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One

“I was abducted by aliens!”

Sami Granger’s eyes flew open as the gray-haired woman in the lavender coat leaped in front of her and shouted tales of alien abduction right in her face.

“It’s true, I tell you. They just swept me up into their force field and carried me into their spaceship. And once they had me on board, well, let me assure you …”

Sami looked into the woman’s eyes. They were flying around her face, unfocused, crazed. Her hair was wild, too, tied in a bun in the back but teased into a high beehive on the top of her head. And from the smell of her, it seemed she hadn’t bathed in a while.

The girl clutched her suitcase a little tighter and walked toward the exit. She picked up her step and tried to lose the woman behind one of the pillars that dotted the main hall at Port Authority Bus Terminal. But the deranged woman picked up her pace to match Sami’s and continued her tirade as they walked. “I was scared at first, of course. But I have to admit, once they started the examination, I calmed down. Aliens have a gentle touch—certainly more gentle than the doctors at that hospital I was a prisoner in.”

Sami had no doubt what kind of hospital this woman meant. Probably that Bellevue Hospital mental ward her father had warned her about. “They let the crazies out during the day,” her dad had told her. “They take over the city. And then—if they can find their way back to the hospital—they crawl into their straitjackets at night.”

At the time, Sami had figured that was just another of her father’s arguments against her going to New York. But listening to the woman next to her drone on and on, Mr. Granger’s tale of terror took on a sort of plausibility.

She tried to turn her attention from the babbling woman, hoping that maybe, if she completely ignored her, the woman would just go away and tell her tale to some other unsuspecting person. So Sami stared straight ahead and focused on the group of girls in front of her.

“I couldn’t eat another bite. I’m completely full,” Sami heard one of them say loudly.

“Oh, come on, you have to share this with me. My mother said I had to eat something for breakfast, but I can’t possibly finish a whole apple,” her friend pleaded.

“How are you supposed to dance on a full stomach?” the third girl in the trio asked.

“I know. That’s why I need you two to share this with me.”

The three girls were all dressed exactly alike, with their stiltlike muscular legs sheathed in pale pink tights under blue denim shorts. All three wore matching navy hooded sweatshirts, and each of them had her long hair fastened in a tight bun at the back of her head. They carried identical black bags as they walked quickly in short, measured steps, with their toes pointed slightly outward. Not one of them could have weighed more than ninety pounds.

Sami laughed quietly to herself. She could hear her grandmother’s voice ringing in her head. “You could snap them like a wishbone,” she would say. Sami’s grandmother liked kids who ate—in her book, sharing an apple definitely wouldn’t have qualified as breakfast.

“Darn baby bunheads,” the alien-abducted woman moaned to Sami as she watched them toss the mostly uneaten apple into the trash. “I could have eaten that.”

When the woman walked over to the trash can and began to fish around for the apple or any other discarded food, Sami took advantage of her temporary distraction to hustle her way out of the bus terminal.

As she opened the door and walked outside into the warm July morning, Sami gasped. Like Dorothy leaving her windblown cottage and entering Oz, she was overcome with the magical, colorful land she’d just entered. It was as though at that very moment she’d gone from a black-and-white existence to a brilliant Technicolor world full of sights, sounds, and smells that were beyond anything she’d ever imagined.

Well, Sami, she thought. You’re not in Kansas anymore.

Actually, she wasn’t in Elk Lake, Minnesota, anymore, but the sentiment was pretty much the same.

New York City. Sami smiled brightly at three young African-American teens playing Caribbean tunes on huge yellow, red, and orange steel drums. The teens were dressed in bright yellow short-sleeved shirts. Their hair was tied in tight dreadlocks. One of them grinned with hope at Sami and tipped his head in the direction of a small jar on the ground. Sami reached into her pocket, pulled out two quarters, and dutifully dropped them into the jar.

A few feet away from the drummers was a middle-aged Korean woman standing beside a large cart on which she’d stacked pieces of silver jewelry—small crosses, Stars of David, and five-sided pentagrams, all dangling from shimmering silver chains above rings that were shaped like skeletons and snakes. The woman sat quietly beside her stand, eating what looked to be some sort of dumplings. From time to time she would glance up, making sure that none of the passersby had made off with any of her jewelry.

Sami turned her head toward the other side of Forty-second Street. Standing only a few feet away were two women carrying briefcases. One wore a simple black dress. The other wore a black silk summer suit. Each had elegant white pearls around her neck. The women had sneakers on their feet so they could walk to their offices, but it was obvious from the shoe-shaped bulges in their briefcases that they had dress shoes in tow. The women checked their watches frantically and then hurried out into the street. As they headed down Forty-second Street, these corporate types didn’t even seem to notice the drummers, the woman beside her silver stand, or the girl with big blue eyes who was watching them so intently.

She wriggled her shoulder slightly under the weight of her pale blue suede fringed pocketbook. She put down her suitcase for a second, taking care to place it between her legs. She squeezed her calves together and held the suitcase tight—her father had been certain to warn her that there were thieves everywhere in New York City. She wouldn’t take her eyes off her suitcase for a moment.

Sami reached into her pocketbook and pulled out the Guide to New York that her brother Al had given her along with some cash to get her started. During the long bus ride to New York (actually, it had been two buses over twenty-nine hours), Sami had mapped out a plan of action. If she was going to get work as a fashion designer, she was going to have to get down to business as quickly as possible.

But first she would have to find a place to stay. Most of the hotel rooms listed in the Guide to New York were awfully expensive—$175 to $200 a night! But Sami had found a few that were cheaper. One, the Beresford Arms, cost far less—$65 for a small room. The guidebook described it as “a small haven for those on a budget, not far from the neon lights of Times Square” Sami thought it sounded perfect. After all, she was on a budget, and being just one person, a small room would be fine. And the name, the Beresford Arms, sounded very romantic, like a sophisticated New York version of an Italian pensione. Best of all, it was located at Forty-seventh Street and Tenth Avenue. Considering the Port Authority Bus Terminal was at Forty-second Street and Eighth Avenue, it couldn’t be far. She checked the map in her guidebook and walked over.

The Beresford Arms might have been a nice hotel at one time, but as Sami walked into the lobby, all her dreams of old New York sophistication went out the door. The hotel was just plain old, with peeling red paint on the walls, and worn, musty, stained furniture atop worn, imitation Persian area rugs. It smelled strange, like a combination of body odor and mothballs.

But according to the sign above the counter, it was still $65 a night—quite possibly the cheapest in town.

“Can I help you?” a wrinkled, balding man with leering eyes asked Sami. He smiled slightly as he looked her over from head to toe, his eyes stopping for a moment to study her chest.

“I, um, I need a room,” Sami said, nervously curling a lock of her long, thick, hair around her finger.

“For how long?” he asked her.

“I don’t know,” Sami said. “It depends. I’m not sure….”

“I mean, do you need it for a few hours, or the whole night?” the man asked.

“A few hours?” Sami asked him, confused.

“Well, some of the girls around here …” The man studied Sami’s makeupfree face, her burgundy and cream peasant blouse, and comfortably worn jeans. This was obviously not the attire his usual guests wore to work. “Nah, you’re not one of ’em,” he said finally.

“One of who?” Sami asked.

“One of the working girls,” he told her. “We get a bunch of them. But you …”

Sami blushed. Somehow she knew that the term “working girls” wasn’t referring to the women with the briefcases she’d seen walking out of Port Authority. “Oh, no!” she gasped, her face turning red. “I just need a place to stay until I find a job designing …”

The man laughed. “Relax, kiddo. It’s okay. I got a nice room fer ya. Quiet, and private. And the bed’s just been changed. All nice and clean.” He turned around and grabbed a key from the wall of small cubbyhole mailboxes behind him. “Room 217, just up the stairs and to the right,” he said. “I usually ask for the cash in advance, but you seem like a nice kid. I can trust ya. Just sign here.” He pointed to a line in a ledger book.

She took the pen from the desk and nervously signed her name on the red line. “Thank you, um, Mr.—”

“Just call me Bud,” he told her. “And if you need anything at all, just ask.”

Sami hurried up the stairs and turned quickly toward the right. 211, 213, 215 … she breathed a sigh of relief as she placed the key into the door of room 217. Quickly she stepped inside and closed the door behind her, taking care to lock it tightly before she even dared breathe.

“Oh, my!” the blue-eyed beauty exclaimed as she flipped on the light and took her first look at her new home. The guidebook had said the rooms were small, but that didn’t even begin to describe it. There was barely a foot of space between the door and the bed. And the only dresser in the room butted up against the foot of the bed, so that if she wanted to, Sami could literally unpack while sitting cross-legged on the threadbare floral bedspread that covered the lumpy mattress.

“I told you to get out!” a woman’s voice rang out across the alleyway.

“I will not!” a man’s gruff voice responded. “I’m the one payin’ for this dive, y’know!”

Oh, brother. Bud had said the room was quiet. Obviously his definition of the word was different from hers. She climbed over the bed and closed the window. Within seconds, the smell of stale cigarettes and rancid air conditioning took over the room.

Sami thought about unpacking her bag, but finally decided against it. With any luck at all she’d have a job before the week was out—a job that paid her enough money to find a decent place to live. Not unpacking her bag was her act of defiance—of showing that she had faith in herself. She’d be out of here before she knew it.

Still, for now, the Beresford Arms was home. And despite its less than luxurious appearance, it was a home in New York City. The thought filled Sami with excitement—and more than a twinge of homesickness. This was the first time since she left Elk Lake that Sami had been without a stranger in a seat next to her to talk to. The loneliness was suddenly overwhelming.

Quickly, she pulled out her prepaid cell phone and dialed a familiar number.

“Hello,” a teenage girls voice answered.

“Celia. It’s me, Sami!”

“Sam! You made it! So, have you taken over the fashion industry yet?”

Sami laughed. “Celia, I’ve only been here an hour.”

“That’s fifty-five minutes longer than I thought it would take you,” Celia teased.

Sami laughed. “Thanks for giving me five minutes.”

“Well, you always were a slow starter.”

The girls giggled together, just as they’d done for the past fifteen years.

“So, is New York everything you thought it would be?” Celia asked.

Sami looked around at the small, stifling room. “Well … its different from Elk Lake, that’s for sure.”

“I’ll bet,” Celia agreed. “There are probably more people on your block than there are in our whole town.”

“Probably,” Sami agreed. Then she asked quietly, “So, how’s my dad? Is he over my leaving yet?”

“Oh, you know Mac, he’ll get used to the idea,” Celia quickly assured her.

“I doubt it,” Sami replied. “You should’ve heard him the night before I left. He was going on and on about how everyone abandons him. I mean, he’s all alone now.”

“I wouldn’t say he was alone,” Celia argued. “Al and I live a block away. Your aunt Rose lives across the street. And your grandmother is only in the next town.”

“But I just keep picturing him sitting all alone in the living room, feeling abandoned by the women he loved.”

Celia sighed. “It wasn’t your fault she left.”

“I know,” Sami said slowly, remembering what it had felt like that cold December morning when she was just ten years old. She’d come downstairs to breakfast only to find the note her mother had left for her, explaining why she’d had to leave. They’d never heard from her again. “But it’s been hard for him all these years.”

“I know,” Celia agreed. “But you can’t let that hold you back from what you want. I mean, is this your life or his?”

“That’s not the point, Celia.”

“It’s exactly the point, Sam,” Celia differed. “Your dad’s happy in Elk Lake. Hell, he’s only been to Minneapolis three times in his whole life, and that’s just seventy-five miles away. Mac’s an Elk Lake man—he likes being a big fish in a small pond. But you … Sami, you were suffocating in this place.”

Sami thought about that. It was true. For as long as she could remember, she’d felt as though Elk Lake were closing in on her. She couldn’t stand how everyone who came into her father’s coffee shop seemed to know her business. Especially after Celia had become pregnant with Sami’s brother’s baby. Tongues were sure wagging after that. It seemed like all anyone could talk about was how Celia was a girl in trouble, and that Al had better make an “honest woman” out of her.

Which, of course, he had. A week ago, Al and Celia’d gotten married in a beautiful ceremony in the little church on the lake. Sami had designed the bridesmaids’ dresses—pretty strapless black cocktail dresses that had caused a new Elk Lake scandal. No one in that tiny town had ever asked their bridesmaids to wear basic black and pearls before. In Elk Lake, black was for funerals—a thought that made Sami laugh, considering just how many women she’d already passed on the five blocks between Port Authority and the hotel who were wearing black outfits to their offices. Despite the warm July weather, black seemed to be the color of choice for New York women.

“So, where are you going to interview first?” Celia asked.

“I was thinking of going over to the Bridal Building in about an hour,” Sami told her. “You know, that place we saw in the magazine that’s just floors and floors of wedding designer showrooms. I have the sketches from your dress and the bridemaids’ dresses. Then there are the designs I came up with for our prom dresses—I thought those could work as bridesmaid designs.”

“The prom seems so long ago now,” Celia mused. “Everything’s changed.”

Sami knew what she meant. Their senior prom had only taken place two months ago, but now everything was different. Celia and Al were married, and Sami was a thousand miles … a whole world … away.

“Do they have a maternity wedding gown showroom?” Celia joked.

Sami laughed, remembering how she’d had to change her design for Celia’s dress when, all of a sudden, at the end of her third month of pregnancy, Celia had suddenly begun to show. “Wouldn’t surprise me,” Sami said. “This is New York, after all. So how’s my brother?” she asked, changing the subject.

“Oh, you know Al,” Celia said. “He’ll never change. He’s watching me like a hawk and making me crazy. Every five minutes it’s, ‘Did you drink enough milk? Have you had your protein today? Dried apricots have a lot of folic acid.’ He’s making me crazy. But what can I say? I love the jerk.”

Sami giggled. “If you think it’s bad now, just wait till the baby’s born.”

“I know, I know.” Celia chuckled. “Look, Sami, I gotta run—I’ve got my monthly checkup at Dr. Gladstone’s in twenty minutes, and if I’m a minute late, Al’s going to have the whole police force out looking for me. Besides, you shouldn’t waste a second more talking to me. You’ve got some pavement to hit. Now grab that portfolio I gave you, get out there, and put Elk Lake on the map!”

Sami smiled. Putting Elk Lake on the map had been a joke between her and Celia ever since they’d been in third grade and discovered that Elk Lake was too small to show up on any map of Minnesota. Back then, the girls had vowed that when they grew up they were going to become so famous that everyone in the whole state—or even the whole country—would know where Elk Lake was. Celia was going to dance her way to stardom, and Sami was going to design all her costumes. But with Celia married and about to be a mom, it now fell to Sami to fulfill their childhood promise.

“It’s as good as there,” Sami promised Celia as she hung up the phone.


Two

Midtown Manhattan in July was not a pleasant place to be. It was the height of the day, and the noon sun beat down from above onto Sami’s head. More heat came up from the sidewalk and was trapped by the skyscrapers that stood tall on either side of the street. Cab drivers with their windows open to save money on air-conditioning screamed at messengers sweating their way through the streets on bicycles, and throngs of people pushed past one another on their way to their air-conditioned offices.

But Sami tried not to be affected by the heat as she walked along Broadway, clutching her black leather portfolio tightly under her arm. She was too focused on the task at hand to even think about the temperature. She studied the large numbers on the glass doors that lined Broadway. 1379, 1381, 1383, 1385. Ah, here she was. 1385 Broadway. The famous Bridal Building. It was one-stop shopping for any bride: gowns, bridesmaids’ dresses, veils, flowers. Celia and Sami had read all about it in the bridal magazines they’d pored over in the weeks before Celia and Al’s wedding. At the time, it had seemed like a fantasy world. Now, as she stood in front of the door, the fantasy was about to come true.

Sami walked into the lobby with a determined look on her face. She tried to appear as though she fit in with the other workers strolling in and out of the lobby. With any luck, she would be one of them soon. She quickly scanned the directory posted on the wall and spotted a familiar name—Très Joli Bridal Fashions. Celia had loved the Très Joli dresses in the magazines. They were simpler than most: white gowns with minimal lace and beading, classic cuts with a slight twist, making each one a little different from the one before it. Sami had based her design for Celia’s gown on some of the Très Joli dresses, so it was only natural that she head up there first. She quickly stepped into the elevator and pushed the number 8.

The ride up to the eighth floor seemed interminable. She shared the elevator with two maintenance men who smelled as though they hadn’t bathed in at least a week. Sami moved cautiously over to the other side of the elevator, taking care not to step on the toes of a woman in a tight black pantsuit and stiletto heels, and making sure she didn’t bump into the two overweight men in shirtsleeves who were arguing over whether the Yankees should consider trading one of their starting pitchers.

With each opening and closing of the elevator doors, Sami’s heart pounded a little harder. She was certain that if the ride took much longer, she’d have a heart attack, right here in the small, cramped elevator of the Bridal Building.

Luckily, she made it. Sami got out of the elevator and scanned the glass-enclosed showrooms: Francine’s Flowers. Dream Wedding Veils. Samantha’s Gowns. Très Joli Bridal Fashions—this was it. Without giving herself a chance to back out, Sami opened the glass door and walked inside.

The reception area at Très Joli Bridal Fashions was quiet. There was no one sitting on the black leather chairs that lined the walls, each positioned beside a stack of Très Joli bridal catalogs.

“Do you have an appointment?” a middle-aged African-American woman in a pale green suit asked sweetly as she walked out into the reception area.

“No, I—”

“We don’t show the gowns without an appointment during the week,” the woman interrupted. “Come back on Saturday. You don’t need an appointment then.”

“Oh, I’m not here to look at gowns,” Sami assured her.

“Then why are you here?”

Sami lifted the heavy black leather portfolio onto the reception desk. “Actually, I’m a designer.” She gasped a little, hearing the words come out of her mouth. It was the first time she’d ever identified herself as a professional. It sounded strange, but also impressive—and not at all false.

“Oh honey, you’re in the wrong place,” the woman said kindly.

“But I think if you’d just take a look at my designs, you’d see that I have that Très Joli feel,” Sami pleaded.

“I’m sure you do. The thing is, our gowns aren’t designed here.”

“But this is the Très Joli showroom, right?” Sami asked.

The woman nodded. “Exactly. We show our gowns here. But we don’t design or make them here. Our home office is in Paris.”

Sami blushed. “Oh, I had no idea. I mean, the address in the magazine was 1385 Broadway and—”

“You’re not from around here, are you?” the woman asked kindly.

Sami shook her head. “I’m from Elk Lake, Minnesota.”

“Minnesota, huh,” the woman mused. “You do sound a little bit like that wrestler who became a politician. You know, oh what’s his name …”

“You mean Jesse Ventura.”

“Yeah, that’s him.”

Sami laughed. Right now, former governor Jesse Ventura was pretty much the only person from Minnesota anyone outside of the state had ever heard of … but she was determined to change that. Someday people will associate Minnesota with Sami Granger instead!

“What’s your name?”

“Sami Granger.”

The woman held out her hand. “Ella Carmichael. Pleased to meet you, Sami.” Ella stepped out from behind the counter and walked toward the black leather chairs. Sami followed and sat down beside her. “Do any of the bridal companies have designers here?” Sami asked anxiously.

Ella shook her head. “Not in this building, hon. I’m sorry. It’s all showrooms. We mostly sell to retail stores. On Saturdays we open up to the public. That’s when the brides come pouring in, looking for bargains. But the dresses aren’t designed or made here.”

Sami blushed harder and closed her portfolio. “Oh, I should have researched this better. I’m so embarrassed.”

“Don’t be embarrassed,” Ella replied. “Most kids your age wouldn’t have been brave enough to come to New York on their own, never mind march into a showroom with their designs in hand. You’ve got guts, that’s for sure. Unfortunately, you don’t have the know-how. Now I …” Before Ella could finish her sentence, the phone on the desk rang.

Ella jumped up and hurried over to look at the number that flashed across the screen on her phone. “Excuse me, it’s my boss,” Ella said as she picked up the receiver. “Hello, Mr. Loehr. Yes. I have it right here. Of course I can bring it to you right now. I’m just finishing up with something.

“I’m sorry,” Ella apologized as she grabbed a folder from her drawer and hurried off to a room down the hall. “I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

“I think I may already have,” Sami murmured as Ella left the room. She waited for a moment, making sure the older woman didn’t return. Then she ran behind the desk and looked at the old-fashioned Rolodex that was sitting there.

Quickly, Sami looked at the list of names printed on the Rolodex cards. Ella was certainly well connected in the design business. Most of the numbers and addresses in her Rolodex were for bridal companies, but there were some other types of design houses as well: Mollie Mack, Ralph Lauren, Tara Davis Designs, Stella McCartney, Phat Fashions, Ted Fromme Fashions. It was an eclectic mix, to say the least. Quickly, she pulled a pen and paper from her bag and scribbled down as many addresses of design houses as she could find in the Rolodex.

Sami felt a little guilty as she speedily copied the numbers onto her paper. It was almost like she was stealing from Ella. Okay, not stealing exactly, but at the very least she was being extremely sneaky and underhanded. She could just hear her father now. “That’s not the way I raised you, Samantha Granger,” he would say.

But this wasn’t Elk Lake, Sami reminded herself, in a desperate attempt to justify her actions. This was New York. And the only way she was ever going to get ahead was if she could point herself in the right direction. What was it Ella had said? Oh, yeah: “You’ve got the guts. Unfortunately, you don’t have the know-how.” Well, Sami had now found out everything she needed to know.

Suddenly she heard footsteps from the room down the hall. Ella was coming back. Quickly, Sami hurried toward the elevator. Silently she made a promise to herself that she would thank Ella someday.

Someday when she was famous.

There was little sense in Sami hitting the pavement in search of a job that day. As she left the Bridal Building with Ella’s address list in hand, the strain of traveling for four days straight was starting to get to her. Best to get a good rest and start out fresh in the morning.

By the time Sami returned to the Beresford Arms, the neighborhood was teeming with tourists out for pretheater dinners a few blocks away on “Restaurant Row.” They seemed happy and excited to be in the Big Apple for their vacation—just the way Sami had felt when she’d gotten off of the bus a few hours earlier. Sami sighed. Has it only been a few hours? It felt like years since she’d arrived at Port Authority.

She walked through the dingy lobby of the Beresford Arms and over toward the stairway. But the path to the stairs was blocked by a couple making out on the first-floor landing. As they kissed, the man was breathing heavily. The girl, on the other hand, had a decidedly bored look on her face.

“Hey, take it upstairs, Chelsea,” Bud shouted from the lobby. “Ya rented the room, now use it.”

Chelsea sighed, took the man by the hand, and started up the stairs. “C’mon, you heard Bud. We gotta go somewhere more private.”

Sami gave Chelsea and her “date” a head start before she climbed the staircase to the second floor. She didn’t feel like running into them again. After she was certain they’d moved on, she hurried up to her room and closed the door behind her.

She undressed quickly and spent as little time as possible taking a shower. The water came out rusty, and the tub was old and stained. To make matters worse, Sami couldn’t help but think about what had gone on in that shower over the years.

Getting out of the shower, Sami slipped into her favorite nightshirt—her father’s old button-down striped shirt. It was nice and roomy, and very comfortable. Sami had never been able to figure out why women would want to sleep in itchy lace when they could just grab a man’s shirt to sleep in.

Her stomach growled slightly. It had been hours since she’d eaten anything. That’s when she remembered that Celia had packed her a tin full of cookies and other sweet treats for the trip. They made a delicious, if not exactly nutritious, dinner. But Sami was far too tired to go out and get anything else. She sprawled out on the bed and was soon asleep.


Three

Tara Davis Designs seemed as good a place as any to start her job search. Sami had always admired the company’s simple, all-American look. In fact, she’d patterned some of her own sleeveless tees and soft wraparound skirts on their simple designs. There was plenty in her portfolio that would fit in with their stylish yet comfortable Rose Petal clothing line.

Unfortunately, Tara Davis Design’s corporate offices were all the way uptown in the Seventies. It was a long walk from the Beresford Arms. She decided to take the subway just like any other New Yorker. Just the sound of being called a New Yorker was magical to Sami. Besides, if she was going to make her life and her career in this city, there was no time like the present to start traveling underground.

The subway was everything Sami had heard … and less. The stench was almost unbearable in the heat—a mixture of urine and sweat. And the station was filthy. Someone had drawn a mustache and beard on a movie poster featuring Julia Roberts’s smiling face. A photo of Shea Stadium had been defaced by another graffiti artist, who’d written the less-than-original slogan “The Mets Suck!” in big black letters. Sami clutched her portfolio tightly and stood close to the wall—taking care not to let her body actually touch the filthy white bricks. Despite the fact that it was already ten o’clock, way past rush hour, the train platform was still crowded. Sami made sure to stay away from the edge, for fear of falling onto the tracks.
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