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It was one of those smiles. 

It was secretive, mischievous, almost happily naughty. 

It was not the sort of smile Andrew would have expected of Elaine. Especially on the day she should have been married. Especially as she wore the gown of a bridesmaid, not a bride, and stood on the top of a grassy slope, overlooking the magnificent grounds of a magnificent estate, watching a wedding reception that should have been hers.

He crossed the lawn and moved next to her. She stood apart from her friends—Lily, Sarah, and Jo—yet was dressed like them in Vera Wang gowns of oyster and pearl. On Lily the dress looked like sassy haute couture; on Sarah, mysteriously earthy and sensuous; on Jo, heart-thumpingly gorgeous. On Elaine, it simply looked like a nice dress, more palatable than the clash of colors she often wore, more fashionable than the stretch pants and big shirts of the carpooling, PTO-president mom.

Elaine turned to Andrew, her smile unflinching. He knew that the past weeks had been tough, that she’d risked her future security, her children’s happiness, and the success of her best friends’ new business when she’d broken her engagement to Martin because “I just have to,” she’d said.

“Lainey,” he asked, “how are you doing?”

She tipped her head toward the crowd, her lacquered brown hair rigid in its French twist, as she’d called it (“An updo,” Lily had corrected). “Fine,” Elaine said, “or at least I will be.”

“When this wedding is over?” It was the celebration of Jo’s mother’s marriage to Ted, the West Hope, Massachusetts, town butcher. It was also the debut event for Lily, Sarah, Jo, and Elaine, once college roommates, now partners in Second Chances, second-wedding planners for second-time brides.

Elaine looped her arm through Andrew’s and stood a bit taller. “I’m tired of being ordinary, Andrew. I’m tired of having a predictable life.”

He kept his eyes on her. She didn’t waver. “There’s nothing wrong with being predictable, Lainey,” Andrew said, because so many times he’d longed for just that.

“But my kids are practically grown and I’m unattached. I’m forty-three years old and I want excitement. I want pizzazz.”

“Pizzazz,” was an old-fashioned, Elaine kind of term, like “French twist,” Andrew supposed. “Well,” he replied, because, despite months of working to untangle the puzzle, he remained quite clueless about how a woman’s mind worked.

Elaine paid no attention to his hesitation. She merely nodded with seeming resolve. “What I want is a makeover. Inside and out.”

“A makeover?” His laugh seemed too quick, even to him. “You’re going on TV? A reality show?”

But Elaine didn’t laugh in return. She took a deep breath, touched her hand to her heart and said, “The only reality is going to happen right here. Elaine McNulty Thomas is finally going to be like everyone else.”

Andrew fell silent. Then his eyes followed hers toward Lily, Sarah, and Jo, who stood twenty feet, yet light-years, away. “You want to be like one of them?”

Elaine shook her head. “I want to be like them all.”

Andrew slowly smiled. He felt new material building on the gossip horizon, juicy new fodder for the magazine column he secretly wrote. “That would be a tall order for anyone.”

Elaine nodded. “But I’m going to do it,” she said. “What’s more, I’ll do it in time for the Benson wedding on New Year’s Eve.”

Andrew’s right eyebrow cocked. “In less than twelve weeks?”

Her gaze still didn’t waver. “I can do it. I will.”

He patted her hand. “I’ll tell you what, Lainey. If you succeed in your quest, I’ll give you the first dance at the Bensons’ reception.”

“And if I don’t?”

He smiled and looked back toward Lily, Sarah, and Jo. “Something tells me you will.” There was no need to add that he had a goal of his own set for New Year’s Eve, if he could just hold out that long.

         

It was odd to stand there on the grassy slope, while Vivaldi danced through the golden leaves of the linden trees that shimmered in the autumn air, while chatter rose between long puffs of laughter from gaggles of wedding guests gathered on the lawn, a small plate of pâté in one hand, a crystal champagne flute in the other.

It was odd to stand there in a pearl satin gown and realize that this was her mother’s wedding, that after years of being single, Marion Lyons was now Marion Cappelinni, that she was once again someone’s wife.

It was, Jo suspected, all about trust.

Shifting from one foot to the other, Jo wondered if, like her mother, it would take her decades to trust a man that much again.
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Women call it a makeover. 

I call it an act of not-so-divine desperation, a misguided adventure destined for chaos.

Andrew stared at the screen of his laptop later that night after he’d returned to his cottage from the wedding, said good night to Cassie, and hung up the rented tuxedo that he’d worn all day.

When Elaine made her announcement, he hadn’t been sure if he should say, “You go, girl,” or notify the others that she had lost her mind.

Guys, after all, don’t do makeovers, he typed. When a guy wants to change his life, he buys a new car or a Harley, or changes from beer to vodka martinis, extra dry.

He sat back in his chair, clasped his hands behind his head, and wondered if he should add, “Or he leaves a high-profile job as a television journalist and escapes to the Berkshires and switches to an ambiguous career as a college professor where, if anyone thinks they recognize him, they surely can’t justify their suspicions by his faded denim, his modest home, or his eleven-year-old daughter, an unspoiled (well, sort of) kid.”

He couldn’t, of course, reveal that information, not to his growing throng of readers.

As far as anyone in West Hope knew, Andrew Kennedy was a college professor on sabbatical from Winston College, who wrote his doctoral dissertation before and after hours at Second Chances, where he worked as the receptionist—and was supposedly gay.

He was not the anonymous A.K. of Buzz magazine, the man who had committed to write six months’ worth of the now-famous “Real Women” column, a delightful task for which he’d gone under cover, so to speak, in order to get four women to trust him with their secrets, to spill the gender beans about the ways real women thought and acted and actually were, to share the riddles of their lives in ways they never would if they knew he was straight.

He was not Andrew David, whose face and whose voice Americans might (or might not) remember from TV news programs. He was not the same man (was he?) who had used his middle name as his last because the network had deemed “Kennedy” too overexposed.

He was not those men now. He was merely sensitive, regular-guy Andrew Kennedy by day; savvy, suave columnist by night. Clark Kent versus Superman. Two roles he adored.

Adored?

“Oh, crap,” Andrew said, standing up and diving one large hand into his sandy-colored, often unkempt hair. “Adored” was such a girlie word, such a gay word. He laughed. “The trouble with being Superman,” he said into the screen, “is that you sometimes forget which one of you is in the room.”

He shut off the laptop that sat on the old oak table in the alcove off the living room—“A cozy study,” the real-estate woman had hyped it five years ago. He liked it because it was nestled behind the natty but oh-so-comfortable overstuffed living-room furniture, and afforded two special views: one of his backyard garden, which now lingered admirably with a few bright pumpkins and burnished butternut squash; the other of the living-room stone fireplace that he’d soon crank up again for another New England winter. They were peaceful views, comfort views. He’d not had them in the Manhattan high-rise.

“Dad?” Cassie’s voice beckoned from the doorway. “Are you talking to yourself again?”

His smile broadened as he turned to face his daughter, who had inherited her father’s wit (well, most folks referred to it as “wit”) and her mother’s (God help him) international-cover-girl, breathtaking beauty. “I was just celebrating life,” he said.

Cassie rolled her large turquoise, Patty-look-alike eyes. His daughter loved to do that. It was her teasing way of throwing up her hands at her father’s errant ways. She’d been rolling them a lot since he’d joined the staff at Second Chances, since he’d trusted her with the knowledge of his undercover task. “Sometimes you are so lame,” she said.

“I know.” He walked to where she stood and gave her a bear hug. Her dark hair was damp, her scent was powdery and babylike; she must have showered after the wedding. “I thought you went to bed.”

“Too much wedding cake. I couldn’t decide if I should throw up.”

A flash of panic sent his palm to her forehead. “Are you okay?” He hated this part of single parenthood. Call me sexist, Andrew thought, but women know when a kid is sick or well with an instinct that God forgot to give men.

Cassie laughed. “I’m okay, Dad. I just wanted attention.”

He swatted her shoulder and crossed the hall to the kitchen. “It was fun today, wasn’t it?”

“My first wedding,” she said.

“So what did you think?”

“Mrs. Lyons was pretty for such an older woman.”

The bride, Jo’s mother, was seventy or so, Andrew had figured. “Ted is a nice guy. I guess there had been some kind of town scandal about them all these years, even though they didn’t know it.” He stopped himself. He often wasn’t sure how much he should tell his daughter or what she was too young to be a part of. He went to the refrigerator and poured a glass of milk.

“Jo is pretty, too,” Cassie said. “I wish you would tell her.”

“That she’s pretty?” Andrew said with a thin smile.

“Dad,” she whined. “You need a girlfriend.”

He swallowed the milk fast. Too fast. It lunged from his throat and shot out of his nostrils.

Cassie erupted. “Dad! Nasty!”

He laughed with her, then wiped his mouth, his nose. He secretly loved the way his daughter could catch him like that, her impetuous comments always a surprise. “You think I need a girlfriend?”

She shrugged. “You could do worse than Jo Lyons.”

“You seem to forget that Jo thinks I am gay.”

“Give it up, Dad. You need a life more than you need a stupid magazine column. Besides, if you wait too long, she might fall in love with someone else. She’s already met a new guy, hasn’t she?”

He digested Cassie’s words, because, though she was a kid, she was wise. “It must be the wedding,” he said. “I’ve never met a woman who didn’t get all gushy over a wedding.” He reminded himself to use that in his column. It was a good line, and it was probably true.

“It’s more than that, Dad. I worry about you. What’s going to happen to you when I’m out of school? When I’m out in the world on my own?” She swept her arms in a big arc around the kitchen, as if this were the universe and not a ten-by-twelve space with knotty-pine cabinets and an enamel sink and an awkward but bountiful collection of herbs in the kitchen greenhouse window. Cassie had started the herb “garden” as a school project their first year in the Berkshires, the first year on their own. Father and daughter had nurtured it to vibrancy—parsley, sage, rosemary, and thyme. “Like the song,” Andrew had said, and Cassie had pretended to know what he had meant.

After another swig of cold milk, Andrew set down the glass. “You’re only in sixth grade, Cassie. I think we have time to plan old Dad’s destiny.” It occurred to Andrew that maybe what she really wanted was a mother. It was something he thought about from time to time, then discarded the notion because he and Cassie were fine. Parsley, sage, rosemary, and thyme. “Besides,” he added, “you know I plan to tell the truth about everything at John and Irene’s bash on New Year’s Eve. After that, who knows what will happen.” He winked.

Cassie half grinned. “Right,” she finally said, and his insides relaxed. “Still, it was a nice wedding. I liked the food and the band, even though they played OPM.”

OPM was Cassie’s acronym for Old People’s Music: Andrew’s kind of music; any kind of music that didn’t involve artists preening the stage nearly naked, covered in sequins and small tattoos, and wearing one of those ridiculous microphones as if they were telephone operators instead of rock stars.

“You danced three dances with Burch,” Andrew said, referring to Sarah’s son, who was a year older than Cassie. “Shall I have the women start planning your wedding next?”

“They do second weddings, Dad,” she said, planting her hands on her small hips and tossing back her long, damp hair in an exaggerated flirt. “Give me a little time, okay?”

Andrew laughed and hoped his daughter would never want a makeover, because she was perfect just as she was.
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She was born in Saratoga Springs, New York, where the elite once went for mineral baths and the horses still ran in August. Elaine’s father owned a restaurant—the restaurant—McNulty’s, where reservations were required in season unless you were a Blakely or a Swanson, in which case your table was available any night at any time.

Elaine had been happy to wait on all of them, to remember their names and take their fussy orders and practically curtsy, because that was her job and her fat tips ultimately sent her to Winston College, where she’d been the first in her family to earn a degree.

It hadn’t been a bad life.

When she’d been fifteen or sixteen she’d tried to emulate the ladies who wore subtle, chic dresses and stately, wide-brimmed hats, not plain, unimportant clothes like her mother’s had been. But once racing season ended, Elaine’s mother convinced her she looked out of place. It had been Elaine’s last girlhood attempt to spiff, her father called it, to buff, her kids would have said.

“To look ele-ghhhant,” would have been Lily’s term.

Lily, of course, could have been any of the thoroughbred ladies. She’d always known what to wear and what to do to look perfect all the time.

But the truth was, Elaine had always felt more comfortable, more Elaine, in the bright colors and splash that her mother said were too gaudy but Elaine thought were simply cheerful. Once out of the house, once she was an “adult,” Elaine had dressed as she had pleased.

So, maybe she’d been wrong.

She stared at her bedroom ceiling now, eyes wide open, despite the fact that it was two A.M. She thought about Lily: Elaine would ask her to serve as her fashion and beauty coordinator. Because no matter what Elaine wanted to believe, no matter what the magazine articles touted or what the PhD’s said on Oprah, Elaine suspected that a makeover must begin on the outside, not on the in.

“How you look is who you’ll be.” It was a line Lily used often, but could have come from any of the ladies at the Saratoga restaurant thirty years ago.

She rolled onto her side and snapped on the bedside lamp, her adrenaline softly pumping with anticipation, just enough to prevent sleep, her thoughts awhirl with what changes she’d make and where on earth she would start.

She thought about the chic dresses and the wide-brimmed hats, Lily’s kind of clothes. Then she thought about her walk-in closet packed with polyester in every color of the rainbow and some colors in between. She thought about the high-heeled ladies of Saratoga, and about her sensible sneakers and square-heeled pumps lined up according to shades of spring green and magenta and goldenrod for summer.

Tasteless, she sensed, but could not help herself.

She thought about the red patent leathers that matched the red-and-mandarin-striped dress she’d worn last Easter. Lily would have been horrified. It didn’t matter that Martin had liked the outfit; she wouldn’t think of Martin right now. Or Lloyd, either, damn him.

Out with the old, her adrenaline commanded. You’ll dance with Andrew on New Year’s Eve, and you’ll be the belle of the Benson ball.

Bolstered by the voices of her imagination, Elaine flung back the comforter. There was only one place to begin this romp, and it was directly across the room.

         

One polyester, two polyesters. She yanked them from their hangers and dumped them onto the floor. With every yank and every clatter of every hanger, she felt absolved somehow, unburdened, free.

“Out, out, damn spot!” she shouted at a purple polka-dot shirt that she’d worn with purple pants.

“Off with your head!” That to a bright pink hoodie that her son said made her look like Peter Rabbit in drag.

She stopped when she reached the royal-blue suit that she’d worn for her justice-of-the-peace wedding to Lloyd over twenty years before. She stared at the tiny pinholes where her corsage had been: three tiny white roses, tied with a pink ribbon. She’d worn a hat, though they’d long since gone out of style. It was a small red pillbox with matching red netting that scooped across her forehead and was torn years later when her daughters were playing dress-up.

She wondered why the suit still hung there, as if the wedding had been yesterday, as if Lloyd had never left her.

The wedding hadn’t been like Marion and Ted’s. It hadn’t been like the one Elaine and Martin would have had yesterday if she hadn’t broken the engagement because she’d realized in time that Martin was merely a Band-Aid, that even kindly Martin could not ease the pain deep in her heart. She simply hadn’t dared to let herself love him enough.

Her marriage to Lloyd had not been elaborate. It had been a simple town hall ceremony, with only Lloyd’s brother, Russell, and his sister, Celia, as witnesses. Elaine’s parents hadn’t come down from Saratoga, because she hadn’t told them. They thought she was in the middle of her final exams. They didn’t know that she and Lloyd were getting married. They didn’t know she was pregnant.

She reached inside the suit jacket and touched the waistband of the skirt. She remembered it had been too tight that day—her belly had swelled above average.

Throw it out, the new voice inside her urged.

Her eyes widened, her mouth dropped open. “Out!” she commanded, then pulled the suit off the hanger and hurled it past the closet door.

“Mother! What are you doing?” Karen, her youngest, had always been a light sleeper. Like her mother, she was the one always on alert, waiting to be sure no one in the house needed anything, because serving others was what she gladly did. Karen was just like Elaine in all those selfless, get-you-nothing-but-headaches and nowhere-but-miserable ways.

“Sorry, honey,” Elaine said. “Did I wake you?”

“Of course you woke me. Who are you shouting at?” Her head rotated around the haphazard piles of polyester. “Good grief. What are you doing?”

“I’m starting my new life.” Elaine stopped her purge for a moment. Karen was sixteen, the last child at home: Kandie and Kory were at college. Karen was also the most like Elaine, dressed now in a flannel nightgown and kneesocks, her face shiny with night cream from the supermarket health-and-beauty-aids section because it was more economical than the department store kind. Karen had watched Elaine shop economically long before Elaine’s checkbook was reduced to a modest alimony: the girl now hoarded baby-sitting money the way Elaine hoarded coupons and reused plastic baggies.

Karen stooped down and retrieved the purple polka dots. “But Mom, you love this shirt.” She clutched it to her breast as if it were her firstborn.

Elaine laughed. “You’re right, honey, I did. And I loved your father once, too.” As soon as she’d said those words, she wished she could take them back. She wished she could rewind the moment and erase the sting now visible on her daughter’s face.

“I hate it when you’re mean to Daddy,” Karen said.

Elaine sighed. She returned to her hangers, some of the fun now gone from her energy burst. “I’m not mean to your father, honey. I’m sorry I said that. It’s just that my clothes are out of style and so am I. It’s time for a change.”

Karen disregarded her mother’s apology and continued to rummage another pile. “Your wedding suit,” she said. “You’re throwing out your wedding suit?” Elaine might have chosen to toss the family jewels, given the pain in her daughter’s voice.

“Honey . . .” she began.

Karen’s eyes narrowed. “Are you trying to be like her?” She did not have to elaborate on whom she meant by “her.” Her was Beatrix—Trix—as Lloyd had called her, a county court judge who happened to be pretty and smart and rich, and who happened to have stolen Lloyd from Elaine.

And married him.

And left him after a year and eight months, right after Elaine and Martin got engaged.

“No,” Elaine said. “I’m not trying to be her.” Elaine didn’t know if Karen would think that was a good or a bad thing; the issue was simply too sensitive to ask. The divorce, after all, had been hardest on Karen. Kandie, who was as much like Lloyd as Karen was like Elaine, had not hidden her approval of the new Mrs. Thomas. Then again, Kandie and Elaine hadn’t gotten along well since the girl had turned twelve. Kory, Elaine’s son, had tried to stay in the middle, not wanting estrangement from his mom or his dad. Karen, who’d been only thirteen the night Lloyd walked out, still believed her parents would get back together, still tried to encourage Elaine to wait for him.

Especially after Elaine broke up with Martin and the second Mrs. Thomas broke up with Lloyd.

Especially now that it looked like Elaine might have a chance with her ex-husband, as if she wanted one.

“Life changes,” Elaine said quietly. “Sometimes we need to move on.”

Karen threw the suit back on the floor and stomped from the room.

Of course, she slammed the door.

         

From the darkness of her bedroom, Jo heard the dings of the elevator ticking off the floors. She was on four, the top floor, in a two-bedroom unit identical to forty-seven others in the brick building whose residents might or might not hear the elevator or the trash chute or the footsteps in the hall as clearly as she did; whose residents might or might not hear the snores that resounded through abutting bedroom walls, or the quarrels between neighbors, or the theme song from back-to-back episodes of The Golden Girls that began every evening at six.

To Jo, the noise was an ongoing reminder that she no longer lived in the soundproof penthouse in Boston, where all that she’d heard was silence after Brian had left.

The dings stopped on four. She pulled the bedsheet closer around her neck and waited, as if the footsteps that followed might stop at her door.

When they did not, Jo opened her eyes.

Brian was finally out of her life. She was back in West Hope where she belonged, at least for now. She was back with her friends, in an exciting new business; she was back with her mother, who’d become a joyful bride yesterday. She was living in a modest apartment, though it had been suggested she should move into her mother’s house, the house where Jo had been raised, now that Ted had bought Marion a new condo, now that they were husband and wife.

Jo had said “No, thanks.” The house was too big. It needed work. Her furniture wouldn’t match. She did not tell her mother there were too many memories.

Marion hadn’t applied any pressure. “We won’t put it on the market just yet,” she’d said. “It will take me forever to clean it out, and in the meantime, you might change your mind.” Marion’s procrastination, however, might be for other reasons. How could she walk away from the home where she’d lived all her life, the house her father had bought as a wedding gift for her mother?

Marion had known no other home. When she’d married Sam Lyons, he was in the army, shipping off for Korea. It only made sense for her to stay in West Hope. When he returned, he took a job on a heavy-construction crew that worked all around the northeast and had him away more than he was home. Then Marion became pregnant with Jo, so the little family stayed put in their rooms on the second floor of the colonial house.

Nine years later Sam ran off with Doris Haines, the junior-high-school science teacher. He never returned.

For a few years Jo received cards on her birthday and at Christmas, with gifts like stuffed animals and dolls made in Taiwan. Jo spent many hours watching out her small bedroom window, hoping her father might come by for a visit. But Sam never came, and after a while, the gifts and the cards dwindled, then stopped.

And now Marion wanted her to live there again.

Jo supposed it was that, not the emotions of the wedding or the noise of the building, that kept her awake that night.

The elevator dinged again. She closed her eyes. It took seventeen average footsteps to get from the elevator to her door, number 411. Eight steps to 409; twenty-five or -six steps to 413. She counted eight, then nine, ten . . . 

The steps stopped at sixteen.

Jo held her breath. Was someone coming to see her? At two in the morning?

There was no knock, only a soft, swishing sound. A new sound. Then footsteps again, this time growing fainter. The fire door opened, then closed with a hollow, steel thud.

Her heart came to life. Slowly, Jo slid from beneath the covers and put her feet on the hardwood floor. She reached for her robe and quietly slipped it on. Inhaling a silent breath, she stood up. She tiptoed down the short hall to the front door in the three-by-three area that the sales-manager-on-duty had called a “foyer.”

In the dull glare that leaked in from the outdoor security lights, Jo noticed a small piece of paper on the linoleum floor. She snapped on the overhead light; she picked up the paper.

“Six o’clock, Sunday night” was neatly written. “I hope you like Chinese food. Jack.”

Jo smiled. After all, she had a date—a first date, an as-yet-unopened treasure chest of possibilities—in a matter of hours. She reminded herself that no matter where she lived, or what she did, like her mother, Jo had a new life.

She turned off the light and tiptoed back to bed, thinking it had been nice that the footsteps in the hall had, that time, been for her.
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Elaine called Lily in the morning. 

“Get over here,” she barked into the phone. “I need your help.” Barking was new, like the rest of her plans.

“It’s nine o’clock on Sunday morning,” Lily whined. “Is this life or death?”

“Some people wouldn’t think so,” she replied. “You, however, will.”

         

An hour and a half later, Lily was at the door. “Sorry it took so long, but you know I loathe mornings.” She brushed past Elaine and went into the family room, the mauve and peach and blue family room that Elaine supposed she’d want to make over after she was done with herself.

Me first, she thought a bit giddily as she padded after Lily.

Lily sat down on the sectional sofa. “What’s all this about?”

Elaine stood there a moment, looking down at lovely Lily who, despite loathing mornings, was perfectly put together, her makeup on, her light wool pants and vest unwrinkled, her blond, wispy hair wispily in place. Suddenly the task seemed impossible, unattainable, hopeless. Elaine was just Elaine, after all, just a waitress-turned-mom. She fidgeted with the drawstring on her son’s maroon-and-white Springfield College sweats, the clothes she’d thrown on because most of hers were cloistered upstairs in heaps for Goodwill.

“Coffee?” she asked.

Lily shook her head. She patted the seat beside her. “Sit down,” she said. “Tell me what’s going on. I assume it’s about a man.”

Everything to Lily had to do with a man, or the lack of one. Of the four old college roommates, Lily had always been the romantic. Even between marriages she’d not been manless for long.

Elaine said no, it wasn’t about a man. It was about something much more important. Then she sat beside Lily and related her intention for a makeover.

When she was finished, there was silence. Lily didn’t jump up and say, “Yes! What a brilliant idea!” Instead she sat there on the sofa, staring at Elaine. “Well,” she said after a moment, “why would you want to do that?”

If one of her kids had music blasting or if the washer and the dryer were grinding in the background, Elaine might have thought Lily had not heard her right. But Karen was still asleep and the only sound in the house was a slow tick-tick of the battery-operated clock that had been free with her Reader’s Digest subscription and now sat upon the mantel.

“You’re joking, right?” Elaine asked.

“Well,” Lily replied. “No.”

Elaine laughed. “Come on, Lily. Look at me! Look at my life!”

“What about it?”

“It’s dull. It always has been. Look at my clothes!” She tugged at the sleeves of Kory’s sweatshirt. “This is probably the most stylish thing I’ve ever worn. Don’t say you never wanted to get me to change my wardrobe.”

Lily, sweet Lily, reached across and gently touched her arm. “Listen, Lainey, I’ve always thought the most important thing any of us could do is just be ourselves.”

“‘Ourselves’? Ourselves? What about ‘How you look is who you’ll be’?” Her fingers returned to the drawstring of the sweatpants. She couldn’t believe Lily was disagreeing with her.

“Well, do you think you’d feel better if you looked like someone who wasn’t you?”

“But wouldn’t it be better for our business? If we’re selling style and elegance, wouldn’t it make sense for all of us to look the part?”

“Everyone has their own sense of what style is, Elaine. You’ve had your own style all your life. It’s worked for you, hasn’t it?”

It had seemed so simple. She’d never expected Lily to react the way her daughter had. Elaine stood up and tightened the drawstring. “Never mind,” she said. “Andrew thought it was a good idea. Maybe he can help me out.”

Lily stood up. “No, he can’t,” she said. “I can.”

“But you said—”

“I only wanted to be sure this is something you really want.”

Optimism sparked. “I do want it, Lily. I want to change the way I act and look and am. I want to be smart and clever and attractive, for godssake. I want to be a more positive asset to Second Chances. Please help me. Please?”

Lily put her arm around Elaine. “Of course I’ll help, you silly goose. We’ll start by going to Laurel Lake Spa for a few days.”

Laurel Lake Spa was the latest exclusive resort in the Berkshires whose trademark was privacy. It catered only to “mature” ladies with “mature” issues, often celebrities in search of rejuvenation. It also had a price tag as big as its following. “Whoa!” Elaine said. “I can’t afford—”

“My treat,” Lily added, as she pulled her cell phone from her purse. “After all, you’re right about one thing. I’ve been dying to do this for years.”

         

Half an hour later, standing in her foyer with a tote bag on one wrist (“You won’t need a thing, Lainey,” Lily had said. “I’ll buy your starter clothes and your cosmetics and the like.”), Elaine patiently awaited Lily’s next command. She didn’t have to wait long.

“Shavonne will do your hair if we get over there right now,” Lily announced as she clicked off her cell phone again.

After Shavonne’s they would check in to the spa. Elaine had never been there; she’d only seen the winding driveway from the stone-pillared entrance and the long limousines and big black Mercedes coming or going. She’d never seen faces behind the heavily tinted car windows.

She’d never been to the spa, but she’d spent many nights on the grounds there before there had been a spa, back when the most noteworthy thing at Laurel Lake was Edith Wharton’s estate and the old ice house down by the water. Elaine and Lloyd used to go often: She’d lost her virginity right there in the ice house; it hadn’t been long before she was pregnant with Kandie and they’d gotten married. And now she was returning to the lake, almost to the scene of the crime, a place that would again spin her life into unknown directions. Like preparing to have sex the first time (she’d known it was inevitable from the first time Lloyd touched her down there), the thought of what lay before her was exhilarating, almost dizzying.

“Karen, we’re going now,” she called to her daughter, who’d finally crawled out of bed and made her way downstairs.

Karen meandered from the kitchen into the front hall. She wore the purple polka-dot shirt that Elaine had loved, and a decided frown.

Elaine ignored the attire and the facial expression. “You’ll be all right while I’m away?”

Her daughter shrugged.

“Of course she will,” Lily said. “She’s almost seventeen.”

“You’ll call if you need anything? I’ll only be a couple of miles down the road.”

“She won’t need anything,” Lily said. “She’ll be fine.”

Before Karen could respond, the doorbell rang.

“I’ll get it,” Elaine said. She stepped in front of Lily and opened the front door. If she’d taken a minute, just one lousy minute, to think about it, maybe she would have pretended that no one was home.

The old man stood on the front steps; the same old, short, bald man who’d stood there every Sunday morning since Beatrix Thomas had dumped Lloyd the same way that Lloyd had once dumped Elaine.

Except that there were no kids.

Except that a year and eight months could hardly compare with twenty years.

Over the khaki pocket of the man’s khaki shirt was embroidered the name “Leonard.” Leonard was the deliveryman for West Hope Florist. In his hand he held the usual Sunday delivery: three tiny white roses, tied with a pink ribbon. She didn’t need to read the card to know that it read “Thinking of you, Lloyd.”

She took the flowers in the awkward moment that followed. She reached into her tote bag, took out two one-dollar bills, and paid the man named Leonard so he’d return to the panel truck sitting in her driveway and go away.

She closed the door.

“Well,” Lily said. “That’s a nice surprise.”

Elaine could have said, “It’s no surprise,” but she just nodded. Instead of tossing the flowers into the trash, she tucked them in her tote. No sense pissing off her daughter more than she already had.
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The next wedding to plan was for New Year’s Eve, the John-and-Irene Show, Andrew liked to call it. After all, it would not be a wedding, exactly, but a fortieth-anniversary renewal of their vows. Forty years of wedded bliss—well, mostly bliss—was a concept Andrew had once longed for. Unfortunately, he’d married a woman who had not agreed.

With Cassie safely ensconced at the stables for her Sunday trail ride, Andrew sprawled across the living-room floor and poked through the Sunday styles section of the New York Times. Lily said it was required reading for the success of their business. Not that they’d need much inspiration for the Benson event. Irene Benson had been at the top of the social register for years and the woman always knew what she wanted. She hadn’t, however, known that she’d be renewing her vows.

It had been Andrew’s idea. The Bensons were his friends. John was the editor of Buzz, Andrew’s boss in his “other” life. The women of Second Chances needed a high-profile wedding to get their business off the ground.

It had seemed easy, harmless.

However, the women didn’t—couldn’t—know that Andrew knew John and Irene, let alone that they were Cassie’s godparents, or that Andrew had more than a disinterested hand in the gala. The women didn’t—couldn’t—know about Andrew’s past or his present, his two lives spent in one body. Sometimes it even confused the hell out of him.

He scanned the photos of the brides and grooms and brides and brides and grooms and grooms. He didn’t recognize the names, but committed a few to memory for Lily’s Monday-morning quiz.

“Did you read the profile about the couple that was wed in New Paltz?” she was sure to ask, and to which Andrew could definitively respond, “Yes. The arrival of the bridal party on an old steam train was a wonderful idea.” The bride’s great-grandfather had been an engineer on the old Boston and Albany; indeed, the couple had met on a commuter train that they both rode each day in and out of Manhattan, to jobs at opposite ends of that island.

“If it weren’t for a train, we never would have met,” the groom said while toasting his bride.

It was that kind of detail Lily said would help set Second Chances apart from their competition. “It’s not unique enough that we plan second weddings,” she said. “We must get to know each couple and make the wedding special for them, special for their story.”

If nothing else, John Benson would laugh and say the exercise helped Andrew get in touch with his feminine side.

He’d made it through the first page and on to the second when his cell phone rang.

“Speak of the devil,” Andrew said when he heard Lily’s voice. “I was just thinking of you.”

“Good thoughts, I hope.”

“Indubitably.”

“Wonderful. They’ll have to hold you for about a week.”

As usual, Andrew found it difficult to keep up with Lily’s brain. “Explain, please.”

“Elaine and I are off to Laurel Lake Spa for a few days. Don’t count on us until Friday. Or maybe Monday.”

He closed the paper; the quiz apparently would be skipped until next week. “Feel a need to get away?”

“You won’t believe this, but I’m at Shavonne the Stylist’s right now.”

Sometimes it was best to keep quiet and let Lily ramble.

“Elaine is having highlights.”

He recalled Elaine’s pronouncement last night. “She mentioned wanting to make changes. I didn’t realize it meant going blond.”

“That’s not all it means, dear Andrew. Oh, this will be so much fun. For years, absolute years, I’ve wanted to lend a helping hand to our poor Elaine. She is so much more attractive than she ever let herself appear . . .”

He grunted an agreement, because Lily would want him to. He picked up the Sunday sports section and skimmed the article about the Giants beating the Jets.

“. . . so I’m treating her to Laurel Lake. She’ll come out of this a whole new person. It will be so wonderful for our business. Isn’t it just divine?”

Andrew wasn’t sure what any of this had to do with wedding planning, but he muttered, “Yeah, it’s great.”

“So we won’t be there this week
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