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Arthur Brandt looked through the mail on his desk. Three envelopes dropped into the trash can unopened. He absently dropped two into the bills bin. The last one he held up to the light and ran his fingers over. It was flat. The address on the top left corner was unknown yet seemed familiar. Had he seen it before? It was sent to Theodore Cromartie, Esquire through the law firm’s address. As Theodore aged and withdrew from the courts, Arthur took over more of his cases. He set the envelope face down on the desktop and opened it with a small file. He pulled out a sheet of notebook paper and unfolded it, expecting it to contain a check for services. Instead, he found a handwritten letter from a woman he didn’t recognize, but he read the letter, anyway.

Dear Theodore,

Imagine my surprise when I discovered my long-lost father’s name matches yours. You hid your secrets well, as it took a lot of investigation to uncover all the truths I have learned. Please accept this birth certificate listing both yours and my mother’s names as the proof of my claim. All I seek is an acknowledgment of your paternity and dinner to get to know you. I am very excited to meet my father in person.

Sincerely, 

Regina A. Adams (formerly Potts)

Rage colored Arthur’s cheeks. Yet another bogus claim to threaten Theodore. He had intercepted so many of these over the years, and all of them proved false. They only wanted a chunk of the Cromartie fortune. Still, Arthur looked through the papers until he found the birth certificate under the letter and looked it over. It looked real enough. The vital records seal was clear. For all intents and purposes, it was a real certificate. Arthur frowned when he saw the mother’s name: Christina Marie Potts. Worry coursed through him as Tina’s face formed in his memory, and he remembered the summer abroad where he met his wife and Theodore met Tina. Theodore never meant for Tina to be more than a summer fling, and he ended it abruptly when his beloved Bonnie called him home. Could Tina and this Christina be the same person? The timeline was right.

Arthur slammed the letter down in disgust as Bonnie’s funeral filled his head. Childbirth had not been easy for her. Heartbroken, Theodore buried himself in his work and in caring for his daughter, Blair, and never remarried again. Arthur shook the memory from his head and sighed. This claim held more validity than the others, but he would do what he could to stop it. 

He pulled out a sheet of stationary and began scrawling on it. When he had finished, he read it over and smiled with satisfaction.
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Blair Cromartie drummed a catchy cadence with her ruby red fingernails on the desk, as she waited for the loan officer to return. She almost distracted herself with it. The tune caught rhythm with the clacking of heels resonating through the bank, the clicks of vaults closing, and the soft whisper of money being counted behind the teller booths. Music had always been her savior, despite the broken heart she gained dating the drummer of the metal band “Chains of Destruction” when she was in college. She liked to think of herself as much a songwriter as an artist but knew in her heart art was her first love. She wouldn’t be sitting here investing so much of her time and money into opening the city’s largest art gallery if she didn’t.

The downside of the musical cadence coming from her fingertips was that it usually lulled her mind into memories, and usually the ones she wanted to forget. She tried to pretend the bad things never happened, but denial only went so far. Today, her mind took her back to a few weeks ago when she had a very special lunch at her childhood home with her father.

“Daddy, I have something spectacular in mind. I assure you it won’t disappoint you.”

“You disappointed me the day you turned down law school for art. You couldn’t possibly disappoint me any further,” her father answered. His once smooth and silky voice had become harsh and gravelly as he aged. His fingers, once long and commanding, twisted with arthritis. A bald palate replaced his thick, golden curls. Pride still filled his steps, and he refused to use the cane his doctor had prescribed for him. He was still as mean as he was when he was younger, and he could still hold his own in the courtroom, though his outings were rare these days.

“I’m sorry you feel that way, Daddy. I was never destined to be a lawyer, surely you can see that.”

“You’re right. You would never have been a great lawyer, but you would have made a hell of a fine judge if you’d persisted. I reared you with all the skills you needed, and you threw it all away. For what? Scribbles on a piece of laundry!” He rose from his seat in his vehemence, but a coughing fit sent him back into it.

“Is that what you consider the Rembrandts and Van Gogh’s hanging all over the house—just colorful, dirty laundry?”

“That was your mother’s doing. She had a great tendency to waste money on frivolous things like art. If I had my way, there would be deer and boar heads hanging there instead. After she passed, I didn’t have the heart to take them down, but now I wish I had. You got your fancy ideas from a couple of dead men who were good with crayons.”

“If Mother was alive, she wouldn’t tolerate your attitude towards the arts.”

“If your mother was alive, you wouldn’t be here.”

His matter-of-fact way of stating it did nothing to lessen the force of the arrow that sliced into Blair’s heart. She believed he hadn’t intended to hurt her and chalked it up to his nature. It was that attitude that had won him so many cases and created the riches that allowed her to pursue a life many others just dreamt about. Still, the jab hurt. She paused in her conversation to swallow the small bite of the hummus sandwich she had ordered and ran a shaky hand through her red hair.

“I don’t have all day, my dear,” Theodore said. He took in her tidy appearance, the name brands she wore, the careful coiffing of her hair, all bought with his money, despite her forty years of life, and smiled. “What is it you want to tell me, and how much is it going to cost me this time?” His chuckle was the one thing time hadn’t taken away from him. The sound of it now soothed Blair, and she grew excited once more.

“I will open an art gallery, Daddy! The biggest one New York has ever seen! I’ve found the perfect spot. It’s an old, abandoned warehouse in Soho next to the cronut shop. With a little makeover, it will be the best this city has ever seen! I will include a living fountain and—”

“An art gallery? An art gallery? Art?” His face turned red as he choked on the words. “Art! Art! Art!” His hand crashed down on the table, and the wine bottle shattered as it hit the white porcelain floor of the sunroom. “I refuse to invest one more penny in art. I refuse!”

“But, Daddy—”

“No, ‘but Daddy.’ I humored your request for art college. I humored your request for a Soho apartment so artists and musicians could surround you daily. I will not invest in an art gallery. No. No. No!” Ugly lines covered his forehead in his rage, and Blair worried he’d explode. Tears filled her eyes as his caretaker came running into the room.

Hanna scolded her. “I told you to take it easy, Blair. You always come and start trouble with him. His heart cannot take it. Take your fancy ideas elsewhere. Grow up and learn how to take care of yourself and let your old man live his last years in peace.” Hanna’s voice was quiet yet stern. She had been Theodore’s nurse for the past twenty years, and despite their age difference, Blair believed they had something going on.

“I’ve given her everything she ever asked for...” her father coughed. Hanna escorted him out of the room and out of Blair’s sight, narrowing her eyes as she passed Blair.

“Ms. Cromartie?” A handsome man called her name and broke her reverie.

“Yes?” She glanced up at him. He wasn’t overly tall, and she figured him to be about thirty years old. He could be any name on the several business cards lined up in their holders in front of her.

“Are you all right? I’ve been talking to you for the past five minutes and you haven’t responded.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I was just lost in thought.” Her eyes widened at the realization. “Please, continue, Mr.-”

“Call me Anthony. I was just explaining that we need more information from you before we can approve your loan.” He set a piece of paper filled with his neat penmanship down in front of Blair. “I need specifics on the building, paperwork showing it’s up to code, or if it’s not, proof of how you’ll get it up to code. I’m afraid we can’t give you a loan until we have everything. I’m sure you understand.”

Blair picked up the briefcase and set it on the chair beside her. “I have everything in order. The building itself has been empty for some time, but I have a sales contract pending with the city and a contractor on speed dial to get the permits to update it. It’s next door to a very lucrative donut shop, Cronuts in the City, so I have high hopes for its success. The only thing I don’t have is the loan I need to purchase the building.” Small clicks harmonized with her voice as the locks on the briefcase opened.

“I know that shop. It’s one of my favorites.” Anthony’s smile turned into a frown. “Here’s the problem. As much as I want to approve the loan, Ms. Cromartie, as it stands the lot the building sits on has more value than the building itself does. Most of the businesses in that district, including Cronuts, have depreciated. Just because the donut shop is successful, doesn’t mean your business will be. Without more information, we have no choice but to decline.”

Blair returned his frown. “But I have plans. When I am finished with the renovation, it will have returned its value sixty times over. It will be the biggest art gallery in Soho. I have the blueprints and proposed design plans for you to approve as well.” 

“Great,” Anthony beamed. Blair admired his dimples for a moment. “May I make copies of these documents to pass on to the loan committee? We can meet this afternoon to discuss your loan.”

Blair handed him a yellow folder filled with paperwork and a rolled-up copy of the blueprints. Anthony’s eyes widened as he unrolled them.

“Marbled floors, gold faucets, and living fountains? This is an expensive undertaking, and I don’t know that we’ll approve a loan the size you need when your only collateral is an empty, worthless building. The cost far exceeds what we could get from the building as it stands now, and that’s all we can really consider.” He was actually impressed. Most people who requested a loan of this size only had ideas, nothing concrete. His respect for Blair grew.

“The living fountain is a piece of art. It’s a creation, not an installation. The costs aren’t as high as you expect.” Blair opened the file and set a spreadsheet before Anthony. Her manicured finger slid down the sheet pointing out the itemized expenses and estimated costs for each part. “As you can see, I have itemized and budgeted and added the estimated final cost. This doesn’t include any overhead to cover unexpected expenses. And, if you flip it over, you’ll see our proposed entrance fees and sales points on bringing in a profit.” She looked at him full in the face and raised an eyebrow. “And honestly, the Cromartie name should be enough collateral considering how much money my father invested in this bank over the past fifty years.” Blair refused to back down and had no issue throwing her name around to get what she wanted.

Once she pulled rank using her father’s name, Anthony knew he’d lost. It didn’t bother him as much as he thought it would. “I will need the contact information for your contractor then, so we can verify the costs won’t exceed the loan.”

Blair nodded. “I have that information right here in my purse.”

She set her purse on the corner of his desk and rummaged through it. As her frustration mounted, she turned it over and dumped out its contents. Her purses were the only disorganized things she possessed. Everything got dropped into it, and it was so bad, she never put her car keys or cell phone in it for fear of never seeing them again. She sorted through the catastrophe on the desk, trying to drown out the memories that crowded her mind as she discovered things she’d forgotten as she searched for the business card. She picked things up one at a time, some of them being hastily dropped back into her purse, while others took their time getting there as she mused over them. She took a particularly long pause over a tube of lipstick. She opened the cap and twisted it until the merlot color peeked over the top of the tube. Her mind drifted, and she started to think about Louis again, remembering a happier time when life wasn’t so hectic.
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