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  After the Break-up


  
    I wasn‘t sure

  


  whether I loved


  the one dwelling withinyou


  or another one


  invented by me.


  
    I wasn‘t sure.

  


  
    But of one thing

  


  was I sure: that your lovesustained me


  and fulfilled me


  and consumed me.


  
    Jorge Eduardo Arellano

  


  
    Altitude Sickness


    “Geez, this is taking forever!” Michael glanced at his wristwatch again. Barely a half-minute had elapsed since the last time he had looked.


    “Don’t be so impatient. You do see that the elevator couldn’t possibly be here yet.” With a wave of her hand, her red-polished nails flashing like five spotlights in the air, Betsy pointed to the long row of numbers above the closed elevator doors. The number 21 was glowing green.


    “We’re going to be late,” he grumbled, turning to cast a worried look across the hotel lobby. “The show starts at seven. If only you hadn’t spent so much time in the damned shoe store. …”


    “We’ve got enough time.” Outwardly, Betsy seemed calm. But it was a struggle to ignore the reproach in his tone.


    She let an unwieldy shopping bag slip from her shoulder and held it out proudly. “Everything half-off. It was worth it.”


    “It’s Friday evening,” Michael said, unmoved. “There are no cabs anywhere. It’s always the same with you. We’re always late, everywhere we go.” He sighed disapprovingly, much louder, she thought, than her shopping detour deserved.


    “These are normally $450. You can’t pass up a bargain like that,” Betsy said. She looked up again. Number 18 was now glowing green.


    “These ridiculous fashion fads,” he said. His eyes were fixed on the Number 18. “My shoes never cost more than $80.”


    “Yeah, they look it, too” she said drily, glancing down. He wore round-toed loafers so he could slip them on in the morning without having to bend down to tie the laces. His sad, worn heels turned her stomach. The fact was, he was a lot like his shoes: comfortable, cheap and nondescript. Already she sensed her confident show of patience giving way to a deeper bitterness. A bitterness about him and her life with him, a bitterness that had grown slowly over the years, eating steadily away at her, a feeling which, despite all the talk and effort and fresh starts, could no longer be ignored.


    If she didn’t stop, the evening would quickly end up being a fiasco like the night before. Sometimes Betsy managed to simply choke back the feeling. But it was always there somewhere, and with it the constant potential for even the most routine husband-wife exchange to degenerate into an endless, exhausting war of words. She swallowed and reached her arm across the bag that held the shoes.


    The Number 18 was still lit.


    “At least I don’t complain about backaches,” Michael said, shrugging his shoulders.


    “Yeah, and those bourgeois pleated trousers suit you so well.” She had more to say if he was going to keep badgering her.


    But he had stopped. Instead he pulled his Blackberry from the leather sheath that was always at his belt, and pushed the middle button. Nothing new. Disappointed that he could not at least while away time reading new e-mails, he stuck the device back in its place. “Man, there’s really nothing going on around here.”


    “I made a reservation at the Trattoria dell’Arte for later,” Betsy said, hoping to change the subject. The numbers above the elevator door, she noted with relief, were now blinking more quickly signaling the movement from floor to floor. 14, 13, 12…


    “That place again? We went there last time.”


    “Yeah, but it was good, wasn’t it?”


    “Completely overpriced and lousy service, if you ask me.”


    She suddenly felt warm. She didn’t know whether it was the overheated lobby or her rising anger. She unbuttoned her anorak.


    “Yes, well, I didn’t ask you.” After a short pause she went on: “I wished we had just stayed home.”


    “That would’ve been fine with me,” he snapped back, as if he had been expecting her to say that. “Why do we always have to go to New York?”


    “Do you really expect me to answer that?” She gave him an angry look and arched an eyebrow in a way she knew he detested.


    “What I expect is for people to ask me ahead of time. You always organize everything, and then I have to go along with it.” He stared at the numbers. The number 5 was now glowing.


    “Because you never take the initiative. You just complain about everything. In this city, if you don’t reserve a week ahead of time the good places are all booked up.”


    “Another reason not to come here.”


    “But we’re here now.”


    A discreet bell tone interrupted her. The metallic doors of the elevator slid silently to the side. Michael immediately stepped up to the door, slowing the stream of people trying to exit. Several of them pushed past with a sarcastic “Excuse me.” He stepped quickly into the car.


    Betsy wrestled with her bag, trying to pull it back up over her shoulder. But the handle had twisted and wouldn’t slide up over the puffy arm of her anorak. Betsy cursed under her breath and tugged the bag back off her arm.


    “Come on, before anyone else shows up,” Michael called to her, furiously circling the elevator’s number pad with his finger, looking for the number of their floor. Betsy grasped her bag in both hands and stepped in.


    He pushed the number 35 and then immediately pressed the “Close Door” button. But the doors remained open, as if waiting for more passengers. He poked at the button again, and yet again, with mounting annoyance. Nothing happened.


    “Don’t you know that that button never works?” Betsy said, stepping to the other side of the car.


    “Don’t be ridiculous. Why would it be there if it didn’t work?”


    “For emergencies, for the security people. I read that somewhere.”


    He pressed it again. This time the doors promptly closed. He flashed her a triumphant look. “See?”


    She said nothing. There was nothing more to say.


    “We’ve got exactly 10 minutes left to get ready.” He pulled his Blackberry out again.


    Betsy stared at the flat television screen next to the door. An advertisement for the hotel restaurant was running. “Finest American cuisine, with prize-winning menus,” said a pleasant voice from the screen. “Prepared fresh for you. Enjoy our unique panoramic view from the 40th floor over all New York.”


    “Exactly what urgent news are you expecting that requires you to be constantly staring at that thing?” she said, feeling petulant.


    “Nothing in particular.”


    Suddenly the elevator stopped. With a brief ring tone, the doors opened. 15th floor. Michael sighed audibly and Betsy knew that he was already mentally deducting the time it took for the elevator to stop for passengers from his precisely calculated 10 minutes. She knew that meant he would now give her at most a laughable five minutes to shower, get dressed and put on her makeup, that she always needed more than that, and that he would be throwing that in her face for the rest of the night.


    A tall, dark-blond man in a white shirt and brown pants stepped into the elevator. Betsy studied the stubbly beginnings of a three-day beard that could have been grown by careful design or with heedless inattention – it was hard to tell – but it looked incredibly good on him. She moved her shopping bag behind her and stepped back into the corner to make room for the stranger.


    The man nodded at her and pressed 40. Michael looked up quickly and again pressed the “Close Door” button, twice. Betsy chuckled aloud; Michael flashed her a punishing glance. The doors closed, but only after three long seconds, and the elevator continued its ascent.


    While Michael occupied himself with his Blackberry and the woman on the TV screen again sang the praises of the hotel restaurant, Betsy turned her attention to the new passenger. He was probably in his mid-40s, like she and Michael, and he projected a provocative effortlessness. He wore his lightly pressed linen shirt casually over his pants, his shoes were classically cut, laced up and slightly pointed. If only Michael …


    The stranger smiled at her; his smile brought small dimples to his cheeks. Then he looked at the screen, with the panoramic view of the rooftop restaurant. After listening for a moment to the spiel, he turned to Betsy: “I’m going to try this now. Must be good.” He spoke with a slight, but vaguely arrogant-sounding, British accent.


    “Hmm, yes,” Betsy replied, smiling tentatively and running her fingers through her long, blond hair. Michael continued fiddling with his Blackberry.


    “Where are you from?” the man asked.


    “Washington D.C. You?”


    “London. Just got here. … It’s marvelous, being in New York.” The dimples reappeared. Betsy stared at them, mesmerized. If only Michael had dimples like that, she thought, maybe she could be a little more forgiving.


    “Yeah, I love this city too.” She glanced down quickly at her tight jeans, tucked into her knee-high black boots, and subtly stuck out her bosom. That slight movement caused her anorak to open a bit wider, offering a view of the flat belly under her very short sweater. She noted with satisfaction that the Londoner glanced quickly down to take it all in.


    “Crap,” Michael said suddenly. He stared unbelievingly at the small black device in his hand. “There’s no reception here.”


    “Yeah, that happens sometimes in the lift,” the Brit said in a friendly tone, his gaze shifting away from her tummy. Betsy rolled her eyes and blew a stray strand of hair off her eyelash.


    Suddenly the elevator trembled and shook. It lurched abruptly. Then it stopped.


    The woman on the TV screen was cut off in mid-sentence; the ceiling lights in the elevator cabin flickered and then went dark. A second later a small red light above the buttons glowed red, and then went out.


    “Shit. This can’t be real,” Michael shouted into the darkness.


    “Don’t panic. It will surely pass,” the Brit said, trying to sound calm. Betsy listened intently to his voice, which seemed sensual and at the same time soothing. She believed him.


    “In any case we can forget the show now. This is such crap,” Michael went on, “if you hadn’t spent so much time …”


    “I know, I know. But I did,” Betsy hissed.


    For several long minutes they stood silent and unmoving.


    Then a white square lit up in the middle of the cabin. Michael’s Blackberry. Using the light from the device he was studying the elevator buttons. In the weak light, they looked shadowy and unreal.


    “Is there no emergency button here?”


    Betsy moved closer. “Yes. Under your favorite ’Close Door’ button.” She now stood between Michael and the Brit. The alluring scent of a good after-shave radiated from the stranger. Betsy moved an inch closer to him to suck in the smell.


    Slowly, insistently, Michael pressed the red alarm button, seemingly expecting it to set off a loud, wailing siren. But nothing happened. Michael pressed it again. Still nothing.


    “What’s the matter here?” Michael shouted, his voice filled with rage. “What are we supposed to do now?”


    “We could do like Bruce Willis,” quipped the Brit with the same casual ease with which he had earlier strode into the elevator in his loose-fitting shirt. “We’ll just hoist ourselves through the hatch in the ceiling, then climb up into the elevator shaft until someone finds us.”


    Betsy laughed out loud. Michael didn’t bat an eyelash. “This is really not funny. You are clearly not understanding the situation. Must be your jet lag.”


    The Brit didn’t rise to the provocation. “Alright, let’s be serious. There are four elevators in this hotel. If one of them stops working, the guests will surely alert the management in no time at all. This can’t last long.”


    The white Blackberry square went dark. “We should use the battery sparingly,” Michael said. He put the phone away.


    Betsy was worried. “Your cell phone is getting us nowhere. What if we have to spend the whole night here? What if we run out of air?”


    “Don’t tempt fate,” said the Brit. From the tone of his voice Betsy could tell that he was smiling. She regretted not being able to see his dimples in the dark.


    “She always does that. Especially with me,” Michael murmured, leaning back against the wall.


    “Because you always drive me to it,” Betsy shot back.


    “In any case, I am not going to the Trattoria dell’Arte tonight,” he said sullenly, “not even if we get out of here in the next five minutes.”


    “Fine, you can stay in the room alone. See if I care.”


    Betsy edged away from him and stepped on something soft. Frightened, she let out a sharp cry, lost her footing and lurched to the left. Two powerful, fragrant arms enveloped her.


    “Careful there. Are you hurt?”


    His grip was firm yet somehow tender, thrilling to the touch. Betsy righted herself slowly, clinging tightly to him, holding his arms to her body a few seconds longer than absolutely necessary.


    “Thanks. No, I’m fine,” she gasped. “I tripped over my bag. Sorry.”


    She sensed that the close contact must have pleased him as well. He did not release his hold. Finally, hesitantly, she freed herself from the stranger’s grip, bent over and shoved the bag away.


    “Your shoes. Your damned shoes,” she heard Michael saying, “you haven’t even worn them yet and already you’ve practically broken a leg over them.”


    “Spare me the commentary,” she muttered in Michael’s direction.


    “So tell me, what are your names?” the Brit said suddenly. “As long as we’re forced to hang out in this little space together, we might as well introduce ourselves. I’m Edward.”


    Mr. Seductive Dimples from the land of Shakespeare had a name!


    “Elizabeth,” she breathed. “But everyone calls me Betsy.”


    “Aha, another Tudor here in the elevator,” he laughed. It was as if nothing ever disturbed him. Betsy was fascinated.


    “I’m Michael,” came a grave-sounding voice from the other side of the cabin.


    “Mike. Nice to …”


    “Michael. We don’t know each other that well yet.”


    “My apologies.”


    “Don’t be so up-tight,” Betsy intoned. “We’re stuck here for who knows how long and you’re standing on formalities.”


    “See that, Edward? She criticizes everything.”


    “Exactly the way you do.”


    “Michael, would you mind trying your phone again? Maybe you’ve got reception again and we could call the lobby,” Edward suggested. “I left my mobile in my room.”


    Happy to have something to do, Michael opened the leather holder at his belt. The small square lit up. “Nothing. Dead.”


    Betsy groped her way to the corner and dropped down to the floor. “That’s just great.”


    Soon she heard the sound of the two men sitting down as well.


    Several feet were now colliding in the middle of the cabin. She pulled her legs back and rested her arms on her bent knees.


    “Sorry,” said Edward.


    “No problem,” Michael replied. “Not much room in here.”


    Time passed; they all sat wordless.


    “So what brings you to New York?” Betsy asked, surprised by just how curious Edward made her feel.


    “My job. I’m an interior architect, here to meet up with a new business partner. Then I’ll be moving here for good.”


    “Really?” Fortunately he couldn’t see her now, she thought, as she took in his every word, staring in his direction, her eyes wide in the dark.


    “And you?”


    “We’re just here for the weekend to breathe a little big-city air from time to time,” Betsy said.


    “From time to time? We come up at least every two months,” Michael exhaled, exasperation in his voice.


    “I can’t help it that D.C. is such a small town.”


    “What do you do for a living, Betsy?” asked Edward.


    “I design handbags.”


    “In D.C.? Shouldn’t you be doing that here? Or in Milan?”


    “My wife’s job—the curse of my marriage,” came a groan from the other corner.


    “Sorry,” said Edward, sounding a bit embarrassed.


    “I do a lot of free-lance work. D.C. is not the best place for it. But Michael …”


    “Yeah, right. It’s my fault that you can’t develop professionally. You miss no chance to trumpet that fact to the world.”


    “Well, D.C. just doesn’t have much to offer me, professionally or culturally. Not in any other way either, for that matter.”


    “And now you’re complaining about that? What a great sense of timing.”


    “You can’t deny that it’s only because of you that I sit in Washington wasting my time.”


    “Yeah, yeah, I’m deeply appreciative,” he murmured sarcastically.


    “You don’t have to put it like that.”


    “You know I can’t leave.”


    “And where do you work, Michael?” It was the beguiling voice from the left.


    “The CIA.”


    “Really? What exactly do you do?”


    “Whatever comes up.”


    “He’s not supposed to talk about it.”


    “Hmm. So I’d better watch out what I say?”


    “Don’t worry,” Betsy laughed. “It’s not that big a deal. He’s a researcher, not a spy.”


    “Betsy, I have to be there for Alina.”


    “You have a thousand reasons. And I have to accept all of them.” Her voice was starting to sound peevish. “And all my desires take a back seat. What I want simply doesn’t count.”


    There it was again, the bitterness, trying with all its might to force itself to the surface. Betsy took a deep breath. Then she turned to the left to explain.


    “Alina is his daughter.”


    Edward said nothing.


    Suddenly Michael slid around on the floor. He gave the door a dull kick. The cabin trembled and groaned. “I want to get out of here! And fast!” he cried, kicking the door again.


    “Are you crazy? Stop that. You’re endangering all of us,” Betsy cried, her voice fearful.


    “Your wife is right. Please get a hold of yourself,” Edward said flatly.


    “Of course she’s right. She’s always right,” Michael shouted angrily, pounding on the floor with balled fists. The elevator shuddered.


    With a sudden movement, Edward reached over, seized Michael’s arm and held fast. “Now just stop it. We’re hanging here high in the air, 100 meters above the Earth. You’re just making everything worse.”


    Michael struggled to free his arm. Betsy listened in horror as the two men grappled. The elevator swayed precariously.


    “Michael, don’t do anything stupid. Just stop!”


    She hardly dared breathe, and weighed whether or not to intervene. Then Michael let his arm sink down, and Edward moved back to the other side, leaving a fragrant trail of after-shave.


    They sat silently for a good five minutes. Or was it ten? In the dark time seemed to stand still.


    “Do you know the story of a guy named Nicholas White?” Edward suddenly asked. He sounded calm again. “A few years ago he was trapped in an elevator for no fewer than 42 hours.”


    “Yes,” Betsy said, her voice animated. “I read about that somewhere. He’d meant to step out of his office for just a minute to smoke a cigarette.”


    “There was a long article in the New Yorker,” Edward confirmed.


    “Goodness,” Michael snorted. “You’re having a fine time joking about these horror stories. What you should be doing is following your own advice and not tempt fate.”


    “I haven’t told you the most interesting part,” Edward pressed on, sensing that Betsy was listening intently. “When White was finally rescued, he quit his job and collected a million dollars in damages from the insurance company.”


    Suddenly Michael was all ears. “I was just thinking about filing a suit.”


    “But then White took his money, went to a Caribbean island, gave up everything, lost his friends, went to the dogs. He has never found another serious job. The incident in the elevator threw his whole life off track.”


    Betsy trembled.


    “Stuff happens,” Michael said curtly.


    They fell silent again.


    “Hey, do you have anything to drink? I’m terribly thirsty,” Michael said.


    Betsy reached into her bag and felt around, then pulled out a bottle of Gatorade. “Here. But don’t drink it all. Who knows how long we’re going to be here.”


    Michael reached in her direction until he felt her fingers and took the bottle.


    “Don’t worry. I won’t drink it all.” He unscrewed the bottle and noisily gulped its contents.


    Then they lapsed into silence again, sitting and staring into the darkness. Betsy’s bent legs were starting to hurt, and she gently rocked back and forth, to change her position. Carefully she let her legs slide forward.


    “Watch your heels,” Michael said, irritated. “That was me.”


    “Sorry. I just don’t know where I can sit.” She pulled her legs back again, pushed against her bag and slid nervously along the hard floor.


    “There’s room over here,” Edward offered, “here on the side.”


    She turned her body and again tried to stretch her legs slowly.


    “Is that all right?”


    “No problem.”


    “My little Alina will be wondering. I wanted to call her at six,” Michael observed, banging his fingers lightly against the wall.


    ‘My little Alina’, Betsy thought spitefully, that spoiled, overweight, whiny kid who exploited his sense of guilt to manipulate him.


    “No she won’t. Her mother will manage to keep her entertained.”


    Oh, the eternal struggle with his hysterical ex-wife, who always gave him the most ridiculously detailed instructions of what the kid could or could not do or could or could not have when she spent the weekend at their place.


    “Because of you I can’t see her this weekend. Because you absolutely had to come here. And now here we are, stuck.”


    “Stop trying to make me feel guilty. If it was so important for you to see your kid so often, you shouldn’t have gotten a divorce.”


    “That may just be one of the stupidest arguments I’ve ever heard.”


    “Well, it’s just too much for me sometimes,” she said grimly. “I just can’t seem to please Alina. And you’re always on her side.”


    “She’s a kid, Betsy, you should keep that in mind.”


    “I do — always,” she groaned, “but she won’t take anything from me.”


    “Do we have to discuss that here, too?”


    Betsy tilted her head back, reached for a handkerchief and blew her nose. She was stuck in the elevator, just as she was stuck in her life with Michael. Her mind filled with dark, self-pitying thoughts. Things just were not working out.


    Edward cleared his throat. “Would anyone like some chewing gum?”


    “Yes, sure,” she replied.


    Edward moved and she heard a rustling sound as he pulled a piece of gum out of the pack. “Here you are. But I have to warn you: It’s cinnamon-flavored, rather sharp.”


    Betsy reached out her hand. Their fingers touched, and she felt for the gum. With his other hand, he opened her hand and laid the gum in her palm. He then pressed her fingers around it and held tight.


    “Things will work out with the youngster.”


    “Thanks,” Betsy whispered.


    It had grown warm in the cabin. Betsy slipped out of her jacket, lay down on the floor and stuffed the anorak under her head. In the process she bumped repeatedly into a pair of legs and the wall.


    “What are you doing there?”


    “I’m trying to lie down.” Her head was fairly far to the left now, and she wondered how near she was to Edward.


    “Lie down? You’ve got nerve.”


    “Move this way, it really is uncomfortable in here,” said Edward. His voice seemed to come almost from above her. She heard a couple of rustling movements and felt a piece of material slide over her face. She moved and pressed her head against his leg.


    “Sorry.” Betsy held her breath but did not pull away.


    Michael’s Blackberry blinked on. “Man, a quarter after seven. We’ve already been stuck in here for over an hour,” he said, sounding more surprised than fearful.


    Neither Edward nor Betsy answered. Betsy closed her eyes. The Gatorade bottle had been only half-full when they returned to the hotel, she recalled, so now there couldn’t be more than a few mouthfuls left. What would they do then?


    She opened her eyes again and stared toward the ceiling. “And what if they don’t find us in time?” she whispered. “We’ll die of thirst.”


    “I’ve still got more gum. We can chew it for awhile and that will keep us from dying of thirst for quite some time,” Edward replied.


    Suddenly she felt Edward’s hand on her arm. Carefully he felt up to her shoulder. Betsy’s heart was pounding so loudly, she thought, her whole body must be shaking. She was afraid that even Michael would be able to hear it beating. She gulped and pressed her damp palms against the floor.


    “Maybe we really should do like Bruce Willis,” growled Michael from the other corner. “I mean, we could at least try to open the hatch in the ceiling and call for help.”


    Betsy was dizzy with giddiness. She felt as if her skin were giving way and melting under Edward’s touch. Her whole body seemed to slide down and flow across the floor. She opened her mouth to speak, but Edward beat her to it.


    “No, Michael, that really makes no sense.” His fingers stopped moving for a moment. Then they resumed, sliding over her mouth and tenderly outlining the contours of her lips. “The ceiling is much too high, it’s pitch black in here, and even if we yelled into the shaft, it is far from sure that anyone would hear us.”


    Edward was now stroking her cheek. Betsy’s chest was rapidly rising and falling. Her heart was in her throat.


    “Right. So we should just sit around in here doing nothing?” Michael said indignantly.


    Betsy barely listened. With intense concentration she was melting under the languorous touch of Edward’s warm fingertips. She craved more, and now! She wanted to reach for his hand, to lead it to other parts of her burning body.


    “I think that’s best,” Edwards answered.


    She wanted to feel her way around – to discover his body. She would be careful at first, considerate, caring, but then demanding and lustful, until their bodies were fully acquainted. They had been moving toward this, after all, from the second he stepped into the elevator — in the way he had looked at her, in the way he had steadied her when she stumbled over her bag. Even in the way he had squeezed her hand.


    “Then maybe we should try pulling the door open and calling for help.” Michael nervously rolled and unrolled the loose end of his belt.


    Betsy was no longer worried about dying of thirst here in the elevator. With Michael she had died of thirst years ago. But Edward, with just a few touches, had revived her, reawakening a longing and a yearning her body had nearly forgotten.


    Soon he would be living in New York. And she would leave Michael. What an incredible and wonderful coincidence of fate. Now her time would finally begin …


    “Michael, that’s a crazy idea,” Edward said, “Please, just try to be patient.”


    Betsy desperately desired light, so that she could see, and not just hear, Edward. She wanted to look at his dimples, feel the stubble of his beard scratching her cheek, his arms again around her waist; she wanted to devour his mouth with her lips.


    “I see no one approves of my ideas. If we should all die here, it’ll be your fault. You always think you know best.”


    Edward’s hand grazed Betsy’s ear and gently stroked her hair. She could barely contain herself. She reached for his hand and pressed it silently to her mouth. His hand smelled of after-shave. He spread his fingers out over her face.


    “To the contrary, Michael. If we want to get out of here alive, you’d better not do anything unwise. Because you are not Bruce Willis.”


    “Why don’t you say anything, Betsy? You always have an opinion about everything.”


    Betsy pulled herself together and lifted Edward’s hand from her face. “I … I think Edward is right.”


    “Of course. I should have known.” Michael again unscrewed the top of the Gatorade bottle. “Sorry, I’m just so thirsty. This damn heat.” He drank a gulp and put the bottle down again. “This stuff tastes funny.”


    Betsy pulled Edward’s hand back toward her and placed it on her low neckline. He spread his fingers, felt down to her breasts and caressed them. She wanted to scream with lust; she could barely breathe.


    “Do you want some?”


    “Thanks, I’m OK,” said Edward, the circular movement of his fingertips nearly driving Betsy mad.


    Suddenly there was a cracking sound. Edward jerked his hand back. The sound came again, followed by a shrill whistling tone. Startled, Betsy sat up and pricked her ears.


    “Is anyone there?” said a loud voice. “Is there anyone in the elevator?”


    “Yes,” Michael screamed almost rapturously. “Yes. We’ve been trapped here for hours.”


    “How many of you?”


    “Three,” Edward and Michael shouted back in unison. Betsy lowered her head and straightened her hair.


    “We’ll take care of you,” came the voice.


    “Finally! Finally! They’re getting us out of here,” Michael shouted. His sense of relief was almost excessive, Betsy thought.


    A half-minute later the lights blinked back on, blindingly, and a cold gust of wind passed through the cabin.


    “… with prize-winning menus. Prepared fresh for you,” came the voice from the flat-screen TV.


    Stunned, the three looked at one another in the unexpected light. Then they stood, with trembling legs. Michael took Betsy in his arms and pressed her to him. “We’re safe,” he said triumphantly, and kissed her. “Man, we’re safe now.”


    Edward slapped Michael unwittingly on the shoulder. “Well done.” Then Michael seized Edward’s arm. “Can I buy you a beer in the bar downstairs? We really need a drink after this shock.”


    “We’re not out yet,” said Betsy. She didn’t want to go to a bar with Michael. She wanted to get away from him. To be with Edward. To start her new life. The greatest shock still lay ahead for Michael. She would tell him today, then pack her bags.


    “Come on, Betsy. We’ve got to celebrate this.”


    The elevator jerked, then started moving downward.


    “I’ve got to call my little Alina,” Michael said then, clearly elated, his entire body seeming to move all at once: his pupils, his shoulders, his fingers, even the wide hem of his pants. Beaming, he danced back and forth. “She’ll never believe this.”


    Betsy picked up her anorak and stuck it into her shopping bag. She stole a look at Edward, but he seemed to be concentrating his attention on the elevator floor. Betsy wrinkled her brow, suddenly uncertain.


    “Edward? Everything OK?”


    He raised his head and winked at her. Relieved, she smiled back.


    When the doors opened, a man in a black suit immediately stepped in. “In the name of the entire team of the Rubius Hotel, I want to offer you our most sincere apologies. We had a short-circuit. We’re terribly sorry about this and I assure you we will do everything we can to make the rest of your stay as pleasant as possible.”


    The man shook each of their hands, repeating his profound expression of regret over and over.


    “What time is it, anyway?” Michael asked.


    “Ten to eight,” the man said. Then he waved his hand and out of nowhere appeared a woman carrying a silver tray. On it were perched three tall, thin glasses of champagne.


    “Please accept these. After your scare.”


    Betsy wanted to grab a glass, but suddenly a young woman rushed in toward the elevator. She was probably in her late 20s, wore an elegant short black dress and had her hair wrapped artfully upward, turban-style. As she reached the group she squealed, “Eddie! Darling!” Edward’s mouth turned up in a broad smile, causing his dimples to appear, deeper and more alluring than Betsy had remembered. He spread his arms, the woman threw her handbag to the floor and flew into his embrace.


    “I was so worried about you,” the woman said, barely containing her excitement, as Edward held her tight. Then they kissed.


    Michael took a glass from the tray, tipped it in Betsy’s direction, and drank. He swallowed loudly and coughed, while Betsy stared at the woman, uncomprehendingly.


    “I was upstairs in the restaurant,” the woman told Edward. “I kept waiting but you never showed up. Then I went to the room, but you weren’t there, either.”


    Edward kissed her again and stroked her cheek. “But it’s all over now. Let’s go somewhere and get something to eat. I’m starving.” Then he turned to Betsy and Michael. “This is Diana, my fiancée. I had promised to take her to the hotel restaurant tonight.” He pulled her closer and kissed her hair. “But after this incident I think we’ll want to find something different.”


    The hotel manager quickly assured them that everything was functioning smoothly now.


    “It was nice to meet you,” Edward said, shaking first Michael’s and then Betsy’s hand. “But we really have to go now. Hope you still have a nice weekend.”


    Diana winked at them, quickly picked up her handbag and clasped Edward’s hand. Edward whispered something in Diana’s ear. She giggled, and the two strolled off through the lobby in the direction of the exit.


    Betsy stared after them dumbfounded. Then she collected her courage, and ran after them. She grabbed Edward’s arm. Her head was hammering. How to explain it … to tell the woman the truth. To fight for her new life.


    “Edward,” she finally choked out the words, “what about before? … What was that back there?”


    He turned toward her. “Pardon me?”


    Diana stared at Betsy, baffled. In all the commotion a few bits of her carefully styled hair had slipped loose. Betsy stood, entranced.


    “What’s the matter?” Edward looked at Betsy with empty eyes, as if a stranger had asked him for the shortest way to the nearest subway station.


    Betsy released his arm, distraught.


    “Nothing,” she murmured. “It’s OK. She felt like the burning wick of a candle stump that swims helplessly in the liquid wax, desperately flares up one last time and then drowns in the hot mass.


    “Come, Eddie,” Diana purred, tugging him forward.


    Betsy turned and walked back to Michael, who was utterly absorbed in his Blackberry. The tears that she, up to now, had managed to hold back suddenly flooded down her cheeks. She dropped into an armchair and cried uncontrollably.


    “Gee, Betsy, what’s wrong? You must be exhausted. Come on, grab a drink.” Michael offered her his champagne glass. “You know, we really should call the theater and explain things,” he said. “Maybe we can get a refund on those tickets.”

  


  
    Notturno


    
      Italian Musical Terms:

    


    
      agitato – agitated

    


    arpeggio – harp-like


    con delicatezza – delicately


    con fuoco – with fire


    con tenerezza – with tenderness


    crescendo – growing louder


    delicatamente – delicately


    dolce – sweet


    forte – loud


    piano – gentle, soft


    pianissimo – very gentle


    scherzando – playful


    sforzato – played with force


    
      When Liliane saw how Catherine spread her legs, squeezed the cello tenderly between her thighs, leaned against its long, tightly strung neck and let her hand slide con delicatezza along its smooth wooden body, she imagined Catherine naked.
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