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The message was in bold – displayed as the first headline in the newspaper. Francesca’s legs buckled beneath her. Her hands snatched at the bar top to steady herself; she didn’t fall. She still held the paper tightly and brought it closer to her face. Francesca peered at the picture and the photo starred back at her; those piercing blue eyes dared women to fall into their depths.
It was him. There was no doubt.
Violently she thrashed the newspaper down onto the bar and the pages fluttered in response. They brushed the edge of a wine glass. In slow motion the glass toppled over, rolled along the table and fell to the ground. The glass shattered into pieces, and momentarily all conversation stopped, with only the sound of background music - the humming of horns audible in the jazz bar.
Tom, Francesca’s bar manager, raised an eyebrow. He waddled towards her, grabbed a dustpan from behind the bar and took a piece of broken glass from Francesca’s trembling fingers.
“You’ll cut yourself,” Tom muttered. With the nod of his head Tom then indicated a newcomer. A man was hanging his suit jacket on the back of a chair at one of the rear tables.
It was him – the man in the newspaper.
The man in the newspaper sat down, holding his back straight and his head high. He wasn’t just any man. He was a billionaire, an entrepreneur. He was famous. His name was splashed constantly over the newspapers; they considered him the country’s most eligible bachelor. He was Roger Appleby and Francesca was his habit.
But the afternoon’s newspaper displayed a message, something quite different, something that sent spasms down Francesca’s back.
The headline said: “Roger Appleby on Bond Street Buying Engagement Ring.”
They say a habit is developed over two weeks, and this one had been going on for a few months, ever since Francesca started working at Tom’s, really. Back then, Francesca had wandered confidently into several bars in the area, following the High Street, looking for work. Finally, she met Tom.
“Do you need any extra staff?” she had asked him.
Tom’s eyes had flickered over her figure and landed on her legs. “Can you mix a cocktail?” he asked with a gruff voice.
“Of course,” she spoke slowly, her lungs releasing the breath she had subconsciously held. Her lips rounded her consonants, trying to neutralize her accent. Her heart beat furiously in her chest, reminding her she had never worked in a bar before. How hard could it be?
Speaking quickly in staccato bursts she explained she had arrived in London just the day before. “But I’m willing to work hard,” she said. “If you need any help with advertising the bar, I have a degree in marketing and I’m happy to help out any way I can?” Her eyes darted to the empty seats, and Tom chuckled softly.
Tom threw an apron in her direction. Francesca reached out and caught the garment.
“Okay, I’ll give you a trial,” Tom said. “Make one cocktail and I’ll use the customer’s feedback to determine whether we hire you or not.” He flashed a grin.
Francesca immediately wrapped the fabric around her small waist.
The customer, of course, was Roger.
Roger had sat alone on a barstool, tapping his fingers impatiently on the surface of the bar. His shoulders were hunched over and tight with stress. His head was focused downwards onto the countertop of the bar. He stared into something invisible to Francesca.
Tom nodded at her and waved her on to start. “Well, go on then. This is your trial.”
Placing two hands on the bar Francesca raised the corners of her mouth and showed a set of perfectly straight teeth and a brilliant white smile. “What would you like?” she said.
“Love,” Roger had said in a short, clipped voice, his head still hung over his tapping fingers.
“How would you like that?” she said, raising an eyebrow at Tom. But Tom simply shrugged. Useless.
“…with a twist,” Roger responded.
Retrieving a pencil from her apron pocket, Francesca wrote the order down on a notepad, giving herself time to think. Roger still hadn’t looked up at her and Francesca tugged her shirt a little lower and opened the top button, hoping to make a favourable impression - this was her trial after all.
Grabbing a menu from the bar, she casually scanned the contents. Francesca began to frantically flip through the pages.
There was no cocktail called Love.
The colour rose to her cheeks and she felt heat in her face. She had never made a cocktail before, and this one didn’t even exist.
This was her trial –was she doomed to fail before she had started?
Holding her smile still she steadied her beating heart, and placed the drinks menu back onto the bar. Cursing softly to herself she selected a cocktail shaker - that’s what she’d seen them do in the movies. She could do this, she wasn’t a failure!
Francesca filled the shaker with ice – everyone likes cold drinks and that should apply to cocktails as well.
Love. Selecting a bottle of Midori she unscrewed the lid and pressed her nose to the opening. The sweet smell of melon drifted into her nostrils and she licked her lips. She definitely knew what a kiss could taste like, and love, yes, she could imagine that too. With an eye on Roger she considered his perfectly tailored suit and the manner with which he sat, still like a store manikin.
Tom gave her an encouraging smile and a feeling of calm settled over her. Her feet began to jitter in excitement, and like a dance sequence she twisted between the top shelf and the cocktail shaker. She waltzed with amaretto. She jived with gin. She tangoed with vodka, each time letting the alcohol splash and slide over the bed of ice into the cocktail shaker.
Smiling broadly she shook the shaker like a musical instrument, and as if it were a maraca she let the ice jangle against the metal. Throughout it all the handsome man sat motionless; he curiously hadn’t looked up from his fingers to see her performance. His eyes were still brooding, cast down as she placed the martini glass in front of him.
His blue eyes darted up from beneath his floppy dark fringe. They opened wide and he spoke with the voice of a baritone. “What’s this?” he said.
“Love,” Francesca said, letting breath slip through her voice, making it as husky as possible.
“…with a twist?” he asked, and his voice ascended slightly up the scale, rising at the end.
Francesca topped the cocktail up with champagne. “Absolutely,” she said, showing him a long black eyelash.
“If only it were that simple,” he said, and his shoulders began to shake, the stiffness rumbling out of him as he began to laugh from deep within his body. He took the martini glass, sipped it and conspiratorially smiled at her.
Roger came to the cocktail bar the next Friday and the Friday after that. A routine developed and he would order cocktails from her – and only her.
His eyes would follow her throughout the night, watching the way she pranced round the room serving other guests. He would track her every movement, every drink she poured. Roger insisted sometimes that she talk to him.
“I’m not just here to entertain you. This is my job.”
“True. But could you keep a lonely man company for a few minutes? Could you spare a mere second of conversation?” he would say, and she would stop and answer his questions. She would practice her English and he would make her laugh until her stomach hurt.
Francesca threw the newspaper in the bin, she had read the article and examined the picture. Tonight, like every Friday night, Roger sat at his table by the window. Feeling Tom’s eyes on her back, Francesca approached Roger’s table.
She flung a small bowl of peanuts in front of him, knowing perfectly well he didn’t like them. Roger reared away as the peanuts spilled over the edge of the bowl and scattered onto the table. Francesca rounded her eyes, innocently. “What would you like?” she said, ignoring his look of disdain.
“Love.” he said. His words were always the same. She placed one hand on her hip and tapped her foot.
“Anything else?” she said, already knowing the answer.
“…with a twist,” he said, his eyes dancing as he spoke, and he grinned up at her.
Francesca threw her hands up into the air. “I’ll bring you Twisted Love. This dance, this game, has gone on much too long. Isn’t it funny how things change,” she said, daring to speak out of their almost scripted conversation.
“Wait a second,” he called, “have I done something wrong?”
His words were unusually direct. Francesca’s heart raced; she stopped abruptly and, biting her lip, she swung her head around to face him.
“Happy engagement. I saw an article in the newspaper, all about you. There was even a photo of you. You were caught outside Tiffany’s.” Her eyes filled with tears.
“Oh, you saw that photo did you?” he said evenly.
“Didn’t the world?” she said, her voice quavering.
“Yes, I guess,” he said. Roger looked down at the table.
“I’m not sure if you know, but I’ve decided to quit. I can’t stand all this.” Francesca indicated at him, and then at her. Her eyes were wide. “I don’t get you. This will be my last Friday night working here. So please don’t come back, if you were coming here for me.” She began to pick up scattered peanuts from the table.
“I see,” Roger said. “Do you think you could possibly bring me two cocktails, just in case someone joins me?”
“Two cocktails?” Her voice was suddenly high pitched. “Two cocktails!” She repeated the words, and she abruptly turned away, taking the stray peanuts with her.
Francesca marched back behind the bar and she forcefully threw the peanuts in the bin. Roger sat up to attention and his eyes followed her.
Picking up an empty martini glass Francesca moved with deliberate slowness - almost mechanically. With a flick of her wrist she latched onto black licorice liqueur instead of amaretto. Robotically she reached for rum, her replacement for gin.
Francesca gathered all of the wrong ingredients for Roger’s favourite cocktail, Love.
Sugar syrup, forget it, she poured it down the sink instead of into the shaker. With a twinkle in her eye, Francesca threw olives and black berries into the blender. But why blend them properly? She let the mixture stay lumpy.
Roger caught her eye, and he tapped his watch, but Francesca didn’t move or hurry. She paced up and down the bar and looked nonchalant, while pretending to search for cocktail stirrers.
Her gaze drifted lazily around the room, pretending not to see him move restlessly in his seat. She let the minutes tick by. When she felt he had waited long enough she filled the two glasses to the very top. She walked towards him, dragging her feet.
The black liquid sloshed over the edge of one of the glasses and onto the floor as she walked. Reaching the table, the hair on the back of her neck began to prickle in agitation as he grinned up at her. She passed the first martini glass to Roger.
“Wonderful,” he said, as he accepted the drink.
“Wonderful?”
Bending her right foot slightly, Francesca pretended to lose her footing. Gasping, she threw herself forward. The contents of the remaining martini glass flew at him, and the black liquid sloshed and splashed over his immaculate white shirt.
“Whoops.” Francesca placed the second, now empty martini glass next to the other.
“This wasn’t entirely how I had anticipated the events of tonight. I was in more of a celebratory mood,” Roger said, dabbing at his shirt with a dripping napkin.
“Well, celebrate away,” Francesca said, clicking her tongue. “If you’d like another waitress to help you celebrate, I can call one over. Which would one you like?” She gestured to the other girls as if they had a price tag on their backs. They were careful not to meet her eye as her voice carried across the room.
But Roger leaned out and touched her wrist – tenderly. His fingers were sticky with black liquid.
“No, Francesca, I don’t want anyone else. Please would you join me? ” Roger met her eye carefully. He indicated the empty seat in front of him, and he halved the contents of the full martini glass into the empty one.
“No, I can’t. I’m working.”
“Please, it would be nice.” He almost rose out of his chair as he spoke, more imposing then ever.
“You can’t make me sit down, I won’t.” Francesca stood stiffly.
“I think I’ve done something wrong and I want to work it out with you. Maybe call your manager over and we could work it out together?”
“No. I’m quitting remember,” she said.
“I’d really like you to call him over, if you don’t mind.” Roger thrust his hand in the air. Francesca automatically grabbed his arm, and she slid into the seat opposite him, her eyes wide with fear.
But, Roger still held her hand. His palm was warm yet slightly sticky. He entwined his fingers round hers, his mere touch sent tingles down her back. Francesca shivered. “I could just sit down for a moment, I suppose.”
She retracted her hand and sat in silence, staring at him over the rim of a martini glass. She threw a glance over her shoulder, and swiveling in her chair, she turned it on a slight angle, just in case Tom walked past.
Breaking the silence, Roger spoke, “So, you’re not quitting.”
“If you keep coming here, I think I might have to.” Francesca turned her body back to face him and his incredible blue eyes. There was a piece of blackberry stuck to his nose, looking slightly like a freckle.
“Please, take a glass? I want us both to try your new cocktail, Twisted Love.”
“I can’t drink while I’m on,” she said, examining the black liquid in the glass. There were small lumps of either blackberry or olive floating to the top.
“Trust me,” he said.
Roger slid the cocktail closer towards her. With pursed lips she took the glass in her hand.
He raised his own drink to her. “Cheers. I’m so glad to finally have a drink with you. I’ve been waiting for a long time.”
Sipping the liquid carefully, Francesca felt it burn the back of her throat. She shivered at the taste of her foul concoction, but with determination she kept her eyes wide and focused them directly on his. Her eyes watered as she tried to maintain a neutral expression, and her stomach lurched, bile creeping up her throat. Francesca was forced to stop herself from gagging as she placed the glass back on the table in front of her.
“Mmm,” she said. “Really twisted.”
“You should stay, drink it all. There’s not much there, after all.” Roger wiped his mouth with his napkin.
Rolling her eyes she picked up the glass and began to quickly gulp the liquid. The faster she drank it, the sooner she would be able to slip away from him, and hide for the rest of the night like an inattentive waitress. Francesca’s stomach churned as she put the glass down. One or two mouthfuls remained in the bottom of the glass.
“Don’t drink so quickly, you’ll be sick,” Roger said, grinning at her.
“I can do what I like.”
“Trust me,” he said.
Francesca’s eyes turned to slits.
“Why would I trust you?” she said, the glass poised an inch from her lips.
“…because.”
“Because… why?” she said, and without waiting for a response she tilted the contents back into her mouth. Francesca felt something solid tickle the back of her throat. She stopped drinking, coughing and spluttering.
“Because I love you. I’ve loved you since I first met you, twisting the night away, dancing as you made your cocktail. Why do you think I keep coming here?” Roger said, the words tumbling out of his mouth.
His intense blue eyes shone into hers. “Trust me, because drinking your lousy cocktails, well surely that’s love.”
Roger’s shoulders began to shake and a low chuckle rumbled out of his body as Francesca spat furiously. Her face turned crimson as something too large - perhaps a piece of ice or an unblended berry - had lodged in the back of her throat. She gasped; she coughed; she heaved the piece up back through her mouth.
A ring flew from her mouth and fell onto the table. Roger’s hand shot out quickly catching the diamond in the air as if it was a magic trick.
Francesca blinked.
Wiping saliva from the ring with his stained napkin, Roger took the ring in his hand. He presented it to her on bended knee.
“Francesca, may I offer you love?” He grinned. “With a twist?”
Caroline tilted her head at the sound of approaching footsteps - two pairs of them - finally turning completely in her chair as Julia, her maid, approached.
"Ma’m, you have a visitor," Julia said.
"Thank you, Julia," Caroline said.
Caroline smiled up at the newcomer. He wore some kind of expensive cologne, and the fabric of his trousers made a swooshing sound as he walked.
"Beautiful day," he said, a smile in his speech. "Sorry if I'm interrupting."
His voice, deep and rich, triggered something in Caroline's memory. She tried to hold onto it, but it was gone as swiftly as it came.
"Will you need me further?" Julia said, hovering to the man's left.
"No, that's fine, Julia. That will be all."
"Yes, m’am." The maid left Caroline and the newcomer on the terrace.
"I was just enjoying my garden," Caroline said. "I spend much of my time here. Can you smell the roses? It's taken me years to get them to grow in this climate. There's too much sun, you see."
"It is bright," the newcomer said. "I didn't think to wear sunglasses today and now I'm regretting it."
"Where are my manners? Please, take a seat," Caroline said, gesturing to the second chair, "and you can tell me what brings you here."
"Thank you," the man settled himself in the chair, and sat silent for a moment.
"Like what you see?" Caroline said, not harshly, but with a mischievous grin.
He laughed. "Sorry, I didn't mean to stare. You're an attractive woman, but that's no excuse."
He said it with such confidence that it didn't sound rude. It had been a long time since a man had told Caroline she was attractive. She found she liked it.
Caroline coughed to hide her embarrassment. "Now, what brings you here?"
"I suppose I'd better start at the beginning," he said.
"Sounds like a long story."
"It is."
"I have time."
The man paused for a long time, and Caroline began to wonder if he was going to speak at all. Then he took a deep breath, and told her his story.
I’ve rehearsed this so many times but I still don’t know where to start, so I’m going to start at the beginning. At least then I won’t miss anything. I’m going to tell you who I am.
I grew up in a council estate in East London. My father was a dock worker and my mother a seamstress. She worked fourteen hours a day making hundred-pound suits for Saville Row, and in return she took home a pittance. My father was a victim of the post-war economy, and as the docks closed down, so did his prospects for a job. Me, I was wild and irresponsible. I wanted to be an artist.
The man paused again, leaving a wide, expectant space in the air. A space that remained empty. He resumed his story.
I took a day job hauling fruit and vegetables to Covent Garden market. By night I painted. I had a little studio flat in Soho, and I filled the room with my work, so that the whole place smelled that oily smell of paint. I took my paintings down to the South Bank, near the foot of Westminster Bridge, and I stayed for three hours every day, keeping time by Big Ben, and tried to sell my paintings to the people passing by.
I didn't sell many, but I sold a few, and between that and my day job I made what you might call a living.
One day, a girl walked past, and as soon as she saw my paintings she stopped, staring at them one by one. She asked me about them, and for a moment my tongue was stilled, for she was without doubt the most beautiful creature I had ever seen. I couldn't believe that such beauty could exist on this earth. I don't think what I said impressed her much, because she went on her way, and I didn't think I would ever see her again.
That night I painted her. I didn't sleep; I just spent the night pouring my heart onto the canvas. I painted a portrait of her, smiling softly, looking over her shoulder. I painted a landscape of her sitting by the water's edge. I painted an impressionist's blur of colour, the motion of her body brought to life with smooth swathes of amber and ruby.
I kept my paintings of her in my little studio; they were too raw, too real to show to the world. By day I hauled sacks of potatoes, by evening I sold pictures of St Paul's and Tower Bridge, and by night I painted her, perfect in every detail.
I laboured over my paintings of her, thinking about her beauty, agonising over the detail, until they were textured with the layers of paint. I made them perfect in every detail.
I looked for her - of course I did. A lot of people pass by Westminster Bridge every day, and I can tell you I looked at every face, and I can promise you her face wasn't one of them.
Eventually a year passed, and then another year. After five years, finally, I stopped painting her. It was driving me crazy, and I realised I would have to let her go.
So I took my paintings of her down to my spot on the southern bank of the Thames, and I laid them out where I would normally have my pictures of Big Ben and Trafalgar Square.
People stopped. I mean, they really stopped. I’d been selling paintings there for years, and I’d never seen them stop like this. They gathered and stared, and before long there was a large crowd. Someone offered to buy one of the paintings, and held out a fistful of cash. More money was held out. A carriage stopped as some passing gentry came over to see what the curiosity was. Some bobbies came by to check there wasn’t a disturbance, but these were a well-behaved bunch.
Then I heard a voice, louder than the others, sweet and clear.
“I’ll take them all.”
It was her. She was wearing a white hat with a blue feather, and she held out a purse with little hands in white gloves.
The crowd stilled; they knew something was happening. One look at the paintings and another at her, and they knew they were seeing something special. Even I knew it. She looked even more beautiful than the first day I saw her; the young girl had grown, and now she was a woman.
I was hardly aware of my actions. I walked towards her, and she went to hand me the purse. I gently pushed her hands away from me, and such a small contact still sent a shiver through my spine.
“They’re yours,” I said. “But I’ll accept no payment. Just let me spend an hour with you. Let me walk you home.”
“What happened next?” Caroline said.
The man sighed.
I walked her home and we spoke. It was like we’d known each other our whole lives. We were from different worlds: she was the daughter of a lord, and I was the son of an East London dock worker. But there was something between us that filled the air with fire. It was as if every word was a spark, every look a flame, every touch an explosion. I knew it wasn’t just me; just by looking in her eyes I knew she felt it too.
I can still remember every detail of that walk. I could show you the route along the Embankment and around St James Park, finally stopping just near the Horse Guard’s Parade at a beautiful Victorian house.
I thought she’d tell me thanks for the walk and that would be that, but she looked at me and I could see her chest rising and falling with her breaths. In a quiet voice she asked me if I’d like to walk her home again the next day. I smiled, and it was the happiest day of my life.
We met every day and eventually I took her to my studio. She loved my paintings, and I loved it that she loved them. No, that doesn’t describe it well enough. She was mesmerised by them, and she’d ask all sorts of questions about the colours and the brushes and how I’d managed to make the light shine in a certain way. I’d answer her questions, and then I realised the best way would be to show her. So I took her on to the streets. We would walk around London, and I would explain what I loved most about the lanes, the buildings, and the people. She told me I made her see things in a new light. She said I’d opened her eyes for the first time.
We made love in the studio, and I can still remember the way she smelled, like flowers in spring, and I can remember how the scent of her mingled with the aroma of the paint.
Then one day she was distracted. No, distracted isn’t the right word. She was upset, and I knew she was thinking difficult thoughts. I tried to ask her, to get her to explain, but this time she didn’t open up to me. We were in love, that much was true, and I’d never felt closer to anyone. She’d given herself to me, both physically and in the heart, but now there was something between us.
We saw each other three times more, and on the third time she said goodbye to me. She always said goodbye to me, but this time I felt there was something final in it. I tried to ignore what my heart told me, and waved as she left, but the next day she wasn’t there when I looked for her. Nor the day after. I asked for her at the house and they told me she’d gone away to the country, and they gave me a note from her.
It simply said sorry, and goodbye. That’s it.
I never saw her again.
The man coughed and shifted in his chair. Caroline opened her mouth to speak, but something caught in her throat. The silence between them grew, until he resumed.
Actually I did see her once more, years later, but not in the flesh. There was an article in the paper, in the society section, and there she was. She’d married a wealthy American and was taking a cruise with her new husband before going to live in the state of Louisiana. Eventually –
Caroline finally spoke, “Eventually, many years later, after a marriage, children, and a successful career as an artist, you tracked me down.”
His voice firmed. “Yes. And when I came here, I suppose I thought you would recognise me. I know it’s been such a long time, but, I just thought…” He sighed. “But it’s obvious that you don’t.”
“Your wife?”
“My marriage ended three years ago.”
“My husband died, last year,” Caroline said.
“I know,” he said.
“There’s part of the story missing,” Caroline said. “I’m… I’m so sorry, Robert. You were right when you said that I loved your paintings, but I still don’t think you know how much. The way you saw the world, the way you thought about everything in terms of colour… I loved that about you; so much that I couldn’t do it to you.”
“Couldn’t do what?”
Caroline removed her dark sunglasses. She tilted her head towards where she felt he was sitting. She knew he was regarding her sightless orbs for the first time.
“When the doctors told me I was going to go blind, for a moment I thought I could still be with you. But I couldn’t do it to you. If I had loved you less, perhaps then, but I loved you too much.”
Caroline felt him reach towards her, and then he held her hands in his.
“How could I share a lifetime with you?” Caroline said. “How could I hear the sound of your brush, smell the oil of the paint, touch the canvas, taste your lips, but never see your beautiful paintings? How could I do it to you? How could I do it to myself?”
“But,” he countered, “how could I create beauty, when my source of inspiration is gone?” He sighed. “What I’ve created, I’ve done in your memory.”
“And you’ve been very successful.”
“But without you, my heart has been empty. I kept one of the paintings of you, you know the ones, the original set that I made after I first saw you. They still say it’s my best ever work. The dealers have been looking for the others for years. They say they’re worth a fortune.”
Caroline smiled. “Here, help me up.”
Robert helped her stand, and for a moment they were close. Caroline could smell him, and feel the warmth of his body. For a moment she was transported back in time, and again she was standing in that little studio in Soho, awestruck by his skill, craving his touch.
“Do you need me to guide you?” Robert said.
“Yes,” Caroline said.
He leaned in close to her, and his hand fumbled towards her elbow. Caroline laughed, a throaty, girlish sound, and placed his hand on her hip, finally pulling Robert forward in an embrace.
“God, I’ve missed your laugh,” he said.
Caroline almost kissed him then, but she sensed that the time wasn’t right.
She took him by the hand and turned towards the manor. “I don’t really need you to guide me; this is my house after all.”
She led him from the terrace and into the house, taking him to the drawing room. Caroline heard Robert gasp, and she smiled.
“I have them all,” she said. Caroline ran her hand along the wall until she came to the first of the paintings. It was the one of her looking over her shoulder. She inhaled deeply, breathing in the scent of paint. She softly ran the tips of her fingers over the frame, and onto the canvas, feeling the bumps and changes in the texture.
“All of them?”
“This is my favourite,” Caroline said.
He took her by the shoulders and turned her. He wasn’t being so fearful around her now. It crept up slowly, a warm feeling from within. Caroline started feel hope.
“Caroline,” Robert said. “I don’t care that you can’t see. I can still tell you about the colour, and I know you’ll understand what I’m saying.”
“I will,” a tear ran down Caroline’s cheek.
“Is it enough?”
Caroline inhaled again. It was her favourite scent. It meant love, and beauty, and life, and purpose.
The scent of paint.
She was just another client. A client who happened to storm into the parlor wearing a look on her face that screamed heaven help the poor bastard who got in the way of what she wanted. The door slammed shut behind her so hard it nearly cracked the molding. As the woman marched over to the counter, I quickly took stock, trying to figure out what curious kind of she-creature I'd be servicing.
She was tallish, made just tall enough by her four-inch, angrily clicking high heels to be slightly imposing. She sported a decently respectable bosom, the tightness of her dress betrayed a subtly thickening waistline, and her hair was dyed the most recently popular shade of nondescript brown. Too old to be fresh out of college but too young to have developed crow's feet, I put her somewhere around my own mid-thirties.
I sighed. Once I'd profiled a client, she was infinitely less interesting. She became predictable. This one, this woman, she'd want me to do it - whatever "it" was for her - on her ass, or her breast, or some other nonsensical place, just like every other thirty-something-year-old disgruntled housewife I'd ever done.
"I want this," she said as soon as I approached the counter. She shoved a piece of paper across the tabletop, apparently uninterested in the usual pleasantries that typically preceded this sort of transaction.
"And," she continued, "I want it here." She held up her left hand and pointed to the base of her fourth finger. The skin was lighter there than anywhere else - the telltale sign of a long-worn wedding ring. So that was it. She was getting divorced.
I cleared my throat politely. I wasn't one to take advantage of rash decisions. Even if they did pay well.
"Look, ma'am," I tried courteously, "this kind of thing is a big decision. It's going to stay with you a long, long time. Are you sure you want this now?"
Instantly, I regretted that I'd said anything. The woman's eyes narrowed to slits and I half-expected steam to come billowing out of her nostrils.
"Look," she spat, shoving a wad of bills into my hand, "I'm paying for a tattoo artist, not a therapist. So quit trying to counsel me and do your damn job." The woman huffed over to the work area and rooted herself obstinately in a chair. Alright then. Tattoo it was.
Interested again, I unfolded the crumpled piece of paper still waiting for me on the counter. It was a simple design, just a single band of barbed wire. Still, there was detail in every curve of the wire, every angle of every barb. This was not an amateur drawing.
"You design this yourself?" I asked as I prepped my thinnest needle.
The woman looked at me as if I'd asked her whether she'd recently visited Mars. "I'm the manager of one of the top advertising firms this side of the Mississippi," she snorted. "I have thousands of the industry's most talented designers working for me. Of course I didn't design my own tattoo. I don't have time for that. I told one of my employees what I wanted and they did it for me."
I had to bite my tongue so hard I was positive it was going to come off. Polite as cherries, this one.
I ran my index finger over the bare skin of her finger to get a feel for the surface I'd be working on. I felt her shiver underneath my touch, a barely noticeable little quiver. I realized I didn't even know her name.
"I'm Archibald, by the way. Most people just call me Archie."
"Archie, huh?" The woman eyed my hairless head skeptically. "Not Baldy?"
I grimaced. "Yeah, yeah, never ever heard that one before."
The woman rolled her eyes at me. "Archie it is then. I'm Alison, but everybody calls me Aly. You might as well too."
"Aly," I repeated, shoving the name into the part of my memory dedicated to things I'd never have to remember again, "got it."
I put the needle to her skin. Aly didn't even flinch. Nor did she say one word the entire fifteen minutes it took to brand her finger, except to answer me with one-word answers like "fine" or "yes" whenever I asked if she were okay. Her eyes, however, said volumes. The way they stayed locked on what my hands were doing, scrutinizing every move, those eyes told me they didn't trust me one inch. Which was too bad, considering that was about the size of her tattoo.
When I pulled the needle away to let Aly inspect the finished product, she only stared at the inky black band for a while in silence. I instructed her how to care for the new tattoo, told her my fee and asked if she needed anything. But, her attention never shifted from the barbed circle. It wasn't until I returned from putting all my equipment away in the back room that Aly made any noise at all - one small, strangled little hiccup that betrayed a sob she'd been unable to completely choke down.
I cautiously placed one hand on Aly's shoulder. "Do you want to talk about it?"
Aly shifted herself out from under my hand and glared at me darkly. "No," she said firmly. "He cheated on me. I'm divorcing him. That's all there is to it."
She turned and stalked out the door. I figured I'd never see her again.
Imagine my surprise when she hurtled through the parlor door just a week later, unmerciful as ever to the door's poor molding.
"Hello miss," the store manager tried to intercept her, "if you'll please step up to the counter I can help you..."
"Oh, shove off," Aly waved Ruben out of her way, "I don't need your help. I need this man, right here."
Suddenly there was an uncomfortably angry woman standing uncomfortably close to my chair. I looked up from the skull I was attempting to draw on the rather sad bicep of a mousy little man in his late forties.
"Excuse me, Aly," I frowned up at her, "but I'm a bit busy right now. If there's something you'd like to discuss, some issue about the tattoo I gave you last week - "
"There's no issue," Aly interrupted me. "It's brilliant. I want you to do another one." Over Aly's shoulder I could see Ruben's eyebrows shoot up an astounding three inches. "Brilliant" was a word he liked to hear. "Repeat business" were two words he liked even better.
"Well," I tried to keep my voice even, "I can do that for you, as soon as I'm finished with this client, right here." I indicated the poor man in front of me. He was eyeing Aly as if she were something that might eat him. Aly merely shot the man a look that told him very clearly that he could go to hell and stalked off to the waiting area.
She wanted a shark's tooth. Several of them, in fact, in a circle round her wrist. The teeth gnashed together to form one of the most defensive designs I had ever seen. The message was clear - stay away boys. Aly was unavailable.
"What?" Aly was staring at me impatiently. "And don't try to say it was nothing. People don't make faces like that for nothing. What were you thinking?"
Damn facial muscles. Never could keep quiet.
"It's a, uh, very feminine design you have here," I said pointedly. Aly rolled her eyes and sank into the chair next to me. She held out her wrist.
"Just shut up and draw, would you?"
I looked up curiously. Her voice didn't have nearly as much punch in it as usual. "You okay?" I asked slowly.
Aly sat a bolt upright but immediately slumped again. Uh oh. Now I'd done it.
"I wanted to be a surfer," she said quietly, her lip quivering. I looked her over. Pencil skirt, flawlessly ironed blouse, and not a hint of a tan line about her. I tried to imagine her in a wetsuit and failed horribly.
"Oh, don't look so surprised," that delightful irritation of hers had returned. "It was ages ago. My hus... ex-husband and I had just met. He wanted a beach bunny, not a surfer girl. At the time, I thought I wanted to be that for him. So I gave up surfing and went into advertising. Oh, it made that man so happy. What a nice little corporate trophy wife I'd make." Aly had past the point of irritated sarcasm. Her words were pure acid. I wondered if it was possible for blood to literally boil, because Aly's face had flushed about five shades redder.
Suddenly, it was like a pressure valve opened somewhere. The colour left her face and Aly slouched back into the chair with an air of defeat. She finally moved her gaze from the careful watch they'd been keeping yet again on what my hand was doing with the tattoo gun. She actually met my eyes for once.
"I'm sorry," she sighed. "I had a rough morning in divorce court. I shouldn't be taking it out on you."
I shook my head. "He was an ass for making you give up surfing."
A wicked smile spread across Aly's lips. "Well," she said, "I suppose I got my revenge. We went on a cruise for our honeymoon. He spent the whole time horribly sea sick." We caught each other's glance. Aly winked conspiratorially. It was too much. We both burst out laughing. Aly laughed so hard she hiccupped, which made me guffaw, which only made Aly laugh even harder. She shook so hard I was afraid she was going to fall out of her chair and be left with half a tattoo and some very interesting abstract art running up her arm. Ruben emerged from the back and stared at us like we'd both gone crazy.
"So Archie," Aly said once she'd finally regained control over her diaphragm, "I've been talking a hell of a lot about me, which is incredibly rude. I'm not normally this..."
"Brass? Uncouth? Insane?" I could think of a few other suggestions.
"Preoccupied," Aly finished, giving me a glare that was only half-serious. "Anyway, what about you? What's your story?"
I shrugged. "People are interesting." I finished the last tooth and clicked off the tattoo gun pointedly. Aly didn't move. Had to admire her stubbornness. "And," I went on grudgingly, "it's like, we all start out as a blank canvas. What happens to us, what others think, what the world dishes out, those are all strokes that we don't have any control over. But tattoos, they're one of the most direct ways that people say, ‘I exist.’ With tattoos, people choose what's going to be a part of their canvas. It's one small way people get to decide their identity. Getting to be a part of that, to help someone say something about themselves forever without ever using a word..." I trailed off.
Aly was looking at me like I had told her that I enjoyed granting three wishes and kissing frogs back into princes during my spare time.
"So I'm an idealist," I said, just barely keeping the edge out of my voice.
"Hey," Aly's sneer had somehow softened itself into an inexplicably attractive smile. All of a sudden she reached a hand up to my face. She glanced down at her other wrist. "You do good," she whispered. "Pretty damn good." She tossed some cash on the table and got up to leave. Just before stepping out, she stopped and turned back around.
"I'll see you next Wednesday."
She was back every week after that, same time each morning, always right on the dot. And she always asked for me. Soon, she was telling me stories about how her parents still held hands, about the games she and her sister played at as girls, and about the love regrets of her college days whose names I instantly decided to forget. And, for no apparent reason that I could think of, I was spilling details back about the prank I'd pulled in junior high (Mr. Pratt's toupee never really was the same), the scrawny little mutt with a penchant for chewing up exactly what he wasn't supposed to that I had as a kid, and my first job out of school as a late-hours bartender for an embarrassingly ignominious night club.
Our childhoods covered, we started comparing our adult lives. I told her about my life as a bachelor, and she told me about her divorce proceedings. I learned that Aly had never been out of the country and told her about my time in Mexico. Aly learned that I had never seen snow and chattered on about skis and mountain lodges.
Somehow, I found out that she refused to drink coffee in any other form than one of those absurdly dressed-up concoctions that have ridiculous names like mochachino and generally come topped with whipped cream and sprinkles. I had no hesitation in telling her that I took my coffee black. Very, very black. I didn't entirely regret it when Aly showed up the next week with one of her cups of nonsense and a mug of the most seductively dark roast I had ever met. The amount of spluttering the woman produced when she tried some of it herself was fantastic.
I did regret it, however, when our conversation moved on to bar habits. Though I was the harder coffee drinker, I rarely ventured beyond anything more than a beer or two when it came to alcohol. Aly shot whiskey. Ruben ordered Aly to call me a pansy for the rest of the day.
Over time, Aly's eyes spent less and less time watching what the tattoo gun was doing and more and more time looking around the shop or gesturing in more ways than I thought that eyes were capable of doing to make up for the lack of motion imposed on her limbs. As her appointments became more habitual, Aly started to show more trust in what she would let me do. She started asking for designs instead of showing me, and she asked for them in harder and harder places, too.
One week was a dragon that swirled around her arm and shot flames out of its nostrils that curled all the way down to her fingertips. Another week I turned her right ear into a conch shell, reminiscent of the age when she believed you really could hear the ocean on the inside - an age when she hadn't yet learned regret.
Eventually, her designs stopped holding so much aggression and even reached the point of downright flirtatious. One particularly memorable week, Aly came in wearing a lacy little excuse for a dress with a dangerously low neckline and asked for a blooming rose bud on her breast. The airy red petals complimented her pale skin like little crimson blushes. The rose bud unfurled just below the line of her shirt and loosed petals on an unseen breeze that carried the petals up to her shoulder, from where they floated lightly down her previously bare arm.
This time, I was the one who had to keep his eyes reluctantly focused on the tattoo gun in an attempt not to start thinking about precisely where my hand was resting on Aly's body in order to steady my work surface.
It confused me. I had done hundreds of chest designs. They were just another job, just another patch of skin. So why the hell was my head pounding so hard I could barely think straight? Ruben, who had never felt the need to chaperone any of my previous work, stood behind Aly every so often and cleared his throat ever so officiously at me. I wasn't sure whether to love him or hate him.
She became my routine. The week now went Monday, Tuesday, Aly, Thursday... I felt like I was running on automatic for any tattoo but hers. The cross bone initials for the Harley biker, the cutesy dolphin that the poor kid on spring break was going to regret when he sobered up in a week, the star, the crown, the armbands, the names - they were all just practice for whatever Aly was going to throw at me next. Together, we fell into a rhythm.
Until the week that Aly was late.
I waited nearly half an hour for her. Then I ran out of excuses for Ruben and was told to stop being an idiot and go to work. Well, I tried to force myself into a state of resignation, either she'd come or she wouldn't.
I called the next customer. He was some hot-shot in a suit named Henry. I sized up my client. Every inch of him, from his broad torso to his leather shoes, was Brioni. I might be able to trade him my entire wardrobe for a sock.
Henry stripped off his jacket to reveal the oddity of a pinstripe, single-breasted short-sleeved business shirt. Even though they terminated six inches above his elbow, even the freshly pressed sleeves sported French cuffs complete with platinum links. I whistled appreciatively.
"I know, slick, right?" Henry agreed. "It's custom." He gingerly hooked his jacket around the chair and flashed me an amiable smile.
"So, big spender," I asked, liking the man already, "what's it going to be?"
"Smoking cigar," Henry pointed to the outside of his left bicep, "right here."
I snorted. "Traditional phallic symbol. Been castrated lately?"
Henry snickered. "Sure feels like it."
I laughed with him. "So you're finding your manhood again. Rough time with a girl?"
"Hell of a rough time." Henry looked like he was going to say something more, but the sound of the front door opening so hard it put yet another crack in the molding cut him off.
"Eh!" Ruben yelled from the back. "Watch it girl, or I'll start charging you!"
As usual, Aly completely ignored Ruben's empty threat. She merely rolled her eyes and set the coffees she'd gotten for the three of us on the front counter.
"Oh Archie!" she sang out. "I'm here! And I've got fantastic news!" She twirled around giddily, paying no mind to the limitations of her denim miniskirt. I had to laugh at her as she practically skipped over to my work area.
"Henry," I said, suddenly remembering that I had a client I was supposed to be paying attention to, "this is my good friend..." I stopped short. Henry had stood up and had Aly locked in a dead stare.
"Alison," he said coldly.
Aly took a few steps back. "Henry."
"Shit," I muttered under my breath. The cigar. It all made sense. Henry was Aly's husband. Ex-husband. Very successfully ex-husband, from the looks of the air of defeat hanging around Henry that he was currently trying to plaster over with a macho sense of pride.
"Okay," I tried to keep my tone calm and even, "everybody just sit down, and we can talk about this."
"Whore!" Henry hurtled himself toward Aly. I caught him by the overly starched collar of his custom-made business shirt and yanked him back.
Ruben had emerged from the back and was eyeing the scene warily. "Sir," he tried, always one for diplomacy, "if you can't play nicely in my tattoo parlor, I will regrettably have to kick you out and have your mother pick you up. And by mother," Ruben went on sternly as Henry started to struggle under my grasp, "I mean police." Henry stopped struggling.
But I didn't care. My attention was still on Aly. A single tear had managed to evade her best efforts at holding them all back and was streaking quickly down her face. It landed with a nearly inaudible plop on the floor between her and Henry.
"I'm not a whore," she whispered. Her voice was so low it was almost a growl.
Henry laughed, a noise like new shoes scuffing across the floor. I winced. The effect was like nails down a chalkboard.
"Not a whore?" Henry scoffed. "I've seen your tattoos. Rosebuds? No woman gets those for nothing. Sure you weren't just coming in here to get a tramp stamp, whore?"
"Shut up!" Aly's face had morphed from deathly pale into the hottest shade of vermillion I had ever seen. "If I've been anybody's whore, I've been yours! You, who only married me to get your hands on a pretty face and a nice ass! You, who stripped my life of anything you didn't care for till there wasn't one thing left of me! You, who cheated on me with that little chit of a secretary and then told her that you loved her! That you loved her, Henry. You may have wanted me, Henry, you've wanted me plenty of times, but did you ever love me?"
Henry started to say something but Aly cut him off. "Oh no, Henry," she stepped closer to him defiantly. "You're done talking. You've had your say. You've had what you wanted," she hissed. "I have been your whore, Henry," she waved what I guessed could only be the finalized divorce papers in his face, "and now, I'm taking my payment."
Henry let out a snarl with more beast than man in it. He bucked backward and kicked me in the groin. I dropped my hands and doubled over. Free of my grasp, Henry lunged toward Aly. I threw myself after him, but he was already out of range. Aly reached for one of the coffee cups and threw it directly into Henry's face. He hurled his body away but wasn't fast enough. The tattoo parlor filled with the acrid smell of scalding hot, extremely black coffee as it hit Henry right along his designer neckline.
"Bitch!" he shouted, moving toward Aly again. Something in me snapped.
The level of satisfaction I got from the volume of noise produced when Henry hit the ground with a definitive thud assured me that he had not been expecting my fist to suddenly make contact with his face. Neither had I, really, during the split second it took for my arm to swing out with a life of its own and bring my knuckles right up against Henry's incredibly low cheekbones. Then I expected it.
Henry looked up at me in amazement from where he lay on the floor. Across the parlor, Ruben was looking on in comparable shock. His eyebrows shot the highest I'd seen them go yet.
Shit. I'd punched a client. Now I owed him an apology. I looked down at where Henry was still crumpled on the floor and said the first thing that came to mind.
"You're an ass."
Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Ruben shrug and walk back to the supply room, shaking his head the whole way. Good enough an apology for him.
Henry was blubbering something incoherent.
"Look," I said, "either you can walk home by yourself, or your mother can come pick you up. Which is it?"
Henry scowled at me but grabbed his coat and car keys nevertheless. On his way out, he slammed the door behind him. I shook my head in disapproval. Didn't even crack the molding.
Suddenly there was a hand on my shoulder. "You okay?" Aly asked softly.
I turned around and held both of her shoulders instead. "Are you okay?" Aly nodded.
"Good," I sat her down in the client chair and pulled a mop from the back to clean up the sticky mess the parlor floor had become, "because I've got one question."
"Oh yeah?" Aly looked at me quizzically.
"Did you have to throw my coffee at him?"
Aly laughed, a reassuring sound to hear. "Oh, don't be a big baby. You can have Ruben's." An indignant string of expletives shot into the parlor from somewhere way in the back, sending both of us into a fit of laughter.
"So," I said once I could finally breathe again, "what'll it be today?"
Wordlessly, Aly handed me a folded piece of paper. On it was a rough sketch of a woman's back crisscrossed by a set of chains, as if they were lacing up an invisible corset; except that the very last chains, the ones that should have been tied - or in this case locked together - were broken. The corset was unlacing. The chains were falling off.
It was ingenious.
I looked at the initials hastily swathed in the corner. "Aly, I asked, astounded, "did you draw this?"
Her cheeks turned the same color as the rose petals floating across her breast. "Yes. I know it's not great, but I figured you'd get the point."
"Yeah," I said quietly, staring back at the broken chains, "yeah, I do."
Aly clutched the blanket to her bare chest and shivered when the cold needle touched her skin. I gulped. Never before had I gotten so complete a view of her curves. The skin on her back was smooth and supple, and her fleshy hips offered the perfect amount of padding for a man to grab onto...
I shook my head firmly and forced myself to focus on the tattoo needle. Aly didn't make it easy, the way she leaned into the hand I was using to steady her and made little, quiet moans every time I had to lay down a particularly deep layer of ink.
The tattoo took nearly two hours to complete. Silently, I handed Aly a mirror so she could see the reflection of her back in the mirror behind her. I shuffled nervously while she adjusted the mirror's angle. She stared at the reflection for a long while. Finally she set the mirror down and looked at me, confused.
"Archie, that's not what I asked for."
I took a deep breath. "No, but it's what you wanted."
Aly looked back over her shoulder at the design that spanned the length of her back. "A surfboard," she whispered breathlessly.
The creamy board looked like it was made from Aly's body. The rails of the expert shortboard fit her shape exactly. And at the very center of the deck, where a surfer's personal symbol would go...
"A phoenix?" Aly looked at me curiously, realization slowly dawning on her face.
I nodded. "It's what you've been trying to do this whole time, isn't it? To rise from the ashes."
Aly's breath caught in her throat. She turned to face me. "Did I?" she asked.
Gently, I placed one hand on the small of her back and pulled her towards me. "Yeah, you did. Pretty damn well."
Aly dropped the blanket and reached her hands around my neck.
I kissed her.
“Come on, Aunt Lisa, sit down. I want to do this before my Mum comes to pick me up.” Kari looked up, smiled and shuffled the oversized deck again.
“Let’s see what’s in store for your very near future,” she said with an air of mystery. Her small fingers stretched wide to hold the tarot cards and her brown eyes narrowed in concentration as the cards turned between her hands.
The sound of the flipping, sliding cards wasn’t quite bad enough to be called annoying, but Lisa Ransom was not in the mood for fortune telling this afternoon.
Standing there in her sunny kitchen, holding the mail she’d just collected, Lisa almost regretted letting her fifteen year old niece buy the cards. But, it was only a game and the cards fascinated her iphone, ipad, dvd obsessed niece, so what was the harm in entertaining her for just a little while longer? It wasn’t like the used, ten-cent deck was going to cause any real damage, or really predict the future – now, was it?
Playing along, trying to be the cool aunt, Lisa held back on her urge to roll her eyes and laid the mail aside as she slid onto the stool next to Kari’s.
“Okay, what do I have to do?” Lisa said.
“You have to think about what you want to know, think about it really hard. Then shuffle the cards, cut them into three stacks, and then give them back to me.” Kari tapped the cards into a neat stack and pushed them toward her aunt. “Then, I will tell you what lies in your future.”
Shaking her head, Lisa took the cards and started to shuffle them. If anybody had asked, right then, she would have sworn that she’d never heard anything so crazy in all of her thirty-five years, but doing this was for her dramatic, much-loved niece. “How do you know all of this?”
“The book.” Kari tapped the frayed watermarked little manual at her elbow. “It tells me everything I need to know; how to lay out the cards and what the cards mean.”
“Oh, yeah. The book.” That had been another nickel.
“Are you concentrating?”
“Yes, of course I am. Isn’t that what you told me to do?” Lisa gave in to her initial urge and rolled her eyes as she plopped the cards on the counter between them. “Now what?”
“Cut them. Three times.” Eager, Kari was breathing fast and leaning in to watch. Impatient, she scooped up the cards the second Lisa moved her hand away. “Now I have to lay out the spread,” she announced. “I’m going to use the Celtic Cross.”
“Yeah, you do that.” Lisa tucked thick curling hair back from her face and into her ponytail. She rolled her eyes again as she slipped off the stool. “I’m going to check my mail.”
“Okay.” Softly humming a song her aunt barely recognized, Kari consulted her book and began laying the cards out on the counter.
Lisa picked up the small clutch of envelopes and began to open them. The first two were advertisements that quickly found their way into the trash. The next was a client payment with an enclosed note that made her smile. The Baxter’s wanted her to know that they were so pleased with her design improvements to their new home that they were going to recommend her to their friends.
“From your lips to…” Kari inhaled sharply and Lisa’s eyes snapped to her niece.
“I see the Page of Hearts. Upside down,” the girl said. “A disturbing message is coming to you.”
“And you know that because…”
“The card is right next to the Significator – that’s you.” Kari’s neon green-painted fingernail tapped the card and she looked up, wiggling her eyebrows. “But I see luck for you, very good luck.”
“That’s a good thing.”
“But there’s more…”
“I’m sure there is.” Lisa smiled at her niece and hoped that the girl’s mother would forgive her for getting her daughter hooked on this new passion.
“You’re going to change your house.”
“Oh, now, see?” Lisa raised a cautionary finger. “That’s not going to happen. I’m almost through paying this one off. There’s no way I’m going to leave it.”
“Well… The cards say that a house can be a state of mind and…” Kari squinted at her book, then back at the cards. Settling on one showing a man sitting on a throne, she nodded. “I see a man…”
“Of course you do, and he’s tall, dark, and handsome,” Lisa filled in as she dropped the Baxter’s note into her business mail basket.
“Uhm…” Kari consulted her book. “Yeah, well, it says here…”
“That I am the woman he is destined to fall in love with.”
“How did you know?” Kari pulled her eyes from the cards and blinked at her aunt.
“That’s the way it always happens in the movies, but not in real life, Kari.”
“Don’t laugh,” the girl pouted. “It could happen.”
“In your dreams, kiddo. Better still, in my dreams,” Lisa grinned.
Kari cocked her head. Her big brown eyes went dreamy as she sighed, and returned the smile. “Would you like that? Meeting your dream man?”
Oh, yeah. My sister is going to kill me for triggering her kid’s romantic streak. “Who wouldn’t like that?”
Kari’s eyes moved first and her body slowly turned, going back to her book and then to the cards. “Maybe this is your dream man, you don’t know. The book says you have to…”
Lisa turned the next envelope over in her hand, saw the address and never heard Kari’s words and the rest of what the book had to say. The envelope contained an invitation. She was sure of it. Swallowing hard, she slid her finger nail under the flap, opening it.
Trying not to let her feelings show and hoping that she was wrong, she tipped the envelope into her hand and glittery bits of yellow, green, and gold confetti spilled between her fingers, drifting gaily to her kitchen floor. Damn, she thought. She dipped two fingers into the envelope and pulled out the contents.
Damn, I don’t need this.
“What is that?” Kari’s eyes were bright and curious, shifting from her aunt to the spilled confetti and back.
Fine time for her to forget about those crazy cards…
“An invitation,” Lisa said. “It’s a wedding invitation from Greg and Kat.”
“Uh-huh.” Kari tapped her nails against the cards in front of her. “Bad news in the mail…”
“No, not bad news. Weddings are happy occasions.” Lisa heard herself say the words, but she wasn’t sure she’d made them believable. Her tone was dry and her throat was tight. Her eyes itched and her heart felt damaged.
Damn Greg. How is it that his stunts still gets to me like this? It’s not as though I want him back in my life. He’s an ex-husband for a reason… Lisa’s lashes fluttered, pushing at tears-that-never-were. Certainly this wasn’t about Kat. She was a former friend – and that was for a reason, too.
Kari was still watching, so Lisa tried to smile, and the effort almost made her cheeks creak. She knew that she wasn’t given to being petty. She knew, without a doubt, that she had forgiven both of them and moved on with her life – happily and completely. It hadn’t been all that hard to get herself to a place beyond the betrayal of a man who tried to live outside of his marriage vows, and a pseudo-friend who couldn’t even hold onto the Girlfriend Code.
But this wedding invitation, it reminded her of the space that marriage had once filled.
After the divorce, she’d put her feelings aside and her degree to work as she built Angel Design Consultants, and the work had been good for her. She had a solid reputation and as much work as she and her assistants could handle. She had a great relationship with her sister, Sandy, and her niece, Kari.
And I look great, she told herself.
Lisa knew she had a good life and she didn’t need to take a spectator’s seat to whatever went on with Greg and Kat. But now they were getting married and as quiet as it was kept, sending her an invitation felt like they were rubbing salt into the wound they had already ripped through her life.
Sending this invitation to me, this is Greg’s doing. Lisa knew it as surely as she knew her own name. Probably his idea of a joke, and silly Kat went along with it because she didn’t know how bitter some of his jokes were – yet.
Looking down at the elaborately engraved invitation, trying to control her breathing, Lisa suddenly realized why it had hit her so hard. The date. Staring at the invitation and the rsvp card, she felt numb. Greg is going to marry Kat on the same date that he married me!
Feeling Kari’s watching eyes, Lisa could almost hear the questions echoing through her niece’s thoughts, but she ignored them as she crossed the kitchen and reached into the pantry to find a broom. Putting it to work, rushing the broom through the spill of confetti, Lisa had to smile when Kari slipped from her seat to grab a dustpan.
Kneeling in front of her aunt, Kari held the dustpan in place until Lisa finished sweeping. Silently, she moved to the trashcan and emptied it, then stood watching. Finally, she broke the silence.
“You want me to tell you what else the cards say?” Kari said.
Lisa parted her lips, but was spared answering by the knock at her kitchen door.
“Mum!” Kari launched herself across the kitchen and opened the door. Her mother, Sandy took a step inside and found herself wrapped in gangly teen-aged love.
“Guess what? Guess what we did today? We went to a garage sale and I got tarot cards and now I can tell fortunes and I was telling …” Kari chimed.
Sandy gave her daughter a quick kiss, and her eyes darted towards her sister. “What did you do to my child?”
“Loved her?” Lisa tried.
“I had the best time with Aunt Lisa,” Kari gushed. “When we got back, I was reading her cards, and I could see all kinds of stuff.” Looping her arms around her mother’s neck, her eyes nailed her aunt’s. “The cards said she was going to get bad news, and then she did, and...”
“Bad news?” Sandy frowned as she untangled herself from her daughter.
“Not really.” Lisa forced a smile.
“It was about the …”
Back at the counter, Lisa lifted the wedding invitation and wiggled it in the air. Reading her expression, her sister nodded.
“That’s grown folks’ business,” Sandy told her daughter.
“Oh.” Kari pressed her lips together as she rocked on her toes. “Then, I guess you don’t want to hear about the Sun, huh?” When her mother and aunt glanced toward the wide kitchen window, she shook her head. “Not the sun outside, the one in the cards. It’s the happiest card in the whole deck.”
Sandy shivered and gave her sister a look. “Honey,” she directed her words to her daughter. “I want to talk to your aunt, maybe we can talk about the cards another time.”
Kari’s reserve grew immediately. “Maybe I should go get my stuff?” She was already heading for the door as her mother nodded.
“Good idea.” Sandy eased a hip onto the stool her daughter had vacated. She sat, waited for Kari to leave the kitchen, and then focused her gaze on Lisa.
“Kari predicted bad news, and then you got the invitation; I suppose that qualifies. Can you believe their nerve, they also invited Bruce and me?”
“Well,” Lisa pushed the broom into the pantry and closed the door. “You know they think they’re being modern and civilized, but I could have done without the confetti.”
“And it was ugly confetti,” Sandy giggled.
“Marriages are always something to celebrate.” Lisa said.
“Well, they’ll be celebrating without me. And Bruce isn’t going, either. He and I see eye-to-eye on this one, so my husband and I are not going. I have already forwarded our regrets.”
“Regrets, really?
“Oh, come on, Lisa. Surely you don’t have any regrets about this? You’re not thinking of going, are you?”
“No, no regrets,” Lisa said. “And there is no way I’m going to that wedding, but Greg and I were married once. I did love him once. He’ll always have a little place in my heart.”
“And you’ll always be my little sister, so I will always have your back.” Sandy stood and moved across the kitchen to close her sister in her arms.
“Aww.” Kari swung into the kitchen and promptly threw her arms around her mother and aunt, refusing to be left out. Pressing her face close, she delivered wet kisses to both women, and grinned.
“Lord, and this will always be my child,” Sandy chuckled, releasing Lisa. “I need to get moving, we have a couple of errands to run.” She grabbed her handbag with one hand and her daughter with the other, then headed for the door. “See ya.”
Kari was still clutching her tarot cards and talking about fortune telling when the door closed behind them. Framed by her kitchen window, Lisa watched her sister back her car down the driveway and then drive down the street. Watching them go, Lisa realized that she might have a few life regrets, but Greg wasn’t among them.
The one good thing that had come out of her marriage was that now she knew exactly what she wanted in a marriage. Mature fidelity was at the top of the list, and her mother had always preached that she and Sandy ought to marry men who were good providers. But Lisa could clearly take care of herself and she knew she wanted something even more special. Her gaze drifted and her thoughts followed.
Behind her, the ringing phone jarred her from her reverie. Taking a couple of steps backward, she found her phone and thumbed the button to answer it, then turned back to the window.
“Lisa, she left that book you bought.” It was Sandy.
“Tell her to look at the Sun.” Kari’s voice crowded her mother’s and Lisa chuckled at the thought of her trying to climb over her mother to pass on the message.
“You tell Kari that I’ll hang onto it for her,” Lisa promised. “She can get it next weekend.”
“The Sun means the best luck when you least expect it…” Kari’s words were muffled as her mother moved the phone out of her reach.
“Thanks, Lisa. I’ll talk to you later.” The phone went dead.
“Yeah. Later.” Putting the phone aside, not ready to leave the window yet, Lisa’s eyes swept the view before her. Kari’s random prediction of bad news and the arrival of the wedding invitation echoed through her thoughts, then she thought of Sandy’s use of the word regret.
“I don’t regret anything,” she told herself, looking out of the window at the tangle of the flower garden she kept promising to tend. “Well, at least none of my immediate regrets are bound to the wedding of my ex-husband and my erstwhile friend.” But if she’d been forced to claim any regrets, they were inextricably bound to her flower garden.
Darn it!
She’d been promising to get out and take care of the blistered sagging fence and the tired-looking plants in her garden, but she’d found every excuse under the sun to avoid the task. For more than a month, she’d been imagining the bright sunflowers and the songbirds that she wanted to watch from this window. The garden had been beautiful two years ago, when she purchased the house, but now it looked all but abandoned.
“I can do better than this.” Knowing that exercise and planting would be good for her body and her soul, Lisa took a quick look at her watch – a little after two. “If I go now, I can still make it to the home depot, buy plants and paint, and get back in time to do some work out there.”
Satisfied that she’d made the right decision, Lisa ducked into the downstairs bathroom and gave herself a quick check in the mirror. Appraising her reflection, critiquing the soft curl of her hair, she decided to free it from the ponytail she’d pulled high on her head. Down and loose, her dark hair made a nice frame for her oval face. It accented the depth of her chocolate-flashed hazel eyes and dark lashes. The soft yellow shirt she’d worn to the rummage sale was still neat and figure-flattering, the color working well with her olive skin. Judging herself ready, Lisa grabbed her purse and keys, then headed for her car and the home depot. She already knew where the sunflowers would go.
Parking in the huge lot on a Saturday afternoon was not the easiest thing she’d ever done. It seemed like everybody in town wanted to shop at the same time she did. Dodging shopping carts from Whole Foods, readers from the full-service bookstore, and pet lovers from the Pet Super Store meant that she had to hunt for a parking space, but luck was with her.
“This must be the good luck Kari was talking about,” she guessed as she pulled into an open slot near the front of the home depot. Encouraged by her luck, Lisa climbed out of her car and snagged a shopping cart, on the way to the nursery. She had sunflowers on her mind.
Which is why she didn’t see the man right in front of her, though how she could have missed him, she would never know. Standing in the aisle near the sunflower seedlings, he was tall, over six-feet, Lisa estimated. He probably didn’t own an ounce of fat, because he had enough muscle to make her mouth drop and her imagination gallop. Light flashed through his dark eyes and tinted his hair with sparks of auburn, but the curve of his wide full lips mesmerized her when he spoke.
“A little help?”
Oh, even down there on the floor, he sounded exactly like he looked: sexy and inviting. Whatever this man did for a living, it absolutely had to involve revving women’s heartbeats. I wonder if he’s single?
Lisa stood there gripping her cart, with her heart in her throat, staring down at this gorgeous man, and then it hit her…
I hit him! I knocked him down!
“Oh, my goodness, I am so sorry,” Lisa babbled, rushing around her cart. “I was so busy thinking about my sunflowers, I didn’t see you. I am so sorry…” She offered her hands. “Please, let me help you up…”
“It’s okay,” he said, standing and brushing himself off. “No harm, no foul. I guess I should have been more careful, but I was looking for sunflowers. Grew up with them in Kansas, and missed them.”
“Sunflowers,” Lisa echoed, her heart skipping a beat when he offered his hand. “I’m so sorry; I should have been looking where I was going. I hope I didn’t hurt you.”
“I’m fine,” he winked and smiled, giving her the full benefit of his brilliant smile. “I’m a doctor, I know things like this.”
“Doctor?” She tried to imagine what he would look like in surgical scrubs, but couldn’t quite get past how he looked in jeans.
“Osteopath.” His fingers squeezed hers. “Alex Lucas,” he said, then waited.
“Lisa,” she said, looking up into his blue eyes and wondering if that particular shade of blue had a name. “Lisa Ransom.”
“Well, Mrs. Ransom…”
“I – I’m divorced,” Lisa blurted. Maybe it was because he was still holding her hand.
“Really?” Alex’s smile grew even brighter. “So am I. Does that mean you might be available for coffee? Or even dinner?”
“I could be available.” Lisa slowly reclaimed her hand, then tucked it under her arm. “But today I need to take care of my garden – that’s why I need the sunflowers, and I have to fix my fence.”
Alex nodded. “So, would I be out of line if I offered to help you plant the sunflowers and fix the fence?”
Lisa’s hand slid slowly free and she resisted the urge to reach out and touch the man in front of her. “How much is this going to cost me, doctor?”
“A home-cooked meal?”
“Deal.” Lisa’s hand slipped into his again and they shook hands.
“Great.” He lifted two trays of seedlings and looked at Lisa. “Can I carry these for you?”
“I’d like that.” And to think, I told Kari that things like this only happened in the movies. Lisa smiled. Kari and her cards are right. This is my lucky day after all.
It's a story we all know: a man, a woman, and a two-hundred foot long cruise ship. Sherry, a waitress since sixteen, was now twenty-five. She had worked on the Regna Cruise Lines for the past two years, and today was the first day she had woken up looking forward to her job.
True, she had started out very excited to work out on the open sea, traveling from port to sunny port in the Caribbean, but after a month of drunk customers, rocking waves, long hours, and way too many shrimp cocktails, all that excitement had worn off. But what could she do? She was grateful to have a job, and a steady one at that.
Someday, she wanted to become a painter, or a designer, and her tiny cabin was full of art books. She would look through them every night before she fell asleep after a long day, knowing that she would have her own some day. But until then she was happy, more or less. She had begun to know the crew pretty well, and there were moments when she could have a little bit of fun.
It was another sunny day, they were two days into the ten-day cruise, and today they were going to dock at Port St. Leon, where the passengers could go swim with the dolphins and relax on the sun-drenched beaches.
Sherry stayed on deck, helping clean-up and re-stock the kitchens. She walked through the boring grey halls of the crew quarters down to the kitchens, where she met Louis. Louis was the black-haired, tattooed short-order cook Sherry had known since the beginning.
“Hey Sher, ready for the big haul?” he said as a smile emerged from his rough stubble.
“Am I gonna have to carry all the big stuff for you again?” she asked, putting on her small white apron, and gathering her reddish-brown hair into a pony-tail.
“Ha ha, yeah right, we gotta move two tons of food today, you wanna move them yourself?” Louis shot back.
“Bring it on, I bet you I can move twice as much as you twice as fast!”
“Well I—”
“SHERRY!” a voice bellowed from behind her, it was Boris, the Russian restaurant manager. “We have customers! Your shift began half hour ago, you must move! Move!”
“I thought we were re-stocking today,” said Sherry, trying to remain calm.
“You stock later, serve customers now. I dock your pay for lateness.” Sherry groaned, there was little use trying to argue with him. It's not like she could quit, not right now, especially because they were two hundred miles from the nearest American port.
She passed through the wide swinging kitchen doors and into the large dining room. There were at least forty round tables, set for the hundreds of customers that came through every day to eat plates and plates of food before they went back outside to swim and to sun-tan and to socialize. But this morning only one table was occupied. Of course Boris had yelled at her over nothing. He obviously didn't schedule anyone and had to scramble for Sherry to come in and take care of things. There were two couples sitting at the table, they must have been in their late twenties or early thirties. Sherry walked over and said the words she had been saying almost every day for the past two years:
“Welcome to the Regna Dining Room, my name is Sherry and I'll be taking care of you today, would you like to start with something to drink?”
“Just coffee,” cut in one of the women, a tall, skinny blonde. The others also ordered coffee, and Sherry began to tell them about the specials, when the blonde cut in again, “we really don't have to hear about the specials, we just want to have a quick breakfast so we can get out to the beach,” the blonde glared at the man across the table from her.
“I'm sorry, my fiancé is in a bit of a hurry,” said the man. He had tousled brown hair and blue eyes, and strong defined jaw. He draped his arm casually over the back of his chair as he talked to Sherry. “She just doesn't appreciate the virtues of a healthy breakfast, my name is Roy, and this is Michelle, and this is Carl and his girlfriend Joyce.”
“You don't have to waste time making nice with the waitress, Roy,” said Michelle, the skinny blonde.
“We do have food service down at the beach as well, if you would like,” said Sherry, trying to prevent any confrontation.
“That could be a good idea, Roy,” said Carl, smiling, also trying to prevent a fight.
“Yes, thank God, we can just go to the beach,” said Michelle.
“No,” said Roy, “I'm sure it'll be hot and crowded. Here it’s so nice and quiet and we're inside, and we're sure to have great service with Sherry here.”
“Sure thing,” said Sherry, smiling, “four coffees, coming right up.” She walked briskly back towards the kitchen to get the coffee.
“How's it look?” asked Louis when she swung through the doors, he was just setting down a case of breakfast cereal.
“It's just one table, a bunch of yuppies.”
“Nothing you can't handle,” he said. It was true, Sherry had definitely seen worse. There was the time she was accused of stealing from one of the passengers' wallets. There was the time she was puked on by a middle-aged insurance salesman during dinner. One time she spilled a wine glass all over the captain of the ship. And then of course there was the finely manicured man who sent back his steak ten times during one meal, getting angrier and angrier at her each time until he stormed out, demanding that she get fired. She cried for hours that night, but was consoled by all the left-over steak the kitchen staff gave her out of sympathy. Compared to all that, four time-crunched yuppies was no problem.
She handled the table with skill, retreating to the kitchen whenever she could. The severe woman, Michelle, seemed to calm down when she finally got her fruit cup. The rest of the day, though, she couldn't get Roy, the blue-eyed man, out of her mind. It wasn't just his looks, though they were stunning. Maybe it had something to do with the situation, how he was right there to make her life easier, even when Boris and Michelle were doing their best to make it tougher. She wouldn't have dwelt on the matter, only she kept thinking about him the next day, and the day after. She was supposed to be working in the kitchen and she would stare off, thinking about the way he draped his arm over the back of his chair. And then Louis, all tattooed and casual, said, “Hey daydreamer, these are for table twenty-seven.”
“Sorry,” said Sherry.
“Something on your mind?” he asked.
“No, don't worry about it, I'll be right back.” She couldn't tell Louis, not about this, and not now. She wasn't even sure if there was anything there with Roy. Besides, he was engaged, and any romance on the ship was strictly forbidden, at least for the crew. Men had tried with her, and she had tried with some of them. Usually they ended up complete jerks, and as soon as they left the ship they might as well have dropped off the face of the earth.
It was day four, and she still had Roy on her mind. After a long shift, working from noon to midnight, Sherry walked out on deck by the kitchens and leaned on the rail. It was surprisingly quiet, with only the murmur of the parties and shows on other parts of the ship. She could hear the waves lapping on the hull as she looked out at the stars and wondered what life was like on land these days, what everyone else was doing.
Then she heard a voice behind her, “So what are the odds we'll sink?” She turned and saw that it was Roy, leaning against a wall with a drink in his hand. “I mean,” he continued, “what if we hit an iceberg or something and this whole thing goes down?”
“Well, fortunately there aren't very many icebergs in the Caribbean,” said Sherry. She wasn't sure if he was drunk, but couldn't help finding him cute.
“You're that waitress from yesterday aren't you? Sherry, right?” he said.
“That's right.”
“I really am sorry about my fiancé. She just has a great passion for...speed.”
“Don't worry about it, I've had worse. How long have you been together?”
“Two years. The wedding's in a month. This cruise is an engagement present from our friends.”
“A month? Are you nervous?” asked Sherry.
“Me? Nervous? Of course not,” said Roy, taking a sip of his drink.
“How many of those have you had tonight?”
He took another sip. “Okay, maybe I am a little nervous,” they both laughed. Then it got a little quiet, and Sherry could hear the waves again.
“Well I should—”
“Do you want a drink?” he asked her. She wasn't sure. She didn't want to get involved, but he looked so hopeful, and even a bit sad. And the moonlight reflected in his blue eyes in a way she hadn't quite seen before.
“We aren't really supposed to socialize with passengers...” she began.
“Oh...”
“So why don't you go grab me a drink, and we can go to a quiet spot,” she said, in her the most casual way she could.
“Okay,” he smiled. Then he was off. She wasn't sure if he would actually come back, but then he did, seconds later. “What did you want to drink?” he asked, smiling.
“A Mai Tai,” she said, smiling.
He came back with the drinks a few minutes later, and they walked to one of the decks on the side of the ship. It was only used for sun-bathing during the day, and at night everything was closed up. They both sat down on deck chairs, and looked up at the stars. They talked about everything: her work, her family, what she liked to do. And he told her how he was a lawyer in Chicago, how he wanted to start his own firm but still have time to spend with his family. He spoke so calmly, so confidently, it was as if his entire life was planned exactly as he wanted it. She told him about Boris and Louis, and about the one time that Boris had spent an entire afternoon looking for a receipt Louis had earlier attached to the back of Boris’s shirt.
“And nobody told him it was there?” said Roy, laughing.
“No, we all pretended like we didn't know. And then when he finally did find it, after practically tearing apart his office, we all just started clapping!” the two laughed and laughed, and Sherry tried to be quiet so they wouldn't be found out. The drink was obviously a little stronger than she had remembered. She put her hand on Roy's arm and a tried to shush him. After a little while they managed to calm down, and they went back to looking up at the sky.
“This is one of my favorite places to come to,” she said.
“I can see why.” There were so many more stars than on land, without all of the brightly lit cities to overpower the faint stars. “There are so many out here, I didn't know it was so full. I remember when I was a kid I would try to count every single one of them, but then I would get tired and lose count.”
“I wish I could paint the stars,” said Sherry, “every single one of them. And then when I looked up at the night sky I could say 'I remember painting that one, and that one,' and I would know how bright they were, and how big they were, all in relation to each other.”
“Then why don't you?” Roy asked her.
“Someday. I don't have the time now,” she said, still looking at the blue and white twinkling lights.
“Sherry?”
“Roy?”
“I really hope I'm not putting you in a weird situation, but,” he started, “I haven't been able to stop thinking about you.”
“Really,” said Sherry, trying to keep herself from blushing. They both sat up to look at each other. The moonlight was in his eyes, that same deep blue.
“It's just. I don't think I've felt this way about someone before. Even Michelle she—it was never like this.”
“You're just drunk,” said Sherry.
“No. I mean I am a little drunk. But I've had this feeling for the past few days, and I can't not do anything about it. I know it's not a good idea, and that we're really from two completely different worlds, and—”
“Roy,” she said, stopping him. “I've felt the same way.”
“Really?”
“Yes.”
“Well, then what should we do?”
“You could start by kissing me,” she took his hand, and then a light came on.
“Roy? Are you out here?” It was Roy’s friend, Clark or Cameron, from before.
“I'm right here Carl,” Roy called out.
“Where were you? We were looking all over, we thought you might have gone overboard or something. Who's this?” asked Carl. Sherry tried to think on her feet.
“So I'll get those flowers to you in the morning” she started. “The final tally was two lilies, six daisies, and three lilacs,” she said, trying her best not to slur her speech.
“That sound great. Sherry right?”
“Right, Mister...”
“Pearson.”
“Alright Mr. Pearson, your fiancé will get them in the morning.” She shook is hand and felt him slip a card into her palm. Sherry left as quickly as she could.
By the time she got to her cabin, she was swept up in a whirlwind. Had she really done that? Had she really come so close to kissing an engaged man? How far might things have gone if his friend didn't show up? She never really saw herself as a home-wrecker. But they weren't a home yet. That is, they weren't married. Still, she couldn't deny the thrill, she couldn't deny her feelings. She lay in bed and looked at the card, it was a small business card, with his name and his cell-phone number, the edges were crisp and sharp.
The next day she saw him with his fiancé and his friends in the dining room, in her section again. She was so nervous, but tried to keep her cool. Everything went well—she and Roy acted as they had the last time she was his waitress—until Roy suddenly asked her if he could see her kitchen manager. She said she would go get him, but had no idea why he wanted to see Boris. She knocked on his office door, he was poring over documents.
“What?! What do you want?” he blurted out.
“A customer wants to speak with you,” said Sherry.
“What you do? Spill wine again?”
“He just said he wanted to talk to you, I didn't do anything.”
“Yes, we will see,” said Boris, grudgingly lifting his great girth from his desk. They walked through the busy dining room, and Boris suddenly transformed himself from the gruff, monstrous manager into a gentle, friendly Maître d'. At least, one with a thick Russian accent: “Is there problem sir?”
“I was wondering if you could tell me where your sea-bass was caught,” said Roy, “I'm a bit of a connoisseur.”
“Erm,” said Boris, struggling, “I do not know, sir, I do not, em, keep track of these things.”
“You don't keep track of where your fish comes from?” asked Roy, acting very concerned. “But surely you know where your beef comes from?”
“No sir, I do not know that either.”
“Your chicken?”
“No,” Boris was starting to sweat.
“Then what good are you? Miss,” said Roy, looking at Sherry, “do you know where your sea bass comes from?” and Sherry, remembering all of those packages she would stock every four days, said:
“We get them from the mid-Atlantic, from a company called Jefferson Fishing.”
“And your beef?” asked Roy.
“Greenberg Beef Company.”
“And your chicken?”
“Little Rock Poultry.”
“You see, even your waitress knows more about the food here than you do,” said Roy. “I may have to let your supervisor know about this.”
“No, please sir, that will not be necessary,” Boris was completely flustered. Sherry could barely keep herself from laughing. “We um, have just changed suppliers,” he continued. “This is not the normal way of things.”
“I should hope not.
Boris did a slight bow and then briskly walked away. Sherry was still trying to keep herself from laughing, but she was also more than a little afraid of Boris getting revenge on her.
She texted Roy a few hours later: “I can't believe you did that!” and told him that they would have to meet. She found a secluded spot in the ship.
“You know he's my boss,” she blurted out at him: “he looked like he was about to fire me right there on the spot!”
“I know, I'm sorry,” said Roy, looking a little sheepish. “I just thought it would help you out a little, make your life a little easier.”
“Well, I guess if there was no harm. Plus it was really great to see the look on his face.”
“I really am sorry, are you still glad you met me?” Roy asked. And it was a question Sherry had never really asked herself, though she knew the answer immediately:
“Of course I am,” and she knew that no matter what happened, she would still want to be with Roy. Suddenly, she found herself kissing him, and he kissed her, and she felt his love envelope her like a warm blanket on a cold night.
She was still worried though, that maybe Roy didn't really feel the same way about her. She was worried he saw this as a lot more superficial than her. The next few days were the most stressful she had in her life. She tried texting Roy, but he never got back to her. She was always afraid that she would run into Roy or one of his friends, or—worse—his fiancé, and immediately give herself away. The only saving grace was that Boris had started to treat her with a lot more respect than before.
Before she realized it, it was the last day of the cruise. Everyone was packing up. They were about to dock in Miami and she still hadn't heard from Roy. She was beginning to give up on the whole idea. He never really did love her, she thought, she was just some fling that didn't go off as he wanted and so he was just going to move on like all the rest of them. How could she have been so stupid, falling in love with some blue-eyed pretty-boy, thinking he would break off an engagement for her?
She walked back to her cabin to gather her things for her week on shore. She would stay at her aunt's house and watch TV probably, maybe lay out by the pool of her apartment building and forget about Roy. When she got to her door there was a pink slip attached to it with a bit of tape: she had been fired. They wouldn't ask her back for the next cruise.
She cried and cried, packing up all of her things: her clothes, her art books, her bathing suit, all into a couple of bags. She couldn't bear saying goodbye to anyone, all she wanted to do was get off of this stupid boat. But there at the end of the hall was Louis, he didn't look happy. She could barely handle speaking to him, knowing they may never see each other again.
“I got fired,” she said.
“I know, I can't believe you got mixed up with a guy like that,” he said, barely looking at her.
“Was this because of what happened with Boris?” said Sherry. “I didn't ask him to embarrass my boss, this shouldn't be my fault—”
“This has nothing to do with Boris. That guy you were seeing, he was engaged to the captain's daughter.”
“Wait, how did you know?”
“The whole ship knows, Sherry, why do you think you got fired?”
“I... I don't... wait, did you say he was engaged to her?”
“Yeah, they called it off.”
“Do you know where he is?”
“How should I know,” said Louis. He really was upset.
“Why are you mad at me?” Sherry asked.
Louis looked her straight in the eye, and gave a weak smirk. “You weren't supposed to leave me like this.”
“Oh Louis,” she hugged him, tears in both their eyes.
“You shouldn't leave him waiting though,” said Louis.
“Leave who waiting?”
“Roy, or whatever his name is, he's waiting for you out on the pier.”
Sherry looked at Louis, puzzled, but then it suddenly hit her. She gave him one last quick hug and promised she would stay in touch. Then she ran through the hallways out to the pier. Roy stood out in the bright sunlight.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
“Well, I was just fired, what am I supposed to do now?”
“What do you mean?” Roy didn't seem to get the picture.
“Where am I going to get a job?”
“Sherry,” he said, laughing and gently taking her hand, “you won't have to.”
“What?”
“Come back to Chicago with me. You can paint, I can work.”
“Roy, I—”
He brought her close to him, and put his arms around her. Whispering into her ear, he said: “It's supposed to be a clear night tonight. You can finally start to paint the stars.”
Deena Jetson was thirty four. In twenty four hours she would be thirty five. Standing before the full length mirror in her Las Vegas hotel room she surveyed the damage the past three and a half decades had done. There was no denying that Deena was stunning, she could easily pass for a woman nearly half her age. She had her father’s olive skin and her mother’s emerald green eyes, her dark hair snaked its way down her back towards her long legs. Deena supposed that things could look worse.
Beyond her hotel window the lights of a city notorious for sin and people beating the odds and getting lucky sparkled at her seductively. And using those lights like a falling star, Deena made a brief, silent wish, for the one thing missing from her life. The one thing which she yearned for more than anything.
“No matter how long you stare into that thing you won’t be able to turn back time,” came a jovial voice, it was her best friend Connie, her companion for her birthday weekend.
Poor Connie hated to fly; Deena had to tempt her over with promises of endless cocktails and sumptuous meals. There was no one she would rather have with her on this weekend jaunt; Connie had been her best friend for as long as she could remember. They’d met one fateful summer at camp and been inseparable ever since. Even at that early age they’d been polar opposites; Deena was tall with dark features whilst Connie was short and blonde, or as she termed herself, ‘stumpy.’ But they complimented one another perfectly, the ying to each other’s yang.
“Oh, God, a grey hair!” Deena pulled at her luscious mane in despair.
“Don’t tell me that’s your first!” Connie laughed. “I got my first silver highlight after Jamie was born.”
“No…not my first,” Deena said sheepishly. “The first that I’ve forgotten to hide though!”
“Well make sure it is well hidden when we hit the floor tonight. Heaven forbid anyone manages to guess your real age!” Connie teased.
As the sun sank on the Nevada desert stars of every variety came out to play. It was when darkness fell that Las Vegas really came in to its own.
Deena and Connie were dressed to impress in sequin dresses and killer heels, much to Connie’s evident dismay. The married mother of three obviously wasn’t used to such glamorous attire, and felt out of her depth.
Deena was a jet-setting fashion designer; Connie was a mid-wife and full-time slave to her family.
Deena knew she could act on any whim she desired and do as she pleased. She had a maid, a stylist, and a make-up artist when she was back home in London. She was often at all the hit parties, yet despite her high-flying lifestyle, she spent every weekend with Connie and her family, as since Deena’s parents died it was the only family she had.
Deena never said it but Connie could probably see the longing in her eyes when Connie was with her children, the sadness that crept into the corners of her smile when she caught sight of a tender moment between Connie and her husband.
Deena Jetson was nearly thirty-five and firmly still on the shelf. Wasting her time with celebrity lovers, she never seemed to want to settle down; she wanted to play the role of a fashion darling forever.
Connie nervously pulled on the edge of her dress, saying for the hundredth time since she’d put it on that she wished it was longer. Connie hated her legs; she always said they seemed squat and short compared to Deena’s, which were lean and long. Connie would always wish she were taller or her hair was straighter. She was content with how she looked, but that was all.
“That Roberto Cavalli dress does really suit you,” Deena told her friend admiringly.
“Thanks, it must have cost a fortune though, Dee!”
“Honestly, it looks amazing on you,” Deena smiled, sensing her friend’s apprehensions. “I wouldn’t have bought it for you if I didn’t think you could totally pull it off.”
“Thanks,” Connie mumbled, looking embarrassed
Deena squeezed Connie’s hand as they made their way into the grand casino of the hotel. The hum of machines and squeals of euphoria and despair were overwhelming. Everywhere they looked were people throwing the dice, spinning the wheel or checking their cards. Everyone was taking a gamble.
Fortunes were won and lost in a matter of moments. Money flowed through the casinos like water in a river, never accumulating in one place, always moving on to the next.
It made Connie uneasy to be amidst so much wealth but it didn’t bother Deena. She was a self made woman and knew the value of every dollar in her pocket, though so did Connie but for very different reasons.
Each ten dollars Connie was carrying represented a meal she could be making for her family back home, a school jumper that needed to be bought, but for Deena, ten dollars would just about cover her usual breakfast of a slim latte and croissant.
The women settled themselves on a relatively quiet roulette table, tentative about their first forays into the world of gambling.
Before them spinning wheel, covered in garish colours looked like a children’s toy only it was nowhere near as harmless. A chip on the wrong number could cost someone everything. It seemed bizarre that so much could hang upon something so inconsequential. They both started to doubt if they would really take to gambling as they’d hoped they would.
“When in Rome,” Connie shrugged as she handed the croupier some of her money and he presented her with a meager amount of playing chips.
“I prefer how the money feels,” Connie joked as she played with the plastic counters in her hands.
“Let’s do this then,” Deena declared as she also purchased some chips, feeling a sinking sensation as she handed her money over, wondering if she’d ever get to see it again.
Luck.
It was all so dependant on luck and Deena was a fervent believer that you made your own luck. It didn’t sit well with her to place everything on change, it kind of felt like cheating in that it removed the hard work element of it all.
“I haven’t got a clue,” Deena whispered nervously as they placed their rainbow of chips down on the table.
It was hard to pick just one number to back when they all carried the same amount of significance; none. But both Connie and Deena took a deep breath and went with their gut. Connie picked 26, the day of the month on which she’d got married, Deena picked 32, the number of lovers she’d had up until that point.
“Evening ladies,” came an American drawl from across the table. Both women briefly bristled at the realization that they were being watched as Deena rolled her eyes in anticipation of the lecherous elderly man who she expected to see across from her, but when she looked up her breath caught in her throat.
He was sat wearing an understated grey suit, which was topped off with a crisp white Stetson. His skin was colored by the sun and his eyes were a pale, misty blue. The smile he offered towards Deena was both genuine and sincere and strangely she felt herself melt a little in her seat. Quickly gathering herself she returned his smile but cursed at her girlishness as she felt her cheeks aflame.
The handsome stranger tipped his hat politely in her direction, such an old fashioned, suave maneuver. Most men didn’t take the time to be a gentleman anymore, but this guy clearly did and it made Deena’s stomach flip flop.
“Hubba hubba,” Connie giggled under her breath.
“Sssh!” Deena hissed. “I’m here to enjoy my birthday, not be seduced by some gambling man.”
“I don’t know Dee, I mean, you are going gray. What next? Saggy boobs? You need to seize your chances while you can!” she poked her friend playfully in the ribs.
Deena told her friend to quiet down but failed to silence her own giddiness as a number of butterflies began to flitter frivolously around her insides.
“You like him,” Connie teased, placing another bet.
“You need to be quiet!” Deena laughed, glancing up to lock eyes with the handsome stranger yet again.
“If you don’t like him, just say, because married or not, I’ll have a chance, he’s too handsome not too!” Connie laughed. But there was no truth in her words, only playful intent. She adored her husband. They’d met at eighteen and he’d stolen her heart there and then on the spot. There would never be another man in her life, except for her sons, who she adored.
But she liked to live vicariously through Deena, it was almost a key cornerstone of their friendship in adult life. Connie felt that in listening to all Deena’s romantic encounters as they occurred kept her alive within the world of dating, that she wasn’t missing. And each night when she fell asleep next to her husband, she was all the more grateful of where she was and the choices she’d made after hearing about Deena’s dating disasters.
But Deena loved dating and the thrill of the chase, so much so that she began to wonder if they’d ever be a man amazing enough to give all that up for. No matter how old she got, playing the field really was too much fun. But there was no denying that a part of her longed to settle down and find something meaningful, something which would shape her life in ways she could only currently imagine.
As the evening wore on Deena and Connie were firmly established on a losing streak. Was it from lack of concentration or lack of luck? Despite her best efforts Deena found herself constantly sneaking sly glances at the handsome stranger at their table, each time hoping against hope that his eyes would lock against hers for that brief, intense moment. When they did, she felt as though the room was spinning around and she briefly lost herself. Deena was behaving like a besotted teenager, not a grown, successful woman.
Her behavior did not go unnoticed, by both Connie and the gentleman in the Stetson. It had been far too long since Connie had seen her friend blush under a man’s gaze. Too long had she closed herself off from men to concentrate on her career, her work. Men were always disposable and not important, never sticking around long enough to even share breakfast with her. Now, she had a flush of youth within her cheeks, a glow in her eyes, a welcome change from the over concealed bags which told the story of her long hours and lonely, sleepless nights.
Connie wanted Deena to know the magic that only true love could bring.
“I’m so tired,” Connie declared as she did the fakest yawn Deena had ever seen. “What time is it?”
“Nine.”
“Nine! Well, I must be hitting the hay. No, don’t you come up, you stay here and try and win some back.” Before Deena could protest Connie in her unfamiliar glamorous state had left the casino.
“Looks like you could use some help there,” at last he had spoken again. He stood up, all 6ft of him, and glided over to the now unoccupied seat besides Deena.
“I’m Milton Rovers,” he informed her as he tipped his Stetson.
“Deena Jetson,” she stuck out her hand for him to shake it. He laughed heartily at the gesture.
“Well, Miss Jetson, this isn’t a business meeting so no need for formalities. It is Miss, isn’t it?”
Deena nodded and turned crimson.
“The secret to playing the roulette tables is to place your chips on as many numbers as possible. Now, take number 23 there, that just came up…”
Four hours later and Deena not only knew how to play roulette, she knew Milton Rovers. Born and raised in Texas, he was a self made businessman, not unlike herself, making money in property development. He had never married, feeling that he had never felt ready. At forty five, he was still unsure of how ready he was but knew that when he met the right woman, he would take a gamble and get married. Deena found herself hooked on his Texas drawl, entranced by his pale eyes and engrossed by his fascinating story and confident demeanor. He was unlike any man she had ever met before. He was confident, not cocky. Polite, not old fashioned. Complimentary, not sleazy. He made Deena feel like she was the only woman in the world and she found herself telling him things she had never even told Connie. How work had taken over her life and how now, on the eve of her birthday, she wondered if she had forgotten to make herself happy. All the while Milton listened intently, ordered her drinks when her martini glass grew empty and gently touched her hand when she grew emotional.
“Milton, you truly are too good to be true!” Deena declared. He smiled bashfully.
“I forget birthdays. I let my two dogs sleep in my bed. I don’t do laundry. I rarely wash my feet. When I’m angry I lock myself away. I’ve seen American Graffiti far too many times and I drink much too much whiskey. But my heart is whole, and I’d never break another’s. I can promise a woman everything, but really, all I want, is someone who wants me in return.”
Deena studied Milton’s face, searching for the familiar signs of a liar, the creases by the mouth of someone who was used to deceit. She saw none of these. Just a man, whose very presence made her feel giddy with an emotion she had never felt before.
“May I be presumptuous and invite you to dinner tomorrow evening, Miss Jetson?”
Deena had no hesitations in accepting his invitation, much to the delight of Connie whom she found herself waking up and relating her evening to the moment she returned to the room.
“He’s just so…so…amazing!”
Connie smiled sleepily. “Happy birthday, Dee.”
“Oh, yeah, now I’m thirty five.” Deena flopped down onto the bed.
“But you sound like you’re sixteen. ‘Oh, Milton, you are sooo amazing!’’’
“But he really is.”
“I can tell.
“Well, Deena Jetson. Perhaps it may be worth taking a gamble on this one.”
The clock on the wall ticked slowly towards eleven, all too slowly for Anna Ferris who had been shooting surreptitious glances at it every thirty five seconds for the last fifteen minutes. Her gaze was alternating between the clock and the lift doors at the end of the office.
Anna was too thin to be slim, too tall to be petite, too short to be tall and, at twenty-eight, was very aware that thirty was looming up on the horizon in front of her. It was not that thirty was old - not that old at all when you thought about it. But she was getting older.
And older was all you ever got to become and this was as young as you got, which was a depressing and self-destructive way to look at the aging process.
Anna did not necessarily miss being twenty-five. She was more concerned at the knowledge that she would never get another crack at being twenty-five. She could not shake the feeling that she had not made the most of it.
Anna’s personal life was also empty, lonely and unused for so long that it was days away from being declared a national heritage site. Her ‘career’ hit a new low when her manager, Mr Haines, had asked her to organise his own surprise birthday party.
Why Mr Haines had picked Anna for this important task she could not fathom. Mr Haines disliked Anna enormously, harbouring a secret (and legitimate) belief that she was smarter than he was. The dislike was entirely mutual - Anna found Mr Haines to be a petty, small minded and vindictive man, and so planning a ‘surprise’ party for him was a long way from her ideal assignment.
But even when she was having the worst of days there was always one thing that Anna looked forward to. It was the one point of every working day when personal and professional came to some sort of minor meeting.
At eleven o’clock the lift doors would open to admit Ben, pushing his trolley of homemade cakes and snacks. Ben was tall and had the bluest eyes Anna had ever seen, set in a face that must have made God sit back and think, ‘yeah, I was in the zone today’. His arrival was Anna’s cue to hurry down through the rows of muttering cubicles where she would arrive in front of his trolley of homemade goodies and buy a chocolate muffin.
Chocolate was Anna’s vice, but it was one that seemed to have little or no effect. There were plenty of women who subsisted on green salads and rice cakes, who would have been more than happy to garrote her for being so persistently and spitefully thin, no matter what she ate. But privately, Anna had always rather fancied having curves, something that was never going to happen. It was a creative person (or the owner of a really good and comprehensive thesaurus) who could come up with a word to describe Anna’s appearance that was not some variation on ‘thin’.
Unfortunately ‘thin’ was also a good word to describe Anna’s conversational ability, at least when it came to the handsome Ben. Words failed her, the carefully constructed small talk that she would spend the morning planning (when she was supposed to be typing something-or-other) never successfully made the journey from her brain to her vocal cords.
Every day she knew was different, but every day had the same result. It didn’t matter how long she spent sitting at her desk, pretending to work, she would craft sentences she would use to ask Ben out on a date. But, when he would arrive, absolute fear would envelope her, and her mouth would fail her. So, Anna would smile up at Ben shyly and buy a chocolate muffin. Ben would take the money from her and grin back. Anna put a lot of stock in a good smile, and Ben had an amazing one, it lit up the room and made her go weak at the knees.
All of which was worthless if she did nothing about it! She glanced up at the clock again, hoping that Mr. Haines would not see her. He did not like ‘clock-watchers’, a subject on which he had spoken to her at great length (Mr Haines was one of those managers with a speech for every misdemeanour).
It was time; the lift doors opened and Anna turned. Ben was never late.
In her more optimistic moments (and there were few enough of those) she thought it might be because he was secretly as keen to see her as she was to see him. Sitting forward in her seat she watched the people who exited the lift. A pair of secretaries, a manager and a cleaner who had clearly got off on the wrong floor since he scurried back in again.
There was no Ben.
Anna frowned; he was always on time, always. He always arrived on her floor at eleven o’clock, on the dot, without fail. Was he on holiday? Was he ill? Was there a third, less palatable option?
With a heavy heart Anna returned to her work, but her attention was elsewhere.
The following day Anna looked towards the lift doors.
For the second time, eleven o’clock came and went and Ben did not arrive. Anna’s concern grew and with determination she devised a plan to find out what was going on.
It was midday and the company employees made their way to their allocated dining rooms. Where employees ate was dependant on their status within the company, and, needless to say, Anna’s dining room was nothing much to look at, and even less to eat in.
But, Anna’s dining room was served by the same kitchen in which Ben usually prepared the cakes and snacks before he sold them to the office workers.
While her colleagues ate (and desperately tried to find something new to say to the people they had sat next to for the last twenty years), Anna slipped away, leaving an almost full plate of spaghetti bolognaise. She pushed open the double doors leading into the kitchens.
Anna’s eyes widened at the yelling and bustling activity, amazing smells and frankly disturbing sights. Her eyes darted around hoping to see the tall frame of Ben.
Taking a large breath, Anna called: “Does anyone know Ben?”
She did not even know his surname, but with a limited amount of time, the direct approach was probably the way to go. Unfortunately, no one seemed to be paying any attention to her, and the kitchen staff brushed past her as they continued with their work. Accustomed as Anna was to being roundly ignored by everyone, this was just a little galling.
“Ben,” she continued, louder. “Tall, blue eyes, works here?”
“Ben?”
Anna looked down, the voice had come from roughly knee height; a thin, miserable looking man in his early twenties was sitting slumped by the wall and the word had come from him.
“Do you know Ben?”
The miserable looking man nodded. “He quit.”
It would be too much to say that the bottom fell out of her world but it certainly dropped a few feet. Perhaps Ben had only been a pipe dream but he had been her pipe dream, and the possibility of it being something more had kept her going from day to day. Her dream evaporated in the busy kitchen.
Despondent, Anna turned to leave the kitchen, but could not help turning back to the miserable man. “Are you alright?”
The man considered the question. “No,” he finally decided.
“Can I help?”
The facts were fairly simple; the miserable man’s name was Casper, and he was in love with a girl, a girl who loved him back, yet a girl he could not have. Her name was Wendy and she was, (Anna thought when Casper insisted on introducing her over this ever-lengthening lunch break), one of the prettiest girls on the planet. (Privately Anna thought that Wendy could do a hell of a lot better but who was she to question the fickle desires of the human heart?)
But, the problem was that Wendy’s father, Anthony Rudolph, was the head chef in the executive kitchen. Anthony’s kitchen catered only to top level management and served the important members of the board, and the chairman of the company himself.
Casper meanwhile was a dish washer in the staff kitchen – the one which Anna had gone to look for Ben in. It was an immeasurable social gulf and one which, to Anna’s incredulity, Wendy’s father took phenomenally seriously.
“The worst of it is,” said Wendy, “that Casper is a great cook but he can’t get an interview. If only Daddy would give him a chance then I’m sure he’d give him a job. But, he wouldn’t give a chance like that to anyone from the staff kitchen, least of all a dish washer.”
Casper nodded glumly and Anna nodded with interest.
To her this was all very sad of course but it was also the most fascinating peep into the strictly hierarchical world of company catering; she had had no idea!
“There’s just no getting around it,” said Casper mournfully.
“I don’t know about that,” Anna’s mind was oddly keyed towards problems of this nature.
When in school Anna had solved the love life issues of many of her friends with a natural skill. Somewhere along the line she had imagined that this might in some way help her own love life, but it had never worked out that way.
Anna had even helped a friend of hers get together with a boy Anna herself had liked. They had made a nice couple. The boy probably would not have been interested in her anyway, and it was the right thing to do. But it didn’t make it any easier.
It was at this point that she had come up with the philosophy that seemed to have held through most of her life, ‘No good deed goes unpunished’.
The following week and after long hours of organization, Anna threw Mr. Haines the surprise birthday bash to end all surprise birthday bashes.
Everyone who was anyone within the company was invited and some of them even took the trouble to turn up. Mr Haines himself had played the part of ‘surprised man’ rather well, even though he had insisted on reviewing the menu and seating chart, and had ordered the cake himself.
At the party the mood was high, the alcohol was plentiful, the music was loud, the singing was raucous and the dancing was… pretty poor really but nobody seemed to care. Even Mr Haines admitted that Anna had done a good job in the organisation.
But the hit of the evening was undoubtedly the food which, all were agreed, was something a bit special. It was light, festive and delicious and the buffet tables which groaned under its weight were swiftly emptied so Anna had to rapidly send down to the kitchens for more.
The majority of the guests were managers and board members of high standing who were used to the better things in life (at least assuming that the best was currently unavailable) and yet there was not a man nor woman among them whose breath was not thoroughly taken away, and who did not make an absolute pig of themselves where the food was concerned.
It was about halfway through the evening that Anna was approached by a small, barrel shaped man with a neat, black moustache who tugged at her arm and took her to a discreet corner.
Anna prepared to give him her standard speech about being flattered and technically single but not looking for a relationship right now, but it turned out that the little man had other things on his mind.
“Miss Ferris,” the little man spoke in clipped tones, “what caterers did you use?”
“Mr. Rudolph?” Anna would never have guessed this was Wendy’s father; genetics, usually a harsh mistress, had clearly taken pity on Wendy and done her some serious favours.
“Chef Rudolph,” the little man insisted haughtily, hauling himself up to his full height and looking Anna squarely in the chest.
“Sorry,” said Anna hastily, now was not the time to get on the wrong side of the little man, twerp though he clearly was. “I didn’t actually use a caterer. But let me introduce you to the chef.”
Of course, Anna had used Casper to cater the party.
They say that it takes a big man to admit that he is wrong but Anna was delighted to discover that even a man as little as Chef Rudolph was capable of it too.
Chef Anthony Rudolph respected food and the cooking of it, little else mattered. Had Casper turned out to be a shaved orangutan with a peg leg he would still have given his blessing to his daughter’s choice of prospective husband as long as the ape could knock up a birthday buffet the like of which he had just sampled.
From a respectable distance Anna watched the touching scene. Against not inconsiderable odds everything had gone according to plan, sundered hearts reunited and all that, and she had pleased her boss.
The only thing she would be going home with tonight was a doggy bag (the food really was exceptional), but you could not have everything, and she still felt that this was a job well done.
Casper came over. “Cake’s arrived.”
The cake was the only thing that had not been made by Casper, he was not a pastry chef, and Mr Haines had insisted on ordering it himself anyway.
“Okay,” said Anna, wondering what he expected her to do about it.
“I think he wants paying.”
“Right.” Anna headed off for the back door of the kitchen, wondering, as she went, exactly what these people had done before she had arrived to do things for them. Was it not enough that she had fixed their love lives? Did they have to rely on her for menial tasks as well? She opened the back door.
“Got a cake for me?” she said brusquely.
“Right here,” the man replied, “If you could just si…You.”
Ben smiled in recognition and lit up the alleyway in which he stood.
Anna wished that it was within her capability to smile back, if only because it would have been a marked improvement on the slack-jawed stare of disbelief she had opted for.
“Guh,” she said.
“It is you, isn’t it?” Ben continued, apparently not put off.
“Buh.” She struggled to form words.
“I’m working in this nice bakery now.”
There was something to be said for a man who could bake cakes – at least they could speak. As far as Anna was concerned it made him more perfect, if that was possible. Of course, now that she knew where he worked she could go see him there, maybe buy a chocolate muffin, smile shyly and continue to put off actually doing or saying anything.
On the other hand she could…
Without another utterance, Anna leant forward and kissed Ben. For a split second the world stopped and all was right with the universe. But, Ben gently pushed her away. Anna’s cheeks flushed crimson and her heart sank; what had she expected? Well, at least she had taken a chance and put herself out there.
Ben put the cake box he was carrying to one side. “It was in the way,” he explained, before taking Anna in his arms and kissing her.
Anna had to admit that not having a cake box between them made this even better, once again the world had stopped and all was right with the universe. She also had to admit that it might be time to replace her old philosophy with a more optimistic one.
The kiss broke again, though this time by mutual consent.
“I’d better take this cake up to the party,” said Ben. “Don’t want Dad shouting at you.”
Anna frowned. “Dad?”
Behind Anna, Mr Haines entered. “There you are Anna, I… Oh, I see you’ve met my son.”
I stood awkwardly, holding the bouquet of flowers I’d purchased for the lost love of my life. I don’t know why it had taken me this long to come to her, but it had. So, here I was, standing like a moron entirely at a loss for words. I wanted to tell her how much I loved her. I wanted to tell her how I’d never stopped. I needed to tell her that I hadn’t meant to stay away so long. I could feel my palms getting sweaty as I stared, contemplating whether she hated me. Still, I had to get through this; I at least owed her that much.
“Hey, Jules. It’s been a while, I know,” I began, my heart beating furiously in my chest. “I just came by to remind you of how much I care. I don’t expect much. In fact, it’s quite the opposite, but you’ll hear me, right?” I swallowed hard, half expecting a response. Of course there wasn’t one. I averted my eyes for just a second, contemplating the possibility of turning - running away and never confronting the issue. No. Stop it Drew. You’re a man. Suck it up and explain how you feel!
I took in another agonizing breath before continuing.
“Please, listen just this once to why I’ve taken this long. It’s not that I didn’t want you, or even that I was afraid. Honestly, it just hurt so much to watch you leave. It was like, as you packed your bags that night and walked out the door, my heart stopped beating, slower and slower with each step you took.
“I should’ve never said those things to you. I hope you know I didn’t mean them. But, I fear I’ve jumped ahead of myself. I don’t want to start with the end. A proper story starts with the beginning, right? So, why don’t I start this off by reminding you of the day we met?”
My voice was hopeful, asking for something, anything.
“Do you remember, Jules? Do you remember how you were sitting at that coffee shop, the sunlight shining softly in on you as you frantically studied for your Chemistry exam? We were so young then… It’s strange to even think we were so naïve before. Still, I remember it. We were only seventeen and I saw you, as I waited impatiently for my latte, which if you can remember they’d screwed up and I was fuming over it! You were so incredibly beautiful with your long, wavy blonde hair pulled up in that ridiculous bun atop your head. You were frail and stressed looking from the impending doom that was your exams! Huge, dark circles under your eyes; you almost appeared malnourished, which I wouldn’t put past you now that I know you all too well.
“I don’t know why…perhaps I’m not as dumb as I like to think I am…but I was captivated by you. I had to know you. I had to talk to you. You, my love, were all that I could possibly see! So, me being the rather awkward and unusual teen that I was, I just stood there and stared. I stared until you could no longer ignore my burning gaze. Do you remember? You looked up at me, those sparkling blue eyes wide with…well…I guess you were creeped out, weren’t you?”
I couldn’t help but chuckle at that bit. Still. I was digressing from my point. I fumbled my hands amongst the flowers for a second, a nervous pit forming in my stomach as I went on.
“Anyway, you were so offended by my stare. You immediately wrinkled up that cute, little button nose of yours in disgust before huffing at me. I think you said something along the lines of ‘what the heck are you looking at, Jerk’ or something to that effect. I can’t quite remember. I do remember being so terribly horrified that you were going to rid me of a shot at talking with you I lost hold of my scalding hot latte. I can recall the shock on both of our faces as it slammed to the ground, spilling its boiling contents all over my feet. Luckily, I wasn’t wearing sandals that day! I know how you hate it when I wear sandals.
“You felt so bad! I thought you were going to have a heart attack; you looked so damn mortified. Secretly, I must admit, I couldn’t help but feel a little proud of my stupidity for once. Do you know why? Because I knew, in that moment, I’d engaged the woman I was going to marry in conversation.
“You ran up to me so panicked and remorseful. All I could do was smile stupidly at you as you dropped down at my feet, dabbing with a ridiculously huge wad of napkins. I believe I told you ‘it’s okay’ and ‘don’t worry about it’ about a hundred times before you finally looked up at me with those crystal blue eyes of yours. I’d never seen such eyes, before. You literally took my breath away. I mean that, I really do,” I paused for a moment overwhelmed by my own rendition of our first meeting. I took a deep breath to regain my control before pushing onward.
“Well…uh…that was how it all began, wasn’t it? You acknowledged me and I was so incredibly dumbfounded that someone like you would even speak to me! You felt so bad you invited me to sit and study with you and, despite the fact I knew very little about your class, I sat and studied with you for hours. Eventually, I somehow managed to convince you to go out with me again and you agreed. That was really how it all began…nothing overly special or dramatic. We just sort of, courted, like any other couple in the history of all time. Things progressed pretty regularly, didn’t they?
“Then, when we each had our graduations and got our jobs…you a barista and me an accountant…we finally decided to move in together. We got a place; and we picked out things like curtains, floor mats, all the classics. I just remember the feeling of accomplishment we both shared. There we were, so very young, starting our lives out together for the first time. I only wish it could’ve lasted longer. I wish, with all of my heart, that I wouldn’t have been so dumb.”
I took in another deep breath, realizing the moment of truth had come. It was time to own up to my actions; time to admit I was wrong; time to ask her, no…time to beg her for her forgiveness. I felt tears welling up in my eyes as I pulled the bouquet of flowers close to my chest, as though they could mask the pain in my heart.
“Julia…this…this is why I’m here. I’m sure you know. I just had to tell you I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry for the way I treated you. Work was so busy and I spent so much time away. I should’ve never ignored you when you told me how lonely you were. There were so many signs along the way. It wasn’t until you’d left me that I opened my eyes and saw what you were trying to say. Like the time I stayed so late on Christmas Eve. I remember I’d had such a terrible day. I was just so accustomed to your company and so reassured you’d never leave that I almost felt entitled to take it out on you. It just… it enraged me so much when you would start nagging me about the hours I put in. I just felt like you didn’t appreciate the effort I was giving to gain us the lifestyle we’d always dreamed of. Of course, now I know that wasn’t what you wanted at all, was it?
“Either way, I shouldn’t have said what I did that night. It opened the door for so much cruel and unwarranted bad treatment from me. Life’s kind of funny that way. I guess once someone lets you walk all over them it’s hard to regain respect. Not that I didn’t respect you; I did. I just didn’t know how to express it. Whatever the reason, it was wrong. I should’ve never called you that name. I should’ve never told you I didn’t care for you or that you were a big nuisance. You weren’t, Jules. If only you knew how much you weren’t. You were…Hell…you still are my entire world. I just got caught up in it. I got caught up when what I really should’ve been focused on was you.”
My hands were shaking so badly by this point. I felt so guilty; it literally turned my stomach to think of how cold and callous I was.
“Baby…that was like a nightmare. It was a nightmare we both lived through day in and day out for so many years. I’m so sorry and if only I could take it back. Then it never would’ve gotten so far. I lost my mind that night. I lost it completely. I just remember watching you pack your suitcase; the angered look on your face. You were beautiful when we were young. You still were that day. You always were. But, that night, for whatever reason, I could see how much I’d aged you. Your face was lined from the name calling, the physical intimidation, the screaming and the endless put downs. I can’t believe I ever said you weren’t good enough. Jules, you were always good enough. In fact, you were too good. You were better than I ever was. I didn’t deserve you, not the other way around.”
I clutched the flowers harder as the tears started to flow freely. As I trembled I couldn’t help but fall down to my knees, looking upwards as I tried my hardest to get through this much needed apology.
“I knew I’d pushed you too far that day. I saw the tears on your face, those sunken in eyes of yours. I could see you were tired. You were so, so tired of me. How could you not be? We’d spent ten years together, most of which was rather miserable because I couldn’t just get it together. I couldn’t see that a real man would’ve put his woman first, not last. I just wish that I could’ve married you or given you the children you so badly longed for before we went our separate ways. I wish I could’ve given you everything you’d ever asked for before you went away. I wish I could’ve told you how every single day of my life, despite the way I acted, really, truly was lived for you…”
I knelt forward, leaning my head onto the cool, granite stone, tears spilling down my cheeks as I dropped the flowers onto the somewhat dewy grass. I could feel the light breeze rustling through the trees, through my hair and onward. Despite the sun outside, my soul was so very, very dark.
“Julia, I loved you so much. I love you so much. I’ll never stop loving you. You are, and always will be, the reason I breathe. I guess…I guess I just wanted to ask you for your forgiveness? Please, please just…give me some sort of sign. Tell me that it’s going to be okay. Tell me that there’s life beyond the mistakes I’ve made. Tell me that I can live with the terrible things I’ve done.”
I somewhat got my tears under control as I leaned back from the headstone, looking solemnly towards it.
“I never would’ve let you leave if I’d known you’d get into an accident, baby. I promise. I didn’t know. I didn’t know you were going to die that night…”
I stared at her grave fiercely, feeling utterly helpless. Did she hear me? Did she know that I’d come to apologize? It’d already been a year since she’d passed; was she angry it had taken me so long to come make amends?
“Julia, baby…please, please forgive me…” I whispered.
Then, in a moment of what I’d like to attribute to my departed lover, I sat in perhaps the most calming quiet I’d ever experienced in my entire life. It was as though the air, the insects, the rustling of the grass and tree leaves…everything had all stopped. All I could hear, as the world seemingly shut down around me, was the sound of my beating heart.
At first it was fast and irregular due to the intense emotions I was experiencing at finally visiting my love’s grave. However, it gradually slowed. Each and every beat was more inviting and soothing than the last. I don’t know if it was relevant, or supernatural…I honestly can’t say. All I know is that, in that moment of absolute silence, I felt closer to my darling Julia than I ever had before. It was as though she were sitting beside me, holding my hand and whispering forgiveness into my ear.
I remember closing my eyes as the sun peaked out from behind the looming clouds above, shining it’s warmth upon me as I breathed in, drinking up life as if for the first time. A smile slowly crept across my face as I picked up the flowers and held them close, tilting my head up towards the sky. And then, just like that, it passed.
I fluttered my eyes open, feeling just the slightest confusion creeping over me as I observed my surroundings. The clouds were still lurking above me, the trees and grass were still rustling around me and the wind was still playing its endless song. I looked around, blinking as though if I just waited long enough things would explain themselves. Of course, they didn’t. However, as I finally laid those flowers down upon her grave, I couldn’t help but feel the relief I’d come for.
Deep down I knew that, even though she couldn’t verbally tell me it was okay, it was. My darling Julia had forgiven me, much like she’d always done in her life and, thanks to her, I was able to move forward a stronger and more honorable man. Never again would I take someone I loved for granted. Never again would I center my life solely around what I thought to be right. No, from that point forward I changed at my very core. In actuality, thanks to Jules, that was the day I truly started my life, knowing deep down that she’d be there waiting when my final day arrived, warmth and forgiveness in her heart.
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