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Anne loved New York this time of year, when maple trees began to sprout emerald leaves but it was still cool enough to bundle up. If only she could stay here forever with Sergio and not go back to San Francisco.


A black-and-white-striped awning graced the storefront of Timely Treasures, listed as a “top ten New York City best bargain shop.” A bell jingled as she stepped inside. She closed the door behind her, blocking out the city noise, and was greeted by the scent of beeswax and lemon. She waited for her eyes to adjust to the dim light. Perhaps the owners kept them low to save money.


She pulled off her knit cap and put it in her backpack. Ducking her five-foot-eight frame to see into the nearest mirror, she squinted at her sorrel-colored hair. What a frizzy mess! She fluffed it upside down and secured it atop her head with a scrunchie.


She wandered the aisles stuffed with buffed antique furniture, Erté sculptures, knickknacks, and gewgaws. This shop was too upscale for thrifting, the wares too high-end. She’d only come in search of found-object inspiration for her artwork.


Turning to leave, she caught sparkly reflections from a back table—as if lit by a spotlight on a stage, pulling her toward them. As she drew closer to the satin-clothed table, an interesting display revealed itself: a pair of silver shoes rested atop a box, surrounded by a rope of pearls, a pair of cream-colored gloves, an enameled cigarette case, and a white marabou-feather boa.


She ran her fingers over the shimmery rhinestones that graced the shoe’s two-inch heels. In vintage times, women didn’t wear the soaring stilt heels of today. She picked them up. These shoes were made for dancing and might even fit her. The woman who had owned them must have had big feet, too.


Ha! Maybe a Rockette had even owned them. After all, they were in New York. Anne searched for the size but couldn’t find one.


Sergio would get a kick out of them. Since he worked in the shoe business and was very generous with samples, the last thing she needed was another pair, but these really spoke to her. And Sergio might think they were sexy. He loved it when she wore sensuous footwear. They were so fancy, though. Where would she ever wear them?


All of a sudden the shoes grew warm, as if kissed by the sun, tempting her to try them on. A salesperson still hadn’t appeared, so Anne pulled off her boots, slid her feet inside the shoes, and clasped the T-straps. Shifting her feet side to side, she admired how the leather moved, soft and supple. The best thing about buying used shoes was that someone else had worn them in for you. As she stepped along the aisle, a warm glow ran from the soles of her feet up to her heart and swirled there. Maybe they were magic!


She closed her eyes and clicked her heels three times, chanting, “There’s no place like home. There’s no place like home. There’s no place like home.”


“Are you planning to buy those?” A man stood before her.


“Oh!” She jumped. “You scared me!” She bent to unclasp the T-straps and slipped off the shoes, waiting for her racing heartbeat to subside. “How much are they?”


He took them from her and spoke dramatically. “They’re in perfect condition. I’d say seventy-five smackeroos.” In his suspenders, bow tie, and slicked-back hair, he reminded her of the emcee character in the Cabaret revival Sergio had taken her to last year.


She sighed and shook her head. “That’s too much.”


The man’s sad eyes penetrated hers. “Make me an offer.”


She glanced at the shoes again. She shouldn’t buy them, but she had to follow her instincts—they’d been right before. From the wallet in her backpack she offered him a bill. “How about twenty dollars?”


He paused for a moment and studied her. “Thirty and they’re yours.”


“Deal.” She took out a ten, picked up her boots, and started toward the counter. There went the rest of her bus money.


“I have more things from the same estate if you’re interested.” His hand swept over the other items on the table.


“No, thanks.” She shook her head, tugging her boots back on.


He wrapped the shoes in tissue and placed them carefully in the vintage box.


“May I have a bag instead?” she asked, placing the money on the counter.


“You must store them in the original box. The shoes are very valuable.”


If they were so valuable, why did he take thirty bucks for them? “I’m traveling and the box will be in the way.”


“Even so, I insist.” He held up the box. “Promise to never throw away the box.”


It didn’t look like much—a shoebox with barely legible Italian words handwritten on its side. Sergio could translate it this evening. She loved when he spoke Italian to her.


“Okay. I promise.” She shrugged and opened her backpack.


The man gently laid the box inside. “You’ll be glad to have it.” He eked out a thin smile and escorted her to the door. “Are you going on a trip?”


“No, heading home.”


“Where’s that?”


“San Francisco.”


The man nodded and put his hand on her shoulder. “That’s a stunning coat. Dior, correct?”


“Yes.” She stepped back.


“Lovely brooch, too. How much for both?”


The breath caught in her throat, and she clasped her hand over the rhinestone snowflake pin. It had been the connection between her and her dear friend Sylvia. When Anne wore the brooch and coat, she could still sense Sylvia’s presence.


“I’ll give you a good price.”


“They’re not for sale. Goodbye.” She fingered the key in the pocket of her black velvet coat and stepped out onto the sidewalk, relieved to get away.


She’d better hurry or she’d be late to meet Sergio. She skirted a construction barrier. A he-man type with bulging muscles threw debris out a top window and she had to duck. Dust particles flew into her hair as the mess fell into a dumpster on the sidewalk. Since she started visiting Sergio two years before, the economy had surged and New York developers were investing in renovations like mad. Housing costs had skyrocketed. She could never afford to rent an apartment here.


San Francisco was expensive enough. Without rent control, she’d never have been able to stay in her studio apartment the six years since she’d moved there. Hopefully, Sergio would invite her to move in with him. After all, this bicoastal romance had been going on for two years, and things were still hot and heavy. The lease on her San Francisco apartment had almost expired, and the landlady wanted her to sign another.


If Sergio didn’t ask Anne soon, she would need to broach the subject herself. They couldn’t keep up this long-distance relationship forever. If he told her no, she’d be mortified, and it might push her to break up with him. But she couldn’t imagine living without him.
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1929


Spring warmth filled the air. The New York sidewalks teemed with sailors, shoppers, and businessmen, all hurrying along in a noisy symphony of purpose. An automobile honked, shooing a horse-drawn carriage out of its way. A bicyclist zipped by. Skyscrapers towered overhead like urban cliffs.


Clair saw the Chrysler building glinting in the distance. Its rounded tiers reminded her of a wedding cake.


Clair had the good fortune to be out on her own this sunny afternoon—Mrs. Schmidt, her chaperone, had come down with a cold. The sense of freedom put a song in her heart. She’d return home before her father did, and he’d never know the difference.


She tugged down her cloche hat, afraid it might spring off. Since she’d turned eighteen a few weeks ago, he’d made her wear it over her updo. “Your strands seem to have a mind of their own. Someone might imagine you’re on fire!”


Aunt June said Clair’s hair was the same color her mother’s had been. Maybe that’s why her father insisted she wear it up and covered, so as not to bring back memories of his beloved wife. “Your hair’s your glory, never to be cut,” he’d said. “And only for your husband to ever see down.”


She shook her head and gazed at a pair of rhinestone shoes displayed in a shop window. Imagine dancing in them! Too bad her father wouldn’t allow her to wear them to her ball. He’d say they were too garish. A pair of peau de soie Mary Janes would suffice—at six feet, she towered over most folks already. Clair used to be able to talk her father into anything, but recently he had become downright particular, even grumpy. She had no idea why.


As she spun into Macy’s through the revolving door, the store exploded with a plethora of color. She passed a perfume display, lace handkerchiefs in a glass case, and umbrellas in a stand. Hopefully, the department store would have some gloves that fit. Her ball was coming up fast, and neither Bergdorf nor Saks had ones large enough.


A snooty saleswoman at Saks had peered down at Clair’s large hands and sniffed. “Try Macy’s.” Clair held back embarrassed tears. She tapped her fingers across her thighs, playing an imaginary keyboard. She had to look her best on her special night.


She studied the candy display, filled with lemon drops, peppermints, and licorice. Aunt June used to bring her here and let her pick a sweet. Clair always chose her favorite nonpareils, chocolate circles coated with white sprinkles, and ate each of them a different way.


The first one she’d crunch and chew for an immediate burst of pleasure. The next she would hold in her mouth, making it last as long as possible. Once she even held a piece in her palm until it melted, made sure no one was watching, and licked it off. She wasn’t a naughty girl, but she couldn’t help herself.


Things were much easier then. The only decisions she had to make were which candies to choose. But she was no longer a child. Soon she would be a part of society, so she had to play the part of a perfect young lady.


“Miss, may I help you?” The man behind the counter broke her reverie. She couldn’t resist buying a bag of nonpareils and nibbled on one as she wandered toward the back of the store.


A short, round salesgirl approached her. “That looks delicious!”


Taken aback, Clair held out the bag. “Want one?”


“I couldn’t.” The blonde’s curls bounced as she shook her head. “Well, maybe one.” She took a candy from the bag, popped it in her mouth, and held it closed as her Wedgwood-blue eyes lit up. “Mmm.”


She must be the savor in your mouth as long as possible type.


No, the girl chewed and swallowed. “My favorite!”


“Mine, too.” Clair smiled.


The girl eyed her. “Nice hat. I could make one bigger to fit over your hair better.”


Clair didn’t know how to respond. “Where would I find the gloves?”


“I’ll show you!” The girl swayed across the store to a long cabinet against the wall. “Cream or white?”


“Cream.”


She pulled out a long drawer, set it on a nearby table, and held a pair of gloves to Clair’s raised hand. “Much too small.” The girl shook her head.


Clair sensed her face turning red. She had heard that so many times before.


“What lovely long fingers you have!” The girl took Clair’s raised hand. “They fit your body so well. Sometimes a person’s hands will be really small, and their bodies look too big for them. Sometimes it’s the opposite—too big of hands on a small body.” She looked Clair up and down. “But your hands suit you just right.”


“Thank you.” Clair had never thought of it that way.


“My gloves are short and wide. See, short hands. Short body.” The girl wiggled her fingers and drew her hand down toward the ground.


Clair smiled. “Interesting.”


The girl returned to the drawer and rummaged through it, making an absolute mess. She handed another pair of gloves to Clair. “These should do.”


The rich cream color would match her pearls exactly. Clair slipped the gloves on and ran the smooth texture along her cheek. “Satin.” She easily pulled them up to her elbows.


The girl rubbed Clair’s fingers to check for size. “Perfect. They fit like gloves.” The girl giggled. “Isn’t that funny? They are gloves!”


Clair laughed, too. They were so comfortable she hated to take them off.


“Where are you going to wear them?” the girl asked.


“My coming-out ball.”


“How exciting! Your own ball.” She gazed at Clair as if she were a princess.


A man approached them, and the salesgirl stood erect. “Hello, Mr. Smithers.”


“Winifred.” He nodded through his wire-rimmed glasses, owlish eyes magnified.


Clair swallowed and smiled at him. She’d hate for Winifred to get into trouble.


Winifred waited a few seconds until he walked away. “That’s the manager,” she whispered. “He’s told us not to fraternize with the customers.”


“Your name is Winifred?” What a stuffy old lady’s name, it didn’t fit her.


“Yes, god-awful, isn’t it? My friends call me Winnie.”


She probably had a lot of friends. Clair rolled off the gloves and handed them to her. “Thanks for your help. Send the bill to my father, Leland Devereaux at the Waldorf.”


“Ooh. That fancy-schmancy hotel?”


Clair nodded.


“Shall I have them delivered?”


“I’ll take them.” Clair couldn’t wait to slip them on again when she got home.


Winnie wrapped the gloves in tissue and put them in a box. “You know my name now. What’s yours?”


“Clair. Clair Devereaux.”


Winnie shook Clair’s hand as if she were a man. “Enchanted.” Winnie giggled.


Clair had to learn more about the girl. She didn’t seem to have a care in the world. “How long have you worked here?”


“Six months.” Winnie lowered her voice. “But it’s only temporary.”


Clair glanced around to make sure Mr. Smithers wasn’t near. “Temporary?”


“Yes, I’m really a performer.”


“You are?” Clair had never met one before.


“I dance.”


“You do?”


“Yes, look how limber I am!” Winnie leaned over and touched her toes.


Clair couldn’t believe Winnie had actually done that in public!


Winnie rolled back up. “I sing, too. My boyfriend Rudy says I’m talented.” She paused. “Well, to tell you the truth, he’s not really my boyfriend, but someday he will be. He’s planning a big show, and I’ll be his shining star.”


“You don’t say.” Clair wished she had as much confidence as this warm, funny, vivacious girl, not always keeping her thoughts bottled up inside. Maybe if she had someone to talk to. She’d always had trouble making friends. At finishing school, the other girls made fun of her for being so tall, studious, and focused on her piano playing.


Winnie smiled at her. “Do you have a beau?”


Clair tapped her fingers against her thighs and shook her head.


“Don’t worry! You’re so pretty you will soon. I’ve had boyfriends since I was thirteen.”


“You have?” What did Winnie’s parents think about that?


“Sure.” Winnie handed her the package.


Clair looked at her watch. “I’d better be going. Thanks for your help.”


Winnie put her hands on her hips and wiggled them up and down in Mae West fashion. “Why don’t you come back and see me sometime?”


Clair covered her mouth to hide her laugh. She picked up the candy from the counter and noticed Winnie staring at the treats.


“Another?” Clair offered. Winnie helped herself. Clair had a good feeling about her, as if they had known each other for a long time.





 3 



Out of breath from rushing, Anne spotted Sergio in front of The Om yoga studio. He was as handsome as ever, with a strong nose and dark eyes, his shoulder-length hair pulled up into a magnificent man bun. As he kissed her cheeks, she caught a whiff of his tangy honeysuckle scent.


“Fretta! I thought you’d gotten lost.” He opened the door, ushered her inside, and helped her slip off her coat.


She hung it on a hook. “I did. My cell phone ran out of juice, and I couldn’t use the GPS.”


She stuffed her boots under a bench. In her socks, she followed him into the dimly lit studio where Indian flute music played. Supine bodies were spread throughout the space, and a candle flickered on a corner table. The instructor, a silk scarf adorning her head, sat cross-legged at the front of the room on a platform. Anne sat on the mat Sergio had prepared for her.


The instructor smiled. “It’s time to begin. Knees to your chests.”


Sergio did as instructed, and Anne followed suit.


“Inhale and let it out. Inhale and let it out. Inhale and let it out.” The teacher’s voice hummed low and mellow.


Anxiety kicked in as Anne tried to slow her breathing. Before she’d met Sergio, she’d tried yoga many times but had never been able to get the hang of it. She’d always been a klutz. Since he was crazy about it, for the last few months in San Francisco she’d been going to the Y for sessions, and she felt as if she had gotten pretty good at it.


Last night, when he told her he had a surprise and that they would finally get to go to a class together, she smiled and said, “Fantastico!” She hoped she could impress him.


“Lift your right leg, and hold on to your foot or the back of your calf.”


Anne raised her leg. See? Easy as pie.


“Your right leg,” the instructor repeated. “Right leg.”


Embarrassed, Anne quickly switched legs. Sergio grinned at her with a wink, his leg straight above his head, his hand hooked over his heel. He could pull it almost all the way to the ground. For a guy, he sure was limber.


She closed her eyes and pretended not to notice. Continuing to follow the teacher’s words, she gradually got the hang of it, and her mind began to wander. She hadn’t told Sergio she lived on a shoestring, but he’d probably figured it out. Luckily, he didn’t know that two years ago she’d almost moved back in with her mother in Michigan.


However, since her solo show at Gallery Noir in San Francisco, her pieces were selling. With that and her valet parking job, she got by pretty well. She didn’t need much to live on, but money management had never been one of her life skills. Flying back and forth to visit Sergio didn’t help her income, either. The worst of it was, she’d been so distracted, there hadn’t been time or energy to focus on creating new art.


She was past thirty—it was time to get serious about life. And Sergio was the one. They got along so well. Since they didn’t get to spend enough time together, they didn’t waste time arguing. Besides, Sergio, with his easygoing, fun-loving personality, wasn’t the type to fight. The only thing they ever squabbled about was who would visit whom next, and when. No fights like she’d had with her previous boyfriend, Karl.


She’d thought Karl had been the one, but after being together for months, he’d confessed he hadn’t filed for divorce after all—his wife and their baby still lived with him. How stupid Anne had been! But Sergio was different, and she sensed she could trust him. His cross-country texts were romantic and liquid with love. Their Skype dates were hysterical. And she was gaga over him. Her body reacted every time her mind drifted to him: the touch of his hand on her back, the curl of his hair on the nape of his neck, his smoldering bedroom eyes. This traveling back and forth wasn’t practical, though.


“Stand in mountain pose. Hands in prayer position. Flat back. Arms to the side, leg out behind you, and lean over.” The instructor raised her voice and the class stood.


Anne pulled off her socks, stretched her leg out behind her, and raised it high. This airplane one was easy. But then her leg began to wobble, and she lost her balance and fell to the mat. Sergio glanced down at her, but seeing she was fine, he continued to retain his perfect 747. Everyone else was in perfect form, too.


She stood with the group in prayer position as they started to do something called a Sun Salutation. The teacher’s voice droned on and on, and Anne tried to follow the woman in front of her as best she could. Being led through the poses, she felt more wimp than warrior.


The momentum picked up. The scrunchie popped out of her hair and flew to the other side of Sergio. She didn’t want to stop to get it, so her hair kept falling in her eyes.


She ran out of breath, her muscles shook, and it was all she could do not to collapse on her mat. She was in good shape from hiking the San Francisco hills, but this was a different type of exertion.


“Get ready for shavasana. Lie on your backs.” The instructor’s voice soothed.


Anne had never been so relieved. She pulled her socks on, lay back, and Sergio spread a light blanket over her.


“Arms out, palms up, and close your eyes.” The instructor paused. Her smooth voice murmured, “Feel your heels on the ground. Feel your ankles, feel your calves . . .”


Anne peeked, just like she always did as a girl, stealing a look in church during prayers. The calming sound of a singing bowl rang, and her thoughts flew away.


Would Sergio invite her to move in with him? She didn’t expect him to take care of her. She’d get a job, so long as she had time for her art. With all the techies moving into San Francisco, Mrs. Landenheim, her landlady, would love for Anne to leave.


Those techies were ruining the San Francisco art scene, pushing creative types out into Oakland and other suburbs. Her work had taken off in San Francisco, but New York was naturally the next step for her art career. Yes, New York would be stimulating and what she needed. She’d also be closer to her family in Michigan and could visit them more often. Plus she could be with Sergio all the time.


He gently nudged her. “You’re snoring.”


“I am not!” she whispered back.


“Thank you for your excellent effort and attention. Namaste.” The instructor bowed to the class.


Anne bowed, too. “Namaste.” At least she knew how to do that.


They stood and she rolled up her mat.


“Want to stay for Zumba?” Sergio teased.


“No, grazie.”





 4 



In Sergio’s co-op twenty stories high, Anne felt part of the clouds. It was not quite sunset. Using the telescope, she spied children playing on boulders in Central Park and the horse-drawn carriages lining up for evening rides.


Sergio set down a glass of wine for her, then lifted the hair off the nape of her neck and nuzzled there. She turned and kissed him, hoping he’d forgotten about her disastrous yoga performance.


“Mia bella, why were you so late to yoga?”


“Shopping.”


“I worried you weren’t going to show. Did you enjoy the class?”


She took a sip of her wine, crossed to the leather couch, and sat with a sigh. “I promise I’ve been practicing. I hope I didn’t embarrass you in front of your teacher.”


He laughed and sat beside her. “It’s taken me years to be able to do some of those poses. It’s not a competition. Go at your own pace.”


“Are you sure?”


He nodded and kissed her again. “Now show me what you bought today.”


She unzipped her backpack sitting on the granite countertop and took the shoes out of the box. “Look.” She carried them over to him. “I believe they were dance shoes!”


He flipped them upside down and examined the soles. “You’re right. See these tiny holes?” He pointed to a shoe’s ball and heel. “There used to be taps screwed in.”


Taking the shoes, she studied the barely visible holes. “Cool.”


“Looks like they’re from the 1920s or ’30s.”


“Double cool.”


“Model them for me.”


She slipped them on, clasped the buckles, and stood up, feeling a warm glow rise through her feet all the way to the top of her head. Imitating a sophisticated model, she walked back and forth on the hardwood floor. Shuffling her feet back and forth, waving her arms wildly, she tried to imitate Bruno Mars’ moves.


“Cause uptown funk’s goin’ to give it to ya!” She sang off-key and fauxtapped across the floor. “Say my name, you know who I am. I’m too hot!”


Sergio grabbed her hands and joined in dancing until they both fell onto the couch in hysterics.


Trying to catch her breath she said, “I bought them at Timely Treasures in the village.”


“Never heard of it.” He shook his head and took a drink of his wine.


“The strange man running the shop insisted I keep the box.”


“He’s right. It can be important to keep a box to authenticate the item as it increases in value.”


“I saw that on The Big Bang Theory. Did you see the one where Sherman played with that Dr. Spock doll and broke it?” Anne asked. “He’d taken it out of the box.”


Sergio laughed. “Mr. Spock, not Dr.”


“Yes, Mr. Spock.”


“It’s like a Rolex, too.”


Happy with the Timex her mother had given her for her sixteenth birthday, Anne had never paid much attention to watches. She glanced at Sergio’s wrist, surprised she had never noticed he wore a classic Rolex like the one in magazine ads. After all this time, she wondered what else she didn’t know about him.


Sergio went over to her backpack and took out the shoebox, a rattling sound emanating from inside it. “I hear something.” Pushing yellowed tissue paper aside, he pulled out a strand of pearls.


“Oh my gosh!” Anne’s hands flew to her cheeks. “Those were displayed on the table beside the shoes. How did they get in there?”


“The shopkeeper must have been sweet on you and slipped them in there as a gift.”


“Ha. Ha.” She took the pearls and rubbed them along her teeth.


“Cosa stai facendo?” Sergio’s eyebrows shot up, and he grabbed the pearls.


Anne laughed. “It’s a trick Sylvia taught me. I didn’t mark them, so they’re real. See?” She pointed to the pearls.


He rolled his eyes and draped the pearls over her head. She turned to the plate-glass window, a mirror in the darkened sky. The strand’s knot hit her chest at the heart chakra and looped down to over her belly button. “This is mysterious. Maybe that’s why he told me to keep the box.”


“Perhaps.”


Anne took off the pearls. “How strange. I wonder how they got in there. I should take them back. Would the shop still be open?”


Sergio checked his watch. “Probably not, and it’s rush hour.”


“I have to go home tomorrow. Please take them back for me. They’re probably worth a fortune.”


“Stay another night and return them yourself. Visit your boyfriend again.”


She grinned. “Can’t expect Howard to cover my valet shifts by himself much longer. I gotta get back to the St. Francis.”


Sergio shook his head. “When are you going to quit that job?”


She shrugged. “Tips are good.” She hadn’t told him how much she needed the money to make ends meet.


Standing, she grabbed his hand and pulled. “Let’s not waste any more time. Come to bed.”


“Hold on.” He let go and patted the seat next to him. “We need to talk.”


“What is it?” She brushed her hand over her hair. Maybe he was going to ask.


He paused, then looked into her eyes with his brown ones. “We’ve been together for quite a while. Next summer in Italy, you’ll be meeting my nonna.”


Anne nodded and hoped nothing would get in the way of this trip. She’d had to cancel once before because her solo show had been scheduled for the same time.


“It’s time I met your family, too.”


Her breath caught in her throat. Her family was quirky, to say the least. He was sophisticated and well, they were not. Her beloved hometown, Oscoda, was the opposite of New York.


She frowned.


“What’s wrong?” He put his hand on her knee.


She swallowed. “I hoped you were going to invite me to move here with you.”


“Of course. That should come next. I miss you so much when you aren’t here. But first I need to meet your family.”


Oh boy! What if he didn’t like them or the town she loved so much?
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In the mansion’s courtyard, clouds shifted in the marbled sky. A slight breeze rustled the edge of Clair’s chiffon dress, tickling her ankle, and she kicked that leg out.


“Miss Devereaux!” Mr. LeRue fingered the thinning strands that tried to cover his shiny dome.


“I’m sorry.”


He stuck the paintbrush between his teeth, stepped forward, and pushed a red curl behind her ear. “Relaxed smile and upright posture, please.”


“Yes, sir.” It wasn’t the first time she’d been told to sit up straight.


He returned to the canvas, pointed the brush, and swirled it in a circle. “Eyes that way. Gently down. Not on me.”


Clair repositioned her head and admired the way the morning clouds reflected among the floating water lilies in the rectangular pond. Like a butterfly alighted, her hands rested motionless on her lap. She had no interest in sitting for a portrait, but her father had insisted, and she desired to please him.


Most New York girls in 1929 had their photographs taken for their coming-out balls, but her father commissioned John Singer Sargent, the best portrait painter in the world. With his special talent, each and every one of his subjects looked beautiful. Unfortunately, Mr. Sargent had passed away and Mr. Andre LeRue, recently returned from Paris, came with high recommendations. This would be his New York debut.


The new gloves felt smooth on her hands and she resisted the urge to run them over her cheek. Her gown she adored—blush pink, like the baby roses blooming on the courtyard arbor. Most girls wore white for their coming out, but she had been able to convince her father otherwise. The pearls, a gift from him, had been too long, almost to her thighs. The jeweler had suggested resetting some of the beads into a tiara.


“Please, Father!” Clair had begged.


He nixed the idea. “Too ostentatious.”


Instead, he had a single band made for her to weave through her hair. The jeweler had knotted between each pearl on the headband but had been too busy to do so with the necklace. She’d take it back after the party to have it restrung correctly.


Her fingers began to practice scales, her knees serving as piano keys. She played her favorite song, “The Man on the Flying Trapeze,” and sang the words in her head. She loved to play the piano, but not how the maestro her father had hired required. The instructor insisted she slow down the tempo and play boring pieces. Those Brahms lullabies would put anyone to sleep, not just babies. When alone, she even played boogie-woogie music. Her father would be furious if he knew. This fall at Juilliard, she’d be able to meet other musicians and learn to play all types of new music.


A dove landed on the stone tiles and began to coo. Clair turned her head.


“Miss Devereaux!” Mr. LeRue stomped his foot and tugged on his Dalí-esque mustache, its ends as pointy as his paintbrush. “I must insist.”


She clasped her hands tightly and reset the relaxed smile. “Sorry!”


Father would be disappointed if she ruined the portrait. He’d said that her future children would want to see how lovely she’d been at eighteen. Too bad her mama hadn’t sat for at least one photograph. There were no pictures of her in their suite, not even a wedding portrait. He claimed they had all disappeared in a fire. Clair had been six when her mama died, and couldn’t recall much except that she rarely smiled, but when she did, the whole room shone as if a bright light had been turned on in the middle of the night.


Mr. LeRue began to hum, breaking Clair’s reverie. She recognized the tune, a Viennese waltz, but resisted the urge to join in. Would anyone besides her father dance with her at the ball? Maybe some nice boy would attend who was even taller than she. The chance of that was about the same as a circus elephant bouncing into the ballroom.


She doubted she was the beauty her father claimed, but she had tried her best to look pretty for the sitting today. Most girls had their mother to guide them. She had considered asking Aunt June, her mama’s sister, but decided against it.


They spent time together on afternoon outings. If her father happened to be home when she came by the suite, he never seemed to welcome her. Somewhat outspoken Aunt June had once suggested Clair stay with her occasionally for female companionship. Clair’s father wouldn’t hear of it.


He had said, “I’m her father and mother. Besides, there’s Mrs. Schmidt.” The old lady with the chin hair in the suite next door tutored Clair for a few hours in the morning and chaperoned her as needed.


Clair had overheard Aunt June raise her voice. “Leland, for goodness sake, at least move into a real home and send her to school.”


On Monday and Wednesday afternoons, the maestro came over for piano lessons. Tuesdays and Fridays, after teaching all day, Aunt June visited, and if the weather cooperated they would walk to the park or visit the library. Clair loved to pet Patience and Fortitude, the lion statues that guarded the entrance to the massive building, and to explore all the shelves of books contained inside.


Her family was different than others she’d read about in books, with rambling houses and dining room tables filled with relatives celebrating together. Instead she ate with her father in the suite or downstairs in the restaurant where the conversation remained stilted but polite.


“The Waldorf is just fine, and Mrs. Schmidt is, too,” her father’s deep voice had boomed at Aunt June’s suggestion.


“I mean a home with a garden and friends to play with.”


“Balderdash! I’m fun!”


“What did you say?” Mr. LeRue asked.


Clair hadn’t realized she’d spoken out loud. “Nothing. Sorry.”


Her father and Aunt June had always had friction between them. Clair sensed it had to do with her mother. She had heard them mention her once not long after she died.


“What about Mama?” Clair had asked.


“Nothing, dear.” Her aunt pulled Clair onto her lap.


“Am I like her?”


Aunt June and her father had glanced at each other.


“Was she tall, too? With lots of energy?”


“Yes, dear.” Her aunt stroked Clair’s hair.


“Your sister, right?”


“That’s right.”


“Where is she, Father?” Clair had asked him this a hundred times.


He sighed and raised his bushy eyebrows. “In heaven.”


“Is it far away?”


“Farther away than you can imagine.”


Her mother hadn’t seemed ill and had died suddenly. When her father told Clair, he seemed distant and didn’t even shed a tear. That seemed strange, thinking back on it.


Clair fingered Aunt June’s cameo pinned to her high lace collar. Clair tried to picture her mama up there in the fluffy clouds like the angels on the brooch playing harps. God had a long beard and hopefully was being nice to her.


She knew her father had done his best to fill the gap. Whenever she’d start to cry for her mama, he’d hush her and say, “Good girls never cry.” And she would hold back her tears to please him, even though they would drip out the sides of her eyes. She soon learned not to ask about her mother, and to cry only when she was alone.


“How’s it coming?” Without moving her head, Clair slid her gaze sideways as Mr. LeRue dipped his brush onto the palette and dabbed a few short strokes on the canvas.


“I’ll be done soon.” His brow furrowed in concentration.


The hardest time was the dead of night when loneliness came stalking, taking her by the throat and not letting her breathe. That’s when Clair missed her mama the most, the smell of rose water, her smooth skin and soft lullabies. It had been years since she’d been gone, but the memories continued to haunt Clair when all was quiet but the ticking of the mantle clock, and she wondered how different her life would be if her mama were still alive.


“Okay. You can relax.” Mr. LeRue put his paintbrush down.


Clair rolled her shoulders and stood. “May I see it?”


“Not until the ball.” He shook out a cloth to cover it as she rushed over.


“Okay. Just a peek.” The artist raised his head proudly and stepped back.


Her hand flew to her face to disguise her horror. Genius, my foot!


“Do I really look like that?”


“To me you do. Isn’t it marvelous?”


It was ghastly! She didn’t dare hurt his feelings, so she held back tears and tried to sound enthusiastic. “It’s colorful.”


Her body appeared elongated like Alice in the Adventures in Wonderland after she tasted the “EAT ME” cake. In the painting, Clair’s head touched the top of the canvas and appeared humongous. Worst of all were her arms, a tangled mess of string.


How horrible. And the ball was next week! She would be humiliated when her father unveiled this portrait.
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Their suite on the ninth floor of the Waldorf had two bedrooms, one on either side of the parlor. A fire warmed the book-filled parlor where Clair sat near her father’s desk.


“Goodbye, Clair. See you tonight.” He patted her head and left for the office.


She tried to find his newspaper, but he must have taken it with him. He had no idea that each day, as soon as he left for Wall Street, she took his newspaper from the receptacle and read it front to back. She perused fashion magazines, but she found current events and business concepts intriguing, too, and tried to learn as much as possible about market trends.


She opened the sash and perched on the window seat. A morning breeze drifted into the suite. Below, autos drove by and people pounded the pavement on their way to hustle-bustle lives. A nursemaid pushing a pram walked slowly.


Unless suitors came to call after her upcoming ball, the summer would tick on endlessly, like the hands of her metronome—back and forth, with no purpose or end in sight. She looked forward to school starting in the fall but had no idea what she would do with her life once she graduated. She longed to do more than go to church bazaars, teas, and balls. At her age, Aunt June had been teaching and working to get women the right to vote. Clair knew she would not have been brave enough to be a suffragette. But what could she do? She knew what she dreamed of was impossible.


Clair drifted to the piano. Her fingers touched the keys. Melancholy slow, like the beat of her heart. She longed to pick up the pace. The remnants of Victorian constraints felt corset-tight.


When Clair once mentioned to her father that she wanted to work after college, he scoffed, “What would you do?”


“I could teach piano to children, help with the church choir, maybe even direct a choir someday.”


“No need. I’ll take care of you until you get married, then it will be your husband’s responsibility.” As if she were a doll to pass on. “Only hussies work! I knew this would happen when ladies got the vote. What’s next? A woman stockbroker?”


“But Aunt June works.”


He frowned. “She’s different.”


“What do you mean?”


He looked down. “Oh, nothing. She’s always been industrious.”


Hearing Winnie’s dream of being a performer had stirred up Clair’s own childhood desire, the one she hadn’t dared tell anyone about. More than anything in the world, she yearned to be a dancer. Dancing was similar to playing the piano, but with her whole body. Her mama had once held her while she danced around the suite, singing. Clair remembered her voice as captivating.


Clair would never forget her tenth birthday when Aunt June took her to see the Russian Ballet Company, agile in their pointe shoes and frilly costumes. Clair’s heart had reeled when the tutu-wearing dancers turned around and around, spinning and spinning. She craved being up there on the stage. One tall dancer, the Sugar Plum Fairy, had been quite stunning, and as graceful as a leaf floating from a tree.


Later that night, alone in her room, Tchaikovsky still resonated in Clair’s chest. In front of the mirror, she tilted her head up and lifted one arm, then the other. Pointing her toes, she raised each leg as high as it would go, picturing the tall dancer who had raised one leg very high above her head. Clair’s body tingled. She could grow up to be a dancer.


That same year, her father had taken her to the circus. Clair had also fantasized about performing under the big top: the beat of the drums, the high-stepping ponies, their shiny manes braided with pink ribbons. When the girl rode in standing on the back of a big horse, she looked as tall as a skyscraper. Her silver-sequined costume shone in the lights, and the feather on her head bounced to the music.


As the rider let go of the reins and raised both hands above her head, Clair’s heart galloped, frightened the girl would fall. Clair looked to her father for reassurance, but his eyes were wide, too. After a few more circuits, the horse slowed to kneel and the girl gracefully stepped to the ground, curtsying to the crowd. Clair wondered how it would feel to perform in front of a crowd and make their hearts beat fast.


That girl Winnie wanted to be a performer, too, and she shouted it to the world. Clair knew she never would be able to tell anyone about her dream. First of all, her father would be mortified. Besides, Clair didn’t have Winnie’s pizzazz.


Clair wished she had someone to talk to, a friend who would understand. Perhaps Winnie would lend a kind ear. Her bubbly, uninhibited personality made her seem as if she didn’t have a care in the world.


Hurriedly dressing, Clair resolved to go back to Macy’s and find Winnie. She rode the Otis down and slipped out of the hotel. She tossed a penny to the little newsboy on the sidewalk. He jumped up and pecked her on the cheek.


“Oh, my!” She rubbed her face with a suede-gloved hand. “That wasn’t necessary. I only wanted a paper.


“Sorry, miss. I didn’t mean nothin’ by it.” He twitched his nose like a rabbit’s.


“A kiss should be saved for someone special,” she scolded, trying not to smile. It was impossible to resist his freckled face, despite it being smudged with dirt. He looked to be about eight years old.


“I’m Clair. Now shake like a gentleman.” She held out her hand.


He reached out and jiggled it. “Nook.”


“Nook? How did you get a name like that?”


“The police call me that cuz I hide from them in nooks and holes.” He glanced up the busy street.


She frowned. “Why do you hide?”


“Tried to put me back in that nasty orphanage with stinky food and whippins. I’s never going back there.” He nodded his head once.


“What about school?”


“What do I need that for? I ken read.”


“Really?” She doubted it.


He flipped a newspaper to the front page and read it aloud. “Man falls off building to his death.” Nook looked up with a smug, missing-tooth grin until his eyes gaped at something behind her.


“Here comes a copper!” He dropped his papers, rushed down the street, dodged a truck, and climbed up a fire escape on the side of a building. At the top he did a handstand, holding on to the metal rails.


Clair hoped he would get away.


She strolled down the street and studied the silver shoes again in the small shop window with a sigh. The rhinestones sparkled in the morning light.


Macy’s bustled with afternoon shoppers as Clair bought a bag of nonpareils. Walking the perimeter of the ground floor looking for Winnie, she scanned the shoe, handbag, and dry good sections. Disappointed, Clair nibbled a candy and rode the wooden elevator up to the second floor. In the dress department, she spotted Winnie’s blonde curls.


Winnie caught sight of Clair and her face brightened. “Hiya, toots!”


Clair handed her the bag of sweets. “In thanks for helping me find those gloves.”


Winnie opened the bag with a squeal, “You’re the bee’s knees, the cat’s pajamas, the glitter to my gold!”


Her expression shifted to a frown, and she hid the bag behind her back. “Good afternoon, Mr. Smithers.”


“Is everything okay here?” The manager moved toward them, staring through his owlish glasses.


“Just grand.” Clair smiled at him. “This salesgirl is most helpful.”


“I’m just going to show her the corsets.”


Clair blushed. She couldn’t believe Winnie would mention personal undergarments in front of a man.


“All right, Winifred. Get to it.” He nodded at Clair and walked on.


Winnie reopened the bag. “That was a close one.” She popped a candy in her mouth and munched on it as she led Clair behind a screen to the lingerie section. She picked up a small corset and started giggling. “This one would fit a baby.”


“Do babies wear corsets?” Clair asked, putting on her best straight face.


Winnie pursed her heart-shaped lips. “I was only teasing.”


Clair paused. “Me, too!”


Winnie’s blue eyes opened wide. She giggled infectiously, and Clair joined in. It had been a long time since she’d made someone laugh.


Winnie held up another corset, in Clair’s favorite rose pink, with lace trimmings.


“This would fit you perfectly.” Winnie held it up to Clair for size.


“I couldn’t.” She shook her head. It was much too fancy.


“It would be beautiful on you. Try it. No one will see you behind the screen.”


“No, but thank you.” Clair couldn’t imagine undressing in such a public place.


“Then take it home. You’ll be glad you did.”


Clair fingered the smooth silk. It would be much more comfortable than the scratchy white one she usually wore. “I’ll take it.”


Winnie nodded and started to wrap it up. “Hey, what are you doing tonight—want to come hear some music with me?”


Spending an evening with Winnie sounded terrific. “Carnegie Hall? I love the philharmonic.” Clair had read that Toscanini would be conducting Boléro.


“Something like that.”


“Who will escort us?”


“No one.” Winnie shrugged. “We’ll go by ourselves.”


Clair frowned. Her father would never allow her to go out at night without a chaperone. “But isn’t that dangerous?”


“Aw. Nothing’ll happen. Please come.” Winnie grabbed Clair’s hand. “We’d have such fun.”


Clair’s father had an Odd Fellows lodge meeting tonight and wouldn’t be home until late. “What time would we be back?”


“Early.” Winnie smiled, handing her the box.


“Okay.” Clair nodded slowly.


“Goody!” Winnie clapped her hands. “Where shall we meet?”


“How about the clock at the Waldorf?” Clair spied Mr. Smithers approaching and stepped away with her package.


“I’ve had a hankering to see the inside.” Winnie smiled. “Seven thirty.”


As Clair rode the wooden escalator down, she was tempted to return and tell Winnie she couldn’t go after all. If Clair’s father found out, he’d be livid.
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The milky morning fog was so thick, Anne’s plane circled San Francisco International Airport several times. After half an hour it descended, bumped along the runway, and finally came to a stop. Red-eyed and jetlagged, Anne pulled her suitcase through the terminal and climbed onto the shuttle into the city. This back and forth had been getting to her.


By the time she arrived at her stop at the corner of California and Polk, the morning sky had cleared to a gray wash. She hopped off and walked uphill toward her apartment, passing Lady Goldfinger’s Complete Nail Care and Waxing Salon, Hair Future, and Creative Custom Tailoring. Below her apartment building, Pizza Pino’s first offering of the day smelled enticing.


Anne unlocked the wrought iron security gate, stepped into the foyer, and froze as Mrs. Landenheim’s apartment door opened and her Siamese cat skittered out.


Mrs. Landenheim poked her curler-covered head out the door. “Rent’s due.”


“I’ll get right to it.” Anne kept going up the stairs and almost tripped on the torn carpet.


For years they’d played the same game. The landlady reminded her the rent was due, and a few days later Anne would finally slip it under the mat, the last of it in cash tips. It used to be because Anne didn’t have the money, but lately, what with all her travel and distractions, she would lose track and forget. According to Mrs. Landenheim, she couldn’t do anything right. She complained about Anne’s tardiness with the rent, her clomping up and down the stairs, and had even recently accused her of feeding her cat. Anne couldn’t wait to move out of the place.


She trudged up the stairs to her third-floor studio apartment. It was its usual cyclonic mess—clothes tossed on the floor, dishes in the sink, newspapers strewn throughout. With no more space in her tiny closet, shoes lined the edges of the room.


Setting down her suitcase, she dropped her backpack on the daybed. On her wealth and prosperity altar, she lit a gardenia candle, rubbed the Buddha’s tummy, and fingered the amber pendant hanging over it, bequeathed to her by Sylvia. Anne smiled as she touched her father’s dog tags and heard Aunt Tootie’s voice saying, “These are for you. They symbolize bravery. You’re courageous like him— you followed your dreams all the way to California.”


From the cupboard Anne grabbed a bag of Chips Ahoy!, got a Diet Coke from the fridge, and with a yawn, sat on her dinky daybed, already missing Sergio’s luxurious king. She couldn’t wait to be there full-time.


She had loved big-city living in San Francisco, and New York would be even better. Cities were as different as people. When she first drove cross-country to California in Tweety, her yellow Karmann Ghia, she’d stopped in Los Angeles first. She’d bought a map to the stars’ homes and drove around looking for famous actors, but the only ones she saw were in the wax museum. Everything was so spread out, the freeways were ghastly, and public transportation was practically nonexistent. With all that traffic, the Botoxed lips, and its high prices, LA felt more like the city of devils than angels.
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