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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


The passing faces never failed to
interest Michelle Gregory. Each day, a continuous crowd of people
walked by her corner… a veritable lava-flow of human beings. Most
of them saw nothing but the quickest way to wherever it was they
were going. Some of the faces wore anger; others appeared worried;
the majority, however, held a fixed expression of intense
concentration. Since her move to the ‘Big Apple’, Michelle quickly
learned that New Yorkers seldom smile, being completely immersed in
their various occupations. At first she wondered, naively, if the
amount of stress that they embraced so willingly was worth the
angst and apparent insomnia. Three years later, she was convinced
that the populace not only thrived on stress, but prided themselves
in being able to do so.

Sitting quietly on her sidewalk-mat,
Michelle shivered. At one time her coat had been thick and warm,
though lately, it sported patches on the back and shoulders. The
biting fall air spoke strongly of its intention to surrender wholly
to winter. As intimidating the thought of freezing rain, icy winds
and deep drifts of snow, Michelle knew she was one of the lucky
ones... she was not truly homeless. Selling her drawings on the
busy, Midtown corner enabled her to purchase food and the necessary
hygienic supplies.

Two years had come and gone since she
was fired and blacklisted by the prominent Johnson & Black
Accounting Firm. Despite visiting the unemployment office
frequently, no other firm would hire the overly-moral CPA from ;
her ‘ethical issues’--as her previous supervisor had put
it--interfered with the firms’ normal routine of pulling illegal
strings which allowed certain large clients to get away with
hundreds of thousands of dollars in taxes they rightfully owed.
Michelle’s refusal to go along with such tactics had cost her
everything: her income, her dignity and even her beloved loft, a
place she’d come to call ‘home’.

“And, here I sit,”
Michelle thought, grimly.

Memories of her short financial
‘career’ were still unwelcome. Drawing was the only other
marketable talent she possessed and yet she found herself
“overly-qualified” for every menial job she applied for; a glut of
dishwashers, actors, models and waitresses vied with each other
fervently for the few jobs available. However, the walking
business-folk did not object to purchasing Michelle’s $5 portraits,
landmark sketches and caricatures, to the extent that she was able
to partially support herself. Every day, the Stanford-grad hid away
her pride and trekked the eleven blocks from her hotel to sit,
sketch and sell her pictures. The most popular items among the
locals were funny caricatures of Mayor Bloomberg and other
political figures; the tourists favored her renderings of the
Brooklyn Bridge and Empire State Building. Each sale added to the
small pile of folded bills kept in a shoe box in her hotel room.
Coming back ‘home’ with just $20 was a good day.

At least housing was not a problem,
like for so many others whom tried to make it in this city. Shortly
after Michelle was sacked, a friendly ex-coworker called her with
the phone-number of a Mr. Jason Chan. Michelle was in a near panic
at the time, finding the job market so hostile, so she called; Mr.
Chan turned out to be the manager of the prestigious
Waldorf-Astoria Hotel, who was under pressure to shave his budget.
In their first meeting, the man explained his intention to drop the
hotel’s pricey accounting firm and go with a far less expensive
one, with just partial audit insurance. He just wanted Michelle to
comb through the books and make certain all was in order prior to
the transfer. Michelle dove into the piles of paperwork and
software with a sort of ‘desperation’ to prove herself.

The experience proved highly
therapeutic; Michelle was reminded of her talents to navigate the
mazes of numbers. Her work allowed Mr. Chan to save more than he’d
hoped for. The fear of IRS scrutiny gone, the manager readily
agreed to Michelle’s bargain: in exchange for keeping a watch for
audit flags she insisted on a free room, with laundry services.
Michelle’s apartment lease was up and housing proved itself the
most precious of commodities.

Sitting on the street corner, Michelle
looked over at her display of portraits and wondered what her
parents would have thought about their daughter vending sketches in
order to eat; her mother would have wanted her to move back in and
her father would've joked about getting the Stanford tuition money
back.

Tears pricked the corners of Michelle’s
eyes at the thought of them; it had been four years since a car
accident had taken their lives. Time did little to heal the void
they left. Even moving to New York had not chased away the ache in
her soul; they were her only family in the United States. There
existed a few, distant relatives in Scotland, but Michelle had
never met them. She did have an uncle, her father’s brother, but he
was rather eccentric... always working construction jobs around the
world or holed up in some little-known country, often disappearing
for years on end. The man had not responded when Michelle sent news
of her parents’ death; he did not come to the funeral. She feared
that he was dead, or worse... that he didn’t care. Amid the
millions of people in the city that never sleeps, Michelle felt
completely alone.

A sharp beep brought the young artist
back to reality; glancing down at her watch, Michelle smiled; it
was 12:05. Sitting up, she eagerly searched the oncoming lunch
crowd for a particular face, one with brilliant blue eyes.
Sequestered beneath Michelle’s bed at the hotel--inside her sketch
portfolio--sat a portrait... one lovingly crafted. It portrayed a
handsome man in his early thirties, with a strong jaw, merry eyes
and a downright gorgeous smile. The man’s face reminded Michelle of
how one of the Knights of the Round Table must have looked, minus
the beard, possible fleas and hygienic issues. While she was
drawing it, Michelle was amazed at how the lines seemed to drip
right from her pen onto the thick paper, as if they had a mind of
their own. Each night, she took the portrait out and allowed
herself a moment’s gaze and a wistful smile before putting it away
again.

The man of Michelle’s secret portrait
actually existed; he walked by her little corner every day, at
exactly 12:06. Even on weekends. His routine appeared to be
everything to him; it was the thing which made Michelle take notice
of him in the first place... he was never late. Always the man
showed up immaculately dressed in tailored suits with a variety of
thick, wool overcoats; he was clearly well-situated and
independent. Dark blond, groomed hair set off his cobalt eyes
nicely and he appeared right around six-foot tall, by Michelle’s
reckoning though it was hard to accurately guess from the
ground.

In spite of the stranger’s good looks,
Michelle did not entertain romantic thoughts about him. At least,
not until the day she saw him smile. A few months prior a small
child had accidentally bumped into the man, interrupting his
stride. Michelle watched as the scene unfolded, not seven feet away
from her corner. Brows gathered the man frowned down at the little
urchin, and then a smile spread slowly over his face; his eyes
shone like sapphires. Michelle stared at him, almost unbelieving
the scene before her; the stone mask of the no-nonsense businessman
seemed to crack; a ray of light shone through from some other
realm, revealing a glimpse of his soul. It was his smile that had
inspired the portrait.

As she searched for his face in the
crowds, Michelle reminded herself how futile it was to look and
hope; once, in a mad moment of bravado she had actually toyed with
the idea of falling into step with him and saying... well,
something. Courage failed her. Later, she laughed at her own
foolishness. What would she say… “Hi, want to get some dinner?”
Michelle imagined him looking at her askance, lifting an eyebrow or
simply walking away in disgust. Certainly her face and clothes were
clean but her bedraggled, worn attire was just one step above
‘waif’, especially compared to his severely neat, expensive
clothes… not to mention her currently ‘unemployed’ situation. The
very idea was unthinkable. Still, something compelled her to look
for him each day, and to wonder.

12:06; the face she sought appeared.
The blue-eyed man walked swiftly towards her while talking on a
cell-phone. Sitting up straight Michelle leaned forward as far as
she dared, in order to hear his voice. Bits of conversation floated
toward her through the other sounds of the street and pedestrian
footfalls. He had a pleasant voice; masculine with a clear, British
accent. He passed quickly and was soon lost in the moving crowd of
walking suits, heading to wherever it was he went. Michelle sighed,
heavily. For the few seconds she saw the blue-eyed man each day,
she felt light. But, in his wake, her emotions shifted to more
downcast feelings, accompanied by a tendency to pity herself. He
was so strikingly good-looking, so poised; she imagined herself
looking like the Little Match Girl… soot-ridden and sunken-eyed,
lighting matches to keep herself warm.

“Ah, well...” she whispered,
“Until tomorrow.”

After two years of selling her drawings
out on the streets of Manhattan, Michelle had learned to embrace
optimism. The alternative to this was depression; she saw daily
examples of such in the lined faces of lost souls who shrouded
themselves in alcoholism and misery. The sight of those at
rock-bottom kept Michelle’s spirits up; there was a lot to be
thankful for, even in her situation.

A middle-aged businessman in a dark
suit passed by, glancing at one of the cartoons on Michelle’s
display. He laughed and dug in his pocket for money. Taking the
picture down from the display board, Michelle quickly wrapped it in
brown paper and tied a length of twine around it before handing the
package over. As the man walked away, Michelle smoothed and folded
the precious bills, discreetly stowing them away in her
sock.

The day proved a profitable one, on the
whole; she sketched five drawings and sold four. As the sunlight
waned toward twilight; Michelle stood and habitually folded her
cardboard display. Adjusting her coat, she picked up the little
rug, rolled it and pulled down the brim of her hat. It was not wise
to be out here after dark. Stepping into the narrow river of
people, Michelle joined them for the walk home; eleven blocks of
familiar sights, smells and sounds. The sharp tang of Chinese food
and hot-pastrami filled the air; hot dog stands and vendors selling
hot chestnuts gathered at the street corners.

Working her way toward a fruit stand,
Michelle exchanged a nod with the ancient Vietnamese woman sitting
behind the rows of apples. The woman immediately picked up two,
rosy-colored pieces of fruit and put them in a small sack; she knew
Michelle by sight. Handing over the money, Michelle took her fruit
with a smile. Down the block, there was a take-out window with
excellent Chinese food. With today’s sales she was able to get chow
mien, broccoli beef and egg-rolls. It smelled sublime. Michelle
hastened her step toward home; she couldn’t wait to sit down in her
room and devour it.

The alley running behind the Waldorf
teemed with people at all times of the day and night: kitchen
assistants carrying bins of vegetables and fruit, bakery vans,
carpet cleaners, linen delivery trucks and the occasional security
guard. Michelle smiled as she spotted Samuel, a fatherly guard she
had come to know fairly well. From almost day one the older man
tended to look on Michelle as his responsibility.

“Miss Michelle,” he said,
tipping his cap. Michelle smiled at him.

“Sir Samuel... you are
valiance, itself,” she replied, shifting her packages in order to
shake his hand. Laugh lines deepened around the man’s eyes as he
returned her smile.

“I see y’ have Chinese
tonight,” he commented, walking with Michelle to one of the back
entrances; swiping his card, he opened the door for her. “Mabel was
getting worried y’ weren’t eatin’ enough.”

Michelle chuckled at this; she’d only
met Samuel’s wife a few times, but was inclined to stand a bit
straighter when the stout, matronly woman was around. After just a
few minutes, however, the severe woman’s initial stern facade
melted and she’d fussed over Michelle like a mother hen. Once, the
woman had Samuel bring her a care-basket, with canned food and
such, but Michelle refused it; she had no kitchen to bake or cook
and nowhere to store cans. She did appreciate the thought and wrote
a note saying so, sending it back, via Samuel, along with a single
rose (cut discreetly from the Waldorf garden courtyard). From then
on, Mabel’s deliveries consisted of cookies with the occasional
fresh loaf of bread.

“I have fruit today, as
well,” Michelle said, holding up the paper bag of apples. “She
needn’t worry. My parents taught me how to take care of myself.”
Walking through the door, she turned back to Samuel. “Please tell
her how I adored her raisin bread. It was simply
delicious.”

Samuel nodded, his face taking on a
wistful expression.

“I know,” he said, sadly.
“She wouldn’t let me eat any of it; says it’s bad for my diet.” He
patted his belly affectionately. “I may have been forced to
commandeer a few slices of yours, though,” he added, his eyes
twinkling. Smiling, Michelle nodded goodbye; she chuckled all the
way down the service hall.

The air grew in humidity and warmth as
she neared the kitchens; walking forward in the dimly lit hallway,
faint scents of rosemary and garlic filled Michelle’s nostrils. A
half-smile formed on her face at the familiar sound of the
sous-chef arguing with his boss. A loud, metallic clang sounded out
and the head chef began screaming obscenities. It was one of the
few moments Michelle was grateful for not taking French lessons,
though she could guess at what was being said. Stepping aside, she
allowed two kitchen assistants to dart by her, trying to escape the
chef’s wrath. Ducking into the stairwell Michelle climbed quickly
to the second floor.

The hotel’s cheapest rooms were very
small but pleasant nonetheless; her room looked out over the top of
the maintenance ‘shed’ onto the corner of the garden courtyard. As
far as she knew, Michelle was the only permanent resident on the
floor; she rarely saw anyone but the cleaning crews in here. Not
many people actually rented the tiny rooms, unless all others were
full. Using her key card, Michelle let herself into her room; she
let out a sigh as the door closed behind her. Her eye rested on
familiar things: the gray carpet, the bed with its deep-red linens,
potted flowers growing by the open window, the diminutive antique
table and the tall, cherry armoire. It felt good to be
home.

Closing the window against the night,
Michelle drew the curtain and began her nightly habits: her
battered boots were removed, wiped down and placed carefully in the
bottom of the armoire, her coat hung up and the other clothing
bundled into the laundry basket. Michelle’s tiny bathroom boasted a
toilet, pedestal sink and a slender shower, one just big enough for
someone like her to squeeze into; the big plus was the hotel’s
boiler system: never-ending hot water. At the end of the day it was
pure bliss just to stand under such cascading heat and let it wash
away the grime of the street. After her shower, Michelle dressed in
dark green yoga pants, her Stanford sweatshirt and slippers; she
put her wet hair back in a pony tail and picked up her key card and
laundry. The second floor had a small laundry ‘room’ at the end of
the hall, which was really a converted closet with a washer and
dryer, covered up by folding wooden doors. Checking the inside for
clothes, Michelle set her wash going and walked back to her room,
reveling in the quiet.

“If I didn’t have to go
outside to make money, I’d gladly make this my hermitage,”
Michelle thought. The idea rather appealed; beside
Samuel and Mabel she really had no one to worry about, nor was
there anyone to worry about her. Here, at least, she had a small
measure of secluded comfort.

Back in her room, she turned on the
miniature CD player adorning her night-table; it was one of the few
things she hadn’t had to sell. Her flat-screen TV had succumbed to
the grasp of the local pawn shop long ago, but music she refused to
be parted from. Soon, the lovely strains of Chopin’s Piano Concerto
#2 filled the air and Michelle sat on the floor by the
bed.

Reaching under her bed, Michelle pulled
out a leather portfolio; she sifted through the drawings inside and
found the 12:06 man’s portrait. She held it up as if it were a
fragile thing. It did look awfully like him; Michelle thought it
was probably her best work. Somehow she’d managed to capture that
radiant smile from nothing but memory. Smiling back at the picture,
she slid it once again into the portfolio, fastening up the nickel
buckles.

Michelle held the briefcase a moment,
inhaling the faint smell of leather. The portfolio had been a gift
from her father on graduation day, the expensive charcoal pencils
and fine pens inside from her mother; they knew she’d kept her
passion for art amid the myriad accounting classes and volumes of
tax law. Michelle’s eyes misted over at the thought; she put the
portfolio away.

Looking at the hotel writing desk, she
smiled at the collection of pictures set up there: a photo of her
parents on their wedding day, a picture of them smiling over her as
a baby; a snapshot of her as a child standing by her Uncle Oscar,
almost lost in the huge sombrero he had brought from
Mexico.

Standing up, Michelle turned the music
down and glanced at the clock; her laundry would not be done for
another twenty minutes. Looking around, she wished she had a
teapot, or some kind of kettle. She missed tea; she missed a lot of
things. Michelle’s eye drifted to the unopened Chinese food on her
desk. Smiling, she grasped it and sat down on the floor again; the
spicy aroma cheered her up immensely. The egg rolls were especially
good. Michelle ate, gladly abandoning the realm of self-pity and
want.

Tossing the empty food containers away
down the hallway garbage chute, Michelle caught a glimpse of a
family checking into a room far down the hall. A small boy and his
parents smiled at each other, talking excitedly as they maneuvered
their suitcases into the door; they looked happy. The solitary
observer felt lighthearted just looking at them until the moment
their door shut; the hall suddenly looked barren. Michelle went
back into her room quickly. Loneliness had been her only companion
for the last four years, but at times she heartily resented its
presence.

Lying in bed some hours later, Michelle
listened to the slow jangling of a janitor’s cart as it passed her
door. In the distance an ambulance siren rang out over the
never-ending sounds of moving cars outside.

“I am lonely,” she whispered
into the dark; she felt it so acutely it was almost painful.
Michelle thought briefly of the 12:06 man, of his cerulean eyes and
brilliant smile. “...and, I’m a coward,” she admitted, smiling to
herself.

There had to be a way to signal the
blue-eyed man she so admired, to let him know she existed; a subtle
way… one that did not require heroics. She would give almost
anything to see him smile at her. Peering over the edge of her bed,
Michelle could just make out the portfolio. Perhaps it was time to
let her portrait see the light of day.

“It’s worth a shot,” she
murmured; she was tired of being lonely. She was tired of merely
existing. Lying back on her pillow, Michelle smiled as Sleep danced
its slow steps around her room.

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


 


Early the next morning, Michelle
traveled with a singular happiness along the route to work; she
wore her patched coat and a brown, corduroy skirt, with thermals
underneath. Her boots were clean but scuffed, her dark red hair all
tucked beneath her floppy-brimmed, canvas hat; a gray scarf and
mittens rounded out her ensemble.

“If this next week goes well
I just may have enough money to shop at the illustrious Goodwill
Store… for my ‘winter wardrobe’,” Michelle
thought. The notion made her smile.

Walking with new-found energy, Michelle
arrived at her corner. The location was not so desirable for
panhandlers due to the fast pace and general snobbishness of the
passers-by. The pedestrians did stop for pictures, however, their
eyes caught by a cartoon or drawing; even the most stern-faced
individuals seemed to want a bit of brevity in their lives. Having
set up her display, Michelle pulled out a larger, wrapped picture
from her bag; with bright eyes she slid the thin package behind the
display, out of sight.

Through the morning hours the stream of
foot traffic did not lessen. For the first time since she began
selling portraits on the corner, Michelle found that she was unable
to concentrate on her sketch-pad; she fidgeted and nervously bit
her lip. At noon she could wait no longer. Fetching the mystery
package out, Michelle pulled the wrapping from the blue-eyed man’s
portrait; she fixed it to the display with care. She placed it at a
top corner, where it had the most advantage of being
seen.

Looking into the oncoming crowd,
Michelle scanned it quickly and then glanced at her watch; it was
12:05. Michelle wondered if he’d even see the portrait, let alone
recognize the picture as himself. It wasn’t much of a flag, but at
least she had raised it. 12:06... her mouth went dry. Michelle
picked up her water bottle and took a small sip, keeping her
unblinking gaze on the moving crowd. People walked forward--seven
or eight deep--each keeping an inch or so of ‘personal space’
around them. Michelle realized her heart was racing.

“Stop,” she silently chided herself. “Calm
down; he’s just another person walking to lunch.”
Taking a deep breath she watched,
waiting.

He was late. Michelle’s hazel eyes
searched the crowd at a faster pace. 12:08; she wondered if she’d
chosen the one day to bring her portrait that he decided to call in
sick; he’d never been late before. Another two minutes went by;
Michelle’s heart sank in disappointment.

Then--through the crowd--she glimpsed
his face… but it was instantly obscured again by a group of moving
pedestrians. Sitting up, Michelle felt a smile creep over her mouth
as she waited for the man to come closer; he walked somewhat slower
than the other travelers. The crowd parted and the reason for his
tardiness suddenly became clear; walking next to Michelle’s mystery
man was an elegant older woman, beautifully dressed. She held onto
the man’s arm and spoke to him with a smile; he inclined his head
to one side as if to hear her over the sounds of the
street.

The woman’s face was similar in feature
and form to the blue-eyed man; Michelle assumed the lady was his
mother. Her artistic eye missed nothing; the older woman was
well-dressed, her manner and walk exuded British sophistication
from her deep-red suit-dress and black, fur-lined coat, to her
button-up boots and tasteful garnet jewelry. She was easily a
matron of considerable status.

Looking at her Michelle felt conscious
of every stain and hole in her clothing; even the scuffs of her
shoes seemed to leap out into view like never before. The older
woman’s face seemed kind but Michelle just wanted to disappear,
feeling every inch the bedraggled street artist. Eying them from
under her hat brim, Michelle watched as they walked closer. The man
from Michelle’s portrait must have said something humorous as the
older woman laughed, and then looked around with a
smile.

Something next to Michelle caught the
lady’s attention; she paused, her face dressed in mild
surprise.

“Oh, no...”
Michelle thought. She had forgotten all about the
portrait. Ducking her head down, Michelle squeezed her eyes shut,
the last remnants of bravery draining away; she prayed that the
lovely, rich lady and her gorgeous son would just keep
walking.

A few seconds ticked by; she opened her
eyes again. Two, polished boots stood in front of her
mat.

“That picture there
William,” said a pleasant voice above her. “It’s you! I am certain
of it.” Michelle wanted to hide, or fall into a sidewalk crack...
anything but look up.

“Ahem…”

A man cleared his throat, somewhere far
above Michelle’s head. Inhaling a rather large breath, she peered
up from under her hat. She had a long way to look. Blue eyes met
her gaze; the color appeared as inviting as pictures of tropical
coastal waters in a travel magazine. The man’s expression appeared
momentarily surprised, then amused.

“My mother favors this
picture,” he said, pointing at it. Michelle glanced at the woman
next to him; the lady smiled down at her.

“Well, aren’t you a dear,”
the woman murmured in a soft voice, a gloved hand to her chest.
Michelle blinked. Under the lady’s kind gaze she felt unduly
juvenile... despite her twenty-two years; her meager diet made her
look a little slight, and with her hair all tucked away Michelle
knew she probably resembled a teenager, more than a woman in her
twenties.

“The sign says five
dollars,” came the blue-eyed man’s voice again. “It does look
uncannily like me, I’ll admit.”

“Five dollars?” his mother
repeated, still looking at Michelle. “It’s worth much more than
that, my dear. Really well done. How nice it would look on the
ballroom wall... I could never get you to sit for a
portrait.”

“Dammed waste of time,” the
blue-eyed man said, grinning. “That’s what cameras are
for.”

“He walks by here, each day
at 12:06,” Michelle heard herself saying. “Where the heck did that
come from?” she thought; she bit her lip to keep more words from
coming out. The blue-eyed man’s eyebrows rose slightly; his mother
clapped her hands together and smiled.

“I knew it!” the lady said,
happily. “It is you... a mother knows. Would you be so kind, my
boy? I’ve no paper money with me... and I don’t suppose she takes
checks. It must go in my gallery.” The man chuckled at her
enthusiasm and dug in his pocket for money.

“Well, for five dollars I
suppose I can purchase it for you,” he stated, counting out the
bills.

Though she hadn’t breathed in over a
minute, Michelle forced her arms to move; carefully, she unpinned
the portrait, wrapped it swiftly and tied the twine. Looking up
again at the man, she held the package up to him; their eyes met a
second time.

William Montgomery allowed his mother
to guide them over to a street artist; the huddled figure sat next
to a simple cardboard display with pen and ink drawings pinned onto
it. Some of the pictures weren’t bad but his mother pointed to the
one in the top corner; his own face looked back at him. The
portrait was very good. William looked curiously down at the
artist, sitting so small on her mat with her back to the building.
The girl’s odd, beautiful eyes struck him as she looked up from
under her dingy hat; they shone out from her fair skin like
greenish-gold gemstones. He’d never seen their equal.

She was a young woman; far too young to
be out here peddling drawings in William’s opinion. He was
instantly glad she had the sense to dress so plainly, lest she
attract the wrong kind of attention. She’d caught his attention,
however and he was drawn right in; he wanted to know all about her.
Questions were on the tip of his tongue as he counted out the
money. Why was she out here? Where was her family? When she lifted
her eyes again to his, holding out the wrapped portrait, William
decided to get a better look at her. Instead of taking the picture,
he clasped her wrist and gently pulled her up to stand.

Michelle felt like she was in some kind
of trance; the man just reached out, took her hand and made her
stand up... she didn’t say even one word in reprimand; her voice
just wouldn’t work. Up close the man was even better looking, if
that were possible. Unlike most of the British men she’d seen on
TV, he was tall and broad-shouldered, possessing a manly chin along
with those incredibly-blue eyes. He seemed to be scrutinizing her
closely.

Giving the young woman an encouraging
smile, William pressed the money into her slender hand; her gloves
were stained and worn. He had a strange urge to cover her hands
with his own and keep them warm. His mother spoke up.

“You’re very talented, my
dear,” she said, softly. Glancing at the woman, Michelle was
comforted by the kind look in the lady’s eyes; she possessed blue
eyes like William’s, though a little paler in hue.

“Thank you, Ma’am,” she
managed to say, resisting the temptation to bite her
lip.

The woman lifted a gloved hand and
touched Michelle lightly on the side of her face; the gesture was
natural and concerned, but it caught Michelle off guard.

“So young,” the lady said,
smiling sadly. Michelle blinked; she struggled not to cry… not in
front of them.

“We should go, Mother,”
William, said, sobering. He saw the young woman stiffen at his
mother’s touch; he knew his mum meant it kindly, but there were
times he’d seen homeless people flip out. This girl was pretty and
shy but she could easily be mentally ill. His mother looked up at
him and nodded.

“Please take care of
yourself, my dear,” she said, looking back at the young woman.
Michelle just nodded, stupidly; her tongue seemed frozen. William
and his mother began to walk away, Michelle left staring after
them; she saw William bend down a little towards his
mother.

“You have to be careful; the
homeless here are very touchy about their lifestyle.” His words,
though quietly spoken, drifted back to Michelle’s ears. Wound up
already, her emotions brimmed over and something in her
snapped.

“I am NOT homeless!” she
yelled after the retreating pair.

They stopped walking at once, looking
back at her in surprise. Michelle felt her face flame, but the
embarrassment merely fueled her outburst. “I live in a nice hotel!”
she continued. A few pedestrians stopped and stared, too. “I just
can’t find work! I’m a CPA! I went to Stanford! And I... take care
of myself just fine!”

Tears welled up, blurring Michelle’s
vision; William's surprised expression, however, stood out with
startling clarity. Shame hit Michelle like a slap in the face;.
Flinging the dollar bills over the heads of the crowd, she turned
around, seeking an escape. Grabbing her things in one swift
movement, Michelle darted headlong into the throng of moving
people, weaving among them in the opposite direction as William and
his mother. Though no one followed her, she did not stop running
until she reached the Waldorf’s back alley. Samuel was not on duty,
and Michelle was glad of it; she knew she appeared distraught and
didn’t feel like explaining herself at the moment.

It was not until she’d reached the
sanctuary of her room that Michelle fully realized what had taken
place. Collapsing on the floor, she caught her breath and began
sobbing. Her behavior stuck out as appalling; making a scene was
not in her nature, let alone running away like a spoiled child.
Michelle felt mortified, in the ultimate sense of the word. Not
only did she yell and throw money at the man she’d been hoping to
impress, but his mother was there to witness her unhinged behavior.
Well, she knew that if William was wondering whether or not she was
mental, he knew what to think now.

Hanging her head, Michelle allowed her
tears to flow unchecked.

“Oh... my... stars. I’m such
an idiot,” she said, pressing her fists against her forehead.
William wouldn’t want anything to do with her now, she was sure of
it, and she’d only just found out his name. Sighing, Michelle wiped
her eyes on the corner of her coat. Staring at the edge of the worn
garment, she decided to take off her things; she carefully put them
away and started the water going in the shower. She got out a towel
automatically and stepped into the bathroom. Letting hot water pour
over her Michelle was assailed by sobering thoughts.

She knew she couldn’t go back there;
sitting at the same corner would be unwise. Thanks to her brave
effort at being seen he blue-eyed man was aware of her presence. If
she went back he might yell at her for scaring his mother, or
something. Even if he said, or did, nothing, Michelle knew she
wouldn’t be able to bear him passing by each day knowing she’d so
royally screwed up her chance at making a good first
impression.

“Ah well,” she thought, her
eyes shut. “It’s not like he would’ve asked me out anyway. I’ll
find another corner.” Enshrined in melancholy, Michelle sank down
to the floor. “Hopefully, he’ll forget all about me.”

She sat in the shower for a long
time.

 


~ ~ ~ ~ ~

 


Behind his broad, mahogany desk William
Montgomery stared out the windows of his office; he did not really
see the splendid view outside. A pensive look marred his features;
his blue eyes appeared troubled. Neat piles of papers sat on his
desk, unnoticed. The altercation with the pretty street artist at
lunch bothered him and he couldn’t escape the urge to do
something.

Like most people would have been he was
startled by the girl’s outburst, but her look of embarrassment
struck him like an arrow. For the entire lunch hour following his
mother had done nothing but say she hoped the young woman was
alright, where was her family, etc; she was mortified that they
might have inadvertently caused the “poor girl” additional
suffering. She wondered if the girl really had gone to Stanford and
if so, what was she doing selling drawings on the street. After
seeing his mother to a cab, William returned to the corner; the
girl was nowhere to be found.

Standing, William walked over to a
window and stood, his hands clasped behind his back. Grimly, he
pondered why he’d assumed the young woman was homeless. The idea
apparently insulted her. To be sure she was sitting on the street,
but she wasn’t panhandling; her clothes were worn but they were
clean and she did look as though she took care of herself. Perhaps
it was her jobless condition; once she admitted she’d seen him each
day, it was easy to draw the conclusion that the girl was otherwise
unemployed. Maybe it was just her stained, drooping hat.

William smiled, recalling the girl’s
lovely eyes looking up from under the brim of it. The sky might as
well have opened, and poured a single ray of sunlight down on her
face. Though slight, the young woman possessed a haunting beauty
that William could not shake from his mind; not that he tried. He
appreciated a bona fide distraction the same as any man, let alone
a lovely mystery-girl; one whom might need rescuing. Perhaps she
would return to her corner; it was also probable that she may never
come back.

“Perhaps she wants to be
found,” William murmured, looking down; his window went all the way
to the floor, offering a substantial view of the streets, far
below. As he stared as the moving cars, he wondered about the girl.
Why was she out there? The young woman certainly didn’t like her
unemployed situation and was clearly mortified at being called
‘homeless’.

The heated words she shouted earlier
came floating back to him; William returned to his desk. When
angered, people usually give out far more information than they
intend to.

“A nice hotel... CPA...
Stanford,” he said, as if reciting notes in a meeting. In his
profession, remembering all the minute details meant the difference
between losing a client and making the deal of the century. Picking
up the phone, William decided that if the mystery-girl could draw
an exact portrait of him without even meeting him, he could find
her with just a bit of effort.

Taking out his cell, he dialed his
mother’s number.

“It’s William. Fine. Is
there a name on the back of that portrait you got today? Yes, I’ll
wait.” He tapped his foot on the wood flooring, impatient to put a
name to the face in his mind. “Yes? Got it…” William wrote
something on a nearby notepad. “Thank you. No, no… I’ll be working
late. Alfred will drive you to the station. You as well. Get plenty
of rest. Good bye.”

Hanging up, William read the name he’d
hastily scrawled, a boyish look of satisfaction crossing his eyes.
“Michelle Gregory,” he said, to himself. The name fit her; she
looked like a Michelle. Ambling absent-mindedly to the window
again, William fingered the paper awhile before folding it and
putting it into his pocket. Looking down at the streets, he smiled
to himself. He had no idea what he’d say to her if he ever saw her
again.

“First,” he thought, “I have to find
her.”

 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


 


Michelle settled in at her new corner
with surprising ease. No other drawing artists frequented the
place, only the occasional food vendor cart and one, aging
guitarist named Patrick. The singer’s ‘art’ consisted of warbling
through all the Simon & Garfunkle songs he could remember.
Michelle was amazed at how many there were; she best liked The
Sound of Silence, mostly because it was the only one she knew. Any
initial suspicion felt by Patrick was thwarted by Michelle’s daily
offering of an apple or orange. He reminded her a little of her
grandfather, with his pronounced features and false teeth. Over the
ensuing weeks, Michelle allowed him to sit next to her while they
ate lunch; Patrick was full of amusing stories and opinions of
those whom daily favored him with musical ‘criticism’.

The corner lay several blocks from her
old one, in an entirely different direction. Michelle knew she
probably would not see William here; she reason that his lunchtime
routine was fairly fixed and the new location was too far out of
the way to accidentally stumble upon her. Once again, Michelle was
lost in a sea of unfamiliar faces, hidden in the swirling bustle of
walking, work, lights and food that made up New York City. Her
contact with humans now broadened slightly to include noontime
conversations with the elderly Patrick. In these small ways,
Michelle felt somewhat distracted; she was grateful not to be left
alone with thoughts of William.

At night, however, memories of his
deep, blue eyes and his last, shocked expression haunted her. Each
time these thoughts re-emerged tears of remorse and loneliness fell
to her pillow for what might have been. As silly as it was to think
on it--and torture herself, the situation left Michelle feeling
unduly human and replete with a purely feminine regret.

Six weeks after she’d left her old
haunt, Michelle came home early. It was a good day for selling
drawings; she’s finally gathered enough money to buy some warm,
winter clothing. After a shower and a fresh change of clothes, she
quickly made her way out the Waldorf’s back entrance, intent on
heading straight to the nearby GoodWill Store. Samuel saw her as
she breezed out the door; he walked up to her, his face lit with
some secret joy.

“Miss Michelle...” he said,
walking over to her. “I hope y’ like Monet.”

Puzzled at his words, Michelle arrested
her stride.

“Well, he’s a little old for
me,” she said, smiling, “... and deceased... but, yes. I adore his
paintings. Who doesn’t?” Samuel chuckled, his teeth sowing brightly
in his swarthy face.

“Me,” he said. “Now, don’t
get me wrong, I like a nice painting same as anybody but, being
dragged around for a whole night lookin’ at art and talkin’ about
art isn’t my idea of a good time. Especially on a night the Knicks
are playin’.”

“I see,” Michelle said,
trying not to laugh. “I take it Mabel likes Monet?”

“Yes, she does,” Samuel
said, taking off his cap and rubbing his bald head. “Her sister
gave her tickets to some art show at the Guggenheim.”

Michelle’s eyes widened
considerably.

“You mean… you have
tickets... to the Guggenheim Monet showing?” she repeated, quietly.
“Twelve of his actual paintings on display?” Samuel
nodded.

“Mabel’s mother has the flu;
she called today and wants Mabel to go take care of her for a few
days,” he explained, his smile returning. “So... instead of being
at some ritzy to-do I get to hang with my boys at the game. I
figured the tickets shouldn’t go to waste, so, why don’t you go...
and take a friend?” He held out a small, thick envelope to her with
the museum’s logo emblazoned upon it.

Michelle looked from it back to the
good-natured security guard.

“I would love to see those
paintings,” she conceded, “But, this... this is too much, sir. I
can’t.”

“You can,” Samuel said,
smiling. He pressed the envelope into Michelle’s hand. “I insist.
They should be seen by folk who’ll actually enjoy them; that would
be you.” Looking down at the tickets, Michelle felt her eyes mist
over.

“I’m eternally grateful to
you both,” Michelle said, meaning every syllable. Patting the young
woman on the shoulder, Samuel put his cap back on and straightened
it.

“I’ll take warm beer over
wine any day,” he said, plaintively. Michelle smiled.

“Indeed,” she said. “I hope
you have a wonderful time.”

“You too, Miss Michelle.”
Michelle took his hand and shook it; Samuel wasn’t the hugging
type, but then neither was she. The middle-aged security guard
turned back to his duty, giving her a small salute. Michelle
returned his wave and jubilantly resumed her errand, which was now
infused with added incentive. It would feel odd to walk closely
among strangers, all evening and in one room but the prospect of
seeing those particular paintings... to gaze at them as long as she
wanted stole away any feelings of reserve. Now, if she could just
find something to wear...

The woman behind the GoodWill counter
looked bored with life; she took no notice of incoming customers
and continued reading her magazine. Michelle secured a cart and
passed the counter with an inward glee; nothing was going to dampen
her excitement. There were just a few shoppers; the hour was yet
early. Slowly and carefully, Michelle perused racks of coats with a
savor only the unfortunate know. This particular store had access
to some of the finer neighborhoods in the city and was thereby able
to stock its shelves with mostly quality items. Feeling thick wools
and fluffy fleeces, Michelle thought it was tragic that the
affluent men and women whom donated these fine items probably
didn’t have a clue how much happiness their cast-off clothing
brought.

“If they only knew,”
she thought, shaking her head.
“At least the clothes aren’t being thrown
out or put into storage, where no one can use them.”

A hint of bright blue caught Michelle’s
eye. Buried between a tawny, fringed monstrosity and a black dinner
jacket hung a long, rich-blue pea coat. Digging it out, Michelle
looked over every inch of it with a critical eye. The wool was
thick and exquisite; there was a small tear in the right sleeve and
some of the dark blue buttons were missing; it came down past
Michelle’s knees. It was perfect. Michelle knew she had buttons
enough to replace the missing ones, but she was more concerned with
the coat’s price; it was well made and it had certainly cost a
pretty penny brand new. Flipping over the price tag, Michelle
breathed a sigh of relief. For twelve dollars, she could be the
proud owner of a very nice, warm coat.

Happily, she put it in her little cart.
For a few dollars more, she found a new set of warm, white fleece
gloves and a fluffy, white, fleece beret. Thick socks were found,
warm leggings and thermals. Wool sweaters were available in
abundance and Michelle quickly found two that would service her
well. Having found all her necessary things, Michelle made her way
towards the check-out. The dress rack, however, beckoned; Michelle
did not resist.

“Just a look,” she thought,
a smile playing around her mouth. It had been such a long time
since she’d had an occasion to dress up for.

After a half hour of careful searching,
she found a long, pale pink gown, the color of slightly blushing
roses. It had a low, square neck and long, slim sleeves; it looked
almost medieval. Though it was not brand new, Michelle decided
after dry cleaning and a few judicious alterations, it would look
very well.

“I’m glad I kept a pair of
heels,” she thought with satisfaction. Slowly, she walked to the
check stand with her treasures. Standing in line, Michelle tapped
her foot with a huge smile on her face; she could not wait to get
home.

Once back in her hotel room, she turned
the pink gown inside out and tried it on. It felt a little stiff,
like it had been recently starched; a few alterations were
necessary and dry-cleaning. At her mother's insistence, Michelle
had taken sewing classes as a teenager, at a local fabric store.
Right now, she was very glad she had taken them; with a bit of
skill, and restraint, even a second-hand dress could become an
elegant gown. Smiling, Michelle thought of the Cinderella movie and
chuckled at the thought of mice and birds altering a dress. She
threaded a needle with light pink thread, unconsciously humming a
Disney song.

An hour later, Michelle clipped her
thread and took out the last pins from the gown; hanging it up, she
started mending the coat sleeve coat. Carefully pinning the torn
sides right-side-together, she selected strong , thick thread
somewhat close to the coats' blue hue. With the aid of a thimble,
she pulled the needle in and out of the fabric in a series of tiny
'whip' stitches. Satisfied the repair seam would not unravel,
Michelle began clipping the existing buttons from the coats'
bright, blue surface.

Digging in her sewing basket, Michelle
located an old, metal, hinged box that had once contained
bath-salts. It was filled with hundreds of buttons of every shape
and size. Her Gramma Betty had started the ‘button box’ when she
was a young bride; it was passed down to Michelle’s mother and then
to herself. After searching several minutes, Michelle found some
antique, silver-plated buttons with thistles embossed on them, all
tied together with thread. There were more than enough of them to
replace the coat’s buttons. Sewing them on tightly, Michelle felt
unusually industrious. Satisfaction was had, even in such a small
task.

With care, Michelle hung her pink gown
and the newly mended coat on hangers and draped them over her arm.
Leaving her room she took the stairs down to the first level,
making her way to the laundry. A Mrs. Carlyle was in charge there;
though possessing a stern demeanor, the woman was an excellent
section manager. Michelle had met her briefly when she first came
to live on the second floor; since the young guest hardly used the
laundry service Mrs. Carlyle was not averse to taking the two items
along with the evening dry-cleaning.

Thanking her, Michelle jogged back up
to her floor and did the rest of her laundry herself; she spent a
happy hour putting away her new clothes. As she closed the
armoire’s doors, relief washed over her like a warm tide; winter’s
rage and icy threats were broken by the simple shield of warm
clothing. Michelle gave in to closing her blinds, turning on her CD
player and waltzing around her room for a few minutes. Chuckling
softly at herself, Michelle shut off the music.

“Once in awhile, one must
dance,” she murmured.

 


~ ~ ~ ~ ~

 


The following day Michelle planned on
quitting the streets early. Patrick absorbed her happy news of the
art-show tickets with a straight face, but Michelle knew he was
pleased. Her suspicions were confirmed when she presented him with
her spare ticket; he held it close a moment, then
grinned.

“I’ll have to find my
‘dinner jacket’,” he said, his eyes twinkling merrily. “I hope they
put on a good spread.” Michelle laughed softly as this.

“More likely there will only
a few, tiny hors d’oeuvres and champagne; nothing substantial,” she
said. Patrick shook his head.

“Well, then I’ll see if I
can make it,” he said, rubbing his beard. “You never know,
something else might come up.”

“I hope you do. I am looking
forward to going by myself,” Michelle stated, happily. “No one to
distract me... or tell me that they think Monet is over-rated. So
what if he was half-blind? He still painted the most beautiful
pictures… and when I look at them, they fill my mind with breezy
thoughts of sunshine, of idyllic afternoons and naps in
flower-scented gardens...”

“Couldn’t have said it
better myself,” Patrick agreed. “If I see you I’ll just sagely nod
and move on, like them aristocratic rich folk do.” He lifted his
chin a little and played a few bars of 'Pomp and Circumstance' on
his guitar. Laughing, Michelle put an orange in his guitar-case and
packed up her display. The opening of the Monet exhibit began in
little over two hours; there was just enough time to get
ready.

An hour later Michelle leaned into her
armoire, searching for her pair of fancy shoes; a sharp knock came
at her door when. Peering out the peephole, Michelle saw Mrs.
Carlyle from the laundry downstairs; the woman held two garment
bags. Taking out one of her precious five-dollar bills, Michelle
slipped on sweatshirt and opened the door. The woman handed her the
clothes and smiled at the tip. Thanking her, Michelle closed the
door. She laid the bulkier coat down on her bed and eagerly took
off the plastic garment bag covering the pale pink
dress.

The gown looked much improved; the
cleaning had left it very soft and smoothly pressed. She wanted to
try it on right away, but her hair was still wet from showering.
Laying the gown carefully on the bed, Michelle disappeared into the
bathroom. As quickly as possible, she dried and brushed her hair;
taking out her curling iron from the cabinet, Michelle put soft
curls on the ends of her long, reddish-brown tresses. Carefully
parting her hair on the far, right side, she tucked the front ends
behind her ears and pinned them, allowing the rest of her hair to
tumble down her shoulders in a shiny, bouncy fountain. Holding her
breath, she slipped into her gown. Michelle looked at herself in
the bathroom mirror, feeling an odd sensation of
nervousness.

The dress did look well; the design was
lovely in its simple lines. The color blended well with her skin
tone, giving her a healthy glow and her eyes blazed out pale gold,
with a hint of green. Encouraged, Michelle brought out her makeup
box, something she hardly ever wore anymore. She dabbed on a little
foundation, powder and thinly lined her eyes with a brown liner,
using similarly-shaded mascara. Clear lip gloss finished out her
makeup job and Michelle was happy with the results; she managed to
put on just enough to be social acceptable. Looking critically in
the mirror, Michelle almost didn’t recognize herself; a healthier,
prettier girl looked back at her.

“I have not seen you in a
long time,” she said, softly.

Donning her coat, Michelle slid on the
new, fluffy, white hat and gloves, reveling in their warmth. The
coat felt as good as it looked, and the silver buttons twinkled in
the soft light. Remembering her feet, Michelle found a pair of
nylons and her high heels. The dress almost covered her shoes, but
Michelle had seen long gowns like this recently in store windows.
Modesty was apparently 'in' again.

“Lucky me,” Michelle said,
aloud. “I get to be fashionable and warm...” The thought pleased
her. Glancing at the clock, she grabbed her ticket and put it
carefully in her coats inside pocket. She put the tube of lip gloss
in her other pocket, deciding against taking her purse. What would
be the point? Purse snatchers scuttled about in the shadows of
these gala events, though Michelle reasoned they’d not bother her.
She looked nice… not wealthy.

Stepping out the door Michelle
hesitated at the familiar stairwell entrance. Turning around, she
walked all the way down the hall to the main elevator. Normally,
dressed in her street clothes and carrying her vending display, she
never took the elevator; she did not want to bring any ill-repute
to Mr. Chan or the hotel because of her appearance. Tonight,
however, she felt equal to everyone.

The elevator doors opened and she
stepped inside, earning a smile from a young man dressed entirely
in black Armani. She stood away from him in the other corner. After
a few moments the man cleared his throat; Michelle suspected it was
a signal to converse but ignored it. Instead, she smiled down at
the floor until the doors opened in the lobby. Her fellow passenger
motioned for her to precede him and Michelle walked out into the
grand foyer. She resisted the temptation to sashay.

The Waldorf-Astoria lobby was famous
for its decor; the elegant seasonal touches were professionally
designed and applied by people who were paid far too much. Michelle
knew this for fact; she’d seen the receipts. Smiling, she walked on
and admired the view. The lovely sight invoked a soft sigh from the
young woman; the fall-themed garlands, classical furniture and
twinkling chandeliers spoke pleasant promises of comfort to
visitors, calling them onward to the more expensive rooms upstairs.
Despite the luxury presented, Michelle felt happy with her little
room; she had no bill to pay at the end of her stay.

Heading out one of the front doors,
Michelle halted as icy air enveloped her; freezing air. Her breath
turned into an opaque cloud before her face, looking almost solid.
Though most of her person was nestled in the new coat, Michelle
could feel the chill wrap around her throat.

“Should’ve worn a
muffler,” she silently chided herself. The
valet, well-wrapped against the night air asked if he could call
her a cab. Michelle was tempted but shook her head; it was simply
too great a luxury. The subway was her carriage for the evening, at
a fraction of the cost. Walking was the cheapest but the museum was
forty-two blocks away.

“No use arriving at the
gallery drenched in sweat,” she thought,
descending the subways steps.

Outside the Guggenheim, a line of cabs,
cars and limos stretched around the corner; horns beeped loudly and
the vehicles jostled for attention from the valets. Suddenly glad
to be a pedestrian, Michelle joined the short queue of people
outside the main entrance. Bright banners hung from the building on
poles emblazoned with the name of the famous French impressionist;
two, huge searchlights pointed straight into the sky on either side
of the entrance, as if to say 'Monet has arrived'. Lovely couples
strolled up and down the wide, white staircase, looking as if they
did this every day.

Waiting in line, Michelle nervously
clutched her ticket; so many people standing nearby put her a
little on edge. Even though she walked back and forth to her corner
in a huge crowd every day, this was different; the commuting people
she’d never see again, but these fellow art-enthusiasts would be
holed up in a room with her for the next few hours, brushing up
against her and possibly attempting conversation. Michelle took a
deep breath and forced herself to calm down. In spite of her
anti-social tendencies, she knew it was good for her to fight it
and mingle with humans.

“Nobody knows who I am, or
what I do,” she thought.

The couple in front of her moved
forward; Michelle noticed the bottom of the woman’s black dress
dragged slightly on the ground, effectively picking up the dust.
Little crystals sewn all over the fabric clinked as the woman
moved. Smiling, Michelle wondered how much the man had paid for his
wife to wear a sparkly dust-mop. The couple ahead of her handed
their tickets to the doorman and went inside. Doubts inundated
Michelle as she approached the doorman and guards. What if she was
here on the wrong night? What if the ticket was no good? Maybe
Mabel’s sister had bought them from some con-artist making
forgeries? What if...

The doorman clipped her ticket and
handed it back with a smile.

“Enjoy the paintings, miss,”
he said, opening the door. Weakly returning his smile, Michelle
stepped inside.

Insignificant; she felt every letter of
that word standing inside the bulwark building of artistic
expression. The very air felt intimidating. Despite this, Michelle
remembered that had come to see paintings, grandeur
notwithstanding. Soft lights beckoned from the far end of the
echoing antechamber; through tall, glass doors Michelle glimpsed
couples walking and talking. Peeking amid the milling people was a
painting, hung on a gray-hued wall, lit perfectly by tiny
spotlights. Monet’s own works were just inside those
doors.

Excitement flooded her. Although
Michelle thought it silly to feel so thrilled at seeing art, she
knew whence her emotions sprung. The paintings were really just
beautiful monuments, testifying that one would live, work, love and
die but the pieces of that life were somehow able to be preserved,
and be appreciated. Eyes aglow, Michelle walked forward, grateful
to be among those allowed to see and enjoy.

The museum offered a coat check.
Unbuttoning her overcoat, Michelle enjoyed the way the embossed
buttons felt in her fingers as she pushed them through the
buttonholes. She tucked her hat and gloves into the pockets and
reluctantly handed the coat across the counter. The black-clad
youth slipped the coat onto a hangar, tagged it and gave her back
the bottom portion of the ticket. Michelle uttered a low ‘thank
you,’ before turning away. Walking towards the glass doors, she
slipped the ticket stub discreetly into her bodice, having no
pocket or purse. The glass door opened before her and Michelle
stepped into the exhibition; she was immersed in an ethereal world
of low voices, clinking glasses and art.

Insecurity gripped Michelle as she
entered the room; she resisted the urge to find the darkest corner
and hide. Glancing around, she did not see Patrick the street
musician anywhere but that did not really surprise her. The ticket
was worth a lot fenced. Forcing herself to act like a normal person
would, she slowly made her way towards the first painting. The
people milling around seemed more interested in conversations with
one another than actually looking at the art, enabling Michelle an
unobstructed view of the first painting.

It was exquisite. No other word even
came close, but then Michelle did not see a mere collection of
framed artwork. The people around her faded, the wall darkened and
the painting itself blazed forth filling her view completely. Every
brush-stroke beckoned; each color called out for attention. So
ensconced was she in her perusal that a nearby server had to call
to her three times. Michelle jumped as a middle-aged man in a
server’s tuxedo lightly touched her shoulder.

“Wh-what?” she said,
uncertainly, blinking at the waiter.

“Wine?” the server asked,
offering his tray. The gleaming, stemmed glasses were half-filled
with various wines, both pale and vibrant. Michelle shook her
head.

“Oh... I’m sorry, sir,” she
stammered. “I don’t drink but, thank you.”

“We have sparkling cider,
miss,” the server said, holding out a tall, thin flute. Minute
bubbles in the golden liquid rose, disappearing as they gained the
surface. Michelle accepted the glass and inhaled its sweet
fragrance.

“Perfect,” she said,
smiling. The man nodded and swept off, balancing his tray with
adept precision. Michelle was free to lose herself in the painting
once more.

Across the room, a man with blue eyes
stared at Michelle as she turned back to the painting. His
expression was one of astonishment. William Montgomery indeed felt
surprised; the young street artist with the unusual eyes was
standing not thirty feet away from him. He was certain it was
her... Michelle Gregory. The girl who’d drawn the incredible
portrait of him and then yelled at him; the girl who’d run away
embarrassed, never to reappear. She was the very last person he
expected to see here.

William had tried for weeks to locate
the artist. The private investigator he hired turned up some
interesting information: the years at Stanford, her parent’s auto
accident and the fact that over two years ago she was sacked from a
very prestigious accounting firm. More inquiries established she’d
not been fired for legitimate reasons; a former coworker informed
the PI that Michelle Gregory was ‘brilliant’ with taxes, a little
anti-social but was fired since she wasn’t willing to bend the
rules for a wealthy client.

There the trail went cold. Her old
landlord thought well of her but did not have a forwarding address.
There were no post office boxes with her name attached to them, and
none of the employment agencies had heard from a Michelle Gregory
in almost two years. William tried code-calling the local hotels;
they either didn’t have her there, or refused to give out any
information. It was as if she’d fallen off the map. He walked by
her vacated corner each day hoping to see her, to no avail. Yet,
here she was… standing in the Guggenheim exhibition room looking as
if she’d stepped right out of one of the paintings.

When she’d entered the room, his eye
was drawn to her hesitant body language; the girl appeared
inexplicably familiar to him, but he couldn’t place her. He’d
studied the young woman as she moved, trying to remember who she
was; he was about to walk over to her when she turned to face a
server. Oddly-beautiful eyes looked out from her face; pale gold,
with a little green in them. William knew her at once. Drifting
closer, he weighed what to say to her; he couldn’t imagine
admitting he’d been investigating her whereabouts, but he wanted
her to know how much he’d been trying to find her.

“Hello. I’ve been searching
for you… want to go out?” William shook his
head, a rueful smile lifting one corner of his mouth, and then he
froze. Go out? The thought baffled William momentarily; he just
wanted to meet her, to apologize for calling her homeless... why
the jump to dating?

William looked at the young woman
again. She hadn’t moved from the first painting; she was just
gazing at it, standing like a graceful statue. “She definitely
cleans up well,” he thought. William suddenly missed her eyes; he
wanted to look into them and speak with her, to make her laugh...
just to see her eyes light up. Perhaps she would go out with him.
There were so many things he wanted to ask her; surely she wouldn’t
run away again. William suspected that yelling wasn’t something she
did frequently; she seemed embarrassed and surprised at herself
that day at the corner.

“Well, here goes nothing,”
he said to himself. Taking a large drink of champagne William began
weaving his way through the surrounding crowd, toward
Michelle.

Lost in a color-strewn bliss, Michelle
could almost see the painter himself standing in his Giverny
studio: tubes of paint littered the floor and a wooden palette sat
on a nearby stool. Paintbrush in hand, Monet stood with a serious
expression on his face, his feet apart in stubborn stance. At that
moment, the master painter was merely a fellow human... a
little-known artist with stains on his clothes, wearing an odd,
unfashionable cap that ‘unsettled’ everyone but himself. Michelle
was comforted by the thought. Although fame and money were
considered by most to be 'wonderful', she was glad the artist had
not lived to witness the frenzy of popularity that ensued post
mortem. She just knew he would have hated gushing fans and hordes
of visitors invading his beloved haunts.

“Unknown, undiscovered
artists are... happier,” she murmured.

“I agree.”

A man beside--and slightly behind—her
spoke, but Michelle did not look at him. The voice was pleasant and
refined with a clear, British accent… all horribly familiar. The
painting blurred. Staring ahead, Michelle unconsciously gripped her
cider.

“It’s Miss Gregory, isn’t
it?” came the voice again. “I found your name on your drawing.
Michelle Gregory.” The man’s head leaned a little more into her
peripheral view. Michelle couldn’t get her voice to work; she
wanted to say something but nothing would come out. She could feel
his intent gaze on her face. “You’ve gone pale,” the man continued,
quietly. “Does this mean you’re going to yell and toss your drink
at me?” Mortified, Michelle turned away, feeling an overwhelming
urge to bolt.

A hand on her arm stopped
her.

“Please don’t go.” The man’s
voice came again; he moved to block her way. “I meant no offense.
It’s just... last time you ran off and didn’t come back. I know. I
looked for you.”

Venturing a glance up, Michelle’s eyes
met William’s; they were looking at her with concern. He was so
very good -looking and as always well-dressed; the fine, gray-wool
suit, gray shirt and dark gray silk tie suited him well. Michelle
was amazed he was even speaking with her, let alone searching her
face with questions in his eyes.

“I am so sorry,” she blurted
out, surprising herself and her companion. “I never behave that
way, and … oh, your poor mother! I... um...” Unable to continue
Michelle looked down, biting her lip.

A soft chuckle brought her gaze back
up. The blue-eyed man was smiling at her; not mockingly, per say,
but as if he found her mortification amusing.

“Truthfully, Miss Gregory,
your words were justified... however dramatic,” he said. “I should
not have assumed you were homeless.”

“I’m not,” Michelle said,
lifting her chin a little. “But, I do sell my drawings out there.”
The man held out his hand to her.

“William Montgomery,” he
said, looking down into her eyes.

“Michelle Gregory,” said
she, gently taking his hand. “But... you already knew
that.”

The man's palm felt a little rough;
Michelle unconsciously gave it her attention. She expected a soft,
manicured hand, but his had calluses and scrapes on it. William saw
her scrutiny and grinned.

“I build furniture,” he
explained. “I have a little wood shop… under my
apartment.”

“Oh.” Realizing she was
still holding onto his hand, Michelle quickly let it go. “Uh... as
your occupation?” she asked, looking up at him.

Momentarily William’s gaze was caught
in her strange, beautiful eyes. If his heart had the capacity to
flutter, it would have; the young woman was quite stunning in her
pale, pink dress. It looked to be something a fairy would wear,
like rose petals all sewn together and ironed out; her dark
sable-colored hair glowed in the soft light. Inhaling, William
thought he could faintly smell apple blossoms. Suddenly, he
imagined them picnicking together in some sunny apple orchard, the
air scented with rosy flowers. In his vision she was smiling; he
was leaning in for a kiss...

“Mr. Montgomery?”

A soft voice interrupted William’s
reverie; the orchard disappeared, but Michelle was still in front
of him.

“Er... ah... no. Hobby,” he
stammered, attempting to clear his head; his brain was reeling from
the vibrant, imaginary scene. “I’m a corporate lawyer… Brownstone
& Peters. I only wish carpentry was my sole occupation but, one
must pay the bills.” He gave Michelle a wistful smile. She looked
at him steadily for a moment and then took a sip of her
cider.

“Not much money in hobbies,”
Michelle said. “Being a ‘starving artist’ is not for the faint of
heart.” William noted her wry tone. Leaning forward, he looked down
at her.

“You may be slender, my dear
but hardly emaciated,” he said, lowering his voice.

Without authorization from his brain,
William’s eyes traveled down her neck and over her form with a
purely male appreciation. When his gaze rested again on Michelle’s
face, she was blushing profusely. She looked away and drained her
cider. Smiling, William halted a nearby server. “Two more
champagne,” he directed at the man.

“Not for me... thank you,”
Michelle managed to say; William’s open scrutiny had nearly shut
her throat. Now he was looking at her with one eyebrow
raised.

The waiter recognized Michelle and held
out a different flute.

“Sparkling cider for the
lady,” he quipped. Michelle nodded and let William relieve her of
her empty glass.

“You’re a bit dressed up to
be a devout teetotaler,” William remarked, taking a drink of his
champagne. Blushing again Michelle almost wished the fire
sprinklers would come on to cool her skin. Glancing at the
paintings, Michelle looked upward.

“Cancel that,”
she thought.

“I have never liked the
taste of alcohol,” she explained, softly. Taking a step towards the
next painting, she saw William fall into step beside her. “It’s not
a religious thing; more of a personal preference. I do cook with
it, though.”

“Do you?” William said,
smiling. Michelle gave him a sidelong look.

“Yes,” she said. “I do know
how to cook... for myself, anyway.”

William was pleased at their
conversation thus far, though he was finding it difficult to
concentrate on the paintings when a living one was standing right
next to him, delicately sipping her drink. She seemed to be
enjoying the cider very much.

They approached a large painting, one
that nearly covered the wall. Michelle’s eyes grew wide at the
sight of it.

“I can see him,” she said,
almost too softly to be heard; William caught it, however. Lifting
an eyebrow he looked over at her.

“Who?” he inquired. Michelle
started, looked at William, and then blushed.

“Oh... sorry,” she said,
apologetically. “I didn’t realize I said that out loud.”

“Who did you see?” William
asked, gently, leaning closer to her. He already liked the way her
soft voice threaded its way through the surrounding
chatter.

Feeling a bit silly, Michelle took a
deep breath.

“Monet,” she said, at last.
She pointed to the floor in front of her feet. “He must have stood
just this far away to paint this part. I can see him... in his
paint-spattered clothes, his garden clogs... wearing that little
cap that everyone loathed.”

William smiled but did not interrupt;
he was fascinated by the change in her face. The shyness was gone
and her face glowed as she described the scene in the studio, the
painter’s face and how he held the brushes.

“So…” he said, as she
paused. “What is he doing?” Looking at the painting, Michelle’s
mouth curved into a little smile.

“He’s gripping his hair,
like all painters do, saying: ‘That corner is not right! Alice!
Where the hell is
my lunch?!’”

William threw back his head and
laughed; his companion's expression and the subtle French accent
she’d lapsed into were hilarious. Some nearby socialites were
bothered by his outburst and moved away, whispering. Michelle was
delighted; she sipped her cider and enjoyed the sight. Her
companion’s laughter sounded like cheerful music.

“You have quite an
imagination, Michelle,” William said, recovering his composure; his
blue eyes appeared bright with humor. Michelle noticed William had
beautiful teeth; so much for the stereotypical Englishman with
crooked choppers. His were very white and straight.

“Thank you, Mr. Montgomery,”
she said, turning to the painting again.

William hovered by her side.

“Please call me William,” he
offered, hoping she would. Playing nervously with her drink,
Michelle suddenly felt uncomfortable.

“Please don’t be insulted by
this but... I don’t know you that well,” she said, glancing shyly
at him. William’s brain whirred to come up with a good response to
her frank reply.

“True,” he said. “Then,
perhaps we could eat dinner together later; we can get to know one
another better, and you can ask me all kinds of things.”

Michelle’s initial instinct was to
refuse; however, she remembered it was normal for people to
socially attend meals together. Had it been that long since she’d
been out?

“Yes, it has,”
she thought. She wondered if the man was merely
asking her out of pity.

“I’m not saying you look
like you need to eat,” William continued, forestalling her. “I’ve
already established that you look... lovely.” He watched her fair
skin turn a deep rose color and liked it; she was beautiful. She
looked as delicate as a flower and was obviously not used to
compliments.

“I would love to,” Michelle
said, unexpectedly; her voice was almost too soft to be heard. “I
was going to eat after coming here; you can’t really enjoy this on
a full stomach.” She lifted her hand and gestured towards the
paintings.

Grinning, William nodded; he was elated
at his success in procuring her company for dinner. Offering her
his arm, he stepped closer.

“Shall we enjoy the
paintings together?” he suggested, looking down into her eyes.
Michelle blinked; she wondered what she’d done to deserve the
undivided attention of this handsome, polite man. Part of her
warned 'Rich man... he wants what all men want'. The other side of
her said: ‘keep your wits about you but dream and hope all you
like'.

Looking up at William, Michelle gently
took his arm and smiled.

“I promise not to talk too
much,” she said, her eyes shining.

“Rubbish,” William returned,
“I would like you to tell me what you see him doing at each one.
That was quite entertaining. I’ve never quite seen Monet in such a
light.” Michelle shrugged a little.

“I’ve read his journals and
the articles his friends wrote of him,” she said. “His paintings
just seem to speak. When I look at them, Monet does not seem so
intimidating, but is just an artist... you know, a fellow human
being.” As she spoke, her lips curved into a half-smile. William
saw Michelle possessed a single dimple; he thought it adorable. He
wanted to reach up and brush it with his fingertip, but did not.
Having finally found Michelle, William had no intention of scaring
her off.

In the hours that followed no two
people in the museum enjoyed themselves more than they. Their
conversations were filled with more merriment than either had
experienced for some time. Looking at Michelle as she reverently
spoke of Madame Monet’s death, William was suddenly struck by the
vast amount of time he spent in his office. This little slip of an
American sketch-artist felt more passion about these paintings and
knew more about them than himself, despite his careful education
and the facilitating refinements of high society. So thoroughly was
he entangled in his work, he’d been missing the very juice of life
and all it had to offer. He could see life in Michelle’s eyes and
longed to share it.

Lingering beside William, Michelle was
envious of each couple she saw; they were able to go home with
their respective companions, while she merely had the pleasure of
William’s company for but a few, wonderful hours. Unwilling to let
the opportunity pass her by, she reveled in every second and
prodded herself to come a little more out of her habitual shell. As
the minutes flew by, Michelle grew more comfortable talking with
her escort, and managed to say mostly witty things; she did
reminded herself not to dominate the conversation, for, years ago
her grandmother had instructed her on talking to men:

“Don’t talk so much that you
can’t learn a little. No one likes people who think they know
everything.” Wise words they were, and Michelle applied
them.

A few minutes after eight PM, Michelle
looked up and saw that they stood in front of the last painting.
Apprehension flooded her; she was about to go to dinner, with him…
the man she’d watched walk by each day, the one she’d dreamed of,
the unattainable man of her portrait; the man with the smile.
However, unlike her fearful suspicions, William hadn’t rebuffed
her; he sought her out and in lieu of the look of disgust she had
once envisioned he had searched her eyes with interest and perhaps
a little uncertainty.

William did not look uncertain now; he
grinned and pointed towards the main entrance.

“Shall we?” he asked.
Michelle thought they were the most beautiful words ever spoken.
Nodding, she took his arm with a deep delight.

“Just for dinner...”
she thought, “I can have a
dear companion.”

At the coat check, she let William hold
her overcoat for her. He, in turn, liked how his companion snuggled
into its woolen depths; he was loath to cover up her form in such
heavy layers but when Michelle put on her white hat and gloves, she
looked so darling that the dim antechamber was
brightened.

Outside, William signaled for a cab.
Michelle tried not to look as excited as she felt; she loved riding
in taxis. It was fun just being driven somewhere, let alone with a
dashing acquaintance; it had been over a year since she’d been able
to even think about taking one anywhere. William quietly observed
her expression as the cab drew up.

“You’re all bubbly,” he
said, smiling down at her. “You don’t even know where we’re going.”
Michelle looked at him and smiled. Getting into the taxi, she
scooted over so William could get in beside her.

“Oh, anywhere would be
nice,” she replied, smiling at him. Then a thought occurred to her.
“Except sushi,” she corrected, wrinkling her nose. William
laughed.

“Good heavens… no,” he said,
closing the taxi’s door. “At a party I may tolerate a bit of sushi,
drowned out with a few tumblers of sake, but not by choice in this
weather...” Michelle giggled a bit at his dismal tone.

“Ah, so you’ve been at a few
‘there’s-nothing-but-sushi’ parties,” she said. Grinning, William
nodded.

“More than a few,” he
commented. “For some reason most of Manhattan’s corporate
party-planners are ardent fans of well-presented bits of raw
fish.”

“Tonight kind of feels like
hot soup and fresh bread night,” Michelle proposed, after a pause;
she resisted the urge to lick her lips. Hunger had been building up
in her since breakfast. William looked thoughtful.

“That suggestion is quite
apropos,” he replied. “I know just the place.” He leaned forward
and said something to the driver. Michelle didn’t catch it but the
cab began edging into the traffic, despite some honks of protest
from the vehicles behind.

Sitting beside one another the two felt
oddly comfortable, even in saying nothing. William didn’t know if
he’d ever met a more pleasant girl in his life. Glancing sideways
at her, he watched as she sat serenely, hands folded in her lap;
she looked out her window with rapt attention.

“How long have you lived in
New York?” he asked, suddenly feeling curious. The investigative
report he’d received on her did not include everything.

“Three years,” Michelle
answered, turning to face him. William looked mildly
surprised.

“You seem to enjoy the city
like a tourist,” he remarked. Michelle’s eyes took on a doubtful
look, as if she didn’t know what he meant by it. “It’s a
compliment, Michelle,” William told her.

A slow smile spread over Michelle’s
face.

“I wasn’t going to throw
anything at you,” she replied, her eyes twinkling with mischief.
William was very tempted to lean over and kiss her, she looked so
attractive smiling. Michelle saw the intense look in his eyes and
demurely dropped her gaze to her hands; her white gloves stood out
nicely against the intense blue coat and its glinting
buttons.

“This is pretty,” William
commented, fingering the very edge of her coat sleeve. “Is it
new?”

Michelle smiled to herself.

“If only he knew,”
she thought. Looking sideways at William, she
decided to tell him.

“Well, it is, to me,” she
said. “It was twelve dollars at the GoodWill...” The latter part
she whispered conspiratorially. Her companion’s eyebrows rose
slightly. “It had a tear and missing buttons,” Michelle continued.
“All it needed was a proper dry-cleaning and a little
TLC.”

William liked seeing the more animated
side of his guest and was rather moved by her pride in taking a
cast-off coat and making it whole again.

“I’m impressed,” he said.
Michelle caught the look in his eyes and saw he meant his words. A
little bit of her pink dress peeked out beyond the coat sleeve.
William drew his finger across it. “The dress too?” he asked,
looking down at her face. He as rewarded by a deep blush from his
guest, visible even in the darkness of the cab. Michelle nodded,
dumbly; the flutter of William’s touch on her sleeve affected even
her breathing.

“Wow...” she thought, as he continued to finger her sleeve.
“He’s only touching my sleeve...”

“It’s lovely,” William said,
interrupting her thoughts. Michelle willed herself not to blush
again; she failed.

“Thank you,” she said,
softly; she looked at his perfectly tailored, black wool coat. “You
are always so well-dressed,” she accoladed, shyly. “You must shop
at the GoodWill, too.” William chuckled.

“Perhaps I should start,” he
mused, not removing his hand from Michelle’s sleeve. “I must admit,
you pull it off,” he continued. “No one would guess second hand;
you’ve quite put your own little touches into it.” He fingered one
of the silver buttons on her sleeve.

Michelle resisted the urge to throw her
arms around William’s neck and kiss his face in gratitude for his
compliments. Instead, she gave him a sweet smile and a soft 'thank
you'. After a moment, something caused her to remember the elegant
woman who'd accompanied William the last time she saw him... the
day she'd yelled at him. Michelle looked up at William, a sudden
look of concern filling her eyes.

“Your mother...” she
began,“I hope she wasn’t offended by my behavior, you know that
day... at my old corner.” William patted her arm, leaning a little
closer to her.

“Please do not worry about
it,” he said. “My mother was merely concerned about you. She hoped
you were alright.” Michelle’s eyes held a far-away look.

“I don’t know what she must
think of me,” she returned her voice a little sad. “She was so
lovely.” William smiled.

“Ironically, she thought the
same thing about you,” he said, his hand still on her sleeve. “You
know, Michelle… if my mother had not been with me, I would have
chased after you.”

His voice dropped lower as he spoke;
Michelle met his gaze. The intense look was back in his deep, blue
eyes. Michelle was suddenly very aware of how small the cab was,
and how close she sat to this man, about whom she had entertained
many a romantic notion. Taking a deep breath, she lifted her chin,
slightly.

“I doubt you’d have caught
me,” she said, hoping she didn’t sound too prim. William grinned;
it was the smile of an over-confident teenager.

“Really?” he murmured. “It
seems that I have caught up to you just fine.” Michelle’s eyes
widened, then she scowled a little.

“Touché,” she assented.
William chuckled, patting her gloved hand.

“I am very glad you agreed
to come out with me,” he said. Looking into her eyes, William
wondered if he should share some of his thoughts out loud. “After
all...” he thought, “what good is this night if it’s wasted in
shallow chatter?” She didn’t seem the type for that anyhow. William
figured if he let her into his mind a little she’d either run away
screaming or stick it out. He decided it was worth the
risk.

“When I first saw you
sitting on the sidewalk,” he began, sitting up a little more, “I
was intrigued by your eyes, looking up from under that hat of
yours.” A small smile graced Michelle’s lips, and William felt
encouraged to go on. “I looked for you every day after that, but
you never came back,” he continued, shifting in his seat a
little.

Michelle searched William’s eyes
carefully, as if weighing each one of his words. She swallowed her;
this was all very interesting information. If William felt such
freedom to communicate, she did not object to learning more of his
thoughts.

William found it difficult to
concentrate on his little ‘confession’ when Michelle’s clear,
beautiful eyes were delving so deeply into his. He didn’t see any
dark things in them... just the honest and pure thoughts of youth.
The orchard-picnic vision popped up again as they rode along in the
cab and even though William wanted to re-play it in his mind, he
forced himself to keep talking.

“Even my mother asked about
you,” he continued. “I cannot express my relief in seeing you
again, tonight.” He looked into Michelle’s eyes fearlessly. This
time William did not stop his hand from lifting up; softly, he
tucked a stray piece of her hair back behind her ear.

Michelle had never wanted to be kissed
so much in her life; she was blissfully drowning in the cobalt
waters of William’s eyes. She watched his gaze drop to her mouth;
momentarily, her lungs stopped working. William leaned a little
towards her.

The cab abruptly halted, tossing both
passengers forward, then back against the seat.

“Bloody hell!” William
exclaimed. He turned to Michelle, putting his hand on her shoulder.
“Are you alright?” he asked,; he almost broke out laughing.
Michelle’s hat had slid forward over her eyes in the most comical
fashion; she pushed it back off her face, her eyes wide. Seeing
William’s face, she relaxed.

“I forgot about that aspect
of taxi-rides,” she said.

The little window between the driver
and backseat slid open.

“That’ll be $32.50,” the
driver spat out; his hand reached through the window, the gloved
fingers snapping expectantly. William's brow darkened; he’d been
this close to tasting Michelle’s lips when they were so rudely
interrupted. The driver’s attitude was typical of ‘cabbies’.
William handed the money over and helped his guest out of the cab.
The taxi sped off immediately, tires squealing.

Offering Michelle his arm, William led
her towards a small, white staircase.

“Oh, how pleasant this
looks...” Michelle breathed. The short staircase before them was
lit with lanterns that had candles inside; they led up to a wide,
red door with the name 'Marie’s' emblazoned upon it in large,
scrolling, gold lettering.

“It is,” William agreed,
smiling at her awed reaction. “This is my favorite spot for a quiet
dinner.” Michelle nodded; she was grateful just to be out with him;
a fast-food place would have been alright but this was a nice
surprise.

The restaurant looked small but
immaculately clean. There were no tables; semi-circle booths hugged
the dark, fabric-covered walls ending with a long bar at the far
end of the room. The room boasted deep shades of rich red, black
damask upholstery and soft, glowing candles; dark-clad waiters
drifted through the cozy space like black swans on a midnight lake.
A myriad of pleasant scents drifted in the warm air, above all the
sublime scent of fresh-baked bread. The maitre d’ nodded at William
and without a word escorted them to a nearby booth.

“I guess you do come here
often,” Michelle said, removing her coat; she scooted into the
booth, trying to do so daintily. William slipped in next to her,
secretly pleased that the small booth gave him a legitimate excuse
to sit as close to Michelle as possible.

“Yes, well… working as much
as I do, dinners at home are not conducive to deadlines. This place
is close and quiet.”

“One needs some quiet,”
Michelle agreed. “Even in New York.” William smiled.

“Especially here,” he
said.

Laying his coat beside him on the seat,
William turned to his date; she was glowing again in her pink
dress. He especially liked her long hair; it looked touchable and
soft. She wore simple jewelry and just a little makeup; she
appeared to be just herself, nothing more or less. His scrutiny was
not lost on Michelle; she pretended to occupy herself with folding
her coat and laying it next to her on the booth seat.

They ended up ordering clam chowder and
fresh rolls. While they waited for the food, William amused
Michelle with stories of his childhood in London.

“... Yes, I was a little
ripper,” he said, smiling. “The fire department came out and
everything. We were only having our own little Bonfire Night…
didn’t mean for the whole field to go ablaze.” Michelle giggled
softly at her companion’s admission of youthful--albeit
unintentional--arson.

“I bet your mother has a
bunch of stories to tell about you,” she said. William narrowed his
eyes at her.

“Don’t even joke about that;
she’d go on all day,” he stated. “I don’t suppose you did anything
bad as a child, eh?”

“Well, I never set anything
on fire, but I did play a few pranks...” Michelle confessed,
absently re-folding the table napkin.

Interested, William set his elbows on
the table ad leaned forward a little.

“Do tell,” he murmured; his
eyes held a strange gleam.

“Uh... alright.” William’s
expression made Michelle a little uneasy but she plunged into her
story regardless, hoping to amuse him. “There were a few but the
best one was getting back at a group of preppy girls, after they
had their jock boyfriends toss me and my friend Leah into the
school dumpster a few times.” William’s eyebrows rose
slightly.

“Now, why would they do a
thing like that?” he inquired. “Come on... what did you do to get
them mad?”

“It was more like what we
didn’t do,” Michelle told him, giving a half-smile. “Leah and I
pulled some of the best grades and were two of the few ‘girl
geeks’, I guess. The ‘leader’ of the preppy girls was, ah… a girl
of ill repute, so to speak. Too much time at parties and not enough
actual studying.”

“I see,” William said. “She
didn’t like you and your friend?”

“Not quite,” Michelle said,
titling her head a little. “We were not in her set, so I doubt
she’d ever have noticed us, until she wanted us to sell her some
term papers.”

“I gather you said ‘no’,”
William said, grinning.

“Correct,” Michelle
returned, with a smile. “Apparently the problem was that since we
wouldn’t sell her the papers, no one else would,
either.”

“So, the little witches had
their jock boyfriends put pressure on you, eh?” William asked.
Nodding, Michelle laughed inwardly at William’s pronunciation of
‘witches’; his ‘w’ sounded almost non-existent.

“Exactly,” she answered,
putting her hands in her lap.

“What did you do about it?”
William asked; he enjoyed seeing Michelle more enlivened; it was
visible proof that the young woman was growing more comfortable
around him. Honestly, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d so
enjoyed someone’s company.

“Well, we waited until after
P.E.--when ‘the witches’ were showering--” Michelle was saying.
“... and no, it’s nothing perverted, William.” She paused, looking
narrowly at her companion. Wiping the knowing grin off his face,
William feigned innocence.

“Why would you
assume...”

“Well, you are male…”
Michelle said, plaintively. William snorted and motioned for her to
continue. “Anyway, Leah and I each grabbed a CO2 fire extinguisher
and spent a glorious half minute freezing all their clothing
solid.”

At this, William’s eyebrows shot up, a
smile creeping over his face.

“Why, you little minx…” he
said, admiringly. Michelle shrugged, smiling.

“They deserved it,” she
said. “They never should have messed with kids who received A’s in
Chemistry.” William chuckled, nodding his head.

“Sounds like fun,” he said,
catching Michelle’s eye.

“It was,” she said, sighing
a little. “You could hear the screams all the way to the
quad.”

Rubbing his chin thoughtfully, William
watched his date smile at the table; she appeared lost in youthful
memories.

“I think that is one of the
best pranks I have ever heard of,” he stated. All of the sudden,
his stomach rumbled; William’s face reddened a little; to her
credit Michelle pretended she hadn’t heard. “Service is a little
slow,” William joked, rubbing the back of his neck. Michelle gave
him a smile.

“I bet the food is worth the
wait,” she said, gently. Something in Michelle’s voice put William
at ease. Sinking back comfortably against the booth, he looked at
her.

“It is,” said he. “Like so
many things.” Michelle bit her lip and looked away; William's gaze
was so intense she felt warmed through, like being slowly dipped in
melted chocolate. Michelle fiddled with the tablecloth and steered
her mind away from that whole realm.

William watched her for a moment, and
then cleared his throat.

“I’ve been meaning to ask
you something, Michelle,” said he. A wave of nervousness welled up
in his companion at these words. Michelle forced herself to look up
at William despite her trepidation; she’d long realized it was best
to face questions with bravery, even if one did not feel it. “That
portrait you drew of me... had you been watching me long?” William
continued. Michelle swallowed, forcing herself to keep eye contact
with her companion.

“Not really watching, per
say...” she managed, feeling a blush creep up her neck. “You just
walked by at the same, exact time. I really only saw you for a few
seconds each day… walking in the one direction, but never back.”
Smiling at the young woman’s uncertain tone, William switched his
gaze to the vase on the table.

“I see. Well, I go to lunch
and then I walk around the block back to work. Exercise, you know,”
he explained, looking over at Michelle again. “You drew that
picture of me just from that?”

Michelle looked at him with mild
surprise.

“Oh, no…” she said, firmly.
“There was this one little boy. He ran into you one day.” Her smile
returned as she watched William’s eyebrows draw together in
puzzlement.

“I remember...” he said,
brightening. “The little urchin was running from his mum; he
slammed right into my leg.” He shook his head, grinning. “He
reminded me of myself, when things were simpler.” Looking at
Michelle, William saw her regarding him with a soft look in her
eyes.

“You smiled at him,” she
said. “I had never seen you smile before but when you looked down
at the boy there was… a glow that spread over your face, and the
warmth of it radiated in that dismal crowd. I couldn’t rest until
I’d put your expression on paper.” Michelle’s eyes brightened as
she spoke.

William forgot his grumbling stomach
and leaned towards her a little. This girl fascinated him; she had
such a passion for art and it showed through her eyes and carefully
chosen words. He felt he could watch her for hours. He was tempted
to launch into a discussion on Monet just to hear her sweet voice
and watch her lovely mouth form words.

Realizing he was staring, William
straightened up, shaking his head a little. What spell was he
under? He’d known this young woman only a few hours, and he’d spent
all that time vastly enjoying himself. For the first time in years,
William was looking forward to eating with company, something he
normally avoided. He liked solitude and had for years; there was
never any pressure to be this or that or act properly, but, after
being with Michelle eating alone simply no longer appealed.
Suddenly, William could see Michelle sitting with him for every
meal he’d ever have. The idea of her constant company filled his
soul with a warm comfort.

“William?” Michelle’s soft
voice interrupted his thoughts. She looked amused at his
daydreaming. “Are you tired?” she asked, tilting her head a little
to one side. William grinned down at her, perusing her face with
pleasure; she’d spoken his first name and naturally so. This was
progress.

“Not a bit,” he said,
warmly. “I was merely thinking how long it had been since I’d had
such pleasant company.” He spoke with such sincerity that Michelle
immediately dismissed her doubts of boring him to death. “I’ve
never brought a date here,” William continued.

At his words, Michelle looked a bit
taken aback.

“This is a date?” she
wondered aloud; after a moment she allowed a smile to return to her
face. “A date,” she said, nodding to herself. She looked up at
William; he appeared amused. “Do you always ask out ragged street
artists that you barely know?” Michelle asked, crossing her arms
defensively. Chuckling, William lowered his eyelids a
little.

“Only the pretty ones that
run away,” he said in a low voice. He got what he was after;
Michelle blushed again.

At that moment, a dark-clad waiter
appeared bearing two pewter soup-plates. A large, wicker cornucopia
of rolls was set down on the table as well and the server swept
off, leaving the two hungry guests to themselves. William and
Michelle exchanged a look of mutual relief... food. William was
genuinely famished, having skipped lunch that day. He watched
Michelle from the corner of his eye as she expertly flicked out her
napkin and laid it across her lap.

“You’ve done that before,”
he observed, grinning boyishly at his guest.

“Yes,” Michelle replied,
returning his smile. “I was a server at four-star restaurant while
I was at college. I’m resisting polishing the silver.” William
chuckled as Michelle critically eyed her fork; how fun it would be
to tell the owner his silver did not measure up to the standards of
an unemployed Manhattan street-artist.

They dipped into their dinner with
relish; the savory, thick soup was creamy and delicious, the fresh,
buttery rolls the perfect accompaniment. William and Michelle spent
several pleasant minutes eating in the warm atmosphere. The clink
of glasses and the soft murmurs of quiet conversation sounded now
and again but nothing disturbed the peace.

Michelle enjoyed every morsel; it
reminded her grandmother’s clam chowder. As she ate, Michelle
thought of her kindly 'Gramma Betty'; the lady had died several
years earlier. She had owned a ‘cottage’ on the Chesapeake Bay,
which was in reality a sprawling domicile by the water. Though well
off, the woman has always done her own cooking; each Christmas,
Michelle and her family flew out to see her. They’d make the
special clam chowder together as well as dozens of different
cookies. Later they’d sit out on the snowy veranda, watching the
stormy, gray water, well bundled up with hot cocoa in hand. Deluged
with fond memories, Michelle smiled down at her bowl, lovingly
dipping a piece of bread into the soup.

Enjoying his own food, William snuck a
few glances at Michelle; she did not eat as though starving but
with such enjoyment he couldn’t help but smile. Rarely would women
eat well on a date, in his experience; they usually ordered a few
lettuce leaves or something and nibbled away daintily, pretending
they did not feel anything as archaic as Hunger. Sitting by
Michelle, William felt at home, like he was in his own living room;
he was momentarily tempted to remove his shoes and slouch back into
the seat.

Beside him, Michelle took another roll
and sighed contentedly.

“Excellent,” she said, when
William looked over. “It’s just like my grandmother’s chowder.”
William felt interested to know more but Michelle didn’t elaborate.
Wiping his mouth with the napkin, he sat back. It was good; such
was the reason he came here; the food tasted home-made and
fresh.

“One of my grandmothers used
to make lemon curd on toast for breakfast,” he said, laying his
napkin on the table. “She'd eat in her conservatory; it was the
best breakfast, with the flowers inside and the rain outside
running the glass.” Michelle leaned forward a little, drawn to
William’s happy expression.

“That sounds lovely,” said
she. “Thank you for the soup. I have not enjoyed an evening so much
in... well, a long time.”

William heard the sincerity in
Michelle’s voice and looked at her. His eyes dropped to her hand as
it rested on the table; it looked lonely. He gently covered it with
his own.

“Same here, Michelle,” he
murmured. Michelle felt the air leave her lungs, momentarily; the
moment felt similar to the one in the cab, before the driver has so
rudely tossed them around. She didn’t think William would try to
kiss her again, and in public, too. They barely knew each
other.

“Dessert?” William asked;
his voice walked firmly through Michelle's thoughts.

“Um... dinner was perfect,”
she said, stammering a little. “Nothing more is needed.” The
corners of William’s eyes crinkled as he grinned.

“Oh, I don’t know,” he
mused, aloud. “I’ve never known a woman to turn down...” He glanced
down at the gilt-edged dessert card. “... Dark Chocolate Mousse
Cake?”

Michelle forced herself not to lick her
lips.

“Completely... utterly...
unfair,” she said, in defeat. Grinning, William beckoned at a
nearby waiter.

“Want to share one?” he
asked. “I doubt I could eat a whole slice.” Michelle nodded,
feeling a little surprised at the suggestion. The sharing of food
was normally reserved for intimate couples. They’d met on a street
corner, for crying out loud. Looking at William, however, Michelle
saw he was leaning back comfortably, apparently unconcerned with
the doubts she was obliged to feel for him.

The cake proved incredibly rich.
William watched as Michelle savored her bites; he allowed himself a
few fork-fulls then urged his guest to eat the rest. When Michelle
balked at the idea, William stole her fork and tried to feed her
another bite. Laughing, his guest lightly pushed his arm away; she
slyly stole his fork and stabbed a piece of cake with it. She
lifted the bit of dessert to William’s lips; he let her feed him,
keeping a soft hold on her wrist. Michelle realized she’d leaned in
a little too close to her date and pulled slowly out of his grasp,
feeling like she’d crossed a bit of a line.

William signaled for the
check.

“You can only pay if I get
to leave a tip,” Michelle said, trying not to sound demanding.
William began to object; Michelle laid her hand on his arm.
“Please?” she asked, looking at him. “I would feel... strange, if
you didn’t allow me.”

“Good heavens...” William
thought, looking at Michelle, “I’d love to allow you so much
more...” He smiled at her and nodded, rewarded by his companion's
answering smile.

Taking out a ten-dollar bill, Michelle
quickly folded and re-folded it into a series of tiny triangles, at
last carefully drawing it out into the shape of a little, flying
bird; her hands flew so swiftly that William hardly knew what she
was doing until she placed it on the table. He smiled down at the
green-tinted crane.

“I love doing that,”
Michelle said, shyly looking up at him. “It’s something
different.”

“Well, aren’t you clever,”
her date said, flashing her a grin. William signed off on the check
quickly and grabbed his coat. “Now, my origami-folding,
chocolate-feeding companion,” he said, leaning towards Michelle a
little; she giggled at his words. “I must admit that I honestly
don’t wish to part company with you.”

Michelle’s expression sobered when she
encountered William’s eyes; he looked almost sad.

“Me either, William,” she
said, sincerely. “This entire evening has been… wonderful.” To
William’s puzzlement, Michelle grimaced after she spoke.

“Something the matter?” he
asked.

“It’s such a trite word,”
Michelle said, wistfully. “I wish no one had ever used the word
‘wonderful’ so I could use it to describe tonight without sounding
like I've never picked up a dictionary...”

William laughed; his date looked rather
adorable with her nose wrinkled up.

“Ah, Michelle... I have not
laughed so much in ages,” he said, scooting out from the booth.
Offering a hand to Michelle, he immediately noted the soft warmth
of her skin when their hands to connected. Clearing his throat, he
helped his companion into her coat; the subtle scent of her apple
blossom perfume didn’t help matters much. As William led Michelle
out of Marie’s, the idyllic orchard vision haunted his brain with a
vengeance.

“Apples aren’t even
blossoming this time of year...” he silently admonished
himself.

Michelle unconsciously slipped her arm
through his as they gained the front stairs; the cold air made her
want to draw close to her new acquaintance. Turning his collar
against the wind, William smiled down at Michelle.

“Let me see you home,” he
said, as they descended the stairs. “I would love to take a stroll
with you, or get coffee... anything other than end our evening.”
William surprised himself by blurting out such information. It
sounded rather desperate.

“But?” Michelle rescued
him.

“But... I have to work
tomorrow,” William admitted, heavily.

For the first time in years, he was
actually dreading going home. Normally, he couldn’t wait to get
home, to kick off his shoes and drop onto his favored couch. Yet,
tonight, William did not want to part from this intriguing young
woman who made him laugh. Frankly, he really wanted to bring her
home with him but he knew that would definitely scare her off.
Michelle fairly radiated ‘good girl’ vibrations, if such things
existed. Still, William stood on the sidewalk, toying with ideas he
shouldn’t.

“You may,” Michelle
said.

Williams looked at her, momentarily
confused. “See me home... if you’d still like to, that is.”
Michelle continued; she wondered at the fleeting look of guilt on
William’s face, but dismissed it.

“Ah... absolutely,” William
said, smiling down at her. He delighted in the feel of her arm
holding his. Reaching up, he tucked a wispy strand of hair behind
her ear; he decided he liked her ears very much; they were soft,
pink and irresistible. Michelle shivered just a little at his
touch.

“I... uh... won’t be able
to... um, invite you in,” she managed to say, striving hard not to
blush.

“What, no cognac on hand?”
William teased. Michelle looked up with a small grin.

“No, I just... don’t invite
anyone into my room,” she explained; she glanced up at with William
with hesitation, half expecting him to laugh. He did not. Touched
by Michelle’s forthright manner, William smiled. He liked that she
absolutely did not want to give the wrong impression.

“I understand, Michelle,” he
said. “I wasn’t expecting anything.” Michelle’s shoulders relaxed a
little; she felt her anxiety draining away.

“Thank you,” she said, with
gratitude.

A taxi pulled up in front of them, as
if by magic; Michelle didn’t remember William signaling for
one.

“You said—some time
ago--that you lived in a 'nice' hotel,” William said, shutting the
cab door after them. “Where should I send the driver?” Michelle
giggled softly; this was going to be fun. Clearing her throat, she
mustered her best sophisticated voice.

“The Waldorf-Astoria,” she
said, lifting her chin. William smiled.

“Now, now...” he joked. “You
may as well just tell me. I’ll find out sooner or later.” Looking
closer at Michelle’s face, William sobered; her eyes were bright
with mirth but there was no falsehood in them. “You’re... serious?”
he said, incredulous.

Unable to hold back her laughter,
Michelle told William about her arrangement with the hotel in
between breaths. William seemed impressed.

“You little minx,” he said,
affectionately. “You knew when you told me that I wouldn’t believe
the Waldorf… didn’t you?” Wiping her eyes, Michelle
nodded.

“I love telling people where
I live,” she admitted. “Why lie? The truth is far more
interesting.”Allowing himself a smile, William took her gloved
hand.

“You are full of surprises,”
he said. “Well then, to the Waldorf-Astoria, driver!” he ordered,
speaking the sentence as only a British man is able. The cab sped
off but soon after slowed in the after-dinner traffic. For once,
William did not mind the languid pace; it meant more time with
Michelle.

“So, any other
‘arrangements’ I should know about?” he inquired, after a few
moments. Michelle gave him a shy upward glance.

“Nothing bad,” she told him.
“Once a quarter I look over the books for a small day spa. They
give me a free body wrap and a mineral shower. Those are amazingly
relaxing... just like being back in a Colorado hot springs.”
Michelle’s eyes took on a dreamy look as eh spoke. She looked quite
alluring so relaxed; William was tempted to lean down to kiss
her.

“Slow... take it slow, old
boy,” he thought. Their newly established association was tenuous
enough without rushing into physical contact.

“Colorado,” he mused, aloud.
“That’s where you’re from, correct?”

At this, Michelle’s eyebrows shot up.
William felt that perhaps an explanation was due. “Well… when you
didn’t come back to your corner, I looked up the name on my
mother’s portrait with a private investigator I know,” he said.
“You mentioned Stanford in your little shout at me that day; I
found your name in the alumnus list.”

Michelle's face colored a little at the
mention of her verbal-outburst that day.

“Yes,” she acknowledged,
after a short pause. “I grew up in Denver. My parents sent me to
Stanford University, in California; my mother also went there.” As
she spoke Michelle struggled with welling emotions; her parents
were not a safe subject.

“Graduate School of
Business, Financial Accounting,” William recited. “... and a minor
in Drawing. An odd combination.” He reached for her hand. “The
investigator also found that rather unpleasant business with the
Johnson & Black Accounting Firm.”

Michelle gave a short sigh of
exasperation; just hearing that name caused a bit of resentment to
boil up within her.

“Yes. Some things you can
dance around in taxes,” she said, her voice sounding a little
forced. “Then there are illegal means; popular ones... but still
illegal.”

“So, that’s why you were
blacklisted,” William said, noting her discomfort.

“Yes,” Michelle said,
leaning back against the seat. “It’s amazing how ethics can cost
you not only your job but the chance of being re-hired in the
field, ever again.” She looked out the window, willing herself not
to cry.

“And, with four or five
people clamoring for every job, I can see why you sell your
drawings out on the corner,” William said, gently. Michelle gave
him a side-long look.

“No pitying the bedraggled
street artists, now,” she said. “I know I have a lot to be thankful
for. I may have lost my apartment but at least I don’t have to
sleep out on the streets, or in a shelter. Working out there is not
so bad, you know. All things considered, it has been great
experience for face studies.”

Making an effort, William refrained
from smiling at Michelle’s little speech; her chin had lifted ever
so slightly as she spoke. Sit was clear to him that she wished no
one to feel sorry for her. Despite this, he felt a rapidly
increasing desire to sweep her into his arms and promise to take
care of her forever.

William gave himself a mental slap.
Here he was sitting with a stranger, albeit a lovely and good one,
but a stranger nonetheless. Thoughts o f companionship, a
relationship... even of marriage occurred to him so quickly that he
felt unprepared to deal with them at the moment. Bewildered by his
own brain’s leaps into the unknown William gazed at Michelle,
thinking fantastic things.

Michelle saw a soft look descend into
William’s face; his eyes appeared to harbor a intensely pensive
expression. She was dying to know what was on his mind but feared
to pry. She contented herself with timidly squeezing his
hand.

“I do alright, William,” she
said, reassuringly. “Please don’t worry about me.” Her companion
smiled back at her; it was the ethereal smile Michelle had captured
in her portrait. Michelle found herself gazing back at him. In
spite of her insecurities, she wanted very badly to believe that
William would be interested in her for a long time to come; logic
told her she should not allow that hope to take flight so
soon.

Sitting beside her, William grew
curious about the conflicting expressions in Michelle’s eyes. There
was so much in her face he felt fascinated by... and yet, he could
see she possessed a pointed fear, one that he could not quite
fathom. William wondered if perhaps all she needed was a little
comfort. He needed some as well; more than anything he wanted to be
the one to bring her what solace a man was able.

“I can see you take care of
yourself, sweetheart,” he murmured; he stopped, realizing he’d
called her ‘sweetheart’. Blushing, Michelle looked out her window.
The taxi was not far from her hotel now; just a few more
blocks.

“Will you have lunch with me
tomorrow?” William ventured, after a moment. The end of their
evening drew nearer. Despite their recent acquaintance, he could
not let her go without giving her some indication of his
intentions. He intended to see her as much as humanly
possible.

Michelle gave William her attention
once more.

“In my floppy hat?” she
inquired, with a teasing smile. “Carrying my display case and rug?”
Grinning, William narrowed his eyes at her.

“You would, wouldn’t you?”
he remarked. “Take the day off work tomorrow. Then you can finally
see where I go to lunch.” Michelle looked uncertain. “My mother is
in town visiting again; I will be meeting her for lunch, before she
travels back to her house.” Michelle’s smile faded at his words
about his mother. William squeezed her hand.

“Relax,” he said, softly.
“She’d love to see you… as would I.”

Giving William a brave smile, Michelle
took in a deep breath. It occurred to her that this was one of
those now-or-never moments, the kind one encounters while traveling
the path of life; you either take it or forever rue your own
cowardice.

“My old corner then? At
12:06?” she offered, sounding more confident than she felt.
Whatever doubts she harbored, William’s answering smile made them
vanish.

“Not a moment later,” he
promised.

The taxi pulled up in front of the
Waldorf’s grand edifice.

“Michelle?” The young woman
paused in her exit of the cab; she looked back at William
uncertainly. He smiled. “Sleep well,” he said, looking as if he
wished to say much more. Michelle surprised her companion, and
herself, by leaning back into the cab; she gave William a very
small kiss on the side of his face.

“I will,” she whispered,
pulling back. William was mesmerized; Michelle’s lovely eyes glowed
with something unearthly. “You as well... and, thank
you.”

William squeezed her hand before
letting go.

“You’re very welcome,
Michelle,” he said. He meant, ‘You’re very welcome to be a part of
my life until I die’, but hoped the young woman wouldn’t guess
that. He rolled down the window as she walked from the cab.
“Goodnight,” he called after her. Michelle turned and gave him a
little wave before disappearing through the doors.

Settling back in the seat, William gave
the driver directions to his building, unable to stop a slow smile
from spreading over his face. His felt that his emotions and
thoughts were slipping away from their logical rut at an alarming
rate, but it didn’t bother him in the least. Sighing, William
pondered the evening’s events, chuckling now and then at the
amusing things Michelle had said and done. Her charming traits
outweighed the insecure, awkward ones.

“Lovely, shy … but cheeky
minx,” he said, to himself. He simply couldn’t believe he’d found
her after all these weeks. For the full ride home, William allowed
himself the wispy daydream of blossoming apple trees and a pretty
girl in pale pink.

 


 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


 


The next day dawned under a gray, rainy
sky. Standing beneath her one, unstained umbrella Michelle hovered
by the wall at her old corner, waiting for William. The excitement
she felt seemed almost impossible to contain; the man she’d had a
chance meeting with (across a crowded room, no less) and enjoyed an
exquisite evening with was going to walk beside her to lunch, far
away from this dismal corner. The evening before seemed like a
dream what with the present weather, pouring its tears of reality
down… but nothing could dampen Michelle’s spirits. Courageously,
she kicked away the more cynical thoughts that cropped up now and
gain, a talent which all humans possess. Instead she fortified
herself to see William’s face, feeling a bit like a teenage girl
off on her first date.

“It won’t do to seem too
eager,” she silently reasoned.
“No use scaring the man off with
desperation.” During the morel wakeful
moments of night previous, she had longed to see William again;
she’d even dreamed of him laughingly trying to feed her delicious
cake.

Michelle dressed with care for her
lunch date; she still owned a nice 'everyday' outfit. Under her
blue coat she wore warm, black tights, black ankle boots, a red
plaid skirt and a crisp, white blouse. A thin, black ribbon choker
necklace rounded out her ensemble, though she felt a bit
schoolgirl-ish wearing it. It wasn’t a ‘business lunch’ or
anything, she had reasoned. Liking her hairstyle of the previous
night, Michelle had taken the time to put a few curls on the ends
of her hair and was now valiantly fending the rain off with the
large, white umbrella.

Standing at the corner in her smart
coat, Michelle did not know how pretty she was; her smile shone out
radiantly, her eyes lit with anticipation. Several male glances
aimed themselves her way, but she didn’t see them. William alone
had claim to her attention; she searched the oncoming foot traffic
for a glimpse of his face. 12:05. Michelle held her
breath.

“Oh, calm down!” she
whispered, to herself. She could not stop smiling; she forced
herself to look at her boots. She looked up into the umbrella. She
tried counting raindrops, but gave up as the skies above let loose
a cloudburst.

“No hat today?” said a
pleasant voice, nearby. The very sound of it made Michelle’s ears
tingle. Peeking out from under her umbrella, she saw William,
standing next to her, armed with his own umbrella. Michelle graced
him with a brilliant smile. The sight of her happy expression
chased any weather-induced gloom away from William's
thoughts.

Walking towards Michelle’s old corner,
he spied a blue-coated figure standing still, mostly hidden by a
large white umbrella. It wasn’t until he’d drawn closer--and
observed the silver buttons--that he’d let out a relieved
breath.

“Hello, William,” Michelle
said, pleasantly; even her tone made William feel welcome. He
pretended to tip a hat that wasn’t there.

“Milady Michelle,” he said.
Still smiling, the young woman switched her umbrella to her other
hand and took his offered arm.

As they walked forward together
Michelle felt the ghostly presence of loneliness leave her. The
corner no longer seemed to be a well of disappointed dreams, but a
portal... opening to a realm of possibility. She glanced over at
her companion as often as possible, but trying to be discreet about
it. William had such a noble profile; she liked how his dark blond
hair picked up light, in spite of rain.

“See something you like?”
William asked, after a few moments. Michelle blushed and forced
herself not to hide under her umbrella; she felt rather foolish
being caught ‘checking him out’.

“It’s just good to see you,”
Michelle offered. “You’re wearing gloves today.” William grinned
boyishly at her.

“Yes, well my hands were
chilly last night," he said. “It was either wear gloves or warm
them on you. Although very tempting, the latter seems a little...
inappropriate.” William noted Michelle’s furious blush with
satisfaction; catching her eye, he indicated a glossy set of double
doors off to their right. The sign above the doors read 'The
Flagon'.

Weaving their way through the other
pedestrians, the two companions paused at the restaurant entrance
to shake and close their soaking umbrellas.

“After you,” William said,
holding the door. Michelle smiled at him and went in. Inside, a
stout man--clad in a green vest and shirt-sleeves--grinned at
them.

“Welcome to The Flagon!” he
called out heartily. “Mr. Montgomery...” he nodded at William.
“Another guest today, then?” The man held out his hands for their
coats.

As Michelle unbuttoned her coat she
looked around the long, low room. It appeared styled after an
English pub; dark leather chairs met her eye, polished wood
fixtures along with a large, crackling fireplace. The ambiance of
the room felt unusually comfortable for an eating establishment.
Turning back towards William, Michelle caught a look on his face.
He seemed to be studying her outfit with an obvious admiration.
Blushing, Michelle looked at the greeter and handed him her coat.
Much to her embarrassment, the man in the green vest winked at her.
William stepped a bit closer to his guest.

“You look... very nice,
Michelle,” he said, clearing his throat. Michelle resisted batting
her eyes at him; her skirt wasn’t that short.

“Thank you. Is your mother
here already?” she asked, looking around the main room.

William swallowed and pretended to look
for his mum; Michelle looked quite attractive. A bit more fun and
comfortable than last night, though he was quite partial to that
pink dress of hers. However, this little, red skirt and feminine
blouse looked downright seductive, yet she managed to appear
completely unaware of the effect on him. Trying to clear his mind,
William searched for his mother in earnest. Spying a familiar hat
across the room, he took Michelle’s hand and led the way toward the
table. The green-vested man scooped up a few menus and followed
them.

As they approached a far table
William’s mother looked up; she immediately noted that her son was
holding the hand of a pretty, young woman. She beamed. Getting to
her feet, the lady held out her arm gracefully to William. Her son
kissed her on the cheek in greeting and turned to Michelle. His
guest appeared to be a little uncomfortable, a rather forced smile
on her face.

“Mother, I’d like to
introduce...”

“Michelle. Yes, I know,” his
mother interrupted, still smiling. “You told me all about her at
breakfast; I’m not losing my memory yet, my boy.” She turned to her
son's guest; her kindly expression evaporated what fears Michelle
held. “My dear, how nice of you to join us,” the woman said,
happily. “Don’t you look lovely. Pay no mind to what happened when
we met, poor dear. I was overjoyed when William told me that he
found you...”

William coughed, pulling out a chair
for his mother.

“Please sit,” he told her,
patiently. Sporting a tolerant smile, the older woman complied.
William held Michelle’s chair for her as well; his guest took her
seat, feeling much more at ease.

“I hope you’ll accept my
apology for my behavior that day, Mrs. Montgomery,” Michelle said,
looking at William’s mother.

“Nonsense,” the woman said,
blithely; she patted Michelle’s hand. “My name is Margaret, my
dear. ‘Mrs. Montgomery’ was my mother-in-law... an unpleasant
woman. It is very good to see you! I simply adore the picture you
drew of William, it is superb; you are singularly talented. All of
my friends in Vermont are quite jealous and want to know whom the
elusive artist is and if they do commissioned work...”

Overwhelmed by the flood of goodwill
coming from Margaret, Michelle was rendered speechless.

“My dear madam,” William
began, trying to hide his smile at Michelle’s rather flustered
expression. “Do take a breath. My guest has no intention of running
off, I think.” Recovering herself, Michelle resisted throwing the
table napkin at William for his remark; she contented herself with
giving him a narrow look. Winking shamelessly at his date, William
turned to contemplate his menu.

“I am glad you like the
picture so,” Michelle said, turning back to Margaret. “It was one
of my favorites.” Margaret smiled, dimpling prettily.

“I love it,” she answered.
“I have it hanging in the ballroom. The framing company in town is
simply brilliant; the light in that room is largely natural and
suits all my artwork well. I hope you will visit and see how it is
situated.” Michelle didn’t know what to say, but Margaret did not
appear to need a response. “I am frankly amazed that you perfected
such a accurate drawing from your little corner, though it is a
good spot for face study, isn’t it? Two years is quite a long time
to vend sketches... William told me a little about your
situation.”

Michelle’s eyebrows rose slightly at
this; the lady patted her hand again.

“I think you’re quite
clever,” Margaret continued, unfazed. “Your parents would be very
proud of you.” Blinking, Michelle felt lnearly on the verge of
tears. This motherly woman was about killing her with kindness, the
loss of her own mother all that more apparent. William observed
Michelle’s drawn expression and handed his mother a
menu.

“I recommend the fish and
chips,” he said, trying to catch Michelle’s eye; the young woman
stared down at the table as if she didn’t really see it.

“You would,” Margaret
announced, looking at her son over her menu. Her annoyed tone made
Michelle glance up at her. “I will bet one hundred dollars that you
order ‘fish and chips’ every, single day,” Margaret continued. “You
should eat a variety of foods, or your health will deteriorate...
the salmon looks good.” The last part she said to herself. Michelle
stifled a giggle; William grinned.

“So, a variety from fish and
chips is... salmon? Another fish?”

“Oh, you know what I mean,”
Margaret said, giving her son’s arm a little pinch. She looked up
at an approaching waiter. “Bread? Oh, good. I am
famished.”

William caught Michelle’s eye and
smiled reassuringly at her. Returning his smile, she picked up her
menu and attempted to act normally. While the young woman searched
her menu, William studied her face, rather wishing they were alone;
her hair looked rather touchable, all loose and curling softly
around her shoulders. She softly bit her bottom lip in
concentration; William smiled, wanting to try it himself. Margaret
looked up--about to say something--and saw her son watching
Michelle. Glancing between the two, she smiled down into her menu,
remaining quiet.

A waiter appeared and silently took
their orders; William did order the fish and chips, despite a glare
from his mum. Michelle made him smile by having the same
thing.

“It sounds good,” she
defended. Margaret patted her hand.

“You have whatever you like,
dear.” The elegant lady ordered the salmon and pinched William’s
arm again when he asked the waiter to bring his mother a ‘variety’
salad.

As the waiter sauntered off with their
orders, Michelle studied the room. Instead of a booth the round,
mahogany table was flanked by four dark brown leather chairs.
Coffered wooden partitions were built up between tables, a detail
Michelle liked very much; it enabled more private conversation amid
the lunching groups. The air of the place was both smoky and spicy,
the furniture deep and relaxing; the whole effect was
pleasing.

“This is very much a
man-hangout,” she thought, fingering a pewter
salt-shaker.

“How do you like my midday
haven, Michelle?” William asked from across the table. Looking over
at him, Michelle immediately liked the playful twinkle in his eye.
Straightening her posture a little, she folded her hands in her
lap.

“Very much,” said she,
keeping William’s gaze. “It is pleasant and... relaxed. I can see
why you like it.”

Margaret gave a little
snort.

“The same food everyday...
really,” she scoffed, lightly. “You should eat better. Doesn’t
Alfred feed you greens?”

“Alfred would feed me greens
for breakfast if I would allow it,” William replied, testily. He
didn’t appreciated being berated by his mother in front of
Michelle. His guest, he noticed, was quite amused by their banter.
“I’m surprised he doesn’t wake me at two in the morning, wanting me
to take in a little spinach.”

Michelle repressed a strong desire to
laugh at William’s expression; she’d not seen him annoyed before.
She cleared her throat instead.

“Who’s Alfred?” she asked,
innocently. Margaret turned to her.

“Why Alfred is William’s
valet,” she explained, giving her son a saccharine smile. William
grimaced at her. Leaning forward, Michelle set her elbows on the
tabletop and rested her chin on her hands; she fixed her eyes on
William.

“You need a valet?” she
asked, unable to keep a teasing smile from her lips.

“Yes, well William is far
too busy to take proper care of himself,” Margaret answered for her
son. “Besides, Alfred’s been with the family since William was in
nappies.”

William raked a hand through his hair;
a small part of him wanting to throttle his mother. The woman
looked on the verge of pulling out photo albums. Across the table,
Michelle gave him some very amused glances; of all the things
William wanted to discuss on their second outing, his mother’s
memories of his babyhood was not among them.

“He put me through some
worrisome times, believe me,” Margaret was saying. “Once he
swallowed a whole goldfish... one of my favorites. It took some
to-do to get it out. A lot of castor oil...”

“Enough!” William demanded.
“Surely, there is something else to talk about...” His voice took
on a desperation that Michelle found hilarious; she giggled behind
her hand while Margaret argued a mother’s right to share
embarrassing stories.

“You were a good boy,”
William's mother said, tapping her fork on the tabletop. “You’ve
really nothing to be ashamed of.”

Fortunately, the waiter chose that
moment to bring a tray of steaming plates to their table. The
delicious smell of the food seemed to quell the good-natured
disagreement between William and his mother, and they retreated to
their proverbial corners. Michelle dipped her head at Margaret’s
quick blessing and cut genteelly into her fish.

William began to reach for his chips,
but thought better of it and went for his fork. Michelle also
wanted to use her fingers; in her experience you didn’t eat fish
and chips any other way. However, in front of Margaret, Michelle
acquiesced to ‘decorum’. William caught her eye and she knew he was
thinking the same thing.

“This is nice,” Margaret
said, after a minute. “They do know how to cook fish properly, I
will give you that. You should have Michelle over to your flat for
dinner, William. Alfred really can put on a feast.”

Grimacing, William resisted the urge to
‘accidentally’ spill his glass of water on her. He’d been toying
with the idea of asking Michelle over since last night, but now it
was tossed tactlessly onto the table like a flopping, dying fish.
Michelle, however, didn’t seem to notice his mother’s gentle
prodding; she leaned forward smiling.

“Does Alfred do all the
cooking?” she asked, sweetly. Immediately, she felt William’s
intent gaze upon her; she pretended to be very interested in
arranging the fork and knife on her plate. Looking up, she met
William’s eyes; his smile seemed rather predatory all of the
sudden. Returning to her food Michelle ate slowly, a smile hovering
around her mouth.

The food kept Margaret’s stories to a
minimum; Michelle did not encourage her, though she was sorely
tempted. It was strange to think of William as a child, as a
mischievous, little “ripper” with dirt on his face and snails in
his pockets. Stealing glances at him Michelle inwardly laughed;
every time his mother spoke frustration evidenced itself on his
face, giving way to embarrassment soon after. He made valiant
attempts to change the subject several times; Michelle decided to
give him a hand.

“Have you lived in Vermont
long?” she inquired of Margaret, as the older woman paused to sip
her coffee. Margaret patted her lips daintily with her table
napkin.

“No; only a few years,” said
she, giving Michelle a kind smile. “Originally, I purchased the
property to remodel and sell quickly but when William was promoted
to junior partner, I knew trans-Atlantic flights to visit London
would be too much for his busy schedule, or for my
health.”

“You moved to another
country... just to be near William?” Michelle felt a little
surprised at such devotion, wondering if the woman was unable to
let go.

Margaret nodded.

“Do not misunderstand me, my
dear,” she answered, sagely. “I wanted to see my son more than once
a year. I love my home in London... however, Vermont is growing on
me, I must say. Some of the ladies nearby even play bridge and seem
enthralled to have me in their set. The air is sufficiently dry,
the winter is manageable and the fall colors... simply
breathtaking.” The older woman sighed and gazed out a nearby
window.

“Oh!” she exclaimed, as if
struck by a thought. “I have the most wonderful idea! William, why
don’t you and Michelle drive up and visit me? The leaves have just
turned and are nearly at the most beautiful stage. There is an
apple festival coming up and a fabulous farmers market; my chef,
Jean-Claude is simply wild about it...”

William interrupted his mother’s
soliloquy.

“My dear madam, Michelle has
her work... and I do not know if I can procure any time off right
now. There are rumors of an upcoming merger...”

“Pish!” Margaret interposed,
with a flip of her hand. “There are always rumors of mergers; you
have been working at that office for six years solid, seven days a
week without a proper holiday. I can barely get him for one day at
Christmas,” she said, aside to Michelle. “Don’t tell me you haven’t
racked up the vacation days. And Michelle, have you ever seen
Vermont in the fall?”

Michelle felt unwilling to be pulled
into the matter.

“Uh... no, but I...” she
began.

“Wonderful!” Margaret
stated, happily. “You’ll simply adore it, my dear. I am dying for
you to see your picture all framed in its nook. There are so many
things to do around the little town. I’ve a few friends who’d like
to meet you very much. Now, I won’t take ‘no’ for an answer. Tell
me what weekend you’re free and I’ll arrange things.” Margaret
looked very pleased with herself; she set her coffee cup down on
its saucer as a sort of final gesture.

“No promises, Mother,”
William said, gravely, raking his hand slowly through his hair.
Taking work off was no joke. There were indeed rumors circling
around the upper offices of a possible buyout of the firm, which
meant new owner and perhaps layoffs. Not to mention preparing for
the possible merger he spoke of; an especially complicated and
delicate matter, it hung like a dark cloud over his entire floor.
He glanced over at Michelle. The young woman looked down at the
table with a rather blank expression; she appeared to be racking
her brain for a good excuse not to go. Her apparent confusion was
not lost on William; he knew that she hated to be pitied or
extended charity. Perhaps she simply did not wish to go.

“She’s out with us now,” he
thought, looking at her expression intently. “She’s enjoying
herself, and she had a good time with me last night at dinner...”
Without a doubt Michelle had enjoyed herself last night; he’d seen
it all over her face the entire evening. Perhaps his mother’s
suggestion had merit. A long drive in his tiny roadster would allow
them hours of uninterrupted conversation. Perhaps even a picnic.
William shook his head slightly. Michelle had not even agreed to
the idea yet, no matter what his mum had decided. He would find out
later what his young companion really wanted to do.

Absentmindedly, Michelle arranged her
fork and knife on the empty plate. She glanced over at William; he
seemed thoughtful, though a slight smile curved one side of his
mouth. He was a perplexing man to read, she decided; yet, the
enigma of William also seemed intriguing. She longed for the time
and opportunity to figure him out. The idea of imposing on Margaret
weighed on her, but such a trip with William would give them plenty
of time to talk and get to know one another better. William’s
silence on the issue worried Michelle a little; perhaps he felt
burdened by the idea. She was resolved to say nothing about it
unless he brought it up. Taking a folded ten-dollar bill from her
skirt pocket, Michelle started to fold the origami bird in her lap.
Finished, she put it slyly behind her water glass; William saw her
actions, however, and chuckled.

“You and your little
gratuities,” he said. Michelle looked at him guiltily and shrugged.
William beckoned to the server and signed the check, adding a tip.
Standing, he reached over and took the bird, putting it into his
pocket. “Souvenir,” he explained to Michelle. She
grinned.

“If you wanted one, you just
had to ask,” she replied, folding her arms over her chest. “Now
you’ve stolen from the bus-boy.” William laughed.

“Hardly,” he said, smiling
down at Michelle. “I left a generous tip. This bird is mine.” He
said the last words in a soft tone, sending a quick wink in
Michelle's direction. Blushing, the young woman excused herself
from the table to find the ladies room.

Once Michelle was out of earshot,
Margaret turned to her son with a broad smile.

“You were right,” she said,
“She is just lovely. I quite adore her already.” William
smiled.

“I am glad of it,” he said.
“I just hope you didn’t scare her off with that forced vacation to
your home. She despises being pitied.” At this, Margaret looked a
little taken aback.

“Pity? Nonsense,” she said
her hand to her chest. “I would give an invitation to any sweet
girl I thought you were interested in.”

“You think she interests me,
eh?” William stalled. He really didn’t want his mother interfering
with him and Michelle, especially when things were going so
well.

Margaret gave her son a knowing
look.

“The feelings between you
two, however recent, are very ardent,” she remarked, quietly. “Even
an old woman can see that. If I weren’t here I wager you would both
be elsewhere and more happily occupied.” William’s eyebrows shot
up; he tried to say something to the contrary but the color rising
in his face belied any denial he could invent. “Don’t mind me,” his
mother continued, smiling innocently. “I am just getting older,
William... I want grand-babies; several of them, if you wouldn’t
mind.”

“Anything else?” her son
sputtered, astonished.

“Yes,” Margaret said,
opening her purse. “Please take some time off and bring Michelle up
to the house sooner rather than later. I would like to get to know
her a little better.”

“So would I,” William
thought, glancing towards the restrooms. His mother’s bold
suggestion triggered oddly dualistic emotions to crop up in his
mind, likened to simultaneous offense and appeal.

“I may be able to take a
weekend off,” he said to his mother. “But don’t push
it.”

Margaret nodded, trying not to smile;
her son--though grown and successful--was still very easy for her
to read.

“And furthermore,” William
continued, commanding Margaret’s attention once more; her son
furrowed his brow for added seriousness. “If you mention
grand-babies or anything of the sort to Michelle I will personally
cancel my Christmas plans and offer to work double overtime at my
firm past New Year’s.” Margaret hid a grin away.

“Don’t be petulant. I’m an
old woman,” she said, primly. “It’s only natural that I want some
sweet, little grandb...”

“Michelle! There you are...”
William interrupted, loudly. His guest walked up to the table, a
little bemused at William’s desperate tone. She was very curious to
know what he and his mother were discussing; her date looked
positively embarrassed. Margaret, on the other hand, gave her a
bright smile.

“William and I were just
talking about you, my dear,” Margaret said, sweetly, ignoring her
son’s grimace. “I hope you found the restroom clean. You never know
if they sanitize things properly.”

“They are very good about
cleaning the lavatory, my dear madam,” William said, testily. “I
have never seen it out of order.”

“It pays to inquire,”
Margaret said, titling her head a little. William contented himself
with shooting his mother a glare and standing to go.

“Their hand soap is
exquisite,” Michelle said, smelling her hands. “It’s thick and
smells like spiced cider.”

“Now, that is my favorite
hot drink,” Margaret said, patting Michelle’s arm. “Especially when
it’s chilly out.”

Michelle nodded in answer, managing a
small smile. The frequent touching was a little different, but she
knew Margaret meant well; the elegant woman’s motherly ways bore
with them a comfort Michelle had not known in years.

“Shall we?” William
suggested; his expression softened a little as he watched the two
women. As much as he wanted to avoid his mother’s interference, it
seemed heartening--and a little surprising—that Margaret was so
easily warming up to Michelle. The other women he’d dated in the
past became quickly familiar with his mother’s icy, ‘aristocratic’
side. Sometimes, she’d been downright insulting. Anyone seeing her
now would assume she was talking to a good friend, instead of a
person she had formally met only an hour ago. His mother's motives
for her pleasantries did not escape William but he let it go, for
now.

The party of three collected their
coats from the front greeter; Michelle shyly thanked the man and
told him the meal was delicious. The green-vested man beamed at
her.

“Come again lassie...
anytime,” he said, giving her another broad wink. Michelle turned
around and rolled her eyes, an action which amused William very
much.

“So this is why you wear
those worn clothes and that floppy hat,” he whispered in her ear.
“You have to beat them off with a stick.” Blushing, Michelle
shrugged and gave him a half-smile.

“Yes,” she whispered back.
“It works while my tin overcoat is being repaired.” William smiled
and resisted winking at her himself; he decided that he’d been
doing far too much of that lately.

Margaret stood by the entrance, talking
to her driver on a cell phone.

“He will pick me up out
front,” she told William, shutting her phone with a click. She
straightened her hat in the foyer mirror and turned to give her son
a quick peck on the cheek; he had to lean down a ways to receive it
but did so without complaining. “Thank you for lunch my boy,”
Margaret said, looking up at her son affectionately; she turned to
Michelle. “And, it was delightful to meet you, Michelle. I do hope
you will visit me soon.”

Michelle smiled at her; the older
lady's kindness managed to permeate one's soul like
balm.

“Thank you,” she returned,
with more confidence than she felt. “I enjoyed meeting you as well.
I hope you have a safe journey home.” Margaret’s smile struck the
young woman as completely genuine.

“Thank you, my dear. Au
revoir,” William's mother said, elegantly. William held the door
open for her; Margaret stepped out, expertly unfolding her umbrella
in one, smooth action.

It dawned on Michelle that she did not
have a problem being cordial or sociable; she simply hadn’t met
many people worthy of cordiality. Samuel, Mabel, Patrick, William
and Margaret made up her entire circle of acquaintances, though she
considered William a bit differently than the rest. She watched her
companion as he buttoned up his coat, giving room to hopeful
thoughts which, normally, she would not have dared entertain. What
if he should turn out to be her soul mate?

Considering their positions in life,
such a thing was illogical. He was foreign born, a successful
lawyer, brought up in wealth and considerable social standing;
Michelle was not raised a pauper but she was certainly one now. She
first saw him merely by chance, vending sketches on the street. It
was by chance his mother saw the picture in the first placer. She'd
had a near-manic episode in front of William and his mother, and
yet they had just shared a very pleasant meal together. Just a few
weeks ago, William was ignorant of her very existence; now he
couldn’t stop smiling at her. Michelle shook her head, wondering at
life’s great ironies.

William felt Michelle’s scrutiny of him
and grinned at her; Michelle returned it; in one hand she clasped
her folded umbrella.

“Want to walk me back to
work?” William asked; he sounded amused. Michelle nodded, wanting
to shrug. How was it that this man could laugh at her shyness but
she didn’t feel insulted? Deep down, Michelle knew she wasn’t
offended that William found her quirks humorous. It was actually
flattering. She smiled up at him.

“You mean I get to glimpse
the famed bulwark of legality that is Brownstone & Peters?” she
asked, amused. William’s smile was a little strained.

“It is not all that
special,” he said, flatly. “The building’s rather old and boxy; the
offices within are horribly outdated.” He opened the restaurant
door for his date.

The rain had not let up, but it failed
to damped Michelle’s spirits; her feet felt light walking by
William once again. His comments about his place of work intrigued
Michelle and she felt compelled to further the subject.

“Have the owners of your
company ever thought of renovating?” she inquired; she held her
umbrella up with one hand, her other arm linked with William’s. Her
blue-eyed companion shrugged a little.

“Er... the idea had been
tossed about a lot lately,” he admitted. “Problem is it would take
a million to properly remodel the place. I’m only a junior partner,
but from what I’ve heard come down from the top, Mr. Peters wants
to see a little more revenue from our branch before investing such
a considerable sum into aesthetics.”

Michelle looked thoughtful for a
moment.

“Maybe your firm could have
a sale,” she said, smiling. “That would raise some eyebrows... and
money.” William gave her a half-smile.

“A sale, eh? As in washing
cars or tables of baked goods?” Michelle softly at his
tone.

“Ha... as if they could,”
she said. “I doubt your fellow legalists would even know how to
wash a car.”

“Legalists? Now that‘s just
silly,” William returned, smiling. “Still, you might be right about
the lack of manual labor. I, however, do wash my own car. It’s an
Aston Martin. No teenager making $8.00 an hour is going anywhere
near it.”

“I’m sure you wash it
yourself,” Michelle said, smiling widely. “No, I’m talking about a
sale of services; you know... a two-for-one hostile takeover deal.”
Her voice took on a bright, advertisement tone. “The first
restructuring is free with purchase; firings not included. Fine
print has not been tested on animals...”

William laughed; the young woman was
quite convincing as she rattled off her little suggestions. He
suddenly imagined someone presenting such ideas to the board; the
ensuing looks of disbelief on such stoic faces would be priceless.
He smiled down at Michelle. The fun in her bright eyes seemed
almost tangible.

“You’re quite the little
improv-comic,” William told her. “Ever perform at a comedy club?”
Michelle wrinkled her nose.

“I have not,” she said, with
conviction. “You’ll not find me on a stage. Definitely not my
forte.”

“Aw, now... you’d sing me a
song if I asked, wouldn’t you?” William queried, smiling. Michelle
saw he was teasing her.

“Well, I can sing 'It’s a
small world after all'. Want to hear that?” William shook his head
at her.

“Minx,” was all he
said.

They walked a ways in silence,
comfortable being near one another. Michelle thought over William’s
pet name for her; even having a pet name was kind of flattering.
She would not have considered herself in the ‘minx’ category but
William had a way of subtly drawing her from her shell; when he
baited her, she found herself bantering back and liking
it.

“Your mother is very nice,”
Michelle said, after a short pause. William grinned and looked at
her sideways.

“You’re serious?” he joked.
Michelle made a face at him.

“You are fortunate to have a
kind mother,” she replied. “Mine was like that. They try hard to
make your life better, in their own way.” Sobering, William looked
at Michelle's face a bit more closely.

“I was sorry to learn of
your parents, Michelle,” he said, leaning a little closer to her as
they walked. His companion looked at him searchingly for a
moment.

“I don’t remember telling
you about them,” she said, puzzled. “Oh... right. You had a PI
‘investigate’ me.” She said the last bit with a small
smile.

William shrugged.

“Yes, well... I wanted to
know if you were ‘for real’, as you Americans say,” he explained.
Michelle squeezed his arm reassuringly.

“It’s OK…” she said. “I have
nothing to hide.”

“So I found,” William said,
affably. “Although, I was curious about something... have you no
family at all?”

“Ouch,” Michelle thought,
closing her eyes. William felt her wince and instantly regretted
the question.

“I’m sorry to ask...” he
began. Michelle gave him a half-smile.

“Please don’t worry about
it. I’m not upset,” she explained. “It just seems so corny talking
about my life. I really don’t want to be pitied.”

“Corny or not, I really want
to know,” William said, soberly. Encouraged by his interest
Michelle took in a slow breath. It seemed refreshing to have
someone ask her direct questions, apparently spawned of a genuine
interest. Michelle decided to tell him all that he'd care to ask
her about.

“I have an uncle,” she said,
finally.

William appeared somewhat baffled by
her answer.

“An uncle. Just one?”
Michelle nodded.

“My Uncle Oscar,” she
explained. “He's my father’s older brother.”

“Oh,” William answered. He
walked a few steps before speaking again. “I didn’t see him in the
report.” Michelle bit her lip.

“I’m not surprised,” she
said, heavily. “He and dad argued or something a long time ago,
when I was about ten. Dad said he changed his last name in college,
something to do with being mad at his father. I haven’t seen him in
years. I do know he used to travel around the world a lot;
sometimes he’d bring us gifts and things from other countries, I
mean… until he didn’t come back anymore.”

“I suppose it would be silly
to ask if he died,” William commented, after a short pause. “It
sounds as if you don’t really know what happened to
him.”

Nodding, Michelle concentrated on the
pedestrian immediately in front of her. The entire topic teetered
on an emotional precipice, for her. Still, she wanted William to
know more about her, and this was a big part of why she was
alone.

“He sounds like a bit of an
eccentric,” William remarked.

“I suppose that would be an
accurate description,” Michelle said, slowly. “He helped construct
skyscrapers; a foreman of sorts, or so my parents told me. He was
building one in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia the last time he visited us. I
remember he brought my mother and I each a bright-blue, silk scarf.
My dad said that he and Uncle Oscar had a ‘disagreement’. That’s
when he stopped visiting. I was still in high school.”

“Must have been a bloody big
disagreement,” William put in.

“Yes,” Michelle said,
shrugging. “All I know is that he didn’t respond to the letter I
sent about my parent’s accident, and I didn’t see him at the
funeral.”

“I see.” William’s statement
was full of understanding. Just listening to Michelle talk, he felt
nearly overwhelmed with sadness. He’d had a similar burden in
having to direct his own father’s funeral. The urge to help
Michelle pulled on him stronger the more she spoke.

“You know...” the young
woman said, quietly. “Even though he wasn’t around too much, I
don’t think I have forgiven him completely for disappearing. If
he’s still alive, I mean. How can you be so angry as to ignore your
own brother’s funeral?”

“A grudge is an ugly thing,
Michelle,” William remarked. “It can’t really be explained unless
you know firsthand what happened. Your Uncle must have had his
reasons.”

“True,” Michelle said,
frowning. “It still hurts that my remaining family member is
nowhere to be found.” William nodded.

“I agree with you there,” he
said.

Looking up at William, Michelle
grinned.

“Well, since I can’t hire
Sam Spade to check you out, maybe you could tell me a little more
about yourself.”

“Ask away, sweetheart,”
William said, flashing her a grin.

“Alright... what made you
reside stateside?”

“I interned at Brownstone
& Peters’ London office after University. A position opened up
here in an area I seem to have a knack for: corporate contracts,
take-over bids, that kind of thing.”

“Ah,” Michelle said,
smiling. “Modern-day legal piracy.” William gave her a side-long
look and grinned.

“You’re not far off,” he
told her. “I’ve been closeted away there for six years now;
sometimes they let me out for meetings and things but mostly its
just piles and piles of paperwork to look through.” Wanting to show
an interest in his work, Michelle searched for something
intelligent to say.

“So, you look for
loopholes?” she suggested. “Trying to find anything that will get a
better deal for your clients, right?” William seemed unenthusiastic
about this entire subject, but he brightened visibly at Michelle’s
comment.

“That’s right,” he said,
smiling looking down at her. “Anything that improves the client’s
chance is appreciated, but also I hash out the fine points, so to
speak: which staff goes where, who gets the Axe, who stays at what
salary and all the mundane, impossibly tedious details needed for
today’s corporate take-over.” William closed his eyes for a moment
and rubbed his forehead.

“You need a break, don’t
you?” Michelle said, softly. William flashed a ‘Don’t Worry I’m
Fine’ smile at her.

At the mention of vacation the notion
of taking a long drive to Vermont together floated up in William’s
mind; though the biting air made a picnic impossible, he suddenly
wanted to know if Michelle would even consider going. Despite their
rather recent acquaintance but seemed to be a strangely strong bond
growing rapidly between them, more so than a mere physical
attraction. He enjoyed every moment of their time
together.

In William's mind, the hope of her
becoming part of his life begged to be thoroughly investigated.
Looking over at Michelle again, he decided to take the
plunge.

“I do hope you’ll consider
Mother’s offer, Michelle,” he said, with more confidence than he
felt. “I could use a break and I wouldn’t mind at all if you came
along with me to Vermont.”

“Wouldn’t mind?” Michelle
thought, disappointed. So, he wouldn’t mind taking her... but did
he want her to go?

“Of course, if you’d rather
not, there’s no pressure,” William continued.

Something in his voice made Michelle
pause her inward musing; a slow realization blossomed as analyzed
his words and tone.

“He’s worried I’ll say no…”
she thought; her eyes winded a little at the idea. For all
William’s well-dressed, confidant British demeanor, Michelle saw
that--like herself--he could fall victim to inward uncertainty,
even nervousness. The knowledge comforted her, somehow; seeing a
more human attribute in the man she walked with enabled trust gain
a stronger foothold within her. Turning her head, Michelle looked
up at William; his eyes regarded her expression intently. The
marked uncertainly in his gaze surprised Michelle. Taking a deep
breath, she mustered all her bravery.

“Would you like me to go
with you?” she asked. “I mean, you… personally.”

For a few seconds it seemed to Michelle
that her heart failed within her; she knew William wasn’t trying to
be cruel with his pause but the moments appeared to stretch out
longer with each passing second. Finally, he smiled; it was the
quick, warm smile Michelle already admired.

“Is that why you hesitate?”
he queried, his eyes twinkling. “You don’t think I wanted to take
you with me?” He sounded merrily incredulous, as if he’d gained
some imperative piece of information and was puzzled by
it.

“Well, no one wants an
obligatory guest...” Michelle began. At this, William laughed out
loud; he ran a hand through his hair.

“Michelle Gregory,” he said,
sounding vastly amused, “There is no one on this planet I would
rather drive to Vermont with… or anywhere else, for that matter.
Will you accompany me and--dare I say--put up with my
questions?”

Michelle broke out in a smile; a look
of relief crossed her face.

“I’d love to,” she said.
“And for the record I like your questions.”

“Do you?” William asked,
with a grin.

“You have such a pleasant
voice,” Michelle explained, shyly. “I think you could get away with
asking just about anything.” Biting her lip, she suddenly wished
she hadn’t said the last bit.

“Really?” William said,
lifting an eyebrow at her. “I’ll have to bear that in mind.” At
this, the young woman retreated into the recesses of her
umbrella.

Walking forward, Michelle wondered at
the wisdom of agreeing to spend hours alone with William in his
car, driving to another state. Certainly they were going to visit
his kind mother and would be staying at her home, in separate
rooms... but, still. Glancing sideways at her companion, she saw
his confidence had fully returned; a content smile dressed his face
as they strolled forward. They ambled in the rain for a few minutes
in happy silence.

“Here we are,” William said,
at last. Looking up, Michelle saw the edifice of an old fashioned,
medium high-rise office building, clad in the familiar gray
concrete and large, tinted windows. William led them under an
awning, out of the way of the foot-traffic. “My offices are on the
23rd floor.”

“It’s impressive,” Michelle
said, smiling up at him. They were standing only a foot apart, but
it seemed like a comfortable amount of space. William
grimaced.

“Sure, it is,” he said. His
choice of words made Michelle wrinkle her nose.

“Oh, please don’t say it
like that.” she said. Puzzled, William looked down at
her.

“Say what... like what?” he
asked, looking confused. Michelle laughed, softly.

“Sure. You can’t say it like
an Englishman… it’s an American word.” William gave her a wry
grin.

“Perhaps I should have said
‘surely’,” he said, narrowing his eyes at her.

“Uh... no,” Michelle said,
clearing her throat. “You can say it, but you have to say it like a
used car salesman. Like this, sheewrrr.” As the young woman intoned
the word, William immediately imagined a man selling cars in some
dusty lot. He laughed.

“Point made,” he said,
licking his bottom lip quickly. “I would like to have your room
number, if you don’t mind so I can call you about a
date.”

Michelle smiled; her eyes were bright
with mirth.

“A date? We’ve just had
one.”

William leaned down, stopping just
inches from her ear.

“We’ll have more, believe
me,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. His breath warmed
Michelle’s ear momentarily. She willed herself not to blush; she
failed. William noted her rosy face with satisfaction and drew
away, a little. “A date for our trip, Michelle,” he explained,
looking down at her eyes.

“Oh,” Michelle said, feeling
stupid. “Right. Um... Room 203.” She was having trouble making
complete sentences and mentally kicked herself. “It’s only hot air,
for crying out loud!” she silently remanded herself.

Michelle let go of William’s arm and
took a step back. “Won’t you be late for work?” she asked, slipping
her hands into her coat pockets. Grinning knowingly at her, William
took off one of his gloves; he reached up and tucked a stray piece
of Michelle’s hair behind her ear. His fingers were very
warm.

“Want me to call you a cab,
Michelle?” he asked, stepping close to her again.

“Uh... no thank you,” his
companion stammered. “I am a fairly accomplished walker. I feel
like getting some… uh, exercise.”

Allowing himself a last look into her
eyes, William nudged her arm softly with his elbow.

“Off with you, then,” he
said, affectionately. “Or, I’ll not be getting any work done. You
are far too... distracting.” He wanted to say desirable...
exquisite; even those adjectives still didn’t cover it but she
definitely distracted him. Not that he minded.

“Thank you for lunch,
William,” Michelle said, nudging him back lightly.

“Anytime, Michelle,” he
answered. “I will see you later.”

“Bye.”

Michelle forced herself to turn around
and walk away; even her feet seemed to be saying: ‘Stay! Stay with
the gorgeous man with blue eyes!’ Shivering with a whole host of
foreign emotions, Michelle slowly made her way down the packed
sidewalk in a sort of blissful trance. William wanted her to go
with him to Vermont! He was flirting with her. Not too much, but
definitely flirting. Warmed by these thoughts, Michelle walked on,
enjoying the moment tremendously.

William watched her go; her face seemed
alight with some purely innocent joy.

“If you only knew what I was
thinking half the time, you’d run,” he thought, wryly. Would she?
He wondered about her. Michelle flirted like a timid, little
sparrow and seemed painfully naive to some of his suggestive
remarks. Then again, he had been making her blush almost
constantly. He silently admitted he liked doing that, most of all.
Passing through the building’s revolving door, William walked to
the familiar corporate elevators. Alone in the lift, he meditated
on his date with Michelle; she was not far from his mind at any
time of the day or night lately.

As he stood in the elevator, William
wondered of Michelle’s serene exterior harbored an entire, inward
bottle of passion hidden away for later use; he longed to find out.
Even being near her sometimes made it necessary to clench his jaw
and think of something unpleasant to avoid certain discomforts...
especially when she smiled.

“Dammed unprofessional,”
William muttered; he missed Michelle already. “Room 203,” he said.
Just knowing her room number brought him comfort.

The doors of the elevator swept open,
revealing the receptionist’s desk. The middle-aged woman behind it
was a rather irritable sort, with stiff, bleached hair and a
matching personality.

“Mr. Peters and Mr. Johnson
want all the department heads in the main conference room,” she
snapped. From her sour attitude, William guessed the woman had
missed lunch. Nodding, he changed direction towards the executive
hall.

“Ah... William,” Mr. Johnson
called out to him as he entered the large room. “Take a seat.”
William did and fixed his employer with an unemotional
stare.

Though large, the main conference room
was little more than a box with a table in it. Besides the
whimsical, antique windows, whoever decorated this place had no
imagination whatsoever. The short, portly man before him sat at the
head of a long, polished table that had been painted black; it
always made William wince when he saw it. What a waste of perfectly
good wood to simply paint over it.

“Peters will be a minute.”
Mr. Johnson was speaking again; he drummed his fleshy fingers on
the table in a bored fashion. “I hear you’ve been finishing up the
Morton-Viece thing.”

“I have, sir,” William
responded. Mr. Johnson attempted a smile; the result was a lopsided
sneer. William wished the man could see himself; he looked like a
clown that had suffered a stroke.

“Great, great... I hadn’t
heard about it for awhile until today; some junior associate said
you were handling it,” the man droned on. “So, been on vacation
lately?” William resisted rolling his eyes. He detested small talk,
especially before meetings, but this obvious, vague drivel was
intolerable. Honestly, how did the man become a lawyer? William
kept his thoughts to himself as the man rambled on about going
fishing in Virginia. It occurred to William that he didn’t really
know what Mr. Johnson did at the firm.

“Sir?” William interrupted.
“I will be taking next weekend off; I’ll bear fishing in mind. I do
have a few hundred pages of the Morton-Viece merger to go through
today.”

Mr. Johnson nodded.

“Oh... yeah. How’s it
going?” he inquired said.

“Well, right now... it’s
not,” William responded, managing to keep his face straight. “I am
sitting here.”

“Oh, right... uh... great,”
Mr. Johnson said, with little effort. “Here’s Peters.”

William turned to see the senior
partner walk through the door, followed by several of the junior
partners. Despite his poor choice in part choice in business
partners, William had some respect for Mr. Peters. The man was a
brilliant litigator who’d used his turn-the-screws-on-witnesses
approach towards merger deals, ending up with a few devoted clients
and an international company. The man’s original partner, the
respected A. M. Brownstone had died some years ago; heart attacks
were common among lawyers. It was rumored Peters took on Johnson as
a silent partner merely for some additional capital.

“Alright, sit,” Peters
boomed out, his forehead lined in a permanent scowl. “As you know
the rumors are true about the upcoming Warthall-Poller venture;
they want us to negotiate the same deal as Morton-Viece but they
want 2/3 of the staff gone. Montgomery...”

“Sir,” William looked his
boss square in the eye, over the long expanse of the
table.

“Hammer out the final
details on Morton-Viece and courier it over before end of business
today. Copies on my desk by four,” the man barked.

“Yes, sir,” William said,
his face blank. Mr. Peters was not angry; he snapped at everyone,
even on good days. The firm’s senior partner doled out a few more
jobs and was about to adjourn the meeting when the newest junior
partner spoke up. William couldn’t remember his name.

“What about the rumors of
Felix Maclane...” the young man said, nervously; he hushed up as he
encountered Mr. Peters’ expression. The boss gave the man such an
icy glare that William wondered if his boss was going to leap over
the table and throttle the inquirer.

“That son-of-a-bitch won’t
trouble us,” Peters said, stiffly. “Sometimes rumors are just
rumors. Brownstone built this company; I’ve worked here since I was
twenty. It’s mine now and no one’s taking it from me.”

William sat forward, interested; he
looked over at Johnson. The man shuffled papers aimlessly, looking
at the table. Mr. Peters promptly ended the meeting and the
partners scattered.

Catching up with the man who’d spoken
up in the meeting, William introduced himself.

“Caleb Grenell,” the man
said, shaking William’s hand.

“What was all that business
about Felix Maclane?” William asked as they passed a water cooler.
“Is he a new client?” The junior partner’s eyes bulged a
little.

“You don’t know?” he asked,
his voice incredulous. “Felix-Maclane Inc. is a legal firm, like
this one, only bigger, with more offices and more
clients...”

“I get the idea,” William
interrupted. “I’ve been buried in my office the last six years with
my nose in one contract after another. Sometimes I miss the
news.”

“I guess...” Grenell said,
getting a cup of water. “They’ve made a name for themselves lately
by taking over legal firms and firing nearly everyone. Three
already, just this year; they hostilely takeover corporate takeover
specialists.”

“Sounds like poetic
justice,” William mused aloud, looking at the nearby window.
“Peters seemed unnerved at the mere mention of them.”

“He should be,” Grenell
said, with conviction. William looked back at him, interested.
Grenell continued; “My brother works for our accounting firm and he
says our revenue has dropped dramatically since Brownstone kicked
the bucket. If Felix-Maclane takes over, they’ll downsize to
bare-bones… we’ll all need new jobs.” Grenell nodded at William and
hurried off down the hall. William walked to his own office, deep
in thought.

Reaching his corridor, he glanced at
Mabel, his middle-aged secretary; she nodded at him over her
typing.

“Two courier deliveries for
you, Mr. Montgomery,” she quipped, inclining her head slightly
towards the IN box.

“Thank you Mabel,” William
said, picking them up; he scrutinized the labels and grimaced. More
changes to the merger contract. “I’ll need the courier service in
the lobby by three o’clock; the final contract will be ready to
send over by then, if I can just get it done. See that I’m not
disturbed.”

“Yes sir,” Mabel answered
automatically, still typing. Pushing open his office door, William
closed it swiftly behind him. Walking over to the windows, he
opened the blinds and watched the rain drizzle down for a moment;
he puts his hands in his pockets.

A bit of sharply-folded paper poked his
finger; he drew out the little origami bird Michelle had made. It
looked a little crinkled but still graceful. Smiling, William
turned it over; just thinking about Michelle brightened his mood.
Walking to his desk, William moved a stack of papers and placed the
bird down right where he could see it. Filling his coffee cup, he
sat down resolutely to work, pausing now and then to look at the
little bird and smile.

 


~ ~ ~ ~ ~

 


Michelle walked happily down the dirty
sidewalk, not noticing the trash or the people who bumped into her
with rude remarks. If cloud nine existed, she felt close to
stepping on its surface. As she headed in the direction of her
hotel, Michelle didn’t know quite what to do with herself. For the
first time in years, she had not gone out to sell her drawings;
here she was, ambling down the street like anyone else, but with
nowhere to go. It did not matter; wings seemed attached to her
heels and she floated despite gravity, despite the grim faces
around her and in spite of all the moody feelings that hovered in
the dark skies above.

A trip; it had been far too long since
Michelle’s last journey out of the city. Walking slowly, she spied
the side street leading towards the GoodWill. Pausing, she looked
down at her clothes; it was the one nice, unstained outfit she
possessed besides the pink gown. Biting her bottom lip, Michelle
hovered by a bus stop sign, wondering if she could part with more
of her precious dollars for ‘trip’ clothes. It seemed a bit
extravagant but Michelle wanted to look nice for William and for
Margaret; she did not want to bring shame to them or to herself by
the want of a few items of clothing.

A dozen or so other people browsed
through the GoodWill aisles. Having decided to ‘shop’ Michelle put
aside her frugal reservations. Her last date had been at senior
prom; her ‘escort’ that night was as shy as she and they barely
exchanged six words all night. Instead, they danced… a lot, and had
a considerable amount of fun doing so. There was no need for
speaking at a dance. He’d given her a chaste peck on the cheek; the
boy certainly never inspired the emotions in her that William did
and yet, she felt safe with her new-found interest. Soon, she’d get
to go on a trip with him, to get to know his family better. The
feelings accompanying such thoughts felt mildly exhilarating, as if
she was about to dive out of a plane… but with a sturdy, trusty
parachute.

Not in any hurry, Michelle dreamily
perused the racks of used things; it looked a rainbow array of
wealth to her. She was not looking for anything in particular, but
hoped a wonderful outfit would jump out at her... figuratively
speaking. A dark-red housecoat caught her eye; she felt it. Silk.
Michelle was almost afraid to look at the tag.

“Six dollars,” she murmured.
“Not bad.” For six dollars she could have a robe to be ‘suitable’
in. Margaret’s home, Michelle knew, was sure to be a place where
one should look proper, at the very least. The robe went into her
basket. Michelle found some other useful items, including a pair of
leather walking boots, garnet-red velvet jeans, a creamy pullover
fleece and a long, deep green dinner dress and a gray woolen
suit-dress. These, she felt would prove useful even after the
trip.

Lingering in the used book section
Michelle suddenly felt like someone was watching her. Pretending to
ignore it, she looked for the nearest exit; spying a door nearby,
she stole a glance toward the offender. A middle-aged man stood
about fifteen feet away from her, scrutinizing her face intently;
his face was more than familiar to Michelle. The young woman
stopped and stared, her mouth open. Of all the people in the
world...

“Michelle.”

The man said her name but she didn’t
move. Tears began to form in Michelle’s eyes but she blinked them
away.

“Uncle Oscar?”

The man stepped closer and clasped her
hand in a secure hold. It was not a threatening action, but one of
relief. Still a little stunned, Michelle studied his face; she knew
it well even after six years. He towered over her much like William
did, but the man’s face was aged, tanned and stocky; his hair
seemed grayer than she remembered but his eyes were unchanged, a
keen, warm gray. Her uncle smiled and stepped forward; Michelle let
him hug her briefly.

“I’ve been trying to find
you,” her uncle stated. His voice sounded stiff, but the sincerity
in his face jabbed at Michelle’s heart; her brows drew together and
she felt perilously close to crying.

“I thought you were dead,”
she whispered, shaking her head. “Dad and Mom...”

“I know,” her uncle said,
putting a hand on Michelle’s shoulder. “I was out of the country
for several years... um... why don’t we get some coffee? This isn’t
a great place to sit and talk.” Managing a weak smile, Michelle
nodded.

“Just let me get these paid
for and we’ll go,” she said, quietly; she paid for her items as her
uncle stood nearby.

A few minutes later they were sitting
in a nearby coffee shop; Michelle ordered cocoa, her uncle asked
the man behind the counter for black coffee.

“You’ve really changed,”
Oscar said, after they sat down. “I know that’s obvious but it was
so strange to see you all grown up, standing in a Manhattan store.”
Michelle laughed.

“The GoodWill is hardly
haute couture shopping,” she said, smiling. Her uncle returned her
smile.

“I figured you’d be at one
of them,” he explained. “I remember your mom used to go there. I
kind of staked out the stores around your previous address. It was
my last resort to find you.”

Michelle sat forward and looked him in
the eye.

“If I may, sir... where have
you been?” she began. “My father said you two had a fight but he
wouldn’t say what about or why. Mom just figured it would work out
between you. She said you were very busy.” Oscar’s expression
sobered at her words.

“It was a bit more than just
‘busy’,” he said, seriously. “Your dad and I... well, we just
stopped speaking for awhile. Back then, my work was easy to lose
myself in. I had government contracts overseas, rebuilding bombed
buildings, remodeling embassy compounds... that sort of thing. One
country’s government where we were working kind of, well… imploded.
All westerners and Americans were evacuated, but not all of us made
it out in time. My crew and I were hid for weeks by a few brave
families until we could make the border and fly out.”

Michelle looked at her uncle
wide-eyed.

“I don’t remember seeing any
of this on the news,” she said, slowly. Oscar grinned.

“Well, you wouldn’t have…
bad for PR,” he said.

“So, you found out about the
funeral when you got back in?”

Oscar rubbed his forehead,
nodding.

“Yeah,” he said, heavily. “I
heard you’d gone on to New York and I tried calling, but you
weren’t listed; went by your address but the landlady said your
lease had expired; she didn’t know where you’d gone. She did have
your cat, though.” Michelle beamed.

“Really?” she said,
joyfully. “I am so glad she still has him. I miss him.”

Oscar looked at his niece’s face
carefully. This was the girl he remembered; he saw her mother’s
lovely smile shining out.

“I got as far as your
employer, uh… Johnson and Black,” he continued. “... but you just
up and disappeared the last two years.”

“About that... I wasn’t
fired justly,” Michelle put in; she didn’t know why she bothered
explaining that, but for some reason it was important. Her uncle
smiled.

“I figured that,” he said.
“So why go underground? Did they threaten you?” Michelle
snorted.

“Hardly,” she said. “They
blacklisted me. No accounting firm would hire me; it was the only
thing I had been schooled to do. I looked for other jobs but
nothing else came up.”

“Nothing?” Oscar returned,
gruffly. “Come on, surely there were jobs in restaurants and things
like that...”

Michelle looked at him narrowly. She
guessed that he suspected she thought herself too good for that
kind of work.

“I hate to disagree with
you, sir, but there were not.” Michelle was careful to keep her
tone respectful; he was her uncle, after all. “It may have been
some time since you looked for work in New York, but there are five
people for every job. Believe me, when my lease came due I would
have taken anything to keep my apartment. And, not that you’d know
this, but I did work in a restaurant as a server for two years,
during college.”

The man across the table from her
seemed satisfied with her answer.

“Fair enough,” he said.
“Your dad didn’t want to talk with me, either, you know. He and I
were both were to blame, not just me.” His voice seemed gentler as
he said this.

“I know,” Michelle said. “I
still missed you. Especially when you were all I had left.” She
reached forward and touched her Uncle’s hand briefly. He gave
Michelle a half-smile.

“Yeah,” he said, heaving a
sigh. “Death separates like nothing else.” He looked at her
closely. “You were probably too young, but do you remember
Jeanie... your aunt?”

Surprised, Michelle shook her
head.

“You’re married?” she asked.
Oscar smiled, sadly.

“Was. She died when you were
about five or so,” he explained. Michelle closed her eyes, trying
to remember that far back.

“I do recall you bringing
someone over once... um... she had long, black hair. She let me
braid it.”

Smiling a little, Oscar
nodded.

“That’s right. I’m surprised
you remember. She and I were married just three years; she was
pregnant and there were complications; she started hemorrhaging
after only three months and they couldn’t stop it in time.”
Michelle covered her mouth with her hand for a moment.

“Oh, my word…,” she managed
to say. “I had no idea.”

“Yeah,” Oscar said, heavily.
“Well, I had my work, you know. It’s complicated stuff; easy to get
entrenched in and forget the world exists.” Michelle looked at her
uncle; she realizes that was probably why he didn’t visit much
after Jeanie died; her presence alone would have caused him grief,
seeing how his child has died and his wife as well.

“I can understand that,”
Michelle said. “These last three years I’ve drawn pen and ink
pictures and sold them on a corner in Midtown. That’s what I
do.”

Oscar sat up a bit straighter and
stared at his niece.

“You’re kidding,” he stated.
Michelle shook her head.

“It pays the bills,” she
declared. “I’m not ashamed to be looked down upon. I still make my
own living.” Oscar leaned forward, interested.

“So, where do you live?”
Michelle smiled. Once she was done explaining her housing
situation, her uncle was smiling as well.

“Well, I’ll be...” he said,
scratching his head. “Even your dad would approve of
that.”

“I think so,” Michelle said,
happily. It felt almost sublime to talk to a family member again;
she could see a lot of her father in him though she did not say so.
William was Michelle’s favored choice for company but having her
uncle back bolstered her confidence even more. “So, what have you
been up to, Uncle?”

Leaning back against the seat, Oscar
heaved a sigh.

“Well, I sold the
construction company and focused back on my law degree; I opened a
firm, then more of them,” he said, shortly.

“You’re a lawyer?” Michelle
inquired, smiling. “I would never have guessed that.” Grinning, her
uncle nodded.

“Yep. That’s what my
competitors though too, until I started buying up their shares and
folding their companies into my corporation. Got over forty offices
now, in four countries.” He folded his arms over his
chest.

Michelle looked at her uncle with a new
respect.

“So... mainly, your law firm
takes over other law firms?” she asked, attempting to understand
his work fully. Oscar nodded.

“That’s about it,” he
replied. “Of course we take on additional clients here and there to
represent in takeover bids, that kind of thing.”

“That sounds like what
William does for a living,” Michelle said, not realizing she’d said
it out loud.

Immediately, her uncle was all
ears.

“Who’s William?” he asked,
looking at her keenly. At this, Michelle blushed and Oscar knew
exactly who ‘William’ was.

“Um... I guess you could say
he’s my boyfriend,” Michelle said, not really knowing how to
explain it. She supposed they were an item, though not officially.
“I met him weeks ago but we didn’t go out until yesterday, at the
Monet showing; we ate dinner together and really hit it off. I had
lunch with him and his mother today.” Oscar considered this
information for a minute.

“Guy moves fast,” he
commented. “Artsy type, huh?” Michelle made a face.

“Not really. I suppose he
was there just to be there, like most people would be. He’s a
lawyer.” Michelle saw her uncle scowl. “But, he also makes
furniture... he has a shop full of tools; it’s his
hobby.”

Oscar leaned forward and grimaced at
the counter; their drinks still hadn’t come.

“Could we get our damn
coffee already?” he said loudly towards a man in a green apron.
Michelle hid a smile in her glove. “The service here is
unacceptable.” Oscar sat back and regarded Michelle again. “So... a
lawyer who can make furniture.” He scratched his chin. “He can’t be
all bad. You like him, huh?” Michelle gave him a bright
smile.

“Very much,” she said, with
conviction. “I think Mom and Dad would have loved him. He’s British
and very proper.” Oscar rolled his eyes in a comical
fashion.

“Of course they’d have liked
some highfalutin limey.” He picked up a paper napkin and blew his
nose. “So, where does this guy work?”

“Brownstone and Peters,”
Michelle answered.

At this her uncle brightened,
visibly.

“Really?” He rubbed his chin
for a few seconds. “That’s interesting.”

“I’d like you to meet him
sometime,” Michelle suggested, hoping he’d want to. Her uncle
smiled at her reassuringly.

“You bet,” he agreed. “I’m
going to be here for awhile. I came here to find you, but stayed to
grow the company. My main office is about six blocks that way.” He
jerked his thumb over his shoulder. Michelle shook her head in
disbelief.

“That’s so... weird,” she
said at last, her eyes wide. “You were close by all this time.”
Oscar smiled at her.

“It’s a small world,” he
said.

A timid, young girl in a green apron
cautiously brought their cups to the table, looking at Oscar as if
he was about to sprout fangs and devour her. Michelle’s uncle took
the cups from her.

“You can go,” he told the
young waitress, who scampered away. Oscar cast a warning glance at
the counter, where the man glared back at him.

“Send the lamb out, eh?”
Oscar mumbled into his coffee. Michelle heard it, though and
smiled.

“So, where do you live in
the city?” she asked.

“I don’t,” her uncle
answered. “I live in Brooklyn. Take the subway in.” Michelle was
impressed but not surprised. Her uncle seemed to be a common-man’s
hero; of course he’d live in Brooklyn... and take the
subway.

“You’re smart,” she
accoladed. “I usually walk. The traffic around here is something
dreadful.” Oscar grimaced.

“Wouldn’t be caught dead in
it,” he agreed. “I’d take a helicopter first.” He leaned forward a
little. “Where can I get a hold of you? Do you have a
phone?”

“Oh, yes. The hotel will
ring my room. 203,” Michelle told him. Oscar whipped out a small
address book from his back pocket and wrote in it. Michelle saw he
was writing with a silver Parker fountain pen; she knew it at once,
for her former boss had one just like it. She remembered the man
telling her it was a gift, but the giver had paid over $1000 for
it.

“203...” her uncle repeated,
more to himself than anyone. Looking up, he put the pen and the
little book away. “No email?” Michelle shook her head.

“Shamefully, no,” she said.
“The hotel has WiFi but you have to have a computer for that to
work. You can leave messages for me, though, if I’m
out.”

“Everybody has email now,”
Oscar said, grinning. “I have seven different accounts to
check.”

“I hope that’s more fun than
it sounds,” Michelle said, smiling back. “Just to let you know, I
will be going out of state for about a week, sometime very soon.
William’s mother invited us to visit her home for an apple
festival, in Vermont.”

“Huh… sounds
serious.”

Looking at her uncle in the eye,
Michelle chose her words carefully. The last thing she wanted was a
vigilante relative threatening William to stay away.

“I’d rather it be serious,
than not,” she said, softly. To her surprise, her uncle smiled,
broadly.

“That’s a good attitude to
have,” he said. “Just watch yourself with him. I’m sure your dad
and mom raised you to be a good, smart girl. So when are you
going?” A little surprised at the compliments, Michelle gathered
her thoughts.

“Um... I don’t quite know,”
she admitted. “William was going to try to get a weekend off from
work, and then call me with a date to leave; apparently he hasn’t
had a vacation in some time. I haven’t, either.” Oscar
nodded.

“I’ll give you a ring then
and maybe we can get some lunch or something,” he offered. “I don’t
want to lose contact with you again. This is my card; it has my
number, my address and my cell number on it. Call anytime, for
anything. I mean it.” He fixed her with a stern look but Michelle
could see there was humor in his eyes. She smiled.

“I will. Thank you.”
Michelle took the card from his hand and held it a moment before
putting it in her inside pocket. “I promise to let you know if I
move again.”

“You look well, did I tell
you that?” Oscar said, suddenly. “You have your mom’s smile.”
Michelle felt her eyes mist at his words. “I’m glad you don’t look
like your dad very much; he was an ugly kid.” His words made
Michelle laugh; her uncle chuckled a little along with her and they
both felt as if something heavy had lifted between them.

Oscar looked at the clock.

“Well, I gotta go,” he said,
standing up. He took a lid from a nearby shelf and popped it on top
of his coffee. Michelle did the same with her cocoa. She was glad
he wasn’t the type to just throw the unfinished beverage away. “Got
people to fire… companies to buy.”

“Well, good luck with that,”
Michelle returned, smiling. “I’m going to go home and do
laundry.”

“I hire that out,” Oscar
said, twitching his mustache. “Always hated doing laundry.”
Michelle wondered if she should hug him, but he forestalled her by
shaking her hand.

“Take care of yourself,” he
said, looking at her with a sort of squished expression. Michelle
thought his eyes looked a little watery. He was a tough,
hard-working man; not the type to cry. Michelle was touched at the
display of emotion apparent on his face. “And call me if you need
anything… really,” the man continued.

“Thank you,” Michelle said,
squeezing his hand briefly. “I am so glad you kept looking for me.
I am sorry I didn’t try as hard to find you.”

“You did what you could,”
Oscar said, plaintively. “No one can ask more than that. Get on
home now. This place isn’t really safe, you know.” Smiling,
Michelle nodded.

“I will, Uncle. It is good
to see you again.” She let him open the door for her and returned
his wave; he walked away, heading up the street. The Waldorf lay in
the opposite direction, so Michelle set out once again toward
home.

Already elevated by William’s presence
earlier, her happy demeanor shone out even more brilliantly.
Family! She had a close blood relative again; it was a rather tiny
family, but one nonetheless. Her uncle was not dead after all; he’d
been looking for her and wanted to be a part of her life. He was
very much a down-to-earth kind of man, which Michelle preferred in
a relative, if at all possible. At least she could go to him for
advice if she needed to.

Walking through the front doors of her
hotel, clutching her Goodwill bag, Michelle pondered her uncle’s
cautionary words about William. She thought about it in the
elevator and all the way to her room. She put her uncle’s card on
the antique desk where she could see it. The sight of the thin,
white rectangle laying on the wooden surface felt exceedingly
comforting.

As Michelle washed her newly purchased
clothes, she wondered what sort of signals she was giving William,
and weighed those that he gave in return. She trusted him, she
decided; she wanted a serious relationship with him. His actions
and questions led her to believe that he was serious in his
intentions as well; why else would he want her to meet his mother…
to visit her house, and spend a weekend together in a fairly safe
environment? It told her that William wanted to get to know her
well but didn’t want to scare her off. Michelle felt comforted by
these thoughts and allowed herself a few hopeful daydreams.
Catching a glimpse of herself in the wall-mirror, Michelle saw a
wide smile on her face; William had brought that on. He was
affecting her life for the better, and she appreciated that most.
Above all, Michelle hoped she was doing the same for
him.

The phone rang as she was just
finishing folding her new clothes. Michelle stared at the phone,
bewildered; it usually never rang. Perhaps her uncle was testing
the line. Michelle picked up the receiver.

“Hello?” she said
uncertainly.

“Ah.... you’re there.” It
was William. He sounded both relieved and happy to hear her voice.
“How’s Thursday?”

“Thursday?” Michelle asked.
“Oh, for the trip. This Thursday?”

“Is that too soon for you? I
couldn’t get a whole week off; have to be back at work Monday, I’m
afraid.”

“No... no; Thursday’s
great!” Michelle said, happily. “Thank you so much.”

“For what, sweetheart?”
William asked; Michelle could hear amusement in his
voice.

“For calling,” she replied,
grinning. “I have not had a call in a year.”

There was a small pause.

“You’re joking,” William
said, sounding incredulous. Michelle giggled.

“Nope. Wasn’t sure if I
remembered how to use it.” She heard William’s warm chuckle on the
other end.

“Well, that surprises me, I
must say,” he said. “This is a bit sudden, but would you like to
eat dinner with me? Here at my flat. Alfred’s making lamb stew and
it’s simply delicious.” Michelle was a bit unprepared for his
invitation; dinner alone at his apartment? She didn’t know what to
say. Would it give him the wrong impression if she said yes? “You
don’t have to sweetheart...” William continued, gently.

“Oh... I’d love to,”
Michelle said, firmly. “I... just don’t want to barge in on your
privacy.”

Another pause ensued; in the silence
Michelle wondered desperately if she’d offended him.

“Has it occurred to you that
I might actually enjoy your company?” William asked; his voice
seemed a little strange; Michelle closed her eyes in dismay.
“Certainly over spending an evening with only my aging
valet.”

“Please don’t be
offended...” Michelle said, quickly; she did not wish to convey to
William the wrong reason for her hesitation. “I am sorry... I rely
on myself a lot and I push people away. It’s a problem and I’m
trying to deal with it. There’s no other place I would rather be
than with you.”

The last bit tumbled out before
Michelle could stop it; her face reddened and she bit her lip,
wondering if William would laugh at her impromptu confession. To
his credit he did not, or at least did so quietly.

“You don’t have to worry
about me giving obligatory invitations, Michelle,” came William’s
voice at last; his tone was softer. “I don’t do that. I wouldn’t
ask if I didn’t want to see you. I ask for exactly what I
want.”

“Good,” Michelle breathed;
she felt genuinely relieved. “I’m glad you are that way. It’s rare,
so let me get used to it. I do learn quickly.” This time William
chuckled.

“Yes, well you are doing
rather well, having just been out with me,” he stated.

“Indeed,” Michelle said, in
a teasing tone. “You’re very demanding of my time.”

“So, you’ll come for dinner?
Shall I send a cab for you?”

“I can get a cab, silly,”
she said, smiling. “I’m not destitute. If you protest I’ll take the
subway.” She had no intention of doing that, not at night… but
William didn’t know that.

“You’ll do no such thing!”
William sounded genuinely alarmed. “At night… are you barmy? I know
you think you’re quite independent but...”

He stopped talked as he heard
Michelle’s soft giggles over the phone.

“Why... you little minx,” he
said, his voice dangerously low. “You had no intention of taking
the tube, did you?”

“Nope,” Michelle said, still
laughing. “But it’s nice to know you care. Oh!” She saw her uncle’s
card sitting on the desk. “I saw my Uncle...”

“Pardon?” William asked, not
sure if he’d heard right.

“You know, my uncle. I was
telling you about him, my Uncle Oscar.” Michelle could not keep the
enthusiasm from her voice. “He found me as I was coming back to the
hotel; he’s been looking for me these last two years at least; we
had coffee and caught up...”

“Wait a minute...” William
said; he sounded baffled. “Your uncle... that you haven’t seen in
years... you just happened to see him, today?”

“Yes, it’s amazing, I know
but... I am so glad. I have family again William! I can’t tell you
how important that is to me right now.”

“Of course, sweetheart.”
Michelle sounded so happy William did not want to bring up obvious
suspicions, just yet. “How did that go?”

“Really well,” Michelle
answered, smiling. “I’d forgotten how much he looks like my father.
He sold his construction company years ago. He’s a lawyer now; he
has several offices.”

“Really? That’s
interesting...”

Michelle giggled; William sounded very
curious.

“That’s exactly what he said
about you,” she informed him.

“Did he? You told him about
me. Huh.” Michelle thought he still sounded dubious. “Well, that is
amazing, Michelle but I am very happy he found you. Did he see you
in the hotel?”

“No,” Michelle told him. “He
remembered that I favor the GoodWill and had been staking out the
local ones hoping I’d show up. That’s where he saw me.”

“The GoodWill? What were you
doing there?” Michelle rolled her eyes; men could seem dense
sometimes.

“Shopping,” she said,
grinning. “I figured I’d need something more than this outfit if we
were going to go visit your mother.”

The ensuing pause was very
long.

“Don’t get me wrong, love…
but, the Goodwill is hardly the place to go for proper attire,”
William said; his voice sounded flat. “Mother isn’t arrogant or
anything but you deserve to dress better than that.”

Michelle felt unduly surprised at his
words; her mouth hung open a little before she collected her
thoughts.

“You didn’t mind where I
purchase my attire last night,” she said, her voice taking on an
unusually brisk tone. “Were you ashamed to be seen with me then?
What about today?”

William sensed he’s made a critical
error.

“I didn’t mean it that way,”
he said, firmly. “I’m just saying you should let me take you
shopping...”

“No, thank you,” Michelle
said, perilously close to tears. “I would never use you that way.
I’m not ashamed of my appearance. It’s clean and neat. Anything
more is just... extra.”

“That’s a nice ideal
Michelle, but that is not how the real world functions!” William’s
voice was louder now. “You are a sweet girl but perceptions do mean
something. You were lucky to find that gown and the coat but I’m
not taking you to my mother’s in shabby, thrift-store clothes. It’s
not proper.”

Tears threatened to show themselves in
Michelle’s eyes; shame washed over her, however, lending her
momentary calm.

“Please don’t trouble
yourself.” She tried to say it coolly, but her voice grew more
unsteady by the second. “I am certain you could find someone else
higher up in society that would make you look better.” Unable to
stand it any longer, Michelle let the phone fall and sank down,
trying to keep from sobbing out loud. She groped for the phone
receiver and quickly hung it up. Something precious was slipping
away from her and it couldn’t be stopped. Had anyone passed outside
Michelle’s hotel room door, they’d have heard the mournful sounds
of woe.

Blindly, Michelle made her way over to
the shower and turned it on. Disrobing quickly, she stepped into
the hot stream of water and sat down, her head bowed onto her
knees.

Staring at the phone in his hand,
William blinked, wondering what the hell had just happened. Setting
the phone down on his desk, he stared at the wall; it occurred to
him that he’d just told a girl who made her entire living selling
drawings on a street corner that her clothes weren’t good enough to
be seen in. Only an arrogant ass would say that. Michelle had
looked fantastic last night; she certainly knew how to dress. He
couldn’t keep his eyes to himself half the time... and his mother,
well, she’d loved Michelle immediately.

“What have I done?” he said,
out loud. The heavy sounds of pelting rain outside made for a
lonely answer. Reaching for the phone, he re-dialed the hotel’s
number and asked for room 203. No answer. It rang and rang; William
tried again, same result; six more times and still Michelle did not
pick up.

“Bollocks!” William
exclaimed, tossing his phone down onto his desk. He got up and
paced around the office, trying to calm himself. He halted by the
window, raking his hand through his hair. As if to compliment the
situation, the clouds outside looked dark and threatening. “I’m an
idiot,” he muttered, going back to his desk.

Pressing the intercom, the irritated
voice of his secretary came through.

“Sir?” Mabel was never in a
good mood; neither was he at the moment.

“Get me a florist on the
line!” William barked. “A good one… and hurry.” He didn’t let her
reply but paced until the call came through. Michelle’s last words
came back to him; she’d sounded on the verge of tears. Her words
repeated themselves in his mind: “someone else higher up in
society”.

William knew he didn’t want someone
else; he wanted Michelle.

 


~ ~ ~ ~ ~

 


“Thank God for boiler
systems,” Michelle thought, with a sigh. Leaning back against the
shower wall, she let the steaming water pour over her. Closing her
eyes, Michelle imagined she was back in Denver at a certain hot
springs; it has been her favorite place, a large pool where hot
water cascaded down in a fountain, cooling off just enough to be
bearable and infinitely relaxing. “Minus the smell of sulfur...”
she mused, wrinkling her nose. Michelle tried to think of anything
other than William but soon melancholy feelings overwhelmed her.
Sniffling, she rubbed conditioner into her hair.

“Oh, grow up,” she told
herself.

Thinking over William’s words, she
considered their meaning carefully. What did he say that wasn’t
true? Certainly she tried her best to dress appropriately; even
William had acknowledged that fact. Perhaps she had been used to
lesser things for so long she didn’t see how shabby they really
looked. There was a time that she had worn sharp dress skirts and
crisp business jackets. It was true her things were
used.

Still, Michelle thought William’s
objections to her favored shop sounded overly elitist; his mother
hadn’t said a word about her clothes. William had cast her several
rather appreciative glances throughout the day. Michelle knew she
was a bit naive but even so she was able to recognize attraction.
William didn’t exactly hide his thoughts, either.

Maybe it was just the idea of getting
clothes at the Good Will that had so repulsed him. Michelle
reasoned that he was probably brought up with the finer things and
now he most likely bought things selectively from very good stores.
She had no such luxury... surely William could see that. Perhaps
they were just too different. That thought made her tear up again
and she sighed. Eventually, Michelle shut off the water; she was
starting to feel spent and sleepy. She slowly dried her hair and
brushed it, sitting cross-legged on her bed in her favorite yoga
pants and Stanford camisole. Michelle had never done yoga, but the
pants were so comfy she wore them anyway. Feeling depressed, she
picked at a ball of fuzz on the surface of her pants.

“Shabby,” she whispered.
Biting her lip, she got up. The silk robe she bought hung on the
back of the door. Fingering it, Michelle managed a small smile.
This was a good robe; a quality item, though a little used. Rich
folks must have used things they like enough to keep around. “I bet
even William has an old t-shirt he throws on when no one is
around,” she thought. Thinking about him hurt, so she
stopped.

Moving swiftly, she straightened up her
room, made the bed and hung up her towel. Spraying a little apple
blossom spray in the room she hopped into bed, reveling in its
warmth and comfort. As Michelle reached up and switched off the
light she glanced at the clock; 4pm. Early, even for
her.

“Ah well...” she said out
loud. “At least I won’t have shabby dreams, sleeping in one of the
most prestigious hotels in the world.” She smiled bravely but tears
glistened in her eyes. Closing them against the dark, Michelle
marveled at how many tear one was able to cry out. “I didn’t know I
had that much water in me,” she thought. Sighing again, she turned
over.

It seemed to Michelle that she was just
drifting off, when a soft knock came at her door. Lifting her head
from the pillow, she squinted in the dark at the door. At first she
thought she’d imagined it; the knock came again, louder. Flipping
on the light, Michelle got up, drew on her robe and peered out the
peephole. She was instantly awake. Standing outside her door was
William, looking agitated and pale.

Unlocking the door Michelle slowly drew
it open, wondering what to expect. William looked surprised at her
appearance.

“You were asleep?” he asked,
his brows drawing together. “I am sorry… I didn’t mean to wake
you.”

“I wasn’t asleep… yet,”
Michelle replied, softly; she kept her hand on the doorknob. She
did not dare look William in the eyes; tears would spill out again
if she did. Instead, she studied his shoes; they had raindrops on
them.

“Look, Michelle... I...”
William had practiced various apologies during the whole way over;
none of them were right. “Please pardon me for speaking to you that
way. I don’t know what came over me. I’m so sorry...” The words
just came spilling out. “Merciful heavens,” he thought. “I went to
Cambridge. Is that the best I can do?”

To William’s dismay, Michelle covered
her face with her hands and burst into tears. Dropping the flower
bundle he held behind his back, William stepped forward and folded
her into his arms. They stood several moments in the doorway as
Michelle cried against William’s coat.

“You’re... sorry?” she
mumbled, trying to get a hold of herself. “You were right. I should
never have presumed to look as nice with my clothes; they are kind
of shabby; I live in a Utopian dream world...”

“Hush,” William said,
gently. “Don’t say such things.” He tried to look at her face but
she turned away into his shoulder. He struggled not to smile; her
sniffles were adorable. Digging in his pocket for his handkerchief,
William brought it out and held it up to Michelle. She gazed at it
a second and pushed gently away from him.

“No, thank you,” she said,
quietly. “I have tissues in here.” Michelle disappeared inside her
room but left the door open. William took that as a good sign; he
collected the fallen roses from the landing and let himself
in.

Stepping inside, William was impressed
with Michelle’s room, despite its miniscule size. The whole room
would fit nicely in his guest bathroom, but it felt very homey. It
was neat and comfortable; he could faintly smell apple blossoms
again. Michelle emerged from her tiny bathroom, looking a little
better; she fidgeted with her robe sash.

“Sorry for my attire, but I
wasn’t expecting company.” she said, looking at the floor. William
felt like a complete monster.

“I’m not surprised,” he
said, smiling in spite of the situation. Michelle looked lovely,
her soft hair a little messed from bed; a long blood-red robe
flowed around her giving off a sweet, Capulet appearance that
William found very attractive. The bed stood nearby, which she’d
obviously just climbed out of. William cleared his throat. “You
probably had me for some cad who wouldn’t dream of coming over here
directly to apologize.”

Michelle looked to be on the verge of
tears again.

“Sweetheart,” William said,
softly. “Please don’t cry. I am sorry for losing my temper...
Michelle.” Tenderly, he wrapped his arms around Michelle’s waist,
touching his forehead to hers. She still wouldn’t look at him. “I’m
not ashamed to be seen with you, love,” he said, his voice firm,
but gentle. “You are an extraordinary woman and you’ve heaps of
taste. I was merely trying to point out that if you had the means,
you would not be shopping at the GoodWill, now would
you?”

Michelle bit her lip; as much as she
wanted to stand tall and shout: 'Yes I would!' she knew better. Any
girl would rather shop at Dolce & Gabbana than the GoodWill, if
given the choice.

“Probably not,” she
admitted, sighing. Summoning her courage, Michelle looked right up
into his eyes. “I just... I don’t want you to buy things for me,
William. I refuse to be that kind of girlfriend.”

William appeared momentarily taken
aback, then he grinned; the expression in his eyes warmed as if a
fire had been lit in them. Michelle almost felt afraid from the
intensity of his gaze, but wondered what had inspired such a
look.

“So... you agree, then?”
William asked, looking at her closely; his smile did not
fade.

“Agree to what?” Michelle
asked, warily. William chuckled and leaned a little closer to her;
she could feel his breath on her face. He smelled really, really
good, she noticed.

“To be my girlfriend,”
William answered, softly. He perused her face and enjoyed seeing a
blush creeping up her neck.

“Oh that,” Michelle said,
with a shy smile. “Of course. Why else would you be
here?”

Standing so close to the young woman,
William was struggling valiantly with the desire to kiss her; he
had yet to taste those inviting, sweet-looking lips of hers.
However, this place was hardly appropriate, especially with her
already in night-clothes, with her hair all loose and touchable; he
especially noticed the word 'Stanford' stretched tightly across her
breasts. Funny how he’d never thought that word particularly sexy,
until now. If he kissed her, he knew things could carry on a bit
quickly from there; the bed sat conveniently near. William forced
his hands off Michelle and into his coat pockets.

“You know, until I met you I
didn’t realize how buried in work I was,” he admitted, trying a new
subject. A soft look came into Michelle’s eyes at his words. “Near
obsessed with it, really. You gave me a reason to step outside the
office.”

A realization hit Michelle and she
glanced at the clock.

“That’s right... you must
have left work early,” she said, a little awe in her voice. William
grinned.

“Haven’t done that in six
years,” he admitted, looking at her. “And… what on God’s green
earth are you doing going to bed at...” He glanced at his watch.
“4:30??”

Michelle shrugged.

“A lot of reasons,” she
stalled, looking at the floor. William resolved to get the truth
out of her, but later.

“Please come and eat dinner
with me,” he said, clearing his throat. “I promise I won’t
bite.”

Michelle was about to refuse but her
stomach made a gurgling noise; a slight one, but William heard
it.

“Ah... you didn’t eat, did
you?” he said, in an admonishing tone. Michelle stepped back from
him a little and folded her arms over her breasts. She thought his
voice sounded a little too victorious.

“I have food, see?” she
said, gesturing towards her desk. Looking over, William spied an
apple sitting on top of a composition notebook. He looked back at
Michelle with raised eyebrows. “Fruit is food,” she defended.
William gave her a grin which said otherwise. Michelle felt
defeated but she wasn’t willing to relent just yet.

“Michelle cannot live on
fruit alone,” William said, folding his arms to match her stance.
He could be stubborn as hell if he wanted, and by gum this little
slip of an American girl, though very pretty and sweet, was not
going to sway him. Not one bit. “Now, are you going to get
dressed...” he continued, looking down at her from his six-foot
psychological advantage, “... or must I drag you out of here in
your robe and bare feet?”

Michelle looked at him with wide
eyes.

“You wouldn’t!” she said in
a disbelieving tone. William lifted an eyebrow at her. Michelle
sprang into action; she opened her door and made motion for him to
exit. “If you wouldn’t mind, I’ll just be three minutes.” William
smirked and moved out the door, pausing just outside.

“Only three?” he teased.
Michelle narrowed her eyes at him.

“You can time me,” she said
and closed the door.

“If you don’t come out I’ll
break down the door,” came William’s muffled words. Michelle
snorted as she opened her armoire.

Determined to impress him, Michelle
pulled on the new, velvety soft blue jeans and a tight,
long-sleeved red top, one that buttoned down the front; it had a
feminine cut though and clung tightly to her. Hopping up and down,
she put on thick, speckled wool socks and over them her brown,
leather boots, which she’d polished only hours before. Whipping a
brush through her hair, she put on lip gloss and a little mascara
before buttoning up her blue coat and putting on the beret and
gloves. Glancing at the clock, Michelle smiled as she saw only two
and a half minutes had elapsed.

“Ha!” she thought. “How
‘bout THEM apples…” Michelle’s eye fell upon the roses; they lay on
her bed--a little hidden by her comforter--looking like a pale pink
pile of perfection. Scooping the soft blossoms up Michelle loving
held them to her face, inhaling the scent. Oh, it had been so
long.

As Michelle opened her door, William
pretended to consult his watch.

“A record for women
worldwide!” he announced, with obvious enjoyment. Michelle chuckled
at his words as she closed her door. “An improvement over the
robe,” William continued. “You look... nice.”

Glancing at his face, Michelle saw he
meant it.

“Thank you, sir. You are all
chivalry.” She held up the roses. “And, thank you for these… they
are loveliness incarnate” William smiled; he leaned down close to
the young woman’s ear.

“You’re supposed to keep
those here,” he whispered. The feel of his breath on her ear made
Michelle involuntarily moisten her bottom lip.

“I’m aware of that,” she
said, clearing her throat a little. “But, I do not have a vase.”
She accented the word ‘vase’ very heavily in a way that would make
any aristocrat proud. “Besides, they probably would look great on
Alfred’s dinner table.”

“Yes, they would,” William
agreed. He offered Michelle his arm. “That’s very thoughtful of
you. Shall we?” Michelle linked her arm with his.

“Yes. We mustn’t keep Alfred
waiting,” she said, teasingly. William felt strongly tempted to
kiss the mockery off her face but restrained himself. Riding in the
elevator, Michelle made no more comments on Alfred; however, she
unknowingly tortured her companion by fully enjoying the
roses.

“These are just beautiful,”
she said; closing her eyes, she inhaled rapturously, the petals
close to her face .

“Bloody hell...” William
thought, trying to ignore the sweet expression on Michelle’s face.
“She’s not even aware of what she does to me.” He determinedly
studied the elevator buttons.
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