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CHAPTER 1


  

  



              They met in a bar, one of those Upper East Side snazzy places meant to impress the crowd by the extensive wine list. Charging twelve dollars for a glass of wine did not amuse Natalie. She ran her forefinger down the menu of French, Italian, Australian wines, and ordered a glass of Chardonnay from the Napa Valley. The stool upon which she perched was at the far end of the room crowded with well-dressed and well-heeled singles. Choosing this seat, she could keep her eye on the door and take stock of the possibilities as they entered, wondering, is this the one?


              Oh how she hated these blind dates, sitting as though waiting to be taken off the shelf of single women. Her high heels were hooked over the bottom rung of the bar stool. Her fingers, the nails manicured and lacquered a deep red, smoothed up and down the side of the crystal glass, and the silk blouse was tucked neatly in the short skirt.


              Eavesdropping on the man and woman hovering nearby kept her interested for brief moments, their quick wit lagging as their second, maybe third drink was downed. As the minutes ticked by, chatter grew louder, laughter more boisterous, and the soft background music of a tenor saxophonist could barely be heard.


              Natalie took a last sip of her wine, eyed the bartender, indicated her empty glass, and nodded in his direction. A second glass was set in front of her, the check slid to the side.


              “Can you run a tab?” She smiled at the young man, thinking he was a college student hoping for a large tip. “Oh, and some pretzels or nuts… something.”


              He leaned toward her, and with a small towel wiped a spill near her glass. A faint lemony smell lingered. “Sure thing. Coming right up.” His voice was deep and soft, and he carried himself well. The sleeves of his white button-down shirt were folded up with precision to just below his elbows. His fingers were long, though his wrists were thin and bony. She thought that perhaps he played an instrument; a guitar, maybe, though he didn’t look the type. Natalie was struck by his thick black eyelashes and the dimple in his cheek. She couldn’t resist saying to him, “Nice dimple.”


              “Nope, not a dimple. A bicycle accident. One I’d rather not remember.”


              She fingered her pearl choker, brushed wispy bangs off her forehead. She’d lost track of what she was waiting for, had stopped looking toward the door. Quick glances around the bar brought her no closer to finding the man she was to meet. She drummed her fingers on the shiny wood bar, glanced at the door, and wondered just how long she should sit and wait. Patience was not her best trait. She couldn’t wait to be back in her apartment, snuggled under a comforter.


              “He’s well over a six footer, and handsome as the devil.” That was all she had to go by. And a name—Brad. Not much information had been forthcoming from Lillian. This was just the kind of arrangement that drove Natalie to drink. She had demurred and said she wasn’t interested.


              “You’ll adore him.”


              “I’m really not up to it.”


              “It’s Spring, a season of new beginnings. It’s time you started living again. All I want you to do is meet him for a cocktail. That’s all. Do it as a favor.”


              Setting down the bowl of snacks in front of Natalie, the bartender asked, “Want the menu?”


              “No, thanks.” There was something vaguely familiar about the young man; the way he stood. Perhaps it was the shape of his mouth when he smiled. She was about to ask his name when he turned away.


              The pretzels were too salty, but she nibbled a few of them and turned her large hazel eyes toward the door. And there he was. He fit Lillian’s description: well over six foot three, and he certainly was movie-star handsome. He looked the right age, somewhere in the mid-forties. With the single thought of getting this date over with, she lifted her hand, signaled, and caught his attention.


              He came directly toward her, squeezed his way through the crowd, leaned his side against the edge of the bar, and faced Natalie. “Well, hi there. What’re you drinking?”


              She caught the faint whiff of spice, and put a pretzel back into the wood bowl. “White wine.”


              “Is this place always so crowded?”


              “As long as it stays the ‘in’ place.” She noted his thick dark hair with flecks of grey near the temple.


              The bartender approached, his face shiny with perspiration. “Drink?”


              “A double Jack Daniels on the rocks and,” he tipped his head in Natalie’s direction, “whatever the lady’s drinking.”


              A third glass of wine on an empty stomach, a bit of meaningless conversation, and Natalie found it difficult to have one word follow another. “Sorry,” she hiccoughed, “I’m sure this is tedious for you. I told Lillian I wasn’t ready. I’m sorry you got roped into this.”


              “Roped into what?”


              “Me.”


              “Lillian?”


              Natalie saw his brows furrow as he leaned his elbow on the bar, and brought his face close to her.


              “I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about.”


              “Lillian, always trying to fix me up.” Her voice was high and she couldn’t quite enunciate the words.


              “Who’s Lillian, and what’s that to me?”


              She pushed the check to him, muttering as she slid off the barstool. “That’s it. We met and now I’m leaving.”


              “Hey, wait a minute. Why on Earth do you think I’ll pick up your check? I don’t even know who you are.”


              Reality dawned. A flush crept high on her face. “Oh, don’t tell me you’re not Brad.” She fell back onto the stool.


              “Nope.”


              “I’m so embarrassed. Forgive me. I looked at you coming in the door, and you fit the description. I just assumed…”


              He laughed. “So, you were told to look for someone tall?”


              She nodded her head.


              “Handsome?”


              Again she nodded.


              He burst into uproarious laughter, revealing straight and even white teeth. His laughter was so infectious that Natalie’s body erupted into hysterical giggles. She could hardly catch her breath. “And I acted like a dumb jerk signaling to you.”


              “That’s the best! I thought you were a ‘lady of the night.’ Cute! Cute in a very womanly sort of way.”


              “And you are the handsome man of the hour.” She stood up, listing uneasily on her stiletto pumps. At five foot four she didn’t quite reach his shoulder. She opened her wallet and placed a twenty on the bar. Offering her hand, she said, “Well, it was nice meeting you. Or rather, not meeting you.”


              “Wait.” He swept the bill off the bar and handed it back to her. “That’s the best laugh I’ve had in a week. Do stay, and as a bonus, I’ll pick up your tab.”


              Her curiosity ignited, and though she was normally unapproachable, she wavered, “I shouldn’t.”


              “Yes, you should.” He took her hand in his and helped her settle back onto the bar stool. His eyes sharpened after seeing her shapely legs and trim waist.


              Laugh lines crinkled the outer edges of her eyes. In the light of the bar, Natalie’s eyes appeared more green than brown. She picked at the pretzels, flicking the salt back into the bowl. “I won’t have anything more to drink.”


              He signaled the bartender, ordered another drink for himself, and asked for the menu. When it was propped up in front of them, he pointed at the list of bar food appetizers. “Something substantial… A shrimp cocktail?”


              “Sure.” She had this chuckle that wanted to rise into another bout of laughter, but she managed to simply grin. “Now, you have to at least tell me your name.”


              “Oh! And spoil everything?” He leaned his elbow on the bar and tilted his head so that he looked directly into her face. “If we must be formal, here goes.” He held what could have been a microphone, and said, “Your name first and occupation, and where you are from, please.”


              An eyebrow raised, she said, “I’m Natalie. Natalie… Morse. Girl Friday to a fashion designer, and I’m from,” she paused a bit before going on, “Chicago.” She waited for a reaction, but none came. “Okay, your turn. Name and occupation.” She held the imaginary mike in front of his mouth, and noted how pale his lips appeared.


              “Franklin Roberts, born and bred in Manhattan.” He pulled a card case from his trouser pocket and handed her an engraved card which had his full name. “An investment banker.”


              She scanned the card and slipped it into the skirt’s pocket. “Oh, I get it. No wonder you balked at paying my tab. Got to watch out for every penny. Right?”


              “Wrong. I myself spend money like water. And let’s not fall into the trap of talking business.”


              The crowd had thinned. Only a few stragglers remained, as though planted for the duration of the evening. Huddled together, two women were sitting at the far end of the long bar. An older man dressed in formal attire was slumped nearby, and a single woman sat staring at herself in the mirror. The few cocktail tables were empty of patrons. The bar that had been crowded and noisy as a bee hive was now an empty shop.


              Placemats were set in front of both Franklin and Natalie, along with napkins and cutlery, and then the bartender brought them each a dish loaded with shaved ice topped with six jumbo shrimp. A small bowl of cocktail sauce was set on a bed of shredded lettuce.


              With two fingers, Natalie picked up a shrimp by the tail and took a bite. “Yum.” She wiggled the tail toward the bartender. “He said the food was good.”


              “Unexpectedly delicious,” Franklin replied. “I must say, this entire evening has been a surprise.”


              They chatted amiably while consuming the appetizers, their conversation centering on movies, and novels making it to the New York Times best seller list. Franklin claimed the best works were biographies. “But, I still rather like reading a ‘who done it.’”


              A man rushed into the bar, a jacket over his arm and an umbrella handle swinging back and forth in his hand, the tip banging on empty chairs. He scanned the room quickly, then headed directly to the bartender. His grayish-blond hair was held back in a pony-tail, set low against the back of his neck, revealing a tiny diamond in one earlobe. He wore round, wire framed glasses. “Did anyone leave a message… a note for me?”


              The bartender simply shook his head.


              “You sure no one left a message for me? Brad. Name’s Brad.”


              Hearing this, Natalie stole a sidelong glance at the newcomer. Out of breath as though he’d been running a marathon, he rubbed at a dark mole on his right cheek.


              “No, sir,” the bartender’s lips twitched ever so slightly as he stole a glance at Natalie. He continued wiping the bar in front of the man. “No one’s left any notes.” He flung the dish towel into the sink.


              “Christ, of all times. Just bring me a scotch and water.” He threw his jacket onto an empty stool and hooked his umbrella on the edge of the bar. It immediately clattered to the floor. Brad put both forearms on the bar and rested his head in his hands. “Shit.”


              When the drink was set in front of him, he raised his head. “Serves me right for trying to do a favor.”


              Hearing this last comment, Natalie squeezed her lips together and moved so that Franklin blocked her from Brad’s view.


              The bartender took a step back, and leaned against the row of liquor bottles as though to extricate himself from what could be a longwinded monologue.


              Brad took a big gulp of his drink and leaned his body over the bar toward the bartender. “Mark my words, son, it never works out, these fixer-upper dates. I said I would never subject myself again, but I couldn’t say ‘no,’ certainly not to Lillian. That woman is persistent.” He swivelled around, gave the room a quick glance, and turned back again. He raised his glass to himself in the mirror. “Here’s to you, asshole.”


              Natalie slid off the bar stool. “Pleasure meeting you,” she whispered.


              Franklin signaled for the check, and when it was placed in front of him, he ran his finger down the charges. From his pocket, he pulled a thick wad of bills clasped in a gold money clip, peeled off a crisp one hundred dollar bill and placed it on the bar. “Keep the change.”


              Out on the sidewalk, the light patter of a spring rain could not be heard over the streaming traffic, the beeping of horns, the squeal of tires. A siren sounded off in the distance, and a bus pulled up to the corner, bringing traffic to a standstill.


              Franklin towered over her small frame, asking, “Do you come here often?”


              “Never been before, and probably not again. It’s too much the ‘in’ place for me.”


              “My good fortune you came here tonight.”


              “Lillian insisted. She’s one of the owners.” She narrowed her eyes until only slits were apparent. “I could strangle Lillian. Wait until I get my hands on her.” Natalie moved through the light drizzle toward the curb. Tripping on the pavement, she stepped unsteadily off the curb and hailed a passing cab. The taxi immediately pulled up and screeched to a stop by her side.


              Franklin hurried forward, put his hand on the door. “Are you sure you have to go?”


              She nodded and he opened the door for her. “Good meeting you, even if it was accidental.”


              “Thanks for saving me from…” She indicated the inside of the bar with a tilt of her head, and slithered onto the car seat.


              Franklin closed the door and tapped on the roof of the cab, then removed his Blackberry from his jacket pocket and tapped in Natalie’s name.


              The cab was enveloped in the tangle of Manhattan’s traffic, cars and cabs going any which way, cutting in and out of lanes, swerving. Franklin saw before he heard the earsplitting crash of metal upon metal. A fireball erupted in the sky. Natalie was in the twisted metal of the cab.


  



  

CHAPTER 2


  

  



              Franklin darted between cars while tapping 911 onto his Blackberry. “Help,” he shouted, “an accident. Madison and Seventy-fifth.” He raced the few steps, and was the first on the scene. The front of the delivery truck was wedged into the front and side of the taxi. Steam poured from the engine of the taxi. The hood of Natalie’s cab was crushed and smoldering. The driver crawled out of the cab and collapsed to his knees on the street.


              Grabbing hold of the passenger door Franklin pulled and tugged but to no avail. Natalie was slumped in the back seat, not moving. “Natalie! Natalie!” he shouted, trying to rouse her.


              A patrolman tried to open the other door but it, too, was jammed. “Stand back. Outta the way,” he hollered, straining with the jammed door.


              Franklin shouted, “We have to get her out.” A group of onlookers gathered. Those from the bar stood looking out of the open doorway. No one stepped forward to help. The air filled with the smell of smoke and gasoline. Horns blared as traffic built up.


              Flames licked from under the hood of the taxi.


              Franklin grabbed the driver’s shoulder. “Fire extinguisher? Do you have a fire extinguisher.”


              He shook his head.


              “We’ve only seconds to get her out.”


              An overweight policeman took hold of the stricken driver, and half-carried, half-walked him to the sidewalk, propped him up against the brick wall of the building. “You’re going to need some stitches. Just sit still."


              “It’s jammed.” Tugging at the door, Franklin yelled, “Got to get her out!”


              The cop ran back to Franklin’s side. “Hurry.”


              After one last futile attempt, Franklin grabbed the cop’s nightstick. He crawled onto the driver’s seat and beat at the partition until it crashed open. Leaning over the top, he managed to release the crumbled door and shove it open. He backed out of the front seat, yanked at the back door, and reached in for Natalie’s inert form.


              The seat belt held her fast, the clasp unyielding. Franklin tugged and pulled the metal clasp. Tongues of flame licked the windshield. Gas leaked onto the street. “Knife! Someone get me a knife,” he shouted. He yanked and tugged at the clasp. It finally snapped open and the belt surrendered its grip. Smoke filled the cab. Waves of heat filled the taxi. Grasping Natalie under her arms, he pulled her limp body across the seat and out through the open door.


              The same patrolman tried to take Natalie from him but Franklin held onto her. “It’s going to blow!” Just as he ran from the mangled taxi, there was a deafening explosion of fire and fuel and oil, ripping metal and shattering glass. Glass shards rained on the cement.


              Blood seeped from Natalie’s face and flowed down her forehead. Her right arm dangled at an awkward angle. Safe on the sidewalk, Franklin cradled Natalie gently in his arms, his tall body curved in an arc of protection. He headed toward the awning at the bar’s entrance, murmuring, “Natalie. Natalie. Do you hear me? It’s all right. You’re safe, Natalie.”


              Someone yelled, “Get something to put her down on. A coat? Anyone?”


              “Here,” Brad yelled. “Put her here. Under the awning. Out of the rain.”


              The bartender got a pile of table cloths from the back of the bar and was laying them on the damp pavement. “Where the hell is the fucking ambulance?”


              Franklin knelt, gently placed Natalie on the table cloths, and folded her injured right arm across her waist. A weak groan, and then nothing more. He held her hand in both of his, saying, “Natalie. Natalie. Come on. Wake up. You’re going to be fine.” He looked at the bartender. “Get something to cover her. She’s in shock.”


              Brad stepped forward and used his suit jacket to cover Natalie’s chest. He bent down, adjusted his glasses, and picked shards of glass from her hair. “It took a lot of courage to do what you did. She owes you her life.”


              Franklin tilted his chin toward Brad, paused before saying, “You were supposed to meet her. She’s your date.”


              Brad’s eyes widened. “She’s Natalie?”


              “Not my fault,” the truck driver, unharmed, shouted in the middle of the street. “Not my fault. Goddamned cab came right at me.” He yelled to the overweight policeman, “You seen it, didn’t you?” He pointed an accusing finger at the stricken taxi driver, shaking it as though at a naughty child. “Goddamned foreigner, you was turning on a one way street.”


              Brad sat back on his haunches and looked at Natalie’s bloodied face. “Oh my God. I was late. She wouldn’t have been in that taxi…” He adjusted the jacket covering Natalie, and from the pocket, withdrew a cleanly folded white handkerchief. His hands shook as he carefully blotted blood from her face and moved wisps of clotted hair off her forehead.


              “Come on, Natalie. Wake up.” Franklin, rubbing her hand, kept his eyes on her face. The eyelids fluttered, then opened slowly. “That’s it. Wake up. You’re going to be fine.”


              Moving her head ever so slightly toward Franklin, she winced, squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, then said. “What… happened?”


              “You’ve been in an accident. The ambulance should be here in a moment. Try to relax and not move too much.”


              Natalie’s eyes swept from one blurred face to another. She drew in a deep breath, then closed her eyes tight, as though she were in pain.


              Brad leaned over. “Is there someone I should call for you?”


              A slight movement of her head indicated “no.”


              “Lillian? Do you want me to call Lillian?”


              Rounding the corner, shoving traffic aside with the shrill sirens, a single fire truck was closely followed by an ambulance. Two emergency technicians jumped from the rear of the ambulance. The heavy policeman pointed to the cab driver slumped against the wall, and then to Natalie. The firemen pulled extinguishers, aimed foam at the crumpled remains of the burning taxi, drenching what was left of the fire. The air was filled with the acrid smell of burnt rubber.


              One of the paramedics rushed to Natalie. Brad and Franklin stood and moved back slightly, allowing space for the medic to do his work. Kneeling at Natalie’s side, the young man listened to her heart beat, checked the carotid pulse rate, and noted her lacerations. While he worked, he asked, “Can you hear me?”


              She didn’t answer.


              “What’s your name? Can you tell me where you live?”


              Tears had begun to roll down her face, mixing with the blood still oozing from her forehead.


              Franklin answered, “She’s Natalie Morse. I don’t know her address. She’s from Chicago. We just met.”


              Shrugging his shoulders in an “I don’t know” fashion, Brad added, “I only know her name is Natalie. I don’t know where she lives.”


              The medic kept his eyes on Natalie’s face. “Natalie, do you remember what happened?” She shook her head ever so slightly. When he moved her arm, she cried out in pain.


              The second paramedic approached. “Stable?”


              “Yup. Almost.”


              “Then let’s get her out of here.”


              They lifted Natalie onto a stretcher, then onto a gurney, buckled the straps to secure her, then wheeled it to the back of the ambulance. Brad followed alongside. “Which hospital are you taking her to?”


              The paramedics lifted the gurney, collapsed the wheels, and pushed it in. “Mt. Sinai.”


              After the ambulance screamed away, Brad stood for a moment holding his blood-stained suit jacket. Walking back onto the sidewalk, he fished a cell phone from the jacket’s pocket, and punched in a phone number. When his call was answered, he asked to speak with Mrs. Soroyan.


              “She’s not here,” a gruff and impatient voice answered.


              “Leave a message, please. Tell her that Natalie has had an accident and was taken to Mt. Sinai Hospital. Did you get that?”


              “Mrs. Soroyan’s on vacation. She won’t be back until I’m finished with the painting.”


              Just then the sky opened up, and from the gentle spring drizzle, heavy drops cascaded down. He could hardly hear what was said. “What did you say? She’s on vacation? Do you know where she went? Any idea?”


              “No, Sir.”


              “Do you have a phone number where she can be reached?”


              “Nope. All I know is that I’m to shut up the apartment, and leave the keys with the doorman when I’m done.”


              Brad closed his phone and, along with Franklin, walked slowly back into the bar. Franklin’s eyes looked dark and serious, a grave expression on his tight lips. His voice choked in his throat. “…the suddenness…” He shook his head in disbelief. “It all happened so fast… the taxi… the truck… that awful split second. I didn’t have time to think. All I wanted to do was save her… a woman I just met and barely know… I didn’t stop to think.” He stared straight ahead.


              Brad flung his soiled jacket on an empty stool and ordered a double scotch on the rocks. He ran a hand over his wet hair, and tightened the leather band holding his ponytail. He wiped his glasses clean, and when his drink was delivered, muttered under his breath, “I know nothing about the woman. We never met.”


              “She’s a lovely woman.”


              Brad clenched his hands and tightened them into fists, then stretched his fingers out on the top of the bar. “There’s an old Chinese proverb, perhaps you know it.” Brad moved his glass around on the bar top. “‘He who saves a life is responsible for it.’ You’re the one who saved her life.”


  



  

CHAPTER 3


  

  



              Long after Franklin had left the bar, Brad sat alone. The bartender rolled the dirtied table cloths into one large bundle and shoved them into a laundry bag, pushing them out of sight, all the while listening to Brad.


              “She didn’t look too bad, considering. Shame. I was supposed to meet her here.” He pulled the new drink closer, then nodded as though talking to himself. “But I guess you surmised that already. How she wound up drinking with that guy Franklin, I can’t quite understand.”


              “Things happen.”


              “I was really late.”


              “Maybe she just got tired of waiting for you.”


              “It’s weird the way things happen… and to good people, too.”


              The bartender leaned forward, speaking to Brad. “It’s strange how these things happen. Take those two, Natalie and that guy, Franklin. If they hadn’t met here, would he have risked his life and pulled her out of the burning cab? I mean, really. A complete stranger risks his life? I don’t think I’d be able to do that. I probably don’t have the guts to risk my own life. Gotta admire that man.”


              “Don’t know that I would have done that either. Took a brave man to do what he did.” Brad ran a hand across his moist forehead. “I feel really bad about all this, like it’s my fault because I didn’t get here on time for our blind date. I just got stuck in my office with a whiny student bitching about a grade.” He swirled his drink inside the glass and watched the liquid climb the sides, keeping it from spilling over the edge. A little half-hearted smile was followed by a long drink of his scotch. “There’s a poem sums it up. ‘The road of life twists and turns and no two directions are ever the same. Yet our lessons come from the journey not the destination.’ Perhaps I wasn’t meant to meet Natalie.”


              “Think she’ll be all right?” The young bartender took a step back.


              Brad nodded, more to himself than to the bartender. “I certainly hope so. Right now they’ll look at her arm and shoulder. She might just have dislocated that shoulder. It didn’t look like the arm’s broken. She’ll get a few stitches on that gash, hopefully by a plastic surgeon, and if there’s no concussion, they’ll send her on her way. Let’s hope that she'll come through, be just fine.”


              “You know how some women are really demanding and expect instant service, like everything should stop and everyone should bow to their wishes. You know the type. She wasn’t like that at all. She was really nice and had such a neat smile and, well, a real pleasant way about herself. I sure hope she’ll be all right. Looked like she was in a lotta pain?”


              Brad looked down the long mahogany bar and ran his finger tips on the smooth surface. “A blind date! Whew! Imagine that, at my age, a blind date. All I really know is her name. Lillian made her sound really interesting. Told me a little, just enough to get me interested. I told Lillian I’d meet her as a favor.” He took another long sip. “Some favor.”


              “You going over to the emergency room to see how she’s doing?”


              “I’ll just call.” He pulled the cell phone from his soiled jacket, phoned the hospital, and was told no one had been admitted with the name Natalie Morse.


              “Impossible! She came in the ambulance this evening.”


              “Sorry. No one by that name’s been admitted.”


              “Don’t tell me she’s in the waiting room and hasn’t been seen yet?”


              “Sir, she’s not here.”


              He closed the phone and sat still, his lips pursed in a thoughtful manner. The mirror behind the bar reflected his slouching image. He straightened up, and drained his glass. “I’ll take my check now.”


              Looking over the bill, his eyes opened wide as though astonished. With his forefinger, he pushed up his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose, then withdrew four tens and a five from a worn leather wallet. “Uptown prices. Whatever you do, son, don’t go into teaching. The pay’s deplorable. Ask me, I’ll tell you.”


              “I was going premed, but my trust ran out, so teaching’s the only kind of job available once I graduate. I know the pay scale’s pretty low, but that’s all that’s open to me.”


              “You at a school in the city?”


              “NYU… downtown.”


              “Take my advice, save every dime you can.”


              “Do you teach?”


              Brad nodded. “NYU. Anthropology. It’s my privilege to teach an army of students that are not the least bit interested in the subject. I, personally, find the course work fascinating. I can’t understand how, somehow, my students know how to write, but have nothing to say. I’m at a loss to understand how four years of undergraduate study has reaped such a poor body of students.” He laughed for a second, picked up his umbrella and jacket, then turned back to the bartender.


              “You weren’t one of my students, were you?”


              “No, Sir. But maybe I’ll drop in on one of your lectures. And I promise, I won’t fall asleep.”


  #


              By the time Brad left the bar, the rain had stopped, and traffic on the avenue had eased. He decided to walk a while before heading home. He crossed the street at the traffic light, muttering, “How could Natalie not be at Mt. Sinai. That’s where the EMT said they were taking her.”


  



  

CHAPTER 4


  

  



              As Franklin walked the few blocks to his apartment on Fifth Avenue, the sudden downpour swamped the city streets. His feet squished in his polished cordovans. Rain soaked his head of full dark hair, and dripped onto his face, down to his collar and neck, and finally dribbled down his back. In the elevator, he shook his cashmere jacket, and watched droplets of water fall to the floor. Upon entering his apartment, he draped the soaked jacket over a hanger in the hall closet. Shoes removed, he slid across the vestibule’s marble floor as though on skates.


              In the living room, he moved to the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Central Park. The twinkling street lights shimmered off the cluster of trees and picturesque foliage. He could see but not hear the traffic below on the Avenue, inching downtown on this Friday evening. He stood for a moment longer, wiggling his toes in the wet socks before going into the master bedroom, dripping water onto the Persian carpet. There, he pulled off his socks, stripped out of his shirt and pants, and put on a navy terry-cloth bathrobe, his name embroidered on the front.


              Passing barefoot through the living room, he glanced at the furnishings, so artfully arranged by Victoria, his decorator, a woman he’d dated and been with for several years. She’d moved into the apartment before he’d known what was happening, and then began an ongoing renovation lasting a full year and had just recently been completed. But it was not just the physical space she overhauled. Little by little, she’d changed what she called his fashion statement, purchasing Armani suits and custom made shirts for him. Not that he couldn’t afford all that, it was just that he was more comfortable in a casual jacket and slacks. Just last week Franklin had bid Victoria adieu, suggesting they simply remain friends.


  #


              For the living room, Victoria had chosen a sweeping couch which looked luxurious, but was uncomfortable. The so-called easy chairs were equally difficult to relax into. A huge contemporary painting which might have been of a woman’s face was so abstract, it suddenly reminded him of Natalie’s bloodied face. She’d been so animated prior to the accident, then almost lifeless, struck down in a crummy taxi. “Shame,” he said aloud, “a real fine woman, clever and keen sense of humor.”


              He sauntered to the hunt table in the library, yet another room totally done up by the decorator-live-in-girlfriend. Victoria claimed it was furnished in a timeless style, of curves and classy pieces. The shelves were filled with books he’d never read: expensive, leather bound, and just for show, only reachable by the ladder installed on burnished brass rods. Hating the artificial library, he vowed to have the room redone before the year’s end.


              Franklin sat down behind his desk, picked up his mail, flipped through the few envelopes without much curiosity, then placed them back on the table unopened. Sitting forward, he picked up the phone, thought better of it, and replaced it. He was not accustomed to an evening spent solo and without a plan. Alone in this apartment, with no one to share it with, he sighed in self-deprecating sarcasm. “Alone at last. And just who shall I call?” He flipped open his directory then closed it. He had no interest in phoning anyone. Rather, his interest was in Natalie and her injuries.


              Startled by this thought, he went into the dining room. A single place setting of bone china, along with silver and crystal, was placed on the oversized glass table. An open bottle of red wine was left to breathe in readiness next to a note from his cook. Barely interested, he read: “Dean & Deluca delivery ordered for Sunday brunch. Wine or Champagne?”


              “Damn.” He had completely forgotten the brunch invitations for the following Sunday. Forty guests would be arriving to ogle the newly decorated apartment, staged to compliment the decorator. “Damn,” he repeated as though that was the only word he could muster at the thought of serving a white sturgeon caviar and foie gras extravaganza to a crowd. “What was I thinking?”


              Only then did he look at the expensive bottle of wine and read the label: Chateau Lafite Rothschild Pauillac 1996. He poured a bit of deep red wine into the crystal glass, swirled it around, sniffed the fragrance, and tasted. He carried the glass and bottle into the kitchen.


              The refrigerator held his dinner; a cold platter of lobster salad, heavy on the lobster meat and light on the mayo, home-made slaw, and sliced tomatoes fresh from the specialty market. He placed his dinner on the stainless steel counter top and stood nibbling, thinking the red wine was not right with this meal, but rather a glass of chilled white Chardonnay. That very thought brought the image of Natalie to his mind, her parted lips on the rim of the crystal wine glass, her shapely legs as she slid back onto the bar stool, their clever conversation. He couldn’t help but smile.


              He went back into his office, thumbed through the telephone directory, picked up the phone, called the hospital, and asked, “The condition of Natalie Morse.” Franklin held for what seemed an endless period until the operator finally said, “No one here by that name.”


              “Well, check again.”


              “Sorry, sir, there’s no one here by that name.”


              “Ridiculous. Did you check the emergency room?”


              “I’ve checked everything.”


              “She was in an accident and brought there by ambulance.”


              A clicking sound was followed by a loud buzzing as the line was disconnected. Franklin slammed the phone down, strode to his bedroom, and dressed quickly. Down the elevator, out onto the street, he did not wait for the doorman to hail a cab, but rather stepped into the street and flagged a taxi himself. “Mt. Sinai Hospital, and make it fast.”


  



  

CHAPTER 5


  

  



              Covered in a light-weight hospital blanket, Natalie stared straight up, counting the ceiling tiles as she was moved past, wanting to focus on something tangible, something real, as the orderlies wheeled her back to the cubicle in the emergency section of Mt. Sinai Hospital.


              An elderly nurse helped ease the bed back into the little room. She wore a crisp white uniform, white hose, and polished white shoes, not dressing in the style of the younger nurses in their wrinkled uniforms and sloppy clogs.


              “Careful,” she reprimanded the orderlies as the bed was shoved and banged against a doorway. Once in place, she locked the wheels, then went to the tiny sink and washed her hands.


              “You’re one lucky lady. The doctor will be here shortly with the results of your CAT scan. And you mustn’t worry about your arm or shoulder. It’s a bad bruise and muscle strain. It’ll be a bother for a while.” She stood by the side of Natalie’s bed, moved the pole closer to the bed, and adjusted the flow of intravenous fluids.


              “The plastic surgeon was right here in Emergency when you were brought in. He’s fixed you up so you’ll be good as new. The stitches on your forehead will come out next week. You can come back here or go to your own physician.” She smiled at Natalie, repeating, “You surely are one lucky lady.”


              Drowsy and fighting nausea, Natalie closed her eyes tight against the light glaring down from the ceiling. “Lucky?”


              “That’s right. Luck was on your side today.”


              “What’s happened to me?”


              “An accident, dear.”


              “But I can’t remember anything.”


              “You were brought in by ambulance.”


              A tear made its way down her cheek. “How can I not remember? My mind is a blank.”


              “I know. But you will. It’ll all come back to you. You’ll see. This is only temporary.”


              Natalie moved as though to sit up, her eyes wildly seeking an answer. “This is a bad dream! Tell me! Tell me what happened.”


              “Honey, I was told that you were dragged out of a burning taxi by a complete stranger. I’d say that’s fortunate.”


              “Where? Where did it happen?”


              “Don’t fuss and get yourself all excited. Close your eyes and rest yourself. The doctor will be here soon.”


              “But I can’t remember anything except my name, Natalie.” She looked at her hand, and the needle poking into her vein. “I should know more than that!” She collapsed back against the hard pillow, closed her eyes, and drifted, mumbling, “I don’t even know where I live.”


              “Try to stay calm. That’s most important.” The nurse pulled the white blanket over Natalie’s bare feet, then stepped aside as the doctor entered the little room. She handed him a clipboard.


              The doctor, a tall, loose-limbed large man, riffled through the papers on the clipboard and turned back to the nurse. “Still only Natalie Morse?”


              “Nothing more, Doctor. She had no identification on her. Apparently, the paramedics only got her name and that she’s from Chicago from someone she’d just met at a bar. There’s no address. Social Services is looking into it.”


              “Yes, I see.” He sat down on the little round stool at the side of Natalie’s bed and introduced himself. Very carefully and slowly, he explained that her brain scan was clear and showed no swelling. “So you have nothing to worry about in that department. That’s a good thing. However,” he went on to say, “it’s best that we admit you for a day or two.”


              “What’s happening to me. Tell me! Everything’s a muddle. I heard the nurses talking… brain trauma. What does that mean? Why can’t I remember anything? I don’t even know how I got here!”


              The doctor leaned forward. “You are experiencing some memory loss. A blow to the head can sometimes result in memory loss. In all probability, it is short-term. This can happen even when a concussion is not sustained. For instance, being in the vicinity of a bomb exploding, for example, can damage the brain in this way. The same can be true being in a serious car accident, which is in your case the situation.”


              “How long will this last?”


              “That’s hard to say. Could be a matter of hours, or perhaps a day or two. Hard to predict. One thing,” he reached out and checked the needle taped to the back of her hand, “you shouldn’t upset yourself. Try to stay calm.” He moved toward the doorway, made a note on the clipboard, and turned back. “I’ll check on you in the morning.” He nodded to the nurse, and hurried off down the corridor, his shoes squeaking as he went.


              The elderly nurse placed Natalie’s high heels into a hospital bag, along with her torn and blood-stained silk blouse, flimsy bra and carefully folded Natalie’s skirt. And from the pocket a paper fluttered to the floor. She bent down, picked up a business card, and scanned: Franklin Roberts, Investment Banker. She tossed the card into the bag and placed it on the foot of Natalie’s bed. “You’ll be moved soon.” She checked her watch, made a note on the chart and left.


              Natalie, in that half-awake half-asleep, semi-drugged state caught hold of a memory so real, and vivid, it was as though it was happening to her right here in the present, not in her past. She saw herself twisting a wedding band around and around her ring finger. She was dressed in black, in mourning, and her body slumped to the wet earth as a coffin was lowered into a freshly dug grave. An elderly woman was standing next to her. A flag was folded and presented to Natalie. She accepted the tribute and hugged the flag close to her chest.


              With her right arm, Natalie tried to reach out and capture the image, but the simple gesture was thwarted by heaviness. Caught between past and present, tears slipped down her face.


  



  

CHAPTER 6


  

  



              “You mean you can’t tell me of her condition?” Franklin leaned over the information desk, clenched and unclenched his fists, holding back his temper. He softened his approach. “I know it’s late, and I know there are mishaps that occur, but she must have been admitted hours ago. An ambulance brought her in”


              “Sir! The entrance to emergency is on Madison Avenue. You’ll have to go there and inquire.”


              “This is intolerable.” He slammed his hands together in a fit of frustration.


              “That’s the system, Sir.” She swiveled her chair over to the adjoining desk, dismissing him.


              Franklin stormed out of the main entrance on Fifth Avenue, turned east on Ninety-Eighth Street and rushed into the emergency room. The admitting waiting room was cluttered with patients, and the smell of sour breath, mingled with stale body odor, filled the air. Patients with low-risk problems such as sprains and mild lacerations sat in one area. A young woman sat hugging herself, swaying in pain. A young girlwas stemming the blood flow of an elderly man, apparently the loser in a fight or accident of some kind. Others were coughing and sneezing, spreading infection to every corner. Franklin could almost see the contagious germs flying to him, entering his system. A cluster of poorly dressed adults stood around a pregnant woman who was moaning and screaming, “It’s time. God help me. Get me the drugs.”


              Franklin surveyed the scene before him and beads of sweat popped on his forehead. He moved back toward the door, took a fresh linen handkerchief from his pocket and mopped his face. He looked again at the line of people waiting at the information desk. He hesitated, muttering, “What the hell was I thinking?” then turned and left, race-walking back toward his apartment.


              The spring rain had started again, along with a stiff wind that whipped bits of debris up off the sidewalk. He passed a man struggling with the taut leash of a bulldog in one hand and an umbrella in the other. While the dog pulled the man along the street, the wind flipped the umbrella inside out as an upturned bowl.


              The streets glistened. It was not a night for a leisurely stroll. A few cabs whizzed by, but Franklin was not interested in closing himself in the stale air of a taxi. He thought the cool night and a brisk walk would do him good.


              Franklin pulled his light-weight jacket closed, zipped it, then pulled up the collar and ducked his head as he made his way south on Madison Avenue. His vigorous pace brought him past upscale boutiques, jewelers, and expensive hair salons, the avenue home to the most exclusive shops in the world. Franklin was familiar with the names of these shops, as hangtags and labels had littered his apartment on more than one occasion. Manhattan, a shopping haven, had been embraced by his ex-girlfriend who often claimed a need for “retail therapy.”


              “God,” he muttered, “how did I ever put up with her?” His thoughts turned once again to the chance meeting with Natalie. Obviously a bar scene was not her forte. He had watched her fingertips run along the edge of the wineglass, and noted the absence of a wedding band. He figured her age somewhere in the mid-thirties, attractive enough, with a good sense of humor. And Franklin had thought perhaps he’d phone her sometime in the future. His quick response to the accident was completely unexpected and totally foreign to his everyday dealings with financial institutions.


              Unable to ascertain her condition, he’d gotten into a fit of anger. He couldn’t even locate her. This was all very unlike him, pursuing a complete stranger. For as long as he could remember, he was the one being chased by women. He’d been called “a handsome devil” by more than one. Yet there was something about Natalie that had ignited his curiosity.


              In the business world, Franklin was known for his calm attitude and steely demeanor. His tenacious manner normally won whatever prize he sought. Rarely did a situation give rise to a temper, nor even a raised voice. Yet, this evening, the hospital system had foiled his attempts, and he had allowed this irritability to emerge.


              Rounding the corner, he caught sight of Victoria standing under the awning in front of his apartment building. He could see her impatiently tapping her shoe. As usual, she was immaculately dressed, with not a hint of effort. She had the body of a tall, supermodel, and during their sexual moments, the mouth of a truck driver. He had to admit, even in the rain, she caused heads to turn, and cars to slow down. She collected admiring glances from both men and women.


              As he approached, she dangled a key in front of Franklin’s face. “You’ve a new doorman, and he wouldn’t let me go up, even though I showed him that I had the key.”


              “I pay for good security.”


              She leaned toward him, reached up, and gently kissed first one cheek and then the other. “Not even a hug from you?”


              Franklin had to smile. “I thought we’d made a decision. It was quite clear—”


              Her eyebrow rose. “Now don’t be such a grouch. Be nice.”


              “Look, it’s late, and I’ve had a hard day. We had a good run while it lasted. Don’t let’s go over it all again and spoil everything we had.”


              “Just a little nightcap between friends.” She tilted her chin and moved a bit toward the entrance. “We are friends. Isn’t that what you wanted?” Franklin hesitated just long enough for Victoria to link her arm with his. “Just a little nightcap between friends. Besides, I have a wee surprise for you.”


              “All right. Just remember, you’re not staying long.”


              Looking as though Franklin had just answered her prayers, she sighed, “Whatever you say. You know you always have the upper hand with me.”


              Something was up with Victoria. She always had a motive.
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