
[image: cover]



The
Replacement
Wife

Eileen Goudge

[image: img]



“But love is blind and lovers cannot see

The pretty follies that themselves commit.”

—William Shakespeare,

The Merchant of Venice, Act II, Scene 6
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CHAPTER ONE

“We had a nice time,” Kat said.

Camille Harte felt her heart sink and the fizz go out of the celebratory bottle of champagne she’d mentally uncorked. In her line of work, she’d learned to read nuances and inflections the way a fortune-teller did tea leaves. It did not go well, she thought. Damn. She’d been so sure.

“But?” she prompted in a mild tone.

A lengthy pause at the other end of the phone, then Kat said slowly, “Well. He’s a great guy and all. But . . . Let’s just say I know more about his ex-wife than I do about him.”

Camille suppressed a sigh. Clearly, the message figuratively chiseled in stone over the doorway to the Harte to Heart Agency had failed to sink in with Mr. Once-Burned: Abandon all talk of exes, ye who enter here. Maybe she should require a minimum wait of one year following a divorce.

“What did you talk about besides his, ah, ex?” she asked.

“Oh, you know, his job, my job . . . the fact that we’re both into rock climbing and love jazz.” Kat ticked the boxes in a bored voice. “Did you know he has the ‘lost’ recording of Clifford Brown?” She grew slightly more animated. Camille did know, in fact; Stephen Resler had shown off his vast CD collection and state-of-the art sound system during her home visit. Less impressive to her was his Rat Pack–worthy bachelor pad, which had been in desperate need of a do-over. She’d called in her “commando” decorator, Jeffrey Rabin, and three weeks later, after a fresh paint job, updated window treatments, some new furnishings and throw pillows from West Elm, the place was transformed. Now any woman Stephen brought home wouldn’t feel as if she were entering the Playboy mansion circa 1967. Not that Kat would ever venture there; she’d seen enough, apparently. “Like I said, he’s a great guy,” she repeated without enthusiasm.

“So, no kiss?”

“What?” She gave a nervous laugh. “Oh, that. No. Definitely not.”

“If you had to rate the date on a scale of one to ten . . . ?”

“I don’t know. A five?”

She was being generous, Camille knew. Excessive talk of one’s ex did more than put a damper on the evening: It was the equivalent of a cold shower. She suppressed another sigh and absently pushed a hand through her hair, momentarily taken aback, as always, by its springiness. Hair that for the first thirty-nine years of her life had been bone-straight and in high school the bane of her existence (as well as the victim of several awful home perms and one truly tragic salon job that had left her looking like a cross between Orphan Annie and Lucille Ball), and which, after she’d lost it all to chemo, had grown back curly: her consolation prize, courtesy of the Man Upstairs.

She smiled into the phone. “Not to worry. It wasn’t a good fit, that’s all. We’ll keep trying.”

“You still think he’s out there?” Kat asked in a small voice. A reporter for a local TV news station, she was known for her fearlessness and hard-charging investigative style, but here she was just another single woman pushing forty who’d caught the brass ring but not the gold.

The “he” in question was someone tall, handsome, kind, family-minded, with a good sense of humor who earned a high six-figure income. “He” drove a luxury car, owned not leased, and lived on a high floor in an upscale neighborhood, preferably in the 212 area code. “He” led an active life and had the body to show for it, and was equally super-charged in his profession (with, ideally, a corner office to show for it). “He” was able to secure prime tables at the best restaurants, knew the difference between gnocchi and gnudi and could knowledgeably discuss wines with sommeliers. “He” was a skilled lover who knew how to pleasure a woman. And, last but not least, “he” would never, under any circumstances, cheat on “her.”

Camille’s high-powered female clients wanted in their personal lives what they strove for in the workplace: the position to which they felt entitled, with all the attendant perks and benefits.

So much for simple kindness and a great smile.

Camille hadn’t had a wish list when she met Edward. While these days she might liken herself to a fairy godmother who waved her magic wand to spin white satin out of Calvin Klein executive threads, back then she’d been too inexperienced to know what she did now, at forty-two. As a teenager, she’d devoured paperback novels that featured corseted bosoms and bronzed, bulging pecs on the cover. Other than that, she hadn’t had a clue what to look for in a man. She’d merely gotten lucky with Edward. She hoped the same for Kat that she did all her clients: that they wouldn’t be so blinded by their expectations they’d fail to see what was in front of them.

“Absolutely,” she replied.

“You don’t think I’m being too picky?”

“You’re entitled.”

Camille didn’t believe in settling. The right man was out there. And Kat had a lot to offer. Looks-wise, she was an eleven on a scale of ten, with a glamorous and highly visible career. The trouble with her was she had so much on the ball, the ball had just kept rolling. She’d come of age having men fall at her feet and had happily partaken of all that fallen fruit. But as she’d grown older, the pickings had grown thinner. By the time she was in her mid-thirties, most men her age were either taken or had more baggage than the cargo hold of a 747. “I’m not looking to play Florence Nightingale to the walking wounded,” she’d stated bluntly in their first interview.

“Aye, aye, Captain,” Kat said now. “But if he’s still a no-show by the time I turn forty, I’m officially declaring him MIA.” She had a sense of humor about it, at least, which put her in good stead.

Camille hung up feeling more spurred on than discouraged. She was reminded of why she’d chosen this profession. It was the Rubik’s cube of romance: challenging, yes, but also deeply satisfying when you got all the little colored boxes to line up. Mostly, it was a matter of applying her expertise—a matchmaker was combination headhunter, den mother, makeover artist, and shrink—in finding someone who either fit a client’s requirements or fulfilled some subconscious need. But she also had to know when to go with her gut. And judging by the number of successful matches she had made—more than three hundred to date—she figured she must be doing something right.

She thought back to her most recent triumph. At first glance, Alice Veehoffer and Andy Stein appeared to have nothing in common other than that their first names both started with an A. Alice was a chemist who spent her days cozying up to test tubes, Andy a customer relations expert whose job relied on the personal touch. The ideal Sunday for Alice was wandering on her own through a museum or curling up with a good book at home, and for Andy hanging out with his pals or bicycling in Central Park. Their first date had been an unmitigated disaster, with Andy doing most of the talking, and Alice, as she put it, relegated to the role of “crash-test dummy.” But Camille had had a gut feeling, and she’d prevailed on them to give it another go.

The second time was the charm. Andy took Alice to a showing of The African Queen at the Lincoln Center Theater, and afterward they chuckled over the unlikely pairing of Rose and Charlie and how it mirrored their own. Which, in turn, led to a discussion of things they did have in common. They’d both minored in Russian in college, were passionate foodies, and loved to travel. Alice described a recent trip to Saint Petersburg; Andy regaled her with tales of his junior year abroad in Florence. They talked for hours—about everything from Russian literature to their careers and what more they wanted out of life—while nibbling on salumi and sipping prosecco at Bar Boulud.

Five months later, they were standing under the chuppah, saying their vows. At the reception afterward, Andy raised his glass in a toast to Camille, saying with heartfelt gratitude, “Cupid may be a lousy shot, but you scored a bull’s-eye.”

She was nothing if not persistent. It was the same persistence that had kept her going when she’d been at death’s door the previous year. A year that, to quote the good Queen Elizabeth, had been her own personal annus horribilis. First there was the shock of diagnosis. Radiation and chemo followed, then with the cancer continuing its relentless Sherman’s March, a stem cell transplant, which left her battling everything from mouth sores to a blood infection. Even after she was released from the hospital, she was dog-tired most days and prone to nausea and fevers. Nevertheless, she dragged herself to work whenever humanly possible. And when all her hair fell out, she bought a high-priced wig from a shop in Borough Park, Brooklyn, that specialized in sheytls—the first goy ever to cross the threshold, from the astonished look on the Hassidic shopkeeper’s face. Most importantly, she adhered to her cardinal rule: Never let on. Her clients didn’t need to feel sorry for her while fretting about their own uncertain futures.

“Dara, get Stephen Resler on the line,” she called to her assistant.

Dara Murray sat at the only other desk in the agency’s tiny office on the twenty-ninth floor of the Hearst Tower, at West Fifty-Seventh Street and Eighth Avenue. All client meetings took place outside the office, mainly in restaurants or coffee shops, or if the client was from out of town, Camille traveled to meet with them (at their expense), so the small space suited them. Over time, it had taken on the look of a college dorm room. On Dara’s desk sat a framed photo of the all-girl rock band for which she’d been bass guitarist back in the day; next to it, an outsize martini glass from some promotional event. On the table against the wall an iPad dock shared space with an espresso maker, and the loveseat where they took their proverbial coffee breaks held a plush parrot, a souvenir from a recent trip to Key West, and a needlepoint pillow with the slogan Kiss a frog . . . you might get lucky.

“He’s in a meeting,” Dara informed her after she’d placed the call. “His secretary wants to know if it’s urgent.”

Urgent? Of course it was urgent, Camille thought. If she’d learned anything from the past year, it was that life was short. And Mr. Once-Burned wasn’t getting any younger. He was paying her good money to find him a wife, but so far he’d sabotaged three dates with three separate women. Reports from the front had a disturbingly similar ring: The evening would start out promisingly enough; then a couple of drinks in, as it was getting cozy, talk would turn to the subject of his ex-wife. He wasn’t even aware of it half the time and was always remorseful afterward. On the plus side, he didn’t get defensive when she pointed out the error of his ways, and unlike many of his Wall Street brethren, Masters of the Universe for whom image was everything, he wasn’t out to land the “perfect ten.” He was more interested in whether a woman was smart and her heart was in the right place than in her bra size.

“I’m not looking for perfection,” he’d informed Camille over lunch at Patsy’s, at their first meeting. “I’m not the guy who wants Angelina Jolie but who isn’t willing to take a good look in the mirror. I don’t delude myself into thinking I’m Brad Pitt. That said, I think I have a lot to offer.”

“That you do,” she agreed wholeheartedly.

Stephen Resler was an inch or two shorter than most women wanted in a prospective husband, with close-cropped hair that was thinning on top, but he made up for it with an abundance of charm, smarts, and sheer physicality. He’d grown up on the mean streets of the South Bronx having to defend himself with his fists, and despite his Ivy League education and years as a Wall Street mover and shaker, he still looked the part: sturdy as a truncheon, with a gaze that could cut through steel and a muscularity that didn’t come from power lifting at the gym.

He had some rough edges—evident in his expansive hand gestures and tendency to drop his r’s; also his references to family members who were cops and firefighters—but what might be a turnoff for some would be a refreshing change of pace for others: There was nothing metrosexual about Stephen Resler.

“I just have one question,” she said. It was the same thing she asked all prospective clients who were licking their wounds after a divorce. “Are you sure you’re ready for this? Because I get the feeling you’re still not over your ex.”

Stephen gave a rueful smile. “What can I say? Yeah, I still think about Charlene. Probably more than I should. But that’s gotta count for something, right? Shows I’m a caring guy.”

“For this to work, you first have to get someone to care about you,” she said in a firm voice. “And that, I can assure you, isn’t going to happen if she feels she’s in competition with your ex.”

He put his hand to his heart. “I’ll be on my best behavior. I promise,” he vowed.

Famous last words, she thought now, a bead of exasperation rising despite her attempt to squelch it. “No. Have him call me back,” she told Dara. The come-to-Jesus with Stephen Resler could wait.

Dara hung up, returning her attention to her computer screen, where the contact info for Stephen Resler was highlighted. “Should I file him under Lost Cause or Hope Springs Eternal?”

Camille sighed. “He just needs some fine-tuning, is all,” she said.

“More like a kick in the ass,” joked Dara.

“Now, now.” Camille cast her a mildly reproachful look. If the situation were reversed—Stephen managing her stock portfolio—she would expect to see results. He should expect nothing less from her.

Dara shook her head in wonderment. “You never quit, do you?”

Dara was the living embodiment of Rule Number One: You didn’t have to be beautiful. She had the kind of looks that could be described as either homely or interesting, and yet because she had the confidence of a head turner and dressed the part—today’s outfit a slim skirt that hugged her bony hips, vintage rayon top, and death-defying heels—she never lacked for male attention. With her non-surgically-altered nose, blunt-cut hair the color of the Sumatran coffee she consumed by the gallon, wide-set green eyes accentuated by eyeliner, and the gap between her front teeth that had defied orthodontics, she reminded Camille of the young Barbra Streisand.

Camille flashed her a grin. “Nope. Don’t know the meaning of the word.”

She picked up the phone and punched in another number. She still hadn’t heard back from Lauren Shapiro about last night’s date with David Cohen. Not a good sign. Could something have happened to nip their romance in the bud? If so, Camille couldn’t think what it might be. The museum curator and bookish Columbia professor had hit it off on their first date, he as smitten with her as she with him. Not only that, they were perfect for each other in every way, both in their mid-thirties with similar interests and backgrounds, and both eager to start a family.

Though not necessarily with each other, it now appeared.

“We had sex!” Lauren moaned.

“That bad, huh?”

“No! It was fantastic!”

Camille smiled. “Okaaaaay. So, what seems to be the problem?”

“It’s too soon! He probably thinks I jump into bed with every guy I go out with.”

“I doubt that. But what if he does? That’s not necessarily a bad thing.” Camille reminded her that most men wanted a woman who was uninhibited in bed. In her eleven years as a matchmaker, she had yet to have a female client rejected for being too sexual. Usually, it was the opposite.

Lauren was too busy fretting to see reason, however. She sounded on the verge of tears. “The thing is, I really like him. I think he might be the One.”

“How do you know he doesn’t feel the same way?”

“He hasn’t called!”

Camille glanced at her watch. It had been less than twenty-four hours, too soon to panic. “I’ll see what I can find out.” She spoke in low, soothing tones. “In the meantime, try not to worry. I’m sure there’s a perfectly good explan—” She was interrupted by a call-waiting beep at the other end.

“Omigod. That’s him!” Lauren exclaimed breathlessly. She sounded more like a girl in junior high than a grown woman who was currently curating a major Rothko exhibition. “Gotta go.”

Click.

Camille was smiling as she hung up.

Minutes later, she was in the ladies’ room freshening up for her next appointment, with a writer who was interviewing her for an article for More magazine. She applied a fresh coat of gloss over her lipstick, then paused in front of the mirror, staring at her reflection as if at an old acquaintance whom she’d randomly bumped into. These days, it was always a bit of a shock whenever she saw herself in the mirror. In place of her bald head was thick hair that fell in loose, coppery curls to her shoulders. Skin once stretched over too-prominent bones now showed a fine tracing of lines around the eyes and mouth. No one would recognize her as one of the gaunt-faced, pink-ribbon-wearing ladies from her survivors’ group. Her blue eyes had regained their sparkle, as had her ring finger, where the gold band Edward had placed on it nearly twenty years ago, more recently relegated to her jewelry drawer after it kept slipping off, had resumed its rightful place.

Thank God for Edward. The wives in her group had fallen into two categories: those who’d been emotionally, and in some cases literally, abandoned by their spouses, and those like her whose husbands had been a rock throughout. Although the marriage had had its bumpy spots before she became ill, she had never felt so grateful for Edward as when she’d been bald as an egg, showing more bones than flesh. Nestled in his arms, she was a featherless baby bird that might otherwise be trampled. “You’re strong,” he’d whispered in her ear. “You’ll get through this.”

And so she had. Though even with her cancer in remission and her strength regained, she still felt fragile in some respects. There were nights she lay in bed unable to sleep, the old fear stirring like some restless ghost; waking hours when she felt its cold breath on the back of her neck. She didn’t tell her husband about those fears. Hadn’t she put him through enough already?

She returned to find Dara perusing the menu faxed over by the caterer, for next month’s meet-and-greet. The agency hosted one the first Friday of every month, open to all those on their mailing list, which typically meant anywhere from seventy-five to a hundred guests. The buffet supper was an added expense but worth every penny. In Camille’s line of work, presentation was everything. Good food and decent wine, low lighting and music conducive to romance kept it from being just another crackers-and-cheese event. Guests were inspired to dress up rather than wear what they’d worn to work that day. Everyone looked their best and shone their brightest.

“Your two o’clock called to confirm,” Dara reported without glancing up. Camille consulted her watch. Just enough time to get to the Mandarin Oriental, three blocks away, where she was to meet the writer who was interviewing her. “Oh, and don’t forget your three-thirty doctor’s appointment.” Dara had a mind like a motherboard when it came to keeping track of appointments.

Camille gave a short, mirthless laugh. “As if.” Today was the day she was to learn the results of her most recent PET scan, a moment of truth that loomed over her each time like the sword of Damocles. She put on her Burberry raincoat and grabbed her umbrella; it had been drizzling on and off all week, April showers that showed no sign of giving way to May flowers anytime soon, and if she couldn’t arm herself against potential bad news, at least she could stay dry.

IF CAMILLE HADN’T known better, she’d have taken Yvonne Vickers for a prospective client. The writer looked to be in her late thirties, with the body fat percentage of an Olympic athlete and blond hair boasting natural-looking highlights affordable only to someone with a six-figure income. The kind of woman who understood it was more about looking good in a T-shirt and jeans than in designer labels. Who, if she was looking for a husband (she wasn’t wearing a ring, Camille had noticed), would see it as an enhancement, not the antidote to lonely spinsterhood.

“What do you say to those who call your profession antiquated?” Yvonne smiled as she lobbed the question at Camille, tape recorder whirring on the table between them.

“We’re not all like Yentl in Fiddler on the Roof.” Camille gave a dry chuckle. It was a common misconception. She, for one, was the furthest thing from the stereotypical Jewish shadchen. She wasn’t even Jewish and if old-world matchmakers put a premium on modesty and virtue, she was all about style, flair, and the loosening of inhibitions. “Besides, my clients are the ones calling the shots, not their parents. They decide when and who they’ll marry. And believe me, the majority of them don’t have any trouble finding dates on their own.”

Yvonne eyed her quizzically. “Why do they need you in that case?”

“They’re busy with their careers and don’t have the time to keep testing new waters,” Camille explained. “Or in some cases, they’ve struck out a few times and don’t trust their own instincts.”

Yvonne arched an eyebrow. “But isn’t that just a highbrow form of pimping?”

Another misconception, this one not so benign. Camille struggled to hide her impatience. “My clients are looking for a life partner, not someone to have sex with,” she replied evenly. “It’s a simple matter of expediency. What might take them years, I can accomplish in weeks or months.”

The writer looked vaguely disappointed at not being able to get a rise out of her, but quickly moved to the next question. “So, Ms. Harte, what makes for a good match, in your experience?”

“Similar backgrounds and values mostly. That, and common interests.” Camille paused before going on. How to put it delicately? “I also have to keep in mind certain, um, physical preferences.”

Yvonne rolled her eyes, momentarily dropping her professional stance. “You’re telling me. The guys I’ve gone out with? Most were overage frat boys obsessed with big tits,” she confided.

Camille, aware of the whirring tape recorder, didn’t comment except to say, “I can’t deny looks are at the top of the wish list for most of my clients,” she replied with a small shrug. “Though women are more willing than men to overlook . . . certain flaws if the rest of the package is to their liking.”

“You mean if the guy’s filthy rich?” The blonde gave a cynical laugh.

“Well, yes, there’s that. But money isn’t everything.” I certainly didn’t marry for money. Edward was a struggling med student at the time. Rail-thin and badly in need of a haircut, with the pallor of someone who spent his days in a library carrel when he wasn’t in class. No, what had drawn her to him initially, in addition to the handsome face peering from under all that hair, was his inherent kindness and intelligence. “Mainly what women want is someone who’s smart and nice and can make her laugh.”

“And who’s good in bed,” Yvonne supplied. Camille smiled and sipped her Perrier. The blonde’s eyes dropped to Camille’s left hand. “You’re married, I take it.”

“Coming up on twenty years.” Camille’s face relaxed in her first heartfelt smile of the interview.

“How did you and your husband meet?”

“A suicide hotline, if you can believe it.” She laughed at the look of astonishment on Yvonne’s face—the story never lost its shock value. “Don’t worry, neither of us is suicidal,” she hastened to add. “I was concerned about a friend of mine, and Edward was the one who took the call.”

“How romantic,” observed Yvonne, her tone wry.

“It goes to show, you never know where you might find your soul mate.”

Yvonne dropped her gaze, leaning forward to adjust the volume control on the tape recorder. She consulted her notes before moving on to another topic. “I understand you were a marriage counselor before you became a matchmaker. Why the career switch, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“It’s a long story,” Camille said. “The short version is, I got tired of being around unhappy couples all day long.” There had been days when she used to drag home from work bruised from the verbal battles she refereed. “Now, instead, I get to play Cupid. It’s way more satisfying.”

Camille thought she saw a wistful look flit across the blonde’s face as she commented, “You must go to a lot of weddings.”

Camille smiled. “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But I don’t get invited to them all.”

Yvonne looked surprised by that. “Really? Why not?”

“Not everyone wants it known they required the services of a matchmaker.” Camille gave a sanguine shrug. “I don’t take it personally. As long as the story has a happy ending, that’s all that matters.”

“So you believe in happy endings?”

Camille thought of her husband and children, fourteen-year-old Kyra and eight-year-old Zach. Despite the past year’s ordeal, she was luckier than most. Not many forty-two-year-old women could say they had it all and mean it: a loving family, a fulfilling career. Her health, too, though it seemed she couldn’t entirely count on that. “Yes,” she answered unhesitatingly. “I truly believe there’s someone for everyone. Some people just need a little help finding that special someone.”

Yvonne smiled and sat back, crossing her slender legs and settling her notebook on one knee. “Which is where you come in.”

“Exactly.”

“How do they find you?”

“By referral mostly. But a lot of it is just chatting people up.” Camille was naturally friendly—when she was a child, her mother was constantly scolding her for talking to strangers—whether it was fellow guests at a social function, other ladies in department store dressing rooms or public restrooms, or seatmates on planes. Once, on the shuttle from La Guardia to Boston, she struck up a conversation with an attractive older man. By the time the plane touched down, she’d learned his wife of forty years had died four years prior and he was finally ready to start dating again. She gave him her business card, and six months later she was dancing at his wedding.

After she’d told the story, Camille glanced at her watch. A quarter to three. She’d have to leave now if she was to get to the doctor’s in time. Her stomach twisted. Never mind the results of the last two PET scans had showed no recurrence of her cancer, she was never able to face that moment of truth without a sense of dread. She rose, signaling the interview was at an end.

“Call if you have any more questions,” she said, shaking the blonde’s hand.

“Thanks for your time. I’ll let you know when the article comes out. Oh, one more thing,” she said as Camille was turning to go. Camille heard the note of hesitation in her voice and thought, Here it comes. She’d been expecting it since the moment she’d laid eyes on Yvonne Vickers.

“Yes?” she said, maintaining a pleasant, neutral expression so as not to betray her thoughts.

Yvonne confirmed her suspicion by blushing to the roots of her highlighted hair and asking. “Just out of curiosity. Do you, um, have anyone you think might be right for me?”

CAMILLE’S HEMATOLOGIST-ONCOLOGIST GREETED her with the usual dose of cheer. “Camille, you’re the only woman I know who manages to look fresh as a daisy even when it’s pouring rain outside.”

The same could be said of Regina Hawkins, MD. However frazzled or harried, she always looked as if she’d stepped out of an ad for Oil of Olay. Her tawny skin glowed like burnished sandalwood. Her black hair, pulled back in a bun, was as smooth as if naturally straight. Only her alert brown eyes hinted at what lay beneath the smooth exterior. They seemed to impart a challenge of some kind, as if she were mentally laying down the gauntlet. Cancer, you may think you’ve got this patient beat, but I’m one badass doctor you’re not going to want to mess with.

“It comes from being on intimate terms with my car service,” replied Camille with a laugh.

“How’s the shoulder?”

“Still a little sore. I’m sure it’s nothing. You know us Type A’s, we tend to overdo it at the gym. It’s probably just a pulled muscle.” Camille massaged her right shoulder, wincing slightly.

Her doctor nodded slowly, offering no comment. “Why don’t we step into my office?”

Camille tensed up again. Her fate awaited her. What would it be, the lady or the tiger? The discomfort of the test itself, lying perfectly still for an hour inside the scanner while the radionuclide that had been injected into bloodstream did its work, seemed a minor inconvenience compared to the gut-churning anxiety of waiting for the results. Then, she’d imagined her body a traveler en route to an undisclosed destination. Now she’d arrived.

Regina’s office was more homey than officelike, with its handsome furnishings and beautiful old Berber rug over polished floorboards, its walls covered in cream wallpaper flecked with pale blue, which made her think of vanilla ice cream topped with sprinkles, and hung with watercolors painted by Regina’s husband, a well-known artist. She headed for the cozy seating arrangement where she and her doctor had sat on numerous prior occasions, discussing test results and treatment options while sipping tea. Even on a rainy day, the room was filled with light, and though the view out the mullioned windows was of the hospital across the street where she’d spent so many bleak hours, she was heartened by signs of spring: new grass and rows of tulips and daffodils, which fluttered in the breeze like bright-colored pennants heralding a grand opening.

Regina sat down across from her and pulled a set of computer-generated prints from a manila envelope that bore the return address of the radiology lab. Wordlessly, she spread them out on the table in front of Camille, like a fortune-teller laying out Tarot cards. Camille stared at them. Over the past year, she’d become as adept as a medical professional at reading test results, so she knew instantly what she was looking at. Time slowed to a standstill. She felt a vein at the base of her neck start to throb. At last, she lifted her head and looked her hematologist-oncologist in the eye.

“Does this mean what I think it means?”



CHAPTER TWO

“Beach, or are you more interested in sightseeing?” asked the travel agent, a trim blonde in a blue suit and gold earrings, whose colors mirrored those in the poster on the wall behind her, of some tropical vacation destination: blue sky, sunny beach. A beach, strangely, without tourists.

Edward smiled and shook his head, contemplating the poster. “I’m not really sure, to be honest.” His and Camille’s last vacation was . . . what? Anguilla, the Cap Juluca resort, four anniversaries ago. Between their busy schedules and the children, it seemed there was never a good time to get away. Then, this past year, it became impossible. The weeks and months were consumed with tests and procedures and hospital stays, not just the usual demands. There had been no talk of the future, then; it had been enough just to get by day to day. He felt the old burning in his ribcage at the memory, and fought the urge to press a hand to his chest—he didn’t want the travel agent to think he was having a heart attack—straightening his tie instead. No sense dwelling on the past. Camille was fine now. No reason they couldn’t plan a getaway. “I’d ask my wife, but I want it to be a surprise. We’re celebrating our anniversary next month.”

“Oh?” The woman brightened. “Is it a big one?”

He nodded his head. “Our twentieth.”

“Well, that makes it even more special. Let’s see . . .” Her hand skimmed over the stacks of glossy brochures on her desk before she selected one and handed it to Edward. “What about a cruise?”

He glanced at the brochure, suppressing a shudder. “I’m not much of one for cruises.” He’d never been on one, but as he eyed the photo on the brochure all he could see was a floating hotel from which there was no escape, peopled with card-carrying AARP members and featuring endless games of shuffleboard and all-you-can-eat buffets. Besides, the entire time Camille would be schmoozing up the other passengers—not exactly the second honeymoon he had in mind. He set the brochure aside. “I’m thinking maybe the beach.”

“Well, that leaves us plenty of options,” she said. Us? He envisioned the trim blonde in the blue suit trotting alongside him and Camille as they made their way down the ramp at the airport. “I could get you a honeymoon package. It’s near the end of the season, so there are lots of deals. What about Bermuda? The weather’s nice, and it shouldn’t be too crowded this time of year.”

“Bermuda?” He considered it while absently rubbing his chin, which was scratchy with beard stubble—no matter how closely he shaved in the mornings, he always came home from work looking like an extra in a gangster movie. “Isn’t that where they have the pink sand?”

“Why, yes.” She beamed at him. “In fact, there’s a lovely hotel on the South Shore that might interest you . . .” With a few keystrokes on her computer, she summoned up the hotel website, which showed a sandy beach the color of the laundry after he’d thrown the whites in with the colors (he was as bad at housekeeping, he’d discovered when Camille was ill, as he was at cooking), lapped by turquoise water, a cluster of cottages perched on the hillside above. “I could see if one of the ocean-view cottages is available, if you like.” He eyed her fingers on the keyboard, poised to strike, and shook his head.

“Let me think about it.” Already, he was regretting his impulse. He’d spotted the travel agency on his way home from work, and . . . well, it had seemed like a good idea at the time. God knew he and Camille could use a romantic getaway. He couldn’t recall the last time they’d so much as made love. But maybe surprising her with a trip to some exotic locale wasn’t the way to go about it. His mother, with her old-country superstitions, would call it tempting fate. “I’ll get back to you,” he said, rising to his feet.

Minutes later, he was striding along Amsterdam Avenue, headed back to his offices, at New York–Presbyterian. As he was leaving the travel agency he’d remembered the new batch of interns. They’d have that old crank Wendell Marsh, who covered up for his failing faculties by barking at everyone around him, for evening rounds if he didn’t offer to fill in (Marsh welcomed any excuse to shovel his workload onto others). It would keep the spark he’d seen in those eager, shiny-eyed faces from being trampled on, but Edward felt a ripple of guilt nonetheless. He ought to go home. Camille never complained about his long hours, but he knew it irked her. Another thing they didn’t talk about. What excuse could he give, anyway? The plain fact was he didn’t look forward to going home the way he used to before his wife became ill and almost died. It wasn’t her fault; none of it was anyone’s fault. But there it was. He loved his wife—that hadn’t changed and never would—but he felt as if he were continually holding his breath around her, looking up at the sky, knowing it could fall at any moment. It had once. It could do so again. Today, for instance, he’d been waiting to hear the results of the latest PET scan. He’d phoned Camille several times, but each time he’d gotten her voicemail. That, plus the fact that she hadn’t returned his calls, had him on edge, the ever-present fear, like a caged animal in the back of his mind, batting at its confines.

She’d have called if it was bad news, he consoled himself. Still, he wouldn’t be able to relax until he knew for sure. He slowed his step, pulling his cell phone from his coat pocket. It had stopped raining, so thankfully he had no umbrella to juggle while he dialed. He frowned when, once more, the recorded message with his wife’s voice clicked on. Damn. Why wasn’t she picking up?

She was always available to her clients. He couldn’t recall the last time they’d gotten through an entire meal in a restaurant without her having to attend to her buzzing BlackBerry or cell phone. Sometimes they called late at night, usually in a panic over some minor incident. It was as if these grown men and women had been transported back in time to their high school years, with Camille as combination best friend and guidance counselor. Why did she have to hold their hands every step of the way? It’s my job, she’d always say. It’s what I get paid to do. But what about him? Why couldn’t she pick up the damn phone for own husband?

Don’t be a prick. He blew out a breath, then when he could trust himself to speak in a normal voice, left another message. They both had demanding jobs; it wasn’t just Camille’s. All the more reason for a getaway. A week, ten days, would do them a world of good. He fingered the brochures the travel agent had given him as he was slipping the phone back into his pocket. He pictured himself strolling along that pink-sand beach in Bermuda with Camille. Afterward, they’d go back to their cottage and make love like they used to, back when the sight of her naked body stirred passion in him, not pity. When he didn’t have to shut his eyes to get aroused or keep from tearing up.

We’ll get there, my love, he thought, quickening his step. It started to rain again, heavy drops splatting against his scalp as he ducked his head, making him wish now for his umbrella. Up ahead loomed the Harkness Pavilion, where his offices were. Its lit windows glowed in the gathering twilight, a beacon of hope for some, and for others the last they would see of this earth. For him, it was the refuge home had once been . . . and would be again, God willing. He missed the old days. Eating dinner with his family, then cuddling with his wife on the sofa, watching old movies on TV after the children had gone to bed. Someday soon, he vowed, he’d find his way back to that.

In the meantime, what better way to begin again than with a romantic getaway? The question was where? He smiled to himself as he contemplated it. That should be their biggest problem.

CAMILLE ARRIVED HOME shortly before seven p.m. to find her children on the sofa in front of the TV and her husband nowhere in evidence. She hung her dripping Burberry on the antique coat rack in the vestibule. “Hey, what’s this? Don’t you have homework?” she called to Kyra and Zach. She was careful to inject a stern note into her voice. She didn’t want them to suspect anything was wrong.

Zach acknowledged her with a grunt, not taking his eyes off the TV, while Kyra, who like most teenagers was used to multitasking—at the moment, she was text-messaging one friend while talking on the phone with another—looked up at her with an innocent expression. “I am studying, Mom. Alexia’s helping me with my homework.” She gestured toward the textbook that lay open on her lap. It was unclear whether Alexia was the friend she was talking to on the phone or the one she was texting. “Oh, and FYI, Dad called. He said to tell you he had to work late.”

Camille already knew this from the last message he’d left on her voicemail. Normally, it would have annoyed her, but right now she was too numb to care. Earlier, she’d thought about calling him, but then she’d have had to explain why she was in a bar on Lexington Avenue, drinking a gin and tonic at an hour when she was usually home with the kids, and she didn’t want to have to break the news to him over the phone. Funny, though, even after two gin and tonics she didn’t feel the least bit drunk. Stranger still, she noticed as she stooped to retrieve a stray sock—one of Zach’s—from under the coffee table, she had no feeling in her fingers; they were as numb as the rest of her.

Leaving the children to their devices, Camille walked through the adjoining sitting room and dining room beyond on her way to the kitchen. The apartment, a classic nine in one of the gracious prewar buildings that lined West End Avenue, was almost sinfully large by Manhattan standards. She and Edward had bought it as a fixer-upper when she was pregnant with Kyra, and she recalled thinking she’d never have enough stuff to fill all its rooms. Now, fifteen years later, the spacious apartment, chockablock with furnishings and knickknacks and strewn with evidence of growing children as it’d once been with their toys—backpacks and Rollerblades, shoes and items of clothing, a hand-held Gameboy (Zach’s) here, a shiny pink iPod (Kyra’s) caught in a tangle of wires there—felt, like Baby Bear’s chair, just right somehow.

Not like the Upper West Side apartment she’d grown up in, which had been smaller but which had seemed enormous after her mother died. Memories flitted at the back of her mind. She’d been fourteen at the time, the same age as Kyra, and her sister, Holly, was eleven. The proverbial poor little rich girls, with their dad on the road three weeks out of every month, and their only living relative, Grandma Agnes, on the other side of the continent. There had been just the live-in housekeeper, Rosa, who was kind but spoke only broken English and who pined for her own children back in Puerto Rico. The burden fell to Camille to look after herself and her sister. It was she who took Holly shopping at Bloomingdale’s, where their father had a charge account, when she needed new clothes, and who helped Holly with her homework and made sure she bundled up before going outside in cold weather. She reminded their dad whenever there was a parent-teacher conference or school play. She even had to remind him about their birthdays, so he wouldn’t forget to buy a gift . . . or show up, period.

One time, Grandma Agnes became suspicious of the fact that their father was almost never around when she phoned. She demanded to know who, besides Rosa, was looking after them.

“Well, um, there’s Maureen.” Camille experienced a moment of panic before she plucked the name from midair. She didn’t want for her and Holly to be sent to live with their grandmother.

“Maureen? Maureen who? Is your father seeing someone?” Her grandmother was instantly on high alert, no doubt imagining that her former son-in-law had taken up with some floozy.

“No! Nothing like that.” Camille made no mention of her father’s secretary, with whom he’d been spending far more time than when their mother was alive—Louise, who’d become suddenly indispensable, even going with him on his business trips. Louise was no floozy. “She was, um, Mom’s friend. Her good friend,” she threw in for extra measure. It amazed her how easily she could lie.

“Funny. I don’t recall your mother ever mentioning anyone by the name of Maureen.” Camille pictured her grandmother standing in her kitchen, in Del Mar, with its view of the orange trees in the backyard, wearing one of her grandma outfits—no-iron slacks and a color-coordinated blouse, of which she seemed to have an endless variety—her hair teased into its signature apricot poof. She’d be on her way to a bridge game or to meet one of her friends at the country club.

“You probably just forgot, is all,” Camille said helpfully.

“I’m not senile,” her grandmother snapped, then her voice softened. “So does she come around often, this Maureen?”

“Oh, yes. She’s here practically all the time. She’s helping Holly with her homework right now.” The lie gathered momentum, like a kite caught in an updraft, tugging Camille along with it.

“Is she? That’s nice.” Grandma Agnes seemed satisfied. But before Camille could breathe a sigh of relief, she said, “Why don’t you put her on? I’d like to have a word with her.”

Camille broke out in a sweat, thinking she would never get away with this. But somehow the lies just kept tumbling out of her mouth, like the toads in the fairy tale about the two princesses. “Um, she can’t come to the phone right now. She . . . she just went into the bathroom.”

“In that case, I’ll wait.” Grandma Agnes was clearly in no hurry. Either that, or she still had her suspicions.

Camille was panicking now, imagining all sorts of things. Being put in foster care would be worse than having to live with Grandma Agnes. Would her grandmother sic the authorities on her dad if she knew the truth? She scrambled to extricate herself from the tight spot she was in. “It might be a while,” she told her grandmother. “She said she had an upset stomach.”

“Maybe she shouldn’t be around you and Holly if she’s sick.”

“Oh, it’s not that. She ate some bad sushi or something.”

Lie upon lie, springing from nowhere, but somehow she’d stumbled upon the magic words. If Grandma Agnes was suspicious of her dad’s activities, she was even more suspicious of raw fish: To her, sushi was downright barbaric. Naturally, if you were foolish enough to eat it, you’d get sick.

That was the end of her interrogation. Maybe because to pursue it would have meant getting on a plane, and Grandma Agnes was even more afraid of flying than of raw fish; their mom had always taken them to visit her instead. After that, whenever her grandmother phoned, Camille would sneak in casual references to Maureen, as if they were so used to having her around it was hardly worth mentioning.

Years later, at Grandma Agnes’s funeral, they were approached by a dear friend of hers, a woman by the name of Ivy Klausen. “What a comfort it was for Agnes knowing you girls always had someone to look after you when your father was away,” declared Ivy, sniffling into her lace-trimmed handkerchief. “If I heard it once, I heard it a thousand times—‘Thank God for Maureen!’”

Their father gave them a baffled look, as if say, Who the hell is Maureen?

The memory was a painful reminder, and now she moved about the kitchen as if on autopilot. The numbness was wearing off. Her fingertips prickled with sensation as she took out the chicken breasts their housekeeper, Graciela, had left to marinate in the fridge. She sliced French bread and assembled the fixings for a salad. She was sliding the chicken into the oven when her daughter walked in.

“Need any help?” Kyra asked.

Camille was touched by the offer. Kyra used to love hanging out with her in the kitchen, helping with supper, but these days it seemed every spare moment when she wasn’t with her friends was spent either texting them or gabbing with them on the phone. When Camille had bemoaned this fact to Edward, he’d reminded her, in that oh-so-reasonable tone of his that had a way of setting her teeth on edge, “She’s a teenager. What do you expect?” He was right, of course. And there was little to be done about it. So she tried to be more patient with their teenage daughter’s growing pains—which, truth to tell, pained her more than they did Kyra—and to delight in moments such as these.

She put on a smile. “Don’t you have homework?”

“All done, except for my English essay.” Kyra got out a knife and began slicing tomatoes, dropping them into the salad bowl. “Mr. Costello’s always giving us these bogus assignments. Like, whoever heard of doing a book report all in dialogue?”

“I don’t know. Sounds like fun.”

Kyra rolled her eyes. “With the Gossip Girls maybe. Not Pride and Prejudice.”

When Kyra was done with the tomatoes, Camille gave her a cucumber to peel. “When I was your age, I had a mad crush on Mr. Darcy,” she said. “I planned to marry a man just like him when I grew up.”

“Yeah, Dad kind of reminds me of Mr. Darcy.” Kyra smiled at her own joke. She was the spitting image of Edward: lean and lanky, with his olive skin and amber eyes and wavy dark hair, which when she was an infant had stuck straight up like down on a baby chick. Kyra was also the first to pick up on anything amiss—unlike her brother, who wouldn’t notice if bombs were falling—as evidenced when she looked up a minute later from chopping green onions to peer at Camille with a creased brow. “Mom, is everything okay?” she asked.

“Sure. Why?” Camille paused as she opening a bottle of salad dressing.

“You’re crying.”

Camille brought a hand to her cheek, surprised, and at the same time not surprised, to find it wet with tears. “Must be the onions,” she said, gesturing toward the green bits strewn over the chopping block.

“They’re scallions,” Kyra corrected.

“Can I help it if my nose is more sensitive than most people’s?” Camille attempted to make light of it, which was an effort in her current state. She felt as if she might crumple like a piece of aluminum foil with the slightest pressure.

Kyra let it go, but the worried look on her face remained. Life in their household was back to normal in most respects, but the aftereffects of the past year’s ordeal lingered still. Zach couldn’t sleep at night unless the night-light in his room was on. And Kyra remained watchful, quick to pick up on any change in mood.

Mindful of this, Camille was quick to change the subject. “How’s the new boy?” she inquired. Kyra looked up at her with what seemed a purposely blank expression. “I’m talking about Jan. Unless there’s another new kid I don’t know about.” Camille knew next to nothing about the mysterious exchange student from Norway, except that Kyra had a crush on him (which she would die rather than admit). “Is he getting along all right?”

“I guess.” Kyra’s expression turned glum. “Chloe Corbett volunteered to be his study partner.”

“And that’s a problem?”

Kyra frowned, bits of scallion flying from the end of her knife. “She’s such a bitch!”

“Language,” Camille chided.

Kyra stood with her knife poised in midair as if she’d like to bring it down on Chloe Corbett’s pinkie. “Sorry, but she is. She’s so pushy. She put her hand up before anyone else could.”

“Maybe you should’ve been a little quicker.”

“Mom! You act like it’s my fault.” Kyra’s brown eyes flashed with indignation.

“It’s not a case of being at fault, sweetie. You know the saying All things come to he who waits? Well, it’s a crock. If you want something, you have to grab it before someone else does.”

“How do I know if he even likes me?”

“You won’t know if you don’t go to the trouble to find out.”

Kyra’s shoulders slumped. “Chloe is prettier than I am.”

“Not true. You’re way prettier.” You just don’t know it yet.

“You’re only saying that because you’re my mom.”

“I also know what boys want. It’s what I do for a living, remember.”

Kyra said with mock gravity, “Mom, I’m only in ninth grade. I’m too young to get married.” Camille chuckled, but she was thinking that in some ways her daughter was more mature than other girls her age. She’d been through so much, more than any child should have to. No one knew better than Camille what it was to face the threat of losing a parent. A threat that had been realized, in her case. Would the same be true for her children? Her heart clenched at the thought.

Zach wandered in as she was taking the chicken out of the oven. Camille gave him the job of setting the table. “Should I set a place for Dad?” he asked hopefully as he was putting out plates and cutlery.

“Sure, but I don’t know if he’ll be back in time,” Camille told him.

Zach looked a little downcast but rallied as soon as they sat down to eat. At eight going on nine, he was like a half-grown Labrador puppy, all over the place when he wasn’t glued to the TV screen or some electronic device, with feet that were growing at twice the rate of his lanky frame. “Mom, guess what Ronnie got for his birthday?” he said excitedly as he was reaching into the breadbasket. Ronnie Chu was his best friend at school. “An iPhone!” he announced before she could take a guess. He took a bite out of his bread. “It’s so awesome. You should see all the cool apps it has.”

“Lovely,” Camille muttered.

Zach went on, “Isn’t that the coolest present ever?” Bits of chewed bread flew from his mouth as he spoke.

Camille ignored the not-so-subtle hint. “Why? Do you know someone who has a birthday coming up?”

“Mooooom.” He gave an exaggerated roll of his eyes.

My son, heart of my hearts. Camille recalled when Zach had entered the world nearly nine years ago, the joy she’d felt when the doctor announced, “It’s a boy!” Not that she wouldn’t have been as happy with another girl, but she’d always pictured herself with one of each. The complete family.

“Oh, it’s your birthday.” She smacked her forehead with the heel of her hand. “Geez, I almost forgot.”

“You didn’t really forget, did you?” Zach eyed her uncertainly.

If Kyra was the image of her dad, Zach was unmistakably the child of Camille’s womb. Auburn-haired, with Irish eyes that danced with mischief even when he wasn’t misbehaving and a mouth that frequently got him in trouble with his teachers at school. She took in the spray of freckles over his snub nose, the pouty lower lip and long eyelashes that would break hearts someday, the cowlick that made him look like a pint-size sixties doo-wop singer. A sense of impending doom slammed through her with the force of a freight train. How can I bear it? How will they bear it?

“Of course she didn’t forget, you moron,” said Kyra, giving her brother a playful swat.

“Can I have an iPhone? Please, Mom?” Zach begged openly, gyrating in his chair like when he had to go to the bathroom. “I swear I’ll never ask for anything again the whole rest of my life.”

“That’s, like, seventy more years going by the average life expectancy,” Kyra pointed out in a dry, pedantic tone. She sounded so much like her father, it brought a thin smile to Camille’s lips.

Zach, ignoring her, continued to plead, “Can I? Please?”

“It’s ‘may’ not ‘can,’ and no, you may not,” said Camille.

Zach’s lower lip edged out. “Give me one good reason.”

“I’ll give you two: One, it’s not a toy, and two, you’re too young. In a year or two, maybe we’ll consider it.”

You may not be here in a year, whispered a voice in her head. She almost relented then. Why deny him? But she knew she had to stand firm. Experience had taught her that consistency was key.

“That is so unfair!” cried Zach, throwing his fork down with a clatter.

Life is unfair. Get used to it.

But she only said mildly, “I know someone who won’t be getting dessert if he doesn’t stop acting up.”

Zach gave her a mutinous look. But it didn’t stop him from asking, “What’s for dessert?”

“You won’t know if you don’t behave. But I’ll give you a hint: It’s chocolate.” Camille had stopped at Sarabeth’s on her way home. “I’ll even throw in a kiss on the house if you’re really good.”

This time, when Zach protested “Moooom,” he was grinning as he said it.

After supper, the kids helped clean up, then they all changed into their pj’s and piled onto the sofa to watch Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows: Part 1 on DVD for the umpteenth time. Normally, Camille spent the hours before bedtime helping her children with their homework. Sometimes they played games—Scrabble or Pictionary or Chinese checkers—the kind that would keep their brains from going digital and remind them they were a family, not just a group of people who happened to live together under one roof. But tonight, a movie was all she was up for. Bookended by Zach and Kyra, she gladly gave herself over to the action on-screen.

It was well past Zach’s bedtime before she tucked him in and kissed him good night. “Who’s my favorite boy in the whole wide world?” she asked, as she had every night since he was a toddler.

He grinned up at her from his pillow. “I dunno. Who?”

“I’ll give you a hint: His name starts with a Z.”

Zach considered himself too mature for such “baby” games, but he played along nonetheless. He wrinkled his brow in mock concentration before delivering his line: “Me!”

“That’s right. And don’t you forget it.” She felt her throat tighten as she planted another kiss on his forehead. In his Spiderman pajamas, his cheeks ruddy from the washcloth she’d used to scrub his face, he looked more like five going on six than eight about to be nine. “Night, buddy. Sleep tight.”

Kyra was out cold by the time Camille looked in on her. Camille tiptoed over to the bed, smoothing the hair from her daughter’s brow. Asleep, Kyra didn’t look much older than Zach, the same angelic expression, smoothed of all fears and worries. Camille used to wish her children would stay little forever. Now she only wished she would be around to watch them grow up.

CAMILLE WAS SITTING up in bed, reading, when Edward walked in an hour later. “Sorry I’m so late.” He bent to kiss her cheek, bringing the cool breath of the outdoors. She closed the book on the page she’d been staring at, unseeingly, for the past forty minutes. “Rounds took longer than I expected. This new bunch of interns, you never saw such eager beavers—so many questions.” He grinned, and she felt a stab of irritation. Were those kids more important than his own?

But she only asked mildly, “Have you eaten?”

“I had a slice of pizza. Does that count?” he said.

She let out a small, involuntary sigh. Couldn’t he have made it home in time for dinner? She nearly said something, but bit her tongue instead. What did it matter in light of the news she was about to impart? News that would shatter whatever normalcy they’d regained.

“You didn’t get my messages?” He paused to give her a quizzical look as he was loosening his tie.

“I got them,” she said in a flat voice.

He eyed her anxiously. “You’re not mad, are you?”

“No, I’m not mad.”

He sat down beside her on the bed. “Did it go okay at the doctor’s? I figured when I didn’t hear from you . . .” He trailed off at the look on her face, his eyes searching hers as he sat there with his tie hanging askew. She said nothing, and his anxiety turned to worry. “Cam?”

She shook her head, the enormity of the news she had to impart expanding inside her and forcing the air from her lungs. She took in her husband’s dear face. His brown eyes, the color of whiskey straight-up; the close-cropped dark curls that in his student days used to brush his collar; his angular jaw shadowed with stubble. He’d always been handsome but had grown even more so with age. The only signs of wear and tear were the lines bracketing his mouth and the crease between his eyebrows. She reached up now to smooth the crease away, but it only deepened.

She drew in a deep breath and told him.



CHAPTER THREE

When the time came, Edward wanted it inscribed on his tombstone, not that he’d been the best doctor, but that he’d been a good husband and father. Or had tried to be—at this point it was more a goal than a statement. During Camille’s last bout with cancer, he had realized just how inadequate he was at running a household and caring for two children on his own. He wasn’t sure how it had happened, but what had once been a shared obligation had become primarily Camille’s. He was like the passenger in that old movie The High and the Mighty who was forced to fly the jet after the pilot fell ill. Somehow—more by the grace of God than his own efforts—he’d managed to keep the plane aloft. Now he was being told it was going to crash.

He sat on the bed, blinking rapidly to stave off tears, a fist-size lump in his throat. “We’ll get a second opinion,” he said, amazed at how steady his voice was. “I’ll call Gene first thing in the morning.” Gene Ketchum, chief of oncology at Sloan-Kettering, was an old friend from medical school. He took Camille by the shoulders, forcing her to meet his gaze. She looked like death. Jesus. “And even if it’s what we think it is, there are options. It’s not hopeless.”

“No, it’s not,” she agreed. “But the odds aren’t exactly in my favor.”

“You can still beat this. You did once before.”

“It was different then.” He shook his head in denial, and she went on, her voice rising, “Edward, the cancer isn’t just back—it’s spread.” The picture formed in his mind then: the bright spots dotting the radiologic image like emergency flares on a darkened roadway after a car wreck.

Still, he went on shaking his head. “It’s not hopeless,” he repeated. “Regina didn’t say it was hopeless, did she?”

“No, but you doctors never do.” She smiled grimly. “She was honest, at least—she told me I have a three percent chance at best. And that’s only if I undergo another stem cell transplant.” Camille shuddered visibly at the prospect. “Otherwise, I have maybe six, nine months.”

A jolt of alarm went through him, like the aftershock of an earthquake, more at the defeat in her voice than the bleak prognosis. “Refusing treatment isn’t an option,” he said firmly. She took his hand and squeezed it, her eyes mournful.

“Edward, I’m not sure I can go through that again.” The defeated look she wore matched her voice. But she was a fighter, he knew. He clung to the belief that she would regain that spirit once she’d gotten over the shock. “I’d like to spend what time I have left at home, not in a hospital bed hooked up to machines. That’s not how I want our children to remember me.”

“Better that than have them thinking you gave up,” he said more harshly than he’d intended.

She winced, and what little color remained in her face drained away. He knew she was thinking of her own mother, and he felt a stab of remorse. Here she was facing the worst, and he was making it even more difficult for her. He gathered her in his arms. She’d regained some of the weight she’d lost last year, but she was still too thin. Back then, she’d jokingly threatened to have “Handle with Care” tattooed on her rear end. He, in turn, had insisted she was indestructible. Now he was conscious of her breathing, and it was an effort not to count each breath.

He murmured into her hair, “We’ll get through this. Just like we did before.”

“Before, I had a fighting chance.” She drew back to look at him, her haunted expression piercing him.

Edward wanted to rail against God, shake his fist at the sky. But instead, he replied evenly, “The odds aren’t as good, no. But new treatments and protocols are being developed all the time.”

She gave a wan smile. “That’s just what Regina said.”

“She’s right. We could get lucky. You never know.” But even as he spoke, he knew it was only a remote possibililty. Years of testing and blind trials went into developing each new drug. Even if there were one shown to be effective for her type of cancer in the trial phase now, approval from the FDA could still be many months or years away.

“Good thing you’re not a gambling man, or we’d be bankrupt by now.” She shook her head, wearing a wobbly smile. Then the smile broke and the tears in her eyes spilled down her cheeks. “Oh, God. I don’t think I could bear it—holding on to hope. Maybe I just need to work on acceptance.”

Nowhere in Edward’s vocabulary were the words I can’t. And until now he’d never expected to hear those words out of his wife’s mouth. For Camille, the proverbial glass had always been seven-eighths full. It was one of the reasons he’d fallen in love with her. A memory surfaced, from when they were first engaged. They’d been on their way to grab a bite to eat one evening and he’d apologized for not being able to afford to take her someplace nicer than the neighborhood kebab joint, at which, she’d smiled and said, “I get to be a part of your future. Believe me, that’s way better than beef Wellington and a bottle of a fancy wine.” She tucked her arm through his as they strolled along the sidewalk near the Morningside Heights walkup he was sharing with a classmate until he and Camille could afford a place of their own. “As for that other stuff, we’ve got all kinds of time.”

“I won’t let you die,” he said now through gritted teeth.

She caressed his cheek, saying in a choked voice, “My darling. I know you’d move heaven and Earth if you could. That’s why I love you so much. Who else would’ve thought to take snapshots of the tulips along Park Avenue so I wouldn’t totally miss out on spring?” A smile touched her lips at the reminder of the last time she’d been confined to a hospital bed fighting for her life. “But even you can’t perform miracles.”

Desperation set in. “You can’t just give up,” he insisted.

“Oh, Edward.” She wiped away a tear. “I may not have a choice.”

A dozen arguments howled through his head, like the storm gathering force outside, but he didn’t voice them. She looked so spent. She’ll come to her senses after a good night’s sleep, he told himself. “We’ll talk in the morning,” he said. “Everything always looks brighter in the morning.”

“Come lie next to me.” She scooted over to make room for him.

Edward stretched out beside her, still in his suit and tie. How many evenings had they lain together like this, discussing the events of the day or venting some work-related frustration? It was generally run-of-the-mill stuff—a cranky patient or a demanding client, or one of the children acting up—complaints he’d have welcomed now. Instead, he could only stare up at the ceiling, taking shallow breaths to keep from reminding himself, and her, of his own disgustingly robust health. Neither of them spoke. It was several minutes before he felt Camille stir beside him.

“Kyra has a crush on a boy in her class,” she informed him. Her voice had a soft, dreamy quality. “His name is Jan.” She pronounced it “Yahn.” “He’s an exchange student from Norway.”

“Tall, blond, and strapping, no doubt.” He wondered why he was just now learning of this. Since when did his little girl have crushes on boys? Wasn’t it only yesterday she’d been playing with dolls?

“I have no idea what he looks like. I haven’t met him yet.”

“Will anything come of it, do you think?”

“Hard to say. According to her, he doesn’t even know she exists.”

“Good. Let’s keep it that way.” Edward used to think he’d be open-minded, even liberal to a point, when his daughter was old enough to date. But that was before his baby girl blossomed into a fetching fourteen-year-old who could easily get her heart broken.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Camille said. “I was thinking she should invite him over.”

Edward frowned in confusion. “Am I missing something? You just said the guy doesn’t know she exists.”

“All the more reason. The only thing standing in the way is shyness.”

“His or hers?”

“Both, if my guess is correct.”

“Our daughter,” he said, “is anything but shy.” Kyra was very vocal in expressing her opinions.

“Not at home, no, but in school? With boys? Don’t you remember what it was like at that age?”

“Sure, and I’d have died of embarrassment if my parents had invited over some girl I liked.”

“I didn’t say we should invite him.”

“Doesn’t it amount to the same thing?”

“I was only going to suggest it.”

“You want my advice? Stay out of it.”

Camille rolled onto her side so they were face-to-face. “So we should just let her flounder?”

“She’s not floundering. As far as I can tell, she’s doing just fine.” He added on a lighter note, “Besides, I have it on good authority that meddling in a teenager’s love life can bite you in the ass.”

“Whose authority would that be?”

“Yours. Those were your exact words when I suggested she ask Seth Conway to the Sadie Hawkins dance.”

“This is different,” she said. “Seth’s a junior. Jan is her age, at least.”

He smiled. “Spoken like a true matchmaker.”

“Yes, and a damned good one at that.” She was quiet for a minute, studying his face. When she spoke again, her voice was low and tremulous. “Edward, I need to ask something of you.”

“Of course. Anything,” he replied without hesitation, but for some reason he felt a chill tiptoe up his spine.

“Promise me you’ll marry again after I’m gone.”

It was the last thing he wished to think about now or ever. He’d never looked at another woman, not even during the months Camille had been so ill, with their sex life on hold. He couldn’t imagine lying next to another woman like this. Holding her in his arms. Making love to her.

“We are not having this conversation.” He spoke in a tone that invited no dissent. “You’re my wife. The only one I want. And you’re not going anywhere. That’s all there is to say on the subject.”

“But if—”

He pressed a finger to her lips. “Don’t. This is hard enough as it is.”

Camille’s gaze remained fixed on him. Her eyes were a shade of blue so vivid it seemed color-enhanced, like that of the sky in the glossy brochures still tucked in his coat pocket. He recalled thinking, when they had first met, I could spend the rest of my life gazing into those eyes. It hadn’t occurred to him that he might outlive her; it was as unthinkable then as it was now.

THEY MET ON a rainy night in September of 1989. George Bush senior was in office and the Gulf War was heating up in the Middle East. That, and reports of the massacre in Tiananmen Square, had campus activists in a foment, waving placards and chanting protests, though Edward was too intent on his studies to pay much attention, steeped in subjects whose names he’d have had difficulty pronouncing when he was a boy merely dreaming of becoming a doctor: neurobiology, microbial pathogenesis, general virology, molecular diagnostics. Sometimes he’d nod off in the middle of a late-night cram session and wake hours later to find his head resting on an open book, its pages pressing a ridge into his cheek. One of his roommates, Darryl Hornquist, after finding him in that pitiful state once too often, urged him to get out more, find some other interests before he caved under the pressure. “I’ve already lost one roommate to the psych ward,” Darryl had said. He was referring to Lewis Karlinsky, who’d had to drop out the previous semester after he became obsessed with light switches and doorknobs and keeping all his pens and colored markers precisely lined up. Edward, after giving it some thought, decided Darryl was right, so he began volunteering at a crisis center in the East Village, where his job was to man the suicide hotline Tuesday and Thursday nights between the hours of eight and midnight.

The night Camille phoned in, it was pouring rain. He recalled thinking, as he slogged across campus on his way to the subway station, that if anyone were contemplating suicide they’d be twice as likely to go through with it on a night like this. The rain had been coming down so long and hard, the campus walkways were flooded and the lawn in front of Low Memorial Library a bog. Armed with only a flimsy folding umbrella, he was soaked to the skin by the time he reached the crisis center. He’d only just settled in at his desk, with a large container of coffee and the textbooks he’d brought in case it turned out to be a slow night, when one of the phone lines lit up. He picked up and a breathless voice, that of a girl so agitated he couldn’t make much sense of what she was saying, began to babble—something about a bad breakup and an asshole of a boyfriend.

“Take a breath,” he said calmly. “Tell me what the problem is.”

“Pills, I think. I’m not sure.”

“You’re not sure if you took pills?” This is a new one, he thought.

“No. I mean, yes, I’m sure.”

“But you might have. Is that what you’re saying?” He spoke slowly and carefully, in case she turned out to be even crazier than she sounded. You never knew, with some of these people.

“No! I didn’t take any pills!” she cried.

He frowned in confusion. “Then who did?”

“No one. Yet. As far as I know.”

“So, no pills . . . okay.” He exhaled. “Let’s start at the beginning. Have you been depressed lately?”

“Not me! My roommate. I’m afraid she might try to hurt herself.” She went on in a rush, “She’s been a mess ever since that dickhead broke up with her. Excuse me, but he is, and that’s putting it mildly. Then today I find this vial of prescription pills in her dresser drawer, and I can’t think of why someone who has absolutely nothing wrong with her, except bad taste in boyfriends, needs Codeine.” Finally, she took a breath, saying a bit more calmly, “I didn’t know who else to call.”

“You did the right thing.” He was momentarily at a loss, then after he’d collected his thoughts, he suggested, “Why don’t you put your roommate on? Maybe it would help if I talked to her.”

“No! She’d kill me if she knew I called this number.” She made a sound halfway between a groan and a giggle. “Oh, God. I can’t believe I just said that. Now you’re going to think she’s homicidal on top of suicidal. She’s really not that bad, I swear. Just a little mixed up.”

“Well, you did the right thing. She’s lucky to have you as a friend. What’s your name, by the way?”

“Camille.”

“Like in the movie?”

“You know it?” She sounded surprised. She was probably thinking he wasn’t the average medical student, and she’d be right. Thanks to his nana Clara. Growing up, every day after school that he didn’t have homework he and Nana Clara would watch the black-and-white movies from her girlhood on TV while she did her ironing—films like Red Dust and The Lady Eve and The Public Enemy. By the time he was twelve, he’d seen the entire Thin Man series and could quote lines from movies his friends had never even heard of.

“Of course,” he said. “Garbo’s finest hour.”

“My parents were huge fans,” she explained. “Apparently, they didn’t see it as a bad omen that her character dies in the end.” She gave another helpless giggle. “Sorry, I seem to have death on the brain.”

“Join the club. I spent the morning dissecting a cadaver.”

“Which means you’re either a serial killer or a med student. I’m assuming the latter.”

“Third year,” he said.

“So this isn’t your real job? You don’t get paid to talk people off ledges?”

“No. I’m just a lowly volunteer.”

“Well, I’m glad I got you.” There was a brief pause, as if she were considering what to do with him now that she had him, before she went on, “So, Mr. Dissects-Cadavers-by-Day-Talks-People-Off-Ledges-by-Night, are you allowed to give your name? Or is that against the rules?”

“Edward,” he told her, smiling as he leaned back in his swivel chair, his textbooks forgotten for the moment and his unopened container of coffee growing cold. “Edward Constantin.”

“Edward, huh? Not Ed or Eddie?”

“No, just Edward.” Even as a child, he’d only ever been called by his full name. He’d been named after his great-grandfather, whom he was said to resemble. When he was younger, Nana Clara would often remark on it, but it wasn’t until he was older that he saw the resemblance, in the framed studio portrait that hung on the wall of his parent’s cramped row house in Milwaukee, between himself and the young naval officer with the wavy dark hair and solemn brown eyes posing stiffly in his WWI uniform, fresh from the battlefields of Verdun and Ypres.

“Ah, the traditional type. I like that,” she said. “I suppose you also open doors and pull out chairs for us poor, helpless females.” He heard the lilt in her voice and realized she was flirting. She must have realized it, too, because her tone at once became more subdued. “So, um, Edward, what do you think I should do? About Melissa—my roommate. Should I confront her?”

Following the crisis center’s guidelines, he instructed, “Yes. But if she denies it or refuses to get help, you need to speak to someone about it. A guidance counselor or her parents.”

“What if I’m overreacting?”

“Do you want to take that chance?”

“She could end up hating me.”

“You’d hate yourself even more if she ended up harming herself.”

Camille sighed. “You’re right.”

Edward, quite outside the center’s guidelines, found himself offering, “Look, this isn’t strictly protocol, but I’m going to give you my home number. Just in case. That is, if you, um, need . . .”

“Thank you. That’s very nice of you,” she said, not letting him finish. He braced himself for a polite brush-off. Maybe she thought he was some creepy guy who was hard up for dates. “But you don’t know me. I could be some crazy person who’s making this up just to get attention.”

“Somehow I doubt that,” he said, feeling the tension go out him.

“We should probably meet in person, though, so you can be sure. In a public place, of course. You never know with crazy people, even the ones who seem harmless. You can’t be too careful these days.”

“How do you know I’m not some lunatic?” He played along.

“Easy. If you were, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” He chuckled, and she went on, “So, Edward, do you ever get time off from dissecting cadavers and talking to depressed people?”

“Not too often,” he admitted.

“Tell me about it.” She gave a sigh of solidarity. In the next five minutes, he learned Camille was in her junior year at NYU and that she worked part-time cataloguing data at a research lab. “How about breakfast then? You can spare an hour on Sunday, can’t you? I’ll see if I can get Melissa to join us. She needs to be reminded that not all men are assholes.”

He laughed. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“Not at all. I have a good feeling about you, Edward Constantin.”

They arranged to meet at Barney Greengrass, at nine a.m. on Sunday. She promised to call and give him an update on Melissa before then. He wished her luck. “I hope it turns out okay.”

“Yeah, me, too,” she said. “But either way, no backing out on me.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” Edward was grinning as he hung up. He felt strangely buoyant the rest of the evening for someone taking calls at a suicide hotline on a dark and stormy night. He wasn’t even able to concentrate on his studies between calls—a first for him. He kept thinking about the girl. What did she look like? Was she pretty? All he knew was, he couldn’t wait to meet her.

She phoned the following evening to let him know she’d spoken with her roommate. The crisis was a false alarm, as it turned out—the vial of prescription pills was for an old injury; Melissa had no intention of killing herself. After that, talk turned to other things. When he finally hung up, he was surprised to note that more than an hour had passed, during which time he hadn’t given a single thought to his studies or the paper that was due tomorrow.

Sunday morning, at nine a.m. on the dot, Edward arrived at Barney Greengrass, on the Upper West Side. As he walked into the deli, his gaze was drawn to a girl seated at a table by the window who fit Camille’s description. Slender and fair-skinned with blue eyes and auburn hair, wearing a red sweater and faded blue jeans, a pink scarf looped around her neck. She was pretty; prettier even than he’d imagined. He stood rooted to the spot for a moment, dazed by her beauty and all those blazing, sunset colors converging on him at once. Then she spotted him and waved, breaking into a smile so dazzling it was all he could do to keep from tripping over his own feet as he wound his way toward her through the maze of Formica tables.

As he drew near, he could see she was even more beautiful up close. Fine-boned, with delicate features, and, sweet Jesus, those eyes—they were the bluest of blues. He saw, too, that her hair wasn’t just one color; it was a dozen shades ranging from russet to pale gold. As she rose to greet him, it glimmered like firelight. “You’re taller than I expected,” she said as they shook hands.

Edward was speechless for a moment. When he finally recovered his wits, he blurted unthinkingly, “Am I?” As if it weren’t perfectly obvious that he towered over her, at six feet four inches.

“You’re also better looking,” she went on with a frankness that made his face warm. “You should’ve warned me.”

“I don’t think of myself that way,” he replied self-consciously.

“Really.” She cocked her head, smiling at him. “You don’t have girls telling you that all the time?”

“The only girls I come into contact with these days wouldn’t know a live body from a cadaver,” he replied with a laugh. “Med students are notorious for being bad romantic prospects.”

“I see. Well, that explains it.” Her smile turned coquettish, and she announced as they sat down, “Oh, by the way, my roommate won’t be joining us. Melissa’s not speaking to me at the moment.”

“She’s not?” Edward adopted an appropriately sober expression so she wouldn’t guess how relieved he was to learn he’d have her all to himself. “I thought you’d sorted things out with her.”

“Yeah, well, that was before Dickhead begged her to take him back and I told her she’d be crazy if she did.” Their waitress, who had to be at least a hundred years old and looked as if she’d been working there since the Nixon administration, handed them laminated menus and went to fetch the coffeepot. Camille waited until she was gone to confide, “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m fairly outspoken.”

“I’ve noticed,” he said, pressing his lips together to keep from smiling.

Over an enormous breakfast of scrambled eggs and lox washed down with endless cups of coffee, Edward told her about the courses he was taking at Columbia and some of the challenges he faced as a third-year med student. When Camille asked what had made him go into medicine, he answered, “It was my grandmother, actually. Though she didn’t have much faith in doctors.” Camille eyed him curiously, and he explained, “She was from the old country; she relied on folk remedies.” He saw clearly in his mind the jars of mysterious herbs and roots that had lined the kitchen cupboards when he was growing up, each one bearing a handwritten label. “Though in the end, she didn’t have a cure for what killed her,” he said, his voice turning hard.

Camille was quiet for a moment. “I’m sorry. Were you and she close?”

“Very.” He saw she was waiting for him to go on, but he hesitated to divulge more. He’d never told anyone the story of how he’d carried his beloved bunicuţa in his arms to the hospital, when he was just thirteen and she was little more than a bundle of sticks covered in skin. The memory was too painful, even after all these years. “It was hard seeing her suffer at the end, but I’ll spare you the gruesome details. Anyway, you’d have to know my family for any of it to make sense.”

She regarded him with a thoughtful expression, as if sensing it was a painful topic. But she only remarked, “Well, I don’t see how your family could be any more screwed up than mine.”

“Was it as bad as all that?” he asked as he sipped his coffee.

She shrugged. “I wasn’t starved or beaten, if that’s what you mean.”

“You don’t have to be, to have a miserable childhood.”

“My mom died when I was fourteen.” Her tone was matter of fact, but he could see the flicker of some deep emotion in her eyes. “And my dad . . . let’s just say he wasn’t around much after that.”

“Who looked after you when he was away?”

“No one, really. We had a live-in housekeeper, but it wasn’t really her job to take care of us. Mostly it was just me and my sister.” He caught an undercurrent of bitterness in her voice. “Holly was only eleven at the time. She doesn’t remember it as being all that bad, but that’s probably because she had her big sister looking out for her.” She pushed her plate aside as if she’d suddenly lost interest in her food. He felt a pang of sympathy for the young girl she’d been.

“There weren’t any relatives who could help out?”

“Just my grandmother in California, but we only saw her when we went for visits in the summertime.”

To Edward, it was unfathomable: two young girls left to more or less fend for themselves. He was an only child, but the community he’d grown up in was a close-knit one. Growing up, he’d been surrounded by adults. Everyone he knew was related to him in some way, whether by marriage or blood, or simply by virtue of having come from the same region in Romania as his parents. “What sort of work does your dad do?” he asked, sensing the need to tread carefully.

“He’s vice president of operations for Pan Am. Before that, he was a pilot.” She began tearing off pieces of bagel, leaving them scattered over her plate. “We never know what time zone he’s in, much less when we’ll see him. When I was a kid, I used to count the days until he came home from trips, but I don’t bother to keep track anymore. What would be the point? I wouldn’t go home at all if it weren’t for Holly. Though she’s not around much, either.”

“Holly,” he mused aloud. “Don’t tell me. She was named after—”

“Holly Golightly.” Camille broke into a grin. “Good guess.”

Edward scooted his chair in to keep from getting poked by the very large purse of the woman seated behind him, bringing himself into even closer contact with Camille. He was hyperaware of her presence across from him; the narrow space between them seemed charged with ions. “Is she anything like the fictional Holly?” he asked in what he hoped was a normal voice.

Camille rolled her eyes, but he didn’t miss the way her expression softened. “Believe me, she gives new meaning to the term free spirit.”

“In other words, she’s nothing like you,” he teased.

Camille swatted him with her napkin. “Bite your tongue. Just because I happen to care about my allegedly suicidal roommate, it doesn’t make me the super-responsible type.” A tiny smile surfaced. “Well, maybe a little. But I come by it honestly. Holly was a handful, let me tell you. She still is.”

“How so?” he asked, inching his chair in a little closer.

“Well, for one thing, she practically lives with her boyfriend. Which might not seem so unusual, except that she’s only seventeen and he’s ten years older.” At the expression he must have worn, she went on, “I know. Jailbait. But that’s Holly for you. Or maybe it says more about my dad. You’d think he’d check up on her once in a while—officially, she stays with her best friend when he’s out of town—but with him, it’s out of sight, out of mind.”

“Wow.” Edward didn’t know what to say to that.

“You know what she used to do when she was younger? Crash bar mitzvahs. Seriously.” Tavern on the Green, back when it was a happening enterprise, was only a few blocks from where they lived, she explained, and there was always at least one bar or bat mitzvah on any given Saturday. “She figured no one would notice one more kid. I thought it was strange that she got so many invitations, but I figured there must be a lot of Jewish kids in her class. She got away with it, too. For a whole year. Until one of the moms smoked her out. When I confronted her, she just shrugged and said, ‘It was something to do.’ That’s my sister for you, in a nutshell.”

He chuckled. “A career criminal in the making.”

Camille laughed and pushed her hands through her hair, which caught the light and his breath along with it, spilling through her fingers to fan across her back. “You joke,” she said. “But it’s a fact. Truancy, underage drinking, sneaking out at night, you name it, Holly’s done it.”

“I’m sure she’ll straighten out in time. She’s still young.”

“I suppose.” Camille sighed, slumped over her plate with her elbows propped on the table as she stared into the distance, lost in thought. Then she straightened suddenly, bringing her gaze back to him and saying in an exasperated voice, “Listen to me. I’m twenty and I sound like a worried mom. Between Holly and my stupid roommate, it’s a wonder I have a life.”

“You can’t help it if you’re the super-responsible type,” he teased.

They both laughed. The woman behind him, with the purse, turned around to stare at them, which only made Camille laugh harder, covering her mouth with her hands to stifle her giggles.

Edward wanted to lean in and kiss her, then and there. Lick the dab of cream cheese from the corner of her mouth and run the tip of his tongue over her sweetly parted lips. It shocked him, how close he came to doing just that. He had never felt so strongly about a girl.

The following Saturday, he used his meager savings to take her to dinner at an Italian restaurant in the Village. Afterward, they went back to her dorm room at NYU. Her roommate was out with her boyfriend, so they had it to themselves. Before she’d even switched on the lights, they were in each other’s arms. They kissed, and then she took his hand and led him to her bed.

They lay together on the mattress, kissing and touching each other for the longest time without taking their clothes off. But if she was going slow, it wasn’t out of shyness. She wanted to make each moment last, she told him. They weren’t just making love, they were making memories.

Edward was in no hurry, either. All week, he’d been at a fever pitch imagining this: Camille naked in his arms. He wanted to savor each moment. He’d been with other girls—three, to be exact—but Camille, unlike his previous girlfriends, needed no guidance when it came to what to do with her hands and mouth. It quickly became obvious, somewhat to his consternation, that despite his being several years older, she was the more experienced.

“You’ve never done this before? Seriously?” she asked when he hesitated to go down on her.

“Once,” he confessed. “She didn’t like it.”

“I promise I’ll like it,” Camille purred, urging him lower.

Listening to her moans of pleasure as he brought her to climax, he thought no sound could be sweeter. Afterward, he fumbled in the pocket of his jeans for the condom he kept in his wallet. He always found this part awkward, and to make matters worse his fingers weren’t cooperating for some reason. He felt like a bumbling teenager. Once again, it was Camille who took charge, pulling the foil packet from his hand and tearing it open in a single, deft move. When he finally entered her, he could barely contain himself. If she hadn’t been equally impatient, he wouldn’t have been able to hold back long enough to bring her to climax a second time.

“That,” she murmured, “was amazing.” She eased out from under him and rolled onto her side, propping her head on her elbow. She grinned at him in the darkness, her face inches from his.

“Better than with your other lovers?” He couldn’t resist.

“Yes. But to be a hundred percent sure, I think we should review the material one more time,” she replied in a mock studious voice. She wriggled in closer, and they began kissing again. He wouldn’t have thought it humanly possible, but within seconds he felt himself stir in response.

She climbed on top, and they rocked together. She gave herself over to him with abandon, her head thrown back, exposing the smooth, white column of her throat, her bright hair spilling over her shoulders and back. The exquisite pleasure mounted with each thrust, and he felt the last vestiges of control slip away. When they finally collapsed, trembling, their bodies slick with sweat, he felt as if he’d arrived at a destination to which he hadn’t known he was headed.

NOW, ALL THESE years later, he looked at his wife, lying still and pale beside him. Panic rose in him. What if I were to lose her? It was like trying to imagine a world without the sun or moon. Had he been a man of faith he’d have railed at God. Why her? What had she done to deserve this? Hadn’t she—they—suffered enough? To make matters worse, she was already thinking ahead to a future that didn’t include her. Christ. As if they didn’t have enough to deal with.

“I don’t want anyone but you,” he told her.

She eyed him mournfully. “I know. But I might not always be here.”

He felt his chest constrict. “Don’t say that.”

“I hate this as much as you do,” she went on, her voice shaky. “But we have to face the fact that in all likelihood you’ll outlive me. I’d feel better knowing you wouldn’t be facing the future alone.”

“I wouldn’t be alone. I’d have the kids.”

“I’m thinking of them, too. I know what it’s like to lose a mother.”

“They’d still have me,” he choked out.

“Yes, but you’ll need someone to help look after them.” She was putting it delicately, he knew. The implication hung heavy in the air: He had already proven woefully inadequate in that area.

“No one could replace you,” he insisted. Jesus. Why were they even discussing this?

“I know,” she said, wiping away the tear rolling down her cheek. “I felt the same way when my mom died. But you know what? It would’ve been better for Holly and me if our dad had remarried.”

“I’m not your dad,” he said, though deep down he suspected he and his father-in-law had more in common than he cared to admit. “I wouldn’t just leave my children to fend for themselves.”

“Our children.” She placed a hand against his cheek. “Don’t I get a say in it, too?”

He shook his head. “I can’t make any promises.”

“Even if it was my dying wish?” It was what she always said in jest whenever they disagreed on anything, but hearing it now was like a shot through the heart. He winced.

“You’re not dying,” he said. I won’t let you.

The tears were flowing faster now, rolling down her cheeks to drip off her chin; she no longer bothered to wipe them away. “Oh, Edward. Don’t you see? I only want you to be happy.”

“How could I be happy without you?” His mouth contorted, and he felt the hot sting of tears. He breathed in and out, slowly and deliberately, until he’d regained a measure of composure.

“You feel that way now, but you won’t always. I know. I see it every day. Remember Manny Horowitz?” She named a former client whose wedding they’d attended several years ago. Manny’s first wife had died shortly before their fiftieth anniversary and, after an extended period of mourning, Camille had introduced him to the woman who became his second wife. “He didn’t think he could ever love again. He only wanted companionship. Then he met Corinne.”

“I don’t need some random woman to keep me company in my old age,” he growled.

“It wasn’t like that with Manny,” she told him. “He fell in love again. So, you see, it’s possible.”

If anything was possible, didn’t that also hold true for her chances of recovery? he thought. “I’m not giving up on you just yet,” he said, using a corner of the sheet to wipe away her tears.

“Oh, Edward.” She looked so woebegone, his heart broke a little more.

He gathered her in his arms. “I love you,” he whispered hoarsely.

“I know,” she whispered in return. “That’s what makes this so hard.”

“I can’t make any promises.”

“Okay, no promises. Just keep an open mind, okay?”

Edward thought of all the times they’d clung to each other like this, giving each other solace when the going got rough. Often it had led to their making love. But cancer had robbed them of that, too. What the past year’s ordeal had taught him was that love and desire weren’t inextricably bound; one didn’t necessarily ebb with the other. His love for Camille was different than before—he felt more protective of her than anything—but no less strong. If that meant humoring her until she regained her natural sense of optimism, he supposed there was no harm in it.

“I’ll try,” he said with a sigh.
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