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         Although this book refers to some real events and places, it is entirely fictionalised, and any resemblance to living persons is purely coincidental.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
   
         
            Dedicated to my mother, Edith, 
who inspired this story
            

         

         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
   
         
            “To love would be an awfully big adventure.”
            

            J.M. Barrie, Peter Pan
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            Chapter 1
            

         
   
         Joey Rubin paused and looked up from her drafting table. As she wandered to the windows at the back of her apartment, Tink raised her head from her basket, then flopped back down and closed her eyes. Joey couldn’t see the moon from the rear windows, but its dappled blue-grey light shone on all the neighbouring buildings, casting deep, dramatic shadows.
         

         It was three am and she suddenly felt bone-tired. She also realised that any more work on tomorrow’s presentation was likely to be counter-productive. Her professor in architecture school had stressed the importance of recognising this moment, when more work on a project, more thought, more ideas might actually damage a concept that was already fully realised. She crossed the space and looked at her illustration – a large watercolour of Stanway House, the historic English building that her firm was developing – and then, reluctantly, turned out the light.
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         Street sounds had woken her, a sure sign that she’d been sleeping very lightly. She glanced at the clock on her bedside table – not yet six – then turned her pillow over, and snuggled back down.

         Joey had lived on the top floor of her building on Lexington Avenue, on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, for thirty-three of her thirty-seven years, and only rarely did street sounds other than passing sirens reach her ears. From July to August, when the apartment heated up like a furnace, she’d have the air conditioners in the windows going full blast. But on warm spring evenings, or when the cool autumn winds blew new life into a tired and wilting city, she loved to throw open her windows and climb out onto the fire escape that zigzagged up the front of her building.
         

         She had always dreamed of doing this, growing up in the apartment with her parents. She had pleaded to be allowed to sleep out there with her best friend Sarah, who lived on the third floor. She imagined them dragging pillows and blankets out of the Rubins’ front room window and settling in under the invisible stars. They would not fall off! They could put a chair across the opening at the top of the stairs so they wouldn’t roll down in their sleep. But Joey’s parents wouldn’t hear of it, no matter how old she and Sarah got, and no matter how hard they begged.
         

         Fifteen years ago, when Joey’s father had left for Florida with his new wife, Joey had crawled out onto the fire escape with a bottle of champagne left over from the wedding. She wasn’t quite sure what she was celebrating. Her father had given her the deeds and the extra sets of keys as though it were no big deal. That’s when she knew that he and Amy wouldn’t be coming back, and if they ever did, they wouldn’t be coming here. For the first few days, she had felt she was rattling around in the apartment. Much of its furniture was already on its way to Myrtle Beach, and most of what was left she couldn’t wait to replace. But at least the place was officially hers.
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         Joey could usually talk herself out of pre-meeting nerves, especially when the real responsibility for a presentation’s success or failure rested with someone else, as it did today. But, as she fixed her coffee and breakfast, she could feel anxiety beginning to build.

         Anxiety, and something else too… Truth be told, Joey was envious that Dave Wilson, her boss, and not she herself, would be going to England to live in the house and supervise its conversion. Stanway was a place dear to her heart; the house where her favourite author, J.M. Barrie, had spent his holidays – and where he had reputedly written Peter Pan. Joey had invested a lot of herself into this project, months of design and renderings, for which – as she knew all too well – Dave was ultimately likely to get the credit.
         

         Joey had been with the Apex Group for seven years now, and her overall professional strategy – just be better than everyone else, and eventually people will notice – was starting to seem flawed. Anyone who knew her work knew that she could talk materials, calculate load-bearing capacities and draw irreproachable specs with the best of them. Her colleagues competed to have her on their teams, because it was widely appreciated – if never openly acknowledged – that Joey worked harder, later and longer than anyone else. And yet, rather than being singled out for promotions and raises, she found herself the perpetual bridesmaid, always in demand to support the beaming brides. Or in the case of her firm, the grinning grooms.

         To make matters worse, Alex Wilder was going to be sitting in on today’s meeting. She’d run into him just as she was leaving the office on Friday night, and over the weekend she’d spent more time than she cared to think about pressing on the bruise of this annoying development. What was he coming for? He had nothing to do with the Stanway restoration. Didn’t he have enough to do, with that neighbourhood association raising issues about the development of the Canal Street settlement? Why was he poking his nose into International, when they had sixteen projects in various stages of completion in New York City alone, on seven of which he was the principal architect?
         

         Six months ago, Alex wouldn’t have come near the conference room when Joey was giving a presentation, for fear of fanning the flames of the rumours that were beginning to circulate. After a year of managing to keep their relationship secret, they’d been seen by one of the secretaries, a notorious busybody, having dinner together in a restaurant in the Meatpacking District. For a month before he broke things off, abruptly and with the lamest of excuses, Joey could see curiosity and suspicion in the eyes of her colleagues. At least she didn’t have to deal with that any more.

         Joey glanced over at Tink, who was just finishing up her own breakfast, and wondered for the thousandth time which breeds of dog had contributed the DNA that defined her pet: Tink’s sweet, impatient temper; her love of digging; the ears that flopped over at the halfway point; the legs that seemed too short for her torso; the tail that curled up grandly like an acanthus leaf.

         Tink looked up and gave a little yip.

         “In a minute.”

         Joey poured her coffee into a travel mug, returned to her bedroom and pulled on yoga pants and a jacket. In the hall, she slipped Tink’s leash off the hook beside the door.

         It was freezing when she stepped outside, much colder than it had been for the past few days. Tink grandly led the way, pulling Joey toward the corner of Fifth Avenue, where vans were idling near the entrance of Neue Galerie. Joey had gone there three times to see the exhibition on turn-of-the-century Viennese art and style, lingering before the portraits by Klimt and Kokoschka, but ending up every time on the third floor, to worship at the altar of one of her idols, the Austrian architect Otto Wagner. Studying the photographs of his buildings, she’d found herself hoping that at least once in her life she would get the chance to design something as structurally austere and yet visually playful as Wagner’s Majolica Haus.
         

         Tink resisted Joey’s turning onto East 84th. She wanted to go to Central Park and she put every ounce of her twenty-pound frame into the effort to pull her mistress in that direction. But Joey didn’t have time for a leisurely ramble this morning.

         As they passed the gracious brownstones that lined the block on both sides, Joey thought of the people she knew who lived or had lived within their walls: Mrs. Phelps, her mother’s friend, who smelled of cigarettes and expensive perfume and never missed a weekly visit when her mother was sick. She always brought pastry or flowers and hugged Joey too tight when she left.

         A little further along the block was the apartment where for three long years Joey had taken piano lessons from a Hungarian émigré named Frída Szabó – Madame Szabó, as she insisted on being called, who had reminded her each and every week that she had once performed a Mozart piano concerto with the world-famous conductor, János Sándor. The woman spent most of each half hour scolding Joey for not practising more, and when this had no discernible effect, finally told Joey’s parents that they were simply wasting their money. Joey couldn’t have been happier.
         

         Back at home an hour later, she made her final inspection in the full-length mirror. She looked … fine. No, she looked – good! A little tired, maybe, and pale. But the suit fitted her perfectly, and the Fendi boots always gave her a confidence boost. She took them off for now and folded them into her shoulder bag, to be slipped back on when she’d cleared the muck and puddles of the cross-town trek.
         

         Tink gave her a pitiful look, as she always did when her mistress was about to leave her alone, but Joey couldn’t think about that right now. She had exactly one hour before she would be standing with Dave in the conference room.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Chapter 2
            

         
   
         Much later than she would have liked, the cab pulled up in front of an eighty-storey glass skyscraper, its uppermost floors obscured by a layer of cloud. The driver took his time counting out the change. Joey raced to the revolving glass doors, only to have to wait in a line of a dozen people trying to thread their way inside. It struck her yet again that whoever had designed this entranceway was a truly lousy architect, almost as lousy as the genius who decided that only four elevators were needed to transport eighty storeys’ worth of workers.
         

         Four elevator cars came and went before she was able to squeeze in. Her good mood and her composure had vanished. By the time she stepped out of the elevator car and into the hallway of the fifty-fourth floor, she was frazzled, rumpled, exasperated, sweaty and late.

         Alex Wilder was standing in the entryway as she hurried by.

         “Morning, Joey.”

         “Morning.”

         “I don’t envy you.”

         She stopped in her tracks and turned. “What does that mean?”

         Alex gave her a wry grin. She tried hard not to notice the charming, crinkly lines by his eyes, or his healthy, windswept complexion, a glow no doubt acquired over the weekend on the slopes of Cannon Mountain.
         

         “You haven’t talked to Antoine?” he went on.

         “No. Why?” Her stomach gave a little swoop. Something was wrong. Something was definitely wrong.

         “You’d better talk to him, ASAP.”

         “What’s going on?”

         “I’ll let him fill you in.”

         Joey sighed and glared at Alex. It was just like him, to dangle something like this in front of her and then refuse to explain. What did she ever see in him? Had he always been like this, or had he just become more evasive and manipulative in the past few months?

         “Thanks,” she said sharply then turned and hurried down the hall to the office of Antoine Weeks, the administrative assistant assigned to the Stanway hotel project. Antoine was standing at his desk, collating what were presumably handouts for the meeting.

         “What’s going on?” Joey asked.

         Antoine looked up and shook his head.

         “Dave had a accident in New Hampshire. He’s in the hospital.”

         “What?”

         Joey walked slowly to the chair beside Antoine’s desk and lowered herself into it.

         “He was rock climbing in the White Mountains, at Huntington’s Ravine. His harness failed and he fell – a hundred and fifty feet or something – into a crevasse. Shattered a kneecap and the opposite leg and dislocated his shoulder. It took them eight hours to get him out.”

         “Oh my God!… Is he going to be okay?”

         “He’s having surgery right now. But yes, okay, I think, eventually.”

         Joey glanced at her watch: it was almost ten. “So who’s running the meeting?”
         

         Antoine pursed his lips and opened his eyes wide. He blinked a few times.

         “No way,” Joey said.

         “You have to,” Antoine replied. “No one else knows the material.”

         “I can’t,” she whispered. “I really can’t. No way. No. I can do my little bit, but not the whole thing.”
         

         “Of course you can,” Antoine sniffed. “You’ve done ninety per cent of the work and we both know it!”

         “But I don’t have the files!” Joey said.

         “Everything’s in there, all ready to go. I downloaded the specs and j-pegs and cabled a Mac to the projection system.”

         “Antoine, I’m not prepared! Is Richardson in there – the guy from England? I can’t possibly stand up and do it in front of him! Why didn’t you call me?”

         “I just found out an hour ago!” Antoine said, looking a little hurt. “I figured you were already on your way. I’ve been racing around trying to get everything set up.”

         “I know, I know, I’m sorry. Thank you!”

         Joey felt her heart beginning to race. She concentrated on taking deep breaths then stood up, cleared her throat and walked out into the hallway. Antoine was right: there was no one else who was familiar with the material. She was simply going to have to do it. People would understand if she made mistakes, they wouldn’t expect every detail to be perfect.

         She glanced through the floor-to-ceiling windows of the conference room. There was Alex, installed in the position of power at the end of the massive oval table. He chose just that moment to glance out into the hall and, seeing Joey, to turn on his megawatt smile.

         “Louse!” Joey said, under her breath, returning his smile. She wheeled around and walked back to Antoine’s office. He must have seen signs of the panic she was suddenly feeling because he closed the door and steered her back to the chair beside his desk. He sat down opposite her.
         

         “This is your big chance, Joey.”

         “But I’m not ready.”

         “You were ready ages ago. You and I both know that and so do half the people in that room.”

         “No. You’re wrong.”

         “Look, sometimes careers are made when the soprano comes down with a sore throat and the understudy gets her chance.”

         “That’s not going to happen.”

         “Well, it should.”

         “Thanks,” Joey said.

         “Now go in there and give it your all.”

         “I guess that’s all I can do,’ she conceded glumly.

         “It’s all anybody can do.”

         Joey nodded. In her own office, moments later, she slipped off her overcoat, slid into her boots and applied a fresh coat of lipstick. She wasn’t ready, by any means, but she was as ready as she was ever going to be. She took a deep breath, walked down to the conference room and closed the door behind her.
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         Forty-five minutes later, she was opening the floor up for questions and beginning to breathe easily again. She honestly had no idea how she’d made it through all the material, but somehow, she had. Whether or not it had been enough to convince the English management company was another matter. Michael Richardson, sitting right in front of her, had given nothing away.
         

         “I’m curious about the East Tower,” said Preston Kay, one of the founding partners of Apex, who was now holding up a finger. “Remember, this building has ultimately got to work commercially, which means using all the available space.”

         “Of the monks’ dormitory?” Joey asked, locating the image and bringing it up on the screen.

         Kay nodded. “What do you plan to do about that?”

         Joey took a deep breath. “There are no original foundations under its walls, so there’s a real possibility of collapse.”

         “But you’re going to attempt to rebuild it?”

         “We are – attempt being the operative word. We may have to let it go, but we won’t without a fight. It was a beautiful structure, but over the centuries, many of the original stones were stripped, so they could be used in the other outbuildings and the gardens.”
         

         Joey pointed to the areas she was discussing, blown up on the projector screen. “Ivy growth has pushed out whole areas of the walls, and wild plants that have taken root in the holes have dislodged the crenelation. The weather’s obviously a factor, too.” She smiled and paused. Kay obviously wanted her to go on.

         “We could let the tower collapse if we wanted to, no permits required for that. If we want to rebuild it – which we’d like to at least try to do – there will be a long planning process. But remember the planners are on our side, in a way. They, too, want these old buildings to be useable, not just empty shells that look pretty.”

         “So what do you plan to do?” Kay pressed.

         “Our hope,” Joey went on, “is to use as many of the original stones as we can locate on the property. To stabilise the structure, we’ll be installing stainless steel rods and, of course, working with modern grouts and resins. Once the walls have been repaired, we’ll stage the whole tower, pin it with steel beams, pour a new concrete foundation and seal everything up tight. We plan to install three floors, and of course a new roof. The rooms will be furnished as a couple of bedrooms and a bathroom, with a small reception room – to be available for rent separately from the main part of the hotel.”
         

         Kay sat back, looking pensive. Joey’s gaze drifted to Alex Wilder, who was sitting forward in his chair, looking – well, actually rather interested. She didn’t have time to savour this, though, because another hand went up, that of Philip Carlton, the representative from the English clients.

         “What’s the plan for the Barrie connection?” he asked.

         Joey smiled. “We’re not sure yet,” she answered honestly. “We’re definitely going to do something with it – J.M. Barrie being one of England’s most beloved authors – but until we can get in and actually evaluate the space, see what feels right … it’s all just ideas.”

         “What kind of ideas?” Alex interrupted, abruptly.

         Joey fixed him with her eyes. Was he trying to trip her up or throw her a question she could easily answer? With Alex, you could never be sure. Of course, there was also the possibility that he was not trying to do either of those things but was simply curious. Joey doubted that, though.

         “We’re entertaining a few possibilities,” she shot back confidently. “We could go the route of the Hotel Monteleone in New Orleans – you know, with rooms honouring the likes of Faulkner, Capote, and Hemingway. Or, at the other extreme, a place like Bemelmans Bar at the Carlyle, which has Madeline murals painted by Ludwig Bemelmans himself…

         “Remember, Barrie didn’t own this house, he just stayed there. But it was where he wrote Peter Pan, so I propose we find a point somewhere between the two: if the research suggests that it could be successfully marketed as a destination, and if we can identify the right rooms for this, the idea would be to create a family suite and furnish it like the Darlings’ home, with a comfortable Victorian room for the grown-ups and a highly fanciful suite for children – stars, canopies, hand-painted murals relating to the story. We could do Peter Pan-themed birthday parties, for children. Or for adults, I suppose!”
         

         Joey paused. “The suite would be dog-friendly, of course,” she added, with a smile.

         Alex frowned. He looked genuinely baffled.

         “Well, there wouldn’t have been a story without Nana, would there?” Joey answered sweetly.

         Alex glanced around to see if everyone else understood. “Nana?” he queried sheepishly.

         “Nana was the dog,” explained Preston Kay, smiling. “She was left in charge of the children.”

         “Ah,” said Alex, slumping down a little in his seat.

         Joey had a sinking sense that she hadn’t quite satisfied the partners with these generalised responses. Suddenly she had a thought. “Will you excuse me for a moment?” she asked.

         There were puzzled nods all around. Joey dashed down to her office and retrieved from her briefcase something she had tucked into it at the last minute, for good luck: a first edition Peter Pan, with illustrations by Francis Donkin Bedford, that her mother had given her. She hurried back to the conference room.
         

         “This – is what I, personally, would like to honour,” she said quietly. “The spirit of this particular edition. I should say, though, Dave and I haven’t yet discussed this in detail.”

         “Go on,” Preston said.

         Joey held up the book. “I’ve loved J.M. Barrie, and especially Peter Pan, my whole life. My mother bought me this for my thirteenth birthday.” Joey handed the book to Preston. He opened it and began to examine the illustrations.
         

         “Lots of people have illustrated it over the years, Arthur Rackham, Al Dempster – he did the Disney characters – Michael Hague, Scott McKowen and many others. But there’s a beautiful, stark purity to Bedford’s illustrations. More than any others, they feel mystical and other-worldly to me – as though they’ve tapped into the very essence of what it feels like to be a child – the wonder, the hope, the sense of mystery and awe. Just look at this one…”

         Porter handed her back the book and she turned to an illustration of Mr. and Mrs. Darling prostrated in grief, having discovered their children missing from the bedroom. Nana, slumped on the bed with them, staring out the window at a sky full of streaking stars. The illustration was captioned, “The Birds Were Flown”. Joey handed the book around the table.

         “I love the messiness of the room,” she said. “I love the drawers hanging open and the clothes strewn around, and that sense he captures of hasty departure. And of the majesty and terror of that deep black sky over London. How immense and beautiful and terrifying it is, just outside the window. But inside, there’s Nana standing guard and it’s bright and homey – and entirely empty of what really gave it life – the children.”

         Joey paused, fighting back a sudden fit of nerves. She really had no idea where she was going with these thoughts. But the partners were nodding seriously, evidently interested in the illustration. She had to bring this around somehow.

         “I don’t know why I’m telling you this,” she admitted.

         Alex looked up, smugly. He was just waiting for her to fail. Joey could see it.

         “It’s just that when I think of Stanway House, and all it’s seen and been through in all these centuries, the monks chanting, hundred of years of the rhythms of the seasons, babies being born into that house, people marrying in the great room, people getting old and dying right there, to be buried practically within sight of the house, well, it all seems so mysterious, the way the house holds and contains all that life and yet outlives it, so to speak. It’s bigger and older than any of us and it will endure long after we’re gone. That’s the spirit we have to hold on to, that spirit of Stanway being a kind of Neverland. A place apart, other-worldly, casting a spell of feeling and memory and a kind of happiness that so often disappears with childhood.”
         

         Joey let out a sigh. She was gushing, she knew. Why did she always have to ruin big moments like this? She sat down resignedly as the book was handed around the table and back to her.

         Richardson, the English agent, coughed and sat up. Everyone looked at him, expectant. “Thank you, Joey,” he said. “That was one of the most interesting presentations I have ever sat through. What you said about Barrie was very thoughtful.”

         Joey glanced around the table – everyone nodding, smiling. She couldn’t believe it. “Thank you,” she stammered.

         The meeting was over.
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         In the hallway, Alex patted Joey on the back. “Well done, seriously well done.”

         “What were you doing in there? You’re not on the project, are you?” asked Joey. She felt a rush of anxiety. It was difficult to be in such close proximity to her ex.

         “No. Just curious.”

         “About what? How I’d do?”

         Alex flashed his best movie star smile and Joey tried to ignore the twinkling blue eyes that had once so irrevocably hooked her in. “Can I take you to lunch? Bemelmans Bar? For old time’s sake?”
         

         “No, thanks,” Joey said, then turned and headed back to her office.

         She locked the door behind her and lay down on the leather sofa that lined the back wall. The encounter with Alex had punctured her euphoria like a needle in a balloon, left her feeling anxious, confused and… embarrassed. That was the worst of it. Joey was so ashamed of where her relationship with Alex had taken her. With his expert assistance, she had turned herself into a walking cliché, a girl married to her job who had slept with her boss.

         Even now, months after they had split up, she hated running into him, working just down the hall from him. Somehow, though, she knew, she was going to have to get over it. She wasn’t leaving the Apex Group and neither was he.
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         Two hours later, Joey was jolted awake by a loud knock. She glanced at her watch – had she really been asleep for that long? Running her fingers through her hair, she opened the door. Antoine stood before her, brandishing an envelope.

         “Jesus Joey, sleeping on the job?”

         “Very funny,” she responded. “What do you want?”

         “I’ve just had Preston on the phone, and I’m afraid to say, you’ve got your work cut out for you.”

         “P-lease,” said Joey, “not more!”

         “Well, if you’ve had enough…” Antoine turned on his heel: “I’ll get onto the airline and cancel the flight.”

         “Give me a break, Antoine – what are you going on about?”

         “You, sweetie, are going to England!” he practically sang. He marched her over to her chair, and sat her down.
         

         “Don’t tease me, Antoine… I can’t take it.”

         “Joey, you were brilliant! I was so proud of you. The English agent loved you. The Tower – the monks – Nana, Neverland – it was all just great. Dave’s off work indefinitely and Alex is planning his wedding. Oh, sorry. Sore subject. The partners were unanimous – there’s no one more passionate and qualified than you. And they’re right. Congratulations! You knocked ’em dead!”

         Joey felt tears rising to her eyes. “Really?”

         “Really!”

         “I’m actually going to run the project?”

         “Yes, and you deserve it! You’re leaving on New Year’s Eve.”

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Chapter 3
            

         
   
         She would have to call Sarah. But not quite yet. First, she had to figure out why the thought of seeing her oldest friend in the world aroused such mixed feelings. Joey padded over to the stack of mail on her kitchen table and opened the envelope that had arrived from London ten days ago.
         

         Glitter fell all over the floor. Joey sighed in annoyance, remembering that she had already cleaned up one shower of glitter when she had opened the envelope first time round. Kids could make a mess from three thousand miles away.

         The handmade card was inscribed “To Auntie Joey” and signed by Sarah’s children, with varying degrees of wobbliness, Matilda, Zoë, Timmy and Christopher. Joey had never met these children, which she felt a little guilty about, and she found it more than a little strange that they would refer to her as “Auntie”. She wouldn’t know them if she passed them on the street!

         She opened the card and reread the yearly letter, this one about Matilda’s award for riding, Timmy’s tadpoles that had turned into frogs in the bowl on the dining room table… Joey tried to concentrate, she really did, tried to imagine the mini-Sarahs and mini-Henrys in their Liberty prints and riding jackets, but she couldn’t. And she couldn’t help feeling irritated. Did Joey send Sarah holiday letters filled with news of people she and Henry had never met?

         She stood up abruptly, walked over to the fridge and poured herself some wine. Flopping down into the chair by the front window, she realised she had two choices.
         

         She could go to England and not even tell Sarah she was coming. That would probably be easiest, because if they saw each other, they were going to have to talk about what had happened in the past ten or twelve years, how Joey had missed their wedding, how Sarah had promised, year after year, to spend some real time in New York and had never managed to cross the Atlantic, not even when Joey’s mother died.

         On the other hand, they had grown up like sisters, she and Sarah, lived together both in college and afterward. At one time, Joey could not have imagined that they wouldn’t always be close. No, you could share your present and future with any number of friends, Joey thought, sipping her wine. But in her life, there was only one friend who truly and deeply shared her past.

         Joey picked up the phone. At the sound of Sarah’s familiar warm voice, years of strain seemed to fade away.

         “I can’t think of a better Christmas present,” Sarah enthused. Joey could detect a hint of English in her old friend’s accent. “You must come and stay with us en route. The children will be so excited – they’ve begun to wonder whether Auntie Joey actually exists!”

         Ten minutes later, the plan had been made. Joey would spend a day or two in London with Henry, Sarah and the children before heading out to the Cotswolds.
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         The Christmas season had always been quiet for Joey, even when she was little. She had plenty of good holiday memories – going with her parents down to Coney Island every New Year’s Day to watch the members of the Polar Bear Club make their annual plunge into the icy Atlantic, ice-skating with Sarah at Rockefeller Center during school vacation. But these days she tended to see Christmas as a period to be got through. For four or five years after her father’s wedding, she had gone to Florida to spend ten days at the end of the year with him and Amy – until they had all come to the conclusion that it would be better if Joey waited and came in March. It made little sense to travel when rates were at their highest and half of America was trying to get somewhere in a hurry. And March was a great time to escape New York for a week.
         

         This year, Joey was going to be far too busy preparing for her trip to feel the weight of the days. One thing she wasn’t going to miss, though, was her own private tradition – a long run in Central Park on Christmas morning.

         The day dawned crisp and clear, and as soon as she finished her coffee, she got into her running clothes and prepared to make the trip to the Jackie Onassis Reservoir, just a few blocks from her apartment. This run was her present to herself. She loved how deserted it always was on Christmas morning, loved having it virtually to herself as all over the neighbourhood, kids were opening presents. She especially loved running here at dawn, looking into the water and seeing the New York skyline glistening in the rising sun.

         Joey let Tink off her leash and they both bounded up the small hill to the path round the reservoir. It had been four years ago this Christmas that Joey had found Tink at the reservoir. It had started out as a usual run, the Park virtually empty. It seemed that no one but Joey had the discipline to run on Christmas morning. So, she had rounded the 1.4 mile track five times before she spotted something strange, something she knew didn’t belong lying dangerously close to the water: an abandoned red backpack. She stooped. Something in it moved! Adrenaline shot through her veins as she thought she heard a little whimper coming from the bag.
         

         Without a second thought, Joey clambered over the fence. Someone had abandoned a baby. It was wriggling as Joey knelt down.

         “What the heck?”

         A cry emanated from the bag and goosebumps ran up Joey’s arm. She grappled with the zipper and rope that bound it and, with a final tug, ripped the bag apart and freed its prisoner.

         It was not a baby. It was Tink, tiny, wet and altogether alone in the world. Worse than alone! Someone had tried to drown her! She was only a couple of days old, Joey later learned, but she was alive and healthy and quite possibly the sweetest creature Joey had ever seen. She took her home that day, gave her a bath, wrapped her in warm towels and for the next week fed her with an eye-dropper, then later a bottle. It wasn’t easy. Joey had never had a dog before and didn’t know the first thing about the care and training of a puppy. None of that mattered, however. They were devoted to each other from that day on.

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         Mr. Singh, Tink’s vet, squeezed them in on the 27th.

         “She’s up-to-date on her all vaccinations,” he said. “I’ll just give you some sedatives to help keep her calm on the flight.”

         “She’ll be OK, won’t she?” Joey asked.

         “Of course she will,” Mr. Singh replied in his calm, velvety voice. “She may be a little drowsy for a while, but that’ll soon wear off.”

         “Okaaaay. But won’t it be cold back there in the hold? It sounds like torture to me.”

         “No no, don’t worry – it’s pressurised, just like the cabin. It can be a little lonely, and the noise can be stressful. I wouldn’t recommend it for old or sick animals, but Tink’s young and healthy. She’ll be fine.”
         

         “Fine?”

         He nodded.

         “And she won’t have to be quarantined? You’re sure about that.”

         “I’m sure,” he replied. “Now stop fussing, and go and enjoy it.”

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         As the days wore on, Joey debated trying to see some of the people she hadn’t seen in a while, though she suspected that most people would be out of town or booked solid with holiday commitments. A call from her would come out of the blue, and though friends might be glad to try to squeeze in a drink with her or invite her along to liven up a dreaded family or work party, Joey felt herself holding back. Thinking about this as she tried to fall asleep one night, she realised that two things lay behind her reluctance to pick up the phone.

         The first was Alex Wilder. He had been obsessed with keeping their relationship quiet, which meant that they never went out with other couples, never met any of Joey’s friends for a drink, never had people over for dinner or went to friends’ apartments or country houses. Now that he wasn’t in her life any more, Joey realised that she’d let a lot of her friendships go. She could think of five or six women she’d either grown up with or known since NYU from whom she had just drifted away.

         What had she been thinking? How could she have let this happen? It really wasn’t like her, and yet she had done it, weekend after weekend, so she could give all her time and attention to that heel! She had played by his rules from Day One until the bitter end. She would never make that mistake again.
         

         Secondly there was work. Joey knew she was capable of making the most of the opportunity she had been given, but she still had to be prepared. It was going to take all her focus and concentration to pull off what she was expected to do in the next few weeks. She had to keep things simple for now and knock herself out doing the best job she could on Stanway House. But when she came back to New York, she would have to make some changes.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter 4
            

         
 
         What looked like two hundred people were waiting to clear security at the airport. Another great New Year’s Eve, Joey thought ruefully, scanning the sea of travellers: screaming babies, kissing lovers, elderly tourists and family groups of more nationalities than she could count.
         
 
         It had been a while since she’d travelled internationally and the extent of the security measures came as a surprise. She wanted to be safe, for goodness sake, but was all this really necessary: all the unpacking and disrobing and scanning and X-raying? And what would they do about Tink? Would she have to take her out of her crate and let them search that? Joey didn’t have enough hands to manage everything she was going to be required to do.
 
         A guard challenged her gruffly as she kicked off her shoes. “You got a boarding pass for the dog?”
 
         Joey fished it out of her bag and handed it to him.
 
         “Gimme the crate,” he ordered.
 
         “Already? Can’t I stay with her till boarding?”
 
         “Gimme the crate,” he said more sternly and Joey handed it over. She was afraid that if she protested, they would either assume she had something to hide or would delay or prevent her from getting on the plane. By the time she had redressed, repacked, filled out more forms and made her way to the waiting lounge, she was ready for a good, stiff drink. And then, looking up at the departures board, she saw, thankfully, that her flight was ready for boarding.
         
 
         The plane filled up quickly. Joey folded her coat and placed it in the overhead bin along with her laptop and carry-on bag. She sat back down and sighed with relief. She hoped Tink was all right, knocked out by the sedative she’d gobbled up in a clump of cream cheese.
 
         The cabin crew dimmed the lights and the general chatter faded as the plane taxied and lifted off. When the seat belt light was turned off, though, the party began. The flight attendants were passing out champagne and most of the travellers seemed positively jovial, chatting across the aisles and violating all the rules that normally governed the crossing of oceans and continents in a space that forced intimacy on strangers.
 
         “Champagne?” asked a steward.
 
         “Gin and tonic,” Joey replied.
 
         For a while she tried to watch the old black-and-white classic Holiday, with Katharine Hepburn and Cary Grant. The in-flight magazine had called it a “delicious seasonal romp” but the antics onscreen just added to her sense of being on the outside looking in. Cary Grant reminded her of Alex and that got her thinking of last New Year’s Eve, when Alex had taken her to a luxurious B&B in the Hamptons. They’d eaten chateaubriand and drunk Dom Perignon and an old-vine Zinfandel that called up sensations of rich, dark earth. As midnight approached, they’d bundled up and walked down to the beach. They heard fireworks going off somewhere, but when the year passed into the next, they were hand-in hand by the water’s edge, pointing out constellations in the moonlit sky.
         
 
         Joey took off her headphones and glanced around. Everywhere she looked were families, lovers, married couples. Was she the only person on the entire plane who was travelling alone? It sure looked that way. A woman across the aisle, seated beside her dozing husband, shot Joey a curious glance, and Joey wondered what she was thinking. That Joey was on her way to meet a lover in London? Or that she was the kind of hard-driving career woman who wanted to get a jump on the new year by turning up for work at the first possible moment?
         
 
         She slid open the window shield. Tiny pinpricks of light glittered above an expanse of cloud that looked like the frozen tundra. It was hard to believe that they were actually up above the cloud cover, and not just flying, in the darkness, over a landscape of eternal snow.
 
         They would be arriving in London in just over three hours, and there, it was already day. The gin had made her sleepy, and she decided to try to get some rest. She awoke some time later, not quite sure why. The cabin was dark, except for a couple of reading lights. She threw off the skimpy fleece blanket and sat up. Sitting in the seat beside her was a little girl of about five. She was staring at Joey through little pink glasses. Her hair was jet black, cut into a short pageboy. She wore an indescribably adorable pinafore beneath which, Joey noticed, her small legs were encased in two painful-looking braces.
 
         “Hi,” Joey said.
 
         “Hello!” she responded quietly.
 
         Joey couldn’t remember the last time she had actually spoken to a child. Most kids she came across seemed either to be bursting with unwarranted self-esteem, bratty, or completely uninterested in communicating with grown-ups. Joey had been on the shy side as a girl, easily intimidated by the older kids at school. Being an only child, she was used to the company of her parents and had never experienced the gentle teasing and joshing that toughened up kids in larger families. Even now, she felt perplexed and nervous in the presence of loud, boisterous children.
         
 
         “What’s your name?” Joey asked.
 
         “Daisy. Where’s your dog?”
 
         “She’s sleeping.”
 
         “But where did you put her? I saw you in the airport and I wanted to meet her.”
 
         “Well, she’s not allowed on the plane, honey. Pets have to travel in their own special cabin. Imagine what it would be like if there were dogs barking at each other!”
 
         “Isn’t she lonely?” The child’s British accent made Joey smile.
 
         “I gave her some medicine to help her sleep. She’s never been on a plane before, and I was afraid she might get scared.”
 
         Daisy took this in. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. I fly all the time.”
 
         “Do you? Where do you go?”
 
         “New York. To see Dr. Dan. He’s the doctor for my legs.”
 
         Daisy stretched out one brace-clad limb. Joey wasn’t sure what she was supposed to be seeing, but she smiled brightly.
 
         “Yes, I see. Wow!”
 
         Daisy smiled widely for the first time. Her two front teeth were missing. And then, as abruptly as she had appeared, she scrambled to her feet and reclaimed her seat next to a dozing woman across the aisle. What a sweet, funny girl, Joey thought. Maybe she liked kids, after all.
 
         The plane began its final descent. Joey peered out the window and down at lush green fields spread in patchwork patterns as far as the eye could see, lined with trees, hedgerows and walls. She felt a rush of excitement; she’d wanted to come to England ever since she was a child.
 
         As they came closer to London, the landscape started to change and chaotic lines of mismatched buildings, new and old, large and small, stretched out below. From this vantage point, the city resembled the inside of a computer chip. It seemed completely disorderly, with tiny streets winding in opposite directions. But as the plane banked over the muddy Thames, soaring through the air above the heart of the city, Joey drew breath. There was Big Ben and the Houses of Parliament, London Bridge, The Eye! She drank in the images, her face inches from the window.
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         Tink was still drowsy when Joey picked her up, so she left her in her crate for the cab ride. But an hour later, as the driver navigated the roads leading to Henry and Sarah’s home near Notting Hill, the sedatives had clearly worn off, and Tink let Joey know in no uncertain terms that she’d had just about enough of being cooped up.
 
         “Hush. Bad girl!” Joey said sharply, to no effect. They were rounding the perimeter of Holland Park, and Joey could barely pull her eyes from the passing scenery: the crisp geometry of the park’s designed gardens, the gracious townhouses bathed in cool morning light.
 
         “Forty-eight, you said?” the driver asked.
 
         “Yes, Forty-eight Holland Road.”
 
         “Here we are, then.”
 
         “This…?” Joey stared out the window. The house was enormous: a distinguished Georgian three-storey jewel. Potted spruces in enormous planters lined the steps up to the door. Surely Henry and Sarah couldn’t own the whole thing! It looked like a small hotel; they must have a duplex of some kind. Even a family with four children didn’t need this much room. And Henry couldn’t possibly have this much money…
         
 
         As the driver unloaded Joey’s bags from the boot, Joey hurried up the front steps and rang the doorbell. From within, she heard the sound of its chimes. The next moment, the door flew open to reveal a girl and boy, breathless, as though they had just come to a skidding halt.
         

         “Wait. Wait,” the little girl said, then screeched “Mummy!” There was a bustle inside the door as what appeared to be a whole clutch of children assembled, grinning and fumbling with something large and white.

         As the cab driver slammed closed the door of the boot, the children unfurled a large homemade banner that read: “WELCOME, AUNT JOEY!!!”
         

         The banner, on sheets of white paper that had been haphazardly taped together, featured rainbows, birds, flowers, stick figures with smiles and other objects familiar to preschool art teachers everywhere.

         “It’s beautiful!” Joey cried, feeling suddenly completely overwhelmed.

         “Hold on a sec, just let me take care of this.” Joey set down Tink’s crate, hurried over to the cab driver, and paid the fare with pounds she had swapped for her dollars at the airport. She pocketed the receipt and turned back to the children, who by now had been joined by an older boy and were on hands and knees in front of Tink’s crate. Tink was barking frantically.

         “Oooh, he’s so sweet! Can he come out? What’s his name?” The questions flew fast and furiously.

         “It’s a she. Tink. Sure.” The older boy struggled with the catch on the crate, so Joey lent a hand. She worried momentarily about Tink running off, but Tink loved being the centre of attention and would be unlikely to bolt when so many hands were petting her. Sure enough, after zipping over to a tree for a quick squirt, she reclaimed her spot at the heart of the happy throng.

         Something now caught the corner of Joey’s eye and she glanced up to see a frumpy middle-aged woman in an apron on the front steps. She was shocked by the realisation that it was Sarah.
         

         Her hair, streaked with grey and still very long, was held up with some pins, in a style that was painfully close to Sarah’s mother’s ubiquitous old-lady bun. As eight-year-olds, Joey and Sarah had dubbed it “the nest”. Now, Joey bit her lip to keep from laughing. All she could think of was her and Sarah as kids, in the back seat of Sarah’s family car, sticking toothpicks into hair-sprayed bun in the front seat. Her mother wouldn’t notice, or would pretend not to notice, clambering out of the car with a bun full of toothpicks. Sarah and Joey would be almost sick with the effort to contain their hysterics.

         Joey now looked fondly at the woman who stood before her. She had on a loose skirt that fell to mid-calf, over clogs worn with heavy woollen socks. Her turtleneck, all but covered by a large, floury apron, was worn and stretched, as though she had worn it straight through four pregnancies. Joey sought to hide her dismay at how much older and well, staid her old friend now looked.
         

         “I know, I’m a mess,” Sarah disarmed her by announcing.

         “No you’re not,” Joey cried.

         Sarah came down the steps.

         “You’ve always worn your feelings on your face.”

         “It was just – the nest!” Joey burst out.
         

         Sarah’s hand flew to her hair. “Oh, I know.” Then she started to laugh. “I’ve been cooking,” she cried defensively.

         Joey immediately felt guilty. This was Sarah. Her dearest pal. Who cared what she looked like?
         

         “Sweetie!”

         “Honey!”

         They flew into each other’s arm and hugged tightly for several long moments, then drew back and stared into each other’s eyes.
         

         “You look wonderful,” Sarah said. “I hate you – you’re so skinny!”

         “I am not,” Joey protested. The truth was, Joey hadn’t gained a pound since she was twenty. And she worked at it, running, eating as little as she could, always keeping an eye on the scale.

         “It was having kids that did me in,” Sarah teased. “You’ll see.”

         Joey wasn’t sure she would. Kids definitely belonged in the maybe someday but not any time soon category.
         

         “You must be exhausted,” Sarah said. “Let’s get you inside. Christopher, Timmy, give us a hand.”

         Two of the boys stood up and helped Sarah and Joey lug the bags into the house.

         “Henry’s in his study talking Aggie through the set up of her new computer on the phone,” Sarah explained. “He’ll be free in a little while.”

         “Who’s Aggie?”

         “Oh, I can’t believe I didn’t mention her. Aggie is Henry’s mother… Lady Howard.” She raised an amused eyebrow. “She lives right by Stanway. It’s extraordinary, isn’t it? Small world…  You’re going to have to meet her.”

         Sarah’s anglicised accent was even more pronounced now they were talking in person. There was barely a rising tone at the end of her statements at all.

         An hour later, Joey and Sarah were sitting before a fire blazing in a sleek modern gas hearth in the living room. Following a tour of the house and all their rooms, the children had somehow been banished from their company.

         The house wasn’t a duplex. They lived in the whole thing. It had nine bedrooms and six baths, although the grandeur of the outside was not exactly continued within. Antiques were scattered throughout the rooms – old desks and bookcases and chairs that needed re-caning – along with a selection of sturdy, middle-of-the-road family furniture that Joey could only describe as a triumph of comfort over style.
         

         To begin with, Joey was a little surprised at the haphazard feeling of the interiors; then again, Sarah had never been interested in decorating or clothes. If an article of clothing fit and was clean, she wore it, with a carefree insouciance that allowed her to pull it off. But she was younger then. And slimmer.

         Sinking into the soft leather of the sofa, Joey helped herself to the delicious-looking lunch Sarah had brought in on trays. There was brown bread, a good farmhouse cheddar and a rough pâté. Joey had vowed to drink only one glass of the Sancerre that Sarah had poured, and not to eat so much that she got even sleepier. She really wanted to stay awake! They had barely begun to swap stories of what had been happening over the years, in the broadest of outlines, with hardly any of the important details that held all the meaning. But the warmth of the fire, the soothing familiarity of Sarah’s voice, the wine and the sleepless night on the plane soon conspired to bring a premature end to the reunion.

         Joey’s head nodded. She did her best to rouse herself and concentrate. But her eyes just would not stay open, no matter how hard she tried.

         “All right, you,” Sarah finally said. “Off to dreamland.”

         “I’m so sorry – I think I just need a little sleep, then I’ll be fine.”

         “I know. Come on.”

         Joey barely remembered climbing the stairs, or slipping into bed.

         As Sarah closed the shutters and the room fell into darkness, Joey fought off her drowsiness and struggled to a sitting position.
         

         “Tink!” Joey whispered. “I forgot about –”

         “Got it covered, baby,” replied her friend.
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