
		
			[image: image]

		

	






I Take This Man


Valerie Frankel

[image: image]








Dedicated to my excellent friends
 in the See You Next Tuesday dinner group
Daryl Chen, Lauren Purcell, and Jeanie Pyun
you are all fantastic writers, eaters, drinkers,
 talkers, laughers, and listeners.








Contents



Chapter 1

Penny Bracket, twenty-three, looked ghostly in white. She might as




Chapter 2

Penny, stay right where you are, said Esther. To Morris,




Chapter 3

With Vitas help, Penny crawled onto the damask couch in




Chapter 4

Bram was not dead, Esther realized with relief when she




Chapter 5

As Penny slipped into the passenger seat of Vitas lime




Chapter 6

Esther snapped her cell shut. Whew, she said to herself




Chapter 7

Clean and clear-headed, Penny drained the tub and rummaged in




Chapter 8

Splash.




Chapter 9

Natasha and Esther watched Bram in the playroom. They were




Chapter 10

When Penny woke up in the morning, her top and




Chapter 11

Esther Bracket skulked by the concierge desk at the Plaza




Chapter 12

Where is that dog? wondered Penny. Shed searched the grounds,




Chapter 13

Knees straddling the kiddie table, Bram hunched over his inventory




Chapter 14

The warbled Mom? from the stairs almost made Esthers heart




Chapter 15

Allow me to present the legendary Short Hares Mall, known




Chapter 16

What have you done? asked Esther, her finger shaking with




Chapter 17

How much shrimp can one man eat?




Chapter 18

At six in the evening Penny eavesdropped on her mother




Chapter 19

Where are we going? asked Esther from the passenger seat




Chapter 20

For focks sake, shut up! Penny yelled at Boris, still




Chapter 21

Keith detached his lips from Esthers and said, Making out




Chapter 22

Penny cradled her aching foot. Natasha cuddled Boris, smoothing down




Chapter 23

Midnight. Only twelve more hours, thought Bram in the shower,




Chapter 24

Sorry to call so early, said Keith to Esther, whod




Chapter 25

As soon as she was up, showered, and dressed, Penny




Chapter 26

When her daughter flung herself into Keith Shirazs arms, Esther




Chapter 27

A man couldnt know what he was capable of until




Chapter 28

Night was falling. Penny wandered into her moms suite. Shed




Chapter 29

I knew youd come, said Keith Shiraz when he opened




Chapter 30

Breathe, screamed Penny as she labored over Brams prone body.




Chapter 31

Bram found the note taped to his chest hair. He




Chapter 32

Esther could see Keith was torn. He thought she was




Chapter 33

Penny woke up in her own cozy bed to the




Chapter 34

There must be a hundred of them, said Esther, standing




Chapter 35

Bram flew out of his fathers hotel room. Livid, inflamed,




Chapter 36

Here we are, said Penny, pulling into the Plaza drive.




Chapter 37

Penny stared at the phone in disbelief. Esther just hung




Chapter 38

Esther had seen Ashleys gun many times before. It was




Chapter 39

It seems higher today, said Penny, leaning over the second




Chapter 40

Vita returned to New York and her daily soap-sudsing schedule




Chapter 41

Bram drove one of his dads companys Mustangs. The car




Chapter 42

Esther felt herself being lifted and dragged away. Her hair




Chapter 43

Penny watched as Esther and Keith got into the second




A+ AUTHOR INSIGHTS, EXTRAS, & MORE





Acknowledgments




About the Author




Other Books by Valerie Frankel




Credits




Copyright




About the Publisher













Chapter 1





Penny Bracket, twenty-three, looked ghostly in white. She might as well have cut eyeholes in a sheet and thrown that over her head instead of wearing the gown.


Im the corpse bride, she said, staring at her ashen pallor in the vanitys mirror. As soon as the ceremonys over, Im stripping.


You could take it off now, suggested Esther Bracket, forty-five, Pennys mother. Skip the ceremony entirely.


Penny frowned at her moms face in the mirror. Esther was seated across the jewel box bridal prep room on a damask-covered settee, wearing a smart pearl-gray suit with three-inch heels that disappeared in the carpeting. Around her wrists, neck, and fingers, Esther sparkled in diamonds, expensive and plentiful, five pieces more than she needed. But in New Jersey, excessiveness was the rule, be it big hair, loud clothes, garish decorating, large personality, violent crime, government corruption, or political scandal.


Penny was a Jersey girl. She was born a few exits up the Garden State Parkway. Sinatra was also a native. Like Frank, residents did things Their Way. The state song: Born to Run (which, ironically, was about escaping NJ). The states motto: Come see for yourself, since no one who lived here could be trusted to speak the truth. The states role model: Tony Soprano. One of the nations smallest states, geographically, it had the densest population. In more ways than one.


Some Jerseyites set themselves apart with decorum, dignity, and discretion. Penny just didnt happen to know any. Despite Pennys stated preference for a modest wedding, Esther insisted on a lavish Short Hares Plaza affair. Although shed never admit it, Esther had shelled out $75,000 for her daughter to marry a man she despised just to impress the neighbors.


Full house? asked Penny, sweeping her cheeks with blush, doing what she could to look like a living person.


Packed, said Vita Trivoli, twenty-three, the third person in the tight room, Pennys best friend and maiden of honor. Two hundred of the fanciest white people Ive ever seen. Why dont you go check it out, Mrs. Bracket? You probably need to talk to the wedding planner. Or greet guests. Or do something that takes you out of this room. The maiden of honor, a redhead, was not subtle. Today, she wore a magenta skintight backless, strapless gown along with every piece of jewelry she owned.


Your makeup becomes you, Vita, returned Esther, of the razor-plucked Garbo brows and flawless nude foundation. Ive never had the courage to go garish.


But your base coat of bitterness gives you a perfect je ne sais quoi, said Vita faux-admiringly.


Its a very thin layer, said Esther, patting her chiseled cheekbone.


By thin, asked Vita, do you mean brittle?


Im so glad you two have finally found something to talk about, said Penny, trying to defuse the tension between her mom and best friend.



You realize youre the first person from college to get married, Vita said to her. That means you win.


When Vita said the word married, Esther flinched.


I win? asked Penny. Getting married is like a game show to you?


You get fabulous prizes, said Vita, gesturing toward the heavily laden gift table, its carved legs trembling under the tonnage of wrapped boxes from Tiffanys. You get a dream vacationto Hawaii. You stand in the winners circle and kiss your dreamy husband while everyone applauds. Its just like Wheel of Fortune.


The wheel of fortune turns, said Esther grimly.


You really have to shut up, Mom, said Penny.


If you hate the gown so much, why did you buy it? asked Esther.


Bram wanted traditional, said Penny.


For Brams sake, you spend $15,000 on a dress you despise. What else will you do for his sake? asked Esther. What other compromises and sacrifices will you make over the years? Hows your wrist today? And your jaw?


Penny instinctively reached to touch her jaw, but she caught herself and redirected her hand to fiddle with her veil.


Esther growled and started pacing the small room. Penny watched her mom move in and out of the mirrors frame. Esthers calves were identical to her own. Long. Strong. Physically, Penny was the brunette version of blond Estherminus the ravages of twenty years of bitterness. Penny had often wondered what her mother would look like without the black cloud over her head.


I love Bram, said Penny serenely. He loves me. Our relationship is based on honesty and respect. Were devoted to each other now, as we will be forever.


Okay, even I thought that sounded canned, said Vita.



Walk away, pleaded Esther.


Never, said Penny, slamming down her blush brush, pink powder dusting the vanity. She swiveled to face her mom. Leaving someone at the altar is a deplorable, cowardly, inexcusable act, punishable by death. The lowest of the low. Thats the opposite of who I am.


Does that make you the highest of the high? asked Vita. Wish I were.


Sacrifice, said Esther. Compromise.


Im getting married, declared Penny. End of conversation.


She swiveled back to the mirror. The tension was getting to her. Her head swam suddenly (just a few strokes). She looked at the mirror, and the glass seemed to ripple, like a pebble dropped into a still pond.


A knock at the door. Had to be Ms. Wistlestop, the Short Hares Plazas wedding planner, coming to tell her it was time to walk the walk. Pennys heart beat its wings. She stood up and arranged her voluminous skirts, the ten layers of tulle and crinoline.


Vita said, Thats your cue, and opened the door.


Oddly, Ms. Wistlestop was not standing on the other side of it.


Penny said, Morris? What are you doing here? Youre supposed to be waiting at the altar with Bram.


Morris Nova, twenty-five, Brams best man, wore a rented tux. Most men looked sophisticated in the penguin suit, James Bondish. Morris could wear a kings raiment, though, and still telegraph the same rugby-on-the-weekends never-quite-clean masculinity. He couldve brushed his hair on my wedding day, thought Penny. He couldve shaved.


I have a note, said Morris. He choked it out, actually, each word a frog squirming in his tight throat.


Ill take that, said Esther, snatching the envelope from Morriss outstretched hand.



While her mom liberated the single sheet of hotel stationery from its sheath, Penny watched nervously, a cold prickle climbing her back.


I will kill him, said Esther simply after reading the note.


Vita took the sheet from Esther and handed it to Penny without looking at it.


Penny turned her brown eyes to the china white paper and read the succinct, economical, to-the-point, late-breaking news flash from her beloved.




Dear Penny,


I cant go through with it.



Sorry,

Bram



What does it say? asked Vita, reading the note over Pennys shoulder. The redhead gasped like shed been stabbed in the lung and said, This is the cruelest, most cowardly, despicable act, punishable by


By death, said Esther flatly.


Are you okay? Vita asked Penny.


Morris said, She hasnt blinked.


Stop staring at my daughter, said Esther, swatting at the once and former best man.


Penny examined the terse message again. Bram hadnt wasted a word to throw away two years of her life. She looked at her mother, a woman whod also been abandoned by a man. Esther scowled, apparently furious, but Penny knew her mom had to be relieved.


This is beautiful stationery, said Penny, fingering the sheet. Feel the bond. The embossed leaf. We should order a box.



Then her legsher livelihood, her strengthtrembled and weakened. She slid to the floor, the yards of crinoline and tulle of her gown billowing and burying her, providing a safe tent where she could have some privacy.


She fainted! Vita screamed in perfect pitch, well trained by her job as a (basic cable) soap actress. Call an ambulance!


Shes just crying, said Esther coolly.


Shes hysterical! boomed Vita.


But Penny wasnt crying. She was laughing (hysterically) at the comedy of it all. The Bridal Barbie gown. Two hundred fancy white people waiting in the ballroom. The $75,000 of her moms money gone to a wedding that wouldnt happen. It was funny, she thought. In a tragic, soul-annihilating kind of way.


Penny slowly gathered her wits and skirts. As soon as my legs start working again, Im going to get off the floor and sit on that couch, she said. Id like a cocktail. After that, Im open to suggestions.










Chapter 2





Penny, stay right where you are, said Esther. To Morris, she said, You. Come with me.


Esther yanked Morris out of the charmless bridal prep room. Shutting the door behind her, she pulled the disheveled young man a few yards down the hallway so Penny couldnt overhear their conversation.


Where is he? she asked.


I dont know, replied Morris.


Up to her diamond earrings with lividity, Esther would have liked to spit (but just couldnt). You do his dirty work, she said, disgusted.


Morris said, Im just the messenger.


Is your mother living?


My mother? he asked.


Im going to call her, and tell her how you lowered yourself today, said Esther. Although Morris outweighed her by forty pounds (all of it male muscle), Esther matched his height. She bore into his blue eyes, as only a mother could, telegraphing the maternal manipulation trifecta: Guiltshamedisappointmentguiltshame


Stop, said Morris, blocking his eyes with his arm. Okay, okay, hes in his room upstairs. I left him five minutes ago.


Get out of my way, said Esther, maneuvering around the big lug in the narrow hallway.


Youre not really going to call my mother, are you?


Esther left him to wonder. She plowed down the corridor, hurried past the open ballroom doors, and clicked across the marble lobby floor to the main elevator banks of New Jerseys swankiest hotel. An express car swished open and she punched the button for the twelfth floor. The wedding party had secured several suites there for the weekend.


Esther was alone in the elevator. In her short ride, a red rage rose in her body like mercury in a hot thermometer. Shed felt such intensity of anger only once before, the day her husband Russell Bracket announced he was leaving her for Pennys British au pair. Esther flashed back to that day, that minute, in the pong room of their mansion on Overlook Lane. Russell was expertly bouncing a hollow ball on a green paddle when he exclaimed, Ive fallen in love with Jemima! like she should be happy for him about it.


Ping. The elevator doors opened. Esther strode toward the hotels bridal suite. She knew the number, having sent a bottle of Dom Perignon there an hour ago. As she marched, her eyes flitted across door numbers and the pink toile wallpaper depicting scenes of bucolic life, children and their pets, apple trees. She was so focused, Esther didnt notice the large empty laundry cart in the hallway until shed crashed into it.


She scanned the hallway for a hotel housekeeper. Seeing no one, she proceeded to Room 1212 and knocked on the door. Amazingly, it opened. The bastard hadnt yet fled. In fact, Bram Shiraz, twenty-five, stood right in front of Esther in the open doorway, guileless, in jeans, a black T-shirt, bare feet. She detected a ripple of disappointment in his eyes when he saw her. Had he hoped his visitor would be Penny? Did he really think her daughter would come up here to grovel?


Brams expression quickly returned to his usual casual inscrutability, the placid blankness only handsome men could achieve. Esther knew that look well, from her former husband Russell. Shed been tricked by it, just as Penny had been suckered by Brams mink hair, his round brown eyes and lanky build, foolishly believing this man was as sweet and soulful as he looked. Bram didnt deserve his physical gifts, thought Esther. He should be a hideous hunchback.


A half-packed suitcase was on the bed behind him.


Esther opened her mouth and a laryngeal squeak wobbled out.


Bram didnt wait for more. He returned to the bed and resumed packing as if she werent hovering in the doorway, wishing him ugly. The gall of him! Each of his movements filled her with revulsion. At least now, with the wedding off, she wouldnt have to see him ever again. She should thank him for what hed done.


Without look up from his toils, he said smugly, You dont have to thank me.


As if hed ended the wedding because she was opposed to it! As if hed do anything selfless to save his life.


You got what you wanted, said Bram. Why are you here?


Esther couldnt say why shed felt compelled to storm up to his room. Honestly, she hadnt expected to find and confront him. Shed spent her entire adult life (early and enduring) avoiding tense situations. Now that she was in the vortex of one, she was at a loss.


Churning mentally for a tart and cutting reply, Esthers eyes shifted left and landed on the rooms dining table. An ice bucket with the champagne shed ordered for the bride and groom was upon it.


Bram closed the suitcase. He sat on the bed next to it to slip on his socks and sneakers. I know you blame me for Pennys injuries, he said. They were accidents.


How does someone accidentally dislocate her jaw? she asked, finding words finally, plus the gumption to enter the room and close the door behind her. She moseyed toward the dining table, her slender fingers gripping the bottleneck. It was slippery with condensation, but she held tight.


He said, I dont have to explain what happened. To you. He might as well have said to ewwww.


Then he shrugged as if they were discussing the price of milk. That noncommittal rise and fall of his shoulders was, in her mind, as much of an admission as she could hope to get. Anger peaking, Esther went with it.


She made for the bed. Bram met her eyes and she saw the guilt inside. With the mighty force of middle-aged rage, Esther swung the bottle at his casually handsome head.









Chapter 3





With Vitas help, Penny crawled onto the damask couch in the blessedly private bridal chamber. Another knock on the door.


Its Bram, come to tell me this is some kind of pre-wedding prank, said Penny. Hes got such an unusual sense of humor.


The erstwhile maiden of honor opened the door. Ms. Wistlestop pushed her way inside.


Slight delay, said the wedding planner from inside her mist of perfume. Everythings fine. Dont panic. Were waiting for the groom. And the best man, andwheres Mrs. Bracket? She should be here. Were five minutes behind schedule already.


Penny and Vita stared at the petite (yet plump) woman, a tempest in a teacup, with her strands of pearls, peach taffeta party dress, dyed-to-match satin pumps, nude hose, and whipped confection of a hairdo. Clearly, Esther, wherever shed gone off to, had not yet informed Ms. Wistlestop of the change in plans.


Girls! snapped Mrs. Wistlestop. Are you with me? We have an emergent situation.



I though we werent going to panic, said Penny. Over the last six months, shed spent hours with Ms. Wistlestop sorting out the details. Napkin holders. Tablecloth tassels. Looking at the squat woman now, her face pinched, Penny marveled at the waste of time and distortion of perspective. How small thingspetite Ms. Wistlestop and her checklistshad loomed large and formidable. But big thingsher lifehad been reduced to planning a five-hour event. Which was, as of six minutes ago, a nonstarter.


Were not panicking! said Ms. Wistlestop. This is the best day in your life, what youve been dreaming about since you were a little girl in pigtails.


If I did have girlish fantasies, said Penny, catching her ghostly reflection in the vanity mirror, they sure didnt look like this. To Vita, she added, Show her the note.


Vita handed Ms. Wistlestop what would be the last in their encyclopedia-high pile of wedding correspondences. The planner read Brams decision wordlessly. She folded it neatly and handed it back to Vita.


Ms. Wistlestop reached into her pink purse and produced a walkie-talkie. Into it, she droned, Attention wedding staff: Weve got a Code Red situation here. I repeat: Code Red! Kitchen staff: Do not open the caviar. She released the talk button and fished in her purse for her PDA. Give me a second to find the Jiltage Checklist, she said. I need to speak to your mother about recoverable expenses.


Shes got to be around here somewhere, said Penny. I wonder why Im not freaking.


Some jilted brides go numb, said Ms. Wistlespot. Some go to the emergency room.


What about the jilted grooms? asked Penny.


Never had one, said the planner. Okay, here we are. First item on the list: inform guests. Most brides ask someone else to do it. Theyre too upset or embarrassed about being seen in the wedding gown if theyre not getting married.


It would have been embarrassing then, too, said Penny.


Not a recoverable expense as far as the Plaza is concerned, said the planner, pointing at the gown. I recommend trying to sell it on Ebay.


Ill do it, said Penny.


Just dont post a photo, suggested Vita.


I meant Ill tell the guests, said Penny.


I volunteer myself, said the planner. Ive done it dozens of times. Im good. Very good.


Vita straightened her back and, with an earnest expression, said, As maiden of honor, the responsibility falls on me. Ill show the appropriate pathos. Ill cry even. Seeing Pennys smirk, Vita said, You cant blame me for trying.


Her friend was an opportunist actress, always searching for a signature role, the breakout part that would make her famous.


Penny said, And now, appearing in the aisle, Vita Trivoli as The Runover Bride.


Ill make you proud, said Vita.


Bram should do it, thought Penny.


Is the food a recoverable expense? she asked Ms. Wistlestop.


The planner frowned gravely. Some of it, she said. Into her walkie-talkie she barked, Attention kitchen staff: Do not shave the truffles.


Well, lets get this over with, said Penny, hiking up the skirts.


What are you going to say? asked Vita, following her down the corridor toward the ballroom. We should take two minutes and work out a script.


Ill improvise, said Penny. Im still numb. I should feelsomething. Something bad.



And you think going out there in front of the guests will turn the switch? Youll willfully torture yourself to access the pain youre not yet experiencing? Hmmm, mulled Vita. Not such a bad idea. An agony jolt. A cattle prod of degradation. It could work.


Cattle prod? Jolt? Penny didnt like the sound of that. Maybe I should take a minute, she said, dragging her heels, literally.


Too late, said Ms. Wistlestop.


The three women had reached the open ballroom door. Two hundred heads swiveled toward them. The guests sat in cushioned folding chairs that had been arranged in rows on either side of an aisle. The chairs were to have been rearranged around tables for dinner and dancing during the outdoor, poolside cocktail hour after the ceremony. At the end of each row of chairs stood a Hellenic vase with a spray of white roses. Connecting the vases, white satin ribbons and bows. Penny looked up the aisle at the rose-strewn altar. It seemed miles away.


Ill come with you, said Vita.


Penny shook her head. Get your car and wait for me out front. Ill say my thing, and then well make a break for my moms house.


Done, said Vita, who then dashed into the hotel lobby.


Penny said, Give me a push.


Ms. Wistlestop nudged her with the force of a flea.


Harder.


The planner proceeded to shove Penny with her shoulder like a linebacker. She stumbled four feet down the aisle. Immediately, the photographer and videographer pounced on her.


Penny frantically made the cut gesture and they backed off. She was fleetingly amused that her wedding album would consist of five shots of her slicing her throat with her index finger. She wondered if the photographer and videographer fees were recoverable.


Marching inelegantly up the aisle, she heard the murmurs increase in volume with each step. Her heart thudding heavily, she kept her eyes on the altar, and the rabbi who sat up there on a folding chair.


Once she reached the matrimonial center stage, Penny smiled at the confused rabbi and started to sweat. A trickle down her temple. A rivulet down her back. She drew a deep breath (that made her gag from the overwhelming rose scent) and smiled at her guests. She had appeared before audiences hundreds of times. Shed danced for thousands on Broadway, in some very skimpy chorus line costumes. But this performance (a veritable show stopper) was the first time shed felt exposed.


The murmuringwhich had grown beyond the level of politenessstopped. Penny coughed into the (illegitimately) pregnant pause, wishing shed let Vita do this.


She removed the microphone from its stand, held it up to her lips and said, Hello, Cleveland!


Silence. Not even crickets.


Penny cleared her throat, amplified. I want to thank you all for coming, she said. About five minutes ago, my fianc, Bram Shiraz, had an epiphany. A bona fide Ah-ha! moment. He realized that marriage is really about ownership. Its designed to treat the woman like a piece of property. Bram is far too enlightened to endorse an inherently sexist institution by participating in a wedding. Any wedding. In this case, his own. Im Penny Bracket, the bride, for those of you who dont know me. But thats obvious. Im the only one wearing a big, puffy white gown that weighs approximately five thousand pounds.



A wave of concerned murmurs rolled across the rows. No, look, its okay. Really, she assured them. Its fine. Im grateful that Bram made a political stand instead of just plain old ditching me. That would have been harsh. That mightve made a lesser woman upset. She might want to throw something, or break something. Or tear something apart.


Rip. A few old ladies in the front gasped. Penny looked down. In the hand not holding the microphone, she was clutching a white ruffle. Unwittingly, shed torn it from the bodice of her dress.


Who likes lace? she asked. Anyone? And what about princess sleeves? Is there anyone breathing who genuinely admires Cinderella poof balls? Penny grasped the top of her right sleeve and tore it off. She put the microphone back on the stand and tore off the left. She flung both into the crowd.


What about pearl buttons? Anyone like these tiny, pain in the ass buttons? She put both hands on either side of her sweetheart neckline and tugged, sending two dozen speeding pearl bullets into the crowd.


How about satin bows? Rip.


And a tulle bustle? Strip.


Penny yanked and tugged and pulled with the strength of ten jilted brides. She laughed and panted as she freed herself of her fluffy burden, the people in the ballroom forgotten, the rabbi forgotten. Bram not forgotten. In her mind, he lay in a bed somewhere, sleeping like an innocent babe while she wrestled this albino alligator of a dress to the ground. She had it by the throat, finally, and flogged it against the altar stage, pummeling the hell out of it until it was still, a dead lace thing.


Penny stumbled to her feet. Triumphant, she stared down at the corpse of a bridal gown. Beaming, she looked up, expecting applause for her victory.



Instead, she saw the (frankly) terrified faces of the old ladies in the front rows. And the leering grins of their doddering husbands.


She said, Please sign the guest book at your leisure. The cocktail hour will start in a few minutes by the hotel pool, so help yourself to hors doeuvres.


She stepped off the altar. Wearing only her (something) blue bra and panty set, (something) new silver sandals, (something) old pearl choker, and (something) borrowed diamond bracelet, Penny strode back down the aisle and out of the ballroom.









Chapter 4





Bram was not dead, Esther realized with relief when she poked him in the ribs with her index finger. He was just unconscious. Knocked out cold. Esther liked him much better this way, sprawled and silent, his mouth hanging open like an inbred hillbilly.


She was astounded shed acted spontaneously. One could say violently. She couldnt remember the last timeor any timethat shed given in to impulse. Shed had dark thoughts, frequently, but until ten seconds ago she hadnt acted on them.


It felt good, she realized, to do what she wanted when it was bad.


But now she was in a spot. She squinted at Brams motionless form and wondered, What to do with you? With a sudden blast of fear, she realized that other wedding guestsBrams family, for instancemight come looking for the wayward groom, too.


Esther cracked the door. The hallway was empty, except (she had to squelch a peep of joy) for the large laundry cart shed bumped into on her way in. She pulled the wheeled canvas cart into the room.


It was certainly big enough, she thought. First things first. She chucked Brams suitcase into the cart (she couldnt very well leave it behind; people would wonder why he hadnt taken it with him). Then she wheeled the carrier flush against the bed, and rolled Brams unconscious body into it on top of the suitcase. She stripped the bedspread and used it to cover him up.


Smoothing down her mussed hair and straightening her clothing, Esther checked the hallway again. All clear. She pushed the cart in front of her out of the room fairly easily. She glanced back and saw that the cart had left tracks in the plush carpeting. Quickly, she wiped them gone with her feet. She used the tip of the bedspread to wipe the door handle on both sides. Then she closed it.


Esther pushed her cargo toward the end of the corridor where shed find the service elevator. She knew the hotel layout well. Shed inspected the premises thoroughly when choosing the venue, personally vetting every reserved suite for the wedding party and out-of-town guests.


She suspected the elevator had a security camera in the control panel. The only way she would avoid being taped was to wheel the cart into the elevator while she crawled in alongside it. The cart itself would block her. On tape, it would appear that the cart had been pushed into the elevator by someone whod decided, for whatever reason, not to ride along with it.


Checking again for witnesses, Esther got on her hands and knees. Moving slowly (it took forever), she crawled and pulled the cart into the elevator.


Once inside, she realized she would still need to push the button to take her down to the hotels subterranean parking lot. She was now on the far side of the cart, away from the doors and the panel. So she pushed the cart in a circle, crawling along the outside. On the tape, it would seem like the cart had spun, demonically, by itself. When she was directly beneath the control panel, she punched the button with the G on it.


If Esther had a crisis of consciousness about clocking Bram (not bloody likely), she would have been soothed by the Fates, who were clearly on her side: The elevator descended fourteen flights to the garage without stopping once.


When the doors opened, Esther crawled out of the elevator, then reached back inside to pull the cart out. Right over the elevator door, she spotted the one and only security camera. She easily unplugged it, and wheeled the cart at a good clip toward her red Volvo Cross Country wagon. Her heels echoed in the cavernous garage as she rolled along.


Though forty-five, Esther was tall (nearly six feet) and strong of spine and shin. She had an abundance of leisure time, and spent much of it at the Equilux Gym annexed to the famous Short Hares Mall. Antisocial by nature, she avoided the popular Pilates core strengthening classes, and stuck to the blissful solitude and monotony of cardio and free weight training. One wouldnt think by looking at lithe Esther in her sleek gray suit and diamond jewelry that she could bench-press 150 pounds. But she could.


While opening the wagons hatch door, Esther estimated Brams weight to be 170. Within her dead lift range. If she could put the lip of the cart against the rear bumper, shed create a lever, make the job easier. She arranged the cart just so, and heaved from the bottom, tipping it and its contents into her wagon. The cart landed upside down, conveniently hiding Bram, the bedspread, and the suitcase underneath.


Esther hopped into the drivers seat and gunned it out of the garage. She took the first right onto the highway on two wheels. Worried about being pulled over, she slowed to a safe speed. She was only a few minutes from her mansion on Overlook Lane. With one hand on the wheel, she called the house on her cell.


Bracket residence, answered Natasha Molotov, thirty-six, born and raised in communist Moscow, the familys longtime live-in house manager/babysitter.


Thank God youre there, said Esther. In two minutes Im pulling up to the kitchen door.


Why are you not at wedding? asked Natasha.


Why arent you at the wedding? said Esther.


I couldnt watch, said Natasha.


Listen closely: Bram called it off. He sent Penny a chickenshit note. I found him in his hotel room andoverreacted a tiny bit.


I see you coming.


The skid of tires on pavement. Esther tore up the driveway and slammed on the breaks at the top. Natasha was standing outside the kitchen door, the phone still pressed to her cheek, the cleavage-focal cocktail dress clinging to her robust curves.


Esther jerked the Volvo into park and jumped out of the drivers seat. She opened the hatch door and stood back. Natasha joined her boss at the rear of the car, teetering in her five-inch Candies wedgies.


We dont have enough laundry? You need to bring more home? asked Natasha, seeing the canvas cart in the wagon.


Esther pulled the cart out. It landed upright in the driveway. Then she yanked away the bedspread, revealing Bram, an unconscious mound. Natasha poked at his leg with her long, lacquered fingernail. He didnt react. Which meant a lot. That fingernail was sharp.


We should take him to the hospital, shouldnt we? asked Esther.


Why? asked Natasha. Is he sick?



Just knocked out.


Lazily, as if drugged, Brams head rolled to the side, his eyelids flickering. He moaned.


Natasha screamed.


Esther did, too. The ladies in their formal outfits clutched each other. Their shrieks must have been too much for Brams bashed brain. His eyes closed. He snored.


Lets get him inside, said Esther.


The two women put the bedspread and his suitcase back into the cart, and then rolled Bram on top of them. He grunted when he landed. The Russian wasnt nearly as buff as Esther, so the older woman did most of the pushing as they maneuvered the cart into the kitchen.


Esther said, Upstairs.


They wheeled through the mansions eat-in kitchen and into the vast front foyer with a domed ceiling some forty feet high. A three-story entrance, as real estate agents called it, the foyer was an impressive sight, a huge wow factor for visitors (not that Esther had many). The prospect of hauling the laundry cart up all those stairs made her arms ache.


You know the place Im thinking? she asked Natasha.


How can we get him three flights up stairs? asked the Russian.


One step at a time, said Esther.


And so they did. The two women, in their heels, pulled the cart up, the wheels bouncing and crashing over each hump.


Thank God for adrenaline, said Esther, the panic fuel giving her a boost as they reached the second floor landing.


Groggily, Bram said, Wassahmm.


The women, surprised by the unexpected sound, let go. The cart bounced down the stairs, Bram rattling like a toy inside. It wheeled across the foyer floor and crashed against the mansions front door.



Shit! yelled Natasha. My shoe broke.


Indeed, one of her wedgies had lost its cork.


They retrieved the cart and started again, pulling the cart upstairs, Natasha (one bare foot) pulling, Esther pushing.


Midway up the second flight, Bram Shiraz appeared to be regaining consciousness.


Last step, wheezed Natasha as they dragged the cart onto the top floors dark and dusty landing.


Inside his cradle, Bram groped at the sides of the cart, trying feebly to lift himself out of it. Eyes slowly sharpening, he looked at Esther and slurred, I knew youd try to kill me! Youre a man-hating, ball-breaking bitch.


Here, said Natasha, removing her other shoe.


Esther said, Thank you, and slammed the wedge onto Brams noggin.


With a clunk, Bram collapsed into the cart, once again asleep.


It does get easier each time, said Esther.


Which door? asked Natasha.


Third on the left. Its locked, though. Well have to find a key.


I have master key in kitchen, said Natasha, who padded back down to get it.


Left alone with her unconscious once-and-never son-in-law, Esther leaned her hip on the laundry cart, remembering the last time shed been in the playroom, the one part of the house she planned to demolish after Russell left. She never got around to it, though, due to the all-consuming events that followed his departure. Only now, she was grateful for her inaction. The playroom was the perfect place to stow Bram untiluntil she figured out what to do with him.


Esther studied the young mans face, and couldnt help admiring his thick, curled, dark lashes. Not only was he good-looking, Bram came from a wealthy New York City family. He was well-educated, had good manners, an impressive job. But none of that mattered. Esther knew what he really was, the beast that lived under his unblemished skin. Shed been suspicious since the day she was introduced to him. When Penny had her first accident, Esthers suspicion turned to certainty.


Natashawhod always distrusted Bram, too; then again, she distrusted everyonereturned, breathing labored, with the master key. Esther slipped it into the dead bolt and released the lock. She pushed the door in and, recoiling from the stuffy pungence of disuse, turned on the lights.


Roll him in, she said.


Natasha pushed the cart into the middle of the playroom.


Check the toilet and sink, said Esther, pointing toward the windowless bathroom in the rear. While she shoved Bram to the side to access his suitcase, Esther heard a sputter and then running water, a flush and gurgle.


It works, said Natasha.


Help me get the suitcase, said Esther.


They hauled the luggage out of the cart. Esther carried it out of the playroom. She turned the light off and locked the door from the outside. I have to go back to the hotel, she said. Ill explain everything in detail later. Dont let him out. Penny cant know about this.


While she spoke, Esther unlocked the next door over and shoved the suitcase inside. Natasha said, He deserves this?


You have to ask?


Esther jogged down the stairs, dashed through the foyer and kitchen, out the door and into the Volvo. She checked her watch. Only twenty minutes had passed since she hit Bram over the head.


Her story would be that shed gone searching for him and had roamed all over the hotel. Shed even gotten in her car to circle the environs.


Esther steered the car out of the driveway and toward the Short Hares Plaza. Along the way, she replayed the events of the last half hour.


At the first traffic light she slammed on the brakes.


Oh, no, she said to herself. The bottle!










Chapter 5





As Penny slipped into the passenger seat of Vitas lime green VW bug, her friend whistled at her blue bra and panty set.


So, she asked, howd it go?


Very well, said Penny. A bit drafty in there.


Nudity, said the soap actress, nodding. See, I would have tried to win over the audience with empathy. But I guess giving them cheap thrills work, too.


Nothing cheap about this wedding, said Penny.


One day youll look back on this and it will all seem funny.


Just drive.


The women cruised away from the Plaza. Penny busied herself by trying to access sadness. But all she felt at the moment was the lingering exertion of her melee at the altar, and ambivalent modesty when drivers in other cars noticed that she was in her underthings.


Did you see the look on your moms face when she read Brams note? asked Vita.



Penny said, Dont remind me.


Id never seen a chink in her Lady of Short Hares armor before. It was scary, like shes got this seething violence just underneath the placid Chanel surface. Makes you think aboutyou know.


Can we stick to one Bracket family disaster at a time? asked Penny. The VW was stuffy. She opened her window. The early evening blew across her exposed shoulders, and she felt the slightest chill. Not from the June air, though. The trace of frost ran deep in Penny, down to her bones. It got colder the closer they got to the mansion on Overlook Lane. Home. She closed her eyes.


Whoa! yelled Vita, the VW swerving sharply to the right.


What? asked Penny, lids jerking open.


Some idiot just ran a stop sign and almost hit me!


Thats New Jersey for you, said Penny cynically. Highest car insurance rates in the country for a reason.


Vita pulled into the mansions circular driveway. As they came to a stop, the car listed slightly. The driveway wasnt level. The tilt felt like home.


Natasha Molotov opened the mansions front doors, looking anxious and suspiciousher default facial settings. Realizing the VW contained Penny and Vita, Natasha rushed down the mansions steps in her bare feet, then onto the driveway, jumping like a cat when she hit hot pavement, and finally hopping back onto the bottom step where she waited for Penny with lush, open arms. In fifteen years of living with (or coming home to) Natasha, Penny hadnt seen her without obscenely high heels.


Youre a lot shorter than I realized, said Penny, who was five-ten herself.


Come to Natasha, said the former Soviet comrade.


The warmth of her embrace hit Penny squarely in the soft spot. Tears gathered, finally. She wondered if anyone else in the world could make her cry like Natasha.


Oh, great, said Penny. A hug from you and I start crying.


Next time, I slap you instead.


Whats with the bare feet?


The Russians back muscles tensed. Whats with underwear?


Penny broke the hug and glanced down at her
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