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Chapter
One

 


Freya lay on
the bed and stared up at the ceiling. A crack about a foot long ran
from the light fitting toward the window. She frowned. Was it new?
Or had it always been there but she hadn't noticed it before? It
would be a nightmare if the ceiling fell down.

Her gaze moved
from the ceiling to the top of Simon's mousy head. It was between
her legs. Oh God. He was still licking her. She'd been so
preoccupied with the ceiling that she'd forgotten about his special
birthday treat to her.

She made a
noise, a breathy "Oh."

Simon kept on
licking.

"Mmm," Freya
said with more volume.

What was
the name of that film that she'd seen ages ago? The one where the
woman had faked an orgasm in a restaurant? Ah, that was
right. When
Harry Met Sally. Speaking of films, well of TV shows, she bet that
the X
Factor was about to
start. They needed to get a move on.

"Mmm," she
moaned with more insistency.

Simon stopped
giving her kitten licks and began to lap her like an Alsatian.

Freya changed
things up at bit.

"Ah," she
said. "That's right, baby."

She gave a
scream. Then she stiffened, perhaps over dramatically, before
letting her whole body go limp.

There was a
pause. Simon's face appeared from between her legs. He got up from
his knees and walked around to her side of the bed.

"Happy
birthday, Pumpkin," he said.

Tears
pricked Freya's eyes. Was that it? Was that seriously as good as it
got? Then she remembered the X Factor and sat up.

Simon held out
a hand. "Wait."

Freya
suppressed an eye roll.

He rushed out
of the room in his Y fronts. Then he returned with a box that was
wrapped in candy pink paper. Whoever had done the wrapping had done
a very neat job.

He sat on the
edge of the bed with his paunch resting on his thighs.

"So how does
it feel to be twenty-three?" he asked.

"The same as
twenty-two," Freya said.

Simon laughed.
"Go on. Open it."

A tingle went
through Freya. She knew that it was wrong to be materialistic but
she loved getting presents. She wondered what was inside.

The box was
too big to contain an engagement ring. But perhaps Simon had thrown
her off of the scent and had put the ring box into a slightly
larger box. Then he'd placed that box into an even bigger box and
so on.

And if it
wasn't a ring, it was probably something frivolous. A wrap-around
cardigan made from cashmere. A handbag in buttermilk-soft leather.
A booklet of poems penned by Simon. Although she was sure that he'd
never written a poem in his life.

She dug her
fingernail into the end of a length of tape and peeled back the
paper. There was a pause. The silence seemed to stretch all the way
up to the cracked ceiling.

"Well?" Simon
asked.

Freya
hadn't taken the gift out of the box yet but she already knew the
contents. The box had a photograph of what was inside. It was a
Magimix cake mixer‒the dullest,
most unromantic gift on the planet.

"It's—lovely," she
managed.

Simon gave a
loud exhale. "Ah, good. And what about the color? A you sure about
the orange? It is kind of wild."

"Orange.
Grrr." Freya gave a tiger growl.

Simon raked a
hand through his thinning hair. "You don't like it, do you?"

"Of course I
do."

"No you don't.
I can tell by your face. Choose something else. Anything you like
and put it on my credit card."

He reached
across Freya and picked up his phone from the nightstand. It was a
clear signal that the conversation was over. She watched him get up
from the bed and trek out of the room. He was heading for his study
so that he could start working again.

And it
was fine, she told herself. At least he'd remembered her birthday.
And now she could get to watch the X Factor in peace.


Chapter
Two

 


Freya sat in
the Ground Up cafe waiting for Kat to arrive. She'd ordered a chai
latte to cheer herself up. It had been three days since her
birthday and for some reason that she couldn't pinpoint, she'd been
in a funk.

The cafe door
jangled. Freya looked up from her drink. Kat waltzed into the room
with her tasselled skirt flowing around her delicate ankles. She
moved with the confidence of someone who knew they were hot. And
she was pretty. Freya had always thought that her older sister
looked like Snow White.

Freya
resembled Snow White too. But Snow White lite. True, her eyes were
blue and her skin was as white as snow because she hated
suntanning. But her shoulder-length hair was brown instead of black. And she wasn't
princess thin. She was curvy.

Kat came
up to the table, bangles
jangling on her wrists.

She leaned
down and kissed Freya on the cheek. "Do you want a drink?"

"I'm fine."
Freya gestured to her latte.

She reached
into her purse and got out a five pound note, which she handed to
Kat. Her sister was an actress and was perpetually broke.

Kat took the
money and floated up to the counter in a slipstream of scent.
Several of the customers turned their heads and watched her. But
she didn't seem to notice. She was used to having attention.

When Freya had
been growing up, Kat had been the golden child of the family.
Freya's parents had sent Kat to private school but they hadn't been
able to afford to let Freya go too. They'd bought Kat the best
clothes, so that she would blend with her rich private school
friends. And it had been Kat, not Freya, who'd been given the
university education.

Freya was fine
about this. Long ago, she'd given up feeling bitter. She was used
to settling for second best. And in a way, second best was better.
It had none of the glory but none of the expectations.

Kat returned
with a mug of herbal tea and sank down into the opposite chair.
"So, how was your birthday? About your present. I will buy you one.
I'm hoping to hear back about that Freezies commercial. My agent's
sure that I've got the part. What about Simon? What did he get
you?"

"A cake
mixer."

Kat clapped
her hand over her mouth. "Oh my God. Really?"

"It's
orange."

"Oh, so
that makes it all right?
No, don't frown at me like that. You're twenty-three not
fifty-three. What was he thinking?"

Freya
sighed.

She pulled a
napkin out of the dispenser and pleated in into folds. She'd had
the same thought herself but somehow it had seemed worse when Kat
had said it out loud.

"He did say
that I could buy something else," she said. "And stick it on his
credit card."

Kat gave a
shriek.

"I've got it."
Her blue eyes were wide. "I know exactly what you should do. Why
don't you book a mini-break for the two of you?"

"That's a
seriously expensive gift."

"Nonsense.
Simon's been creaming the overtime. He can easily afford it. And
anyway," Kat continued, "don't think of it as an expense. Think of
it as an investment for your relationship."

An investment. Freya felt a tingling feeling in the pit of her stomach.
Around her, the colors of the cafe seemed brighter. She was
starting to feel excited.

“I know.
I've got it,” she said. ”We could go to Paris. To the city of love.”

Kat pursed her
rosebud mouth. "No, not Paris. You sap. Take him to Amsterdam. The
city of sex."


Chapter
Three

 


Freya sashayed
into Simon's study with the hem of her nightgown brushing against
the floorboards. She'd bought the nightgown in the January sale. It
was made of white silk and had panels of lace around the shoulders.
It made her feel bridal and she imagined wearing it on her wedding
night. That's if Simon ever asked her.

She
walked across the rug to the desk. Then she stood behind Simon, who
sat at his computer. Code filled the screen. Mysterious squiggles,
backslashes, and
punctuation marks were set against a background of green. Beside
him by the keyboard lay the remains of the curry that she'd made
for them. Grains of rice were hardening in a congealed pool of
tikka sauce.

She stepped
closer and coiled her arms around Simon's neck. He continued to
stare at the screen. His shoulders had a dramatic hunch. He was
acting like it was war time and he was trying to decipher a code
that had been written by the enemy.

Freya
took a breath. She'd been psyching herself up all evening to ask
him about the Amsterdam trip. She felt bad about making him pay for
a holiday. But as Kat had said, it was an investment in their relationship.

"—Simon," she
began. "You know you said that I could choose another birthday present?"

Simon made a
noncommittal mming noise and continued to stare at the
computer.

"Well,"
Freya plowed on. "I was thinking—we could go to
Amsterdam. It's supposed to
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