. That had to be a good sign, right? I rinsed out my mouth and smoothed my hair.

“Thanks, Pammy,” I said, accepting the water and crackers she handed me.

I could hear Mason talking, but the bathroom walls distorted his words.

“Should we go out?” she asked.

“Give me one more second,” I said. I reached into my purse and put on a layer of Cherrybomb. I took a deep breath and stared at my reflection for a moment, marshaling my strength until I was ready.

“Hey!” Matt was standing just outside the door. He motioned us over. Mason was up in the DJ’s booth, speaking into a microphone while everyone crowded together on the floor beneath him. Cheryl was near the front of the pack, a broad smile stretched across her face. Matt was standing a few feet to the side of everyone, so he had a view of both Mason and the crowd.

“What did I miss?” I whispered.

“Nothing yet,” Matt said.

Mason continued talking. “. . . really a tough decision for us, one of the toughest we’ve ever had to make . . .”

God, just get to it, I silently begged him.

“. . . exceptional work this year and every year since she joined our agency . . .”

“Did Mason say why he was looking for me?” I asked Matt.

He shook his head.

“How did he look?” I whispered.

Matt inhaled slowly and met my eyes. “I’m not sure,” he said. “Something seems . . . off.”

I shut my eyes and prayed a simple, fervent prayer: Please. The tension was unbearable. My stomach started to roil again.

“. . . she put the cherry on top today. Not only did Cheryl win the Gloss account, but she so impressed Stuart Fenstermaker that he phoned a little while ago and announced he is entrusting all of his advertising to Richards, Dunne, and Krantz. Not just for Gloss but for all seven of his companies. Cheryl brought in a fifty-million-dollar account this morning while everyone else was getting a latte. Not bad for a day’s work.”

No.

“. . . pleased to announce Cheryl Davis is our new vice president. Cheryl, will you come up here . . .”

Matt was standing beside me. His hand was back on my shoulder: “Deep breath,” he whispered into my ear. “Inhale slowly.”

I followed his directions like a robot. This was a bad dream. In a minute I’d wake up and I’d lift my head from my desk and see Donna’s note.

Heads were swiveling around. Were they looking for me, to see how I’d react? I instinctively took a step back, behind Matt.

Cheryl accepted the microphone from Mason and stood there beaming while applause rained down like confetti all around her. The disco lights shot tiny rainbows of color on her bare, golden shoulders and upturned face. She’d never looked more beautiful.

“Mason’s heading this way,” Matt said. He spoke slowly and gently, like you do to someone who’s been in a car accident: Do you know your name? Do you know who you are?

“Do you want me to get you a drink?” Matt asked.

“Thank you so much,” Cheryl began.

“Don’t leave me,” I begged Matt.

“I’m right here,” he said.

“Cheryl’s the vice president?” Pammy said, wrinkling her nose. Her voice was too loud, and it reverberated inside my head. “Are you both vice presidents?”

My mind slowed down like a mechanical toy whose battery was running out. I could barely understand what everyone was saying. Their mouths were moving, but their words made no sense.

“Lindsey.”

It was Mason. He stood in front of me, still running his hand over his head.

“God, I’m so sorry. Can we just move over here and talk for a second?” he said. I nodded mutely. It took every ounce of my concentration to lift up my feet one at a time and follow him to a corner. It was the same corner where he’d told me I’d won the vice presidency. The same beanbag chairs. The same Lava lamps. How could it all be the same, as if the world hadn’t folded in on itself and flipped everything upside down?

“Fenstermaker called fifteen minutes ago,” Mason said. He was looking at my left shoulder instead of into my eyes. “He offered us all his business. Cheryl must’ve really done a number on him. Then Cheryl threatened to jump to another agency and take his accounts with her if she didn’t get the vice presidency. She forced our hand, so we had to have an emergency vote. She beat you out by one vote.”

I nodded again, like it all made sense.

“You deserved this,” Mason said. “You still had my vote.”

He was trying to make me feel better. He was throwing me a few extra fries.

“You still have a good future with us,” Mason said. “A great future. A few years down the line, who knows?”

I tried to croak out a word, and couldn’t. My throat had closed up.

“I need to get back up there,” Mason said. “Will you be okay? Can I get you anything?”

I shook my head. I was fine; I was just so cold.

“We’ll talk more later,” Mason said. “Let’s go out for lunch tomorrow. We’ll figure something out.”

He stepped away, and that’s when I saw it: The faces of my colleagues were turning toward me, just a few at first, then more and more joining in, like fans at a stadium doing the wave. Cheryl had finished talking, and Mason was still walking toward the stage. His motion had attracted everyone’s attention. I was as exposed as if I’d been standing there stark naked. Everyone was staring at me, curiosity and pity on their faces. Everyone knew I’d failed, that I wasn’t good enough.

I looked around wildly and saw a red exit sign. I’m not even sure how I got there, but I must’ve run, because suddenly I was bursting through the door, out onto the sidewalk, where a panhandler sat on an overturned milk crate rattling coins in a plastic cup, and people lined up in the doorway of a restaurant, and a car skidded through an intersection just as the light turned red. Where life went on as usual, even though mine had just exploded into a million jagged shards.





Four



MY NEW SHOES RUBBED raw patches into my heels and the cold night air cut through the thin material of my dress, but I kept walking. I’d left my purse and coat at the bar—I vaguely remembered my purse slipping off my shoulder and scattering its contents across the floor as I ran toward the exit—but that didn’t matter. How could things like my wallet and cell phone and my business cards, the ones I’d carried in a silver monogrammed case my parents had given me for Christmas, matter anymore? The only thing that mattered, the single most important thing in the world, was that I focus every ounce of my concentration on walking. If my body kept moving, maybe my mind wouldn’t.

I no longer felt nauseated or scared or devastated, but I knew those emotions were lurking close by, like animals in a cage, coiling their strength until the lock turned and they could unleash themselves. I had to keep walking; I had to keep the animals at bay. Besides, I had nowhere to go. I couldn’t bear to go back to the bar and face everyone. I couldn’t go home without my keys. I couldn’t go to a hotel without a credit card. The only thing left for me to do was to keep turning aimlessly down streets and up boulevards, crisscrossing the city as evening commuters with their overcoats and briefcases were replaced by couples heading out on dates and rowdy groups of people going to bars and tourists on their way to the theater.

“Hey, baby!”

I’d been walking for what felt like hours when a thin, blond guy lurched toward me, holding up his hand like it was a stop sign.

I stared at him as if he was speaking Sanskrit. He was wearing a suit, but its collar was badly frayed and his right dress shoe was missing its laces.

“Want to get a drink?” he asked. His yellow teeth seemed like they belonged to a different man, a much older one. When he smiled, I noticed his incisors were pointed like tiny little fangs.

“Or do you want something else?” He sneered, his expression flipping from friendliness to anger like a coin. I looked around. I didn’t know this neighborhood. A thin dog sniffed at a Dumpster, and the storefronts were shielded by black accordion gates that were covered with graffiti. I didn’t feel fear or anger; I didn’t feel anything except the bone-numbing cold. I didn’t know if I ever would again.

I stepped around the drunk like he was no more substantial than air. He shouted insults in my wake as I kept walking. I wanted to walk forever. I wanted to be like Forrest Gump, reaching one end of the country and turning around and heading for the other coast. I passed by a twenty-four-hour liquor store and a deli with red flowers clustered in buckets out front. I stepped over the chalk outline of a child’s hopscotch game and the broken amber glass of beer bottles. I keep walking, my shoes tapping a steady rhythm against the sidewalk of the city I’d loved so much.

Some time later—maybe an hour, maybe three—I passed a street I recognized. I stood on the corner, staring up at the street sign. Somehow, I’d looped around and now I was only ten blocks away from my office. The temperature had dropped fifteen degrees, and the wind was picking up. A storm was coming. My teeth chattered, and I could no longer feel my feet.

A thought wormed its way through the numbness of my brain. I had an extra set of keys to my apartment and twenty dollars in my desk drawer for emergencies.

No one would be at the office now; they’d all still be partying. I could slip into the building, then I could go home and swallow a sleeping pill and escape into oblivion.

I turned right, toward my office, and kept walking.

* * *

“Want me to turn on a light for you?” the security guard asked. I’d knocked on the glass window outside his station, and he’d put down his fork and Tupperware container of spaghetti and let me into the building. He used his passkey to open the door to my office after I mumbled a story about leaving my purse in a cab.

“I’ll get the lights,” I said, my voice coming out all husky, as if I’d been screaming for hours. “Thank you, John.”

“Don’t work too late now.” He tipped his head at me and headed for the elevator, whistling a song I didn’t recognize.

I sat down in the leather chair behind my desk and reached for the drawer with my money and keys, but before I could open it, I noticed something amiss on my desk. My pencils and Clio Award and stapler had been moved to one side, to make room for the magnum of champagne someone had put in the center. There was a silver card attached to the bottle. I reached for the card and laughed a mirthless laugh when I read it.

“Congratulations to our newest—and youngest ever—VP creative director!” the card said. It was from the board of directors of our agency.

I picked up the heavy bottle and turned it around and around in my hands. Dom. Nice to know that even though they’d stabbed me in the back, they hadn’t skimped on me.

Suddenly I was desperately thirsty. I must’ve walked for miles, inhaling black exhaust fumes from buses and cabs, and my throat felt so sore I could barely swallow. I pulled off the foil and wire twisted around the neck of the bottle and used my thumbs to pop the cork. I ignored the foam that cascaded over my hands and took a greedy gulp from the bottle.

When the phone on my desk shrilled, I nearly dropped the heavy bottle on my toe.

Who could be calling me at the office at—I squinted at the clock on the wall—nine-thirty on a Friday night? It was probably Matt, or maybe Mason. They could leave a message; there wasn’t anyone in the world I wanted to talk to right now.

I finally glanced at the caller ID on the third ring. It was Bradley Church.

Bradley, who always made me feel good. Bradley, who’d had a not-so-secret crush on me since the second grade. Bradley, whose red felt heart printed with the words “Be My Valentine” had been tucked in the secret compartment of my old jewelry box since the third grade. He was the one guy in the world who’d always made me feel like I was pretty. Like I was special. His deep voice would be a balm to my soul.

“Hey, you!” Bradley shouted. His voice was happy, excited. “I’ve been trying to reach you all night, but you didn’t answer your cell or at home. I can’t believe you’re still at the office!”

“Yeah,” I said. “Got tied up in a meeting. How are you?”

“Great,” he said. “Really great.”

I closed my eyes and pictured Bradley. His brown hair was always rumpled, he was on the skinny side, and his hands and feet seemed too big for his body, like a puppy’s. His eyes were earnest behind his big wire-rimmed glasses, and he always carried a pen and notebook in his back pocket like a wallet, and at least two cameras slung around his neck. Bradley was the kind of guy people considered a geek in high school, at least the people who weren’t able to see how kind and good and honorable he was. Suddenly I missed him terribly.

“You won’t believe what happened to me tonight,” Bradley said.

Bet it can’t top my night, I thought, grimly swigging another gulp.

“I got stuck in an elevator for three hours,” he said. “You know that parking garage in downtown Bethesda? I was going to pick up a book at Barnes & Noble, and on the way back to my car, I got stuck between the third and fourth floors. It took forever for the firemen to get us out.”

“What a pain,” I said, covering a yawn.

It had been a mistake to answer the phone. I couldn’t do 
casual chitchat tonight, even with Bradley. Exhaustion was starting to crash over me in thick, heavy waves, and I desperately wanted to succumb to it. I ached to collapse into my bed under my fluffy down comforter, to put my pillow over my head and curl up in the darkness.

“Well, at least you had something to read,” I said, cradling the phone between my ear and shoulder and opening my drawer with my free hand, the one that wasn’t clutching the champagne in a death grip. I found my keys exactly where I’d left them, a twenty-dollar bill pinned to the key chain with a paper clip. And they say anal-retentiveness is a character flaw.

“So there I was, stuck in the elevator,” Bradley said. I heard a woman giggling nearby. God, I hoped he’d wrap this up quickly. I needed to get off the phone.

“And guess who I ran into in the elevator?” he said.

I so didn’t want to play this game.

“No idea,” I said briskly. I didn’t want to be rude, but Bradley was too happy and chatty and I really needed to go home.

“I’ll give you a hint,” he said. “She’s a redhead.”

“A natural one!” a familiar voice shouted. “You’ve seen the proof, Bradley Church!”

This time I did drop the champagne bottle: “Shit!”

“Lindsey? Are you okay?” Bradley asked.

I snatched up the bottle before too much spilled.

“Alex?” I asked tentatively.

“None other.” She giggled. She must have been perched by Bradley’s side. Their faces must have been close together with the cell phone in between so they could both hear. Their cheeks were probably in that electric space just before skin touches skin.

“What a coincidence,” I said. The numbness was draining from my body; anxiety was evicting it and staking a claim.

“We’re starving to death after our ordeal,” Bradley said.

“Our heroic ordeal,” Alex added.

“Heroic,” Bradley agreed.

“Well, you were heroic,” Alex said. “Bradley gave me his bottle of water.”

“But you insisted I drink half,” Bradley said. “So you were noble.”

What the—what the—what the fuck? Why were they finishing each other’s sentences like an old married couple?

“Anyway,” Bradley said, “we’re about to grab dinner at that Thai place. Remember? It’s where you and I went the last time you were in town.”

We’d shared chicken satay with peanut sauce and crispy spring rolls and talked for hours. The restaurant was on the dark side, I suddenly remembered. With soft background music. And votive candles at every table.

“So this is really funny,” I said. I took another long gulp of champagne. “And natural redhead? What are you talking about, Alex?”

“I showed him the proof,” she said.

I closed my eyes. Alex was using her husky, there’s-an-attractive-man-in-the-house voice. Something close to hatred gripped my stomach like a fist.

“She showed me her forearm hair,” Bradley said quickly. “Trust me, we had a lot to talk about during those three hours.”

“Great!” I said too heartily.

“Why didn’t you tell me how handsome Bradley has gotten?” Alex said, laughing.

I could see her now, putting a hand on Bradley’s thin shoulder, brushing a crumb off his chest, leaning in to take a bite of his food off his fork. Alex could no sooner stop flirting than breathing.

My insides clenched up like a giant hand was grabbing them and mercilessly squeezing.

“Where’s Gary tonight?” I asked casually. Gary was Alex’s fiancé.

“Working,” Alex said, stretching out the word and making it sound like bo-ring. “As usual. Just like you. What are you doing at the office now?”

“I think our spring rolls are coming,” Bradley said.

“I’d love another glass of wine,” I heard Alex tell the waitress. “Bradley?”

“Sure,” he said. “We deserve it.”

Alex laughed, an intimate, knowing laugh that reverberated in my mind like a villain’s cackle. “Are you sure? You told me you get tipsy after one glass. I might have to drive you home.”

I leapt up from my chair, feeling a scream rise in my throat. That was my private joke with Bradley, the fact that the two of us couldn’t have more than a single drink without feeling giddy. That was our restaurant. Were they sitting at our table, too? Was Bradley going to send her a freaking valentine?

“Call me later, Sis,” Alex said, and the phone went dead.

I gulped champagne so quickly it burned as it slid down my throat. My mind was raging. Damn it, Alex had a fiancé, a rich, gorgeous guy. So why did she need to prove how irresistible she was? Why did she always need to have a pack of guys panting in her wake? It didn’t matter that she hadn’t known about Bradley’s crush on me. I’d never told her about it, but she knew Bradley and I were friends. She knew how close we were. Couldn’t she have left alone the only guy in the world who actually thought I was the special sister?

I paced my office, hot tears flooding my eyes.

I’d killed myself for a promotion that Cheryl won because she was sexier.

The guy who’d had a crush on me for twenty years spent a couple of hours with Alex and forgot all about me.

The moral was obvious: The pretty girls always won. No matter how smart I was, no matter hard I worked, it didn’t matter. I’d never be good enough. And what did I have to show for all my hard work? A one-bedroom apartment that I’d have to demolish my savings account to afford to buy, the account I’d spent seven years building up. A golden award on my desk. The beginnings of carpal tunnel and a body that was falling apart and a headache that never seemed to quit. I was twenty-nine years old, and the only thing in this world I had was a job that had betrayed me after I’d given it absolutely everything.

I wanted to leap out of my own skin. I wanted to run screaming down the streets of New York. I wanted to curl up under my desk and cry.

I wanted to be anyone but me.

Without being fully aware of what I was doing, I yanked open the door to my office and stalked down the shadowy halls to the conference room. Cheryl’s storyboard was still up on the easel. I pulled off the drape cloth and stared at her campaign.

I took a step backward. Unbelievable. I’d spent a lot of time imagining her campaign, but I’d never expected anything like this.

She’d gone for a slice-of-life commercial. It was grade-schoolish in its lack of sophistication: Two pretty twenty-something women stood side by side in front of a bathroom mirror talking about their lipstick. One girl couldn’t believe Gloss could make her thin lips look plump and pretty, but she was won over when her friend made her try some.

This had won Cheryl $50 million in new business? The tired, trite, naysayer-turned-true-believer slice-of-life ad?

But of course it hadn’t won Cheryl the account, I remembered, narrowing my eyes. Her face and body and sultry voice had won it. Cheryl had done her research, too, I had no doubt. But a different kind of research. Instead of figuring out Fenstermaker’s favorite drink or which type of bagel he preferred, she’d analyzed his ego for a weak spot and zeroed in. What middle-aged man wouldn’t be flattered by the gentle scrape of long nails against his knee, by the gaze that told him he was irresistible, by the deliberate flash of cleavage, especially when his marriage had dried up and his wife was sleeping with a thirty-year-old pilot? I had no doubt that Cheryl would follow up her flirtation with action. She’d probably already spent the afternoon in a hotel room with Fenstermaker; she’d probably known he was about to call so she could hold Mason’s feet to the fire.

Suddenly something clicked into place; Cheryl had made an abrupt mystery trip last week. Not even her assistant knew where she’d gone. Had she flown to Aspen and engineered a meeting with Fenstermaker? Had their relationship started then?

Oh my God, I thought, staring at her storyboard. She’d had the winning strategy all along. She was smarter than me after all.

I raised my champagne bottle in a mock salute: Nice going, Cheryl. You’ve single-handedly set women’s lib back fifty years. I closed my eyes and tilted the bottle to my lips. I nearly toppled over and had to grab the back of a chair for balance. The champagne was hitting me at last, mercifully dulling the edges of my anger and pain.

“Don’t think for one second I’m going to call you boss,” I muttered, waving my champagne bottle at Cheryl’s ad. Probably not the most effective workplace threat ever, but I was going with what I had.

I was turning to leave, to finally go to the blessed sanctuary of my bed, when I heard footsteps in the hallway. Better not be a burglar, I thought grimly. Actually, I half-hoped it would be. It would feel good to smash the champagne bottle over his head, to unleash some of the rage and hurt I was carrying inside. I looked down at the bottle. It would be a shame to waste it, though. Maybe I could just finish it before I knocked out the burglar. I tilted up the bottle and drank as quietly as I could, which ended up being at about the same decibel level as a marching band, since I lost my grip on the chair, fumbled for Cheryl’s storyboard, and brought it crashing down on top of me as I fell, thumping my head on the floor for a grand finale. This was not shaping up to be my day.

“Lindsey? Is that you?”

In an instant Doug was beside me, pulling the stupid storyboard off my head and helping me to my feet.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Fine,” I said, squinting at him with one eye closed. And I would be, if he’d just stop swaying back and forth.

“I’m glad,” Doug said softly. He kept hold of my hands as he rubbed his thumbs along my palms. Doug made Bill Clinton look like a nun wearing a chastity belt at a Victorian tea party. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“I was just leaving,” I said, but I didn’t move. “What are you doing here?”

“Forgot my cell phone in my office,” he said. “I didn’t want to leave it here all weekend.”

I nodded.

“Rough night, huh?” Doug said. His chocolate brown eyes seemed sweet and sincere, and his voice was low.

“Yeah,” I said glumly. What was the point in pretending?

“Everyone thought you should’ve been named VP,” he said, still holding my hands.

“Thanks,” I said, swallowing hard. I’d be having this same conversation with every single person I worked with for the next month. Some people would be genuinely sorry; others would be happy to see me fail. I didn’t know which would make me feel worse.

I couldn’t bear to see the pity in Doug’s eyes, so I turned my head and stared out through the conference room’s glass walls. The streets below were as busy now as they had been at eight-thirty this morning. The bucket-thumping guys had been replaced by an old man wearing clothes that were so faded and worn he looked like a ghost blending into the gray building behind him, but his saxophone shone like spun gold. A new shift of cabs took up the battle for lane space, and people clogged the sidewalks, heading to restaurants and bars and jazz clubs, ignoring the guy in a giant hot-dog costume trying to hand out flyers. At the corner a man and woman stood arm in arm, waiting for the light to change. As I watched, he reached out and tilted up her chin for a kiss. But he didn’t kiss her lips. He rained slow kisses on her forehead and cheeks and on the tip of her nose. The gesture was so tender and intimate it made me ache with longing.

No one had ever loved me that way.

Right now Bradley and Alex were leaning close together, talking and laughing. The candlelight would play across her high cheekbones and pick up the gold glints in her hair. People at the restaurant would recognize her, like they always did, and Alex would smile graciously and pose for a picture and crack a joke that would make everyone laugh, because Alex could be kind and funny as well as self-centered. Bradley would be dazzled by her; I was certain of it.

Would my friendship with him ever be the same? I wondered. Sure, we’d still be buddies, just like back in tenth grade, when we’d spent hours passing back and forth a bowl of popcorn and the answers to trigonometry problems. Back then Bradley and Alex had moved in different social orbits; she’d been as real to him as a pinup poster. And, if I were being brutally honest, that was by my design. I’d encouraged them to remain strangers.

How many times had I suggested to Bradley we study at his house instead of mine? How careful had I been to invite him over only when Alex was at cheerleading practice or out on a date? Even on prom night, I’d made sure he picked me up after Alex had already left. I didn’t want him to see me standing next to her in her long golden dress, the one that clung to every curve of her body.

Now Alex knew how funny and smart and good Bradley was. Now they’d connected. They’d probably talked more tonight than Bradley and I had in the past two years. The next time I went home and saw him, would he ask about Alex? Would he oh so casually suggest we invite her along? Would he look at me . . . and wish he were with her instead?

Or would she and Bradley stay in touch after tonight? Would she discover that Bradley liked honey on his popcorn instead of butter, which sounded disgusting but tasted unbelievably good? Would he—this was the thought that sent an arrow stabbing through my core—would he look at her the same way he used to look at me?

“You okay?” I’d almost forgotten Doug was still there. I nodded.

“Then what’s this?” He released one of my hands and reached out with a fingertip to wipe away the tear rolling down my cheek.

“Nothing,” I said. “It’s just been a really long night.”

Doug was still holding my other hand, I suddenly noticed. Now would’ve been a perfect time to announce I had to leave and march briskly out.

“Beautiful view,” Doug said. I turned to him and saw he was starting straight at me. Oh, God, I silently groaned.

But I looked back at him. I kept looking back.

“Your hair is coming down,” Doug said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen your hair down.”

He reached up and unclipped it, letting it fall around my shoulders, then he slowly smoothed it back from my face with his big hands. I closed my eyes so I didn’t have to look at him. This was awful; this was sleazy, cheesy Doug. Well, sleazy, cheesy, gorgeous Doug. Still, I had to stop this, immediately.

Or at least in the next two to five minutes. Because his fingers were rough but his touch was so exquisitely gentle, and the combination was intoxicating.

“You look pretty like this,” he said, his hand lingering on my cheek.

I opened my eyes. The room was dark, but moonlight flooded in through the glass walls.

“I do?” I whispered.

You know how in that moment before something momentous happens—like when a solemn-faced doctor tells you to sit down, or when you’re waiting to see if a pink line shows up on a pregnancy test, or when a car comes skidding toward you on an ice-slicked road—time seems to sputter to a stop? That’s what happened as my fingers encircled Doug’s wrist. Everything around us seemed to fade, leaving just me and Doug in a spotlight of color in a world that had suddenly gone black and white. He was so close I could hear the faint noise he made when he swallowed. I could see the patch on his chin he’d missed when he shaved. For several heartbeats we stood close together.

“You’re beautiful,” he breathed, staring at me with those melted chocolate eyes.

That’s when I grabbed him, hard, and kissed him.

He tasted delicious, like cinnamon and red wine, and his broad back felt strong under my roving hands. All my pent-up feelings from the day washed away as waves of pure lust crashed over me. Now the only thing I could think about was how quickly I could tear off Doug’s shirt and run my hands over his chest.

“Lindsey,” he breathed. “I never thought—”

“Don’t say anything,” I begged. If he came up with one of his recycled lines, the moment would be ruined, and I wanted so desperately to lose myself in it, to let the delicious sensations overtake me and crowd away my pain.

Doug’s lips were soft and warm, and when the stubble along his jawline scraped the sensitive skin of my neck, shivers rippled through my belly. He kissed me until I was almost delirious, while his fingertips slipped under the neckline of my dress and drew gentle, tantalizing circles around my shoulders. I leaned against the conference table, my head thrown back and my eyes closed, as his fingers moved lower and lower.

“Beautiful,” he whispered again as he reached behind me and unzipped my dress. I reached back and unhooked my bra and impatiently tossed it aside, then pulled Doug close to me so I could feel his skin against mine. Sensations bombarded me: the warmth of his skin, the nearly unbearably exciting feel of his lips biting my earlobe, the electric touch of his fingers as he slid my dress down to my hips. I wanted this. I wanted this so badly it made me weak.

Doug’s fingers froze.

“What’s that?” he whispered.

Oh, God; had he discovered my granny panties?

“Did you hear that?” he whispered.

I shook my head, my arms still wound around his neck, feeling groggy and disoriented. Why’d he stop? I didn’t want him to stop, not ever.

“Shit,” Doug muttered, and he let go of me so abruptly that I almost fell over again. He bent down and grabbed his shirt off the floor just as footsteps approached the conference room.

“My storyboard should still be in here,” someone—Cheryl—was saying.

“Can’t wait to see it,” a man responded. “The fifty-million-dollar storyboard. I want it framed.”

The light flicked on, and I squinted as its sharp brightness jabbed at my eyes.

Cheryl was standing in the doorway, staring straight at me. And next to her was Mr. Dunne. A beat too late, I crossed my arms over my chest. The lust drained from me as quickly as if someone had pulled a plug.

Cheryl found her voice first.

“Lindsey?”

I stared at her dumbly.

“Well, I’ve never seen this side of you,” she said snidely, looking pointedly at my chest.

“It’s—it’s not what it looks like,” Doug stuttered. He’d never been able to think on his feet; I’d even put words to that effect in one of his performance reviews.

I turned my back and pulled up my dress with trembling fingers.

“I can explain,” I said over my shoulder.

“I’d like to hear it,” said Mr. Dunne. “In my office. Two minutes.”

Then he turned on his heel and walked away.





Five



MR. DUNNE SAT BEHIND his mahogany desk in his enormous corner office, the one with a full dining room and a private bathroom outfitted in cool blue granite and stainless steel. It was the office I’d had my eye on; I’d always figured in another ten or fifteen years, when Mr. Dunne retired, I’d be in line to get it.

Mr. Dunne was the nicest of our three agency founders. He looked a bit like Santa Claus, with his shock of white hair and full belly, and he even played the part on Christmas Eve, when he walked through the office handing out goodies to everyone who was still working. Last year he’d given me a candy cane and an orange, and when I’d said, “Thanks, Mr. Dunne,” he’d laughed and said, “Who’s Mr. Dunne? I’m Saint Nick!” It was kind of sweet, in a clueless-grandfather sort of way.

But right now his mouth was a tight, disapproving line.

“Sit down,” he said, gesturing to a chair in front of his desk. I quickly obeyed. This was going to be awful. I’d never felt so humiliated and ashamed. I was desperate to get this over with as quickly as possible.

“I want to tell you how very sorry I am,” I began. I could hardly look him in the eye. I’d flashed Saint Nick, and I knew I’d think of it every single time I saw him.

“Nothing like this has ever happened before and I assure you it will never—”

“Lindsey,” he cut in, his voice a whip. “Doug is your employee.”

I blinked in surprise. Where was he going with this?

“Well, technically, yes,” I said. “But he doesn’t report directly to me.”

“I don’t care who the hell he reports to. He works on your team,” Mr. Dunne said. “What were you thinking?”

“It was a mistake,” I said, dropping my head in shame. “A terrible, terrible mistake. One I’ll never—”

“I know you’re disappointed tonight, but that’s no excuse,” Mr. Dunne said. “You’ve left me with no choice.”

Anxiety exploded inside of me, cutting off my airways and making me gulp shallow breaths. Suddenly I knew what he was about to say, and I had to stop him; I had to change Mr. Dunne’s mind.

“Doug started it,” I babbled. “Ask him; he’ll tell you. Of course that doesn’t excuse what I did, I’m not saying that at all—”

“I have to let you go,” Mr. Dunne said.

His words hit me with the force of a thunderclap ripping apart the sky. I opened my mouth, but no words came out. My entire body started to shake.

Mr. Dunne exhaled. “Lindsey, I like you. You do good work. But aside from the fact that you’ve violated basic standards of decency in the office, you’ve left this agency open to a major sexual harassment lawsuit. You know we have a policy in place to prevent this sort of thing.”

“Doug won’t sue!” I said, my voice rising to a hysterical shriek. “Let me talk to him; I swear he won’t sue.”

“No, you will not talk to him!” Mr. Dunne thundered. Now he was really angry; spots of red appeared high on his cheeks. “Do you want him to say you asked him to keep quiet? Do you want him to say you threatened him? Do you want to drag the name of this agency—the agency I built from scratch—through the mud of a lawsuit?”

“No, no, no, I didn’t mean that,” I said, unconsciously clasping my hands, as though in prayer. God, how could I possibly be making this worse? I had to think clearly now; everything depended on it. I had to sell myself like I’d never sold anything before.

“Please, just give me another chance,” I begged. I would’ve gotten down on my knees if it would’ve helped. I would’ve kissed his feet and brought him coffee every day. I would’ve done anything to keep my job. How could this be happening to me?

If I’d been anxious before, waiting for Mason’s announcement, it was nothing compared to this. Panic spread through my body like wildfire. I was shaking so hard that even Mr. Dunne noticed, and his expression softened slightly.

“I’ll work harder. I’ll do better. I swear I’ll never do anything like this again.” My voice was a shriek.

“I believe you,” Mr. Dunne said. “But it’s too late. The damage is done. You knew about our policy. You understood the consequences. I’m sorry.”

“No, no, no,” I said. “You can’t mean that. You can’t. Please.”

“Lindsey, I’ll give you a reference,” he said. “That’s all I can do.”

“But—” I started to say.

“You need to leave now,” Mr. Dunne cut me off. “Please pack your things immediately. This isn’t easy for me, either.”

I stared at him, my mind reeling. I had to fix this, I could still fix this, I could—

But Mr. Dunne was standing up, and walking over to his door, and holding it open for me to leave.

And just like that, in the snap of a finger, my life was over.





Six



I STAYED IN BED for three days straight. My insomnia was cured; now I had the reverse affliction. All I wanted to do was sink into a deep, dreamless sleep. I drew my shades so darkness and silence wrapped themselves around me. I turned off my phone and let my mail pile up in a heap in my hallway and slept for hours and hours, waking only to pull another quilt out of my closet and add it to the pile on top of me, or to sip from the glass of water on my nightstand. Like a severely injured patient who is put into a medically induced coma to speed healing, my body was self-medicating, taking me away from the reality of my pain and into the blessed reprieve of sleep.

Once I heard someone pounding on my door, but I put my pillow over my head, and eventually they went away. I dove into sleep again, the hours passing like seconds, my exhausted body soaking in rest.

On the fourth day, I made it all the way from my bed to the bathtub, taking small, careful steps. I kept the lights low and filled my tub with almost unbearably hot water and added an entire bottle of Molton Brown bubble bath. I brought a cup of chamomile tea with honey into the tub and soaked for an hour, my mind still numb. Just making the tea and filling the bath had exhausted me all over again.

I lay in the tub, not thinking about anything but the patterns my fingers were aimlessly tracing in the bubbles. I felt insulated from everything, like a fragile china cup rolled up in layers of newspaper and tucked between sheets of Bubble Wrap. Nothing could hurt me in my little apartment; I was safe and protected and warm. When my fingers turned soft and raisiny, I pulled the plug, put on an old T-shirt, and toddled back to bed, my movements as slow as an old woman’s.

Hours later, I awoke to hear the door of my apartment opening.

I didn’t have the energy to move. If it was a burglar, he could take everything, as long as he left my bed. I wanted to stay in it forever, hugging my soft blue cashmere pillow, my mind in a fuzzy place where reality couldn’t intrude.

“Miss Rose?”

It was the superintendent of my apartment building.

“Are you in here?”

Most supers were Queens through and through, with the requisite gold chains and generously unbuttoned shirts. Mine was a struggling poet who weighed less than I did and had squealed like a Catholic schoolgirl when a resident discovered a baby mouse in the laundry room.

“I’m coming in, is that okay?”

I closed my eyes again. Maybe when he saw that I was sleeping, he’d go away.

“Lindsey?”

This time it was a different voice. Matt’s.

I should get up and offer them some tea, I thought vaguely. But my arms and legs were too leaden to move. Maybe they’d go ahead and make it for themselves.

“God, if she did something to herself—” Matt was saying.

“Hand me that frying pan,” the super said.

“Why?” Matt asked.

“If it’s foul play, the perp may still be here,” the super said knowingly.

“For Christ’s sake,” Matt said. “Move out of the way.”

My bedroom door squeaked open. I should ask the super to fix that squeak; how convenient that he was here. It was like fate, or kismet. Was there a difference between fate and kismet? I wondered vaguely. If so, it was a question for greater minds than mine.

“Miss Rose?” the super yelled into my face. “Can you hear me?”

I dragged my eyes open.

“Lindsey?” Matt shoved the super, nearly knocking him down, and appeared at my bedside.

“Hey,” he said softly, peering down at me. He put my purse on the bed. “I brought you this.”

I lifted a hand and gave a little wave. A wave was so pretty, I thought, watching my hand gently flap back and forth. If you did it slowly enough and spread your fingers, it looked like a fan. People should really wave more.

“Do you feel all right?” Matt asked. He was wearing a suit. He must’ve come right from— No. My mind recoiled, like a hand jerking back from a hot stove. I wasn’t going to think about that.

“Good,” I tried to say, but my voice was a croak. I cleared my throat and tried again.

“Good,” I said. “Sleepy.”

I closed my eyes again and started to drift off.

“She might’ve overdosed,” the super said. “We should probably put her under a cold shower.”

I opened an eye and tried to muster up a glare.

“Linds?” Matt said. He leaned closer to me. He had a red spot on his tie. It looked like spaghetti sauce.

“Remember the gnocchi?” I asked him.

“The what?” he asked, a furrow forming between his brows.

“I think she said Nokia,” the super stage-whispered to Matt. “She wants her cell phone. She might want to say her good-byes. Call her friends and whatnot.”

The super leaned closer to me. He was trying, with minimal success, to grow a goatee, I noticed. “Who—do—you—want—to—call?” he said, exaggerating the pronunciation of every word like an English as a second language teacher speaking to a particularly dim-witted student.

“Lindsey, did you take anything?” Matt asked.

“Hmmm?” I said.

Matt yanked open my nightstand drawer and rifled through it, then he dropped to the floor in a push-up position and peeked under my bed.

“You didn’t take any pills, did you?” Matt called from my bathroom. I hoped he wouldn’t notice I hadn’t wiped down the tub after my bath. There wasn’t anything worse than a bathtub ring.

“Check her pupils,” the super advised, pulling a minuscule flashlight out of his pocket—he was the only super in town who refused to wear a work belt—and shining it into my face.

God, that little man was annoying. I put the pillow over my head again, hoping they’d take the hint and leave.

“Lindsey,” Matt said. “Can you tell me what day it is?”

I took off the pillow and made an effort to smile reassuringly at him.

“Look,” I said, speaking as politely as I could. “Thank you both for coming by. But I really must rest now.”

That should do it. I closed my eyes again.

I heard the two of them muttering in the corner. It was kind of comforting, actually, as though someone had turned the television on low to a soap opera.

“. . . just sleeping pills, but only one was missing . . .”

“. . . check for alcohol?”

My refrigerator door opened and shut, then I heard someone rummaging through my cabinets. Maybe they were fixing something to eat. I should be hungry, but I wasn’t, which was lovely, because it meant I’d never have to get up again.

“. . . breakdown. My aunt had one . . . same symptoms . . .”

“. . . hospital?”

“. . . call someone?”

I snuggled deeper under my comforter, curling up my body so I was as small and cozy as possible, like a little squirrel snug in its nest. I’d nearly fallen asleep again when one sentence sliced through the thick fog in my mind, as clear and frightening as an air-raid siren.

“I found her address book,” Matt said. “I’m going to call her parents and sister.”

I sat up in bed and threw back the covers and shrieked at the top of my lungs, “Nooooo!”

    * * *

Two hours later, I was sitting on my couch, wrapped in a warm bathrobe, a half-empty bowl of chicken noodle soup on my lap. Matt had found a can in my pantry—it was just about the only thing in my pantry—and heated it up, then watched me eat every spoonful. Even though the smell made me feel ill, I’d managed to choke down enough to satisfy him. He’d also made me take a shower, and he’d opened the blinds. It had snowed while I was sleeping; the streets were clear, but the treetops still wore little white lacy caps. The cold, bright sunlight told me it was midday. It had taken me a while to figure out which day. Tuesday.

“I’m okay,” I said for the hundredth time. “I was just tired.”

And I was still exhausted, but I knew I couldn’t go back to bed. I had to start dealing with my life, or what remained of it. My answering machine was blinking with sixteen new messages. Most of those were from Matt, but my parents had probably called, too. They might be getting worried; I was the responsible daughter, the one who always called back on the same day.

“I thought you’d done something stupid,” Matt said. “I would’ve killed you if you had.”

“Your timing has always been a bit off,” I said.

Matt stared at me for a second, then he smiled. I’d always loved his smile, which was the tiniest bit too big for his face. Suddenly a bone-deep sadness settled inside me. I was only twenty-nine, but I felt so much older. My skin felt as tight and dry as a husk, and my eyes ached, like I’d been reading for far too long in a dim light. I felt worn-out, like I’d used up my life and now it was ending. And in a way, it was; at least life as I knew it was ending.

“So what are you going to do?” Matt asked. I put my bowl of soup on my coffee table and leaned back with a sigh.

“I can’t stay here,” I said. “I can’t afford it.”

“Don’t you have some savings?” Matt said.

“It’s going co-op,” I said. “I was going to buy it, but . . .”

My voice trailed off as I looked around my apartment. I loved every single thing about it. My couch and oversize chair were a winter white chenille, and my coffee table was made from the knobby door of an old barn in upstate New York. My bedroom held nothing but my queen-size bed with its snow-white sheets and comforter and a simple wooden nightstand and a leafy green plant in one corner. It was as uncluttered and peaceful as a monk’s room. In my closet, my clothes were arranged from darkest to lightest hues, with the wooden hangers all pointing in the same direction. Everything shone with cleanliness. 
Everything was neat and organized and perfect.

I took a deep breath and started again.

“I need to look for another job,” I said. “But not in New York.”

I’d come to this realization in the shower, and I’d turned my face into the spray of water so Matt wouldn’t hear me cry. I’d thought the sobs would tear themselves out of my chest with awful wrenching sounds, but only a single tear made its way down my cheek and mingled with the water swirling into the drain. I was too numb to cry.

“But you said Dunne was going to give you a reference,” Matt protested. “You don’t have to leave. You could get a job anywhere.”

“I know,” I said. “That’s why I’m going to move home.”

“To Maryland?” Matt asked incredulously.

“Look, I know Cheryl already told everyone what happened between me and Doug,” I said. I’d shielded myself for three days; now I needed to step up like a big girl and take my hits. “Didn’t she?”

Matt’s eyes ducked away from mine. “Screw Cheryl,” he said. “Everyone knows she’s a bitch.”

“And everyone knows I got fired. Which means every other agency in town is going to know it, too. You know how fast gossip spreads. People aren’t just going to call Dunne for a reference; they’re going to check in with everyone they know at our agency. Someone’s going to talk. They’re going to find out what I did.”

Matt sighed. “So what? You made one mistake. One mistake in seven freaking years.”

“A mistake,” I said. I choked out a strangled little laugh that sounded more like a cough. “I destroyed my career, and there’s no way to fix it. I can’t fix this, Matt. So I’ve got to start over. There are some good agencies in D.C. I can stay at my parents’ house for a while and commute into the city until I get everything sorted out.”

Matt shook his head. “I don’t think it’s a good idea. I think you should stay and fight. This is going to blow over in a month. Take a vacation, then come back and look for a job. You don’t have to move.”

I looked down at my lap and thought about it. Could Matt be right? I imagined going to work at a new agency, settling into a different office, greeting my colleagues and seeing them hold back smirks and whisper to each other— No. I couldn’t bear it.

Suddenly I was transported back to the ninth grade, to my first month of high school. I’d been delivering a note from my honors chemistry teacher to the principal, and I was taking a shortcut through a hallway where all the seniors had lockers. I still remember the metallic clang of those locker doors shutting, the scuffed orange-brown linoleum under my feet, the yeasty smell of old socks that permeated the air. I marched through the hallway wearing new Levi’s with creases down the front and a pink flowered shirt and the training bra I wouldn’t need for another six months, feeling proud my teacher had chosen me out of all the students in the class.

“Hey, who’s this?”

A guy spun away from his cluster of buddies and blocked my path. He was wearing a white T-shirt and jeans, and he looked kind of like James Dean, only with a meaner face.

I stared at him, my eyes begging him to let me pass.

“She can’t talk,” his friend said.

“Dumb, isn’t that what they call them?” the first guy said, leaning closer to me and snapping his fingers in my face. “Hey, dummy.”

“I can talk,” I said. “Please let me pass.”

“Please let me pass,” he mocked. “See, dummy, I can’t do that. This is the seniors’ hall. And you’re not a senior. You’re trespassing.”

“Citizen’s arrest!” one of his friends hooted.

“If you’ll just put your arms behind you, no one will get hurt, dummy,” he said.

“Use my belt as handcuffs,” another guys said, pulling it through the loops of his jeans, while his friends laughed and crowded closer to us.

My heart started to pound as my eyes darted around, searching for an escape. I felt like a trapped animal. Even though they were laughing, these guys weren’t just joking; the ringleader had a real cruelty in his narrowed eyes. By now a dozen people were encircling us, watching but not saying anything. Where were all the teachers? Why wasn’t someone helping me?

My lower lip started to tremble. God, don’t let me cry, I silently prayed. Somehow I knew that would only make things worse. Much worse.

“Arms behind you, please,” the James Dean guy said. “This is your last warning.”

“I’ve got a holding cell,” his friend said, opening his locker.

I’ve always been a little bit claustrophobic. I looked into that dark, coffinlike space and imagined myself crammed in there, yelling and screaming and crying. The bell was about to ring for the next class; the teachers would have their doors shut. No one would hear me. I’d be trapped. I wouldn’t be able to see or breathe or move.

“Please don’t,” I said, desperation making my voice soft.

The James Dean guy looked at me.

“She seems sorry,” he said to his friends. “Do you promise never to do it again?”

I nodded vigorously. My nose was running, and I wiped it with the back of my hand.

He looked at me and shook his head. “Nope, not good enough. Into the holding cell.”

His friends laughed as he reached out and grabbed me, and suddenly I was fighting as hard as I could, flailing my arms and kicking out with my legs. But he was so much stronger than I was that he easily pinned my arms behind me and lifted me up and carried me toward the locker.

Then a voice cut through the crowd.

“What the hell are you doing, Ralph?”

Ralph turned around, turning me with him, and I saw Alex. She was wearing her cheerleader’s outfit with some guy’s letterman jacket draped over it. People were moving aside to give her room, and staring at her, the way they always did. Even at age fourteen, Alex had that kind of power.

“Hey, babe,” Ralph said, then he announced: “Now that’s the only freshman who’s allowed up here.”

“Amen,” another guy said reverently.

“Let go of her,” Alex ordered, and suddenly I was released. I collapsed on the floor and scrabbled away from Ralph like a crab.

I could feel the energy of the crowd shift. The guys were focused on Alex now. Their alpha dog had been replaced.

“Just having a little fun,” Ralph said, crossing his arms and putting his fists under his biceps so they looked bigger. “Why do you even care?”

But the bluster was gone from his voice. He wanted Alex’s approval. He wanted her to like him.

“She’s my twin sister,” Alex said. “C’mon, Lindsey.”

I got up and hurried over to her, and as we walked away, I could hear the mutters:

“Twin sister?”

“No fucking way.”

“Are they sure it’s really a sister and not the family dog?” one of the guys said, and the sounds of slapping hands and laughter reverberated in the hallway.

Alex tensed up beside me and stopped walking. I could see her wrestling with the instinct to tell the guys to fuck off. To defend me.

I stood beside her, still shaking with fear and rage, my insides churning, hoping she’d do it. I wanted them to feel a little of my pain, to know what it was like to be humiliated in front of a crowd. Alex was good at quick comebacks; it would be so easy for her to lash out and make them wish they’d never messed with me. Then Ralph would be the one everyone would laugh at.

But Alex kept walking. She kept walking.

In that awful moment, I knew she’d done the math and decided risking her own popularity wasn’t worth sticking up for me. The cost was too high. She’d defend me to a certain point, but that was as far as she’d go.

I hated her for not defending me.

But not as much as I despised myself for needing her to.

“Are you okay?” Alex asked when we were out of earshot.

“Fine,” I said angrily, wrapping my arms tightly around my body.

“Those guys can be jerks,” she said. “Especially Ralph.”

How did she know their names? How did they all know her? I was still getting lost in our school’s endless hallways, while Alex had half the senior class wrapped around her pinkie. The male half. High school was going to be just like junior high, and elementary school, and summers at the swimming pool, and every camp and dentist appointment and birthday party we’d ever attended: Alex was the star, and I wasn’t even in her orbit. How could I have been stupid enough to think it would be any different? How could I have hoped that at a school this big I’d find my own niche, my own friends, my own place to shine?

This was Alex’s fault; everything was Alex’s fault. It was only by comparison to her that I looked ugly. I knew in my heart that I wasn’t what anyone would call beautiful, but I wasn’t homely, either. I was just . . . unremarkable. Maybe I could lose ten pounds, but even so, I was closer to pretty than ugly. But next to Alex, I was nothing but a huge disappointment. A terrible surprise. A genetic punch line.

“I’m fine,” I said, swiping my nose again. “Leave me alone.”

“Leave you alone?” Alex said. “I just saved your ass.”

“Thanks for all the help,” I said sarcastically and stormed away, leaving her staring after me.

It was fifteen years ago, and I still remember the way Ralph’s upper lip curled into a sneer just before he grabbed me, the way one chubby guy watched us with a mixture of disgust and excitement, and the sound of the crowd’s laughter when someone called me the family dog.

I hadn’t walked down that hallway again for the rest of the year.

In some ways, the world of New York advertising was like high school. Sure, the gossip traveled via BlackBerry or over martinis at Velvet or Sugar instead of by folded-up notes, but the grapevine was alive and thriving. If I stayed, everyone in the business would know how spectacularly I’d screwed up. It would be a permanent footnote to my résumé: Lindsey Rose, the woman who holds one-on-one meetings with her male employees after hours. Clothing optional. I’d never get past it, never stop seeing the gleam of recognition in my colleagues’ eyes when they heard my name for the first time.

Would my future bosses be watching me whenever I was around male subordinates? Would a simple touch or a glowing review spark the gossip all over again?

I’d spent my entire life transforming myself into someone who was admired and respected. I couldn’t bear to lose that. So I couldn’t stay in New York.

Matt was still sitting next to me on the couch, watching me.

“I don’t think I can start over again in New York,” I finally said. “I need to go somewhere else. I need to go home.”

And with those words, deep within me, I could feel the faintest flickering of my old determination.

Home, where everyone still thought I was successful. Home, where my parents depended on me to negotiate the best deal when they were buying a new car and pick the right stocks for their retirement plans, and where the neighbors always asked about my latest business trips and promotions. Home, where Bradley used to love me and might again still.

I wasn’t going to curl up in bed forever. I’d never been a failure, and I wasn’t going to start now, damn it.

I’d figure out a way to explain my return, and I’d put my life back together. Maybe I wouldn’t be a vice president anytime soon, but I’d get a good job. I’d work my way up again. I’d still have everything I’d ever dreamed of, everything I’d ever wanted. No matter what it took.





Seven



IN THE END, ALL it took to erase any sign that I’d lived in New York was a rental truck, a trip to an upscale consignment store, another one to Goodwill, and a half day on the phone canceling utilities and negotiating an early end to my lease and arranging for my painting and plasma TV to be put in storage.

And suddenly I was standing in my bare apartment with dust motes floating in the sunlight and two suitcases at my feet. Just the way I’d begun my life here seven years ago.

“I can’t believe you don’t have more stuff,” Matt said, picking up one of my suitcases. I was spending tonight, my last night in the city, on the couch in his apartment before catching the 9:00 A.M. train home to Maryland tomorrow. I hadn’t asked how Pammy felt about this.

“Aren’t girls supposed to have more stuff?” Matt asked.

“I’ve got stuff,” I protested. “I took a truckload to Goodwill.”

“A quarter truckload,” Matt corrected me. “Where are all your scrunchies? Where are all your clothes? Where are your stacks of magazines that tell you how to drive your man wild with an ice cube and Saran Wrap?”

“First of all, I stopped reading Penthouse when I was ten,” I said. “And scrunchies? Do you know how disturbing it is that you even know that word?”

“We’re talking about your inadequacies, not mine,” Matt said.

God, it felt good to banter with him again, to act like everything was normal, even if underneath the surface I felt like brittle glass, ready to splinter under the slightest tap.

“So what’s the plan for tonight?” I asked. “Mexican and a movie?”

“Hell, no,” Matt said. “It’s your last night in New York. We’re going out.”

He picked up my other suitcase and I locked my door and we walked to the elevator. I didn’t look back, not even once. I had to keep my eyes forward. I had to keep moving.

When we got to the lobby, I walked up to the perpetually smiling doorman and handed over my keys. Don’t think about it, I instructed myself. Just do it. Put the keys in his outstretched hand. Now let go of the keys. That’s it, baby steps.

“Here you go, Hector,” I said.

I reached into my purse for the little envelope containing his early Christmas tip. Hector was in his late forties, one of the steady, stalwart people New York couldn’t run without. He shows up every day wearing a crisp white shirt and the same blue suit, and he keeps a vigil on the door so he can jump up and open it every time someone approaches. I was about to say something else—to thank him for the times he’d kept my deliveries behind his desk, or hailed cabs for me in the rain—but a young couple I vaguely recognized from the floor below me burst out of the elevator and rushed over.

Suddenly the three of them were tossing around words like chemo and daughter and prayers, and Hector was unashamedly wiping a tear from his eye as he said, “Remission. Yes, the doctor said it is a remission.”

Then they were hugging him, first the wife and then the husband, who initially stuck out his hand but at the last second changed his mind and pulled Hector in for a big, back-thumping hug. Hector was smiling and bowing his head and saying, “Thank you, God bless you,” over and over again.

“Does his kid have cancer?” Matt whispered to me.

“I guess so,” I said slowly.

I looked down at my plain white business-size envelope while Hector thanked the couple for the lasagna they’d cooked for him while his daughter was in the hospital. Inside my envelope was a hundred dollars. I hadn’t included a card. I hadn’t baked him lasagna. I hadn’t even known his daughter was ill. All I’d done was smile at Hector as I rushed by on my way to work, and absently thank him for opening the door as I zoomed in again at night, my arms laden with my briefcase and take-out Chinese, my mind full of taglines and dialogue and storyboards. Hector had been as much a part of the background to me as the fake tree in the corner of the lobby. Now I wondered: How old was his daughter? What was her name? Was the cancer going to come back? How had he come to work every day and smiled and opened the door for me like it was the best thing he’d get to do all day, while his whole world was shaking and crumbling around him?

“Ready?” Matt said.

“Sure,” I said.

But first I reached into my wallet, grabbed all the twenties in it, and stuffed them in the envelope. I left it on Hector’s desk and slipped away while he was still talking to the young couple.

I’m sorry, I whispered as the door closed behind me, so softly no one could hear.

    * * *

“What’s the plan?” I asked Matt once we were settled in a yellow cab.

“First we’re dropping your insane amounts of stuff at my apartment,” he said. “I hope we can squeeze in all the scrunchies. Then—”

“I have a request,” I interrupted. “I want to see the Naked Cowboy.”

Matt looked at me out of the corner of his eye.

“Seriously?” he said.

I nodded vigorously.

“And I want to buy a knockoff Prada bag on Canal Street,” I blurted, the words tumbling out of me faster and faster. “I want to take a horse-drawn carriage ride in Central Park. I want to see a celebrity, a real one, not the B-listers we usually get stuck working with. I want to window-shop in Soho. I want to eat sushi at Ruby Foo’s and get a drink at Tavern on the Green.”

“Good God,” Matt said in mock horror. “You’re a . . . a tourist.”

“I’ve never done any of those things,” I said, feeling a twinge of sadness.

And it was true: I’d lived in New York for more than half a decade, but I might as well have been standing behind a glass wall the entire time, watching other people get kissed on street corners and dance to bucket-thumping drummers and head out to bars with rowdy groups of friends. I’d lived in New York, but I hadn’t really lived in it.

And to Matt’s eternal credit, he didn’t laugh at me or threaten to kick me out of the cab. He just leaned forward and told the cabbie to step on it, because we had a lot to do that day.

    * * *

Ten hours later, every single one of my wishes had been granted, as if a fairy godmother had waved a magic wand over my head. Trust me to get the fairy godmother with the world’s worst timing. I could’ve used her that night in the conference room; instead, she’d shown up a few weeks late, shaking the wrinkles out of her gown and straightening her tiara and muttering about traffic and broken alarm clocks and the dog eating her schedule. Still, at least she’d given me today.

“You’d never guess it was a knockoff, would you?” I said for the tenth time, admiring my Prada bag while we sat in a corner booth at Ruby Foo’s.

“I swear on my mother’s life that, if you put it next to a real Prada bag, I couldn’t tell the difference,” Matt said solemnly, putting a hand over his heart.

“Oh, shut up,” I said. “You’re just jealous.”

“That’s definitely it,” he agreed.

“Is the stitching crooked?” I wondered, peering more closely at my bag.

“You got it for twenty dollars,” Matt said. “You’re lucky it has stitching instead of superglue.”

“I was good at haggling, wasn’t I?” I asked smugly.

“Brilliant,” Matt said. “You wore him down.”

“He wanted twenty-five,” I reminded Matt.

“You broke him,” Matt said. “He’s a broken, bitter man. Now can we get something to eat?”

“I want a California roll,” I said. “And a tuna roll. Ooh, and scallion pancakes and shrimp dumplings.”

“Perfect,” Matt said as the waitress scribbled down our order. “I’ll have the same.”

Matt leaned forward and looked at me closely.

“So, I know this has got to be hard for you—” he began, his teddy bear—brown eyes all soft and sympathetic.

“Reese Witherspoon is even prettier in person,” I interrupted. “And I’ve got her lip gloss!”

“You mean you stole her lip gloss,” Matt said.

“Finders keepers,” I said, gulping my dainty little cup of sake. It was hot and vaguely medicinal and exactly what I needed.

“That was a brilliant idea, though, to stand outside Letterman’s studio right before the taping,” I said, tilting my cup at Matt. “And an added bonus that she dropped her purse! That woman next to me only got one of her dirty pennies.”

“You got the better end of that deal,” Matt said. “I think the penny was there all along. Anyway, I was going to say it must be really tough for you—”

“Do you think the Naked Cowboy stuffs his underpants with a sock?” I cut him off. “I mean, nothing else about him is natural. He stands there in Times Square in boots and underwear and a spray-on tan, strumming that guitar and posing for pictures. God, the girls love him, though. I thought that blonde was going to punch me when he put his arm around me for a picture.”

“Definitely a sock,” Matt agreed, a bit too eagerly. I didn’t blame him; the Naked Cowboy could make any man feel inadequate.

“I really love this lip gloss,” I said, pulling it out of my purse. “Isn’t the color perfect? I like it almost as much as my bag.”

“Okay,” Matt said, leaning closer to me. “What’s going on?”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“You’re being relentlessly cheerful,” he said.

“I had a good day,” I protested.

Matt gave me one of his dog-covered-with-Crisco looks.

“I’m glad you had fun,” he said slowly. “So did I.”

“So let’s not ruin it by getting all serious,” I begged him.

I opened the menu again. “Look, they have tutti-frutti ice cream!”

“Lindsey,” Matt said, then he sighed. “Look, I’ve gotta say it. Sometimes I worry that you don’t deal with stuff all that well. You’re so busy and gung-ho and frantic all the time that you don’t ever sit back and think about what you really want and how you feel. I mean, you’ve got to be upset, but you’re babbling on about your bag and lip gloss like they’re the most important things in the world. You’re not dealing with your emotions.”

“I hate it when you hang out your shingle,” I said, punching his arm lightly. “You’re just like Lucy from Peanuts.”

“I get it,” Matt said tightly. “You don’t want to talk about it. Fine. But tell me this: What are you going to do in D.C.?”

“Get a job,” I said. Wasn’t it obvious? “Start working again.”

“And in another six months, it’ll be like nothing ever happened,” Matt said.

I blinked in surprise.

“Are you kidding?” I said. “There’s no way I’ll be that high up in another six months. It’s going to take three years.”

“And that’s what you want?” Matt said. He leaned closer to me and put his hand on the table between us. His hands were like the rest of him—comfortable and warm and solid. “That’s all you want?”

His voice was low and gentle. Somehow that frightened me more than if he’d shouted.

“That’s exactly what I want,” I said.

“Fine,” Matt said, sounding like it was anything but.

“Fine,” I echoed, feeling vaguely pissed off but not sure why.

He folded his arms across his chest and looked down at his napkin. I twirled my lip gloss around in my fingers like it was the world’s smallest baton. This was just what I needed, for Matt to turn all serious and grumpy. What did he want, for me to curl up again and sob about the disaster my life had become? I’d done that, and it still terrified me to think about how fuzzy and distant those lost three days had felt. I couldn’t go to that place again, not ever.

Didn’t Matt see that the only way I knew how to survive this was by putting everything behind me, starting right now? I was moving on, and I’d have to do it at warp speed to accomplish everything I wanted to accomplish. I didn’t have time for regrets and psychoanalysis and Bikram Yoga or whatever he thought I needed. Didn’t Matt know me well enough to know the only way I could get through this was to keep moving and working and not thinking?

I glared up at him and discovered he was glaring down at me. I couldn’t help it; I smiled. I’ve never been able to stay mad at him.

“You’ve got Reese Witherspoon’s lip gloss on your tooth,” Matt said. Then he smiled, too.

“Share a tutti-frutti for dessert?” I asked. It was the closest I could come to an apology. An apology for what, I wasn’t sure.

“Sure,” Matt said, and he unfolded his arms.

“We’ll definitely need another bottle of sake, please,” he told the waitress when she came over with our platters of food.

I looked up and met Matt’s brown eyes.

“Thanks,” I mouthed.

* * *

Matt stood on the platform, his hands in his pockets, watching as my train rumbled out of Penn Station. People bustled past him, nearly swallowing him up in their mad morning rush, but he stood his ground in his jeans and red fleece jacket. I’d argued that I could take a cab on my own to the station, but he’d insisted on seeing me off.

He’d put a note in my hand as I’d boarded the train. I looked down at it now.

“Psychiatric help, five cents,” he’d written next to a sketch of himself in Lucy’s booth. In the sketch he was wearing a beret and smoking a cigarillo.

“Call anytime,” he’d written. “I’m going to miss you, kiddo.”

I’m not going to cry, I told myself fiercely. I took a last look back at Matt. He looked smaller now that there was distance between us. I wished he’d smile. His face looked so sad without that big smile of his.

A year from now, I’d come back to visit Matt, I vowed. Or maybe I’d invite him to visit me. By then I’d be back to my old self. I’d show him around my office and my new apartment—because I definitely wouldn’t be living with my parents then—and he’d see how quickly I’d put my life back together.



One year, I promised myself. Twelve months. Three hundred and sixty-five days. I’d fill every second with work, and I’d be too busy to miss Matt and my old life.

A year wasn’t so long to wait, was it?

    

        
Part Two


        

Home
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I HADN’T BEEN HOME in more than a year and a half, and I felt like Alice right after she shot through the rabbit hole to Wonderland. I could swear my parents had gotten smaller—either that, or I’d gotten bigger, which was a distinct and troubling possibility I refused to dwell on. I’d nearly walked right by Mom and Dad at Union Station, partly because I didn’t recognize them beneath the matching puffy down jackets that engulfed them from chin to knee.

“Fifty percent off at the Lands’ End outlet!” Mom crowed triumphantly, before she even hugged me hello. It was like being assaulted by an overly amorous marshmallow.

Dad, clad in the more manly brown version of the coat, was clutching a luggage cart in a death grip and shooting “Go ahead, make my day” looks at anyone who dared to venture within ten feet of it.

“Good to see you,” he said to me.

He reluctantly released one hand from the cart, but only after shooting a warning glance at a thieving granny who’d tottered dangerously close to it. Dad and I embraced in our usual tender way, with him patting my back as vigorously as if I were choking and he was trying to dislodge a chunk of bread from my windpipe.

“You look wonderful,” Mom said, peering at my face once Dad had released me from his Heimlich and I’d gulped some air. “Tired, but wonderful. Are those circles under your eyes?”

“Got a luggage cart,” Dad announced. “I’ll load up your bags.”

“You must be hungry,” Mom said. “Is that coat warm enough?” She shivered theatrically. “Ooh, it’s so chilly out. Aren’t you chilled?”

“Did you have a good trip?” Dad asked. “Any delays?”

“I’m a little tired, not too hungry,” I said. Amazing how quickly I adapted to the parental volley of questions. It was like leaping aboard a bicycle after years at sea and taking off down the street without a wobble. Some things you never forget.

“My coat’s definitely warm enough,” I continued. “No delays. The trip was wonderful.” If your idea of a rollicking good time was trying in vain to read the latest journalistic investigation by the good folks at People magazine (“Are Hers Real? Stars Inflate Their Top Lines!”), then browsing the food car three times, half-finishing a crossword puzzle, and finally just staring out the window at the scenery rushing by, wishing you could jump out of the train and race along with it. I’d never been good at sitting still, and today it had been harder than usual.

“It’s so good to see you,” I said, interrupting a fresh assault of questioning.

“You too, honey,” Mom said, reaching out to tuck my hair behind my ears, like she’s been doing ever since I was three years old. I instinctively shook my hair back out, just like I’ve been doing ever since I was three years old. Dad, always more comfortable with action than words, made a production out of loading up the luggage cart.

“Knew this would come in handy,” he said, thumping the cart like it was a melon and puffing out his thin chest. I didn’t have the heart to tell him the three of us could easily manage my two medium-size suitcases.

“You’ve got to be starving after that trip,” Mom fretted, brushing imaginary lint from my shoulder.

“It was only three hours,” I protested. “And I had Chee-tos.” Plus, um, a tiny little chocolate-chip cookie. Hardly worth mentioning, really. And the only reason I ate a second one was because they came two to a package. I had no choice in the matter; I was a prisoner of Amtrak packaging.

“Still,” Mom said as we headed for the car. “We’re thinking of Antonio’s for lunch. Of course, they don’t always wash their silverware as well as they should.”

“Once,” Dad said, rolling his eyes toward heaven, which was presumably full of men who could sympathize with his plight. “You found a speck of dried spaghetti on your fork once. A speck. Better than that Indian place with the druggie hostess.”

“Just because she has blue hair doesn’t mean she’s an addict,” Mom said. “She could be expressing herself. She could be an artist. Someday she’ll be famous and you’ll be sorry you weren’t nicer to her. And it was more than a speck. It was easily a quarter strand.”

“That druggie hostess always makes me spell my name three times,” Dad grumbled. “Marijuana. It kills brain cells.”

“Well, you know we can’t go to Pines of Italy,” Mom said. “It gives you gas.”

“Only the garlic bread,” Dad protested, heaving my suitcases into the trunk of our old station wagon, the one with all the dents in the sides. Mom and parking garage columns don’t always play nice.

“But you can’t stay away from that garlic bread,” Mom said. “If you’d just have a piece or two instead of the whole basket—”

“Antonio’s sounds perfect,” I said. Mom and Dad both started, then looked back over their shoulders at me, like they’d forgotten I was there.

So, I might as well get this confession over with. Here’s the thing: I’d told my parents I was coming to Bethesda to open a new branch of Richards, Dunne & Krantz. In twenty-nine years, this was the only real lie I’d ever told my parents, notwithstanding one or two “Alex ate the last cookie,” garden-variety, arguably developmentally necessary childhood fibs. I’d hated doing it. It had felt all wrong, like wearing an itchy wool sweater to a picnic on a sweltering July afternoon.

But when I’d phoned to tell my parents I was moving back home, Mom had asked, “Moving home? But you’re doing so well in New York.”

Then her voice had grown the slightest bit shrill: “Aren’t you?”

And when Dad had jumped in on the other receiver and said, “Is everything okay, Lindsey?” instead of leaving any potentially emotional discussions to Mom and fleeing the room like a tornado was incoming, as he usually does, I’d frozen up. As their worried voices pelted me with questions, I’d thought about my last visit home. Dad had insisted on cleaning the gutters against all reason. The facts that it was raining, that the trees still had plenty of leaves left to shed, and that he’d just cleaned the gutters two months earlier were trifling, inconsequential details. Dad was gripped in the throes of a gutter-cleaning frenzy. So I steadied the ladder for him—someone had to do it, or he’d probably break both legs—and I found myself at eye-level with his ankles. Suddenly I was struck by how bony they were. The skin around them was loose and dotted with brown age spots I’d never noticed before.

At dinner that night, I’d looked at my parents—really looked at them—and I saw the changes that had come on so gradually they’d been nearly imperceptible. The reading glasses and hesitation on the stairs, the gray overtaking Dad’s brown hair, the slight tremor in Mom’s hand when she lifted up a scoop of mashed potatoes—that night I saw it all too clearly. My parents were getting older. They wouldn’t be around forever. It wasn’t just Mom’s lumpy mashed potatoes that made me swallow extra hard.

My parents were so proud of me. Because I was successful, they considered themselves successes as parents. Their identity was knotted up in my own. How many times had I overheard Mom on the phone, satisfaction ringing through her voice as she talked about my perfect report cards or my acceptance to a half dozen colleges? I couldn’t become a disappointment to them, not now, not during what should be their golden years.

“Everything’s fine,” I’d finally said into the phone. I’d closed my eyes, then blurted out: “It’s actually good news.”

“Oh,” Mom had breathed. “I was worried for a minute there. But of course, I shouldn’t have been. When have you ever given us reason to worry? So what is it? Another promotion?”

“I tell you, we did something right with Lindsey,” Dad had said proudly. “She makes more money than I ever did, that’s for sure.”

And that’s how we ended up all heading to Antonio’s, the site of the great unwashed fork, for my triumphant return to Maryland.

“Tell me more about your promotion, honey,” Mom said as we settled into the station wagon, with me on the hump in the backseat, feeling like I was twelve again.

“It’s not technically a promotion,” I said.

“Modest,” Mom said to Dad, who grunted in agreement.

I cleared my throat and started again. “It’s really not that big a deal. The firm is thinking about opening a D.C. branch, so I’m here to scout everything out. You know, start scoping out clients and stuff.”

“How much office space do you need?” Dad asked.

“Not sure yet,” I said, fidgeting with a lock of my hair. “We’ll, um, look into it once we figure out how many staff we’ll need to meet the business demand.”

“I still can’t believe it,” Mom said. “Both of our daughters living in the same city with us! You know Alex is sorry she couldn’t make it for lunch. She’s doing a shoot today for Capitol File magazine.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard,” I said. Mom had only mentioned it three times. Secretly I was thrilled; Alex wouldn’t ask me much about my job if we were alone—she didn’t find it all that interesting—but if she saw me squirm my way through my parents’ questioning, her bullshit detector would kick in.

“And it’s so nice you’ll be home for Alex’s engagement party tomorrow night,” Mom said. “The timing couldn’t be better!”

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” I said. Hey, imagine that! This lying thing got easier and easier. You’d think Alex might’ve let me in on that years ago.

“Now where did I put that parking ticket?” Mom wondered as we pulled up to the attendant’s booth. She opened up her purse and rummaged through it. “I swear it was right here.”

“There’s a car waiting behind us,” I said, twisting around and giving an apologetic wave.

“Give me a second,” Mom said, pulling out a slip of paper. “No, that’s a coupon for Antonio’s.”

“At least we can use it at lunch,” I said.

Mom studied it: “It expired last year.”

Dad rolled down his window.

“Just looking for the ticket,” he told the attendant. “Nice afternoon, isn’t it?”

“It’s the darndest thing,” Mom said. “I just had it in my hand.”

The car behind us honked.

“Want me to look?” I offered.

“I usually put it in the outside pocket of my purse,” Mom said. “Why wouldn’t I have done that today?”

“I’m really good at finding things,” I said anxiously. “I’m a good finder.” Was it just me, or did I sound exactly like Rain Man?

I looked back: Now there were three cars waiting, practically revving their engines. In New York we’d have been shot by now. Any judge in the city would’ve ruled it justifiable homicide.

“Did you check your pocket?” Dad suggested.

“There’s an idea,” Mom said cheerily. “Nope, not there.”

“Maybe it’s in your other pocket,” Dad said.

“Not there, either,” Mom said.

More honking, and a shout from behind us that sounded something like “Brother Tucker!” I was pretty sure it wasn’t someone shouting an enthusiastic greeting to a passing monk.

“People need to learn patience,” Dad opined. “It’s a lost art.”

“Here it is!” Mom said triumphantly. “Oh, wait, that’s my grocery list. I sure could’ve used that yesterday. I forgot the lettuce.”

She scrutinized the list more closely: “And the strawberry Pop-Tarts.”

“I wasn’t going to say,” Dad said. “But I did notice this morning.”

“What’s that under the sun visor?” I asked desperately.

“Aha!” Mom said triumphantly. “See, I knew we’d find it.”

I slumped against the backseat, feeling slightly sweaty. Technically, I’d been living at home for a grand total of sixteen minutes, and I’d just remembered something. I loved my parents, but every time I spent a few hours with them, I came away with a desperate need for a few Advil and a Yanni CD.

    * * *

A quick word on my parents’ home. Remember my clean, uncluttered, monklike apartment? Matt would probably say it was my way of rebelling.

My apartment was the antithesis of my childhood home, where Dad usually sits in the den, blaring the television louder and louder, while Mom stomps around and hollers, “Get a hearing aid!” and blasts her soap operas in retaliation. Their living room is like a graveyard for Sony, because that’s where Dad stores the broken electronics he hasn’t gotten around to fixing. It’s also where Mom piles the laundry she hasn’t gotten around to folding, and the mail that hasn’t been sorted. Every week or so Mom makes a big production out of gathering trash bags, a dust mop, and the vacuum cleaner. Then she stands in the doorway to the living room, grimly surveying the disaster, until she gets completely overwhelmed and has to retreat to the kitchen in exhaustion and pile a plate high with comforting chocolate croissants.

Serenity Lodge it isn’t.

Oh—about those electronics crammed into the living room? My parents ignore the directions booklets that accompany devices in favor of pressing buttons as frantically as possible, preferably all at once. “Try the blue button!” my mother hollers. “No, the other blue one! Did you press it hard enough? Try the red one!”

Before they go on vacation, I have to email them explicit directions for retrieving their answering machine messages, which they invariably lose before they get to the airport. Plus Mom is constantly deleting all the photos on her digital camera, and Dad is terrified of the cell phone we got him last Christmas. He leaps a foot into the air every time it rings and barks “Rose here!” into it so loudly that he singes the eardrum of anyone unlucky enough to be on the other end. Once, just to be cruel, Alex put it on vibrate and called him repeatedly. He was twitchy for days.

At least my childhood bedroom was still neat, with the books organized alphabetically by author, just as I’d left them. In fact, everything in my room looked the same, yet somehow different. Or maybe it was me who was different. The last time I’d lived in this room was after my sophomore year of college, and then for only two weeks before I’d headed to New York for an internship. Back then, I’d been so filled with energy and hope and ambition that I’d had trouble falling asleep at night. This room was just a pit stop, a place to idle and refuel before the race toward real life began. All the necessities in life—sleeping, eating, doing laundry—had seemed like a huge waste of time, interferences I could barely tolerate, given everything I wanted to accomplish.

I had to find my way to that frenzied, hungry place again. I had to find my way back to myself. I didn’t even know the person who’d fooled around with a coworker on a conference room table at work, but I knew she wasn’t me.

I kept walking around my old room, soaking in the memories. My wooden desk was still covered with stacks of dog-eared books and my It’s Academic trophy, which was probably the cleanest thing in the house, given how frequently Mom polished it. My framed certificates—National Merit semifinalist, senior class salutatorian—hung on the wall over my desk. I still remembered how Mom and Dad had leapt to their feet, a two-person wave, yelling, “Go, Lindsey!” when I’d strode across the stage to collect that award.

And on the other side of the room, on top of the wooden dresser that matched my desk, was my old jewelry box. I walked over and reached for it. The pink velvet was so faded it was nearly white, and the ballerina inside was mortally injured, but a few rusty notes of Swan Lake still played when I creaked open the lid. Bradley’s valentine was inside, just where I’d left it, along with a rose from my senior prom. By now the petals were so fragile that I knew they’d crumble at the slightest touch.

Bradley had surprised me with a wrist corsage of red roses and baby’s breath, even though we’d gone to the prom as friends, I remembered, smiling. I hadn’t thought about the prom in years, but now the images came back to me, like a film unspooling on a reel. Bradley had worn a rented tuxedo that barely covered his knobby wrists because his arms were so long and gangly, and I’d worn a white silk dress with gold braided rope criss-crossing the waist. I’d saved up months of babysitting money to buy it. I’d also worn my first-ever pair of heels, and my skin was flushed because I’d spent the afternoon sunbathing. When Bradley came to pick me up and I’d opened the door, the smile had slid away from his face as cleanly as if someone had taken an eraser and wiped it off. Somehow I knew that was a good thing.

He’d handed me a small white florist’s box, and then he’d said—

“Want a Snapple?” Mom hollered from outside my door. “I have Eggos, too. Homestyle ones. I know they’re your favorite.”

“Didn’t we just eat lunch?” I reminded her. “Like an hour ago?”

“You look pale,” Mom said. “Are you sure you’re not getting sick? I’m going to the grocery store. Can I get you anything?”

“Just some yogurt,” I said.

“Now, honey, you’re not dieting, are you?” Mom said. “Because you don’t need to lose a pound.”

“I could definitely lose a pound or ten,” I said, pinching an inch—whatever, three inches—around my belly button to prove it.

“You know, most men prefer women with a little meat on them,” Mom said. “It’s only women who judge other women so harshly.”

“Forget the yogurt,” I said. I felt grimy from the train ride, and all I really wanted was a hot shower, not a Hallmark after-school-special talk.

“But I have to get you something you’d like,” Mom fretted. “You need to eat or you’ll waste away.”

“Mom.” I exhaled slowly. “You can get me whatever you want. It’s fine.”

“But what is it that you want? That’s all I asked in the first place,” Mom pointed out.

“Long, streaming hair,” I muttered, trying to conjure up a visual of Yanni. “White robe.” I reminded myself this situation was just temporary.

“Did you say you wanted white toast?” Mom asked.

“It would be great if you’d stock up on Snapples and Eggos,” I told her.

“I knew you loved them,” she said with satisfaction.

I rolled my eyes, then put my suitcases on top of my bed and unzipped them. I pulled out my tissue-wrapped pieces of black, cream, and navy-colored suits, blouses, and skirts one by one. Each piece of clothing probably cost more than all my bedroom furniture combined. I believed in buying classic, high-quality outfits that would last for years. Even back when I’d been a copywriter, I’d still dressed the part of a vice president. My hands hesitated as I unfolded my black Armani suit, the one I’d worn the day of my Gloss presentation.

No looking back, I reminded myself, briskly shaking out the suit and laying it on my bed. It would be ridiculous to toss out Armani just because of the bad memories associated with it.

I hung my clothes in my closet, automatically sorting them from darkest to lightest colors, as I mentally reviewed my plans. It was Friday, so I’d take the weekend to get organized, then I’d start blanketing businesses with my résumé on Monday morning. I’d have half a dozen interviews lined up within a week, I decided. I’d give myself a month to land a job—not just any job, but the right job, one with plenty of room for advancement—and a month beyond that to find an apartment. I’d want something close to downtown. Maybe in Adams Morgan, near the streets lined with shops and restaurants so it would feel a bit like New York.

I finished unpacking and neatly stacked my suitcases in my closet, then I sat on my bed, suddenly exhausted even though I’d done nothing all day but sit on a train and eat lunch. It was just so much harder making a fresh start at age twenty-nine than it had been at twenty-one. I lay back on my bed and stared up at the ceiling. Directly above my head was an old water stain. “You know it looks exactly like a scrotum,” Alex had told me once when she and I were thirteen. “No, it doesn’t,” I’d said authoritatively. I still wasn’t sure which worried me more: that she was right, or that it took me six more years to find out that she was right.

Alex.

I’d see her tomorrow night at her engagement party for the first time in eighteen months. It was the longest we’d ever gone without seeing each other. Hard to imagine that Mom used to touch her stomach and wonder if it was Alex’s foot or mine that was kicking her back. Now our lives were as separate and distinct as cars on parallel highways, heading to destinations on opposite sides of the country.

Unlike my life, Alex’s was settling into place perfectly. I’d only met her fiancé, Gary, once, back when they were first dating and Alex had come to New York with him on business. We’d had a late dinner at Daniel on East Sixty-fifth Street, where you couldn’t get an entrée for less than the cost of some people’s monthly mortgages. Gary had picked the restaurant. He was exactly what I’d expected: tall and successful and gorgeous. I wrinkled my nose, trying to remember what exactly it was that Gary did. Real estate investing, that was it. On the night I’d met him, he’d spent the first half hour talking into a cell phone, trying to keep a deal from falling apart, then, just when I’d decided he was an ass, he’d ordered a three-hundred-dollar bottle of wine and turned to me with those electric blue eyes. “You must think I’m an ass,” he’d said, before proceeding to charm the hell out of me. He was perfect for Alex.

Since she’d been with Gary, Alex and I had talked less and less often. Our phone calls—never all that frequent—had dwindled to maybe once a month. Alex had been busy, and so had I. She and Gary had moved in together six months ago, and they’d gotten engaged four months later, on a chartered sailboat as they toured the Amalfi coast. She’d sent me a photo of them clinking champagne glasses at sunset. Even in that moment of spontaneous joy, Alex’s pose for the camera was calculated and model-perfect. Her hips were twisted slightly, her shoulders were thrown back, and her chin was tilted up. I’d stuck the photo in the back of an album instead of a frame.

I’d see them both tomorrow night at their engagement party. All of our neighbors would be there, too. So would my parents’ friends, and some of my and Alex’s high school classmates. I rubbed my temples; the headaches that had plagued me for years were starting up again. I pulled off my jeans and sweater and T-shirt, then changed into the pajamas I’d left folded on my pillow. I climbed under my old blue comforter, wondering if I could squeeze in a catnap before dinner. Maybe I was coming down with something after all. I never took naps.

But the thought of tomorrow night was exhausting. I’d have to spin lie after lie, like a circus performer struggling to keep plates spinning on a pole, and act as though I was living the life I’d always wanted, the life everyone always expected of me. I’d do it, though, and I’d do it with a smile on my face. After all, what alternative did I have?
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HAWKINS COUNTRY CLUB LOOKED like a fairy-tale castle. A winding macadam driveway lined with graceful topiary bushes and gas torchlights led to the imposing main building, which was surrounded by acres and acres of lush, green lawn. The evening was crisp and clear, and the country club’s roof seemed to stretch forever into the sky. Tonight, in honor of Alex and Gary’s engagement party, dozens of white silk bows wreathed the stair railings and a white carpet was rolled out over the stairs, making me cringe to think about the dry-cleaning bill. It was the most beautiful place I’d ever seen. Gary was a member here, and Alex would be, too, now, I supposed.

“Classy,” Dad noted as we pulled up. Unfortunately, he drove over the curb with an awful scraping sound. He backed up and tried again, with even less success. A gloved bellman sprang forward to open our station wagon’s doors.

“Tip him,” Mom hissed.

“I’m not going to tip him,” Dad bellowed while the bellman stood by with an expressionless face. “He only opened my door. I could’ve done it myself if he’d have just given me a second.”

Mom rummaged around in her purse, came up with a crumpled dollar bill, and pressed it into the bellman’s hand.

“Thank you, sir,” she said loftily.

I climbed out of the backseat with as much dignity as I could muster (it could fit in a thimble with ample room left over for a thumb) while Dad wrestled with the car key, struggling to remove it from his key chain.

“Never give them the whole ring,” he stage-whispered to me. “That’s giving strangers keys to your home. While we’re at the party, they could be cleaning out our house.”

Just making a graceful entrance, Rose family—style. The bellman remained impassive, but I was pretty sure he was going to funnel sugar into our gas tank.

We stepped inside the club, and my breath caught in my throat. The foyer ceiling stretched up imposingly, and the walls were lined with beautiful arched windows. At the end of the hallway was an enormous stone fireplace with leather couches cozily clustered around it. I’d been inside some pretty nice places before, but this club could compete with the best of them.

A slim, middle-aged woman in a winter white suit approached us, a welcoming smile on her face.

“You must be the bride’s family,” she said. I wondered what could possibly have given us away as not being distinguished patrons of the club.

“I’m Diana Delana, and I’m coordinating Alex and Gary’s engagement party.”

Within minutes, Diana had relieved us of our coats (she seemed a touch eager to ferry Mom’s and Dad’s matching marshmallows away to the checkroom), given us a quick tour of the club’s main rooms, and gone over the evening’s schedule. The other guests wouldn’t be arriving for an hour, but Alex had wanted us here early for family pictures.

“Alex is with the photographer now,” Diana said. “I’ll take you to her immediately.”

“May I use the ladies’ room first?” Mom asked.

“Could stand a pit stop myself,” Dad announced.

“Certainly,” Diana murmured, her face a mask of discretion.

That impassive look must be a requirement for working here. They probably made employees go through a rigorous training course, and those who couldn’t keep a straight face when confronted with a gassy father of the bride or a toothpick-chomping, shotgun-toting, country cousin named Hoss were washed out of the prospective employment pool.

“I’ll take you to the restrooms first,” Diana said. “Please follow me.”

“I’ll go ahead and find Alex,” I said.

“Sure you don’t want to wait so we can all go together, honey?” Mom asked.

I’d navigated dozens of foreign cities on my own, stood up to bully millionaire businesspeople, and elbowed my way through feisty crowds of New Yorkers to hail a cab during thunderstorms. Now my parents thought I needed them by my side to traverse a suburban country club?

“I think I can manage,” I said, smiling at Diana as if to say, “Parents.”

She smiled back understandingly.

“Just take the elevator to the second floor and walk straight ahead into the Chevalier Room,” Diana told me. “You won’t be able to miss Alex.”

Story of my life, I thought wryly.

I walked down the endless hallway toward the elevator. This place really was outrageously delicious. Every possible surface was covered with crystal bowls full of perfect white tulips, and whoa—was that an actual Monet hanging on the wall, just above the original Chippendale table? Probably; I’d heard the initiation fee for this club was close to six figures.

Another white-gloved employee was waiting to press the elevator button for me so I wouldn’t sully my index finger. As I rode up to the second floor, I checked my reflection in the mirrored elevator walls. I wore a long navy blue dress and simple diamond earring studs. My hair was a bit longer than I usually liked it, but I’d pinned it up in my usual twist. All things considered, I didn’t look too bad for an unemployed twenty-nine-year-old who lived with her parents, although I suspected the competition wasn’t all that fierce.

The elevator doors opened, and I saw ornate lettering spelling out “Chevalier Room” on the door of a room directly ahead, just as Diana had said. I crossed the hall, my heels sinking soundlessly into the lush Oriental carpet, and opened the door.

“Beautiful!” someone was saying.

Yep, Alex had to be here.

“Stay just like that,” a man’s voice said so quietly I had to strain to hear. “Don’t move.”

I eased the heavy door closed behind me as I stood there, taking in the room. Alex was partly hidden from me because I hadn’t ventured out of the small entrance area, but from my angle I could just see her leaning up against an open window on a far wall. I moved a step farther into the room, making sure I didn’t make any noise so I wouldn’t interrupt the photographer’s concentration.

I immediately saw why he’d posed her against the floor-to-ceiling windows. The windows opened in the middle, like French doors, and both sides were thrown back to reveal the background of the evening sky. Alex wore a shimmery silver dress that shone as brilliantly as the stars behind her. I stayed tucked away in my hiding place, staring at her for a full minute as the camera flashed. Her hair was loose and wavy, and she’d gotten even thinner. Her waist seemed impossibly small in that dress, like Cinderella’s. But as always, it was her face that captured my attention. Its structure had always been classic, but those extra few missing pounds made her cheekbones even more pronounced and her blue-green eyes seem bigger. She looked more hauntingly beautiful than I’d ever seen her.

“Should I toss my head back?” Alex asked.

“No,” the photographer said, so softly I had to strain to hear him. “I don’t want you to pose.”

Something about his voice was tugging at my mind. It sounded so familiar.

“Posing is what I do for a living,” Alex said, her voice playful. “Want me to look sultry? Blissfully happy? Or should I pout? Let’s have a little direction here, Bradley.”

“I want you to look like you,” Bradley said gently.

Bradley?

I shrank back against the entranceway wall, my mind swirling in confusion. Bradley was here? He was taking pictures of Alex? What was going on?

“I’ve got enough from this angle,” Bradley said.

Now would be the perfect time for me to clear my throat and step forward. But I couldn’t move. Since when was Bradley doing the photos for Alex’s engagement party? No one had told me about this. I felt blindsided, like a wife opening her husband’s office door and catching him feeling up his secretary. Jealousy roared through me, weakening my knees and roiling my stomach. Bradley was staring at Alex through his camera lens, capturing her perfect face again and again. My Bradley. He didn’t even know I was in the room!

“Can we try something different?” Bradley asked.

“Sure,” Alex said. “What do you have in mind?”

Why was it everything she said sounded like a double 
entendre?

“Sit down,” Bradley said.

“On the carpet? I’ll ruin my dress,” Alex said, but she sat on the floor anyway. Her dress pooled around her like spilled mercury.

“Take off your shoes,” Bradley said.

“You’re a kinky one, Bradley Church.” Alex laughed. She slipped off her delicate silver sandals and wiggled her toes. “Oh, that feels so good. Those heels were killing me.”

Bradley’s camera flashed.

“Hey!” Alex cried. “You didn’t tell me you were shooting me like this.”

“Relax,” Bradley said. “It’s just us here. You don’t have to pose.”

He moved closer to her.

“I don’t?” Alex said. She leaned her head back against the wall, and I could see her shoulders relax. Her collarbones were as delicate and fine as a bird’s wings. Why did every single part of her have to be so perfect?

I craned my neck and strained to see exactly how close Bradley was to her. Two feet, maybe. Too close. Much too close.

“Nope,” Bradley said. “I don’t want you to look perfect.”

“You’re the first photographer who has ever said that to me,” Alex said. “Trust me, they’ve said everything else.”

The teasing note was gone from her voice. She crossed her arms over her bent knees and leaned her head forward, resting it in the cradle of her own arms.

“Are you tired?” Bradley asked.

Alex nodded, then she lifted her head and looked worried. “Do I look tired?”

“No,” Bradley said.

He didn’t say anything else—didn’t tell her that she was breathtaking or gorgeous or flawless—but that simple word seemed to reassure her like nothing else could. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Bradley slowly raised the camera to his face and snapped another picture.

My heart was thudding so loudly I was surprised they hadn’t heard it. I couldn’t see Bradley’s face from this angle. Was he frowning, like he usually did when he was concentrating? Even when he frowned, Bradley never looked fierce. His face was too gentle for that. I studied his back, which was all I could really see from my vantage point. His hair had gotten longer and it curled a bit around his neck, and he was wearing a suit, but I’d bet he wasn’t wearing a tie. Bradley hated ties; they made him feel like he was suffocating. Did Alex know that? She couldn’t know that.

She didn’t know Bradley nearly as well as I did, I thought, my eyes swimming with angry tears. She didn’t know that, in the fifth grade, he ate Wheaties for a solid year for breakfast because he desperately wanted to win the hundred-yard dash at our school’s field day, and that he’d come in a crushing fourth place. She didn’t know that Bradley had memorized the words to dozens of Beatles songs. She didn’t know that he’d given the eulogy at his mother’s funeral after she’d died of breast cancer when he was only seventeen, and that I was the one who listened to him the night before the service while he practiced. His voice had broken when he’d spoken about how she’d spent an hour reading to him every night at bedtime long after he learned to read for himself, but after he’d rehearsed three times, he was finally able to get through his speech without crying.

Alex didn’t know anything about him.

Why hadn’t Bradley sensed I was in the room yet?

“Okay,” Alex said. “Do you know what I really want to do?”

“Tell me,” Bradley said.

“I want to stick my head outside that window and breathe,” Alex said. “I’ve been running around all day, and it took the hairdresser an hour to make my hair look like I just rolled out of bed, and my head is killing me because she kept yanking at my hair with her brush. I think a redhead must’ve stolen away her first husband and she was taking it out on me. And I’m going to have to talk to people all night and I’m horrible at remembering people’s names so I’ll probably offend half the guests.”

She grinned wickedly. “Which means they won’t give me nearly as expensive wedding gifts as they should.”

Bradley laughed.

“Do it, then,” he said.

His camera clicked as Alex slowly stood up. She left her shoes off. She leaned out the window, moving slowly, like she wanted to savor every second of the experience.

“It’s beautiful out, isn’t it?” she said quietly.

Bradley stood to one side, capturing her profile with a flurry of quick shots, then he moved behind her and snapped another set of pictures. It was an unusual angle; most photographers wouldn’t have captured the bride from the back. But Bradley’s photographs had always discovered beauty in the unexpected.
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