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The day the world changed, Anna saw it happen. She had taken the Fifth Avenue bus to 57th Street, on her way across town to a breakfast meeting, when the first plane went over, unnervingly low, and she watched the inevitable impact from a distance. Fifteen minutes later, still dazed with disbelief, she and her publisher witnessed the second strike and the ensuing terrible implosion of the twin towers. In that brief space of time civilisation altered. Over three thousand people were lost, many of them vanished without trace. It was to be weeks before Anna would sleep properly again, months before she finally banished the dreams.

She was late with her book, which wasn’t going well. A trauma like this was the last thing that she needed. She would lie awake all night with a pounding heart, reliving, over and over, those harrowing images. In the early hours, as the light began filtering in, she would finally lapse into a fitful doze, only to be woken in what seemed like mere seconds by Sadie, demanding breakfast. Sometimes she just gave up and went back to her desk and tried to get on with her work. From her study window, at the top of the four-storey house, she could see a vista of flickering screens. The city that never sleeps was on overtime.

Paige, with her pragmatic lawyer’s mind, told her briskly that she was overreacting. It had been a catastrophe affecting the whole world; now it was time to put it on hold and get back to ordinary living. Too much brooding was simply not healthy, a way of letting the terrorists win.

‘Not possible,’ cried Anna, in despair. Her father had lived through far worse in his youth but throughout her own life she had always felt protected. It was going to take an almighty adjustment before things returned to normal, assuming they could.

‘That’s the trouble with you creative folk,’ said Paige in her down-to-earth way.

‘Meaning I’m some kind of spaced-out nut?’

‘No, just that you live in your own encapsulated world.’ Implying that Anna really ought to get out more. She was fast becoming a hermit.

But the book was like an albatross dragging her down; her imagination simply was not functioning. Not in any positive way; all she could come up with now verged on the sick.

‘Give yourself the weekend off and come with us to the country.’ Both Paige and Charles worked harder than most yet equally liked to play. Their house in Quogue was the epitome of good living but Anna couldn’t spare the time even for that.

‘A couple of days won’t hurt,’ Paige assured her, but Anna dared not ever relax. The tenuous thread of her seventh novel was threatening to disintegrate. And where would she be should that ever happen, with this expensive new piece of real estate to maintain? The movie money had proved a terrific plus but the financial commitment stretched way into the future. She was far too savvy to depend on another movie deal happening again. Living off one’s wits proved an endless treadmill and, for some reason she could not fathom, the books got no easier to write.

‘It is just that your standards improve,’ said Paige, but Anna refused to believe that.

‘Once it is finally finished and delivered,’ she threatened, ‘you’ll not be able to get rid of me at weekends.’ Tennis and barbecues and lounging around the pool. Cocktails with the well-heeled Hampton set, every sybarite’s dream. She and Paige had been friends since their student days, part of a very tight set. The sister, Anna occasionally reflected, that she’d always rather wished she might have had. Their lives had gone in divergent directions yet still, after almost fifteen years, they remained every bit as close. Paige, with her sharp mind and dynastic beauty, had captured the glorious Charles in their final year. No children (no time) but a brilliant marriage and a lifestyle that could not have been bettered.

‘Gotta go,’ said Paige, as ever in a rush. ‘Catch you again on Monday. Don’t overdo it.’

Sunday lunch with her father had become a sacred ritual, about the only time these days that Anna took trouble with food. She would ride the subway down to Tribeca and walk the last three blocks to his street, to the shabby but spacious family home in which she had been raised. These days it was looking well past its best, with cracks in the masonry and a sagging front stoop. The spindly plane trees cried out for attention and the neighbourhood overflowed with full garbage sacks. There were black kids playing in the street outside and they whooped with delight when they saw Anna.

‘Yo, Anna. How’re ya doin’, man?’

‘Good,’ she yelled, kicking back their ball. Many of them she had known since infancy; a few were her father’s pupils.

George Kovac, in his heyday, had been a world-class musician, solo violinist with the Philharmonic, feted, since the age of nineteen, on concert platforms all over the world. His exit from Poland had been sudden and dramatic; he had had to abandon everything, which meant more than just his money and possessions. Now, recently turned eighty and increasingly arthritic, he had relinquished his international career to teach the local children of the community. His pupils were from deprived backgrounds and without proper schooling; occasionally he discovered one with outstanding musical aptitude. George was a genius at coaxing out that talent, charging them only a pittance for tuition. Putting something back, was how he termed it. Better than sitting on his backside, simply growing old.

‘Your dad’s an inspiration,’ was the opinion of Anna’s friends, who would frequently make the trek downtown in order to seek his wise counsel. Shambling and craggy, with thick greying hair and eyes fast losing their power, he still remained an imposing figure who cared more for his neighbours’ wellbeing than for his own.

Today she was cooking her mother’s chicken paprika, ever a favourite with George. The pans in his kitchen were the ones her mother had used. Occasionally Anna would sneak in a replacement, knowing that he preferred things as they were. The house itself was steeped in memories as though time had stood still. Even the noise from the street outside was muffled by solid brickwork and the heavy drapes that hadn’t been drycleaned in years. The dust and aromas of several decades hung in this room undisturbed, as though Anna’s mother’s presence were still in the house. She had been a beautiful and inspired flautist who had died suddenly and unexpectedly. Now George spent his days, when not actually teaching, slumped in his decrepit easy chair. Like him, it was sagging and had shaped to his angular frame but he fretted if anyone chose to usurp it. It was all that remained of the old life, she supposed. Anna knew enough to leave it alone.

This Sunday, as always, she served lunch in the dining-room, the only time the room was ever used. The rest of the week her father fended for himself, eating in the kitchen standing up. Anna carefully folded the heavy hand-made lace cloth, relic of a distant age when the world had been at peace, and replaced it with a cheerful cotton one from Macys, more practical and easier to keep clean. She set the table with the tarnished silver that had been her mother’s only dowry. How little the two of them had had to set up home, yet the love that had lasted through the years burned as brightly since her death. George shuffled in and looked around with approval, then unlocked a display cabinet and selected two of the long-stemmed hock glasses they used for festive occasions. Ceremoniously he uncorked a bottle of wine, placing it on an antique silver coaster.

When Anna carried in the steaming casserole he sniffed appreciatively and virtually smacked his lips. He regularly went through this courteous little charade though she knew all too well that her culinary skills would never be in her mother’s class. Her mother, dead these eleven years, had been an exemplary housekeeper. Anna envied the love he still had for her, hoped that some day she might strike lucky and find something like it herself.

‘So tell me about the house,’ he said, once they were seated and served. Despite his pretended disapproval of the profligate way she was spending, he was secretly proud of his only child who had grown into such an independent spirit. If you’ve got it, flaunt it, was Anna’s philosophy, though her father devoutly believed in that rainy day. Carefully she detailed all the things she was doing, new furniture, new fittings, even some structural work. Nothing, it seemed, was she keeping from the old life. She was like an eager bride-to-be only doing it all on her own.

‘Your mother would not approve,’ he said, sadly shaking his head, though she saw from the twinkle in his eye that he was only teasing. She had always known, since her earliest years, exactly what she wanted, and putting money into property these days seemed the most sensible investment. Especially now, with the stock market on its uppers. There were endless reports on the financial pages of thousands of solid investors facing ruin. Yet her father couldn’t help worrying on Anna’s behalf; George, who had arrived in the States with nothing, had always been obliged to scrimp and save.

‘But that was then and this is now.’ She lived in quite different times. And, due to the excellent education he had given her, came from an altogether more affluent class. ‘The movie deal is just a bonus,’ she explained, ‘like a flukeish lottery win.’

He laughed and ruffled her hair with pride. ‘My daughter, the money maven,’ he said fondly. ‘Just be sure that you don’t overdo it. No point running to me when you go bust; I have very little put away.’

‘My regular earnings are something quite apart,’ Anna explained, not for the first time. ‘I promise you, I still have a savings account.’ She had loved the Lexington Avenue apartment, but moving to Madison was the ultimate dream. She had always wanted a house of her own and now, fortuitously, had achieved it.

The apple dumplings were another perennial favourite, then Anna cleared the table and tidied up. She made the coffee and carried it into the parlour where George was already settled with the papers. Occasionally she worried about him living here alone but he had been in this house all his married life and refused now to be uprooted. Although this quarter of lower Manhattan was no longer considered very safe, George remained one of its fixtures. Here, at least, he was known and respected, still a commanding force in the community. She trusted to the goodwill of his neighbours to let her know if ever anything should go wrong. As it was, they spoke several times a week and, on rare occasions, she even succeeded in luring him uptown. Since she had paid so much money for a house, his curiosity had been piqued. Not even at the height of his professional career had he earned such a sum.

They listened to a concert after lunch and idly discussed the week. Anna confessed that the book was dragging, that she found it increasingly hard to concentrate. She told him about the flickering screens, proof that her neighbours were sharing her disquietude. All over the city were new insomniacs, fearful of what might come next.

‘A lot of my friends are too scared to go out. Staying home has become the fashionable thing.’

George, who had seen his whole heritage destroyed, took each day as it came. His pleasure was derived from the simple things of life; his daily walk to the grocery store, his music, his chessgames, the children and, of course, Anna. He was inordinately proud of his talented daughter, had read each of her novels more than once. His sole regret was that her mother had not lived to witness the flowering of her wonderful talent.

The old grandfather clock in the hall chimed four. ‘Pa,’ said Anna, ‘I really have to go.’ She still had a mountain of domestic chores to deal with before she felt she could get back to her writing.

‘Take care, child,’ he said, seeing her to the door, then stood and watched her walk away until she turned the corner.

Rather than taking the subway all the way, Anna chose to walk from 42nd Street, instinctively averting her gaze from the gap in the skyline left by the missing towers. It was a blindingly hot November afternoon and, since she spent most of her time at a computer, she badly felt the need to stretch her legs. She had forgotten about the marathon. Even as late as this, almost sundown, some runners still straggled by in ragged clumps, cheered on by an enthusiastic crowd, many waving flags. It was like an endless street party, block by block; people in shirtsleeves came pouring out of their doorways, carrying glasses and yelling with zealous enthusiasm. The Stars and Stripes was everywhere, draped over buildings, on the hoods of cars, fluttering from lampposts and fire hydrants. The Times had published a fullpage reproduction which was taped to the inside of countless windows. A strange, sad tribute to the thousands who had gone. A moment of unfamiliar patriotism.

By the time she reached home, Anna was exhausted; thirtytwo blocks in this unseasonal heat. And yet the unaccustomed exercise had done her a power of good. Her skin was flushed, her eyes were bright and her muscles had a healthy tingle. She stood on the sidewalk, groping for her key, and felt the familiar pride of acquisition. The front of the building was still covered with scaffolding, from when they replaced the guttering and repainted the cream stucco façade, but the door itself was a work of art, solid oak with a black wrought-iron knocker. She had bought the place off a Japanese bank who had used it solely for corporate entertaining. When they suddenly relocated back to Tokyo, Anna had snapped it up at a bargain price. Here, in this much coveted district, 74th Street between Madison and Park, real estate values had long been sky-high, the more so since what was happening in the stock market. Scared investors were moving their assets fast into bricks and mortar and Anna, by pure luck, was already a jump ahead. This house represented all she had ever wanted. It made her feel positively grown-up.

She was at the computer, doing her daily stint, when Larry Atwood, her architect, walked in. Sometimes he got on her nerves with his free use of her key but he always explained that he hated to disturb her. Not that hearing his authoritative voice offstage wasn’t sufficient distraction. She could not resist popping down to see him as he handed out daily instructions to his men. There were four of them, working on separate shifts, and they seemed to have been with her for ever. She had managed to get them to turn down the radio but that didn’t deter them from whistling and guffawing. Or stopping for endless coffee breaks, even whole afternoons. They had knocked through the wall between kitchen and breakfast-room, to open up the space that she desired. And the original mouldings on the ceilings had been restored; the house was slowly reclaiming its elegant past. Sadie was in there, with dust on her fur, rubbing her beautiful head against their legs. She was constantly angling for attention, this cat. Anna picked her up and nuzzled her neck.

Larry, for once, was wearing a decent suit instead of his usual jeans and sturdy trainers. Off to a meeting at City Hall, he explained, to do with planning permission for another job. He was an outgoing, laughing man with mackerel eyes; Anna had known him since Yale. And, because of their long-time friendship, he was charging her less than he might. Despite her newfound prosperity, she was grateful.

‘Everything on schedule?’ she asked. As if.

Larry laughed and nodded. ‘Shouldn’t be too long now till we finish. I’m sure you can’t wait to be shot of the lot of us.’

Anna simply smiled and shrugged and put on a fresh pot of coffee. She knew her role in this all-male commune, would indeed be heartily relieved when they had gone. But she had to admit that their work was first-rate. Step by step, the formerly down-at-heel brownstone was being transformed into a magnificent home. She had lived here now for the past four months and the restoration work had at first seemed unending. She found herself camping upstairs on the upper floors, venturing down only when she knew that they had gone. But out of a cloud of brick dust and confusion, her dreams were taking on substance. Soon she would be able to show it off to her friends. She was dying to know what they’d think of this latest achievement.

‘When can I fix the house-warming party?’ she asked. ‘I don’t suppose there’s a chance that it might be inhabitable by Christmas?’

‘No,’ said Larry, calculating rapidly. ‘March, at the very earliest, I would guess.’

The breast cancer committee meeting was boring and painfully slow. Anna got home at a quarter after nine, wondering why she still bothered. Public awareness was all very well but these days she had far too much else on her plate. It dated back to her journalism days when she’d adopted the charity as a fighting cause. She had produced some impressive results in her time; now it was little more than an irksome chore. Mainly she disliked the overbearing chairwoman, a wealthy Sutton Place divorcee with delusions of grandeur. All they ever did these days was bicker and drink a particularly nasty sherry, of which it appeared she kept an endless supply.

‘I guess you’ve done your bit,’ sympathised Paige when Anna, armed with a restorative vodka, rang her that night for a moan. ‘They have nothing better to do, those women, than retail therapy and lunch.’

Anna, guilty at her lack of moral fibre, worried that she should not let them down.

‘Without me there, and the buyer from Barneys, I reckon they’d very soon come to a grinding halt.’

‘You’ve made your contribution,’ Paige reminded her. ‘Without you they would never even have got started. Plus you’ve got a book to finish. You can’t do everything at once.’

‘Maybe I’ll take a sabbatical,’ said Anna, not relishing the thought of having to broach the subject. Mrs Kaufman was a formidable woman who rarely stopped talking long enough to hear what anyone said.

‘Shall I write you a sick note?’ suggested Paige. ‘Asking if you can play hooky for a while?’

Anna smiled. ‘It’s a tempting thought.’ She looked at the pileup of reading she had to get through. Slack off for a moment and it overwhelmed her, like leaves at the beginning of fall. There were times when her life resembled an unmade bed and she didn’t know how to start straightening it. She was also on the committee of PEN, the international writers’ association, of which the AGM was imminent. It was getting too much, her head was spinning. With a further eight months to work on this wretched book.

‘What you really need is a vacation,’ said Paige. ‘I told you, you should have come with us to the country.’

Having freshened her vodka and scrambled some eggs, Anna stretched out in the living-room to catch up. The top two floors were more or less complete and this was the room she liked best. Comfortable off-white upholstered sofas set off the Botticelli flowered rug that she had picked up in the summer sales at half its original price. The handsome Roman blinds, which she had duplicated throughout, were in a neutral heavy linen which, though they would be a devil to keep clean, gave the whole place a feeling of summer brightness that never failed to raise her spirits, especially when, like now, she had come home late. She loved the house with the passion of new acquisition and often felt reluctant to go out at all. Everything in the world that she valued was here on these four spacious floors. Upstairs were her workroom and panelled library, next to her elegant bedroom and en suite bathroom. Occasionally she fantasised about pulling up the drawbridge and spending the rest of the winter here alone. She had always been satisfied with her own company, a reason for her continuingly single state.

Sadie, purring like a sewing-machine, draped herself over Anna’s knees and graciously allowed her to fondle her ears. Mainly what Anna was ploughing through was junk mail and periodicals, plus a pile of newspapers she hadn’t had time to catch up with. Habits died hard and she was still subscribing to several monthlies from her previous life – the New Yorker, the New York Review of Books as well as Publishers Weekly. There had been a time when she could fit it all in but right now her energy was sapped. Were she more strong-minded, she would cancel all subscriptions but then might run the risk of missing out. Now was not the time to sort things out; once the book was out of the way, she would try to tidy her life.

Sighing, she flicked through each wordy publication, pausing to browse the occasional feature; occasionally ripping one out. As she watched the pile of rejects grow, her spirits started to lift. At last, at almost midnight, she was through, with only the Yale Alumni Magazine left. There was rarely anything of much interest there these days but she could not always be sure. Skip an issue and she might miss some news, the death or advancement of one of her close contemporaries. And that would never do; Anna was very much a creature of habit. She skimmed through rapidly, planning a leisurely bath. The writing had gone well today, she felt herself slightly less pressured. Her irritation with the breast cancer committee gradually eased away. Paige was right, it was probably time to resign.

Shoving the somnolent Sadie aside, she put on a Schubert piano sonata that usually did it for her. Background music; her parents would not approve, but it bathed her overwrought nerves with exquisite balm. Paige was right, she took on far too much. She had cleared her life ruthlessly in order to write fulltime and already it was silting up with more unnecessary clutter. Across the street the screens still flickered and the Stars and Stripes adhered grimly to the glass. Her appetite for this city was waning; even the dull roar of traffic invaded her space.

It was only then, on the brink of switching off the lights, that her eye was caught by the ad.
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Genevieve Hopkins was waiting for a call. One already several days too late. If he didn’t ring by tonight at the very latest, she was bound by foolish convention to turn him down. And that would be a blasted nuisance since she’d spent so much already on the outfit. The frock itself had been relatively simple. Candy had steered her into the charity shop where they’d picked up a nifty little Fifties moiré silk in a flattering hyacinth blue. Candy had an unerring eye for style; unaccompanied, Genevieve never would have chanced it. It was the shoes and bag that had run her into debt even though she agreed that she couldn’t have done without them. Four-inch heels that made her totter like a drunk but displayed her slender ankles to perfection. But Hector hadn’t rung her yet. And now she was having serious doubts that he would.

She wandered disconsolately around her cluttered house, picking up armfuls of washing from the floor. The boys had been home for the weekend and treated the place like a tip. Since their father had defected with that bitch from Sales and Marketing, they had been steadily growing out of control. It had been almost a relief when they both went off to college, though at times she felt that her life had lost its purpose. She ought to be doing more work on her book; instead she was glad of almost any excuse to postpone the beastly chore. Talk about displacement activity; her enthusiasm for her chosen profession had been on the wane for years. Having to produce a new novel every twelve months had become little more than a yoke she could not duck out of. And, although at first the advances had seemed like riches, these days she could never figure out where the money all went.

David had been a steady provider; she was bound to grant him that. Unimaginative and pedantic though he could at times be, they had nevertheless rubbed along very comfortably together. So that when, three years ago, he had suddenly dropped his bombshell, the fallout had knocked her right off course. He was the only proper boyfriend she had ever really had; the thought of facing the future without him had thrown her into blind panic. Two hungry teenagers meant that she couldn’t opt out so, instead, she’d been forced to grovel to the bank, who had helped her work out a rough kind of financial plan. One she found almost impossible to stick to; bills kept coming in that she didn’t expect. She would call her agent and anxiously explain and the resourceful woman would as often as not bail her out. A commissioned piece for the Daily Mail, a short story for Woman’s Own, even the occasional charity lunch, though Genevieve was a nervous speaker. One way or other she usually managed to cope. It was precarious living from hand to mouth but still she managed to stumble on and, at least, they hadn’t yet had to repossess the house.

Then Hector Gillespie had entered her life, bringing her sudden renewed hope. She had met him at a private view, been introduced by an acquaintance. He was shorter than she was, with a weighty paunch, but she liked his mellifluous Highland burr as well as his air of authority. He was, by profession, an opera critic with a regular column in a Sunday paper and a row of books to his name. His knowledge and blatant erudition had only added to her insecurity; she was genuinely astounded when he called. Since then they had met sporadically and soon he had coerced her into bed. She didn’t find him in the least attractive but needed the affirmation of his desire. If only, she sometimes thought, he would marry her, all this financial roller-coasting could stop.

But Hector was coming up to fifty and had never committed himself yet. Though inclined to pomposity, he was socially presentable and much in demand at events as a single man. He was out on the town almost every night and, she feared, not exclusively with her. There were several women whose names he let slip but she had not yet plucked up the courage to ask who they were. Or whether they were sharing his sexual favours; she rather suspected that they were.

‘Ask him,’ advised Candy, when she confided her fears over lunch. ‘It is always better to know the truth.’ She had been a single parent for eight years, was expert at sniffing out phoneys.

‘But what if he says yes?’ wailed Genevieve, unwilling to face the prospect of life without him.

‘Then at least you’ll know and can decide what you really want. I’d dump the bugger if I were you, there are plenty more fish in the sea.’

But bright-eyed Candy, with her beguiling smile, was svelte and silvery as well as ten years younger. She muddled by with her forays into fashion and raised that difficult child all on her own. Genevieve couldn’t imagine how she managed. Candy was far more courageous than she could ever be.

She broached the subject as they walked home through the rain. ‘How have you managed all these years alone?’

‘One day at a time,’ said Candy briskly. ‘And never allowing myself to feel victimised.’ Trevor, her ex, had treated her badly and only stayed in touch because of the kid. She rarely mentioned him any more, felt only irritation when he called. But a boy needs a dad so she allowed him regular access though, over the years, his visits had grown steadily sparser. If she let it bother her, it would doubtless get her down, but Candy was made of sterner stuff than her friend.

‘They are none of them worth it,’ she said with her bright smile. ‘Give me my girlfriends any time for loyalty and laughs.’

Genevieve wished she could share her optimism but never felt wholly complete without a man.

And now Hector was doing his same old thing and not phoning. The gala performance of Arabella was something she longed to attend. Not so much for the music as the occasion. In the presence of royalty, the stars would be out in force and Genevieve yearned for a bit of restorative glamour. Hence the new outfit. She was heartily sick of how she looked and wearing the same tired old clothes almost every day. She went to the gym on a regular basis, thus still had the figure for the hyacinth blue dress. It was at the gym that she had first encountered Candy. They had fallen into an easy friendship though Genevieve still knew very little about her. Simply that she found her amusing; life-enhancing in her way.

She had never particularly liked this house, not from the day they moved in. It was the first suitable one they had found, early on in their marriage when Genevieve discovered that she was pregnant. Not a natural homemaker, she had simply had to make do and, when a second baby closely followed the first, moving became the lowest of her priorities. Highbury, in those days, before the trendy Blair government, was barely on the fringes of civilisation and even though now it was steadily upgrading, her attitude towards it continued lukewarm. When David defected she had found herself stuck, too poor to make the move to a better neighbourhood. Also, too dispirited; whatever was the point? Alone with her two raucous sons, she felt that she had failed.

Lately, since Hector, she had pulled herself together and even given the outside a fresh coat of paint. But the rooms remained cramped and dark and overcrowded; she had even succeeded in blinkering herself against the garish carpet on the stairs. All the improvements she had once planned to make had faded, along with her dreams. She occasionally saw the disdain on Hector’s face on the rare nights he stayed over. Usually she had to go to him, at his bachelor pad in Devonshire Place. With her makeup and toothbrush in an overnight bag, she felt like an ageing call girl. Even worse was returning on the early morning Tube, concealing her rumpled hairdo under a scarf. It wasn’t in the least romantic; in fact it made her feel slightly soiled. Candy was right, she really should dump him. But what, if she did, would she do for a social life then? She was a woman of a certain age with children who were virtually grown-up. There was no way now that she could lie about her age, whereas men like Hector, with few commitments, could continue to play the field for as long as they liked.

Genevieve’s problem was endemic to her generation; she had launched herself straight into marriage from being a student and thus had zero experience of playing the field. Without a regular partner, she wasn’t quite sure how to cope. Most of the longtime friends she had made only ever socialised in pairs. And an attractive unattached woman, even one of her vintage, was sometimes perceived as a threat by the smugly still married. The advent of Hector had provided a new lease of life; somebody wanted her, she was grateful for his attention. He was older, shorter, fatter; all those things. And yet she felt defined by him, no longer just somebody’s cast-off.

‘Get out there and have some fun and find yourself somebody else.’ Candy was always so positive, the reason Genevieve liked her so much. It seemed that she never got miserable herself but bounced back fighting, with a brand-new scheme, if ever her plans went awry. She was an excellent foil for Genevieve, spunky, original and fun.

‘Love is like a seesaw,’ Genevieve’s American friend, Anna, was fond of saying. ‘When you find your end dipping too drastically, it’s essential you kick the ground very hard or else the game is lost.’

‘Love is all very well,’ said Genevieve wistfully, ‘but I’m not at all sure I would recognise it now, even if it bit me on the bum.’

It all had to do with self-esteem, but Genevieve was far from being convinced. Anna was confident and brave and fulfilled and exulted in her independent lifestyle. Somehow she had managed, all these years, never to have had to rely upon a man. She was popular and gregarious yet entirely self-sufficient. Genevieve envied her that endless freedom.

‘It comes with practice,’ Anna assured her. She had had her own sexual mishaps in her youth. The solitary life was a mindset, she explained. Once you gritted your teeth and took the plunge, it was possible to get used to almost anything. And it gave her the space, so essential to a writer, in which to think and contemplate and read.

‘Don’t you ever get lonely?’ Genevieve asked her.

‘No more than anyone else. If you don’t have to fit yourself around another person’s needs, it is that much easier to accommodate your own. If ever you feel a sudden urge for company, you can always call up a friend, while on nights you are not in the mood for going out, there is nothing to prevent you staying home. No rows, no discussions, no having to find a babysitter. The only person to worry about is yourself. Feet up, mudpack, The Sopranos on the TV. You can do what you damn well please and that’s what I like.’ She neglected to mention the sleepless nights, when her brain was racing overtime and the three a.m. blues set in. Then she would give almost anything for someone at her side, to hold her tight and comfort her and drive the phantoms away. But those moments of total panic were rare and not worth mentioning now. Childhood was something well in the past; she had to fight her battles on her own.

Anna had obviously done a lot of thinking and had things under control whereas Genevieve lived her life almost always on the edge. Jumpy, apprehensive, scared of her own shadow. That was the principal difference between them. And yet, for the past five years, since Santa Fe, the two contrasting women had been good friends. Sharing the same humour, liking the same books; these days they kept in regular touch by email.

They had met in New Mexico, at a literary convention, the sort of thing at which Anna normally sneered. She had been invited as a prize-winning novelist on a panel of ‘celebrity’ writers, whereas Genevieve was there at her own expense, part of the regular networking her publishers insisted was essential. Anna’s own books were intelligent and well-crafted, attracting good reviews and growing sales. The movie deal was a huge boost to her readership, though she was level-headed enough to know that it might not ever get made. Fashions changed, the studios were fickle, but news of the sale had proved a publicity boost; a ‘name’ director with a stable of successes and an Oscar nomination in the can. With the chance, maybe, of getting to write the screenplay, a field into which she had always wanted to stray. And then, of course, there was the purchase money. Nobody could quibble about that.

Each had recognised a kindred spirit among the varied and colourful oddballs who hang around on the fringes of such occasions. They were largely failures, which was quickly apparent; real writers, as Genevieve was rapidly finding out, simply do not have the time to spare. These were mainly pathetic wannabes, who either financed their own publication or else hawked around a tired old typescript in the vain hope of breaking through.

‘The truth is,’ said Anna, with her customary frankness, ‘there are very few writers of any sort I can stand.’ Bores and pedants, most of them, interested mainly in sales figures and self-promotion, which had very little to do with art or even value for money. They laughed. Genevieve, when she loosened up, became instantly much prettier. The slightly gawky British manner softened into radiance when she relaxed. And, at Anna’s anarchic instigation, had sunk several rounds of margaritas. At that stage she was not yet divorced, yet already alarmingly lacking in self-esteem. The extent to which she had been mentally undermined was obvious to Anna and painful to observe.

‘Men are very much overrated,’ Anna pronounced. ‘I have yet to encounter one I could not live without.’

Yet Genevieve’s novels, when Anna got round to them, were sly and quirky and engagingly fresh, not at all what their rather crass packaging seemed to imply. Genevieve had to be the world’s most bashful writer, but that was all part of her slightly wistful appeal. It would be hard, because of their charming insularity, for her books to break into the American market but if even one received critical notice, to Anna’s mind the rest should naturally follow. That was the power of word of mouth, her reason for being in Santa Fe. It all boiled down to self-belief and refusing ever to give up.

‘Your problem,’ Anna was bold enough to say, ‘is that they are publishing you all wrong. You are far too good a writer for those sugary girlie jackets.’ The so-called ‘chick lit’ phenomenon was already virtually over. ‘You need to be taken seriously up-market and given the real distinction that you deserve. Your wicked humour and sharp observation should be aimed at a far more intelligent readership. Take Nancy Mitford and Barbara Pym. I honestly believe that, properly packaged, your rightful place should be alongside them.’

Naturally, such inspiring words were balm to Genevieve’s ears and she tried very hard to believe what Anna was saying. And, indeed, here they were, after all sorts of changes, the firmest of buddies, practically joined at the hip. Anna also had strong opinions about Hector, regardless of the fact she had never met him. She had seen the effect that he had on her friend which, for her, was quite enough. British women could be unbelievably feeble; she could not understand why Genevieve didn’t fight back.

‘Leave him,’ she urged her, unwittingly echoing Candy. ‘You are far too good to be messed around in this way.’ As long as Genevieve put her life on hold, waiting to see what might transpire with a man who quite clearly did not love her, she stood no chance of ever meeting anyone new. She was like a cab with its meter light switched off, giving out negative signals.

‘Be bold,’ advised Anna, ‘and put yourself about more. You’re a great-looking gal with a burgeoning career. It is he who should feel the privilege of knowing you. Who the fuck does the bastard think he is?’

Her words, of course, fell as usual on deaf ears for poor Genevieve simply lacked the basic courage. Like now, for instance, hanging around at home, forlornly awaiting a call that would never come.
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‘Get this!’ said Anna to Paige next morning, reading it over the phone.


Italy, Tuscany. Beautifully renovated

XIV-century villa, 40 minutes from Siena.

Six bedrooms, pool. Easy day trips. In

exchange for house/apartment in midtown

Manhattan. Four months April–July.



It was signed simply ‘Yale grad ’78’. Followed by an email address.

‘What do you think?’ All night she had been turning it over in her mind, considering all the ramifications, wondering if she dared.

‘Sounds just what the doctor ordered,’ said Paige. ‘Why are you even hesitating?’ The great thing about being a professional writer was that you could work wherever you chose. No being stuck in an air-conditioned office or fighting the crowds to get home.

‘If you guys would come I would jump at it right away. Confess, it sounds like everybody’s dream. You, me, Charles, whoever you care to include. We could all of us do with a break in the sun, especially somewhere like Tuscany.’

‘I wish,’ sighed Paige, on her way out of the door. ‘But with all that’s going on at the moment? Dream on.’ September had thrown the city into chaos. She was finding it hard to keep herself totally sane.

Anna paced the floor, unable to settle. Tuscany in the spring, a dream; right now, there was nothing in the world she could think of that she would rather do. To escape from this oppressive place and finish her overdue book without the nightmares. The only real problem was that she couldn’t drive.

‘What do you think?’ She bounced it off Larry who said he’d come like a shot, if asked.

‘I wasn’t actually inviting you,’ Anna told him sweetly. ‘Though in any other circumstances, of course, you’d be at the top of my list. But I’m afraid that, right now, I need you here more. The house has got to take precedence.’

Larry understood that, of course he did. Life would be easier for everyone concerned without Anna hovering, breathing down their necks. Her irritation with their noise and roistering spirits hung like a heavy blanket in the air. From the number of times she popped down to check their progress, he could tell they were ruining her concentration. Without her constant presence there, they could finish the job that much faster. Though it wasn’t, of course, his place to suggest it since she was the one picking up the tab.

‘If I weren’t here,’ said Anna, reading his thoughts, ‘I reckon your team would be a whole lot happier. But suppose I went ahead with the swap, what would the advertiser think? About having workmen still around. Do you suppose he would mind?’ The house, after all, consisted of four spacious storeys. Plenty of room in which to spread out and still not be inconvenienced by the builders.

‘If it’s not till April, we’ll be more or less out of here.’ And the swap would be an incentive to hurry them along. With the basement kitchen and dining-room complete, there really wasn’t a lot more left to do. Certainly nothing structural, only the finishing touches. Nobody, surely, could be upset by a couple of taciturn painters.

‘I’ll think about it,’ said Anna. It was just too perfect, there had to be a catch. She went to bed wondering whether she dared go ahead.

Anna’s email caught Genevieve on the hop. She had stayed up far too late last night, imbibing too much wine. He hadn’t called and she wallowed in mortification, conceding herself unworthy of such a man. While the kettle boiled, she studied the Daily Mail with its two-page spread of photographs from last night. There they all were, the glittering and the great, posing on the steps of the opera house. Two lots of minor royalty, Princess Michael and the Wessexes, were pictured regally shaking a sea of hands. Genevieve, still in her scruffy pyjamas, sniffed; the little hyacinth number had gone unworn. She searched for a glimpse of Hector but in vain; he obviously wasn’t sufficiently grand to be snapped. Either that or too short, she suppressed a smirk, and wondered who he had taken in her place. One of those faceless women, she had no doubt. Younger and smarter, with a knowledge of opera and plenty of scintillating chat. In his world, she knew, she could not compete and wondered why he had bothered with her at all.

She made the tea and slumped at the table to drink it, gazing despairingly at her untidy kitchen. An old-fashioned airer was laden with football gear; her older boy had come home last night and left her his laundry to be done. It was probably just as well that she hadn’t gone out. He had arrived from Nottingham without prior warning, expecting to be fed. Then was off again for an all-night party from which he had not yet returned. At least one of them had an active social life; after all, he was almost twenty-one.

‘All right for some,’ thought Genevieve glumly, running her fingers through her unwashed hair. Just the sight of her growing boys accentuated her feeling of life passing her by. David was off with his fancy piece, leaving her to clear up the mess at home. It wasn’t fair but when had it ever been?

The table was cluttered with all kinds of things: ironing, unwashed dishes and her computer. Unlike Anna, with her pristine and orderly study, Genevieve worked wherever the mood took her, surrounded by a chaotic sea of muddle. But at least it meant she was close to the kettle and could make endless cups of tea without getting up. The telephone rang; it was almost eleven. She knew, as she rose to get it, that it wouldn’t be him.

A girlfriend, ringing to commiserate; Genevieve smiled in spite of herself and went to the fridge to fetch the bottle of wine. Which, she found, was more restorative than tea, even at this hour in the morning. She settled down for an intimate natter, telling herself that her writing would just have to wait. Anna worked a disciplined eight-hour day and also very often through the weekend. Her novels appeared regularly, eighteen months apart, usually to rapturous reviews. But, then, Anna led a blissfully untrammelled life, with only that old dad of hers to distract her. And, from all Genevieve had heard about George Kovac, he was every bit as independent as his daughter, an adored friend and confidant to whom she could tell anything, rather than any sort of ageing encumbrance. She sniffed again. Recalling Anna’s seesaw analogy, she felt she deserved something much better.

After forty-five minutes of therapeutic chat, during which she drained off the bottle, the friend had to change for a lunch date across town so Genevieve finally switched on the computer. There was little point in dressing, she had nowhere to go and didn’t expect her boy back for several hours. His incursions into town had two main purposes, to catch up on his social life and dump his dirty washing. The other boy was every bit as bad but, at least, further away.

Before she returned to her own turgid prose, Genevieve checked her email. Which was when she discovered Anna’s message and a sudden gleam of hope came into her eyes.

The email outlined the Tuscan plan and wondered if Genevieve was up for it. Was she ever? Anna didn’t need to ask. She had never felt more in the mood for running away. But then, immediately, the doubts came crowding in. Who would look after the house while she was gone and what if one of the boys should suddenly need her? They were both almost adult and living their separate lives but, as a parent, she hated to let them down. There was also the question of cost to be considered; Genevieve was almost perpetually skint. Yet the villa, as Anna pointed out, would be free; she surely couldn’t afford to turn it down. The main objective would not be riotous living but to get on with their work in peaceful surroundings, away from the distractions of everyday life plus the noise and pollution of summer in the city. She should think of it as a kind of retreat, monastic if not entirely spiritual.
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