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   It was barely eight a.m. when Claire heard the sound of music emanating from the ceiling. For a moment, she had a scary thought that she was late for work, but then she remembered that it was Saturday. She curled her legs and pulled the comforter up to her chin; she was dreaming, and the sensual music had to be a part of the dream. She snuggled against the pillow in anticipation of what the dream would bring next, but as she attempted to drift back to sleep, the music kept growing louder. After tossing and turning, Claire finally awakened, aware that the persistent sounds were very real. 
 
   Claire lay back on her pillow, staring into the ceiling in bewilderment as the sultry sounds of Argentine tango filled her bedroom. Who in their right mind would blast tango music at eight o’clock on a Saturday morning? Obviously, the new tenant of the upstairs apartment, Claire answered her own question. She was wide-awake now. Building rules explicitly stated that there was to be no noise until 10 a.m. on weekends, and she would make it her business to educate the new resident. 
 
   Claire kicked off the comforter and slid her feet into her slippers. Then she pulled on her bathrobe and headed out the door. 
 
   She pressed the elevator button, but saw that the elevator was out of order. Had she been in a calmer state, this might have been enough of an obstacle to postpone her mission, but at present this circumstance only added oil to the fire. 
 
   As she walked up the stairs to the top floor apartment, Claire felt the onset of a hangover. She had been out late with the girls last night, and she was bound to pay for it now. If only she had been able to sleep it off. Claire frowned as she stoically climbed the rest of the stairs. Saturdays were supposed to be relaxing, but this Saturday promised to be anything but. 
 
   The music grew even louder once Claire had reached the next floor. Now it was a milonga waltz: a slow, sensual melody that made her shiver right down to her slippers. This music lover must be quite a connoisseur of tangos, Claire thought, about to ring the doorbell. She stopped halfway, remembering that in her fury she had forgotten to brush her teeth and comb her hair. Her hesitation was brief, as she decided that this grooming lapse was irrelevant at the moment. In fact, she thought that it might serve the purpose of her visit – her disheveled state should be enough of a deterrent to stop the culprit from further misconduct. She pressed the bell and waited.
 
   Several minutes passed. The music continued, but nothing else happened. Frowning, Claire rang the doorbell again. Her lips drawn and her hands crisscrossed on her chest, she geared herself up for the speech she planned to deliver to the offender, but she was disappointed yet again as the door remained closed. 
 
   This time her finger nearly sank into the rickety doorbell as she kept the button pressed for almost a minute. Whoever was inside had to hear that, but apparently, she was mistaken again. Exasperated, Claire clenched her fingers into a fist and pounded on the door, but to her surprise the door creaked open under the impact. The blasting music seeping through the opening enveloped her, and under its spell, Claire made her way inside the apartment. 
 
   What she saw next defeated all of her expectations as she froze in place, mouth agape. The apartment consisted of one giant room. It must have been a one-bedroom at some point, but the dividing wall had been knocked down, leaving a vast loft. The room was empty save for a frumpy couch in the corner, a scant table and two chairs. Several large bags, presumably with clothes and other possessions, were planted on the floor sporadically. 
 
   But this disarray had nothing to do with Claire’s paralyzed state as she stared at the back of the man who was too absorbed by his task to notice her presence. He was shirtless, and his muscles rippled as he moved with feline grace to the sound of the mesmerizing melody. His feet were engaged in complicated dance moves, but his hands were busy with a paint roller as he coated the wall in front of him in red paint. His longish hair touched the nape of his neck, and Claire found herself swallowing uneasily as she stared on, hypnotized. 
 
   The music lover – that was how she mentally called him – lowered his paint roller into the paint bin, and Claire caught his striking Roman profile. He was about to go on with his task, but he must have spotted her from the corner of his eye, because he abruptly turned around and stared right at her. Claire blinked and began rattling off the cause of her visit, at which the music lover signaled for her to stop and glided over to the iPod speakers on the table, which were the source of Claire’s initial indignation. Gliding was the only word Claire could think to describe his graceful way of moving.
 
   The music stopped, and Claire shivered uncomfortably, terrified by her current predicament. What had she been thinking, wandering into some stranger’s apartment? He could have her arrested for trespassing, and that was the least alarming of the possibilities. Handsome or not, he could be a serial killer for all she knew, and now she was stuck there at his mercy. 
 
   “I’m Alec, Alec Brunell.” The music lover smiled at her as he held her gaze with his dark brown eyes. 
 
   Claire made a mental effort to stop calling the man before her the music lover. His name was Alec, and she knew absolutely nothing about him except the fact that he was inconsiderate enough to blast tango music at eight in the morning on a Saturday, which was why she found herself in his apartment in the first place. That’s right, her visit had a purpose, and now she would make it known. 
 
   “I’m Claire Chatfield. I live in the apartment below yours…”
 
   “It is a pleasure to meet you, Claire. Thank you for coming over to welcome me to the building.” Alec reached for her hand, and Claire felt his warm fingers encircle her palm. “Would you like some coffee, Claire? I was about to have mine…” He half-turned to the tiny kitchen.
 
   “No!” Claire heard herself shouting.
 
   “Well, if you don’t like coffee, I have some orange juice…” Alec went on, clearly taken aback by her reaction.
 
   Get yourself together, Claire thought as she folded her arms on her chest, pinching her forearm. “Actually, the reason I stopped by is the music.”
 
   “You love tango, huh?” Alec’s gaze travelled along her bathrobe. “It is beautiful…”
 
   “No, I don’t love tango,” Claire snapped. This Alec character sure had his act down pat. Granted, he was a looker, but in Claire’s book that did not give him the right to be so blatant about it. Sure, there must be plenty of women hungering for his mouthwatering flesh, but she sure as hell was not one of them. She had a boyfriend, and she had come there for a reason. 
 
   “You don’t like tango?” Alec stared at her in frank bewilderment. 
 
   “I don’t like any music blasting through my ceiling at eight a.m. on a Saturday. The building rules say no noise until ten a.m.” Claire glared at him. She was in control now.
 
   “Oh, I’m so very sorry.” To her surprise, Alec blushed. “I used to rent a loft in a warehouse, and I forgot how thin building walls can be.” He grinned apologetically. “I promise you that it will not happen again. Now, may I offer you a cup of coffee as a peace offering?” He winked at her, catching her irate gaze.
 
   “No, thank you. I think I’ll head back to bed and try to catch up on some sleep.” Claire turned to leave. “And by the way, you need to have a building permit to do any kind of handiwork,” she blurted over her shoulder as she shut the door behind her.
 
   Back in the safety of her apartment, Claire locked the door behind her. Her face was burning crimson red; she had never lost control like this before. 
 
   She stumbled into the kitchen and put on the coffee pot. She was too rattled to go back to bed now. Mechanically, she poured cereal into a bowl and splashed some milk over it. Taking a bite of her cereal, she cringed as she replayed the encounter in her mind. She could not remember the last time she had been this flustered. She liked to think of herself as a fairly rational person, and yet, just now she had behaved like a complete maniac. First, she had burst into a total stranger’s apartment, and then she had ogled his naked, incredibly muscular torso – at this thought Claire cringed again, hoping that her new neighbor had not noticed this lapse – and then, after he had tried to make small talk despite her unexpected appearance in his apartment, she had nearly screamed at him for playing his music too loud. And to top it all off, after he had sincerely apologized, she had snubbed his perfectly good-natured offer of a cup of coffee.
 
   Reliving the memory of her embarrassing behavior was enough to make Claire burrow her face in her hands and pull on her hair. She was a grown woman, and she knew how to handle tough situations. What on earth made her act like this? Sure, Alec’s devastatingly handsome looks could have been an explanation, but Claire knew full well that it was not the answer. A part of her wished it had been the answer. That would have made things so much simpler. Claire was in love with David Lawson, and she was not the kind of woman who got smitten by a six-pack, no matter how hard, or dark eyes, no matter how piercing. No, the true reason was in the music - the sultry, maddening tango music. 
 
   You love tango, huh? She remembered Alec’s question, which was more of a statement really, as though it were a given that everyone on earth adored the heart-wrenching melody. Well, in his defense, Alec could not have known how loaded the question was for Claire. His innocent remark took her back to a time she did not care to revisit, so the only natural response was to snub him and run for cover. Well, she was all grown up now, and she knew how to deal with unwelcome recollections of the past: lock them up in a “do not open” memories compartment, where they belonged. 
 
    
 
   Alec put down the paint roller and wiped his forehead on the back of his arm. Man, he was beat. He had forgotten how grueling physical labor could be. Sure, he worked out six days a week, not to mention daily dance practice, but painting walls made him discover muscles he did not know he had. Every bit of his body throbbed, but at least he had gotten the job done. The south wall was painted red, and the other three were white. Now, all he needed was to wait for the paint to dry so that he could add a silhouette of a tango couple against the red background. That ought to complete the ambiance. 
 
   He opened the small fridge and reached for a bottle of orange juice. The cool liquid soothed his parched throat. Holding the now half-empty bottle, Alec walked over to the window to check out his new view. All in all, he was happy with his new digs. The rent was reasonable, and the view was not bad either. From the top floor he had an unobstructed view of Second Avenue. Not exactly the poshest of locations, but it would do. In a couple of days, once the paint smell aired out, he could move in. 
 
   For the past two years, he had been shacking up in an old warehouse in the meatpacking district. Jason, his school buddy had let him stay there rent free. The place was perfect: plenty of space for dance practice and no neighbors to complain about Alec blasting his music too loud. But now that Jason was “retiring” from his investment banking job and reinventing himself as a bartender, he needed the space back in order to start construction for his bar. Alec was not picky when it came to living quarters, as long as he had plenty of open space, which was why when the real estate agent had shown him the top floor, converted loft on Second Avenue and Eightieth Street, he had signed the lease immediately. 
 
   One thing he had not counted on was fussy neighbors. Alec smiled, thinking of the unexpected morning visitor. “Claire,” he mouthed her name, remembering her tousled chestnut hair and hazel eyes. Even that bulky bathrobe she had been wearing could not conceal the shapely outlines of her body.
 
   Of course, a girl like that was bound to be a challenge. But he had always liked challenges, and the fact that he was a professional tango dancer usually played in his favor. Usually, but it might not be so this time. Alec winced, remembering Claire’s reaction to his innocent question about her music taste. What was all that about? he wondered. As far as he was concerned, no one could resist tango. Well, he would get to the bottom of Claire’s music idiosyncrasies in due time, but in the meantime, he needed to think of a way to become more neighborly. 
 
   “Think of the devil,” Alec murmured, taking another gulp of orange juice as he spotted the subject of his thoughts exiting the lobby. Someone must have a hot night planned, he thought, his eyes examining every detail of Claire’s outfit, which was far more flattering than the bathrobe he remembered from this morning. Now, she was dressed in a little black number that fitted her body to a T. His instincts had been right; from long, shapely legs to a firm, flat stomach to wonderfully full breasts, her body was downright perfect, and the way her chestnut mane bounced down her back made Alec want to get to know his neighbor better. Heading out for a night on the town, Alec mused. It was Saturday night after all, and he was glad to remark the absence of a male companion by Claire’s side. Suddenly, his new building looked even more appealing.
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   As she exited the lobby of her building, Claire had a funny feeling that she was being watched: the eerie, nagging sensation one gets when being stared at. She looked around, but seeing that the street was empty, she attributed her discomfort to the dress she was wearing. It was new, and to her mind, way too revealing. She had bought it at her friend’s, Amber’s, suggestion, and now she wished she had opted for a different outfit. Claire pulled on the hem of her dress that barely covered her mid-thigh. Usually, she never wore skirts above the knee, but Amber had insisted that she look super-hot for the party. There would be fashion models and movie starlets, and if Claire were not careful, David’s eyes just might wander, Amber had cautioned her. Claire had laughed Amber off. It took more than flashy looks to impress David, but she had bought the dress nonetheless, along with a set of Spanx, which was now pinching her behind mercilessly.
 
   Claire could hardly believe her eyes when she spotted an empty cab heading her way. She waved her hand, instantly checking for possible competition. The simple act of hailing a cab could easily turn into a battle on the Upper East Side. 
 
   “Mercer and Houston,” Claire gave the cab driver the directions and leaned back against the car seat. She opened her purse and checked her reflection in the mirror for the umpteenth time. Normally, she was not one to fuss about her looks, but when it came to David, she wanted to look perfect.
 
   She had been dating David Lawson for almost a year. Eleven glorious months to be precise, and at times, Claire still could not believe that of all women David had chosen her. After all, David Lawson had not been hailed New York’s most eligible bachelor by the tabloids for no reason. At thirty-three, David had the world in the palm of his hand: blond, six three, with rock hard abs and a smile that could melt the snows of Antarctica, he was the sole heir to the Lawson real estate empire. His father, Allan Lawson, owned half of Manhattan, and David was to follow in his father’s footsteps. He had just recently been promoted to vice president of Lawson Enterprises, and everyone knew that one day, sooner rather than later, David would run the company. Sure, the fact that he was the owner’s son contributed to his advancement in the firm, but David had proven himself fair and square by learning the business from the bottom up, putting in long hours, and most importantly, coming up with groundbreaking ideas. But all of these impressive attributes were not the reason why Claire Chatfield was swept off her feet by David Lawson. She was not impervious to good looks and money, but she looked for much more in a man, and she had found it in David: he was kind, reliable, and he took great pride in his profession. 
 
   But eleven months ago, all Claire knew about David Lawson was that David was a handsome heir who charmed his way through life. His womanizing reputation preceded him, so when David approached her at one of Amber’s mixers, Claire had pretty much blown him off. She had been polite, but that was where it ended, and when David tried to get her number, she feigned an excuse and left the party. 
 
   Her surprise was too big for words when, upon coming in to work the next morning, Claire found two dozen white roses on her desk with a note from David. Her fingers trembling, she dialed Amber and shared the mind-boggling news. Somehow, the idea of receiving flowers from David Lawson did not quite fit into Claire’s mind. Who sent flowers these days? Of all the men she had dated (granted, there had not been that many) this was a first for her. 
 
   “That’s because David is a true gentleman,” Amber had countered, “and it was really stupid of you to blow him off last night. He really liked you, you know.”
 
   “Somehow I doubt that David Lawson has a shortage of dates,” Claire had retorted. “And I’m not about to become his next one-night stand.”
 
   “Well, I think you’ve made that perfectly clear. Hence, the flowers. Just don’t overdo it, okay?”
 
   “You mean there’s more to come?”
 
   “I imagine he’s going to ask you out. That’s how men usually act when they like a girl, not that you’d have any idea with the hermit lifestyle that you’ve been practicing.”
 
   “I’m very happy with my life, thank you very much.”
 
   “Just go out with David already, okay? I’m a PR agent, not a matchmaker. It’s bad enough he had to call me to get your phone number. I don’t want to be the messenger between the two of you.”
 
   “Fair enough. I’ll go out with him to get him off your back, but that’s where it ends.”
 
   “Aha. Let’s wait and see what you’ll be saying after your date with him.”
 
   At the time Claire had scoffed at Amber’s reply, but her friend’s words turned out to be prophetic after all. It had only taken a handful of dates for Claire to fall for David Lawson. 
 
   Lost in her reminiscences, Claire did not notice that the cab driver had already reached the destination and was waiting to be paid. She quickly handed him the fare, ran her hand over her hair one last time, and opened the car door.
 
   “Claire, there you are!” David was by her side as soon as her feet had reached the curb.
 
   “David.” Her heart surged as she wrapped her arms around her boyfriend’s neck.
 
   “I’m so sorry you had to trudge over here in a cab. I was stuck at the office.”
 
   “That’s all right.” She smiled dreamily at him, thinking that as long as she wound up in David’s arms, she did not care how she got there.
 
   “Let’s go inside before it gets too crowded.” David pulled her closer to him, and feeling secure with his arm on the small of her back, Claire followed.
 
    
 
   “Claire! There you are!” Amber air-kissed her on both cheeks. “Isn’t this a great turnout?”
 
   “As usual, you’ve outdone yourself.” Claire surveyed the vast crowd, spotting familiar faces she remembered from ads and magazines.
 
   “By the end of the evening, Club Metro is going to be the hottest club in town.” Amber shook her platinum blond hair with exuberance. “And, of course, I have to thank two of my closest friends for supporting me.” Amber flashed David a playful smile. “Having David Lawson as a guest at an event immediately raises the hotness status by two hundred percent.”
 
   “Well, you’re looking hot enough to light this place up all on your own, Amber.” David pinched Amber’s cheek.
 
   “Such a tease!” Amber giggled, her lashes batting playfully over her sky-blue eyes. “You two go upstairs, into the VIP lounge. I’ve got to work the grind here.”
 
   “We’ll see you later, Amber.” David flashed one of his dazzling smiles, reaching for Claire’s hand.
 
   “By the way, Claire, you look awesome in this dress,” Amber whispered. “Aren’t you glad you let me talk you into buying it?”
 
   “Thanks, Amber. You’re looking great yourself.” As usual, Amber was not to be outdone. Dressed in a sequined mini-dress that clung to her lanky, model-like body, she looked like she was wearing a gown of melted silver.
 
   Upstairs, they were immediately whisked into a VIP booth, where a bottle of Dom Perignon awaited them in an ice bucket.
 
   “Pretty swanky, huh?” David uncorked the champagne without so much as a whisper of a sound. He poured the sparkling liquid into Claire’s glass and filled his own. “Here’s to my girl.”
 
   Claire smiled and lifted the glass to her lips. She loved it when David called her his girl - there was something so sweetly old-fashioned about it. 
 
   “So, how was your day?” she asked him.
 
   “There was only one good thing about it: looking forward to seeing you.” David squeezed her hand, and Claire thought she was going to literally melt under his gaze. He had had this effect on her ever since they met, and at times, she wondered if she would ever start taking David for granted. At the moment, it seemed impossible. “And that’s all I care to say about my day at the office on a Saturday.” David grinned. “How was your day, baby?” 
 
   “I had the craziest morning.”
 
   “Oh? What happened?”
 
   “I got a new neighbor, and he was playing his music really loud...” The image of Alec’s bare torso materialized in Claire’s mind as she remembered him moving to the sensual tango music. Flustered, she halted into silence. Here she was, sitting across from the most desirable man in all of New York and most likely in the world, having ridiculous thoughts about her impertinent neighbor. 
 
   “There you are!” Amber sidled into the seat next to David.
 
   For once, Claire was glad of Amber’s interruption. 
 
   “Aren’t you two going to dance?” 
 
   As if on cue, a deafening blast of techno filled the room.
 
   Claire glanced at the empty dance floor and shook her head. “Oh, you know us, Amber. David and I don’t dance.” 
 
   “That’s right.” David nodded. “I can think of far better things to do with my girl than grinding on the dance floor.”
 
   Even David Lawson had an imperfection. It was his utter lack of rhythm and musical timing - a flaw that Claire had found most endearing when she had overheard David singing in the shower. David took care to stay off the dance floor, and Claire adored him all the more for it.
 
   “Suit yourselves.” Amber rose from her seat. In her usual devil-may-care fashion, she approached a Calvin Klein underwear model whose picture Claire remembered from a billboard. In no time at all, the two were in the center of the dance floor. Amber’s body slithered this way and that as she pressed herself against the taut, muscular body of the underwear hunk, undaunted by the fact that they were the only couple dancing. Of course, that did not remain the case for long. Ever since her cheerleading days in high school, Amber had possessed an uncanny ability to get people to do what she wanted, and she did not fail now. In a handful of moments, the dance floor became flooded as everyone in the room rushed in to follow Amber. Everyone but David.
 
   “What do you say we call it a night, baby?” David glanced at Claire across the table. 
 
   Claire nodded with relief. That was another thing she adored about David. Most people would have never suspected that despite all the publicity and the flashy events he had to attend, deep down David Lawson was a homebody. 
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   Upon waking up the next morning, Claire arched her back, relishing the feel of the satin sheets against her skin. Beside her, David lay breathing evenly, still asleep. It had only been a couple of months since she had finally gotten comfortable enough to actually be able to sleep with him in the same bed. Before, Claire would always find an excuse to go home after they made love, but David had gotten onto her. One night, he insisted on staying at her place, and ever since then, they had been taking turns between his and her apartments. Granted, David’s split-level junior four apartment in a full service luxury building in Battery Park was a lot more glamorous than Claire’s place.
 
   Claire rose on her elbow and checked the time: it was ten a.m. She snuck out of bed and tiptoed to the bathroom to brush her teeth. She might have gotten comfortable enough to sleep in the same bed with David, but she still wanted her breath to smell fresh when he woke up. 
 
   A few minutes later, she tiptoed back into bed and snuggled next to David. Usually, David was always the first to wake up, and together they would go for a four-mile run. No doubt, upon waking up, David was bound to get upset for oversleeping, but Claire was not about to nudge him. She wanted them to spend the morning reading newspapers over breakfast instead of gasping for breath in sweat-soaked clothes. David muttered something incoherent as he flung his arm across Claire’s chest. Careful not to wake him, she maneuvered out of the way and tucked the comforter up to her chin. She loved lounging in bed like this.
 
   “What time is it?” David mumbled groggily, reaching for the clock on the bedside table. “Ten-thirty? Claire, are you up?” He turned toward her.
 
   “Huh? What?” Claire could be a good actress when she needed to be.
 
   “Good morning, sleepyhead.” David smooched her. “Well, since we’ve overslept our run this morning, I think there are a few other activities I can think of for us to make up for missed exercise.” He reached underneath her lacy nightgown.
 
   “What exactly did you have in mind?” Claire grinned, thinking that her plan had worked perfectly. After all, she much preferred making love to jogging.
 
   Over breakfast, holding the morning newspaper in his left hand, David shook his head as he lifted a forkful of eggs to his mouth. 
 
   “You don’t like your eggs?” Claire worried that her cooking was not to David’s likening. Usually he opted for cereal and milk, but this morning she had prepared the full spread: scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast. She had specifically instructed David’s housekeeper to stock up on provisions to surprise him.
 
   “No, baby, the eggs are superb, although, if you keep this up, I’m going to have to double my morning jogs.” David patted his washboard stomach. “It’s the news that worries me.”
 
   “Yeah? What’s wrong?” Claire poured herself a cup of coffee.
 
   “I just saw something in the paper that might affect my father’s new development plans.” David frowned, his mind still focused on the article. “But I won’t let it spoil our morning.” He smiled at her. “Thank you for making breakfast.” 
 
   “You’re welcome.” Claire took a bite of her bacon. If there was one thing she wished she could change about David Lawson it was to make him forget about work on weekends. 
 
   “So what do you want to do today?” Claire asked after she had loaded the dishes into the dishwasher. She had replaced her evening dress with indigo jeans and a peasant blouse. That was another recent change: David had suggested that she leave a few of her things at his place, so that she would not have to rush home to change when spending the weekend with him.
 
   “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry. Didn’t I tell you? I have to get back to the office. I’m working on a major deal that is due to close on Wednesday and I’ve got to go over the financials one more time to make sure everything is in shipshape.”
 
   “Oh.” Claire fought back the disappointment. She had been looking forward to seeing David all week, and already, their time together was over.
 
   “I tell you what. Why don’t you go to the pool downstairs, maybe do some shopping? I should be back around seven or so.” David reached for his wallet and handed Claire his credit card. “Do you forgive me?”
 
   Most women would jump at the chance, but Claire wanted David, not his credit cards. Plus, if she knew anything about men, it was that you could not let a man think that you sat around moping for him. 
 
   “That’s all right, David. Actually, I’ve just remembered that I have a few work things to catch up on myself.”
 
   “I’m really sorry, baby. I swear I’ll make it up to you next weekend.”
 
   A short while later, as his chauffeur held the black Mercedes door open for him, David asked, “Are you sure you don’t want me to drop you off at your apartment?” “Positive. I’ve got a few errands to run on the way.”
 
   “Oh?” David arched an eyebrow and Claire sensed his eyes lingering on her neckline. “Is this blouse supposed to be open like this?” David buttoned the top button Claire had purposely left undone. “Oh, and let me know if that new neighbor of yours gives you any trouble.” 
 
   “I don’t think he will be bothering me anymore.” Claire stammered, wondering what on earth prompted David to bring this up.
 
   After David’s car pulled away, Claire considered her options. She had planned to spend the day with David, but as it had unexpectedly turned out, she now had the entire Sunday to herself. Truth be told, these occurrences were becoming disconcertingly frequent. Lately, she had noticed David spending a far greater number of weekends at the office than Claire would have liked to admit. Of course, she could have taken David up on his offer and hung around to spend a few precious evening hours with him, but as much as she had been tempted to, she knew that she had been right to resist. She was not about to manifest her growing attachment to David by sitting around and moping for him.
 
   Claire smiled with self-satisfaction, remembering the protective way David had buttoned up her blouse. Men, even a man like David Lawson, were highly predictable. The minute you let them think they knew everything about you, they were liable to take you for granted, but as long as you left some mystique, they would keep coming back for more.
 
   Claire headed toward the Subway, thinking that she might take a stroll through SoHo. Then she reached for her cell phone and dialed her best friend Lindsay. Lindsay always worked late on Saturday nights, covering some big event, and Claire was fairly certain that she would be just getting ready to get breakfast.
 
   “Hello?” Lindsay’s groggy voice croaked in the receiver.
 
   “Good morning, sunshine.” With a great effort, Claire stifled a chuckle. “Did you sleep well?”
 
   “I did until you woke me up.”
 
   “Well, good morning to you too. Actually, it is almost two o’clock, so good afternoon.” 
 
   “I don’t see anything good about this morning or afternoon.” Lindsay grumbled.
 
   “How about if I buy you breakfast?”
 
   “Well, if you put it that way…”
 
   “I’ll meet you at the crepes place in half an hour.”
 
   “Bye…” Lindsay’s voice trailed off as Claire heard a crashing noise on the other end of the line.
 
   With a guilty grin, Claire hung up. If she had to stay up until all hours of the night to collect society gossip that would be forgotten less than a half hour after it went into print, she would be grumpy too. Yet Lindsay loved her job, and she was damn good at it too. Even in high school Lindsay had always been the first to know all the news.
 
    
 
   “Hey!” 
 
   In the crepes place, Claire saw Lindsay, already seated with a huge cup of coffee in front of her, wave at her.
 
   “Someone looks awake.” Claire took a seat.
 
   “Yeah.” Lindsay grinned. “Sorry for barking at you earlier.”
 
   “Rough night?”
 
   “Very. I had to cover three openings last night. I got home around six a.m., and then I had to organize my notes so that I could get the report out to my editor. I finally crashed at around eight and then had the pleasure of being woken up by you.”
 
   “Geez, Lindsay, I’m sorry for dragging you out today.”
 
   “Never mind. That’s the life of a tabloid reporter, and ever since the new editor took over, it’s gotten even more intense.” Lindsay shrugged. “But don’t you worry. One day I’m going to write for the New York Times, and then everything will be different. No more sweaty nightclubs or teenage celebrities; instead, I’ll be covering museum galas, charity balls, and socialites.” Lindsay’s eyes lit up.
 
   “I’m sure it will happen soon.” Claire felt lame for her platitude, but she was as remote from the world of reporting as she was from dancing. 
 
   “Should we order? I’m starving, and you promised to buy me breakfast.” Lindsay turned her attention to the menu. “I’m gonna have a ham and cheese crepe. Do you want to share a Nutella crepe?”
 
   “I’ll just have some coffee.”
 
   “You’ve got to have more than coffee, or you’ll make me look like a glutton.”
 
   “I just had bacon and eggs with David. I can’t splurge on calories like you.”
 
   “Please.” Lindsay rolled her eyes. “You don’t need to be on a diet.”
 
   “Easy for you to say: you can probably still fit into your high school jeans,” Claire added wistfully. Not that she wanted to fit into her own high school jeans. Not fitting into her high school jeans was a blessing, and she intended to keep it that way.
 
   “Please! You’ve got a great body. I’d kill to have your boobs.” Lindsay frowned, glancing at her own modest chest.
 
   “Boobs can be a real nuisance,” Claire countered, eyeing Lindsay’s stick-thin frame. “You, however, can go bra-less whenever you want.” And you didn’t have to suffer through a chubby childhood and adolescence, Claire thought, but she bit her tongue. After all, Lindsay had been there with her to witness her tribulations firsthand.
 
   “By the way, I missed you at the Metro opening,” Lindsay remarked after the waitress had taken their orders.
 
   “Yeah, sorry about that. David wanted to leave early.”
 
   “Too bad. It would have been nice to get a picture of the two of you and maybe a couple of quotes from David Lawson.” When pronouncing David’s name, Lindsay tilted back her head and pushed up her nose. 
 
   “Knock it off. David is not like that at all.”
 
   “Fine, maybe he’s not, but I wouldn’t know, since Mr. Lawson never seems to have time for your friends.”
 
   Claire shrugged. “He’s been working so much lately. He really wants to prove himself at the office.”
 
   “Oh, please! Give me a break. He is the owner’s son. I’d say he’s got the way pretty much paved for him.”
 
   “David wants everyone to know that he earned his position.” Claire sighed. “You don’t really like David, do you?”
 
   “It’s irrelevant whether I like him or not. I’m not the one dating him.”
 
   “But you’re my best friend. Your opinion is important to me.”
 
   “Mine, not Amber’s?”
 
   “You’re both my best friends.” Claire sighed with exasperation. Ever since middle school, they had been an inseparable trio: Amber, Lindsay, and Claire, and the silent rivalry between Amber and Lindsay dated equally far back. Amber was outgoing and bossy, Lindsay was witty and practical, and Claire was thoughtful and caring - the balance between the two. It was hard to say just what exactly united the three friends. Maybe it was that each had qualities the other one lacked, but suffice it to say, their friendship had taken them through childhood, adolescence, and college, to the world of adulthood.
 
   “Yeah, I know. I just don’t trust Amber’s choice of men for you, that’s all. After all, she’s the one who set you up with David, right?”
 
   “She introduced us, yes. David is her client.”
 
   “Exactly, and Amber could make one believe that the devil is a saint if she were his PR agent.”
 
   “David is not a devil – he is sweet and charming.”
 
   “Hey, I’m not the one you need to convince of your boyfriend’s virtues. Like I said, if you’re happy, I’m happy for you. But something is telling me there’s trouble in paradise.”
 
   Seven years of being a tabloids scout had honed Lindsay’s instincts well. She could whiff trouble from the slightest of signs.
 
   “It’s not that. It’s just that lately, David’s been spending so much time at work… I just wish we could spend more time together.” Like this Sunday, for instance, Claire thought.
 
   “Do you think he might be messing around? I could have him followed – I know people,” Lindsay added in a hushed whisper.
 
   “Thanks, Lindsay, you’re a true friend.” Claire couldn’t suppress a grin.
 
   “What? I’m just saying; it never hurts to be vigilant.”
 
   “David leads a very public life. Don’t you think that if he were sneaking around behind my back, it would have leaked out in the tabloids already?”
 
   “True, you’ve got a point there. Maybe he is really busy at work then.”
 
   “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”
 
   “Well, then you just have to wait for things to get back to normal. He didn’t always keep these crazy hours, did he?”
 
   “He didn’t when we first starting dating, but lately it’s become the norm…”
 
   “Then maybe you need to become less available to him; make him miss you.”
 
   “You think? Geez, Lindsay, each pointer you give me is more original than the next. That’s what I’ve been trying to do, but if I see any less of him, I’m afraid he might forget what I look like.”
 
   “Don’t worry – things will work out eventually. Either he’ll stop working these crazy hours, or you’ll get tired of waiting around for him and move on.” Lindsay grinned.
 
   “Great. Thanks for the wonderful relationship advice.”
 
   “No problem. You know that you can always count on me.”
 
   It was almost eight o’clock at night when Claire walked up to her building. She and Lindsay had spent the Sunday roaming SoHo’s galleries and boutiques and had finished the day off with dinner and drinks. It was always fun hanging out with Lindsay, but, throughout the day, Claire could not help wishing that David had been there with her.
 
   She was about to enter the lobby when she had a sudden impulse to look up at the windows of the top floor apartment. The lights were off; her musical neighbor was probably out, dancing the night away. Claire shook her head, wondering what on earth possessed her to look up. It was about time she put the foolish incident out of her mind. 
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   By eight a.m., Claire was in the office. It was early by an architectural firm’s standards, but Claire liked having the quiet office to herself. In an hour, the place would become a beehive, but right now it was so quiet, you could hear a pin drop. 
 
   While she waited for her computer to boot up, Claire turned to the drawings that were spread out on her five-foot long desk. She loved her job. When it came to architecture, there were laws to be obeyed, and as long as you thought through your design, you were always assured of a gratifying outcome. To her mind, there was nothing more beautiful than the purity of lines in a perfectly designed drawing.
 
   Years ago, it was Claire’s love of drawing that lifted her out of grim reality. She still remembered the day she discovered her passion for it – that day everything changed forever. 
 
   A daughter of two college professors, Claire grew up in Great Neck, Long Island. Her childhood had all the prerequisites of being a happy one: loving parents, financial stability, a beautiful home. There was just one small wrinkle: Claire’s weight. At two, her chubbiness was written off as adorable; at five, it was still cute; but when Claire turned ten, she became the fat kid in school. 
 
   “It’s only baby fat, Claire. You’ll shed it all, just like I did, and grow into a beautiful swan,” Claire’s perfectly slim mother would assure her, aided by pictures of her own chubby childhood as proof. It was all fine and dandy for her mother to say: she was not the one being teased: “Chubby Claire ate too many éclairs.” Éclairs. Back then, Claire used to sigh at the thought. She could not remember the last time she had as much as a jellybean, but apparently her classmates thought otherwise. She watched what she ate, rode her bike every day, and swam in the community pool, but the weight would not budge.
 
   Then her mother had a wonderful idea: why not try dancing? Claire could not see why not. She loved music, loved the rhythm and feel of it. Sometimes, in the privacy of her room, she would blast Paula Abdul on her stereo and belt out the moves she had picked up from the videos. The girl she saw in the mirror of her room was fat; still, that fat girl could move. 
 
   But the kind of dancing Claire loved most, the kind of music that made her mouth open in a wishful gape, was ballroom. Now and then, she would catch a glimpse of it on the PBS station, and the sight of glamorous couples gliding together across the gleaming parquet floors took her breath away. She loved it all: waltz, foxtrot, quickstep, but it was tango that left her spellbound. As she watched the dancers make each move with knife-like precision, Claire imagined a grown-up, slim version of herself. One day she too would be beautiful.
 
   When the classical ballroom studio in the area held auditions for group classes, her mother signed Claire up. The night before the tryouts, Claire secretly practiced the dance moves she had memorized from the PBS broadcasts: she could do the waltz box, the beginning of the foxtrot, and she had finally figured out the basic tango steps. She was sure she was going to impress the dance teacher, and who knew, maybe the dance school would finally help her drop those stubborn pounds.
 
   The next day Claire was up bright and early. She had taken extra care to brush and braid her hair and selected her most flattering dress for the audition. She was so excited that the thought of breakfast made her sick, and she rushed her mother to get into the car.
 
   Finally, they had arrived. Claire’s stomach lurched. Perhaps she should have listened to her mother and had that oatmeal after all, but it was too late now. Her mother parked the car, and together, they walked into the studio. Inside, the foyer was already crowded.  
 
   “Are you here for the audition?” An extremely tall, gaunt woman greeted them.
 
   “Ah, yes.” Claire’s mother smiled. “My daughter would like to take dance lessons.”
 
   “I see.” The woman’s plucked eyebrows rose as she eyed Claire. “The audition for the group lessons will start in fifteen minutes. You see, there are always more girls than boys, so boys get admitted without tryouts, but with girls, we have to be more selective.”
 
   “But that doesn’t seem fair, does it?” Claire’s mother reached for her hand.
 
   “Well, I think you’ll agree with me that life isn’t always fair, is it?” The woman’s lips parted in a chilly smile. “The parents wait in the foyer until the audition is over.”
 
   Claire sensed her mom’s hesitant glance. 
 
   “It’s okay, Mom. I want to do this.”
 
   “I’ll be waiting for you here, honey. Good luck.”
 
   Claire smiled bravely as she felt the woman’s bony hand on her shoulder. 
 
   “Follow me,” the woman said. “The audition will be in there.”
 
   As though in a dream, Claire followed the woman down to the door at the end of the hall. 
 
   What she saw next, left her spellbound. Outside, the studio was an unassuming suburban building, and Claire was stunned to discover that a building so ordinary could conceal such vast, open space. Her mouth almost dropped open when she saw the gleaming ceiling-to-floor mirrors that lined the walls, the polished parquet floor, and the bright light that bounced off all the shiny surfaces.
 
   “Wait here with the other candidates.” The woman shut the door behind her.
 
   The other candidates? Claire blinked and saw that there were about twenty girls in the room. Quietly, she walked over to the group and took her place at the end of the line. As always, aside from a few brave kids, no one was talking. Quietly, Claire scanned the crowd. Luckily, there was no one there from her school. Oh, shucks. She spoke too soon. There, in the center of a small circle, stood the blond girl she remembered from her class. Claire knew that her name was Amber, but she did not bother to wave. Girls like Amber were not friends with girls like Claire. 
 
   The chilly woman returned into the room. This time she was accompanied by a younger woman with a notepad and a boy of about ten or eleven. 
 
   “Places, everyone.” The woman held up her hand and the crowd froze in fear, except for Amber who continued to chew her bubble gum, clicking it loudly.
 
   “There is no room for chewing gum in ballroom dancing. The garbage bin is over there.” 
 
   Under the woman’s icy glare, Amber spat out her bubble gum and threw it into the wastebasket. 
 
   “Now, we can begin. My name is Miss Katz. Today, you will be auditioning for this fall’s group class. The class size is ten couples, and as you can see, we have an excess of applicants. Bryan is this year’s champion.” The woman cast a benevolent glance at the blond boy with an impossibly erect back who was standing next to her, and Claire could literally hear all the other girls swoon. “This is not some amateur dance club. We train professional dancers here. If you are not serious about dancing, you might as well leave right now. Bryan is going to be helping me make the selection decision. Those of you who make the cut are to stay in the room, those who do not are to leave immediately.” 
 
   By now the fear in the room had become palpable, but Claire remained calm. Being the fat kid had some benefits after all; she had developed a pretty thick skin.
 
   “Right, we will start in alphabetical order.” Miss Katz nodded at the younger woman with the notepad.
 
   “Amber Bancroft,” the younger woman read, her voice shaky.
 
   Her platinum ponytail bouncing defiantly, Amber walked into the middle of the room. Long, slim legs, willowy arms, long neck, and the cutest, doll-like face – even as a ten-year-old, Amber was fully aware of her beauty. 
 
   “Right.” Miss Katz nodded. “You will audition to three different dances.”
 
   “But I don’t know any of the steps.” Amber crisscrossed her arms on her chest.
 
   “I’m aware of that. This is the point of the exercise, to see how quickly you can pick things up. Try to follow Bryan as best as you can. Music, please.”
 
   A Viennese waltz flooded the room, and Claire jealously watched Bryan take Amber’s hand. The two made a perfect couple. No doubt, Amber would turn Bryan into another one of her conquests in no time, just like she did with all the boys in school. 
 
   But what happened next contradicted Claire’s expectations. 
 
   “The clumsy cow stepped on my foot!” Bryan pushed Amber away.
 
   “He tripped me!” Amber pushed him back.
 
   “Silence!” Miss Katz’s scant eyebrows grew into one line. “Amber Bancroft – you failed the audition.”
 
   “This is total bollocks anyway.”
 
   “This kind of language will not be tolerated in my studio, young lady. Please leave immediately.”
 
   “Gladly! To hell with you and your studio.” Her chin jutting out, Amber stomped out of the room. 
 
   Claire took a deep breath, bracing herself for the worst. If someone like Amber did not make the cut, what chance did she have?
 
   As if in a dream, Claire heard her name called out. 
 
   Sensing Bryan’s domineering stare, Claire stepped toward him and assumed her position. The music started, Bryan made the first step, and she followed him. It was easier than she had imagined and much more fun than dancing by herself in her room. One, two, three, the waltz music carried her as she followed Bryan. 
 
   Next came the foxtrot, and finally, the tango. Claire’s body quivered as she followed Bryan’s lead, ever so careful not to make a mistake.
 
   “Thank you.” Miss Katz raised her hand and the music stopped. “Well done, Claire.”
 
   Claire’s heart leapt as she imagined herself dancing in this magnificent studio. With practice, she could get really good.
 
   “Come back when you’ve lost about twenty pounds. Next.”
 
   She wanted to cry, but she refused to give Miss Katz the satisfaction. Instead, she calmly walked out into the foyer where her mother was waiting for her.
 
   “Well, how did it go?” Her mother eyed her anxiously.
 
   “It went fine.” Claire smiled. “But I think I’d rather try drawing instead.”
 
   On the way home, they stopped by the art school and Claire filled out the application. There was no humiliating audition, no nerve-wracking waiting around. She was signed on immediately. 
 
   When she got home, Claire threw her music tapes away. It was time to wake up. Nobody wanted to see a fat chick dance.
 
   The next day, Amber approached her in the cafeteria. 
 
   “If you say a word about what happened at Miss Katz’s, I will tell everyone that you’re a liar.”
 
   “I wasn’t going to tell anyone,” Claire stammered, still shocked by the fact that Amber Bancroft was talking to her. 
 
   “Oh, right. Okay then.” Amber’s face reddened. “By the way, you did really well on your audition, and Miss Katz is a total bitch.”
 
   “Thanks.” Claire smiled. Dancing was history to her, but the fact that Amber Bancroft liked her more than compensated for the humiliation she had endured at Miss Katz’s. 
 
   “You should keep it up, you know. My dad is going to get me private dance lessons; you can come too if you want.”
 
   “That’s all right. I’ve signed up to take art classes instead.”
 
   “Oh. Well, maybe you could show me some of your drawings some time.”
 
   “Sure.” Claire smiled. Amber and she were going to be friends.
 
   Drawing plucked Claire from obscurity. Once she discovered her talent, she became the go-to person for any of the school’s art projects. She did all the art for the class newspaper, drew banners for cookie sales, and designed posters for school plays. She was no longer the fat kid, but talented and cool Claire. Everyone knew her name, and even if that was because of what she could do and not because of who she was, she did not care. 
 
   Then, in her senior year of high school everything changed. Over the course of the summer, the weight had come off. Claire did not change anything about her diet, which had been strict for years, or her exercise routine, which had always been robust. Just like her mother had promised, it was as though she had emerged from a cocoon of baby fat. Suddenly, her stomach grew taut, her legs became shapely, and her hips grew slim. The only reminders of her once ample body were her boobs, which remained a solid C cup.
 
   When she returned to school, it was as if the world had turned on its head. Suddenly, guys started noticing her and she did not know what to do with herself. Inside, she was still the same chubby Claire. 
 
   She turned to drawing with doubled intensity, hoping to find anchor in the familiar. The fact that the time for college applications was right around the corner did not make matters any easier. She knew she wanted to pursue her passion for art, but she also knew that she did not really have what it took to be an artist. Her paintings were well-executed and precise, but they lacked spontaneity or passion. 
 
   Claire’s question got answered when she visited an exhibition of architectural drawings during a school field trip. Yes, she could draw, but what she really wanted was for her drawings to have a real life application. There was nothing more beautiful and reassuring than the solidity of a straight line. External appearances could change on a whim, but the serene beauty of an architectural drawing would be hers to control.
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   “Claire?”
 
   Startled, Claire looked up. “Jake! Don’t sneak up on me like that.”
 
   “Firstly, I wasn’t sneaking up on you. You were sitting at your desk, day dreaming. And secondly, better me than the boss. Here, I thought you might need this.” Jake placed a cup of Starbucks on Claire’s desk.
 
   “You’ve got a point there,” Claire agreed. She had been so lost in her thoughts that she did not even hear Jake come in. “Thanks for the coffee.” She took a sip, grateful for the jolt of caffeine.
 
   “So, how was your weekend?” Jake settled behind his desk, which was adjacent to Claire’s. Only the senior partners had offices. The rest of the architects had their desks out in the open space.
 
   “Fine. How was yours?”
 
   “Just fine? What, no swinging from the chandeliers, no romantic getaways?”
 
   “Nope. Oh, we did go to an opening at the Metro club.”
 
   “That’s it? I would think that dating David Lawson would be more exciting than that.”
 
   “Well, David Lawson happens to be very serious about his work.” Claire smiled dreamily, remembering David’s call from last night. No matter how busy he got, he never forgot to wish her goodnight.
 
   “Don’t tell me that the heir to the Lawson empire works on weekends.”
 
   “Almost every Saturday and sometimes on Sundays as well.”
 
   “What is this world coming to? Next thing you’ll be telling me is that you’re going to keep your job after he marries you.”
 
   “Whoa! Who said anything about marriage?” Claire was genuinely startled by Jake’s question. “We’ve only been dating for a few months.”
 
   “A few months? Hello! It will be a year two weeks from now.”
 
   “Looks like someone has been keeping track.” 
 
   “Well, someone has to if you’re too oblivious to do it yourself.”
 
   “That reminds me. I have to get David an anniversary gift, but I have no idea what to buy him. The man literally has everything.”
 
   “That should be a no-brainer. All you have to do is wrap a ribbon around yourself, and I’m sure that David will be pleased as Punch.”
 
   “Big help you are.” Claire shook her head. Jake was a notorious tease, and she would not give him the satisfaction of being embarrassed by his silly innuendos. 
 
   “Well, I’m a man and that does give me some credibility when it comes to picking gifts for other men, but do as you wish.” Jake grinned. “Has David mentioned anything about what he wants to do for your anniversary?”
 
   “No, not yet.”
 
   “Well, I’m sure it’s going to be something really special. He might just pop the question. That’s what I would do if I were dating you.” Just then, Jake’s brown eyes locked with hers, and Claire looked away.
 
   “What are you talking about, Jake?” Claire pretended not to hear Jake’s last comment. “It’s way too soon. I love David, but neither of us is ready to settle down.”
 
   “It’s never too soon to claim a good woman.” Jake sighed. “If I could ever meet one, I’d settle down in a jiffy.”
 
   “Yeah, like you’ve ever had any difficulties in the dating department,” Claire quipped. Jake Walker had been Claire’s office mate for almost a year, and she had heard plenty of dating stories from him. At five nine, Jake Walker was all charm and suaveness. What he lacked in height, he made up with warm, brown eyes, a devilish smile, a rock-hard body, and last, but not least, an incredibly sharp wit and intelligence. Maybe too much intelligence, Claire thought. Having been privy to Jake’s dating escapades for almost a year, she had come to the conclusion that Jake’s choice of physical characteristics in women contradicted the demands of his mind.
 
   “Quantity doesn’t always translate into quality.”
 
   “Save me your womanizing woes,” Claire grinned. “I’ve got to get back to work.” With that, she turned her attention to the drawings on her desk. If she were not careful, she could easily whittle away the day chatting with Jake.
 
   Claire frowned over her current project – a renovation of an office interior. It was her task to design a more efficient layout, so that the greatest amount of cubicles could be fitted within the twenty floors of office space. To say that this was not the most exciting assignment of her life would be an understatement, but it still had to get done before the deadline. Her favorite projects were when she got to work on exterior design. A few weeks ago, she had finished drafting drawings for a twenty-story addition to be built atop a Manhattan brownstone. Air rights had become the hottest commodity in Manhattan. When structurally possible, it was a much cheaper option to build a sub-structure on top of an existing building rather than demolish the old building and re-lay the foundation, and it made it a lot easier to get the building permit. But lately, with the recession lingering on, new construction projects were few and far between, and Claire was getting more and more interior design work on her desk. Not that she minded. She was lucky to be doing what she loved. Well, most of the time, and she was employed by the most prestigious architectural firm in New York. 
 
    
 
   “Any big plans for tonight?” 
 
   Startled by Jake’s voice, Claire looked up at the clock. It was almost six o’clock. She had been so intent on rearranging cubicles in AutoCAD that she lost track of time.
 
   “Just dinner with Amber.”
 
   “Amber…” Jake lowered his voice to a husky baritone, wiggling his eyebrows. “I’ve heard so much about this hot PR friend of yours. When am I going to meet her?”
 
   “I think you’ve got enough conquests as it is.” Claire reached for her bag. The truth was that she was protecting Jake for his own good. She had no doubt that Amber and Jake would hit it off. The only problem was that Amber’s interest in men changed faster than a streetlight. 
 
   “All right then, I’ll see you tomorrow.” Jake logged of his computer and rose from his seat.
 
   “See you tomorrow.”
 
   Claire stayed behind, reasoning that it did not make sense to go home, since she was supposed to meet Amber at seven and the restaurant was only a few blocks away from her office. She figured she might as well go on with slating cubicles and rearranging doorways. For the next hour, Claire lost herself in the methodical rhythm of her task.
 
   It was so quiet in the office that the ringing sound of the telephone made her twitch. Once she recovered her composure, Claire smiled at the sight of David’s number on the caller id. 
 
   “Hey.” 
 
   “Hey, honey. You’re still in the office? They are working you too hard. Maybe I ought to have a word with your boss.” David’s voice chimed in the receiver.
 
   “Look who is talking. You’re working all kinds of hours at your job.”
 
   “Yes, but I’m a man. Men are supposed to work hard; we aren’t much use for anything outside the office.”
 
   “Well, I would certainly disagree with that.” Claire smiled, thinking that there were quite a few uses she could think of for David outside the office, a number of which involved her bedroom. “And have you forgotten that this is the twenty-first century, or have the last eighty years of women’s lib been lost on you?”
 
   “All right then. Have it your way. What do you have planned for tonight?”
 
   Claire’s heart lurched at the thought that David might come over. Immediately, she started thinking about washing her hair and the pretty slip she had bought in a SoHo lingerie shop on Sunday. 
 
   “Having dinner with Amber. Would you like to join us? It was supposed to be a girl’s night, but I’m sure Amber could make an exception.”
 
   “I’d love to, babe, but I’m stuck at the office. Tell you what. Once this deal closes, I’m all yours.”
 
   “I’ll remember that, and I’ll hold you to your promise.” Claire forced her voice to sound light despite the letdown. 
 
   “Have I ever not kept my word?”
 
   That was the thing about David Lawson Claire loved most – he never made promises he could not keep. 
 
   “Nope and I don’t expect you to start now.”
 
   “I won’t. I’ve got to go. Bye, Claire. I love you.”
 
   “Love you too,” Claire replied after a moment’s beat. Telling David that she loved him was still new to her. Of course, she had been smitten with him ever since they started dating, but it was not until recently that the two of them had openly voiced their feelings for each other. Each time David told her that he loved her, she still felt giddy with disbelief. 
 
   An hour later, Claire was walking down Fifth Avenue toward DB Bistro, a French restaurant, where she was supposed to meet Amber for dinner.
 
   “Hi, there.” Amber rose from the barstool.
 
   “Hey.” Claire reciprocated Amber’s air kiss. 
 
   The hostess promptly ushered them to a secluded table by the far wall that could easily sit four.
 
   “Prime real estate,” Claire observed, noticing the packed restaurant.
 
   “It’d better be – I’ve agreed to do their PR campaign.” Amber’s public relations firm had really taken off over the past few years. Of course, the fact that her father was one of New York’s most prominent attorneys helped contribute to her success, but so did her work ethic and her gorgeous looks. At five nine and one hundred and ten pounds, Amber could have easily been a model or a movie star, but she turned to business instead, reasoning that while good looks did not last, money and influence did. 
 
   The waiter came by and took their drink orders – a lychee martini for Amber and a passion fruit Cosmo for Claire. 
 
   “By the way, I meant to thank you for bailing so early from the Metro opening.”
 
   Claire did not fail to notice the sharp sarcasm in Amber’s voice. 
 
   “Amber, I’m sorry. David was really tired and he wanted to get going…”
 
   “Forget it. I was only pulling your leg. It would have been nice to get a few pictures of the celebrity couple, but I still managed to get that Yankees pitcher who just got signed on and several Calvin Klein models, so I guess that should do it. Speaking of Calving Klein models….” Amber’s eyes brightened.
 
   “You didn’t!” Claire shook her head, remembering the hunk Amber was dancing with at the party.
 
   “Yes, I did. And if you were not dating one of New York’s most eligible bachelors, you would too.” 
 
   “So, is this another fling, or do you think there might be romance in the cards?”
 
   Knowing Amber’s track record, the question was rhetorical in nature, but Claire decided to ask anyway.
 
   “Only time will tell.” Amber smiled mysteriously as she opened the menu.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “He’s taking me out to dinner tonight.”
 
   “He must be special then.” Claire picked up the menu. Usually, Amber only went out with powerful suit types in public.
 
   “He is, actually,” replied Amber after the waiter had brought their drinks.
 
   Taken aback by the seriousness of Amber’s tone, Claire looked up. 
 
   “Gee, Amber. That’s great. Tell me more about this mysterious stranger.”
 
   “Well…” Amber shifted in her seat, sipping her drink. “At first I thought he was just another model. You know, hot body, no brains. But then we started talking, and Adam seemed like a genuinely nice guy. Smart too. He majored in acting, but he couldn’t make a living with that, so he turned to modeling and got signed on by Calvin in less than a year. Oh, and he also minored in philosophy.”
 
   When it came to men, Amber had always been eclectic: one month she could be dating an investment banker, the next a marketing executive, and the next, a struggling comedian. Good looks were the only requirement that Amber’s exes shared. But a modeling philosopher was a first, and Amber had always been a sucker for originality.
 
   “I think I might be falling for this guy,” Amber announced after they had placed their orders with the waiter.
 
   “Excuse me?” Claire’s drink almost spurted through her nose. “You’ve only just met him. How could you possibly fall for him? You don’t know anything about him.”
 
   “Come on. Are you telling me you don’t believe in love at first sight?”
 
   “No,” Claire’s voice was firm. “I don’t. I believe in mistakes at first sight.”
 
   “What about David, though? Didn’t you fall for him right away?”
 
   “Absolutely not. Well, sure, I liked his looks. You’d have to be crazy not to, but I wasn’t going to start liking him until I got to know him better.”
 
   “Are you telling me that you’re rationalizing love?”
 
   “You could put it that way if you’d like.” Claire nodded, deciding not to mention the fact that for someone who had a new boyfriend every month, lust would be a more appropriate term.
 
   “I know what you’re thinking.” Amber frowned, after the waiter had brought their appetizers. 
 
   “What?” Claire innocently dug at her pate.
 
   “You’re thinking that I don’t know what I’m talking about. You’re thinking that I’ve never really been in love.”
 
   “Well, have you?”
 
   “Once.”
 
   “When was that?” Claire frowned. Given the fact that they had been friends since middle school, she was fairly certain that she had witnessed all of Amber’s relationships, and all of them had been brief.
 
   “In my senior year, during study abroad.” Amber looked away. “And I never felt the same away about another man since. But I think that Adam just might be a game-changer. Here’s to love.” Amber raised her glass, making it clear that the subject was closed for now.
 
   “Just don’t rush into it, okay? Get to know him first.”
 
   “Oh, Claire, where is your sense of adventure? You’ve got to loosen up a bit.” Amber finished the rest of her drink.
 
   On her way home, Claire thought about Amber’s words. Contrary to Amber’s opinion, she did have a sense of adventure. 
 
   Granted, she did not swing from the chandeliers, but then neither did she hide under the covers, Claire assured herself as she pressed the elevator button. Yes, maybe she did tend to play it a bit safe, but that was the way she liked things. One had to know where one stood; otherwise, all kinds of unpleasant things were bound to happen, and of all people, Claire had learned that not knowing your limitations was bound to bring you crashing down.
 
   “Hold it!” The elevator doors were about to close when a muscular arm jammed them open. 
 
   Startled, Claire stared at the switchboard stupidly, unable to locate the “Door Open” button.
 
   “Sorry about that.” The owner of the arm slipped inside the elevator. He was dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt that clung to his lean, muscular torso. His dark brown hair brushed against the nape of his neck. In one hand he was carrying a can of black paint and in the other a large paper bag. Two earphone wires swirled from his neck to his chest and over his taut stomach to the iPod that was tucked into the front pocket of his jeans. “Could you press twelve, please?”
 
   “Sure.” Claire held her breath and lowered her eyes, hoping that she would not be recognized. There was no place like the elevator to illustrate the theory of relativity – an elevator ride that normally lasted only a couple of minutes now felt like an eternity.
 
   The man pushed his back against the wall and exhaled as he unplugged his earphones, letting them hang on his neck. 
 
   “Crazy day,” he grinned at Claire. “Oh, forgive me. How rude of me. It’s Claire, right? I’m Alec – your new neighbor. We met before…” 
 
   “Hello.” Claire smiled tartly and felt her face grow warm in spite of herself.
 
   “I hope I haven’t been bothering you with the music.” Alec smiled apologetically. “I’ve gotten these.” He motioned at the earphones.
 
   “It’s fine, really.” Claire forced herself to ignore the distant sounds of tango that were emanating from the tiny earphones.
 
   “I promise you it won’t happen again. I still can’t live down the fact that I woke you up on a Saturday morning. May I take you out for a cup of coffee, or better yet a drink to make up for it?”
 
   Claire ignored the playfulness in his tone. 
 
   “No worries; it’s already forgotten.” She fumbled with her keys in order to avoid looking at his face. “So, you’re doing more painting?” She purposely fixed her stare on the can of paint.
 
   “Just some finishing touches and then I’ll be ready to move in.”
 
   “Good for you. Well, this is my floor. Good luck with the painting.” Claire bolted out of the elevator.
 
   “Good night.”
 
   Alec’s voice carried through the hallway as Claire fumbled with her front door lock. Finally, she got inside her apartment and slammed the door behind her. 
 
   God, that man is annoying, she thought and then bit her lip at the lie. Her new neighbor was anything but annoying, which was precisely why she was going to stay as far away from him as possible. 
 
    
 
   As he opened his front door, a smile glinted on Alec’s face. Despite her icy demeanor, he could tell that Claire was anything but indifferent about him. So maybe her current feelings for him gravitated more toward irritation than affinity, but it was still way better than indifference. He liked a challenge, and irritation was a good place to start.
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   Claire stood on the corner of Fifth Avenue and Fifty-Fifth Street, waiting for Amber and Lindsay to arrive. Only a week remained before her and David’s anniversary, and after countless failed attempts to decide on what gift to buy her wonderful boyfriend, she had decided to summon an emergency shopping session.
 
   “I think David would love a nice watch.” Amber air-kissed Claire on both cheeks.
 
   “Hello to you too, Amber.” Claire shook her head. In her typical business-woman mode, Amber always zeroed in on the kill.
 
   “What? You’re the one who called me, asking for help with ideas, so like the good friend that I am, I cancelled my morning meetings and rushed to the rescue.”
 
   “You have morning meetings on a Sunday?” 
 
   “Not exactly; still, it was an important meeting.”
 
   “Oh? Could it have anything to do with you missing in action ever since the Metro opening?”
 
   “Yes, it could.” Amber giggled. “And I certainly was not missing any action – if you get my drift.”
 
   “Loud and clear.” Claire wrinkled her nose. Amber never held back about her sexual escapades. “Adam, right? Or is there someone new already?”
 
   “No, it’s still Adam. He is really growing on me.” Amber bit her lip, and her eyes turning dreamy. “But I pulled myself away from his gorgeous body to come and help you shop for David.”
 
   “And I really appreciate the sacrifice.” Claire fought a smirk. There were few things Amber valued more than hot sex.
 
   “So, getting back to the question at hand, what do you want to get for David? It’s not like you have much time. Your anniversary is only a week away.” Amber tapped her watch.
 
   “I don’t know… He has everything a man could possibly want. I want to get him something really special, but I can’t think of anything.”
 
   “Well, what about a nice watch?”
 
   “David has ten watches, all top brands. I don’t think he needs another one.”
 
   “I don’t see what that’s got to do with anything.” Amber pouted. “I have two pairs of diamond earrings, but I sure as hell would not refuse a third one.”
 
   “David is different.” Claire smiled, thinking of her perfect boyfriend. The past week had more than made up for David’s previous absences. Since then, they had been inseparable, going out almost every night. Last night had been no exception. David had taken her to Le Bernardin and hinted that he had something really big planned for their anniversary. This afternoon David had an important business lunch, and Claire snatched the opportunity to go shopping. Their anniversary was on Friday, and she had to decide on David’s present today.
 
   A cab pulled along the curb, and Lindsay hurriedly climbed out of the car. 
 
   “So sorry I’m late. Traffic was horrible.” She hugged Claire and waved at Amber.
 
   “That’s what happens when you live in a bohemian neighborhood.” Amber air-kissed Lindsay.
 
   “Well, not all of us have grandmothers bequeathing Fifth Avenue apartments.”
 
   Amber shrugged. “I offered you to take over a lease on Lex and Sixtieth at a perfectly good price when a friend of mine was moving out.”
 
   “I like my neighborhood.” Lindsay crossed her arms.
 
   “Enough already.” Claire tapped her foot on the sidewalk. Bickering between Amber and Lindsay stemmed all the way from middle school. “We’re here to find a gift for David, not discuss real estate.”
 
   Over the next hour, from Bergdorf to Bulgari, Claire left no store unturned on Fifth Avenue, but despite many yeses from Amber and occasional maybes from Lindsay, she failed to find even one possibility. 
 
   “Well, this leaves only one obvious choice.” A furtive smile played on Lindsay’s face. 
 
   “Name it.” Claire sighed with exhaustion. Anniversaries were supposed to be about romance, not frenetic shopping.
 
   “SoHo.”
 
   “Why not?” Claire jumped at the suggestion. “I could use a break from the tourist crowd, and who knows? Maybe I will have better luck there.”
 
   “Surely we could find a suitable gift for David on Fifth Avenue.” Amber pursed her lips. “What about that gorgeous pair of cufflinks we saw at Saks?”
 
   “How predictable,” Lindsay muttered. “Claire wants something original, so original we will help her find.” Making clear that the topic was not up for further discussion, Lindsay started signaling for a cab.
 
   Claire noticed Amber stealing a glance at her watch. 
 
   “Look, Amber, if you have plans, it’s totally okay with me. Go, have fun with Adam.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Amber flushed guiltily. 
 
   “Positive. At this point I’m about ready to buy David the first thing I see in the next store. I’ve tortured you long enough, and I appreciate you putting up with me. Now, go, have fun.”
 
   “Thanks!” Amber’s eyes lit up. “Call me if you need me, all right?”
 
   Before Claire could respond, she heard the sound of Amber’s heels clicking away. That Adam must be really hot, Claire mused, surprised by her own wistfulness. It was not that sex with David was not wonderful. It was gentle and sweet, just like David, but it simply was not hot or crazy or wild. Sometimes she wondered what it would feel like to go crazy with desire like Amber.
 
   “All right, we are on my turf now, and I promise you that we will find a gift for David before the day is out.” Lindsay announced as the cab pulled over at West Broadway and Prince Street.
 
   “So, where should we begin?” Claire smiled brightly, trying not to think about the hot sex that Amber was probably having this very second.
 
   “Well, since it’s clear that you’re not interested in cufflinks or tie pins, I think we should try something different. Follow me.” 
 
   “Lead the way.” Claire smiled. She loved SoHo: the cast-iron buildings that lined the neighborhood’s streets had substance and solidity, reminding one of New York’s rich past. The unexpected cobbled streets never failed to surprise one with romantic flair, and countless galleries and boutiques guaranteed an entertaining outing.
 
   A few moments later, Lindsay stopped in front of a glass display that contained a giant lithograph. 
 
   “Since David already has all the watches and cufflinks he could ever want, perhaps he’d be surprised with a painting?”
 
   “Lindsay, you’re a genius!” Claire flushed with embarrassment, wondering why on earth she had not thought of this idea herself. After all, her second major in college had been Art. She hesitated briefly. What if David would misconstrue her gift as meddlesome? She knew how picky he was about his digs. He had hired one of New York’s top interior designers to furnish his loft in Battery Park. What if he hated Claire’s contribution to his perfect pad? I’ll take my chances, Claire thought as she thrust the door open.
 
   The gallery space was wide open, with white-washed walls and artwork displayed on almost every available bit of space. What would David like? Claire mused as she surveyed paintings, lithographs, and sculptures, suddenly realizing that this was going to be trickier than she thought. Her eyes darted to the collection of Joan Miro’s lithographs on the far wall, and she stopped still. She knew exactly the piece she would get for David. In her mind, she could visualize the spot on the wall of his apartment where the lithograph would go - right over the bar in the living room. It would be the perfect finishing touch.
 
   “Lindsay, what do you think?” Claire tugged Lindsay’s sleeve, motioning at the lithograph excitedly.
 
   “I love it.” Lindsay cocked her head back to get a better view. “But will David?”
 
   “Why? You don’t think he’ll like it?”
 
   “I don’t know. From what I’ve seen of him, he seems a bit…” Lindsay lingered, searching for the correct word. “Conservative?”
 
   Lindsay had the worst poker face in the world, and Claire cut right to the chase.
 
   “You mean that he can be kind of a stuffed shirt at times?” 
 
   “Conservative.” Lindsay grinned. “But don’t get me wrong. I think the painting is great, so I’d go for it.”
 
   “It’s a lithograph,” Claire could not help making the correction.
 
   “Whatever. I didn’t double major in architecture and art, so I’ll take your word for it.”
 
   “Sorry - I can’t help it at times. I’m going to find out the price,” Claire added hurriedly.
 
   Bracing herself for the worst, Claire tiptoed across the floor toward the gallery clerk. A lithograph of Joan Miro was bound to be expensive, but she was prepared to sacrifice up to a month’s salary. It turned out that there were downsides when one dated a boyfriend who had everything.
 
   A few minutes later Claire joined Lindsay, who was looking at some paintings on the opposite wall of the gallery. 
 
   “It’s worse than I thought,” Claire announced.
 
   “How bad?”
 
   “Two months’ salary. I could go as far as one and half, but two months would wipe me out. I guess we’d better keep looking.”
 
   “Hold your horses. I’ll be right back. Just stand by and look disinterested.”
 
   Lindsay jaunted in the direction of the gallery clerk. Out of the corner of her eye, Claire observed the animated exchange between Lindsay and the gallery clerk. She strained her ears, but their voices were muted, so she could not hear a word.
 
   “How about this?” Lindsay named the new price, and Claire’s jaw almost dropped with disbelief. The price was now over thirty percent less.
 
   “How on earth did you manage that? I mean how could a gallery clerk lower the price by so much?”
 
   “Well, he is not exactly a clerk. He is the owner. And let’s just say that I promised him a press mention.”
 
   “You’re the best!”
 
   Claire’s purchase was almost wrapped up when the front door swung open, blowing in a fresh burst of May air. Hearing the noise, Claire turned toward the source of distraction and immediately regretted her decision. 
 
   “Are you okay?” Lindsay nudged her. “Your face is all flushed.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Claire murmured. “I’m just really hungry, that’s all. Let’s go grab a bite to eat after this.” Claire ducked her head, hoping to remain unnoticed.
 
   “Claire?” 
 
   She had only heard his voice a handful of times, and yet it was enough to unleash a flurry of goose bumps on her skin. 
 
   “Hi, Alec.” Claire widened her lips in a bright smile, attempting to sound nonchalant.
 
   “Hi, I’m Lindsay.” Lindsay stepped in, alternately darting curious glances at Claire and Alec.
 
   “This is Alec, my new neighbor.” Claire swiped away at an unruly strand of hair that fell over her forehead.
 
   Alec momentarily tore his gaze away from Claire. 
 
   “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lindsay.”
 
   “Likewise. So, are you an art fan, Alec?” Lindsay asked, clearly oblivious to Claire’s tense state.
 
   “You could certainly say that, although dance is my first love, as Claire might have told you.”
 
   “No, she did not.”
 
   “Alec is a big tango fan,” Claire cut in, eager to put an end to this unnerving chitchat. 
 
   “Actually, I’m a dance teacher. I teach tango, and I also compete professionally.” Alec’s dark brown eyes found Claire’s. “I’m afraid Claire and I had started off on the wrong foot when I inadvertently woke her up on a Saturday morning by playing my tango music too loud, but I hope that she has forgiven me.” 
 
   Alec kept his eyes on Claire during the entire tirade, and all she could do was blush and mumble a muffled yes.
 
   “Ah, that’s much better.” Alec exhaled, his muscular chest puffing out. “I’ve always had a good rapport with all of my neighbors and I was hoping that my good record would not get marred. So, are you doing some decorating, Claire?”
 
   “I’m buying an anniversary gift for my boyfriend,” Claire snapped, wishing the store clerk would hurry up with the wrapping.
 
   “Oh, I see. Well, I’m sorry to have bothered you. I’ll be on my way now.”
 
   As Alec walked away, Claire was caught off guard by a sudden sense of regret. “Come, let’s get out of here.” She grabbed Lindsay’s arm. 
 
   “So, are you going to tell me what that was all about?” Lindsay stared at Claire once they stood outside the gallery.
 
   “Yeah, but I need a drink first.”
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   “You think you’ve got enough liquor in you to finally start talking?” Lindsay signaled the bartender for the second round of drinks. “I’m not going to leave you alone until I get to the bottom of this, you know.”
 
   Claire finished the remnants of her apple martini, baffled by what it was about Alec that threw her off keel. She could not think of a time she had been so baffled by a guy – probably never. But that did not mean she could not control the raging, inexplicable emotions that engulfed her every time she bumped into the man, and she certainly was not going to talk about him with Lindsay, or anyone else for that matter. Out of mind, out of sight. 
 
   “There’s nothing really to tell.” Claire did her best to sound as casual as possible. “He is just some guy who moved into my building and woke me up by blasting his music on a Saturday morning a couple weeks back. So, I walked into his apartment and told him to turn it down a notch. For some reason, he insists on chatting me up every time we bump into each other. He’s probably used to women falling all over him, but I’m certainly not interested.”
 
   “You’re not, huh?” Lindsay glanced over the rim of her glass.
 
   “Nope.” Claire shook her head and smiled a bright smile - the kind of smile she used for closed subjects. “Now, where’s that drink?” She rammed her fingers on the bar stand. 
 
   “And your irritation would not have anything to do with the tango fiasco in Miss Katz’s dance class?”
 
   “Oh, God – I can’t believe you still remember that! That’s not even ancient history – that’s before the ice age. Besides, you weren’t even there.”
 
   “No, but I’ve been your friend since the ice age, and I remember you agonizing about it for years. Don’t you think it’s time to face your demons?”
 
   “What demons?”
 
   “The fear of dancing demons. Amber certainly did. From what I recall, she made out even worse in Miss Katz’s class than you did, but she doesn’t shy away from the dance floor these days.”
 
   “I told you that in strict secret! Amber is going to flip if she ever finds out that I told you.”
 
   “And she has not so far, has she? I know how to keep secrets, but you need to learn to let go of things.”
 
   “Yeah, right.”
 
   “Tell me that you don’t find Alec even a little bit intriguing, and I’ll leave you alone.”
 
   “I don’t find Alec even a little bit intriguing.”
 
   “Liar.”
 
   “So are you – you said you’d leave me alone.” Claire sighed. “Fine, you win. I suppose, if I were single, I might have been tempted.”
 
   “And you are not tempted now?”
 
   “Even if I were, I wouldn’t do anything about it. I’m in love with David, remember?”
 
   “So you keep saying. I’m just not sure whom you are trying to convince so hard.”
 
   “Lindsay! Where did this come from? I love David. He is absolutely wonderful.”
 
   “If he asked you to marry him tomorrow, would you?”
 
   “What is it with everyone suddenly thinking that David and I are headed for the altar? And yes, if he asked me, I would marry him without any reservations,” Claire added.
 
   “Okay. Just as long as you’re happy, I’m happy. Maybe you could hire Alec as a dance instructor for your wedding.”
 
   “Why would we need a dance instructor?”
 
   “Well, you will have a bride and groom first dance at your wedding, won’t you?”
 
   “David doesn’t dance, and in any case, why don’t we wait for him to propose first?”
 
   “Agreed. I just hope you’ll have your mind made up when he does.”
 
    
 
   Alec opened the door of his apartment and carefully placed the bundled package from the art gallery onto the floor. His new digs were shaping up quite nicely: the red wall he’d repainted added just the right amount of dramatic flair he had been hoping for, and the newly washed parquet floors sparkled. The art deco tango poster he had asked the gallery owner to track down for him would be the final touch. Alec shook his head, remembering his botched attempt at painting. Sure, he could slather paint with a roller all day long, but to think that he could actually paint had been overconfident. His attempt to draw a silhouette of a tango couple had turned into a complete fiasco, and he had to repaint the red wall. Well, now it was finally dry and ready for the poster to be hung up.
 
   Alec reached for his tool kit, searching for a hook strong enough to hold up the poster’s weighty frame. The frame had cost almost as much as the poster did, but it was well worth it. As he plunged the drill bit into the wall, Alec felt his frustration ebbing. There was no point in sulking. So, Claire had a boyfriend. There were plenty of fish in the sea, and he had never found himself wanting in the women department. And yet, the thought of his downstairs neighbor with another man made his mouth turn sour with jealousy. Alec’s competitive streak had always been strong, but it was more than that. Granted, he had only seen Claire for a handful of moments, and she was snapping at him during the majority of them, but for some perverse reason, her irate demeanor only seemed to fuel his interest in her. Perhaps he was a closet masochist. He had never shied away from a challenge, but presently, he had to admit that he had struck out on this one.
 
    
 
   As she walked up Second Avenue toward her building, Claire’s gaze traveled to the top floor apartment. The light was on, and before she could stop herself with thoughts of propriety, her head was tilting for a better view. A glimpse of Alec lurked in the window. It was only his silhouette really, but the shape of his lean torso was unmistakable, as was the cat-like grace of his movements. Again, it looked like he was dancing, but then that was the way Alec moved, even when he was simply walking. 
 
   I wonder what’s he doing up there? Claire mused, as she recounted her earlier encounter with Alec at the art gallery: the flirtatious tone of his voice, the playful sparks in his eyes, the way his hair brushed against his neck. She had been so brisk with him, her voice prim and her lips set, while all she wanted to do instead was break into a smile and flirt right back. What harm could there be in a little flirtation? Jake flirted with her at work all the time, and that did not mean a thing. Jake knew she was with David and confided to her all of his love conquests. But with Alec, she could not bring herself to say anything other than matter-of-fact remarks. Every time she saw him, something inside her constricted, making her run for the cover of prudishness. The forced primness felt like both a haven and a jail: a haven from anything that might go awry, and a jail that precluded anything wonderful from happening. For that was exactly the emotion that stirred in her every time she ran into Alec: an inexplicable feeling that something incredibly wonderful might happen. It was also the emotion that sent Claire scurrying for cover, acting as a bona fide ice maiden, leaving her trapped in her own confusion. Just what it was about Alec that affected her so, Claire had no idea. She barely knew the guy, and yet, every time she saw him, she felt her breath catch. She did not even feel that way about David. Granted, her feelings for David went beyond some silly infatuation. Theirs was a deep-rooted affection, but even when they first met, Claire did not remember the prickling, disorienting, but also wonderfully uplifting sensation that overtook her every time she looked at Alec. 
 
   But the sensible part of Claire knew that nothing good could come out of her ambiguous feelings for her upstairs neighbor. From what she could tell, Alec was a good-for-nothing flirt, and Claire had no intention of encouraging him when she was happily in love with David. I’ll just look up one more time, and then I’ll be on my way, Claire thought. 
 
   What she saw next confirmed her misgivings. Now, there were two silhouettes in the window instead of one: a woman and a man. The female shade arched her back in Alec’s arms as he tilted her back, leaning over her. Claire looked away, as though jolted by electricity. Even without the music, she could recognize the pattern of the tango. Alec was so in sync with his partner that it looked as though the two were connected by an invisible thread. Oh, what Claire would give to be able to lose herself to music so completely, and even more, to know that her lover’s arms were there to hold her.
 
   Back in her apartment, Claire threw her bag on the dresser and sank into her couch. As she closed her eyes, she could hear faint sounds of a milonga coming through her ceiling. It was more a throbbing than an actual sound, but it was still audible enough for her to hear the rhythm of the sensual dance. Right now, separated by only a couple of feet of flooring above her, Alec held another woman in his arms. To Claire she was only a faceless shade, an outline, but to him she was flesh and bones, her body pressing firmly against his. And what a body it was. The glimpse that Claire had caught through the window left her speechless with intimidation: a willowy, slender flute of a body, a dancer’s body that was full of grace - the kind of grace that Claire would never dare attempt. 
 
   Snap out of it, Claire thought. Did you really think you were the only one he flirted with? Men like Alec go through women like gloves. That’s probably some random one-night stand he brought along. There are bound to be plenty more in the future, and it serves you right to finally clear your head of these pointless delusions. 
 
   As if on cue, her phone rang. David’s number was on the caller id, and Claire reached for the receiver for her salvation. 
 
   “Hey.” The sound of David’s voice brought Claire back to reality, spawning ripples of guilt for her earlier thoughts. “How is your night going?”
 
   “Could be better.”
 
   “Oh, yeah?”
 
   “Yeah, if you were next to me right now,” Claire purred, thinking that she was a complete idiot to entertain thoughts about another man when she was lucky enough to be with David.
 
   “I can’t argue with you there.”
 
   “So, do you want to do anything about it?”
 
   “I’d love to, babe, but I’ve got too much stuff at the office – I probably won’t get out of here until late tonight.”
 
   In spite of herself, Claire’s spirits plummeted. She wished that just for once David Lawson would forget about what was expected of him and just be a man, her man. Tonight especially, she yearned for reassurance of their love. Not that she had any reasons to doubt its vitality, but she wanted to bask in its warmth.
 
   “Hey, babe, are you all right? You’re awfully quiet there. Listen, I have to run, but the reason I called was to talk to you about our anniversary. You remember that I asked you to keep the weekend open?”
 
   “Yes.” Claire bit her lip, fighting off another fit of guilt. Here was David, planning a secret weekend getaway for their anniversary while she was doubting his ability to be spontaneous. Clearly, that made her the most unappreciative girlfriend on earth.
 
   “I just spoke with my folks today, and they are planning a party for us. It’s going to be in their house in Westchester, so we’ll stay over the weekend. Isn’t that great?”
 
   “That’s so sweet of them.” Claire willed excitement into her voice. Spending their anniversary in David’s childhood home was not exactly what she had in mind, but it did not look like she would have much say in the matter.
 
   “My folks are really looking forward to seeing you again, and my sister will be there too.”
 
   “I can’t wait.” Claire hoped her voice was enthusiastic enough.
 
   “Me too. Well, I’ve got to run. Until tomorrow, my love.”
 
   “Bye, David.”
 
   Baffled, Claire hung up the phone. In the entire year that they had dated, she had only met David’s parents once, and that had been by accident. 
 
   The two of them were heading for a party at one of David’s friends, when out of nowhere, there was a honking of a horn as a steel-gray Bentley pulled to the curb beside them. 
 
   “David, my boy.” Through the rolled-down passenger window, Claire caught a glimpse of a white-haired gentleman in a tuxedo with a white scarf around his neck. Next to him sat a statuesque woman with a sable coat thrown loosely over her shoulders. 
 
   “Dad, Mom! What a surprise. What are you doing here?” David’s face flushed slightly as a bright smile appeared on his lips.
 
   “We’re on our way to catch a show, but first we’re having dinner.” Mrs. Lawson announced. “Why don’t you introduce us to your lady friend and join us?
 
   “Get inside the car already,” Mr. Lawson instructed.
 
   Instantly, the chauffeur was standing by the curb, opening the car door for them. 
 
   The car was incredibly roomy inside and the four of them fitted easily in the back seat.
 
   “Mom, Dad, this is Claire, my girlfriend,” David added after a barely-there pause.
 
   “Pleasure to meet you, Claire.” Mr. Lawson nodded as Mrs. Lawson smiled a benevolent smile.
 
   “Likewise.” Claire smiled, looking back shyly.
 
   “Do you like good steak, Claire?”
 
   Claire halted. As a matter of fact, she was not really a steak person, but as she felt David’s foot brush against hers, she nodded. 
 
   “Yes, I love it.”
 
   “Wonderful.” Mrs. Lawson nodded in approval. “Then you’re in for a treat.”
 
   And just like that, David’s friend’s party went out the window, and on they headed to Keens, which was Mr. Lawson’s favorite steak restaurant.
 
   The dinner was pleasant, but Claire literally felt a weight lifting off her shoulders when Mr. and Mrs. Lawson finally left to see their show. It was not that the Lawsons were not friendly, but there was something distant and remote about them, as though they subjected everyone to a set of standards known only to them. Until you passed a series of unspoken tests, you would never be thought of as an equal. By the end of the evening Claire had no inkling as to whether she had made the cut, which was why David’s announcement about his parents’ plans for their anniversary caught her off guard tonight.
 
   She supposed that she should be thrilled about being introduced to David’s family. Most girls would kill for the chance, but on their anniversary Claire just wanted to be with David – stay up until dawn, making crazy, wild love, walk around in their underwear the next day, have breakfast in bed at two in the afternoon… But now, the prospect of the anniversary weekend at the Lawsons’ nixed all of her plans on the spot. 
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   “What are you doing here?” Jake inquired when he saw Claire walk into the office Friday morning.
 
   “Gee, that lottery ticket I bought last week did not exactly play out, so I still have to work for a living.” Claire put a cup of coffee on Jake’s desk – it was her turn to buy.
 
   “Thanks.” Jake glanced at the coffee distractedly. “I thought you took today off. Aren’t you going away for your anniversary trip?”
 
   “That’s not until tomorrow, and I wouldn’t call spending the night over at David’s parents’ house ‘going away.’” Claire sighed. It was definitely not her idea of a getaway.
 
   “I’m sure it will be great. Don’t you see how wonderful it is that David is going to officially introduce you to his family? And the fact that his parents are throwing you a party is a definite sign of approval.”
 
   “Maybe. They did not seem to be all that approving when I first met them, though.”
 
   “That was months ago, but now that they see that David is serious about you, they are inviting you into their family circle. You will be a Lawson before you know it. Just wait and see. In fact, I suspect that David just might pop the question this very weekend.”
 
   “You think David is going to propose?” 
 
   “Why not? The setting certainly seems right, and a year is enough time to figure out if you want to be with a woman for the rest of your life.”
 
   “Is it?”
 
   “You don’t think it is?”
 
   “I guess.” Claire swallowed the knot in her throat. She just was not one of those girls who fantasized about diamond rings and wedding cakes. “I think you’re blowing the whole thing out of proportion, Jake. You dated that girl Patricia for a year and a half, and I didn’t see you rushing to buy an engagement ring.”
 
   “But that’s different – marrying Pat was never my intention.”
 
   “So why did you go out with her for so long then?”
 
   “Convenience, I guess.”
 
   “Don’t you think that’s a bit irresponsible? Callous, even?”
 
   “Yep, that’s me – a callous, irresponsible commitment phobe.” 
 
   “That’s not what I meant…”
 
   Jake waved off Claire’s attempt at an apology. “But David Lawson is a man who knows what he wants, and he has a public image to uphold. How old is he, again?”
 
   “Thirty-three.”
 
   “Ah, the age of Christ. I wouldn’t be surprised that pretty soon David’s old man will hand over the reins to him, and I would imagine that the head of the Lawson empire would be expected to have a wife by his side. And why not the young and lovely Claire Chatfield, aspiring architect, daughter of two college professors?”
 
   “For a modern guy, you have some very conservative views.”
 
   “Yes, well, that’s me. Mr. Conservative. You know, you don’t have to keep seeing him if you don’t want to, Claire.” 
 
   Jake’s voice was serious now, and Claire was taken aback by his remark. 
 
   “What makes you think that I’m unhappy with David?”
 
   “I didn’t say that you were unhappy; I said that you don’t have to keep seeing him if you don’t want to. The way I see it, when a girl loves a guy, she should be going gaga at the prospect of him proposing, not getting all jumpy.”
 
   “I’m not jumpy. If David asked me, I’d say yes in a minute.”
 
   “Oh, well, I must have misheard things then.”
 
   “Come on, Jake. Don’t get all moody on me. I’m going to spend the entire weekend walking on egg shells as it is. I should at least have the luxury of talking to my friend without picking out every word.”
 
   “I thought I was callous and irresponsible.”
 
   “You can be, but you’re also my friend.”
 
   “That makes me feel better.”
 
   ”I’m glad. Now, let me get some work done. I really can’t afford to get fired, you know.”
 
   Claire tried to concentrate on the drawings that were spread all over her desk – a task far easier said than done. As she stared at the endless lines before her, her mind kept thinking about the upcoming weekend. She barely got any sleep last night, spending most of the night agonizing over what to pack for the trip. David had been no help either. When she had asked him about what to bring, he simply replied that she should pack a weekend bag. Now what did that mean? Was there a special kind of bag to be packed when going to the Lawsons’ house? Perhaps this was the beginning of the test she would have to pass to determine whether she belonged among the Lawsons after all. 
 
   Stop it, Claire thought. You’re getting paranoid. David was not like that. Sure, he could seem to be a bit uptight occasionally, but that was more because, despite his affluence and good looks, he was shy. Granted, he was not shy when it came to giving speeches in the corporate boardroom or pitching to investors, but socially, when he was out of his element, he could be shy, and Claire found that endearing. There were a lot of things she found endearing about David: the way he looked at her with his dark blue eyes, the way his blond hair fell against his boyish face, the way he stood tall and confident, all six feet two inches of him. But Jake’s comment had caught her off guard and now she could not stop thinking about it: When a girl loves a guy, she should be going gaga at the prospect of him proposing, not getting all jumpy. 
 
   Was she jumpy? Yes, she was. There was no denying it, but that did not mean there was anything wrong with her feelings for David. The prospect of spending the weekend at David’s parents’ house made her jumpy because she wanted to make a good impression – because she loved David and wanted his family to accept her. And who said that David was going to propose this weekend anyway? Up until today, the possibility had not even entered her mind, but now, thanks to Jake, she was agonizing over the possibility. To her mind, an engagement was an intimate matter, and she hoped that if David were ever going to ask her, he would pop the question in private.
 
   In the middle of the day, Claire’s phone rang. It was Lindsay.
 
   “Just calling to wish you happy anniversary.”
 
   “Thanks. I need all the moral support I can get.”
 
   “Oh, relax! It’s going to be fine. David’s folks will adore you.”
 
   “I don’t think that the term ‘adore’ is in their vocabulary. But please keep your fingers crossed for me.”
 
   “So, have you packed your bag yet?”
 
   “Partially. I have no idea what to take with me. I packed a cocktail dress, a pair of shorts, and flip-flops.”
 
   “That’s a start,” Lindsay observed. “But seriously, here’s what you do: the cocktail dress is a must, so you can check that off the list, but you’ll also need something casual but dressy that you could wear during the day – a nice skirt or slacks and a flowing blouse. You know, the kind of thing Ralph Lauren would put on the cover of his catalogue. Did David mention any activities?”
 
   “He did say that they have a tennis court…”
 
   “So pack a tennis outfit. Make sure it’s white, though.”
 
   “I can’t remember the last time I played.”
 
   “Then just sit the game out – but don’t you go near the court in something other than white.”
 
   “What is this, the 1900s?”
 
   “Do you want to make a good impression or what?”
 
   “Yes. Sorry. Thanks, Lindsay.” Claire knew that Lindsay’s advice came from experience. She had dated Matthew Prince, III of Hartford, Connecticut for two years. In the looks department, Matthew was nothing to write home about. He did not possess the physique of an Abercrombie and Fitch model, nor did he have any striking facial features to speak of, but he was incredibly smart and attentive to Lindsay. Matthew ran a slew of hedge funds that had been started by his father, Matthew Prince, II who was on a first name basis with most politicians and was frequently in the society section of the New York Times. Things seemed to be getting on swell between Matthew and Lindsay, and just as she was beginning to think that he might be the “one,” Mathew broke it off, claiming that his work demanded his full attention. A few months later, he got engaged to a daughter of a prominent politician. The news made it to the society pages of all the major newspapers. After that, Lindsay swore never to date a blueblood again, but she still remembered the protocols of dating one.
 
   “Don’t sweat it. The weekend will be over before you know it. By the way, did David like your gift?”
 
   “I’m going to bring it over to his place tonight.”
 
   “Let me know what he thinks. Do you know what’s he getting you?”
 
   “No idea.”
 
   “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”
 
   If there was a hint in Lindsay’s voice, Claire chose to ignore it.
 
   “Have you seen that hot neighbor of yours?”
 
   “No, why do you ask?” Claire hoped that her voice was level. The smallest change in cadence would send Lindsay on a hunting mission. Claire had not seen Alec since the evening when she looked into his window to find him embracing a female silhouette. Out of sight, out of mind.
 
   “No reason, just curious. He is kind of cute, and since I’m single, he just might be a possibility.”
 
   “Alec is not single.”
 
   “Oh? So you did see him again.”
 
   Realizing that she had just fallen into one of Lindsay’s traps, Claire had no choice but to recount the embarrassing incident of staring into Alec’s window.
 
   “And I thought you said you weren’t interested in him.” 
 
   “And I thought you had sworn off men,” Claire countered.
 
   “I have, but a girl always has the prerogative to change her mind.” 
 
   “I don’t think that dating Alec would be a good idea.” The words escaped Claire’s lips before she could think.
 
   “Oh, I don’t want to date him. It would be an exercise in futility after seeing the way he was drooling over you the other day. I just want you to keep your options open, that’s all.”
 
   “Sure, thanks for the advice. I’ve got to get back to work now.” 
 
   With a sigh, Claire hung up. Sure, she could understand Lindsay’s distrust of David, but David Lawson was not anything like Matthew Prince, III. 
 
   At five o’clock Claire grabbed her purse. This was going to be a busy evening. She had to run back to her apartment, pick up David’s gift, and then drop it off by his place. After that, she still had to pack for the weekend.
 
   “Have a great weekend.” Jake winked at her. “I want details on Monday.”
 
   An hour later, Claire was inside a cab on her way to Battery Park City. Cradled next to her lay David’s anniversary gift. Claire fidgeted with the bow she had tied to the wrapping. She hoped that David liked the lithograph, but then who would not like Joan Miro? The vibrant colors, the freeform shapes - David was bound to love it. She was sure of it.
 
   When she arrived at David’s condo, Claire nodded at the doorman and made her way to the elevator. David’s apartment was on the top floor, and she propped the wrapped lithograph against the railing as she waited for the elevator ride to end. Finally, the doors opened, and she turned the corner of the long hallway toward David’s front door.
 
   She rang the bell and waited. Moments later there was still no answer, so she rang again, only to be greeted by silence once more.
 
   Baffled, Claire groped for her cell phone, thinking that maybe David was in the shower or something. They had agreed for her come over earlier in the day, and she had not thought it necessary to confirm. If David had a change of plans, he would have called her. Just then, she noticed a new text message on her cell phone screen. It was from David.
 
   Sorry, babe. Last minute rush at the office. Will be working late tonight, but I promise to make it up to you tomorrow. Will pick you up at 10 a.m. sharp. Love, David.
 
   With a sigh, Claire lowered the hefty package on the floor. She had rushed all this way for nothing. The least David could have done was call her. 
 
   She picked up her cell phone and dialed David’s number. His excuse had better be good. David’s cell phone went straight to voicemail, and Claire had no choice but to hang up. Sure, she was angry at him now, but she was fairly certain that her fury would subside eventually, and she did not want to say anything to David’s answering machine that she would regret later. 
 
   However, there was still the matter of David’s anniversary gift. There was no way she was going to drag the lithograph back to her apartment. For the first time in dating David, Claire wished she had the key to his apartment. She had thought it awkward to ask, and he never offered, but now she saw the downside of her reticence. 
 
   Claire made her way downstairs to leave the package with the doorman. She would just have to settle for hearing David’s reaction to it instead of seeing it.
 
   “Good evening there, Miss Chatfield.” The doorman tipped his hat.
 
   “Hi, Frank.” Claire smiled. Frank was the nicest of all the doormen in David’s building. By now, she knew them all. “I was wondering if you could do me a favor.”
 
   “Anything within my power.” Frank puffed out his chest. 
 
   “Could I leave this package with you to give to David? It’s his anniversary gift, so could you make sure that he gets it tonight?”
 
   “Yes, of course – no problem.” Frank went around his desk and took the package from Claire. “Mr. Lawson is working late again, huh?”
 
   Claire nodded.
 
   “Well, not to worry. I have the night shift, so I’ll make sure he gets it.”
 
   “Great. Have a good night.”
 
   “You too, Miss Chatfield.”
 
   I’ll try, Claire thought. She knew she should not be angry at David, but presently, it was hard not to be. Well, she would just have to wait for his explanation. She was certain that it was bound to be a respectable one. This was the first time David Lawson had stood her up, and she sure as hell hoped that it was not going to become a habit of his. 
 
   




 
   [bookmark: Chapter9]Chapter 9
 
    
 
    
 
   David zipped up his trousers and looked himself over in the mirror. His tan was beginning to fade, and he made a mental note to stop by the tanning salon. Claudia never tired of saying how much she loved his body, and the tan made his muscles look more prominent. Lately, he had doubled his workouts at the gym, even blowing off work so that he could be buff enough for Claudia.
 
   It had been almost two months, but David still could not believe that he was having an affair with Claudia Block. “Having an affair” felt like such a tawdry expression to describe his feelings for Claudia. He literally worshipped the woman. She was the divine dream that had sustained him through the longings of adolescence, and never in his right mind had he hoped to one day have his pubescent fantasies come true. 
 
   He must have been about ten when he first saw Claudia as a Bond girl, her appearance on the TV screen leaving an indelible impression on David, which would make Claudia about... David refused to think about Claudia’s age. To him, Claudia was a goddess, and goddesses were ageless. Still, David shuddered to think what his friends would say of his involvement with a woman that much older than him, not to mention his father who, of course, was the main problem. For Claudia, David would shed his social circle in a moment. He would gladly become a recluse on some remote island as long as Claudia was with him. It was, in fact, a favorite fantasy of his: him and Claudia, alone on some exotic island — perhaps in Greece or Bora Bora, making love for hours on end, without any ties to the outside world. But his father...
 
   David frowned. If his father ever found out about Claudia, he would cut him off in a jiffy, and David was no fool. When it came to money, he understood the value of it only too well. Having grown up wealthy, he knew that living without money would be like trying to live without air. When it was there, it was easy to forget about its existence, but take it away, and you would find yourself begging for your next breath. Even Claudia's beauty was possible because of money. Sure, good genes were part of it, but nature only went so far - the rest of it was nurture. And there were the tell-tale signs, of course - a whisper of a scar here and there, reminders of all the nips and tucks it took to freeze time in place. But to David, this knowledge did not detract from Claudia's beauty. If anything, it made him worship her even more. Here was a woman who defied the laws of nature — a woman who had his complete adoration.
 
   David buttoned up his shirt, fastened his tie, and put on the jacket of his linen summer suit. In less than an hour, Claudia would rip these clothes off his body, but she liked him looking dapper when he arrived and he was only too glad to indulge her. Perhaps this time they would have dinner first, talk a bit before jumping into bed - although, God knew, that was what David coveted most. Still, he had to be considerate of Claudia. She loved sex, but she also got bored easily. She was a worldly woman – a woman who had been wooed by the most affluent and powerful of men and was used to obscene luxury and endless entertainment. Her last lover was one of the leading names on Wall Street, and the two were known for extravagant parties and spur-of-the-moment exotic getaways. The relationship ended abruptly with a vague, but persistent rumor about Claudia being left for a young model. For his part, David could not care less. If Claudia’s old flame was stupid enough to relinquish the treasure he possessed, David was only too happy to step in. 
 
   But regardless of how much he adored Claudia, David simply could not afford to give her the same level of luxury as her previous lovers. For one thing, their union had to remain a secret one. If his old man ever found out, David’s future with the company would be toast, and he was fairly certain that Claudia would not want him then. After all, Claudia Block was not the kind of woman who could live on love alone. As such, their love was confined to hotel rooms that Claudia picked at random. They were luxury hotel rooms, but still hotel rooms – opulent, but impersonal. He wished they could at least afford to share with each other the privacy of their own homes, but Claudia was adamant about not letting him into her townhouse, and David was hesitant about inviting her to his apartment, worried about rumors being spread by the building staff and nosy neighbors. The fear that Claudia might get bored with all these restrictions and abandon him just as easily as she had done with her previous boy toys, haunted David with growing intensity. As his adoration of Claudia grew, so did his fear of losing her. 
 
   David ran his fingers through his hair, adding just the right amount of gel. In less than two hours, Claudia would greet him on the threshold of a hotel room that would forever become entrenched in his memory. The thought of Claudia naked next to him in bed made every hair on David’s body stand on end. He could never get enough of her. Every moment with her was like a pearl found in the sand, and he never knew if he would chance to find another.
 
   For his part, David was extremely careful. It was easy to placate Claire with imaginary office work. The girl was so gullible, it almost made David feel guilty for lying - almost, but not quite, for being with Claudia was worth hundreds of Claires. That reminded him. He had agreed to meet Claire for dinner, but Claudia had called at the last minute, tempting him with an unexpected rendezvous, and he simply could not bring himself to refuse. David picked up his Blackberry and sent Claire a message: Sorry, babe. Last minute rush at the office. Will be working late tonight, but promise to make it up to you tomorrow. Will pick you up at 10 a.m. sharp. Love, David. 
 
   Claire would understand. She was such a good, wholesome girl. Besides, tomorrow Claire would get more than her due. It was going to be her, not Claudia, David would bring to meet his parents; and it would be Claire, not Claudia, he would propose to with the five-carat Harry Winston diamond ring that was stowed in the top drawer of his nightstand. That was what his old man wanted from him. Dedication at work was not enough; David had to prove to him that he was also a man of reliable character, and what better way to do that than to get married to a reliable girl? 
 
   David still remembered his father’s admonition that had taken place after a particularly wild night in David’s early twenties. He had wound up skinny-dipping with a model at some second-rate celebrity’s party. The party had attracted the attention of the paparazzi, and the next day, a picture of David with blood-shot eyes, flailing in the pool, graced a number of tabloid magazines. The clippings were on his father’s desk less than an hour after publication. 
 
   “This is not the way a Lawson behaves,” his father had said. “The company reputation is dearer to me than anything or anyone in this world. Do not doubt for a second that I will think twice about cutting you off should you ever jeopardize it.”
 
   “Yes, Father. I’m sorry, Father.” David knew better than to offer an explanation. When it came to the old man, acquiescence was the name of the game.
 
   “Good. We already have one misfit in the family. I’m afraid I can’t afford another one.” 
 
   The last reference was to David’s younger sister, Stephanie. Perhaps, if his father had actually bothered to acknowledge the fact that he had a daughter rather than blaming her for not being a boy, Stephanie might not have turned out to be a “misfit” as David’s father had so succinctly put it, but David knew better than to argue the point. 
 
   Well, if his father wanted him to be an upstanding citizen, he would deliver the desired façade, but what he did on his own time was no one’s business but David’s. And Claire would understand. She was perfect wife material, and David was fairly certain that their marriage would not alter his personal freedom in any way. After all, he was a busy man - an heir to the Lawson empire, and empire heirs worked all kinds of hours. 
 
   David frowned. It pained him to think of deceiving Claire like this, but Claudia was like a drug to him, and in her presence he was as witless as an addict before cocaine. He had had plenty of women – so many that he thought he could never be satisfied by one again. He could not quite remember when it began – this growing dissatisfaction with the female sex. All of a sudden, it seemed to him that no matter how many starlets or super models jumped into his bed, he was left with a bland sense of dissatisfaction. He had even toyed with an idea of turning queer (not that his father would ever stand for that – he would probably disown him on the spot) but there was that threesome with his college buddy Russ that had excited him so much that David never spoke to Russ again. And then he met Claire. She was different from the others – calm, serene, grounded. The girl was practically a nun in David’s opinion. There was no kinky sex, no drugs - just plain, old-fashioned loving, and strangely enough, it seemed to do the trick. Of course, he was not his former self, but then David suspected that no woman in the world could bring him back to the raging stallion he once was, but Claire was enough. She soothed him. And then he met Claudia…
 
   Claudia was the ultimate connoisseur of sex, and she knew just how to peak his desire and leave him begging for more. And no, he did not have any hidden fetishes about his mother – such an obscenely obvious observation that any shrink would be eager to jump to could not be further from the truth. In fact, until he met Claudia, the idea of being with an older woman was as appealing to David as attempting to get fellatio from a shark. But Claudia was ageless, and being with her was like reversing time. With Claudia, all the women he had slept with disappeared into a meaningless memory, and all his obligations and pressures ceased to exist. He became a young boy again – fresh, clean and carefree. 
 
   “Hello, David.” Claudia’s smoky gaze hypnotized him as she stood there in her see-through negligee, keeping the door half open, as though deliberating whether she should let him in.
 
   “Claudia.” He whimpered like a love-sick puppy, thrusting two dozen yellow roses at her. Roses were the perfect metaphor for their love – luscious petals with thorny stems.
 
   “Get in here, already.” She tugged at the lapels of his jacket and shut the door behind him.
 
   His hands reached for her hungrily as his mind became foggy with excitement. He was no longer his own man. He was Claudia’s slave, free for her to do with him as she wished.
 
   “Did you enjoy yourself?” Afterward, Claudia blew a thin trail of cigarette smoke from her lips.
 
   “You know I did. It was wonderful. It always is with you. You know exactly what I need.” David pressed Claudia’s hand to his lips. “I worship the ground you walk on,” he murmured, instantly cursing himself for blabbering like a teenage idiot. When he was with Claudia, he seemed to lose all ability to control his thoughts. Claudia had the effect of a truth serum on him. 
 
   “These are some pretty big words. Now, what are you going to do about them?”
 
   “I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. I’m going to make love to you so hard, you won’t be able to walk for a week.”
 
   “Prove it.” Claudia’s curved lips challenged him with a smile.
 
   “Oh, I will.” David lunged for her, eager to fill her body with his. 
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   The next morning, Claire woke up bright and early. She had barely gotten any sleep. She had stayed up late, waiting for David to call, but no phone call came, and every time she dialed David’s cell phone number, she got his voicemail. Finally, at two a.m., she went to bed only to spend a restless night. 
 
   It was eight a.m. now, and she was fidgety with worry. What if something had happened to David? Maybe he had gotten into a car accident or was mugged? 
 
   Suddenly, Claire realized that she hardly knew anything about David. Sure, she had met many of his friends, but she did not have any of their phone numbers, and she did not have any contact information for David’s family. What was she to do?
 
   Then she had an idea – Amber. Amber was David’s publicist, and she was bound to know if anything was wrong.
 
   Struggling to keep her hands from shaking, Claire dialed Amber’s number and waited for her to pick up.
 
   “Hello?” Amber’s sleepy voice mumbled on the other end of the line.
 
   “Amber, it’s me, Claire.
 
   “What’s the matter? Did someone die?”
 
   “I hope not.”
 
   “Then why are you calling me at eight a.m. on a Saturday?”
 
   “Because I have not heard from David since last night, and I’m worried that something happened to him.”
 
   “What do you mean you haven’t heard from him?” Amber’s voice lost its sleepy fuzziness.
 
   Claire recounted David’s text message from last night – the last communication she had received from him.
 
   “I’m sure everything is fine. He was probably working late and then came home and crashed. I’m sure he’ll call you soon.”
 
   “So you don’t think I should be worried?”
 
   “Nope. You know David; he’s very responsible.”
 
   “That’s exactly why I’m worried. It’s not like him to act this way. Hang on, I’ve got call waiting – maybe it’s him.” Claire pressed the talk button.
 
   “Good morning, gorgeous. I hope I didn’t wake you.” 
 
   “David! Where have you been? I’ve been going crazy with worry.”
 
   “Whoa – hold your horses. I sent you a message that I’d be working late.”
 
   “Yes, but you didn’t call. I was waiting up for you to call.”
 
   “Oh, geez, baby, I’m sorry. I worked until three a.m. We had a major fire drill here, and then I came home and just crashed. But it’s over now, and I want to forget all about work. So, are you ready for our weekend getaway?”
 
   “I’m ready,” Claire replied wearily.
 
   “Great. So I’ll pick you up at ten, just like we agreed. Are you still mad at me?” he cooed.
 
   “Maybe just a little.”
 
   “Well, just wait and see what I have planned for this weekend. I’m sure you’ll forgive me then.”
 
   David’s words reminded her of the gift she had left for him with the doorman. 
 
   “So, I’ll see you in a bit.”
 
   “Um, David?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Did Frank give you the package I left for you?”
 
   “What package?”
 
   “It’s your anniversary gift. I left it with Frank at the front desk. He said he had the night shift and that he’d give it to you.”
 
   “Oh, baby, that’s so sweet of you! I’ll go and check with the desk now. They’ve gotten really sloppy lately.”
 
   “Um, okay. I’ll see you soon then.”
 
   “I can’t wait.”
 
   Claire hung up. David lived in a luxury condo, and the staff of his building never forgot anything. If David had gotten home during Frank’s shift, Frank would have given him the package; unless David did not get home last night, which would explain the answering machine being on most of the night. 
 
   Or maybe she was being a little paranoid. Maybe the doorman did forget about the package or stepped away just as David got in. Anyway, there was no use mulling over the incident now. In less than two hours, David would be here, and Claire needed all the calmness she could muster, as she was fairly certain that making a good impression on Mr. and Mrs. Lawson would be no easy feat.
 
   When she got out of the shower, Claire surveyed her reflection in the mirror. Mercifully, there were no dark circles under her eyes, despite her restless night. She blow-dried her hair and applied a dusting of powder, some blush, and a coat of mascara, aiming for the au naturel look. She reached for a pair of tan slacks and a white peasant blouse she had selected for the drive – casual, yet stylish. Low-heeled sandals completed the ensemble.
 
   Next, she checked on her weekend bag that contained her toiletries, a cocktail dress of midnight blue silk, a flowery sundress, a swimming suit, and a white tennis dress, which had taken her over two hours last night to locate since she had not held a tennis racquet since college. At first, Claire was worried that the dress would not fit, but it did, and now she only hoped that her tennis skills had not completely atrophied.
 
   There was nothing else to do, so she sat down on the couch, waiting for David’s call.
 
   At ten o’clock sharp, the intercom rang.
 
   “Hey, baby. It’s me. I’ll come up.”
 
   Claire buzzed David in and waited. A few moments later, the doorbell rang. In the doorway stood David with a huge bouquet of white roses.
 
   “I’m really sorry about last night,” he whispered as he leaned in to kiss her.
 
   “Already forgotten.” The feel of David’s lips on hers and the reassuring solidity of his broad shoulders erased her earlier misgivings. 
 
   David made his way inside, handing her the flowers.
 
   “David, these are beautiful! Thank you.” Claire rushed to put the roses into a vase. It was too bad that she would not be there to enjoy them.
 
   “Thanks for my anniversary gift. I absolutely loved it, but you shouldn’t have spent so much money on me, Claire.”
 
   “Well, I wanted it to be special.”
 
   “And I appreciate it, very much. I’m going to speak to my decorator next week about finding the perfect spot for it.”
 
   Actually, I know just the place – right over the bar, Claire was about to say, but then held her tongue. If David preferred some fancy schmancy decorator’s opinion to her own, she was not going to contradict him.
 
   “So, you’re ready to go?” David grabbed Claire’s weekend bag.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Great. This is going to be an awesome weekend. My folks are so excited that we are coming.”
 
   The elevator seemed to take forever, and Claire was about to suggest taking the stairs when the elevator doors finally opened. Then she really wished that they had taken the stairs.
 
   Standing in the left corner was none other than her upstairs neighbor, Alec, only this time he was not alone, but with a female companion. 
 
   “Good morning.” Alec nodded at Claire, his glance skimming over David.
 
   “Good morning.” Claire felt David’s eyes upon her and hoped that she was not blushing. “David, this is Alec, he just moved in upstairs. Alec, this is my boyfriend, David.”
 
   “Pleasure to meet you,” Alec nodded, and Claire noticed that when he looked at her now, his eyes had lost the twinkle she remembered. “And this is…” Alec was about to introduce his companion, but she beat him to it.
 
   “I’m Sabina. Very nice to meet you.” Alec’s companion smiled at Claire and David. Her delicate frame was the exact replica of the silhouette Claire had seen in Alec’s window the other night. So now, the nameless shadow had acquired a face, and what a face it was: wheat blond hair pulled into a ballerina bun, eyes of cornsilk blue, and pink, pouting lips. The girl could not have been older than twenty, but that came with the territory, Claire thought. Womanizing types like Alec always went for the young and naïve.
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, Claire studied Sabina’s graceful posture, a perfect complement to her ballerina body. The image of Alec and Sabina entwined in a steamy tango came back to her mind, making her bite her lip. What was wrong with her? David was standing right next to her, and she was having impertinent thoughts about her good-for-nothing neighbor. She had to put a stop to it before David noticed anything.
 
   “Have a good weekend,” Claire called over her shoulder in what she hoped was an indifferent voice. She looped her arm through David’s, desperate to prove that Alec’s charms had no effect on her.
 
   David’s car was parked along the curb across from Claire’s building. During the week, David opted for the company Mercedes and a driver, but on weekends he was behind the wheel of his convertible red Porsche. 
 
   “Here we are.” David threw Claire’s bag in the trunk and moved to open the car door for her.
 
   “Thanks.” Claire slid inside, catching a last glimpse of Alec and Sabina walking up the street. The two looked like the winners of a best-looking couple contest.
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   Once they got on the highway, David zipped into the far left lane and pressed on the gas pedal. The air was whipping at her hair, and Claire hurried to tie a scarf around her head. She had gotten used to always packing one in her purse whenever David drove his Porsche. The last thing she wanted was her hair looking like a beehive for her meeting with David’s parents. 
 
   “Don’t be nervous. My folks will love you.”
 
   “I’m not.” Claire fidgeted with her scarf. How could she possibly tell David that while she appreciated the gesture, the last thing she wanted was to spend their anniversary weekend with his parents? She wished David were whisking her away to some secret hideaway where they could go on romantic walks and forget about the world around them. Instead, she would be making small talk all weekend, eager to please everyone around her but herself.
 
   “What I am saying is that they already love you. They think you’re great.”
 
   “But I barely met them.”
 
   “Well, apparently, that was enough. And besides, don’t you think that my seal of approval should be enough?”
 
   “Yes.” The confidence in David’s voice eased her apprehension away. That was what she loved about David most - his being sure of things. How silly it was of her to worry. Of course, his parents must have liked her; otherwise, he would not be bringing her to their house. Suddenly, Jake’s earlier comments rang home – perhaps, this really would be the big weekend. Perhaps David was really going to pop the question. The possibility made Claire’s heart skip a beat. The prospect of David putting a diamond on her finger made her happy, but marriage was such a big word – a word that would define the rest of her life. But then, she should be ready for it. She was twenty-eight years old; in less than two years she would be thirty. God, time flew. Where did all those years go? It was as if after you turned twenty-five, time accelerated. Suddenly, every year brought you closer to thirty, and before you knew it, people were asking you if you were seeing anyone seriously, wondering why you did not have a wedding ring on your finger. And yet, somehow, deep down, Claire knew that she was not ready for it. That is, she wanted to be married someday, have children maybe, but she’d always thought of it as something far off, something that she had plenty of time to decide on. What she really wanted was to have a bit more time. She was perfectly happy being David’s girlfriend. Why did things have to change?
 
   “Here we are.” David made a turn toward a long, hedge-lined driveway. “The Lawson residence.” 
 
   Claire smoothed her hair and dabbed her face with powder. Here we are, she thought.
 
   David had scarcely parked the car when Claire saw movement in the rearview mirror.
 
   “David!” A flurry of white ruffles dashed at him before David had a chance to get out of the car. In an instant, he was standing on the ground, swooping a blond-haired girl in his arms.
 
   “Oh, how rude of me.” The girl turned toward Claire after David had finally put her down on the ground. “You must be Claire. I’m Stephanie, David’s sister.” She looked to be about twenty-five.
 
   “My little sister,” David added.
 
   “So nice to meet you, Stephanie,” Claire smiled.
 
   “David’s told me so much about you. I have a feeling we’re going to be like sisters.” Stephanie grabbed Claire’s hand.
 
   “David, Stephanie, what’s all this standing about in the driveway? Is this how you welcome our guests?” Mrs. Lawson had joined the group.
 
   “Mom.” David moved to hug his mother.
 
   “Claire, it’s so lovely to see you again.” Mrs. Lawson air-kissed Claire on both cheeks.
 
   “Likewise, Mrs. Lawson.”
 
   “Oh, please, call me Sylvie – Mrs. Lawson is my mother-in-law’s name.”
 
   Claire smiled politely at the joke. At first glance, Mrs. Lawson appeared to be no older than forty, but upon a closer look, it became clear that her real age was somewhere in the vicinity of the late fifties. Her smooth face was carefully made up with the kind of neutral makeup that women over a certain age choose to appear ageless, and her slender body was perfectly postured. But her eyes gave her away – not the lineless skin around them, but the eyes themselves – that now and then flickered with the weariness of her true age.
 
   “Let us go inside. Your father is waiting, David.” Another fleeting look of apprehension flashed in Mrs. Lawson’s eyes, making it clear that being married to Mr. Lawson was a full time job in itself.
 
   “Yes, I suppose we must.” David uttered a barely perceptible sigh. “It’s such a gorgeous day. Perhaps we could have lunch outside.”
 
   “What a marvelous idea!” Stephanie clapped her hands. “I’ll tell the cook.”
 
   “Wait, dear. I’m not sure that’ll be possible on such short notice…” Mrs. Lawson began.
 
   “Nonsense. Louise will do anything for David.” Without another word, Stephanie started skipping toward the house. 
 
   “Looks like Stephanie has figured out how to run this household.” David’s eyes shone with affection as he watched his sister disappear behind the road bend.
 
   “All right. Let’s go, you two.” Mrs. Lawson looped her arm through Claire’s. “I’m so glad that you could come and see us, Claire. Allan and I are so happy to be a part of your and David’s big day. I hope we’ll get a chance to chat later. I can’t wait to learn more about David’s girl.”
 
   “Thank you, Sylvie. I really appreciate your inviting us for the weekend. David’s told me so much about you.” The last part was not true at all – David had been conspicuously silent about his parents. Claire had always attributed this fact to David’s sensitivity about “having it made” as Allan Lawson’s son, but now, noticing the way Sylvie lowered her eyes at her polite remark, she was no longer sure.
 
   “David, my boy, it’s about time.” Allan Lawson put aside his paper and glanced at the clock on the wall. From a distance, he looked to be in his late fifties. He still had a full head of hair, albeit gray, and his trim, toned body was clad in well-fitted, weekend clothes.
 
   The living room was enormous in size, with carefully placed designer furniture and custom-made drapes. Everything was either pastel or beige, with color being allowed only for the art pieces that adorned the white-washed walls. Out of the corner of her eye, Claire glanced at the impressive art collection and recognized Matisse and Picasso. Those were no lithographs either, but originals she remembered seeing catalogued in private collections.
 
   “Father, you remember Claire?” David smiled as they approached Allan Lawson’s chair.
 
   “Yes, yes, of course.” Allan Lawson made a jerky move to get up, but he sank back into his seat awkwardly. A brief expression of frailty crossed his face, betraying his real age, which had to be somewhere around seventy. David rushed to his side. “I’m fine, I’m fine.” Mr. Lawson waved David’s arm away. “Very nice to see you again, Claire.”
 
   “Likewise.” Claire smiled as Mr. Lawson took her hand. By now Mr. Lawson had recovered his composure. His handshake was one of the firmest Claire had ever encountered. 
 
   “Lunch will be at one, dear.” Sylvie Lawson appeared by her husband’s side. “Claire, you must be exhausted from the drive. Let me show you to your room.”
 
   Claire cast a brief glance at David, hoping he would come along.
 
   “Go ahead.” David smiled. “I’m going to keep Dad company.”
 
   “It’s just up the stairs,” Mrs. Lawson began when Stephanie appeared in the hallway.
 
   “I convinced Louise to serve lunch outside,” Stephanie announced.
 
   “Wonderful.” Mrs. Lawson patted her daughter on the arm. “I was just about to show Claire to her room.”
 
   “I can do that.” Stephanie jumped up and down. “Please, let me!”
 
   “Oh, sure. I’ve got to go check on the kitchen anyway. I’ll see you later, Claire.”
 
   “Come on, I’ll race you!” Before Claire could say a word, Stephanie dashed up the stairs.
 
   “I won!” Stephanie announced triumphantly when Claire joined her. 
 
   “Yes, you did.” Claire smiled, trying to keep the puzzled expression off her face. In the words of Alice upon finding herself in Wonderland, things were getting curiouser and curiouser. 
 
   “Your room is this way.” Stephanie grabbed Claire’s hand and pulled her down the corridor. “Tadaaa!” Stephanie swung the door open and twirled inside.
 
   “It’s lovely.” Clair noticed that her overnight bag had been brought up. The guest room was as opulent as the rest of the house – a four-poster bed, a fancy dresser, and an antique writing desk.
 
   “Oh, I almost forgot.” Stephanie pulled open the closet door. “It’s black tie for dinner, so Mom’s prepared this dress for you.” Stephanie pulled out a ruffled gown of pink silk. “And shoes.” Stephanie held up a pair of silk pumps.
 
   “It’s gorgeous!” Clair touched the silky fabric. “I just hope it will fit.”
 
   “Size four?”
 
   “I’m afraid not. I wear a six.”
 
   “That sounds just like Mom. Leave it to her to instill an inferiority complex for wearing a perfectly suitable dress size.” Stephanie shook her head.
 
   “I guess my cocktail dress will have to do.” Claire unzipped the travel bag with her dress and held it up for Stephanie’s examination.
 
   “Come with me.” Stephanie grabbed Claire’s hand and steered her into the hallway.
 
   “Here we are.” Stephanie flung open the door to her room and headed for the walk in closet. “Let’s see – size six…”
 
   Claire followed and was struck speechless by what she saw next. Being inside Stephanie’s closet was like walking into Saks or Bergdorf. There were endless rows of garments arranged by style and size, complete with a floor-to-ceiling shoe rack that housed a collection of shoes that could only be rivaled by that of Imelda Marcos.
 
   “How about this one?” Stephanie held out a pale-green gown by Marchesa. “Size six, and I’ve got the shoes and bag to match. What size shoes do you wear?”
 
   “I’m an eight.”
 
   “I wear eight and a half. We’ll just stuff them with paper. Go on, try the dress.”
 
   Claire noticed that the tag was still attached to the dress. 
 
   “It’s lovely, Stephanie, thank you. But surely I’d be fine in my cocktail dress…”
 
   “No, you won’t. There’ll be all kinds of big wigs at dinner, and you don’t want to start on the wrong foot. After all, we would not want the dress taste of David’s girlfriend to be the subject of the dinner conversation.”
 
   Normally, Claire would have been offended by such a remark, but Stephanie’s tone of voice made it clear that she was on her side. 
 
   “Well, go on, try it on! You can close the closet door if you’re shy.”
 
   Claire followed Stephanie’s suggestion and went inside the closet. It was bigger than most department store dressing rooms. 
 
   With the dress still half-unzipped, Claire opened the closet door, thinking that she must have misheard things.
 
   “Here, let me zip you up.” Stephanie slid off the bed. “Perfect.”
 
   Claire glanced at the mirror and was stunned by what she saw. The dress fitted her flawlessly, and the pale green of the fabric offset her eyes. 
 
   “I love it!”
 
   “And if you ask me, it’s way better than that pink number Mom chose for you. Turns out there’s a silver lining to every cloud. I’ve got gowns in all sizes, courtesy of my little eating problem.”
 
   Claire must have stared at Stephanie as though she had two heads, because Stephanie held up her hand. 
 
   “Well, don’t look at me like that. Why do you think my closet looks like a department store? It all started when I tried modeling. I used to be thin, you see, and by thin I mean I was one hundred and twenty pounds at five nine, but apparently that was not good enough for the modeling world, so they wanted me to go down to a hundred. I tried dieting, but the weight would not budge, so my friend Jamie suggested I try this ADD drug that suppresses appetite as a side effect. All the socialites are on it. I did and it worked, but my mind got all fuzzy, so then I tried good old purging and that worked at first, but then I became obsessed with food. It was like it was never enough. I literally could eat a dozen donuts in one sitting and then some. I mean, I daydreamed about eggs, bacon, cheese, steak, chocolate – you name it, I wanted it. So when I wasn’t working, I’d binge and then try to lose it real fast… I was living in Europe at the time, so that kept the family off my back, but then it all kind of spiraled out of control when I gained thirty pounds in two months and could not drop it for the life of me. The well-wishers at the modeling agency called my loving mother, and she rushed to the rescue. Mind you, she was the one who got me into the modeling business in the first place – it was either that or marrying some balding investment banker. So, upon discovering my ‘breakdown,’ Dad and Mom shipped me off to this weight management clinic upstate. Well, after weeks of oatmeal that was worse than cardboard and boiled chicken breast, the weight finally came off. I’ve been getting some modeling work too – with any luck, I’ll be able to leave this lock-up soon and get my own place in the City. And in the meantime, I keep up the fucked up, cookie girl act to keep any marriage ideas out of my old man’s head.”
 
   “Wow, Stephanie, I had no idea…”
 
   “Yes, it’s fucked up, I know, but I figured I might as well tell you now – would not want you hearing from dear old Mom or David about poor, delicate Stephanie.”
 
   “Thanks, I appreciate that. You know, if you’re interested in modeling, I can ask my friend, Amber. She’s a publicist, and she’s represented fashion models before.”
 
   “Thanks, Claire – that’d be swell.” Stephanie grinned. “I have a feeling we’re going to be great friends. I’ll see you at lunch.”
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   Back in his room, David loosened his shirt collar and plunked himself on the bed. He would have to get up in a minute, but for now he just wanted a few moments of uninterrupted peace. The weekend had only begun, and already he was exhausted. The old man was getting crankier by the minute, and David was fed up with dancing to his every whim. And his mother – his mother was being his mother, which meant that she was no help either. Well, at least Claire had met both of his parents’ approval, which meant that he could proceed with his plan. After all, he had brought her here for a reason. It was time to seal his future as the heir of the Lawson Enterprises, and in order to do that, David had to convince his father of his reliability. And what better way to demonstrate his ability to commit than to make an example of his personal life? Yes, marriage was the answer. David had put it off for as long as possible, but he knew that there was no way around it, and Claire was as good a choice as any. In fact, she was a very good choice, David was convinced. She did not ask too many questions or put excessive demands on his time. Claire would make the perfect Mrs. Lawson. And just because they got engaged did not mean that they would have to get married right away. There would be at least a year-long engagement to allow the necessary time for the wedding preparations, with which David was certain his mother would make herself useful. And who knew what could happen in a year? The old man seemed unusually frail today. As of late, he had made himself scarce at the office, and David had assumed that it was just another one of his father’s tests to see how David would cope with the business on his own. Yet after seeing his father’s frail appearance today, David was not so sure. Come to think of it, the old man was getting up in years. He would turn seventy-five next year. For an instant, David almost felt a pang of remorse, but only for an instant. The old man hardly inspired pity. 
 
   For all his insistence on David’s leading a respectable lifestyle, Allan Lawson had hardly followed his advice in his own youth. Renowned as one of the most notorious bachelors of his time, Allan Lawson had dated an endless string of socialites and actresses in his twenties and thirties, many of whom had aided him in furthering the success of Lawson Enterprises, his only true love. It was not until he turned forty that Allan Lawson thought of procreation and married Sylvia Lipnick, a then thirty-year-old socialite and model, an orphan and an heiress to a sizeable fortune that her father had amassed through an extremely profitable, if not particularly glamorous, textile business before he conveniently met his end in a plane crash. Mrs. Lipnick had passed away shortly after her husband from complications during plastic surgery, and at the age of twenty-one, Sylvia Lipnick had been left to her own devices, aided by a sizeable inheritance that insured that she would never have to worry about making a living. Yet, despite her good looks and ease of means, the higher echelons of society were closed to her because of her humble origins. Rather than marrying second best, Sylvia parlayed her stunning looks into modeling, and for almost ten years graced the covers of all the major fashion magazines. When she turned thirty, the calls from her agent dwindled, as did her invitations to the gatherings and galas that she had grown so accustomed to being a regular at. It was then that she met Allan Lawson, a self-made real estate tycoon, and fell in love on the spot. The two were married in a lavish ceremony at the Plaza Hotel in New York, and exactly nine months later, David Lawson was born. 
 
   A birth of a son was all that Allan Lawson needed to complete his existence. He had already achieved the highest of goals that he had aspired to accomplish by creating Lawson Enterprises. Now, he was anxious for an heir to one day take over his legacy. Thus, from his very birth, David was molded into his father’s successor, David’s likes or dislikes being of little consequence as Allan Lawson oversaw with hawk-like attention his son’s progress from a child to an adolescent to an adult. 
 
   If Allan Lawson had hoped for more numerous progeny, he never voiced his disappointment. After all, he knew that Sylvie was past her prime childbearing years when he married her, but then he did not marry her for procreation alone. His self-made past limited his choice of society brides to those with high standing, but little money, and Allan Lawson found the thought of marrying a woman who was merely after his money detestable. So, when his eyes fell on Sylvie Lipnick, he knew that he had found the right match. Her sizeable fortune insured the genuineness of her feelings for him, and even though hers was not the most stellar pedigree, Allan was certain that the growing success of his venture would enable him to rewrite his and Sylvie’s pasts. So, when after bearing him a son so dutifully, Sylvie failed to produce further offspring, Allan never said a word.
 
   Eight years later, Sylvie surprised her husband with a daughter, and although he would have preferred another son, Allan reacted to the event amicably. He might not be able to spare her much attention, but his daughter would want for nothing, and when the time would come, she would marry the best of the New York set. 
 
   David shook his head. So much for his father’s plans. As far as he could tell, Stephanie was not about to marry anyone. He still could not believe that his little sister had been to one of those rehabilitation clinics. Thankfully, it was not for drug addiction, and she had only spent a couple of weeks there, but still, the idea was frightening. His little sister. David frowned. He had been so excited when Stephanie was born, so anxious to be the elder brother. He’d sworn to protect his baby sister from all the evils of the world; to show her how to catch hermit crabs and brave the surf and not get caught when eating peanut butter out of a jar. To know that little, golden Stephanie had battled an eating disorder was disheartening to say the least, and the fact that she had battled it for months, alone, at some obscure location in Europe was almost too incredible to believe, and yet it was true. Why hadn’t she called him for help? And why didn’t he go and check on his little sister? It turned out that David was not all that good at being an elder brother after all, but then, Stephanie was not that little anymore. She would turn twenty-six this fall. Well, at least it seemed that Stephanie had escaped their father’s plans for her, although at a significant cost. The change in his sister’s behavior did not escape David. The childish mannerisms, the odd flightiness – that was not the Stephanie he remembered, and David made a mental note to keep an eye on his little sister.
 
   David glanced at the clock. Now would be a good time to see Claire. At least she seemed to be enjoying herself. Social rituals did not appear to bother her as much as they did him. His mother’s arrangement, and David was certain that it was his mother who had insisted on putting them into separate rooms, was ridiculous. A few months ago he might have complained. Not that sex with Claire was all that exciting. She had made it clear from the beginning that she liked to keep things simple, and David did not object. He had had all the wild sex a man could wish for in a lifetime, and if his future fiancée’s tastes were on the tamer side, that was just as well with him. He even had found it refreshing, until he met Claudia. So now, David was almost thankful for his mother’s prudishness, for he could not imagine himself having sex with Claire when his tryst with Claudia was still fresh in his mind. They had stayed together through the night, making love until dawn, and David had not gotten home until seven in the morning. At that point, all he could do was crash down in exhaustion for a few blissful hours of sleep, until it was time to pick up Claire. She damn near almost caught him too, questioning him about that extravagant gift of hers – a Miro lithograph. It had to be expensive, which meant she actually loved him, but then David knew that all along. That was the reason why he started dating Claire in the first place. Plenty of girls wanted him, but David did not want a girl who was only interested in his bank account. 
 
   So, maybe David had never been wild about Claire, but then up until recently, David was certain that he was simply incapable of feeling this way about a woman, any woman. At least he respected Claire and felt at ease around her. He liked her quiet ways, and he could see himself being happily married to a girl like that. There would be no lavish parties, no dizzying soirees like his mother was so fond of throwing and his father so stoically endured. His and Claire’s life would be as peaceful and as quiet as possible for the future head of Lawson Enterprises. 
 
   Then Claudia came into his life. The mere thought of her name was enough to send David’s pulse into overdrive, filling him with momentary remorse. Claire was such a nice girl, and here he was, lying to her, being in love with another woman. But then he was sure that the five carat platinum Harry Winston ring he was about to give Claire would more than make up for his indiscretion. He might be having a passionate affair with Claudia Block, but it would be Claire, not Claudia, who would meet David at the altar and take the marriage vows with him. And Claudia? Claudia would always be the love of his life, but like all great loves, theirs too would end in heartbreak.
 
    
 
   Claire was about to zip the back of the Marchesa gown that Stephanie had lent her when there was a knock on the door. She pulled the zipper up and rushed to the door. When she saw David standing on the threshold, her spirits soared. It was not as if she was not enjoying meeting David’s family or appreciating their hospitality. She was, but she had barely spent a moment with David alone since their arrival, and it was exhausting to constantly be trying to make a good impression.
 
   “Hey, gorgeous.” David winked at her. 
 
   “Hey, yourself.” Claire pulled him inside the room, closing the door behind them, conscious of David’s gaze upon her. She loved it when David complimented her. “I missed you.” She waited for him to kiss her, but David merely smiled. 
 
   “I missed you too. That’s a stunning dress,” he added, looking nervously around the room, his hands shoved in his pockets. 
 
   “Stephanie lent it to me.” Claire decided to omit the fact that she was unable to fit into the dress that David’s mother had chosen for her. “You don’t mind, do you?” she added, noticing the frown on David’s face.
 
   “No, no it’s not that. I can’t believe I forgot to tell you about the black tie nonsense. I feel like a major space cadet.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. Stephanie’s gown fit me perfectly, and it’s brand new.” 
 
   “Yes, she’s always loved to shop,” David said distractedly. “Claire…” David took a step closer toward her and took her hand. His unusually cool hand felt strangely limp in hers, and Claire thought that she sensed him trembling.
 
   “David? Is everything all right?”
 
   “Claire, will you marry me?” David promptly dropped on one knee. Pulling a velvet jewelry box out his pocket, he popped it open, almost comically, holding its contents up for Claire’s inspection. 
 
   Claire stared at the enormous diamond that seemed all the brighter against the dark velvet background. Her head spun. This was it, the big moment she had spent her entire adolescence and adulthood convincing herself was not important, but now, faced with it, she knew that she had been a liar. David’s four-word question meant the world to her. 
 
   “Yes,” she whispered, her breath catching in her throat. This was not at all how she had pictured her reaction. She thought she would be calm and collected. She had not expected the onset of tears, the violent heart palpitations.
 
   “I’m so glad, baby.” David rose to his feet, exhaling, as though he had expected her to say no. “Do you like the ring?” he added as he slipped the ring on her finger. It fit perfectly. 
 
   “I love it.” Claire stared at the gleaming rock on her finger. She was going to be Mrs. David Lawson – something that she now knew she had inwardly longed for ever since she had laid her eyes on David Lawson. 
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   “I am glad the weekend is over.” David winked at Claire. Her perplexed expression was not lost on him. The girl wore her heart on her sleeve, and she was clearly worried about hurting his feelings by agreeing with him. Throughout the two-day ordeal, Claire had been a real trooper, chatting with his mother, admiring his father, and what touched David most, Claire seemed to hit it off really well with his sister. Stephanie could use a friend, especially a friend like Claire, who was so well grounded, so sure of what she wanted out of life. 
 
   “I am a bit tired.” Clair smiled sheepishly.
 
   “I can’t blame you. I love my folks, but they can be overbearing at times.” 
 
   Overbearing. David almost choked on his own euphemism. Downright stifling was more like it for his father, and supercilious for his mother. But this visit, thanks to Claire, was not nearly as torturous as the others that David remembered. Once he made the happy announcement of their engagement during the dinner party, his father had undergone a visible transformation. The old coot even teared up as he wished David and his fiancée great happiness, making David feel sentimental, even remorseful. Perhaps his father was not as aloof as he thought, perhaps Lawson Enterprises was not the only love of his life. Maybe he could, after all, spare some for his children. 
 
   All evening long, David could not wait for the interminable party with its long list of distinguished but irrelevant attendees to end. There were owners of major engineering and architectural firms, high-ranking politicians, board members of well-known charities – all had scurried to oblige Allan Lawson’s invitation, but no one of true relevance was there. There were no family members except for his parents and Stephanie.
 
   From early childhood, David had gotten used to their bare-bones family. There were no aunts or uncles to wish him a happy birthday, no cousins for him to race around the Christmas table. Both of his grandparents had passed away before he was born, and both of his parents had been only children. Still, that did not mean that the Lawson household was ever quiet during the holiday times. David’s mother was known for her elaborate parties, and his father’s name never failed to generate an impressive list of guests. But to David these gatherings seemed meaningless and hollow. Even as a child, he could sense the true reasons that drew the numerous attendees from their own homes to that of the Lawsons. Business, it was always business. He remembered envying his boarding school classmates as they returned to school after every Christmas break with stories of large family gatherings, boasting of numerous gifts that their aunts and uncles had lavished on them, complaining of petty fights with their cousins, while David secretly longed to be a part of it all. 
 
   It was not the presents that David envied. His parents had made sure that he never wanted for anything, and he had never had to make a Christmas list for Santa. His father had explained it from the very beginning that money was the source of the parcels under the Christmas tree, not magic. It was the jolly, almost unbearably warm sense of family togetherness that David had secretly hoped for every holiday break, only to be disappointed every time. Christmas at the Lawsons’ meant black tie, live music, a seven-course dinner, and scurrying footsteps of the cook and the hired caterers. There was no reason why a business deal could not be closed over the holiday. According to David’s father, money never slept and neither did Lawson Enterprises. Important-looking, portly men filled the house along with lanky, beautiful women on their arms – women like David’s mother, with luminous skin and silky hair but restless eyes. 
 
   So it had seemed to David a perfectly good decision to announce his engagement in the room full of strangers. For as long as he could remember, his father had combined business with pleasure, and he knew how much his father enjoyed it when David followed his example. The current president of Lawson Enterprises would be announcing his resignation next year, and that was the job David was after – an impossibly ambitious goal had he not been the son of Allan Lawson, but quite an attainable one if he managed to convince his father that he was ready for the job. He was already an executive vice president, and being the son of Allan Lawson, it would not be unfathomable that he jump the few remaining corporate ladder steps to the presidential seat. Nepotism notwithstanding, David knew that he could do the job well. Already he had introduced changes to the business that had brought in significant revenue increases. As the son of Allan Lawson, David had not only come into a life of privilege, he had also inherited his father’s brains. 
 
   But when David saw his father’s eyes turning misty as he announced his engagement to Claire, David was instantly filled with shame for his calculated decision. He should have broken the news to his father in the privacy of the family circle instead of turning it into a circus production. His father’s unexpected softness made David regret his cynicism toward Claire. How could he have lied to her like that? Yes, Claudia was intoxicating, but Claire was so full of goodness. David imagined himself seated next to his future wife at a dinner table, surrounded by a brood of raucous kids. There would be laughter during Christmas time and lists made for Santa. He vowed to change his ways. Tomorrow, he would tell Claudia that it was over between them. He would be a better son, a better brother, a better fiancé. Tomorrow would turn over a new leaf for him and for the Lawson family.
 
   Filled with precarious hope, David longed for the party to end so that he could share a celebratory cigar and a glass of scotch with his father. Finally, one by one, the important guests started to take their leave, and his father slunk away into his study, leaving David and his mother to tend to the less significant guests. David had observed his father perform this maneuver at countless parties and had always taken his host duties seriously, but tonight was different. Tonight he could not wait to hear his father repeat his congratulatory words without anyone’s but David’s ears to hear. 
 
   “Is anything wrong?” Allan Lawson’s eyebrows rose in unmasked surprise when David appeared on the threshold of his study.
 
   “Everything is fine, Dad.” David treaded gingerly, instantly wondering if he had overlooked yet another one of the invisible boundaries that his father never tired of erecting. “Would you like a cigar?” During one of his overseas business trips, David had smuggled in a box of Cubans. To tell the truth, the cigars were nothing special, but he had felt a childlike exhilaration while carrying the box, hidden deep inside his bag, past the customs and had since smoked the cigars only on special occasions. In his mind, tonight more than qualified.
 
   “Has everyone left then?” Allan reached for the cigar and squinted at the label. “Cubans, huh? You know the U.S. has an embargo on Cuba, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, Dad. These were a gift.” David blushed, disappointment flooding his mouth with acridity. 
 
   “You’ll see to the guests then?” Allan placed the cigar back into the box. “And get rid of these, will you? We wouldn’t want the Lawson name to be linked with contraband.” 
 
   “Yes, Dad.” David clenched his teeth to keep his voice even. As he turned around to leave, his heels squeaked loudly on the parquet floor – the only sign of frustration he could allow himself around his father. 
 
   “And David?”
 
   “Yes?” David turned around, irritated by the hope that refused to die in spite of himself.
 
   “You’ve chosen well, son. Claire is exactly the kind of wife the president of Lawson Enterprises needs.”
 
   With a curt nod, David stumbled out into the hallway. 
 
   As David bid the departing guests goodbye, the smile returned to his lips. He had accomplished what he had set out to do, and the old man could sock it. Claire was there by his side. She seemed to take right to the task as she smiled, mouthing graceful thanks to the endless stream of congratulations. David’s smile grew brighter. He had made the right decision. Claire would be a terrific wife. 
 
   A sound of rustling silk made his hair stand on end. For a moment, he thought it was Claudia, but it was only one of the many wives of the many important men who had felt about as much excitement about David’s engagement as his father had and now were finally leaving the party. Though stunning, the woman could not hold a candle to Claudia, but the remote likeness was enough for David to be reminded of the outline of Claudia’s curved lips, her catlike eyes, and her long, chiseled legs. He looked up, sensing Claire’s glance upon him and smiled back. He had gotten himself a wonderful wife, and tomorrow he would make ardent love to Claudia. 
 
   “Do you want to come up?” Claire’s voice woke David from his thoughts as he returned her to her apartment.
 
   From the tone of Claire’s voice, he could guess what was on her mind. They had spent the entire weekend in separate bedrooms, and it was only to be expected that his fiancée was expecting a physical confirmation of their engagement. A part of him wished he could simply say yes, wished things could be as simple as being in love with your future wife, but he felt nothing. Well, that was not exactly accurate. David did have feelings for Claire. He admired her, he respected her, but he did not lust for her, and he was not in love with her. 
 
   “I’d love to, baby, but I’ve got to get up early for work tomorrow.”
 
   “All right then.” The cheerfulness of Claire’s voice failed to conceal a momentary shadow that came over her face.
 
   “Hey, I’m sorry. I promise I’ll make it up to you next weekend, okay?”
 
   “It’s just that we’ve been apart all weekend, and I missed you, that’s all.”
 
   “I know. I missed you too. We’ll do something in the middle of the week, I promise.” David got up to open the car door for Claire. As he walked around the car, he felt his telephone vibrate with a text message. His pulse kicked a thousand volts as he wondered whether the message was from Claudia. 
 
    
 
   Claire willed herself not to be disappointed as she watched David's car pull away, but in spite of all logic and common sense — it was late Sunday night, David was tired, they both had to get up early for work the next morning — a small part of her felt let down. Yesterday, she had made the biggest decision of her life, and yet she had barely had a chance to spend even a few minutes alone with the man who was responsible for it.
 
   She wanted to be held in David's arms, so that they could both reconfirm the union they now had formed. Yes, they had been dating for a year, but David's marriage proposal changed things. No one was more surprised by her reaction than Claire herself. In the past, when she had allowed herself to imagine David proposing marriage, fleeting as such occasions were, she had always thought of it as an unnecessary formality. She and David were perfectly happy together, so why complicate matters? Now, she could admit what a coward she had been. Up until yesterday, there had still been a hidden part of her that had wondered whether she was good enough for David. But now, everything had changed. When David had asked her to marry him, she was overcome with her love for him and also, gratitude - gratitude for him finally proving to her that she was good enough to be loved, not merely toyed with as some fleeting distraction, but cherished and treasured. Two days ago, David was merely her boyfriend. Now, he was her fiancé. The word felt pleasantly new on her tongue, and she would savor every minute of getting used to it. 
 
   Yet, as much as she would have liked to convince herself of it, things were not perfect. But then perfection was not real, and Claire was a realist. The visit to David’s family had left her perplexed. On the surface, she had been welcomed, but somehow, Claire felt that she had not even managed to scratch the surface of the Lawson clan. At first glance, the family seemed perfect – the distinguished, regal-like patriarch who had amassed a great fortune from practically nothing, a charming, still beautiful mother, a lovely sister, with David rounding off the portrait as a handsome and ambitious son, industriously walking in his father’s footsteps. But when Claire noticed the way David’s jaw stiffened as he answered his father’s questions, the barely perceptible shadow that crossed his face when he spoke with his mother, and the frank concern that flashed in his eyes when he looked at his sister, she knew that things were not that simple. His parents had surrounded David his entire life, but to her, they were strangers. She was a stranger to them too, an outsider, and she would have to earn her acceptance among them, but David was their flesh and blood, and even he had to work at being the good son. Officially, Claire would become a member of the family once she and David married, but deep down, Claire sensed that admittance into the Lawson clan would be a long haul. Well, she was no stranger to hard work and she was prepared to earn her place in the Lawson family. She would make David proud.
 
   Stale air greeted her as Claire opened the door of her apartment. She flung the windows open, and, with a pang of guilt, threw away the wilted white roses David had brought her before they left for the weekend. Roses almost never kept well. She had been away for only two days, but her apartment felt deserted and lonely. The unexpected emotion caught Claire off guard. She had always shunned roommates, valuing the privacy and independence that her small, but comfortable studio offered. But now that she had finally allowed David to enter her heart completely, she did not want to be in the empty apartment by herself. A few months ago, the thought of moving in together seemed unimaginable to her, but now, as she pictured herself and David snuggling on the couch, sharing takeout while watching a DVD, Claire felt wistful, hoping that David would ask her to move in with him soon. Then, no matter how late he would have to work, he would still come home to her every night. 
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   As soon as Claire stepped on the sidewalk, humidity hit her like a cannonball. It was only late May, but already New York was laden with heat. She tried not to think about the beads of perspiration that were popping up on her chest and back. She was wearing a designer white linen dress she had bought on sale at Bergdorf during one of her shopping trips with Amber – an impulsive purchase that cost half her monthly paycheck had somehow seemed like a good idea at the time. It makes you look ten pounds thinner, Amber had gushed. Not that Claire needed to lose ten pounds, but she bought the dress nonetheless. And now, she was sweating in it, and there was not a cab in sight. It would have to be the subway again.
 
   “I want to hear everything!” Jake stared at Claire intently as she made her way to her desk after making it to the office.
 
   “Good morning to you too,” Claire grinned. Relishing the suspense, she turned the engagement ring to the inside of her finger.
 
   “There will be nothing good about this morning if you keep jerking me around like this. You know that I’m not a patient guy.”
 
   “Oh, well, let’s see. Where do I start…They have a beautiful Tudor style house, very distinguished…” Claire took a sip of her morning coffee, glancing at Jake over her cup.
 
   “I’m not interested in the architecture of their house or their furniture for that matter,” Jake snapped. “Wait a minute, what’s that on your hand?”
 
   “What?” Claire’s voice gave her away as she blushed in spite of herself.
 
   “Come on, out with it.”
 
   Claire triumphantly held up her left hand. “David asked me to marry him, and I said yes.”
 
   “Wow.” For a brief moment Jake looked startled.
 
   “Turns out you were right all along.” Claire grinned. “What’s the matter?” 
 
   “I’m just blown away by how huge this thing is, that’s all.” Jake was back to his usual teasing self. “You should be careful. You could blind people with that.”
 
   “Okay. Thanks for the heads up.”
 
   “But seriously, Claire – be careful. You can’t ride the subway with a rock like this. People have been killed for less.”
 
   “Well, the scarcity of cabs makes ruling out the subway pretty much impossible.”
 
   “Tell David to send a car service for you. He can afford it, or, better yet, let him give you his driver.”
 
   “Don’t you think that would be a bit too demanding? I mean, the guy only proposed two days ago, and already you want him to give me his driver.”
 
   “Hell, yeah. If I were engaged to a girl like you, I’d do it.”
 
   “You don’t have a driver.” Claire grinned. Jake was such a flirt, and like all men, he had to be competitive to boot.
 
   “You’ve got a point there.” Jake shrugged. “But I can still take you out for drinks to celebrate. Stephen’s at six?”
 
   “Deal.” Claire nodded. “I’ll call Amber and Lindsay.”
 
   “Sounds good to me.” 
 
   “And I’ll call David. Hopefully, he’ll be able to make it.”
 
   “And here I was, hoping it would be just us girls.”
 
   “Don’t you want to meet him?”
 
   “Never wanted anything more.” Jake grinned, the sarcasm in his voice making Claire wince. 
 
   The phone on Claire’s desk rang, not giving her the chance to address Jake’s remark. 
 
   “Claire, would you come into my office, please?” Her boss’s voice gyrated on the other end of the line.
 
   “I’ll be right there.” Claire’s face grew warm. Sure, she’d been chatting with Jake a bit more than she should be, and her deadline was approaching, but she had everything under control. She just hoped that her boss would not beg to differ. 
 
   “Was that the big cheese?” Jake’s eyebrows rose in alarm.
 
   “Yep.” Claire got up from her chair and smoothed her dress. At least she would look pretty when she was being reprimanded.
 
   “Stop being such a scaredy cat. The old man loves you. You are the teacher’s pet.”
 
   “Yeah, well that was a long time ago. In case you’ve forgotten, we’re no longer in school.” 
 
   Claire’s boss - Daniel Bancroft, managing partner of Bancroft, Skinner, and Willis - was also a faculty member at Columbia Graduate School of Architecture and had been Claire’s advisor for her Master’s degree. Impressed by her dedication to her thesis, Daniel had offered her a job at his firm as a graduation present. 
 
   “Still, old habits die hard. I’m sure the old man just wants to check on his protégé.” Jake too had studied at Columbia, albeit a year before Claire. He had asked Bancroft to be his adviser, but Daniel had declined, citing a heavy workload. The fact that the refusal did not prevent Jake from being offered employment at Bancroft, Skinner, and Willis did little to abate the old grudge, and he never missed a chance to poke Claire about it.
 
   “Daniel?” Claire rapped on her boss’s door. Her student days were behind her, but every time she stood before Daniel Bancroft’s door, she remembered her thesis-writing days – the tormenting search for the hypothesis, the painstaking groundwork, the inevitable setbacks, but through it all the unrelenting perseverance that finally had got her on the right path, and most importantly, won Daniel’s unwavering support. 
 
   “Come in!” Daniel Bancroft sat behind a vast stainless steel writing desk that was laden with what looked like a completely chaotic heap of drawings. Yet anyone who knew Daniel would know that this seeming chaos was in fact a highly organized system that only he could operate. 
 
   Smitten with guilt, Claire took a seat on the edge of the chair. She had the greatest respect for her boss. He had put such faith in her by offering her the position in the firm, a position that hundreds of architects vied for, and she had repaid him by slacking on the job. Well, granted, her slacking had only been recent, and her personal life was partly to blame, but that was still inexcusable. So what if her last few projects were not exactly intellectually stimulating? Office layouts were an excellent source of revenue for the firm, and it was her job to carry out her assignments instead of daydreaming and chatting with Jake.
 
   “So, how’s the job?” It was Daniel’s favorite question – his version of “How are you?”
 
   “Everything is going well. I should have the layout completed by the end of tomorrow.” Claire bit her lip. If she put her nose to the grind, she would indeed have it done by then.
 
   “I’m having you reassigned.”
 
   “But I can get it done. I just need another day…”
 
   “I know you can, Claire, but I need you on something far more important. Look, I know that the last few projects I threw at you were not exactly the pinnacle of excitement, but I’ve got something that will more than make up for the mundane bits.”
 
   Claire nearly burst, trying to contain a sigh of relief. No more office layouts
 
   “What did you have in mind?” 
 
   Daniel reached for one of the rolled up drawings that lay on his desk. 
 
   “I want to get your opinion on this.” He unraveled the drawing and pinned it down with two paper weights. 
 
   Claire pulled her chair closer and examined the drawing for several minutes. It seemed to be a straightforward design, but she wanted to make sure that she had not missed any clues. 
 
   “Looks like a typical industrial structure from late 1800s,” she gave her diagnosis. 
 
   “Aha!” Daniel clapped his hands triumphantly. “But what would you say if I told you that there was another building underneath the façade?”
 
   “Where?” Claire gestured at the drawing. “There’s no indication of that on the drawing.”
 
   “It’s not on the drawing, but there is another wall running beneath the façade. I saw it with my own eyes today, and I want you to take a look.”
 
   “How can that be possible? I mean, how come it has not been discovered until now?”
 
   “The building used to house printing presses, and for the last twenty years it served as a warehouse. As you probably already guessed, there hasn’t been keen interest in its architectural value. Despite its menial use, the building was landmarked, and when the new owner wanted to proceed with condo conversion, he had to apply for a permit from the Landmarks Preservation Commission. During the evaluation, an engineer noticed a gash in the façade, and to his amazement found that there was another wall underneath the exterior wall. Results of a preliminary scan showed that this internal wall spans the perimeter of the entire building. There could very well be a hidden building within a building.” Daniel’s eyes blazed with passion of a scholar. “This could be one of the greatest architectural discoveries of the decade, if not of the century. Now, my question to you, Claire, is do you want to be a part of it?”
 
   “Of course I do, but why me?” Claire could scarcely believe what she had just heard. Daniel’s hypothesis, if it could even be called that, sounded like it had been taken straight out of the National Treasure storyline. 
 
   “Because your thesis was on Gaudi, and I think the building in question could very well be an example of Catalan modernism in New York.” 
 
   Claire simply stared back, struck mute by the momentous news. She respected Daniel tremendously, but presently, his words made no sense whatsoever. Perhaps the heavy workload was taking its toll on him, or maybe it was the unseasonable heat wave.
 
   “I know, I know. I didn’t believe it either at first, but I just came from the Landmarks Preservation Commission. They’ve asked me for an opinion, and after finally seeing the site with my own eyes, I think there’s something there. If this thing checks out, it could be tremendous publicity for the firm. We’re going to the site at five.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Jake. Looks like our night out will have to wait,” said Claire, once she settled back at her desk. “Daniel has asked me to come with him to a job site at five tonight.”
 
   “No biggie. There’s always tomorrow.” Jake hooked his hands behind his head. “So, what’s this new job about?”
 
   “I’m not sure myself yet, but I promise to tell you everything once I see it.”               Normally, Claire did not keep any professional secrets from Jake, but she was so excited about the project that Daniel had just described to her that she did not want to jinx it by talking about it prematurely.
 
   At five o’clock sharp, Claire and Daniel stood on the corner of Leonard Street in Tribeca. Daniel had kept the address secret until their arrival at the destination, but the precise address still remained a mystery, as the building was shrouded in scaffolding and various construction fortifications that completely obscured its identity. 
 
   “This way.” Daniel motioned to the entrance that said “Authorized Personnel Only.”
 
   They passed through the narrow partition in the scaffolding. There, they were greeted by a man dressed in a suit and a hard hat. He was trim, with glasses and looked to be in his early sixties. A younger man dressed in slacks and a collared shirt stood next to him. 
 
   “Evelyn Turdot,” the elder gentleman introduced himself after shaking hands with Daniel. “And this is Jim Foley, project manager of the construction site.”
 
   “Evelyn is Head of the Preservation Department of the Landmarks Preservation Commission,” Daniel completed the introduction. “And this is my associate, Claire Chatfield. Claire did her thesis on Gaudi,” Daniel added, raising his eyebrows for emphasis.
 
   “Wonderful!” Evelyn clapped his hands. “Yours is just the kind of expertise we need, Claire.”
 
   “I hope to be of service.” Claire felt her face grow warm – accepting praise had never been her forte. 
 
   “You should put these on.” Jim handed two hard hats to Claire and Daniel. He seemed to be clearly displeased by the encroachment on his terrain. “Hopefully, we’ll be able to put this matter to rest quickly. We do hope to proceed with the condo conversion as soon as possible.” 
 
   “Keep your eyes open, Claire.” The anticipation in Daniel’s voice resonated in Claire. This could be a career-making discovery. 
 
   Evelyn led the way, with Jim following closely behind him and Claire and Daniel completing the procession. 
 
   “This is it,” Evelyn announced several moments later, pointing to a foot-long gash in the facade. He handed Claire a flashlight. 
 
   Claire took the flashlight and approached the gash. One look was enough to know that what was lurking behind the chipped brick wall warranted further attention. 
 
   “Like I said, it’s probably just an old partition or something,” Jim cut in. “We can’t stop construction for every little bit of fancy decoration we come across.”
 
   “Mr. Foley, this building has a historical status. The Commission has been asked to approve the submitted renovation plans. Now, it seems that we may be in possession of additional facts that could very well change the entire picture. The sooner we get to the bottom of this, the sooner you could resume construction,” said Evelyn.
 
   Jim sucked his teeth, leaning against the wall. “This place housed printing presses for decades. Don’t you think that if this were some fancy building, the owners would have found a better purpose for it?”
 
   “That’s exactly what we’re here to find out.” 
 
   Evelyn cast an encouraging glance at Claire. But Claire was too engrossed in what she saw to notice Jim’s sneering. Gingerly, she ran her fingers along the wall inside the gash. It was not flat, as one would expect a wall to be, but curving outward – a helicoid shape. The surface was patterned with what must have been a series of adornments, perhaps a mosaic. It was too faded to tell. Carefully, Claire felt the bricks around the opening. If she could just get a glimpse of what lay beyond the boundaries of the gash… 
 
   “Sorry – it just came off.” Claire held up two bricks in her hands. She might not have been following protocol, but it was beyond her to resist the pull of discovery. She peered through the widened opening. The curved wall continued. This was no partition.               “This is too incredible to believe.” One look at Daniel’s and Evelyn’s faces was enough to tell Claire that they were of the same mind.
 
   “Would you agree that it shows Gaudi’s influence?” Daniel burst out.
 
   “Yes, but who was the architect? Gaudi never travelled, and while his works were greatly admired, they were found to be impossible to imitate by most architects. Frank Gehry is the only one I can think of, but this building was built in the late 1800s or early 1900s, so that excludes that possibility. Unless…” Claire halted. The possibility was too momentous, too vast to be voiced without double-checking her facts first.
 
   “Unless what?”
 
   “I wouldn’t want to speak without consulting my notes first. It would help greatly if I could see how far the wall goes...”
 
   “The scan showed that the wall runs the entire perimeter,” Evelyn explained. “We’re going to start taking the exterior wall down next week.”
 
   “And who’s going to pay for that?” Jim cut in.
 
   “We’ve already spoken with the owner. He is most excited about the prospect of unearthing a piece of architectural history.”
 
   “Well then, you should have said so from the get-go instead of all that high-handed talk. We’ll have this baby cleaned up in no time.”
 
   On her way home, Claire marveled at the remarkable turn her life was taking. Not only had she just gotten engaged to a wonderful man, she was about to embark on a project that could make her name known in the most respected architectural circles. How lucky she had been to have had Daniel as her thesis advisor! Granted, there were plenty of architects who were more experienced than Claire who could have participated in this amazing discovery, but Daniel had chosen her, and she was not going to disappoint him. Despite her reticence at the site, she was dead-certain that the piece of the wall she had seen had clear evidence of Gaudi’s influence. The texture, the shape – the clues were unmistakable. There was only one person who could have built something like this. Claire was sure of this. Now she would have to prove to the most respected architectural experts that her theory was correct. 
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   “I got you a salad, just like you asked.” Jake placed Claire’s lunch on her desk.
 
   “Thanks.” Claire flashed a distracted smile, peering at her computer monitor. 
 
   “How is the research going?” 
 
   “It’s going.” Claire frowned, making a mental effort not to sound annoyed. Normally, she welcomed diversion from Jake, but ever since she had been put on the “Gaudi project,” as Daniel had dubbed the mysterious building in Tribeca, she had no time for chitchat. 
 
   “Are we still on for tonight?”
 
   “What’s tonight?” Claire blinked, looking up from her computer reluctantly. 
 
   “Only your engagement party, which has been cancelled three times in a row already, so I’m not taking no for an answer. It’s Thursday night, and we’re going out.”
 
   “I remembered that,” Claire lied. It had been three weeks since Daniel had put her on the Gaudi project, and even Claire had to admit that she had become obsessed with her current assignment. During the day, she pored over every source of information she could find about Gaudi – the inspiration for his designs and the shapes he used in his structures. But then Claire already knew from all the research she had done for her thesis that Gaudi had looked to nature for inspiration, and that the shapes he used in his building were often derived from shapes or organic matter, such as trees, plants, and even human bones. She knew that Gaudi was passionate about architecture, and that he felt that architecture had to be both functional and beautiful, and she was convinced that the mysterious building shrouded within an old printing press building in Tribeca had been influenced by Gaudi’s vision. 
 
   Yet that was where the puzzle stopped. Gaudi had never been to New York. He had never travelled outside of his beloved Catalonia. How, then, could there be a building constructed with such clear influence of Gaudi’s principles? It had to have been designed by his disciple or an admirer of his style. Here again, Claire hit a snag. The time period of original construction was either late 1800s or early 1900s, and to date, there had been no documented attempts to imitate Gaudi’s architecture during this time period. 
 
   Then there was the question of the building’s mysterious origins. Why had such a beautiful construction been shrouded under an ugly façade for years? Who concealed the unusual design with plain, ugly bricks and falsified architectural drawings? And how come no one had noticed this until now? 
 
   At least the last question was easy to answer. From her brief meeting with the property owner, Claire could tell that architectural history was not among his interests. The building had housed printing presses, and later, warehouses. She doubted that the workers who walked the building’s hallways day in and day out would have bothered to notice the unusual curvature of the corridors or the uncanny shapes of the rooms that did not at all reconcile with the rectangular façade but bespoke of the building’s true curving shape, which had been hidden for decades. 
 
   The last time Claire had been so consumed by her work was when she was writing her thesis. Mundane, everyday projects had dampened her enthusiasm since. Sure, she enjoyed her work, but the big challenge, the breakthrough project she had been secretly hoping for had not come. Now her zeal was rekindled. For the first time, Claire could truly relate to David’s passion for his job and forgive all those long nights and weekends he had spent at the office. The two of them had barely seen each other in the past weeks, and Claire was ashamed to admit that she did not mind it at all. 
 
   The Gaudi project consumed her. If Claire had had it her way, she would have camped out on Leonard Street. For the past three weeks, Claire had been going to the site every day after work. Each day she waited impatiently for new details to be revealed. The work was slow-going, as each ugly brick was meticulously lifted in order to reveal the building within. The construction crew uncovered the top two floors, and there were two more floors to go – six more torturous weeks by Claire’s estimation. How she longed to see the trapped building liberated! Almost like a kid impatient to tear away wrappers from presents under the Christmas tree, she yearned for the brick façade to fall and reveal the shrouded building underneath. Then the process of reconstruction with meticulous study of the textures and materials used in the initial construction would begin, and the building would be restored to its original condition. 
 
   Yet, as much as she longed for reconstruction to be completed, Claire also feared it. Once the building would be released from its ugly trap, a diagnosis would have to be made. Already she sensed notes of impatience in Daniel’s voice when he questioned her about the progress. She had been his best student, and he saw her as one of the brightest associates in the firm. Daniel had given her this opportunity despite her youth, relying on her zeal for the subject, her ambition, and he expected her to deliver. On several occasions he had asked whether Claire had made any additional findings, whether she had a hypothesis regarding the origin of the building. The Landmarks Commission was getting antsy. The chair of the commission had retained Daniel as the lead architect on the project. While no one expected a final opinion yet, subtle hints for preliminary reports were being made. If a plausible explanation were not presented soon, additional experts would have to be brought in.
 
   The worst part of it all was that Claire did have a theory, but she simply did not have enough evidence to substantiate it. She had spent the last three weeks unearthing her thesis notes, poring over research archives, and exhausting every imaginable online source, but all she had to go by so far were a handful of vague textbook references and a collection of letters. And while the deep-rooted sensation in her stomach told her that she was correct, she doubted that her gut feeling alone would be a strong enough argument for either her boss or for the Commission.
 
    
 
   “Drink up.” Jake placed a shot of tequila in front of Claire.
 
   “You know I get wasted on tequila.” Claire pushed the shot Jake’s way.
 
   “I’m not telling you to get wasted, but one shot will loosen you up. Besides, we need something to do while we wait for your fiancé to show up.”
 
   “David should be here any minute.” Claire reached for the shot. Jake did have a point. She could certainly use a break. If tequila was the only way to get work out of her mind, then she was willing to do what it took.
 
   “Cheers.” Jake raised his shot.
 
   Claire followed suit, feeling the burning liquid go down all the way to her stomach. 
 
   “As always, you are right.” Claire leaned her head back, biting on a slice of lime. 
 
   “How is my girl doing?” 
 
   Startled by the sound of David’s voice, Claire swung around on her bar stool. One look at David was enough to remind her how much she had missed him. She’d been so busy poring over the shapes of Gaudi’s design that she had forgotten the rippled texture of David’s abs, the sand-blond of his hair, and the dark blue of his eyes. 
 
   “Hi,” she said simply. For a few moments, she and David locked eyes and everything around her seemed to disappear. “But I’m being rude.” Claire finally became conscious of Jake shifting on his feet uneasily. “This is Jake Walker. We work together.”
 
   “Great to finally meet you, David.” Jake struck out his hand.
 
   “Likewise,” David nodded.
 
   The two men shook hands with such intensity that their handshake resembled a rope pulling contest. 
 
   “And here are the girls!” Claire rose from her chair to greet Amber and Lindsay, who had just arrived.
 
   “And boys!” Amber cut in. “Everyone, this is Adam.”
 
   During her three weeks of social hibernation, Claire had forgotten all about Amber’s latest crush. She had fully expected to find a new man on her friend’s arm, but it was still Adam – a record by Amber’s standards.
 
   “Very nice to meet you all.” Adam bowed slightly.
 
   He is quiet, almost shy, Claire thought. Maybe that’s why Amber likes him so. At six three, with lean muscles rippling under his clothes, and his dark hair cropped in a crew cut that showed off his chiseled cheekbones and strong chin, Adam’s reticence seemed unwarranted, to say the least, which made it a welcome change from the undue overconfidence usually exhibited by men Amber dated.
 
   Jake proceeded to introduce himself to everyone, and Claire could not help but notice the way his glance lingered on Lindsay. Careful, Jake, Claire cautioned him mentally. If you dare break her heart, I’ll break your neck. 
 
   As if reading her thoughts, Jake shot Claire a charming smile as he proceeded to order a drink for Lindsay. 
 
   “So, where is the ring?” Amber demanded. “I can’t believe I haven’t seen you since the engagement! David, I sure hope you’re not going to keep Claire cooped up like this for the rest of your married life.”
 
   David shook his head. “Don’t blame me. Miss Workaholic here has been burning the midnight oil.”
 
   “They work you too hard in that place. I don’t know how you stand it.” Amber flung her arm for emphasis, her bangles jingling like tiny bells.
 
   “What do you do, Claire?” It was the first time Adam had spoken since he had arrived, and everyone turned to look at him, making him blush. 
 
   “I’m an architect.”
 
   “That’s sounds fascinating.” Adam’s voice rang with inspiration. “I used to dream of designing buildings myself.”
 
   “Thank God you chose modeling instead!” Amber threw her head back. “Adam just got his contract with Calvin Klein renewed for five years at the top rate. Let’s celebrate!”
 
   “Amber, we’re here to celebrate Claire’s and David’s engagement. Let’s not encroach on their night.” Adam’s level tone made it clear that he could be the boss when he wanted to.
 
   “Of course. I’m so sorry, Claire. I just got so excited.” Amber blushed. Apologizing was not her style.
 
   “So, Claire, what are you working on now?” Adam asked.
 
   “Well, it’s a restoration project,” Claire started carefully. 
 
   “What time period?”
 
   “We think it’s late 1890s or early 20th century. The building used to be a warehouse in Tribeca, and it was going up for a condo conversion. It’s most remarkable really…” 
 
   Before heading out for the night, Claire had resolved not to think or talk about work, but it was too late now. Adam’s question blew a fuse, and Claire could not have stopped herself if she wanted to. Not that she wanted to. With a willing, if somewhat captive audience – it was getting awfully crowded in the bar and escape would require significant effort – she could go on for hours.
 
   “Wow, babe, you seem really passionate about this project.” David put his arm around Claire’s shoulders. “I’m glad you found something to channel your energy into. And I’m even more glad to hear that the Leonard Street condo development won’t be coming up any time soon.”
 
   “How did you guess what street it’s on?” Claire balked. 
 
   “Don’t worry. Your secret is safe among friends.” David flashed a reassuring smile. Come to think of it, it was a slightly patronizing smile. “You didn’t spill the beans.  I simply guessed because I’m in the business. An old warehouse in Tribeca that was up for a condo conversion – there aren’t too many of these around now. The owner is a long-time competitor of my father’s, and I’m glad that he’s been sidelined.”
 
   “But David, why would you think of it that way?” 
 
   David’s remark cut like a knife. Was this what David thought of her work – a nuisance that sidelined property owners? 
 
   “This discovery could be huge. The value of the building could easily rise ten-fold.”
 
   “Yes, but factor in the costs of stalled construction and missed sales. I certainly would not want to be in that pickle.” David shook his head, taking a gulp of his drink. Then, noticing the pained look in Claire’s eyes, he relented. “I’m sorry, Claire. I don’t mean to sound callous, but I’m a businessman, and to me a building is nothing more than a piece of real estate. Unless I can rent it or sell it, I’m not really interested.” 
 
   Before Claire could respond, David’s cell phone rang. 
 
   “Excuse me.” David fumbled with his jacket pocket as he reached for his phone. “I’ll be right back,” he mouthed, placing his hand over the receiver. 
 
   “So, have you set a wedding date yet?” Amber sidled next to Claire, sipping her drink. 
 
   “Not yet.” Claire shook her head. Right now, she was too annoyed with David to even think about setting the wedding date. If that was how he planned to treat her when they got married… Well, then, he’s got another think coming, Claire thought.  
 
   Claire took a sip of her drink, wondering what kind of a phone call was important enough to warrant David’s skipping out on his own engagement party. Granted, it was not a formal event, not at all like the formal gathering at the Lawsons’ abode where David had announced their engagement, but it was still a party with her friends, nonetheless, and it was important to her. 
 
   Well, at least everyone else seemed to be having a good time. Jake was happily chatting up Lindsay, so consumed by their conversation that he remained oblivious to all the other females in the room – something that Claire had never seen him do before. And, despite their mock bickering, Amber and Adam were clearly in love. One glimpse at the meaningful glances that flowed between the two like currents of electricity was proof enough. 
 
   “There you are.” David wrapped his arms around Claire, planting a kiss on the top of her head. 
 
   “I’m right here. Exactly where you left me.”
 
   “Don’t say that. You know that I would never leave you, Claire.”
 
   Something in her fiancé’s tone gave Claire a twinge. 
 
   “I was just kidding, David.”
 
   “I know. Look, I’m sorry about the things I said earlier. I was being a real jerk.”
 
   “It’s all right. I know you didn’t mean it.” One apology was all it took to quell Claire’s hurt – that, and three apple martinis, and a shot of tequila. She was completely relaxed now, and she wanted to erase David’s hurtful words from her mind. “What do you say we get out of here and go to my place?” Claire tugged at David’s tie. 
 
   David loosened her grip, taking her hand. “Baby, I can’t. That was the office calling. I’ve got to run.”
 
   “What about tomorrow? I took the day off. I thought we were going to spend the day together.”
 
   David slapped himself on the forehead. “I completely forgot about that. I’m so sorry, baby, but work is crazy right now. I’ll call you tomorrow, all right? My chauffeur will drive you home.”
 
   “Fine. I can get a cab. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” But as she watched David leave, Claire had a distinct feeling that her relationship with David was anything but fine. Something was amiss, and the unpleasant sensation inside her stomach told her that she had better find out what it was. 
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   David’s feet rushed him down Madison Avenue to the Four Seasons hotel – the rendezvous spot that Claudia had picked for their tryst. Previously, it had been the Plaza, the Mandarin, the Carlyle, some upscale, secluded B&B on the Upper East Side, the name of which David could not remember, etcetera. So far, Claudia had picked a different spot for every encounter, but David was beginning to think that pretty soon they would run out of places to hide. He frowned in impotent vexation. He hated hiding Claudia, and, yet he was powerless to do otherwise. Soon, too soon to contemplate it, he would have to leave her forever, never again to feel the electrifying touch of her body against his, never again to kiss her curved lips, trace his finger along her doll-like cheekbones or inhale the inebriating scent of her golden hair. There was not a hint of gray in that hair, but David had never wondered if Claudia colored it. He would not think about the inevitable hurt that lay in wait; instead, he would concentrate on the pleasure that awaited him tonight. 
 
   The past three weeks had been heavenly. The usually clingy Claire had relented, consumed by her work, giving David much needed space and relieving him of the need to come up with constant excuses. David had never paid much attention to Claire’s occupation. He expected that once they were married, Claire would stay home. Being Mrs. David Lawson would be a full-time job in itself. There would be parties to organize, lists to review, commitments to maintain. For the first time during their acquaintance, David had actually come to think of Claire’s job as useful. Not only did it free him from Claire’s demands on his time, it also stalled construction on Leonard Street – a development owned by Ryan Fink, Jr., one of David’s most pesky competitors. Ryan Fink, Sr. had been a major foe of David’s father until the former had passed away three years ago. The Fink Corporation owned some of the best real estate in Manhattan, property that Allan Lawson had had his eyes on for a long time. 
 
   At first it had seemed that the Fink Corporation was going to disappear from the business map, as Ryan Fink, Jr. only seemed to care for booze, parties, and extreme sports. But just as Allan Lawson rubbed his hands in anticipation of buying up Fink’s real estate at bottom prices, Ryan Fink, Jr. came to his senses, and after an extended stint in rehab, assumed the position of president. David had assured his father that there was nothing to worry about, that a former adrenaline junkie could not possibly present much competition. Allan Lawson only shook his head wearily, muttering that David still had much to learn about business. And then, as if to mock David, the Fink Corporation announced an ambitious condo conversion plan for several of its Tribeca properties that used to collect dust as warehouses – the very warehouses that David’s father had hoped to buy up. The Leonard Street condo conversation was to be the first in line, and it delighted David to know that now, thanks to his fiancée, the project would be delayed indefinitely. 
 
   On Fifty-First Street, David stopped by the florist. He had called ahead of time to ensure that they had his order: two dozen yellow roses – Claudia’s favorite flowers. Not red, or white, but yellow – a color as enigmatic and rare as the woman herself. David had found out about Claudia’s penchant for the flowers by accident. At first, he had sent her crimson roses, hoping that the red petals would convey the emotions that raged in his heart, but lacked the courage to leave his lips. Noticing Claudia’s indifference, he moved on to orchids and calla lilies, but those too had earned nothing more than a bored nod. Then, one day, as they met in yet another anonymous hotel suite, Claudia gushed at a single yellow rose that adorned the table. Since then, David could never look at yellow roses without thinking of Claudia. It had become their ritual, one of the few traditions that they could permit themselves. Whenever he went to see Claudia, David never failed to bring a bouquet of two dozen yellow roses, and Claudia never failed to exclaim with delight at the sight of it. 
 
    
 
   Claudia dismissed the obsequious hotel clerk with a twenty-dollar bill. The Four Seasons suite she had selected would do. It would have to do. Thank you, ma’am, the clerk’s heels clicked deferentially as he scurried into the hallway. Just for that phrase alone, she wanted to wring back her twenty. God, she hated being called ma’am, and lately, in fact, for far longer than she cared to admit, the dreadful honorific had stuck like glue. Ma’am – the mere sound of the word was synonymous with old age and all the unflattering things that came with it: wrinkles, flab, reading glasses... But Claudia fought hard to retain her youth, and for a long time she had almost managed to convince herself that she had won the battle or at least earned a reprieve. After all, how many ma’ams could boast fucking a man eighteen years their junior? And not some sniveling weakling either, but a handsome, smart, perfectly capable young man who worshipped the ground she walked on. 
 
   When Claudia thought about the age difference between her and David, eighteen years sounded like an eternity, but when she thought back on her life, eighteen years felt like a mere blink. Just eighteen years ago, she had been David’s age, and before that, another eighteen years ago, she had been a mere girl of fifteen. No one had called her ma’am then. Back then, when she was young and fresh, she used to rush time, waiting for her body to change: her breasts to grow, her hips to widen. The world of adulthood had seemed so alluring, so forbidden. At long last, the door that had barred her entrance to all the exciting things was beginning to slowly come ajar, and Claudia could not wait to walk through it. She had burst it open a year later. At sixteen, she had a woman’s body that made grown men wild with desire. Finally, it has begun, she had thought. She was never going to be shut out of anything ever again. 
 
   At sixteen, Claudia ran away from home - an obscure suburb of Philadelphia where she had grown up in a depressing duplex with caved floors and paper-thin walls – the only place that her widowed mother could afford on her cleaning lady salary. With her savings from her babysitting jobs, Claudia headed for New York, the only place where life was worth living. By sheer luck, she landed a job at a big name apparel designer store. A few months later, she was invited to model at several photo shoots for the fashion label she worked for. Back then – Claudia shook her head, smiling bitterly at the absurd words – to her, it was only moments ago, but to the young of today, it was in a different lifetime. Well, back then, being a model had none of today’s glamor. You were nothing but a human hanger, a walking mannequin. Yet Claudia had turned this precarious beginning into a first-class career. In less than a year, she had gotten her first movie role. Of course, that feat did not come by a good work ethic alone. It just so happened that a movie studio bigwig stopped by the store where Claudia worked to shop for his wife who needed a gown for a black tie affair. The store manager asked Claudia to model dresses for the prominent customer. Claudia still remembered the disgust she had felt at the fat, shapeless bag of the woman fingering the fabric when Claudia showcased the dress, as though Claudia were invisible, as though she were not even a human being. Well, Evan had noticed her. Unlike his wife, he was tall and willowy, and boyish. His hair was almost entirely gray, but his eyes were young, as young as they had been when he first met his wife, when she used to wear a size two dress. When Evan’s wife had finally made her selection, the order was put in to custom make the dress in her size. The order made the store manager, who was a portly, groveling creature, ecstatic with the sale and even earned Claudia a bonus. But Claudia had other reasons to be happy. During that torturous demonstration, she and Evan had locked eyes, and she knew that he would be back. 
 
   The next day, a huge bouquet of yellow roses arrived with a note from Evan asking her to dinner that night. The entire day, sensing the watchful eyes of her employer upon her, Claudia had prayed for time to pass quickly. Be careful, the store manager’s warning had been accompanied by a pat on her buttocks – a gesture he availed himself whenever he pleased. Claudia merely smiled. Soon, I’ll be out of here, she thought. Just you wait and see. 
 
   After Evan had made love to her, they lay together silently for a long time. Claudia was afraid to speak, afraid to scare him off. She had gone out on a limb by letting him have her on their first night, and now, she had no way of knowing whether he would come back for seconds. Back then she was still discovering her effect on men. Back then, she still did not know just how addictive she could be. 
 
   I could never offer you love, Evan had murmured, but I can offer you friendship. 
 
   Claudia’s eyes were burning. She had gambled and lost. Next time, she would be more careful. 
 
   “Is that why you sent me yellow roses?” 
 
   As a teenager, during one of her babysitting jobs, Claudia had found a book about flowers in her employer’s library and memorized the meaning of every flower, hoping that one day this knowledge would help her seem more sophisticated. Yellow roses stood for friendship. 
 
   “Shhh.” Evan placed his finger on her lips. “And protection. A girl like you should not be wasting her time showcasing rags to women who can’t hold a candle to her beauty. Such beauty should be shown for all the world to see.”
 
   “I’d like that.” Claudia brightened.
 
   “I promise. I will make you a star, baby. That’s the least I could do to pay you back for taking up with an old bag like me.”
 
   Evan had kept his word. In less than a year, Claudia’s name was plastered on billboards all over the country. There were publicity tours, interviews, and photo shoots. An endless succession of hotel rooms became her home. Evan was there through it all, to coach her, to protect her, and she clung to him, trusting him completely. It did not matter that he was married, that he would never leave his wife for her, that he would never give her children. In some perverse way, it made her respect him even more, even love him for the fact that Evan stayed with his fat, ugly wife, bound by obligation to the young, beautiful version of the woman he had married some thirty years ago. That meant that he could be trusted. Besides, Claudia did not want marriage or children. She saw what these coveted attributes of womanly achievement had done to her mother. What she did want was success, and Evan was there to give it to her. 
 
   We’re just gearing up, baby, Evan would whisper, as he undressed her. Just wait and see. A year from now, everyone in America will know your name. And Evan would have kept his word, had it not been for the circumstances beyond his control. At the age of fifty, he died peacefully in his bed from what was determined to be a stroke. His posture might have been perfectly straight, his stomach trim, and his eyes lively, but inside him, in wicked secrecy, his heart had been rotting away. At least Evan had died with dignity, in his marital bed. It could have been much worse. He could have conked out next to Claudia, or worse, on top of her. Despite the horrible scandal such a departure would have caused, Claudia would have preferred for Evan to go this way. At least, his last hours on Earth would have been happy ones. Claudia could not bear the thought of Evan dying next to that hideous wife of his. She had always believed that the true cause of Evan’s death was suffocation. She had mourned for him privately, afraid of voicing her grief, even abstaining from going to the funeral, fearful that Evan’s wife might find her red-rimmed eyes suspicious. Later, when the pompous affair was over, Claudia came to Evan’s grave alone and wept. The anguish she felt was more piercing than that of losing a father. She had never known her father - a man of mousy demeanor she had met only in photographs. A machinery operator at a mill, he had died in a ghastly factory accident when Claudia was just two years old. Dear, sweet Evan. He’d been dead for over thirty years. 
 
   Claudia shook her head. She had not thought of her benefactor in years. That’s what old age did to you. It made you think of places that were long gone and people who were long dead. 
 
   Evan’s death brought on a fierce struggle. One successful picture was barely enough to secure one’s hold in Hollywood. If she were not careful, Claudia would become yesterday’s news overnight. This time, Claudia decided to go in for the kill. If she were going to sell her youth, she would sell it to the highest bidder. For almost ten years, she was the girlfriend of Roy Masterson, the studio head, and the rest, as they said, was history. At sixty, Roy was twice a widower. On numerous occasions, he had proposed to Claudia, but she refused him repeatedly, fearing that if she accepted, the fate of Roy’s former wives would befall her as well. At seventy, Roy finally joined his spouses in the world beyond, wherever that might be. At times, Claudia wondered whether both of Roy’s wives had waited for him patiently, whether the three of them were reunited in blissful harmony in the afterlife, if such a thing existed. 
 
   After Roy’s death, Claudia was finally free to choose her own lovers, and boy, did she enjoy them. Not even thirty yet, she was stunningly beautiful, and men went absolutely gaga for her. And then, out of nowhere, came of the age of ma’am. It had snuck up on her like a thief in the dark – a wrinkle here and there, a subtle softening of the flesh, a slight drooping of the lips. There were fixes, of course – if not to restore her body to its previous glory, then to at least stall its demise. For a while, she had thought she had succeeded. What a rouse! Alas, she had failed. Her last lover had left her for a younger woman. The worst part of it all was that Greg was twelve years her senior, but apparently, fifty-one was too old for a sixty-three-year-old man who dated twenty-eight-year-olds. This had been Claudia’s first defeat, and she was still reeling from the blow. 
 
   There was David, of course. Such a sweet, lovely boy. How he adored her! It was pure ambrosia for her bruised self-esteem. And Claudia could not deny it – she did enjoy her time with him. But she dared not allow herself anything more serious than enjoyment. She had entered an age when it was best to take things one day at a time. 
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   Claire woke up and rolled over on the other side of the bed – the side where David usually slept when he spent a night at her place. It was Friday morning. She had taken the day off to spend it with David, but after his abrupt departure last night, the day loomed before her with its emptiness. 
 
   With a sigh, Claire got up and headed for the kitchen to turn on the coffee maker. When David and she first had started dating, they would often stay in bed until noon when spending a day together. Afterwards, they would have breakfast and browse through the morning papers. Claire felt something inside her tighten as she thought of those simple, quiet mornings. She loved the sense of dependability and safety that David projected. One could always be sure that David Lawson would make no crazy moves. 
 
   So why was it that she was getting a hollow feeling in her stomach now? Could it be that her relationship with David had gotten too routine? Claire frowned, as she realized that she and David had not made love since their engagement. More than three weeks had passed since. Granted, some of it was her own fault. She had been so busy at work that she had not given David much thought in the past few weeks. But David was equally culpable. At times it almost felt that their relationship had become another item on David’s daily agenda, somewhere between morning meetings and client dinners.
 
   In the quietness of the empty kitchen, Claire could hear faint sounds of tango coming from upstairs. The sound of the music was barely audible, but Claire could still discern it. No doubt, if David were here with her, she would not have even noticed. But as it was, she heard every whisper of a sound. Claire strained her ears, trying to make out the additional sound she thought she’d heard. There it was – the tapping of dancing feet. Two pairs of feet, to be precise. 
 
   The image of Alec and his rail-thin, blond girlfriend flashed in Claire’s mind with razor-sharp vividness. What was the girl’s name? Sabina Peskova or Freskova. Some exotic Eastern European name. In any case, it did not really matter. 
 
    
 
   Alec took a deep breath. The stifling heat of the apartment was turning the dance practice into an excruciating torture. 
 
   “Concentrate, Sabina! Your timing is completely off.” Alec immediately regretted losing his temper. Criticism was not his method; rather, he always preferred to encourage his students by pointing out what they were doing right instead of focusing on what they were missing. But today it seemed that Sabina was doing everything wrong. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Alec.” Sabina’s shoulders drooped. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me today.”
 
   “It’s all right. Let’s just take a break and cool down, okay?” 
 
   Alec fidgeted with the newly installed air conditioner. The contraption had cost a small fortune, and the sales clerk had assured him that the machine would be powerful enough for the entire apartment, but unless one stood within a foot of the blasted thing, it provided no relief whatsoever. And Alec needed cooled air to dance. How was one supposed to follow the rhythm of tango in sweaty, sticky heat? Perhaps he should have thought twice before renting an apartment on the top floor. Heated by the June sun, the roof turned Alec’s loft into an oven.
 
   “How about some lemonade?” Alec opened the fridge and reached for the pitcher. 
 
   “Sure.” Sabina moved to get the glasses.
 
   “I got it. You just sit down and relax.” Alec poured the lemonade and added extra ice. He definitely needed extra ice to keep his temper in check.
 
   “So, do you want to tell me what’s wrong?” He handed Sabina her glass.
 
   “It’s nothing. I’m just tired. I worked late last night…”
 
   Alec simply stared back, refusing to dignify Sabina’s lame explanation with an answer. If he knew anything about Sabina, he knew that she never missed a beat when it came to tango. But today, she had been stumbling like a first-year novice, and her timing was all off. Even the hellish heat could not account for such lapses. 
 
   “I spoke with Nicholas. His visa got denied again…” 
 
   “Sabina, I’m so sorry.” Alec squeezed the girl’s shoulder. Now he felt like a total jerk. It was bad enough that Sabina had been separated from her husband for over a year. Alec did not have to make her life harder.
 
   “I know. I’m sorry too. I just miss him so much. I really hoped that this time he would finally be able to come here, and we would compete together…”
 
   “Well, the tournament is six months away. There is still hope.” 
 
   “Yeah, right. Even in the best of circumstances, we would not have enough time to train. Why can’t they just let him in?”
 
   “I don’t know, Sabina. I wish I had the answer.” 
 
    
 
   Claire plunked the week’s mail on the kitchen and started sifting through it. As usual, there were several bills in the pile, and she made a mental note to pay them later in the day. Just because her love life was in a rut did not mean that her credit scores had to follow suit. She was about to get up for a second cup of coffee when an oversized ivory envelope caught her attention. What could this be? Claire wondered as she tore open the envelope. 
 
    
 
   Mr. and Mrs. Allan Lawson 
 
   request the honor of your presence
 
   at the marriage of 
 
   Claire Chatfield
 
   to their son, David Lawson
 
   on Saturday, the first of June
 
   Two thousand and thirteen
 
   at four o’clock in the afternoon
 
   St. Paul’s Church
 
   Westchester, NY
 
    
 
   Reception to follow
 
    
 
   Inside was a note: 
 
    
 
   Dear Claire, I took the liberty of putting together a sample invitation. I sent a copy to David as well, but knowing how busy he is, I wanted to send you one as well. Please let me know what you think.
 
    
 
   Love,
 
   Sylvie
 
    
 
   For several minutes Claire stared at the invitation in dumbfounded stupor. She was not sure what shocked her more – the fact that David’s mother had gone on with planning the invitations without consulting her (apparently Mrs. Lawson had also picked the wedding date while she was at it) or the fact that David had not mentioned anything about the invitation. 
 
   It was so quiet in the apartment that when the phone rang, Claire jumped up.
 
   “Claire? It’s Stephanie.”
 
   “Hi, Stephanie.” Claire hoped that her voice sounded neutral, as she deliberated whether to mention the wedding invitation to David’s sister. 
 
   “Listen, I was just chatting with Mom, and she told about the wedding invitation. I really hope that you won’t take offense. She was just trying to be…” Stephanie paused. “Proactive – yes, that’s the best way to put it.”
 
   “Oh, it’s fine. I have to admit that I was a bit surprised, but it was a good surprise,” Claire added lamely. This was the best she could do at the moment.
 
   “Yeah, well, I’ve got to say that you’re taking the whole thing rather well. If I were in your shoes, I’d be pissed. What did David say?”
 
   “Well…” Claire stalled to come up with a diplomatic answer. “I haven’t actually talked to him about it yet, but I’m sure he’s gotten his copy in the mail.”
 
   “Don’t you worry. He’ll talk to Mom and settle everything. I mean, the two of you might want to elope. Mom’s got no business butting into your wedding plans.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know about eloping.” Claire twirled the phone cord. “David made it pretty clear that the wedding would have to be an official affair.”
 
   “Well, as long as the two of you are in love, it doesn’t matter where the wedding is, right?”
 
   “Yes, I guess so.”
 
   “You guess so? You’re a riot, Claire. Listen, I’ve got to run, but I’ll be in the City next week for a modeling gig. Thanks for hooking me up with Amber. She really came through. I’ll ring you up then, all right?”
 
   “Sounds good, Stephanie. I’ll see you then.” 
 
   Claire hung up and stared at the photograph of her and David that stood on her dressing table. The picture had been taken a little less than a year ago, when they first started dating. Back then, David used to call her every day. She got up from her chair and dialed David’s cell number, pacing the floor. As had been the norm lately, the call went straight to voicemail. David, call me back as soon as you get this. We need to talk. 
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   “Wake up, sleepy head.” 
 
   David opened his eyes and smiled at Claudia’s face leaning over him. He had taken Friday off work in order to spend it with Claire, but when Claudia called him last night, he had abandoned his plans without any hesitation. 
 
   “Good morning.” David had to blink twice to make sure that he was not dreaming. Finally, after months of sneaking around in hotels, Claudia had agreed to come to his apartment. And Claudia had stayed the night – something she had never consented to before. Well, technically, it was not an entire night, as the two of them had slipped into David’s building through the service entrance at three a.m. (David had previously obtained a spare key from one of the doormen for just such an occasion), but it was a start. 
 
   Last night had been a blur of drinking. For the first time, Claudia had agreed to brave being seen in public with him, and from Village to SoHo, they had painted the town red. Of course, there had to be precautions. Claudia wore a brunette, cropped wig to conceal her golden mane, and David donned tattered jeans with a T-shirt and an old sports jacket that he found in the back of his closet. They became the perfect imposters, yet David had not felt more real in months. He might have donned a disguise, but when he was with Claudia, he wore his heart on his sleeve. 
 
   “Go and shower, baby. I’ll make breakfast.” Claudia kissed him on the cheek.
 
   “There are a few things I can think of that are way better than breakfast.” David kissed Claudia’s neck. God, the woman smelled good.
 
   “Yes, but first, breakfast. When I stay the night with a man, I always make him breakfast in the morning.”
 
   David had to make a conscious effort to refrain from singing in the shower. To think that Claudia Block was cooking him breakfast this very moment was almost too much happiness to bear. It was not the breakfast itself that he cared about, of course, although he was so hungry, he could eat a horse. Keeping Claudia satisfied was a calorie-consuming endeavor. It was the thought of her attention that sent him leaping off the ground. No woman would cook a man breakfast unless she truly cared for him. Of course, Claudia did mention that she made breakfast for every man she stayed the night with, but David refused to let this uncalled for tidbit of information spoil his mood. Sure, Claudia had had plenty of lovers before him, but they were all gone now, and he had her all to himself. 
 
   For weeks, he had dreaded Claudia dropping him like a toy she’d gotten bored with. He had tried so hard to make her care for him that he never bothered to think what he would do if he succeeded, but now that he had finally achieved his aim, David was both elated and terrified. Elated to know that this very moment Claudia was making scrambled eggs for him, or perhaps an omelet, but terrified to think that in a year he would be married to Claire, with Claudia forever barred from his life. Sure, the two of them could try having an affair, but David seriously doubted that Claudia would agree to it. She was not the kind of woman who would consent to share her man, even if the “sharing” would be purely nominal. But there would be plenty of time to consider the future later. Right now, David had breakfast to look forward to, and then another long, steamy, lovemaking session with Claudia. 
 
    
 
   Despite her initial reluctance to visit it, Claudia liked David’s place. It was not the gaudy bachelor’s pad she had expected to see. Instead, David’s apartment was tasteful and measured, rather like David himself. Claudia was surprised to see that David even had a good eye for art. The Joan Miro lithograph in his bedroom had caught her attention, earning David another plus.
 
   Claudia rummaged through David’s fridge. Her breakfast repertoire consisted of Eggs Benedict, omelet or French toast. She based her selection on how strongly she cared about the object of her affection – Eggs Benedict being the highest and French toast the lowest. For David, it would be eggs Benedict, bar none. Hell, she would go through the entire Joy of Cooking for him. If only preparing a delicious meal could restore her youth… For David was so very young that Claudia would be the first to admit that their affair was ridiculous, and yet, she continued seeing him. 
 
   It had started predictably enough. Claudia was smarting from her break-up with Gregory. She needed a poultice on her ego, and David was a perfect diversion. When Gregory left her for that twenty-eight-year-old tart, Claudia’s first impulse was to disappear on some remote island in the Caribbean and not return until she had a complete face and body lift. But then she decided otherwise. She would not hide. She was Claudia Block, and even though she was fifty-one years old, she still turned heads when she walked into a room. Instead, she would be at every party, at every event, admired and adored. Let Gregory see what a mistake he had made. In a few months, he would be crawling back to her. This tactic had always worked before. There was no reason why it would not work now.
 
   But this time turned out to be different. Everywhere she went, Claudia felt people’s eyes upon her; only now, the glances were filled with pity instead of admiration. Young men ignored her, and older ones avoided her. How quickly it had all changed! But then she only had her own vanity to blame for not foreseeing the inevitable. It had been almost ten years since she had had a major picture. Sure, she’d been in some small parts here and there, along with a lead in an independent film that had won her critical acclaim, but there was no denying it. Claudia Block was no longer today’s leading lady. What she needed was a comeback. It was quite simple really; it always had been. Get one person to admire you, and the rest will follow.
 
   When David had approached her at one of those endlessly boring parties she kept enduring, Claudia basked in his puppyish delight. David would do; in fact, David would be perfect. Young, handsome, and wealthy, he was just the trophy she needed to prove that she still had it. She played it cool, making him earn her attention, every little bit of it, and David bit right into the bait. What David did not know was that Claudia had spotted him when he first walked in. If he had not approached her, she would have found a way to be near him, but he made her task easier. 
 
   Claudia was no stranger to dating younger men; still, she had never gone this young. At first, it amused her, but now it terrified her. She had not expected to develop serious feelings for David. After all, Claudia knew how to separate sex from love, but David had taken her by surprise. Her initial intention had been to parade David around town; then, after having been seen in his company long enough to prove that Claudia Block still had it, dump him for a more suitable liaison. But, right off the bat, Claudia’s plan went awry. As much as David longed for her attention, he had been upfront about them having to see each other in secret. His father would not approve of David seeing an actress. David had shrugged apologetically at his explanation, but Claudia could see right through it. David’s father would not approve of his son seeing an older woman. And who could blame him? Her first instinct had been to send David packing, but surprisingly enough, Claudia found herself unable to follow through on her decision.
 
   At first, she could not identify the emotion behind her hesitation, but then it came to her. She was afraid of being alone. Unwilling to admit the alien sentiment, she grabbed for excuses. What was the harm in seeing the boy while she looked for a suitable replacement? The only problem was that Claudia was not looking for anyone. She was too busy seeing David. Aside from their forced hiding, seeing David was simply sublime. The boy catered to her every whim as he waited with bated breath for their every encounter. And Claudia was clear about the rules. It was always her, not David, who decided when and for how long they would meet. At first, they met sporadically, a handful of times a week. But with time, their trysts grew more frequent. Claudia found herself looking forward to David’s adoration. His desire to please her turned out to be more addictive than any drug. As if to avenge her dependence on him, Claudia called David whenever she saw fit. There were times when she’d called him in the middle of the night, and he had shown up to meet her at a moment’s notice at the hotel of her choice. It pleased her to know that David was always there at her beck and call. She wanted David to be unable to plan around her, because she would not share him with anyone else. 
 
   The hotels were her idea as well. As long as they met on neutral, impersonal ground, Claudia thought she would be safe. But despite all her precautions, she had gotten in over her head after all. Now, as she stared at the contents of David’s fridge, Claudia had to admit that David could no longer be dismissed as merely a pleasant diversion. Worse yet, she did not regret it. She understood that it could not last, of course. In time, she would end it, but for now she just wanted to enjoy it. 
 
   Oh well, Claudia shook her head. It would have to be French toast after all. David’s kitchen lacked the ingredients for Eggs Benedict or an omelet. Perhaps the next time she came over, she might send over some provisions… Claudia stopped herself short in the middle of her musings. If she were not careful, she would turn into a hovering hen, and Claudia was fairly certain that David would not find that the least bit appealing. Still, she liked being at his place, cooking him breakfast, pretending to be the mistress of the house. That was all she was allowed to do – pretend. 
 
   Claudia found a stainless steel skillet and turned on the oven range. She placed some butter and a bit of olive oil to keep the butter from burning on the skillet. Then, she dipped pieces of bread into a mixture of egg, sugar, and milk she had whipped together, and placed the bread on the skillet. While she waited for the toast to cook, Claudia strolled out into the foyer. She could hear David humming in the shower, and his frank delight brought a smile to her lips. She noticed a stack of unopened mail, and after glancing around, Claudia quickly sifted through the envelopes. 
 
   A heavy, ivory envelope caught her eye – probably a wedding invitation. Instantly, Claudia wondered whom David would bring as his date. Granted, taking her was out of the question. The jealousy Claudia felt at the thought was ridiculous enough to make her laugh, if only the emotion had not been so painful. The envelope had come undone in several spots. Gingerly, Claudia pulled at the loose ends.
 
    
 
   Mr. and Mrs. Allan Lawson 
 
   request the honor of your presence
 
   at the marriage of 
 
   Claire Chatfield
 
   to their son, David Lawson
 
   on Saturday, the first of June
 
   Two thousand and twelve…
 
    
 
   A note fell out of the envelope:
 
    
 
   David, darling,
 
    
 
   Do let me know if Claire and you like the invitations. 
 
    
 
   Love,
 
   Mother
 
    
 
   Claudia’s vision grew dark. The two-timing snake! Had it not been for her accidental discovery - well, fine, her “discovery” was not so much an accident as an act of snooping - she would have remained in the dark. Claudia felt tremors running down her spine. Did the ungrateful snot expect that she would simply step aside when the time came for him to take his perfect little wife? Whoever this Claire Chatfield was, she was one lucky broad. She would get David while Claudia would be forgotten as second-hand goods. There was just one little snag in David’s scheme. No one pushed Claudia Block around, and David Lawson was about to learn this lesson firsthand. 
 
   Still humming, David emerged from the shower with a towel wrapped around his waist. He had deliberated changing into a bathrobe, but opted for his current ensemble, glad of the opportunity to show off his chiseled abs before Claudia. His new trainer had him working like a dog, but David knew that the pain had been worth it whenever Claudia commented on how buff he looked.
 
   A smell of burned bread tickled David’s nose. So much for Claudia Block the cook, he thought, smiling. There were many reasons why David worshipped Claudia, but cooking was not one of them. 
 
   “Claudia! Something is burning.” David rushed into the kitchen, anticipating the pleasure of reclaiming Claudia into his arms. Perhaps they could skip breakfast and go straight to the bedroom. 
 
   At the sight of the smoking, coal-dark bread on the skillet, David stood frozen in a stupor for several moments. Finally, he woke up from his daze and turned off the oven range. 
 
   “Claudia? Claudia, where are you?” David raced upstairs into the bedroom, only to see all of Claudia’s clothes gone. His heart was pounding so hard he thought he was going to have a heart attack. David rushed downstairs into the foyer, but there was no sign of Claudia anywhere. Frantic, he searched for clues until he noticed the large ivory envelope on the foyer dresser. 
 
    
 
   After calmly informing her housekeeper to take the rest of the day off, Claudia slid up the stairs of her Upper East Side penthouse and closed the door of her bedroom. Then she finally let the tears flow. She rarely allowed herself the luxury of crying. Her eyes would look red and swollen for the rest of the day, but presently, she could not care less. It was not as though she had anything planned for the day or the night for that matter. And she had no one to blame for the current state of her social life but herself. Stupid, stupid, stupid! Claudia punched the pillows on her bed, as if sinking her fists into the soft down could calm the anguish boiling inside her. 
 
   No fool like an old fool. Claudia smiled bitterly. What had she been thinking, carrying on with David that long? Now, as she looked back at their improbable affair, Claudia had to admit that today’s discovery was bound to happen sooner or later. In truth, the fact that it had happened this late in the game was surprising, but then it was not really that late after all. David’s wedding was set to a year from now, which meant that the engagement had occurred recently, which also meant that David must have been dating his bride-to-be for some time. In fact, he must have already been seeing her when he met Claudia. What a snake! And what a fool Claudia had been.
 
   To think of all the absurdities she had put herself through for this boy. This very morning, fearful of David seeing her face without makeup, she had woken up an hour earlier to primp herself in the bathroom. God only knew what would have followed next. She might have gone on so far as suggesting that the two of them move in together. 
 
   Claudia supposed that, in a way, she owed thanks to David. Unknowingly, he had saved her from becoming the very cliché she despised. In the blinding light of pristine ivory stationary, Claudia had seen the reflection of what she had become – an aging woman hanging on to a younger man in a desperate attempt to reclaim time that was no longer hers to have. She had been telling herself to break it off with David for weeks, yet each time she had found an excuse to stall off the inevitable. Now the Gordian knot had finally been severed. 
 
   But if David Lawson thought that Claudia Block would leave without having the last word, he was as naïve as he was young. 
 
   Claudia picked up the phone. “Hi, Maury. Yes, it’s me, Claudia. About that story you wanted to do on me for the longest time – are you still interested?”
 
    
 
   His hands locked over his head, David paced the floor of his living room. Less than two hours ago, Claudia had been here. The outline of her body still lingered on his bedroom sheets upstairs, but now David was left with nothing but the stale smell of burnt French toast. He was determined to beg for Claudia’s forgiveness. It did not matter that just a day before he was thinking of breaking it off with her: the reality of Claudia leaving him was enough to unravel him, enough to tell the old man to sock it. For the hundredth time, David reached for his phone only to hang up just as quickly. What was he going to say? Sorry, Claudia, I meant to tell you about the wedding, but I just haven’t gotten around to it. By the way, we can still continue seeing each other, slinking around like thieves. 
 
   David had been so consumed by his thoughts that when his cell phone rang, he nearly jumped. 
 
   “Claudia?” David’s voice trembled in disbelief. Claudia’s number was unlisted, of course, but recently she had finally let him know the precious digits and he had logged the number into his cell phone.
 
   “I’m afraid I’ve been a dreadful fool,” Claudia purred coyly on the other end of the line.
 
   David was too stunned to speak. He had expected an avalanche, a tsunami. Instead, he was getting an apology.
 
   “Yes, dear. I’m afraid you’ve turned me into a jealous woman. Will you ever forgive me?” Claudia continued.
 
   “Claudia, please, there is nothing to forgive. This is all my fault.” David stammered. He had been known to hold a hard line when it came to female demands, but before Claudia, he turned into jelly. “I’ve been meaning to tell you about the wedding…”
 
   “Not a word more,” Claudia hushed him. “I have to see you, David. I know we must part, but I can’t let us part like this. It’s all wrong. Let me make it up to you. It will be our last tryst.”
 
   David could barely breathe. How could Claudia sound so calm and collected when his world was turning upside down? He simply could not bear the thought of leaving her. Yes, it was the logical thing to do, but there had to be a way for them to be together. 
 
   “Please, we needn’t rush into anything,” David began.
 
   “I’ll see you Sunday night at eight.” Claudia cut him off. “Good night, darling.”
 
   After Claudia hung up, David realized that he did not have her address. He was about to call her back, but then decided against it. Knowing Claudia, the omission had been intentional. She probably would not want him to know the address until right before their date.
 
   David stretched out on the sofa and locked his hands behind his head. He had until tomorrow to figure out a way to convince Claudia to stay in his life. Just then, he noticed the blinking light on the answering machine and pressed the play button. 
 
   “David, call me back as soon as you get this. We need to talk,” Claire’s voice filled the silence in the room.
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   At seven o’clock sharp on Saturday night, David opened the door of his apartment. He had exactly thirty minutes to shower and get dressed. His life was starting to resemble a bad vaudeville. He had just spent the day indulging his fiancée so that he could spend the night with his mistress. 
 
   Claire had been hysterical, so much so that she threatened to call off the wedding. Well, not threatened, David corrected himself, suggested was more like it. Still, the mere thought unnerved him. He had underestimated Claire from the beginning. For most women, being engaged to one of the most eligible bachelors in New York would have been enough, but not for Claire. She would not be appeased with wedding plans. She wanted concrete proof of David’s love, and David had to deliver. 
 
   But the details of the afternoon already faded away in pale irrelevance. In less than an hour, David would be with Claudia. True to her nature, she had waited until the last moment to send him the address for their tryst, tormenting him with anticipation, so that when he received Claudia’s text message at six o’clock, David almost cried out with happiness. 
 
   Although David was fairly certain that he would be fine without any outside stimulants – the sight of Claudia was enough to keep him hard for ages – he gulped a tonic he had acquired from a Chinese herbalist for days like today. The potion was supposed to increase potency, something that he definitely needed now. He had made love to Claire in the afternoon, and he could not risk even the slightest chance of disappointing Claudia. 
 
   As he lathered up in the shower, David rehearsed the speech he would present to Claudia. The more he thought about it, the more he became convinced that there was no need for him and Claudia to separate. Sure, Claire might give him a hard time as a blushing bride, but once they were married, he would be a free man. A man whose task it was to carry the weight of the Lawson empire on his shoulders – a man whose time would be in high demand, and alas, a man who could spend only so much of it with his wife. And once the children would come, Claire would have her hands full, leaving David to do as he pleased.
 
    
 
   Claudia applied her makeup meticulously. She was determined to be especially beautiful tonight. That was how she wanted David to remember her. She had her cosmetologist come in during the day and do one of those marvelous oxygen treatments. Her face looked flawless now, especially when she dimmed the lights. 
 
   Dinner was cooking in the kitchen - lobster and baked potatoes – her favorite. She had dismissed her housekeeper and prepared the meal herself. That was the least she could for David, considering the plan she had in store. 
 
   Claudia glanced at her watch. Five till eight; David would be here soon. The boy was as punctual as a clock. 
 
   Precisely five minutes later, the bell rang.
 
   “Darling.” Claudia motioned for David to come inside. “It’s so good to see you.”
 
   Instead of answering, David swept her into his arms, his mouth closing hungrily over her lips. 
 
   God, it feels good, Claudia thought. She would miss David greatly after tonight.
 
    
 
   “Good morning.” 
 
   The sound of Claudia’s voice brought a smile to David’s lips. His goddess was lying right next to him. Was such happiness possible? Today nothing would go wrong, no misunderstanding would disturb their idyll. 
 
   “Hi, there.” David stared at Claudia. The woman was utter perfection. Even when she woke up, she looked gorgeous. He stroked her face, wanting to ascertain that she was not an apparition. 
 
   “You should get going soon.” Claudia shifted away from him.
 
   “But I thought we were going to spend the day together.”
 
   “We can’t. We might be seen together.”
 
   A wave of tenderness rushed over him. How considerate Claudia was, how undemanding!
 
   “We could adopt a disguise. We could wear masks like Audrey Hepburn and George Peppard in Breakfast at Tiffany’s.”
 
   “I don’t think so.” Claudia slid off the bed in one fluid movement. The nightgown she was wearing covered her body in lace. “I mean it, David. It’s time for you to leave.”
 
   “Claudia, wait. Please give me a chance to explain.” David’s thoughts raced frantically. This was not going at all the way he had planned it. “I love you.” The words flew off his lips before he could think, and now there was nothing left to do but wait for Claudia’s answer out of her icy silence.
 
   “Oh?” Claudia looked at him over her shoulder as she shook out her hair. “And what about Claire Chatfield, the girl you are going to marry?”
 
   “It’s just marriage, Claudia. It does not mean anything.”
 
   “Just marriage?”
 
   The steely notes in Claudia’s voice made David’s hair stand on end. He had no idea the passionate, wild Claudia he knew could transform into this ice queen. “Yes, just marriage. I’m doing it to please my father. You know how much I have at stake. I stand to inherit the company. I can’t risk that.”
 
   “No, of course not.” Claudia smiled. “And your father would not stand for his son dating an old woman.”
 
   “Claudia, that’s not what I meant…” Everything was spinning now. Claudia was slipping out of his grasp, forever. 
 
   As if sensing his desperation, Claudia sat back on the bed, taking David’s hand into her own. 
 
   “I understand, David, I really do. I used to live in the public eye myself. I’ve done some things I’m not proud of, but it doesn’t mean that I’m going to condone you doing them. Claire is innocent. She must not suffer because of our selfishness.”
 
   “So this is goodbye?” David hated his voice trembling like a school boy’s.
 
   “Yes. We’ve had a great run, but it must end now, just like all the good and bad things do.”
 
   “But the bad ones last much longer.” David could not muster a stronger argument as the future of his bland marriage stretched indefinitely before him.
 
   “You will always have your pick of women to amuse yourself with, but it can’t be me, David. There’s too much standing between us. Now, be a good boy and get dressed. I’ll make breakfast. This time I promise not to burn it.”
 
   When David came out of the shower, Claudia presented him with a plate of the most exquisite-looking Eggs Benedict he had ever seen, but his stomach was too knotted up for him to try any of it.
 
   “It’s the last time I’m ever going to cook for you, David. The least you could do is eat your breakfast.” Claudia glanced at the food on David’s plate. “If there is anything I know how to do right, it’s a plate of Eggs Benedict.”
 
   Silently, David stuffed the meal into his mouth. His teeth meticulously ground each bite without him tasting anything. His mouth had gone dry at the thought of never kissing Claudia again.
 
   “Well, I’ve always felt that brief goodbyes are the best.” Claudia kissed David on the cheek.
 
   “Claudia, wait. Please let me explain. I know we can find a way to make this work.” David’s head was spinning. He could not remember how he had made it into Claudia’s foyer from the kitchen. He felt as though he were playing a part in a slow-motion sequence in a movie, only this was not a movie. This was his last chance to keep Claudia from slipping out of his life.
 
   “Goodbye, David. We’ve had a jolly good time together.” Clad in a lilac peignoir that cascaded in silky folds over her statuesque body, Claudia stood perfectly erect as she placed her hand on the front door handle. She looked the most beautiful David had ever seen her – her skin luminous, her eyes bright, her hair golden. 
 
   “Claudia…” David’s lips trembled. This could not be happening: he felt as though he were in one of those terrible dreams where you are about to fall from an enormous cliff. In a moment, he would walk through Claudia’s front door, and he knew that he would never be allowed back in again. If only he could think of something to say - anything to make Claudia change her mind, but his brain seemed to have turned to mush, as he stood there like a mute. 
 
   “Cheer up, dear boy. It’s not all that bad. It’s only the end of an episode for you. There’ll be plenty more to come.”
 
   The sting of Claudia’s bravado burned like hot coals. He would not be insulted, not even by Claudia Block.
 
   “Don’t keep your fiancée waiting.” Claudia swung open the door.
 
   Alas, there was nothing he could say, so David walked out the front door and headed down the stoop. 
 
   “David.” 
 
   At the sound of Claudia’s voice, David leapt back up the front stairs of her townhouse. 
 
   “I’ve forgotten something.” Claudia leaned in, and her lips touched his. 
 
   David’s vision blurred as he reached for Claudia, grasping feverishly for every bit of her he could get. 
 
   Suddenly, there were lightning flashes and clicking noises. 
 
   At first, David thought he was hallucinating. It took him several moments to realize that the flashes were not coming from his head, but from a photo camera.
 
   “Claudia, get inside, quickly!” David rushed to the front door, desperate to get Claudia into the house. 
 
   All the while, the camera kept clicking, as a ponytailed paparazzi kept snapping away. No matter, David would deal with the bastard later. A few grand would surely settle the matter. Right now, his main concern was Claudia’s safety.
 
   David reached for Claudia’s hand. The poor thing must have been disoriented by the sudden attack, but what he saw next made him freeze. 
 
   “Thank you, Maury. You always know the camera shots that suit me best.”               Claudia flashed a bright smile, striking a pose as though she were at a photo shoot.
 
   “What the hell is going on here, Claudia?” David refused to believe what he was hearing. “You know this sleazebag?”
 
   “Oh, David, darling, there’s no need for such language. Maury is no sleazebag. He is the head photographer at Flashlight magazine, and he was ever so kind to have agreed to take a few pictures of us.”
 
   David’s blood was pounding in his ears. “You mean you have arranged this? Are you trying to set me up?”
 
   “Oh, David, I would not put it that way. Let’s just say that I wanted a memento of our time together. Don’t you think I’ve earned one?” Claudia’s eyes blazed with green triumph. 
 
   “You venomous, cold-hearted cur of a woman…” David hissed, his fingers curling into fists. He could no longer think straight: all the longing he had felt for Claudia a few moments ago turned into blind rage. He wanted to destroy her, to make her suffer the same pain she had caused him.
 
   “Now, let’s not get in over our heads.” The slimy photographer stepped in, and David swung his fist at the maggot. The creep turned out to be more agile than he looked and scurried away nimbly from the blow. 
 
   “You filthy coward. At least face me like a man,” David spat at the paparazzi. The man was no more than five seven in height. With his slender build and small, animated features, he reminded David of that annoying talking lizard in the Geico commercials. 
 
   “David!” The panicky notes in Claudia’s voice made David smile. At least the woman was still capable of some emotion. 
 
   “Leave now.” The lizard drew himself up to his entire meager height.
 
   “Or what?” David flexed his fists.
 
   The lizard did not even flinch. “Or I’m calling the police. And I don’t think your father will take too kindly to the news of his only son being arrested for disorderly conduct.”
 
   The lizard’s words were as sobering as a bucket of ice-cold water. David blinked, wondering how on earth he had ended up in this ridiculous situation. He felt like a sleepwalker who had woken up leaning over the edge of an open window, about to jump. This could not possibly be happening to him. He was David Lawson, heir to the Lawson empire, an upstanding citizen, and a loving son.
 
   David held up his hands. “I must say I’ve overreacted a bit. It’s just that you jumped out of nowhere… Now, we’re all adults here and I’m sure that we can come to a mutually beneficial financial agreement.”
 
   “There’s no need for that.” Claudia’s voice had regained its earlier calm. “Maury won’t publish the photos.”
 
   “Claudia, don’t let this bully scare you. This is a news-breaking story; it could catapult your career,” the lizard began.
 
   “Save it, Maury. I’m sorry for the trouble. I thought I could go through with it, but I can’t after all.”
 
   “As you wish.” The lizard shrugged.
 
   “I’m sorry, David. I don’t know what came over me.” Claudia looked away, but not quickly enough for David to miss tears in her eyes. “I was so angry. I wanted to hurt you. I thought getting back at you would make me feel better, but instead, I only feel worse now. You’ve got nothing to worry about. Maury is a man of his word.”
 
   “I’d like to see the camera, please.” David’s voice sounded alien even to himself. 
 
   “Here you are.” The lizard handed over the camera. 
 
   David looked through the picture file. It was blank indeed.
 
   “Goodbye, Claudia.” Without as much as a second look, David walked away. This episode of his life was over.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Maury.” Claudia murmured after David had disappeared behind the street corner. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I must be getting old indeed.”
 
   “Nonsense, Claudia.” Maury squeezed Claudia’s arm. “You are still beautiful. You’ll always be beautiful.”
 
   “Please, no pity, Maury. You and I both know the state of things. But then you are still young…”
 
   “I’ll be forty this September.”
 
   Claudia shook her head. “That means we’ve known each other…”
 
   Maury nodded. “Twenty years.” 
 
   “I remember I was shooting that dreadful low budget movie. The entire production was terrible. We didn’t even have decent makeup people. They were supposed to take my picture for promotion posters, but the photographer did not show up, so I threw a dreadful row. I was really being quite a pill, and then you stood up and said that you were a photographer, and that you’d like to give it a shot.”
 
   “And you said yes.”
 
   “Well, I could not very well say no. Not after the admirable guts you’d shown. In my book, if you’re a go-getter, sooner or later, you’ll get what’s yours.”
 
   “Those were the days. The sky was the limit.” 
 
   “How’s the magazine doing, Maury?”
 
   “Not so hot, actually. Who wants to buy a tabloid magazine when you can read gossip for free on the Internet any time you want? Well, serves me right for selling out. The way things are going, I would have done better if I had stuck with documentaries. I really banked on a story on you and David to boost our ratings, but now…”
 
   “I’m sorry, Maury.” 
 
   “That’s all right. I’ll just have to catch someone else smooching. Someone I don’t owe a start in the business to.”
 
    
 
   Back in her bedroom, Claudia crawled into her bed and pulled the covers over her head. If only she could stay like this forever… Come to think of it, there was no reason why she could not. It was not as if anyone was looking for her, waiting for her. Claudia Block was yesterday’s news, and she had just broken the heart of her last admirer. 
 
    
 
   After he watched Claudia climb up the stairs of her townhouse, Maury Wysotsky headed straight for Flashlight magazine headquarters on Twenty-Third Street and Eighth Avenue. Technically, the meager floor that Maury rented for the magazine staff in the rickety office building could hardly qualify as “headquarters,” especially given the fact it was the only office location for Flashlight, but that was the way Maury used to think of it when he first started the magazine ten years ago, when he still hoped for success. The habit had stuck.
 
   Well, now, there was finally light at the end of the tunnel. It might only be a brief spark, but Maury was more than happy to take it. Claudia’s pictures would bring a fortune. Her fans were the old timers who still bought papers, and Maury was certain that the image of Claudia Block in that lavender silk number she had on would sell hundreds of copies. He could already see the magazine issue in his mind: a close-up of Claudia’s and David’s kiss on the front cover, followed by a juicy exclusive story on Claudia Block’s new romance with real estate heir David Lawson. 
 
   The publicity would be good for Claudia too. Poor old girl had turned soft in her age. It was not as though she could afford to be ethical. Maury could not remember the last time Claudia had had a worthwhile role, just like he could not remember the last time he had not been pressed for cash. Maury patted his jeans pocket that contained the second flash drive he had removed before handling the camera over for inspection to that dumb brute Claudia had been boinking. Tomorrow, Claudia Block and David Lawson would be front page news. 
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   Monday morning started ordinarily enough for David Lawson. He woke up at the usual hour of six a.m. and headed out for his morning daily jog. Passing the newsstand on the corner of his street, David felt a vague unease. At the time, he could not put his finger on it. Later on, he realized that his peripheral vision had caught a glimpse of the tabloid cover with images of him and Claudia. 
 
   Still unsuspecting of the blow that was to come, David paused by the kiosk to purchase a bottle of water. He was parched, and, despite the early hour, it was already incredibly humid out, so hydration was in order before he could commence his three-mile jog. What David saw next made him abandon all thoughts of exercise. 
 
   As he stared at the image of him holding Claudia in his arms, their lips passionately locked together, the insides of David’s mind resembled the vortex of a tornado. His first emotions were those of anger and hurt. How spiteful of Claudia, how incredibly wicked, and how incredibly stupid of him to have believed her assurances of calling off the paparazzi. David’s hands clenched into fists. If Claudia were standing near him, he would have gladly wrung her gorgeous, long neck.
 
   But the magazine cover also stirred other feelings in David besides rage. The photo had captured with unmerciful candidness the passion that Claudia aroused in him. In spite of himself, David felt regret trailing from his heart all the way to the pit of his stomach. He would never hold Claudia in his arms again.
 
   Still, now was not the time to lament his broken heart. With what felt like an incredible effort of will, David picked up his cell phone and dialed his publicity agent. Amber was a genius, and he was certain that she would get him out of this mess. 
 
   “I see. I’m already on it,” Amber’s clipped voice rang in the receiver after David had relayed his predicament.
 
   “Thank you, Amber. You’re a godsend.”
 
   “No sweat, David. That’s what I’m here for, but next time, try not to get caught on camera. I’ll call you once this mess is cleaned up. I’m sending my people as we speak to buy out all copies of Flashlight magazine, and I’m gonna have a word with their publisher about a retraction, but I’ve gotta warn you – it will not be cheap.”
 
   “Whatever it is, I’ll pay it,” David assured her. Money was not an issue at this point. “Amber?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Do you think you could put in a good word for me to Claire?”
 
   There was a brief pause on the other end of the line. “Sure, David. I’ll do what I can. It may take her a while, but I think Claire will understand.”
 
    
 
   There was an extra spring in Claire’s step as she walked to the office on Monday morning. How could she have doubted David? Claire’s lips formed a dreamy smile as she remembered David standing by her door with a giant bouquet of white roses. He had shown up at her doorstep on Friday night after the message she left him. The sight of David holding that enormous bouquet of roses was all Claire needed to have her doubts cast away. As she looked at the puppyish grin on David’s face, which was made even more disarming by the look in his eyes, she knew that there was nothing David could do that she would not forgive him. 
 
   They had spent Friday night and most of Saturday together. David had to leave Saturday night for an early Sunday golf outing with clients, but Claire did not mind. Their time together more than made up for the lost Sunday. From the moment their lips touched, everything became a blur. There was no room for words as their bodies sought each other’s hungrily, anxious to make up for all the lost time. It was as though David had become a different man and Claire a different woman. In all the time they had been together, she could not remember David wanting her so intensely. 
 
   This new intensity had scared her at first, as she caught a glimpse of David’s face with his eyes closed. For a moment, Claire had a funny feeling that David himself was not there with her, but was making love to someone else.
 
   “David, look at me,” Claire had murmured, terrified by the thought.
 
   “I am looking at you.” David’s eyes were hazy, but Claire had attributed the faraway look to his desire. “I love you, Claire.” David gasped, burrowing his face in her neck. 
 
   The sound of David’s voice was like a soothing balm. To know that he loved her, to know that he cared was all that Claire needed. 
 
   Afterwards they snuggled over coffee in Claire’s kitchen.
 
   “I’ve missed you so much, baby.” David stroked her hair between his long fingers. Claire had never noticed how delicate David’s hands were. With his long fingers and almond-shaped nails, David had the hands of a musician. “I’m so sorry for neglecting you. I don’t know how you put up with me.”
 
   “I guess you’re just lucky to have such a considerate fiancée.” Claire smiled. She could endure countless lonely weekends as long as she knew that she was the only one in David’s thoughts.
 
   “I’m going to take much better care of you from now on.” David tightened his arms around her. “I promise.”
 
   “You’d better.” Claire snuggled closer to David. God, she had missed him – his smell, his voice, the feel of his arms around her. “Or the next time your meetings go on for an entire weekend, I’m barging in, and I don’t care if your father disapproves.”
 
   “Oh, that reminds me.” David sighed. “What did you think about mother’s wedding invitation?”
 
   “I thought it was a lovely gesture.” Claire hoped that her smile did not look forced. “But it would have been nice to get a heads up from you first.”
 
   “I know. I’m sorry, I dropped the ball on that one. You and Mother should have lunch. She really adores you. Oh, and invite Stephanie too. I know she’d love to participate in the wedding plans.”
 
   “Maybe you could also come.”
 
   “I’ll try, baby, but it’s really tough for me right now. I’ve got a lot hanging in the balance at work. My old man is driving me crazy. Tell you what. Why don’t you girls sort out the details, and I’ll be there once you’ve finalized things.”
 
   “Okay, fine. I’ll deal with the invitations, but don’t think that you’re going to get off the hook so easily for the rest of the wedding. I do expect you to be there for the wedding cake tasting.” 
 
   Claire made a mental note to call Stephanie to set up a lunch date with her and Mrs. Lawson. Clearly, David was too overwhelmed to help out with the wedding, but Claire refused to let it bother her. If this were the only disagreement she and David were to ever have, she was the luckiest woman on earth. After all, how many guys were enthusiastic about wedding plans? At least David did have a good excuse. He had his hands full at the office. 
 
   “Well, you look like a cat that just swallowed a canary.” Jake cocked an eyebrow, eying Claire expectantly at the office.
 
   “I had an excellent weekend.” Claire stretched out her arms, settling behind her desk. The memory of her Friday and Saturday with David was still in her mind, and she did not want to let go of it just yet. “You’re looking swell yourself.” Claire studied Jake. “Any new conquests I should know about?”
 
   “A gentleman never tells.” Jake winked.
 
   “Oh, then she must be really special.” This was a new one for Jake. Usually he never shied away from glorifying his escapades. 
 
   “Mum’s the word.” Jake grinned.
 
   “Well, I’d better get to work then.” Claire turned on her computer. 
 
   As much as she would have liked to chat with Jake, she simply did not have the time. The deadline for the Gaudi project or the “hidden building,” as she had come to refer to the project that had been consuming her entirely for almost a month, was approaching, and she still did not have the evidence she needed. 
 
   Claire noticed a new email in her mailbox and bit her lip in anticipation at the sight of the sender’s address. She opened the email, hoping it would have the answer she was looking for. 
 
    
 
   Dear Claire,
 
    
 
   I have finally managed to obtain copies of the letters that you were looking for. The package should arrive this week. I cannot wait to hear the results of your research and wish you great success in the process.
 
    
 
   Warm regards,
 
   Professor Barnardo
 
    
 
   Professor Barnardo had been Claire’s professor when she did her study abroad in Catalonia, and he had been a great ally in helping Claire gain access to the most exclusive reference sources. Now, Professor Barnardo had worked his magic again by getting his hands on the missing piece of the puzzle that Claire needed desperately to substantiate her hypothesis. All that was left to do now was wait and hope that she had been right. 
 
   An hour later, Claire received a call from the reception desk downstairs, notifying her of a flower delivery that was on the way. 
 
   “Ms. Chatfield? Would you sign please?” The delivery man placed a gigantic basket of white roses on Claire’s desk. 
 
   Claire scribbled her name on the pad and burrowed her face in the luscious scent. David sure knew how to spoil a girl when he wanted to. There was no card, but Claire knew that the flowers had to be from him.
 
   Jake whistled. “David Lawson sure knows how to make an impression.”
 
   “David doesn’t need to impress me,” Claire murmured. “I’d be just as happy with a bunch of daisies.” 
 
    
 
   At a quarter to twelve, Claire got up from her desk and grabbed her purse.
 
   “Has the earth turned on its head that you are actually going out to lunch?” Jake’s needling never ceased.
 
   “Can’t a girl take a break? I’m meeting Amber and Lindsay.”
 
   “Tell Lindsay I said hi.” Jake’s voice sounded strangely thick as he coughed in a sudden fit of awkwardness. 
 
   Claire eyed Jake suspiciously. “I will.” 
 
   There was a cab by the curb right outside of her office building, and Claire quickly climbed inside. She gave the driver the address for Matisse restaurant, where she was to meet with Lindsay and Amber for lunch. Then she leaned back against the seat.
 
   At exactly twelve o’clock, Claire arrived at her destination.
 
   She gave her name to the hostess and took a seat at the table that Amber had reserved for them. As usual, Amber had gotten the best table in the restaurant. 
 
   As she waited for her friends to arrive, Claire fiddled with a breadstick, an absent-minded smile spreading over her face. She certainly had many reasons to smile: not only was her love life back on track, but so was her professional life. She was literally on the brink of a career-making discovery. In a few days, the package from Professor Barnardo would arrive, finally giving Claire the evidence she needed. Her heart raced with anticipation. Her discovery would create a stir in architectural circles world-wide. David would be so proud of her. She could not wait to tell him the big news.
 
   “Looks like someone had a good weekend.”
 
   In her reverie, Claire had not noticed Lindsay make her way to the table. 
 
   “Hey!” Claire rose from her chair to hug her friend. “You’re positively glowing yourself. Anything you want to tell me about?”
 
   “Oh, I met someone…” Lindsay lowered her eyes coyly.
 
   “Yeah? That’s great. I told you you’d meet a great guy. Now, tell me all about him.”
 
   “It’s Jake,” Lindsay blurted out, her face reddening. 
 
   For a moment, Claire was too stunned to speak. Not that she had anything against Jake and Lindsay being together, it was just that Jake did not exactly have a stellar dating record. 
 
   “But if you’re not comfortable with us seeing each other, I’m going to break the whole thing off.”
 
   “No! That’s not it at all. I think Jake is great. It’s just that he can be a little…” Claire paused searching for the right word.
 
   “Flirtatious,” Lindsay finished for her. “But I’m going to take my chances.” Lindsay smiled dreamily. “That is of course, if it doesn’t make you feel weird.”
 
   “Why would it make me feel weird? You’re my best friend. I want you to be happy.”
 
   “I am your best friend.” Lindsay preened at Claire’s words. The unspoken rivalry between her and Amber never ended. “Thanks, Claire. I know that I might regret it later, but I decided to take my chances. Normally, I’d run in the opposite direction from a guy like Jake. He’s gorgeous and can have his pick of women, but he chose to spend the entire evening with me, even though there were hotter girls eyeing him at the bar.”
 
   “You’re hot.” With her red hair, lanky body, and blue-green eyes, Lindsay was the spitting image of Emma Stone.
 
   Lindsay wrinkled her forehead. “I’m cute, and I’ve got personality. For the longest time I’ve picked average-looking guys, thinking that they were a safe bet - that because I was better looking than them, they would not cheat on me. But look at what happened with Matthew. He went ahead and married another girl a month after we broke up. It did not matter that he was shorter than me by three inches and had a bald spot. The way I see it, if I’m going to get dumped, I might as well enjoy the ride with a hottie like Jake while it lasts.” 
 
   “You won’t get dumped.” Somehow Claire knew that she was right. Jake was not only a good friend, he was her colleague, and she was certain that he would not have asked Lindsay out unless he really liked her. “I think the two of you make a great couple.”
 
   “Thanks.” Lindsay blushed again. “We spent the whole weekend together, and I can’t wait to see him again. Hey, maybe the four of us could double date? But look at me babbling away… How are things between you and David? Are they still working him hard at the office?”
 
   “He’s fine. He’s under a lot of pressure at work, but we spent most of Friday and Saturday together, and I feel much better now. He’s so romantic. He sent me flowers this morning.”
 
   “Who’s romantic? Sorry I’m late!” Amber panted, making her way to take a seat next to Claire. 
 
   “David, of course. I was just telling Lindsay about the flowers he sent me this morning.”
 
   For a moment Amber’s face reddened, but then assumed its usual color. “So you liked them?”
 
   “How could anyone not like roses that gorgeous?”
 
   “Was there a card?” Amber prodded.
 
   “No, there was no card, but I’m sure they were from David. It’s not like I have secret admirers sending me flowers.”
 
   “Yes, of course.” Amber fiddled with her necklace. “Should we order then? I could really use a drink. Apple martini anyone?” 
 
   “I’ve got to get back to work after this, so I’ll pass.” Claire took a sip of her water.
 
   “I’ve got a deadline, so I’ll get an Arnold Palmer,” said Lindsay.
 
   “That sounds good. I’ll have the same,” said Claire.
 
   Amber signaled for the waiter and ordered drinks for the table. 
 
   “Excuse me a moment.” Amber reached for her Blackberry, her face filled with concentration as she typed an email. 
 
   Lindsay cast an inquiring glance at Amber. “Are you all right?”
 
   “Just had a small client emergency, but everything is under control now.” Amber’s face relaxed as she put her Blackberry back into her purse.
 
   The waiter came back with two Arnold Palmers and three apple martinis, compliments of the chef. As usual, Amber was getting the star treatment.
 
   “But I have to go back to the office,” Lindsay started.
 
   “Oh, don’t be such a killjoy,” Amber snapped. “Let’s drink to Claire’s engagement.”
 
   “But we’ve already done that last Thursday,” Claire attempted to intercede.
 
   “Yeah, well, that doesn’t mean that we can’t do it again, right?” Amber countered, raising her glass. “To you and David.”
 
   “Mmm, this is really good.” Claire savored the pleasant sourness of her drink.
 
   “So, how did it turn out with Jake? I want to hear all the details.” Amber looked at Lindsay.
 
   “How come you knew about this, and I only just found out?” Claire nudged Amber.
 
   “Because unlike you, I don’t leave early from my own engagement party.”
 
   “I had a good reason to leave early: it would have been a bit awkward for me to stick around without my fiancé by my side, don’t you think?” Claire had an instant flashback of the disappointment she had felt when David announced that he had to get back to the office. She had refused to leave with him, wanting him to believe that she was perfectly capable of having a good time on her own, but ten minutes after David had left, she herself said goodnight and headed home.
 
   “After you left, those two were all over each other, and I’m dying to hear how the night ended.” Amber grinned.
 
   “Spectacularly, and I hope there’ll be many sequels to come.” Lindsay winked.
 
   “Oh?” Amber raised an eyebrow. “Do tell more.”
 
   “That’s all you’re going to get out of me. I never kiss and tell.” Lindsay gestured a locking motion over her lips. “How are things with you and Adam?”
 
   “Well, I don’t kiss and tell either.” Amber mimicked Lindsay.
 
   Both Claire and Lindsay exchanged dubious glances.
 
   “Okay, fine.” Amber flung up her hands. “I think I’ve fallen for him.” She shook her head and finished the rest of her drink. “That sounded like a line from Top Gun.”
 
   “The two of you look really good together,” Claire cut in. “And you’ve been together for some time now,” Claire added cautiously. Amber’s relationship with Adam had been Amber’s longest relationship to date, not counting her going steady for two years with Rich Marvell, the high school football captain whom Amber dated in her junior and senior years. The two of them made such a perfect couple that it was almost a cliché. Lots of girls wanted Rich, but he chose Amber, who also happened to be the Homecoming Queen in her senior year. The night of the high school prom, Amber planned to lose her virginity to Rich, but apparently he had other plans, which she discovered when she caught him in the girls’ bathroom groping Laney Foolstock, the captain of the cheerleader squad who was famous for her ability to flex her limbs at all kinds of angles. 
 
   “It hasn’t been that long. Only a couple of months,” Amber countered, making Claire wish she had not said anything. “But then maybe I ought to be moving on,” Amber mused.
 
   “Why?” Lindsay snapped. “Why would you move on when you were lucky enough to meet a guy who is not only gorgeous but also happens to be genuinely into you?”
 
   “Because I don’t like to get stuck in a rut, that’s why.” 
 
   “If I were to follow your logic, then I shouldn’t marry David,” Claire cut in.
 
   “Oh, no. David is perfect. Don’t you even think about something like that!” Amber’s eyes widened with indignation. “I’m just not the settling kind, that’s all; but if I were, I’d marry a guy like David in a heartbeat.” 
 
   “Look, I’ll be the first to admit that relationships are not easy. Once you’ve been together for a while, it’s easy to settle into a routine. Take me and David. Last week I almost suspected him of cheating…”
 
   “You did?” Amber’s hand flew to her face. “What happened?”
 
   “Nothing. We talked, and David explained everything. He really was busy at the office.”
 
   “And you believe him?” Lindsay wrinkled her forehead.
 
   “Of course, she believes him,” Amber cut in before Claire could answer. “A man like David has no need to lie. He can have any girl he chooses, but he’s in love with our Claire.”
 
   “It turned out that I overreacted a bit,” Claire conceded. “David really was busy at the office. Do I like it that he has such a crazy schedule? No, but it’s all about give and take, you know, and it’s worth it in the end.”
 
   Amber glanced at her watch, making it clear that this conversation was now closed. “I’ve got to get back to the office. I have a client meeting.”
 
   “Fine.” Claire shook her head. “But I really hope that you give Adam a chance.” 
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   “I just want to get some gum.” Claire motioned at the newsstand a few steps away from the restaurant. She certainly did not want anyone at the office to smell alcohol on her breath. 
 
   “Hang on, I might have some.” Amber searched her purse frantically. “Here, I’ve got Tic Tac.” Amber held up a Tic Tac case with one remaining Tic Tac in it.
 
   “I need something more powerful than that.” Claire moved toward the newsstand.
 
   “Oh, but don’t you know that gum is bad for your teeth?” Amber exclaimed. “It can loosen fillings, you know.”
 
   “I’ll take my chances.” Claire was almost near the window now. “A pack of Doublemint, please.” 
 
   “Let the girl get her gum,” Lindsay added, casting a puzzled glance at Amber. “I might as well get some myself.”
 
   “Here you go, Miss. That’ll be two dollars, please.” The clerk handed Claire the gum. “Miss, it’s two dollars.”
 
   Claire stared back in frozen silence, her eyes glued to a crumbled tabloid magazine on the left side of the kiosk. The headline read:
 
    
 
   Flashlight’s exclusive story – Hollywood legend, Claudia Block and real estate heir, David Lawson – get the inside scoop on their steaming romance!
 
    
 
   Claire grabbed the magazine and stared at it in horrified incomprehension. On the front cover, there was a close-up photograph of David kissing a blond woman dressed in a lavender negligee. The photograph was so openly candid that it did not leave any doubts: this was no accidental peck on the cheek misconstrued as an amorous gesture. David’s lips were interlocked with that of the woman’s, and his hands held her body passionately. The two were completely lost in the moment, unsuspecting of the prying camera that had captured them. With the magazine still clutched in her hand, Claire stumbled away from the newsstand.
 
   “Claire, wait,” Amber started.
 
   “Hey, Miss, that’s five dollars for the magazine!” The clerk shouted.
 
   “Here.” Lindsay slapped ten dollars on the counter. “Did you know anything about this?” Lindsay glared at Amber.
 
   Amber looked away. “It was supposed to get taken care of. Now everything is ruined! We’ve got to convince Claire not to take the whole thing so seriously. It’s nothing really.”
 
   “Are you out of your mind? Her fiancé is on the cover of a sleazy tabloid playing tongue hockey with some ancient bimbo, and you say it’s nothing? I don’t have time for this.”
 
   Lindsay ran after Claire, who was now walking across the street in a somnambulistic state.
 
   “Wait up, I can explain.” Amber teetered after Lindsay in her high-heeled shoes.
 
   “Claire,” Lindsay placed her arm around her friend. “Here, let me take you home. I’ll take the rest of the day off and stay with you.”
 
   “Claire, wait.” Amber had finally caught up with them. “Please give David a chance to explain. He said it was nothing but a stupid mistake. He loves you so…”
 
   Claire shot Amber a look so loaded that if looks could kill, Amber would have crumbled into ashes right on the spot. “You mean you knew about this?”
 
   “I only wanted to protect you. The whole thing was supposed to get taken care of… Please, listen to me.”
 
   “You knew, and you let me carry on about how wonderful David was and how I over-reacted? I was a freaking idiot for not seeing the truth all this time, but you - you, Amber, are no friend of mine anymore.” Claire stormed off.
 
   “Claire, wait up!” Lindsay rushed after her. “Please wait. Trust me, I know exactly how you feel, and I don’t want you to be alone now.”
 
   “Thanks, Lindsay. I know you mean well, but I need to be by myself now. I’ll call you later, okay?” 
 
   “Fine,” Lindsay sighed. “But you know that I’m there if you need me. Just call and I’ll be right over.”
 
   “Thanks.” Claire nodded, knowing that no one could be “there” for her right now. She had never felt so alone in her life.
 
    
 
   David raced the floor of his office feverishly. If he could, he would literally kick himself for his stupidity. What was he thinking? Why did he let his dick ruin his life? 
 
   Yesterday, his life had been perfectly on track. His father had been pleased with him handling the business. David had been a respectable member of the community, and engaged to the perfect bride. 
 
   But now, David had become a laughingstock. Already, his answering machine was overflowing with messages from his friends: some were confused, some sympathetic, some congratulatory, and some downright insulting. 
 
   The phone rang again, but David refused to pick it up, and the answering machine turned on. 
 
   “You horny dog, you!” David recognized the voice as that of his old college roommate, Tyler. The two of them had not spoken in years, but apparently a magazine cover of David kissing Claudia had provided the needed stimulus to rekindle the neglected association. “I can’t believe you boinked Claudia Block. She may be an old broad, but she’s got class. Give me a call, man. Let’s stir up some mayhem.”
 
   David groaned. Since this morning, he had been trapped in nightmarish delirium. He could not handle any more “mayhem” in his life. 
 
   David glanced at his watch. It was a quarter past noon. Roughly six hours had passed since he had spoken to his PR agent, and he had since received several reassuring emails from Amber, informing him that her minions were feverishly purchasing copies of Flashlight. Luckily, Flashlight was not nationally syndicated, but only released in a handful of states. While this knowledge was reassuring, it hardly alleviated David’s alarm. Even one issue of Flashlight with the picture of him and Claudia on the cover would be enough to ruin him. He knew it was pointless to hope that all copies of Flashlight could be bought out, but he hoped that at least his father would not see one. And then there was Claire… 
 
   David had been trying to reach his fiancée since the morning. He had started by dispatching an enormous flower arrangement to her office. Of course, it was foolish to hope that a bunch of flowers would buy him absolution, but David thought it was worth a try. In his rush, he had forgotten to include a card, which he then thought was probably for the best. Hopefully, Amber’s forces would get to the newsstands before Claire did. But minutes ticked away, hour by hour, and there was still no sign of Claire. David had been calling her every half hour, but her answering machine picked up every time. Well, he would have to resort to something much more persuasive than flowers. David had already made an appointment at Harry Winston. He was contemplating a diamond or an emerald set – something that would dazzle Claire enough to forgive him. 
 
   David glanced at his watch: it was almost one o’clock. He wondered how Amber’s efforts were progressing. So far, she had failed to reach the abominable Maury Wysotsky, but at least Amber’s last email did say that she had managed to buy out most of the Flashlight copies. Of course, David could have gone to his lawyer to deal with Flashlight owner, but that would have been equivalent to confessing to his father. Although Jake Wilson had been designated as David’s lawyer, David harbored no doubts about the fact that Jake Wilson’s allegiance had always remained with Allan Lawson, and he suspected that his father had purposefully appointed Jake to keep an eye on him.
 
   David’s cell phone rang, and he eagerly glanced at the caller id screen, hoping to see Amber’s number. Instead, he saw his father’s personal line. So, the old man had seen the scandalous headline and was calling to chastise him. What would the punishment be? Being sent off to some remote corner of the world to do charity work as penance for his sins? Or being forced to endure some humiliating public service: cleaning toilets at homeless shelters, for instance? Whatever it would be, David knew his father well enough to guess that the road back into the old man’s graces would be an arduous one. But perhaps all was not lost yet. It was entirely possible that the old man was simply calling to chat. Improbable, but still possible. Bracing himself, David picked up the phone.
 
   “Hi, Dad.”
 
   “Good afternoon, David. Although, come to think of it, there is nothing really good about this particular afternoon. Not after I read about my son gallivanting with some old Hollywood trash bag.” The old man spoke in a staccato-like voice that made the ticking of a metronome sound melodious. 
 
   “Claudia is not a trash bag.” David’s temper took him by surprise. Surely, now was not the most opportune time to engage in a verbal duel with his father, but something inside him had snapped. Despite everything she had done, David could not bring himself to hate Claudia, at least not entirely. When he first saw the cover of Flashlight, he had been assailed by a powerful impulse to wring her neck, but this violent desire was as fleeting as it was fierce. The truth was that he still loved Claudia. 
 
   “Well, if you’re finished defending your mistress’s honor, I would like to see you this afternoon. It’s rather urgent that we speak, David. You are a prominent figure in the company, and we’ve got to figure out a way to patch up this mess.” There was an irritable sigh in the receiver. “What were you thinking? Well, never mind that. I believe I know the answer to that question, but why didn’t you call me right away?”
 
   David remained silent. He had no answer to his father’s question, at least no civil answer that he could think of.
 
   “I expect you within an hour.” From the silence on the other end of the line, David understood that his father had hung up.
 
   His fingers drumming on the car wheel, David played out the conversation that was about to take place between him and his father. It was at least an hour drive to Westchester, which gave him ample time to consider all possible scenarios. 
 
   These days Allan Lawson ruled from his home office, with only sporadic visits to the company headquarters in dire emergencies or for surprise inspections to keep his employees, including David, on their toes. Today would most certainly qualify as an emergency, and yet David’s father had chosen to summon David to his home office instead of coming down to the company office to chastise his errant son. David guessed that there was a deliberate significance behind the old man’s actions, but as he drove to his parents’ house, the house of his childhood, David felt strangely cavalier, almost to the point of being indifferent about what his father had in store for him. David’s lips stretched into an acidic smile as he remembered his father’s disciplinary tactics. Not that his father had had that many occasions to implement them; but still, there had been a few, with one particularly memorable. 
 
   When David got caught smoking pot in his senior year at the boarding school, his father banished him to a Habitat for Humanity project at Botswana. The entire time that David was away, there were his father’s bodyguards lurking around, making sure that David did not come to any harm, and no doubt giving prompt updates to his father. Despite the humbling living quarters and grueling physical work, David had had a great time. He turned out to be quite good at carpentry, and he liked the people who worked by his side. There were volunteers of all ages, including kids his age - in particular, one very pretty girl… David wrinkled his forehead, trying to remember the name of his teenage crush. Sarah. That’s right, her name was Sarah. Her parents were missionaries, traveling from country to country, and by the age of seventeen Sarah had traveled to more places than David had ever dreamed of. He still remembered the elation he felt lying next to Sarah under the night sky. She never asked him about his father, and David never mentioned that he was the son of a real estate magnate. Back home, at the school he went to, there was a convoluted social structure. One had to navigate its intricate levels and subdivisions carefully or risk falling out of favor. But as David hammered nails into house walls under the hot Botswana sun, there was no need to brag or impress anyone. The only measure of achievement was the quality of his work.
 
   Every night, after a long day of work, David would hurry to his bunk to write a long letter to his father, giving a detailed account of what he had built that day and the people he worked with. Internet connection was unreliable, and with only one computer in the main office, which was to be used for emergencies only, pen and paper was the most easily accessible means of communication. There was the phone, of course, but that too was restricted to minimum use, and David could not imagine cramming his overwhelming days into a ten-minute conversation. So he wrote diligently, deliberately, anxious to let his father know just how much he had learned. 
 
   When David returned home after his summer away, his father had called him into his home office. 
 
   “I trust that there won’t be any more incidents, David.” His father had slapped him on the shoulder.
 
   “No, sir, there won’t be.” David had assured the old man. 
 
   “Good. Because I don’t want my only son building shacks in third world countries. I want you right here, where you can be of use to me.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” 
 
   “I’m glad we understand each other.” Allan Lawson had walked back to his desk. 
 
   David had blinked back his disappointment and closed his father’s office door behind him. Later that night, David’s mother had the cook make cheese soufflé, which was David’s favorite dish.
 
   “I can only imagine how miserable you were in that dump, you poor thing. I’ve read every single letter that you wrote. It nearly broke my heart.” David’s mother placed his plate before him.
 
   “Didn’t Dad read any of them?” David blurted out.
 
   “He wanted to, honey, but you know how busy he is all the time.”
 
   David nodded and lifted a forkful of soufflé to his mouth, forcing himself to swallow it down. In Botswana the rations were plain, but it seemed to David that canned beans and soup were sweeter than any delicacy eaten under his father’s roof. 
 
   After his return from Botswana, David threw himself into reaping every possible accomplishment his father expected him to achieve – not to please the old man, but to show him what David was capable of. He got straight A’s every semester in college, became the captain of the Lacrosse team, and the president of his fraternity. His classmates lauded him, and women admired him. Yet to his father, somehow it was never enough, and somewhere along the line, David switched to autopilot mode. He simply stopped feeling things. It started with his work first, but then spread into every aspect of his life. All the women, coupled with all the lavishness he could afford, left him cold. When his father started hinting at marriage, David had met Claire. What he felt for her was a far cry from love at first sight, but at least their relationship made him feel grounded. And then he met Claudia…
 
   With sudden bitterness, David realized that he had spent the majority of his adult life terrified of disappointing his father. Now, he wondered what he had been so afraid of in the first place. His father might be fuming with indignation this very moment, but instead of being struck down by his father’s fury, David was still intact, aside from the nagging ache in his heart. Well, the last bit had been David’s own fault. Had he not been so worried about winning his father’s approval, he might have gotten his chance at happiness after all.
 
   




 
   [bookmark: Chapter22]Chapter 22
 
    
 
    
 
   “Hello, dear.” David’s mother greeted him on the doorstep and placed a kiss on his cheek. “So nice of you to stop by.”
 
   “Hi, Mother.” David smiled wearily, unsure as to whether his mother had gotten wind of his transgression. Generally, his mother was the kind of woman who was not particularly good at reining in her emotions, so the absence of rebukes and tearful glances suggested that Mrs. Lawson was blissfully unaware of her son’s misconduct. Yet living with David’s father, one never knew – Allan Lawson could transform even someone as guileless as Sylvia Lawson into an actress. 
 
   “David, honey, have you had a chance to look at the wedding invitation?”
 
   David smiled with relief. His mother’s perfect universe was intact. 
 
   “Not yet, Mother. But I promise to look it over as soon as I get home.”
 
   “Thank you, dear. You know, it’s no small feat to plan a wedding.”
 
   David nodded his head in forced acquiescence. For all he knew, there might be no wedding to speak of, and the worst part of it was that he felt giddy elation at the thought. 
 
   “Come in.” Allan Lawson’s voice rang with steel in response to David’s knock on the door.
 
   David entered his father’s office, taking in the familiar surroundings – the wood-paneled walls, the mahogany desk with a leather armchair. The only “home” part of Allan Lawson’s home office was its location; otherwise, the room mirrored the executive offices in the corporate headquarters of Lawson Enterprises. 
 
   “Take a seat, son.” Allan Lawson motioned to a leather couch across from his desk.
 
   David felt the old leather squeak under his weight. He remembered enduring countless silences on the very same couch at the end of every school semester, while his father reviewed his term report cards.
 
   With a visible effort, Allan Lawson lifted himself from his chair and walked over to the bureau against the far wall of the room. He produced a decanter of scotch from the top drawer and poured himself two fingers of the amber-colored liquid into a glass. Then, he repeated the gesture with a second glass and placed the drink in front of David. 
 
   Slowly, Allan Lawson lowered himself on the couch and took a long swallow of his drink. 
 
   “So, what are your plans for getting out of this debacle, David?”
 
   David sensed his father’s pale gray eyes burrowing into him, but refused to meet his father’s gaze. 
 
   “My PR agent is on top of it…”
 
   “Well, at least it’s comforting to hear that she’s not on top of you.” David’s father raised his glass.
 
   “Amber Bancroft is a pro at her trade. She’s been handling publicity for me for over a year,” David replied evenly, determined not to give his father the satisfaction. “Amber’s people are buying up the remaining copies of Flashlight as we speak. She’s also reached out to the owner of Flashlight to request a retraction.”
 
   “Funny that ‘Amber’s people’ missed this copy.” Allan Lawson held up a copy of Flashlight. “Why didn’t you come to me on this from the beginning, David?”
 
   “I can take care of my personal affairs, Dad.”
 
   “What you do in your personal life is your own damn business, but this kind of behavior …” Allan Lawson disgustedly tossed Flashlight on the floor, “affects the company’s reputation, which in turn makes it my business.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Father. It won’t ever happen again.”
 
   “Well, I certainly hope not. Has this amazing PR agent of yours been able to reach Maury Wysotsky?”
 
   David winced at the extent of his father’s knowledge. As always, the old man was two steps ahead of him. 
 
   “Not yet, but she will. Amber is the best in the business.”
 
   “Yes, well, that very well may be when it comes to being on top of things, but I doubt she is the best when it comes to dealing with tabloid scum. Jake Wilson reached an agreement with Maury this morning, shortly after the first batch of this formidable publication has gone out.”
 
   David held his father’s gaze. It was just like his father to play the game of cat and mouse. 
 
   “Thank you, Dad. I appreciate that.”
 
   “You’re welcome, son. Next time, and I hope to God that there won’t be a next time, don’t try to keep things from me, all right?”
 
   “Yes, Dad.”
 
   “There. We’re family. We’ve got to stick together.” Allan Lawson finished the last of his scotch. “Although I must say, you’ve got kinky taste, my son.” Allan Lawson threw a side glance at the tabloid on the floor. “I remember when Claudia Block’s was the face of Hollywood, but by God, she’s got to be old enough to be your mother! Oh, well, to each his own. Moving on to the important matters, how is your fiancée feeling about all of this?”
 
   “I haven’t spoken to Claire yet.”
 
   “You mean she hasn’t bawled you out yet? Well, then, there might still be a chance that she hasn’t seen the damn thing. Let’s keep our fingers crossed.”
 
   David nodded, although he knew that the likelihood of Claire being in the dark was close to zero. In all the time that the two of them had been dating, Claire had never left any of his calls unanswered, and the fact that she had not returned any of David’s messages from this morning left little hope. 
 
   “And even if she does find out, I’m sure she’ll be more than happy to forgive you. Just make sure to get her a nice trinket from Tiffany or Cartier. Yes, Cartier might be just the thing, considering the circumstances.” Allan Lawson winked. “We might want to advance the wedding date to make the noise blow over quickly. Shall we say October? I know the planning could be tough, but I’m sure your mother will handle it.”
 
   “Actually, Dad, I wanted to talk to you about the wedding.”
 
   “Yes? I don’t think eloping is an option, if that’s what you had in mind. We’ve got to put on a show.”
 
   “I don’t think I want to marry Claire, Dad. I thought I did, but now, it simply would not be fair to her or to me.”
 
   There was a long silence as Allan Lawson stared into his empty scotch glass. 
 
   “It wouldn’t be fair to you, huh?” The old man glanced at David sharply. “Well, enlighten me, my son, what would be fair? Would it be fair for you to go on tarnishing the company’s reputation by shacking up with a woman who’s old enough to be your mother?”
 
   “Stop it, Dad. Leave Claudia out of this.”
 
   “I’ve had enough of this.” Allan Lawson rose from his seat. “What planet have you been living on, David? While you’ve been busy romancing aging Hollywood vixens, our competitors have gotten us by the balls,” Allan Lawson spat with disgust. “The Fink Corporation has been tooting its horn like there’s no tomorrow, raging about the restoration project for some piece of crap building in Tribeca, for which, by the way, your fiancée is the lead project architect. The Fink PR department is having a blast. They’ve just announced that if the building indeed turns out to be of historic importance, they’ll turn it into a museum.” 
 
   David stared at his father blankly. There was no denying it - he had not been on his game lately. Vaguely, David remembered Claire blabbering about development for one of Fink’s properties being halted because of a warehouse building in Tribeca that she claimed was designed by a famous architect. At the time, David had been elated at the fact that the building belonged to the Fink Corporation, but apparently Ryan Fink had managed to turn this nuisance to his advantage. 
 
   “That’s right. The late Ryan Fink’s son is a real estate philanthropist, while my son is a philanderer.” David’s father stared down at him. “It’s not just you, David, it’s the company’s future we’re talking about. These days one wrong move is all it takes to send the stock price plummeting like a rock. I understand that you may not care about my legacy or your own wealth, but think about Stephanie. Do you want to see your sister’s inheritance dwindle away because of your selfishness?”
 
   David lowered his head. 
 
   “Pull yourself together, son.” David’s father lowered himself into his chair and turned his attention to the papers on his desk, making it clear that the audience was over.
 
    
 
   “Would you like a cup of coffee before you go, dear?” David’s mother ambushed him in the hallway.
 
   “Thank you, Mother. But I really have to run. There are some things at the office that I’ve got to take care of right away.”
 
   “Your father is working you too hard.” Sylvie Lawson clicked her tongue. “I’ve got to talk to him about that.”
 
   “Don’t.” David checked himself. “What I mean is, I can handle it, but I really have to get going now. We’ll talk about the wedding some other time, okay?”
 
   “Sure, honey. Drive safely. Give my regards to Claire.”
 
    Stephanie was sitting on the hood of David’s Porsche. 
 
   “How bad was it?” she asked. 
 
   David cast a sharp glance at his sister. From the look in her eyes, he knew that she knew. 
 
   “How do you think?”
 
   “That rough, huh?”
 
   “Well, the old man has never been known for his soft side, has he? Listen, Stephanie, I was hoping you could do me a favor…” David looked away – asking his little sister for help with his love troubles was not exactly within his comfort zone, but the alternatives were not much better. “You and Claire seemed to have hit it off really well…”
 
   “Claire is a great girl. You’re lucky to have her.” Stephanie jumped off the hood of David’s car.
 
   “Yes, I know. I was hoping you could put in a good word for me. I’ve got to fix this thing, or the old man will never let me live it down.”
 
   “But what about Claudia?”
 
   David looked away. It would have been easy to dismiss his sister’s question, but he hesitated just long enough to make it impossible. 
 
   “It wasn’t just a fling, was it?” The tone of Stephanie’s voice made the question sound like a statement.
 
   David bit his lip. “I made a mistake, Stephanie. I messed up. Can’t you understand that?”
 
   “Yeah. Sure, I can. I know a lot about messing up, but I’m not a liar.”
 
   David felt his exasperation mounting into exhaustion. He had had enough lectures for one day, and he was not going to listen to one from his baby sister. 
 
   “Are you going to help me get Claire back or what?”
 
   “I am not going to lie for you, David.” Stephanie crossed her arms on her chest. “Don’t you think it’s about time the old man stopped running your life? I’ll see you later. I’ve got to get ready for an audition.”
 
   “Stephanie…” David waved his hand in limp protest, but then decided against it. Deep down, he knew that his little sister was right.
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   It was ten o'clock at night when Claire finally decided to head home. The crumpled copy of Flashlight was still stuck inside her bag. Despite the sickening sensation she experienced every time she looked at the image of David kissing another woman, Claire would not throw the magazine away. She needed it as proof that she had not lost her mind, to remind her that she had not imagined the whole thing, but that her world had indeed turned upside down.
 
   Claire had studied the photograph so obsessively that now its image was burned inside her mind. It was heartbreaking to know that David had been making a fool of her all this time, but even more devastating than the discovery of the affair was the passion captured in the photograph. Claire could not remember the last time David had kissed her with the same fervor as he was kissing the woman on the cover. Claudia Block — to the world she was a Hollywood legend, but to Claire she was the woman who stole her fiancé. But then, of course, things were not that simple... Claire knew what she was getting into when she started seeing David. After all, he had not exactly been a monk before he met her, and given his good looks and prominent social status, the potential for a broken heart was high. But he had courted her with such persuasiveness, lavishing her with such attention that Claire believed that she had indeed captured the elusive David Lawson's heart. Well, now the joke was on her.
 
   Wearily, Claire began to climb up the front stoop of her building. It was only four stairs, but it felt like an entire flight.
 
   “Claire?”
 
   At the sound of the familiar voice, Claire's hand froze over the door handle. A day before, the sight of David standing by her doorstep would have sent her heart jumping, but now, her heart was plummeting. She raked her mind for an appropriate greeting: cheating bastard, lying snake, or a laconic, but highly effective, snake. In her mind, she had called David all of these names, wondering what she had done to drive David to kiss another woman. 
 
   “Claire...” David's eyes darted over Claire's shoulder, avoiding her direct gaze. “I've been trying to reach you all day... Please, let me explain.”
 
   “I'm listening.” Claire willed her face into a neutral expression. There was no way she was going to make this easy for David.
 
   “Couldn't I come up?” David moved halfway up the stoop, so that now he was only a few inches away from Claire.
 
   From where she stood, Claire could sense the smell of his cologne. Another step, and the distance between them would be breached. How tempting it was to allow herself to be convinced. 
 
   “I think you nixed that opportunity when you decided to play tongue hockey with Claudia Block.”
 
   “Please, Claire. If you would only let me explain...” David took another tentative step up the stairs. “I made a mistake. I am not going to try and defend myself. But I love you, Claire. I can’t stop thinking about you...” David reached for Claire's hand. The touch of his fingers, so welcome before, made her shiver.
 
   Claire's eyes narrowed. “Tell me, David. Did you think of me when you were kissing that woman?”
 
   David looked away, and Claire turned to open the lobby door.
 
   “Wait!” David fumbled inside his jacket pocket and produced a velvet jewelry box. “I got you this...” David hurriedly opened the box, revealing a dazzling ensemble of an emerald choker and matching earrings.
 
   Claire glanced at the pristine jewels, glistening in the dim lobby light. Under a different set of circumstances, she would have delighted at the magnanimous gift; but now, she was sickened by it. Did David really think that he could buy his way out of infidelity? 
 
   “I'm afraid it's too late for this, David. But hey, maybe Claudia likes emeralds.”
 
   Before David could break her resolve, Claire hurried through the lobby door and shut it behind her. She raced for the elevator and was relieved to find it idling on the first floor. Quickly, she got inside and pressed her floor.
 
   Her shaky hands fumbled with her door lock for what felt like an eternity, but finally, she managed to get the door opened and slammed it shut behind her, pressing her back against the door, as if for reinforcement. She closed her eyes and took several deep breaths.
 
   A few moments later, Claire remembered that she and David had never exchanged keys. There was no danger of him coming up uninvited.
 
    
 
   Bemused, Alec walked away from the window. He now felt ashamed for his unpremeditated eavesdropping, but at the time, his curiosity had gotten the better of him. He had been drawn to the window by the sight of an unusually large moon and was about to open the window to get a better view when two figures standing in front of the building lobby had caught his attention. Normally, Alec would not have given the matter a second thought, but in the female figure he recognized his abrupt neighbor – “the tango police,” as he had nicknamed Claire.
 
   What Alec witnessed next would have delighted a man of lower nature, but it made Alec shake his head with indignation on behalf of his neighbor. Alec was no moralist when it came to women. He'd certainly had his fair share of girlfriends, but he had one unbreakable rule: no cheating. Now, as an unexpected witness to the scene, Alec found himself forgiving Claire's previous infractions. With a jerk like that for a boyfriend, any woman was entitled to a few outbursts.
 
   Of course, Claire's newly single status presented Alec with an excellent opportunity to make his move, but he resolved to do no such thing. Not because he was not interested. He was as keen as ever, and he was fairly certain that if he played his cards right, Claire would more than welcome his advances, but Alec was not interested in being anyone's rebound. Still, that did not mean that he could not be a good neighbor and offer Claire a cup of coffee should he run into her, or a friendly shoulder to cry on, should she need one. It would be nothing more than a friendly gesture, Alec mused, almost managing to convince himself.
 
    
 
   Claudia Block sat in the giant kitchen of her penthouse, her trembling hands clutching a now cold cup of herbal tea. A copy of a movie script lay on the table in front of her, but Claudia ignored it as she continued to listlessly stare into space. What a nightmarish day it had been, and now a sleepless night awaited her. Not that she could afford a sleepless night, not at her age, but presently, for the first time in a number of years that Claudia did not wish to admit, beauty had no place in her thoughts. Her entire being shook as she recalled the events of the day.
 
   The day had started benignly enough, with Claudia waking up heartbroken but resigned to her fate. David was now forever gone from her life, but at least her sense had prevailed, and she had nixed her ridiculous revenge plan. That's what dating younger men did to a woman of a certain age — it turned her into a deranged harpy. Well, from now on, Claudia would lead a much more sensible existence. It was time to slow down; in fact, it was long overdue. Today she would permit herself to wallow in self-pity, but tomorrow morning she would call her attorney and have him look at her real estate holdings. 
 
   Claudia had properties in almost all the metropolitan centers of the world: Los Angeles, New York, Madrid, London, Paris. Back in her glory days, she had dashed from one location to the next, staying just long enough to enjoy a delicious love affair. Well, there would be no more of that. She was going to sell her properties and buy a nice little chalet in Appenzell or Wengen or some other quiet village in Switzerland. The temperate climate would be a welcome change, as would be the calm surroundings. She would keep herself busy with hiking in the summer and cross country skiing in the winter, and maybe she would take up a hobby, like knitting or crocheting. Claudia sighed. The prospect did not sound particularly appealing, but deep down she knew that she deserved the self-imposed exile. At least, she would have little opportunity to embarrass herself among rolling hills and grass valleys.
 
   Claudia was about to draw herself a bubble bath — her favored remedy for a broken heart and a bruised ego — when she noticed that her cell phone message light was on. She was about to ignore it, but a small hope inside her murmured David. Perhaps the message is from David. Her fingers icy, Claudia dialed her voicemail and was shocked to hear that she had over twenty messages. She had not had that many calls since...it was too embarrassing to admit the year. Just as Claudia was about to listen to her first message, she heard a call waiting beep. Perplexed, she switched to the other line.
 
   “Claudia! Finally. I thought I'd never get through.” Her agent's voice boomed through the receiver. “Before I say anything else, let me congratulate you. Brilliant, you are simply brilliant!”
 
   “Alex, what's going on?” Claudia had not spoken with her agent in almost a year. The last time he had called her was to offer her a bit part as someone's grandmother, and after Claudia had vehemently refused, Alex had stopped returning her calls.
 
   “Marvelous! Awesome!”
 
   Claudia shook her head and waited. Agenting was a tough trade, and perhaps Alex had finally lost it.
 
   “The Flashlight cover of you with that David Lawson fella is downright brilliant!”
 
   Suddenly, everything went dim as Claudia clutched the phone in a catatonic stupor.
 
   “I can't believe I haven't thought of it myself,” Alex rattled off. “You're hot again, Claudia, sizzling hot! It just so happened that I had a wonderful script lying on my desk — the main character is a woman in her...” Alex paused hesitantly, “early forties, but these are merely details,” Alex hurried to add. “She’s dating a man much younger than herself — it's practically written for you! I took the liberty of calling the director, and he wants to see you first thing tomorrow morning. You'll have to leave for LA tonight.”
 
   Claudia's mind raced frantically as she tried to come up with a plan. She had to call Maury immediately. There had to have been a mistake. He was not supposed to print those photos.
 
   “Claudia? Hello? You're there?” Alex's voice pounded into Claudia's ear. “I hope you're not mad at me for being out of touch. It's been really hectic here, but I know that's no excuse. Anyway, I really hope that you will consider the part — I will messenger the script to your house right now.”
 
   The entreating sugariness in Alex's voice made Claudia even dizzier. 
 
   “I've got to go, Alex.” With a shaking hand, Claudia hung up the phone.
 
   Next, she hurriedly dialed Maury. Please pick up, she thought, please pick up!
 
   “I take it you've seen the cover.”
 
   Maury's smug voice extinguished any hope that Claudia had been kindling. 
 
   “How could you print it, Maury?”
 
   “I thought that was what you wanted. Don't you think the photos turned out splendidly?” Maury's voice was all sugary innocence.
 
   “I called the whole thing off, or is your memory failing you?” Claudia clenched her fists. The nerve of the weasel, to think that he could loop hoops around her as if she were some clueless idiot.
 
   “Actually, Claudia, I don't think you know what it is you want. First, you tell me that you want the cover, and mind you, I did you a favor by giving you prime real estate,” Maury's voice prickled with irritation. “You'll forgive me if I say this, but it's not as if you were prime news a day ago.”
 
   “How dare you!” Claudia hissed. “I plucked you out of the gutter... You ungrateful...” 
 
   Maury cut her off, “Save it, Claudia. But here's something that matters — you've become hot again — you're prime news.”
 
   “I don't give a hoot about that. Don't you realize that you ruined David? His reputation is scandalized. His father is going to disown him.”
 
   “Oh that, I wouldn't worry about that, Claudia. This morning I received a call from Allan Lawson's lawyer. He's agreed to buy up all the copies of Flashlight at a nifty premium - premium enough for me to retire. And as for David, in a couple of days this whole thing will blow over. No one will remember the young stud involved with Claudia Block, but everyone will remember that Claudia Block has still got it.”
 
   “I don't believe you,” Claudia murmured, aghast. She had few friends she could count on, and now, she had even fewer. “Enjoy your retirement.”
 
   Claudia hurled her phone against the wall, and it promptly split in two, which was just as well with her. It was not as though she would want to speak to anyone in the foreseeable future.
 
   Woken up from her reverie, Claudia glanced at the script that her agent had messengered over. She had read it and thought it was brilliant, but no matter how much she wanted the role, she would never take it. It would be her penance, her secret atonement for the harm she had caused David. Claudia clasped the watch on her wrist, a LeCoultre with diamonds running along the dial. It was a gift from David, one of the few that she had agreed to accept from him, and the only object she had to remind her of his past adoration.
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   When Claire heard the alarm clock ring the next morning, she lay in her bed with her eyes closed, wishing she could go right back to sleep. Not that she had gotten any sleep that night. She had been tossing and turning, reliving the nightmare that her life had become, only managing to catch a few hours of fitful oblivion at dawn. Now the merciless reality of the new day was glaring at her.
 
   David, her unbelievably perfect fiancé, had been seeing another woman behind her back. Claire bit her lip, remembering how many times she had wondered at her good fortune. David had seemed to have everything she had ever hoped for in a man. He was handsome, hard-working, honest… Claire bit her lip harder. It turned out that David was too good to be true after all. 
 
   As much as it hurt, there was no way of avoiding the truth. David was a cheating liar, but she was a naïve fool for letting him pull the wool over her eyes. Somehow, somewhere, David had fallen out of love with her, and she had failed to notice it. Thinking back, Claire shuddered at how strained their relationship had grown. She had readily accepted David’s constant excuses, blaming his absences on the demanding nature of his work, while the truth was that he simply did not want to see her. He was seeing Claudia Block instead. 
 
   Of course, there were things Claire could do. She could fight and claw for David’s attention. She could win him back, only to watch her back constantly. No doubt, most women would choose this path, but this option did not feel right to Claire. It was not that she did not care for David, or that his infidelity did not hurt her. It was just that it hurt too much. 
 
   When Claire had found David at her doorstep last night, her first reaction had been anger. She wanted to scream at the top of her lungs and slap his face, but she held back, hoping that David would have the right words to dissuade her, to convince her that the picture of him and Claudia Block was a bizarre fluke, that the whole thing had a logical explanation. But all she had to do was take one look at David’s eyes – those deep blue eyes Claire had loved staring into  – which told her that her fiancé was guilty as charged. There would be no magical explanation. David Lawson had lied to her, and she had been stupid enough to believe him. Even his apology had sounded forced, as David stood there, marble-mouthed, his attempt to get Claire back so feeble, it almost felt that he hoped she would say no. Well, he needn’t fear a different outcome. As far as Claire was concerned, David Lawson was nothing more to her than a very painful lesson, and now, it was time to get out of bed.
 
    
 
   As she rode in the elevator of her office building, Claire surveyed her appearance in the mirror. Not a wisp of hair was out of place, not a wrinkle on her navy suit. Claire closed her eyes and counted till ten. David Lawson might have ruined her love life, but she would not give him the satisfaction of ruining her career.
 
   “Good morning.” Claire walked down the office corridor, nodding her greetings at her fellow coworkers. To them, it was a morning like any other, and she would be damned if she let them think otherwise.
 
   “I got you some coffee.” No sooner had Claire settled behind her desk that Jake was there, checking up on her under the pretext of proffering caffeine.
 
   Claire took the cup gratefully. “Thanks, Jake. I’m fine, really.” 
 
   Jake reddened, caught red-handed. “Look, Claire, if you need to talk, you know that I’m here…”
 
   “I know, Jake. Thanks.” Claire nodded, wishing that Jake would understand that what she needed right now was to get her mind off David Lawson, and talking about him was not it at all.
 
   “Hey, I almost forgot. This just came in for you.” Jake handed Claire a heavily reinforced package with a multitude of stamps on it.
 
   The return address on the package belonged to Professor Barnardo, one of the architecture professors Claire had studied with in Catalonia. 
 
   “Oh, wow. It came in early…”
 
   It turned out that Jake did get her what she needed after all. For the moment, all thoughts of David Lawson vanished from Claire’s mind as she gingerly placed the package on her desk. Carefully, she began to cut away the tape.
 
   “Well, I’ll leave you to it then.” Jake’s voice was neutral, but his expression betrayed his curiosity.
 
   “The letters I’ve been waiting for from Professor Barnardo …” Claire’s eyes were bright with anticipation as she revealed a stack of paper from the wrapping. “They’re finally here!”
 
   Noticing the questioning look on Jake’s face, Claire felt a pang of guilt. She and Jake did not keep any professional secrets from each other, but she had been reticent about the Tribeca building, not because she did not want to share her theories with Jake, but because she was too unsure of her hypothesis. Well, now, the proof was finally within her grasp, and Claire reasoned that she might as well spill the beans.
 
   “You know that I’ve been working on trying to identify the architect for the building on Leonard Street in Tribeca, right?”
 
   “Yes, more like obsessing with it.”
 
   “I guess I’ve earned that one.” Claire shrugged. How could one not obsess about something so fascinating? “My theory is that it was built by one of Gaudi’s students.” It was the first time Claire had voiced her hypothesis, and somehow, it instantly felt right.
 
   “But Gaudi did not leave a following or a school…”
 
   “No, but he had several devoted followers. Ernesto Castelan was one of his favorite students – a young architect Gaudi took under his wing.”
 
   “Castelan? I’ve never heard of the man.”
 
   “He is not very famous.” Claire paused. “It’s a sad story. After he finished his apprenticeship in Catalonia, Castelan decided to try his fortune in America. He sailed for New York, where he worked for several years at all kinds of jobs until he finally got a chance to design his own building. He wanted to build it as a tribute to Gaudi, who had passed away a few years earlier…”
 
   “And then what?”
 
   “And that’s where the story ends. To date, the building has not been identified, and many say that the story is a myth. There are almost no records of his work, as Castelan passed away from influenza on his return voyage from New York. The only records of Castelan designing the building in question are his letters to his fiancée, who was waiting for him in Catalonia while Castelan worked in New York.”
 
   “And these are the letters?”
 
   “Yes.” Claire nodded. “I’d read about Castelan when I did my thesis on Gaudi, but I haven’t really thought about him since then. But when I saw the building on Leonard Street, I started thinking that Castelan could have been the architect.”
 
   “Well, I sure hope that your theory checks out. After all, you’re the expert on the subject.” 
 
   “I’ll let you know as soon I finish reading these.” Claire smiled at Jake distractedly. The confirmation she had been waiting for all these weeks was finally within her reach, and she could not wait to see it with her own eyes.
 
    
 
   My Dearest Sophie,
 
   I can hardly believe that is has been almost two years since I last saw your face. I miss you more than words could ever say. 
 
   You ask me to tell you more about my life here, but there is not much to tell. The streets of New York are bustling with people, and this excitement transfers to every aspect of life here. People are constantly rushing somewhere. In the morning, the streets are filled with workers, and at night, crowds overflow the streets in search of diversion. But I take no part in the frenzy around me. Aside from you, my work is the only thought that occupies my mind. 
 
   Now that the foundation has been laid down, the building grows each day, brick by brick. Like a tree, it is spreading its branches, becoming stronger every day. 
 
   My thoughts are always with you, my beloved. Every day brings me closer to you, as I anxiously await the time of our reunion.
 
    
 
   Love, 
 
   Ernesto 
 
    
 
   As Claire walked home along the quiet, empty street, the words of Ernesto Castelan’s letters rang in her mind. The letters were in Catalan, and Professor Barnardo had arranged for translated copies, which was the reason why it had taken several weeks for the package to arrive. Claire had been looking forward to the information the letters would have about Castelan’s work, and she had found the answer she was looking for, but she had failed to anticipate the depth of feelings the letters would contain. Now she was haunted by the beautiful words. To think that a man could spend years apart from his betrothed, faithfully awaiting their reunion – a few days ago this fact would have warmed Claire’s heart. Now, it only reminded her of everything that was wrong in her life. Why could not David have loved her as fervently and faithfully as Ernesto Castelan had loved his betrothed Sophie? Claire too wanted to be engaged to a man who thought of no one but her, but alas, David preferred to think of everyone but her, or to be more precise, he preferred to think of one person – Claudia Block.
 
   It was no use. As much as Claire would have liked to believe that she could get over David by burying her head in work, nothing could be further from the truth. All day long, the shadow of David’s betrayal had hung over her, and now she was certain that it would plague her sleep just as it had plagued her waking hours. 
 
   Of course, if she wanted to, she could have him back. All she had to do was pick up the phone and call him. David had left her countless messages on her answering machine and sent flowers to her office. He was desperate for reconciliation, but Claire knew that she could never have David back – not the David she had fallen in love with so naively, at any rate. The only David she could hope to win back would be a disgraced liar, and she wanted nothing to do with him.
 
   As she neared her building, Claire slowed her step, cautiously looking out for David. For all she knew, he could be keeping a vigil by her house. To her relief, Claire did not see any signs of her ex-fiancé and quickly ducked into the lobby of her building. All she wanted now was to get into her apartment, take a long, hot bath, and try not to think about anything for the rest of the night.
 
   Quickly, she checked her mail. The mailbox was so tiny that if she missed emptying it even a day, it would overflow with mail the next day. 
 
   “Good evening.” 
 
   Claire took a deep breath and told herself to keep it together. Running into her upstairs neighbor posed no danger to her already miserable mood. 
 
   “Hi, Alec.” 
 
   “Hello, Claire.” Alec brushed against her as he moved to open his mailbox. “Why is it that there are always only bills in the mail?” He shrugged, holding up a pile of bills.
 
   “I guess it figures, since hardly anyone writes letters anymore.” 
 
   “You have a point there. Although, I must say that it is a big loss…”
 
   “Why do you say that?” Claire could not keep the surprise off her face. The last thing she expected was to hear the slick tango dancer lament about the absence of letters.
 
   “Years ago lovers would send each other letters. Now that’s something that makes checking your mailbox worthwhile.”
 
   Claire blushed. This conversation was heading into the wrong direction, fast.               “Well, I’ve got to get going.” 
 
   “Have a good night.” 
 
   As she walked down the hall, Claire could feel Alec’s glance upon her, relieved that he did not get into the elevator with her.
 
    
 
   Listening to the sound of Claire’s heels clicking irately on the tiled floor, Alec wondered what had possessed him to speak about love letters. It seemed that every time he ran into his downstairs neighbor, the most ridiculous thoughts popped into his head. Well, it was time to pull his head out of the clouds and attend to the pressing matters at hand – like shopping for groceries, which had been his intention before he spotted Claire in the mailroom. 
 
   Alec was about to head out the door when he noticed that Claire had left a thick, padded envelope behind. Quickly, he picked up the folder and dashed into the hallway, hoping to catch his neighbor before she boarded the elevator. The next thing he felt was his leather-soled shoes sliding against the slippery lobby floor, and in an uncharacteristically graceless flop, Alec found himself on the floor, the contents of Claire’s folder spilling all over him. Carefully, Alec scooped the papers from the floor, trying to arrange them in the original order, but the task proved to be impossible. The letters had fallen out of sequence, and there was no way of rearranging them in the right order without reading the contents. Alec was about to put the papers back as best as he could when one of the letters caught his eye: My Dearest Sophie…
 
   His eyes still glued to the letter, Alec gathered the contents of the folder and called the elevator. His grocery shopping would have to wait. 
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   Claire shut the door of her apartment and leaned against the wall. What was it about her upstairs neighbor that sent shivers down her spine every time she met him? Perhaps it was the dark brown of his eyes or his jet-black hair that fell across his forehead at all kinds of angles, or maybe it was his deep baritone or his broad, muscular torso or his cinched waist… It could have been any of these attributes, but the fact of the matter remained: Claire’s upstairs neighbor was too hot for his own good, or to be more precise, too hot for Claire’s good. 
 
   It might have been her imagination, but Claire could have sworn that every time she ran into Alec, she felt palpable chemistry. The way his eyes lingered upon her, the way he never failed to strike up a conversation whenever their paths crossed… She had denied the connection between them at first, but it was plainly obvious that Alec was flirting with her. If previously she had forced herself to ignore him on account of David, now there was nothing to prevent her from exploring this opportunity. Nothing but the fact that Alec was a womanizer and a player. Of course, Claire did not have any proof to substantiate her opinion of her neighbor, but his mere occupation was all the evidence she needed. Ballroom dancing hardly promoted fidelity. 
 
   At the moment, all Claire wanted was to take a relaxing bath and put the day behind her. With any luck, she might actually be able to put both her cheating fiancé and her sexy neighbor out of her mind, so that she could concentrate on more important things, like her work. 
 
   Copies of Castelan’s letters had provided all the information that Claire needed to prove her initial hypothesis – that the building in Tribeca had indeed been designed by the elusive Gaudi’s student, of whom little had been said in the history of architecture until now. Once the origin of the building on Leonard Street was unveiled, Castelan’s name would take its proper place in architectural archives. 
 
   Claire wanted to reread the letters one more time so that tomorrow she could begin drafting her report to her to boss. Some of the letters even had drawings. The proof was all there – the inclined walls, the hyperboloid windows, the paraboloid columns – the very elements that Gaudi was so famous for, lovingly applied by his faithful follower and student.
 
   Claire reached for her bag to make sure that the letters were safe and sound. They were duplicates of the originals, of course, but she had neglected to make a second set of copies, and she made a mental note to make another set of copies at work tomorrow.
 
   When she looked inside her bag, Claire was startled to see that the folder with the letters was not there. She distinctly remembered putting the letters into her bag when she left from work. How could they be missing now? She focused on retracing her steps after she left work. She had stayed in the office late and took the longer walk home. After that, she went to check the mail, which was where she ran into Alec… Claire frowned. Something was missing… There, she had placed the folder with the letters on the shelf by the mailboxes in order to find her keys, which were all the way at the bottom of her bag. Then Alec appeared out of the blue, making her lose her head, as usual. Irritated, Claire bit her lip. It seemed that her every encounter with her seemingly amicable neighbor brought her nothing but headache.
 
   She grabbed her keys and was about to head downstairs, hoping that the folder with the letters would still be where she had left it. Otherwise, she would have to call Professor Barnardo and ask him to resend the letters, which, of course, could be done, but would be embarrassing. The last thing Claire wanted was to give an impression of being a careless person. The letters meant the world to her; it was just that as of late, her world had been turned upside down.
 
   As Claire was about to head out the door, the doorbell rang.
 
   “Who is it?” Claire hoped that it would not be David. She could not face him now.
 
   “Claire, it’s Alec, your neighbor.”
 
   Well, think of the devil… Claire flung open the door.
 
   “I’m sorry to barge in unannounced, but I have something of yours…” Alec held up the folder with Castelan’s letters.
 
   “Oh, thank God you found it!” Claire grabbed the folder out of Alec’s hands. “But how did you know it was mine?”
 
   “I saw you leave the folder behind in the mailroom. I rushed after you, but you had already gone up in the elevator.”
 
   “Thanks so much. I was going crazy thinking I’d lost them. These letters are very important for my work. I am doing some research on architecture… Speaking of which, I have a lot of catching up to do, so good night....” Claire moved to close the door.
 
   “One moment, Claire.” Alec’s face reddened. “I have a confession to make. I didn’t bring the folder up to you right away because I read its contents. As I was running after you, I slipped and the letters spilled on the floor…” Alec halted.
 
   Claire shrugged. Sure, Alec’s delay had caused her a few extra minutes of worry, but other than that, no harm was done. 
 
   “I didn’t know you were interested in architecture.” 
 
   “I’m not. That is, I love beautiful buildings, but that’s as far as it goes.”
 
   “The letters are incredible, aren’t they? To think that a man could wait to marry a woman for three years, being so far away from her…”
 
   “Yes, it is incredible.” Alec caught Claire’s gaze, and she had no choice but to look away. “It is incredible because my great uncle wrote to his bride for three years when he went to work in New York in 1918 to earn money to marry her.”
 
   “It sounds like a wonderful story.” Claire smiled. “Did they get married?”
 
   Alec shook his head. “No, he died during his return voyage. His fiancée never married.”
 
   “What a sad story. I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Perhaps I’m not making myself clear. Claire, my great uncle’s name was Ernesto Castelan.”
 
   Claire was too dumbfounded to speak. It simply seemed too impossible to be true.
 
   “I believe that these letters were written by my great uncle. I have some family photographs upstairs that I think would be interesting for you to see…”
 
   Claire stared blankly at Alec. If this was his way of trying to lure her into his place, he would have to come up with less transparent tactics. 
 
   “Of course, I could bring down the photos. It’s an old family album.”
 
   Putting herself in Alec’s shoes, Claire blushed. Perhaps she was being overly suspicious. She would not want to give her family relics to an unknown stranger either. And if indeed Alec’s photos proved to be connected to Castelan…. 
 
   “Sure, sounds great. I’d love to take a look.” Claire nodded.
 
   “Great, it’s just upstairs…” Alec grinned. “But then you already know that.”
 
   Claire grabbed her keys and stole a quick glance in the mirror. At least she still had her make-up on from the office, although, she could certainly use a refresher… She pushed the thought away. Her visit to Alec’s apartment was purely business-related.
 
   “Please, come inside.” Alec opened the door.
 
   Claire stood in the middle of the giant room, staring at the red wall with a poster of a tango couple on it. The man was leaning over the woman, and the woman had her leg on the man’s waist. The intense stance was both enthralling and intimidating.
 
   “Please, have a seat.” Alec motioned to the couch against the wall. 
 
   Claire did as she was told, glad to be out of the tangoing couple’s sight.
 
   Next to the couch stood a slim bookcase, and from it Alec removed a leather-bound book. The leather was worn, and the binding was cracked in some places. 
 
   Alec took a seat next to Claire, and she had to make a conscious effort to keep her breath even. She could smell Alec’s cologne and hear the sound of his breathing and, it even seemed to her, she could sense the heat of his body.
 
   “My grandmother left me this album,” Alec began, opening the first page to a photograph of two children. “This is her and her brother, my great uncle.” More pictures followed, pictures of family and friends: bewhiskered gentlemen with stern expressions on their faces and corseted ladies looking down demurely. Alec turned to the page that had a photograph of a young man dressed in a strict three-piece suit. The man’s face was strikingly handsome: perfectly straight nose, sensual, curving lips, and a magnetic, piercing gaze. Alec’s gaze, Claire thought, as she looked at the photograph.
 
   “This is my great uncle,” Alec explained. “And this is the building that he designed when he worked in New York. From what my grandmother told me, the picture was taken upon the building’s completion.”
 
   Despite the passage of time, the resemblance was apparent. The interweaving, organic shapes of the structure’s design were identical to the building on Leonard Street.
 
   “It’s a beautiful building,” Claire whispered.
 
   “Yes.” Alec nodded. “It’s too bad it was demolished. The original owner intended it to be a library and a recreational center for his factory workers, but he passed away shortly after the building was completed. When his son took over, he told my great uncle to change the design. Apparently, the old owner had neglected to file for a building permit, and the building’s design was too revolutionary to receive approval. Outraged by the turn of events, my great uncle resigned, and the building was demolished.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   Alec blinked. “Well, from the simple fact that this building is nowhere to be found. I’ve searched New York up and down, and I have never found it. And the fact that my great uncle wrote a letter to my grandmother about it before he left back for Catalonia – it was the last communication she ever received from him – he died from influenza during the trip back. As a boy, I would listen to my grandmother telling me the story, and I used to dream of finding my great uncle’s building someday. But, eventually, we all have to say goodbye to our childhood dreams.”
 
   “But Alec, the building exists. I found it,” Claire burst out
 
   Now it was Alec’s turn to be stunned.
 
   “Let me tell you all about it.”
 
   “Can this really be true?” Alec looked at Claire after she had finished her story. “I can’t believe you found my great uncle’s building… There were times when I thought that the whole story was nothing but a pretty tale, but now, to know that it’s real… I can’t wait to see it.”
 
   “The grounds are closed to the general public, but I can arrange for a pass for you.”
 
   “You could? That’d be great.” 
 
   “And anyone in your family who’d like to come,” Claire added.
 
   Alec halted for a moment. “Just me for now.”
 
   “When would you like to come?”
 
   “How about tomorrow? Noon?”
 
   “Tomorrow sounds good.” Claire smiled. “Do you think…” Claire halted. 
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Do you think I could get a copy of your great uncle’s photograph?” Claire pointed to the photograph of Castelan in Alec’s family album. 
 
   “Sure. I’ll stop by a photo studio and ask them to make a copy.”
 
   “Thanks.” Claire lowered her eyes. It was time to get going. Her unexpected meeting with Alec had lasted much longer that she had planned. It was after ten o’clock. “Well, I’ll see you tomorrow then.” She rose from the couch.
 
   “Until tomorrow, Claire.” Alec opened the front door for her.
 
   Back in her apartment, Claire shut the door behind her and collapsed onto her couch. Her head was spinning. The events of the evening were too unfathomable to put into words. This is only work, she reminded herself. Alec’s photograph of Castelan would be the crowning jewel of her research on Castelan. Tomorrow, she would show Alec the building on Leonard Street, and that would be that. Afterwards, Alec would be more than welcome to visit the building when it would be reopened to the public again, but by then Claire would be working on a different project. 
 
    
 
   As he listened to the sound of his front door closing shut behind Claire, Alec wanted to call after her, to convince her to stay, but for the first time in his life he found himself at a loss for words as he watched the most intriguing girl he had ever met walk out of his apartment, leaving him to a cold and lonely night. The truth of the matter was that he simply did not know what it was about Claire that drove him crazy. Sure, she was extremely attractive, and intelligent, but Alec had dated plenty of fascinating women, and he had never been intimidated before. With Claire it was different. She was so cool, so detached. Normally, he would dismiss someone like that for being a cold fish, but Alec could sense that behind Claire’s standoffish demeanor hid a different woman, and that was the woman he was determined to seek out. 
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   After leaving her boss’s office, Claire settled behind her desk. 
 
   “Yes!” she mouthed happily. At least something in her life was right. Daniel Bancroft had been blown away by Claire’s discovery, and any reservations he might have had about Claire not being able to complete the project by the deadline had dissipated. Now, all Claire had to do was to relay her findings in a fifty-page report for the Landmarks Preservation Commission. After that, Daniel wanted her to help curate an exhibition about Gaudi’s influence on Castelan’s work. Easily done, right? Wrong. But, apparently, her boss was of a different opinion, and she had no choice but to comply. Yet, despite her grumblings, Claire was secretly thankful for the assignment. Not only would it provide an incredible boost to her career, but the heavy workload would also take her mind off David — and Alec, for that matter. 
 
   For Claire had spent the better part of last night and that of the next morning alternately musing and agonizing over her meeting with Alec that was to take place in the afternoon. The musings consisted of her ruminations on the rich, dark color of Alec’s eyes – dark as chocolate and so warm - a stark contrast to the icy blue of David’s gaze. And how could she forget the chiseled musculature of Alec’s arms and torso, as well as his long legs, and, most of all, his nimble grace. Even when he walked, Alec looked like he was dancing. 
 
   Claire was ashamed to admit that since her last night’s encounter with her upstairs neighbor, she had barely spared David a thought. Granted, David was a lying, cheating pig, but Claire was supposed to be heartbroken. She was supposed to be distraught. And she had been, when she had first seen that tabloid of David and Claudia but, strangely, the feeling had almost vanished now, replaced by an eerie sense of elation. Eerie, because it made her cringe to admit that on a deep level, she felt relieved not to have to marry David. There, she had said it… The deep-hidden truth of the matter was that she had never really wanted to marry him in the first place. 
 
   Sure, she had been smitten by the enormous engagement ring and everything that David had to offer. The prospect of future life with him seemed so secure, so certain, but that did not make it feel right. She could, of course, explain away her past misgivings as premonitions of David’s infidelity, but what would be the use of lying to herself? The truth of the matter was that David had seemed a safe choice. She had been willing to forego all the other things that mattered for that safety: things like not being able to stand being apart for more than a few hours, looking forward to even the briefest of encounters - even something as insignificant as sharing a cup of coffee, and not being able to think of anyone else but the man she was with. She had thought she felt those things for David when they first started dating. To be honest, she had desperately wanted to feel those things for him and had replaced reality with wishful thinking. Well, now, David had released her, and she was free to look for those things once again. Not that she would. At least, not right away and definitely not with Alec. Still, it was pleasant to indulge in a little fantasy. 
 
   “Lunch?” Jake slid over to Claire’s desk. “Lindsay is coming over, so I thought it’d be fun for all of us to get together.” 
 
   Jake’s voice woke Claire up from her thoughts. She had to stop daydreaming at work. 
 
   “She’s asking you to check up on me, isn’t she?”
 
   Jake grinned sheepishly. “Well, you haven’t been returning her phone calls. She’s worried… I’m worried.”
 
   “Don’t be worried. I’m totally fine.” Claire smiled brightly. “In fact, if you must know, I have a lunch date.”
 
   “You do? Lindsay will be glad to hear that.” Jake glanced at Claire dubiously. “You’re not pulling my leg, are you?”
 
   “No, I’m not.” By now Claire was regretting her impulsive outburst. The last thing she wanted was to go into the details of her upcoming rendezvous with Alec. 
 
   “So, who is the lucky fella?”
 
   Claire shot a warning look at Jake.
 
   “What? You know that Lindsay is going to want details.”
 
   “All that I’m going to say is that it’s work related.”
 
   “Work related?” Jake frowned, casting a suspicious glance around the office. “Don’t tell me you’re dating someone from the office!”
 
   “No, Jake. I’m not. And it’s not really a date – just a friendly meeting with my upstairs neighbor who happens to be Castelan’s great-nephew.”
 
   “Huh?” Jake cocked an eyebrow. “Are you intentionally messing with my head? ’Cause that’s no way to treat a friend, you know.”
 
   “I’m not messing with your head, Jake.” Claire ruffled Jake’s curly hair, which felt surprisingly good to the touch. How come she’d never noticed him before? That’s right. She’d been too busy being engaged to a man who preferred cheating on her to cherishing her. Oh, well. It was too late now that Jake and Lindsay were getting it on. Not that Claire was jealous. She just wanted to be cherished by a man instead of being abandoned by one.
 
   “Come again?” Jake looked genuinely puzzled.
 
   Claire glanced at her watch to make sure that she was not running late. She wanted to be on the dot for her meeting with Alec, lest he misinterpret lateness for coquettishness. 
 
   “Okay, you asked for it. But be warned. What you are about to hear is a long and highly improbable story.”
 
   “I’ll take my chances.”
 
   “Well, now I really have to run.” Claire had finally finished her account of her fascinating neighbor, and she did not want to be late for her meeting with this very neighbor.
 
   “Wow, Claire. That’s amazing. I’d love to meet this guy. You’ve got to bring him to the office. Maybe he could be a guest speaker at the Castelan exhibition that Daniel wants you to help organize.”
 
   “We’ll see.” Claire really meant no, but she did not have time to argue with Jake now. “I’ve got to go - can’t be late!”
 
   “I want a full report when you come back.” Jake winked.
 
   As the cab approached Leonard Street, Claire closed her eyes and took several deep, long breaths. Calm down, she thought, this is just your upstairs neighbor. But then, that was exactly the problem. She was about to meet her upstairs neighbor, and Claire’s heart was beating faster than a rabbit’s.
 
   Claire climbed out of the cab and made for the scaffolding-clad building. Soon, the scaffolding would come down, she thought. Everyone would be able to see the treasure that was hidden below it – the treasure that she had helped uncover. She felt an instant swell of pride, which helped quell her nervousness. That’s right. She needn’t get her panties in a bunch over a meeting with some tango dancer. She was an architect, and this was her domain.
 
   After Claire had picked up a visitor pass for Alec, she returned to the entrance and waited for him to arrive. She did not have to wait long. At exactly noon, Alec appeared from behind the building corner.
 
   “Ah, there you are!” He grinned at her. “Sorry, I made you wait. I got here early, and I’ve been strolling around the block.”
 
   “That’s okay. I didn’t wait long.” Claire blushed. “I must have missed you when I went to get your building pass. Here, stick this on your jacket.” Claire gave Alec his building pass.
 
   “Thanks.” Alec threw back his head, taking in the view. “So this is it, huh? My great uncle’s ghost building…”
 
   “Ghost building?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s what I grew to call it, since I started to think that it didn’t really exist. Well, now I’ll have to abandon my habit.” Alec’s gaze shifted to Claire’s eyes. “And I have you to thank for it, Claire.”
 
   “Oh, it’s nothing, really.” Claire felt her face grow warm again. Get a hold of yourself, she thought. He is only being polite. He is not trying to flirt with you. Or is he? she wondered. The smoldering look in Alec’s eyes could hardly be dismissed as a sign of mere gratitude, but then it was plausible that that was just the way his eyes normally looked.
 
   “Shall we go inside?” Alec looked at her expectantly, and Claire hoped that he did not possess the ability to read minds or body language, for that matter.
 
   “Yes, yes, by all means.” Claire led the way, glad that she had worn high-heeled shoes. They might not have been the most comfortable option to romp around a building site, but the high heels made her legs look stunning. 
 
   “Wow, this is incredible! I can’t believe it’s been hidden all these years.” Alec’s face had a look of such pure delight that, for a moment, Claire’s unease left her, as she could think of nothing else but how proud she was to make someone so happy.
 
   “If it had not been for the current owner’s decision to file for condo conversion, we probably would not have discovered it for years to come or maybe even never.”
 
   “The owner is going to turn the building into condos?”
 
   Claire shook her head. “Not anymore. The owner has decided to turn the building into a museum.”
 
   Alec whistled. “Wow, I didn’t know that my great uncle was that important…”
 
   “Well,” Claire stalled, not wanting to burst Alec’s bubble. “It won’t be just about Ernesto Castelan. The museum will be dedicated to the architectural history of New York and its neighborhoods, Tribecca in particular, and the architectural influences that shaped it.”
 
   “Good.” Alec nodded. “I was beginning to worry about fame pressure.” 
 
   “It will be a wonderful museum,” Claire gushed. “The owner is being very generous with the funding, and he has already begun acquiring a number of artifacts for the collection.”
 
   “Oh, I almost forgot. I still have to get you a copy of my great uncle’s photograph.”
 
   “That’s all right.” Claire nodded. “But if you could get it to me by the end of the week, that’s the deadline for my report, and although there’s sufficient evidence, the photograph would make it really stellar.”
 
   “I won’t let you down.” Alec smiled, and Claire found herself blushing again. “So, do you have any lunch plans?” Alec asked.
 
   “No, not really. I was going to head back to the office and eat at my desk.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry. I forget that people are usually on a schedule.” Now it was Alec’s turn to redden. 
 
   “But I suppose I could sneak away another hour,” Claire blurted out before she could think about her answer. The truth of the matter was that she did not want to think about it. At the moment, she wanted nothing more than to make her encounter with Alec last just a little longer.
 
   “Well, in that case, I’ve taken the liberty of making a reservation at a Catalonian restaurant in the area. Unless you’d prefer something else?” 
 
   “Sounds wonderful.”
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   As he watched Claire follow the restaurant hostess, Alec had a hard time keeping his eyes away from Claire’s shapely legs and her perfectly round behind. There were no ifs, ands or buts about it - pun intended – he was a butt man. Although, when it came to Claire, the front was equally pleasing to look at. In fact, Alec would be hard-pressed to name a part of his neighbor’s body or face that was not pleasing to look at, from her hazel eyes to her luscious brown hair to her lovely breasts to her slim waist to her shapely behind to her lanky legs… Careful, man, Alec cautioned himself. A few more thoughts in that direction, and his pants were liable to start getting embarrassingly tight.
 
   “Um, you’ll have to educate me about the Catalan cuisine.” Claire smiled shyly at Alec over her menu. “I’m ashamed to admit that I do not know much about it.”
 
   Alec beamed. If there was one thing he knew plenty about, it was good food, and Catalan food was his all-time favorite. His happiest childhood memories were of his grandmother’s kitchen, filled with savory cooking smells. It was so unlike his mother’s spotless kitchen with its stainless steel appliances, befitting an operating room, run by the cook and almost never entered into by his mother. His grandmother’s kitchen had pots and pans hanging from the ceiling, with endless rows of spices lining its shelves, and several pots of something delicious boiling on the stove. At the center of it all was his grandmother, stirring, measuring, sautéing, her aged hands as nimble and quick as those of a young woman’s, while she managed to keep an eye on Alec without missing a beat and listening, really listening to what was on his mind. 
 
   “Do you prefer seafood or meat?” Alec glanced at Claire, reminded again of how little he knew about her and how much he wanted to find out more, such as, for instance, what was that flowery scent that she wore, which, by the way, drove him wild every time he got a whiff of her? And whether she liked to sleep on her side or her back, whether she wore cotton or lace underneath that swanky outfit of hers, and what her dewy skin would feel like against his flesh… Wow, cool it man, you’re just having lunch, Alec thought, keenly aware that his chances of ever progressing to dinner and hopefully, in some foreseeable future, a nightcap, would be forever ruined if Claire gleaned his raunchy thoughts.
 
   “Seafood.”
 
   “Wonderful.” Alec gripped the menu as though it were a life preserver. “Then I think you will like Escabeche.”
 
   “Mmm, I like the sound of it already.” Claire took a sip of water. 
 
   Was she batting her eyelashes, or was Alec hallucinating? This girl was as unpredictable as the weather. One minute the forecast was chilly with overcast, the next bright sunshine, and the next, hot and steamy. Alec nodded, clearing his throat. 
 
   “Yes, it’s a seared, pickled fish. It’s especially nice in hot weather like we’re having now.”
 
   “Sounds delicious. What’s for dessert?”
 
   Alec nearly spilled his water. Dessert. Was she thinking what he was thinking, or was he suffering from hyper-active imagination? Perhaps a glass of wine might help him think more clearly. Alec was about to summon the waitress, but then he remembered that Claire had to return to the office and decided against it, lest she think that he was a degenerate who drank during the day and slept till noon. Truth be told, Alec almost never drank, and his countless hours of dance practice along with his teaching schedule started his day in the wee hours of the morning.
 
   Afraid to rock the boat, Alec summoned the waitress and placed an order that covered the better part of the menu. 
 
   “Tell me more about your family.” Claire looked at him intently once the waitress departed with their order.
 
   “Haven’t I bored you with my family stories yesterday?”
 
   “Bored me?” Claire’s eyes widened. “That is the most amazing story I’ve ever heard. Your family must be fascinating.”
 
   Alec lowered his eyes, searching for the correct words. His family was far from fascinating. In fact, it was far from being a family - at least, not in the sense of the word that most people implied by its meaning, but he was not about to blab about that to Claire. 
 
   “I’m afraid that my great uncle, whom I never met, of course, and my grandmother are the most fascinating members of my family.” 
 
   “Are you close with your grandmother?”
 
   Alec paused. The memories of hours spent in his grandmother’s kitchen brought a smile to his face even now. His grandmother had been the only one there to steer him through the tribulations of childhood and adolescence; indeed, she was the only one Alec could confide to about bullies and math tests, and, later, about girls and the temptations of drugs and alcohol. While his father was busy building his business empire, and his mother was consumed with being a socialite, his grandmother’s unwavering presence gave him a sense of his identity and strength, allowing him to become the man he was today. 
 
   Alec shook his head. He was way past the age of confiding love troubles to his grandmother, but he was certain, that if still here, his grandmother would most definitely know how to find the key to Claire’s heart. 
 
   “I was. She passed away ten years ago.”
 
   “I’m so sorry.” Claire’s face reddened. “I didn’t mean to bring up a painful memory.”
 
   “Who said anything about a painful memory? We will all pass someday. What matters is how we spend our time here and what we leave behind. Of all the people I know, my grandmother had the fullest life imaginable. Together with my grandfather, she came to America in search of a better life. My grandfather was a builder, but unlike my great uncle, he never received a formal education, so he worked odd jobs here and there. My grandmother told me about the cramped room they boarded at one of the tenement buildings on the Lower East Side upon their arrival to America. The two of them cramped into a tiny space with my father, who was then a baby. My grandfather worked merciless hours for minimal pay, and my grandmother took home sewing. Yet, despite all the hardships, she remembered that time as full of happiness, because it was the time she shared with her husband. My grandfather died at a young age, and after she became a widow, my grandmother supported her family by becoming a seamstress. And later, she opened her own shop and became a successful business woman.” 
 
   Alec’s face clouded as he remembered his father bullying his grandmother into selling the shop, screaming that owner of a major hedge fund could have his reputation marred by a seamstress mother. It was not long after that that Alec’s grandmother passed away. It was as though the clockwork of her body was wound up by work, and with little to do, its mechanism ceased to function, simply having run out of reasons to continue its movement. 
 
   “Your entire family is full of fascinating stories.” Claire glanced at Alec. “Are you as close with your parents as you were with your grandmother? Tell me more about them.”
 
   There it was, the inevitable question - a natural question, really, unless you had a family like Alec's. A family where the father had no time for his son unless he followed in his footsteps, and the mother was more concerned with preserving her youth and advancing her social status than being a mother. 
 
   “Not as much.” Alec smiled at his own euphemism. He was not about to reveal the depths of his family saga to Claire.
 
   “So, did you get the dance bug from your mom or your dad?” Claire seemed oblivious to Alec's reticence, or perhaps, she was just plain insensitive.
 
   “That would be my grandmother again.” 
 
   “Your dad doesn't dance?”
 
   To say that his dad did not dance would be the understatement of the century.               “No. My dad doesn't care about anything that doesn't have a spreadsheet attached to it.” Noticing the puzzled look on Claire's face, Alec remained unfazed. She had started the conversation, no matter how unwillingly, so now she was going to get the answers she had asked for. “My dad runs hedge funds. He is seldom interested in things that do not generate a rate of return.”
 
   “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to pry.” Claire blushed.
 
   But you did anyway, Alec thought. Not that there was anything wrong with Claire's question, per se, it was just that he did not have the answers she expected to hear.               “My father and I have a complicated relationship.” That was a good way to put it. A son barely speaking to his father was certainly complicated. “He wanted me to go into finance and I did, for a while, but in the end I decided that it was not for me, and my dad just could not accept that. So, I quit working for him and starting teaching tango for a living.”
 
   “That's a pretty radical move.” Claire's voice grew quieter as she stared at her plate, clearly afraid to ask any more questions.
 
   But Alec could guess what was on her mind. “I learned dancing tango from my grandmother. It was her favorite dance. Dancing was the thread that connected her to my grandfather. Through all the hardships, they were able to keep the spark between them alive with the magic of tango... And when he died, the dance became almost sacred to her as the only memory of him. And that's what she taught me - the inner workings of the dance and the psychology of it. I've taken lessons from world champions, but the things that my grandmother taught me were priceless. You can have the best technique in the world, but if your dancing does not have passion behind it, it will be cold and lifeless.”
 
   A look of intimidation crossed Claire's face. 
 
   “I’m not much of a dancer myself. Never had much aptitude for it.”
 
   “I could teach you, you know. I do this for a living.” Alec grinned. What are you doing? his common sense warned him. One of Alec's cardinal rules was never to date his students, and if he were ever to teach Claire, he would be bound to break that rule. In fact, the only reason he wanted to teach her was to have an opportunity to break the rule. That, and to know what the small of her back would feel like against his hand.
 
   Just then, the waiter brought out their appetizers, and Alec was saved from breaking his principles. 
 
   The rest of the meal was spent in gastronomical exploration, as Claire refrained from asking any personal questions, concentrating her attention on the contents of her plate.
 
   Claire glanced at her watch as she took a sip of her coffee. Her eyes flew open. 
 
   “I can't believe I took a two-hour lunch. I'll have to make up for it at the office.” 
 
   Alec signaled for a check. “I’ll get you a cab. You’ll be back at the office in no time. I’ll see you off.”
 
   “It’s all right, really.”
 
   “I insist. Besides, I’ve got to run a few errands in your neck of the woods. That is, if you don’t mind sharing a cab with me.”
 
   “Of course not.” Claire blushed.
 
   When the cab stopped by Claire’s office building, Alec opened the door for her. 
 
   “Thank you for finding a part of my family’s legacy.”
 
   “It’s me who should be thanking you,” Claire murmured. “You’ve filled in all the missing pieces.”
 
   “Glad to have been of service.” Alec grinned. “I hope we'll do this again some time.” Alec halted, unsure of what to say next. How exactly was he to define the time he had spent with Claire? It sure as hell was not a date, but neither was it a platonic outing,  at least not on his end.
 
   “Me too.” Claire lowered her eyes. “But now I really have to run.”
 
    
 
   After seeing Claire off to her office, Alec strolled aimlessly down the street. His next dance lesson was not until five, and he was at a loss as to how to fill the remaining hours. There were plenty of things he could and should occupy himself with – like, for example, his dance practice or writing a business plan for the dance school he planned to open. Yet at the moment, he found it impossible to concentrate on any of these tasks. Instead, all Alec could think of was his date (if he could call it that) with Claire. But regardless of how he defined his meeting with Claire, one thing was clear. It had been disastrous. No matter how hard he had tried, it had seemed impossible to penetrate the awkwardness between them, and what had seemed like a promising beginning had come to an abrupt halt when Alec balked at Claire’s interest in his family.
 
   Thinking back, Alec understood that what he had perceived as impertinence was nothing more than Claire’s good-natured attempt to break the ice between them, but she could not have picked a worse topic. When it came to his family, Alec preferred to keep mum. And even though Claire had seemed to enjoy the food and politely answered all of Alec’s questions about her work, the conversation between them remained strained for the rest of the meal.
 
   It had been a while since Alec had experienced any difficulties with members of the opposite sex. In truth, he could not even remember such an occasion. Starting from his boyhood, he had been blessed with handsome looks, which had translated seamlessly into his teens, and now, his manhood. He was by no means vain, but he did own a mirror, and even if he did not, the constant compliments on his looks and charm that were lavished on him by his numerous flames left no room for hesitation as to his effect on women. Until now, for Claire was impervious to Alec’s charm and looks, and presently, he was at a loss as to how to change her mind. 
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   Claire settled at her desk and rested her forehead against her forearms. Up until her lunch date with Alec, she had actually believed that she had social skills, but now, she knew that she was hopeless. Somehow, David had not only managed to break her heart, his betrayal had also wiped out all her flirting capabilities. Claire felt her face grow warm as she replayed the details of her lunch with Alec. Could a conversation between two people be any more strained? 
 
   The outing had started pleasantly enough. When she showed Alec around Castelan’s building, they seemed to really connect. It even seemed to Claire that there was a hint of flirtation in Alec’s voice. But once they got to the restaurant, everything went wrong. She had tried to make conversation, but Alec became distant and reticent. Perhaps it was something she said. Maybe she should have held her tongue instead of peppering him with questions about his family, but at the time, it was the only topic of conversation she could come up with. Well, now she wished she had remained silent instead. At least memory of her silence would not have been nearly as embarrassing as the memory of her blabbering like an idiot.
 
   She bit her knuckles, thankful that Jake was not at his desk. For now, she was spared inquiring glances and questions. 
 
   Well, at any rate one thing was clear now. Any illusions she might have had about Alec becoming anything more than her upstairs neighbor were gone. Just what on earth had possessed her to imagine such rubbish, Claire had no idea, but now it was time to get back to reality, no matter how mortifying. 
 
   So what if her ex-fiancé had cheated on her with a woman almost twice her age, and there were no social prospects to speak of? Claire still had her career. She loved her job, and from this moment on, she would not allow any distractions, which meant that despite her disastrous outing with Alec, she would see him again because she still needed to get a copy of his great uncle’s photograph from him. In fact, Claire would love to get more than a copy. It would be wonderful to get an original, on loan, of course, for the exhibition that she was organizing to mark the opening of Castelan’s building. Claire had already spoken with Professor Barnardo, and he was arranging with the National Library of Catalonia in Barcelona to borrow Castelan’s original letters for the exhibition. The exhibition – that was what Claire needed to focus on at the moment – that, and her fifty-page report to the Landmarks Preservation Commission.
 
   No sooner had Claire opened the draft file of the Commission report that her phone rang. 
 
   “Claire Chatfield speaking.” Claire held the receiver with her shoulder against her ear as she continued to type away at the report.
 
   “Alleluia, you’re alive!” Lindsay’s voice rang sarcastically on the other end of the line.
 
   “Hi.” Claire sniffed guiltily, her fingers hovering over the keyboard. “I’ve been meaning to call.”
 
   “Yeah, right. You know that you’ve never been a good liar. But I forgive you. That’s what best friends do. They forgive each other, and they don’t keep any secrets from each other.”
 
   “I’m not keeping any secrets,” Claire retorted before she realized that she had said exactly what Lindsay wanted her to say.
 
   “Oh, yeah? How about that hot lunch date you had?”
 
   “How do you know about that?” Claire started and immediately answered her own question. “Jake told you, didn’t he? So I take it things are going well between you two?”
 
   “Yes, they are,” Lindsay conceded dreamily. “But don’t try to switch the subject. I want to hear all about your hot date with your handsome neighbor.”
 
   Claire sighed. When Lindsay had her heart set on something, there was no way of talking her out of it, so she might as well spill the beans or risk being subjected to endless interrogation. 
 
   “It was not a date,” Claire said quietly. She had hoped it would be, but that was before she discovered that she had no idea how to behave on one. 
 
   “Come on!” Lindsay fumed. “Do you really expect me to believe that?”
 
   “It really wasn’t. I took Alec on an architectural tour, or didn’t Jake tell you about that?”
 
   “Yes, yes, he told me all about the building, but that’s not what I want to hear about. Not everyone gets all hot and bothered over brick and mortar, you know. So tell me what happened after you gave Alec the tour.”
 
   “We went to have lunch at this Catalonian restaurant…”
 
   “So it was a date,” Lindsay snorted triumphantly.  
 
   “Well, it kind of started as one, but then it fizzled.” Claire blinked. She had intended to stoically bear her disappointment, but Lindsay had opened a can of worms, and now, Claire needed a shoulder to cry on. “I think I lost my mojo. It was a complete disaster.”
 
   “Don’t say that,” Lindsay’s voice rang with alarm. “I’m sorry for being so pushy. I didn’t mean to upset you. If you don’t want to talk about it, I completely understand.”
 
   “Well, it’s too late now,” Claire sniffed. “You’ve dredged it up, and you’re going to listen.”
 
   “That’s what I’m here for,” Lindsay’s voice was riddled with guilt.
 
   Starting from the previous night, Claire gave a complete account of her encounters with Alec, including every minute detail that she had been agonizing over before Lindsay’s call.
 
   “So, where’s the disaster? It sounds to me like you had a perfectly nice date, and he was a complete gentleman. He even saw you off to the office.”
 
   “Didn’t you hear anything I said? We had nothing to talk about it. I tried to make conversation, but I ended offending him by prying into his family details. And then, I blabbered about the menu. It was mortifying!” Claire bit her tongue. She did not want to sound too desperate. “But it doesn’t matter anyway. I’m not looking to date anyone right now.”
 
   “I think you’re exaggerating. So you’ve asked him a few questions about his family, and maybe he thought it was too much. So what? He didn’t storm out of there, leaving you to pick up the tab, did he? It sounds to me like you were both nervous.”
 
   “I hardly see any reason for Alec to be nervous. It’s not like he doesn’t know his way around women.” Claire remembered Alec’s model-like girlfriend. If he could be comfortable around her, there was no reason why he should be nervous around Claire.
 
   “Have you considered the fact that you’re not like other women?”
 
   “What do you mean? Is there something wrong with me?” There has to be, Claire thought, I’m socially inept. 
 
   “There you go again. Where is your self-confidence? There’s nothing wrong with you. In fact, if anything, everything is uniquely right. You’re smart, attractive, and intelligent.”
 
   “So are you.”
 
   “I know. Why do you think I’ve been having such a hard time finding a guy? Most women pretend to act like bimbos around guys, and men are used to that, but once they meet someone different, they are at a loss of what to do.” 
 
   “Oh, I don’t know about that…” Claire sighed. Lindsay’s words were awfully tempting to believe. “I think you’re embellishing it. The fact of the matter is that I’m kind of a bluestocking - always have been.”
 
   “Well, if you define bluestocking by having a good education and a stellar career, then yes, you fit the bill perfectly. Listen, Claire, I know what you’re feeling right now. I’ve been there before.”
 
   Claire was about to interject, but halted. Lindsay did know what she was talking about. Granted, she had never been cheated on by her fiancé, but she had been lied to and dumped for a more suitable match by her ex, Matthew Prince, III of Hartford, Connecticut.
 
   “And I know that it’s too soon to jump into seeing someone, but it doesn’t mean that you can’t have some fun. Get your dating legs back. So what if today’s lunch didn’t work out as you planned? Although I still think that you’re jumping the gun here… Regardless, there are plenty of fish in the sea. Tomorrow, an even hotter guy could move into your building or bump into you on the street.”
 
   “I promise to keep my eyes open,” Claire conceded. “So tell me about you and Jake.” There was silence on the other end of the line. “Lindsay, are you there? Don’t even try dodging me after I told you everything about my fiasco with Alec.”
 
   “Yes, I’m here.” Lindsay paused. “I really like him, Claire. I know Jake puts on this womanizer act, but he’s not like that at all.”
 
   “Well, that’s great.”
 
   “Yeah, but it’s also scary.”
 
   “How is it scary? Weren’t you just telling me that there are plenty of fish in the sea?”
 
   “There is, but Jake is not like the rest of them, at least not to me. I’m just scared to screw it up like the last time.”
 
   There it was again, the shadow of Matthew Prince, III of Hartford, Connecticut, rearing its ugly head. 
 
   “You didn’t screw up anything, Lindsay. You just happened to pick a jerk for a boyfriend.”
 
   “It’s easy to say that, but I can’t help thinking that maybe I could have made a better effort, tried to suck up to his mother more, fit in with his friends… Instead, I was so intent on being me, I lost sight of us as a couple.”
 
   “You mean you refused to mold yourself to fit into Matthew’s life, and he was too much of a wimp to stand up for you,” Claire cut in. Normally, she would not be this blunt, but now was no time for diplomacy. “Matthew was the one who gave up, Lindsay. He left you in order to please his parents and his friends, so now he’s stuck with that humdrum fiancée of his.”
 
   “Wife. They got married a month ago. It was in the Times weddings section.”
 
   “Is that what this is about?”
 
   “No… Yes.” Lindsay sighed. “When I saw that photo, I could not help thinking that it could have been me standing next to him, looking perfect in a fairy-tale wedding gown.”
 
   “You’ll have your perfect wedding, Lindsay, and you’ll have it with a guy who loves you for who you are, not for your pedigree.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. I didn’t mean to have a pity fest. I should be the one consoling you.”
 
   “I think I’m doing okay right now. But I really have to go; I have a ton of work on my desk, and I haven’t even started yet.”
 
   “Sure, just one more thing. Amber has been asking about you. Maybe you could give her a call; she sounded really worried.”
 
   “Maybe she should have thought about what covering up for David would do to our friendship.”
 
   “I can’t argue with you there, but you know Amber. She won’t take no for an answer.”
 
   “Let me worry about that.”
 
   “Fine. Good luck with work. I’ve got to get cracking on a deadline myself.”
 
   Claire hung up and glanced at the clock. It was almost three o’clock, and she had so much to do, but her mind refused to focus on hyperboloid structures and conoid shapes that defined Gaudi’s and Castelan’s architectural styles; instead, she wanted to think about Alec. 
 
    
 
   David walked into a flower shop and placed an order for two dozen long-stemmed white roses. He signed the card for Claire by hand: Please forgive me. Love, David. The gesture had become routine ever since he fell from grace, shattering his well-ordered life into pieces. The florist took David’s instructions and nodded, a picture of tactful professionalism. 
 
   Out of the corner of his eye, David noticed magnificent yellow roses that the store had begun stocking upon his request a few months back, and he looked away. He wondered what Claudia was doing this very minute. Had she already forgotten him or did she too long for the passion that they had shared? How he ached to place an order for two dozen yellow roses, as he did in the blissful days that had come and gone like an unexpected boon. If he had his way, despite all the hurt and betrayal she had inflicted on him, he would forgive Claudia in a moment, if only there were a chance of them reuniting. Alas, these musings were merely wishful thinking, as David had to be on his best behavior. His future as the heir of Lawson Enterprises depended on it. 
 
   Thanks to his father’s lawyer’s efforts, Maury Wysotsky had agreed to nix any further reprints of David’s and Claudia’s photographs in Flashlight. As per his father’s orders, David had removed himself from the day to day operations of Lawson Enterprises until, as his father had put it, “the messy business dies down.” David’s removal from the business was labeled as harnessing David’s strategic capabilities. His supposed new task was reassessment of existing strategies in order to outline the course of new business ventures for Lawson Enterprises. In reality, David found himself with more spare time on his hands than he could handle. Right now, he wished for nothing more than to be busy at the office. Instead, he loitered in his apartment, poring over meaningless spreadsheets, waiting for his father’s forgiveness. 
 
   To make matters worse, Ryan Fink, Jr. of Fink Corporation was mocking David from the pages of every major newspaper. First, the bugger had prevented David’s father from buying up Fink’s property, and now, he was setting a striking contrast to David’s disgrace by becoming a social good-doer. He was turning one of Fink’s properties into a museum – a move that David’s ex-fiancée was responsible for by discovering that a crappy warehouse in Tribeca that no one gave a rat’s ass about for years was a rare example of architecture created by a disciple of Gaudi. David wished he had listened to Claire blabbering about this nonsense when he had the chance. Perhaps he could have persuaded her to give up the whole idea. As it was, his ex-fiancée was now touting the horn of his competitor – a fact that David’s father glowered about daily. 
 
   There was no other choice. David had to get Claire back and forget Claudia. He only wished he felt something other than career pressure to add to his motivation, but no matter how hard he tried, he came up empty-handed. Notwithstanding all the disgrace that Claudia had put him through, David could not forget her. Each day he thought of her more and more. His longing for Claudia was sustained by a few mementos of their time together, the cover of Flashlight magazine being the last and final addition to David’s collection. Despite the chaos that the photograph had brought into his life, David studied the image obsessively. The intense passion on Claudia’s face captured in the image meant only one thing – her angry parting words had been a front. She had loved him, and perhaps she still did.
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   It was almost ten o’clock at night when Claire walked up the front stoop of her building. She might have shirked her work during the day, but she had more than made up for it by staying late at the office. Not that she found this strategy efficient, by any means. She swore to herself never to indulge into two-hour lunches again, no matter with how handsome the caller. She did get the work done. The first draft of her report to the Landmarks Preservation Commission was almost finished, and she was fairly confident that she would have the final version by the end of the week, and as for handsome callers… Claire had put Alec out of her mind, or to be more precise, banished any thoughts of him as soon as they entered her mind, which, to her chagrin, was pretty much nonstop. 
 
   From the mortifying fiasco of their “date” to his handsome looks, Alec had pretty much monopolized Claire’s thoughts. The only upside to this vexing development was that Alec had edged David out of Claire’s mind completely. In fact, Claire was shocked to realize that she had hardly given David a thought throughout the entire day – shocked because until a few days ago, she was set to marry the man, and now, she would not even give him a second thought. Of course, she had a perfectly good excuse not to. David was a lying pig and not at all the knight in shining armor he had appeared to be, but in his defense, Claire would not even give him a chance to explain himself… And David had tried, really hard. After his unsuccessful plea by Claire’s doorstep, he had been leaving her daily phone messages and sending her flowers accompanied by imploring notes to forgive him, but Claire would have none of it. A small part of her could not help but wonder if her reaction would have been the same without Alec being there to distract her. Or even more alarming, if David had not fallen from grace, could she herself have been guilty of the same wrongdoing? There was no denying it. From the moment Claire had barged into Alec’s apartment, her striking neighbor had sparked something inside her. She might have banished the feeling into the background of her thoughts, but it had stayed there, and every time she ran into Alec, Claire fell under his spell.
 
   If asked to define her relationship with David prior to the Flashlight fiasco, Claire would have said solid. But now she wondered if solidity by itself were enough. Certainly, one wanted stability in a relationship, but one also wanted passion and romance and spontaneity; yet, David cared for none of these things, at least not while he was with Claire. And now that the initial hurt of David’s betrayal had abated, Claire could not help wondering whether she had been saved by the bell, and whether instead of resenting Claudia Block for rivalry, Claire should be thanking her for deliverance. 
 
   Once inside her apartment, Claire strained her ears for hints of music. Ever since her complaint to Alec, he had hardly troubled her, and tonight was no exception, as Claire was greeted with silence. She wondered if Alec was out at a bar, chatting up some leggy blonde, or perhaps embracing a gorgeous tango dancer on a dance floor, moving effortlessly to a milonga rhythm. What would it be like to be swept by the powerful music with a man like Alec holding you, his forehead pressing against yours, his hand claiming your hand, his hips touching yours? 
 
   Claire shook her head. She had to get these ridiculous thoughts out of her mind. If anything, today’s date had made it clear that she and Alec were about as compatible as oil and water, but she still needed to be able to interact with the man in order to get Castelan’s photograph for the exhibition. Besides, they were neighbors, and unless she wanted to risk making a complete idiot of herself the next time she ran into him, she’d better accept the fact that her relationship with Alec was going to be nothing but that of a civil friendship.
 
   What she needed now was a long, hot shower to wash away the tumultuous day and a good night’s sleep. With any luck, tomorrow she would wake up with Alec gone from her mind.
 
   Just as Claire was about to head into the bathroom, her phone rang. She scanned the caller id, but the number was displayed as unavailable. Normally, she would have let it go to voicemail, but her parents were away in Italy for her father’s research on his academic paper, and Claire thought that it might be them. Because of constrained funding, her parents’ lodging had only the most basic of conveniences, and the phone was not one of them. The last time they had spoken was several weeks ago, when she had still been engaged to David Lawson. 
 
   “Hello?” Claire tried to calculate the time difference between New York and Italy. Were they five hours ahead or five hours behind?
 
   “Finally!” Amber’s voice rang triumphantly in the receiver. “I thought I’d never get through to you.”
 
   “Amber, where are you calling from?”
 
   “I had to get a spoof card to get you to pick up. I knew it would work.”
 
   “Yes, it worked, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to stand here and listen. I can’t talk right now, or ever, for that matter.”
 
   “Claire, wait. Please don’t hang up,” Amber pleaded. “I’m sorry for being such an ass. Please wait.”
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   “I called to apologize. This whole thing with David is a mess, but he really loves you, Claire. Please give him a chance to explain.”
 
   “Whoa. Why don’t we backtrack to the part where you were trying to cover up for him?”
 
   There was a loud sigh on the other side of the line. 
 
   “I only found out about it that day, and the only reason I agreed to help David out was that I really believed that that photograph was meaningless.”
 
   “Yes, well, it looked pretty meaningful to me. I guess Claudia Block must have attacked him and forced her tongue down his throat.”
 
   “Come on, Claire, don’t be so bitter. It’s not like you.”
 
   “It’s not like me to be made a fool of either.”
 
   “You’ve got a point there, but at least hear David out. Give him a chance to tell you his side of the story.”
 
   “Did David put you up to this?”
 
   Amber hesitated for a moment. “He asked me to talk to you, yes.”
 
   “Don’t you think that you’re taking your representation obligations a bit too far? You’re a PR agent, not a matchmaker.”
 
   “That was low. And for the record, I no longer represent David. His father made him fire me.”
 
   “And you’re hoping David will hire you back if you get me to change my mind?”
 
   “No. That’s not why I’m calling you. Claire, we’ve been friends since forever. I don’t want you to make a huge mistake. David can offer you a dream life. So he slipped, but who is perfect? Loving somebody means being able to forgive him.”
 
   Claire paused. Amber’s question made the truth obvious to her. Sure, no one was perfect, and if she wanted to, Claire could find a way to forgive David. But the simple matter of the fact was that she did not want to forgive him, not because of the hurt that David had caused her, but because she did not love him, never really had. 
 
   “I’ve got to go, Amber. It’s late and I have an early day at work tomorrow.” 
 
   Knowing only too well the objections that would follow next, Claire hung up the phone, unplugging it for the night. Any emergencies would just have to wait until tomorrow morning. 
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   It was a little after six in the evening on Monday when Alec left the photo atelier. He was carefully carrying two manila envelopes: one contained the original photograph of his great uncle and the other, a copy for Claire. Of course, Alec could have gotten the photograph’s copy ready for his first meeting with Claire, but then he would not have had a reason to call her again, and now he did. The atelier owner had outdone himself. The copy of the image was masterfully restored, without any of the pesky cracks and faded spots that littered the original.
 
   Alec hoped that Claire would be pleased. It had been five days since their lunch date, and Alec had not heard from her since. He had toyed with the idea of calling Claire, perhaps asking her out on Saturday night, but decided against it. Alec did not know where he stood with Claire, and rather than jeopardize the shaky status of their acquaintance any further, he decided to wait until he had a legitimate reason to call her. 
 
   When Alec got home, he placed the manila folder intended for Claire on the table and put away the original photograph into the photo album where it belonged. Then he picked up his phone. Enough beating around the bush. He was going to call Claire. He had thought about what he was going to say to her during his walk home. It was a pleasant ten-block walk made even more so by an unusually temperate evening for a New York summer – a perfect night for a romantic stroll. Perhaps, if he found the right words to say to Claire, she would agree to go for a walk with him. Alec knew just the place where he wanted to take her. 
 
   Enough, Alec thought. The more you think about it, the more likely you’re to choke. He was about to dial the number when he realized that he had never actually gotten Claire’s number. All of their previous interactions had been in person, consisting of either Claire barging into his place, or him bumping into her in the building or knocking gingerly on her door. 
 
   When he was a freshman in college, during one wild night at a nightclub, Alec’s buddies had a bet to see who could get the most girls’ phone numbers. Alec had won hands down by getting close to fifty numbers that night. Since then, he never had a problem getting a woman’s number. Just how he had managed to strike out with Claire, he was at a loss to explain. Well, that only left one option. He would have to see her in person. Of course, he could simply slip the photograph under her door, but it was not a pizza delivery special or a circular to be handled so carelessly. Besides, the only way he could ascertain that Claire had gotten the photograph was by giving it to her himself. 
 
    
 
   Claire paced the floor of her apartment. It had been an exhausting day at work, but she was too wired up to be tired. The good part was that she had finished her report for the Commission ahead of time. That was what having no love life did to you. It made you excel at deadlines, but the bad part was that now she had to start organizing the Castellan exhibition. She had spoken with Professor Barnardo this morning, and he assured her that the library had agreed to lend Castelan’s letters for the exhibition. The Fink Corporation had also been extremely helpful in organizing the event and had acquired an impressive collection of architectural drawings and models as well as photographs and manuscripts for the exhibition. The planned exhibits would more than suffice for the event had Claire not been foolish enough to open her mouth about the one-of-a-kind photograph of Castelan she had discovered and suggest using the photograph as the centerpiece. Now she cringed at the thought of delivering on her own suggestion.
 
   It had been five days since she had last seen Alec. Every day Claire left her apartment, she secretly hoped to bump into him in the elevator. The same thoughts entered her mind when she came home from work. It was infuriating how it was possible for two people to exist in such close proximity without sharing an encounter for days. For Alec was only a few feet away from her, separated by the ceiling of her apartment. Yet, for all the good it did, he could have been living out in Alaska. That’s how wide the gap between them had felt since their dismal date. But however humiliating the memory of her last encounter with Alec was, Claire had to put her pride aside and contact the man. She needed a copy of his great uncle’s photograph, and she was going to get it, come hell or high water.
 
   Claire carefully reapplied her make-up. In her experience, it always helped to look good when trying to get a favor out of a man. For Alec would be doing her a favor. He really did not have to get her a copy of the photograph, not to mention the original, which Claire hoped to convince him to lend her for the exhibition as stage two of her plan. 
 
   After her make-up was finished – a fresh coat of mascara, a dusting of powder, a bit of blush, and some lip gloss – Clare switched her attention to her outfit. She wanted to select something attractive but effortless – a pair of indigo jeans that hugged her butt in all the right places and that mauve top she had found on sale at Bloomingdale’s. Her wedge sandals would complete the ensemble. 
 
   Claire appraised her appearance in the mirror. It was the perfect girl-next-door look she had been aiming for – not too obvious, but not too shabby either. And this time she would leave her shyness at home. Perhaps she and Alec would get a second chance after all. 
 
   Her head held up high, Claire closed the door behind her. I am confident and collected, she mouthed her improvised mantra, and I am going to get what I need.
 
   She pressed the elevator button and waited. It was only one floor to Alec’s apartment, but Claire had no intention of climbing up the stairs and appearing winded on his doorstep. 
 
   Finally, the elevator door opened, and it was all Claire could not to gasp at the sight of her upstairs neighbor.
 
   “Alec?” Claire blinked as she racked her brain for the right greeting. Should she tell him that she was on her way to see him, or should she play it down and say that she was going out for groceries?
 
   “Claire, I’m so glad I caught you. I was on my way to give you this.” Alec handed her a manila envelope. “It’s a copy of the photograph that you asked for.”
 
   “Thanks. I was beginning to think that you’d forgotten. I really appreciate your help.”
 
   “I never forget my promises.”
 
   Claire opened the envelope and hoped that her disappointment was not betrayed by her expression. Alec must have gone to some trouble to obtain the restored copy, but the restored version was a far cry from the original. The smoothness of the perfected image obliterated the original character, taking away its genuineness. 
 
   “Is something wrong? You don’t like it?”
 
   “It’s wonderful, thank you.” Claire blinked, searching for the right words for what she wanted to say. “It’s just that for the exhibition, I was hoping for a more dated look. The original look of the photograph would be perfect… But this will work. Thank you again. You’ve really done me a huge favor.”
 
   “Well, I could always make you another copy, or if you’d like,” Alec hesitated, “I could lend the original for the exhibition.”
 
   “You would do that?” Claire’s eyes lit up.
 
   “Well, seeing how much this means to you and how serious you are about organizing this event, I know that I can trust you with the photograph.”
 
   “Thank you, Alec. You won’t regret it. I can’t even begin to explain to you how much this means to me. Your great uncle’s photograph will be the centerpiece of the exhibition.”
 
   “I’m glad I can help.”
 
   “So am I – believe me!” Claire laughed, forgetting all about her earlier unease around Alec. Somehow standing there with him in front of the elevator felt extremely natural. “Well, I’d better get going.”
 
   “Were you going somewhere? I was wondering if you’d like to keep me company for a walk around the neighborhood. It’s a wonderful night out.”
 
   Claire had to agree. It was a wonderful night - or to be more precise, it had been a completely ordinary night until a few minutes ago, but now that she was standing there with Alec looking at her with his smiling brown eyes, it felt like the best night on earth. 
 
   “Sure, let me just drop this off in my apartment and then we’ll go.”
 
   Alec had been right. It was a magnificent evening with temperature down to the mid-seventies – a rare treat for a New York summer. As she walked next to Alec, Claire could not help sneaking furtive glances at her neighbor. It was simply sinful for a man to be that good looking: his dark hair brushed the nape of his neck in a careless mess, his body, weaved of lean muscles, moved in effortless grace as he walked beside her, seemingly oblivious to the effect he had on her. But it was not just Alec’s looks that caught Claire’s attention. It was his demeanor, the way he held himself, as though the world were his playground (or his dance floor, to be more precise) that Claire found both irresistible and intimidating. Irresistible, because somewhere in the hidden recesses of her mind Claire harbored a fantasy of Alec having eyes for no other woman but herself, and intimidating because she had no idea how to make her fantasy a reality. 
 
   “How about a drink?” Alec asked as they walked down Second Avenue. 
 
   “I could definitely use a drink,” Claire conceded. And why not? There they were, sharing a perfectly pleasant walk. Why not take the evening further and see what happened?
 
   “I know a new place that’s just opened on Third Avenue. It’s this way.”
 
   Alec held the door open for her, and Claire stepped inside. It was a typical lounge with lights dimmed so low that she had to be extra careful not to trip over the steps that led up to the bar. Despite it being Monday night, almost every table was occupied. 
 
   “I see a spot over there.” Alec pointed to two women getting ready to leave their seats by the bar. 
 
   Before Claire could as much as blink, Alec grabbed her hand and steered her to the two emptying seats. Claire’s heart was in her mouth as she followed Alec, one question pulsating through her mind. Was his touch just a friendly gesture, or was it something more, and how should she respond without being too obvious?
 
   “Perfect timing.” Two leggy brunettes who were the former occupants of the now empty bar stools winked at Alec and gave Claire an appraising glance.
 
   “Thank you, ladies.” Without so much as a look in the women’s direction, Alec pulled the chair for Claire and waited for her to sit down. Then he too took a seat next to her.
 
   “What would you like to drink?”
 
   Suddenly, Claire seemed to have forgotten all the cocktails. 
 
   “Oh, I’ll have a cucumber martini,” she repeated the drink special that she saw on the menu propped on the bar stand.
 
   “Sounds refreshing. I’ll join you.” Alec placed the order with the bartender, who proceeded to mix the concoction in a shaker that looked like a futuristic device. “So, tell me more about yourself, Claire.” 
 
   Claire felt Alec’s knee brush against her thigh. He sat on the bar stool opposite hers with his long legs perched on the chair’s footrests. Could it be that he was simply unaware of his lanky appendages coming in contact with her body or was the move deliberate? 
 
   “Um, I don’t really know where to start.” She shifted in her seat. If there was one thing she truly hated, it was talking about herself.
 
   “Well, why don’t you start from the beginning,” Alec grinned.
 
   Again Claire felt his knee brush against her. She glanced at Alec, but his expression did not betray anything other than an easy smile. 
 
   “What’s your favorite color?”
 
   “Green. What’s yours? Wait, let me guess – is it red?”
 
   “Why would you say that? Ah, I know.” Alec shook his head. “Because of the paint job I did in my apartment. That’s just for dramatic effect for when I have students coming in.”
 
   “You give dance lessons in your apartment?”
 
   “Are you going to report me to the building management?”
 
   “No, I was just curious, that’s all.” Claire blushed, remembering her first encounter with Alec. Her track record more than warranted his reaction.
 
   “Because if the noise of footsteps bothers you, I’ll stop.”
 
   “It doesn’t bother me. I hardly heard anything.”
 
   “I try to schedule all the lessons during the day while people are mostly out at work, and I make sure to keep the volume in check.” Alec shot her a meaningful glance.
 
   “You’re not going to let me live it down, are you?”
 
   “Well, I must say that your first visit was rather memorable.”
 
   “I hope that you don’t think that I habitually burst into people’s apartments. It was just that I rang the bell and got no answer, so I knocked again and the door pushed open…”
 
   “So you just let yourself in,” Alec concluded, clearly enjoying Claire’s abashment. 
 
   Claire grinned, too embarrassed to come up with a witty retort.
 
   “I’m only kidding, Claire. In fact, I’m rather glad that you stopped by that day. Otherwise, it could have taken weeks for us to meet.”
 
   “There you are.” The suave bartender unwittingly came to Claire’s rescue as he placed the drinks before them.
 
   “Thanks, man.” Alec placed a generous tip on the bar. “Here’s to getting to know your neighbors.”
 
   Claire raised her glass and took a long sip. The smooth, cool liquid refreshed her.               “Mmm, this is good.”
 
   “The bartender certainly knows what he’s doing,” Alec agreed. “But back to the original topic of conversation. Now that I know your favorite color, I’d like to learn more. That is, if you don’t mind, of course.”
 
   “Ask away.” Claire glanced at Alec over the rim of her glass. She was feeling much more relaxed, courtesy of the generous helping of rum in the drink.
 
   “Do you like to travel?”
 
   “I love to travel,” Claire gushed, abandoning her previous reservations. She might hate talking about herself, but talking about her travels – never. “When I was working on my Master’s, I studied in Barcelona for several semesters. I think it’s the most beautiful city in the world.”
 
   “I have to disagree with you. Barcelona is beautiful, but it’s not the most beautiful city in the world.”
 
   “Oh, yeah? So what’s your favorite city - Buenos Aires?”
 
   “Wrong again.”
 
   “Darn it.”
 
   “I don’t have one. There are too many to choose from to pick only one: Paris, London, Prague, Vienna, and yes, Buenos Aires, are only the beginning of my list. Then there’s Venice and Bruges, St. Petersburg, and Moscow. Each is remarkable in its own way.”
 
   “You’ve been to all those places?” Claire did not care if she sounded awestruck. She had never been to even half the locations Alec named.
 
   “Yes.” Alec nodded bashfully. “Mostly for dance competitions, but I also did some backpacking through Europe during college. It was a lot of fun.”
 
   Claire finished off the rest of her drink. She could easily imagine a younger version of Alec, prowling his way through Europe, conquering hearts along the way. No wonder he could not pick a favorite city. No doubt, each place had a special memento for him.
 
   “I was with my girlfriend at the time. We dated all through college.”
 
   Wrong again, Claire thought, hoping that her thoughts were not plastered on her face. 
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “We were too young. She got a job offer in another city after graduation and that was the end of it. She said she wanted to try seeing other people.”
 
   Claire felt an almost uncontrollable surge of warmth towards Alec. He was not some irresistible superman after all. He too knew what it was like to be rejected and thrown over by the one you loved.
 
   Alec opened the lobby door for Claire when they returned to their building.
 
   “Well, thank you for a wonderful evening,” he said. 
 
   “Thank you. I really needed a night out.” Claire inadvertently brushed against Alec as she made her way inside the building lobby. Suddenly, before she knew what was happening, her foot skidded against the freshly polished tile floor, and she was slipping and sliding, desperate to keep her balance, her hands flying out at all kinds of absurd angles.
 
   “Careful there.” Claire felt Alec’s hands clasping her firmly around her waist. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine now.” Claire blushed. Her head was spinning from the proximity between her and Alec who still had his arms around her. Next thing she knew, Alec drew her closer to him, and his lips were kissing hers, his face brushing against hers, his arms holding her tightly. 
 
   “Alec,” she murmured. It was too much, too soon.
 
   “Claire.” He let her go. “I’m sorry. That was forward of me.”
 
   “Yes,” Claire panted, instantly wishing to slap herself. What was she doing? The kiss she had dreamed of all week was finally happening, and there she was, pushing Alec away with her own hands. “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   Those were the only words of encouragement that he needed. In an instant, his mouth found hers again, as Alec resumed his caresses, making her moan. Claire knew she needed to get away. As much as she was enjoying the sensation, she was not yet ready for anything more than a kiss.
 
   “Well, I think it’s time to say good night.” Alec held her face in his hands. “Tonight was wonderful.”
 
   Back in her apartment, Claire lay in her bed with her eyes wide-open. It was well after one o’clock at night, but sleep was far from her mind as she kept going over the details of her evening with Alec. What a difference a few hours could make. Just this morning she had thought that she and Alec were an impossible combination, but her evening with Alec had changed everything.
 
    
 
   Still shaking, David slunk across the lobby of Claire’s building. It had taken extraordinary self-control to remain hidden in the mailroom while he witnessed Claire suck tongue with some bloke who looked like one of those escort types. The guy was practically oozing sex. The bugger had to be an unemployed shirker. No man with a respectable profession would ever wear his hair that long, but to David’s chagrin, the dubious employment status of his new rival only seemed to play to the bastard’s advantage, as it undoubtedly left him plenty of time to maintain his buff physique – an attribute that Claire was more than appreciative of.
 
   As he climbed into a cab on Second Avenue, David gritted his teeth in vexation. It had never occurred to him that Claire would replace him so quickly. In truth, he had always thought of himself as rather irreplaceable, but then his experience came from dating other women, and Claire was most certainly not like any of the women he had dated before. For one thing, she had never been awed by his social status or money, and for another, she was much more intelligent than most of the women he had ever dated. Not counting Claudia, of course, but Claudia was in a category all of her own. 
 
   David hit the palm of his hand with his fist. Now was not the time to think about Claudia Block, not now, not ever. If he did not get his game on, Claire just might slip through his fingers for good, and then he could forget about his future at Lawson Enterprises.
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   Claire plunked her purse on the floor. God, she wished it were Friday, but it was only Wednesday night, and she was exhausted. Work had been hectic, and her personal life was no better. David was still sending her flowers. Her apartment was beginning to resemble an orangery. After all, it was not the flowers’ fault, but the sender’s, and Claire simply could not bring herself to send them to their death. To make matters worse, every day, without fail, there was a message from David on her answering machine, asking her to give him a chance to explain. 
 
   Why was it that when you really wanted to hear from somebody, you never did? It had been three days since Alec’s impromptu kiss, and Claire had not heard a word from him since. She knew it. She should not have let him kiss her. Now he probably thought that she was an easy catch and didn’t even deserve the courtesy of a phone call. Heck, he probably thought she would jump at his beck and call the minute he deemed her worthy of his attention again. Well, he was going to be in for a disappointment. That was, if the opportunity ever presented itself, for Claire realized that it could very well be possible that Alec had already forgotten about her. Who knew how many girls he kissed in the span of one week? If their last outing had been any indication, Claire saw for herself that Alec did not lack for female attention. Women in the bar were ogling him left and right, giving Claire dirty looks, adding insult to injury. 
 
   The reasonable thing to do was to put her incredibly hot neighbor out of her mind. Oh, and did she mention that he was also an incredibly good kisser? A far better kisser than David, for that matter. Not that it mattered. As far as Claire was concerned, both men were history. And if anything, one should learn from history. She’d certainly had enough heartache for one month. Come to think of it, it was enough heartache for a lifetime. It was time to get back to her original plan of staying off men – a proposition that should not be that hard to adhere to now that Alec was out of the picture. And what better way to start on her new resolution than ordering take-out and settling in front of the TV? 
 
   Of course, Claire could opt for a night of drinks with Lindsay, but that would mean more questions, and Claire was not in the mood to be questioned. Ever since she had started seeing Jake, Lindsay had become a self-proclaimed expert on dating. Just the other day, during lunch, she had been trying to convince Claire to stop by Alec’s apartment. As if Claire needed any opportunities for humiliation! Who knew what wild sexual bash she could barge into if she dropped in on Alec unannounced? No, thank you. She was perfectly content limiting her interactions with her upstairs neighbor to nonexistent. 
 
   Now, about that take-out order… Claire was about to rake through the stack of menus piled up in the foyer when she noticed a slip of paper on the floor – probably another delivery menu. Why not give it a try? But when she picked up the glossy postcard, instead of a picture of barbecued ribs or sushi, she saw a photograph of a dancing couple. The woman was tilting back, and her long leg, exposed by the impossibly high slit of her dress, was hooked through that of her partner who was leaning over her. Tango in New York at The Red Carnation, the postcard read. Instantly, Claire’s heart started racing. She flipped the card over and saw a note:
 
   Dear Claire,
 
   Will you join me for an evening of tango at The Red Carnation this Friday night at eight?
 
   I hope to see you soon,
 
   Alec
 
    
 
   David stared at the ceiling of his father’s study. It was just like the old man to make him wait. The evening had started benignly enough with a family dinner, but David knew that the family gathering was merely a pretext for his father to read him the riot act later. And now, after having finished a five-course meal, which had been exquisitely prepared by the current home cook (David no longer tried to keep up with the help’s names, so frequent were his mother’s rearrangements of the household) David sat on his father’s creaky leather sofa.
 
   Might as well get myself a drink, David mused as he made his way to the cabinet at the far end of the wall where his father always kept a generous stash of twenty-year-old scotch. David had already consumed the equivalent of an entire bottle of wine at dinner. A shot of scotch would be the perfect finishing touch to get him into the right frame of mind for a conversation with his father. 
 
   David poured three fingers of scotch into the glass and threw it down his throat. The liquid burned for an instant, its generous warmth adding much-needed boldness to David’s demeanor. He would need all the courage he could muster to deliver the message he had planned for his father. David was about to add another two fingers of scotch into his glass when the door opened, and his father walked in.
 
   “Ah, I see you already got started.” Allan Lawson lowered himself onto the sofa. “Get me one too, will you?”
 
   Obediently, David poured his father a drink and joined him on the couch.
 
   “I’d say cheers, but there’s not much to toast to these days.” Allan Lawson downed his drink in one deliberate motion. “Or perhaps you have some news to prove me wrong, son?” Allan Lawson arranged his fingers into a steeple, glancing sideways at David.
 
   David cleared his throat, willing the effects of the alcohol to diffuse. He had expected a lecture; instead, the old man had managed to throw him for a loop again.               “Well, Father, I was reviewing the performance of our properties. The occupancy rate is eighty-five percent, which, according to my sources, is above that of most of our peers, with Fink Corporation being the only exception at ninety percent.” 
 
   David swallowed. Fink’s name tasted like bile on his tongue, but he truly believed that he was on to something, and he wanted his father to hear it. “Only a few months ago, Fink’s occupancy rate was at seventy percent. Just last week, they signed on two major corporate accounts for ten-year leases.” David paused, wondering how best to word the fact that these were the very same accounts Lawson Enterprises had been courting for months. “It is my conclusion that the deciding factor in Fink’s occupancy increase is their highly-publicized involvement in public service. By turning one of their properties into a museum, Fink has been able to attract image-conscious clients. Furthermore, the museum status of the building will provide Fink with huge tax deductions for years to come. I believe that Lawson Enterprises can also benefit its corporate image by increasing the organization’s charity profile. I was reviewing the list of unoccupied properties, and there are several properties that would be perfect as youth recreational centers. We could allow City schools free usage of the properties as well as provide the required supplies. Going forward, Lawson Enterprises could also offer sponsorship of subsidized housing. For example, for every new property Lawson Enterprises develops, a donation would be made to subsidized housing initiatives in the City. I’ve run the numbers. The tax allowances that would be granted for the donations would offset the majority of the costs and the benefit to the public image…” David broke off. At first, he thought he was having sound hallucinations, but the expression on his father’s face confirmed that David’s hearing was intact. Allan Lawson was roaring with laughter. 
 
   “My boy, you never cease to amaze me.” Allan Lawson dabbed his eyes with his thumb. “Did you really think that I needed your assessment of Lawson Enterprises’ operations?” Allan Lawson’s voice grew low. “I built this company with my own hands, and I know every inch of it inside out. ‘The occupancy rate is eighty-five percent, which, according to my sources, is above that of most of our peers,’” Allan mimicked David’s voice. “Do you really think I do not know how my company is doing?” Allan held David’s gaze. “That’s right, my company, and don’t you ever forget that. It is up to me to determine my successor and I - I alone - will decide when and if you’re fit to succeed me. That moron Fink may enjoy a brief rush of popularity, but in the end, this publicity stunt will get him nowhere. And all the tax breaks and the client signings won’t offset his bottom-line loss. That building he so generously turned into useless real estate is worth lots more than the hoopla publicity he’s gotten for it.” Allan grunted. “From you, my son, I expected more shrewdness, but then again, we learn from our enemies’ mistakes.” Allan drew a deep breath, visibly exhausted by his tirade. “But enough of business talk. The true reason I called you here today is to discuss your personal situation. I trust you have resolved your differences with that lovely fiancée of yours?”
 
   David dug his fingernails into his palm. His father’s question was the reason why he had been fortifying himself with liquor all night. 
 
   “Actually, Dad, I wanted to talk to you about that…”
 
   “What’s there to talk about, son? From what I remember, you never had any trouble with the ladies. Just tell her you’re sorry, and it’ll be as good as new.”
 
   But I don’t love her, David thought. Not that such sensibilities would matter to his father, so he’d better come up with something fast or risk another bout of laughter. “I’m afraid it’s too late for that, Father. I’ve tried everything – sent her flowers, left her voice messages, but Claire will not listen.”
 
   “I wouldn’t put too much stock into that; she’s just trying to up her worth and teach you a lesson. It’s only been a few days. Give it a couple of weeks, and she’ll be crawling back.”
 
   “I don’t think so, Dad.” David swallowed. He had to play his cards right or he’d never hear the end of it. “I went to see Claire last night, and she was with someone.”
 
   “Huh? What do you mean?”
 
   “I saw her kissing another man, Dad. How much more specific do you want me to be?” And the worst part is that I was not even that upset about it, David thought. Sure, he’d been pissed off initially, but his emotion was more akin to the vexation he experienced when seeing his usual garage parking spot occupied, as opposed to what a man should feel when catching the woman he was set to marry being groped by another man.
 
   “And you just stood by and did nothing?”
 
   “What was I supposed to do?”
 
   “I don’t know. Be a man for a change and knock that guy’s block off. That’s what I would have done. You do love her, don’t you? That whole business with the old broad was just for kicks, right?” Allan Lawson’s face turned an alarming shade of crimson. 
 
   David gulped. He could, of course, tell his father the truth, but as much as he hated the old bugger, he was still his father, and David certainly did not want to be responsible for his father’s heart attack. “It was nothing, Dad.” 
 
   “I knew it. Now, don’t you get upset over this nonsense. I know exactly what we need to do. You’ll hire a detective to follow Claire around and get some dirt on the new bloke she’s humping. And don’t you worry, the guy I use knows how to dig up dirt. Once Claire learns the truth about her new flame, she’ll be running back to you in no time.” 
 
   “There’s no need for that, Dad. I can handle it.” 
 
   “I’ve already seen your way of ‘handling it’, son, and the time is ticking. I’m gonna call my guy right now. He’s one of the best private investigators out there.” 
 
   Before David could get in another word, Allan Lawson reached for the phone.
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   “So what do you think people normally wear to tango clubs?” Claire gestured at a sequined slip. “Do you think this would be too much?”
 
   Lindsay eyed the garment appraisingly. “Just a little. Besides, they don’t call them tango clubs. Tango saloon is the correct expression.”
 
   “Says who?”
 
   “Tango dancers.”
 
   “I think your information is a bit outdated. Besides, I like tango club better. It sounds…”
 
   “Safer?”
 
   “No, more modern.” Claire finally found the word she was looking for, although there was no denying that Lindsay had seen right through to what was really on Claire’s mind.
 
   “Relax, it’ll be fine. You’ll have loads of fun! I wish Jake would take me tango dancing.”
 
   “Well, you could ask Alec for lessons.”
 
   “Hey, that sounds like a good idea.”
 
   “I was being sarcastic. I’m not going to ask him to give lessons to my friends. I barely know the guy.”
 
   “Fine. Have it your way. But admit that you’re excited about this date. There’s nothing wrong with liking the guy, you know.”
 
   “Okay, fine. I admit it.” Claire sighed. “Admitting it” was a euphemism of massive proportions. Ever since she had found Alec’s note under her door, she had been counting the minutes till Friday night, both exhilarated and terrified by Alec’s invitation.               “What if I fall flat on my face? I don’t even know why he invited me there….”
 
   “Gee, let’s see….” Lindsay tapped her lips with her finger. “Maybe that’s because he likes you?”
 
   “That’s not what I meant. I know he likes me. If he doesn’t, then he just goes around kissing women for no reason. Why did he have to invite me to go tango dancing?”
 
   “Mmmm… Probably because he is a tango instructor.”
 
   “I know that, but I told him that I don’t like dancing of any kind, especially tango.”
 
   “Well, maybe he hopes to change your mind. Or maybe, he saw through your lies.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Claire reddened.
 
   “When are you going to get over that juvenile trauma of yours? So you got called a fat kid by some washed up dance instructor in a suburban dance school. So what? That was almost twenty years ago. Get over it already, and start dancing! And I don’t just mean literally. Life is a dance floor, and if you keep avoiding it, you’ll never get to experience anything - most of all, being in love.”
 
   “When was I avoiding life?”
 
   “Constantly. I’m not talking about your professional life,” Lindsay retracted. “There you take all the chances in the world, and you come out on top.”
 
   “Thank you for noticing.” Claire rolled her eyes. If she had known that asking Lindsay to help her pick out an outfit for her date tomorrow night would involve a lecture, she would have gone on her own. 
 
   “But in your personal life, you always play it safe.” Lindsay threw up her hands. “You never take any chances.”
 
   “I did take a chance in Miss Katz’s class.”
 
   “That was too long ago to count.”
 
   “It’s easy for you to say. You’ve always looked the way you look now. You didn’t have to spend years locked up in a chubby body. Yes, my memorable audition at Miss Katz’s class was a long time ago, but it doesn’t feel like that to me, and I just don’t want to get hurt again.”
 
   “But Claire, you did get hurt.” Lindsay paused. “For as long as I’ve known you, you’ve always gone for the seemingly perfect guy, and those types always end up stabbing you in the back. Like in high school when Peter Donovan asked you to the prom, you said no because he drove a motorcycle and looked like Jason Priestly. Instead, you opted for that nerd Jake Gilhooly, who spent the entire prom flirting with what’s her name…”
 
   “Helena Carter. She was the class valedictorian.” 
 
   “Yes, that snotty bitch. So Jake Gilhooly danced with Helena, while you sat in the corner all by yourself, and Peter was off dancing with Amber. She was smart enough not to turn him down.”
 
   “Well, so what? Jake and I went as friends. It was understood that there’d be no romance involved, so there were no hard feelings. And Helena’s date bailed on her at the last minute…”
 
   “So it was okay for her to steal your date?” Lindsay stared Claire down. “Tell me right now that it didn’t hurt sitting there all by yourself with that pathetic jerk Gilhooly chatting up another girl.”
 
   “What is the point of this? I thought you told me to let go of the past.”
 
   “That is exactly the point. You always play it safe, and you always end up getting hurt, David being the most recent example.”
 
   “He keeps sending me flowers, you know.”
 
   “The nerve of that slimeball. Does he think that he can buy his way into forgiveness?”
 
   “It wasn’t just David’s fault.” Claire halted. As embarrassing as it was, Lindsay was right. When it came to picking guys, she did always go for the safest bet, and more often than not, she got hurt because of it. “I didn’t really love him, and he must have sensed it, so I can’t really blame him. Sure, it hurts having been made a fool of, but I’m as much to blame as he is. He was just the first to slip, that’s all.” At the last bit, Claire’s voice broke off, and she worried that she just might lose her composure right there, on the shopping room floor of Bloomingdale’s.
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be so hard on you.” Lindsay’s voice was quiet with guilt. “Who am I to talk? I’ve got a big mouth, while I myself am guilty of the same offense. I dated that snake Matthew because I convinced myself that I loved him for his mind, while in reality I thought that he was too nerdy to dump me. Well, I certainly got my wakeup call with that one… Jake is the first guy I really took a chance on, and I have you to thank for it, Claire.”
 
   “You’ve got an odd way of saying thanks.”
 
   Lindsay lowered her eyes. “I got carried away, but I just want you to be happy, like I am now.”
 
   “Thanks.” Claire nodded. “I know. Now if you could just help me pick out an outfit for tomorrow night, I’ll be all set.”
 
   “How about this one?”
 
   “Don’t you think the color is too much? I hardly ever wear red…” Claire dubiously examined the dress that Lindsay had selected. It had a pleated deep v-neckline and flared above-the-knee skirt. The red fabric was gorgeous. Claire just was not sure it would look gorgeous on her. 
 
   “The red is perfect because the dress cut is reserved.”
 
   “I’d hardly call this neckline reserved!”
 
   “Yes, but the sleeves are long, so that balances everything out. This dress says confident, open to adventure, yet in control.”
 
   “I think you’re putting too much into it.”
 
   “Just try it on, already. Trust me. Adrianna Pappell is an awesome designer. She really knows a woman’s body.”
 
   When Claire stepped out of the dressing room cubicle to take a look in the larger mirror that hung in the dressing room corridor, she knew that Lindsay had been right. The dress looked stunning on her. I look so hot; it’s going to drive Alec wild, Claire thought gleefully of her upcoming date, even daring to imagine for one brief instant how the dress’s flared skirt would swing about her body to the beat of tango.
 
   “Now all your need are shoes and a bag. We can look for accessories downstairs. I’m thinking no more than two-inch heels for the pumps. You will, after all, be dancing.” Lindsay winked.
 
   An hour later, Claire was approaching the lobby of her building. In her hand she carried shopping bags containing the fruits of her spree: dark navy patent pumps to complement the red dress and a matching patent navy clutch. She had spent much more than she had intended, but justified the expense by thinking that the shoes were sensible enough to be worn to the office and the red dress could be worn to the office holiday party.
 
   It was going to be a wonderful evening tomorrow. She would leave work at five on the dot, get her hair and nails done and look absolutely stunning for Alec. 
 
   And maybe, just maybe she would brush up on her tango steps tonight, what little she remembered of them. These days you could find anything on the Internet, and Claire was fairly certain that she could find a quick tango tutorial on YouTube. Just to think that tomorrow, at this time, she would be sitting next to Alec, gazing into his eyes, flirting with him wittily. Well, at least Claire hoped that she would be able to conjure up a few entertaining remarks. Perhaps YouTube would have a tutorial on flirting as well. 
 
   Claire checked her mail and was about to head for the elevator when she heard footsteps in the hallway accompanied by a familiar laugh. There was no mistaking who the owner of that laugh was. Her heart had jumped too often to its sound for her to forget. Alec. 
 
   What was she to do? The logical thing would be to come out and greet him, but how was she to explain the packages in her hands? The last thing she wanted was for Alec to think that she had gone out on a shopping spree for their date tomorrow, even though that was exactly what she had done. On the other hand, he might pop into the mailroom, and how would she explain her hiding there? She had to make a decision quickly.
 
   Claire’s indecision was terminated when she heard another voice intermingled with Alec’s: a woman’s voice. How dumb of her it was to think that Alec was alone. After all, only crazy people laughed by themselves. 
 
   Claire clutched her mail to her chest, hoping that Alec and his companion would pass the mailroom without stopping by. Her wish was granted, and Claire exhaled a tiny sigh of relief. 
 
   When Claire heard the voices trailing off down the hallway, she tiptoed to the edge of the mailroom and peeked from behind the wall, immediately wishing she had not. She really did not need to see Alec wrapping his arm around some random girl. Claire squinted, praying that neither Alec nor his companion would sense her stare. On second glance, it was not just some random girl. Claire had seen her with Alec before: Sabina or Faina, or some such name? Claire was too flustered to attempt remembering her rival’s last name. Well, fair was fair, and Sabina had met Alec well before Claire, so she had first dibs, which pretty much put the kaput on Claire’s plans for tomorrow night.
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   “What do you mean you’re not going to get your hair and nails done?” Lindsay fumed on the other end of the line. “I hate going to those places by myself.”
 
   Claire lowered her voice, regretting not having made the call on her cell phone. She did not have much privacy at her desk. 
 
   “I just can’t. I have too much work to do for the Castelan exhibition. I have to stay late tonight.”
 
   “You’re cancelling your date with Alec, aren’t you?”
 
   “No, I’m not.” Technically, this was true. Claire had not called off her evening with Alec because she still did not have his phone number, and after what she had seen yesterday, she did not think she owed him any explanations. She simply planned to skip their date by staying late at the office. 
 
   “Then come out and get your nails done with me. It only takes forty minutes, tops. It’s only three o’clock now. There’s still a chance you’ll finish up on time. Besides, they’ll charge me a late cancellation fee if you don’t show up. It’s not some run of the mill parlor we’re going to – it’s a first-grade spa.” 
 
   Claire bit her lip. She had forgotten all about the late fees. Just because she was a klutz when it came to dating did not mean that Lindsay had to pay the price. 
 
   “I’ll be there. I’ll just take my work home for the weekend.”
 
   “Good. I’ll see you there.”
 
    
 
   At five o’clock sharp, Claire rose from behind her desk. 
 
   “Have a great time tonight.” Jake winked.
 
   “How do you know about,” Claire stopped herself short. “Are you telling me that now that you’re dating my friend I have no privacy?”
 
   “Am I not your friend?” Jake stuck out his lower lip, making puppy eyes. “And here I was thinking we were so close.”
 
   “You won’t get any pity out of me, Mister.” Claire made a mental note to read Lindsay the riot act. Sure she and Jake were in love, but that did not mean that Lindsay had to share every detail of Claire’s love life, correction, absence of love life, with her boyfriend.
 
   “I expect a full report on Monday.” Jake grinned. “I always thought that red was your color.”
 
   “I’m not even going to dignify that with an answer.” Claire shook her head. Speaking of red, she would have to return the dress over the weekend. She could not possibly wear it now.
 
   “I told you you’d get out of the office on time.” Lindsay beamed at Claire.
 
   “You were right. The Castelan exhibition is finally planned.” At least this part was true. Claire had been working her tail off for the event, and now all the exhibits on loan were confirmed, and the exhibition format was finalized. Just this morning, the event date had been set to six months from today, and now, the rest of the planning was in the hands of Fink’s public relations department. There would be one missing piece, however: instead of the original of Castelan’s photo by his building, there would be a copy. Claire had explained to her boss and everyone concerned at the Fink Corporation that the owner was not willing to lend the original photograph, and after much discussion, all parties agreed not to pursue the subject any further.
 
   “Claire and Lindsay. We have a five-thirty appointment.” Lindsay informed the spa receptionist.
 
   “Excellent. Please have a seat. The manicurist will be right with you.” The spa attendant motioned to plush couches in the waiting area.
 
   Claire perched herself at the edge of a couch. A table water fountain making soothing burbling noises, along with the lavender aroma hovering the air, were clearly intended to help visitors relax, but relaxation was the last thing on her mind.
 
   “So, what color are you going to get?” Lindsay fumbled through a fashion magazine.
 
   “I was thinking of doing a French manicure maybe.” 
 
   “French? You’re going to a tango club, honey, not an accountant convention. How about burgundy?”
 
   Indeed, burgundy had been Claire’s original pick, but now that her evening would not be going as planned, she saw no reason to waste a manicure, so she might as well pick a practical color and tell her friend the truth. Lindsay was bound to find out eventually.
 
   “Lindsay, I’m not going out with Alec tonight.” 
 
   “I knew it - I knew it! What happened? What did the poor guy do now that’s not to your likening?”
 
   “Only happened to have a girlfriend he forgot to mention.”
 
   “What?” Lindsay’s eyes grew twice their size. “Tell me everything.”
 
   “I saw him with her last night when I was coming back from the store. She’s blond, about five foot five, got a perfect dancer’s body. He had his arm around her; they were laughing the whole time.”
 
   “What did Alec say when he saw you?”
 
   “He didn’t say anything: they didn’t see me. I was in the mailroom, hiding.”
 
   “So how do you know she’s his girlfriend? She could be just his friend or dance partner.” 
 
   “Yeah, sure, a friend coming out of his apartment with his arms wrapped around her, and she also happens to be insanely good-looking.”
 
   “Would you stop being so bitter? I’m telling you, you don’t have enough evidence to condemn the guy.”
 
   “I saw her with him a few weeks back. They were in the elevator together. The way they acted around each other was so intimate, they had to be dating.”
 
   “And Alec never mentioned her to you?”
 
   “Never. I guess he thinks that it’s completely acceptable to date several women at the same time. Unless you’re going to tell me that he only wants to be friends with me too.”
 
   Lindsay waved off Claire’s last remark. “Sarcasm is best served in small quantities. So, let’s get the facts straight: you saw him with this girl before, but did you ever see them kiss or display any PDA?”
 
   “I just told you, he had his arm around her.”
 
   “Yes, but was he merely casually hugging her shoulder, or did his hand reach past her waist, all the way to her ass?”
 
   Claire closed her eyes, trying to recall the scene from yesterday, conjuring up the image that she would much rather forget for good. 
 
   “He had his arm around her shoulder.”
 
   “Well, that’s harmless enough. They could be just friends.”
 
   “But how do you explain the fact that she keeps hanging out in his apartment?”
 
   “I told you – she’s probably his dance partner or student.”
 
   “He didn’t say anything about having a dance partner. I don’t even know if he’s competing.”
 
   “See – there are lots of things you don’t know about the guy. Just give him a chance. Have you cancelled on him already?”
 
   “No.” Claire lowered her eyes. “I was going to bail out by hiding out at the office.”
 
   “That’s it. You’re going, and that’s final. What’s the worst thing that could happen? Even if he does happen to be the evil womanizer you paint him out to be, you’ll have a night out instead of sitting cooped up in your apartment - correction, office.”
 
   “But don’t you think it would be wrong? Think of that poor girl. I’m the other woman now, and I’ve just been on the receiving end of it with David.”
 
   “It sounds to me like that ‘poor girl’ can take care of herself. Do you really think that if Alec planned to cheat on his girlfriend, he would do it with his neighbor?”
 
   “You’ve got a point there.”
 
   Just then a spa attendant entered the waiting room. 
 
   “So sorry for the delay. Please follow me. Have you decided on the color for your manicure?” 
 
   Claire already knew the answer. It was going to be burgundy, come hell or high water. 
 
    
 
   Claire surveyed her reflection in the foyer mirror of her apartment. She looked stunning, even if she did say so herself, and even if she were about to go out with a man who was completely unavailable. The red dress framed her hourglass figure, making her waist look extra slim and showing off her legs. Her hair had been blow-dried at the spa, and now it framed her face and neck in soft waves. Claire had wanted to put it up, but Lindsay had insisted that she leave it down, claiming that men liked women’s hair long and loose. Well, if tonight’s date were going to go nowhere, that would be through no fault of Claire’s. She could not remember the last time she had put so much effort into primping herself for a man. Perhaps that was the reason why David looked elsewhere, a treacherous thought crept into her mind. Stop it, Claire shook her head. Now was not the time to examine the motivations behind David Lawson’s infidelity. Tonight was going to be her night, even if she were stealing it from another woman. For one evening, Claire would permit herself not to care - or at least pretend not to. 
 
   At eight o’clock sharp, the doorbell rang. The shrill sound jarred through the air, sending Claire’s heartbeat into overtime. She took a deep breath. Here goes nothing, she thought and flung open the door. 
 
   “Hello, Claire.” Alec greeted her. He looked positively dapper in a tailored, navy pinstriped suit that showed off his broad shoulders and tight waist.
 
   “Hi.” Claire blushed. Her heart was beating a million beats a minute. Was Alec going to kiss her? She would be a liar if she said that she did not want him to, but there was the matter of the other woman to consider.
 
   “I’m so looking forward to our evening.” Alec handed her a tiger orchid. “This is for you.”
 
   “It’s beautiful. Thank you. Please, come on in.” Claire rushed to get a vase for the flower.
 
   “If I had known that you are such a flower lover, I would have gotten a larger arrangement,” Alec’s voice rang with chagrin.
 
   “Oh, these are from work - people congratulating me on finishing my report to the Landmarks Preservation Commission.” There she was, barely five minutes into their date, lying already. Did she really have the right to blame Alec after that?
 
   “Sounds like your colleagues are very appreciative of you.”
 
   “They are,” Claire mumbled. She filled the vase with water and put the orchid into it. It was a gorgeous purple color. “I’m ready to go when you are.”
 
   “Then let’s go.” Alec held out his hand, and just like a blushing heroine out of a Jane Austen’s novel, Claire followed her Mr. Darcy. 
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   When Claire walked inside The Red Carnation, she had to instantly agree with Lindsay – saloon was the perfect word to describe the lofty establishment. The lights were dimmed, with red plush upholstery chairs and numerous tables framing the polished, parquet dance floor that loomed in the middle of the room. Claire felt her throat constrict. There was no way she was setting her foot on that dance floor.
 
   Alec smiled at her, as though reading her thoughts. “I’ve reserved a table for us for dinner. The dance performance starts at nine.”
 
   “Great.” Claire hoped that relief was not too obvious on her face.
 
   “Alec, how wonderful to see you here!” exclaimed the hostess, a lanky brunette in a lace sheath that fit her like a second skin. “I was beginning to think that you’ve forgotten us.”
 
   “Hello, Katrina.” Alec nodded. “I hope you’ll forgive me. I haven’t been neglecting you. I was just really busy with work.”
 
   “Of course, you’re forgiven!” The brunette smooched Alec on both cheeks. “And who is your gorgeous lady friend?”
 
   “This is Claire.”
 
   “We are neighbors,” Claire cut in to save Alec the awkwardness of characterizing their relationship. 
 
   “Pleasure to meet you.” 
 
   The hostess led them to their table. “Your waiter will be right with you.” The hostess cast a scarlet-lipped smile at Alec and made her way back to her station, her hips swaying.
 
   “That was Katrina Dolores. She and her husband, Victor, were international tango champions for five years straight. Now they run this place.”
 
   “She’s stunning,” said Claire, thinking that if this were the company Alec kept, she did not stand a chance, even if by some miraculous chance Alec did turn out to be single.
 
   “You should have seen her on the dance floor. She’s electric. It’s a shame Katrina and Victor don’t compete anymore, but then I’m not one to talk. I’m thinking of hanging up my own dance shoes.”
 
   “You’re not to going to abandon tango?”
 
   “No.” Alec grinned. “That would be akin to torture, but I want to focus more on teaching instead of competing. In fact, that’s part of the reason I brought you here tonight. I’ve got something to celebrate.” Alec flashed a mysterious smile.
 
   As if on cue, the waiter brought a bottle of champagne to their table.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind that I took the liberty of ordering champagne,” Alec smiled.
 
   “Not in the least. I love champagne. So what are we celebrating?”
 
   “As of today, I am the proud owner of Dance Steps.” Alec held up his glass. “My own dance studio.”
 
   “That’s wonderful. Congratulations!”
 
   “Thank you. I’ve been working on it for a while, building up my reputation in the dance industry and, now, I think I’m finally ready. Well, you’re never one hundred percent ready,” Alec retracted. “But I’m as ready as I’m ever going to be.”
 
   “I know you’ll be great at it,” Claire assured him. 
 
   “Great enough for you to let me teach you?” 
 
   Claire lowered her eyes. She had no comeback for a line like that. 
 
   “I’ve got some good news too. The date for the Castelan exhibition has been set. Once I have the invites, you can have as many as you need, in case you’d like to invite your family,” Claire added and reddened immediately. There she was again, butting into Alec’s personal business when he had made it clear that his family was a sore conversation topic for him.
 
   “Thank you, Claire.” To Claire’s relief, Alec’s voice was not strained. “I’m sure they’d love to come.” 
 
   “Alec!” A female voice snapped Claire to attention. A gorgeous blonde with cat-like green eyes was beaming at Alec as though he were the next best thing since sliced bread. She was wearing a stunning black dress with shutter-pleated chiffon skirt that hugged every curve of her killer body; the lace top of the dress framed her breasts, leaving very little to the imagination. Her golden hair was done up in a razor-sharp French twist.
 
   “Sabina!” Alec jerked his chair back. 
 
   Immediately, Claire regretted not putting her hair up. At least she would have looked more sophisticated instead of being outshined by Sabina’s perfectly coiffed hairdo. 
 
   “I just wanted to say hi before the show,” Sabina’s accent laced the innocuous phrase with mystique.
 
   “Shouldn’t you be warming up?” Alec asked. “The show is about to start.”
 
   Claire felt her heart literally sink. No doubt Alec wanted to “warm up” Sabina personally. What kind of sick pervert brought his girlfriend along to a date with another girl? She had always heard that it took two to tango, but apparently Alec thought that the number could he extended to three. Not that Claire had even the slightest interest in such a notion.
 
   “Oh, hello, Claire. I didn’t mean to interrupt.” Sabina glanced at Claire.
 
   “You’re not interrupting anything.” Claire tried to sound as chirpy as possible. “It’s nice to see you again.”
 
   “I don’t mean to be rude, but I have to run – I’m up next. Wish me luck.”
 
   “Break a leg.” Alec grinned.
 
   “Good luck,” Claire murmured into Sabina’s lacy back.
 
   “Sabina’s really good,” Alec said. “I think you’ll enjoy the show.”
 
   Now this was getting to be too much. Claire had to have her answer once and for all, but she could not just ask Alec flat out what his relationship with Sabina was, could she? No, there had to be a subtler way.
 
   “Sabina is my student. I’ve taught her for two years. She won two championships last year, and I think I deserve some credit for that.” Alec grinned.
 
   Claire bit her lip to prevent her jaw from dropping. Had she been thinking out loud or was Alec reading minds? But then she knew that the real answer was much simpler. She simply had the worst poker face in the world.
 
   “I just thought you might want to know.” Alec shrugged.
 
   “So you’re not dating?”
 
   “Me and Sabina?” Alec smirked. “She’s just a kid, and, if you must know, she’s married, although she’s barely twenty. In fact, her husband will be dancing with her tonight. He finally got his visa approved.”
 
   “Oh, that’s wonderful.” And it really was the most wonderful news Claire had heard all evening. “He’s a dancer too?”
 
   “Yes, Nicholas is very well known in Czech Republic, and I’m sure he’ll soon make a name for himself in the U.S.” Alec halted, his eyes zeroing in on Claire’s. “And how about you, Claire? Are you seeing anyone?”
 
   “No.” Claire gulped. She was telling the truth, yet she felt she should say something about David. At the same time, it seemed awkward to bring him up now. 
 
   Alec shook his head. “Somehow I find it hard to believe that those flowers in your apartment were from your coworkers.”
 
   “They weren’t.” Claire felt her face grow warm. “They are from my ex-fiancé, but it’s over now. We’ve broken up for good.”
 
   “Apparently, he does not think so.”
 
   “But I do, and that’s what counts.”
 
   “Good. That’s all I need to know.” Alec raised his glass. “Here’s to a wonderful evening.”
 
   “To a wonderful evening.”
 
   The lights grew dimmer and immediately all the conversations around them came to a halt. 
 
   “Ah, it’s starting.” Alec rubbed his hands in anticipation.
 
   What happened next could only be described as spectacular. 
 
   The sound of bandaleon filled the room with seductive tango melody. Sabina took center stage as her husband, Nicholas, appeared right behind her. The two of them began an intricate dance of desire and longing. Two bodies moving as one, Sabina’s and Nicholas’s torsos were linked, as their legs wove intricate footwork. A kick of Sabina’s foot flashed in the air, hooking through that of her partner’s. His hand rested on her back firmly and calmly as he directed her every step. They were one body with four legs.
 
   Spellbound, Clair watched the performance, long forgotten names of tango dance figures returning to her: sentada, corte, ocho…As a chubby girl, she had memorized them secretly, hoping one day to emulate the striking dancers she had seen in broadcasts of ballroom competitions on PBS. Well, maybe she still could. Maybe now was her chance. 
 
   The music ended, and applause exploded. Sabina and Nicholas bowed shyly and disappeared behind the curtain.
 
   “And now, we open the floor for everyone’s enjoyment.”
 
   One by one, couples started filling the floor, sliding into graceful circular motion. 
 
   “May I?” Alec rose from his chair and held out his hand.
 
   “But I don’t know how to tango.”
 
   “Just follow me. It is very simple, really, and I can tell that you have great rhythm.”
 
   “But what if I make a fool of myself?”
 
   “I won’t let you.” Alec took Claire’s hand into his own, and she had no choice but to trust him.
 
   “One, two, three. We start with the basic step.” Alec’s lips almost touched her ear as he led her to join the rest of the dancers. 
 
   Despite all the years that had passed since Claire had studied the intricate tango dance moves in the furtive solitude of her childhood room, the memory came back to her instantly, as though her body had never forgotten it. She heeded Alec’s every move, the two of them gliding in unison to the tantalizing beat.
 
   “But Claire, you have not been honest with me,” Alec murmured.
 
   “Whatever do you mean?” Claire flushed. Was Alec going to bring up David again?
 
   “You obviously have danced before, and here you are, telling me you are a novice.” 
 
   “Oh, it’s just a little something I picked up while watching TV.” Claire lowered her eyes. Alec held her so close that her heart was having palpitations. “But I hope you will teach me more.”
 
   “With the greatest of pleasures.”
 
   Later, their arms wrapped around each other, their lips linked, they burst through Alec’s apartment’s front door. 
 
   Alec reached for the zipper on the back of Claire’s dress, undoing it swiftly. A few days ago, even a few hours ago, she would have been abashed by his move, but now she welcomed it, shaking her shoulders free of the fabric, letting it slide past her hips and onto the floor.
 
   Alec’s eyes blazed as he took in her matching red lace bra, thong, black lace garter belt and stockings, sending a shiver of satisfaction down Claire’s spine. She was desirable – men wanted her – a wonderful, gorgeous man wanted her, yearned for her, and best of all, she yearned for him with equal ferocity.
 
   Alec pulled off his jacket and Claire undid his tie, dropping it on the floor. He stroked her breasts, his hands travelling around to her back, past her waist to her hips, while his lips kissed her neck. Pleasure prickled every inch of her skin in tantalizing bursts. She wanted him here and now, and she did not give a hoot about propriety. 
 
   Impatiently, Claire reached for the buttons on Alec’s white dress shirt. There were so many of them, she could scream from impatience. As if sensing her urgency, Alec peeled off his shirt with a rough jerk, both of them laughing at the sound of buttons popping down on the hardwood floor. 
 
   In one quick motion, Alec lifted her up as though she weighed nothing at all. The scent of his cologne mixed with his masculinity aroused desire in her that she did not know she was capable of experiencing. Claire wrapped her legs around Alec’s waist. Now, she wanted him right now. 
 
   Gently, Alec lowered her on the couch. In an instant, he was on top of her, kissing her, caressing her, making every inch of her body sing with ecstasy. Claire kissed Alec’s neck and shoulders, alternating gentle touches of her lips with playful nibbles of her teeth. She traced her fingertips against his back, and, sensing him shiver with pleasure, she grew bolder, repeating the same motion with the tips of her fingernails.
 
   He looked into her eyes, as if asking for her approval. His gaze was so full of longing for her that his desire was almost palpable. Its presence enveloped her body, buoying her to boldness she never dared before. In one sure move, she rolled on top of him, and then, he was inside her, their bodies rocking in perfect unison. His hands never stopped caressing her body, alternating between her breasts and buttocks, as his body writhed together with hers, propelling her to pleasure so intense it almost hurt. 
 
    
 
   Claire stood in front of the window, sipping double espresso Alec had made for her. She had never been much of a coffee drinker, but right now, espresso was exactly what she needed to sober her head, which was still filled with the haze of lovemaking from last night and earlier this morning. 
 
   Her body felt light and weightless, as though it were about to float off the surface of the Earth at any moment. She could not remember the last time she had experienced a sensation like this because she had never felt this way with any man before - not with David, not with anyone. Claire breathed in Alec’s scent, which still lingered on his shirt that she was wearing. Sure, it was a cliché to dress in a man’s shirt the morning after they had sex, but she wanted to keep Alec as close to her as possible, and even though he was right there in the apartment, only separated from her by a shower door, she wanted a part of him near her at all times.
 
   The sound of the running water in the shower stopped, and Claire shivered, pulling Alec’s shirt tighter around her. What now? A part of her almost dreaded facing Alec. True, they had made passionate love last night with an even better encore this morning, but in a few moments they would be facing each other in the bright light of the day, and there was no way of knowing what was to happen next.
 
   “Hi there, gorgeous.” Alec kissed Claire’s neck, wrapping his arms around her.
 
   “Hi.” She burrowed her face in his chest. Right now, all she wanted was for this moment to last.
 
   “You look lovely in this.” Alec tugged at the hem of his shirt from last night, which Claire now had on. “Although, I must say that the red lace from yesterday was not all that bad either.”
 
   Claire mock punched him in his shoulder. “Just not bad?”
 
   “All right, all right!” Alec raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “It was splendid, superb, incredible…”
 
   Claire grinned. This was easier than she had thought.
 
   “So, do you want to get some breakfast? I’m afraid I don’t have much in this place except for coffee beans and orange juice.”
 
   Breakfast, he wanted to have breakfast. Claire felt her heart pick up speed. Must not get ahead of myself, she thought.
 
   “You do eat, right?” Alec’s eyes twinkled as he looked at her, half perplexed.
 
   “Yes and yes. I’d love to get some breakfast, but first I’ve got to run downstairs and change.”
 
   “Perfect. I’ll stop by your place in twenty minutes.” Alec paused. “And after that, perhaps we could take a stroll in Central Park?”
 
   Claire’s heart jumped, and she only hoped that she did not look like an eager puppy. 
 
   “Sounds like a wonderful plan.” 
 
   The minute Alec’s door closed behind her, Claire raced down the stairs. There was no way she was going to bother with the elevator.
 
   Once inside her apartment, she sprinted for the shower, carelessly flinging off her red dress from yesterday on the floor. So what if it had caused a sizeable dent in her monthly budget? The dry cleaners would just have to do some extra ironing. At the moment, all Claire cared about was looking spic and span for Alec. 
 
   As she lathered up in the shower, Claire ran the washcloth over her body. Before, she would have been obsessing whether her stomach was sticking out or her hips were too wide, but now she felt like she could do no wrong. Something had happened last night when Claire had followed Alec onto that scarily shiny floor at The Red Carnation. It was as though the insecure, chubby girl whom Claire had been hiding inside her all this time had finally been released. That girl was still a part of her and would always be, but now, she was firmly in the past where she belonged, no longer a shameful memory, but simply a part of what Claire had been - a step to her transformation as an adult, which had now been put behind her. 
 
   Claire left the shower and hastily blow-dried her hair. She would just have to settle for a simple ponytail today. Next, she applied a light dusting of powder to her face and two quick coats of mascara to her lashes. She could certainly forgo lipstick today, as her lips were bright red from all the fervent kisses she had shared with Alec. 
 
   Then came the question of deciding what to wear. Should she opt for jeans and a tank top, capris and a peasant blouse, or perhaps a dress? Before Claire might have spent hours agonizing over her choices, but now, she knew the answer instantly as she reached for a flower-patterned dress she had bought in the beginning of the summer. The dress still had a tag on it. Somehow, she had never found the right occasion to wear it, perhaps because there had not been one, until now.
 
   As Claire twirled in front of the mirror, she knew that she had made the perfect choice. The flirty dress was casual enough for a walk to a park, yet dressy enough for anything that the evening might bring, and Claire secretly hoped that Alec would have plans for them for the evening. 
 
   She put on her strappy platform sandals that she could walk in for hours and grabbed her bag. She was ready.
 
   The doorbell rang, and Claire almost jumped in mid-air. She had just made it.
 
   She opened the door and saw Alec standing there, dressed in navy jeans and a black polo shirt. 
 
   “Hi, Claire.” His hair, still wet from the shower, was combed back, with a few loose strands falling over his brow.
 
   “Hello.” He looks like sex on a stick, Claire thought and gulped. What does he want with me? the old Claire whispered. Well, there is only one way to find out, Claire smiled at Alec.
 
   “Shall we?” Alec offered her his hand.
 
   Claire smiled, sensing Alec’s clasp close around her hand. The only way of knowing where their walk in the park would lead was by taking the first step together. 
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   David Lawson sat in his father’s office chewing the inside of his cheek. He had never despised himself more than at this very moment. 
 
   His whole life he had been cowed before the old man, and now he was waiting in his office to hear about the dirt that Allan Lawson’s private investigator had dug up on the man David’s ex-fiancée was currently seeing. The prospect was mortifying, and not because of David’s jealousy. He would be the first to admit that he had pretty much given up all rights in that regard. But the fact that David’s father forced him to expose his dirty laundry to outsiders was vexing, although David also had to consent that after his recent brush with tabloid fame, he had pretty much lost all rights to privacy as well.
 
   David glanced at the creased theatre section of the New York Times he had been carrying around for several days. Claudia would be starring in a Broadway play – The Glass Menagerie, of all choices. It was to open six months from now. How he longed to buy the largest bouquet of yellow roses and be there to congratulate her. 
 
   The door opened, and inside walked Allan Lawson, followed by a middle-aged man dressed in a creased linen suit.
 
   “David, this is Ross Tully – the best PI in all of the United States and possibly, the world. Ross, this is my son, David Lawson.”
 
   Apparently I do not warrant a further introduction, David thought glumly as he rose from his seat. “Pleasure to meet you, Ross.” David extended his hand, which was immediately sandwiched by Ross’s meaty palm.
 
   “Likewise, David.” Ross Tully’s tongue flicked over his lips, his watery gray eyes locking in on David’s face. 
 
   “Would anyone like a drink?” Allan Lawson offered in an unusual gesture of hospitality.
 
   “I’d love one.” Ross leaned back on the sofa with a grunt.
 
   I’m sure you would, David thought, trying not to stare at the maroon color of Ross’s complexion. He must have been a handsome man once, but now his features were distorted by too much food and drink. Probably, the side effects of being a PI, David thought.
 
   Allan Lawson placed scotch glasses on the table: the usual two fingers for himself and David and a staggering four for Tully.
 
   “Gentlemen.” Tully raised his glass to his lips and emptied it in one continuous gulp. “Ah, excellent stuff, Allan – as usual.”
 
   “You know that I only stock the best.” Allan Lawson’s lips wove into a thin smile. “A refill?”
 
   “Don’t mind if I do.”
 
   Allan Lawson promptly rose from his seat and returned with a generous helping of scotch, which he placed in front of Tully.
 
   “Much appreciated.” Tully upped his second glass as he did his first.
 
   This maroon-faced drunk was the man his father chose to poke in his affairs? David sipped at his scotch, trying to remain calm, which was getting harder by the minute,
 
   “Well, as much as I’d love to sit here and chat, I know that the reason I’m here is not to drink scotch, although I’ve enjoyed it very much. So, without further ado, here’s what I’ve got so far.” Tully plunked a thick manila folder on the table. The paper pile made a thudding sound as it hit the table surface, its contents spilling out. Photographs –tens of photographs.
 
   David felt something inside him tighten as looked at the strewn images: Claire walking down the street with her hair bouncing on her shoulders, Claire hailing a cab, Claire holding up a dress in a store, Claire kissing a man – the same man David had seen her kiss the night he had crawled into her building in a pathetic attempt to apologize for the second time. As if there were words for an apology that could excuse belittling a beautiful woman, an exceptional woman, by taking her for granted. Well, now Claire belonged to someone else. David had lost his chance, and the worst part of it was that he did not even regret it. That was, he did regret it. He regretted hurting Claire, but he certainly did not regret not marrying her, and despite his life being ruined by it, David sure as hell did not regret his affair with Claudia.
 
   “Oopsie.” Tully scooped the photographs with his thick fingers. “Let me organize these first.” He meticulously arranged the photographs, his fat hands moving with unexpected deftness. “Here we go. I’ve been following, the subject, Claire Chatfield, as instructed. Overall, she leads a pretty low key existence.” One by one, Tully tossed the photographs of Claire on the table as though they were poker cards. “Last week the subject was seen with this man.” Tully plunked the photograph of a dark-haired, handsome man on the table. “His name is Alec Brunell. He lives in an apartment directly upstairs from Ms. Chatfield’s. This man is a tango instructor and dancer, and if I may add, quite a ladies’ man.” Tully fanned out photographs of Alec in tango dance positions with a slew of long-legged beauties. “These are his students, and while, unfortunately, I was unable to obtain images of a more explicit sexual nature, I believe that if Ms. Chatfield were to see these photographs she would end her association with this abominable character immediately.”
 
   David looked at the photos. Sure, he hated the man by default, but there was nothing incriminating about these images. In one, a long-legged brunette was leaning her back against Alec’s hand; in another, a slim blonde had her leg hooked through his. While sensual, seductive even, these images did not prove anything other than the fact that Alec happened to be a very good tango dancer. Then, David’s glance fell on the image of Alec kissing Claire, and something inside him tightened again. There was such passion, such happiness on their faces. He did not remember Claire ever looking like this when she was with him. Who was he to ruin Claire’s newly-found chance for happiness? Had he not done enough?
 
   “I trust that you know what to do, David?” Allan Lawson met David’s eyes.
 
   “Yes, Father. Now, if you’ll both excuse me, I’ve got some matters to attend to at the office.” David rose from his seat and walked out without waiting for his father’s reply.
 
   “Hey there.”
 
   David turned around, taken by surprise, but then he should not have been. His sister had loved sneaking up on him ever since she was a kid.
 
   “Hey yourself.” In an absent-minded gesture, David lifted his hand to ruffle Stephanie’s hair, but stopped himself short. She was not a kid anymore. 
 
   “How is it going?” 
 
   “Okay.” David paused. It was really far from going okay, but he was not about to unleash his unorthodox love life on his baby sister. “How is it with you, stranger?”
 
   “Good. Great, actually.” Stephanie clicked her bubble gum. “Just got a modeling contract signed with Hanes. I’ll be out of here next week. By the way, you were wrong to fire Amber. She’s really good. She got me the Hanes deal.”
 
   “Ah, I’m glad.” David rubbed his forehead. “It wasn’t my decision to fire her, it was Dad’s.”
 
   “It figures.” Stephanie shrugged. “How long are you going to let him boss you around, David?”
 
   “It’s not that simple, Steph.” David shook his head. The last thing he needed right now was to hear accusations from his little sister. “I’ve got to go. Congrats on the new job. Let me know if you need help looking for an apartment.” He turned around to open the car door.
 
   “What’s this?” Stephanie snatched a stack of photographs from David’s jacket pocket. Next to it was the folded clipping from the New York Times. 
 
   “Give it back,” David snapped.
 
   Stephanie’s eyes flew wide open as she flipped through the photos. “Does Dad have you spying on Claire now? And this?” She held up the New York Times clipping. “Claudia Block to star in The Glass Menagerie.” 
 
   “Just give it back, okay?”
 
   “Not until you tell me what you’re going to do, David.” Stephanie jumped back, holding her arm behind her back, like she used to when David would catch her stealing things from his room in their childhood: not because she needed them, but she wanted him to chase after her.
 
   “Just give it back, Steph. It’s not funny.” David crossed his arms. He was not going to chase his baby sister. He was a grown man.
 
   “Are you going to ruin Claire’s life by telling her lies about this guy? They look so happy together.”
 
   “You don’t even know anything about the guy.”
 
   “I know that Claire didn’t look anywhere near as happy when she came here with you, and I know that you’re still in love with Claudia Block. That’s enough for me. Do you know that Claire and Amber still don’t speak because of you? Not only did you break her heart, you made her lose one of her best friends. How long are you going to let Dad run your life, David? You’re hurting other people because of your indecision, not to mention yourself.”
 
   David stood back. There was nothing he could say in return. How did it come about that his baby sister was the wise adult and he was the idiot? Suddenly, he knew exactly what he needed to do. 
 
   “Just give the photos back, Stephanie. I promise to fix everything.” 
 
   “Promise to leave Claire alone? You know, I really liked her. It would have been great to have her for a sister-in-law, but if you lie to her, I swear the truth will come out.”
 
   “Don’t worry.” David smiled wryly. “There’ll be no more lying.”
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   David sat quietly in his seat. It was only a dress rehearsal, but to him it felt as though it were already opening night. So much planning had gone into the past six months. In a way, it was not only Claudia’s dress rehearsal, it was his as well. For far too long he had lived according to the will of others, mainly his father’s, and now, he had finally become his own man. Earlier today David had signed the deal with a venture capitalist firm to sponsor his vision – a set of hotels in Africa that would donate ten percent of its revenue to local communities. In time he’d like to donate more, but it was a start, and it was his own gig through and through. Ever since he had broken out from under his father’s wing, David had had to rethink his lifestyle. He had had to cut down drastically, but surprisingly, Claudia had not minded. It turned out that David had underestimated her after all. The night he had shown up at Claudia’s doorstep with nothing but the clothes on his back and his name, she took him in, begging for his forgiveness – as if he could ever hold a grudge against her. That was what love felt like. It did not always make sense, it was not always pretty in the eyes of others, but it made sense in one’s own heart, and that was what mattered. 
 
   The only regret David had was that it had taken him this long to learn this simple truth. If only he could go back in time and erase his mistakes. But such notions were the stuff of science fiction; instead, he had the future and he was not going to waste even a moment of it. 
 
   David glanced at the folded clipping from the New York Times that he had produced from his jacket pocket. The date of the clipping was three months ago. The title article read: New York Architect Discovers a Hidden Building.
 
   Claire Chatfield, a Senior Architect at Bancroft, Skinner and Willis, is the architect responsible for discovery of a rare example of Gaudian architecture in Tribeca, New York. The building in question housed warehouses and printing presses for over forty years until the owner’s decision to apply for a permit for condo conversion. The unusual structure of the building immediately drew the attention of the Landmarks Preservation Commission, which was when Bancroft, Skinner and Willis was called upon for their expertise. According to Daniel Bancroft, Senior Partner at the firm, Claire Chatfield was the natural lead on the project. “Claire’s extensive knowledge of Gaudi’s architectural style made her candidacy an unquestionable choice as the project leader, and she has delivered as expected,” says Bancroft.
 
   The property owner, Fink Corporation, has made the decision to turn the building into a museum dedicated to the architecture of New York. The opening gala, scheduled to take place three months from now, is sure to be the hottest ticket in New York City.
 
   David glanced at the date on his watch. The opening night of the gala was tonight. Good for Claire, he thought. It was about time something good happened in Claire’s life, and the best thing for both of them was that David was not in it. 
 
   The lights dimmed, and Claudia drew a sharp breath at her cue. By now, she knew her part by heart - had known it for months. Yet, her heart fluttered, as it did at every rehearsal, threatening to spill out of her chest.
 
   To think that tonight she would open in The Glass Menagerie of all things! A few months ago she would have shunned the role. It was, after all, official admission of her age. When her agent had called her with the offer, half-expecting her to refuse, she had accepted, as her private penance for the dreadful damage she had done to David. Now she reveled in her choice, for David had come back to her, choosing to forsake everything for her, and she would not dare refuse his sacrifice. 
 
   There were times when Claudia still could not believe her good fortune. Was it possible to find one’s true love at the age of fifty-one? She wanted to believe that it was, and she was going to hold on to this hope until it would be wrung out of her hands. The thought that David was there, in the audience, waiting for her to assume her place on stage, as he did at every rehearsal, filled her with buoyancy. He loved her, if ever love existed, and to hell with everything else – age difference, money, fame. None of it mattered as long as you were loved.
 
    
 
   Claire smoothed her hair, which had been pinned into a neat French twist. She studied her reflection in the mirror as she reapplied her lipstick. In her new black suit, she looked put-together and professional, like a senior architect at a top New York architectural firm should. 
 
   She closed her purse, holding up the New York Post clipping she had seen earlier this morning. She remembered the headline by heart: Claudia Block to Star in The Glass Menagerie:
 
   Claudia Block reclaims her place in the limelight with a limited Broadway engagement in The Glass Menagerie. 
 
   On a personal note, Ms. Block has plenty to smile about as well, as she has been steadily dating real estate developer and hotelier, David Lawson. Despite the formidable age difference, the two are said to be madly in love.
 
   Claire shook her head and threw the clipping into the garbage bin. She had not spoken to David for over six months, and although she had no desire to ever see him again, she was glad to learn that he had finally found his way. For as impossible as it had seemed at the time, she was no longer angry at David. The night David had come to beg for her forgiveness, telling her that he would be out of her life for good, Claire had found it impossible to hold on to her resentment. She was glad to know that David had finally broken free of his father’s shadow, and albeit she was not David’s dream woman, at least David had finally mastered the guts to admit the truth and fight for the life he wanted.
 
   But enough reminiscing - it was time to address the matter at hand. Deep breaths, Claire thought. Best not to dwell on the fact that she was about to deliver an opening speech to an audience of over one thousand guests. Her boss, Daniel, thought delivering the opening speech was a great perk, just like her promotion, but while Claire agreed with him on the promotion bit, she could have easily done without the speech bit. Still, there was no turning back now. She had rehearsed her speech hundreds of times. She knew exactly what to say. Now, she had to go out there and do it. 
 
   Head up, shoulders back, back straight, Claire headed through the ladies’ room door.
 
   “Claire, there you are.” Alec beamed at her.
 
   “Hi.” She smiled back. They had been together for six months, and still, every time she saw Alec, it was like a surprise, as if she could not believe her good fortune.
 
   “Claire, I’d like you to meet my parents.” Alec smiled shyly. “My mom, Stella, and my dad, Charlie.”
 
   “A pleasure to meet you.” Claire’s heart raced. Up until now, she’d had no idea whether Alec was going to bring his family to the opening night or not. This was her first time meeting his mom and dad.
 
   “It’s wonderful to meet you, Claire.” Charles shook her hand. “Alec tells me that you are quite a historian. You’ve unraveled some intriguing past about our family.”
 
   Claire blushed. In the past few months, she had received more praise than she had in her entire life, but she still was not used to it. “Thank you, sir. I’m so glad that you could come tonight.”
 
   “Oh, we would not miss it for the world. Alec has told us so much about you,” Stella added.
 
   “Don’t embarrass Claire, Mom.” Alec reddened.
 
   “Who said anything about embarrassing anyone?” Charlie slapped Alec on the shoulder. “Recognition is due when it is due. And by the way, son, congrats on the dance school. I hear it’s doing splendidly.”
 
   “Thank you, Dad.”
 
   “You’re welcome, son. Perhaps your mom and I will stop by for a lesson.” Charlie winked. “But Claire, we’re holding you up. From what I understand you’re presenting tonight.”
 
   “I am.” Claire’s voice quivered more than she intended.
 
   “Don’t be nervous,” Stella cooed. “You look marvelous.”
 
   “That’s right. Don’t be nervous,” Charlie added. “Knock them dead.”
 
   “Break a leg, darling.” Alec squeezed Claire’s hand. “I know you’ll be great.”
 
   “Thanks, baby.” Claire grinned, instantly knowing that she would be.
 
   As Claire took her place upon the stage, she spotted Alec in the first row. She sensed his gaze upon her and responded with a barely perceptible nod that only he would notice. 
 
   There were many familiar faces in the audience: Claire’s own parents, Lindsay and Jake, and Amber and Adam – yes, Amber, for even the seemingly unforgivable could be forgiven in time, or what was friendship for?
 
   Claire took one step closer to the microphone. Her heart continued to beat wildly, but she no longer tried to tame it. That was what life was all about – taking chances, and while she did not know what the evening would bring or where her relationship with Alec would lead, she was certain of one thing. It was going to be an adventure finding that out.
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   Janet Maple’s stellar career ended with a layoff and her boyfriend of five years told her that he wants to be just friends. When she lands a job at one of New York’s premier boutique investment firms, Janet begins to hope that her luck is finally turning for the better. Not only is she happy with her new paycheck, but things also seem to be looking up on the personal front, as the company’s handsome attorney expresses keen interest in Janet. However, her euphoria is short-lived, as Janet soon discovers alarming facts about her new employer’s business tactics. When her boss dismisses her suspicions as groundless, Janet finds herself confiding to a cute IT engineer, Dean Snider. The closer she gets to Dean, the more Janet is tempted to break her rule of not dating co-workers, but what she doesn’t realize is that everything she knows about Dean, including his occupation and even his name, is a lie.
 
   Dennis Walker is a top-notch white collar crime investigator who will stop at nothing to put culprits away. When an opportunity for an undercover assignment at one of New York’s premier boutique broker dealers comes up, Dennis jumps at the chance, adopting a persona of geeky IT engineer, Dean Snider. While he may be an ace at his job, years of experience fail him when Dennis meets Janet Maple and finds himself torn between his professional obligations and his personal desires. Will he have to choose between his feelings and duty, or will he find a way to satisfy both?
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
    
 
   Janet Maple took a deep breath while she waited for her train to arrive. She was twenty-nine years old, but this morning she felt like a first-grader. The same sickening feeling churned her stomach that she remembered when she first entered a room full of strangers as a five-year-old. She was much older now – a professional with a law degree to boot, and, until recently, with a successful career at the District Attorney’s office, but today none of these things gave her comfort or confidence. 
 
   It was not merely the prospect of starting a new job that gave Janet the heebie-jeebies, but it was the fact that she would be working for Lisa Foley. Talk about stirring up old insecurities… Lisa Foley had been the queen ‘b’ in high school. Come to think of it, Lisa was still the queen ‘b.’ Every time Janet talked to her best friend from high school, Lisa never failed to bring back ‘the old glory days’ as she called them. With friends like Lisa, who needed a time machine? One could always count on Lisa’s sharp memory to recall every embarrassing incident of adolescence.
 
   Well, the past is the past, Janet thought. I should be thankful to Lisa for giving me a job. When your former boss also happens to be your ex-boyfriend, the subject of references becomes dicey to say the least. Regardless of how stellar one’s background looks on paper, employers always want references, but Lisa had hired Janet without any references. In fact, Lisa’s phone call had come with unsettlingly perfect timing. Just as Janet was about to give up all hope of white-collar employment, her old friend had come to the rescue. That was another one of Lisa’s remarkable qualities: for as long as Janet had known her, her friend seemed to have a radar for people’s misfortunes. In high school, Lisa was always the first to know who got dumped, who didn’t make the cut on the football team, and whose parents got laid off. So it was not surprising that Lisa knew about Janet’s being “downsized” by the District Attorney’s office, and when she offered her a job as Assistant General Counsel at Bostoff Securities, Janet literally jumped at the chance.
 
    
 
   “Janie! Come in, come in!” Lisa rose from behind her long mahogany desk and opened her arms in an offer of a hug.
 
   “Hi, Lisa.” Janet stooped for an air kiss from Lisa. At five seven and one hundred and thirty pounds, Janet was no giant. Fine, maybe she was not dainty, but her weight was smack in the middle of the healthy category for her height. But at five two and ninety five pounds, Lisa made everyone tower over her – a trait that Janet was convinced Lisa secretly relished. 
 
   “Sit, sit.” Lisa waved her hand at the leather chair opposite her desk. “I’m so excited that we’ll be working together – it’s going to be just like old times.”
 
   “I’m really glad to be here, Lisa, and thank you again for giving me the job.”
 
   “That’s what friends are for, right? To help each other out when you’re down in the dumps,” Lisa answered her own question. “So, how was your orientation?”
 
   When Janet started her employment at the DA’s office, there had been a rigorous four-week orientation to initiate her and fellow law school recruits into the intricacies of the Assistant District Attorney job responsibilities. But here, at the Bostoff Securities, the orientation only resembled the process by its title – the entire affair had taken scarcely thirty minutes, as Janet was shoved into a tiny room for her photo id picture and given a thick binder with the company forms to sign. Janet supposed she was an experienced attorney now, and it was time she started acting like one around Lisa. 
 
   “It went well; I got all this paperwork to complete.” Janet raised the thick folder she’d been given at the orientation. 
 
   “Don’t worry about that; it’s just your generic HR stuff. What time is it now?” Lisa fumbled with her Cartier watch. “Perfect timing; we’re going to lunch. But first, let me show you to your office.” 
 
   Lisa slid from behind her desk. As usual, she looked spectacular: her navy pinstriped suit seemed to have been made for her miniature body (and it probably had been), her four-inch Louboutin stilettos elongated her slender legs, and her pixie cut emphasized the perfect features of her face. She looked like a corporate version of Winona Ryder.
 
   As Janet followed Lisa down the hall, she made a conscious effort to resist her urge to stoop – let Lisa stand on the balls of her feet instead. 
 
   “Our offices are on the same floor as the trading floor,” Lisa explained over her shoulder as she wove her way down the mahogany-lined hallway. “But there’s a shortcut through here, so that you don’t have to enter the trading floor unless you need to. And I’ll be honest with you - I try to avoid it as much as I can. It’s a veritable zoo out there.” Lisa paused, indicating that they had arrived. “Ta-daa!” Lisa flung the door open and ushered Janet into the spacious room.
 
   Janet bit her lip with remorse. If her office was any indication of her employment at Bostoff Securities, she owed Lisa an eternal debt of gratitude. The size of the room was about twice the size of Janet’s digs when she worked for the DA, and it even had a window! Having an office with a window had been a sign of great recognition in the DA’s elaborate hierarchy. Granted, Janet had been only a few steps away from getting to this high honor before Alex snatched everything she had worked for for four years of her life, but all that was history now, as were the long hours she’d put into her investigation, the credit Alex took for her work, and Alex himself. 
 
   “You like?” Lisa winked.
 
   Janet snapped out of her reverie. Being caught daydreaming was not a good way to start her first day. 
 
   “I love it, Lisa. Thank you.”
 
   “I bet it beats that DA dump you’ve been slaving away at. I still can’t understand what possessed you to go there. You were always such an idealist.”
 
   Lisa did have a point there: Janet was an idealist. Correction, Janet had been an idealist. For four years, she had toiled away as Assistant District Attorney at the New York Office for a minimum salary, but as ridiculous as it sounded, money was not the reason why she had pursued a career in law. She had wanted to help the wronged and go after the bad guys, like the guys who had stripped her retired grandfather of every penny he had ever earned, sending him into fatal cardiac arrest. But when the results of your investigation are handed over to your boss to take credit for, and you’re sent packing, it becomes hard to remain an idealist; and so far, employment at Bostoff Securities was proving to be a very comfortable reality. 
 
   “So, you’re ready for lunch?” Lisa winked. “I must say you’re looking very dapper in this suit of yours.”
 
   “Thanks.” Janet blushed, aware that her boxy brown suit was nowhere near as elegant as Lisa’s. But, on a positive note, with her salary bump at Bostoff Securities, she would finally be able to move past the one hundred dollar suit racks she’d made a habit of frequenting at J.C. Penney. 
 
   “You might want to let your hair down, though.”
 
   “What’s wrong with my hair?” Janet clasped her French twist protectively. She had spent nearly forty minutes this morning putting up her hair. 
 
   “Oh, it’s perfectly fine if you’re going for that tough prosecutor look, but if you’re looking to get a guy interested…” Her hand reached for Janet’s hair. Lisa’s four-inch heels made them almost equal in height. 
 
   “I wasn’t aware I was being set up on a date.” Janet lips knitted into a prim line – a lifelong involuntary reaction to irritation. Sure, Lisa was the boss, but that did not give her the right to control her employees’ looks and personal lives. 
 
   “Oh, come off it.” With a swoop of her hand, Lisa plucked a handful of pins from Janet’s hair, undoing her tightly knotted French twist. “There.” Lisa stood back and eyed Janet appraisingly. “Much better.”
 
   Janet ran her hand over her hair. It was full of kinky waves from being wound up in a twist. 
 
   “Do you mind telling me what’s going on?” Janet struggled to keep her voice level for the sake of job security. 
 
   “I got you a date, you silly! Well, it’s not exactly a date…” Lisa retracted.
 
   Janet made a mental effort to shut her mouth, as her jaw was having a hard time taking this much obnoxiousness without dropping. 
 
   “Calm down, will ya?” Lisa continued. “It’s a business lunch: we’re meeting Tom Wyman at Aquavit. Tom is a really nice guy, and he’s not too shabby in the bringing home the bacon department either, if you know what I mean. He’s a partner at Ridley Simpson.” Lisa winked.
 
   “Look, Lisa, I really appreciate your thinking of me, but I’m not looking to date anyone at the moment. I just got out of a relationship, and I want to take it easy for a while…”
 
   “Please. It’s me you’re talking to – your best friend since forever.”
 
   And now my boss. Janet forced a smile. 
 
   “The last thing you want after,” Lisa paused, making a quotation sign with her fingers, “‘getting out of a relationship’ is to take it easy. Just because you’re working for me does not mean that things have to change; I always got you dates in high school, didn’t I?” 
 
   Yes, you did, Janet thought, even when I didn’t ask you to. 
 
   Lisa glanced at her watch. “We’d better get a move on. A man like Tom Wyman should not be kept waiting. Put some makeup on, and let’s go.”
 
   Janet raked through her handbag for her makeup case. She obediently ran a powder puff over her face and applied a quick coat of lipstick to her lips. Then she ran her comb through her hair in an attempt to tame it – a futile effort, since she still looked like she had just ridden a motorcycle without a helmet. Oh, well. At least her wild hair would compensate for her overly conservative outfit.
 
   Bostoff Securities was located on Park Avenue and Fifty Third Street, and Aquavit, the restaurant for the rendezvous with Tom Wyman, was on Fifty Fifth Street, between Madison and Park. Despite her monstrous heels, Lisa nimbly maneuvered her way down the street, while Janet struggled to keep up in her kitten pumps. After four years of working downtown, midtown felt like a foreign country: she’d forgotten how disorientingly touristy and crowded the streets there could get.
 
   “Ah, here we are.” Lisa motioned at the screened restaurant entrance.
 
   Just as they were about to go inside, a man smoking nearby hurried to open the door for Lisa – a concrete demonstration of the power Lisa had been wielding over men ever since she had entered her teens.
 
   Inside, the décor was Nordic minimalism, with wooden paneling accompanied by slender white fixtures hanging low from the ceiling. It was Monday afternoon, and the atmosphere was all business: financial and advertising types sporting expensive suits loitered by the bar, waiting for their clients.
 
   “There is a reservation for three under Tom Wyman,” Lisa addressed the hostess.
 
   “Oh, yes.” A rail-thin blonde smiled at them. “Mr. Wyman is already here.”
 
   “Lisa!” A velvety baritone called from across the room. A man rose from his seat by the bar and walked toward them.
 
   “Tom, so wonderful to see you!” Lisa leaned in for an air kiss exchange. “So sorry we are late.” 
 
   “Nonsense, good company is worth waiting for.” Tom grinned.
 
   “You’re such a charmer.” Lisa batted her eyelashes.
 
   She’s flirting with him, Janet felt a sting of irritation. She was not even interested in this Tom Wyman character, but, in spite of herself, she was hot with resentment. Lisa’s behavior was reminiscent of all those teenage double dates Janet had endured, with Lisa flirting away with the very guys Lisa had supposedly invited as Janet’s dates. Sure, Janet was much older now, but when it came to her friendship with Lisa, other than the number of candles on her last birthday cake, not much had changed.
 
   “Tom, Tom Wyman.” Tom’s eyes locked in on Janet’s as he extended his hand. Coiffed was the word to describe him. Everything about this man was polished: his manner of speech, his silky dark eyes, his curly black hair, which was carefully slicked back, and his tailored outfit of Brooks Brothers suit and pink shirt with onyx cufflinks. 
 
   “Janet Maple.” Janet blinked, sensing Tom’s smooth, manicured fingers wrap around her hand.
 
   “Janie just started working for me today,” Lisa cut in. 
 
   Janet nodded good-naturedly. She hated it when Lisa called her Janie – the diminutive was reserved for family only, but somehow, years ago, when Lisa had overheard Janet’s mother call her Janie, she had picked it right up and Janet never had the heart to tell her to stop.
 
   “Some would say never hire your best friend, but I’m of a different opinion. Janie and I are the best of friends, and I know that we’ll get along splendidly at the office.”
 
   Tom let go of Janet’s hand and looked at Lisa, bemused. “Well, Lisa, from what you’ve told me about Janet, she is going to be a great asset to the firm.”
 
   Janet beamed him a smile. She did not know much about this Tom Wyman character, but she could have kissed him on the spot for putting Lisa back in her place.
 
   As if reading Janet’s mind, or more likely her facial expression, Tom winked. “Columbia Law School graduates rarely come clamoring for employment, especially those who graduated magna cum laude.”
 
   “I see that Lisa has been talking about me.” Janet returned Tom’s wink with a smile. She might not like the idea of Lisa meddling in her personal life, but that did not mean that she would let Lisa steal the limelight from her date – not anymore.
 
   “Yes, she has.” Every word uttered in Tom’s silky voice sounded like a caress. “And I for one am glad to know that I’ll be working with an alumna.”
 
   “You went to Columbia also?”
 
   “I did: class of two thousand.”
 
   He is seven years older than me, Janet’s mind did an involuntary calculation. “It’s always a pleasure to meet fellow Columbia alum.”
 
   “Indeed. And I hope that we’ll be seeing quite a bit of each other.” Tom’s eyes lingered on Janet a second too long for a casual glance, and she was not quite sure how to respond.
 
   “Well, should we get seated?” Lisa tapped her foot. “I’m starving.”
 
   “Forgive me, I seem to be forgetting myself.” Tom nodded at the restaurant hostess who had been lurking in the background, careful not to interrupt their conversation.
 
   “Please follow me.” With gazelle-like grace, the hostess glided across the floor.
 
   Her head cocked, Lisa sashayed after the hostess. Tom stepped aside, letting Janet go in front of him, and she could not help a warm, giddy feeling spreading in her chest. She certainly did not intend to get involved with Tom Wyman, but it sure felt nice to be the center of his attention. 
 
   “So, Janet, tell me more about yourself,” said Tom after they had ordered lunch.
 
   “I’m not sure where to begin. I’m afraid I’m not that interesting.” Janet lowered her eyes, breaking away from Tom’s gaze. His eyes were like two black olives: dark, glistening, and unsettlingly sharp.
 
   “Why, Janie, as usual, your modesty is getting the best of you!” Lisa pursed her lips. “Tom, do you know that Janie has spent the last four years at the DA’s office?”
 
   “Oh?” Tom’s eyebrows shot up high. “What an interesting career choice. And may I ask what division you were in?”
 
   “I was in the Investigation Division.” When Janet spoke of her former occupation as Assistant District Attorney, most people were either impressed or terrified – the latter were usually employed in the financial industry. There was one memorable occasion when Janet had mentioned her employment while being flirted with by a handsome financial type during happy hour, which resulted in the guy’s in question falling off his bar stool and promptly vacating the bar premises. But then there were plenty of occasions when her choice of occupation elicited accolades and admiration – alas, those were mostly from members of senior citizen communities who were frequent victims of financial rogues whom Janet so diligently tried to catch. In either case, most people never went as far as inquiring about the specifics of her job, which made Tom’s pointed question surprising.
 
   “Very impressive. I hear it requires a special transfer to get into Investigation, correct?”
 
   “Yes.” Janet nodded. “I started with the DA right after law school. My first assignment was with the Trial Division, but I asked to be moved into Investigations, and my supervisor agreed to recommend me.”
 
   “No doubt for exceptional performance.”
 
   Janet blushed, unaccustomed to such keen interest in her work. “Well, I did contribute to several important cases.”
 
   Tom’s pointed gaze travelled from Janet to Lisa. “Well, Lisa, it sounds like you hired a first-rate sleuth: a qualification that is bound to be an asset for employment with Bostoff Securities.”
 
   Just as Tom finished his convoluted compliment, a waiter approached the table, carrying a bottle of wine.
 
   “I believe this calls for a toast. Here’s to the latest addition to Bostoff Securities.” Tom raised his glass. 
 
   “I’m so glad you’re here, Janie.” Lisa raised her glass.
 
   Janet eyed the wine hesitantly. Alcohol during lunch would most certainly be frowned upon at the DA’s office, but she was no longer at the DA’s office, and it was time to put her former employer behind her. 
 
   “Relax,” Lisa jeered, “it’s all right to have a sip with your boss.”
 
   Janet picked up her glass. 
 
   “Welcome to the family, Janet.” Tom’s glass clinked against Janet’s and Lisa’s. “Forgive me if I sound too forward, Janet, but I do so much work for Bostoff Securities that I feel a part of the team.”
 
   “Thank you, Tom.” Janet smiled. Perhaps she was being too guarded after all. This Tom Wyman was bound to be a decent fellow if he called his employer ‘family.’
 
   The rest of the lunch was spent in gastronomical exploration as the waiter brought out one intricate dish after another. By the end of the two-hour meal, Janet felt the waistline of her skirt pinching. There was one good thing to be said about having a limited budget: it prevented one from overindulging, and if four-course lunches were de rigueur at Bostoff Securities, she would have to acquire formidable self-restraint. 
 
   “Ah, I’m stuffed.” Lisa leaned back in her chair, and Janet noticed that Lisa’s plate looked like it had been barely touched, while Janet’s was swept clean.
 
   Tom checked his watch. “Wow, it’s after two o’clock. I hate to break up the party, ladies, but I’ve got to get back to the office. I am, after all, working on billable hours.” Tom grinned.
 
   “Please, Tom.” Lisa waved her hand. “With the bill you sent me last month, I think you’ve fulfilled your quota for the rest of the year.”
 
   “In the words of Hank Bostoff, there’s no such thing as too much money.”
 
   “Yes.” Lisa nodded. “I’m constantly reminded of it by Jon. Hank Bostoff is the founder of the firm – he is the CEO,” Lisa explained for Janet’s benefit. “You haven’t met him because he only interviews the most senior people. I might as well tell you about all the big wigs. Jonathan Bostoff is Hank’s elder son. He is the company president.”
 
   “Paul Bostoff is Hank’s younger son and the company’s COO, and Lisa’s soon-to-be fiancé,” Tom added.
 
   “Please, Tom, don’t jinx it!” Lisa smiled coyly. “But, getting back to business,” Lisa added reluctantly. “Tom, it would be great if you could go over SPV creation with Janet tomorrow. Janie, SPVs are a big part of Bostoff’s business model, and I will definitely need your help with that.”
 
   “Special purpose vehicles?” Janet asked.
 
   “Very good,” Tom nodded, and Janet was not sure whether his intonation was mocking or lauding. “I’ll tell you all about them tomorrow – shall we say eleven o’clock?”
 
   “Sounds perfect,” Janet agreed, thinking that now was not the right time to mention that SPVs were hot on the regulators’ radar. After all, Bostoff Securities was a reputable firm, and Tom was clearly an experienced attorney.




 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
    
 
   Dennis Walker surveyed the contents of his closet and reluctantly pushed away his tailored suits. His current persona as Dean Snider, Chief IT Analyst at Bostoff Securities, did not allow for dapper attire. Instead, Dennis reached for a brown Men’s Wearhouse suit in size forty two regular, while Dennis normally wore forty long. Next followed a shirt of swamp green Dennis had also acquired at Men’s Wearhouse and a mousy gray tie of fabric so stiff that it virtually would stand if one were to lay the tie down on the side. The one thing Dennis refused to give up was his shoes. His feet, after all, were important – he only had one pair for his entire lifetime, so he reached for a discreet pair of Johnston and Murphy’s. Last came a pair of glasses. The lenses were plain plastic, but their purpose was not to correct Dennis’s twenty-twenty vision, but to obscure the blue-gray of his eyes. It was a known fact that people rarely noted eye color behind corrective lenses. For the finishing touch Dennis slouched his shoulders and stuck out his neck. When he looked in the mirror, the transformation was complete: the suave charmer Dennis Walker had been replaced by a nerdy computer geek. 
 
   When Dennis had proposed his candidacy for the assignment at Bostoff Securities, his boss had shrugged him off as too good-looking and too suave. In the past, Dennis had impersonated traders, lawyers, company executives, and even aspiring political candidates. Any time an assignment required balls and charisma, Dennis was the ‘go to’ man. Without a doubt, those had been Dennis’s preferred roles, but the Bostoff investigation promised to be a career-making case, and Dennis was a careerist. Sure, he liked catching the bad guys, but he liked being recognized for his achievements even more. His boss was dead set on assigning the job to Peter Laskin. At thirty-five, Laskin was already balding, and the frames he wore had thick corrective lenses in them. Laskin, a forensic accountant by training, was a genius behind the desk, but his last assignment in the field had been over five years ago, and all it took was one hiccup – one slip – for a case to go down the drain. So Dennis took it upon himself to save the day. Not without much struggle, he abandoned his bi-weekly visits to his favorite hair stylist, opting for a local barbershop instead. He purchased the most horrible suit he could find on the sale rack at Men’s Wearhouse, ordered a pair of glasses with fake lenses in them, and worked on slouching and sticking out his neck. When, two weeks later, Dennis showed up in all his geek glory on the doorstep of his boss’s office, the Bostoff case was his and so was the office pool – to Laskin’s relief, Dennis had won the bet. Now he had to prove that he deserved the assignment. 
 
    
 
   Janet left for work in much better spirits than the day before. All in all, Bostoff Securities was shaping up to be a far better gig than she had expected. Lisa Foley was still Lisa Foley, but yesterday’s lunch with Tom Wyman proved that now Janet was much better equipped to handle her high school friend than when she was a teenager. Despite Lisa’s efforts to steal the limelight, Tom’s attention did not stray from Janet throughout the meal, and while Janet intended keeping her interactions with Tom Wyman on a strictly professional level, she would be a liar to deny that her scheduled meeting with Tom this morning did not contribute to her uplifted spirits.
 
   At a quarter to nine, Janet was approaching the Bostoff Securities building – midtown was mayhem compared to downtown, but her commute from Second Avenue and Ninetieth Street had been shortened by twenty minutes. Tempted by the sight of pastries in the nearby coffee shop window, Janet made a quick stop to grab breakfast to go. After all, she had skipped dinner last night, which, considering the huge lunch she had indulged in, was no great sacrifice, but it was still better than nothing. This morning she would allow herself to indulge in hazelnut coffee with extra half and half and a flaky croissant, but tomorrow it would be yogurt and oatmeal.
 
   Janet entered the marble lobby of Bostoff Securities and pressed her floor button. The elevator doors opened, and Janet gingerly stepped out, straining to recall the shortcut to her office Lisa had shown her the day before. The details were fuzzy now: there were two entrances to the floor, and Janet could not remember the office layout to save her life. After a moment’s hesitation, she walked through one of the doors. Based on Lisa’s account of the trading floor, the last thing Janet wanted was to be faced with a pack of wild traders, but neither could she afford to stand hesitantly in the middle of the floor indefinitely. 
 
   As Janet made her way through the double doors, she heard a loud buzz of human, mostly male, voices. A few moments later, she found herself smack in the middle of the trading floor. Up until now, her only exposure to a trading floor had been about ten years ago when she had visited the New York Stock Exchange as a student. Janet’s visit had been from the remote safety of the visitors’ observation deck, but she still remembered the important, suit-clad men: the specialists managing the stocks, and the harried men and a few women in funny-looking colorful cloth jackets that were almost like the uniforms of supermarket attendants, except the people wearing them were not supermarket attendants, but floor brokers, and instead of grocery items they traded hundreds of thousands in securities each day. Since then trading had become mostly electronic, and although Janet had not been back to the New York Stock Exchange to visit, she could tell from the news clips on TV that the once crowded trading floor had become nearly empty. 
 
   Well, the trading floor of Bostoff Securities was a stark contrast to Janet’s memory of the New York Stock Exchange. Seemingly endless rows of desks with stacked-up computer monitors stretched the entire length of the room, which had to be the size of ten basketball courts – or maybe it was five basketball courts – Janet could not tell exactly, except for the fact that the room was enormous, one of the largest she had ever seen. Everywhere there were men dressed in slacks and collared shirts with their sleeves rolled up. Some wore ties and had their suit jackets flung over the backs of their chairs. The average age had to be between twenty-five to thirty, and the atmosphere was that of startling chaos: jokes and yells flying across the room, feet being put up on desks, and paper being thrown on the floor. Janet straightened her back, doing her best to look as though she belonged. Must not show fear. A line she had heard a wild animal trainer utter on the Discovery channel popped into her mind. The advice seemed applicable now, as the floor of Bostoff Securities was very much a jungle. Janet kept making her way down the trading floor aisle for several more agonizing minutes when she finally saw another set of doors. Fighting the urge to lunge for the door handle, she steadily opened the door and found herself in the corridor that Lisa had shown her the day before. A few steps to the right was the door to Janet’s office. 
 
   The corridor was empty, and abandoning all restraint, Janet rushed inside her office and shut the door behind her. The offices at Bostoff Securities were sturdy – there was none of the see-through flimsiness of glass, but the reassuring impenetrability of solid wood. Glad of the privacy, Janet pressed her back against the door and took deep breaths. Calm down, she thought, you’re going to be working with these people and you can’t run for cover every time you need to get something done.
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry – I’m almost done here.” A male voice made Janet drop her purse on the floor. At least it was not her breakfast, which she was still clutching in her hand. 
 
   “Hello.” Janet picked up her purse and touched her pinned up hair for reassurance. Whenever she was in distress, her neat hairdo was always a source of comfort. “I was running late...” she struggled to explain her behavior, hoping that the unknown visitor had not deduced her panic.
 
   “First day, huh?” The bespectacled man sitting behind Janet’s desk smiled at her, and she could not help noticing that he had really lovely blue-gray eyes.
 
   “Second day, actually.” Janet wondered how best to broach the subject of the unknown stranger taking over her office.
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry – this is very clumsy of me. I’m Dean, Dean Snider – IT.” The man jumped to his feet, sticking out his hand for a handshake. “I was just sent in to set up your computer, so I assumed that today is your first day…”
 
   Janet placed her purse on her desk and shook Dean’s hand, sneaking a better look at him. He was wearing clothes that were too short for his height and slouching when he should be standing up tall, but this goofiness rendered him an unlikely kind of charm. 
 
   “Yesterday was more of an orientation than hands-on work,” Janet improvised a description of her work, which, honestly speaking, had not involved any work at all.
 
   “Well, that’s no skin off anyone’s nose.” Dean grinned. “One thing I found in this place is that work will always be here for you the next day. Sometimes it helps to take a breather and reassess things.” 
 
   Sensing Dean’s glance lingering on her, Janet looked up. She was not used to IT specialists giving work advice to lawyers. 
 
   “Well…” Dean squinted at the computer monitor. “I’m all done here. Your email is up and running, and so is the rest of your computer. Have a good one – don’t work too hard.” Dean tipped his head.
 
   “Thanks.” Janet smiled.
 
   Once the door behind the IT support guy closed, Janet settled in her chair. This had certainly been an eventful morning. She reached for her by now lukewarm coffee and took a sip. Then she took a bite of her croissant, but could take no pleasure in either one. For reasons unknown to her, the IT guy’s remark was humming in her head. What was his name? Dean, Dean Snider – that’s right. Sometimes it helps to take a breather and reassess things. No doubt Dean was simply making small talk, but something in his tone made Janet uneasy.
 
   Janet dumped the rest of her croissant into the garbage bin and opened the orientation package she had received the day before. She had meant to review it yesterday, but her head had been too woozy from the wine-laced lunch with Lisa and Tom. At the top of the pile were standard benefits forms and Janet filled them out swiftly. The remainder of the binder was still quite thick and Janet reached in to inspect its contents, half expecting to find an employee handbook, but was startled to find a stack of non-disclosure forms. Employment law was not her specialty, but Janet found the requirement to sign five different non-disclosure agreements surprising. According to the terms and conditions of her employment at Bostoff Securities, she was virtually prohibited from mentioning anything other than her title and the fact that she worked at Bostoff. Not that she would ever divulge the specifics of her work to anyone anyway – at the DA’s office she had worked on confidential investigations and was well-versed in handling private information, but she had never had to sign such elaborate disclosures before. Perplexed, Janet put the forms aside. She would have a word with Lisa about them later. 
 
   Remembering her appointment with Tom Wyman, Janet checked her watch. It was ten thirty a.m., and she was due to see Tom at eleven. Janet grabbed her handbag and headed for the ladies’ room. Yes, it was silly, but she wanted to touch up her makeup for Tom. Not that she was interested in him in any way: he was a colleague, but that did not mean that she would not enjoy Tom’s attention. 
 
   Janet examined her reflection in the ladies’ room mirror. Today she had opted for a less conservative outfit of a navy pencil skirt and silk blouse with a bow-tie detail. The 1980s inspired combination was very much in style at the moment. Janet had to admit that she was pleased with what she saw: the skirt ended just at the knee, exposing her favorite part of her legs - her calves, which were elongated by her three-inch heels: the pointy-toed black patent Mary Janes were not the most comfortable option in her closet, but they were by far the most flattering. The blue-green pattern of the blouse brought out her green eyes, and the bow-tie detail accentuated the slightly lower than average neckline, while her neatly put up chestnut hair provided the necessary counterweight to make her outfit office-appropriate. She looked like a sexy librarian, minus the glasses, and if Janet knew anything about men, she was certain that Tom Wyman would be intrigued. She quickly reapplied her lipstick and dusted a light coat of powder over her face. She did not need any blush since her cheeks were already pink with anticipation.
 
   At a quarter to eleven, Janet was back at her desk. For reasons beyond the powers of her common sense, her heart was palpitating with expectation. Her reaction was absurd, and she was the first to admit it. Instead of primping in the ladies’ room, she should be reading up on SPV creation – the topic of her upcoming meeting with Tom. But right now her mind had the rationale and the clarity of that of an oversexed teenager, and she was powerless to control it. Yet again Lisa had prevailed – thanks to her meddling, a business meeting had acquired romantic connotations, fraught with nerve-wracking anticipations of a date, which Janet very well knew her meeting with Tom was not. Yet she could not help acting as though it were… But then it was dishonest to lay the blame entirely on Lisa, for Janet knew full well the underlying cause of her flustered state – after being backstabbed and dumped by her boyfriend of almost five years, her confidence was not what it used to be, and say what she might about keeping her relationship with Tom Wyman purely professional, she could not deny that the attention of this handsome and successful man would be a welcome poultice for her bruised ego.
 
   “Janet?” 
 
   A knock on her office door made Janet jump up in her seat. She looked at her watch. It was eleven o’clock on the dot.
 
   “Hi, Tom.” Janet slowly looked up from her computer screen. She might have spent the last hour agonizing over her meeting with Tom, but he did not need to know that: to him, she was a busy lawyer in a leading securities firm. So what if her computer monitor merely had her email screen? Thankfully, even a man as suave as Tom Wyman did not possess x-ray vision. 
 
   “So nice to see you again, Janet.” Tom beamed her a smile, and Janet found herself wondering whether he bleached his teeth, which could put a Colgate commercial to shame. “So how do you find your second day at the firm?” 
 
   “Great, thank you. I’ve just been going through some paperwork.” Janet sensed Tom’s eyes alternating from her face to the neckline of her blouse and finally settling on her face, for which he went up a notch in her book.
 
   “Ah, yes – the infamous non-disclosure paperwork, which I’m proud to say I drafted myself.”
 
   Janet shot Tom a curious glance, unsure whether to raise her concerns.
 
   “It’s nothing to be alarmed about,” Tom addressed her silent question. “For someone like yourself, the paperwork is a mere formality. We legal folks are more than aware of the importance of confidentiality, but some of the traders we’ve got working here may not be as sensitive… The biggest risk comes with disgruntled employees – whether laid off or leaving because of personal differences, unethical employees will try to take their revenge on the firm by spreading false rumors, and the purpose of the non-disclosure paperwork is to stop them from doing just that.”
 
   “I see.” Janet nodded. “I’ll have it completed shortly.”
 
   “So, are you ready for your first lesson in special purpose vehicles?” Tom grabbed a chair and pulled it behind Janet’s desk, settling next to her.
 
   “We could go into a conference room,” Janet faltered. Her office suddenly seemed incredibly small with Tom being so close to her, causing her to question her outfit. Perhaps, she should have worn a blouse with a higher neckline after all.
 
   “Why bother? It’s nice and cozy here.” 
 
   Janet sensed Tom’s shiny black eyes on her, as his knee brushed against her thigh and froze like a rabbit hypnotized by a python. Her earlier plans to flirt with Tom Wyman seemed juvenile now – Janet was no match for her overpowering opponent. Tom Wyman’s masculine presence made it clear that he was not the kind of man to be toyed around with: he expected a woman to either go all in or stay out of his way. And Janet certainly was not ready to go all in. She was not even ready to have Tom’s knee brush her thigh. 
 
   Janet’s thoughts must have been plastered all over her face because a moment later Tom pushed his chair away from hers. 
 
   “Right, so here’s a quick overview of Bostoff’s entities…” Tom shifted his chair back and opened his briefcase, laying a thick manila folder on the desk.
 
   It must have been an accident, Janet thought of Tom’s earlier touch – either that or the man was an expert actor.
 
   “So for every type of business activity there is a specially created offshore entity?” Janet asked, examining the chart that Tom laid before her.
 
   “Depends on the activity, but when it makes market and regulatory sense, yes. All of the swaps business is conducted out of the Cayman Islands entity, as is the IPO business. Bostoff Securities is a broker dealer registered in the U.S., so that puts us under significant regulatory scrutiny from the U.S. regulators, but we hardly keep any activity in the broker dealer. We try to do as much as possible in the hedge fund, Bostoff Capital, which is a stand-alone Cayman entity.”
 
   “I see.” Janet hoped that her bewilderment was not apparent on her face as she examined the chart of Bostoff entities. She had never seen a corporate chart so convoluted, but at the moment, she did not know enough about Bostoff’s business to ask intelligent questions, so she decided to listen to Tom for fear of appearing a novice. After all, Tom was a partner at Ridley Simpson, which was a top-ten national law firm, and the corporate structure he approved had to be legitimate. 
 
   “As far as the actual creation of offshore entities is concerned, the process has pretty much been streamlined, so you won’t have to do anything there; I’ll take care of that.” Tom smiled. “Your judgment will be needed when business groups come up with new ventures - that’s when you are to call me in to come up with a game plan.” 
 
   Janet felt her face grow warm – she was going to have a talk about this with Lisa. She might not have Tom Wyman’s expertise, but she was not going to sit on her butt, deferring all decisions to him. At least she hoped that that was not the ‘job’ that Lisa had hired her for.
 
   Janet sensed Tom’s searching gaze upon her. “I thought Lisa had explained the structure to you already. Bostoff keeps a very lean internal legal staff, with the bulk of the work outsourced to Ridley Lewis or yours truly.” Tom bowed.
 
   “Lisa gave me a cursory overview,” Janet lied. Other than her title, Lisa had hardly explained the details of Janet’s employment at Bostoff Securities at all, but when faced with a choice between being a department store clerk and an assistant general counsel at Bostoff Securities, the latter seemed like a much more attractive option, at least at the time. “I look forward to working with you, Tom.” Janet conjured up her most guileless smile. “These structures seem so complicated. I will need all the help I can get to get up to speed.”
 
   “Not to worry, Janet. That’s what I’m here for. Now, let’s go over some of the recently created entities…”
 
   An hour later Janet found her head spinning from all the information that Tom Wyman had imparted to her. He had assured her that the Bostoff Securities structure was perfectly legitimate and allowed the firm to receive maximum benefits under U.S. tax law while relieving the firm of unnecessary regulatory burdens and thereby ultimately benefitting the investors by maximizing profits and minimizing costs. But while Tom’s flowery assurances were spoken with much confidence, Janet felt a steady sense of unease growing inside her. During her time at the DA’s office, she had questioned her share of white collar crooks, and she saw an unnerving similarity between Tom’s gregarious demeanor and the subjects of her previous investigations. 
 
   Janet picked up her notes from her meeting with Tom and headed into Lisa’s office. She had half-expected Lisa to barge in on her and Tom, but Lisa had exhibited uncharacteristic restraint and had stayed away. Lisa’s office was a few doors away from Janet’s office and when she reached it, Janet saw that the door was closed. She deliberated between walking away and knocking, deciding to take her chance on the latter, but received no answer. Janet pressed her ear against the door and received silence in response. She noticed that there was no light underneath the door, and when she tried the door handle, she saw that Lisa’s office was locked. Her second day on the job, and her boss was nowhere in sight to give her direction.
 
   “Ms. Foley is out of the office today,” Janet heard a voice behind her.
 
   She turned around and saw a plump woman with curly black hair and brown eyes.
 
   “Hi, I’m Meredith, Meredith Crooner – Ms. Foley’s paralegal. And you must be Ms. Maple? I was just headed to your office to introduce myself.”
 
   “Hi, Meredith, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Please, call me Janet.” 
 
   “Thank you, Janet. Ms. Foley told me that I’ll be working for you as well, so any assignments that you might have, I’ll be glad to take over.”
 
   “Thank you, Meredith. I’ll let you know as soon as I have something.” Janet marveled at her growing ability to embellish the truth. She hardly knew what she was doing, let alone giving assignments to anyone. 
 
   “Well, I should be getting back to my desk – my cubicle is right over there.” Meredith motioned to a row of cubicles to the left of the hallway. “Just call me if you need anything.”
 
   “Thank you, Meredith.” 
 
   Janet headed back to her office: Lisa’s absence would give her ample time to brush up on SPVs and at least try to take a crack at understanding Bostoff Securities’ corporate structure.




 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
    
 
   Dennis Walker was giving himself a mental browbeating for nearly blowing his cover. What on earth had possessed him to get all mushy with that stand-offish girl whose computer he had been fixing or, to be more specific, bugging? Well, actually, Dennis knew perfectly well what had possessed him. The girl was damn good-looking, and if he had to admit to having any weaknesses, it was to not being able to pass by a pretty skirt without looking and, preferably, much more than just looking. Still, this was work – not play, and if he wanted to get that promotion he had set his eyes on since he had started his career in the Department of Treasury Investigations Unit, he’d better get his mind out of the gutter and get focused on the game.
 
   Still, even with today’s minor lapse, Dennis could afford to pat himself on the back: he had already tapped into the most critical employees’ computers, and the data that he needed to substantiate the case was flowing in. The most difficult part of his assignment would be to remain undiscovered, which, as the morning had shown, was going to be much trickier than Dennis had anticipated. Playing the role of Dean Snider was proving to be more challenging than he had expected. Dennis was a naturally social creature who was keenly aware of his masculine charms, which he enjoyed exercising on members of the female sex with great success. Dean Snider, on the other hand, was a mousy and shabbily pathetic excuse of a man who was afraid of his own shadow – a role that Dennis detested playing, but was determined to excel at, lest his boss prove to be correct in his initial intention to give the assignment to Laskin. Dennis scratched his neck, which was beginning to chafe from the rigid collar of his cheap shirt, and focused his attention on his computer monitor. 
 
   As a senior member of the IT department at Bostoff Securities, Dennis had the administrative rights to his computer and to those of the firm’s employees, which allowed him to install the data gathering software on the employees’ machines and receive real-time data feedback on his machine. The fact that his desk was smack in the middle of the trading floor made matters difficult. With a title like Chief IT Analyst, Dennis had expected to be allotted an office or at least a cubicle, but apparently Bostoff Securities was short on real estate. Thankfully, the software was transferring the data over a web-based connection to the server that the Treasury Department had sourced out for the investigation. The initial prep work of data sorting was to be conducted by junior analysts at the Treasury, and in the evenings, after having spent the day behind his desk at Bostoff, in the privacy of his home office, Dennis would catch up on the reports prepared for him. A work schedule that intense would pretty much eliminate any presence of social life for the duration of the assignment, but Dennis was used to making sacrifices when they were worth it. The mere opportunity of infiltrating Bostoff was a huge stroke of luck. Who would have thought that Bostoff’s IT department would post an opening for an IT specialist just as the Treasury Department’s Investigations unit was looking for an entry to gather additional evidence to build their case? The chances were zero to none, and yet, an opening had come up. Some would call it happenstance, some divine providence, and some pure dumb luck, but if anyone had asked Dennis for an explanation of this fortuitous timing, he would have replied simply – the bad guys always got caught because, sooner or later, they always got sloppy. 
 
   Dennis Walker had a multitude of talents to his name, but superior knowledge of IT was not one of them. He had picked up plenty of tricks during his employment with the Treasury – enough to make him seem like a computer pro to a person possessing average prowess in computers. But Head of IT at Bostoff would not be someone with average prowess, or so Dennis had thought when he had begun his prep work for the interview, which had involved spending five hours a day with the top analysts of Treasury’s IT department. Even so, Dennis was nervous when the interview day came. Once he met his boss-to-be, Warren Merchant, Dennis knew he was safe. After a fifteen minute conversation, it became apparent that Warren Merchant knew about as much about IT infrastructure as Dennis knew about classical ballet, which was not much. Apparently, Bostoff Securities was not all that discerning when it came to hiring staff for the support functions – a factor that played to Dennis’s advantage. Not only did Warren Merchant give him the job, he would be unable to detect the spyware Dennis had installed on the company computers if his life depended on it. 
 
   All in all, Dennis had every right to be pleased with his progress so far, and yet, he could not help the uneasiness in his chest. Everything that he had learned about Bostoff Securities so far indicated that the firm was knee-deep in financial violations. Dennis had no compunction about putting away the top brass who were the organizers and the leaders of the corrupt scheme, but, invariably, the rest of the employees would get caught in the mix. People who worked simple jobs without having an inkling about the corruptness of their employer would end up unemployed, with blemished resumés to boot. Such thoughts had rarely troubled Dennis during his previous investigations, but then this was going to be his biggest case to date… 
 
   Still, Dennis had not been bothered with such scrupulous considerations when he had set out to bug Bostoff Securities’ newly hired lawyer’s computer. But after meeting Janet Maple face to face, he wished he had left her off the radar. After all, she was only a junior lawyer, and Dennis already knew that all the important legal work was being farmed out to Ridley Simpson law firm, specifically to the slickster, Tom Wyman. Now, Wyman’s computer would be worth bugging, but during his visits to Bostoff, Tom Wyman always used his personal laptop, which made it virtually impossible for Dennis to gain access to it. It would take time to gather evidence for the case, and Dennis hoped that for her sake, Janet Maple would find other employment in the meantime. An employment record with a corrupt broker-dealer would not be a plus on any lawyer’s resume, and Dennis certainly did not want to be the one responsible for a pretty woman’s loss of her ability to earn a living. 
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