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“It’s terrible”—her memories prompted her to speak.

“I see it’s always terrible for women.”

The Prince looked down in his gravity.

“Everything’s terrible, cara, in the heart of man.”

—Henry James, The Golden Bowl





PART ONE

A PRENUPTIAL AGREEMENT





One

THE TIME HAD COME FOR FEDERICO, THE PRINCE, TO SIGN THE prenuptial agreement. Should the marriage fail, which of course it wouldn’t, he’d be a very rich man.

He was sitting at the conference table in the offices of the Woodford family’s old law firm, opposite his future father-in-law, Henry Woodford, and Washburn, the Woodfords’ austere and unfriendly attorney, who’d protected the family’s interests for decades. Sitting next to him was his own representative, the elderly Accardi, who’d been flown in from Rome for the occasion, at his father-in-law’s expense.

The huge glass windows of the skyscraper sealed them off from the outside world. The air conditioning was heavy, Federico cold. The only decoration in the place was an arrangement on a sideboard of unusually large, green calla lilies with chunks of black wire wound around the stems. It was ugly; Federico didn’t understand it.

As he read through the document, he felt as if a film was descending over his eyes . . . “One million dollars for every year of marriage . . . equal division of assets resulting from the sale of any artwork acquired during the marriage . . . any property jointly-acquired during the marriage or jointly-held will be deemed to be owned equally with each party entitled to fifty percent (50%) of the net equity of the property, regardless of the initial or ongoing proportion of each party’s investment . . .” 

He’d offered no resistance to any of it. Neither had Accardi. Perhaps because they were dazzled by the terms. Was this his father-in-law’s way of apologizing for requesting that he even sign a prenuptial agreement?

Emily had already signed hers. It would have been crass to have had to sit across the table from one another contemplating the end of their marriage before it had even begun. It would have made Emily, who was so sweet and so optimistic, weep, and no one could bear that.

Washburn slid the papers across the table one by one. There were red plastic tabs on those he was supposed to sign. Federico could feel that Washburn didn’t trust him, even though he was now about to become a member of the family. What could he possibly not trust? Did he see something in Federico that he himself didn’t see? There’d been hardly any negotiation at all because the terms Henry offered were so generous.

As Federico signed each of his allotted pages, Accardi watched with a weary gaze. At last, it was done, and Federico put down his pen.

“Well,” Henry said, rising from his chair with a sigh of relief. He reached across the table to shake Federico’s hand. Henry’s handshake was crushingly strong. He was eager to confer his goodwill—very American, Federico thought. Henry was fair haired and blue eyed, much taller than his son-in-law-to-be, handsome and intimidating in his power and energy. Federico was slender, of medium height, with dark brown hair and olive skin, though his eyes—somewhat surprisingly, given his dark coloring—were a blue-hazel color.

Federico figured Henry had inherited his handsomeness from the generations of beautiful women who’d married the rich and unattractive Woodford men, most of whom, Federico judged from their family portraits, were pale people with small chins and protruding eyes. The women’s good looks, after many generations, had permanently seeped into the family line and begun to dominate it. When Federico was with the Woodfords, he was always conscious of being dark amongst the light. There was no one in the Woodford family, or among their circle of friends, whose coloring was as dark as his, and he felt like an alien among them, a foreigner, which of course he was.

Outside in the hall, the group dispersed. Federico and Henry waited together in uneasy silence for the elevator, not looking at one another, except when Henry gave Federico a small, encouraging smile. As always, Federico was shy with Henry, with his largeness of spirit and movement. But despite his height and his wealth, Woodford had a certain hesitation about him, which Federico found endearing and a relief. He understood the awkwardness a future son-in-law would feel with his fiancée’s father.

As they exited onto Third Avenue, Henry shouted over the din of traffic and construction next door, “I think we deserve a drink! Got time for a toast?”

“Sure,” Federico said. “I’m not meeting Emily until seven.” Whatever Henry wanted, Federico would politely agree to.

“We could go to my club,” Henry said. “I never go there, but it’s just ten blocks away and it’s not crowded this time of day.”

Henry led the way, pushing through the mass of people. Thank God for the noise, which made talking impossible. The prince never quite knew what to say to this man. They came from two different worlds: Federico from the stultifying culture of his elders in Rome, the younger, more contemporary crowd at the Istituto, and the gigs he’d played in clubs with his band (stupidly named “I Giovani Stalloni”); Henry from the educated, democratized, fourth-generation wealthy class of this country—quite another sort.

Henry’s red brick club was on Fifth Avenue, on the corner across from the park. They entered the cool black-and-white tiled marble lobby with its perfect, echoing quiet. The doorman, trained to recognize all members, even those who, like Henry, rarely came here, bowed his head. “Mr. Woodford, welcome.”

Up the curved staircase they went, to the lounge. It was a huge room, deserted in the afternoon, extending into the shadows, with a coffered ceiling, deep leather chairs and couches, and oriental rugs. There was a human-sized fireplace framed by the ivory tusks of some immense animal. The prince was used to these sorts of spaces. In Rome, of course, they were grander, older, ancient upon ancient.

They took their seats, and a waiter came and stood over them, notebook poised.

“Champagne?” said Henry.

“It’s a bit early for me for alcohol, I’m afraid,” Federico replied. “Just a coffee, please.”

“Well, I usually don’t drink before five either,” Henry said. “But I think I could use a whiskey today. Black Label,” he told the waiter. “With ice. And some nuts or something, please.”

Henry Woodford was, quietly, a very rich man. His wealth surrounded him, it was the air he breathed. The Woodford family’s wealth was largely invisible these days, except for their big, impregnable houses and their private island far out in the middle of Long Island Sound. There were no buildings with their name on them, no websites with products they manufactured. The original sources of their wealth had long disappeared, leaving only their money, which had grown immensely over the years.

Yet, Henry, to his credit, was acutely conscious of the needs of others. He never forgot that most people were not as fortunate as he, and that he must do his best for them. He’d abjured the career paths sometimes taken by men of his wealth such as working in a white-shoe law firm. Instead, he’d founded his own law firm in Westchester, doing pro bono legal work and serving the desperate and the indigent. Through the Woodford Foundation, and from his own funds, he also contributed millions to health care organizations, to education, to groups helping immigrants, and lobbying for housing for the homeless.

“Woodford” wasn’t a well-known American name, like “Rock-efeller.” The Woodfords were modest people, remaining extremely private for their own safety, and to protect themselves from fortune-hunters, thieves, swindlers, and people who constantly solicited them for money. Their name rarely appeared in newspapers, and the foundation often made its donations anonymously. The name could occasionally be found on the donor lists on the websites of nonprofit organizations, denoting old wealth that had faded into obscurity, and mostly unrecognized by the public.

Their fortune originated in the nineteenth century in a small West Virginia town actually called “Woodford” after Henry’s great-grandfather, Ephraim Consider Woodford. Ephraim Consider built steel mills, and coal mines to feed them, and railroads and ships to transport his goods. Ephraim Consider was also a war profiteer, his fortune greatly enhanced during the Civil War by charging the government exorbitant prices for raw materials to manufacture munitions. His workers toiled twelve hours a day, with a half-day off Sunday to go to church. When they went on strike, Ephraim hired the Pinkertons, private security guards, and four workers were killed. Eventually, the family sold the business to the Japanese who closed the mills. Only a stamping plant and the hulking ruins of the factories remained. The town was a dying place. The old Woodford family mansion was now a small museum housing art that Henry’s grandparents had collected. It was open only part time and the building was in disrepair.

Henry was appalled by the origins of his family wealth, and his great-grandfather’s brutality. Over the years, the family had given money to the town for a hospital, a library, and a baseball field. Recently, Henry had retired from his law firm and decided to restore the old family home and make it into a real museum, hoping to attract tourists and revitalize the town.

Now, in the dim confines of the club, Henry turned to Federico and said, “I hope this prenuptial thing wasn’t too difficult for you.”

“Not at all,” Federico replied. “It’s only right that you look after your daughter. I completely understand.”

“It’s the best way. The Family Council decided years ago that everyone should do it as a standard thing. Not that anything would ever happen to you two. But it makes things easier.”

For a moment, Federico said nothing. Then, “I cannot imagine anything that would necessitate it. I am—” he hesitated and then said softly, because his and Emily’s relationship was a private thing and shouldn’t be discussed with a father, “Sono l’uomo più fortunato del mondo.” He found the English words, “I’m the luckiest man in the world.” Federico spoke English quite well, though when he was nervous, he reverted to Italian. He’d learned English in school from a British teacher, and spoke it with an English accent, occasionally using antiquated British constructions. Sometimes he couldn’t even understand American English, with its truncated sentences and its slang.

“It must be very hard giving up your daughter,” Federico said politely to Henry.

“It is hard,” Henry admitted. “But the fact that she’s so happy helps. She worries too much about me, and it’s really time she lives her own life.” He took a deep breath. “Everything’s going to be fine, and congratulations to you!” he said, lifting his glass to Federico. Perhaps the man really did need a drink after the afternoon’s events. “I couldn’t be more pleased.” Federico returned the toast with his coffee.

“Pardon me,” Henry asked politely, “but I’ve always wondered. What does it mean in Italy these days to be a prince? Does the family own land?”

He’d never asked Federico about being a prince before, but now that he was marrying his daughter, he was of course entitled to. Federico never referred to himself as such, but he knew that people in this country mentioned it when they spoke about him, especially out of his earshot. The title was part of his identity, his bones. In Italy, people knew it, but his friends at school and university weren’t impressed. They were mostly from upper class families too, and some were also titled.

“Everything was sold off after the War,” Federico said. “There used to be lands in Pistoia, but that’s long gone. And then came the tax reform and the cost of regulations governing proprietà principesca, ‘princely properties,’ ” he said, as always a little embarrassed when the subject of the ancestral lands came up because they were so far from the reality of his family’s situation now, and people always misunderstood that.

He didn’t mention that his disreputable grandfather had squandered what was left of the family fortune in Monte Carlo. Federico’s late father had worked for an import/export company but never earned much, and his parents had to scrape together the money for Federico’s school tuition. His father was devoted to his son, but he was a sad, quiet man who spent his spare time researching the family history and trying to write a book about it. After he died, Federico had tried to get it published, but no one was interested. Family histories of the Italian aristocracy were a dime a dozen. To this day, all his father’s years of work lay dormant and unread on his desk.

Federico was an only child, his parents’ main focus in life. His mother, Isabella, was an aristocratic beauty with a fine, Roman nose and immaculate posture. Everything Federico did was “wonderful,” and he was “a brilliant musician,” though he wasn’t. She constantly made suggestions about how he could use his “talents.” During Federico’s adolescence, her praise became an annoying background music. He’d achieved nothing of what she expected, her endlessly encouraging words were a lie. But in the last few years, he’d begun to understand how her love for him had given him protection and hope.

“Of course, there are still some families with money,” Federico told Henry. “But a lot of people support their estates by giving tours and renting them out to tourists.”

His father had left almost no money, and Federico worried that he wouldn’t have the means to provide for his aging mother. They still had the big, old, dilapidated apartment in Rome, but they’d sold off all the art to make ends meet. Now there were only squares and rectangles visible on the faded walls where the paintings had hung, like ghosts documenting piece by piece the family’s decline.

Though Federico felt no particular pride in being a prince, he was aware that the title gave him some advantage, an identity at least, and extra importance in some circles. It was a label. Still, he had nothing else, and he wondered if, even for Henry, a democrat in his most basic self, the fact of his title made up for his deficiencies. Would Henry have approved of his daughter’s marriage to such a penniless man if he hadn’t been a prince?

“Being a prince really doesn’t mean a lot these days,” he told Henry. “The Italian government doesn’t recognize titles. There’s a lot of minor nobility hanging around, doing various things. Most of us—we’re just ordinary. I read that there’s an Italian prince out in California who’s selling pizza from a food truck. I even saw a place on the Internet where you can buy the title.”

“You’re kidding,” said Henry.

“I don’t know anything about it,” Federico said, and chuckled. “I saw that you can pay for it with PayPal.”

“But your family’s very old, isn’t it?” Henry asked.

“We’ve got a few Cardinals, a Pope. They often chose them from the nobility.”

He could sense Henry was running out of conversation and was searching for some area of common interest between them. “Emily tells me you’re a big soccer fan?” he said.

“Indeed. Yes,” said Federico. “I was on my team at school. I’m a bit of—what they call a ‘fanatico.’ But I’m not very good myself.”

“Do you follow any one team?”

“My team is Juventus. Ever since I was in school.”

“Emily says that you were volunteering to coach soccer to migrant children in Rome.”

“Yes. Emily came to one of our games.”

“She said she really admired you for what you were doing.”

Federico felt a sudden pang. He missed the boys, Efrem and Ahmed and Amir and Jamal. Ten- and eleven-year olds, mostly North African, with tough, cold eyes and hard, stoic faces, arriving at the run-down field on the outskirts of the city in the battered black van that Padre Matteo had managed to secure for them. Skinny kids, but the muscles of their legs were surprisingly sinewy from running around, picking up odd jobs, and often doing heavy work, although they were children, just to survive. Padre Matteo had found them in the illegal migrant camps around the city, camped out along the walls of the Tiburtina train station and in abandoned office buildings and parking lots.

Federico had spotted a sign in front of a church seeking volunteer coaches for a soccer team for migrant children, and had gone inside to find out about it. Padre Matteo, the priest, was a young-looking man, his own age, though balding, with smooth, pale skin. He was a big soccer enthusiast, and amidst the religious paraphernalia in his office—the cross on the wall, the picture of Christ, and the statue of the Virgin—the priest had a poster of Cristiano Ronaldo, who was playing for Juventus that year. He happily enrolled Federico as a coach. He warned him that the boys were wary and self-protective, and told him not to ask them questions about their lives—the Romans hated the migrants, and the police were always routing them; their existence was perilous.

But out on the dusty soccer field, the boys were transformed. Within minutes, they lost themselves in the game with amazing focus. They flew back and forth at lightning speed. Federico tried to keep up with them, yelling instructions and blowing his whistle, while Padre Matteo, on the other side, yelled at his team. The boys knew some rudimentary Italian from the streets, but they swore vehemently at one another in their own languages, which Federico couldn’t understand. At the end of the game, they came off the field smiling and breathless, their bodies gray with dust and dirt.

After a few weeks of coaching them, when Federico thought that they might have come to trust him, he demanded, man to man, that they translate the swearwords for him. Maybe because he was male, they told him. “Halay!” they said, giggling. That was supposed to be “Dumbass” in Tigrinya, apparently an Ethiopian language. “Kes Emak!” was an Arabic reference to “Your Mother’s Vagina!” When they explained the words to him—in a mixture of street Italian and sign language—Federico laughed, and they’d loved it.

Gradually, he learned a little about their lives, about how fleeting their happiness on the field was. What he discovered appalled him. The children slept in abandoned buildings on concrete floors, if they were lucky enough not to have to sleep outside on the pavement, and foraged for food in the garbage. They lived without running water, or toilets. He learned about a sick grandmother with no doctor to care for her. Some of the children didn’t appear to even have parents, although sometimes there was mention of a cousin or an older brother who had come with them on the boat across the Mediterranean. They were on their own, or they had only each other. They didn’t trust Federico enough to tell him exactly where they were living, fearing that he might inform on them. Anyway, they had no fixed abode. The Roman police came in the middle of the night, tore down the doors, smashed the windows and toilets, routed them, and beat them like rats.

When Federico took the New York job, he’d had to leave them behind. He felt somehow guilty about it. He said now to Henry, “I don’t know if I deserve Emily’s admiration that much.”

“I’m sure Emily’s admiration for you is entirely justified,” Henry said. He moved on to another topic. “I’m so sorry your mother can’t make it. I’d like to have met her.”

“I am too, of course. But the illness . . . is progressive, and my aunt can’t leave her—” He stopped. Since his father’s death, his mother’s mind had deteriorated, and it frightened him. She was becoming more dependent on him, and running out of money. Soon, he’d have to support her totally. Aunt Celeste had moved into the apartment to look after her, but Aunt Celeste was older than his mother.

“What’s wrong with your mother, exactly?” Henry asked.

“The doctors say it’s a form of dementia. But for the moment, she’s functioning okay, and I don’t have to worry about her as much with my aunt there.”

“I hope now that we can help out, from our end,” Henry said.

He’d been aware, of course, that perhaps the Woodfords might help with the two old women, but he didn’t acknowledge this to Henry. It would have been too obvious, that he was aware of how rich they were, and that he’d be willing to take money from them. He was already sending money home to Accardi to pay for a badante to look after them. But his bank salary would never be enough to live in New York and pay for a good, safe, permanent home for the two old women when they needed real care.

“That would be very kind,” said Federico. “But I hope I can manage.”

Henry took a breath. “So,” he said, “everything’s set. God, I hope the weather holds. We’ve got tents just in case. The boats for the guests are arranged for Friday. It’s a forty-minute ride. We’ve got the rooms booked on the mainland for people we can’t put up on the island.” The wedding was to be held on the Woodfords’ private island, which had been bought by Henry’s ancestors in the late nineteenth century as a hunting preserve. It was a special place to both Henry and Emily, a natural spot for the wedding. “I think you’ll really enjoy it,” Henry said.

Nearly an hour had passed, and the prince had had enough of this closeness to Henry. It was difficult having a dialogue with your future father-in-law. Despite Henry’s goodwill, Federico believed he was still scrutinizing him, still unsure of him. Possibly he thought that Emily’s money was an attraction. Federico was in love with Emily, but of course her father wanted to make sure his affection was honest, that he was good enough for his adored daughter.

The prince was awkwardly quiet for a moment, then he said, “Please don’t think I’m taking her away from you. You will always be part of our lives.”

“I know that,” Henry said. Federico felt a burst of affection for the man, for his care and optimism, and his determination to like the person his daughter had chosen.

The waiter arrived with the bill. Henry signed for it. Federico was free to go.

Outside on the sidewalk, they shook hands. Henry pulled Federico toward him, held him for a second and patted him rhythmically on the back. It was the first time Henry had embraced him.

As Henry stepped away, the weight of the responsibility of what was going to happen in a week’s time, forever, for the rest of his life, descended upon Federico—the act of marrying this man’s precious daughter, this sweet, small woman with only goodness in her, rich and sheltered and adored by her father, and who, apart from her mother’s death, had never known privation. That loss had colored her entire existence and fused her to her father and made her fearful of leaving him. When she went away to boarding school in Massachusetts, Emily had told Federico, she was so homesick that she’d begged her father to let her come home and finish up at the day school near them. At the age of twenty-seven, she still hadn’t moved out of the house.





Two

FEDERICO WATCHED HENRY’S TALL FIGURE WALK AWAY. HE HAD two hours to kill before he met Emily for dinner. There wasn’t enough time to go downtown to his apartment in the Village and back.

Strolling along in the heat, he felt empty, devoid of all excitement about what was to come. It scared him. Was it normal to feel this way now, on the eve of such a great celebration? Most people in his situation would probably be counting the hours in anticipation of the time when the knot would be tied and they’d hold their bride in their arms. For the merest second, Federico had the sensation of a great steel door clamping down in front of him. Did he even realize what he was doing? He quickly banished the thought. The decision was irrevocable.

Yet, he thought, maybe this feeling wasn’t so unusual, and perhaps it was natural for a man about to take this momentous step. Still, he felt as if he were moving through a tunnel of white light. He had no one in whom he could confide these feelings; these were not the sorts of emotions you could tell anyone about before your wedding.

It was late afternoon, the air was beginning to cool off, the hard gleam of sunlight on the pavement was softening. He walked up Fifth Avenue, past the tall apartment buildings with narrow strips of heavily mulched, artificial-looking impatiens and begonias alongside them.

He took out his cell phone and dialed Jean. She was possibly his one true friend in New York. After Emily, of course.

“Ciao. It’s Federico. I was passing by. We had our meeting about the prenuptial agreement. Would you like a visitor?”

“Oh,” she said. She seemed to be wavering. Usually, she was glad to see him.

“Is this not a good time?” he said.

Then, “Absolutely, darling!” she cried. “Come right over.”

Jean Gavron lived in an apartment building two blocks down. She was Henry Woodford’s art advisor. It was mid-June but not everyone had departed for the country yet, and she was still in town because she had clients to see. Jean was an Italophile, and when her husband, Mike, retired, they’d taken an apartment in Rome. Jean had introduced Federico to Emily at a party there when the Woodfords were in town for the auctions.

Federico went up in the elevator which opened directly into her apartment. Jean was there to greet him, dressed all in white linen as she often was, and wearing a necklace made of delicate steel loops, probably designed by one of her artists. She was in her mid-fifties, her hair was gray and straight, cut at an angle to her cheekbones which were high and sharp. Dark red lipstick and nail polish were the only colors on her body. She was barefoot, her toenails perfectly groomed.

“Should I take off my shoes?” he asked. Jean usually liked people to do that.

“It’s okay,” she said. “You can leave them on. Come in, come in!” she said, giving him a hug. She seemed hyper today. “How was the meeting? How was Henry?” she asked. “Do you want something?”

“Just water, thank you,” Federico said, following her into the kitchen. “Henry was great.” Jean’s maid, a Spanish woman, in a blue uniform and white apron, was there.

“Marienella, you remember my friend, Federico?” Jean said. Federico had observed that the American rich often introduced their friends to their servants by their first names.

Marienella nodded. “Yes. Of course,” she said.

Jean’s thin figure moved quickly to the refrigerator. He saw that she was agitated. Though she was customarily effusive, she seemed unusually nervous today. She poured him some ice water from the fridge and led him back down along the hall to the living room.

“Henry was wonderful,” Federico said.

“How are you feeling now that the big day’s near?” she asked.

“Va bene,” he said.

“Only ‘okay’?”

“I guess I’m feeling a bit strange. I don’t know why. I know I should be grateful that Emily would have me. Maybe it’s the responsibility.”

“Feeling uneasy when one’s about to get married is totally normal,” Jean said. “In fact, I think if you don’t feel a bit uneasy, it’s bad. It means you’re not fully aware of what you’re taking on.”

“Yes,” he agreed. Jean was the only person in New York that he could confide in, though she was a generation older. She and Mike had no children of their own, much to Jean’s regret, she’d told Federico. Obviously, the need to be a mother was great in her. Jean “collected” young people, welcoming them into her life with warmth. She loved learning about their little triumphs and sorrows and romances. Jean was always there for her protégés, the recipient of their confidences—safer than their natural parents perhaps, because she kept their secrets and didn’t judge them. She was ready to offer advice, to reassure. Her willingness to listen was irresistible. But with this came the close scrutiny of her “children,” the awareness of their doings and their moods, that a real mother might have. Mike was more restrained. He’d been an investment banker, and was a genial, confident man, more a spectator of his wife’s enthusiasms, and her interest in art.

The apartment had been decorated to showcase the couple’s art, and there was nothing to distract from its perfection. It was all a peaceful gray, in tones of light and dark, the couches pale gray velvet, the walls paler gray, bare except for the precisely chosen art. The art was mostly small pieces that Jean and Mike had been able to afford or had gotten at a discount from dealers who wanted Jean’s business. On one wall there was a sort of box containing an etching of curved black and white lines; beside it, a framed sketch of lines and squares and animal forms. Various plastic objects were mounted on the walls. Each work was framed, sacred and revered, and hung precisely within the moldings.

As Federico looked around, Jean watched him, smiling—too brightly, he thought. He nodded at one of the pieces, a painting of a perfect red rectangle, within it two smaller rectangles, one yellow, one dark orange.

“Who’s that by?” he asked.

“That’s our newest ‘child,’ ” she said. “It’s a Donald Judd. We got it for a very good price. We were lucky.”

“I’m rather ignorant about art,” he said. “I know just a bit about the old stuff my family had.”

“You’re going to learn a lot now from Henry.”

He sighed, holding the cool glass of water in his hands, watching the condensation run down the sides.

“I owe everything to you,” he said.

“Not really. Just an introduction. You owe the rest to yourselves.”

“I would never have known her without you.”

“Well, thank you for that.” She grew serious, glanced nervously at him, looked away.

“Something’s happened,” she said.

“What?”

“Did you know Christina’s in New York?”

He felt his heart seize. “No,” he said slowly.

“She’s going to the wedding. She called me when she got in. I found out she was staying in some awful hotel in Midtown. I couldn’t let her do that. I insisted that she stay here and go out to the island with us.”

Federico hesitated. Why on earth had Jean done this?

Then, softly, he echoed the name, “Christina,” he said. “I didn’t know.” As he had Emily, he’d also met Christina through Jean in Rome. Christina was half-Italian, and Jean had known her American mother there. People in the American expat community socialized with one another. And coincidentally, Christina had gone to boarding school in the States with Emily when they were girls.

“What’s she up to these days?” he asked.

“She’s been in Rome living with her mother, working in some vintage clothing store, trying to finish her degree. Emily wrote her and invited her to the wedding, but Christina wrote back and said she was sorry, but she wouldn’t be able to come. She couldn’t afford the ticket. So, Emily insisted on sending her a ticket.”

Federico’s shoulders slumped, he felt suddenly weighed down. “When is she coming?” His words came from far away. He could hardly hear himself.

Jean looked fearfully at him. “Any moment now. I couldn’t avoid it. I’m sorry. She was already here when you called. She just went out to get something.”

He faltered, “Is she still the same? As . . . beautiful?” the words escaping despite himself, his eyes now focused on Jean’s front door.

She looked at him anxiously. “Yes,” she said.

Just then, the house phone in the hall sounded. Jean went to answer it, and he heard her muffled tones as she spoke into it. She came back into the room, sat down, and stared at him. He gave back the look—there was almost the intimacy of mother and son between them now.

Federico tried to keep his face expressionless, to conceal his anticipation, although he knew Jean was aware of it.

The doorbell rang and Jean left the room again. He heard the gleeful sounds of greeting, and Jean lowering her voice. He was aware of them coming down the hall toward the living room.

And there she was, standing before him, tall, slender, long necked, her dark blonde hair pulled back today, her skin luminous in the heat. She wore a sleeveless blue cotton dress, loose-fitting and plain, with a low, square neck, which showed her slender arms and legs, and her thin feet and long toes.

Unmoving, she looked back at Federico, her head held high, amused. This was Christina, strong, defended, slightly mocking.

“Federico!” she said. “I didn’t know you were here.”

He went toward her. They kissed on both cheeks in the formal, European manner, and the familiar fragrance of her body enveloped him, the scent of the lavender shampoo and lotion which had always emanated from her. He stepped back. He saw that her pale green eyes were laughing at him, and yet he saw too, beneath that, the hardness and the hurt.

“What brought you here?” he asked.

“I’m coming to the wedding,” she said.

“I heard.”

“Emily couldn’t bear that I wasn’t coming. She sent me a ticket. I hated accepting it, but she kept saying that it was for her, not me, and I had to be there!” Emily had told him nothing about this, perhaps because she had no idea how well he knew Christina. He had never told her the full story.

“I’m so glad,” he said, though he wasn’t.

Jean was looking unhappily from one to the other. “Christina, are you hungry?” she said. “Have you had anything to eat yet?”

“No, no. I’m not very hungry in this heat. But maybe, if it’s not too much trouble, I’d have some iced coffee if you’ve got it made?”

“Good. I’ll run and fetch it,” Jean said, hurrying out.

After she’d gone, Christina stood without speaking, eyebrows raised, her smile crooked, a question, a challenge on her face.

“Well?” she asked.

“Yes?” he said, pretending not to understand what she was asking.

“It’s been over a year,” she said.

“You haven’t changed. How have you been?”

“I’ve been okay!” she replied, in her bright, arch way, smiling at him dazzlingly, daring him.

“That’s good,” he said nervously. And he felt the old, overwhelming heaviness that came to him whenever he saw her, as if his legs were made of sponge.

“Emily lo sa?” she said, reverting to the language of their intimacy. “Does Emily know?”

“Know what?” he asked deliberately in English, though he knew exactly “what.” By asking the question, he could diminish the whole thing, as if he’d forgotten it. Or, more importantly, that she should have forgotten—he hoped. If so, he’d be less guilty.

She looked back at him with her unwavering eyes, glowing, her arms and legs uncovered, unbearable.

“I didn’t know you were coming,” he remarked, for want of anything better to say.

She raised her eyebrow. “Do you mind?” she asked.

“Of course not. Emily knows we knew each other in Rome.”

“Did you tell her the rest?” she asked.

“No. Why should I?”

“You didn’t think it was right to tell her?”

“Why? It was the past.”

“Yes. But a big part of the past, don’t you think?” she said. Another challenge.

“I didn’t think it was necessary.”

Now he could see the hurt. Her features set. For a moment, the shield had fallen away.

“I’m sorry,” he said hastily. “You never told her yourself?”

“We used to be very close when we were in school. We’ve hardly seen each other since we graduated from school. And you know me. I’m very private.”

She let this hang in the air between them. At last, she said, “I want to have one hour alone with you, before it happens.”

For a moment, her audacity took his breath away. Then it all came rushing back to him, a sensation like an electrical current coursing across his skin. “Oh, Christina,” he said. “No.”

This time her smile was cold. “Very well.”

He saw it, said nothing. Then he said, “Do you still have the same cell phone number?”

“Yes,” she said.

And her smile became hope.





Three

LATER, AS THE SUN FELL ACROSS THE CITY, GOLD AND ORANGE, making everything seem worthwhile again, Mike Gavron came home and found his wife sitting anxiously on the couch and twisting her fingers. Mike was a big, ruddy-looking man, with a head of bushy, white hair.

“What’s up?” he asked, recognizing signs of trouble. He threw his keys into the dish on the table, took off his shoes, and went to kiss her.

“Federico was here,” she said, as if announcing a death.

“Good,” he said. “They must be very busy getting ready.”

“Yes. But I think it’s mostly in Emily and Henry’s hands.”

He looked at her. “So, what’s wrong?” he asked.

“Christina Verano.”

“What about her?”

“She’s here. She’s going to the wedding. I invited her to stay with us. She and Emily knew each other from boarding school. She was Federico’s girlfriend before Emily. You’ve met her.”

“Of course. Very attractive girl.”

“She’s too young for you,” Jean said sharply.

“Silly woman,” he said, putting his arm around his wife and kissing the top of her head. “So, what’s the problem?”

“I introduced them.”

“I remember that.”

“They went out together. And then I introduced him to Emily.”

“Yes. Of course.”

“Christina arrived today and Federico came over.”

“Okay?” said Mike.

“Now she’s back and she’s going to his wedding with Emily.”

“Good.”

“What do you mean, ‘good’? You never pay attention to anything I say.”

“I do! I do, my dear. Always. Every word you say, I pay attention to. It’ll be good to have her. Where is she?”

“She’s having drinks with some friends. I gave her a key and told Carlos she was staying with us.”

“Oh,” he said.

“Now you see,” she told him.

“Does Emily know about the two of them?”

“I’m sure she knows they were acquainted in Rome. But the rest, I don’t know what she knows.”

“Well, it’s been a while, right? He’s not still interested in her or anything?”

“God—I hope not!”

“That’s good,” he said.

“Now you see,” she said. “Now you’re paying attention.” She rubbed her forehead. “What am I going to do? I introduced him to my client’s daughter.”

Mike was a pragmatic person. He’d negotiated a good retirement from his firm, and now filled his days with racquetball and opera. Life had treated him well. He cherished his intelligent and nervous wife. She was his window on the world, exposing him to the joys of art. Jean’s observations and insights always surprised and fascinated him. He himself accepted the world on its own terms. His wife made him feel safe. She looked out for both of them.

“Why would you even concern yourself with it?” he asked. “I don’t see why you’re worried. It’ll be alright.”

“I care about all of them. Emily’s so good, that girl.” She looked up at him, stricken. “What should I do? If it comes out that I introduced Federico to Christina, I’ll lose Henry’s friendship.” Henry was her principal client, and now she’d been given the huge—and lucrative—task of advising him on the expansion of his art museum.

“His daughter’s everything to him,” Jean said.

“For goodness’ sake. Henry’s a modern man. Do you really believe he thinks that his future son-in-law—what is he—he’s over thirty, right?—has never had another girlfriend? ”

“He’s very protective of Emily. He might be angry that I haven’t told him.”

“Why would you even bother to tell him? I mean, it’s the past, right? It would be odd for you to talk to Henry about something as private as his son-in-law’s previous relationships, his sex life.”

She sighed. “I guess you’re right.”

“So, where’s Christina in all this?”

“I think she’ll be fine,” Jean said. “Christina’s a real survivor. They’re three good young people.”

“I think you give yourself too much credit, my dear,” he said.

“I hope so,” said Jean. “I need a drink.”

“What’ll it be?”

“Gin and tonic.”

He went to the bar cart and mixed the drinks.

“Maybe we should think of someone for Christina to marry,” she said.

“Do we know anyone?” he asked, bringing her drink to her.

“I can’t think of anyone right now,” Jean said glumly. “But it’d make everything safe, wouldn’t it?”

“ ‘Safe’?”

“Yes. Safe,” she said.
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