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			As the body catapulted over the ship’s rail, the horn blew two resounding blasts, muffling any scream that might otherwise have been heard, before fading away into the abyss.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			On Sunday, August 30, 2015, after a whole day at sea, the Dream Voyager was nearing the end of a seven-day cruise to the island of Bermuda. In just a few hours, the ship would be making its final dock in the New York City Harbor.

			It was in that darkness before the dawn that Agnes Haggerby woke up to a parched throat. The full moon shot a silvery ray through the porthole of the tiny economy cabin located on the ship’s lower level. The beam was just enough to illuminate her path from the double bed to the mini-fridge on the opposite wall. Perhaps it was the power of the moon’s gravitational pull, but the waves felt particularly rough tonight, causing the 78-year-old’s feeble legs to become unsteady. Using her arms to guide her, she maneuvered her way to the icebox and pulled out a bottle of water. Carefully, she poured the cold liquid into an empty glass that was sitting on the adjacent credenza and set the open bottle down next to it. As she lifted the tumbler to her lips, the vibration of the waves crashing against the hull caused the plastic container to wobble and fall, streaming most of its contents onto the carpeted floor. I hope we make it back all right, she muttered to herself, making the sign of the cross. Fearing they could be in the middle of a storm, she set her glass back down to take a look outside. Using the cabinet for support, she inched her way toward the tiny encased window facing the ship’s starboard side.

			Measuring barely 5’2” in stature, she had to stand on her tiptoes in order to see out. Leaning up against the bulkhead, she pressed her nose up against the pane. She couldn’t see all the way down to the ocean’s surface, but she could see the horizon and what was the biggest, brightest moon she had ever laid eyes on. Little did she know that this was a full sturgeon moon or “supermoon,” which happens only a few times a year. For a moment, she stood there transfixed by its striking luminescence, when all of a sudden, she spotted something out of the corner of her eye. As she jerked her head to the left, she observed what appeared to be an object falling from the sky, or more likely, from the upper part of the ship. Her pupils dilated to their maximum fullness when she realized this was not an object at all—but a human body.

			In that instant, as the body disappeared from her view, the Dream Voyager sounded two thundering blasts from its powerful horn. The sound reverberated throughout the cabin, startling Agnes to her knees. Grabbing the edge of the credenza, she managed to pull herself back up. Her husband, Harvey, swaddled deep within the comfort of his bed, was apparently unfazed by the sound of her stumbling or even the horn’s blast. All it did was cause him to flinch and whinny out a snort.

			His wife plowed over to his side of the bed, grabbing him by the shoulders, and frantically began to shake him back and forth.

			“Wake up, Harvey, wake up!” she yelled. 

			“Whaaat?” moaned Harvey, his eyes squeezed shut.

			“I just saw a body falling from the sky!”

			“Huh?”

			“I mean, I think someone fell off our ship.”

			“You probably dreamt it, Agnes—all that worrying about your first time being on a cruise and all. Go back to sleep,” he mumbled, scrunching up his pillow and rolling over to his opposite side. 

			“No, Harvey,” persisted Agnes, her voice growing louder. “I had a parched throat, so I got out of bed to pour myself a glass of water, but the boat was rocking so much...” She pointed to the near-empty bottle rolling back and forth on the counter. “Look!” she shouted. “My water spilled all over the floor. I went over to look out the window to see if we were in the middle of a storm or something. That’s when I saw it—a person, dropping straight down into the water!”

			Harvey angled back around to face his wife, cracking open his lids. “Are you sure, Agnes?”

			

			“Of course, I’m sure! It happened right when that deafening horn went off. How did you not hear it? It scared the bejesus out of me! That’s when I fell.”

			Harvey rubbed his eyes. “You actually saw someone hit the water?”

			“Well, no, not exactly, I couldn’t see that far down. That little window is too high for me.”

			“Did you have your glasses on?”

			“No, but it was really bright out. You know, on account of the full moon.”

			“It might have been a seagull or something.”

			“I think I know a human body when I see one, Harvey. I have to report it!”

			Harvey lifted his torso up on his elbows and squinted. “What time is it?”

			Agnes, whose vision had now adjusted to the darkness, located the light switch on the wall and flipped it on, temporarily blinding her husband. Then she walked over to her side of the bed to retrieve her bifocals, which were resting on the nightstand. Putting them on, she peered over at the alarm clock positioned next to the room phone. “It’s 3:00 a.m., Harvey. Who should I call at this hour?”

			“I don’t know. Try calling the 24-hour help desk.”

			“How do I do that?”

			“I’m pretty sure you just dial ‘1.’”

			Holding the receiver close to her mouth, Agnes pressed the first white button on the square black telephone and let it ring until someone answered.

			“Uh...hello, this is Agnes Haggerby from Room 103...Yes, guest level one. I want to report someone falling off the boat.”

			Harvey listened closely while his wife attempted to respond to a string of questions.

			“A few minutes ago...From my window...I’m pretty sure it was a person...No, I couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman...I didn’t actually see them go overboard...I couldn’t tell how far above me it was, just that they were falling from mid-air...I couldn’t hear anything except for that loud horn!”

			A few minutes of discourse went by before Agnes hung up the receiver and said, “Harvey, put your robe on, someone is coming down to write up a report. She then scurried over to the bathroom. “I’d better get a towel to soak up some of that water on the carpet.”

			Ten minutes later, there was a knock on their door from one of the ship’s officers. Another hour went by with an additional series of inquiries before the official had completed his written report. He thanked the couple and assured Mrs. Haggerby that their investigating personnel would begin a probe into the matter immediately.

			“What are you going to do?” asked Agnes.

			“Well, first we need to search for other possible eyewitnesses...”

			“Are you going to wake everybody up?”

			“No,” said the officer. “Not the passengers. It’s already four in the morning and we’re preparing to dock in two hours, so there’s no need to wake everyone up now.”

			“What happens after that?”

			“I’ll be conferring with the captain for his initial recommendations, and we’ll proceed from there.”

			“What do you mean, ‘proceed from there?’”

			“I don’t think they need your step-by-step approval, Agnes,” interrupted Harvey.

			The officer cracked a smile and continued. “We’ll be gathering statements from onboard personnel and anyone else who might have seen or heard something, as well as reviewing on-deck camera footage and collecting all viable evidence.”

			“Aren’t you going to send out search boats?”

			“If we have reason to believe someone actually went overboard—then yes.”

			“But I just told you, I saw someone fall off the ship!”

			The officer glanced over at Harvey, who was grimacing, then back at Agnes. “During the disembarkation process, all passengers and ship personnel must be accounted for. If there is anyone who is unaccounted for, we will then take the appropriate measures.”

			

			“For God’s sake, Agnes!” exclaimed Harvey. “I think they know what they’re doing!”

			Agnes gave the officer an unsettled look. “Does this happen often? I mean, people falling off cruise ships?”

			“No, ma’am.”

			“So, what happens if you don’t find the body?”

			“Any further investigation of the matter will be referred to the FBI.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Lithuanian women are considered to be among the most beautiful women in the world, and Margarita Kazlauskas was no exception. From the time she recognized herself in the mirror, it was evident that she liked what she saw. Her parents found her beauty to be both a blessing and a curse. While her father did his best to shelter his daughter from exploitation, her mother strove to bestow humility upon her only child by impressing upon her that beauty is only skin deep. As a result, Margarita’s battle with her inner ego compelled her to solicit reassurance wherever she could find it. She discovered early on that with a little clever manipulation, she could extract the validation she so craved.

			When Margarita was thirteen, her parents immigrated from Lithuania to the United States in search of a better life. With their meager savings, they moved to a small suburb on the outskirts of Cleveland, where they opened up a small fruit and vegetable market.

			Even during that awkward teenage adolescence, Margarita was blessed with perfectly straight teeth and unblemished skin. In addition, she was mature beyond her years, both physically and mentally. Physically, because she had the proper measure of curves forming in all the right places, and mentally, because her innate Machiavellian instinct had just about reached its peak.

			Any trepidation Margarita might have had on her first day of orientation at Ellison Junior High School was held at bay. She strutted into the packed gymnasium in her little plaid miniskirt with a crooked smile lingering over her delicate jaw, fully aware of the whooping young hounds trailing behind her. Taking a quick inventory of the seating situation, she began to climb up over the bleacher seats, bypassing the cliques of girls enviously scrutinizing her every move. She scoped out a single space between two plain, non-threatening-looking females in one of the middle rows, and plopped down between them—much to the disappointment of the boys that had been following her, who were forced to scatter and find seats elsewhere.

			Margarita, who lacked any reason for inhibition, promptly turned to each girl beside her and introduced herself. “Hi, I’m Margarita,” she said, exuding a big, confident smile.

			The scrawny, petite girl in a pixie cut to her left, nodded her head and let out a faint, “Hey. I’m Dana.”

			The other girl on her right, with a red headband holding her shoulder-length brown hair in place, reciprocated with a huge grin of her own. “Hi! I’m Rachel,” she said exuberantly, sticking out her hand to offer up a hearty handshake. “I’ve never seen you before. Are you new around here?”

			“Yes. I moved to the United States with my parents this summer.”

			 “Where are you from? You’ve got like a Russian accent or something. Like those girls in the James Bond movies.”

			“I am from Lithuania.”

			Dana eyeballed the new girl suspiciously. “How did you learn to speak English so good?”

			“Back in Lithuania, in school, we are required to learn English as a second language.”

			“So, how is living in America different from living in Lithuania?” asked Rachel. Margarita cocked her head, glancing up at the boys in the upper bleachers still trying to get her attention, and flashed them a teasing smile. “Other than the language, it is pretty much the same.”

			“Well, if you want to fit in, you’re going to have to shorten your name,” remarked Dana. “Margarita is way too hard to say. Maybe, Margaret or something.”

			“Or Margot,” exclaimed Rachel, excitedly. “That makes you sound like a movie star.”

			Margarita tilted her head and thought for a moment. “Hmm....I like the sound of that. Yes. From now on, I am Margot!”

			From that day forward, the three draugas (which is the Lithuanian word for friends) were inseparable, forming a bond that continued throughout high school.

			Dana admired Margot’s confidence, and Margot, who overflowed with volcanic emotion, was drawn to Dana’s aloofness and sarcastic wit.

			Rachel, on the other hand, was an ingénue who could see no evil, hear no evil, and speak no evil. She felt she could learn a lot from someone as worldly as Margot, and Margot appreciated Rachel’s innocence (mostly because she could easily be taken advantage of). 

			Between Rachel’s naiveté, Dana’s cynicism, and Margot’s moxie, they made a good team.

			Most of the other girls did not like Margot, either because they were jealous of her good looks or because of her unabashed conceit. So, the three draugas would carve their path through the crowded halls of Ellison Junior High as if no one else mattered. By design, Margot was always in the center, whipping her waist-length, raven black hair from side to side, like the shining star that she was, leaving her trail of light.

			On her right, Dana would sidle alongside her with the moxie of a bodyguard. What she lacked in height, she made up for in attitude. The fact of the matter being that Dana was content merely to be allowed in Margot’s perimeter.

			And to Margot’s left was Rachel, who scampered along trying to keep up, while secretly enjoying the convoy of pubescent male admirers following behind. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Behind the tiny storefront sandwiched between a row of dingy brick buildings, Margot found a minor source of reprieve in the rear corner of her father’s market. It was mid-June, and Cleveland was experiencing record-breaking heat. Overwhelmed by the smell of fermenting produce, she slouched with her hands resting over her bloated abdomen, trying to overcome her nausea, before an unsteady fan that she had erected atop a spindly wooden chair. The sweltering, recycled air did little to soothe her, compounded by the rickety blades that rattled unrelentingly as though she were being reprimanded. 

			Summer vacation had only just begun. She should be hanging out with friends, escaping to the beach, or air-conditioned movie theaters. But no. Not her. She was going to be thermally sequestered in the confines of her parents’ fruit and vegetable market all summer long, working each and every day, from eight in the morning until five in the evening. As if that weren’t bad enough, afterwards she would have to go upstairs to their cramped, two-bedroom apartment above the storefront and get dinner started. Her mom and dad would stay late to wrap things up and shut down the store, and never came up before 6:30 p.m. 

			Margot moved in closer to the fan, allowing the undulating waves to ripple through her pleated cotton skirt, exposing the peaks of her thighs. As she bent forward, the breeze hit her face, causing a cool sweat to trickle down her forehead. She began to feel a little sense of relief. But this would not last long, for she knew she had to get back to work soon, lest her parents become suspicious. 

			Slowly, she backed away from the ventilation and grabbed the handle of the paint-blistered broom resting against the wall. Carefully, she bent down to pick up the dust pan laying on the cracked cement floor and proceeded to scoop up the dirt that she had previously swept into a mound. Then she carried it over to the metal garbage can, which was holding open the back door, and dumped the debris in. 

			Margot sluggishly resumed her sweeping, but had a hard time concentrating on the task at hand. She would have preferred to be in school rather than working here. At least, school provided a social outlet. Though she hated studying and did only the bare minimum to get by—except for math. She excelled in math. Working with numbers seemed to come naturally to her. 

			Her mind wandered back to the last semester of her sophomore year. Her thoughts took her to a homework assignment she had turned in for her social studies class. The students had been instructed to pick any major city in the United States and write an informative article about it. Not wanting to put too much thought into it, she arbitrarily chose New York because it was the only city she could think of outside of Cleveland. It took only one trip to the local library to find a plethora of information about the city, which was good, because she hadn’t intended to spend too much time on the subject. The funny thing was, by the time she had finished doing her research, she had made up her mind that one way or another, she would find her way to “The Big Apple.” It’s where people go to find their fortunes. It’s where people go to become somebody, she thought, while visions of Times Square with its flashing neon lights and giant billboards clouded her brain.

			That fog was harshly lifted when the sound of her father’s voice resonated from the front of the store. 

			“Margarita! Come take these empty boxes out to the garbage!” 

			She couldn’t bear to abandon her daydream of strolling through Central Park, attending Broadway plays, and shopping along Fifth Avenue, and tried to ignore his call. Her name rose from the rafters once again, ricocheting into her ears.

			 “Margarita!” he shouted.

			“Coming, Papa!” she yelled back, leaning the worn-out broom against the cinder-block wall. Wiping the sweat off her forehead, she dried her hands on her knit shirt, then stretched it out in the front as far as possible. While making her way toward the entrance, she stopped at the counter where her mother was working. “Why can’t I work the cash register?” she asked, knowing it would save her from constantly bending and lifting. “You know I’m good at counting money.”

			“I told you—next year,” answered her mother. “You are still too young.” 

			“What do you mean, ‘too young?’ I’m sixteen!”

			“Do not question me. Right now, your job is to clean up. Go help your father. He is calling you.”

			Margot made it to the front of the store where her father was busy unloading produce from cardboard crates and laying it out on the display table. 

			“It is about time, Margarita. Where have you been?”

			“I was in the back.”

			“I think you were hiding again—to get out of doing your duties.”

			“If I was hiding, Papa, it was in plain sight. All you had to do is look. And I told you to call me Margot from now on!”

			“Margot, Shmargo. You will always be Margarita to me. Now take those empty boxes out to the bins.”

			Margot wrinkled her nose at the pile of large, heavy boxes stacked next to him and grumbled, “You said America was the land of opportunity. You and Mama work so hard day in and day out. And for what? We have no more here than we did in Lithuania.”

			“Not everything is handed to you on a silver platter—even in America. You must work hard to create your opportunity.”

			“Yeah, well, I don’t want to work that hard. How did we end up in Ohio anyway? Why didn’t we move to New York? Now, that’s the place of opportunity. I know, because I read all about it.”

			“Dear daughter, do not be seduced by the inflated dreams that a big city like New York promises. There is always a price to pay. No one receives anything for free.” 

			“Well, we’ll see about that,” retorted Margot, stooping over to pick up as many of the corrugated containers she could carry. With an armful of cardboard obstructing her view, she channeled her way to the back entrance, kicked open the dented screen, and blindly crossed the alleyway to the tall green bin. After launching the boxes in, one by one, she turned her hands over to examine her sooty palms and wiped them clean against the sides of her skirt.

			Just as she turned to go back inside, she was suddenly startled when a gaunt-looking juvenile in a white, short-sleeved T-shirt and oversized jeans jumped out from behind the bin and grabbed her by the waist.

			“Dammit, Remy,” she yelled, smacking him in the chest. “You scared the hell outta me!”

			“I thought I’d surprise you,” he laughed, sweeping his dark, oily bangs off to the side.

			“I didn’t expect you till I got off work. You know I’m stuck here till five.”

			“Yeah, but I couldn’t wait that long to see you,” he groaned, propelling her back against the garbage bin. And with one hand behind her neck, he leaned up against her and forced his tongue into her mouth while his other hand was reaching up under her skirt. 

			Instantly, she freed her arms and forcefully pushed him off. 

			“What’s the matter?” he sneered cockily. “I thought you liked that.”

			“I’m not in the mood,” said Margot, turning her head to look the other way.

			Remy pulled her chin toward him and stared into her sunken eyes. “You don’t look so good. Are you feelin’ alright?”

			“I’m fine,” she asserted and held out her hand. “I just need a cigarette. Gimmee one.” 

			Remy smirked. “You never give it up without somethin’ in return, do ya, babe?”

			He reached into the back pocket of his low-riding pants and pulled out a pack of Marlboro Menthols and a near-empty book of matches. After removing one of the cigarettes, he stuck it in his mouth to light it and threw the match to the ground. Then, he took one long drag of the cigarette before sliding it between his girlfriend’s pale, pouty lips.

			

			“There. All better?”

			Margot bent her right knee and rested the bottom of her foot against the tall rusty container. Arching her neck back, she stared up into the sky while taking her first puff and proceeded to blow a perfectly round smoke ring into the air. She paused for a minute before taking a second drag, only to say, “Two more years of school and then I can get outta this hell hole.”

			“Oh yeah?” said Remy. “And where d’ya think you’re going?” 

			Margot blew another smoke ring before answering and watched as it rose up into the atmosphere until it slowly evaporated, leaving a faint trail behind.

			“I’ll tell you where I’m going,” she responded. “Someplace where I don’t have to spend the rest of my life taking out trash and sweeping floors. A place where I can afford to have other people do it for me.”

			“And where you gonna find that fairy tale land, Princess?”

			“...New York.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			The Graduating Class of 2000 led Margot and her friends to go their separate ways, although they promised to always stay in touch.

			Dana earned a scholarship and went on to attend Ohio State University to study computer science. The enormity of the campus overwhelmed her, and being the loner that she was, she disappeared into the herd, never forming any meaningful relationships throughout her college life.

			Rachel’s ambition from childhood was to get married immediately after graduation and raise a family. Her dream arrived earlier than expected when her naivety landed her pregnant, and she was forced to quit school before the end of her senior year. As happy as she was to be carrying her high school sweetheart’s baby, her prospect of becoming a mom was soon extinguished when, in her second trimester, she suffered a miscarriage.

			If there was a silver lining to the story, it was that she was able to return to school right away and get her GED. Still aggrieved over her miscarriage and intent on learning everything she could to improve her health so as to ensure it would never happen again, she applied for a nutritional and home healthcare course at her local community college. That’s when she made the decision to become a nurse. As she continued to pursue her nursing degree, she also found part-time employment at the local drug store. All the while, her equally dedicated teen spouse (who loved her as much as she loved him) worked seven days a week, from sunup till sundown, as a gas station mechanic in order to make ends meet. Money was scarce, so the two of them lived with her parents until they were able to afford a tiny, two-bedroom bungalow in the same neighborhood. Rachel had insisted on two bedrooms, with the idea of dedicating one as a nursery, because it was her intention to get pregnant again as soon as possible. 

			Margot never wavered from her dream of going to New York. Unfortunately, it took a little longer than she had hoped. Another year went by working in her parents’ store before she had earned enough money for a one-way train ticket, as well as a little extra to tide her over until she could find a place to live.

			And then, the unfathomable happened. On September 11, 2001, terrorists flew two planes into the famed World Trade Center, causing the Twin Towers to collapse. New York was in a state of catastrophe.

			Her parents, who never wanted her to go in the first place, begged her to wait another year for the city to regain some sense of normalcy. By that time, Margot was 20 years old and itching to leave.

			Through the advice of a former school counselor, she pre-arranged to stay at the YWCA in Manhattan’s Upper West Side for a while. The accommodations were decent, except for the communal bathroom and having to share a room with three other women. Her consolation was in knowing that it was only temporary. The YWCA had a career staff to help her find work, and almost immediately, they paired her up with a temp agency that provided her with short-term clerical job assignments.

			Things had undoubtedly changed since the September 11 attack, but she still loved to stroll along Fifth Avenue, just as she had envisioned, stopping in front of exclusive clothing boutiques to study the mannequins in the window. She’d picture herself wearing the same Burberry dress wrapped in silk Gucci scarves and carrying a Hermes alligator-skin bag. She remained stringent in her belief that the day would come when she could afford to shop in those stores. For the time being, however, she would have to wander off the beaten path to find bargains at the local thrift shops and second-hand clothing stores that were scattered throughout the city. To her advantage, she had a model figure and an eye for style, so no matter what she put on, she always looked as though she had just stepped off the runway.

			

			In her final year of high school, Margot’s parents had finally allowed her the opportunity to man the cash register at their market. It was the one aspect of the job that she didn’t mind doing. It gave her a sense of empowerment. She especially loved the feel of crisp new bills between her fingers. She had a head for numbers, and counting money came easily to her. Because of that experience, she was able to land a month-long assignment as a teller for a credit union in Brooklyn.

			That’s when she met Doris Mulvaney. Doris was working in the loan department of the same credit union. Spurred on by Margot’s bubbly personality, the two soon became friends. Every day, they sat in the back lunchroom together, eating their bagged lunches. Margot, because she could not afford to go out, and Doris, because she was too cheap to buy lunch. Except for Fridays. That’s when they’d both splurge and go out for fast food.

			Doris was living in a two-bedroom apartment in Brooklyn. Her roommate had just moved out, so she was looking for a replacement to help with the rent. Margot could not stay at the YWCA much longer, and the subway ride from Manhattan’s Upper West Side to Brooklyn took a good thirty-five minutes, so she jumped at the chance. “As long as you’re not allergic to cats,” warned Doris. “That’s why my last roommate had to leave.”

			It didn’t take long for Margot to learn that you really don’t know someone until you’ve lived with them. She knew that Doris’s personality leaned toward the side of pessimism, but until then, she had no idea just how much. It turned out that they were as different as night and day. Margot always tended to see the glass as half-full while Doris invariably viewed it as near-empty. Whether acquired or inborn, even the cat which Doris had adopted from the pound had the same disposition as its owner. It was a disagreeable creature that wanted nothing to do with people. It had accepted its fate for two reasons: (1) shelter, and (2) food. When anyone new walked in the door, it would hiss and bat at their ankles with its needle-sharp claws until Doris scolded it. Eventually, it backed away, but not without one last fang-exposed snarl.

			Nonetheless, the two women got along just enough to use each other to their own personal advantage. Margot would drag Doris to the clubs on weekends, and Doris would begrudgingly tag along in the hopes that she might fulfill her one goal in life. That was to find a husband. The problem was that Doris’s cynical demeanor alienated most of the men she’d meet. Outwardly, Doris was reasonably attractive. She was 5’5” with auburn brown hair that curved naturally below her jawbone. And though slightly overweight, she had a pleasing womanly figure.

			The thing that bothered Margot the most, though, was the way in which Doris looked at her—as if she hated her, yet wanted to be her. Doris sometimes tried to screen it with a smile, but Margot could still see the daggers shooting from her pupils.

			So Margot put up with it because she could not afford to live on her own, and she did not want to go back home.

			Likewise, Doris tolerated Margot. She’d grow extremely jealous whenever the two of them went out because Margot’s good looks and flirtatious banter always landed her the guy. Many a night, Margot would exit an establishment arm-in-arm with a newfound lover, leaving Doris to fend for herself. There was the off-occasion when Doris benefited from her friend’s alliance, when Margot’s leftovers fell into her lap, resulting in a date or two.

			So Doris put up with it—because she liked the extra rent money and she didn’t mind the leftovers.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			Margot was slowly becoming disillusioned. New York was not panning out as she had expected. She and Doris had been living together for almost four years now, and she had yet to see a way out. She wanted to move but didn’t make enough money to afford her own place. The good news was that there was no shortage of men to keep her occupied. When she grew tired of them, she’d throw them out like a worn slipper and move on to the next. She wasn’t looking for commitment, just someone to help pay the rent. The only problem was that she had yet to meet someone who could fulfill her high expectations.

			That’s when the Temp-Right Staffing Agency, with whom Margot was contracted with, gave her a call. They told her that the architectural firm of Dillon, McCain & Dermot was looking for someone to fill in for their receptionist who was going on maternity leave, and asked if she would be interested in interviewing for the position. The agency coordinator impressed upon the fact that it was one of the most prestigious architectural firms in New York, and had already interviewed several candidates, so she’d have to put her best foot forward if she expected to have a chance at landing the job. Margot wasn’t thrilled with the fact that it was merely a receptionist position, but it did pay well. Plus, it might give her an opportunity to rub elbows with the class of people she was seeking out. So she said yes.

			Since she still could not afford a computer of her own, she went to the local library to access their computer system to prepare for the interview. She wanted to find out all she could about this “prestigious” company. What she learned was that they were one of the oldest architectural firms in New York City and that they employed over one hundred local architects and ninety-five worldwide architects. They even housed their own legal team. Margot was not easily intimidated, but the more she read, the more anxious she became. In addition to the credit union, her former assignments had included a non-profit agency, a copy center, two real estate offices, and a couple of small manufacturing companies. Nothing of this magnitude.

			She decided she had better take the Agency’s advice and dress as professionally as possible for the interview. She left the library and jumped on the subway train that would take her to Herald Square. When she arrived, she headed straight over to Macy’s and took the escalator up to the women’s suits and separates department, making a beeline for the clearance rack. After an hour of skimming through multiple racks, she found the perfect suit ensemble in a light gray. It was simple, yet sophisticated, and included a satiny rose blouse with a sash that tied around the neckline, which softened its formality.

			The evening before her appointment, she made sure to set her alarm so she’d have plenty of time to get ready and arrive fifteen minutes early.

			The next morning, she hustled out of the subway and hiked for three excruciating blocks in her too-tight pumps along an endless avenue of prominent office buildings until she finally reached her destination. Pushing her way through the massive revolving glass door, she found herself in a marble-lined lobby surrounded by cloned stiffs sprinting about in dark suits with briefcases locked in their grasp. Margot navigated her way toward the monumental column in the center of the lobby that displayed a bronze plaque engraved with a directory of all the businesses located in the building. As she approached the plate, she slowly ran her finger down the list until it landed on the name she was looking for: 

			Dillon, McCain & Dermot, LLP architects—Floors 15-20

			After a quick survey of her surroundings, she spotted a hallway up ahead with a row of antique gold-plated elevators facing one another. There, she waited patiently until one of the arrows flashed red and parted its opulent doors to grant access to its illustrious portal. The moment she stepped into the golden mirrored chamber, she was transfixed by her glimmering reflection, and as it began its ascent, she was struck with a fleeting sensation. This was not an ordinary ride. This was the vehicle that would transport her to her ultimate destination.

			When the 15th floor button illuminated, Margot exited the elevator and crossed the hall to a pair of oversized beveled-glass doors. As she entered the gleaming white reception area, her heart gave a flutter. The ceilings soared higher than she had ever seen, and off to the right, there was a grand circular stairway leading to a second floor with three additional golden-hued elevators overlooking the atrium.

			What really gave her pause was the massive reception desk in the center of the room. It was elevated at least two feet from the floor, requiring a set of steps to get up there. Behind its sparkling, black marble counter was a curved, maybe ten-foot-high, mahogany wall with the firm’s name inscribed in big gold letters. The corners of Margot’s lips couldn’t help but crease upward. Is that where I’m going to be sitting if I get the job?

			As she approached the desk to announce her arrival, she noticed that hidden behind the mahogany barrier was a long hallway of offices separated by rows of Plexiglas walls. 

			“May I help you?” asked the attractive young woman seated on the pedestal.

			“My name is Margarita Kazlauskas. I’ve been sent by the Temp-Right Agency. I’m here for an interview.”

			The receptionist looked Margot up and down and landed her a decided smile. “Yes. Have a seat. I’ll let Ms. Simmons know you’re here.”

			Margot made her way to the smooth, white cowhide sofa with large black and brown splotches facing the desk and sat down. While she waited for Ms. Simmons to appear, she envisioned herself sitting up there on her “throne,” bestowed with the authority to allow or deny entry to those sacred corridors or high above those hallowed stairs to the anxious patrons awaiting their fate. They would first, however, have to prove their merit, Margot snickered to herself, either in looks or net worth.

			No sooner did her daydream deflate when a forty-something woman in a brown tweed suit came over to greet her. The woman in the tightly-wound bun and dark-rimmed glasses formally stuck out her hand and introduced herself.

			“Hello, Ms. Kazlauskas, is it? I’m Rhea Simmons, the office manager. I’ll be conducting your interview.”

			Margot followed Ms. Simmons around the mahogany partition through the hallway of transparent suites until they reached her office. 

			During the interview, Margot put her best self forward, inflating her skills, just as she had practiced, then she waited for ten minutes while Ms. Simmons left the room. When the office manager returned, she had some papers in her hand. “I’d like to offer you the position of head receptionist if you’re still interested, Ms. Kazlauskas.”

			Margot kept her cool. “Yes, I’m still interested.”

			“I normally don’t hire applicants on the spot,” said Ms. Simmons. “But when the right candidate comes in, I can sense it immediately. I’ve worked here long enough to know what the partners want. Ability is important, but presence and demeanor are equally essential. The receptionist position is representative of the company and what it stands for: style and integrity. You are the first person people come into contact with when they walk through those doors. Do you have any questions?”

			“No,” said Margot, undaunted. You think I don’t know I got this job because of my looks? After signing all the appropriate documents, Ms. Simmons walked her new employee through the hallway, pointing out the different offices and who they belonged to, as well as the entirety of the main floor, including conference rooms, break rooms, copy rooms, etc., acquainting her with the layout of the company.

			From there, Margot followed her up the curved staircase leading to the second level, which was fronted by the three elevators. The office manager explained that the next five floors were part of the architectural firm and were inaccessible from the main lobby elevators. “This first elevator takes you to floors 16, 17, and 18, which contain our engineering and design offices. The middle elevator takes you to the 19th floor, where the legal department is staffed, and finally, the third elevator takes you to the highest floor—the 20th floor. That’s where the partners, Dillon, McCain & Dermot’s offices are located, as well as the boardroom. We’ll go there last.”

			Ms. Simmons retrieved the first elevator, which carried them up to the architecture and engineering floors. While there, Margot was given a hurried tour of the offices situated behind Plexiglas walls, similar to those on the main level, intermittently stopping for a quick introduction. She met so many people, she wondered how on earth she would ever remember their names, particularly since they all tended to look alike: short-haired males in stiff white shirts and skinny ties.

			At long last, they approached an office where there was a woman in a burgundy suit sitting at the desk. She was an attractive blond, maybe in her late 30s. She was staring into her computer, and standing over her shoulder was an equally attractive and similar in age, dark-haired male in a navy blue suit. Before opening the door, Ms. Simmons gave a short knock on the glass partition, causing them to both look up. “Charles, Bethany, I want to introduce you to Margarita Kazlauskas. She’ll be taking over the reception desk while Jennifer is on maternity leave.”

			Margot flashed a confident smile and gave a short wave. “Um, you can call me Margot.” 

			“This is Bethany and Charles Langford,” continued Ms. Simmons. “Bethany is an architect and a rising star here at Dillon, McCain. And this is her husband, Charles. He’s one of our in-house counselors.” 

			Mrs. Langford smiled and said, “Hello,” while her husband barely acknowledged her, quickly lowering his head back to the computer screen. Margot figured they must have been pretty preoccupied with the task at hand because neither of them made any further attempt at dialogue.

			From there, Margot followed Ms. Simmons up another staircase, a floor above the architectural and engineering offices, which displayed a panorama of to-scale model replicas of completed works and works-in-progress, including towering office buildings, apartments, malls, and even a stadium. 

			After exhausting all three floors of the design and planning division, they headed up to the legal department, which occupied the entire 19th floor. Unlike the engineering quarters, these offices were privatized behind engraved, solid oak doors. At that point, it became clear that Ms. Simmons was in a hurry to get the tour over with because she rushed Margot through the halls, introducing her to a small handful of attorneys and legal assistants they happened to run into along the way. 

			Their final stop was, of course, the 20th floor. Or as Margot viewed it, the floor where the Gods resided. Each partner had a corner office with floor-to-ceiling glass walls overlooking the New York cityscape. Margot had the opportunity to meet just one of the partners, Alan Dermot, since he was the only one in at the time. She had no idea how old Dillon and McCain were, but Mr. Dermot was much younger than she had expected a partner to be. He presented himself in a formal yet genial manner, standing up and stretching his hand over his desk to welcome her to the firm, before sitting back down and returning to his business. 

			When the tour was over, Margot spent the next few hours with the very pregnant, current receptionist, Jennifer, who explained the phone system and the preferred nuances of the partners and various other employees of the firm. 

			By the time Margot’s orientation was over, it was almost three in the afternoon. Walking out of the building, her mind was in such a whirl that it took her a while to realize how much her feet were hurting. I’ve got to wear more comfortable shoes next time. She was excited to have gotten the job, but overwhelmed by the pompousness of the enterprise. Everyone was “dressed for success” and walked around with their noses in the air as though they were in competition with one another. I can play that game too, she thought. Unfortunately, her current wardrobe wasn’t up to par for that kind of competition. The conventional two-piece gray suit she purchased at Macy’s had served her well for the interview, but she was going to be on that pedestal “representing” the company, so she was going to have to up her game.

			Instead of hopping on the subway headed for Brooklyn, she changed her course and began making her way (albeit reluctantly) to her favorite boutique. It was a second-hand store that specialized in gently-used clothes by only the top designers. Even though they were half the cost, they were still over her budget. She had been trying to save her money for a laptop computer, but since she was going to be making a good salary (much more than she ever had before), she made the decision to go ahead and splurge.

			After filtering through row upon row of exclusive labels, her arms had accumulated a stack of interchangeable separates and blouses to try on. As she was heading to the changing room, one more thing caught her eye, something that had been left fanned over one of the racks. The price tag was pricier than the other outfits she had picked out, but it looked as though it had never been worn before. It was so stunning, she had to try it on.

			It was a two-piece beige suit spun from raw silk and came with an embroidered satin camisole. When she slipped it on, it fit like a glove, as if it had been made especially for her. It made her feel so sexy that she felt compelled to find a purse and shoes to go along with it. She found a matching pair of pointy-toed, spike heels and a sleek, oversized patent-leather bag that was big enough to hold an extra set of shoes and even an extra set of clothes (if needed). It was more of a fancy valise than a purse—perfect for the office. This outfit, she thought, would have to be saved for a special occasion.

			Margot left the shop both nervous and euphoric, overflowing with tote bags and maxed out in credit. 

			When Monday morning came, Margot showed up half an hour early, looking smart in one of her new outfits. People started arriving around 8:30 a.m. and continued to trickle in until about 9:00 a.m., which was when the power couple, Bethany and Charles, strolled in, side-by-side.

			“Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Langford,” greeted Margot. She specifically recalled their names because of the fact that they were the only married couple in the firm.

			Once again, Bethany was the only one to respond. “Hi Margot. Ready for your first day?”

			“I guess so. I just hope I can remember everyone’s name. This company is so huge.”

			“Don’t worry, you’ll catch on, and you can begin by calling me Bethany.”

			“Thanks, Bethany.”

			Charles Langford had already begun making his way up the staircase. What a pompous ass, thought Margot. He couldn’t even say ‘hi.’

			The day flew by and was fast coming to a close. Margot was wrapping things up when Mr. and Mrs. Langford stopped by her desk with their briefcases in hand.

			“Any messages?” asked Bethany.

			“Only one for Mr. Langford,” said Margot, sticking her arm out to hand him a pink ‘While you were away’ slip.

			He grabbed the note from her hand. Again, without as much as a word.

			“We have to leave a little early today—dinner reservations,” said Bethany. “In this town, it’s hard to get reservations in the good restaurants, so you’d better show up on time or they’ll give your table away. By the way, how was your first day?”

			“Good,” said Margot. “A few minor issues with the computer, but nothing that couldn’t be rectified.”

			Charles Langford remained stone-faced while pretending to still be reading his message. 

			I wonder if all lawyers are like that, thought Margot. Or if it’s just him. 

			The next morning, the dynamic duo walked in together again. Bethany went up to her office, but Mr. Langford lingered behind, flipping through an Architectural Digest magazine he picked up off the table in the waiting room. He threw it back down and glanced up at Margot for a brief moment. “I’ve got a ten o’clock appointment with Jordan Hughes. He’s been here before, so when he arrives, just send him up to my office,” he said, as he headed toward the circular stairway.

			“Yes, Mr. Langford,” Margot acknowledged respectfully. Jerk.

			At noon, Bethany stopped by Margot’s desk to let her know she wouldn’t be back to the office for the remainder of the day. “Before you go,” said Margot, “I have one more message–it’s from a Mr. Burton Magnuson. He said he’d like you to call him first thing tomorrow morning.”

			Bethany stared at the pink, handwritten note and blurted out, “When did he call?”

			

			“Just a few minutes ago. I tried buzzing you, but you must have been on your way down to the lobby.”

			“You should have put him on hold and tried to find me,” Bethany said sternly. Then she lifted her eyes back up to Margot. “We should have lunch soon. I need to fill you in on who’s who and why some people take precedence over others.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 6

			At the end of the day, Margot gathered up her things and exited the heavy glass doors of Dillon, McCain & Dermot to join the group of people waiting for the elevator. Once it arrived, everyone filed in, and just as the door was about to close, someone ran up to stop it. As the door opened back up, the person standing there was none other than Charles Langford. His eyes immediately caught Margot’s, yet he remained tight-lipped while he inched his way into the crowd, parking his backside directly in front of her. 

			As the elevator was descending, Margot’s temperature was rising. Two weeks had passed since she started working there, and he still hadn’t had the decency to even acknowledge her. When they reached the first floor, the door opened and he scampered out as fast as he could, lest he’d be forced to say “hello.” He was halfway through the lobby when Margot couldn’t stand it any longer. This was personal. She’d never been ignored like this before. She had to say something, even though it could potentially cost her her job.

			Sprinting as fast as she could in her high heels, she soon surpassed him, then stopped abruptly and turned around, halting him in his tracks and causing him to come face-to-face with her. Then, she looked him straight in the eyes and said, “Do you have a problem with me?”

			Startled, all he could come up to say was, “What?”

			“The least you could do is say, ‘hello’ when you come in in the morning. Even the partners, Dillon, McCain & Dermot, say ‘hello.’ You can’t even bear to crack a smile.”

			Langford turned three shades of red and squeezed his lips together so tightly that Margot couldn’t tell if he was going to try to get around her or hit her, but she was not about to budge until he apologized.

			He did in fact attempt to steer around her, while countering with, “Who do you think you are talking to me like that? I don’t have to answer to you.”

			The audacity! Margot jumped back in front of him, shouting, “You may be a big-time lawyer, but that doesn’t make you better than me!” 

			An embarrassed Langford’s neck muscles tensed up while he twisted his head around to see if anyone had witnessed the exchange. “I just don’t want to give rise to any suspicion of...”

			“Of what?” interrupted Margot.

			Again, Langford glanced from left to right to make sure no one he knew was in earshot, and in a hushed voice, mumbled, “My wife and I both work in the same building, for the same company. You know how gossip can run rampant if there’s even a hint of impropriety.”

			“Impropriety! What impropriety?” asked Margot, raising her voice indignantly.

			Langford took hold of her elbow, moving in closer to whisper in her ear. “As I’m sure you are well aware, you are a very beautiful woman. If I were to merely smile at you, someone might read something into it. I just don’t want to give my wife any reason to be jealous.”

			Margot swatted his hand off her elbow and churned out a laugh. “Trust me, she has no reason to be jealous,” and pointedly looking him in the eyes, added, “You’re not my type anyway.”

			Charles appeared shocked at her response. “Oh really? And what is your type?”

			“Someone who’s not afraid to be themselves, for one thing.” 

			An uncomfortable pause followed before Charles lifted his fist to loosen the knot in his tie.

			Margot felt adequately vindicated, but had to add one more comment for good measure, “Rest assured, Mr. Langford, I won’t be bothering you again.”

			As she turned to leave, he suddenly grabbed her arm once more. “Look, Miss Kauzlaskas...” The creases in his forehead began to diminish as two words spilled out of his mouth, “I’m sorry.”

			

			Margot raised her eyebrows, almost shocked by his apology. “Are you really, Mr. Langford?”

			“Yes. Let me make it up to you. Would you like to share a cab ride home? Oh...and you can call me Charles.”
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