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  Chapter one

The early summer morning was crisp as Robert Van Enger strode confidently toward his agency’s building. Philadelphia’s streets bustled with activity. Gentle rays of sunlight filtered through the buildings, glinting off polished shop windows and the brass nameplates of law offices and banks. Horse-drawn carriages rattled over the cobblestones, their wheels clicking rhythmically as they carried businessmen in crisp suits and women in tailored skirts with hats adorned with feathers. Street vendors called out their offerings, fresh rolls, steaming coffee, and the morning paper, while errand boys weaved through the crowds, clutching parcels under their arms. The scent of roasted chestnuts and coal smoke mingled with the cool, dewy air as the city awakened to another day of enterprise. 
Robert moved with purpose, his mind already on the day ahead. As he approached the entrance, a familiar figure stepped into his path, causing Robert to pause.
“Well, well, if it isn’t Robert Van Enger,” sneered Theodore Grainger, his voice oozing with disdain. “What a pleasant surprise. I haven’t seen you in this part of Philadelphia for a while.” Grainger’s eyes narrowed into slits. “One has to be ruthless to keep up with the likes of you, Robert. I hear you’ve gained the Blackwell account. Quite the lucky break.”
Robert shrugged nonchalantly. “Just good business, Theodore.”
“Good business indeed,” Grainger scoffed. He leaned in closer, his voice dripping with malice. “Tell me, Robert, what’s your secret? Surely you must have some insider information. Or perhaps it’s just your father’s connections?”
Robert let out a dark chuckle, unfazed by Grainger’s probing. “No secret, Theodore, just a little bit of luck. Theodore, do you have something specific to talk to me about? Because if not, I have a busy day and I need to move on.”
Grainger’s face turned red with anger at Robert’s casual response. “Don’t play games with me, Robert. You may think you’re clever now, but eventually, your luck will run out.”
Robert’s smile never faltered. “Perhaps. But today is not that day. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a business to check on.”
As Robert moved to step around him, Grainger grabbed his arm forcefully. “This isn’t over, Robert. You can’t outsmart me forever.”
Robert calmly removed Grainger’s hand from his arm. “I wouldn’t dream of it, Theodore.” With a smirk on his face, he sauntered away, knowing Grainger was seething with rage and resentment. I don’t know what his problem with me is.
“Enjoy your temporary victory, Van Enger,” Theodore sneered through gritted teeth. “But I will not rest until I bring you to your knees.”
Robert turned back to the entrance and watched Grainger storm off. The people on the street instinctively gave him a wide berth, sensing the palpable rage radiating from him. 
Robert strode confidently into his luxurious building. As he made his way up the elevator and through the opulent lobby, Robert thought he wasn’t any different from any other man in Philadelphia running a business. But there was something about these encounters with Grainger that fueled him with a fiery determination to keep on doing whatever he was doing because it was working, or a man like Theodore Grainger wouldn’t give a hoot in a handbasket about him and his business practices. 
He walked into his office and looked down at the street below, glimpsing Grainger’s angry form through the window. He let out a low chuckle and settled into his plush leather chair with a smug smile. 
Today is going to be a good day.

      ***The early-morning bustle of the Van Enger Advertising Agency was in full swing as Dale Luske strode through the lobby to his office. He nodded briskly to the employees as he passed. Dale’s mind was already racing with the day’s agenda when a harried-looking man practically leapt into his path.
“Mr. Luske! Thank goodness you’re here.” The man, James Landers, one of the agency’s salesmen, appeared breathless. “I desperately need your help.” 
Dale took in James’s disheveled appearance, his tie askew, a sheen of sweat on his brow. “What seems to be the problem, Landers?” 
James glanced around nervously. “Could we speak in private, sir?” 
With a curt nod, Dale led James to his office. Once inside, he settled behind his desk, gesturing for James to take a seat. “Now, what’s this all about?” 
James slumped into the chair, running a hand through his hair. “It’s the Pemberton Carriage Company account, sir. I’ve been trying to land it for weeks, but Mr. Pemberton keeps putting me off. I’m at my wit’s end.” 
Dale leaned back. “Tell me about your approach so far.” 
As James outlined his efforts, the elaborate presentations, and the focus on Pemberton’s company history, Dale’s eyes narrowed. When James finished, Dale held up a hand. 
“I think I see the problem,” Dale said. “You’re focusing too much on what Pemberton Carriages has been, not what they could be.” 
James blinked in confusion. “Sir?” 
Dale stood, moving to the large window overlooking the city. “Pemberton’s an old company, set in its ways. But the world is changing, Landers. People want more than just transportation; they want comfort and style. What we need to do is show Pemberton how we can help them embrace these new desires.” He turned back to James, his eyes filled with inspiration. “Here’s what you’re going to do. Scrap the history angle. Instead, create a campaign that shows Pemberton carriages as the epitome of modern luxury and comfort. Focus on innovations like improved suspension systems, plush interiors, and sleek designs.” 
James’s eyes widened as he caught on. “Position them as innovators rather than traditionalists?” 
“Exactly,” Dale nodded approvingly. “Appeal to Mr. Pemberton’s vision, not his nostalgia. Make him see how partnering with us could elevate his company above the competition.” 
James jumped to his feet, energized. “Mr. Luske, that’s brilliant! I’ll get to work on it right away. I believe it will work but . . .”
“What is it, James?” 
“I also think some of the problem is Granger’s Ad Agency is trying to get the account, and that’s another reason Pemberton is stalling.” 
“All the more reason to get on this.” Dale thought for a minute. “Get with Dorian Hathaway in design and tell her about our conversation and have her draw you up some sketches you can take to Pemberton right away. She won’t mind stopping her current project to help you.” 
As James hurried out, excited about getting this account, Dale smiled. This was why he loved his job – the thrill of cracking a tough problem, of seeing the bigger picture. He settled back at his desk, ready to tackle the next challenge. In the fast-paced world of advertising, there was always another puzzle to solve, another client to win over. And Dale Luske was always ready for the challenge.  
He looked at his agenda. Ah! I needed to get to the design room. Atlantic Clipper wants ads for their new set of ships and has requested Dorian Hathaway to do it. Dale didn’t like it when companies didn’t just let him decide who would do the work on the ads, but he also knew Dorian was the best, and everyone in Philadelphia knew it. 
Dale hesitated, wondering if there was anything else he could do before he appeared in the design room. Complaints about Dorian had inundated him. He knew the women were just jealous of her, but he still had to listen, and he still had to tell them something to keep them working and out of his hair. 
Dorian was an odd bird, but she was also the most creative person he had ever met. She was the whole reason Van Enger had risen this past year to the top advertising agency in Philadelphia. 

      ***The design room buzzed with activity. Sunlight streamed through tall, arched windows, illuminating the space filled with the tools of the advertising trade. Six workstations filled the large room. Each station comprised a large, angled drafting table filled with the current creative endeavor the designers were working on. Beside the drafting table stood a smaller, round table organized with an array of tools: pencils of varying hardness, ink pens, paintbrushes, and small pots of vibrant colors. Posters and examples of successful past campaigns adorned the walls.
Five women, their heads bent over their work, occasionally glanced up to eye the sixth station where Dorian Hathaway worked. 
Dorian sat at her station, the drafting table a mess of sketches and paints. Expertly, Dorian added intricate details with steady strokes of her pencil as she hunched over her current project, with her auburn hair tumbling over one shoulder. The sunlight streamed through the window, catching the red tones of her hair and turning them into warm highlights. She didn't notice the city noises from outside, totally engrossed in her work. 
Mabel, a thin woman with sharp features, glared at Dorian. Her eyes narrowed into slits as she watched Dorian’s intense focus. “Can you believe her?” Mabel hissed, loud enough for the others to hear but not loud enough to reach Dorian’s ears. “Always trying to show off, Miss Perfect. I bet she’s working on some grandiose project that will make us all look like amateurs.”
Beatrice, a stout woman with graying hair, sneered from across the room. “It makes me sick how Mr. Luske fawns over her every move. He acts like we’re invisible when she’s around.” 
“I know I exist to Dale Luske,” Vivian interjected. “He and I have been seeing each other socially. Dorian is just a pawn for him to gain more clients. You know, Dale told me he finds Dorian quite peculiar. Oh, he acknowledges her talent, of course. But he says there’s something off about her. The way she gets lost in her world, barely noticing anyone around her. He finds it rather unsettling, if you ask me.” 
“Yes, well she is odd, very odd,” Beatrice chimed in with disdain. “She comes in here and hardly speaks to anyone. And when she does, she’s all too pleasant, like it’s all an act. There’s something wrong with that woman.”
The other women nodded, their envy and contempt for Dorian evident in their tight-lipped expressions and disdainful glances.
Dorian’s hand moved feverishly, with the pencil scratching across the paper in frenzied strokes. She was lost in her creative trance as she poured all of her energy into the design taking shape before her.
As she worked, she knocked over a pot of ink. The dark liquid spread like a stain over the table and seeped into Dorian’s unfinished work. But she didn’t notice. The other women watched in disbelief, as she simply moved her paper away from the mess and continued working.
Gertrude’s lips tightened in disapproval, as she muttered under her breath, “Unbelievable. She can’t even bother to clean up after herself.”
Agnes let out a heavy sigh, knowing it would fall on deaf ears. “I suppose one of us will have to take care of it for her.” She rose to fetch a cloth.
The other women exchanged knowing looks, their judgmental gazes conveying their thoughts on Dorian’s self-absorbed behavior. But nothing could break through the intensity of Dorian’s focus.

      ***The Van Enger Advertising Agency occupied the entire top floor of a grand five-story building in the heart of Philadelphia’s bustling business district. Everyone who stepped off the newly installed Otis elevator was immediately struck by the grandeur of the space. 
The soaring 14-foot ceilings were adorned with intricate plasterwork and a massive crystal chandelier. Enormous arched windows stretched nearly floor-to-ceiling, flooding the space with light. Rich mahogany wainscoting and gleaming hardwood floors ran through the entire office. A grand reception desk crafted from polished marble and brass sat with a pretty young woman waiting to help whoever entered. Next to her were plush velvet settees and leather armchairs for clients to rest while they waited for whoever they came to speak with. Ornate cast-iron pillars supported the high ceiling, painted in a soft cream color. Large heavy oak doors for the offices lined the perimeter for senior staff and client meetings.
In the design library and archives, floor-to-ceiling shelves housed an extensive collection of books on art, design, and advertising, a large table in the center for spreading materials and collaborative work, and fireproof cabinets containing the agency’s past work and client files.
There was a small but well-appointed kitchen area with a copper coffee urn and fine china for serving clients, a dedicated room for the latest photographic equipment used in creating advertisements, and a rooftop garden accessible by a spiral staircase, offering a retreat for creative contemplation. The agency had an air of sophistication and creativity. The space was designed to impress clients and still provide an inspiring environment for the creative staff to produce their best work. 
Dale smiled as he walked to the design room. He liked working here. He and Robert got along well. He enjoyed the freedom and the trust Robert Van Enger gave him, and he hoped soon he would make him a partner.
The murmur of discontent was suddenly silenced as the door to the design room swung open. Dale strode in. The women straightened up at their stations, plastering on pleasant smiles that didn’t quite reach their eyes.
Dale entered the room. As he inched closer to Dorian’s workstation, the air became heavy with tension, like a thick fog that seemed to cling to his skin. He could feel all eyes on him, burning into his back as he navigated his way to where Dorian was working. He cleared his throat to gently break through her intense focus.
“Miss Hathaway,” he said in a businesslike tone. “I have some news that I think you’ll find exciting.”
Dorian looked up from her sketches, a look in her eyes as if she were just coming out of a dream. “Yes, Mr. Luske?”
“Did James Landers come in here for some sketches from you?” Dale asked, getting straight to the point.
“Yes, and I completed them right away. He took them with him about half an hour ago.”
“Excellent.” Dale scanned the room and noticed the other women glancing at him from their workstations, their expressions full of resentment. He knew he would have to deal with the aftermath of this later. But for now, he had to deliver the news. “Dorian, Atlantic Clippers has requested a new advertisement,” he told her, pride evident in his voice. “And they specifically asked for you to design it.”
The other women’s glances turned into full-on stares, their jaws dropping in disbelief.
Dorian’s face lit up with enthusiasm. “Of course, I’d be thrilled to take on the project. When do they need it by?”
Dale provided her with the details, which she quickly jotted down in her notes. She began sketching out ideas in the margins of her paper with a determined look on her face. With a satisfied nod, Dale turned and left the room, closing the door behind him with a soft click.






  
  Chapter two

As soon as Dale shut the door behind him, a deafening silence filled the room. The air was even thicker with tension and jealousy, like a simmering pot about to boil over. 

Mabel’s voice cut through the quiet like a knife. “Can you even believe it? Atlantic Clippers specifically requested her! It’s not fair.”
Beatrice’s lips were pursed as she shook her head. “We’ve been here for years and still don’t get a chance at the big accounts. What makes her so special?”
Vivian twirled her pencil between her fingers. “Are they even aware there are other designers in this company besides her? How are we supposed to prove ourselves if we never get the opportunity?”
Mabel leaned in closely, her voice low. “Maybe it’s time we took matters into our own hands again. We’ve done it before several times but now this! We can’t just sit back and watch her take all the glory.”
Beatrice nodded slowly, a calculating gleam in her eye. “You’re right. We need to do something more drastic.”
Agnes stood up. “Leave her alone. Dorian gets these accounts because she’s good at what she does.” 
The room fell silent once again, but the tension and resentment toward Dorian did not diminish. She just sat there calmly, as if she were unaware of the brewing storm around her.
Vivian couldn’t stand it and, heart pounding in her chest, she stormed out of the design room. She could feel her nails digging into her palms. The mix of rage and hurt simmered in her veins. 
“Dale! Wait!” she called out, her voice sharp and echoing off the walls.
Dale turned with surprise etched onto his face but quickly composed himself upon seeing Vivian. He scanned the hallway, making sure they were alone before addressing her with forced professionalism. “Vivian? What is it?”
Her breath came out in ragged gasps as she tried to control her emotions. “Why didn’t you give me the Atlantic Clippers project? I thought, with our relationship, you would have considered me for such an important account.”
A flicker of sympathy crossed Dale’s face, but it was quickly replaced by a cold demeanor. “You know I can’t show favoritism. And the client specifically requested Dorian for this project.”
Vivian’s shoulders slumped in defeat, tears prickling at the corners of her eyes. “I see,” she mumbled, her gaze dropping to the floor as she fiddled with the edge of her sleeve.
But before she could turn and walk away dejectedly, Dale’s hand gently grasped her arm. “Listen, Vivian,” he said in a softer tone. “What if we have dinner tonight? I’ve been wanting to take you to that new French restaurant on Chestnut Street.”
Her heart skipped a beat at the mention of dinner. A small smile played on her lips as she looked up at him through watery eyes. “I’d love that.”
As Dale walked away, she returned to the design room and saw Dorian, still completely unaware and absorbed in her work. Vivian’s chest tightened, her gaze narrowing as she lingered in the doorway. She clenched her fists, then quickly smoothed her skirt, swallowing the bitter taste rising in her throat.”.
The other women in the room sensed this and huddled closer, their voices dropping to whispers as they began to scheme. Vivian looked at them with a determined expression, ready to take on whatever challenge was ahead. She refused to be overlooked or pushed aside any longer.

      ***“Robert?” Dale said as he peeked his head into his boss’ office, the door being askew. “I didn’t know you were coming in today.”
“Yes, it’s been too long. The lumber mill and logging operations I purchased recently need almost all my attention. I assure you, Dale, that’s an entirely different kettle of fish from the advertising business. But I’m coming to grips with it. I wish I had a good business manager there like I have you here. How are things going?”
“Good, Atlantic Clipper wants an ad for their new ships. And they specifically asked for Dorian Hathaway.”
“Who is Dorian Hathaway?”
“Oh my god man, I can’t believe it. You’ve been away for so long that you’ve never met Dorian. I hired her about a year ago. She’s the best design artist I have ever worked with, and the clients love her campaigns so much they ask specifically for her, and well, that becomes a problem with the other designers, as if it’s my fault or something.”
Robert shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Women, they are all like cats at times, aren’t they? I know I have two sisters, and they aren’t just cats, they are wild cats.”
Dale laughed. “I know, I’ve met your sisters. Come on and I’ll show you around and you can see what’s changed since the last time you graced us with your presence.”

      ***Robert and Dale walked comfortably around the agency. The bustling energy of the office washed over Robert, as he made his way through the corridors, nodding acknowledgments to employees. Eventually, his eyes were drawn to a series of advertisements adorning the walls. He paused, struck by the artistry and innovation in these pieces. 
“Whose work is this?” he murmured to himself, leaning in for a closer look. The lines were bold yet elegant, the concepts fresh and captivating. A grin stretched across his face. The clever slogans and colorful graphics perfectly captured the essence of the brand. This was exactly what he had envisioned when he first started his creative agency. 
Just then, a flash of auburn caught his eye. Robert turned, his gaze landing on a woman walking purposefully down the hallway. Her hair, a rich, warm color reminiscent of autumn leaves, was neatly pinned up, but a few errant strands framed a face that made Robert’s breath catch in his throat.
Time seemed to slow, as he watched her approach. Her eyes were a striking shade of green and focused intently on the papers in her hands. There was a grace to her movements, a quiet confidence that drew him in. Robert found himself captivated by the way she seemed to pay no attention to what was going on around her, yet somehow intuitively navigated her way without stumbling or running into anyone. 
As she passed Robert, he caught a whiff of her perfume, it was subtle, floral, and intoxicating. He turned, unable to tear his eyes away from her retreating figure. “Who is she?” he asked Dale, who had appeared at his elbow.
“That’s Dorian Hathaway. Those advertisements you were admiring are her work.”
Robert’s eyebrows rose in surprise and admiration. “Remarkable.”
“Come on, you can meet her.” Dale put his hand on Robert’s shoulder. 
“No, not now. I don’t want to break her concentration.”
As Dale briefed him on the agency’s recent successes, Robert found his mind wandering. He was intrigued by this Dorian Hathaway. It wasn’t just her beauty, though that was undeniable. There was something in her demeanor, a blend of focus and awareness, which resonated with him on a deeper level.
He thought about the way she moved through the office, purposeful yet with an almost ethereal quality, as if part of her existed in a world of pure creativity. It reminded him of himself in a way, how he would get lost in the intricacies of a business deal while still maintaining an awareness of the broader picture.
Robert realized he wasn’t listening to Dale. His mind was filled with questions about Dorian. What inspired her designs? How did she see the world? What would it be like to engage her in conversation, to see those intense green eyes focused on him?
He shook his head slightly, trying to clear his thoughts. No one and nothing had ever captured his attention like this. Robert prided himself on his focus. Yet here he was, thoroughly distracted by a glimpse of auburn hair and a pair of striking eyes.
“Dale,” he interrupted, “I think I’d like to sit in on the next creative meeting.”
As Dale nodded in agreement, Robert couldn’t help but glance down the hallway where Dorian disappeared. For an unknown reason, there was excitement as well as trepidation running through him. 

      ***The narrow streets of Kensington bustled with activity as Dorian made her way to her parents’ house. The air was thick with the scent of coal dust and factory smoke. This was where she grew up and in a lot of ways she missed it.
As she came closer to her parents’ home, familiar figures called out to her. “Hello Dorian, nice to see you.” 
She’d smile and return the greeting. “Nice to see you. How have you been doing?”
“We are managing,” they would say, or “Doing just fine.”
She knocked on the weathered door of a modest row house, the paint peeling at the edges. Her mother, Sarah, answered the door and her face lit up. 
“Dorian, love! Come in, come in,” Her mother ushered her inside, enveloping her in a warm embrace that smelled of soap and fresh linen. 
The small living room was clean and tidy with an old armchair that had seen better days and a coffee table with a big round ashtray on it. In the corner, her father, Gerald, sat in his usual spot, surrounded by the familiar smell of pipe smoke. Despite being only in his late fifties, he looked much older, with deep wrinkles etched into his worn face from years of working in the coal mines. His frame was still strong and quick as he stood up and greeted his daughter. 
“Well, if it isn’t our girl from the big city,” Gerald chuckled, his eyes twinkling with mirth. “Come to see how the other half lives, eh?” 
“How are you feeling?” 
“Oh, you know me,” Gerald shrugged. “Fit as a fiddle, if the fiddle’s been run over by a steamroller.” 
Dorian smiled; she was used to her father’s self-deprecating humor. “Hello, Papa,” she kissed his cheek.
Sarah clucked her tongue. “Gerald, behave. Dorian, would you mind helping me with this laundry? Mrs. Fitzgerald’s sheets need pressing. We can talk and iron.” 
“Of course, Mama,” Dorian replied, rolling up her sleeves and joining her mother at the ironing board. 
As they worked, steam rose from the hot iron, Gerald puffed on his pipe and eyed his daughter. “So, tell me, how’s life treating you in that fancy advertising place?” 
Dorian smoothed a wrinkle from the sheet. “It’s good, Papa. Challenging but good. I’m learning so much.” 
“They’re treating you right?” Gerald asked, a hint of concern in his voice. “Not working you to the bone like us poor folk?” 
“Gerald,” Sarah admonished gently. 
Dorian smiled. “They treat me well, Papa. The work is hard, but it’s the kind of hard I enjoy. I’m creating things, making a difference.” 
Gerald nodded, a proud smile tugging at his lips. “That’s my girl. Always knew you were meant for bigger things than this old neighborhood.” 
“Can you stay for supper darling?” her mother asked.
“Yes, Mama, I was hoping. I miss your cooking.” 
“You look like you haven’t eaten a thing since you moved away. You’re so thin.” 
“I’m not thin, Mama, I’m the same as I always was, you just are not used to seeing me.” 
They finished the ironing then folded the linen and stacked it neatly in a basket. “Come on in the kitchen and help me. I got some ground beef from the butcher this morning, and I was going to make shepherd’s pie. I know you love it.” Dorian peeled and cooked the potatoes, and then cut the corn off the cob. Her mother cooked the meat and made some gravy. “I wish I had some peas to put in with it, but it’s just not pea season.” 
“The corn will be fine, Mama.” 
They layered the deep dish that Sarah pulled out of the cupboard and then put it in the oven. Dorian opened up the fire hole and slid in more wood to keep the oven at a good temperature for the casserole. 
“I miss you and Papa a lot,” Dorian said. “When I can afford it, I want to get a bigger place, and have you and Papa come and live with me in Northern Lights.” 
“What would we do there? We don’t know anyone.” 
“You know me.” 
“Are you getting lonely, honey?” Sarah asked. 
“No, I don’t think so. My work keeps me busy. I just miss you all so much.” 
Sarah hugged her daughter. “When you get a bigger place, we can talk about it then. Your Papa is hoping you’ll find a nice husband.” 
Dorian shrugged, sitting down at the table in the middle of the kitchen. “I haven’t even thought about it and even if I had I wouldn’t know how to go about it. Besides, I want to have a marriage like you and Papa. I want to be married to a good, hard-working, funny man, who’s a little odd and loves me. I haven’t met anyone like that.” 






  
  Chapter three

The cool breezes of early summer had given way to the heavy, golden heat of late August. Robert was still coming to the agency every day. Normally he would spend only a day there, then return to another business which he was more concerned about, but something had kept him there all this time. 
The soft morning light filtered through the office windows as Robert positioned himself in what had become his regular spot. He’d been arriving early for months now, ostensibly to “get more involved in the day-to-day operations,” but in truth, it was all for this moment.
Right on cue, Dorian emerged from the design room. Her auburn hair was neatly pinned up, but a few rebellious strands framed her face, catching the light. She moved with purpose, her green eyes focused on some distant point, her mind already busy with the day’s creative challenges.
Before she got her supplies, just as she was passing him, Robert stepped slightly out of the shadows. “Good morning, Miss Hathaway,” his voice warm and inviting. 
“Good morning,” she’d reply pleasantly, not even looking at him or at who had said it. She just continued to the supply room.
Robert watched, captivated. He’d memorized this routine. First, she’d refill her inks and paints, meticulously selecting the colors she needed. Then, she would collect a fresh stack of paper, running her fingers along the edges as if to test their quality. 
Robert watched her with amusement and admiration in his eyes. He’d grown to love this interaction, her polite acknowledgment without breaking stride, the way her focus remained unshattered.
As she passed him on her return journey, Robert would add, “Have a nice day, Miss Hathaway.”
Without missing a beat, Dorian responded, “Thank you, you too,” her voice carrying back to him, as she disappeared down the hall to the design room.
Robert chuckled softly to himself, shaking his head in wonder. Any other employee would stop, engage in small talk, and perhaps try to curry favor with the company owner. But not Dorian. Her singular dedication to her work, her ability to acknowledge him without being derailed from her purpose, her being aware but not aware, it all fascinated him.
He had spent hours imagining what went on in that brilliant mind of hers. Is she already sketching out new designs in her head? Planning color schemes? Solving creative problems that haven’t even been posed yet?
When he asked Dale about her, he had told him that several men in the agency had been quite enamored with Dorian, but the fact she hardly if at all even acknowledged them had discouraged every one of them from even bothering. 
One of the accountants had grown quite insulted and angry with her, and when he confronted her about it, she looked at him and told him that she had no idea what he was talking about or who he was. He just left with his hands thrown in the air and mumbling to himself. Dorian had gone back to work as if nothing had happened. 
Some of the men being insulted by her demeanor started talking about her, saying she was strange, odd, weird, eccentric, but Dale had corrected them when he heard it, and the men stopped.
Robert hadn’t liked hearing that and wanted to know who it was, but Dale wouldn’t tell him.
In contrast, Robert found her fascinating; he wouldn’t give up on her. He wanted to introduce himself to her, but he didn’t want to break the spell she was under and was perfectly happy to engage with her as a shadow in her mind for now.
As he turned to head to his own office, Robert realized he was smiling. This brief, daily interaction had become the highlight of his mornings. Dorian’s unique way of moving through the world, her ability to remain polite yet focused, resonated with something deep inside him. He wondered if he had finally found someone who was not unlike him. 
“Remarkable,” he murmured to himself, the word he often found on his lips when thinking of her. She was unlike anyone he ever met, and they hadn’t actually met yet. With each passing day, he found himself more intrigued, more drawn to the mystery of who Dorian Hathaway really was.
As he settled behind his desk, Robert knew that today, like every day for the past few months, his thoughts would drift back to those fleeting moments. He would ponder how to bridge the gap, how to engage more deeply with this fascinating woman who seemed to exist in a world of her own making. But for now, he was content with these small interactions, each one a treasure in its own right.

      ***A couple days later  Vivian had just come out of the supply room and saw Robert Van Enger in that same spot he curiously stood every morning. Other women, including Mabel, were in the hall talking and glancing at him. He was a very handsome man with an almost Grecian face, tall, strong, and with long thick dark hair he wore to his shoulders.
Vivian thought he was an odd fellow in a lot of ways, based on the few times she had met him, but she couldn’t explain why. She watched as Beatrice and the other women fluttered around him, their smiles bright and voices eager.
“Good morning, Mr. Van Enger,” chirped Mabel, batting her eyelashes. “Is there anything I can get for you? Coffee, perhaps?”
Robert shook his head politely. “No, thank you, Mabel. I’m quite all right.”
Another woman approached with a stack of papers in her arms. “Mr. Van Enger, I’ve prepared a summary of our latest campaign results. Would you like to review them now?”
“That’s very thorough of you,” Robert replied, his eyes darting to the corridor toward the design room. “Give them to Dale, he’ll look at them.”
The women exchanged glances, noting his distraction. Then, Dorian emerged from the design room. The change in Robert was immediate. His posture straightened, his eyes lit up, and a soft smile played on his lips.
“Good morning, Miss Hathaway,” he called out, his voice warm and rich.
Dorian nodded in his direction, offering a brief “Good morning,” before continuing on her way to the supply room.
Vivian and the other women watched this interaction with a mixture of confusion and growing realization. They saw the way Robert’s eyes followed Dorian, and how his attention was completely captured by her presence.
Vivian leaned in close to Mabel, whispering, “Did you see that? It’s like we don’t even exist when she’s around.”
Mabel nodded, her brow furrowed. “But look at her! She doesn’t even notice him. It’s like he’s invisible to her.”
As Dorian returned from the supply room, arms filled with materials, the women watched Robert’s reaction closely. His eyes never left her as she passed by, even as she offered only the briefest of acknowledgments.
“Have a nice day, Miss Hathaway,” Robert called after her.
“Thank you. You too,” Dorian replied without breaking stride, disappearing toward the design room.
Vivian shook her head in disbelief. “I don’t understand. We’re all here, willing to do anything for him, and he’s fixated on the one woman who barely knows he’s alive.”
They watched Robert’s face as he stared at the now-closed door of the design room. Then one of the women spoke, “It’s not about attention, girls,” she whispered. “Look at his face. He’s captivated by her.”
The women fell silent, observing Robert’s expression, a mixture of admiration, fascination, and something deeper.
As Robert turned to head to his office, he looked at the group of women watching him. He nodded politely, but his mind was clearly elsewhere. 
Vivian and the others dispersed, returning to their stations, their heads buzzing. Vivian knew it wasn’t the first time Mr. Van Enger had been there; she had seen him there several mornings over the past few months, but never realized what was going on until now.
After Vivian returned to the design room, she and Mabel started working, then Mabel said, “What does he see in her?” 
“Are you talking about the way Mr. Van Enger looks at Dorian?” Agnes asked.
“Yes, have you noticed?” Vivian questioned.
“I noticed it months ago. He stands in that same spot waiting for her to go by as if it’s the highlight of his day.” 
“I don’t understand it. She’s so . . . strange. Always in her own world.”
Agnes stood straight and looked at the women. “Maybe that’s exactly what he sees in her. She’s different.”
As the day progressed, Vivian found her attention divided between work and this new office drama unfolding. She and the others watched Robert and Dorian closely, noting every interaction, every glance, yet knowing all the while, Dorian remained blissfully unaware, lost in her world, oblivious to the obvious stir she had caused in the heart of Robert Van Enger.






  
  Chapter four

One day Robert entered the design room of the agency, his eyes scanned everything, taking in the flurry of activity, until they landed on a figure at a large drafting table near the windows. It was Dorian, utterly absorbed in her work, as though the commotion around her were no more significant than a faint breeze through the open windows. She was completely engrossed in her work. Her hands moved swiftly across the paper, alternating between pencils, pens, and brushes. She was surrounded by reference materials, books on ship design, travel brochures, and sheets of calculations about shipping routes and speeds. 
As Robert approached, he observed Dorian muttering to herself about wave patterns and hull designs. Her eyes darted between her drawing and a model ship perched precariously on the edge of her desk. There was a small smile playing on her lips, as she added a particularly satisfying detail to the ship’s smokestack. Despite the noise of her chattering colleagues, Dorian remained in her world. She murmured a brief response if someone who passed by spoke to her, but her eyes never left her work.
Robert believed he could stand there for hours, studying both the impressive artwork taking shape and the unusual woman creating it. The bustling office faded into the background, as his attention narrowed solely to her. He was struck not just by her talent, which was evident in the intricate shipping illustration taking shape before him, but by her entire demeanor.
The Atlantic Clipper
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