
Chapter one

			The BIG Meet-cute

			1995

			Rachel Koslow had been asked to do the unthinkable—speak in a public place, in front of living, breathing people. As a twenty-something writer, she preferred to hide behind her eyeglasses and keyboard, curling up at night in pajamas instead of dressing up and facing an audience in a sparkly blouse that was deceptively prickly to her skin, like wearing a cactus. 

			But there she was, shifting her weight from one torture chamber, or high-heeled shoe, to another, slumping in the corner of Pages in Time, a quaint neighborhood bookstore in Boston. Rachel’s face was on the poster. Her book cover was blown up in the window. So it was she who would have to be charming and compelling and basically the reason why everyone else dressed up in uncomfortable clothes.

			Wine was flowing and conversations were scattered throughout the cozy shop stuffed with new and used books on floor-to-ceiling shelves.

			Sweat pooled across Rachel’s brow. Hot and crowded was not the appropriate atmosphere for nylon stockings. She did a dainty swipe of her forehead with a cocktail napkin, while she hid behind another poster. Her book, Cloudface, a family drama, had shot to the top of the bestseller list. No one was more shocked about this than Rachel Koslow. 

			A group of women were huddled together, intensely discussing her book, which was open to a particular page. Was there a typo? Still sipping wine in the shadows, Rachel watched them with hawkish, intense brown eyes. She kept pushing her damp hair away from her face, but her sandy locks continued to tumble forward in waves down her shoulders. Rachel didn’t really have a hairstyle, more like 1960s archival hippie-footage hair—parted down the middle and whatever happened on the sides just sort of happened. 

			That’s when Rachel first spotted Alexis. 

			She was the type of woman for whom glamorous clothes were designed. A Greek or Italian goddess, she wove through the crowd, as Rachel watched, hypnotized. She had such exquisite features, with almost translucent green eyes that looked at her as if she knew how many outfits Rachel had tried on before arriving that night. Tall and commanding, slightly older than Rachel with flowing, dark curled hair and just a hint of smile lines near her mouth, she took Rachel’s breath away in one sweeping glance. 

			She realized the woman was walking straight toward her. 

			“Alexis Ardin,” the woman said, handing her a fresh glass of wine. “Everyone calls me Alex. You look like you could use another.”

			“I do?” Rachel’s face flushed. “This is my first book reading,” she said, almost apologetically. “Public speaking—ugh.”

			“Not a fan?” 

			Rachel stared down at her feet. “Well, there was an unfortunate incident in fourth grade...” Shut up. She doesn’t care about that! 

			Alex smiled with amusement. “I don’t usually go to these things,” she said. “But I loved Cloudface so much I had to meet the woman who wrote it.” Her eyes were intense, fixed on Rachel with more attention than she was used to. 

			“Thank you.” Rachel didn’t meet her eyes, always guarded with more armor than a medieval knight. 

			“And not just because The New York Times said so,” Alex joked. She had an easy laugh, an inviting smile. 

			Rachel didn’t meet her gaze except to steal a few quick glances. 

			“The family in the story,” Alex began, as if carefully choosing her words, “they seemed...intense.”

			“Oh yeah.” Rachel laughed nervously, gulping her wine. 

			“I know that many writers draw from real life,” Alex continued. “Is there any similarity to—”

			“Oh no! I’ve spent the last year before publication assuring my family that it’s not about them. So no, not really, no.” Rachel was unconvincing, her look of anguish speaking volumes. 

			Alex laughed. Then Rachel laughed too, though both of them may have been laughing for different reasons.  

			“The thing is—” Rachel had one of those out-of-body moments, where her mouth started moving before she had a chance to reel in her words. “The thing is, they don’t understand. My parents believe success is having two-point-two children, a husband of course, not in that order.”

			Alex’s hearty laugh seemed to validate Rachel, though she worried that she sounded like she was in a priest’s confessional.  

			“I’m just afraid,” Rachel continued, “if I follow the path everyone thinks, well, my writing’s going to take a back seat. So, yeah, I don’t want life to get in the way of my work, my passion. I know it sounds selfish.”

			“Not at all.” Alex’s eyes sparkled with possibilities. “It’s okay to have ambition. Not everyone’s path has to be the same.” 

			Rachel stood, wide-eyed, relieved to hear someone say out loud that her dreams weren’t absurd. There was recognition in Alex’s eyes, an understanding beyond anything Rachel had ever experienced. 

			Suddenly, the bookstore owner called above the crowd, “We’re going to get started soon!”

			Rachel said, “I guess that’s my cue.” She looked reluctantly toward the front of the room.   

			“It’s been really nice meeting you, Rachel Koslow,” Alex said, shaking her hand, her eyes still fixed on her. 

			Rachel was acutely aware of the softness of her hand, the nearness of her smooth, flawless skin—all of her senses sprang to life. But she pretended to be more interested in the next task at hand, marching toward the front, her curiosity eclipsing her fear just enough to sneak one more glance in Alex’s direction.

			Rachel knew the person she saw looking back at her could change her life. But did she really want it changed?

			




Chapter Ten

			The BIG Heartbreak

			“Will you stop checking your phone?” Faye was annoyed, as the contents of her sandwich fell out of the bread. 

			Alex sat with her surly friend outside on a patio of a popular restaurant off Newbury Street. Alex was obviously distracted, not touching her lunch. 

			“She’s not going to call,” Faye snapped. “She’s a child who’s still tied to Mommy and Daddy. You need a real woman.” 

			“Or no woman at all.” 

			“Bite your tongue.”

			It had been a long spring for Alex. She’d taken lonely strolls through Boston Common, staring through the blossoming pink and purple flowers, pushing visions of Rachel out of her mind. Checking her phone had become a habit, as she hoped for a surprise change of heart from Rachel. 

			Alex glanced toward the street, at the waves of college students who had flooded the city for summer orientation. With the onset of another new season, Alex’s hope had grown dimmer. 

			“Meeting a man is a possibility,” Alex said.

			“Really?” Faye could never seem to entertain the idea of Alex’s possible bisexuality. “I can’t see you riding the—” 

			Alex raised her hand, effectively halting her. “No snide comments. I never had a chance to explore it. You know that.”

			“I know you’ve had crushes on girls your whole life,” Faye said. “I know that every time you get your heart broken, you think you should try a man and swear off women.”

			“The truth is, they never broke my heart.”

			“Men?” 

			Alex nodded. “They always wore their hearts on their sleeves. They were kind to me.”

			“They wanted you,” Faye insisted. “Have you seen you? You’re gorgeous.”

			Alex shook her head, smiling. 

			Faye reached across the table and took Alex’s hand. “Men never broke your heart,” she said, “because you didn’t want them that way.” 

			Alex’s mouth tightened. “I can’t accept her decision. I know I have to, but I’m not doing a good job of it.” She laughed nervously, hearing herself. After a pause, with shiny eyes, she looked directly at Faye and said, “I’m still in love with her.” Her voice cracked. 

			* * *

			Rachel had stopped answering Alex’s calls. She had hand cramps from typing her next manuscript, but she had a deadline. She was under contract with a publisher. She had to produce something as good as Cloudface, and the pressure was on. She’d see the familiar number, and heat would spread up her spine. She hated herself, but thought a clean break was the only way either of them could move on. 

			When she returned to her apartment, she’d dread seeing the red numbers, indicating how many messages were waiting on her answering machine. She knew they were from Alex. Until one day, she came home, threw her keys down and immediately took note of the answering machine. The red number 0 glared at her. This was Alex’s final response.

			




Chapter Eleven

			The BIG Shock

			Watching William across the table in a dimly lit restaurant, Rachel began to imagine him as one of the average guys in a catalog, holding his arm stiffly as he modeled a pair of pants with no wrinkles. Tan pants. Tan and boring. One undeniable fact echoed loudly through her head: he blended so easily with everything. He was the one Rachel could bring home to her parents. 

			William Miner. He had that most coveted title that meant everything to Rachel’s parents—Doctor. 

			Rachel was silent, chewing her haddock longer than should have been necessary; it seemed to expand in her mouth. Perhaps this wasn’t the place to order fish. 

			“How’s your mahi-mahi?” William asked. 

			“Fine. It’s haddock.” She sipped some water to wash it down. “How is your—what did you order?”

			“Chicken in some kind of cream sauce.” He held up his fork and let the sauce drip down, as if to demonstrate. Then he continued eating. 

			The silence was exhausting. No discussion about the direction of humanity or what was happening in the world. What Rachel craved was something she couldn’t explain, but it definitely wasn’t the haddock. 

			She saw a flash of Alex, sitting across from the table, her expression, the way she’d look at her with concern when she said something provocative, or simply from her tone—Alex had been inexplicably tuned in to Rachel’s every mood. 

			A sudden intake of breath. Rachel blinked and the vision was gone. 

			William didn’t notice, so she was in the clear. He wasn’t one to notice anything subtle. 

			When they reached their apartment, he moved his hand around her back, as he unlocked the door. He guided her inside, and it was then that he asked her the question he couldn’t muster the nerve to at the restaurant.

			* * *

			Some months later, Rachel found herself admiring William, who looked particularly handsome in his silky gray shirt, the same one she’d picked out for the occasion—packed inside their new sleek apartment. She was especially grateful for the central air-conditioning during one of the hottest summers on record. Tonight their place was filled with wall-to-wall people. Everyone was there to celebrate. And once again she was a spectator, carefully studying William—a strong chin, handsome features by most standards, wavy caramel hair cut conservatively. No crazy rock star dreams for this guy. He smiled smugly, as though he’d won a prize. 

			Rachel faintly heard her doorbell through the noise and broke from the crowd to answer it. 

			It was Alex. She wore a black windbreaker, droplets of rain still clinging to the shoulders. “Alex...” The party noise grew louder behind Rachel. 

			“I’m sorry to just show up like this. I got your address from Nancy.” She was the owner of the bookshop where they used to meet, and as far as Nancy knew, they were still good friends. “I know it’s been a while,” Alex continued, “and I thought if I didn’t try one more time, I never would.”

			Just then, William called out above the noise, waving a champagne flute high in the air, “To my fiancée! Where is she? Have I lost her already?” He and the crowd laughed, a loud, collective roar. 

			“Be right there!” Rachel yelled and closed the door behind her. 

			They stood in the empty hall, facing each other. Rachel noticed Alex’s hands, the hands that had held her, her slender fingers, the fingertips that had caressed her... 

			“I’m sorry,” Alex repeated, turning away.

			But Rachel reached for her arm and held on. “No, I’m sorry. You weren’t wrong about us. You weren’t. But...I can’t.”

			Seeing Alex’s hopeless gaze, something took hold of Rachel. She took Alex’s face in her hands and kissed her. Her kiss brought Rachel to life and was the most joyful, and saddest, moment of her life. 

			Alex backed away. “I’ll never understand how you can kiss me like that and...” She sighed bitterly, then collected herself. “We made no promises to each other. I don’t have any right to expect anything from you.” She walked briskly toward the glass elevator, then turned to look at Rachel. “I almost forgot.” She handed her a small wrapped package. “Congratulations on your engagement.” With that, she pressed the elevator button and then she was gone. 

			Rachel watched the closing door. She unwrapped the package, which revealed a first edition of The October Country and a note on the inside cover: “Don’t let life get in the way.” Rachel closed her eyes, knowing what that meant. She felt emptiness, standing in the hall, feeling hollow—her heart had gone with Alex.

			




Chapter Twelve

			The BIG Scare

			19 Years Later

			Even at forty, Rachel still felt like a little kid when getting ready for her parents’ arrival. The house had to be beyond Martha Stewart ready. Pictures straight. Pillows matching and pressed ever-so-invitingly on the couch. Not a single stray Cheerio on the kitchen counter. It had to look as though no one lived here at all. 

			Rachel Koslow was now a divorced mother of two, living in the North Shore house where she’d grown up. She moved in shortly after her divorce, when her parents left to go to a retirement community on the Cape. They’d told her they didn’t want to sell the house to “strangers who don’t care about it” or “drug dealers,” and, of course, her brother was always somehow exempt from the situation, so Rachel did as she was told. 

			The years had drifted by like the bubbles in her first child’s toy bubble-making set. She couldn’t remember how every moment had gone, but housework and cooking and parent-teacher conferences had filled her days, keeping the momentum moving forward. Always forward. 

			Today’s tasks would be done as close to perfection as possible, all with one goal in mind—making her parents feel at home again. Most importantly, gifts from them had to be hung on the walls. These weren’t just any gifts, either. They were scary-looking Gorals—otherwise known as Polish mountain men—floating faces carved from wood with frightening, gaunt features, each of them staring at her, their eyes following her in the room. It was unfortunate, because Gorals were mountaineers known for their culture filled with song, dance, and colorful outfits—but when Rachel was a child, her grandmother had a wood carving of an old, serious-looking man with a pipe, that had frightened her.

			Rachel usually kept them in the garage. But since her parents thought she loved them, they had to be displayed. Rule one of growing up in a Polish Catholic family: never reject a gift. There would be too much guilt and hurt feelings and subsequently, trips to a therapist later in life. So the first time Rachel opened a box and saw a couple of Gorals’ floating faces, similar to the one her grandmother had, she was so horrified, but not wanting to offend, that she overcompensated with forced enthusiasm. She was a bit too enthusiastic—the next time her parents visited Poland, they came back with more—and the effusive response from Rachel was expected. And once again, she obliged. Unfortunately, this sealed her fate as the “Goral collector” of the family.  

			She pulled them out from the farthest corner of the garage and rehung each one, wincing at each face staring back at her in disapproval.  

			Everything wasn’t quite perfect yet. Her parents were arriving any minute, and she had to make sure her teenage son wasn’t wearing a skull T-shirt. “Kids! They’ll be here any minute!” she shouted, heading upstairs.

			She knocked on Caleb’s door. No answer. She always approached his room with trepidation since it smelled bad—she could swear he jerked off ten times a day. She couldn’t wait. She burst through and found him, pants down, huffing and puffing, sitting in front of his computer monitor.

			She screamed. He screamed. 

			“Mom! Fuck! You gotta knock first!”

			“I did! And don’t say ‘fuck’!” She covered her eyes, while he struggled into his jeans. 

			Caleb, her sixteen-year-old, lived in his dark bedroom. It was filled with posters of Goth bands with names like Slashing Eyelids and The Core of Death, as well as images with Japanese lettering from video games she didn’t know. She simply prayed they didn’t objectify women and weren’t skewing his view of the world as some violent playground. But that was a worry for another day.

			When the coast was finally clear, she noticed that he still had bed head and was of course wearing a skull T-shirt. “Could you wear something without a skull?” Rachel pleaded.

			He shrugged. “You always tell me to be myself.”

			“Not when your grandparents are here!” She was almost out of the stinky room when he said the words that made her bristle with red-hot anger.

			“I can wear whatever I want at Dad’s.”

			“This isn’t your dad’s house!” With that, she slammed the door. Rachel patted her cheeks, feeling the heat rushing to her face. She had fair skin that showed every patch of red in her cheeks against salon-made blond hair with caramel-brown streaks. It was impossible to hide the fact that her face was quickly resembling a tomato.

			She gripped the hall banister, taking deep breaths. 

			“Are you okay?” Riley, her curious twelve-year-old daughter, greeted her at the top of the stairs. She was a perceptive blonde, who liked to streak her hair with multiple colors. Fortunately, today she was in between shades, moussed style with jagged two-toned bangs. But it was her flashing, inquisitive blue eyes that never missed anything. Sometimes Rachel wished she was stupid. 

			“Yeah,” Rachel lied. “I’m fine.”

			“I’m worried about Afghanistan.”

			“We all are.” Rachel started down the stairs. She remained composed, knowing that Riley was watching her all the way down to the kitchen. She opened the refrigerator to check on the cake that read: HAPPY 50th ANNIVERSARY! Good. The cake was still intact. 

			Outside on the front porch, she made sure to stick a red-and-white Polish flag into an empty holder. As the flag flapped in the breeze, a feeling of peace overcame her. Everything was as perfect as it was going to be. 

			Riley came outside, wrapping her arm around her mother’s waist. It was as if she instinctively knew when her mom had come unglued. Eventually, Caleb wandered out to join them, hanging back near the porch swing, still embarrassed from minutes before. Rachel gave him a sweeping glance, making sure he was now wearing a presentable polo shirt, to at least give her parents the impression she was raising him right, and without a father, and were still as close to a normal family as she knew they wanted. 

			All that was left to do was wait. Nobody moved a muscle, as if waiting for a comet.

			Rachel saw a red robin perched on a branch, bobbing up and down in the crisp New England wind. For a split second, she felt an odd kinship with the bird, fighting the forces of nature, just trying to hang on.

			




Chapter Thirteen

			The BIG Disturbance in the Atmosphere

			The white SUV pulled up to the curb and seemed to stop. Then it inched a little further. It was as if Rachel’s dad, Stanley, couldn’t decide whether to stop or not. 

			Rachel waited with her family on the front porch, while the neighbor’s chocolate Lab, Harley, ran around in excited circles in his front yard. She was grateful for her neighbor’s fence, because her mother hated dogs. She called them “drooling balls of stink.” She was a cat person. She always said she understood cats and fancied herself a sort of cat whisperer. She was not. 

			Rachel reached for Caleb, who was pulling at the collar of his nicer, but apparently itchy, shirt. “Stop fidgeting,” she said. 

			“I hate this,” he snapped. 

			“You’re sixteen. It’s time to stop acting like a child.” Her voice was stern.

			“When I’m older,” he said, “I’m wearing whatever I want.”

			“So skulls for a job interview?” She knew better than to engage, but something brought out the frustrated mom in her. 

			“Yeah,” he replied.

			“Well,” she huffed, “good luck living on the street.”  

			They stood there with their painted-on smiles, ready to greet her parents. Rachel’s gaze shifted to an uneven brick on one of the steps. She meant to have that fixed sooner. Damn. 

			Rachel’s childhood home was a two-story Colonial, a showplace, as most houses in upscale Massachusetts neighborhoods tended to be. Theirs was on the end of a cul-de-sac, not far from the ocean, but it backed up to lush, undisturbed land surrounded by pine trees.  

			“Is Uncle Chris coming?” Riley asked.

			“I think so,” Rachel said. “Nobody knows when.” Her voice was sharp with more than a touch of bitterness. Somehow her brother, Chris Koslowski, more often than not, had escaped the spider web of family guilt that had trapped Rachel.  

			Rachel took the kids’ hands down the steps, as if they were jumping off a cliff together. She took note of her nerves. She’d often wondered why she was such a nervous person. Her Polish American ancestors lived under Nazi occupation and terror, which, from an evolutionary point of view, probably made them hypervigilant to danger. Maybe, just maybe, Nazis were the reason she had to check the back seat of her car to make sure there was no kidnapper waiting for her before backing out of her driveway. Maybe Nazis were the reason she liked living in a secure, gated community. Neuroses were baked into her DNA.

			The SUV was still idling in the driveway. The engine finally clicked off. Wearing his perpetually weary expression, Stanley Koslowski exited from the driver’s side. No doubt, Marysia had been telling him which lane to get in the whole six-hour trip, so he was probably exhausted. His hair had mostly gone, and he had a paunchy belly that he couldn’t understand. He didn’t know why he couldn’t get rid of it, though he drank alcohol and ate sweets every night. But still, according to him, his belly was an anomaly that belonged on a medical mysteries television show. 

			Rachel gave him a big hug. “How was the trip?” she asked. 

			“You can have that Mass Pike,” he growled, as though it somehow belonged to her.

			Rachel took one of his bags, and he waddled toward the porch. Just then, Caleb sprinted toward the car to help his grandmother. On ordinary days, Caleb couldn’t be coaxed out of his room. When relatives came, he transformed into a model child, more helpful and respectful than kids in 1950s instructional films.     

			Rachel’s mother’s chunky leg swung out from the passenger side. She was holding—more like clutching—a bottle of wine and a bag of assorted foods. 

			“Can somebody help me?” Marysia called. “I’m stuck! I’m going to die in here!”

			As Caleb pulled her out, Rachel’s dad said, “She’s been dying since she was forty.”

			“Thank you, dear,” Marysia said to Caleb, glowering at those who didn’t help quickly enough. They were all sure to burn in hell. 

			After Marysia gave Rachel a hug, she pulled back and said, “Don’t squish the babka.” 

			What was more important, Rachel or the babka? She always felt like a child in her mother’s presence, her forty years shrunk down to six. As Marysia’s well-padded arms squeezed her, a familiar perfume swirling, the child inside Rachel was always just underneath the surface, ready to burst into tears if her mom didn’t notice all the work she’d put in to making this family gathering special. Why did Rachel need this validation? Was it something everyone needed from their parents, though not everyone admitted it?  

			“You look thin,” Marysia told her accusingly. Then she plowed inside. “It’s cocktail hour,” she said.

			Chris still hadn’t arrived. And until then, up until that exact moment, Rachel’s life resembled something she could call “normal.”

			




Chapter Fourteen

			The BIG Brother

			Rachel’s brother, Chris, swerved up to the curb in his rental car, a silver, middle-of-the-road Nissan something sedan. He wasn’t far behind their parents. 

			Chris stepped out first, taking off his sunglasses. In his late forties, Chris was the lovable mess who could always use a shave. He was also fair-skinned with thinning blond hair and a paunchy belly. He rounded to the other side, to open the door for his girlfriend. He called to Rachel, “We were behind them just now! Dad’s swerving all over the place. He shouldn’t be driving anymore!”

			“You tell him that!” Rachel called back from the porch.  

			Then, as if in slow motion, he took his girlfriend’s hand, helping her out of the car. “This is Alex,” he said proudly. 

			It was Alex Ardin. 

			She removed her sunglasses, and there she was, suddenly back in Rachel’s life, shockingly real. She was easy to recognize. And with a few more smile lines around her eyes, she now had a depth of beauty Rachel didn’t know was possible. 

			She was wearing her hair down, with a black, button-down shirt and leather jacket. She was older, of course, now in her early forties. And still, her face was unmistakable. Beautiful. Then everything Rachel had said and done rushed back. She wished she could have erased it all. 

			Why did everyone always remember the worst moments of life so vividly? Not the triumphs, but the embarrassments, the half-truths, all those times we wished the earth would swallow us whole.

			Alex’s eyes fixed on Rachel’s in such a way she knew Alex remembered her. There was a slight intake of breath. They stood a few feet apart, regarding each other as someone in a song that the singer used to know.

			Chris carried the bags and gave Rachel a quick kiss before joining the commotion inside. “I know,” he said softly. “I can’t believe it, either.” 

			Rachel was frozen, her not-so-comfortable heels locked in place. “I’m sorry,” she finally said, “do you need help?”

			“No,” Alex answered. “This is it.” Her sparkling green eyes squinted in the sun, as she looked up at her. She met Rachel at the first porch step and handed her a bottle of chardonnay, by a strange coincidence the one Rachel used to drink all those years ago. Their fingers brushed in what seemed, on the surface, an inconsequential moment, but there was still a spark. Rachel wondered if Alex felt it. “I didn’t know which everyone preferred.” Alex’s voice was quiet, familiar. Her silky shirt flapped open on one side in a sudden gust of wind. 

			“This is great, really,” Rachel said. “Thanks.”

			“I didn’t know he was your brother.”   

			“Yeah, wow. Small world.” Rachel led her inside, so taken off guard, she’d forgotten to worry about her parents’ reaction to the house. She’d made more changes to the interior, and before that moment, nothing had concerned her more.

			“So you remember me,” Alex said.  

			“Of course.” Rachel swallowed, her glance lingering a bit too long on her face.

			They both laughed awkwardly in the long pause.

			“It’s cocktail hour!” Marysia repeated in a booming voice the neighbors could hear.

			Rachel watched as Chris put his arm around Alex. “Welcome to the family,” he said with a chuckle.

			They didn’t seem like an obvious couple. For Rachel, everything was strange and spinning, like a bizarre carnival ride. 

			Alex leaned closer to him. “I thought your last name was—”

			“We’ll talk about it later,” he said abruptly, forcing a smile at everyone.
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