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Chapter 1




Peg Silver, thirty-two, could make a man come, but she couldnt make him stay. Shed just spent two hours bemoaning this problem to her friend Nina at dinner, parsing to the syllable what shed like to say to her most recent ex-boyfriend, if such an unlikely opportunity presented itself.


The nights chosen scenario: Bumping Into Each Other by Chance. Peg would be in a glorious gown, on her way to the Oscars, a nominee for Best Set Design in a Major Motion Picture. As she stepped out of her limousine onto the red carpet, shed spot Paul in the crowd, looking like hed just been attacked by dogs. Hed congratulate her, beg her to take him back. Shed be gracious. Briefly pitying. But she had to rush, since her date, Johnny Depp, was waiting, and he was a very possessive man. Besides which, having just won the lottery (The same day I got the nomination!), she was flying to the Bahamas for a year as soon as the awards ceremony was over.


Peg smiled to herself as she unlocked her apartment door. She knew, rationally, that spending hours refining tone and nuance in a conversation that would never take place was a waste of time. But, she thought, a girl can dream, cant she? Peg dropped her purse on her bed. The phone rang. She grabbed the receiver.


Hello?


Peg?





She recognized his voice instantly. It was Paul. Hed Called Out of the Blue. Panicking, Peg clicked the off button, giving herself three seconds to scramble for a good opening line before he called back. Something breezy. Casual. All she could come up with was, You bastard, you ruined my life.


The first time in three months shed mindlessly answered the phone, the one time the ring hadnt unleashed the flood of Pavlovian pretraumatic stress syndrome symptomstight chest, shaky hands, constricted breathing, skin flush to a capillary-popping red. She felt eerily calm, actually, now that the wait was over. The phone rang again. She took a deep breath.


Hello? she said, exhaling sexily.


Peg, its Paul. Somethings wrong with your phone. I got cut off. And you sound nasal.


Paul! What a surprise. How long has it been? A month? she asked.


Over three, actually, he said.


That long? she asked, as if marveling at the flight of time.


The morning of the breakup, hed promised to call her that night. She never called him, not once, which was a show of strength that would fill her with dignity until the day she died. She had buckled a few times, sending him artfully terse and transparently neutral Just Checking In emails. Paul would respond a day later, a week later, with a few sentencesno caps or punctuationif at all. Lazy, lying bastard. Peg should tell him to go fuck himself. She should make herself proud.


Paul said, I need to see you. Tonight.


It was eight on a Thursday in April, unseasonably hot for springtime in New York City. Wheres the fire? she asked, having a pretty good idea where.


Ive been thinking about you constantly, he said. I have things to say, face-to-face. I cant go another night without seeing you.



This was where she was supposed to say, Johnny Depp is a very possessive man. Instead, she said, Cant.


You have plans?


No.


Early day tomorrow?


No.


Making a show of strength that will fill you with dignity until the day you die? he asked. He paused, and then said shortly, I hope you and your dignity will be very happy together. Ill let you go


That was it? No more pleading, spilling blood while screaming her name and tearing his shirt? She said, Giving up so easy? Youve got a lot to learn about groveling.


He said, Please see me. Im begging. Im supplicatingwait, I need to find the thesaurus.


Meet me at Chez Chas in twenty minutes, she said. And dont be late. Shed waited long enough for him already.




Chez Chas was a bistro in the corner storefront of Pegs building on Grand Street in Soho. The restaurant had six tables and a tiny bar. Once featured in New York magazine as the smallest three-star restaurant in Manhattan, Chez Chas was, if not an A-list destination, a B+. Peg had never eaten there. They didnt take reservations, and it was impossible to get a table before five oclock. But the barcramped, poorly stockedusually had a vacancy. Peg had spent many cocktail hours at that bar, with a friend or a Chuck Palahniuk novel. Fight Club was a guaranteed male magnet; she met the boyfriend before Paul while reading it.


With a glance in her mirrorshe hated her new bangsPeg ran downstairs to the bistro. She wanted to get one drink in her before Paul showed up. Steady the nerves. The bar was in the rear of the bistro. She had to squeeze between tables, apologizing to diners as she jostled their chairs. She sat on a vacant stool, draping her jean jacket on the one to her left. The bartender was new; the bartender was always new. This months model was, most definitely, a model. Lean and young, he had a chiseled chin, speckled with stubble, and perfectly chunky bangs.


Peg said to him, How do you get your bangs to behave? Hours of private training? Is there a School for Bangs I should know about?


The bartender nodded, as if he didnt speak English. What can I get you? he asked. No accent. Nor sense of humor.


Peg had wine at dinner. Whiskey sour, she said.


Out of sour mix.


White Russian.


Out of milk.


Vodka martini?


Out of olives.


Ill take it.


He said, As you wish.


Peg found that oddly comforting. Receiving her cocktail, she checked her watch. Five minutes more. She sipped and examined the couples at dinner. The tables were set up for two. According to Zagat, Chez Chas was an ideal date destination. Six couples had come for a night of French food and romantic ambience. A married couple in the corner (visible rings) talked loudly about an upcoming vacation. Another couple held hands across the table, gazing intensely at each other as if they were in a cult of two. Peg picked up her martini glass and drank her vodka.


They will do it tonight, she thought.


Ordinarily, a happy couple as such, in the shameless adoration of new love, would be too painful to behold. But tonight, Peg surveyed them with hope.


I will do it tonight, she thought.


Fuck caution. What was the point of denying herself? If Paul was sufficiently contrite, if hed learned his lesson, mea culpaed and beat his chest, why shouldnt she bring him up-stairs? Let him demonstrate his contrition by giving her a two-hour tongue bath?


Peg crossed her legs, her eyes drifting from the Moonie couple and settling on another pair. On the surface, they seemed made for each other. Same stylishness quotient, age, ethnic background. Same size head. But the stiff-backed tension and fidgety handling of forks told the very short story of their relationship: a first date that would not lead to a second.


Peg and Paul had had both the glassy-eyed attraction of the Moonies at table two as well as the superficial compatibility of the couple at table three. Theyd practically lived together for a year. With centuries of time-honored tradition at her back, Peg wanted to take their relationship forward. To get married, have kids, talk excitedly in restaurants about upcoming vacations, like the couple at table one.


She unfurled her vision of their future on New Years Day, the morning after their boozy crawl through Tribeca bars toasting to 2005 and each other. Despite the simplicity (the banality) of the idea, Paul was shocked by her suggestion, as if shed asked him to commit murder for her, not commit to marriage with her. If that was what she truly wanted, he wouldnt stand in her way. She stood in his, begging him not to desert her on New Years Day. Paul waited until the crack of dawn on January 2.


His call tonight, his Ive got things to say, face-to-face could mean only one thing: Hed changed his mind about marriage. Otherwise, why bother meeting at all?


Another round? asked the bartender. Same thing, or something different this time?


Peg was stumped for an answer.


The door opened, street noise filtering into the room. Peg turned and saw Paul Tester framed in the doorway. He looked the same. Tall, confident, sloppy smile. Her months of loneliness, self-blame and anger instantly forgotten, Peg smiled as he made his way to her; each polished forgive me as he squeezed between the tables seemed directed at her, not the diners. When he finally got to the bar, he put both arms around her waist and lifted her off of her stool in an embrace that emptied her lungs.


He said, You look gorgeous.


She was still wearing her jeans and T-shirt from work. Not exactly the height of glamour. But Paul had always admired her low-key style. Little did he know that she agonized over her jeans choices, her T-shirts cost $80 apiece, her skin tone was achieved with three types of foundation and she was forever laboring to add volume in her straight, nearly black hair.


I like the bangs, he said.


Peg said, I like the suit. Black, three-button, brand-new.


Picked it out myself, he said.


She said, Id like to see it on the floor of my bedroom.


He frowned and said, Can we have a drink first? Catch up?


Hed been in such a hurry to talk. Now he was stalling? He must be nervous, she thought. A glass of confidence would take care of that. He ordered a martini, and another for her.


He said, You must be working a lot.


Her busiest time of year. Im doing the atrium of the Cond Nast building. Peg was an interior landscape designer, which was a fancy way to say indoor gardener.


Paul said, Bird of Paradise?


She cringed. God, no. All tulips, all the time. Next week, apple branches. How about you?


Cant complain, he said, chin out. Paul was a talent agent at CAA for animals. Doing a licensing deal for the winner of the Westminster Dog Show.


A poodle? she asked. Wild guess.


Mastiff, he said. Stanley of Edinburgh. Oversized tartan collars, doggie coats and scarves.


The bartender brought their olive-free drinks. Peg sipped quickly. Two minutes had been about enough catching up for her. She was ready to put the misery of the winter behind her.



Paul must have sensed her impatience. I want to apologize for the way I treated you when we broke up, he dove in. Its been bothering me for a while. I never wanted to hurt you.


I never wanted you to hurt me either, she said.


He smiled feebly. I was an idiot, Peg. You were devoted, loving, supportive. Everything I could have asked for, and more. But you blindsided me with the marriage talk. I was hungover. I couldnt make decisions in that condition. You looked at me like you would hate me if I said no. I couldnt give you the answer you wanted, and it didnt seem fair to string you along.


She nodded vigorously. I told Nina that your dumping me was an act of sacrificial love.


What did she say? he asked.


Peg said, She cursed your name and spit on the sidewalk.


Oh, he said.


You were saying how you broke up with me for my own good, she prompted. How, at the time, marriage was repellent


Right, he said, pausing to drain his glass. Marriage was repellent then. But now, the idea of sharing a life, making a legal partnership, having children, teaching them values and growing together as a family seems like a grand idea. Otherwise, what are we doing? Killing time? Making money? For what? Whats it all about, Peg? Im not asking you to answer that. But Ive been asking myself about this stuff from the moment we broke up. I really missed you that first month.


Just the first month? she asked. For Peg, the earliest days werent too horrific. Shed been through breakups before. Every woman in her thirties in New York had one or two dozen relationships that, in hindsight, were thought of as learning experiences. But as the weeks without Paul piled up, the loneliness grabbed Peg by the neck. The empty apartment, the zero messages on voice mail, the sexual frustration stretched taut, pushing her dangerously close to the excruciating snap of fortitude, the deadly fusing of insecurity and bitterness. Any woman whod had her share of learning experiences can attest, the insecure/bitterness combo could suck the soul right out of you.


Paul said, You were the best thing that ever happened to me.


She put her hand on his knee, eyes damp. She said, Do go on.


You showed me everything I know about how to be caring and supportive. It took a while for me to get it. But I have. For the first time, Im ready to take the next step.


Peg said, And the next step is?


He said, Marriage, of course.


He was beaming. His sloppy smile spread across his cheeks like melted butter. Peg said, I cant believe this is happening.


Youve got magical transformative powers, Peg. I couldnt see it up close. I had to get distance.


Forest, trees, I understand completely, said Peg. You are so fucking hot.


She got off her stool and reached for him, lips ready to make up.


He held her back and said, Theres someone I want you to meet.


Someoneokay, she said. Was he referring to the shrink whod helped him see the light? Ill meet anyone you want.


I mean now, he said.


Now, as in now?


Ill be right back. He got up, maneuvered around the tables and dashed out of the restaurant.


What the hell was going on? she wondered, rightfully confused and a bit annoyed that hed bring another person into the privacy of their reunion. This was a party for two, and Peg had no idea who else Paul would want to invite.


Peg watched the door, baffled. The bartender said, Is your friend coming back?



I think so. It wasnt possible that hed run out on her again, was it?


He owes me for the drinks.


Reaching into her pants pocket, Peg found a twenty and put it on the bar. She said, Did you hear all that?


What?


He said he wanted to get married, and then ran out.


The bartender shrugged. Do you want another martini?


Peg said, You are the worst bartender in New York. Youre supposed to eavesdrop on peoples conversations and then, if asked, be ready to offer intelligent and insightful advice.


The aspiring model said, Do you want another drink or not?


Im good, thanks, Peg said.


Paul reentered the bar. He was tugging a woman by the wrist. She was in her mid-thirties, wearing a skirt suit plucked off the racks of Strawberrys. Tan hose, white shoes, chunky gold jewelry. Her hair was a blonde bubble, blown high and dry. Overdone makeup. Ten pounds overweight.


They pushed their way to the bar. Paul said, Peg, this is Bethany Bridge.


Peg greeted her, looking to Paul for further explanation.


Bethany said, So youre the woman who transformed Paul.


I am? asked Peg.


Paul and Bethany laughed merrily at her bafflement. Bethany said, Youre the one who made him want to get married.


Paul said, I met Bethany two months ago at a trade show. He turned toward the blonde at his side, flashing her a Moonie smile. Bethany returned it, kissed him on the cheek, then wiped away the smear of orange-red lipstick with her thumb.


Bethany said, Weve been inseparable ever since. Were going to be married in June. But I insisted that before we plan the wedding, Paul had to thank you for what youve done.



Paul said, Thank you, Peg.


Peg said, Youre welcome?


Bethany said, Dont be so modest, Peg. Paul said that if it werent for you, hed never have been ready to take the next step.


I am ready, Bethany, he said.


Oh, baby, she said.


And then they kissed, open mouths. Drool.


Peg dearly wished their next step was off a cliff. Mustering her dignity (which shed be proud of until the day she died), Peg said, I think Im going to be sick. She gathered her jacket and bag and stood to flee.


Bethany put a hand on her shoulder. I was hoping you would arrange the bouquets at my wedding. Paul says youre a gifted florist.


Im not a florist, said Peg. Im an interior landscape designer.


But you can do bouquets?


Im on an extended vacation, said Peg.


You just said you were working at Cond Nast, said Paul.


When my schedule clears, Im going out of town. For weeks. Maybe months. Im going to the Bahamas. The thing is, she said. I won the lottery.


Bethany clapped her hands and said, Congratulations!


Thanks, said Peg.


Im glad Paul cleared the books with you, said Bethany.


If only hed swept the ashes, Peg said, giving him a mournful look.


Swept the ashes? asked Bethany.


If only hed fucked me one more time.


Bethanys rubbery lips formed a red-rimmed O. Paul laughed nervously and said, Shes kidding, honey. I told you, Peg has a bizarre sense of humor.


The future Mrs. Paul Tester patted Peg on the shoulder and sang, Good luck with the rest of your life! Then she herded Paul out of the Chez Chas.


The bartender put a fresh martini in front of her, and said, On the house.


Peg said, You might have a future in bartending after all.











Chapter 2




Ordinarily, if a man described a woman as magical, transformative, possessing powers that inspired him to marry, said woman would feel blessed.


Peg Silver felt cursed. Cursed with a titanic hangover. After her free cocktail at Chez Chas last night, she had another and yet another to guarantee instant pass-out when she hauled herself to bed. It was now ten oclock, and she had a full-frontal-lobe throb. Plus, she was late for work, and late to call in sick. When she groped her way to the bathroom to force down Tylenol, she had to confront the horror in the mirror. Crushing disappointment, humiliation and alcohol had taken their toll, making her ordinarily olive skin as white as paste.


One glance, and shed seen enough. Peg called work.


Her boss, Rica Costaporta, answered, Georgia Designs.


Rica, its Pegcough. Remember a few years ago, that insane homeless man who threw bricks at random people in Times Square?


Upper West Side, corrected Rica. The Times Square guy stuck women with syringes.


Youre right, said Peg. My point iscoughIve been struck. As if by a brick. With a cold. Even in her addled brain, Peg thought she sounded convincingly ill.


I gathered from the coughing, said Rica.





Take pity on me, said Peg, wishing she could tell Rica the real cause of her pathetic condition.


Stay home and rest, said her forgiving boss. Speedy recovery.


Peg hung up, and wondered if a speedy recovery were possible for a hollowness in all four chambers of the heart. She crawled back into bed and slept for another couple of hours, having unsettling dreams about pushing a cart uphill. The cart was loaded with tulips and apple branches. And mastiffs in tartan skirts. With chunky bangs.


Around noon, she called Nina Pelham, thirty-one, confidante and former neighbor. Nina was Pegs day-to-day friend, with evening phone calls, weekly dinners and weekend brunches. The only time in ten years that theyd been on the outs was during the ugly breakup of Nina and Pegs brother, Jack. Peg had discouraged their affair from the beginning, but tolerated it for two months. When Jack pulled the plug, Nina let some of her anger trickle onto Peg. That was five years ago. All had been forgivenif not forgotten.


Peg and Nina didnt bore each other with the stories about their professional lives. Their exchanges were exclusively of a spiritual nature, as in, Dear lord, let this guy be the one, or That man is the devil incarnate, or Hes broke, but he fucks like a god. Nina had been freshly dumped by Gary, her boyfriend of three months. Hed taken her to his sisters wedding at the Palace Hotel, had her sit next to his great-grandmother, asked her to dance with his thirteen-year-old hormonal nephew, and then, minutes after the cake-cutting, Gary ended it because, he said, Nina wasnt enjoying his family.


God, I beseech you, Nina had prayed at dinner with Peg last night. Smite Gary.


This afternoon, when Nina answered her work phone (she was the head of publicity at Goldenface Cosmetics), Peg moaned, whimpered and sobbed softly.



Nina said, Its either an obscene call from a masochist, or Peg.


I am a masochist, said Peg. I attract sadists.


This is about Paul? asked Nina.


Who else? He Called Out of the Blue


You hate Out of the Blue.


He begged me to see him right away, Peg sniffed. So I had a drink with him at Chez Chas. It was a disaster. The emotional equivalent of an entire village of innocents gunned down with assault rifles.


But you had a speech, said Nina. You didnt give it to him?


Not a word, said Peg. Not a syllable.


Nina said, I can come over after work. Ill bring apricot and almond body scrub.


Peg said, Body scrub cant save me this time.


Ill throw in a tube of aloe emollient with crushed pearl.


Four ounces of the stuff went for $200 retail. You are too, too kind, said Peg, meaning it.


For this quality care package, said Nina, youd better be writhing in agony when I get there.


Nina, hes engaged, said Peg, a hitch in her throat. He met someone else.


God smite! said Nina. Ill be there in three hours.




She took four. But she brought Greek salads and soulvaki along with the body scrub and moisturizer, so Peg couldnt complain. The two women sat on Pegs king-sized mattress to eat. Peg gave Nina the blow-by-blow. Nina was an active listener, nodding, gasping, occasional shrieks of horror, eyes sharp and focused.


So then, after they told me how much they worshipped each other, said Peg, pacing now at the foot of the bed, they kissed. Right in front of me. She paused, then asked, When Paul and I kissed in public, did we look disgusting?


Nina asked, Disgusting how?



Unsavory show of tongue. Errant saliva.


No, said Nina. You and Paul were very neat.


Peg was both relieved and disappointed to hear it. In private, theyd been unsightly. When Paul and Bethany kissed, they were the only people in the world, she said. Everyone in the restaurant stared at them. In their private moment, they became public property. And I couldnt help thinking, even while they slurped revoltingly, that they looked sweet. You could feel the love in the room. Palpable waves.


That sounds awful, said Nina.


It was. For half a second, I actually felt happy for them, admitted Peg. Then I crashed back to reality and wished them dead.


If I saw Gary making out with another woman, Id do more than wish him dead, said Nina.


With her belly full and story told, Peg grew instantly sleepy, as if hit by a tranquilizer dart. She lay back on her bed, just missing the detritus of their picnic, and closed her eyes. The comfort of a trusted friend was lulling. She let herself drift.


As if in a tunnel, Peg heard Nina clearing the bed of foil, containers and trash. Through the web of near-unconsciousness, Peg heard the echo of Ninas voice.


Didnt Bart get engaged, too? she asked.


That woke Peg up. Bart was her ex before Paul. Impossible. He equated marriage with purgatory, said Peg.


Nina said, I could swear I heard that Bart got engaged soon after your spectacular breakup.


To whom?


Some moronic slut, Im sure, said Nina comfortingly. And Harry, too. Im positive about that one, but I kept it from you. For your emotional protection. He married the friend-of-a-friend who brought him to my party. The night you two, you know.


The process server? asked Peg. I hope she serves him right.


I hate to say this, said Nina, but a pattern seems to be emerging.



Wouldnt it be scary if all of my exes got married after dumping me? Peg asked.


Nina said, It couldnt be possible.


Not in a million years.


The women stared at each other for a beat of ten. Nina broke the silence and said, Maybe we better make sure. For your psychic well-being.


My psyche could use a weekend at Canyon Ranch, agreed Peg. But how to begin? Wed have to track them down, ask them intimate questions. I havent spoken to some of them in years.


How intimate is it to ask someone if and when they got married? asked Nina. Its not like asking if theyve had warts removed.


True, said Peg. But how would we find them?


Peg had lost track of her exes, purposefully. Breakups were too demoralizing for her to stay in touch. Usually, she had a no-contact policy. Made a clean break. The sole exception to her policy had been Paul, and look what relaxing her rules had wrought.


Nina said, I can find them.


This does present an interesting challenge for your networking skills, said Peg. But even you might not be able to pull out this rabbit.


Ye of little faith, said Nina. Make a list. Last known address, phone numbers, whatever youve got.


You know I dont keep anything. I rip the page out of my address book, delete email history, erase phone numbers from speed dial. Ive got nothing.


Nina nodded. Doesnt it say in womens magazines that staying on good terms with your ex is a sign of maturity?


Womens magazines also advise you to lick your boyfriends asshole, said Peg.


Nina found a pad in Pegs night table and said, Just write down whatever you can remember.



Pen in hand, Peg made a list of her exes, starting with the most recent. She wrote:



	 Paul Tester. Status known: the bastard who ruined my life.

	 Bart Oldman. Last seen in October 2003, sneaking out of my apartment at 3 A.M. with a garbage bag full of his clothes and a dozen applications for law schools in California. No known address, since he mooched off me for six months before vanishing in the night. Employer at the time: Chez Chas. Waiter.

	 Harry Slolem. Last seen in February 2002 at a Valentines Day party at your house. I gave him a card that said, Im Yours. He read it and said, Im not. Last known address: 61st and Second. Employer: Paint It Black Contracting.

	 Ed Teller. Last seen in May 2000 outside the Chelsea Cinemas. We saw Miss Congeniality. I adored it, and he said, I cant commit to a woman who likes Sandra Bullock. Last known address: Broadway and 26th. Employer: None. Collage artist. Showed a couple of times at the Luna Gallery on Spring Street.

	 Oleg Caspiroff. Last seen in September 1999 at his apartment, paying me for landscaping his roof deck. He handed me the check, and thanked me for services. I said, Ill come back later for dinner. He said, All of your services are no longer required. Last known address: 875 Park Avenue, penthouse. Employer: Harry Wilson Jewelers.

	 Daniel OLeery. Last seen in 1997 (winter? late fall?) at 2 A.M., crying into a shot of tequila while apologizing for his complete inadequacy as a man, an actor, a human beingand a boyfriend. Last known address: First Street and Avenue A. Employer: freelance voice-over actor for cartoon characters.




Unlucky 7. Serge Shapiro. Last seen in April 1996, up to his elbows in fertilizer while we planted beds side by side along the Brooklyn Heights Promenade. He said, to explain his reluctance to marry, I love you, Peg. I also love Frosted Flakes. Its just not realistic to think Ill love either one of you forever. Last known address: Cobble Hill, Brooklyn (forget the street names). Employer: New York City Parks Department.


Nina perused the list. She said, Jesus, Oleg. He was gorgeous, rich. I always had a crush on him.


This could be your big chance. Imagine the meet-cuteness of it. Girl calls friends ex to find out if he jilted friend to marry a lesser woman and, upon finding out that hes single and far advanced emotionally, they fall hopelessly in love.


Would you have a problem with that? said Nina.


Oleg likes to bite, said Peg. Hard.


Thats a bad thing? asked Nina.


Every inch a publicist, Nina jump-started her cell phone like a chain saw.


Peg said, Youre seriously going to do this?


Watch me.


Itll probably take months.


Give me one hour.










Chapter 3




Peg, you havent changed a bit, said Violet Masterson, sixty-seven, Ninas assistant at Goldenface Cosmetics.


I saw you last Wednesday, said Peg, leaning a hip on Violets desk, eyeing the closed door of Ninas office. It was Tuesday evening. Peg had just finished work, and come directly to Ninas Union Square office, as shed been instructed.


You need to trim those bangs, dear, said Violet. The older woman had been with Nina for five years, and an employee at Goldenface since the company was founded. She was a natural for the publicity department. Decades of using Goldenface cosmetics had left Violet with the complexion of a thirty-five-yearold. Violet was the one who hadnt changed a bit. Not since 1960.


Violet turned her barely lined mouth into a smile and said, Ive been working with the investigator Nina hired. I must say, youve dated some interesting and successful men. Im sorry none of them worked out.


Peg said, You must have tracked down the wrong bunch of guys.


We got the right ones, said Violet. They all spoke very highly of you. They called you pivotal in their lives.


Pivotal now. They werent pivotal for me, Peg said. Just one after the other, a conga line of bad choices.


Maybe the next one will be right, said Violet, with sugar on it. You can go in. Theyre waiting for you.





Peg swallowed hard. She held her breath, and pushed open the door to Ninas office, bracing herself for the stench.


From behind her ornate mahogany desk with the hand-carved roses and vines, Nina said, Peg, right on time. She pointed to a buxom redhead with pink cheeks in a plush armchair and said, This is Stacy Temple.


Peg nodded at the woman. To Nina, she gasped, Suffocating. Cant breathe. Need air.


Nina sighed. She got up and cracked a window. Nina was dressed, as usual, in a silk suit, this one the color of pale tangerines. Nina loved silk, and silk adored Nina, clinging to her bust, gliding across the flat landscape of her midsection and streaming down her long legs.


The redhead was just as striking, a Technicolor wonder in shiny Day-Glo pink knee-high boots, an orange denim jacket, a yellow ruffle skirt and a pomegranate vinyl tote in her lap. Peg, in her usual jeans, T-shirt and chocolate brown suede jacket felt like a drab mouse compared to these two peacocks.


Peg took a seat on the windowsill, and inhaled the city air. Thats better, thanks, she said.


Im so used to it, I forget its there, said Nina of the smell. So many of the Goldenface products were scentedrose, sandalwood, jasmine, lavenderand Nina had piles of samples in her closet, on the floor, on her desk. In small doses, the scents were calming and uplifting. Cumulatively, it was nauseating.


The redhead said, Shall I start?


Nina said, Stacy runs a company called insearchof.com. For a fee, she can find anything.


Stacy said, Usually things. First-edition books, vintage dresses, estate jewelry. My partner, Oliver Ashfield, does computer searches. I hunt in stores and I have a nationwide network of antique vendors on retainer.


And these antique vendors had my ex-boyfriends on a shelf? asked Peg.


People searches are done on the Internet. Oliver is highly skilled at information gathering. He can gain access to otherwise secure websites.


Hes a hacker, said Peg.


Intelligence technician, corrected Stacy.


Seven men on the list, said Peg, cutting to the chase. How many are married?


Six, said Stacy, consulting her notes on a pink Lucite clipboard. Paul Tester is engaged to be married in June.


I dont suppose you found out when they got married? asked Peg.


On an average, within six months of breaking up with you, said Stacy.


Peg stopped breathing for a second. Six months?


Daniel didnt until nine months later. But Oleg married a woman two months after your breakup. The rest were all five, six, seven months later. Regardless of how long it took, they all married the next woman they slept with.


I cant believe it, said Peg, aghast.


I have a flow chart here, said Stacy, passing sheets of pink paper to Peg and Nina. I created it based on my interviews. Which, by the way, were endless. Every one of these guys would not shut up. They would say one thing, and then repeat it five times as if English were my second language.


I agreed to pay a flat fee, said Nina. Not an hourly rate.


Peg read the page.







	
One week post-breakup

	
Three weeks





	
Glad its over.

	
Emotions now level,





	
Feeling of pressure gone.

	
wonder what went wrong with Peg.






	


Six weeks

	
Seven weeks





	
New course of self-reflection.

	
Wants to contact Peg,





	
Thinks of Peg as catalyst.

	
but sticks with her policy of no contact.






	


Eight weeks

	
Ten weeks





	
Sees self-sacrifice of

	
Hooked on new





	
not calling a virtue.

	
thoughtful nature.





	
Gets into idea of thinking of

	
Resolves to be a better





	
anothers feelings.

	
person in all areas of life.





	


Twelve weeks

	
Fifteen weeks





	
Serendipitously meets a new

	
New relationship going well.





	
woman. Grateful for fresh

	
Sees it as a shot at





	
start.

	
redemption.





	


Twenty weeks

	
Twenty-five weeks





	
Engaged, happy.

	
Married. Content.





	
Credits Peg for his

	
Thinks fondly of Peg.





	
changed-man status.

	











The paper shaking in her hand, Peg said, This cant be true of all of them.


Stacy said, Bart is less grateful to you than the others. But he still owes you money. He says its in the mail.


My no-contact policy has been my doom, said Peg. If I let them call me, I might be married to one of them now.


Ninas eyes were still scanning the chart. Not necessarily, she said. Look at Paul. You were open to contact with him. And besides, if you got back together with any of them, theyd have been the same jerk who dumped you the first time. Being away from you is what changed them.


I guess this makes you the Accident Bridesmaid, said Stacy.


Ive never been a bridesmaid, not once, said Peg numbly.


Then youre the Accidental Catalyst. The Accidental Watershed.


The Accidental Train Wreck? said Peg. The Perpetual Girlfriend. The Chronic Girlfriend. I suffer from chronic girlfriend fatigue syndrome.



Ill tell you what you are: an excellent friend who deserves better, said Nina. Besides that, you, Peg, are the Ultimate Girlfriend.


Ultimate, as in last. Not ultimate, as in best,  said Peg.


Why not both? asked Nina.


The Ultimate Girlfriend, repeated Stacy. I like it. But Im not married to it.


Dont say married,  moaned Peg.


Its not all bad, said Stacy. Youve made a huge impact on the lives of seven men, their wives, their kids. If it werent for you, ten children would not be alive today.


Ten children? asked Peg. Not Oleg.


Stacy consulted her notes. Twin girls, age two. Named Diamond and Pearl.


Peg hopped off the windowsill and paced. If she could have, shed have run in circles. Youre right, said Peg. Im going to think positively about this. I have a dark gift. Im a miracle cure for lame men. I should start a business. Date me for a year, dump me, never speak to me again, and within six months, youll meet the woman of your dreams!


Youd make a fortune, said Nina. Id handle the PR.


Stacy said, I thought you might want to talk to a few of these men yourself. She handed Peg a bound pile of pink paper. Peg flipped through the mini dossier of her exes. Names, addresses, phone numbers, email addresses.


Excellent idea. You should definitely talk to a few of them. Catharsis. Cleansing. Nina said, At the very least, you can ask them if they have single friends to fix you up with.




The redhead and Peg walked out of Goldenface together. By the time they got down the elevator and onto the street, it was raining. No surprise in April. It fit Pegs mood. Shed get a taxi, go home, crawl under her covers and never come out.


Stacy said, Can I have your card? I might be able to throw some business your way.



Peg fished in her purse for a Georgia Designs card.


Stacy said, I do a lot of wedding searches. Finding antique gowns. Caterers. Florists.


Anything but that. Look, Stacy, said Peg, turning to face the redhead. Im not a fucking florist, okay? Im not going to weave roses in someones chuppah or cut star lilies for her centerpiece. Im an artist. I paint with organic materials. The day I design a corsage is the day I stick my head in an oven.


Stacys brown eyes widened, and then narrowed. Peg stared back at her, defiantly. Shed had enough injury for one day. She didnt need the insult, too. Calling her a florist was the last twig.


This has been a pretty rough day for you, said Stacy finally. She smiled at Peg, generously, her heart-shaped face softening with sympathy.


Peg stared into Stacys eyes, the lashes long as spider legs. It was true: Peg was having a rough day, at the end of a rough decade. Stacy hadnt deserved the attack. Her show of kindness despite Pegs rudeness was rare in New York, rare anywhere. The unexpected sympathy from a stranger knocked something loose in Pegs defenses. She started to cry. Tears weighty and wide, bullet-shaped as they fell, lost in the river of rain on the sidewalk.




Two hours later, Stacy and Peg were drinking their fourth refill of coffee at the Greek diner on Broadway and 18th. Peg continued to snuffle and hiccup, the residual effects of a long, hard sob.


Stacy said, I didnt think Id ever get married, or want to, but then I met Oliver and he loved my antique purse collection. How could I resist?


Peg said, Youre married to your business partner?


We live in my apartment and work out of his. Were neighbors. Thats how we met.


It wont happen for me that way, moaned Peg. Im beginning to believe it wont happen for me ever. I may be one of those women who stays single.


They were both silenced by that depressing statement.


But only briefly. What are you searching for? asked Stacy suddenly.


Love. Happiness. Joy.


I cant find those on google, said Stacy. Give me something I can get online or in a store. Ill run an object search for you. Anything. Maybe a toy from childhood? Something nostalgic?


Peg considered this. What she missed from childhood was a feeling, not an object. The feeling that she fitperfectly, if not harmoniouslywith her parents and brother in their West 86th apartment. Although shed lived at the Grand Street one-bedroom for ten years, Peg wouldnt call it home. At seven-hundred square feet, the place felt too big for one person, hanging on her like a baggy, itchy sweater. But at the same time, it was suffocating, lacking the sunlight for her to breathe and grow.


Im shriveling on the vine here, said Peg. I have been for years.


Maybe youre a square, said Stacy.


Maybe youre a fashion victim, countered Peg.


Im definitely that, said Stacy. I meant, maybe youre a square peg, Peg. And New York City is a round hole.


I could never leave, said Peg, signaling the waiter for the check.










Chapter 4




Im thinking of leaving New York, said Peg. She sat at her parents Indonesian teak dining room table. Shed come up-town to West 86th Street for Jacks thirtieth birthday dinner.


Pru Silver, Pegs mom, a real estate lawyer, said, Very funny. Eat your chicken.


Peg dropped her fork on the plate. Things arent working for me here. Im a square peg. I need a square hole. New York is a round hole, she explained.


Its definitely a hole, said Jack.


A whole universe of opportunity! said Otto, Pegs dad, a tax attorney. Thats so corny. Forgive me.


Peg, tell us more about how square you are, said Jack.


Jack was fifty pounds heavier and six inches taller than Peg. But hed always be her bratty little brother. Whenever she came uptown to the apartment she grew up in, try as she might to resist, she couldnt ward off the slide of regression. One foot outside the apartment, Peg was an independent thirty-two-year-old woman. One foot inside, she was petulant, angst-ridden teenager.


Peg said, At least Im not a loser who spends my thirtieth birthday with my parents.


Jack said, Its a small price to pay for free housing.


Her brother still lived at home. He was one of those New York men. No rent to pay, so he was flush with cash to spend on clothes and shows. No laundry to do, nor dishes to wash, nor meals to prepare, he was rich with time to stay in shape. Therefore, Jack had his pick of girlfriends, who managed to overlook or ignore his living arrangement. Nina, prime example, actually believed that Jack was perpetually on the verge of moving out. He hadnt for eight years.


Pru said, Your brother is not a loser, as she started clearing plates.


Otto, on cue, rose from his chair. Your mothers not a waitress, kids, he said, which hed been saying since Peg was seven. He followed his wife out of the dining room and into the kitchen, arms laden with plates.


Peg and Jack remained seated. She said, Im not getting out of this chair until someone takes me seriously.


Mom, said Jack. Pegs not helping.


Wheres Stephanie tonight? she asked him. Stephanie was Jacks latest. She fit his type perfectly: light-years ahead of him, but willing to stoop to his level out of desperation.


Shes waiting in the lobby, whispered Jack.


Youre making her wait in the lobby? asked Peg. You are truly a pig.


If she comes up, well never get out of here.


Jack and Stephanie had been together nearly a year. They met at Citibank corporate headquarters, where they arranged mortgages and home equity loans for the Private Bank clients (net worth in excess of $1,000,000). Stephanie had her own place in Murray Hill, a roomy, sunny studio, close to work, that could be converted into a one-bedroom. She wanted Jack to move in. He was reluctant to ditch the comforts of home.


Peg said, Stephanie should have dumped you months ago.


She wont, he said. She loves me.


Im buzzing the lobby, said Pru, who had, apparently, heard every word of this conversation from the kitchen. She shouldnt be sitting down there with Carlos. Hes flirtatious.


Dont, said Jack, standing up. Im on the way out.



But I made cake, said Pru. Im sure Stephanie would love to have some.


Stephanie doesnt eat cake, said Jack.


Shell eat this cake, said Pru. I dont care how embarrassed you are of us. Its dangerous to leave that girl in the lobby. Im ashamed of you.


Otto said, Is she afraid of us, Jack? You never bring her home. We respect your privacy. What goes on in your room is your business.


Peg listened as her family hashed over the logistics of Jacks personal life. As usual, their discussion had nothing to do with her. It was Jacks world, this apartment. They indulged him like the Sultan of Brunei. Itd been this way since Jack was ten, when he fractured both legs in a Little League football game. Peg, then twelve, witnessed the incident. Jack took a hit, went flying and landed funny on the field in Central Park. Pru ran after the kid who did the hit. Hes an animal! He should be put on a leash or locked up! she screamed at the tacklers parents, who were horrified by the accident. Otto moaned for his son and himself, saying, He inherited my non-athleticism! Why oh why couldnt I have been more coordinated? The ambulance came. Jack had to stay in traction for eight weeks. Pru and Otto took care of his every need, and hadnt stopped yet, despite his complete recovery and seamlessly healed bones. Jack, whod gone to Middlebury, had been a ranked amateur snowboarder in his college years.


Peg got the attention she needed growing up. Certainly not more than she needed. She might have wanted more, but she wisely adjusted her needs to meet the available resources. After a while, shed adjusted so well that she started to bristle if anyone paid more-than-enough attention to her, especially teachers and pushy female friends. She liked arms length. A comfortable distance.


Hence, her choice of profession, her one day-to-day friend, her flight from West 86th Street at the earliest opportunity. The day after graduation from NYU, Peg went real estate shopping with Pru. They saw the Grand Street apartment on the second day, and made an offer. Pru represented her in the $100,000 purchase (down payment provided by Otto). This was ten years ago. Peg had reimbursed Otto in full. The apartment was hers. It was Pegs only investment, her only nest egg. She wasnt sure what it was worth nowprobably double what shed paid. Peg often fantasized about selling it and living off the capital gains in some rural setting where she could plant acres and acres of property and nurture her landscaping for decades. Nurture her soul, too.


Peg broke into her familys argument, saying, New
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