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Chapter 1

 


Sunday, December 20,
2009

Thomas hung up the phone and put on his jacket
before returning to the kitchen to pick up the piece of paper that
he had written the information on. He glanced at his watch; it was
almost twelve. He could catch her for lunch and tell her the
exciting news, he thought, as he closed the door behind him.

Outside the wind was brisk, so he did up his jacket
then looked up at the cloudy sky. They were calling for snow over
the next few days, and he smiled at the likelihood of there being a
white Christmas, before sauntering down the path to the
sidewalk.

As he strolled down the street, he recalled how much
fun they had putting up the Christmas tree and decorating the room,
and how excited they were when they talked about going shopping for
presents this afternoon. While Thomas contemplated their holiday
plans, he smiled happily at the people passing by with their bags
filled with gifts. There was definitely a feeling of Christmas in
the air and Thomas was looking forward to spending his first with
fiancée.

“My little girl!” screamed a woman
standing to Thomas’s far left. He turned to watch her drop her
bags, point over his shoulder, and start in his direction. Thomas
turned around to see a young girl on the road picking something off
the ground. He looked at the approaching car, and at the driver
talking on his cell phone, not paying attention to the road. Thomas
realized he wouldn’t see the girl till it was too late. Maybe he
could shove her out of the way, but he would be pushing her into
on-coming traffic from the other direction, and they would both be
hit. He could grab her, throw her off the road onto the sidewalk,
but there was no guarantee she would make it. Definitely not, if
the car tried to swerve out of the way. As these options ran
through his head, Thomas was already moving toward the girl and
picking her up. He wrapped himself around her, pulled her close to
his body and protected her head with his hands, then waited for the
impact. The driver slammed on the brakes, but it was too late, he
hit Thomas with the full force of the car.

Thomas felt a tremendous pain in his legs as he was
lifted off the ground and into the air. He held the girl tightly as
his right shoulder and right side of his back hit the windshield,
and along with the sound of the glass shattering, he heard the
distinct cracking of his bones. He bounced off the windshield,
turned in the air, then landed on the trunk on his back with a loud
thump, it was followed by his head whiplashing off the metal with a
sickening thud. He rolled off the car and onto the road still
cradling the girl’s head and body as blood poured out onto the
street. Thomas saw a bright light, then everything went black.


Chapter 2

 


Three Months
Earlier

Thomas Carlyle quickly walked through the revolving
door of the luxurious, downtown hotel. He quickly glanced over the
foyer, spotted the escalator, and went in its direction. While
descending he removed his overcoat and looked in the mirror, I’m
glad I bought this suit, he thought. Thomas noticed his dirty blond
hair was wind-blown and calmed it down with his right hand before
walking off, stopping at the coat check, and proceeding to the
Grand Ballroom. He stopped at the closed doors and read the sign to
the left of the entrance, ‘First National Ballet Fundraiser.’
Inside, he could hear someone speaking, and realized that he was
something he didn’t want be, late. “I hope these doors are at the
back,” he whispered nervously as he slowly clasped his hand around
the door handle and turned it. Thomas stopped for a moment, wishing
now he hadn’t come, and thought about leaving. When he faintly
heard the speaker saying thank you, and the audience starting to
clap, he knew it was now or never. He took a deep breath, opened
the door, and walked in.

All the tables were to the right and spread out in a
half-moon shape around the hall. To his left was a raised platform
with a podium on it, and a DJ’s stereo system and speakers. The
space in between the tables and the podium was the dance floor,
which is where he now anxiously stood, and somewhere amongst the
three hundred and forty-nine guests and thirty-five tables was his
empty seat. He didn’t want to continue to stand where he was, nor
did he want to go from table to table. How will I ever find it? he
thought. As Thomas was contemplating what to do next, he hadn’t
noticed a lady walking onto the podium until she introduced the new
Artistic Director of the First National Ballet, Alfred ‘Alfie’
Smythe. Then watched as a man in his late-fifties, sporting a
traditional black tuxedo, crossed the dance floor to the loud
applause of the audience. Alfie thanked the lady at the podium,
shuffled some papers, and surveyed the tables from right to left.
Thomas started to retreat to the back of the room unnoticed, but it
was too late.

“Young fellow…young
fellow,” called Alfie in his English accent.

Thomas was so busy trying to make it to the back,
behind the tables, that he didn’t hear him.

“Young fellow,” he said again and
conceded Thomas was oblivious to his summons. “Please, can
someone…” he said pointing toward Thomas.

Thomas suddenly noticed people at the table closest
to him were trying to get his attention and pointing, as he
followed their fingers to the podium, he realized everyone was
staring at him.

“Hello, young man, can I
help you find your seat?”

Thomas wanted to say no and crawl under the
table but replied in a shaky voice. “Uh…yes, please.” Someone at a
far table slowly stood and waved him over. Thank God, he was
rescued, he thought, and started towards them.

Alfie hadn’t noticed the girl standing. “Why
don’t you come up to the podium and we will get this sorted
out?”

Rather than make a scene, Thomas changed
direction. There’s the door, he thought, I should bolt. Instead,
with everyone watching, he shyly climbed onto the podium.

Alfie stood away from the microphone.
“Welcome young man,” he said with an outstretched hand.

Thomas shook his hand and felt a little more
at ease.

“What’s your
name?”

“Thomas Carlyle,” he
replied quietly.

Alfie motioned toward the microphone to
inquire about his seat, but abruptly stopped, and glanced at
Thomas. “Maggie Carlyle?” he questioned.

“She’s my
grandmother.”

To Thomas’s surprise, Alfie hugged him. “Maggie was
a very dear friend, and I’m sorry to hear of her passing,” he
whispered. Alfie stood back and was fighting back tears as he
turned around to the audience and spoke. “Please excuse me for one
more moment ladies and gentlemen.” Alfie moved away from the
microphone and gazed at Thomas. “I want to apologize to you and
your family, I was on vacation in Europe and didn’t hear about her
passing and funeral till it was too late,” he said sincerely. “She
was a lovely lady and I’m truly sorry for your loss.”

“I understand, thank you,” replied
Thomas detecting the sadness in his eyes. “She always spoke very
highly of you, Alfie,” he said leaning over, “or should I say,
Alfred the Great.”

Alfie laughed out loud, and recalled how Margaret
used to call him Alfred the Great when he was being arrogant. It
was her polite way of telling him to stop, and she was right to do
so, he was egotistical back then. After a while, Maggie stopped
calling him that, and one day he asked her why? “Alfie, there isn’t
a need to anymore,” she replied, “because now you are truly a
dancer and a gentleman.” Over the years, he never forgot how her
kindness and patience not only molded him into a dancer and a
gentleman, but also as an artistic director. He affectionately
squeezed Thomas’s arm, gathered his thoughts, and turned to the
audience. “Five minutes ago, I was going to read from these,” he
said picking up sheets of paper, crumpling them up, and throwing
them to the floor. “But I’ve decided not to, instead, I am going to
tell you this story,” he revealed glancing at Thomas. “This young
fellow is the grandson of the greatest ballerina this company, the
world, has ever seen, Margaret Carlyle…Her presence electrified the
stage, and her commitment was unprecedented and second to none…When
talking with this young man just now, a lifetime of fond memories
flashed through my mind.” He paused momentarily. “Some of the
information I am going to share with you is second hand, so I am
going to ask…” Alfie surveyed the crowd. “Where’s Hank Lewis?” A
seventy-eight-year-old raised his hand. “There you are! Hank, if I
say something incorrect, please speak out and make sure you put me
on the right track.” Hank responded by putting his thumb up. “Fifty
years ago, Hank was the stage manager, musical director, and
accountant for the company, not at different times, all at the same
time!” stated Alfie to the laughter of the guests. “Back then, the
company performed at a playhouse down by the waterfront, and it was
also where our local dance academy held their recitals,
competitions, and so on…It was at one of these competitions that
Margaret was noticed by the American Ballet School of Dance and was
asked to take the examination and accepted. During this time, the
company and playhouse helped her with her tuition, and let me tell
you, it was money well spent,” acknowledged Alfie. “Years later,
when she started dancing professionally, Margaret would send a
portion of her salary to the company and playhouse and did so till
the day she retired. And she was one of the reasons why the company
and playhouse was able to grow and become what you all know fondly
know today as the First National Ballet…But it wasn’t just the
money,” clarified Alfie. “It was also about the time she took out
of her busy schedule to participate in fundraisers or volunteer her
time to teach classes…Let’s not forget, she was doing this when she
was one of the best in the world…At forty, she retired from dancing
professionally, and taught ballet for twenty-five years at the
First National Ballet School. Each year, giving one student a
scholarship to help pay for their tuition costs…Maggie was a kind,
generous, loving lady, who never forgot where it was, she came
from,” he said reflecting for a moment. “And it’s her kind,
generous spirit that I would like us to capture this evening at our
fundraiser, thank you.” There was a loud applause as Alfie left the
microphone. He stopped in front of Thomas, squeezed his shoulder,
and smiled. ‘Thank you,” he whispered, then climbed down the three
steps back to his table unaware that he had left Thomas alone on
the platform.


Chapter 3

 


A girl in her late twenties strolled across
the dance floor toward Thomas. She was wearing an elegant black
evening gown that clung tightly to her perfect figure, and her
blonde hair was pulled back into a French braid, and when she
stopped to look up at him her emerald, green eyes sparkled. “Thomas
Carlyle,” she said.

“Yes,” he replied walking
down the steps.

“I believe you are sitting
at our table,” she said opening up her arm. “My name is Rachel
Carter, please, let me escort you to your seat.”

“Thank you, Rachel,” he
said putting his arm through hers.

She led him to their table and introduced
him to the eight people sitting around it: there was Dr. Victor
Gordon and Dr. Geoffrey Mann, and their wives, Joanne and Mary; Mr.
Barry Levinson and Ms. Beverly Cross, who were lawyers; Mr. Jack
Collins, who was a very close friend of the Carter’s; and Jessica
Carter, Rachel’s mother, who was just as stunning and could have
been mistaken for Rachel’s older sister.

“Hello, Thomas, nice to
meet you,” said Jessica with a kind smile.

“Nice to meet you, Mrs.
Carter.”

“Oh please,
Jessica.”

“Okay, Jessica,” confirmed
Thomas timidly, and waited for Rachel to sit before taking the
vacant spot between her and Mr. Collins.

“Dom Pérignon?” asked Mr.
Collins picking up the bottle.

“Please.”

“At fifteen hundred
dollars a head we should be getting a bottle each,” suggested Mr.
Collins. “What do you think?” he asked glancing at Thomas as he
poured.

“I’ll wait first and see
if they break out the Glenfiddich and cigars after dessert,”
replied Thomas with a nervous grin.

Mr. Collins laughed loudly, gave an
approving nod, then filled Jessica’s flute.

Thomas turned to Rachel. “Are you a
ballerina?” he asked hypnotized by her eyes.

“No, one of my closest
friends became a principal dancer this year, and my parents are
patrons,” she explained with a smile before taking a sip of her
champagne. “When I was younger, girls my age wanted to dance, sing,
or do gymnastics, I preferred dressing up, putting on makeup, and
pretending to be on the catwalk, and trust me, my mother has
pictures and videos to prove it and embarrass me for the rest of my
life,” she said with a chuckle. “So, I started off appearing in
catalogues, flyers, that sort of stuff, and luckily, when I was at
university, I was able to continue to do it part-time. Today, I
just model whenever I can.”

“Are you kept
busy?”

“Somewhat,” she replied,
holding back a smile.

“Well, I hope it picks
up,” he said sincerely. “I take it you enjoy it?”

“I love it! I really do!
But going forward I would like to do something involving children,
maybe run a daycare center or a children’s camp. That’s my dream.
In fact, that’s what I went to university for,” she said glancing
up at him. “What about you?”

As soon as she asked, the conversations
others were having around them suddenly stopped, either by
coincidence or on purpose, and they all listened in. “I work during
the day and write in my spare time.”

“Really, who do you work
for?” inquired Mr. Collins.

“I work for
QTech.”

“Computers,” he said with
an air of approval. “Management?”

“No, distribution
specialist,” answered Thomas feeling uncomfortable, not with what
he did, but with all the attention he was receiving.

“Many great men have
started on the lower rung and worked their way up the ladder of
success, some have even gone on to start their own companies and
are multimillionaires today,” said Jessica genuinely.

“I’ve heard they make
great laptops,” said Mr. Levinson.

“The best on the market,”
replied Thomas honestly.

“I’ve had mine for a few
years now and I’ve been looking around for a new one,” revealed Mr.
Levinson. “I’ve done some research and QTech comes highly
recommended.”

“If you decide to buy one,
I can put you in touch with someone who can offer you top of the
line with a good discount,” offered Thomas. “If you like, I can
give you my phone?”

“Thank you, I’d appreciate
that,” replied Mr. Levinson.

Throughout the four courses Mr. Collins made
negative comments about the meal: the soup was cold, there was not
enough salad, the steak was the size of a meatball, and the dessert
was too rich. His only approval went to the French red wine.
Surprisingly to Thomas, all the comments he made were in his
direction, and he wasn’t sure why.

“Ladies and gentlemen,
your attention please,” instructed the MC. “I hope everyone enjoyed
their meal?” he asked, prompting Thomas to quickly glance at Mr.
Collins, who gave the MC a disapproving look, and hold back his
laughter. “As is tradition, in a couple of minutes we will be
presenting the Margaret Carlyle Scholarship Award to an
up-and-coming dancer who has excelled in the areas of ballet,
scholastics, and volunteer work. The same fine qualities that our
beloved Margaret Carlyle possessed. This year’s recipient will also
receive a personalized crystal award, and have her name added to
the past winners’ plaque that resides at the First National Ballet
School. After the presentation, the DJ will take over and the bar
will be open, and throughout the evening, I will be stopping the
music for special fundraiser events and activities, so please give
generously,” she said warmly. “So, on behalf of Margaret Carlyle, I
ask her grandson, Thomas Carlyle, to join me and present the
Margaret Carlyle Scholarship Award. Thomas, if you can please come
to the podium, thank you.”

Thomas had forgotten all about the
presentation. He felt inside his pockets and quickly realized he’d
left his notes in his overcoat. He slowly rose and headed to the
podium thinking about what he was going to say as the audience
clapped. He climbed the steps, positioned the microphone, and took
a deep breath. “It looks as if I am standing between you and the
bar,” he joked followed by laughter. As he waited for it to
subside, he fondly remembered his grandmother, and spoke from his
heart. “Each of you knew Margaret Carlyle either as a ballerina, a
colleague, a teacher, a friend, or perhaps if you were lucky
enough, a combination of all four. Unfortunately, I was too young
to ever see my grandmother dance professionally but was fortunate
enough to meet many of her colleagues and friends who would visit
her often and reminisce about the old days. Most of you are here
tonight, and I would like to thank you all for spending that time
with her, and creating those fond memories for me…As many of you
know, Margaret Carlyle lived and breathed ballet, and her devotion
and passion were contagious to those fortunate enough to be around
her or watch her perform on stage…She was without a doubt, a
ballerina in the truest sense of the word, and her renowned
performances lifted her to the elite status as one of the greatest
ballerinas of all time…Today, Margaret Carlyle is regarded as the
most influential role model for professional and aspiring dancers,”
stated Thomas pausing momentarily. “After her career ended, her
happiest days were filled getting up in the morning to teach her
students ballet, then coming home in the evening and excitedly
talking about each and every one of them…And every year, with
youth-full enthusiasm and child-like excitement, she looked forward
to presenting her scholarship award, which she cherished dearly.”
Thomas stopped and held up the envelope. “In here, is this year’s
recipient of the Margaret Carlyle Scholarship Award, and unless
there are any objections, I find it only fitting that I ask Ms.
Penelope Daily, a teacher of twenty-five years, a respected member
of the First National Ballet, and a very dear and close friend of
my grandmother to come up to the podium to present this award on
her behalf, not only this year, but every year.”

There was a loud standing applause as
Penelope Daily, a slight woman with long silvery hair, walked onto
the platform, stopped in front of Thomas, gave him a hug and a kiss
on the cheek, then continued to the podium. “Thank you, Tommy, for
this honor,” she said with a slight Dutch accent and tears in her
eyes.

Thomas stood back and off to the right and
listened as Penelope presented the award, he then moved forward to
shake the recipient’s hand before following them off the stage. As
he walked toward his table, someone from behind grabbed his arm,
and he turned to face a watery-eyed Penelope. “Tommy, thank you,
you’ve made me so very happy,” she said with a smile and admiring
him. “You remind me so much of your grandmother, so kind and
generous, and always giving without a second thought.” She
affectionately caressed his cheek before kissing it and merrily
sauntering away.

Thomas returned to an empty table, looked
around, and saw a crowd of men at the bar and noticed Mr. Collins
was one of them. He then spotted Jessica and Rachel with a group of
women heading out to the foyer and decided to take this opportunity
to go outside onto the patio.


Chapter 4

 


The late summer air was cool and refreshing
on Thomas’s face as he walked off the patio onto a path that led
him into a quaint garden. The lights of the old-fashioned lampposts
gave off a romantic glow as he stopped, looked up at them, then
beyond to the multitude of stars in the sky. He continued down the
path, and off to his left, nestled in amongst bushes, was a gazebo
that was too small for a band to play on but large enough for
several people to sit in, and it was the centerpiece of the garden.
He climbed up the two steps, sat down, and stared at the ground and
thought about Kate. Law school consumed a lot of her free time, and
it was expensive, but she was happy and doing well. Still, he
wished she could have been here tonight.

“May I sit
down?”

Thomas hadn’t noticed the figure standing in
front of him and glanced up at Rachel. “Of course.”

“Are you sure? It looked
like you were deep in thought,” she said. “Maybe you want to be
alone?”

“No, please sit, I would
enjoy the company.”

Thomas glimpsed at her body as she turned to
sit next to him. She had a perfect figure, full rounded breasts,
and he wondered what she modeled.

“It’s a beautiful night,”
she said turning to face him. “Late summer and fall are my favorite
times of the year. The bright sunny skies, all that color, the cool
air, and star-filled nights”

“Mine too,” agreed Thomas
with slow nod.

She studied him curiously. “Do you ever go
horseback riding?”

“Well, I’ve tried it once,
no, twice.”

“Did you like
it?”

Thomas laughed. “It was fun, although I was
a bit sore afterwards,” confessed Thomas remembering the
experience. “When you’re on the horse, eh, the place where you put
your feet?”

“Stirrups,” said Rachel
helping him out.

“Thank you, stirrups. They
were either too high or too low, or something like that, so my body
wasn’t centered when I was riding, and I kept bouncing up and down
in my saddle. Afterwards, I couldn’t walk upright for a few
days.”

“That would be painful!”
acknowledged Rachel giggling.

“Do you go horseback
riding a lot?”

“Almost every weekend,”
she replied then looked up at the sky. “Tonight, would have been
perfect, the stars are so beautiful and bright.” She leaned back
and let out a sigh. “I’m glad we’re alone. It finally gives us some
time to talk without my mother and Mr. Collins listening
in.”

“Your mom seems very
nice.”

“Oh, she is, and we’re
very close,” she said glancing over at him. “So, what should we
talk about?”

“How about you tell me
about your modeling, and if you know any famous models?”

“I would rather talk about
your writing,” suggested Rachel moving closer to him.

He was about to reply when a couple
approached them.

“Hello,
Rachel.”

“Hello, Mr. and Mrs.
Cartwright.”

“How’s your father?” asked
Mr. Cartwright.

“He's doing
well.”

“Shame he’s missing
tonight,” said Mrs. Cartwright.

“It is. He was supposed to
be here but was delayed in Atlanta so he’s flying back tomorrow
morning.”

“Oh, poor dear,” she
replied.

“Thomas, is it?” queried
Mr. Cartwright.

“Yes,” he replied standing
and shaking his hand.

“This is my wife Agnus,
and I’m Fred, it’s nice to meet you.”

“You too,” he said shaking
Agnus’s hand.

“It was a lovely speech,
and a nice touch with Penelope, you made her night. There aren’t
many young, chivalrous gentlemen left these days,” commented Fred.
“We never knew your grandmother personally, but we saw her dance
many, many times, she was—”

“So graceful and elegant,”
finished Agnus.

“Thank you both, you’re
very kind.”

Rachel, realizing that the Cartwright’s
weren’t in any hurry to leave, stood and motioned to Thomas. “Can
we go for that walk now, before it gets too cold?”

“Sure,” he replied a
little puzzled as he got up, “it was nice meeting you.”

“You too, young man,” said
Fred.

“Say hello to your father,
Rachel,” said Agnes.

“I will,” she confirmed as
she put her arm through Thomas’s.

They left the gazebo and leisurely strolled
in the opposite direction of the patio. At the end of the garden,
close to the stone wall, there were spruce trees, bushes, and in
the middle, a two-seated bench. They sat silently and both gazed up
at the full moon as its light fell upon them. Thomas took off his
coat, and as he put it around her, Rachel smiled at him and thought
about how nice he was.

Thomas noticed a sprinkling of very faint
freckles on her nose. “I like your freckles.”

Rachel covered her nose with her hand. “Oh
no, not enough make up.”

“What do you
mean?”

“I don’t like them,” she
declared. “When I was younger, they were more prominent, so I was
teased a lot at school. Over time, they’ve faded, but I guess I’m
still a little self-conscious about them.”

“Well, I like them,”
reassured Thomas gently moving her hand away from her
face.

“Okay,” she said liking
the feel of his touch.

Thomas let go of her hand and pointed to the
big dipper, and as Rachel looked on with him, she went back and
forth about the best way to ask him and decided on a lead in
question first.

“Do you have any plans
next Saturday night?” she asked hesitantly.

“No, I don’t think
so.”

“I’m having a party. Would
you like to come?”

“Can I say no?” teased
Thomas.

“Nooo,” said Rachel with a
grin.

“Then I guess it’s a yes,”
replied Thomas.

Rachel stood excitedly and beckoned Thomas
to join her. “Come on, I have an invitation inside, and I’ll get it
for you,” she said grabbing his hand and leading him down the path.
When they got back to the patio, she returned his coat, thanked
him, and said she would meet him back at the table. As she crossed
the dance floor, she could still smell his Trussardi cologne on
her, and thought about how wonderful he was.

When Thomas returned to his seat, there was
a scotch and cigar waiting for him. Mr. Collins, who was talking to
Jessica, broke off their conversation when he noticed him.
“Glenfiddich and a cigar,” he said turning in his seat and wearing
a grin. “Compliments of me,” he continued as he stood.

“Thank you,” acknowledged
Thomas smiling back.

“The drink’s for now,
cigar is for later, when we’re outside” he said, then touched his
glass with Thomas’s, and patted him on the back. “I know some
people would say that after a meal, a Napoleon brandy would be more
suited with a cigar,” queried Jack glancing at Thomas for a
response.

“Perhaps, Mr. Collins,
that would be the right thing to do, etiquette and all,” replied
Thomas carefully. “But you look like a man who likes to do whatever
he wants, so you will drink your Glenfiddich, and not worry too
much about what others think,” said Thomas, pausing for effect,
“especially when you’re paying for it.”

Mr. Collins laughed. “You have a good eye
for people. You should be a salesman,” he said leaning forward.
“Forget these fancy, pretty, decorated meals. There’s a place I
know that serves steak the size of your fist, has fifteen different
types of scotch, serves every brand of beer, and twenty
televisions, all with sports,” he whispered. “One day I’ll take you
there because I know you’ll appreciate it.”

“Okay, Mr. Collins,”
replied Thomas glancing up at him as he sipped his scotch, not sure
if he was being serious or not.

“Jack, call me Jack,” he
clarified, “we’ll talk later.”

As Thomas watched him walk around the table,
it was only then that he suddenly realized the size of the man. He
was at least six feet four, two hundred and sixty pounds, but
solid, and his fist hid the glass he was holding.

“I’m back,” said Rachel
sitting next to him, picking up her champagne, and taking a sip as
the DJ played Kool & The Gang’s ‘Celebration.’

“Do you want to dance?”
asked Thomas.

“I’d love too,” she
replied.

Thomas followed her to the floor and watched
her body move to the rhythm; it was mesmerizing. After the fourth
song, they went back to the table and joined her mom who was
sitting alone. Thomas asked them what they wanted to drink and
left. On the way back, he met Jack standing and talking with
Jessica close to the dance floor.

“Hi, Jack, I know you’d
appreciate another Glenfiddich,” he said handing him the
glass.

“Don’t forget we still
have to smoke those cigars,” he said gesturing to his
pocket.

“Let me know when you’re
ready,” he replied then turned to Jessica, “A rum and coke for
you.”

“Thank you,” she said
pleasantly. “We’ll be back at the table in a minute.”

Thomas left them, put a Heineken and glass
in front of Rachel’s empty seat, before sitting, drinking a
mouthful of scotch, and watching the people dancing.

“She’s gone to powder her
nose,” answered Jessica sitting. “Why don’t you go smoke that cigar
with Jack, he said he would be out in a minute, and I’ll wait here
for Rachel and let her now.”

“Thanks, I think I will,”
said Thomas standing and picking up his scotch.

“And in return, I’ll take
a couple of dances when you get back,” she teased.

“It would be my pleasure,”
replied Thomas then excused himself.

Jessica watched Thomas leave, she liked him,
he reminded her of someone she once knew a long time ago. She
quickly looked around for Rachel and wanted her to hurry back
before he returned.


Chapter 5

 


Thomas was glad to get outside again and
feel the breeze on his face, looking around he realized he was
alone, and quickly glanced inside for Jack who was nowhere in
sight. He noticed someone was about to talk on the microphone, and
from what he could make out it, a fundraising activity was about to
take place. He finished his drink, placed it on the patio table,
and decided to take a stroll to the bench and sit for a minute or
two. As he got closer, he spotted a solitary figure sitting on the
bench, and it sounded like she was crying. Thomas turned to
leave.

“Don’t go,” asked the
voice softly.

“Is everything
okay?”

“I’ll be fine in a
minute,” she replied drying her eyes with a tissue. “Please come
over and sit next to me.”

“All right,” he said
joining her. “My name’s Thomas.”

She looked at him. Her eyes were blue like
the Caribbean Sea, her light brown hair was shoulder length, and
parted to one side with a fringe draped over her cheek. As she
moved it away from her face, the moonlight captured her flawless
skin and perfect features; she was beautiful.

“Hi, Thomas,” she said
managing a smile. “My name’s Olivia.”

He looked at her inquisitively. “Have we met
before?”

“Yes,” she said surprised
he remembered. “It was several months ago.”

“Okay, don’t tell me,” he
said wondering where.

“Need help?” she
teased.

Thomas nodded slowly.

“The month was
May.”

Thomas thought aloud. “Where was I in
May?”

She gave him that look of ‘need another
clue.’

“All right, I’ll take
another one.”

“Twenty-third,” she
offered.

“Keep them coming,”
replied Thomas motioning with his hand.

“Saturday night about
eight p.m…intermission...”

Thomas gestured again with his hand for more
hints.

Olivia was about to give him another when
she quickly realized something. “Hold on a second, you know,” she
said tapping his arm playfully, “you’re just messing with me!”

Thomas chuckled. “Giselle, intermission, you
were with Mrs. Peterson. Honestly, it just came to me.”

“Yeah, sure,” she replied
laughing with him.

“I was with my grandmother
in the Patrons Lounge, and I was coming back with some drinks, and
my grandmother turned around and introduced me to Mrs. Peterson and
then you, Olivia Taylor. As I recall, you stayed for a few minutes
and had to leave.” As he was telling her this, he thought back and
remembered Olivia catching him staring at her or at least he
thought she had. But tonight, there was something about her that
was slightly different, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on
it.

“You do remember,” she
said delightedly.

“I do, but there was
something different about you then?”

“You mean my jeans, sweat
top, and no make-up,” she said horrified he had remembered that
part. “Please let me explain, I had danced in the matinee that day,
and had planned on enough time to go home and change, but I was
delayed leaving and never made it home. I knew that was the reason
why you were staring at me, I felt so embarrassed that I had to
leave and go back to my seat. I really wanted to explain it to you
then but decided on a hasty retreat instead, and I promised myself
that when I saw you again, I would put you straight. You must have
thought—”

“It was your hair, you had
it up in a ponytail, that’s what’s different.”

She gave him a blank look. ‘Really, my hair!
That’s it. But weren’t you staring at me, at my clothes?”

Thomas didn’t want to tell her that he was
staring at her because he thought she was the most beautiful woman
he had ever seen. “No, I was staring at you because I thought you
looked cute, natural.”

“Cute, naturally,” she
repeated unsure. “Really?”

“Really,” he confirmed.
“But I’ve seen you since then.”

“Yes, you have, at your
grandmother’s funeral,” confessed Olivia sadly staring into the
darkness. “Your grandmother was a very special lady, she taught me
from the time I was five to fifteen, and I owe her a great deal,”
she revealed glancing over at him. “She used to talk about you all
the time and even brought in pictures of you.” Olivia stopped and
fondly thought about those days with a smile.

“You spoke well of her
tonight.”

“Thank you,” he replied
and remembered something she had told him. “At Giselle, when you
were walking away, my grandmother said to me that you would be a
principal dancer this year. Are you the new principal dancer I’ve
been hearing about this evening?”

“I am,” she replied
humbly. “Penny, who has been instructing me for the last ten years,
is over the moon.” Olivia looked down and suddenly wanted to cry
but contained herself. “Actually, the only other time I’ve seen her
as happy was tonight,” she said glancing at Thomas. “That was
something quite special you did for her.”

“Thank you,” he
replied.

Olivia didn’t know how to ask and decided
just to blurt it. “Would you like to come to my opening night?”

“Well, I—”

“I’ll buy the
ticket.”

“I’d—”

“There’s a reception
afterwards, please, say yes.”

Thomas went silent, rubbed his thumb and
index finger on his chin, and pretended to be thinking really hard.
“Hm, I think I have plans that night.”

“You don’t even know the
date,” responded Olivia realizing he was being playful again and
pushed his hand from under his chin.

“I wouldn’t miss it for
the world, and I’m honored that you asked me, but on one condition,
I’ll buy my ticket.”

“No, please, let me buy
it, I’d like to,” she pleaded. “Please, let me.”

“All right.”

“Yay!” she said
cheerfully.

Someone had opened the patio doors to let
the night air in and the faint sound of someone singing badly
inside could be heard.

“What’s that?” asked
Thomas.

“It’s one of our
fundraising events. The First National Ballet dancers are
approached by guests, and for a hundred dollars, you can request
the dancer to perform a talent that they think they have, such as
sing, juggle, and so on, or you can just opt for a dance with them.
Some talents are good; some not so good. Right now, someone has
paid to hear Francis Gray sing, or should I say, try to sing!” she
said chuckling as they listened.

“Is he singing a George
Michael song? It sounds like he’s singing ‘Faith.’”

“Yes, he is, and he thinks
he looks like him.”

“Does he?”

“I guess so, but you’ll
have to judge for yourself.”

“Do you have a secret
talent?”

“Well, I usually just
accept a dance,” she said, and couldn’t believe what she was about
to say, “or I can sing?”

“I’d like to hear you
sing,” replied Thomas.

“What song?”

“I’d like you to
choose.”

“Okay, I’ll choose one
especially for you,” she said then studied him momentarily. “Can I
ask you something?”

“Anything.”

“Do you believe in
fate?”

“No.”

“That was quick. Why
not?”

“I like to believe our
life is in our own hands and we are in control of it.”

“So, we are responsible
for our lives, no one else?”

“Yes, I believe so,” he
reconfirmed and wondered why she had asked.

Olivia sat back, gazed up at the stars, and
thought. He didn’t know about tonight, the award, and why she had
been crying. About Francis, about her mother, her father, and how
complicated her life was. She wanted to tell him everything, and
she knew she may never have this chance again, but would he
understand? How could she expect him to? He hardly knew her. She
wanted to confide in him, tell him everything, but she couldn’t
bring herself to do it because she was scared. Besides, being
scared and crying about it seemed so much easier, although much
more painful.

“It’s a beautiful night,”
said Thomas interrupting her train of thought.

“It is.”

“Just think how long it
has taken the universe to give us this moment, right
now.”

“I never thought about it
that way,” she said contemplating it. “The moon, the stars, the
trees, the garden, and us, on this bench, right now. It’s really
quite amazing when you think about it that way.”

“And if you hadn’t asked
me to join you, we would have missed it.”

“We would have,” she
acknowledged happily.

“I’m glad you’re
smiling.”

“You’re to blame” she said
light-heartedly and was about to kiss him on the cheek.

“Olivia, is that you back
there?”

“Yes, Penny,” she replied.
“I can call her Penny now, rather than Ms. Daily, she insists I
do,” she whispered as she stood and searched through her handbag.
“Thomas, you have to put the donation in this envelope, but let me
write your name, my name, and the song on it, first,” she said
jotting it down. “Here you go.” She stopped and held onto it
momentarily. “Promise me you won’t read it. I want it to be a
surprise.”

“I won’t. I
promise.”

“Okay,” she said. “You
need to give this to the DJ, he’ll call me up, and then I’ll put
the envelope in the basket.”

“Olivia!” called out
Penny.

“I’ll be there in a
minute,” replied Olivia, “she needs my help, I’ll see you inside.”
She started to leave, stopped, and turned around. Her knee-length
black evening gown showed off her ample breasts, slim hips, and
long lovely legs. She hesitated, then convinced herself to walk
back to him, lean over, and kiss him on the cheek. “Thank you, for
everything,” she whispered and quickly left.

Thomas stared at the ground and wondered why
Olivia had been crying, he didn’t like seeing anyone upset,
especially her. He slowly got up, and as he strolled back to the
patio, thought about her kiss.


Chapter 6

 


“Thomas where have you
been, I’ve been looking for you everywhere?” asked Jack. “Come with
me to the bar and let me buy you a drink.”

“Okay, but I’ve just got
to go talk to the DJ first,” he replied. “I’ll meet you
there.”

“It’s all right, I’ll come
with you, the DJ is on the way,” said Jack walking with
him.

When they arrived at the platform, Jack
stopped to talk to a couple while Thomas waited on the steps for
the DJ to notice him. He casually glanced around the ballroom and
could see Rachel, she had her back to him, and was talking and
laughing with someone. The DJ eventually saw Thomas and waved him
up, he handed him the envelope, then met Jack and walked over to
the bar.

“Scotch,
Thomas?”

“Thanks, Jack.”

“Two Glenfiddich’s,” said
Jack to the bartender.

After he dropped them off and they moved off
to the side.

“Do you play golf?” asked
Jack.

“I do,” replied Thomas
taking a sip of his drink.

“Any good?”

“I’m okay,” replied
Thomas. He was a fine golfer but knew enough not to give a fellow
golfer the upper hand, especially when he knew what the next
question was going to be.

“What’s your
handicap?”

“I didn’t have one this
summer,” said Thomas. “I didn’t get too many chances to play under
the circumstances.”

“Oh yeah, of course,
sorry,” replied Jack remembering the funeral.

It was another deception; Thomas had played
more this summer than any other. Playing golf had actually helped
him take his mind off his grandmother’s passing and her funeral. In
fact, he had played twice last week. “What’s yours?”

“You know, I haven’t been
out enough this summer to rank myself,” said Jack. “I’ve been busy,
too.”

Thomas laughed and Jack joined in.

“I’ll give you a call and
we’ll play one day. The loser can pay for lunch.”

Thomas couldn’t resist. “I like my steak
medium rare and my beer cold, Jack.”

“You’re a cocky S.O.B!”
stated Jack grinning. “And I like that!”

“I knew you
would.”

Jack looked over at the crowded dance floor
then back at Thomas. “What do you think? Fifty bucks a dance.”

“You’re not my type,
Jack.”

Jack chuckled. “It’s a fundraiser event, to
dance with one of them or get them to sing, recite Shakespeare,
whatever, it costs a fifty.”

“I thought it was a
hundred?”

“No, fifty, which means
for the next two hours it’s going to cost you a fifty every time
you want to dance with Rachel, and that’s per song.”

“But Rachel isn’t a ballet
dancer?” queried Thomas.

“First, it’s the dancers,
then throughout the evening they add people to the list that are
well-known in the community, celebrities, television personalities,
musicians, models, and such. It adds variety, plus it helps with
the fundraising. They just announced it a few minutes
ago.”

Thomas realized he had been outside and was
about to ask Jack about Rachel.

“Here you are, I was
wondering where you had gotten to,” said Rachel approaching
him.

Jack jumped in. “I’ve just been telling him
about the fifty dollars a dance, he was out of the room when they
announced it, drink Rachel?”

“Heineken please, Jack,”
she replied as she watched him walk over to the bar.

“So, you’re well-known in
the community?” asked Thomas. “You must do a lot of volunteer
work?”

“Yes, I do,” she said with
a smile, convinced he had no idea.

Jack returned holding a tray of beers and
whiskeys. “Let’s head back to the table and get this party
started.” As they followed Jack, Rachel put her arm through
Thomas’s, then sat close to him.

For the next hour, Thomas danced with Rachel
and her mother, listened to two ballerinas sing, and drank and
swapped golfing, fishing, and eating stories with Jack.
Occasionally, he looked around to see if he could spot Olivia, but
she was nowhere to be seen.

Rachel excused herself, and Thomas watched
her leave before turning to talk to Jack, she returned several
minutes later.

“Thomas,” she said getting
his attention, “I would like you to meet my closest and dearest
friend, Olivia Taylor.”

“Hi, Thomas,” said
Olivia.

“Olivia, nice to see you
again,” he said standing, leaning over, and kissing her cheek. He
was right, her skin was soft.

“You two know each other?”
asked a surprised Rachel.

“Prior to tonight, the
last time we met was at the ballet last season, Thomas used to take
his grandmother,” said Olivia smiling. “Did you know she taught me
for ten years?”

“No, I didn’t,” replied
Rachel.

“I’m what you might call,
a friend of the family,” she said glancing over at him.

“Really?” said Rachel
wondering why she had never mentioned this before.

The music lowered and the DJ spoke softly.
“Olivia Taylor to the DJ, Olivia, to the DJ.”

“Please, excuse
me.”

“Of course,” replied
Thomas.

“Make sure you come back
and sit with us, we have so much to talk about,” said Rachel
squeezing her hand.

“Don’t worry, I’ll be back
right after I sing.”

“Sing! You’re singing?”
asked a shocked Rachel.

“I am,” confirmed Olivia
gracefully strolling away.

Both Rachel and Jessica glanced at one
another dumbfounded.

Thomas wasn’t sure what was going on. “Is
she that bad?”

Jessica moved over and sat next to him. “I’m
not one for gossip, but since this happened many years ago and
everyone else here knows, I don’t see any harm in me telling you
the abbreviated version,” she said candidly. “When she was younger,
Olivia and her father were very close, and he used to take her to
her ballet classes and was the one who enrolled her in the First
National Ballet School. Now during this time, her father was a
famous opera singer, and still is, but back when they were
together, he used to sing duets with her, and she became an
exceptional singer. Here’s the sad part…Olivia’s father started to
have an affair with one of the opera co-stars, and was eventually
caught by her mother, who in turn, threw him out. He tried for
custody of Olivia but lost. Olivia, devastated by what her father
did, didn’t want anything to do with him, so heartbroken, he moved
to New York City. Shortly after when Olivia was eighteen, her
mother remarried, and Olivia moved out. Her mother bought her a
place and gave her money every month, then moved to San Francisco,
and we’ve never seen her since. I think the humiliation of what had
happened, and everyone knowing, was too much for her. Her father
was, or I should say is, a really nice man and I liked him a lot,
actually we all did, and I still find it difficult to believe he
did what he did.”

“Why?”

“Because he loved Olivia
so much, she was his life, and you could never imagine him hurting
her like that. He just didn’t look like the type, then again, what
does the type look like,” she said with a heavy sigh.
“Unfortunately, after her father left, Olivia never sang again,
well, at least never publicly.”

What have I done? thought Thomas. Wait a
second, I didn’t suggest she sing, she offered, something wasn’t
right.

The music went off and the murmur of the
crowd took over. “Ladies and gentlemen, to sing for us now, Ms.
Olivia Taylor.” There was an unusual silence as people surveyed the
podium to confirm that the DJ must be mistaken, as he offered
Olivia the microphone, they realized he wasn’t.

“This song is for someone
very special,” she said before handing it back to him.

Olivia sang ‘Think of Me’ from the Phantom
of the Opera. It was beautiful, effortless, and flawless, and
Thomas felt goose bumps on his arms, and a wonderful anxiety in his
chest.

When she finished, people clapped loudly,
and several shouted ‘Brava!’ while others called for an encore.
Olivia graciously curtsied, thanked them, and walked off the
podium.

It took her fifteen minutes to make it
through the crowd, and when she arrived, she had Penelope on her
arm. As Rachel and Jessica took turns complimenting her, Penelope
moved close to Thomas and whispered in his ear. “You must’ve been
sent from Heaven, an angel perhaps, only you could have made her
sing again.”

Thomas had a blank look on his face. “Well,
I really didn’t do anything, we were just outside and…” he said
glancing up and realizing she wasn’t even there. Penelope had moved
toward Olivia and was saying something in her ear. Thomas picked up
his drink, took a long sip, and when he turned around Olivia was
standing in front of him.

“Thank you,” he said
standing and giving her hug. “You know you should sing more often,
that was beautiful.”

“For you, Thomas,
anytime,” she said affectionately then gently caressed his arm.
“When I get back, I’ll pay off that dance-debt I owe you, my choice
of song though.”

“You don’t owe me
a—”

“You paid a hundred. That
guaranteed you your song, and me, at least one dance,” she said
revealing a sly smile. “Please excuse me, and I will be back
shortly for that dance.” She left and headed for the
foyer.

“I’ve never heard her sing
before,” admitted Rachel joining Thomas. “I was told she was really
good but that was an understatement.”

“It truly was,” agreed
Thomas.

“Would you like to dance?”
she asked as a slow song came on.

“I would love to,” he
replied.

They moved onto the dance floor. Thomas put
one hand around her waist and held her hand with the other. She
moved close to him, and he could smell the sweetness of her
perfume, and feel her firm breasts rub up against his chest. She
rested her head on his shoulder. Tonight, all she wanted was to be
a regular girl enjoying a night out, and not Rachel Carter, and
Thomas was giving her that opportunity. She knew if she didn’t tell
him, he would find out sooner rather than later, and she would, but
not tonight, she was having too much fun, perhaps tomorrow. Her
mother and Jack had promised not to say anything to him, but
everyone else knew, and hopefully none of them would say something
and spoil their evening.

Olivia walked across the foyer and into the
restroom. She made sure all the stalls were empty before locking
herself in the last one, leaning against the wall, and quietly
crying.


Chapter 7

 


It was getting late, and people were
starting to leave. Rachel and Jessica had their coats in their arms
and were making their rounds of goodbyes when Olivia rejoined them.
Thomas glanced over at her and there was a distant look in her
eyes.

“Olivia, would you like a
drink of something?” asked Jack.

“Can I have one of those
beers?”

Jack looked down at the ones he’d been
stacking on the table all night. “Of course,” he said pouring one
into a glass and passing it to her.

Olivia took a long drink. “Do you know how
long it’s been since I’ve had a beer?” she asked staring at the
glass.

“About two seconds?”
kidded Thomas.

She tried to keep a serious face but burst
into laughter, Jack and Thomas followed suit.

“I can’t even remember the
last time I laughed,” she said glancing at them both before taking
another swig. She leaned toward Thomas and whispered to him, “but
that’s all going to change.”

Thomas was about to ask her what was going
to change.

“It’s time for us to
go.”

“Let me help you with your
coat,” he offered, standing, and assisting Jessica then
Rachel.

“Thomas, can we drop you
anywhere?” asked Jessica.

“I drove down and I’m
staying here tonight,” he confirmed. “I have some things I want to
do in town tomorrow, but thanks for the offer.”

“Do you have a room?”
inquired Jessica.

“Not yet, but I asked one
of the hotel staff after dinner and he confirmed they have rooms
available,” reassured Thomas. “I was planning on getting here a
little earlier and reserving one, well, you all know how that
worked out.”

Jack, using his best English accent, retold
the story of Alfie trying to get Thomas’s attention which made them
all laugh.

“Here you go, room 1710,”
said Jessica handing Thomas two room keys. “One is for the door and
the other is for the elevator. Bill was supposed to be back from
Atlanta earlier this evening, and he was going to shower and change
in the room, but he was delayed and won’t be coming in till
tomorrow, so the room is yours.”

“I appreciate that,” said
Thomas, “but you’ll have to let me pay for it.”

“Nonsense,” said Jessica
disapprovingly, “breakfast is included, and there’s a free bar, so
order what you want and just video check out before you leave.
Plus, Thomas, I feel much better knowing someone is going to use it
rather than having it going to waste.”

“Thank you very much,” he
replied sincerely.

“Time for me to leave,
too,” said Jack pulling his coat check ticket out of his inner suit
pocket along with two cigars. He put one back and gave the other to
Thomas. “For tonight.”

Thomas said he would walk with them up to
the lobby and pulled Olivia out of her seat to join him. As they
went up the escalator and across the lobby to the exit, they talked
about the night. Once there, a black stretch limousine pulled up,
and Thomas followed Rachel and Jessica outside and opened the door
for them. They each gave him a hug and a kiss before jumping in,
and after he closed it, he watched it drive away. Suddenly it
stopped, and the door opened.

“Thomas,” shouted Rachel
waving him over.

“Is everything okay?” he
asked.

“I forgot to give you
this, I’ve had it with me all night,” she said handing him the
invitation. “Don’t forget it’s this Saturday, and bring a change of
clothes, casual stuff, you know, jeans.”

“I will,” he said with a
smile. “I’m looking forward to it.”

Rachel was beaming as he closed the
door.

“Rachel, you should have
told him,” said Jessica pulling her close. “You don’t want him to
find out on his own or from someone else.”

“I know, I know, but it
was so nice just being regular-girl Rachel. It’s not every day I
meet someone who likes me just for me” she said in her defense. “We
spent so much time talking about my daycare and kid’s camp ideas,
it was amazing, and he actually listened to me and was
supportive.”

“I understand,” replied
Jessica sympathetically, “but he needs to hear it from you first.
Promise me you’ll tell him before the party.”

“I promise, Mom,” she said
putting her head on her shoulder. “He’s so charming, thoughtful,
caring, and sexy.”

“He is,” replied
Jessica.

A taxi pulled up, Jack jumped in, rolled
down the window, and stuck out his head. “Have a good night,
Thomas. I’ll give you a call and arrange a day for us to play that
round of golf. What’s your handicap again?”

“Nice try, Jack,” replied
Thomas with a chuckle and a wave as it drove away. I guess Taxi
Jack can’t afford a limousine, thought Thomas, putting the
invitation in his suit pocket. He went inside and strolled over to
Olivia. “Can I have the honor of escorting you back?”

“Yes, young sir, you can,”
she said happily putting her arm through his.

The music was still playing, and there were
quite a few people dancing, when they sat down at their empty
table.

“Are you doing anything
tomorrow?” asked Thomas.

“No, not really,” she
replied sipping her beer.

“Would you like to walk
around town with me?”

“What time?” she asked
interestedly.

“Well, let me see, I’m
going to have breakfast in the hotel at about ten, go to Mass at
the cathedral at twelve, then walk around town from about one,
onwards. So, we could meet me at one?” he suggested and waited. “Or
later, I don’t want to pressure you.”

“No, you’re not. I want to
meet you. It’s just that I haven’t been to Mass for a long time,
and would like to go, but feel a little…awkward.”

“Then meet me
after?”

“But I would like to go,”
she said apprehensively.

“Okay, then come with me.”
He could sense by her silence that she was anxious and unsure.
“Olivia, trust me, I’ll be with you, and you will be
okay.”

She smiled to herself at the thought of how
nice it would be to go with him. “Okay, I’ll meet you outside the
cathedral at eleven forty-five.”

“Great,” replied
Thomas.

“Ladies and gentlemen,
these are the last three songs of the evening, and we will be
slowing it down. Thank you for a great night and have a safe drive
home.”

“I’ll take that dance now,
Thomas,” said Olivia.

They walked onto the dance floor, and he
placed his hand around her waist, and with his other hand, held
hers. She let go and put both her arms around his waist, Thomas
responded by placing his arms around her and pulling her close. She
slowly put her head on his shoulder, and he could feel her warm
breath on his neck. She closed her eyes, swayed to the music, and
wanted him to hold her forever.

Before the end of the third song, Thomas
pulled away slightly, and Olivia lifted her head. He gazed deeply
into her eyes; she was so beautiful. She looked at him, at his
lips, and wanted him to kiss her. Thomas thought about it.

“Goodnight, ladies and
gentlemen, and thank you,” said the DJ breaking their
trance.

They slowly let go of one another and
strolled off the dance floor. “How are you getting home,” asked
Thomas.

“Taxi, I only live five
minutes away.”

They left the ballroom, picked up their
coats, and Thomas helped Olivia put on hers then put his over his
arm. They went to the lobby and waited for a cab, and one came
almost immediately. They went outside, Thomas opened the door, and
she quickly kissed him on the cheek before jumping in. “I’ll see
you tomorrow.”

“Eleven forty-five,” he
confirmed cheerfully, then closed the door, and looked on as the
cab drove away.

Inside, Olivia smiled happily and thought
about seeing him tomorrow.

Thomas went to his car and grabbed his
overnight bag. The room was on the top floor, and was in fact a
suite, and had two bedrooms with en suites, a sitting area with a
fireplace, a wet bar, and an entertainment system. He took a quick
shower, put on a hotel bathrobe, then poured himself a drink and
sat in front of the fireplace. He took a long sip, thought about
the night, and was worried he had entered into a world that he
didn’t belong in. Maybe I should have never opened the door to the
ballroom, he thought, but if he hadn’t, he would have never met
her. Who was he kidding, he was an unpublished writer working in a
distribution center, what would she see in him? And what could he
have, that she could possibly want? He had nothing to offer her,
and she had everything she needed.


Chapter 8

 


Thomas arrived at the cathedral at eleven
thirty. He walked across the street to a small park, sat on the
wooden bench, and waited. The sun was full in the sky and the
leaves in the park were green and motionless. He watched the people
walking back and forth and noticed Olivia standing across the
street, called her name, and waved. She waved back and strolled
towards him. She was wearing light blue jeans, a navy blouse, and
her hair was pulled back off her face with a hair clip. And as she
got closer, Thomas noticed how her deep blue eyes shimmered in the
sunlight.

“Good morning,” she said
sitting next to him and putting her jacket on her lap. “Have you
been here long?”

“No, I just got here a few
minutes ago.”

“It’s a beautiful day,”
she said looking around. “Look at all this color.”

“I know, I was just
admiring it, I think this is the best seat in the house,” he said
glancing at her. “You look great.”

“Thank you,” she replied
blushing.

“Are you ready to go
inside?”

Olivia quickly grabbed his arm. “Thomas, I
haven’t been to Mass for a long time and I’m a little nervous.”

Thomas gently placed his hand on hers.
“You’ll be fine, come on.” They both stood up and Thomas held her
hand as they crossed the street.

With his help, they followed the missal
throughout the service, then he found the songs in the hymnbook and
listened as she sang. During Holy Communion, she refused to take it
until she went to confession, so she looked on as Thomas went up.
On the way out, they shook hands with the priest, who wished them a
wonderful day.

“Thomas, will you come
with me again next week?” she asked eagerly.

“I would like that,” he
said looking at her. “I used to bring my grandmother here every
Sunday.”

“I used to come with my
father, and we used to sing the hymns together,” she said sadly,
but smiled as she thought of those fond memories.

“Well, unfortunately, I’m
tone deaf,” he said and chuckled.

“You are pretty awful,”
she replied and playfully poked him in the side.

“Does your father live
around here?” he asked, not wanting her to wonder why he never
asked about her family.

“No, he lives in New York
City, and I haven’t talked to him in a very long time,” she said
quietly. “We don’t get along.”

“What about your
mother?”

“She remarried and moved
to San Francisco. I see her once in a while, either she comes to
visit or I go out there,” she explained glancing at him. “I heard
you parents passed away.”

“Yeah, they were on a
plane in Europe, it had engine problems, and it crashed,” revealed
Thomas.

“I’m sorry.”

“That’s okay, it was a
long time ago, and I was only eighteen,” he said slowing down. “My
grandmother took it the hardest, and never really recovered from
it, that was the year she stopped teaching.”

Olivia remembered that because it was the
same year Penny took over her classes, but said nothing, instead,
they walked in silence for a while.

“Can I ask you a personal
question?” asked Olivia putting her arm through his

“Of course.”

“What was is it like for
you? You know, not having your parents?”

“I miss them; I miss them
a lot, and there’s not a day that goes by when I don’t think of
them or miss them,” he confessed. “I would have loved to have gone
fishing with my dad, played golf with him, watched sports on TV, or
just been able to talk to him life. Or talked with my mother as she
cooked dinner, watched one of her favorite musicals with her, or
have her meet some of my girlfriends and show embarrassing photos
of me. All those simple things that we take for granted.” He
suddenly stopped and thought for a minute. “Do you know what I miss
most of all?”

Olivia shook her head.

“Sunday dinners, no matter
how busy we were, we always ate Sunday dinners together. We used to
talk and laugh; it was a lot of fun.”

“That sounds
wonderful.”

“It was,” he said and
started to walk. “How long has it been since you talked to your
father?”

“Nine years.”

“That’s a long
time.”

“I know, but he really
hurt me.”

Thomas put his arm around her and gave her a
comforting squeeze as they approached a young man playing a sax in
the parkette entrance.

“Hey, young lovers how
about I play you a love song?” asked the saxophonist.

“We’re just friends,”
replied Thomas removing his arm.

“How about a couple’s song
then?”

Thomas placed five dollars into the hat on
the ground.

“Okay, lovely lady, what
will it be?”

“Do you know
‘Unforgettable’ by Nat King Cole?” asked Olivia.

The saxophonist smiled and started
playing.

Thomas whispered in her ear. “Do you know
the words?”

She nodded.

“Will you sing for
me?”

She looked at him. “What? Here?”

“Please, for
me."

Olivia sang, and halfway through, the
saxophonist stopped and sang with her. His deep rich voice
complimented Olivia’s, and a small crowd started to gather and
clapped when they finished.

“Thank you,” said Olivia
to the saxophonist.

“Anytime, pretty lady,” he
said, then turned to the people putting money into his hat. “Thank
you, thank you.”

“That was one of my
father’s favorite songs,” said Olivia as they walked onto Second
Street and headed south towards the harbor front.

“It’s so beautiful down
here, especially at Christmas time with the colorful lights, the
snow falling, and the outdoor ice rink playing festive music,” said
Thomas.

“I know, it’s so magical”
she replied.

“We used to come down here
and ice skate, and afterwards, just north of here, about fifteen
minutes that way,” he said pointing. “There’s an English pub called
The Duke, and we used to go there for dinner. I’ll take there one
night, you’d enjoy it.”

“I’d like that,” she said
enthusiastically.

“Do you golf?”

“I’ve played a couple of
time but I’m not very good, I’m more of a putt-putt golfer,” she
acknowledged, and hoped she hadn’t put him off taking her, and
giggled at her unintentional pun.

“What’s so
funny?”

“Oh nothing, just thinking
about me golfing” she said. “Maybe I just needed the right
instructor. Would you take me and teach me?”

“First lesson is free!” he
joked.

“Deal!” she said, happy
with the way their conversation was going.

“Did you know Jack wants
me to play him?”

“I’d heard,” she replied.
“Apparently he’s really good, and he’s always telling Penny about
his handicap, I think that’s what he called it, last week it was
fourteen.”

“Fourteen, really!”
replied Thomas. “I asked him last night what it was, he said he
didn’t have one, and that he hadn’t played in a while. I knew he
did.”

“Oops! Sorry
Jack.”

“Don’t worry, it will be
our secret,” promised Thomas. “What do you like to do?”

“I like to swim, there’s
an indoor pool where I live, so I swim quite a lot. I also like to
ski, skate, do aerobic classes, and I read quite a bit. I also like
watching old movies, actually no, I love watching old
movies.”

“What kind?”

“Romance, musicals,
westerns, mysteries, you name it.”

“Me too.”

They walked and talked for an hour about
their favorites movies and ended up at the theater where Olivia
performed.

“What does it feel like
dancing on stage?” asked Thomas.

She contemplated for a minute. “It feels
like I’m dancing in Heaven.”

“Do you ever get nervous
performing in front of all those people?”

“I’m always nervous, but
not a worried type of nervous, it’s a different kind. More of an
excitement nervousness, like butterflies, does that make
sense?”

“Definitely.”

“Come on, I’ll take you on
a personal backstage tour,” she said taking him by the hand. She
said hello to the security guard at the entrance then showed him
around the building ending the tour on the stage.

“Wow!” exclaimed Thomas as
he looked out at all the empty seats. “I can’t even begin to
imagine what it would be like if this was full of
people.”

“Five thousand plus,”
confirmed Olivia.

“That’s incredible,” said
Thomas shaking his head, then stopped and gave her a curious
look.

“What?” she asked moving
close to him.

“Will you dance for
me?”

“Now?” she
asked.

“You know what, you don’t
have to, I’m being too pushy.”

“Nonsense, I would like
to.”

“Will you get in
trouble?”

She smiled. “No, well, maybe,” she said
mischievously, and quickly took off her jacket and handed it to
him. “Hold this, I’ll be back in a minute.”

Thomas watched her leave. She looked good in
jeans.

Minutes later, she came back wearing ballet
slippers tied over her jeans, and her hair in a ponytail. “I always
keep a pair here,” she admitted. “What ballet?”

Thomas was amazed at her sudden confidence.
“What about Romeo and Juliet?”

“One of my favorites,” she
replied.

“Should I go sit down
there?” he said pointing to the seats.

“No,” she said motioning
off to the side, “there’s a chair over there, put it on the stage
right about here, front and center stage.”

He placed the chair down and sat as she left
the stage.

Her head poked around the curtain. “Are you
ready?”

“Ready.”

She danced for thirty minutes, and for her
finale, she stopped in front of him and did fifteen pirouettes then
stood back and curtsied.

Thomas put her coat on the floor, clapped
his hands, and yelled, “Brava! Brava!” He then walked over to her
and kissed her hand. “You dance like an angel in Heaven.”

“Thank you,” she replied
and curtsied once more. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

Thomas picked up her jacket, put the chair
back, and met Olivia in the middle of the stage. She was smiling to
herself.

“Can I be let in on your
secret?” he asked.

“One day,
perhaps.”

They left, walked down around the harbor,
and talked about sports, television shows, and music. An hour later
they were back at the theater.

“I promised Kate I would
be home for dinner.”

“What’s she
like?

“You’d like her, she’s a
lot of fun, and far less serious than I am.”

“Oh, knowing that, then
I’m sure I will,” said Olivia teasingly. She liked the fact that he
mentioned that his sister would like her, but what about her
brother? she thought. “I really enjoyed today.”

“So did I,” replied
Thomas.

“Would you like to come
over for dinner on Friday? We could go for a swim, listen to some
music, and watch some old movies.”

“Yeah, I’d like that. Is
there something I can bring?”

“You can bring the
movies.”

“That’s it?’

“That’s it!”

“Where do you live?” he
asked.

Olivia pointed to a block of condominiums
across the street. “Count twelve floors up, and look over to the
far-left corner, that’s mine.”

“What’s your
number?”

“1211. The door man will
call up, then let you in.”

“Actually, I meant your
phone number, although I would need your condo number too,” he said
a little embarrassed.

She smiled and produced her cell phone.
“Give me yours and I’ll send you a text with mine.”

Thomas told her.

“Okay, I’ve sent it,” she
confirmed.

“So, what time
Friday?”

“Around six.”

“All right, I’ll see you
then,” replied Thomas.

“I had a really nice
day.”

“Me too.”

There was an uncertain silence.

“Well, I should get
going,” he said leaning over and politely kissing her on the cheek.
“I’ll see you Friday.”

“Friday,” she said with a
smile, then turned, and sauntered away.

Thomas thought about her as he walked back
to the hotel, and Olivia was beaming when she entered her condo and
closed the door behind her.


Chapter 9

 


“Hi, Kate, sorry I’m
late.”

“It’s okay, I’m a little
behind.”

“How’s the
studying?”

“Exhausting,” she replied
rolling her eyes.

“You should have waited
and let me cook,” suggested Thomas.

“No, it gives my mind a
rest, besides, I like cooking for you,” she said looking over at
him.

“I’m just going to take
these upstairs,” said Thomas holding up his overnight bag and suit.
“I’ll just be a minute.”

“A girl called for you,”
teased Kate.

Thomas stopped and walked back to her.
“Who?”

“She said her name was
Rachel and didn’t give me her last name. I did talk to her for a
few minutes, and she sounds very nice, and seems very interesting.
You’ll have to tell me about your escapades last night,” she said
with an air of inquisition.

“You lawyers, I’m pleading
the Fifth Amendment!” replied Thomas leaving.

Ten minutes later he joined Kate at the
kitchen table, and over Sunday dinner, told her about the last
twenty-four hours.

“I wish I would have been
there. I would have loved to have seen you scampering to the back
of the hall,” she said laughing at the thought.

“Very funny, I knew you
would get a kick out of that,” said Thomas standing.

“Are you interested in
either of them?” asked Kate as she watched Thomas clear the
table.

“Both of them are
interesting,” he replied.

“You know what I mean!”
exclaimed Kate.

“Rachel is breathtaking,
and she could be a world-famous model, but looks aside, I really
enjoyed talking with her. She wants to open a daycare or kid’s
camp, which is great. Olivia, on the other hand, is beautiful and
graceful, and a professional ballerina. She’s also sensitive, fun,
and compassionate. They’re both very rich and…” Thomas
hesitated.
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