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    I




    June 2000




    THE PAVEMENT BORE NO TRACES of the body that had burst against it six months ago on New Year’s Eve.




    Young Kate Pembroke stepped around that spot all the same as she toured Camden Court Apartments. Leo, one of the residents and her guide, had just explained how The Leaper—as neighbors now called the dead man—had led a solitary life, as far as anyone could tell. And in a place like this, he said, anyone could tell. Quite a lot, in fact. At least the ones who’d stuck around long enough.




    Kate was just about to learn The Leaper’s real name when a shrill scream sounded from above.




    “You all right up there, Vera?” Leo cried, shading his pale eyes from the noon sun with a vein-gnarled hand. Though he stood tall and appeared able-bodied enough, Kate estimated that he was in his eighties.




    “Oh! You scoundrel!” the raspy voice seethed, just before a head peeped out over a fourth-floor window ledge. Short blond curls with silver roots formed a bright halo around a face darkened against the sky.




    “Vera?” Leo asked again. “What did you just call me?”




    “Not you, ya coot. You would never believe what that old bat allowed to happen in here. My word!” The golden head withdrew from sight.




    Kate looked to Leo with a raised brow and timid smile. He merely shrugged and shooed the upper window away with his hand. “That’s Vera, another neighbor,” was all he said.




    “So I figured.” Kate grinned and scanned the courtyard as though any further questions she had about the building might be hidden in its hedges. Just then, she heard the fourth-floor window grind open wider in its frame.




    “Just look at this, will you?”




    A sprinkling of drops anointed Kate’s forehead as she squinted up at Vera, who was spastically shaking something over the window ledge. Something small, dark, dangling.




    Kate screamed this time.




    “Man alive, Vera!” Leo shouted. “What in God’s name are you doin’? Nice way to greet our new neighbor. This is Kate.”




    “Gracious,” Vera cried. “You’re not to live here, are you, hon? In this apartment, I mean?”




    “Yeah. As of July.”




    “My word.” Vera crossed herself with the dead mouse still hanging from her fingers by its tail.




    Leo winced. “If you wanna drop that down here, I’ll bury it for ya.”




    She spun the rodent like a helicopter propeller before flinging it clear across the courtyard. It smacked against the opposite brick wall with a sickening wet slap and dropped into a rosebush.




    “God’s sake, woman,” Leo muttered, then raised his voice to ask her, “Where’d you come across that wet thing anyhow? The drain?”




    “The kettle!” Vera bellowed before slamming the window closed.




    Kate had yet to find her tongue. She watched the old man lumber across the yard, yanking a white handkerchief from his pocket. If he was to offer the rodent proper funeral rites beneath the morning glories, it wasn’t going to happen right then; he just dug a shallow divot with his heel, laid the mouse carcass inside, covered it with the hankie, and kicked some loose dirt over it.




    As he walked back, scuffing his palms against the thighs of his denim overalls, Kate had enough time to retrieve her voice. “So, uh. That’s, um, that is my place, isn’t it?”




    “’Fraid so,” Leo said. “But don’t you mind what Vera says. That woman needs to watch less television and stop inventin’ these damned soap operas in her head.” The scowl left his countenance and his mild, gray-eyed gaze met Kate’s directly. “Don’t you mind, now. The place is a little tired, that’s all, in need of some sprucin’ up. The, eh, the previous tenant had lived there over seventy years, if you can believe it.”




    Seventy years. That was almost triple the time Kate had lived—period—let alone in one place.




    “But don’t worry. That place’ll be whipped into tip-top shape before you move in. Cable- and Internet-ready. I’ll see to that personally.”




    Kate mulled over the man’s soft-sell. Unorthodox, for sure. Suicides and dead rodents weren’t the stuff of Better Homes and Gardens, yet the man’s nervous attempts to impress her all morning cast an endearing—if not morbid—amusement to the situation.




    She extended her hand to meet his firm handshake. “Thank you, Leo. I’m excited about living in Lincoln Park. This is an awesome location by the park and lake, and it cuts down my commute to the Adler.”




    “The Adler Planetarium? You an astronomer or somethin’?”




    Kate laughed. “Not quite. I supervise learning activities for the visitors. Anyway, thanks again.” She made to turn but caught herself. “Oh, and where’s the nearest bus stop?”




    “Just around the block there, at Wrightwood and Clark.”




    “Great. And when do you think I could view the actual apartment? I know the layout’s identical to yours, but—”




    “You’re already lookin’ to move in July first, right?”




    “Right.”




    “Tuesday all right with yeh, then?” He rubbed the back of his neck, and before Kate could answer, he said, “You know, I’m sure if you’re not happy with the unit upstairs, another will be on the market soon enough…”




    Kate thought she heard him mutter, “at this rate,” but it was buried too deeply beneath his breath to know for sure.




    “Tuesday’s fantastic. Thanks again, Leo.”
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    Tuesday had come and gone, as had the remainder of June, and Kate had moved into her new residence at Camden Court Apartments. A studio. All to herself.




    It was July first, a Saturday. At her bathroom sink, she ran cool, slick hands over her brow bone and cheeks, then patted her palms dry on her khaki shorts.




    Mental note: Unpack towels next.




    As she made to leave, the smooth knob of the door’s antique glass and brass handle slipped in Kate’s damp palm. She ran her hand along her bare thigh with more determination and grabbed the clear glass knob again with a tighter grip, turned it, and pulled. The door wouldn’t give.




    She gave another little tug.




    Nothing.




    Blowing frustration out of her nose, Kate grasped with both hands and gave a solid yank. The knob finally did move toward her. The door, unfortunately, did not.




    “Shit.”




    Kate looked down at the knob in her hand, gleaming like a giant gemstone. A big, gaudy, worthless gemstone that she dropped to the tiles before resting her fingertips at the gaping space where the knob should have stayed. With delicacy, she pinched the thin metal rod poking through from the other side and gave it a little twist—to no avail.




    She squeezed it harder and twisted and jiggled it more until she only succeeded in causing the knob on the opposite side of the door to fall out as well.




    “Shit. Oh, shit!”




    Kate pawed at the hole in the door and tried sticking a pinkie finger through it. Bending down, she peeked through and saw only the cavernous dark of her doorless closet across the hall.




    Had Leo said he’d be checking in some time that day?




    “Shit.”




    No, that was tomorrow. But surely Dex would come over that night, eager as he was to check out her new bachelorette pad—and probably test the springs of the college futon she’d resurrected from her parents’ basement for her first unfurnished apartment. Not exactly giving her the breathing room she’d asked for, but she’d welcome his doting on this occasion. Could she survive until evening? It was time to appraise her desert island scenario:




    She had water; that was key. She could live on water for a while. And she had access to the toilet, which was a nice feature—no need to lose her civility and Lord-of-the-Flies her way through this one. She hadn’t unpacked her toiletries yet, but she could still shower without soap. That had to count for something.




    The shower—there was a window in the shower!




    She flung the clear plastic curtain aside and bounded into the tub toward the small window overlooking the courtyard. The window that would have overlooked the courtyard, rather, if it hadn’t been for the privacy glass textured all over with little retro sunbursts.




    Kate gripped the handle to lift the pane upward. Nothing. She tried again. And again. Sealed shut with paint. Or maybe just locked. So she went to unlatch it and found that at least a decade’s worth of paint had sealed it in place for eternity.




    “Oh, my God, if it was locked when they painted over it…”




    Kate stumbled backward out of the tub and, sitting on the toilet lid, did her best to slow her breathing. She tried to keep down the flutter of panic thudding against her breastbone as the double-edged sword of Living on Her Own now pointed at her jugular. She’d known it was too good to be true, that she’d been too smug as she’d woven through her cityscape of moving boxes like Godzilla and descended on her dishware. Reveled a little too much as she’d set to unpacking her plates—hers, her own. Not Dexter’s. Not for now.




    She eyed the rusted valve of her bathroom radiator. If she made it out of here alive, these vintage features would be something to get used to after the newer-build condo she’d shared with Dex. The one with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Lake Michigan and the stream of traffic on Lake Shore Drive—no reflection on their means. Dex had simply gotten lucky with a wealthy uncle who had no other use for it once he was past the real estate phase of his mid-life crisis. And Kate had lived there all of three months before she’d freaked out that things were moving too fast.




    Poor Dex, she thought. He’s been patient.




    They’d been dating exclusively for close to a year-and-a-half now and had been friends and colleagues for longer than that. Both on staff in the Adler Planetarium’s education department, they’d had an instant, kismet connection over their shared nerdy love of the universe and bringing it down to earth for the public through demonstrations and workshops. They had good chemistry as co-teachers, but Dex also made her laugh and feel like the most attractive, interesting being on the planet; his kind eyes and tall, lean swimmer’s build hadn’t hurt his chances with her either. But more than that, he just felt like…home. Kate couldn’t describe it, only knew that his simple presence put her at ease.




    Until it hadn’t. After the initial passion, Kate worried that maybe her feeling of “home” around Dex was becoming a sisterly affection more than anything. She’d thought living together would reignite the spark by shaking things up a little, forcing her out of her comfort zone and causing some fights over toothpaste or dirty laundry that would lead to great, kitchen-counter make-up sex afterward or something.




    Instead—nothing. The fights happened—on her end, anyway—but he’d always been quick to apologize and defuse the situation. She’d moved into the comfort zone, and he’d made it easy. Too easy. And Kate wasn’t resigned to settling down like a couple of old folks just yet—she was only in her mid-twenties! She loved Dexter and they were still boyfriend-girlfriend by definition, but in moving out, she wanted to shake things up again for their own good. Wasn’t it enough that they saw each other all day at the Adler? Didn’t they need some absence to make the heart grow fonder and all that jazz?




    Kate sighed, and another minute of finding patterns in the little white hexagonal floor tiles had calmed her enough to return to the matter at hand. She stood a fifty-fifty chance that the bathroom window was unlatched under that gob of paint.




    She stepped back into the tub. With all her might, she braced one foot behind her on the side of the bath for leverage and, with both palms against the window frame, heaved upward.




    Nothing. Her breath quickened even more, and her heart thumped as the room closed in on her. “Please,” she whimpered.




    On the count of three, she summoned all the adrenaline coursing through her and pushed again so hard she thought her face might pop. Her arms and thighs trembled under the force until, with a tearing sound and then a louder crack, the windowpane shoved upward. Fresh air and sunlight hit Kate’s face.




    “Oh!” With hands still manning their positions at the raised frame, she arched her back and looked to the ceiling in exaltation, then hunched to rest her forehead against the window handle.




    And that’s when she saw it.




    A gathering of sorts in the courtyard below. Tables were arranged in a U-shape with a bunch of old-timers milling about piles of wares and clothing. Above the polite-sounding banter rose Vera’s squawk as she appeared to run whatever show was going on.




    Kate saw her building door open, too, just in time to catch a thick mass of wavy dark brown hair walk outside. She watched as the young, fit, masculine body beneath it exited through the courtyard gate to the street, escaping without a word.




    Ah well, she’d have been too embarrassed to beseech a hot stranger for help anyway.




    “Vera! Hello?” she called down at last. The golden helmet-head swiveled this way and that before looking up. “Vera! Hey!” She attempted a feeble yoo-hoo!-type whistle. “Up here!”




    When their gazes met, Kate saw Vera’s little body give a start and throw a hand to her forehead to shield her eyes from the sun. The woman slumped with an obvious exhale, as if relieved to see it was Kate and not whoever she’d thought it was.




    “Hey, dear girl!” she called up. “Why don’t you come down here and join us?”




    “I would with pleasure, but uh…” There was just no cool way to explain her predicament in front of all those people. “Actually, would you mind coming up here for a second?”




    “I can’t leave things here, dear. Just come down!”




    “Ah, well…” Kate looked around at a birdlike little lady stroking a ceramic poodle as an older gentleman inspected the bindings of a stack of faded hardcover books. A tortoiseshell tabby cat sunned itself in the grass at Vera’s feet. “I will, but could you please, for one quick second—”




    “Nonsense! I’ll see ya when you come down.”




    “Oh, Vera, please! Just really quick.”




    A cloud came across the old woman’s expression, and she stood a little taller. “Are you all right?” she asked, dismissing the Poodle Lady who had just asked her whether there was a shade to go with the rooster lamp. “Has something happened?”




    “Yeah, unfortunately, and I could really use your help.”




    With no further questions or even a word of notice to anyone else at her little garden party, Vera scooped the cat up from its splendor in the grass and made a beeline for the door to Kate’s wing of the building. Kate assumed—hoped—the woman was making her way up the stairwell, so she stepped out of the tub to sit patiently on the toilet seat.




    Within a minute, she heard Vera shouting and knocking at her unit door. “Kate? Kate!” The knocking grew more urgent.




    Kate stood and pressed her face to a panel in the bathroom door. “Come in, Vera!” She bent down and yelled again through the hole, “Door’s unlocked! Come inside!”




    She heard the unit door creak open and the shuffle of Vera’s quick footsteps. “Kate? Where are you, Kate!” Vera shouted, as if that was necessary in such a tiny apartment.




    Vera’s voice traveled down the hall, and Kate banged on the bathroom door. “In here!”




    “Gracious!” she heard as Vera scraped up and down the other side of the door. The next sound was the jostling of the doorknob rod back through the hole. And there it was, jiggling and twisting again under an unseen force until the door yawned open and Kate could breathe again.




    She thanked Vera profusely, spilling out of the bathroom and inviting her neighbor to have a seat. Seeing the woman purse her lips as her eyes appeared to scan the chaos of unpacking limbo, Kate shoved aside a giant wardrobe box to reveal a portion of her futon not piled with shoes and clothes and pointed to it. Tightrope-walking her way through the clutter to a small wooden folding chair, Kate kicked aside a cardboard box labeled Bedroom and had a seat.




    Bedroom. That was a laugh. In this studio apartment, “bedroom” would have to equal “living room,” just like “bed” and “sofa” would equal “futon.”




    The dumbbell shape of the studio gave her some semblance of a proper apartment, at least. A small hallway connected the room where they sat to the kitchen, which was set off at the opposite end as its own separate room, complete with a glass-paneled mahogany door to reinforce the illusion of space. In her mind, Kate was already calling the kitchen the West Wing, as though a library and conservatory could also be found behind that door if one looked hard enough.




    Kate’s gaze roamed the living room/bedroom during what had grown into an awkward silence with Vera. Midday natural light pierced through the two large windows facing the courtyard, obstructed only by a grimy pair of cheap plastic blinds and a loudly humming air conditioning unit. Avoiding eye contact with her neighbor, Kate looked around at the fuzzy lines of gray already accumulating on the rectangular wall moldings, which had only just been painted a couple days ago.




    The apartment painting had nearly set her move-in date back, in fact. Leo had supervised the work and phoned her with much regret to inform her that, no matter how many coats they’d applied, the yellow stains of neglect kept seeping through in spots. She’d assured him it wasn’t a problem, so the painters had ceased and desisted.




    She could see some of that jaundice now on the wall behind Vera. Unable to avoid her visitor any longer, Kate looked the woman in the eye. On closer inspection, Vera was older but not elderly. From her upright posture, relatively smooth skin, and sheer spunk, she looked to be in her early seventies.




    Vera narrowed an eye and finally spoke. “If you haven’t noticed, I’m not getting any younger. You gonna tell me what in heckfire happened, or what?”




    Picking at her fingernails, Kate swallowed, cleared her throat, and began her tale of The Bathroom Incident. Her train of thought was occasionally interrupted, though, every time she glanced at the torbie cat, which jumped and spun incessantly in the corner by the unit door. Something on the ceiling seemed to draw its attention, so Kate glanced up but saw not so much as a fly or moving reflection of light. Now and then Vera would twist to look as well.




    By the time Kate had finished explaining, the old woman’s widened eyes had settled into a squint. They homed in on Kate, though occasionally twitching in the direction of that crazy, dancing cat.




    Under the intimidation of Vera’s concentrated gaze, Kate gave in to the distraction and watched the torbie leap and twirl in the air, pawing at nothing. And then it stopped and just sat on its hind legs in front of the door, shifting its head side to side as if watching a tennis match on the ceiling.




    “So, yeah,” Kate spoke up as she dragged her attention from the cat back to Vera’s squinting assessment. “Anyway, that’s what happened with the bathroom door.”




    She waited for some sweet grandmotherly nurturing, but all she got was, “Well, that was a damn stupid thing to do.” Vera stood and looked around at Kate’s lack of progress in unpacking, then back at the cat in the doorway. “Now come on down to the sale, Kate. Get out of here awhile and make yourself useful.”


  




  

    II




    “THANKS, LEO. I HOPE you didn’t strain anything.”




    “No, no. Keeps me young, this does. It’s all right there in the corner?”




    Kate had lasted all of two minutes down at the rummage sale when she’d spied a fantastic vintage wingback chair. It was a little dingy, with some of its wine-colored velour a bit threadbare in patches, but that could always be reupholstered. Vera hadn’t looked pleased when Kate approached her to buy it, darting annoyed glances at Leo when he’d offered to deliver it to Kate’s unit. Maybe Kate had irked her in buying merchandise when she was supposed to sell it.




    “That corner’s perfect,” Kate said. “I’m going to put my floor lamp there and would like to buy a bookshelf to hide that extra closet door.”




    An unexpected feature of her studio was its walk-in closet, a luxury not exactly in keeping with such cramped space. And Kate didn’t understand why the closet had two entrances. There was the open doorway off the hall—across from the bathroom—as well as a solid paneled door off the main living space, painted white to match the walls and mirroring the unit door on the opposite side. In comparison to the unit door, though, the closet entrance was substantially larger.




    “What’s that for, by the way?” she asked. “Why’s it so huge?”




    Leo had his hands on his hips, breathing heavily after hauling the chair up four flights. His perspiration heightened his spicy, musty scent, like aged newspapers sprinkled with cumin. And like a magician doing the scarf trick, he produced another white handkerchief from his denim pocket—or at least Kate hoped it wasn’t the same one he’d mummified the mouse in.




    “Ah, well, that was for a Murphy bed, ya see. You’d open the door like so, and the mattress and frame would come down.”




    “Ahh…” Kate gave a slow, exaggerated nod. “So I’m not much more primitive here with my futon.”




    “Oh no, not at all. N’fact, no one years ago would’ve brought many furnishin’s into this place. More of a residential hotel, you see.”




    “Hotel?”




    “Built in the twenties. Common for young bachelors just startin’ out, tryin’ to make it in the big city. It was a tough place to afford more. Still is, I reckon. Anyway…”




    “A nineteen-twenties hotel, wow.” Kate looked all around with new appreciation. “Sounds so transient, when now residents seem to stay here…a long time.”




    She hoped Leo would elaborate on the previous tenant. Yet if he’d picked up on her cue, he didn’t show it.




    Kate stood by her new, old chair and laid a hand on one of its wings, stroking its plush burgundy surface. She decided to press her luck. “Was there rent control here? Or do some people own their units? It just seems there are some—with all due respect—older occupants who must be living on social security. And I know all too well the rent’s not cheap.” She was barely making a go of it herself on her not-for-profit salary.




    “Ah, yep, I see. Well, I, for instance, get a little knocked off my rent for helpin’ round here. The maintenance and repair work and all that. And why sure, think there’ve been some special arrangements made over the years. ‘Grandfathered in,’ to use an appropriate term, though one I never thought would apply to me.” Leo gave a gruff chuckle. “At least where age goes. Never had a family of my own to get grandkids, but…”




    He held his grin as he shook his head and looked down to the floor, but Kate thought she saw sadness, regret maybe, in his raised brows. The way he clenched his teeth made him look almost in physical pain.




    “Well, I don’t feel any older inside,” he continued. “Just my body that forces me to keep up.” That gravelly little laugh again.




    Kate, willingly catering to the instinctive youthful illusion of It Will Never Happen to Me, just hummed in sympathy and nodded with a dopey half-grin as if to say, That’s the way it goes.




    “Well,” Leo said abruptly. “I’d best be leaving you to your privacy. Last thing you need when you’re gettin’ all settled in is an old codger nosin’ around.”




    “Oh, Leo, you’re always welcome here,” Kate reassured. She liked imagining he was the grandpa she’d barely had, having lost one when she was young and the other before she was even born. Vera, too, would make a fun and feisty grandma to complement her more reserved ones now both living permanently in Florida. Which reminded Kate: “Actually, I’m going to follow you on my way out. I promised Vera I’d stop back at the sale to start packing things up.”




    “Great stuff, these sales, eh? Nice to see things still in good condition find new use. There wasn’t much of that though in this lot, I tell ya. Which is amazing considerin’ all the stuff that was piled up. Man alive, all the stuff. And it’s funny, ya know, ’cause when I was movin’ that chair outta’ here last month, I’da never thought I’d be bringin’ it right back.”




    Kate was slow to process what he meant. “Back where, in here? Oh my God, was that the tenant’s who lived here?” When Leo nodded, she cupped a hand to her mouth. “Oh no, I’m so sorry! I feel like such a jackass. I didn’t know.”




    Leo just chuckled. “Not your fault we took it out! I mean, of course we had to. They don’t rent these places furnished, and no tellin’ whether the next tenant would like it anyhoo. But you do, so there you go.” He paused, and his eyes circled around the studio. “It must belong here…so just enjoy it with our blessings. No charge.”




    “No way!”




    “Proceeds just go to the building’s maintenance. She had no survivin’ relations, see. Vera and I were the closest she got.”




    “So then the woman who lived here, she’s—”




    “We’d best be gettin’ back to Vera. I don’t want her hollerin’ after me.”




    Out of the building and into the courtyard, the pair rejoined the little crowd that had amassed around the tables of what Kate now realized was a posthumous estate sale. More age groups were represented by this time; sun-tanned twenty- and thirty-somethings with beach bags and bicycles appeared to have returned from a day at the lakefront.




    “There you are,” Vera said. Seated at a table, she counted money with a pencil poking out of her tightened lips. Age lines circled her mouth like eyelashes. “Thought Leo might’ve used your toilet and fallen in.” She lurched with a jovial humph.




    “God sakes,” Leo muttered.




    “Anyway,” Vera said, “I was thinking now that most of the kitschy crap’s gone, we can rearrange some of the nicer accessories in a more appealing way. Attract the young folks. This stuff all comes back, doesn’t it? You kids think everything you do is new and original, but us old farts have seen these things come, go, and come back again.” She set to refolding a stack of handkerchiefs, and Kate sat in a lawn chair beside her.




    “So, uh,” Kate began as soon as Leo had wandered to the far table of record albums, “Leo told me this stuff belonged to the woman who lived in my place?”




    Vera kept folding.




    “She was elderly, right? So she’s…”




    “Dead? You betcha. In her sleep, God bless her.” She started smoothing some doilies. “It was three days before we found her in there, right in the middle of that heat wave, and—” Vera looked up and seemed to register the expression contorting Kate’s face. “Oh, well, I needn’t get into the details. Let’s just say heat doesn’t do a body good.”




    Kate lost her tongue in Vera’s presence all over again; the little lady was sure worth her weight in shock value. Meanwhile, a woman standing opposite Kate’s table poked through dishtowels and aprons. Her frizzy brown hair, streaked with gray, was cut in a bob and had a plastic barrette haphazardly affixed to one side. Kate guessed she was in her early fifties and fixed a grin to her face in case they made eye contact. But the woman only shot looks out the corner of her eye toward the next table, where a sun-kissed blonde wearing nothing more than a bikini top and Daisy Dukes ran a finger along the fringe trim of a lampshade, giggling at anything the young man standing next to her said.




    “It seems a lonely life, doesn’t it,” Vera said, “to stay cooped up in a place like this. At an older age, anyway. Maisie over there is on her way to it, too.” She nodded toward the frizzy-haired woman, and Kate considered her name fitting for someone so mousy. Appearing lost in her own thoughts, Vera combed the tassels of a velour scarf with her fingers. “You kids probably think us old coots should be in a home by now. But some of us are stronger than that. Some of us have to be.”




    Kate watched Vera’s face for an expression that would give something away, the unsaid she felt so sure was there. The only change in that poker face, though, was Vera rolling a sidelong glance toward Kate’s legs. Kate wasn’t sure if it was in disapproval of her short-shorts or avoidance of her eyes.




    “Have you, eh,” Vera said, “been okay in that apartment so far? Nothing…in need of attention?”




    “No, Leo and his crew were very thorough.”




    “Nothing peculiar?”




    “There’s a wall that’s still a little stained, but whatever. I’m not high-maintenance.” When Vera didn’t comment right away, Kate noticed the torbie cat under the table. Bending over to pet it, she added, “Your cat seems to like it. My apartment, I mean. Did she know, uh, the deceased?”




    “Olive. The deceased was Olive.”




    “Cute!” Kate replied with perhaps too much enthusiasm.




    “But yes, the cat knew her. It was hers, after all.”




    Kate stopped stroking the dead woman’s cat and sat up.




    “That’s how we found Olive. Little Agatha here was mewing and scratching at the door. A neighbor knocked and tried the knob, but the door was locked. Just in case the cat was left alone with no food out, he’d grabbed some bologna from his fridge and knelt down to feed it through the big gap beneath Olive’s door. That’s when he caught a whiff of the stench inside and called down to the office immediately. The landlord sent Leo, who brought me in tow.”




    “You three were all friends?”




    “You could say so. We looked out for each other, anyway. Olive got too weak to take the stairs anymore, but she refused to move, so Leo and I would tend to what she needed. Groceries and cat food and such.”




    “That’s really nice. And so…you took on Agatha after Olive died?”




    “She’s company.”




    “Nice,” Kate lamely said again for lack of other words, until she remembered, “So that explains why Agatha was acting so weird by my door, right? She, like, remembers or something?”




    Vera bent to pick Agatha up and set her on her lap. She leaned toward the cat’s head and hummed a single note into its fur before saying, “Something.” Her frown turned into a wicked smile as she scratched at the cat’s throat. “Aggie here might still smell somethin’ in there, huh, Aggie.”




    Kate’s stomach dropped. And though Vera’s teasing smile grew as she burrowed it into Agatha’s head and giggled away gruffly like a schoolgirl who chain-smoked, Kate whispered to herself, “You can’t be serious.” She stood to rummage about the remaining goods and showcase them better to end that conversation.




    Plucking away an array of silky, filmy headscarves—with a clear plastic rain bonnet thrown in the mix—Kate felt sacrilegious rifling through it, like she might as well have been grave-robbing and twisting rings off the fingers of corpses. Until something sparkling caught the light and darkly dazzled her eyes.




    “Oo-ooh!” she exclaimed. “What is this?” She lifted a little black beaded evening bag from the scarf pile.




    Vera raised her brows. “Oh! That was in that mess, was it? Huh.” She stroked Agatha with an intensity that clearly annoyed the torbie. “And you fancy that, huh?”




    “It’s diviiine,” Kate cooed, holding it up by its inch-thick beaded strap and twirling it this way and that to watch it glitter in the low-angled sunlight.




    Tiny obsidian beads covered the entire surface of the purse in swirling rows. It looked rectangular from straight on, but from above Kate could see the bag was actually an oblong hexagon, with a lid sloping down from the back like a roof and clasping in the front with a concealed snap. She popped it open to finger its black silk interior—fully intact, no rips or worn patches. Beneath the lid, she noticed the reflective backing of a mirror that had lost its glass. That was its only flaw; in Kate’s eyes, it was otherwise a perfect black gem.




    “Sold,” she said.




    “Huh?”




    “Sold, Vera. I have to have this. How much?”




    “You sure you wanna be taking more of this stuff back into that apartment? The point of the sale was to clear that out. Exorcise it.”




    “This little thing takes up no space, and I needed the chair anyway. What do I owe you for both?”




    “I-I’m not sure that it’s right that I—” Vera leaned to look past her. “Leo?”




    He glanced up from the Artie Shaw record album he’d been affectionately gazing at.




    “Leo, ah, Kate is interested in buying a purse now. She wants something else.”




    “Oh?” was all he said. The muscles holding up his smile visually steeled beneath his skin.




    “Yes,” Kate said, looking from one to the other like they were senile. Perhaps they were. “I want to buy this purse also. That all right?” She looked to Vera and softened her tone. “Sorry. I mean, did you want this for yourself? Did you set it out on accident?” Maybe that was why Vera had looked surprised to see it in Kate’s hands to begin with.




    “Nooo!” Vera answered in an octave higher than normal. “I just wanted to check with Leo on the price. We took turns tagging items, you see, and I don’t believe that purse has one.”




    Kate rotated it around in the air by its strap again. Nope, no tag. She shifted her lips into a smirk. “Oh, I see. So Leo is the best one to price a little beaded evening bag?” Chuckling, she turned to him. “Okay, sir, name your price. You know, in light of the going-rate for women’s purses like this. What do you see out there on the market?” She, in all fairness, tried to stifle her laugh when she saw Leo’s farmer tan turn noticeably redder around his cheeks and ears.




    “Eh, just like I said with the chair: free of charge. Yer helpin’ us here, so that’s payment enough.”




    After some polite protest, Kate finally accepted his terms and planned a generous tip for the building’s maintenance crew at Christmas. For the time being, though, she helped Leo and Vera pack up the estate sale and braced herself for returning home to what for three days had been a dead woman’s tomb.
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    From the confusion of cardboard, bubble-wrap, and crumpled newspaper, Kate rose with the one IKEA pot she owned and walked to the kitchen sink to rinse both it and her ink-stained hands.




    As the gray smudges congealed and streamed off her skin, she eyeballed the stove to her left. It was part of a freestanding oven, a smaller-than-average appliance that might not even fit a full-size pan inside or her giant pot on top. But that wasn’t what disturbed Kate as she inspected the rusty black stove burners.




    “The drain?” Leo’s voice echoed in her head.




    “The kettle!”




    “Bleh!” Kate shuddered, staring at her own kettle on the stove. “How the hell could a mouse even get in there?” She opted to hold off on that tea she’d wanted to brew and filled her pot with water instead.




    Screw tea anyway. It was happy hour. She plopped the pot on a burner, and while she waited for it to boil, she unpacked her dual-cassette/CD player and fed it her new Macy Gray disc. Next was a treasure hunt for her corkscrew and wine glasses. After scavenging through five boxes failed to deliver the glasses, she just poured herself a hearty coffee mug of wine. The water on the stove now roiled in a frenzy; a couple handfuls of penne pasta calmed its rapids with some sizzle and steam.




    Mug of wine in one hand and wooden spoon in the other, Kate rubbed against the stove knobs as she swayed her hips and sang about getting choked up as she said goodbye and walked away from her man.




    Well, not her, of course. It was only lyrics to Macy Gray’s “I Try” playing in the other room. By the ripe old age of twenty-four, Kate herself had said goodbye to and walked away from plenty of guys with no issue. She was a pro at the clean break.




    Dex was the exception, though. Her goodbye and walking away from him had literally been saying the word and repeatedly moving one foot in front of the other in a direction that was not toward his condo. But, figuratively speaking, she hadn’t so much walked away as taken a step back. Moving out was not breaking up; she only wanted some space.




    In fact, she’d ended up calling Dex from the rummage sale that afternoon to ask if he could hold off on coming over until later that evening. She had dinner plans. With herself. Maybe she would have her new purse pull up a chair, too. The kitchen was too hot for comfortably eating at her little bistro table, though, so sitting on her futon and leaning over her resale coffee table in the living room would have to do. The purse could sit on Olive’s old burgundy wingback.




    It took Kate all of thirty seconds to conclude how pathetic her freedom already was.




    After straining her al dente pasta and stirring in some pesto, she took her mug and plate to the living room, sank onto her futon, and kicked her feet to the stereo’s mellow beat. She did not invite the purse to join her. She just meditated on the gloriousness that should be Living on Her Own.




    Before long, though, sounds of scratching and rhythmic bumping interrupted her peace. It came from behind her, from the apartment next door.




    And there was something else—was it music? Kate pressed her ear to the shared wall. Yes, the faint jazzy strains of the neighbor’s music were vibrating through the yellowed wall.




    Kate shrugged and returned her attention to Macy and merlot. But after eating a little and drinking a lot, she noticed it had become like a meat locker in there. Getting up to turn the AC down, she powered off the stereo as well—all the better to hear the music next door. She likewise clicked off the sconce lighting that Jaundice the Yellow Wall wore like a pair of earrings.




    Settling onto her futon under a chenille throw, she bent one knee upward and rocked it side to side to the dreamy big-band jazz melody; it was faint but unmistakable. Undoubtedly another senior citizen lived next door. They were probably playing it on a phonograph, too.




    And yet hadn’t Kate seen a gorgeous brunet walk out of her building block that afternoon—or at least the gorgeous backside of a brunet? He could have just been visiting a friend, she figured. A girlfriend, maybe, or a boyfriend. But he could be straight and single and live in Camden Court. In a studio and alone, like her. And if so, there were only so many apartments in her wing of the U-shaped building. Maybe four to a floor, for four floors, which would make sixteen units. A lot to choose from, but still…there was a twenty-five percent chance he could live on her floor. Kate liked those odds.




    Swinging her knee to the rhythm, she imagined how terribly attractive it would be for a guy like that to be listening to music like this. That might just about be perfection. Closing her eyes, she encouraged the fantasy. Where should she begin…oh, yes:




    No longer fully clothed on the futon but reclining on the hot neighbor’s soft leather sofa, wrapped in a cashmere blanket and wearing nothing underneath it…




    She stopped rocking her knee and spread it out to the side.




    Hot Neighbor’s face is difficult to see in the flickering candlelight as he approaches the sofa. Once he’s close enough for me to almost make out his features, he immediately drops his head to my neck, sucking and lapping at my skin like it’s cream. He moves his way down, peeling away the cashmere while he does so. I draw my chin to my chest to watch his thick mass of wavy dark brown hair dust over my breasts and zigzag across my stomach as the flesh there yields to the press of his lips.




    For a moment, Kate considered getting up to fetch her vibrator. Good ol’ Dickie Greenleaf—which was indeed green and indulged Kate’s obsession with Jude Law in The Talented Mr. Ripley. But Dickie couldn’t happen tonight. Even in her stupor, Kate remembered Dex was due to arrive at some point. She’d left the door unlocked for him, so he could easily catch her in the act, and getting up now to lock it would ruin the moment. As would getting up to fetch the vibrator.




    “No matter,” Kate whispered, willing to take the matter into her own expert hands. “Carry on, lover.” Hidden beneath the chenille blanket, her fingers ducked under the waist of her shorts, then the elastic band of her panties at the same time Hot Neighbor’s mouth moved south.




    His strong, smooth hands reach up to circle and squeeze my breasts, then descend to massage the small of my waist. I still can’t see his face, but oh, what a marvelous mouth he has as he takes his time and gradually, so delicately, homes in between my thighs and skillfully uses his tongue to part my—




    Lips brushed against hers. Without opening her eyes, Kate slowly and quietly pulled her hand from her shorts and lifted the other to clasp short, straight hair. She clutched it so she couldn’t feel the fine texture anymore and pulled the face more firmly onto hers, parting the lips with her tongue and hearing not jazz notes but the thuds of dropped plastic shopping bags.




    A few seconds later, the other mouth detached to say, “Been a while since you kissed like that. Glad I didn’t scare—”




    “Shhh…No talking.” Keeping her eyelids firmly clenched, she blocked out the familiar voice to just feel the body swivel from the side of the futon to a position parallel above her.




    They carried on kissing for a while, but the voice reemerged between lip smacks: “Didn’t mean to—sneak in—sounded so—quiet from the hall—didn’t want to—wake you—if you were—slee—”




    Kate jammed her tongue into Dex’s mouth to wrestle his down. He gave a soft moan that communicated he was pleased enough getting to second base like this. But Kate wasn’t. Still feeling the tingling tickle of that wavy-haired head between her thighs, she impatiently pulled off her T-shirt, unclasped her bra, then flipped Dex’s shirt inside out above his head and off his arms.




    Flies couldn’t be undone quickly enough as they grabbed and tugged and fiddled with one another’s shorts, deciphering the logistics of fashion in the dark and finally cracking the code. Kate felt the sensation of a man’s weight on her again, and she thrilled at the friction of his chest and navel hair along her skin as he slid over and eased into her.




    “Wow, you’re already really—”




    She clapped her hand over his mouth. He licked and sucked at her palm in what she supposed he thought was an erotic fashion, and she continued to arch into him and ebb with his flow.




    But the spell had already been broken. Kate just went through the motions, mirroring his rise and fall. And when she sensed Dex about to withdraw to prolong his own pleasure, she gripped and held his hips to hers, picking up her speed and urging him to follow through on what not even she was mean enough to say out loud.




    And five seconds later, the infamous Getting it Over With was complete—to his apparent satisfaction, if not hers.
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    The aftermath consisted of an hour of spooning and pillow talk while they sipped some Chianti Dex had brought over. He’d also brought a movie rental of The Sixth Sense and the Ben & Jerry’s ice cream now melting on the floor. They had a good laugh over Kate’s bathroom incident, too, but right after that, Kate rolled him out of bed under the pretense of feeling disorganized and claustrophobic with her apartment still in shambles. It would simply be easier if he went home and let her get an early start the next day.




    “Just come back to our place to sleep,” he replied, his light brown hair still tousled from their romp.




    “Your place.”




    “My place. Fine. But just sleep in a real bed to get good rest for attacking all this shit tomorrow. I’ll help you.”




    “To sleep or unpack?”




    “Both. Well, maybe not so much sleep,” he said with a nudge.




    “Thanks, but I can do both just fine on my own. Now, please. I’m begging you. It’s been a really, really long day.”




    He left with dejection shading his deep aqua eyes but holding fast to a rain check for that video—before it was due back at Blockbuster and he’d get charged a late fee.




    Shutting the door behind him, Kate flicked the switch to turn the sconces back on and kill the atmosphere entirely. It couldn’t be a good thing for reality to so consistently fall short of fantasy. She needed to confront things as they were, see them plain as day and learn to be satisfied with that.




    Starting with those scratches on her front door. Slapping a couple of layers of fresh white paint on there couldn’t hide the fact that Agatha had clawed a sizable strip out of it. Kate looked around the room and wondered where Olive’s body had lain when they’d found it. Perhaps where she and Dex just were, over against the yellow wall. Shimmying her shoulders in disgust, she thought of all the people who had lived—and maybe died—in this building before her.




    The music next door had stopped, perhaps already had some time ago while she and Dex had been…what? Making love? Just passing the time? What was it that she’d really wanted when she’d walked out of that Lake Shore condo? Suddenly, she couldn’t breathe as the responsibility for Dexter’s heart crushed down on her own. Absence was only making things foggier so far.




    Blowing her long, toffee-colored bangs out of her eyes, Kate wasn’t in the mood to analyze the state of “them” just now. Instead, she looked to the evening bag still sitting on the floor where she’d left it after the estate sale. With a smile, she walked over to play with it again, thinking of when she could first use it and what she’d wear.




    Holding it up by its strap, her eyes focused in on the beaded detail. It was like staring into the night sky, a private observatory of her own. As she zoned in on the twinkling and tried to find constellations in its pattern, her ears filled with what sounded like water running. She checked her bathroom, just to be sure, and figured it must be a neighbor. Just the pipes and strange acoustics in the old building.




    The volume and intensity of the water increased, though, until it seemed all around her. She could almost feel drops streaming down, then beading on her skin. The blood cascaded through her veins with a new coolness, and an overwhelming scent of lilac dizzied her.




    As the sound of running water surged in her ears, Kate gripped the purse tightly. She swept open its dazzling lid and stared into the remnants of the old mirror at her dilated brown eyes, at her flushed and pale skin.




    In a flicker—there, then gone—she saw something else.




    A pair of fogged green eyes, glaring back.


  




  

    Two for Mirth
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    III




    July 1925




    CHEAP GLASSES OF BOOZE chimed like fine crystal by the time Lon drained the last of his third dry martini. It was the evening of the Hughes gala, but he’d wanted to prime himself at a North Chicago gin mill first. Muffle his ears against the boorish self-congratulations to come; blur his sight to the shiny coifs and sparkling gems that could pierce one’s eyes straight into a migraine.




    It was a choice society to which Lon belonged, a glittering circle of good old boys swilling brandy and solving all the world’s problems in someone’s smoky, walnut-paneled study, while their svelte wives and mistresses reclined elegantly on parlor furniture like house cats.




    Yes, Lon was a lucky man to have grown up among all this, lucky to die among it as well, if he so chose. Why blister one’s hands and muss one’s hair when Ancestor or Father or perhaps Uncle Who Never Had Children of His Own has done all the hard work for you? That’s why the self-made generations made themselves, wasn’t it? To leave a legacy of inherited wealth for future generations? Pad the little boys and girls in velvet-lined cedar cases to preserve their pretty faces?




    Leaning against the wooden bar, Lon set down his drink. He stood to arch his back and spread his shoulders, claustrophobic inside his velvet-lined case as it felt increasingly like a silk-ruched coffin. Settling his hands back down on the bar, his fingers tapped out the rhythm of a jazz tune caught in his head.




    Brace yourself, he thought as he ran a hand over his slickened hair, then slapped the wood with conviction before he could change his mind.




    “Cheers, fellows!” He tipped his hat and bid adieu to his barfly pals, whom he’d never met before in his life and would probably never see again.




    They raised their whiskeys and bourbons with a communal “Aaayy!”




    Lon saluted then exited onto Belden Avenue from what, to the outside world, appeared to be a vacant and boarded-up building. He sauntered through the leafy residential streets, the heavy cuffs of his wide-legged Oxford Bags flopping against his ankles. Eventually cutting over onto Wrightwood Avenue and crossing east of Clark Street, he felt the breeze off Lake Michigan. It sobered him too quickly.




    But before Lon could turn around, the great gray Hughes mansion loomed ahead, with some Choice Society stragglers milling around its steps and shimmering like fireflies in the dark. The music of a piano and string quartet floated on the air to greet him as ladies’ giggles popped like bubbles above the notes.




    “You there! I say, come on over!” a jubilant male voice called out, to be met with hoots from the surrounding crowd.




    All turned and looked in Lon’s direction. There was now no escaping if he’d still held any hope of it. When he stepped too near the party lights for his hat brim to shade his face any longer, he affected a tight grin.




    “Lon? Lonnie! It is you, isn’t it!” cried a nasally blonde bedecked in amber beading. She shot up an arm to punctuate her “Darling!” and her lit cigarette dropped from its holder in the process.




    Lon stiffly approached the petite yet buxom gal. He resisted offering her another cigarette from his silver case and just kept his hands in the pockets of his trousers. Her face fell at his reserve. Still, she held arms outstretched, empty, waiting.




    Like a statue of an ancient woman, Lon thought, who should be holding a tall urn.




    Indeed, she appeared a clumsy imitation of the half-robed caryatids just behind her, which stood on either side of the Hughes’s main entrance and held the balcony above it.




    Pursing her deep red lips together in a smirk that best brought out her dimples, the girl held her pose and said, “Tell me you don’t recognize me. Come now, you cad.”




    Lon frowned, squinted, and made a show of leaning over and inspecting her face closely. The blonde held her smile but tentatively drew in her arms, her hands still raised but slack on limp wrists as the empty cigarette holder dangled between two fingers. Scanning her face, he detected a sparkle of genuine anxiety in her eyes, but the smirk twitching at one corner of her lips gave away the evident pleasure she took in his gaze. He mirrored her expression and eased his face past hers to barely touch his lips to her neck.




    Rather than plant a delicate kiss there—as she surely expected—Lon merely whispered, “Yes, Effie. I know you all right,” before withdrawing away to a more respectable distance.




    With a wink and a bow, he suavely sidestepped and glided past the group at the black iron gate, leaving Effie to her blushes and the others to their eager inquiries as he ascended the stone steps to the Hughes’s limestone palace.




    Lon strode through the oak doors without hesitation or ceremony. His smooth gait hiccupped, however, at the sound of a throat clearing to his right.




    “Sir?” a butler haughtily implored from the corner of the foyer, raising his brows and looking pointedly at Lon’s gray fedora.




    “Ah.” Lon removed the hat and handed it over to him—but not without playfully rolling it up and down the length of his arm first.




    “Yes, well,” the butler muttered with a tut-tut as he shuffled away.




    Lon laughed quietly and weighed the options of heading left or right beyond the entryway.




    Left was a garishly opulent sitting room ornamented in white and gold. Its white sofas were draped with gem-encrusted women tittering at younger men in tuxedos. At a small table in one corner, a few folks played their hand at cards. In the opposite corner, a couple fell giggling into a potted tree after dancing to the glaringly amateur fiddler and pianist performing “Chopsticks” in the adjoining music room.




    Right was a dim library of sorts with deep turquoise-papered walls. A haze hung in the air there, dulling the chandelier’s lights into fuzzy white dandelions against the narrow painted panels of an ornate wooden ceiling. Dark bookcases lined either side of a crackling fireplace, and the center of the room was clogged with black bow ties. It was the usual stodgy scene Lon had expected: ruddy-faced businessmen boasting their pompous tales of stock prices and motor cars or speaking out against Bolshevism, with chests puffed and cigars turning soggy in their jabbering mouths.




    Disenchanted with his options, Lon decided to turn neither left nor right but to walk straight ahead through the golden foyer. Passing between a pair of cream marble columns, he admired the grand oak staircase to one side. To the other stood a fireplace painted in gold leaf, a sizable mirror worthy of Versailles mounted above the mantel.




    Staring down at the floor as he strode deeper down the corridor, Lon lost his focus in observation of the intricate mosaic design, step after colorfully tiled step—until his wingtips stubbed against a marble lip rising about an inch from the floor. He looked up to meet the life-sized stone likeness of a courtier wooing a fair maiden above a fountain. The couple was white as purity and forever frozen mere inches from embrace.




    “The thrill of the chase,” Lon murmured. “The only thrill there is.”




    He sidestepped them to peer through yet another doorway. It led into a dining room paneled in rich, dark wood and with lofty, arched beams above—a room fit for a king, not the clutter of crushed flowers and stained table linens it actually contained. People milled around the chairs rather than sitting on them, and a couple of young ladies in tawdry dresses looked one glass of champagne away from using the long table as their stage like the party-crashing chorus girls they probably were.




    Lon ducked away just in time for a servant to scurry from behind him and into the dining room with a silver tray of crystal coupe glasses. The glasses brimmed with the sparkling nectar of the gods that had been forbidden fruit for years, and he kicked himself for not having been quicker to snatch one. Whooping ensued in the dining room, and he watched the servant disappear with an emptied tray through a different door at the back, presumably into the kitchen.




    Bemoaning his luck, Lon stepped back out and wandered toward the oak staircase. He heard the band playing outside and briefly considered strolling out the side door by the stairs, but the garden ran alongside the house and met the street. Through the iron fence, he’d be visible to Effie and the other folks he’d narrowly escaped on the sidewalk—not any more desirable than his other options so far.




    Another servant darted by from the dining room on his way to the library, and the cacophony of voices and laughter and clinking glasses in the neighboring rooms and garden began to close in and pound on Lon’s brain. Stale smoke, sweat, and floral fragrance congealed in the thick air to stifle him. This time, as the platter whirred across the foyer from the library to the front parlor, Lon managed to snag a champagne coupe.




    Sipping from the shallow glass before it could drip any of its golden bubbly, he marched over to the staircase for lack of anywhere else to go. It was the imperial sort that had a central flight of stairs leading up to a half-landing, from which a pair of parallel flights then angled in the opposite direction to the second floor. Taking a couple of steps up the first flight, Lon gave a long, low whistle at the massive stained glass window looming above the landing. He gawked at it up to its full height and nearly fell backward.




    Holding on to the banister with one hand to steady himself, he twisted and raised his glass to toast the marble lovers below:




    “Bold Lover, never, never canst thou kiss,


    Though winning near the goal—yet, do not grieve;


    She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss,


    For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair!”




    He took a swig of his champagne and sneered. “More happy love! More happy, happy love!” He cackled into his glass as he drank, nearly spitting his sip onto the wooden steps when another voice spoke from on high:




    “For ever warm and still to be enjoy’d.”




    Lon looked above him but saw no one and couldn’t tell from the acoustics where the voice came from. It belonged to a female, though. He drained the last of his champagne and carried on up the first flight toward the broad mezzanine beneath the window.




    The voice continued to speak with silky emphasis:




    “For ever panting, and for ever young…”




    The sweet articulation flowed through him, and he stroked his thumb over the champagne glass’s curve as he slowly proceeded up the steps.




    “All breathing human passion far above,” he muttered back as, gradually, he looked above his left shoulder to where he’d distinctly heard the voice. Through the filigreed iron baluster there, he saw fluid emerald fabric cascading its way down the steps. “That leaves a heart high-sorrowful and cloy’d.”




    His gaze trailed up the fall of green to see an alabaster elbow peeking through the swirling black and gold-gilded iron. Then, on approaching the landing, he saw a shoulder, a protruding clavicle…a jaw…and a face, turned away from him.




    A face from which purred, with a hint of malice, “A burning forehead, and a parching tongue.”




    Lon stepped onto the landing and walked to the next flight of steps where the woman sat.




    He contemplated her with a curious grin and a hand in his pocket. Tapping his empty champagne coupe against the stained glass with casual irreverence, he dropped his gaze to his feet before lifting it again. He could now see her face in profile.




    From her fine, straight-edged nose to her pointed chin, he panned his sight up to an elfin earlobe adorned only with a single pearl. Glossy, deep brown finger-waves were bobbed to reveal her swan-like neck; angling down from her neatly trimmed nape, the curling tip of her hair hugged a well-defined cheekbone.




    The woman gradually turned to him with a raised brow but no hint of a smile. “Who are these coming to the sacrifice?” she quoted.




    “Indeed,” Lon replied. “To what green altar, O mysterious priest-ess?”




    She leveled her gaze on him. “‘Priestess?’ I believe you take liberty with your Keats.”




    Lon smirked. “Is that so?”




    “Why? Have you, too, come to worship at my feet?” She’d said it haughtily, but Lon detected a trace of the theatrical.




    “I didn’t realize I had to wait in line.” He planted one foot a couple of steps up from the landing and smugly lunged toward her. Then, leaning his forearms on his bent knee, he looked down the stairs leading to the empty foyer.




    Though she still faced him, Lon watched her catlike eyes roll toward the banister to peer below as he’d done. She tugged at the string of pearls wrapped snugly around her neck. One corner of her lip curled upward as she twirled the beads about her fine-boned fingers. But she said nothing.




    Looking more closely at her eyes, Lon observed how the vibrant green irises that perfectly matched her dress were framed with red veins. She rapidly looked to her lap then back at the banister. Twisting toward it, she clutched the railings with both hands.




    “Well,” she grunted as she hoisted herself and all her finery up from the step. “I suppose if they don’t come to me in droves, then I’ll just go to them.” She stood and kicked one silver-slippered foot out from beneath her silk gown as if ensuring she wouldn’t trip over it, only for her next step to catch the fabric regardless.




    On instinct, Lon dropped his glass and caught her by her shoulders as she fell. Her hands gripped his elbows.




    She and Lon stood frozen, inches apart, eyes darting over each other’s faces for several seconds. Lon felt the warm, soft press of her anxious breath against his face and her light squeeze that pulsed at his elbows like a fluttering heart.




    She’d been standing rigidly as she recovered from the near-fall, but after a time, Lon felt her go limp; the pads of his fingers sank deeper into her creamy skin as marble thawed into pillows of satin. He took one step upward to close their distance, to further steady her in case her slackening posture meant she might faint. Easing his hands from her shoulders down the backside of her arms, he secured his palms at her elbows in the same way she grasped him. He then pulled his face away to better focus on her eyes, to gauge her alertness.




    She really is a beautiful creature, isn’t she, he couldn’t help but think. Taller than what he normally had, smaller-breasted and perhaps a little too bony. A rather thin upper lip that accentuated the pout of her fuller lower one. She’d look more attractive if she offered a proper smile. Otherwise there was no doubt about it: she was exquisite. Lon knew this not to be a matter of his opinion, but a fact. This beauty had nothing to do with which eye beheld it. It was there, filling all eyes in the same way, no more, no less. She is for everyone.




    As these thoughts ran through his mind, he noticed her reddened eyes squint and fix him in a sharper glare. They burned with a jade green he’d once seen in a great bonfire, the hottest of flames devouring all they came into contact with. Had he offended? Had he dared to leave his hands on her this long?




    But despite whatever animosity seemed to well inside her, her body did not tense. She only slackened more with the same fluidity as the gown that practically dripped from her. She was like an ethereal nymph, newly emerged from the sea foam yet sure to soon melt back into it, giving him no choice but to let her go.




    And he should let go. What held him there, caught so dumbstruck in the mischievous gleam of her cat eyes? Paralyzed from going back down those stairs to join the merriment of everyone else when instead all he could do was look beyond her face to the upper landing and wonder which of those second-floor doors would lead to a suitable bedroom. He couldn’t pretend now, after all, that he hadn’t noticed the enormous emerald winking at him from her ring finger—the promise of another man that ordered Lon to find another woman.




    But wasn’t that all part of the allure? Wasn’t that supposed to make her that much more unattainable? His gaze fixed on a mirrored door to the right of the upstairs landing.




    Having made his choice, he looked back at the woman in his arms to see her thin upper lip drawn into a tantalizing sneer. She gripped his elbows tighter and pressed her torso against his; he could actually feel the bones of her slim hips just beneath his. Her shoulders fell, and she stretched her long neck to the side, moving her face past his to brush her ruby lips along his neck. Slowly, softly, Lon felt her mouth glide up to his earlobe, at which she darted out her tongue to lick.




    Lon closed his eyes and skimmed his palms up and down the woman’s arms a couple of times before sliding them back up and along her shoulders. His fingers roamed up the delicate flesh of her neck and tickled at the base of her chocolate waves. There was something so cool and clean and fresh about her; her scent reminded him of linens drying in crisp autumn breezes, or of a frozen Wisconsin lake, with a sweet undercurrent of vanilla mingling with an almost masculine musk.




    All the while, the woman gently lapped at his ear like a house cat grooming its paws, her body undulating against his in a continuous, playful motion.




    Lon felt himself swelling, and he ran his hands from the nape of her neck down over her shoulder blades, feeling the smooth skin exposed through the rear cutouts of her gown, all the way down to the small of her back, where he settled his hot palms and pulled her closer. At this, the woman wasted no time bringing her face around to look at him, and she thrust her lips against his.




    Molding his mouth to her own, she sucked on his lower lip with a teasing bite. Lon lifted one of his feet a step higher and leaned his lanky frame down against the temptress as though he might take her right there. He knew he shouldn’t attempt this with all the revelry—and probably her fiancé—downstairs, but that mirrored door was suddenly so terribly far away. Especially now that she was purring against his neck as she nipped at it again and pulled him to lie down.




    Their panting turned shallower, and they both seemed to hold their breath as they concentrated on silently stretching out along the flight of stairs.




    The woman released her arms to scratch against the wall with one hand and clench the iron baluster with the other as she eased herself back down to where he’d first found her. Lon hastily loosened his tie and unbuttoned his gray suit coat to be one less layer of fabric away from her skin. He balanced on top, careful not to crush her against the steps.




    She grabbed the lapels of his open jacket and swept it off his shoulders and down to his elbows, where she used it to sharply tug him toward her.




    “Careful there, girl.” But Lon’s smile betrayed how much he indeed liked her roughness.




    The woman yanked his jacket again and then jerked her knee up between his thighs.




    “Say!” Lon exclaimed, his smile gone. “What’s the idea?”




    She hadn’t kicked him, but she’d come threateningly close—presumably as a caution. Tied up as he was in a straightjacket of her making, he could do nothing but heed that warning.
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