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CHAPTER ONE


His hair – straight to his shoulders and gleaming like a raven’s wing – was the legacy of an Indian great-grandfather; his sky-blue eyes and artistic talent came, he told me, from his Welsh granny, while his small, wiry frame was exactly like his father’s. His temper and his passions were, I believe, all his own, like the scars on his left hand, like his violent, early death.


His name was Gabriel Archer, and he was my husband for eleven months. He died at twenty-three, a few days before my nineteenth birthday. Ten years later, on my twenty-ninth, he came back to haunt me.


Not that I was ever really free of him. But as the years passed the memories stopped hurting so much, and our brief marriage seemed as long ago as childhood.


I was living in Chicago then, by myself, working in a restaurant, hating my job, hating my life. My twenty-ninth birthday fell on a Saturday, the day my best friend Polly was getting married at her parents’ house in Lake Bluff, so that morning I got up early, caught the train to Lake Bluff, and travelled into my own past.


Once on the train I curled up in my seat and closed my eyes. I never could reconcile myself to getting up early, and sleep was waiting for me, like my unmade bed. In a moment, the train became a plane, and I was sitting next to Polly’s boyfriend, Dan. He was angry, but I knew I had the right seat. As I tried to explain myself, I realized that it wasn’t Dan, but my father. My father didn’t approve of my going to New Orleans, but he couldn’t stop me. No one could stop me now, for I was on the St Charles Avenue streetcar, and I knew just where I was going.


I left the streetcar in front of a dark green house with black shutters, built, Louisiana-style, a full storey off the ground. The huge palm trees and ancient bearded oaks shaded and shielded it from the noise of the Avenue. As I climbed the steep, wide steps I felt myself moving up through layers of quiet. The deepest stillness waited at the top. Standing on the porch, I took the cool brass doorknob in my hand and felt peace settling on my soul. I had come home.


The door opened on silence: a long, shadowy hall. At the end was a room full of windows, filled with light. Someone was waiting for me there. I could see a man standing by one of the windows, looking out. I could see nothing but his form, silhouetted against the glare, but that was enough. I knew him by the way he stood, and by some other deeper sense. It was Gabriel.


The sound of my shoes against the parquet floor was like an avalanche, but he didn’t seem to hear. He didn’t look round. He began to walk past the window, out of my line of sight, and no matter how hard I struggled my feet could gain no purchase on the slippery floor, and I made no progress. The hall stretched before me, longer than ever. I tried to call his name, but the thick, heavy air pushed the words back into my mouth, choking me, until I woke, gasping for breath.


I straightened up, massaged my aching neck, and glanced around to assure myself that no one had seen me sleeping. My heart was pounding hard and, despite the frustration of the familiar dream, I felt an odd excitement, as if Gabriel really was alive, and might be waiting for me somewhere; as if I’d remembered something important, as if I’d been wrong about his death. Of course, I knew he was dead – I had seen his broken body – but the feeling of the dream persisted, making me hopeful. If it wasn’t Gabriel who waited for me, perhaps it was someone else. Maybe I would meet someone at Polly’s wedding, someone who would change my life. I was glad of the hope, however irrational. I needed something to sustain me.


Going home was always hard. Until I was thirteen, home had been in Worcester, Massachusetts, and I still thought of the house in Lake Bluff as ‘the new house’. I had left it when I was eighteen to marry Gabriel, but less than a year later I was back. Back in the same house, in the same room, as if I were still my parents’ pretty, clever, cheerful teenaged daughter, as if I’d never been married, never been grown-up, never escaped at all. My room was just as I had left it, even to the piles of Glamour and Mademoiselle under the single bed. Ten years later it was the same. My parents wouldn’t change it – to them it was still my room. I wouldn’t change it either (I’d felt a twinge just throwing out the old magazines), because it wasn’t mine to change. It belonged to the girl I had been, the girl who had died with Gabriel. I don’t think my parents expected or wanted me to move back in, but the room seemed to promise me that I could go back, could try again, and this time, maybe, get it right.


When my mother met me at the station, I told her I wouldn’t be able to stay the night after all, but would have to return to Chicago after the reception, to work.


‘Oh, dear,’ said my mother. ‘Your father and I had planned to take you out to dinner, for a birthday treat. How unfair for you to have to work on your birthday! Well, never mind. Another time.’


She was disappointed, but not in me. My father, I thought, would blame me – and he would be right, because I was lying. I’d arranged to have the night off, but now that I was here I didn’t like the idea of going from my best friend’s wedding to my parents’ house. It was too depressing. I didn’t want to be envious of Polly, starting her new life, but I was. It would only be worse if I stayed.


They had presents for me, which I opened as the three of us sat in the living room, making a formal occasion of it. My mother had bought me a soft leather shoulder-bag and a blue silk scarf. She knew my taste, and this year she hadn’t risked getting my size wrong. My father gave me a cheque, as usual. It was all over very quickly, and I was uncomfortable, feeling that I owed them something now, although I didn’t know what. I looked at my watch.


‘I’d better get going.’


‘But the wedding’s not—’


‘I know, but I told Polly I’d help her get ready.’ I stood up, impatient now to get away.


‘Well, we’ll see you there,’ said my mother. Then: ‘Oh, I almost forgot. A letter came for you today.’


‘Here?’


‘I put it up in your room.’


Had I really expected – or wanted – to get away without so much as a glance inside my old room? I wouldn’t have felt threatened if I hadn’t felt the attraction of it. I didn’t think much about the letter as I went upstairs – it would be advertising, or a plea for charity, my name picked off some ancient mailing-list.


The pale blue walls with white trim, the dark floorboards showing around the edges of the Indian rug, the blue and white curtains I had made myself from material which matched the geometric pattern of the bedspread, the furniture, the pictures, the keepsakes from childhood: all were the same, always as I remembered. It was like walking into my own brain.


The letter was on the pine table where I had once done my homework. Even before I picked it up I knew it wasn’t junk mail. The envelope was square and white, and my name and address had been printed in a large, careful, rather childish hand. There was no return address, but when I saw the New Orleans postmark my stomach lurched.


New Orleans was Gabriel. New Orleans was the past. When I had left New Orleans, I hadn’t kept in touch with anyone I knew there. Who, after ten years’ silence, would contact me now?


I sat down on the bed with the envelope in my hand. I didn’t want to know. I didn’t want to open it. I had to.


It was a birthday card, pink and gold, neither attractive nor amusing, the sort of sentimental old standard which I would never buy for anyone nor expect to receive myself. A wreath of roses in garish pinks and reds embraced the words, in gold, ‘To My Darling Wife’.


Inside, my name had been written above a printed verse.


My eyes scanned the sentimental rhyme without taking it in. All I could see was the signature beneath. I knew that signature. I recognized it immediately, almost physically.


Love, Gabriel.


My hands were shaking as I shoved the card into my bag, out of sight. The dream of Gabriel still alive had made me feel hopeful, but this card, implying the same thing, frightened me. For a moment I doubted everything I thought I knew, all my memories, my whole life. Then I felt furiously angry. Of course Gabriel was dead. The card was a trick, a cruel joke by someone who had known me in New Orleans, someone who still wanted to hurt me. I couldn’t think about it now. Polly was waiting for me. I had to get through her wedding before I could let myself think about New Orleans.


The walk to the Bakers’ house, only two blocks away, calmed me a little, at least on the surface. The confrontations with my past – with so many different layers of it – left me feeling somewhat detached from the present. I was no longer sure where I belonged.


I didn’t ring the doorbell; I just opened the door and went in. Polly and I had been in and out of each other’s houses throughout our adolescence, sharing our lives, closer than sisters. I hadn’t been to the Bakers’ house for five or six years, but as I stepped inside I felt the familiar atmosphere of my second home accept me as if no time had passed. I could hear, distantly, the sound of female voices pitched a little too high, and I followed the sound through the immaculate green and white living room, through the dining room, to the family room – now empty of its usual furniture – and through the sliding glass doors into the back garden.


Polly was standing with her sister Jan and their mother on the closely trimmed grass in a space between rows of grey metal folding chairs. Polly and her mother, both dressed in brightly coloured caftans and gesticulating wildly as they argued, looked like mythic figures: the tall, slim sky-goddess confronting the round, fiery sun. And Jan in her modern clothes was the mortal caught between them.


When she saw me, Polly let out a cry and rushed to hug me as if it had been years instead of days since we’d seen each other.


‘Save me,’ she muttered against my hair. ‘Get me away from that woman before I kill her! Now she wants to turn the chairs round in the other direction!’


‘Should I talk to her?’


‘No, no, Jan can handle it.’ Still clinging to me, Polly looked back and called, ‘Mom, I’m getting dressed now. Don’t forget you’ve got to change, too. Let Jan take care of everything else.’


We went arm in arm into the house. The soft fabric of Polly’s caftan billowed out and teased my legs, and I could smell Aliage warm on her skin. It reminded me of the year we’d shared an apartment, when she’d had Aliagescented soap, handcream and bath oil, and I had taken to using it too. It had come to seem like a physical link between us, a family fragrance.


‘I can’t take much more of this,’ Polly said, shutting the bedroom door behind us, closing out the world as she had often done when we were teenagers. ‘I can’t wait till it’s over.’


I looked around, trying to remember this room, but it was impossible. It was anonymous, a guest room, redecorated by Mrs Baker after Polly had left home.


‘This is supposed to be my wedding, isn’t it?’ said Polly, going to the closet and taking out a dress shrouded in clear plastic. ‘My special day? You’d think she could just shut up for once, keep her opinions to herself and let me have it my own way. But, no, everything I do is wrong, and she has to tell me so. Even my dress.’


‘She doesn’t like it?’ I had helped Polly choose it.


‘Extremely unflattering, she says. Makes me look like a hippo – might as well be a maternity smock, she says.’


Our eyes met and Polly shook her head. ‘She was just saying whatever came into her head. Although I don’t know what she thinks she could do if I burst into tears and agreed it was too awful to wear … a little late now to zap out to Lord and Taylor.’


She slipped out of the caftan and looked down at herself. ‘Can you tell?’


I stared at her naked body. Polly was tall and big-boned, but she had never been overweight. Her stomach looked as smooth and flat as ever, but weren’t her high breasts heavier, and wasn’t her waist less defined? It might be only the passage of time, the approach of thirty, because I’d had similar thoughts about my own body recently. I shook my head. ‘You look just the same. What does it feel like?’


She shrugged. ‘It doesn’t feel like anything. Except my tits are definitely bigger – I can’t stand to go without a bra. That’s all. No morning sickness. I guess it’ll be different when I start to show, but most of the time I don’t even remember.’ She wriggled into a pale pink slip.


Somehow I didn’t believe her. How could she even for a minute forget she was pregnant? I had the unpleasant feeling that she didn’t want to tell me the truth, either because she thought I wouldn’t understand, or because she no longer wanted to share everything with me. And why should she? We had grown apart, we had changed, we had let men come between us. Friendship always took second place to love. That was understood.


‘Do you need help with your hair?’ I asked.


‘You could help me pin it up – I’ve got some little flowers to wear in it – but first I’ve got to get my face on.’ She sat down at the dressing table, yanked open a drawer and picked out mascara, lip-gloss, eye-shadow and blusher. ‘Talk to me while I make myself beautiful.’


I sank down on the edge of the double bed, covered now with a blue and green patterned spread. I tried to remember what the old one had been like, when this had been Polly’s room and we had spent the nights together sharing secrets instead of sleeping. But the present pattern caught my eye and would not be dislodged.


I looked at Polly, her cheeks flushed and eyes bright, beautiful without make-up; beautiful in her pale pink slip with her dark hair tumbling down her back. She leaned into the round, lighted make-up mirror – it was the twin of mine, both of them gifts from our mothers when we were sixteen – her eyes wide and her expression intent.


‘I need to fix myself up, too,’ I said. ‘I only had time for the bare minimum this morning.’


‘Overslept again, huh? I’ll do you – I’ll do you something amazing. Want a make-over?’


‘Do I need one?’


‘Just for fun.’


I shook my head. ‘There’s no time.’


‘There is,’ she said. The distress in her voice tore at me. I saw that she was near tears. She went on looking in the mirror, but now looking at my reflection as she spoke. ‘I’ve always got time for you,’ she said. ‘It’s not going to change that much. Look at all we’ve survived already.’


‘I know,’ I said. ‘I’m not losing a friend, I’m gaining a friend’s husband.’


‘You’d better not.’


‘Hey, best friends – what happened to sharesies?’


But neither of us was really in a mood for teasing.


‘Nothing’s going to change,’ she said. ‘I’m not moving away, Dinah. And it’s not like Dan and I – I mean, we’ve been living together. So why get so worried about the marriage? It’s a formality. We’ll still be friends, like always.’


She was right in a way. We would still see each other: I would be invited over for dinner, and we would meet up in town for shopping and lunch. The forms would remain as they had despite long separations and changes in both our lives. But something crucial was about to change for ever, and we both knew it. At the core of our friendship had always been moments like this, of casual, easy, ordinary intimacy. Two women alone together in a room. Talking, getting dressed, putting on make-up, simply being together. Despite everything, we always came back to this. But in the future when Polly sat in a bedroom in her underwear, putting on her make-up, she would be with her husband, or with the child she said she couldn’t yet believe in.


I got off the bed and went and hugged her. ‘Of course, we will,’ I said.


*

The ceremony, which Polly and Dan had written themselves, went smoothly and was quickly over. I thought that writing your own ceremony was a corny thing to do, but instead of being embarrassed as I had expected I was moved almost to tears. I’d never thought very much of Dan, but seeing the way he looked at Polly made me jealous.


After the formalities, most people made for the tables laden with food and champagne which had been set up in the family room, and I looked around a little desperately for someone besides my parents whom I knew. The long horsey face and bright curls of Marilee Higgins had never before seemed so appealing to me. At school she’d been a jock and I never had much to do with her, but she had been a room mate of Polly’s at college, and I had learned to like her. She managed a health spa in Chicago, and had done me a favour once by hiring me on a part-time basis to teach dance and exercise classes, letting me work whatever odd hours I could fit in between more lucrative waitressing jobs. I gulped some champagne and rushed across the room to greet her, startling her with my enthusiasm.


‘Oh, hi,’ she said. ‘I was wondering what had happened to you – you haven’t been in to work out for ages.’


‘I know. I’ve been tired.’


She shook her head reprovingly. ‘That’s when you need it the most, when you’re tired. You should know that.’


‘Well, I do some routines at home, to music. How’s the spa doing?’


‘Not too bad. The recession doesn’t seem to have hit us. People don’t mind spending money to make themselves look better. The Big O says—’ she interrupted herself, grasping my arm. ‘Oh, hey, he’s in town. You ought to come in tomorrow and give him a thrill.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Mr Opacek – you know, the big boss, the owner.’


‘Oh, I remember. I met him.’


‘You sure did. He’s never forgotten. He’s crazy about you. He asks about you every time he calls. He can’t understand why you don’t work for us any more.’


‘Tell him to make me an offer I can’t refuse. It’s only because of the money, you know. I’d much rather teach dance or work-outs than wait tables, but I need the tips.’


‘You’re still waitressing?’


I shrugged, not liking to admit how unhappy I was about my situation. ‘Well, you know, jobs are hard to find. I never got a degree, I can’t type, my only experience is as a waitress, so who else would hire me? It’s not so bad. It’s work.’


‘But you’d do something else if you had the chance?’


‘It depends. Well, sure I would. I don’t want to wait tables all my life.’


‘How would you feel about managing a health spa?’


I stared. ‘Your job?’


‘Not mine. The same job, somewhere else. It would mean leaving Chicago, though.’


‘I don’t have any reason to stay in Chicago. I’m just there because I don’t have any reason to leave. Are you serious about this?’


‘Are you interested?’


I paused to think. I’d never thought of managing a health spa, and I had no idea what the job would entail or what it would pay, but I wanted a change. This was the way change happened, out of the blue, unexpected, like love. You could turn your back or run away, or you could say yes, and see where it took you. ‘I might be. Is this a serious offer?’


‘It’s not mine to offer. But, like I said, Mr Opacek is in town. Come over tomorrow, come to lunch with us. I can tell him you’re interested. He’s looking to hire somebody. I didn’t have any more experience than you when he hired me. He likes you already – it won’t be hard for you to sell yourself, if you want to do it.’


I felt again the building of irrational hope, of excitement, which the dream of Gabriel had brought with it earlier. Gabriel had taught me to believe in fate. I looked at Marilee’s open, homely face and said, ‘You think I could do it?’


‘Why not? If you’re interested, if you’re willing to put in the time and effort. The big thing is customer relations. Yeah, I think you could.’


I thought about living in the suburbs, a single woman away from the city, and wondered what it would be like. ‘Where is this spa?’


‘There’s more than one. You could probably take your pick. The Big O has been expanding his empire down into the Sun Belt. He bought out some other company, I think … anyway, he’s got four or five, maybe six or seven, new properties and he’s going to need managers for each one. One is in Miami, I know, and there’s one or two in Atlanta, and … where else? Name a Southern city.’


‘New Orleans.’


‘Yeah, definitely New Orleans. I don’t remember where else, but they’re all warm places. No more Chicago winters! What’s wrong? You’re not thinking you’d miss Chicago winters?’


‘No … No, I was thinking about the New Orleans summer.’


*

New Orleans in the summer was where it started for me. That was where I met Gabriel, although he claimed we had known each other in another life and would be together after death. He said our meeting was fated, outside time, and I liked to believe him. But whoever we were in previous lives or might be in lives to come, there was a moment in real time when Dinah Whelan and Gabriel Archer first set eyes on each other, and that happened in New Orleans, in the Morning Call.


Polly and I had been wandering around the French Quarter all day, drugged and dazzled by the heat, the crowds, the foreign-ness of it all, and the heady excitement of being on our own for the first time ever. As we walked past the big, old-fashioned coffee house in the French Market, the door to the Morning Call swung open, and the hot, rich smells of chicory, coffee and frying doughnuts seduced us inside.


My feet were sore, my shoulder aching from a bag stuffed with necessities and impulse buys, and it was good to sit down. The very smell of the coffee revived me, but when I saw the plate of beignets Polly had ordered to go with our café au lait I groaned in despair.


‘You’re going to spoil our dinner!’


‘Nothing is going to spoil my dinner,’ she said. ‘Absolutely nothing. I’m going to eat and eat and eat and enjoy every mouthful. And if you can’t handle it, I’ll eat all these myself.’


I tore a piece off one of the fresh, hot doughnuts, dredged it in sugar, and felt it melt in my mouth. ‘Heaven,’ I mumbled, and I meant not only the taste, but the whole glorious week of freedom stretching ahead.


‘Don’t look now, but somebody’s in love with you. Or maybe he’s never seen a girl with a sugar moustache.’


I wiped a paper napkin across my mouth before turning my head for a look at Polly’s latest discovery.


Eyes like shards of noonday sky, pure colour. It was a physical sensation, as if he had touched me inside.


Under the table, Polly kicked me. ‘Didn’t your mommy tell you it’s rude to stare?’ she asked in a low voice. She suppressed a grin. ‘Anyway, he’s not that good.’


‘His eyes,’ I said. ‘Did you see his eyes?’


‘Blue. Like yours.’


I shook my head. His eyes weren’t like mine. They were magic. I was overpoweringly aware that he was still looking at me. His gaze was like a beam of light heating the side of my face.


‘How old do you think he is?’ said Polly. ‘Do you think he’s in college? Is he a native or a tourist?’


We always spent a lot of time looking at strangers and speculating about them, but this time I couldn’t play the game. Polly leaned across the aluminium table, speckled now with sugar, crumbs, and crumpled paper napkins. ‘Are you OK?’


‘Let’s go.’


She stared, then patted my hand. ‘We’re going.’


Outside on the hot street again, our backs to the windows where I was certain he still watched, Polly said, ‘What’s wrong? Was it that guy?’


‘No, of course not.’ The lie came automatically. But she was my best friend. I could lie to myself, but not to her. After a moment I said, ‘I don’t know what it was. I just felt … scared … all of a sudden.’


‘I guess he was kind of creepy-looking, those hollow cheeks—’


‘No he wasn’t!’ My anger surprised us both. I sighed, and searched my memory, trying to understand. ‘It was the way he looked at me. It was like he knew me. I felt like I knew him. But I don’t. And then I just felt kind of shaky, and I wanted to get out …’


‘It’s probably low blood-sugar,’ said Polly. ‘My uncle has that. He has to eat every three hours or so, and lots of protein, or he gets all shaky and weak. Probably you need some protein.’


‘It is almost dinner time,’ I said. ‘Maybe you’re right. Probably it wasn’t anything to do with that guy at all.’ But if that were the case, why couldn’t I stop thinking about him? Why did I feel lonely now for someone I had never met?


We had dinner in a French restaurant recommended by the guidebook. Polly declared everything excellent, but I wasn’t hungry. The beignet I had eaten seemed to have expanded to fill my whole stomach, and I merely picked at my meal and sipped iced water.


‘I hope you’re not coming down with something,’ said Polly. ‘That would really be a drag, to come all the way to New Orleans just to get sick! Maybe we should have an early night – go back to the hotel right after we’ve finished eating?’


I tried to shake off the strange, foreboding sense of loss which oppressed me. ‘No way,’ I said. ‘We’ve only got eight nights here, and I don’t want to waste one. No parents, no chaperons, we can do whatever we want. We’re eighteen, we can drink!‘ I dug out the guidebook, pushing aside my plate. ‘We’ll try Pat O’Brien’s first,’ I said. ‘It’s supposed to be a New Orleans tradition. It also says college students go there. Maybe we’ll meet some men.’


I rolled my eyes at her and she giggled. We joked about running wild on this, our first adult vacation, but we knew we wouldn’t. We were good girls, Polly and I, virgins still at eighteen, not drug users or smokers, cautious drinkers. Our parents knew they could trust us even far from home; the habits of obedience were strong. We might look, and fantasize, and flirt with sin, but after a week away we would return home and get ready to go to college. It was then, we imagined, that our real lives would begin.


Pat O’Brien’s was a crowded, noisy, happy bar, a public party which shook me out of my self-preoccupation and cheered me up. We ordered the house speciality, a sweet, fruity punch called the Hurricane. On the patio, the tropical air wrapped round us like wet velvet. It was easy to talk to strangers, and we fell in with a college debate team from Minnesota. I forgot my earlier mood and was enjoying myself until I felt a large hand clamp on to my knee. I pushed it off. It came back, and began creeping up my thigh. I pushed it away again, and realized that it didn’t belong to the boy I was talking to, but was attached to someone I hadn’t seen before, someone who wasn’t even looking at me. I moved away and caught Polly’s attention. ‘We’d better go,’ I said. ‘Stan and Jimbo are going to be really, really mad if we don’t show up to meet them.’


‘Gosh, you’re right,’ said Polly agreeably. ‘Look at the time!’


But back on the street she pinched my arm. ‘I refuse to have a boyfriend called Jimbo! What’s he supposed to be, an elephant?’


‘A professional wrestler,’ I said. ‘You can have Stan. Stan wears black turtleneck sweaters, and glasses, and has a crewcut.’


‘He’s studying to be an architect, and he does not have a crewcut. Just because he has a normal hair cut, not like those hippies you go for – where are we going, anyway?’


I paused to dig out the guidebook. It was night time, and far above us the sky was black, but artificial lights of all colours illuminated the street. It was like being at a fair, or indoors. There were people everywhere, laughing, talking, in groups and couples. Many had drinks in plastic cups as they travelled from one bar to another. ‘You didn’t mind leaving?’ I asked.


‘No, of course not. There’s a million bars in the naked city, and we’re going to check out every one. Where next?’


‘How about the Old Absinthe House? Sounds different. Should be a lot quieter. Very historic. Or do you want to choose one?’


‘No, no. You pick tonight. I’ll be the boss tomorrow.’


We linked arms so we wouldn’t lose each other as we made our way down Bourbon Street. Voices, laughter and loud, brassy music roiled the air which was thick with the smells of beer and garbage, food and people. I was drunk, but it was on the strange, rich atmosphere of the city more than on the punch I could still taste on my tongue.


‘It’s fairyland,’ I said. I looked down, and even the beer cans and plastic cups rolling in the gutter glittered like treasure.


But Polly had been distracted by the photographs outside a strip club, photographs of the most improbable-looking women. ‘That’s not real,’ she said, tugging me to make me look. ‘Those can’t be real. What do you think, Dinah?’


‘Perhaps you young ladies would like to come inside and see for yourself?’


A man in an electric-blue suit was looming over us, leering.


‘No, thank you,’ I said hastily. ‘Not tonight.’


‘Any night,’ he said as I hauled Polly away. ‘Any night, you’re welcome, you’re all welcome inside, no cover, absolutely no cover at all!’


I started giggling, although nervously. Polly tugged at my arm and said, ‘Oh, Dinah, let’s do. Let’s do go back and look! I didn’t think they’d let us in. Wouldn’t you like to see a strip show? I would! I’ve always wanted to. I didn’t think they’d let us in!’


‘Oh, they’ll let us in,’ I said, still giggling. ‘The question is – will they let us out again?’


‘They wouldn’t want me,’ said Polly. ‘Not with my chest. Did you see those pictures? How could anybody built like that walk around? I mean, the laws of gravity …’


Walking into the Old Absinthe House – crowded, but cool, dim and quiet – was a relief after the hectic sounds, light and unrelenting moist heat of the street. I shivered as we entered, and I thought it was from the arctic blast of air-conditioning, until I saw a figure move away from the bar as we approached and heard a voice, low, mellow, Southern, say, ‘May I buy you a drink?’


It was the man from the Morning Call.


I couldn’t speak or move.


Polly put her arm round me and came to my rescue. ‘No, thank you,’ she said in her coolest, most adult voice. ‘That’s very kind, but her boyfriend wouldn’t see it that way. He’s about twice your size with a jealous streak as big as his fist.’


The stranger didn’t say anything, but he didn’t go away. He just watched me, waiting for me to speak, as if we were alone and no one else in the world mattered.


The knot in my chest finally gave, and the loneliness vanished. I realized that I had been afraid I would never see him again, and I was glad that he had found me.


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘You can buy us both a drink.’


Polly gave me a sharp look, but dropped her protective arm, accepting my change of heart. ‘I’ll have some absinthe,’ she said.


‘Absinthe is illegal,’ he said. ‘But you could have Pernod, which is supposed to taste the same.’


‘Illegal? Why?’


‘Artists and poets and other disreputable Bohemian types used to drink themselves to death on it in the old days. They made it with wormwood, which is a poison. You can still drink yourself to death if you’re determined, but it takes longer now.’ He looked at me. ‘What would you like?’


I couldn’t think with his gaze on me. ‘The same,’ I said, and then was in agony when he looked away, trying to catch the bartender’s attention.


The booths were all taken, and there weren’t any empty chairs, so we remained standing after we’d been served. I wasn’t sorry. I liked standing beside him at the bar, so close that any slight, casual movement might allow him to touch me accidentally. But we were both far too aware of each other for any accidents.


I still had only the most uncertain, confused impression of what he looked like. I had been struck by the blueness of his eyes from the first, but apart from that I was aware of him more as a presence than a person, as if he was some form of energy. The bar was dim, and I was shy of looking at him directly, so the physical details filtered through only gradually.


He was not tall – five-foot-six, my own height – and slender but sinewy. Later I learned how strong he was. Glossy black hair hung straight and shining to his shoulders. He was clean-shaven, tanned, with high cheekbones and rather full lips.


If Polly hadn’t been there, I don’t know that we would have said a word. I didn’t have anything to say – I just wanted to be near him. But Polly’s presence made things normal. We were strangers in a bar, and there were certain conversational conventions to be observed.


Through Polly’s questions I learned that this stranger’s name was Gabriel Archer, and that he was twenty-two years old. He had been living in the French Quarter for the past three years, and he said he was an artist. He made a precarious living doing pastel portraits of tourists, and he occasionally worked as a bartender. At other times he had been a student, a shrimper and a beer-bottler.


‘I do what I have to to survive,’ he said. ‘Money isn’t important, but you need it to live. Art is what’s important. I work for money but someday I’ll paint something that will make my life worth while. That’s what I hope.’


I hung on his every word, hardly realizing that he never asked me about myself. Compared to him, I had no life. I had only just emerged from the cocoon of childhood, but he was an adult.


Polly was less impressed, and finally she dragged me off to the ladies’ room to tell me so.


‘I’m tired of that yellow liqueurish drink,’ she said. ‘Let’s go somewhere else.’


I looked at my own dazed and dazzled eyes in the mirror. ‘I like it here,’ I said.


‘It’s almost one o’clock,’ she said. ‘We’ve been here since—’


‘Oh, all right. We can go someplace else. Maybe Gabriel has a favourite bar.’


‘I meant by ourselves.’


I looked at her, willing her to understand. ‘Polly, I like him. I really like him.’


‘That’s what I was afraid of,’ she sighed.


I frowned. ‘And what does that mean?’


‘It means: what am I supposed to do? I feel like a third wheel.’


‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for this to happen. Maybe he’s got a friend—’


‘No thanks!’


‘I was thinking about you,’ I said. ‘I don’t mind it being the three of us. But I can’t leave him now, not when I’ve just met him. If you’re really bored you could go somewhere by yourself.’


‘I think we should stick together. You don’t know this guy, and he’s older and everything … Look, why don’t we leave now, and you could make a date to meet him tomorrow, somewhere during the day, and if you wanted to be alone with him I could just go shopping or something—’


People often blame rude or irrational behaviour on drink, but if I was intoxicated it was solely on Gabriel’s presence. I couldn’t think beyond the urge to be close to him. Already, I was afraid I had been away too long, and that he might have vanished while Polly tried to reason with me. If he had, I’d never forgive her, I thought.


‘I want to stay,’ I said, ‘I want to talk to him. You can do what you want.’ And I pushed out impatiently through the heavy, swinging door.


He was watching for me, his figure tense as he leaned against the bar. When our eyes met, I felt his relief as my own.


Polly, bless her, did not abandon me. Despite my rudeness, despite her yawns, Polly hung on.


Gabriel cocked his head slightly to one side and looked deep into my eyes, seeing things no one else had ever seen. ‘Do you ever have dreams about people you don’t know … and then meet them?’ he asked. ‘Do you ever know what’s going to happen?’


I shook my head, but unwillingly, wanting it to be true.


He nodded. ‘I do. I dreamed about you before I saw you. I’ve been looking for you for a long time. You know that, don’t you? You recognized me today, when you saw me in the Morning Call. I could feel it. So could you, and it frightened you. That’s why you ran away. But I knew I’d find you again. It was fated.’


Was he crazy? He made me nervous, but I responded to his intensity. I wanted the crazy, wonderful things he said to be true. And there was a connection between us, a recognition. Whatever it might mean, it was undeniable.


Eventually Polly got tired of being the witness to our self-absorbed conversation. She said she couldn’t stay awake any longer and, with or without me, she was going back to the hotel.


She was my friend, but I would have let her go. Gabriel, with less reason to be kind, said that we would walk her back. On the street he took my hand.


That was the first, physical touch. That was when I gave myself to him and decided that, unless he made me, I would never leave him. In a personal sense that, to me, was our marriage.


I thought it was that simple. I was eighteen, and I could decide what to do with my life. I married Gabriel, becoming a wife instead of a daughter. I thought it was for ever, until he died. Then I thought that was the end. Now I wasn’t even sure about that.





CHAPTER TWO


The dream, the card signed ‘Gabriel’, the talk of a job in New Orleans – coincidence was Gabriel’s country. He would have called it fate. Befuddled by champagne and memories, I wondered, as the train carried me back to Chicago, if he would have been right. Maybe Gabriel was now and always had been my fate. Maybe I was meant to go back to him.


But Gabriel wasn’t living in New Orleans. Gabriel was dead. Even if – by some impossible chance – I was wrong about that, his wife, the innocent eighteen-year-old who had loved him, no longer existed. I had grown up. I was different now. I had loved other men – loved them longer, more deeply, more seriously than I had loved the man who had so briefly been my husband. I could remember how Gabriel had seemed to me, and how I had felt about him, but what had seemed romantic then – his sullen, smouldering looks, his self-centred suffering – would simply turn me off today. I wasn’t a moth to be drawn to that sort of flame anymore.


And yet … perhaps I still wanted to be. Maybe it wasn’t Gabriel I really missed, but my own younger self. I missed the way I had loved him, and the person he had loved, and the endless possibilities life had held for her.


I didn’t like my life now. I didn’t like my job, or my solitude, my lack of hope, or my envy of Polly. I especially disliked the place where I lived – a shabby apartment in an old, wooden block of six just off Argyle Street. It had seldom felt less like home than it did to me that night, the balmy air of the suburbs still fresh in my lungs. Uptown, on that warm summer evening, smelled of exhaust fumes, gasoline, garbage and curry. The ageing hippies who lived opposite were playing heavy metal very loud, and I caught whining snatches of a country-and-western song floating on the breeze.


I locked my door behind me and hurried to establish my own atmosphere, putting a Joan Armatrading record on the stereo, making a cup of Red Zinger tea, and then settling on the couch, avoiding the broken spring out of long-established habit. I looked around at the familiar room, and wondered how I could have stayed so long in such a horrible place.


Eighteen months before, I had grabbed this apartment eagerly, willing to overlook the unpleasant aspects of the neighbourhood and the sheer ugliness of the rooms because the rent was low and I didn’t plan to stay long. I simply needed somewhere to live by myself when the two-month idyll with Anthony had become a purgatory.
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