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      Jannie sat in the sunlit living room, facing the person she loved most in the world. Only a narrow coffee table separated them, but the distance seemed immense.

      “Please don’t leave.” Jannie took a shaky breath. “The two of us are supposed to stay together, forever.”

      Apart from her raspy breathing, there was no noise in the room. Was she the only one here who gave a damn?

      Their bond had always been solid. So mutually supportive—steadfast, through good times and bad. A love like this should never be broken.

      Jannie pitched in again. “You’re the best thing in my life. My greatest mentor. My rock.”

      She groped for a tissue. In spite of her valiant attempt to stay calm, tears gathered and fell. She wiped one away, but not before she tasted salt.

      The blue-gray eyes she gazed into seemed concerned, sympathetic, maybe even conveying hints of love. Still, there was no response. Jannie had to try harder.

      “Have I done anything to upset you? Is it my messiness? Or because I quit therapy? I’ll do anything to fix this. Just tell me.”

      She began to cry. Her torso rattled from the intensity. Only now, as she felt her heart shrivel in defeat, did she know for sure—the perfect love they’d shared had died.

      A reassuring hand patted her the way someone would pat a dog, with kindness but promising nothing. Jannie hunched her shoulder away and looked down, trying to control her sobs.

      After a few moments, she heard, “You’ll manage. You’re almost thirty years old. It’s time, sweetie.”

      And with that, her beloved mom picked up her bag, opened the door, and left.
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        * * *

      

      Suze tried her best not to show her elation, but happiness frothed like champagne mist throughout her whole body. She hadn’t felt this alive in years. Today was the start of an exciting new chapter, and she couldn’t wait to get going.

      The hardest part—leaving Jannie’s lovely condo—was accomplished. Now, at age fifty-eight, Suze intended to get a job. Once that was achieved, she’d save up a nest egg and maybe even acquire a beau, eventually. It didn’t matter that her hair was silver and she’d been a homebody for most of her adult life—Suze felt invincible. Her heartbeat accelerated at the prospect of the adventures that lay ahead.

      Jannie was a darling and Suze would certainly miss her. But her grown-up daughter needed to get on with her own life, before it passed her by. Even though Jannie had attained success in business, she was far too dependent, as if she were still a little girl in grade school—a sad, eccentric little girl who’d had many social and academic challenges to overcome, and had done so brilliantly. Suze had been there every step of the way and couldn’t be prouder.

      It was time. Jannie needed to flap her fledgling wings and prepare to soar. Like Suze planned to do. Starting now.

      Her new apartment was a tiny jewel, high up in a dated but sturdy tower on the slightly seedy western edge of Toronto’s Annex. The window let in streams of sunshine that bounced off a copper-colored parquet floor. She had just the one room, plus a sliver of a galley kitchen and a minuscule bathroom. It was a far cry from Jannie’s executive condo farther uptown, but it suited Suze perfectly.

      Before the move, knowing that space would be limited, she had jettisoned most of her old possessions. She now owned things that could serve multiple purposes. Her couch folded out into what the salesperson had assured her would be a comfortable bed. Her dining room table doubled as a desk. Her laptop provided all the entertainment she’d be treated to, given there was neither room for a flat-screen TV nor budget for cable fees.

      She felt lighter in possessions and in spirits than she had in years. There were enough beloved relics from the past—an ancient Turkish rug, her all-time favorite novels, her set of mixing bowls—to give her comfort. Everything else in the shoebox apartment, and in her life, was brand new. The future beckoned, and in the friendliest possible way, too.

      Her cell phone rang to the tune of Que Sera Sera—Jannie’s ringtone. A sensation of loving dread whooshed up the back of Suze’s neck. She pictured her daughter’s brown eyes streaming with tears and her uncombed, black curls corkscrewing crazily. At the age of twenty-nine, Jannie was the image of her long-departed father, who had been quite a dark and handsome looker in his day. She’d also inherited some of his theatrical ways, although not his demons of addiction, thank the Lord.

      “Mommy!”

      The depth of emotion Jannie packed into the single word was impressive. She started with a sonic boom on the first syllable and swooped the second one upward until it concluded on a warbling “eeee” sound.

      “Jannie, darling,” Suze said, deepening her voice to its most soothing alto.

      There was no response but she heard wheezing sounds that were reminiscent of their late and not so adored tabby cat struggling to bring up a hairball.

      “Dear? Are you okay?”

      “No.” Jannie hiccupped loudly.

      “There, there,” Suze said, as if Jannie were three years old again, with a boo-boo on her knee.

      More inarticulate noises squelched through the phone. Suze dug the fingernails on her free hand into her palm. Jannie could get through this. Transitions had always been a problem for her, but if Suze stayed firm they’d both make it to the other side.

      “I’m so lonely.”

      “Hey, I live in Toronto, too. Only a short subway ride away.” She gave herself a mental kick. Given any encouragement, Jannie might decide to hop a train and visit, and if she entered this apartment tonight she might never leave.

      “I mean,” Suze said before Jannie could leap at the opening, “we’re going to be able to visit each other easily in the future. Now, though, I need to meet with my super and give him the last of the money I owe him. There are so many chores to take care of, I had no idea!”

      Sobs rattled into Suze’s ear—deep, ragged, ugly. Her poor, poor daughter was so distraught. Suze wondered for a nanosecond if she should back down and invite Jannie over for the evening.

      She stiffened her spine. “Listen, sweetie, hang in there. Make something to eat, and watch a movie. Maybe a comedy?”

      “There’s nothing to eat. I ate all the chocolate. And the potato chips, too.”

      “You did what?”

      “You know I’m an emotional eater. I couldn’t help it. It was like the food jumped into my mouth.”

      Suze held out the phone and counted silently to five. Her grown, executive daughter was backsliding to a much younger, less stable version of herself—the kid teachers said would never make it. They claimed she was too impulsive and much too easily distracted. But Suze insisted Jannie would succeed and dedicated herself to helping her daughter rise above—way above—all the dire predictions. Jannie could get through this.

      “There are plenty of healthy things in the fridge. I left you a couple of casseroles. Heat one up.”

      “But you always make dinner.”

      Suze grimaced. She’d been so focused on supporting Jannie with academics and then with getting ahead in her career, she’d neglected to teach her daughter basic life skills. She’d helped Jannie achieve worldly success but created a domestic disaster.

      She opened her mouth to offer assistance, then closed it firmly. No, she wouldn’t drop everything to run over and rescue Jannie. It was time for her daughter to learn how to survive on her own.

      “You can’t go wrong. Put in a casserole, shut the door, and press the reheat icon on the display console. If you smell anything burning, hit the off button. You’ll be fine.”

      “Seriously? You’re going to let me kill myself in a nuclear meltdown?”

      “Jannie, you’ve heated things up before. And why don’t you pour yourself a glass of white wine? There’s an open bottle at the back of the fridge. Now, sorry, dear, but I’m late. I love you.”

      No answer.

      “Jannie?”

      “No, you don’t. You can’t possibly love me.”

      Suze steeled herself and said, “Sure do. Tons and tons and forevermore. Now, off you go. Talk soon. Bye!”

      And before she could hear Jannie make another anguished moan, Suze clicked off.

      She spent the next hour pacing back and forth in her tiny apartment. Several times, she picked up her phone and stared at the directory, thumb hovering above Jannie’s name. It took every bit of willpower she had not to press down on it.
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        * * *

      

      Jannie slumped on her sofa, thinking about the past. Mom had insisted—against the advice of all the teachers—that Jannie could handle an academic course load and had worked with her for hours every night at the kitchen table to ensure she succeeded. Mom had coached her on how to handle baffling social encounters, translating nuances that always escaped her. Consoling Jannie when she’d been jilted by various boyfriends who’d only dated her because they’d thought she’d be so grateful she’d be easy. Being there through thick and thin.

      Jannie glanced at the clock. She’d been crying on and off for hours. Her nose felt as if someone had scrubbed it with steel wool and her eyes were burning slits of pain, but she hadn’t eaten a proper dinner and her stomach coiled in knots of hunger.

      As if lured by an irresistible force, she emerged from her couch cocoon and wandered into the kitchen to forage. She opened the refrigerator and located the healthy casseroles, pre-baked by her mom. Way too many veggies for a sad day like this. There were bound to be some tastier items in whatever was left of the junk food stash, so she rifled through the kitchen cabinets and grabbed a box of ready-to-nuke popcorn, with extra buttery flavoring. Mom was right; of course she could handle this. Jannie removed the plastic outer wrap and placed the snack-to-be in the microwave. She punched a few buttons. When the interior light switched on and the turntable began to rotate, she cheered and left the device to do its job, while she went to run a much-needed bath. It was time to enjoy two of her favorite things: eating junk food and lolling in a piping hot tub, simultaneously. A sensory delight right up there with sex, and unfortunately there had been none of that lately.

      Anyway, on such a blue day, even the dreamiest man couldn’t offer the same comfort as a bath. Jannie turned on the water and added fragrant oil. She paddled it around with her hand, mixing well, and then waited until the bath was a third full before dispensing the salts. This was an art form, something only a true bubble artiste would ever understand.

      She took off her jeans and t-shirt, stripping to her underwear and keeping her back turned to the foggy mirror. After the day she’d just had, she’d be a wreck—Rudolph-red nose and crimson eyes to match.

      She was testing the temperature of the rising water when, out of nowhere, an alarm wailed. Jannie’s heart lurched. She threw open the bathroom door, only to be assailed by louder-than-ever sirens and beeps, and also by a cloud of acrid smoke. Oh, God, the popcorn! She never should have turned her back on that infernal death machine.

      From the towel rack, she tugged a washcloth free, plunged it under the running faucet, and held it to her nose, still raw from crying. She charged blindly into the smoke and ran to the kitchen, stubbing her toes on the edge of the doorway, but not stopping. Even through the smog it was easy to see the microwave—her hoped-for snack had gone up like a torch and was burning with fervor. Should she risk getting third-degree burns by trying to yank the blazing thing out? Or just pull the plug?

      As Jannie gingerly stretched out her hand, someone pounded on her condo door. Maybe Mom was here to rescue her! Jannie turned her back on the fiery appliance and ran toward salvation. She flung open the door.

      “Oh, Mom, save me! Please!” She gasped mouthfuls of fresh hallway air.

      “Stand back.” The baritone voice was calm and certainly didn’t belong to her mom, but at the moment Jannie didn’t care. It was wonderful to have help from any source, so she obeyed and stayed put while her mystery rescuer followed the smoke trail into the kitchen.

      After an interval, he called out, “All clear.”

      Jannie walked back into her suite. The air was breathable again because the hero of the hour had opened the windows. The alarm, which had been shrilling all that time, fell silent.

      “Thanks.” Jannie blinked the grittiness from her eyes and did a double take. He was gorgeous, in a slightly older gent kind of way. Tall, olive-skinned, hazel-eyed, with a thick head of dark hair and a full beard.

      “No thanks needed.” The man glanced away, amusement crinkling his eyes. “But maybe you want to cover up a bit?” Behind his beard, his lips twitched into a crooked grin.

      Jannie looked down at herself. In the hubbub, she’d forgotten she was practically naked. It was beyond awkward, but at least she was wearing the good underwear.

      She snatched one of Mom’s doilies from the coffee table. Holding the lacy morsel in front of her breasts she slunk toward the bathroom, planning to grab her robe.

      “This is so embarrassing. If you’ll just wait a sec while I put something—”

      Jannie opened the bathroom door, only to be hit by a tsunami of water and suds. It was as if the dam between here and hell had broken, and the force of it made her knees buckle. As she lost her grip on the doily, she cast a final, agonized glance at the hunky baritone guy. Then, she closed her eyes and sank into the raging torrent.
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      It was a glorious morning. Suze lay in her converted sofa bed, feeling contented as the August sunlight streamed through her high-rise window. Yes, maybe she needed to buy curtains, and maybe the salesperson had exaggerated when he’d told her that the discounted couch was going to astonish her with its advanced lumbar technology, but all was well in her world. She was embarking on her new adventure, with no one to worry about except herself.

      She swung her lower body over the edge of the mattress, thwacking one ankle on a metal support. As she rubbed away the pain, she looked ruefully down at her flannel granny nightie. She would have to buy something more glam one of these days—something lacy and clingy and so not age-appropriate, as if anyone would be there to admire her in such a sexy little number. But maybe, in her shiny, reinvented life, miracles were possible.

      There were nine steps from her sofa bed to her microscopic kitchenette. She opened the fridge door, careful not to hit the opposite wall. Yesterday, she’d had just enough time to buy a few staples and now she selected plain, nonfat Greek yogurt and fresh fruit for her breakfast. She didn’t yet own a coffee maker. Instead, she boiled water on her two-burner stovetop and made do with store brand orange pekoe tea, liberally laced with honey that she squirted, with a satisfying thwop, out of a plastic bear.

      Suze sat at a desk that doubled as her table and began to munch away happily. While she ate, she opened her laptop and scanned the international news. The world at large was in a sorry mess—horrid wars and steadily encroaching global warming. Awful, really, and it made her feel insignificant and helpless. With a sigh, she turned to local stories. The threat of a teachers’ strike continued to dominate the coverage. City councilors bickered. Disgruntled Torontonians howled. Nothing unusual there, and Suze was about to turn her computer off, when a small item practically jumped off the screen at her. The headline read, Priceless Stamp Collection Damaged by Flood.

      In itself, not so interesting. But in the photo that accompanied the article, there was a distraught and familiar-looking man. And behind him, a building that also looked very familiar. It couldn’t be—was this even possible?

      It was Suze’s former home. The condo. And it had happened last night.

      It wasn’t like Jannie not to have phoned. She called several times a day. Something as momentous as a flood in the complex would have sent her scrambling for her iPhone immediately.

      Suze grabbed her mobile and tried to turn it on. Nothing. She’d forgotten to charge it last night before she went to bed. No wonder this had been such a serene morning—until now.

      Belatedly, she plugged it into the charger and turned back to the computer screen. Yes, there it was. Tyler Howard, aged twenty-eight, had been devastated when a flood from an upstairs condo, caused by a careless neighbor, wreaked havoc on his home. Among the items being examined for damage was his great-great-grandfather’s priceless stamp collection, which included a fine specimen of something called a 12d Black Queen Victoria. This stamp alone was said to be worth hundreds of thousands of dollars.

      The yogurt in Suze’s stomach curdled. There were many units in Jannie’s condo. Surely, the flood could have occurred in a different section, caused by someone else. No way could Jannie have had anything to do with it. Of course not; that would be preposterous. Jannie might not be a model of mature independence, but she’d never caused a disaster that had made the news. And if she had, then why wasn’t the message light blinking urgently?

      The morning, which had gotten off to such a positive start, was looking much less rosy now. Suze had to get to the bottom of this. Her appetite was gone. She placed her dishes in the sink, leaving the cleanup for later—which was totally unlike her—and ran to get dressed.

      Most of her belongings were still nestled in neatly packed cardboard cartons. Suze foraged in one that was labeled Casual Clothes and pulled out a t-shirt, a pair of skinny jeans that had belonged to a ten pounds lighter Jannie, and a black, high-necked athletic jacket. She found seen-better-days-but-at-least-vaguely-supportive-on-the-top-and-panty-line-free-on-the-bottom undergarments in another box and dressed quickly.

      She grabbed her minimally charged phone. Should she call Jannie? No! She had to give her daughter the benefit of the doubt, even if Suze did intend to sneak over there and see what had happened. Before heading out the door, she ran to the bathroom and gave her hair a vague brush, frowning at how pale her skin looked next to all that silver. There was no time to fix things with properly applied makeup, but she dabbed on some lip gloss. That would have to do.

      She took the subway to the St. Clair West station, walked briskly eastward, and arrived at Jannie’s Forest Hill building in less than half an hour. In this part of the city, everything seemed more refined. Aristocratic uptown trees deigned to bend slightly in the breeze, and neat gardens nestled against impressive stone houses.

      Suze’s heart swelled. Jannie had done well for herself to be able to afford a condo in such an upscale neighborhood. All those years of caring for and coaching a daughter who’d needed special help to get through school had paid off. Maybe Jannie couldn’t cook, but she’d overcome many obstacles, not to mention the labels the educational system had tried to foist on her. Now, if only she hadn’t caused the flood.

      Outside the condo, all was quiet. There were no signs of calamity. The building appeared as it always did—solid and dignified in its brown-bricked, understated elegance. No rivulets of water gushed forth. No ark floated by on the front lawn. Perhaps Suze had been mistaken. Maybe she had misinterpreted the news photo and the flood had happened elsewhere.

      Still, she should check, just to be sure. And to be a good parent. But not let Jannie know, ever, that she’d dropped by to investigate because she questioned her daughter’s competence.

      Suze approached the oak and glass doors. They swung open, propelled by the sturdy arms of Ernie, the building’s longstanding doorman. He beamed at Suze, as if he hadn’t seen her for weeks.

      “Madam Suze, how lovely to see you! You’re looking radiant!” Ernie took her hand as she crossed the threshold. He led her into the glass and marble lobby as if she were made of fine porcelain, then took a step back and executed a gallant half-bow.

      “It’s good to see you, too. I know it’s only been a day but it feels like a year.” She smiled at Ernie, who blushed pinkish red. The rosy trail spread upward from his cheeks and traveled high into the dome of his nearly hairless head.

      “So all’s well?” Her normally calm voice held a hint of a quaver.

      Ernie’s pleasant expression drooped. “No, ma’am. It wasn’t a good night.” He seemed to catch himself, and hurried to add, “But everything is fine now.”

      Suze peered at him. Ernie began to study the marble floor as if it were suddenly the most interesting thing in the world.

      “Tell me.”

      “Ah, Madam Suze, I’d rather not. You’ve moved on. Our little affairs shouldn’t trouble you.”

      “I need to know. Please. I swear I won’t tell Jannie.”

      “Hmmm. May I tempt you with a cup of coffee and maybe a cookie? Chocolate chip, your favorite?” Ernie moved in the direction of his reception desk, still avoiding Suze’s gaze.

      “No coffee until you tell me what’s going on.” She tried to scowl at him, but he was so sweet; she just couldn’t.

      In the distance, a bell rang. “Ah, please excuse me.” He bustled away.

      Ernie would never give up an opportunity to schmooze with her unless things were dire. Unbidden, her trembling fingertips rose to her temples, which were beginning to throb. She closed her eyes and squeezed her head gently, trying to think more clearly.

      “You appear to be in need of assistance.” A warm male voice broke her reverie. It held a faint hint of a hard to place accent.

      Suze turned around, dropping her hands. She gazed up into intelligent, rather narrow, hazel eyes set under straight brows. Dark brown hair, flecked with gray, and a beard and mustache, neatly trimmed but more substantial than the spiky stubble that many men his age—late forties, maybe—still persisted in sporting. His lower lip was full and sensuous. His long, straight nose pointed slightly down. Altogether dreamy. And that voice.

      “You look like you’ve had a shock,” the man said. “Could I offer any help?”

      Back at his desk, Ernie made a show of rustling through papers and waving the phone about, as he murmured occasional remarks into it. He took a break from his frantic activity for a moment, placed his hand over the voice piece and said, “Madam Suze Foster, allow me to introduce you to Mr. Aram Krikorian. Condo 5D. He moved in a couple of weeks ago. Very nice gentleman.”

      “Thank you, Ernie, for this introduction,” Aram said, smiling at Suze. “He’s our building’s expert, so if he says I’m a nice gentleman, it must be true. Now, please tell me how I may assist you.”

      Suze swallowed. What an attractive man Aram was. How charming, too. Perhaps too much so. She made an effort to breathe more slowly and tried not to stare pop-eyed at him. Maybe she could even summon up a few coherent words.

      “I, well, I don’t know how to broach this subject. But was there perhaps a slight flood last night in this building?”

      His face was solemn, but his eyes twinkled. “You want to know because . . .?”

      “I just want to make sure my daughter, Jannie, wasn’t anywhere nearby if it occurred.”

      “Ah, what a shame.”

      “What do you mean by that?” Suze grabbed the sleeve of his well-tailored black jacket with both hands and pulled him toward her.

      “What I mean is—but we shouldn’t stand in this public space, discussing business that isn’t meant for all ears.” He dropped his voice as a young couple emerged from the elevator and passed through the lobby, making their way to the door. “Why don’t you come to my condo? It’s on the same floor as your daughter’s, if Jannie Morris fills that role in your life. Strange, I see no mother-daughter resemblance.”

      His eyes drifted from hers, to her cheekbones, to her mouth. She let go of his arm and swallowed with difficulty.

      “Um . . .” she began, not sure if going to a strange man’s condo was a proper way for a lady—even one of a certain age like herself—to behave.

      “Ernie will vouch for me,” Aram said. In the background, Ernie’s head bounced up and down in verification. “And, we’ll leave the hallway door open. That way you can depart if I behave in anything less than a proper gentlemanly manner.”

      At this point, Ernie was making shooing gestures with one hand. Suze thought for a moment and made up her mind. Aram didn’t appear to be an axe-murderer or a rapist who targeted gently bred, middle-aged ladies with silver hair.

      “Okay,” she said. “Seeing as Ernie is in favor.”

      Suze and Aram were silent as the elevator took them to the fifth floor. She studied the notices for new parking regulations, reading the fine print as if world peace depended on it. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught Aram watching her—unabashedly, intently. Oh heavens, this elevator was so confined. And, really, the air conditioning was set way too low. If only she could catch her breath, but proximity to this man, combined with worry about Jannie and weariness from yesterday’s hard work, somehow culminated in an overpowering wave of dizziness.

      Aram moved swiftly. As her knees gave way, he caught Suze in his whip-strong arms and, when the elevator doors opened, bore her off down the hall to his condo.
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        * * *

      

      Jannie pushed her hair back and cracked open her sleepy eyes. She stared at the ceiling, hoping she’d dreamed last night’s fiasco. There’d been no flood. No flaming inferno. And surely Mom hadn’t moved out after all but was in the kitchen, rustling up a tasty breakfast.

      She sniffed. That was definitely not the delicious smell of warm, flaky croissants. Nor was it the irresistible scent of bacon snapping and sizzling on the grill. It was the much less appetizing reek of musty air. And what was that roaring noise? Not the light classical music Mom usually listened to when she cooked.

      Jannie shoved back the covers and sat up. All of her furniture was jammed against her bed, forming an island in the middle of the room. There were no puddles on the hardwood floor, but the baseboards showed high-tide stains. Thank God for the industrial fans Ernie had brought up. They were blasting away, drying up the last of the moisture. Hopefully there wouldn’t be any permanent damage.

      As bad as the situation was up here on the fifth floor, things were bound to be worse for the poor guy who lived in the condo directly below. Tyler Howard: good, quiet neighbor and cutie-muffin to boot, in a nerdish kind of way. Jannie had swamped his place, what with the sudsy bathwater cascading through his ceiling and wrecking everything, including his zillion-dollar collection of stamps. Or at least one or two valuable specimens, according to the TV reports.

      Jannie sighed. It was no use pretending she didn’t care. She felt horrible about what she’d done. Guilty and careless and immature. But, how insane was it that anyone would pay so much for tiny scraps of ancient, sticky paper in the first place?

      It was all very confusing. If only she could talk things out with her mom; but no, she had to be strong. Be an adult, not a total jerk. And, as a first step, that meant apologizing.

      She got up, dressed, and, with a straight spine and determined chin, marched down a flight of stairs to confront young Tyler in his lair. She rapped smartly on the door to 4B and waited.

      After a moment, she knocked again. “I know you’re home. I can hear you moving around. Please open up.”

      “Who’s there?” The disembodied voice sounded hollow, emotionless. Like its owner was a card-carrying member of The Walking Dead, zombified to dustiness in spite of all the recent in-home precipitation.

      “It’s me, Jannie Morris. From upstairs. You know—your elevator buddy. Oh, and the cause of the awful flood. I’ve come to say sorry.”

      No response. All sounds ceased. The apartment had gone as quiet as a tomb.

      “Hey, Tyler,” she said in a wheedling voice she hoped was equal parts adorable and persuasive. “Please open your door.”

      “Don’t want to see you,” he said. “Go away.”

      “Please? I feel terrible about what happened last night.”

      Again, silence.

      “Tyler?” Jannie stuck out her tongue at the door. “C’mon, Tyler!” She looked at her iPhone. Great, now she was going to be late for work.

      Taking off a shoe and balancing on the other foot like a flamingo that’s decided the water’s too cold, she knocked on Tyler’s door with her high heel. Rat-a-tat-a-tat-a-tat. The noise was obnoxious.

      The door flew open, and Tyler appeared. He was close to Jannie’s age. Short, slight, and brown-skinned. He wore huge black-rimmed glasses and was packed nicely into his geeky blue t-shirt and tattered jeans. Also, he appeared to be hopping mad. Not just figuratively, either—he jumped from foot to foot in a fury of epic proportions. Jannie kept a firm grip on her stiletto in case she had to use it.

      “Who the hell do you think you are?” Tyler yelled, still bouncing.

      Before she could respond, his hand flashed out. He seized her shoe, wresting it away from her with a strength that belied his small stature. Instinctively, she reached down and grabbed her other one. He brandished his captured shoe at Jannie. She shook hers at him. They were Jedi warriors, with designer footwear instead of lightsabers.

      “Give me back my Miu Miu!” She glowered at him.

      “Your what? Are you making fun of my cats?” He brandished Jannie’s precious pump in her face. Behind him, three felines made a dignified entrance, tails wafting sinuously, ignoring the two crazy humans locked in mortal shoe combat in the doorway.

      “I’m not meowing, idiot. It’s a Miu Miu. Designer shoe. Bought in Paris. Put it down.”

      “You put yours down first.”

      “No. Let’s put them down together. Count of three. One, two, three.”

      She matched Tyler’s movement as he lowered his Miu Miu to the floor. With the tender love of a mother for a newborn, Jannie arranged the pair of them just inside the door and, barefooted, entered Tyler’s condo. He didn’t protest. He also didn’t utter a word of welcome. He stalked out of the reception space and into his living room, where he plunked himself down on a cat-fur-covered couch.

      Jannie walked around, looking at the ceiling and the walls. Most of Tyler’s IKEA-style furniture had been pushed into the center of the room. The water damage was impossible to miss, and although there were electric fans blasting away, she knew he was in for some expensive repair work.

      She chose a dry-looking armchair and sat, facing him. “I’m very sorry, Tyler. I really don’t have words for this situation. I know I’ve messed up big time.”

      He said nothing. His eyes darted around the room, taking in the damage, looking everywhere but at her.

      “Your stamp collection—”

      “Who cares about an old stamp collection?” Tyler’s eyes continued to flick, this way and that.

      That was a surprise. How could he not care about the collection?

      “Will it be okay?”

      “I guess so. I didn’t see any water in the stamp cabinets. An expert’s coming over later to take a look, just to be sure. Mom’s orders.” He rolled his eyes.

      “I don’t get it. You know I’m really, really sorry about the flood. I’ll do whatever I can to set things right.” Jannie crossed her heart. “But tell me, why don’t you care about the stamps?”

      “Not my thing. Stamps, I mean. Just inherited baggage. Never liked ̓em, myself.”

      Jannie felt a sense of immense relief, as if she’d just stripped off her Spanx at the end of a long day. At least now she knew she hadn’t destroyed a cherished possession.

      But his face was crumpled, like he was trying not to cry.

      “Tyler, tell me. What else got wrecked?”

      He slumped on his furry couch, surrounded by his feline friends. His hands moved in a nervous rhythm as he stroked a large, white angora.

      Finally, he whispered something.

      Jannie leaned forward, cupping her hand to her ear. “Excuse me?”

      “Posters,” he said, in an almost inaudible mutter. His face turned maroon.

      “Art prints?”

      “Wrestling posters. WWE. Dragon Gate. Lucha Libre.” He looked away, the ruddy tint in his cheeks deepening.

      Really? Pro wrestling?

      But who was she to judge? He’d owned something that he’d evidently prized, and she’d gone and wrecked it. She hung her head.

      Finally, she said in a low voice, “Are they replaceable? Can I help you get new ones?” She’d do whatever she could to fix this, as long as these posters were available somewhere on Planet Earth.

      “Dunno. Maybe.” His words were almost drowned out by the constant roaring of the fans.

      “I’ll do my best. Whatever it takes.” She rose to attention and brought her right hand smartly to her forehead.

      “Really?” Tyler stood in front of her, a trifle too close for comfort.

      Jannie felt crowded, but held her ground. “Of course! And I’ll never leave the taps on again. I swear.”

      She reached a hand out to him to seal the deal with a shake, but he backed off. His eyes darted away again, almost as if it pained him to look at her.

      “Why don’t you make me a list of everything I ruined?” Jannie said. “I promise I won’t let you down. Besides, you know where I live.”

      “Ha ha.” There was no mirth in his voice at all. He gestured her toward the door.

      Jannie put on her shoes, grimacing at how dirty the bottoms of her feet were, and left. She hoped he’d be okay. But he’d looked shattered—and it was all her fault.
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      After fainting in the elevator, Suze didn’t bounce back to full consciousness immediately. She hovered below reality’s surface, wafting on pleasant waves of lassitude. She was safe and reclining on a piece of furniture that was exquisitely comfortable. Her nostrils quivered as she inhaled the agreeable muskiness of fine leather.

      “Ooh, the salesman didn’t lie. This really is the best bed ever.” She stroked the hide possessively, like a cheetah with a newly acquired gazelle.

      Aram cleared his throat. Suze’s eyelids flickered but didn’t open. She was deep in an excellent fantasy brought on by her fainting spell, and she smiled as she savored the scent of manliness and money.

      “Rich Corinthian leather.” And again. “Rich Corinthian leather,” rolling her r’s and chuckling at her horrible Montalbán imitation. She patted the well-bolstered couch. “Mm. You’re a lovely bed, you are.”

      “I’m glad you approve of my sofa,” Aram said.

      “Heavens!” Suze’s eyes fluttered open. Her hand flew to her gaping mouth.

      She tried to sit up straight but moved too suddenly, almost catapulting herself off the couch. Another surge of wooziness hit her and she boomeranged backward onto an overstuffed cushion. With efficient athleticism, Aram shot from his matching leather chair and caught her head before it made contact with the wall.

      He maneuvered her into a safer position, keeping his hands on her shoulders. Even though his touch was chaste and solicitous, her face grew toasty warm. Deep down, she began to feel a sparking of an unfamiliar sensation—something inside that had lain dormant for years.

      How inappropriate. Cheeks still flaming, she tried to regain her composure.

      “Please tell me I haven’t been too ridiculous. Was I babbling?” She searched his face for clues.

      “Babbling? I wouldn’t describe it quite that way. Waxing eloquent on the merits of my sofa is more like it. You seem to admire, let’s see, its ‘buttery texture and cushiness,’ if I’ve quoted you correctly.” The words sounded so silly in Aram’s baritone, with its tantalizing hint of an accent.

      Suze closed her eyes for a moment. Gracious, how absurd she’d been, and how dizzy she still felt.

      “Could I trouble you for a glass of water?” Even though she wasn’t particularly thirsty, she wanted a moment of privacy to collect her thoughts. And to suppress the twinges of her awakened libido, if that’s what these strange feelings were. She was tingly and light-headed and supersensitive. Euphoric, too, for some reason.

      “Yes, of course.” Aram walked across a worn but beautiful Persian rug, past an exuberant Riopelle (was it actually an original?) hanging on the opposite wall, and disappeared through a doorway into another room. Suze took the opportunity of finger-combing her hair to remove any traces of bed-headedness caused by her encounter with the couch, and then grabbed a magazine (Fortune) from a stark but expensive-looking wooden coffee table to fan her hot skin.
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