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			Chapter 1

			Enough Is Enough

			I read your emails,” I tell Stuart.

			His head snaps up from his copy of Maxim. His sock-covered feet are resting on the glass coffee table that sits in front of the leather couch we bought six months ago. An innocent pose, though he’s guilty as hell.

			“You what?”

			“You heard me.”

			The planes of his angular face harden. “I’d better not be hearing you.”

			I feel a moment of guilt. Then I remember what I read.

			“I read your emails. All of them.” He opens his mouth to speak, but I cut him off. “How could I violate your privacy? Is that what you were going to say? Don’t you talk to me about violations, Stuart. Don’t you even dare.”

			He shuts his mouth so quickly his teeth click. His wheels are spinning. I can almost see the movement behind his eyes, which can be so warm, so sexy, so everything, but at this moment are so cold, so hard, and so damn blue.

			“What do you think you read, Anne?” he says eventually, his voice tightly controlled, a blank slate.

			“Are you really going to make me say it out loud?”

			He stays silent. The light from the reading lamp glints off his straight black hair. A clock ticks on the mantel above the fireplace, measuring out the seconds I have left here.

			I take a deep breath. “I know you slept with Christy. I know you’ve been sleeping with her for a while.”

			There. I said it. And even though I knew it, even though I read it, actually saying it brings it to life in a way I hadn’t anticipated. It’s so much larger now that it’s in the room. So much worse. As if Christy is here with us. As if she’s repeating the words she wrote to him, in the soft, sultry voice I heard once on the answering machine. Words I can’t erase.

			The clock keeps ticking. I feel caught, waiting for him to do or say something.

			Say something, goddammit. Say something!

			He stands up as if he heard me. The magazine slaps to the polished wood floor.

			“Well, bravo, Anne, you caught me! What’re you going to do about it?”

			Jesus Christ. Wouldn’t it be great if you could videotape people during a breakup? Wouldn’t it be great if you could have access to that videotape at the beginning of a relationship? Look how this guy’s going to be treating you in six, eight, ten months. Look how he treated the girl he spent three years with! Run away, run away!

			My breath rattles in my throat, but I get the words out. “I’m leaving.”

			“You’re leaving,” he repeats, maybe a statement, maybe a question. Like something he can’t quite bring himself to believe.

			“Do you really expect me to stay? After what you’ve done? Is that what you even want?”

			His eyes shift away from mine, the first sign of weakness. “I don’t know.”

			“Oh, Stuart, please. This is exactly what you want. You just don’t want to be the bad guy. So instead, you’ve made sure I’ll be the one who ends it. And I’ve been too stupid to figure that out until now.”

			“You think you’re so smart, don’t you?”

			“I’ve just finished telling you I’ve been stupid. But yes, today I think I’m being smart.”

			“Well, I’m not leaving the apartment, if that’s what you think is going to happen.”

			“God, you really don’t know me at all, do you? After all this time.”

			He scoffs. “Oh, I know you, Anne. Don’t you worry about that.”

			I consider him: his beauty, his anger, this man I thought I’d marry.

			“So, I guess this is it,” I say, because this is what people always seem to say in these kinds of situations. At least that’s what they say in the movies, and right now my life feels like an invented life.

			He doesn’t answer me. He watches me walk to the hall closet and reach for the duffel bag I stashed there earlier with everything I need for the immediate future packed inside.

			I turn to face him. I look into his eyes, searching for something, I don’t know what.

			“Goodbye, Stuart.”

			“Goodbye, Anne.”

			I hesitate, waiting for him to say something more, to beg me to stay, to tell me I love you, it’s all a mistake, I’m a complete asshole, I can’t live without you, please, darling, please. But he isn’t going to give me that. Not now that I’m finally letting him have what he wants. Because he is an asshole, and I’m an idiot for wanting anything from him, no matter how small.

			So before he can call me on it, or ask me why I’m still here, I hoist the bag over my shoulder and walk out.

			Outside, I get into the waiting cab and direct it to my new apartment.

			I don’t notice the twenty minutes it takes to travel from my old life to the new. The city streets are blurred streaks of light against the black night sky.

			The driver raps on the grimy glass between us to get my attention. I exit the cab and stare up at my new building. Four stories, redbrick, high ceilings, wood floors, shops nearby. The listing seemed too good to be true when I saw it online yesterday. The rent is more than I can afford, but I needed a new place to live, pronto. And while, in the past, I might have stayed at a friend’s or, God forbid, my parents’, thirty-three seems too old for that. Too old for a lot of things.

			I walk up the thick concrete stairs to the front door. The panel next to my buzzer is blank, ready for me to fill it in. My apartment’s blank too. There’s nothing on the pale cream walls but the dusty outline of the posters that used to hang there. The air smells different, alien. My eyes rest on the nook beneath the curved bay window. It’s the perfect place for the writing desk I left across town. I have that itchy feeling I get when I need to write. Only I don’t know if I can write about today. Not yet, anyway.

			Through the walls (upstairs? downstairs? I haven’t figured out the sounds here yet), I hear a woman’s voice calling her man to dinner in a loving voice, and it cuts the legs out from under me. In an instant, I’m on my knees, strangled cries in my throat.

			Oh my God, how did this happen to me? How did it take so long for me to see through him? How did I put myself, my heart, in the hands of a man who would betray me? Again?

			My cell rings next to me. A glance at the screen tells me it’s Stuart. He’s too late. There’s nothing he can say that will erase what I read, what he did.

			I throw the phone as hard as I can. It hits the doorframe, a loud sound in this quiet, empty place. A chip of paint flies off the wood, and the ringing stops. I hug my knees to my chest and stare at the silenced instrument.

			Time passes. Eventually, I start to breathe. The hardwood floor makes its presence known.

			My cell phone rings again. The force of my anger wasn’t enough to silence it permanently. This time the caller is a lifeline. My best friend, Sarah.

			“Hey, it’s me,” she says, concerned, apprehensive. “We still on for that drink?”

			My voice is stronger than I thought it would be. “Are we ever. I’ll be there in ten.”

			I wash my face and grab a thin trench coat from my duffel bag. My new neighborhood waits outside. The brick buildings end where the sidewalks begin—seamless—and the only trees stand in the small parks that dot every other block. Their changing leaves rustle in the fall breeze. The air is thick with car exhaust and the mix of smells issuing from the restaurants. The streets feel alive and claustrophobic at the same time.

			I liked the silence of my old neighborhood, where the noise of the city was just a whisper in the background. But I like the energy I’m getting from the noise around me now, the people, and the sensation that something could happen at any moment.

			A block from the bar, something on the ground catches my eye. Is that my last name? I bend to pick it up, and sure enough, it’s a business card that reads:

			Blythe & Company

			Arrangements Made

			4300 Cunningham Street

			20th floor

			(555) 458-4239

			Something about seeing my name on the card gives me a thrill. Without really thinking about it, I put it in the front pocket of my jeans and keep walking.

			I enter the bar and scan the dark room for Sarah. The White Lion is halfway toward trendy, with red leather stools tucked under a worn mahogany bar. Tiny white lights frame the wall of mirrors behind it. A Taylor Swift song is audible above the murmur of the Tuesday-night crowd.

			Sarah’s sitting in one of the dark upholstered booths, typing furiously on her BlackBerry. She’s wearing a navy business suit, and her curly blond hair is bunched at the base of her neck. Her pale skin seems almost translucent under the muted lighting.

			She smiles at me as I sit across from her. Her teeth are small and even. “So?”

			“I did it,” I say, waving over the waitress.

			“Thank God.”

			“Do you really hate him that much?”

			“I really do.”

			I order a gin and tonic. “And the reason you never said anything is?”

			Her cobalt eyes are full of disbelief. “What are you talking about? First of all, I did say something. And second, I figured it would be better for me to hang around and make sure you were okay, rather than have us get into a big fight and never see you again.”

			Sarah’s a lawyer, and she’s always making lists. It’s the way she thinks—organized. She’s been this way as long as I’ve known her, i.e., since nursery school.

			“Thanks for that.”

			“No worries. I just wish I hadn’t dragged you to that party.”

			I met Stuart at a party three years ago. I was about to turn thirty and was still getting over being dumped by the then love of my life, John. Sarah convinced me it would be good to “get back out there.” I wasn’t so sure, but Sarah isn’t someone you say no to.

			I spotted Stuart shortly after we arrived. Straight black hair, clear blue eyes, over six feet tall, slim—he was exactly the kind of man I always fall for, ever since my first crush on a boy. He had a circle of girls around him, vying for his attention. But the girls didn’t daunt me. I was used to the girls. You had to be when your weakness was very good-looking men.

			I was working on how to get him to notice me when Sarah did it for me by accidentally spilling her red wine down the front of my white sweater. I seized the moment and overreacted, making a dramatic fuss. It had the desired effect, as all eyes, including Stuart’s, traveled toward us. I made eye contact with him, held his gaze briefly, and looked away.

			When Sarah and I got back from cleaning me up in the bathroom, we found a spot on a couch. I positioned myself so I couldn’t look in Stuart’s direction. I could tell, though, that he was watching me.

			Later, when the boys gathered to do triple shots of Jack Daniel’s, I saw my opportunity and muscled my way into the group. A few of them protested that I wasn’t strong enough to handle it. I tied my long red hair into a ponytail and told them I could take care of myself, just pour it. We clinked glasses and opened our throats. Only a few of them managed to get it down in one shot, but I turned my glass over with a flourish and brought it down hard on the tray Stuart was holding. I looked up at him, flushed, seeing the interest in his eyes.

			“What finally made you leave?” Sarah asks.

			“Have you ever noticed how no story that begins ‘I read his emails’ ever finishes with ‘I was completely wrong; he wasn’t cheating on me’?”

			She wrinkles her small nose. “So he was cheating on you?”

			“Of course he was. Just like you said.”

			“Yes, well. It didn’t give me any pleasure to tell you that.” She fiddles with the lime on the rim of her glass.

			“I know, Sarah.”

			“Good. I have to say, you’re taking this awfully well.”

			Of course, she didn’t see me sobbing on the floor. “Am I fooling you too?”

			“Almost.”

			“It’s amazing what extreme anger gives you the strength to do.”

			She smiles. “If someone figured out a way to bottle woman-been-wronged, they’d make a fortune.”

			“What I really need is a product that can cure a broken heart.”

			“I think it’s called alcohol.”

			I try to smile but end up crying. Quiet, salty tears.

			Sarah slips her hand over mine. “It’ll get easier, Anne. In time.”

			“I know. It always does.” I wipe my tears away with the back of my hand and force myself to smile. “Enough. We’re supposed to be celebrating my new life.”

			I raise my glass. Sarah clicks hers to mine. “To Anne Blythe’s new life!”

			“That reminds me. Look what I found on the street.” I dig the card out of my pocket and hand it to her.

			“Why did you pick this up?”

			“Because my name was on it, I guess. I wonder what they do?”

			“ ‘Arrangements Made,’ and the symbols for male and female ... it must be some kind of dating service.”

			“Good point. Maybe if I get really desperate, I’ll call and find out.”

			Sarah blushes. “You don’t have to be desperate to use a dating service.”

			“Have you ... used one?”

			“No, but I was thinking about it before I met Mike.” Sarah smiles the way she always does whenever she speaks about him. He’s a stockbroker who works in her building. They met six months ago at a cocktail party. So far, he’s disproving my theory that men who are still single at thirty-five are single for a reason.

			As for me: newly single at thirty-three? I’ve got all kinds of theories.

			“You’re lucky to have him,” I tell her.

			“I am. And you’ll be lucky too, Anne.”

			“Yeah, maybe. But for now, I think I’m going to be alone for a while and see how that feels.”

			I try to sound like I mean it, even though being alone has never been my strong suit. Not the old Anne’s, anyway. But the Anne who was strong enough to walk away from Stuart today is going to be on her own for a while. At least she’s going to try to be.

			We finish our drinks, pay up, and head out into the night. Fall’s settling in, and it’s cooler than it was a few hours ago. I stick my suddenly cold hands in my pockets, hugging my coat around me. Sarah hails a cab and climbs in.

			She rolls down the window. “You’ll be fine, Anne. Just believe it and it’ll come true.”

			As her cab disappears into traffic, I wonder if she’s right. Can I really make myself better if I wish it hard enough?

			I close my eyes and slowly click my heels together three times. I will be okay. I will be okay. I will be okay. I open my eyes and look up to the North Star shining brightly above me, the only star visible in this city sky. Feeling silly, I seal my wish on it and head home.

			Back in my new apartment, I walk around the empty, echoey rooms, trying to decide where I should sleep. The guy whose lease I took over left his couch and his bed. I’m not sure which would be less creepy to sleep on. I pick the couch and go to the bathroom to brush my teeth. I clean the loose change out of my pockets, along with the Blythe & Company card. I brush my fingers over the raised lettering and feel a prick of curiosity. “Arrangements Made.” It seems so formal, old-fashioned.

			Should I call and find out what they do? If it’s a dating service, should I use it? No, that’s silly. Didn’t I just decide I needed to be alone? That’s right, I did. So, I’ll be alone. And then I’ll find a new man, the right man, on my own.

			I throw the card in the direction of the wastebasket in my old bathroom. It hits the tile with a sharp click. I pick it up and read it again. I feel the same thrill I did earlier. Something about the card feels lucky, like the fortune cookie I once got that said, “You were born to write,” which is now hanging, framed, in my cubicle at Twist magazine.

			I need something lucky right now.

			I tuck the card into the black rim of the mirror above the white pedestal sink.

			It couldn’t hurt to keep it for a while.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Just a Little Bit of History Repeating Itself

			I call Blythe & Company two months and seventeen days after I find their card on the street.

			Why oh why do I do this?

			Well ... remember all that wishing and hoping I did on the North Star? Turns out it did change my luck. For the worse.

			It all started when I ran into my ex-boyfriend, Tadd.

			It was about six weeks after the breakup. Through a supreme act of will, I hadn’t spoken to Stuart since I left. I’d worked my way through the first three stages of breakup grief—Good Riddance; I Did the Right Thing, Right?; and Maybe I Should Call Him to See if He’s Okay?—and settled on I Should and Will Be Alone Forever.

			I spent the weekend revising the book I’m writing, after receiving a bunch of comments from my literary agent. I was having trouble making the changes she wanted, and by Sunday, I was feeling down on myself and disconnected. The cold, steady rain—and the fact that I’d spent the entire weekend in pajamas—wasn’t helping. When the weatherman said it might snow, I decided to go shopping for a new winter coat. My old one seemed to have gone missing in the move. Hopefully, this was the last time I’d have to send two burly men to pack my stuff in absentia.

			Strike that. I will never have to do that again. You got that, Anne? Good. Continue.

			Anyway, I was walking through Banana Republic when I smacked right into Tadd. Winded, I looked up into his blue, blue eyes. I took in his features, the way the gray crewneck he was wearing hugged his straight shoulders, and I felt my stomach whoosh. Then I realized who it was. Or, to be honest, I realized who it was when Tadd said, “Anne, hi!”

			How did this beautiful man know my name? I looked closer. “Oh. Hi, Tadd.”

			“It’s been a long time.”

			It had been. We’d met when I was twenty-four. I was working at a small weekly paper. The owners hired Tadd as their lawyer when a large company offered to buy him out. Tadd spent a couple of days at the paper to learn the business, and I was assigned to show him around. He was the best-looking thing I’d seen since I graduated from college, and I made sure he knew I was interested and available. We dated for over a year, and then I broke up with him, though the precise reason why was fuzzy to me at that moment.

			“Yeah, it has.”

			“Yeah.”

			“So,” I said after an awkward pause, “what have you been up to?”

			“Life ... work ... working out ...”

			As Tadd droned on, I remembered why I’d broken up with him. He’s the most boring man on earth. In fact, if I’m being totally truthful, the only interesting thing about Tadd is how good-looking he is.

			Oh my God, how did I go out with him for over a year? Was there really nothing that connected us except his looks? What the hell was wrong with me?

			Through the haze of his boringness, I heard him say, “And I got married last year.”

			“What was that?”

			“I said, I got married last year. My wife’s trying on clothes back there.” He motioned toward the fitting rooms.

			“You’re married?” I felt funny, like I’d been winded again.

			“Are you all right?”

			I tried to seem calm. “I’m fine.”

			“You look pale.”

			I guess I failed. “Just store disease, I guess. I hate shopping malls.”

			“You do?”

			Crap. Tadd loves to shop, and in the first flush of love, we spent many weekends in stores like this one, trying on clothes and smiling when the shopgirls said how good we looked together. Tadd looks even better in a store mirror than in real life, and I loved looking at him in that slightly distorted way. But there was no point explaining this to him. I can’t even explain it to myself.

			“I do when I’m tired. It’s been a long week.”

			“Oh, sure.”

			“So, how did you meet your wife?”

			His face lit up. “She’s a lawyer in my office ...”

			I tried to look interested, but all I could think was that the King of Boring was married and I was still single. Well, maybe she was into his money. Oh, right, she was a lawyer too, she had plenty of money of her own. Well, maybe she was equally boring and didn’t know any better. Yeah, that had to be it!

			Not wanting to find out, I said goodbye to Tadd and left the store in a daze, forgetting all about my new winter coat.

			I still felt unsettled later that night when I met my friend and editor, William, for a drink at a divey bar downtown. He lives a few sketchy blocks away from the bar in an ultramodern condo built in an old meatpacking plant. He keeps insisting his neighborhood is about to change for the better. Since it hasn’t yet, I made sure the cab dropped me at the bar’s front door. I tried to ignore the slouching teenagers in oversize sweatshirts and droopy pants as they scanned the street for the Five-O.

			Inside, the bar was dark and slightly honky-tonk. A Steve Earle song was playing on the fifties-style jukebox, and the tables were made from rough-hewn pieces of wood. A beefy man in his fifties with a full sleeve of blurry tattoos was tending bar. There were a few half-empty bottles of hard alcohol on the ledge behind him. The air smelled like peanuts and stale beer.

			Next time, I was meeting William in my neighborhood.

			I ordered a pint of Harp and carried it to William’s table by the jukebox. He was wearing a navy sweatshirt with white lettering across the front. As usual, his bright yellow hair was sticking straight up.

			“Yo, A.B., what up?”

			“Are you still allowed to talk like that at your age?”

			He rolled his kelly-green eyes. “Geez, thanks for making me feel all good about turning thirty-six.”

			“Shit, was it your birthday?”

			“Pretty sure I saw you eating two pieces of cake at my office party two days ago.”

			I smiled. “It was three pieces, actually.”

			“The girls must hate you.”

			“Sometimes.” I took a long drink and wiped the foam off my upper lip. I stared into the amber liquid, watching the reflected ceiling lights float gently on its surface.

			“What’s up, Anne? You seem ... gloomy.”

			“I guess I’m feeling my own age these days.”

			“Because of the Cheater?”

			That’s his name for Stuart since the breakup.

			“That, and ... I don’t know ... do you ever feel like you’re going to be single forever?”

			William sighed. “I know I’m going to regret this, but ... what’s really going on?”

			I thought about the disoriented, winded feeling I had when Tadd told me he was married. How I’d felt that feeling before. How maybe it was the reason I’d stayed with Stuart longer than I should have.

			“I guess I feel like I’m never going to meet the person I’m supposed to be with. I keep thinking I’ve met him, but it never seems to work out.”

			“How many times have you thought that?”

			“Four.”

			“That seems like a lot.”

			“I know, right?”

			William dug a handful of peanuts out of the bowl in front of him. “Can you explain something to me? Why do women always think there’s one particular person they’re supposed to be with?”

			“Men don’t think that?”

			“Um, no.”

			“Huh.”

			“So,” he asked again, “are you going to enlighten me?”

			I shrugged. “I don’t know what anyone else’s excuse is, but I blame my mother.”

			He laughed. “Of course you do.”

			“She is the one who named me after the main character in Anne of Green Gables.”

			“So?”

			“So ... being named after a character in a made-to-be love story is a recipe for thinking that life should imitate art, particularly when you look just like her.”

			I said this in a mocking tone, but sad to say, it’s pretty much the truth. I do look just like Anne of Green Gables (red hair, green eyes, pale skin, a smattering of freckles across my nose), and I did grow up thinking the perfect man for me is out there, that it’s only a matter of time until I meet him.

			“It’s a book, Anne,” William said practically.

			“I know, but ... don’t you think those kinds of things happen in real life sometimes?”

			“You’re hopeless, you know that?”

			“Don’t remind me.”

			Despite my best intentions, I never quite managed to shake the feeling that my life isn’t what it’s supposed to be. And it got worse when I ran into John, the guy I’d been trying to get over when I met Stuart.

			John and I met when I started working at Twist magazine six years ago. Twist is a monthly city-based magazine. John was the hotshot features writer. I was happy to have my own desk. I noticed him on my second day, when we crossed paths in the fax/copy room. He looked so much like the potential James Bond actor on that month’s cover that my heart skipped a beat. A few weeks later, I did some research for him on an article about the mayoral candidates. We hit it off, falling into an easy, flirty banter, and started dating soon after.

			He broke it off two years later. On my birthday. Apparently, commitment wasn’t his thing. In fact, he never dated anyone for longer than two years, his “best-before date,” as he so charmingly called it.

			It was a messy breakup, one of those heaving “But whyyyy???? I donnn’t underrrrstaannd!!!” moments. He didn’t have any answers other than “I told you I wasn’t into long-term relationships.” “Buuttt you saiidd you loovveeddd meee!!!,” etc., etc., until he convinced me he wasn’t going to change his mind, and I moved out and onto Sarah’s couch. Not long after, he got offered a column at the Daily Chronicle. I hadn’t seen him since.

			It was a few weeks after the Tadd sighting, and I was behind on a deadline. I got my own column a year ago, covering consumer products. The article was about the latest in ebook readers. I was having trouble finding an angle. Truth be told, I’m still waiting for life to look like it did on The Jetsons.

			I ran into John outside the coffee shop on my corner. I was wearing beat-up jeans, an oversize wool sweater (an old one of Tadd’s, I think), and a baseball hat. This time I was the one who did the recognizing.

			“John! Hi!”

			He took a moment to connect the dots. “Anne ... I almost didn’t recognize you.”

			Why oh why did I have to run into him looking like this? Of course, he looked perfect in his camel-colored hunter’s jacket.

			I adjusted my baseball hat nervously. “Oh, I just popped out for a coffee. I’m in the middle of writing. Anyway, how are you?”

			“I’m good ...” He raised his left hand to run it through his hair. He has great hair, black and thick. I followed the path of his hand through it. It was then that I noticed a glint of platinum.

			“You’re married!?”

			“Sure. Aren’t you?”

			“No, I’m not married.”

			“Oh, sorry. I thought I heard you were.”

			He heard I was married! Maybe he heard that, and it broke his heart, and he married the first girl who came along, out of misery and spite, and—

			“Earth to Anne.” He waved his wedding-ringed hand in front of my eyes.

			“Sorry, I spaced for a moment. How long have you been married?”

			“Three years.”

			“Three years!?”

			Several people on the street turned around at the sharp tone of my voice.

			“Anne, calm down.”

			“You’re fucking kidding me, right?” I said, just as loudly as before.

			His powder-blue eyes clouded with annoyance. “What’s your problem?”

			“What’s my problem? Mister I-Break-Up-with-People-on-Their-Birthday is asking me what my problem is?” My voice rose with each beat of my heart.

			“Will you keep it down?”

			“Jesus Christ.”

			He looked ashamed. “Look, Anne, I’m sorry if I hurt you, and I’ve had regrets about the birthday thing, but it wasn’t right between us. Not like it is with Sasha. I’m sorry to be so blunt, but it’s true.”

			I knew immediately what he meant. I didn’t know Sasha or anything about their relationship, but we weren’t right together. Not past the surface. Which is my problem. Those damn handsome surfaces that make my heart race and my brain turn off.

			“So you met the right woman, and you were suddenly ready to settle down?”

			“Yeah.”

			“It was that simple?”

			“Love doesn’t have to be complicated, Anne,” he said, trying to look worldly and sage.

			Hell, maybe he was worldly and sage. Or maybe he was full of shit. But his wedding band was real. He was really married.

			“There’s someone out there for you, Anne.”

			“Sure. Right.”

			His cell phone rang. He pulled it from his pocket and looked at the number. And then he smiled this devastating, happy smile. I actually felt my stomach flutter, even though the smile was clearly not for me.

			He signaled that he’d be a minute. “Hi, baby.”

			My heart froze. He used to call me “baby” in that exact same tone of voice.

			“Yeah, I’ll be there in a few minutes. I ran into Anne, and we’re catching up.”

			I ran into Anne? No explanation of who I was, and no hiding it either. How totally annoying. Couldn’t I at least be a secret he had to keep?

			John closed his phone. “I’ve got to go, but it was great to see you again.”

			“Really?”

			“Sure. I’ve often wondered what became of you.”

			“That sounds so formal.”

			“Sorry. You know what I mean.”

			I didn’t really, but I let it pass.

			“Well, I’m doing the consumer products column now, and I got a literary agent for my book. You know, the one I started writing when ...”

			God, I sounded like a moron!

			“That’s great, Anne.”

			“And I’ve had boyfriends since you ...”

			Amendment. I sounded like a desperate, pathetic idiot.

			“Of course you have.”

			“What I mean is, I haven’t been sitting around pining for you.”

			“Good. I was a jerk.”

			“You were.”

			He smiled. “You see, we can agree on some things.”

			“I guess.”

			“So, are we good here?” He shuffled his feet, eager to go.

			I met his oh-so-blue eyes, and I felt my anger melting away. Maybe it was a cop-out, but why not forgive him? It wasn’t really his fault we didn’t work out. He’d told me early on about his best-before date. I was the one who was stupid enough to think it wouldn’t apply to me.

			“Sure, we’re good.”

			He looked relieved. “I’m glad. Take care of yourself.”

			He gave me a brief hug, and I watched him walk down the street until the crowd swallowed him up. Then I went straight to Sarah’s office. I just managed to hold in my breakdown until she closed her door.

			“He dddin’t want to marry meeee,” I wailed quietly. “What’s wrong with meeee?”

			“There’s nothing wrong with you, Anne.”

			I blew my nose. “So why do I keep ending up alone?”

			“Maybe a better question is, why do you keep choosing the wrong man?”

			“Okay, counselor, why do I keep choosing the wrong man?”

			She made a face. “I don’t know why, but you do see that you’re doing it, right?”

			“It’s kind of hard not to, given that I seem to be caught in some kind of It’s a Wonderful Life loop.”

			“I never did see the appeal of that movie.”

			“Tell me about it.”

			“What are you going to do about it?” Sarah asked, ever practical.

			“Try not to leap the next time a black-haired, blue-eyed man smiles at me?”

			She laughed. “That might be a good start.”

			So now, a few weeks later, I’m at work writing an article comparing a new crop of cell phones that are apparently going to revolutionize communications. My beige fabric cubicle is littered with notes and discarded drafts. I’ve already had three cups of extremely strong coffee, and my left leg is jittering up and down. The air is full of the usual office sounds of phones ringing, keyboards clacking, and the jumble of my coworkers’ voices, a white noise I usually manage to tune out.

			My phone rings loudly, sending my frayed nerves over the edge. “Yello.”

			All I hear is gibberish.

			“Sarah, is that you?”

			More gibberish.

			“Sarah, are you okay? I can’t understand a word you’re saying.”

			“I said, Mike and I are engaged. Mike and I are engaged!”

			I’ve never heard Sarah this hyper without the influence of a lot of alcohol. A lot.

			“Wow!” I say, sounding thrilled but feeling that same old queasy feeling.

			“I know! Isn’t it totally exciting?”

			“It’s so exciting. Tell me all about it. I want to hear all the details.”

			“Well ...”

			I try to concentrate, but as she tells me about the most romantic moment of her life, my queasiness grows. I can’t help but wonder if I’ll ever be calling Sarah and speaking incomprehensibly about the most romantic moment in my life.

			God, why do I care so much? Why do I need to be with someone, to be married? I have a career and great friends. Why isn’t that enough? But is it so unreasonable to want more from life? To want what so many other people have? I want a permanent connection with someone who loves me. I want to have kids. And not alone, in the sperm-bank-supermom way. I want by-products of me and the one I love. To see his elbow or the slope of his shoulder in miniature, whoever he is. If there ever is a he.

			When Sarah and I get off the phone, I walk to the staff room in a daze, searching for a strong cup of something. Steaming mug in hand, I lean against the cold glass wall and stare at the high-rises that surround me. The weak November sun glints off the metal and glass. A few dead leaves swirl past the window.

			My best friend is getting married! I should be smiling and happy and planning a big celebration for her, but instead, instead, I go back to my desk and dial the number I’ve memorized from looking at it each night as I wash my face.

			A woman with a crisp, mid-Atlantic accent answers the phone. “Blythe and Company.”

			I lower my voice so the nosy fashion columnist (who’s been nicknamed the Fashion Nazi because of her judgy fashionista ways) can’t hear me. “Oh, um, right, I was calling for an appointment.”

			“You’re interested in an arrangement?”

			“Yes, I think so.”

			The lyrics to an old song start running through my mind. I wanna man, I wanna man, I wanna mansion in the sky.

			“We have an opening tomorrow afternoon at two. Would that suit you?”

			“Does it take a long time?”

			“The first meeting takes about an hour.”

			I check my schedule. “That should be okay.”

			“I’ll book you in, then.”

			“Great, thanks.” I start to hang up the phone, but I hear her talking to me through the receiver. “Sorry, I didn’t catch that.”

			“I said, please give me your name.”

			“Right, sorry. My name’s Anne Blythe.”

			There’s a slight pause. “Blythe?”

			Do people give fake names to dating services? And if I did give a fake name, would I be stupid enough to use the same name as the company I was calling?

			“Yes, that’s right.”

			“Fine, Ms. Blythe, you’re booked for tomorrow at two.”

			I add the appointment to my calendar and hang up the phone, feeling nervous but excited. I spin my chair in circles until I feel dizzy, like I used to do when I was little.

			I wanna man, I wanna man, I wanna mansion in the sky.
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