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WELCOME BACK
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THE DOOR HITS MY BACK as I struggle through the entrance of the building. My breath comes hard and fast as my eyes follow the stairwell up four flights to the shared apartment. Having spent the last two days emptying my house, I’m tired and drained. My nerves tingle like a lit fuse as fatigue and tamped-down emotions get the better of me. Emotions I have held in check for the last two days.

My pocket snags on the door handle. I pull hard to free myself. With a tearing sound, I break free, my heart sinking further at the damage to my only winter coat. A single tear streaks down my cheek before I can brush it away with my lapel. I am already very late. Pull it together, woman. Squaring my shoulders, I start up the stairs.

On the third-floor landing, I pause to catch my breath again. My heavy wool coat and the exertion have made me overheated. I set down my overnight bag. This is not something I like to do...allow my body or personal items to touch any part of this filthy stairwell. It reeks with a mixture of trash, stale beer and piss. Smeared handprints, grease, graffiti, and God only knows what else pepper the walls. There is no such thing as a five-second rule here. It can’t be helped. I need this break to muster enough energy for the last flight.

My knees and back ache from all the boxing, lifting, and moving activity over the weekend. Bending over to rub my knees, my vision halos, stars swirling in the black periphery. Flailing, I reach out for the banister, and my sweaty palms grasp the sticky handrail. Who knows what infectious diseases linger on the wooden banister. Its polyurethane coating has long since been rubbed away by decades of tenants. I wipe my palms on my jeans and lean my back against the wall.

A wave of memories from before everything went wrong, from before Brannon’s death, chokes my thoughts. I try not to think about how much my circumstances have changed since then. From living in a cute cape in the town of Crabtree with my husband, to this dingy and unhygienic building. It’s temporary, I tell myself for the thousandth time. I just need time to get the house sold and use whatever is left to find a better living arrangement. If there is any money left once the medical liens are paid off.

Shrill laughter bursts from above, making me wince. I know that cackle’s owner. My hopes of getting into my room unaccosted are dashed, and I slump further. “Great,” I mumble, picking up my bag to tackle the remaining flight of stairs. Girding myself for the coming encounter, I pray I can keep my emotions in check until I reach the tiny but safe confines of my private room.

The apartment door flies open as I reach the landing. I jolt backward, teetering unsteadily, and flailing to grasp the banister. The cackler, Veronica, sashays out, takes one look at my struggles, and bursts out laughing again. Standing on the landing, she yells through the open doorway, “Abigail’s back!” A chortle and shriek come from inside, and my other two roommates peek out the doorway.

“Look at you! We thought maybe you decided to leave us for good,” Jenna says, her face flushed bright as if she’s just finished a marathon. The fuchsia color of her cheeks matches the dyed ends of her short, spiked blonde hair.

If only I could. Can I sidestep around Veronica without getting shoved down the stairwell? I size up the space and Veronica’s stance. Her bulk makes it impossible to bypass her.

“Yeah, where have you been? You missed our big party last night.” Meghan flings her arm out as if showing me the way in, nearly hitting Jenna in the face.

Jenna grabs Meghan’s arm and wrenches it out of her way. All three of them disintegrate into convulsions of alcohol-infused chortling.

I fume. I’m in no mood for their noise and nonsense. All I want to do is get into my room, take a shower, and get into my dress. Clare is taking me to a symphony concert to celebrate my birthday. It’s bad enough I had to cancel our dinner reservations because of the monstrously slow tram ride back into the city. There’s no way I’m going to miss the concert focused on one of my favorite composers.

I advance toward the door, Veronica stepping out of my way. Living with college students who do more partying than studying is less than ideal, but it’s all that I can afford. 

As it always does, the stench of the place hits me like a slap. Remnants of stale beer, unwashed dishes, rotting trash, and marijuana assault my nostrils, making me hold my breath as I make a beeline for my room. 

I grind to a halt, my bag dropping off my slumping shoulder to the floor with a thud. My nerves start pinging loose like bobby pins in a badly secured up-do. “What happened to my lock?” I shriek.

The door to my private room is open. The remains of the hasp that had been there dangle, only semi-attached to the doorframe. It hangs in midair, my lock still attached. The top corner of the door is splintered from whatever force pried the metal from the wood. Blood surges through my body, my face burning like a hot iron. My three roommates stare back at me; Meghan stifling her laughter with a hand, Jenna smiling smugly and shrugging one shoulder, and Veronica grinning ear to ear as she steps forward.

“We had a little party last night.” She shrugs. “A few people were going at it hot and heavy, and we told them to get a room. All the rooms except yours were already in use.” Veronica giggles and wiggles her eyebrows, as if her proclamation is funny.

“So, you let them break into mine?” I squeal, my entire body trembling with pent-up fury. “That’s not coming out of my security deposit,” I spit through clenched teeth.

Veronica snorts. “Planning to leave so soon?”

Forgetting my palm is tacky, I slap it to my forehead and look into my room in disbelief. I ignore Veronica’s question as something lying on my bedside rug catches my eye. I step into the walk-in closet-sized room and stare down at the neon green condom, sticky with semen. I shudder and stumble backward. “A used condom, on my rug? Somebody better pick that up.” I’m used to dealing with body fluids in my part-time job, but this, in my own room, from a strange guy, is beyond my ability to deal with, especially today.

Veronica chortles again. “It won’t hurt you.” Jenna and Meghan join the chorus.

Hands fisted, I whirl on Veronica and advance so swiftly that she stumbles backward as if afraid to be struck. Nearly out of control, I shake my finger inches from her nose. “You. Pick. It. Up.”

“Why me? It’s not mine,” Veronica huffs, glaring back at me.

“Maybe not. But you were here when it happened, and as the apartment’s leaseholder, you are responsible for damages. Even ones you didn’t cause.” I plant my feet firmly and point at the condom. “Well, Miss Leasee, pick it up.”

The other two women watch, their eyes as large as dessert plates as Veronica’s mouth opens as if to protest. But she stops and closes it without uttering a word. She glares back at me, her arms crossed over her breasts. Her mouth opens as if she wants to reply, but it slams shut again. Seconds later, she stalks into my room and picks up the offending item. Holding it between her thumb and index finger, she saunters to the kitchen’s overflowing trash can and drops it on top of the pile. It tumbles off, creating an avalanche of debris. Everything hits the sticky floor.

No one dares to laugh as Veronica’s eyes narrow and darken.

I pick up my overnight bag and enter my room, shutting the door behind me. I pause inside for a minute, my eyes running over everything. Nothing seems taken. There wasn’t much in the way of personal items anyway. Just some clothes, an ancient clock radio, and stacks of books on the floor.

Gathering my wits, I glance around the room one last time for more ick, and my anger ebbs slightly. No more condoms in sight. Nothing seems out of order except my bed. The neatly made air mattress I’d left behind is a tangled lump of sheets, the pillows tossed awry. I won’t be sleeping in that tonight. With only one set of sheets, I don’t have time to wash and dry them before leaving for the concert. Where I’m going to sleep tonight, I don’t know, but it won’t be here. Perhaps my best friend and former college roommate, Clare, could put me up until the morning?

My phone alarm sounds, reminding me I have one hour to meet her downtown. With two fingers, I fold the rug in half and shove it under the bureau to get rid of its offending sight and smell. I drop my bag on the bureau top, pull out the dress I will wear tonight, and hang it on the hook on the back of the door. It’s time to start prepping for my evening out.

I strip off my clothes, wrap myself in a beach towel, and grab my shower caddy. When I emerge from my room, the apartment is empty. I can use the bathroom without interruption.

A quick rinse-off shower later, I slip on the dress. It’s a plain, black sheath with a white Peter Pan collar. I have not worn it since my husband’s funeral ten months ago. I pull my hair up into a loose bun, toe on kitten-heeled black pumps, and grab my purse. I’ll put on lipstick in the taxi. With one last look around the room, I wrestle into my ripped coat and bolt out of the apartment. 
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THE CAB DROPS ME OFF at the entrance to Symphony Hall, and I sprint up the staircase as best I can in my clacking heels, spotting Clare at the outer doors. The hem of her coral colored sheath dress is visible beneath her coat, glowing in the fading shafts of daylight. I collapse into her arms, out of breath. “Made it,” I hiss.

“What happened?” Clare glances over her shoulder. “Never mind, tell me later. They’re flickering the lights. Good thing I got the tickets at the will-call window already.” She pulls me by my upper arm into the vestibule and on into the orchestra seating area.

As we settle into our front row, left of center seats, the concertmaster, first violinist Haruka Satō, strolls along the stage front, her elegant black gown flowing behind her petite frame. She begins the customary tuning sequence with the oboe player, making sure every musician is in their place and ready. Ten seconds after she sits down, Maestro Kendrick Grant strides from the left side curtain, igniting thunderous applause. He shakes the concertmaster’s hand, then acknowledges the crowd’s adoration. Raising one arm overhead, he gives the audience a wave and a huge smile.

Like in every photo I have ever seen, his black tuxedo fits him like cling wrap. How can he move while conducting? I don’t have a clue. He is gorgeous with strong, chiseled features and not an ounce of discernible body fat. His distinctive red plaid cummerbund is a nod to his Scottish heritage, and a red bow tie finishes the outfit. Though he stands close, his blue-green eyes are dark in the flood of spotlights centered on him. Bowing to the audience, the piercing stare he gives me sends a shiver down my spine. It holds for only a few seconds before his gaze scans the expansive auditorium and sold-out crowd.

Clare leans closer to my ear. “Wow, did you get checked out!”

I shake my head at the absurdity of Clare’s take on the moment. “Nonsense. He was just feeding the frenzy. You know what a ladies’ man he is.” Still, I fan myself with the program booklet to disperse the heat racing through my body. My pounding pulse slowly subsides from the intimacy of his heated stare. What is happening? It’s been less than a year since my husband died. Pressure builds, as does guilt following my reaction.

Maestro Grant steps on the riser, his back to the audience, his strong, sturdy legs spread apart. When he raises his baton, the crowd falls silent, caught in suspended animation. The moment it moves, the music begins.

The soft, peaceful notes of the opening movement start, reminding me of dawn’s light slowly inching across the earth. My eyes follow Maestro Grant’s hands as they make slow, hypnotic gestures. My pulse slows, and weariness filters deeper through my body. I close my eyes and let the music wrap around me like a warm blanket, easing my troubles and the tensions of the weekend.

Something jars my shoulder hard. I jolt up in the seat, my eyes springing open. The audience is clapping. “Wake up,” Clare whispers, giving my arm a nudge as she resumes clapping. “He’s staring at you again.”

Maestro Grant is bowing to the audience, yet his fierce stare remains on me. When he walks by, leaving the stage for intermission, his eyes remain fixed on me, a scowl on his face. After he disappears into a stage wing, the audience lights come up.

No wonder he’s angry. I’ve slept through the entire forty-five-minute piece. I catch Clare’s arm. “Please tell me I didn’t snore.”

Her face screws up into a smirk. “Well, just once. It was more a snort than a snore.” She presses her lips together, merriment flashing in her eyes. “It was during the adagio part. I don’t think many people heard it.”

My face grows hot. I don’t know whether to be mortified that it happened or glad I was unconscious and can’t remember it. I let go of Clare’s arm and bury my face in my hands.

“I don’t think he liked that you were asleep.” Clare stands and stretches. “Let’s get some exercise before the next half starts.” She pulls me to my feet and then leads me out to the foyer, where refreshments can be purchased. “Want something? Coffee, maybe?”

I shake my head. “Thanks, but no. Although I could really use one, apparently. It’s probably served so hot you can’t even sip it before intermission is over.”

Inside the ornate intermission room, the overhead chandeliers’ brilliance blinds after the long auditorium’s darkness. The intricate wood paneling, cornices, and crown moldings glow warmly, reminders of the Gilded Age, when the symphony house was built. A gas fireplace tops off the elegance of the room. “You went out like a light bulb not two minutes into the piece,” Clare quips as we stroll arm in arm. “I thought you said you liked Aaron Copland’s works.”

“I did, I do. It’s been a difficult Sunday to end a horrific weekend. Between the traffic and my roommates...” I gasp, remembering what I need to ask her. “I can’t sleep there tonight. Can I stay at your place?”

Her eyes widen in surprise. “Yes, of course, but you’ll have to tell me all about your weekend later, over a couple of drinks.”

“It’s a deal.”

The massive chandeliers’ lights flicker overhead, and the foyer empties as everyone, including Clare and me, reclaim their seats.

“Do you think you can stay awake during Appalachian Spring?” Clare teases.

I whisper back as the concertmaster returns to the stage, “It’s my favorite. I’ll try.”

Maestro Grant strides onto the stage. Bowing to the audience, it doesn’t escape me that his eyes linger over me. There’s no scowl this time, and I endeavor to not give him another chance to do so again.

I manage to stay awake for the remainder of the evening’s program. The music is lively, folksy, and simpler than the previously played Third Symphony. The flitting notes and sweet melodies lift my spirits. Concentrating on staring at Maestro’s back, I’m able to stay awake.

He’s a majestic conductor. All the rigidness in his frame disappears with the music, like starch washed out of a stiff shirt. The fluidity of his movements is electric and mesmerizing. His lean, animated frame dances on the dais, weaving, twisting, and bending, his arms and hands, along with his baton, so expressive. Even his legs, like oak trunks, get into the movement. At the end, I fear he might fall backward off the riser as he jumps on a downbeat to accentuate the final note. Thunderous applause and shouts of “bravo” reverberate through the acoustic hall.

This time, when Maestro Grant turns around, I notice how the music has loosened not only his body, but also his expression. For only the second time this evening, he smiles as he bows to the audience’s enthusiasm. Spreading his arms wide to acknowledge the entire orchestra, he joins the crowd, clapping his appreciation for his fellow musicians. He looks straight at me, our gazes meet and hold. It might have been only for seconds, but a fluttering explodes in my stomach and my pulse quickens when he gives me a nearly imperceptible nod before striding off for the wings. I try to harness my reactions. It’s way too early to be feeling aroused by another man, I chastise myself.

“He did it again,” Clare says out loud, as we stand to leave. “Do you know him?”

“No. We’ve never met. This is the first time I’ve been at a symphonic concert in a very long time.”

We leave Symphony Hall, walking a couple of blocks to the Elliott Hotel. Everything is dark in the lounge area, with dim lighting from opaque ivory sconces on the black walls and black furniture. Faint light reflects off the buffed tin bar top and the mirrors behind the rows of liquor bottles. It’s crowded and noisy. The smell of seafood strikes my nostrils hard, making my stomach growl. Settling at a table for two, we slip off our coats and order cocktails. When our drinks arrive, Clare raises her glass. “To my bestie, happy thirtieth birthday.”

I clink my martini glass with Clare’s and take a deep sip of the cold fluid. “I’m going to order some appies. I can’t drink on an empty stomach.”

Clare reaches out her hand for my arm. “You didn’t get any dinner before the concert?”

I shrug. “Didn’t have time. What with the long commute back to the city and the fiasco at the apartment, I barely made it as it was.”

“Tell me everything.” Clare’s eyes narrow with concern. “How did it go at the house?”

“Okay. I got everything out and stuffed it into three storage units with the help of the college guys and the truck I hired.” I gulp my drink and reach for the fried calamari as soon as the waiter sets the heaping plate between us. Once again, my nerves start snapping, though not as sharply this time. Telling the tale is much like being immersed in it again. The antics might get a smile out of me, but the full impact is muted. “The trams couldn’t go any faster than about twenty miles per hour because of the falling snow. The trip took two and a half hours instead of the usual one and a half. Plus, the heat wasn’t working, and every car was crammed full of under-dressed students heading back to the city for classes after the MLK holiday.”

“Maybe you should get another car?” Clare suggests. “No, scratch that idea. I know it would just add to your expenses.”

My mouth full of chewy calamari and marinara sauce, I nod, my hand ready to catch anything falling before it can soil my dress. A dry cleaning bill is not in my budget this month.

“When is your real estate agent going to start showing the house?”

“She’s been showing it, despite the boxes and furniture. There’s an offer on the table, and I’ve accepted it.”

Her eyes widen. “That was fast. But I guess there really is a shortage of single-family homes available.”

“No doubt. She showed it to two couples, and an offer came in almost immediately,” I reply before biting into more calamari.

“What about the apartment? What happened?” Clare daintily bites a crispy fried ring.

“Ugh, the girls were inebriated when I got there. Not sure if it was left over from the party they had last night, or they started up again on awakening—hair of the dog style.” I pop another golden ring in my mouth and munch. “The hasp lock on my room door was broken by somebody during the party.” Clare’s eyebrows shoot up. I hold up my palm. “Wait—it gets better. A couple decided they needed my bed for sex. The door was damaged, my bed a mess, and they left a slimy, used condom on the floor as a thank-you gift.”

Clare chokes on her drink. “You’ve got to be kidding? You’ve got to get out of there. I can’t believe you’re living there. They’re so immature, even at twenty!” What she doesn’t say is that there are ten years between me and my roommates. A recipe for disaster from the beginning.

As the waiter passes us, Clare holds up her empty glass for a refill and cocks her head toward me. I shake mine.

“You know I can’t leave. Not yet. I just emptied out my own house for the sale.” This entire weekend felt like a month. The last ten months have felt like an eternity as I waited for Probate. “The apartment is only a fifteen-minute walk to the hospital. I can’t afford my own place right now, not at four thousand dollars for a studio. Bad enough I have to put all my furniture and personal belongings into expensive storage units. Maybe when my research lab position becomes full-time...” My words falter with my spirit.

“When’s that supposed to happen?” Clare takes the drink from the waiter and orders some sushi.

I hedge. “In another month or so.” Truth is, it should have happened by now. The researcher assured me during my interview that his grant would go through any time now.

The waiter sets down the plate of sushi. Clare snatches up a piece of uramaki, the gears in her brain almost visibly churning. After a minute, she says, “You know, there’s another option. I heard on Friday that a new partner at work hired a live-in maid. She works from eight to three, gets a stipend, plus free room and board for doing the shopping, cooking, laundry, and basic housecleaning. Plus, the woman works a part-time second shift job at a radio station. It’s all arranged by a household help company called McAuliffe Agency.” She dips her next maki roll in wasabi. “You should look into it.” She gobbles the roll, immediately wipes tears from her eyes, and grasps at her drink. “Spicy salmon roll...” she croaks.

“Hmm.” I contemplate the option. Granted, the new law partner at Malcom, Fitzgerald and Hennessey could easily afford such a luxury. However, if I didn’t have to pay for my room and had a stipend, and I continued to work at the hospital lab part-time, I would save more money for my own apartment. In the meantime, if the job turned full-time, I could find someplace more suitable than a college dorm-style building. “I’ll look them up. See if it’s a possibility.”

Clare flips her credit card onto the table, and the waiter swipes it. “Let’s get a cab and get you settled on my couch. My brother shouldn’t need it tonight.”

The mention of Clare’s brother reminds me that he had been staying on his sister’s and brother-in-law’s couch until classes resumed and the dormitories re-opened at Baymont University.

“You sure?” I ask, not wanting to put her brother out or force Clare to make a choice between him and me.

“I’m sure. Though if he does show up, it might be interesting. You know he has a crush on you.” Clare winks, grabbing my arm and leading me out to the sidewalk.

My insides cringe at the possibility. “You know I’m not ready for that.” Brannon still has a strong hold on my heart, even from the grave. I am beginning to think he always will.

###
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I CLENCH MY BACK TEETH while changing into street clothes for the livery ride home. I twist and tug at the bow tie at my neck, seeing it in the dressing room’s mirror. Rage steams and bubbles over in my chest, and I fumble to get rid of it. At least that little minx in the front row managed to stay awake during the second part of the performance. She’d smiled and clapped at the end, the weary expression apparently unrelieved by her extended nap during the first part of the concert. Serves her right.

I have no idea why she caught my eye. Perhaps her large, round, doe-like eyes that were colored a bright apple green. As the stage lights reflected in them, they glowed like the neon glow sticks kids used at Halloween. Her appearance was understated like a high-society matron, even if she didn’t look quite twenty-five years old. Light-brown hair pulled into a chignon, the black sheath with a demure white collar and a natural look. Either the woman wore minimal makeup or none at all. And no bling. Not around her neck or dangling from her earlobes. Only a simple gold wedding band. How unlike Cynthia.

A knock jerks my thoughts away. “Enter!” I yell, giving up on the bow tie for the time being.

Malcolm Trier enters. “Wonderful performance, Maestro,” says the president of the Baymont Symphony Board of Directors.

My entire body tenses, preparing for the impending attack. “Thank you, sir,” I say, shaking his hand. 

“I’ve been meaning to tell you, the board will be discussing your contract renewal at our next meeting.” Malcolm slips his hands into his pockets, a tight-lipped smile on his ancient face.

I raise an eyebrow. “Oh? Should I be in attendance?” I want to be there, but I know Malcolm won’t allow it. Fair enough. No doubt my contract will be stripped down even more than it was three years ago. A thinly veiled retribution. As if I were to blame for the incident.

Malcolm shakes his head too rapidly. “No need. It’s just a preliminary discussion amongst the board.” Malcolm rubs the tip of his chin between his thumb and index finger. “Speaking of attendance, this concert didn’t bring in our usual numbers. Can you hazard a guess why that is?”

I scowl, delighted that Malcolm left himself open for negative comments. “Perhaps the reduction in advertising the board recently enacted has something to do with it? If the public doesn’t know it’s happening, they can’t buy tickets.” Sweat forms again on my already cold, sweat-soaked tuxedo shirt. I turn to the mirror and undo my cummerbund, my eyes never leaving his reflection in the mirror.

“Hmm,” Malcolm mutters, grimacing. “Numbers have been sliding for the entire fall season.”

“The Christmas season saw record numbers of attendees.” Freed of the band, I toss it into the laundry basket like a basketball. “The economy hasn’t been great since the pandemic, but it’s getting better. I think people are being a little more parsimonious with their money.”

“Perhaps.” Malcolm rocks on the balls of his feet as he glances around the room.

It is the best of the dressing rooms, such as it is. The chipped linoleum countertop in front of the mirror, the lumpy stuffed armchair in the corner, and a loveseat along one wall. A three-foot-long clothes rack holds my street clothes, and a side table, under which is tucked a mini fridge, completes the scant furnishings.

The board promised to renovate and redecorate my dressing room in the first contract. Ten years later, I’m still waiting and will continue to wait into infinity, as the promise has been absent from all subsequent contracts. I toe off my black shoes. It’s getting overheated in here. “If you’ll excuse me, my livery ride should arrive any minute, and I need to change.”

“Ah, the livery ride. Do we still provide that?” Malcolm smiles broadly, his spirits visibly perking up. “No matter. We’ll talk again soon.” Malcolm begins humming a tune from the performance as he leaves the room.

When the door clicks, my shoulders slump. I can read Malcolm’s words well enough to know they are more promise than threat. The new contract won’t provide the livery service that takes me from my townhouse to official symphony business, and back again. A pang in my gut warns me that’s likely the least of my worries.

I resume struggling with the bow tie that’s choking me. After several frustrating minutes, I grab a pair of scissors, cut the offending tie off, and slam it into the trash can.
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I ARRIVE AT WORK THE next day, having borrowed a T-shirt and jeans from Clare. After changing into scrubs, I set to work on my share of today’s cases. My boss, the researcher, doesn’t have his shit together, so my services are sloughed off to the main lab again. I don’t mind doing diagnostic cases. It isn’t what I was hired for, though, and I’m tired of being a Ping-Pong ball between the research and testing labs.

My break and lunch times are spent finding and checking out the McAuliffe Agency. I like what I read, and the reviews are positive. Different scenarios fill my head with the possibility of escaping that hideous apartment and being able to get my own place in time. I won’t need to be in servitude for more than a year. I square my shoulders for more confidence and dial to inquire about available positions.

“I’m sorry, we thoroughly investigate people asking for help, as well as people offering their services. If you can come for an interview, we’ll see if you’re a good fit for any of our clients,” Mrs. Wainwright says.

My heart sinks. Of course applicants are heavily vetted. How long will this process take? A pang in my chest has me wondering if all this will be worth it. Can this really work out for me? I let out a heavy sigh. What do I have to lose?

“What’s your earliest appointment?”

“I have a cancellation today. It’s at four this afternoon if that’s convenient,” the woman says.

I accept the appointment and go back to work testing tissue samples for cancer and other diseases.

Two days later, my coworker yells from the office, “Abigail, your telephone.”

The tray of microscope slides I hold rattles precariously as my hand shakes. “Coming,” I shout, gently setting the tray on the black soapstone counter and stripping off my nitrile gloves as I rush to answer the call. The only phone calls I ever get are from the lawyer, the real estate agent, or Clare. What remains of my family, immediate or otherwise, never calls me. Ever.

The office is tiny. Even smaller than my room, which had been a pantry closet. Three coworkers and I share desk space around the rectangular room’s countertops. I grab my phone off the wall shelf and check the caller ID.

The screen indicates it’s the McAuliffe Agency. What is Mrs. Wainwright doing calling me so soon? Didn’t she say it would take a few days to complete the background check and drug tests? Plus, it might be a while before the kind of position I want presents itself? Maybe my background check went badly? I slump into the nearest chair, steeling myself for bad news. “Hello?”

“Hello, this is Emily Wainwright, at McAuliffe Professional Personnel Agency. We have a client with a position very similar to the one you are seeking. He would like to meet you for an interview this afternoon, if that’s possible. I’ve sent an email with the specifics for your review. You’ll be meeting Evelyn Farthing first.”

My fingers fumble as I search for the email. “I see it.” Opening it, I scan the document, my eyes flitting over the keywords...musician, male, thirty-eight years old. Visions of wild, alcohol and drug-filled parties, lots of noise and messes make me wary of this “gentleman.” No name is given, but the locale is perfect. The Newfane Avenue residence would be closer and likely only a ten-minute walk to the hospital. He’s in search of a live-in maid/cook. “I got it. Any idea about the hours?”

“Limited hours that should fit into your plan nicely, provided you both accept the terms.”

The call ends, and I keep repeating Mrs. Wainwright’s words...four o’clock, 16 Treble Street. Evelyn Farthing. I can’t remember saying yes, but I know I accepted. What do I have to lose? I glance up at the wall clock. I have six hours. Just enough time to finish my work and get there.

My nerves jittering, I go back to the cramped laboratory area filled floor to ceiling with shelves of glass flasks, bottles of chemicals, supplies, and boxes of personal protective equipment. The slide tray with yesterday’s work goes into the to-be-filed pile before I focus on the samples already in testing. Coworkers are doing the same thing on surrounding workbenches.

My hands move through the repetitive motions as my mind strays. Emily Wainwright didn’t provide any information about Evelyn Farthing. Images of a graying, middle-aged woman form. Maybe this woman is his secretary or personal assistant. He, on the other hand, could be of any nationality. The city of Baymont has a large contingent of professionals from all over the world. Not that I mind. Having worked in the medical field for over seven years, I am used to working with people from different cultures, walks of life, religions, and languages. Still, an uneasy twinge in my gut has me wondering if I can do this with a musician who lives life on the edge.

As I grab my purse to leave, I glance at my scrubs. What will Evelyn Farthing think of me showing up in work attire? Maybe it’s a good thing. I want a position with responsibility, and this uniform-like appearance might help. Hopefully, whoever it is won’t be put off by them. I scurry into the locker room to change into fresh scrubs. They will have to do. There isn’t time to go back to my room to change. I catch a cab to 16 Treble Street, my fingers crossed I won’t be delayed by traffic and thus late, making a terrible first impression.

Everything becomes clearer when the taxi pulls up to the curb in front of 16 Treble Street. It’s the Baymont Symphony Orchestra’s concert hall. The very same concert hall that Clare and I attended Sunday night.

A dry lump grows in my throat with each step up the marble stairs to the enormous, embossed brass doors. A banner hangs above the center doorway, announcing the tenth season of the orchestra’s conductor. His blue-green eyes beam down from a handsome face framed by neatly combed dark brown hair. He wears his signature crisp red tuxedo bow tie below a wide, perfect smile. The close-up shot shows a hint of crow’s feet wrinkles at the corners of his eyes and a clean-shaven face.

My breath pauses again, while my pulse kicks up a notch. Maybe it’s Maestro Grant? The fluttering in my chest increases at the thought of staring directly into those eyes.

When Maestro Kendrick Grant initially took the Baymont podium, he did so as the youngest conductor in the symphony’s one hundred and two year history. I read the articles and heard the controversy that ensued during his first year. They didn’t like his arrogance, his sternness, and his insistence on excellence. His critics were silenced within weeks of the start of the season, thanks to his brilliant execution at the podium. To the symphony staff and musicians, he is said to be curt and exacting. Yet, his warm and friendly interactions with audiences bring them back again and again. Ticket sales, especially subscriptions, surged, particularly among the city’s women who were titillated to have such a sexy, virile, accomplished professional bachelor in their city. His good looks and trim physique make him appear ten years younger than he is, broadening the range of feminine appeal. An appeal that doesn’t escape my notice. Everything about him, even his haughtiness, starts a fluttering in my stomach.

If it is him, will he remember seeing me, scowling at me, just days ago at the Copland concert? I finger the hem of my scrub top as apprehension floods through me. How humiliating it would be if it were him and he threw me out of the interview after recognizing me.
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CALM DOWN. IT’S NOT likely to be him. I walk through the brass doors and approach a woman sitting behind the ticket window in the vestibule. “I’m here to see Evelyn Farthing.”

“One minute, please,” the woman says and phones someone. Less than a minute later, she tells me, “She’ll be right with you. Pass through into the lobby.” The woman gestures toward a set of thick wooden doors.

Pushing through the solid oak doors, my eyes sweep the ornate area. Marble tiles echo my steps under the vaulted ceiling. Massive chandeliers hang overhead, unlit but glittering as wall sconces illuminate the vast space with muted light. The tapping of footsteps approaching draws my attention to the impressive marble staircase. A tall, sturdy woman with a stiff carriage descends the steps from the upper echelons of the building.

“Mrs. Davitt, follow me please,” the woman says, not bothering to introduce herself before leading me up two flights of stairs, through an unmarked door, and down a well-lit corridor. Music-oriented artwork and posters of various symphony conductors line the walls, along with oil portraits. I spot one I recognize as Beethoven.

Evelyn Farthing stops at the end of the hall. Opening the door, she steps aside to let me pass. The first thing I notice is the sterile soft gray of the walls and carpet. My gaze lowers, and my jaw drops open at the sight of the man seated in the cold, glass and chrome modern office.

Maestro Kendrick Grant sits rod straight in a large black leather office chair, intensely studying one of three computer screens spread across his desk. A pristine white dress shirt, complete with a red bow tie and silver cuff links in the French cuffs, fits snugly to his torso, accentuating his ripped, hard chest. Sheathed in black pants, his long, lean limbs are visible under the glass-topped chrome desk. His legs crossed at the ankles, his pair of highly buffed black wing tips rest on the steel-gray carpet.

“Abigail Davitt to see you, Mr. Grant,” Evelyn Farthing says over my shoulder.

His gaze doesn’t lift. His focus remains intent on the computer monitor as the door closes with a click behind me. Stunned by the sight of this man who stared me down at the Copland concert, my step falters. He is the last person I expect to need a maid. A stage or sound manager, perhaps, but not one of the most prestigious conductors in North America. Will he recognize me? Will he throw me out for having slept during the Third Symphony? Will this job possibility sink with one look?

My knees wobble while I wait to be acknowledged and invited to sit. Perspiration starts dampening my armpits and under my breasts. It is unbearable to stand here, waiting for him to glance up and recognize me. I want this job, and I need it desperately for more reasons than I can elucidate. Thinking fast, I make up
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