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Manuelita said she wanted to buy a donkey that she liked. Then, Carmen -- mocking as usual -- said, 'A donkey? What for? A broom's good enough for you.' 


Cigarette factory girls, relating the story of Carmen's latest catfight, Carmen (Georges Bizet) 


The handsome man in the flashy gold matador costume sings with cocky abandon, enthralling both his fictional audience onstage and the actual audience watching him from their expensive gala seats. Up in the balcony box, Laurie Nichols is mildly surprised to note that she recognizes the music. But, as she uses the opera glasses she borrowed from Hannah, her attention isn't even remotely focused on the action onstage. 


Victor Fiore leans closer, noticing her peering into the darkened theater. "You bored?" he whispers with an amused grin. "Who're you spying on?" 


"I think I see your family," she whispers back. "Is that them? Center aisle, third row?" 


He takes the glasses from her. "Those gorgeous eyes of yours are pretty damn good. Yeah, there they are. Why?" 


She shrugs, smiling to herself, and retrieves the brass-covered binoculars. Looking through them again, she can easily see Mike Fiore's attractive, attentive face. His eyes are glued onstage, and she notices that his fingers are drumming along with the music as he holds his date's hand. 


It's the woman next to him who interests Laurie, and she shifts slightly to get a better view. Martina Rosenoff is smiling slightly, probably at Mike's enthusiasm, but Laurie doesn't really pay much attention to her face. Instead she angles the glasses downward a millimeter, until she spies the object she's been hoping to see. 


It takes great restraint for Laurie to keep from crowing aloud at her success. But she can't help swiveling to find Adele, triumph gleaming in her green eyes. 


The Nichols matriarch, who is sitting next to her, has clearly noticed her distraction; an expression of contempt meets Laurie's gaze. But Laurie doesn't care. Not now, not when she's finally going to get Adele Nichols off her back once and for all. 


"Turn around and pay attention," Adele demands in a harsh whisper. "Must you display your cultural ignorance for all the world to see?" 


Laurie just hands her the pair of opera glasses. "I've got somethin' for you to see," she murmurs, casually fingering the brooch pinned to her dress. "An' it's a helluva lot better than a bunch of loud singers." 


Adele raises an eyebrow, accepting the glasses with careful interest. "What is it?" 


"Center aisle, third row from the back, halfway in. Brunette in the brown dress." 


Laurie watches Adele lift the glasses at once, skillfully following Laurie's directions to pick out Mike Fiore's girlfriend. It's not long before Laurie is rewarded with the sound of a sharp intake of breath from the older woman. 


"Who is she?" 


"Martina Rosenoff. The guy to her left is Victor's older brother. They're livin' together." Laurie lets herself smile. "Nice taste in jewelry, don'tcha think?" 


After a few long seconds, Adele slowly lowers the glasses. "The necklace is exquisite. But it doesn't suit her." 


"Maybe not. But that's no longer my affair, right? You promised--" 


"So I did." Adele smiles, not warmly. "Thank you for pointing Ms. -- what is her name again?" 


"Rosenoff." 


"Thank you for pointing Ms. Rosenoff out to me. Well done." 


Sitting back in her chair, Laurie feels incredibly satisfied at having impressed Adele for once. But Adele's low murmur continues. 


"As far as what is and what isn't your affair -- Cameron and I will be discussing that later." 


As this sinks in, Laurie's head snaps to face her. "Forget it," she whispers. "I'm through being used as bait!" 


"You'll do what I tell you. You're part of the family now -- as you so wished to be when you appeared on our doorstep two years ago." Adele smiles coldly. "You'd be wise to remember that with that distinction comes certain responsibilities." 


Cameron bends forward, casting a dark eye towards his mother and half-sister. "Will you two stop whispering? What are you talking about?" 


"I'm simply explaining the plot to her," Adele murmurs with a glance towards the stage. "I thought it important that Laurie has a full understanding of what's going on." 


Laurie's fingers curl so tightly into fists that the nails pierce her skin. Damn you, Adele, she thinks, trying to ignore the tears burning in her eyes. Damn you, and Cameron ... and damn Daddy as well. 
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Enter without fear, my adorable young girl. I promise you, we will show your dear self all the required respect.


-- A flirtatious Morales, trying to get Micaela to enter his barracks, Act I 


Rena Carlson joins in the applause for the end of the second act, her cheeks pink with pleasure. She turns excitedly to Greg White next to her and clutches his arm. 


"Isn't it wonderful? There are two more acts, right? I can't believe how much of the music I can hum along with! I never thought I'd get into an opera so easily. I guess that's a stupid thing to say, but I can't help it, I've never seen one before. Greg, I'm so glad you asked me tonight!" 


Greg laughs, drinking in the sparkle in her hazel eyes, the quickened breathing that makes her chest rise provocatively. "So am I," he says meaningfully. "But I can hardly pay attention to the singers while you're humming off-key." 


Aghast, Rena flushes. "You mean I'm doing it out loud? Gosh, I'm sorry, I had no idea! How inconsiderate ... I really didn't realize--" Suddenly she sits back in her chair, grinning. "Oh, wait, you're joking with me." 


"Of course I am." 


"Why?" 


"Because it's so easy. And I love to see you do your tomato impression." 


"I know, it's awful. I've gotten hives ever since I was a kid." 


"It's not awful, it's adorable. Most women I know are too jaded these days to blush. You're unique in that regard." Greg winks at her. "And I'm warning you now, Rena, I have a hefty arsenal of things to say and do that'll put those roses in your cheeks." 


Laughing, she points a warning finger at him. "You'd better not do it now. I'm warm enough as it is." 


"No," he murmurs, running his gaze across her lips. "I'll wait till later tonight to go through my repertoire." 


She looks away, embarrassed but smiling nervously. Clearing his throat, Greg cocks his head towards the aisle. "Uh, it's a little stuffy in here. Do you want to get something to drink?" 


"I'd love something. I'd also like to go to the ladies' room, to be honest. Do we have time?" 


"Sure. We should have about fifteen minutes." 


They stand simultaneously, and Greg leads her into the crowd moving slowly towards the lobby. While they wait, Greg bends down and deposits a kiss on Rena's forehead. 


"What was that for?" 


"I need a reason?" He tightens his grip on her hand for a moment. "Truth is, nurse, I just can't keep myself from touching you tonight. Do you have a diagnosis for me?" 


Rena pulls her lips into a crooked smile. "Yeah, you're crazy." 


"Like the song says, crazy in love, maybe." 


For a moment Rena doesn't respond, her gaze focusing on the back of the stranger in front of her. Finally she inhales and glances up at him. "I wish you wouldn't joke about that." 


"Who says I was joking?" 


"Well, you're not taking it seriously." 


"And you're taking it too seriously, as usual," he says automatically, but then lifts a hand in apology. "All right, I won't make light of it. It's too important a night for us to get into one of our usual semantics arguments." 


Greg puts his arm around her shoulders, guiding her through the double doors to the cooler air of the lobby. He then points her in the direction of the restrooms. 


"You see that huge line of women? Those are the unfortunate few who don't know the secret to fast service in the ladies' room department." 


"I'm afraid to ask, but what secret is that?" 


"There's another restroom that almost no one ever goes to, up past the balcony level near the press lounge." 


"I see. And how do you know about this?" 


"Now you'll make me blush. Let's just say that a birdie told me." 


She raises an eyebrow at him. "Does this birdie work in the hospital?" 


"Well...yes." He smiles and gives her an exaggerated shrug. "Discretion forbids me to provide any more details." 


Rena opens her mouth to comment, but the sight of Martina Rosenoff nearby cuts off whatever she was going to say. "Marty!" 


When she turns around, Martina reacts with a delighted smile. "Hey, I was wondering if I'd run into you in all this traffic! Hi, Greg." 


Greg can't help but stare at her. Her deep brown hair and eyes highlight her faintly tanned complexion, and her curvaceous figure is poured into a dark bronze velvet gown. "Holy moly, woman," he blurts. "You look like a chocolate lover's fantasy." 


But the second the words are out, Greg regrets them, and he quickly darts a look at Rena to see if she's upset. To his relief, Rena seems to take pride in her friend's appearance. 


"He's right. You look incredible." 


Martina nods, pleased. "Right back at you, honey. You were so right about that dress, it's perfect on you." 


"Thanks, but I can't take credit for it. Clark's sister helped me pick it out. Where's Mike, by the way?" 


"He's still inside, with his family. Not much point in his schlepping through the crowd just for me to desert him." 


Greg grins at her. "Now that's the sign of a long-term relationship. God knows I've never been able to get away with that." 


"Yes, well..." Martina refrains from comment, and glances towards the restroom area. "Uh, I'd better hurry. By the look of that line, it's going to take the whole intermission to wash my hands." 


"Forget it, Marty. You're coming with me then." Rena gives Greg a wry smile and loops her hand through Martina's elbow. "An expert told me that there's a crowd-free alternative." 


Greg watches the women as they head towards the stairwell, enjoying the rear view as much as he did the front. Once they're out of sight, he grins and heads to get himself a drink.
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We have in our heads a business deal...


-- The smugglers to Carmen, Act II 


In the ten minutes of intermission, many of the guests have already had their glass of champagne and are preparing to return to their seats. Cameron Nichols thanks the waiter who retrieves his glass, and then turns back to the older man next to him. 


"By the way, I owe you a compliment. I think you're doing an excellent job with our mutual client." 


Nick Nichols is in the middle of gulping down his drink, and he quickly swallows before tilting his head in curiosity. "Which one would that be?" 


"We don't have all that many in common, do we?" Cameron lowers his voice. "The newspaper baron." 


"Oh. Thanks. Dean's doing all the work there -- I let him handle the details." 


"I continually underestimate his abilities. When I saw our publishing friend this afternoon, he looked as if he'd been in a fight with a tractor-trailer. But more to the point, he was showing a great deal of strain under the pressure. It's obvious Dean has done a thorough job of expressing the urgency of the matter." 


"Yeah? So did he give you what you wanted?" 


Cameron casts his gaze around the room in casual interest. "Not just yet. He's holding out for a miracle. But they tend to be in short supply these days." 


"How much further are you gonna take this? I mean, I need to know what else you want Dean to do. Not here, obviously, but we should talk--" 


"Actually, I've taken the liberty of speaking to Mr. Nelson myself earlier today. I thought--" 


"You did what?" Nick lowers his glass, his pale eyes glinting. "What the hell is that about? Since when do you deal with my staff?" 


His angry words have no effect on Cameron's good humor. He nods at someone passing by, then returns to his brother. "You were busy elsewhere. I called you, Mr. Nelson picked up the phone, and I thought I would take care of the matter right then. Are you really so proprietary about your assistant?" 


"I don't like being cut out of the loop." 


"Very well, next time I'll go through you. I keep forgetting how insecure you can be." 


Nick steps closer to him. Any other man would be intimidated by Nick's brawn, but Cameron just keeps smiling coolly. "Why do you think that is, Cam? Because you do things like this all the time. You like me insecure." 


"I've just told you that I'll go through the so-called proper channels next time. What more do you want?" Cameron drops his voice again, adding a hint of menace to it. "Now is neither the time nor place for a civil war. Especially one you can't win." 


After a moment of meeting Cameron's gaze, Nick looks away -- ostensibly to put his glass down on a nearby table. Then he glances back with a tight smile. "All right, so what did you say to Dean?" 


"I told him that it's time to make a definite statement that proves our intentions. A man such as our publisher friend will delay and delay for as long as possible if he thinks he can get away with it." 


"Yeah, I know all that. I didn't just fall of the back of the goddamn turnip truck. What did you tell him?" 


Only Nick is close enough to see the gleam in Cameron's hazel eyes. "That it's time to turn up the heat." 
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In the book of fate, if your page is happy, the card under your fingers will announce your joy. But if you are to die ... if destiny has written it ... you can try again twenty times, and the merciless card will reappear: Death.


-- Carmen, telling her own bad fortune, "The Card Scene," Act III


In the shadow-filled office, Doug White shifts in the old vinyl chair and looks down at his watch. "Jesus, do you realize I've been blabbing away here for almost two hours?" 


Elaine Wagner smiles from her position, sitting on the edge of her desk. "You needed to talk. It didn't feel that long to me, I promise." 


"Yeah, but you were hungry even when I got here. By now you must be looking at me like I'm a lamb chop. I can feel the pantaloons on my legs as I speak" 


"You watch too many Bugs Bunny cartoons." She pushes herself off the desk, trying to hide the fact that her backside is numb. "Ready to get something to eat?" 


He stands up. "Definitely. As long as you're sure I haven't worn out my welcome, after bending your ear so long." 


"Not at all. You're a good storyteller, did you know that? You have a gift for anecdotes." 


"I do, I know that. Back in the day, that's how I got popular with women. I didn't always rely on my Hollywood good looks, you know." Doug grins, but there's an element of bitterness that Elaine notices even in the dim lighting. 


"What is it? Something bothering you?" 


He tilts his head in a kind of half-shrug. "Forget it, enough about me, already. The rest of the night I don't want to say a word, got it? At least not about anything deep. It's time you held up your end of the conversation." 


"Fair enough, but I'm afraid I'm a little out of practice." 


"Why?" 


She pulls her coat from the tall brass coat stand, and to her secret pleasure Doug helps her on with it. "It's inevitable, really. My boss is an egotist who couldn't care less if I was permanently mute. And my children ... well, you know how it is. As far as they're concerned, Mom doesn't have a life of her own." As she slowly fastens the buttons, she smiles ruefully. "They're right, too." 


"You don't have a life? You help run a newspaper, that's a pretty big life right there." 


Doug takes her scarf from the rack and drapes it across her shoulders, arranging it carefully -- and in the process, probably not accidentally, happens to brush his fingers along the back of her neck. She shivers a little, but all she says is, "There's more to life than work." 


He looks down at her, and eventually clears his throat. "Yeah, there sure is," he agrees. "There's food. Let's stuff ourselves silly." 


Chuckling, Elaine lets him lead her to the elevator. They enter and press "L." 





In the sub-basement level supply room, a man does his job with the speed and skill of a professional. He carefully places the linseed oil-soaked rag and paint cans near the boxes of old Record issues, which surround the room in an apparently random arrangement. Stopping a moment to light a cigarette, he inhales, enjoying the nicotine fix. 


A few seconds later, he completes his task. Since time is now his enemy, the man makes a rapid exit up the fire stairs, disappearing into the frozen night. 
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I claim that I take care of myself, but try as I might to be the brave girl, at the bottom of my heart, I'm dying of fright! 


-- Micaela, entering the smugglers' hideout to find José, Act III


Bending over the edge of the counter, Martina eyes her reflection in the mirror while she carefully refreshes her makeup. "Having to kiss every member of the Fiore family is going to cost me this entire tube of lipstick," she murmurs jokingly. "They are one huggy family, let me tell you." 


Rena smiles and rinses her hands. "They must like you a lot." 


"I hope so. I like them too. Which is lucky, because being involved with Mike equals being involved with his whole family. I'm not used to so much ... togetherness. I guess it's an only-child thing." 


"Maybe, but not all siblings are that close. Look at Olivia Ortiz and her sister." 


"Oh God, Rena, I think you can find a more normal example than that!" 


Grinning, Rena pulls some paper towels from the dispenser. "Okay, then, take Greg for example. He and his brother have a pretty rocky relationship." 


"That's a better argument. And speaking of Greg..." Martina slides the cap over her lipstick and turns to Rena. "You and he look very handsome together." 


"Do you think so? When I'm with him I feel like I'm some dwarf hanging onto a Greek god. Not that he does anything to make me feel that way," Rena adds hastily. "He's been flattering me all night." 


"Well, you deserve to be flattered. I hope you don't think of him as someone doing you a favor." 


Rena shrugs, playing nervously with the ends of her hair. "Not exactly. I just -- he's being such the perfect date. Almost everything he says is ideal, just what I need to hear. He's really trying so hard to be what I want. I think he's changed. Don't you think it sounds like he's changed?" 


"Sure, it sounds that way." Martina hesitates, wanting to put this as tactfully as possible. "It's certainly obvious that he wants to impress you. He must think a great deal of your opinion of him." 


"I hope so. I mean Marty, he even--" Rena looks down at the sink, suddenly lowering her voice to a whisper. "He even said he was falling in love with me." 


Martina stares at her. "He said that?" 


"Yeah. And he wants things to be special and different with me. He asked me to the opera because he wanted tonight to be perfect, full of romance and music and -- oh, everything. It's silly, but he thinks I need all that. I guess I do enjoy it. Everything feels right, for the first time since we started out as friends." Rena turns towards her friend, her eyes shining. "I've never felt this way, so ready to -- trust him." 


"I can see that." Martina reaches out and tenderly smoothes Rena's hair. "Honey ... you know I'm rooting for your happiness. I have to ask you, though ... do you trust him enough to be honest with him?" 


The expression on Rena's small face is enough to answer Martina's question. 


----------------------------------------------------------------





Schuyler Falls Arts Center 


Hudson Hall 


----------------------------------------------------------------





When it comes to cheating, lying and stealing ...It's always good to have women with you. 


-- Carmen's smuggler colleagues, Act II


Standing to one side of the patron lounge, Jason Stanford holds his sister's heavy camera in both hands, afraid to drop it by mistake. His attention focuses on the guests inside the lounge, which include Daphne and her mystery date. Tyler's going to be so pissed, Jason thinks irritably. If this guy's just a friend, she wouldn't have lied about going with her uncle. Maybe-- 


"Hey, cameraman, get to work." 


Jason turns in surprise at being addressed. The young couple -- very young, maybe even his age -- are only a few feet away, a pretty blonde with her arm draped along the neck of a similarly pretty brown-haired guy. 


"'Scuse me?" 


The boy smiles mockingly. "That thing in your hands. You know how to use it, don't you?" 


"Oh --" Jason lifts the camera slightly. "It's not actually mine." 


With a slight pout, the girl looks him up and down. "Won't your sister let you take a single picture?" 


"I doubt -- wait, how'd you know she's my sister?" 


"Your friend Daphne told us. You're Jason, right?" The girl holds out her hand, still hugging her companion with the other. "I'm Becca. This is Simon." 


"Hi." 


Becca squeezes his hand playfully before letting go. "Are you having a good time? You looked a bit bored, that's why I told Simon we should come on over here and liven things up for you." 


"It's fine. The music's okay. I'm just waiting for my sister to come back, she's fun to hang with. What about you?" 


"We always have fun." Becca smiles and sidles up to him. "Want to join us?" 


Jason feels the weight of her intense stare, and he wonders what she's really asking him. Especially with her friend looking on... "Um, I have to wait for Chelsea," he repeats. 


Becca frowns. He can't help but notice how attractive she is, with red, glossy lips pouting in disappointment, and her black dress emphasizing the plentiful curves that far exceed any he's seen on other girls his age. 


She makes another try. "Well, what about during the next act? We're thinking of ditching it and hanging out outside." 


"In this weather? It's like subzero out there. And it's snowing." 


"Oh, that's easy to solve. If you get buzzed enough, you won't feel the cold." Becca grins and tosses her head in the direction of the lounge. "You want some champers while you wait?" 


"Some what?" 


Simon glances at Becca, his dark green eyes glittering in amusement, then returns to laugh at Jason. "Champagne, bubbly, sparkling wine...you've heard of it, right?" 


"Yeah, I've heard of it," Jason says with a slight edge, unable to miss the condescension in the other boy's tone. "Don't they follow liquor laws here?" 


"Just ask for ginger ale, then switch your glass with one of the leftovers on the waiters' cart. Not exactly the world's toughest criminal job." 


"I don't think so, thanks. My parents are in there." 


"So what? So our ours." 


"Yours?" 


Becca slides her arm off of Simon's shoulder. "He's my brother. Did you think we were like, boyfriend-girlfriend?" 


"Well, yeah." The way you're hanging all over each other, what else should I think? "Who's older?" 


"He is, by about two minutes. We're twins." She steps closer to him, lowering her eyelids slightly. "So now that you know we're just brother-sister, does that change things?" 


"What would it change?" 


Rolling his eyes, Simon pulls Becca's arm. "Forget it, Bec. Let's get out of here, you're wasting your time." 


Becca purses her lips. "Too bad. Maybe I'll see you around." 


She swivels around and follows her brother into the crowd. Jason watches them, wondering what all that was about. 


Simon laughs as he watches Becca fuming in annoyance. "Told you. That guy's worse than I thought. He's not a funeral director, he's the actual stiff." 


"He's not completely dead. I saw a spark there when you were all snarky about the champagne." 


"Maybe he's hot for me. Looks like the girly type." 


"Oh, shut up. Ian said he has a crush on Daphne. And I saw him check me out." 


"Probably just wants to borrow your dress." Simon grins at Becca's dark look. "Yo, I'm just calling it like I see it. Face it, what hope is there for a guy who can't even take a sip of champagne when mommy and daddy are around?" 


"Too strange. I didn't think guys like that exist anymore." 


"Hell with that, I didn't think girls like that exist anymore." 


Becca smirks. "Pig. Anyway, when you're around, they don't exist for long." 


"Can I help it if I'm the recipient of choice for girls who want to give it up? And can you honestly blame 'em?" 


"Pig again. So are you assuming Daphne's little pal is as tight-assed in that department as he is in the drinking department?" 


"Where one goes, the other follows. That's been my experience, anyway. I bet he's far too morally superior to ever consider being with a tramp like you." Simon puts a hand on his chest in apology. "I say this with brotherly love, naturally." 


"Naturally." Turning to look out the double doors to where Jason still waits, Becca eyes the young man thoughtfully. Then she turns to Simon with a slow smile. "You really don't think I have a chance?" 


"I'm telling you, he's not having any." 


"Are you willing to put money on that?" 


Simon pauses, and then chuckles. "Someone's seen 'Cruel Intentions' too many times. But you're on, Bec. You come up with a good enough prize for me to win, and I'll be happy to take your bet." 
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And now, my beauties, speak of the future, give us some news! 


-- Carmen's friends, asking the Tarot cards for their fortune, Act III


Chelsea Stanford groans with relief when she reaches the top of the stairwell at last. Normally, walking up three flights is no big deal, but in these high heels -- and after standing on her feet for nearly two hours -- her feet feel ready for amputation. 


No one's around to see her, so she bends down to remove her shoes. Thank God for thick carpeting, she thinks as she wiggles her toes, and also says a prayer of thanks for the privacy of the press lounge. Sure, Jason's downstairs waiting for her, but Chelsea plans on having a little lie-down before returning to duty. With one more intermission and the whole dinner afterwards, she'll have plenty of time to snap the socialites. 


Holding her shoes by their straps, she pads over to the restroom nearby. Just as she pushes at the swinging door, a familiar voice echoes from inside. 


"I don't think I have to. It's only our second date." 


Chelsea freezes, still listening. That who I think it is? She pushes the door open slightly and peeks in. When her guess is confirmed, Chelsea's mouth falls open, and she stifles a laugh by clapping a hand to her mouth. What the hell is Rena doing up here? What kind of coincidence is this? she thinks as the door swings shut again. 


Again she pushes the door -- just a little, just enough for her to hear things more clearly. 


"...might be," someone else is saying. "But from the sound of things, he's got some expectations about tonight." 


"I don't -- Marty. He -- do you think so? Do you think that's why he did all this? The flowers, the limo, the romance...? It wasn't for me?" 


Chelsea snorts silently into her hand. Buy a clue, why don't you? He's not doing it out of charity, although he might as well be. 


Martina says the same thing, only wording it differently. "No, don't take it that way. I'm not saying that this wasn't about you. I'm sure he wants to do things for you, he wants a perfect evening. But to someone like Greg, having a perfect evening means ending it in bed." 


Sing it sister. Nursie Dearest is gonna get lucky --so what's the problem? 


Rena doesn't respond , and Martina continues. "Part of trusting him is being able to be honest. If you're afraid, tell him. I'm sure he'll understand." 


Ooh. This has potential. 


"That makes one of us who's sure. I'm not. That's why I haven't..." Rena hesitates, then starts again. "I mean, it's something he'd never even contemplate. And why would he? It's not even in his language, a guy like him." 


Chelsea frowns, staring at the door as if she might be able to see through it. A bunch of possible explanations of this strange conversation run through her mind, though she keeps returning to one in particular. But it seems extremely unlikely. 


"I shouldn't have said anything," Martina says, barely audible above the sound of running water. "I hope I didn't ruin your night." 


"You didn't. I'm glad you woke me up. I'm so blind." 


The water shuts off. "You're not angry with him, are you?" 


"No, not this time. It's not his fault. It's a totally natural thing for him to plan. And it's not as if I don't feel..." 


Martina waits before filling in the silence. "If you feel the same way, honey, nothing's stopping you. Only you." 


"Only me," Rena repeats softly, so softly that Chelsea has to push her head up to the crack in the door to hear. "But that's been enough for thirty years, hasn't it?" 


Footsteps echo on the marble bathroom floor, and Chelsea jerks herself away as they approach. She spins around and darts across the darkened corridor to the empty lounge, just narrowly avoiding discovery as the two other women exit the restroom. She hears them climb downstairs, and the sound of the warning bells chiming courtesy of the nearby loudspeaker. But her own thoughts are louder than anything outside her mind. 


"Oh. My. God," Chelsea whispers aloud, hugging her shoes to her chest. "She's a bigger freak than I even realized." 


Fishing her cell phone out of her tiny handbag, Chelsea punches in a number she's long since memorized. A few rings later, Jem Van Doren's voice buzzes in her ear -- his answering machine message. 


"Pick up, Jem, I know you're home," Chelsea says, grinning to herself. "Come on, you're not fooling me. I have some hysterical news for you. Something I just heard that only you would appreciate." 


The silence indicates that Jem's either asleep or refusing to pick up his phone. 


"All right, fine. Your loss, buddy, 'cause this is good gossip for our side." 


She snaps the phone shut, annoyed. But then a sudden thought makes Chelsea look up at the ceiling and burst into laughter. Slipping on her shoes, she almost jogs over to the stairwell to head back downstairs, still laughing. 


Man oh man. Wait until I tell Jason he's not the world's oldest virgin after all! 
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They warned me that you were not far off, that you were supposed to come. They even told me to fear for my life. But I am brave, and didn't want to flee. 


-- Carmen to José, Act IV


The instant Clark Durand enters his darkened home, he knows something is different. He's exhausted from walking around the city in this cold weather, but he's still aware enough to remember that he didn't turn the kitchen light off before leaving for the Fiore house. 


The shadowed figure sitting on the couch seems to answer the unspoken question in his mind. "Beth," he says, still annoyed at her. "Why are you sitting in the dark?" He leans over to turn on the light, not caring if it bothers her eyes. "And why aren't you at the gala?" 


But instead of his sister's pale face, the lamplight reveals Noah Morgan's golden hair and piercing gaze. "Because no one asked me," he murmurs, staring up at Clark with an amused smile on his thin slash of a mouth. 


Shock seizes Clark's lungs and makes it hard to breathe. He steps backwards, grabbing onto the wall with one hand to steady himself. "What the hell are you doing here?" 


Noah just watches him. "I needed to speak with you again." 


"You ever think of using a telephone? God damn it, how did you get in?" 


"Unfortunately, this time I found no charming young woman willing to let me in. I had to make my own way inside." 


Clark reaches for the phone. "That's it. I'm calling the police -- this is breaking and entering, and--" 


Noah slams his hand on Clark's wrist. "Don't be so hasty," he says with a casual air that belies the pressure of his strong fingers. "Do you see any evidence of breaking and entering?" 


"Let go, you bastard," Clark says in a deathly whisper. "Or I'll add assault." 


Nodding, almost as if in approval, Noah releases him. "I asked you a question. Do you see any evidence of a crime?" 


Clark can't help but glance at the front door, the windows, and the kitchen door visible through the foyer. "No." 


"Then what exactly are you going to tell your policeman when he arrives?" 


"That you're a psycho who's apparently getting some perverse pleasure in stalking me." 


Noah shakes his head. "It will take them some time to get here, in this weather. By the time they arrive I'll be gone. And you may not be in a position to tell them anything." 


"Is that another threat?" 


"You can take it however you wish. But as you see, calling the police won't do you much good, will it?" 


"At this point, I don't really care." Clark doesn't move towards the phone again, however. He rubs his mouth with the back of his hand. "All right. What do you want from me now?" 


Slowly Noah stands, and it takes all of Clark's willpower to keep from backing away. "I'm curious. What did you tell the detectives this afternoon?" 


"You seem to have an inside track on everything that goes on in my life. I'm surprised you don't know by now." 


Noah just looks at him, obviously not planning on asking a second time. Clark hates the fear building in his chest; he hasn't felt this way since his father last used him as a punching bag. He can hardly stand to meet the other man's burning gaze. 


"They asked me about you," he says after taking a deep breath. "They already know David had a boyfriend. Obviously David's friends told them about you." 


"That's to be expected. You're still not answering my question." 


"No, I didn't tell them you were in David's house. I didn't tell them I knew you at all. I didn't tell them anything except--" 


Noah lifts his eyebrows in expectation. "Yes?" 


"Except your name. You didn't say anything about keeping that a secret." 


"Their knowing my name means nothing." He lifts the corner of his mouth in a crooked smile. "Not a thing, trust me. But you didn't mention that I was in town." 


"No. I wish I had. That would have gotten them off my back." Clark swallows, though his throat is bone dry. "You killed him, didn't you." 


Shaking his head, Noah looks at him in disappointment. "If I had, I'd hardly be forthcoming with that information, would I? You know, I understand your needing to ask that question, but it's a shame your opinion of me is so low." 


"Low?" Clark can't help but laugh at the man's presumption. "Jesus, what do you expect? So far you've held a gun to my head, manipulated and drugged my sister, threatened both our lives, and broken into my house. You think I'm going to nominate you for sainthood?" 


Noah smiles again, and for the first time Clark sees a glimmer of genuine amusement in the other man's expression. "I see your point. But I really haven't threatened anyone." 


"Bull. You threatened that something might happen to me or Beth if I gave you up to the police." 


"That doesn't mean I would be the direct cause of it." 


Clark stares at him. "You're saying someone else would do your dirty work?" 


"I've said all I plan on saying. I advise you to stay away from this subject." 


"You can shove your advice." Clark steps closer to him, anger replacing fear. "What is really going on here? Is all this mysterious crap related to David's death? Do you know who killed him? Is that who you're talking about, the person who'd do something to me and Beth?" 


"I advise you," Noah repeats with grim force, "to stay away from this subject." 


This time Clark listens to him. He has no choice -- Noah's eyes are so electric with danger that Clark fears for his life if he presses the issue. 


He looks away for a few seconds, trying to control himself. "Then let me ask you one more question -- about a different subject." 


"All right." 


"Tell me ... did you even care about David at all?" 


Noah doesn't seem to react to the question -- at least, not externally. But Clark sees something change in his eyes, some infinitesimal flicker of emotion. It could be pain, guilt, anger, even disgust ... it's impossible for Clark to tell. 


Finally Noah breaks away from Clark's stare, the first time Clark has seen the other man back down. He walks around Clark towards the front hall. But he pauses before leaving. 


"David Reilly," he says in a flat, hollow tone, "was perhaps the finest human being I ever met. Or hope to meet. His death is proof of the existence of an unjust God." 


Clark watches him swing the front door open and slam it shut. After a moment of thought, Clark hastens to lock the door -- but then stops in place with a new grim realization. 


Apparently locks are no deterrent to Noah Morgan. 


----------------------------------------------------------------
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Never did a woman before you as profoundly disturb my soul! 


-- José to Carmen, Act II


Tristan Campbell watches the final act of Carmen unfold, and can't help the rising dread that tightens his throat. Carmen is now linked with a man befitting her ambitions -- the famously arrogant bullfighter Escamillo. But any moment now, José will reappear on the scene; José, the man she toyed with and tossed aside, who will now return to demand Carmen's heart. 


Tristan glances reluctantly up at the Nichols box. When the opera is over in a few moments, Cameron and Danielle Nichols will head down to the gala dinner, and Tristan will have no choice but to join his hosts. Like José, Tristan is far from certain about his lover's reaction. 


It's your own fault, he thinks as he turns back to watch the tragedy about to commence. You went into this knowing exactly who she was. At least Danny's been honest from the start. 


But the prospect of watching her with Cameron, treating Tristan like the nobody he is ... God, it makes him understand the fury and impotent shame that leads to José's fatal decision. 





Samantha sits at the edge of her seat, relishing every moment of the delicious torment taking place onstage. "Carmen knows the right way to live," she says to the others inside Beth Durand, crushing the opera program in her hands with delight as the dark-haired beauty below contemptuously throws José's ring at his feet. "She won't let anyone take control from her. She lives the way she wants, she doesn't worry about every little damn thing that someone else is thinking. Oh God, that's what freedom is like!" 


It's dangerous, Molly says flatly. And she's about to find that out. Is that what you want to happen? To go out in a blaze of glory? 


"Maybe I do. It's better than wasting away, the way she does. Or dying a crotchety old bitch like you." 


There's an alternative, Amanda murmurs. Living a fulfilled life of contentment. If the two of you would just stop fighting, maybe we could have a chance at that. 


"There is no chance for anything, not while she's in charge. Well, it ends tonight. When we see him, I'm going to be the one in control. I don't care what he says, I don't care what you say." 


Amanda doesn't respond. But Samantha knows her twin sister's every thought -- and she knows that if Amanda has any power, she'll try to prevent the inevitable. 





As José captures Carmen in a deadly embrace, his knife slipping into her heart, Danielle Nichols feels her husband's fingers entwining with her own. She gives him a sidelong glance, a cool smile curling her lips. "The music effects you so much?" 


Cameron's handsome face wears no amusement. "I would do that for you, Danny," he murmurs, "if I thought you loved someone else. I would kill both of you." 


"Oh, you would never kill me. Don't be so theatrical." 


His clear gaze shifts from her to the stage, and then slowly returns to her. "You're right," he agrees calmly. "I would crush the air from your throat, but leave you alive. And then I'd let you watch while I kill him." 


The applause that greets the final curtain washes over them, and both remain seated for a few seconds even as the rest of the audience gives a standing ovation. 


Danielle doesn't look away from him. "Then it's fortunate that I don't love anyone else." 


Smiling slowly, Cameron lifts her hand to his lips, kissing it. He then helps her up as they both join the applause. 


Though outwardly unmoved, Danielle can't avoid taking a brief look at the box directly opposite their own. Alex Eckhert meets her gaze for a split second before she quickly draws her attention back to the bowing singers. 


----------------------------------------------------------------
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She is dangerous, she is beautiful, but I do not want to be afraid -- I will speak forcefully to her, God protect me!


-- Micaela's aria, Act III


Hannah Nichols can't join in the standing ovation, and for a moment she closes her eyes to let the applause seep into her brain. The longing returns, as it always does whenever she hears this sound ... the audible approval and love that's the lifeblood for any performer. So often she's told herself that she's content -- and she is, usually. But at times like this, when she's merely an onlooker to someone else's artistic achievement, Hannah is forced to recall the happiness she knew on the stage years ago. And an aching hole gnaws at her insides as she realizes that she will never again know the true joy that dancing once brought her. 


She shakes her head, refusing to feel sorry for herself on such a glorious night. The music was sublime, the performances remarkable, and even sharing the company of the other Nichols family members was ... well, not as strained or uncomfortable as such get-togethers usually are. 


The applause dies down, and everyone prepares to leave for dinner. Simon and Becca seem to have already left the box, Hannah notices, and Laurie made a hasty exit as well. She pushes her chair back a bit, wanting to get out of the way, but Ian's new girlfriend -- another person in a hurry -- doesn't notice the impediment. Daphne bumps into the chair, nearly toppling into Hannah's lap before grabbing onto the back of the chair just in time. 


"Oh God, I'm sorry," she mutters awkwardly. "I didn't see you." 


Hannah nods. "That's okay. Happens all the time..." 


Flushing, Daphne backs off, and Ian steers her through to the entrance. Hannah looks down at her legs, a strange feeling of deja vu tugging at her memory. The girl's eyes still remind her of someone, and the little accident just now ... 


Suddenly Hannah's hands clutch at her chair arms. 


The girl in the doorway breathes rapidly, looking as if she wants to run away but can't quite find the strength to move. "I don't--I--I think I have the wrong address," she says weakly, backing away. "Forget it, I'm sorry to bother you." 


Hannah peers at her, concerned. "It's no bother. Are you all right? You look sick." 


Though her skin looks white and clammy and her body is trembling, the girl shakes her head. "I'm fine. I don't know what I'm doing here--I'm sorry, I've gotta go..." She turns, unable to hide the sob that escapes her lips. 


Hannah pushes forward, recognizing the distress in the young girl's demeanor. "Wait a second!" She hurries over to the stranger, who's stumbling back to the cab waiting in the driveway. 


"Just leave me alone," the girl begs shakily. "Please..." But even as she says this, she sways and has to grab onto Hannah's chair for support. 


"You're as white as a ghost," Hannah mutters. "For God's sake, bend over and get the blood back into your head." 


The girl follows her directions, trying to take deep breaths. Hannah asks her if she needs money to pay the driver, if she wants to come in and lie down, but the girl doesn't seem to hear her. She looks up one last time before tumbling across Hannah's lap in a dead faint. 


Hannah puts her hand to her head, trying to convince herself that she must be mistaken. But the bad memories continue to flood her mind... 





Sitting in the center of the converted nursery, Hannah stares down at the box in her hand, for a moment not quite comprehending why the brand new baby carrier has been opened and removed. When the realization hits her, she rushes over to white bassinet a few feet away. And an ice-cold river runs through her veins when she discovers that the bedding--like the cardboard box--is empty. 


"Oh God," she gasps, seizing the edge of the bassinet in horror. "Oh my God!" 


Whirling around, Hannah sees that several things have been taken, including a blanket and some containers of formula. At once, she flings open the doors that connect to the parlor, hoping against hope that the teenager who's been resting inside simply picked up the baby to get a better look at her. But the room is empty--and when Hannah's gaze falls upon the doors to the patio, and the large grounds beyond, she shudders with fear. 


Hannah swiftly turns around, trying to get another look at Ian's friend, but she's now out in the hallway. Even so, Hannah can still picture the startlingly dark eyes, straight brown-black hair, and thin, wide mouth. 


Nick's voice somehow reaches her. "Hey sweetie, are you all right? Don't you wanna head down to dinner?" 


"Sure," she whispers dazedly. "Everything's fine." 


Except that Ian's dating the sick girl who tried to steal our baby. 
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I am going to meet that woman face to face ... the one whose damnable lies have made a criminal of the man I love.


-- Micaela's aria, Act III


The ballroom where the dinner is being held has been decorated with the rich, vibrant colors of a summer festival in Spain. Two dozen round tables, each seating nine or ten, fill the room to capacity, except for a small space in front where a chamber group (supplemented with a guitar) plays Spanish folk music. 


Beth walks behind her hostess, each step harder and harder to take. She can barely remember seeing the performance, and the short journey to the ballroom from the concert hall next door might as well have taken place fifteen years ago. 


Danielle, in front of her, pauses before they reach their table. She turns to clasp Beth's arm, leaning conspiratorially towards the younger woman. 


"I need you to do me a slight favor, Beth. Will you?" 


Somehow Beth forces a nod. 


"A man's going to be joining us -- and it might be awkward for me. He's the type to make a pest of himself, I'm afraid. I'd like you to engage him in conversation, keep him occupied if at all possible. He's easily distracted by an attractive woman." 


It sounds horrible, the very last thing Beth is capable of doing, but she nods again. "I'll try." 


"Good, I can't tell you how -- oh, we'll talk later." Danielle's attention has fallen on someone behind Beth, and a pleased smile indicates her pleasure at the sight. 


Beth turns around, and looks past Cameron Nichols to find the same man whose image disturbed her earlier. At first there's only dim recognition, but then something -- someone deep inside her -- stirs into life. 


"I can't do this," she says in a hollow voice, not her own. 


"What did you say, Beth?" 


"I can't do this," she repeats, trembling. "I'm sorry, I'm so sorry." 


Danielle frowns and says something, but Beth is no longer there to hear her. Sensing disaster, Amanda forcefully pushes everyone away -- Samantha especially -- and with the protective spirit that only she can muster, physically drags Beth through the crowd towards the exit. 


As Cameron brings Alex Eckhert up to his table, Tristan follows a few feet behind, hardly able to believe his bad fortune. Only the sight of his least favorite District Attorney could make this event any more awkward for Tristan -- thank God Alex seems preoccupied with something else. Which is fine, because Tris himself needs to concentrate on keeping a poker face once Cameron makes the inevitable introduction of Tristan to his wife. 


Finally he reaches the crowded table, and he lifts his gaze to see if his presence has been noticed. He can't see Danielle, who's being blocked by Alex Eckhert's tall figure, but Cameron turns and lifts a hand towards him. Tristan takes a steadying breath and approaches. 


"And this is Tristan Campbell," Cam says, offering his business associate a pleased smile. "Tristan, I know I've told you a great deal about my lovely wife, but at long last you're meeting the real thing. Danielle, this is Tristan." 


The woman in question turns to him, holding out her hand. "A pleasure to meet you at last, Tristan," she says with a small laugh. "I've heard so much I feel as if I know you." 


Tristan's smile freezes in place. The humor is escaping him. He darts a look at Cameron, but there's no help from that quarter. The older man looks at him expectantly, a little disconcerted at his hesitation. 


But Tristan can't help it. This all has to be a joke. 


Because he's never seen this woman before. 
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The chain that binds you will be broken only by your death. 


-- José, acknowledging his bond to Carmen, Act III


The rickety elevator moves downward, and Elaine and Doug both watch the dim floor indicators flicker. They glance at each other, both aware of their sudden awkwardness after spending so much time in companionable conversation. 


"Silly, isn't it? Elaine says, grinning. "Elevators seem to bring out the shyness in people." 


"Yeah. Someone should do some kind of study, maybe on the effect of small confined spa--" 


"Excuse me, Doug, but do you smell something burning?" 


Doug hesitates, taking a quick sniff of the air. "Yeah, I think I do. Maybe it's the--" 


A terrible explosion nearly deafens them. A split second later the elevator slams to a halt, pushed upwards from the force of a blast from the basement. When the floor rocks out from under them, Elaine falls backward against the wall, and Doug collapses heavily on top of her. He tries to push himself up, but can't get his balance with the shifting gravity. 


"Jesus Christ, what the hell was that?" Doug whispers. But before Elaine can react, another frightening sound cuts off her words: the groan, then snap of one of the old, frayed cables supporting the ancient elevator. Elaine and Doug cry out simultaneously, grabbing for each other as the elevator car tips towards the side of the shaft, unbalanced now that it hangs by a single cable. 


As fear paralyses them, they gasp for breath -- and the smoke that Elaine smelled earlier starts to choke their throats. 


And just when the horrifying reality of their situation hits them, the last cable gives way. 
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So much for the salvation of my soul, I will have lost it because of you! 


-- José to Carmen, Act IV





Never will Carmen give in! Free she was born, and free she will die! 


-- Carmen to José, shortly before her death, Act IV


"Has my wife's beauty knocked the speech right out of you, Tristan?" 


As Cameron speaks, at last the truth sinks into Tristan's benumbed brain. So much collapses in on him -- shock, confusion, embarrassment, rage -- that he can hardly see. He swallows and mumbles something appropriate, looking wildly around the ballroom. She has to be here -- he just saw her only moments ago, she was in the box all night, she can't have gone far... 


One figure hastily moving towards the back exit catches his attention. And seeing her is the trigger that at last spurs his frozen body into action. 


"Please excuse me," he says shortly, knowing he's going to pay for this rudeness later but utterly unable to help himself. "There's someone I have to talk to." 


Cameron asks a question, obviously not pleased, but Tristan can't wait any longer. He launches himself into the crowd, pushing impatiently at the milling throng who seem uninterested in taking their damn seats so that Tristan can get a clear view of his target. 


The only consolation is that she's having just as difficult a time as he is. And Tristan's more forceful, probably because he's barely controlling the urge to shove everyone in his path aside in order to get to her. 


All the time he thinks about the nights they spent, the weeks he's spent falling in love with a woman he never knew ... who's been pretending to be someone else, telling him lie after lie after lie. For what purpose? Why would anyone do this to him? How could she do this to him? 


Reaching the other end of the ballroom takes an eternity. He bursts through to the area near the musicians, and glances around until he spots the woman running through a dim corridor towards the fire exit. 


His instinct is to shout at her, but even now he has to laugh. What name would he call out? Not Danielle, that's for damn sure. 


She shoves her body against the handle to the fire exit, pushing it open. Rushing forward, Tristan does the same, emerging into a snowy, tree-lined courtyard. She stumbles through the inches of snow that have accumulated tonight, still moving as fast as she can. But in her gown she's no match for Tristan's long strides. 


At last he's inches from her, and with one lunge he grabs her arm. 


As he spins her around, her curling red-brown hair falls around her face and shoulders. "Let me go!" she cries, her teeth chattering -- from fear, from the cold, Tristan doesn't know and right now he doesn't care. 


He clutches her by both arms, knowing the delicious feel of her velvet-soft skin so well that he almost aches -- even now -- to crush her to his chest. But anger overwhelms desire, perhaps for good. 


"Who are you," he seethes, staring into her wide brown eyes as snow and wind swirl around them. "Who in God's name are you?" 


She doesn't respond, unable to bear the terrible force of his fury. But deep inside the hollow shell of Beth Durand, the single soft voice of Amanda whispers, You know me, Tristan. I am the woman who loves you.





