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To my readers, always


 

CHAPTER 1

 

It was five o’clock in the afternoon, and Donna was just about certain her boyfriend Patrick had forgotten her birthday. He messaged her earlier saying that he had a day full of meetings and wouldn’t be able to hang out until the weekend. Donna wouldn’t be so sad if he’d included something wishing her a happy birthday, but he offered nothing. She understood that he was a corporate consultant with a lot of socializing and schmoozing to do, but how could he forget her birthday?

She was walking around town feeling bad for herself since she didn’t have plans on her birthday. She’d been dating Patrick for over a year, and as handsome and ambitious as he was, she wasn’t sure how much more of the remoteness that she could take. He seemed like a star when they first met, sparkling like diamonds set against sterling silver. She wasn’t sure what to think about him now. He felt more like an expensive painting she could show off to the world, something that would make others think she had everything when she really had nothing at all except a pretty piece of art.

“Hey, girl! Happy birthday!” Ruby said brightly when she picked up the phone. “It’s the big Three Oh!”

“Yep!” Donna said as she sat on a park bench. She was trying her best not to cry, but the emotions coursing through her were overwhelming. “Thirty. Can you believe it?”

“I beat you to it, so yes!” Ruby said with her infectious laugh. She was a bubbly blonde who kept a streak of red in her hair to match her name. They met at a party at the Marlowe Institute of Art where Donna worked as an exhibit coordinator. She’d gotten her MFA in painting there along with a group of thirteen other students. Seven people got accepted each year on a full-ride scholarship, and most stayed in the tight-knit community upon graduation.

“So, what are you doing tonight? Is Patrick taking you out for dinner?”

Donna didn’t want to react, but she broke down hearing the question. She’d nudged Patrick with gentle reminders over the past month about her birthday, hoping that he would do something special. She didn’t even make plans with her friends or anything because she thought he would come around. In retrospect, it was rather naive on her part to expect that from such a busy man, or was it that he simply didn’t care?

“Donna, what’s wrong? Why are you crying?”

“He forgot my birthday!” The tears really started flowing after she confessed the truth. It was growing late in the day, and there was no chance Patrick was about to come around. “He didn’t even wish me a happy birthday.” Donna felt ridiculous for crying, but she’d been looking forward to a romantic evening with her boyfriend for so long. She never expected to be let down like this.

“That bastard!”

“It’s okay,” Donna said, trying to regain control of herself. “I shouldn’t expect so much from him.”

  “Don’t do that,” Ruby chided. “If he cared about you, he would have said something. You can’t keep letting him treat you like this.”

Donna wiped away her tears. Ruby was one of the few people who knew how she truly felt about Patrick and how he treated her. She was one of the only people who knew that Patrick had stood her up on more than a few occasions to get to some work event or another on time. It was becoming rather clear where his priorities stood, but Donna didn’t want to start all over. Dating was hard.

Ruby sighed heavily. “I wish I were free, but I have to get to my nephew’s birthday party. My sister will kill me if I don’t go. If you haven’t heard from him when I finish there, though, we’re going dancing! Do you hear me?”

Donna chuckled. “I hear you.”

“Keep your head up, girl. Don’t let that boy get you down.”

“Thanks, Ruby. You’re the best. Tell Louis I said happy birthday.”

“Will do,” Ruby said and ended the call.

Donna shook her head as she stared at her reflection in the phone’s blank screen. She needed to do better. She took a deep breath and got up from the park bench, in desperate need of some caffeine. She went to Luna Park Bookstore for a coffee and to find something to read in case she didn’t make it out that night, surprised when she saw her friend Gene the moment she walked through the door.
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