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      I barely jumped out of the way before an oncoming pedestrian plowed right into me. He kept moving without even acknowledging the narrow escape. It was one thing not to be noticed, but having people try to walk straight through me was a bit much. I fought my way to the nearest lamppost so I could catch my breath without being trampled.

      No sooner had I made it to relative safety than I heard a cry of pain. Instinctively, I whirled around and saw an elderly woman lying on the sidewalk a few feet away, shopping bags scattered about. Figures moved toward her, casting shadows over her. When I looked to see who was creating those shadows, the figures seemed blurred in darkness, no features distinct enough to note, probably because this was all happening so fast that I didn’t have time to stop and take stock. I might have been an overly paranoid visitor to a big city, but all my instincts said this woman was in trouble.

      Even if I’d known then what I know now, I think I still would have rushed to her aid. After all, what kind of monster wouldn’t stop to help an elderly woman who’d fallen? Not that all the other people passing by were necessarily monsters. Most of them probably didn’t notice her. Their eyes were fixed on their phones, and their headphones drowned out the city. They had places to be and the kind of tunnel vision that’s critical to urban survival.

      I wasn’t prone to heroism, but I took a deep breath and rushed toward her, not sure whether I should check on her or confront her possible attackers first. The question was decided for me when the figures saw that I’d seen them, and they backed off. It was a sunny day, without shade on this part of the sidewalk, and yet somehow these people melted away out of sight, or maybe I was so hyper-focused on the woman, my adrenaline spiking, that I didn’t notice them scattering. I wondered if it was my imagination, if I just associated them with darkness because I saw them as a threat.

      I knelt by the woman. “Ma’am, are you okay?”

      “My cane,” she said, her voice shaky, not quite at the point of panic, but close.

      I spotted the red-tipped white cane lying nearby and felt a surge of relief that I’d helped, like I’d narrowly avoided a disaster. She wasn’t just an elderly woman, she was an elderly blind woman. Ignoring her would have racked up some terrible karma, and I needed all the good fortune I could get. I picked up the cane and put it against her palm so she could grasp it.

      “Thank you,” she said, sounding a little steadier. “I had some packages.”

      “They’re right here,” I told her as I gathered the shopping bags that had fallen around her, making sure nothing had spilled out of them or the purse she still had hooked around her elbow. “Does three bags sound right?”

      “Yes, that’s it.” She turned unfocused pale-blue eyes in my general direction, and I had the eerie sensation that I was being seen for the first time since I’d been in New York, possibly even before that. Under her seemingly sightless gaze, I not only didn’t feel invisible or anonymous, I felt exposed, laid bare. But her gentle smile told me that she liked whatever she saw—or sensed—in me, so it wasn’t an unpleasant sensation. “Would you mind helping me up?”

      It took me a second to find my voice. “Not at all.” I offered my arm. She gripped it and held tight as she got her feet under herself and managed to stand. I rose with her and let her hold on as long as she needed to steady herself.

      “Thank you. I’m not as good with that cane as I would like. I must have missed whatever it was that I tripped over.”

      I frowned and looked at the sidewalk. The ground around us was smooth. There were no obstacles, cracks, or bumps. Had she tripped or had she been pushed? But surely she’d have noticed being pushed, and there had been those ominous figures. “Is there someone I can call for you?” I asked.

      “That won’t be necessary. But would you mind helping me across the street?”

      “I’d be glad to. It’s on red now, so we’ll have to wait. I’m Claire, by the way. Claire Jennings.”

      “Aileen Richmond. And I thank you again for stopping to help.” She smiled slightly. “You don’t sound like you’re local.”

      “I’m afraid I’m a tourist, here from Texas.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with that. It means you’re expanding your horizons. Most of the people who sneer at tourists have seldom left their own comfort zones.”

      “The light just changed. There’s a step down.” I didn’t have to moderate my pace much to stay with her as we crossed the street. In spite of what she’d said about not being good with the cane, she moved with confidence and found the curb on the opposite side of the street before I had to warn her. That made it seem even less likely that she’d simply fallen. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure no one was stalking us. There was no sign of the figures I thought I’d seen.

      “Do you need help getting home, or wherever you’re going?” I didn’t think it was a good idea for her to be on her own, but I suspected if I said that, she’d be even more determined to go it alone.

      “No, thank you. I should be fine from here now that I have my bearings again.” She released my arm and adjusted her grip on her cane. “Enjoy the rest of your vacation.”

      “Thank you. I’m sure I will,” I said automatically, though to be perfectly honest, I wasn’t certain about that. I’d felt so brave when I’d decided to take this trip by myself, but after only a couple of days into it, the loneliness was eating at me. This was the first companionship I’d experienced and I didn’t want to let it go, which made me feel weak. On the other hand, reaching out to others and making connections was also courageous.

      Before she could walk away and before I could overthink it, I said impulsively, “Are you in a particular hurry to be anywhere?”

      She turned, frowning. “No. Why?”

      “Well, you see, I have reservations for two for afternoon tea at the Plaza, and the other member of my party isn’t going to be there. You could probably use a nice cup of tea after that fall, and I don’t think it would be nearly as much fun alone. You’re welcome to join me, my treat.” Feeling increasingly awkward, I hurried to add, “I know, it sounds weird, and a real New Yorker would never say such a thing, but, well, it feels like the right thing to do.” And it would mean that any would-be muggers who might have been tailing her would probably give up while we had tea instead of ambushing her around the next corner.

      “I haven’t had a proper afternoon tea in a very long time,” she said with a smile. “I would be honored to join you.”

      Having her accompany me to the Plaza made me feel less conspicuous, like I was back to my usual invisible, anonymous state—that was, unless she was facing me. Once our tea had been brought and poured and the racks of treats had been set up on our table, Aileen said, “Forgive me if I’m prying, but how did you come to lose the other member of your party?”

      “He ended up not coming on the trip.” After eating a bite of a dainty sandwich, I added, “This was supposed to have been our honeymoon. We planned this whole thing, made all the reservations. But you don’t get to go on the honeymoon if you don’t make it to the wedding.”

      She showed admirable restraint in not spitting the sip of Darjeeling she’d just taken across the white tablecloth. It did sound rather shocking when I said it out loud, more like a movie plot than something that would happen to a real person, particularly me. “Oh my!” she said after swallowing her tea and coughing slightly. “You were left at the altar?”

      I couldn’t believe I was telling a total stranger all my business, but it felt good to talk about it to someone I would probably never see again. “Not technically. He actually ran off during the rehearsal. We were standing there at the front of the church, the minister talking us through what would happen, and he went deathly pale, said, ‘I can’t do this,’ and took off up the aisle. I gave him some time, but then he didn’t answer when I called and offered to talk. I finally gave him an ultimatum and said if he didn’t call me back, he shouldn’t bother showing up at the church the next day. He didn’t call, so I canceled the wedding, and we turned the reception into a party for anyone who still wanted to come. I’d done most of the planning for the honeymoon and had prepaid for the hotel, so I decided to go on my own. I’ve always wanted to visit New York. The only thing is that the empty seats at all the things we booked for two were starting to wear on me. I couldn’t bear showing up at yet another restaurant and saying there would just be one today, so thank you for coming to my rescue.”

      “I was merely returning the favor. A rescue for a rescue. And I must say, I admire your gumption. Making that ultimatum and taking this trip on your own required a great deal of courage.” As soon as Aileen said it, she gasped ever so slightly, and I would have thought she’d felt a twinge of pain if she hadn’t also smiled at the same time—a genuine smile that lit up her whole face.

      “To be honest, canceling the wedding was kind of a relief,” I admitted. Strangely, that hadn’t occurred to me before now. I’d been too focused on the trauma of it. “I don’t think I ever wanted to marry him. I was just afraid of not being married. I’d turned thirty, and there’s that whole spinster librarian thing—in my case, literally, since I really am a librarian. I didn’t want to be a stereotype. I’d convinced myself I liked him, that I loved him, that he was The One. But as the wedding came closer, I started to feel like it was wrong, though I was afraid to do anything about it. When he fled, it meant I didn’t have to. I got all the sympathy for being jilted. Not that I was actually happy about it. Being rejected like that still hurt. I don’t even know why he bailed, if it was me or him or marriage in general.”

      “He hasn’t given you an explanation?”

      “He hasn’t spoken to me. Not so much as a text. He did change his Facebook relationship status from ‘engaged’ to ‘it’s complicated.’ That’s all I know.”

      “You said you were a librarian?”

      I could have blessed her for the change of subject. We spent the rest of the time chatting about favorite books. She’d lost her sight only a few years ago, so she wasn’t yet adept with Braille but had discovered audiobooks as a way to keep her reading habit alive. By the time we’d finished all the fancy little cakes, I felt like I’d made a real friend.

      She winced as she stood to leave and said, “You offered earlier to help me get home. Does that offer still stand? I’m afraid I’m a little less confident in my abilities at the moment.”

      “Of course, I’d be happy to do it. This was the only thing I had scheduled for the afternoon.”

      “I don’t live far from here.”

      I was secretly thrilled to get a look at her home. As a tourist, you seldom get the chance to see the way people live. I’d always wanted to see a real New York apartment. If she lived near the Plaza, getting a peek at her place was likely to be a treat.

      I wasn’t disappointed with the building’s exterior—probably pre-war, or at least faking it well—or the elegant lobby, complete with uniformed doorman. Much to my delight, she gave no indication she could make it the rest of the way on her own once we were in the lobby, so I guided her into an antique-looking elevator, complete with brass grillwork, and pushed the button she requested. “While you’re here, you’ll have to meet my son,” she said.

      I was glad she couldn’t see my reaction. I hoped she merely meant an introduction, not the matchmaking kind of “meet my son.” A few days after being stood up for a wedding was not the time to be set up with someone new.

      Once we were out of the elevator, Aileen barely used her cane to guide herself down the hallway. It was like she had an internal homing beacon. She also didn’t seem to need my help, walking more swiftly than she had on the street, with only the slightest pressure of her hand on my arm. Instead of reaching for keys when we stopped outside an apartment, she rapped twice on the door, which was promptly opened by a uniformed maid.

      I felt like I’d stepped into an old movie. I’d never known anyone who had a maid or housekeeper around the house all day.

      “Mrs. Richmond!” the maid exclaimed. “We were expecting you earlier.”

      “I’m so sorry, Roberta, I should have called, but I joined my new friend Claire here for tea. She was kind enough to help me get home.”

      Roberta held the door open as Aileen entered. I hesitated on the threshold, not certain that I’d actually been invited in. Now that Aileen no longer held my arm, there was no reason for me to be there. But it also seemed weird to just walk away. I opened my mouth to say it had been a pleasure to meet her just as Aileen turned and said, “Please do come in, Claire. As I said, I’d like you to meet my son.”

      I nodded at Roberta as I passed her and followed Aileen down a short hallway. The floors were wood parquet, polished to a gloss, and the walls were hung with artwork. The hallway opened into a sunny living room with a wall of windows overlooking the park. The room looked like a spread in a home-decor magazine, full of antique furniture, a grand piano, and bookcases, with Persian rugs on the floor.

      The one thing that didn’t seem to belong was the man sitting in an easy chair in a corner away from the windows, a book lying open on his lap. While the natural light was quite bright, it somehow didn’t reach his corner, so that he sat in gloomy shadow. I wasn’t sure how he could read in the darkness. The rest of the room was in shades of red and gold, but all the color seemed leached out of him. His hair was dark, his skin was ashy pale, and he wore a gray sweater and had a gray blanket wrapped around his legs. He looked like a black-and-white photo pasted into a colorful setting. If this was Aileen’s son, he didn’t acknowledge his mother’s entrance. He didn’t even look up from his book.

      “Declan, dearest, are you here?” she called out.

      “Where else would I be?” he replied, his voice flat. Noticing me, he said, “And who are you?” I wondered if he was always this surly or if it was because we’d interrupted his reading. I’d been known to snap at people who showed up just as I reached a good part.

      Our eyes met, and I saw that his were gray, so there was almost no color to him. He had dark circles under sunken eyes and hollows under his cheekbones, which made me suspect he was ill, and I felt a little bad for having mentally critiqued him. He was actually rather good-looking, in a consumptive kind of way. The Victorians would have been all over him.

      Actually, to be honest, he looked a lot like some of the posters I’d had on my wall when I was a teenager and into moody, romantic poets who produced a single volume of achingly lovely verse before dying young. I’d always had a thing for pale, ascetic, mysterious guys holding books. I’d thought I’d outgrown that phase, but I felt a little flutter at the sight of him. I firmly reminded myself that rudeness wasn’t the same thing as mystery, and that stilled the flutter.

      “This is Claire,” Aileen said. “She helped me when I had a little crisis and was kind enough to invite me to tea at the Plaza. Claire, this is my son, Declan. Please excuse his manners. He’s not feeling very well, and sometimes he takes it out on those around him. Can you excuse me one moment? There’s something I must take care of.”

      As soon as she left the room, Declan scowled at me. “What do you want with my mother?”

      Perhaps because I was still riding the adrenaline rush from having come to Aileen’s rescue, I didn’t even try to play the nice girl and be polite with him. “I don’t want anything. Your mother took a bad fall on the sidewalk, I helped her up, we had tea, then I helped her home. That’s all.”

      “Why did you have tea with someone you’d only just met?”

      “Because I had a reservation for two and I didn’t want to go alone, and she was there. I figured she also needed to sit down and regroup a little. Don’t worry, I’m not trying to get her to write me into her will.”

      “Then I suppose the other question is, what does she want with you? She’s not the sort of person who brings strangers home.” I couldn’t entirely blame him for being suspicious when I looked at it from his perspective. Everything I’d done today could easily have been part of a con.

      Before I could defend myself, Aileen returned. She moved unerringly toward me and took my arm. “So sorry about that. Did you two have a chance to chat?”

      Declan rolled his eyes. “Oh yes, I learned all about—what was your name again?”

      If Aileen picked up on her son’s rudeness, she gave little sign of it. “Lovely. Claire’s visiting New York by herself, and I thought it would be nice for her to meet someone closer to her age.”

      “Yes, I’m sure I’m the best option for showing her the town,” he said. His voice was even, but he gave me a chilling glare.

      Aileen pulled me against her in a half hug, and Declan’s glare intensified. “I don’t know what I would have done without you there today. I really was quite helpless, and I was so disoriented. People today just walk past like they don’t see anything.” She moved away but still held my arm. “Thank you for the rescue and for the tea. I shouldn’t keep you any longer. I’m sure you have so many things you want to see while you’re here.”

      I got the feeling I was being dismissed. “I was glad to help, and thank you for joining me for tea. It wouldn’t have been nearly as much fun by myself.” I turned to Declan. “Nice meeting you.” I kept my voice pleasant, but glowered at him. Two could play that game.

      “Likewise,” he said, his voice at odds with his expression, so the overall impression was of an insult.

      “Roberta will show you out. Roberta!” Even though the maid came to escort me to the door, Aileen joined us. “Enjoy the rest of your stay in New York, dear,” she said, squeezing my hand as Roberta opened the door for me.

      “Thank you. I’m sure I will.” I noticed that there was no mention of exchanging contact information or staying in touch. I’m not sure why we should have, since we hardly had the grounds for a lifelong friendship, but it made the parting feel abrupt and a little awkward. I nodded an acknowledgement to Roberta before I stepped into the hallway and headed toward the elevator. I wasn’t sure what to think of the whole experience. Tea had been nice, but Aileen’s son was kind of weird. He also seemed awfully young to be the son of a woman that old. Either he’d been a miracle baby or she was a lot younger than she looked.

      But I figured that at least I now had one good story to tell about this trip, and it had barely started. I wondered what else would happen to me in the next couple of weeks.
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      Normally, it was a relief to return to my hotel after a day of touring. I love the peace and order of a nice hotel room, and this one was particularly nice. When I’d checked in for my honeymoon without a husband, the sympathetic staff had upgraded me to a deluxe room with more space and even a tiny balcony. I was looking forward to just sitting in that room for a while, resting my weary feet, and getting my head together.

      I took off and hung up my sweater, took off my shoes, sat on the bed, and wiggled my toes, but I couldn’t relax. Then again, why relax? A bold heroine who rushed into action wouldn’t hide in her hotel room. She’d go out and face the world, looking for new experiences.

      I put my shoes back on and headed down to the lobby bar. The staff had loaded me up with free drink tickets, joking that I probably needed them, and I thought I might as well put them to use. I got a glass of wine and headed toward the quieter library area to sit and people watch. Happy hour was just getting started, and the bar was open to the sidewalk, creating a flow from the outdoors inside. Everyone was ridiculously beautiful. It was like they’d screened out the frumpy tourists—well, other than me. I brought the overall aesthetic down a notch or two. Librarians can be cool and edgy now, but I wasn’t one of the purple-haired, tattooed, and pierced set. I was a throwback to the sensible-shoes-and-cardigan stereotype. There were even days when I wore my hair in a bun.

      But I didn’t feel conspicuous here, in spite of not fitting in at all. I felt invisible, like the proverbial fly on the wall, observing the scene without anyone noticing my presence. I was comfortable with that because it meant I could watch people without their noticing me watching them. One man in particular caught my eye. He looked like something out of a Ralph Lauren ad, with preppy all-American good looks—blond hair in a precise haircut that showed off a hint of a wave while every hair remained perfectly in place, bright-blue eyes, square jaw with just a hint of a cleft in his chin, and a suit that probably cost as much as my car. He stood near the bar, looking like he was posing as he waited for his drink. Once he had a cocktail glass in hand, he turned to scan the room, as though looking for someone he knew. When his gaze reached me, he smiled in recognition, and I glanced over my shoulder to see the glorious creature he was smiling at. There wasn’t anyone there. Was he smiling at me?

      I felt my aura of invisibility vanish. My pulse sped up, but I wasn’t sure if it was fear or excitement. I was still a little gun-shy about men. If an ordinary guy like Gerald ditched me, would someone this stunning be interested?

      “Hi,” he said as he approached, and I couldn’t help looking over my shoulder one more time to make sure I really was the person he was talking to. “Mind if I join you?” he added.

      “Uh, yeah, sure, fine,” I said, scooting closer to the arm of the sofa. Not that I needed to make room for him. There was plenty of room. But there was also a good chance he was staking out a spot for the people who’d be joining him.

      He sat in the middle of the sofa, leaning back and crossing one ankle over his knee, his arm draped across the back of the sofa and his body angled toward me. “I’m Fletcher,” he said, staring deep into my eyes, so there was absolutely no doubt that he was talking to me. In fact, I felt like he’d blocked out everyone else in the room and I was the only person in the universe for him right now. The feeling made me dizzy.

      “I’m Claire,” I managed to say without fumbling either of the words. Victory!

      “Are you staying here at the hotel?”

      I wasn’t sure I should answer that. You shouldn’t tell strangers where you live, and letting one know where I was staying seemed similarly dangerous. But considering we were in the hotel bar, where I was staying was pretty obvious. “Yeah,” I said. “You?”

      He shook his head. “I work in the neighborhood. But this is one of my favorite places to unwind after work.”

      “It’s nice,” I said, nodding, then mentally cursed myself as I took a sip of wine to cover for my dismay. How lame could I get?

      “So, what brings you to New York?” he asked, giving me a toothpaste-commercial smile.

      “My honeymoon.”

      He glanced at my bare left hand and the obvious lack of another half nearby and raised an eyebrow. It was the first time he’d broken eye contact since he’d approached me, but I only had a moment of respite before he locked onto my eyes again. “Oh?”

      Now I wished I hadn’t said it. I didn’t want to be pitied as the jilted bride. Yeah, it got me a better hotel room and lots of free drinks, but why had I told this man that? I made a mental vow not to mention it the rest of this trip. But it was too late for this conversation, so I had to go through with telling the story. “The groom backed out before departure,” I said, giving him a smile I hoped looked wry instead of pained. “But that’s okay. I think I’m having more fun without him than I would have with him, which is probably a bad sign for what our marriage would have been like.”

      “Sounds like he did you a favor, but it’s his loss. What kind of big plans do you have for your time here?”

      I shrugged. “All the touristy things—you know, Statue of Liberty, Empire State Building, Central Park, the museums, a few shows. We had some restaurant reservations. That’s where being on my own gets weird. Otherwise, it’s nice setting my own schedule.”

      “Your first time here?”

      “Yeah. I’ve always dreamed of coming to New York, so I’m trying to hit everything on my wish list. Thus, all the touristy stuff.”

      “What about nightlife?”

      “I have tickets for a show on Friday, but that’s it. Most nights, I’ll probably be resting from all the walking. To be honest, I’ve never been much of a nighttime person.” I managed to stop myself from telling him I was a librarian. That was also going on the list of things not to bring up again on this trip. Not that I was ashamed of it, but there were certain preconceived notions about my career that I wanted to take a break from, especially with a handsome stranger.

      “Anything on the agenda for tonight?”

      I raised my glass of wine. “Just this. Maybe dinner. I had afternoon tea, though, so I may not be hungry again until much later.”

      “Then you should come to a party some friends of mine are having.”

      “Tonight?” I’d heard New Yorkers loved a good party, but on a Tuesday?

      “Yes, tonight.”

      “They wouldn’t mind me coming?”

      “My date had to back out. I don’t think it matters who I show up with, but having someone with me would actually help my hostess because I wouldn’t throw off the balance of men and women.”

      “Is that important?”

      “For a ball it’s good to be able to pair off dance partners.”

      I nearly spit out the sip of wine I’d just taken. “A ball? For real?” That was more like something out of “Cinderella” than everyday life for me. The closest I’d come was when our library had a fairy tale–themed program. Even then, I’d played the fairy godmother, not someone who was actually invited to the ball.

      He grinned. “Yes, for real. But don’t worry, it won’t be stuffy like all those charity fundraisers where everyone’s over sixty. It’ll be fun.”

      This was the kind of thing that happened to heroines in movies. Was this the romantic comedy where I would meet Mr. Right while on the vacation that was supposed to have been my honeymoon and then be faced with the dilemma of what to do when it was time to go home, or was it the thriller where this guy was going to turn out to be a psychopath who’d terrorize me the rest of my time in the city? I didn’t think a normal person would ask a stranger to a ball, so he had to have an ulterior motive. “It’s really nice of you to ask, but I think it’s going to be an early night for me,” I said.

      He gave me that intense gaze again, accompanied by a smile that made me shiver. “Oh, come on. How can you pass up this kind of opportunity? It’s something your typical tourist would never get to do.”

      “I don’t have anything to wear to a ball. I just brought one little black dress.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “You must be desperate for a date,” I said with a laugh.

      “Busted! I dread going alone. It would be miserable. There’s nothing worse than being the only single person in a room full of couples. I’m sure you know how that feels.”

      I couldn’t help but wince. “Yeah, it’s no picnic showing up at a restaurant with a reservation for two and then sitting there alone.”

      “See, you understand.”

      “So you came to a hotel bar, hoping to stumble across some unsuspecting tourist you could drag with you?”

      “That wasn’t my agenda. But once you mentioned what happened to you, I knew you’d be sympathetic, so why not give it a shot?” He flashed another dazzling smile, along with that look that seemed to bore into my very soul. “You don’t have to decide now.” He reached into his breast pocket and took out a business card, which he handed to me. “Here’s who I am and my contact info. If you decide before eight that you’d like to join me, you can call that number.”

      I put it in my pocket. “Okay,” I said. “I mean, okay that I’ll call if I change my mind, not okay that I’ll go.”

      “I’m sure you’ll change your mind. You’ll be sitting alone in your hotel room, thinking, ‘Gee, right now I could be dancing with Fletcher. Where did I go wrong?’ and then you’ll call me, and you’ll have the best night of your life. You can Google me if you’re not sure you can trust me, but I assure you, you’ll be totally safe with me. I’m a perfect gentleman. Don’t doom me to a miserable night on my own.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I said. “But for now, it was nice meeting you, and I thank you for the invitation, but the day has caught up with me, and I need to rest a little while.”

      “Oh, by all means, get some rest. You’ll need it.”

      He gazed at me appraisingly when I stood and headed for the elevators. I couldn’t remember the last time a man had looked at me like that. Even my erstwhile fiancé hadn’t ever given me that kind of look. I’d really been missing out.
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        * * *

      

      Once I was back in my room, I let out my breath in a long, slow sigh, as though the air had been pent up in me all this time. I felt so much lighter away from the noisy bar and Fletcher. Mostly Fletcher. I caught sight of myself in the mirror and shook my head, unable to see what he’d acted like he saw. I wasn’t unattractive, but I wasn’t a head-turner, either.

      Which made me wonder what was really up with him. Guys who look like that don’t focus so intently on women who look like me unless they want something or are trying to sell something. I imagined he was turning his charms on someone else by now, finding a mark for whatever scheme he was trying to pull.

      Still, the invitation was tempting. How many chances would I get to go to a real ball? I’d sworn that this trip would be about being brave, and accepting the invitation would certainly be a lot braver than sitting around my hotel room. I decided I needed to bounce this off someone, so I called my friend Erica. “You’re not going to believe what happened,” I said when she answered, and then I launched into the story.

      “Seriously?” she replied when I finished. “I think I’ve seen that movie.”

      “Which one?” Maybe she’d know whether it was the rom-com or the horror flick.

      “Oh, there’s no telling. What are you going to do?”

      “I have no idea. I’ll admit, I kind of want to go, but I know nothing about this guy. He did say I could look him up.”

      “Well, have you?”

      “Not yet.” I opened my laptop and typed his name into the search engine. A surprising number of hits came up, most of them items from society gossip columns. They generally included photos of him in evening attire with beautiful women on his arm. I got the feeling he wouldn’t have had to find an emergency date in a hotel bar unless all the women he knew were already booked for the night. But at least it did seem that he was who he said he was. “Looks like he’s legit, and kind of a playboy.”

      “So, go, but take reasonable precautions. You can sit around reading a book any night.”

      “How did you know—” I began when there was a knock on my door. “Hang on a second, someone’s here.”

      I opened the door to find a bellman holding a large box wrapped in ribbon, which he thrust into my arms so abruptly that I barely held on to my phone. “Delivery for you, miss,” he said. While I was still looking for a tag to see who had sent it, he took off. I thought maybe I should have tipped him, and it seemed odd that he hadn’t waited, but maybe the person who’d had him deliver the box had already tipped him.

      “What is it?” Erica asked.

      “A package.” I closed the door and went back into the room, then set the box on the bed. I slid the ribbons off and lifted the lid to reveal layers of tissue paper. After pulling those back, I saw something silver and sparkly. “It’s a ballgown,” I reported when I unfolded it. It had a beaded bodice and tulle skirt, very modern, but still with a romantic flair.

      “He sent you a ballgown?”

      I found an envelope at the bottom of the box, and the card inside read, “Now you have no excuse. Consider this an un-wedding present. Please come to my rescue tonight. Fletcher.”

      “Yeah, looks like he did,” I said. I had to admit, this was an impressive stunt. It had been less than an hour since I’d left the bar, and he’d somehow managed to buy a ballgown and have it delivered. I must have read him wrong. He couldn’t possibly have moved on to his next mark and still managed to go shopping, unless maybe he had a personal shopper at a major store on speed dial.

      “Well, try it on and send me a picture.”

      I ended the call, put down the phone, and picked up the gown, holding it in front of me as I faced the full-length mirror on the back of the bathroom door. I wouldn’t have considered buying a silver dress, but the color looked good on me, setting off my dark-brown hair and blue eyes. Of course, I couldn’t accept it. It was far too lavish a gift from someone I’d spoken to for a few minutes. I’d have to return it to the store and hope they could credit his account. I took it back to the bed and stared in dismay at all that tissue paper. There was no way I’d get it all folded up again. I checked the box to see if it said where it came from, but there was no logo, no receipt, nothing to indicate the store. The card didn’t have any identifying information on it, either. I had Fletcher’s business card, but when I checked it, it turned out to be more of a calling card, with nothing other than his name and a cell phone number. There was no way to return it other than contacting him to say I couldn’t accept it. And, really, didn’t stores usually have a policy about accepting returns on evening dresses? I checked the dress for tags, but they’d all been removed.

      In that case, I couldn’t resist trying the dress on. I stripped off my clothes and pulled the dress over my head. It fit perfectly. That was an impressive feat. Gerald hadn’t been able to buy a sweater for me that wasn’t either embarrassingly tight or unflatteringly huge. I supposed that long, appraising look Fletcher had given me had been sizing me up, literally. Remembering Erica’s request, I got my phone, snapped a picture of my reflection in the mirror, and sent it to her. She called back a second later. “Please tell me you’re going. If he picked that out for you, he may be a keeper.”

      “I’m not going to keep anyone right now, but he does make a good rebound fling.”

      “Post about it and make Gerald sick with jealousy.”

      That was tempting. As was the ball and the gown. Would Cinderella have stayed home after the fairy godmother transformed her? “Okay, I’ll go. And in case he turns out to be a serial killer, if you haven’t heard from me before ten tomorrow, call me, and if I don’t answer, call the police. The guy’s name is Fletcher Donovan.” I also gave his cell number.

      “Got it. I’ll call out the hounds if I don’t hear from you. Have fun!”

      That part of the decision was relatively easy. The next part was a lot harder. Feeling like a teenager who’d finally worked up the nerve to call her crush, I dialed the number on Fletcher’s card. “Um, hi, it’s Claire, from the bar?” I said when he answered.

      “Did you get my gift?” he replied.

      “Yes. Thank you. You really shouldn’t have.”

      “Does this mean you’ll come to the ball with me?”

      “I think this is what they call a hard sell.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      I took a deep breath and said, “Yes.”

      “Good. I’ll pick you up at nine.”

      That gave me another hour to get ready. After a shower and a snack from the fruit basket my parents had sent, I did my hair and makeup and put the dress back on. “Eat your heart out, Gerald,” I muttered to the mirror.

      About ten minutes before the appointed time, I headed down to the lobby. The front-desk clerk, who’d been on duty when I checked in and knew my sad story, grinned and gave me a thumbs-up as I passed. Just before I reached the front door, I stopped, turned, and went back.

      “Big plans tonight?” she asked with a grin.

      “Yeah, I’m going to a party, but it’s with someone I don’t know well,” I said. “Are you going to be on duty for a while?”

      “Until two,” she said with a groan.

      “I hope I won’t be out that late, so if you don’t see me come back, could you maybe have someone check in the morning to see if I’m around?” I took Fletcher’s card from my evening clutch and showed it to her. “This is who I’m with.”

      She made a note and said, “We’ll keep an eye out for you. But he’s in the bar here a lot and I haven’t heard anything bad. You should be okay.”

      “Thanks, I feel a lot safer now.”

      “Have a good time!”

      When I went outside, the bellman offered to hail me a cab, and I said, “Someone’s going to pick me up soon.” A moment later, a limo pulled up. The rear door opened, and Fletcher, in a tuxedo, got out.

      I was really doing this.
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