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Chapter 1

Liz Grant stared at the contract in an attempt to ignore the buzz of conversation outside her office. Friday afternoon at Orion Software hummed with weekend plans. Her mouth pursed in a tight line; Liz deleted an entire section with a sweep of her red pen. She scrutinized the indemnity clause while the Accounting Manager, Rachel Greenblatt, who favored animal prints and vicious gossip, raved about her Tahoe weekend getaway to celebrate their fifth anniversary. Rachel’s friends congratulated her on her marriage milestone while Liz grimaced and scrawled a comment in the margin. Liz squinted at the blur of eight point font and tucked a chestnut brown lock behind her ear. Five years of marriage was hardly a big deal. Had he lived, she and Neil would have celebrated their twentieth in September. Liz shook her head. She could close her office door and silence the talk of weekend getaways, camping trips and golf dates—reminders she’d spend another late summer weekend alone. Liz refused to allow despair to interfere with her work.

When she approached her paralegal’s desk, Julie was on the phone her petite frame leaned at a relaxed angle, her fingers toyed with a strand of long blonde hair.

“Moira, if it is all the same to you, I’d rather take the free swing lesson at Wranglers than deal with the crowd at Dazzle. Great, I’ll meet you at seven-thirty.” At the sight of her boss, Julie straightened, and her smile vanished.

“How is Moira?” Liz asked, her arms crossed. 

“Fine.” Julie’s cheeks flushed red.

“If you have your evening plans settled, I’d like you to finish these revisions this afternoon.” Liz handed the marked-up contract to Julie.

“Of course, is there anything else?” Julie’s tone was firm, but her chin trembled slightly.

“No, that will be all,” Liz replied and returned to her office. She opened the Remington contract for review and stared at the revisions without seeing them. Why had she lashed out at Julie? The divorced mother of two was a diligent worker and one of the few individuals at Orion capable of an intelligent conversation. Liz sighed. No point mourning the lack of a personal life when she had a full evening of work ahead. Once the office emptied at five, she could work in peace until seven. She’d spend her evening with a glass of Chardonnay and a novel. But the intricacies of the latest Ken Follett intrigue would not take the edge off her loneliness.

Her phone flashed the number of Georgia, her next door neighbor. Retired from the diplomatic service, the widow had lived all over the world and seemed unfazed by life’s sudden shifts. Though she claimed to have no interest in family and had never wanted children, Georgia was determined to sweep Liz under her wing, even if she had to resort to strong-arm tactics. Even so, Georgia never called her at the office. 

“Hi Georgia, is everything okay?”

“It’s my neighbor; I’m afraid she might work herself into an early grave,” Georgia replied in a hushed tone.

Outside her office, another burst of laughter struck Liz like a wave.

“I’m fine. In fact I was just planning to call it a day,” Liz assured her.

“Good, then you can join Sam and I at Eclipse for free Salsa lessons.”

“I can’t dance,” Liz told her and prayed that would be the end of it.

“If he can lead, you can follow. Tonight, it’s the Bachata; you’ll love it. We’ll meet you there at seven.” Georgia ended the call. Liz closed her eyes and rubbed the bridge of her nose. Spending the evening in a nightclub surrounded by strangers after a long week of work was the last thing she wanted to do. But if she begged off tonight, no doubt Georgia’s next caper would be even more outrageous. Might as well make an appearance at the lesson, and then slip away as soon as possible.

Closing her computer, Liz resolved to review the Remington contract over the weekend. She would need the next few hours to decide what to wear this evening. She tossed a few contract files into her briefcase and packed her laptop. At 4:15, she returned to Julie’s cubicle.

“Have you finished those revisions?” she asked.

“Just sent it to the client,” Julie replied, her tone all business, her blue eyes intent on her computer screen.

“Why don’t we call it a day; there’s nothing here that can’t wait until Monday. I’ll walk out with you.” Liz smiled at Julie. Startled at the sudden change of heart, her paralegal stared at her for a moment.

“Thank you,” Julie exclaimed with obvious relief. She turned off her computer and gathered her purse and coat. She followed Liz to the door, oblivious to the stares of the remaining employees.

“Have a nice weekend,” Liz said to the open-mouthed Rachel, a rare speechless moment for her. Julie grinned at Rachel as they walked outside.

“Thanks again,” Julie said, and she turned toward her car.

“Julie, wait,” Liz said. Julie’s pensive look returned as she glanced at her boss.

“Have you ever been to Eclipse?” Liz asked. Julie stared at her in surprise. After a long moment, she replied, “I’m not into Salsa, but I hear it’s a hot nightclub. Are you going for the lessons tonight?”

Did everyone in Reno know about the Salsa lessons except her?

“Yes, I’m meeting friends there,” Liz replied.

“You’ll have to tell me about it on Monday. Have fun.” Julie smiled at her.

“You too.”

Liz paused at her car to glance at the setting sun that illuminated the clouds surrounding Mt. Rose. Sunsets another benefit to an early departure. “I’m going out tonight,” she announced to her cat, Churchill, as she set her briefcase by the door. The gray British Shorthair blinked his round yellow eyes, and then gazed pointedly at his food dish.

“You’re on your own for dinner tonight.” Liz filled his food dish, grabbed a Granny Smith apple for herself and hurried upstairs to her bedroom.

Liz frowned at her reflection, at her limp dark brown hair, the gray cardigan that hung loose on her long frame. She blew a stray lock from her face as she studied her reflection. Forty-five years old and tonight she felt like a hundred. With a warm washcloth, Liz wiped away traces of foundation and smudged eyeliner. For a moment, she was tempted to slip into a hot bath and spend the evening cocooned with a book.

But the woman who gazed back at her with clear green eyes refused to let her hide. Liz applied fresh make-up and smoothed jasmine lotion over her body. She selected half a dozen outfits and rejected them and finally replaced the tired cardigan and slacks with a sleeveless red blouse, jeans and patent red flats. Liz brushed her hair to a glossy sheen. No miraculous super model transformation, but at least she didn’t appear faded and tired.

Liz bit her lip as she gazed at the towering white buildings of the Panama casino; an unlikely Caribbean oasis arose in the middle of the street amongst used car dealerships and cheap motels. What was she doing here? She and Neil only visited casinos to entertain out-of-state friends. She felt a pang of envy as she passed the crowd of tourists at the front desk— couples and families—all of them had somewhere to go and someone to share the journey. She and Neil once studied tour books and argued over which country to visit first. Now those books gathered dust on her bookshelf she couldn’t bear to part with them. A security guard with a square build and shaved head carefully scrutinized her driver’s license. Finally, he said, “Enjoy your lesson.” He nodded toward Eclipse’s entrance. The club was a series of plush velvet booths, backlit by red neon. At the bar, the precise rows of liquor bottles gleamed like a miniature city at sunset. A few couples lingered at the bar, but in the surreal light it was difficult to see them. Liz took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders. She’d stay for the lesson to appease Georgia and retreat home to curl under the covers with a novel.

“There you are.” Georgia waved from the dance floor; her short spiky white hair and silver hoop earrings flashing in the light from the dance floor. She wore a backless turquoise dress with a full skirt. Wearing a matching long-sleeved shirt and khakis, her companion soon joined her. Sam retained the crew cut and solid build from his high school football coaching days, his pragmatic
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