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CHAPTER 32

Jack slowed the car on the rutted track, braked to a halt, and reached for the piece of paper on which he had scrawled directions to the cabin. This was the third time he had stopped in the last hour: once to fix a flat tire, once to move a sunbathing turtle gently out of his path, and now to check if he was as lost as he felt.

He’d been to the mountains before, naturally. The Madisons had a place down near Asheville, a summer playground for moneyed Carolinians where Jack had spent vacations swimming and rafting with his brother Lane. As a student, he’d come roistering up here with friends, to ski in winter and hang out in summer, listening to bluegrass and country bands. But he’d never been so far north before, practically within hiking distance of Virginia and Tennessee. And he’d never come alone.

Jack gazed out across the scene with a flicker of misgiving. Blue afternoon shadows lay on the steep, wooded hillsides. Down in the valley the grass looked smooth and soft as billiard-table baize. A dark, snaking line of pine and dogwood marked the course of the New River, and far in the distance he caught the greenish gleam of its rushing passage. The country was beautiful, but wild and lonely. The comfortable, cutesy resort towns had petered out. For the last several miles he’d climbed steadily along winding dirt-and-gravel roads, past apple orchards and Christmas tree plantations, past tiny white-steepled churches and lonely farmsteads with their big red barns and grazing cattle. There didn’t seem to be a lot of holiday cabins, as Jack understood the phrase. Still, he’d burned his boats now. His apartment was in the hands of a realtor; his belongings were in storage—all except the things in the trunk of his car. The car itself he had rented at the airport in Charlotte, and would return to the nearest drop-off point as soon as he found an old jalopy to buy. Studying the map again, Jack concluded that he was on the right road, unpromising as it looked. He pulled on a battered fishing hat to shade his eyes from the sun, and pressed on.

It hadn’t taken him more than twelve hours back in New York to realize that he had to get out of the city. After Cornwall, Manhattan’s frenetic pace jarred; everyone, it seemed, had a purpose except himself. The double-whammy of losing his allowance and his book contract meant that he couldn’t afford to stay anyway. Most tormenting of all was the knowledge that Freya was on this same island, only a mile or two away, despising him. He could almost sniff her corrosive contempt in the grimy air. Lazy . . . spoiled . . . dilettante.

What he needed, he decided, was a writer’s retreat—nothing fancy, just somewhere peaceful so he could shut himself away with his computer and concentrate on his novel, free























































CHAPTER 33

THREE MONTHS LATER



“Don’t be nervous.”

“I am not nervous! . . . How do I look?”

“I’ve told you before: you look fine.”

“Fine? Last time I asked, you said beautiful.”

“You look beautiful.”

“The time before, you said fabulous.”

“You look fabulous and beautiful—and radiant and serene and all the other things a bride’s supposed to be.”

“What about my hair? I hate November: New York’s always so windy.”

“Your hair is perfection. We’re in a cab, remember?”

“What if he isn’t there?”

“He’ll be there. Stop fiddling with your bouquet.”

“But I was so mean to him!”

“And he was horrible to you. You’ve forgiven each other. That’s what love means.”

“I think I’m going to faint.”

“You are not going to faint.”

“I really love him, you know.”

“I know.”

“Oh, God, we’re here! Did you bring the Valium?”





The church was stuffy and the bride late. This was the third time that the organist had played “Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring.” Jack fiddled with his cuff link and stole a glance at the rows of guests dressed to kill, at all the faces familiar from childhood. Expensive perfumes clashed with the heavy fragrance of open-throated Madonna lilies. He felt hot and constricted in this ridiculous outfit. He could feel the stock around his neck pushing his chin into an aggressive tilt, as if he were about to lead the last Confederate charge against the damned Yankees.

Still, he’d promised Candace, and he’d promised his father. He had to go through with it.





“Okay: deep breath. Are you ready?”

“You go first.”

“Don’t be silly.”

“Take a peek. Please. For me?”

The door to the church stood ajar. A modest aisle paved in colored tiles led through rows of seats, packed with murmuring guests. At the far end a man waited, rigid with anxiety, staring at a particularly colorful representation of the crucifixion. Freya smiled. Michael turned his head, and his face flooded with such joy and relief that her eyes pricked with tears.





“. . . we are gathered together to join this man and this woman in holy matrimony, which is an honorable estate . . .”

Jack caught his stepmother’s eye. She winked, and for an instant his tension relaxed.

Yet the solemnity of the service made it hard not to take marriage seriously. Love. Fidelity. Fortitude. Endurance. It felt quite different to be up here at the altar instead of sitting among the congregation.

“Do you, Candace Marie Twink, take this man to be your lawful wedded husband . . .”

Jack snapped to attention. His big moment was coming up. Where was the ring?





“Do you, Michael Josiah Petersen, take this woman to be your lawful wedded wife—to have and to hold from this day forward? . . .”

“I do.”

Freya looked at his face, so proud and excited. She had never seen his brown eyes glow like this, or such a tender curve to his smile. Love was truly amazing: powerful, irresistible, unpredictable. Who could have guessed that out of all the women in the world, the right one for Michael—the only one—would be her dear friend Cat, whose face shone with the same happy confidence as she repeated the marriage vows?

Freya felt humbled. How little she knew of human nature. Here were two people she could have sworn would dislike each other on sight; yet they had slotted together like a key in a lock, opening the door to a new future together. It looked so easy. If only—

“I now pronounce you man and wife.”

A chorus of uninhibited sobs broke out behind her. That would be Cat’s mother and the other da Filippo women. Italians were so emotional. A cascade of glorious, liquid music poured from the organ loft. Freya ducked her head and glared at the tips of her exquisite new shoes. Just for a moment, she was feeling rather Italian herself.





“Congratulations, Mrs. Madison.” Jack bent to kiss the bride.

Candace smiled at him triumphantly. She was practically airborne on a waft of gauzy white material—veils and trains and other stuff he couldn’t name. There was no sign of the tongue stud today.

“Come on, everybody.” Jack winced at the commanding boom of his father’s voice. “Let’s go back to the house and celebrate!”





“Sweetie, how can I ever thank you?” Cat threw her arms around Freya, high as a kite. “You’ve been wonderful.”

“Don’t be silly. I just—”

“No, she’s right.” Michael gave Freya’s elbow an appreciative squeeze. “We’d never have gotten all this organized without you.” He gestured at the roomful of guests, already attacking the party food. “You’ve done a great job.”

“Fantastic!” agreed Cat.

“Really incredible,” Michael added.

“Nonsense. Thank you for giving me the chance. I’ve loved doing it.” Freya smiled. She hadn’t done this much smiling for months, and her cheeks ached.

They all stood beaming at each other until Freya pretended to remember that there was something vital she must check, and managed to shoo Michael and Cat away to join their guests. She watched them go with mingled affection and relief. It wasn’t that she minded that Cat and Michael had fallen in love. She didn’t mind that Cat had moved into Michael’s apartment and was sleeping in the bed only recently vacated by herself. She didn’t mind helping Cat to choose her outfit, compile her wedding-gift list, order the flowers, arrange the reception. She didn’t even mind being a bridesmaid—at least they hadn’t made her wear a stupid garland on her head. It was just a little . . . painful. There was still a slight awkwardness between the three of them, though they did their best to pretend otherwise. The story of the shortened trousers was now a hilarious joke. Ha, ha! Freya’s bedroom revelations had been wiped from memory. They all agreed that it had been quite miraculously providential that Cat had been able to take advantage of Michael’s spare ticket for the Ring Cycle.

Freya was glad now that she had gone back up to Cat’s apartment that terrible, rainy night, though it had taken every scrap of courage she possessed to put her own misery aside, and absolve Cat and Michael of guilt. She was proud of herself for behaving so well. In fact, she had behaved bloody brilliantly for months and months. She had spent hours of overtime with Matt Scordano, encouraging him, bullying him, persuading him to think about his work and not the velvet mafia of critics—with the result his show had been a colossal success, both financially and critically, and Lola Preiss had finally stopped questioning Freya’s every decision. On the home front, she had finally signed a rental lease on a long-term apartment in Tribeca and redecorated it herself. Last month she had christened it with a huge dinner party for Cat and Michael and their separate groups of friends, though she nearly had a nervous breakdown over the cooking—not to mention reencountering those friends of Michael who remembered her as the girlfriend. It was a lovely apartment with a proper doorman, a sunny aspect, and spacious views; it even had a small spare room for her father, who was coming to visit next month. At a personal level, although Freya had told Cat about Jack and Tash—and Cat had denounced Jack in a very satisfying, robust manner—she hadn’t gone on and on about it. It seemed selfish to wallow in misery when Cat was so happy; Freya had made a big effort to redirect her energies into showing how delighted she was for her friend.

And she was delighted. She’d loved being swept into the heart of the da Filippo family, who were openly jubilant at having got Cat married at last. It was fun to be here at the center of a party that had taken off with such a roar of good humor. Italians certainly knew how to enjoy themselves. A small band played brassily in one corner. Everywhere she looked there were cakes oozing with cream, dredged with sugar, soaked in marsala, studded with almonds and dried fruit. There were cratefuls of asti spumante, emptying at a terrifying rate. The room was above a restaurant in Little Italy, owned by Cat’s fourth cousin’s brother-in-law’s son. Already it was packed to capacity with wolfish uncles and dyed-blond aunts, children in velveteen suits and frilled dresses, even a little dog that looked like a floor mop and was called Pookie. The now-legendary Blumbergs were here, of course, beaming at everyone and holding hands, a walking advertisement for marriage.

Whoops! There was Mrs. Petersen, in navy blue. Freya changed direction smartly. It had been decided to skate over any connection between the deranged ex-girlfriend who had pretended to be a Spanish-speaking cleaner and the Englishwoman acting as maid-of-honor. As it was, Mrs. Petersen had suffered one of her worst attacks ever on learning that her beloved Mikey was marrying a woman she hadn’t even met, let alone approved: a career woman (feminist), a New Yorker (hard), in her thirties (after Mikey’s sperm), from an Italian background (Catholic!). Even though Cat treated her like an empress, begged for permission to call her “Mother” and lavished praise on her son, Mrs. Petersen maintained an expression of noble martyrdom—that faltered into a quizzical frown every time she caught sight of her new daughter-in-law’s best friend. So far Freya had resisted the temptation to click her fingers and shout “Olé!”

She lost herself in the crowd, drinking and chatting and trying to suppress memories of the last wedding she had attended. This was Cat and Michael’s day, and she wanted it to be perfect. At one point she caught sight of the pair of them together: Cat talking animatedly, carving the air with her hands, while Michael watched mesmerized, as if a goddess had floated down on her cloud. Cat was carrying her nephew Tonito on one hip, his fat legs tucked comfortably around her waist. She glowed with happiness. Freya was prepared to bet good money that Cat would be pregnant herself within the year. She pictured Cat in the Chinese restaurant, only a few months ago, loftily insisting that she didn’t need a man, and smiled at the tricks life played.

Freya kept herself busy, checking that the food and drink were circulating, that there were enough chairs for the older guests, and helping to fill glasses for the toasts. Then everybody gathered close, someone rapped on a table for silence and Cat’s father stepped forward. His dark eyes raked the room. “I have only one question,” he growled. “Why did it take her so long?” Freya listened with affection as he talked about Cat’s character and achievements—her big heart, her fighting spirit, her tiny forgivable flaws—until, with an old-fashioned formality that she found moving, he took his daughter’s hand and placed it ceremonially in that of her husband’s. Now it was Michael’s turn. Freya nibbled at a thumbnail, wondering how he’d measure up, hoping he wouldn’t be too ponderous and sentimental. When Cat confessed that she had first been attracted to Michael because of his wonderful sense of humor, Freya had only just managed to refrain from retorting “His what?” But now, as he began to tell the story of how he and Cat had met as antagonists in the Blumberg divorce case, Freya saw that Cat was right. People were laughing. He was funny! Love had made him confident. He even looked different, his hair shinier, his eyes brighter. Freya was glad for him, but his happiness was also the gentlest of rebukes. She had seen Michael as dependable and “nice,” but ultimately boring; it had taken Cat to light that bonfire inside him.

Cat was hilarious. She interrupted Michael regularly—correcting his stories, chipping in with asides, once even smoothing his hair into place. He took it all with patient good humor, teasing her back, calming her down. Cat made her own short speech, naturally; this was, she announced, an equal opportunities marriage.

After the speeches, time seemed to hurtle forward. A car had been booked to take Cat and Michael to the airport; they were flying to the Caribbean for a week of sun. There were suitcases to be taken downstairs. Someone needed to pay the band. There was a minor diplomatic incident when, for no apparent reason, Pookie bit Mrs. Petersen on the ankle. Cat and Michael slipped upstairs to change. While she waited for them to reappear, Freya noticed Cat’s grandmother sitting alone, apparently overwhelmed by the noise and bustle. She must be well into her eighties, poor thing. Freya walked over and stooped low. “May I bring you something?”

The old woman took her hand gratefully and drew her into the next chair, glad of someone to talk to. In her eccentrically accented English she told Freya what a marvelous party it was, how handsome she thought Michael, how lovely Cat looked in her wedding suit. Freya smiled and smiled. She agreed that everything was quite, quite wonderful.

Mrs. da Fillipo stroked Freya’s hand while they talked. Her own were small and incredibly fragile, the skin soft as worn velvet.

“You are not married?” she asked.

The question took Freya by surprise. She looked down at her ringless fingers, suddenly jolted out of the comfortable mundanity of small talk. “No,” she said shortly.

“Someone special?”

“No.”

“But why not? You are so pretty.”

Freya tossed her head. “Men aren’t everything.”

“That depends on the man.” The faded eyes peered shrewdly into her own. “You have never been in love?”

Freya felt her lip tremble. Please stop! “Oh, love.” She shrugged. “It’s such a silly word. I mean, how can you tell?”

The old woman smiled and patted her hand kindly, as if they both knew Freya was talking nonsense. “The first time I saw my husband,” she said, “was at his engagement party to someone else. But that didn’t stop me.” She chuckled. “A woman always knows. And when she knows, she must act.”

“But . . . it isn’t always easy to know what to do.” Freya dropped her flippant tone and met the old lady’s gaze frankly.

Mrs. da Fillipo gripped her hand tight and leaned forward urgently. “You must follow your heart. You must. Gianni and I were married for fifty-six years. I miss him every day.” Her kind, creased face clouded with sorrow. Freya swallowed hard.

“Oh, look!” she said brightly, pointing at Cat and Michael, who had reappeared in casual holiday clothes and were making their sentimental farewells. Cat came over to say good-bye to her grandmother, and Freya gave up her seat to allow them some privacy. She wandered aimlessly through the crowd, trying to regain her equilibrium, and found herself face-to-face with Michael.

“Great speech.” She smiled.

He stretched out his arms and pulled her into a warm hug. “Promise to invite me to your wedding.”

“Of course,” said Freya, rather stiffly. She knew he meant to be kind, but it was not his most well-chosen remark. “Don’t hold your breath,” she added, trying to make a joke of it.

Then it was time to say good-bye to Cat. Now that the moment had come, Freya was suddenly overwhelmed by a sense of loss and loneliness. Old friends who knew you through and through, good and bad, and loved you anyway, were hard to replace. She feared that their best-friends relationship would never be quite the same again. She hugged Cat tight. “Have a wonderful, wonderful time,” she told her.

“Oh, sweetie, I’m going to miss you so much!”

“Rubbish! You’ve got Michael now. And he’s got you.” She smiled. “I’m so happy.”

Finally the bride and groom were ready to leave. They stood together at the door to the stairs, with guests gathered around them in a tight circle to wish them well. “Good-bye everybody!” shouted Cat. With a theatrical wave of her arm she tossed something into the air.

The bouquet sailed up to the ceiling high above Freya’s head, where it seemed to hang for long seconds. Then it spun downward in a whirl of cream and gold and bronze. Freya saw its tiny petals catch the light and turn into a shower of sparks. Down it came, faster and faster. Oh, no! It was heading straight for her. How would it look if she let Cat’s bouquet smash to the floor? Surely someone else would catch it? Please. But no one did. At the last moment she put out her hand and caught it. Aaaah . . . sighed the crowd. Bravo!

Freya stared into the tender open hearts of the flowers. They were so beautiful. Her fingers tightened on the stems. Then she burst into tears.

There was a ripple of consternation. Freya covered her face with her hand. Please . . . no! Don’t do this, Freya. But she couldn’t control the gasps that jerked her shoulders and tore at her chest.

“Sweetie, what is it?” Suddenly Cat’s arms were around her.

“Nothing,” Freya sobbed. Everyone—everyone—was watching. She was ruining Cat’s wedding. How could she?

“Tell me,” Cat asked gently. “What’s the matter.”

“I don’t know,” wailed Freya. “You go. Please.” She flapped her hand.

“I’m not leaving you like this.” Cat’s voice was low but firm. “Come on, we’ll go somewhere quiet and talk.”

“You’ll miss your plane, Mikey.” Mrs. Petersen’s chiding singsong sliced through the silence.

Cat’s head snapped up. “The plane can wait!” she answered back. She put a protective arm around Freya’s shoulders and shepherded her to the doorway, where Michael hovered anxiously. As the two of them stumbled past and headed for a door marked LADIES, Freya saw Cat and Michael exchange a look. Michael nodded. He’d wait.

Then Freya was in a small tiled room that smelled of air-freshener. Cat sat her down on an upturned wastebin and crouched in front of her.

“What is it?” she demanded. “Who upset you?”

“Nobody.” Freya wiped her nose with the back of her wrist.

“Here, let me get you a Kleenex.” Cat turned away for a moment and rummaged through her capacious handbag, discarding items on the floor until she found a travel-pack of tissues, which she tore open and passed to Freya. She waited until Freya had blown her nose, then grasped her hands.

“Oh, baby, I thought you were okay about this.”

“I am okay.”

“Maybe we should have waited longer?”

“No, no.” Freya shook her head. “It isn’t anything to do with you and Michael.”

“Are you sure?”

She nodded.

“Then, what is it?”

Freya thrashed her head from side to side. The wave of feeling that had been gathering inside her all day—for weeks—for months—finally broke. “It’s . . . Jack!” she burst out.

“Jack?” Cat rolled onto her heels. Her eyes were wide. Her hair practically crackled with shock. “As in ‘that bastard Jack’?”

Freya’s head jerked up. “He’s not a bastard!” She scowled through her tears.

“The one who slept with your stepsister?”

“He didn’t mean to.” Freya blew her nose loudly.

“The spoiled, lazy good-for-nothing, living off his daddy’s money?”

“He can’t help having a rich father. Anyway, he’s not anymore.”

“The lousy writer?”

“He’s a wonderful writer!”

“I don’t get this.” Cat frowned. “I thought you told him you never wanted to see him again.”

“I know . . .” Freya wailed. “But I think he was The One.”

“Oh, sweetie . . .”

“And now he’s married!”

“What?”

Freya ground the heels of her hands into her forehead. “I’ll never see him again. It’s all my fault.”

Ever since that day in Chelsea, her fury and humiliation had begun to abate, to be replaced with a gnawing curiosity. Where was he? What was he doing? What was he thinking? She replayed the events in Cornwall over and over again. It hadn’t been all bad. Some moments had been good. In fact, some had been marvelous. On painful reflection, she admitted that Jack might have told the truth when he said that Tash seduced him. Tash didn’t care about Jack; she’d wanted to hurt Freya—and had succeeded brilliantly. It tormented Freya that Tash had slept with Jack, while she had turned down the chance—twice—and now she never would. Her desire shamed her. By September, Freya had been desperate enough to call the Madison home in Oaksboro (Oaksboro! that was it)—not to talk to him, of course, just to see if he was there, maybe even hear his voice say hello. But her call had been answered by a housekeeper. Freya asked tentatively if Jack happened to be there. Not right now, came the answer. He’s out to dinner with his fiancée . . . Miss Twink. Freya couldn’t believe it. She refused to believe it. Pathetically, she had scrolled through the local papers on the Internet until she’d found the announcement for herself.

There was an urgent rap at the door. “Caterina! . . . aeroporto! . . . subito! . . .”

Cat shot furiously to her feet. “In a minute,” she yelled.

Freya made herself stand up, too. She caught sight of her blotched face in the mirror above the basin, and tried to pull herself together. “You must go, Cat,” she said. “It’s your wedding day.”

“Fuck the wedding day! My best friend needs me.” Cat threw her arms around Freya and held her close.

“Oh, Cat . . .” Freya gave a weak hiccup of laughter and laid her head on Cat’s shoulder, letting Cat stroke her hair. She stared bleakly into nothingness. “What am I going to do?” she moaned.

Cat pulled back a little and looked Freya in the eye. “Honey, forget him.” Her hand swiped through the air. “There are lots of men out there—plenty of ’em. When I get back I’ll find you a nice man, just the way you found Michael for me.”

“But I didn’t find Michael for you,” said Freya, laughing through her tears. They reached for each other’s hands, smiling mistily.

There was another knock, gentler this time. The door squealed open. “Uh, darling? The car’s outside. When you’re ready.”

“I’m coming.” Cat beamed at Freya. “Isn’t he wonderful? Now wash your face. You look terrible.”

While Freya obediently splashed water on her eyes and cheeks, Cat repacked her handbag: passport, paperbacks, mineral water, vitamin capsules. “Oh, look,” she said, “I picked this up at the bookstore.”

“What?” Freya peered blearily at Cat’s reflection. Cat had stood up now, bag slung over her shoulder, and was studying something in her hand. It looked like an invitation.

“Hmm,” said Cat, reading. “Fifth Avenue . . . very upscale . . . November eighth . . . the day after tomorrow. Perfect!”

“What’s perfect?” Freya turned to look more closely, and gave a cry of repugnance. “No way!”

“Yes! Don’t you see? It’s a Sign.”

“But that’s my birthday! I don’t want to go to a bloody Singles Evening on my birthday.”

“What else are you going to do?”

Freya opened her mouth and closed it again. She knew where she wanted to be, but that was impossible now.

“Listen: here’s the plan. Promise me, or I’m not leaving.” Cat looked so bossy that Freya couldn’t help smiling.

“I promise,” she said.

“On Monday night you’re going to get all dressed up. Buy something new. Do something with your hair. Think fabulous.”

Freya gave a pitiful mew.

“You’re going to go to this Singles Evening.” Cat thrust the card into her hand. “And you’re going to meet a Nice Man.”

“Am I?” Freya sniffed.

“Oh, sweetie.” Cat’s face softened. She drew Freya into a fierce hug. “You never know. Look at Michael and me. Anything can happen.”



CHAPTER 34

Jack stepped out of the office building and paused for a moment to flip up the collar of his overcoat. He’d forgotten how ferocious the wind could get here. While he’d been inside the sky had darkened from overcast gray to soiled black. Yellow lights blazed and blinked around him. There was the grind and screech of congested traffic. Figures blurred past, as if on a continuous loop. Jack savored the tainted air while he considered what to do next. He allowed himself to look at his watch, though he knew almost to the minute what time it was. An inner clock had been ticking in his head for days, for months, getting louder and more urgent until now he could think of nothing else but what might—might—happen tonight.

He still had an hour to kill. If he took the subway he could be at his destination in twenty minutes—but then what? To sit alone in some coffee shop or bar, at the mercy of his giddying emotions, was unthinkable. He decided to walk. Shoving his gloveless hands into his pockets, he slotted himself into the pedestrian traffic and headed south at a New Yorker’s implacable stride. It was good to be back in the city. He felt energized by the rush of people on this ordinary Monday evening. He liked the feeling that he belonged, that he was one of this elite band of gutsy survivors.

For it seemed, from what Ella had said to him this afternoon, that he had succeeded on one front, at least. She had looked him in the eye, laid a reverent hand on the manuscript he had mailed off from the little country post office two weeks ago, and pronounced it “wonderful.” The best novel she’d read all year. “Dramatic,” “moving,” “memorable,” “original.” She’d already slipped some pages to a couple of editors; one of them had tried to secure a preemptive offer, but she thought she might have a little fun with an auction. The guy at Knopf who never admitted to liking anything had called specially to yawn down the phone that he wouldn’t mind taking a look. Even the publishers who had canceled Jack’s contract were backtracking wildly, after yet another new broom had taken over. Ella didn’t care to put a figure on the probable advance, but she was confident that it would be “substantial.”

Jack had spent a luxurious couple of hours asking Ella to remind him just one more time what it was she especially liked—which scene, what phrase, that joke on pages 211 (great! wasn’t it?). Hadn’t she in fact, now he came to think of it, uttered the word “masterpiece”? Well, no: in fact, she hadn’t. Jack smiled at his own egotism. The book was good, and he had completed it. That was enough. No one could call him a “dilettante.” Right at the end he worked practically night and day. He’d had to, in order to finish in time for the wedding.

His pace slowed as he reached a bookstore, one of those new palaces of literature and caffeine where you could get lost on your way from New Fiction to Travel, emerging hours later with crisp paperbacks on chaos theory or the Russian Revolution and a stomachful of cinnamon cake. The windows were brightly lit and artfully styled, spilling over with desirably packaged books on every subject. Jack hadn’t seen a place like this for months; he paused to feast his eyes. One window was devoted to a single title, a first novel that had been rapturously praised and lavishly publicized. Copies were propped and piled in opulent heaps, flanked by giant review quotes with the usual superlatives. The Times bestseller list, magnified to poster size, showed the title ringed at number four. Nestling among the books were blown-up photographs of the author, a young man with movie-star looks. Jack stared at the cocksure face, waiting for envy to kick in, but he felt only a swell of sympathy. A great beginning, kid: make sure it’s not the end.

“Hey, man, watch your back!” He heard a shout and the clink of bottles as a delivery man trundled a handcart past his heels and swiveled it toward the glass entrance. The bookstore must be putting on some kind of shindig—a book reading or an author signing. Jack hitched up his trousers, wondering whether to go in and see.

He checked his watch again, feeling his ribs contract around his lungs. The long countdown was almost over. The bookstore might offer a welcome distraction for the twenty minutes still to go. But what if she was already waiting? No, that was crazily optimistic. Jack shifted from foot to foot, making up his mind, while his breath puffed miniature clouds into the frosty air.



CHAPTER 35

“Retail is my life,” Mr. Blue Suit was saying.

“Oh, me too!” agreed Ms. Gray Suit.

“Maybe we could get together some time and really rap.”

“I’d like that. Here’s my business card. You can call me at work.”

Mr. Blue Suit pocketed the card and turned away, mission accomplished, to home in on another quarry. His questing glance skimmed the crowd and swept straight over Freya as if she were invisible. It wasn’t surprising: Freya didn’t fit. She had dressed up to signal unmistakably that she wasn’t really a desperate thirtysomething. “Think fabulous,” Cat had said. So she had. Her dress was sleeveless and severely cut, but made out of the softest possible leather, with buttons all the way down the back; she wore very high heels of a purply colour so sensational that it would have been criminal not to buy them. This was quite wrong. All the other women wore business suits with sensible hemlines and nice white blouses. They were so confident, so smiley, so bloody efficient! Chat, card, move on; chat, card, move on—as if they were harvesting a crop. Did they then go on a dating binge, or hoard the cards as some kind of illusory insurance against loneliness?

Freya took another sip of her tepid white wine and gazed into the middle distance with a half-smile on her face, as if she wasn’t really part of this sad, singles group—merely sightseeing, or perhaps gathering material for an amusing little feature on the Women’s page. This was turning into one of the worst evenings of her life. She thought of Cat, downing cocktails with the man she loved amid whispering palm trees, and wanted to strangle her. Freya wasn’t in the mood for this.

Still, she had promised Cat. She must make an effort. Freya straightened her shoulders and braved the chattering hordes. Before too long she found herself talking to an okay-looking guy, about the right age. He was pleasant and polite, but she found it almost impossible to think of anything to say that didn’t sound stupid or boring or both. This was all so banal! She could see him losing interest, his attention beginning to drift over her shoulder. Eventually, he made an excuse about refilling his glass; a few moments later she saw him laughing heartily with Ms. Gray Suit and accepting her card. Freya realized that she had not even gotten to first base in this ridiculous dating game. She circled the crowd, gathering the courage to try again, picking up snatches of conversation.

“I adore novels—especially the fictional ones.”

“. . . No, but I saw the movie.”

“He said his favorite writer was Tom Clancy. I mean, hello?”

“Don’t you feel that Shakespeare is, in a very real sense, with us here today?”

If only Jack was here. If only she hadn’t said those terrible things to him. If only he wasn’t married. Freya could think of no explanation of why he had married Candace Twink. Could she be pregnant? Had Jack’s father forced him to marry her? Was there some Madison inheritance dependent on marriage? Had he just given up and decided that he might as well marry Candace as anyone else? Nothing made sense.

The touch of a hand on her elbow made her jump. “Well, well,” said a familiar voice, “if it isn’t the woman who mistook a pocket calculator for her mobile phone.”

It was that literary agent, Leo Brannigan, smiling in that irritatingly superior way. He was wearing the cool-media-person’s uniform of casual jacket and immaculate T-shirt. “How’s it going?” he asked with a leer. “I hear these evenings are great for pick-ups.”

“Oh, I’m not with this lot.” Freya trilled with laughter at the very idea. “I just, er, came in to buy a book and, er, decided to sneak a free glass of wine. It’s my birthday,” she added, as if this were an explanation.

“Oh, yeah?” Leo looked unconvinced.

“What about you?” she countered. “Found any nice girls?”

“Me?” Leo’s dark brows snapped together. “Jesus Christ! I wouldn’t be seen dead with these losers.” He had the perfect face for sneering, Freya thought. “No, I’ve got one of my writers downstairs signing books. I’m just hanging out till he’s finished.”

“It’s not . . . Jack, is it?”

“Who? Oh—Jack. No. Wish it was. He decided to stay with Ella Fogarty.”

Freya nodded. Good for you, Jack, she thought.

“No, I missed a trick there.” Leo gave Freya a brooding look, as if it were her fault. “I just hope Ella knows how to extract the right level of advance. These publishers are such tightwads.”

“Mmm.” What was he talking about?

“The word is it’s very good. Even better than Big Sky. Maybe bestseller material.”

Freya tried not to goggle. Jack had finished his book! She took a slurp of wine to cover her surprise, choked, and had to be patted on the back. “I always knew he’d do it,” she croaked.

“It didn’t look that way back in the summer,” said Leo. “Even though I tried getting him on my list I wasn’t sure he’d ever perform. It looked like he was heading nowhere. Then something happened to him, I don’t know what.”

I do, Freya thought. Her heart sang.

“Maybe it was the marriage,” Leo suggested.

“Bollocks!” Freya exclaimed. Candace Twink could no more inspire Jack to write a novel than she could fly to the moon. The woman couldn’t even see her own two feet! Catching Leo’s startled glance, she added, “I mean, I don’t see why that should have any particular impact on his writing.”

“Well, I do. I’d say that was a real punch in the balls.”

“Would you?” Freya smiled brightly. What was a punch in the balls? Was he calling Candace a ballbuster? She didn’t seem to be doing too well with conversations tonight.

“I mean, from the old man,” continued Leo helpfully.

Freya frowned. “What, you mean cutting off his allowance?”

“The guy had an allowance! Jeez, these spoiled rich boys. No, I mean the business with the girlfriend.”

“What girlfriend?”

“The one he married, of course.” Leo’s tone implied that she was a half-wit. “I mean, what a great story. There’s a novel right there.”

“You think so?” Freya cocked her head intelligently. She was utterly mystified.

“Well, sure! You introduce your girlfriend to your father, and the next thing you know they’re getting married. It’s your worst fucking nightmare.” He cackled maliciously.

Freya stared at him, openmouthed. There was a strange noise in her head, like one of those complex 3-D puzzles clicking into place. The very week she’d left for England with Jack, Candace had gone out on the town with Jack’s father. Jack’s father liked women. Candace liked money. Candace wanted to be someone. Leo had said father. Freya took a gasp of breath as the glorious, miraculous, obvious truth arrowed into her brain and finally hit the bull’s-eye. Candace had married Jack Madison senior! Which meant . . . which meant that Jack wasn’t married after all!!! She burst into hysterical laughter.

Leo was looking at her as if she’d finally flipped.

“I just think it’s terribly funny,” she explained, raising her hand to hide a huge, foolish grin. He wasn’t married!

“You women are so callous.” Leo shook his head in disgust. “Just think how upset the poor guy must be about it.”

“Who? What?” Freya couldn’t concentrate with all the voices jabbering in her head. Jack wasn’t married! He was free! He’d even finished his book! How wonderful he was.

Leo rolled his eyes. “Isn’t Jack upset that his, i.e. Jack’s, father has married his, i.e. Jack’s, girlfriend?”

“Don’t be daft!” Freya scoffed. “Jack wouldn’t care who married her. She’s a bimbo, for heaven’s sake! You could count her brain cells on the foot of a three-toed sloth. Jack’s much too good for her. I mean, he’s so . . . talented and so . . . funny . . . and nice and handsome and—” Whoops! She was babbling. “At least, some people seem to think so,” she ended feebly.

“Oh, I get it. . . .” Leo gave her a sly look. “I heard you’d moved in with him for a while. But you couldn’t get your hands on him because of this other girl, right? Now the field is clear, you can start chasing him again.”

Freya drew herself up tall. “I was never chasing Jack,” she informed him with dignity. “We were just friends.”

“Oh, sure,” he said skeptically.

“We still are!” she insisted, stung.

“Really?” said Leo. “Then how come you’re not with him now instead of hounding poor single men?”

“What?” He’d lost her again.

He sighed at her stupidity. “Didn’t you say it was your birthday?”

“So?”

“You know: you and Jack—the bet?”

“What bed?” Freya blushed scarlet. She pictured the moonlit room in Cornwall, Jack smiling down at her, his hands tugging at the straps of her dress. Of course, she hadn’t forgotten. But how on earth could Leo know about that?

“Bet,” Leo repeated, as if to a moron. “B-e-t. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten.”

Freya stared at him. Her heart was beginning to pound. Of course, she hadn’t forgotten. The hot night at Café Pisa, it seemed a lifetime ago—Jack saying, “I’ll be there”—and her making that stupid crack about marrying a lord. Only it was Jack who’d gotten married. Except he hadn’t. . . .

“As in poker? About six months ago? In Jack’s apartment? Are you having trouble with your ears?”

“The bet!” shrieked Freya, so loudly that the room hushed for a moment and everyone stared. Her mind whirled. The eighth at eight. Oh, my God, he might be there now!

She grabbed Leo’s wrist and looked at his watch, forgetting she had a perfectly good one of her own. Nine-fifteen. He’d think she wasn’t coming—that she didn’t care—that she’d meant it when she said she never wanted to see him again. Oh, Jack, wait!

Oh, God, Oh, God. She started to sprint for the escalator, then turned back and slung an arm around Leo’s neck. “Come here, you bastard ten-percenter.” She gave him a smacking kiss.

Leo rubbed his cheek, a look of astonished recognition spreading across his face. “You’re in love with him!” But Freya was already gone.



CHAPTER 36

The waiter pounced on Jack’s empty glass and shot him a dirty look. Jack had lingered for almost an hour over two Bloody Marys; outside, there was a queue waiting for tables. Yet again the waiter asked if he should open the champagne; yet again Jack told him to wait.

How much longer? Jack had spent many hours of his life waiting for women. He still hadn’t figured out exactly what they did all that time, but he knew that whatever it was took them twice as long as one could possibly imagine. In fact, in female terms, Freya was barely late at all. Candace, for example, had kept his poor father waiting in the Oaksboro church for forty-five minutes—and that was for her own wedding. But she had turned up in the end. They were on their honeymoon now in Candace’s dream destination, Las Vegas. Candace Twink was a remarkable woman in her way.

Her note had been lying on the hallway floor of his apartment when he got back from Cornwall.

You bastard! Harry from upstairs told me where you’ve gone and who with. I always thought there was something between you and Her. Well, chacun a son goo, as they say in France. I have too much respect for myself as a woman to play “second fiddle.” It is time for me to focus on my own life-goals and fulfill my potential as a human being. DON’T call me.

It had not immediately occurred to Jack that Candace’s “life-goal” might be to marry his own father. In fact, when he opened the letters from Candace, Lauren, and his dad, all on the same subject (though Lauren’s was much the funniest), he’d almost broken his no-drinking rule. Once he’d recovered from his surprise, the news of the marriage seemed entirely appropriate, though even he was struck by the single-mindedness with which Candace had embraced her destiny. Overnight, she had reinvented herself as Scarlett O’Hara. With a ruthlessness that inspired awe, if not admiration, she had repudiated her background, her friends, and very nearly her own family, eagerly agreeing to celebrate the wedding at the Madison home and admitting only a small group of terrified Twinks, who stood outside the church in an ostracized huddle wearing their best Macy’s suits. Jack now suspected that, even as she’d composed her note of dismissal, Candace’s eye had been firmly fixed on a prize infinitely more valuable than himself. Jack had accepted his father’s offer of the role of best man, “to show everybody we’re still friends,” as his father put it. “Everybody” meant the whole of Oaksboro and practically everyone Jack had ever known. He was in no doubt that they all knew exactly how the happy couple had met. The story of how a man approaching seventy had stolen his own son’s girlfriend was too good not to broadcast throughout every barroom and hairsalon in the county.

Oddly, the potential humiliation of this situation had had the opposite effect. Contemplating Candace in her wedding creation, her left hand locked tight into the crook of his father’s arm and displaying several thousand dollars’ worth of diamond ring, Jack had felt no jealousy at all, only a faint sadness that this was her narrow definition of happiness. He felt sorry for his father with this absurdly young trophy wife, who was unlikely to make him any happier than his previous four. Dad’s cronies might josh about old dogs and lead in pencils, but the truth was that his father had not been up to the challenge with a real companion with a brain, like Lauren. Jack knew he wanted to do things differently.

Still, it was going to take some getting used to, having Candace for a stepmother. Jack longed to tell Freya the whole story. He knew how hilarious she’d find it. But she wasn’t here.

Jack looked at his watch: nine-fifteen. She must come. She must! He had arrived with such excited expectancy, even while warning himself to expect nothing. Every time the door opened he had looked up, hoping it would be her. He’d secured one of the most desirable tables in a quiet corner, romantically lit. He’d enjoyed choosing the champagne (dry? brut? pink??) and ordering it at once, so that it would be waiting for her in its frosted bucket. He wanted to tell her about his book. He ached to see her face—her smile, her eyes, her lips.

Tonight had been his real deadline for months. Valhalla’s, the eighth at eight. All summer and into the autumn, riding back and forth in the pickup, listening to country songs of love and loss and longing, he’d dreamed of this chance to tell her that he was sorry, and to prove to her that he had changed. Sometimes he thought of those dog graves in Cornwall, carved with the names of King Arthur’s court, and imagined his own inscription: Sir Jack, not very chivalrous knight. Freya had banished him; and only Freya could recall him. If she chose to.

Jack gripped the edge of the table, so tight that his thumbnails whitened. He wanted her here—now. He missed her company and her laugh; he missed her cleverness and her fighting spirit; he even missed their arguments. Ever since Cornwall he’d been unable to think about any other woman: again and again he’d found himself waking from vivid erotic dreams; his mind full of her eyes, her breasts, her legs . . . He remembered how she had looked, lying on the bed beneath him. She’d once said to him, “You don’t want a woman like me.” But she was wrong. Freya was exactly the woman he wanted. She was the only woman.

Here was the waiter again. Jack waved him away and checked the time: nine-thirty. Once again he ran through the reasons that might explain her lateness. But he was kidding himself. She wasn’t late; she had never intended to come. She wasn’t sick or stuck in a meeting or stranded without a cab; she wasn’t here because she didn’t want to be.

Jack glanced again at the champagne resting in the bucket beside him, and the sheaf of flowers waiting on her chair. The flame of hope that had been burning inside his heart flickered one last time and went out. Well, that was it. He could take a hint. He wouldn’t bother her again. He signaled to the waiter to bring him the check.



CHAPTER 37

Where were they all? She couldn’t believe it. Cars raced toward her, headlamps blazing, paintwork rippling with reflected light, but she couldn’t see a single cab. Wait! There was one. Damn, its light was off. Freya strained her eyes down the avenue. She thought she could just make out another one, lined up at the traffic stop. The lights changed. Yes! She stepped off the curb and waved wildly. The cab put its blinker on. Thank God! Then, to her fury, it stopped about ten yards before reaching her and someone else got in. Freya shook her fist as it shot past. Now the traffic lights had turned to red again, banking up another wave of cars. She pictured Jack in the restaurant, waiting for her, looking at his watch, wondering if she was coming. Frantic with impatience, Freya turned and began to walk.

Was she was kidding herself? Would he really remember the bet after so many months? Even if he did, would he turn up after the terrible things she’d said to him? Jack probably wasn’t even in New York. She knew now that he hadn’t married Candace, but he might still be canoodling with some little sugarplum down under the ol’ magnolia trees.

Still no cabs. She could see the crisscross flash of Thirty-Fourth Street ahead of her. It was already nine-thirty. This was hopeless. Should she give up? She stopped dead, catching her breath, trying to decide. There was a ringing in her ears, drowning out the sounds of the street. Into the muffled hush, as clearly as if old Mrs. da Filippo were standing right next to her, came the words: A woman always knows. And when she knows she must act.

Freya broke into to a run, long coat tangling in her legs, high heels stuttering on the sidewalk. She remembered the terrace in the moonlight, when the heel of her shoe had come off, how Jack had picked her up in his arms. A flame of desire licked through her. She had known then, but she hadn’t trusted her heart. She had let fear of rejection and her own stupid pride stand in her way. But she knew now. And she was suddenly certain that, against all the odds, against reason or probability, Jack was waiting for her. She would race into the restaurant, breathless—she could see his incredulous smile. She’d be smiling, too. She’d walk right up to him and say . . . What would she say? The words formed in her mind—words she had never allowed herself to speak aloud—like a tight bud swelling, unfurling, bursting open to the light. I love you.

A cab! She waved at it desperately and it stopped. Thank you, thank you, thank you.

Freya fell back against the seat, amazed at the idea she had just admitted into her mind. She loved him! Well, of course, she loved him. Hadn’t she been carrying him around in her heart for months? She missed his laugh. She missed his company. Some nights she couldn’t sleep for wanting the touch of his body.

At last! Here was the long plate-glass curve of the restaurant. There was a queue outside, figures huddled into coats, stamping their feet. Freya squashed dollar bills into the cabdriver’s hand, and raced to the door of the restaurant.

“Hey, you! Get in line!” called a belligerent voice.

“I’m meeting someone,” Freya tossed over her shoulder.

She pushed her way into the entrance. A crowd of people was clustered two and three deep around a long chromium bar. She barged her way through and walked straight into the sea of tables, head swiveling this way and that. Her heart slammed at her ribs. Where was he?

“Excuse me, miss, do you have a reservation?”

Freya jerked her head impatiently at the polite male voice without looking around. “I’m meeting someone,” she repeated, stepping farther into the room. She felt a chill of panic. He must be here.

“May I have the name?”

Freya turned reluctantly, taking in the white shirt, black trousers, professional smile.

“Madison,” she told him, with a tiny thrill at saying the name aloud.

“If you’d just come with me—?”

Freya followed him to his smoothly sculpted lectern and held her breath as she watched his forefinger skim down the open pages of his reservations book.

“Madison! Here we go,” said the man. Freya could have kissed him. Yes! “But that table was booked for eight o’clock.” He cocked his arm fussily to check his watch. “I think he’s gone.”

No! Aloud she said, “Are you sure? Which table was it?”

The man put out his hand to stop a young woman who was passing, a slim blond in a black dress. “Suzie, this lady was supposed to be meeting Mr. Madison, table twelve. Do you happen to remember if he left already? Suzie takes the coats,” he explained.

Suzie was looking curiously at her. “I remember him all right. He gave me some flowers—absolutely gorgeous. Said he didn’t need them anymore. Then he left.”

Freya stared at her bleakly, not wanting to believe it.

“Tall, blond guy,” Suzie added. “Handsome.”

“Did you see which way he went?” Freya demanded, looking from one to the other. “Did he saying anything? When did he leave? How did he look?”

“He went maybe twenty minutes ago,” Suzie answered. “He looked pretty low.”

Freya gave a sigh of defeat. “Okay. Thanks.” She turned away.

She walked back past the bar and pushed her way outside. The queue was still there. Instinctively she swung away from the lights and laughter, and walked alone down the dark street, head down, hands pushed into her pockets.

Jack had come, and she’d missed him. How could she ever explain? Sorry, Jack, I forgot. I was at a Singles evening. She’d rejected him before. He would think that she’d done it again, deliberately—that she didn’t care. Jack was a proud man. He’d given her one last chance, and she’d blown it.

Her own cruel words taunted her. She’d called Jack useless, pathetic, too spineless to commit to anything. But he had kept his promise. He had waited for her for almost two hours, conspicuously alone in a fashionable restaurant. He’d bought her flowers. She was the one who had doubted. This time she had disappointed him as bitterly as he had once disappointed her.

Freya gave a despairing sob. She didn’t even know how to contact him. He could be anywhere—anywhere!—in this teeming city. She’d lost him, maybe for good.

Freya blinked, then blinked again. Something was bothering her at the extreme edge of her vision, an intermittent, flickering light. She turned her head. Across the street was a fluorescent sign. North by Nrthwest, she read. The second o had slipped and was dangling by a cable, spitting sparks. Freya stared. It was a cinema. North by Northwest was one of Jack’s favorite films.

Before she knew it she had stepped off the curb and was walking across the street. The place looked like an old fleapit, probably on the last lap of its lease before demolition. A ticket lady—Chinese, maybe, or Korean—sat in a glass booth, watching a small portable TV and eating popcorn.

Freya bent her head to the narrow slot. “Excuse me, has anyone bought a ticket in the last half hour or so? A man?”

The lady stared at her with bored eyes and chewed her popcorn. “You want ticket?”

“Okay.” Freya took out her wallet and handed over a bill. What was she doing?

“Movie almost finished,” the woman said, sliding Freya’s ticket across.

Freya ignored her. She crossed the dingy foyer, drawn by the music—panicky violins and the bang of drums.

She pushed through the doors and stopped, blinded in the sudden dark. On-screen, Cary Grant was clinging to a rock-face with one hand; the other gripped the hand of a blond woman dangling in space, about to fall toward pine trees far, far below.

Freya scanned the audience as her eyes adjusted to the dark. There were perhaps a dozen figures scattered through the rows. None of them was Jack.

The agonized face of the blond woman filled the screen. “I can’t make it!” she cried, raising despairing eyes to Cary Grant.

“Yes, you can. Come on.”

“I’m tired. . . .”

Freya turned to go. She felt desolate. It had been stupid to think she could find her way to Jack, just because she loved him.

Wait a minute! There was a figure right over the other side, his legs propped on the seat in front. It was Jack. He was wearing those cute college-boy glasses. Freya felt her heart would burst. She hurried around the walkway behind the seats and down the far aisle.

On-screen the couple were now in each other’s arms on the upper bunk of a train compartment. The woman was wearing white pajamas. “This is silly,” she laughed.

“I know. I’m sentimental.”

Freya reached the row where Jack was sitting, one seat in from the end. He hadn’t noticed her yet. His face was unguarded, his expression wistful. Freya melted with tenderness. She began to tremble.

But when she spoke, her voice was light, almost teasing. “Is this seat taken?”

Jack looked up. His face flooded with astonishment and delight. He reached for her hand, holding it as if he would never let go, and flipped down the seat to draw her close. His eyes smiled into hers. “I’ve been saving it for you,” he said.
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