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1947

Frances poured the last bitter remains of the coffeepot into her cup. The small kitchen table was covered in paper: layouts, copies of confidential reports, lousy ideas she had scrapped hours ago, and good ones, already published in Look, Vogue, The Saturday Evening Post, Life, and Harper’s Bazaar, to remind her that she had done it before and could do it again.

For once, the apartment building was silent. Usually, from off in some distant corner she could hear a baby crying, a couple arguing, a toilet flushing. But it was past three a.m. The revelers had long been asleep, and the milkmen weren’t yet awake.

Her roommate had gone to bed around ten—at the sight of her standing there in her nightgown and curlers, Frances was overcome with professional jealousy, even though Ann was only a secretary in a law office, who would spend tomorrow the same way she spent every day, fetching coffee and taking dictation.

Frances had just finished writing the newest De Beers copy, a honeymoon series with pictures of pretty places newlyweds might go—the rocky coast of Maine! Arizona! Paris! And something generic for people without much money, which she labeled By the river.

In a way, that one was the most important of them all, since they were trying to appeal to the average Joe. A decade earlier, when De Beers first came on as a client, the agency had done a lot of surveying to find out the strength—or really the weakness—of the diamond engagement ring tradition. In those days, not many women had wanted one. It was considered just absolutely money down the drain. They’d take a washing machine or a new car, anything but an expensive diamond ring. She had helped to change all that.

The honeymoon ads read, May your happiness last as long as your diamond. A pretty good line, she thought.

“Time for bed, Frank,” she whispered to herself, the same words her mother had whispered to her every night when she was a child.

She was just about to switch off the light when she saw the blank signature line that the art director had drawn on the layouts, which she was meant to fill in by morning.

“Rats.”

Frances sat back down, lit a cigarette, and picked up a pencil.

A day earlier, Gerry Lauck, head of the New York office, had called her.

“I think we should have something that identifies this as diamond advertising,” he said. “A signature line. What do you think?”

When Gerry Lauck asked what you thought, it was wise to understand that he was not actually asking. In her opinion, the man was a genius. Unpredictable and a b South Africaal pleasureit gloomy at times, but perhaps all geniuses were like that.

“Yes, perfect,” she said.

Gerry looked like Winston Churchill, he acted like Winston Churchill, and sometimes Frances believed he thought he was Winston Churchill. He even had fits of depression. The first time she had to go to New York to show him her ideas, she was scared to death. Gerry looked them over, his face giving no indication of what he thought. After several torturous minutes, he smiled and said, “Frances, you write beautifully. More important, you know how to sell.”

They had liked each other ever since. Half the employees of N. W. Ayer were afraid of Gerry Lauck, or couldn’t stand him. The other half thought he hung the moon, and Frances was one of them.

“The line shouldn’t say anything about De Beers, of course,” Gerry continued over the phone.

“Of course.”

For nine years, De Beers had spent millions on ads that barely mentioned the company itself. To even name it as a distributor would be breaking the law. So the advertisements were simply for diamonds, and they were beautiful. Ayer pulled out all the stops. They couldn’t show pictures of diamond jewelry in the ads, which left the art department in a pickle. In theory, Gerry had nothing to do with creative. He was a straight-up businessman and just handed out the assignments. But as an art lover, he thought to commission a series of original paintings from Lucioni, Berman, Lamotte, and Dame Laura Knight. He purchased preexisting works from some of the finest galleries in Europe for the De Beers collection, by Dalí, Picasso, and Edzard.

The resulting four-color ads showed gorgeous landscapes, cities, cathedrals. Printed on the page, just below the artist’s creation, would be a box displaying illustrations of stones, ranging from half a carat to three carats, along with approximate prices for each. Gerry was the first person to create an ad campaign featuring fine art. A year or two later, everyone in the business was doing it.

“I’ll need the tagline by tomorrow,” Gerry said. “I’ll be in to Philadelphia in the morning and then on to South Africa by late afternoon.”

“Sure thing,” Frances said, and then promptly forgot all about it until now, the middle of the night.

She sighed. If she hadn’t been bucking all her life for the title of World’s Biggest Procrastinator, maybe she’d get some sleep one of these days. She knew she had to work tonight, but still she had stayed out with her pal Dorothy Dignam until Dorothy had to catch the nine o’clock train back to Penn Station.

Dorothy started as an Ayer copywriter in the Philadelphia office in 1930, but soon after Frances came to the agency four years back, Dorothy moved to the New York office at 30 Rockefeller Center to head up the public relations department. Like Frances, De Beers was her main priority. They had publicists in Miami, Hollywood, and Paris, too, just for this one client. Dorothy had even arranged for the creation of a short film with Columbia Pictures, The Magic Stone: Diamonds Through the Centuries. It started playing in theaters in September 1945 and by the time the run was over, it had been seen by more than fifteen million people.

Her friend would never tell her age, but Frances guessed that Dorothy was at least a decade and a half older than she was, probably about fifty. She had been in advertising in Chicago in the last year of the First World War. She was the C Oppenheimerall, and hicago Herald’s society reporter at seventeen years old and stayed until the day Mr. Hearst moved in and moved her out. She went from there to the offices of the Contented Cow milk company as a copywriter, and later to Ayer.

Dorothy was a real hot ticket. She was something of a model for Frances. She had traveled the world for Ayer in the thirties, working in London, Paris, and Geneva for Ford, sailing to Norway and Sweden to study household electrical progress. She even made frequent visits to Hollywood, where she went to the Trocadero for dinner and saw all the stars. She once ran into Joan Crawford in Bullocks Wilshire. Dorothy bought size 16 of the dress that Joan had purchased in size 14. Just an inexpensive black daytime frock and very useful to both of us, I’m sure was how she had described it in a postcard she sent.

Their dinner tonight had started off as a business meeting, but after two martinis each they were laughing uproariously at a table at Bookbinder’s, eating oysters and telling jokes about the fellas at work. They were endlessly amused by the things they were expected to know as women in the office. A few years ago, Dorothy started keeping a sheet of paper in the vacant drawer under her typewriter, and every question that was asked of her, she typed down.

Tonight, she had read Frances a few of the latest: “How should a woman look when her son is seventeen? Could a winter hat have a bird’s nest on it? Is Macy’s singular or plural? Do women ever warble in the bathtub? What’s the difference between suede and buck? Does Queen Mary have a nice complexion? How many times a day do you feed a baby? Is this thing an inverted pleat?”

They had had a ball, but now Frances would have to pay the price.

She glanced at a sheet of paper, a recent strategy plan, and read, We are dealing primarily with a problem in mass psychology. We seek to maintain and strengthen the tradition of the diamond engagement ring—to make it a psychological necessity. Target audience: some seventy million people fifteen years and over whose opinion we hope to influence in support of our objectives.

Well, that narrowed it down nicely.

In 1938, a representative of Sir Ernest Oppenheimer, president of De Beers Consolidated Mines, wrote to Ayer to inquire whether, as he put it, “the use of propaganda in various forms” might boost the sales of diamonds in America.

The Depression had caused diamond prices to plummet around the world. Consumer interest had all but vanished. There were only half as many diamonds sold in America as there had been before the war, and the few diamond engagement rings still being purchased were inexpensive and small. De Beers had reserve stocks they couldn’t possibly sell. Oppenheimer was eager to bring the diamond engagement ring to prominence in the United States, and he had it on good authority that Ayer was the best in the business, the only agency for the job. He proposed a campaign at $500,000 annually for the first three years.

What Ayer had done for De Beers was a true testament to the power of advertising. By 1941, diamond sales had increased by 55 percent. After the Second World War, the number of weddings in America soared, and diamonds went right along with them. The price of diamonds went up, too: Today, a two-carat diamond could range in price from $1,500 to $3,300. In 1939, it would have been $900 to $1,750.

They had created a whole new sort of advertising for this campaign, and other agencies had been copying it ever since. In the absence of a direct sale to be made, or to celebrate coal a brand name to be introduced, there was only an idea: the emotional currency attached to a diamond.

De Beers produced less than they could, to keep supply low and price high. Not only did their advertising approach boost sales, it also ensured that, once sold, a diamond would never return to the marketplace. After Frances got finished pulling their heartstrings, widows or even divorcées would not want to part with their rings.

On occasion over the years, she had imagined what the Oppenheimers must look like. The peculiar particulars of their relationship stoked her imagination, making her wonder what their faces did when they saw her newest ideas. Were there raised eyebrows? Slight smiles? Exclamations?

It was unusual for her not to have met a client, but De Beers was prohibited from coming to the United States because of the cartel. The company controlled the world supply of rough diamonds, a monopoly so strong that the mere presence of its representatives in America violated the law. They operated out of Johannesburg and London. Once a year, Gerry Lauck took the ads she wrote to South Africa in a thick leather-bound book for their approval. He kept a set of golf clubs there, since it was easier than lugging them back and forth from New York.

The first time Gerry went to Johannesburg to present market research to the Oppenheimers, the small seaplane he was traveling on made a crash landing off the Island of Mozambique. He used the large mounted maps and charts he had brought along as flotation devices to get to shore. Two others on board died, and The New York Times ran the headline AIRLINER IS WRECKED IN SOUTHEAST AFRICA: AMERICAN ESCAPES INJURY. Gerry felt that the presentation quite literally saved his life, and perhaps for that reason, he was willing to do whatever it took for De Beers.

Her roommate let out a great snore in the next room, interrupting Frances’s thoughts.

Ann was waiting on a marriage proposal from a dull accountant she had been dating for a while now. After that, Frances would be back on the hunt for a new roommate, as had tended to happen every few months or so since the war ended. Rose, Myrtle, Hildy: one by one, she had lost them all to matrimony. But she was up for a promotion at the office, so perhaps when Ann left she could finally afford to live alone.

When Frances started working at Ayer four years ago, at the age of twenty-eight, she had convinced her parents that it was time for her to move away from home and into the city. But her paycheck demanded that she get a roommate to help with the rent. She wanted a house of her own on the Main Line. Then she’d never have to worry about getting enough hot water in the shower on winter mornings, or tolerating Ann’s nasally soprano as she accompanied Dinah Shore on the radio at night. She relished and dreamed about the prospect of living alone, the same way most single girls probably dreamed about married life.

Frances ran a finger over one of her new honeymoon ads. Other women never seemed to think about what came next. They were so eager to be paired up, as if marriage was known to be full of splendor. Frances was the opposite: she could never stop thinking about it. She might go to dinner or out dancing with someone new, and have a fine time. But when she got home and climbed into bed afterward, her heart would race with fear. If she went out with him again, then they might go out again after that. Eventually, she would have to take him home to be evaluated by her parents, and vice versa. Then he would propose. And she, like all the other working girls who had married before her, would simply disappear into a life of mother her long list of worriesen94hood and isolation.

Dorothy had once told her that her beau George came home from the First World War and married a butcher’s daughter. She said something clever, which Frances assumed she had said before: “The blow—as keen as that from any meat ax—was considerably softened by the thought that the Women’s Advertising Club still loved me.”

Frances couldn’t picture Dorothy with a broken heart. She was too independent, too sharp, for all that. Say this George had returned and asked for her hand and hidden her away in a nice house somewhere. Wouldn’t she have been bored out of her skull in a matter of weeks?

Dorothy’s father was J. B. Dignam, an advertising pioneer and newspaperman who died when she was twenty. Ever since, she had supported herself and her dear mother, too. They lived in Swarthmore, Pennsylvania, for a time, and now resided at the Hotel Parkside, a rooming house in the Gramercy section of Manhattan. Frances wasn’t sure how Dorothy managed.

After five years at Ayer, you got a medal bearing the company motto: KEEPING EVERLASTINGLY AT IT BRINGS SUCCESS. Whenever Frances saw one of the medals on someone’s desk, she thought to herself, Lovely sentiment. That and some money would be nice.

Ayer employees had a saying: It’s a great place to work if your family can afford to send you.

Frances had grown up mostly in Philadelphia, comfortable enough but without much extravagance. The family had one servant, a girl named Alberta, who taught her how to bake pies and braid her hair. Frances’s father, the son of Irish immigrants, worked as a coal yard superintendent. Her mother’s people hailed from Ireland as well, but they had settled in Canada, where they did an impressive business in construction, putting up skyscrapers all over Ontario. The Pigotts were well known there, but in the States no one had heard of them. Frances’s mother liked to say that to Americans, Canada may as well be Zanzibar for all they knew about what went on across the border.

Her father lost his job at the start of the Depression. They had to let Alberta go. Eventually, they moved up north to Hamilton, her mother’s hometown. Frances was fifteen when they arrived. She would stay until she turned twenty, when better times brought the three of them home. Back in Pennsylvania, her parents bought Longview Farm, a sprawling place in Media, where they now raised goats and horses.

As a teenager, it had been difficult to leave her friends behind and to try to fit in with her Pigott cousins, who were accustomed to all manner of luxury. But over time, Frances came to enjoy life in Canada.

There, she and her father grew closer than ever, the two outsiders. Frances was an only child, and if her father, like most men, had wanted a boy, he never let on. He treated her like neither male nor female, just as his one and only, his darling. Anything Frances wanted to do, he thought was swell. And if she didn’t like something and wanted to give it a skip, that was fine by him too. Her father had saved her from the cotillions and socials and dance lessons that were the fate of all her female cousins.

As a girl, Frances had liked to write short stories. He read every one of them, giving her his critiques.

“You’re not an editor,” her mother once scolded him. “You’re her father. You should just say the stories are grand.”

But Frances thrilled to his criticisms. They made his praise all the "/>

At sixteen, while still in high school, she got a job at a community paper in Ontario, writing a shopping column. She went out and sold the advertising and wrote the ads, too, and made forty-five dollars a week in the middle of the Depression. That had lit a fire in her—she loved writing and selling. Most of all, she loved drawing her own paycheck. Her father was proud.

Frances thought that her time in Canada had prepared her well for working at Ayer. The company president, Harry Batten, was a self-made man who liked hiring wealthy Ivy League types, with a strong tendency toward Yale. They had plenty of clients like that, too. Men with names like du Pont and Rockefeller. Frances was the only person in the copy department without a college degree, but she carried herself with as much confidence as anyone else, and no one seemed to notice the difference.

Batten was fond of boasting that Ayer had an employee from every one of the forty-eight states.

A Nordic Protestant from every state! Frances thought. Well done you! The agency didn’t look fondly on Catholics, and Jews were out of the question. But then, every agency was like that. She kept her Catholicism to herself. She only called in sick once a year, on Ash Wednesday.

Four years at the agency had gone by in a flash, her grandmother wondering each Christmas with greater urgency than the last when Frances planned to settle down and have a family of her own. Her parents had been older than usual when they married in 1911, after meeting by chance on holiday in the Thousand Islands. Her mother was twenty-eight, her father thirty. Another four years passed before Frances was born. Her mother could still remember all the questions and concerns her older relatives had thrown at her—she had married too late, they said. She was waiting too long for children. These complaints had hurt her deeply. So for a long time, she refused to bother Frances about such things. When the window for nudging opened, it was quite short, as Frances soon turned thirty-two, apparently the age at which everyone gave up hope. Just like that, she went from perhaps only a pitiable late bloomer to a full-blown maiden lady. It was a delight to have the pressure off, really.

She worked for the most powerful advertising agency in the world. She found her job far more exciting than any man she had met in the longest. Even this—staying up until all hours, jittery with the fear of not getting it right—even this thrilled her.

The irony of her situation wasn’t lost on her: she was a bachelor girl whose greatest talent so far was for convincing couples to get engaged.

When Frances joined Ayer in ’43, 103 employees were at war—10 percent of the agency. The only clients they took on during that time were the Boeing Airplane Company and the U.S. Army. Advertisements for luxury goods were seen as vulgar. From June 1942 until September 1943, De Beers advertising was confined to spreading the word of the company’s contribution of industrial diamonds to the war effort. After that, jewelry advertising resumed, but they had to be sensitive about it. In 1945, Frances created a new campaign, unlike anything that had ever been seen in American magazines before. The ads celebrated the weddings of real American GIs who were returning home to civilian life, and the girls they had left behind. They featured illustrations of actual ceremonies and stories about the couples. At the same time, important information was given about diamonds.

During the war, Ayer made increasing use of women. Out of nec Oppenheimerall, and essity, they were hiring girls on, and not just in clerical jobs and the steno pool, but in executive and semi-executive roles. There was Dolores in business production, and Sally in the media department. Two women in accounts, and Dorothy in public relations, of course.

In the copy department, there were now a total of thirteen men and three women. The women were meant to provide the feminine point of view when it came to creating campaigns for products that females would buy, or at least influence the purchase of.

For De Beers, Frances’s own desires were no help. Instead, she studied her coworkers and her friends and her roommates. What did they want most? Well, that was easy—they wanted marriage. What did they fear? They feared being alone. The war had only heightened both sensations. She played off of that. She tried to say that the diamond itself could prevent a tragic outcome: The engagement diamond on her finger is bright as a tear—but not with sadness. Like her eyes it holds a promise—of cool dawns together, of life grown rich and full and tranquil. Its lovely assurance shines through all the hours of waiting, to kindle with joy and precious meaning at the beginning of their new life to be.

Much of the time, the ads appealed to men, since they would be the ones buying the rings. They did a lot of rather fancy advertising about gentlemen—about good taste and accomplishment, and how both ideas could be conveyed through the ring you gave your beloved, even if you didn’t actually have either one.

A friend had recalled one night during the war that her beau wrote to say he was worried about what might happen to her if he didn’t come home. Mortality was on his mind, and, Frances reasoned, the minds of others like him. And so she wrote, Few men can found a city, name a new star, shatter an atom. Few build for themselves a monument so tall that future generations may point to it from far off, saying, “Look, that was our father. There is his name. That was his lifework.” Diamonds are the most imperishable record a man may leave of his personal life.

It was all very dark and heavy-handed. Gerry Lauck thought it was brilliant.

Frances closed her eyes for a moment. She should sleep some, or else she’d look a fright at the morning meeting. But what to do about the signature line? She arranged a handful of magazines in the shape of a fan on the floor, all open to her ads.

In Vogue: Your diamonds glow with loveliness at every wearing. Theirs is a timeless charm transcending every change in fashion.

In Collier’s: Wear your diamonds as the night wears its stars, ever and always … for their beauty is as timeless.

In Life: In the engagement diamond on her finger, the memories will shine forever.

She had clearly long been surfeited by this idea of permanence. She closed her eyes and said, “Dear God, send me a line.”

Frances scribbled something on a scrap of paper, taking it to bed with her and placing it on the nightstand. She lay down fully dressed, without getting under the covers, and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

Three hours later, she woke to the alarm and looked first thing at the words she had written: A Diamond Is Forever.

She thought it would do just fine.

As her feet hit the cold hardwood, she heard Ann in the hallway making for the bathroom. In her roommate’s casMen made mistakes and when they asked forgiveness, women forgave. It happened every day.d himselfe, the engagement couldn’t come soon enough.

Frances quickly ate her breakfast and showered. She put on a long-sleeved brown dress, not bothering to check her reflection in the mirror. It was usually something of a disappointment to her anyway: her flat, wide cheeks, her goofy grin. She had been out on dates with men who called her pretty, but she knew the facts. She towered over half the boys at the office. She was all wrong for a woman in this day and age, when the gentler sex was supposed to be demure, quiet, and pocket-sized.

She rode the train downtown, clutching the slip of paper from the previous night. When she reached Washington Square, she hurried toward the Ayer building. She was dangerously close to being late.

In 1934, when the rest of the world was flat broke, N. W. Ayer and Son had enough cash to build their thirteen-story headquarters, directly across from the old statehouse. It was a magnificent structure, made of Indiana limestone, in the Art Moderne style.

She had been so proud the first time her father visited for lunch and whistled under his breath, “Wow, Mary Frances. That’s really something.” He only used her first name when he wanted to emphasize his point.

Now she opened the building’s big brass door, so heavy that in the slightest breeze you could barely get it to budge an inch. The lobby walls were lined with marble. Classic, yet not at all fussy or ostentatious. Much like Ayer itself.

The middle-aged greeter sat behind an oak desk just inside the doors.

“Good morning, ma’am,” she said.

“Good morning.”

Frances waited for the elevator, willing it to come.

Finally, the doors opened, and there stood the blond elevator operator in her crisp uniform and white gloves.

“Tenth floor?” she asked, as she did every morning.

Frances nodded.

There was a strange sense of pride that came from a small moment like this—someone you didn’t know anything at all about knew something particular about you. It still gave her a thrill that she could tell any taxi driver in Philadelphia to take her to the Ayer building and they would know exactly where to go.

She got off the elevator and stopped at the typing pool in the middle of the floor. The wooden box that the stenographer, Alice Fairweather, and her four underlings worked in gave the impression that they were barnyard animals who needed to be penned. Frances always felt a bit silly talking to them over the low wall.

“Morning, Miss Gerety,” Alice said. “What have you got for us today?”

Frances handed over the honeymoon copy. “I’ll need it before the meeting.”

“Certainly.”

It would be returned to her in perfect shape before it moved along to the art department downstairs. The copy chief, Mr. George Cecil, was an absolute stickler for proper English. A ten-year veteran of the department had once let an ad go out with a typo. Cecil fired him the next day.

Frances was at her desk by 9:05.

The morning meeting would start at ten. Mr. Cecil would look at new lines and hand out more assignments. He was old-fashioned, buttoned up, but the execs loved him. He was considered the greatest copywriter alive, having created the lines Down from Canada Came Tales of a Wonderful Beverage;
font-weight: normal;
all, and  for Canada Dry and They Laughed When I Sat Down at the Piano but When I Started to Play!—for Steinway, and about a hundred others.

Nora Allen two offices down was yapping into her phone at top volume. The cubicles had doors and high brown walls, but no ceilings. You couldn’t see anyone if you shut your door, but you could certainly hear them.

Frances tried to read over a memo on her desk. She was tired. Someday she’d have to start keeping normal hours, but she had always come awake at bedtime. She should have worked the night shift of a newspaper.

Some coffee would have hit the spot, but Harry Batten had forbidden them from drinking it in the building after an art director spilled a cup on an original finished photo that was ready to go to publication. The ban was particularly painful given that Hills Bros. was one of their biggest clients; there were cans and cans of coffee around, just waiting to be brewed. Mr. Cecil had even coined the term coffee break back in the twenties as part of the company’s advertising. Ironic, as there would never be a coffee break in the Ayer building as long as Batten lived.

Frances heard two voices in the hall, one of them the undeniable sound of Mr. Cecil in a foul mood.

“Who is that?” he said, irritated.

“Nora Allen, I believe,” his secretary replied.

“What in God’s name is she doing?”

“I think she’s talking to New York, sir.”

He scoffed. “Why doesn’t she use the telephone?”

Frances chuckled to herself. But in the meeting, she found that Mr. Cecil’s grumpiness had now made its way to her. When she presented her line, he rose from his chair and began pacing the floor, a sure sign that he was about to rip her idea up and down.

“Why did we go to school to learn grammar if you people are going to just disregard it?” he said. “You need an adjective here. If you said A diamond is expensive, or A diamond is hard, or A diamond can cut stone, that might work. But this?”

Frances was about to reply when he continued, “What do you think, Chuck?”

Her eyes met Chuck McCoy’s. He was a solid writer, good at his job, but certainly not the most forceful of men.

Chuck cleared his throat. “Every love affair begins with ‘I’ll love you forever.’ That’s the intention of a marriage, that it will last forever, right? I think I like it.”

Frances gave him a grateful nod, just as he turned to Mr. Cecil and spat out the words, “But it isn’t correct grammar, sir, you’re right.”

She shook her head. Stupid sycophant.

Frances spoke up in defense of herself. “As far as I’m concerned, the word ‘is’ means it exists. It’s a synonym for ‘exists.’ But change it if you like. I’m certainly not wedded to the idea.”

“No pun intended,” Chuck said.

Frances rolled her eyes. “If we talk about it, I’m sure we can find something similar that will do the trick.”

She considered adding, I only gave it about th;
font-weight: normal;
all, and ree minutes’ thought in the dead of night, but stopped herself.

“Yes, let’s talk about it,” Mr. Cecil said.

They tossed ideas around for the next three hours. The ashtray in the center of the table filled to the brim. Frances could feel her stomach rumbling. At this point, she’d accept anything Mr. Cecil wanted if it meant she could pop out to the Automat for a cheese sandwich.

Finally, Gerry Lauck poked his head in and said, “I’ve got to get to the airport now, George. What’s the word on the De Beers line?”

Mr. Cecil said, “Frances has come up with A Diamond Is Forever,” in a tone that almost made it sound like he was tattling on her.

Gerry looked up at the ceiling, thinking it ohttp-equiv="Co
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Kate woke to the sound of her mother’s alarmed stage whisper in the kitchen. They have nothing but soy milk in the fridge. You’d think when company’s coming—

Then, her sister May jumping to the rescue: I’ll go find a convenience store and get some regular milk. Wait, do they even have convenience stores out here?

Because her cousin Jeffrey had decided to get married in the Hudson River Valley in April, Kate had six relatives—including the three kids—staying under her roof for the weekend. Above her head, the bedroom skylight revealed a square of perfect blue, the first sunny Saturday of spring. She could think of so many things she’d love to do today: take her daughter for a hike, dig around in the back garden, spend all afternoon out on the deck with a book. But none of that would happen.

“I hate weddings,” she said.

Dan lay beside her with the comforter pulled up under his chin like every morning. She could tell that he was awake, but instead of opening his eyes he closed them even tighter. “Why do we have to suffer just because they’re in love?”

Kate groaned. “I know it.”

She should have gotten up earlier, before everyone else. She should have been showered and dressed by the time they all came downstairs. She should have prepared a delicious breakfast. A strada or frittata or something like that. Usually, Ava was her alarm clock, but today someone must have swooped in and gotten her out of bed. Kate knew she ought to feel grateful, but it meant that now it was after eight, and her mother was already judging the contents of her refrigerator. As Jeffrey’s aunt and godmother, she would give a reading at the ceremony this evening. No doubt, this had her even more on edge than usual.

May and her husband, Josh, had brought along their three children, ages ten, eight, and five, because, as May had put it over the phone when the save-the-dates arrived, “It doesn’t exactly align with our beliefs, but a gay wedding is a teachable moment. It’s a coup these days to get your kids invited to one.”

They had driven out from New Jersey the night before, shattering the country quiet as soon as May’s massive SUV pulled into the driveway. Kate went out to meet them, inhaling deeply, asking the God she wasn’t sure she believed in to give her strength.

Right away, May’s oldest, Leo, had produced a green tube of braided straw from his pocket and said, “Aunt Kate, stick your fingers in this.”

“Don’t!” his brother Max warned, coming up behind him. “It’s a Chinese finger trap.”

Kate remembered the toy from when she was a kid. They used to buy them by the bagful at the five-and-dime.

“Shut up, Max!” Leo said. “You just ruined it.”

“">She sighed. all she said. “ ceilingLeo. Language,” said Kate’s mother, Mona, who was the next one out of the clown car, followed by May’s youngest, Olivia, wearing a blue Cinderella dress.

“Hi sweetheart,” Mona continued. “How are you?”

She kissed Kate on the cheek.

“A girl we saw at the mall had to get her hand cut off after it got stuck in a Chinese finger trap,” Max said. “They’re really dangerous.”

“I made that up, you idiot,” Leo snickered. “I don’t know why she didn’t have a hand, but it wasn’t because of a Chinese finger trap. Come on, Aunt Kate. Try it!”

“Is that okay to say?” Mona frowned, looking to Kate. “Shouldn’t it be Asian finger trap now?”

“All right, let me see that,” Kate said, slipping her fingers into the holes at either end of the tube. She made a big show of being stuck.

“Let me try it on someone,” Max said.

“No,” Leo shot back.

“I have something better than that,” Max said with a pout. “I have a Mongolian finger trap.”

“No such thing,” Leo said, dismissing him.

May climbed out of the car, and rolled her eyes at Kate. “Please don’t encourage them.”

As if Kate had given them the Chinese finger trap as a welcome gift. As if she herself were eight years old. And so it begins, she thought.

They made it through the rehearsal dinner without any fighting, though May’s boys fidgeted and complained until they were allowed to play video games at the table, which Kate could tell her cousin Jeffrey hated. She had never respected May’s parenting style. May always told her, Just wait. When you have kids, you’ll understand. But Kate had been a parent for three years now, and she still objected to the strange cycle of bribing children to be good and scaring the shit out of them when they were bad.

Now she turned to Dan. “I guess I’d better go downstairs.”<19;s, playfull/p>

He pulled her close, his body warm beneath the sheets. “Let’s just stay here for the day. We’ll tell them we’re sick.”

She grinned. “Yeah, right. And deprive the flower girl of her parents’ adoring gazes?”

“We can tell her we’ll just check out the pictures on Facebook later. You know your sister will find a way to post them before the wedding has even started.”

May had documented what seemed like every instant of her children’s lives online, as if a birthday party or a t-ball game were somehow not quite real until she told 437 of her closest friends and acquaintances about it.

Kate and Dan were silent for a moment, which allowed them to overhear the following exchange:

The first voice belonged to her mother. “What is this? Orgasmic apple juice?”

“What?” May said. “Let me see that! Mom, it says organic.”

Kate laughed.

“Wow, that must have been a letdown for her,” Dan said.

“I’m going in,” Kate said, getting to her fe?” Frances asked.94 a new l fet. “Wish me luck.”

In the kitchen, May’s three sat around the table eating Pop-Tarts. May and Mona stood against the counter, coffee cups in hand. Kate couldn’t remember the last time they’d all been together in the morning like this. Her mother and sister always wore makeup in public. They looked odd without it now, like some small but vital part of their faces was missing—an eyebrow, or an upper lip.

Ava, still in her footie pajamas, was strapped into her booster seat, a crumbling Pop-Tart in hand. At three years old, she was already fiercely opinionated.

“Mama,” she said. “I like this. I want more.”

Kate wanted to rip the thing away from her and shove it in the trash. She would need to decide quickly whether to fight this particular battle. She fed Ava all natural foods, nothing processed or full of sugar, even though she and Dan still ate greasy Chinese one night a week and scarfed down the occasional bag of Doritos. They did try to eat consciously, aware of the evils of factory farming. They had cut out meat almost entirely. But they still ate plenty of junk. In some ways, they were a lost cause, but Ava, beautiful Ava, was pure. Kate thought of asking her sister why she had felt the need to undermine her authority so early in the day.

“You brought your own Pop-Tarts?” was all she said.

May frowned. “Good morning to you too, Sunshine! Sorry. My kids won’t eat anything else.”

“They’re made with real fruit,” Leo pointed out, trying to be helpful.

Kate knew they thought she was foolish to care so much about what Ava ate. “You were raised on hot dogs and Kraft macaroni and cheese, and you turned out fine,” her mother had said on various occasions when the subject came up.

Mona and May treated Kate and Dan like they were a couple of radicals, even though there was nothing particularly unconventional about their life. Any choice Kate made that contradicted what her mother had done was somehow seen as a slap in the face. Moving to the country, feeding her daughter organic food, deciding not to marry.

Kate had believed that Ava’s birth would take some of the pressure off the idea of marriage, but that had been a total miscalculation on her part. In the flurry of Jeff’s wedding preparations these past several months, it had all come back to her: the day after she announced that she was pregnant, her mother bought her a white dress. (“It just reminded me of you, that’s all.”) The week they found out they were having a girl, May made her husband take Dan out for beers and try to pressure him into proposing.

“Your child will be illegitimate. Don’t you care about that?” her mother said when Kate was seven months along, and there was no longer time to even pretend at subtlety.

“In what way exactly will she be illegitimate?” Kate had asked.

“Her parents aren’t married.”

“Neither are mine,” Kate said.

“Yes, well, that’s different.”

“Why?”

“Because we were married, once upon a time.”

Kate’s had been a relatively traditional suburban childhood. She grew up in Montclair, New Jersey. Her father was the letters editor for the Newark Star-Ledger, her mother the dean of">Commencemental droppedl f students at a small nearby college.

She attended a good public school, played soccer and softball, though not particularly well, and was in the Girl Scouts until age eight. Her parents’ house, a normal-sized Colonial, was always in a state of near messiness that could be cleaned up for guests in thirty-five minutes or less. She had her own bedroom, and so did May.

They were born four years apart. Far enough that they didn’t really play with one another if there was any possible alternative. They each had their own friends, and the only times they socialized were during boring family parties or when they went away on vacation.

They bonded, sort of, during their parents’ divorce. Kate was a freshman in high school and May was a senior. Neither of them saw it coming. Yes, their parents fought a lot, and from time to time her mother had made threats. While driving them to school one morning, she announced that she felt she was finally ready to leave their father, as if they might congratulate her on the news. May started to cry. Kate was silent, though she worried for months. But then two years passed, and nothing changed.

She wept when her parents told her for real. On some level she understood that they would both be happier apart. But screw their happiness: she didn’t want to be the child of divorced parents. Couldn’t they at least have waited until she went away to college? She considered high school the worst possible time for this to happen. She knew people whose parents had split before their first birthday, and she considered them lucky beyond belief. They had never known anything different.

When her parents divorced, the court granted them joint custody. They decided that she and May would spend Sunday through Wednesday with their father in the original house, and Thursday through Saturday with their mother, in a cheap rented condo she got through campus housing. This was how Kate spent her high school days, and she hated it.

After the divorce, May tried harder than ever to be perfect—pretty, polite, well dressed, popular, always with a boyfriend by her side. It seemed as if every choice she made was an attempt to erase the taint of the broken home. Kate went in the opposite direction. On Fridays, she stayed out late with a bunch of college kids she and her friend Brandy had met at a party and quickly latched onto. They claimed to be BU students themselves, and spent many nights in dorm rooms, drinking, smoking pot, listening to Radiohead and Ani DiFranco; discussing literatured life with the women in the group, before making out for hours with the sleepy-eyed boys, who smelled of Tide and cigarettes.

The differences between the two sisters were only emphasized by the fact that they looked so much alike. May and Kate were both five foot five, with brown hair and olive skin. They had the same skinny legs and arms, the same flat chest, even the same tiny, hairless gap in their eyebrows, which May spent untold amounts of time and money getting waxed and plucked and lasered, so as to correct the imperfection, while Kate just left it alone. She could look at her sister and see exactly how she herself would look if she spent an hour applying makeup each morning and took great care with her outfits. But Kate’s style, if she had one, could only be described as unintentional. She sometimes wore a bit of lip gloss, that was all. She never learned how to apply eyeliner; the few times she had tried, her lids clamped shut as soon as they came within three inches of a pencil, making her wonder if she’d been blinded by a stick in a previous life.

Their father remarried when Kate was a freshman in college. His wife, Jean,” Ava saidal droppedl f was a nice woman from the paper, also divorced with two kids. Kate was happy for him, and relieved—his lonesomeness was one thing she could cross off her long list of worries. But she found it odd that her father and Jean still lived in the house she grew up in. It was like he had just replaced one woman with another, keeping everything else the same. Even the sofa in the den was the same, and the brass poster bed in the master suite. Jean’s kids from her first marriage had grown up with a deadbeat dad they never saw, so they looked to Kate’s father as their own in a way, even though they were in their twenties. This could be hard to take. You should call your brother and congratulate him on the new job, her father might say over the phone, and it would take Kate a moment to figure out what the hell he was talking about. Brother? She didn’t have a brother.

Her mother never remarried. Mona was married to her life—her work and her friends. She had once told Kate that after women got out of lousy marriages, they generally had the good sense to stay away from the institution altogether. While men just kept trying to get it right because they were incapable of being alone.

Despite this, Mona wanted her daughters to get married. She had obsessed over planning May’s wedding like there was an award to be won. Like her sister, so many of Kate’s friends had watched their parents languish in bad marriages or go through painful divorces, only to jump right into marriage themselves, as if they could fix the whole messy business of their elders’ mistakes with a next-generation do-over.

Early on, even as far back as high school, Kate was distrustful of marriage. The popular perception was so sad and discouraging, so Everybody Loves Raymond. After the divorce, her father started reciting a Rita Rudner quote whenever the subject came up: “Men who have a pierced ear are better prepared for marriage—they’ve experienced pain and bought jewelry.” Each time he said it and laughed, Kate felt slightly ill.

The fall of her sophomore year at UVM, she took a class called “The History of Marriage,” in which she learned that, historically speaking, marriage wasn’t about love at all. It was essentially a business transaction.

Through centuries and across cultures, women were intimidated and coerced into marriage through horrible means—kidnapping, physical violence, even gang rape. In eighteenth-century England, the doctrine of coverture dictated that a woman had no legal rights within a marriage, other than those afforded her by her husband. Early American laws replicated this idea, and did not change until the 1960s. Before then, most states had “head and master” laws, giving husbands the right to beat their wives and take full control of family decision making and finances, including the woman’s own property.

Every bit of new information sickened her. This was marriage?

While home for Thanksgiving, Kate made her feelings known: she wanted to have a family someday, but she knew in her heart that she would never get married.

“Marriage is a construct,” she said as she poured gravy over her turkey breast. “It’s been sold as a way to keep women safe or make their lives better, but for the most part it’s been used to keep them down. In Afghanistan today, a woman might be encouraged to marry her rapist.”

“This isn’t Afghanistan,” her mother said, looking embarrassed.

“Well, here in America, a woman couldn’t get a” Ava saidal droppedl f credit card or a bank loan without written permission from her husband until the seventies. And until then, a man could also force his wife to have sex with him. There was no such thing as marital rape.”

“Please stop saying rape at the dinner table,” her mother said. “Grandpa, would you pass the cranberry sauce?”

Everyone thought it was just a phase, including her college boyfriend, Todd. They were together for five years, moving to New York after graduation and breaking up the summer they both turned twenty-five. When he proposed to her on a weekend drive to Burlington, Kate was shocked. She had told him hundreds of times why she didn’t want to get married, and he had seemed to agree. For a long time, he acted as if he had hit the jackpot by finding a woman who wasn’t interested in all that. But a few months before his proposal, it was as if someone had flipped a switch in him—he started saying that it was childish not to get married, what would people think of them, of their future kids? Plus, the government made it impossible not to marry, he said. If you were married, you got benefits and tax breaks. She told him that wasn’t exactly true: “Only for traditional, patriarchal setups, where the man makes all the money and the woman stays home. Our tax system punishes couples where both members are high earners.”

He shook his head. “Whatever. I don’t want to marry you for tax purposes, Kate. Way to suck all the romance out of it.”

She said she wanted to be with him, but not marry him. He said that was bullshit, that every woman wanted to get married deep down. They broke up. Six months later, Todd was engaged to someone else.

Around this time, Kate’s mother started to panic. “You know,” she said, “a lot of us form grand ideas in college that we later abandon. There’s no shame in it.” She suggested that they go to therapy together, to sort out exactly how much the divorce had damaged Kate.

She tried to tell her mother that it wasn’t about the divorce. It was about the fact that marriage was outdated and exclusionary, and worked only 50 percent of the time anyway. But none of this logic made a difference. In every other way, she was an ideal daughter: high achieving, devoted. But the fact that she wouldn’t get married made her suspect in her mother’s eyes.

The men she dated in her late twenties seemed similarly suspicious. When she told them that she did not want to get married, she was usually met with disbelief or some variation on the word feminazi. By the time she turned twenty-eight, Kate felt certain that she was never going to meet someone to be with for the long term. She made peace with the idea. She had a small rented studio apartment in Brooklyn Heights. She was self-sufficient and had fulfilling work and wonderful friends, and maybe that was enough.

Then she met Dan—ironically, at the wedding of their mutual friend Tabitha. He was from Wisconsin, a website designer, who before moving to New York had spent eight years working in Sweden. There, it was perfectly common not to get married. Plenty of his friends in Stockholm had purchased houses and had kids but never made it official. He probably would have gotten married if he’d ended up with anyone else, but he liked the idea of two people choosing each other every day, rather than feeling stuck with one another, as though they were a failure if they couldn’t make forever happen. Dan had a slight suspicion of authority to begin with, and once he thought about it, he saw no reason why the government should be a part of their relationship” Ava saidal droppedl f. What had been a brick wall with every other man she had ever dated was suddenly just no big deal.

They were a good match, for this and a hundred other reasons. At the wedding where they met, a female minister in flowing white robes had said something that Kate never wanted to forget. Outdo each other with kindness. She and Dan tried to. If something between them irritated her, she attempted to work it out herself, or talk to him in a calm, compassionate way.

She remembered too many weekends when she was a kid that had been ruined by her parents’ bickering. It usually started out with a nudge from her mother over breakfast, a slight twist of the screw: Gary, I thought you said you were going to run the dishwasher last night. Now there are no clean mugs in the whole damn house. Perhaps most men would apologize or make a joke out of it, but Kate’s father would ignore his wife, turning his attention instead to the children, his human shields. Well, what should we do today, huh? Do you want to go to the aquarium?

The passivity drove her mother insane. Maybe that’s why he did it. Gary, I was talking to you, she’d say. Gary!

I heard you, Mona. I can just think of a lot better ways to spend a Saturday than fighting with you about the stupid dishwasher.

Kate would sit between them, her body filling up with concrete, willing her mother to back down. But Mona didn’t know her own strength. She’d usually take the conversation somewhere cutting and out of the blue, saying something like, Maybe if you were able to take just the tiniest bit of constructive criticism, you might have gotten a promotion sometime in the last decade. From there, it would start to snowball, and Kate knew that soon enough her father would be locked away in his woodworking shed out back, her mother shrugging her shoulders, asking what his problem was.

Kate had long feared that she possessed the same ability to harm that her mother did. When Dan came along, she saw him for what he was at once, and vowed not to mess it up. Dan was a straight-up good, midwestern guy, with the right politics and a big heart. The kind of guy who would turn a tails-side-up penny over on the sidewalk for the next person to find.

Her family grew hopeful when they met him.

“Do you think you’ll get married?” May asked after they had been dating a few months.

“I think he’ll be the father of my children,” Kate said. It felt right, and enormous. She expected her sister to hug her.

But May responded hotly, “If you’re not picturing yourself in a wedding gown, that’s a bad sign.”

Leaving marriage aside, there was the issue of weddings. These two wildly different concepts were forever entwined in her sister’s brain—if you were in love, May reasoned, you would have thoughts of butter-cream icing and swing bands and bridesmaid dresses skipping through your head at all times, and this was no different than thoughts of spending your entire life with someone. None of it appealed to Kate. She knew that a woman was supposed to want to be married, but everything about weddings made her skin crawl, nothing more so than the brides who wanted to be different somehow—“I’m not like other brides!” all her friends had declared, before promptly acting like every other bride in the history of brides. She had been to the six-figure Hamptons wedding, the Brooklyn food-truck leave it at that.”ki droppedl f wedding, the laid-back Kentucky hoedown wedding, the Irish castle wedding. They were all the same.

Kate went along to each of them with a smile. She brought a good gift, and danced and toasted the happy couple. She didn’t mean to be a curmudgeon. She wished she could feel more live-and-let-live about it all. But deep down, she hated other people’s wedding photos. She hated the way a bride would raise up her bouquet in victory after saying “I do,” as if she had just accomplished something. She hated that even normal-sized women dieted for their weddings until they looked like bobble-head versions of themselves. She hated all the money thrown into some dark hole, when it could have been put to good use in a million other ways. Every one of her friends got so overwhelmed by the event, as if they were planning the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. Now there were even blogs for the stressed-out bride, the reluctant bride, the indie bride. But no one she knew, other than her, had stepped back and asked themselves, Why be a bride at all?

The outside pressure to be married was intense. This had surprised her a decade ago, but now she thought she understood. People wanted you to validate their choices by doing the same thing they had done. She was blessed—or cursed, depending on how you looked at it—to be the kind of person who really didn’t care what other people thought, as long as she believed it was right. She and Dan had never had a single conversation about whether they ought to get married just to please their parents or get everyone off their backs. But even so, Kate sometimes felt frustrated that her relationship wasn’t taken as seriously because it wasn’t a marriage. She had been with Dan longer than some of her married friends had even known their husbands.

Some women confided in her that they wished they had been brave enough to buck tradition the way she did, but then they’d gone ahead and done the expected thing to make everyone else happy. Others couldn’t believe this was what she really wanted. When she and Dan had been together two years, they were out with a coworker of Dan’s and his fiancée one night. “Are you two close to getting engaged?” the woman asked her. “No,” Kate said. The woman patted her hand and whispered, “You probably just haven’t cried enough yet.”

Dan joked that they should tell everyone they were both divorced, since if you’d done it once, people usually left you alone. It explained something that was otherwise unfathomable: the reason why two people in love did not want to marry.

For a while, Dan had told anyone who asked that they were boycotting marriage until their gay friends could take part. It was mostly a lie, but it tended to shut people up. The real reasons were too complicated, and anyway, no one ever believed them. You could spend hours telling someone in great detail about how you didn’t think the state had any business playing a role in your most intimate relationship, how you were wary of the Wedding Industrial Complex, and they’d still come away thinking, So basically you’re afraid of commitment.

But now their gay friends could get married. Kate remembered the evening Jeff and Toby had told them they were engaged. They had come up from the city for the weekend, and they were all sitting on the deck, watching the sun set.

“Do you hate me?” Jeff asked after he broke the news.

“Yes,” she said.

“I’m going to be a Bridezilla, you know that, right?”

She groaned. “This is gonna be even more painful than May’s, isn’t it?”

“More painful, but less tacky,” he said. “The good news for you is we won’t be doing a real bridal party—we’re a bit old for all that, right? Though we want Ava to be the flower girl. If I can’t wear a pouffy white dress, by God, she’ll have to wear one for me. And we want to do it out here in the country. So you’ll have to help me find a caterer and a florist and all that. We’ve already got the venue booked.”

“Where?” Dan asked.

“The Fairmount,” they said, and then joined hands.

“Oh God. They’ve gone over to the dark side. They’re even speaking in unison now,” Dan said. He got up from his chair. “I think we might have a bottle of champagne left over from New Year’s. I’ll be right back.”

As Dan walked inside, Jeff went on, “We booked the garden for a sunset ceremony and cocktails. Three-hundred-and-sixty-degree views of the mountains and the Hudson.”

Toby beamed. “It’s stunning, Kate. As long as it doesn’t rain, we’ll be fine.”

“Mother Nature best not be messing around that day, let me tell you,” Jeff said. “I’ve waited ten years for this.”

Kate smiled. “I’m sure she wouldn’t dare cross you.”

“Now the actual dinner will be in the Riverview Ballroom. Getting that room on a Saturday in April is nothing short of a miracle, but we did it,” Jeff said. He sounded more proud than he had when he passed the bar exam, or won his first major case. “Picture this: Floor-to-ceiling windows. A neutral color palette of cream, mushroom, and sage that looks flawless with any wedding decor you choose.”

Dan returned then with the champagne and four glasses. Kate grabbed hold of the edge of his shirt as if to keep herself from falling, even though she was sitting down.

“Honey, stop. We’re scaring her,” Toby said.

“No, no!” Kate said. “Go on. The views sound amazing. And whatever you said about mushrooms. That sounded good, too.”

She wanted to be happy for them. They were her best friends. She and Jeffrey had always been close, the two black sheep of the family. He was gay and she was Kate, and that was all there was to it. But now he wanted to be just like the rest of them. He wanted to be married. Kate couldn’t figure out why.

Late that night, she stood beside her cousin, looking out over the mountains in the distance.

“You’re being a trouper,” Jeff said. “Even though I know you don’t get it.”

Other than Dan, he was the one person she had always talked to about these things, the only one who ever seemed to understand why she never wanted to be married. And, though she knew it wasn’t about her, the whole thing felt like a small betrayal.

“There are so many countries in the world where people don’t even care about marriage anymore,” she said.

“But not America,” he said.

“No. Not America.”

“Where’d you come from, anyway?”

“I don’t know. I think May must have depleted our mother’s womb of some nutrient that causes a child to be normal.”

“That sounds about right. What was it Fran Lebowitz said?” Jeffrey asked. “Why do gay people want to get married and be in the military, which are the two worst things about being straight? Something like that. We just want our relationship to be accepted and acknowledged as much as anyone else’s. It might sound dumb, but it’s really that simple. We want to be the same.”

“That’s one of the reasons I don’t want to be married,” she said. “Because I don’t feel that what I have with Dan is the same as what May and Josh have, or any of our friends, or, God forbid, my parents. I don’t think any two relationships are really the same, so why rubber-stamp them all like that?”

“That’s not what I mean when I say the same,” he said. “I mean equal.”

“I know.”

“In my heart we’ve always been married. But now we’ll have the same basic rights as straight people. Insurance and inheritance and all that. You know we want to adopt someday. I’ve been afraid forever that if something happened to Toby and we weren’t married, his crazy parents would try to take the kid away from me.”

She put an arm around him, and as much as she could, Kate understood.

Since then, she had been a good sport. A few weeks later, the guys came upstate again one weekend. She prepared a feast; pumpkin bread and blueberry muffins, short ribs and potatoes au gratin, green beans and apple crisp, and buckets of red wine. For two days, they sat around her kitchen table, stacked high with wedding magazines and their laptops, and planned. Dan called it the War Room.

In the mix of magazines was a new publication called Wedding Pride. If Kate had assumed it would be harder for the wedding industry to monetize marriages between two men, she was mistaken: here were the ads for tooth whitening, Botox, laser eye surgery, because God forbid you should wear glasses to your wedding. Jeff got annoyed by an article entitled “My Big Fat Gay Honeymoon: Ten Gay-Friendly Locales Around the Globe.”

“Please,” he said. “I’ll have my honeymoon where I damn well want to.”

Toby glanced at the page. “It’s a practical concern,” he said. “There are a lot of places we wouldn’t feel comfortable. Places where people would be hostile. You’re an East Coaster, you have no idea.”

“Hey! I studied abroad in Madrid,” Jeff said, which prompted an eye roll from his fiancé.

Jeff held a book in his lap and made notes.

“What is that?” Kate asked after a while.

“It’s my bride book,” he said.

“Excuse me?”

“Emily Post’s Wedding Planner.”

She looked at Toby, who just shrugged.

“Give me that,” she said. She flipped through the pastel pages, and with each new task her anxiety level doubled: There were flowers to think about, and a wedding website, a band for the reception and music for the ceremony, place cards, forks and linens. Invitations and favor?” Frances asked.94 a new l fs for all your guests. Something called tablescapes.

“This thing makes me feel like I’m going to have a panic attack, and it’s not even my wedding,” she said. She pointed at a page: “You’re supposed to have an emergency contact for each of your bridesmaids, and document their height and weight, and exactly when their dress fittings will take place?”

“But we’re not having bridesmaids so we can ignore that,” Jeffrey said.

“Okay.” She flipped to another page. “You’re supposed to create personalized gift bags for every guest’s hotel room and tell them about fun things to do in the area?”

“Well, of course.”

On Sunday, they drove around and checked out Jeffrey’s top five favorite venues, just to make sure he was certain about the one he had already booked. They did a tasting with a caterer whose specialty seemed to be stuffing foods into other foods—tomatoes stuffed with shiso and wasabi, figs stuffed with gorgonzola, red pepper stuffed with chicken and rice. All the stuffing felt a little violent to Kate, but she didn’t mention it to Jeff, only Toby, who said, “Maybe marriage makes her angry.”

She knew that weddings had become big business: every time she turned on the television, there was another show about choosing the perfect dress, the perfect theme, the perfect cake. But still, she was flabbergasted by the expense: An empty barn strung up with fairy lights and nothing else cost six grand for the day. A country inn charged two hundred dollars a head for dinner.

When she worked at a nonprofit in New York, it had often been her job to create press releases that could express need in dollars and cents. People were more likely to donate if they could imagine exactly where their money might go. Now she had a bad habit of extrapolating this out in real life. For the price of two people’s dinners at this wedding, they could buy a deep-well pump that would provide clean water to an entire community, or fund a year’s education for sixty students at a refugee camp in Kenya. For the price of the flowers, they could buy a thousand mosquito bed nets that would protect five thousand Cambodian children from malaria. On a research trip, Kate had met a mother of nine who had already lost her husband and two oldest sons, ages fourteen and twelve, to the disease. The family had only one net, big enough to protect five bodies, so each night the woman had to choose two of her surviving children to sleep outside of it, in addition to herself. Five dollars was all it would take to save their lives. They weren’t supposed to, but Kate had emptied her pockets to this woman and her neighbors. When she saw their joy at receiving such a small sum, she felt ashamed of American excess. Now she pictured the eighteen gorgeous centerpieces Jeff was planning—roses, peonies, hydrangeas, and scented geraniums, all of which would be in the trash by the next morning. She felt ill.

Kate realized people didn’t think about money in this way. Jeffrey and Toby were generous; when asked to give, they gave. So no one would begrudge them for spending seventy thousand dollars on a wedding for two hundred. It was simply what one did.

They had wanted a more intimate affair, maybe eighty people. But the second her aunt and uncle heard about the engagement, they drew up a list of a hundred guests.

“Would you ever in a million years have thought that my parents would be clamoring to invite people to their son’s gay wedding?” Jeff said. “My dad’s leave it at that.”ki droppedl f already joined Weight Watchers. He wants to lose twenty-five pounds. And my mom is up in arms that we’re not having our reception in New Jersey. She told me it’s tradition to have the wedding in the bride’s hometown and people will think it’s strange that we’re doing it here. I told her we don’t exactly have a bride.”

Toby raised an eyebrow. “Oh, don’t we?”

After that weekend, a mania took Jeffrey over, as it did all of them, all the brides she had ever known. When she spoke to him about anything other than the wedding, she could tell that she didn’t have his focus. He told her that he lay awake in the middle of the night thinking about whether to have the caterer serve scallops as an hors d’oeuvre during cocktail hour, or whether he ought to jump to the next price level and go with mini lobster rolls. Were they perfectly whimsical or just goofy, and out of place so far from the ocean? He could spend hours consulting old weather charts and the Farmers’ Almanac online to try and deduce whether there would be rain. Once, in the middle of a phone call about their sick great-aunt, he had said, “Mason jars are huge right now. Have you noticed?”

“Excuse me?” she said.

“People use them for everything at weddings; candles, cocktails, centerpieces. I have to admit I like them. But are they overdone?”

He was stressed all the time. He told her his hair had started falling out, that he woke up some mornings covered in hives. He’d go to his office, but instead of doing any work, he’d find himself manically Googling the wedding photos of strangers, so that he could steal ideas about flowers and lighting. Entire days were lost to TheKnot.com. He became obsessed with Pinterest, which was basically online wedding porn: pictures of gorgeous tents and tables, golden retrievers in bow ties, freckled ring bearers out of a Norman Rockwell painting.

Jeff obsessively read a blog called Near Mrs., about women who had broken off their engagements. He showed her a site called Wedding-Whine—he had started looking there for tips about vendors, but got suck, feminism, an
nt of her. There was a cartoon lion crouching behind the pair.

Good Lord, she needed a cocktail.

The copy read, A man who is his own man is my love. Strong and proud and sure. And now he’s going to share his life with me. A diamond is forever.

“I should probably warn you that De Beers is a conservative client,” Frances said. “They have strict ruln in the advertising. Men and women can never be—That is, nothing at all can suggest—touching.”
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After leaving Toby and Jeff behind at the inn, Kate wished she had some other errand to run, something to keep her mind off the ring. As it was, there was nothing to do but go home and keep looking.

Back at the house, her brother-in-law Josh stood in the yard throwing a football around with his boy“Thankall">“Yes.” about the s.

“Well?” he said. “How did they take it?”

“I didn’t tell them yet,” she said, a bit annoyed by his curiosity.

Through the screen door, she could hear the sound of Dan singing Marvin Gaye while he washed the breakfast dishes. Her own father had been a great cook when they were growing up. His job had the most flexibility, so he was home with the girls more often than their mother and usually made dinner. Kate did all the cooking in their household now, and Dan took care of the cleaning. They were trying to have an egalitarian partnership, though parenting had made her realize how hard that truly was. When he dressed Ava, Dan might put her in two different colored socks. When he washed her hair, he used about fourteen times more shampoo than seemed necessary.

Still, she could not imagine parenting without him. Kate had a couple of friends in Brooklyn who had decided to have kids on their own, without a mate—one through adoption, the other sperm donation. She herself could never have done it.

She entered the kitchen.

“So?” he said, looking hopeful.

“I didn’t tell them.”

“Okay. Well, that’s good. Gives us more time.”

She shrugged. “I just don’t understand how the ring could be there one minute, and the next it’s gone. You don’t think I subconsciously hid it, do you?”

Dan laughed. “Uhh, no. Did you?”

“No! But you know how I feel about diamonds.”

“Yeah, and for good reason.”

“Thank you.” She lowered her voice. “Do you think one of the kids could have taken it?”

“Olivia?” he said.

“That’s what I was thinking. How are we gonna handle that?”

“If she has it, she’ll probably become riddled with guilt at some point and hand it over.”

“Hope so. Hey, guess how much their rings cost.”

He shrugged.

“Fourteen thousand apiece.”

The look on his face made her more terrified than she had previously let herself be.

“Holy shit. We gotta find that thing.”

“I know.”

Suddenly every napkin and shoelace and jar of Play-Doh seemed like its only purpose might be to obscure the ring. Kate opened the junk drawer, and pulled out old screwdrivers and stamps, a box of paper clips, a few alphabet magnets that had traveled from the fridge.

“You think it’s in there?” Dan said skeptically.

“I don’t know.”

He poured a cup of coffee. “Here, drink this,” he said, kissing her neck as he handed it to her.

“You seem downright chipper compared to the guy I woke up with this morning,” she said.

“Well, I’m happy for them,” Dan said. “I was just thinking that marriage equality may well be the one bright spot in what’s otherwise been a terrible millennium so far.”

“Yeah, I suppose when the last decadebottle of winealgron’s been marked by terrorism, genocide, a depression, a tsunami, hurricanes, earthquakes, war, and torture, marriage does look good in comparison.”

“You forgot to mention the demise of the record store.”

“Oh yeah, that too.”

“Not like the nineties were so great, though,” he said. “Rodney King, Columbine, Waco. The Oklahoma City bombing. O. J. Simpson.”

“Yes. And all of those seem practically quaint compared to this last decade.”

“True. Hey, never let it be said that we’re not one cheery couple.”

She grinned. “Two rays of sunshine.”

The day’s mail sat on the table. She sifted through it—a cell phone bill, a birthday party invitation from one of Ava’s playground friends, and a few junk flyers addressed to Mrs. Daniel Westley. The fact that they weren’t married never stopped anyone from calling her by Dan’s last name, or referring to him as her husband. For the most part, she didn’t really mind.

The first time Ava got sick as a baby, Kate rushed her to the emergency room in Brooklyn. After she filled out the requisite forms, the woman behind the desk said coldly, “Can I ask what relation you are to the child?”

“I’m her mother.”

“She has two last names,” the woman said. “Our system can’t process that, you’re going to have to pick one.” As if it were 1952. As if scores of married women didn’t keep their maiden names all the time, and hyphenate their children’s.

It pissed her off most of all because things like that weren’t supposed to happen in Brooklyn. She might have expected it in the town where May lived, a place where everyone prided themselves on the sheer throwback of it all; where a little girl whose parents had never married would probably get mocked, and all the women took their husbands’ names, like the feminist movement had never happened. It was just easier that way, friends told her. They wanted to be family units, and in a family unit everyone was called the same thing.

She could admit that words were tricky, but that didn’t mean you should dismantle your whole belief system to keep things simple. It was awkward when people struggled to figure out how they ought to refer to Dan. If forced, she’d call him her partner, but to most strangers the word conveyed that she was either a lesbian or a lawyer. She tried not to call him anything—just “Dan.”

She wandered into the living room. May sat on the couch between Ava and Olivia. The girls were watching an episode of Barney on TV. May had her laptop turned on, but she was gazing out the window, possibly asleep with her eyes open. She liked to say that she hadn’t slept through the night for the past decade, ever since Leo was born colicky and screaming.

Olivia and Ava each wore a pink plastic tiara with a medallion in the center that featured a different Disney princess. Olivia had a pink tutu on over her pajamas, and Ava wore a pink feather boa draped across her shoulders and hard plastic pink high heels on her bare feet. The shoes in particular, and all that pink in general, made Kate uneasy. She had never seen any of this stuff before. May must have brought it along. No doubt, after they left, Ava would start asking for her own cotton-candy-colored, gender-normative crap.

Kate” P.J. saidalgron wanted this day to be over. She wanted her family to go home and stay there, and just leave the three of them in peace.

“Hi,” she said. “What’s up?”

“I just saw on Facebook that my friend Rachel is pregnant again,” May said.

“Oh.”

“I swear to God, if she names that baby Amelia, I’ll slit her throat.”

Kate glanced at Ava. Her sister’s choice of words seemed a tad violent for Saturday morning public television time. But Ava’s attention was on the screen.

“What do you care?” Kate asked. “You’re not having any more. Are you?”

“Maybe. Two girls and two boys would be nice.”

She knew that it was now fashionable for couples on the Upper East Side to have four, five, six kids. A way of saying, Look how freaking rich we are! We can afford to raise this many children at once in the most expensive city on earth. Now apparently the trend had made its way to Jersey.

“Any updates on the ring?” May said.

Kate shook her head.

“Girls, listen to me,” May’s voice grew stern. “If either of you has that ring, you’d better tell us right now, or else.”

Ava looked terrified—they never talked to her like that. (Or did she look guilty? Kate considered this.)

“Cross my heart and hope to die,” Olivia said dramatically.

“Cross my heart and hope to die,” Ava repeated. She cast an adoring glance at her cousin, who at the age of five qualified as an older woman, wise in the ways of the world.

On the television screen, Barney and his odd child friends were starting to sing a song about family. She hated the kids on Barney; they seemed like miniature cult members, their words overly cheerful and without affect.

How many in your family? Barney asked his audience, in the exaggerated, enthusiastic tone of a born-again Christian.

“How many?” May asked Olivia, sounding bored.

“Five!” Olivia said. “Ava. How many in your family?”

“Five!” Ava shouted.

Olivia crumpled her face in disappointment. “No. Three, dummy.”

“Olivia!” May snapped. “Language. That’s strike one.”

On the screen, a kid in overalls climbed onto a picnic table and declared with effervescence, There’s a girl I know who lives with her mom, her dad lives far away. Although she sees her parents just one at a time, they both love her every day!

“Why does she see her pareg up everythin

nts one at a time?” Olivia asked. Then, 

answering her own question, “They’re divorced like Grandma and Grandpa.”“Probably,” May said.

“My friend Lily’s parents are divorced,” Olivia said, sounding almost proud to know something about the topic at hand. “And also Joe and Sarah on our street, but I don’t really like them. e their parents are divorced, just because I don. Can you imagine?”r” Mona said

Kate and May were part of the first big wave of children with divorced parents. By the time she got to college, Kate knew more people whose parents had split up than stayed together. They all had awful stories—her freshman-year roommate, Taylor, had put on seven pounds the year her parents separated, because they exchanged her on Monday and Thursday nights, and on those nights they both fed her dinner. She didn’t have the heart to tell them. Another girl on their hall had come home sick from a slumber party in eighth grade to find her mother having sex with a neighbor while her father was out of town on business. She had told her father right away, and then proceeded to blame herself for the divorce for the next ten years. The strangest story came from a kid named Ed, who claimed his parents were the envy of all their friends, with a beautiful home, three children, and a lake house in New Hampshire. Every night his dad came home from work at six on the nose, cheery and kind. He kissed his wife, brought the trash barrels out to the curb, and carried the toys in from the yard. Then one evening he sat down to dinner as usual. When his wife placed the food on the table, out of nowhere, he yelled, “I hate chicken.” He walked out, never to return.For Kate, it was a matter of getting drBut not becaus



Diagnostic research revealed that the women viewed engagement as “only the beginning” of the wedding process, with the DER as “part” of that process. As a result, DER price competed against all other marriage and household preparation expenses. Women, therefore, often exerted downward pressure on the DER price.

By contrast, for men, engagement was seen as a momentous occasion, signaling a major life change. To them, the DER was viewed as the true mark of adulthood and all the responsibility that goes with it—family, home, a steady job, a lifestyle of permanence. Because men invested the DER with so much importance and meaning, it was also a source of pride that had to be sufficiently expressive of the occasion. Men were willing to spend more/make financial sacrifices to show the importance of their intent in this, the first public affirmation of their obligation to the relationship. They were, however, lacking in confidence about purchasing a diamond since they had no reference for price expectations or diamond quality.

Two months’ salary is a price guideline which both respects income differences and sets an aspirational price goal.

—Internal Memo, Case History, N. W. Ayer, 1990
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Frances was up late, stewing. She held a cup of coffee in her hand. Most women her age avoided caffeine after noon, but she had been an insomniac all her life, and she found that it didn’t make a bit of difference whether she drank coffee or not. Either way, she wouldn’t sleep.

The television droned in the background. Her black Lab, Blazer, lay on the rug at her feet, his head on Frances’s toes. She was working on her Christmas cards, which she had just gotten back from the printer’s. They featured a photograph of the dog wearing a pair of reindeer antlers. One by one, she signed them, even though the printer said no one bothered to do that anymore. They had a typeface that looked like handwriting now, he said. The thought of this depressed her enormously.

She was thinking about Howard Davis and his very surprising proposal. Weighing whether she ought to accept.

A few days earlier, when good old Howard called to say that he and his wife were driving from Manhattan all the way to the Main Line to take her to lunch, Frances knew it must be something important. She hadn’t seen Howard in eighteen years, not since her last day at Ayer. She hated to think about that day, even now. There had been no fanfare, no farewell party. She walked out alone, with a box under each arm, somehow unable to make herself switch off the lamp, as if leaving it on meant she would come back tomorrow and do it all again.

The world had changed by leaps and bounds since then; even the Philadelphia office, which had seemed somehow eternal, was gone. The first building ever constructed to house an advertising agency in America, the building she had walked into and out of five days a week for twenty-seven years, now stood empty.

Ultimately, Ayer had joined all the others in Manhattan. But the agency came to the party too late, and was now a shadow of the powerhouse it had once been. No one cared that they started it all. Advertising was about the here and now, and sometimes the future, but never the past.

When Howard and his wife, Hana, arrived in Wayne that afternoon, Frances saw that they too had aged, though they were her juniors by a decade or more. They told her their eldest son was now a writer of forty, with children of his own, and Frances felt a jolt go through her. It shouldn’t be a surprise, of course, but it did shock her to remember that getting older was so inevitable. Sometimes it seemed it was only happening to her.

Frances had imagined that they would compliment her on her house, maybe spy the baby deer who had been snacking at the bird feeder all morning. She had moved in soon after she retired. The three-bedroom stone rambler stood on a hill at the end of a quiet cul-de-sac, tucked away behind a cluster of residential streets, full of pretty houses, and flowers and trees. It had dark green shutters and white trim on the garage. Towering pines stood in the front yard. She thought it was an impressive place, especially for a woman on her own.

But when she opened the door, the first thing Howard said was, “Is that gas?”

Hana pinched her nose. “It smells something awful in here, Frances!”

Apparently the damn pilot light had gone out. Somehow she hadn’t noticed. It didn’t seem like much to her, but they appeared deeply concerned.

“You could have been killed!” Hana said, running around, opening all the windows.

Poor Howard dropped to his stomach and started fiddling with the stove.

They reminded Frances of her younger cousins in Canada, always telling her she ought to think about selling the house and going to one of those awful retirement homes. Her glaucoma had worsened in recent years, but other than that she felt fine. She had agreed to hire a helper woman, who came in three days a week to do the bills and make sure she hadn’t dropped dead.

“I’ve got it lit,” Howard said, triumphant. He climbed to his feet. “Well now, Frances. How the hell are you?”

She was wildly embarrassed, and took them to a nice restaurant in town, where she hoped the food would make them forget about the gas. She ordered a steak and the first of the two martinis she always had with lunch.

“So what’s this all about, Howard?” she asked as they handed the waiter their menus.

He laughed. “You don’t beat around the bush. I forgot that about you.”

“I’m seventy-three years old. There’s no longer time for beating around the bush.”

“Well, Lou Hagopian’s the chairman at Ayer now,” he started.

“Yes, I know.”

“He’s decided that Ayer ought to commemorate the agency’s fiftieth anniversary with De Beers in a big way.”

“Oh?”

She had a vivid recollection of herself snapping at Gerry Lauck after the twenty-fifth. Where’s my gold watch? Frances felt a rush of guilt, even though Gerry had died ages ago.

“They’re planning something very grand,” Howard said. bottle of winealApparentlyn“A full week of celebrations in London, where the company is headquartered. There will be lunches every day, and dinners and parties each night.”

“My. That does sound grand.”

“The whole thing will culminate in a big, fancy dinner and a recognition of your contributions. They’ll want you to give a few remarks. Talk about how you came up with the famous line.”

Frances was stunned. “They want me there?”

“Yes!” Howard said. “All expenses paid. You’ll be the star of the show.”

There were so many things she ought to be thinking: That this was a tremendous honor. That finally she was getting her due. But the only thought she could focus on was the fact that she had nothing to wear. Her heart seized. Seven lunches and seven dinners with the Oppenheimers? She assumed they would not be impressed by the brown skirt suit she wore to Mass on Sundays.

“Do you feel up to it?” Howard asked.

“They’ll send someone along to be your companion,” his wife added. “She can help you get dressed and all. Keep an eye on you.”

Now Frances realized why they had come in person. Hagopian had probably sent them to assess whether she was too old, too frail, too likely to let her cocktails go to her head and say something outlandish. She herself wasn’t sure of the answer. She hadn’t gone anywhere for the longest, except to church, and bridge three times a week. She hadn’t been on an airplane since her aunt died twelve ye

“Can I sleep on it?” she asked. “It’s such a generous offer, but there’s a lot to consider.”

“Of course,” Howard said.

Now, here she was, sleeping on it, or not sleeping, as the case may be.

Though it had been nearly twenty years since she left Ayer, Frances still felt connected to the place. She kept up with quite a few of her old colleagues and their wives, mostly on the East Course at Merion. From what she heard, the new Ayer New York bore no resemblance to Ayer Philadelphia.

She followed what they did with De Beers. Ten years ago, she had read a story in the magazine Ad Art Techniques that said De Beers had become a ten-million-dollar-a-year account. And the cartel was making two billion annually.

But that was the late seventies. More recently, there had been murmurings of trouble. A few years ago, Frances clipped an article from the newspaper about a major controversy De Beers had kicked up in Australia when diamonds were discovered there—the Oppenheimers had made the move to buy them up, wanting always to control the whole world’s supply. In the past, they had gotten whatever they wanted with ease, but certain people in the Australian government were pushing back, claiming that De Beers wouldn’t pay fairly and that they were somehow personally responsible for apartheid.

She wondered if all three of them—Ayer, De Beers, and she herself—had simply seen their prime come and go. Perhaps that’s what this week in London was supposed to be for. To remind them of better times.

Frances could say with certainty that she had completely lost touch with what the diamond-buying public was like nowadays, if the ads Ayer was running were any indication.

For the royal wedding of Princess Diana and Prince Charles that,” she said.">TheyApparentlyn a few years back, she had heard through the grapevine that De Beers paid something like half a million dollars for just a couple minutes’ worth of television advertising. This baffled her, but then again, by the time television came along, it was almost too late for Frances. She was a print writer, through and through.

Even the print ads seemed awful lately. It all got so casual for a while. In Life, she had seen a photograph of two adults sipping a milkshake like teenyboppers, with the line: With this diamond, we promise to always be friends.

Could anything be less romantic? Well, yes! How about the photo of a man and woman riding a motorcycle in black leather jackets, over the following: I know she loves rock-n-roll. So I rolled out a magnificent rock.

They still ended every ad with her line. Sometimes she wished they wouldn’t.

Just a month earlier, she had nearly thrown her TV Guide across the living room when she came upon a glossy page asking, Isn’t Two Months’ Salary a Small Price to Pay for Something That Lasts Forever?

The ad went on, You have a love that money can’t buy. And you’d like a diamond engagement ring that’s as special as that love. But what’s a realistic price for him to spend? These days, two months’ salary is a good place to start. (And there, in the bottom right corner of the page, A Diamond Is Forever.)

“What on earth?” she said out loud.

A week or two later, she ran into one of the creative directors, Teddy Regan, in the dining room at Merion.

“Ted!” she called out. “What’s the meaning of those two-months’-salary ads?”

He laughed, coming over to her table. “You don’t like them?”

“They’re tacky as hell,” she said.

“Tell me what you really think, Frances.”

“Well, they are. You know it as well as I do. At least I hope you know it.”

“It’s not my account,” he said. “I think the team realized that young men buying diamonds were asking their fathers how much they paid for Mom’s ring and going off of that. The cost perception just wasn’t keeping up with the economy. We needed something that was attainable for every man. Two months’ salary provides a guideline. And also, say the salary is on the small side. Well, the ring will reflect that. So this will encourage them to really stretch, to go as big as they can afford. Maybe even a bit bigger. Because what she’s wearing on that ring finger says a lot about him.”

“I still think it’s unseemly,” she said.

He shrugged. “I agree, but it’s working.”

From there, she began to notice ads along the same lines that seemed like something she might have written in the fifties.

Show her she’s the reason it’s never been lonely at the top.

A carat or more. When a man’s achievement becomes a woman’s good fortune.

It almost made her long for the ads Deanne had come up with in the hippie days, with their cartoon lions and flower children.

Howard had said that,” she said.">TheyApparentlyn that they wanted her to tell the story of her contributions. Well, first off, nowadays, everyone did the kind of stuff they had invented for De Beers—placing jewelry in movies, loaning pieces to celebrities, so they could show them off in public.

They wanted to hear how she had come to write the line. Like most of life’s remarkable moments, it hadn’t seemed at all remarkable until later. In 1981, when Granville Toogood passed away, she was surprised to read in his obituary in The Philadelphia Inquirer that he had written the line. Toogood was a fixture of Philadelphia’s high society, a member at both the Merion golf and cricket clubs, with his own seat at the Philadelphia Orchestra. In 1930, he wrote a book called Huntsman in the Sky. He had been an executive on the business side at Ayer, with no hand in the affairs of the copy department, but apparently Toogood had gone through life telling his children and grandchildren that A Diamond Is Forever was his.

Warner Shelly, Ayer’s president at the time, had called her at home to say that he was outraged. Warner made a stink and called the paper, demanding a retraction. They never printed one, and this made him even angrier. But Frances was tickled by the whole episode: this line that she had just dashed off late one night was worth stealing, and from the Great Beyond at that.

London. They wanted her to go to London.

If only the chance had come ten years sooner. She would have leapt at it then. Now she was basically an old woman. Her eyesight had gone to pot and some days she was a bit shaky on her feet. Still, it was nice to think that life could offer up the occasional surprise, even at her age.

“I think I’lshe said. “Why not?”

It was three in the morning. The dog didn’t even glance up.

As soon as it reached a respectable hour, she called Howard at home.

“Tell Mr. Hagopian I’ll do it,” she said.

“Oh, that’s wonderful,” he said. “Lou will be so pleased. He’ll probably want to call you himself later in the week to talk over specifics. And someone in PR will most likely call you later today, too.”

“Fine, fine.”

There were sometimes entire weeks when her phone did not ring. But not twenty minutes after she hung up with Howard, it started. The kids in the Ayer public relations department were suddenly interested in who she was and what she thought. They asked questions and requested photos. Frances told them what they wanted to know about her personal background and her accounts, especially De Beers. It was nice to have an excuse to revisit her time at Ayer. Like it or not, her life was inextricably tied to the agency.

They wanted to know what she’d bel go,” 
p>
“I’ll get a break when I’m dead,” James said.

“That’s cheery.”

They grew silent as they turned off at the exit, and then took a sharp left onto Pleasant Street without waiting for the light to change from red to green. The car dealerships and strip malls gave way to Victorian houses, covered in white, with tiny white Christmas lights peeping out h

They had to use a map to find the address. They turned up a steep hill with tall trees lining both sides. The snow hadn’t been touched, and the road was icy. James pictured theere and there.


A Diamond Is Forever

—Mary Frances Gerety, 1947
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Tonight’s gala promised to be a lavish affair. Two hundred people in the ballroom of a private London club, dinner and dancing, and speeches from all the bigwigs at De Beers. Frances had never met or even spoken to these men before this week, despite decades spent working for them. They were just as she had expected—polite and dignified, but slightly removed, and positively oozing wealth.

The week had gone by in a flash. There were lots of new Ayer people she hadn’t met before, as well as a few of the old greats, including Warner Shelly, who was almost completely blind. He had a chaperone—as did she—who had to take him to his room each night and make sure he could find the keyhole in the door.

There was no mistaking the fact that they had all seen better days, even Ayer itself. At dinner the night before, she watched a business executive in his twenties turn to his date and say, “Mr. Young and Mr. Rubicam both came from our agency, you know.”

The girl looked unimpressed.

Frances sat now in her opulent suite at the Dorchester, perched on the edge of the bed, smoking.

She sipped her martini.

She had ordered the drink and nothing else besides from room service ten minutes earlier. A handsome Brit in a neat tuxedo delivered it on a silver tray. The act felt decadent and incredibly silly. But Lou Hagopian had told her to have whatever she wanted, and at her age she was finally willing to accept such a , but she didallbackyard about the command. It would be a rude awakening when she had to fly home to Pennsylvania tomorrow, to the dim rooms of her house, to her dog, who probably wondered where on earth she had gone. She had never left him before for even one night.

“We want you to feel like Cinderella,” Hagopian said over the phone after she accepted his offer to come.

A very old and crotchety Cinderella with no hopes of meeting Prince Charming, she thought to herself, though she only replied, “Well, thank you.”

She laughed now, despite her nerves. If she had had to guess two months ago, she would have said that life’s big adventures were all in the past. But here she was, living like royalty. They had given her a chauffeured limousine for the week. There had been a luncheon every day, parties each night, and shopping and sightseeing in between.

She wished her father were still alive to see it. He would have been so proud. And her old pal Dorothy Dignam from the office—imagine if the two of them could have come here together! Dorothy had passed away less than a year earlier. Her obituary said she was ninety-two. As was the case with a lot of women, the first time anyone knew her real age was the day she died.

Frances thought of her that morning, as they took a tour of the De Beers headquarters.

“Look up there,” said one of the PR boys when they reached the building.

Her eyesight was terrible, even with glasses, but Frances could just make out the words carved in stone above the massive doors: "UGI8A">Thinki
A DIAMOND IS FOREVER.

“You must be so proud,” he said. “It’s considered one of the greatest lines in advertising.”

“I know it is,” she said. “I’m glad that it is.”

A week of the same compliment over and over, and she still hadn’t come up with a better response than that. Ever sed, the De Beers folks had been telling her how much her work meant to them. She felt awfully pleased to be honored, especially at this point in the gameince she arriv
, but in a way it almost seemed like cheating. The line hadn’t meant much at the time. It was a very nice line, but nobody jumped up and down. They had just needed some way to sign the ads. She shuddered to think of what might have happened if a great line had been demanded—every copywriter in the department coming up with hundreds of ideas and the best one thrown away like the Edsel.

At the end of this evening’s program, they would show a shicling the campaign’s success, and then she would speak. Mary Frances Gerety would have the last word. At least for tonight.

The dinner was two hours away. She felt desperate for a nap. But she still hadn’t worked out what she’d say onstage. Back home, she had sat down several times to write her speech, but something else always grabbed her attention. The doorbell rang or some interesting segment came on the news, and suddenly she forgot all about De Beers. Of course, this was how she had always worked. She was at her most creative when she waited until the last possible second—a mix of necessity and fear had served her well.

Maybe she would open with that. Tell them that if she hadn’t been such a master procrastinator all her life, what they were here to celebrate might never have come to pass.

Frances stood up. Her whole body felt sore from all the walking she’d d that,” she said.Y their husbands for a  fone. They had seen the Tower of London. Oxford Street and the British Museum and Saint Paul’s Cathedral and the Palace of Westminster. Yesterday they took the train out to Bath, where the most famous and celebrated former resident was Jane Austen, though it seemed to Frances that Austen had lived there only for about three minutes.

She had been athletic all her life. While they were traipsing around the city, she was too proud to mention that these days she rarely walked farther than the distance from the front door to the end of the driveway. But now she was paying for it. And somehow she’d have to squeeze into high heels tonight. Torture devices, that’s what they were. Frances had no idea how women worked and wore heels at the same time. For her, it was utterly impossible to think a clear thought while standing on the tips of her toes.

She recalled a young Marilyn Monroe predicting such a fate for old-timers. Marilyn, who never got to get old. Or never had to get old, depending on how you looked at it.

Frances belted it out as she made her way into the suite’s yellow sitting room. “Time rolls on and youth is gone and you can’t straighten up when you bend. But stiff back or stiff knees, you stand straight at Tiffany’s. Diamonds are a girl’s best friend.”

She plopped into a chair at the mahogany desk and looked out the window at the lush green treetops of Hyde Park. She cupped her chin in her hand and placed her elbow on the desk, a position she had assumed on a thousand other occasions when she was on deadline.

De Beers had been one of the few campaigns that invented a need that didn’t previously exist. She jotted this down. Usually, when you wrote an ad, you wanted to highlight that something new and exciting had come along. But with De Beers, it was the opposite: Not only were they to impress upon average women and men—especially the men!—that diamonds were now an imperative for marriage, they were to make it seem as though it had always been that way. Before they got started, diamonds were for the wealthy alone. But now everyone and their mother wore one.

They did it again years later with Long Distance Is the Next Best Thing to Being There. The campaign drove AT&T’s profits through the roof. Until that line, no one made long-distance calls. It was just too expensive. But the print ads grabbed people’s hearts, and eventually the television spots with the line Reach Out and Touch Someone took the whole thing over the top, with treacly melancholy music and video of babies talking to grandfathers three thousand miles away, and lovers telling each other how much they missed being together, and the soldier calling home from the battlefield.

Be All You Can Be was another one. With that line, Ayer created a volunteer army, while making it seem like an American tradition.

Frances didn’t think it was a stretch to say that De Beers was bigger than both of those in terms of inventing the thing you could not do without. Of course, that sounded like bragging. She scratched out everything she had written.

Maybe she ought to get dressed first.

She had decided to wear a blue taffeta gown with a long, full skirt, and a jeweled shawl. The ensemble hung on the back of the bathroom door. Frances went to it and ran her fingers over the fabric. Each night this week, as she put on another frock, she thought of the woman back home to whom it belonged, and imagined that friend by her side. She had saved Meg’s for tonight.

Before Ham died, Meg said that someday the two of them would take the grand tour of Europe. Afterward, everyone encouraged her to do it on her own, but Meg wasn’t the type.

Frances held her glass up to the dress.

“Cheers, darling,” she said, draining her drink.

She thought she just might call up the butler for one more.

Seven o’clock arrived in what seemed like seconds, and Frances was being whisked off to the club in her private limousine. There was an honest-to-God telephone in the backseat, beside an ice bucket stocked with champagne. She was slightly tipsy and had the strongest urge to call someone, but who?

Instead, she placed her hands in her lap and clasped them together like they couldn’t be trusted otherwise.

They got to the club, and her chauffer, Richard, rushed round to open her door. She had to lean heavily on his arm to get out. Yes, she was a clunky old thing, but still she felt like a starlet tonight. She greeted the doormen, who nodded their replies without a word. Frances wondered if someone had instructed them not to speak, like those soldiers who stood guard outside Buckingham Palace.

The dining room was magnificent, with crystal chandeliers and sprays of white orchids and roses on every table. It looked like the Academy Awards.

She found her seat, at the same table as Warner and a few others from Ayer. She tried to enjoy the cocktails and the chicken and the Yorkshire pudding, but all she could think about was the fact that soon she would take the stage and she still hadn’t a clue what she’d say.

No one knew that she was going to speak. That was a secret between herself and Hagopian and a handful of others. Lou Hagopian seemed to be channeling Tony Bennett—he loved the spotlight, and he was so smooth that it seemed like his every word might be scripted. If only whoever had written his lines could have done hers too.

After dessert, as planned, a girl from public relations came to find Frances in the crowd and ferried her backstage.

There were many lovely speeches. The chairman of De Beers paid homage to her! She was utterly overwhelmed.

Then they showed a video, a creation of Bob and Deanne Dunning, the husband-and-wife team who had left Ayer and started their own company at some point in the seventies.

It opened with a scene from Casablanca, Ingrid Bergman saying, “Sing it, Sam.”

And then the song. “As Time Goes By.” Its notes played on as dozens of Frances’s ads flashed across the screen.

A voiceover announced, “The engagement of Ayer and De Beers began in 1938 with a letter postmarked Victoria Hotel, Johannesburg, South Africa.”

From there, the story was told, beginning to end: Of the surveying they did in the thirties, of Gerry Lauck’s plane going down the first time he traveled to South Africa. Of all the advances they had made from one decade to the next. It culminated with a silly thing that the latest creatives had made, a De Beers ad that took the form of a music video. A floppy-haired rock band looked sullen and severe, but by the end the lead singer had proposed to his girlfriend with a diamond.

As soon as the song ended, it would be her turn.

Frances had never felt so nervous in all her life. She could hear her heartbeat in her ears. For a moment, she allowed herself to picture like an elephant was sitting on my chesty. They 

But she tried to be calm. She reminded herself that she had always done her best work under pressure.

The curtain parted, and she had no choice but to step onto the stage. When they saw her walking toward the podium and her name splashed acort film chron
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After they left, Evelyn took to her bed. She had been there now for thirty minutes. She once read that Edith Wharton wrote her novels tucked in under the covers, with her dogs all around. It seemed a somewhat depressing way to spend one’s days. Bed was for sleep or sickness or, occasionally, sadness.

She could not guess how long it would be before she saw her son again. She knew now that he really would go through with the divorce, and when she pictured what this meant, she wanted to fall into a deep sleep: Julie would go, taking the girls from her. On holidays, she and Gerald would eat alone at their long dining table that could seat sixteen. Her granddaughters would grow up without a father. They could send money if Teddy refused to, but no amount could make up for his absence.

When she heard Gerald coming up the stairs, she held her breath. As soon as Teddy left, she had pushed past her husband toward the bedroom. It was a move so uncharacteristic that Gerald had laughed. This had proven a grave mistake, which she could tell he realized as soon as their eyes met and he saw her expression. Now that half an hour had passed, she felt embarrassed about how she had acted. It was a tad dramatic, to be sure. But she was truly livid with him. This was one of the few times she could remember in life, and certainly the most consequential, when Gerald’s response to something was so utterly different from her own. If he hadn’t talked her into having Teddy over for lunch. If he had flown to Florida right away after Teddy first met Nicole. If if if.

He came in now with a mug in his hand, and set it down on the nightstand.

“Made you some tea.”

She couldn’t remember him ever doing this before, other than when she was down with the flu.

“Thank you Pat Flaherty’s  from  driving hometown driving,” she said.

“I gather you’re still mad at me,” he said.

“Yes.”

She felt like an actress in a play. In four decades, they had had very little practice at fighting. They were both lousy at it.

“I’ll only say this once more,” she said. “And I’ll try to be as clear as I can. I don’t think I’ll ever understand why you didn’t try to change his mind when you had the chance.”

“That’s not for me to do, Evie.”

“But why?”

“No one has the right to comment on the way anyone else falls in love.”

She felt like she was talking to a stranger.

“Please!” she said. “That’s a fine philosophy in the abstract, but we are talking about our son. You know he’s in the wrong, Gerald. Why wouldn’t you tell him so?”

He shook his head. “I have my reasons, leave it at that.”

“No, I will not leave it at that.”

“I never told you this, because I didn’t want to upset you,” he began, and she felt her breath catch in her chest. She wasn’t certain she could live with more secrets.

“What?”

“My parents were dead set against me marrying you.”

Though they had both been gone more than twenty years, Evelyn felt hurt and indignant on behalf of her younger self. “They didn’t like me?” she asked, and then smiled at how childish she sounded.

“They loved you,” he said. “They thought you were dynamite. Everyone does. They didn’t want me to marry you because they thought it was wrong. They said you couldn’t possibly love me—that you were just trying to keep Nathaniel alive and so was I.”

“But that’s not true,” she said.

“And over time, they came to realize it. At least I hope they did. That’s my point. No one can ever know the inner parts of anyone else’s marriage. It’s a strange business.”

“You can’t possibly equate what Teddy’s doing to what we did.”

“Why not? I married my best friend’s girl. In most people’s playbooks, it doesn’t get much more rotten than that.”

She was startled by his words. Perhaps it was surprising that she and Gerald should have come together the way they did, but ever since, theirs had been the most ordinary of marriages. Maybe the way they met was still the most interesting thing about them, but it had happened so long ago. Since then, Gerald had fought in a war and returned home unscathed to become one of the top men in his firm. She had taught hundreds of students. Their son had come into being, and both their grandchildren.

From time to time, she had imagined what her life would have been like had Nathaniel lived. They would have been happy. They might have struggled with money, something she and Gerald never had to think about. They would have talked about books, and watched less television than Gerald did. Perhaps she would have had more children, though she wasn’t quite sure how all that worked, that,” she said.me. They 

But when she let her mind wander down this path, she pictured her Gerald—alone, or married to the wrong woman, someone who would only see the surface of him. And there, her imaginings would stop, for the thought of either one of them without the other simply could not be.

“It breaks my heart to think of you carrying that around all these years,” she said. “Darling, you have to know you didn’t do anything wrong.”

“On the one hand, you’re right,” he said. “But on the other, I’ve occasionally wondered what he’ll say when we meet on the other side. Will he be angry? Will he hold a grudge for all eternity?”

“I don’t think there are grudges on the other side,” she said.

“Perhaps not.”

“What will we ever do about Teddy?”

“We’ve been asking each other that question for thirty years now. Teddy is a forty-year-old man. I don’t think there’s much we can do about him.”

“But we’re his parents.”

Gerald said nothing.

“That woman, Nicole. I couldn’t stand the way she looked at this place. Like she was just waiting for us to die so it could all be hers. She’s awful.”

When Gerald didn’t reply, Evelyn added, “She’s tacky.”

“So’s he,” Gerald said.

Evelyn laughed. Her husband had always been able to make her laugh, even when it seemed impossible.

“I’ll bet she doesn’t last a year,” Gerald said.

“But it’s not about her, anyway. A year from now, whatever happens, the damage will be done. I can’t part with the girls,” Evelyn said. “What if Julie really does take them away?”

“Then you’ll write letters. We’ll visit them, and they’ll come see us. You’re their grandmother. Nothing Teddy does or doesn’t do can ever change that.”

She wondered if he was right. She hoped he was.

“It will all work out, you’ll see,” he said. “Why don’t we take a drive down to the Cape tomorrow? I know you love the ocean in the fall. What do you say?”

“All right,” she said weakly. She couldn’t quite bring herself to feel excited, but she was grateful that he was there to try to cheer her, and this, at least, was something.

“Perk up, kiddo,” Gerald said. He extended his hand, and she took it.

“Come on, Evie. Let’s take a walk outside before it gets too late.”
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The taxi ride to JFK never looked the same twice. Delphine had made it five times in the past year with P.J., and each time she had spent a few minutes wondering if perhaps they were about to be kidnapped. Neither of them could ever say where they were.

Today was no different. The driver was African. He had the windows rolled down, the air-conditioning turned off. He talked into his cell phone in some foreign language, yelling at the person at the other end of the line.

Her own cell phone lit up. P.J. was calling. She ignored it.

“What airline?” the driver asked.

“Air France.”

When Delphine discovered the truth about P.J., she went straight to a hotel. She could not stand the thought of spending one more night in his apartment. For two weeks, she lay in bed, never eating or speaking to a soul, feeling herself coming unglued. She was a middle-aged woman, but somehow she felt like a child, as if at any moment she could yell out for her father and be saved.

Her phone rang again now, and once again she ignored it.

The taxi slowed down at a red light. They were in an ethnic neighborhood she didn’t recognize, packed with low apartment buildings and storefront churches. The fire hydrants had been turned on. Children splashed around in the spray.

Her phone vibrated in her lap. A text message: What did you do to my apartment? WHERE IS CHARLIE, you crazy bitch??

She switched the phone off, and tucked it into the pocket of her suitcase.

Inside the airport a few minutes later, Delphine passed a Muslim woman in a headscarf and smiled. She thought of how many Americans must hate or distrust her on sight, and wanted to tell her, They hate me too, as soon as I open my mouth.

She got her ticket from the machine and took her place in the security line. Most of the other travelers wore sweats or pajama pants. Delphine smoothed the front of her blue dress.

A man in a uniform was shouting, “Remove all shoes, jewelry, belts. Remove all shoes, jewelry, belts.” Over and over again. He seemed to be getting a lot of satisfaction from telling them what to do.

Delphine took off her watch. Drawing her hand away from her wrist, she realized with a sickening sensation that the ring was gone.

She stepped out of line, then retraced her steps to the door, with her eyes on the ground. Nothing. She sat down on a bench outside and unzipped her suitcase, even though she knew it couldn’t be there. She searched the entire thing and shoved her fingers into the pocket where she had put her phone. She felt cool metal, and with it came a rush of relief, but when she pulled the object out it was only a penny.

Delphine felt frantic, searching the floor a second time, getting down on her knees at the ticket machine.

Maybe the ring wasn’t in the airport at all. Maybe she had lost it even earlier.

She tried to remember the last time she saw it. It had probably been hours. Had it gone down the garbage chute? Into the fireplace? Her fingers had gotten so thin that it might have slipped off anywhere. She let herself ponder insane scenarios, in which everyone was suspicious. The doorman had been overly friendly. Perhaps the alleged father from Connecticut was actually a pickpocket and had slid it off her hand as they ex“I’ve lost my ring,” she said to a woman now pressing buttons on the machine, but the woman didn’t even turn around.

In Delphine’s version of justice, all innocent parties would leave this situation with what they brought: the Jews would keep the violin, and his family would get their ring back. Now she had lost it, and what was theirs would be gone. Delphine felt sorry for P.J.’s mother, but worst of all for his father, who had saved up to buy it all those years ago.

While visiting P.J.’s parents in Ohio a few weeks earlier, the trip that had set their demise in motion, she had learned more about him in two days than she might have otherwise learned in a year. His parents, James and Sheila, were perfectly kind people, but Delphine had little in common with them. They had no books in their house. They kept the television on at all times, the voices of conservative news pundits and sports announcers a constant backdrop to every conversation. They drank too much diet soda, and ate chips straight from the bag. They had voted for George W. Bush.

She didn’t want to be a snob, but their decor was incredibly tacky: bric-a-brac on every stationary surface, porcelain figures in the shape of frogs and flowers and children covered in snow and, of course, basset hounds. The walls had borders of stenciled tulips and balloons.

Sheila was a large woman who appeared to have given up on her looks. Her shoulder-length brown hair was run through with streaks of gray, like the fat that marbles a steak. She wore it pulled back with a plastic clip. She had given birth to five boys in fourteen years, always holding out hope for a girl. She was done with childbearing now, but her stomach would never return to its original shape. Her arms were wide and fleshy. She wore baggy jeans and a Red Sox sweatshirt around the house. You could tell she had once been very pretty. She had big blue eyes and a warm smile. But she worked forty hours a week as a nurse, and still had three children living under her roof, ages ten, thirteen, and sixteen. The boys were loud and wild. The screen porch through which they entered the house was full of hockey equipment and smelled of sweat and mold.

Her husband, James, was a slim man, much shorter than P.J. He did something with ambulances, working as a dispatcher for a fleet of medics in the city. He didn’t have a college degree. No one in the family did, other than P.J. and some uncle whom they all seemed to hate.

James’s mother, a frail woman in her eighties, lived with them. For most of the weekend, she sat on the sunporch alone watching religious programs on television.

“How’s Nana?” P.J. whispered to Sheila, looking at his grandmother through the open door.

Sheila shrugged. “Same old. Every morning when she wakes up, she has six months to live.”

Delphine wasn’t sure what she meant. It sounded serious, but Sheila laughed as she said it.

On Friday night before dinner, they sat in the formal living room. Sheila set down a tray of tiny hot dogs wrapped in pastry.

“I’ve got some mini quiches in the freezer too if you want,” she said. “They just take five minutes to heat up.”

“We’re good,” P.J. said.

The room was like a shrine to him. There was a big table crammed with snow globes he had sent from all over the world. Framed posters highlighting his accomplishments crowded the walls: the Providence.

Limited Engagement: SOLD OUT printed in red, and newspaper reviews with the most complimentary sentences highlighted in bright yellow marker. “McKeen drew everything from his instrument that a human being is capable of drawing. His playing was masterful, brilliant, otherworldly.”—The New York Times. “Tonight McKeen was not only a master fiddler but also a full chorus of singers, from an operatic soprano to a honky-tonk belter. An outrageous talent.”—The Dallas Morning News.

Sheila asked P.J. dozens of questions about his work, which Delphine could tell made him uncomfortable. James remained strangely silent through most of the night, as if he too were hoping for a subject change.

P.J. had told her his parents didn’t get that though his fame was an exciting topic to be bragged about for them, for him it had become just a job. He said they didn’t see him the way they used to, as their son. Now he was an idea to them, not a person. He was the thing they had done right, the promise they had built their world around, and he resented them for it.

Delphine wondered if they knew how much money he made. He was generous with them—for Christmas, he had sent Sheila a pair of sapphire earrings and James a big-screen TV. She thought he had probably helped them buy the house. P.J. had mentioned once that they were deeply in debt, like everyone else in America, but to her knowledge he had never tried to get them out of it.

Clearly he was their pride and joy. Their only other grown son, Danny, was a plumber living in Columbus. He made a decent salary, but he couldn’t compare to P.J.

They called him by his full first name, Parker. Apparently the initials were something he had adopted in middle school, when the kids at a summer music camp made fun of him for having a fake preppy name. “What, did your mother hear that on a soap opera?” some brat had asked, and by the time school started up again, Parker had become P.J.

When they first met, Delphine rather liked his name, but over time she had come to regard it as childish. She thought he ought to go back to Parker. She sometimes wondered if he was trading on his youth too much. Every time he got written up in a newspaper, the writer would remark on the fact that he was “just twenty-four.” Twenty-four was hardly young as far as musical prodigies went. But they had been writing that about him since he was only seventeen, only eighteen, only nineteen. When would he reach an age where his talents would stand on their own?

She had once been taken in by what she saw as his rawness, his honesty, and the way these traits seeped into his music. But she no longer thought he was as talented as everyone said. Nor was he raw. Everything he did was cultivated—from the odd charity concert that he’d give only if he was guaranteed coverage in the press, to the way he had built a wall between his family and himself.

James and Sheila lived in a suburb of Cleveland, in a house with a big backyard, in which an aboveground pool took up more space than seemed reasonable. The house was a good size, but too small for six people, with only four bedrooms. Delphine and P.J. would sleep on a pull-out sofa in the den.

Over dinner, James asked her, “So what’s it like living in France?”

Could she sum that up in a word, or a sentence? What would he say if she asked him about living in America? that,” she said.me. They   breath

He continued, “Is everyone over there really as crazy as they say about Jerry Lewis?”

“Dad, shut up,” P.J. said lightly, though he seemed embarrassed. “You know that’s just a dumb stereotype, right?”

“It was a joke,” James said.

“It’s all right,” Delphine said. “Most of my knowledge of America came from watching I Love Lucy on television.”

They laughed, everyone easing up a bit.

Sheila said, “The ring looks pretty on you. You have such long, skinny fingers.”

Delphine looked down at it, feeling self-conscious. It was Sheila’s ring, really.

“Do you snag it on things a lot?” Sheila asked. “I had to stop wearing it because it was always getting caught on stuff.”

“Yes!” Delphine said. “I’m a left-hand writer, so I use that hand quite a bit.”

“We say ‘lefty,’ ” P.J. said.

James smiled and shook his head, like she was an adorable yet stupid child. “ ‘Left-hand writer,’ ” he repeated.

They all drank a lot. The wine was dreadful, but she gulped it down as if it were the best she’d ever had.

Sheila cleared the plates and P.J. rose to help her. Delphine wasn’t sure if she should also help. She stood up, but Sheila said, “You’re a guest! Sit!”

Delphine did as she said, still wondering what was really expected as she watched them carry the dishes into the kitchen. Americans so often said one thing when they wanted another.

James was telling her that his dog, Frank, had been listless all week. “Even for a basset hound,” he said with a laugh. “I may have to bring him to the vet tomorrow.”

Delphine nodded, but her ear was trained on what was being said in the next room. She could hear the heat in their voices, but not the words. And then suddenly their volume increased just enough so that she could make out Sheila saying, “I gave you that ring for Shannon. Not some foreigner who you’d only known for five minutes. Suppose she goes back to her husband and takes it out of the country.”

“You gave it to me to give to the woman I wanted to marry, and that’s Delphine,” he said. “What are you so upset about, anyway? You never even liked that ring.”

“It’s not that. It’s not just the ring.”

“What, then?”

“It’s the fact that she has this husband,” his mother hissed. “I don’t want you to have to go through the rest of your life knowing you broke up a marriage. You’re just a kid. You don’t understand what it means.”

A moment later, she came through the swinging door with a big smile on her face, and offered Delphine a slice of ice cream cake.

When they got into bed that night, she said, “Why did you tell your mother I was married?”

“I don’t know. Because you were. Or are. It was probably dumb of me to think she would be cool with it.”

“You“So? I gave it to you.”

“Well, why doesn’t she wear it herself? I don’t understand.”

“My father gave her that ring to prove something to himself. It was a stupid thing for him to spend money on when they had none, my mother always thought so. He traded in this old car to buy it. She wore it because she thought it would do something for him—make him feel like more of a man. When they were just kids, he gave her a flat ring that cost nothing, so she could wear it to work at the hospital. That was the ring she loved, not this. This ring is for a totally different kind of woman. Someone like you.”

She realized that he felt fine giving her a ring that was meant for someone else because he saw it as just an object. It was the same reason he could buy the Stradivarius and never wonder whether the Nazis had killed for it.

They lay in bed without touching. Delphine couldn’t sleep. She stared at a photo on the wall, in a frame with the words HOME SWEET HOME running around the border. The picture was of a tiny, gray house on the corner of a crowded street. In the background, you could make out a car on cement blocks sitting on the next-door neighbor’s lawn.

Sometime after two a.m. she got up for a glass of water. James was watching television in the darkened living room. When she saw him there, she turned to go, but he had seen her too, and said, “Come in.”

There were five empty beer bottles lined up like tin soldiers at the base of his chair. He held another in his hand.

P.J. had told her that for as long as he could remember, his father had been a drinker. Not quite a drunk, he said. But close.

“Sit down,” James said.

She sat on the sofa, looked toward the TV.

“Frasier,” he said. “That’s the name of the show. It’s set in Seattle. Ever been?”

“No,” she said.

“Me neither. They say it’s the best place on earth to have a heart attack. CPR is a public high school graduation requirement there.”

“Oh.”

“That or a casino,” he said. “In the casinos, you’re on camera and someone’s watching you every second. You collapse, somebody’s going to notice.”

“Huh.”

“Sorry, it’s just boring paramedic stuff,” he said.

“It’s not boring.”

“I was part of the first generation. It turns out now that a lot of the things we did back then were wrong. We’d intubate a cardiac arrest patient. Now they say that’s the worst thing you can do. CPR was completely different then. There were a lot more ventilations. In some cases, we were hyperventilating people. It kind of haunts you to think about it. All the patients you thought you were saving, but you weren’t.”

“You must have seen so many awful things,” she said. “Did they have some way of helping you cope?”

“Nowadays we have therapists on staff to talk to the guys. But when I was in the truck, you coped by going to the bar at the Ground Rou all the way back to Massachusetts.f lagnnd after your shift was over and sticking your head under the tap.”

They sat in silence for a few minutes, until a commercial for denture cream came on.

“Let’s hope this isn’t the year I start needing that stuff,” he said.

“Pardon?”

“It’s my birthday.”

“Oh, that’s right, it’s past midnight!” she said. “Happy birthday.”

He waved her off, as if he hadn’t been the one to bring it up.

“I hate birthdays,” he said. “Fifty years old. Christ.”

Delphine was shocked to hear his age. He was six years younger than Henri.

There was a newspaper on the coffee table, and he pointed his beer bottle at it.

“I saved that for you,” he said. “There’s an article about him in the Arts section. Ran a couple of months ago. They called us up for a quote.”

“You must be very proud,” she said. The same thing people always said to her.

He swallowed hard, nodded.

“Do you have kids?” he asked, and though it wasn’t impossible, the question struck her as odd.

“No.”

“You want your kids to do better than you did,” he said. “That’s what the American Dream is all about. But it’s hard when they outgrow you. It hurts like hell.”

Delphine wasn’t sure what to say.

“P.J. loves you very much,” she said.

“Of course he does,” James said. “No one said anything about love. Love’s the easy part. It’s just that he can’t stand being around us.”

“No!” she protested.

“We haven’t seen him in a year.”

“He’s so busy,” she said. “I live with him and we barely see each other.”

James nodded, but seemed unconvinced.

“When the older boys were little, I used to take them to redeem cans up at this garage. This was back when we lived in Massachusetts. They loved it. The two of them got to split whatever measly amount of money they made. Parker started going into Boston for violin when he was eight, and about two months into it, he was too good for the cans. He’d duck down in the backseat while Danny and I went in.”

She frowned. “Kids,” she said.

“That was nothing. Do you know he was on Johnny Carson when he was twelve? After that it all started happening so fast. He never really wanted us around. We embarrassed him.”

“I’m sure that’s not true,” she said.

“The worst part was that at the same time he was embarrassed of where he came from, he started using us as a story he could tell. Poor kid from a bad family made good.”

“I know that’s not how he thinks,” she said. “If anything, it’s Marcy, his manager, pushing all of that.”

“Right. His manager. These b Providence.

“Everyone has to grow up,” she said.

“Sure. But let me ask you: What do you say to your kid after he has performed for the emperor of Japan and you’ve never even been to California?”

He drank down what remained in the bottle, then got to his feet. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I went off like that. I shouldn’t have.”

“It’s okay.”

“Naw, it’s not,” he said. “This is why I hate birthdays. They get you thinking about your life in such a way. I know he had to give up a lot for his dreams, but what about us? My wife and I grew up in this town outside of Boston, all our friends are there, and Sheila’s family. We uprooted our whole lives and came here so he could study in a prestigious place with a teacher who wanted him. Me in Cleveland? It’s like, well—maybe it’s a little like you in Cleveland.”

She smiled. “Why didn’t you go back to Massachusetts once he left here?”

“Life has a certain momentum. You get attached, even when you don’t plan on it. The younger boys haven’t ever known anyplace but this. We’ve got steady jobs here.” He trailed off. “I’m gonna get one more beer before I turn in. Do you want anything?”

“No thank you,” she said. “I think I’m ready for bed.”

“All right then. See you in the morning. And hey, don’t worry about Sheila. She’s just protective, that’s all. I’m sure you make a great couple.”

Delphine finally fell asleep sometime a


1987

James steered the car onto Morrissey Boulevard. He turned the radio up and spun the dial, but every station was playing Christmas carols and he wasn’t in the mood. He listened to a few verses of “Feliz Navidad” before pushing in whatever tape was already in the deck.

It was the Ides of March. “Vehicle” blared from the speakers, that opening horn solo that made you feel ten times more powerful than you would ever actually be.

He noticed the cruiser in his rearview mirror before the officer hit the siren. When the blue lights flared, his heart began to thump. There were no other cars anywhere nearby.

“Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck,” he said under his breath. So that was it, then. He pictured Sheila getting the call from the cops. He was a thief now, and he’d been dumb enough to steal from a patient, which meant that in addition to being a criminal, he would also be out of a job again.

James pulled to the right. He thought he might vomit when he had to roll down the window and act like everything was normal. The cruiser picked up speed, getting closer and closer before zooming past him.

He exhaled. Unclenched.

He was still exhausted, but he felt artificially hopped up. The ring was like a living thing in his pocket. He could swear it had a pulse.

James felt disgusted by the whole episode now. How had it all the way back to Massachusetts.8al his inheritancel. The  even happened? Maybe he ought to mail the ring back in a plain white envelope. But mail it back to who? If he pawned it, he’d get the money, and no one would ever be the wiser. If he mailed it back, they might somehow trace it to him.

By the time he arrived at his mother’s place, it was close to eight. James tested the front door, and was grateful to find it locked. He knocked, and waited, listening for her footsteps.

She came to the door in her housecoat.

“Merry Christmas!” she said. “Come in out of the cold. Take off your boots! I’ve already had a call from your brother.”

“That’s weird. It’s like five in the morning out there.”

“They get up early, I guess.”

A stupid phone call meant so much to her, and yet his asshole brother could only manage it on her birthday and Christmas. James could hear the radio in the next room. He half wanted to stay, feeling now, as he sometimes did, the pull between his old family and his current one.

“I’m late getting home to the boys,” he said. “I should get a move on. Do you want to come over and watch them open their presents?”

“Now?” she asked. “Oh no, my hair’s a mess. Besides, that’s something you four should do on your own.”

He felt relieved. “Okay, if you’re sure.”

James picked up something wrapped in foil from the coffee table. It weighed a holy ton. He wondered if maybe Doris Mulcahey had stopped by after seeing him. It was only twenty-four hours earlier that he’d met her in her driveway, and yet it felt like months.

“The Oriental girl across the street brought that over,” his mother said. “Wasn’t that nice?”

James set the package down. “What is it? A cinder block?”

“Fruitcake, I think.”

“Ahh.” He kissed her cheek before heading back outside. “I’ll be back at eleven forty-five to pick you up for Mass.”

“Make it eleven-thirty,” she said. “I want to get a seat up front.”

“Okay. Merry Christmas, Ma.”

She stood in the doorway and watched as he quickly shoveled the steps and the path. His back felt like it might snap in two, but he was pure adrenaline, and the rhythm of the shoveling calmed him some. When he got in the car for home, he told himself to relax. He couldn’t have Sheila wondering what was up when this was supposed to be her day. He would pawn the ring first thing tomorrow, and explain the extra cash by telling her that he won some major sports pool at work. She’d be pissed that he was gambling again, but hopefully so happy about the money that she wouldn’t care.

By the time he got home, Connelly had already been by and plowed the driveway. As James pulled in, he could see Parker jumping up and down through the window. He laughed.

The ring he had gotten Sheila  that looked s


2012

From every corner, the house was blaring. In the downstairs bathroom, May ran the blow-d long time ago.” people. They  Nicole ceilingryer at full blast. Her two sons sat on the staircase, fighting. In the shower, Dan sang a song from an old cartoon he once saw on Pee-wee’s Playhouse, which he sang whenever anyone got married. It was cloying and catchy, and it always stayed in her head for days: Everybody’s getting! Ready for the wedding!

The worst of the noise sprang from Kate’s own daughter, who had been screaming for fifteen minutes straight. They were due at the ceremony location in ninety minutes and Ava had selected this moment to have the biggest fit of her life. Kate blamed May for giving her Pop-Tarts and, on the way home from the beauty parlor, Chicken McNuggets from McDonald’s with a strawberry shake.

Now her daughter was writhing on her bedroom floor in just a pair of star-printed underpants, refusing the dress, which was laid out flat on the bed, with the matching shoes on the rug directly below, as if whoever had been wearing the outfit had simply melted away.

“I don’t want to be the flower girl,” she said through tears.

“But you’ve been excited about it for weeks,” Kate said. “And you’re going to look so pretty in the dress.”

“I don’t want to!” Ava screamed. She rubbed her head violently against the carpet. Strands of her braid fanned out around her scalp so that she resembled a tiny Medusa.

Despite the fact that she was an aunt three times over by the time Ava was born, Kate had been surprised about so many aspects of motherhood, the parts you could learn only by experiencing them for yourself. The hardest of these was the crying, the hysterical sobs. When Ava was an infant, Kate would sometimes cry along with her, even as she tried to calm her down. She was scared the baby would suffocate if she didn’t take a breath, scared of so many things.

It had gotten easier now that Ava was a fully formed person, with words and the ability to reason. But at the moment, Kate didn’t know what to do. She had never seen her daughter quite so upset.

The effects of the whiskey she had shared with Toby earlier had worn off, leaving behind a slight headache. She wished she could take a nap.

Ava lay on her back, kicking her, practically foaming at the mouth. “I won’t be the flower girl! I won’t!”

Kate’s mother passed by in the hall, dressed in an eggplant skirt suit and heels, a cell phone pressed to her ear. She looked at Kate with the most judgmental eyes, as if Ava were having a tantrum in Mona’s office during a board meeting, instead of in her own room.

Kate stuck her tongue out, which made Ava pause. “Mama, did you just stick your tongue out at Grandma?”

“Yes, I did.”

Kate pulled Ava into her lap before she had a chance to start up again. Her daughter’s cheeks were red and hot from crying, and Kate pressed her cool fingers against them.

“Lovey, why don’t you want to be the flower girl?”

Kate imagined she might say something profound: I don’t like the idea that girls have to wear puffy pink dresses, Mama. Or I’ve decided that weddings just aren’t my thing.

But Ava sniffled, and said sadly, “Olivia said that’s for babies.”

“Oh. I see.” a pair of 94togethern

Kate had the urge to grab her niece, yank her up the stairs, and demand an apology. This was something that she’d never do to a child, though her sister May would, in a second. She took a deep breath, trying to feel calm.

“Olivia’s just jealous, sweetheart. I think she wanted to be the flower girl.”

Ava looked suspicious. “She did?”

“You can do whatever you want tonight, you don’t have to wear the dress. But I know Uncle Jeff was really excited, and if you cancel on him, you might hurt his feelings.”

She could tell she had her daughter’s attention now. Kate walked to the dresser and pulled out Ava’s favorite overalls. They were made of bright green corduroy, and Ava had torn a hole in the left knee, which Kate had patched over with a swatch of fabric covered in butterflies.

“You can just wear these if you want,” she said. “What do you think?”

Ava shook her head. She went to the bed, and picked up her flower girl dress. “I want to wear this.”

Kate took a deep breath. Crisis averted. Of course, there was still the business of the ring. She felt more certain than ever that Olivia had taken it. Was her niece trying to punish her? Would she put it back at the last minute? Or had she already done something crazy—swallowed it, or chucked it out into the woods?

Kate’s mother popped her head into the room. “I just spoke to Carmen, and she said we’ll find the ring at the schoolhouse.”

“Who’s Carmen?”

“My psychic in Newark,” her mother responded, as if it should be obvious.

“What schoolhouse?” Kate said.

“I don’t know. Ava’s, I assume.”

The only school Ava attended was a Mommy and Me class that met two mornings a week in the basement of a Mason hall.

“Oh, well, if Carmen said so, then let me just run right over there and have them open the place on Saturday night.”

“Don’t mock, she’s usually very accurate,” Mona said. “Is that what you’re wearing?”

Kate looked down at her jeans and t-shirt. “Yes, I’m wearing jeans to the wedding.”

“Well, you better get going!”

“It takes me five minutes to get ready.”

“Hmm.”

That hmm conveyed so much. It said, Yes, it takes you five minutes to get ready, and it shows. Kate remembered watching her mother put on her makeup as a child—standing in front of the bathroom mirror, or sitting in traffic, carefully applying layer upon layer, on top of her perfectly fine skin. The whole routine lasted thirty minutes or so. She couldn’t imagine taking that much time every day to add something you were only going to rinse off eight hours later.

Kate helped Ava into her dress, and gently combed her curls, which looked prettier natural than they had in that stupid hairstyle anyway. Ava’s hair felt stiff in places where the spray had made it clump together. Kate couldn’t wait to give her a bath and watch it all swirl down the drain.

“DoAva nodded. Kate took her by the hand.

“The tree out back is blooming,” she said. “Come on.”

On the way, they passed the boys, still fighting on the staircase, wearing their dark suits.

“Give it to me!” Leo shouted.

“No, it’s mine!” Max said.

“Fart head!”

“Puss face.”

“Be careful, you two, don’t fall,” she said.

Boys were trouble. She’d been so lucky with what she got. She hoped Dan could hear them too, so that he might be cured of his desire for another child.

Olivia sat out on the deck in a floral party dress, playing with her Barbies. Despite what she had said to Ava, Kate felt sorry for her. Maybe she should have asked Jeff if they could have two flower girls. She was a mother; she ought to be more thoughtful. It would break her heart if Ava were the one to feel left out.

Kate sat down beside her niece on the wooden slats, and Ava plunked down too.

“What are these?” Ava said.

Olivia looked aghast at her ignorance. “Barbies!” she said.

Ava picked one up, and stroked its plastic hair.

“Will I get Barbies when I’m bigger?” she asked.

“You can borrow Olivia’s whenever she comes over,” Kate said, in lieu of Hell no, you will never have a Barbie as long as I breathe air.

It wasn’t just Olivia, she realized. Soon enough, Ava would be in school with all sorts of kids whose parents let them do and say and eat all sorts of things. The time Kate had left to shelter her was slipping away. Sometimes she wished she could put her daughter back in the womb, protect her from every bit of harm.

Kate had been scared of pregnancy, but hers was easy, as those things went. She opted for a home birth with a doula, after watching a documentary about the corporatization of hospital births. The midwife brought in an inflatable pool, which she filled with water and wedged between the TV and the sofa. Kate didn’t like the sensation of her belly floating there, so they moved her to the bed.

Sixteen hours later, just after sunrise, as she stared out her bedroom window at the familiar brownstones and the blue awning of the bar across the street, Ava came into the world. Yes, it was painful, but afterward there was this rush of joy that they said you never got with an epidural. The doula placed Kate’s daughter on her bare chest, and Kate felt overcome with gratitude. It was the same bed where Ava had been conceived, and something about this felt profound. Kate had discussed it with plenty of her friends in Brooklyn, and they all understood. Her sister and mother thought she was nuts.

“Giving birth at home with no drugs is like rubbing two sticks together every night so you can boil water for dinner, while meanwhile there’s a Viking range in the next room,” said May, who had gone three for three on the C-sections.

“Hey Olivia,” Kate said now. “Speaking of borrowing stuff, I was wondering if you might have borrowed the ring from the windowsill in the kitchen. It’s fine if you did. I’d just like it all the way back to Massachusetts.f l mothern back for the wedding.”

“I didn’t take it!” Olivia said, indignant. Clearly, she had already been questioned by May, and possibly Mona, too.

“Okay,” Kate said, lifting her hand. “I believe you.”

There was only one possibility she could fathom at this point.

“Hold on, girls, I’ll be back.”

She went inside and found the jeweler’s card at the bottom of the red bag. Kate was almost positive she hadn’t left the ring at the store, but she figured a phone call couldn’t hurt. What if it was all as simple as that—he’d pick up and say that yes, he was holding it for her, come on out and get it.

When he answered, Kate introduced herself.

“I met you a few days ago,” she said. “Jeff and Toby’s cousin.”

She wished now that she had been more friendly at the time, but he seemed happy enough to hear from her.

“What can I do for ya?” he said.

“One of the rings isn’t here,” she said.

“It wasn’t in the box?”

“No. I mean, the box isn’t here either.”

“But you had two boxes when you left.”

“Did I? Okay. So I guess it’s lost then.”

He paused. She could picture him debating whether she was a thief or just crazy.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said. “Isn’t the wedding tonight?”

“Yes.”

“I hope it turns up,” he said. “It’s kind of strange, actually. That ring’s been lost before.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well. Everything in my store is an estate piece. I collect from estate sales and private collections, sometimes police auctions. Your cousin’s ring came from one of those.”

Kate had no idea why he was telling her this.

“Don’t worry,” he continued. “I don’t buy anything that comes from a horrible crime scene or anything. That one just got left in a cab and was never claimed. On second thought, don’t be telling your cousin I said that. It might ruin the magic.”

She wondered if he had Jeff mixed up with someone else.

“You made their rings,” she said, trying to jog his memory.

“Right.”

Kate shook her head. “Thanks anyway. Have a good weekend.”

Back out on the porch, the girls were whispering.

“What are you talking about?” Kate asked.

“I might know where the ring is,” Olivia said in a low voice. “But don’t tell my mom, because it’s a secret.”

Kate’s chest tightened. So she did have it. No sudden moves, she thought, as if Olivia were heavily armed.

“Where is it?” Kate asked, in a casual, just-making-conversation tone.

“ all the way back to Massachusetts.f l mothernI don’t know.”

Kate squeezed her eyes shut and counted to ten. “Please,” she said.

She was now begging a five-year-old.

“I’m telling the truth, I didn’t take it,” Olivia said. She looked back down at her dolls.

Kate considered her options. Clearly she needed to call in the big guns. But she couldn’t bear how harshly her sister treated her kids when they misbehaved. She hated witnessing it.

From inside the house, there came a crash that seemed to go on forever, followed by the sound of Max’s cry.

In the bathroom, the blow-dryer stopped. Kate braced herself as she heard the door swing open, and May screamed, “What the hell was that? Leo!”

Her sister stomped toward the boys. Kate’s whole body tensed up, as if she were the one in trouble. She went inside, and the girls followed. At the foot of the staircase, Leo and Max lay tangled in a heap.

Mona appeared at the top of the stairs.

“What on earth?” she said.

“Did you guys fall?” Kate asked.

“He pushed me!” Max said.

“Leo!” May pulled him up roughly by his shirt. “Go sit in the car until it’s time for us to go to the wedding!”

Leo started crying now too.

“Max pulled me down,” he said. “I pushed him, so he grabbed my leg and pulled me down after him.”

“Are we supposed to feel sorry for you?” May snapped. “I would have pulled you down, too, if you pushed me. Why did you push him? You’re the oldest. You’re supposed to set an example.”

Leo stamped his foot. Kate’s heart raced. Her sister was lousy at defusing tension. She only managed to rile them up even more. May was average height, and, like Kate, weighed all of 118 pounds. But her children were terrified of her, even Leo, who would probably tower over her in a couple years.

“I wanted to try the Mongolian finger trap once, and he wouldn’t let me.”

“What the freak is a Mongolian finger trap?” May said.

“Show it,” Leo commanded.

“No!” Max said. He looked at May with the sweetest eyes and said innocently, “It’s just in my imagination.”

“Liar!” Leo shouted. He turned to his sister. “Olivia, do you know what a Mongolian finger trap is?”

She nodded, somber. “Max almost broke my finger in it this morning.” She held up her left index finger, which looked perfectly fine.

May glanced up at the ceiling. “All right, give it to me. Give it to me right now, or all three of you will have no TV for a month.”

“No!” Olivia said, and she began to cry. Ava joined in, for good measure.

Max sighed. “I’m sitting on it.”

“Then get up!” May said, exasperated.

He did. There on the floor was the velvet jewelry box. Kate felt her chest expand, filling almost to the breaking point with relief. She ran toward her nephew, and scooped up the box all the way back to Massachusetts.f l mothern as if it might otherwise disappear.

May gasped. “Max Rosen!” she said. “You are in so much trouble. You are in more trouble than you’ve ever been in your life. Josh! Get out here!”

Mona descended the staircase, snapping her fingers in the air halfway down. “Carmen was right! The ring was with the children, in the house. Essentially, in a schoolhouse.”

Kate rolled her eyes.

May put a hand to her forehead. “Do you realize that we have been searching for that ring all day? Do you? You are going to be grounded until college, do you hear me? This is theft, Max. You could go to jail for this.”

“I was gonna give it back,” he said softly.

“You apologize to your aunt right now.”

“Sorry, Aunt Kate.”

“It’s okay,” she said. She knew she should probably be angry, but instead she felt giddy.

“You’re lucky we don’t call the police,” May said.

Kate sighed. Her sister never missed an opportunity to blow things wildly out of proportion.

“How did it work, anyway?” Kate asked him.

Max approached her cautiously and took the box from her hands. He opened the lid. The ring was propped up a bit higher than she remembered.

“You go up to someone and you ask them, ‘Hey, why don’t you slip your finger into this ring?’ ” He spoke quickly, probably out of the knowledge that May might explode again at any second. “Then when they do, whammo!” With this he snapped the box shut. “Your finger is mine!”

Kate laughed, even though she knew she shouldn’t. It was actually very creative. From now on, she decided, she would refer to all engagement rings as Mongolian finger traps.

May took the box from her son’s hand, and said, “I need a ;s.


drink. Aunt Kate and I are going out back for a while, and no one better bother us. If you want something, ask your dads.”

For once, Kate agreed with her sister.

They brought a bottle of wine from the fridge, and two glasses. May sank into an Adirondack chair, and placed the velvet box on the side table along with her drink. Their mother followed behind, and sat between them.

“Dto get you a glass, Mom?” May asked.

“No, if I want one, I’ll get it.”

“I’m so sorry about that,” May said. “Boys are seriously the devil. You have no idea.”

“It’s fine,” Kate said. “I feel guilty now for suspecting Olivia.”

“Oh, I think we all suspected Olivia,” May said.

“All’s well that ends well, I guess,” Kate said. “I can’t believe Jeff’s getting married tonight.”

“I can’t believe he’s getting married before you,” May said. “There’s something I couldn’t have imagined ten years ago.”


5">Kate groaned.

“Marriage is different now, you know,” May said. “You can’t N. W. Ayer al shrugged. njudge it on those terms.”

“What terms?”

May shrugged. She picked up the velvet box again, and lifted the lid.

“Hmm. Pretty gay design, but that’s a honking stone.”



Her sister made a familiar face that took her a moment to place—it was the same one Olivia had made when Ava asked what Barbies were.

“I think Jeff said each is a little over a carat,” Kate said.

May looked down at her own ring. “I’m gonna need an upgrade soon. A lot of the women in our neighborhood do it on their tenth anniversaries. The original stone becomes a baguette, and then they add a much bigger one in the middle, and a second, smaller stone on the other side.”

“That’s clever,” Mona said.

“I’d love to do my wedding over again,” May said. “I’d do it all differently now. But I don’t envy them that first year of marriage. The first year is the hardest.”

“Really?” Kate asked. She had never heard anyone say so before.

“Oh yeah. It’s scary to realize that you’ve just committed yourself to a lifetime with another person,” May said. “I wonder if Jeff and Toby have a prenup.”

“Of course they don’t!” Mona said.

“Don’t be so old-fashioned, Mom,” May said. “A lot of couples get them now. If you make good money and stand to make even more down the line, it’s a smart idea. Divorce is messy. You know that.”

“Let’s not talk about their divorce on their wedding day,” Mona said.

Kate looked up at the blue sky, and took a long sip of wine.

They arrived at the Fairmount at six forty-five. Jeff and Toby stood in an open-air pavilion adjacent to the ceremony garden. Jeff’s parents hovered nearby. While the rest of the family took their seats, Kate and Ava went to join the guys.

They looked as handsome as ever, standing side by side in their suits, holding hands.

“Ava!” they shouted in unison, when they saw her in the dress.

They were going to make wonderful parents, Kate thought. And when they had children, perhaps she’d feel less foreign in this new way of life.

“You look like a princess!” Jeff said. He looked at Kate, anticipating disapproval. “I’m sorry, but she does.”

Ava got called off by her adoring great-aunt, and skipped across the yard to gather up more praise.

Kate gave Toby and Jeff each a hug. “How’s it going?” she said, feeling excited in spite of herself.

“Everything’s great,” Toby said.

“He’s lying,” Jeff whispered. “You heard his bitch mother isn’t coming? She was supposed to walk him down the aisle and now we don’t know what to do.”

“Honey!” Toby sighed. He turned to Kate. “We had planned it so that Jeff’s parents would walk him down the aisle, and my mother would walk me. But it’s fine. I’m  that she wouldn94togetherngoing to walk by myself. I like that better anyway. It’s like here I am, this independent person, about to be joined with another independent person. It’s more mature.”

“Bullshit,” Kate said. “I’m walking you.”

Both men widened their eyes.

“You? The marriage conscientious objector?” Jeff said, but he was smiling. “You’re not going to turn this into a runaway-bride situation, are you?”

Toby squeezed her hand. “Thank you.”

“It’s an honor,” Kate said.

“All right, enough of this lovefest,” Jeff said. “Hand over the rings, so I can give them to the minister.”

She pulled both boxes from the red bag. Toby looked at her in surprise, but didn’t say a word.

A short while later, they lined up for the procession. Kate linked her arm through Toby’s and he whispered, “Thank God you found it. So was it Olivia?”

“Nope. Max.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You don’t know how happy it makes me to hear that one of May’s sons has a taste for jewelry.”

“It’s not like that,” she said.

“Oh. Darn. Thanks for doing this,” he said. “And for earlier. You’re a lifesaver.”

Before she had time to respond, the music started, and they were down the aisle, with Ava leading the charge, sprinkling pink rose petals wherever she walked.

The cocktail hour that followed was more elaborate than any black-tie charity fundraiser Kate had ever attended. In a field surrounded by mountains stood a beautiful three-peaked sailcloth tent, the sort of thing you’d see in an old-fashioned circus. There were tiny lightbulbs strung around the perimeter, and white Japanese lanterns inside. She knew from one of her many conversations with Jeff that the lanterns were on a dimmer switch, which would be utilized throughout the hour to create various moods.

Kate stood with her sister and brother-in-law, and Dan, who held Ava on his hip. Waiters in tuxedos drifted by them, as if on roller skates, offering trays of champagne, crab cakes, dumplings, chicken skewers, and what seemed like a hundred other things.

As darkness began to fall, she saw Jeff a short distance away and met his eye. He smiled.

“I’ll be right back,” she said, kissing Dan on the cheek.

Kate moved through the crowd. She could hear snatches of conversation, which sounded funny without context: Gluten free is the new vegan, but if you ask me they’re all just a way of covering up your eating disorder.… But even FDR wasn’t FDR. The New Deal didn’t save the economy, war did. And our days of war manufacturing are over. So what now? … She was deferred from the early admission pool, so we have to wait two more months like every other schlub.…

When she reached her cousin, they embraced. They walked a ways outside of the tent to hear each other better.

“You did it,” she said.

“Yes.”

&
="indent" aid="15664P">Jeffrey stretched out his left hand, like it offered the only proof.

“Did I ever tell you h that she wouldn94togethernow our rings were made?” he asked.

“No.”

She wondered how long they would wait to tell him that his ring had been missing all day. It would probably only take a couple more drinks.

“W for two separate men’s rings at that jewelry shop we sent you to in Stockbridge,” he said. “But I ended up falling in love with a woman’s ring. It was unusual, because it had two big diamonds, equal in shape and size, as well as a bunch of smaller stones all around. I think it was supposed to look like a bumblebee or something. Anyway, I just fell in love with the idea of each of us wearing part of the whole. So the jeweler melted it down, separated the two stones, and made them into two identical rings. Cool, huh?”

She nodded.

“This diamond is probably over a hundred years old. Can you believe that? Look how it still sparkles. Sometimes I wonder who wore it before me. Toby and I even debated whether maybe a used ring would have some bad juju, you know—what if the other couple, or couples, who bought this thing ended up hating each other? What if their marriages were shit?”

She thought of what the jeweler had said about the ring being found in the back of a taxi. She would never tell Jeff.

It was his wedding day and she loved him, so Kate replied, “I think their marriages were good ones. I think this ring will bring you love from the ages.”

He kissed her forehead. “Me too,” he said.

Kate stared into the stone. She wondered for a moment where it had come from, further back than Jeffrey would let his imagination roam. Where had it been pulled up out of the earth, and by whom? How many fingers had it decorated over the last century? Most of its owners were likely gone now, their loves as impermanent as any. She sent a silent prayer out that they truly had been happy, as happy as anyone ever got to be. She e were looking
In 1995, De Beers Consolidated Mines broke ties with N. W. Ayer after fifty-seven years, taking their business to the J. Walter Thompson agency. Ayer was unsuccessful in its subsequent attempts to trademark the terms “4 Cs,” “diamond anniversary ring,” and “A Diamond Is Forever.” The agency closed its doors in 2002.

Mary Frances Gerety died on April 11, 1999, at the age of eighty-three. Two weeks before her death, Advertising Age magazine named “A Diamond Is Forever” the slogan of the century. It is still in use around the world today.



[image: ]The Engagements



Acknowledgments

I must start by thanking two incredible women whom I am fortunate to have in my life: My editor, Jenny Jackson, and my agent, Brettne Bloom. Both read several versions of this book with the kind of insight and generosity that is the stuff of writers’ dreams.

I set out to write a novel about worlds unknown to me—the world of paramedics, the world of classical music, the world of advertising in the nineteen forties, and so on. To get them right, I conducted dozens of interviews. Throughout the process, I felt overwhelmed with gratitude for the many people who were kind enough to share their stories and expertise.

The relationship between De Beers and N. W. Ayer and Son made its way into this book after I read a remarkable 1982 Atlantic Monthly article by Edward Jay Epstein, entitled, “Have You Ever Tried to Sell a Diamond?”

I first heard the name Frances Gerety in Tom Zoellner’s brilliant book The Heartless Stone. Tom was generous with his time and knowledge. Portions of his book also informed the story of the work Kate and her colleagues do on African diamond mines and the Kimberley Process.

Many people helped me create a portrait of Frances Gerety. I am grateful to her former Ayer coworkers who shared their recollections of both the woman and the agency. Thank you to Howard and Hana Davis, Deanne Dunning, Peter Elder, Jeff Odiorne, Margaret Sanders, Tricia Kenney, and Mary Lou Quinlan. And to Ted Regan and Chet Harrington, who invited me to Merion Golf Club so I could see where Frances spent so much of her free time. Wherever possible, I used the real names of Ayer employees, with their permission.

Some of Frances’s words here came from an interview she did with Howard Davis. A recording and transcript of this interview are available at the Smithsonian Institution, along with other official documents about Ayer and De Beers, and full color copies of every De Beers ad from 1938 onward. The Dorothy Dignam Collection at the Schlesinger Library at the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study was full of fascinating personal and professional information, including the original copies of Dorothy’s daily questions from men, all her letters home, and articles she wrote under the byline “Diamond Dot Dignam.” The book The History of an Advertising Agency by Ralph Hower and the DVD, Celebrating 50 Years of Ayer & De Beers, created by Robert and Deanne Dunning for the 1988 London celebration, provided further illumination.

Phil Trachtman gave me background on Frances Gerety’s time at the Charles Morris Price School. And Richard DiNatale helped me figure out how to gain access to vital records when I got stuck.

Just as I was completing the final draft, a gift fell into my lap, courtesy of Susan Christoffersen, who bought Frances Gerety’s home in Wayne when she moved out. For two years, I had searched for the annual reports and memorandums that Ayer created for De Beers. If only I had thought  about the94spoto look in Susan’s garage sooner! This lucky discovery enhanced the story at the last minute, and I will be forever grateful. Susan also provided me with Frances’s family photographs and a tour of her house. Leslie Post, Frances’s longtime next-door neighbor, joined us for tea and cookies, and shared her memories too.

I am indebted to the great violin soloist Anne Akiko Meyers, who spent so much of her precious time answering my questions. Her beautiful music served as a daily inspiration while I wrote.

When it came to writing about paramedics, I had the help of several experts. Thank you to Chris Kerley and everyone at Pro EMS in Cambridge, Massachusetts, for welcoming me in and teaching me about how you train. To Adam Shanahan and Nick Navarrett, for letting me ride along. To Sara Stankiewicz Pitman, Linda Stankiewicz, and Justin Pitman for pointing me in the right direction, and providing lots of important information along the way. And thanks especially to Will Tollefsen and Bill Mergendahl, who saved me from myself more times than I’d like to admit.

The former mayor of Cambridge, Michael Sullivan; chief of the Cambridge Fire Department, Gerry Reardon; and Cambridge city manager, Robert Healy taught me a lot about the way their city has changed over the years. Richie Sullivan gave me additional details about one-way streets and the roast beef special at Elsie’s.

I received insight into the lives of French women in Paris and New York from my French editor, Marie Barbier, as well as Sandrine Cullinane, Pascale and Ludovic Blachez, Nina Sovich, and Marie Delecourt, whose blog Paris in New York, was also a terrific resource. Brad New-field, a guide for a company called Paris Walks, spent many hours with me, covering the city on foot, and helping me create Delphine’s personal historytemplate.xpgt"
014;from the exact location of her childhood home in Montmartre, to Henri’s inherited apartment, to the Jeu de Paume. After I returned to New York, I found that I had more questions, and Brad answered them all.

Thank you to David and Brenda Troy for the wisdom about Boston, to Charlie McCarthy for the lesson in Quincy geography, and to Delia Cabe, who so generously went to the Belmont Historical Society on my behalf.

Maggie Mertens, researcher extraordinaire, took the assignment “Do research on each decade starting in 1910” and ran with it, rather than running away. A hundred years’ worth of handpicked newspaper articles helped me create the p class="inden
Table of Contents


		Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Contents

	Epigraph

	1947

	Part One

		1972

		1987

		2003

		2012

		1955

	



	Part Two

		1972

		1987

		2003

		2012

		1968

	



	Part Three

		1972

		1987

		2003

		2012

		1988

	



	Part Four

		1972

		2012

		2003

		1987

		1988

	



	Part Five

		1972

		2003

		1987

		2012

	



	Author’s Note

	Acknowledgments

	A Note About the Author

	Reading Group Guide

	Other Books by This Author





cover.jpeg
J COURTNEY






images/00001.jpeg
e Ongagements

A NOVEL

o Geartnay Dallivan

b

ALFRED A. KNOPF
NEW YORK
2013





images/00004.jpeg





