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Elinor Lipman’s sharp, funny, life-enhancing fiction is loved by readers everywhere, and by writers as varied as Anita Shreve and Nigella Lawson, Maggie O’Farrell and Carol Shields. Four of her novels are currently in development as feature films, and include Then She Found Me, The Inn at Lake Devine, Isabel’s Bed and The Way Men Act. She divides her time between Massachusetts and New York City.




Praise for Elinor Lipman:

‘Just occasionally you come across a writer whose sentences are so perfect, you want to swill them around in your mouth as you read, just to savour their deliciousness. Elinor Lipman is just such a writer . . . When you read a book you love, you both want to gallop through it and yet never finish it . . . Lipman has been described as a latter-day Jane Austen – I’d go along with that’ Nigella Lawson

 

‘If Elinor Lipman were less smart (in the American sense), and if there were any justice in the world of books, her novels would be storming the bestseller lists. They are quirkily romantic, funny, beautifully plotted and written with the sort of painstaking craft that seems effortless’ The Sunday Times

 

‘Up there at the top is where this enchanting, infinitely witty yet serious, exceptionally intelligent, wholly original and Austen-like stylist belongs’ Fay Weldon

 

‘Lipman’s writing is warm, wise and often hilarious – this is feelgood lit with higher than usual production values’ The Times

 

‘Lipman offers shrewd insights while spinning an engrossing tale of high comedy and heartwarming romance’ Mail on Sunday

 

‘Elinor Lipman writes with wit and verve, painting her characters through sharp, revealing dialogue, and making loneliness and unloveliness thoroughly entertaining’ Irish Independent

 

‘A jewel . . . brings together the rare combination of intelligence, wit and wisdom’ Carol Shields

 

‘A wonderfully funny, hugely entertaining tale . . . really heartwarming’ Prima

 

‘No one balances seriousness and hilarity better than Elinor Lipman’ Bookpage

 

‘First-rate, stylish, original, delightful . . . A big-hearted book with the capacity to stir surprisingly deep feelings’ Boston Globe

 

‘A novel that has you so thoroughly captivated that you’ll stay up to finish it, no matter how early your alarm clock is set to start’ People

 

‘Winningly wry and dry-eyed . . . Funny, moving and very wise in the ways of life’ Kirkus Reviews

 

‘Fresh and delightful . . . entertaining . . . wryly affecting’ Washington Post

 

‘A first novel of vast charm . . . will pierce the heart as well as the funny bone’ New York Daily News

 

‘An enchanting tale . . . full of charm, humour and unsentimental wisdom’ Publisher’s Weekly

 

‘Keenly expressed insights . . . Charming’ Vogue (US)




By Elinor Lipman and available from Tinder Press
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About the Book

Melinda is a florist. She doesn’t want to be. She never intended to come home to Harrow, Massachusetts and, if she did, she planned to be married with a great job, not single and designing her former classmates’ wedding bouquets. What’s worse, why does she care so much that her sort-of friend Libby has set her sights on a fellow shopkeeper? She doesn’t have a crush on handsome, chivalrous Dennis herself. Does she?
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1

Harrow

THE SHOPS STAND three across: mine in the middle, Dennis Vaughan’s to my left and Libby Getchel’s to my right, fronting on Main Street in Harrow, Massachusetts. We like the quaint sound of that, ‘Main Street,’ because all of us lived somewhere more irritating for a time and returned home with the conviction that a gentrified college town (cappuccino machines, poetry readings, bike paths), with shade trees and paper ballots, with stylish food and parking meters that still took dimes and nickels, would give us Quality of Life.

I arrange flowers for a living, a barren business for a single woman, just one of the reasons I’m in transition. After high school I went to the West Coast to be in the sun and to earn money for some mañana idea of college I had, picked carnations in Leucadia, and ended up on the allegedly artistic side of things, arranging them. I came back to work for my  cousin Roger and his wife, Robin, the sincerest couple in America. They flattered me and talked about my ‘art,’ as if what I do has lasting value. I admit to being good, certainly the best around here; but ‘here’ is Harrow, home of MacMillan College, home to real artists, to tenured scholars of national standing, to people who write books, who review books.

Our friends in the big cities began to hear of Harrow from style section features on our Left Bank life-style. The out-of-state checks in our cash drawers are signed by cultureloving tourists, Tanglewood types, who believe they are discovering arts and crafts on this awninged, charming Main Street a season ahead of their friends. It makes me proud and a bit show-offish about living here. I am a native, a townie; I dart among the tourists, displaying my dry cleaning or my bag of groceries as if to say, ‘I live here, this place you choose as a weekend retreat, this Brigadoon, this movie set of a college town come to life. I live here, work here, dry-clean here, am known here. This is my home.’

My name, legally, is Linda Louise LeBlanc, if you can imagine anything more forgettable. I became Melinda, chose it myself the summer between eighth grade and high school, suspecting that the next four years would require something sexier. They did. It was the same summer I successfully pierced my own ears with a sewing needle and an ice cube, and convinced my mother that the platinum streaks in my dark hair were caused by the sun. I dated, I graduated, I moved away to California; I came back, half believing that if I had once been the belle of Harrow, or at least the belle of Harrow High School, then I absolutely could go home again.

It was not a terrible idea: the town had changed. It was chic now, practically a vacation destination; and with the new Harrow came new Harrowites. I’d be a fresh face to them, someone’s great idea of a lifetime partner, not just the everpopular Melinda LeBlanc, good dancer and fun date, qualities that haven’t worked so well for me in a very long time.

 

I moved in with my mother, a nice woman who passes out coupons and food samples on toothpicks at local supermarkets. We call my living arrangement temporary, because I’m not the type who lives at home at thirty. I agreed to be flexible, and tolerant of her ways: Yes it was her right to tape every incoming Christmas card to the banister, and to see that every horizontal surface in the living room had its own set of coasters. In turn she would not pass judgment on my friends, my eating habits, or my evening activities.

It helped that I took the rental unit, a linoleumed room with a claw-foot bathtub on the third floor, which she had painted and wallpapered one winter with extra income in mind, happy to evict the MacMillan lecturer/tenant when I said I’d return. The gray linoleum is patterned to look like carpeting, and the slanting eaves give it a garret feel. I painted the underside of the tub deep rose and begged one quilt and three rag rugs from my grandmother’s lifelong output. I share the kitchen downstairs, which means microwaving my mother’s leftovers and taking the plate up to my room. I like her company – it isn’t that; I don’t want to get used to having someone always there to talk to. Occasionally she telephones me at work over some extravagant menu item that requires  purchases in exact numbers: lobster, cornish game hens, veal chops, take-out Chinese. Count you in or not? It means my traveling stepfather, who sells pacemakers up and down the east coast for a Minnesota company, has dropped in for one of his conjugal visits, and my mother thinks my being there would prolong the dinner hour.

We worked this out, my third-floor privacy, before I returned to Harrow. She had no idea how homesick I had been and how few concessions she had to make. I’ll work for Roger and Robin at Forget-Me-Not, I said; I’ll take classes at the community college. I’ll think about a degree.

What I didn’t say aloud was the real pull: that the only place I ever felt successful – even for lame, teenage reasons – was here.

 

Next door to Forget-Me-Not is Brookhoppers, a fly-fishing boutique and mecca for fly fishermen. Customers flock here from all over to buy Dennis Vaughan’s hand-tied designer trout flies and to attend his weekend workshops at the Harrow Inn. It’s the kind of shop nonfishermen pass and say, ‘This guy must deal drugs in the back room.’ Or, ‘This has to be a front for the Mob.’ But his disciples understand; they wait patiently for his attentions, declining help from anyone else with a, ‘No thanks, I’ll wait for Dennis.’ He introduces himself, unnecessarily and modestly, as he moves from professor to stockbroker to radiologist to playwright, answering their questions as if each were fresh and penetrating.

Dennis is black, and attractive in a compact, wire-rimmed way that other men admire. He and his two salesmen wear  earthbrown T-shirts with Brookhoppers silk-screened in speckled salmon across their hearts. The photograph on the back of his catalogue shows him in waders and a New Zealand sheepherder’s hat, casting in a rocky turn of the Starkfield River. By popular demand, it is available as a poster for $14.99. Men have their secretaries write to say they hang it on the back of their office doors to soothe them while they close deals, traffic honking fifty floors below.

Two doors up from Dennis, on my right, is Rags for Sale, Libby Getchel’s dress shop. The name is ironic, of course, because her dresses are one of a kind and expensive for Harrow. I had known her in high school where she was in the class behind Dennis and me, and hard to miss: Libby was broad shouldered, taller than most of us, thin in a big-boned way that made her slow walk look Southern and sexy. She wore her straight blond hair chin-length with bangs as if a weekly trim nonchalantly undertaken with sewing shears were not carefully considered for effect. As a daughter of MacMillan employees, she could have gone to the college tuition-free but hadn’t studied hard enough in high school. Instead she bought Vogue patterns and made her own dresses from translucent cotton blends, even in winter when her classmates wore wool and corduroy.

She returned to Harrow a year after I did, still wearing out-of-season party dresses; still wearing her blond hair at lengths that had nothing to do with fashion. She confided to me around that time, a time when we were still confiding in each other, that Dennis was a factor in her choosing Harrow for her store – I knew, didn’t I, that they had meant a  great deal to each other in high school?

I said no, I hadn’t known—

‘In a high school not particularly tolerant of an artistic kid who didn’t conform, surrounded by professors’ kids on one hand, and popular, cheerleading types on the other? Dennis was very nice to me.’

I nodded, willing to downgrade my old popularity to be a better audience and friend. ‘How long did you two go out?’ I asked.

Libby said never, unfortunately.

I asked why not.

‘My own fault,’ she said. ‘A misunderstanding. A mistake I hope to correct.’

I said, ‘Look, if I’d known at seventeen who’d be left to date at this age, I’d have kept a few lines open, too. But we’re not Detroit – we can’t very well announce a recall of all the defective parts of our life.’

Libby didn’t answer, and didn’t have to. Her gray-green eyes explained that I was an ex-cheerleader, she was a proven nonconformist, and clearly there were no parallels.

 

All she had done back then was sew, starting with the easiest Butterick pattern: a shift from 98-cent-per-yard cotton, solid turquoise. The sewing instructor at the Girls Club taught her about the straight of the grain and threading the old black Singer; of the importance of pressing and pinking each seam. The first project was supposed to be an apron with a bib – lots of straight lines and no zippers. Libby said she had no use for an apron; she’d prefer to start with this dress. How hard could  a zipper be if a pattern marked ‘E-Z’ had you install one on Step Two?

‘I need this for school,’ Libby confided. ‘We can’t afford to spend money on material for aprons when I don’t have enough dresses.’ Mrs Christede, a volunteer, gave in. She’d been told that many of the girls were from underprivileged homes. She thought of donating material for Libby’s apron – a yard of gingham was nothing – but sensed something in Libby that she mistook for pride.

‘I’ll make an exception this time,’ Mrs Christede said.

Libby added the optional pocket and stitched extra large rickrack at the neck and hemline. It was an exercise only, a means to an end. She gave it to her mother, who wore it with a white patent-leather pocketbook and white cardigan. Libby graduated from Butterick and Simplicity to ‘Very Easy, Very Vogue’; then to designer patterns with linings and bound buttonholes.

Many girls without her gift took up sewing. They bought ambitious patterns and delicate material and cut out their dresses on kitchen tables with their mothers’ help. After one bad mistake, they abandoned the project. They put everything back in the green bag from Goldenberg’s Department Store – the pattern pieces pinned to the fabric, the notions, the white envelope printed with the beautiful design. Their mothers reminded them weekly of the $7.98 per yard fabric wasted on someone who had only made an apron out of sheeting five years before. Some offered their leftovers to Libby; some had never even pinned the pattern to their fabric. Most she examined and declined.

 

Dennis Vaughan sat next to Libby in trig her junior year in high school, and shyly teased her about her flowing party dresses. She noticed that being on the wrestling team did nice things for his neck muscles and his biceps. He was broad and about her height – short for a boy. Libby liked the idea that she was such good friends with a black classmate. He was nice and shyly funny at the same time – charming was the word that fit adults like him. Libby saw all of this, appreciated all of this in Dennis Vaughan, but didn’t see herself as the beneficiary. She was a white girl and Dennis was her friend. They talked outside her next class until the bell rang (Dennis had study hall with the wrestling coach and could be late). One day they talked with Libby leaning against the lockered wall. Dennis, his books against his left hip bone, pressed his palm against the wall above Libby’s shoulder, smiling as if fully aware of the effect. He was making the first move.

‘We’d better go,’ he said when the bell rang, not taking his hand off the wall.

There seemed to be an audience suddenly, girls walking by extra slowly in pairs; packs of wrestlers; every homeroom teacher Libby had ever had. They were a boy and a girl people noticed anyway. In this pose, one muscular brown arm outstretched above a broad Caucasian shoulder, they might just as well have had an electronic billboard flashing a run-around message, ‘Dennis Vaughan is asking Libby Getchel out.’

She thought about him for the next fifty minutes in American History and decided that she could not kiss a Negro boy. She was free of prejudice herself; she hadn’t seen any  unpleasantness toward the half-dozen black families who lived in Harrow, or toward the half-dozen smart black girls in each class at MacMillan. But Libby couldn’t date Dennis Vaughan. She liked him certainly; there wasn’t anything she didn’t like about Dennis. She might even have a crush on Dennis, which was beside the point.

And now Dennis had misunderstood.

At some point, weeks or months later – who could remember after all these years – she had had to say something explicit about his attentions: that she was a friendly person; that maybe he’d taken her friendliness for more than she had intended. He answered, his face reset in a new, hard way, saying Libby didn’t have to worry. He certainly hoped she would recover from the embarrassment of their association.

 

And here we are, she said, twelve years later, Dennis and I entrepreneurs in Harrow; wiser, more honest, and, amazingly enough, both free.

I answered carefully. I needed a friend on Main Street and wasn’t going to eliminate a candidate on the basis of one unrealistic goal and one insult to my high school character. Too many people were coupled in this town; too few were available for the kind of old-fashioned girlfriend/confidante role, for singles’ night at Buddy’s, for collaborating on unsent personal ads, for me not to welcome Libby.

So I said I understood completely: when there’s no one else in our lives we tend to reignite the old flames, no matter how minor. I did that, too, I said. Everybody did. We scanned our romantic pasts for candidates the same way we pushed the  Seek button on our car radios, hoping to find a song we wanted to hear.

She shook her head. Maybe I did that because of my large inventory of old flames, but it wasn’t like that for her. She had come to realize what Dennis Vaughan meant to her, and she was fairly certain he loved her back despite the peculiar way he was ignoring her return. Meanwhile, there was much to do.

Carpenters, electricians, painters and carpet installers took their turns at 333 Main. Libby ordered a sign carved in teak by the same artist who had made a mahogany trout leap over the door of Brookhoppers. Soon, above Rags for Sale, painted dresses danced in relief from a curly clothesline as if they were ecstatic and alive.

I was embarrassed for her for that trouble. It seemed an awfully literal thing to do – to marry her store to Dennis’s by commissioning a sister sign.

Luckily Forget-Me-Not, my perch, was in the middle with its painted brick façade and scalloped green awning. I thought its triteness saved the block, though; broke up the implied partnership; reminded Libby that if she had some rosy fantasy of merging into one big hand-wrought storefront, she’d have to work through me.
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