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PROLOGUE
October
 
 
 
 
 
THE TELEPHONE screamed.
 At nine a.m. On a Saturday. 
What the hell … ?

 I burrowed my head in a pillow. 
 My mother. It had to be. Checking up on me after my night of partying. Calling to say she didn’t approve of sleeping late, even on weekends. She wasn’t going to mention that no well-bred young woman should be out until four in the morning, especially if she’s single and studying to be a lawyer. 
Well too bad, Mom, I yawned. I wasn’t going to answer. She could talk to the machine. Her monologue didn’t require my participation anyway. 
The phone rang again. Its cry seeped into my brain and made me painfully aware of an oncoming headache. 
God, for what sins are You punishing me with my mother’s early morning dose of parental concern?

Of course, if I didn’t pick up soon, my mother could possibly assume something horrible had happened to me on my one night out in more than a month, just as she’d predicted. Then she would spring into action, determined to find her baby. She would call my suitemate Lauren and drag her out of bed to come check on me. 
That wouldn’t be good. Lauren had gotten in later than I had, and would probably be pissed about getting a wakeup call from someone else’s mother. And that’s assuming she even answered. If she didn’t, my mother would surely call the campus police to come and check on both of us. Then she would high-tail it into Manhattan after me. And I would have to live that embarrassment down for the rest of my law school career. I could just imagine the comments from my section mates. 
“Hey, Tekla, how old are you that your mommy has to know your every move?” 
Oh Lord, I groaned as I imagined their sneering faces—law students could be so vicious. I bolted up in bed despite the headache—it had arrived—and lunged for the phone, trying to avert social catastrophe. 
Too late. The room went momentarily silent. Then the machine clicked to life. I stood suspended over it, uncertain what to do, my hand on the phone’s receiver as a female voice filled the quiet. 
“Tekla? Tekla, this is Lisa.” 
My hand dropped.
Thank you, God.

It wasn’t my mother. I contemplated returning to bed. It was early, and I had no classes. No work either. I could nap at least two more hours. And my feet were cold. Actually, now that I noticed, goose bumps dotted my entire body. Clearly, the tank top and shorts I had worn to bed were inappropriate for the cool New York fall weather. 
My bed looked so warmly inviting. But the short sprint and the possibility of my mother had me wide-awake, so I stayed where I was. 
“You know, Lisa Williams, Mr. Lamont’s assistant.” 
I ran my tongue around my mouth. I needed a toothbrush. Bad. But later. Because I sure as hell knew Lisa. She was my employer’s current personal assistant, his children’s former nanny, and probably his latest mistress. She had managed to land a job at Mr. Lamont’s billion-dollar firm by first taking care of his two children while his wife trotted around the globe snapping pictures for glossy fashion magazines and schmoozing with celebrities. 
Lisa was one of my least favorite people. Ever since I started working at the Lamont household as the children’s tutor she made my few hours there miserable with her nitpicking. So why the hell was she calling me at nine on a Saturday?
“Listen, you have to call me back as soon as possible. It’s very important. Gemma is missing and no one can find her.” 
I frowned. How could Gemma, my student, be missing when I just saw her this Friday? I had worked on her biology homework while she told me all about her plans to go to her friend’s birthday party that night. Where would she be, if not at said friend’s house? And how could no one find a fourteen-year-old glued to her cell phone? I shook my head. All you have to do, stupid, is call her instead of me.

“Call me back at the house. Please. Stephen and I are really worried.” 
That’s “Mr. Lamont” to you, missy.
I walked away from the telephone towards the bathroom. If I couldn’t sleep, I could at least enjoy a long, hot shower. Still, I left the door open to hear the rest of the message. I might not have liked Lisa, but Gemma was okay. 
“Monique’s on a shoot in Paris, but she’ll be flying to New York if we don’t find her soon.” 
And wouldn’t that mess up your weekend plans: the wife coming home sooner than expected.

I stood in front of the bathroom mirror and examined the night’s damage. Dark circles made me look as if I had lost a round to a street brawler. Not that I hadn’t looked worse before. Law students weren’t known for their well-rested complexions. I turned away from the mirror and headed for the toilet. My bladder demanded immediate attention. 
“Look, I’m embarrassed to say this, but it seems no one has Gemma’s new cell phone number. We were hoping maybe you do.”
I stopped dead in my tracks. She had to be kidding. Gemma had had that phone for more than a week! Her father had given it to her in apology for spoiling her mother-daughter night out, the one weekend in months that Monique Lamont had managed to find her way back to New York and her children. It had to be registered in Mr. Lamont’s name, then; why wouldn’t he have access to the number? 
Still, I abandoned my shower and walked back to the phone, picking up my day planner along the way. Gemma’s cell number was prominently scrolled in her teenage script on the last page. She had insisted on writing it there herself. 
“Please call and let us know if you do. Thanks.” 
The machine clicked off. I stared at it. Gemma was missing, and her own father didn’t know her number. 
The rich never ceased to amaze. 
I dialed the Lamont home, and grumbled when Lisa hung up on me after I gave her Gemma’s number along with the name of the birthday friend. 
I returned the receiver to its cradle and got on my knees to hunt for a pair of socks under the bed. My feet couldn’t stand the cold much longer. After I found socks and a dirty sweatshirt, I made coffee. 
Gemma is not my problem, I reassured myself as the aroma of coffee beans soothed my temper and helped the headache. Her grades were, but she was not. I only had to meet with her as her tutor for an hour a day on school nights, and Saturday morning calls didn’t figure in the agreement. No sense letting her issues spoil my weekend. 
I had enough trouble dealing with the girl Monday through Friday anyhow; she was a difficult and lazy student at best. Only the $150 per hour her father dished out for my private tutoring made her behavior palatable. I sipped the coffee and took a second cup with me to the bathroom, where I soaked in the shower until my skin turned pink and I forgot all about mothers and unpleasant mistresses and misplaced teenagers. 
But as I walked back to my room in search of clean clothing—the sweatshirt reeked of far too many study nights—the telephone rang again. 
Oh, please, Lord, let it be my mother.

“Tekla?” 
I barely recognized the whisper on the other end.
“It’s Gemma.” 
I plopped on my bed. No, no, no. This was not happening. Why did she have to call me? 
Call your parents, or Lisa—anyone else but me. I don’t have time for this. 

“Tekla? Are you there?” 
I was tempted to pretend the phone had gone dead. It was Saturday and I was off duty. Instead, I sprawled on my back and stared at the ceiling. She was hardly more than a little girl, after all, and probably needed help.
“Yes,” I finally said. 
“Tekla, I think I screwed up.” 
No shit, Sherlock.

I closed my eyes and prepared for the inevitable teenage drama to unfold. I had law books to read, laundry to do, and cases to brief, but those would all have to wait. 
“Where are you?” I asked. 
“At Pam’s.”
“Pam?” I opened one eye and squinted. The name didn’t register. “I thought you were going to Kelly’s party. What happened?” 
I got off my bed and took the telephone with me into the dorm’s kitchenette. I needed another cup of coffee. Fast. 
“I was, but Pam’s parents went to the country for the weekend, and she was home alone. We thought it would be nice to have pre-party drinks at her house.” 
Pre-party drinks? Good God, the girl was only fourteen. 
“What exactly did you drink?” 
I poured a fourth cup and wondered if the caffeine would permanently damage my stomach lining. Four cups before breakfast couldn’t be healthy. 
“I don’t know. Everything. Pam’s parents left the liquor cabinet open. We thought it would be cool to get a taste from all the different bottles. I don’t really remember what happened after the fifth drink.” 
Jesus. I gulped half of my coffee in one swig. My throat burned. More than five alcoholic drinks? At her age? Couldn’t that kill a fourteen-year-old, or at least destroy all her remaining brain cells?

“Are you all right?” I breathed out in total fear.
“Not really,” she said. “I’m throwing up, a lot. And Pam is still passed out. I tried to wake her, so I dragged her into the shower. She’s sleeping in the tub, even though I put the water on. I don’t know what to do.” 
Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. They both probably had alcohol poisoning, and I was no medical student to be handing out advice. 
“Is Pam throwing up?” I asked. 
“She was,” Gemma wailed, “but now she’s just sleeping.” 
Could the girl have choked on her own vomit?

“Is she breathing?” I managed to get out.
“Are you saying she’s dead?” Gemma screeched into my ear. “Oh my God, I killed her, and I’m going to jail!”
Her hysterics snapped me out of my own rising panic. Someone had to be the adult here. 
“Gemma, stop it,” I yelled into the phone. “Calm down, and tell me if you put her down on her back.” 
“I did,” she sobbed, “but she rolled herself over on her side. Should I roll her back?” 
“No! If she’s on her side then she’s probably okay.” 
Right? Wouldn’t the vomit have had somewhere to go other than the girl’s esophagus?

I paced from the kitchenette to my room and back again. 
“Listen, Gemma, you have to call 911 first, and then Pam’s parents to let them know what happened. They need to come back immediately. Do you know their number in the country?” 
“Yes. I’ve called Pam there before.” 
“Good,” I said, lowering my voice to almost a whisper. “And Gemma, you have to call your father. He’s been looking for you.” 
“I know. Lisa called me. But I didn’t tell her where I was ‘cause she was just yelling. And she told me Maman is coming home. That she had to cancel the Vanity Fair shoot all because of me. Tekla, that shoot was very important. I’m going to be in so much trouble! Can you please come and get me and take me home? I swear, Daddy’ll pay you twice as much as normal; just come and get me so I don’t have to go home alone. Please. No one else will bother listening to me. No one else understands.” 
 I hesitated. I was supposed to be her tutor, nothing more. I was just a law student who needed to make an extra buck—granted, a hefty one—doing other people’s homework. So why was Gemma acting like I was … well, an older sister or something, here? 
 “All right,” I heard myself saying, “but only if you promise to call your father. He should be at Pam’s, too.” 


CHAPTER 1
Two months earlier
 
 
 
 
 “TWENTY-TWO HUNDRED dollars a month for ninety square feet?!” I gasped when I opened the official letter from the school bursar’s office demanding immediate payment. 
 It was late August, and I had just started classes again at NYU Law. So my new monthly rent came as a total shock. It was $400 more a month than it had been the previous year, for the very same space—a space that fit no more than a twin bed, a dresser, and a desk with a chair. Okay, for that price, I did also get a bathroom, a kitchenette, and a sort of living-slash-dining room, but I had to share those quarters with a suitemate. And, admittedly, my cramped room was on the twentieth floor of a new Greenwich Village high-rise, but really, was a killer view worth $2,200 a month? 
“Only in New York!” I exclaimed as I turned away from the row of student mailboxes and shoved the letter into my imitation Louis Vuitton shoulder bag. Where was I going to find the extra money in my already tight budget? With loans, I had barely scraped enough to cover the new tuition—already four grand more than last year’s—the old rent, health insurance, and a meager food allowance. And now this! 
“Only in Manhattan, you mean,” my classmate Ann helpfully provided. She had followed me to the University mail center right after our morning lecture. “If you lived with your parents in Brooklyn, I’m sure the rent would be much cheaper.” 
I narrowed my eyes and glared at Ann, with her horn-rimmed glasses, gelled-back bun and conservative turtleneck—in August. She epitomized everything I feared a law student would be before I got to NYU and found out otherwise. She seemed to study every free minute of our already limited spare time. She briefed every case assigned, and tattled on those who hadn’t done likewise. She refused to share her notes and outlines, but pouted when others did the same to her. She dreamed of being a mega-successful New York corporate lawyer and planned on crushing her school competition to get there. She purposefully alienated most of her law school classmates—so why, oh why, had she singled me out for her special brand of attention? Wherever I went on campus, there was Ann, with her laptop computer, leather briefcase, and know-it-all attitude. She was like the stray cat that shadowed the one person who showed it any kindness. Just because I hadn’t turned on her the way everybody else did after she smuggled out the only copy of the Property Law supplement from the library right before exams, so she alone could score a perfect grade, Ann assumed I was her new best friend. 
The truth was, I didn’t really like her any more than everyone else did—but I had figured she couldn’t help herself: Ann was naturally overly ambitious. And it wasn’t like that one supplement question had made much of a grade difference. But understanding her motives didn’t mean I wanted to see Ann every time I turned around, especially in a crisis. 
“Really, Ann,” I grimaced. “Can’t you see I have a serious problem on my hands?” 
I stomped out of the mail center—already crowded with eager students looking for any news from home—and headed for my dorm. I needed peace and quiet to formulate a plan. If I didn’t find the money somewhere, and soon, I would have to move. I had only one month until the bursar would send final notice. 
Ann dogged my every step. 
“So what are you going to do?” she probed, dodging a group of gossiping first-years. “I think it’s too late to get another student loan for this year. Don’t you?” 
I grumbled a ‘yes,’ and kept on walking, faster. The weather outside was beautiful. Students in tees and shorts sat on benches sipping iced lattes, or headed for Washington Square Park to read and bask in the late summer glory, enjoying their last moments of freedom before the heavy workload chased them to the sunless pits of the legal library. Frisbees flew in the air and bikes zipped by as I crossed the street toward the law school’s main residence hall. Trees bloomed, birds chirped and everyone seemed so carefree. Everyone but me. 
Because it was too late to apply for another student loan. The deadline had passed back in July. And I had maxed out my government-sponsored ones, anyway. Those had a $65,500 lifetime limit, including undergraduate debt. With a $47,000 tuition bill plus another $21,000 in living expenses, I needed close to $70,000 a year. That left private loans, but their interest was so high I couldn’t afford another cent. Already I was more than $200,000 in the red. 
“I warned you you’d have trouble if you continued living with Lauren,” Ann shouted over at me as I slowed my pace to rummage for a hair clip; the humid New York air had sent sweat trickling down my back. “She has very expensive tastes, you know.” 
I had to get the mass of long hair off my neck before I drowned in my own perspiration. How could Ann stand wearing a turtleneck? 
“Ann, whether I live with Lauren or not has nothing to do with the matter,” I said as I dug through my bag. The satchel was so big, and I cleaned it out so rarely, that the probability was high I would find some long-forgotten hair accessory. 
I was right. After digging out a broken mascara brush and a dried-out stick of gum, I located an old rubber band stuck between my notebook and day planner. 
“I would still owe the $2,200, even if I lived with someone else,” I pointed out as I massacred my hair by wrapping the band around it.
Ann did not like my suitemate Lauren. The two had gone to prep school together, and Lauren proudly admitted she had teased Ann mercilessly, all the way from pre-K until grade twelve. She had given Ann her nickname of “Frumpy,” after pointing out that Ann was the only geeky girl with no taste in a school filled with little fashionistas. 
“I’m not saying anything about Lauren,” Ann bristled. “You want to live with a girl who’s only at NYU because her daddy paid off all the right people, that’s your business. I meant your parents and their house in Brooklyn. You could probably live there for free.” 
Ann was right. If I lived with my parents, rent would never be a problem. Still, everything else would be. Brooklyn was far from campus, at least a forty-five minute commute in one way. That amounted to an hour and a half on a train each day—an hour and a half less of sleep or studying or just plain watching TV, not to mention being cut off from all after-class campus activities. There would be no more spontaneous study meets, beer breaks, or unplanned midnight bar hops. I could forget camping out at the library until it closed, or hanging out in the resident lounge with other equally miserable classmates. My social life, as meager as it was, would completely disintegrate. Then, of course, there was my mother, with her list of chores, rules, and motherly advice. If I moved back to my childhood home, I could almost surely expect the usual litanies of clean up your mess, eat your dinner, and stop reading so much before you ruin your eyes. I’d be twelve all over again. 
“No,” I said to Ann as I briskly moved towards my dorm again. “I don’t think living with my parents will work. We all need our space.” 
The residence hall was just steps away now; its air-conditioned hallways beckoned with their cool air, like Greek sirens lured sailors with their treacherous voices. I stepped inside, whimpered with relief, pulled out my student ID and flashed it at Darius the doorman. 
“How’s it going, Miss Tekla,” he greeted with a smile as he waved me through. “And a hello to you too, Miss Ann.” He motioned at Ann who was busy searching her briefcase for her own ID. “Are you going up too?” 
Ann nodded. 
“Well go on up, both of you. Don’t worry about your ID, Miss Ann. If Miss Tekla’s got hers, I’m sure the school won’t mind too much if I let you up this once without seeing yours. And y’all have a nice day now.” 
Ann grinned her thanks and hopped after me to a bank of elevators. 
“Darius is such a nice guy, don’t you think?” she asked. “He’s much nicer than John from last year. John would have made me stand there and look until I found the ID, even though he saw me every day of the school year.” 
I hummed. Darius was much nicer. I would miss his smiling face when I moved—that is, unless I miraculously found a batch of money somewhere. 
The elevator doors opened in front of us and we filed in. I pressed twenty for my floor and five for Ann’s. Hopefully, she’d get the hint. 
“If you can’t live with your parents, how about asking them to lend you the cash?” Ann persisted in her relentless pursuit of a solution to my financial crisis. “They’ll probably help if you ask.” 
My parents would, if they had the money. But with a mortgage, planning for retirement, and helping both my brother and me with college tuition, my parents couldn’t sustain the additional burden of a graduate education for even one of their children on their middle-class income. 
And how could I even ask them about it, especially since my mother still had trouble understanding why I had picked expensive NYU when other schools had offered partial scholarships? She didn’t get tiers and rankings, and law firms that made hiring decisions based on a school’s prestige. She didn’t grasp the importance of making social connections with the children of politicians, hiring partners and judges. To her, school was school. Period. And any child who chose to pay more than necessary just to attend a brand-name school in Manhattan was being foolish. 
“I’m sure my parents would lend me $400 this month,” I answered Ann as the elevator jerked into motion. “But they can’t afford to subsidize a second apartment from month to month.” 
“Well then,” Ann said as she patted my arm, “I really don’t know what you’re going to do. It’s not like you can get a job. That would just completely interfere with your studying.” 
I eyed Ann’s hand. She dropped it immediately. 
A job. 
The thought of working part-time had crossed my mind before. I had scored exceptionally well on my Law School Admission Test, and figured I could always coach other wannabe lawyers to do just as well. So I had contacted a slew of test prep companies, to no avail. They paid a good hourly wage, but not so good I could work a few hours a week and cover my bills. Turns out, to make ends meet as a test-prep tutor, I would have to clock close to thirty hours a week, and NYU would almost surely frown on the prospect. The law school forbade working in the first year, and strictly limited employment activities in subsequent ones. With four daily lectures and a minimum ten-hour a week commitment to the Law Review—I was one of the few lucky students chosen for such a prestigious but non-paying job—it would be hard to balance work and law school responsibilities. 
The elevator came to a stop on the fifth floor, and Ann stepped off. 
Thank you, God.

“Tekla, listen,” she said before the door slid closed behind her. “If you don’t get the money and need somewhere to stay, you can always crash at my place for however long you need.” 
“Thanks,” I murmured, reluctantly touched. 
Once on the twentieth floor, I pushed myself out of the car and walked to my apartment, the root of my financial crisis. I unlocked the front door, dropped my bag in the foyer, and scrutinized the visible living room. It was surprisingly uninviting. Steel shelves floated on stark white walls next to a massive flat-screen TV, and a black couch dominated what little room was left. A geometric rug clashed with bleached bamboo floors and reflected in the glass dining table. The room looked like a museum of modern design, and was completely not to my taste. Do I really want to fork up so much dough for this?

The room’s décor had been Lauren’s idea. She had volunteered the furnishings—free of charge—in addition to the use of her television, desktop computer and printer. At the time, it had seemed like a good deal. Lauren got to decorate in her style, and I didn’t have the hassle of going to use a school computer lab for homework, or forking out money for the additional expense of more furniture. But now I wasn’t certain. 
I slipped out of my sandals and left them by the door, next to my bag. Barefoot, I headed for my bedroom where the furniture—my furniture—was more cheerful. I needed a nap. I would think about apartments and money and my lack of the latter later. 
But as I passed the kitchenette, the smell of burnt eggs changed my mind. 
Lauren was home. 
“Hey,” I said. “What are you doing?” 
Lauren stood by our two-burner stove, a spatula in her hand and egg yolk on her surely ridiculously expensive shirt. Lauren only wore couture designers. 
“I’m trying to scramble eggs,” she complained, pointing to a frying pan, “but I’m having no luck.” 
Lauren was a petite blue-eyed blonde with an impeccable wardrobe and an even better lineage. Her father was managing partner of Fields & Jacobs, the premier law firm, and her mother was related to both a Supreme Court justice and a senator. A student-housing lottery had paired us as suitemates our first year, and we had lived together since. We weren’t friends, exactly. We just got along great as suitemates; she stayed out of my way whenever possible, and I stayed out of hers. Usually. 
“How come you didn’t go to class this morning?” I strolled toward the stove to help out, desperate for a distraction. 
Lauren grimaced as she trashed the contents of the pan. 
“Because I didn’t feel like it. Maybe if I play hooky the whole semester my father will finally get the hint and let me drop out. What do you think?” 
Lauren’s father wanted her to be an attorney, but Lauren had other plans. She dreamed of going to Hollywood and producing her own independent films. She was eager and ready to battle Tinseltown. Too bad her father held all the purse strings. 
 “It didn’t work last year, so I doubt it will work now,” I advised.
Lauren had tried to force the issue back then by skipping all her finals and flunking out. Her father had personally made sure she showed up for the make-ups. 
“Yeah, whatever,” Lauren said as she dropped the pan back on the stove. 
 I eyed the pan, then swiftly moved to mix up some new eggs and milk. 
“Get me some butter or oil,” I directed.
“Butter?” Lauren demanded. “Whatever for?” 
“For the pan,” I said, “so the eggs don’t burn.” 
Lauren frowned. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. What about my diet?” 
“Lauren,” I sighed. “You can’t scramble eggs without fat. That’s why you burned the other ones.” 
“Easy for you to say,” she grimaced. “You’re Miss Tall and Skinny. Not all of us can eat like pigs and have nothing to show for it. If I eat even an ounce of butter, I look five pounds heavier. I don’t know how you do it. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you had some serious eating issues. It’s just not natural to eat so much and be that thin.” 
I walked to the fridge and got the butter myself. 
“Luckily, you do know better.” 
I spread the butter on the pan and poured in the eggs. When they were done, I dumped them on a plate and slammed the dish down in front of Lauren. 
My frustration over my finances was coming out in an unexpected way. 
 Lauren took the plate as I stormed out of the kitchenette. “What’s wrong with you?” 
I hesitated before I sprawled out on the couch. I fished out a remote and turned on the television. “Sorry for yelling. I think I might be moving soon.” 
“Moving?” Lauren sat Indian-style on the floor next to the couch and balanced the plate on her legs. “Why? We don’t always get along, but it’s not that bad.”
“It’s not you,” I confirmed as I flipped through the channels. “They increased the rent, and I’m coming up short. If I don’t figure something out soon, I’ll have to move back with my parents.” 
Lauren forked a mouthful of eggs. 
“These are good,” she hummed and took another bite. “How short?” 
I stared at the TV, but when nothing caught my eye I flicked it off again. 
“A few hundred a month.” 
Lauren stretched her legs, leaned against the couch, and twirled the fork. 
“That doesn’t sound too bad,” she said. “I’d give it to you, of course, but my father put me on a budget after my last credit card bill. He thinks I’m being spiteful. Why don’t you borrow the money from someone?”
I glowered. All Lauren would have to do in a similar situation was call her daddy or a family friend, and the money would be there that very day. 
“I can’t. It’s too late for student loans, and no one else I know well has that sort of extra cash on hand,” I admitted. 
“Oh, I don’t know,” Lauren winked. “I’m sure Markus would be willing and able to give it to you.”
I grimaced. 
Markus.

Yes, as the heir to the Powers department store fortune, he did have the money and, yes, he would give it to me without hesitation. But that was the rub. I couldn’t ask him. Because despite my best efforts, Markus had feelings for me. 
During our first year of law school, Markus had publicly declared his undying love and devotion. He was a romantic who believed he had found his life’s one true mate, and all because my name was the numerological equivalent of his lucky number. Fate, he called it. Mumbo jumbo was more like it. Which was too bad because Markus looked decent. He was super smart. And there was all that family wealth. By anyone’s standards, he was a good catch. But it was hard dealing with a full-grown man who saw me as a cosmic goddess of perfection, especially when said goddess was anything but perfect. It was embarrassing, and annoying. 
So why, I thought as I contemplated Lauren’s suddenly stiff smile, bring up Markus? Unless …
I flashed back to the last few times Lauren, Markus and I hung out together. She had been unusually giddy. Come to think of it, Lauren never went anywhere with me if Markus wasn’t invited. Could it be? Could Lauren have feelings for him? In a convoluted way, her crush made perfect sense. She knew he liked me and was, therefore, technically unavailable. Lauren always went for the unattainable. Case in point: her Hollywood ambitions despite her father’s objections. Feelings for Markus would be right up Lauren’s alley. 
Something to consider—later. Because right now, I had a problem Lauren wasn’t going to solve. 
“Thanks,” I said, my voice wry as I got up to leave.
 “Sorry,” Lauren puffed, and threw her plate on the couch. “Tekla, come back. Listen, I have an idea. How about getting a job?” 
 “What job?” I grumbled, grabbing the plate off the couch and walking with it to the kitchenette’s sink. If I didn’t wash it, Lauren would let it dry there for weeks. “How am I going to find one that will pay me enough, but won’t require a huge time commitment? I don’t know of any. Do you?” 
 “Actually,” Lauren replied, following me and dragging the word out like an emcee about to announce a surprise guest, “my aunt—my mother’s sister—owns this tutoring agency. It’s very exclusive, so it pays well—something like $150 an hour, I think. That’s good, right? She doesn’t advertise, so as not to attract the wrong type of candidates. It’s just word of mouth. It’s very difficult to get hired, but I’m sure she’d take you on if I asked her, as a favor.” 
 “Tutoring?” I turned on the faucet and let the water run. “You mean like test preparation?” 
 “No.” Lauren watched as I rinsed, dried and placed the plate back on the shelf. “Not that sort of tutoring. I meant private, individualized tutoring for some of the best families in New York. Like helping some rich kid out with homework a couple of hours a week. Like with me; I had a private tutor all throughout high school. It’s easy money—trust me.” 
 “I don’t know,” I hedged. Mom had always warned me there was no such thing as “easy money.” 
“Oh, come on, Tekla. What’s your alternative? It’s this or moving out. What will it be?” Lauren reached for the phone and handed it to me. 
 “Here’s the number. Call my aunt. What do you have to lose?” 
 So I called.


CHAPTER 2
 
 
 
 
THE HEEL of my right shoe slid down a subway grate and lodged there. 
 I tried to wrest it out without doing too much damage to the leather. The black heels were my favorites, and I didn’t want to ruin a pair of skinny stilettos that made my legs look like a showgirl’s. 
Still, I was in a hurry. It was quarter to nine on a sticky Monday morning, and I had a nine o’clock appointment with Ms. Jacobs, Lauren’s aunt and the owner of Elite Educational Services. Hopefully she’d be my future employer. I was still a ten-minute walk away from the Upper East Side office—maybe five if I speed-walked—but the shoe wasn’t budging. Like a boat about to sink, it was half-submerged in the sea of New York City Transit cross-bars, leaving me stranded in a wave of harried pedestrians and about to be late for my appointment with the one woman who could solve all my financial woes. 
 Not a good consequence. 
 So I yanked hard, heel be damned. In the scheme of things, I could always buy another shoe, especially if I scored the job. 
With the extra jerk, my foot slipped out, but the shoe stayed where it was. 
My toes hovered inches above the grate. I balanced on one leg like a stork on the lookout for dinner. 
What to do? I sighed, gave in, and hoping to avoid most of the grime, gingerly stepped with my bare toe on the subway grate. With both feet somewhat stable now, I bent over to retrieve the shoe. But just as the heel began to give way, a whistle pierced my concentration. 
“Hey, baby!” 
My head turned automatically. A man was hanging out of a truck’s open window, waiting for his red light to change. His hair and sweatshirt were dotted with white paint. Probably in construction.
“Pssst,” he hissed in my direction. 
Was he talking to me?

“Yeah, you,” he said as he winked at me. “Nice ass.” 
I bolted straight up. 
“Jerk,” I muttered under my breath as I tried to pretend I hadn’t seen him. I intensely watched the other cars lining up behind his, too embarrassed to bend over again until he drove away. 
“That’s a mighty pretty dress you have on there,” he continued, clearly unperturbed by my complete lack of interest or response. “Red’s your color, baby.” 
I glanced down at my dress. I knew I shouldn’t have worn it. Red just invited all sorts of unwanted attention. But Lauren had insisted. 
“My aunt appreciates an attractive and young-looking tutor,” she had said as she dragged the dress out of the back of my closet. “They’re much easier to place than the staid teacher types. Teenagers don’t want to deal with boring grannies after school. And this dress is perfect. Young, hip. It screams of a successful tutor, and contrasts nicely with your dark hair. Very dramatic.” 
Uncertain what to wear, I had asked Lauren for help: Lauren was related to the boss, and had had a tutor herself, so who better? But wearing a red dress to a job interview? 
“Don’t you trust me?” Lauren had teased. “Besides, aside from the color, the dress is downright conservative: no cleavage, and it goes way past the knee. With a cardigan, it could almost pass for a suit.” 
Yeah, sure. Even with the length and coverage, the dress did sort of cling. Still, I had bowed to Lauren’s better judgment.
“Yup, looking red-hot,” the driver snickered in my direction as he finally drove away, laughing at his own wit. 
I bent over again and finally wedged my pump out. Damn. The metal grate had sliced through the heel’s leather like a hot knife through butter. 
I fingered the damage. There went my favorable first impression. If Ms. Jacobs were anything like Lauren, she would surely mark me down for my less-than-perfect appearance. Strike one against me.
I slipped the shoe on and rushed forward, dodging pedestrians and traffic along the way. I was six blocks from Ms. Jacobs’s East 82nd Street office, and could probably make it in the five minutes remaining before my appointment time only if I ran for my life. Granted, the high heels and sweltering summer heat would make that more difficult and me far less attractive, but as long as I didn’t break a leg in the process, I should arrive in time. 
Exactly four minutes later I stood panting by the entrance to Ms. Jacobs’s building. A doorman opened the door. 
“May I help you with something?” 
The older man gleamed in his navy tailored uniform, polished shoes and white kid gloves.
“I have an appointment with Ms. Jacobs,” I gasped. “She’s expecting me.” 
He looked me up and down, quirked an eyebrow as if he found that last bit highly doubtful, and picked up the house phone right before he gestured me through to the lobby. 
“You may go up,” he informed me a second later. “It’s the penthouse suite.” 
I could literally feel his eyes tracking my every step to the elevator, as if I would deface the lobby if he somehow lost sight of my form. 
When the elevator’s doors closed behind me, I managed to catch my breath, cool off and turn down the volume on my cell phone. Nothing made a worse impression than a phone going off in the middle of a conversation. 
As the doors opened in front of me, I moved forward and paused in front of Ms. Jacobs’s front door. There I straightened my dress and knocked. 
“Just a second,” a female voice shouted through the heavy wood. 
Her voice had to compete with a host of enthusiastic yelps and barks. 
“I hope you’re not afraid of dogs,” a small blonde woman greeted as she opened the door and held off what looked like three balls of white fur with her foot. 
The woman I assumed was Ms. Jacobs was short, the top of her head barely reaching my shoulder. She probably didn’t even top five feet. 
She was also very thin, even thinner than Lauren. Her face was baby smooth, devoid of any wrinkles or blemishes. Probably Botox. She wasn’t overly attractive, but she was well groomed in dark gray slacks and a light gray silk shirt. A cloud of Chanel Number Five engulfed her and assailed my nostrils every time she moved. A large diamond solitaire—at least three carats—gleamed on her third left finger. 
“Not at all,” I assured her, but doubted the truth of that answer when two little dogs nipped at my ankles and the third scratched away frantically at my pantyhose. 
“Daisy, Lily, Rose, down,” the woman called out as she shooed the dogs away from me. The little pests circled back around, their nails tapping away on the hardwood floor. 
“They get excited when we have guests,” she explained. “Usually the maid keeps them in the kitchen, but I guess they got away from her. I’m Patricia Jacobs, by the way. But you can call me Patty. And you must be Tekla. My, my. You’re as pretty, tall and skinny as Lauren said. Lucky you! I should introduce you to my son Henry. He favors exotic girls like you. No dainty blondes for him. Remind me to give you his number. What are you, a size zero?” 
“Two,” I automatically corrected, somewhat dazed by the rapid change in subjects.
 “Zero, two; nowadays, it’s the same thing,” Ms. Jacobs said as she gave me a once-over. “Come in, come in. I’ll just get rid of these little monsters. Oh, what a nice dress. But you got dog hairs all over you! Don’t worry. They’ll come off in a snap. What happened to your shoe?”
I glanced at my feet and winced. 
“Ahh, I had a little mishap on a subway grate.” 
“Don’t you just hate when that happens?” Ms. Jacobs chirped as she led me past a foyer and into a spacious sitting room filled with—if my meager college art history knowledge was correct—French rococo, neoclassic, empire and Victorian pieces, along with a few contemporary ones. Nothing seemed to match, and especially not the plush rose velvet chairs with the Pollock-like painting of colorful dots, swirls and drips. Priceless antiques and abstract expressionism. This looked like no office I had ever seen. Come to think of it, it downright resembled an apartment, albeit a very eclectic one. Why wouldn’t someone who headed a multi-million dollar operation—because that’s how much Lauren had boasted her aunt made—have her own office? Or, at the very least, a dedicated home work space?
“Why don’t you make yourself comfortable here while I take care of the dogs? Otherwise, they won’t let us chitchat.”
While Ms. Jacobs moved toward the back of the apartment with the dogs, I took another moment to really look around. Noticing suddenly from its signature that a real Pollock painting was before me, I headed for a Queen Anne chair to catch my breath—again. 
Ms. Jacobs reappeared, sans the dogs, not a moment later. She sat down in the armchair across from me. 
“I’ve got your resume right here,” Ms. Jacobs said as she waved a single sheet of paper in the air. 
I had e-mailed her the copy ahead of our meeting, per her instructions. 
“And I must say, it’s impressive. Summa cum laude, Phi Beta Kappa, President’s scholar, the Law Review. Your parents must be proud. Where did you go to high school?” 
“Uh, Brooklyn Tech,” I stammered, suddenly embarrassed. A public high school, even if it was one of the top-ranked city schools, couldn’t possibly impress a woman who was used to graduates from elite private institutions.
“Good for you,” Ms. Jacobs smiled. 
Her words reassured me somewhat.
“Let me tell you, any students you’ll have couldn’t possibly get in there. They complain about the ISEE and the SSAT, but they could never hope to score well on the science high school entrance exams. So their parents pay a fortune in private school tuition. And look at you now. NYU Law. And you got there all on your own. No tutors for you! But Lauren tells me you need some extra income now. How is she, by the way?” 
I opened my mouth to answer, but the dramatic chords of Mozart’s fortieth symphony cut me off.
“Oh, sorry, dear,” Ms. Jacobs apologized, reaching for a small telephone sitting on an end table. “Let me just see who’s calling. It might be business.” 
She looked at the display panel and answered. 
“Susan? Boy, do I have things to tell you about Allison. You won’t believe what she did! But I can’t talk now. Let me call you later.”
She disconnected, placed the telephone back on the table, and zeroed in on me again. 
“So where were we? Ah, yes, Lauren. Poor child. Such a sweet girl. And it’s so awful her father’s making her stay in law school. I told Robert time and time again that child’s not cut out to be an attorney. But does he listen? No.”
I shook my head in sympathy. 
“Well, men rarely do. But how do the two of you get on in that cramped dorm? Though living in Manhattan must be a change for you, no? It has to be an improvement over Brooklyn.” 
“Not really,” I said. “The dorm is closer to school, but otherwise the neighborhoods are pretty much the same. Very diverse.”
“Sure, Tekla,” Ms. Jacobs agreed. “Now, Tekla … that’s a unique name. I don’t think I’ve encountered it before.” 
“It’s an old Polish name,” I explained. “Not very popular, but it’s been in my family for generations.” 
“Polish?” Ms. Jacobs puckered her lips. “Lauren didn’t say. Looking at you, I never would’ve guessed. I figured you for Irish with your dark hair, light skin and blue eyes. Well, that just proves one should never assume. Were both your parents born there?” 
“Actually … ” I hesitated, and straightened the skirt of my dress. I didn’t like this subject. Somewhere along the way I always got the dumb Polak jokes. “I was born in Poland myself. We moved to the States when I was five.”
“Really?” Ms. Jacobs responded, looking downright amazed. “There’s not a trace of an accent in your speech.” 
“Well, I was only five, and I did receive all my schooling here … ” 
“True, true,” Ms. Jacobs nodded. “Still, it must be nice to come from a foreign country. Very chic. I don’t think I know any Polish people … no, wait, my maid might be Polish … ” 
“Uh … ” How to respond to that? 
Luckily, Mozart cut me off again. 
“I’m just so sorry, dear,” Ms. Jacobs offered as she reached for the ringing telephone. “I know it’s awful, but I’m a slave to these things.” 
The room was silent a moment before Ms. Jacobs shrieked into the phone, “Allison? Listen, I can’t talk right now, but I don’t want you to worry. Maybe we should do lunch. Let me call you in fifteen minutes and we’ll set something up.”
She snapped the phone closed and sat up straight in her chair. 
“Let’s get to the important details,” she smiled at me, “before another call distracts us.” 
Thank God. I got ready inside to answer all her hard questions about my qualifications for the job. True, my grades were good, but I had never taught or tutored anyone in my life.
“I don’t know how much Lauren has told you about my little operation here,” Ms. Jacobs said as she withdrew some horn-rimmed reading glasses from her shirt pocket. She slipped them on and glanced at my resume again. “But I pretty much run an exclusive placement agency for tutors. I hire only the best because my clients demand the best. I also hire only those who have been personally recommended to me because, after all, I send them to some of the wealthiest homes in the city and I don’t want to worry about potential crime. 
“I require my employees to hold, or to be in the process of obtaining, advanced graduate degrees. Obviously, in your case, none of these points are an issue. Your academic qualifications are stellar, and Lauren had only good things to say about you. You also strike me as a very nice girl who would work well with teenagers.”
When she looked at me for confirmation, I nodded. I hadn’t actually dealt with any teens since my own high school graduation, but I was barely into my twenties. How different could today’s teens be from me? 
Apparently satisfied with my response, Ms. Jacobs continued.
“The job is not hard. You’ll meet for a couple hours a week with a client to help out with homework. For you, it should be a piece of cake. But remember you help, never do. Elite is not one of those agencies. I require an advanced degree not because the job needs it, but because parents insist their children only interact with the best and brightest. I’ll set you up with a potential client, and the rest is up to you. If all works well, you’ll get a paycheck from me every month. Remember, you do not handle any finances with the parents directly; this makes life easier for you. No awkward money conversations, and you always get your check on time. I pay $150 an hour. I think that’s a fair wage.”
“Very,” I agreed, although I didn’t buy her “makes life easier for you” line for a minute. I wasn’t in law school for nothing. Ms. Jacobs had to make her millions somehow. No doubt she took a cut of the hourly rate—an additional $25 or $50 on what I made, perhaps—and didn’t want me to see the actual numbers. But what did I care? $150 an hour! I could hardly stay in my seat. Lauren hadn’t been kidding. With that sort of wage, I could make my entire monthly rent in fifteen hours! And if I worked more, I could cover my tuition, maybe even begin paying back some of my student loans, and alleviate, if not completely eliminate, the $200,000 hanging over my head. 
“Great,” Ms. Jacobs replied.
She seemed pleased. She took off the glasses and got up from her chair. I followed suit. Were we done? Did I have the job? 
“And I have the perfect potential clients for you,” Ms. Jacobs said as she walked out of the sitting room. I trailed her every step. “A boy and a girl. Twins. Their mother is a famous model-turned-fashion photographer. She’s French. The father is a short seller. I think he’s British or Greek. I’ve tried placing other tutors with them, but we’ve run into problems. One was too fat, another was too short, and the third, I think, wasn’t pretty enough. These people seem to be all about aesthetics, and not so much about the brain. But I think you might work out. You have that European flair they’re looking for. It’s at least worth a try. So I’ll pass your information along and get in touch with you to set up a meeting. If all works well—if they like you—we’ll chitchat again. If that falls through, I’ll try finding you someone else, although that may take some time. Any questions?” 
Surprised to find myself standing by the exit, I shook my head no. I knew I would do everything to make the clients like me. 
“Excellent,” Ms. Jacobs said as she pulled the door open. “I don’t mean to rush you out dear, but something important has come up and I’ve got to run. You know how that goes. I hope we can work together, because you strike me as a superstar. Say ‘hi’ to Lauren for me, and good luck in school.” 
And on those words, she literally shut the door in my face. 
I stood there gaping at the wood. Well, I never … ! Shooed out like the dogs. I shrugged and turned to make my way back to the elevators.
I guess I sort of had a job.


CHAPTER 3
 
 
 
 
 “HELLO, YOU MUST be Tekla,” the most gorgeous man I had ever seen said to me and smiled. And when he did, his dimples—I meant, creases; they were called creases in a real man—came to life. 
 I melted. 
 I just loved a man with creases, especially when they adorned a face already blessed with a Brad Pitt jaw and lips, and George Clooney eyes—like this one’s did. 
 He stood in the door of a midtown townhouse, a GQ cover come to life, and extended his hand in welcome. 
 I glanced at the perfectly formed appendage—his long tapered fingers framed by short, clean nails, marred only by a small callus that suggested just the right amount of manly labor—and momentarily stepped back, distrusting my unbelievable luck. Was I truly at the right address, and was Mr. GQ indeed talking to the right Tekla? 
 Yup. He was. 227 East 30th Street: a discreet four-story brownstone with a brick façade and black trimmings on a quiet block between two of the busiest avenues in New York City. Just like Ms. Jacobs had said. 
 “Tekla,” she had called me a mere two hours after our abrupt interview, “I set up a meeting for you with Mrs. Lamont tomorrow, at noon. I realize you probably have classes, but Mrs. Lamont insists. The meeting has to be tomorrow, or she’s going to another agency. Don’t be late.”
 And I wasn’t, even though the meeting did interfere with my class schedule. 
For that reason, I had promised Ann I would join her study group for the whole year if she agreed to share her notes from our noon Copyright lecture. Hopefully, I wouldn’t end up having to miss another class after that. Because I could not, under any circumstances, miss Constitutional Law. Professor If-You-Miss-My-Class-Even-Once-Your-Grade-Will-Drop-Significantly Johnson would crucify me. Luckily, the probability of that happening was miniscule. That lecture was at five. The meeting with Mrs. Lamont couldn’t possibly run more than five hours. 
So, with my academic bases covered, I had happily called Ms. Jacobs to confirm the time, then focused on my appearance. A former model like Mrs. Lamont would surely notice the clothing I wore—especially since the family was so concerned about aesthetics—and, since I didn’t own anything remotely designer, I had begged Lauren to lend me her cable-knit Armani halter that went so well with my linen slacks and lent me an air of Newport-sailor chic. I had even managed to blow-dry straight my frizzy hair and apply makeup. Nothing too fancy: just blush, lip gloss and mascara for that sun-kissed late summer look. 
And here I stood, polished and looking good, at the door of the right address, exactly at the appointed hour on the appointed day. But the man in front of me was no Mrs. Lamont. Not even close. Nothing about this man was remotely feminine—not his muscled forearms, his perfectly square jaw with its two-day stubble, or his crooked smile that showed glimpses of pearly white teeth. 
At six feet tall and with the finely honed physique of a long-distance runner, this god was in his late twenties, or maybe early thirties. His hair was short, thick, and dark, his complexion olive, his eyes dark brown and offset by even darker lashes. Then there were those creases, almost winking at me in friendly invitation. 
“Uh,” I said, stepping forward again to take hold of his outstretched hand. It felt smooth and dry in my palm. I was sorry to release it. “I’m here to see Mrs. Lamont.” 
“Well, come in.” 
Mr. GQ shifted away from the door so I could walk inside. And when he did, a cloud of cologne and fabric softener mixed in the air around him. My eyes drifted closed. Calvin Klein and Snuggles: my favorite smells. 
“We’ve been expecting you,” Mr. GQ continued. 
We? Who was he? He looked too young to be Mr. Lamont—Ms. Jacobs had said that man was a formidable middle-aged short seller—and was definitely too old to be one of my prospective students. A servant, maybe? But his Diesel jeans and Versace polo shirt seemed both too expensive and too casual for mere household staff. 
“She’ll be with you in a few minutes,” Mr. GQ said as he led me past some stairs, through a dining room with a massive steel contraption that resembled a chandelier, and into a living room that held little more than a white sofa. “She got delayed on a phone call in the office downstairs. So please, make yourself comfortable until she gets here.”
“Okay,” I nodded, but I stood waiting, uncertain where to go. Make myself comfortable? Somehow, suddenly, that seemed impossible. 
I took my eyes off Mr. GQ and noticed the space around me: the clinically white walls; the occasional glimpses of steel; the ultramodern decor. The living room was stark in its sparseness. Even its fireplace and wooden floors—probably the only remnants of the house’s original nineteenth century grandeur—had been painted over with white latex. A black and white painting of a woman hung over the fireplace, but her obscured features only added to the room’s barrenness. 
I shuddered. The central air was on, but the temperature wasn’t that low. The room left me cold. I rubbed my bare arms and looked around again. Where to sit? The sofa was so white I feared staining it just by standing in its vicinity. And the few other furniture pieces in the room, like the two shell chairs, looked extremely breakable. I shuffled away from the chairs, about to risk the sofa, when Mr. GQ caught my eye. 
“Go ahead,” he smiled. “Sit. They won’t break, not under your weight.” 
I smiled back, conscious he now observed my every move, and gently slid into a chair, holding my breath until I knew for certain it would remain standing. It did. 
“See,” Mr. GQ chuckled, “I told you, nothing to fear. And just in the nick of time.” He winked at me. “I think I hear Monique—Mrs. Lamont—coming. If you’ll excuse me, I have to get back to work.” 
Work? I guess he was an employee. Ms. Jacobs hadn’t been kidding when she said the Lamonts hired for looks. 
“Good luck,” Mr. GQ mouthed on his way out. 
And with that encouragement he disappeared from the room just as a statuesque brunette made her way in. I reluctantly took my eyes off his retreating back—he was one fine-looking man, although knowing New York, he was either gay or married—and focused them on the woman. Mooning after Mr. GQ wouldn’t pay my imminent housing bill. But this woman—Mrs. Lamont—could. One word from her, and my financial woes were over. 
She was extremely tall, taller than my five feet eight inches, and close to Mr. GQ’s six feet. Her hair was black, like finely honed obsidian. She was thin yet curvaceous, a throwback to the old Hollywood ideal. Her skin was pale. And her face … beautiful was not good enough to describe it. It was a perfect oval, with a broad forehead and two enormous eyes framed by perfectly tweezed brows. Her cheekbones protruded and contrasted with a narrow nose. Her lips pouted and a tiny mole teased above her left eye. There was nary a wrinkle in sight. If Ms. Jacobs hadn’t told me, I would never guess this woman was a mother of two in her mid-forties. Although I could definitely see why she had a successful modeling career. 
“I am Monique Lamont,” the woman said in a thick French accent as, without pausing, she sailed past me to lounge on the white sofa. She gracefully crossed her legs and rested her bracelet-adorned arm on the sofa’s back. “And you are Tekla. Maybe the tutor, maybe not. No?” 
“Uh,” I stammered in my seat, my body suddenly awkward and inadequate, as any woman’s would be when confronted with such feminine perfection. “Yes. Ms. Jacobs sent me.” 
“Good, good.” Mrs. Lamont tapped her manicured fingers on the sofa’s leather. “I speak with this Ms. Jacobs from the agency, and she says you are perfect. But she says that about the other girls she sends, and they are not, so we will see about you. No?”
“Uh,” I said inadequately. What to say? In addition to appearing gauche, I was starting to feel stupid. “Yes.” 
“Perfect.” 
Mrs. Lamont re-crossed her legs and adjusted the fold of her slacks. The black fabric fit her so well it had to be hand-tailored. I also assumed it was designer. The experimental cut of the slacks and matching top screamed ‘couture expensive,’ not just ready-to-wear like my Armani. 
“This Jacobs woman says you are very smart. She talks about law school, grades, and rankings, but I know nothing about any of that. Her agency though has a fine reputation, so I will take her word on your intelligence. No?” 
I fidgeted. “Yes.” 
“Right.” Mrs. Lamont pursed her lips. “Although the other girls she sends are also very bright. One is a Ph.D. candidate in English literature at Columbia, and the other two have undergraduate degrees from Harvard. One even has a Master’s in education. Obviously, as you see, fancy schooling is not enough for me. I look for something more.” 
She eyed me expectantly. 
“Uh, yes,” I said. Agreeing with a potential client seemed like a good idea. “A good tutor should be more than just excellent grades and fancy schools.” Though what, besides academic excellence and good teaching ability, a tutor should possess was beyond me. 
Mrs. Lamont smiled, seemingly satisfied with my response. She slipped out of her pumps and curled her legs beneath her. In the casual pose, she looked just like the woman in the painting hanging over the fireplace. Startled by the possibility, I glimpsed at the canvas again. It was Mrs. Lamont, maybe a few years younger, in the same white room wearing similar black clothing. 
“As a fashion photographer,” Mrs. Lamont continued, “I am often away on shoots. Paris. Milan. Los Angeles. My husband too does a lot of travel. Even when I am here, my English is not so good. I speak easily, but my reading and writing are not good. So my children need someone to check over their schoolwork and help them with tests. I think an hour a day for each is good, no?” 
“Yes,” I agreed again as my head jerked. An hour a day for each kid! That meant two hours for five days, or $1,500 per week. If I landed this, I would earn $6,000 per month. That was more than most people made working eight-hour days! I could afford my new housing and food. Maybe even the tuition. Please, please, please, let me land this client.

“They have nanny for this in the past,” Mrs. Lamont said, completely oblivious to my budding excitement, “but now they are too old and say to me, ‘Maman, we are too old for nanny … all the other kids in school have a tutor.’ So what am I to do? I fire the nanny and look for a tutor. I have the money for the best, so I ask other parents where they find theirs, and here you are, no?” 
“Yes,” I said, now fairly confident all I should do is agree with Mrs. Lamont for the meeting to go well. 
“But this,” Mrs. Lamont sighed dramatically, “is not so easy. First tutor comes, and she is too fat. Second tutor has pimples all over her face. The next one looks like a grandmother. And the last one is fat and old! My children are upset. I am upset. This is not acceptable. Because of my profession, my children grow up in a world with pretty people, skinny people, young people. They are always in my office and in my studio where we hire the best. We have standards. I say this to the Jacobs woman.” 
“Yes,” I nodded, feigning sympathy. Was this woman serious? Since when were tutors supposed to be beauty queens, even those that earned $6,000 per week? I wanted to cringe, but instead pasted on a smile, determined to stick it through. I really needed the money. Living with my mother was not an acceptable alternative. 
Though, suddenly, I wondered if maybe I too wasn’t skinny enough or young enough or pretty enough to be a tutor. And I also had pimples. Just three days before, I broke out with a monstrous zit on my chin. Was it still there? My hand itched for a mirror. I had just known acne would someday be the death of me. 
“I am glad you understand,” Mrs. Lamont said as she straightened on the couch. Her feet hit the floor, and she slid back into her shoes. “Do you follow fashion?” 
“Uh,” I stalled. The truth was no. I knew enough to recognize the big designer names and knew some of the models from TV, but the only time I glimpsed a fashion magazine was when I passed by a newsstand. “I don’t have much free time outside of schoolwork, but I do like clothes.” I held my breath. 
“Merveilleux,” Mrs. Lamont said before she got up from the sofa and walked to a phone. Did she like my answer? Why hadn’t I studied French? 
“I want you to meet my children. In this family, we are a democracy. They too can say if they like you. You will go to lunch and talk, and then they tell me if you are okay for them, no?” 
Lunch? I glanced at my wristwatch and worried. It was already past one. If we went to lunch that would be, at minimum, another hour. I wouldn’t be back at school until well past two, and would definitely miss my Evidence class. Still, I would have more than enough time before the Con Law lecture and, well, we were talking about $6,000. Per month. For ten months. 
“Lunch would be great.”
“Fabuleux.” Mrs. Lamont picked up the phone. “You go wait in the foyer and I call the children.” 
I retreated from the room and retraced my steps to the front door, sorry that Mr. GQ wasn’t there to show me the way. I paused in the foyer and looked around for a seat. I didn’t find it. 
Fifteen minutes later, I was still standing. Alone. Fidgeting from foot to foot. Did Mrs. Lamont forget? Should I go back to remind her? She might think that rude, so I leaned against the wall, determined to wait some more. Five minutes later, a teenage girl came barreling down the stairs, two barking beagles dogging her every step. 
“I’m coming, Maman,” she yelled over the dogs’ excited yelps. “But I can’t find Xander.” 
She came to an abrupt stop when she spotted me. The dogs skidded behind her. Tails wagging, their symphony of barks grew even louder when they ran from behind her legs and sniffed me. 
“Uh, nice dogs,” I said as I patted their heads and pressed my back to the wall when one aimed its snout at my crotch. 
“Coco, no!” The girl snapped her fingers and the dog plopped its butt down on my foot. 
I looked up from the dog and returned my gaze to the girl. There was no denying she was Mrs. Lamont’s daughter. She had the same dark hair and large eyes, but somehow her features were less dramatic. Her face was fuller, her lips narrower and her cheekbones less pronounced. She was also shorter and stouter. Poor girl. It couldn’t be easy growing up in the shadow of her mother’s perfection. 
“Hi,” I said, and slipped my foot out from underneath the sitting dog. “I’m Tekla.” 
She glowered, and yelled “Maman!” again. The dogs resumed their barking. 
“I am here, petit gosse,” Mrs. Lamont said as she walked into the foyer. 
The dogs jumped at her voice and, tongues lolling, happily left me alone in pursuit of their new prize. 
“Ah, and I see you meet Tekla.” Mrs. Lamont crouched down so the dogs could slobber over her flawlessly made-up face. “She is a tutor, and you will go to lunch to talk. You pick where. I give you my credit card.” Pushing the dogs away, Mrs. Lamont stood back up. “Where is Xander? He is also to go.” 
The girl scrunched her nose and moved towards her mother. Her black shirt and pants were similar to Mrs. Lamont’s, but on her teenage body the clothing looked less refined.
“I don’t know. He won’t answer when I call him, though I think he’s in his room.” 
Mrs. Lamont sighed. “I go get him,” she said, and disappeared up the staircase, taking the dogs with her and leaving me alone with the girl. 
If this girl were to decide my employment, some friendly conversation was in order. “So,” I began, “what’s your name?” 
“Gemma,” she answered and turned away from me. 
Well, that was a non-starter. 
“Pretty name,” I tried again. “Where do you go to school?” 
“The Bartlett Academy,” she turned back to face me. “Have you heard of it?” 
“Ah, yeah,” I sputtered. Lauren always joked about Bartlett. She called it the Big Easy: easy on the academics, and full of easy rich girls. Luckily, Mrs. Lamont’s returning footsteps—heralded by more gleeful barks—cut short the need for further reply. 
“We are all finally here,” Mrs. Lamont announced as she dragged a lanky teenage boy behind her. 
Her son was tall and skinny, clad in a navy blazer, white shirt and red tie. His hands were shoved in his tan trouser pockets. Like Gemma, he also strongly resembled his mother. Yet his features retained Mrs. Lamont’s distinguished traits. He had the same narrow nose and dramatic cheekbones, but a ruffled mop of black hair hid most of his eyes and forehead, and his pouty lips seemed to be turned down in a permanent sneer of displeasure. Boy, the girls must love this one. 
“Let’s get this show on the road,” he scoffed, walking past his mother and opening the front door. 
Gemma and I followed. The dogs leapt after us. 
“I haven’t got all day,” Xander complained. “And Maman, can you please call the dogs before they go outside and get run over?” 
“Oui.” Mrs. Lamont did as her son ordered before handing Gemma a credit card. “I wait here until you come back. Au revoir,” she said as she shut the door behind us. 
I contemplated my prospective students. Gemma was rooted to the spot, clearly reluctant to move further. Xander, by contrast, was like a yearling, eager to bolt at the slightest provocation. Neither acknowledged me. 
What now? Someone should take charge and make lunch plans. I was the oldest, but I had no clue where to go—and Gemma had the credit card. So I stood staring, hoping for divine inspiration. 
It didn’t come. 
Instead, Xander turned and strutted down the block, away from the house, wholly unconcerned that he was the only one walking. Gemma slid the credit card in her Gucci purse and pulled out a cell phone.
I frowned at Xander’s quickly retreating back, then Gemma’s phone. 
This did not bode well for me. 
Xander would likely disappear—not to be heard from again until I was safely out of a job—and Gemma was probably calling a friend, also ready to ditch me. She had a credit card, and her mother’s permission to use it. What would Mrs. Lamont think? If I couldn’t even get these kids to a restaurant, how could I possibly force them to do their homework? 
I was about to bomb royally, defeated by two uncooperative brats. 
No.

I took a deep breath and focused on Gemma. She was closer and, therefore, my first target. She also seemed more in awe of her mother. 
“Are you calling a restaurant?” I asked and mentally crossed fingers. I had a plan: direct confrontation. 
“No,” Gemma snapped the phone off, but still held it in her hand. 
“Oh, well,” I said while I shrugged and adjusted the strap of my bag. Better to look nonchalant, else she sense fear and pounce. “If you’re not, then maybe you should put the phone away. Your mother specifically said we should talk over lunch. But if you’d rather not, I can always go back and tell her you had other plans. I’m sure she’ll understand.” 
I held my breath. No way was I going back to Mrs. Lamont to admit defeat, but Gemma didn’t need to know that. 
Gemma narrowed her eyes and clutched the phone harder. 
“No, that’s fine,” she finally said before she slipped it back in her purse. “I was just checking to see if I had any messages. I don’t. So if you’re ready, we can go. Do you have any food preferences?” 
“Not particularly,” I smiled. One down. One to go. “But how about your brother? It seems like he has other ideas.” 
Gemma turned, searching for Xander. He had stopped at the corner of the block, hands still in his pockets, staring at the clear overhead sky, whistling. The sun glared in his face, but he didn’t seem to mind. 
“Don’t worry about him.” 
Gemma turned back to face me. Her lips turned up in a slight smile and her shoulders relaxed. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was trying to encourage me. 
“He just likes to show off,” she explained before she started after him. 
I meekly followed. 
“What are you doing?” Gemma snapped as she stopped in front of her brother and kicked his Converse All Stars. “You heard Maman. We are all supposed to go to lunch. And I’m not getting into trouble because of you.” 
“Whatever,” Xander hedged.
He looked down from the sky, only to focus his attention on the dirty sidewalk and scuff the sole of his left sneaker along the pavement. He must have found the activity satisfying, because he repeated it with his right shoe. 
“I was ready to go five minutes ago, but the two of you just stood there gawking at each other and wasting time,” Xander bitched. He pulled his right hand out of his pocket and shoved it through his mop of falling black hair. “And where are we going, anyway?” He narrowed his eyes at his sister. “You better not pick anything expensive, or we’ll go bankrupt doing this.” 
Bankrupt? Now I scoffed. His parents were about to dish out $150 an hour on his tutor, and he worried about the lunch bill on his mother’s credit card? 
“I don’t know.” Gemma looked around her. “Sushi, maybe?” 
“Sushi!” Xander shoved his hand back in his pant pocket. “That’s at least fifty bucks. I don’t think so.”
“Well … ” Gemma bit her lower lip. “I don’t know about anything else. If not sushi, then I want some place where they’ll serve a salad. Do you know any?” she asked me. 
I shook my head no. For God’s sake, this was their neighborhood. “Where do you usually go?” I asked. 
“She doesn’t eat lunch,” Xander volunteered and sneered at his sister. Sweat slowly percolated around his hairline, yet he refused to abandon the blazer. 
Gemma kicked him again. “Very funny, Xander. Just because I don’t eat like a pig—or you—doesn’t mean I don’t eat … oww,” she screeched as Xander kicked her back. “You asshole!” 
She aimed an upraised palm at Xander’s head, but stopped it inches from his skull at my sharp intake of breath. I inched between Xander and Gemma to avert any future physical exchanges. Bruises and cracked heads probably wouldn’t look good for me. 
“I know!” Xander said, stepping around me to face his sister again. Obviously he was not impressed by my physical authority. “How about pizza?”
 “I don’t do cheese, Xander” Gemma said. “It’s bad for the skin.”
“Whatever,” Xander shrugged. “Lunch is wasted on you two anyway.” He tipped his chin in my direction. “She doesn’t look like she eats either.” 
I gasped. 
The little twerp. I should’ve let Gemma hit him.

Gemma hissed. “Don’t be rude. Just pick a place. Maman will worry if we stay out too late.” 
I glanced at my wristwatch. It was already a quarter to two, and we weren’t even in a restaurant. At this rate, I’d surely miss Con Law, and that would add insult to injury: these two could nix my employment and ruin any hope of me getting an A in the class. 
“Let’s just go to that place you usually take your buddies when they ruin our house with their unfortunate presence,” Gemma suggested smartly. 
 Xander pursed his lips. It was amazing how a pretty face could become so unattractive so quickly. 
“Fine. Let’s go to Mike’s.”
 
MIKE’S TURNED OUT TO BE A DINER, a perfect 1950s replica of red vinyl booths, black-and-white checkered tiles, and floor-mounted stools. It smelled of garlic and deep-fried oil. A stainless steel service counter dominated much of the back, and pictures of 1950s Manhattan adorned the sunny yellow walls. 
 A chirpy hostess walked us to one of the red booths. Xander sprawled on the bench seat and grumbled when Gemma made him move to make room for her. I sat opposite. 
 A waiter appeared and left us with water, utensils and three plastic menus. Xander grabbed a menu and covered his face. He slouched further in the seat. His leg bumped mine. He mumbled an unintelligible apology and fixated on the selection. 
 Gemma leaned against her seat, but left her menu unopened. She studied the pictures on the wall, avoiding my eyes completely. 
 I figured a grilled cheese would be the safest bet. Only Lauren could mess up a grilled cheese sandwich. I snapped the menu closed and waited for the waiter. 
 The waiter took our orders: for Gemma, a salad with no dressing, and for Xander, the burger deluxe, medium rare. 
Xander arched a brow when he heard my selection. Are you really gonna eat that?, his eyes mocked. 
I was tempted to kick one of his splayed legs.
 The waiter collected the menus and left. 
 With nothing to read, Xander crossed his arms on his chest and stared at the ceiling. 
 Great. I took a sip of water. At this rate, we’d eat in complete silence, and I didn’t think that would land me the client. We needed conversation. Xander seemed a lost cause, but there was Gemma. 
 I took another sip and cleared my throat. 
 “So, Gemma, how do you like school? You’re in ninth grade, right?” 
 Her eyes snapped to mine, uncertain. 
 “Ah, yes,” she stammered, “I’m a freshman. We’re both freshman.” She nodded at her brother, but his focus didn’t waver from the ceiling. “I’m at an all-girls school, and he goes to Harding, an all-boys academy. And I guess school is okay, though I’m having trouble with some subjects. That’s why we need a tutor.” 
Gemma paused and peered at me. Her eyes were really pretty. They had her mother’s shape and color, but were softer, friendlier. 
 “And how about you,” she started up again. “Where do you go to school?” 
 Startled, I realized that neither Gemma nor Xander probably knew anything about my academic background. 
 “Well,” I answered, “right now I’m a second-year student at NYU Law. That’s a graduate program. Before that I attended NYU’s College of Arts and Science. And before that, I went to a specialized science and math high school in New York.” 
 “Oh, and did you do well?” Gemma said while she flipped a strand of black hair behind her ear. “I mean, can you tutor in all subjects?” 
 Well, well. Good for you. No one had bothered asking me that before. Not Ms. Jacobs. And not Ms. Lamont. Maybe I’d finally get a proper job interview—from a fourteen-year-old. 
 “I think so.” I smiled at Gemma. This was going well. We were making a connection. I could almost see that first paycheck. “I know math up to advanced calculus, and all the basic sciences, like biology, chemistry and physics. English and history are also a go, though I can’t help you with French; I’m not too good there. But with your mom, you’re probably an expert.” 
 Gemma smiled back at this. 
 “So what do you do for fun?” she asked. 
 “Hmm.” I paused and wiped my hands on a napkin. This line of questioning was trickier. A teenager probably expected me, a twenty-four-year-old, to have an active social life. Every cool twenty-something-year-old was supposed to have one. Should I admit I didn’t? She would think I was lame, and therefore unworthy. “With school, I don’t really have a lot of free time. But I do like to read, listen to music, and go out with my friends.” 
 Gemma perked up in her seat. 
 “Do you have a boyfriend?”
 “Ah … ” This was sticky territory. No, I did not have a boyfriend. I hadn’t had one in the past six months. Was it my fault all law school guys were emotional disasters, interested only in sex and their future glorious careers? And Markus didn’t count, because I didn’t like him back. “Not at the moment.” 
 “Well, don’t worry,” Gemma said reassuringly; she seemed ready to pat my hand. To a teenage girl, a lack of a boyfriend was probably a horrifying prospect. “I think you’d be perfect for Maman’s assistant. You’re really his type. Julian only dates tall, thin girls with long dark hair.” 
 Julian? Assistant? Was she talking about Mr. GQ? Gorgeous Mr. GQ? Perfect Mr. GQ? Potentially available and straight Mr. GQ? 
 “Well, I don’t know … ” I hedged when a snort cut me off.
 Gemma snapped her head around to face her brother. 
 “Xander, shut up. If you’re going to sit there and say nothing, then don’t interrupt, or I’ll tell Maman.” 
 “Whatever,” Xander sneered. 
 “Gemma, Xander,” I began, figuring I should say something to regain some semblance of authority in Xander’s eyes. It wouldn’t do for him to think I was a loser who couldn’t get a date without the help of a fourteen-year-old. But I had no clue what to say. Luckily, the food arrived and cut off all need for further reprimands. 
 The tantalizing aroma of grilled cheese and hamburger had my stomach grumbling. The day’s events must have been draining, because suddenly I was ravenous. I bit into my sandwich and grabbed for a napkin when hot, melted cheese oozed out. 
“Sorry,” I said to no one in particular as I waved a hand in front of my face to cool it off. “The sandwich is really hot.” 
After smearing ketchup all over his fries and burger, Xander gulped half of his plate down with one bite. Gemma just toyed with her salad. She nibbled on a tomato, returned most of it to her plate and repeated the process with a cucumber. 
“That’s a nice top you’re wearing,” Gemma said as she pointed her cucumber-adorned fork at my halter. “Is it Armani?”
I fingered the shirt’s corded fabric. It felt coarse against my palm, like burlap. “Yes, how’d you know?” 
“Maman shot an ad campaign for them last year,” Gemma replied as she pushed her plate away and sipped water. “The salad’s not good here. I think I’m done. So, do you like Armani?” 
I eyed Gemma’s greens. Of course the salad wasn’t good; it didn’t have any dressing. “Do you want to share my fries?” I offered.
“I don’t know,” Gemma said slowly as she eyed the fries. “I’m not as skinny as you and Xander. He can eat anything and not gain an ounce. You two are sooo lucky. Maman says I should watch what I eat so I don’t get any bigger. The world doesn’t give many opportunities to big girls.” 
I gaped. Again. 
Sure, Gemma wasn’t model thin. She was a healthy-looking size six teenager with curves in all the right places. She didn’t have her mother’s height or shape yet, but she was still growing. “Gemma,” I sighed, “when I was your age my body looked like yours. I grew into it eating burgers and fries and pizza. Really, a fry won’t kill you. Here.” 
I pushed the plate towards her. She picked a fry, played with it, popped it in her mouth and reached for a second. 
“Sure, I like Armani,” I said to divert Gemma’s attention away from the food, hoping she would finish the fries without noticing. If she ate some real calories, her disposition might improve towards me. “Doesn’t everyone? He’s a genius with fabric. Though your top is really pretty, too. It’s very similar to your mother’s.” 
Gemma glanced down at her shirt. “It’s Balenciaga. Maman just got it for me. She says I’m old enough. That all proper French ladies wear Balenciaga. She doesn’t wear anything else. He’s her signature designer.” 
I contemplated the blouse. Balenciaga. The designer of European aristocrats. Should’ve figured. Armani, Gucci and their ilk paled in comparison. 
“I’m done,” Xander blurted out as he dropped his napkin on an absolutely clean plate, no fry, pickle or bun left in sight. “Can we go?” 
“Wait!” Gemma said as she wiped her mouth and fingers; the fries were all gone. “Can’t you see she’s not finished?” She pointed at my plate where half a sandwich still sat untouched. 
I flushed. Somehow I was always last to finish. My mother would say it was because my mouth did all the yapping and none of the chewing. I picked up the food and bit into the sandwich, determined to keep silent until it was gone. No way would I make us run late. 
“God, Xander,” Gemma complained. “You’re so rude.”
We sat in silence while I ate. Gemma played with her sunglasses and Xander pulled out a phone to text what must have been his entire contact list. When my sandwich was finally gone, Gemma waved down the waiter.
“Check, please,” she said, and as the waiter left to do her bidding she grinned at me, then Xander. “So, Tekla, do you like movies? ‘Cause Xander here is a huge film buff. He wants to be a film director, though Daddy prefers if he went into business. Isn’t that right, Xander?”
Xander shrugged and sniffed, but put away the phone. For the first time he looked at me without derision. Obviously, Gemma had hit his sweet spot. This was my opportunity to impress. One problem, though: I was about as interested in film as in fashion. Sure, I knew enough to get by. I watched the occasional movie on television. I even liked going to the cinema. I especially liked watching old black-and-white flicks. But a film buff? Hardly. 
“Ah,” I hesitated. Time to stretch the truth. “Sure, I like movies. Who doesn’t?” 
“Yeah?” Xander stared me down, like a poker player on the lookout for a tell. “Name the last movie you’ve seen.” 
Oh God. My mind blanked. The last movie? I hadn’t been to a theater since the semester started. Wait! Lauren had dragged me to that law school film party, hosted in the dorm of her latest boyfriend. ‘Course, I had hated every minute of the experience: twenty guys, two girls, beer and a movie where limbs flew and characters bled like pigs in a slaughterhouse. 
Oh, what the hell; the movie was so gory a teenage boy had to like it. At least, all the twenty-something-year-old frat boys did. 
“Kill Bill, Volumes 1 and 2,” I said. And held my breath.
Xander sat up in his seat. 
“Quentin Tarantino,” he said, whispering the name with almost God-like reverence. “He’s my favorite. The man’s a genius, and I want to make movies just like his. I’ve never met an older chick who actually wanted to see his films. They’re usually too squeamish. So is Maman; she makes me turn them off whenever I try to show her.” 
“Yeah, well,” I said with a grin—even though he had called me old—as I prepared to lie through my teeth. All for a good cause, I reminded myself. I could not, under any circumstances, go back to living with my parents. “I recognize genius when I see it. Even when it’s bloody.” When he said nothing more, I mentally buffed my nails. Score. Success.


CHAPTER 4
 
 
 
 
THE TAXI CAME to a grinding halt smack in the middle of downtown traffic. 
 Brakes screeched. Horns blared. The driver cursed and gestured with his middle finger at the yellow cab that cut in front of us to make a sudden exit into a side street. 
My body lurched forward and almost flew out of its seat. There was barely enough time to brace with my palm before my face connected with the Plexiglas divider that separated the backseat from the cab driver. 
I groaned. Not again.

The taxi had jerked and lurched like a bucking bronco for the past half hour. First, because of a stalled bus; then, crosstown traffic congestion. Finally, two closed lanes had obstructed all downtown traffic for what seemed like miles. 
We were stuck in a stampede of cabs, city buses, and passenger cars determined to make their way through the tiny island of Manhattan. 
The exhaust from all those idling engines crept into the cab like snaking smoke, slowly overpowering in its pungency. I slipped back in the seat, scrunched my nose and rolled down a window—maybe air would ventilate the stench—but rolled it back up almost immediately. Now the cab was smelly, loud and hot. 
Not too bright. 
 I stared out the closed window at all the commuter madness and wanted to cry. 
 Mrs. Lamont had made things sound so simple. 
“The kids like you,” she had proclaimed when Xander, Gemma and I finally returned to the house from our lunch. “So now you meet my husband. He approves all people who work with the children.” 
Oh God, I had to stop myself from cringing. Please not another meeting … not today.

“I schedule a 3:30 appointment for you, in his office,” Mrs. Lamont had said. “You share taxi with my assistant. He has papers to give my husband, so he show you where to go, no?” 
Assistant? I had perked up at the word. As in, Mr. GQ? If Gemma was right, Mr. straight and available GQ? Suddenly, the situation had whole new possibilities. And 3:30 was doable. If I met with Mr. Lamont promptly at 3:30 p.m., I would probably be out of his office by four at the latest. Undoubtedly a busy man, he should have little time for small talk. That would give me a solid hour to get back to school.
But it was already 3:30 p.m., and we had barely traversed four blocks since leaving Mrs. Lamont’s residence. According to Mr. GQ—Julian—we were twenty blocks away from our destination. At this rate, that would equal another two hours of stop-and-go traffic. And two hours meant I would definitely miss Constitutional Law. 
Bye-bye, any hope of getting an A.

Not to mention that my appointment with Mr. Lamont was to have started now, at 3:30 exactly. Showing up late would not garner points in my favor, despite the fact that it was Mrs. Lamont who had insisted on the taxi. I would’ve preferred the far more reliable subway. And somehow I had the uneasy feeling that Mr. Lamont wouldn’t be interested in any excuses. He didn’t become a billionaire by waiting for his minions, even if his wife sent them. I could be out of an A and a job. 
 The possibility had me fidgeting. I crossed my right leg, uncrossed it and, when the taxi still failed to move, crossed it again, my foot jiggling like Jell-O. 
 “Come on, come on, change to green,” I chanted and drummed my fingernails on the cab’s upholstery. The tap-tap of my fingers or the whispered prayer must have carried because Julian, sprawled next to me, turned his head to look in my direction. He arched an eyebrow in question. 
Well, well, now—finally—he’s noticed me.

 I slowed my fingers and stared right back at him. Despite his sloppy pose, he still looked stunningly handsome. His head reclined against the cab’s backseat and his right arm lounged on the door’s armrest. Well-honed biceps peeped out from underneath the sleeve of his designer tee shirt. His hair looked just as thick, his jaw just as square and his eyes just as mesmerizing as before. Somehow, though, his cover-boy good looks were far less impressive now because, while I wanted to jump out of my own skin, he seemed wholly unconcerned with the traffic, the passing time—and me. 
He hadn’t even had the decency to flirt. There had been no crooked smiles, winking creases or charged banter during this ride. Nothing. Not even an occasional nod of acknowledgement. He hadn’t said a word to me since we got into the taxi. Instead, he had spent all of the past half hour with a cell phone glued to his ear, taking phone calls from and making calls to a never-ending list of people. 
His side of the conversation offered a never-ending litany of: Yes, Monique. No, Monique … Hired new guy, Monique. Don’t worry, pro in the field, Monique. Flight out 6:30 tomorrow morning, Monique. Bye, Monique. 
And then: Hey James. Big shoot, man. First Vogue cover, man. Later, man. 
And so the song went, non-stop, with only minor variations. He spoke to Monique at least ten times—as if we hadn’t just left her house—and some guy at Vogue who was supposed to be an art director. After the fourth person, I lost count and interest. Granted, his calls were all business, but, really, it seemed like he spoke to everybody. 
Except me. And I was right there, under his nose. No phone necessary. 
Foolishly, I had hoped our taxi ride would be the start of something. That it would build up to an eventual exchange of numbers. Perhaps, with luck and time, we could’ve even gone on a real date. But no. Apparently I had completely misread his prior attention. He was only interested in business. I should’ve known better. I never had luck with hot men. 
I was going to miss out on Con Law and a job—and not even get the guy as compensation. 
Julian dropped his phone in his lap. 
“Something bothering you, Tekla?” 
Uhh … I averted my eyes. He had said my name. He was actually talking to me again, his voice smooth, his dark brown eyes completely riveted on me. 
Maybe I had been making too much out of the delay and just taking it out on him. After all, he was still technically working, and we were only a few minutes late. 
I pulled a strand of hair away from my shoulder and twirled it. The traffic light finally changed to green and the cab revved to life. One more block down. Eighteen to go. 
“I was just a little concerned about all this congestion, and that it’s already past 3:30. Maybe it would be better if I got out and caught the subway. I wouldn’t want Mr. Lamont to wait.” 
Julian smiled, and out came his creases. I sighed. He was one beautiful man—in a totally masculine way. 
“Don’t worry.” He leaned over to pat my leg. His hand lingered, its heat seeping through the linen of my pants. “Everything’s fine. We’ll be there shortly.” 
The phone in his lap jingled to life. He pulled his hand away. 
“Excuse me,” he said. “Yes, Monique … ” 
 
 “HEY RHONDA, these are for Mr. Lamont.” 
Julian pulled manila envelopes out of a mailbag he had slung over his shoulder and placed them on the counter of a concierge desk. Then he winked at the heavyset woman in a velvet brocade uniform manning the downstairs lobby of Mr. Lamont’s grand office building. It was 3:50 exactly, and we had just arrived, twenty minutes late for my appointment. 
Rhonda grunted in response, obviously immune to Julian’s charm. 
“And this is Miss Tekla Reznar,” he continued, still smiling. 
My mouth dropped open. Julian knew my last name. Mrs. Lamont must have told him, obviously, yet somehow his knowing felt rather personal. I blushed. 
“She has an appointment with Mr. Lamont,” he advised Rhonda.
Rhonda swiveled her head, gave me the once-over, then punched some letters on her computer keyboard and grunted again. A nametag magically appeared in front of me; apparently I now had permission to go to the executive suite on the twenty-ninth floor. 
“Got some ID?” Rhonda barked at me. 
I dug my license out of my wallet. 
After Rhonda looked at it, she grunted for a third time. “The elevator’s on your left.” 
We were dismissed. 
I grabbed the nametag and followed Julian to the elevators. He pressed the up button and faced me. 
“I’ll leave you here.” 
Was he going so soon? My heart jerked. 
“Best of luck. And listen, if all goes well, we should get together for dinner sometime. You know, just the two of us,” he said softly. 
Stunned, I nodded in absolute agreement. 
Was he asking me out? He was! Man, oh man, I had to get this job, regardless of the money or my rent. 
I was still nodding when Julian strutted away and I got into the elevator. 
My mind screamed the statement over and over. Okay, okay, correction; he had asked me out on the condition of my gainful employment. But still, it was a potential date, and I hadn’t had one in months. Not that Markus hadn’t been asking. 
I marched out of the elevator, shoulders squared. I still faced one last hurdle before I could reap a host of financial and social benefits. 
Failure is not an option, I told myself over and over again. I survived Ms. Jacobs. I survived Mrs. Lamont. I even survived the twins from hell. I cannot bomb now.

So I located a receptionist and announced my arrival. The perfectly coiffed blonde sat at a dainty rococo desk surrounded by what appeared to be rare eighteenth century art. This pale, model-thin woman could’ve been a painter’s muse herself. And with its Italian marble, gilded mahogany, rare Persian rugs and rich velvets, Mr. Lamont’s suite was the polar opposite of his wife’s minimalist work and home space. It was the Louvre to Mrs. Lamont’s Guggenheim. 
“You are very late,” the blonde scowled up from her discreetly disguised computer, the machine’s faux-antique veneer clearly meant to obliterate any traces of modernity. “Mr. Lamont left for another meeting five minutes ago. He was not impressed by your tardiness. Please take a seat in the waiting area and I will check if his assistant is still available to see you.” 
My heart and confidence plummeted. I wanted to explain about Mrs. Lamont, the taxi, the horrible congestion, and my Constitutional Law class. 
“But … ” I began. 
The receptionist rudely interrupted. “Over there,” she ordered me, and pointed to a flower print settee. 
I slumped over and did her bidding. 
This was bad. Goodbye, $150 per hour and goodbye, Julian.
I stared straight ahead. A long-case grandfather clock stood in my line of vision. Its bronze pendulum mocked me with its every swing. Tick. Tick. Tick. Time slipped away as I sat immobilized. But then, why was I feeling responsible? None of this was my fault. Mrs. Lamont had scheduled the appointment without consulting me. And the receptionist? Who was she to be haughty with me anyway? I should just march right up to the desk and demand she schedule another appointment and leave. After all, I did have a class to get to. 
Still, I remained seated. No point rocking the boat. Yet. I would just wait a little bit longer—five minutes, tops—and if no one came to see me by then I would definitely leave. 
But five minutes stretched to ten, and then to fifteen, and twenty. 
Finally, at well past four, a woman glided into the waiting room. 
“Tekla Reznar?” she demanded. 
This woman was in her mid-twenties and short, with a riot of red curly hair and the biggest chest I had ever seen. Her chest’s sheer size should have toppled her over, especially when combined with her short stature. Yet, defying all laws of gravity, she stood upright. Her chin was pointy and her eyes brown; together with her red hair, she resembled a fox, one in a skintight mini—a little short for work, if you asked me—and four-inch stilettos that did little to supplement her height. 
“Please follow me.” 
I got up from the settee and collected my bag. Whatever happened, I had to impress and keep this meeting under fifteen minutes. Maybe then I could still make my class. 
We walked into an oversized office adorned with an uninterrupted view of the East River. Unlike the reception area, with its frilly French antiques, this room screamed nineteenth-century man. Floor-to-ceiling bookcases dominated the walls, and a massive Federal desk sat in its center. Two leather club chairs stood side by side in front of the desk, and an executive chair sat behind it. A subtle aroma of smoked cigars and old leather bound books lingered in the air. 
The redhead slipped into one of the club chairs and gestured to the other. 
“Please, join me,” she said. “I realize you had some trouble getting here. I’m sure it wasn’t your fault. Monique has,” she paused, as if searching for the right words, “difficulties calculating time and distance. She can be very absent-minded at times, you know. We all learn to deal with it.” 
Monique? I sat and frowned, my relief at not getting the blame dissipating. Whoever this redhead was—I had guessed she was Mr. Lamont’s assistant—she seemed extremely familiar with his wife as well. 
“Stephen … Mr. Lamont,” she corrected, “will be here shortly. He’s just tying up a few loose ends, and thought it would be nice for us to chat first. He told me all about your impressive qualifications, but wanted me to make certain you were the absolute right fit for the children.” 
I nodded. The redhead leaned out of her seat and gave me an unobstructed view of her impressive bosom. I glanced down my own chest, at its meager size B: nope, no competition here. Was that her point? 
“Let me start,” she said, sitting back in her chair. Score one for me, her face seemed to say. 
I was getting the uneasy feeling the redhead thought we were opponents in some game familiar to her, but not to me. 
“I’m Lisa, Mr. Lamont’s assistant. You could say I’m his right-hand man—or woman,” she offered, chuckling at her own wit. “I graduated from Harvard.” 
She waited a beat, to see if the name registered. 
“Oh,” I quipped. Two could play her game. “Graduate school, or just undergrad?” 
She hesitated. “Undergrad.” 
I wanted to whoop. Take that, my own face itched to twitch, but I held back because I really, really, really needed this job.
“Anyways,” Lisa said as she adjusted her body in the seat, “before I joined Mr. Lamont’s executive headquarters, I was Xander and Gemma’s live-in nanny.” 
I sat up at these words, all attention. Now this was interesting. 
“However, Mr. Lamont thought my talents and intelligence were wasted at such a simple job, so he insisted I come and work exclusively for him.” 
Simple job? Was she implying that tutoring and working with children didn’t require any real skills? I bristled, remembering suddenly that Mrs. Lamont had claimed she had fired the last nanny. 
“The job switch, of course, has left a hard-to-fill void with the children. They really adored me.” 
Lisa folded her hands in her lap and looked forlorn, as if she really missed the brats. Yeah, right, I smirked. Mrs. Lamont said the children demanded she replace the nanny. Liar, liar … 
 “We were really close, especially since Mr. Lamont is a very busy man, and Monique is usually off here and there pursuing her latest hobby.” 
As in Mrs. Lamont’s photography? I was under the impression Mrs. Lamont was shooting Vogue covers. For God’s sake, that seemed pretty established in the field to me. 
“But since I can’t do both jobs at once, here you are.” 
Yes, here I am, listening to you instead of talking to Mr. Lamont and getting on with my day.
“Tekla.” Lisa leaned her body forward, in a seemingly friendly gesture. “May I call you Tekla?” she smiled, baring small teeth. “I feel that you might just be the right girl to fill my former shoes.” 
Girl! Who was she calling “girl”? I was her age, maybe even older. The nerve! And fill her shoes! As if I would ever need to wear four-inch stilettos. 
 “And I just want you to know that you can always come to me for help. I still live in the Lamont house, so you will see me quite often.” 
I sat back, rendered speechless by this tidbit. 
“In fact, Mr. Lamont wanted me to make sure you understood the children’s special needs before you started. You see, Gemma is like her mother. She’s not really academic. So just make sure she passes all her classes. But Xander … he’s different. He’s extremely bright, like Mr. Lamont. He needs to do well in school. Stephen insists. Unfortunately, Xander is also very lazy and might prove to be a challenge. You will have to figure out how to get him to do his work. Oh, and here’s Stephen,” she said, capping this last bit of information with a sharp nod.
She got out of her chair, and I turned my head to see a slender, middle-aged man with salt-and-pepper hair. He wore a tweed suit and red bowtie, along with cognac Lattanzi shoes and purple socks. His clothes looked expensive, but his physique was otherwise unimpressive; he barely topped five feet seven inches, and sported a weak chin. Frankly, his entire body looked weak. With his tortoiseshell frames on, he resembled more a pampered British scholar than a Wall Street tycoon. I couldn’t envision him with the glamorous—and tall—Monique. 
“Ladies,” he said as he approached the club chairs, “is everything going well?” 
I got out of my seat. Unlike his stature, Mr. Lamont’s voice was powerful. I could easily imagine the strong baritone riveting an entire boardroom of listeners.
“Very,” Lisa chirped, and she leaned her standing body in his direction, cleavage in full view. “We have covered everything you mentioned.” 
“Good.” 
Mr. Lamont walked away from Lisa, stepped around the desk and sat in the executive chair. Lisa and I remained standing. 
“Well, then,” he said, reclining the chair, hooking his hands on the back of his head, and eyeing me from underneath drooping eyelids. “I expect you to commit for at least one year—I haven’t the time or the inclination to look for a replacement mid-semester—and I expect results. Whatever it takes, Miss Reznar. I don’t tolerate failure. And now, if you’ll both excuse me?” 
He pulled a file off his desk and proceeded to read, as if the two of us had already exited. 
My jaw dropped. That’s it? I wanted to yell at him. That is my entire meeting with you? For this … two minutes … I’ve been dragged halfway across Manhattan? For this I potentially jeopardized my Constitutional Law grade? 

I turned on my heel and stomped out of the room. Lisa scurried after me. She closed the door and grabbed hold of my arm. 
“Tekla,” she said swiftly. “Congratulations! Mr. Lamont really liked you. So don’t do anything stupid,” she warned, gauging my reaction accurately. “He’s a really busy man.” 
She led me past the startled receptionist—yeah, look your fill, honey—towards the elevators, where she finally let go of me. 
“Well, here you go.” Lisa smiled. “Best of luck with everything.” She turned to walk back to the office but paused mid-stride, and turned back to again face me. “Oh, and Tekla, let me give you some friendly advice, just between the two of us.” 
I tipped my head to the side. What could chirpy Lisa possibly advise me about that she hadn’t already?

“Watch out for Julian.” 
I held back a gasp. 
“He’s Monique’s special pet. Women seem to go crazy for him, though I don’t know why. Personally, I wouldn’t date him even if he asked.” 
He probably never did, and the oversight still stings, right, Lisa?

“The man’s trouble, and you’re just his type. Physically, that is. So you might get more than you bargain for if you play with that guy.” 
 “Thanks,” I scoffed before I got into the elevator. “I’ll be sure to keep that in mind.” 
Her warning fled my mind completely when I glanced at my watch. 4:45 p.m. 
 I had less than fifteen minutes to get to class. Julian was the least of my worries.


CHAPTER 5
 
 
 
 
I STOOD OUTSIDE the door of lecture hall 206 and stared through its windowpane.
 I could see my classmates seated in the long semi-circular rows of tables, busily clicking away on their laptops. Each seat in the lecture hall—like all the others in the law school—was wired for computer use and had Internet access. 
Students took full advantage. Some, I knew, were actually typing class notes. Others surfed the web or played solitaire, only half-heartedly listening to the professor’s discourse. Still others probably furiously instant messaged their neighbors. All looked completely absorbed in their respective activities. Their Constitutional Law books sat sprawled next to the computers. 
From my vantage point behind the door, I couldn’t see the professor, but I imagined he stood on the podium, behind the lectern, preaching the tenets of the United States Constitution to the amphitheater of students beyond. No doubt he was dressed in his usual uniform of khaki slacks and navy blazer, his signature powder-blue shirt, with the white collar and cuffs offset by a gold-striped tie. Professor Johnson rarely deviated from his Palm Beach lawyer look. 
Throughout the lecture the professor would play with his gold cuff links and only occasionally make eye contact with the hundred or so students obliged to attend. 
Or perhaps, if he hadn’t yet settled on the one hapless person forced to answer his brand of the Socratic dialogue, he would be perusing the dreaded class seating chart—issued by the law school to each professor so he could easily keep track of attendance and locate students—scanning it for a name that struck his fancy. If so, the class would collectively abandon all note-taking, games and other activities, and would instead e-mail bets on the winner’s identity to each other. 
I usually enjoyed these classroom antics. But today, right now, the joke would be on me. 
 I was fifteen minutes late. I would have to walk into the lecture hall, the first person to be late to Professor Johnson’s class the entire semester. No one had dared commit such a faux pas before me. It just wasn’t done: Professor Johnson might be laughed at behind his back—or on the computer screens directly in front of him—but he was a former Supreme Court clerk with more than thirty years of legal academia experience at some of the finest institutions in the country. And he did have more than twenty books under his belt, not to mention numerous scholarly articles, as he so often reminded us. Then, of course, there was his on-air consulting work for both NBC and CNN. Professor Johnson was a self-proclaimed legal superstar, and no one—and I meant no one—had dared insult him to his face by showing up late and disrupting his lecture. 
I gulped and looked around me. The corridors of the law school stood absolutely empty. All students had long ago made their way inside their respective classrooms. An echo of silence hummed in my ear. Sweat moistened my palm. I wiped it on my pant leg and reached for the doorknob, but paused the motion mere inches from its final destination. 
I couldn’t do it. I snatched my hand away and let it hang limply by my side. 
I couldn’t turn that knob, push the door open and march right in. My late entrance would likely cause quite a stir. What if, when the professor caught sight of me, he denounced me in front of the whole room and then made me scurry to my seat? Or worse, would he insist I leave the class right then, and then coldly make a note of my tardiness for future retribution? 
Nope. I stepped away from the door. I wasn’t going in. No force of nature could make me subject myself to that humiliation. And I couldn’t really fully participate in the lecture anyway; I didn’t have my laptop or my Constitutional Law book. Both were sitting on the desk in my bedroom. I had intended to pick them up before class, but the mess with the Lamonts had nixed that plan. If Professor Johnson called on me, I wouldn’t be able to answer a single question. 
I would go back to my dorm and deal with the consequences of a missed class instead. A B in Constitutional Law wouldn’t kill me, right? Sure, it would lower my average and probably make landing a clerkship or getting hired at a prestigious firm more difficult, but it wasn’t as if showing up guaranteed a perfect grade anyway. On the other hand, if I did score lower than an A in the class, an attendance-mandated grade drop could be detrimental to my future legal career. A B wouldn’t kill me, but a C or a D might. 
My fingers balled into a fist; my mouth went dry. I ran my tongue around my lips, but the move did little to alleviate the parched surface. I couldn’t take the risk. I had to go in. Leaving now guaranteed a lower grade. Going in at least left open the possibility of an A and a good job after graduation. 
I took a deep breath and scanned the rows of bodies inside the classroom, desperate for a solution.
The best plan would be to find a vacant seat near the door. I could quietly slip in, with minimal commotion. Professor Johnson would hopefully appreciate the effort. Then, after class, I could humbly apologize and promise never to do it again. 
Yes, that seemed like a workable alternative. Unfortunately, my quick scan of the room revealed not a single vacant seat. No one else was stupid enough to challenge Professor Johnson’s attendance policy. So that only left my regular seat. But it was in the middle of the third row, ten students in, right in front of the lectern—and Professor Johnson. 
I bit my lower lip. I really couldn’t stand out in the corridor much longer. Each passing minute added insult to injury, and made the entrance that much harder. 
So I twisted the knob and gently pushed the door open. 
It squeaked. I winced. 
Every head in the room turned in my direction. I could almost hear the silent gasps of surprise, but the lull didn’t last. The rush of clicking keyboards became almost deafening. I winced again. There went the instant messages. 
I stepped into the room and glanced towards the front, to gauge the professor’s reaction. He stood at the lectern—in his navy blazer, khaki slacks and gold tie—seemingly unaware of my arrival. His silver hair gleamed under the room’s fluorescent lighting. 
I tiptoed to the third row, anxious to get to my seat before he really noticed me. 
“Excuse me,” I whispered to a classmate who had tipped his chair back and obstructed my entrance. He snapped his chair straight and scowled. I made a face at him. Didn’t he see me coming? I shimmied past two other classmates. 
“The United States Constitution is not a perfect document,” Professor Johnson droned in the background.
Next to seat four, my foot became tangled in the strap of someone’s computer case. I lurched forward, and hit the occupant of seat five on the back of her head with my shoulder bag. She screeched. 
“I’m so sorry,” I mumbled, and moved on even faster. 
“But it is the best document we have,” Professor Johnson continued, seemingly undisturbed. “In fact, I would put forward, and you’ll probably agree, that it is the best Constitution out there.” 
A mound of bags by seat seven halted my progress. 
“Excuse me,” the woman one row back whispered as she tapped me on my arm. “Can you get out of the way? You’re obstructing my view.” 
“Sorry,” I snarled, turning to look at her. Did she think I was standing there for my own enjoyment? I leveraged my palm on her table and hopped over the mound, but in the process knocked a textbook off the table behind seat eight. It banged to the floor in front of me. 
“Nonetheless,” Professor Johnson labored on as I scooted down to retrieve the book, “if we were to rewrite the Constitution today, we would all probably propose some interesting changes.” 
I finally plopped in my seat, my face flushed despite the room’s central air. 
“Where have you been?” Markus, my neighbor in seat nine, whispered. 
Lauren, who occupied the seat immediately to the right, kicked me under the table and shook her head. 
“Later,” I mumbled back to both of them. 
“Yeah,” Ann whispered loudly from her seat directly behind me, “you’re almost twenty minutes late.” 
I refused to acknowledge her. 
“Some of these changes, however,” Professor Johnson droned on, now staring straight at me, “aren’t necessarily the wisest.” 
All the flushed color drained from my face. Tiny drops of cold sweat prickled my forehead. Professor Johnson rarely made direct eye contact with any one particular student. 
“Indeed, I would call them outright foolish,” he emphasized. He broke the stare and looked down at the lectern. 
Oh, God. He was obviously analyzing the seating chart, connecting person with name.

“Two hundred years of hindsight, and most of you would still do no better than our Founding Fathers.” 
He reached for a briefcase on a desk next to the podium, removed papers from inside, flipped through them, pulled out one sheet and quickly scanned its content. Paper in hand, he stepped off the podium and leaned against the desk, his free fingers reaching for a gold cuff link. 
“By the way,” Markus whispered again, “you look very beautiful.” 
I scarcely registered the compliment, my eyes morbidly riveted on Professor Johnson’s twirling cuff link. 
“Isn’t that right, Miss Reznar?” Professor Johnson suddenly demanded. 
Time stopped. My vocal chords failed. 
Professor Johnson, however, didn’t suffer from the same affliction. 
“And I’m so glad you could finally find the time to join us.” 
All the heat that had drained from my face returned in full force. I could feel myself turning beet-red under his scrutiny.
Professor Johnson pushed himself away from the desk and strolled back to the podium. Apparently, his daily dose of informal interaction with the students had come to an end. He was back to the formality of preaching from behind the lectern. 
“Yes,” he continued without waiting for a response from me, “I had the pleasure of reading through all your proposed changes to the Constitution and found them fascinating.” 
I squirmed in my seat as my mind raced to comprehend what he was talking about. Well, I guess there was that one short writing assignment he had posted prior to the start of the semester, but it wasn’t about proposed changes. It was about a proposed change. Singular. Professor Johnson had asked us to pick one thing we would revise in the Constitution and e-mail him a quick note describing our reasons. He hadn’t given us any written assignments since.
“They were very fascinating,” Professor Johnson continued. “But not necessarily in a good way. Take Miss Reznar’s, for example.” 
He nodded in my direction. I wanted to slide out of my seat to hide under the table. 
“Out of all the things she could change in our great Constitution, she chose to focus on the fact that the United States president has to be a natural-born citizen. Isn’t that right, Miss Reznar?” 
“Uh, yes,” I mumbled. 
I vaguely recalled writing something about that clause being antiquated, that just because someone had been born outside the borders of the United States to non-citizen parents shouldn’t preclude her from the presidency, especially if she spent most of her natural life in the country. At the time, I thought my argument solid. After all, the founders included the clause only because they didn’t want a British sympathizer taking over the presidency. With more than two hundred years of history, I figured the danger had passed. 
Apparently not. 
“Yes, indeed.” 
I watched as Professor Johnson’s lips thinned. His nostrils flared. He looked ready to kill. 
“She wouldn’t alter the language that defined a black man as three-fifths of a human being, or insert a little clause that acknowledged women—her own sisters—as political entities. No, out of all the other vital issues, she would let immigrants—with potential dual allegiances—become president instead. Did I read your argument correctly, Miss Reznar?” 
“Well,” I hedged, slouching in my seat and glancing around me. My classmates, I noticed, looked straight ahead or smirked into their computer screens. No one was even daring a peek in my direction. I was on my own, the proverbial sacrificial lamb. 
Only Markus squeezed my knee under the table, as acknowledgement. 
“I figured that since the Fourteenth Amendment of the Constitution had already rightfully recognized a black man as equal to a white one, and the Nineteenth Amendment gave women the vote, you wanted us to focus on those issues that had yet to be addressed—like the natural citizen requirement.” 
Professor Johnson remained silent. His eyes hardly blinked. 
“And as for dual allegiances,” I continued, gaining a bit of confidence, “I figured the election process itself should weed out those who might sympathize with a country of origin. The Constitution should never make categorical exclusions. It did so with women and slavery, and we all know how that turned out.” 
There. I knew what I was talking about. My lips tipped up for the first time since I got to class. Criticize that!

“You figured, Miss Reznar?” Professor Johnson hissed. He leaned his body forward. The lectern cut into his stomach. His face turned white with anger, even under the Florida tan. I wrapped my hands around my own abdomen and slouched further in the seat. I guess I hadn’t done as well as I thought. 
“In the law, we do not figure, we argue,” Professor Johnson articulated, careful to emphasize each word as if it were a bullet shot out of a revolver aimed straight at me. 
“But you cannot do that, Miss Reznar, can you? Because in your busy schedule today, you could not be bothered to bring your book to class. And how can you argue without textual support? Precedent, Miss Reznar. In the law, it’s all about textual precedent. But you have none, Miss Reznar, do you?” 
I shook my head no. 
“You are unprepared, and wasting our time with your half-baked theories. Therefore,” Professor Johnson snarled, scanning the seating chart again, “we shall find someone who is a little more prepared. Perhaps his theories will be more intelligent, no?” 
I nodded quickly. Anything to make sure Professor Johnson was done with me.
Professor Johnson raised his head straight and looked at the rest of the class. “Mr. Stein? Where are you, Mr. Stein?” 
“Here,” a male voice squeaked from the back. 
Professor Johnson shifted his body towards the sound. I wanted to collapse on the table, but the sheer knowledge that everyone would see my defeat held me up.
“You did fine,” Markus whispered in my ear. 
I waved his words away, but his offer of sympathy made tears swim in my eyes.  I did not do fine. My first time on call in Professor Johnson’s class, and I did absolutely awful. He would remember me the entire semester as the clumsy latecomer with the stupid answer and no book. 
“What did you propose to change in the Constitution, Mr. Stein?” 
Professor Johnson continued his relentless form of questioning, as if completely unconcerned with the carcass—my carcass—he had left behind. 
“Uh, uh, uh,” Mr. Stein stammered.
Hey, he sounded worse than I did … 
“I proposed eliminating the three-fifths language.” 
What the … ? I perked up in my seat, the tears drying up. The lying twerp! He had used the professor’s own answer just now to score extra points. How unfair!

“The Constitution should clearly state that those of African American origin are equal to any white man.” 
Professor Johnson banged his hand on the lectern. I jumped in my seat. Everyone else seemed to follow. 
“Mr. Stein,” Professor Johnson shrilled as his voice rose an octave, “have you not heard of the Fourteenth Amendment? It already did that for you. Can you not be more original? Mr. Stein, you’re even less articulate than Miss Reznar!” 
I winced. It seemed my fate was now to be a negative comparison. 
“Here.” Markus squeezed my knee again and pushed a piece of paper under my nose. “Take some notes,” he whispered, careful not to have the sound carry. “It’ll distract you. I’ll print you a copy of whatever you’ve missed after. Do you have a pen?” 
I took the paper he offered and nodded. I had nothing to write on, but before leaving for the Lamonts, I took a pen along with me, just in case. Sometimes, I marveled at my own logic. 
I dug the pen out of the pits of my shoulder bag, leaned an elbow on the table and attempted to concentrate on Professor Johnson’s words. But very little of the information filtered its way into my notes or brain. 
I rubbed my eyes. I knew I should’ve gone home and not entered the classroom. I could’ve avoided this entire fiasco. 
I looked at my wristwatch. The lecture was almost over, and I had little more than half a page of scribbled scratch that made no sense. I collected my bag and stuffed pen and paper inside, abandoning all pretense of paying attention; what was the use? In less than ten minutes I could beat a hasty retreat and pretend this day never happened. 
But then the bag in my lap screamed to life, with a stunningly loud electronic version of Beethoven’s Für Elise.

Everyone in the room froze at the sound. Including Professor Johnson, who stopped mid-sentence. 
No, no, no.

I hurled my bag to the floor, and then lunged after it. 
My cell phone. It was buried deep inside.

With all the running around, I had completely forgotten to turn it off. And I never forgot. I hated people who did; it was my one pet peeve. Now, I was one of those people. 
I fumbled for the phone, hit the off switch and remained squatting under the table. I wasn’t coming up. I would stay there until class was over. It would just be five more minutes. No one would notice. 
Lauren’s shoe connected with my shin. 
“Get up,” she warned from above. “Johnson’s coming.” 
I popped back in the seat and squarely into Professor Johnson’s line of vision. 
“I’m so sorry,” I pleaded to his rigid face. “I thought I had turned it off. Really, I did,” I begged. 
“Miss Reznar,” Professor Johnson said, looking like a man who had just bit into a really sour citrus, “I see you are determined to disrupt this class at all costs. By all means, then, let us stop so you can answer your important phone call. Don’t let us interfere with your day.” 
“No, really,” I sputtered. “I’m very, very sorry. It’s off now. It won’t happen again. I promise.”
“You’re right,” Professor Johnson agreed. “It won’t. Class is over. Ladies and gentlemen,” he addressed the room at large, “you may leave.” 
Chairs screeched and voices raised in volume as students grabbed their belongings and hurried for the exit. 
“Miss Reznar, I would like to see you before you leave,” Professor Johnson commanded as he walked back to the lectern. 
I stayed immobilized as Lauren scooted by me. 
“See you later,” she said, her words as rushed as she obviously was. 
“I’ll wait for you outside,” Markus called to me as he followed her. “And don’t worry. Everything will be okay.” 
“Yeah, thanks.” 
I stared after him until every other student departed. With the room eerily silent, I finally pushed my body out of the seat and trudged towards the front, towards the professor. 
 “Professor Johnson, I really am sorry,” I said as I faced the podium. I hung my head low. “For being late, and the phone call. It’s just that I got detained and … ”
“Miss Reznar,” Professor Johnson said as he cut me off, “I am not interested in any explanations. But I do want you to understand that I will not tolerate such behavior again. I know all about you, Miss Reznar, about Law Review and your first year grades. But know that an excellent first-year academic performance will not help you in this class. I’ve given you fair warning, Miss Reznar. As of today, you’re on thin ice. Don’t slip again.” 
He marched away from the podium, and me, and walked out the door. I was left alone in the room, gaping after him. 
“Well, shit!” 
My words resonated in the emptiness of the room. Resigned, I walked towards the exit myself but my cell phone beeped, indicating a message. I pulled it out of the bag and stared at its screen before dialing voicemail.
Ms. Jacobs’s voice hummed in my ear. 
“Tekla, I just spoke to the Lamonts, and they loved you. Congratulations. You start on Monday.” 
As I deleted the message, I wondered if, somehow, Ms. Jacobs’s ill-timed phone call was a bad omen. 


CHAPTER 6
 
 
 
 
COME ON … Open up!
 I pressed the doorbell to the Lamont house for what must have been the hundredth time, and, aside from a chorus of excited dog yelps on the other side, got no response. Again. 
 I banged my hand on the door and reached for my bag to look for a phone, ready to dial all the Lamont numbers now programmed into my cell. Hopefully, someone would answer and let me in. Soon. 
The September day was lovely; with its balmy temperature and clear skies, this day was a rarity for New York. But I didn’t fancy standing on the Lamont stoop indefinitely. Passing neighbors already looked at me askance. A girl in Levis jeans, a Banana Republic tee shirt and a faux Luis Vuitton bag—via Chinatown—didn’t exactly fit with the Lamonts’ usual Prada crowd. Obviously, I was no family or friend. And any household staff would surely have a key. 
 Phone in hand, I turned away from the door and dialed the house line first. 
 A woman in a Chanel suit walking a Yorkshire terrier paused by the Lamont gate, ostensibly to let the dog sniff a nearby patch of grass. I could’ve sworn this was her fourth trip around the block.
 The phone buzzed in my ear, unanswered. 
Shit. I tried Gemma’s cell next. 
You’d think one of the kids heard the doorbell, my banging, or at the very least the dogs, whose frantic barking hadn’t subsided since I first got to the door, and was so loud it could raise the deaf from their sleep—but, apparently, not the Lamont children. Granted, the townhouse was huge, with its four stories, and Gemma and Xander did have their rooms on the top two floors, but really, I always arrived for our tutoring sessions exactly at seven. I didn’t just materialize in their rooms out of thin air. 
Ms. Chanel Suit’s dog yanked at the leash, clearly ready to move on. She clearly was not. 
Phone plastered to chin and shoulder, I rummaged through my bag, pretending to look for a key until woman and dog finally strolled away, their heads turning back to me every few steps. 
I dialed Xander. 
This ritual by the door was fast becoming a regular routine. In the two weeks since I started tutoring the Lamont children, I had camped out on their stoop—interchangeably ringing the doorbell and all the Lamont telephones—every single day, until Vivienne the housekeeper returned from her evening errands and finally let me in. There was no more Julian happily greeting me at the door. I hadn’t seen him, or Mr. and Mrs. Lamont for that matter, since the interview. My only contact with my new employers was one terse call from Mrs. Lamont informing me Gemma would fill me in on all the details. Mrs. Lamont was in Los Angeles, working, and, with the exception of a dire emergency, was not to be disturbed. Period. 
With Julian, I had no contact at all; no face-to-face exchanges, no telephone conversations, nothing—not even an e-mail. As Mrs. Lamont’s assistant, he was surely in sunny L.A. with her, surrounded by beautiful tanned women. 
But, then, there was Lisa. 
The perky redhead liked to bounce in for a quick chat during almost every tutoring session, flashing her short skirts, killer stilettos, and abundant bosom. She would give me “friendly” pointers, mentioning that Gemma would need more “hands-on” help with her schoolwork and that Xander’s writing would probably need significant editing before it could possibly be submitted for a grade that would reflect his true capabilities. Her points, of course, were moot: although it was already two weeks into school, Gemma had not had a single homework assignment, and Xander’s English teacher had yet to assign an essay. Nonetheless, Lisa persisted with her advice, so much so I wondered whether she still fancied herself the nanny. She certainly always seemed to be at the house, around the children or in her own room, located right next door to Gemma’s, though never when I actually needed her—like now. How she found the time to assist Mr. Lamont was beyond me. 
I disconnected the phone and retried the doorbell, not really anticipating results, but what the hell. 
Suddenly, the door was yanked open. 
Gemma. 
“Oh my gosh, Tekla,” she blurted out as she hopped from foot to foot, her head bopping like a Jack-in-the-box and her grin broad. 
Gone was the cautious teenager of my first visit. The two yelping dogs, tails wagging and tongues lolling, quivered behind her. 
 “I’m sooooo sorry. I’ll totally try to convince Maman to give you a key when she gets back. I mean, like, you’re totally trustworthy.” 
She grabbed hold of one dog—Dior—as it charged at me. 
“‘Cause, like, Xander’s always playing the guitar, and I often have my iPod on, so we, like, totally can’t hear you when you get here.”
Well, that explained it. Xander’s electric guitar was his latest hobby. He liked to play it loud, if not necessarily well. 
“No problem,” I offered as I stepped into the foyer. 
The dog broke Gemma’s grip, ambushed my leg and happily slobbered all over my jeans. The second beagle—the smaller Coco—followed. 
“Coco, Dior, down,” Gemma giggled as I pushed the dogs away. At least they no longer aimed for my crotch. 
“Though it is well past seven,” I pointed out as I wiped dog spit from my jeans. “You should have been expecting me.” 
Gemma pursed her lips and stared down the floor. 
“Sorry,” she mumbled. Then she peeked at me from underneath downcast lashes and giggled again—clearly unimpressed by my sternness—before she hopped towards the stairs. 
“But guess what?” she stopped abruptly on the third step and swung her body to face me, her shoulder-length hair flying around her head. “I actually have homework today!” 
I waved her stray hair away and paused, one foot on a step. What was this? For the past fourteen days, my time with Gemma had gone as predictably as clockwork. Per Mrs. Lamont’s precise instructions, I always met with Gemma first. I arrived in her room. Gemma brought in the only extra seat available on the entire floor, a miniature rocking chair she had saved as a souvenir from her “childhood.” She squeezed into the rocker, and I took over her desk chair. I asked after her schoolwork, and she revealed she had none. As I began to rack my brain for something to do to justify a $150 charge, she would launch into some variation of this monologue: “Oh my gosh, Tekla, you won’t believe what happened after school today. Like, Gabe asked me out … As if. Everyone knows I’m saving myself for the prince. But I won’t tell you which one. That will be a surprise. Though you have to promise not to give any interviews about me after we marry … I don’t want to do the Diana thing … Daddy says Gabe’s ‘nothing,’ even if his father owns some major construction firm. Nobody who’s anybody does that anymore … Daddy says Gabe’s dad can’t possibly make more than millions, even if he does own a house in the Hamptons. I don’t even think they have an American Express black card, though Gabe says his dad promised him a Bentley for his sixteenth birthday … Daddy says I should stay away from Gabe, that he doesn’t know how Gabe was admitted into Xander’s school. He thinks their standards must be lowering if they let just anyone in … And, oh my gosh, Tekla, Daddy promised to take me to London for Thanksgiving since I hardly get to see him anymore. Maybe we’ll even stay at Buckingham Palace since Daddy is good friends with Prince Charles. He, like, manages his money or something. That should be fun, though Maman doesn’t want to go. She says the British are boring. Daddy says we’ll take his private jet there. That will be soooo much better than last year’s school trip to London. They made us fly commercial and coach! Daddy wanted me to fly by jet, but the school said I should fly with my classmates, and they said I couldn’t fly first class because then all the other girls would want to but the teachers didn’t have the money, so no one would be able to supervise us. Daddy was so mad he made the school put him on the Board of Directors, so you know that won’t happen again. Why should the students be punished? Like, those seats were sooooo uncomfortable … ” 
She’d prattle like that for the entire hour and my head would spin. Royalty? Private jets? Boy, I sure wasn’t in Brooklyn anymore.

The first time Gemma mentioned her aspirations of becoming a princess, I had snickered: What young girl didn’t have Princess Kate fantasies? But then, these people actually knew royalty. They were friends with them. And I was a daughter of a mere diner owner, far lower than Gabe’s construction dad. 
Still, the routine had worked out great. I came. I listened, my eyes occasionally glazing over with boredom; after all, there were just so many princess fantasies an adult woman could tolerate before her brain rebelled. But, best of all, I got paid. 
But now we would have actual homework to complete. 
“It’s math,” Gemma reported as she started up the stairs again, bare legs flashing. She had on her school uniform, a white polo shirt and a tiny navy skirt with the bottom so short I caught glimpses of underwear. Gemma was wearing a thong, no less.
And just when did uniforms become this miniscule? In Catholic school, the nuns always made sure our skirts reached well past the knee. Now those skirts barely covered the buttocks. 
“Uh, Gemma,” I trudged up the stairs after her. “Do you mind pulling down your skirt? I can see your unmentionables.” 
“Sorry,” Gemma giggled. She grabbed hold of the skirt and pulled its material tautly around her bottom. “Why don’t you go first?” 
“Good idea,” I agreed and walked past her. “So what exactly are you doing in math?” 
“Mixed numbers,” Gemma called after me as I got to her room. 
I turned my head to comment but found, except for the two dogs who pranced in after me, the space empty. 
“Gemma, where are you?” I called, my voice bouncing off bare walls. 
In a moment she strolled in, a Louis Vuitton bag in her hand. It was an exact replica of mine except hers, no doubt, was real. 
“Here,” she extended the bag towards me. “For you.” 
“What?” I responded, stunned.
“The bag,” Gemma said. “Maman got it at her last shoot for me, but I already have the same one. So I thought you might like it since, like, you use that other one.” She indicated the fake hanging on my shoulder. 
“Gemma … ” I didn’t know what to say. My heart swelled. What a sweet, generous child. “I can’t. It’s too expensive. But thank you for the thought.” My fingers itched to touch the bag’s leather. A real Louis Vuitton! 
“Oh, it’s nothing.” Gemma placed the bag on the table and sat in her rocker. “Maman gets these things for free, from the designers, all the time. I have tons of them. And Maman said I could give it to you, like as a signing bonus.” 
“Oh, all right then,” I sighed in pure pleasure. I plopped in a chair and clutched my new treasure. “If you’re certain.” 
Who was I to say no, especially if Monique got these things for free. 
Except an annoying voice in my head kept pointing out the timing was suspect: it had arrived just as Gemma got her first major assignment …
 Gemma searched through her schoolbag—a massive Fendi hobo—and shoved a single sheet in my direction. “Here. That’s the homework. I’m totally confused by the math. The teacher told us to change the mixed numbers on the sheet into fractions. I hate fractions. I just don’t get them.”
I eyed the sheet. As far as I remembered, teachers usually covered fractions in middle school. 
When Gemma seemed content to sit and just stare at me, I handed the sheet back to her and asked, “Well, aren’t you going to do them?” 
“But,” she said as she reached for the paper, clearly surprised by my question, “I told you I don’t know how.” 
“No problem.” I rolled my chair close to Gemma’s, removed the sheet from her numb hand, placed it on the desk between us, and scanned the surface for a pencil. “I’ll show you how. It’s really easy.” I pointed at the first question. “You just take the bottom number of the fraction, called the denominator, and you multiply it by that big number in front—called the whole number. Then you add the top number of the fraction, called the numerator, to your answer. You keep the denominator the same as in the mixed number and use the new number as the fraction’s new numerator. And you’re done. So, like in this first question, they ask you to convert 1½ into a fraction. So you take the two from the denominator and multiply it by the big number one and what do you get?”
I glanced up at Gemma. She slouched down in her seat and pouted. 
“Come on, Gemma. I know you know how to multiply two by one. So what’s the answer?” 
“Two,” Gemma mumbled. 
“Excellent,” I grinned. “And now you only have to add the one from the numerator to your two. And what is that?” 
“Three,” Gemma mumbled again. 
“Excellent,” I nodded. “So that means that 1½ converted into a fraction is three-halves. And that’s your answer.” I scribbled the number on the sheet. “Simple. Now you try the next question.” 
I handed the pencil to Gemma. She took it, but refused to look at the sheet. 
“That’s not how I did my homework with Lisa,” Gemma complained. “I don’t know why you’re making me do this when I already told you I don’t know how.” She threw the pencil on the table and looked ready to cry. 
“What do you mean?” I asked. 
“Lisa always did the problems for me,” Gemma explained, her face mutinous. “She was my little helper, and she said that math wasn’t my subject but everyone knew I was smart. And that’s what you’re supposed to be too, my little helper. So why aren’t you helping me?” 
My jaw dropped. 
“I am helping you,” I cried, stung by the implication I wasn’t doing my job. “I’m showing you how to do the problems. Then I’ll check over everything you did to make sure it’s right.” My brain scrambled for another alternative Gemma would find more palatable. “Or, if you want, we can do the problems together. But if I just do them without you, how are you going to remember what to do on the test? Homework problems are supposed to help you prepare for tests and quizzes.” 
Gemma perked up in her seat. “Don’t worry about that; they always give us take-home tests. Lisa did those too. I have an A in math.” 
Take-home tests! How the hell was I supposed to handle this? I didn’t want to do all the work for her, but I didn’t want to lose a $150-an-hour job either. 
“Okay,” I said. “How about if I do the next problem for you, but you watch, and then when you think you know what’s going on, you take over. How’s that?” 
“Fine.” Gemma agreed. She twirled a strand of black hair around her finger and giggled. 
I reached for the pencil and got started on the next problem. Gemma reclined in her seat, math apparently forgotten. 
“Oh my gosh,” she gushed. “Did I tell you what happened after school today? You won’t believe it. Josh asked me out! As if I would ever go out with some guy whose father is a musician, even if he does have a bunch of Grammies … ” 
An hour later, I completed the math sheet—alone—and Gemma was still gushing. 
“ … Then Pam said we should get Josh to take us all out to the movies, that it would serve him right,” she prattled. “Though I think maybe Pam has a crush on him herself. Do you think?” 
I ventured a glance up from the sheet. I was nearly done re-checking the work. 
“You’re right,” Gemma continued. “She probably does like him. The nerve!” 
“Okay, Gemma,” I said, and cut off her monologue. Time to get back to serious business. “The math is finished. Do you have any other homework?” 
Gemma snapped her mouth shut. “No. That’s it.” 
“Great,” I got up from my seat. “Then we’re done.” 
“Oh, o … kay,” Gemma stammered. “I still haven’t told you about Anthony, but I guess you have to meet with Xander.” She followed me out of her bedroom. “Though, oh my gosh, Tekla! I completely forgot to tell you, Maman is coming back from L.A. this weekend! Isn’t that great? Maybe she’ll take me shopping, or we’ll go to dinner or something. If she has time, that is. What do you think?” 
I paused and looked back at Gemma. Mrs. Lamont was coming back to New York. That meant one thing. 
Julian was coming back with her.
I grinned at Gemma, all annoyances forgotten. 
“Yeah,” I said. “Maybe she will.” 
And maybe Julian will finally call me.
 
THE WORDS, “HEY, TEKLA, how’re you doing,” greeted me as I walked into Xander’s room and headed for the desk. 
Except for a huge Pink Floyd poster plastered to the wall above the bed, the room was an exact replica of Gemma’s. Xander laid sprawled on the bed, strumming his electric guitar, a vintage 1960s red Gibson that must have cost a small fortune. Blessedly, the amplifier was off. 
“Hey, yourself. And I’m doing well,” I answered.
 Xander, like his sister, still wore his school uniform, but unlike Gemma’s micro-mini, Xander’s khaki slacks, red tie and navy blazer—with Harding Academy’s initials monogrammed in gold thread on the left breast pocket—bordered on Republican conservative. The getup, however, lost some of its starchiness on Xander’s lanky body. His tie was askew. The left tail of his white dress shirt hung down the front of his slacks, and Xander’s mop of black hair flowed over the blazer’s collar. The Prada loafers he probably wore to school had been abandoned by the bedroom’s door. A musky stink of socks permeated the room. 
 “And how are you?” I asked, still disbelieving this was the same Xander I had met during Mrs. Lamont’s forced lunch. 
Xander’s attitude had undergone a complete one-eighty once I started coming regularly to his house. No longer a silent, sullen, difficult-to-talk-to teenager, Xander was friendly, if somewhat reserved. He actually talked to me, about school, his music and film aspirations. He asked about law school, my life outside NYU, and sometimes my views on social politics. He listened to my tirades against capital punishment, the inadequacy of funding for public education and economic disparities. He looked up current events and asked questions about the justice system or the gap between the rich and poor. He offered counter-arguments. He wasn’t as chatty as Gemma, but then, he actually did have homework for us to work on—in math, science or history—almost every evening. 
 “Cool.” 
Xander stopped fiddling with the guitar, sat upright and rested the instrument against the bed’s edge. A bright red pimple fought to break through the skin of his cheek. He scratched at the surface. I winced. His hands couldn’t possibly be clean. 
“But, dude,” Xander said. “We got an English essay due next Wednesday.” 
 I bit back a groan and momentarily shut my eyes. Not him too. 
It seemed today was going to be filled with firsts, because although Xander had homework virtually every night, he never had to actually write more than a word for any particular assignment. All his homework questions were fill-ins, multiple choice or matching. I remembered Lisa had mentioned he needed extra “editing” with his writing. That warning couldn’t portend good things to come. 
“Really?” I said, pretending enthusiasm. Then I reached for a kitchen stool near the door. Xander must have brought it up just for me when he came in from school. 
I placed the stool near Xander’s chair and waited for him to take his seat. Then I sat—no, plopped—on mine. The stool barely measured above six inches. It was more of a footrest, really. Sitting, my knees reached my chin and my head hovered in the vicinity of Xander’s shoulder. I looked like Alice, trapped in the rabbit’s hole, both too large and too small. Xander chuckled at my predicament, his grin as wide as the Cheshire cat’s, but remained in his chair. He, unlike Gemma, never volunteered his seat for my benefit. I smiled back at the joke. Xander, clearly, liked being a prankster. 
“What’s it about?” I asked. 
“Originality in the creative world.” 
Xander leaned back in his chair and positioned his sock-clad feet, ankles crossed, on the desk right in front of my face. 
“Dude.” I parroted Xander’s favorite word, scrunched my nose and waved a hand to ward off the stink. Fun and games notwithstanding, I drew the line at smelly socks under my nose. “Get your stinky feet out of my face. And what about originality in the creative world?” 
“Sorry,” Xander grinned, clearly not at all sorry. He dropped his feet to the floor, pushed his chair away from the desk and rolled back towards the guitar. He reached for the instrument, placed it in his lap and began fiddling with the strings again. “Mr. Dandridge wants us to write about whether we think anything in, like, the arts or literature is original anymore. It has to be at least five hundred words. He made us start the essay in class today. I think the sheet is somewhere on the desk, if you want to look.” 
If I wanted to look? Of course I wanted to look. If Xander had actually written something already, we might have a good start. The essay was due next Wednesday, and it was only Thursday. We had five whole days to write and edit five hundred words. How hard could that be? I scanned the desk for any loose sheets of paper but found none. 
“I don’t see it, Xander.” I shoved through some more pages. Xander wasn’t the world’s most organized student. Torn sheets of his science and math notes littered the desk’s surface, but none resembled the start of an essay. “It’s definitely not on your desk.” 
Xander stared at me and continued playing. I mentally counted to ten. 
“Xander, can you please leave the guitar alone, and come help me look for the essay.” 
Xander bent his head over the Gibson and plunked its strings harder. The resulting discord had even him wincing. He paused his fingers, returned the guitar to the bed and rolled the chair back to the desk. 
“Maybe it’s still in my book bag.” He pulled out his massive JanSport from underneath the desk and rummaged through its clutter of text- and notebooks. “Here it is,” he triumphantly crowed, pulling out a crumpled sheet from between two books. 
I took the sheet and focused on the barely legible scribble. Xander’s handwriting was atrocious. I could just make out the essay. In his forty-five minutes of class time, Xander had managed to write: 
I’m writing about how nothing new anymore, because everyone just copy what everyone else already says, ergo what point, like my mother, she take picture for magazine, but picture going to be like everyone picture, but magazine published, mother calls by important people important, they say she is giving new pictures, but I doesn’t believe them, because her picture is looking like picture of other important person they say is important, so I’m just saying like my mother that nothing new anymore because my mother picture like other people picture so ergo not new, nothing original,

 I sat back in my seat—temporarily forgetting the stool had no backrest—and almost tipped myself over. I grabbed the desk for balance and scanned the page again. Could this be another prank? But few people could easily fake writing this poor, and Xander wasn’t that good of a prankster anyway. No, unfortunately, the essay was probably not Xander’s idea of a joke. 
But perhaps I had misread his handwriting. Yeah, that was a definite possibility since Xander’s script was pretty illegible. 
I ran my eyes over the text for a third time, just to make certain. 
Nope. 
The essay was really that bad. There was not a period in sight, not to mention the repetition or the paragraph’s complete lack of clarity. And “ergo”? Where had that come from? 
I tried to recall my own freshman year of high school. I had to have made plenty of writing mistakes. Many a teacher had probably cringed at my efforts. After all, no one—maybe with the exception of Hemingway—was born knowing perfect grammar, but this? This felt elementary. I couldn’t possibly have been that bad. 
I carefully placed the sheet back on the desk and looked up at Xander who, with two pens in hand, was tapping them on the desk, his head bopping to the beat, his shaggy hair flying in and out of his face with each shake. He seemed joyfully oblivious. If only I were so lucky.

How to handle this? I didn’t want to hurt Xander’s feelings by being too critical, but I didn’t want to lie either. He had to rewrite the essay, obviously, and there was no denying everything he already wrote needed scrapping. 
I ground my teeth. I had no clue how to teach someone basic writing. That’s what English teachers did, and I was not one. I was a law student hired to go over homework and make corrections. Xander’s essay, however, needed anything but minor fixes. What to do? Where to even start? I was in way over my head. 
I straightened my back. Calm down. No need to panic. Yet. This couldn’t possibly be the first time Xander had an essay to do for English class. And, apparently, since he passed grades one through eight, he had done well enough on those. Perhaps his school was far more lenient in its expectations, and Xander’s essay would suffice, with a few small alterations. 
“Ah, Xander,” I began, folding my hands. When Xander stopped his impromptu drumming, I continued. “Do you have any of your English essays from last year around? You know, for comparison, so I can see what your school expects.” 
He pursed his lips, scratched his head, and narrowed his eyes, as if in contemplation. 
“Lisa always put them away in some folder in my desk drawer. I guess I could look and see.” 
He rolled his chair to the drawer and flipped through its contents. When the drawer finally looked like a bomb had exploded inside, he pulled out a couple of stapled sheets. 
“Here, I think this is one.” He glanced at the paper. “Yeah, that’s when Mr. Barsky had us write about our most unusual hobby. I got an A-.” 
I took the paper and skimmed the first paragraph: 
I love to see people happy. It makes me feel good. The best feeling, however, is when I’m the one making the people happy. I have been a magician for more than three years. I love it, and so does everyone else. I specialize in card magic. I make cards disappear, reappear, switch places, even change color. I perform my magic everywhere I go, sometimes to friends and family, but mostly to strangers, people I barely know. When I first meet someone, there’s a very solid chance that I might go straight into one of my card tricks. On the subway, in a waiting room, at a party, I bring my magic to people everywhere, and they always take away a little more than just a shocked face. 


Okay, then. I tapped my fingers against the paper. We had periods here. We had subject-verb agreement. Hell, we even had parallel constructions. So there was no way Xander had written both essays. And since I knew he authored the one worked on in class today, obviously someone—read, Lisa—had to have written all of this one. 
Was I now expected to take over, to write Xander’s papers for him—completely? 
“Ah, Xander … ” I turned my head in his direction. While I was reading, Xander had abandoned his seat and was now pacing around his bedroom. “How do you feel about what you wrote in class today?” I asked.
“It’s crap.” Xander shrugged and shoved his hands in his pockets. “You don’t have to say it. I know I can’t write for shit. Though I did use ‘ergo’—did you see?—and that was one of our new vocabulary words.”
“Yes, I did see,” I nodded. “But I don’t get it. You speak perfectly grammatical English. So what’s the problem when it comes to writing?” 
Xander scuffed his left toe against the floorboards. “My counselor at school thinks it’s because I have a French mother. That my speaking and writing to her in French might be confusing my brain. He wanted to put me in remedial English with the other foreign students, to relearn the basics, but Dad wouldn’t let him. He said I was a U.S. citizen with a British father, and no Lamont by birth had ever been placed in ‘stupid English’—that’s what he called it. And that’s when he hired Lisa. He said I needed a nanny with a Harvard degree. We also went to a psychiatrist, who told the school I had ADD and that my grades in class exams would probably be much worse than those I did at home. My English grades have turned out decent since then, since I get Ds or Fs on my in class essays but all As on those written at home. That averages out to about a B, so Dad’s happy.” 
I barely managed to hold my mouth closed. Evidently Mr. Lamont assumed I would write Xander’s essays: I expect results. Whatever it takes, Miss Reznar. I don’t tolerate failure. His warning spun in my head. 
“Yes, well, hmm.” I stammered for something appropriate to say to Xander. Mr. Lamont might have been a complete asshole, but that wasn’t Xander’s fault. “But don’t you also want to do well on your in-class essays?” I asked, grasping at straws. 
“Sure.” Xander smiled and paced another circle around the room. “But like you saw, I suck. Don’t feel bad. It’s not your fault. As long as the essay we submit on Wednesday is good, we should be fine. So do you think you’ll have something in by tomorrow?” 
Now my mouth did drop. I was supposed to work on this overnight? On my own time? Alone? 
“I really don’t want to be dealing with this over the weekend,” Xander continued, oblivious to my predicament. “Maman is coming and she’ll probably drag us out somewhere, so the sooner you’re done the better. Anyway, I read a story on BBC News about Darfur. What do you think about that situation?” 
Darfur? My mind reeled. He wanted to talk world events now? 
“Wait,” I declared, popping out of my seat. Enough was enough. First Gemma and now Xander. I didn’t sign up for this. 
I glared at Xander’s constantly moving body. “Stop.” He paused, visibly surprised by my tone. “Just because you wrote a crappy first draft doesn’t mean you can’t write a better second one. And, no, I am not going to have something in for you by tomorrow because we are going to sit down and you are going to start writing. I’ll help. So sit.” I pointed to his vacant seat. 
Xander arched a brow and continued standing. “I told you, I don’t know how to write. You saw what I can do. I’ll get an F, and then what will you tell my dad?” 
“You won’t get an F.” I sighed and sat back on the stool. “I promise. Come on, Xander, trust me. Sit,” I instructed. “If you know how to speak English, you know how to write it. It just takes more practice.” 
He hesitated, but eventually stepped back to his chair, sulking. 
 “Great,” I chirped, to get our spirits up. “So your essay topic is to answer whether you believe anything created in art and literature today can be truly original. Right?” 
“Right.” 
“And what do you believe?” 
When Xander pointed to the crumpled paper, I shook my head. “Forget that version. Just look at me and tell me what you think.” 
He rolled his eyes, but answered, apparently willing to play along. 
“I believe that nothing we write or create today is really original.” 
“Great,” I smiled and patted his shoulder. “So why don’t you write that?” 
“What?” 
“Take that paper there,” I flipped his old essay over and handed him a pen. “And write exactly what you just said: ‘I believe nothing we write or create today is really original.’” 
He reached for the pen and wrote it. 
“See,” I beamed. “You have a perfectly grammatical sentence that’s much better than before. Now, why do you believe nothing we write or create today is really original?” 
Xander shrugged. “Because everything ‘new’ seems to just be a copy of something someone else did before. That’s what I meant when I wrote about my mother. Everyone says her pictures are original, but to me they look like all the other pictures in the fashion magazines.” 
“Excellent,” I nodded. “You’ll get to your mother later. First write your reason down.” 
 Xander stared. 
“Write, ‘Everything that is written or created today seems to copy something someone else did before,’” I reminded. “Go ahead. Write it down.” 
Xander scribbled. 
“Good, Xander. You’re well on your way.” 
He put the pen down and furrowed his brow. “But this sounds stupid. Like someone in first grade did it.” 
First grade! He thought this sounded like first grade? Had he not read the essay he had written in class today? 
“I thought writing was supposed to be fancier than speaking,” he whined on. 
“It can be,” I agreed. “But sometimes you have to simplify before you can complicate. Look, finish your essay this way, and I’ll help you make it sound fancier after. I’ll edit it for you.” Yeah, edit. That’s it.

“Finish on my own?!” Xander burst out. “But that will take forever. The essay’s five hundred words!” 
“Lucky you got until Wednesday then.” 
I smiled and got up. Today’s session was over. I’d had enough for one day.

I headed for the door. “Remember, say it out loud before you write it, so it makes sense.” I paused here. “Actually, try asking your sister for help. Say your essay out loud to her, so you’re not tempted to start writing something from your head; write your spoken words instead. I’ll check what you come up with tomorrow. Okay? Oh, and whenever you’re tempted to write a comma, just make it a period. We’ll see where that gets you tomorrow.” 
“But … ” Xander sprang out of his chair and ran after me. “Tekla, wait … ” 
I kept on marching. Tough love was sometimes the best medicine. I jogged down the stairs, towards the front door and freedom. Midway down, the doorbell rang. 
Xander leaned over the stairs’ balustrade and, his face sour, snickered. “Ding dong, the bitch is here.” 
“Who?” I turned to look at him. 
“Lisa. My dad made her give back the key since Maman is coming back.”
I opened my mouth to speak, but shut it again. I wanted to ask but didn’t. The Lamonts’ private lives were none of my business. Still, one issue needed addressing. 
“Ah, Xander,” I advised, “don’t tell Lisa about your essay. She may not understand our approach. And Xander, one more thing: watch your language.” 
“Sure.” 
He stepped away from the balustrade and started walking back to his room. 
I guess it was up to me to let Lisa in. 
“This is going to be some weekend,” I heard him say as he drifted off, although I could barely make out his voice. “Maman. Lisa. And me talking to myself. Just a bunch of loonies.” 


CHAPTER 7
 
 
 
 
 “I DON’T KNOW why we pay so much for law school if you’re just going to be a nanny.” 
My mother placed a bowl of potatoes in the middle of her dining room table. Steam rose from the bowl and danced up towards the room’s ceiling. 
“You can do that without college,” she continued as she eyed the bowl and moved it until it was perfectly parallel with a platter of breaded chicken cutlets. “Like all the other Polish girls who come to this country and are foolish enough to work as maids instead of going to school and getting proper jobs.” 
Apparently satisfied with the bowl’s new placement, my mother pulled out a chair and sat on the other side of the table, across from me. 
It was Sunday and I was at my parents’ house in Brooklyn. I rarely made the trip, but today I craved familial company, to my fast-growing regret. 
“That’s how we get our reputation in this country. We’re either maids or construction workers. Dumb Polaks,” scoffed my mother. 
She leaned over the table and reached for the empty dinner plate directly in front of me. Clearly, she meant to hand-feed me. 
I scowled. No, you don’t pay for law school, I wanted to say. I have the student loans to prove it. And for God’s sake, I can get my own food.

The words hovered on the tip of my tongue, but I remained silent. Sunday dinner was usually a one-woman show: my mother’s. There was no room for a second act. And I had arrived, unannounced and unexpected, looking for comfort and a break from school, Gemma, Xander and the essay. So I tucked my hands under my legs and listened. 
“Forget that I went to college hardly knowing any English and graduated summa cum laud while raising two children,” my mother reminded me. 
Boy, did she ever love reminiscing about the good old days. 
My mother spooned a glob of potatoes, dumped it on my plate and sprinkled the white heap with dill. I winced—both at the size of the serving and the litany that was surely to follow. My mother especially relished analyzing my father’s unwise criticism of the Socialist regime and how it precipitated our move to the States twenty years before. She savored going into minute detail about our descent from comfortable intelligentsia to impoverished working class, and having to start over from scratch. 
“Forget that your father was the most prominent law professor in all of Poland before our unfortunate move to America.” 
My mother forked a massive cutlet onto my plate, next to the potatoes. I cringed. 
“Or that he managed to open and run a successful restaurant while supporting a wife in school and two small children.” 
Steam from the potatoes mixed with the aroma of fried chicken. I sniffed and glanced down at the food. The cutlet was just golden enough. The potatoes looked lighter than air. I sniffed again. My stomach grumbled. I missed hearty Polish home cooking. It was better than any sushi, soufflé or foie gras I could buy in the city. The food almost made the visit to Brooklyn bearable. 
Almost. 
“Or that those same children are now enrolled in some of the best schools in the country.” 
I tore my stare away from the food and returned it to my mother, to her perfectly coiffed hair and flawless make-up. She looked stylish, as always, a modern-day Sophia Loren, down to her amber eyes and olive skin. My mother never missed her weekend beauty appointments. She considered those the ritual of a proper lady. 
“No. We’re servants.” She jabbed her manicured finger at the tabletop and nodded her chin in the direction of my plate. “Eat. You’re as skinny as those poor starving children in Africa. I don’t know what they feed you at that school of yours.” 
I glanced down my body. It was no skinnier than it had been when I first moved out of the house my freshman year of college. Still, I picked up the cutlery and dug in. 
“Why,” my mother said, waiting to continue her litany until I swallowed, “just the other day a woman from Manhattan came into your father’s restaurant. She said she just adored authentic Polish food and made it a point to eat some at least once a year. She ordered the stuffed cabbage. She talked to your father, and after he told her he had a son and daughter, she asked if your brother would be interested in a janitorial position in her building. They had an opening for a young, strong man. And when your father told her thanks, but no thanks—because his son was too busy getting an M.B.A. at Wharton—she was floored. She couldn’t believe he meant the Wharton at the University of Pennsylvania, the same Wharton her son attends. Turns out they’re classmates.
“And how do I know this? The woman had the audacity to actually check that your father was telling the truth. She made her son talk to your brother to confirm the fact, and then came all the way back to the restaurant to tell your father all about it! Then she wanted to know how he managed to get his son into such a fine school. The nerve. How the hell did she manage to get her own son in?” 
My mother paused, watched me fork two more bites and then went for the kill. 
“Of course, if she had been looking for a nanny, we could’ve sent you.” 
 “Mom,” I moaned, and dropped my fork. My shoulders drooped. Clearly, I was an embarrassment to my family and country of origin. “I am not a nanny. I’m a tutor. There is a difference.” And there was. There was.

 “Tutor, nanny, same thing.” 
My mother shrugged and finally filled her own plate. She did, however, make her portion smaller—because she watched her weight. Religiously. She was determined to stay a size eight until her dying day. 
And my mother was well on her way. At nearly fifty, her body looked as shapely as it had when she was twenty years younger. “Genetics,” she called it. Too bad I hadn’t inherited from the same gene pool, because while her carefully maintained curves screamed “WOMAN!” mine spelled “s-t-r-i-n-g-b-e-a-n.” Any excess fat she gained went to all the right places, whereas mine slid right off me. 
“It’s the same thing,” my mother concluded as she cut into her chicken. “You’re babysitting other people’s children, and that’s not what you went to law school for.” 
She nibbled on the piece of chicken, and when the meat was finally gone, pointed her empty fork straight at me. “I just knew you should’ve gone to medical school. They would’ve kept you busy enough and away from such nonsense. And we finally would’ve had a doctor in the family.” 
My being a doctor had been my mother’s fondest wish. She herself had started medical school in Poland, but our forced move ended those aspirations. She got an accounting degree from a local community college in Brooklyn instead. It had been more practical. She could start earning money and helping the struggling family much faster. She figured her daughter would naturally continue the dream, even if said daughter turned green at the very sight of blood. 
“But no.” My mother stabbed at another piece of meat. “You had to be your father’s child in everything. The legal superstar. But if your father hadn’t been such a big star, he wouldn’t have thought to take on the whole Communist government, by himself, and we still could’ve been living in Poland. Instead, he’s slaving away at the restaurant and you’re wiping spoiled kids’ noses.” 
 “I’m not babysitting or wiping noses,” I bristled. It wasn’t my father’s fault life had sometimes been difficult for us. He had stood up for his principles. That was worth something. And, anyway, I liked living in America. Actually, I could hardly remember our life in Poland. “I’m helping two high-school-age kids with schoolwork. And I get paid well for doing so. And look,” I said, showing off my new bag, “I even got this, as a bonus.” 
 “Pff … ” My mother rested her cutlery against the plate, reached for a napkin and dabbed at her lips. “Expensive bribery from absent parents,” she derided, even though she adored designer brands. “When you were little and needed help with homework, I always stayed up with you, even when I didn’t know English well. I would study the dictionary, sometimes all night, just so I could answer your questions. I did the same with your brother. That’s called ‘parenting,’ and you should never outsource that responsibility, even if you can afford to. You think you’re helping those kids, but you’re not, really. They need their mother, not a nanny.” 
 “Leave her alone, zlotko.” 
My father strolled into the dining room, salad in hand. He leaned over my mother, kissed the top of her head, and took a seat next to her. 
I smiled, both at the Polish endearment he had called my mother all my life, and his face, so similar to mine, down to its pale skin and blue eyes. Even our bodies shared the same lanky frame. Only our hair was different: while he sported a wave of blonde locks, I had my mother’s dark color. As a teen, I bemoaned nature’s unfairness: why couldn’t I have Dad’s blonde curls and Mom’s womanly curves?

“She needs the money for her dorm and tuition, and the job pays well. End of story,” my father proclaimed as he deposited the salad on the table and reached for the potatoes. 
The dinner had been his doing. He might have once been an accomplished lawyer, but he was now a master chef. There was nothing he couldn’t cook, even if his bread-and-butter was in traditional Polish cuisine. Secretly, I always suspected he enjoyed the cooking far more than he had the lawyering. 
“We can’t change how other people run their families,” my father elaborated. “And who started dinner without me, when the vegetables weren’t ready yet? Meat and potatoes alone should never be a staple of any diet.” 
 “Sorry, Daddy,” I apologized as I reached for the salad. “Mom thought I would starve if we waited any longer.” 
 “Rubbish!” My mother waved my father’s comment away. “Why does she need to kill herself slaving over other people’s children when she has a room right here at home? Our house is nice and big.” 
She gestured to the space around us, to its lacy curtains, pastel walls and ‘80s-inspired décor. It was comfortable. I had always loved its oversized furniture and traditional Polish bric-a-brac. The hand-painted plates, embroidered tablecloths and dried bouquets had been there throughout my childhood. Still.

“She gets the food for free. When I was her age, I was thrilled to be living in my parents’ home.” 
 “Yes, well, zlotko,” my father said as he winked at me, “you are the exception. Most young people want their own lives. Parents are nice to visit, but that’s it. Isn’t that right, Tekla?” 
 I grinned, but at my mother’s glare ducked my eyes back to the plate. 
We spent the rest of dinner discussing my father’s restaurant. 
 
 “WHO WANTS DESSERT?” my mother asked when she cleared the plates away. “Your father baked an apple tart.” 
 “Sure,” I agreed before I helped my mother carry the plates into the kitchen. 
 “Tekla,” my father called as he followed us in, my ringing cell phone in his hand, “I think someone’s calling you.” 
 I reached for the phone and glanced at the display panel. It was Ms. Jacobs. 
 “Who is it?” My mother abandoned the tart and faced me. 
 I hesitated. “It’s the woman from the tutoring agency.” 
 My mother grimaced and returned to the tart. 
“What does she want from you on a Sunday? Doesn’t she respect your days off, or do you now work on weekends?” 
 “I don’t know.” I stared at the phone, reluctant to answer, certain my mother would listen in on the conversation. My father tapped my arm. 
 “Go to your room and answer it there. You’ll have more privacy. We’ll have dessert later.”
 I nodded. My mother glared at my father. 
 “Hello?” 
I walked into my old bedroom. It looked exactly as it had when I was a teenager. The walls were still peach. The bed overflowed with stuffed animals. A Brad Pitt poster hung over the desk. My old cheerleading poms hung on the doorknob, right above an abused pair of toe shoes. 
“Hi, Tekla,” Mrs. Jacobs said. I pushed some bears out of the way and sat on the bed, on its candy-pink comforter. “I just wanted to touch base and hear how everything’s going with the Lamonts. How are they? How are you?” 
 “Eh, good. I guess.” I hugged a heart-shaped pillow to my chest. 
 “Good. Excellent,” Ms. Jacobs chirped. “The Lamonts are a wonderful family. Well, glad to hear all’s well. If you have any questions or problems, remember to call me. That’s what I’m here for.” She sounded ready to disconnect. 
 “Well,” I said, rushing to stop her before she did. After all, she had volunteered. “There is one small thing. Remember how you said we should never actually do our students’ homework? Well … ” How to phrase it correctly? “I’m sort of doing just that.” 
 Silence. 
 “What do you mean?” Ms. Jacobs finally shrieked. 
 “Well, like with Gemma. She won’t do her math homework. I show her how to solve the problems, but in the end, I do all of them myself. What should I do?” 
 Silence. 
 “Hello?” I pulled the phone away from my ear and looked at the display, to check the signal. It seemed fine. “Ms. Jacobs? Are you there?” 
 “Yes, yes,” she shrieked even louder. “Well, now, if you’re just showing her how to do the problems, that’s okay. I’m sure she’ll eventually catch on. Don’t worry. That’s not the same as actually doing the work. Is that all?” 
 I pulled the phone away again and scowled at the receiver. She couldn’t be serious. 
 “Well, no,” I tried again. “Xander actually expected me to write his English essay for him. He called it ‘editing.’” 
 More silence. 
 “Tried?” Ms. Jacobs finally asked. 
 “Yes.” I got off the bed and paced the bedroom. “I said no, but I have a feeling he’ll ask again.” I stopped by the poster to finger Brad’s luscious lips. 
 “Well,” Ms. Jacobs chuckled. The sound came off strained. “Why worry about something that hasn’t happened yet?” 
My finger dropped from Brad’s face. 
“And, really, Tekla, a little editing is harmless. All my tutors do it. No worries. Enjoy yourself. And keep in touch.” 
The phone went dead. I snorted—Ms. Jacobs was some help—and returned to the bed. A little nap would be grand. 
I buried my face in a pillow. It smelled like orange blossoms. Boy, I missed those uncomplicated days when my parents paid the bills and I just had to get good grades. The memory lulled me to sleep … 
Until the phone sprang to life again. 
What now? I groaned and glanced at the caller ID. 
Gemma. 
Shit. I crawled up in bed. What did she want on a Sunday? I was tempted to ignore the call, but finally—reluctantly—gave in. 
“Hey, Gemma.” I pitched my voice to a cheery note, reminding myself that $150 per hour went a long way. “How’s it going?” 
My happy words fell on deaf ears. 
A sob. 
“Gemma? Are you okay?” I dropped my legs to the floor. 
More sniffling. 
“Gemma, come on, talk to me. What’s the matter?” 
“Tekla,” a voice croaked. “My life is over, Tekla.” 
An explosion of sobbing. 
“Hey, come on.” What was this? Had a boy dumped her? Had she gotten into a fight with her best friend? “Tell me what happened.” 
Gemma hesitated and then whispered, “Tekla, I think my parents are getting divorced.” 
My body sprang to standing attention. I searched for an appropriate comment to such sudden news, but I could only think how any potential divorce would impact my future employment. 
“Er,” I fumbled as Gemma wailed louder. 
“It’s awful, Tekla,” she hiccupped. “Maman came home and found out Daddy had taken Lisa to an important party. It was in all the gossip columns. She was furious. She screamed about how an ‘open marriage’ didn’t mean he could flaunt his mistresses in public. Daddy yelled that she was crazy, that she flaunted her boy models and assistants everywhere she went. Then he left—with Lisa—and Maman is threatening to move Xander and me back to Paris.” 
I reeled at the implications. Paris. I would surely be out a job if the Lamonts moved to Paris. It would be back to Brooklyn for good. 
“Tekla,” Gemma sniffed. “I don’t want to go to Paris.”
I didn’t want that either! 
“Tekla?” 
The sound of my mother’s voice startled me. I jumped at the sound—so unexpected, so unwanted—and twirled in its direction, just in time to see my mother march into my bedroom. She paused by the door and glowered. 
“What are you doing in here for so long? We’re waiting for you to finish. Don’t you think you’re being rude?” 
“Mom,” I said as I covered the receiver with my hand—lest Gemma hear—and whispered, “it’s important. I’ll be right out.” 
My mother didn’t budge. 
“Who are you talking to?” she demanded, folding her hands over her impressive bosom. “Is it that woman still?” 
I shook my head no, anything to get her out of the room. My mother persisted.
“It’s one of those kids, isn’t it? Since when do they have homework on Sundays?” 
“Mom,” I pleaded, “please let me finish. I’ll be right out. I promise.” 
“Tutor, my foot,” my mother huffed as she left the room. “You’re a nanny, plain as day.” 
“Tekla? Are you still there?” Gemma sniffed even louder. 
“Er, yes.” I observed my mother’s retreating back until she was safely out of earshot. 
“What should I do, Tekla?” Gemma whined.
I hadn’t the foggiest idea. 
“Where’s your mom now?” I stalled, tapping my foot against the bed and reaching for a stuffed rabbit. Mr. Bunny had been my favorite toy when I was a girl. He slept in my bed to keep me company at night, when it was dark. 
I twisted Mr. Bunny’s oversized ear until it almost came off in my hand. “Can you talk to her? Maybe things aren’t as bad as you think?” 
Even to my own ears, I was grasping at straws. 
“She’s locked up in her room,” Gemma hiccupped. “She won’t talk to anybody.” 
Great. 
“How about Xander?” Yeah, that was it. Xander. “Why don’t you talk to your brother? You can keep each other company until your parents calm down.” 
“He left with Daddy.” 
I bit back a moan and dumped the rabbit back on the bed. Come on, God. Give me a break. I am running out of options here.
“Okay,” I raised my eyes to the heavens, seeking divine intervention. “How about if I call your brother and ask him to go back home, so the two of you can hang out. Would that make you feel better?” 
“I guess,” Gemma responded, but she didn’t sound too enthused by the prospect. 
Too bad. Xander was the best I could come up with on such short notice. 

“Great,” I chirped, all sugary optimism. Tony the Kellogg’s Tiger had nothing on me. “Let me give your brother a call, and we’ll take it from there. You just hold on. Everything’s going to be okay, you’ll see.” 
I dialed Xander. 
“Yo, Tekla, how’s it going?” He sounded remarkably calm and cheery for a guy whose family was about to disintegrate. 
“Fine, Xander, but how are you doing?” I proceeded with caution. Boys usually liked to front and hide their true feelings. 
“Good, good. Though I am having trouble with the essay. I don’t know about this talking out loud stuff. I feel stupid, and the essay sounds no better.”
Essay? He was worried about the essay at a time like this? 
“Oh, well, keep at it. The method takes practice … Ah … listen, Xander, I just spoke to Gemma.”
Silence. 
 “Xander?” I reached for Mr. Bunny again and, rabbit in hand, circled the room. 
“Let me guess,” he sighed. “She’s crying.” 
“Well, yeah.” I stopped by my desk and sat Mr. Rabbit on its counter. The surface was spotless. I ran my hand over the white laminate. My mother kept my bedroom immaculate. “She’s kinda really upset about your parents.” 
“She’s stupid,” he spat out.
“Xander!” 
“Well, she is,” he complained on the other end of the phone. “Listen, our parents fight like this every time Maman comes back to New York. It’s no big deal. They’ll be over it tomorrow. That’s how they are. Gemma’s just being a baby. As always.” 
I plopped against the desk and stared ahead, not really seeing anything, my head throbbing. These people were incredible. Was there nothing normal about them?

“That may be the case,” I responded carefully, although I couldn’t see how. But I’d take Xander’s word for it: he knew his parents far better than I ever could. “Still, your sister is really upset. I think it would be nice if you went back to the house and spent some time with her. I’m sure that would help.” 
No response. 
I closed my eyes. This was getting harder by the minute. 
“Xander, please, as a favor to me. She is your sister.”
Still nothing. 
“Xander, if you go,” I swallowed, “I’ll … ” I couldn’t believe I was about to stoop so low—and for what? So Gemma could feel better? What was she to me? 
$150 per hour, that’s what, I reminded myself. $150, a job and freedom from maternal concern. I hung my head low. “I’ll write a paragraph of your English essay for you.” 
I held my breath.
Finally … 
“How about two?” Xander wheedled. 
“One.” 
More dead air. Clearly, Xander was weighing his options, figuring just how far I would go for Gemma. 
“Fine,” he shot back. “But I still think she’s stupid.” 
I exhaled. “Call me when you get there, so I know she’s okay. And Xander … you still write the rest.” 
“Whatever.” 
The connection went dead. I pushed away from the desk and trudged back to the dining room, to my parents, feeling dirty, as if somehow I had sold a part of me. But it was just a paragraph, one measly, short paragraph—no more than five sentences. 
“All done?” my father asked as he handed me a plate of tart. 
My mother—blessedly—said nothing. 
“Yeah.” I took the plate and ate without thinking, my parents’ company soothing me so much so that when the cell rang again, I momentarily didn’t register its ring. 
My mother wasn’t so fortunate. “Here we go again,” she shot out, throwing her hands up in the air. “Can’t we finish a meal in peace? You come to this house once in a blue moon, and even then you can’t devote fifteen uninterrupted minutes to your parents. I thought we raised you better than that.” 
“Sorry, Mom,” I grimaced as I ducked for the phone. 
I checked the display. I didn’t recognize the number, so I left the phone unanswered—no point aggravating the hornet’s nest that was my mother’s temper—and finished my dessert. When the message signal beeped and all remnants of dessert disappeared from the table, I excused myself to play back the voicemail. 
“Hey, Tekla,” the male voice sang in my ear, “it’s Julian.” 
My heart stopped, then raced. Mr. GQ! Gorgeous Mr. GQ! 
 “I’m back in town and thought it might be nice if we hung out tomorrow night. Call me and let me know what you think.”
I hugged the phone to my chest and danced back to the table. Yes! I had a date. With Mr. GQ, no less!

My mother caught sight of my grin. 
“Who was it?” she frowned, obviously suspicious of my sudden giddiness. 
“Oh, just this guy I met at work.” I couldn’t stop my grin. “He asked me out for tomorrow.” 
“Guy? What guy?” my mother frowned harder. “I thought you were dating that nice boy Markus from school. That smart boy. He’ll make a fine lawyer. Too bad he’s not in medicine, but beggars can’t be choosers.” 
“Mom,” I said, pouting. My mother could deflate my happiness with just one sentence. “Markus and I are not dating. We’re just friends.” 
“Be that as it may, I hope you’re going to tell this phone guy—this guy from work—no.” 
“What?” I gaped. She had to be kidding. Say “no” just because Julian wasn’t a future lawyer or doctor? “Why?” 
“He calls you on a Sunday night to ask you out for Monday? Give me a break,” my mother said and shook her head, as if disappointed by my obtuseness. “He’s clearly not treating you seriously. Any man that is really interested schedules a date at least a week in advance. Ask your father.” 
I bristled. Not serious? I finally had a date with the man of my dreams, and she thought he wasn’t serious! 


Please. What did she know about dating anyway?


CHAPTER 8
 
 
 
 
APPARENTLY, my mother knew a lot. 
 I glowered as Julian reached for his iPhone—again—and bemoaned life’s unfairness in making my mother right as he busily texted away, oblivious to our surroundings, my quickly souring mood, and me. 
 Here we were, in Manhattan’s version of a hot date spot—a $15-a-drink lounge replete with faux Victorian splendor, including pressed tin ceilings, red velvet loveseats, and Art Nouveau posters of voluptuous nymphs in varying stages of undress—and Julian exhibited far more interest in his iPhone than he did in the place, our date, or me. 
 Too bad. Because had he bothered looking up from his gadget long enough to really see me, he might have been impressed. 
Hell, I was. 
My hair was actually groomed. I had gone to a hairdresser and gotten it trimmed and ironed straight. Then I’d sat in rollers underneath a hot dryer for almost an hour to achieve the disheveled, just-out-of-bed look my hairdresser had sworn would make my date think having sex with me would be like having sex with Angelina Jolie. I’d also splurged on a manicure, something I hadn’t done since the start of law school and always purposefully avoided anyway; after all, who in her right mind would willingly part with $60 for a polish that chipped in less than a day? 
Not me. Unless, of course, it was for a hot date. Such a momentous event had also justified a wax, everywhere, and a thong, an incredibly uncomfortable wedgie-up-my-buttocks bit of fabric that was underneath a dress so tight it left nothing to the imagination. 
But clearly my efforts were in vain, because Julian seemed far more enamored with the sleek lines of his iPhone than my bod. 
My dream date was turning into a complete disaster.
Though it hadn’t started out that way.
“Why don’t we meet at Amoureux Salon?” Julian had suggested when I called back to confirm. I’d happily agreed, despite hearing my mother’s voice warn that any man who didn’t bother picking up his date wasn’t worth his salt. After all, the lounge was the place to be seen in Manhattan—at least for the moment—and everyone would see me meeting one fine man. 
I would be the envy of every single woman there. 
Plus, my mother had some antiquated notions about men, women and dating, and the place was a mere five blocks from my dorm. It wouldn’t have made any sense for Julian to trek all the way to the dorm just to walk me a few blocks. 
Really, it wouldn’t have.
So I had tweaked, groomed, and dressed, and virtually ran to the lounge to be on time. 
Julian was already there, with his square jaw, chiseled lips and manly creases, just as cover-perfect as I had remembered. 
He had kissed me on the cheek. 
I’d melted onto the loveseat. 
He had ordered drinks—a tequila for him and a Cosmo for me—and asked me about law school, my hobbies and interests. 
I’d answered. 
He had listened. 
And he’d told me about himself, about his love of art and his years at Vassar. 
As he did so, he had played with my hair, pulling at its ends and twirling a strand around his finger. 
I’d wanted to giggle. 
He had hardly noticed the other women in the lounge eyeing him non-discretely. 
I had beamed. There, I’d wanted to brag, he’s with me.

Then his phone had rang.
“I’m so sorry,” he’d murmured, his apology so sincere that I almost forgot I really disliked people who answered their phones at inopportune moments, like in the middle of a date. “It’s work. I have to answer. It will only be a moment.” 
And so he had. He had taken his phone and left me alone at the table, with nothing to do but sip my drink and stare after him. 
And when he had come back, he’d come with the iPhone still in hand. 
“So sorry,” he had mumbled as he’d flicked through his apps. “That was Monique. We’re having a bit of an emergency. I just have to shoot out a few e-mails.” 
And so he’d typed, his fingers busily running over the screen. He had stopped talking. Listening. Paying any attention to me whatsoever. 
I might as well have been invisible. 
 A quarter of an hour later, he was still typing. 
I sighed, glowered again for good measure, and turned away from Julian to scan the room for a waiter. 
 I needed a drink. Fast. 
 Luckily, unlike interested men, the lounge had no shortage of booze. 
“Another Cosmo, please,” I trilled to the perky blonde waitress whose cheerful disposition had me grinding my teeth. What was she so happy about? Didn’t she see I was being ignored by my date? “On second thought, make that a vodka on the rocks.” 
At my order, Julian glanced up, smiled vaguely at the waitress, then returned his eyes to the phone. 
The blonde scurried away. I audibly exhaled, slouched in the loveseat, and crossed my arms across my chest, thinking. 
Mrs. Lamont … Monique. Beautiful Monique. Beautiful and unhappily married Monique. What could she possibly want from Julian on his day off? Could it be him? Was that what Lisa meant with her warning? 
 I dropped my hands from my chest and rested a palm on the loveseat, its crushed velvet tickling my skin. “Exactly what kind of an assistant are you?” I asked.
 “Hmm?” Julian glanced up again, his brows furrowed. 
 “I asked what type of an assistant you were.” 
I sat up straight in the seat and snapped my eyes to his face. Enough was enough. How long did he think I would just sit here, silent, while he worked away doing God knows what? For Monique. This was my time. “You know, are you, like, a personal assistant, or something else?” 
Because I didn’t know any assistants who were on call twenty-four-seven. Except, of course, those poor celebrity assistants they showed on TV. But that was in L.A.—everyone was kooky there—and Monique was no movie star. Though she had been a model once. 
Honestly, I didn’t know that many assistants to begin with. My realm of “professional” acquaintances was pretty much limited to law students and my brother’s business friends. Then, of course, there were Xander and Gemma … whose calls I seemed to answer whenever and wherever. 
 “No. I’m a photo assistant,” Julian clarified before he got back to his e-mailing. 
 Well, that told me a lot. I stared, waiting for more. He said nothing. I tapped his calf with my foot. Oh, no, you don’t. You aren’t getting off that easily. “What sort of responsibilities does a photo assistant usually have?” 
 Now Julian positively glowered. 
Good.

“I assist Monique with her shoots,” he spoke slowly. “You know, set up lights, carry stuff. The usual things.” 
He waited, as if to see if I wanted to know more. I did. 
 “Okay,” I smiled. We were on a roll here. He was actually talking to me again. “But I don’t imagine she shoots every day. What do you do when she doesn’t, like when you’re at the house?”
 “I’ll do post-production.” 
At my confused stare, he actually set the iPhone aside. I wanted to whoop. I had triumphed over the machine. 
“You know, like Photoshop the pictures,” Julian elaborated. “I also do pre-production—schedule the shoots, arrange for transportation, pull the crew together, deal with the clients.” 
 “Doesn’t the photographer do that?” I queried in surprise as the waitress came back with my drink. 
Julian reached for his wallet. I sipped. The undiluted liquor had me gasping for breath. I should’ve gone for that Cosmo. 
 “Not if she’s someone like Monique. She’s too big to deal with such trivial matters. That’s what assistants are for.” 
 “How did you become an assistant? Monique’s assistant?” 
I sipped the vodka again. Julian had paid for the drink, and I would force it down to the last drop even if it burned my esophagus beyond repair. The liquor rolled down my throat like hot lava. I wheezed. 
 “I interned for her during my summers at college,” Julian said as he chuckled at my drinking efforts. “Then, after graduation, she hired me as a second assistant. We got along. She liked my work. I knew about lights. Better yet, I knew digital cameras backwards and forwards. She had trouble with that. She was used to shooting film. Her old assistant didn’t know much about digital either. The industry had changed by then, and digital became a prerequisite. Few magazines wanted to deal with film.” 
I nodded, faking understanding. Lights? What was there to know about lights? And weren’t digital cameras supposed to be so simple a monkey could use one? I itched to ask, but held my tongue lest he think me a complete idiot. 
 “She promoted me to her first assistant. Now I work exclusively for her. I’ve been with her for about three years.” 
 “And are you planning to stay Monique’s assistant for good?” 
Sip number three had tears springing to my eyes and coughs racking my body. I wiped my eyes, covered my mouth and carefully placed the drink on a table. I would finish it later. Much later. 
 “No, of course not.” Julian reached over and patted my back, like an old friend. “No one stays an assistant forever, at least not on purpose. Eventually I want to be the photographer. I have the technical know-how, and I shoot much better than Monique. But I don’t have enough contacts in the industry yet. Like everywhere else in life, fashion photography is about whom you know, and not necessarily what you know. That’s where Monique comes in. She knows everybody.” 
 “Oh.” What to say next? I wanted to ask about his feelings for Monique, but was the question inappropriate? “And … do you like working with Monique?” 
 Julian arched a brow, as if he sensed I was about to enter uncharted—forbidden?—territory. 
 “Look, Tekla … ” 
He patted my back again, but, somehow, the gesture didn’t feel as friendly as before. Then he retrieved the temporarily forgotten phone. He glanced down at the screen and cursed under his breath. His hand fell away from my back. 
Guess he missed a few important messages. 
“I have to get back to work. Now.” 
He got up from the seat and searched the pockets of his slacks, as if confirming he had everything with him. I gaped. He couldn’t be serious. He couldn’t possibly be ditching me. 
“I’m sorry about tonight, about abandoning you like this.” 
He was! 
“You’re a really nice girl—woman. I’d love to see you again. Really. But stuff’s come up. Monique wants me to book a job for her in Milan right now. She wants to leave tomorrow morning. I have to arrange everything ASAP, and to do that, I need to be back at the office. I’ll call you when I return. We’ll do this again, for sure.” 
 “Wait.” 
I jumped off the loveseat after him and blocked his exit. My mind reeled. Monique was leaving again? 
“Why?” I probed. “Monique just came back to New York, and Gemma’s been looking forward to her stay for days. She can’t just leave again. Gemma will be devastated.”
 At these words, Julian paused his rapid exit. 
 “Gemma will be fine,” he smiled. “It’s not like it’s the first time Monique has left on short notice. Gemma’s used to it. That’s how the Lamonts are. Don’t worry.”
 I frowned. 
 “But why does Monique have to leave tomorrow?” And take you with her? 
 “I suspect,” Julian sighed, “it’s because of a little disagreement she had with Mr. Lamont.” 
If he meant the huge fight the Lamonts had over Mr. Lamont’s affair with Lisa—the fight that had left Gemma in tears all of Sunday—then he was the undisputed master of the understatement. 
“They have these tiffs on a regular basis. Monique likes to resolve them by leaving for a few weeks, usually on an extended work assignment. I’m sure a therapist would question the method but, hey, it works for them. They’re still married, and it’s good for business—at least, my business. The more work she does, the more exposure I have.” 
 I couldn’t find a suitable response. What was wrong with these people? 
 Julian took hold of my shoulders, kissed me on the cheek like before—though this kiss was less romantic, by far—positioned me out of his way, and hightailed it for the door. 
 I plopped back on the loveseat. Alone. 
Well, that was … fun.

I eyed the vodka still sitting on the table, and reached for the glass. I twirled the lowball in my hand and, what the hell, gulped down its content in one fast swig. The liquor burned a hot path to my stomach, momentarily robbing me of breath. I hissed when the vodka finally settled. 
At least Julian had paid for the drinks. My mother couldn’t complain about that.
I returned the empty glass to the table and glanced down at my wristwatch. 
It was barely ten. 
Our date had lasted less than an hour. 


CHAPTER 9
 
 
 
 
HOW WAS your date?
 The instant message popped up on my computer screen during Constitutional Law class. I paused my fingers over the computer’s keyboard, right in the middle of transcribing Professor Johnson’s lecture on the glorious power of the Constitution’s commerce clause, and stared both at the message and its accompanying username. 
 Law#1. 
 Only one person I knew loved the law so much she made it her screen name. 
 Ann.
 I turned my head ever so slightly—lest Professor Johnson notice any sudden movement and, God forbid, call on me again—to look at her. She sat in front of her laptop in her customary black turtleneck, low bun and horn-rimmed glasses, seemingly absorbed in the lecture.
Appearances were deceiving. 
I turned back to my screen. 
Damn. How had she found out about the date? Worse, how many other section mates would now read her message and latch on to the potentially juicy tidbit? We were all on the same buddy list. And, boy, did we love to gossip, especially during a boring lecture. But gossip was only fun when it concerned somebody else. 
I didn’t want classmates speculating about my love life, or its lack thereof. 
Fine.

 I typed the one word and mentally crossed fingers, hoping the uninformative answer would help Ann get the hint to drop the subject. 
Better than fine. She got back after midnight.

 The comment from HotStuff popped up in mere seconds. 
 Damn. Lauren. Should’ve figured. Miss “Hot Stuff,” today garbed in a Dolce & Gabbana skin-tight tube dress, couldn’t keep her mouth shut even if a court issued a gag order. 
Had to hand it to Lauren’s top-notch investigative skills, though: I could’ve sworn she was sound asleep when I got back to the dorm 
Date? What date? Markus7 demanded. 
Out of the corner of my eye I could see Markus—button-down shirt, hair parted down the middle, wounded puppy eyes—turn to face me and stare, clearly unafraid of Professor Johnson’s wrath. 
Of course, Markus was always prepared. He likely knew the casebook in and out by now, and didn’t care if Professor Johnson called on him every day. 
Last night. She went out with some hottie.
Lauren again. 
I ground my teeth and swiveled my chair for a clear shot at Lauren’s shin, Professor Johnson be damned. 
Lauren knew about Markus and the teeny white lie I had told to get him off my back. 
Proof-positive she felt something for him because why else would she go out of her way to make me look bad? 
And it was those feelings that had me stopping short with the kick. Maybe I was her Monique and Markus was her Julian. 
“Shut up,” I mumbled instead and swiveled back in my seat, just in time to read Markus’s new message. 
I thought you said you weren’t dating during law school. 
Er … hmm. I had said exactly that and, officially, I wasn’t, at least where Markus was concerned. The fib had seemed like such an ideal solution to Markus’s constant pestering for a date: I got to say no, his feelings weren’t hurt and we were still friends and study buddies. What I would do after graduation, I didn’t know. But for now, all was good. 
And I wanted it to stay that way. 
My fingers hovered over the keyboard as I searched for the right response. 
I could write the truth, that the date was a complete disaster, but then Markus would know I had lied about not dating and would get hurt, mad or—worse—start asking me out again, and everyone else in the section—and soon the whole law school—would know about my pathetic love life. 
I could say the date went great—hey, what was one more lie—but then what would I do when no second date materialized? Not to mention Markus. Sure, he’d get the message I wasn’t interested, but he would also stop speaking to me entirely. 
Or I could take the lawyer’s approach. 
Nothing happened. I wrote and smiled in thanks for the legal training. After all, nothing did happen during the date, not even a hot kiss. 
I met with a coworker, then went to the movies. Strictly speaking, true again. Julian was sort of my coworker. We worked for the same people. And I did go to the movies. After. To avoid Lauren and the questions I wasn’t in the mood to answer. No one had to know I went there alone. 
The movie ran long, so I got back late. A one-time deal. Again, all true. I wouldn’t be going anywhere with Julian any time soon. 
End of story. And end of discussion. To punctuate the fact, I got off the Internet before Markus, Lauren or anyone else had time to write something new. Crisis averted, I returned my attention to the lecture and the professor, who stood at the podium in front of the lecture hall, as tanned as ever, a George Hamilton in full gesticulating glory. 
“The Supreme Court’s expansive reading of the commerce clause, ladies and gentlemen, has made it the most important of Congress’s regulatory powers,” Professor Johnson waved his right arm like a South American general greeting his adoring army. “Congress today may regulate even small, individual activities which by themselves have no discernible effect on commerce as long as all such activities, in the aggregate, can have an effect on commerce.” 
Huh? Discernible effect on the aggregate? Shit. I reopened my class notes. In all that instant messaging I must’ve missed a few steps.
“But let’s take it to the beginning,” Professor Johnson said, stepping down from the podium and leaning against the lectern. “To 1824 and Gibbons v. Ogden, the foundation for our understanding of the commerce clause today.” 
Gibbons. I scrolled through my case briefs, stopped on the fact summary and scanned the sad tale of Mr. O’s monopoly within the grand state of New York, and Mr. G’s competing monopoly. Obviously, two monopolies in operation in the same place were impossible—hence, the law suit. 
“With Gibbons,” Professor Johnson tapped his finger on the lectern, for added emphasis. “The United States Supreme Court first held that if a state law conflicts with a congressional act regulating commerce, the congressional act is controlling. That’s why Ogden had to lose. This, ladies and gentlemen, was a monumental decision.” 
Congressional act controlling. Monumental decision. I pounded away on my keyboard, barely keeping up with the flood of Professor Johnson’s words of constitutional wisdom. 
“Now let’s consider how the Interstate Commerce Act of 1887 and the Sherman Anti-trust Act of 1890 impacted this holding.” 
Professor Johnson moved back on the podium and took his place in front of the lectern. 
I sat back in my seat and reread the notes. Interstate Commerce Act? A monumental decision? Poor Mr. O lost out on his monopoly and probably lots of money, but a monumental decision? What was so monumental about two white rich guys fighting over more dough? It wasn’t like losing out on a few dollars matched the importance of, say, the Dred Scott holding or New York Times v. Sullivan. Not to mention Brown v. Board of Education. 
I glanced up from the screen and eyed Professor Johnson. He was playing with his gold cuff link, his lips moving, producing a constant flow of legal jargon discussing commerce, when there was the whole civil rights movement yet to be analyzed, along with all the First Amendment cases. What was next, the tax clause?
I tuned out Professor Johnson’s droning and looked around the lecture hall. The girl seated in front of me was playing chess with her computer. Lauren was surfing the web. Even Markus had a game of solitaire going on his screen. Clearly, I wasn’t the only student left uninspired by Professor Johnson’s choice of subject.
So I minimized my class notes and got back on line, to check e-mail. And I had three new messages! 
I clicked on the first one. 
Hey Tekla, sorry about last night. I’ll call you when I’m back in the city. 
I stared at the two sentences then reread them again. 
Julian. The jerk. He probably e-mailed me from his trusty iPhone on the way to the airport. I wasn’t even worth a personal call. 
Delete. 
Yeah, call me later, buddy. See if I pick up. Have fun in Milan with Monique.
The next message promised me bigger breasts in a week if I just used Bust-A-Size cream enhancer. I wished. 
The third message had me pausing. 
problem!!!!! the subject line screamed. 
I looked for the sender’s address. 
Master.X@yahoo.com didn’t look familiar.
I opened the text. 
yo tekla.

Xander. I could almost hear him speak the greeting.
tried calling. ur phone off. big problem. dad made me show eng essay. wasnt happy. tell me to tell u u better have good essay in 1 hour or else. think hes serious. so heres essay. rewrite & everything ok. i think. bye.

One hour! I checked the time Xander sent the message. Forty-five minutes ago. I had fifteen minutes left! 
Fifteen minutes to do what? I sat bolt upright in my seat. Professor Johnson was still at the lectern, blabbing about Congress and commerce. I reached for my bag and fished for the phone. But I couldn’t just get up and leave the lecture. Professor Johnson would crucify me. And whom would I call anyway, and about what? Xander wouldn’t be any help and I was not about to argue with Mr. Lamont. No, the phone was out. I dropped it back in the bag and returned to Xander’s message. 
I could ignore the e-mail—pretend I hadn’t seen it—and call Mr. Lamont’s bluff. What would he do, fire me? After all, Xander’s essay wasn’t due for another two days. He already had the first paragraph I wrote. I could coach him on the rest until he learned something, anything, about writing, and Mr. Lamont was happy with the final product. 
Yeah, that’s what I would do. I relaxed back in my seat. Everything would work out fine. No need to panic. It wasn’t easy to find a replacement tutor in the middle of the school year, Mr. Lamont had said. 
Then again, I thought as I fidgeted in my seat, we were talking about Mr. Lamont. He didn’t joke. 
I could lose my job over a measly English paper. 
I nibbled my lip. Trying to actually teach Xander how to write and thereby appease my conscience wasn’t worth the risk of a lost job.
 I balled my hand into a fist; there was no alternative. And really, it was only one paper. I would absolutely make certain Xander wrote all the others, threats or no threats. 
I’ll have something for you in thirty minutes. 

I replied to Xander, downloaded his attached essay—my one good paragraph and a lot of his gibberish—and got to work, hoping Mr. Lamont wouldn’t fire me when the paper came in a few minutes late, because not even Stephen King could write an entire essay in under fifteen minutes. 
Okay, maybe Stephen King.

Twenty-five minutes later, I was still writing—barely cognizant of Professor Johnson’s continued litany of cases or Markus’s tapping on my knee—about creativity, about Xander’s mother and her copied photographs. If Monique ever read the essay, undoubtedly she’d have a few choice words to say. But, then, I could honestly answer that though the composition was mine, the choice of topic completely belonged to Xander. 
Consequently, few ideas today are really original, I typed and hesitated. “Consequently”: Would a fourteen-year-old ever use the word? Probably not. I aimed for the delete key but stopped myself short. Hell, no teacher could seriously believe Xander wrote any part of this essay. Might as well leave it in. True creativity is hard to find, even in the artistic fields, my fingers danced over the keyboard. Markus’s tapping intensified. I swatted his hand away from my knee. Just as my mother’s pictures duplicate the paintings of the past … 

“Miss Reznar!” Professor Johnson boomed. 
I jumped in my seat and jerked my eyes up from the screen, towards the podium where Professor Johnson should have been. 
Except he wasn’t. 
I swiveled my head from left to right, trying to locate him. 
“Behind you,” Markus whispered. 
I turned. Yup. There was Professor Johnson, almost directly behind my seat, just a few students off. How, when, had he gotten there? And, more importantly, why? It couldn’t be because of me. He couldn’t possibly have it in for me that much. True, I hadn’t been paying attention, but I wasn’t disrupting the class either. It had to be a coincidence that he now hovered over my back—an unlucky coincidence. 
“You seem very preoccupied, Miss Reznar.” Professor Johnson rested his hip on the table behind me. Students moved their computers and books out of his way. “May I ask what you are so busy writing, since I haven’t uttered a single word in the past two minutes?”
He hadn’t? 
“Well, Miss Reznar? Please, don’t keep us waiting.” 
“Err,” I squeaked, then coughed to clear my throat, desperately trying to think of a remotely plausible answer. “I’m filling in a few gaps in my notes. I want to make sure I have everything down, and I didn’t get a chance before, when you were talking, because you were speaking so fast. But, with the break, I saw an opportunity to fill in the gaps.” No way he would buy that load of manure. 
“Really?” Professor Johnson’s lips thinned. White marks appeared around his mouth like cracks in broken glass. “Then please read to us some of those gap fillers.” 
This should have been easy. I should repeat a sentence—any sentence—from his wordy recital of the past few minutes and he would back off. Not even Professor Johnson would stoop so low as to personally read from my notes, or non-notes, as the case may be. Yeah, I should just string a few plausible words together. But I recalled none. I didn’t even have my case briefs on screen to make something up. 
I had no cover for my lapse, so I read what was actually on my computer and with each successive word came a hardening of Professor Johnson’s face. 
“What, Miss Reznar,” he said when I finished, “does creativity have to do with commerce?” 
I hung my head low. 
“Nothing.” 
Professor Johnson nodded, got off the table and walked back to the podium, not once looking in my direction again. 
I ceased to exist as he resumed the lecture. 
Strike two. 


CHAPTER 10
 
 
 
 
 “WHAT EXACTLY, Miss Reznar, do you think you are doing?” 
 I stood in front of Mr. Lamont’s desk and stared at his annoyed face. His tortoiseshell glasses perched on the tip of his nose. He glowered at me like a put-upon headmaster who had to deal with yet another disruptive student, except nothing about Mr. Lamont’s office—not the surely priceless artwork or the one-of-a kind antiques—reminded me of school. Certainly not the sort of schools I went to. 
 So what exactly was I doing here, standing like a petulant child called to task for her misbehavior? 
I shifted my weight from foot to foot and glanced down at the pink bowtie below Mr. Lamont’s chin and the matching socks on his feet. 
I really wanted to snicker, but I didn’t, because I unfortunately knew the answer to my own question. 
Xander’s essay. Or, more specifically, my reluctance to write it for him. 
When Lisa called insisting I see Mr. Lamont immediately, I knew what I was going to be in for: a scolding. 
“Well?” Mr. Lamont demanded and lounged back in his chair. 
The leather of the massive executive chair engulfed his small frame. Napoleon must have looked the same on his throne. 
I rubbed my palms against my leg, shifted from foot to foot again, and ogled the club chairs next to me. Boy, wouldn’t it be nice to just slide into one and give Mr. Lamont a piece of my mind: That it was rude of him to keep me standing while he sat, because for all his wealth and power he was no emperor, and as for Xander … Well, I was trying to actually teach him how to write and I didn’t exactly feel comfortable doing the work for him. And shouldn’t he—Mr. Lamont—be grateful—because writing was an essential life skill? 
But the words hovered at the tip of my tongue, unsaid, and I remained standing. 
 “I’m tutoring your children?” I offered instead, sounding weak and pathetic. 
 Mr. Lamont snapped up straight in his seat and leaned over the desk. 
 “That’s right!” He banged his fist on the mahogany surface for emphasis. “You should be tutoring my children. That means helping them with their homework—none of this experimental teaching crap. I am not paying you to waste time, and Xander does not need another writing instructor. That’s what I pay his school tuition for. So please do your job, and leave others to do theirs. And now, if you’ll excuse me.” 
 He sat back in the chair, fixed his glasses firmly on his nose and picked up a stack of papers. 
Clearly, as far as he was concerned, I was no longer in the room.
Too bad I couldn’t actually disappear just as fast as his attention had. 
 
 “DUDE, WE HAVE ANOTHER English essay due next week. And there’s a history paper due this Friday.” 
Xander eyed me from underneath a mop of overgrown hair. He desperately needed a haircut. Actually—I scrunched my nose—he needed a shower more. 
The boy smelled worse than a crowded New York City subway in August. I moved my stool away a few feet. 
Xander chuckled, raised his arm and sniffed the armpit. 
“I know. I stink. The gym teacher made us run three miles.” 
That certainly explained why Xander was wearing a tee shirt and shorts, and why his uniform was spilling out of his schoolbag, wrinkled almost beyond repair. 
I pointed to the clothes. “Shouldn’t you take those out? And would it have been too much to ask for some deodorant?” 
Xander shrugged. “No time.” He pulled a tie out of the backpack and looped it around his neck. “You were coming and, like, there’s those two essays. Especially the history.” 
Yes, the essays.
“But what happened to Gemma?” I didn’t want to deal with the essays, Mr. Lamont be damned. Gemma’s absence was far more interesting; I always met with her first. She got first dibs on my attention. The one time Xander tried to usurp the order, she threw a fit that ended only after a phone call from Monique in Paris and Xander’s sworn promise never to do it again. 
“She went to a spa with Maman,” Xander twirled the tie around his finger. “But she said to make sure you don’t leave without seeing her ‘cause there’s stuff she has to discuss with you.” 
“A spa on a school day?” And with Monique? I hadn’t realized Monique was back in New York. I almost groaned. It was never good when Monique was back in the city. 
“Yeah, Maman is trying to make up for blowing her off the last time. Gemma’s so stupid she still falls for it. But, whatever.” Xander rolled his seat closer to mine and rested his sock-clad feet right in front of me. 
“Dude!” I swatted his feet away. “They smell as bad as the rest of you. And when is Gemma planning to be back? I have my own schoolwork to complete after we’re done, you know.” And I did. I had hundreds of pages of law books to read for the following day. 
“She said she’d be back by the time we’re done.” 
Xander reached down for his schoolbag, pulled out a blazer, shirt, and slacks, and dumped them all over the floor. A stack of crumpled papers followed. Xander retrieved one sheet and tried to flatten it with his hand. 
“Here,” he shoved the paper at me. “That’s the history assignment.” 
“Great,” I took the sheet and grinned, all saccharine cheerfulness. Oh no you don’t, my brain screamed. You’re not getting off that easily. Not even on Mr. Lamont’s orders. “What have you written so far?” 
Xander stared. I stared back. 
“Me?” he questioned, narrowing his eyes. “I thought you spoke with Dad.” 
“I sure did.” I grinned again. The little schmuck. Too bad for him Mr. Lamont wasn’t here. But I was, and he would play by my rules. “So, I repeat, what have you written so far?” 
Xander opened his mouth, shut it and opened it again. 
“Nothing … ” 
“Well then,” I chirped and handed the sheet back to him. “I guess you better get started, since the assignment’s due Friday.” 
Xander stared some more. 
“All right.” He reluctantly retrieved the sheet. “But what do you want me to tell Dad when he asks what we did today?” 
“Why, Xander,” I said as I moved my stool back in his direction, “tell him the truth—that we worked on your history paper—what else?” 
 
WHEN OUR HOUR WAS UP—an hour of Xander constantly whining he didn’t know how to write a grammatical sentence and me nagging him to just write it the way he would say it—Xander had managed to complete a grand total of three sentences: The American Revolutionary war began in 1775. It had many causes. Some of these causes were very complicated.

“Time’s up for today,” I declared as I got up from the stool and walked towards the door. I couldn’t take more of this.
Xander dropped his pen before I finished the sentence. Apparently, he too had reached his limit. 
 “I gotta go.” Xander hopped off his seat and headed for the door even faster than I did. “I need to get away from this school crap.” 
“Wait!” I yelled after him. “What about Gemma?” 
I had never been in the Lamont townhouse without one of the twins present. Where did Xander imagine I would pass the time until Gemma showed up? He wouldn’t appreciate me hanging around his room, his teenage sanctuary of privacy, without him, and I couldn’t just march into Gemma’s room, for the very same reason. 
Xander paused at the top of the stair landing. 
“She’ll be back soon.” 
“Yeah, but where am I supposed to wait until then? In your room?” 
Xander looked horrified at the prospect. 
“No way … wait in the living room,” he shouted and disappeared. 
“Great,” I mumbled and walked down the stairs to the empty living space. It was as stark as always. I eyed the white sofa and decided to chance it, cursing my lack of foresight in not bringing something to read with me, because there was absolutely nothing to do in the living room except stare at the four white walls—no television to watch or magazines to flip through. Of course, there was also the painting of Monique. The incredibly large painting seemed to grow larger with each passing minute. Her image hovered over the room like the ghost of a long-lost family relative. 
Gemma, where are you?

I got off the sofa and paced the room—I couldn’t look at Monique for a second longer. I finally paused in front of a door that blended almost perfectly with one of the walls. 
It had to be the door that led to Monique’s office. Julian had walked in and out of it that first day.
I had never been to the office, the hub of Monique’s—and Julian’s—photographic life in New York, and I was curious. I reached for the knob, only to discover the door opened to another staircase. I looked down the stairs. What now? I couldn’t very well march down the flight and into the office. What would I say if somebody saw me? And if the office were empty, what would I do then? Gawk like an idiot? Either possibility didn’t appeal, so I just stood staring. And I would have stood there for God knows how long, except for the undeniable sound of footsteps heading my way. 
“Shit.” I gently closed the door behind me and lunged for the safety of the sofa, like a child about to be caught in the middle of a naughty act and desperately trying to prevent the possibility. 
I plopped on the seat as the door opened again. 
Julian sauntered in. 
I gaped. Somehow I hadn’t entertained the possibility it might be him. But I should have. After all, Monique was back in New York—and where Monique went, Julian followed.
I gaped some more as he closed the door and walked in my direction. He had yet to notice me. 
The jerk looked amazing. A white tee shirt clung to his runner’s frame and made a stark contrast with the olive of his skin. A five-o’clock shadow gave him that European flair. 
Mr. Gentleman’s Quarterly, indeed. Why was life so unfair? 
“Tekla,” Julian said, startled, when he finally saw me. “What are you doing here?” 
I wished I could lounge back on the sofa and ever so gently cross my legs, like a true sophisticate—like Monique probably would. Then I could pout—no, no, smile like the Mona Lisa—and murmur, Why, what could I possibly be doing here? I work here, remember?

But I didn’t. Instead, I stammered, “W-w-waiting. For Gemma.” 
Julian grinned. His dimples came to life in their full seductive glory. 
“Well, isn’t this a nice surprise.” 
I gulped a little as he moved closer to me. 
“I was planning to call you today, and here you are. Right out of my thoughts.” 
Lucky me. He sat on the sofa. 
“Actually,” Julian said as he propped his arm on the seat’s back, almost behind me, “I e-mailed you, but you never replied. I guess you didn’t get the message.” 
I shifted to the sofa’s edge, away from Julian. The jerk was so conceited he didn’t even consider the possibility I might have not replied on purpose. The nerve! 
I sure got your message, buddy, I wanted to yell. Loud and clear.

“But, anyway,” Julian said, “I’m back in the city for a few days and thought it would be nice if we could meet up somewhere, so I could make it up to you for last time.” 
My mouth slacked. Another date with Julian? What to say, what to say? On the one hand, the answer should have been obvious: he blew me off—for Monique, no less—then didn’t even have the common courtesy to call and apologize. 
But on the other, this was Julian. Gorgeous Julian. Sexy Julian. And I was so single. 
“Er, I guess … ” I heard myself agreeing. 
Fortunately, Gemma chose that very moment to reappear. 
“Oh, my gosh, Tekla!” she chirped. 
Julian and I jumped off the sofa like two teenagers caught necking. 
 “I’m sooo sorry,” she trilled, then stopped short at the sight of us, together. “Oh, hey, Julian. What are you guys doing here all alone?” 
She eyed us slyly. 
“Nothing,” I said and walked towards Gemma. Her hair was styled and she looked like someone had professionally done her makeup. “I was waiting for you, and Julian came up from the office. We were talking to pass the time. But since you’re here, we can go up now.” 
Gemma hesitated, reluctant to turn away and leave. 
“Come on.” I motioned toward the stairs leading to her room. “It’s really late. I have to leave soon. I have lots of my own schoolwork. You look very nice, by the way.” 
Gemma finally looked at me.
“You think?” she smiled. 
I stomped down a wave of guilt at using her insecurities to distract her. After all, she did look nice. 
“Yeah, definitely. And by the way, Julian, thanks for the company.” 
“Sure, anytime,” Julian called after us as we both headed for the stairs. “I’ll call you later and we’ll talk some more.” 
Yeah, sure, I nodded. You do that.

“So, Gemma,” I said while we climbed the stairs to Gemma’s bedroom, “Xander said you had to see me. Do you have lots of homework?”
“No,” Gemma admitted as she danced into her room. “But I so have to talk to you. You won’t believe what happened! Maman is taking me to this huge party tonight. That’s why we went to the spa. She says, like, everyone will be there, even Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie. Can you imagine! I’ll get to meet Brad Pitt! Of course, he is just an actor and I’m so not into that—and, like, Jennifer Aniston’s better anyway—but still. All the girls in school will just die when they find out. Oh my gosh, you have to help me pick out an outfit.” 
Great. I sighed and sat on Gemma’s bed while she pirouetted around the room. Should’ve figured. All the unread pages of my own schoolwork flashed in my head while Gemma gushed, full of teenage drama. 
I closed my eyes, anticipating the all-nighter ahead of me. 
It would be my penance for trying to help Xander learn to write. 


CHAPTER 11
 
 
 
 
 “SOMETHING WRONG, Gemma?” 
 Gemma’s body was unmoving. She sat completely still in her rocking chair, her eyes fixed on some point above my head. She hadn’t said a word—not “oh my gosh,” “like, totally,” or “I know, as if”—since I arrived today. She just handed over her homework—a math take-home test—and stared. 
Coco and Dior were asleep on her bed, their dog snores the only sound in an otherwise silent room. 
 “No.” 
Gemma mumbled the word without looking at me. 
 I arched a brow at her answer. Miss Usually-Prattles-Without-A-Break continued staring, unfazed, refusing to say anything else. She hadn’t regaled me with a single Prince William fantasy, and she expected me to believe nothing was the matter. 
As if …

She probably got a bad grade on something and was now pouting. 
I bolted straight up in my seat. A bad grade with my help … 
 “Did you fail something in school?” I asked, desperately trying to remember if I had drawn the right cell division diagram on Gemma’s lab report. 
 “No.” 
 “Did you get a bad grade?” 
 “No.”
 I slouched back in my seat. No F. No D. Gemma’s funk couldn’t have anything to do with schoolwork, therefore I was in the clear. 
 I hesitated before asking the next question. Really, anything outside of Gemma’s schoolwork was none of my business. But … 
 “Did something else happen in school?” A fight with a friend, perhaps? 
 Gemma finally looked at me. Too bad her look resembled more of a glare. 
“No. Nothing happened in school,” she snapped. “I told you, I’m fine. God. Can everyone just get off my case! I have homework, you know.” She pointed to the math sheet in my hand. “Can we get back to that?” 
 “Fine,” I snapped back and glanced down at the take-home. Fractions again. I groaned. How long would I be plagued by fractions? “You have to multiply and divide fractions,” I began. “Problem one asks you to multiply two-thirds by three-halves. Any idea what you need to do first?” 
 But Gemma wasn’t listening. She was off staring again, her head leaning against the wall. 
 “Gemma?” 
 “What?” she sighed and closed her eyes, a damsel in full distress. I clenched my hands. 
 “You have to multiply two-thirds by three-halves. What do you think you need to do first?” 
 “I don’t know.” 
Her eyes remained closed. 
 “Yes, you do,” I tapped her rocking chair with my foot. It rocked forward, then back. Gemma’s lids fluttered open. “Come on, concentrate.” 
 “I don’t know,” she said, gazing straight through me. 
 “Okay.” I silently counted to ten, then to twenty for good measure. “I’ll give you a hint. You can solve the problem in one of two ways. One would be to just multiply straight across, both the numerator and the denominator, and then to simplify your answer to get the least common terms. That sounds easy, and it is, if you have relatively small numbers. Things can get a bit trickier when the numbers are bigger because it might be difficult to simplify the product. If that happens, you should try method two, where you simplify the fractions before you multiply them. Remember you can also simplify by cross-multiplying. So which method do you want to try?” 
 Gemma shrugged. “Doesn’t matter.” 
 “In that case, pick one and try the problem,” I advised.
 “You pick.” 
Gemma fiddled with her skirt, folding and unfolding the fabric into a makeshift fan. 
 “Fine.” My eyes followed every new crease of the fabric. “We’ll try both ways, and you tell me which one you like best.” 
 “Whatever.”
 “Great. ‘Whatever,’” I mimicked. I so yearned to roll my eyes to the back of my head; Gemma would surely understand the gesture. “We’ll do the straight multiplication first then. Two-thirds multiplied by three-halves. Let’s deal with the numerator first. What’s two times three?”
Please, please, let her answer.

 Silence. 
Gemma continued folding pleat after pleat. 
 “Gemma!” I burst out, unable to tolerate her indifference much longer. “What’s two times three? I know you know basic multiplication!” 
Oh please, know basic multiplication! 

 Gemma straightened out the pleats and looked at me. 
 “Six.” 
 “Good.” I forced a smile. “And now for the denominator. What’s three times two?” 
 “Six.” 
 “Awesome. So what does that leave us with?” I held my breath. Come on … 
 But Gemma gave nothing but a blank stare. 
 “You have six as the numerator,” I prodded, my smile fading and teeth clenching as I enunciated each word. “And six as the denominator. Six over six. What does that equal?”
 No reply. 
 “Six divided by six, Gemma,” I glowered, abandoning all pretense of understanding. “What’s the answer?” 
 Gemma glowered back. We must have resembled two dueling gunmen, waiting to see who pulled the trigger first. And who knows how long we would have sat there, silent, waiting, if Xander hadn’t barged in. 
 “Dude,” he snickered at Gemma, “that’s so easy. One, you idiot. You have to pardon her,” he said as he turned towards me. “She belongs in retard math, but we all pretend she’s normal so she doesn’t feel bad.” 
 “Xander!” Gemma shrieked and jumped out of her seat. “Get out of my room!” she hurled out as she lunged at him.
I found myself momentarily stunned by her reaction. This wasn’t the first time Xander had interrupted one of our sessions with an inappropriate comment. Gemma usually got mad, but never physical. 
 “No!” I shouted as I regained my ability to move and jumped after her, in a vain effort to block what she surely intended as a tackle. 
Luckily, Xander sidestepped her efforts without my intervention.
He laughed, oblivious or indifferent to any potential physical danger. “You missed.” 
 Coco and Dior, startled out of their sleep, leapt off Gemma’s bed and headed for the door. Fast. 
Lucky dogs. 
 “Xander, stop bothering your sister,” I instructed, grabbing hold of Gemma’s arm before it connected with Xander’s laughing face. “And you too, Gemma. Please stop. Ignore him and he’ll go away. Xander, leave before someone really gets hurt.” 
 “Yeah, leave, you ass,” Gemma cursed as she extricated her arm from my grasp. “This is my room, and I don’t want you here. You’re also interrupting my hour with Tekla. Get out, or I’ll tell Maman!” 
Tears lodged in the corners of her eyelids. She swiped at them with the back of her palm. 
 I scrutinized her face. Why the strong reaction? It was only Xander. 
 “Ooh, Gemma’s in a bad mood,” Xander continued, still laughing. “Poor baby.” He puckered his lips in mock sympathy and looked straight at me. “Could it be because her whole school is laughing at her?”
 My mouth dropped open. That would certainly explain things. 
 “Xander, shut up!” Gemma shrieked even louder. 
 “Why? Don’t you want Tekla to know what happened?” 
 I knew I shouldn’t have—it would only make things worse—but I couldn’t help myself: “What happened?” I asked. 
 “Nothing,” Gemma wailed, tears now rolling freely down her face. She slumped back to the desk and collapsed in her seat, sobbing. 
 “Oh, I don’t know,” Xander mused, shoving his hands in his pant pockets and strolling around the room. “I wouldn’t call everyone making fun of you nothing.” 
He paused next to me. 
“You know that party Maman said she would take her to? That party she was all excited about and wouldn’t stop blabbing about to anyone who’d listen?” 
 I nodded. Oh no. I had a feeling I knew what was coming. A really bad feeling.
 “Well,” Xander resumed his pacing. “The retard here told the whole school that she was going to meet Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie, even though I warned her not to. That Maman never does what she promises. But did she listen? Noooo. Off she went bragging and rubbing it into everybody’s face. ‘I’ll meet Brad Pitt,’” Xander shrilled, pitching his voice in imitation-Gemma. “‘I’ll touch Brad Pitt.’ ‘I’ll get a picture with Brad Pitt.’ But guess what?” 
 “What?” The word rolled off my tongue before I could stop it.
 “It didn’t happen!” 
Xander paused in the center of the room, a stage actor making his grand finale. All that was missing was the spotlight. I stared, riveted by the performance. 
“Nope. No Brad Pitt,” he specified. “No Angelina Jolie. No bragging rights in school. Just total social embarrassment. Because Maman took Dad instead!”
 Xander’s last sentence reverberated in the room like a boom from a cannon. 
 “Oh, Gemma!” I turned away from Xander, and walked towards her. “I’m so sorry,” I sympathized. 
 “No! Don’t be, because I don’t care,” Gemma cried. “I’m happy Maman went with Daddy.” Her voice cracked. “They were fighting, and they made up. That’s why they went together. And that’s good. I want my parents to be happy. And who cares about what people in school say anyway? I’ll get Brad Pitt’s picture next time. Maman promised. Besides, she said I could go with Pam to Kelly’s party tomorrow night, even though she said I couldn’t before, just to make it up to me. So, see, I’m not upset!” 
 I nodded. I’d believe whatever Gemma wanted. 
 “Yeah,” Xander snickered back. “And don’t forget the iPhone from Dad as a payoff.” 
Obviously, Xander didn’t feel the same compunction I did. 
 Gemma turned on Xander like a lioness protecting her cubs. “You’re just jealous because he got me a new phone, and not you. I got one, and you got nothing! So, hah, hah! Laugh all you want.” 
New phone? That tidbit shouldn’t have particularly stood out from the rest of Gemma’s rantings, but it did. 
 “Is your number still the same?” I interrupted, because if it wasn’t, I might be dialing up a dead end the next time Gemma or Xander didn’t hear the downstairs doorbell. Not a pleasant possibility.
 “What? Why?” Gemma halted mid-rant. “No. It’s different.”
 “Can you give it to me, in case I need to call you?” 
 “Yeah, fine,” she quickly agreed and scrawled it down before refocusing her ire back on Xander. “So I am NOT upset. Everything is FINE. So can everyone just please stop asking!” 
 I looked at Gemma’s angry, tear-stained face. 
Boy, if only that were the case. 
 
TWO HOURS LATER—two long hours of Xander refusing to leave Gemma’s room, then leaving, then Gemma sulking that I hadn’t made Xander leave soon enough, and finally Xander sulking while I was in his room because I did make him leave—I headed for the door, and the promise of peace and quiet of law school. 
 Except the door—my gateway to sanity—was blocked. By Julian. 
I paused on the grand Lamont staircase. 
He wore jeans and a tee shirt again. Nothing extraordinary, really. Just faded denim and white cotton. He also hadn’t shaved in days. On any other man, the clothes and the stubble would have looked unkempt, sloppy even. 
Not on Julian. 
I couldn’t stop a small sigh. Effortless elegance, that’s what he made me think of. 
Too bad I found effortless elegance so appealing. 
I continued down the stairs, reminding myself why being attracted to Julian was not a good idea. One: He never called for that second date even though he promised. Two: He seemed only to remember me when I was right there in front of him. Three: He might be romantically involved with Monique. 
“Tekla, I’ve been waiting for you.” 
This time, Julian was looking straight at me. 
A hive of bees settled in the pit of my stomach. I had never seen him so stern, never imagined he could look so serious. He probably saved the concentrated intensity for his work, his camera. But today, apparently, unbelievably, it was focused on me. He was here—waiting— especially for me. 
“Are you mad at me or something?” Julian asked and shoved his hands in the back pockets of his jeans. 
I scrutinized his face, his eyes, the specks of gold and green in the brown irises. “No,” I lied and turned away. Clearly, I had caught him off-guard the other day with Gemma. His offer of a make-up date had been nothing more than common courtesy. 
How unsophisticated of me to think otherwise. How pathetic. 
“I get the feeling you’re purposefully avoiding me,” Julian said. 
I pretended confusion. I hadn’t been avoiding him, exactly. I had just been making certain he was never around when I entered and exited the Lamont townhouse. If he was serious about another date, he needed to call and ask, not throw an offhand proposition while we accidentally passed each other in the hallways. 
That was one of my mother’s rules. She seemed to know all about dating. 
“And I was so hoping to talk to you,” Julian finally grinned. As his dimples winked, the intensity of his stare dissipated. “The International Center of Photography is running an exhibition of Cartier-Bresson’s early work—the guy like totally changed the way we shoot today—and I thought you might want to see it. With me.” 
Phone call. Pff! Who needed a phone call? Julian was thinking of me, when I wasn’t there!

My head bopped up and down, like a bobblehead doll in a speeding car. A date! And a cultural one to boot. No beer and baseball, or boring legal colloquiums, for Julian. No siree. 
“We can go right after I return from Paris. Monique and I are flying out tonight to shoot a Vanity Fair cover, but we’ll be back next Thursday.” 
My bopping came to a sudden stop. Monique. Again.

“It’s her tenth cover for the magazine,” Julian continued, oblivious to my change in demeanor. “Very exciting stuff, especially since we’re shooting in her hometown. I’ve been to Paris, of course, but never with a native. So what do you think?”
I stared at Julian’s smiling face. He was relaxed now, his body reclined against the wall—the confident male about to make another conquest. 
I squared my shoulders. Not if I could help it. How dare he ask me out and then throw Monique into the mix before I could even answer. Well, two could play that game. 

“The exhibition sounds great and I would love to go, but since you’ve been gone for a while—and haven’t really been in touch—I sort of started making plans with someone else. Markus. My classmate from law school.” 
Oh God. Where had that lie come from? Mother always said there was nothing better to get a man to commit than another man, but Markus? 
“It’s nothing serious, yet,” I backtracked slightly. Didn’t want Julian thinking I was completely unavailable. “But we’ve gone out a few times.” 
I marveled at how easily the lies flowed out and vaguely wondered if they would come back to haunt me. Lies and half-truths had a tendency to do just that. 
“Oh, that’s okay.” 
Julian’s pose against the wall remained unchanged. He hadn’t even flinched at Markus’s name. In fact, his smile broadened. I had the uneasy feeling he was laughing at my expense, as if he knew my game to a tee and was willing to play along, at least for the time being. 
“You’re a beautiful woman,” he said.
I couldn’t help it. I beamed. 
“I would’ve been surprised if some other guy hadn’t made a move. But I’m willing to fight for the prize. And it’s not like we’re exclusive or anything. Right?” he added.
“Right,” I agreed, then blinked. And blinked some more. My brain reeled, desperately trying to grasp how Julian managed to get the upper hand without admitting anything about Monique. 
Mentally, I groaned. Somehow I was going on another date. With a guy who might or might not be involved with someone else. 



CHAPTER 12
 
 
 
 
HOW'S WORK?
 Markus’s question appeared on my computer screen about the same time Professor Johnson launched into his analysis of due process in death penalty cases. 
I minimized the class notes—I had briefed Furman and Gregg in minute detail; Professor Johnson couldn’t possibly add anything that the book hadn’t already covered—and concentrated on the serious business of conversing with Markus. 
He didn’t know I had used him with Julian. Therefore, his feelings couldn’t possibly be hurt. Still. 
So-so. I typed. Everyone else in the lecture seemed to follow our lead and abandoned listening. Considering only ten minutes remained until the end of class, there were likely only a few left who were transcribing the professor’s pearls of wisdom. Lots to do. Not enough time to do it in. 


Maybe you need a break? 
I squinted at Markus’s reply, then him: his brown hair parted neatly down the middle. The white cotton of his button-down shirt exemplifying dry-clean crispness. His smooth shave. Everything about him screamed respectability, reliability, dependability. 
Marcus would never date two women at the same time. And, with his bow-shaped lips, smooth cheeks and pert nose, he was really an attractive man, in a baby Cupid sort of way. Too bad I always found the adult Eros far more interesting. 
Maybe … I replied. 
I was thinking we should all get together for a night out to unwind before the craziness of finals, outlines and papers begins, Markus shot back. 
I glanced up from the screen and gazed through Professor Johnson. Markus’s suggestion seemed innocuous enough. But, this was Markus. 
“With Gregg, the state must specify certain aggravating circumstances,” Professor Johnson droned as he skimmed his eyes over my face, “of which at least one must be present in order for the defendant to become constitutionally death-eligible.” 
I snapped back to attention. It was never good if Professor Johnson made actual eye contact. But when his eyes moved off my face, I relaxed. 
Oh my gosh, yes! Lauren jumped into the conversation. What a great idea!


Can I come too? 
Ann. This was getting better and better by the second. 
Sure. I could almost hear Markus’s enthusiasm. His plan was taking shape. So what about you, Tekla? 
What the hell; with Lauren and Ann there, Markus couldn’t possibly misconstrue my agreement. 
I guess I’m in too. 


 Awesome. I was surprised Markus hadn’t punctuated the word with an exclamation mark. Let’s meet up Friday at ten at Off the Wagon.


 Can’t wait! Lauren highlighted her enthusiasm with a smiley face. Except she did—have to wait, that is—because we all still had to sit through the rest of Professor Johnson’s lecture. 
 I stared at the clock. Three more minutes. But then something happened that woke everybody up. 
 Professor Johnson stopped. He scanned the room and tapped his fingers on the lectern. “We will pause here for the day.” 
Before he even finished the sentence, a crescendo of slamming books, shutting down computers and screeching chairs filled the lecture hall. 
 “But before you leave,” Professor Johnson pitched his voice, “I would like to say a few words about this year’s brief-writing competition.” 
The stampede froze.
 Professor Johnson’s brief-writing competition was the apex of the Constitutional Law experience. The little competition that could land a big job. The reason everybody signed up for the class in the first place. 
 “I have decided on a topic, and thought I might give you a preview.” 
The room collectively held its breath. Every year Professor Johnson selected one clause of the United States Constitution and a hypothetical scenario that tested its limits. He then split his students into two groups—one pro and one con—and had them all write briefs. The two winning briefs, as judged by Professor Johnson, got to argue their point in front of a federal judge. In the past fifteen years, all fifteen winning arguments landed their arguers a federal clerkship, and a chance to start their legal careers at the very top of the job pecking order. 
 “This year,” Professor Johnson said to an absolutely silent room, “we will consider the copyright clause. Article I, section 8, clause 8. Think about it, ladies and gentlemen. Congress has the right to promote the progress of science and useful arts by securing for limited times to authors and inventors the exclusive right to their respective writings and discoveries. That’s all for now. Good day.” 
 The room remained silent, hoping for more. But when the more didn’t materialize, the buzz started up again. 
 “Isn’t it exciting?” Ann hopped down to my seat. “We can discuss the clause and strategies for the brief on Friday.” 
 “Ann, you’re so stupid,” Lauren shot off while wrapping a pink pashmina around her shoulders. “Johnson hasn’t even given us a scenario, and you’re all ready to write the brief? No. Friday is about relaxing and getting drunk. No law school talk. Right, Markus?” 
She fluttered her baby blues. Right at him. 
 “Right.” Markus stuffed his laptop into an oversized backpack, a non-believer in the less functional but far cooler shoulder bag. “Although brainstorming for a few minutes might not be so bad.” 
 “You’re so right!” Lauren hefted her own bag on her right shoulder. 
Once I placed mine on my left shoulder, the four of us headed for the exit. Professor Johnson’s voice stopped our procession. 
 “Miss Reznar,” he said. 
I tripped over Markus’s suddenly immobile feet. 
I turned away from Markus’s back and pivoted to face my tormentor. What did I do now? 
Professor Johnson answered my unspoken question. 
“I’m especially looking forward to reading your brief.” 


CHAPTER 13
 
 
 
 
 “I JUST DON’T understand why—on the one free night you’ve had in weeks—you’re going out—to a bar, of all places—if you can come home, have a nice dinner and rest,” my mother’s voice grumbled over the telephone. 
I tried to interject a response. Not that I had one my mother would think was good. 
“You need more sleep,” my mother barreled on. “The last time we saw you, you had bags under your eyes and you looked positively emaciated. When’s the last time you ate a proper dinner anyway? And I’m not talking about that junk they serve on campus. I simply can’t comprehend why you insist on paying all that money for a tiny closet and nasty food when you can live at home—free—and eat the healthy, nutritious meals your father and I go out of our way to prepare for you.” 
 “Yes, well … ” I stood in my dorm room, in front of a mirror, the phone perilously perched between my ear and shoulder, and a red shirt—still on its hanger—plastered in front of my bra-clad torso. I scowled at my reflection. The shirt looked no better than the green one I had tried on before, or the yellow one that had come before that. I threw it back on the bed. I had nothing to wear. 
 A tap on the door, and Lauren marched into the room before I could even muster a, “Who is it?” 
 “Hey!” I screeched, and covered my naked midriff with both arms. In the process I dropped the telephone. It landed with a thud on the room’s bare floor. My mother’s voice buzzed on, uninterrupted. 
 “Here!” Lauren threw a sweater at me. “Wear it with your skinny jeans and black boots. The ones with the spiky heels. And, oh, try the Gucci belt I lent you last week with it. By the way, I want it back.”
 I caught the sweater just in time to see Lauren slam the door behind her. 
 How had she sensed my fashion meltdown? Was I that predictable? 
I unfolded the sweater and held it up for inspection. Peach cashmere. Cowl neckline. Straight hem. Nice. It would drape my body and skim one shoulder, hinting at bare skin. Sexy, but not slutty. And with the skinny pants and high heels, I’d look tall, willowy. Lauren got the look right exactly. Again.
 “Hello! Are you there?” my mother yelled from the floor. “What is going on?” 
Shit. I abandoned the clothes and reached for the telephone. 
 “Sorry, Mom. The phone fell.” 
 “Well, that’s very nice,” my mother tsked. “I didn’t call you to have a conversation with myself, you know.” 
Yeah, well, might as well have. But I bit back the retort. After all, this was my mother. She truly did call because she cared. 
 “I’m really sorry, Mommy.” My mother couldn’t resist an apology. And it would get her off the phone that much sooner. “It was an accident. But I really do have to go now. It’s past nine already, and I don’t want to stay out too late.” Brilliant. My mother couldn’t possibly object to me coming back early. “And don’t worry about the bar. It’ll just be a bunch of law school classmates. We’ll be mostly talking about Constitutional Law and Professor Johnson’s brief competition. Did I tell you he gave us a hint about the topic for this year? No? Well, it’s all about copyright law. We’re meeting to strategize. So, you see, it’s really studying, just in a more relaxed atmosphere.” That was heaping it on a bit thick, but my mother would surely feel better knowing I was discussing schoolwork instead of drinking myself into happy oblivion. 
 “Well, all right then,” she said, hesitating. “Just promise to call me tomorrow so I know you got back safe.” 
I grinned. Attention to schoolwork always did the trick. 
“And say hello to Markus for me,” she added.
Oh God. I could hear what was coming even before she spoke the words. 
“Such a nice boy. So smart and polite. And from such a good family. I don’t know why you refuse to date him. Chasing after some photographer-wannabe instead. What kind of job is photography anyway?” 
 
OFF THE WAGON LOOKED LIKE any typical college dive bar on any campus, anywhere in the United States: a cramped, dark watering hole filled with frat boys and half-dressed girls spewing drunken insights. Except this was a law school dive, and these girls peppered their ramblings with the occasional in rem, ipso facto and res ipsa loquitur. And the guys … well, they were another matter entirely. Not frat boys, exactly. Just the nerds who never made it into their college fraternities, but for whom law school was another golden opportunity for social acceptance. They wore their “going out” uniforms of casual khakis and powder blue shirts—sans ties—like badges of achievement. Future corporate tycoons in the making. 
 “Let’s grab a table in the back,” suggested Markus, pointing to a dark corner at the far end of the bar.
I noticed his blue shirt was so crisp it practically crackled.
 “Sure,” Lauren said. She winked at him and strutted ahead of us, her hips swaying to and fro, the “Juicy” label of her hot pants calling attention to her less-than-impressive backside. 
I shook my head. How the girl could give top-notch fashion advice but dress her own self like a tramp was beyond me. 
“I think this table has four seats, so it should be appropriate,” Ann chimed in, ever practical. She unbuttoned her blazer—no casual wear for Ann, thank you—adjusted her bun and firmly pushed back her glasses. 
“May I get you ladies something to drink?” Markus asked. He pulled back three seats and, always the gentleman, wiped down the table. 
We nodded. 
Fifteen minutes later and with four beer bottles in his hand, Markus returned to the table. “How about a toast?” He pulled up one last chair. “To law school. And the peace and quiet before finals.” 
“Amen to that!” I gulped down half my beer. I didn’t even want to think about finals. 
“No, no.” Ann put down her malt, untouched. “Let’s toast Professor Johnson. You know, for luck. With the briefs. Aren’t you guys totally excited?” she queried, practically jumping in her seat. 
Lauren stared at Ann as if she were daft. “Excited? About more work?” She pulled a compact out of her Louis Vuitton canvas, a smaller version of my own—God, I loved the Lamonts—and applied a fresh coat of coral pink lip-gloss. “You’ve got to be crazy.” 
Ann puffed up in her seat. 
“Wh-why … ” she stammered, ready to defend Professor Johnson and his writing competition with her dying breath. 
“Ladies, ladies,” Markus, the diplomat, chuckled as he interrupted. “No need to argue. Ann, we’ll toast to Professor Johnson, and Lauren, we’ll also toast to the days of summer when none of us has to do any work. Well, except for working at the law firms. How’s that?” 
Ann relaxed. Lauren fluttered her lashes and giggled. 
I groaned, “Must we really talk about Johnson at all? Tonight is supposed to be about unwinding.” 
“What’s wrong with Johnson?” Ann rested her elbows on the table. 
 I sat back in my chair and took another sip of beer. “In theory, nothing.” I returned the bottle to its coaster and watched a drop of sweat run along its neck. It rolled slowly, until another bead blocked its way. Then the two merged, like wrestlers caught in a violent embrace, battling it out for the win. “But I just get this feeling he has it in for me.” 
 “Oh, please,” Ann rolled her eyes. Somehow, on her, the gesture looked even more obnoxious than on a teenager. “Do you honestly believe he would bother to take the time out of his extremely busy schedule just to pick on poor little Tekla in a class of more than a hundred? Seriously, you’re not that special.” 
 “I’m not saying I am,” I glared at Ann. The girl made liking her extremely difficult. “And I know it doesn’t make any sense for him to single me out. But, still, I get the vibe.” 
I glanced around the table. Ann scowled. Lauren yawned. Markus flickered his eyes away from me. 
“Like today,” I continued. I had to prove my point. I was not paranoid. “Why did he only stop me to say he was ‘looking forward’ to reading my brief? Don’t you think that sounded like a threat?” 
 “I don’t know.” Markus leaned towards me, his voice gentle, his hand outstretched across the table, reaching for mine. “You have kind of done things to piss him off, don’t you think? Coming in late. The mess with the phone. And, of course, the essay. It couldn’t have gone over too well with Johnson. Not that I think those things were entirely your fault,” Markus soothed. “But still, I can understand why he would be irritated. Don’t you?” 
 “Yes, but … ” 
 “It’s that job of yours, you know,” Markus rushed on, seemingly determined to nail his point home. “If you’d only focus on schoolwork, you would have no problems with Johnson. Quit and you’ll see. He’ll love you, like all our other professors, and you’ll be back in top form again.”
 “Yes, but … ” I looked to Lauren for help. After all, the job had been her suggestion. But she was busy checking her cuticles. 
 “Tekla,” Markus said warmly, patting my hand. I was grateful it wasn’t my head. “I’ve said this before and I’ll say it again: The job’s not worth it. And if it’s only about the money, you know I’ll be more than happy to spot you whatever, and whenever, you need. Nothing’s worth the risk to your grades.” Topic exhausted, at least as far as he was concerned, Markus reached for his beer. “Now who wants to talk about this year’s competition? Any thoughts about copyrights?” 
 I pressed my lips together—hard. Only about the money?! Markus, with his hefty trust fund and prestigious social background, could never understand. 
 “Not while we’re still sober, we won’t,” I declared as I gulped down the remainder of the beer. “The next round is on me.” I would pay my own way, thank you. “But this time we’re drinking vodka.” 
 
THE SCREAMING IN MY HEAD the next morning reminded me why I should never drink too much and why I should never, ever, mix beer with hard liquor. 
 I moaned as the screaming got louder. Luckily it only seemed to come in evenly spaced intervals. That refused to go away. 
 I pressed a pillow over my head. Make it stop!

 Miraculously, it did. And then started up again. 
 As no hangover headache I’d ever had came with such predictable gaps of relief, I rolled out of bed to investigate and soon realized the sound wasn’t inside my head. 
It was the telephone. 
Oh, God. My mother. I had completely forgotten to call her.
Except it wasn’t. 
“Tekla? Tekla, this is Lisa.” 
One of my least favorite people. Calling because Gemma was missing and no one had her new cell phone number. Calling because she hoped I did. 
I had a bad feeling my Lamont-free Saturday was coming to a rapid end.
Gemma had never made it to her friend’s birthday party—the party Monique had agreed her daughter could go to as payoff for having ditched her in favor of her husband when it came to the Bradangelina party. 
Gemma’s frantic phone call half an hour later confirmed that fact.
“Tekla … ,” she whispered. “Tekla, I think I screwed up … Pam’s parents went to the country for the weekend and she was home alone. We thought it would be nice to have pre-party drinks at her house before we went to Kelly’s … Pam’s parents left the liquor cabinet open. We thought it would be cool to get a taste from all the different bottles. I don’t really remember what happened after the fifth drink … I’m throwing up, a lot. And Pam is passed out. I tried to wake her so I dragged her into the shower … She’s sleeping in the tub. I don’t know what to do … Lisa called me. But I didn’t tell her where I was ‘cause she was just yelling. And she told me Maman is coming home. That she had to cancel the Vanity Fair shoot all because of me. Tekla, I’m in so much trouble. That shoot was very important. Can you please come and get me and take me home? I swear, Daddy’ll pay you twice as much as normal! Just come and get me so I don’t have to go home alone. Please. No one else will bother listening to me. No one else understands.” 
I closed my eyes. Fourteen-year-old Gemma drunk. The pounding headache that my own drinking hadn’t prompted was now coming on in magnificent force. 
“All right,” I agreed while I massaged my throbbing temples. “But only if you promise to call your father. He should be at Pam’s too.” 


CHAPTER 14
 
 
 
 
PAM’S HOME was a Park Avenue penthouse suite in the upper 80s. It had all the trappings—plaster moldings, arched doorways, marble fireplaces—of a top-shelf prewar Manhattan apartment. 
 The frills, however, did little to conceal the empty liquor bottles strewn over the cherry parquet floor and mahogany dining room table like bowling pins scattered after a strike. Nor did they mask the stench of vomit. 
 I pinched my nostrils and made my way through what looked to be an empty living room. Gemma and Pam were nowhere in sight. 
 A doorman had let me in. 
 “They’re expecting you,” he had said as he ushered—no, practically pulled—me into the elevator, and then the suite, seemingly ecstatic to get the whole mess of Pam, Gemma and their drinking binge off his hands. 
 Poor man. I could imagine the phone calls that must have preceded my arrival. Clearly, I was the first adult on the scene. But, suddenly, when the door shut behind me and the doorman fled to the sanity of his duties downstairs, I didn’t feel quite so grown up. 
 “Gemma?” I called out as an empty Jack Daniels bottle rolled to a stop in front of my feet. I stooped to pick it up and returned it to the dining room table, next to a half-finished bottle of Absolut. 
 “Gemma? Where are you? It’s Tekla.” 
 No reply. I eyed more bottles, some empty, some half-finished. Beefeater. El Jimador Tequila. Johnny Walker. Bacardi. 
 It had been some party. No wonder the two had gotten sick. If the quantity alone hadn’t done the trick, the rainbow-colored mix must have worked its magic. 
 I searched for the nearest bathroom—Gemma had mentioned pulling Pam into a tub—and pushed open a door across from the living room that looked promising. 
 Bingo. 
 Gemma sat curled in a fetal position on the marble tile floor. She was pale. Her head was against the wall, her mascara was smudged beneath her closed lashes, and her red lipstick was smeared off her lips and onto her chin and cheeks. I couldn’t help but observe bits of food dried in her disheveled hair, and dark stains—of either alcohol, vomit or both; I couldn’t tell—splotched all over her silk camisole and linen mini. She was a Baby Jane in full hangover glory. 
 “Gemma, thank God!” 
I rushed to her. That was when I saw a girl who could only be Pam slumped in the bathtub, her skin shades paler than Gemma’s and definitely greener. But as she was snoring and therefore clearly breathing, she was in no immediate need of emergency medical attention. 
 “Gemma, can you hear me?” I reached for Gemma’s arm and gently shook her when she made no reply. 
 Gemma fluttered her eyes open. “Tekla … ,” she croaked. Then she burst into tears and lunged straight at me. 
I plopped down on the floor hard, with Gemma in my arms. She laid her head on my shoulder, like an infant seeking comfort from its mother, and continued sobbing. 
“Thank you for coming. I’m so sorry,” she wept. 
 “It’s okay.” 
I patted Gemma’s back as she cried, but turned my face from her, barely able to conceal a retch. The girl smelled worse than the apartment. 
“How are you feeling?” I asked as I finally pushed her away and propped her back up against the wall at a far safer distance. 
 Gemma swiped at her tears. 
 “My head hurts,” she sniffed as she wiped her dripping nose. “Bad. I’m really nauseous. But I think Pam is worse. She still hasn’t woken up.” 
 I sat on the floor, Indian-style. 
 “Did you have anything to drink—and I mean water, not alcohol—since your party started?” 
 Gemma shook her head no. 
 I pushed myself up and walked towards the sink. A glass stood on its ledge. I filled it with water. 
“Here. Drink it.” I watched her gulp down the water, then refilled the glass when she handed it back, empty. “The water should help with the headache. And so will an aspirin,” I counseled as I dug a pill out from my bag. 
 Gemma swallowed the aspirin and three more glasses of water. 
Good. Those should hold her over. Pam, however, was another matter. 
I turned towards the tub and the listless body that occupied it. I tapped Pam on her cheeks. Nothing. Just more snoring. I sat on the tub’s ledge and patted some more. Gemma watched my every move, her eyes bigger and darker than an owl’s. 
 “See,” she whispered, a pitch of hysteria trickling back into her voice. “She won’t answer. She won’t wake up.”
 I shushed Gemma and stared at Pam. 
 In the movies, they always woke the passed-out drunk with a good dowsing of cold water. And Pam was already in the shower. 
 “Hand me that towel,” I demanded as I slid off the tub’s ledge, reached for the cold-water knob and turned it on full force. “And step back. This might get messy.” 
 Water sprayed into the tub, over Pam, and onto the floor. 
 “What in the bloody hell is going on here?” boomed a voice from the bathroom’s door. 
I jumped away from the running shower, like a burglar caught in the act. 
Mr. Lamont.
“And why in hell won’t anyone answer when I call?” he chided.
 I simply gaped at him. His presence was so unexpected—although, of course, it shouldn’t have been. 
 “Daddy!” Gemma wailed, bursting into fresh waves of tears. With a towel clutched to her chest, she sidled her way behind my back, away from her father. 
 Mr. Lamont scowled. 
 We must have made some picture. Me, slack-jawed. Gemma, disheveled and crying, and hiding behind me. Pam, unconscious in the bathtub. The water still running. 
Shit. The water. I charged into the shower and screwed the knob to off. Maybe flooding the bathroom wasn’t such a hot idea. Pam was just as unconscious—except now she was soaked. Soon she’d probably be cold, and a perfect candidate for pneumonia. I snatched the towel from Gemma, bent over Pam’s prostrate body, and tried to pat-dry her wet face, hair and shirt front. 
 “I repeat, what in the bloody hell is going on here? And for God’s sake, Gemma, stop that sniveling!” 
 Mr. Lamont’s voice stopped my clearly futile efforts. Gemma only sniveled louder.
 “Ahh … ” I inched towards Mr. Lamont as Gemma practically molded herself onto my back. 
 “Gemma,” Mr. Lamont snarled. “Stop hiding behind Miss Reznar.” 
Gemma, head low, stepped around and stood next to me. Mr. Lamont glared at his daughter. 
“Look at you! You’re pathetic.” He leaned towards her. “And you stink! To think, people outside our family have actually seen you in this state. Go find your coat or sweater or whatever else you had on when you first got to this God-forsaken place. You’re going home. The car is waiting downstairs. We’re leaving. Now.” 
 “What? W-wait!” I sputtered as Mr. Lamont turned to leave, obviously expecting Gemma to follow, sans me or … “What about Pam? We—you—can’t just leave her here. Alone. She’s still unconscious.” 
 Pam groaned, a sign of life. Mr. Lamont glanced at her, disgust and annoyance—whether at Pam or me, I wasn’t sure—painted all over his face. 
 “Her parents claim they’re on their way,” he shrugged.
 I couldn’t believe my ears. 
 “But they’re not here yet!” I sputtered. “She’s Gemma’s friend. They both got into this together. You should at least call a relative of hers who can come and stay with her until her parents get back to New York. She’s only fourteen, and she will probably be very scared when she’s fully awake,” I finished lamely, out of arguments. 
Could Mr. Lamont truly be this cold?

 “If you’re so worried about her,” Mr. Lamont replied, “you stay.” 
 I gawked. Words failed me. He was decamping with Gemma, leaving Pam and me behind. The implications of that retreat raced through my head: Pam was barely awake. I didn’t know her parents. Aside from this one encounter, I didn’t even know Pam. Hadn’t actually spoken to her. And she sure as hell didn’t know me. 
 “I’m not going without Tekla,” Gemma declared with resolve, filling the sudden silence like a voice from the heavens. “And I don’t care how long it takes or who finds out.” She sat on the tub’s ledge, her arms crossed, her lips pouting. “Even if Page Six shows up.”
 Mr. Lamont fixed his stare on Gemma. His nostrils flared when she didn’t respond to the threat. 
“Fine,” he finally said. “If you insist. I’ll see what I can do.” 
I couldn’t shake the feeling some form of retribution would eventually follow. 
 
 “I CANNOT BELIEVE you do something so horrible to me, your Maman. No?” 
Monique Lamont lounged on the white leather sofa in the Lamont townhouse underneath her portrait, the two dogs at her feet. She was clad in her signature black Balenciaga—this time a pencil skirt and loose button-down shirt that looked anything but loose when it draped her generous body. She was cover-girl fabulous, revealing not a hint of the hurried eight-hour transatlantic flight anywhere on her person: no bags under her eyes, not a hair out of place. 
 Gemma sat—no, slumped—opposite her, freshly showered, with her hair groomed and face scrubbed clean. A fresh sweatshirt and pants replaced her stained outfit. She smelled like body wash and shampoo, like vanilla and almonds, all visible signs of the binge drinking—except for her pallor and drawn eyes—gone. 
 “I work so hard for you, and you hurt me. No?” Monique sighed. She fluttered manicured fingers in front of her daughter’s face before she let the hand drop back to the sofa. “And your poor father. He is so angry, so hurt by what you do. You, his peu fille. He is just devastated. Crushed.” 
 At that last pronouncement, I raised a skeptical brow. Crushed? Somehow I didn’t think so. Mr. Lamont was long gone. He had called Pam’s parents before he dragged her tutor out to the penthouse to babysit until they returned. Problem of Pam? Solved. 
Then he herded us to the car and dropped us off at the townhouse—but refused to go in himself. In fact, he hadn’t uttered a word to either Gemma or me the entire ride. He just grunted at the driver, pointed us out to the curbside and sped away, destination unknown. 
Devastated, my ass.

 “And I try to work so hard,” Monique continued. “Now I have to fly back tomorrow just to finish the job.” 
 I peeked over at Julian. He stood slumped against the living room wall. Like me, he was probably too tired or annoyed to leave the unfolding Lamont drama. I imagined he had the headache of arranging the abrupt return trip home because, unlike Monique, he looked exhausted. The black of his irises contrasted starkly with the red in the rest of his eyes. His slim-fitting Prada shirt and slacks seemed wilted, too. He looked like a man who hadn’t had time to change in more than twenty-four hours.
 “And your poor brother,” Monique lamented. “Do you know the housekeeper says he spends the entire night crying because he thinks something bad happen to you?” 
 Surprised, I turned back to Monique. Xander’s eyes had been red and puffy when we first arrived at the house, yes, but the minute he saw Gemma, he hissed a, “You bitch, you’re dead!” under his breath and disappeared upstairs, probably to lock himself in his room doing God-knows-what. 
 “I am very disappointed in you, Gemma.” 
Monique stared at her daughter, but Gemma seemed completely uninterested in her mother’s disapproval. Actually, she appeared uninterested in the situation as a whole. She sat staring at the wall, saying nothing, twirling a strand of hair around her finger, her mouth petulant—an angry teenager in full rebellious glory. Whatever, her expression screamed to anybody willing to listen.
 “And I am very sad to say I will have to punish you for this … this drinking,” Monique said before she got up from the sofa. She ran her hands down the length of her skirt, straightening out nonexistent creases. “You cannot go out for all of this week. We talk about what will happen on the weekend later, when I return from Paris again, oui? Now please go upstairs and think about how you have hurt this family.” 
Monique flounced out of the room. Gemma stalked after her. 
That’s it? My mouth gaped open as I watched the two leave. That was Gemma’s whole punishment for almost drinking herself to death, for upending everyone’s weekend and dragging her mother across the Atlantic? Staying home during the school week, with no other privileges taken away, and a we-will-see-about-the-weekend? 
 “Forget about it,” Julian advised as he tapped me on my shoulder. He shook his head. “That’s just how they are. I’ll take you home. Maybe we can grab coffee on the way. I need caffeine.” 
 
WE WENT TO GRUMPY’S Café in the East Village because Julian refused to step foot in a Starbucks. “Corporate assassins,” he had called them as we passed three in the vicinity of two blocks and my mouth salivated over the possibility of a tall mocha latte with peppermint, no whip. “They destroy local café culture. Plus, their coffee sucks.” 
 So we had trekked twenty blocks and now sat over two steaming cups of real cappuccinos in downtown’s take on an old-school coffeehouse, tangerine walls and abstract portraits of naked women included.
 I sipped my cappuccino. It really was good. And it smelled even better. 
“What a day. What a nightmare.” I shook my head and contemplated the steam rising from the cup. “Poor Gemma.” 
 “Poor Gemma?” Julian tore his eyes away from his own cup and stared at me, incredulous. “You’ve got to be kidding me. She created the whole mess, and you feel sorry for her?”
 I shrugged. Kind of. 
 “The drinking, you know,” I said as I took another sip of coffee, replaced the cup on its saucer and traced a finger along its rim, “was nothing more than a desperate cry for attention. It can’t be easy growing up with a mother who’s always absent and an uninterested father.” 
 Julian continued his staring. 
 “Give me a break,” he finally laughed, though the sound carried no humor. “Gemma and almost every other kid in America. The world.” He leaned across the table towards me, his face mere inches away from my own. I could read the lines of fatigue on his handsome features. “Tell me, did your parents work when you were little?” 
 I paused. I knew where he was heading with the question, but didn’t know how to answer without proving his point and undermining my own. 
 “Yes, but that was different.” And it was. My parents weren’t always present, but they cared. They were interested in what I was and was not doing. Unlike Gemma’s. 
 “How?” Julian sat back in his chair and took a hearty sip of coffee. “They probably had to work so you could have a roof over your head, so you could eat. And that doesn’t leave a lot of room for quality time with the children. Take my parents, for example,” he offered, rubbing his eyes before he rested one hand, palm up, on the table. “My father worked nights and slept days. I hardly ever saw him. Forget about having father-son conversations. And my mother? She worked two jobs, and in between raised three children. There wasn’t a lot of time there for individual bonding. They did all this just so they could support us. So tell me, where’s the difference. Oh, wait.” His hand on the table curled into a fist. “I have one. Unlike me, and probably you, the Gemmas of this world are filthy rich. So while their parents are gone, they have housekeepers, nannies and tutors to take care of them. Could you say the same about yourself? Because I remember plenty of days, and nights, when the TV was my nanny.” 
 I sat looking at Julian, uncertain what to say. He seemed so angry, so frustrated, all traces of the charming, cover-boy-perfect Mr. GQ completely dissipated. 
 After a moment of silence, Julian exhaled a deep breath. “Look, I’m sorry. I’m tired. I’ve spent the last God knows how many hours running around trying to get us all back to New York just so we can fly out again tomorrow, and all because of Gemma.” He closed his eyes and pinched their corners. “But, honestly, aside from that, I’m mad, and jealous, because these kids, they have opportunities you and I will never have. They fly on private planes, dine with royalty and party with celebrities. They flunk school, but still get the best jobs when they feel like working. Meanwhile, I’ve worked my way through college, graduated with the best grades—and all I can hope for is a position as an assistant. I do Monique’s dirty work while she gets the credit. And all the while, I have to kiss her ass just so I can have the opportunity, the exposure, to network so I can eke out a decent future for myself. Gemma will never face that problem. She has it made, so forgive me if I save my pity for those kids who grow up in abusive homes, or have no homes at all. They’d probably trade places with Gemma in a heartbeat.” 
 I nodded and drank more coffee, the taste now stale on my tongue. 
Julian was right, of course. But I wasn’t entirely wrong either. 


CHAPTER 15
 
 
 
 
THE LAW LIBRARY was mostly in the basement of the school’s main lecture hall. 
 Oh sure, the visitor’s desk, the guest reading rooms, and the body-sized portraits of major donors occupied the sunny ground level, with its floor-to-ceiling arched windows. But everything else—the stacks of legal reference texts, the computer lab and the rows and rows of student study desks—was in the pits. 
 No natural light ever reached this part of the library. Students toiled away under giant florescent light boxes, which obliterated any indication of day or night. Of course, that didn’t bother the few bodies napping on the beat-up sofas positioned throughout, their snores reverberating in the church-like silence. 
 “Shhhh,” I hissed at one such body snoozing two feet away from me. His snores buzzed in my ear like a mosquito that just couldn’t be swatted away. 
 Not that he was disturbing much. I had been staring at a blank computer screen for the past fifteen minutes, itching to slam a fist through it and destroy the cursor that seemed to jeer, “you can’t write squat,” with every blink.
 It was right. I couldn’t write squat, at least not about Constitutional Law. 
 I had come to the library in a vain effort to catch up on my Law Review assignment: cite check every quote and every paraphrase—virtually every word—of a seventy-five-page article by a rising professor, to be published in the next issue. So I had pulled out books and journals and settled at a desk to do the fact-checking, a privilege I’d earned by out-competing four hundred other law students vying for the coveted spot of a Law Review staff editor. And as reward for this academic accomplishment, I got to search for needles in the reference book haystack, all for free. No paycheck waited at the end of what surely would be a thirty-hour job, minimum. 
 These law schools had quite a thing going. 
 Instead of hiring paid editors to man the school’s most prominent scholarly journal, they had students fighting over the opportunity to do the labor—free of charge. Brilliant! Only a legal genius could come up with such a scam. And I was a complacent victim who’d been eager at the opportunity. After all, this was the Law Review we were talking about; the very name would give my otherwise meager legal resume hefty weight. It could mean glorious future jobs. Or so I’d been told—no, promised. So I tried, really, really tried, to cite check every word and fact. 
But when doing so proved just too tedious, I’d decided to get a head start on the Constitutional Law competition brief instead. We had two weeks to finish it. 
 “Two weeks, ladies and gentlemen,” Professor Johnson had announced during class. “And not a day more.” 
He had walked around the podium and stopped in front of the lectern. I could’ve sworn he was looking straight at me when he made the warning, as if he anticipated my brief being late. So I’d elbowed Markus: See, I’m not paranoid. He is singling me out. But Markus had shrugged, clearly unimpressed with my keen perception.
“I want them on my desk, in my office by nine a.m. at the latest. Not 9:05, not 9:01,” Professor Johnson had commanded. Again, his eyes had seemed to rest on me. “Nine sharp. And be warned,” he’d threatened, pitching his voice low like a judge about to pronounce a death sentence, “I’ve been known to fail students in the past when they did not meet this deadline.” 
The class of a hundred had gone absolutely still, the hum of laptops the only sound in the room. Professor Johnson had leaned on the lectern and smiled, apparently satisfied with the effect his words had on the audience. 
“Now,” he’d said, straightening up, twirling a gold cuff link for the hundredth time and pulling at his sleeve, “for the topic. A Work for Hire scenario is being hung outside this room by my assistant as we speak. So is a list of all of you; half of you are to be pro, and half con. Please find your name on the appropriate list and have the brief in my hands in two weeks or less. Good day.” 
Work for Hire? What the hell was Work for Hire?

Everyone in the class had grabbed their textbooks and flipped through the pages in a mad dash for the answer. I couldn’t recall studying the doctrine. It obviously had something to do with copyrights, but … 
 “Page 263,” someone had called out from the back of the room, and pages had flipped even faster. I had skimmed the text: “A ‘work made for hire’ is a work prepared by an employee within the scope of his or her employment.” 
I’d glanced up from the page. What fact scenario could Professor Johnson possibly have come up with to complicate this simple concept?

The answer would be hanging on the wall beyond the classroom. Almost as one, my classmates and I all had shot our books closed; in a swarm we’d flown for the door, with me smack in the middle. 
 “Miss Reznar, a moment please.” 
I had stopped midstride. Bodies had brushed past and bumped into me as I turned towards Professor Johnson, still standing by the lectern. Somehow, his request hadn’t really surprised me: after all, these after class tête-à-têtes were becoming very regular. 
 I had approached Professor Johnson like an acrophobic approaches a hundred foot drop. 
 “Miss Reznar, it has come to my attention that you are falling behind in your Law Review responsibilities.” 
I’d gawked. What? How? Law Review was a wholly run student entity. We edited faculty work, usually from outside the immediate NYU Law School, but—for the sake of academic integrity—the professors had no say in the process. So what could Professor Johnson possibly have to do with the Review and my assigned article? 
“Please remember what an honor it is to be selected to the editorial staff and how much others rely on you meeting your obligations. Imagine how the author of your article will feel when it doesn’t get published because you fail to do your part in time.” 
 I’d sputtered, searching for words that would bail me out of this conversation. “I’m just a little behind … ” Lie. I hadn’t even started. The Lamonts had made that impossible. Mostly. There was also my laziness. “Err, I was planning on going to the library straight after class to finish.” 
Well, I could at least make that part reality. So as soon as I’d slipped out of Professor Johnson’s sight, I’d headed for the library and its legal stacks. 
 But I just couldn’t make it happen. No amount of good intentions or fear of Professor Johnson could make the cite checking palatable. Nor did they help with the brief. 
 So I stared at the blank computer screen some more. The snorer had since abandoned his post on the sofa, yet my writing was going no better. I had to argue against the expansion of the Work for Hire doctrine, but couldn’t formulate a single sentence, not even to summarize the facts, even though they had been provided by Professor Johnson. They were straightforward, really: An imaginary teacher in an imaginary elementary school wrote an imaginary children’s book to help her students learn to read, and that imaginary book eventually became an imaginary bestseller that made imaginary millions. The teacher claimed the money was hers, but the school disagreed because she wrote the book on its dime. Who’s right? I had to defend her. 
 “How’s it going?” 
Markus tapped me on the shoulder. I hadn’t seen him in the library earlier, though I assumed, like everyone else in the class, he had holed himself up to create a legal masterpiece. He had to argue for the school. 
 “It’s not,” I sighed, sitting back in my chair. “Neither the Law Review article nor my brief. And what’s up with this Work for Hire crap? Like there aren’t a hundred other more interesting Constitutional topics that Johnson could have picked.” 
 “You still haven’t done the Law Review assignment?” Markus gasped. 
If he were a girl, I’d call it a shriek. 
 “Shhh,” a woman occupying the next desk spat out at us. 
 “Nope,” I responded, lowering my voice. Markus hadn’t been picked for Law Review—a fact that still shocked—but he got his International Law Journal assignments completed ahead of time. He was that journal’s star editor, the first-rank man in a second-rank periodical. “And it seems like I’m not getting it done today because … ” I said, glancing at my watch, “ … shit! I’m late for work.” 
 
 “TEKLA, THANK GOD you’re here!” 
Lisa yanked open the Lamont front door, grabbed my arm and pulled me inside. 
 I gaped. I never imagined Lisa would be thankful to see me. Ever. 
 “Help me,” she said, and kept pulling on my arm. 
 The gasps coming from the dining room clued me in that maybe, indeed, she was right; my help might be necessary. So I let her shove me into the room without protest. 
 “Oh my God!” I shrugged off Lisa’s grip and sprang towards the dining table. 
 Gemma lay sprawled on the floor, next to the table, an upturned chair still underneath her, Xander on top of her. His knees were on her chest, and his hands were around her neck like two gold bands of a choker.
 Gemma was wheezing; her left hand flailed in the air, the other clawed at Xander’s face. Her own face was turning a telling shade of purple, the veins in her temple popping in warning. 
 “Xander!” I grabbed Xander’s shoulders and tried to jerk him off her. “Get off!” 
 He wouldn’t budge, just kept pressing harder. 
 “Xander!” I screamed and kept yanking. “You’ll kill her.” 
Had the boy gone completely insane? 
 Lisa materialized by my side, reached for Xander’s hands and tried to pry his fingers open. 
 “Xander, stop!” she cried. “She can’t breathe.” 
 I abandoned my station by Xander’s back and joined Lisa’s efforts. We worked on his fingers one by one until all ten opened. 
 Xander slid off Gemma’s limp body and said nothing. Gemma simply gasped for air like a fish out of water. Lisa and I stared at the two, panting. The room was otherwise silent. Unfortunately, the lull didn’t last. Gemma took three more breaths and pounced on Xander. 
 “You fucking asshole,” she shrieked and aimed a fist at his face. It connected with his chin. “I hate you!” A second blow landed squarely in his eye. 
 I winced. That had to hurt. Bad. 
 Xander seemed momentarily paralyzed by the attack. Sadly, this immobility too didn’t last. He curled his hands into fists and popped two punches—one after the other, bam, bam—into Gemma’s stomach. She squealed and rolled into a ball, clutching her abdomen, tears streaming down her cheeks. 
 “Xander,” I exclaimed, startled. The violence of this latter assault somehow seemed more vicious than his first. “Xander!” 
I grabbed his arm when he raised the fists again and shook him. “Xander, can you hear me?” He looked right through me. “Xander!” I landed my own punch, on his arm. For attention. What was a little more violence anyway? 
Xander’s eyes finally focused on my face. 
 “Xander, what the hell do you think you’re doing?” I demanded.
 He stared at me some more. Then his face crumbled. 
 “She started it,” he whined. “She poured soda all over my pizza. On purpose.”
 “Liar!” Gemma screeched from her corner. “You started it. You called me a drunken ho. You asshole!” 
 I looked at the two of them like they were alien children, all green and otherworldly. 
 “Enough,” Lisa interjected. She raised herself from the floor where Xander, Gemma and I were still sprawled, dusted off her slacks and straightened her shirt. Her stilettos were on, a marvel since my flats had long come off. “The two of you are hooligans! Barbarians! Animals! What will your father think about this?” 
 “What happened?” I scrambled up, not really expecting Lisa to answer. She surprised me. 
 “These two idiots,” she spat, pointing at Gemma and Xander, “insisted on having pizza for dinner. Then when the delivery came, they insisted on fighting over the same slice EVEN THOUGH THEY HAD THE WHOLE PIE.” Lisa shook. Literally shook. “Somewhere in there, Xander called Gemma you-know-what, and she decided to retaliate by pouring a whole bottle of Coke over the pie, thereby ruining dinner for us all. And Xander, in his brilliance, thought choking her was the best resolution. You saw the rest. Now, I’m going to call Stephen and let him know what wonderful children Monique has. And you,” she pointed a red-tipped finger at me, “can deal with them. Luckily that’s no longer my job. And by the way, you’re late.” 
 She left the room in a huff. Yeah, I wanted to shout after her, if it’s no longer your job, what are you doing here, Miss Personal Assistant? Oh, and FYI, it isn’t my job either. I am a tutor. T-u-t-o-r. Here to help with homework, not discipline. And, excuse me, but five minutes isn’t really late.

 I turned to Gemma and Xander. Xander had made his way up from the floor and was trying to help Gemma up. She swiped at his efforts. 
 “Get away from me,” she yelled. “I hate you. I hate all of you!” She vaulted off the floor. “And I’m not a drunk!” She stormed out of the room. 
 “Nice.” I looked over at Xander. A shiner was already visible around his eye, as were a few scratch marks. “What possessed you? Strangling your sister. Punching her.” 
 Xander pouted. 
 “Well, she is a drunk,” he proclaimed, his voice heated. “Do you know how freaked out I was that night? I called all her friends looking for her. I thought she was dead!” 
 I stared. So this was what the fight was really about. The parents hadn’t done the disciplining so he’d decided to do it for them. 
 “Xander … ” 
 But Lisa’s voice cut me off. 
 “Xander, Gemma!” she shouted from the living room. “Get in here. Your father’s on the phone and wants to speak to both of you. Now. He’s on conference.” 
 Xander grimaced, but did as ordered. So did Gemma. She sulked back into the room. I followed. What else was there to do? Certainly not tutoring. 
 “What in the bloody hell are you two doing?!” Mr. Lamont’s voice boomed from the telephone. “Gemma, provoking your brother. And Xander, a gentleman never hits a woman, especially if she’s his sister. Now go to your rooms, both of you, and think about what you have done. Miss Reznar, are you there?” 
 “Ah, yes,” I squeaked, startled. What did I do? 
 “Make sure they stay there. And what’s this I hear about you being late?” 
 
WHEN MY CELL PHONE RANG, I was ten blocks away from the dorm. After the two hours with Xander and Gemma, I’d needed a stroll, for the fresh air, clear head and all. The day was warm, so I had decided to walk home. And I was tempted to ignore the call, but I checked the caller’s identity. 
 Ms. Jacobs. 
 How fortuitous. The one call I actually wanted to receive, from the one person who could intervene with the Lamonts on my behalf. 
 “Tekla!” Ms. Jacobs’s gravelly voice assaulted my ear. “Just calling to hear how things are going.” 
 “Well … ” Where to start? With the drinking, the fighting, or just the fact that I didn’t seem to tutor but was actually doing all the homework? “The twins have been a little … crazy.” 
 “Oh,” Ms. Jacobs cackled, “I’m sure it’s nothing. You’re so smart and bright, you can handle anything. You’re one of my best tutors, you know. I knew I could trust Lauren. And it’s good to hear you’re doing so well. Call me whenever you need anything.” 
 “Wait! No, really!” I stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. “They are crazy, and I don’t know what to do. Like today,” I rushed on, lest Ms. Jacobs get off, “Gemma and Xander almost killed each other. Really. I’m talking choking and punching. How do I handle something like that?” 
 “Oh, that’s nothing.” 
I could just visualize Ms. Jacobs waving a dismissive hand as she articulated these words. 
“Don’t worry yourself with little stuff like that. That’s just horseplay. Kids will be kids, you know. I have to run. Another appointment. A kooky Upper East Side mother thinks she can get her C-minus son into Harvard with my help. Now that’s crazy. But what can I do? These parents don’t understand how difficult my job really is. Anyways, call me whenever you need anything. I’m always here for you. I don’t just write the checks, you know. But you’re doing such a fine job, I might as well ask you for advice.” 
She chuckled and disconnected. 
Yeah, I though as I dropped the phone back in my bag, I was doing really well.


CHAPTER 16
 
 
 
 
 “OH MY GOSH, Tekla, I’m, like, having a house party this Saturday, and you should soooooo come.” 
 I looked at Gemma, searching her face for any signs of trauma from her fight with Xander or her drinking binge, but found none. She was as perky and upbeat as a cheerleader at a pep rally. 
 I returned my attention to Gemma’s biology textbook and flipped through the pages for the answers to her first real homework assignment in what felt like weeks. 
“Thanks, but I’m staying in all weekend working on my own schoolwork.” 
And I would. I would work on my brief and the Law Review article. Really. 
“Hey, Gemma, shouldn’t you look at this yourself?” I pushed the book towards her. “It is biology. The subject’s kind of important.”
 “Oh my gosh, no way!” Gemma pushed the book back and rifled through her Fendi school shoulder bag for a nail file. “I’m not going to be a doctor or a scientist or anything, so it’s just another useless school subject I have to pass before I can get on with my real future. That’s what Daddy says.” She giggled and got to work on her manicure. “Anyways, you’ll be sorry if you don’t come. The party’s going to be hot. Like, everyone’s coming. Well, except for Pam. And, oooh, I almost forgot,” she said as she hopped onto her seat, her nails temporarily abandoned. “Maman wanted me to give you this.” 
Gemma pulled out a monogrammed Luis Vuitton wallet from her desk drawer. 
“It matches your bag and it’s from their upcoming collection,” she explained. “You can’t get it in stores yet.” 
 I eyed the sleek wallet. A part of me craved to touch it. How could a small square of leather be so pretty? But the other pointed out the obvious timing. 
 “No, I really shouldn’t.” 
Gemma would do the work. 
 Gemma’s face fell.
 “Why? Maman says it’s a thank you for all your help with … you know. And I really want to say thanks.”
 Well, if it was a thank you for those two awful incidents—I guess I could accept. I did go out of my way, after all, doing things that weren’t anywhere in my job description. And wouldn’t Lauren be envious. She couldn’t purchase the wallet for a while. Monique said. 
 I placed the wallet between us, to look at, and got back to work on the questions. There was no point trying to get Gemma to do the work herself—not that she had a lot of it anyway. It was only one sheet, with ten problems. That school of hers was something else. 
 “Are your parents going to be at the party?” I asked and focused on a diagram of cell division. Question two required Gemma to replicate the picture, so I rummaged through her desk drawers for colored pencils. I wasn’t much of an artist, but I’d give it my best shot. “And how come Pam’s not coming?” 
 Gemma, good mood restored, giggled. 
 “Parents at a party! That’s so lame! And Pam’s not coming ‘cause her parents think I’m a bad influence. As if. Like, we got drunk on their liquor.” 
 I raised a brow. Well, well, there might be hope for some of these New York City parents yet.
 “So who’s supervising the party?” 
 “No one,” Gemma responded. She put down the nail file, reached for a bottle of red polish from a bookshelf, and rested her left hand against the edge of the desk. With the right, she shook the bottle, positioned it between her thighs for leverage and uncorked the top. “Maman says she knows I learned my lesson after the mess at Pam’s. She trusts me now.” Gemma grinned and applied a stroke of lacquer to her nail. She wielded the brush with the precision of a Michelangelo. “And Daddy agrees.”
 I gawked. Her parents had to be kidding. Let their fourteen-year-old host a house party for who knows how many other teenagers—with no adult supervision? Did they really think no one would reach for the liquor, or worse? Could they really be that stupid? 
 “And where will your parents be when all this fun is happening?” 
 Gemma finished the first coat, curled the fingers against her palm and blew air on the painted nails. 
 “Daddy’s going to some conference in London with Lisa, and Maman is flying out to Los Angeles for the weekend. To a spa.” She scrunched her face. “I was supposed to go with her, like for a mother-daughter bonding thing, but then she said I couldn’t ‘cause the editor-in-chief of Allure wanted to come along, and Maman said it wouldn’t look good if she had her kid with her. Bad for business, or something.” Gemma shrugged. “Whatever. Not like I care. Who wants to go to a stupid spa anyway, just so they can sit in mud and eat seaweed?” 
I had a hunch Gemma somehow did. 
“So Maman said I could have the party instead.” 
 I stared. Gemma seemed completely absorbed with her nails, indifferent to everything, including her mother’s latest slight. But she had to recognize the gift of the party was yet another payoff. 
And I had come to discover that when Gemma recognized she’d been slighted, trouble usually followed. 
 When I said nothing, just kept on staring, Gemma peeked at me from underneath her lashes. 
 “So, like,” she beamed, all innocence, “are those questions really hard?” 
 
“XANDER, CAN YOU PLEASE put the guitar away so we can start?” 
 But Xander must not have heard me because he lay flat on his bed, staring at the ceiling, strumming his guitar. Today the amplifier was on full blast. 
 “Xander!” I yelled. “Do you hear me?” 
 “Yo!” Xander strummed the Gibson one last time, hopped off the bed, rested the guitar against the bed’s edge and switched the amp off. The silence had my ears ringing. “What’s up?” He ambled toward the desk, and me, but instead of sitting in his own chair, he reached for a deck of cards. “You wanna see a new trick I learned today?” 
 “Xander!” I tapped my fingers on the desk. 
 “No, seriously.” Xander shuffled the deck. “This trick’s mad cool. Here.” He shoved the deck under my nose. The cards were bent and greasy, like they had spent considerable time on a lunch tray. I could make out jelly stains, and peanut butter. “Pick a card and I’ll guess what it is.” 
 I pushed the deck back. “Homework first. Then cards.” 
 “No!” Xander shoved it back. “Nothing’s due tomorrow. We just have this English thing for next week. But first you pick a card, then I’ll tell you about the English.” 
 “Xander … ” 
 “Pick a card first,” he pouted. “Don’t be like Maman. She never wants to see my tricks.” 
 “Fine,” I snarled. I would not be compared to Monique. I reached for a card. The eight of hearts. 
 “Now,” Xander practically glowed, “look at the card—but don’t tell me what it is—and put it back in the deck, face down.” 
 I did as instructed. 
 Xander shuffled the deck, cut the cards and flipped half of them over. The queen of spades winked at us from her top spot. 
 “Was this your card?” Xander asked triumphantly. 
 “No.” 
 His face crumpled. 
 “What do you mean, no?” He stared at the queen, then shoved a hand into his mop of overgrown hair and pulled at its ends. “It has to be the queen. I did the trick right. I saw you pull the queen. I put a mark on its back.” 
 I shrugged. How he could find any mark on the dirty, scratched up cards was beyond me. “Well, it wasn’t. It was the eight of hearts. Now can we please talk about the English?” 
 “No, wait.” Xander shuffled the cards again. “I know what I did wrong. I picked the card after the eight. They must’ve got stuck together. Pick another card. It will work this time, you’ll see.” He fanned the cards out in front of me.
 “Xander,” I warned, eyeing the deck. “English first. Then I’ll pull as many cards as you want.” 
 Xander didn’t budge. Neither did I. 
 Finally, he threw the cards on the desk, and slumped into his chair.
 “The English?” I prompted. 
 Xander tapped my stool with his foot, and kept on tap-tap-tapping. 
 “Xander!” I kicked his chair back. 
 He glared before he grumbled, “We have to come up with a topic for our creative writing project. A short story.” He said the last three words as if they were foul. “Mr. Dandridge has all the freshmen write one, then he picks his favorites. Those get published in Horizons, the school’s literary magazine.” 
Xander reached for a card, from the deck now scattered all over the desk, and bent it beyond recognition. “It’s a big deal in the class ‘cause Horizons is like huge. Everyone wants their stuff published there.” He shoved the crumpled card in his pocket and picked another one. It met the same fate. “I guess it looks good when you apply to college. And everyone wants to be a Horizons editor their senior year, ‘cause that looks even better. But you can’t be an editor if you don’t get something published every year of high school, and the only way you can get published as a freshman is through Mr. Dandridge’s English class. So everyone’s flipping out about writing the next great thing Mr. Dandridge will love. But, like, whatever.” Xander rolled his eyes. “I don’t care. Who wants to work on a ‘literary magazine’ anyway? Like, everyone knows books are dead. The future is in the movies. And music.” 
Xander sat up in his chair, removed the two cards from his pocket, laid them out on the desk, face down, and ironed them straight with his palm—or as straight as they could get—then threw them back on the pile with the others. 
 “Except,” he continued, “Dad really wants me to get my story published ‘cause he was a Horizons editor when he went to Harding, and he says I need to follow in his footsteps. So he says we better come up with a great story. And he wants to read it before I hand it in. In two weeks. But the topic is due on Monday.” 
 My head spun. 
 Xander had a short story due in two weeks—the same time as my brief—and Mr. Lamont wanted to personally approve it first. I didn’t need to be a mind reader to guess he expected me to write it too. Hell, I couldn’t possibly get Xander to write his own decent story in that amount of time, leastways not at his current pace: It’d take us a month just for the first paragraph. But I didn’t really have the time to do it for him either, even if I was willing—which I wasn’t. I had to get my own writing in on time. The brief had to take priority. And what about the Law Review? 
 “Do you have any ideas for a topic?” I asked as my voice faltered. We needed to start somewhere. Fast. 
 “No.” Xander scowled. 
 Great. 
 “Well,” I persisted, “is there anything that you would really like to write about, something that has action and drama?” 
Really, he needed to at least come up with his own topic. How hard could that be?

 “No.” Xander scowled some more. But then his face cleared and a smirk replaced the frown. He looked like a villain hatching an evil plot. “I can always wait until Saturday, after Gemma’s stupid party. I’m sure there’ll be plenty of action and drama there.” 
 I paused. 
 “Are you going to the party?” I finally asked and, as soon as the words left my mouth, wanted to hit myself. Stupid question. He was fourteen too. His house was going to be teeming with other teenagers. Besides, where else would he go, even if he wanted to? Of course he was going. 
 “Sure.” Xander’s smirk got wider. He leaned back in his chair and deposited his feet—ankles crossed—on the desk, a Boss Tweed about to close on an illicit but profitable deal. All that was missing was the cigar. “Maman insists I stay during the whole party, to supervise.” 
 Oh my God. Xander supervising Gemma? How much more ridiculous could Monique get? Words failed me. 
 Xander misunderstood my silence. 
 “Don’t worry,” he said as he patted my arm. “I’m just playing with you.” I almost sighed with relief. Almost. “I actually have thought about a topic for the short story. I thought it would be cool to write about Coco and Dior, about, you know, living in this house from a dog’s perspective. Kinda like a social satire. We just read one in class, and Mr. Dandridge will be impressed if we come up with a good one. What do you think?” 
 I nodded. Xander was to supervise Gemma’s party. This could not possibly end well.

 “So, like, we’re done discussing English, right?” 
I watched as Xander practically jumped in his chair, and I nodded again. 
 “Cool.” He gathered the discarded cards, arranged them in a neat pile and pushed the pile toward me. “So, like, pick a card, any card.” 
 
 “WHOA! SLOW DOWN THERE. The door won’t run away.” 
 I stopped in the Lamont hallway. 
Julian.

 “They were that bad, huh?” he chuckled, leaning his elbow against the doorframe and crossing his arms. His dimples winked. His muscles bulged. He looked like a model in a toothpaste ad. “I got you a treat, to make you feel better.” He pushed himself away from the door, disappeared into the house and came back seconds later, a steaming Styrofoam cup in his hands. “It’s not Starbucks. It’s better. And I asked them to add peppermint.” 
 “Thanks.” I reached for the coffee quickly. I needed it. “You’re back in New York?” was all I could think to say. 
Hearing my witty banter, I could barely hold back a groan. You’re back in New York. How lame. Apparently, intelligent, flirtatious conversation with Julian was beyond my meager social capabilities. 
 “Yeah.” Julian smiled, flashing his pearly whites again. “Monique has a weekend networking powwow with magazine editors in Los Angeles. Women only. No boys allowed.” 
I nodded. Obviously little girls weren’t permitted either. 
“So my whole weekend’s free. Speaking of which,” Julian purred as he leaned towards me, “I was hoping I could cash in on my rain check.” I shivered. “That you’d let me redeem myself.” He looked eager at the possibility. “There’s this great exhibit at the Morgan Library I thought you’d be interested in seeing. Irving Penn’s portraiture. It’s the first time the Morgan has exhibited photography. That’s huge because it means photography has really arrived as a recognized art form, even with the conservatives. And his work is more along the lines of what I’m interested in shooting. I’d really like you to see it with me. We’ll make a day of it, on Saturday. I’ll pick you up; we’ll see the show, and then go to an early dinner. What do you say?” 
 What I should have said was, “Thanks, that sounds great, but not this weekend—maybe in two weeks, if you’re still free.” ‘Cause I had to focus on the brief. And then there was the Law Review article, and Xander’s short story. Nope, for the next couple of weeks, I didn’t have a free minute to spare. Sure, going out with Julian would be really nice, but he didn’t prioritize me ahead of his professional responsibilities, so why should I place spending time with him ahead of mine? Nope, I was definitely not going. I took a sip of coffee. I would tell Julian exactly that: thanks, but I couldn’t—schoolwork and all that, you understand. But, somehow, those words never materialized. 
 “Sure,” I heard myself say instead. 


CHAPTER 17
 
 
 
 
 “WHAT DO YOU mean you’re going out on a date?” 
Lauren stood in the door of my bedroom, blocking the exit like an offensive lineman protecting his quarterback. 
“You can’t be going out! Did you forget the brief? Even I wouldn’t do something so stupid.”
 I flipped open a compact, checked my makeup one last time, and dropped it back in my purse. “I appreciate your concern, but can you please move out of the doorway? Julian is waiting downstairs.” 
And he was. True to his promise. No meeting up at the place this time. My mother would surely approve, not that I was planning to tell her. She wasn’t hot on Julian anyway, and with the whole brief thing, who knew what she would say? Nope. I was keeping this one on the down-low. 
“The brief’s not due for another two weeks. I have more than enough time.” At least, I hoped I did. Surely writing one small brief couldn’t possibly take that long, even if it was for Professor Johnson. “And I will start working on it as soon as I come back. It’s just one date. Only a couple of hours. And we all have to eat sometime. I’ll just do my eating with a really cute guy, in a restaurant. So, really, there’s nothing to worry about. I’m on top of things.”
 Lauren didn’t look convinced.
 “Hello? Anyone home?” Markus materialized behind Lauren’s back. “Why is no one answering the door?” 
His hair was unkempt. He wore sweats. A shadow of a beard actually marred his chin. He looked positively disheveled. For that matter, Lauren wasn’t too groomed either. What was with everyone? It was as if Professor Johnson morphed all the second years into brief-obsessed zombies. 
“And why is the door unlocked in the first place?” Markus frowned. “Don’t you realize this is New York? Bad things happen to single women living alone in the city all the time. Don’t you read the papers?” 
 Lauren turned towards the now wide-open front entrance. 
 “This is a dorm,” I smiled. Leave it to Markus to provide the comic relief: him as the big, bad boogeyman. “With twenty-four hour security. No one can come in and out without showing ID, and all visitors have to be personally signed in,” I reminded him. That’s why Julian was cooling his heels downstairs while I was still chatting up my classmates. “If anyone murders us, it will be a fellow student. Getting ideas?” 
 “Hah, hah.” Markus rubbed his chin. “So what are you two up to?” 
 “This idiot,” Lauren said, “is leaving. For a date.” 
 “Are you crazy?” Markus stared at me, horrified. “What about the brief? Do you want to fail Con Law? We have two weeks. Fourteen days. Ten of which are full lecture days, which means the weekend is the only time you can really work on it. I came to see if you guys wanted to do the research together, to save time. Otherwise, who knows?” Markus shook his head. “Going out is definitely out of the question.” He paused, then narrowed his eyes at me as if all of Lauren’s words had registered. Finally. “And what does Lauren mean by a date? With whom?” Markus demanded. 
Ah jeez. All I needed.

 “No one,” I said. “I’m just going out for two, three hours max. Don’t worry! You guys start the research without me. We’re on opposing sides anyway, so I wouldn’t be much help to both of you. And I’ll start my research the minute I get back. I have everything under control. You’ll see.” 
 
WE TOURED THE EXHIBIT for nearly four hours. 
 Julian pointed out his favorite pictures. I listened to his explanations about lighting angles, backdrops and artistic composition. He admired each picture for close to fifteen minutes. I stood next to him, admiring them just as intently, although—after the tenth one—all the images began to look similar: black and white portraits of obscure artists wearing intense “artist” expressions. 
 I hardly ever glimpsed at my wristwatch. Well, almost. 
 Then Julian suggested dinner at his favorite restaurant, a brick-oven pizzeria in Williamsburg. I hesitated. He did mean Williamsburg, Brooklyn, which was a half-hour cab ride each way. Don’t forget the brief, my head screamed. But Julian was so charmingly persistent: I just had to try this pizza. No place outside Sicily made a better one. 
So we went. 
 “How do you like the pizza?” Julian asked as he contemplated the large pie between us. 
 “Good.” I bit into a slice of pie piled high with steaming mozzarella, homemade tomato sauce and basil. The Margherita Classica. Julian had insisted on it; he was a purist when it came to toppings. “Have you been to Sicily?” I asked. 
 “Sure.” Julian took a sip of his house white—no beer and pizza for him, thank you—and reached for his own slice. “I love to travel. That’s why I love working in photography. It takes me all over the world.” 
 “Any Italian in your background?” I asked while I studied Julian’s face. With the olive complexion, I had almost been certain. 
 “Sure.” He smiled at me, and forked a bite of cheese. 
The man used cutlery to eat pizza. How European. I picked up my own fork and knife. 
“On my father’s side. But I never visited the fatherland until adulthood. Then again,” he winked, “my mother’s half-Polish, half-Hungarian. Dzien dobry.” 
 Julian had Polish in him? Now my mother had to approve. A nice Polish boy, that’s what you need, she always said. 
 “How’d you know I was Polish?” 
 Now Julian laughed. 
 “Are you kidding? There are no secrets in the Lamont house.” At my confused stare, he laughed harder. “First Gemma mentioned it, then Lisa filled me in on all your gory details.” He leaned over the table and whispered the “gory” like a narrator in a horror flick. 
 “How’d she know?” The words “Polish origin” weren’t tattooed on my forehead. 
 Julian sat back to sip more wine, then grinned. “Background check.” He dropped the two words like bombs in the quiet Arizona desert. 
Background check! Okay, okay, maybe I should have expected one. There were plenty of weirdoes out there, and a scary percentage of them wanted to work with children. Any responsible parent would check out a potential employee. 
“You know, place of birth, parents, siblings, schools, grades, jobs, the usual. Luckily,” Julian pointed out, his grin broadening, “you had no criminal record. Not even a disciplinary suspension from school,” he tsked. “Lisa was very disappointed. Though she did have a field day with the Polish bit. Must’ve repeated every Polish joke she’d ever heard, to anybody willing to listen.” Julian puckered his lips, all mock sympathy. “But don’t worry, I let her have it. My mother’s half-Polish, and nobody makes fun of my mamma.” 
 Lisa? “What’s Lisa got to do with me?” I demanded, my voice harsher than I had meant it to be. 
 Julian’s grin almost split his face; he was clearly enjoying our conversation. 
 “Oh,” he said as he toyed with his wine glass, twisting its stem to and fro, “Lisa likes to think she has everything to do with anything and anyone connected to the Lamont name. But I wouldn’t worry.” Here, his hand stopped. Wine sloshed over the brim of his glass. “The girl’s delusional.” 
 “How?” I shot the word out, almost jumping out of my seat. I shouldn’t care about Lisa, but I did. This was my rare chance to get more details, and Julian knew it. 
 Fleetingly, though, I wondered why he had mentioned Lisa in the first place. 
 “Lisa,” Julian said, gulping his wine as if he needed the drink to make her name more palatable, “likes to think she’s in charge. She sleeps with the boss, and she thinks she’s on her way to replacing Monique. Did you know,” Julian went on, a large frown overtaking his face, “that bitch actually tried to get me fired? But I’ve been dealing with the Lamonts far longer than she has, and I know how they operate.” 
 “How?” I whispered, like a child enraptured with a fairy tale and anxious to hear the ending. 
 Over and over, the words Lisa tried to get Julian fired rolled about in my head. I could just imagine the scenario: a steamy love session, backstabbing, lying to eliminate the competition. 
 Julian smirked as he forked a hefty chunk of pizza. “Stephen Lamont likes to sleep with his employees—well, all the pretty and willing ones. And, boy, was Lisa willing. She chased him like a bitch in heat from the moment he hired her as the nanny.” Julian cut another piece of pizza like a butcher carving a carcass. “Guess you can’t blame her. She has higher aspirations than babysitting.” 
He chewed and helped the bite down with more wine. I watched his Adam’s apple bob up, then back down. 
“And here she is, trying to make herself indispensable as his personal assistant. She runs his office. She tries to run his household. For God’s sake, she even takes his dogs’ poop to the vet—the exemplary mistress, far better than the wife.” 
When Julian finished his first slice—the crust still uneaten—he reached for a second one. He paused. “How come you’re not eating?” He nudged his chin at my plate. 
I glanced down my half-finished pizza. With all the talk about Lisa, I completely forgot the food. I bit into the cheese. 
 Julian resumed his own eating, and talking. 
 “But what Lisa doesn’t realize,” he said as he inhaled the second slice, again leaving the crust untouched, “is that she’s not the first and probably won’t be the last. And besides, he’ll never dump Monique.” Julian shook his head. “He didn’t marry Monique for her domestic skills or her brains. He married her for her social status, and Lisa will never top that.” Julian punctuated the point with a salute from his wine glass. “So pathetic Lisa can be the little domestic goddess all she wants, can boss the kids and even you around, and believe she actually has power, but in the end, when she becomes just too annoying, Stephen will boot her like he did all the others.” 
Julian started in on slice three. I chewed faster, to keep up. 
 “And I can’t wait for that day,” Julian said, “because Lisa has been especially irritating. At least the other ones just tried to run Stephen’s business and family affairs. Lisa is actually trying to dip her grubby hands into how I manage Monique’s photography interests, trying to question me and my professional integrity. The bitch.” 
He sat his knife and fork down and reached for the leftover crust with his fingers. Meanwhile, I pondered my next words. The opportunity was too good to pass up. 
 “And how do you manage Monique’s interests?” 
 Julian’s hand froze midway to his mouth. “What do you mean?” 
 “I mean,” I spoke slowly and carefully, “Mr. Lamont romances his assistants … so how about Monique?” I didn’t, couldn’t, breathe. 
 Julian gaped at me, then burst out laughing. 
 “Is that what you think?” He almost choked on his laughter. 
I said nothing. The question wasn’t far-fetched. Monique was beautiful and, clearly, available in some ways. Julian was handsome. They traveled together, spent a lot of time alone. And Lisa had hinted … 
 “Oh God, no,” Julian hiccupped. “I’m not that stupid. That’s the fastest way to get fired. Relationships go bad and someone—the employee—is always the liability, the inconvenient reminder. Plus, believe me, Monique’s not interested.” 
 “What do you mean?” I parroted, disbelieving. How could she not be? Just look at you! 
 “Listen,” Julian wiped his eyes. “Monique has her share of affairs, but only with the rich and famous. You know, the Tommy Lees and Tom Cruises of this world. I’m too poor and humble for her tastes. She also needs me to do the work, and I need the job. We both understand the boundaries. Oh God,” he chuckled. “Me and Monique. That’s rich. Whatever gave you the idea? Though I’m flattered you’d think so.” 
 “Sorry.” I shifted in my seat. 
 Julian tried to catch his breath. “That was a good one. But, really, enough about the Lamonts. Tell me more about that other guy you’re seeing.” 
 “Who?” Now I gaped, disoriented by the sudden change in topic. 
 “The other guy you mentioned,” Julian grinned and winked. “You know, from law school.” 
 “Oh.” I gulped. He had to mean Markus, my little white lie—the one I made up when I thought there was a Julian and a Monique. “Him. Err … ” I scrambled for an out. Apparently, Julian and Monique didn’t exist. Therefore, there was no need for a Markus. But no way would I fess up to the fib; I’d look desperate. “He’s sort of, like, a classmate. We see each other every day, for school,” I rushed on, lest Julian get the wrong impression. “But really, it’s nothing serious. We’re just friends. Good friends.” Yeah. Friends, with a capital F.
 “Glad to hear it,” Julian nodded. “But be honest, no other guys chasing you? You’re such a pretty girl, I’m sure you drive them all crazy.” 
 I felt my face burn beet-red. I could just envision the hot splotches all over my cheeks.
 I shook my head no. “That’s not how law school works. Everyone’s too busy. Studying.” 
 “Oh, come on,” Julian plastered his palm against his chest, like an actor on an Elizabethan stage. “Don’t crush my fantasies. Such intense academic pressure and no passion, not even from a distinguished professor?” 
 The distinguished Professor Johnson popped into my head. He was chasing me, all right. Just not for romantic reasons.
 “No,” I smiled and firmly pushed Johnson out of my head. He and his Constitutional Law wouldn’t spoil this date. “No one.” 
 “Great,” Julian smiled back. “Now finish up.” He glanced at my plate. “I’d love to take you for a stroll in Central Park. What do you think? The evening’s nice, and there’s nothing like bonding over nature. You got the time?” 
 
BY THE TIME I RETURNED TO THE DORM, it was past midnight. 
 The stroll through the park, then the stop at a café for late-night desserts and finally the walk back to the Village—and reality—had taken far longer than I anticipated. 
 But at least the delay was worth it, because Julian had kissed me. 
Julian.

I savored the memory of the kiss, rubbing my lips together to remember his taste. He’d tasted of Espresso and mint, and kissed me for like five minutes: it was a real kiss, in the park, on the great lawn, just as the sun descended. 
 We had sat to watch the sunset when it happened. He had leaned over, and brushed his lips against mine—a gentle caress, then another. He’d run his tongue along my upper lip before he nibbled on the lower one, then dipped for more exploration. 
No groping or tongue shoving for Julian, no siree. The man had technique, finesse. I didn’t even have a chance to get nervous. 
 When the kiss was over, he took my hand into his, touched the knuckles with his lips, and insisted on chocolate to mark the occasion.
 The chocolate mousse cake tasted almost as good as the kiss. Almost.

 Too bad the pleasant part of the evening was over. 
 I looked around the dorm suite. All was quiet, all lights off. Lauren had to be asleep. I tiptoed to my bedroom. My own bed looked inviting.
 But no, I had to work on the brief. So I changed into a sweatshirt and jeans, took my laptop off my desk and tiptoed back out of the room, out of the suite and the dorm. I would put in at least two hours of research, but not here, so as not to be lulled by those who were sound asleep. I needed the artificial light, the lack of time reference, of the library. 
 I set up shop in its basement. A scatter of hardcore students occupied a few of the study desks. But mostly, even the library was empty. Late Saturday nights, with the promise of a full working Sunday, were usually quiet, even in law school.
 I hooked my laptop to an Internet portal and logged into the library’s electronic database. I typed, “Work for Hire,” into the search bar. The search wrote back, “236 results.” 
 I groaned—this would be a long night—and clicked into the first case: Community for Creative Non-Violence versus Reid. It read, in part: “ … In determining whether a hired party is an employee … consider the hiring party’s right to control the manner and means by which the product is accomplished.” I yawned, and clicked out of case one.
Surely case two had to be more interesting, more understandable. I skimmed the text: “ … No one factor is dispositive … ” 
Nope. Just as bad. What the hell were these judges writing about? 
My vision blurred. I closed case two and scrolled down the remaining headings: Aymes v. Bonelli, Carter v. Helmsley-Spear, Inc., Avtec Sys., Inc. v. Peiffer. The cases, their names, blended, morphed into indecipherable gibberish. I also found I could barely keep my eyes open. 
 This was not working. 
 I got up from the desk, moved away from the computer and stretched, thinking. I could read all night but process nothing, or I could go back to the dorm, get a good night’s rest, and start fresh tomorrow with no distractions. Sure, I’d lose a few hours, but how productive would those hours be in the first place? 
 So I collected my things and almost flew back to the dorm, past the empty street that separated the library from the student housing, the sleeping doorman at the front desk and the mailroom. 
 I stopped. 
 The mailroom. I hadn’t picked up my mail in days, not that I was expecting any. The tuition bill was paid and my housing costs were up to date, thanks to the Lamonts. God bless them. The school had no reason to send its friendly reminders. Still, in my preoccupation with Gemma, Xander and Julian, checking the mail was another chore I had let fall by the wayside—but fortunately was one that I could easily remedy. 
 And I did. 
 Except for one folded sheet of paper, my box was empty. I unfolded the sheet and eyed the official Law Review letterhead; it contained two terse sentences: Your appearance is requested at a meeting with the Editor-in-Chief on Monday, 11 a.m. Thank you. 

 I read the lines again. 
Such unadorned language did not bode good tidings. 


CHAPTER 18
 
 
 
 
 “HEY, TEKLA, how’s it going?” 
 The phone woke me up at seven the next morning. I wouldn’t have answered, except it was from Xander. It’s about the party, was all I could think. 
 “It’s going fine, Xander.” I clutched the receiver in my hand. “And how about with you?” 
 “Oh,” Xander drawled as if he had just called to shoot the breeze. Somehow I doubted it. He liked me, but not that much, and not that early on a Sunday morning. “Things are just dandy here.” 
 “Then why,” I said as I rolled out of bed and squinted at the alarm clock on my nightstand, “are you calling me at 7:03 a.m., on a Sunday?” 
 “To say hi?” Xander’s voice squeaked. 
Yeah, right. The words hovered on the tip of my tongue. Be nice, I reminded myself. 
 “Xander!” I scowled at the telephone. “Are you okay?” 
 “Sure,” Xander chirped. “Never better.” 
He didn’t elaborate. 
 “Is Gemma okay?” I persisted. 
 “Uh-huh.” 
 I shut my eyes. Talking to the boy was like pulling teeth. 
 “Is the house still standing?” Obviously, he had called to tell me something. And if he was dillydallying, that something couldn’t be good. 
 “Sure,” Xander said. “Why wouldn’t it be?” 
 “Oh, I don’t know,” I snapped, my patience quickly waning. “Maybe because you had a party last night and now you’re calling me at, like, the break of dawn. Come on, Xander, out with it. What happened?”
 “Oh, all right,” Xander snapped back. “I’m not sure it’s anything. Hey, like, it’s probably nothing, and Gemma’s just flipping out but, like, during the party we accidentally opened the door to Maman’s office—you know, ‘cause, like, there were a lot of people here and we wanted more room, you know—and now some of Maman’s equipment looks kinda messed up.” 
 I said nothing and wondered whether, if I remained silent, the conversation, and all its potential ramifications—read: me being involved—would just go away. 
 “Tekla?” Xander’s voice wavered on the other end of the line. 
 Nope. No such luck. Xander was still there, and no amount of pretending could make him or his problems disappear. 
 “How messed up?” I murmured. 
 “Tekla,” Xander wailed, all teen bravado abandoned, “I think you better come over, ‘cause I think we really messed up.” 
 Words failed me again. I glanced at my laptop. It was on my desk in the very same spot I had dropped it last night after the trip to the library, when I had left with 236 cases yet to be read. Cases, I reminded myself, I could read because of the Lamonts and their money.

 “Tekla,” Xander pleaded. “Are you there?” 
 “Yeah,” I replied sourly. 
 
I HAD NEVER STEPPED foot in Monique’s office before. It was the rabbit hole on the ground floor where Julian disappeared every time he was in New York. It was also undoubtedly the place Monique met with all the beautiful and glamorous people she shot for her covers. I imagined Giselle Bündchen, Jessica Simpson and maybe even Madonna—or, at the very least, Anna Wintour—gracing the assuredly posh space with their presence. 
 I had been dying to know what Monique’s office looked like—but it looked nothing like I envisioned. No celebrities lounged in smoky corners, sipping fat-free smoothies and discussing the latest trends in fashion. Okay, I hadn’t really expected Carmen Diaz to just hang around, not when Monique wasn’t there. But, still, I thought the room would be decked out in photo-shoot-ready splendor, with makeup stations, stacks of couture dresses, oversized set lights and, oh yeah, shoes. Lots of them. Manolo Blahniks. Jimmy Choos. Zanottis. Shoes not yet available to the public. Shoes only accessible to the upper echelons of the fashion elite. Shoes I could maybe try on when no one was looking. 
 But there were no lights, shoes or dresses. Instead, the office was just as stark and white as the rest of the townhouse, with white marble floors, white walls and two rows of white desks, complemented by white chairs. An occasional black and white print—probably Monique’s—adorned the walls. Oversized computer screens occupied most of the desk space, and two enormous printers took over the rest. These had to be expensive, professional grade, as were the cameras and lenses haphazardly scattered throughout the space. But otherwise, the room looked like any other vanilla office anywhere in New York: neat and organized. 
 I frowned. Too neat and organized. Aside from an occasional scuffmark on the floor and an empty water bottle here and there, there was no indication that anyone, let alone a horde of partygoers, had been in the space after it closed for business on Friday. I turned to look at Xander and Gemma sitting in two of the chairs. They were still in their party clothes: Xander in white Polo shirt and jeans, his hair actually combed, Gemma in a yellow jersey mini-dress, in full makeup. 
 “I don’t get it.” I waved a hand around the room, encompassing the obviously undamaged computers, telephones and cameras. “Everything looks fine.” 
 “Not these,” Xander said as he shook his head and pointed to a shelf in a half-open closet. “Those.” 
 I walked over to the closet, pulled its door open all the way and stared down at ten compact black boxes. Numerous buttons and display screens clued me in that they probably had something to do with taking pictures, but otherwise the boxes looked like no cameras I had ever seen. 
 “What are they?” I turned back to Xander. 
 “Digital backs,” he said as if the name alone should suffice in explanation. 
 “What?” I glanced at Gemma for help. She shrugged, her eyelids barely open. 
 “Don’t ask me,” she mumbled. “All I know is that, like, they snap onto the cameras and Maman has to have them to take pictures.” She twirled a strand of hair around her finger. “Oh, yeah, and that they’re, like, really expensive. That’s why Julian stores them in the closet there.” 
 I nodded, turned back to the closet again and stared at the—what was it, backs?—some more, pretending Gemma’s explanation made any more sense than Xander’s had. “So what’s wrong with them?” 
 From where I stood, they looked perfectly okay, all black with touches of white, nothing dented, and therefore nothing broken. 
 Xander got up from his chair and walked over to join me. 
 “I think,” he said, picking up a back and flipping it over, “someone spray-painted their sensors.” 
 “Oh,” I said, and looked more closely at the box in Xander’s hand, at its small rectangular mirror with obvious splotches of black. I didn’t know what he meant, but any sentence that included the words “spray” and “paint,” together, couldn’t portend good things. “And how did that happen?” 
 “Don’t know.” 
Xander returned the back to its place next to the others. They appeared so orderly I had trouble believing anyone had touched them, let alone a vandal. Surely, no one bent on destruction would be so organized. “Gemma came down here this morning, after the party, to, you know, clean up, and found the closet open. She freaked. We opened the office but this closet always stays closed. Maman’s rule.” 
 I pulled the closet door towards me. It had three locks, none of which appeared jimmied.
 “Then give me your theories on how the door opened itself, because it doesn’t look broken into,” I demanded.
 Xander looked away from me. Gemma, too, averted her gaze. 
 I crossed my arms over my chest, like a sergeant about to drill her cadets. “Out with it, both of you,” I ordered crisply.
 “Well,” Xander responded, refusing to face me. Instead, he shoved his hands in his pockets and moseyed back to his chair. “I might have left the keys here on the desk, accidentally, after I opened the office. They’re, like, all on the same chain.” 
 “Might have?” 
 He shrugged. This gesture really irritated me. Hey, I wanted to snap, you dragged me out here—on a Sunday—not the other way around. Who was doing whom the favor?

Xander pouted as he verbalized, “I don’t really remember. I was … sort of out of it.” 
 “Clarify ‘out of it.’” I wasn’t about to let up now. 
 “Okay, okay.” Xander slumped in the chair. “I had a few drinks.” 
 “What drinks?” I demanded. 
 “Don’t look at me like that!” Xander’s hands flew up in the air. “Maman and Dad know. They’re the ones who got us wine and beer for the party.” 
My brows must have shot up to my forehead at this. They wouldn’t—couldn’t—have, not after the mess with Gemma. But as soon as that thought crystallized, I knew they would, and they could. 
“Maman says social drinking is perfectly normal, and only puritanical Americans place age restrictions on responsibility,” Xander elaborated. 
I tried to get my eyes to roll back to the front of my head. 
“And then everyone else brought some liquor with them,” he added.
 “How,” I scowled, “do a bunch of teenagers show up with liquor bottles under their arms, and no one outside noticed?” 
 “Not liquor bottles,” Xander clarified, indicating a half-filled Poland Spring near me. “Water bottles.” 
Curious, I walked over to the bottle, picked it up and sniffed. The stench of vodka had me stepping right back. 
Water bottles. How ingenious. They gave new meaning to the old paper bag trick.

 “So you had a few drinks, and you decided to open the office because what, the four floors above were not enough? Just how many people were here?”
 “Lots,” Xander grinned. “I lost count. The party was, like, awesome. Every private school kid must have come, and then some.” 
 I was not amused, or impressed. “The office?” I reminded him. 
 Xander’s grin fell. “People were hooking up, so the bedrooms were, like, really crowded.” At my blank stare Xander tried again. “You know, hooking up, like making out and … stuff.” 
Oh. Hooking up. I stared at Gemma. Just who was hooking up? Her eyes hit the floor.
 “And my friends and me,” Xander continued, “we wanted to jam on the guitar, so I suggested the office. We came down here and played. Other people were coming in and out, to listen.” 
 “And,” I said, “in all that playing you didn’t notice someone whipping out a can of paint and spraying? How’s that possible?” 
 Gemma snickered. “He forgot to mention the joints.” 
 My jaw dropped. Hard. Joints!

 Xander glared at his sister. 
 “It’s no big deal,” he swore, his voice so earnest any jury would acquit him. “We just smoked one or two, to make the playing easier. You know, to get in tune with the inner groove. But the pot kinda made me lose track of things and people, you know?” 
 “Yeah,” I nodded. I knew. “And I wonder if ‘Maman and Dad’ know, too?” 
Xander shut his mouth. Gemma didn’t. She snickered louder. 
“And where,” I turned on her, “were you while all this was happening?” I didn’t even bother asking about her alcohol consumption. No point beating a dead horse.
 “Upstairs.” Gemma’s cheeks colored. A lot. “I didn’t see anything, I swear. So, like, what do we do now?” 
 I stared at the two of them. How was I supposed to know? I still wasn’t convinced there really was a problem in the first place. Couldn’t paint just be cleaned off? We needed someone else’s opinion, someone who actually knew what he was talking about. 
 “I think,” I said, “we better call Julian.” 
 
 “OH MY GOD, OH MY GOD, oh my God!” Julian looked ready to cry. “Who … how did this happen?” he wailed. 
 “Is it really that bad?” I asked. 
 Julian stared at me as if I were a lunatic freshly escaped from an asylum. 
 “Yes,” he hissed, teeth clenched. 
 “Do we have to tell Maman?” Gemma ventured from behind me. 
Both she and Xander were almost stuck to my back. They had glued themselves there the minute Julian arrived and saw the open closet. 
 “Yes.” Julian’s jaw ticked. A lot. “We have to tell Maman,” he aped Gemma’s words. “Or at least try to. She’s not picking up the phone at that damn spa.” 
 “Can we just try to clean off the paint?” I suggested. 
 Julian turned on me as if I had picked up the spray-paint can. 
 “Try to clean off the paint?” he bellowed. “Are you crazy? You can’t ‘clean off the paint,’ not from a back, not from its sensor. Whoever did this knew exactly what he was doing. If he had scratched a lens or any other part of the cameras, hey, it’s no big deal; the parts can easily be replaced for just a couple of grand. If he had smashed these computers here,” Julian said, indicating their screens, “it’s not too much damage; $5,000 maybe. But not the backs! You damage the sensor, and the whole thing becomes trash. Garbage. Waste. And you know what?” Julian stepped towards us, his body towering in its rage. 
All three of us cowered back. 
“Each one of these costs more than $30,000. Multiply that by ten. Two were on loan from the manufacturer, for trial purposes. They’re not even available on the market yet. Therefore, they don’t have a price. Oh God,” Julian groaned, “over $300K down the toilet—and my professional reputation along with it.” Julian paced the office. “This will get around to every studio, magazine, rental house and manufacturer. Worse, every client.” He slammed his fist into the wall. I cringed. “No one will trust us with new equipment anymore. Hell, I wouldn’t. It’s suicide for any photography business. If manufacturers don’t lend you their newest technology, you lag behind, and you lose clients. Not to add that our insurance premiums,” Julian pointed out, “will go straight through the roof.”
 “No,” he said, halting and staring ahead of him, right through us, “this was no prank, no teenager messing around. Whoever did this had the whole thing mapped out. It had to be someone who worked with or for Monique in the past, someone who wanted payback for something. Of course Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum here made his job easy.” Julian shook his head. “Leaving the keys out. God, how stupid can you be? The guy who did this, he knew exactly how the Lamonts work, that they’d disappear and leave the kids with something as important as the keys. He’s smart, very smart; that’s who Monique likes to hire,” Julian mumbled before he focused his narrowed eyes on us. “Let me see the tape,” he demanded. 
 “What tape?” I scowled. 
 “The security tape,” Xander volunteered. 
 “You mean,” I circled around to face him, “there’s a security tape and you didn’t mention it before?” 
 “You didn’t ask.” 
When Xander shrugged, I scowled harder. 
 Julian walked toward what I could’ve sworn was a digital video player and popped out a DVD. I gaped. Where else, my head reeled, did the Lamonts have hidden cameras? I shuddered, suddenly uncomfortable with the possibilities. 
 Julian walked back to the desk and inserted the DVD into a computer. We tiptoed behind him. The computer screen flashed on with wide-angle images of the office. There was Xander with his buddies and a guitar. We saw a bunch of obviously tipsy teenagers ambling in and out of the camera shot. And then—a body in a black hoodie, face averted, approaching the camera. 
 Bingo. The culprit. 
 And then nothing. Just black.
 “Fuck,” Julian cursed. “He spray-painted the camera’s lense.” Julian shut off the screen and plopped in a seat. “Like I said, no amateur. Though,” he smirked up at me, “you’ll be happy to know you can probably scrape the paint off that camera.” 
Hah, hah. I smirked back. Had that really been necessary?
 “Well,” Julian said as he rubbed his face, “I doubt they’ll have any luck figuring out who it is—what with all these people in and out and no visual—but we’d better call the police anyway.” 
 “The police!” Gemma, Xander and I cried out in unison. 
 “Do you think that’s really necessary?” I rushed on. 
 “I don’t think Maman and Daddy will like that,” Gemma added. 
I had to agree. The Lamonts didn’t strike me as “get the police involved” sort of people. 
 “Yeah, well,” Julian glowered at us, “I need a police report to file an insurance claim, and neither Monique nor Stephen is here to say otherwise.” He whipped out his cell phone. 
 “Wait!” I grabbed his hand. “That really might not be a good idea. Xander and Gemma are home alone,” I tried to explain. “They’re fourteen, with no adult supervision. They were drinking, and their parents provided the alcohol. That’s not exactly legal in New York … ”
 “Then the cops,” Julian cut me off before I could remind him about the drugs. And that if we called them in now, the officers would surely be obliged to put Xander and Gemma into some kind of legal custody. And where would that leave us? Fired, certainly, because two kids in jail couldn’t bode well for our continued employment. “Can deal with that too,” Julian snarled. “‘Cause I’m not taking responsibility for these brats. Unless,” he arched a brow, “you want to. Tell me, will the studious and perfect Tekla cover for the Lamonts again?” 
 I stared at Julian, stunned and hurt by his attack. Where was this coming from? I wanted to ask.
Instead, I nodded back at him. One of us had to step in. 
He stayed around long enough for the cops to make out their report, but said nothing when their less-then-friendly questioning made me sound like the irresponsible, dead-beat parent. Then he abandoned me to deal with the rest of the cleanup alone. The jerk. 
And here I thought our date had meant something to him too. 
Clearly, I was mistaken. 


CHAPTER 19
 
 
 
 
THE LAW REVIEW office buzzed with activity—or, at least, as much activity as working on topics like judicial methodology, unilateralism and discrimination by proxy would permit. 
 Second-year staffers sat hunched over proofs, copyediting and blue-booking one last time, making sure every period, comma and semi-colon was in its proper place and every citation format met the legal standard. Once in a while, a staffer would get up and walk to the reference desk or seek out a third-year editor in a cubicle. Other editors whispered into phones—probably talking to disgruntled authors, professors at prominent law schools who didn’t appreciate mere students telling them to change this or that in their legal treatises. Still others huddled together in the conference room, brainstorming on the Review’s upcoming layout. 
 I seemed to be the only one doing nothing, sitting, waiting. 
 “Tekla, it’s good of you to make it,” said a tall, skinny man in his late twenties with ash-blonde hair and ashen skin. He approached me, and extended his hand my way. 
 The editor-in-chief. 
 I jumped out of my seat and grabbed his hand. 
 “Josh.” I greeted. I had met him once before, during Law Review orientation. Generally the editor-in-chief stayed behind closed doors—the only doors in the entire space—so he could be isolated from minor, mundane editorial problems and concentrate on the journal’s big issues, including those connected with its staff. “I got your letter.” 
 Josh smiled, the gesture thin and strained. “Please, come into my office.” 
 We moved into the space, and he indicated a chair. “Sit.” 
I got myself settled, and he sat opposite to me. 
“Tekla, what’s going on with you?” 
 I tried to smile, to diffuse the tension, but the effort came out crooked. “I’ve been really busy,” I hurried out. There was no point beating around the bush; I knew why I was here. My article was late. “I’m really sorry.” 
 “So I’ve heard.” Josh folded his hands and tilted his head. “Professor Johnson was here to see me.” 
 My eyes expanded to the size of saucers—this, him, I hadn’t expected. 
 “It’s not good, Tekla. I won’t lie to you.” Josh sighed, like a doctor about to pronounce a bad diagnosis. “You have to understand, Professor Johnson is one of our most esteemed advisors. I normally wouldn’t say this, not to a staffer, but you have a right to know, under the circumstances.” Josh rubbed his eyes. His fingers were long and pale, like the rest of him. “Professor Johnson really supported your candidacy for the Review. Frankly, it was down to you and another one of your classmates, a male classmate. It was a close call. Professor Johnson pushed for you, hard. He has always been a strong supporter of gender equality in law schools. He was one of the first faculty members to argue for the inclusion of women in tenured faculty. And with that effort in mind, he seems to take a special interest in promising female students and, well, for your year, that student has been you—strong grades, strong writing, glowing recommendations.” 
I jerked back in my seat, as if Josh had slapped me. Professor Johnson had pulled strings behind the scenes, for my benefit? The possibility made me feel … unclean. I wanted to scream, I got Law Review on my own merits!

 “But you’ve butted heads with another of his protégées,” Josh continued, unfazed by what he was telling me. “Your assigned article is by one of Professor Johnson’s colleagues and close friends. Melanie Sylvan’s an assistant professor—non-tenured—at Cardozo, but with another published piece, she’s finally up for tenure review and maybe even an assistant professorship here at NYU.” Josh paused. “Your behavior has put that promotion in jeopardy. If her article doesn’t get published in time, her tenure will be delayed and the position will be filled by someone else, and, well … I’m sorry, but, at this point, I have no choice in the matter. I have to put you on probation. You have one week from today to complete the assignment, or we give it to someone else and you forfeit your position on the journal.” 
 I sat, stunned. I didn’t really want the job—but I would rise and fall on my own. I’d be damned if Professor Johnson thought he got me hired and fired. 
Professor Johnson helping me, I shuddered. What was in it for him?

 “Tekla!” The sound of Josh’s voice snapped me back. I refocused. “A word of advice. Try to mend fences with Professor Johnson. He’s an invaluable advocate to have, but a very bad adversary.” 
 
I GLARED AT PROFESSOR JOHNSON. Every time he paced in front of or around the lectern, I glared and scowled. I know all about you and your meddling, and I am not pleased.

 But Professor Johnson didn’t seem to notice. His eyes slid right past me. No doubt about it, I was being purposefully ignored.
Jerk, I thought, and closed out of my class notes. If he could ignore me I would ignore his lecture. I opened the Cardozo Law School home page and searched for faculty profiles. 
 Melanie Sylvan. 
 Up until this point the name meant little beyond the author on the title page of my article. Time to learn more.
 Sylvan, Sylvan, I scrolled through the Ss until, success: Sylvan, Melanie. 
 I clicked on the name. 
 A full-page image of a pretty, smiling brunette in her mid-thirties loaded onto the screen. Very pretty. 
 I studied the profile—NYU graduate, class of 2000; magna cum laude; Order of the Coif; Law Review managing editor—and searched her professional bio: Assistant Professor, Cardozo Law School, 2005; Judge Thompson, United States Court of Appeals, 2nd Circuit, 2003; Professor Johnson, New York University School of Law, Teaching and Research Assistant, 2002 to 2003. 
 The last name on the list—Professor Johnson’s—gave me pause. I looked up from the screen, at the man himself, with his silver hair, tanned face and uniform of navy blazer and powder-blue shirt with white collar and gold tie. He appeared the epitome of what I always considered the scholarly bachelor. Come to think of it, I had never heard anyone mention a Mrs. Johnson. 
 Melanie Sylvan’s profile didn’t identify a husband either. 
 Could they be … ? 
How much of the brief have you completed?
 The instant message forced me to abandon my conjectures on Professor Johnson’s love life. 
 Markus. 
 And then something totally unexpected hit me: Markus. It had to be him—the male student Josh referred to. He made perfect sense. Markus’s grades were stellar, his legal research top-notch, his reputation in the law school above reproach. He was responsible, respectful of all legal scholars no matter their viewpoint, and diligent; the perfect would-be Review staffer who would never miss a deadline. 
I fought down a pang of guilt, and wrote back. 
None. 


 Want to work on it tonight? I’ll help with your research. 

 Always the nice guy. Guilt flooded over me in tsunami-sized waves. 
Can’t. Have to finish Law Review first. 
 My fingers faltered over the keyboard; I was embarrassed to type more. I didn’t want the news to spread. But, what the hell, Markus deserved to know the whole truth, the full extent of how much I’d fucked up. 
I’m on probation, I added. I have one week or else. 


 Shit. 
 I smiled, wryly. Leave it to Markus to summarize things so succinctly.
Yeah. Plus, there’s work.

 
 “XANDER. XANDER? Xander! Put down the guitar and come work on the story.” 
 Blank stare. Then more noise disguised as music. I could vaguely make out Pink Floyd’s The Wall. 
 “Xander … ” 
 He rolled his chair across the room, guitar still in lap, and pulled up by the desk. 
 “Yo.” 
 “The story,” I turned on his computer for him. “Start writing. Now.” 
 Xander stared. We’re back to this? his eyes dared. 
Yeah, we are, I stared back. 
 “All right.” Xander shrugged and reached for the keyboard. “But it’ll suck. And what do I write anyway?” 
 “No, it won’t.” I hoped. It wouldn’t suck, at least not totally. “And write whatever you want. It’s your story. Write what’s in your head.” On second thought, that was one scary suggestion. “Do one paragraph, then stop and we’ll go over it.” 
 Xander gave me one last look, then banged away on the keyboard. His typing skills were impressive. He would make any secretary proud. 
 I moved away from the desk—lest Xander think I was hovering—and paced his bedroom, to and fro. 
 “Done.” 
 I virtually tripped over myself to get back to the desk. 
Once upon a time, Xander wrote, there were two dogs Coco and Dior and they live in Manhattan, they had a huge house and also two puppies twins, one is a girl and one was a boy, Coco and Dior were always gone working, Dior was a big business dog who makes delicious biscuits and sells them for lots of money and Coco models for dog food, so the puppy twins always stayed home alone and one day they decided to have a big dog party, so they invite all their puppy friends and the party was huge. 
 I glanced at Xander. This story sounded familiar. Well, maybe this time I would actually find out the ending: Did the two puppies get punished for being careless, and indirectly breaking their parents’ expensive biscuits? Because as far as I knew, Xander and Gemma hadn’t. Mum was the word when it came to the party: no mention of the police or a possible suspect. It was as if nothing had happened. 
 “Not bad,” I said. And the story wasn’t bad, or as bad as it could have been. Just a few minor grammar corrections and we—Xander—had a good start. All on his own. 
 Xander cut his eyes over to me, both brows raised. 
 “No, really,” I encouraged. “Not bad. Now start with the commas. Change them all to periods. Oh, and pick one tense—past or present, up to you—and stick to it. Don’t flip-flop.” 
 Xander contemplated his story. “Why?” 
 “Because,” I said as I lowered myself onto the stool, “inconsistent tenses look sloppy and can confuse the reader. You want your tenses to be parallel from sentence to sentence, and definitely within the same sentence. There are exceptions to this, but you don’t have to worry about them now. Go ahead. Try it. See if you like the difference.” 
 Xander retyped the changes and read them out loud. 
 “Hey,” he said, relaxing into his chair and reaching for the guitar in his lap, “this does sound better.” He strummed the strings; I mentally rubbed my temples. “This short story pretend stuff is kind of easy to write, much easier than essays. And, like, it’s almost fun. Yo,” Xander said as he banged on the instrument, “if I can get the hang of this, I can like, be the next Stephen King. People’ll pay me millions just for the shit that’s in my head. What a scam.” Xander broke into a riff. 
 “Yeah, well,” I winced. “Write what happens next, and we’ll see if it stays fun and easy.” 
 
 “MISS REZNAR, A WORD PLEASE.” Stephen Lamont said, materializing out of the shadows of the Lamont staircase. 
 I paused, surprised, my hand on the front door’s knob. I had never actually seen Stephen Lamont in the townhouse, and I still suspected he slept elsewhere. “I was just leaving,” I pointed out. “I have to get to class.” And, frankly, I’ve given you and your family too much of my time already. 
 “No problem.” Stephen Lamont breezed through the open door, ahead of me. I gawked as he settled in the back of a Bentley. The man gave whole new meaning to etiquette. “Join me,” he called out. “I’m also leaving.” 
 I shut the front door behind me. What the hell. A drive to school would likely be faster and definitely more comfortable. And … it was a Bentley. I had never driven in one. Actually, I had never seen one in person. 
I tumbled inside the car, melting into the butter-soft cream leather. I sighed. This was style. I could see why the Queen preferred it.
 The driver, in black suit, chauffeur hat and white gloves, purred the car to life and merged into oncoming traffic. Stephen Lamont pulled out papers from his briefcase and began reading. I watched him flip pages and frowned. Weren’t we supposed to talk? Though about what, I couldn’t imagine. Unless, I sat up straight, my heart racing, he had some beef with how I handled the weekend. 
 “About the party … ” I began. 
 “What?” Stephen Lamont glanced up from his papers and scowled at my intrusion, as if he had completely forgotten I was in the car with him. 
 “The party? Isn’t that what you want to talk to me about?” I asked, confused.
 Stephen Lamont dropped the papers in his lap. 
 “No,” he said. “Although, calling the police … Really, Miss Reznar, was that necessary? Over some broken cameras.” He made the $300,000 digital backs sound like $10 disposables. “The Lamonts don’t, as a rule, involve public servants in their private lives, especially over something so trivial. Please remember that in the future,” he directed as he leaned back in the seat and stretched his legs. “No. I wanted to discuss with you something of importance: Xander’s story. It has dogs, Miss Reznar. Are you really serious?”
 “Me?” I gasped. How could Stephen Lamont have complaints about the story already, when he hadn’t even read a single sentence? “The story is Xander’s, and so is the idea. I had nothing to do with his choice of topic.”
 “But you, Miss Reznar,” Stephen Lamont shot out, “are the tutor. It’s your job to guide him. I believe you understand how important it is for me that Xander gets on Horizons. He must follow his family’s legacy. And how will a story about dogs help him do that, hmm?”
 “It worked for Orwell and his pigs,” I tried. 
 “Who?” Stephen Lamont glowered. 
 With a response like that, I had trouble believing Stephen Lamont ever served on a literary journal. What editor, even a high school one, didn’t know Animal Farm? 
“Xander wants to write a satirical fable. You know, a story with animals that, like, makes a moral point, but with humor,” I added when Stephen Lamont’s glower still hadn’t dissipated. “That’s an ambitious undertaking, especially since he has been studying satires in English class. I’m sure Mr. Dandridge will be very impressed. I doubt other students will try something so hard. That should give Xander an advantage.” 
 “We’ll see, Miss Reznar,” Stephen Lamont said, scrutinizing my face before retrieving the papers from his lap. Apparently my answer had satisfied him, at least momentarily. “But make no mistake, I will be observing. Closely. Mellers,” he tapped on the Bentley’s roof, “pull over. Miss Reznar is getting out.” 
 He couldn’t be serious. 
But the car stopped. 
He was. 
 “Ah, thank you?” I stammered as I slunk out. 
I watched the car pull away then looked around me. 
Great. We had driven twenty blocks. 
Too bad it was in the opposite direction from the law school. 


CHAPTER 20
 
 
 
 
MELANIE SYLVAN’S article analyzed the viability of the First Amendment in the age of the Patriot Act; it had 334 footnotes. After two days and twelve hours in the library, I had cite-checked up to footnote number 103. That left 231 one more to go. 
 I rubbed my eyes and folded my arms across one of the tens of open legal books scattered on the table, then laid down my head to rest. 
 If I could just close my eyes and drift off for hours, unconcerned about how I was ever going to accomplish such a feat—in five days, no less. Or, better yet, if the cite-checking could just miraculously complete itself. 
 I sighed and forced my head back up from the comfy pages. I didn’t deserve any miracles. The only way I was going to finish the assignment was footnote by painstaking footnote. 
 So I focused on footnote 104: Bob Tedeschi, Patriot Act Has Led Online Buyers and Sellers to Watch What They Do. Could It Threaten Internet Business? and Jeffrey Rosen, The Unwanted Gaze.

 Damn. Two cites in one footnote and no direct quotations. 
 The latter were easy to check: just flip to the named book or article, then the specified page number and look if the words matched. They required five minutes of work, ten tops. But paraphrases were another matter, especially if they referenced a book. Those mandated reading pages and pages of both Melanie’s article and her cited text, to see if the overall arguments corresponded in sufficient detail, a painstaking process that could and did take hours. 
 Too bad Melanie Sylvan loved to paraphrase. Out of the 103 footnotes I had completed thus far, only two were direct quotes. 
 I flipped back to the start of section two of Melanie’s article and tried to concentrate on the words. Again. I had reread the section at least five times, each time analyzing her arguments from the new source’s perspective. The Patriot Act, Melanie wrote, threatens the very foundations of the principles at the heart of the First Amendment. My eyes wanted to cross, but I searched the stack of books and papers for Mr. Tedeschi’s article and Mr. Rosen’s book instead, to see if indeed the Patriot Act proved to be such a threat. At least the article was short—thank God for small favors. As for the book—well, Melanie did only mention three pages. 
 I sat back in my chair and started in on the article. 
 “Hey, Tekla, how’s it going?” Emily, a heavyset girl with brown hair and apple-red cheeks, sat down in the chair next to me. With her ruddy cheeks, she made me think of Pollyanna. 
 I tipped my head in her direction, happy at the distraction, no matter how brief. “Hey yourself, Emily.” 
 Emily sat two rows behind me in Professor Johnson’s lecture. We didn’t talk much, usually—Emily lived on a different dorm floor, and Johnson’s class was the only one we had in common—but we did on occasion compare class notes. As far as I knew her, Emily was the epitome of nice. 
 “I see you’re working on your brief.” Emily nodded at my stacks of books and papers. If she only knew, I grimaced. “So I won’t disturb you. But I’m almost done with mine.” 
 I couldn’t help it. I winced. 
 “And I was just wondering—you know, since we’re both on the con side—if you used City of Newark v. Beasley. I talked with Jason—he’s con too, and finished his brief yesterday—and he says I shouldn’t, that the case isn’t pertinent to our facts. What do you think?” 
 “Ah,” I hedged, and shifted the stack of books away from Emily’s curious eyes, lest she glimpse the truth. The library was packed with Johnson’s Constitutional Law students, and I was pretty certain none were working on overdue journal assignments. At the rate of the library’s occupancy it appeared most, like Emily, were well on their way to the finish line. Most, that is, except me. “I haven’t gotten that far yet.” 
 “Oh,” Emily responded, her face falling. “Well, then,” she said, scrambling up from her chair, “I won’t bother you anymore. Thanks.” She smiled thinly and looked ready to make a hasty retreat. 
What the … ? What had I said? But suddenly it dawned on me: Emily thought I was lying, that I was hiding my research about the brief from her on purpose when I moved the books away. I frowned as she almost tipped the chair in her rush to get away from me, like someone who’s just realized she’s in the vicinity of an academic piranha. 
 “No, wait.” I shoved the books and papers back towards Emily. “I’m not that far into the brief. See. These are my Law Review books.” 
 “Sure.” Emily hardly glanced at the pages. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll talk to you later. Bye.” 
 And she was gone, leaving me with nothing but a view of her back. 
 Great. I huffed, feeling like dour Aunt Polly. What next: kittens to drown, puppies to kick, or widows to cheat? 
 I reached for the article and tried to refocus on the text, on the sad story of Internet users censoring themselves, but just couldn’t do it. I peeped at my wristwatch. I hadn’t checked my e-mail or surfed the web in close to an hour. Not that anything new had likely occurred. And true, I left my laptop in my dorm just to avoid such mindless, time-killing temptations. But, really, what could one teeny-weeny break hurt, even if it wasn’t the first one of the day, or the tenth? So I slunk into the computer lab and jumped on the first free computer. This, I thought as I ogled my inbox, is what recovering alcoholics must feel like when they sneak a drink.

 But, alas, there was no new mail, aside from a host of messages from Xander. And those had come in droves. Apparently Xander now fancied himself a writer because my mailbox was simply deluged with the latest drafts of his ever-expanding story.
Hey Tekla, he wrote on all of them, here’s another paragraph. I think you’ll really like it. 
 And, initially, I had. After all, what was there not to like about an excited Xander willingly doing his own homework, a Xander eager about writing? Especially since the paragraphs really weren’t bad. Sure, they had his usual grammar mistakes. But those were easily fixed. More important was the fact that Xander’s story had a plot and character development: There was the dog Dior who was always busy with work; Dior’s wife Coco who constantly traveled; and the two puppies left behind at home who acted out to get their attention. I was thrilled with his insight—until Xander’s story took a turn. A mean one. And then another. And another. 
 “Did you read his stupid story?” Gemma had screamed at me a few days prior, just as I arrived at the Lamont house. She’d shoved a piece of paper in my face before I could step foot through the door. 
 I had scanned the sheet. 
The twins were one boy and one girl. The boy puppy is alright but the girl puppy her name is Gem she was a little shall we say slutty, she likes every dog in her school even if they bark bad things about her she still will go with them if they tell her to. 
 I’d thought, Oh Lord, and returned the paper to Gemma. 
 “Well!” she had shrieked. “What are you going to do about this? He’s e-mailed this to like everybody in his school and mine, and they’re all laughing. Everyone knows it’s about me!”
 I’d wanted to scream back; after all, what did she expect me to do about it? I wasn’t Monique or Stephen Lamont. I couldn’t make him do anything, not if he didn’t want to. 
 Instead I’d turned away from Gemma, walked into the house, and called out, “Xander!” 
 Xander had ambled down the stairs immediately, almost as if he’d been waiting for my call. “Tekla, wuz up?” 
 “What is this?” I’d pointed to the now crumpled sheet in Gemma’s hand. 
 “My story?” he’d snickered.
 “Yes,” I’d shot out through clenched teeth. The boy was actually going to act dumb. “Your story. Why are you purposefully badmouthing and goading your sister?” 
 “That’s not about her,” Xander had said as he grinned and shoved his hands in his pant pockets. “It’s fiction. Any similarities are purely coincidental.” 
 “Liar … ,” Gemma had burst out. 
 “Oh come on. A girl puppy named Gem? That’s cutting it close, don’t you think?” I’d argued. 
 “Literary license,” Xander had shrugged. Literary license, my ass, I’d thought. Where did the boy come up with this stuff?

 “You said I could write about anything I wanted,” Xander had gone on, eyeing me like a cat eyeing a mouse. “That ‘a made-up story can have some basis in fact.’ Actually, you said ‘most great fiction is rooted in fact, even when those facts make others uncomfortable.’ And that ‘brutal honesty is the only way to create a truly great masterpiece.’ That ‘it’s a writer’s job to force the truth on others even when they don’t want to see it themselves.’” 
 My mouth had dropped open. Sure, I might’ve said something just that stupid. Not that I ever expected Xander to listen, let alone apply it. 
 “So I’m just being honest,” Xander had continued. “And if Gemma doesn’t like it, she can write her own stuff. By the way,” he’d beamed at me, “how did you like my use of the word ‘bark’ instead of ‘say’? You know,” he’d added at my blank stare, “when I write that the dogs ‘bark’ bad things about her, I’m trying to stay in character. Dog character. That’s good, right?” He’d nodded, all eager for accolades to be sent his way. 
 “Ehh!” Gemma had screeched—and then turned on me before I could utter a single word back. “You had better fix this,” she’d threatened, glaring at me so hard I could hardly make out her irises against the black of her pupils. “You better make him stop, or I’ll tell Daddy.” Then she had run up the stairs, the slam of her bedroom door ringing a not-so-silent warning. 
 But I hadn’t been able to make Xander stop. His Gemma tales had become more outrageous with each new paragraph. He’d written about “Gem’s” drinking binge and her hook-ups with other puppy dogs. He’d gleefully mailed the stories to anybody willing to read them. And the more I’d urged, no begged, him to stop, the more Gemma had screamed and cried, the more Stephen Lamont had threatened me—because Gemma had told “Daddy”—the more determined Xander had become to be true to his art. 
 So I’d tried reverse psychology. I hadn’t encouraged him, exactly; I just pretended Xander’s paragraphs didn’t exist. Yup. As long as he wrote about Gemma, there was no story. 
 I had ignored his voluminous messages, refused to make any corrections. Hopefully, eventually, as the deadline for submission approached and my help was anything but forthcoming, he’d get the message. 
 And—I logged out of my account, Xander’s latest e-mail still left unread—I decided I’d stick to my guns until the bitter end. Xander had to fold eventually. He just had to.
 Of course, keeping to my resolve created stress, so I uploaded The New York Times homepage. I’d skim the latest world developments, then get back to work. Really. 
 I stared at the page. All the articles looked familiar. 
 Damn. Even the headlines hadn’t changed. And none of them were uplifting. 
 So I jumped to the home and garden section. Then to the wedding announcements, to boost my spirits and attention. There, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the details of the romantic courtship between John Prescott III and his fiancée Candy. He was fifty-three, and she was to be his second wife at the tender age of twenty-seven. 
 “Tekla,” a voice whispered in my ear. “Yoo-hoo, Tekla, what are you doing?” 
 “Huh? Oh, hey Markus,” I responded, closing the Times page faster than a teenage boy shutting down a porn site when caught by a parent. 
 “What are you doing?” 
 “Nothing.” I bolted up from the computer. “Just taking a break. You know, working away on that Law Review. Oh, hey Lauren,” I said, spotting my roommate behind Markus’s back. Well, well. Interesting. “So, what are you two up to?”
 “Oh,” Markus answered vaguely, shooting Lauren a glance and shrugging. “We just finished working on the brief. Lauren asked for some help. Nothing major. She was almost done anyway.” Markus frowned. “I thought you might also be in the library, so we came looking. And here you are.” 
 “Yes,” I mumbled. Here I was. 
 With all three of us standing there though, I felt like an intruder barging in on a private date. Lauren was pouting, but Markus seemed not to notice. 
 “So,” I said, walking around him, “I better get back to work. Lots of footnotes to go, you know. You two enjoy yourselves,” I invited, my voice so sweet it could give cavities. “And congratulations on finishing up your briefs.” 
 Markus stepped in front of me and blocked my progress. 
 “I thought you might need some help too, you know, with the Law Review or the brief, whatever.” 
 I shook my head so hard I was amazed it didn’t snap right off. “No, no, I have everything under control, really.” Really, I just didn’t want to step on any more toes. I didn’t need more people pissed at me, especially my roommate. 
 But Markus wasn’t giving up that easily. 
 “How many footnotes have you done?” he demanded. 
 I flicked my eyes away from his scowling face. “103.”
 “How many more do you have to complete?” 
 “231.” 
 “And have you even started the brief?” 
 “No.” 
 Markus sighed. “How are you ever going to finish all these footnotes in a couple of days and do the brief in time, hmm? You need help. Admit it. And I’m here offering it.” He waved a hand behind him. “With Lauren, of course.” 
 Yeah, right. How could he be so dense about Lauren? I ground my teeth. 
 But, shit, I did need the help. No point denying the obvious. The timing was tight, and my motivation was lacking. Working with someone would at least curtail the breaks. Yeah, I desperately needed the help. But not like this. Not at Lauren’s expense.
 “Really, you guys,” I said, nodding at both of them, “I appreciate the offer, but I created this mess and I have to fix it myself.” This, at least, was the absolute truth. “And it’s not like you two could do much anyway. I have to write the brief and I have to sign-off on every footnote. So there’s no point in you two wasting a lovely day on my behalf. Go somewhere and enjoy the time off. I’ll be fine, you’ll see.” 
 I hoped Lauren got the message that I wasn’t trying to ruin her game plan. 
 “Don’t be an idiot,” Markus snapped back. “We can help you organize books, find page numbers, whatever. Simply doing that takes a lot of time. And it’s not like we were planning anything specific anyway. Listen,” Markus pleaded, “you wouldn’t let me lend you the money, so at least let me help you with this. And Lauren wants to help too.” He turned an expectant face towards her. “Right, Lauren?” 
 The look on Lauren’s face was brooding. 
 “Right,” she finally said. 
 
BY THE TIME I COLLAPSED IN BED, I had completed sixty-seven additional footnotes—with the help of Markus and Lauren. Better still, Markus had promised to help some more tomorrow. At this rate, with his input, I actually stood a chance. 
 I closed my eyes—that Markus really was something else—and lay immobile on the bed, too tired to bother with my jeans, shoes and sweatshirt or the books I had scattered all over the floor. I’d deal with them later. Much later. 
 I lay that way, fully dressed, for who knows how long. When my lids finally cracked a peek the room was pitch black. I sat up in the bed and rubbed my face. I must’ve fallen asleep. 
 I forced my body off the bed and switched on the light. 
Big mistake, my head shouted as the light assaulted my eyes. I hit the switch off and on again and tried to adjust to the room’s newfound brightness. 
 And that was when I heard the house intercom. Its sound must’ve woken me. 
 “Hello?” I croaked into the box. 
 “Hello, Miss Tekla,” Darius the doorman chirped back at me. “There’s a gentleman downstairs to see you.”
 I frowned at the intercom. A gentleman? It could only be one person. Every other man I knew didn’t know my exact address, already lived in the dorm or was a blood relative. And family never dropped by unannounced—I glanced at my watch—at ten o’clock at night. But why was he here? 
 I shrugged and lumbered to the door, passing a mirror along the way. Whatever. I didn’t care. I was done trying to figure out his motives. The man was nothing if not rude. I wouldn’t even worry about my disheveled hair, less-than-fresh shirt or complete lack of makeup. If he chose to show up with no warning, he could very well deal with the consequences. 
 I headed to the elevators and sighted him in the lobby. He stood there in a black body-hugging Polo shirt and khaki slacks, a crooked smile on his face and a bunch of white roses hanging from his left hand. 
 I couldn’t stop the sigh. 
 “Hi,” I said as I walked towards Julian. 
 “Hi,” he offered as he came to meet me halfway. He extended the flowers towards me. “These are for you. A peace offering. In apology. For being a jerk. For not appreciating the position I was putting you in. I’m sorry, I never considered that I was putting your job in jeopardy.” 
 I reached for the flowers, brought the bunch to my face and sniffed. Don’t fall for it, my rational head warned. He had been a jerk, a class-A one, yelling at me over Xander and Gemma as if somehow I had been at fault for ruining the digital backs, and then jumping ship when I needed him most. 
 I sniffed the flowers again. I was a sucker for white roses, especially when they came from a good-looking man. 
 “Thank you,” I whispered. 
 His smile widened. The dimples winked. “So you forgive me?” He fixed a strand of hair behind my ear. Goosebumps crawled up my neck and made me want to giggle. I nodded back. 
 “Good,” Julian pulled at another strand, twirled it around his finger. “I know you’re busy with school, so I won’t bother you for long. But I missed you. You look good, Tekla.” 
 Then he leaned in to kiss me. 
 “See you soon,” he promised. 


CHAPTER 21
 
 
 
 
WHEN AMY SMITH arrived at Elementary School 1 on the morning of September 1st, 2003, she could hardly imagine that one new idea, and her decision to pursue it, would alter the course of her entire life, or that of the school that employed her. Miss Smith was a third-grade teacher at the school, and had been one for more than five years. Her work primarily focused on teaching the children how to read. In that capacity, she actively utilized the school’s small library for reading material. Unfortunately, she found most of the books to be dated and had trouble getting her students interested in what they were reading, primarily because many of the students at the urban elementary school couldn’t relate to the lives of the fictional suburban and usually middle-class characters. Frustrated, Miss Smith decided to work on a “project” to address the problem, with the students’ help: she would write her own story—about a boy who lived in a magical underground city at the center of the earth—and the students would give her feedback as she went along. (Smith Deposition at 11.) The project was completely outside the scope of Miss Smith’s contractually specified responsibilities as a teacher. Those responsibilities never required, or even encouraged, her to create any original reading material. Consequently, not wanting the project to interfere with her primary duties as a teacher, Miss Smith wrote most of her story during her free time at home or during breaks while at the school. She used classroom time in the development of her project only at the very end of weekly “out loud” reading sessions. When students had completed reading their assigned books, Miss Smith read chapters of her story to the class. Students then gave her their opinions and suggestions on the story’s development. This took about five to ten minutes of classroom time, once a week, for approximately three months. Id. Miss Smith completed the bulk of the work on the story, which included hours of intense writing each day, outside the classroom setting. She rarely used any school computers or supplies in completing the work. 
 At the end of three months, Miss Smith had finished 150 pages. She printed copies of her manuscript and had thirty bound into book format, all at her own expense. She distributed the copies to her students, as gifts, and donated one to the school’s library. For two years nothing else happened with the book—Miss Smith never thought to submit her “little project” to any publishers—until one fortuitous incident changed that fact. Elementary School 1 gained a donor willing to finance the expansion of its meager library. The donor visited the school to look over the school’s reading collection, and Miss Smith’s self-published book caught his attention. He passed the book along to an editor friend of his, who immediately contacted Miss Smith to work out a deal for the book’s national publication. Miss Smith happily agreed. No one, not the donor, the editor, or the book’s publisher, thought it necessary to seek out the school’s permission. Surprisingly, Miss Smith’s little book became a major children’s literary success …

 “Who’s going out for beer?” a male voice boomed outside my door and had me stopping smack in the middle of my statement of facts. “Meeting place downstairs!” 
Excited screams followed. Doors slammed. Feet rushed. Someone else put on music—Abba’s ultimate hit collection—and joyfully sang along. Apparently, my whole dorm floor had completed Professor Johnson’s brief and was intent on celebrating the fact, loudly.
 I covered my ears and tried to refocus on the text. I had three days—a whole weekend with no classes—to complete the brief and I was going to do it, if it killed me. No way did I get this far only to fail now, because I—Tekla Reznar—had actually finished my Law Review assignment in time. The very idea still made me smile, as did the memory of me, in the Law Review office, handing off the work that very morning. 
 I owed Markus big time. True to his word, he’d lugged around books and journals, flipped through hundreds of pages, and skimmed thousands of lines of legal jargon for five days straight, with no benefit to himself. More importantly, he didn’t let me slack. No more e-mail breaks or useless web surfing. 
 The man was a saint. 
 “Hey, Tekla,” someone slammed a fist into my bedroom door, “party in Jason’s room. You coming?”
 “No!” I shouted back. “I’m working.” 
But not here. I needed a quiet place. So I collected my laptop and headed for the door. 
 “Where are you going?” Lauren, a drink in hand and a new guy at her side, called after me from a neighboring dorm’s hallway, music blaring behind her back. 
 “The library.” 
 
 “OH MY GOD, WITH THE BRIEF DONE, I like have nothing else to do for the whole weekend. Can you believe it?” a blonde chuckled to a group of other blondes standing around my study table. 
I glared at them to be quiet, but they didn’t notice. 
“Did you hear, Tara and Jonathon hooked up at a party last night? But get this, he was so wasted he doesn’t remember a thing! Serves her right,” the same blonde yakked on. 
I searched around for another table, and found none empty. Clusters of students stood, sat or hovered around every table, talking and laughing. It was as if the study lounge had morphed itself into a den of gossip and idle chatter. 
 The library was definitely out. I dug out my cell phone. Desperate times … 
 “Hi, Mom. Can I come over? Yes, to Brooklyn.” 
 
UNDER SECTION 101 OF THE 1976 COPYRIGHT ACT a “work made for hire” is one “prepared by the employee within the scope of his or her employment.” Therefore, although normally copyright ownership automatically attaches to a work’s creator or author, a third party’s rights may trump those of the creator or author when the two form an employer-employee relationship. However, who that employee is and what the scope of that employment relationship entails has been narrowly interpreted by courts in the years since the Act’s enactment. For instance, numerous courts have held that academic writing in universities and colleges was not work made for hire, and professors retained the copyrights to their work even if they used their employer’s “paper, copier, secretarial staff, and computer facilities” in the creation of said work. Weinstein v. University of Illinois;
Hays v. Sony Corp. of Am. The courts have yet to consider whether teachers at the elementary level retain the same rights, but the judicial trend has clearly been to recognize an overall “teacher exception.” Consequently, Elementary School 1 has no copyright claim to Miss Smith’s book, even if the Court interpreted all the disputed facts in its favor, which it should by no means do … 

 “Tekla, are you busy? I brought you some food.” 
My mother strolled into my old bedroom, a plate overflowing with sandwiches in her hands. She stormed my desk, shoved papers out of the way and flipped open books closed, to make room for her bounty. 
 I flinched. It would take a good fifteen minutes to reorganize the pages again. No point mentioning that to my mother, for whom more than one opened textbook at a time equaled a mess that needed immediate cleanup. 
 “Moooom. We just ate dinner, like an hour ago. I am not hungry.” 
 My mother tsked. “And that’s why you’re so skinny! With your condition, you need to eat a lot, and often.” 
 I rolled my eyes. I had no condition, but my mother knew better. She had long ago diagnosed me with an overactive thyroid brought on by stress and nerves. Never mind what the doctors said. 
 “And you look so anxious,” she said, looking ready to stroke my head. 
 I was—I was anxious to finish. Now if she would just go away … 
 My father must have sensed my thoughts, because, miraculously, he materialized behind my mother’s back.
 “Zlotko,” he said as he caressed my mother’s shoulders. “Leave Tekla alone. She has to do her work.” 
 
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL 1 ARGUES THAT, under Section 101, it holds the copyright to Miss Smith’s book, and therefore has a right to all its proceeds, because Miss Smith was employed by the school at the time of the book’s writing and undertook the project solely for the purpose of teaching, her enumerated contractual responsibility with the school. (Plaintiff’s Complaint at 2). However, the actual facts of the case belie that assertion. Elementary School 1 employs numerous other third-grade teachers, none of whom have penned any children’s stories as part of their teaching responsibilities. All rely on the school’s library for their classroom reading material and not their own creative endeavors. Elementary School 1 further asserts that it rightfully holds the copyright ownership in Miss Smith’s book because Miss Smith did a significant portion of the work on the book while on school grounds, during school hours, using the school’s supplies and even relying on its students for critical feedback. Id. Again, the actual circumstances undermine this legal and factual assertion. Miss Smith completed only a portion of her book while on school grounds, and usually during her breaks when she could undertake any activity she desired. She was under no contractual obligation to perform school-related responsibilities during her free periods. Moreover, while Miss Smith admittedly did engage her students in the creation of the book, that engagement was minimal at best. Students got the benefit of hearing her read her story, but this occupied no real classroom time and students never participated in the actual writing process. Finally, as numerous courts have held, whether or not Miss Smith used any of the school’s supplies is not dispositive of the case …

 “Tekla … sorry,” my father apologized as he tiptoed into the room. “But your cell phone is ringing, non-stop. I thought it might be important.” He handed me the phone and crept back out.
 I glanced at the display screen. 
 Xander. Great. 
 “Yo Tekla,” Xander’s voice whined into my ear. “How come you’re ignoring my e-mails? Dude, like, the story is due on Monday.” 
 “I know,” I replied as I closed my computer screen. Something told me this would be a long break. “But I told you, I won’t make any corrections if you keep writing that nasty stuff about Gemma.” 
 “Yo, that was a total joke,” Xander’s voice went up an octave. “I was just doing it to piss her off. And, like, it was funny. But, yo, I would never really submit that stuff. Mr. Dandridge would fail me. So can you please look at it? Please. I swear I took all the Gemma crap out.” 
 I stared at the computer then at my wristwatch. It was Saturday evening. I was halfway done with the brief. I had all of Sunday to finish, and I couldn’t avoid Xander’s story anyway. 
 “Okay,” I said. I’d check it as soon as my own brief was in the bag, so to speak. 
 “But can you like check it now? We’re going with Maman to the country tomorrow, to her editor friend’s house, and, like, you know, I want to be done.” 
 “Fine,” I sighed. Didn’t we all? Want to be done, that is. But not all of us were so lucky. “Send it over.”
 
ONCE UPON A TIME there were two beagle puppies that lived in a huge doghouse in Manhattan. One puppy was a boy and his name was Der. The second puppy was a girl and her name was Gem. The two puppies had very rich dog parents. Their father, his name was Dior, made dog biscuits and he had lots of dog money. Their mother, her name was Coco, was a big dog model who did commercials for the dog biscuits and she was very well known by dogs all over the world. The puppies really loved their dog parents because they gave them everything they wanted. They had nice collars and nice leashes and really good dog food to eat all the time. They didn’t have to worry about anything, like all those poor dogs living in dog shelters or sometimes even on the street had to. They didn’t have to worry about being put to sleep because no one wanted them, or about being beat up by mean people. But the puppy dogs were still sad because their parents were away a lot and they had to stay in the doghouse alone. This did not make them happy. So the puppy dogs started doing bad things to get attention. Like once they had this huge dog party …

 I smiled. Go, Xander! Good for you. Better grammar. Check. Periods. Here. Consistent tenses. Check again. Plot and character development. Present. 
 Would the story get him into Horizons? Maybe not. But it was the first piece of writing Xander had ever completed on his own. 
 And that had to count for something. 
 
 “HELLO?” 
 “What the hell is this?” a man’s voice screamed at me. 
I had made the mistake of picking up my cell phone, again, although I should’ve known better. But the number was unfamiliar and, well, here I was. 
 “Mr. Lamont?” 
 “‘They had nice collars and nice leashes and really good dog food to eat all the time.’ What kind of crap are you peddling, Miss Reznar? This is elementary school stuff! Sentences like that will never get Xander into Horizons.” 
 “Ye-yes, w-w-well,” I stammered, trying to get my bearings. Clearly, Mr. Lamont had gotten hold of Xander’s finished story and didn’t like it. “Xander is in ninth grade. That’s barely high school. And I thought, for his level, with his writing issues, the story was quite good. You’ll be happy to know,” I said, trying to point out the positives, “that Xander wrote it all on his own, and the work is a huge improvement on what he’s done before. With more practice he can become quite the writer.” 
 The line went dead quiet, then … 
 “Are you mocking me, Miss Reznar?” Stephen Lamont hissed. 
 “Ah, no.” Uh-oh. “It’s just that … ” I began, only to be interrupted mid-sentence. 
 “Good,” Stephen Lamont’s voice stayed level. “Let me remind you that I hired you to produce results and not to wait until Xander becomes ‘quite the writer’ all on his own. As such, you have two hours to give me something usable, Miss Reznar. Otherwise, you are fired. Terminated. Your services will no longer be needed. Am I making myself clear?” 
 Before I could answer, the connection went dead. Stephen Lamont, I fumed, had hung up on me. The jerk. The bastard.

And two hours only! He demanded a whole new story—I looked at my watch to confirm the hour—at ten o’clock on a Saturday night. The man was crazy. Inconsiderate. Not to mention unethical. I was a tutor, not a paper peddler. There were academic rules against paying someone to outright do the schoolwork for you, or your son. 
 But then I felt the color drain from my face. 
Fired.

 The word echoed in my head. Stephen Lamont hadn’t sounded like he was kidding. 
 I had never been fired in my life. And the money … I saw the $6,000 paycheck, and all it could purchase, floating away. My childhood bedroom—with its comforting peach walls, frilly bedding and movie star posters—closed in on me. Without the money, it’d become my daily reality. I could, I took a deep breath, deal with that. 
 Yeah, right. No I couldn’t. 
 So I searched through my cell’s contact list, for the only person who could help me. She just had to.
 Ms. Jacobs. 
 “Tekla, I was just thinking about you,” she rasped into my ear. “And here you are calling. How are you? How’s everything going?” 
 “Not too good.” I sat back in my desk chair, relieved to unload the Lamont burden. Ms. Jacobs would deal with it. After all, she had stern rules against cheating. She had said as much. “I’m sorry to be calling so late, but I just spoke with Stephen Lamont, and, well, there’s a problem.” 
 “Oh, don’t worry about the time,” Ms. Jacobs chortled. “I’m always here for my tutors. Want to make sure you’re all happy, especially my brightest stars.” 
 “Yes, well,” I responded, not sure about the “bright star” part. “Mr. Lamont is demanding I write Xander’s essay for him, by tonight, or else he’ll fire me.” I paused, waiting for Ms. Jacobs’s response. 
 It never came. 
 I had expected one full of shock. Outrage, maybe. But not silence. 
 Perhaps I hadn’t sufficiently stressed the gravity of the situation, and she didn’t understand that Stephen Lamont had ordered me to break fundamental academic principles. 
“I mean,” I tried again, “Xander wrote his own story—it’s quite good, by the way—but Mr. Lamont doesn’t like it. He says I need to write something else. And you said I should call you whenever parents cross the line and expect tutors to do all the work,” I pointed out. “Well, the line has been crossed.”
 “Oh, you poor dear,” Ms. Jacobs finally commiserated. “I’m so sorry you had to deal with that. These parents can sometimes be awful, just awful. Now you know what I handle on a daily basis—these unrealistic expectations—just because the parents pay a teeny bit of money. They think they can buy everything. But you said Xander actually wrote a story of his own; is that right?” 
 “Yes,” I replied carefully, not exactly sure where this was heading. 
 “Good,” Ms. Jacobs said. “So, really, Xander did his own work on the assignment, and your writing something else would just be appeasing a fussy parent. Isn’t that right, dear?” 
 I choked on my own spit. What? My voice caught in my throat. 
 “And, really,” Ms. Jacobs chugged on, “where’s the harm in that? Xander learns, Mr. Lamont is happy and you have peace. Everybody wins. But let me do something for you, Tekla. Let me call Mr. Lamont on Monday and have a little chat with him about this incident, about him threatening to fire you. Really, you should never have to hear something like that. If a parent has issues with one of my tutors, he should call me. And, Tekla, you call me with anything else you need. I’m always here for you. You’re such a superstar. Listen, I gotta run; another phone call,” she sighed, all self-pity. “My work never ends, not even on weekends. But what can I do? I love to help people, so I answer. Say ‘hi’ to Lauren for me. Talk to you soon.” 
 For the second time in less than an hour, the phone clicked off before I had a chance to utter a single objection. 
 I threw it on the bed. These people were cuckoo, and I had had enough of them. 
 Mr. Lamont wanted a new story. Ms. Jacobs wanted me to give him one. Fine. I’d comply with both of them. What did I care? I didn’t have time for extended ethical dilemmas. And it was just a high school paper. It’s not like I hadn’t written essays for Xander before, so what was one more? I rolled my chair back to the computer, minimized the brief and opened a new document. 
Once upon a time, the words simply poured onto the screen, in a huge dog mansion in Manhattan, there lived a dog named Dior. Dior was a beagle and he was a very powerful dog. In fact, he was the most powerful dog in all of New York. All other dogs were in awe of him and his supreme wealth. Dior took all this adoration in stride. He really liked his life; he liked having the huge doghouse and the big bank account; he liked having a beautiful wife that every other dog on the planet admired. Dior’s life was close to perfect—close but not perfect enough. You see, there was one fly in Dior’s ointment of perfect happiness: his puppy son Der. Unlike every other canine on the planet, Der refused to do what Dior wanted. So Dior solved the problem by paying others to pretend to be Der and, well, sometimes that led to trouble …

 Let’s see how Stephen Lamont liked this version. 
 
 … THE FACTS CLEARLY SHOW that Miss Smith’s bestselling children’s book was not within the scope of her employment as a teacher at Elementary School 1. As such, the book was not a “work for hire” and the school possesses no ownership interests in Miss Smith’s creative endeavor, nor does it have any rights to its financial proceeds. But even if the Court were to decide that Miss Smith’s book fell under Section 101 of the Copyright Act, Miss Smith is entitled to relief because she has clearly established that her work falls within a “teacher exception.” For all the foregoing reasons, Defendant Amy Smith respectfully requests that the Court dismiss Plaintiff’s case.

 I reread the last sentence and wanted to jump out of my chair—no; out of my skin—to dance. I was finished. Finished! With the brief. With Xander’s story. With everything. And it was only five p.m. on Sunday. I had hours to spare until the Monday morning deadline. My feet itched to move. 
 Instead, I collapsed on the bed. 


CHAPTER 22
 
 
 
 
 “HI, TEKLA, how was your weekend?” 
 “Fine,” I responded, scowling at the empty space around me before I strolled over to a window to look outside, my cell phone in hand. 
 It was black out, with only an occasional streetlight illuminating the rows of parked cars beneath it. Nary a soul meandered among the blocks of single-family homes. 
 It was nine p.m. on Sunday and I was still in my old bedroom in my parents’ house in Brooklyn, too tired to make the trip back to my dorm and Manhattan. 
 But that didn’t stop my phone from ringing. Incessantly. Apparently, I was very popular this weekend. Except I couldn’t quite believe with whom I was talking now. 
 Lisa. Seemingly calling to shoot the breeze. 
How unlikely.

 “Good,” Lisa said, chuckling on the other end. “Stephen and I are in the Hamptons. We drove out this morning for a conference. Boring business stuff, but it’s nice to get out of the city once in a while, don’t you think? Out of the hustle and bustle.”
 “Sure,” I agreed, although I hadn’t been so fortunate as to get away. 
And business conference, my ass, I thought. 
 “Soooo,” Lisa drawled, her voice so syrupy I actually missed the acidity of her usual banter, “are you hanging around the city tonight?” 
 “So to speak,” I said. Manhattan. Brooklyn. They weren’t exactly the same, but New York was New York, no matter the zip code. 
 “Good, good,” Lisa almost giggled. 
The sound shot my eyebrows up to my hairline. Lisa was never this friendly. Actually, she was never friendly. Period. 
“And by any chance, have you seen or heard from Xander lately?” 
 My frown came back. 
 “Not today,” I answered, slowly. “I spoke with him yesterday, and he mentioned going to the country with Gemma and Monique, although I don’t know exactly where he meant. Why? Isn’t he with them?” 
 “Oh, I’m sure he is,” Lisa chuckled again. “There’s nothing to worry about,” she reassured me. “Stephen just wanted to ask him something, and he’s not picking up his phone. Teenagers. You know how they can be. Well, I’ll let you enjoy the rest of your night. Bye.” 
 Yeah. Sure. Teenagers. I closed the phone. Xander was probably just pissed at his father over the story mess. My feelings would’ve been hurt too if I had done all that work just to be told it was crap. I wouldn’t pick up Stephen Lamont’s call either. 
 Still, a niggling doubt lingered in my mind. Xander wasn’t one to suffer in silence. And if Stephen Lamont couldn’t get Xander on the phone, assuming Xander was in the country, wouldn’t he just call Monique instead of having Lisa call me? 
 I dialed Xander’s number. It wouldn’t hurt to check. 
 After five rings, I got his voicemail. 
 Fifteen minutes later, the prerecorded message clicked on again. It did the same fifteen minutes after that. 
 The doubt bloomed into outright worry. 
 I tried Gemma. If Xander was in the country with her and her mother and was just refusing to pick up his cell, she’d know and would put the issue to rest. And if not … 
 “Hi, Tekla,” Gemma chirped into the phone. 
 “Is Xander there with you?” I said quickly, cutting to the chase. 
 “Noooo,” Gemma said. “Why?” 
 The “no” had my stomach dropping to my knees. This was starting to feel bad. Real bad. If I had it right, no one in his family had actually seen or heard from Xander since that morning—more than twelve hours before. 
 “He said he was going with you,” I answered Gemma. “And Lisa says he’s not with your father. Do you know where else he could be?” 
 Gemma said nothing for a few seconds, then finally … 
 “Maybe he never left New York?” she volunteered. 
 The delay and her offhand remark made me wonder. 
 “Gemma, what do you know and aren’t saying?” 
 “Nothing,” she said as her voice pitched. I could almost see the shrug that surely accompanied the answer. 
 “Gemma,” I said in a warning tone. 
 “Oh, please,” Gemma scoffed on the other end, then tried to divert my suspicion. “Everyone’s all concerned about Xander. Would Daddy be calling every five minutes if he couldn’t find me?” 
 “Why do you think he’s still in New York?” I asked, totally ignoring her last question. There was no point denying the obvious: Stephen Lamont probably wouldn’t make the effort, but that was neither here nor there. Gemma was accounted for, whereas Xander was missing. And if Stephen Lamont was calling Gemma every five minutes, I wasn’t the only one who thought something was seriously amiss. 
 “No reason,” this girl who was never brief said shortly. 
Yeah, right.

 “Gemma, I repeat, why do you think he’s still in New York? Did you do something to him?” I wondered out loud. Because it was quickly becoming apparent Gemma had her hands in the thick of this. 
 “Xander, Xander, Xander!” Gemma cried. “Even you care more about him than you do about me. Well, I hate his guts, and he deserves what he got.” 
Uh-oh …

 “Gemma, what did you do to him?” 
Visions of a mutilated Xander danced in my head. 
 “Nothing bad,” she mumbled. “I just locked him in Maman’s closet.” 
 Her answer, like a needle prick to a balloon, deflated all my anxiety. That’s it? A closet.

 “So why didn’t he just get out?” I asked in puzzlement. How hard could opening a closet door be?

 “Because,” Gemma said, her voice becoming so quiet I could barely make out the words, “Maman’s closet has, like, a deadbolt from the outside, and you need a security key to get in and out, and he doesn’t have one.” 
 I still didn’t get it. 
 “Well, why would he be in there without a key?” 
 Gemma hesitated. 
 “I told him Maman wanted him to get a suitcase from there for the trip, and carry it out to the car. He bitched, but went to get it anyway. The door was propped open because Vivienne had been packing Maman’s stuff for the trip, so when he walked in I surprised him and locked him in—you know, as a joke to get back at him for his stupid story. Then I told Vivienne that I locked the closet door so she wouldn’t have to trouble herself. You know, as a favor. She never went to check.” 
 “And you just left him there?” I asked, incredulous. “Without telling anyone?” 
 “I didn’t think it would be for this long!” Gemma defended. “But then Daddy left in his car and when we got in our car to leave too, Maman just assumed Xander had gone with him. And then Vivienne locked up the house and went home—Maman gave her the day off since everybody would be gone—and then we drove away. I thought it was all very funny at the time,” Gemma wailed. “You know, Xander in the closet, and everybody thinking he was with someone else. And he deserved it,” she insisted, her voice growing angry and bitter, “for all the nasty stuff he wrote about me. He did it a bunch of times too, so I thought he should sit in there for a while.” 
 My head spun in a million different directions. Xander had been locked in a closet by his sister, and his parents hadn’t noticed until now? 
 “You mean to tell me,” I spoke slowly, as to get Gemma to grasp the severity of her offense, “you purposefully left him locked in, with no way out, no cell to call for help, and no food or water, for close to twelve hours now, and you think it’s funny?” 
 Gemma sniffed. “Well, no, not if you put it that way … I didn’t really think about it … and how long and stuff … oh my God,” she said, and her voice suddenly broke, “how long can someone survive without water?” 
Bingo. Things were starting to sink in. Finally. 
“Oh my God! Do you think,” she shrieked, sounding dangerously close to hysteria, “that he’s dead from dehydration? Oh my God! Oh my God! Oh my God! I killed Xander!” she wailed. 
 “No, you probably didn’t,” I replied. “Gemma, calm down.” Her histrionics were becoming irritatingly regular. First there had been the drunk Pam, and now Xander—with Gemma the killer of them both. Too bad she didn’t think before she acted. “He’s probably fine. Uncomfortable, but fine.” I looked at a clock. “It’s past ten now, so you guys will probably be heading back soon.” I was surprised they hadn’t left already. After all, it was Sunday night and Gemma had school in the morning, bright and early. “He’ll be fine for a couple more hours, but you have to tell your parents what’s happened so they won’t keep worrying.” 
 “Ahh,” Gemma responded, her voice becoming very quiet. “We’re not going back tonight.” 
 “Excuse me?”
 “Daddy decided to stay in the Hamptons longer, so Maman said we should have a longer vacation too. We might go back tomorrow or maybe Tuesday. She has off until then.” 
 I took even breaths—one, two, three … 
Was anyone planning to tell me or did the Lamonts expect me to show up for the tutoring to an empty house?
 But that wasn’t the important issue, I reminded myself. 
 “Gemma,” I spoke slowly, so she would grasp every word, “you have to tell your mother. Now. Someone has to go back to the house and get him out and make sure he’s fine. Xander can’t stay in the closet overnight.” 
 “Can’t you do it?” Gemma rushed on. 
 “Do what?” She couldn’t possibly think I was going back to the house. No way. No how. 
 “Can’t you tell Maman?” Gemma clarified. “She’ll just yell at me.” 
 Oh. Well. As long as she didn’t think I was going back to Manhattan … 
 “No. You locked Xander in, you have to get him out.” 
 Gemma stayed quiet. So did I. 
 “Fine,” she finally huffed. 
 “And Gemma?” I added. “I want to hear you do it.” I didn’t really think she wouldn’t, but then again … 
 “Fine,” Gemma snapped, and apparently went in search of her mother. I heard the swish of her clothing and the static of empty rooms, until a plaintive, “Maman, I have to tell you something” filled the silence, followed by an explosion of rapid French. 
Then Gemma hung up. 
 Well, the problem was now out of my hands. Except, I sat staring at the phone, I had a feeling things weren’t going to be that easy.
 
HALF AN HOUR LATER, my hunch proved right. 
 “Tekla, I’m so sorry to disturb you this late.” It was Lisa, again—sugary tone in tow. Not Monique. Not Stephen Lamont, although he seemed to have my cell number on speed dial—oh, no: he only called to yell, never to beg for favors. 
 Still, I picked up because, well, it was Lisa. If she was calling me voluntarily for a second time something had to be seriously wrong with Xander. 
 “I guess you heard about our little situation?” Lisa said. 
 “Uh-huh,” I answered, “though I wouldn’t call it little.” 
 “Yes, well,” Lisa replied, some of her sugary tone dissipating. “The thing is that we have a snag. You see, Stephen can’t leave the Hamptons tonight.” 
Of course he couldn’t, I snickered silently. Why would Stephen Lamont bother to complicate his life for his son?

“He has an important business meeting in the morning,” Lisa tried to explain. “And Monique is all the way in Hastings-on-Hudson with no car. She had sent her driver back to the city earlier in the day. He’s on his way back to get them now, but it will take hours to make the trip to and from, and well, you know, that’s just too long.” 
I itched to point out there had to be plenty of trains and buses making the trip to Manhattan, but figured I’d save my breath. Public transportation, apparently, was not for the Lamonts, not even in an emergency. 
“So we were hoping that, since you’re already in New York, you could go get Xander and wait with him until Monique arrives,” Lisa finished. 
 “Me?” How did I know this was coming? “But I don’t have keys to the closet, or, for that matter, to the house. How am I going to get in?” Besides, it was past 11:00 already and I had class in the morning, not to mention the brief that had to be handed in by 9 a.m. sharp. “Wait a minute. Gemma said Vivienne was the one who locked up the house, so she must have the keys. Why can’t she go?” 
 “Vivienne,” Lisa hissed through what surely must have been clenched teeth, “is at her sister’s in Pennsylvania. We already called. You’re closer. And, in any event, she doesn’t have the keys to the closet either, so it doesn’t make that much of a difference.” 
 “I don’t know … I’ve got things to—” 
 “You will,” Lisa cut in, biting off the words, “of course, be generously compensated for your time and efforts. Since it’s Sunday and very late, Stephen has agreed to pay twice your hourly rate. Travel time and expenses included. Very generous for such a simple task, don’t you think?” 
Now wait a minute, I wanted to bite back. The money hadn’t even occurred to me. Not that, come to think of it, I would turn it down. $300 per hour sounded pretty great. But still …

 “And as for getting in,” Lisa continued, “we already took care of that. I called the locksmith who installed the closet locks, and he’ll meet you at the house to disable the closet locks, the bolt and the security system.” Security system for a closet? No doubt about it, Monique’s closet had to be Ali Baba’s cave. “Unfortunately, you will first have to go to Stephen’s corporate apartment to get his extra set of keys to the house’s front door. No point destroying those locks if we don’t have to.” 
Lisa’s last bit of news had me doing a double take: Stephen Lamont had another apartment in the city? Well, well, suddenly, the situation had whole new possibilities. Contemplating those made me miss what Lisa had said last. 
 “Sorry, can you repeat?” I had to ask, reminding myself about curiosity and the cat. 
 “I said,” Lisa definitely sounded irked, “that we already notified the doorman to let you in. The apartment is on East 79th and York. Once you get the keys and go to the townhouse, call me and I’ll give you the security code for the front door.” She stopped, then virtually snarled, “Well, will you do it?” 
 Yup. I had pissed her off. I smiled. 
 “I guess, for Xander’s sake, I had better.” 
 “Fine,” Lisa said abruptly, and ended our call. 
I frowned for like the umpteenth time that night. This hanging up on me by the Lamont household was becoming too frequent.
Oh well, I though as I got up to leave, no use complaining now. I had agreed to participate, for better or worse.

 I ended up pausing midstride, as an idea suddenly percolated. Why should I be the only Lamont underling inconvenienced? No, siree. I grinned, reached for the phone and dialed. If Monique was not working, he had to be off as well. And he just might be curious enough to see Stephen Lamont’s love nest to make the trip with me. Talk about taking advantage of a perfect opportunity. 
 “Hi, Julian,” I said when he picked up the other end. “By any chance, are you free tonight? Yes? Great. Because you’re never going to believe what has happened … ” 


CHAPTER 23
 
 
 
 
 “DID YOU FIND the keys?”
 “Not yet,” Julian answered as he hit the light switch on Stephen Lamont’s bureau lamp. “How many desks does this man have?” he asked, rummaging through the bureau’s drawers. “Though I gotta tell you, I’ve been dying to see this place.” 
Julian’s head was barely visible above the bureau’s top, his voice muffled by its heavy mahogany wood. 
“I don’t think Monique’s ever been here, though she knows all about it. I’m sure she’ll be pumping me for details,” he said when his head bopped up. He winked at me. “It feels so clandestine, going through Stephen’s not-so-secret love nest, especially at one in the morning.” 
 “Uh-huh,” I grunted and continued searching through Stephen Lamont’s secretary. Where were those damn keys? Lisa had mentioned a desk drawer in a study, but Julian was right: Stephen Lamont had more desks than a first-grade classroom! There was the bureau, the secretary, a Chinese table—probably Ming, and probably real—a drop writing desk, a roll-top and three other desks whose origin I couldn’t identify—although, from the look of them, they had to be antique. 
Actually, everything in Stephen Lamont’s apartment looked like it had aged for at least two hundred years. The place closely resembled his office, and was as far from the modern townhouse as the South Pole was from the North. How Stephen and Monique Lamont ever claimed to cohabit together was beyond me. Of course, the location of the keys was a far more pressing matter than the Lamonts’ living arrangement. 
 I slammed the secretary’s drawer closed. Clearly, the keys weren’t here. Unfortunately, neither had they been in the roll-top, the writing desk, nor, if Julian’s grunts were any indication, in the bureau. 
 Lisa obviously didn’t know jack.
 I contemplated one of the three yet-to-be searched desks, this one by the window with a stunning view of the East River.
 Lisa had made things sound so simple: Go to Stephen’s penthouse. Pick up the keys and let the locksmith in once you get to the townhouse. Piece of cake. 
Except things hadn’t turned out quite that way. 
 First, my mother had actually tried to stop me from going. 
 “Are you crazy?!” she had screamed as I prepared to leave Brooklyn. “It’s the middle of the night! You have class tomorrow. And did you forget your paper?” 
 “I’m done with the brief, and it’s my job to help,” I’d reasoned in reply. “I get paid lots of money to do what I’m doing.” 
 “Your job? Your job!” my mother had continued screaming. “Your job,” she’d almost spat out, “is to help with homework and not run around the city at all hours of the night doing something these … these parents should do! No, actually,” she’d paused, “your job is to get a law degree and not deal with these people in the first place.” She had snarled the words, then had forbidden my father from driving me to the city. 
 “If she’s stupid enough to jeopardize her future for some spoiled, good-for-nothing, rich people who care nothing about her in return, she can do it without our help!” she had said, then given my father ‘the look’ that promised dire consequences if he didn’t do as she ordered. 
My father would have disobeyed, of course, but I hadn’t wanted my parents arguing because of me, and so I had quickly said I’d take the subway—as catching a cab in Brooklyn was close to impossible. Unfortunately, this being the middle of the night on a weekend, the train had taken four times as long as usual. 
 Luckily, Julian had arrived as promised and on time, but that was where my small stroke of good fortune had ended. The doorman who should have eagerly let us in had stood stone-faced and uncooperative until Stephen Lamont personally called to give him the go-ahead. And then the keys, which Lisa had said would be readily apparent to anyone with eyes, were nowhere to be found. 
 I pulled open a drawer of the window desk, resigned to another futile search, and stared down at a set of keys on an antique silver keychain. Engraved on the chain’s face was “227 East 30th Street.” 
 “Found them,” I called out to Julian. 
 
 “THESE DOORS WERE BUILT TO WITHHOLD a military invasion,” groaned the locksmith, a heavyset man with massive forearms and even bigger hands. The groan turned into a proud beaming smile as he drilled through the deadbolt. “Bulletproof, waterproof, fireproof, soundproof.” 
The last word certainly explained why we had yet to hear a peep from Xander. 
“This is top notch security,” the locksmith observed as he leaned his balding head into his raised left arm, the one holding up the jumbled remains of the bolt, and rubbed it back and forth, apparently in an effort to wipe away the trickling beads of sweat. 
 Opening Monique’s closet door clearly was hard work. It had already taken the locksmith more than two hours, but the door hadn’t budged. 
 “What a shame to destroy such fine craftsmanship,” the locksmith said as he smiled at me again. 
I stood anxiously behind his back waiting for the smallest sign of progress in our effort to get Xander out. Julian had long ago abandoned his post beside me, and was now drowsing against the wall opposite the closet. 
 Looking at Julian’s hunched-over body, I felt a pang of guilt. It was past three a.m. I had dragged him out for little more benefit to himself than the pleasure of my humble company. He would be getting paid nothing for his efforts, as far as I was aware. And the excitement of searching through Stephen Lamont’s semi-secret apartment had worn off long ago, as had the fun of being in each other’s company. 
 After all, this was no date. 
 “It took us a week to install,” the locksmith kept on gibbering like it was high noon instead of the middle of the night. “Me and four other guys. The electronic sensors were the hardest,” he mentioned, nodding his chin towards the disabled security panel. “Funny how they were the easiest to undo, though. That’s why I keep telling my clients, go for the good old-fashioned metal locks. They hold up the best. No thief will bother to go through this.” He gestured towards the jumbled bolt and drill in his hand. 
 That metal finally clanked off, and the locksmith pushed the door ajar. 
 Open sesame. 
 
MONIQUE’S CLOSET
was a treasure trove. 
 It was huge, bigger than my whole dorm suite, with stacks of designer clothes—many in Monique’s signature black—lining three of the four walls. Above the stacks, cubbyholes overflowed with bags: Prada, Armani, Fendi, a clutch, a hobo. The fourth wall had rows of shoes running from ceiling to floor. I stared at the various stilettos, pumps, sandals and boots, my mouth ajar. Manolo Blahnik. Sergio Rossi. John Galliano. Jimmy Choo. There must have been more than four hundred pairs. In the middle of the closet stood a glass island, with a bouquet of white fresh cut flowers on its top. Inside its glass cases, I could make out jewelry—necklaces, earrings, rings and bracelets—some costume and some, surely, real. Diamonds, rubies, emeralds and sapphires sparkled in the recess and under lighting that had come on the instant we opened the door. 
This was what I expected to find in Monique’s workspace. The closet—if that was the right name for such a warehouse of high fashion—must’ve rivaled those at any major magazine. Hell, with its mahogany floors, Persian rug and climate control—I noted this as I took in a cool breath of air—it rivaled the grandeur and opulence of any five-star hotel. In fact, Xander was stuck in a virtual Taj Mahal. 
But where, I thought as I scanned the room, was he? 
 
 “XANDER?” 
 I stepped inside the closet. Julian, who had awoken for the occasion, followed, the locksmith at his heels. 
 We stood, all unmoving, all uncertain what to do next. 
 “All that effort, and the place is empty? Isn’t that something?” The locksmith, head shaking, spoke my very thoughts. 
 I swiveled to look at him; I didn’t need those thoughts vocalized. You can go home now, thank you, I wanted to say. But that seemed rude. And the man looked determined to stay, to see the whole business through with us, even if it was close to four a.m. 
 But as I turned, a bundle—a lump of furs and dresses—in the corner caught my eye. I walked towards it. It was just big enough, and was so out of place in the otherwise pristine space. 
 I squatted and reached a hand toward it. 
 “Xander?” 
 The lump moved. 
 A mop of black, disheveled hair emerged from the pile of mink, silk and cashmere. 
 “Tekla?” Xander rubbed his eyes and ran his tongue along his upper lip. “Yo. What are you doing here?” His voice was hoarse from sleep. 
 I sat back on my hunches and exhaled. He was fine—a little pale, with bloodshot eyes—but otherwise okay. 
 “Looking for you,” I said and gave him the bottle of water I had taken along with me. After sixteen hours, he had to be thirsty. 
 Xander took a big gulp. 
 “How are you doing?” I asked. 
 Xander glanced away from me, towards Julian and the locksmith. 
 “Fine, I guess,” he said, and turned to refocus on my face. “But I hate Gemma … ” 
 “Didn’t you hear us?” Julian demanded from behind me, cutting off his diatribe. “We’ve been banging away on this door for hours.” 
 “No,” Xander grumbled. “I finally fell asleep.” He indicated his makeshift bed, the wrinkled pile of Monique’s designer duds. 
 “Great,” Julian said, and he reached down to help me up. “Let’s get out of here so we can all get some rest.” He walked towards the door. 
The locksmith moved to get out of his way, and went around the island, toward the corner diagonal to Xander’s. 
 “No! Don’t go over there!” Xander screamed out after him. 
 Julian paused mid-stride, surprised by the sudden outburst, but the locksmith kept on walking. 
 Then he looked down at the floor. 
 “Man, that’s nasty,” the locksmith complained, covering his mouth and nose and stepping back. 
 I turned back to Xander, and considered his suddenly red face. 
 “I had to go,” he mumbled miserably. I still didn’t understand. “At first, you know, it was just pee,” he continued. “But then I got really thirsty, and there was water in the flower vase. But it was kinda funky, and it gave me the runs. There was nowhere else to go.” 
 Oh. No bathroom. Obviously. 
 “Ahh,” I searched for something to say that wouldn’t further embarrass Xander, or me. Bodily functions were a whole different category, one I didn’t particularly want to explore. “Don’t worry about it, Xander. You had no choice. I’m sure your mom will understand.” 
 
“MON DIEU! MON DIEU! Mon Dieu!” 
 Monique stood in the center of the closet, her face pale, her kohl-lined eyes big and dark, her black hair slicked back in a low bun and her lips bright red—the vibrant scarlet the only touch of color in an otherwise colorless complexion. A black coat draped from her shoulders. It framed the clinging black cashmere pullover sweater and slacks. Her long fingers toyed with the huge diamond ring on her left hand. Nothing on her person—not even a single hair—was out of place. Clearly, even a missing child coundn’t ruffle Monique’s perfect image. 
 At five o’clock in the morning, Monique looked stunning, like a glamorous Hollywood goddess from the thirties or forties, ready to step on set. 
 She made me—in my old jeans and beat-up sweater—feel like plain Jane. 
 I rolled my shoulders, trying to dislodge the sudden sense of physical inferiority.
 Monique and Gemma had arrived at the townhouse just minutes before. 
 But unlike her mother, Gemma was rumpled, her clothes wrinkled, her hair undone, her eyes skirting from her mother, to Julian, to me, and to Xander, then back again. 
The locksmith was long gone. Monique had dispatched him with a single glare, the same one she now aimed squarely at Gemma. 
 And Gemma, in turn, looked scared. 
 “It is ruined!” Monique, her words heavily accented, wailed. “All of this,” she indicated the stacks of clothes and rows of shoes with a vague hand wave, “is now trash!” 
 Trash? I eyed the perfectly undamaged dresses. She had to be kidding. 
 “Ahh, they look fine to me,” I offered. 
 Big mistake. Monique turned on me like a panther about to pounce on her next meal. 
 “‘Trash,’” she repeated, her tone one of pure disgust. “You expect Monique Lamont to wear clothes that have, that have … ” she stammered, searching for the right English term, “ … been pooped on?! No!” 
 Pooped on?! My jaw dropped. The woman was crazy. Granted, Xander’s accidents were … unappealing. But, all things considered, they weren’t that bad. And understandable. 
Xander had shat in one corner, on the hardwood, as far away from any actual shoes and dresses as his confined surroundings permitted. He had been downright considerate, and no doubt a little soap and water would clean things right up. Moreover, the air conditioning had long ago vented out the worst of the stench. 
 Plus, wasn’t Xander her son? It wasn’t like some stranger had broken in and defecated on her best dress. No, it was her child; the same one she must’ve changed at least one diaper for at some point in the past. So, really. 
And hey, I wanted to point out to Monique, you should be happy. Your son, the one you left behind, was okay—a little worse for wear, but otherwise healthy.

 “All these are handmade, one-of-a-kind pieces designed especially for me by Monsieur Nicolas Ghesquiere himself,” Monique moaned. “Works of art. They are irreplaceable. Irreplaceable! How can I ever face him and explain what happened? That my son went all over his original creations. It is so embarrassing. No. Monique Lamont cannot stand such embarrassment.” 
 “We can arrange a professional cleanup,” Julian informed her, breaking through her tirade. “It shouldn’t be too hard. They have these crime-scene cleaners that specialize in biological matter. And I can bring in people to re-sand the floors and repaint the walls.” 
 “Re-sand and repaint! Êtes vous stupide? How does that solve the problem?” Monique dismissed Julian and his suggestions with a snarl. “Would you fix the Mona Lisa by repainting the Louvre?” she bit out contemptuously. 
 Julian shrugged. It’s just clothes, his face seemed to say. 
I had to agree. 
 Of all the things Monique could have gotten mad with Xander and Gemma over, her reaction to this offense was wholly out of proportion, especially since she didn’t sound too concerned with Xander’s plight and the suffering he had undergone. And a bunch of bags, shoes and dresses did not a da Vinci make. 
 Monique stalked over to Xander.
 “How can you do something so dégoût?” she demanded. “Don’t you know to hold it in?” 
 Xander stared through her and said nothing. 
I could barely manage to do the same. The boy was the victim of his parents’ neglect, not the perpetrator here in any sense. 
 Next, Monique zeroed in on Gemma. 
 “You,” she grabbed Gemma by the hand. “You evil, evil girl. Fille mauvaise. You did this to me on purpose!” 
 My mouth, the one I just managed to shut closed, popped open again. By what convoluted logic had Monique arrived at this conclusion? 
 “You did; don’t lie about it,” Monique snarled as she snatched Gemma’s shaking head by the chin. “Your jealousy knows no boundaries. It is not natural for a girl to hate her mother so.”
 Jealousy? Hate? The woman was undeniably insane. If she actually believed what she spoke, she didn’t know her daughter at all. Jealousy and hate? More like blind adoration and hero worship. 
 “And why?” Monique raved on. “Because I’m more beau than you’ll ever be; because I’m thinner, taller, more famous; because people actually care about me!” 
Oh God. I whipped my eyes towards Gemma just as Monique’s words slashed through her like a knife slashes through flesh. And the girl bled. With each word, with each additional insult from her mother, she lost more and more color. How could Monique not see? How could she not care? 
Stop! I wanted to shout. But I stayed silent, a stupefied bystander who knows danger is coming, but is too afraid or too shocked, too paralyzed, to step in and prevent the carnage. And Monique kept on going, blindly, angrily, carving away at the very marrow of Gemma’s self-confidence. 
 “Well, you win!” she yelled. “Victoire! You want to be me? You want my things? Take them! Take them all, and see if they fit your … your pudgy body. And if they don’t, give them to her,” she indicated me, “or to any other charity, I don’t care. Or put them out on the street. But don’t you ever talk to me again! I will never forgive you for this. Never. As of today, Monique Lamont has no daughter,” she declared and glided out of the closet, leaving the carcass that was Gemma in her wake. 


CHAPTER 24
 
 
 
 
 “IS MONIQUE serious?” I whispered to Julian after we tiptoed out of the tomb that was now the Lamont townhouse. 
 “Probably not,” Julian answered. “She’s really pissed, but she’ll get over it. The clothes are too expensive to throw away. Besides, she wouldn’t let just anyone,” he said as he winked at me, “run around in one-of-a-kind Balenciagas.” 
 “No, I mean about what she said to Gemma—about disinheriting her.” 
 “Oh that,” Julian scoffed. “Probably not. Stephen won’t let her. Don’t worry about Gemma. She’ll still have all her worldly comforts. Daddy’ll make sure of it.” 
 I looked at him, once again the stupefied bystander. That’s not what I meant and you know it, I hoped my face read. 
 “Look,” Julian sighed in acceptance, “knowing Monique, she’ll probably ignore Gemma for a couple of weeks. Or months. She is extremely fond of her closet,” Julian snickered. “And then she’ll get over it. Eventually. 
“Actually, it and all the goodies inside are the most important things in her life, so it might take a while. But eventually I’m sure she’ll start talking to Gemma again. Don’t you worry your adorable head with the Lamonts any more than you absolutely need to. They’re not worth the headache.” 
 I nodded. He was right, of course. Gemma and Monique’s feud wasn’t really my concern. Still, how could a mother hold a grudge like that in the first place? Not speaking to her daughter for months was insane—just ask my mother. 
 Julian glanced down at his wristwatch and whistled. 
 “Six in the morning! I hope you’re getting paid well for this,” he said. “I’m going to bill Monique a doozie. Come on,” he said as he grabbed hold of my arm. “Let me get you home.” He hailed a yellow cab, and we were fortunate to get one: the morning rush was just starting. 
“McDougal and West 3rd,” he informed the cabbie who came to a screeching stop in front of us. 
 I sank back in the taxi’s seat. With the drama of the night finally over, the adrenaline had worn off and I could barely keep my eyes open. 
 “No, wait!” I popped back up in the seat as an unpleasant reminder crept through the fogginess that was my brain. The brief! it screamed. “I can’t go back to the dorm yet. I left all my schoolwork in Brooklyn, at my parents’ house. I have to go there first.” Last night, leaving the brief behind had seemed the better option. I had hours and hours to get back to Brooklyn, but who knew, with all the commotion, where I would misplace the pages if I took them along with me. And, well, I didn’t want to lug around the computer either. 
 “Brooklyn?” The cabbie turned around and glowered at Julian and me like he would rather show us the door than drive us anywhere. 
 “Yeah, Brooklyn,” Julian, thankfully, glowered back. I didn’t have the energy for another confrontation, especially with a New York City cabbie. “You got a problem with that?” 
 “Yeah, man,” the cabbie complained. “I just come from Brooklyn. Don’t need to go there again.” 
 “Well, dude,” Julian said, “you picked us up, and as long as our dollar’s green … ” 
 The cabbie mumbled for a while, complaining under his breath, while I dozed away, unable to decipher his words. Julian dozed next to me, occasionally running his fingers along the knuckles of my hand resting on the seat between us. And when he did, I smiled. We passed thirty blocks in this peaceful contentment until, through my cracked eyelids, I could just see the Williamsburg Bridge and Brooklyn beyond it. 
 Then the taxi stalled. 
 “Car broke,” the cabbie said when he turned about, his face wreathed in apologetic smiles. 
 “What?” I asked, completely unable to grasp his meaning. 
 Julian had no such trouble. “You lying bastard,” he chimed in. “The car was working fine before you heard ‘Brooklyn.’” 
 “No, mister,” the cabbie said as he wiggled the key in the ignition. “See, it won’t start again. Sorry. You have to get out now. That will be $22.50.” 
 “You must be dreaming,” Julian said as he yanked open the door and stepped out. “You don’t drive us to Brooklyn, you get squat.” 
 “Wait a minute,” I said, finally regaining my ability to speak. “You can’t do this. It’s illegal. You can’t discriminate on the basis of race, sex, age or travel destination. I can report you to the Taxi and Limousine Commission for this, and you’ll be in lots of trouble.” The man obviously needed a legal education and I would happily give him one. “See?” I said as I pointed to the passenger’s bill of rights plastered to the door, then to the cabbie’s picture ID taped to the Plexiglas partition, as mandated by law. “All I have to do is report your name and ID number here, and they can suspend your taxi license.” 
 “You pay me now!” the cabbie yelled after Julian, completely ignoring me. “Or I call the police!” 
 “Go ahead and call them, you asshole,” Julian retorted, pulling me out of the cab after him, before I could jot down the cabbie’s personal info—not that I was going to do anything with it anyway but, still, it was the principle of the thing—and slammed the door shut behind us. 
 The cabbie flipped us the bird and sped away in a perfectly working vehicle. 
Well.

 “What now?” Julian chuckled. “Want to try another one?” 
 I wished I could share his good humor. 
 “No,” I said, barely controlling the pout that wanted to break free. Bested by a cabbie … “I’ll take the subway.” 
 “Oh, I don’t know,” Julian laughed, clearly enjoying my discomfort, “we’re kind of far from the nearest station.” 
 I looked around. He was right. We were steps away from the bridge, but the nearest train was a hike away. So I caved and tried hailing another taxi. What seemed like hundreds whizzed by us, but none stopped at my extended hand, their “occupied” or “off duty” lights on full display. 
 I glanced at my watch. It was 6:45. I had more than two hours to make the round trip. And my father would definitely drive me back straight to the dorm. 
 “I’ll walk to the train,” I decided. “Thanks for your help,” I said to Julian, then hesitated. I doubted he would willingly brave the distance with me, and goodbyes could be so awkward. “I guess I’ll see you later?” 
 “Oh no,” Julian responded, not missing a beat. “I insist on taking you home, one way or another. What kind of a gentleman would I be if I let you leave alone after our wild night together?” 
 Ahh. How sweet. Sort of. But then I did pout, especially after a vision of my mother glowering at Julian and me, together in the wee hours of the morning, suddenly tangoed into my head. I could just imagine what she would make of that spectacle. 
 “That’s not necessary. Really. I’ll be fine on the train. I’ve taken up enough of your time already.” 
 “Afraid I’ll scare your parents?” Julian flashed his pearly whites so wide, his dimples looked ready to burst. Damn, but he was cute. “Don’t worry, we can skip the introductions. Let’s just say we’ll share a train ride home. My place is on the way anyway, so it’s really no problem. And I could use the protection. All those single ladies on the train scare me.” 
Well, when he puts it that way, I thought, my good humor restored. 
 We walked to the station. The train towards Brooklyn was almost empty. I knew it would stay that way until the evening rush, when the mass that was crowding the Manhattan-bound side now made its commute home after a long workday on the island. 
 “Tired?” Julian murmured into my ear as I let my eyelids droop closed. 
 “No.” I smiled and opened my eyes again. “Thinking.” 
 “About?” Julian said, smiling back. 
 “Whether you made any progress in finding out who destroyed the digital backs.” 
Not true, exactly. But it was something to talk about, and I did want to know. 
 Julian’s grin fell. He averted his eyes. “Not yet,” he mumbled. “But I have some leads.” 
 “Leads?” I perked up in my seat. Julian’s suddenly tense body and drawn face signaled his discomfort with the subject. 
 “The front door security camera,” Julian replied, his eyes fixated on the train’s window. “It wasn’t destroyed. I’m looking to see if anyone came into the house who shouldn’t have been there. You know, anyone out of place in a house full of partying teenagers.” 
 He finally turned back to me, his charming smile in full force. “Not that I expect to find anything,” he concluded. Then he immediately began to regale me with details of his latest shoot with Monique, the destroyed backs and their destroyer apparently forgotten. 
 I sat back in my seat and watched his lips move, barely registering the details about Lenny Kravitz and New Orleans. 
What was Julian hiding? I hadn’t been aware of the front door security camera, but that was neither here nor there. I didn’t seem to know a lot about the Lamont household. 
 Unless—my heart skipped—Julian suspected my involvement; that somehow because I was there after the incident, I was involved, and that was why he didn’t want to elaborate. 
But no, I thought as I searched Julian’s smiling face, that couldn’t be. He wouldn’t be here with me now if he thought I was that kind of a person. And, well, he had proof now: the security tape. I was nowhere on it until morning. 
 I was probably reading too much into Julian’s reaction. He was just tired, especially of the Lamonts. So I sat back and listened to his gripes, about the third assistant who ogled Lenny throughout the entire shoot, until the train pulled into my station. 
 “I’ll see you soon,” Julian promised as he escorted me to the doors. Then he planted a quick kiss before the doors slid closed and separated us. 
 The man was smooth. I gaped at the departing train, reminding myself Julian was gone with it. 
 Then I walked the few remaining blocks to my parents’ house. It was 7:30 a.m. My mother was up. Blessedly, she said nothing, just handed me a packed breakfast and my school things—with the finished brief on top—and told my father to drive me into the city. 
 I almost wept with relief, especially as our car made good progress. There was hardly any traffic. 
 Until we hit the bridge. 
 “Oh my God, we’re not moving.” I plastered my face to the passenger side window and stared at the suddenly growing sea of cars drowning the bridge. “Why are we not moving?” 
 It was already eight. I had exactly one hour to get the brief to Professor Johnson’s office. We had to be moving. 
 “Because it’s rush hour,” my father said as he turned briefly to look at me. His raised brows implied even he couldn’t believe I would ask something so stupid. “That’s how it always is.” 
 “No, no, no,” I whined in denial, although this was exactly why I had to live on campus. “How long do you think it will take?” I demanded. 
 My father contemplated the bumper-to-bumper traffic. 
 “Fifteen to twenty minutes on the bridge. I don’t know about Manhattan.” 
 I bumped my head on the glass window. This could not be happening. How could I leave three hours in advance and still not make it on time? God was punishing me. For all the times I showed up late at the movies, at dinner, for class. For making others wait. For submitting the Law Review article late. For leaving the brief until the last minute. This was just desserts, fate’s reckoning. 
 “Pull over at the nearest subway station,” I begged my father when the car finally rolled off the bridge at exactly 8:25 a.m. I should’ve taken the train in the first place. For all its discomforts—the stink, the mobs of aggravated commuters, the ever-present litter, the rats—there was no traffic underground. 
 I had thirty-five minutes left. 
 I kissed my father, jumped out of the car and sprinted for the subway. 
 Unlike on my ride with Julian, the train was now packed. I had to body-slam myself into the car, but I got in. It was a little past 8:30 a.m., and I was only three stations away. I would make it with time to spare. 
 I listened to the lolling rhythm of train against track and let the sound soothe me as the stations melted away: three, two, … 
 The train jarred before the last one, then stopped. 
 “Damn,” the man next to me grumbled as I accidentally elbowed him in the gut. 
 “Sorry,” I whispered back and repositioned myself upright, as did everyone else in the car who had been standing. 
 We braced for the train to move again. Except it didn’t. 
 Heads swiveled to and fro, all of us looking around at others, waiting for it to start. 
 The train remained still. 
 I focused on my watch, hopelessly observing the minutes tick away, one by one, ever closer to nine. 
 “What the hell is this?” a voice rose from the bowels of the crowd. “And they want to raise fares and cut service. Screw the MTA.” 
A loud murmur of approval followed. 
 “Ladies and gentlemen,” the train conductor said as he came on the intercom, “we’re sorry for the delay. We’ve hit a large garbage bag on the tracks, and our emergency brakes have been activated. We hope to be moving as soon as the bag is cleared away.” 
 A collective groan crescendoed throughout the train car. I closed my eyes. 
 Five long minutes later, the conductor came on again. 
 “Ah, ladies and gentlemen, the bag is larger than we anticipated. We hope to move into the station shortly. We again apologize for the delay.” 
 
MINUTES LATER, without further explanation from the conductor, the train crawled to life and into the station. When its doors slid open, I ran like I had never run before. I ran out of the station, through Washington Square Park and into Vanderbilt Hall. I didn’t pause as I raced through the law school’s hallowed halls and headed for Professor Johnson’s office and his secretary. 
 I stopped at her desk, brief in hand, heaving.
“You just missed him,” the secretary advised me. “He picked up the briefs less than a minute ago. You have to bring it into his office.” 
 No, no, no. That couldn’t be. I looked from the woman to my wristwatch to the clock hanging over her head. It wasn’t yet nine. 
 I moved faster than lightning to open Professor Johnson’s door. He was standing at the side of his desk, skimming the pages. At my entrance he glanced up from the pile of briefs in his hands and pursed the lips in his ever-tanned face. 
 “Ah, Miss Reznar,” he said. “Why am I not surprised to see you here?” 
He dropped the pile of papers on the desk, propped his hip on its ledge, threaded his fingers and rested them against his raised knee. His gold cuff links reflected the bright morning sun. 
“I’m happy to inform you that you are the absolutely last person to submit her work. Quite a distinction.” 
He pushed himself away from the desk, strolled toward me and took the brief from my paralyzed hand. “Lucky for you,” he said as he turned his back on me, “you made it. Good day, Miss Reznar.” 


CHAPTER 25
 
 
 
 
 “I HAVE READ through your briefs,” Professor Johnson announced at the end of class the following Monday. 
 Everyone in the room froze, their fingers suspended over keyboards, pens stopped mid-air, and mouths silenced mid-whisper. 
 “They were mediocre, at best,” Professor Johnson grimaced. “However, I found two slightly better than the rest. Mr. Powers … ” 
 Every head in the room swiveled towards Markus. Two hundred eyes gleamed at him, some with admiration, some with envy. Markus didn’t flinch. 
 “Your legal research was impeccable, the legal analysis exemplary. Your use of facts could be better,” Professor Johnson said, pausing for a beat, “but since so few things in life are perfect, the latter can be forgiven. Congratulations. You will represent the plaintiff at oral argument this Saturday.” 
 A few congratulatory claps broke through the silence, but at Professor Johnson’s glare, they quickly died away. 
 “Miss Reznar,” Professor Johnson said, his gaze coming to rest on me. 
 All the blood drained from my head. 
 “Your legal research and analysis need significant work. However, your crafting of the factual narrative was impressive. Congratulations are in order, as I have chosen you to represent the defendant at argument.” After these shocking words, his eyes moved away from me, as if he couldn’t bear the sight of me any longer than absolutely necessary. “As for the rest of you,” Professor Johnson said crisply as he scanned the room, “I expect to see all of you in the audience. Attendance is mandatory.” 
 Then he left the lecture hall. 
 
 “IT’S NOT FAIR,” Ann whined to the group clustered outside the lecture hall after class. 
“She spent like a minute doing her work and Professor Johnson picks her?” 
Ann pulled at the neck of her sweater. Her eyes gleamed at me behind the thick lenses of her tortoiseshell frames. I had the distinct impression she had covertly kept track of every minute I spent working on the brief. And every minute I hadn’t. 
I realized that if it would make a difference, Ann would tattle on me to Professor Johnson. But you can’t pick her, she would surely say. She left everything to the last minute, and she had to have Markus help her. Not fair. Not fair at all.

 And she would be right. 
 “It doesn’t matter, does it?” Markus scoffed at Ann as I stood between them and with ten other dissatisfied classmates. 
Markus and Ann continued to argue back and forth about my worthiness while I remained too shell-shocked to say anything on my own behalf. Only one thought bounced around in my head: Professor Johnson picked my brief.

 Despite my slackness and almost lateness, Professor Johnson had picked my brief, and I now had a chance at a judicial clerkship. With a federal appeals judge. And a choice of dream legal jobs. ACLU lawyer. Professor. Cravath associate. 
 Only Markus now stood in my way. 
 I blanched at the possibility. He would be hard to beat and, worse, it would be awful to beat him. He was a true friend. 
 “Who cares if she only spent a minute writing it?” Markus said, continuing his defense of my selection to the group. “It’s the quality of the work, not the quantity of time spent doing it. Obviously,” he taunted Ann, “Johnson thought her one minute was worth more than your days and days.” 
 The group disassembled. I watched Ann scramble after the others, still complaining. 
 But really, all I wanted to do was jump and pump my fist in the air, shouting, “Yes! Professor Johnson picked my brief!” 
 
 “IT’S NOT FAIR!” Lisa screamed out, tears streaming down her face, streaking her mascara. Her hair was in shambles, her clothes disheveled. “I didn’t do anything! You can’t do this to me! Stephen can’t do this to me!” 
Lisa was talking and pleading to a security guard who was by her side at the townhouse. I’d just arrived there for my evening lesson time with Xander and Gemma. This was the last thing I’d expected to see. 
 The man shoved Lisa towards her bedroom, cardboard packing boxes in his hand. 
 “What’s going on?” I mouthed to Xander and Gemma. 
The twins stood next to me in the Lamont dining room, silently watching the show. 
 “Dad fired her,” Xander whispered back. “She has to pack her stuff and get out. Now.” 
 My mouth dropped open. I was in shock. Again.
 I followed Xander and Gemma, who followed Lisa and the guard to what was apparently now Lisa’s old bedroom. Lisa collapsed on the floor, still sobbing, and began folding clothes into boxes. She seemingly was oblivious to anyone but the silent guard who kept watch over her. 
 Lisa looked … desperate. Gone was the voluptuous queen in four-inch stilettos who held court over the Lamont kingdom and who had ordered me about at every opportunity. Instead, in her bare feet and with a red, blotchy face, she resembled the dethroned monarch carted about in front of the masses; one who didn’t even seem to know, or care, that I was there to witness her downfall. 
 She was Marie Antoinette, and this was her guillotine. 
 I almost felt bad for her. 
What could she have done that was bad enough for Stephen Lamont to axe her?

 Xander answered my unvoiced question. 
“She destroyed the backs,” Xander whispered to me before he walked away from the scene. Clearly he was done with Lisa. 
 Like a faithful minion, I trailed him. 
 “What?” I said, unwilling to dismiss Lisa as quickly. She destroyed the backs?! 
 But the recognition that I shouldn’t beg Xander for the information, or pander to him, nagged at me. 
 If Lisa was disposable, my time at the Lamonts could end just as quickly, just as arbitrarily. Maybe even faster. At least Lisa had the backing of Stephen Lamont—until she didn’t. My position was even more perilous. Stephen didn’t like me. Monique rarely acknowledged I existed. So Xander and Gemma had to view me as the authority, one who was above mundane gossip. If Xander didn’t want to tell me more about Lisa, oh well. 
 “Come on, Xander, tell me,” I begged of his retreating back. 
 Xander stopped short of his own room and scrutinized me, his face momentarily older than its teen years. 
 “Julian found her on the security tape,” he said and shrugged; with the motion, his seriousness dissipated. “Like, dude, you know, the night of the party,” he said as he ran a hand through his hair. “She came into the house even though she had told Dad she wanted the day off to visit family. And, dude,” Xander informed me, now bursting forth with the news like a colt from the starting gate of the Kentucky Derby. “Before, she told us she was going away with Dad and wouldn’t be back until Monday. Total lie. ‘Cause, like, Gemma and I never saw her at the party, and she never said anything about being here after. Julian said it’s not enough for the police, but it was enough for Dad,” Xander snickered. “She was here and didn’t tell anyone she was, so obviously she did it. Dumb bitch.” 
 
 “WHAT DO YOU THINK about Lisa?” 
 I couldn’t believe I was still asking, still harping on the same subject. 
 Especially since Gemma, like Xander, seemed pretty much uninterested in the topic. Actually, Gemma didn’t seem interested in anything. She sat at her desk, silent, staring somewhere beyond me, her face vacant. 
 “Gemma?” I prodded her foot with my own. “Did you hear me?” 
 “I don’t care about Lisa!” Gemma responded, exploding like Mount Vesuvius unexpectedly come to life. 
 The outburst was so sudden, so violent, so out of proportion to the atmosphere in the room, that I took a step back. 
 It was also short-lived. Gemma slammed her fists on her desk and dropped her head there as well. She closed her eyes, her lips unmoving again. 
 “Gemma?” I sat down next to her. “Are you okay?” I asked, concerned.
 Silence. 
 “Are you still upset about your mom?” My raised hand hovered above Gemma’s shoulder. I wanted to pat her, to offer the girl some comfort because I knew the situation with Monique was still bad. But I wasn’t sure Gemma would appreciate the gesture, or the physical contact. 
 “I am not upset about Maman!” she yelled, head snapping up and eyes spewing embers of anger straight at me. “And I don’t care about Lisa! God! Here,” she hollered, shoving a geography book towards me. “Ms. Anderson wants me to write a stupid essay about the boroughs of New York, just ‘cause I thought New Jersey was a borough and stupid Queens was a state. Who cares?” she cried. “I hate geography! I hate Ms. Anderson! I hate school! I hate everything! Why can’t everyone just leave me alone? I wish I were dead!” 
 
 “I’M WORRIED ABOUT Gemma.” 
 I marched into Xander’s room only to find him napping. After all the commotion, how could he sleep? Teenage boys were amazing. 
 Xander rolled off his back and looked at me, his eyes heavy. 
 “Dumb bitch,” he mumbled. I assumed he didn’t mean me. “What’d she do now?” 
 I considered his sour expression and hesitated. He sounded as concerned about Gemma as he had about Lisa. Still, Gemma was pretty upset, more so than usual, and, well, there was no one else to turn to. Monique was the cause of the problem. Stephen Lamont was hopeless as a father. And now even Lisa was gone. 
 “She’s really down about your mother, and what happened.” There; that was an understatement if I ever made one. “She sounds depressed.” Though what I expected Xander to do about it, I wasn’t certain. But it felt good to say the words out loud, as if saying them to someone—even Xander—lifted the responsibility off my own shoulders. 
 “Dumb bitch,” Xander mumbled again. But this time I wasn’t sure if he meant Gemma or Monique. I hoped the latter. “I don’t know why she cares. Like, it’s just Maman. So what if she doesn’t talk to us? It’s not like we see much of her anyway.”
 He had a point. 
 “Yeah,” I said, and I plopped down in Xander’s chair. “But she does. Just keep an eye on her, okay?” 
 “Why should I?” Xander scowled. “Dude, like, that closet really sucked. She got what she deserved.”
 I sighed, “I know you’re still upset with her, but don’t you think she’s been punished enough already?” 
 Xander frowned, considering my words, and finally nodded. 
 Then he ambled over. He looked at me, then the seat, then me again, until I moved from the chair to the stool next to it. 
 Xander almost bounced into his chair. “But, yo! Good news. Mr. Dandridge picked my story for Horizons.” 
He did? I re-shifted on the stool, searching for a comfortable spot. Maybe Stephen Lamont would finally get off my case. Maybe. 
“And get this: Mr. Dandridge said it might actually get published in like a Best of High School Writing anthology. He said that he’ll submit it to the editors for me, ‘cause he liked it that much. I’ll, like, actually get published in a real book. Isn’t that dope?” 
 I stopped shifting, frozen in place by Xander’s tidbit. 
 It was awesome. For him. My stomach, however, took a nosedive. 
 An anthology? As in, a collection of literary pieces edited by professionals and sold to and read by a public other than teachers and the occasional parent? That kind of anthology? 
 I had to remind myself to breathe. To take nice, even breaths in and out. 
 Because writing a school essay for him was one thing, but having my work featured in an honest-to-goodness book under Xander’s name was another entirely. $150 per hour didn’t begin to cover that service. Frankly, no amount could. 
 “Mr. Dandridge said that’s a real coup.” Oblivious to any discomfort on my part, Xander kept on going. “That’s, like, really good, you know. I looked it up, you know, the ‘coup’ thing. He says that only a tiny number of high school writers get published in the anthology—like one in a million nationwide—and that I have real potential as a writer. Yo, colleges really dig that, right? Like, I’ll be like the next Ernest Hemingway applying. That’s what Mr. Dandridge said.” 
 I couldn’t help it. I glared. 
Ernest Hemingway?
 Xander couldn’t be serious. He couldn’t be that delusional. But his face said he was. 
 Suddenly, I didn’t like him very much. I didn’t like his crooked smile, so innocent, so clueless of his words’ impact. I didn’t like his rich daddy who could—and did—pay anyone to do anything for him. I didn’t like that he would probably get into the Ivies, with or without the anthology, or that he was a legacy, the son of a trustee. I didn’t like that, in the future, he could land any job he wanted, and that he would never have to pander to the Stephen Lamonts of this world. Hell, he didn’t even have to worry about the Professor Johnsons. 
 I didn’t like being his tutor. Worse, I didn’t like that no matter how much I worked, how hard I studied, how bright others thought I was, my future would never be as rosy as his. 
Most of all, I didn’t like that he took it all—took me—for granted, as his God-given due. 
 How could Xander not get it? How did he not see? 
 It was my work, my story. 
 Not his. 
 I watched Xander happily yapping away, spewing with enthusiasm over his good fortune, without really hearing him. 
 I didn’t just dislike him, I realized. I hated him. Now. Today. At this very moment. I hated a fourteen-year-old boy who hadn’t really done anything to me, hadn’t done anything I didn’t agree to. And why? 
Jealousy.

 The realization almost knocked me off the stool. 
 Despite my loving parents and academic accolades, I was jealous of a kid from a dysfunctional family with bad grades. I was jealous of his big house and his father’s big Bentley. I was jealous of his mother’s celebrity friends and his father’s billions. I was jealous of the private jets and the vacations with the Queen. I was especially jealous of how easily he could get his name, his work, in print. Because I was pretty sure if I tried, the response from the publishing world would be quite different. A Tekla Reznar was no Lamont. 
 And I was ashamed of having this jealousy, that I could envy such meaningless, material trappings, that I could begrudge a kid his birth’s privilege. 
 But the story was mine. I might have willingly penned it, knowing Xander would get the credit, but I wasn’t going to become his ghostwriter, not even if Stephen Lamont begged. I wouldn’t further aid in making Xander’s life any more idyllic, no matter the consequences. 
 “But, Xander,” I murmured, interrupting him mid-sentence. “It isn’t really your story.” 
 Xander frowned. 
 “The story Mr. Dandridge likes so much,” I said. “You didn’t really write it. I did.” 
 Xander finally became speechless for a moment. 
 “You have to tell Mr. Dandridge the truth now,” I hammered away. “It can’t be printed in the anthology, because you didn’t write it. That would be plagiarism. You know what that is, right?” 
 “Yes … ” Xander regarded me from underneath his furrowed brows. “But, like, you didn’t say it was plagiarism when you thought it was just for school. Like, dude, I wrote my own story, but you and Dad made me hand in this one.” 
 I felt my face burn. 
Busted.

 “You’re right,” I admitted. “And I was wrong. Your dad was wrong. But now you have to make it right. I’m sure if you explain to Mr. Dandridge, and show him your original story, that you really did the work, he’ll understand.” 
Even I didn’t believe the last. How could any teacher condone outright cheating? 
 But as of right now, I didn’t care. My story wasn’t going to be published under Xander’s name. Not if I had anything to do with it. 
 “Yeah, right,” Xander responded, mocking me—and my explanation of the consequences. “I’ll probably fail the paper, and Mr. Dandridge will definitely kick me off Horizons. And, dude, like Dad’ll be really pissed.” 
 “Again, you’re probably right.” I nodded in agreement. I didn’t even want to think about Stephen Lamont. “So maybe you shouldn’t tell him just yet, not until I speak to him and explain.” Not that my talking would be much help. Stephen Lamont would definitely be pissed. “But either way, you have to tell Mr. Dandridge. Because, Xander,” I said, pitching my voice low to sound more menacing, “either you do it, or I do it for you.” 
 “Okay … ” Xander shrugged. “If you say so.” 
 Oh, I did. I finally did.


CHAPTER 26
 
 
 
 
 “CAN YOU believe it? He didn’t get why I was upset. And I can just imagine what Stephen Lamont will say when he finds out I made Xander tell the teacher!” 
 “Uh-huh,” responded Julian, his voice muffled as he nuzzled my neck. 
He had been nuzzling there for the past fifteen minutes. Under normal circumstances, I would have enjoyed his cuddling. But these weren’t normal circumstances. 
 “Are you listening to me?” I demanded and pulled away from him. 
 Julian sighed. “Sure.” He sat upright on the sofa, his expression halfway between a frown and a wry smile. 
 We were on the couch in his flat in Williamsburg. Two glasses of red wine were standing invitingly on the coffee table before us. Julian had placed them there when I first arrived an hour before. He had suggested I come over to relax and unwind at his place when I called after my session with Xander. And after all—as he had pointed out—I had yet to see his humble abode. He would show me his home, and I could forget all about Xander, about the Lamonts. 
 It made perfect sense. 
 Except my idea of unwinding and Julian’s didn’t seem to mesh. 
 Sure, he had dutifully showed me his spacious loft in a converted shoe factory, and I, equally as dutifully, had admired its décor. 
Actually, for a guy, the place, with its sparkling floor-to-ceiling windows, dark red living space, calm blue bedroom, sparse but well-worn furniture, black-and-white prints on the walls and miles of salvaged hardwood floor, was surprisingly beautiful—dramatic, but warm and inviting. 
 “It’s all about color contrast and balance,” Julian had said when I stood there in awe. 
Who knew red walls could look good outside a bordello? That they could look rich, like a well-aged Cabernet sauvignon? 
“You need that in photography,” he had gone on, “and I guess it works out pretty well at home too.” 
 Did it ever. I loved his home, and I was glad he had invited me. 
 But that was where our ideas for the evening diverged. 
 Julian’s centered around plentiful amounts of wine, dimmed lights, soft music, and us on the sofa. 
 I wanted to talk. And I did so, now. 
 “My work,” I said, “is going to be published in a real book under Xander’s name.” 
 “I heard you,” Julian said as he got up to turn on the lights. “And I see you’re upset. But, really, what’s the big deal? It’s just a kid story that, what, will be published in some anthology by a bunch of other high school kids and will be read by maybe a few hundred people? It’s not like we’re talking about the New Yorker here.” 
 I sat on the couch speechlessly. 
 “Look,” Julian said, sitting back on the sofa and patting my knee, “you need to see this in a different light: as a boon, and not a curse. Think about what Stephen Lamont will do when he learns you got his son,” Julian said as he leaned into me, his voice brimming over with newfound enthusiasm, “his heir apparent, in print before he graduates from high school. Stephen couldn’t have expected that with Xander. That’s as close to a job guarantee as you’ll ever get. Stephen will never get rid of you now.” 
 “Yeah, well,” I pointed out, my vocal cords strumming to life once again, “that’s not going to happen. As I said before,” I emphasized, indicating to Julian I knew he hadn’t been listening, “Xander is going to fess up to his teacher. I told him he had to. That it’s the right thing to do.” 
 The words, “Are you insane?” hurled out of Julian’s mouth. For a guy who hadn’t wanted to talk, he was getting pretty heated by the subject at hand. “That’s the surest way to the unemployment line. Even you have to understand that!” 
 Even me? 
 My nostrils flared. 
 “You have to be crazy to give up that much money, to give up the Lamonts and all they can offer.” Julian moved off the sofa to pace around the room in front of me. “And over what? A confused sense of pride? Look, Tekla,” he said in a gentler tone as he came back to the couch and to me. “Let me do you a favor and give you some free advice. You haven’t really worked much, have you? What, with school, this probably is your first real job. Am I right?” 
 I stared at him, saying nothing.
 The years I had spent doing chores at my parents’ restaurant, as a makeshift busgirl, hostess, business secretary and all-around assistant came to mind, but I doubted a small Polish joint in Brooklyn would be “real” enough for Julian, so I kept the experience to myself. 
 Julian took my silence as assent. 
 “See, baby, sometimes in the real world, we have to make compromises for the sake of the bigger picture,” he advised me with a smile.
 I couldn’t make myself smile back, although the “baby” had my stomach jittering. It was the first time Julian called me anything besides “Tekla,” and this one was indeed an endearment. 
“So what if Xander gets credit for your story? You never would’ve done anything with it anyway. Hell, you wrote it specifically for his class. And it’s not like Xander will really benefit. Sure, he’ll be in a book. But could he ever do that again without you? He needs you. The Lamonts need you. And that gives you the upper hand.”
 Julian ran his fingers through my hair. I had left it loose on purpose, knowing he liked playing with the strands. 
 “I know how you feel, believe me,” he continued, still smiling. His finger trailed from my hair, down to my neck, and up and down my collarbone. I couldn’t stop the goose bumps. “The first time I saw my picture in a magazine with Monique’s credit, I took it hard too. Who wouldn’t? My dream—under her name.”
What?! I gaped, stunned at this last news. Julian took Monique’s photos? How could that be? That was so awfully … wrong, unethical, illegal.

 “But that was the best thing that ever happened to me,” Julian admitted, completely oblivious to my shock. “My pictures, my expertise, my style. Monique can’t exist professionally without me. And she’s willing to pay to make sure I don’t go away. All this,” he said, removing his hand from my skin only long enough to encompass our surroundings, “is thanks to her and the Lamont cash. And you can have the same—if you play it right.” 
 “It doesn’t bother you?” I coughed out. I was having trouble focusing. Julian’s fingers were magic; they knew just the right spots to touch, tease and skim over. “I mean,” I said, trying to concentrate, because, somewhere in the fog of Julian’s caresses, I knew we were talking about something important, something vital even to our understanding of each other. But Julian’s fingers found the boundary where bare skin disappeared beneath the cotton of my shirt, and they hovered over this edge, right above my breasts—and I didn’t know whether to be embarrassed or thrilled. “For all the money, you’re still the assistant, not the photographer,” was what I finally got out. 
 Julian’s hand paused. His smile dropped. His eyes bore into mine. I simply could not look away from the intense brown of his irises, from his sharply sculpted nose, cheeks and jaw line. God, he was beautiful, like Michelangelo’s David. 
 “No,” he denied. “Because I don’t fancy the lifestyle of the starving artist. And believe me, people like us—working class parents, public school students, anyone with no connections—we starve before we make it big, if we ever do. 
 “I like where I am,” he went on, his expression not softening. “I like not having to make ends meet, not pounding the pavement, not praying or hoping someone will give me a break. I could do all that, sacrifice everything for my art, and still never see my pictures, my name, in print. That’s cold reality. Given the choice to do it over again, I would still make this one. And you should too. The Lamont billions can take you far in life. So what if you write an essay here and there, bend the rules sometimes? Think about the money, the advantages.” 
 Julian’s fingers on my shirt suddenly felt like a weight pulling me under, one I had to get away from before I drowned in the sea of his cynicism. I shook my head a bit in an effort to focus. Certainly, Julian was partly right. People like us did have it harder—and that’s why I resented Xander. But with hard work, talent and brains, they did persevere. They had to, otherwise why bother? 
 That was why I was in law school. And that was why Julian should do more than just “assist” Monique. 
Because money wasn’t everything. The words reverberated in my head. Money wasn’t everything. I would rather, I realized, move back to Brooklyn and bury myself in debt before I sold out as much as Julian had. I didn’t want to be him, complete with designer clothes and fancy home but no way to take pride in, and credit for, my own work. Sometimes the ultimate price for a good wage was too much to pay—and Julian had to know that. Why else did he resent Gemma and Xander? Why did he get so mad when I stuck up for them? 
 So I asked him. 
 Julian removed his hand from my shirt, and sat back on the couch. 
 “Those two don’t deserve your pity, or your mothering,” he answered. “Use them, but don’t ever think you’re more to them than just an employee. Don’t make Lisa’s mistake of becoming emotionally involved, of thinking you’re one of them.” 
 He reached for his glass of wine on the coffee table and sipped. 
 “So promise me,” he asked, his smile finally back on his face, “you’ll call Xander and tell him to forget the teacher thing.” He reached for my glass and handed it to me. “Let’s drink to the two of us together, and our bright future with the Lamonts and beyond. Because, Tekla, the two of us can go far, if we’re on the same page.” 
 I took the glass, but didn’t sip, too intent on the “if.” Was Julian giving me an ultimatum: do as I do, or else? The possibility made me uncomfortable because I sure as hell wasn’t going to call Xander. And, well, a Julian that cold and calculating was someone I didn’t really know or necessarily like. 
 I stood up and walked away, over to the windows with their impressive view of Manhattan. I stood there, considering: was I reading too much into his comments?
Still, the mood—my mood—was broken and I needed to get away—from Julian, from his home—to think. 
 But there was no graceful way to exit without looking like a paranoid fool, so I walked back to the couch, to bide the time with idle talk until the moment was right to leave. 
 “Speaking of Lisa,” I re-directed on purpose, “what exactly happened?” 
 Now Julian chuckled. 
 “She got fired,” he said as he took a loud gulp of the red liquid, “for breaking in and destroying the backs. She was stupid enough to get herself caught on tape.” 
He clucked in mock displeasure. 
 “Yes, I know. But don’t you think that’s strange? I mean, why would Lisa want to destroy the backs? What would be her incentive?” 
 “Who knows?” Julian said, waving a hand before patting the empty space on the couch next to him. Come, come, the gesture said. 
So I went. 
He placed his arm around my shoulder, half in a hug and half in a fake headlock. A few minutes before, I would have thought the move sweet and playful, but now it was just stifling. 
“Maybe she wanted to get back at Monique. Maybe she was after me. It wouldn’t be the first time. But, again, she didn’t succeed. Good riddance,” he declared in a mocking tone. 
 I pulled away from Julian by pretending to drink. “Still, just because you got her on tape entering the house doesn’t mean she actually went down to the office.” 
 “You would be right, Ms. Lawyer,” Julian agreed. “Hence, no arrest. But the circumstantial evidence was enough for a pink slip. Why else would she be at the house when she wasn’t supposed to be?” 
 I had wondered the same—for about a second—because the answer was obvious to anyone familiar with Lisa and her role in the Lamont household. 
 “Most likely she came to snoop on Xander and Gemma and the party,” I answered. “She always had her hands in their business, and after the fiasco with Gemma and the drinking, she probably wanted to know exactly what was happening.” 
 “Maybe,” Julian conceded. “But the point is moot. She’s gone. End of story … for her. Do you want more wine?” 
 I looked down my still full glass, then back up at Julian. He had walked to the open kitchen and was holding a bottle of red. 
 “No, thanks, I’m fine.” I watched him stroll back to us, bottle in hand. He tipped it over to fill his glass. “It’s just … there’s one thing that bothers me.” 
And it had, ever since the scene at the Lamont townhouse. As I watched Lisa cry and pack, it had nagged at me. 
“I mean, Lisa has no photography experience, right? She’s never worked for Monique?” 
 Julian stopped pouring. “Right.” 
His glass stood more than half empty, the neck of the bottle resting against its rim. 
 “Well, then, how did she know how to destroy the backs? I mean, that day, you said whoever did it had to have photography experience because they knew exactly what to do to cause the most damage with the least effort; that someone without the experience wouldn’t have known to spray-paint the sensors. So how could Lisa know?” 
 Julian’s hand wavered, and a bit of wine sloshed out of the bottle, past the glass, to rest in a puddle on the wooden planks next to his feet.
 “Shit!” He reached for a napkin and bent down to wipe the puddle dry, but in the process overturned his drink. More red liquid trickled to the floor. “Shit, shit, shit,” he exclaimed, swiping at the wine like it was blood gushing from an open wound. As he grabbed for another napkin, he called over, “Maybe she got lucky.” 
 “I doubt it. You said yourself the vandalism was very organized. How could luck have anything to do with it?” 
 Julian very quietly cleaned up the mess. 
 “I don’t know,” he finally said as he came to resume his seat, this time not too close to me. “By the way, did you manage to get your brief in on time?” 
 The change in conversation didn’t fool me, especially since Julian refused to meet my gaze. More, his words jarred another memory loose. 
 “I think you do know,” I spoke slowly, trying to wrap my brain around the implications of what Julian said, of what he did. “Oh my God, you do!” Mentally, I pointed an accusatory finger straight at him. “That’s why you were acting so strange on the train when I asked about the security tape. You know there was no way she could’ve done it. Oh my God, you framed her on purpose even though you know she didn’t do anything!” 
 I expected Julian to react, to deny my words, to yell, to do something. Instead, he stayed where he was and shrugged. 
 “Okay, fine, I knew. So what?”
 “So what?” I exploded and jumped from my seat. “You lied! You got her fired for no reason!”
 Julian snorted. “No reason? Need I remind you of all the reasons? Her vindictiveness, her manipulations, just to name a couple. Should I go on? Hell, you should be grateful.” 
 “Grateful?” The word knocked me back a step. “Can you really not see how wrong you are?” I gasped. “You accused someone of a crime you knew she couldn’t have committed. You got her fired. You destroyed her relationship with Stephen.” 
I stared at Julian—at his magazine-cover-quality good looks—and for the first time, really saw the ugliness beneath. He was no Mr. GQ. He was Dorian Gray, beautiful on the outside but disfigured within. “Have you no morals? You’re fine with cheating as long as it gets you ahead. You don’t think twice about making false accusations, about destroying lives and careers. What next? When can I expect you to throw me under?” 
 Julian blanched, but the recoil was brief. Without warning, he lunged at me, like a cobra going after its prey, and shackled my wrist, his grip so firm it was almost painful. 
 “Morals?” he hissed. “You want to talk to me about morals, lady? Then let’s talk about yours. You’re worried about Lisa’s destroyed relationship with a married man?” 
 “Just because Lisa was wrong,” I defended, “doesn’t make what you did right. I’m sorry, but I have to tell Stephen.”
 Julian laughed, the sound dry and lacking all humor. 
 “Go ahead,” he said. “You don’t think Stephen knows exactly what I did? Hell, I did him the biggest favor. He’s been looking for the cleanest way to get rid of her, and I provided him with one. Surprised?” Julian asked, reading my face to a tee. “Lisa’s year was up, baby. Stephen likes to rotate them on a regular basis. I got a nice bonus for doing Stephen’s dirty work.” 
 I was speechless. These people …

 “Grow up, Tekla,” Julian hammered away at me. “And call me when you do.” He sneered at me like I was nothing more than a slightly interesting piece of ass. “Maybe then we can have some fun.” 
 He pushed me away, towards the door. 
 I wanted to cry. I had never felt so out of place, so unwelcomed. I scrambled for my bag and scurried for the exit. 
 “Whatever, Julian,” I said, pausing at the door only long enough to have a final say—because I would not give him the satisfaction of the last word. “But let me give you some advice. Don’t be so gullible about Monique. The minute she finds someone better than you, someone more willing to bend the rules, where will that leave you? Be careful, or you’ll end up like Lisa.” And on that, I slammed the door shut behind me and left with my head held high. 


CHAPTER 27
 
 
 
 
URANTIA FOUNDATION v. Maaherra.


 Burrow-Giles v. Sarony.
 Penguin Books v. New Christian Church.
 I flipped through a stack of index cards and stared at the case names—at my legal precedent and Markus’s likely case law. 
 I needed to summarize the holdings—to write them out on the back of the cards to prepare—so I wouldn’t sound like a stumbling fool under questioning at tomorrow’s argument. But I couldn’t make myself write a word, couldn’t hold two legal thoughts together. 
 Hell, I hadn’t even written out my opening remarks—let alone memorized them. 
 Because all I could do was think about Julian, and his parting words. 
Grow up, Tekla … Maybe then we can have some fun.
 God.
 How could I have been so wrong about him? 
And why, I thought as I put the stack of cards down and rubbed my face, was I still obsessing over a good-for-nothing man?
 I sighed, unable to deny the obvious: I was like all those other man-starved females who, when faced with the professional opportunity of a lifetime, would rather pine over a hopeless relationship. 
 I fisted my hands, shook my head and tried to make myself focus. Winning the argument was too important. 
 Judicial clerkship. Cravath associate. ACLU staffer. Tenured professor. 
 I chanted the potential rewards like affirmations. 
 Fruitlessly. 
 Because no nebulous future—no matter how bright—stood a chance against a crushed heart, or at least a bruised ego. 
Pathetic.

 Unfortunately, my less-than-stellar studying hadn’t improved any when, ten minutes later, the intercom buzzed. 
 It was Darius the doorman. 
 “Miss Tekla, you gotta come downstairs. Now.” 
 His voice didn’t sound right. It had none of its usual lilting banter. Actually, it sounded downright panicked. 
 Had something happened? Oh God. Maybe it was my parents, and this was the proverbial late night call, and the police were waiting, downstairs, to notify me. 
 Except it wasn’t that late. 
 Still. I raced to the elevators as pictures of my father in a hospital bed or my mother trapped in a mangled car snapped in and out of my head. 
Calm down. You’re probably exaggerating things in your mind, I reasoned as the elevator descended to the first floor. It was nothing. Darius was just stressed. I would be stressed if I had to deal with obnoxious, think-they’re-better-than-everybody law students all day, pandering to their every whim. 
 But the group of people gathered in the dorm’s lobby like gaping spectators at the scene of an accident didn’t help calm my nerves. 
 “Excuse me,” I said, pushing through the crowd until I reached the front desk and Darius and … 
Gemma.

 Kneeling in the center, in an oversized white tee shirt, crying hysterically. Her feet were bare, her shirt and her loose hair were stained with what smelled like vomit, and the soles of her feet were dirty and torn—bloody, in fact.
 I could barely comprehend the sight in front of me. 
 Yet this dirty, disheveled wreck was Gemma, and she was here, in my dorm, alone, at ten p.m. on a Friday, without any warning. 
 “Gemma?” I whispered and moved to kneel beside her. I was uncertain what to do and say next, as a host of possible explanations for her being here, in this condition, took root in my mind. 
 Maybe she had been mugged nearby, and I was the closest person she knew? Of course she would come to me. 
 Yet … 
 What of her shoes, her clothes? Surely no mugger would strip her bare like this. 
 But, oh God, I could feel myself growing ill … a rapist. 
 Still, even that horrifying possibility didn’t explain her mangled feet. Their state suggested she had run on them quite a distance, like all the way from the townhouse to my dorm. 
 In October. Through close to fifty filthy city streets. 
 I leaned in to touch her shoulder. The distinct odor of stale alcohol broke through the stench of vomit. Gemma didn’t react to my touch. 
 “She been crying like this since she come, Miss Tekla,” Darius offered. “Except sometimes she screams for her Maman, and then she moans your name. That’s how I knew to call you.” 
 “Gemma?” I prodded, terrified. But as I looked her over carefully, it was then I realized—she wasn’t hurt by a stranger. She was drunk. Again. Drunk, and sick, and plopped in the middle of my dorm, amidst my classmates, on the night before my oral argument, crying over her anything-but-caring mother. My fear dissipated, but my hackles started rising. 
 It was getting more and more difficult not to hate the Lamonts. 
 I looked up from Gemma to all the snickering faces staring down at us, and I felt my own face burn, as if I were the one drunk with old puke smeared all over me. 
 I was guilty by association. 
 Except she wasn’t my relative. 
 “Gemma,” I demanded, and I shook her. Hard. 
Gemma’s head snapped back—her tear-stained eyes shutting closed—and then she lolled forward, like a ragdoll. 
“How much did you have to drink?” I persisted in my questioning. 
And, more pertinently, what the hell was I going to do with her?

 She had to get home—and out of the lobby of my dorm, obviously—but the how of it remained beyond my mind’s grasp. 
 Gemma was in no state to make it back on her own, and I couldn’t take the time to drag her home myself. The oral argument loomed bright and early tomorrow, and I wouldn’t let the Lamonts and their never-ending issues get in its way. No amount of cash would make me jeopardize my chance. 
 But that left Gemma. Here.
 And there was no Lisa to call and take the problem off my hands. 
 Just my luck that now she was gone. 
 Of course, I should probably call one of the parents and hope for the best, but … 
 “Not drink,” Gemma mumbled out, her slurred words pushing through my reverie. “Just little. Help swallow pills.” She sobbed. “Want to die,” she moaned. “Maman hates me. Want to die.” 
 “What?!” 
 My hands dropped from Gemma as if her skin burned. Darius and the other spectators around us got all quiet. 
 “What are you talking about?” I yelled at Gemma, as her “want to die” reverberated in the hushed hall. “What pills?” 
But Gemma remained mum, eyes closed and head hanging, any further speech clearly beyond her capabilities. 
 My own skin prickled; my stomach clutched. 
Pills and booze. Would Gemma do something so drastic, so final?
 I contemplated her slumped body, its loose limbs and yellowish tint. 
 Would a desperate teenager seeking attention from a disinterested parent down pills with the aid of booze if she thought that would bring the parent home? 
 Yes. Especially since no fourteen-year-old could really grasp the finality of death. 
 And here I was, badmouthing Gemma while she lay, maybe dying, right in front of me. 
 “Gemma, what did you do? What did you take?” I sobbed, reaching for her limp body and hugging her head. “Come on, Gemma, speak to me. Wake up. Please. Please don’t die on me.” I rocked us both to and fro. “Come on, what did you take?” 
 “Tylenol,” Gemma finally mumbled.
 I exhaled. 
 Okay. Good. She was still talking. And Tylenol. I could handle Tylenol. 
 Tylenol wasn’t as bad as, say, sleeping pills. The girl couldn’t die from an overdose of Tylenol. Could she? 
 “How much?” I asked, and held my breath. 
 Just because the drug didn’t sound deadly didn’t mean it didn’t do serious damage. 
 “Bottle,” she slurred. 
Oh God.

I gaped up at Darius and the others around us. 
 “Somebody call an ambulance. Now,” I ordered. 
 
 “WHAT INSURANCE DOES SHE HAVE?” the nurse asked quietly. 
 “I don’t know.” 
 I also hadn’t known Gemma’s medical history, whether she was allergic to any medications, the name of her primary care physician, or the family’s preferred hospital—all the information a parent or guardian would have—when the paramedic had asked me on our way to the emergency room. 
 “Does she have insurance?” the nurse in admissions asked, looking up from her stack of paperwork and glaring at me.
 We were in Bellevue—Gemma was in the Intensive Care Unit getting her stomach pumped, and I was in the Admissions office trying to deal with her paperwork. The ambulance driver had taken us there when it became clear I knew nothing about Gemma’s medical preferences. The public hospital had seemed the safest, and closest, bet. Plus, with the attempted suicide, Gemma would need Bellevue’s psychiatric expertise. 
 “I’m not sure. I mean, she must. Her parents are very wealthy, so I’m sure they do.” I rushed to answer, my voice almost breathless. 
 “And where are her parents?” the nurse asked as she tapped what surely were pressed-on nails on the stack. 
 “Ahh … ” That was the question of the night. I had tried both Stephen and Monique, but neither was returning my calls, even with the urgent, detailed, and voluminous messages I left behind. And Xander wasn’t picking up either. “I’m trying to locate them now. I’m sure they’ll be here shortly. And they’ll have all that information for you.” 
 “Uh-huh,” the nurse said. “And who, exactly, are you?” 
 I shifted from foot to foot. “I’m the patient’s tutor?” I replied, my voice squeaking. I felt like a child telling its teacher the dog ate the homework. 
Tutor. How lame.

 “I see,” the nurse curtly answered back. She stared at me, her eyes black and unmoving, her glare almost as intimidating as Professor Johnson’s. I tried to glimpse her nametag—surely a name would make her less official, more human—but failed to see one. “Are you authorized to care for the minor in the parents’ absence?” 
 “Not exactly,” I hedged. I itched to squirm away, but didn’t dare. What with a suicidal minor, missing-in-action parents, and a clearly less-than-competent, barely-old-enough “adult” trying to claim responsibility, the nurse was suspicious enough already. The wheels in her head must have been spinning, turning out three words: Child Protective Services. 
Although, I thought as I straightened, why I should care was beyond me. I had done nothing wrong. I was here in the hospital, in the middle of the night, trying to deal with the mess when the parents weren’t. If I wasn’t good enough for nurse Nazi, tough. Let her call social services. That would at least solve my problem; take Gemma off my hands.

 Pale, sad, sick Gemma. 
 With tubes attached to her arms and nose and jammed down her throat. 
 Lonely, vulnerable Gemma. 
 I gulped. She couldn’t handle another upheaval, certainly not in the form of social workers trying to pry her away from her family, no matter how bad that family may be. 
 I couldn’t abandon Gemma, even if it meant pleading with nurse Nazi. 
 “I mean, I can’t like sign her medical consent forms or anything,” I told the nurse. The consent forms were an issue, especially since the doctors wanted to admit Gemma for psychiatric observation and had her on suicide watch. “But I’m sort of like the designated nanny until the parents get here. Okay?” 
 The nurse eyed me for what felt like hours, then, finally, nodded and waved me off. 
I scurried for the door, rushing to get out of the office before she realized there had been no such nanny when Gemma drank her alcohol-and-pill concoction and ran barefoot and half-naked through a good chunk of Manhattan. Or, that had Gemma’s rich parents bothered with a real nanny, there likely would have been no attempted suicide and subsequent hospitalization in the first place. 
Everything—if anyone thought about it—indicated that Child Protective Services was probably just what Gemma did need. 
 
 “ARE YOU FAMILY?” 
 I stood in the ICU’s waiting area grinding my teeth. “No,” I bit out to the guard in charge of visitors, “but until the family arrives, I’m their surrogate, and am authorized to see the patient on their behalf.” 
That last bit was total bullshit, but the guard didn’t need to know that. Actually, come to think of it, I should’ve just said I was a distant cousin. What would he do, check? 
 “Family only,” the guard announced. 
 “Fine,” I seethed. “Then you can go tell the patient in area two—you know, the attempted suicide—that there is someone who really wants to see her, but you won’t let her in.”
 The guard considered my face closely. “Five minutes,” he said, and moved out of my way. 
 I approached Gemma’s cot a bit tentatively, for Gemma appeared just as pale and sick as she had in the ambulance. The doctor I’d hunted down before the visit said her stomach was clear of toxins, but she would have to be monitored over the next couple of days for potential life-threatening liver damage. Apparently, Tylenol and alcohol really didn’t mix. 
 “Gemma?” I asked as I sat on the edge of Gemma’s bed and touched her hand. 
An IV needle was taped to the translucent skin. Blood had congealed around the needle’s tip. The beep of a distant heart monitor punctuated the hush in the ICU. A low buzz of conversation from the other beds hummed in the background. I could smell Lysol and Clorox masking the stench of medicine and human waste. God, I hated hospitals. 
 Gemma looked at me. 
 “How are you feeling?” I whispered and tried for a smile; it came out wan. 
 “Okay, I guess.” Gemma’s voice was scratchy, probably from the tube in her throat that had since been removed. 
 “Good.” I could think of nothing else to say. Actually, no, that wasn’t true. There was plenty to say, ask—What were you thinking? Why would you do this?—but I found I couldn’t phrase things without the risk of upsetting Gemma, so I bowed my head and remained quiet. 
 “I’m so sorry, Tekla,” Gemma broke the silence. 
 “What happened?” I finally whispered. I squeezed Gemma’s fingers, not so hard as to pain her, but strong enough so that she would know I hadn’t judged her. 
 “I messed up.” Gemma squeezed my hand back. Tears spilled down her cheeks. “Maman still won’t talk to me. She left for a shoot, and won’t even pick up my calls. I really wanted to tell her I was sorry, that I didn’t mean to mess up her things, but … ” Gemma stopped and shrugged, and swiped with her other hand at the tears. “Daddy left too, for some business thing. And then Xander got in trouble at school, and he wasn’t home either, and I got really lonely. I kept on thinking about Maman, and then the pills were just there, so I took them. But then I started feeling really sick, and I got scared, and I remembered about your dorm, and I really didn’t want to be home alone.” Her voice hitched. “So I just ran. But I guess I wasn’t thinking right … I’m really sorry.” A series of silent sobs made her body jerk. 
 “Shh.” I patted her hand again, feeling in no way equipped to handle her. “It’s okay,” I lied. “Everything’s going to be all right.” 
Suddenly, I could read the question—the “was she here?”—on Gemma’s hopeful face. 
 “I’m trying to locate your mom and dad now,” I answered her unspoken question, and I plastered a smile on. “I’m sure they’ll both be here as soon as they hear what happened.” 
 Gemma’s face collapsed, the hope gone as quickly as it had appeared. 
 “Don’t bother,” she moaned out, staring past me. “She won’t come. They’ll just send someone to take me home. Whatever. I don’t care.”
 “I’m sure that’s not true,” I denied. No parent, not even a Lamont, would be that cold, that uncaring. “You’ll see; I’ll call them again right away. I promise.” 
But Gemma was done listening, and when the guard broadcast the end of visiting hours, she hardly acknowledged my departure. 
 I headed for the hospital’s main lobby, to make the calls. 
 But as soon as I entered the open hall, my phone beeped. A message. 
 I rushed to dial voicemail. It had to be either Stephen or Monique. Who else would be calling me at—I glanced up at the lobby’s oversized clock—two in the morning? I probably missed the call because of the poor signal reception in the ICU. 
 But finally … 
Finally, one of them—or maybe even both—had actually listened to my messages. 
 “Yo, Tekla.” 
 I sank down in an oversized visitor’s chair. It was Xander. 
 “We’re in deep shit,” he whispered like an informant passing on an illicit tidbit to his handler. “I did what you said—you know, told Mr. Dandridge, and the shit hit the fan. Mr. Dandridge told the headmaster that I violated the school’s honor code by plagiarizing someone else’s work, and I got suspended. They called Dad, and he’s flying in for a special meeting on Monday. I think they might want to expel me. Dad is really mad. I think he wants to see you, you know, after, but he’s so mad he won’t talk to me. So, like, heads up, okay? I think that’s it. I guess, like, you tried calling me before? Sorry for calling back so late. I’m hanging with my buds. They’re cheering me up. So, like, bye.” 
 No mention of Gemma. 
 Clearly, he hadn’t listened to my messages, or read the voluminous texts I finally sent off in desperation. Who wouldn’t read all their texts, right? But I was getting the feeling that no matter how many times I called, how many messages I left behind, how often I texted, no Lamont ever would. Why should they? The Lamonts had no reason to suspect Gemma was with me. And I wasn’t high enough in their pecking order for them to bother picking up my private, late night, unsolicited phone calls or messages. 
 Which explained their silence. Because no matter how angry Monique was, or how much Stephen preferred his son to his daughter, even I didn’t believe the Lamonts would abandon Gemma in Bellevue. 
 But where did that leave me? 
 I closed my eyes and leaned my head back as a wave of exhaustion crashed through my body. 
 Here. It left me here, in the hospital, alone, in the middle of the night, on the brink of possibly the biggest break in my legal career, stuck. 
 And now there was trouble with Xander. 
 Suspended. Maybe even expelled. 
 I forced my eyes open. A fluorescent light hung over my head. A cockroach lay unmoving, trapped within. I stared at it, and the bulb, for so long the brightness pained my eyes, and I was almost glad for the discomfort.
 I could still feel. 
 Yet I couldn’t make myself care about the situation with Xander. 
 Expelled. On Monday. Oh, well. In the scheme of events—Gemma’s attempted suicide, my argument that I would likely bomb—the possibility just didn’t sound as bad. There were other schools, and with the Lamont money behind him, he would always be okay. 
 And Monday was years away. 
 I pushed myself upright in the seat, the phone still in my hand. It had become a deadweight pulling my tired body down, instead of the lifeline it should have been.
Who to call?

 I flipped the phone from hand to hand, thinking, when a name, like a godsend, finally materialized. 
 Mrs. Jacobs. 
Of course. Technically, she was my employer, not the Lamonts. They were her clients, her bread and butter. It was her job to intervene. So what that I would have to call and wake her in the middle of the night? Inconvenient calls were part of her business operation. 
I rushed through my contact list, searching for her number. How had I not thought of her sooner? True, she hadn’t been really helpful in the past—okay, she hadn’t been helpful at all—but this was an honest-to-goodness life-and-death emergency a client was facing. And the Lamonts would definitely pick up a phone call from her. Mrs. Jacobs was high in everyone’s pecking order. 
 The phone rang. I counted the rings until salvation. 
 The phone finally connected. 
 “Hello. You have reached Patricia Jacobs at Elite Educational Services. I am out of the country and will be unreachable for the remainder of the weekend. Please call back Monday.” 
 Click. 
 Her phone disconnected. Automatically. 
 My eyes filled with tears of frustration, and anger. 
 Gone for the weekend! With no emergency number left behind, no e-mail where she could be reached? What was this, the ‘90s? What kind of half-ass business was this woman running anyway? I’m gone for the weekend, so don’t bother me, thank you.

 I wanted to smash the phone against the floor, watch it break into smithereens. 
 But I didn’t, because truth be told, Mrs. Jacobs wasn’t my last Lamont contact, and I had known it all along. 
 I got up and paced the lobby, nibbling a thumbnail. 
 There was still him. True, I would rather chew off my nails—no, cut off my fingers—than call him—I could just imagine what he would make of the call, and the caller—poor, desperate Tekla—but he was my absolute last alternative. 
If he picked up. 
 The way things ended between us, the possibility was far from certain. 
 But suddenly, Julian’s voice hummed in my ear. 
“Tekla, what a pleasant surprise, you calling me in the middle of the goddamned night. Want to tell me you changed your mind? You could’ve waited until morning.” 
 I flinched at the voice, conflicting emotions hammering away at me. He picked up! One part of me wanted to cheer. Clearly, he must’ve felt more for me than I thought and, maybe, just maybe, he wasn’t as bad as I believed. Why else would he take my call at two in the morning? But, then, he did think I was begging, so heartbroken over our fight I could do nothing but think of him. How dare he assume I would be that pathetic? Never mind that, technically, before this mess with Gemma, I had done exactly that. 
 What an ass. 
 “No, I’m not calling to tell you I changed my mind,” I snarled. “I’m calling you because I can’t get through to Monique or Stephen, and I understand you and Monique are on assignment. So if you could please pass on a message to her.” Here I paused, lest he miss the next part. “I’m with Gemma, at Bellevue Hospital. She tried to kill herself. And if someone doesn’t come here soon, I will contact Child Protective Services.” 
 And as the words left my mouth, I realized I would do just that. 
 Because Gemma wasn’t my problem. In the end, she couldn’t be. 


CHAPTER 28
 
 
 
 
THE COURTROOM in the United States Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit was large and distinguished, all mahogany wood, bourbon leather, heavy drapes and threadbare rugs—the way an old English gentleman’s club must have been. 
 It was also packed. 
 I peeped in on the rows of classmates, alumni, professors and—oh, God—my parents: front and center, in the first row, cameras in hand, beaming, the proud mama and papa about to witness their offspring’s greatest professional achievement. 
 I groaned. 
If only.

 Greatest professional embarrassment, more like. 
 Because I sure as hell wasn’t prepared. 
 Certainly, Julian had accomplished the seemingly impossible: He’d made calls and got through to the people I couldn’t manage. But still, it had taken hours before Vivienne the housekeeper arrived at the hospital from her sister’s in Pennsylvania to take over at Gemma’s bedside until Stephen flew in from London and Monique made her way back from L.A. 
 I had made it home just in time to shower, get in a suit, put on makeup to try and cover the bags underneath my eyes, and collect the few scraps of notes on my brief. I didn’t have nearly enough time to outline an argument. 
 So here I was, minutes from the start, hovering outside the courtroom, scared of the inevitable bloodbath. 
Unless, I thought as I scanned the hallway for Professor Johnson, I could somehow convince the one person who could actually prevent the carnage to stop it from going on.

 I mean, in light of the facts, shouldn’t I forfeit to Markus? I clearly deserved the loss and maybe, just maybe, I could spare myself a public flogging. 
 But Professor Johnson was nowhere in sight.
 Markus was, though. He stood across from me in the hallway in a sharp navy double-breasted pinstripe suit, red tie and white dress shirt, a shark-lawyer-in-the-making. His hair was slicked back; a pair of gold cufflinks winked on his wrists. He was flipping through an impressive stack of note cards, and flanked by an adoring Lauren. Ann hung a few steps behind him, her hair coiled as tight as always, and her hands fidgeting with her glasses every few seconds. 
 I never wanted to be her more than I did now: to sit in the audience and watch, jealous but completely unencumbered, as someone else duked it out for the prize. 
 Markus looked up from his cards, saw me and smiled. 
 “Hey,” he said, walking over with his entourage. “How are you? I’m so nervous,” he rushed on before I had a chance to answer. “Did you see all those people? Professors. Well-connected alums. We’re talking from the mega firms here. I think I even recognized a few judges. This is big, Tekla,” Markus emphasized. He sounded about ready to burst. 
I glanced over at Ann and Lauren. The air around Ann was just as explosive, though probably for a different reason. Lauren giggled, hopefully, excited for both Markus and me. She and I had never broached her feelings for Markus, but she did tell me she was dating a new guy. 
 Markus gushed on. “All the people who hire law students will be talking about this—about us—after today, no matter who wins. Johnson has given us the ultimate job interview, the biggest leg-up we could ever dream of.” 
 I blanched. 
 Because Markus was completely right. Professor Johnson had gone out of his way to invite everyone who was anyone in the legal hiring process to come and witness our big event. And under normal circumstances, I would have been thrilled: So many potential employers getting to see me and what I could do in the field first-hand. Law students dreamed of opportunities like this, and they almost never happened. It was like winning the lottery. 
As long as one didn’t sound like a total fumbling idiot, it would make one’s legal career. 
 Except, with no summary note cards prepared and nothing memorized, I would be that total fumbling idiot. 
 Today could very well sound the death knell to any future legal job prospects for me. Who would hire me after witnessing what would surely be a fiasco, after seeing that the best I could do didn’t even amount to mediocre? I was burning bridges before sending out the first resume. 
 “You’ll do fine,” I said to Markus, fighting back tears. “Believe me, you have nothing to worry about. Have you seen Professor Johnson?” 
 “He’s in the lobby greeting guests,” Markus said as he corrugated his brows. I ran off to find the Professor before he could think to ask questions. 
 When Professor Johnson caught sight of me skulking in the background, he broke away from a circle of chatting men and approached me. “What can I do for you, Miss Reznar?” 
 “Umm … ” Where to start? I could hardly force myself to look up, let alone into Professor Johnson’s face. 
And when I did, I found it was rigid and sculpted, like a face on the side of Mount Rushmore. I was getting the feeling Professor Johnson would be just as understanding of my predicament as the hulking rocks. “Professor Johnson, I’m really sorry,” I mumbled nonetheless. Anything was worth a try, and an apology seemed in order, regardless. Professor Johnson had gone out of his way—far and beyond any professional duty—to put together today’s event, for apparently no reason other than Markus’s and my benefit, and I was about to ruin all his efforts—maybe even embarrass him in front of his colleagues. 
Oh God.

 My mind stopped dead. How had I not thought of the possibility sooner? By bringing in an audience, Professor Johnson had upped the ante for everyone, including himself. If I bombed and sounded completely unprepared, what would my efforts say about his judgment? He picked me as one of the best. He would surely hate me if I made him look bad. Failing his class would be the least of my problems. Somehow, I had to stop the argument from happening. 
 “I had this work emergency last night,” I gasped out, my mouth so dry I could hardly speak. No matter how hard I swallowed, I couldn’t produce a drop of saliva. “This girl tried to commit suicide, and I spent the whole night in the hospital with her. And I’m sorry, but because of that, I didn’t have a chance to adequately prepare for today, so I thought, like, maybe it would be better for everyone involved if I forfeited the argument in Markus’s favor?” 
 Even to my own ears, I sounded lame and immature. I was coming up with an excuse like a high school student would: I’m not ready because I was too busy doing something else.

 Yeah, right. 
True, I had been in the hospital all night, but Gemma’s emergency wasn’t the only incident that had kept me away from the books. 
 There was that visit to Julian I knew I didn’t have the time for, and all the hours I had wasted daydreaming about him. Sure, if Gemma hadn’t drank her almost lethal cocktail after that, I would probably have had the time to pull myself together—but I should’ve known better than to leave everything for the last minute. 
 Professor Johnson must have thought the same because his face went stone-gray. I could literally see the blood drain out of it. His lips thinned.
 “Miss Reznar, you must be joking,” he hissed. And I shriveled. “No, actually, you must think I am a joke, that your classmates and law school in general are nothing more than one big comic fest.” 
He inhaled a deep breath. His nostrils flared. I imagined him counting to ten in his head. 
 Then he waited, perhaps for the punch line. But when I said nothing, did nothing other than stand there staring like a kid who had fessed up to a parent about making quite a mess, his lip curled—although not with an ounce of parental understanding or forgiveness. 
 “When you first enrolled in my class,” he finally said, scrutinizing me the way someone would a bug before stomping it to death, “I made the colossal mistake of looking forward to teaching you. You had a solid reputation. Your Law Review application was stellar. I saw potential.” 
Shit.

 I bit the inside of my cheek. 
Potential. It was a lot to live up to and, clearly, I hadn’t.

 “But since almost the first day,” Professor Johnson continued, his voice as sharp as the steel edge of a knife, and just as brittle, “you have made a mockery of my class, and me.” 
No, I wanted to deny. But, of course, he was right. Whether I intended to or not, I had not given the class its rightful attention. 
 “You showed up late, and unprepared,” Professor Johnson ticked off the offenses—my offenses. “You were disruptive. You ignored your responsibilities.” 
 I flinched, knowing he was referring to the late Law Review article, and to Melanie Sylvan, its author. 
 I flinched again when I recalled just what I had thought of Ms. Sylvan—she had Professor Johnson’s support, so the two of them must’ve been doing it. 
 Heat crept up my neck and face; I only hoped Professor Johnson didn’t guess the reason behind the suddenly bright complexion. 
 “In your self-absorption, you almost derailed someone else’s career—someone who, unlike you, put all her effort into her legal work,” Professor Johnson said.
I envisioned the very pretty Ms. Sylvan hunched over books and a computer, researching and typing away at her legal opus. Maybe, an unpleasant possibility stole into my head, she was just like me, a hard-working girl from a solid middle-class family, one for whom the law was a way up. And in my disregard for her work, I’d almost derailed her. Then when someone had stood up on her behalf, I’d given him a nefarious motive.

 What had I been thinking? That because she was young and attractive, she couldn’t possibly have achieved success because of her intelligence? And that since Professor Johnson was a man and single, he could see only her outside attributes, and not the wisdom within?
Oh God. My eyes burned. 
 I was a shallow, pseudo-feminist who screamed “bloody murder” when someone judged my competence on looks and not brains, but inferred other women’s successes by the very standards I claimed to despise. Worse, I personally attacked those who, like Professor Johnson, had clearly evolved beyond my caveman approach. 
 I was a hypocrite, a self-righteous one. 
 My head dropped. 
 But Professor Johnson wasn’t done. 
 “You seem not to comprehend that law school is a privilege. Thousands apply. Few get in. Law Review is even more revered. It is the opportunity of a lifetime. Your classmates would kill to be in your place. Yet you treat it like nothing. What is it with people like you?” Professor Johnson’s glare zeroed in on my face, like the laser on a semi-automatic rifle. “You feel entitled to everything, but want to give little in return. You want the top grades and the academic accolades, but at no cost to you.” 
 People like me? 
 I momentarily bristled, all embarrassment forgotten. 
 What did he mean by, “people like me?” 
 I wasn’t like that. I worked hard to get where I was—clawed my way up from an immigrant neighborhood in Brooklyn. I even tolerated the Lamonts to stay there. 
People like me, my ass.

 He must’ve meant the likes of the Xanders and Gemmas, the Stephens and Moniques, and maybe even the Laurens of this world—the super rich. They paid someone else to do the work and collected the accolades, all the while complaining over the slightest inconvenience, spreading the blame and never sharing the credit.
I was the hired help. 
 Sort of like Julian. 
The very thought of his name gave me a pang—for whatever he was, whatever he did, we did have that in common. 
 It couldn’t be easy for him, putting up with Monique while she basked in the glory of his talent. Maybe that was why he had lost sight of his moral compass. Not that that excused what he did to Lisa, but I could understand the temptation. After all, I had caved and written an essay for Xander. Was my crime any less than his? 
And I never had given him a real opportunity to fix things. In fact, he had been so nice and helpful when I called from the hospital. He sounded downright sorry. And, anyway, the point was we … I couldn’t be “people like that,” even if I wanted to, which I certainly didn’t. 
 Okay, technically, I had bitched about all the extra Law Review work, and Markus did help me with most of it. And, true, Law Review wasn’t a prerequisite for graduation, or even success. I could have quit anytime I wanted to. 
 But who would willingly walk away from the prestige? 
 It just wasn’t fair that all that prestige came with so much added responsibility. 
Ugh. I fisted my hands. I could hear Xander making a similar argument: an editorial position on Horizons was nice, but why should he have to do all that work, like writing an original essay? 
 My fingers clenched tighter. Horror of all horrors, Professor Johnson was right. Again. I did come off like those people. I was everything I criticized Xander and Gemma of being: lazy, unappreciative, and resentful! If an assignment was too hard or time-consuming, or I didn’t like a grade, the fault wasn’t with me; it was with the teacher, or the tutor. But as for the As and the good jobs—I of course considered them to be all my doing. 
 “You know, Miss Reznar,” Professor Johnson said, sighing, and I noticed the sound was uncharacteristically faint; its very tenor had me snapping up straight. Because this did not sound like the Professor Johnson I knew. For the first time, the man sounded old and tired, less George Hamilton and more Lincoln after Gettysburg. “In light of all your previous transgressions, I really questioned awarding you the argument, but I thought your brief the best, and considered it only fair. And here we are, yet again.”
 He rubbed his temples, as if trying to relieve a headache. 
 Watching this, I gulped. Here was a man who had dedicated his life to educating others, to seeking and promoting new talent, and it would blow up in his face because of me.

“Unfortunately, because of what you have done, because of your failure to prepare, future students will pay as well. Who will treat the annual arrival of this argument seriously after your … your stunt?” 
 His eyes shifted from my face. He gazed into the distance beyond, as if envisioning the prospect, and finding it bleak. 
 “I’m really sorry,” I mumbled. What else was there to say? I was a fuck-up. Worse, apparently, I would fuck-over generations of students to come. 
 “Sorry?” Professor Johnson repeated, literally biting off the word. The hotshot academic was fully in control again, all traces of vulnerability gone from his voice, his posture. “Sorry doesn’t cut it. And neither does a forfeit. In real life, Miss Reznar, you can’t forfeit on a client. And it’s time you got a taste of real life. 
“I also wouldn’t dare deprive Mr. Powers of the satisfaction of publicly annihilating you. And since you’ve so callously disregarded an opportunity another one of them would have treasured, your classmates have also earned the right to watch you squirm. Now,” he commanded, straightening his jacket, adjusting his cuffs and turning away from me, “I will assume your unfortunate confession was nothing more than a really tasteless case of the nerves talking and you’ll pull yourself together at the last moment, the way you have apparently managed to do the entire semester. Otherwise, Miss Reznar, I’d pray for a miracle if I were you.” 
 He stalked away from me, towards the courtroom. 
 I stared at his retreating back and prayed first. 
 But the earth didn’t open up and no fires sprang to life. Ergo—no miracles. 
 So I followed. 
 Because, if I could force Xander to confess to his teacher about not writing his own story and deal with a potential expulsion, how could I not face my own music?
 But, boy, did it suck. 
 “Yoo-hoo, honey,” my mother called, waving at me when I finally made my way to the front of the courtroom. 
 “Mom,” I said, sidling over to my parents. “Ahh … what are you and Dad doing here?”
 I had told my parents about the argument, but neither the time nor the place. I had never entertained the possibility they could see it. I’d always assumed it was closed to a broader audience. Yet here they were. 
 “Your professor called and personally invited us,” my mother explained, smiling in the direction of Professor Johnson, who was seated now in the first row, five people away. “Such a nice man.” 
 Yeah. 
 I stepped back to the defense podium as my mother hollered, “Make us proud!” right at me. 
 A court clerk approached to give final instructions and adjust the podium’s microphone. 
 “Your opponent will go first,” the clerk said. With a gesture of his hand he indicated Markus, who was already set up at his station. I gulped. This was it. In mere seconds … Armageddon.

“When he speaks,” the clerk went on, “you sit at the table behind you. Only rise when the judge enters. When it’s your turn, speak into the microphone so the cameras pick up all the sounds,” he instructed. 
 “Cameras?” I questioned, my voice coming out in a squeak. 
 “Yes,” the clerk nodded. “The argument is simulcast to two other viewing areas. Quite a large turnout today. It’s also being recorded. You can request a copy after.” 
 I must’ve looked ill because Markus walked over. 
 “What’s wrong, Tekla?” he whispered. 
 “Nothing,” I whimpered back. 
Markus frowned at this; he knew I was lying. 
 “I thought we were friends,” he prodded. “Good friends. So why won’t you tell me?” 
 I moaned. What the hell. It would soon be apparent anyway. So I told him. 
 And then it happened—my very own miracle. 
 
THERE HAD BEEN NO HESITATION on his part once I disclosed.
 “Here,” Markus said, handing over his note cards. “These are all the relevant cases summarized. They’re in alphabetical order, so you should have no problems finding them quickly when the judge asks you.” 
 I eyeballed the stack, and salvation. With the cards I would be able to fake my way through the argument. I remembered enough of the facts from writing the brief, but the relevant law would be a problem, and now here it was, mere inches from my finger tips, alphabetized. 
 I snatched my hand back. 
 “Markus, I can’t. I just … can’t.” 
 And I wouldn’t. And it wasn’t because of Markus’s crush on me; I was pretty certain he would have offered the help if I were Lauren or even Ann. Markus was just that sort of a person, a person always protective of his friends, regardless of their feelings back. 
 Still, I wouldn’t take the advantage from Markus. But something in me—maybe not the heart he had hoped for, but something close—swelled for Markus. He was genuinely a good man. My mother had been right: Markus would make someone a very good catch. 
 “Sure you can,” Markus argued, shoving the cards towards me. “I have all this memorized. I brought the cards with me just in case. I really don’t need them, so here.” 
 “No, it wouldn’t be right,” I said, holding my ground.
And right then, I wanted to hug him. He really was cute, with his soft brown eyes and cupid bow lips. Sweet. And after Julian being so GQ-suave, maybe sweet wasn’t such a bad thing. “I messed up and I deserve to lose, bad. You, on the other hand, have earned a win.” 
 “Well, sure,” Markus retorted with a grin. “I intend to whoop your ass, but not because you were forced to come unprepared. I want to beat you because I’m better than you when you’re at your best. So please, take. I insist.” 
 I hesitated. 
 I wouldn’t. Shouldn’t. But what if Markus was right? His win wouldn’t be as sweet if everyone knew it came not because of his skill, but because of a lazy opponent. Not taking the cards would almost be doing him a disservice.
Yeah, right.

 I mentally shook my head. 
 That last bit was the biggest pile of … justification manure I had ever come up with. 
 Next I would be convincing myself I was actually doing him the favor. 
Fess up, Tekla, my conscience lectured. Markus was giving me the biggest gift of the century, and was dressing it up to make the taking palatable. 
 And I sure as hell needed to take it. 
 I reached for the cards just as the clerk announced the judge. 
 “Thanks,” I mouthed at my opponent. Markus winked and went to take his place in front of the podium. I sat down at the defense table pondering how I would ever repay him. 
And when the judge waved Markus on to speak, I listened to him volley back and forth with the judge. 
 Markus was great. 
 “Yes, Your Honor,” my opponent and friend was saying, “Elementary School 1 owns a copyright in Miss Smith’s book because she wrote it for her students, during mostly school hours and as part of her curriculum—the very definition of a ‘Work for Hire’ according to the Hays court.
 “And no, Your Honor, the defense,” Markus said, indicating me with a wave of his hand, “cannot claim the teacher exception in this case because courts have construed that exception very narrowly, only to university faculty, and, clearly, as an elementary school teacher, Miss Smith’s work does not fall within its reach. As held in Manasa v. University of Miami, for instance, the teacher exception does not apply to the author of a university funding proposal even though the courts have always looked favorably at colleges when applying the exception. That court was clear. The teacher exception applies to professors only. When the work is completed by someone else, the school owns the copyright.” 
Manasa?
 Damn. 
 I flipped through Markus’s stash. The man did have his case law memorized. I hadn’t even heard of the case, let alone remembered its full name or holding. Yet Markus had dropped the case’s stats like they were nothing more than the digits of a very familiar telephone number. What was next, the exact citation and index page? I wouldn’t be surprised. Clearly, Markus was blessed with a photographic memory; else, he had slaved for hours cramming the information into his brain. The judge looked equally as impressed. 
 “Yes, but,” the judge said, questioning, as he leaned into his microphone, “if the Copyright Act and the courts did not anticipate schoolteachers falling under the exception, why does the law call it a ‘teacher exception’ and not the ‘professor exception’?” 
 Markus straightened. “Your Honor, I am very glad you ask. And, first, let me stress that there is no explicit teacher exception under the Act. In fact, as pointed out by the Hays court, it is widely believed the Act abolished the teacher exception entirely. As such, any academic writing is a work made for hire per se, and the copyright always belongs to the employer. So arguably, Miss Smith would have no legal claim in her book’s copyright. However,” Markus held up a finger, “the courts have made clear that such a conclusion would wreak havoc ‘in the settled practices of academic institutions’ and so determined the exception did survive when it concerned professors, but professors only. And since Miss Smith is a schoolteacher, the exception does not apply to her, and, as such, the Court must determine if the book she wrote falls within the scope of a Work for Hire. And, since she wrote it predominantly at the school, with the aid of her students and school supplies, it clearly does. 
 “Moreover,” Markus crooned, his voice and argument so logical he had everyone listening—including me, his opponent—eating out of his palm, “the Hays court provided us with a more straightforward test when determining whether the work in question was a Work for Hire. In excluding professors from the statute, the court reasoned that while a professor’s writing may have been prepared ‘within the scope’ of his employment, it was not ‘prepared ‘for’ the educational institution.’ In layman’s terms, a professor who writes a bestselling novel does not write it for his freshman writing students. He does not use it as a teaching tool, so it is excluded from the statute. Miss Smith, however, openly wrote her book for her students. Even the defense concedes that the sole purpose behind the book was as a teaching aid for Miss Smith’s students. The book, in short, is nothing more than a very creative lesson plan, and as such, one that was clearly done as a Work for Hire and, consequently, the copyright, and all its attenuating financial proceeds, legally belong to Elementary School 1, my client.”
Shit, shit, shit.

 I sat in my seat, unmoving, unwilling to even blink lest the judge see my reaction and, like in poker, figure I was the player with the weaker hand. 
 But shit. I was screwed. Markus had an honest-to-goodness new legal test he had seemingly pulled out of thin air. Sure, the Hays court had mentioned, in passing, something about a work being prepared “for” an employer, but it had never based its decision on that language. I was certain. 
I searched through Markus’s case summaries just to make sure. 
 Yup. I was right. 
 No mention of the “for” language in the holding. 
 Still, Markus was ingenious for highlighting the phrase because if law school taught me anything, it was that judges loved those lawyers who gave them easy solutions in their arguments. 
 And Markus’s proposed test was so simple, so graceful, so straightforward. So effective. What judge wouldn’t love it? 
 Shit. 
 “But let’s not stop with just the case law,” Markus went on. He must have sensed victory was imminent because, if sound could move, his voice was about ready to dance a victory jig. “Let’s also analyze policy.” 
 Policy? Markus? 
 I scowled. Markus was never good at arguing policy, yet he was willing today to tackle what he surely considered my strong suit. Professor Johnson had said as much when he awarded us the argument. Markus excelled with the law, and I favored the facts. 
 Markus was dead serious about winning. 
 “A recent New York Times article has touched on the repercussions we, as a society, will face when the Court rules in Miss Smith’s favor,” Markus said, and I scrambled to recall what article he could possibly have been referring to. 
 Fruitlessly. 
 Because, what with Julian and Xander and Gemma, I had not been following the news. And I should’ve been. It was a lawyer’s responsibility to be current on all the applicable developments. If this were real life and not moot court, my client could sue me for malpractice on that fact alone. 
 “Teachers are now using the Internet to sell their lesson plans,” Markus continued. “They use school resources to develop material for their public school classrooms and then, without permission and without sharing any of the proceeds with the schools, sell it, for sometimes as much as thousands of dollars, to finance vacations, home renovations and fancy dinners. Some sites record sales of as much as hundreds of thousands of dollars—money that is not going to the schools, where it is desperately needed. The Work for Hire doctrine in the Copyright Act was created to avoid just such situations.” Markus placed his elbow on the podium and rested his chin on his fist, like an old acquaintance about to launch into a lengthy, but comforting, explanation. 
 “Fashioning lesson plans is an intrinsic part of the teacher’s job,” Markus highlighted, his very posture warning the judge not to interfere. “It is, among other things, what she is paid a salary to do. The law does not permit her to profit a second time from the material—and with good reason. Because what will happen to the profession when most teachers start to rely on a few lesson plans created by others? They won’t need to come up with their own, original material. Creativity and flexibility will go out the window. Teachers will be no more than drones in a classroom, and is that what we as a society really want and need for our children? I would argue not.” Markus shook his head, then paused before starting up again. “And permitting Miss Smith to keep her copyright will set us on just such a course.” He straightened. “Miss Smith wrote her book because she needed a new lesson plan to teach her students reading. She wrote it for them, using her employer’s resources. The book, therefore, is clearly a Work for Hire, and the copyright belongs to the school. Thank you.” 
 Markus walked away from the podium. 
 He was finished. 
Oh, God. I felt my breakfast rise up to my throat. It was my turn.
 I couldn’t get my legs to stand. My stomach clutched and unclutched, spastically. I was hot, and cold, and could feel the hundreds of eyes behind me boring into my back. The judge in front sat, unmoving, waiting. The sudden quiet in the room roared in my ears like an oncoming avalanche.
 How could Markus be finished already? 
 I toddled over to the podium, the cards—Markus’s note cards—clasped in my suddenly moist hands. They somehow felt inadequate now. 
 My mind blanked. 
 A light on the podium blinked green. 
 I vaguely recalled the clerk saying green meant go. An orange light would come on when I had thirty seconds left of my five minutes to present, and a red light would indicate the argument was over. 
 I had to speak. Immediately.
 My mouth opened, but I could vocalize nothing. 
Think, think, think! 

 I placed the cards on the podium and put my hands behind me. They curled into fists, my nails biting into the skin. 
 The sharp pain focused my attention. 
 I couldn’t just stand there, silent, for the next five minutes. 
 Thoughts, facts, started slowly coming back to me. 
 “Ah,” I tried. I would begin with what I remembered and take it from there. “May it please the Court,” I said, my voice booming into the microphone. It clashed with the high-pitched shriek of electronic feedback. I shifted slightly back. “My name is Tekla Reznar, and I represent the defendant, Miss Smith, in this case.”
 I looked up at the judge for some sign of displeasure, but found none. 
 So far, so good. 
 “When Miss Smith began writing her book she in no way, shape or form thought she was doing something mandated by her teaching contract,” I started, proud that the words now flowed out of me. Hey, this wasn’t so bad. “She took on the project, yes, to partly benefit her students, but mostly because she astutely recognized a need in children’s literature. The school cannot … ” 
 “But,” the judge cut me off, “under the test set up in Avtec, doesn’t the school own the copyright precisely because the book was a children’s book and therefore of the type she was hired to perform, regardless of her intent and whether or not said responsibility was specifically enumerated in her contract?”
Avtec, Avtec.

 “Ah,” I raced through Markus’s case summaries and scanned the holding. Thank God the case started with an A. I owed an even greater thanks to Markus for being so neat and organized. 
“I’m sorry,” I said, flushing at the delay I had caused. “But, no. Under Avtec, the original purpose of the work in question is just one part of a three-part test. Equally as important is whether the work substantially occurred ‘within the authorized time and space limits’ of the job and I would argue that, in the present case, it does not. Miss Smith wrote most of her book while at home and during her free periods at school. Therefore … ” 
 “But how about Vanderhurst?” the judge demanded. 
 “Uhh … ” I froze. Vanderhurst? My luck was clearly over. The judge had moved on from the As. 
My fingers shook as I flipped through the note cards. From the look on the judge’s face, I wasn’t flipping fast enough. I didn’t even want to contemplate the expressions of those behind me: my mother’s was surely crestfallen; my father was likely pained. And Professor Johnson’s … 
 “Yes, Vanderhurst,” the judge repeated, his voice brimming with impatience. “That court ruled the copyright did not belong to the original author even though said author was a college professor, a position that the law has been especially careful to exclude from the Work for Hire doctrine.” 
 Something about the judge’s tone told me the case should be easy to distinguish from the other applicable law, that it was nothing more than a minor detour in a well-established legal precedent likely leaning in my favor. But if I didn’t do the distinguishing—and quickly—I could lose the whole argument on that embarrassingly insignificant point of law alone. 
 Yet the faster I searched, the less I could find. The note cards stuck together and threatened to slip out of my grasp entirely; I was all-thumbs. 
Calm down. I tried to ignore everything and everyone but the cards in front of me. Finally … 
 “Yes, that is no,” I almost yelled out as Markus’s Vanderhurst summary materialized in front of me. “The case is not applicable in the current situation because the author in that case was specifically and explicitly hired by the university to write the work he later tried to claim a copyright in, a move clearly in violation of the Work for Hire doctrine under the Copyright Act. Unlike that author, Miss Smith was never hired by the school to write a children’s book.” 
 “Yes,” the judge, my tormentor, went on. “But what of the plaintiff’s ‘for’ test? Even you do not dispute in your brief that the defendant wholly wrote the book for her students.” 
 Good question. And one I couldn’t avoid, but should have been prepared for. The test was the core of Markus’s argument, and probably figured prominently in his brief. I had a copy of the latter. Markus had delivered it to me days before, and I should have read it. Problem was, I hadn’t. Like with everything else in life, I was so cocky and sure of myself and my skill, that it didn’t even dawn on me to scan the brief early for some point of law I might have been unfamiliar with and might need to spend more time researching. I had just assumed reading the brief a couple of times the night before would be sufficient preparation. But then, because of Gemma, I hadn’t even done that much. 
 I reached for Markus’s index cards again, but returned them to the podium. The answer wasn’t there. If it was anywhere, it was in me. 
 I took a deep breath … 
 “The Hays court,” I answered, “does mention the ‘for’ language, but it is in no way central to the holding, and with good reason. Exclusively relying on a ‘for’ test would be like splitting hairs. Let’s use the plaintiff’s own example,” I ventured, taking a glimpse at Markus, “to understand why. According to my esteemed opponent, a hypothetical writing professor’s bestselling novel is not a Work for Hire because the professor did not write it for his students. But what if, like many college and university professors before him, he assigns the book as mandatory reading to the class. Is it for them then? I would argue yes, yet the Hays court does not base its decision on such a minor distinction. And how about the case,” I said, bringing up one for which I unfortunately could not recall the name, had no time to search for it, and only hoped the judge wouldn’t notice or acknowledge the omission. “Where the courts ruled a professor owned the copyright to his lectures delivered in class? Clearly, the lectures were created for the students. Under the plaintiff’s test, the copyright should have gone to the university, yet it didn’t.” 
 I held my breath, waiting for the judge to demand the case name. But he didn’t. I rushed on before he changed his mind. 
 “And what of the plaintiff’s argument about teachers selling and profiting from their lesson plans?” There was something about Markus’s theory that, no matter how graceful, just didn’t sit right with me. I couldn’t put my finger on it—at least not yet—but maybe my talking it through would clarify things, for the judge and for me. It would, in any event, fill a good few seconds, and get me that much closer to the end. “Would anyone seriously consider a book worthy of being published on the same scale as a lesson plan for, let’s say, counting numbers using candy? The extra work involved in the former in no way equates to the latter, yet the plaintiff would have us treat, and legally value, the two as absolutely the same. Is that fair?” 
The judge didn’t answer. 
 “And really, even if they were,” I continued, “what would be so bad about teachers making some extra money from their lesson plans in the first place?” I wished I could rebut the article directly, point out some fact that contradicted Markus’s interpretation, but since that wasn’t an option, I turned to what I did know. “When I was a student in elementary school I never saw my teachers work on their plans while we were in class. I assumed they did all the work at home, on their off hours. They didn’t have to be super creative—but the good teachers always were, because they put in extra time—their free time. Should the law penalize them for the sacrifice and additional effort? 
 “The plaintiff warns that letting teachers keep the copyright in their lesson plans will hurt society,” I said, and I was surprised by the now steady tenor of my own voice. I wasn’t nervous. 
Lord. 
 The thought almost gave me pause. Somewhere, with all the talking, the tension had melted away and only adrenaline remained, with an ever-growing need for victory. I wanted the judge to see things my way, to favor my point, to choose my version over Markus’s. Not because I necessarily deserved a win, but because I craved one. This was why people—why I—became lawyers in the first place, for the high of competition, the heady taste of triumph. 
“I would argue the opposite is true. If we don’t let teachers keep the extra income, we remove the incentive for creativity, for the extra effort. If my salary stays the same whether I push myself or not, I’ll take the road of minimum effort. That’s human nature. Big business recognizes this basic tendency with its own employees. That’s why banks and brokerages and other financial institutions award performance bonuses. They are the carrots that push the institutions forward. Why would we deprive teachers of the same benefit, especially since their salaries in no way compete with the bloated ones in the finance industry? Should the law create even more of an incentive for the bright and gifted to turn away from teaching? The plaintiff says yes, but I would urge the Court to really contemplate the consequences, and send a different message.” 
 The judge harrumphed, but otherwise remained silent, still letting me keep control of the floor. 
 I took full advantage because somehow, when the nerves had departed, a flood of thoughts, experiences and ideas had roared in to take their place, from my days as a student in elementary school, to Xander and Gemma’s current high school experience, all the way to books authored by celebrities who couldn’t possibly write, until they finally crystallized on the last weeks and days of my frantic schedule. 
 I did have the winning argument, and I had the facts to prove it, no matter what the law said. 
 “For the past couple of months I have been working as a tutor,” I said, now barely able to contain my excitement. Yes, my tutoring experience gave the answer. Because according to Markus’s theory, Stephen Lamont could say I had no legal claim in Xander’s Horizons story. I had been paid explicitly to write it for the boy, therefore the copyright, with all its rewards, was Xander’s. “In that capacity I was forced—no, had been willing to—do things that I, and most everyone else in this courtroom would, at the very least, consider morally questionable, if not downright ethically untenable. I wrote essays and tests that my students ultimately passed off as their own. I was a willing, and paid, companion in their cheating. I’m sure Your Honor would agree,” I said, nodding towards the judge, “that this conduct would qualify as nothing else. The law, after all, does not smile on plagiarism. And a student who tries to pass off someone else’s work—and effort—as his own is nothing more than a cheat, and a lazy one at that. Society frowns on that sort of behavior. We demand our students do their own work because that’s how they learn, develop their brains, and become contributing members in our communities. Cheating undermines all that, and so we have chosen to punish it harshly. But what if,” I said, pausing for emphasis, “we analyzed the conduct from a different legal perspective? 
 “I was hired,” I admitted to my peers and parents and professors, “to explicitly write material for my students. The students, in essence, were my employers. Among other things, I authored a story that was subsequently selected to appear in an anthology, not under my name, but that of my client. When the client’s teacher learned the truth about the story, he gave him an F, withdrew the story from the anthology, and moved to expel the student from school. But were the teacher’s actions legally justified? Under my opponent’s expanded Work for Hire doctrine, the copyright should rightfully belong to my student. After all, he paid for my services, and I fully understood my role as nothing more than a highly paid ghostwriter. And if the copyright in the work is the student’s, can we really say he cheated when he claimed full authorship of the piece, with all its attendant credit, like a high grade and national publication? 
 “The publishing world itself thrives on just such relationships. How many books are written by ghostwriters who receive payment for their work—but rarely a credit? These dynamics are at the very core of the Work for Hire doctrine: he who pays owns. 
“And, granted, often, such relationships do work. When a corporation hires a writer to create its promotional material, we have to make sure the corporation, and not the author, maintains the copyright because otherwise one employee could hold a whole corporation hostage. Without Work for Hire, the corporation would have to employ someone new to rewrite the same material every time the old employee was fired or decided to leave. And the employee would be free to sell his employer’s secrets to the highest bidder—the competition. The law has to step in to prevent such a scenario. And, arguably, the same rationale holds true for the ghostwriter hired by a publisher to write someone else’s story. We don’t want said writer to be free to resell the same, probably highly desired, celebrity story to a competing publisher, thereby undermining the profit of the first publisher and diluting the exclusive. 
 “But do the same rationalizations apply to my tutoring scenario?” I asked. “Of course not,” I answered. “Because there is no societal value in students paying someone else to do their schoolwork for them. That’s why no one has attempted to argue that an essay purchased off the Internet by a student should fall under the Work for Hire doctrine, although technically it could. Any other result would wreak complete havoc in schools, colleges and universities. The well-off could buy their high grades and would be protected from plagiarism charges by the very copyright laws that made plagiarism wrong in the first place!” As I pitched my voice high, I was surprised to see the orange light blink on the podium in front of me. I had thirty seconds left. 
 “Yet the plaintiff,” I rushed on, “proposes just such an alternative. Was the essay in question prepared by an employee—me—within the scope of my employment? Check. Was the essay of the type commissioned by my employment? Check. Was, as the plaintiff’s counsel phrased it, the essay written for my student’s class? Check, again. But common sense dictates that no matter how many checks it gets, the essay cannot fall under Work for Hire because such a result would be disastrous.” I paused long enough to catch a desperately needed breath. “Which takes us back to the key of the case before the Court today: common sense. I urge Your Honor to rely on it freely when making his decision. Because no matter how nicely the plaintiff packages the alternative, taking the copyright away from Miss Smith and awarding it to the school, her employer, would violate all rules of logic. Schools do not hire teachers to write children’s books. Period. So they cannot claim a copyright and a financial stake in one when a teacher does. Common sense. Thank you.” 
 I moved away from the podium, and, after the formalities of the judge exiting the courtroom, plopped my body behind the defense table, stunned, that I was finished—finished! 
I was also stunned that the situation with the Lamonts had trickled into my legal work—and simply that I had survived what could’ve been a massacre. 
 Did I win the argument? Who knew? 
Did it matter? No. Because I had gotten through it sounding somewhat eloquent. This meant—I wouldn’t fail! 
 I could barely take in the round of applause for Markus and me that followed, Markus’s congratulatory handshake, my parents’ “Honey, good job!” and Professor Johnson’s queer stare. Nine lives, Miss Reznar, it said. 
 The personal onslaught by the effusively admiring audience was even more surreal. 
 Lawyers, judges, and other lofty people wanted to speak to me, an unimportant student. 
 “ … nice job, Miss Reznar … ” 
 “ … really smart argument … ” 
 “ … call us any time you’re interested in a part-time legal position … ” 
 “ … our summer associate position would be perfect for you … ” 
 “ … we could use another law clerk … ” 
 “ … hiring attorney at Brown & Prescotts … Whitehall Associates … Lily, Weiss & Gamble … U.S. Attorney’s Office … Legal Aid Society of New York … Manhattan’s District Attorney … ” 
 “ … here, please, take my business card … call us … ” 
 And the business cards piled on in my hands, then pockets, like confetti on New Year’s, marking a new start. 
 I stumbled out of the courtroom, desperate to get a handle on my newfound good fortune, but instead was distracted by the cell phone I pulled out of my bag when I tried to organize the business cards.
 I had one new text message. From Julian. 
 “You’ll do great. Yours, always,” it read.
 I stared at the message and wondered what, if anything, it would mean for the future, for us. It wasn’t exactly an apology. Still … 
 “Tekla?” 
The sound of Markus’s voice had me looking away from the phone and into his smiling face. I shut off Julian’s message.
“The judge has made his decision. Come on.” 
I reached for Markus’s outstretched hand. 


CHAPTER 29
 
 
 
 
THE RECEPTIONIST in Stephen Lamont’s office was new—just as blonde as her predecessor, but maybe younger and taller and definitely thinner—if that were possible. 
 “Yes?” she demanded haughtily when I approached her desk. 
 “I’ve been waiting for Mr. Lamont for the past fifteen minutes,” I pointed out, no longer willing to be intimidated by Wall Street tycoons—or their secretaries. After all, I thought as I padded the bag at my shoulder—the one with all the business cards safely tucked in its pockets—I had other prospects. 
 It was Monday, and I had arrived for my scheduled meeting with Stephen Lamont on the dot, although he hadn’t bothered consulting me with the scheduling. And now he was M.I.A. and I was stuck, waiting, listening to the office clock tick away the day yet again. “I have a class to get to,” I informed the receptionist. 
 Then I marched back to the waiting room, willing to give Stephen Lamont five more minutes, max. 
 Because I knew what was coming. And it wasn’t a thank you. Although Monique did mail hers: a Hermes Birkin bag, probably worth a small fortune. 
 I passed the bag on to Lauren. I wasn’t that cheap. And neither was Gemma. 
Besides, the gesture somehow seemed appropriate. My troubles started with Lauren’s idea; they could also end with her. And end they would. 
 I had talked to Xander since the oral argument. Once. Stephen Lamont had forbidden all other communications until he said otherwise. But I did manage to find out Xander had been suspended, and Gemma had been released from the hospital, taken out of the city, and chartered off to a private clinic in Europe for further rehabilitation. Too bad, because what she really needed to recover was her mother. But Monique was back at work, and Gemma was beyond my reach. 
 Clearly, my services were no longer needed. 
 “Mr. Lamont will see you now,” the receptionist called over, then ushered me into Stephen’s office. 
He sat behind his Federal desk, with the East River behind him. As usual, he did not indicate a seat for me. 
 “Well, Miss Reznar,” he said as he reclined in the chair and fiddled with the bowtie at his neck, “you have been quite a busy young woman. Getting drunk teenagers to public hospitals—really, you couldn’t come up with a better alternative?—threatening to call in the authorities, destroying academic reputations.” 
The man suddenly made me think of the Mad Hatter, short legs dangling, talking in riddles, utterly crazy. “Getting drunk teenagers to a hospital” … Was he kidding me? Was he really going to write-off Gemma’s attempted suicide as nothing more than another unfortunate drinking binge?

And it quickly became apparent that wasn’t even the heart of Mr. Lamont’s beef with me: It was all about Xander and his suspension. How could any father who almost lost a child care about something so insignificant in comparison? Gemma almost took her own life, I wanted to point out, but of course didn’t, because Stephen Lamont wasn’t the sort to listen. 
 “I have spent the whole morning cleaning up your mess, Miss Reznar,” Mr. Lamont snapped as he straightened up in his chair, all pretense of friendly chatter abandoned. 
 I straightened just as fast. My mess! Excuse me, but I didn’t ignore Gemma to the point of suicide. I didn’t pay someone to help Xander cheat. My mess, indeed! 
 “Do you know that Xander’s teacher actually wanted to expel him?” Stephen Lamont continued, clearly offended. 
Well, yeah, I nodded. That was usually what happened when students got caught. It was called “discipline.” The teacher would have been remiss to do anything less. 
“But he won’t be making that mistake again anytime soon,” Stephen concluded. I must have looked my surprise, because he elaborated. “As of this morning, his teacher Robert Dandridge is on probation, his contract up for review at year’s end. If I have any say in the matter—and as the head of the Board of Trustees, I’ll have plenty to say—he won’t be welcomed back at the school. No one threatens my son. No one. Luckily for the rest of the administration, the school has issued Xander an apology. He will receive his A, and is guaranteed a position on Horizons. Unfortunately, I have yet to convince the editors of the anthology that they will be publishing it.” 
 His words pounded me with the force of a tsunami. Xander was back, and it was the teacher who now faced expulsion? And the school was apologizing because Xander got caught cheating? Undoubtedly all this was happening so it—the school—and its employees wouldn’t lose money. 
I stumbled backwards, certain I had fallen down a rabbit hall and ended up in an upside-down universe where the Stephens were as powerful as the Queen, and anyone who got in their way … off with their heads! 
 Did money know no boundaries? This was a school we were talking about. Yeah, sure, as an important trustee, Stephen Lamont probably held the strings to a very large purse, but what about academic integrity? Were the wealthy students subject to a different standard? Apparently so: as long as the parents paid, and paid handsomely, the children could do as they pleased, teachers be damned. 
 “Which brings us back to you, Miss Reznar.” 
Stephen Lamont looked close to shouting, but his voice remained calm, deathly so. I fidgeted, my hands idling up and down my legs and arms, until they finally rested on the strap of my bag. My Louis Vuitton. Original. The gift from Gemma. I gulped, both because I was so about to be fired—bye-bye, hefty paycheck—and well, because there was Gemma, with her crazy fantasies and generous displays of friendship. Even Xander had his moments. And the two so desperately needed a reliable, present adult in their lives. 
 “How dare you?” Stephen Lamont demanded. 
I grasped the strap of my bag harder. Because no matter how much I wanted to help, I couldn’t save Gemma or Xander, not from their parents, and not from their plush circumstances. I didn’t have the power to do what was best for them. 
The strap bent in my hand. I loosened my grip, so as not to damage the true bounty within: the cards with names to people and jobs I could start immediately. 
“How dare you jeopardize my children’s future?” Now Mr. Lamont did yell. “I hired you to tutor. Nothing else. Yet you had to meddle in matters that were none of your concern.” 
I had to meddle … I bit down on my lip. Gemma came to me. Better yet, Stephen made Lisa call me when he couldn’t find Xander. 
 “You will, of course, be paid for your time at the hospital,” Stephen Lamont said. “But from now on you may consider your employment, like that of the teacher, up for review. I haven’t the inclination to look for a replacement in the middle of the school year. All truly qualified candidates are likely employed for the year by someone else anyway. But you may be certain your position is temporary.” He leaned back in his chair, slipped off his glasses and rubbed the eyeballs. “You hire a tutor at $600 an hour,” he mumbled, “you’d think you get competence, discretion. Instead, I get an unprofessional girl who may as well notify the tabloids … ” 
 His mouth kept on going but my brain stopped listening. Actually, it was stuck on one fact. 
$600 an hour!

 The number knocked the breath right out of me. 
 That was $450 an hour more than I was actually making. And there was no way Stephen Lamont had misspoken, not about money. The math was simple, really. I made $150. He paid $600. Add two and two together and you got … 
 Patricia Jacobs. Elite Tutoring Agency. 
 Now the wheels in my brain were spinning, accelerating, exponentially. 
You’re my star, Tekla, my superstar. Call anytime you need help. I’m there for you. 
 Yeah, right. Not once! Not once did that woman respond to a call for help. And she was making a killing on me—three times what I made. 
 For what? 
 My body boiled. 
 I counted breaths, in and out. 
 The fact in no way changed my reality. I had known she had to be making money off of me—why else would she be in the business in the first place—I just hadn’t suspected how big her actual cut was. And her take in no way diminished mine. 
 I stared at Stephen Lamont, his mouth moving. Mwa, mwa, mwa, was all I heard as my brain crystallized on where I actually stood with him. 
 He wasn’t firing me. Yet. Because he couldn’t afford to. There was no one to replace me, not even Lisa. If he could fire me, he would never have bothered with a personal meeting in the first place. Lisa didn’t merit one, and she slept with the man. So this was nothing more than another scare tactic. 
 Here I was, really in no different a place than in the beginning. I could keep on working, making my $150 per hour. Ms. Jacobs would get her cut, Gemma and Xander would get their homework done, and Stephen Lamont would keep matters just the way he liked them—in his control. 
 Peachy. 
 “Miss Reznar!” Stephen’s annoyed voice finally filtered through the noise in my brain. “Are you hearing me?” 
 I contemplated his face and nodded. 
Oh, I heard him, all right. Loud and clear. 

For the first time, I really heard and understood everything. And then I said what I wish I could have at the very first whiff of trouble, with Xander and Gemma, the job, my schoolwork. 
 “I quit.” 
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 “AND HERE’S the Court’s library,” Judge Thompson’s main clerk said as she ushered me around massive stacks of books, journals and digests. She was my guide, my how-to person, as I stumbled through my very first judicial clerkship—at the United States Court of Appeals, no less. I puffed up as I did every time I thought of the prize. “You will need to use it when you research and draft the judge’s opinions. Speaking of which,” she said as she handed me a stack of papers, “here are the briefs for a case coming up on the docket next week. The judge wants you to work on it.” 
 I took the stack and glanced down my spanking-new first-day-on-the job suit. 
 The clerk chuckled. 
 “Judge Thompson is a firm believer in hitting the ground running. You’ll do fine. No better way to learn than on the job, he likes to say.” 
I cringed, both at the cliché and, well, that I would actually have to do work on my first day. I had envisioned tours around the court, introductions, social lunches, and an early departure. 
“If you have any questions, find me.” 
The clerk made for the exit. 
 “Wait!” I called after her. “What exactly am I supposed to do with these?” I waved the papers. Was I expected to know something I clearly didn’t? Was I behind already? 
 The clerk smiled again. “Research and summarize the case law mentioned in the briefs, and all other applicable precedents. The judge wants an objective view, not colored by the lawyers. Then, after the argument, the judge will tell you his ruling and you’ll draft the opinion. Come to me before and I’ll fill you in on the structure, style and voice the judge prefers.” 
 My mouth dropped as the clerk walked out of view.
 What? She must be mistaken. There was no way the judge didn’t write his own opinions. None. Judge Thompson was infamous for the sharp, almost sarcastic, tone of his rulings. Multiple writers couldn’t possibly duplicate such an original voice. Plus, no judge, surely, would dare overstep the ethical boundaries. The clerk had to have meant I would help the judge organize, edit and transcribe his thoughts. 
 Obviously. The judge was a busy man, too busy for such mundane tasks. 
 I shook my head and found a worktable. And got to work. Because the faster I finished, the sooner I could leave and get to my date. With my boyfriend. 
Yup. I bounced up and down in my seat. And giggled. 
I had a boyfriend. As of last week, we were exclusive, and he was turning out to be quite the Mr. Perfect. 
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